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Introduction

Early medieval Europe has, over and over, been misunderstood. It has
fallen victim above all to two grand narratives, both highly influential
in the history and history-writing of the last two centuries, and both of
which have led to a false image of this period: the narrative of
nationalism and the narrative of modernity. Before we consider a
different sort of approach, we need to look at both of these, briefly but
critically, to see what is wrong with each; for most readers of this book
who have not already studied the period will have one or both in the
front of their minds as a guiding image.

The early Middle Ages stands at the origin, whether authentic or
fictional, of so many European nation states that it has taken on mythic
significance for historians of all the generations since nationalism
became a powerful political image, in the early nineteenth century, and
often earlier still. People write books called The Birth of France, or,
more generally, The Growth of Europe, looking as they do so for the
germs of a future national or European identity, which can be claimed
to exist by 1000 in France, Germany, England, Denmark, Poland,
Russia and a host of other nations if one looks hard enough. Early
medieval history thus becomes part of a teleology: the reading of
history in terms of its (possibly inevitable) consequences, towards
whatever is supposed to mark ‘why we are best’ - we English, or
French, or (western) Europeans - or at least, for less self-satisfied
communities, ‘why we are different’. The whole of early medieval
English history can thus be seen in terms of the origins of the nation
state; the whole of early medieval Low Countries history in terms of



the origins of the commercial dynamism of the future Belgium or
Netherlands. The lack of evidence for our period helps make these
nationalist readings common, even today. They are false readings all
the same; even when they are empirically accurate (the English did
indeed have a unitary state in 1000, production and exchange were
indeed unusually active in what would become Belgium), they mislead
us in our understanding of the past. This is bad history; history does not
have teleologies of this kind.

Europe was not born in the early Middle Ages. No common identity
in 1000 linked Spain to Russia, Ireland to the Byzantine empire (in
what is now the Balkans, Greece and Turkey), except the very weak
sense of community that linked Christian polities together. There was
no common FEuropean culture, and certainly not any Europe-wide
economy. There was no sign whatsoever that Europe would, in a still
rather distant future, develop economically and militarily, so as to be
able to dominate the world. Anyone in 1000 looking for future
industrialization would have put bets on the economy of Egypt, not of
the Rhineland and Low Countries, and that of Lancashire would have
seemed like a joke. In politico-military terms, the far south-east and
south-west of Europe, Byzantium and al-Andalus (Muslim Spain),
provided the dominant states of the Continent, whereas in western
Europe the Carolingian experiment (see below, Chapters 16 and 17) had
ended with the break-up of Francia (modern France, Belgium and
western Germany), the hegemonic polity for the previous four hundred
years. The most coherent western state in 1000, southern England, was
tiny. In fact, weak political systems dominated most of the Continent at
the end of our period, and the active and aggressive political systems of
later on in the Middle Ages were hardly visible.

National identities, too, were not widely prominent in 1000, even if
one rejects the association between nationalism and modernity made in
much contemporary scholarship. We must recognize that some such
identities did exist. One can make a good case for England in this



respect (the dismal years of the Danish conquest in the early eleventh
century produced a number of texts invoking a version of it). Italians,
too, had a sense of common identity, although it hardly reached south
of Rome (of course, that is pretty much still true today), and did not
lead to a desire for political unity. Geographical separation, such as that
provided by the English Channel and the Alps, helped both of these, as
it also did the Irish, who were capable of recognizing a version of an
Irish community, however fragmented Ireland really was. In the
parallel case of Byzantium, what gave its inhabitants identity was
simply the coherence of its political system, which was much greater
than any other in Europe at that time; Byzantine ‘national identity’ has
not been much considered by historians, for that empire was the
ancestor of no modern nation state, but it is arguable that it was the
most developed in Europe at the end of our period. By contrast, France,
Germany and Spain (either Christian or Muslim) did not have any such
imagery. The Danes may have had it, but in Scandinavia as a whole
there is good evidence for it only in Iceland. The Slav lands were still
too inchoate to have any version of identity not specifically tied to the
fate of ruling dynasties. And, as will be stressed often in this book, a
common language had very little to do with any form of cultural or
political solidarity at all. The image of the ‘birth of Europe’, and the
‘birth’ of the great bulk of the later nations of Europe, is thus in our
period not only teleological, but close to fantasy. The fact that there are
genealogical links to the future in so many tenth-century polities is an
interesting fact, but of no help whatever in understanding the early
Middle Ages.

Even more unhelpful are the other, still older, storylines which
situate the early Middle Ages inside the grand narrative of modernity
itself, in its many variations. This is the narrative which traditionally
relegated the whole of medieval history to simply being ‘in the
middle’, between the political and legal solidity of the Roman empire
(or else the high summer of classical culture) on the one side, and the



supposed rediscov ery of the latter in the Renaissance on the other. It
was Renaissance scholars themselves who invented this image; since
then, the storyline has undergone two major sorts of change. First, later
generations - the scientists of the late seventeenth century, the
Enlightenment thinkers and revolutionaries of the eighteenth, the
industrialists and socialists of the nineteenth and twentieth - have
claimed ‘true’ modernity for themselves, contesting as they did so the
claims for the years around 1500 as a cusp. Conversely, in the scientific
history of the last century, medievalists have sought to save at least the
central and late Middle Ages from the opprobrium of not ‘really’ being
history at all, and beginnings for common long-term FEuropean
historical processes have been sought in papal reform, the ‘twelfth-
century Renaissance’, the origins of the universities, and in the early
state-formation of kings like Henry II of England and Philip II of
France, that is, in the period around 1050-1200.

The result of these two developments is that an entire millennium,
from the late eleventh century onwards in European history, can be
seen as a continuous succession of tides, advancing ever further up the
beach of Progress; but, in this imagery, the period before it is still left
unrecon structed. The achievements of the ancient world are still seen
by many in a shimmering light beyond the dark sea of barbarism which
supposedly marks the early Middle Ages; and the fall of ‘the’ Roman
empire in the fifth century (ignoring its long survival in the East) is
seen as a primordial failure, the reversal of which was a long and
painstaking process, although a necessary foundation for whichever
aspect of the modern world the observer most wishes to stress:
rationalism, productivity, a global market, knowledge, democracy,
equality, world peace or the freedom from exploitation.

I am in favour of most of these final ends myself; but to me as a
historian the storyline still seems ridiculous, for every period in history
has its own identity and legitimacy, which must be seen without
hindsight. The long stretch of time between 400 and 1000 has its own



validity as a field of study, which is in no way determined by what went
before or came after. To attribute values to it (or to parts of it, as with
those who, with the image of the ‘Carolingian Renaissance’, want to
attach the ninth and perhaps tenth centuries to the grand narrative of
‘real’ history, at the expense, presumably, of the sixth to eighth) is a
pointless operation. And to me as a historian of the early Middle Ages,
the ‘othering’ of the period simply seems meaningless. The wealth of
recent scholarship on the period gives the lie to this whole approach to
seeing history; and this book will have failed if it appears to support it
in any way.

This is because it is now possible to write a very different sort of
early medieval history. Until the 1970s its lack of evidence put
researchers off; and a moralizing historiography dependent on the
storyline of failure saw the centuries between 400/500 and 1000 as
inferior. Whatever people’s explanations for the fall of the western
Roman empire in the fifth century (internal weakness, external attack,
or a bit of both), it seemed obvious that it was a Bad Thing, and that
European and Mediterranean societies took centuries to recover from
it; maybe by the time of Charlemagne (768-814), maybe not until the
economic expansion and religious reformism of the eleventh century.
The eastern empire’s survival as Byzantium was hardly stressed at all.
The nationalist origin-myths were almost all the period had going for
it; they survived longer than the image of the early Middle Ages as a
failure, in fact.

Most of this is now, fortunately, changed; the early Middle Ages is
not the Cinderella period any more. For a start, researchers into the
period have become more numerous. In Britain around 1970 the
presence of Peter Brown and Michael Wallace-Hadrill in Oxford, and
Walter Ullmann in Cambridge, allowed the formation of a critical mass
of graduate students in early medieval (and also late antique) history
who then got jobs in the rest of the country (just before recruitment to
universities clamped down with the government cuts of 1980); they



have had their own graduates everywhere, as research training in
history has ceased to be dominated by Oxbridge, and a further
generation is coming on stream. Byzantine studies developed rapidly as
well. Early medieval archaeology, over the same period, freed itself
from a preoccupation with cemeteries and metalwork, and opened itself
out to the ‘new archaeology’ of spatial relationships and economic or
material cultural systems, which had much wider implications and
allowed for a richer dialectic with documentary history, if, at least, the
participants were willing. Outside Britain, similar groups of historians
were trying to get rid of past obsessions with political or cultural
‘decline’ and the history of legal institutions or of the church; only in
some countries, notably the United States, has the number of early
medievalists increased as much as in Britain (in Germany and Italy
there had always been more), but in all countries the sophistication of
historical approach has increased dramatically in the last three decades.
In much of continental Europe, indeed, early medieval archaeology has
also been virtually invented over the same time-span; it hardly existed
outside a few countries in 1970 (Britain, East and West Germany, the
Netherlands, Denmark, Poland), but now a complex and up-to-date
archaeology of this period characterizes nearly every country in the
European Union.

Research has also become more internationalized. The project of the
European Science Foundation (ESF) on the Transformation of the
Roman World in 1993-8 took dozens of researchers from nearly every
European country (and beyond) and put them in hotels from Stockholm
to Istanbul for a week at a time to brainstorm common approaches.
This did not create a ‘common European’ historiography, for both good
and bad reasons (national assumptions and prejudices were often too
ingrained; conversely, too international an approach to the subj ect
would risk blandness); but it did mean that participants came to
understand each other better, and personal friendships became
internationalized. Post-ESF projects have continued to flourish over the



subsequent decade, and international work on common themes is now
normal, and more organic when it happens. Broadly, the most
innovative recent work among historians has often been in cultural
history, particularly of high politics and political and social elites; but
the more economic approach intrinsic to most archaeology, although
not always taken on board by documentary historians, nonetheless
allows major developments in socio-economic history too. Early
medievalists were also among the first to take seriously some of the
implications of the linguistic turn, the realization that all our written
accounts from the past are bound by narrative conventions, which have
to be understood properly before the accounts can be used by historians
at all; as a result, in the last two decades nearly every early medieval
source has been critically re-evaluated for its narrative strategies. The
landscape of early medieval studies is thus more international, more
critical, and much more wide-ranging than it used to be.

This positive picture hides flaws, of course. One is that this newly
enlarged community of researchers has as yet been reluctant to offer
new paradigms for our understanding of the period. I criticized this in a
recent book, Framing the Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 2005), in the
specific context of socio-economic history, and offered some
parameters which might work in that field. In the field of cultural and
political history, it is arguable that a new paradigm is emerging, but it
remains implicit rather than explicit. That paradigm sees many aspects
of late Antiquity (itself substantially revalued: the late Roman empire
is now often seen as the Roman high point, not an inferior and
totalitarian copy of the second-century pax romana) continuing into the
early Middle Ages without a break. More specifically: the violence of
the barbarian invaders of the empire is a literary trope; there were few
if any aspects of post-Roman society and culture that did not have
Roman antecedents; the seventh century in the West, although the low
point for medieval evidence, produced more surviving writings than
any Roman century except the fourth and sixth, showing that a literate



culture had by no means vanished in some regions; in short, one can
continue to study the early medieval world, east or west, as if it were
late Rome. This position is explicit in much recent work on the fifth-
century invasions, but it affects the study of later centuries, into the
ninth century and beyond, in much more indirect ways. It is rare to find
historians actually writing that Charlemagne, say, was essentially
operating in a late Roman political-cultural framework, even when they
are implying it by the ways they present him. This is a problem,
however; for, whether or not one believes that Charlemagne was
actually operating in such a framework, the issue cannot properly be
confronted and argued about until it is brought out into the open. And it
can be added that historians have, overall, been much more aware that
catastrophe is a literary cliché in the early Middle Ages than that
continuity - accommodation - is one as well.

A second problem is that the more attached historians become to
continuity (or to ‘transformation’) rather than to sharp change, the
further they diverge from archaeologists. Archaeologists see very
substantial simplifications in post-Roman material culture in the fifth
to seventh centuries (the exact date varies according to the region),
which in some cases - Britain is one example, the Balkans another - is
drastic; only a handful of Roman provinces, Syria, Palestine and Egypt,
did not experience it. Bryan Ward-Perkins has recently published a
short and useful riposte to a continuitist cultural history, The Fall of
Rome and the End of Civilization, which stresses the force of these
archaeological simplifications. This book will, I hope, prompt debate,
and also the establishment of common ground between the two
traditions; as I write, it is too early to tell. But we do need to develop
historical interpretations that can encompass the diversity of our
evidence, both literary and archaeological. Both a highly Romanizing
literary text - the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (d. 636), for
example - and an excavation which shows markedly flimsier buildings
and fewer inhabitants than in the Roman period, as with many urban



sites excavated in recent decades from Tarragona through Milan to
Tours, constitute evidence about the past, and neither of them should be
ignored. When the two are put together, indeed, the break-up of the
Roman empire, particularly in the West, immediately comes into focus
as a major shift. As we shall see in later chapters, however much
continuity there was in values or political practices into the early
medieval period - which there certainly was - the resources for political
players lessened considerably, and the structures in which they acted
simplified, often radically. The landscape of politics, society and
economics looks very different in the early Middle Ages as a result.
Seeing the period in its own terms entails recognizing its differences
from the Roman past as much as its continuities.

One result of the implicit nature of recent historical developments is
that there are relatively few overviews of the early Middle Ages as a
whole. The last survey that covered the entire period up to 1000 in
English, by Roger Collins, dates back to 1991, and is largely political in
focus. The recent high-quality social histories in French of Régine Le
Jan, Jean-Pierre Devroey and Philippe Depreux only go up to 900, and
do not include the Byzantine or Arab worlds. Julia Smith’s important
cultural synthesis, Europe after Rome, which gets closer than any other
book to offering new paradigms for her field, similarly restricts itself
to Latin Europe; so does Matthew Innes’s recent Introduction to Early
Medieval Western Europe, 300-900. (Of all these, this last is perhaps
the most similar to the present book in approach, but it only appeared
in the summer of 2007, after my own draft was completed, and I have
not incorporated its insights.) There are of course many works that deal
with shorter time-spans, and some periods, notably the fifth century
(especially in the West) and the Carolingian century, are very
extensively studied; there are also many regional and national
syntheses, some of which cover the whole of the early Middle Ages.
But there is space for a new survey which confronts the socio-political,
socio-economic, politico-cultural developments of the period 400-1000



as a whole, the period of the end of Roman unity and the formation of a
myriad of smaller polities, across the whole space of Europe and the
Mediterranean, the ex-Roman lands and the non-Roman lands to the
north of Rome alike. That is the intention of this book.

Framing the Early Middle Ages offered some quite sharply
characterized interpretations of how social and economic change could
be understood comparatively, region by region, England with respect to
Denmark or Francia, Francia with respect to Italy or Egypt, Italy with
respect to Spain or Syria. Obviously, these interpretations will be
reprised in certain chapters of this book, notably Chapters 9 and 15, and
they underpin much of the rest. But here the aims are different. First, a
political narrative of the period is given, which is informed, as fully as
possible, by recent advances in cultural history. The social and cultural
(including religious) environment inside which men and women made
political choices has been an important focus in each of the chapters of
the book. This book intends to be comprehensible to people who know
nothing about the period, a period that has few household names for a
wider public, and it takes little for granted. I have wanted, however, not
only to introduce Charlemagne - or Athelred II in England, or
Chindasuinth in Spain, or Brunhild in Austrasian Francia, or the
Byzantine emperor Nikephoros IT Phokas, or the caliph al-Ma’mun -
but to explain the political-cultural world inside which each of them
operated. This interest reflects recent historiography, of course. It also
means that there is less about the peasant majority than there might
have been, although peasants are far from absent. Conversely, and this
is the second aim, these analyses are intended to be understood inside
an economic context, derived from both archaeology and the history of
documents as well. It is crucial for any understanding of political
choices that some rulers were richer than others, and that some
aristocracies were richer than others; more complex political systems
were made possible as a result. Some traditional political histories put
the actions of kings of Ireland, England and Francia, Byzantine



emperors, caliphs and Roman emperors on the same level: they were
not. This was a hierarchy of wealth, with the last-named at an opposite
extreme to the first-named in resources and in the complexity of the
state structures in which they operated. These differences lie behind
even the most resolutely cultural-political issues, the Visigothic
persecution of Jews, the Iconoclast controversy, or the role of
intellectuals in ninth-century Francia.

The third aim has been to look at the period 400-1000, and all the
sub-periods inside that long stretch of time, in their own terms, without
considering too much their relationship with what came before or after,
so as to sidestep the grand narratives criticized above. We begin with a
still-thriving Roman empire, but only to set out the building-blocks
with which post-Roman polities inevitably had to construct their
environments: certainly not to lament failure, or to present a model
which successor states failed to live up to. Here, as for every other
society discussed, I have tried to look at political choices without
hindsight. Some political figures did, indeed, make terrible choices (as
when Aetius let the Vandals take Carthage in 439, or when al-Mansur’s
successors in Spain set off the civil war in the 1010s, or perhaps when
Louis the Pious fell out with his sons in 830 in Francia: see Chapters 4,
14, 16), which had bad consequences for the political strategies they
were trying to further. But in each case they did it in a socio-cultural
framework which made sense to them, and it is this that I have sought
to recapture, at least fleetingly, in the space at my disposal.

Above all, I have tried to avoid teleology. Any reading of the Roman
empire in the fifth century only in terms of the factors which led to its
break-up, of Merovingian Francia only in terms of what led to
Charlemagne’s power and ambitions, of tenth-century papal activity
only in terms of what led to ‘Gregorian reform’, of the economic
dynamism of the Arab world only in terms of its (supposed)
supersession by Italian and then north European merchants and
producers, is a false reading of the past. Only an attempt to look



squarely at each past in terms of its own social reality can get us out of
this trap.

On the basis of these principles, I look in turn at the Roman empire and
its fall in the West (Part I); at the immediately post-Roman polities in
Gaul, Spain, Italy, Britain and Ireland (Part II); at the history of
Byzantium after the seventh-century crisis of the eastern Roman
empire, the Arab caliphate, and the latter’s tenth-century successor
states, including al-Andalus, Muslim Spain (Part III); and then,
returning to the Latin West, at the Carolingian empire, its successor
states and its principal imitator, England, and at the array of northern
polities, from Russia to Scotland, which crystallized in the last century
of our period, including a look at their aristocracies and peasantries
(Part IV). Each is analysed comparatively, in the light of what other
societies did with the same or similar resources, but above all in terms
of its own reality, which must be the starting point of all our work.
There is far less evidence for the early Middle Ages than for later,
sometimes so little that we can hardly reconstruct a society at all
(Scotland is an example); the reasons for this are an interesting issue in
themselves, but careful source criticism can all the same allow us to
say quite a lot in most cases, of which what follows is only a fairly
summary account.

Early medieval history-writing is a permanent struggle with the few
sources available, as historians try, often over and over again, to extract
nuanced historical accounts from them. For this reason not much (and
certainly not much of any interest) is generally accepted without any
dispute. More than in some other periods, this period is very visibly the
re-creation of its historians; and in the notes at the end of the text I
have paid respect to that collective re-creation, as much as space
allows. (There are no numbered footnotes in the book, so as not to
interrupt the text, but the references at the end are organized page by
page.) Editorial policy has meant that these references are mostly in



English, however; non-English authorities have only been cited where
they are absolutely indispensable. Similarly, all sources are cited in
translation, where one exists. English-language historiography is more
prominent in this field than it was in 1970, but it is not at all dominant;
all the same, authorities in other languages can be found in profusion in
the bibliographies to the works listed.

Reading the sources in this period (as in all others) is, however, for
the reasons outlined above, not at all a straightforward or automatic
process. Each chapter in this book begins with a vignette, as an
introduction to the feel of the society or societies to be discussed there,
and these will also introduce the reader to some of the issues posed by
the sources. But overall it must be recognized from the outset that it is
unwise to take any source, of any kind, too literally. This is perhaps
easiest to see with narratives of events, in histories, letters, saints’ lives
or testimony in court cases, which are all the work of single authors
with clear agendas, and a host of moralizing prejudices which they tend
to make very clear to the reader. The most copious of all early
medieval chroniclers, Gregory, bishop of Tours (d. 594), who wrote a
long history, mostly of his own century in Frankish Gaul, and also
numerous saints’ lives, was an active political player in his lifetime
with clear likes and dislikes among his royal contemporaries (below,
Chapter 5). He was also a high-level aristocrat with huge reserves of
snobbery, as well as being - as a bishop - a professional moralist, with
the responsibility to encourage, cajole or frighten his contemporaries
into avoiding sin. We have to read everything Gregory says with these
elements in mind - elements which he does not hide from us - and most
historians do indeed do so. Recent work, however, has also stressed
Gregory’s literary crafting of his writing, which imposes hidden
patterns on his superficially artless anecdotes, and in addition this work
has analysed the less consciously felt limits that the genres he wrote in
imposed on what he was able to write about, or how he was able to
describe things. Also, of course, most of what Gregory tells us he did



not witness himself, so we have to guess at the narrative strategies and
at the reliability of his informants as well. Every ‘fact’ that we can
extract from Gregory has to be seen in this set of contexts.

One might conclude, on the basis of these comments, that one could
not believe anything Gregory says at all. And indeed it would be
impossible to disprove such a conclusion: not least, in this case,
because the absence of evidence from his period means that Gregory is
the only source for the huge majority of statements he makes about
sixth-century Gaul. All the same, one has to recognize that even if all
Gregory’s statements were fictions - and crafted fictions, for
moralizing purposes, at that - he was still writing in a realist vein. Put
another way, the more he sought to moralize about his society, for an
audience which had to be persuaded that his moralism spoke to them
(even if it was a future audience, for Gregory’s main work, his
Histories, did not circulate in his lifetime), the more he had to anchor it
in recognizable experience. So, this king or queen may or may not have
executed his or her opponent in this inventive way, this bishop may or
may not have bought his office and terrorized his clergy, but this is the
kind of thing that people thought rulers or bishops might well have
done in his society. Gregory’s narratives, and those of all similar
sources from Ireland to Iraq, are used here in this way: as guides to the
sort of thing that could happen - at least in their authors’ vision of the
world. Often in the chapters that follow, the details of this reasoning
will be skipped over; it is impossible, without writing unreadably, to
introduce ifs and buts every time a source is used. But it should be
understood as underlying every narrative that is cited in this book. It
can be added that this also means that openly fictional sources, such as
epic poems about heroes, can be used by us as well, for example, the
Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, one of our best sources for aristocratic
values in England. The problems of using such sources are not different
in type from those involved in using Gregory of Tours, and indeed
historians who use them have often found it easier to keep them in



mind.

Legislation presents a similar problem. It might seem obvious that a
law does not describe how people behave (think of the laws about
speeding), but early medievalists have had to face an entrenched
historiography which presumes exactly this. Modern history-writing
came out of a legal-history tradition, and well into the twentieth
century people wrote social history, in particular, under the assumption
that if a law enacted something, the population at large followed it. If,
however, this is not true in contemporary society, with all the coercive
power available to the legal system, how much less could we think it
was true in the early Middle Ages, when states were weaker (often very
weak indeed), and the populace even knowing what legislation a ruler
had enacted was unlikely in most places. Even if a legislator only
wanted to describe current custom, which could sometimes be argued
to be the case in the West in the sixth and seventh centuries (though
less in later periods, and still less in the Byzantine and Arab worlds),
the problem would be that custom was very locally diverse, and a king
in Toledo or Pavia, the then capitals of Spain and northern Italy, would
not know more than those of the area he lived in, and only a restricted
part of them at that. Legislation is in fact best seen as a guide to the
minds of legislators, just as the writings of Gregory of Tours tell us
first about what Gregory thought. Laws interact with, feed off, reality,
just as Gregory’s narratives do; it is not that we cannot use them, but
that they are not disinterested guides to actual social behaviour.

Most of the other categories of early medieval text can be analysed
and criticized in the same way, but we should pause on one important
category, legal documents - for gifts or sales or leases of land for the
most part, or for the registration of formal disputes, which were
normally about land as well. Most or all of these were contracts, with
validity in law, on which surviving court cases put considerable weight,
if there were any documents available at all. If these documents are
accepted as authentic (and not all are; they often only survive in later



collections, not as originals, and many were forged), they could be
taken, perhaps more than any other source, to be describing real events.
This description is not unproblematic; even an authentic document is a
highly stylized text, structured by an artificial language, as legal
documents still are today, which limits what one can say in it. Even if
the principals wanted to describe accurately what they were doing
(which not all did; some ‘sales’ were in reality hidden loans of money,
with the land as collateral, for example), they were restricted by the
legalese their notary was accustomed to use, and this might bear little
relation to the complexities of local social practices. But at least one
could assume - later law courts would assume - that this piece of land,
situated in village A, with these boundaries, with a tenant cultivator
named B who worked it, was sold by C to D for a price of E silver
denarii.

I would cautiously accept this rare island of certainty. The question
is what one does with it. Isolated documents tell us little. We need
collections of texts, which, put together, can constitute a guide, to how
many people held land in A, to the financial difficulties of C (or of the
category of people which C belonged to), to the size and geographical
range of the properties of D, and to the differences in social structure or
land price between village A and villages F, G and H. These are
valuable things to study, if we have enough material to do so (and
occasionally, even in the early Middle Ages, we do). All the same, they
are only partial shafts of light. We have to engage in careful argument
before we can assume that A, or D, are typical of the region and period
we are studying. Also, documents in this period (the situation only
changes in the thirteenth century) overwhelmingly tell us about land.
Except in Egypt, where desert conditions help the survival of all kinds
of text, only land documents were regarded as having a sufficiently
long-term future importance to be worth keeping, except by accident;
social action outside the field of land transactions remains obscure.
Furthermore, again except in Egypt, only churches and monasteries



have had sufficiently stable histories to keep some of their archives
from the early Middle Ages into the modern period (from roughly 1650
onwards), when historians became interested in publishing them. We
only know, that is to say, about land which came into church hands,
whether at the time of the charters we have, or as a result of later gifts
to the church of properties which came together with their deeds, in
order to prove title. These are different sorts of limitation from those
involving the narrative strategies of writers, but they are limitations all
the same, and we have to be aware of them too. What we can do within
these particular constraints will be further explored in Chapter 9.
Archaeological and material evidence is at least free from the
constraints of narrative. Archaeologists have indeed sometimes been
dis missive of written sources (this was a trend of the 1980s in
particular), which only preserve attitudes of literate and thus restricted
élites, whereas archaeological excavations and surveys uncover real
life, often of the peasantry, who are badly served by texts. Excavations
are, however, in some respects like land documents: you can say
reliable things about how individual people lived, but you need many
sites to be sure of typicality, of patterns and generalities. Archaeology
also has its own blind spots: you can tell what sorts of houses people
lived in, what food they ate, what technologies they had access to, how
spatial layouts worked, how far away the goods they possessed came
from, but you cannot tell who owned their land, or what rents were paid
from it. This at least creates a balance with documentary history,
however. Overall, archaeology tells us more about functional
relationships, whereas history tells us more about causation; ideally, we
need both. And when we use them both we must bear in mind that
material culture projects meaning, too. A burial ritual is a public act,
and what one buries in the ground makes a point to others; similarly,
urban planning, architecture and wall-painting, and the designs on
metalwork and ceramics, all convey meaning, often intentionally,
which needs to be decoded and appraised with the same care we use for



Gregory of Tours. Archaeology (like art history) is free of the
constraints of narrative, but not the constraints of communication. We
shall look at this issue in Chapter 10.

The kinds of evidence we have for different regions of Europe in
different periods act as further constraints on what we can say about
each. Seventh-century England is documented above all through church
narratives, with a handful of laws and land documents, set against an
extensive cemetery archaeology and a more restricted settlement
archaeology; we can say a fair amount about ecclesiastical values and
the political dynamic, and also about technology and social
stratification, but much less about aristocratic values and political
structures. After the 730s in England, the narratives and laws virtually
cease for over a century, as do the cemeteries, but we have far more
documents, and also urban excavations; we can say much more about
the state, and about wider economic relationships, but much less about
how kings manipulated their political environment to increase their
power, or else failed to do so; important historical questions, like the
failure of Mercia to maintain its century-long dominance over central
and southern England in and after the 820s (see Chapter 19), remain a
mystery as a result. Overall, clerics maintained a constant output of
texts of locally varying kinds throughout the early Middle Ages, so that
we can tell what ecclesiastics (particularly ecclesiastical rigorists)
thought; but only in some periods and places did lay aristocrats commit
themselves to writing - the late Roman empire, Carolingian Francia,
tenth-century Byzantium, ninth- and tenth-century Iraq - so it is only
then that we can get direct insights into the mind-set of secular political
élites. And even in single political units we can run up against different
concentrations of material. The late tenth-century Ottonian emperors
had two power-bases, Saxony and northern Italy; the first is
documented almost exclusively in narratives, the second almost
exclusively in land charters. So we can talk about the nuance of
aristocratic intrigue and political ritual in the first, and about the range



of aristocratic wealth and its relationship to royal patronage in the
second. The Ottonians must have dealt in both ritual and landed
patronage in each, but we are blocked from seeing how.

These constraints are permanent in our period, as they also were in
the ancient world. New texts are rare; only archaeology will expand in
the next decades, moving the balance steadily towards what can be said
from the material record. We are always limited as to what we can say,
even about élites, who are at least relatively well documented in our
crafted sources, never mind the huge peasant majority, whose
viewpoint is so seldom visible (for some of what can be said, see
Chapters 9 and 22). Hence the fact that a book of this kind covers six
centuries, not one or two, as later in the series. But there is enough
known, all the same, to have to select, sometimes quite ruthlessly.
What follows is only a small part of what we know about the early
Middle Ages. It does at least consist, however, of what seems to me
essential to know.



PART I

The Roman Empire and its Break-up, 400-550



The Weight of Empire

The guilty thief is produced, is interrogated as he deserves; he is
tortured, the torturer strikes, his breast is injured, he is hung up . . . he
is beaten with sticks, he is flogged, he runs through the sequence of
tortures, and he denies. He is to be punished; he is led to the sword.
Then another is produced, innocent, who has a large patronage network
with him; well-spoken men are present with him. This one has good
fortune: he is absolved.

This is an extract from a Greek-Latin primer for children, probably of
the early fourth century. It expresses, through its very simplicity, some
of the unquestioned assumptions of the late Roman empire. Judicial
violence was normal, indeed deserved (in fact, even witnesses were
routinely tortured unless they were from the élite); and the rich got off.
The Roman world was habituated to violence and injustice. The
gladiatorial shows of the early empire continued in the fourth-century
western empire, despite being banned by Constantine in 326 under
Christian influence. In the 380s Alypius, a future ascetic bishop in
Africa, went to the games in Rome, brought by friends against his will;
he kept his eyes shut, but the roar of the crowd as a gladiator was
wounded made him open his eyes and then he was gripped by the blood,
‘just one of the crowd’, as his friend the great theologian Augustine of
Hippo (d. 430) sympathetically put it. Augustine, an uncompromising
but also not a naive man, took it for granted that such a blood lust was,
however sinful in Christian eyes, normal. Actually, all the post-Roman
societies, pagan, Christian or Muslim, were equally used to violence,
particularly by the powerful; but under the Roman empire it had a



public legitimacy, an element of weekly spectacle, which surpassed
even the culture of public execution in eighteenth-century Europe.
There was a visceral element to Roman power; even after gladiatorial
shows ended in the early fifth century, the killing of wild beasts in
public continued for another hundred years and more.

As for the rich getting off: this was not automatic by any means, as
the senatorial victims of show trials for magic in Rome in 368-71
knew. But the powerful did indeed have strong patronage networks, and
could very readily misuse them. Synesios, bishop of Ptolemais in
Cyrenaica (modern eastern Libya) in 411-13, faced a brutal governor,
Andronikos, at his arrival as bishop. Andronikos, Synesios complains
in his letters, was particularly violent to local city councillors, causing
the death of one of them for alleged tax offences. Synesios got him
sacked, which shows that only a determined bishop with good
connections in Constantinople could properly confront abuse of power -
or else that a local official, whether good or bad, could fail to survive a
frontal attack by a determined political opponent with his own
ecclesiastical and central-government patronage network. But the
patronage was crucial, and most of our late Roman sources (as, indeed,
early Roman sources) lay great emphasis on it. One could not be a
success without it. The Roman world was seriously corrupt, as well as
violent. What looks like corruption to us did not always seem so to the
Romans, at least to those who formed the élite: it had its own rules,
justifications and etiquette. But corruption and its analogues did
privilege the privileged, and it was, at the very least, ambiguous; an
entire rhetoric of illegal abuse of power was available to every writer.

I begin with these comments simply to distance us a little from
Roman political power. The Roman state was not particularly
‘enlightened’. Nevertheless, nor was it, around 400, obviously doomed
to collapse. Its violence (whether public or private), corruption and
injustice were part of a very stable structure, one which had lasted for
centuries, and which had few obvious internal flaws. Half the empire,



the West, did collapse in the fifth century, as a result of unforeseen
events, handled badly; the empire survived with no difficulty in the
East, however, and arguably reached its peak there in the early sixth
century. We shall follow how this occurred in Chapter 4, which
includes a political narrative of the period 400-550. In this chapter, we
shall see how that stable structure worked before the western empire
broke up, and, in the next, we shall look at religious and other cultural
attitudes in the late Roman world. Fourth-century evidence will be used
in both chapters, extending into the early fifth in the West, a period of
relative stability still, and into the sixth in the East, for the state did not
change radically there until after 600.

The Roman empire was centred on the Mediterranean - ‘our sea’ as
the Romans called it; they are the only power in history ever to rule all
its shores. The structure of the empire was indeed dependent on the
inland sea, for easy and relatively cheap sea transport tied the provinces
together, making it fairly straightforward for Synesios to move from
Cyrenaica to Constantinople and back again, or for Alypius to move
from Thagaste (modern Souk Ahras in eastern Algeria) to Rome and
back. By 300 it was recognized that the empire could not easily be
ruled from a single centre, and after 324 there were two permanent
capitals, Rome and Constantine’s newly founded Constantinople. The
empire thereafter had, most of the time, an eastern (mostly Greek-
speaking) and a western (mostly Latin-speaking) half, each with its
own emperor and administration. But the two halves remained closely
connected, and Latin remained the official legal and military language
of the East until well into the sixth century.

Rome was a huge city, with a million people at its height in the early
empire, and still half a million in 400, when it was no longer the
administrative capital of the western empire (which was, in the fourth
century, Trier in northern Gaul, and after 402 Ravenna in northern
Italy). Constantinople started much smaller, but increased in size
rapidly, and may have reached half a million, by now more than Rome,



by the late fifth century. Cities of this size in the ancient or medieval
world were kept so large by governments, who wanted a great city at
their political or symbolic heart for ideological reasons. Rome and
Constantinople both had an urban poor who were maintained by regular
state handouts of grain and olive oil, from North Africa (modern
Tunisia) in the case of Rome, from Egypt and probably Syria in the
case of Constantinople, Africa and Egypt being the major export
regions of the whole empire. These free food-supplies (annona in
Latin) were a substantial expense for the imperial tax system, making
up a quarter or more of the whole budget. It must have mattered very
much to the state that its great cities were kept artificially large, and
their populations happy, with ‘bread and circuses’ as the tag went -
though the circuses (including games in the amphitheatres of Rome)
were paid for in most cases by the privately wealthy. The symbolic
importance of these cities was such that when the Visigoths sacked
Rome in 410 the shock waves went all around the empire, as we shall
see in Chapter 4.

This concern for the capitals was only the most obvious aspect of the
lasting Roman commitment to city life. The whole of the world of
culture was bound up in city-ness, civilitas in Latin, from which come
our words ‘civilized’ and ‘civilization’, and which precisely implied
city-dwelling to the Romans. The empire was in one sense a union of
all its cities (some thousand in number), each of which had its own city
council (curia in Latin, boul in Greek) that was traditionally
autonomous. Each city also had its own kit of impressive urban
buildings, remarkably standard from place to place: a forum, civic
buildings and temples around it, a theatre, an amphitheatre (only in the
West), monumental baths, and from the fourth century a cathedral and
other churches replacing the temples; in some parts of the empire,
walls. These marked city-ness; one could not claim to be a city without
them. And the imagery of the city and its buildings ran through the
whole of Roman culture like a silver thread. The Gaulish poet Ausonius



(d. c. 395) wrote a set of poems in the 350s called the Order of Noble
Cities, nineteen in number, from Rome at the top to his own home town
of Bordeaux at the bottom (he uses the word patria, ‘fatherland’, of
both Rome and Bordeaux); he enumerated his cities by their buildings,
and, in so doing, he was in effect delineating the empire itself.

Political society focused on the cities. Their traditional autonomy
had meant in the early empire that being a city councillor (curialis in
Latin, bouleuts in Greek) was the height of local ambition. This was
less so by the fourth century, however, as the centralization of imperial
government meant cities finding that more decisions were taken over
their heads; the expansion of the senate and the central administration
also meant that the richest and most successful citizens could move
beyond their local hierarchies, and the curia thus became second best.
City councillors became, above all, responsible for raising and also
underwriting taxes, a remunerative but risky matter. Slowly, the formal
structures of such councils weakened, above all in the fifth century, and
by the sixth even tax-raising had been taken over by central
government officials. These processes have often been seen in
apocalyptic terms, for it is clear from the imperial law codes that
curiales often complained of their tax burdens, and that some (the
poorer ones, doubtless) sought to avoid office; emperors responded by
making such avoidance illegal. Put that together with the trickle of
literary evidence for local élites in the West preferring rural living to
city life, and an archaeology which increasingly shows radical material
simplifications after 400 or so on western urban sites, and the tax
burden on city councillors starts to look like a cause of urban
abandonment, maybe in the context of the fall of the empire itself.

Such an interpretation is over-negative, however. First of all, it does
not fit the East. Here, city councillors were indeed marginalized, and
are documented less and less after around 450 (except in ever more
hectoring imperial laws), but political élites remained firmly based in
cities. What happened was that city government became more informal,



based on the local rich as a collective group, but without specific
institutions. Senators who lived locally, the local bishop, the richest
councillors, increasingly made up an ad-hoc élite group, often called
prteuontes, ‘leading men’. These men patronized city churches, made
decisions about building repairs and festivals, and, if necessary,
organized local defence, without needing a formal role. Nor did cities
lose by this; the fifth and sixth centuries saw the grandest buildings
being built in many eastern cities. Once we see this post-curial stability
in the East, it is easier to see it in the West too. Sidonius Apollinaris
(lived c. 430-85), whose collection of poetry and letters survives, was
from the richest family of Clermont in Gaul, son and grandson of
praetorian prefects, and son-in-law of the emperor Eparchius Avitus
(455-6). He did not have to be a curialis, and largely pursued a central
government career. But he ended up as bishop of Clermont,
enthusiastically supporting local loyalties in his letters, including city-
dwelling; and his brother-in-law Ecdicius, Avitus’ son, defended the
city with a private army. So this sort of commitment to urban politics
did not depend on the traditional structure of city councils. Essentially,
it went on as long as Roman values survived; this varied, but in many
parts of the empire it continued a long time after the empire itself fell.
The presuppositions of civilitas achieved that on their own. In the
West, urban élites also had rural villas, lavish country houses where
they spent the summer months (in the East, these were rare, or else
concentrated in suburbs, like Daphne in the cooler hills above Antioch);
but cities remained the foci for business, politics, patronage and
culture. Few influential people could risk staying away from them. And
where the rich went, others followed: their servants and entourages, but
also merchants and artisans who wanted to sell them things, and the
poor who hoped for their charity; the basic personnel of urban life.

It is possible to see the network of cities as the major element of
Roman society, more important even than imperial central government.
By modern standards, indeed, the empire was lightly governed, with at



the most some 30,000 civilian central government officials, who were
concentrated in imperial and provincial capitals (though this excludes
lesser state employees, such as guardsmen, clerks, messengers, ox-
drivers of the public post, who could have been ten times as numerous).
When we add to this all the evidence we have for the inefficiency and
poor record-keeping of Roman government, plus the time needed to
reach outlying provinces of the huge empire (to travel from Rome to
northern Gaul took a minimum of three weeks; an army would take
much longer), we might wonder how the Roman world held together at
all. But it did; a complex set of overlapping structures and
presumptions created a coherent political system. Let us look at some
of its elements in turn: the civil administration, the senate, the legal
system, the army, and the tax system which funded all these. The
shared values and rituals of the Roman political élite will then be
discussed in Chapter 3, along with the growing importance of a new
political structure, the church hierarchy.

The administration of each half of the empire was controlled by the
emperor, the central political figure of what was, in principle, an
uncompromising autocracy. Some emperors, indeed, imposed
themselves politically: in the fourth century Constantine (306-37) and
Valentinian I (364-75 in the West) are the most obvious examples, to
whom we should add Julian (360-63), whose dramatic and failed
attempt to reverse the Christianization set in motion by Constantine has
fascinated historians ever since; fifth-century emperors were less
impressive, but Justinian in the sixth (527-65 in the East) was as
dominant as any of his predecessors, as we shall see in Chapter 4. But
not all emperors wanted to do much ruling; they could simply live their
lives as the embodiment of public ceremonial, as did, for example, the
emperors of the first half of the fifth century. Even if they were active,
aiming at an interventionist politics and choosing their major
subordinates, they could find themselves blocked by poor information
and the complex rules of hierarchy from making a real impact (the



most active emperors usually had a military background, without direct
experience in civil government). Not that most of the major officials of
the empire were full-time bureaucrats, either; even the most assiduous
politicians were only intermittently in office. The empire, in a sense,
was run by amateurs. But the group of amateurs at least had shared
values, and family experience in many cases as well, particularly in the
West, where there were more old and rich senatorial families, who were
often active in politics in the fourth and fifth centuries. And their
subordinates were real career officials, who committed themselves to
the administration for life. It is that network of office-holders which
gave government its coherence. That, and the stability of the offices
themselves. The four praetorian prefectures, each with responsibility
for a quarter of the empire (and with a hierarchy of provincial
governors beneath them), the six major bureaux of central government
and the urban prefectures of Rome and Constantinople all had their own
traditions and loyalties, going back in some cases for centuries. John
Lydos, who wrote an account of government in the 550s, described the
praetorian prefecture of the East in which he had served, tracing the
office back, impossibly, to Romulus the founder of Rome; he was very
loyal to his department, for all its inadequacy and inconsistency, and he
saw the whole of imperial history through its ups and downs. One had
to put a good deal of effort in to change the entrenched practices and
rituals of bureaucracies like these, and not many people did (one was
Justinian’s right-hand man, the praetorian prefect John the
Cappadocian (531-41), who was thus predictably John Lydos’ béte
noire).

One instance of a leading career politician was Petronius Maximus
(lived 396-455), from the powerful senatorial family of the Petronii. He
seems to have entered the senate of Rome with the ceremonial office of
praetor in 411, with particularly lavish praetorian games; he was a
tribune in 415, and comes sacrarum largitionum for the West, one of
the main financial officials of the empire, in 416-19, starting that is to



say at the age of twenty - young, given the importance of the post. He
was urban prefect of Rome in 420-21 and again at some point in the
next couple of decades (most of these dates are approximate); in 439-
41 he was praetorian prefect for Italy, probably for the second time. He
was twice consul, a major honour but without formal duties, and had
the coveted title of patricius by 445. Unusually, for a career
administrator, he was briefly emperor, in 455, for two months before he
was killed. In a letter a decade or so later, Sidonius Apollinaris
speculates about how much Maximus must have regretted the hourly
regulated rituals and responsibilities of imperial office, given the
contrast with the ‘leisure’ (otium) of being a senator. This seems
surprising at first sight, but ‘leisure’ is partly just a manner of
speaking: Maximus had long been a major political dealer, with a huge
clientele (as Sidonius himself says) and imperial ambitions. We must
nonetheless recognize that in the four decades of his political career he
only seems to have held formal office for around ten years; he had
plenty of time for otium as well, which indeed contemporary authors,
time and again, describe as one of the characteristics of senatorial
élites.

The senate had its own identity, partly separate from the imperial
bureaucracy; indeed, in the West it was even physically separate, for
the government was no longer in Rome. It was the theoretical
governing body of the empire, as of the Roman republic four centuries
before, and although the senate was by now no longer a reality, it still
represented the height of aspiration for any citizen. It brought with it
many fiscal and political privileges, although it was expensive to enter
and participate in, given the games and other ceremonies senators had
to fund. It had no formal governmental function, but high officials
became senators as of right; furthermore, by the early fifth century,
only the highest of the three grades of senator, the illustres, were
regarded as full members of the senate, and the title of illustris was
only available to officials and direct imperial protégés. The senate was



thus tightly connected to govern ment, and expanded as the
administration expanded in the fourth century; but it was nonetheless
separate, with its own rituals and seniority. It represented aristocratic
wealth, privilege and superiority, and, although membership of it was
not technically heritable, in practice the same families dominated the
senate, in Rome at least, throughout the fourth and fifth centuries. All
the male heirs of an illustris were anyway at least clarissimi, the lowest
senatorial grade, which involved at least some privileges even after full
senatorial eligibility contracted. And all the grades seem to have been
regarded as nobilis, ‘aristocratic’, in late Roman parlance. This close
but sideways relation to government has some parallels with that of the
House of Lords in modern Britain, both before and after the reforms of
1999.

