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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

WESTERN civilization was created in medieval Europe. The forms of thought
and action which we take for granted in modern Europe and America, which
we have exported to other substantial portions of the globe, and from which
indeed we cannot escape, were implanted in the mentalities of our ancestors in
the struggles of the medieval centuries. Since 1500 our civilization has not had
to endure any upheaval remotely comparable with the shattering and rebirth
which accompanied the migrations and new institutions of the Dark Ages
between 400 and 9oo. And, therefore, it has not seen any flowering of new ways
of life and attitudes as fundamentally novel as those which grew up around the
cathedrals and universities, the royal courts and the commercial cities in the
centuries between goo and 1500.

Most Europeans live in towns and villages which existed in the lifetime of
St Thomas Aquinas, many of them in the shadow of churches already built in
the thirteenth century. That simple physical identity is the mark of deeper con-
tinuities. The modern nation state grew out of the monarchies created by kings
such as Philip Augustus of France and John of England. Democratic forms of
government are based on the systems of representation and consent evolved in
thirteenth-century parliaments. The idea of popular sovereignty emerges first in
the writings of a fourteenth-century scholastic, Marsilius of Padua, who knew
the communes of contemporary Italy. Our methods of commerce and banking
are derived from the practices of the Florentine Peruzzi and Medici. Students
work for degrees already awarded in the medieval universities of Paris and
Oxford in courses which have gradually evolved out of those followed in the
medieval faculties of arts. Our books of history and our novels are lineal
descendants of the works of Leonardo Bruni and Giovanni Boccaccio. Our
troubled sense of the distinction between the physical world of nature and the
spiritual world of religion and morals derives from the dualism of Aquinas’s
thirteenth century when popes and universities confronted kings and parliaments
and the scholastics struggled to reconcile Aristotle and the Bible.

The rebirth of western civilization and continuity since that time are the
reasons why the medieval world is supremely important if we want to understand
our own origins. But it is the historian’s business to describe the differences in
the past, which are less easy to grasp than the similarities, and without which
the shape and movement of an earlier society are unintelligible. David Whitton
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begins his chapter in this book with a description of the world of a great twelfth-
century magnate, Henry the Lion, in which the importance of kinship relations
and the claim to religious sanction mark a political system different from any
that we can know today. Earlier in the book Edward James tells us about
Radwald and Dagobert in seventh-century East Anglia and Gaul, whose kingship
was still more remote from modern governments. In other chapters we meet
Cathars and Hussites whose medieval nonconformity has something in common
with the piety we can meet today but in other respects is mysterious to us. To
grasp the lineaments of a distant age we have to balance the similarities which
arise from common humanity and a constant inheritance of ideas against the
acute distinctions caused by differences of social structure and intellectual
traditions. Medieval Europe is not as difficult for us to understand as ancient
China or India but it presents a very substantial challenge to interpretation.
The devotion of the medieval knight to a life of chivalric warfare and courtly
intercourse or of a medieval hermit to a life of constant prayer and total seclusion
presents us with ideals of conduct which we cannot easily understand.

The picture which we can now construct of the medieval world is based very
largely on the researches and rethinking of the last hundred years. It is very
different both from Gibbon’s grand dismissal of superstition and from Scott’s
romantic attachment to Gothic glories. Our present vision of that world is based
partly on the printing of vast quantities of medieval documents ranging in type
from the narrative chronicles, in whose publication the pioneers were the editors
of the German Monumenta, to the poems published in series such as those of
the Early English Text Society and the ordinary records of governments and
courts made available to us by institutions such as the Public Record Office.
There is now far more medieval writing easily available to us in print than any
scholar could absorb in several lifetimes.

But, equally and perhaps more importantly, the medieval world has been
opened up to us by changes of taste and in the direction of our researches. Our
understanding of the medieval village and its lord, of medieval courts and tenures,
has been developed by a semi-anthropological approach springing from the work
of scholars such as F. W. Maitland, which makes a heroic attempt to grasp the
different assumptions of a primitive society. Our knowledge of the theology and
philosophy of medieval universities has been transformed by the prodigious
labours of religious enthusiasts in the tradition of Heinrich Denifle and Franz
Ehrle. The picture which we can present of the world of the migrations is now
based not only on a few scanty annals but also on innumerable archaeological
excavations which enable us to map a mass of artefacts and of dwelling-sites.
The economic historians have given us, only in quite recent years, a new
demographic history of the Middle Ages which brings to light the enormous
expansion of population which filled the countryside and stimulated industry
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and commerce between 1000 and 1300, and the prolonged decline which followed
the famine of 1315 and the Black Death of 1348. There have been massive efforts
of research which have shed floods of light on many previously obscure aspects
of the medieval world, for example the Byzantine Empire, the crusades, the early
Franciscans, Italian commerce, the Hussites. It is possible now to present the
history of medieval Europe with an understanding and a precision whick would
have been impossible in the nineteenth century.

The plan which has been followed in this book is to write the history of
Europe in chapters which preserve the division between the Mediterranean basin
and northern Europe beyond the Alps and the Pyrenees. This is not, of course,
an ideal distinction. In 400 Romanization extended more fully into Gaul than
into other parts of the north. Charlemagne’s empire in 8oco incorporated parts
of Italy as well as Gaul. The crusades to the Holy Land drew their main impulse
from France and Normandy. Western Christendom, which emerged in the twelfth
century and after, covered north and south Europe, unified by acceptance of the
authority of the papacy, by the interconnection of universities in France and
Italy, by French conquests in Naples and Outremer, by the networks of Italian
international commerce, by the use of Latin as the language of scholarship and
diplomacy. Medieval history, from one point of view, is the story of the movement
of the centre of gravity of civilization from one side of the Alps to the other. If
we looked for possible centres in 400 we might choose Rome or Constantinople,
later perhaps Baghdad or Cordoba. By 1300 north-west Europe, northern France,
the Low Countries, and the Rhineland had the most advanced civilization the
world had ever seen. It was physically wealthy because of its rich agriculture
and cloth industries, intellectually and aesthetically complex because of its
universities and cathedrals, its lay literature and its many centres of seigneurial
and urban power.

But the division between north and south has great advantages. The Medi-
terranean was always to some extent a separate world. Most strikingly so in the
earlier Middle Ages when the empires of Byzantium and the Arabs scarcely
extended beyond the Alps and the Pyrenees. The intellectual and aesthetic
efflorescence of the Italian cities in the Renaissance, though it greatly influenced
the north, was based on essentially Italian roots in the independent cities, which
had no real parallel in the north, in Mediterranean trade, and the Italian devotion
to the memory of Rome. The distinction between the Mediterranean and the
north, though it divides the western Europe which emerged, provides a convenient
arrangement of our subject-matter.

Thomas Brown shows in the first chapter how the decline of Rome in the
Mediterranean was promoted dramatically by the invasions of Barbarians and
Muslims, in spite of the resurgence under Justinian, and more gradually by social
and economic change and the development of Christianity. Edward James tells
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a very different story of many kingdoms emerging to the north of the Alps out
of the obscure confusion of the migrations, of the acceptance of Christianity and
Charlemagne’s attempt to revive a western empire which was again to be
disrupted by the Viking invasions. That newly expansive northern world in the
period after goo is the subject of David Whitton’s chapter, which describes the
new forms of life emerging among the knightly classes and the new religious
orders in a world dominated by the kings of Germany and its dukes, the kings
of France, and the Norman and Angevin rulers of England. In this chapter we
see Europe as we know it beginning to appear. Rosemary Morris has described
the decline of the Byzantine and Arab empires in the central medieval period and
the southwards expansion of the northerners in the crusades, the Norman
conquests in Italy, and the Reconquista in Spain. Peter Denley outlines the
complex movements of states and peoples in the Mediterranean basin in the last
medieval centuries with the splendid flowering of thought and culture which we
now call the Renaissance arising in the central position of the north Italian cities.
Finally, Malcolm Vale carries us into northern Europe in the age of the Hundred
Years War between England and France, the Valois dukes of Burgundy and the
Flemish cities. He argues convincingly that, in spite of the temporary decline of
population, this was a period in which secular civilization, which we might call
a northern Renaissance, was growing stronger. If we want to pick out the most
distinct features of European civilization which have now appeared we should
look to the courts of Paris and Brussels and to the cities of Flanders and Tuscany.

The movement of the centres of civilization from south to north and from
east to west during the medieval centuries involved a change from the empires
of Rome, Byzantium, and the Arabs, empires of vast geographical extent and
great military power but which were relatively loosely controlled. We move
in western Europe to a system of smaller, more tightly organized, and more
differentiated political units. Modern Europeans contemplating the ancient world
have naturally tended to look back to the Greek cities of the fifth century BC
rather than to larger states, because they seem to represent the ancient societies
which most closely resembled the new ones created in medieval Italy and the
Low Countries. The ‘world empires’ of Rome, Byzantium, and Baghdad receded,
to be followed by a plethora of authorities in western Europe, so complex that
it cannot easily be described. Though the claims and achievements of the
emperors and popes, who sought to dominate western Christendom in the high
Middle Ages and to re-create a ‘world empire’ were great, Europe was never
effectively subjected to them or indeed to total sovereignty by any power over
even a limited area.

The history of the Middle Ages thus leaves us, above all, with a sense of the
extraordinary vigour and creativity which derives from the fragmentation of
power and wealth into innumerable centres, competing and expanding into
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different and unexpected directions. The places where political fragmentation
was most complete, such as Tuscany, the Low Countries, and the Rhineland,
were perhaps the most creative. That division of authority was caused partly by
small political units, partly by the overlapping of royal power, independent cities,
strong seigneurs, and finally ecclesiastical authority, which competed everywhere
with lay authority. Hence the multifarious creativity of medieval Europeans.

The wealth and cultural diversity of medieval Europe foreshadow the modern
world. It can, of course, be dangerous to look for the ideas of the present in the
past. The unique individuality of a life or a movement must never be forgotten:
the historian’s aim is to emphasize them. We hope that the profusion of remote
ways of life presented in this book, and often difficult to understand, will prevent
the reader from falling into that trap and leave him with an awareness of the
remoteness and complexity of the medieval past. At the same time we study the
past because it is interesting in the present. Abelard and St Francis would not
attract us if we could not to some extent share their hopes and fears. We
hope that the modern inhabitants of London or California will recognize their
ancestors in this book and find some help in understanding the origins of the
world in which they live now.

GEORGE HOLMES
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THEODOSIUS THE GREAT was the first emperor to enforce orthodox Christianity on his subjects, and
the last to rule a united empire. A silver plate now in the Academia de la Historia, Madrid, represents the
emperor enthroned in majesty and flanked by bodyguards and co-emperors while granting an official his

letter of appointment. In the lower segment a female personification of the earth looks up to the emperor
in a submissive pose.
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The Transformation of the

Roman Mediterranean
400—900

THOMAS BROWN

The Twilight of the Ancient Mediterranean

IN the late fourth century there was little sign of imminent upheaval in the
Mediterranean heartlands of the Roman Empire. The disorders of the third
century had been overcome by soldier-emperors whose reforms had safeguarded
the frontiers and created political stability. Following the conversion of Con-
stantine Christianity had established a firm hold and lavish programmes of
artistic and architectural patronage testified to the wealth and self-confidence of
a revivified empire.

After the death of the Emperor Theodosius I in 395, however, divisions
between the Latin and Greek halves of the empire became more evident. The
east far outshone the west in intellectual achievement, prosperity, and the number
and size of its cities; whereas Gaul and Britain could muster 114 civitates, more
than goo cities constituted the thriving centres of political and economic life in
the east. Not only the resources but the ideological backing for imperial authority
were stronger in the east, where the Hellenistic heritage reinforced acceptance
of the imperial cult and the trappings of autocratic power. Papyri from Egypt
and excavations of Syrian villages suggest a level of agricultural prosperity in
sharp contrast with the slave-run latifundia of Italy or the peasant hovels of
Gaul. Eastern society was relatively meritocratic, with officials drawn from loyal,
capable members of local urban élites, whereas in the west even the ‘new men’
appointed by fourth-century emperors rapidly adopted the powers, traditions,
and arrogance of the senatorial aristocracy. In the east the propaganda of scholar-
bishops and the proselytizing of holy men reinforced allegiance to the ideal of
a God-given Christian empire, while in the west Christianity was less firmly
established and undermined attachment to the empire by offering an alternative
to imperial service. In Constantinople the east possessed a cosmopolitan and




THE BYZANTINES had a special reverence for the first Christian emperor, Constantine the Great, whom
they called ‘the equal of the apostles’. Here he is depicted in a ninth-century manuscript observing the
divine sign of the cross marked ‘In this conquer” at the decisive battle of the Milvian Bridge.

strategically sited capital which came to surpass Rome and the other imperial
residences of the west in size and splendour.

The most immediate problem in 395 was renewed barbarian inroads. In 376
a horde of Germans, mostly Visigoths, had crossed the Danube frontier in search
of refuge from the Huns, a fearsome tribe of steppe nomads. Tensions between
the incomers and their Roman hosts led to a battle at Adrianople in 378, in
which a Roman army was annihilated and the Emperor Valens killed. The
immediate threat was contained, but the Goths were permitted to settle on
Roman territory. Under their king, Alaric, they launched devastating raids into
Greece, before moving north into modern Yugoslavia. In 401 Alaric invaded
Italy and for ten years the peninsula remained at the mercy of Gothic plundering
and extortion. The Romans lacked reliable forces to defeat the invaders, and the
funds necessary to buy Alaric off. In exasperation at not receiving the money
and land which he demanded, Alaric besieged and sacked Rome in 410. The
destruction caused was limited but the psychological blow to Roman morale of
the first sack of Rome since the Gaulish attack of 390 Bc was immense. St Jerome
wept on hearing the news in his cell in Bethlehem and a bitter polemic exploded
between Christians and pagans. Christian views of society and history were
worked out in such influential works as Augustine’s City of God in order to
counter pagan attacks.

Italy was spared long-term effects from the rampaging of the Visigoths, since
they withdrew to Gaul after Alaric’s death in 410. More lasting and disruptive
were the effects of imperial weakness in Gaul, where a force of Vandals, Sueves,



Twilight of the Ancient Mediterranean 3

and Alans broke through the Rhine frontier in the winter of 406/7 and Constan-
tius, a usurper from Britain, set up a short-lived empire based on Arles. By 418
the imperial government got the upper hand over the twin dangers of sedition
and invasion by the increasingly familiar expedient of setting a thief to catch
thieves. The promise of land and subsidies together with the threat of a food
blockade enforced by Roman naval power induced the Visigoths into repelling
the Alans and Vandals and settling in Aquitaine as Roman federati (allies).

The first half of the fifth century saw the settlement of Germanic peoples in
most areas of the western Mediterranean, and in the main this process took place
smoothly and peacefully. In Gaul the Visigoths and the Burgundians, who were
settled first on the Rhine and later in Savoy, served as a bulwark against peasant
rebels and other barbarians, took only a proportion of the land for themselves,
and allowed the Romans to retain their institutions as nominal subjects of the
emperor. Spain lapsed into a period of confusion and obscurity following the
invasion of the Vandals and their Sueve and Alan allies. In 429 the Vandals
moved on to Africa and Visigothic overlordship was eventually established over
most of the country.

Africa is the province of the western Mediterranean whose fate approximates
most closely to the popular view of catastrophic invasion. The Vandals, led by
their remarkable king, Gaiseric, were quick to throw off the fagade of allied
status and seized Carthage and the other cities of what was once one of the

THE IMPERIAL COURT AT RAVENNA maintained vague authority over the western empire in the early
fifth century despite the Germanic invasions and usurpations by Roman commanders. An illustrated ser
of annals from Ravenna reveals the government’s preoccupation with the ruthless suppression of revolr.
Entries covering the years 411 to 423 are accompanied by drawings of shroud-covered corpses, the
decapitated heads of rebels, and prisoners being led into captivity.
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THE WESTERN EMPIRE was
still able ro achieve occasional
victories over the barbarians in
the early fifth century. One such
victory was the bartle of Pollenzo
near Asti in 402 when the general
Stilicho defeated the Goths.
Probably to be associated with
this short-lived triumph is a
mosaic recently found in a late
Roman residence from Faenza.
An idealized scene portrays the
Emperor Honorius in the
traditional nude pose of the victor
surrounded by Stilicho, the
empress, and bodyguards.

THE COUNTRY ESTATE
(below). In the Late Roman
Empire the aristocracy retreated
from the increasingly
burdensome cities to a more
leisurely life on their estates.
Their elaborate villas were often
made more secure by the additior
of towers and could be used as
refuges in times of disorder.
Following the invasions many of
these precursors of medieval
castles were raken over by
barbarian chiefs. The illustration
is from a fourth-century mosaic
in Tabarka, Tunisia.
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richest of Rome’s provinces. The Roman population was relentlessly taxed, the
Catholic hierarchy was persecuted, and naval raids were launched against Roman
targets throughout the Mediterranean.

Italy and the imperial court at Ravenna felt little direct effect from what
appeared to be a phoney war against the barbarians. This immunity was the
achievement of two capable commanders-in-chief, Constantius and Aétius, ‘the
last of the Romans’, who manipulated the invaders in order to shore up
the tottering empire. Aétius’ balancing act failed when his Hun allies turned against
him and invaded northern Italy. The empire became the plaything of autocratic
factions and in 476 the boy-emperor, Romulus, ironically nicknamed Augustulus
(‘the little emperor’) was deposed by Odoacer, the commander of the German
mercenaries in Italy, who sought land for his troops and direct rule of Italy for
himself.

A graphic account survives of the running down of Roman public life in
Noricum (western Austria) in the face of German pressure. Once Roman supplies
and payments were cut off, the demoralization of a population accustomed to
Roman protection could only be staunched by the leadership of a charismatic
holy man, and after his death the province had to be evacuated. In Italy, however,
a complex civilian society remained intact, and the senatorial aristocracy main-
tained its privileged position, including its vast landholdings, its monopoly of
lucrative governorships, and the cultivated literary life of its salons.

In Gaul the withering away of the empire left the senators as the main symbol
of Roman legitimacy while relieving them of the burdens of imperial rule.
Gradually, however, they found their political and social position marginalized
as their offices and titles became redundant and their Germanic guests began to
flex their muscles. The Visigoths set up a kingdom based on Toulouse, while the
Burgundians in south-eastern Gaul established a sub-Roman state with twin
capitals at Lyons and Geneva. The difficulties faced by senators in adjusting to
new realities are displayed in the letters and poems of the scholar-aristocrat
Sidonius Apollinaris. His attitude to the Germans ranged from admiration of
a cultivated Visigothic king who played backgammon to exasperation at the
‘gluttonous’ barbarians billeted on his estate, ‘who spread rancid butter on their
hair’. His evolution from literary escapism in the seclusion of his estates to
conscientious activity as bishop of Clermont reflects a widespread process of
clericalization; episcopal election became the means for a disorientated aristo-
cracy to maintain its traditional leadership of the community and for preservation
of Roman customs and culture.

With time the passive antagonism of the Roman population undermined the
power of the Visigothic kings, despite their frantic attempts to court support by
issuing Roman law codes, and facilitated their defeat at the hands of the newly
converted king of the Franks, Clovis, at Vouillé near Tours in 507. Thenceforth



BOETHIUS DE ARITHMETICA. Two
of the most imporrant members of
the Roman Senate during the
Indian Summer which it enjoyed
under Ostrogothic rule were
Symmachus and his son-in-law

6 Transformation of Roman Mediterranean

the Visigothic kingdom was confined to Spain apart from a small salient north
of the Pyrenees in Septimania. The smoothness of the Visigoths’ withdrawal into
Spain was made possible by the intervention of the Ostrogothic king, Theoderic,
who became the most powerful barbarian monarch in the western Mediterranean
after seizing Italy from Odoacer in 493. He is also the most interesting, since he
combined capable war-leadership and an appreciation of the need to retain the
identity of his people with a calculated admiration for the benefits of Roman
civilization derived from his own experience of Constantinople as a hostage.
This ‘dual’ approach provided for lavish patronage of public works, the
promotion of economic activity and the safeguarding of Roman customs,
especially those of the Senate, whose support he cultivated to reinforce the
legitimacy of his rule. His own people were kept segregated in settlements in
north and central Italy under their own commanders, while the central and local
administration was entrusted to Roman collaborators such as Cassiodorus, a
senator from a parvenu Calabrian family. However, Theoderic’s position as the

Boethius. Both were distinguished
intellectuals who co-operated with
Theoderic, but both were later
accused of treasonable dealings
with Constantinople and executed.
Boethius’ scientific treatises
remained widely used textbooks
throughout the early Middle Ages,
and this illustration is taken from a
ninth-century manuscript of his De
Arithmetica.
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leader of a small heterodox people was always vulnerable, and towards the
end of his reign uncharacteristically severe measures taken against the Roman
population can be attributed to fears concerning the succession and the diplo-
matic noose which the Byzantines were tightening around his kingdom. Recon-
ciliation between the Roman Church and the aggressively orthodox emperors
of the east, combined with the nostalgic yearning of conservative senators
for Roman rule, gave rise to suspicions of treasonable negotiations with Con-
stantinople, which in turn led to the notorious episode of the arrest and execution
of the philosopher Boethius.

For much of the fifth century the eastern empire had seemed destined to fall
into a decline similar to that of the west. Its last representatives of the Theodosian
house were equally incapable, its Balkan provinces were ravaged by Hun and
Ostrogoth invasions and Constantinople itself was at times threatened. The
eastern provinces of Syria and Egypt were racked by religious dissension over
the nature of Christ, a matter of spiritual life and death to Christians preoccupied
with salvation and with achieving a doctrinal orthodoxy that was pleasing to
God. Gradually, however, the east’s underlying advantages enabled it to emerge
from its difficulties as a resilient and cohesive society. The impression that
emerges is one of consensus around the ideal of a God-appointed Christian
empire, prosperity reflected in lavish building throughout Asia Minor and the
dynamic capital of Constantinople, and political stability enshrined in the rise
of a new breed of trained, dedicated bureaucrats. One of the latter, an official
named Anastasius, became emperor, and further strengthened the empire by
cautious and tolerant policies of reducing taxes and trimming expenses. The full
benefits of this political and financial stability were reaped by his successors,
Justin I and his nephew Justinian.

Justinian, the most remarkable of Byzantium’s emperors, was denounced
by a vituperative contemporary for ‘ruining the Roman Empire’ and ‘bringing
everything into confusion’. In fact his efforts to turn the clock back to the great
days of the universal Roman Empire had astonishing initial success. A small
expedition was launched against the Vandal kingdom of North Africa, the
longest standing thorn in Constantinople’s flesh, under the brilliant general
Belisarius, and the people who had terrorized the Mediterranean in the fifth
century were rapidly conquered. In the view of the historian Procopius the
Vandals had become ‘of all nations the most lecherous’, and their military
prowess had been sapped by their wealth. The emperor’s whirlwind success was
celebrated in the extravagant prologues attached to the massive Code of Roman
Law which he issued in 534. Justinian’s legislative activity, like his stalwart
defence of religious orthodoxy, was based on an elevated view of the universal
empire, which he saw as the terrestrial image of God’s heavenly kingdom. His
autocratic leanings were reinforced by a savage uprising against his reliance on



A VANDAL NOBLE LEAVING
HIS VILLA, from a mosaic of
around 500, According to a
Byzantine historian, ‘“The Vandals
used to indulge in baths every day,
enjoved a table rich in all things
... and passed their time. .. above
all in hunting ... And most of
them lived in parks ... all kinds
of sexual pleasures were pracrised
among them.” The decadence of
the Vandals played a part in their
rapid conquest by the Byzantines
in 533.

unpopular ministers in 532 and encouraged by his redoubtable empress, the
former actress Theodora.

Throughout the 530s Justinian undertook a lavish programme of building,
including the Church of Hagia Sofia in Constantinople with its dome of unpre-
cedented size. His military success continued with an invasion of Sicily and Italy,
and by 540 the Ostrogoths had lost their main political centres of Rome and
Ravenna. Although his propaganda stressed the renewal of Rome’s greatness,
his actions resulted in the replacement of the cosy bureaucratic system of the
east by a ‘Stalinist’ regime based on his own megalomaniac energy, ruthless
political and fiscal oppression of his subjects, reliance on unpopular toadies, and
rigorous enforcement of doctrinal orthodoxy.

In the 540s Justinian’s luck ran out. Persia launched a devastating invasion of
the east, the Slavs infiltrated the Balkans, and under an able new king, Totila,
the Ostrogoths reduced the imperial foothold in Italy to a few coastal outposts.
In 542 bubonic plague decimated the empire’s population, with catastrophic
effects on urban and economic life, and in 548 his helpmate Theodora died. The
remaining years of Justinian’s reign have a relentless, austere quality. In spite of
all the vicissitudes the emperor kept his nerve, repelling invasions, sending a
force to Italy under Narses which dealt the Ostrogoths the coup de grace in 553,
and tirelessly seeking to reconcile his heretical subjects in the east to orthodoxy.

By his death in 565 Justinian appeared to have succeeded in restoring the
glories of Rome. The Arian kingdoms of Africa and Italy had been returned to
imperial rule, and even the Burgundian kingdom was taken over by Justinian’s
Frankish allies in the §30s. Only Visigothic Spain held out, and it was threatened
by internal dissensions and a Byzantine salient around Cartagena. In other ways
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THE MEDITERRANEAN IN THE REIGN OF JUSTINIAN

Justinian’s reign marked a new beginning for the Roman Empire. His ideals of
autocracy and Romano-Christian universalism became a programme to which
all later Byzantine emperors subscribed. The upheavals of the fifth century had
not destroyed the relatively uniform Roman life of the Mediterranean.

An Age of Invasions

Justinian’s extravagance has been blamed for bankrupting his empire and ren-
dering subsequent set-backs inevitable. In fact the empire remained rich and
powerful and, with the exception of Italy, decline seems to have been the result
of plague and long-term economic factors rather than war and over-taxation.
The Byzantines could still raise revenue efficiently, but the essentially civilian
character of the empire made it difficult to raise troops of the quality and quantity
required to contain new more numerous and tenacious invaders.

The first of these were the Slavs. The pressure became stronger and more
violent with the advent of a nomadic people, the Avars, who organized the Slavs
into a loose but effective empire based on tribute and pillage, and launched
devastating attacks on the Byzantine Empire from 570 onwards. After the




THESSALONICA was one of the few
cities in the Balkans to remain in
Byzanrine hands through the period of
the Avar and Slav invasions. The
citizens attributed their delivery from
a series of perilous sieges to the
personal intervention of their patron,
St Demetrius. He is shown here in a
seventh-century mosaic from the
Church of St Demetrius with the two
earthly rulers of the city, the
archbishop and the governor.

Emperor Maurice was killed in a mutiny on the Danube frontier his ineffectual
successor Phocas was unable to prevent the Avars and their Slav allies from
occupying most of the Balkans and Greece apart from a few coastal enclaves.
An Avar force besieged Constantinople in 626, and Thessalonica, the greatest
city in the empire’s European provinces, attributed its salvation from repeated
attacks only to the intervention of its patron, St Demetrius.

Avar pressure on Pannonia also forced the Lombards, who had hitherto been
in the background, to launch the most lasting and destructive of the Germanic
invasions in the Mediterranean area. In the sixth century the Lombards had
refined their political and military organization through contact with the Romans
as mercenaries and some had been converted to Arianism. Under the able
leadership of King Alboin the Lombards entered Italy in 568 and within a year
had occupied most of the peninsula north of the Po. The Lombard advance
benefited from local resentment of imperial taxes and religious policies and the
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existence of a Germanic fifth column among underpaid mercenaries and the
remnants of the defeated Goths. After reorganizing the administration under a
military supremo or exarch the Byzantines were able to mount a counter-offensive
with Frankish support from the 58os, until the Lombards recovered lost ground
under their capable King Agilulf and a truce was agreed in 605 which marked
out a lasting division between the new kingdom and the empire. In the north
the Lombards controlled most of Piedmont, Lombardy, Emilia, Tuscany, and
mainland Veneto, while the south was dominated by the semi-independent
duchies of Spoleto and Benevento. All that remained to the empire were the areas
of Rome and Ravenna with a fragile corridor in between and coastal enclaves
around Venice, Genoa, and the southern ports. This gradual stabilization was
not matched by internal peace or prosperity. The writings of Pope Gregory the
Great paint a depressing picture of the destruction caused by the ‘unspeakable’
Lombards: ‘the cities have been depopulated . . . churches burned down . . . the
land lies empty and solitary.’

The reality was more varied than the outpourings of a Roman churchman

THE LOMBARD CONQUERORS of Italy acquired enormous wealth through booty and tribute, dem-
onstrated by the richness of their graves. Noblemen developed a rtaste for the products of Romano-
Byzantine civilization and could easily adapt certain of them to their traditional life-style of ostentation
and banqueting with their retainers. A male tomb from the cemetery of Castel Trosino near Ascoli Piceno
produced a drinking horn of dark blue glass, 27 cm in length (below, left).

TO A BARBARIAN WARRIOR ELITE, weapons were important as status symbols as well as for their
practical use. A male grave from the Lombard cemetery of Nocera Umbra has preserved an elaborate
sword with a gold pommel and decorated with almandines (below, right).
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would suggest. A distinction has to be drawn between the frontier areas, which
became a desolate no man’s land, the imperial territories, in which social and
administrative adjustment caused more upheaval than direct Lombard attacks,
and the Lombard heartland, where the rapid take-over by a new élite of warriors
caused little disruption to the lives of ordinary Roman peasants and city-dwellers.

Byzantium'’s failure to re-establish its authority over Italy and the Balkans can
be explained by the threat posed to its most populous and valuable provinces in
the east from its revitalized rival Persia. The Emperor Maurice obtained a hard-
won peace in 591, but after the usurpation of Phocas in 602 the Persians launched
an offensive which resulted in the laying waste of Anatolia and the conquest of
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. The gravity of the crisis was brought home to the
Byzantines when the treasured relic of the True Cross was carried off to Ctesiphon
in 614 and the Persians reached the Bosphorus in 626. The Persians might have
realized the ambitions of Darius and Xerxes but for the resilience of the Byzan-
tines and their emperor, Heraclius, who marshalled the resources of his battered
empire to launch a counter-attack from the Caucasus area which brought the
Persian Empire to its knees.

The elation produced by Heraclius’ stunning success was to prove short-lived.
In'630, two years after the True Cross had been restored in triumph to Jerusalem,
a former merchant entered the Arabian city of Mecca at the head of an army of
Bedouin followers. By the death of the prophet Muhammad in 632 the Arabian
peninsula was united behind the new faith which he had preached, and within
ten years Persia and the Byzantine provinces of the east had succumbed to Islam.

The phenomenal success of this new movement had its roots in the volatile
political, social, and religious climate of Arabia. Tensions had grown between
the Bedouin tribesmen and the merchants of the wealthy towns, and the old
polytheistic beliefs had been undermined by the monotheistic certainties of
Judaism and Islam. The lid which had been kept on the Arabs’ inveterate raiding
and political turmoil by Byzantine and Persian diplomacy was removed by the
struggle between the superpowers. Muhammad’s genius lay in gaining control
of this maelstrom by his statesmanship and his powerful yet eclectic vision of an
ideal of total submission (Islam) to Allah, and channelling the traditional warlike
energies of his people and their new-found fanaticism into an irresistible move-
ment of conquest.

[slam owed its remarkable success both to its own strengths and to its
opponents’ weaknesses. The prowess and dedication of its warriors, the ability
of the early caliphs, the simple appeal of its doctrines, and its proselytizing vigour
with its promise of specific rewards all played their part. In contrast with earlier
invaders, the Arabs were able to evolve an original and durable synthesis. They
took over the more effective and appealing tenets of other faiths and retained
viable elements of Graeco-Roman administration and urban culture while main-

/




An Age of Invasions 13

taining the distinctiveness and vitality of their own culture. Also important was
the political and religious alienation of many of Byzantium’s subjects. Coptic-
and Aramaic-speaking Monophysites in Egypt and Syria saw their Arab fellow
Semites as deliverers from Greek tax-gatherers and orthodox persecutors, and
both Christians and Jews were treated with toleration in return for the payment
of a head-tax. Significantly, however, repeated attacks on Anatolia, the orthodox
heartland of the Byzantine Empire, failed to produce permanent conquests.

From 661 until 750 the rapidly expanding Islamic world was governed by the
Ummayad caliphs with their capital at Damascus. While emphasizing their desert
origins as a segregated warrior ¢lite, the Ummayads showed a practical sense of
eclecticism in their adoption of the art and culture of their subjects and their
exploitation of local wealth to finance their pleasures and raiding. A vast free-
trade zone was established and local populations preserved their culture and
their prosperity under a regime which resembled a benign protectorate rather
than an empire.

Meanwhile, Byzantium found itself locked in a struggle for survival. The
interior of Asia Minor became a no man’s land, the scene of a bitter war of
attrition. Gradually the empire succeeded in stabilizing its position by a series
of drastic measures. The field armies which had retreated in the face of the initial
blitzkrieg were stationed in military zones known as themes, and a complete
break was made with the traditional division of power between civil and military
authority. Local power was devolved into the hands of theme commanders and
the state turned a blind eye to the amassing of land by local troops. A scorched-
earth policy was adopted, and forces were withdrawn or shut up in fortresses
while the enemy’s lines of communication grew over-extended, pitched battles
were avoided, and guerrilla attacks were launched to harry the Arabs’ weak
points. General winter also helped: a chronicler reported that in 791 raiders ‘met
with such cold that their hands and feet dropped off’.

The impact on the Anatolian plateau was catastrophic. Urban life and arable
farming become impossible as Arab forays caused repeated devastation and
Byzantine ‘home guards’ shepherded peasants and their flocks into fortresses.
Cities in the interior became mere kastra, fortified army bases, and even the great
cities of the western coast fell into a precipitate decline. Although the tide of
Arab raids was gradually stemmed, thanks especially to the military expertise of
the Isaurian emperors, the price was the transformation of the Byzantine world
into an impoverished, militarized society comparable with that of the early
medieval west.

Meanwhile, the Islamic conquests continued for a time. Arab forces penetrated
central Asia to the frontiers of India and China, and to the west swept through
North Africa. In 695 they seized Carthage, the capital of a Byzantine province
which had fallen on hard times as a result of Moorish raids, religious dissensions,
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and the encroachment of the desert. In 711 they turned their attention to Spain,
and after a single battle the Visigothic kingdom lay at their feet.

Ironically the other Germanic kingdoms were strengthened by the Islamic
onslaught. Byzantium was forced to turn in on itself, and any hopes it had of
reasserting its authority in the west were dashed. The most obvious beneficiary
was the Lombard kingdom, and by 643 an aggressively nationalist king, Rothari,
rallied his people by issuing a code of Lombard law and overcoming Byzantine
outposts in Liguria and the Veneto. By around 68o the empire was forced to
make a treaty recognizing the Lombard kingdom, and the subsequent conversion
of the Lombards to Catholicism helped to reconcile their Roman subjects to
their rule.

The relief afforded by Byzantium’s tribulations to Visigothic Spain proved
shorter-lived. The Visigoths remained staunchly anti-Byzantine in spite of their
imitation of imperial ceremonial and coinage and their conversion to Catholicism
in §86. The Church was permitted to hold regular councils which legislated
on a wide range of secular and religious matters and which strove to uphold
the authority of the king as God-given ruler. One architect of this policy of
co-operation was the great scholar-bishop, Isidore of Seville, whose historical
works display a patriotic pride in Spain and an antagonism to the deceitful and
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unmanly Romani. The question remains why such a sophisticated monarchy, the
only Germanic kingdom able to maintain a land-tax, crumbled so quickly in the
face of Arab invasion. Factors such as succession problems and the alienation of
the Jewish minority played their part but at the root of the fall of this ‘despotism
tempered by assassination’ lay a weakness shared by most Germanic successor-
states; the military élite of Goths tried to maintain the Roman structures and
life-style which so impressed them, while excluding the Romans from real power
and wealth.

Despite the sudden collapse of the Visigothic kingdom and the rapid conversion
of many Christian nobles to Islam, the legacy which it left to the medieval west
was considerable. The Christians of Muslim Spain evolved a lively ‘Mozarabic’
culture, small but energetic Christian states were set up in the mountainous north
to resist the infidel, and a diaspora of Spanish scholars and Spanish texts supplied
much of the raw material for the adolescent culture of the west. At first, however,
the remorseless advance of Islam continued across the Pyrenees as Arab raiders
dealt a death-blow to the Gallo-Roman magnates of Aquitaine and Provence
who had escaped from direct Merovingian control in the seventh century and
reverted to an impoverished form of the autonomy which the region had enjoyed
in the fifth century. The Islamic inroads were checked by the famous victory of
Charles Martel, the Frankish mayor of the palace, at Poitiers in 732, and the
subsequent Frankish reoccupation of southern France formed a potent barrier
to further Arab expansion by land.

More important in relieving the pressure on a beleaguered Christian world
was a change in the ruling dynasty of Islam. In 750 the Ummayad caliphs were
overthrown by the Abbasids who removed their capital to Baghdad and initiated
a shift of emphasis towards the east. Much of the original vigour of the Bedouin
was lost, and the cultural and political traditions of the conquered areas
reasserted themselves, especially in Persia. As these separatist tendencies came
into conflict with the increased elaboration and bureaucracy of the court at
Baghdad, the immense empire which stretched from the Indus to the Atlantic
fragmented into smaller units. Spain was taken over by Ummayad exiles, North
Africa came under the vigorous rule of the Aghlabids, and Egypt was taken over
by the Tulunids.

More pressing threats to the Byzantines came from the naval power of the
emergent Arab states in the west and renewed attacks from the north. In 828
Crete fell to Arab pirates from Spain, and throughout the ninth century the
western seaboards of the empire were subjected to raids by the Aghlabids. The
prosperous island of Sicily was invaded in 827, and after the fall of the capital,
Syracuse, in 878, only a few outposts in the eastern part of the island remained
in Greek hands. Danger closer to home was posed by the Bulgars, who exploited
the collapse of Avar power to build up a strong state in which a Bulgar aristocracy
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BYZANTIUM AND HER EASTERN AND BALKAN NEIGHBOURS IN THE NINTH CENTURY

ruled a Slav peasantry. Macabre proof of the Bulgar threat came in 811 when
the Khan Krum defeated the Emperor Nicephorus I and had his skull made into
a drinking goblet. Ironically, the Bulgar menace proved most serious later in
the century after Byzantine missionaries began a programme of conversion to
orthodox Christianity; equipped with a more elaborate administration and a
hybrid culture stimulated by the introduction of a Slavonic alphabet, the Bulgar
state under Tsar Symeon challenged the universality of Byzantium by presenting
itself as a legitimate rival empire. Byzantium also faced raids from another
northern neighbour, the Rus, Scandinavian adventurers who had established an
ascendancy over the Slav population of Russia and who resembled their Viking
cousins in the west by combining lucrative trading with destructive raiding.
Gradually, however, Byzantium emerged from its heroic period with its
prestige, power, and wealth greatly increased. Byzantine naval power enabled it
to reassert its authority over Dalmatia and Venice, and in 876 the first emperor

THE CONSIDERABLE WAVE OF CHURCH-BUILDING which went on in both east and west in Justinian’s
reign is evidence of the wealth and power of bishops as well as of the grandeur of the empire. Here a
mosaic from the cathedral of Pore¢ in Yugoslavia, dating from about 550, depicts the founder, Bishop

Euphrasius, together with his son and an archdeacon.
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CHARLEMAGNE'S CONQUEST OF
THE LOMBARD KINGDOM in 774
led to the settlement of a powerful new
Frankish aristocracy in Iraly. A fresco
from the east wall of the early ninth-
century Church of San Benedetto art
Malles depicts a Frankish magnate
wearing Frankish national dress.

of the Macedonian dynasty, Basil I, exploited the weakness of the Lombard
princes of southern Italy in the face of Arab raids to occupy Bari and establish
themes in Calabria and Langobardia (modern Apulia). Earlier in the century
Byzantine generals had conquered the Slav territories of the Peloponnese and a
process of Christianization and Hellenization was undertaken by Greek monks.
At home the empire had recovered from the self-inflicted wounds of the iconoclast
controversy and enjoyed a period of relative stability under the Macedonians.
Equally important was the empire’s evolution of a realistic and imaginative policy
towards its northern neighbours. The Justinianic ideal of universal reconquest
receded in favour of a pragmatic extension of Byzantine cultural influence by
Slav-speaking missionaries.

In contrast the ninth century proved a period of uncertainty and upheaval in
the western Mediterranean. The late eighth century saw the emergence of a new
kind of invader from the north who embodied an aggressive commitment to

DESPITE SERIOUS PREOCCUPATIONS IN THE EAST, Byzantine emperors went to great lengths to
retain the allegiance of their western subjects, and especially important churchmen. Lavish gifts were often
presented, such as this silver-gilt cross given to the papacy by Justin II (now in the Treasury of St Perer’s)—
a fine example of the ornate religious art produced in Constantinople.
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Christianity and self-confident expansionism on the part of a Latin west, which
for centuries had lain prostrate in the face of external attacks. The Frankish King
Charlemagne, Charles the Great, inherited from his father Pippin III the recently
subjugated Mediterranean lands of Aquitaine and Provence and a tradition of
intervening in Italian affairs in support of the pope. After their capture of
Ravenna in 751 the Lombards had attempted to take over the former Byzantine
territories of the exarchate and the duchy of Rome, much to the alarm of the
popes, who never ceased to regard the Lombards as barbarian interlopers. The
papacy asserted its own claims to these lands by fabricating a remarkably
successful forgery, the Donation of Constantine, which purported to record the
first Christian emperor’s grant to St Peter of ‘Italy and the west’. The popes
fostered a special relationship with the Franks by playing upon the Carolingians’
veneration of St Peter, and finally in response to papal pleas Charles led an
expedition to Italy which resulted in the take-over of the Lombard kingdom
in 774.

The momentous repercussions of this step included the creation of a papal state
which remained a major factor on the Italian scene until 1870. The strengthened
alliance between Charles and the pope led to a flow of Roman manuscripts and
relics into Francia. The pope crowned Charles emperor on Christmas Day 8co,
hoping thereby to strengthen his hold over his protector. The Byzantines were
outraged, and conceded only limited recognition of the title in 812 after protracted
negotiations. For the papacy the restoration of a western empire represented a
decisive turning of its back on Byzantium and an opportunity to stress its political
as well as ecclesiastical authority in the west. In the long term the creation of a
western empire gave a boost to notions of a distinct European identity and helped
create a north—south axis which was to dominate the west throughout the Middle
Ages.

The Frankish involvement in Italy did nothing to promote the unity of the
peninsula. The essential structure of the Lombard kingdom was preserved,
although an élite of Frankish officials and ecclesiastics was brought in and vast
amounts of land were entrusted to the Church. The position of the former
Byzantine territories stretching from Rome north to Bologna remained ambigu-
ous; the pope claimed them as the Patrimony of St Peter, but considerable power
remained in the hands of local figures such as the archbishop of Ravenna and
the nobles of the Campagna. In practice the Frankish kings exercised extensive
influence. To the south the state of Benevento remained a centre of Lombard
legitimism under descendants of the old royal house, although later in the century
separate princedoms split off, based on Capua and Salerno, and Lombard power
was undermined by Arab raids and the Byzantine reconquista. Even before 876
the eastern empire possessed a major presence in the form of direct possessions,
such as Calabria, the Terra d’Otranto, and Sicily, and the largely autonomous
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maritime cities of Venice, Gaeta, Naples, and Amalfi. The middle and late ninth
century were dominated by the raids of Arab pirates, who went so far as to set
up bases on Italian soil and to sack the Vatican suburb of Rome in 846. The
resistance, led by the last Carolingian emperor based in Italy, Louis II, and Pope
John VIII, was spirited but unsuccessful. Italy’s misery was increased by the
sudden invasion of the Magyars, steppe nomads who sacked and pillaged their
way as far south as Otranto in 899. Political confusion reigned by 9oo, with the
throne of Pavia fought over by rival claimants, the papacy the plaything of noble
factions, and the rise throughout the peninsula of magnate families who enforced
their control of the countryside by the setting up of fortified villages (castelli).
On the Christian side the only beneficiary of this disunity was Byzantium, whose
prestige was heightened by disenchantment with the weakness and uncouthness
of the Franks and by its enduring cultural and artistic influence in Rome and the
south.

A broadly similar picture of disorder is presented by Provence, Aquitaine, and
northern Spain. The attempts of Charlemagne to push back the Arabs in the
area known as the Spanish March had little permanent result, and in the ninth
century the Mediterranean coast of France was devastated by the raids of Muslim
pirates. Marauding bands set up pirate nests, as at Fraxinetum on the Riviera,
in order to prey on pilgrim and merchant traffic crossing the Alps. As elsewhere
in the Carolingian Empire external pressure, combined with the disintegration
of royal authority, created conditions in which local power accumulated in the
hands of squabbling noble families.

Survivals and Disruption: the Case of City Life

The Byzantine and Islamic worlds have often been seen as preserving the political
sophistication and urban life of the classical world, while the west suffered a
complete break in continuity resulting from the invasions and the settlement of
the Germans. The difficulties of such a sweeping approach are obvious. The
institutions of the Roman world were undergoing major changes long before the
settlement of the barbarians. In certain cases the effects of ‘continuity’ could
be negative and those of ‘discontinuity’ positive. For example, the increasing
domination of military élites evident in most areas of the Mediterranean led to
more effective defensive arrangements, and the traditional culture of the civilian
aristocracy which such a process undermined was in many respects rigid and
sterile. Many factors were outside human control, including plague which
remained endemic for at least two centuries after the first great outbreak of 542,
and climatic deterioration, which depressed agricultural production between the
fourth and the eighth centuries. Contemporaries sought desperately to identify
themselves with past ages which they admired; the Ostrogoths sought to create




LUXURY ITEMS IN THE ROMAN
sTYLE continued to be produced at a
comparatively high rate despite the
upheaval of the invasions. The raste
which the Lombards acquired for
exquisite objects of Roman and Byzantine
manufacture can be seen especially in the
female graves of the seventh-century
Lombard cemetery of Nocera Umbra.
Tomb 23 contained an ivory casket
(pyxis) decorated with scenes of the
sacrifice of Abraham and of Daniel in the
lions’ den.

for themselves a classicizing past in which the Amazons were represented as
Gothic women, and the historian Agnellus of Ravenna saw no anomaly in writing
of the ‘Roman Empire’ of Charlemagne.

More important than the degree of continuity and disruption is the question
of the impact of surviving institutions and new forces. The complexities involved
in assessing survivals can best be seen by examining the fortunes of one key
institution which was literally synonymous with ancient civilization, the city.

The popular image of Byzantium as a monument to political and social
immobility is in many ways the opposite of reality. The empire of Constantinople
did in part owe its survival to its self-confident view of itself as the universal
Roman oikoumene (inhabited world), the terrestial image of God’s kingdom,
but the institutional and fiscal resources which enabled it to survive crisis after
crisis were derived from a capacity for self-regeneration. The most practical
elements of its administrative inheritance were retained, while costly traditions
such as the free corn dole in Constantinople were abandoned. The empire
reinforced its depleted manpower by encouraging the settlement of Slavs and
other peoples, and the rigidity of the old civilian aristocracy was replaced by a
meritocracy of parvenu soldiers. Subjects’ loyalty was fostered by the intro-
duction of new ‘populist’ symbols and beliefs, and the status of the peasantry
increased as free village communities replaced large estates. The simplified
society created by invasion, depopulation, and the devolution of power to local
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commanders represented a caesura with the Roman past, but helped to produce
a responsive and efficient military machine.

Nowhere is the transformation of Byzantium more apparent than in urban
development. Despite economic weaknesses and the erosion of their municipal
autonomy, cities had remained the political and social foundation of the eastern
empire in the fifth and sixth centuries and maintained a vigorous civic life,
reflected in lavish buildings and the notorious activities of circus factions. In the
aftermath of the Persian and Arab invasions, however, the cities of the Anatolian
plateau were abandoned or reduced to the level of fortified villages. The relatively
more prosperous and secure cities of the coast of western Anatolia also suffered
a calamitous decline. In the case of Ephesus the harbour silted up and the baths
fell into ruin as the formerly flourishing city was replaced by a small fortified
settlement inland. In Sardis the breakdown of traditional municipal life is shown
by the building of a seventh-century road through the ruins of civic buildings.

The contraction of urban life was even more dramatic in the Balkans. Many
cities disappeared completely during the Avar and Slav invasions, and among
those surviving, settlement became confined to the fortified acropolis, as in
Athens and Corinth. The evidence of finds of copper coinage points to a drastic
decline in local commercial activity.

What is striking is not simply the physical decline but the complete loss of
urban consciousness and the change of role. Cities lost their earlier importance
as economic and residential centres, and assumed an almost exclusively military

CIRCUS RACING. As long as the cities of
the Mediterranean maintained a vigorous
social life in the fifth and sixth century circus
racing continued to be an immensely popular
activity despite ecclesiastical disapproval.
Here a mosaic from Gafsa in Tunisia shows
a group of spectators in the fifth century.
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and administrative function. Significantly most showed little sign of recovery
when a measure of prosperity and stability returned to the empire from the late
ninth century.

Large-scale urban life was of course maintained in Constantinople, and to a
lesser extent Thessalonica. Even in the capital, however, a drastic fall in popu-
lation is suggested by the failure to repair the aqueduct of Valens after 626 and
Constantine V’s efforts to repopulate the city. By the tenth century Con-
stantinople was again an impressive city with a population of several hundred
thousand, but it remained an exceptional, parasitic metropolis. Its population
catered almost exclusively to the needs of the court and administration for goods
and services, and its trade and industry were rigorously controlled by imperial
officials and forced to attend primarily to the needs of the state.

It is hardly surprising that an Arab geographer commented that there were
only five proper cities in Anatolia in the ninth century. The contrast with the
Arab world was very marked. Urban development forged ahead in the areas
conquered by the Arabs, with large cities prospering not only in the Levant and
Mesopotamia, such as Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad, but also in the de-
urbanized west, where Fez, Kairouan, Cordoba, and Palermo rose to prominence.
The reasons for this revival include the existence of a vast common market, a
renewed influx of gold from Africa and the east, the high status accorded to
merchants, and the degree of autonomy enjoyed by urban elites.

In the western half of the Mediterranean urban life changed gear radically
because of political upheavals and a sharp drop in trade and monetary circulation,
but the decline was much less marked than in northern Gaul or Britain. A large
measure of physical continuity was evident in the preservation of Roman walls,
aqueducts, and other structures, often through the efforts of local bishops.
Temples such as the Pantheon in Rome were converted into churches, Roman
street plans were preserved in Lucca, Barcelona, and elsewhere, and on occasion
large private buildings became the nucleus of early medieval towns, as in the
case of Diocletian’s vast palace at Split, which became a refuge from Slav attacks
for the population of nearby Salona.

The level of continuity was not, however, uniform. In northern Italy virtually
all the Roman civitates survived with a few exceptions, but in the south the
majority of towns ceased to be recorded as episcopal sees around the time of the
Lombard invasions, and urban life was largely confined to the coastal cities
which enjoyed the lifeline of Byzantine commerce and naval support. Specific
external attacks could be a factor in a city’s decline, as perhaps in the case of
Aquileia, but in general longer-term factors were more important such as the
silting up of harbours, changes in trade networks, and an overall increase in
insecurity. Often the need for a settlement in a particular area continued, and
the population of exposed Roman towns sought refuge in more defensible sites,
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THE EMPEROR DIOCLETIAN’S PALACE AT SPLIT. A great number of Roman cities survived the
invasions because of the protection offered by their walls. On occasion other types of building could be
taken over for use as refuges, as in this case. When the s and S ttacked nearby Salona in 614, its
inhabitants sought refuge within the walls of the palace. Split then ame an important centre within the
Byzantine theme of Dalmatia and the medieval town developed inside the palace.
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either on islands as in the case of Grado and the Venetian lagoon, or on hilltops,
as in the Roman Campagna.

The cities which survived presented a sorry sight in the early Middle Ages. In
Rome the late Roman population of several hundred thousand had shrunk to
perhaps 30,000 by the late sixth century as a result of siege, famine, and plague,
important classical buildings lay derelict or were despoiled for building materials,
and vast areas of the city were desolate. Although the Roman tradition of lavish
municipal patronage had been replaced by a Christian programme of church-
building, the edifices erected were small and impoverished, to judge from the
fifty-seven churches recorded in Lucca before goo.

Roman patterns of life were steadily eroded in a number of spheres. Among
the clergy and the majority Roman population, Roman law persisted, but mainly
at the simplest level of notaries transcribing routine formulae to record trans-
actions. Municipal autonomy, already on the wane in the Late Roman period
finally disappeared as military aristocrats assumed power in both the Lombard
and Byzantine areas of Italy. In Rome the greatest ‘town council’, the Senate,
which had been allotted an important administrative role under the Ostrogoths,
found its membership sapped by a drift to the east and its powers taken over by
the papal and military authorities. Various activities at the heart of Roman civic
life, such as horse-racing, circus games, and public bathing, disappeared in a
hostile climate of ecclesiastical disapproval and economic dislocation.

While Roman institutions petered out or were taken over by the Church, a
number of Roman traditions remained alive. Cities remained the focus of politics
and administration and aristocrats, whether Byzantine, Lombard, or Frankish,
maintained the custom of urban living, in sharp contrast with England or most
of Gaul. Cities in Italy also retained a sense of identity with their Roman past.
This was strongest in the cities which had remained under Roman political
control, such as Rome, Ravenna, and Naples, where ecclesiastical writers extolled
the past glories and Roman titles such as consul and tribune remained in use.
More surprising is the strength of such feelings in Lombard areas: city descrip-
tions survive from eighth-century Milan and Verona which proudly list the walls,
temples, forum, and amphitheatres of their cities as well as their churches and
relics, and which display a civic consciousness partly founded on Roman legacies.