The existence of this effectively hereditary aristocracy was a key
feature of the empire. Not because it dominated government; most
leading bureaucrats were not of senatorial origin, even if they became
senators later (Maximus was in that sense atypical) but rather because
it dominated the tone of government. The Roman empire was unusual
in ancient and medieval history in that its ruling class was dominated
by civilian, not (or not only) military, figures. Only China’s
mandarinate offers any real parallel. Senators regarded themselves very
highly, as the ‘best part of the human race’ in the well-known words of
the orator Symmachus (d. 402); their criteria for this self-satisfaction
did not rely on military or physical prowess, but on birth, wealth and a
shared culture. Birth was important (Sidonius could be contemptuous
of a powerful rival, Paeonius, the praetorian prefect for Gaul, because
he was ‘of municipal origin’, that is, from a curial, not a senatorial
family), although very long ancestry was less vital; even the Anicii, by
far the leading Roman family in the fourth and fifth centuries, only
traced their family back to the late second century. Wealth went
without saying: no one was politically important in the Roman world
(apart from a few high-minded bishops) without being rich. One needed



wealth to get anywhere in the civil administration, as both bribes for
appointments and the maintenance of a patronage network cost money,
but once one was important, the perks of office, both legal and illegal,
were huge. In the army, too, although it was more open to merit, all
successful generals ended up rich. And the independently wealthy
families of the senate of Rome, the Anicii, Petronii, Caeonii and half a
dozen others, had estates throughout southern Italy, Sicily, North
Africa and elsewhere, ‘scattered across almost the whole Roman
world’, as the historian Ammianus Marcellinus said of the leading
politician Petronius Probus in the 370s: these may have been the richest
private landowners of all time. When two Roman aristocrats, Melania
and Pinianus, got religion around 405 and sold off all their land, which
provided 120,000 solidi (around 900 pounds of gold) a year in rents, it
wrecked the property market, according to Melania’s saint’s life. The
senatorial hyper-rich were only in Rome, however; in Constantinople
senators were from the provincial élites of the East, and operated on a
smaller scale. Throughout the empire, in fact, there were provincial
élites, the leaders of which had senatorial status and were in line for
public office; they were locally powerful, but could not match the
Anicii. Sidonius was an example, and indeed the élites of Gaul seem to
have been a particularly coherent group.

A shared culture perhaps marked the Roman senatorial and
provincial aristocracies most, for it was based on a literary education.
Every western aristocrat had to know Virgil by heart, and many other
classical Latin authors, and be able to write poetry and turn a polished
sentence in prose; in the East it was Homer. The two traditions, in Latin
and Greek, did not have much influence on each other by now, but they
were very dense and highly prized. There was a pecking-order based on
the extent of this cultural capital. Ammianus reports scornfully that
senators in Rome, the supposed creme de la creme, only really read
Juvenal, a racy and satirical poet, so by implication not the difficult
texts; whether or not this was true, it was a real insult. Conversely,



literary experts, such as Ausonius in the West and Libanios (d. c. 393)
in the East, could rise fast and gain imperial patronage and office
simply because of their writing - in Libanios’ case so fast that he was
accused of magic - although both were already landowners of at least
medium wealth. The emperor Julian in his attempt to reverse
Christianization tried to force Christian intellectuals to teach only the
Bible, not the pagan classics, thus enclosing them in a ghetto of inferior
prose. This failed, but the assumptions behind such an enactment
clearly show the close relationship between traditional culture and
social status. Some Christian hard-liners responded by rejecting Virgil,
but this failed too: by the fifth century the aristocracy knew both Virgil
(or Homer) and the Bible, and might add to these some of the new
Christian theologians too, Augustine in the West or Basil of Caesarea
in the East, both of whom were good stylists.

It is this culture which makes the late Roman empire, or at least its
élites, unusually accessible to us, for the writings of many of these
aristocrats survive: elegant letters or speeches for the most part, but
also poetry, theology, or, in the case of the fifth-century senator
Palladius, an estate-management manual. Roman literary culture used
to be regarded as the high point of civilization; this belief, inherited
from the Renaissance, perhaps reached its peak in the late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century English public-school tradition, in which
Virgil (and indeed Juvenal, by now seen as a more difficult author) was
regarded as a basic training even for the government of India, not to
speak of an academic career. This belief is less strong now; few
academics know enough Latin to read Virgil (outside Italy), and even
fewer politicians. It is thus easier today to see Roman literary culture as
an attribute of power, rather than virtue; Roman politicians were at
least as cynical and greedy as their successors, and not obviously better
at ruling. But it is important to recognize its all-pervasiveness; in all
the cities of the empire, even local office was linked to at least some
version of this education. The shared knowledge and values that it



inculcated was one of the elements that held the empire together, and
indeed made the empire remarkably homogeneous, as not only its
literature but its surviving architecture and material culture show. It
must finally be said that, although the Roman world left a dense legacy
of institutions and assumptions to its early medieval successors, a
literary education was not part of that, except in the increasingly
separate career structure of the church. The culture of post-Roman
aristocracies instead became military, based on the use of arms and
horses, and as a result we know much less about it from the inside.
Roman law was another intellectual system that was, in principle, the
same everywhere, and it acted as a unifying force. It consisted of
imperial legislation, which was very extensive in the fourth to sixth
centuries, and a network of tracts by earlier Roman jurists, which
represented a distillation of case-law precedents and the workings-out
of legal principles. To master this properly required a special training,
at the law-schools of Rome, Beirut or (after 425) Constantinople,
although all education involved an element of rhetoric, essential for
court advocacy. Alypius spent time training at the Rome law-school in
the early 380s before going with Augustine to work in Milan (where
both were converted to a more thoroughgoing Christianity, and
switched their career path to the church); Augustine, by contrast,
although trained in rhetoric, makes it clear in his writings that he did
not feel himself to be a legal expert, for his education was not specific
enough. Law was not in fact at all easy to master before Theodosius II
had imperial laws collected into the Theodosian Code in 429-38.
Justinian revised and expanded the code (twice) in 528-34, and had
juristic literature of the second and third centuries excerpted and
systematized in the Digest in 530-33 as well. The Theodosian Code
remained a point of reference in the post-Roman West, even though the
laws of the post-Roman kingdoms were different; Justinian’s corpus
survived as the law of Byzantium, and was separately revived in the
West in the twelfth century. We must, however, be careful about what



such a commitment to law means. The complexity of this legal system
was such that experts (iurisconsulti) were needed in every court, and
sometimes just to draw up documents, but they may not always have
been available or been fully reliable if they were. Even if legal help was
accessible, courts did not necessarily judge justly, and the rich often
benefited from judicial corruption and patronage, as we saw at the start
of this chapter and as many sources confirm. In Egypt, papyrus
documents recording the settlement of civil disputes in the fourth to
sixth centuries show a strong tendency to avoid courts altogether, given
their huge expense and danger, and to go directly to private arbitration.

It would be tempting to reduce the law to its criminal dimension,
with its recourse to torture, and conclude that the legal system was in
practice simply an instrument of heavy-handed state coercion, the work
of a public power that relied on terror because it did not have the
personnel to dominate daily life in any detail. Such a temptation would
be largely justified, but all the same the law was important. Egyptian
arbitrations may have avoided the courts, but they refer frequently to
legislation and legal terminology. Augustine was not expert in the law,
but he sought to know it, for example writing to the iurisconsultus
Eustochius for rulings. An interesting letter survives from Africa of
around 400 in which an unnamed landowner chides a neighbour and
former friend, Salvius, for tyrannizing the former’s tenants: ‘Is there
one law for advocates, another for ex-lawyers? Or one equity for Rome,
another for Mateur?’ Salvius, an advocate from (we assume) Mateur,
would presumably have thought so, and his illegalities are standard.
But his correspondent had been a lawyer too; Salvius had taught him
the law of tenancy, and it was this, together with the law of inheritance
and possession, which the letter invokes in detail, before offering a
deal. Law and its imagery were all-pervading in the empire, and we
could indeed suppose that the setpiece denunciations of judicial
corruption in our sources at least showed high expectations.

The Roman army was much larger than the civil administration, and



was always the empire’s major expense: in 400 there were some half a
million soldiers, give or take a hundred thousand. These were mostly
on the northern Rhine and Danube frontiers, and on the eastern frontier
with Persia (the long southern border faced the Sahara, and was less
vulnerable), but there were detachments in every province, acting as
garrisons and as ad-hoc police. It was of course their existence that
made it possible for provincial élites to remain civilian; private armies
were very rare before the empire broke up. Conversely, armies were
capable of imposing their own candidates for emperor, all the more
easily because they held most of the weapons. This had been common
in the third century, but was much rarer in the fourth; it revived in the
West in the final years of empire in the fifth, but in the East there were
no successful coups until 602. Even without coups against the emperor,
however, army leaders remained important in politics, and several
weak emperors (such as Honorius, western emperor 395-423) had
military strongmen ruling for them, who could succeed each other by
violence. There was a sense in which the office of emperor was more
military than the civilian bureaucracy around him, and emperors were
closer to the military than to the civilian hierarchy. Generals were more
likely than senior administrators to have risen from nowhere, especially
if they came from frontier regions, as was very common; the Rhine
frontier and the Balkan frontier in particular were heavily militarized
societies, with less and less social distance between the Roman and the
‘barbarian’ sides of the border, as we shall see later in this chapter.
This did not make them so very different from the civilian élites, as
long as they were successful, as they could end up with senatorial
position, civilian clients and a literary education for their children. But
military leaders were less dedicated to expensive prestige buildings or
the patronage of games, and senators regularly looked down on them
for their lack of culture. Soldiers also moved around more than
civilians did. The historian Ammianus (d. c. 395), a Greek-speaker who
wrote in Latin, the language of the army, was an ex-soldier who had



served on both the Persian and the Rhine frontiers, as well as spending
much time in Rome.

The scale of the army and its presence everywhere, and the need to
keep it properly provisioned and equipped, made it the major concern
of the whole Roman state. The state had a developed system of frontier
fortifications and its own food-supply lines: the distribution of oil
amphorae along the lower Danube, for example, shows that the army
there was supplied from the Aegean into the late sixth century. It also
had its own factories for military equipment, of which thirty-five are
listed, distributed all across the empire, in the Notitia Dignitatum, an
account of the imperial military structure dating to the end of the fourth
century. Perhaps a half of the entire imperial budget went on feeding
and paying the army, and the logistics of army supply were the single
most important element that linked all the imperial provinces together,
along with the permanent need to feed the imperial capitals.

Underpinning all these structures, and making them possible, was the
imperial tax system, which was based above all on a land tax, assessed
on acreage, though also buttressed by a much lighter tax on merchants
and artisans, by the revenues from imperial lands and by a variety of
smaller dues. In recent years some historians have reacted against an
earlier image of the ‘coercive state’ of the late empire, taxing so
heavily that land was abandoned and the economy began to break
down; this revision is correct, but they seem to me to have gone too far
in their arguments. Taxation does seem to have been very heavy
overall: in the sixth century a small number of sources, mostly from
Egypt, converge in showing that a quarter of the yield of land could go
in tax, and it was more in times of extra taxation (superindictiones)
which was assessed on top of the main tax burden. This is a very high
figure for a precapitalist, agrarian society, with a relatively simple
technology. But the high taxes were needed to pay the salaries of all
those soldiers, bureaucrats and messengers, and to feed the capitals;
they were needed to fund the enormous scale of Roman public



buildings and state wealth. They also connected the different parts of
the empire together physically, as grain moved northwards from Africa,
Sicily and Egypt, and olive oil moved out of Africa, the Aegean and
Syria, in ships themselves commandeered by the state (shipowners
moved goods for the state as part of their tax liability). This movement
of goods was essentially Mediterranean-based, as it was far easier and
cheaper to transport in bulk by water than by land; Gaul, the Rhineland
and Britain formed a smaller and separate network, and inland Spain,
far from both sea and frontiers, seems to have been somewhat
marginal. The core of the empire remained Mediterranean, and it, at
least, or, rather, its two halves, were unified by the fiscal movement of
goods.

A land tax cannot work properly, especially when it is high, unless
assessment is accurate and collection systematic. This takes work. The
state has to have up-to-date records about who owns the land; these are
not easy to obtain systematically (and no easier to keep in order for
easy reference), and establishing them requires a considerable amount
of personnel and intrusive information-gathering. Land sales had to be
publicly registered in the late empire for this reason, and such
registrations can sometimes be found in the rare collections of private
documents from the late empire, usually papyri from Egypt, although a
few texts do survive elsewhere. And, most important, from the fourth
century onwards the government issued laws to tie the peasantry, who
were actually paying the taxes, to their place of origin, so that they
would not move around or leave the land, thus making tax-collection
more difficult. These laws were part of a general legislative package
aimed at ensuring that people essential to the state stayed in their
professions, and that their heirs would do so too. Curiales were tied to
their offices, as we have seen; so were soldiers, and the workers in state
factories; so were shipowners and the bakers and butchers of Rome,
who were essential for the annona of the capital. Even if this network
of laws was regularly obeyed, which we can doubt, they make up a



large proportion of the imperial codes, and they were generated by the
need to stabilize the tax infrastructure of the empire. Add to that the
actual collection of taxes, which could be a tense and violent moment,
and was certainly undertaken by armed men, and the impact of the
imperial fiscal system was continuous, capillary and potentially
coercive of nearly everybody in the empire.

This intrusiveness was made worse by illegality. The rich could buy
immunity corruptly; assessors and collectors certainly got rich
corruptly. The victims were almost always the poor. They responded by
fleeing the land (hence the laws tying them down), or by seeking
protection from the powerful against having to pay taxes to the state.
There are also laws against such patronage, although we have seen that
patronage, too, was a stable part of the Roman political system. Most
taxes were, it is true, probably paid regularly and even legally; it is
striking that the Egyptian papyrus archive of the sixth-century Apion
family, then one of the richest families of the Greek East and
overwhelmingly dominant in their home town, the city of Oxyrhynchos
(modern Bahnasa), shows them paying taxes in a very routine manner.
But given the weight of tax, and the endemic injustice that marked the
Roman system, it is not surprising that corruption should focus on it.
Social critics, more numerous as the empire went Christian and a
radical fringe of moralists gained a voice, very frequently stress fiscal
oppression in their invective; only judicial corruption and sexual
behaviour were as prominent. This would last as long as the empire.

Taxation thus underpinned imperial unity itself, for it was the most
evident single element in the state’s impact on the population at large,
as well as the mainstay of the army, the administration, the legal
system and the movement of goods throughout the Mediterranean and
elsewhere, all the elements which linked such a large land area
together. If it failed, the empire would simply break up. But in fact the
empire broke up for other reasons, as we shall see in Chapter 4. After it
did so, taxation was a casualty in the West, but survived in the East.



This contrast cannot be underestimated, and it underpins many of the
events described in later sections of this book. All the same, fiscal
breakdown was not yet predictable in 400, or even 500 in some places.
In 400 the stability, and relative homogeneity, of the imperial system
was not yet seen by anyone to be at risk.

So far, we have focused on the state, and the imperial political system
in general. Local differences have been downplayed, and our vision has
been top-down, seen from the viewpoint of administrators and the rich.
Let us now look at the rest of the population, and at some of the
regional differences which we can pin down in the late Roman empire.

The first thing to be stated is that the population of the empire
consisted overwhelmingly of peasants: families of cultivators, who
worked the land they owned or rented, and who lived off the food they
themselves produced, as well as giving surpluses to landlords (if they
had them) in rent, and in tax to the state. Many of them were servi,
unfree with no legal rights, particularly in parts of the West, but the
plantation slavery of early imperial Italy and Greece had almost
entirely vanished by the late empire, and free and unfree peasants by
now all lived their lives in similar ways. (This book will as a result not
use the word ‘slaves’ for unfree peasants, as it is misleading; the word
will be used only for unfree domestic servants, who were fed and
maintained by their masters as plantation slaves had been.) In the early
Middle Ages, peasants made up 90 per cent or more of the population;
the proportion must have been less in the late empire, as more people
lived in towns - in Egypt, exceptionally, up to a third of the total
population - but could have been as much as 80 per cent, still an
extremely high proportion.

Most peasants were probably the tenants of landlords. Legislators
certainly assumed so, for their laws tying peasants to the land were
directed to coloni, the standard Latin word for tenant. The huge estates
of the emperor and of Roman senators, and the even greater collective



landed wealth of all the provincial and curial élites, also presupposed
the existence of millions of dependent tenants who supplied their rents.
This was often through middlemen, conductores, who leased whole
estates from the great landowners; but some of the latter paid
considerable attention to managing their own estates for profit, such as
the Apions in sixth-century Egypt, and Palladius, the estate-
management manualist, in fifth-century Italy. Unfortunately, our
evidence is not good enough to tell us how often, and where, peasants
owned their own land. Egyptian papyri show that some city territories
were dominated by owners of large estates, but others had a substantial
landowning peasantry and much more autonomy. A good example is
the territory of the large village of Aphrodito (modern Kom Ishqaw),
from which many sixth-century documents survive, as we shall see
shortly. The still standing late Roman villages of Syria and other parts
of the eastern Mediterranean show in the best preserved cases (such as
in the Limestone Massif of northern Syria: see below, Chapter 10) an
architectural ambition and a homogeneity of house types that is
difficult to square with tenurial dependence; there are few visible estate
centres, in particular. It is generally thought, therefore, that these
villages mostly belonged to independent owners.

Overall, it seems that there were more peasant owners in the East
than the West, which also fits the fact that fewer hyper-rich landowners
are known of in the East. In the West, by contrast, much of Italy and
Africa in particular and parts of Gaul were probably dominated by
landowners, and we know of more estates which included large areas;
one of Melania and Pinianus’ estates in Africa was ‘larger than the city
itself’, that is to say, the city territory of the nearest town, Thagaste. (In
Africa, where not all dioceses were based in towns, some estates were
so substantial that they had their own bishops.) But in both West and
East, even large estates were normally highly fragmented and scattered,
and many consisted of hundreds or thousands of separate land parcels;
there was plenty of space for peasant owners and village-level élites to



exist in between them. Some tenants owned land as well, and the laws
on tax-paying distinguish between coloni who owned some land, who
paid taxes directly to collectors, and coloni who owned none (called
adscripticii), who paid taxes through their landlords. The latter were
much more dependent, more similar to unfree tenants (who did not pay
tax: their lords paid it directly); Justinian, indeed, in one of his laws,
wondered what real difference there was between servi and adscripticii.
The answer probably varied regionally: tenure was certainly more
flexible in Egypt, where leases were shorter, more peasants owned land,
there was more wage labour and rural unfreedom was very rare; in
Italy, by contrast, there were whole estates with only unfree tenants,
and rural subjection was probably greater overall.

One real difference between East and West was that peasants lived in
villages much more often in the East. Some of the villages still stand,
as just noted, at least in marginal areas where the land has since been
abandoned to pasture or desert. But documents and archaeology both
show that villages (komai or chria) were normal in most of the Greek-
speaking world, and they could be tightly organized, with their own
headmen, as in particular in Egypt. Owners and tenants lived side by
side in these villages, and peasant society was, simply for that reason,
relatively coherent and autonomous (eastern landed aristocrats, as we
have seen, normally lived in towns), as well as potentially more
fraught, as village factions fought over pasture and water rights, or over
the pecking-order between the successful and the less successful that
existed in every village. We know so much about the Egyptian village
of Aphrodito because we have the papyrus archive of Dioskoros, son of
Apollos (lived c. 520-85), who was a fairly well-off village leader
there: he was sometimes its headman, as his father had been. Dioskoros
had a literary and legal education, probably in Alexandria, and became
a local notary when he returned; more unusually, he was also a poet,
and wrote praise poems to local dukes and other officials. He is
interesting for a variety of reasons. He is the best-documented village-



dweller of the whole late empire; but his personal character comes
across in the sources as well. Although he was certainly from the local
élite, he felt threatened on all sides: by the governor of the nearest city,
Antaiopolis, jealous of Aphrodito’s autonomy; and by neighbours,
tenants, shepherds and creditors in his own village. We have some of
his lawsuits; his poems, too, often end with pleas for help; they were
transactions in his extensive patron-client network. Aphrodito was not a
peaceful village. We even have a double-murder investigation by a
senior military official, in which the senatorial aristocrat Sarapammon
and his associate, the soldier Menas, defend themselves and accuse the
villagers themselves of the crime. It is clear, however, that no single
person could control it, and keep down its tensions. Aphrodito was only
united when it faced off other villages and threats from Antaiopolis.
These fractious societies were typical of the East.

The West was different. Here, villages were rarer, except in some
mountain zones; instead, as much archaeology shows, the countryside
was scattered with isolated farms and the rural villas or estate-centres
of major landowners. Even the concept of the village territory was
hardly present in most places; land was simply identified by its owner,
and most estates had their own names. We do not have Egyptian levels
of documentation here, so it is hard to tell how rural societies worked,
but it is likely that they were less coherent than in the East, for there
was less to bind them together. Probably the tenants of single estates
had something to link them, the common experience of paying rent to a
landlord or conductor; this did not match the coherence of village life,
but it could increase local tensions. The gap between the powerful and
the poor was in general wider in much of the West, in fact, and we can
sometimes see its results.

One example comes from Augustine’s Africa. Augustine, as bishop
of Hippo, appointed his monk Antoninus in the 410s to be bishop of a
subordinate diocese at Fussala, one of Africa’s relatively few villages,
in the hills of what is now eastern Algeria. Antoninus turned out to be a



bad man - he was young and from a poor family, he was promoted too
fast - and he terrorized his village, extorting money, clothing, produce
and building materials. He was also accused of sexual assault.
Augustine removed him, but did not depose him, and tried to transfer
him to the nearby estate of Thogonoetum. Here, the tenants told
Augustine and their landowner that they would leave if he came.
Antoninus caused no end of trouble, even appealing to the pope in
Rome (this being the context in which two surviving letters were
written about him by Augustine, in 422-3). Augustine was very
embarrassed, as indeed he should have been (‘I did not dare look the
people of Fussala in the eye’). It is interesting, however, how scared the
peasants were: in their angry and bitter witnessing, even after
Antoninus’ removal, they would not give their names. The people of
Fussala included tenants (who were interrogated without their
conductores being present, to try to get them to relax), but probably not
all of them were dependent; it is interesting, conversely, that the coloni
of Thogonoetum were more prepared to resist Antoninus than were the
villagers - illegally, too, for they were of course tied to the land by law.
All the same, peasant protagonism here seems largely negative, marked
by bitterness, fear and rejection. There was too much separation in this
part of Africa between peasants and landlords, and more hostility
between them as a result; there was no Dioskoros to mediate between
the peasants and the authorities. It is not surprising that Augustine’s
main fear was that the peasants would revert to the Donatist church (see
Chapter 3), abandoning Catholic Christianity altogether.

Another element that was very different from place to place were the
patterns of commercial exchange and artisan production. Three decades
of archaeology have led to a major revaluation of late Roman
commerce, which as late as the 1970s was thought to be marginal to the
economy. On archaeological sites, the density of finds of amphorae
(which carried wine, oil and fish sauce above all, that is, food products)
and fine pottery (a guide to other large-scale artisanal products such as



cloth and metalwork) allows us to say which areas of the empire were
major exporters, and where their products typically went. North African
Red Slip tableware is found all over the late Roman Mediterranean;
similar tableware from Phocaea on the Turkish Aegean coast and
Cyprus matches it in the eastern Mediterranean as well. It evidently
travelled by sea, but can be found quite far inland in Italy and in Syria
and Palestine. In northern Gaul and Britain and in inland Spain it was
not available in more than tiny quantities, but large-scale local
production is found instead; for this reason above all we can say that
those areas, although active, were separate from the main
Mediterranean economic network. Cloth, always the main artisanal
product, is not easy to identify archaeologically, but literary sources
(including the detailed lists in the imperial Price Edict of 301) show
that Italy, Gaul, Egypt and Syria were among the major exporters.
Amphorae allow us to add African, Syrian and Aegean oil, and south
Italian, Palestinian and Aegean wine. These were large-scale
distribution networks, and the commodities concerned were evidently
produced on a large scale as well. Indeed, the African (that is to say,
above all, Tunisian) and coastal Syrian/Palestinian economies probably
depended substantially on exports for their prosperity. Internally, too,
the complexity of the economies of southern Italy, the Aegean, Egypt
and Palestine in particular, seems to show a dense network of inter-city
and city-country exchange.

We have already seen that some parts of the empire sent much of
their surplus in tax to other areas: Africa, Egypt and to a lesser extent
Syria, Palestine and the Aegean. These provinces were probably in
agricultural terms the richest in the empire (the climate was then much
as it is today, global warming apart); and they are mostly prominent in
these commercial networks as well. It would certainly be wrong to see
the archaeological distributions as signs of the tax network only; they
extend to too many insignificant places for that to be the case, such as
tiny settlements in central Italy or eastern Palestine. But it is likely, all



the same, that commercial exchange was underwritten by the tax
network. Ships left Africa for Italy every autumn, bringing state grain
and oil to Rome as annona; doubtless they took commercial goods as
well, ceramics and once again oil, the transport costs of which were
thus covered by the state, and which could be sold on the other side of
the Mediterranean more competitively, whether in Rome or in other
ports. Egypt’s commercial exports are less well known, but they
probably consisted above all of cloth and papyrus, which archaeology
does not pick up (Egyptian wine production was enormous in the late
empire, but was of low quality, and was for consumption within Egypt
only). The tax network made commerce easier, and also contributed to
the commercial prominence of certain regions. When the empire began
to lose its fiscal homogeneity in the West, which was when the Vandals
seized the heartland of North Africa in 439, breaking the Carthage-
Rome tax spine, western Mediterranean commerce began two centuries
of steady involution; but the East remained politically and fiscally
strong, and eastern Mediterranean commerce was as active in 600 as in
400.

The late Roman world always maintained a double face, local and
imperial. Latin and Greek were far from its only languages. Proto-
Welsh was spoken in Britain, Basque in parts of Spain, Berber in
Africa, Coptic in Egypt, Hebrew, Arabic and Aramaic/Syriac in the
Levant, Isaurian and Armenian in Anatolia, and there were doubtless
other languages too. Coptic, Hebrew, Syriac and Armenian had their
own literatures. Local societies were at least as different then as they
are now, in the range of realities that stretch from the Welsh mountains
to the Egyptian desert, both as a result of their necessary adaptations to
the huge differences in local ecology, and as a result of the more
human-made contrasts discussed in the last few pages. On the other
hand, the Roman world not only held together but increased many
aspects of its cohesiveness with time. Christianization swept away
many local religious traditions, as we shall see in the next chapter.



Cities looked remarkably similar, in their public buildings and their
layout, in different parts of the empire. The administration and the
army had the same overarching structure everywhere, and the tax
system affected everybody. Some cultural differences were lessening:
Gaul, for example, lost its local language, Gaulish, perhaps in the fifth
century. Egypt, in particular, was much less atypical in its society and
culture in the fourth and fifth centuries than it had been in the first and
second; it had ceased to use its huge temple complexes and had
abandoned their Pharaonic architectural style, and had even deserted its
traditional beer-drinking in favour of wine. People felt themselves to be
part of a single Roman world, an awareness which extended not only to
city élites but even into villages, for Antoninus of Fussala had appealed
to the pope in Rome for support against Augustine, and the villagers of
Aphrodito appealed to the empress Theodora herself for support against
the governor of Antaiopolis.

This awareness of a wider community is linked in our sources, over
and over again, with patronage. The patron-client relationship has
existed in most societies (the lord-vassal bond of the central Middle
Ages is an example), but Roman culture laid immense stress on it.
Seeking help from a patron, alongside official channels, was normal. It
could be stigmatized as corrupt, but often only by extreme moralists, or
else by victims; most people, however, accepted its day-to-day logic.
Actually, even the official channels were often expressed in patron-
client terms, as with personal or collective appeals to the emperor,
which were commonplace, or as with the endless, and legal, personal
payments (sportulae) which were expected by low- and medium-level
bureaucrats who might either facilitate or obstruct tax registration or a
court case. The point about a patronage system of this kind is that in the
end it involves everybody, and everybody can feel they somehow have
a stake in the social system. They will often not get anything out of it,
as with the average peasant, but they feel that they can get an element
of protection from patrons, if not this time then the next. Everyone



except the emperor and his most powerful subordinates needed a
patron, and sometimes many. They boasted about it, too, as when John
Lydos was fast-tracked as a trainee administrator by the praetorian
prefect Zotikos, who was from the same province as him, and did not
even have to buy his appointment. Similarly, everyone with even a
modicum of local power, from Dioskoros upwards, had clients.
Abinnaios, a medium-level soldier stationed in southern Egypt in the
340s, whose archive also survives, preserved requests for special
favours from his subordinates, but also from friends and clients who
were city councillors, priests, artisans or peasants; he was asked to
arbitrate disputes, and to apprehend robbers. Little of this was in his
official remit, but it was totally normal. The Antiochene intellectual
Libanios was outraged in the 390s when his tenants sought a military
patron to protect them against paying him rent; he claimed that their
main patron should be their landlord, but anyone in his audience would
have known that was specious. A great part of the elegant letters that
the educated élite wrote to each other consisted of or included
recommendations for clients or requests for help. So did Dioskoros’
poetry, as we have seen. Far from ‘corrup tion’ being an element of
Roman weakness, this vast network of favours was one of the main
elements that made the empire work. It was when patronage failed that
there was trouble. Peasants in Africa who felt that the Catholic church’s
patronage was unavailable to them could turn to Donatism. When
peasants in Egypt who had used patrons to lift some of their tax
burdens in difficult years felt that this did not work, they would flee;
and when the new Arab government after 640 excluded traditional rural
patrons from political influence, as we shall see later, in Chapter 12,
they could revolt. Above all, perhaps, when local élites in the fifth-
century West ceased to believe that their traditional patrons in central
and provincial government were capable of helping them, they could
turn to the new military leaders of ‘barbarian’ tribes in their localities
instead, and a major political shift resulted. We shall look at the causes



and consequences of that shift in Chapter 4.

The Roman world was surrounded by ‘others’, whom Romans regarded
with varying degrees of contempt and incomprehension, but who
interacted with them in complex ways. To the east, there was always
Persia, the great sister empire of west-central Eurasia, ruled between
the 220s and the 640s by the Sassanian dynasty. This was a permanent
threat, but a stable one: it involved only border wars, at most extending
into Syria, for the two hundred and fifty years between Julian’s
disastrous invasion of what is now Iraq (then Persia’s economic and
political heartland) in 363 and the temporary Persian conquest of the
Roman East in 614-28, which culminated in the siege of Constantinople
in 626. The Persian state was almost as large as the Roman empire,
extending eastwards into central Asia and what is now Afghanistan; it
is much less well documented than the Roman empire, but it, too, was
held together by a complex tax system, although it had a powerful
military aristocracy as well, unlike Rome. The militarization of Persian
culture extended west into Armenia, which Romans and Persians fought
over but which remained partly independent and culturally separate.
The Armenians converted to Christianity in the fourth century, which
separated them further from the Persians, who were Zoroastrian for the
most part (although with sizeable Jewish and Christian minorities, and
also local traditional religions). Zoroastrianism certainly contributed to
Persian ‘strangeness’ in the eyes of the Romans; for example, its
priests, called magoi in Greek or magi in Latin, gave their name to
‘magic’ in both languages, even though Zoroastrian religion favoured
an abstract theology and public rituals, just as Christianity did. But it
was arguably Persia’s military culture and enormous respect for ancient
dynastic tradition that marked it out as most culturally different from
Rome, for the Roman sense of kinship could link far-flung cousins and
cousins-in-law in patronage networks, but even ‘old’ families rarely
had more than a century or two of prominence. The dynastic element



helped Persian traditions survive better than Roman traditions when
both were swept away, from Carthage to Samarkand, by the Arabs in
the seventh century.

Rome’s other borders were shared with far less organized political
groups, all of which the Romans called barbari, ‘barbarians’, a
conveniently vague term which I shall adopt (keeping the inverted
commas) as well. To the south they faced nomadic and semi-nomadic
tribes in the Sahara and its fringes, mostly speaking Berber languages;
for a long time these were not taken very seriously as military threats,
but such groups were gaining in social and military coherence, largely
as a result of Roman influence, and one tribal alliance, the Laguatan,
was very aggressive at the start of the fifth century, as Synesios in
Cyrenaica, among others, complains; the Vandals in Africa had trouble
with Berbers later, too. The Picts and the Irish to the north and west of
Britain were also a potential threat, although only to the already
militarized British borderlands, especially around Hadrian’s Wall (they
staged a substantial invasion in 367-8). The long Rhine and Danube
frontier faced tribal communities, mostly speaking Germanic
languages, which historians since Tacitus in the first century had seen
as a whole as Germani, although there is no evidence whatsoever that
these peoples recognized any common bonds. The main groups along
the frontier were by the fourth century the Franks on the lower Rhine,
the Alemans on the middle and upper Rhine, and the Goths on the lower
Danube and north-eastwards into the steppes of what is now Ukraine.
Further back were Frisians in the modern Netherlands, Saxons in
modern north Germany, and Vandals and Longobards or Lombards to
their east. These were the main groups, but there were dozens of others.
The Quadi in what is now Slovakia and Hungary are perhaps worth
mentioning, if only because, after they fought a small war against
Valentinian I in 374-5, they met the emperor and argued (correctly, in
fact) that their own attacks were a justified and largely defensive
response to Roman aggression: this was seen by Valentinian as so



insolent that he had an apoplectic fit and died. One might have a soft
spot for the Quadi as a result, but they vanish from history soon
afterwards: they must have been absorbed into the Hunnic empire in the
early fifth century, which was based in the same area, and their
probable descendants in the fifth century were called Suevi and perhaps
also Rugi.

The transformation of the Quadi is only one example out of many of
one crucial feature of all these tribal communities: they were very
changeable. For a start, none of them were united ethnic groups; they
all consisted of smaller tribes, each with a separate leader (as with the
half a dozen Gothic groups, even though the Goths were among the
most coherently organized of the Germanic peoples). Historians have
indeed sometimes argued that some Germanic tribes had no permanent
leadership at all, only generals in times of war. This latter pattern
seems less likely (if only because war was pretty common); more
plausible is that war encouraged the temporary development of
alliances or confederations of separate tiny tribes, each with its own
permanent leader, but choosing a temporary leader for that
confederation. This at least fits the Alemans of the 350s-370s described
by Ammianus, whose seven kings (reges) united under Chnodomar and
his nephew Serapio to fight Julian in 357, but the latter were also
flanked by ten lesser leaders, regales, and aristocrats as well, ‘from
various nationes’. Did all of these nationes even think of themselves as
‘Aleman’, or is this, like ‘German’, just a Roman term for a much more
inchoate reality? We cannot be sure, but, if the latter was so, this would
at least explain the frequent name changes of the major peoples the
Romans described. The problem is, of course, that the Romans wrote
our only written sources (the only certainly Gothic source is Ulfilas’
Gothic translation of the New Testament, although the Passion of Saba,
about an early Christian martyr in the Gothic lands who died in 372,
may have been written by a Goth too). Roman ethnography was never
reliable, and was usually highly moralized, with ‘barbarians’, naturally



inferior but often noble in their savagery, acting as a mirror for the
faults of the Romans themselves. It is highly unlikely that even
Ammianus, although present on the Rhine in 357, had more than
second-hand information about Aleman society and practices, and other
observers were further removed still.

Certain things can nevertheless be said about the ‘barbarian’ groups,
partly thanks to written sources, partly thanks to archaeology. The
northern and southern neighbours of Rome were all mixed-farming
peasant societies (except for the Sahara nomads), living for the most
part in villages, with élites generally living side by side with
cultivators. They were settled and stable societies; they did not
normally move about. They seem, however, in all cases to be better
organized by the fourth century than they had been in the early empire.
The archaeology shows the slow development of material cultural
differences between regions (unfortunately, we have no way of
knowing if these mapped onto the ethnic distinctions between Franks,
Alemans, Goths, etc., and this is in my view unlikely), and, most
important, increasing concentrations of wealth: the rich in the
Germanic world, and we can add the Berber world as well, were
becoming richer, thus presumably showing that power was slowly
becoming more stable too. This was largely the simple result of contact
with the Roman empire, which was vastly more wealthy and powerful
than any ‘barbarian’ group. A substantial proportion of the artefacts in
rich graves beyond the frontier in the fourth century are of Roman
manufacture, as far north as Denmark. The Romans traded beyond the
frontiers; they also employed ‘barbarians’ as paid soldiers, in every
century. As the ‘barbarians’ became better organized, they also became
more dangerous, and the Romans had to defend themselves more
carefully against them. A long frontier region developed on the
northern boundaries of the empire, in which militarization was
capillary, affecting much wider strata of society than was the case
elsewhere: northern Gaul and the Balkans were the largest such frontier



regions, but there were smaller ones elsewhere too. As ‘bar barians’
were used in the army and often settled in the empire, at the same time
as hierarchies developed under Roman influence beyond the frontiers,
society on each side of the frontier slowly became more similar: there
may not have been so very much difference on one level between
Valentinian, himself from the Pannonian frontier in modern Hungary,
and the leaders of the neighbouring Quadi whose bold reply killed him.

This type of observation has been used by some recent historians as
the basis for an argument that nothing really changed when the
‘barbarians’ entered the Roman empire in the fifth century and replaced
its western half with their own kingdoms. Emperors had long been
drawn largely from military families on the frontier; the successor
states had kings of a similar type, only from just beyond the frontier.
This is a better argument than the traditional one that waves of
migrating Germans overbore the weakened (because barbarized)
Roman army and state; but it does go too far, all the same. There was a
major political difference between each side of the frontier: on one side
Romans ruled, on the other they did not. Julian and Valentinian could
attack Alemans and Quadi precisely because they were not under
Roman rule, and the latter saw themselves as structurally different
from Romans, something that did not change when they invaded.
Conversely, the soldiers of ‘bar barian’ origin largely deracinated
themselves when they joined the army. Take Silvanus, a Frank by
origin according to Ammianus, who was a Roman general in the 350s,
as his father had been. Silvanus was falsely accused of treason in a
piece of palace intrigue in 355, when based at Cologne on the Rhine
frontier. He wondered what to do. Should he flee to the neighbouring
Franks, his kin? He was dissuaded from this, on the grounds that the
Franks would kill or betray him; he claimed the empire instead, as
army leaders had often done in the past. This failed, and Ammianus
was himself instrumental in having him killed. It would have been easy
for Ammianus to depict Silvanus as an untrustworthy and perhaps



savage outsider (he does so on other occasions, as with the Romanized
Berber aristocrat Firmus, who becomes ‘barbaric’ when he revolts in
373). But Ammianus was instead sympathetic to Silvanus’ plight, and
paints him simply as a Roman soldier, and as both politically and
culturally separate from the Franks beyond the Rhine; Silvanus’ army
training had seen to that. The major military politicians of ‘barbarian’
extraction who were important in late fourth-century politics, such as
the Frank Arbogast (d. 394) and the half-Vandal Stilicho (d. 408), both
of whom were de-facto heads of state, were similar: they were career
soldiers, and operated in an entirely Roman political arena. This was
normal in fourth-century politics. It was the politics of the fifth
century, when some ‘barbarian’ military leaders fought for Rome at the
head of substantial bodies of troops from their own communities, and
who called themselves Goths or Franks rather than Romans, that was
often different.

In the 370s the Huns appeared in the East, a nomadic people from
central Asia. Ammianus depicts them in very hostile and impossibly
schematic terms, as hardly human, eating raw flesh, never entering
houses, living on horseback, and without rulers: the classic uncivilized
‘others’. They were good fighters, all the same. They may not have
been a single political group in the 370s (although they became one, for
a generation under Attila, between the 430s and 454). But they
destroyed the rule of at least one of the Gothic tribes, Ermenric’s
Greuthungi, in or before 375, and menaced others. As nomads, they
were as alien to the Goths as to the Romans. As a result, the majority of
another Gothic tribe, the Tervingi, sought entry to the Roman empire in
376, and so did other sections of the Goths, although others stayed
north of the Danube and slowly accepted Hunnic hegemony.
‘Barbarian’ tribes had invaded the empire often enough in the
preceding two centuries; usually they ravaged sections of one of the
military zones, the Balkans and northern Gaul, and were then defeated
and enslaved, absorbed or driven back. Submissive requests for entry



were rarer, and the Romans, including the eastern emperor Valens
(364-78), Valentinian’s brother, were not sure how to handle this. They
accepted the request, and the Goths, immigrating into the eastern
Balkans, became in the following decades ‘Arian’ Christians, the
variant Christianity of both their early missionary Ulfilas and, to a
lesser extent, Valens himself. But Roman suspicion remained. The
Goths were deprived of supplies, and soon revolted under their leader
Fritigern; and Valens, underestimating them, was defeated and killed at
Adrianople (modern Edirne in European Turkey) in 378. The Goths did
not manage to build on this, for they were too few and in a strategically
weak position, and they accepted peace in 382. By 394 they were
fighting in the east Roman army, against a western usurper put up by
Arbogast. But they did not become ‘Roman’, and remained as a
separate ethnic grouping, the first group inside the empire to do so.

This sort of interpenetration became steadily more common, in
particular after a larger number of ‘barbarian’ groups invaded the
empire in 405-6, probably as a result of the steady development of
Hunnic power. This did not by any means have to be inimical to Roman
power structures and in the FEast was not; but political errors in
handling ‘barbarians’, like those of Valens, continued after his death,
and these would be more problematic. We shall see in Chapter 4 how
strategic ineptness in the face of a steadily changing political situation
in the end helped to sink the western half of the empire. But the
stability discussed in this chapter was not illusory, all the same, and
many of the political and social patterns described here lasted long into
the early medieval world.



Culture and Belief in the Christian Roman World

In the late 460s, as Sidonius Apollinaris related to a friend, the bishops
of Lyon and Autun had the task of choosing and consecrating a new
bishop of Chalon-sur-Saone. There were three candidates, unnamed,
one claiming the office because his family was old, one who had built
up support in the city by feeding people, and one who promised church
lands to supporters. The bishops instead chose the holy cleric John, who
had slowly moved up the local church hierarchy, thus confounding
local factions. Sidonius himself was not yet bishop of Clermont; when
he became so, one of his first tasks was to hold a similar election at
Bourges, in 470. Here, although there were again numerous candidates,
many of the citizens wanted Simplicius, a local notable from a
senatorial family. Sidonius, initially wary of their choice, warmed to
him, and preserved his speech to the citizens on the subject, which said,
in (considerably shortened) paraphrase: If I choose a monk, you will
say he is too other-worldly; if I choose a cleric, many will think I
should choose only by seniority [as had happened at Chalon, in effect];
if I choose a lay official, you will say I have chosen someone like
myself. But I do have to make a choice; many of you may be
episcopales, worthy of being bishop, but you cannot all be. So I choose
Simplicius, a layman, but one whose family is full of both bishops and
prefects - and so is his wife’s - and who has defended the city’s
interests before both Roman and ‘barbarian’ leaders. So Sidonius did
indeed, in this second election, choose someone just like himself, a
local secular married aristocrat. The office of bishop in Gaul was
becoming a standard part of a secular career progression for city



notables, just as the pagan priesthood had been before; the traditional
hierarchy of the Roman world had effectively absorbed the new power-
structures of Christianity. And yet it was not universally so; Sidonius’
own enthusiastic support for the election of John of Chalon, in the teeth
of local notables, shows that it did sometimes remain possible to use
different criteria to those of wealth and birth in the church hierarchy.
Christianity was substantially absorbed into traditional Roman values,
but never entirely.

A slightly more combative example of the same point is Synesios of
Cyrene, who was recommended as bishop of neighbouring Ptolemais in
411 to Theophilos, patriarch of Alexandria. Synesios was another
secular local notable, like both Sidonius and Simplicius; he both
represented Cyrenaica in Constantinople, successfully seeking tax
relief for the province, and organized local defence against Berbers; he
was the kind of useful man who would be very valuable as bishop as
well, and he was active in that role in the two years or so before his
death, as we saw in Chapter 2. Synesios, however, was also a skilled
Neoplatonist philosopher, with numerous writings to his credit, so
steeped in the classical philosophical tradition that people have
wondered if he was even Christian (though he surely was), and not only
trained by the renowned pagan mathematician and Neoplatonist
Hypatia in Alexandria, but a close personal friend of hers, as his letters
show. Theophilos for his part was a hardliner, who had had
Alexandria’s most famous pagan temple, the Sarapaion, destroyed in
391; his successor Cyril’s mob would indeed lynch Hypatia in 415.
Synesios nonetheless wrote an extraordinary open letter before his
ordination, stating his philosophical and moral values. He would not
renounce his wife; they would continue to sleep together, hoping for
children. ‘As for the Resurrection, an object of common belief, I
consider it a sacred and mysterious concept, about which I do not at all
agree with the views of the majority.” The world was not due to end,
either. Philosophy would remain his private calling if he was



consecrated, whatever untruths he said in public, and Theophilos must
know this. We are not here in the sometimes intellectually provincial
world of Gaul, but in the harsh heartland of violent and
uncompromising religious debate. Theophilos consecrated Synesios all
the same. Local status and support counted in Alexandria as much as in
central Gaul, if it was strong enough at any rate.