Particularly significant for the future was the dynamism which Italian cities
showed in new spheres. Whereas Roman towns had primarily been residential
and administrative centres with little involvement in trade, a number of early
medieval towns built their fortunes on commercial activity. Towns had always
possessed some role as local markets and royal legislation concerning the pro-
tection and taxing of merchants confirms that this continued under the Lombards.
By the eighth century salt produced at pans on the northern Adriatic coast
became one of the first commodities to be traded over longer distances and
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promoted the rise of first Comacchio and later Venice. As a subject of Byzantium
Venice had privileged access to markets in the east and soon diversified from salt
and fish into importing luxuries such as textiles and spices and exporting slaves.
The will of a doge shows that by 829 a large part of the aristocracy’s wealth lay
in investments in overseas trading ventures. In the early tenth century Venetian
merchants are recorded at Pavia as paying customary gifts of spices and cosmetics
in return for their right to sell oriental luxuries. Venetian commerce acted as a
stimulus to Lombard cities, who supplied the coastal city with food and cloth
and re-exported its imports to northern Europe. A similar luxury trade also
operated to the south in the late ninth century, as is shown by a saint’s life in which
Venetian merchants praised a Byzantine cloak which the hero had purchased in
Rome. Such items constituted catalysts to more general economic activity and
were in great demand as status symbols. In the south the chief centres of long-
distance commerce were Gaeta, Amalfi, and Naples, subjects of Byzantium which
also carried on a flourishing trade with the Arabs.

Inland cities such as Milan and Cremona had their prosperous merchants by
the ninth century, but they remained a minor element who tended to use their
wealth to buy land or to marry into aristocratic families. The future trading
giants of Pisa and Genoa were still little more than villages. Unlike the eastern
empire, where such groups saw their interests and ambitions as lying with the
metropolitan life of the capital, Italians developed a fierce pride in their local
city, which was expressed through the cult of patron saints and even in revolts
against royal officials. Cities possessed ill-documented institutions such as the
court of ‘worthy men’ and the ‘assembly in front of the church’ in which market
arrangements and other common concerns were discussed. One example of this
civic patriotism is Modena, whose position on the turbulent border between the
Byzantines and the Lombards had reduced it to dereliction and which survived
through the attachment of the local clergy to the martyr St Gimignano. As in
most northern cities the bishop came to exercise everyday administration, and
so in the 880s we find its bishop, Leudoin, rebuilding the walls and even inscribing
a poem in a chapel which called on the citizens to display vigilance in the best
classical traditions of Rome and Troy. Although in the tenth century bishops
became unpopular as outsiders and representatives of royal power, in earlier
centuries they were the mouthpiece for local interests and feelings and their
cathedral chapters were influential as opinion-makers and custodians of their
cities’ traditions.

This economic and cultural vitality, so missing in the ‘cities’ of the Byzantine
interior, only found its full expression in Italy with the political awakening of
the cities in the eleventh century. Most of the other areas of the Christian west
lacked the same level of economic activity, occupational diversity, and local
pride. Only the cities of Dalmatia, which had economic ties with the Adriatic
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coast of Italy and benefited from a nominal allegiance to Byzantium, displayed
an active commercial and ecclesiastical life and a strong civic consciousness in
the face of constant pressure from their Slav neighbours. In the Christian areas
of northern Spain economic life was relatively backward and the towns’ main
importance was as military strongholds. Even in these underdeveloped areas,
however, there was a striking reliance on the written word in legal transactions
which contrasts sharply with the northern European position, and an enduring
use of Visigothic law codes. In southern France the previously prosperous coastal
towns such as Marseilles maintained some commercial role and Roman traditions
in such fields as Roman legal practice, but what little evidence survives suggests
that their development in the eighth and ninth centuries was retarded by endemic
internal disorder and the effects of recurrent Arab raids.

In no area of the Mediterranean, therefore, were urban traditions completely
extinguished. In spite of the invasions the modicum of stability necessary for
urban life was soon re-established, except in exposed frontier zones, and certain
cities developed a novel role as commercial centres. Even in areas where economic
life remained depressed, urban values and traditions proved durable and helped
to produce a social climate which later proved capable of responding dynamically
to new opportunities.

Unity and Fragmentation in the Mediterranean World

‘The whole sea shared a common destiny . .. with identical problems and general
trends.” The historian Fernand Braudel’s masterly study of the Mediterranean
in the sixteenth century rests on an acceptance of its fundamental unity, which
would be shared by students of the classical world. In the early Middle Ages the
similarity of certain general trends cannot conceal the fact that the Mediterranean
ceased to be a Roman lake, a channel of communication uniting a uniform area,
and many historians have attributed the break with ancient culture and society
to this development. The classic statement of this view was put forward in the
1920s and 1930s by the Belgian historian Henri Pirenne, who argued that the
Arabs destroyed the unity of the Mediterranean in the seventh century and so
paved the way for a distinctively western European civilization. Telling criticisms
have been made of his approach and data, in particular his exaggeration of the
extent of trade, his equation of economic activity with cultural achievement, and
his pro-Roman bias. His provocative thesis also involves confusion of cause and
effect; the Mediterranean did cease to form the cultural, political, and economic
unit it had been earlier, but this fissure was in many respects a symptom of other
developments.

Not only the consequences of this momentous change, but also its date and
causes are difficult to establish. It has to be remembered that the Mediterranean



PILGRIM SOUVENIRS. Throughout the early
Middle Ages pilgrimage traffic was considerable, and
many western pilgrims visited the Holy Land. They
often brought back as souvenirs metal flasks decorated
with biblical scenes to contain oil from lamps which
burned ar pilgrimage shrines. This sixth-century
example, part of a collection in the cathedral treasury
of Monza, depicts the Ascension of Christ. An
accompanying papyrus records that they were brought
to Rome in the time of Gregory the Great.

is in fact a complex of seas, and that the degree of Roman naval control
essential for regular trade and communication varied from one to another. In the
easternmost basin, the Aegean Sea, Roman sea power and trade continued
along traditional lines well into the seventh century: the sea-borne transport
of commodities is shown by the state-directed supply of corn from Egypt to
Constantinople and by the discovery of a wreck off south-west Turkey which
sank around 623 with a cargo of wine in amphorae and other mass-produced
utensils. In the western (Tyrrhenian) basin, piracy and the activities of the Vandal
fleet in the fifth century dealt long-distance traffic a blow from which it never
recovered, even though short coastal voyages continued because they were
cheaper and safer than overland communication. Africa’s trade in foodstuffs
declined into insignificance. Justinian’s defeat of the Vandals and Goths only
partially restored Roman naval power. Even in the Aegean area the Byzantine
naval monopoly was broken when the Ummayads built up a fleet composed
largely of Christian renegades, seized Christian bases such as Cyprus and Rhodes,
and twice blockaded Constantinople itself.

The Byzantines were quick to appreciate the importance of naval supremacy
in defending and provisioning their many coastal provinces, and retrieved the
situation by building new ‘thematic’ fleets supplied from particular areas. This
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naval recovery was helped by the rise of the Abbasid caliphs based on Baghdad,
who were less sea-minded than their Ummayad predecessors. In the ninth century
Byzantium’s naval hegemony was undermined by a series of revolts in the naval
themes and by the emergence of aggressive new Muslim states, especially the
Aghlabids of North Africa. As a result of this Sicily was invaded in 827, Crete
was lost in 828, and the empire’s western provinces suffered devastating raids.
Although Byzantine naval dominance was therefore seriously challenged from
around 650, the empire retained a strong presence in those waters which were
strategic to its survival, thanks to the technical superiority of its ships, the
professionalism of its sailors, and the advantage of plentiful timber and naval
supplies in comparison with the Arabs. As for communications with the west, the
Arabsonly seriously threatened Byzantium’s control of the middle Mediterranean
(Adriatic) basin in the ninth century, when her subject cities of Venice and Amalf
were developing a powerful naval capability.

The vicissitudes of Byzantium’s naval strength were only one factor in the
weakening of its ties with the west. Equally important was the blocking of the
land route by the Avar and Slav invasions, which was only gradually reopened
with the conversion of the Balkans in the ninth and tenth centuries. The reasons
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SIXTH CENTURY was a
cosmopolitan centre with a
large Latin-speaking community
of western senators. Foremost
among these was the immensely
rich aristocrat Anicia luliana,
who belonged to the imperial
house of Theodosius I. Here she
is portrayed surrounded by
putti and personifications of
Magnanimity and Prudence in
the dedication page of an
illustrated herbal manuscript
known as the Vienna
Dioscurides.
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for the empire turning its back on the west were also psychological. A cultural
and linguistic cleavage between east and west already existed in the Late Roman
period. In the west knowledge of Greek was confined to a few intellectuals such
as Boethius, and in their war with Justinian the Goths did their utmost to exploit
the Italians’ suspicions of the ‘unmanly’ Greeks. That the authorities were aware
of the political dangers of such antagonisms is shown in a seventh-century show
trial in Constantinople when a dissident theologian was accused of ‘loving the
Romans and hating Greeks’. In the east Latin ceased to be the official language
of the administration, and the previously important Latin presence in the capital
was thinned out by cultural assimilation and the executions of the Emperor
Phocas. While historians of the mid-sixth century could still give exhaustive
accounts of campaigns in the west and Germanic customs, their successors
offered only occasional asides about the west and by the ninth century the interest
of the main chronicler was confined to the hostility displayed by the Roman
pontiffs against his bétes noires, the iconoclast emperors. The imperial govern-
ment displayed a broader view, showing its continued commitment to the west
by the dispatch of embassies and gold to the Franks and to renegade Lombards,
but it was prevented from deploying adequate resources in men and money by
more immediate pressures in the east. A further decline in involvement occurred
in the 630s, when the empire’s back-to-the-wall conflict with the Arabs led to a
decline in the number of oriental troops recorded in Italy and the disappearance
of Byzantine tribute from Frankish coin hoards.

A gradual contraction of horizons took place throughout the Mediterranean
in response to immediate dangers and economic needs as much as the Arab
advance and the disintegration of an increasingly remote and irrelevant empire.
An illuminating example is Byzantine Italy where fusion took place between
indigenous elements and immigrant soldiers to produce a militarily effective
society with a strong sense of local patriotism, whose nominal loyalty to Byzan-
tium rested on little more than inertia. The weakening of ties with the universal
empire had its beneficial effects: freed from the domination of a uniform elitist
culture and the siren pulling-power of a metropolitan centre, local cultures and
communities gradually blossomed. Sometimes this entailed a resurgence of local
ethnic traditions, as with the Basques in Spain and Moors in Africa; elsewhere,
as in Italy, it found expression in the rebirth of identity and vitality among
existing cities.

Long-distance trade was of limited importance in the Roman world, although
large quantities of goods and produce were transported through official channels,
most notably by state-sponsored shippers. With the breakdown of the state
apparatus, especially in the west, such large-scale transport was restricted, and
an increasing role was taken by Jewish and Syrian traders who specialized in
luxury items from the east. Records of these long-distance peddlars dry up in
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the seventh century, but eastern goods continued to flow into the west by other
means. A great number of items were distributed by the Byzantines as tribute or
diplomatic gifts to allies and important churchmen in the west. These objects
had a significance out of all proportion to their quantity and price because they
were valued as an index of social status and because they served as models for
local craftsmen. Even the supply of basic commodities never dried up completely.
Although there was a trend towards locally produced parchment, papyrus con-
tinued to be used for more important documents in traditionalist centres such
as Rome and Ravenna.

The hiatus of the seventh century was therefore confined to the already limited
level of commercial exchange. This break did not apply to the non-Christian
areas of the west; Spain and North Africa developed lucrative trade links with
the Levant as a result of their integration into an Islamic free-trade zone.
Elsewhere long-distance trade picked up considerably from the eighth century
onwards, reflecting increased internal stability and a demographic and climatic
recovery. References to wealthy merchants become frequent in documents from
Lombard Italy and elsewhere, and in the ninth century a number of cities which
were under nominal Byzantine authority such as Amalfi and Venice became
active centres of trade with the east. Ironically therefore international commerce
took off at the very time when the Arabs were making their naval presence felt
in the central and western Mediterranean, and political reality forced cities such
as Naples to enter into close relations with the Islamic world, which included
the payment of protection money and trading in slaves. By the tenth century the
extent of trading links is shown by descriptions of south Italian ports by Arab
geographers and by the circulation of an Islamic coin, the tari, in the south of
the peninsula.

Other, non-commercial channels remained important for the diffusion of
goods. Papal sources abound with references to oriental relics, vestments, and
ornaments, many of which must have arrived in Rome as official gifts, and many
luxury textiles came to the west by official or unofficial diplomatic means. When
the western envoy Liutprand of Cremona was caught smuggling a silken garment
out of Constantinople, he was engaging in a widespread practice which the
Byzantines sought to prevent to maintain the rarity value of such items.

The question of Mediterranean unity is therefore more complex than a simple
following of Pirenne’s views would suggest. Ties between east and west changed
in naturc and extent, but never ceased completely. An awareness of the rich and
powerful east survived in the west, kept alive by diplomats and pilgrims rather
than traders, while the east had little reason to reciprocate interest in an impover-
ished west. The flow of artistic objects and luxury goods imported from the east
had an important impact in the west, not least in furnishing a raison d’étre for
a number of trading cities, whose steady growth was to have startling reper-



CHURCHMEN AND ARTISTS FROM THE EAST continued to travel to the west in the seventh and eighth
centuries despite communications difficulties in the Mediterranean. This is shown by the remarkable frescos
in the Church of Santa Maria ‘Outside the Walls' at Castelseprio, an early medieval fortified
settlement forty km north-west of Milan. The lively and spontaneous cycle, which was restored in 1944,
has been variously dated from the sixth century to the tenth, but the Hellenizing style of the frescos and
the basing of their iconography on apocryphal Gospels popular in the east (as in this scene of the proof of
Mary’s virginity) suggest that they were executed by Greek artists sent to the Lombard kingdom soon after
its conversion to Catholicism in the late seventh century.

cussions on the economy and culture of Europe, but the effects were confined to
a narrow élite. As in the Roman Empire, the economy remained overwhelmingly
agrarian, and the peasantry who made up the vast majority of the population
lived a harsh life of poverty, and self-sufficiency, dominated by the demands of
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local lords and, in the east, of tax-collectors. The Mediterranean had become
transformed into a jigsaw of local communities, and therein lay both its weakness
and its strength.

Rulership and Government

One concept which long outlived the reality of a unified Mediterranean world
was that of an enduring Roman Empire. Both east and west drew upon a common
reservoir of ideological notions of a divinely ordained, universal empire which
had been evolved in the days of the great Christian emperors, Constantine and
Theodosius. The Byzantines called themselves Rhomaioi (Romans) and had no
difficulty in maintaining the claims to universal rule which had been energetically
proclaimed by Justinian. The west also drew upon Late Roman traditions as an
ideological basis for its kingship, but had to adapt notions of universal empire
to transformed political conditions and the predominance of ecclesiastical
thought. St Augustine of Hippo recognized the decline of the empire but con-
sidered it secondary to God’s instruments for salvation, the visible Church and
the true community of the just (‘the City of God’), while writers in Visigothic
Spain saw God’s mandate as having passed from the weak and heterodox
Romans to the powerful Catholic rulers of the Germanic west. In general,
however, the west was content with a vague recognition of the universal authority
of the remote emperors of Constantinople, because of the lack of any coherent
ideological alternative and the widespread equation of the Roman Empire
with the ‘Fourth Kingdom’ of the Book of Daniel, destined to survive until the
coming of Antichrist. The ambivalence of western barbarian kingdoms can be
seen in the laws which the Lombard king, Rothari, issued in 643; an un-
ashamedly traditional Germanic code was written up in Latin, almost certainly
by a Roman official, and was prefaced by a short history of the Lombard people
and a pious statement of the purposes of legislation borrowed from the Novels
of Justinian.

A new and more coherent attitude in the west emerged with the coronation
of Charlemagne in 8oo following the papacy’s disenchantment with Byzantium.
Thereafter the western emperor became an ideological focus and a de jure ruler
for the west, even though the unity of the Carolingian Empire soon crumbled
and some elements in Rome and southern Italy retained a snobbish attachment
to Byzantium for its power and wealth. The rivalries between the two empires
were well brought out in a letter of 871 from the Carolingian Emperor Louis 11
to his eastern opposite number in which Louis justified his claim to the title of
Roman emperor on grounds of virtue, inheritance, and divine anointing and
condemned the Greeks for their ‘cacodoxy’. While the lines were drawn for the
suspicion and antagonism which led to the conflicts of the crusading period,
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awareness of shared Christian belief and common hostility to outside threats
could persist. The Byzantine Emperor Theophilus addressed a plea to Louis the
Pious for aid in the face of Arab raids and Louis II's polemical letter was written
in the context of attempts to forge an alliance against the Arab threat in the
central Mediterranean.

Administrative structures in the west had none of the strengths of those of
Byzantium. Whereas the latter had inherited a unitary capital, salaried adminis-
trators, and a centralized system of justice and finance from Roman times, the
power of western rulers rested on the much flimsier basis of military prowess,
church support, and an ability to cajole loyalty out of often recalcitrant nobles.
Byzantium’s strength lay in her ability to control and utilize her resources

IMPERIAL COINAGE. In the Late Roman and
Byzantine periods imperial images were widely
used as propaganda to focus the allegiance of
subjects in a wide range of artistic objects and
in the most widely disseminated medium of all,
the imperial coinage. In the late seventh century
the Emperor Justinian 11 took the revolutionary
step of replacing the imperial image on the
obverse of the gold coinage with a bust of Christ.
This step was probably taken to exploit
increasing attachment to popular symbols of
Christian devotion, such as icons and relics,
which greatly boosted Byzantine morale in the
struggle against Arab and Avar invaders.

VISIGOTHIC CROWN. One of the strongest
and most able Visigothic kings of Spain was
Recceswinth, who issued a comprehensive legal
code in 654. The close links established by the
kings with the Church are reflected in a votive
crown which was presumably presented to a
church in Toledo. The gold crown decorated
with sapphires and pearls has an inscription
of suspended gold characters reading
RECCESVINTHUS REX OFFERET. It was
discovered with other items ar Guarrazar in
1859.
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effectively; most of her provinces were scarcely, if at all, richer than the west’s
but she had the machinery to extract whatever surpluses existed to finance a
glittering court and an all-embracing administration. The bureaucratic and
educational capacity remained to keep up tax registers and to employ paid
officials to collect imperial dues, and a reliable gold coinage was maintained less
for the purpose of stimulating economic activity than in order to facilitate the
smooth collection of taxes and their disbursement to troops and officials. Such
a sophisticated system gave the administration enormous advantages, but the
contrast between a monolithic east and a fragmented west should not be pressed
too far.

The capacity of western kingdoms to impose taxes was limited to tolls on
trade and imposts on justice; only the Visigothic kingdom of Spain was able to
maintain a land-tax on Roman lines. Kings did, however, command substantial
resources in land. The Lombards possessed extensive royal estates, and it has
been calculated that in the eleventh century, after two centuries of alienations
and endowment of the Church, the crown still owned more than 1o per cent of
the land in northern Italy. Other valuable sources of royal income included
booty, tribute, confiscation of property, the monopoly of minting coinage, and
the right to ratify a range of legal transactions and building operations. The
main activity to which Roman and Byzantine fiscal resources were devoted was
of course the financing of the army. This was a burden which Germanic kingdoms
were spared because all free warriors had an obligation to serve their king in the
army under their local dukes in return for the land on which they had been
settled. The enforcement of this system required constant vigilance on the part
of the Lombard kings and their Carolingian successors since there was a relentless
tendency for large landowners to reduce peasants to a state of dependence.

Another major prop of the Byzantine state was its control of justice. Not only
did centrally appointed judges administer courts at all levels, but the Roman
principle of territorial law was maintained with its presupposition that all
authority emanated from the emperor; the predominantly Latin Corpus of
Justinian was supplemented by the simplified Ecloga collection issued by Leo III
in 739 and by the authoritative Basilica Code promulgated by Leo VI. Law was
never as systematic or as uniform in the west; it was personal rather than
territorial, with the clergy and the native population ‘professing’ Roman law as
preserved in a simplified local (or ‘vulgar’) form and their Germanic conquerors
‘professing’ Gothic, Frankish, or Lombard law. Nevertheless, the kings gained
more control over the law than their counterparts in the north. In the case of
Italy it was royal officials who administered the courts, and the law codes issued
by the kings became increasingly influenced by Roman customs. Royal authority
was strengthened with the development of concepts of treason and the king’s
peace, and new provisions were introduced to allow for the free disposal of
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property, to discourage feud, and to cater for the role of merchants and other
aspects of a more settled urban society.

The features of Constantinople which made most impression on western
visitors were the dazzling richness of the court and the elaboration of the central
bureaucracy. In the west, a court such as that of the Lombard kings retained
certain Germanic features; it was politically imperative for a king to surround
himself with a warrior following and traditional servants such as the marpabis
(groom). Gradually, however, dress and ceremonial came to ape Byzantine
models, and many of the officials who appear with bureaucratic duties, such as
the chamberlain and notaries, have clear Roman origins. The take-over of Roman
traditions was vividly demonstrated when King Agilulf had his son Adaloald
presented as king in the circus of Milan. A particularly significant event occurred

GERMANIC KINGS were quick to portray themselves as Roman-style rulers and to adopr an iconography
of power derived from Roman models. A plaque from the helmer of the Lombard King Agilulf, now in
the Bargello Museum in Florence, shows the king enthroned in majesty and flanked by bodyguards, winged
personifications of victory and subject cities bearing tribute.

with the fixing of the royal court in Pavia around 620 and the city’s adornment
with royal quarters, churches, and even baths followed in the tradition of
Constantinople, Ravenna, and the Visigothic capital of Toledo. The Roman
character of the court was further emphasized after the Lombards’ conversion
to Catholicism, and throughout the Lombard and Carolingian periods Pavia
remained the cultivated nerve centre of a central administration capable of
making its power felt throughout the kingdom.

Local government was the weak spot of all early medieval monarchies, and it
was here that the superiority of the Byzantine state was less than might be
thought. The eastern empire was compelled by the invasions of the seventh
century to replace the largely civilian administration of the Late Roman period
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with a streamlined system, in which considerable autonomy was granted to
theme commanders. The external crisis facing the empire gave rise to a militarized
society analogous in many ways to that of the Germanic kingdoms, since the
military commanded the lion’s share of local power, land, and social status.
Byzantine emperors could exercise greater control by virtue of their elaborate
system of written instructions and supervision by inspectors, and most forcefully
by their power of the purse; Liutprand was astonished to see theme commanders
receive bags of gold as salaries in Constantinople. Even so the decentralization
inherent in the system could serve as a focus for political and religious tensions
and encourage coups and revolts by ambitious warlords. For most of our period,
however, the balance between ruler and local strongmen was tipped in favour
of the former, and a series of strong dynasties initiated by successful soldier-
emperors enabled Byzantium to avoid the fate of Visigothic Spain or Lombard
Italy.

Another crucial strength of Byzantium was that local officials at first formed
a dutiful meritocracy with no entrenched family position or landed wealth. By
the ninth century, however, these figures had put down strong local roots and
become a hereditary aristocracy similar to those of the west; as cohesive families
emerged with distinctive surnames, their most powerful members amassed vast
estates and began to exercise powers of patronage over the thematic soldiers and
peasants, the military and fiscal linchpins of the Byzantine state. A Paphlagonian
landowner in the late eighth century owned 48 estates and 12,000 sheep, and in
the ninth century a Peloponnesian heiress bequeathed 8o properties and 3,000
slaves to the emperor. The conditions were being created for a proto-feudal
society comparable to the dominance which western aristocrats exerted in their
localities through landholding. In Lombard and Carolingian Italy the monarchy
succeeded in keeping their nobles in check by essentially ad hoc methods; under
the Lombards a king’s military prestige could count for more than formal
hierarchy, and the Carolingian rulers relied on the appointment of loyal Frankish
nobles and their supervision by royal inspectors (missi). The death of Louis II
in 875 ushered in a period of dynastic uncertainty and administrative weakness
as magnates usurped royal rights and lands and built up their local power and
wealth. Despite the relative sophistication of royal government in Italy, it lacked
the trump card enjoyed by the eastern empire; Byzantine aristocrats had a vested
interest in the imperial system, because their ambitions were best served by
attachment to a central court which was the source of legitimacy, lucrative
offices, and dignities essential to their status.

If central authority in Italy proved a broken reed in the longer term, the
materials remained for a vigorous political life at a local level. The measure of
decentralization which had existed in the Roman areas since the seventh century
came to extend to the Germanic areas as well. In contrast to France, where
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justice became a private or feudal right, the complexity of Italian life helped to
preserve the public nature of courts, written law, and an acceptance of formal
legal procedures. The reliance on legal formalities and the written word was in
part a reflection of a level of lay literacy which far exceeded other areas of the
west: 77 per cent of witnesses who appeared in Lucca charters of the 89o0s were
able to sign their names. Although most Italian towns around 9oo had come under
the authority of individual lords and bishops, complex nations of community
and public ideology survived to form the necessary foundation for the later
development of independent communes. The Italian model of devolved political
life and public authority was to prove more dynamic than the Byzantine, where
autocracy had been maintained at the cost of eliminating local communities and
diverting political energies from the provinces to the capital. Oddly the Italian
position had closer parallels with the Islamic world, where high levels of wealth
and literacy produced a complex society but a superficially autocratic adminis-
tration in practice limited its role to the collection of taxes and the maintenance
of security, leaving local élites control over markets and everyday life in their
cities.

Religion and Mentalities

Christianity was already widespread throughout the Mediterranean area in the
Late Roman period, although it was stronger in the east than in the west and
the countryside was still dominated by the pagani (literally ‘country-dwellers’).
Among the many reasons for its success were its possession of an effective
organization centred on bishops (‘overseers’) based on the cities, and the breadth
of its appeal. By taking over the vocabulary and many of the spiritual and
ethical preoccupations of Greek philosophical thought, it attracted intellectuals
impressed by its moral precepts and its clear-cut monotheism. At the same time
it had competed successfully with a host of mystery religions in winning converts
among the masses, who sought the solace of eternal salvation and the satisfaction
of belonging to a close-knit community. The acceptance of Christianity by the
Roman state following the conversion of Constantine came as a bolt from the
blue, and also as a mixed blessing. Many of the converts who flocked to the new
faith did so for reasons of ambition rather than conviction, and in return for the
state’s political and financial backing, bishops came to be treated as imperial
officials and church councils often had to follow imperial instructions.

The Church’s new-found wealth and power aggravated internal tensions
among its members. In Africa major conflicts arose between the conservative
Romanizing wing, who accepted the Church’s new position, and diehard ‘Don-
atist’ elements, who favoured a radical rejection of the world and the exclusion
of those who had apostatized during earlier persecutions. Disputes also arose



POPE GREGORY THE GREAT initiated a major shift in Christian attitudes towards the barbarians by
accepting the political reality of Germanic kingdoms and promoting missionary activity. He maintained a
regular correspondence with Queen Theodelinda, wife of the Lombard King Agilulf, aimed at encouraging
the conversion of her husband. On the christening of her son in 603, the pope presented the queen with
various gifts, including this precious gospel book, with its covers decorated with jewels, enamels, and
reused Roman cameos.

not blind us to the persistence of ties and parallels. Just as Frankish pilgrims
could travel to Jerusalem, eastern churchmen and artists settled in the west, such
as Theodore, a refugee from St Paul’s city of Tarsus, who was a monk in Rome
before being sent to Canterbury as archbishop. Throughout the seventh and
early eighth centuries Rome’s religious and intellectual life was dominated by
Greeks and Syrians. The early Middle Ages saw the emergence throughout the
Mediterranean of Christian literary forms such as the saint’s life and of a popular
religious culture centred around processions, icons, and relics; in a simple age men
craved tangible tokens of holiness. Patron saints became the revered guardians of
cities in east and west, and the liturgy was perfected as an elaborate, dramatic
expression of collective devotion.

A move towards greater uniformity is also evident in both parts of the Church.
In the east the authority of the patriarch of Constantinople was strengthened by
the loss of Antioch, Alexandria, and Jerusalem to the Arabs, and between the
fourth and the ninth century a series of ecumenical councils codified the doctrine
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and discipline of the Church. In the west traditional differences in local customs
were gradually eroded by conciliar legislation, papal authority, and the develop-
ment of canon law, and throughout the Church archbishops and metropolitans
were acquiring more fully defined jurisdiction.

A similar trend was also visible in monasticism, originally the most radical
and varied sphere of religious activity. The first monachoi (‘solitaries’) were
devout laymen who aimed at fulfilling Christ’s precepts of poverty and self-
denial by removing themselves from the temptations of secular life. The move-
ment started in Egypt, where early desert fathers such as St Anthony attracted
thousands of followers. A wide range of monastic communities soon emerged,
some loyal to the original hermit life-style, others organized on a coenobitic
(communal) basis under an abbot. In the fourth and fifth centuries monasticism
rapidly spread northwards to Palestine, Syria, and Anatolia and westwards to
Gaul, Italy, and Spain. Amid a ferment of monastic experimentation numerous
kinds of holy men appeared. Some of these exerted considerable influence through
the simplicity of their lives and the earthy good sense of their counsel, such as
St Symeon the Stylite, who remained for thirty-seven years on a pillar near
Damascus. In general the emphasis shifted towards the moderate, disciplined
regime advocated by the scholar St Basil of Cappadocia, whose precepts came
to provide the standard pattern for eastern monasticism.

Although monasticism was rapidly adopted in the west, it underwent a number
of changes in the process. It became a fashionable aristocratic movement as
senators set up monasteries in their city palaces and on their estates. Some
bishops established monasteries for their cathedral clergy, and the movement
came to be promoted by the episcopate as an ideal to counter worldliness in the
Church. Although a few figures such as the former soldier, St Martin of Tours,
broadened its impact through missionary work, many of the Gallic monastic
centres in the Jura mountains and on the Riviera left little lasting mark once
their original charismatic founders died, although the austere Gallic ideal bore
remarkable fruit when it became the basis of ecclesiastical organization in Ireland
and Celtic Britain. The search for a formula which would combine order and
stability with spiritual fervour continued, and the writings and examples of
figures such as John Cassian were utilized in the constructive and imaginative
Rule devised by St Benedict of Nursia. In the long term Benedict’s blueprint for
a tightly knit community following an orderly routine of prayer, work, and study
became the norm throughout the Latin west, but in the short term its impact
was limited. Benedict’s foundation of Monte Cassino was sacked by the Lom-
bards around 577, and although the saint’s renown was spread by a life written
by Pope Gregory the Great, there is no evidence that his Rule was followed in
Rome. Gregory, himself a monk, greatly extended the role of monks by appoint-
ing them to key posts in the papal administration and assigning them important
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tasks such as the mission to England led by Augustine, a monk from his own
monastery.

Throughout western Europe the Church came to rely increasingly on monks,
since the collapse of Roman urban society left the secular clergy morally and
materially ill-equipped for the immense tasks of conversion and reform which
confronted it. The same developments weakened the traditional aristocratic
monasticism, of which Cassiodorus’ scholarly house at Vivarium is a late but
distinguished example, and the main momentum was furnished by the simple,
aggressive monasticism of the Irish. In Lombard Italy monastic development was
at first held back by the Lombards’ view of the Catholic Church as a politically
suspect ‘fifth column’, but it took off in the eighth century with the endowment
of great Benedictine monasteries such as Farfa, Monte Amiata, Nonantola, and
Monte Cassino by kings and dukes, all of which became important cultural and
economic centres.

In the east monasticism remained closer to the original Egyptian prototype,
as a movement of lay devotion whose holy men attracted popular support in the
countryside. Certain developments analogous to those in the west did, however,
take place by the sixth century: urban monasteries were established, imperial

ISAURIAN ICONOCLASM (above). In the eighth
century the Byzantine Empire was racked with divi-
sion over the Isaurian emperors’ campaign against
religious images. A ninth-century manuscript now
in Moscow depicts an iconoclast whitewashing an
image in imitation of the offering of a sponge of
vinegar to the crucified Christ.

LAY PATRONAGE (right). By the eighth century
Rome was dominated by a powerful aristocracy of
clerical bureaucrats. One such figure was the former
duke, Theodotus, who became primicerius of the
ecclesiastical notaries and benefactor of the chari-
table foundation associated with the Church of
Santa Maria Antiqua. The frescos of the chapel
which he commissioned include portraits of himself
and of his family, including this child.
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and conciliar legislation sought to impose greater order and uniformity, and
lavish patronage produced rich foundations such as the massive monastery of St
Catherine’s founded by Justinian on Mount Sinai. The simplicity and grass-roots
popularity of Byzantine monasticism enabled it to survive the Arab invasions
with its position strengthened, especially since episcopal organization was weak-
ened by the decline of the cities. As spokesmen for popular piety, the monks
soon found themselves in the forefront of resistance to the Isaurians’ policy of
iconoclasm. Their staunch defence of icons led to savage persecution, but the
movement emerged from the final condemnation of iconoclasm in 843 with its
prestige greater than ever. A dramatic increase took place in the endowment of
monasteries, particularly the newly popular lavra communities of hermit cells,
and in the tenth century the state imposed restrictions out of alarm at the abuses
caused by wealth and the loss of manpower and tax revenue to the empire. Two
significant developments by around 9oo were a new emphasis on learning and
copying, best exemplified by the monastery of Studium in Constantinople, and
an increase in monastic influence in the ‘official’ Church; from the ninth century
monastic patriarchs became increasingly common and monks provided the back-
bone of the ‘Zealot’ party in the Church which resolutely opposed imperial
interference in matters of doctrine and discipline.

By the late ninth century the Church’s role was essentially the one which it
was to play in east and west for centuries. In the west the Church’s wealth had
grown to the extent that it has been estimated that a third of the land in Italy
was in ecclesiastical hands. Lay patronage also posed dangers, as aristocrats
usurped church lands and established family control over bishoprics and mon-
asteries. Nevertheless, the Church had scored notable successes in establishing
a Christian view of kingship, in setting up enduring centres of education and
learning, in moving towards standardization of usages and, most important of
all, in promoting itself as a distinct ¢elite corporation whose institutional and
sacramental structure was intended to lead man to salvation.

In the east the Church greatly increased its prestige by its victory over icono-
clasm and its missions to the Balkans, but its influence on political, economic,
and cultural life remained limited. Although the average Byzantine was devoutly
religious, the division between laity and clergy was weaker and the emperor’s
God-given role remained unchallenged. Individual redemption was seen as pos-
sible through man’s direct communication with God, expressed for example in
mysticism, and not as the exclusive concern of an ecclesiastical monopoly.

Such differences in outlook contributed to the increased tension which
developed between east and west from the ninth century. Among the more
immediate factors which sparked off periods of schism were Roman claims to
universal primacy, rival claims to jurisdiction over the newly converted areas of
eastern Europe, disagreements over ritual practices and the westerners’ addition




THE FINAL DEFEAT OF ICONOCLASM and the resumption of lavish artistic and literary patronage came
about in the late ninth century under the Macedonian dynasty. In a mosaic over the western door of the
Church of St Sophia in Constantinople the Emperor Leo VI is shown prostrated before Christ. The humility
of the emperor (who had recurring conflicts with the Church over his four marriages) reflects his role as
an intermediary between God and the empire.

of the filioque clause to the creed, and misunderstandings between individuals.
At times the conflicts were patched up, often because of the papacy’s need for
Byzantine political support, but the bringing under the spotlight of differences
in doctrine and discipline created an atmosphere of polemical intolerance which
was to lead to the final schism of 1054.

Christianity also played its part in one of the most fundamental changes of
the early Middle Ages, the replacement of the classical ideal of rationalist self-
sufficiency and self-confidence by a conceptual world which emphasized the
individual’s helplessness in the face of supernatural forces outside his control. In
his Confessions St Augustine portrayed his friend Alypius as a personification of
the ancient ideal and then described how he succumbed to base feelings of
bloodlust after visiting a gladiatorial contest; this ‘reverse conversion’ was pre-
sented as a lesson in the need for humility and divine grace. In part the change
reflected a movement already under way in the Late Roman period as relatively
scientific notions gave way to a more popular preoccupation with the other-
worldly and the superstitious; a historian with such a thoroughly classical style
as Procopius could seriously believe that Justinian and Theodora were demons.
Classical ideas of the physical universe such as those of Ptolemy continued to be
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known, but lacked the wide appeal of Christian theories which were at once
literal and allegorical. In the sixth century an Alexandrian merchant called
Cosmas Indicopleustes (‘sailor to India’) wrote his Christian Topography in
which he described the world as modelled on the Tabernacle of Moses with the
earth forming its base and the heavenly kingdom enclosed in the vaulted top.

According to the early medieval world-picture mankind was an instrument of
divine providence, with the nations of the world divided among the sons of Ham,
Shem, and Japheth. The successes of ‘gentiles’, whether Muslims or German
barbarians, were explained away as punishment for the sinfulness of Christians.
History was seen as the universal unfolding of God’s purpose with human actions
of minor importance in comparison with the watershed of Christ’s incarnation
and the ultimate goal of the Last Judgement.

Around 250 St Cyprian had written, ‘The Day of Judgement is at hand’. Early
medieval man remained preoccupied with the impending end of the world. Views
of the imminence of the Second Coming were based on biblical prophecies, and
could not fail to be strengthened by the deepening crises of the sixth and seventh
centuries. Gregory the Great saw the Lombards as presaging the end of the world
and when the Caliph “Umar entered Jerusalem in 638 the patriarch claimed
that the abomination of desolation had come to the holy place, as predicted by
the prophet Daniel. Although such threats came and went, eschatological notions
persisted. Even when Byzantium was at its apogee in the tenth century the end

CLASSICAL WORKS OF ASTRONOMY AND ASTROLOGY continued to be studied and copied by early
medieval scholars. Here a ninth-century Byzantine manuscript of Ptolemy’s Astronomy (below, left) shows
the universe controlled by the Sun God, whose powers radiate through the planets and the signs of the
zodiac to exert an influence on the affairs of mankind.

COSMAS INDICOPLEUSTES. More popular in Byzantium were the views of the cosmos expressed by
the sixth-century writer Cosmas Indicopleustes. This diagram from his work (below, right) shows the
universe as a tabernacle with the Almighty in the vault and the world below as a mountain.
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of the world was widely anticipated. Such deep-seated pessimism regarding the
prospects for the earthly world could only act as a brake on development, and
it is significant that this negative apocalypticism did not extend to millenarianism,
with its prediction of a thousand years of peace and plenty, as happened later
in the Middle Ages. A hierarchical system of social relations, with each man
allotted his place, was the God-given norm, and obedience to authority was a
duty imposed by the Bible.

The ecclesiastical writers, who were the main opinion-formers and our only
source for contemporary values, regarded the material world with repugnance
and upheld an ideal of monastic self-denial. Biblical and patristic texts were
employed to justify a view of women as a source of temptation and conflict, thus
reinforcing the anti-feminism deeply entrenched in both Roman and Germanic
society. The ninth-century historian Agnellus denounced clerical marriage on
the grounds that wives became quarrelsome and domineering and “esembled
‘Jezebel in their falseness and Delilah in their disloyalty’. In practice it was only
a few strong-minded noblewomen, queens, and abbesses, who could exert real
power, although women enjoyed greater personal and property rights in Roman
societies than among the Germans, who regarded them as legally subject to their
menfolk from birth to the grave. More beneficial was the Church’s impact on
family law, as concubinage and divorce were discouraged and marriage elevated
into a more formal institution.

Like all traditional societies, the early medieval world placed great emphasis
on family solidarity. In societies which had undergone Germanic influence such
as Lombard Italy, kin ties extended to quite remote relatives because of practical
need for support in war, judicial cases (including feud), and economic activity.
As society became more stable and complex new ties such as lordship emerged
and the emphasis shifted to the nuclear family and the household, which were
always the basic cell of life in the highly individualistic society of Byzantium.

Materialistic and hedonistic behaviour was completely at odds with prevailing
Christian values, but does emerge in our sources. Kings and emperors such as
Leo VI kept mistresses in spite of ecclesiastical strictures, monks such as the
historian Paul the Deacon could delight in traditional tales of the prowess of
their lay ancestors, and many Christian writers displayed a prurient interest in
cases of debauchery and prostitution. Most striking of all is a ubiquitous fas-
cination with treasure and riches, a preoccupation understandable in a world
still dominated by poverty and famine.

Learning, Literature, and Art

Throughout the early Middle Ages in both east and west scholars and writers
set themselves the aim of emulating the literary canons and educational norms



IN BYZANTIUM, as in the Roman Empire, the institutions which brought subjects into closest contact
with the state were tax-collectors and the public courts. In a leaf from the sixth-century Rossano Gospels,
a manuscript produced in Syria or Constantinople, Pontius Pilate is portrayed presiding over the trial of
Christ with all the dignity of a Byzantine governor. Note the ruling emperors in the background.
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continued production of histories and other works along classical lines and the
existence of a large body of imperial mandarins whose position depended on
their educational accomplishments. Literary production also extended down the
social scale through a proliferation of more popular historical and devotional
works such as the chronicle of Malalas, with its emphasis on earthquakes and
other portents, and the moving Akathistos Hymn dedicated to the Virgin. The
range and quality of literary production tailed off sharply with the invasions of
the late sixth and seventh centuries. In Italy the system of secular education and
literary patronage collapsed, and few works survive apart from the varied output
of Gregory the Great. As a former urban prefect Gregory was capable of writing
in a classical rhetorical style, but more suited to the times were his theological
and exegetical works, which helped to popularize Augustinian doctrines, and his
hagiographical Dialogues, in which the saints and martyrs of Italy were presented
as simple men of God in a direct ‘rustic’ style intended to appeal to p=cultivated
audiences. Benedictine monasticism, which did so much to maintain and revive
cultural activity in northern Europe, had curiously little impact on Italy until the
eighth century. At least as important was the role of Italo-Greek monks who
promoted a knowledge of Greek in Rome and southern Italy. In general cultural
life seems to have been maintained in more mundane, and unfortunately obscure,
circles. The persistence of some schools is suggested by the high level of functional
literacy among laymen and by the numbers of notaries and other legal experts.
Clearly important were the cathedral chapters committed to the traditions of
their cities and sees. It was there that most surviving works were produced and
a number of prominent scholars arose. By the ninth century Italy conveys an
impression of a gradual recovery, with active cultural centres in northern epis-
copal cities such as Milan and Verona and a flourishing intellectual atmosphere
in the south.

The brightest spot on the cultural map of the Christian west was Spain. Its
Church had earlier benefited from an influx of monks and scholars from Africa,
and following the kings’ conversion to Catholicism their policy of close co-
operation with the Church led to an expanded role for bishops as conciliar
legislators and ideological guardians of the kingdom. The most active and prolific
of these was Isidore of Seville. Foremost in his great corpus of historical,
theological, and other writings was the encyclopaedia known as the Etymologies
whose simple summations of classical learning made it immensely popular
throughout the Middle Ages. The work of Isidore and other scholars created a
lively and distinctive intellectual tradition which was able to survive centuries
of Arab domination and exert a considerable influence throughout Europe.

The most dynamic cultural life was to be found in the areas conquered by the
Arabs in the Levant and Spain. The study of Greek science, philosophy, and
medicine were maintained at a high level, particularly through the medium of
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Syriac. Islamic civilization owed its richness and cosmopolitanism to its take-
over of Hellenistic and Persian traditions as well as the prosperity and order of
Muslim society, and dazzling heights were attained in art and literature at the
court of the Abbasids in Baghdad. Islamic culture was not solely derivative, as
the period also produced extensive poetry in Arabic, which held a revered status
as the language of the Koran.

THE SYRIAC TRADITION was important in preserving Greek philosophy and science and also in
disseminating distinctively eastern artistic styles. Important as an early example of Christian narrative art
are the illustrations from the Rabula Gospels, copied in 586 at the monastery of St John of Zagba in
Mesopotramia. The iconography of various scenes, including this one of the Crucifixion with Christ wearing
the colobium (a long cloak symbolizing high rank) exercised considerable influence in the east, especially
in the Syriac and Armenian traditions.

5‘1‘
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The beleaguered empire of Byzantium had a much rougher ride. Even so
secular education continued on a scale unknown in the west, since it remained
the key to employment in the bureaucracy, and classical Greek texts continued
to be studied and copied. On the other hand, there was a drastic decline in the
literary public in the seventh and eighth centuries and also in literary production,
particularly in many of the secular genres favoured in the ancient world. Despite
the gradual introduction of a cheaper writing material (paper instead of parch-
ment) and of a more compact ‘miniscule’ script, books remained scarce and
beyond the reach of all but the richest readers; a manuscript of 400 leaves could
cost half the annual salary of a high-ranking civil servant. Two developments in
particular transformed the intellectual life of Byzantium. One was the collapse
of cultural life in the provinces and its concentration on Constantinople which
became a magnet for all aspiring intellectuals. The other development was the
greater involvement of the Church in education, reflected for example "1 the role
of the Studite monastery in Constantinople, although the hypothesis of a
‘patriarchal academy’ is now rejected. Representative of the new integration of
secular and ecclesiastical cultural concerns were the two most eminent figures of
the intellectual recovery of the ninth century: Leo the Philosopher, who wrote
extensively on science and mathematics and constructed an optical telegraph
linking the capital with the eastern frontier, was archbishop of Thessalonica
before becoming head of the philosophy school in Constantinople, and the
great classical scholar Photius was a civil servant before becoming patriarch of
Constantinople.

Intellectual developments therefore followed a parallel course in the Latin
west and the Greek east. In both areas the audience for scholarship contracted
sharply, and literary production suffered a crisis between the late sixth and early
eighth centuries. An essential framework of schools and texts survived, however,
and a secular element remained much more prominent than in the monastic
world of northern Europe.

Art, like literature, attempted to cling to classical models, but in practice
suffered a decline in quality and quantity. Nevertheless, its apparent naivety
frequently conceals a complexity of symbolical meaning, and the retreat from
naturalism exerts a familiar appeal to us today. Changes were already under
way in the Late Roman period both in purpose and style. Because of economic
difficulties old buildings were despoiled for their capitals and other materials
and an increase in state munificence at the expense of individual and personal
patronage produced a monumental art which sought to impress subjects with
the greatness of the ruler. The spread of Christianity encouraged the production
of elaborate vestments and vessels for liturgical use and the building of lavish
churches. In an increasingly hierarchical society, the individual realism of classical
antiquity gave way to stereotyped full-face depictions with an idealized emphasis



A MAGNIFICENT FLOOR MOSAIC was
uncovered in the 1930s during excavations
in the peristyle of the Great Palace in
Constantinople. The work contains an
array of traditional hunting and pastoral
scenes, and shows the survival of secular
naturalistic art well into the Byzantine
period. The mosaic’s date is uncertain but
cannot be earlier than Justinian and may
be seventh century.

on the figure’s dignity and rank, as in the ivory diptychs commissioned as high-
class calling-cards by senators. At the same time other types of art appealed to
a wider audience: frescos, mosaics, and icons proliferated as a means of convey-
ing the Christian message to all levels of believer, and an elaborate Christian
iconography was worked out by around 500.

Art also reached new heights in the circles of the rich new Germanic masters
of the west. Graves and treasure hoards have revealed sumptuous examples of
the jewellery, weapons, and ornaments essential to the life-style of a warrior
aristocracy. In southern Europe stylized human and animal representations
derived from the classical repertory figure more prominently than the abstract
and geometric designs characteristic of the barbarian north, and many lavish
objects were the work of Roman craftsmen.

The relatively prosperous and secure east saw a profusion of styles in the fifth
and sixth centuries. In the most common ‘provincial’ form degraded classicism
went hand in hand with an emphasis on ornamentation and ostentation. More
distinctive and original was the metropolitan art of Justinian’s time, reflected
for example in the elaborate capitals of St Polyeuctus and the domed prestige
buildings of St Sophia and Sts Sergius and Bacchus. At the same time naturalistic
traditions of a high standard persisted as exemplified by the pavement mosaics
of the imperial palace of Constantinople and the classicizing scenes of the David
plates.

In the west artistic production was plunged into crisis by the economic and
political dislocation of the sixth century. In a great centre such as Ravenna the
building of lavish and cosmopolitan churches ceases after Justinian’s reign
and the jewellery and sculpture production which continued became poor and
provincial. The churches that were built were mostly small and crude. Even in
Rome, where creative influences from the east were strongest and the popes
strove to maintain a programme of patronage befitting a centre of pilgrimage
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and ecclesiastical administration, most churches of the period were converted
secular buildings such as Sant’ Adriano (the old senate chamber), Santa Maria
Antiqua (formerly a guard house), and Santa Maria Rotonda (the pagan temple
of the Pantheon).

In the east the disruption came later but was even more severe, since the
devastating effects of invasions were followed by the hostility of the iconoclasts
to depictions of Christ and the saints. The effects of iconoclast persecution were
felt much more strongly in Constantinople and Anatolia than in the western
provinces of the empire, and even in the capital some art of an anodyne secular
character has survived. Only after the final defeat of iconoclasm in 843 was the
large-scale production of religious art resumed. In the second half of the ninth
century a lavish programme of redecorating churches such as St Sophia with
mosaics was undertaken, which was soon followed by an upsurge in the pro-
duction of manuscripts and such objects as ivories along classical lines " With the
onset of this Macedonian Renaissance Byzantine art had finally developed a set
of decorative schemes, artistic formulae, and iconographic theories which had
their roots in Late Roman art and which were to remain the corner-stone of an
increasingly static Byzantine art.

Signs of recovery also appeared in the western Mediterranean. Eastern influ-
ences served as a catalyst in such areas as Rome, where the work of Greek
craftsmen was visible in the art commissioned by Pope John VII (705—7). A
particularly impressive example of oriental influence occurs in the frescos of
Santa Maria ‘Outside the Walls’ at Castelseprio north of Milan; their dating is
uncertain, but in the view of many scholars the iconography of certain scenes
suggests that they were painted by eastern artists perhaps sent to the Lombard
kingdom after its conversion to Catholicism.

More often the dominant influences were home-grown, stemming from endur-
ing local traditions visible, for example, in the continued production of sub-
antique sarcophagi in northern Italy and southern Gaul and the survival of
commonplace Roman building techniques. In the Lombard kingdoms the close
artistic links with the Byzantine territories found expression in the considerable
activity under kings from Liutprand onwards. Masterpieces of this period include
the monumental church of San Salvatore in Brescia and the ‘tempietto’ of Santa
Maria in Valle in Cividale with its exquisite stucco figures. The foundation of
great monasteries such as Monte Cassino and Nonantola served as a further
stimulus to the patronage of art, and especially manuscripts. The persistence of
Roman traditions and the number of rich monastic and episcopal patrons
restricted the impact of the impulses associated with the Carolingian Renaissance
in Italy, although attractive frescos survive in remote Carolingian churches of
the Tyrol, such as St Proculus in Naturns. In the case of Rome Carolingian
economic and political support helped give rise to an extensive programme of



LOMBARD ITALY saw a grcat bursr of artistic activity in the eighth century, stimulated in part by

s the small church or Tempietto of Santa Maria in Valle
in Ci Id:lh.. the mpltal of Ih{. p(mcrhll duku of Friuli. The rich interior decoration of stuccoes, frescos,
and polychrome marble includes on the entrance wall a frieze of six female saints, among the very rar
examples of human figures in early medieval architecture.




PAPAL PATRONAGE. The increased role of
Rome as a centre of pilgrimage and ecclesiastical
administration encouraged a period of lavish
artistic patronage in early ninth-century Rome.
An outstanding example is the Church of San
Prassede, built by Pope Paschal I to house the
relics of saints brought in from ruined cemeteries
outside the city. The mosaics of the vault chapel
of San Zeno are modelled on Early Christian
prototypes.

THE ARTISTIC MOVEMENT OF THE CARO-
LINGIAN RENAISSANCE had comparatively
little influence in Iraly because of the strength
of existing traditions. However, a number of
Carolingian churches have survived in the south
Tyrol, such as St Proculus at Naturns north of
Bolzano. A vigorous fresco on the south wall
shows St Paul escaping from Damascus by means
of a rope let down from the city wall.
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patronage undertaken by the popes in the early ninth century, which found its
finest expression in the chapel of San Zeno in the basilica of San Prassede. The
native element in the artistic revival in Italy is evident in the first examples of
‘proto-Romanesque’ building, but Byzantine influences remained strong; the first
church of St Mark’s, built in Venice around 830, was modelled on the Holy
Apostles in Constantinople.

In other areas of the western Mediterranean artistic development suffered
greater vicissitudes. In Spain very little art survives from the Visigothic period
apart from personal jewellery and such items as the magnificent votive crown of
King Recceswinth found in a treasure hoard at Guarrazar near Toledo in 1859.
More evidence of the persistence of Roman traditions comes from the kingdom
of Leon, where a number of fine proto-Romanesque churches were built in the
ninth century such as San Julian de los Prados near Oviedo and Santa Maria at
Naranco. Elsewhere in northern Spain churches were built in the ‘mozarabic’
style with some use of oriental elements by refugees from Islamic persecution.

For all these glimmerings of promise the art of Christian Spain remained crude
and provincial in comparison with the brilliant art and crafts produced in the
Ummayad emirate to the south. Its greatest achievement, the Great Mosque at
Cordoba, was begun in 785 and could accommodate 5,500 worshippers. In the
early medieval Mediterranean the most sumptuous art was that produced in the
prosperous lands of the Islamic world. Ironically it was also in the lands first
conquered by the Arabs that late antique traditions survived most fully, as is
shown by buildings such as the Great Mosque in Damascus, but art soon took
a new non-naturalistic direction in conformity with the Koran’s prohibition of
images.

The Mediterranean on the Eve of a New Age

In some respects the Mediterranean area had by g9oo reached the nadir of a
decline under way since the Late Roman period. The sea had ceased to be the
unifying channel of a vast centralized empire and had become a barrier dividing
three largely hostile worlds of Byzantium, Islam, and the west. In the west, the
political, economic, and cultural centre of gravity had shifted to the north, as
the latter developed new lands and markets while the south suffered ecological
and climatic decline.

There is also a more positive side to the picture. By 9oo a new political
map had emerged which was to remain unchanged in its essentials until 1453,
consisting of an increasingly fragmented commonwealth of Islam, the new Rome
which we call Byzantium, and the kingdoms of the west. The Islamic world had
lost its early wave of expansionist zeal and was fragmenting into smaller states,
many of which continued to provide a fertile environment for economic and




I

' {

|
sl || .Wi




THE CITIES OF THE ISLAMIC WORLD were far richer and more ornate than
those of the ninth-century Christian west. Cordoba was the capital of the Ummayad
prince "Abd al-Rahman I, who escaped the Abbasid rake-over in Syria and set up
an emirate in Spain in 756. The elaborate Great Mosque, which he started building
in 785 with considerable use of Roman and Visigothic styles, was extended by his
successors over the next two centuries,

cultural life. In the Byzantine Empire of the Macedonian emperors renewed
stability led to economic prosperity, a Reconquista was under way in the Balkans
and the east, and an artistic and cultural renaissance reflected a self-confident
reassertion of Byzantium’s Roman and Hellenistic traditions. As the empire
stood on the threshold of its greatest period, however, forces were at work which
were to undermine its centralized structure and lead to the ‘feudal’ dominance
of great landowners.