The Roman empire was by no means fully Christian yet in 400.
There were pagan aristocrats in Rome still, although perhaps not by
450; in Constantinople there were still some a century later. There were
pagan teachers in Athens and Alexandria until the sixth century
(Justinian closed the Athens school in 529), and some smaller cities,
notably Baalbek and Harran in Syria, probably had pagan majorities.
The countryside, that is, most of the population, was largely pagan
everywhere except in Syria, Palestine, Egypt and Africa, and there were
plenty of pagans in these provinces too. They continued for some time;
we have an account by John of Ephesos of his active mission work in
Anatolia in the mid-sixth century. There were also substantial Jewish
communities in Galilee and Samaria in Palestine, in Syria and the
Euphrates valley, in western Anatolia, in north-eastern Spain, in
Alexandria, Rome, and in smaller groups in most cities of the empire;
these were politically marginal, but less subject to official persecution
in this period than later. But all the emperors, except Julian for three
years, had been Christian since 324 (Constantine converted in 312, but
he did not rule the whole empire for more than a decade). Steadily
across the fourth century paganism had become separated from public
life, and in 391-2 Theodosius I had banned the mainstays of much
traditional paganism, public sacrifice and the private worship of
images. This coercive legislation was further reinforced in the fifth
century, and Justinian added the finishing touches, banning pagan cults
and enforcing baptism on pain of confiscation and sometimes
execution. As with laws on Christian heresy (see below), this was never
more than partly effective - pagan festivals continued even in major



Christian centres like Edessa in the late fifth century - but the exclusion
of paganism from the official Roman world was by now complete.
Christian vocabulary, imagery and public practice were thus
politically dominant in the empire by 400, a dominance which would
only increase thereafter; and in cities, which were the foci for almost
all political activity, Christians were for the most part numerically
dominant as well. But we must ask what sort of Christianity this was,
what effective content it had: how much it absorbed traditional Roman
values (and even religious practices), how far it changed them, and
what its own fault-lines were, for there were many of these. The first
part of this chapter will be concerned with these issues, essentially
those of religious belief and practice; the second part will extend the
frame more widely, and look at other rituals in the public sphere, and at
more deep-seated values, including assumptions about gender roles.
Christianity by 400 was on one level simply defined, as the religion
of the New Testament; if one believed in the divine Trinity of the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and if one believed that Jesus Christ,
crucified in around AD 33, was the Son of God, and that no other gods
existed, then one was Christian. These beliefs generally went together
with an exaltation of poverty - for the good Christian ought to give
everything to the poor - and a presumption that this world was only a
brief testing ground before the eternal joys of heaven or the eternal
tortures of hell, which meant that pleasure was risky, and that
asceticism, sometimes self-mortification, was increasingly seen as
virtuous. But it has never been the case that most Christians have taken
the second of these sentences as seriously as the first; and this presents
a problem for us. When looking at the question of what sort of
Christianity we are dealing with, whether in this period or later, we
immediately run into the question of source material. The huge
quantity of Christian writing after 350 or so substantially outweighs in
quantity the work of late Roman secular élites (even though this
survives quite generously from the fourth to the sixth centuries), but



was almost entirely the work of men who were much more rigorist than
their neighbours. The degree of rigour varied, from the relative
pragmatism of an Augustine, through the more uncompromising
denunciations of a Jerome or a Salvian, to the extreme purism,
separated from the possibility of normal emulation, implied in the
hagiographical accounts of ascetic saints, such as Antony or Simon the
Stylite. All of these, nonetheless, were highly critical of the more
easygoing but still Christian world around them; and the aim of all such
writers was to reform by criticism, rather than to describe accurately. It
is therefore not always easy to tell if people ever did the things that
were criticized, let alone how common such actions were, or, least of
all, what sense these actions made to the people who performed them.
Between the comfortable assimilation of traditional hierarchies and
values into Christianity by a secular-minded aristocracy, such as that of
Sidonius, and the rigorism of a minority of more committed authors -
not always a popular or influential minority, either - there was an ocean
of different kinds of religious practice carried out by everyone else,
whose meaning has to be guessed at through the accounts of hostile
observers.

Take festivals. Traditional Graeco-Roman religion had a year
studded with major religious festivals, which Christians naturally
opposed. An important one was the First of January, a three-day
festival marking the changing of the year. The traditional sacrifices
associated with this were banned, but did this make the festival
religiously neutral, simply marking pleasure and civic solidarity, for
Christians as well? It seems clear that people generally thought so, but
a stream of Christian writers, including the authors of sermons
preached in public, were violently opposed to it - not least because it
was competition for Christmas (itself, ironically, the direct
replacement of a pagan festival, the Winter Solstice), but also because
it was irredeemably tainted with paganism in their minds. The First of
January survived as a festival into the eighth century and later, but



whether it was perceived by ordinary people as Christian, or secular, or
pagan, and when and how much, we do not know. Bishops dealt with
festivals of this kind above all by organizing their own, thus creating
the Christian religious calendar, with its focus on Christmas, then Lent,
then Easter and Pentecost, above all December to May, extended across
the rest of the year by local saint’s-day celebrations. This did indeed in
the end win out over the pagan calendar: Christian time replaced pagan
time. A fierce stress on Sunday as an unbreakable day of rest, which by
the sixth century was policed by miracles (according to Gregory of
Tours (d. 594), Sunday agricultural workers became cripples, and the
children of Sunday sexual intercourse were born crippled), also marked
the definitive Christianization of time. But people still maintained the
‘wrong’ attitudes; they treated the new Christian feast-days in the same
ways as they had treated the old pagan ones, as opportunities to get
drunk and have a good time, as Augustine complained about a local
martyrial feast-day. This way of understanding the Christian calendar,
through public enjoyment rather than (as Augustine proposed) psalm-
singing in church, was pagan in the eyes of most of our sources, but
doubtless fully Christian in the eyes of celebrants; and this double
vision would long remain.

Much the same can be said about the Christianization of
geographical space. Pagan cults had studded the landscape of the
Roman empire, a sacred spring here, a hill-top temple there, each
perhaps with its own god; indeed, the whole landscape had potential
sacred elements. As these were slowly prohibited or destroyed, and new
Christian cult-sites built, around the tombs of martyrs or rural saints by
preference, there was a risk that the latter would simply give a new
religious veneer to older traditions, as with the major rural cult-site of
Saint-Julien at Brioude in central Gaul, located at a martyr’s tomb to be
sure, but also in a place formerly known for an important sanctuary of
Mars and Mercury; the changeover seems to have come in the mid-fifth
century. People got drunk at martyrs’ tombs too, after all; who knows



what they were really celebrating, the martyr or the traditional cult-site.
Perhaps there were moments when rituals, even festivities, were so
significantly inverted that the pilgrims who came to the same cult-site
properly took on board that something major had changed, as Pope
Gregory the Great intended when in 601 he proposed to the
missionaries to Anglo-Saxon England that they should take over pagan
temples, but force visiting worshippers to eat the animals they had
brought for ritual sacrifice. But perhaps not; a Christian topography
could look suspiciously like a pagan one.

But in this case change was possible, all the same. For a start,
whereas to pagan eyes an entire landscape could be numinous, to
Christian eyes only specific cult-sites were so, points of light in an
otherwise secular space. These were always, or soon became, churches,
so they were highly visible. Few churches were ever built directly on or
in temples, and those few were almost all urban. In cities, indeed,
Christian topographies were in general rather more different from those
of the pagans. Traditional public religion had been focused on the
ceremonial buildings around the forum in the centre of the city, but
churches for Christian worship were often on the edges of town, or
outside, in cemetery areas. Urban religious activity became much more
decentralized as a result, and cities even became spatially fragmented
in some parts of the empire (in Gaul in particular), with little
settlement nuclei around scattered churches, and in some cases a
traditional city centre left in ruins. This was sometimes because city
centres seemed just too pagan, or too secular; in Rome, major Christian
capital though it became, no church was built in the wide forum area
until 526. It was also linked to some real changes in ideas of the sacred,
and of what caused spiritual pollution. Traditional Graeco-Roman
religion regarded dead people as very dangerous and polluting; no adult
could be buried inside city walls or in inhabited areas, and cemeteries
were all beyond the edges of settlements. Martyrs and other saints were
seen by Christians as different, however: not as sources of pollution,



but the opposite, as people to venerate (in some cases, indeed, as not
really dead). Relics of saints began to be associated with major
churches as early as the fourth century; increasingly, these churches
were inside city boundaries. And the positive power associated with
these bodies meant that people increasingly wished to be buried beside
them. The first burials of non-saints inside cities date from the late
fifth or early sixth century in most parts of the empire; first bishops
and local aristocrats, later ordinary citizens. By the seventh century
urban cemeteries were increasingly common. The dead remained edgy,
‘liminal’, sometimes powerful - they still are - but the visceral fear of
their polluting power had gone.

The unseen world changed, too. To most pagans the air was full of
powerful spiritual beings, daimones in Greek, who were sometimes
beneficent, sometimes not, sometimes controllable by magic, but above
all fairly neutral to the human race. To many Christians - including the
authors of our sources, certainly, but also the ordinary people who
appear in the stories of saints’ lives - this unseen world came to be seen
as sharply divided into two, good angels and bad demons (the word
daimones was still used); Christianity inherited this dualism from
Judaism, which in turn may have been influenced by parallel beliefs in
Zoroastrianism. We get to hear rather more about demons, too: they
intervened more in daily life. Christianization thus developed the sense
that this unseen world was more fraught with danger than it had
previously been (this went for the afterlife, too, for the Christian hell
expected to see far more sinners than the pagan Tartarus or the Jewish
Gehenna). Demons in Christian eyes caused illness, ill-luck and ill-
doing of all kinds, and demonic possession was commonly seen as the
cause of mental disturbance. Demons lived among other places in
pagan shrines and idols, in uncultivable areas such as deserts, and also
in tombs (this latter belief was in part the heir of traditional beliefs
about the pollution of the dead). They could be defeated by clerical
exorcism, and many Christian ascetics gained a considerable reputation



as demon-busters. Theodore of Sykeon (d. 613) was a particularly
active example, performing exorcisms throughout central Anatolia, as
demons disturbed village harmony or possessed the weak and ill, in
some cases as a result of spell-casting, in some cases because the
incautious had disturbed tombs, perhaps in a search for treasure.
Christianity innovated in religious terms in giving more space to the
interventions of human beings in supernatural affairs, if they had
church authority or if they were themselves particularly holy. Although
all such men and women would have said that they only channelled the
heavenly power of God and the saints, they were treated by many less
exceptional Christians as if these spiritual powers were wholly theirs, a
product of their own charisma.

It has often been implied that pagan and Christian religion operated
at different levels, with paganism paying more attention to public ritual
(such as sacrifice), Christianity paying more attention to belief. This
would be an overstatement if it was put too crudely, for both religious
communities practised both, but there is an element of truth in it all the
same. Christianity was also concerned with setting spiritual boundaries
- between sacred and secular, or between good and bad demons - that
were more nuanced (or fuzzier) to most pagans; and it was initially less
committed to public and collective activity, too (though this would
quickly change). There are some parallels here to the Reformation
Protestant challenge to Catholic Christianity in the sixteenth century
(parallels which Protestants quite consciously sought to play up). They
are there too in the nineteenth-century ‘modernist’ critique of the
public world of the ancien régime, as characterized by Michel Foucault.
There is, that is to say, a tension between promoting collective ritual
which brings social and moral solidarity, and trying to change people’s
minds; this tension has long existed in human history, and in some
societies one side gains ascendancy over the other, for a time. In the
late Roman context, it would probably be best to say that this tension
existed, not only between pagan and Christian, but inside Christianity



itself; for Christian attitudes to the public did quickly change, and the
religious enthusiasm involved in festivals and pilgrimages, indeed in
churchgoing, was by no means the same as the divine grace or mental
discipline, or both, thought by rigorists to be necessary to attain
individual salvation. This was something of which Christian writers
who were bishops, and therefore had to straddle both, were well aware.
This tension in some of our authors indeed provides much of their
interest.

Changing people’s minds was harder, however, and, at the level of
everyday morality and values, Christianization changed much less. For
example, apart from the occasional rigorist criticism, for example by
Gregory of Nyssa (d.c. 395), there is no sign whatsoever that legal
unfreedom was regarded as wrong by most Christians, despite
Christianity’s explicit egalitarianism; anyway, freeing slaves
(manumission) as a pious act at death, common in late Antiquity and
the early Middle Ages, had impeccable pagan antecedents. Opposition
to social hierarchies based on wealth, or to judicial torture, was only
developed at any length by heretical movements. Every single Christian
writer inveighed against sexual misbehaviour (some against all sexual
activity, invoking virginity as superior to marriage, as Jerome (d. 419)
did), but it is unclear that this had any effect on daily actions.
Christians also campaigned against divorce, however, and this did
become increasingly difficult in law, and, in the West at least,
eventually impossible later on in the early Middle Ages; practices
which legislation could reach were more likely to change, hence also
the abolition of amphitheatre games. Family-level assumptions, by
contrast, including about gender roles, did not change greatly, as we
shall see later in this chapter; nor did the civic values of Roman public
life. One important exception was charity to the poor, which had been a
mainstay of Christian community activity since its early years as a
persecuted minority. It remained a major responsibility for good
Christians, more than it had been for pagans, and was also a major role



for churches (and for the bishops who ran the principal churches in
each city) as they increased in wealth, as well as providing a
justification for that wealth, given that the Christian gospels put so
much stress on poverty. This emphasis on charity would later be
inherited by Islam too.

These shifts in cult practices and religious culture went together with
three other important innovations brought by Christianity to the Roman
world: the church as an institution; the political importance of correct
belief; and new social spaces for religious rigorists and ascetics. Let us
look at these in turn.

Pagan religion did not depend on a very elaborate institutional
structure, and the cults of each city were all organized locally; rabbinic
Judaism, too, was very decentralized (Jews did have a single patriarch
until around 425, but it is unclear how wide his powers were).
Christianity, however, had a complex hierarchy, partly matching that of
the state. By 400 there were four patriarchs, at Rome, Constantinople
(since 381), Antioch and Alexandria (a fifth, Jerusalem, was added in
451), who oversaw the bishops of each city. The patriarch of Rome was
already called by the honorific title papa, ‘pope’, but it was only after
the eighth century that this was restricted to the pope in Rome. Bishops
were soon arrayed in two levels, with metropolitan bishops (called in
later centuries archbishops) at an intermediate level, overseeing and
consecrating the bishops of each secular province. Inside the dioceses
of each bishop, which normally covered the secular territory of their
city, bishops had authority over the clerics of other public churches
(although privately founded churches and monasteries were often
autonomous, a situation which produced endless disputes and rivalry
for the next millennium). The church in the fourth and fifth centuries
became an elaborate structure, with perhaps a hundred thousand clerics
of different types, more than the civil administration, and steadily
increasing in wealth as a result of pious gifts. It was not part of the
state, but its wealth and empire-wide institutional cohesion made it an



inevitable partner for emperors and prefects, and a strong and
influential informal authority in cities; the cathedral church by 500 was
often the largest local landowner (and therefore patron), and, unlike in
the case of private family wealth, its stability could be guaranteed -
bishops were not allowed to alienate church property. It was
ecclesiastical wealth and local status that led the episcopate to become
part of élite career structures by the fifth century in Gaul; this process
took place later in Italy and some of the eastern provinces, but by 550
or so it was normal everywhere. Even in a church context, bishops
generally identified themselves with their diocese first, with wider
ecclesiastical institutions only secondarily. But they were linked to the
wider church hierarchy all the same: they could be called to order and
dismissed by metropolitans and by the councils of bishops that steadily
became more frequent, whether empire-wide (the ‘ecumenical’
councils) or at the regional level, in Spain or Gaul or Africa. The fact
that this institutional structure did not depend on the empire, and was
above all separately funded, meant that it could survive the political
fragmentation of the fifth century, and the church was indeed the
Roman institution that continued with least change into the early
Middle Ages; the links between regions became weaker, but the rest
remained intact. The problem of the relationship between the church as
an institution and secular political power has existed ever since in
Christian polities, and has often caused considerable conflicts, as it
already did in the fifth century, and would again in the eleventh, in the
Reformation, and in the post-Enlightenment states of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.

Pagan political practice valued religious conformity, but did not have
sharp divisions over variations in religious belief. Here, Christianity
was very different. From early in its history its adherents argued over
theology and accused each other of deviant belief, ‘heresy’, and in the
fourth century this became an affair of state. What may well have
surprised Constantine most on his conversion to Christianity was the



internal conflict in the religion he had chosen, and the importance to its
members of winning without any compromise. Constantine took
seriously the task of achieving Christian unity, but he did not succeed
(this may have surprised him too). To his successors, unity around a
single correct view became increasingly important, including for the
welfare of the empire as a collectivity; by the end of the fourth century
religious deviance was thus politically dangerous and needed to be
extirpated by law. The laws against pagans were polished first on
Christian heretics, that is, those on the losing side in the great
theoretical battles, and they were always far more systematically used
against heresy. So heresy was both increasingly dangerous and
increasingly common in the late empire. It was regarded as a problem
in later centuries, too (particularly in the thirteenth-century West), but
only the Reformation matches the intensity of the religious disputes of
the period 300-600.

The first dispute Constantine faced was between Donatists and
Caecil ianists in Africa over whether the bishops who had compromised
their faith during the recent persecutions of Christianity could continue
to consecrate bishops thereafter. It was a characteristic issue for the
pre-Constantinian church, but this African dispute was by far the most
serious example. The Donatists held that Bishop Caecilian of Carthage,
the local metropolitan, was consecrated by an apostate and could
therefore not be a bishop or consecrate others; Constantine judged
against them in 313, but they did not concede. This was technically a
schism, not a heresy, as it did not involve differences in belief, but it
immediately became a structurally serious dispute, for since the
Donatists accepted no African bishop consecrated by Caecilian, they
created their own rival hierarchy, and there were 270 Donatist bishops
by around 335. This schism was restricted to Africa, but it dragged on
for a century there, with violence on both sides and also fierce written
polemic (Augustine wrote some of it), until a systematic persecution of
Donatists, following a formal debate at Carthage in 411 (see Chapter



4), weakened them substantially.

Donatism was the only home-grown division seriously to disturb the
late Roman West. It did mark one concern that was more of an issue for
the Latin than for the Greek church: the personal purity of the men who
consecrated others and who presided over the eucharist, the central
ceremony of Christian worship. The next western heresy,
‘Pelagianism’, declared heretical by the emperor Honorius in 418 and
(rather unwillingly) by the western patriarch, Pope Zosimus of Rome,
in the same year, as a result of the pressure put on them by Augustine
and Alypius, was also related to issues of personal purity. Pelagius
argued that a committed Christian could avoid sin through God-given
free will, which Augustine regarded as impossible. Pelagians were
never more than a minority, however, and the most lasting effect of this
division was Augustine’s development of his theory of predestination
to salvation through God’s grace, which remained controversial (and
misunderstood, particularly in Gaul and Italy) but did not result in
further declarations of heresy. It may be relevant here to note that the
question of the purity of clerics remained important in the West. In the
West, but not in the East, all clergy were supposed to avoid sexual
activity, according to councils as early as 400 (in the East, this only
applied to bishops, and only after 451). Not that western clergy always
matched up to theory, and there were legally married clerics in many
western regions into the late eleventh century, but the principle that
priests should be sacrally distinct from their congregations was
established early.

In the East, the most divisive issue was quite different: it was the
nature of Christ. Constantine also found that there was dissension
between Patriarch Alexander of Alexandria and his priest Arios over
whether the Son was identical in substance, or equal, to the Father in
the Trinity; Alexander maintained he was so, and Arios maintained he
was not. Constantine, who did not think the issue particularly
important, called a council of bishops to Nicaea in 325, the first



ecumenical council, which, remarkably (it was the only ecumenical
council to manage this), got both sides to agree on a formulation, the
Nicene creed, essentially supporting Alexander. Some extreme
followers of Alexander, however, notably Athanasios (d. 373),
Alexander’s successor, refused to maintain communion with Arios,
even though he had signed up to the Nicene creed, and the dispute
broke out again. Versions of Christian belief closer to those whom
Athanasios called ‘Arians’ were popular in many parts of the East,
notably at Constantinople, including with the mid-century emperors,
Constantius II and Valens; it was not by any means obvious to everyone
that the members of the Trinity were all equal. Athanasios was also
personally unpopular for his violent style, and had widespread support
only in the West. But a new generation of Nicene supporters gained
force in the 370s, thanks in particular to Basil, bishop of Caesarea in
Anatolia (d. 379), and his associates. At Valens’ death at Adrianople in
378, a western ally of Basil became eastern emperor, Theodosius I, and
his ecumenical council at Constantinople in 381 finally declared the
Nicene creed to be orthodoxy. This paradoxically (but not uniquely
among heresies) caused ‘Arianism’ itself to crystallize as a worked-out
religious system, in effect for the first time. All the same, it lost
imperial patronage and thus wider support thereafter (although, in the
eastern capital, not until Patriarch John Chrysostom’s vigorous
preaching in 398-404), except among the Goths and, by extension, other
‘barbarian’ groups in the North.

The Nicene victory meant that Christ, though human and capable of
suffering, was seen as fully divine as well; but how were humanity and
divinity to be combined? This was the major focus of fifth-century
debates, which were in many respects power-struggles between
Alexandria and Antioch, with Constantinople generally on Antioch’s
side. Patriarch Cyril of Alexandria (412-44) argued that the human and
divine elements in Christ’s nature could not be separated; Antiochenes
such as Nestorios, patriarch of Constantinople (428-31), saw them as



distinct. The danger in Cyril’s position, which we call “Monophysite’,
was that Christ would lose his humanity altogether; the danger in
Nestorios’ position was that he would turn into two people. Neither
danger had been realized yet, but opponents of each believed it had
been. The third ecumenical council, at Ephesos in 431, a theatre of
remarkably cynical management by Cyril, condemned and deposed
Nestorios. Ephesos also legitimated the cult of the Virgin Mary as
Theotokos, ‘mother of God’, a formulation Nestorios in particular
opposed, but one which has dominated most Christian churches since;
the great councils as a whole did not only argue about Christology. But
the Alexandrian attempt to go after all the Antiochenes, one by one
(notably Theodoret, bishop of Cyrrhus, who was briefly deposed in
449), rebounded on them, largely because of western opposition,
focused on the actions and writings of Pope Leo I (440-61), and also
because the Alexandrians had alienated the empress Pulcheria, their
supporter at Ephesos. A fourth council at Chalcedon in 451 rejected the
Alexandrian ‘Monophysite’ position (while maintaining a rejection of
Nestorios), and set out a ruling that Christ existed ‘in two natures’,
divine and human, while remaining one person.

This established an orthodoxy that dominated the West and the
Byzantine heartland ever after. But it did not end the disputes, for
Monophysitism had grass-roots support that previous losing
interpretations did not have, in particular in most of Egypt, increasingly
in Syria and Palestine, and in Armenia. Emperors, themselves
sometimes personally sympathetic to Monophysitism (as with
Anastasius, and also the empress Theodora, Justinian’s powerful wife),
saw the Chalcedonian- Monophysite split as a political rather than a
theological issue, and attempted several times to promote intermediate
positions between the two: Zeno’s Henotikon in 482, Justinian’s fifth
council at Constantinople in 553, Heraclius’ ‘Monothelete’
pronouncement, the Ekthesis, in 638. These did not work because there
was less and less common ground between the two sides (even though



the issues at stake became increasingly arcane); by the late sixth
century, indeed, the Monophysite provinces were establishing an entire
parallel episcopal hierarchy to confront the Chalcedonians. The
emperors found themselves anathematized by both sides, and also faced
schism with the West, which was uncompromisingly Chalcedonian.
(When the popes of Rome were bullied into accepting the council of
Constantinople in 554, they too faced opposition from much of the
West, the so-called Three Chapters schism, and it took them a hundred
and fifty years to end it.) Arianism continued as the Christianity of
‘barbarian’ groups, notably Goths, Vandals and eventually Lombards,
into the seventh century. ‘Nestor ianism’ continued too - in more
extreme forms than Nestorios had ever proposed - but mostly outside
the empire, in Persia and as far east as China. But it was
Monophysitism that divided Roman Christians most radically and
completely, and the division was never healed.

It is impossible to characterize these conflicts accurately in a few
words, for the theology at issue is amazingly intricate, depending on
tight definitions and Platonist philosophical developments of concepts
which would take many pages to set out in English (it was, furthermore,
a debate which made most sense in Greek even then; Leo I was the last
Latin-speaker really to grasp and contribute to it). Such detailed
characterizations do not belong here. But it is important to stress that
they did matter. Pagan observers found these debates ridiculous, even
insane, as well as amazingly badly behaved, but having an accurate and
universally agreed definition of God became increasingly important for
Christians between 300 and 550, not least because the political power
of bishops steadily increased. It is relevant that they mattered more in
the East, where technical philosophical debate was longer-rooted in
intellectual life, but with the ‘barbarian’ conquests Christological
issues came to the West as well, and Arian-Catholic debates were bitter
there, too; anyway, the Augustinian problematic which dominated
theology in the West, centred on predestination and divine grace, was



no less complex, even though it sidestepped Christological debate. It is
of course impossible to say how many people properly understood the
issues at stake at, say, Chalcedon: perhaps only a few hundred, although
one should not underestimate the theological sophistication of the
citizens of the great cities, exposed as they were to the sermons of
some high-powered thinkers. But the problem of the real divinity of a
human god, who had even died, at the Crucifixion, was at least an issue
that would have made sense in the late Roman world, where the cult of
the emperors as gods was still remembered (indeed, it was still
practised by some) and the divine being was not, in the fifth century at
least, as distant from humanity as he (or they) would be in some
versions of Christianity.

These divisions also matter because they mobilized large numbers of
people. Fifth-century Christianity was a mass religion, reaching more
and more of the peasantry. Its participants were very loyal to their
bishops and other local religious leaders, and could be mobilized in
their support, city versus city or province versus province. Political
faction-fighting could be expressed in religious terms too, and local
secular leaders could find themselves involved in ecclesiastical
disputes for the whole of their political lives. In cities, mobs could
fight it out; Cyril in Alexandria, where rioting had a long tradition, was
well known for his manipulation of them. The Donatists had an armed
wing of Circumcellions, ascetic peasants or seasonal labourers. Monks
from the countryside were also used as shock troops, usually on the
Monophysite side; Jerusalem was a dangerous place because of the
number of monasteries around it, which could quickly be mobilized, as
when Juvenal, patriarch of Jerusalem, was expelled by monks in 452
for a year, because he had accepted Chalcedon; the army was needed to
restore him. Monks were not normally educated, but they were
certainly fervent. The roughness of their political protagonism broke
the rules of late Roman élite decorum, and troubled politer observers,
as it does some modern historians. These monks look too



fundamentalist, too fanatical, and they were; but they were at least a
sign that Christianity had penetrated the countryside, and that its
divisions involved more people than narrow élites.

This brings us to a final Christian innovation, the development of
new spheres for social behaviour. In general, committed Christianity
involved a personally pious lifestyle, which indeed mattered more than
theological disputes to most of its adherents; but rigorists could and did
go well beyond mere piety. From early on in Christianity, self-
deprivation of food or comfort, self-harm and the avoidance of human
society were regarded by some people as ways in which humans could
get closer to God. These forms of ascesis were popularized by
Athanasios’ hugely influential Life of Antony, written at the death of
the Egyptian desert hermit Antony in 357 and almost at once translated
from Greek into Latin. ‘The desert’, a physical location for Antony,
became an image for all ascesis, and men and women could create their
own local deserts by shutting themselves away, or by standing on
columns, often for decades, as stylites from Simon the elder (d. 459)
onwards did - inaccessible (except by ladder), but clearly visible all the
same and of public interest as a result. One influential stylite, Daniel
(d. 493), had his column beside one of the major Bosporos ferries, east
from Constantinople - he, certainly, was in the public eye (someone
even asked him how he defecated: very dryly, like a sheep, he replied);
but Simon, too, had his column in the middle of the rich olive-oil hill-
country of northern Syria, and crowds would watch him repeatedly
touch his toes with his head, counting 1,244 such movements on one
occasion, as Theodoret of Cyrrhus recounted. Theodoret wrote a
systematic account of the remarkable (and often, to his eyes, foolish)
ascetic feats of Syrian holy men, which also stressed how respectful
they were to Theodoret himself, their bishop. Ascetics sometimes
caused resentment in the standard church hierarchy, for their spiritual
powers (accurate advice, particularly effective prayers, sometimes
miracles) were the results of their own efforts, rather than being



bestowed by bishops. But most had episcopal support and patronage,
and some of them (Theodore of Sykeon was one) became bishops
themselves.

The influence of these ascetics broke all Roman social rules: few
were aristocratic, few were educated, but people sought their advice
persistently. We have replies of two elderly hermits living just outside
Gaza in the early sixth century, Barsanouphios and John, to some 850
questions of all kinds put to them by laity, clerics and monks, which
can pass for the sixth-century equivalent of Dear Abby. If I want to
give grain and wine to the poor, should I give them the best quality?
(no, you needn’t). Since we must not kill, should I lie to allow a
murderer to escape the death penalty? (maybe, as long as you tend to
lie under other circumstances). Can I buy in the market from pagans?
(yes). Can I eat with a pagan? (no). What about when he is important?
(still no, and here is a polite excuse). Do I really have to give my cloak
to every beggar, and go naked? (no). And, perhaps the feeblest of all: I
can’t make up my mind, what should I do? (a perhaps exasperated
reply: pray to God, or else ask us again). It is clear in all of this that
ascetics were trusted to know; educated or not, they had access to
spiritual truth.

Christian ascetic holy men and women have an established niche in
modern history-writing by now, and it is important not to be seduced by
Theodoret and others into thinking that they were everywhere; as Peter
Brown has recently written, they occupied ‘little of the public space of
late Roman society’, even in the East, and they were never as common
in the West. But they created an idiom of self-mortification which
potential saints would systematically seek to copy in the future, with
hair shirts, flesh-eatingly tight belts, chains and the like. Their less
extreme acts could be copied by everybody, such as the pious Roman
aristocratic women Paula and Melania, whose choice to walk around
fourth-century Rome in rags, unwashed and smelly, was eulogized by
Jerome in disturb ingly lip-smacking terms. And they were regularized



and generalized by monasticism. Not that most monks imitated a full-
on ascetic extremism, but the development of groups of celibates,
living apart (in ‘the desert’), was influenced by Antony, and set roots
on a large scale in Egypt first; indeed, ascetics themselves eventually
found that they had a monastic community forming around them, or
they sought one out on purpose. The ascesis of monasticism mostly
consisted of absolute obedience to an abbot’s rule in a fixed daily
routine, and such rules were written down from early on: by or for
Pachomios in Egypt and by Basil in Anatolia in the fourth century, by
Shenoute in Egypt and John Cassian in Gaul in the fifth, by Benedict of
Nursia (modern Norcia) in Italy in the sixth. In the West, Benedict’s
rule eventually became the gold standard; in the East, it was Basil’s.
Benedict’s rule, more humane than many, is as striking for its
insistence on the equal treatment of monks of different social status as
it is for its moderate ascesis (only vegetables, except when ill; only
light clothes, except in winter): egalitarianism was as difficult in the
hierarchical world of late Antiquity as was self-deprivation. Nor were
all monasteries remotely egalitarian; many resembled comfortable
house-party retreats for aristocratic males and females. But the image
of equality (of subjection) was intrinsic to monastic regulation, and in
this respect, even if in no other in late Rome, equality was theoretically
possible to achieve; a social space had even been created for this.

One simple result of these processes is that Christian writers tell us
more about the peasant majority than pagan writers had ever done.
Peasants could become saints if they were very exceptional; they also
bore witness to the remarkable acts of rural holy men and women,
living far from urban élites, so saints’ lives give us vignettes of village
society that were almost entirely absent in earlier literature. The poor
could go to heaven as easily as the rich, after all (in Christian theory,
more easily), and even the most aristocratic and snobbish bishops -
Gregory of Tours in sixth-century Gaul, for example - regularly
preached to them, and sometimes listened to them, too. In recent



decades, historians have abandoned their earlier caution about miracle
stories, and rightly, given that these tell us so much more about non-
aristocratic society and cultural and religious values than we can get
elsewhere. They are not a direct window onto peasant society; no text is
ever that, and they were seldom written by peasants (though one or two
were - the Life of Theodore of Sykeon is one). But they are the best
guide we have, and, however fully studied they now are, they still have
more to tell us.

Part of the reason why ascetics occupied little Roman public space was
that that space was huge. Even when we move away from a specifically
religious focus, we must recognize that the Romans lived a great part of
their political lives in public. The year was studded with public
processions in cities; indeed, urban planning itself was affected by it,
for the wide and straight streets of Roman cities, in the East garlanded
with colonnades as well, were specifically built like that, and kept clear
of obstructions, so as to allow processions (when processions ceased in
the East after the Arab conquest, streets infilled fairly fast: see below,
Chapter 10). Political power was structured around the most formal
versions of such processions, as with the rituals for imperial arrival
(adventus) into cities, which were later matched by the most elaborate
ceremonial entries of the Renaissance. One famous case, Constantius
II’s arrival in Rome in 357, described by Ammianus in detail, shows
the emperor in a bejewelled car, with a vast military retinue;
Constantius turned neither his head nor his eyes, nor his hands - he did
not even spit - during the entire procession to the forum. This was a
victory procession (undeserved, Ammianus thought; he loathed
Constantius), which had a long tradition behind it, and a long future
ahead, at least in the East, for Constantinople’s main west-east streets
saw regular processions of this kind right to the end of the period of
this book and beyond: the tenth-century Book of Ceremonies, compiled
on the orders of an emperor himself, Constantine VII (913-59),



describes them in great detail, stage by stage (see Chapter 13), and it is
far from the only source. But major political and religious moments of
all kinds were marked by processions in cities. Here, Christianity
simply appropriated the practice, and bishops developed formal
processions between urban churches as part of the presentation of their
local power; these often took on penitential or protective roles, and it
became common for bishops to process around city walls with relics or
religious symbols, to protect the city during sieges, as during the siege
of Clermont in around 525 or at the siege of Constantinople in 626
(according to our hagiographical sources, they were always successful).
Pilgrimages to local saints’ tombs, themselves commonly orchestrated
by bishops, as Gregory of Tours did for St Martin’s tomb there, had
something of the same public formality, at least at the major festivals
of the saint.

The public sphere did not only operate through processions.
Constantius after his arrival in 357 hosted games; so did Theoderic the
Ostrogoth in his formal visit to Rome in 500. The Circus Maximus, the
largest chariot-racing stadium in Rome, was just below the imperial
palace on the Palatine hill, from where the ruler could watch; in
Constantinople, too, the Hippodrome was beside the palace, with a
direct back entrance into the imperial box. This was the location
(particularly in Constantinople, for emperors actually lived there) for a
structured dialogue between emperor and people. Emperors generally
controlled this, but it did at least allow some popular response through
the leaders of the main circus ‘factions’, the Greens and the Blues (the
colours of the teams), either through verbal dialogue or through riot.
Matters occasionally got out of hand, as with the Nika riots of the
Constantinople factions in 532, during which much of the city was
sacked and which nearly brought Justinian down, but circus riots in
major cities tended more to be a safety valve, a warning of discontent
which emperors occasionally heeded, as well as, perhaps most
normally, simply being for fun.



Political decision-making had a substantial public element as well.
There were public disputations (particularly about religion or
philosophy), speech-making was carried out in the forum, and there
was a crowd to hear Sidonius choose the bishop of Bourges. The
political community meant the élite, of course, and there was nothing
even distantly democratic about Roman political procedures, but their
results were communicated verbally in public, often quite quickly, at
least in cities. Imperial laws were proclaimed as well; Anastasius’
abolition of the unpopular merchants’ and artisans’ tax in 498 was read
out at Edessa - a major commercial entrepot, but a long way from
Constantinople - in the same year and occasioned a spontaneous
festival.

The emperor had an ambiguous relation to the public world. The late
Roman empire was a period in which imperial ceremonial became
increasingly elaborate, partly to distance the emperor from other
people, ‘imprisoned inside the palace boundaries’, as Sidonius put it.
Inside the palace, etiquette was very elaborate as well. Meals with the
emperor, a great honour, were carefully controlled, and Sidonius
recounts one with Majorian in 461 at Arles in which the emperor
conversed in turn with each of the seven guests, who were expected to
shine in their replies, and got applause if they did so. (One aspect of the
Persians that seemed very strange in Roman eyes was that their
religious rituals forbade them to talk at meals.) But this formality was
balanced against a presumption of accessibility. The practice of
petitioning the emperor, for help or against injustice, was long-standing
in the Roman world, and did not weaken at all in the late empire;
indeed, the laws in the imperial codes are often explicitly responses to
petitions. Petitioners seldom met the emperor in person, and it was of
course the bureaucracy that really dealt with their pleas (or else did
not), but the principle of direct response was preserved. Daniel the
Stylite briefly left his column in 475 to protest against the usurping
emperor Basiliscus’ support for Monophysitism, sending critical letters



to Basiliscus, and eventually getting the emperor to recant publicly in
the cathedral of Constantinople itself; the image of dialogue in his
saint’s life must have been a plausible one, even if the details were
invented. And this sort of imagery worked. Imperial authority remained
popular, taken for granted. Roman envoys to Attila’s court in 449
greatly offended the Huns when they said that, although Attila was a
man, Theodosius II was a god; this was a self-evident statement in
Roman eyes, even though the envoys were doubtless overwhelmingly
Christian. The gods were gone, but imperial status remained unchanged
- divinus remained a technical term meaning ‘imperial’. The emperor’s
position was all the more central in that the Roman empire was
regarded as, by definition, always victorious, a belief that survived
even the disasters of the fifth century. Indeed, Christianization
reinforced this: if the empire fell, many believed the world would end.
Romans were nothing if not confident.

The Romans drew a clear line between the public and the private.
Politics in a formal sense took place outside private housing, which was
regarded as in part separate from public activity. Senatorial palaces
could be entered by almost anyone, and much political business was
transacted there, but they contained carefully calibrated communal and
more personalized spaces for the reception of clients and would-be
clients; and except for extreme crimes the behaviour of family
members inside the walls of a house was the responsibility of the
paterfamilias, the male head of the household, and beyond the remit of
public law. The household was the basic unit, called domus in Latin
when its physical setting was stressed, and familia when referring to its
personnel. It was centred on a nuclear family of husband, wife,
children; other kin were normally more distant, part of political
alliances rather than family structure, although parents, if living, still
had a major influence. Slaves were part of the familia as well, however,
as unfree domestic servants, and they were ubiquitous among families
who had any resources to spare at all. The familia was very



hierarchical; the paterfamilias was supposed routinely to beat slaves
and children. Augustine’s account of his violent father Patricius in his
autobiographical Confessions, an important source, shows that he
considered it commonplace for husbands to beat wives too, although
wife-beating seems to have been regarded as normal only in the Latin
West, and with greater hostility in the Greek East; in surviving
Egyptian divorce petitions, violence is rarely referred to. In law, the
authority of the paterfamilias did not actually extend to wives, who
were still subject to their own fathers (if living), but it is clear that in
practice husbands ruled. Augustine, again, depicts his mother Monica
(who had no qualms about trying to dominate her son) telling off her
female neighbours in Thagaste for moaning about their husbands,
saying their marriage contracts ‘bound them to serve their husbands’;
nor was this just rhetoric: Egyptian marriage contracts systematically
enjoin husbands to protect, wives to obey. Augustine criticized a
certain Ecdicia for being celibate, wearing widow’s clothing and giving
her property to the poor during her husband’s lifetime and without his
permission: this lack of submissiveness nullified the virtue she sought
to attain. The state may have stopped at the wall of the house, but
Roman values did not, and hierarchy was taken for granted in both. Nor
did Christianity change anything significant in this respect.

It would not be hard to argue that late Roman family life was tense
and loveless. Marriages were almost always arranged by parents, after
all, with an eye to safeguarding and extending property; husbands were
routinely a decade older than their wives. Domestic slaves could
undermine the stability of their master’s family by malicious gossip,
and were thought (perhaps rightly) to be deeply hostile to their masters
in general: ‘It is agreed and totally plain that all masters are bad,” a
slave is made to say in the early fifth-century comedy Querolus.
Children are frequently seen as resenting and rejecting paternal
restrictions in late Roman narratives (particularly those where
virginally minded daughters are forced into marriage, and then child-



bearing, by parents and husbands). Augustine certainly disliked his
father, and, while revering his mother, had to resort to deceit to escape
her when he left Carthage for Rome at the age of twenty-eight. All the
same, in late Rome as elsewhere, happy families give authors less to
write about. It may be that the idyllic love and concord celebrated by
the pagan Roman aristocrats Praetextatus (d. 384) and Paulina in poems
supposedly written to each other and inscribed on a stela after
Praetextatus’ death, are not totally formulaic or atypical: ‘I am happy
because I am yours, was yours, and soon - after death - will be yours.’
The ‘amicable and decorous bonds’ of marriage were normally
unequal, but they did not necessarily fail because of that.

Women were legally subject to fathers, effectively subject to
husbands. They had full inheritance rights over paternal and maternal
property, however, equally with their brothers, and legally controlled
their own property in marriage. Husbands were expected to front for
wives in public affairs such as court cases, but women had full legal
rights to act on their own if they chose. Until the late fourth century
widows could not be legal guardians of children, and their powers were
circumscribed, but in practice they often did so (Monica certainly held
the purse strings for the near-adult Augustine after Patricius’ death in
372). Women were not regarded as part of the public sphere and could
not hold office. But there is at least one example of a female city
governor, Patrikia in Antaiopolis in Egypt in 553; and Hypatia in
Alexandria, as the city’s major intellectual, had a formal role in public
ritual, receiving ceremonial visits from officials. Indeed, powerful
empresses were common in the late empire (particularly in the fifth-
and sixth-century East: see Chapter 4), and not obviously resented for
their power, despite the rhetoric of political opponents and some
Christian extremists. The sphere of women in the late Roman period
was universally regarded as the home: they ran the household economy.
But they were not prevented from being economic actors. Egyptian
evidence shows widows, at least, buying and selling property without



male consent or intervention (women seem to have owned 17-25 per
cent of the land of fourth-century Egypt, not a trivial amount), and also
renting out property, money-lending, and acting as independent artisans
and shop-owners. Women (except prostitutes and dancers) were
expected to dress modestly, but they were not veiled in their normal
daily lives; they could show or claim status with expensive clothing,
and they do not seem to have been secluded. The double standard of
sexual behaviour was standard and sanctioned by law (men routinely
had concubines, but brides were supposed to be virgins, and female
adultery was seen as indefensible); but the empress Theodora may have
been an actress, and thus automatically in a legal category akin to
prostitution - even if Prokopios’ lurid account of her activities is
demonstrably rhetorical - without it constraining her later authority.
Women were regarded as weak and ignorant, but, even excluding
Hypatia, there is plenty of evidence for female literacy and literary
engagement, particularly but not only among the aristocracy.

How do we assess this network of contradictions? It is not possible,
with the evidence at our disposal, to tell what was typical in practice in
each case, female constraint or female autonomy. Doubtless, as in
many societies, we could expect autonomy for a few successful women,
who nevertheless might find themselves more exposed to greater
scrutiny than men, and also to some moral condemnation, particularly
if their husbands were alive; the majority were maybe more subject and
passive, whether voluntarily (as with Monica) or not. This general
picture could well have been the case at every level of the social
hierarchy, for the Egyptian material extends to peasants and artisans on
occasion. And the space Christianity gave to ascesis allowed small, but
visible, numbers of women to escape from family pressures altogether,
as long as they maintained celibacy and disciplined behaviour,
preferably indoors and in groups. The very quantity of these
contradictory rights and constraints, all the same, was greater than in
many societies: the early medieval West often assumed rather more



uncompromising legal and social constraints on female action, as we
shall see in Chapter 8. There was space inside the contradictions for
late Roman women to construct their own social personae, if they
wished to and if they were lucky. But they did so in a world full of
gendered imagery that was negative about women, propagated by the
public secular world and the church alike, with maleness and male
virtues seen as the norm (virtus itself means ‘maleness’ as well as
‘virtue’) and femaleness seen as weakness and even danger,
particularly to male ascetics, for whom female sexuality was,
understandably, one of the greatest threats.