THE GREAT MOSQUE OF DAMASscUS. Following the Arab conquest of Byzantium's eastern provinces,
the Ummayad caliphs of Damascus were quick to take over classical styles in art and architecrure. A fine
example is the mosaic of the Great Mosque built in 715.
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For all its underdevelopment the west was evincing the first signs of a vitality
which was later to re-establish the Mediterranean south as the most dynamic
area of Europe and a clearing-house for fruitful contacts with the east and south.
The ideal of a Christian empire established by the Carolingians maintained its
hold on men’s minds and had as its corner-stone an increasingly distinctive
western Christianity subject to the increasingly powerful authority of the Pope.
The south shared in the general economic and demographic recovery, and drew
some benefits from its closer links with the resurgent north. It was cushioned
from the barbarian attacks which had been its lot earlier, it developed a valuable
role as a trading intermediary, and it attracted pilgrims to its shrines, such as
Rome and Compostela.

While southern France remained in a state of disorder and underdevelopment,
in Christian Spain favourable conditions for growth and social mobility were
being produced by an influx of refugees and adventurers and by a flow of cash
and booty from raids of Muslim territory. It was Italy, however, that stood
poised for the most dramatic take-off. Demographic recovery was accompanied
by the more efficient division and administration of estates, the leasing out of
church patrimonies to entrepreneurs and the investment in land of capital
accumulated by churches and townspeople. As a land market developed and
rents were paid increasingly in cash, increased demand and monetary circulation
stimulated commerce and urban development. Milan had already grown to the
full extent of its walls, and the vitality and collective awareness of townspeople
can be glimpsed in episodes such as an uprising of Cremona merchants against
their bishop in 924.

Much of the history of the Mediterranean area in the early Middle Ages is
perforce ‘subterranean’ history. The most visible developments are the negative
ones of political disintegration and physical upheaval. A great deal of the classical

CANON LAW. One of the ways in
which the papacy greatly increased
its authority over the western
Church was through its position as
the main source of canon law. Here
in a ninth-century manuscript the
apostles are shown compiling the
first ordinances of the Church as
directed by St Peter.




THE CHRISTIAN KINGDOM OF
THE ASTURIAS was, by the ninth
century, becoming more powerful
and gradually expanding to the
south. Ramiro I (842—50) built an
elaborate palace complex on
Monte Naranco to the north of
Oviedo. The most elaborate
surviving building is the royal hall,
built in pre-Romanesque style with
a staircase and loggias, which was
later converred into the Church of
Santa Maria.

inheritance was preserved, such as Roman law and administrative traditions in
Byzantium, ancient science and medicine in the Muslim world, and an enduring
attachment to urban life in Italy. The early Middle Ages were a period of creative
achievement as well as fragile survival and agonizing transformation; in the three
spheres of the Mediterranean religious structures and beliefs acquired their
developed form and the decentralization brought about by weak central authority
helped to promote local trade and political and cultural activity, especially in
Italy and the Islamic world. With the rigidities of ancient society broken down,
new durable institutions, more adaptable social groups, and new dynamic com-
munities had emerged to meet the challenges of better times.
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The Northern World in
the Dark Ages

400—900

EDWARD JAMES

For Romans, or at least for their rulers and the aristocratic elite who provide
us with the bulk of our written sources, northern Europe was at the fringes of
civilization or beyond it, and barely worth attention. Those parts of it in the
Roman Empire—central and southern Britain, and northern Gaul—were much
less heavily Romanized than the provinces around the western Mediterranean.
It is significant that the earliest surviving Latin writings from those provinces
are from the very end of the Roman Empire, and from writers who may have
learnt their Latin in Christian rather than secular schools. The only time that
Britain and northern Gaul impressed themselves upon the consciousness of
Roman authorities was when they produced usurpers or were attacked by still
less civilized peoples from beyond the frontiers: the Franks, the Alamans, the
Saxons, the Picts, or the cannibal Atecotti. The northern provinces were merely
buffer states to help protect the empire from the barbarians beyond.

The five hundred years with which this chapter is concerned saw a tremendous
change in the role of the north in the history of Europe as a whole. By the eighth
and ninth centuries the north was the political centre of Europe, and could claim
to be its intellectual leader as well. The Channel and North Sea ports were giving
the area an economic vigour it had never had in Roman times. The coronation
in 8oo of a Frank, Charlemagne, as the first northern emperor, has often been
seen, and rightly, as symbolic of this shift of balance from south to north which
is one of the most important developments of the early Middle Ages. Another,
still more important for the historian, is that in this period the north finds its
own voice. In the Roman period we know about it only through the writings of
Romans and Greeks; now, thanks to the spread of Christianity, some northerners
themselves begin to write, in Latin, Germanic, or Celtic languages. The north
(except for Scandinavia and the lands east of the Elbe) emerges into the light of
history for the first time.
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The Migrations

The end of the western Roman Empire was marked by movements of peoples.
Whether these movements caused the end of the Roman Empire, or merely took
advantage of it, is still a matter for debate among historians, as is the terminology;
are these movements to be called ‘the migrations’ (the Volkerwanderungen) or
‘the invasions’? As far as northern Europe is concerned the former term is
probably more appropriate. Germanic-speaking and Celtic-speaking peoples
moved into areas from which, in most cases, Roman armies had already with-
drawn, and sometimes they did so with Roman encouragement. And it is likely
that some of these migrations were on a much larger scale and had much greater
cultural impact than the Germanic invasions of southern Europe. Large areas of
the north-western Roman Empire became Germanic in language and culture:
most notably England, but also a swathe of territory to the west of the Rhine
and the south of the Danube, in modern Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, and
Austria. The modern map of Europe owes some of its most obvious names to
the incoming peoples of the fifth and sixth centuries: England (with county names
such as Sussex or Essex), Scotland, France, Brittany, Alsace, Bavaria. And, of
course, the political vacuum left by movements of peoples into the Roman
Empire also allowed for migration and invasion of peoples in territories further
to the east, in Germany, Scandinavia, and the Slav lands. It was not until the
tenth century that the linguistic and ethnic map of northern Europe settled down
and began to take its modern shape.

By its very nature, migration in a largely pre-literate age is very difficult for
the historian to follow. The sources of the time tend to mention leaders, but give
no reliable information about followers, and at a time when communications
were difficult and rumour rife even the role played by leaders may be inaccurately
reported. Men of whom we know reliably no more than the name—Arthur is
the best example—may have been highly important political figures having
influence over large areas, or else ephemeral leaders of purely local significance.
Archaeologists have tried to map the movement of ordinary people, by looking
at the thousands of cemeteries which have survived from this period. But it is an
uncertain task. Skeletons of immigrants cannot be distinguished from those
among whom they settled, and the jewellery and other objects buried with the
dead which might be categorized as ‘Saxon’ or ‘Frankish’ are as much a response
to fashion or product availability as of evidence of the ethnic identity of the
corpse. Archaeology confirms, however, that migration took place. Those who
came from north Germany to East Anglia, for instance, buried the ashes of their
dead in pots made and decorated precisely as they had been in their homeland.
And archaeology may suggest reasons for migration too. It seems that the land
level in the coastal areas of north Germany was sinking in the fifth and sixth



SIXTH-CENTURY GRAVE
from Hérouvillette in northern
France, of the type usually
referred to as ‘Frankish’. The
dead man was buried fully
dressed, with his weapons,
coins, and a set of tools, which
suggest that he was a smith or
metalworker of some kind.

centuries, causing frequent or permanent flooding. Some inhabitants responded
by building their settlements on mounds, or terpen; others, quite clearly, by
making the crossing to Britain.

In 400 the Rhine, patrolled by ships such as those found recently at Mainz,
was still a major dividing line between Roman and barbarian. Certainly some
Franks had been ceded land to the west of the mouths of the Rhine, while other
Germans captured in the fighting, including Franks, were settled in small groups
throughout northern Gaul to serve as recruiting pools for the Roman army. The
Franks in particular were just as often allies as enemies: in the late fourth century
a number of them rose to be commanders-in-chief of the Roman army and even
consuls. But the defensive system in Gaul, set up after the serious inroads made
by the Germans in the third century, still functioned well and most of Gaul,
governed still from Trier, remained secure from attack. Even in Britain the
Roman army and navy successfully repelled a number of attacks by Scotti (as
Romans called the Irish), by Britons and Picts from north of Hadrian’s Wall,
and by sea-borne Germans. Each attack brought fresh refortification in its wake;
in 399, Stilicho, the German general who commanded the Roman armies in the
west, himself came to Britain to supervise operations.
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The picture changed dramatically in a very few years. Various Germanic
peoples, notably the Vandals, Burgundians, and Sueves, crossed the Rhine into
Gaul in the winter of 406—7, possibly fleeing the Huns, Asiatic nomads who were
extending their domination over much of the area north of the Danube at this
time. A general called Constantine, appointed emperor by the Roman troops in
Britain (just as Constantine the Great had been a century earlier), brought most
of his army across the Channel to deal with the barbarians in Gaul. When Saxons
attacked Britain in 408 there were hardly any Roman soldiers left to defend it.
The Emperor Honorius was forced to concede British civilians the right to take
up arms for self-defence, no doubt thinking that Roman authority could be
reasserted once the crisis had passed, as such crises always had done before. This
crisis, however, was different; continuing political problems on the Continent
made it impossible for the empire to concern itself again with Britain. There
begins a period of nearly two centuries when historians can know very little
about what was happening north of the Channel. The few sources are all
ambiguous, difficult to interpret, and infuriatingly allusive. And the archaeolo-
gical evidence, which exists in relative abundance, can only with great difficulty
and caution be used to illustrate historical events. But certain facts, and many
ROMAN PATROL BOATS. Excavations on the site of the Mainz Hilton discovered eleven fast patrol boats

of the Roman navy, which must have been used for defending the Rhine frontier. Tree-ring darting of one
boat shows that it was constructed in the 370s, and repaired with wood cut in 385 and again in 394.
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MOST TOWNS IN THE ROMAN NORTH were given walls in the third or early fourth century, as seen
here in Le Mans. Barbarian armies, seldom equipped with siege weapons, rarely managed to take such
towns, and in many cases these Roman fortifications remained used as the basis for urban defence right
through the Middle Ages.

speculations, emerge. Roman Britain, before and after 410, was attacked from
three sides: by the Picts from the north, by the Irish from the west, and by various
Germanic peoples from the east and south. The attacks of the Picts seem to have
ceased in the fifth century; they do not seem to have made any settlements south
of Hadrian’s Wall. The Irish founded settlements in western Wales, and the
kingdom which they founded in south-west Scotland, Dalriada, remained an
important political force for several centuries. And the Germanic peoples, the
Angles and Saxons from north-west Germany, the Jutes from Denmark, the
Frisians from the Low Countries, gained political control over south-eastern
Britain, and gradually moved their sphere of political, cultural and linguistic
influence further westwards, until, by the tenth century, they had gained the
whole of modern England.
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The Saxons, a term which for Roman writers meant all the north Germans
who were involved in the settlement of Britain, played a similar role to that
played by the Vikings four centuries later. They raided the coasts of Gaul and
Britain, and founded settlements, perhaps initially no more than pirate bases, by
the mouths of the Garonne and the Loire, and near Bayeux, as well as in Britain.
The tradition in Britain was that the first Saxons—Hengist and Horsa—had
been invited in as mercenaries by a British leader, and had then rebelled and set
up their own kingdom in eastern Britain. This is a simplified version of what
happened in the case of several German peoples on the Continent, and it is not
impossible that it happened in Britain. But the very fact of the sea barrier made
the effects of the migration to Britain different from other migrations. Any
organized crossing was out of the question. Migration must have been in small
groups, spread out over several generations. In most areas there was no smooth
transition of political power and institutions from Romans to Germans as so often
happened on the Continent. Excavations at the Bernician palace of Yeavering in

THE PALACE OF YEAVERING, with its large wooden halls and its wooden amphitheatre, was first
revealed by aerial photography. But excavation showed that it was built on a site that had been of political
importance since at least the fifth century, long before the arrival of the Angles in this area. This
reconstruction shows it in its heyday, in the early seventh cenrtury.
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Northumberland suggest that the incoming Angles took over a pre-existing
British political centre and used it as their own. The Anglian kings in Bernicia
(Northumberland and Durham) and Deira (Yorkshire)—both words of Celtic
origin—must have ruled kingdoms whose populations were largely British, and
some British or Roman traditions may have survived. But further south, where
the bulk of the Anglo-Saxon settlement took place, it is unlikely that much
remained of the Roman way of life. Towns disappeared (if they had not already
done so earlier, in the third or fourth centuries), and so did the new religion of
the Roman Empire, Christianity.

The fate of the descendants of the Roman civilians of Britain was varied.
Many were enslaved or at least ruled by the barbarian newcomers. Others lived
in various independent kingdoms in the west; these the Anglo-Saxons called
“Welsh’, their word for ‘foreigners’. But other Britons took part in a migration
of their own, to what subsequently became known as Brittany. Whether the
Britons were invited by the Roman authorities to keep order in that area, which
had revolted against the Romans at least twice in the fifth century, whether they
were invited by the rebels, or whether they simply came as refugees, it cannot
now be said. But the establishment of Brittany (or Lesser Britain, as it came to
be known in the Middle Ages, distinguishing it from Great Britain) ensured that
throughout most of the Middle Ages this Celtic-speaking province pursued a
fiercely independent policy. Even in those periods of nominal Frankish rule, the
Bretons kept their own rulers, whom the Franks called counts but whom the
Bretons themselves no doubt regarded as their kings.

The first two decades of the fifth century were just as chaotic on the Continent
as in Britain. After the ‘Great Invasion’ of 406—7, the Rhine frontier collapsed,
and the capital of the Gallic provinces moved to the safety of Arles. The Vandals
and Sueves were deflected into Spain, with the help of the usurper Constantine and
his British troops. But the Burgundians remained, setting up a kingdom on the
middle Rhine, while the lower Rhine seems to have been largely abandoned to
the various peoples known collectively as the Franks. The political instability at
this time seems to have caused many Roman aristocrats to desert northern Gaul
for more secure homes in the south. The Roman army was no longer able to
protect the north; indeed, the Roman army in Gaul was, by the 430s or 440s, a
very motley collection of Roman soldiers, German mercenaries, and Germanic
federate troops. The Roman general Aétius, who dominated military affairs in
Gaul in those years, himself depended heavily on Hunnic troops; he used those
Huns to destroy the Burgundian kingdom of the Rhine, and to re-establish the
Burgundians in the area between Lyons and Geneva (‘Burgundy’) under a treaty
which pledged Burgundian support for the Roman Empire. When Aétius put
together an alliance to defeat the invasion of Attila’s Huns in 451 it was
Visigothic, Burgundian, and Frankish troops who made up the bulk of the
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‘Roman’ army. With the assassination of Aétius by Valentinian III in 454 (and
the subsequent assassination of Valentinian by Aétius’s loyal followers in 455)
there was to be no clear Roman leadership in northern Gaul again.

A new direction in northern Gaul came with the emergence of Childeric as
king of one group of Franks. Although our information about him is scanty, it
seems that he collaborated with the Romans—or with one group of Romans—
against the Visigoths and the Saxons of the Loire, that (although a pagan) he
co-operated with the Gallic Church, and that he laid the foundations of the
kingdom which his descendants were to rule for the following three centuries.
In the confused years which followed the death of the last generally accepted
western emperor in 455, and still more after the deposition of the last resident
western emperor in 476, Childeric must have seemed a natural ruler to many in
northern Gaul. He died in 481/2 and was buried at Tournai, in a grave which
reveals some aspects of his power: several hundred gold coins minted in Con-
stantinople, sent perhaps as a subsidy, and a gold brooch like those worn by
Roman generals.

CHILDERIC'S GRAVE was discovered in 1653,
and much of its wealth is now lost. A plaster cast
survives of his seal ring, inscribed cHILDERICI
REGIS, showing him in Roman armour, and with
the long hair which was to be a distinguishing mark
of his successors, the Merovingian kings of France.

Childeric was succeeded by his son Clovis, usually seen as the real founder of
Frankish power in Gaul. The details of his reign, recorded for us by Bishop
Gregory of Tours some seventy years after Clovis’s death, are in some dispute,
but his achievements are plain. He united the Romans of north Gaul under his
rule, by force of arms and by the expedient of converting to their own religion,
Catholic Christianity. He united the Franks under his own rule, partly at least
by having all rival kings assassinated. And both Romans and Franks must have
been impressed by the success with which he led his armies against other
Germans: he conquered the Thuringians to the east, and the Alamans, who were
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moving from their homes in south-west Germany into what is now Alsace and
northern Switzerland; and in 507 Clovis led his followers south across the Loire
to destroy the Visigothic kingdom of Alaric II. When he died in 511 the kingdom
was ruled jointly by his four sons, and it was they who destroyed the Burgundian
kingdom and who, by offering military aid to the Ostrogoths in exchange,
annexed Provence to their kingdom. By the middle of the sixth century the
Frankish kings descended from Childeric and Clovis, known as the Merovingians,
had become by far the most powerful of the barbarian heirs to the Roman
Empire. Almost all Gaul was under their direct rule; they had a foothold in Italy
and overlordship over the Thuringians, Alamans, and Bavarians in Germany;
and the suzerainty they claimed over south-east England may have been more
of a reality than most English historians have thought. The dying words of
Chlothar I, by 561 the last surviving son of Clovis, were quite understandable:
‘“Wa! What kind of king is it in heaven, who kills off kings as great as me?’

The Franks succeeded in bringing a new kind of political stability in the sixth
century, as heirs to the Romans. But the age of the migrations was not over. The
collapse of Hunnic hegemony after the death of Attila in 453, and the movement
of peoples into western Europe, allowed other peoples to move south or west.
The Bavarians moved into the upper Danube area in the early sixth century. The
Avars, a nomadic people from central Asia, came into the middle Danube region
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(Hungary) in the mid-sixth century (persuading the Lombards to move into
Italy); there they set up a powerful kingdom, which raided as far west as
Thuringia and as far east as Constantinople, and survived until the campaigns
of Charlemagne in the late eighth century. The Bulgars established themselves
further east, in the seventh century. And finally, there were the movements of
the Slavs themselves, the indigenous peoples of north-east Europe, which are
only now being disentangled by the archaeologists. In the sixth century the Slavs
were moving south across the Danube frontier into the Balkan provinces of the
Roman Empire, and west into Bohemia and Moravia, and into the area between
the Vistula and the Elbe which had previously been inhabited by Germans, and
threatening the Germanic territories of Thuringia, Saxony, and Denmark.

THE EARTHWORKS known as the Danevirke marked the southern frontier of Denmark until the
nineteenth century. It used to be thought that the Danes built it as a defence against the Carolingians in
the ninth century, but tree-ring analysis has recently showed that the trees used in the bank
were cut in 737; it must have been a defence against the Slavs to the south.
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The Spread of Christianity

In the year 400 most north Europeans worshipped one or more non-Christian
gods; by 9oo Christianity had reached most of the north-west, and had even
begun to spread into Scandinavia and eastern Europe. In 400 the attack on non-
Christian worship by means of legislation had only just begun, bishops such as
St Martin of Tours had only recently started going into the countryside on the
offensive, and Christian institutions such as monasticism were almost unknown.
By 900, in Gaul, Germany, Britain, and Ireland, Christianity was enforced by
the state, baptism was, in theory, universal, the Church had become important
politically and in the economy, and monasticism was
the most important spiritual and cultural force in
Europe. The slow process of Christianization, which
began normally with the conversion of kings and aristo-
crats, is clearly one of the most important developments
of the period. With Christianity other elements of
Roman civilization reached the barbarians inside and
outside the former Roman Empire: ideas of law and
government, the art of writing, and the wealth of Latin
and Christian learning and literature. It is possible that
it was only with Christianity that Latin, and sub-
sequently French, became the language of the rural
population of northern Gaul. We have the paradox
that the process of Romanization reached its climax in
the west only after the collapse of the Roman Empire.

The barbarians who settled in southern Europe were
almost all Christians by the time of their settlement,
though they were all Arian heretics. Clovis, king of the
Franks, owed some of his political success to the fact
that he brought his people to Catholic Christianity, thus
making the Franks acceptable to the Gallo-Romans he
wished to rule. The Church in Gaul, which continued
to be run largely by Gallo-Romans rather than by
Franks, was duly grateful, and offered its support to
Clovis’s dynasty. Gallic churchmen continued their
work of conversion of the peasants of northern Gaul,
including those Franks who had come into the area,
but they seldom concerned themselves with the pagans

THE SLAV GOD sVANTOVIT. Very little is known about the pre-Christian religions of northern Europe;
what is known comes mostly from later and hostile sources. Few religious sites are known, and few
religious objects. Most surviving idols are of gods of the Slavs, such as this three-metre high pillar
representing the god Svantovit, found in the river Zbrucz in southern Poland.
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beyond their own diocese. The Catholic establishment in the Roman Empire had
no missionary policy for the pagan barbarians of the north. It was generally
believed that God had brought the Roman Empire into being as a receptacle for
Christianity, and that those outside it remained outside by the will of God. The
more optimistic could believe that the barbarian invasions were part of God’s
plan for spreading Christianity. Thus, if bishops were sent outside the empire,
as Pope Celestine sent Palladius to Ireland in 431, it was not primarily to convert
pagans but rather to act as bishop to Christians already living outside the empire.
Indeed, we know the name of one of the Christians in Ireland for whom Palladius
might have acted as bishop: a Romano-British boy captured in a slaving raid on
the western coasts of Britain, called Patrick. This remarkable person—the first
British writer resident in these islands whose writings have survived—was the
first to quote the Gospels in support of the mission to all men, and the first to
see it as his moral duty to go outside the empire to convert the heathen.

THE MONASTERY OF CLONARD, Co. Westmeath, aerial view, founded by St Finnian in the early sixth
century. The complex pattern of earthworks may reveal something of the extensive monastic settlement
of the early Middle Ages, which would have housed farm workers, smiths, wood-workers, and other
artisans, as well as monks.
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The conversion of the Irish, in which Patrick was one of the first to be involved,
was an experiment without any real precedents. No one had tried to introduce
a religion organized around towns and dependent upon proclamation of the
Word of God, in its original Greek or in Latin translation, into a tribal society
which had no towns and which knew neither Greek nor Latin. Where would
bishops be based? How would priests be trained? How would the Church fit into
a society with strong kinship bonds and different property-owning customs from
those of the Roman Empire? These were questions faced by all missionaries in
northern Europe in the early Middle Ages, but a number of the solutions were
first worked out in Ireland, and some of those solutions were exported by the
Irish themselves to Britain and the Continent.

These solutions in the main relate to a new role assigned to monasteries within
the missionary church. In the Roman Empire monasteries had been places of

MONASTERIES were also places where country people could
come to learn about Christianity. Many contained elaborately
carved (and, probably, brightly painted) stone crosses depict-
ing scenes from the Bible, which could have been used for
teaching. This ‘Daniel in the Lions’ Den’ is from the cross of
Moone (Co. Kildare).

retreat from the world; the Church itself was run by the secular clergy, quite
separate from the monasteries. In Ireland and in the rest of the barbarian north,
monasteries were central institutions: bases for missionary activity, centres for
basic education in Latin, for book production, for the training of clergy, and, as
Christian lay men and women gave them more and more land, major economic
and political centres as well. Bishops frequently resided in monasteries and, in
Ireland in particular, were quite overshadowed by the abbots, who were, in
earthly rather than spiritual terms, much more important than they.
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There were other repercussions of the arrival of the Church into a wholly
rural and tribal society. Those who donated land to monasteries were unwilling,
and perhaps, according to barbarian land law, often unable, to regard these
donations as absolute. In barbarian societies the kin had certain rights in the
land which was controlled by the head of the family. Inheritance was according
to fairly rigid rules, which differed from people to people, but all of which insisted
on family property going to particular relatives, sons, daughters, brothers, uncles,
of the deceased. A will, as in Roman law, which left land to the Church or to
some individual, by its very nature disinherited the rightful heirs. The Church,
which depended for its survival and expansion upon gifts of property, was
familiar with Roman legal ideas of property and fought hard to introduce changes
in barbarian custom, with the help of kings. In the Frankish kingdom we find
Frankish nobles disregarding Frankish law in the sixth century, and making wills
in favour of the Church (although, Gregory of Tours lamented, King Chilperic
used to tear such wills up). Kings seem to have been able to intervene to change
the status of land, or nobles could get round the law by donating the land which
the king had given them as a reward for their services, rather than alienating
their ancestral land. The charters which recorded the donation of land to
monasteries always threatened those who violated such donations with dire
penalties; it was probably the legitimate heirs of the donor that the monastery
was most worried about, and occasionally they did indeed try to take the land
by force. But in Ireland a compromise came into being, which was to be followed
elsewhere in northern Europe, whereby the donor’s kin were agreed to have
certain rights in the monastery. Thus many monasteries became ‘family mon-
asteries’, where the abbot was drawn from the founder’s kin, monastic estates
would be leased at good terms to them, hospitality given them, and other favours
granted. The kinship system which pervaded society thus invaded the monasteries
too, which was obviously a worry for those enthusiasts who saw monasticism
as a way of escaping all the ties and temprtations of this world. One of these
enthusiasts, Columbanus, a nobleman from Leinster, was advised to go on ‘minor
pilgrimage’, to avoid family ties by leaving his province and becoming a monk
at Bangor, in Ulster. But even this was not enough for his ascetic spirit: as a
greater penance he decided to go on ‘major pilgrimage’. In 590, with twelve
companions, he left Ireland altogether, to become a perpetual pilgrim.

Columbanus, or Columba the Younger, was one of many Irish clerics who
left Ireland for the sake of their souls in the early Middle Ages. He came to Gaul,
founded several monasteries in Burgundy, notably Luxeuil, and after some
disagreement with the royal family (he persisted in having no more awe for kings
than he had at home), he left Gaul, to found another monastery at Bobbio
in north Italy. The Church in Gaul was in a well-established position when
he arrived, with hundreds of monasteries, particularly in the south, and a
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well-educated and powerful Gallo-Romanepiscopate whichkeptthose monasteries
asfirmly under control as possible. But Columbanus’s asceticism, his determination
to keep his own monasteries free from episcopal interference, and the model he
presented of large rural monasteries, all seem to have appealed to the Frankish
aristocracy. In the half-century after Columbanus’ death large numbers of mon-
asteries for both men and women were founded in northern Gaul, many of which
drew their inspiration from Luxeuil.

Twenty-five years before Columbanus left northern Ireland, Columba, from
a royal family of Ulster, had left in the opposite direction. With his followers he
came to the island of lona, off Mull, and there founded one of the most influential
of Irish monasteries. The Anglo-Saxon historian Bede tells us that he even
converted the Picts to Christianity. But Bede’s contemporary Adomnan, successor
of Columba as abbot of lona, did not go so far. Columba did preach to Bridei,
king of the Picts, but apparently not successfully, nor was this the main aim of
his arduous journey to the north: he went to Bridei’s court in order to plead for
the safety of Irish monks who wanted to settle in the Orkneys. There were

THE MONASTERY OF 1ONA has been rebuilt again in modern times, and has become an arttraction for
pilgrims. Some of the features of the early monastery can still be seen, such as the enclosure bank around
the monastic precinct.
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numerous monastic settlements made in Scotland during Columba’s life, many
under his patronage, but most of these monks were more interested in their own
souls than those of others—as were undoubtedly the Irish monks who settled in
the otherwise uninhabited Iceland! But inevitably these monasteries became
means by which Christianity could be introduced to those in the vicinity. The
conversion of the Picts which Columba began was certainly achieved within a
century of Columba’s death, but thanks to men such as Donnan of Eigg or
Maelrubai of Applecross.