Men, too, faced contradictory signals in the world they lived in. Late
Roman society was very hierarchical and social mobility was in many
cases constrained by law, as we have seen, although it was also fairly
common; the mixture of caste-like assumptions of inequality and the
presence of ‘new men’ always creates tensions. Roman men were very
ready to take offence at breaches of etiquette by upstarts and outsiders;
they got angry very easily, and could be violent if they did. Faustus,
bishop of Riez (d. c. 490), remarked sourly in a sermon that a powerful
man may do us an injury or angrily abuse us and we suffer in silence, to
avoid greater injury, but if an inferior person abuses us we get angry
and revenge ourselves. The violence of late Roman political and
judicial practice meant that such threats could be dangerous. But
educated élites were also trained to decorous and courteous formal
behaviour; it was part of élite education, in fact, and it included never
losing one’s temper and aiming to convince - or humiliate - by
rhetorical skill rather than by threat. How could one do both? One could
not, of course. Educated men of the late Roman period were appalled
by monastic vigilantes, or the mob of Alexandria, or powerful men with
a military background like Valentinian I, for their lack of self-control
and their violence. On a small scale, Sidonius was delighted when, at
his dinner with Majorian, his enemy Paeonius became visibly annoyed
at a minor slight in front of the emperor, a damning breach of etiquette;



the emperor’s decorous but amused laugh was enough for Sidonius,
who referred to it as ‘revenge’. But decorum was all the more
important because men were recognized as passionate. And anger could
also be used politically, breaking through the barriers of decorum, to
make a point, to show that one was serious, all the more effectively
because of the formality of ‘normal’ political behaviour. In the post-
Roman West, politics became less formalized, but the political force of
anger remained a powerful weapon for kings and princes.

This chapter, and the last, present a stable late Roman world, not
unchanging by any means (this was above all a period of notable
religious innovation), nor, of course, conflict-free, but all the same not
in any sense doomed to dissolution. We shall see in the next chapter
how it was that Roman political power did break down in the fifth-
century West, despite this internal stability. But it is also worth asking
at this stage what, in the political, social and cultural patterns described
so far, would survive to form the Roman inheritance for future
centuries. This is easiest to answer for the present chapter: most of the
patterns described here survived. The structures of the church were the
institution which changed least as the Roman West broke up, and they
became politically marginal only in the south-eastern and southern
Mediterranean, with the Muslim conquests of the seventh century. The
importance of correct belief survived in Byzantium and in parts of the
West, as we shall see in later chapters. Ascetic religious commitment
and religion-based critiques of secular society never lost their force in
the next centuries, and we shall see them constantly recur. These were a
specific Christian Roman legacy for future ages. The public institutions
of the Roman empire survived as a fundamental political template for
both Byzantium and the Arab caliphate, too, still based on a continuing
system of land tax. Taxation steadily broke down in the post-Roman
West, however, and political institutions radically simplified. All the
same, the political and institutional framework of the Roman empire



was so complex that these new simpler versions could still provide a
basic Roman-style governmental system for the ‘Romano-Germanic’
kingdoms, in particular the Franks in Gaul, the Visigoths in Spain and
the Lombards in Italy, the leading polities of the two centuries after
550. And this went with a sense of public power, and of a public space
for political practice, which was largely a Roman inheritance. This
public politics lasted in the West until past the end of the Carolingian
period, up to the tenth century at least, and often later; its breakdown,
where it occurred (most notably in France), was momentous. That
moment will indeed mark the end of this book, for in the West at least
it represents the end of the early Middle Ages.

Many things did change at the start of the early medieval period.
Religious and cultural continuities cannot mask the importance of the
breakdown of state structures; the exchange economy also became
much more localized in both East and West, and less technically
complex, too, at least in the West. Aristocratic society became more
militarized, and a secular literary education became much less
important, particularly in the West; our written sources become far
more religious as a result, in both East and West. Aristocratic identity
changed everywhere too, with the political changes of the fifth-century
West and the seventh-century FEast; global aristocratic wealth
contracted in most places, and the hyper-rich senatorial élite of Rome
vanished. One must not overstate this contraction, for aristocrats with
Roman ancestors continued to be major players, but, given the cultural
changes just referred to, their Roman antecedence becomes much
harder to see. Peasants also became more autonomous, as global
aristocratic landowning decreased and as state power in the West
lessened; by contrast, the constraints on women arguably increased.
And, above all, each region of the Roman empire had a separate
political, social, economic, cultural development henceforth. Before
550, the East and the West are treated together in this book, but
thereafter they must be discussed separately; and the histories of the



Frankish lands, Spain, Italy, Britain, Byzantium and the Arab world
will all get individual treatment, as will the non-Roman lands of the
North. This localization and overall simplification marks the early
Middle Ages above all else. But underpinning every political system
we look at in the rest of this book, outside the far North at least, was the
weight of the Roman past, which, however fragmented, created the
building-blocks for political, social and cultural practice in every post-
Roman society, for centuries to come.



Crisis and Continuity, 400-550

On 25 February 484, Huneric, king of the Vandals and Alans, and ruler
of the former Roman provinces of North Africa, issued a decree against
the ‘Homousian’ (we would say Catholic) heresy of the Roman
population of his kingdom. The Vandals were Arian Christians, and
they regarded the beliefs of the Roman majority as sufficiently
incorrect that they needed to be expunged. Huneric, accordingly,
adapted the emperor Honorius’ law of 412 against the Donatists of
Africa, which had been a major Catholic weapon in the days of
Augustine, and used it against the Catholics themselves. Huneric was
explicit about this:

It is well known that the casting back of evil counsels against those
who give them is a feature of triumphant majesty and royal strength . . .
It is necessary and very just to twist around against them what is shown
to be contained in those very laws which happen to have been
promulgated by the emperors of various times who, with them, had
been led into error.

Huneric’s mode in this decree, and in the persecution it began (which
seems to have quietened down after his death in December of the same
year), was consistently playful: you did this yourselves; it is therefore
right that it should be done back to you. Indeed, his whole preparation
for it was a deliberate echoing of the 410s. Honorius in 410 had called
for a conlatio, a formal disputation, between Donatist and Catholic
bishops, which took place in Carthage in June 411; its acts largely
survive, and they show a striking mixture of ceremonial power-plays,



insult and argument, followed by a judgement against the Donatists -
and then repression a year later. The Donatists must have known that
they were probably being set up; and when in May 483 Huneric called
the Catholic bishops to a similar debate in Carthage for the February of
the following year, the latter certainly knew what was coming. Both the
Donatists in 411 and the Catholics in 484 tried to pre-empt discussion
by presenting a manifesto ; but Huneric, if we believe the account of
his fervent opponent Victor of Vita, had already prepared his decree,
thus cutting short the debate. If this is true, it was Huneric’s only
deviation from his replay of the Honorian drama. Huneric was enjoying
being a Roman emperor in persecuting mode, act by act; and the
Catholics knew well what he was doing.

The Vandals in Africa represent a paradox, which is epitomized by
this account. The modern use of their name shows the bad reputation
they already had, expressed above all in Victor’s polemical account of
their cruelty and oppression. Most contemporary accounts of the
Vandals were indeed negative, from Possidius’ eyewitness account of
their violent arrival in Africa in 429 to the eastern Roman historian
Prokopios’ criticisms of their luxurious lifestyle at the moment of the
Roman reconquest in 533-4. Under their most successful king,
Huneric’s father Geiseric (428-77), who brought them from Spain to
Numidia and then in 439 to Carthage and the African grain heartland,
their ships (ex-grain ships, no doubt) raided Sicily, conquered Sardinia
and sacked Rome in 455. Huneric was not the only king to persecute
Catholics; Thrasamund (496-523) did the same in the 510s. Conversely,
however, there is evidence to show that the Vandals thought they were
being very Roman. Those we know about all spoke Latin. Huneric
married Honorius’ great-niece, and had spent time in Italy. The Vandal
administration seems to have been close to identical to the Roman
provincial administration of Africa, and to have been staffed by
Africans (at most they may have adopted a Vandal dress code); the
currency was a creative adaptation of Roman models; the kings taxed



as the Romans had; the Vandal élites accumulated great wealth as a
result, which they spent in Roman ways, on luxurious town houses and
churches, as both literary sources and archaeology tell us. Archaeology,
indeed, implies little change in most aspects of African material culture
across the Vandal century. And, of course, their religious persecution
was entirely Roman. Other conquering Germanic peoples were also
Arian, notably the Goths, as we have seen, but they saw their religion
for the most part as marking out their own identity vis-a-vis their new
Roman subjects, who could stay Catholic. Only the Vandals assumed
that their version of Christianity should be the universal one, and that
others should be uprooted, as the Romans themselves did: hence also
the negative tone of contemporary accounts, which are all written by
Catholics.

It is thus possible to turn the Vandals into a version of the Romans
themselves. They could be seen as in effect a rogue army that seized
power in a Roman province and ran it in a Roman way; although the
Vandals had themselves never been imperial federate troops, they were
very like them, and one would be hard put to it to identify any element
in their political or social practice that had non-Roman roots. But we
would be mistaken if we thought nothing changed when Geiseric
marched into Carthage. There were two major differences. First, the
Vandals ruled Africa as a military landowning aristocracy, who
continued to see themselves as ethnically distinct. Roman armies which
seized power before the fifth century were content to create their own
emperor and retire to barracks with rich gifts; but the Vandals became a
political élite, replacing and expropriating the largely absentee
senatorial aristocracy (and some Roman landowners who lived in
Africa too, though most of these survived). Secondly, the Vandals
broke the Mediterranean infrastructure of the late empire; they took
over the major grain and oil export province of the West, the source of
most of the city of Rome’s food. The food had largely been supplied
free, in tax; the Vandals were autonomous, however, and kept African



produce for themselves - although they were prepared to sell it. The
Carthage-Rome tax spine ended. The population of the city of Rome
began to lessen precipitously after the mid-fifth century; in the next
century it probably dropped more than 80 per cent. And a gaping hole
appeared in the carefully balanced fiscal system of the western empire;
the Romans faced a fiscal crisis, just when they needed to spend as
much on troops as they possibly could. Not to foresee that Geiseric
would take Carthage, notwithstanding a treaty agreed in 435, is
arguably the main strategic error of the imperial government in the
fifth century: the moment when the political break-up of the western
empire first became a serious possibility. Hence the belated but intense
efforts made to recapture Africa in 441, 460 and especially the large
mobilization of 468, which failed disastrously, even though Vandal
military strength was not, as far as can be seen, unusually great.
Reconquest in 533-4 was easy in the end, but the western empire was
gone by then. However Romanized the Vandals were, they were agents
of major changes.

This is the key feature of the events of the fifth century, at least in
the western empire. Over and over again, ‘barbarian’ armies occupied
Roman provinces, which they ran in Roman ways; so nothing changed;
but everything changed. In 400 the western and eastern Roman empires
were twins, run by brothers (Honorius and Arcadius, the two sons of
Theodosius I, ruling 395-423 and 395-408 respectively), with little
structural difference between them, and, as we saw in Chapter 2, no
fundamental internal weaknesses. In 500 the East was hardly changed
(indeed, it was experiencing an economic boom), but the West was
divided into half a dozen major sections, Vandal Africa, Visigothic
Spain and south-west Gaul, Burgundian south-east Gaul, Frankish
northern Gaul, Ostrogothic Italy (including the Alpine region), and a
host of smaller autonomous units in Britain and in more marginal areas
elsewhere. The larger western polities were all ruled in a Roman
tradition, but they were more militarized, their fiscal structures were



weaker, they had fewer economic interrelationships, and their internal
economies were often simpler. A major change had taken place,
without anyone particularly intending it. The purpose of this chapter is
to investigate how - but not with hindsight. The events of the fifth
century were not inevitable, and they were not perceived as such by the
people who lived through them. No one saw the western empire as
‘falling’ in this period; the first writer specifically to date its end (to
476) was a Constantinople-based chronicler, Marcellinus comes,
writing around 518. We shall look at those events in four chronological
tranches, up to 425, up to 455, up to 500, and up to 550, so as to try to
pin down what were the principal changes, but also stabilities, at each
stage. We shall then deal with the issue of what these changes meant.
Neither Honorius nor Arcadius was any sort of political protagonist,
nor in fact were their successors as emperors, and it was not until the
470s that effective rulers occupied supreme political positions again.
Others ruled through them. In the West, the strong-man at the start of
the fifth century was Stilicho, military commander (magister militum
praesentalis) of the western armies since 394: a powerful dealer, which
he needed to be. For the whole of his ascendancy he faced Alaric, king
of the Goths (c. 391-410), in the latter’s attempts to establish a stable
location for his people. Gothic groups had first come into the empire in
376, as we saw in Chapter 2; after their victory at Adrianople in 378,
they were left alone in the 380s in Illyricum and Thrace, the modern
Balkans. Alaric was the first Gothic leader to serve with his own
followers in a Roman army, for Theodosius in 394. This military
arrangement came unstuck by 396, however, and Alaric’s Goths (we
call them the Visigoths, to avoid confusion with other Gothic groups,
though they did not call themselves this) spent two decades trying to
regain, by force, a recognized position in the empire. They attacked
Greece, then moved north, and entered northern Italy in 401. Stilicho
defeated them and drove them back into Illyricum in 402, but they
returned in 408. Nor were they the only ‘barbarians’ in the empire by



now; other groups, probably persuaded to take their chances across the
border by the development of Hunnic power, came in during the same
decade. In 405 an army led by Radagaisus, again largely Gothic,
crossed the Alps into Italy from the north; Stilicho defeated and
destroyed them near Florence in 406. Stilicho needed a larger army for
all this than Italy possessed, especially as he himself also wanted to
make Illyricum part of the western, not the eastern empire, and he
pulled troops from the Rhine frontier to meet this need. This was
probably a mistake, for it was followed by an invasion of central
European tribes led by the Vandals, over the Rhine on New Year’s Eve
406, an irruption into western Gaul and then (in 409) into Spain which
was almost unresisted; and also in 407 another invasion of Gaul, this
time by a usurper, Constantine IIT (406-11), at the head of the army of
Roman Britain. Faced with these multiple crises, whispering campaigns
against Stilicho began, and after a mutiny he was executed in 408.
Stilicho was brought down by problems that were not entirely of his
own making; the western leadership immediately after his death only
made errors. Stilicho was half-Vandal in origin, and was regarded by
some as too favourably disposed to ‘barbarians’; those who were in his
Italian army were either massacred or fled to Alaric. Alaric was
dominant in Italy in 408-10, but the Romans would not consistently
make peace with him, even though he blockaded Rome three times. In
the end he sacked Rome in 410, an event which shocked the Roman
world much as 11 September 2001 shocked the United States, a huge,
upsetting, symbolic blow to its self-confidence; but it was without
other repercussions, and was only one step in the long Visigothic road
to settlement. The Goths tried to go south to Africa, then went north
into Gaul instead, under their new leader Athaulf (410-15); there they
found, and contributed to, a still greater confusion, with as many as
four rival emperors in 411, most of them the protégés of different
‘barbarian’ groups. Slowly, the legitimist Roman armies regrouped
under a new magister militum, Constantius (411-21), who picked off the



usurpers one by one and forced the ‘barbarian’ groups to come to
terms. Athaulf’s Visigoths were, as Roman armies were, dependent on
Mediterranean grain, and the Romans blockaded them into submission
in 414-17; they ended up fighting on behalf of the Romans against the
Vandals in Spain, who were partially destroyed in 417-18, until, in 418,
they were finally settled around Toulouse. Constantius married
Honorius’ sister Galla Placidia, who had previously been married to
Athaulf, and he became co-emperor shortly before his death in 421.
Military rivalries continued, but the crisis was quietening down. By
425, after a disputed succession, Honorius’ nephew, Constantius and
Placidia’s young son Valentinian III, was western emperor (425-55),
with his mother as regent.

The East faced less trauma in this period. The Balkans was a military
district, and was always the most invaded part of the eastern empire;
there were also Hunnic attacks on it, both before and after the Goths
left. But Constantinople, on the edge of the Balkans, was well defended,
and the wealth of the East was in the Levant and Egypt, a long way
from the northern frontier. Above all, Sassanian Persia, Rome’s
traditional enemy to the east, was at peace with the empire for almost
the entire fifth century, probably because it faced its own threats
elsewhere, which allowed the eastern empire a greater strategic
security. Eastern politics were often fraught, sometimes violently so, as
with the anti ‘barbarian’ hysteria in the capital which in 400 destroyed
the magister militum Gainas, and, soon, his rival Fravitta as well, a
foretaste of Stilicho’s fate later in the decade. But from then onwards
most of the political leaders of the East were not soldiers but civilians,
ruling for Arcadius and his equally inactive son Theodosius II (408-50),
and indeed empresses were particularly prominent in Constantinople, in
this period Arcadius’ wife Eudoxia in 400-404 and Theodosius’ sister
Pulcheria in the 410s-420s. Each of these, among other acts, brought
down ambitious and uncompromising patriarchs of Constantinople,
respectively John Chrysostom in 404 and Nestorios in 431. This in



itself shows that the eastern empire was developing a different political
style from the West: the patriarch of Constantinople, only established
in 381, was already a protagonist in secular politics in a way that the
pope in Rome would not be for another century. The fact that the
western empire was run from Ravenna, not Rome, meant that Roman
city politics were less central to it; the importance of church councils
and doctrinal debate as a focus for unity and dissension was also
greater in the East, giving bishops in general more of a political voice
than they as yet had in the West. The church-state relationship would
remain much more intimate in the East in the future, too, except, much
later, during the Carolingian period in the West, as we shall see in
Chapter 17.

In 425 the East was stable and had begun the long economic revival
that would continue into the late sixth century or early seventh. But the
West had achieved, after a decade of turmoil, a substantial stability as
well. Most of the frontier was still manned by Roman troops. There
were ‘barbarian’ groups settled in the empire, it is true, separate from
the Roman military hierarchy, the Visigoths between Bordeaux and
Toulouse and the remnants of the Vandal confederacy in western Spain,
Suevi in the north and Hasding Vandals in the south; but all these had
been defeated, and the Visigoths at least were in formal federate
alliance with Rome. Only in the northern provinces of the West, north
of the Loire, was the situation still unstable. The far northern border of
Gaul was increasingly settled by Franks from just over the Rhine; in the
north-west there were intermittent peasant revolts, of groups called
Bagaudae, which began in the confusion of the 410s and continued into
the 440s, presumably an exasperated reaction against continued
taxation at times of military failure; and Britain had been abandoned by
the Roman administration after 410. These areas were even more
marginal for the West than the Balkans were for the East, however.
Orosius, a Christian apologist writing in Spain in 417, could already
use the cliché that ‘the barbarians, detesting their swords, turned to



their ploughs and now cherish the Romans as comrades and friends’,
and this did not seem a false vision in the next decade. In that same
period, 413-25 to be exact, Augustine wrote his monumental City of
God, initially in reaction to the Sack of Rome; it was neither a
triumphant tract about Christian Roman victory (as was Orosius’ text)
nor a polemic about the dangers facing Roman ill-doing. Augustine
was, indeed, careful not to ascribe too much importance or longevity to
the great Roman imperial experiment, for the heavenly city is separate
from earthly political forms. But his book nonetheless presumes a
considerable confidence in the imperial future. The world itself might
end, of course, and, Augustine assumed, would indeed do so soon
enough; but there is no hint here that an end to the empire was expected
or feared by anybody.

Things shifted in the next generation, up to 455. In the East, politics
stayed quiet, except for regular Hunnic attacks in the Balkans. This
period was marked by the ambitious compilation of the current laws of
the empire, the Theodosian Code, completed in 438; these were both
western and eastern laws (many of them seem to have been collected in
Africa), but they were compiled in Constantinople, and bore the eastern
emperor’s name. It was also marked by two defining church councils,
at Ephesos in 431 and at Chalcedon in 451, as we saw in Chapter 3,
although their definitions were achieved at the expense of alienating
large sectors of the Christian community of the Levant and Egypt, who
found themselves stigmatized as Monophysite heretics. Pulcheria was a
prominent operator behind the scenes in each of these councils. She had
a relatively small role at court between them, especially in the 440s,
but at Theodosius II’s death she created his successor Marcian (450-
57), by marrying him, and she was again influential until her death in
453. Chalcedon, in particular, was a divisive moment; but the fact that
the politics of the East hinged on these great ecclesiastical
aggregations, rather than on war, is telling in itself.

The West saw more trouble. Military leaders fought over the young



Valentinian, with Aetius, based in Gaul, winning out by 433. Aetius
ruled the West as magister militum until 454, but his interests remained
in Gaul. The responsibility for letting the Vandals move into Carthage
essentially lies with him; he reacted, but ineffectively and too late.
Aetius’ main concern was the Visigoths, whom he at least temporarily
pacified in 439. Other ‘barbarian’ groups in Gaul were also persuaded
to accept Roman military hegemony, including the Alans and the
Burgundians, whom Aetius himself settled in, respectively, the lower
Loire valley and the upper Rhone in 442-3. Gaul remained stable under
Roman hegemony as a result of Aetius’ attentions, although it is
undeniable that there were more autonomous groups settled there by
Aetius’ death than earlier. Italy, too, the core of the West, was actually
less menaced by invasion than in the early years of the century. But
Africa had been lost, and Spain, too, after the Vandals left in 429, came
largely under Suevic control in the 440s; Spain, though, as we have
seen, was much less essential to the imperial infrastructure. It is in the
440s that we get our first indications in western legislation that
standard taxation was insufficient to pay imperial troops, which
heralded tax rises. The Bagaudae reappeared in northern Gaul, and now
in north-east Spain as well, the part of the Iberian peninsula still under
Roman control. Salvian of Marseille wrote a long hell-fire sermon
called On the Governance of God in the 440s which ascribed Roman
failures against the (obviously inferior) ‘barbarians’ to their own sins:
notably, unjust and excessive taxation, public entertainment and sexual
licence. This is the sort of thing extreme Christian preachers always
said (and still say), and its detail cannot be taken too seriously; we
could not conclude from this, for example, that the western provinces
really were being destroyed by overtaxation, and it would be best to see
Salvian’s writing as a proof of the continuing effectiveness of the fiscal
system. But it is undoubtedly true that Salvian’s vision of the West now
included the ‘barbarians’ as stable political players, alternatives to
Roman rule, and the same was true of the Bagaudae (though the latter



were in reality less stable, and disappear from our sources by 450;
Aetius and his ‘barbarian’ allies had defeated them). Salvian thought
that Romans often chose to be ruled by ‘barbarians’ in order to escape
Roman state injustice. This was probably not common in the 440s, but
the concept was possible to invoke; the historian Priskos in the East,
when discussing the Huns, did so in the same period as well.

Aetius, in his campaigns against the Visigoths and others, relied
quite substantially on the military support of the Huns. The latter had,
by the 420s at the latest, largely settled just outside the empire in the
middle Danube plain, what is now eastern Hungary, a good strategic
point for attack both into the Balkans and the West. But they were not a
full-scale danger until Attila (c. 435-53) and his brother Bleda both
unified them and reinforced their military hegemony over other
‘barbarian’ groups, notably the Gepids and that section of the Goths we
call Ostrogoths, around 440. The 440s marked serious Hunnic attacks in
all directions, culminating in major invasions of Gaul in 451 and Italy
in 452. The Huns were defeated in Gaul, however (Aetius used the
Visigoths against them, as he had previously used the Huns against the
Goths), and retreated from Italy, for less clear reasons; in 453 Attila
died unexpectedly, and in 454/5 conflict among his sons and his subject
peoples led to the rapid break-up of the Hunnic hegemony. The Huns
were a terrifying because unfamiliar people, but as a direct military
threat to the Romans they were a flash in the pan. The same is true for
Attila’s construction of an alternative political focus to the capitals of
the empire, which looked impressive at the time, but did not last much
more than fifteen years. It could equally be argued that the Huns helped
the Romans, not only by fighting for Aetius but also as a force for
stability (and thus fewer population movements) beyond the frontier.
But this did not outlast 454 either.

The Hunnic empire collapsed, but Aetius was already dead,
assassinated by Valentinian III personally in 454, the latter himself
killed as a direct result a year later. Aetius was seen by many later as



(to quote Marcellinus comes) ‘the main salvation of the western
empire’, largely because he was its last commander to convey an
impression of military energy over a long period. His errors, especially
in Africa, could be regarded as equally fatal. But the 450s still saw a
certain level of stability in the West. It now contained half a dozen
‘barbarian’ polities, with all of which any Roman leader would have to
deal, though still from a position of strength: all those polities operated
by Roman rules, and cared enough about the empire to seek to
influence its choice of rulers. This was shown in the crisis after
Valentinian’s death, when Geiseric sacked Rome; Theoderic II of the
Visigoths (453-66) persuaded Eparchius Avitus, a senator from the
Auvergne in central Gaul and one of Aetius’ former generals, at that
moment on an embassy to him, to claim the imperial office in 455.
Avitus was no cipher, all the same. He did not last long, but there
would still have been space for an energetic ruler in the West to
maintain at least Aetius’ hegemony, and maybe even to regain that of
Constantius, if he could get eastern logistical support (sometimes
available), and if he was very lucky.

Imperial luck did not hold, however. The next two decades, into the
next generation, are the period when the West finally broke into pieces.
Avitus, clearly a Gaulish imperial candidate, had been defeated by the
[talian army under Majorian and Ricimer, and the former became
emperor (457-61). Majorian took the trouble to get both eastern
recognition and the support of Avitus’ Gaulish clientele; he issued
legislation which shows reforming aspirations, too. But, if he was
energetic, he was certainly not lucky either, for Ricimer, his magister
militum, organized a coup against him and had him killed. Ricimer then
ruled until his death in 472, through a succession of mostly puppet
emperors, although Anthemius (467-72), a military figure from the
East, had a certain presence and autonomy until Ricimer fell out with
him. It was Anthemius who organized, together with the eastern general
Basiliscus (the eastern emperor Leo I’s brother-in-law), the great attack



on the Vandals of 468, which was not only a failure but an extremely
expensive one. After that, Ricimer concentrated on Italy, which he
defended effectively, and left the rest of the empire largely to its own
devices, although he maintained links with south-eastern Gaul through
his son-in-law the Burgundian prince Gundobad, who succeeded
Ricimer briefly as the imperial strong- man before leaving Italy to
become Burgundian king (474-516). Ricimer is hard to assess through
sources that are both hostile and sketchy, but there is no sign that he
had political interests or ambitions which extended beyond Italy; he is
a clear sign that imperial horizons were shrinking. After two more
short-lived coups, Odovacer, the next effective military supremo in
Italy (476-93), did not bother to appoint any emperor of the West, but
instead got the Roman senate to petition the eastern emperor Zeno that
only one emperor was by now needed; Odovacer then governed Italy in
Zeno’s name, as patricius, patrician, a title used by both Aetius and
Ricimer, although inside Italy Odovacer called himself rex, king.

The year 476 is the traditional date for the end of the western empire,
at the overthrow in Italy of the last emperor, Romulus Augustulus,
although 480 is an alternative, for Romulus’ predecessor Julius Nepos
held out in Dalmatia until then. But Italy is actually the region of the
western empire which lived through least change in the 470s, for
Odovacer ruled much as Ricimer had, at the head of a regular army.
Italy did not experience an invasion and conquest until 489-93, with the
arrival of Theoderic the Amal and his Ostrogoths, and Theoderic (489-
526) ruled in as Roman a way as possible, too. The end of the empire
was experienced most directly in Gaul. The Visigothic king Euric (466-
84) was the first major ruler of a ‘barbarian’ polity in Gaul - the second
in the empire after Geiseric - to have a fully autonomous political
practice, uninfluenced by any residual Roman loyalties. Between 471
and 476 he expanded his power east to the Rhone (and beyond, into
Provence), north to the Loire, and south into Spain. The Goths had
already been fighting in Spain since the late 450s (initially on behalf of



the emperor Avitus), but Euric organized a fully fledged conquest
there, which is ill-documented, but seems to have been complete
(except for a Suevic enclave in the north-west) by the time of his death.
By far the best documented of Euric’s conquests, though not the most
important, was the Auvergne in 471-5, because the bishop of its central
city, Clermont, was the Roman senator Sidonius Apollinaris. Sidonius,
who was Avitus’ son-in-law, and had been a leading lay official for
both Majorian and Anthemius, ended his political career besieged
inside his home city, and we can see all the political changes of the
450s-470s through his eyes. A supporter of alliance with the Visigoths
in the 450s, by the late 460s Sidonius had become increasingly aware of
the dangers involved, and hostile to Roman officials who still dealt
with them; then in the 470s we see him despairing of any further help
for Clermont, and contemptuous of the Italian envoys who sacrificed
the Auvergne so as to keep Provence under Roman control. By around
480, as he put it, ‘now that the old degrees of official rank are swept
away . . . the only token of nobility will henceforth be a knowledge of
letters’; the official hierarchy had gone, only traditional Roman culture
survived.

As an epitaph for the western empire, this is somewhat muted. It is
far from clear that Sidonius saw Rome as having definitively ended;
and his claim that the traditional hierarchies had gone was certainly
exaggerated. But much was changing in Gaul, for all that. Euric’s
conquests were soon matched by the Burgundians under Gundobad in
the Rhone valley, with Provence a battleground between these two
peoples and the Ostrogoths in the decades after 490. In the North, there
were still armies which looked to Rome, under Aegidius around
Soissons, Arbogast around Trier, and Riothamus, a British warlord, on
the Loire; but Aegidius had recognized no emperor since Majorian, and
these can be regarded as effectively independent polities, probably
using rather fewer Roman traditions than the Goths and Burgundians
did. The Frankish kings in the North allied and competed with them,



and the most successful of these, Clovis of Tournai (481-511), began to
take over rival Frankish kingdoms and the lands of Roman warlords
alike.

The north of Gaul had long been the most militarized part of the
region, where the army structured exchange, social display and
landowning patterns, and this accentuated across the fifth century. Villa
culture had ended here by 450, for example, as also in rapidly de-
Romanizing Britain, but unlike anywhere else in the West, where the
richest rural residences continued until well into the sixth century; this
marks the early end of one of the classic markers of civilian élite
culture. Sidonius, who knew all the great civilian aristocrats of Gaul,
hardly ever wrote to people north of the Loire (one was Arbogast of
Trier, whom he praises for maintaining Roman cultural traditions -
Sidonius clearly thought that this was hard in the north). The rest of
what we know of the north points at very ad-hoc political procedures,
as with the saintly Genovefa’s travels to find food for Paris in, perhaps,
the 470s, or the bishops who dealt directly with Clovis in the 480s. The
south of Gaul was much better organized; Visigothic and Burgundian
kings legislated, taxed, shipped grain around, used Roman civilian
officials, and created integrated Roman and ‘barbarian’ armies,
including Roman generals. But, everywhere in Gaul, the last two
decades of the fifth century were definitively post-imperial, in the
sense that half a dozen rulers faced each other with no mediation, no
distant Rome/Ravenna-based hegemony to look to. Gaul is the best-
documented part of the West in the late fifth century, so we can see this
most clearly there, even if it was also arguably the region where change
was greatest: more than in Italy, certainly, but more even than in
Africa, where Vandal rule, popular or not, was solid and relatively
traditional. All of these regions were nonetheless post-Roman too;
imperial unity and identity was by 500 the property of the East alone.

It must also be recognized when discussing these post-Roman
kingdoms that the shift away from Roman government was often rather



less organized, or quick, than narratives of conquest imply. Eugippius’
Life of Severinus gives us an instance of this. Severinus (d. 482) was a
holy man in Noricum (modern Austria) in the 470s, at a time when the
Danube frontier was breaking down, but the main ‘barbarian’ group
nearby, the Rugi, had remained firmly beyond the river and restricted
themselves to raiding and taking tribute - and also to trading with the
Romans. Severinus won the respect of King Feletheus and was able to
mediate between Romans and Rugi on several occasions. Life in
Noricum was clearly miserable, as well as cold (the imagery of winter
is stressed constantly by Eugippius, who was a younger contemporary
of Severinus but had left for Italy, and who was writing thirty years
later much further south, in Naples). It was a province in which the
Romans were concentrated in towns and fortifications, and various
‘barbarians’ roamed the countryside. The Roman army was still in
existence, but there was no political leadership, at least in Eugippius’
vision of the province, except for Severinus’ mediating role. This sort
of no man’s land may have characterized other areas, too: parts of
northern Gaul, parts of central Spain, much of Britain. The social
breakdown involved in these regions would have been much greater
than that in any area of quick conquest, no matter how violent. But
most of the West was nonetheless under the control of more stable (and
more Roman) polities, whether Gothic, Burgundian or Vandal.

The East in the late fifth century was a less tranquil place than under
Theodosius and Pulcheria. For a start, it had by now rulers who were
much more militarized: Aspar, magister militum in 457-71, strong-man
for his protégé, Emperor Leo I (457-74), until Leo had him killed, and
his successor Zeno, who became emperor in his own right (474-91).
Secondly, Zeno had constant trouble with rivals. The main eastern army
base had remained the Balkans, but this military region was itself more
unstable after the end of Hunnic power, and ‘barbarian’ groups, mostly
Goths, were beginning to enter the empire again: two of their leaders,
Theoderic Strabo and Theoderic the Amal, each of them with Roman



military experience, tried under Leo and Zeno both to gain power in
Constantinople and to settle their respective peoples in a favoured part
of the Balkans. Zeno was himself from Isauria, a remote mountain
region in what is now southern Turkey, and a traditional source of
soldiers (and also bandits) which could be seen to an extent as in
competition with the Balkans; Zeno had rivals in Isauria, too; tensions
with the army thus increased when he succeeded to the throne. Indeed,
for a year (475-6) he was out of office, expelled by the general
Basiliscus, and he faced several revolts even after that. It was only in
the late 480s, shortly before his death, that he managed to quell rivals,
and to persuade the main warlord who survived, Theoderic the Amal, to
leave with his Gothic army and occupy Italy in 489. These problems
meant that Zeno had no hope of intervening in the West himself, even
had the fingers of the East not been burnt by the costly failure of the
Vandal war in 468. A substantial stability was, however, restored by
Anastasius I (491- 518), an elderly but able career bureaucrat who lived
to the age of eighty-eight and had time both to quell Isaurian revolts
and to put imperial finances firmly in the black. The fact that
Anastasius could do this, and without a military base either, must
indicate that the eastern political system was essentially solid.

We are now in 500, and the East, despite some trouble under Zeno,
was still in a stable state. The West had greatly changed, as we have
seen, but there were elements of stability there too. Theoderic ruled
Italy from Ravenna, the western Roman capital, with a traditional
Roman administration, a mixture of senatorial leaders from the city of
Rome and career bureaucrats; he was (as Odovacer had also been)
respectful of the Roman senate, and he made a ceremonial visit to the
city in 500, with formal visits to St Peter’s, to the senate building, and
then to the imperial palace on the Palatine, where he presided over
games, like any emperor. Theoderic’s whole modus operandi was
largely imperial, and many commentators saw him as a restorer of
imperial traditions. This was certainly the view of Cassiodorus Senator



(lived c. 485-580), who was an administrator for him after 507 and who
wrote an extensive collection of official letters for Theoderic and his
immediate successors, which he called the Variae; Cassiodorus
deliberately wrote up Theoderic as an upholder of Roman values, but it
was easy for him to do so. The administrative and fiscal system had
changed little; the same traditional landowners dominated politics,
beside a new (but partly Romanizing) Gothic or Ostrogothic military
élite.

Theoderic looked beyond Italy, too. He ruled Dalmatia and the
Danube frontier; and he was well aware of his cultural connections to
the second Romano-Germanic power in the West, the Visigothic
kingdom of Alaric IT (484-507) in southern Gaul and Spain. Orosius
had claimed that Athaulf the Visigoth said in 414 that he had
considered replacing Romania with Gothia, but had decided against it,
because the Goths were too barbaric, and could not obey laws. Were
this story true (which is unlikely), it was reversed by the end of the
century. Theoderic in Italy, Euric and Alaric in Gaul all legislated for
their subjects, Goth and Roman. The Goths were military figures, it is
true, unlike the senatorial stratum (or most of them), and were Arian,
not Catholic, Christians, but in other respects they were picking up
Roman values fast. In this they were followed by the Vandals and
Burgundians, who were both very influenced by the larger Gothic
kingdoms by 500 or so. In a sense, Gothia really had replaced Romania,
but had done so in large part by imitating the Romans. In the western
Mediterranean, in effect everywhere in the West south of the Loire and
the Alps, a common political culture survived.

But the world was changing. The end of political unity was not a
trivial shift; the whole structure of politics had to change as a result.
The ruling classes of the provinces were all still (mostly) Roman, but
they were diverging fast. The East was moving away from the West,
too. It was becoming much more Greek in its official culture, for a
start. Leo I was the first emperor to legislate in Greek; under a century



later, Justinian (527-65) may have been the last emperor to speak Latin
as a first language. But it is above all in the West that we find a
growing provincialization in the late fifth century, both a consequence
and a cause of the breakdown of central government. Augustine thought
in terms of the whole empire; Salvian took his moral images at least
from the whole of the West (though he only really knew Gaul). But
Sidonius was definitely a Gaul. Gaulish élites rarely travelled to Italy
by now; although Sidonius was urban prefect in Rome in 468, he was
the first Gaul to hold the office since perhaps 414, and also the last. His
colleagues were even more clearly focused on Gaulish politics, like his
friend Arvandus, praetorian prefect of Gaul in 464-8, and his enemy
Seronatus, an administrator in central Gaul in and after 469, both of
whom threw in their lot with Euric’s political ambitions and were
cashiered for it; Euric’s Roman generals Victorius and Vincentius were
presumably more successful variants of the same type, provincials who
saw advancement in the Visigothic court as simply more relevant than
the traditional career hierarchy centred on distant Ravenna. These were
political shifts which made a lot of sense to local actors, but they were
fatal to what remained of the empire. Sidonius himself left the imperial
hierarchy when he became a bishop in 469/70, and the growing
tendency for aristocrats in Gaul to look to the episcopate for a career
(above, Chapter 3) expresses this local focus very clearly. In the next
generation, horizons narrowed again; Ruricius of Limoges (d. 510) and
Avitus of Vienne (d. 518), bishops in the Visigothic and Burgundian
kingdoms respectively, both left collections of letters, written very
largely to recipients inside their respective kingdoms (with the main
exception of Sidonius’ son Apollinaris in Clermont, to whom they were
both related).

This provincialization was not restricted to Gaul, either. Hydatius of
Chaves (d.c. 470) wrote a chronicle which tells almost entirely of
Spain, especially the north-west, where he was based. Victor of Vita in
Huneric’s Africa saw the Vandals exclusively from the perspective of



the Africani; the Roman empire never appears in his text, and even
Romani are only referred to when he is being very generic. A common
political culture may have survived, but in each former Roman region
or province its points of reference were becoming more localized, and
its lineaments would soon start to diverge. The easy unity which had
taken the biblical scholar Jerome in the late fourth century from
Dalmatia to Trier, then Antioch, Constantinople, Rome and finally
Palestine, from where he wrote letters to his Mediterranean-wide
ascetic clientele for thirty years, had gone. I shall come back to this
issue in more general terms later in this chapter.

The high point of the Gothic western Mediterranean was around 500.
It was destroyed by two men, Clovis the Frankish king and the eastern
emperor Justinian; let us look at them in turn. Clovis reunited northern
Gaul, including some non-Roman territories, during his reign; in 507 he
attacked the Visigoths, defeating and killing Alaric II at the battle of
Vouillé, and virtually drove them out of Gaul (they only kept
Languedoc, on the Mediterranean coast). The Burgundians held on for a
time, but in the 520s Clovis’s sons attacked them too, and took over
their kingdom in 534. Theoderic reacted by occupying Visigothic
Spain, nominally ruling for Alaric’s son Amalaric (511-31), but Spain’s
political system went into crisis for two generations. It is hard to see
that Theoderic’s Spanish extension was more than the temporary
reinforcement of the Mediterranean coast against the Frankish threat;
already by 511 the hegemony of the Goths in the West had largely
gone, except in Italy. Clovis’s Merovingian dynasty would dominate
post-Roman politics in the West for the next two centuries. We shall
look at its history in the next chapter. For now, it is enough to stress
one important geopolitical consequence of Clovis’s success: northern
Gaul, long a military borderland, rather marginal to the Roman world
except in the mid-fourth century when Trier was the western capital,
became a political heartland territory, a focus for great landed wealth
and political power. It was initially a focus for Gaul alone, but across



later centuries it was one for the whole of western Europe.

Justinian, Anastasius’ second successor, took Anastasius’ large
budgetary surplus and devoted most of his forty-year reign to imperial
renewal. There is a bounce about his accession in 527 that had not been
visible for any emperor since Julian. As we saw in Chapter 2, starting
in 528 he had Theodosius II’s law code revised in a year, and by 533
the writings of the Roman jurists were codified as the Digest, still
today the master text of Roman law. Furthermore, a string of new laws
(Novels) surveyed and revised the administration of the empire in the
530s, and also tightened laws on sexual deviance and heresy, even
Jewish heresy, provoking Samaritan revolts and severe repression in
northern Palestine in 529 and 555. Justinian was no liberal, and a
growing humourlessness and intolerance of religious difference is
visible in the East from this time onwards; he was nonetheless an
innovator, and the complaints of traditionalists during his reign about
the uncultured radicals in his administration indicate that his
organizational changes had some effect. Justinian was also a builder,
always an important part of political display in the Roman tradition. He
is not the only one in this chapter; Zeno, Anastasius and perhaps also
Theoderic the Ostrogoth were particularly active; but the scale of
Justinian’s building outmatched them all, as with the huge churches he
built in Constantinople (such as Hagia Sophia, see below, Chapter 10),
Ephesos and Jerusalem. These building campaigns are well documented
in a panegyric work, Prokopios’ On Buildings; as a result,
archaeologists have been prone to date almost every major late Roman
building in the East to the second quarter of the sixth century, and
careful redatings have been necessary to uncover other patrons both
before and after him. All the same, the money and the commitment
were there to do a lot.

Given the self-confidence of these acts, it is not surprising that
Justinian was also interested in war. He faced Persian wars, the first
serious conflicts for well over a century, in 527-32 and 540-45, and



intermittently thereafter up to 562. Persia was always the major front
for the eastern empire (the Balkans were also attacked in his reign, but
this was hardly new, and was regarded as less crucial). It was expensive
both in resources and in post-war reconstruction, and many emperors
would have restricted their attention to Persian defence. But Justinian
used the period of eastern peace in 532-40 to attack the West as well.
His general Belisarios took Vandal Africa quickly, in 533-4, and moved
straight into Ostrogothic Italy; he had almost completely conquered it
by 540. Theoderic’s last years had shown up tensions with traditionalist
figures too, and the aristocratic philosopher Boethius, among others,
was executed for treasonous communication with the East in 526;
infighting between Theoderic’s heirs in 526-36 led to a more serious
alienation of some of the aristocratic élite from the Ostrogothic regime,
many of whom ended up in Constantinople. But whereas the conquest
of Africa was largely a success, Italy was not. Most of the non-Gothic
Italians were at best neutral about Justinian’s armies, and the Goths
regrouped after 540 under Totila (541-52), when the renewal of the
Persian war pulled Roman troops away from the peninsula. The 540s
saw Italy devastated, as Roman and Gothic armies in turn conquered
and reconquered sections of the peninsula, and when war largely
stopped in 554 Italy, now Roman again, had a fiscal system in ruins, a
fragmented economy and a largely scattered aristocracy. This was not
handled well, then. But Justinian had nonetheless absorbed the central
Mediterranean back into the empire, and when his armies also occupied
part of the Spanish coast in 552, almost the whole of the Mediterranean
returned to being a Roman lake.

Justinian was and is a controversial figure. He was hated by many,
notably those whom he disagreed with on religious matters and
persecuted, who became more numerous as his reign went on. This
followed his growing hostility to Monophysites, especially after the
death of his influential wife Theodora (herself a Monophysite) in 548,
and then his equally controversial attempt to take a doctrinal step in the



Monophysite direction at the fifth ecumenical council of
Constantinople in 553, which alienated much of the West. Less serious
(and far too influential on modern scholars) was Prokopios’ set-piece
anti-panegyric, the Secret History, which depicts Justinian and
Theodora as wicked geniuses, in highly coloured and sexualized terms,
with Justinian characterized as a demon. Today, Justinian is above all
accused of ruining the empire financially, thanks to his anachronistic
wars in the West; the eastern empire after his death in 565 is often seen
as weakened, both militarily and economically, a state of affairs that
would result in the political disasters of the years after 610. We shall
look at the seventh-century crisis in Chapter 11, but it does not seem to
me to have much to do with Justinian. The western wars were not
anachronistic, for the Roman empire was still a meaningful concept
even in the West, nor were they particularly expensive; Africa was won
on a shoestring, and remained Roman for more than a century longer,
and the Italian war would have been less of a mess if Justinian had put
more, not less, money into it. Justinian’s successors, notably Tiberius II
(578-82) and Maurice (582- 602), held off the Persians, their main
opponents, as effectively as Justinian had done. They also kept out the
Avars, the new holders of ‘barbarian’ hegemony in the middle Danube,
who from the 560s turned the most recent invaders of the Balkans,
mostly Slavic-speaking (but also Turkic- and Germanic-speaking), into
the greatest military threat in the area since the Huns. They abandoned
most of Italy to a new people, the Lombards, but given Italy’s state this
was not necessarily a strategic failure. Furthermore, money was
sufficiently loose into the 570s for Tiberius (though not Maurice) to be
noted as an extravagant spender. Justinian’s reign does not seem to
have been a negative turning point for the empire. But the controversy
over it does at least mark respect: Justinian put his stamp on a
generation, all over the Mediterranean, and, unlike most rulers, the
events of his reign seem to have been the result of his own choices. His
protagonism gives the lie to the view that the break-up of the fifth-



century West in itself marks the failure of the Roman imperial project.