The involvement of lona was more direct in the history of English Christianity.
The first two Christian Anglo-Saxons we know of were monks at Iona during
Columba’s lifetime. The Anglian Oswald stayed at Iona during his exile, and
when he became king of Northumbria in 635 he asked lona to send him clerics
to help him convert his kingdom. Aidan was chosen, and he founded the island
monastery of Lindisfarne as the centre for his bishopric of Northumbria. For
Bede, writing his history of the English Church less than a century later, and
only a few kilometres from Lindisfarne, Aidan was the ideal bishop, pious,
humble, forever travelling the diocese and preaching to his flock, and impressing
his saintly example upon the kings he had to deal with. Lindisfarne became a
training centre for missionaries, and in the mid-seventh century, when North-
umbria was the most powerful kingdom in England, these men spread the word
to those kingdoms under Northumbrian domination. Even Wilfrid of York, the
great champion of Roman rather than Irish customs, began his monastic career
at Lindisfarne and shared in its missionary tradition, bringing Christianity to
Sussex and starting the mission to the Frisians in the Low Countries.

The conversion of the Anglo-Saxons began in the south of England, not the
north. Pope Gregory the Great sent the monk Augustine to Britain to re-establish
the Church, clearly thinking that the Roman province of Britain had survived in
some recognizable form. Augustine was charged to set up metropolitan sees at
London and York, with the intention that there should be twenty-four other
bishops established in appropriate towns. When Augustine arrived in Kent in
597, with his Frankish interpreters, he found the situation very different from
what Gregory had expected. But he carried out his task as best he could,
converting King /Athelberht of Kent (who, through his Christian wife Bertha, a
Frankish princess, must have known a great deal about Christianity already),
and setting up his see in a town in Athelberht’s kingdom, Canterbury: a town,
that is, in the sense of being enclosed by Roman walls, though in 597 it was, like
other Roman towns in Britain, no more than a collection of ruins inhabited,
perhaps, by a few Anglo-Saxon farmers. The final achievement of the Gregorian
mission was the founding of an episcopal see in York in 627, and the baptism
of Edwin of Northumbria by Paulinus, the last of the missionaries sent by
Gregory. But Edwin’s successors apostatized, and Paulinus had to flee back to



THE FRANK AGILBERT illustrates the close connections between the various northern churches. He was
trained in Ireland, became bishop in Wessex, was present at the Synod of Whitby, and ended his days as
bishop of Paris. His tomb is now at Jouarre, east of Paris. The closest sculptural parallels to this vivid
portrayal of human souls at the Last Judgement are to be found in Northumbria.

Kent. Iona and Lindisfarne took over from Rome and Canterbury as the driving
forces behind the conversion of the English. This caused some problems, notably
in the area of church customs. In the mid-seventh century northern Irish clerics
(but no longer those from southern Ireland) calculated Easter according to an
outmoded system, and wore tonsures which possibly owed more to druidic
practice than to Roman precedent. The settlement of the dispute which arose,
in Rome’s favour, at Whitby in 664 did not end the influence of the Irish Church.
English clerics went to Ireland for their education, and bought back books from
Irish monasteries. The new connections with Rome, however, made it possible
for the English Church to have the best of both worlds. The Northumbrian
nobleman Benedict Biscop made four expeditions to Rome, collecting books
there and in Gaul for his twin monastic foundation of Jarrow and Monkwear-
mouth. This monastery had probably the best stocked library in northern Europe;
it is not surprising that in the early eighth century it produced northern Europe’s
greatest teacher and scholar, the Venerable Bede.
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By the 68os all the English kingdoms had been nominally converted, and
Anglo-Saxon kings were beginning to enforce Christianity by law. The Church
had been reorganized under the vigorous rule of the elderly imported Syrian,
Theodore of Canterbury, and seemed now secure. The energies of its more
idealistic clergy began to turn outwards, and to think of the souls of their
Germanic cousins on the Continent. Wihtberht spent two years trying to convert
King Radbod and the Frisians; Willibrord followed him, with rather more
success, and with the backing of the Frankish ruler Pippin II and the pope he
became first bishop of Utrecht. Swithberht went as missionary to the Bructeri,
and the two brothers called Hewald, who had been living in Ireland, went to
Saxony, there to meet savage deaths as martyrs.

The most successful of the Anglo-Saxon missionaries was Boniface, from
Wessex, whose main sphere of activity was in central Germany, in an area where,
in the seventh century, the Irishman Killian had met his martyrdom. He went to
Rome to receive papal permission for missionary work, worked under Willibrord
in Frisia, and, after initial successes in central Germany, was created bishop in
722, and given the title archbishop ten years later. He founded the monastery of
Fulda as his base for the conversion of central Germany, and was killed in 754,
while still trying to convert the Frisians. He was a reformer and organizer as
well as a missionary. He organized the Bavarian and central German churches
into sees, presided over a number of reforming councils in the Frankish kingdom,
and, as archbishop of Mainz, was able to preside over the unification of the
Church in Germany. In all this he was supported by the rulers of the Franks,
Charles Martel and his son Pippin III, and Boniface’s legacy of a reformed and
reorganized Church under the headship of the pope was an essential foundation
to the rise to royal power of this Carolingian dynasty.

The conversion of Germany in the early eighth century went hand in hand
with the reimposition of Frankish power in those areas. The advantage of the
Anglo-Saxon missionaries, apart from the closeness of their language to that of
the Frisians or Saxons, was that they could distance themselves from Frankish
politics to some extent. But the Franks made no pretence that the conversion of
Saxony was not part and parcel of their savage wars of conquest. In the first
campaign, in 772, the first blow in the conversion took place: Irminsul, the sacred
oak tree of the pagan Saxons, was felled. Baptism came to be regarded as an
affirmation of loyalty to the Franks; in 785 Charlemagne decreed that if any of
the conquered Saxons refused to be baptized, or insulted Christianity by, for
instance, eating meat during Lent, he should suffer the death penalty. A church
structure was set up in Saxony, and Christianity was enforced with the help of
the Frankish army. The protests of Charlemagne’s own close associate, the
scholar Alcuin of York, were to no avail; indeed, it is possible that it was another
Anglo-Saxon, Boniface’s disciple Lull, who urged Charlemagne on.



GOLDSMITHS WERE HIGHLY PRIZED in the barbarian north, and some of their products are splendid
examples of various gold-working techniques. This collar from Sweden, made in the fifth century, uses
gold filigree thread as fine as a tenth of a millimetre.

THIS SILVER-GILT BROOCH, from a rich woman’s grave at Wittislin cn, \-\’ll'h its lnl s of garner and
S g B g

gold, is a more elaborate version of thousands of bow-brooches found in sixth- and seventh-century graves.
It is unusual in bearing a funerary inscription in Latin on the back, which begins: ‘May Uffila, snatched
blamelessly by Death, live happily in God.” The craftsman even signs his name: Wigerig.




THE BOOK OF KELLS, the most famous
of cighth-century books, well illustrates the
cultural unity of the northern Church. It fuses

Irish and Anglo-Saxon styles so well that it
still cannot be decided if it was produced in
Ireland, Scotland, or Northumbria.
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The horrific ‘conversion’ of the Saxons marked the last great conquest of
Christianity in the period before 9oo. But beginnings were made elsewhere, both
north and east. Anskar, a Frankish monk, was made archbishop of Hamburg to
supervise the mission to the north, and founded churches in Denmark and even
in Sweden, at Birka, but his mission did not lead to any lasting Christian
communities, largely because of the ensuing Viking raids. The attempts at the
conversion of Slavs by missionaries from Bavaria likewise came to little, though
for different reasons: the German missionaries came up against the rather more
successful Greek mission of Cyril and Methodius, sent from Constantinople in
863. These two brothers worked in the first organized Slavic state, Great Moravia,
and with some success, as the excavated churches in fortified centres such as
Mikulcice show. But the collapse of the Moravian state, and the invasions of the
Magyars, brought their mission too to ultimate failure.

What I have described above is the slow process by which kings and aristocrats
were introduced to Christianity and brought to adopt it in their countries. This
is the most visible, but not necessarily the most important, element of conversion.
The real process of Christianization, the training of priests, preaching to people
in the countryside, the elimination or Christianization of pagan customs, the
teaching of Christian doctrines, was a process which lasted centuries.
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cyriL developed the first alphabet for writing
down a Slavonic language, called ‘Glagolitic’.
It was Methodius’s followers, working among
the Bulgars, who devised the script named
after Cyril, ‘Cyrillic’.
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The Barbarians

To Romans all those who lived outside the Roman Empire were barbarians: it
was a legal or political category, rather than a racial one. Nowadays historians
categorize these barbarians in various ways, either following linguists and speak-
ing of Germans, Celts, and Slavs, or else using the political terms used at the
time, and writing of Franks, Picts, West Saxons, Obodrites, or whatever. It is
important to remember that these are not racial terms either. Many subjects of
the Anglo-Saxon kings in the eighth century were descendants of Welsh-speaking
citizens of the Roman Emperor, yet by then those ‘Celts’ (or Romans) spoke Old
English and thought of themselves as Anglian or Saxon. Many or most of those
calling themselves ‘Franks’ by the seventh century were descendants of Gallo-
Romans who had been ruled by the Franks since the fifth or sixth century. Thus
we have a great variety of so-called ‘barbarian’ kingdoms, ranging from those
in which a small minority of barbarians ruled a largely Roman populace, as in
Gaul, to those in which not even Roman ideas like Christianity had penetrated,

FRANKISH, VISIGOTHIC, AND JUTISH BROOCHES. Some archaeologists believe that the many differ-
ent styles of clothes-fastenings found in graves can be assigned to different peoples. These brooches come
from the cemetery at Herpes, in south-west France, and are of Frankish, Visigothic, and Jutish type, which
may suggest that Herpes was unusually mixed ethnically.
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such as the kingdoms in Norway or Russia. And the historian could categorize
them in other ways. There were those barbarians who had taken part in the
migrations of the fourth to sixth centuries, and those who had not. And there
were those barbarians who in the early Middle Ages learnt the art of writing,
and who left some record of themselves, and those who still existed in a pre-
historic or protohistoric state, like the Picts or the Scandinavian and Slavic peoples,
about whom we can only know in this period from the garbled accounts of foreign
contemporaries or from the speculative researches of modern archaeologists.

The tendency of historians until recent times to think in racial terms, of
German, Celt, Slav, or Roman, has concealed very real similarities between the
various barbarian kingdoms of northern Europe. There is no reliable evidence
from this period about Slav society, but later evidence suggests that even the
Slavs shared in these general patterns. Barbarian society was strictly stratified,
with slaves and semi-free at the bottom, and some kind of aristocrats and royalty
at the top. Aristocratic birth normally determined membership of this group,
but entry might be gained by sufficient landed wealth, acquired often as a result
of service to the king. A man’s legal status was rigidly defined by the law codes;
each man had his ‘man price’ (wergild, for Anglo-Saxons and Franks) or ‘honour-
price’ (galanas in Welsh, [og n-enech in Irish). A free Frank was worth 200 solidi,
a free Anglo-Saxon 200 shillings, a free Irishman 6 séts, and aristocrats perhaps
three times those sums or more. In the event of murder these were the sums paid
to the man’s kin by the murderer and his kin. The value of a man’s oath in court
among the Irish, Welsh, and English might be measured in terms of his ‘man
price’; an oath sworn by an aristocrat or a king would be worth more than that
of an ordinary man and, depending on the seriousness of the crime, might serve
to clear himself or another of the charge.

In all these societies the kin-group was an important social and legal institution.
We have seen in the previous section that the kin possessed rights in land
held by individual heads of family, unless the king had granted that land, or
transformed its legal status. The kin also had certain duties in law, notably that
of bringing anyone who had wronged the kin to justice. In extreme cases the kin
could kill someone who murdered one of their number. This so-called ‘blood
feud’ was accepted, if occasionally deplored, by churchmen, because without its
threat the guilty person would seldom be induced to come to court. All court
cases were private affairs, the injured party or kin bringing the case and making
the accusation; whoever presided over the court, a king, his representative, or a
local dignitary, merely acted as arbitrator. Among each people there were men
recognized as legal experts: Frankish rachinburgii or English ‘doomsmen’. In
Ireland lawmen formed a well-defined learned class; whereas our primary legal
sources in other barbarian kingdoms consist of law codes issued in the name of
the king, from Ireland we have law tracts written by individual jurists, who




84 The Northern World in the Dark Ages

themselves played a major role in the administration of the law. But we must
not assume that there is a great contrast between Ireland, in which jurists were
supreme in the law, and the rest of barbarian Europe, in which kings were
supreme. For most of the time the truth, that is, legal practice, lay somewhere
in between. The example of the Roman emperor—‘the word of the prince is
law’—was always there to inspire western kings. Roman example persuaded

ANGLO-SAXON KINGS bolstered their position by claiming to be descended from the god Woden; a
twelfth-century manuscript shows Woden surrounded by six founders of royal English lines. Christianity
was to replace divine descent by rituals such as anointing and coronation.




THE CUSTOM OF RICHLY FURNISHED GRAVES spread throughout the Germanic world in the sixth
century, and also the custom of barrow burial. The largest surviving barrows are these three, from the
royal burial site of Gamla Uppsala, Sweden.

barbarian kings to have the customary laws of their peoples written down, and
the very act of issuing written law codes gave the king more of a role in the law
than he had had before.

The man at the head of each group of barbarian people was the king: rex in
Latin, the related word 77 in Irish, but cyning (‘man from the kin’) in Old English
(although his kingdom was the rice). In Ireland there were several grades of king;:
the ordinary king of the tribe (7 tiaithe), the tribal king who was overlord over
other tribal kings (ruiri), the provincial king (77 ruirech, or ‘king of kings’); some
ambitious kings even claimed to be high king of all Ireland, or king of Tara
(ardri, ri Temra). There are signs that this hierarchy of kingship was shared by
some Germanic peoples, even after the political turmoil caused by the invasions
had altered the traditional patterns. The Franks seem to have been ruled by a
number of tribal kings before the emergence of the Merovingian dynasty, which
eliminated other royal families, and mysterious personages called subreguli,
principes, or duces regii in early Latin documents from England may be the
equivalent of tribal kings. There is even an English equivalent to the ardri, the
bretwealda, or ‘ruler of Britain’: this too probably represents ambition as much
as reality. Some peoples may have only elected ‘over-kings’ in times of emergency:
Bede says that the Saxons on the Continent did not have a king, but were ruled
by ‘satraps’ (tribal kings?) and only when war threatened the whole people did
they elect a war-leader. Where political circumstances did not create a need for
permanent war-leaders, as among the Irish, Saxons, or Scandinavians, powerful
kings with large kingdoms did not emerge. The Frankish and Anglo-Saxon kings
were primarily war-leaders, which is not true of their Irish or continental Saxon
equivalents.
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This is one of the most important distinctions between those barbarian peoples
who migrated and those who stayed put. The process of migration broke up old
tribal groupings, and the often stormy circumstances brought war-leaders to the
fore. Those war-leaders gathered warriors around them, who were rewarded
with the spoils of war: gold, precious objects, but above all land. Small, relatively
unstratified rural communities, for whom war was the amusement of summer
months and seldom led to the conquest of territory, were transformed into
stratified societies with a powerful mon-
archy and a landed aristocracy accustomed
to a military way of life. This militarization
of society even affected the one part of
the former Roman Empire which did not
succumb to barbarian rule, but was forced
to defend itself from barbarians under its
own kings: Wales. The Welsh poem the
Gododdin, which portrays an aristocratic
life of fighting and feasting, where the
young warrior sought glory and, if he was
lucky, worldly renown, does not show us
a society differing very much from that
of the better-known OIld English poem
Beowulf. The male graves from the new
Germanic kingdoms in the north show,
from the late fifth century onwards, the
new status that warriors had in society:
weapons, spears, one-sided swords (the sax
or scramasax) or, in the case of aristocrats,
long-swords with gold-foil hilts and golden
jewelled pommels, were laid with the man
in his grave. Those royal graves which
survive show that royal families paraded
their dominance (or attempted to buttress
it) by spectacular displays of conspicuous
expenditure.

THE WELSH in southern Britain, nevertheless,
preserved memories of their Roman past. They srill
raised tombstones with Latin inscriptions on them,
occasionally with Latin titles, although sometimes,
as here, the epitaph was bilingual, with a Welsh
translation in the ogham alphabet (introduced from
Ireland).




THE CHRISTIAN GOD was seen, like Woden, as a giver of victory in battle, and it was perhaps natural
for the maker of this fine eighth-century Northumbrian helmet, found at Coppergate in York, to inscribe
it with a prayer.
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To survive politically, the king had to reward these warriors. He might give
them gold, in the form of coin or jewellery; and he might, particularly in the
case of those retiring from his household service, give land, or the use of land
for the lifetime of his follower. Gifts in barbarian society imposed duties on the
recipient—to such an extent that Lombard law recognized the right of someone
to use force to recover a gift if he had never received a gift in return. They could
be used therefore as a political tool; by the giving of gifts a king could ensure
loyal service. And from all sides he was told that generosity was the most
desirable quality in kings. The problem was, to find the wherewithal. The
Frankish kings had fewer problems than any others. Not only did they acquire
vast estates in the course of their take-over, including most or all of those which
had been imperial estates, but they had also taken over the Roman taxation
system, which may have been somewhat ramshackle by that time but was still
capable of supplying them with considerable quantities of gold and goods in
kind. They also had the inestimable advantage of enemies from whom they and
their warriors could win booty with relative ease. Sometimes Frankish warriors
were so eager for booty that they went ahead without royal permission and
against royal advice, with disastrous results. But on the whole Frankish armies
in the sixth century were remarkably successful. Their kings led them to victory
over most of their neighbours, and after the Byzantine invasion of Italy in 536
they found themselves frequently involved in Italy, winning booty and subsidies
alike from both Ostrogoths and Byzantines.

The importance of continual warfare as a means of bringing in land and booty
for political survival can be seen also in England, where probably no shadow of
the Roman taxation system survived. There it is the kingdoms which could
continually push forward their borders which prospered. In the sixth century,
before political boundaries had become firm, it was possible for kingdoms in the
east, such as Sussex or Kent, to become militarily powerful and hence politically
important. By the seventh century this was almost impossible: the kingdoms in
the east stagnated, and it was those with frontiers to the west and north which
did well. Northumbria’s expansion was brought to an end only in 685, when
King Ecgfrith and most of his army were killed at Nechtansmere, north of
Dundee, while attacking the kingdom of the Picts. Ecgfrith’s own subject Bede
interestingly saw this defeat as God’s judgement for the unjustified attack that
Ecgfrith had made the previous year on the Irish, ‘a harmless people always very
friendly to the Angles’, despite the warnings of the holy Egbert. Indeed, to the
Irish the all-out wars of conquest of the Franks or the Angles must have seemed
strangely perverse and wicked. The warfare of the Irish kings was usually
no more than cattle-raiding or the attempt to win tribute from neighbouring
kingdoms; territorial expansion was not their aim.
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Three Barbarian Kingdoms

To write a political history of the northern barbarian kingdoms from the fifth
to the eighth centuries would result in a confusing list of names of kings and
battles, and a bewildering lack of any information about motives or personalities.
At any one time in this period there were probably over two hundred kings in
northern Europe. To understand the workings of different barbarian kingdoms
and of the problems faced by kings in northern Europe it may be best therefore
to look at just three kings from three very different barbarian societies, each
from the first half of the seventh century: Dagobert of the Franks, Redwald of
the East Angles, and Congal Caech of the Cruthin in Ulaid (East Ulster).
Congal Caech or Claen (the Squinting or Half-Blind) was king of Dal nAraidi,
whose inhabitants were called the Cruthin (Old Irish for ‘Picts’). The kings of
the dynasty of Dal nAraidi ruled over the central part of modern County Antrim,
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with the Dal Fiatach to the south and the Dal Riata to the north. This latter
dynasty had established a colony in south-west Scotland in the fifth century, and
from the sixth century their kings usually ruled their Irish kingdom from Scotland.
In 627 Congal became over-king of the whole of Ulaid, receiving tribute from
the other kings. In 628 he went to battle against the powerful Ui Néill dynasty
to the east, killing their over-king, Suibne Menn. In 629 he fought in Dal Riata,
killing not only their king, but also a number of Bernician princes who had gone
into exile in Dal Riata when Edwin, with Radwald’s help, had conquered
Northumbria. In that same year, however, Congal invaded the Ui Néill, and was
defeated by their new over-king Domnall mac Aedo. He survived the battle, and
by 637 had managed to persuade the Dal Riata to abandon their old alliance
with the Ui Néill and to join with him. Together with Domnall Brecc of Dal
Riata he fought Domnall mac Aedo in the great battle of Moira, in County
Down. On the same day the Dal Riata, together with one group of Ui Neill,
clashed with Domnall mac Aedo’s fleet off the Mull of Kintyre: it looks as if
Congal had been successful in playing one Ui Néill group off against another.
But Congal was killed on the battlefield, and the Ui Neill’'s dominance over the
north was henceforth unchallenged. The Annals of Ulster give the title of ‘king
of Ireland’ to Domnall mac Aedo when he died peacefully in 642, the first king
credited with that no doubt largely honorary title.

An early Irish law tract on the law of bees, Bechbretha, says that damages
caused by bee stings are the responsibility of the owner, a decision established
after ‘the crime of bees against Congal Caech whom bees blinded; and he was
king of Tara until it put him out of his sovereignty’. The Ui Né¢ill who later
dominate the honorary but prestigious ‘high-kingship of Tara’, seem otherwise
to have effectively expunged the memory of anyone holding this position who
was not of their family. It is another hint of the important position which Congal
held in north-east Ireland, and of his political ambitions. And the reference to
the incapacitating effect of blinding is not implausible. Irish kings inhabited a
very different world from that of the Germanic kings further south. They were
set apart from their subjects by ancient rituals, such as that of marriage with
their kingdom, and by an elaborate web of taboos (gessa) and prerogatives
(buada). Some of these ideas about kingship are paralleled very closely in the
Sanskrit literature of ancient India, and go back to the prehistoric roots of
European civilization. It is with the Irish that we can get closest to understanding
the nature of pre-Roman European society.

At this time the kingdom of the East Angles was ruled by Raedwald. Redwald
was, at the start of his reign, under the overlordship of King Athelberht of Kent,
then the most powerful king in southern England; at this time, willingly or not,
Radwald accepted Christianity and was baptized in Kent. But the Northumbrian
monk Bede says Redwald ‘was seduced by his wife and by certain evil teachers
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and perverted from the sincerity of his faith’, and thereafter used to have a
Christian altar and a pagan altar in the same building. This fine compromise
may have made good political sense when people must have been bitterly divided
by their religious opinions. Redwald managed, even before Athelberht’s death
in 616, to make his kingdom the dominant power in southern England. When
he died, probably in the late 620s, his son Eorpwald was persuaded to convert
to Christianity by Edwin of Northumbria. But he was killed and succeeded by
a pagan, who reigned for three years. Then Eorpwald’s brother Sigbert returned
to become king and to establish Christianity on a much firmer footing. He had
been in exile in Gaul, possibly at Dagobert’s court: it is interesting that he bears
the same name as Dagobert’s son, a traditionally Merovingian name. With him
from Gaul came Bishop Felix, who, ‘as his name signified’, said Bede, brought
the kingdom to great felicity by his preaching.

RADWALD'S SILVER sPOONS. The significance of these spoons (if any) has caused much controversy.
The two names inscribed on them, Saul and Paul (St Paul’s names before and after baptism) may symbolize
conversion to Christianity. The two names seem to have been inscribed by two different people, one of
whom was unfamiliar with Greek.

The only other fact we know about Redwald is that he was once bribed by
Athelfrith, the Anglian king of Bernicia who had united both Bernicia and Deira
into one kingdom of Northumbria, to kill the exiled Deiran prince Edwin, then
living at Redwald’s court. Instead Radwald took his army up north, defeated
Athelfrith, and installed Edwin as king. Archaeology and place-name studies
are still adding to the few facts we can glean from Bede. Ever since the discovery
of the ship burial at Sutton Hoo in 1938, with its gold jewellery and its enigmatic
objects, such as the great whetstone interpreted by some as a royal sceptre, there
has been speculation that it may be Radwald’s tomb. The grave in any case
provides a fascinating glimpse into the interconnections of the northern world.
The custom of ship burial is a Scandinavian one, and the Scandinavian, or
specifically Swedish, manufacture of the helmet and shield found in the tomb
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underline that connection, which may suggest a Scandinavian origin for Rad-
wald’s Wuffinga dynasty. The hanging bowls in the grave are of British manu-
facture; the silver bowls and the two silver spoons inscribed Paulos and Saulos
(perhaps a baptismal gift) were made in Byzantium. The sword may be of
Frankish manufacture, and the garnets which decorate much of the gold
jewellery were probably imported via Francia. Inside the purse with its gold and
garnet decorated fittings were thirty-seven gold coins, each minted in a different
place in the Frankish kingdom. Altogether the Sutton Hoo find is a remarkable
illustration of the far-reaching links which royal courts could have with the rest
of Europe.

The nature of those links has been the subject of some controversy in recent
years. It has become obvious that in the seventh century trade across the Channel
and North Sea was beginning to be important, and there are signs that it was
becoming organized. The steady and orderly replacement of gold by silver in
the Merovingian coinage, culminating in a completely silver coinage by the 660s,
has been seen by some as an attempt to provide a coinage more suited to
commercial transactions. The Frankish king, Dagobert, was clearly trying to
encourage trade when he granted Saint-Denis the right to hold an annual fair. And
there are trading-places in the mid-seventh century which are clearly becoming
important. Many are characterized by a place-name suffix meaning ‘trading-
place’: -wic or its local equivalent. There was Quentovic on the north French
coast, Wijk bij Duurstede (or Dorestad) in the Netherlands, Schleswig in Jutland,
Hamwic (Southampton), Eoforwic (York), and, some twelve kilometres from
Sutton Hoo, Ipswich. Early medieval pottery has been found on many sites in

TRADING PLACES. The most extensive of all early medieval excavations has been undertaken by the
Dutch at Dorestad, revealing the intense commercial and industrial activity that went on at this port by
the mouth of the Rhine until its destruction by the Vikings in the early ninth century.
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modern Ipswich, which may indicate a sizeable settlement area; from the evidence
of the pottery one might imagine peaks of activity in the early seventh century
(in the time of Reedwald and Sigbert) and again around 8co. Much of this pottery
is imported from the Rhineland, and there are fragments of Rhenish glass also,
and numerous boat rivets. Some archaeologists believe that Ipswich, and other
wics in the seventh century, may have been seasonal ports of trade, established
by kings to control the flow of prestige goods, such as wine or luxury cloths,
into their kingdom. Kings did this for a twofold purpose, presumably: to benefit
from tolls and to obtain a monopoly of items with which to reward followers
and subjects, thus in both ways increasing their power.