The foregoing pages give a bare summary of the events of a hundred
and fifty years; we must now consider what they mean. I shall
concentrate more on the West, because it was there that the greatest
changes took place, although the stability and prosperity of the East
must act as a permanent reminder to us that the Roman empire was by
no means bound to break up. In recent decades this view, already
discussed in Chapter 2, has indeed become a dominant one among
historians. This means that the invasions and occupations of the
western provinces must be at the heart of our explanations of the
period. But in recent decades we have also moved away from
catastrophist views of the ‘barbarians’, encapsulated in André
Piganiol’s famous lines at the close of his book on the late empire,
written (significantly) just after the Second World War, ‘Roman
civilization did not die a natural death. It was assassinated. ° Recent
work has in fact depicted the new ethnic groups in very Roman terms, a
view which I fully accept and shall develop further shortly. This does
not lessen the simple point that the Roman empire in the West was
replaced by a set of independent kingdoms which did not make claims
to imperial legitimacy; but it does force us to ask why each of these
kingdoms could not have just reproduced the Roman state in miniature,
maintaining structural continuities that could, in principle, have been
reunited later, by Justinian, for example. For the fact is that most of
them did not do so. One thing that archaeology makes very clear, as we
shall see, is the dramatic economic simplification of most of the West:
this is visible north of the Loire in the early fifth century, and in the
northern Mediterranean lands during the sixth. Building became far
less ambitious, artisanal production became less professionalized,
exchange became more localized. The fiscal system, the judicial
system, the density of Roman administrative activity in general, all
began to simplify as well. These are real changes which cannot be



talked away by arguments that show, however justifiably, that the
‘barbarians’ merely fitted Roman niches. They are matched by shifts in
imagery, values, cultural style, which makes the seventh century in the
West noticeably different in feel from the fourth or even the fifth: we
are by now out of the late Roman world and into the early Middle Ages.
How this could be, given the lack of innovation desired by most of the
new ethnic groups, is the issue we need to confront.

To start with, there is an evident continuum between the leadership
of the fifth-century western (and indeed eastern) empire and the
‘barbarian’ kings. The fifth-century emperors were mostly ciphers,
controlled by military strong-men, Stilicho, Constantius, Aetius,
Ricimer, Aspar, Zeno, Gundobad, Orestes (Romulus Augustulus’
father). It is interesting that none of these tried to seize the throne by
force, as military figures regularly had in the third century, and only
two (Constantius and Zeno) became emperor even by more regular
means. One commonly advanced reason for this is that, as ethnic
‘barbarians’, they were not entitled to imperial office; but, quite apart
from the fact that not all of them were of non-Roman descent, there is
no contemporary basis whatsoever for an exclusion of this kind.
Basiliscus, briefly eastern emperor in 475-6, may indeed have been
Odovacer’s uncle, and thus a Scirian, from a subject people of Attila’s
Huns; Silvanus, a failed usurper in 355, was certainly a Frank. More
likely they held off from seizing power because of a trend towards a
view that imperial legitimacy was allied to genealogy, a view which
can be traced back to Constantine’s family in the mid-fourth centurys; it
would have seemed safer to control an emperor (or a series of
emperors, as Ricimer did) than to usurp the throne. And it probably
was; these strong-men had much longer periods of authority than most
third-century emperors. An important element in late Roman
genealogical legitimacy was marriage, so all the strong-men
intermarried with the imperial families, hoping to put their sons on the
throne; Constantius and Zeno both managed this. (Zeno became sole



emperor himself, of course, but only as heir to his own short-lived son.)
But this is equally true of the ‘barbarian’ royal families, most of whom
had, or soon established, links of marriage to the Romans, often
doubtless with the same intent. This genealogical network makes a
nonsense of cultural difference, at least at the imperial or royal level.
So does the fact that nearly every emperor of the East for more than a
century after 450 (with only one exception, Zeno) came from the
melting pot of the Balkans, where new identities were being
refashioned all the time, as also did a high percentage of the imperial
strong-men and the ‘barbarian’ leaders alike. And there were cross-
overs in personal terms: both Gundobad the Burgundian and Theoderic
the Ostrogoth had careers in and around the imperial court before
becoming kings of independent ex-Roman provinces.

The importance of intermarriage as a criterion for succession also
put a good deal of stress on imperial women. We have seen that Galla
Placidia and particularly Pulcheria were powerful in the early fifth
century, and both legitimized their imperial husbands. So did Ariadne,
daughter of Leo I and wife successively of Zeno and Anastasius.
Verina, Leo’s wife, was Basiliscus’ sister. Theodora, herself a powerful
political operator despite her husband Justinian’s dominance, seems to
have promoted her kin as well, although she died too long before her
husband for any of them still to be in place to succeed him. Sophia,
widow of Justin IT (565-78), certainly chose his successor, Tiberius II,
and perhaps Maurice too. There was a space for female political action
here, which was taken up many times. It is thus not surprising that
Anicia Juliana (d. 527/8), a rich private citizen in Constantinople but a
descendant of Valentinian III and of a whole host of empresses (and
also wife of a descendant of Aspar), and bearing the title of patricia by
507, should have had an impact on Justinian: her church of Hagios
Polyeuktos, in the centre of Constantinople, built around 525, was the
largest church in the city until Justinian built Hagia Sophia a decade
later, probably in part as a response. This space for female power,



however ambivalent (for it was always that), was more of an eastern
than a western feature; the military crises of the West favoured a more
male military leadership. Women in the West who could dominate a
militarized politics would appear later, with the Lombards after 590
and the Merovingian Franks after 575, but their prominence had
different reasons.

To return to the ‘barbarian’ leaders, and to their peoples: what
exactly was non-Roman, ‘barbarian’, Germanic, about them at all?
There is at present enormous debate about this, with an endless variety
of positions even among those who accept that the new ethnic groups
sought to accommodate themselves to Roman rules as much as they
could: from the belief that there was a substantial kernel of non-Roman
values and traditions, associated with the dominant element in any
invading or settling group, which could survive for centuries, to the
belief that Germanic ethnic markers were only a renaming of the
military identity of Roman soldiers, and that there was nothing
traditional about them at all. It does at least need to be recognized, with
this second position, that most of the new ‘barbarian’ groups in the
fifth-century empire had a history of employment in the Roman armyj;
the most successful soldiers among them, such as the Visigoths, were
effectively indistinguishable from a Roman military detachment.
(‘Barbarian’ armies regularly travelled with their families and
dependants, but, although it was theoretically illegal, it would be
unwise to presume that Roman armies in practice did not.) We can,
however, see a clear distinction in our sources between regular army
forces, which, whether of Roman or ‘barbarian’ origin (as we saw in
Chapter 2, there was on the frontiers, whence soldiers usually came,
little difference between them), were part of a standard military
hierarchy and career structure; and the followers of King X or leader Y,
who identified with their leader, generally had a distinct ethnic name,
and were accepted into the Roman army as a discrete group. This is the
distinction between Odovacer and Theoderic, for example, successive



rulers of Italy. Odovacer was the candidate of the Roman army of Italy,
which merely happened to consist of ethnic Heruls, Sciri and
Torcilingi; Odovacer was himself at least half-Scirian, but he had a
Roman military background, and is never called leader of the Sciri, or
of any other group in Italy. He became a king, formally autonomous,
but he recognized Zeno, and could fairly easily have been refigured as
part of the Roman empire. Theoderic, by contrast, was a king of the
Goths, whose people came with him from the start, no matter how
many imperial titles he also had. That people was as mixed as
Odovacer’s supporters; it certainly contained Rugi (who maintained an
identity through intermarriage for fifty years after Theoderic’s
conquest of Italy), Gepids, Huns and doubtless men of Roman descent
as well, and, after Theoderic’s conquest, it will have absorbed all or
most of Odovacer’s following. But it was attached to a leader, and had
a name, ‘Gothic’, Ostrogothic in our terminology; this name
characterized the people as a whole, no matter what their origin, and
also Theoderic’s kingship. It was peoples like this, heterogeneous but -
an essential feature - tied together by a single leader, which took over
the western provinces, and indeed renamed them, the regnum
Francorum instead of or alongside Gaul, the regnum Vandalorum
instead of or alongside Africa. If they stayed in charge of their lands
long enough, as the Franks and Visigoths did, though the Vandals and
Ostrogoths did not, they tended to forget their disparate origins, and
‘become’ Frankish or Gothic - and also, crucially, not Roman.

It is this process that has been called ‘ethnogenesis’ by Herwig
Wolfram and his school: the recognition that ethnic identities were
flexible, malleable, ‘situational constructs’; the same ‘barbarian’ in
sixth-century Italy could be Rugian, and Ostrogothic, and (though only
after the east Roman reconquest) even Roman. Such people would have
picked up different identities successively (or contemporaneously), and
these would have brought with them different modes of behaviour and
loyalties, and even, eventually, different memories. As Walter Pohl has



recently put it, the ‘kernel of traditions’ that made someone Ostrogoth
or Visigoth was probably a network of contradictory and changeable
beliefs; there does not have to have been a stable set of traditions in
each group as it moved from beyond the frontier, to discontinuous
service in the Roman army, then to settlement in a Roman province. By
650 every ‘barbarian’ kingdom had its own traditions, some of them
claiming to go back centuries, and those doubtless were by then core
elements in the founding myths of many of their inhabitants; all the
same, founding myths not only do not have to be true, but also do not
have to be old. Each of the ‘Romano-Germanic’ kingdoms had a
bricolage of beliefs and identities with very varying roots, and these, to
repeat, could change, and be reconfigured, in each generation to fit new
needs. Historians tend to give more attention to the account that
Clovis’s grandfather was the son of a sea-monster, a quinotaur, than to
the account that the Franks were descended from the Trojans, which
seems more ‘literary’, less ‘authentic’; but the first record of each of
these traditions appears in the same seventh-century source, and it
would be hard to say that one was more widely believed - or older -
than the other.

From all of this, one has to conclude that post-Roman identities were
a complex mixture, and they had a variety of origins: Roman,
‘barbarian’, biblical; and also both oral and literary. What they had to
do was less to locate an ethnic group in the past, than to distinguish it
from its contemporary neighbours. This means that to ask what was
non-Roman or ‘barbarian’ about the new ethnic groups is in part the
wrong question; Arianism, for example, was a very Roman heresy, but
by 500, for most people, it had become an ethnic marker, of Goths or
Vandals. The Gothic language itself was by 500 in large part a
liturgical tradition, associated precisely with that ex-Roman Arianism,
rather than with ‘Gothic-ness’ in an ethnic sense; many Goths just
spoke Latin, without their Gothic-ness being affected either positively
or negatively. Indeed, unlike in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,



language was not, as far as we can see, a strong ethnic marker anywhere
in our period. Plenty of Franks in 600, say, still spoke Frankish (a
version of what we now call Old High German), but very probably not
all did, and many were certainly fully bilingual. Gregory of Tours, the
most prolific writer of the sixth century in Gaul, who was a monoglot
Latin-speaker, never gives the slightest indication that he had trouble
communicating with anyone else in the Frankish kingdoms. Neither he
nor anyone else in the Frankish world, until the ninth century in fact,
makes anything of communication difficulties between primary
speakers of Latin and Frankish; it must have happened, but it was not a
problem for Frankishness.

This does not mean that the ‘barbarian’ groups brought nothing of
their earlier cultures into the empire, all the same. There is a whole
historiography which discusses the German-ness of early medieval
social practices, such as large kin-groups, or feud, or personal
followings, or meat-eating, or certain concepts of property, or certain
types of brooch or belt-buckle. Almost all of this is phoney if seen as a
sign of innate identity, as if the Franks of 700 were exactly the same as
the Franks of 350. Some of it is inaccurate, too: most early medieval
property law had impeccable Roman antecedents, or at least close
Roman parallels; similarly, ‘Germanic’ metalwork sometimes has
Roman antecedents, and, even if it does not, does not provide us with
any guide to the ethnic identities of the people who wore it. But it
would be equally unhelpful to cancel all of this by sleight of hand, and
to present the new ethnic groups simply as variants of Roman society
itself. A stress on aristocratic meat-eating, for example, genuinely does
seem to be an innovation of (among others) the Franks; it was not part
of Roman cuisine, where status was conveyed by the complexity and
the cost of ingredients, but first appears in a treatise about diet written
for the Frankish king Theuderic I (511-33) by a doctor of Greek origin
called Anthimus, and it continued throughout the Middle Ages.

A particularly important innovation was the public assembly, the



formal meeting of the adult male members of a political community, to
deliberate and decide on political action and war, and, increasingly, to
make law and judge disputes. The Romans had plenty of large-scale
public ceremonials, as we saw in Chapter 3, but in the post-Roman
kingdoms assemblies had a wider significance, in that they represented
the principle that the king had a direct relationship with all free Franks,
or Lombards, or Burgundians; these derived from the values of the
tribal communities of the imperial period, but continued in the very
different post-Roman world. We can thus trace a continuum of political
practice which links the Franks and Lombards, not with Rome in this
case, but with the less Romanized or un-Romanized peoples of the
early medieval North; the Frankish or Lombard placitum assembly, or
the Burgundian conventus, has parallels with the Anglo-Saxon gemot,
the Scandinavian thing, the Irish denach. These assemblies were not
really of all free men, the traditional kingdom-at-arms of Romantic
mythology, but they could be wide gatherings for all that, and they
derived their power to legitimate political and judicial acts precisely
from the fact that many people were there. From 500 to 1000, and
sometimes later, public politics in the West was underpinned by the
direct participation of wide sections of free, male, society. This went
together with an assumption that wide sections of the free had military
obligations, which was largely a product of post-Roman conditions, as
we shall see in more detail later. But the link between military
commitment and assembly politics must have made sense already to
the ethnic armies of the fifth century; the generalization of assembly
imagery in every Romano-Germanic kingdom (even the heavily
Romanized Visigothic state) itself allows us to presume it.
Notwithstanding these new features, ‘barbarian’ leaders fitted into a
Roman world, more and more as the fifth century wore on, and as local
Roman élites adjusted to new political situations. It is striking how
Roman these élites could make their new rulers in their writings; nearly
every new ruling ethnic group had its apologist who was prepared to



describe ‘barbarian’ kings in resonantly Roman terms, as with
Sidonius’ famous prose panegyric on the Visigothic king Theoderic II,
stressing his seriousness, his accessibility to ambassadors and
petitioners (and his board-games), and playing down his Arianism.
There were not large numbers of ‘barbarian’ invaders in any province;
all raw figures are guesswork, but historians generally propose up to
100,000 for major ruling groups like the Ostrogoths or the Vandals, and
around 20,000- 25,000 for the adult males who made up their armies, in
provinces whose indigenous populations numbered in the millions.
Putting together the ethnic flexibility of so many of the actors of the
period, the Romanizing images of so many of our texts, and the small
demographic impact of the invaders - one in ten? one in twenty? one in
fifty? - it is easy to imagine that they had no effect at all on the social
practices of each province. But if we argue this line too schematically,
we risk ending up with no explanations for change at all. And change,
in the fifth century, certainly took place.

This change did not derive mostly from cultural differences, all the
same. Regions which experienced the miserable insecurities described
earlier for Noricum would have seen substantial social breakdown even
if no ‘barbarians’ ever settled. But in conquered provinces, the majority
in the West, change derived most of all from the structural position of
each ‘barbarian’ group. As noted earlier, the ‘barbarian’ armies that
took over provinces had different aims from the Roman armies that
seized power for their generals in previous centuries. They wanted to
settle back on the land, as their ancestors had done, before the
generation or so of intermittent movement and conquest. Their leaders,
and probably a good proportion of the middling Goths or Vandals or
Franks as well, also wanted to be a ruling class, like the rich Roman
aristocrats in each of the provinces they occupied. To fulfil this aim,
itself a very Roman one, they needed estates, and, as conquerors, they
were in a good position to obtain it. Although the exact details of the
land-settlement of each ‘barbarian’ group are obscure and hotly



debated (indeed, they must have been very variable), by 500 or so it is
clear that Gothic and other ‘barbarian’ aristocrats had extensive
properties, and were keen to extend them further; Cassiodorus’ Variae
include several instances of Ostrogoths abusing their political and
military authority and expropriating the lands of others, for example.
Beginning in the fifth century, there was a steady trend away from
supporting armies by public taxation and towards supporting them by
the rents deriving from private landowning, which was essentially the
product of this desire for land of conquering élites. In 476, according to
Prokopios, even the Roman army of Italy wanted to be given lands, and
got it by supporting Odovacer. Prokopios may well have exaggerated;
the Ostrogothic state in Italy certainly still used taxation to pay the
army, at least in part, probably more than any other post-Roman polity
did by the early sixth century. Overall, however, the shift to land was
permanent. After the end of Ostrogothic Italy, there are no references in
the West to army pay, except rations for garrisons, until the Arabs
reintroduced it into Spain from the mid-eighth century onwards; in the
other western kingdoms, only occasional mer cenary detachments were
paid until well after the end of the period covered by this book. Some
of this land may have been fiscal, that is, public property, and
distributed by kings; some may have been part of a regular land-
settlement, in which fixed proportions of the property of Roman
landowners were ceded to the ‘barbarians’, probably in lieu of tax;
some (as in Vandal Africa) may have simply been taken by force.
Either way, a move to a landed army, and thus a landed politics, began
here; so also did a move to a ‘barbarian’ ethnic identity on the part of
landowners, whatever their origins.

The major post-Roman kingdoms still taxed, into the seventh
century. But if the army was landed, the major item of expense in the
Roman budget had gone. The city of Rome, another important item,
was only supplied from Italy after 439, and lost population fast, as we
have seen. The central and local administration of the post-Roman



states was perhaps paid for longer, but in most of them the
administration quickly became smaller and cheaper. Tax still made
kings rich, and their generosity increased the attractive power of royal
courts. But this was all it was for, by 550 or so. Tax is always
unpopular, and takes work to exact; if it is not essential, this work tends
to be neglected. It is thus not surprising that there are increasing signs
that it was not assiduously collected. In ex-Vandal Africa after 534, the
Roman re-conquerors had to reorganize the tax administration to make
it effective again, to great local unpopularity; in Frankish Gaul in the
580s, assessment registers were no longer being systematically
updated, and tax rates may only have been around a third of those
normal under the empire. Tax was, that is to say, no longer the basis of
the state. For kings as well as armies, landowning was the major source
of wealth from now on.

This was a crucial change. Tax-raising states are much richer than
most land-based ones, for property taxes are generally collected from
very many more people than pay rent to a ruler from his public land.
Probably only the Frankish kings at the high points of their power, the
century after 540 and the century after 770, could match in wealth the
states of the eastern Mediterranean, the Byzantine empire and the Arab
caliphate, which still maintained Roman traditions of taxation. And
tax-raising states have a far greater overall control over their
territories, partly because of the constant presence of tax-assessors and
collectors, partly because state dependants (both officials and soldiers)
are salaried. Rulers can stop paying salaries, and have greater control
over their personnel as a result. But if armies are based on landowning,
they are harder to control. Generals may be disloyal unless they are
given more land, which reduces the amount of land the ruler has; and, if
they are disloyal, they keep control of their land unless they are
expelled by force, often a difficult task. Land-based states risk breaking
up, in fact, for their outlying territories are hard to dominate in depth,
and may secede altogether. This would not be common until the late



ninth century or later in the West. Many things would have to change
before then, as we shall see in later chapters. But it did happen in the
end, above all in the wide lands ruled by the Franks.

The shift from taxation to landowning as the basis of the state in the
West was the clearest sign that the post-Roman kingdoms would not be
able to re-create the Roman empire in miniature, however much their
rulers would have liked to. Overall, too, these kingdoms did not match
the empire in their economic complexity, either. Archaeology shows a
steady simplification of economic structure in most of the West by 550
or so. By then, rich urban and rural dwellings (villas) had often been
abandoned, or subdivided into smaller houses; artisan production was
generally smaller-scale, and sometimes less skilled (this is particularly
clear in the case of pottery production, always our best archaeological
indicator of artisanal professionalization); goods were exchanged much
less between the provinces of the former empire, and inside those
provinces, the new kingdoms, the distribution range of artisanal goods
was generally much reduced. The pacing of these changes varied
greatly from place to place, and not all of them took place everywhere.
In northern Gaul, towns decreased in size and villas were abandoned by
450, but production and distribution patterns dipped much less
(northern Gaul’s economy had long been separate from that of the
Mediterranean), and had stabilized by the sixth century. In Spain, the
interior saw a simplification of distribution patterns and a partial
abandonment of villas from the later fifth century, whereas the
Mediterranean coast saw less change until after 550. In Italy and
southern Gaul, the mid-sixth century was the major period of change,
but small-scale skilled artisanal production survived, and so did towns.
In Africa, the great export region in the late Roman West, little internal
change is visible at all until 500 or so, and one can track a survival of
the main elements of the Roman economic structure until after 600,
even though there is a steady decrease in African exports found in most
of the rest of the Mediterranean which begins as early as 450.



These regional differences - which could be multiplied, for our
information is getting more detailed all the time, as scientific
archaeological excavation becomes commoner in each country - are
markers of the different impact the invasions and dislocations of the
period 400-550 had on each part of the empire. It was more than one
might expect in inland Spain; less than one might expect in Frankish
northern Gaul and Vandal Africa. These differences also show that the
aristocracies of the newly created kingdoms did not match the wealth
of their predecessors or ancestors, partly precisely because it was
harder to own far-flung estates now that the empire was divided up (the
hyper-rich senatorial élite of Rome ceased to exist, in particular), but
this impoverishment was also very variable indeed in regional terms.
Seen globally, however, these changes show that the post-Roman
kingdoms in the West were unable to match the intensity of circulation
and the scale of production of the later Roman empire. The East was
very different in this respect; in the early sixth century, towns,
industries and the exchange of goods were reaching their height, and
continued at that level until the early seventh century. But the empire
survived in the East. This correlation is exact: economic complexity
depended on imperial unity, in both the eastern and the western empire.
The implications that these changes had for local societies in the West
will be discussed in Chapter 9.

The existence of ‘barbarian’ élites in each of the post-Roman
kingdoms had an impact on Roman élite culture as well: not because
the incomers were culturally distinct - as we have just seen, in most
respects they were not - but because they were military. The
aristocratic strata of the Roman empire had been mostly civilian, as we
saw in Chapter 2. This was already less the case in the world of Aetius;
Eparchius Avitus, for example, from a major Gaulish senatorial family,
had been one of Aetius’ generals before he became emperor, and could
be described in very martial terms by his son-in-law Sidonius. But in
the post-Roman kingdoms, the secular career structure became steadily



more militarized, and more and more ambitious Romans found places
in royal armies and entourages alongside the ‘barbarian’ élites
themselves, rather than in the steadily simplifying civilian
administration. Sidonius himself never did this, but his son Apollinaris
fought for the Visigoths at Vouillé, and Apollinaris’ son Arcadius was a
supporter of Childebert I of the Franks. The place where civilian
aristocratic values survived longest was Rome itself, because the
senatorial hierarchy there was partially separate from state service, but
even in Italy senators could make the military choice: Boethius’ enemy
Cyprian, who had a partly military career, brought up his sons to be
soldiers and even to speak Gothic.

These trends persisted; all secular aristocratic hierarchies became
military. The only alternative was the church. As we have already
noted, aristocrats became bishops in Gaul first, by the mid-fifth
century; in Italy this was less common until the Gothic war, but was
normal thereafter. This ecclesiastical choice shows the growing wealth
of the church, such that it was worthwhile for an élite family to seek to
dominate the episcopal office, and thus church land, in a given diocese.
It also shows the growing localization of political action, for episcopal
power was focused above all inside the diocese, except for the richest
and most influential bishops; the church became even more
decentralized in the post-imperial West. Being a bishop was sometimes
a retirement option (as with both Sidonius and his son Apollinaris in
Clermont), but increasingly it became a career choice, with a
specifically clerical training: sometimes for younger sons, but
sometimes for whole families. The extended family of Gregory of
Tours in sixth-century central Gaul included seven bishops in four
generations, and only one military figure, the dux Gundulf.

The major result of these trends was that the secular élite culture of
the Roman empire lost its role as a marker of status. This is probably
why rural villas were abandoned: as a sign of ease and luxury, they
were out of date in a more militarized society. Meat-eating came in in



this context, too. Elite clothing changed as well; early medieval kings
and aristocrats dressed like late Roman generals, not like the older
toga-clad senatorial tradition. But above all, to know Virgil and the
other secular classics by heart, to be able to write poetry and complex
prose, which Sidonius still regarded as essential, ceased to be
important; swordsman ship, or the Bible, were far more relevant
sources of cultural capital. Our written sources change dramatically as
a result, becoming much more focused on Christian themes,
hagiography, sermons, liturgy (as they would in Byzantium too). It is
not that all forms of literary training ended; even in the West,
aristocracies were generally able to read until the end of the ninth
century. But we should anyway remain neutral about such changes. As
stressed in Chapter 2, it is more important to recognize that a complex
education had above all existed in order to mark the Roman elites as
special, and, now that that elite identity was changing, it was no longer
needed.

These changes usually took place slowly: a hundred and fifty years is
a long time, after all. (Only in Italy were the changes really rapid, the
result of the catastrophe of the Gothic war, in the 540s above all.)
People were not usually aware of them; they adjusted easily to each
small shift. It is not at all clear how far the majority of western writers
saw the Roman world as having ended in the period up to 550, or
indeed later. Writers rarely showed much nostalgia for the past, and,
although they were certainly capable of complaining about how
dreadful present-day morals were, this is a feature of conservatives of
every generation. In any case, as writing became more ecclesiastical, it
also became more socially critical, more moralizing; but that was a
product of genre, not necessarily of social change, whether perceived or
real. Traditional Roman aristocracies, the writers of most of our
sources, were after all still in place in most parts of the West; they
existed alongside newer families, rising in the church or the army, and
of course the new ‘bar barian’ élites, but these latter groups were still



copying Roman aristocratic culture. Still, that culture was itself
changing. And aristocracies were becoming steadily more localized,
drifting apart from each other. In the end - by 650, in every one of the
post-Roman kingdoms - they would cease to think of themselves as
Roman, but, rather, as Frankish or Visigothic or Lombard. ‘Romans’
were, by then, restricted to the eastern empire, to the non-Lombard
portions of Italy (above all Rome itself), and to Aquitaine, the ex-
Visigothic part of Gaul, where the Franks settled least. By then Romans
were seen as belonging in the past, too; but it took that long for people
to recognize that the empire had really gone in the West.

Why the Roman empire vanished in the West and not in the East is a
problem that has perplexed centuries of scholars, and will continue to
do so. It does not seem to me to reflect social differences between West
and East, or the division of the empire. It probably did derive in part
from the greater exposure of heartland areas in the West, Italy and
especially central and southern Gaul, to frontier invasion; attacks on
the Balkans in the East rarely got past Constantinople into the rest of
the empire, but attacks on the western military regions, northern Gaul
and the Danube provinces, could get further much more easily.
Accepting invading groups into the western empire and settling them as
federates was a perfectly sensible response to this, as long as those
federate areas did not become so unruly that Roman armies had to be
held back to fight them, or so large that they threatened the tax base of
the empire, and thus the resources for the regular armies themselves.
Unfortunately for the West, however, this did happen. The Visigoths in
418 could be a support for the empire, but fifty years later they were
inimical to it. As argued earlier, the conquest of the grain heartland of
Africa by the Vandals in 439, which the Romans mistakenly did not
anticipate and resist, seems to me the turning point, the moment after
which these potential supports might turn into dangers. Army resources
lessened too much after that; the balance of power changed. By 476
even the Roman army in Italy may have started to think that



landowning was desirable. And, not less important, local élites began to
deal with the ‘barbarian’ powers rather than with the imperial
government, which was by now too distant and decreasingly relevant;
the provincialization of politics marked the death knell for the western
empire. In the East, the control by the empire of that other huge grain
resource, the Nile valley in Egypt, was never under threat in this period,
and the logistical structure of the empire remained untouched as a
result. When the Persians and then the Arabs took Egypt, and also the
Levant, from Roman control after 618, the East would however face a
huge and rapid crisis as well. The eastern Roman empire (we shall from
that point on call it the Byzantine empire) survived, but it was a close-
run thing, and the eastern empire changed considerably as a result.



PART II

The Post-Roman West, 550-750



Merovingian Gaul and Germany, 500-751

In 589 a group of the leading aristocrats of the kingdom of the Frankish
king Childebert I (575-96), led by Duke Rauching, plotted Childebert’s
assassination. They had long been opposed to Childebert’s mother
Queen Brunhild (d. 613) and her supporters, and, even though
Childebert was now an adult (he was probably nineteen), Brunhild was
gaining in authority. But they were found out. Rauching, who may have
had royal ambitions, was killed at once on Childebert’s orders at the
king’s palace (probably at Reims), and his huge wealth was
confiscated. His closest supporters, Ursio and Berthefried, had already
mobilized an army, and they fled to a hill-top church in the wooded
Woévre region above Verdun, which overlooked Ursio’s estate-centre,
and which had been a fortification in pre-Roman times. The king’s
army besieged the church and Ursio was killed; Berthefried fled to
Verdun cathedral, where he sought sanctuary, but he was killed there
anyway, to the great distress of the local bishop.

This narrative, like almost all our evidence from sixth-century Gaul,
is known to us because of the extensive writings of Gregory, bishop of
Tours. Gregory, an active political bishop of Roman senatorial
background, had been appointed in 573 by Brunhild and her husband
Sigibert I (561-75), and there is no doubt of his support for the queen’s
party. He detested Rauching for his sadism, and he retells the deaths of
the conspirators with verve: Rauching tripped at the door of the king’s
private room and cut about the head with swords, his naked body then
thrown out of the window, Ursio overwhelmed by his enemies outside
the church, Berthefried hit by tiles from the partly dismantled cathedral



roof. Gregory’s partisanship goes with his narrative gifts to make him
one of the most interesting and illuminating authors in this book, but
we cannot avoid seeing sixth-century Gaul pretty much exclusively
through his eyes. It is over-optimistic to take him on trust, and, in the
last decade or so, the careful literary structuring of Gregory’s work has
become widely accepted. But as we saw in Chapter 1, even if we do not
believe everything he says, the density of his descriptions allows us to
learn from the assumptions he makes. Whatever the accuracy of his
account of this conspiracy, we can at least conclude that it was
plausible to picture certain things: that a royal court could be riven by
factions; that queen-mothers could have considerable political power
(note that Gregory ascribes no political protagonism to Childebert’s
wife Faileuba); that major aristocrats could be very rich, and could
have what amounted to private armies, but that their political ambition
was concentrated on royal courts; that such men did not base
themselves on private fortifications, unlike in the world of castles of
the central Middle Ages - for Ursio’s last stand was notably makeshift
in Gregory’s account; and that people might expect sanctuary to be
respected, even if this did not always happen. All these conclusions are
amply borne out slightly later, by sources from seventh-century
Francia; they made up some of the basic parameters of Merovingian
political practice. This conspiracy was traditionally read by historians
as a deliberate attempt to limit royal power; there is no evidence for
that. But the image of the Merovingian political world as one in which
kings consistently faced over-mighty subjects who had both character
and resources would not be a false one. These points will be developed
in this chapter. I shall give a political narrative first, and then set out
some of the basic structures and patterns of political action of the
Merovingian period as a whole.

The Merovingian dynasty ruled the Franks for two hundred and fifty
years until 751; its hegemony was the work of Clovis (481-511).
Clovis, son of a late Roman warlord and Frankish king based at



Tournai, Childeric I, conquered the rival Frankish kings who had
occupied separate sections of northern Gaul, and the surviving non-
Frankish warlords of the north; he also established hegemony over the
Alemans in the upper Rhine valley, and, as we saw in Chapter 4, in 507
conquered Visigothic Aquitaine as well. Clovis thus reunited three-
quarters of Gaul after the confusions of the fifth century. He also
converted to Catholicism, the first major ‘barbarian’ king to do so
(perhaps after a brief period as an Arian), and his example, given his
military success, would mark future choices in the other Romano-
Germanic kingdoms too. By 550 or so, Frankish rule was fully
established in the Burgundian kingdom and over the south German
tribes who were crystallizing as the Bavarians; a looser Frankish
hegemony was recognized in northern Italy, in central Germany, east to
Thuringia, in Brittany (the only part of Gaul never fully conquered by
the Franks), and maybe even in Kent. The core Frankish lands were
always in the north of Gaul, and the major royal centres stretched from
Paris and Orléans, through Reims and Metz, to Cologne: these were not
exactly capitals in an administrative sense, but they were places where
kings could frequently be found, and around which they moved their
courts and administrators, from palace to palace, along the Oise valley
near Paris or the Moselle near Metz. The kings seldom went to the
south of Gaul; from these northern ‘royal landscapes’, the richer and
more Roman south was ruled through networks of dukes, counts and
bishops. Frankish hegemony east of the Rhine is less well documented,
and was certainly less tight: the dukes of Bavaria and Thuringia usually
had considerable freedom of action. But it existed nonetheless, and for
a century the kings saw their eastern border as roughly that between
modern Germany and the Czech Republic. The Merovingian Franks
were thus both the people who created the political centrality of the
Paris to Cologne region for the first time, a centrality it has never lost
since, and the first people to rule on both sides of the Rhine frontier of
the Roman empire. East of the Rhine was a simpler society, and it



lacked the basic Roman infrastructure of roads and cities, or Latin as a
language, but slowly, between 500 and 800, some of the contrasts
between Gaul and Germany receded, and briefly, in the Carolingian
period, they would have similar histories.

Clovis put his own family, called by 640 at the latest the
Merovingians after his shadowy grandfather Merovech, firmly into the
centre of politics: after 530 or so no one is documented claiming the
Frankish kingship who did not also claim Merovingian parentage, until
the Carolingian coup in 751. It is worth stressing how unusual this was:
the Gothic and Lombard kingdoms never had dynasties that lasted more
than three or four generations (usually less); only the Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms, and, outside the Germanic world, those of the Welsh and
Irish, were as committed to the legitimacy of single ruling families,
and these were all tiny polities. Early on, the Merovingians associated
kingship with wearing uncut hair; this became a family privilege, and
hair-cutting was an at least temporary ritual of deposition. The
Merovingians also saw ruling as a sufficiently family affair for the
Frankish lands at the king’s death to be regularly divided between his
sons; they did this first at Clovis’s death in 511, again at the death of
his last surviving son Chlotar I in 561, and again at the death of
Dagobert I in 639, whose father Chlotar II had reunited the kingdoms
by force in 613. All in all, there were only twenty-two years of Frankish
unity between 511 and 679, when the by now weakened family was
reduced to a single line. The political history of the period can easily be
reduced to rivalries, and perennial wars, between competing
Merovingians. This would make for dull reading; what follows focuses
on some of the major figures.

The half-century after Clovis was marked by fighting between his
sons, but also by external conquests; this was the period in which the
Franks gained serious international recognition, particularly from the
eastern Roman empire, for the first time, and it must have been the
period in which people in Gaul and Germany realized that Merovingian



rule was there to stay. The king who best encapsulates that is
Theudebert 1 (533-48), king of the north-eastern Frankish kingdom
based on the Rhineland, which held hegemony over central and
southern Germany from there. It was probably Theudebert who set up
the powerful Franco-Burgundian Agilolfing family as dukes of Bavaria,
to act both as the core of a developing Bavarian identity, and as a long-
standing sign of Frankish overlordship; and it was certainly Theudebert
who took advantage of the Gothic war in Italy and intervened there
systematically, for the first time but not the last. The
Constantinopolitan historian Agathias in the 560s claimed he was even
planning to attack the eastern capital, that is, that he was part of a line
of ‘barbarian’ invaders going back to Alaric and Attila. Theudebert’s
international pretensions were also expressed by minting gold coins
with his name and portrait on: these are the first ‘barbarian’ coins to
claim this imperial prerogative, and the east Romans were greatly
offended. It is interesting that, although Theudebert ruled the sector of
the Frankish lands where civilian Roman traditions were weakest, the
idiom of his rule was so often expressed in Roman terms; the stories
Gregory tells about him are frequently expressed in terms of his fiscal
policies - a tax remission for Clermont, an unpopular decision to tax
the Franks themselves, a large loan to Verdun to kick-start the city’s
commerce after a time of trouble. But the openness of the Franks to
Roman traditions and imagery was there from the start; bishops wrote
admonitory letters to kings from the beginning of Clovis’s reign
onwards, councils of bishops were regularly held in the north of Gaul
after 511, and the kings in 566 welcomed the Italian poet Venantius
Fortunatus to their courts to write them all impeccably Roman praise-
poems, which he did for kings, queens, aristocrats and bishops
(including Gregory of Tours) for three decades.

The next generation of Merovingian kings is the best documented,
for their rule forms the core of Gregory’s work. Chilperic (561-84) and
his infant son Chlotar II (584-629) in the north-west, Sigibert I and his



son Childebert II in the north-east (Theudebert’s former kingdom), and
Guntram (561-93) in Burgundy make up an agonistic set, with
Chilperic portrayed as the worst of these kings and Guntram as the best
(Sigibert and Childebert, even though they were Gregory’s most direct
patrons, are less clearly characterized). Gregory disliked Chilperic
because he saw him as tyrannous, hostile to the church, and the
fomenter of civil war; Chilperic had the smallest kingdom with the
fewest external boundaries, which partly explains the fact that he
fought his brothers, and he also conquered Tours and backed Gregory’s
local rivals. Guntram’s virtues are, conversely, particularly stressed by
Gregory after 584; he was then the only adult Merovingian king left
alive, and he acted as patron to his two young nephews (the wars
between them notably quietened down after a treaty in 587), alongside
their queen-regent mothers, Brunhild for Childebert and Fredegund,
Gregory’s other main enemy, for Chlotar. Gregory knew both kings
well; his accounts of his meetings with Guntram are affectionate, but
he was very formal and wary with Chilperic, who threatened him
(Gregory threatened back). But what is really most striking about the
kings is their similarity: they were all prone to violent anger (leading to
injustice and cruelty) and equally violent repentance; they constantly
sparred, taking city-territories from each other like chess pieces. And
they cooperated when they had to, including against a claimant to the
throne, Gundovald, who said he was Guntram’s brother and who gained
quite a lot of support from aristocrats who were on the losing sides in
court faction-fighting, in 583-5.

The swirl of war and faction is encapsulated in the Rauching
conspiracy of 589 which we started with, and this shows us the
importance of the detail of court politics. By now it is clear that the
royal courts, and their ruling kings and queens, were the foci for the
rivalry of powerful aristocrats, who constantly sought office, at court or
as the dukes (army leaders with a regional remit) of each kingdom.
Kings when adult could dominate these factions, and had no scruples



about killing losers, often in unpleasant ways. Queens-regent for
younger kings often had a more difficult time of it, and both Brunhild
and Fredegund had periods of considerable marginality when their sons
were small. They were not respected as much as kings, and when they
resorted to violence to make their point they were often met not so
much by fear as by resentment; every powerful queen had at least one
hostile chronicler. Royal wives during their husbands’ lifetimes had
less power; for one thing, Merovingian kings frequently had several
wives and concubines at once, who manoeuvred for the succession of
their own sons. But the importance of Merovingian legitimacy was by
now so great that royal mothers were allowed a substantial political
space, even when their children were grown; nor did their social origins
matter (Brunhild was a princess, but a Visigoth; Fredegund was of non-
aristocratic birth). Brunhild built on this after Gregory’s Histories end
in 591, for she remained influential throughout Childebert’s life, and
then was regent for his two young sons after his death in 596,
particularly Theuderic II in Burgundy, and even, briefly, for her great-
grandson in 613. If Guntram dominated politics in 584-93, Brunhild did
in 593-613: on and off, perhaps, but sometimes in effective control of
virtually the whole Frankish world.

By 613, the seventy-year-old Brunhild had made too many enemies,
particularly in the north-eastern kingdom, now known as Austrasia,
which she had just taken back by force. Chlotar II, who had hitherto
been confined to relatively few city-territories in Neustria, the north-
west, got an aristocratic coalition together and overthrew Brunhild. He
had her torn to pieces by a horse in public, in an act clearly designed to
mark a new beginning, and he and his son Dagobert I (623-39) ruled a
more or less unitary kingdom for a generation. Chlotar maintained the
three courts of the previous period, however, as the foci for aristocratic
politics, particularly Neustria and Austrasia (Burgundy tended to go
with Neustria). These courts sometimes had sub-kings (as Dagobert
was in Austrasia in 623-9, before his father’s death), but they also now



each had a single aristocratic leader, a maior domus, ‘leader of the
household’ (‘mayor of the palace’ is the traditional English
translation). Aristocratic rivalries began to concentrate on obtaining the
position of maior, or else on using that position to overthrow rivals, as
with the confrontation between the maior Flaochad of Burgundy and
the patricius Willibad in 643, a small war in which they both died; the
events were written up dramatically in Gregory’s continuator, called by
modern historians Fredegar, around 660. These rivalries became
sharper after 639, when Dagobert was succeeded by children, Sigibert
III (632-56) in Austrasia and Clovis II (639-57) in Neustria; both of the
latter were succeeded by children too. It became ever more important
to be a maior under these circumstances, and there was also often a
clash between the maior and the queen-regent, who remained a
powerful force in this period. The classic example of this is the stand-
off between Balthild, regent for her and Clovis II’s sons in 657-65, and
the Neustrian maior Ebroin (659-80, with interruptions); this is well
documented above all because Balthild was forced into a monastery at
Chelles near Paris in 664-5, and a saint’s life was written about her. By
now, in fact, saints’ lives are our major sources for high politics, for
many saints were aristocratic (see below, Chapter 8); this also means
that the continuing violence of politics, already stressed by Gregory,
was even more emphasized by writers for moralistic purposes.

The seventh century was a turning point for Merovingian royal
power: by the early eighth, real authority was in the hands of maiores,
who were after 687 almost all from a single Austrasian family, the
Arnulfings-Pippinids, descended from two of the major Austrasian
supporters of Chlotar II, Arnulf bishop of Metz and Pippin (I) of
Landen. Historians have therefore devoted considerable attention to
determining when it was that the Merovingians began to lose control:
was it in 639, with the death of Dagobert? Or was it earlier, or later? An
older generation of historians thought that Chlotar II marked the
moment of change, arguing that he gave away too much to gain



aristocratic support; he does seem, indeed, to have restricted his own
taxation powers substantially, as we shall see, even if it is no longer
thought that he also conceded local judicial power to the aristocracy.
But Chlotar and Dagobert’s centrality is by now rarely doubted, and
more recent historians have gone the other way, arguing that even late
seventh-century kings like Childeric II (662-75) and Childebert III
(694-711) had a good deal of power, at least once they gained
adulthood, and that the royal courts never lost the importance for
aristocratic politics that they had unarguably had a century earlier. This
may indeed have been the case, in particular for Childeric II. But royal
hegemony was not as automatic as it had been. Fredegar tells us with
some gusto of Chlotar II's killing of Godin, son of the Burgundian
maior Warnachar, around 626, even after Godin had been persuaded to
do a pilgrimage around the holy places of Gaul to swear loyalty, and
the Liber Historiae Francorum is keen to recount the death by torture
of the maior Grimoald, son of Pippin of Landen, on Clovis II’s orders
in 657. But when Childeric had an aristocrat called Bodilo bound and
beaten in 674, small beer for an earlier king, this was regarded as
illegal behaviour, and Bodilo himself apparently had the king and
queen killed in 675, precipitating a major crisis.

It seems to me that the late seventh century does indeed mark a
considerable diminution of a specifically royal centrality. Perhaps the
turning point was less Dagobert’s death than those of his sons, for the
dominance of maiores over the courts became routinized once it was
clearly going to last for another generation, and renewed royal
protagonism under Childeric II would be more resented. It was,
anyway, after the death of Dagobert’s sons that maiores began for the
first time not only to control kings but to choose them. Grimoald, as
maior of Austrasia (641-57), exiled Sigibert III’s son Dagobert to
Ireland, and had his own son Childebert made king instead (656-627?);
Childebert was Sigibert’s adopted son, so Merovingian paternity was
theoretically maintained. This odd and ill-documented affair ended



badly for Grimoald, who was killed as a direct result, although
Childebert somehow seems to have lasted a few years more. Later, at
Childeric II’s death, Ebroin did the same, temporarily inventing a king
in Austrasia to keep his hand in during that political crisis, before
switching his support to the new Neustrian king Theuderic III (so says,
at least, the saint’s life of his bitter enemy and victim, Leudegar bishop
of Autun). Seen from this standpoint, Childeric II’s politics seem even
more atypical by now. Kings still had a role as a rallying point for
aristocratic factions, and their courts remained central to aristocratic
political aspirations, but maiores and political bishops had become the
major protagonists. Ebroin dominated his time, but he was always a
controversial figure, and he did not establish a stable regime for
himself. Pippin II in Austrasia was cannier; he was Grimoald’s nephew,
and his family was eclipsed for two decades, but it remained very rich
and influential around Liege on the Meuse, and by the late 670s he was
maior in Austrasia again. In 687 the Austrasians defeated the
Neustrians at the battle of Tertry, and Pippin became maior for all the
Frankish lands. Pippin II lived to 714, and the civil disturbances of the
thirty years after 656 ended at Tertry, although Neustria and Austrasia
remained separate. That did not change until a briefer civil war, in 715-
19, which pitched Pippin’s probably illegitimate son Charles (Martel)
against his widow Plectrude, with Neustrian anti-Pippinids as a third
force contending with them both. Charles defeated them all, and
established himself as sole maior (717-41), with a firmly Austrasian
base. The Neustrian court was abolished; Charles Martel became the
only focus of rule, and his heirs, the Carolingians, would remain so for
a long time. Charles’s victory in 719 thus changed the political scene
much more completely than Pippin II did in 687, perhaps even more
completely than Chlotar II had done in 613.

Another respect in which the later seventh century saw a real
involution of Merovingian authority was its geographical scale. The
wide hegemony of the sixth-century kings was still there under



Dagobert I, who fought a war in 631-4 against Samo, a king who for a
time united the Wends, Sclavenian tribes (see Chapter 20), in or around
what is now the Czech Republic. Dagobert called Thuringians,
Bavarians and even Lombards from Italy to fight for him there; he also
legislated for the peoples east of the Rhine, and appointed bishops there
too. But at his death Radulf duke of Thuringia revolted and established
autonomy; and across the next generation both Bavaria and Alemannia
slipped out of effective Frankish control. More striking still was
Aquitaine: this was part of the core Frankish lands, and had in the sixth
century been divided between the northern kings, but Dagobert in 629
briefly made his half-brother Charibert II (629-32) king of part of
Aquitaine, and by the 650s it had a separate duke. In the political crisis
of 675, Duke Lupus seems to have claimed royal status, and in the
eighth century Duke Eudo (d. 735) was clearly an autonomous ally of
Charles Martel; full-scale war was needed in the 760s to bring this
large and rich region fully back into the Frankish fold. War was in fact
in general needed to establish Carolingian control over the whole area
of traditional Frankish hegemony in the eighth century; the peripheral
principalities were keener on Merovingian legitimism than on
Charles’s new political structure, and Charles found several quasi-
autonomous princes even in his core lands whom he had to subdue by
force, as well as, further south in Provence, the patricius Antenor and
then the dux Maurontus, whom Charles fought in the 730s. Charles had
a large central territory in Neustria, Austrasia and northern Burgundy
which still looked to the court, and which he could draw on for the
continuous border wars that marked his rule and that of his successors,
but it was not until his sons took over Alemannia in 746 and then
Aquitaine, and until his grandson Charlemagne took over Bavaria in
788-94, that Dagobert’s hegemony was re-established, in rather more
solid form by now. This geographical retreat is a marker of the fact that
the instability of the post-Dagobert generations did indeed do harm to
Frankish authority. The later seventh century also saw a retreat in the



internal activities of rulers, as we shall see at the end of this chapter.

The lasting importance of the Merovingian royal courts was in large
part due to the huge wealth that every king or maior could dispose of.
Kings owned very large tracts of land; they had access to commercial
tolls and judicial fines. They also for long controlled the surviving
elements of the Roman land tax. These are described (and complained
about) by Gregory of Tours, and they seem to have been most firmly
rooted in the south-west, the Loire valley and Aquitaine. Even in
Gregory’s time, as noted in Chapter 4, the tax system was not very
systematically maintained: registers could go without updating for a
generation, tax levels were far lower than under Rome, and royal
cessions of tax immunity to whole city territories were beginning.
Indeed, an organic fiscal structure of a Roman type could not still have
existed if kings moved cities between each other so easily. By the mid-
seventh century tax liabilities seem to have become fixed tributes,
taken from smaller and smaller areas. In the north, this process may
well have started earlier, and Chlotar II formally renounced the right to
new taxes in 614; by 626-7 a church council at Clichy near Paris
regarded taxpayers as an inferior category, to be excluded from the
ranks of the clergy. It is likely that the tax system had already decayed
so much that Chlotar could regard it as worth abandoning, for political
effect; it only survived regionally after that (it is documented in the
Loire valley into the 720s at least). This does not seem to have done
Chlotar any harm, all the same; the vast landed resources of the
Merovingians continued into the Carolingian period. The major
immediate consequence may simply have been the sharp drop in the
gold content of Merovingian coins, first visible around 640. The
Merovingians could let tax lapse because they did not pay their army,
which was by now based on the military obligations of the free: it was
above all made up of aristocrats and their entourages, and also of
contingents from city territories led by local counts. Their incomings



were thus far greater than their structural outgoings, even after
Chlotar’s reign, never mind before. The thesaurus, the treasure, of each
king was enormous, and functioned above all as a resource for gifts to
courtiers. Courts under powerful kings, queens and maiores were where
any ambitious aristocrat might want to be in order to gain preferment
and land, but, even when rulers were personally weak, the attraction of
the thesaurus kept courts at the centre of political life. Every account of
a coup against a king or an uprising by a rival in the seventh century
hangs on the seizing of a thesaurus: it was the essential basis for
gaining aristocratic support. Charles Martel still did this in the civil
war of 715-19; the parameters of politics did not change here at all.
Merovingian government was quite complex; written records of
royal orders were regularly made and archived (bishops and cities, and
perhaps aristocrats, had archives too), quite apart from the more
standard maintenance of tax accounts (until the late seventh century at
least) and judicial records. The late seventh-century formulary of
Marculf, a collection of templates for documents, preserves forty
sample royal documents for copying. Among other matters, they
concern the appointment of bishops and counts, the feeding of royal
messengers, the confirmation of a marriage agreement, the division of
private property, the demand that seized property be returned, a
summons to a presumed robber, and the demand that all ‘Franks and
Romans’ should swear fidelity to the king’s heir. When documents
themselves begin to survive, either as originals or in later cartularies
(which is above all from Chlotar II’s reign onwards), they show kings
doing most of these things as well: besides cessions of land and court
records, which are the main currency of all document collections in the
early Middle Ages, Chlotar II confirmed the will of a Parisian merchant
called John; Dagobert in 626 sent one of his courtiers to divide the land
in the Limousin of one of the main aristocratic families of the period;
Sigibert III in 644 wrote formally to his southern bishops to cancel a
church council because he had not been informed of it; Theuderic III in



677 expelled the bishop of Embrun in the Alps for infidelity, though
allowing him to keep his property; and so on. These show a dense set of
relationships between kings and their secular and ecclesiastical
magnates (even if seldom anyone else), as well as the fact that these
relationships were systematically recorded.

Royal courts had, among other officials, referendarii, who
supervised the production of documents, domestici, who were
household administrators with a variety of roles, thesaurarii, who were
financial officials, all of them presumably answering in some way to
the maior domus. These positions also meant access to the ruler, and
their holders were important political mediators as well: for the
patronage networks of the Roman empire had their close analogues in
the Frankish kingdoms. Being a conviva regis, that is to say having the
right to eat with the king, was indeed a formal title, with privileges
attached. German historians call this access Konigsndhe, ‘closeness to
the king’, a useful concept, with relevance both in this period and later.
We must see royal courts as a permanent bustle: of greater aristocrats
seeking Konigsndhe and office, local élites seeking favours, abbots and
bishops, among others, seeking justice in legal disputes, and everyone
seeking gifts of land and money. Bishop Praejectus of Clermont had to
go to Childeric II’s Austrasian court in 675 to defend a land dispute
against Hector, patricius of Provence. Hector, himself a very powerful
magnate, had enlisted the support of Leudegar, bishop of Autun, who
was one of the king’s main advisers; Praejectus accordingly sought the
patronage of Leudegar’s opponent, Childeric’s mother-in-law
Chimnechild, who was also the widow of his uncle Sigibert III. Despite
this shrewd move, Praejectus was an apparently unworldly figure; he
refused to plead because it was Easter Saturday, and he only won his
case because palace politics caused Hector and Leudegar to flee the
court. (Hector was killed, Leudegar exiled; Praejectus was killed a year
later, in the context of the crisis after Childeric’s death, probably by
Hector’s allies.) But courts welcomed the unworldly as well as the



worldly, together with ambassadors from abroad, preachers (such as
Columbanus the Irish ascetic and monastic founder, d. 615, who had to
flee Theuderic II's court in 609 because he had denounced him for
immorality), and beggars. To the average local notable, engaged in
city-level politics over who was to be the next bishop, a royal court
must have represented the same sort of temptation that Las Vegas
represents to poker-players: in this case, almost limitless wealth and
power for winners, inventive death for losers.

Kings were more widely visible than this may imply, too. There
seems to have been an annual assembly for the king and his armed
Frankish people in the spring; Childebert II’s laws from the 590s were
promulgated on 1 March, for example. It was at this assembly that
decisions were made to go to war, which were not entirely under royal
control: Chlotar I in 556 was forced against his will by the Rhineland
Franks to fight the Saxons, for example, according to Gregory (he lost).
Exactly who came to such assemblies is not easy to tell; members of
the king’s armed entourage, for certain (called leudes or antrustiones),
who were largely from the élite; dukes and counts and their own
followings, too. Whether there was a wider participation of free Franks
of lesser status cannot easily be said; one has a sense that this was more
a feature of the sixth century than the seventh. But the large-scale
gathering together in assemblies of the politically active sections of
society was a frequent event. It marked the accession of kings; Ebroin
did not call an assembly of aristocrats in 673 to mark the accession of
Theuderic III in Neustria, which led them to conclude that Ebroin
intended to rule without consent, so they recognized Childeric II of
Austrasia instead. And legal disputes were resolved in front of
assemblies, placita, everywhere; they gave legitimacy to all such
decisions. These gatherings represented a link between kings and their
Frankish people which extended well beyond the habitual visitors to
royal palaces and courts, even if it did not include many peasants. It
should be repeated that the word ‘Frankish’ quickly ceased to have an



exclusive ethnic connotation. North of the Loire, everyone seems to
have been considered a Frank by the mid-seventh century at the latest;
Romani were essentially the inhabitants of Aquitaine after that.

The Frankish attitude to legislation was more muted. Clovis’s basic
Salic law, the Pactus Legis Salicae, for the ‘Salian’ (north-western)
Franks, is unique among ‘barbarian’ law codes in that it does not
actually mention a king, only a set of four mythical judgement-makers;
and the idea of a grass-roots law-making persisted in the rachineburgii
of local communities who were asked to ‘speak the Salic law’ at
moments of conflict; indeed, it has been noted that the provisions of
‘Salic law’ that are cited in documents do not in most cases even
appear in the Pactus. Clovis’s successors did legislate, but not often,
and the collected laws of the period 511-614 (after which they ceased)
only make up twenty-three pages of the standard edition. This aspect of
traditional late Roman - and Romano-Germanic - politics was not taken
up much in Francia in this period, then. All in all, the Merovingian
kings seem to have preferred a relatively low-key ideological presence.
Church councils existed (again, more in the sixth than the seventh
centuries), but their surviving records mostly deal with internal church
affairs, except under Chlotar II and his immediate successors. Royal
morality was bound up with doing justice in public, certainly (this
image recurs for kings like Dagobert, just as injustice is associated with
Chilperic by Gregory of Tours), but not with changing the behaviour of
their subjects. We lack the image of the king as a systematic political
and moral reformer that is so much a feature of Visigothic Spain and
indeed Carolingian-period Francia, as we shall see in later chapters.

Kings were surrounded by aristocrats, who hoped for advantage; but
aristocrats were themselves strikingly rich. The private wills we have
for the Merovingian period show several people in possession of more
than seventy-five estates; no equivalent property collections are known
anywhere in the early Middle Ages outside Francia, and such owners,
Bishop Bertram of Le Mans (d. after 616), Bishop Desiderius of Cahors



(d. 650), patricius Abbo of Provence (d. c. 750), would only have been
outstripped by the richest late Roman senators. The Pippinids, too,
must have owned on at least this scale; and so also, above all, must the
Agilolfings, the most powerful and wide-ranging aristocratic clan of
the early seventh century, who owned land and founded monasteries
around Meaux just east of Paris (the powerful Audoin, bishop of Rouen,
d. 680, was linked to them), but also owned in the Rhineland, ruled in
Bavaria, and even furnished the longest-lasting line of Lombard kings
of Italy from 653 to 712. The Paris region, in particular, as we can see
from the seventh-century Saint-Denis charters, was full of the
properties not only of the Neustrian king, who was based there, but also
of his principal aristocrats; the rivalries that ensued may explain some
of the tenseness of Neustrian politics, particularly in Ebroin’s time, and
also maybe back to Chilperic a century earlier. But throughout Francia
the simple fact that major aristocrats could be hugely rich meant that
politics would be more violent, for all secular aristocratic identity was
military by now - even career administrators at court were regarded as
having obligations to fight, and dressed in military fashion, with an
elaborate belt of office - and what landed wealth could buy above all
was an armed entourage, to make one’s ambition more clearly marked.
It was the existence of such entourages that underpins the faction-
fighting of, in particular, the later seventh century, but going back to
Rauching and Ursio and earlier still. This aristocratic wealth is clearly
visible in Gregory’s narratives and in seventh-century documents. In
the south of Gaul, it had antecedents going back to the late empire, and
some of the great late Roman families can be traced into the seventh
century, in one case (the descendants of the emperor Avitus and of
Sidonius Apollinaris) up to 700 and beyond. In the north, the evidence
is less clear, but the balance of probabilities argues for at least some
major families, whether Frankish or Roman (in the north the distinction
was never great), surviving right through the confusion of the pre-
Clovis period and the killings of rivals which accompanied the creation



of Clovis’s united kingdom, into the world described by Gregory.

We shall look at aristocratic lifestyles in greater detail in Chapter 8,
but the boisterous factional politics visible in Merovingian sources has
some other implications. The first is that, early on, political ambition
was seen as an aristocratic prerogative. Gregory did, still, confront
some counts of low-born origin, like Leudast of Tours (d. 583), a
Chilperic supporter and his own opponent; but by the mid-seventh
century none can be seen. Even bishops, who did still include some
people of relatively modest birth, like Eligius of Noyon (d. 660) or
Praejectus of Clermont, were overwhelmingly aristocratic, and indeed
increasingly often led a fully military lifestyle, including army
leadership in some cases.

A second point is that politico-religious practice, as it affected the
aristocracy, changed somewhat in the seventh century. Columbanus
was the first important impresario of monasticism in the northern
Merovingian heartland, and, after Chlotar’s reunification, kings, queens
and aristocrats all founded monasteries, usually following the traditions
of the main Columbanian monastery in Burgundy, Luxeuil. The shrine
of Saint-Denis just outside Paris was also heavily patronized by
Dagobert, who was buried there, as were most of his successors; Saint-
Denis and the other major cult-centres of Gaul were turned into
monasteries by Balthild around 660. Monasteries were closely
associated with their founders and their families, and less dependent on
the bishops in whose dioceses they lay; they marked a political and
religious practice more clearly linked to aristocratic and royal
identities and family strategies, which cut across diocesan boundaries.
The church in the seventh century thus became more of a resource for
factional rivalries, and contributes to our knowledge of them, too, for
most of our Merovingian documents and saints’ lives are products of
monastic archives and religious commemoration. Monastic patronage
also contributed to a growing sense that the aristocracy was somehow
religiously special; even sanctity took on an aristocratic tinge in many



of our surviving lives. This fits with the steady aristocratic takeover of
episcopal office, too, although bishops and monasteries were often in
conflict.

A final crucial point is that aristocrats were overwhelmingly
committed to the Merovingian political system. They had for the most
part rural residences, and rural monastic religious centres too, but these
were not real power centres in the sense that aristocrats sought to
control their local areas as de facto local rulers. Indeed, although the
surviving wills tend to show concentrations of estates in most cases,
Desiderius of Cahors owning land around Cahors and neighbouring
Albi for example, they shared their local territories with others, and
most of the greatest owners also had outlying properties, sometimes
hundreds of kilometres away. This was very different from the castle-
based local aristocracy of the tenth century and onwards (see below,
Chapter 21), and indeed, as we saw, Ursio’s main centre was not even
fortified. Unfortunately, few or no élite residences from this period
have been excavated, but the rest of our written documentation
confirms that picture. Power was not local, and did not have to be
defended by walls; it was seen as royal. That is to say, it came from
office or from Konigsndhe, and preferably both. All great landowners
aimed at these, or at their ecclesiastical equivalents; their wealth and
armed men were focused on these, not on local autonomy and
domination. The most one can say is that some office-holders in the
late seventh century were going their own way, in the period of royal
involution. The outlying dukes and the patricius of Provence were
instances, marking a general geographical fragmentation, as already
noted; in the central Frankish lands, we might add the dukes of Alsace,
for early eighth-century documents for Alsace conspicuously do not
mention kings, until the ducal family was removed or died out around
740. Bishops, too, whose political remit was essentially their dioceses,
sometimes developed local autonomies (‘episcopal republics’ in Eugen
Ewig’s words) which Charles Martel and his sons had to move against,



as in the case of Eucherius of Orléans (d. 738). But these were a
minority, at least in the core Frankish lands; most aristocrats remained
as focused on and as defined by court politics in the age of Ebroin,
Pippin IT and Charles Martel as they had been before.

It is not that local politics did not matter at all. The cities described
by Gregory of Tours and in some of the seventh-century saints’ lives,
particularly in southern Gaul, seem to have had an active factional
politics, focused on obtaining the offices of either bishop or count. That
of Clermont is particularly well documented. Counts were royal
appointees, but they tended to be local men; they ran the armies and
law courts of city territories. Bishops were even more often of local
origin, and could face trouble if they were not - as Gregory did in
Tours, even though his predecessor was his uncle, for he was brought
up in Clermont, and some people saw him as really from there.
Episcopal choices were generally made by local élites and
neighbouring bishops, as in Sidonius’ time, but by Gregory’s time and
onwards the king had the last word, and could (as in Gregory’s own
case) select his own candidate: bishops had the task of representing
their cities politically, and so it mattered to kings who they were. In a
sense, though, counts were most responsive to kings, and bishops were
most responsive to their dioceses. Bishops who threw themselves too
fully into central-government politics could be unpopular; Arnulf of
Metz was nearly removed by his flock for spending too much time at
the palace, and when Leudegar of Autun was finally destroyed by
Ebroin in 676-8 it is clear that he got little support from Autun itself.
These local communities were, nonetheless, connected to court politics
by innumerable channels: kinship, marriage, patronage linked them to
other communities and to the ambitions of the more powerful, and all
bishops and counts had to go to royal courts, and deal with court
politics, on a regular basis. ‘Episcopal republics’ were all the weaker
for being isolated from that network.

A particularly good example of this balance between central and



local politics is Desiderius of Cahors, for we have not only a saint’s life
for him but also his letter collection; his experiences sum up much of
the foregoing. Desiderius was a member of the remarkable set of
administrators educated and trained in the court of Chlotar II and
Dagobert I, along with, among others, Audoin of Rouen, who had been
Dagobert’s referendarius before he became a bishop in 641, and Eligius
of Noyon, made bishop in the same year, who had been Dagobert’s
main financial official (we even have some of his coins). Desiderius
himself, slightly older, had been thesaurarius for Chlotar, and later
patricius of Provence, before returning to Cahors as bishop in 630. This
talented group of men were friends, and, as Desiderius’ letters show,
stayed so. Audoin and Eligius were bishops of sees close to the royal
palaces of Neustria; Desiderius was not, and one gets a sense from the
nostalgia of some of the letters that he felt rather cut off from the buzz
of politics, for Cahors is more than 600 kilometres south of Paris and
Metz. He was not so very isolated, all the same; we have patronage
recommendations from the 640s to the maior of Austrasia, Grimoald,
and to Arnulf of Metz’s son, and a letter from Sigibert III agreeing to
some of Desiderius’ requests. The fact is that all these episcopal
appointments, particularly well documented in this period but with
plenty of parallels before and after, spread a court consciousness and a
court culture across the whole of Frankish Gaul, as Dagobert surely
knew. Desiderius got letters from his informants which told him
exactly where the king was: he has moved from Verdun to Reims, then
he will go to Laon then back to the Rhineland; he is now in Mainz - the
bishop needed this constantly changing information, from hundreds of
kilometres away, so as to keep abreast of affairs. And he did so even
though he was from one of Cahors’ major families (he succeeded his
brother as bishop), with huge local wealth, and devoted his later life to
the city, repairing its water supply, building big stone buildings,
defending episcopal lands against other local bishops, and helping
along its citizens, not least in the king’s court. Desiderius was all the



more effective in being a bishop because his heart was still at court,
and all the more effective an ambassador for royal centrality because
his wealth and office was in the south. Those were Merovingian norms,
and they held the kingdoms together.

The troubles of the late seventh century shook this organic pattern, as
we have already seen; the Merovingians lost their centrality as political
actors between around 655 and 675, and, although their courts remained
strong foci for political action, outlying principalities gained practical
autonomy, and some other dukes and bishops looked less to
Merovingian or Pippinid patronage. The period of instability stopped
with Tertry in 687; but it is actually the period of Pippin II that may
have seen the lowest level of royal, or, by now, mayoral protagonism. It
is striking that the documentation for capillary royal actions of the type
listed in Marculf’s formulary runs out in the late 670s; later royal or
mayoral documents are restricted to the confirmations of rights, and to
judicial placita. No proceedings survive from any church councils
between 675 and 742, either. It seems that Pippin’s regime was less
organizationally ambitious than those of his predecessors, including
Ebroin and Childeric II. This may indeed have contributed to the
decisions by some political leaders to deal in local or regional rather
than court politics more than they had done before, even in the period
of the civil wars. But this localization had not got very far by the time
of Charles Martel’s reunification. Charles did not reverse the relative
inaction of central government just described - that was for the next
Carolingian generation - but his overthrow of so many members of an
older regime and, above all, the annual aggregation of aristocrats to
take part in his wars, the most committed and consistent military
mobilization in Francia since the sixth century, reversed any temptation
to localization. Nor had it been so very hard; the Frankish political
system, even if at times ramshackle, was not yet in poor shape.



The West Mediterranean Kingdoms: Spain and Italy, 550-750

In October 680, Wamba, Visigothic king of Spain (672-80), fell
seriously ill, and thought he was going to die. Like some other kings, he
undertook penance, and was tonsured in the presence of his magnates;
he designated his successor Ervig (680-87) in writing and in another
document asked for him to be anointed as soon as possible (anointing
to the kingship was in fact a novelty, introduced, as far as we can tell,
by Wamba himself in 672). Wamba did not die; but he was tonsured
now, and the sixth church council of Toledo (638) had prohibited
anyone who had been tonsured from being king. Ervig quickly called
the twelfth council of Toledo, which met in January 681, less than four
months later, in midwinter, and as their first act the bishops of the
kingdom ratified his succession and all the associated documentation
(this is our only source for it, in fact), and cancelled the oath of
allegiance the Spanish had sworn to Wamba. As their second act, they
discussed what would happen if someone was given penitence and the
tonsure while unconscious and, recovering, wished to reject it and
return to a secular career: they enacted that the penitence and tonsuring
must hold. Like most commentators, I see this as a response to a protest
by Wamba that he had been deposed without his consent; but the
careful legal framing of an effective coup is nonetheless striking.

The seventh-century Spanish political community were not always as
respectful of the forms of law as this. The rules on legitimate
succession laid down by the fourth council of Toledo in 633 were
almost never followed, for example. But legal enactments, both secular
and ecclesiastical, were part of the currency of Spanish political



practice. People were aware of them, if they were aristocrats and
bishops, at least; and even kings, if their support was weak enough, as
was presumably the case in 680, could be trapped by them. This is a
marker of a different style of politics from that of Francia: in
Visigothic Spain, as to a lesser extent in Lombard Italy, legal principles
were important points of reference, as they had also been in the later
Roman empire, to which the Visigoths and Lombards were in some
respects closer than were the Franks. In the case of Visigothic Spain in
particular, historians have indeed often paid too much attention to law,
for there are few narratives and documents for the period, and immense
quantities of secular and ecclesiastical legislation. Spanish history
often looks fairly arid as a result. But we cannot and should not argue
that law away; its very quantity tells us something about the values of
the Spanish establishment. I shall begin with Spain, move on to Italy,
and then compare them; we shall then see better what sort of range of
development from Roman practices was possible in the post-Roman
West.

Spain (that is, the Iberian peninsula, including what is now Portugal)
was partly conquered by the Vandals after 409, and then, after 439,
mostly conquered by the Suevi. In 456 the Visigoths invaded and
swiftly destroyed Suevic power, confining it to the far north-west. The
obscure process of Visigothic conquest began here, speeded up in the
470s, and was probably complete by 483, when King Euric had the
main bridge at Mérida, the Roman capital of Spain, repaired, as an
inscription attests. The Visigoths were still based in Gaul, however;
even after their great defeat by Clovis in 507 their capital remained in
Narbonne, in the tiny strip of Mediterranean Gaul (modern Languedoc)
that they kept hold of. After 511 Theoderic the Ostrogoth established a
regency for the Visigothic child king Amalaric (511-31), and Spain was
effectively ruled from Italy until Theoderic’s death in 526. There
followed another forty years of relatively weak kings, succeeding each
other by coup. Athanagild (551-68), based apparently in Seville in the



south, rose up against Agila (549-54) and fought a civil war against
him; he asked for Justinian’s help to do so, and this gave the east
Romans the excuse to establish a bridgehead in Spain, the south-eastern
coastal strip, in 552, which they held until around 628. Athanagild died
in his bed, unlike any of his sixth-century predecessors; he was
succeeded by Liuva I (568-73), who was again based in Narbonne, but
who soon divided his kingdom with his brother Leovigild (569-86),
giving the latter the whole of Spain and keeping only Visigothic Gaul.

The mark of the whole period 409-569 in Spain is instability.
Perhaps in 483-507 there was relative peace, and also probably in 511-
26, but in both periods the peninsula was ruled from outside, from Gaul
and then Italy. The empire was not so long gone, when the western
Mediterranean had been a single unit, but in our rare sources for this
period Spain seems an appendage almost in a colonial sense, and
largely left to its own devices. As we saw in Chapter 4, the archaeology
for the later fifth century, particularly for the inland plateau of Spain,
the Meseta, shows a weakening of rural estate centres, villas, and also a
sharp contraction of the scale of ceramic production, which became
more localized and simpler. The first of these developments, which
became accentuated in the sixth century, might simply show cultural
changes, as it did in the militarized northern Gaul of the late fourth
century, but the second shows a simplification of the economy as a
whole, which implies a decrease in aristocratic demand. The insecurity
of the fifth and a great part of the sixth centuries, in some parts of the
Iberian peninsula, seems to have hit many of the basic economic
structures inherited from the Roman world quite hard.

The other effect of this instability was the fragmentation of the
society of the peninsula. Spain is mountainous, with poor
communications between the great plateaux and the major river
valleys, and very great ecological differences between the wet climate
of the north-west, which resembles Cornwall, and the desert of parts of
the south-east. It would be easy for it to break into pieces with very



different experiences, and this is what seems to have happened in this
period. In parts of the north, we find references to semi-autonomous
communities, either ruled by local strong-men like the senior Aspidius
(575) in the Ourense area, or, more often, apparently collectively run,
like the Sappi of Sabaria, perhaps near Zamora (573), or the hardly
Romanized tribal groups of parts of the north coast who were generally
called Vascones and many of whom spoke Basque. Such communities
could have more Roman trappings, however, as was apparent in
Cantabria (574), the Ebro valley upstream from Zaragoza, which was
ruled by ‘senators’ (major local landowners) and a senate. In the south,
it was cities that established autonomy, such as Cdrdoba (550-72).
Southern cities could indeed remain very prosperous in an entirely
Roman tradition, as is clear in Mérida, not a fully autonomous centre
but for a long time hardly looking at all to the kings, whose bishops and
aristocrats maintained considerable wealth (attested in the episcopal
saints’ lives for the city), and where several Visigothic-period urban
and rural churches and even some villas survive. There were thus two
processes of fragmentation in this period. One was the loss to central
authority of numerous sections of Spain, up to a third of the peninsula.
The other was the development or revival of political practices that
were different from those of Rome, more collective, even tribal, in
some parts of the peninsula, notably the north. It must be stressed all
the same that much of Spain remained very Roman, whether it obeyed
the Visigothic kings or not, especially along the Mediterranean coast
and in the rich Guadalquivir valley in the south, a zone which extended
inland to Mérida. One of the Variae of Cassiodorus from around 524
shows the Ostrogoths taking the land tax, and a document surviving for
Barcelona and nearby cities from 594 shows that taxation (in that area
it was run by counts and bishops) could, at least locally, be quite high.
It was this doubly fragmented situation that Leovigild faced; he
reversed it by military action. The dates in parentheses in the previous
paragraph are those of Leovigild’s conquests, which were systematic in



the 570s, and which culminated in the overthrow of his son
Hermenegild’s five-year Seville-based revolt in 584 and the annexation
of the Suevic kingdom in 585. By Leovigild’s death in 586, only the
Roman-controlled coastal strip in the south and the Basques in the
north remained outside royal authority. As with Charles Martel in
Francia in the 720s-730s, the Visigothic power-base cannot have been
so reduced, or Leovigild could not have managed this at all, however
much more determined he was than his predecessors. It is clear from
the Mérida saints’ lives that he wanted to make his power felt inside
the lands he controlled as well. Leovigild appointed an Arian bishop,
Sunna, to oppose the rich and locally influential Catholic bishop of
Mérida, Masona (who was himself a Goth), and eventually summoned
Masona to his court at Toledo and exiled him for three years. He exiled
and expropriated lay aristocrats, too; and, not least important, he issued
a major revision of the law code. Leovigild was not simply a soldier; he
was a unifier. Toledo had already become the main royal residence
under Athanagild, but under Leovigild it became a focus of political
and religious activity, a real capital. The choice of Toledo, not
previously a major centre, was itself significant, for it was exactly in
the middle of the peninsula: it marked royal ambition. Leovigild
founded his own new city, too, Recopolis, to the east of Toledo, as a
further sign of prestige, although Recopolis was never very large, as
excavations show.

Leovigild also faced up to the problem of religious disunity. The
Goths in Spain had remained Arian; Leovigild in a church council at
Toledo in 580 sought to soften that Arianism doctrinally, to make it
more palatable to Catholics, while also persecuting at least some
Catholic activists. This has parallels to Vandal procedures in Africa a
century earlier, but the attempts to find a doctrinal middle road more
resemble the policies towards Monophysitism of eastern emperors such
as Justinian, as we have seen. Essentially, however, Arianism was
practised by too few people by now; the Goths were only a small



proportion of the population of Spain, a few per cent at most, and not
all of them were Arian, as Masona shows. Hermenegild, too, adopted
Catholicism in the course of his revolt. Once religious unity came to be
seen as desirable, it was most likely to be on Catholic terms. Indeed,
Leovigild’s second son and successor, Reccared (586-601), switched to
Catholicism almost immediately after he became king, in 587, and at
the third council of Toledo in 589 Arianism was outlawed, far more
uncompromisingly than Leovigild had sought to oppose Catholicism.
Reccared faced a series of revolts and conspiracies as a result, up to
590 at least and perhaps longer. But Arianism must have been weak by
now, for it did not reappear as a rallying call in the renewed instability
that followed Reccared’s death.

Reccared’s son Liuva II (601-3) did not last long, and between 601
and 642 there were nine kings, only one (Suinthila, 621-31) lasting as
much as a decade; three were sons of their predecessors, but they were
particularly swiftly overthrown. Fredegar in Francia referred to this
constant series of coups rather smugly as the ‘disease of the Goths’ - to
a Frank, of course, non-dynastic kingship looked like chaos in itself.
But what did not happen in this generation was any reversion to the
political fragmentation of the pre-Leovigild period. The kings fought
frontier wars, against the Basques, the Franks and the east Romans on
their coastal strip, and Suinthila finally conquered the latter region
around 628. Internally, the sequence of coups at least shows that the
dukes and provincial governors of the kingdom were interested in
central kingship, rather than autonomy. The kings themselves, even
Suinthila, did not leave much mark; Sisebut (612-21) was an author of
poetry, letters and a saint’s life, the only western ruler in this book
except Alfred of England to gain a reputation as a writer, as well as
being the first serious persecutor of the Jewish population of Spain, but
he seems otherwise undistinguished. The only major innovation of this
period was the inauguration, with the fourth council of Toledo in 633,
of a steady series of plenary councils of bishops, called by kings at



Toledo - thirteen from 633 to 702 - which became so crucial a part of
the political aggregation of the kingdom that periods without regular
full councils, notably 656- 81, were sharply criticized by the church,
even if provincial councils had been called in between. The collective
role of bishops in the political aggregation of the seventh-century
Visigothic kingdom was a specific feature of Spain; neither Francia nor
Lombard Italy put as much weight on church councils. Their legislation
was secular as well as ecclesiastical, and the king presided, often
reading out an initial statement of intent. They contributed greatly to
the ceremonial importance of the capital.

The cycle of coups was broken by Chindasuinth (642-53), who took
over the throne at the age of nearly eighty, and who curbed the
aristocracy by executing 700 of them (Fredegar claims), depriving
others of their civil rights, and enacting a draconian law on treason.
Chindasuinth was hated for this even by some of his protégés, such as
Bishop Eugenius II of Toledo (d. 657), who wrote an abusive epitaph
for him. Feelings remained sufficiently strong that once a king
succeeded who was in a weak position, Ervig in 680, the thirteenth
council in 683 restored the noble status and civil rights of all those who
had lost them since 639: aristocratic (and episcopal) solidarity had kept
the issue alive for forty years. But conversely the coups ended, or,
perhaps better, remained provincial and no longer succeeded at national
level; so Reccesuinth (649-72) defeated Froia in 653, Wamba defeated
Paul in 673, Egica (687-702) defeated Sisbert in 693. Royal succession
became peaceful, even when controversial: Reccesuinth was
Chindasuinth’s son; Wamba was elected at Reccesuinth’s deathbed;
Ervig’s succession was at least uncontested; his successor Egica was
his son-in-law, and Wittiza (694-710) was Egica’s son. Only in 710 was
there a contested election, perhaps a coup, with Roderic (710-11)
imposed by court officials. This general tendency away from political
violence was not lessened by the clear evidence we have that most of
these kings were opposed to their predecessors. Ervig with respect to



Wamba is one example; Egica with respect to Ervig is even clearer, for
at his accession he asked the fifteenth council to let him dispossess
Ervig’s family (the council refused). Both Ervig and Egica also took
some pleasure in reversing their predecessors’ laws. Wittiza apparently
cancelled his father’s expropriations too, and Roderic was later thought
to have been opposed by Wittiza’s family. Tensions thus evidently
remained, and they could be savage (particularly under Egica), but they
were patterned by ceremonies of public solidarity and legislation, not
by war.

The last half of the seventh century marks the peak of public activity
for the Visigothic kingdom. Reccesuinth and Ervig both revised
Leovigild’s law code, and legislated substantially themselves; laws
survive for all the other kings except Roderic. The church councils
were key moments in royal policy-making as well. And the laws that
were made were more and more complex, as well as more and more
high-flown. They were posed in all the codes as Gothic law, valid for
all people in the kingdom, as law had probably in fact been from the
fifth century onwards, even when a distinction between the Gothic and
Roman population could be drawn, something which had gone by the
mid-seventh century. But the antecedents of much of this ‘Gothic’ law
lay in the imperial code of Theodosius II, far more than in other post-
Roman kingdoms, and the rising rhetoric of the law looked to Roman
models too. It is fairly clear that the late seventh-century Visigoths had
the contemporary Byzantine empire as a point of reference as well, at
least as a model for ceremonial, and for a close identification between
the episcopacy and the king. The importance of religious conformity,
implicit since the third council in 589, also became increasingly
visible. The major law-givers of the period, Reccesuinth, Ervig and
Egica, were fiercely hostile to the main non-Catholic group in Spain,
the Jews; they picked up Sisebut’s laws and greatly extended them,
banning all Jewish religious practices, restricting Jewish civil rights,
and in 694 reducing all Jews to slavery. The seventh century in



Byzantium, Italy, even the normally tolerant Francia, saw some
sporadic Jewish persecution, but these Visigothic laws have no real
equivalent in their violence - and violence of expression - against Jews
until the late Middle Ages. It is hard to read them today without
hostility and alarm. All the same, they are quite parallel with Roman
heresy laws, and they are in a line of legislation which in that respect
stresses the Romanizing ambition of the kings only too clearly.

It is at this point, however, that questions arise. The complexity of
the ceremonial at Toledo is very evident by 650 or so, and the
regularity with which bishops and aristocrats went there is equally
clear. The elaborate public humiliations which political losers faced in
the capital - Argimund in 590 taken through the streets on a donkey
with his hand cut off, Paul in 673 brought in barefoot on a camel - look
straight back to the victory ceremonies of the Roman empire. Kings
were, as in Francia, rich, not least because of Chindasuinth’s
confiscations (they maintained elements of the land tax, too, into the
late seventh century at least), and therefore such a focus on the capital
was presumably considered profitable by political players. The
administration, the officium palatinum, was at least as elaborate as in
Francia - although far less than in the Roman world - and hedged about
with legal privileges; it included central officials and regional
representatives such as dukes, and seems to have had some corporate
identity, presumably centred on the king, much as the episcopate did.
Indeed, it has been plausibly argued by Dietrich Claude that the
aristocracy were, as a whole, more and more involved in palace
politics; and the kings could certainly ruin individual aristocrats if they
chose. But our sources are so overwhelmingly interested in royal and
episcopal aspirations, and tell us so little about what really went on
outside Toledo, that it is legitimate - and common - to wonder how
much of this legislation was shadow-play. The Jews were so often
extirpated, then return to be extirpated again. Wamba’s 673 law on
army-service was so severe, Ervig claimed when revising it a decade



later, that ‘almost half the population’ had lost their civil rights: do we
believe this? Egica in 702 in a law against fugitives said that ‘there is
barely a city, fortification, village, estate or dwelling-place’ in which
they were not hiding. This is a law which has been taken literally
distressingly often, but it at least shows both the tendency of the kings
to get carried away rhetorically and their awareness that it might be
very different on the ground.

When we get a sight of local realities, they often seem very
variegated as well, just as they had been before Leovigild. The
archaeological trends of the fifth and early sixth centuries were not
reversed later; if anything, they were accentuated, with the Meseta
showing an increasingly localized set of economies, imports dropping
in the Guadalquivir valley, and much of the Mediterranean coast
showing a sharp economic simplification in the seventh century; the
Roman south-east coast was no longer supplied from North Africa after
Suinthila’s conquest, and it seems to have gone into crisis. Urbanism
survived best in some of the southern cities, Mérida, Cérdoba,
doubtless Seville, and also Toledo in the centre (the latter two have not
been excavated, however); much less in most of the north, and only
occasionally on the Mediterranean coast (Barcelona and Valencia are
candidates). In economic terms, the seventh-century kings thus
presided over a set of separate economic realities, with divergent
histories and decreasing interconnection. The seventh-century slate
documents that have been found in the central mountains south of
Salamanca (it is an area with slate rocks, easily usable for writing; the
texts are often quite ephemeral estate texts, lists of cheese-rents and
animals) seem to reflect a very localized economy as well: they cite
very few place names, except, once, Toledo.

This growing local divergence may also explain some of the
inconsistencies we can see in social trends. The aristocracy was clearly
as militarized as in Francia, and a pattern of private relationships was
developing; the late seventh-century army laws show that the army was



largely made up of the personal dependants of lords, and church council
legislation shows that the image of personal dependence was coming to
structure ecclesiastical hierarchies too. The king, indeed, was seen as
everyone’s lord; every free man swore a personal oath of fidelity to
him, a practice borrowed later by the Franks and Anglo-Saxons.
Conversely, we also find institutions and cultural attitudes that were
hardly changed from the Roman empire. The obsession with law and
with legal delimitation (between aristocrats, honestiores, and non-
aristocrats, for example) seems likely to be a Roman survival, even if
some of the rhetoric of kings like Ervig and Egica could be seen more
as revival. And, above all, the dense Roman culture of major political
intellectuals like Isidore, bishop of Seville (599-636), author of
theology, history, and the Etymologies, an influential if very strange
encyclopedia, as well as animator of the fourth council of Toledo, must
show that a traditional educational structure had survived intact in
some of Spain’s major cities. The letters of Isidore’s disciple Braulio,
bishop of Zaragoza (631-51), which are unusually attractive and
human, show that this Roman cultural style existed in other parts of
Spain as well, and the letters of Count Bulgar, surviving from the 610s,
show that it sometimes extended to the secular aristocracy too, as King
Sisebut’s writings further demonstrate. Isidore and Braulio were in any
case heavily involved in secular politics; they were both from
aristocratic episcopal families, and were very close to kings. Their ‘late
late Roman’ political practice, which survived in their successors up to
700 at least, must have been recognizable to a substantial part of the
political establishment, and was certainly drawn on by legislators;
Braulio indeed seems to have personally contributed to Reccesuinth’s
revised law code.

The seventh-century Visigothic kings thus presided over places and
social groups where not very much had changed since the days of
Augustine, places and social groups characterized by the same sort of
militarized - and ruralized - society as in contemporary northern



Francia, as well as some much simpler, more collective, societies,
surviving in particular in parts of the north, and some areas of
economic disintegration on the Mediterranean coast. They handled this
diversity with the ambition of Roman emperors, but with a rather less
elaborate administrative structure, which would have made detailed
intervention rather more difficult. Small wonder their laws were
sometimes rather shrill. It was impossible to encompass this diversity
with early medieval western means; the kings knew it, and, unlike in
Francia, resented it. But we would be wrong to follow the view of some
modern historians and conclude that the late seventh century was a
period of general crisis for the kingdom. Far from it; in that period the
Visigothic state was the strongest in the West.

One of the reasons why the imagery of crisis has been used is that in
711 the Visigothic kingdom was overthrown by an Arab and Berber
army invading from North Africa, and most of Spain remained part of a
Muslim political community looking to Damascus, Baghdad and Cairo
as a result, for the next five centuries and more (see Chapter 14). When
kingdoms collapse quickly, historians have often sought to blame them
for their defeat; but the answers can just as easily lie in the chance of a
single battle, as with the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of England that ended
at Hastings in 1066. It is certainly true that Spain fell to pieces in 711.
The Arabs were for long only powerful in the far south. The north-east
kept a Visigothic king for a decade; the south-east saw its Visigothic
governor, Theodemir (d. 744), cut a separate deal with the Arabs in
return for autonomy; the far north returned to communitarian and
sometimes tribal traditions, as well as choosing an independent
Christian king in the Asturias, Pelagius, around 720, the first of a long
series of independent kings in the north (see Chapter 20). These
different choices certainly reflect the socio-economic divergences
already cited. But it took violent conquest to turn them into political
realities; before 711 there is no sign of the sliding away of outlying
regions, as in late seventh-century Francia. Until then, as far as can be



seen, the Visigothic kings kept a firm hegemony over all of them.

Italy had even more Roman traditions than Spain to draw on in the
sixth century, but handled them differently. The Gothic war of 536-54
did enormous damage to the infrastructure of the peninsula, and Italy
had by no means settled down when a federation headed by the
Lombards invaded from Pannonia under Alboin (560-72) in 568-9. The
Lombard invasion was one of the more disorganized we know of,
however. In 574, after the assassination of two kings, the Lombards
abandoned kingship altogether for a decade, and operated as a loose
federation of dukes. It is likely that they did this as a result of bribes by
the east Roman ruler Tiberius II, and Tiberius and his successors were
indeed successful in getting many dukes to fight on the Roman side in
the wars of the rest of the century. Tiberius also invited the Franks back
to Italy to attack the Lombards. The Lombards, facing this, elected
kings again, Authari (584-90), and then, in the teeth of the most
substantial Frankish invasion, Agilulf (590-616), formerly duke of
Turin. Agilulf withstood the major attacks of 590 and counterattacked
himself; he established peace with the emperor Phocas in 605, gave
tribute to the Franks, and some stability could return. But that peace
revealed an alarmingly divided Italy. The Lombards had not managed
to conquer more than separate sections of the peninsula: the inland Po
valley in northern Italy; Tuscany, connected to the north only by a
single mountain pass; and the duchies of Spoleto and Benevento in the
central and southern Appennines. The last two were effectively
autonomous duchies, with little link to the kingdom of the north until
the eighth century. The Romans clung on to the area around Ravenna in
the north, extending along the Adriatic coast in both directions, the
west coast around Genoa and Pisa, the area round Rome, the area
around Naples, and Puglia and the far south, with Sicily and Sardinia.
Italy would not be controlled by a single ruler again until 1871. In this
patchwork, the old centres of Roman political power, Rome and



Ravenna, and all the major ports, stayed out of Lombard hands, and the
Lombards were essentially restricted to inland areas, which had already
become structurally separate from the Mediterranean world since the
Gothic war.