As we move from Ireland to East Anglia to Francia there is a dramatic increase
in scale. There were over a hundred Irish kings reigning in any one year during
the time of Redwald, each of them with a kingdom the size of a half or third of
a modern county. And as we move south again across the Channel we witness
another great leap in scale. Although Radwald’s armies could take him hundreds
of miles from East Anglia, to force other kings to submit to him and offer him
tribute, his own kingdom was very small in comparison with Dagobert’s, confined
as far as we can see largely to the coastal regions of East Anglia. Dagobert’s
power stretched over the whole of modern France and the Low Countries, and
much of modern West Germany, and to any other barbarian monarch his wealth
must have seemed quite enormous.

Dagobert was the son of Chlothar 11, who had reunited the Frankish kingdom
in 613 after torturing to death the dominant figure in Frankish politics for
twenty years, his aged aunt Brunhild. In 622 Chlothar II made Dagobert king in
Austrasia, the north-eastern portion of the Frankish kingdom, while he himself
kept the rest of Gaul under his direct rule, residing in Neustria, the region centred
on Paris. Dagobert’s chief advisers were two Austrasian aristocrats, Arnulf,
bishop of Metz, and Pippin, who was made mayor of Dagobert’s palace. (It was
a marriage arranged between Arnulf’s son and Pippin’s daughter that was to
form the powerful dynasty known later as the Carolingians.) Chlothar II died in
629, and Dagobert became sole king. According to the chronicler Fredegar, a
contemporary, the first years of his reign over Gaul were very auspicious.
Fredegar clearly approved of the way in which Dagobert tried to put local
aristocrats, the real powers in the provinces, in their place. He tells us of a
royal visit to Burgundy, for instance, which caused great alarm to bishops and
aristocrats, and joy to the oppressed; ‘such was his great good-will and eagerness
that he neither ate nor slept, lest anyone should leave his presence without
having obtained justice’. For Fredegar things went sour when Arnulf retired and
Dagobert left Pippin’s side to take up residence in Neustria. ‘He forgot the justice
he had once loved.” One of his foreign campaigns illustrates his internal problems.
He sent an expedition of Austrasian Franks to Bohemia, against the Wends, a
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Slavic people. The Wends were led by Samo, an enterprising Frankish merchant,
who had so impressed the Wends that he ruled them, and his twelve Wendish
wives, for thirty-five years. Dagobert’s Austrasians were defeated, not, according
to Fredegar, because of the strength of the Slavs but rather through the demor-
alization of the Austrasians, who apparently felt that Dagobert had deserted
them by going to live in Neustria. Samo’s Wends were encouraged by this victory,
and by an alliance with the Sorbs, another Slavic people, and began raiding in
Frankish territories further west. In 631 the Saxons offered to help Dagobert
against the Wends if he remitted the 500 cows they had paid yearly—to the
Austrasians—since the time of Chlothar I; Dagobert agreed, but to little effect,
said Fredegar, for in the following year, the Wends were attacking again.

Dagobert was rather more successful within Gaul. He mollified the Austrasians
by giving them as king his infant son Sigibert, with two of their number as
regents; later he persuaded his magnates to accept that his other son Clovis
would be heir to Neustria and Burgundy. In 635 his army defeated the Basques
who were invading Gascony from their Pyrenean homes, and he forced King
Judicael of Brittany to come to terms. According to Fredegar, Judicael came to
Dagobert’s palace at Clichy, near Paris, but refused to eat with Dagobert because
of the king’s sins; he dined instead with the head of the royal bureaucracy,
Audoen, later the saintly bishop of Rouen. Dagobert died in 638, and was the
first French king to be buried in the church of Saint-Denis, which he had enlarged
and ‘magnificently embellished with gold, gems and precious things’. There was
no succession dispute, even though Dagobert’s sons were both minors. Sigibert
continued to rule in Austrasia, and Clovis took over in Neustria and Burgundy,
both under regents.

Dagobert has been claimed as the last Merovingian king to be effective ruler
over the whole Frankish kingdom, but the nature of his rule shows up some of
the problems of the Merovingians. Neustria was the centre of royal power, and
the favourite royal villas were none of them far from Paris. Dagobert made one
trip to Burgundy, and clearly impressed Burgundians (such as Fredegar himself)
with his power and his goodwill. But for most of the time the local aristocracy
in Burgundy and the rest of southern Gaul were able to carry on their lives and
their administration undisturbed by the king. Dagobert may never have visited
Aquitaine, although he no doubt kept in touch with developments there through
such men as Desiderius, a court official who succeeded his brother as bishop
of Cahors (and whose correspondence survives). Despite Dagobert’s military
successes, the south-west of Aquitaine was being slowly overrun by the Basques
(turning its name from Novempopulana to Vasconia or Gascony). But the most
serious symptoms of local independence were much nearer home, in Austrasia.
In Dagobert’s reign the antagonism between Austrasia and Neustria, which was
to colour Merovingian politics for the rest of the seventh century, was already
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apparent. The difference between the two provinces was in part cultural: the
language of the Neustrians was very largely Latin or proto-French, while that of
the Austrasians was largely Frankish or German. The Rhineland Franks had
been conquered by the Salian Franks at the time of Clovis, but their separate
identity was acknowledged and even fostered under Clovis’s descendants. They
successfully persuaded Dagobert to give them their own king, and it was under
Dagobert that their own law code, Lex Ribvaria, was first written down.

Although it is possible to see in this regional fragmentation a foretaste of the
break-up of the Merovingian kingdom later in the seventh century, there were
positive aspects to Dagobert’s rule. The right of the Merovingians to rule the
kingdom was never questioned. Indeed, the record of the Merovingian dynasty
in monopolizing royal power among the Franks for two and a half centuries is
unparalleled anywhere else in early medieval Europe. As the dynasty grew older
it survived partly because it was old, and hence endowed with immense prestige
and mystique, and eventually because it was so powerless it was harmless. But
it was also the only dynasty in north Europe which could justly claim to be the
heirs to Roman power. The Byzantine emperor remained, in the eyes of the
kings, their nominal sovereign. And Merovingian methods of government, even in
the time of Dagobert, were recognizably Roman. Government and administration
were still by the written word (the earliest surviving governmental documents
are from the reigns of Chlothar and Dagobert), frequently still written on
imported papyrus, following Roman bureaucratic norms, and the documents
themselves, all in Latin, still used many of the old legal formulae. Administrators
were still largely educated laymen, although from Chlothar II onwards there is
an increasing clerical presence. Frankish pride in their own achievement bore
fruit in Dagobert’s reign in the emergence of the tradition that the Franks were
descended from the Trojan royal family, and were thus equal to the Romans.
By the eighth century Franks would boast that they were superior to the Romans;
Romans had persecuted Christians, while the Franks were powerful protectors
of the Church.

Dagobert’s own achievements and ambitions were quite the equal of his sixth-
century ancestors. He chose a Frankish duke for Thuringia; he organized the
Church in Alamannia, and he had law codes drawn up for the Alamans and the
Bavarians. Even those Germanic peoples adjacent to Slav and Avar territory
were prepared to acknowledge his rule. The monarchy still had considerable
amounts of land at its disposal, and Dagobert and his aristocracy were able to
bestow large quantities of it upon the Church. This was a period of monastic
renewal in northern Gaul, inspired by the Irish holy man Columbanus. Several
of the court officials of Chlothar and Dagobert were involved in this movement,
including Audoen and Desiderius. The best known was an Aquitanian called
Eligius (immortalized in a French nursery rhyme about St Eloi and Dagobert’s
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trousers). He was a goldsmith and jeweller, brought to Paris to embellish some
of the great churches of Neustria, including Saint-Denis, but also to act as a
senior financial official at court. He acted also as a moneyer; coins bearing his
name are well known to numismatists. He entered the church not long after

A COMPARISON BETWEEN the Merovingian gold coin on the left (early
seventh century) and the Carolingian silver coin of Louis the Pious, showing
the king as a Roman Emperor (early ninth century), shows how the Caro-
lingians improved techniques of coinage, and recognized its propaganda poten-
tial.

Dagobert’s death, became bishop of Noyon, and won a reputation as a holy man
concerned with evangelizing his diocese. There were in northern Gaul at this
time a number of clerics originating in the Gallo-Roman aristocracy of Aquitaine,
who still preserved the learning and traditions of the Roman world. Their
influence was strong in the revival of book production and learning in the
Merovingian monasteries of the north, which in turn laid foundations for the
revival of learning in the eighth century known nowadays as ‘the Carolingian
Renaissance’.

The Carolingians

The family which was to produce the most powerful rulers in Europe in the
eighth century came from Austrasia, where they, the descendants of Dagobert’s
one-time advisers Pippin and Arnulf, had maintained an almost uninterrupted
ascendancy throughout the seventh century. Pippin I's son Grimoald and grand-
son Pippin II were both mayors of the palace in Austrasia. Pippin I managed by
the battle of Tertry in 687 to unite both Neustria and Austrasia under his own
puppet Merovingian king. But the power struggles in northern Gaul seriously
weakened the power of the Merovingians and their mayors. In the south regional
identities were being forged. The Aquitanians had their own duke; the patricius
of Provence was virtually an independent ruler; the aristocrats of Burgundy paid
little attention to the Franks in the north. The various Germanic peoples beyond
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the Rhine who had still been under Frankish overlordship in Dagobert’s day
were asserting their independence. And even in northern Gaul the Merovingians
and their mayors were often powerless to stop the activities of local aristocratic
families, resting as they did on their own land and on the control of church land
through their family monasteries and, occasionally, dynastic bishoprics.

It was Pippin II's illegitimate son Charles Martel who began the reunification
of Gaul, and who gave his name to the dynasty, the Carolingians. With his own
puppet Merovingian king he reunited northern Gaul and began the reconquest
of other former possessions of the Merovingian kings. He is best known for his
victory in 732—3 over the Arabs of Abd ar-Rahman, who were approaching
Tours, intending to loot the wealthy shrine of St Martin. Some have seen this
battle, almost certainly wrongly, as a great turning-point in history, in which
Charles thwarted the Arab conquest of western Europe. But it is perhaps a major
turning-point in Gallic history, for it demonstrated Charles’s superiority over
Duke Eudo of the Aquitanians, and began the series of campaigns which not only
drove the Arabs back beyond the Pyrenees but, more importantly, established the
Franks once more as rulers of southern Gaul. The campaigns lasted decades.
Charles Martel led several campaigns into Burgundy and Aquitaine. His son
Pippin III campaigned in Burgundy and Provence, and restored those provinces
to his rule. It took ten years of warfare in the 750s to drive the Arabs out of
Septimania, and to persuade the Goths of Septimania that Frankish rule was
preferable to that of the Arabs. But Aquitaine was the severest test of Frankish
power. Charles Martel campaigned against Eudo, Pippin fought against Eudo’s
son Hunald, and, throughout the 760s, with Hunald’s son. It was only in the
first years of the reign of Pippin’s son Charlemagne that the Aquitanians were
finally subdued. In 781 Charlemagne recognized their persistence, and their sense
of identity, by granting them his own son Louis as king of Aquitaine.

The early Carolingians were fighting on other fronts as well, in Brittany,
Saxony, Alamannia. Some of the funds they needed for this constant warfare
could come from booty or conquered lands, but clearly that could not pay, for
instance, for the often fruitless skirmishes on the borders of Aquitaine. No doubt
the Carolingians rewarded their close followers with land from the extensive
estates of the Carolingians themselves. And, as later generations would recall
with distaste, Charles Martel often rewarded his followers with church land.
Later generations had probably forgotten that much church land and, indeed,
bishoprics and abbacies, had been held by lay aristocrats before Charles Martel
came along. The confiscation of church land by Charles Martel and his successors
was an unavoidable part of the elimination of local aristocratic opposition, and
an equally unavoidable aspect of church reform.

The first agent of Carolingian reform was St Boniface, as we have seen. He
supported Pippin III in his attempts to get rid of worldly bishops and to restore
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proper monastic rule to houses which had become mere pawns in secular politics.
The church councils held in the early 740s at the instigation of Pippin’s brother
Carloman called for the restoration of correct rules of clerical life, regular synods,
and the elimination of pagan practices from every diocese. Boniface’s work was
continued by Franks, notably by Chrodegang, who was made bishop of Metz in
742 and succeeded to the title of archbishop on Boniface’s death in 754. Chro-
degang began the drive for uniformity in liturgy and religious practice, with
Rome as its model, which was to characterize the Carolingian Church. He
established a school for teaching Roman, so-called Gregorian, plainchant, and
under his influence the ‘Roman’ monastic rule, that of St Benedict, began to be
recommended as a model for monastic living.
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The close rapport with Rome which Boniface and Chrodegang worked to
establish was achieved also on the political front. When Pippin’s brother Car-
loman retired from political life, he went to live in a monastery in Rome. Three
years later Pippin III, who still called himself ‘duke’ or ‘prince’, sent an embassy
to Pope Zacharias to ask if it was just that he who held power should not have
the title of ‘king’. Zacharias sent back the correct answer, and in 751 Pippin III
packed Childeric III, the last Merovingian king, into a monastery and had
himself inaugurated king at Soissons. This ceremony was the first in Francia to
incorporate anointing with holy oil, and perhaps the first in Europe to emphasize
the act of crowning by a bishop. Pippin, now King Pippin I, wanted to take no
chances that anyone would object to the legitimacy of his revolutionary move.
The role which the Church was thus given in royal inauguration was to have
important consequences later in European history: Pippin’s grandson was to be
deposed by bishops, who felt that if they could make kings, they could unmake
them as well. Equally crucial was the visit which Pope Stephen Il made to Francia
in 753. He came to appeal for Frankish help in Italy to restore those territories
taken from the Roman Church by the Lombards. Stephen reanointed Pippin and
his sons, and the Carolingians were established as the new protectors of the
papacy, replacing the increasingly ineffective Byzantine emperor. Pippin set off
for Italy, and forced the Lombards to sue for peace and to restore territory to
Rome.

Pippin is much less well known than his son Karolus, called ‘Magnus’ (the
Elder) to distinguish him from his own son Charles; Charles has become known
as Charles the Great or Charlemagne for very good reasons. His long reign
changed the face of Europe politically and culturally, and he himself would
remain fixed in the minds of people in the Middle Ages as the ideal king. In more
recent times, many historians have taken his reign to be the beginning of the
Middle Ages ‘proper’. Yet in terms of territorial expansion and consolidation,
church reform, and entanglement with Rome, Charlemagne’s reign was merely
bringing the policies of his father Pippin to their logical conclusions.

Charlemagne became the subject of the first medieval biography of a layman,
written by Einhard, one of his learned courtiers. Following his literary model,
Suetonius’ word portrait of the Emperor Augustus, Einhard described Charle-
magne’s appearance, his dress, his eating and drinking habits, his religious
practices, and intellectual interests, giving us a vivid, if not perhaps entirely
reliable, picture of this Frankish monarch. He was strong, tall, and healthy,
and ate moderately. He loved exercise: riding and hunting and, perhaps more
surprising, swimming. Einhard tells us that he chose Aachen as the site for his
palace because of its hot springs, and that he used to bathe there with his family,
friends, and courtiers. He spoke and read Latin as well as his native Frankish,
and could understand Greek, and even speak it a little. He learnt grammar,
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rhetoric, and mathematics from the learned clerics he gathered around him, but
although he kept writing-tablets under his pillows for practice (he used to wake
up four or five times in the night) he never mastered the art of writing.

CHARLEMAGNE reformed the Frankish coinage, modelling some of his types
upon antique Roman coins, and establishing the relationship of 12 denarii to
the solidus and 20 solidi to the pound which was still preserved in the United
Kingdom up to the introduction of decimal coinage in 1971.

Einhard’s biography starts, very appropriately, with Charlemagne’s wars. It
was because he was a tireless and remarkably successful general that he was able
to make such a mark upon European history. As we have seen, he concluded
Pippin’s wars with Aquitaine, and proclaimed his son Louis as king in 781; the
one serious defeat he suffered was in these wars, at Roncevaux in the Pyrenees,
a defeat one day immortalized in The Song of Roland and later chansons de
geste. He added Saxony to his realm, after years of vicious campaigning, and
towards the end of his reign moved against the Danes; he destroyed the kingdom
of the Avars in Hungary; he subdued the Bretons, the Bavarians, and various
Slav peoples. In the south he began the reconquest of Spain from the Arabs, and
established the Spanish March in the north-east of the peninsula. But perhaps
his most significant campaigns were south of the Alps, in Italy. Pope Hadrian
appealed to Charlemagne for help against Desiderius of the Lombards. The
campaign in the winter of 773—4 was short and decisive. Desiderius was exiled,
and Charlemagne, ‘king of the Franks’, added ‘and of the Lombards’ to his title;
later he appointed his son Pippin as king of Italy. But popes were still not free
of all their enemies. In 799 Leo Il was ambushed by a rival party of Roman
aristocrats, who tried to gouge out his eyes and cut off his tongue. Leo fled to
Charlemagne, who was at Paderborn preparing for another war against the
Saxons. Charlemagne ordered Leo III to be restored, and later in the year 8oo
came to Rome himself. On Christmas Day, in St Peter’s, Pope Leo III crowned
Charlemagne emperor of the Romans.

Probably no event in medieval history has occasioned more scholarly comment,
to less effect. Contemporary accounts of the event differ. We do not know if the
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coronation had been planned beforehand by Charlemagne, or whether it was a
plot of Leo’s to bind the king of the Franks closer to the Roman cause. Who
were the ‘Romans’ of whom Charlemagne was to be the emperor, the inhabitants
of Rome, or those of the papal states (Romagna)? Was it only afterwards that
Charlemagne and his clerics began to think of it as a ‘restoration of the Roman
Empire’, or was that inherent in his acclamation as Augustus in St Peter’s? Is it
relevant that even before the coronation the former head of the palace school at
Aachen, Alcuin of York, had been talking in terms of Charlemagne’s imperium
or that Alcuin had written to Charlemagne reminding him that the Empress
Irene’s deposition in 797 of the legitimate emperor in Constantinople had upset
the world order? The usefulness of the imperial coronation from Charlemagne’s
viewpoint may have been that it gave him, who ruled as king and duke over a
wide variety of realms, a simple and awe-inspiring title, and one that all were
free to interpret as they chose. It would be interesting to know more about how

OF THE PALACE COMPLEX OF AACHEN only the LI'ICIPL[ (the capella which contained the relic of St
an astonishing witness to the skill of Carolingian architects and

craftsmen, .md of rhur inspiration, as can be seen clearly by the finely made bronze grills from the balcony,
which follow antique models.
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contemporaries regarded it, like Irish kings, who, according to Einhard, ‘never
addressed him as anything but their lord, and called themselves his slaves and
subjects’, or the Northumbrians, whose rightful king Charlemagne and the papal
envoy were somehow able to restore to power. The emperor himself may have
regarded the new title as a personal one; certainly when he drew up his will in

ONE OF THE FINEST SCHOLARS of Charles the Bald’s time was Lupus, abbot of Ferrieres. He was an
expert on the Roman orator Cicero, whose Latin style he imitated. This is a page from one of the texts of
Cicero which Lupus studied and corrected. The marginal comments are by Lupus himself.
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806 he divided his empire among his sons and made no provision at all for the
survival of the imperial title. It was the subsequent death of two of his three sons
which convinced him, and his son Louis the Pious, that God intended the empire
to survive as a unity.

From early in his reign Charlemagne and his clerical advisers were concerned
to order the Frankish lands in accordance with God’s will. A whole series of
decisions, ‘capitularies’, made at the annual councils witness to their deter-
mination to restore strict canon law to the Church, conformity to a rule in the
monasteries, and correct Christian living throughout the kingdom. The most
urgent necessity was education, above all for the clergy. It was not only the
clergy for whom German was the first language who needed to learn Latin; the
spoken language of those living in Gaul had diverged so far from written Latin,
along the path to French, that accurate comprehension of the Bible or the liturgy
had become difficult. Charlemagne’s Admonitio generalis of 789 stressed the
importance of education for clergy and people, and urged the establishment of
schools for both. The Anglo-Saxon and Irish clergy whom Charlemagne gathered
around him, Alcuin at their head, were to be of great importance in this process.
They had developed textbooks for teaching Latin to non-Latin speakers, and
had also great familiarity with some of the basic books of Christian learning,
some of which were unknown in northern Gaul. It has been suggested that one
of the contributions made by the Anglo-Saxons and Irish was the introduction
of a new method of Latin pronunciation, as recommended in Alcuin’s own
textbook on correct Latin. It treated Latin as a dead language (which it was not,
in Gaul), giving each syllable equal weight, and pronouncing all the consonants
clearly, as written. Thus the proper word-endings, giving the grammatical func-
tion of the word, could be heard; thus could be avoided such problems as the
Bavarian priest encountered by St Boniface, who, by being unclear about his
word-endings, baptized in the name of the Fatherland, the Daughter, and the
Holy Spirit. But in the process Latin did become a dead language, comprehensible
only to the clerical ¢lite. The liturgy could no longer be understood by most of
the lay congregation. Sermons had to be, however. Capitularies not only
demanded that sermons should be delivered in every church, but also that they
should be in the language of the ordinary people, ‘in rustic Roman’ (Old French,
or Romance) or in German. Manuals of preaching were produced for use in the
parish churches which had, by the ninth century, been established over most of
the Carolingian lands, and episcopal statutes were issued by bishops in an
attempt to ensure that parish priests knew their duty and had the basic library
needed to accomplish it. For the first time in the west, Church and State united
to try to bring Christianity to all under their control.

The movement for the basic education of the clergy had a number of useful
by-products. Charlemagne was provided with an ever-growing number of literate
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clerics who could be used in his administration and, in the newly reformed Latin
and the new more legible script, had a precise and international written language
that could be used throughout his multilingual empire. And the long study of
late Latin grammars and classical Latin literature which was needed to produce
that reformed classical Latin produced a generation of scholars—poets,
historians, textual critics, theologians, philosophers—whose achievements really
did begin to rival those of late antiquity. This classical revival, the central part
of what has earned the blanket term ‘the Carolingian Renaissance’, began at the
royal court itself. Most of the scholars there were foreigners: Peter of Pisa and
Paul the Deacon from Italy, Theodulf of Orléans from Spain, Alcuin from
Northumbria, Joseph from Ireland. There were some Franks, however, including
Angilbert (whose liaison with one of Charlemagne’s unmarried daughters
gave the world the historian Nithard) and Einhard (whose main criticism of
Charlemagne concerned the emperor’s tolerant attitude to the behaviour of
his unmarried daughters). The Renaissance came to its climax in the reign
of Charles’s grandson Charles the Bald, by which time there were a number of
major centres of book production and scholarship in the kingdom. It is an ironic
fact of history that the Carolingian intellectual achievement was at its height
when the Carolingian Empire was itself falling apart. Book production and
education require wealth and some sort of political stability; by the later ninth
century both were in increasingly short supply.

When the aged Charlemagne finally died, in 814, prospects still looked bright.
There was only one heir, Louis the Pious, so the empire would remain united;
Louis’s nephew Bernard had taken the kingship of Italy after his father Pippin’s
death, but would remain under imperial overlordship. Louis’s clerical advisers,
notably Benedict of Aniane, saw the opportunity to continue church reforms; in
816 the Rule of St Benedict was proclaimed the sole rule for monks in the empire.
But seeds of future trouble were already present. When Louis had come to
Aachen he had exiled some of Charlemagne’s closest advisers, including two
cousins. When in 817 it was decided that Louis’s eldest son Lothar would become
emperor on his father’s death, and that the two other sons, Louis ‘the German’
and Pippin ‘of Aquitaine’, would be kings within his empire, there was a revolt,
led by Bernard of Italy, who had not been mentioned in the succession document:
this was put down by Louis, who had Bernard blinded. Any discontent that arose
could now centre around Lothar, who had already been crowned emperor; it
came to a head in 822, when Louis was forced to undergo penance and to recall
his cousins to court. But the crucial event was the birth in 823 of a son to Louis’s
second wife. Louis was determined that this son, Charles (‘the Bald’), would
share in his inheritance; the three other sons naturally considered any change in
the 817 arrangements as an attack on their own position. From the late 820s
until the end of his life in 840 Louis was in continual struggle with one or more



A MAGNIFICENTLY BUILT VIKING SHIP was found in 1904 under a burial mound at Oseberg near
Oslo. Wood-carving is one of the arts of the early Middle Ages we know least about, because of the
accident of survival; this is one of the finest examples.

of his sons, being deposed by a council of bishops at one point. The conflicts of
loyalty which arose inevitably weakened the prestige of the crown, and encour-
aged the aristocracy to place their own survival above the health of the kingdom.
Bitter civil war followed Louis’s death as well, until, by the treaty of Verdun in
843, Charlemagne’s empire was split by Lothar I, Louis the German, and Charles
the Bald into three kingdoms. Lothar retained the title of emperor and a kingdom
which included the two imperial towns of Rome and Aachen, but he had no
authority over Louis’s kingdom in Germany or Charles’s kingdom in West
Francia. On Lothar’s death his ‘Middle Kingdom’ was itself split, and Louis and
Charles began fighting for predominance. A new element was now added to this
situation of dissolution and civil war: the Vikings.

The Vikings

The inhabitants of Scandinavia appear for the first time in our written sources
when, suddenly, in the reign of Charlemagne, pirates crossed the North Sea to
raid monasteries and settlements in north-west Europe. Scandinavians were not
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unknown in the west before this, as merchants. Indeed, the word ‘Viking’ may
originally have meant traders, ‘men who go to wics (trading places)’. Such men
had brought furs, walrus ivory, amber, and slaves: all valuable items greatly in
demand. Glass, pottery, metalwork, including swords, and coins all found their
way in return back to the north, and have been discovered by archaeologists.
In the eighth century the demand seems to have been greater than ever, and
there is evidence that Scandinavian merchants were active in the eastern Baltic,
collecting furs for the western market. This flourishing trade must have stimu-
lated improvements in ship design: long ships fitted with a mast and capable of
sailing right across the North Sea and far into the Atlantic were part of what
made the whole Viking episode possible. It has been suggested that Scandinavian
merchants went to Russia and brought vast quantities of silver from the Abbasid
Empire in the east to Charlemagne’s kingdom. This silver did much to finance
Carolingian church-building, and to stimulate both the Carolingian and Scan-
dinavian economies. The drying up of supplies of silver in the 820s and 830s
caused by political troubles in the Abbasid Empire precipitated a crisis in the
Carolingian Empire, and forced Scandinavians whose position had depended on

THIS STONE FROM LINDISFARNE, carved c.900, probably depicts the wars which presage the end of
the world, but it is tempting to see these soldiers as marauding Vikings.
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the silver trade to turn to piracy. This hypothesis cannot as yet be proved, but
it reminds us that the growth of the Carolingian Empire, the most powerful
political organization in Europe since the Roman Empire, may in some sense
have initiated the Viking expansion, if only by stimulating trade and thus giving
the opportunity for piracy.

In the 790s both Charlemagne and King Offa of Mercia were organizing
coastal defences against the Vikings. But the first recorded attacks were further
north, on three of the most famous northern monasteries: Lindisfarne (793),
Jarrow (794), and lona (795). Recorded attacks are not the same thing as attacks,
of course; to be recorded means a nearby monastery to mention the attack in its
annals, and a monastery which subsequently survived, thus preserving the record.
Few records of attacks survive from Northumbria: the attacks were so sustained
that, in the course of the early ninth century, monasticism became virtually
extinct and monastic libraries almost totally destroyed. On the other hand, large
numbers of attacks are recorded on Irish monasteries: Irish monastic annals
provide us with very detailed records, and the monasteries mostly survived the
attacks.