This division could have allowed the Roman parts of Italy -
Byzantine Italy as we can now call it - to maintain imperial traditions
without further problem, while leaving the Lombard lands in relative
isolation. This did not happen, however. The Lombards tended to
remain on the offensive, taking Genoa in the 640s and Puglia in the
670s; another peace in 680 stabilized matters a little, but between 726
and 751 the Ravenna area was taken in a series of wars. Lombard
isolation from the coast was steadily eroded, and after 751 Byzantine
power on the mainland was restricted to Venice, Rome, Naples and the
tips of the heel and toe of Italy. This meant that the Byzantines had to
remain heavily militarized to defend themselves, and they did so. The
ruler of Byzantine Italy, the exarch based in Ravenna, held a military
office, and the aristocracy rapidly reshaped itself into a military
hierarchy looking to him; even the citizens of the Byzantine cities
could be referred to as milites, soldiers, or as a numerus, an army. They
looked more and more like a ‘Romano-Germanic’ society, in fact,
whether Lombard or Frankish. Unlike in the rest of the Byzantine
empire, even the tax system eroded in much of the peninsula, much as
it did in Francia or Spain. And links with Lombard areas, wars or no
wars, slowly developed. The northern Lombards had to cross Byzantine
territory if they wanted to reach Spoleto or Benevento, and are
sometimes mentioned in sources as visiting Ravenna; the Beneventans
and the Neapoli tans even shared ownership of public lands in the rich
Capua plain on their boundary. In social terms, the various sections of
the peninsula developed largely in parallel, and we do not see the
divergencies in Italy that are visible in Spain. We shall look shortly at
some of the differences that did exist.

The Lombard kings, like the Visigoths, never established a dynasty;



even the Agilolfings who ruled from 653 to 712 faced internal coups,
and two kings from a rival family in 662-72. But throughout the
seventh century they recognized some rough genealogical criteria for
succession, if not in the Agilolfing line, then through queens. Authari’s
widow Theodelinda (d.c. 620) married Agilulf in 590, and later
tradition said she chose him; she was certainly influential in Agilulf’s
reign, negotiating with Pope Gregory the Great (590-604) in Rome. Her
daughter Gundiperga similarly married two successive kings, Arioald
(626-36) and Rothari (636-52); Aripert I (653-61) was her cousin; and
Grimoald (662-71), when he overthrew Aripert’s son Perctarit (661-2,
672-88), married the latter’s sister. This did not, all the same, lead to
much female political protagonism; Theodelinda remains an exception
here, perhaps because she was a Frank, daughter of the Agilolfing duke
of Bavaria, at a time of considerable Frankish influence.

The seventh century is poorly documented in Lombard Italy, in the
absence of both documents and detailed narratives, for Paul the
Deacon’s Lombard history, written in the 790s, is both brief and late;
but Agilulf and Rothari stand out. Agilulf stabilized the frontiers, and
also established an effective hegemony over the dukes of the cities of
the north. The political incoherences of the first thirty years of
Lombard Italy ended with him. He used Roman ceremonial imagery, as
when he presented his son Adaloald (616-26) as king in 604 in the
circus at Milan, and he had Roman administrators and advisers. His
wife and son were Catholic, but he was not. All the same, it is
significant that we cannot tell from our sources whether he was pagan
or Arian; the Lombards included followers of all three religions, and
there is no sign from Agilulf onwards that personal religious affiliation
had a major political content, unlike in Spain. Rothari, duke of Brescia
before his accession, was certainly Arian, but more important than that
is that he saw himself as a Lombard legitimist, fighting wars against
the Byzantines, and he issued the first Lombard law code, the Edict, in
643. This text lists his seventeen predecessors as Lombard kings, well



back into myth, and also Rothari’s own eleven male-line ancestors, and
manuscripts of the law include a brief Lombard history, which may
have been there in some form from the start. The Edict of Rothari is the
longest early medieval code after those of the Visigoths, but much less
influenced by Roman law, although the picture of royal authority
contained in it is Roman enough. It was really Rothari who created a
specifically Lombard imagery for kingship and society in Italy, and
there is little in later Lombard ‘ethnic’ identity that can be traced back
further than 643. Conversely, it is important to recognize that, as in
Spain, this identity was erected on the back of a Roman-influenced
administration, based from Rothari’s time at the latest on a stable
capital at Pavia, in imitation of Roman/Byzantine centres such as
Ravenna (and maybe also of Toledo), as well as on a network of dukes
and gastalds (the equivalent of Frankish counts) ruling over each of the
traditional Roman city territories of the north of Italy.

Rothari’s successors drew on Lombard imagery, and on Lombard
law, but also on the Roman infrastructure that it assumed. They also
used the church relatively little; bishops were important in city politics,
and are sometimes referred to as royal advisers (under Agilulf in
particular), but none of them were major political dealers, unlike in
Francia, and councils of bishops had no political or ceremonial role,
unlike in Spain, or in the Byzantine empire. After 653 no king was
certainly Arian, but the abandonment of Arianism is given little stress
in our sources. Slightly more important, perhaps, was the formal
abandonment at the synod of Pavia in 698 of the schism of the Three
Chapters, which had separated the Catholics of the north of Italy from
Rome since the 550s, under the patronage of King Cunipert (679-700),
but this did not lead to any increase in the imagery of religious unity in
the Lombard kingdom, either.

Liutprand (712-44) was the most powerful Lombard king. Son of the
tutor to Cunipert’s son, he could claim a link to the family politics of
the seventh century, but he was not genealogically associated with his



predecessors, and his reign feels like a new beginning. He legislated
extensively to fill out and update Rothari’s Edict, in annual sessions
(taking place on 1 March, as in sixth-century Francia); it is clear that he
was also regularly acting as a judge, for many of his enactments are the
generalizations of specific judgements on quite arcane points of law,
such as who is liable if a man is killed when the counterweight from a
well falls on his head while water is being drawn, or how much penalty
should be paid if a man steals a woman’s clothes while she is bathing.
One of his first enactments, in 713, made pious gifts to the church
legal, and documents for such gifts and for other matters more or less
begin then, making the eighth century as a whole much more visible
than the seventh in Lombard Italy. And he made war, almost as
regularly as his contemporary and ally Charles Martel, against the
Byzantines and also against the southern Lombard dukes. By the 740s
Spoleto was permanently brought into the political power-structure of
the kingdom. Benevento, further away and richer, had always been the
more autonomous of the two (except in the 660s, when its duke,
Grimoald, had gained the kingdom), and remained so, but at least
Liutprand and his successors chose its dukes several times. By
Liutprand’s death the Lombard king was hegemonic in the entire
peninsula, and it became for the first time since 568 conceivable that
Italy might become a single political unit again.

Liutprand’s successors were the brothers Ratchis (744-9) and Aistulf
(749-56), dukes of Friuli in north-east Italy. Both kings legislated, and
Aistulf in particular followed Liutprand’s territorial policies. It was
Aistulf who finally occupied Ravenna in 751, and in 752 he sought
tribute from Rome. But the geopolitical situation had changed by now.
It was in 751 that the Carolingian Pippin III claimed the kingship in
Francia, and sought ratification by two popes (below, Chapter 16); the
debt to the papacy that this represented was quickly called in, as Pope
Stephen II appealed for help against Aistulf. Pippin invaded Italy twice
in 754-6; he forced Aistulf to leave Rome alone and to hand Ravenna to



the pope as well. The next king, Desiderius (757-74), inherited both
Aistulf’s aspirations and his constraints; he interfered in Roman
politics, and also in Benevento, whose duke, Arichis II (758-87), he
chose, but the Frankish threat remained. In the end, Desiderius attacked
Rome again in 772, and Pippin’s son Charlemagne invaded Italy in
773-4; this time he overthrew the Lombard king and took all of
Lombard Italy for himself, except Benevento, where Arichis in 774
named himself an independent prince.

The mid-eighth-century kings were trapped between their felt need to
absorb Rome, as the key to the south, and the certainty of Frankish
retribution, even if it has to be added that Italy’s accessibility across
the Alpine passes probably means that Charlemagne would have
eventually attacked anyway. The Franks were never safe neighbours,
and had a history of Italian involvement going back to Theudebert;
from the time of Ratchis onward, in particular, the Franks were also
keen to welcome Italian exiles, as were the Bavarians. Lombard
military activity was probably always on a smaller scale than in
Francia, and we have several wills from landowners about to go to war.
These hint that actually taking part in fighting was by now not routine,
even for large owners, despite all the military imagery that the
Lombard aristocracy, just like all their neighbours, now regarded as de
rigueur - let alone for the lesser free, who were nonetheless referred to
as ‘army men’ in legislation. But there is no sign of political or
structural weakness in the Lombard political system in any other
respect. Like the Visigoths in 711, they just lost to superior arms, in
this case to the strongest army in western Europe. Lombard political
practice, indeed, influenced that of the Franks in the next generations,
as we shall see later.

The documentation we have for the eighth century shows a Lombard
state that intervened in local society in capillary ways. The kings and
the dukes or gastalds of the cities remained regular judges for primary
court cases and for appeals, and kings made sure their judgements were



followed by sending written instructions; we have a case from Lucca in
771 in which the local bishop re-heard a church dispute because the
king had instructed him that his first judgement was improperly made.
In difficult cases the king sent missi, emissaries of the royal court, to
make enquiry on the spot, as in the disputes between Parma and
Piacenza over the boundary of their city territories, resolved after an
inquest by Perctarit in 674, and the parallel dispute over diocesan
boundaries between Siena and Arezzo in 714-15, resolved after two
inquests by Liutprand. It was normal for quite ordinary people to go to
Pavia to seek justice, or to Spoleto or Benevento, for which we have
similar inquests and judgements. The inhabitants of the Lombard lands
were also well informed about royal legislation, which gets cited in
documents, even in the duchy of Benevento, unlike in Francia. Writing
was an important basis for government. There is relatively little
evidence in Lombard Italy for the large-scale ceremonial in the capital
that is so visible for Spain, however. It seems that the centrality of
Pavia was made easier because of two main features of Lombard
society. First, the élites of the kingdom were very largely city-dwelling.
They lived in one place, they competed over who was to be
duke/gastald or bishop, they regularly attended the courts of both; they
were loyal to their cities, indeed, as the boundary disputes mentioned
above demonstrate. Even monastic foundations, which begin in the
eighth century, were with some prominent exceptions urban. Whereas
Frankish historians followed the factional politics of major dealers like
Leudegar of Autun, Paul the Deacon, when he described the civil war
following the coup of Alahis duke of Trento against Cunipert (c. 688-
90), saw it in terms of the political choices of the citizens of Brescia,
Pavia, Vicenza, Treviso. All of this meant that local élites were easily
accessible, for all political practice took place inside cities, or nearly
all.

The second major feature is that most Lombard aristocrats were
fairly restricted in their wealth. Almost none of our documents show



any of them with more than between five and ten estates, which is close
to a minimum for aristocrats in Francia. The king and the ruling dukes
of the south had immense lands, of course, and a small number of
powerful ducal families, particularly in the north-east, were rich, but
the bulk of the élite owned only a handful of properties, usually only in
the city territory they lived in, plus perhaps its immediate neighbours,
with, quite often, a house in Pavia. This meant that they could not
afford the private armed entourages that were the support for factional
politics in Francia; it is not chance that nearly all the usurpers in Italy,
successful or unsuccessful, were dukes, who had a right to control local
armies. It also meant that they would be satisfied by relatively modest
gifts by kings, and indeed as far as we can tell royal generosity was not
huge in the Lombard period, although the royal treasury was imposing,
in Italy as in Francia. Aristocratic identity was also bound up with
office-holding, which was in the king’s gift; duchies did not become
family patrimonies, except for Spoleto (sometimes) and Benevento.
The Lombard kings did not tax, after the first couple of generations of
their rule at least. They operated entirely in the framework of a
political practice based on land. But inside that framework, their
hegemony was very great, and unusually detailed: their capillary power
arguably extended to much more modest levels of society than the
Frankish or Visigothic kings achieved.

The cities of the Lombard kingdom, despite their social and political
importance, were in material terms not particularly striking. They were
full of churches by 774, most of them recent foundations by urban
notables - Lucca, the best-documented city in Italy, had at least twenty-
five - but urban housing was materially nondescript, and commercial
exchange for anything except luxuries was local at best. We know less
about the duchies of Spoleto and Benevento; the high-mountain core of
Spoleto meant that its cities were rather weaker, and its aristocracies
more often rural, but Benevento had some rich lowland areas, and the
capital there seems to have been a focus for an aristocracy that owned



more widely than anywhere else in Italy; Benevento may well have
been quite rich and politically coherent. But it was Byzantine cities in
Italy, at least major ones like Rome, Ravenna or Naples, that were
probably the most economically active. The archaeology for cities like
Naples is certainly more impressive - or less unimpressive - than that
for Lombard cities, Brescia or Verona or Milan. It was only in the last
decades of the Lombard kingdom that even churches, usually the only
surviving buildings of the early Middle Ages to show a real
monumental aspiration, begin to be architecturally ambitious, as with
Desiderius’ prestige monastery of S. Salvatore (later S. Giulia) at
Brescia. By contrast, Naples and Ravenna, and above all Rome, could
sustain that ambition throughout, and in the Byzantine lands it extended
even to private housing, as documents show for eighth-century Rimini,
and as recent excavations show for Rome.

Byzantine society in Italy had developed parallel to Lombard
society, but it did have some particular features. It was broadly richer
and more complex, as just implied. In Byzantine Italy the church was
also more of a political protagonist: most obviously in the case of the
pope in Rome, but also in Ravenna and Naples, where bishops were
major figures. Another difference is that the separate Byzantine
provinces of Italy moved towards effective independence in the eighth
century, just at the moment when the Lombard lands gained some
political coherence. The duke of Naples, Stephen II (755-800), became
entirely autonomous from Constantinople (interestingly, he ruled
Naples first as duke, and then, after 767, as bishop). By the 740s the
dukes of the small lagoon islands crystallizing as Venice were
effectively autonomous too; and that decade was probably the key
moment in the century-long shift towards independence in the Rome of
the popes, which was complete by the 770s. Nostalgia for Byzantine
rule could remain; it was very much felt in Istria, taken by the Franks
from Byzantine/Venetian control in the late eighth century, as a court
case from 804 against the Frankish governor shows (see below, Chapter



16). But Italy was spinning away from Byzantine domination. The only
major exception to this was Sicily, stably in imperial hands until the
820s.

Rome remained the least typical city in Italy. Although far smaller
than it had been under the empire, it remained by a long way the largest
city in the West, maybe twice the size of Ravenna or Naples, and five
times the size of Brescia or Lucca (these figures are bald guesses,
however). Rome’s territory, roughly the modern region of Lazio, was
also much bigger than that of other city-states like Naples or Venice.
The popes had always been major players in religious matters, and
remained so - although their political-religious interests for a long time
remained focused on the East, and they had almost no influence in
Merovingian Francia and Visigothic Spain. But when the senate of the
city faded out in the late sixth century, the popes emerged as the
authority best equipped to rule Rome, as is already visible in the
extensive letter collection of Pope Gregory the Great in the 590s. The
eastern emperor could still remove a religiously rebellious Martin I in
653 (see Chapter 11), but could not remove Sergius I in 687 (the
imperial envoy supposedly had to hide under the pope’s bed to escape
the Roman crowd), and in the eighth century the entire imperial
infrastructure in Rome steadily became papal. But the wealth of Rome,
and of the popes themselves, meant that this infrastructure (and
associated ceremonial) remained remarkably elaborate, with dozens of
officials in separate hierarchies: far more elaborate than the
government in any of the Romano-Germanic kingdoms, and indeed
imitating that of Constantinople itself. In the eighth century popes like
Gregory II (715-31) and Zacharias (741-52) consolidated papal power
inside Lazio; Stephen II (752-7) and Hadrian I (771-95) acted as
political protagonists, calling in the Franks against the Lombards, and
in Hadrian’s case acting as a regional player, whom Charlemagne
treated as a (near) equal. The papacy remained fairly marginal to
western European politics for some centuries more, but its more strong-



minded occupants could achieve quite an effect, as Nicholas I (858-67)
would in Frankish and also Bulgarian affairs. In Italian politics,
Rome’s size ensured that the popes would continue to punch above
their weight, too; and popes acted as a legitimating element for
Carolingian and post-Carolingian rulers, as we shall see later.

Visigothic Spain and Lombard Italy show two coherent alternatives to
the Frankish path away from the Roman empire and into the early
Middle Ages. Around 700, indeed, Spain looked more successful than
Francia, though Spain’s conquest by the Arabs and Charles Martel’s
reunification of the Frankish lands in the 710s and later have often led
modern historians to conclude otherwise. Italy’s government, too, was
effective enough to be a model for the Franks after 774. These three
states show sharp divergencies in their political style, in the force of
royal ceremonial (strongest in Spain), in the importance of dynastic
legitimacy and in the wealth of local aristocracies (strongest in
Francia), in the complexity of the links between central government
and provincial society (arguably strongest in Italy). Royal aspirations
were different, too: only the Frankish kings sought political hegemony
over other peoples; only the Visigothic kings sought to rule like Roman
emperors. But there are other aspects in which their developments were
similar. They all moved towards social and political hierarchies
dominated by military identity; civilian aristocracies vanished. (This
happened in the Byzantine empire as well, first in Italy, but eventually
even in the Byzantine heartland.) Steadily, at different speeds, they lost
control of tax-raising, and became essentially land-based political
systems, although all three managed to keep aristocratic political
practice and even identity firmly concentrated on royal courts. Indeed,
even though all three experienced periods of royal weakness and
political fragmentation, successful rulers could in each case re-focus
the aristocracy on them, Leovigild after 569, Agilulf after 590, Charles
Martel after 719. All three also saw their political identity in ethnic



terms, as Franks, Goths and Lombards, but ethnicity rapidly became
unimportant in practice: by 700 most ‘Franks’ had ancestors who had
been Roman, and the same is true for Spain and Italy. Indeed, apart
from the continuing importance of assemblies (above, Chapter 4), and
the assumption that military service was due from all free males, at
least in theory (never in practice), there was not so much that was
specifically Germanic in the ‘Romano-Germanic’ kingdoms. Politics,
society and culture had moved on from the Roman world, but they can
most usefully be understood as products of development from Roman
antecedents.



Kings without States: Britain and Ireland, 400-800

The seventh-century Breton Life of Samson of Dol discusses the saint’s
early career in Britain in the early sixth century in some detail. Samson
was supposedly from an aristocratic family of hereditary royal tutors in
Dyfed (modern south-west Wales), but was dedicated to the priesthood
and sent to be taught by the learned Illtud, probably at Llantwit in
Glamorgan. From there he travelled around south Wales, the Severn
valley and Cornwall, looking for monasteries with greater rigour, and
ending up as a hermit in a fortification above the Severn. Here, he was
recognized and promoted by the local bishop; later, he became an abbot
in a monastery founded by his mother, and eventually a bishop himself,
before he left for Brittany and Francia. This sort of storyline is a
familiar one in hagiographies. Less familiar are his opponents, for he
regularly combated and destroyed (or tamed) poisonous serpents, and
once he had to face a sorceress with a trident. A particularly significant
feature of the text is that, between his high-status origin and his later
encounters in Francia (called by the author Romania) with King
Childebert T (511-58), no kings are mentioned, and hardly any other
secular people except his immediate family. In Britain, Samson seems
to operate in an almost entirely ecclesiastical world, even though he
moves about such a lot and gains preferment so systematically; wider
political systems barely impinge there at all, although in his Breton and
Frankish travels they are mentioned at once. This is a Breton, not a
British, text, but the two culture areas were closely linked, and Breton
and Welsh were effectively the same language in this period, thanks to
migration from Britain to Brittany. It was at the least unnecessary for a



Breton author to imagine that his subject had dealt with kings in
Britain, even in order to get land and patronage for his monasteries.
This makes Samson close to unique in the world of early medieval
hagiography, but it may tell us something about the evanescence of
British kingship, whether in the seventh century or the sixth.

Britain faced economic meltdown in the early fifth century, after the
withdrawal of Roman armies and the end of the Roman provincial
administration around 410. We cannot say if the Romans intended to
return after they coped with the civil wars in Gaul in the same period,
but anyway they did not do so. Britain effectively fell off the Roman
map. In archaeological terms, the consequences were extreme: by 450
at the latest, villas were abandoned, urbanism had virtually ended, the
countryside was partly abandoned around the old military focus of
Hadrian’s Wall (although not elsewhere, probably), and all large-scale
artisan production had ceased. In no other part of the empire was this
economic simplification so abrupt and total, and it must reflect a sharp
social crisis as well. Our early written sources are fragmentary (a few
inscriptions, some writing by Patrick, the fifth-century British
missionary to Ireland, and a mid-sixth-century hellfire sermon by
Gildas), but they seem to show that by 500 western Britain, at least,
was divided among a set of small-scale rulers, sometimes called kings
(reges), sometimes tyrants (tyranni: a negative term in Gildas, but
maybe related to tigernos, ‘ruler’ in Brittonic). A patchwork of tiny
polities had replaced the Roman state. In eastern Britain there was by
now a similar set of micro-kingdoms ruled by immigrant Anglo-
Saxons; in the late fifth century these had been expanding westwards,
but British counterattacks, obscurely led by a warlord called Ambrosius
Aurelianus, had held them back at the edge of the Severn river basin.
We shall come on to the Anglo-Saxons in a moment, but for now it can
be noted that the evidence we have for the small scale of the British
kingdoms and of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms each backs the other up,
for otherwise one set would have prevailed more easily against the



other.

How the British polities developed has been the subject of endless
speculation, as the changes were so great and the evidence so exiguous
and contested. (Here I mention Arthur only to set him aside, for the
sources that cite him as in some way Ambrosius’ successor in the early
sixth century in western or northern Britain are all late; by the ninth
century, he was a recognized hero figure, but that is all that can be
known about him.) Some things can be said, however; first, concerning
language. Latin was still the normal literary language of inscriptions,
and Roman titles like civis, citizen, appear in them, as they also do in
Patrick and Gildas, but most people actually spoke Brittonic, the
ancestor of Welsh. The Romano-British élite had doubtless spoken
Latin, too (Welsh has a large number of Latin loanwords in it), but the
peasantry did not, even in lowland Britain as far as we can tell, and
spoken Latin soon ceased to be common, again unlike in most of the
West. Secondly, lowland Britain was heavily Romanized in its
economy and culture, but northern and western Britain were less so.
Roman occupation was more military there (above all around Hadrian’s
Wall, but in most of Wales as well), there were fewer cities, and
traditional social structures were stronger. The kingdoms that seem to
have been largest in post-Roman Britain were Dyfed, and Gwynedd in
north-west Wales, both in relatively un-Romanized areas. This does not
mean that they were simply successors of some pre-Roman political
tradition; Gwynedd (Venedotia in Latin) was a new territorial name,
and later tradition claimed that its rulers had come in the fifth century
from north of the Wall; Dyfed was at least an old name (the Demetae
were the earlier British people in the area), but the kingdom was in this
period a zone of strong Irish immigration, and its ruler Vortipor,
castigated by Gildas, has left us a bilingual inscribed monument in both
Latin and Irish at Castelldwyran in Pembrokeshire. But, despite the
complex history of both of these kingdoms, they do seem to have
crystallized more easily because there were social structures there that



did not depend on the Roman state: tight links of kinship and personal
dependence, a wide sense of collective loyalty, and a long-standing
military style to local authority, that can be called ‘tribal’. These tribal
communities stretched south into Cornwall and Devon and northwards,
past the Wall, into southern Scotland, where the British kingdoms of
Rheged, Strathclyde and Gododdin are attested in slightly later sources.
They seem to have been stably Christian, as Gildas’s denunciations also
presume, but this was the only obvious Roman influence on them. One
of their leaders may have been the ‘proud tyrant’, unnamed in Gildas
but called Vortigern by the eighth century, who was blamed for inviting
the Anglo-Saxons in at some moment in the fifth century; Vortigern
(Gwrtheyrn in Welsh) was claimed as an ancestor by kings of Powys
and Gwrtheyrnion in eastern Wales by the ninth century.

The post-Roman British in the lowlands probably operated on a
smaller scale still. The only lowland powers who can be traced in any
detail are the kings of Ergyng, Gwent, the Cardiff region and Gower, all
in lowland south-east Wales, some documents for whom, land-grants to
churches, survive from the late sixth century onwards: these kings ruled
perhaps a third of a modern county each, and sometimes less. This was
the Romanized section of Wales, and this sort of scale may well have
been normal in the whole of lowland Britain. It probably derived from
the first generations after the end of Roman rule, in which local
landowners had to look to their own self-defence, and even the Roman
city territories, the traditional units of government in lowland Britain
as elsewhere, soon fragmented into rather smaller de-facto units. When
they did so, they could sometimes call on Roman imagery, such as the
civis terminology already mentioned, and also the imitative Roman
lifestyle implied by the scatters of Mediterranean wine- and oil-
amphorae and fine pottery found in several early sixth-century hill-fort
sites, probable political centres, especially south and north of the
Bristol Channel. Again, they were certainly Christian, as the land-
grants show, and as the Life of Samson implies: even if they were too



small-scale for the latter’s author to mention them, that author at least
assumed a uniform Christian environment in lowland western Britain.
But it is likely that they also drew on the political models of the
western British kingdoms, for an imagery of tribal identity, and for the
values of small-scale military activity, such as loyalty, bravery and
feasting, which were new in the previously civilian lowland areas.

The previous two paragraphs use the words ‘seem to have’, ‘may
have’, ‘likely’ and ‘probably’ in nearly every sentence: this faithfully
reflects the surviving documentation. Everything is guesswork. If we
follow the British (we can now call them Welsh) into the seventh and
eighth centuries, the patterns become slightly clearer, and at least do
not contradict what has just been said. By 700 the Anglo-Saxons had
taken Somerset, the Severn valley and Lancashire, thus effectively
confining the Welsh to three unconnected areas, largely upland, in what
is now south-west England, Wales and southern Scotland. In these
areas, however, kingdoms had continued to crystallize, and the tiny
kingdoms of south-east Wales had merged into a larger one called
Glywysing, which joined Gwynedd, Dyfed and Powys to make up the
four major polities of Wales in this period. Gwynedd was probably
always the strongest; Gildas had thought so already in the mid-sixth
century, when he called its king Maelgwn the ‘island dragon’, and
Cadwallon of Gwynedd (d. 634) raided far into the Anglo-Saxon lands,
right up to northern Northumbria, as Bede recounts. In the ninth
century its kings would become hegemonic in Wales. Our earliest
poetic texts in Welsh date from the seventh century to the ninth, and
these contain a number of laments on dead kings, including Marwnad
Cynddylan, the earliest, for King Cynddylan, based in or near modern
Shropshire, who died in the mid-seventh century, and Y Gododdin, the
longest, for King Mynyddog of Gododdin, who supposedly took his
army from his capital at Edinburgh to Catraeth, perhaps modern
Catterick, where they all died around 600. These show a homogeneous
set of ‘heroic’ values, which were clearly those of the Welsh



aristocracy by 800 at the latest: “The warrior ... would take up his spear
just as if it were sparkling wine from glass vessels. His mead was
contained in silver, but he deserved gold.” Or: ‘The men went to
Catraeth, swift was their host. Pale mead was their feast, and it was
their poison.’ It is not unreasonable to suppose that these values were
already shared in the sixth century. Whenever they developed, however,
they were a world away from those of Rome. This is important as a
reflection of the political crisis we began with, for these military élites
were lineal descendants of British Romans, unconquered by invaders;
all the same, all their points of reference were by now different. They
were quite parallel, however, to those of the Anglo-Saxons.

It is not easy to tell what Welsh kings did. They evidently fought a
lot, and their military entourage is one of their best-documented
features. They were generous and hospitable to their dependants, and
(at least in literature) got loyalty to the death in return, although where
they got their resources from is not so clear. They took tribute from
subject and defeated rulers, and also tribute or rent from their own
people, but the little we know of the latter implies that only fairly small
quantities were owed by the peasant population to their lords;
Mynyddog’s gold, silver and glass were a literary image, too. They did
justice, along with clerics and aristocrats, that is to say in public,
although there is little or no reference to them making law before the
tenth century at the earliest. They patronized the church, but that
church itself operated fairly informally through families of religious
houses, each claiming foundation by charismatic monastic founders of
the sixth century, Illtud in Glamorgan, Padarn in the centre-west, and
so on. Overall, they acted in the framework of face-to-face, personal
lordship, with no institutionalized administration at all. As we shall see
in Chapter 20, that would hardly change until well after the period
covered by this book.

The institutional simplicity just referred to was one thing that kept
British/Welsh kingdoms small; royal power extended to a not always



very subject peasantry, to the élites who feasted with (and got gifts
from) the king, to the people most recently defeated in battle, and no
further. Sometimes wider hegemonies were achieved, but until after
850 they were temporary. If we move northwards, however, we do find
one kingdom which sometimes operated on a larger scale, that of the
Picts, in what is now central and eastern Scotland: well to the north of
any area the Romans influenced, but at least partly parallel in culture to
the British/Welsh, and speaking a language descended, like Welsh,
from Brittonic. The Picts remain amazingly obscure, even by British
standards, including after their gradual conversion to Christianity in the
late sixth and seventh centuries. Uniquely among European societies,
they were apparently matrilineal, which means that Pictish royal
daughters, marrying out, could bring legitimate succession to members
of rival families, such as Talorcan (c. 653-7), son of King Eanfrith of
Bernicia, but how this really worked is anyone’s guess. They were not
always united (they had seven provinces by tradition, from Fife to
Caithness), but their main king, the king of Fortriu, was often
hegemonic over the whole of Pictland, and could fight off enemies with
some effectiveness, as when Bridei, son of Beli (c. 672-93), the best-
known king of the seventh century, destroyed the over-reaching
Northumbrian king Ecgfrith, and with him Northumbrian political
hegemony, at Nechtansmere in 685. At the height of Pictish power, in
the eighth century, Onuist, son of Urguist (c. 729-61), defeated enemies
across the whole of modern Scotland, establishing his own regional
hegemony, which lasted on and off until the 830s. How the Picts
managed this with no visible infrastructure, in one of the most
unpromising terrains in Europe, remains a mystery; but they at least
show it was possible.

Given the sharp social and cultural changes in the unconquered parts of
Britain, it is hardly surprising that the early Anglo-Saxons were not
significantly influenced by Roman traditions. Our written information



about them focuses on a later period: Bede’s Ecclesiastical History,
written in the 730s, which really begins with the conversion of the
Anglo-Saxons to Christianity from 597 onwards, and the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, a late ninth-century text, which begins to be plausible
around the same time. Before the late sixth century, our knowledge has
to be constructed essentially from archaeology. But it is at least the
case that the Anglo-Saxon settlements were concentrated in the lowland
areas of Britain, always the best-documented areas of the island in
archaeological terms, and research in these areas has often been dense
by European standards, so we can construct a relatively consistent
picture of them.

The Anglo-Saxons came to Britain by sea, for the most part from
Saxony in modern north Germany, including the small region known as
Angeln; they spoke variants of the Germanic languages of Saxony and
the Frisian coast. Their raids on Britain had begun as early as the third
century (the Romans built coastal fortifications to counter them), but
there is no evidence that their permanent settlement began before the
second quarter of the fifth. Whether any of it was associated with
invitations like that later ascribed to Vortigern cannot be known. Such
stories are common after invasions, and there is little sign of post-
Roman political units in eastern Britain strong enough to do any
inviting, but it would be foolish to be anything other than agnostic
about accounts that cannot be disproved (the same is true of the
existence of Arthur). What can be said with certainty, however, is that
the Anglo-Saxon settlement was very highly fragmented, more even
than the pre-Clovis Frankish settlement in northern Gaul, and stayed so.
Even in the late sixth century, after a period of political recomposition,
we find at least nine documented kingdoms in the eastern half of what
we can now call England, from Bernicia in the north to Wessex in the
south, and there were probably several more. Most of these were the
size of one or two modern counties, equivalent to the size of Roman
city-territories, smaller than the smallest ex-Roman units we can ever



find Germanic rulers controlling on the Continent. But what has
become increasingly clear in recent years is that most of these
kingdoms, even though they were so restricted in size, were themselves
built out of much smaller building-blocks, sometimes called regiones
by modern historians (it is a word also found in some eighth-century
texts). These often covered around 100 square kilometres, though
sometimes more and sometimes even less, 100 square kilometres being
just over a quarter the size of the Isle of Wight, and just over a fortieth
the size of Kent. Welsh kingdoms like Ergyng were a little larger than
this around 600, but the order of magnitude is comparable. The best-
attested of these small building-blocks were in the Fen-lands and the
areas of the Midlands just west and south of them, which even in the
late seventh century were not united into a single larger kingdom,
unlike their neighbours to the east and west, respectively East Anglia
and Mercia. This intervening area, called by Bede a bit weakly the
Middle Angles, was listed as a separate set of units in a tribute list, the
Tribal Hidage, probably dating from the later seventh century: the
North and South Gyrwa of the Peterborough area, the Sweord Ora of
part of Huntingdonshire, and so on. Units of this kind are also referred
to casually in later documents, surviving as identifiable units in many
larger kingdoms, and topographical research has identified many more.

This model for the Anglo-Saxon settlements, which I broadly accept,
thus has the invaders settling in very small groups, initially covering a
handful of local communities for the most part, which could, as in
Wales, be called tribal. Political leadership would have been very
simple and informal, though of course necessarily military, for a
fragmented conquest is still a conquest. This picture further fits with
the archaeology of early Anglo-Saxon settlements and cemeteries,
which shows a very simple material culture, far simpler in every
respect than that found anywhere on the ex-Roman Continent outside
the Balkans. Ceramics were all hand-made, without even the use of
kilns, before 700; iron-work was small-scale enough to have all been



local; glass- and complex jewellery-making was rare before 550 and
largely restricted to Kent even then, a kingdom influenced culturally by
the Franks and perhaps sometimes ruled by them; even house types
were much simpler and village structures more fragmented than in
Saxony. These all point to a very modest ruling class and an
undeveloped social hierarchy. And, as noted earlier, the eastern British
polities that these small units replaced must have been no larger. How
the lowland British themselves fitted into such units remains
guesswork however. The Anglo-Saxons settled in a still-used Roman
landscape as far as we can see, but seldom on former Roman sites; they
hardly picked up Romano-British material culture at all (which further
attests to the systemic crisis in post-Roman Britain), and adopted
almost no loanwords into Old English from Brittonic. The British
majority, that must overwhelmingly have been there, evidently adapted
to Anglo-Saxon culture, rather than vice versa. This seems even to have
been the case for enclaves that stayed under British control up to the
years around 600, such as the Chilterns west of London and the region
of Leeds.

The end of the sixth century and the start of the seventh seems to
have been the moment in which these small units, which had doubtless
been expanding in the meantime, began to crystallize into kingdoms the
size of one or two counties; the latter emerge in the written record then,
but archaeology, too, shows the beginnings of an internal hierarchy in
rural settlements, together with some prestige royal centres like
Yeavering in Northumberland (which even had a Roman-influenced
theatre-like grandstand: below, Chapter 10), and the remarkable wealth
of royal graves at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk and Prittlewell in Essex. The
kingdoms that arguably crystallized first were Kent, East Anglia, Deira
(roughly modern Yorkshire), Bernicia on the Northumberland coast,
and Wessex in modern Oxfordshire and Hampshire; of the main Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms, Mercia seems to have been the latest to emerge. The
late sixth century was also, probably as a result of this crystallization,



the period in which the Anglo-Saxons began to expand again at the
expense of the Welsh kingdoms after the military stand-off of the early
sixth century. Athelfrith of Bernicia (c. 593-616) is recorded in both
English and Welsh sources as a fighter, attacking westwards to Chester
and probably also taking over Gododdin, up to Edinburgh; Ceawlin of
Wessex (d. c. 593) may have been responsible for conquering the
southern part of the Severn valley and the Chilterns, though here the
evidence is late. ‘Probably’ and ‘seems to have’ recur here too, for our
sources are so uncertain. What is clear, however, is that there was a
much greater military protagonism among the leaders of these newly
coherent kingdoms. They fought each other, indeed, rather more than
they fought the Welsh. Some claimed temporary hegemony over
neighbouring kingdoms, as Athelfrith did over Deira, Athelberht of
Kent (d. 616) over his immediate neighbours, and the Deiran king
Edwin (616-33) over Bernicia and some of the southern kingdoms as
well.

The seventh century was dominated in political terms by two
kingdoms, Northumbria and Mercia. Northumbria was the result of the
unification of Bernicia and Deira, which became permanent after 651.
Edwin, then Athelfrith’s sons Oswald (634-42) and Oswiu (642/51-
70), then Oswiu’s son Ecgfrith (670-85) all claimed hegemonies in the
south at various moments; they also extended either direct rule or
overlordship into British and Pictish areas, and Ecgfrith even attacked
Ireland once, in 684. These hegemonies remained intermittent, but their
frequency presumably resulted from the size of their kingdom, which
was the largest in England at that time. Mercia began much smaller,
and it is not certain that it even existed as a single kingdom before its
first powerful king, Penda (c. 626-55). It was centred in an inland area,
around Tamworth and Lichfield in Staffordshire, which was close to the
border of early Anglo-Saxon settlement, and as it crystallized it
probably came to include smaller British-run units as well. Penda was
also allied to Cadwallon of Gwynedd, with whose help he destroyed



Edwin in 633; this victory (and Cadwallon’s own death a year later)
probably gave him the status to absorb or gain hegemony over more of
his neighbours, and he killed Oswald, too, in a defensive war this time,
in 642. Oswiu destroyed him in return in 655, but Penda’s son Wulfhere
(658-75) was able to rebuild his regional hegemony. From this point
onwards Mercia was usually the political overlord of neighbouring
kingdoms like the Hwicce of northern Gloucestershire and
Worcestershire, Lindsey in north Lincolnshire, and most of the tiny
Fenland polities: it sat squarely in the middle of southern Britain, a
good strategic location. Northumbrian influence southwards was
blocked as a result, and very soon Ecgfrith’s death at Pictish hands
lessened its influence in the far north as well. By 700 or so, political
power in the Anglo-Saxon lands was shared between four main
kingdoms, Northumbria, Mercia, Wessex (which was by now extending
its power into the British south-west) and East Anglia, with honourable
mention also for Kent, small but unusually wealthy thanks to its
Frankish links. Of these, Mercia was clearly the most powerful. Except
for Kent, thse kingdoms would survive into the late ninth century.
These four kingdoms were bigger than Welsh kingdoms by now, but
had many similarities all the same. The wvalues of small-scale
militarism are equally visible in our written sources. Beowulf, the
longest Old English poetic text, stresses loyalty and heroism, and royal
hospitality and gift-giving, much as Y Gododdin does. Beowulf ’s date
is contested between the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries, but its
imagery fully fits other early texts. One example is Felix’s Life of
Guthlac, a saint’s life of the 730s, which depicts its Mercian
aristocratic saint as having been the leader of a war-band in his youth in
the 690s, ‘remembering the valiant deeds of heroes of old’, who razed
the settlements of his enemies with gay abandon and accumulated
immense booty before changing his ways and becoming a monk. As
late as the 690s (or 730s), that is to say, it was possible to be a small-
scale independent freebooter, and to get credit for it, in that Felix



writes it up with some enthusiasm. But kings themselves did not
operate on so large a scale yet. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in a
passage plausibly drawn from an earlier text, recounts the death of
King Cynewulf of Wessex in 786: he was surprised in his mistress’s
house by his rival Cyneheard, his predecessor’s brother, and killed
before his entourage reached him; his entourage then fought to the
death around him, despite being offered their lives; the following day
Cynewulf’s army besieged Cyneheard in return, and after a failed
negotiation Cyneheard and the eighty-four men with him were
themselves killed; again, his men would not desert their lord, and
Cynewulf’s avengers would ‘never serve his slayer’. The text heavily
stresses the imagery of loyalty, but it is also important to note that an
army of less than a hundred, contained in a single stockade, was
determining the fate of a whole kingdom as late as the 780s.

Linked to this is a restricted set of royal resources. Kings had rights
to tribute in food from their territory, but the evidence we have for this
tribute implies, as in Wales, that it was pretty small, and perhaps only
owed when the king or his entourage turned up to eat it. As late as 700,
it is hard to say that Anglo-Saxon kings were resource-rich: they had
enough gold and jewels to leave impressive burials like Sutton Hoo, but
not necessarily enough to reward more than a small entourage or army,
except in lucky years when they plundered an enemy. They also
controlled land, and Bede makes it clear that by the 730s they used this
to reward a military aristocracy, but there were the usual early
medieval risks to this; Bede also says that if a king ran out of land his
younger aristocrats would leave the kingdom.

These patterns were likely to keep kingship simple, royal
administration sketchy, and kingdoms small, as in Wales. But in other
respects the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were beginning to develop. For a
start, they occupied the lowland areas of Britain, which are
agriculturally richer, can sustain a higher population, and are also
closer to the Continent. Archaeology shows us that the late seventh and



early eighth century saw a notable increase in exchange between
England and the Continent, centred on a series of trading ports which
were soon controlled by kings, Hamwic (modern Southampton) in
Wessex, London in Mercia (the Mercian kings conquered down to the
lower Thames in, probably, the 660s, and quays along the Strand in
London have been dated to the 670s), Ipswich in East Anglia, York in
Northumbria (see below, Chapter 9). These ports soon developed their
own local artisans, and can simply be referred to as towns, the first
urban centres of Anglo-Saxon England; but they remained closely
linked to kings, who were privileged recipients of their products, and
who took tolls from them. Such tolls were available to kings throughout
Europe, but in England, where kings were so small-scale, they were an
important addition to royal resources.

Secondly, kings were closely supported by their aristocracies. We
perhaps should not put too much weight on the imagery of loyalty in
Beowulf or the Cyneheard narrative (after all, the men who died with
Cyneheard had themselves been disloyal to King Cynewulf), but it is at
least arguable that adult aristocrats who did not, or could not, stay loyal
to kings had a difficult time, for they often ended up as ‘exiles’, as
texts call them, without evident patronage, rather than simply finding
welcome in a rival court. Kings and aristocrats were also linked by a
slow development in power over land. Early Anglo-Saxon land-units do
not seem to have been landed estates with a single owner and his or her
dependent tenants, but, rather, territories from which kings and maybe
also their aristocrats could take tribute, which as we have seen could be
small, although it is also likely that unfree dependants on these estates
paid rather more. Between the late seventh century and the tenth, these
territories turned into estates, with rents and services which were much
higher, benefiting kings and aristocrats alike, as we shall see in Chapter
19. It may well be that the politics of landed gift that Bede describes
was not very old in the 730s, and that it was one of the first signs of this
slow change. But the development of landownership would only be



steady if political systems were strong and kings powerful. It was thus
in the interest of aristocracies to accept increases in royal power, as
they developed.

A third change was that the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms converted to
Christianity. We know a lot about this because it was the central topic
of Bede’s history. Bede (lived 673-735) was a monk at the linked
monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow in northern Northumbria; he
was a highly educated intellectual, and not obviously a political dealer
(though he knew kings and bishops). He painted the conversion as a
heroic narrative. It began with Gregory the Great’s Roman mission to
Kent in 597, and expanded to several kingdoms including Northumbria
in the next generation, but retreated after Edwin’s death; it was then
revived by an Irish mission from Iona to Northumbria after 634. After
the death of the pagan Penda in 655, Christianity was accepted, at least
by kings and their immediate entourages, almost everywhere. It was
then consolidated by two key events: in 664 the synod of Whitby
marked the acceptance in Northumbria and elsewhere of the Roman
date for Easter and, more widely, of Roman (rather than Irish)
institutional structures for the church; and in 669, after a plague had
killed most of the bishops of England, Theodore of Tarsus arrived from
Rome as archbishop of Canterbury (668-90), and restructured the
episcopacy as a collective hierarchy covering all the Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms. Church councils on a Continental model began in 672, and
the Anglo-Saxon church was more and more evidently an organized
body.

Bede saw these developments as self-evidently good, and divinely
ordained. The conversion process was doubtless more political and
more ambiguous than that, but his picture of a church victorious by the
670s is convincing, and is backed up by other evidence as well. Both
bishops and an ever-growing network of monasteries grew prosperous
as a result of royal gifts, documents for which begin to survive from the
670s; one could say that the church was the first beneficiary of the new



politics of land, perhaps even before the aristocracy. By the early
eighth century, if there was any aspect of Anglo-Saxon society that was
by now parallel to that on the Continent, it was the church. This
hierarchy was much more solid than that of the Welsh world, or, as we
shall see, the Irish world; it was essentially a Continental import, and it
looked to Francia and particularly Rome for inspiration. And it linked
all the kingdoms for the first time. Bede, indeed, saw the conversion as
of a single people, the Angli, a word which he tended to understand
generically, as the ‘English’ rather than the ‘Angles’. It is not clear that
many other people shared his vision of English common identity until
Alfred in the late ninth century. But the network of bishops, between
one and three per kingdom, covering every Anglo-Saxon polity and no
Welsh-ruled areas, and looking systematically to a single archbishop at
Canterbury, was at least a potential support to kings who wished to
extend their hegemony outside their kingdom. This support was all the
more potentially useful in that bishops in England seldom engaged in
any political activity independent from their kings; the one exception,
the Frankish-trained Wilfrid (d. 709), bishop of Ripon and York at
different times, was thrown out of Northumbria by both Ecgfrith and
his successor Aldfrith (685-704). They did not bring to the Anglo-
Saxon polities any of the secular political ceremonial of Continental
kingdoms; royal government remained simple, probably based on
assemblies, until late in the eighth century. Anglo-Saxon kings did
begin to legislate, however: first in Kent, with the laws of Zthelberht,
the first king to be converted, around 602, followed by three successors
later in the century, and then in Wessex, with the laws of Ine (688-726)
around 690.

The possibilities for an expansion in royal authority that are
represented by these developments were first taken up by three Mercian
kings, who ruled almost without breaks for over a century, ZAthelbald
(716-57), Offa (757-96) and Cenwulf (796-821). They were not closely
related, and their successions were not straightforward, but they built



systematically on each other’s power-base. For a start, they conquered;
for most of their reigns, all the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms except
Northumbria (and after 802 Wessex) recognized their hegemony.
Secondly, more systematically than ever before, they took steps to
absorb many of these kingdoms into Mercia. The king of the Hwicce is
already by 709 called subregulus, ‘sub-king’, in documents, which for
two more generations alternates with regulus on the one hand and
minister on the other, and then after 789 becomes stably minister or
dux. The king of Essex had a similar trajectory between 812 and around
835. Kent was absorbed with greater violence, for it threw off Mercian
rule in 776, but then after 785 Offa was back in Kent, and acted directly
as its king with no intermediary, except between 796 and 798, just after
Offa’s death, when the local dynasty briefly took back power. Cenwulf
put his brother in as king, and Kent was never independent again.
Mercia thus steadily expanded; Charlemagne, Offa’s contemporary,
regarded him as the only real king of the southern English.

This physical expansion was matched by much clearer evidence for
some sort of administrative infrastructure. Royal charters to churches
from the mid-eighth century begin to exclude from their cessions three
‘common burdens’, army-service, bridge-building and fortress-
building, which were still due to kings; although army-service was
doubtless traditional, the other two burdens seem to be new, and had to
be organized. In the ninth century, the list of royal officers who no
longer had to be entertained by the recipients of these cessions became
quite long; the king had a rather larger staff by now. The traditional
association of Offa’s Dyke, the 100-kilometre earthwork that delimits
the borders of Wales, with King Offa seems certain, and the
construction of this, crossing relatively remote areas as it often does,
would also have required considerable organization. Offa reformed the
coinage, and was one of the first Anglo-Saxon kings south of the
Humber to put his name on coins. Mercia was by no means the richest
part of England; that remained the east coast, where the ports were, and



where an exchange economy was developing in the eighth century; but
Offa controlled that coast by now, and he could begin to take
systematic economic advantage from it. And kings now used church
councils, following Frankish example (see below, Chapter 16); a
sequence of councils, presided over by kings, is documented from 747
to 836, and many of their decisions were secular. One of them, in 786,
hosted a papal legation, and its acts are notably wide-ranging. This
network of measures and procedures indicates a structure for royal
power which, in Offa and Cenwulf’s time, could be called a state.

This build-up of royal power was not inexorable. For a start,
although, after Theodore of Tarsus, the church hierarchy linked all the
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, this was modified when Northumbria gained
its own archbishopric at York in 735, perhaps to ward off Mercian
influence, and when Mercia gained its own at Lichfield in 787. In the
latter case, Offa had had trouble with Canterbury, which was too much
associated with Kentish autonomism, and he found it safer to create an
archdiocese under his own control, at least temporarily (in 803 the
south was reuni fied under Canterbury). Secondly, the eighth century
was a period of wars between rival branches of the royal family for
kingship in Wessex, Mercia and Northumbria alike. In Mercia, this had
no structural impact until 821, but thereafter political infighting
undermined Mercian hegemony. The wide stability of the last three
generations was lost, and was not picked up by any king until Alfred, in
very different circumstances (below, Chapter 19). Charlemagne might
recognize Offa as an equal (in diplomatic formality, at least), but
Anglo-Saxon kingship was as yet much smaller-scale and less stable. It
was also based on profoundly different roots, with no Roman
infrastructure to build on, unlike in Francia. Conversely, it was at least
moving in the direction of Frankish political structures. The Mercian
kings probably did this entirely consciously; Francia was so much more
powerful that it would have made complete sense to do so as much as
possible. Alfred and his successors would follow Offa’s example too.



Ireland, which was never under Roman rule, had certain parallels to
Wales and England in the fragmentation of its political structures, but
here political decentralization was even more intense. No one knows
how many kings Ireland had at any one time, but 100 to 150 is a widely
canvassed estimate. Each ruled a tuath or plebs, the Irish and Latin
words respectively for the ‘people’ of each king; plebs means a local
community in Continental Latin, but here it can equally well be
translated as ‘kingdom’. These ‘kingdoms’ or ‘peoples’ varied very
greatly in size and importance, but each was closely linked to a king,
and was often named for the king’s family, the Cenél Conaill, the
kindred of Conall, or the Ui Dunlainge, the descendants of Dunlang.
Using the characterization already set out in the Welsh context, they
can firmly be seen as tribes. Each had a fairly simple social structure,
even the large kingdoms (the small ones may only have had a few
family groups each): a network of free kin-groups owed clientship dues
to a network of lords, who similarly owed dues to the king (himself
related to many or most of his lords). These dues were generally in
cattle, and were based on temporary patron-client relationships between
independent landowners. Only the unfree were permanent dependants.
Irish sources are unusual, for they are in large part law tracts, the
private handbooks of lawyers; they are strikingly, often impossibly,
detailed about tiny differences in status, obligation and legal category:
there were supposedly up to fourteen ranks in free society, for example.
How these minutely differentiated relationships really worked on the
ground usually cannot be said. They were certainly very simply
policed; most kings might have a steward to collect dues, a war-band to
enforce and an annual assembly of the tiiath to deliberate, and that was
all. But lawyers were one of a set of island-wide learned professions,
along with poets and pagan priests (after Christianization, the latter
were replaced by clerics), with a separate hierarchy and professional
education. The elaboration of lawyers’ law could thus run far ahead of



its applicability, although, conversely, skilled judicial expertise was
rather more widely available than in most societies as simple as these.
Irish kingdoms were themselves arranged in hierarchies, with lesser
kings owing tribute and military support to over-kings, and sometimes
there were three or four levels of kingship. The lower levels of these
hierarchies were probably fairly stable, for the smallest tiatha had no
prospect of going it alone successfully, and a permanent clientship
relationship to a larger tuath was the safest course of action. These
‘base-client peoples’ (aithechthuatha in Irish) were all the same
seldom absorbed into larger groupings; this did happen sometimes, for
some kingdoms did expand, but most small peoples survived for the
whole of our period, as far as we can tell. This stability has sometimes
been seen as the product of the archaism of Irish society, for the law
tracts are graphic about the rituals and rules governing kingship. Crith
Gablach, the major eighth-century tract on social status, states: ‘There
is, too, a weekly order in the duty of a king: Sunday for drinking ale . . .
; Monday for judgement, for the adjustment of ttatha; Tuesday for
playing fidchell [a board game]; Wednesday for watching deer-hounds
hunting; Thursday for sexual intercourse; Friday for horse-racing;
Saturday for judging cases’ - an impossible set, of course, but probably
a reasonably accurate characterization of the bulk of royal tasks. Kings
had taboos, gessa, too: an eleventh-century poem lists those of each of
Ireland’s five provinces, Ulster, Connacht, Meath, Leinster and
Munster, and tells us, for instance, that the king of Tara could not break
a journey in Mag Breg on a Wednesday or enter north Tethba on a
Tuesday. All the same, even if the endlessly fascinating arcana of Irish
kingship tell us a lot about the ritual force of tribal communitarian
bonds, they do not explain why it was that an ambitious over-king
could not sweep them away. Here, the best explanation is that Irish
kings did not yet have an infrastructure suitable to rule directly over
more than a small area, so that the cellular structure of tiny peoples had
to be left to run itself. The patron-client bonds between kings were also



less stable at the higher levels; no king could gain a hegemony over the
whole of Ulster or Leinster for more than very brief periods, as revolt
would soon break out and coalitions would crumble. Kings were
fighters (a task curiously omitted from Crith Gablach’s list), and not
much else.

The two major dynasties of kings in Ireland both contained several
separate kingdoms, in rivalry with each other: the Ui Néill, dominant in
Meath and western Ulster, the more powerful of the two, and the
Foganachta, dominant in Munster. Each of these dynasties had a main
ritual centre, Tara and Cashel respectively, which was not actually
lived in (Tara was an ancient and abandoned hill-fort; Cashel was
newer, and later had a church built on it); the paramount king of the
dynasty at any given moment was king of Tara or of Cashel. The Ui
Néill and the Eoganachta seem to have established their dominance in
the fifth century, although exactly how is obscure; Niall Noigiallach,
the ancestor of the Ui Néill, is a largely legendary figure. Before their
appearance, an important centre was Emain Macha (now Navan Fort)
near Armagh. This was the focus of the entirely legendary saga-cycle of
Cuchulainn, hero-fighter for King Conchobar of the Ulaid, the original
core tribe of Ulster, whose kings were pushed east into modern Antrim
and Down by the Ui Néill; they made up four kingdoms there by the
sixth century. Leinster was largely outside the dominance of the two
dynasties, and so even was Connacht, the poorest province, though the
Ui Néill seem to have come from there originally and claimed kinship
with the major dynasties of kings there. Successful Ui Néill kings could
nonetheless claim temporary hegemonies among the kingdoms of any
province except Munster (the Foganachta, by contrast, stayed in
Munster until the eighth century).

Amid the hundreds of Irish kings sparely documented in rival sets of
annals, a few stand out. Diarmait mac Cerbhaill (d. 565) was arguably
the king who moved the Ui Néill from legend into history (though
many traditional stories attach themselves to him, too); he was ancestor



of the main dynasties of the Ui Néill in Meath, and from his time
onwards, at the latest, there was seldom doubt of the family’s
dominance in the midlands and north of the island. Baetan mac Cairill
(d. 581) of the Ulaid kingdom of Dal Fiatach attempted to establish a
hegemony over the Isle of Man and Dal Riata in western Scotland as an
alternative power-focus to the Ui Néill. He failed, but he shows that the
fifth-century political settlement was not immutable. Seventh-century
politics was more stable, with kings from the rival branches of the main
dynasties succeeding each other regularly in all the provinces. We
begin to find wider ambition again in the eighth. One example is Cathal
mac Finguine (d. 742) of the Eoganacht Glendamnach in modern
northern Cork, who began for the first time to link up with Leinster
kings and attack Meath, until Aed Allan (d. 743) of the Cenél nEogain,
the northern Ui Néill of Tyrone, held him back in Munster in 737-8.
Another is Donnchad Midi mac Domnaill (d. 797) of the Clann
Cholmain of the Ui Néill of Meath, who from the 770s was paramount
in Leinster and keen to fight Munster kings as well. Their successors,
Feidlimid mac Crimthainn (d. 841) from the Foganacht of Cashel,
easily the most aggressive Munster king before the end of the tenth
century, and his Ui Néill enemies will be looked at in Chapter 20; the
ninth century was more clearly a period of political aggregation, when
traditional rules were disrupted by Viking attack and increasingly
broken by native rulers as well. But there was a continuity from the
eighth century all the same; that was when ambitious kingship first
broke the old boundary between the Foganachta and the Ui Néill.
Conversely, Donnchad Midi did not obviously have a style of kingship
that differed from that of his ancestor Diarmait mac Cerbhaill; the Irish
were very slow indeed to consider the sort of political infrastructural
change that was developing in England.

Ireland began to convert to Christianity in the fifth century, thanks
largely to the mission of the Briton Patrick, whose writings survive but
whose own career (and even dating) is largely obscure; by the late



sixth, when Irish written sources begin, formal paganism seems only a
memory, at least among élites, and the clergy fitted easily into the
learned professions after that. But Irish Christianity was different. It
had an episcopal network, attached to the kingdoms, but it also had an
increasingly wealthy and powerful network of monastic families,
whose connections went in different directions from those of political
and episcopal hierarchies. Armagh claimed episcopal primacy from the
seventh century onwards, on the grounds of a largely spurious
association with Patrick. This was contested by Kildare in Leinster, and
largely ignored by the churches subject to the monastery of Iona in
western Scotland; the latter was the chief cult site of Dal Riata, but
was, interestingly, controlled by an Ui Néill dynasty from the time of
its foundation by Colum Cille (Columba, d. 597) in 563. The monastery
of Clonmacnois in the centre of Ireland had fewer claims to primacy,
but achieved considerable wealth by obtaining land and lesser
monasteries, in an area of relatively weak kingdoms (its abbots were
generally drawn from aithechthtuiatha), and by the mid-eighth century
was prosecuting its own secular politics by force of arms. The
episcopal and monastic churches had firmer views on accumulating
wealth in land (as opposed to cattle) than most kings and aristocrats,
and by the eighth century their leaders were probably richer than all but
a few kings; this was a future resource for political power (and, by the
ninth century, an object of plunder by royal rivals as well). The Irish
church had some sense of Ireland-wide identity, just as the legal
profession had. Church councils began already in the 560s, education in
Latin must have begun around then too, and in the seventh century
there was a flowering of ecclesiastical literature - hagiography,
penitentials, poetry, grammars - parallel to that of secular law. Irish
clerics and intellectuals had some influence in Francia, from
Columbanus (d. 615) to John the Scot (d.c. 877), the ninth-century
West’s greatest theologian. But that identity was not, unlike eventually
in England, in itself an underpinning for secular ambition; the Irish



church was in its own way as fragmented as secular authority.

The tiny northern Antrim kingdom of Dal Riata seems to have
expanded into western Scotland from the late fifth century, occupying
what is now Argyll and some of the Hebridean islands. Its king Aedan
mac Gabrain (d. c¢. 609), Columba’s patron, had thirty years of military
protagonism in northern Britain (he fought and lost to Athelfrith in
603), and so did some of his successors, at least up to the 640s; after
that, Dal Riata power in Scotland fragmented into two or three rival
lineages with separate power-bases, a process familiar in Ireland as
well. Argyll was nonetheless a solid political focus; it was in size, even
though probably not in resources, already larger than any kingdom in
Ireland. The colonial bet of sixth-century Dal Riata in this respect paid
off. In the eighth century, starting with Onuist son of Urguist, it was
subject to Pictish hegemony more often than not, and this continued
into the ninth, although by then intermarriage between the two ruling
families (made easier by Pictish matrilineal rules, although patrilineal
succession was coming in by the ninth century even there) meant that
the same king could claim inheritance in both. This was the basis for
what seems to have been a double coup by Cinaed (Kenneth) mac
Ailpin (d. 858), a Dal Riata prince, first around 840 when he took Dal
Riata, and then around 842 in Pictland itself. Kenneth transferred his
political seat to the Perthshire heartland of the southern Picts; this
reflected the overall dominance of the Pictish lands, but was also,
probably, rendered necessary by Viking attacks in Argyll. He seems to
have ruled in effect as a Pictish king, but the kingdom of Alba or Scotia
which his descendants ruled was after the end of the ninth century ever
more clearly one dominated by Dal Riatan, that is, Irish aristocrats,
Irish law, Irish ecclesi astical culture and eventually the Irish language.
Unification was a slow and intermittent process, but Alba by 900 was
nonetheless already much larger and more stable than any Irish
kingdom or over-kingdom, and this must reflect the fact that its core
area was by now the former Pictish provinces. Dal Riata, so small in



Ireland, was thus in purely political terms the most successful Irish
kingdom ever. Whatever the Pictish political infrastructure consisted
of, it was the foundation for that.



Post-Roman Attitudes: Culture, Belief and Political Etiquette,
550-750

Valerius of the Bierzo was an ascetic hermit living in the mountains of
north-west Spain at the end of the seventh century; unlike most
hermits, he was of aristocratic origin, and wrote accounts of his own
life. This life was pretty miserable. Valerius was perpetually tormented
by the devil, who got a local aristocrat and a bishop to try to make him
a priest, thus regularizing his position (fortunately they both died), and
who also turned local priests and monks (of the monastery to which he
was loosely attached) against him. Valerius’ disciples were rejected by
him, or dissuaded by terrible weather, or killed by brigands; one, Satur
ninus, built a church near Valerius’ hermitage, and began to do
miracles, but then, also tempted by the devil, he became proud and
thought he would get more veneration if he had his own hermitage, so
he left, but not before stealing Valerius’ books. Only after forty-two
years did Valerius get royal patronage without conditions. Sour, self-
righteous, ungrateful and paranoid, as well as obstinate in his chosen
path, Valerius may give us the most authentic voice of the early
medieval hermit. The moral awfulness of the Bierzo in his writings is
most likely to be the reflection of his own mind, not of any particular
local reality. The solidity of the Christian infrastructure in this
relatively cut-off region, notwithstanding the brigands, is equally
striking.

One aspect of moral degradation that was apparently absent in the
Bierzo was the survival of ‘pagan’ practices. This may be surprising;



Bishop Martin of Braga (d. 579), based slightly further west, had
preached against them at length shortly before his death, complaining
of people who observed a wide variety of what he considered un-
Christian rituals, lighting candles beside rocks and trees, throwing
bread into fountains, not travelling on inauspicious days, chanting over
herbs. Nor did this end with Martin. A late ninth-century slate text from
the Asturias, slightly further north, preserves an incantation against
hail, in the name of all the archangels and St Christopher, adjuring
Satan not to trouble the village of the monk Auriolus and his family
and neighbours; in effect, an entirely traditional magical text, although
couched in Christian terms. Maybe north-west Spain was so regionally
diverse that practices like these did not occur in the Bierzo; maybe
Valerius was so wrapped up in himself that he did not notice them; but
maybe he, like Auriolus, did not see them to be as wrong as Martin did.
After all, what could be described as weather magic was practised even
by saints, as when Caesarius of Arles (d. 542) held off hail with a cross
made out of his staff, and when Gregory of Tours did the same by
putting a candle from St Martin of Tours’s tomb in a tree. We must
recognize from the start the diversity of early medieval Christianity in
the West, both in beliefs and in practices. And there is another point to
note: Gregory also revered Martin of Braga, however different their
views about candles. We do not, even among the uncompromising (who
were numerous in the early medieval church: Valerius is only an
extreme version of a type), often find the ferocity of religious
disagreement that was typical in Late Rome. The spiritual challenges
and problem-solving sketched out in this paragraph would have been
recognizable in the Roman world, but the context had changed. We
need to explore how.

The episcopal hierarchy of the late empire in most places survived
into the early Middle Ages without a break. As we shall see, the
monastic tradition established by John Cassian and Benedict of Nursia
did as well, and took on ever greater force in northern Europe. The



organizational framework of Roman Christianity, discussed earlier, was
still fully in operation. One important difference, however, was that it
was less united. This can be explored through looking at the authority
of the popes. Nominally the senior bishop of the Latin church, the pope
between 550 and 750 was little looked to by people in Francia, Spain,
even northern Italy. In religious and political terms, popes themselves
were orientated eastward, to the patriarchs in the Byzantine empire and
(after the 630s) in the caliphate, their equals, and they sparred over
eastern-generated theological issues; as institutional leaders, they were
looked to above all by the Byzantine parts of Italy, and even there they
had energetic rivals in the archbishops of Ravenna. The register of
letters of Gregory the Great (590-604), who was also the most
significant theologian to be pope in the early medieval period, has
survived; the 850-plus letters in it are overwhelmingly addressed to
central and southern Italy, especially Naples and Sicily, and also to
Ravenna and Constantinople. Fewer than thirty are to Gaulish
recipients, if we exclude Provence, where the pope had lands, and fewer
than ten to Spain. Only in England did the popes have real influence,
thanks to Gregory’s initiative in sending the first mission to Kent in
597 under Augustine of Canterbury. Although the Kentish mission did
not convert most of the Anglo-Saxons (the Irish were the most
successful missionaries in England), the Roman connection was made
permanent by Theodore of Tarsus’ reorganization of the English church
after 669. Most medieval archbishops of Canterbury from then on
received the pallium, a linen band representing their office, from Rome,
and this, too, gave the papacy considerable leverage in England. Apart
from in England, however, the institutional unity of the western church
remained nominal for a long time. It recognized a common identity,
certainly, but its liturgies became different, and its monastic traditions
were extremely various as well. The Carolingians revived the Roman
link, and (more importantly) they also centralized church practices
along Frankish lines, and monastic practices along Benedictine ones;



all the same, a structured western church focused on Rome in any
serious way did not develop until after the end of the period covered by
this book. The Visigoths and Franks had plenty of church councils, but
these were councils of the bishops of a kingdom, and did not look
outside the borders of Spain and Francia respectively. Essentially, the
political fragmentation of the western empire had fragmented the
church as well.

One consequence of all this is that the western church did not have
much trouble with heresy in this period. The Arian-Catholic division
lasted until 589 in Spain, as we saw in Chapter 6, and was violent while
it lasted; well-informed contemporaries like Gregory of Tours and
Gregory the Great rejoiced at the Catholic victory in the third council
of Toledo. Gregory of Tours had a personal obsession with the evils of
Arianism, indeed, which appears many times in his Histories. The signs
are, however, that his contemporaries in Francia were altogether more
neutral on the subject, perhaps considering Gregory’s dinner-table
speeches about Arianism (at the expense of unfortunate Gothic envoys)
somewhat out of place. In Spain, religious orthodoxy remained
important, as the late seventh-century persecution of the Jews shows.
Indeed, the Spanish bishops even persecuted Priscillianists, a very
marginal sect; vegetarianism itself, a standard ascetic trait, was a little
suspect in Spain because Priscillianists refused meat, and the 561
council of Braga required vegetarian clerics at least to cook their
greens in meat broth, to show their orthodoxy. But new heresies did not
appear even in Spain before the late eighth century, and in Francia, and
later in England, religious controversy in this period was hardly ever
about doctrine. Only the date of Easter caused difficulties, and then
only in the Irish and Welsh churches, where in the seventh and eighth
centuries it became apparent that the local rules for calculating Easter
diverged from those in Rome. Where controversy lay was in the
behaviour of clerics, and whether their sexual activity, mode of dress,
or the gifts they may have paid for their office (the sin of simony)



undermined their sacrality. There was never a time without rigorists
who could wax angry on the failings of bishops and priests in these
respects.

As noted in Chapter 3, even under the empire the purity of the clergy
may have mattered more in the West than in the East, and their exact
beliefs about the Trinity somewhat less. But the lack of intense
theological argument in this period probably also betrays a smaller
critical mass of highly educated churchmen. The two centuries after
550 were not as low a point for functional literacy, even for the laity, as
was once thought. Government was based on writing everywhere on the
Continent until after the Carolingian period; kings and the lay
aristocracy could normally read, and could sometimes compose quite
elaborate Latin, as in the court of Childebert II in the 580s, or that of
Sisebut in the 610s. (Writing itself, as a specific technical skill, was
probably less widespread, and dictating to copyists was normal.) A
more developed literary training was usually restricted to churchmen
by now, and it was more orientated towards ecclesiastical works than
had been the case two centuries earlier; Gregory of Tours cites more
Sidonius and Prudentius than Sallust and Virgil. One could certainly
still be well informed in this period; libraries could still be large as was
that of Isidore of Seville, and could even be created from scratch, as
with the substantial library in Bede’s Jarrow, apparently mostly bought
by the monastery’s founder Benedict Biscop in the 650s-680s during
his visits to Rome. Bede was a genuine example of an intellectual who
had read widely, at least in Christian literature, as a result. All the
same, he was the only one in Northumbria in his age; he had no one
really to argue with. He tried; some of Bede’s writings (particularly
about chronological computation) are quite rude. But this is a long way
from the concentration of trained and ambitious theologians in the
great eastern cities, Alexandria and Antioch, which had produced
Arianism or Nestorianism. This would not reappear in the Romano-
Germanic kingdoms until Charlemagne and Louis the Pious established



a court ecclesiastical culture, in the three generations after the 780s
(see below, Chapter 17). Only Rome would have been large enough to
generate such debate in the meantime. That it did not do so may simply
show that it was too culturally and spatially fragmented as well. It is
also likely that career success in the Roman ecclesiastical hierarchy did
not depend much on theological skill; Gregory the Great was the only
exception, and there is evidence that he was unpopular.

The political fragmentation of the western church and the absence of
heresy were, as has been implied, linked: people simply did not have
regular information about what was going on outside their own local
and regional circuits. A letter of 613 from the Irish monastic founder
Columbanus to Pope Boniface IV survives; it dates to the moment of
Columbanus’ career in which he had arrived in Lombard Italy, to
establish the monastery of Bobbio, after more than two decades in
Francia and Alemannia. It expresses great surprise that Boniface (he
hears, now he has come to Italy) adheres to the Constantinople line
over the Three Chapters schism, and chides him severely for it. Yet the
papal position on this had been unchanged since the 550s, and was
controversial in northern Italy, at least. Any knowledge of a relatively
sharp theological debate seems to have been absent over the Alps, or, at
the least, Columbanus could claim it was. If there was that lack of
personal contact, then unorthodox belief would not easily expand, and
might not even be known about. All kinds of local versions of
Christianity could develop under these circumstances, without
contestation from elsewhere. It is this localized world that Peter Brown
has called one of ‘micro-Christendoms’, a phrase that has had good
fortune in recent years: a world of steady divergence in ritual, rule and
tradition, as also in the political structures and socio-cultural practices
of secular society.

It is a localization, all the same, that we should not exaggerate.
People moved about; Columbanus himself is an example. Above all,
pilgrims went to Rome, something which becomes well attested in the



late sixth century and developed substantially in the seventh and eighth.
The Anglo-Saxons are particularly prominent in our evidence; Benedict
Biscop and Wilfrid each went several times. The routes became well
known, with the result that, as Boniface of Mainz said in 747, in many
cities of Italy and Gaul all the prostitutes were English. And there were
Franks as well; several seventh- and eighth-century saints’ lives, for
Amandus of Maastricht (d. 676), Bonitus of Clermont (d. c. 705) or the
Bavarian Corbinian of Freising (d.c. 725), feature pilgrimages to
Rome, some more than once. The Lombards in the 740s instituted a
passport system on the Alpine frontier for pilgrims to Rome, giving
them a sealed document which they expected back on the return
journey. There is an entire literature of guides to Roman churches and
tombs which begins in the seventh century, and pilgrim hostels for
different ethnic groups, Franks, Frisians, Anglo-Saxons, were built
between the Vatican and the Tiber. Outside Rome, there were regional
pilgrim centres as well, like St Martin’s tomb at Tours, which attracted
visitors from all across northern and central Gaul. This might seem less
surprising, perhaps, given the extent of élite movement on secular
business, and secular communication by letter, across the whole of the
Frankish lands, as we saw in Chapter 5 for Desiderius of Cahors; still,
pilgrimages involved peasants, too, as is very clear in Gregory of
Tours’s collection of the miracles experienced by pilgrims to St
Martin. The West’s local societies were by no means hermetically
sealed. But this movement remained ad hoc, and did not as yet lessen
the variety of the cultural trends of the post-Roman period. This fits the
steady localization of economic exchange, too, which reached its peak
in much of the West in the eighth century, as we shall see in the next
chapter.

The Christian culture of the early Middle Ages was, however disunited,
not under threat. Lowland Britain lost most (though probably not all) of
its Christianity after the Anglo-Saxons took over, but apart from that



retreat, itself reversed in the seventh century, Christian missionaries
steadily pushed northwards: into Ireland in the fifth, Pictland in the
sixth, and then Frisia in the early eighth, and Saxony under
Charlemagne. It is actually quite hard to reconstruct western Germanic
paganism, which would have been highly variable anyway. Unlike
Graeco-Roman paganism, it was not literate, and did not survive as a
resource for later literary imagery either, as the classical gods did - and
as those of Ireland did as well, thanks to the coherence and
traditionalism of the Irish learned professions, into which the church
was assimilated. We are left with hostile and often stereotyped
descriptions of pagan rituals or cult-sites, like the Irminsul, the sacred
idol of the Saxons, destroyed by Charlemagne in 772. But there is no
reason to think that Christian belief changed much as a result of its
exposure to a new frontier of paganism beyond the old bounds of the
Roman empire, apart from sometimes in terminology, as with the
Anglo-Saxon goddess Eostre, whose spring festival took place in the
Easter period and whose name was borrowed by Anglo-Saxon
Christians.

What the rigorists of the early medieval church did have to face, all
the same, was the fact that traditional rituals of varying origins
survived everywhere, routinized into local Christian practice. The
churchmen of the late empire had often opposed them, as we have seen,
but had by no means uprooted them, and the churchmen of the early
Middle Ages, in an era of weaker institutions, were even less likely to
do so. This is sometimes expressed in terms of pagan survival or
revival by our authors, as in the case of Martin of Braga. This is a
rhetorical style that was commonest closer to the old Roman frontier,
presumably because real pagans were closer there; so the Life of
Eligius, bishop of Noyon (d. 660), moves smoothly from Eligius’
sermons against pagan practices, themselves by now a fairly formulaic
set, to his preaching against ‘demonic games and wicked leapings’ held
on St Peter’s day in Noyon. The participants here were much annoyed



by this, however, as they held them to be ‘legitimate . . . customs’, and
the implications in the text that this has something to do with paganism
are further undermined by the fact that they involved the followers of
the major Frankish aristocrat and Neustrian maior domus Erchinoald:
these were Christians; it is just that they were performing rituals that
Eligius (or his biographer) did not like, or could not control. When
Anglo-Saxon missionaries spread from now-converted England back to
the Continent, with Willibrord (d. 739) and then Boniface (d. 754), they
used the imagery of paganism extensively as well. In Willibrord’s case
he really was in pagan territory, in Frisia; but Boniface worked mostly
in central Germany, fully part of the Frankish world even if
disorganized ecclesiastically, and the ‘pagan’ practices he describes
there were more likely to be local Christian customs, like those at
Noyon. (Boniface, indeed, writing to Pope Zacharias in 742,
complained that there were ‘pagan’ practices even on the streets of
Rome, in the First of January celebrations which were still very
popular, which Zacharias admitted was true.) As in the late Roman
period, simple preaching against such customs was unlikely to get
rigorists very far, precisely because they were seen as Christian
already. The task of the church would either be to absorb and legitimize
them, as perhaps with Fostre, or to set up more ‘orthodox’ religious
rituals in rivalry. Religious processions on major saints’ days or to
major cult-sites, for example, developed everywhere as part of a
Christian ritual aggregation more clearly directed by bishops and other
members of the church hierarchy.

This does not mean that ‘the church’ (which was anyway not a
concept anyone used in this period) operated as a coherent unit,
however. Far from it; the authors of our sources disagreed, between
themselves and with their contemporaries, often quite markedly, about
what were legitimate religious practices and what were not, and, more
generally, about what correct supernatural power consisted of in an age
in which direct divine intervention in human society was considered



normal. Let us look at four related aspects this: the sanctity of the
living; cult-sites and the miraculous; good and bad supernatural acts;
and the general issue of supernatural causation.

There were not so many isolated ascetics in the West. Valerius of the
Bierzo was atypical in this respect. There were some, certainly;
Gregory of Tours tells us about several, as for example Hospicius, who
in the 570s lived in a tower outside Nice, wrapped in chains, and who
could perform miracles, or Vulfolaic, who spent time as a stylite on a
column on the edge of the Ardennes, and whom Gregory met in 585 and
was much impressed by. But his account of Vulfolaic expresses a
significant ambivalence: bishops had come to the stylite and ordered
him off his column, saying that the Ardennes hardly had the climate for
it, unlike Syria, and instructing him to form a monastery. ‘Now, it is
considered a sin not to obey bishops,” Vulfolaic said (according to
Gregory), so of course he did so, and the bishops smashed the column;
Gregory met him in the monastery, where he had remained since then.
Gregory’s view is clear: the bishops were probably wrong here, but
disobeying them would have been worse. Indeed, when ascetics did
disobey bishops, Gregory saw them as openly demonic, as with the
unauthorized miracle-workers who on two occasions turned up in Tours
and attracted crowds around them, and who were rude, not respectful,
to Gregory. Gregory of course gives us a bishop’s view, and such
charismatics could evidently gain a considerable following. But
Gregory was not being hypocritical either. Bishops at least had a church
organization to legitimize them and train them. The trouble about
saintly individuals was that it was hard to know when they were alive if
their wonder-working was divine or demonic. Ascetics could come to
bad ends, like the Breton Winnoch, dressed only in skins, whom
Gregory supported, but who drank too much of the wine offered by his
followers and died of alcoholism. What value were his miracles then?
The miracles of saints when they were dead were by contrast safer,
‘much more worthy of praise’, as Gregory says elsewhere, because they



came from completed lives, and from people whose sanctity was
testable; the bodies of the saintly dead were not corrupted, and smelt of
roses, so that it could be seen that they were not ordinary sinners. Dead
saints were also easier to control. Bishops could ensure that they were
buried in cathedrals, or episcopally controlled churches like Saint-
Martin at Tours, and could organize and take benefit from their cult.
The cult of relics of the saintly dead became a dominant feature of the
medieval church, in both East and West, but in the West it had little
rival during the period covered by this book.

Not everyone was as uneasy about living saints as Gregory of Tours.
Gregory the Great, who had been a monk before becoming pope and
was openly regretful about being forced back into the spiritual dangers
of the secular world, was romantic about ascetics; his accounts of them
stress the incomprehension of too-worldly bishops more than his name-
sake in Tours ever did. Saints who were part of the standard church
hierarchies, as bishops and abbots, or who accepted the authority of
such hierarchies, were also not a problem to most authors, and there are
any number of saints’ lives about them. And there was clearly a space
for isolated charismatic sanctity in the mission situation, as with
Patrick’s evangelization in Ireland in the fifth century (the savagery of
his cursing of the incredulous was enthusiastically described in
Muirchu’s seventh-century Life), or with Cuthbert’s miracle-working
and companionship with angels in the 650s-680s, in the half-converted
lands of what is now Northumberland, written up by two eighth-century
authors (one of them being Bede). Patrick was also a bishop, and
Cuthbert became one; these were not opponents of hierarchy. But the
space for even this sort of charisma steadily decreased, as time went
on. Aldebert was a bishop in central or eastern Francia in the 740s, and
a rival to Boniface in the latter’s reorganization of the Frankish church.
He had saintly relics with him, he dedicated churches and crosses, he
knew the sins of supplicants before they confessed, his hair and nails
were venerated, all standard signs of sanctity: and for this he was



formally condemned and defrocked in a church council in Rome by
Pope Zacharias in 745. Perhaps he had exaggerated, in that it was
seemingly he who distributed his hair; he certainly exaggerated in
brandishing a letter written by Jesus which had fallen from heaven in
Jerusalem, and was picked up by the archangel Michael (Zacharias
concluded he was mad), and in listing an unusual and thus perhaps
demonic list of angels to pray to. But in a steadily more ordered church,
he was by now out of place, and he had made the mistake of opposing
Boniface as well: he had to go.

These accounts show clearly that the miraculous was a normal part
of the early medieval world; the contest was over who controlled it.
Whatever modern rationalists may think about the possibility of
miracles taking place, we must recognize that in the early Middle Ages,
as under late Rome, there was little doubt about it. It is not that
miracles were natural: the power (whether from God or from the saints)
that they represented derived, precisely, from their being supernatural,
a breach of the natural order. Writers did recognize that there was
therefore a danger that they might not be believed, and often were more
careful than usual to supply chains of sources for miracles, going back
to authoritative eyewitnesses; but the incredulous were regularly
stigmatized as ‘rustic’, too boorish to realize how divine providence
worked. That is to say, it was incredulity, not (or not only) excessive
credulity, that marked peasant inferiority in this period in the eyes of
literary élites.

Pilgrimages to saints’ tombs were especially marked by miraculous
events. This is clearest in the miracle-book about St Martin written by
Gregory of Tours, largely based on the records made by his priests at
Martin’s shrine, which had become a large complex of buildings
outside the city, focused on the reception of visitors. There was a
network of such major cult-sites all across the West. In Gaul, which is
relatively well documented, six of them seem to have been particularly
important by the seventh century, the churches of Saint-Denis and



Saint-Germain in Paris, Saint-Médard in Soissons, Saint-Pierre in Sens,
Saint-Aignan in Orléans and Saint-Martin in Tours, all of which were
made into monasteries by Queen Balthild around 660. The cult of St
Martin, as we have just seen, was enthusiastically advertised by the
bishops of Tours. The first two or three of these six, however, were by
contrast very much Merovingian-backed cults, essentially royal
foundations. In the most important of these, Saint-Denis, Merovingian
kings were regularly buried, from Dagobert in 639 onwards. The kings’
support for Saint-Denis (and Saint-Germain, another royal burial place,
and probably Saint-Médard as well) shows that a desire to control cult-
sites, and to make political capital out of them, was not restricted to
bishops. In the Christian topography of the early medieval West, the
hot spots, the most powerful points, were all sites with the relics of
saints, and it is understandable that people should want to play politics
with them. Indeed, this could be very direct: it could involve theft.
Rome, which was such a pilgrimage centre largely because of the huge
number of saints buried there (thanks to the fact that pre-Constantinian
persecution and execution of Christians, martyr-creating, was always
most active in the imperial capital), perhaps had more saints than it
needed, and certainly many more than it could guard. Stealing saints
became particularly common there in the ninth century, as we shall see
in Chapter 17. But fighting over saints’ bodies was older than that;
Gregory of Tours is proud to recount how Martin’s body, shortly after
he died in 397, was stolen by the men of Tours from Poitiers. All such
thefts were justified; if they had not been, the saint would have stopped
them, miraculously of course.

Not all supernatural activity was seen as good. Saints’ lives and
sermons are full of alternative wonder-workers, witches, magicians and
soothsayers, who could cast spells, cure, affect the weather and tell the
future. These were bad people in the eyes of the writers, but they were
clearly numerous. People disagreed over whether they were fraudulent
or had real (demoniacal) powers. Among secular legislators, Rothari in



Italy in 643 thought that witches should not be killed, for ‘it is in no
wise to be believed by Christian minds that it is possible that a woman
can eat a living man from within’, but Liutprand in 727 banned
soothsayers both male and female (they were to be enslaved); similarly,
the Salic lawgivers in Francia prescribed heavy fines for casting spells
to kill someone or to make a woman barren. Among ecclesiastical
writers, there is a wider tendency to assume that demons were behind
their activity (thus Caesarius of Arles, Gregory of Tours, Isidore of
Seville and the Carolingian Hincmar of Reims), although an alternative
Carolingian strand (Hraban Maur, Agobard of Lyon), like Rothari,
denied that their spells could work at all. Actually, Gregory had it both
ways on occasions. He tells a story of two children, servants of his,
affected by bubonic plague, one of whom was treated by a soothsayer
with amulets and died (that is, the magic did not work), while the other
drank dust from St Martin’s tomb mixed with water and recovered.
This links into the classic hagiographical topos of the magic battle in
which the magician/ witch/pagan priest fails and the saint is successful,
even if in this case Gregory names himself as an eyewitness.
Conversely, plenty of his soothsayers really could tell the future, thanks
to demons. One notable account from 577 has Prince Merovech and
Duke Guntram Boso, both taking sanctuary from King Chilperic in
Saint-Martin in Tours, and thus temporary and unwilling (in
Merovech’s case, unpleasant) tenants of Gregory. Both tried to foresee
what would happen to them. Guntram Boso went to a soothsayer, who
said that Merovech would become king and Guntram his general, and
later a bishop; to Gregory it was obvious that the devil was simply
lying to him. Merovech used the sortes instead, an entirely Christian
divinatory mechanism based on opening the Bible at random and
reading sentences (he put the Bible on St Martin’s tomb for greater
effectiveness) - unfortunately, and more accurately, these said he would
die. Gregory used the sortes too, backed up by an angelic vision, which
said the same. Here we see the degree to which this sort of personalized



use of the supernatural could be both complementary and in rivalry. All
the parties nevertheless assumed that the supernatural world could be
manipulated, whether in a good or a bad way.

This private control over the supernatural, ‘magic’, persisted, no
matter how much it was reviled by rigorists. It would be reasonable to
imagine that, throughout our period, most people had access to magic-
workers of one kind or another, whether the local wise-woman or even,
on occasion, the local priest. The tenth-century manuscripts containing
books on medicine from Anglo-Saxon England, such as Lacnunga and
Bald’s Leechbook, which are full of healing spells, came from monastic
or cathedral copying-schools, after all. And, here as elsewhere, it must
be stressed that the village wise-woman, too, would in most cases have
seen her powers as operating in an entirely Christian context, and so
would her clientele. The supernatural world was all around, and
accessible. The virtue of saints (living or dead) could channel it and
make miracles; more edgily, spells and sortes could command it. After
all, as all our historians repeat, God’s justice intervened directly in
human affairs, making the bad die young and the good prosper,
ensuring that virtuous kings won their battles and wicked kings lost (or
else, since this did not always occur, allowing the wicked to prosper in
order to punish the sins of others). Anyone who believed this sort of
immediate divine causation would have little real trouble with the
miraculous, and maybe even the magical; there was so much space in
Christianity for the exercise of supernatural power.

It was possible to buy into divine causation so much that people
denied there was any other kind. Gregory of Tours largely thought this:
kings must know that God’s will lay behind everything. As for illness,
it derived from demons or God’s punishment for sin, and cures came
from repentance or the power of St Martin; doctors were not an
acceptable alternative to Gregory, but rivals, on a par with magic-
workers. (That said, Gregory did have a doctor, Armentarius, with him
when he became bishop in 573; Armentarius failed to cure him from



dysentery when St Martin’s dust succeeded.) But Gregory may have
been an extremist in this respect; certainly Caesarius of Arles saw
doctors as good, and in themselves rivals to magic-workers.
Merovingian kings all trusted doctors enough to have them by them all
the time; and a Greek doctor, Paul, even became bishop of Mérida in
Spain and a saint in the early sixth century; the abortion he skilfully
performed on a dead foetus to save the life of the mother, a fabulously
wealthy aristocrat, was said in his saint’s life to be the origin of the
wealth of the episcopal see thereafter. In medicine as in public life,
people were essentially eclectic. One could believe in miraculous cures
but, if one was rich enough, still have doctors beside one; and one could
believe - everybody believed - that God decided battles, but few
generals thought this meant that they did not need trained troops as
well, if they could get them. People needed both. And, mostly, people
did not see this as a contradiction.

There has been a stress on bishops in this chapter, for they are very
prominent in our sources. They really were central, however, if only
because the ecclesiastical hierarchy was fairly simple as yet. In the
countryside, rural churches were not non-existent, but as yet relatively
few. In Italy, a long-Christianized land, there were in the diocese of
Lucca sixty rural baptismal churches (plebes) by the tenth century, and
these had probably for the most part been founded by the sixth; this
may seem a substantial number, but each was the main church for many
different settlements. Only in the eighth century did other churches
begin to be founded, a trend which continued (with some blips) into the
twelfth: by then, Lucca had over six hundred rural parishes, a very
different pattern. In Francia, too, rural churches with the right to
baptize expanded in number only after 700; and in England, where
large ‘minster parishes’ were the norm, this process only really began
after 900. So most villages and rural settlements did not yet have their
own church; the clergy of the diocese were largely concentrated in the



bishop’s own entourage (and in urban churches if cities were big
enough); as a result, the ritual activity of each diocese focused, far
more than would be the case after the tenth century or so, on the bishop.
Bishop Daniel of Winchester, an otherwise exemplary bishop, went
blind before he died around 744, a circumstance that seems to have
prevented him from baptizing; no one took his place, with the result
that many children died unbaptized in his diocese in his last years. This
was an extreme case, and it could not have happened in Italy, where
there were more baptismal churches, but it does show how ritually
important the person of the bishop was. He controlled all the diocesan
religious rituals, including processions and festivals, that he could, and
sought to control more.

The processions organized by bishops could hold off the plague,
cause rain to fall, put out fires and confound enemy armies, if we
believe the saints’ lives about them. In one dramatic case from
Ravenna in around 700 (according to Agnellus’ episcopal history in the
840s), Archbishop Damian organized a formal penitential procession,
divided between men and women, clergy and laity, in order
(miraculously) to discover the truth, after one of the urban factions
secretly murdered the menfolk of a rival faction. Bishops represented
their cities and dioceses politically, but they also did so spiritually. It is
remarkable how often episcopal miracles concern the liberation of
prisoners held by counts and other secular officials, or the saving of
condemned men from death, in many cases quite regardless of their
guilt. This matches the more secular ransoming of captives that bishops
performed routinely, as well as episcopal pleas for tax relief for their
dioceses in front of kings: they were protectors of their flocks in every
sense. Bishop Fidelis of Mérida in the mid-sixth century secretly
proceeded around the city’s urban and suburban churches by night,
following a fiery globe, in the middle of a crowd of saints; those who
saw him were sworn to secrecy, and if they spoke about it they died.
Small wonder that when Bishop Masona of Mérida was exiled by



Leovigild in the early 580s, and also when Bishop Desiderius of Vienne
was exiled by Brunhild in 603-7, the city experienced famine, plague
and storm till its pastor returned.

Bishops thus mattered greatly. Accordingly, it is not surprising that
they tended to be of aristocratic origin, something that we have seen for
different countries in previous chapters. There were cases in which they
were of lesser birth, and rose up the local church hierarchy because
they were good administrators or personally virtuous, but this was
probably by now relatively rare everywhere. Being an aristocrat meant
that one could rely on a secular (and ecclesiastical) political network
that would make any bishop’s life easier. Praejectus of Clermont