The earliest raids were carried out by small numbers of ships, and never
penetrated far inland. It was not until the 830s that more large-scale raids were
organized, taking advantage of knowledge gained earlier and, in Francia, taking
advantage of the political troubles of Louis the Pious. Dorestad was raided three
times between 834 and 836. Raids reached right into central Ireland, and forced
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the monks of the island monasteries of Lindisfarne and Noirmoutier (by the
mouth of the Loire) to move themselves and their relics further inland. Viking
fleets wintered for the first time in Ireland in 840/1, and founded permanent
settlements, including Dublin. The first wintering in France was at Noirmoutier
in 843; in 851 the Vikings wintered in southern England, on Thanet.

The raiding Vikings seem to have been sensitive to changing circumstances,
moving to the area of northern Europe which could offer the most profit, in
booty or in tribute. Louis the Pious built coastal forts and reorganized his fleet
in the late 830s, and the Vikings began attacking the southern English coast. On
the death of Louis the Pious in 840 there was civil war in Francia, and the Vikings
sailed up the Seine in 841 and made numerous attacks on the north coast,
culminating in a threatening move against Paris in 845, when they were bought
off by 7,000 pounds of silver. From then on, for twenty years, it was western
France which suffered most from the Vikings, who used great rivers such as the
Seine, Loire, and Garonne to reach right into the interior. The Middle Kingdom,
reached by the Rhine and its tributaries, was largely spared, because Lothar I
allowed Harald and his nephew Roric, two Danish Vikings, to settle by the
mouths of the Rhine in the neighbourhood of Dorestad, thus defending Lothar’s
kingdom from further attack. But in western Francia Charles the Bald was too
busy establishing himself and eliminating the threat from his nephew Pippin II
of Aquitaine to devote all his attention to defence. In the 860s, however, he
devised what seem to have been very effective measures, building forts and
fortified bridges. The lower Loire and Seine were abandoned to the Vikings, but
the wealthy cities and monasteries inland were protected. Thus in 865 ‘the Great
Army’, under several royal Scandinavian generals, moved from Francia and
landed in East Anglia. In 866 they seized York from the warring Northumbrian
kings and set up a kingdom based on that town; they then conquered eastern
Mercia and East Anglia. The attacks on King Alfred’s Wessex failed, although
in 878 Wessex was attacked from both east and west and the Vikings narrowly
missed capturing the king himself. Alfred rallied his subjects, and forced the
invaders to make peace, agreeing on a frontier between West Saxon territory
and what became known as the Danelaw. Perhaps the Vikings had just heard
the good news from Francia: in 877 Charles the Bald had died. His son Louis
the Stammerer died two years later, and a period of civil confusion followed.
An army gathered at Fulham, and crossed the Channel in 879. This time they
attacked not only the northern part of Charles’s kingdom, but the northern part
of the Middle Kingdom as well; Roric had died as well, and no longer protected
this region. Flanders was devastated, and in 882 there was a great raid up the
Rhine to Cologne and Trier. A large-scale attack on Paris in 885/6 failed,
however, thanks to the defence of Count Odo, and fortifications elsewhere
lessened the impact of the raids. In 888 the energetic Odo became the first king
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of Francia who was neither Merovingian nor Carolingian, and the Vikings
suffered a number of defeats. They moved back to England, but discovered that
in the mean time King Alfred had learnt much from his Frankish neighbours.
He too had built up a series of forts, or burhs, and had equipped himself
with an effective navy. In 896 the Scandinavian army split up, part going to
Northumbria and East Anglia, and part south again to the lower Seine. It was
not until 911 that the Frankish king, Charles the Simple, legitimized the authority
of these Vikings by granting the area around Rouen to the Northman Rollo,
thus creating what became the duchy of Normandy. The period of Viking
expansion had ended and, in some areas, the ‘reconquest’ began: in Flanders, in
central England under Alfred’s son Athelstan, and even in Ireland, where in 902
an alliance of Irish kings temporarily expelled the Dublin Vikings.

The effects of these Viking raids on northern Europe are very difficult for the
historian to assess. For a long time the negative aspects were paramount; his-
torians influenced by the image of bloodthirsty pirates found in contemporary
sources stressed the destruction of monasteries and the political confusion, and
blamed the Vikings for the destruction of the Carolingian Empire and of the
traditional and relatively peaceful ways of Old Ireland. More recently other
historians, following Professor P. H. Sawyer in particular, noted the small-scale
nature of Viking raiding and settlement. They pointed out that monasticism was
on the wane in England before the Vikings; that the Carolingian Empire collapsed
for internal structural reasons; that the Vikings did not bring an end to the
immunity of the Irish Church from secular violence, for Irish monasteries had
for decades been the victims of attacks by Irish kings, and indeed by the abbots
of other Irish monasteries. Archaeologists, impressed by Scandinavian artistic
and seafaring achievements, began emphasizing the positive contribution of the

THE MINTING OF COINS took
place in one of the tenth-century
houses excavated at York. This
die (c.915) would have made
coins displaying the hammer of
Thor and the name of St Peter
a graphic demonstration of the
coexistence of cultures in
Northumbria.
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Vikings as craftsmen, sailors, merchants, and farmers. The Jorvik Viking Centre,
which displays the results of the important excavation at Coppergate in York,
exemplifies this approach. The similarities between the societies of raiders and
victims have been pointed out, which made it relatively easy for the Vikings to
be assimilated or at least accepted as allies. But now, perhaps, historians are
swinging in the other direction. If Coppergate (a Scandinavian name meaning
‘street of wood-turners’) shows the Vikings at work, so do the excavations at
Repton (Derbyshire), which have revealed the careful way in which the Vikings
plundered a monastery and stripped it of all its precious objects. Viking poetry,
it has been argued, reveals a taste for violence ‘verging on the psychopathic’,
while the Vikings may have been fanatical in their paganism, sacking monasteries
as much for ideology as for opportunism, and sacrificing their opponents in a
peculiarly bloody way.

Raiders or traders? The Vikings, of course, even individual Vikings, were both
at the same time, for booty can easily be brought to a trading-place and exchanged
for other goods, while, for a trader, theft was one easy way of obtaining goods.
Other Viking leaders, like those in the Great Army, may have had political
ambitions, while in the wake of successful armies came farmers and artisans. As
far as the ninth century is concerned, however, the primary legacy of the Vikings
was that of destruction; the more peaceful phase came later, as small-scale
piratical raids were replaced by well-led expeditions with political aims, and as
settlement and peaceful commerce followed stabilization. It is in 910 or there-
abouts that Vikings in York laid out streets and tenements in the Coppergate
area.

The first area of north-west Europe affected by the Vikings was probably
Scotland and the Isles. In Orkney and Shetland the native language disappeared,
and so, probably, did the natives: these islands remained Norwegian throughout
the Middle Ages. The Outer Hebrides became Norse-speaking also: Gaelic did
not take over until the sixteenth century. Viking settlement appears to have
been less concentrated in the Inner Hebrides and mainland, although pagan
inscriptions and graves show that the Isle of Man had become an important
Viking base in the ninth century. Many of the Vikings who settled in south-west
Scotland or in north-west England may have come via Man or the Isles, or
perhaps from Ireland.

The Vikings first attacked Ireland in the 790s, and the earliest raids and
settlements were in the north and east of Ireland. The raids seem to have been
most severe in the 830s and early 840s, when the Vikings established a number
of permanent coastal settlements (Dublin, Waterford, Limerick, and others).
Thereafter the number of recorded raids diminishes, and Irish kings are accredited
with a number of victories against the foreigners. The Norwegian Vikings in
Ireland were further weakened by the arrival of a large Danish fleet in the late
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840s, which initiated a period of civil war, which included a great sea-battle in
Strangford Lough in which several hundred ships were involved. A Norwegian
fleet came to restore control of the Scottish Isles and Ireland. The ambitions of
the Dublin kings were thereafter directed more towards Scotland or, in the tenth
century, to the Viking kingdom of York, than towards the interior of Ireland.
From the 850s on the Viking coastal settlements were no real threat to the Irish
kingdoms, save that they were used by various Irish kings as allies in their
own internal wars. The short period of intensive raids disrupted monastic life
and monastic workshops, destroyed countless irreplaceable libraries, and sent
scholars and books overseas to the Carolingian court; in the long term the Viking

VIKING DUBLIN was tragically destroyed to a large extent by developers in 1979, despite great public
protest. But enough work has been done in Dublin to reveal some of Ireland’s earliest urban architecture.




VIKING RAIDS. Much booty
came back to Scandinavia from
the raids, which must have

had significant effects on
Scandinavian society. This part
of the crozier of an Irish bishop
or abbor was found at Helgo in
Sweden.

presence may have moved the cultural and political strength of Ireland from the
coastal regions to the interior, and, by the introduction of trading towns and,
later, coinage, may have had a vitalizing effect on economic life.

Similar problems occur when trying to assess the impact of the Vikings in
Francia. Were they anything more than an irritant, a complication in an already
complex political picture, a potential ally for a discontented count, or an occasion
for him to build up a local reputation as a defender of his county? They were
all those things. But it is also clear that the numbers involved in raiding in Francia
were far larger than in Ireland, partly because the potential profits were so much
larger, and the periods of raiding were prolonged and intensive. Attacks on

THE PALACE CHAPEL AT AACHEN was begun in the early 790s, near the warm-water baths which
Charlemagne loved. The building is probably modelled on San Vitale in Ravenna, newly conquered
by Charlemagne, and would provide a suitable setting for imperial ceremonial in following decades.
Charlemagne’s throne is on the first floor, overlooking the main altar.
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towns and insecurity in the countryside put a premature end to the commercial
boom of Charlemagne’s reign. There must have been considerable depopulation
in coastal districts, from Flanders right round the coast to the Bordelais. The
broader political results are less clear. The Carolingian Empire would no doubt
have fallen apart, and the power of Carolingian kings waned, above all in West
Francia, even if the Vikings had not appeared. But the inability of successive
kings to deal with the problem quickly enough must have weakened their
credibility, and the successes that some of their counts did have against the
Vikings must have strengthened their local power. Eastern Francia, made up of
ethnic duchies such as Saxony, Franconia, Swabia, Bavaria, was hardly affected
by the Vikings and continued at least until 911, and the arrival of a non-
Carolingian on the throne, to preserve its Carolingian political structure. But
western Francia began effectively to fragment into several dozen separate political
entities, and some of those entities were ruled by men who rivalled the king in
power. Some owed their origins very directly to the Vikings. One of the great
political powers of the tenth century, the count of Flanders, succeeded because
he could move into an area whose traditional structure had been shattered by
the Vikings. And the two ancestors of the dynasty that was to replace the
Carolingians in France, the Capetians, both Robert and his son Odo, made their
names in the wars against the Vikings.

In England the effects were different again. Scandinavian settlement was
probably more extensive than anywhere else in Europe. There are hundreds of
place-names of Scandinavian origin, and standard English even today has a large
Scandinavian element, while local dialects have an even heavier input. But it is
very difficult to date these linguistic elements, and impossible to know the scale
of immigration required to produce them. Does one place-name ending in -by
indicate that the place was acquired by one Viking landowner, or settled by a
whole Viking community? Does a wholly Scandinavian place-name element
mean that the people living in the vicinity, who gave that place its name, were
largely Scandinavian-speaking? On the whole linguists favour the idea of large-
scale settlement; historians are more sceptical. There is no doubt about the
political impact of the Viking period, however. In 8co England was split into a
number of separate kingdoms, dominated by Mercia. Devon and Cornwall were
still independent British kingdoms. By goo there was only one English kingdom
left, that of the West Saxons, whose kings were already calling themselves ‘kings
of the English’ and starting to ‘liberate’ the rest of Britain. Liberation was not
welcomed by all; some enemies of the West Saxons, such as the Northumbrians,

THIS IVORY PANEL (31cm. by 21 cm.) is now set into an enamel book cover of the eleventh century. It
was originally made in the 830s or 840s in the circle of Charles the Bald, where craftsmen were producing
ivories like this, strongly influenced by late Roman models. It has three scenes, one above the other: the
Crucifixion, the Resurrection of Christ, and the Last Judgement.
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or the Britons of Devon and Cornwall, could see the Vikings as useful allies. But
it is difficult to imagine how England could have emerged by the late tenth century
as a wealthy, powerful, and united kingdom had not the Vikings destroyed all
native dynasties except that of the West Saxons. The English nation was, in a
sense, created by the Vikings, with the help of the West Saxon propagandists.

Our contemporary written sources deal almost exclusively with the literate
world of western Europe. But thanks to later traditions, to reports by Arab
travellers, and to archaeology we can see how much larger the Viking world
was. Vikings travelled from the Scottish Isles north-west to Iceland. They first
landed there, by accident, in around 870, and colonization of this empty and
inhospitable land began almost immediately, with settlers coming from Ireland
(not just Vikings, but Irish too, as slaves or as wives), from Scotland, and from
Norway. Further expansion westwards, to Greenland and Newfoundland, took
place in the following century and a half. More significant in the long run was
the movement east, primarily from Sweden, to found trading-places all round
the Baltic and deep within Russia. Thanks to the writings of the Emperor
Constantine Porphyrogenites we know about one of the trade routes; he describes
how the Rus traders from Novgorod and elsewhere gathered at Kiev, and then
travelled down the Dnieper to the Black Sea and thence to Constantinople. In
860 and on other occasions these fleets decided to attack Constantinople rather
than trade with it, but to little effect. Arab traders met these Rus also, and leave
us in little doubt that they were Scandinavians. Sometime in the late ninth century
Rurik led some of these Rus to take Kiev and found a princedom which, a
century later, was the most powerful in Russia. Rune-stones in Sweden record
the deaths of men in far-flung places, and remind us that the effects of the Viking
experience were just as profound in Scandinavia itself as in the parts of northern
Europe touched by the Viking raids. The raids brought Scandinavia into much
closer contact with other parts of Europe, paving the way for conversion to
Christianity, and bringing economic and social changes which were to lead to
the political unification of Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. For a while at least,
around 9oo, Scandinavia was at the centre of a whole network of connections
and exchanges which gave northern Europe a kind of unity which it never had
before or since.
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DAVID WHITTON

An Abortive Kingdom

IN about 1175 a magnificent set of the Gospels was copied at the Saxon monastery
of Helmarshausen. It was destined for another church, St Blasius, which had
quite recently been founded at Brunswick by Henry the Lion, greatest of German
nobles, who was duke of Saxony and Bavaria. Brunswick was his principal
residence in Saxony—there he built a palace which outshone even those of his
sovereign, the Emperor Frederick Barbarossa—and the new Gospels for his
church were sumptuously illustrated. One of its illustrations featured the duke
himself, with his English wife, Matilda. Each knelt in humility before Christ,
who was in the act of placing crowns upon their heads. The crowns formally
signified their dedication to Christ’s service, but the picture implied other state-
ments as well. The very character of the portrait carried exalted connotations;
dukes and their consorts were not normally so portrayed, though kings were.
Those who missed this point could not but have observed that the picture placed
an unusually great emphasis upon Henry and Matilda by presenting them on
almost the same scale as Christ himself. Other elements reinforced this emphasis.
Each held a cross, which recalled the duke’s acquisition of a fragment of the
True Cross. Above them there stood, on Henry’s side the saints to whom he had
dedicated cathedrals and other major churches in Saxony, on Matilda’s two
saints closely associated with England, Gregory the Great and Thomas Becket,
thus stressing her English parentage. Behind the couple could be seen a number
of their ancestors, carefully selected to emphasize the illustriousness of the pair.
Henry’s included a grandfather who had been crowned emperor as Lothar 111,
and his own father, Henry the Proud, for whom Lothar had, vainly, sought the
succession. Behind Matilda were her father, King Henry II of England, and his
mother, Matilda, who had once been empress. In this context the spiritual crowns




THE GOSPELS OF HENRY THE L1ON. Henry and Matilda are crowned by Christ while saints (above)
and their relatives (below) look on.
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could readily be taken in a more earthly sense, and they were probably intended
to be, for the duke was almost certainly in pursuit of a crown.

Within five years his dream lay in ruins; in 1180 Barbarossa declared both his
duchies confiscate and the duke was driven into exile. The portrait thus stands
as a poignant memorial. But it is far more than that, for it illustrates matters
central to the course of history at this time. All the relatives and ancestors who
stood at either side of the couple came from families which had been obscure in
Carolingian times, and all had risen through marriage; Lothar to the heiress of
Saxony, Henry the Proud to Lothar’s daughter, Matilda to the Emperor Henry V,
Henry II by Matilda’s subsequent marriage to his father, the count of Anjou,
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and by the death without male heir of King Henry I of England. Henry the Proud
and Henry the Lion came from the most eminent of all these families, the Welfs,
who had provided wives for Louis the Pious and Louis the German and had
occupied the throne of Burgundy; but they came from a junior branch of it, and
Henry the Proud’s grandfather had been an Italian nobleman who had married
into the family. Each of these figures was heir to their Carolingian forebears only
in the most tenuous sense.

Good marriages were an essential element in their elevation, but those mar-
riages had themselves mostly taken place with the approval of kings, whether to
win allies, reward service, or provide for the succession. The relations between
a king and his magnates could not be stable for they rested upon the accidents
of birth and death, anticipations fulfilled or frustrated, the passing of generations.
Kings had to bind men to them through providing them with some form of
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reward, and the process was continual since the bond so created was unlikely to
survive the death of either partner, and might well come to an acrimonious end
before. Henry the Lion himself provides a good illustration of this. The marriage
to Matilda pictured in his Gospels had been contracted as part of an alliance
between Frederick Barbarossa and Henry II of England; but later it provided for
a safe refuge with the English king when Henry the Lion and his family broke with
Frederick and were driven from Germany. A great noble’s position depended, as
did a king’s, upon his relations with other men, his neighbours and vassals, and
these too were volatile. The great estates at Henry’s disposal had been secured
and extended by a ruthless trespass upon the rights of others, and had been
maintained largely because Frederick had turned a deaf ear to complaints. When
it suited him to do so, he listened to those complaints, deprived Henry of his
duchies, and thereby gave his enemies full licence to recover their own by force.

One further point may be noted in the portrait. The saints on Henry’s side of
the picture were ones with whom he had a special relationship. To them he had
dedicated great churches, and those churches he had endowed with grants of
land. In the Gospels these saints whom he had honoured now returned the
favour, as sponsors of his spiritual and secular claims. Henry thought his
ambitions pleasing to God and his saints, and had been careful to solicit their
favour. The spiritual and secular were not distinct spheres but were part of the
same picture and of the same world.

The Lineaments of Power

Henry’s story is unusual only in its scale. Its essential feature—the volatility of
fortune and of power—is common to the entire political life of northern Europe
during the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries. Henry’s aspirations and fall
remind us that although it is possible to talk of a kingdom of France and a
kingdom of Germany throughout this period, the development of those kingdoms
and their internal coherence continued to depend upon a complex network of
relations between kings and magnates, among the magnates themselves, and
between the magnates and their own men. It was a period which saw great
changes in almost every aspect of life, but these changes did not yet alter the
nature of politics.

Before turning to consider what changed we should consider what endured.
The Welfs traced their descent back to Charlemagne; their claim was not entirely
valid, though it was true that they had provided a bride for Charlemagne’s
successor, but it was a natural claim to make. Charlemagne stood as the archetype
of a Christian ruler. He had created a great empire, bestowed lands and offices,
been a patron of Christian learning, extended the bounds of Christendom. In
legend he had made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and brought back priceless relics,
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and he had waged war upon the Saracen in Spain. He stood as an exemplar to
kings; in 1ooo Otto IIl of Germany had his tomb opened, in 1165 Frederick
Barbarossa had him canonized, while later Philip II of France stressed his descent
from Charlemagne even though it had been his own forebears who had seized
the throne from Charlemagne’s descendants. The strength of his memory and
legend made him the natural originator of lordship, the best legitimization. If
the links were tenuous that was all the more reason to stress them, and where
they did not exist that was all the greater reason to invent them.

The first family tree to come down to us from any of the great noble families
is that of the counts of Flanders, compiled about 950. It does not much stress
their male ancestry; rather the whole emphasis is placed upon the (actual)
marriage of an ancestor to the daughter of Charles the Bald. Such marriages
were the landmarks of a family’s arrival, but they were also a recognition of the
status and power which it had already gained, of close ties and loyal service to
a king’s predecessors. To remember them and celebrate them in a family tree
was discreetly to remind kings that their own greatness had come from the
valour, loyalty, and skill of those who served them, and so not to grudge what
had been given for their service.

Great men justified their own status and identified themselves in other ways
as well. They named their children to remind themselves and others of their own
descent and kin, often taking a name from a bride’s family if it had particularly
illustrious connotations. The bonds of kinship could stretch very wide. In 1148
a member of a relatively minor Roman family boasted of his kinship to King
Stephen of England by virtue of the king’s Lombard grandmother. Such ties
could also nurture strong bonds within the kin. On one occasion the same
Stephen was on the point of taking a castle and wished to execute its garrison.
Kinsmen of those inside implored his clemency, and in recognition of their service
he had to grant it. Kinship could also be a handicap, however. In Flanders it
became the custom that both parents must be of noble origin if a child were to
be regarded as noble. Marriage into a family of servile origin, however great it
might have become, could lose a man his own nobility.

Nobility could mean different things at different times. In essence it referred
not to a man’s valour or his power or his virtue but to his birth. Not all children
could succeed to their father’s eminence and so from the outset the term was not
synonymous with greatness because lands might be partitioned or descend to
only one child, whereas the qualification of nobility passed to all the children.
This view of nobility continued to have force in the twelfth century, even though
it was evident that ignoble men had sometimes gained great wealth and power.
One such family was that of the Erlembaldi in Flanders, who acquired the
hereditary castellanship of Bruges and a network of marriage relations with
many Flemish nobles. When Count Charles of Flanders wished to break them,
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he threatened to investigate their servile origins, thus at once challenging their
own position and demeaning the noble families into which they had married; it
was an unwise move for it provoked them successfully to plot his assassination
in 1127. Later in the twelfth century it became more acceptable to claim humble
origins. As one family history put it, ‘At the time of Charles the Bald many
new men, better capable of good and honour than the nobles, became great
and famous.” Sometimes humble origins were even invented. The counts of
Anjou vaunted their own ability by claiming descent from a forester and over-
looking their close marriage ties with leading figures in the Carolingian nobility;
perhaps it helped them feel easier when they were at war with the king of
France.

As nobility became less rigidly defined by birth alone, so it extended to a much
wider group of men than it had previously. On occasion the word might be used
to describe all freemen, though so wide a usage was unusual. Its use for those
who held castles was common, even from the tenth century, and it might also
be employed, though less frequently and less exclusively, for knights. Thus one
of those who had married into the Erlembaldi and who faced dishonour when
their social origins became known was a knight. Uncertainty about the proper
application of the term noble was not simply a reflection of social mobility; it
also reflected widespread change in society, occurring with differing forces and
to differing degrees in different parts of Europe, and often recognized only after
it had already taken place.

THIS MINIATURE FROM GRATIAN’S
pecreTUM (late twelfth century) nicely
illustrates the divide between free and
unfree. The lady has agreed to marry the
noble (right) but has inadvertently
married the serf instead (left). His unfrec
status is one of the grounds on which
Gratian declares the marriage invalid and
the lady free to marry the noble.
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These developments mainly concerned the relations between greater and lesser
men, and they came about partly as a response to military developments, partly
as a reflection of economic recovery, but perhaps also because they favoured
interests which could not indefinitely be gainsaid. Kings and great lords were
essentially military leaders; they were held in esteem, or not, according to their
ability to fight, whether in defence of their rights and lands or in conquest.
A retinue of trained fighters was an indispensable consequence of this func-
tion. Such a retinue could be gathered and maintained in various ways. It might
consist of paid men, such as the Polish dukes were able to gather about them in
the tenth century. It might consist of men attracted to a particular leader by the
prospect of conquest and plunder, as was the case among the Vikings in the
tenth and eleventh centuries and as was much of Duke William of Normandy’s
army when he successfully invaded England in 1066. It might consist of landless
nobles who looked for their keep while hoping to achieve something better, as
was the case with the forces employed by King Henry I of England during his
continental campaigns in the first quarter of the twelfth century. It might also
consist of men who had contracted particular bonds to a lord or king, generally
as free men but in Germany often as unfree soldiers, or ministeriales. Despite
the great variety of arrangements which might be made and aspirations which
might be shared, there was a general pressure for service to be rewarded by
grants of land. Possession of land freed a man from the accidents of life such as
a quarrel with his lord or years of sickness and old age and it was an essential
for those who sought wives.

Land could be owned or held upon many different terms. If owned it was
termed an allod; as such it passed within a family according to the dictates of
local, customary law, though a lord or king might be asked to intervene if this
provoked disagreement. Those who owned allods did not necessarily do so
unconditionally. Public obligations to provide military service and attend local
courts had been an essential feature of Carolingian government, and in due
course these might be supplemented by an obligation to pay some form of
taxation. With the collapse of Carolingian government these obligations might
be directed to a lord rather than a king—to some extent they always had been—
and allods might come to be regarded as fiefs, lands held upon condition of
performing certain services. Hence there was great variety of tenures.

This very variety accounts for the wide range of senses in which the social
and political structure of this period has or has not been defined as ‘feudal’. Even
within a broad definition of the term which views feudalism as the association
of the obligations owed by a vassal to his lord with the lord’s grant of a fief to
him it is impossible to accept that relations between lords and vassals were
wholly feudal. Men could take lords by an act of homage without accepting that
their lands thus became fiefs, and men could receive fiefs without accepting that
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this placed them under an enduring obligation to their lords. Relations between
lords and vassals were feudal in the sense that lords came to assert that their
vassals held their land as fiefs, and that they must therefore render military
service, attend their courts, pay them dues, and accept their judgement over the
succession to their lands. These assertions were not invariably accepted by the
vassals themselves; instead they often gave rise to bitter and violent dispute. This
was a direct consequence of ambiguities in the nature of lordship itself. Rights
delegated to the magnates by the Carolingians were not greatly different from
those which lords now demanded from their vassals. It was thus unclear how
far the rights of magnates and the obligations due to them derived from the
public authority which had been delegated or usurped or from the act of homage.
The result was a fusion of obligations and a highly varied, frequently turbulent,
pattern of relations between lords and vassals.

The dynastic disputes between the descendants of Charlemagne and the Viking
and Saracen attacks of the ninth century had been an essential catalyst for the
development of systems of vassalage and tenure, and Magyar attacks ranging
across much of Germany and France during the first half of the tenth century
provided a similar stimulus. Even so the development of lordship continued well
into the eleventh century when these pressures had been removed. It did so with
differing intensity in different regions and occurred here earlier and there later
because the dynamic was essentially local; the lord who consolidated and
developed his powers obliged his neighbours to do likewise if they preferred not
to be drawn into his lordship, but equally the lord who was less active in these
respects gave much smaller reason to his neighbours to construct and intensify
their own lordships. Local pressures were also accentuated by technological
developments in war, and by the varying degree to which different lords or entire
regions might adapt to the greatly increased costs which these developments
brought in their train.

Wars might be fought for plunder or for conquest. In the former case the
essential elements for the attacker were surprise and mobility, while the effective
response for the defender was to keep wealth in well-fortified and well-garrisoned
places. In the latter case the attacker needed an army strong enough to deal with
the forces which would be led against it or to make its escape if those forces
proved too great, but his principal aim was to waste the countryside. Campaigns
were generally limited to the months immediately before harvest, though
southern regions, dependant upon viticulture, fruit, or olives were vulnerable
throughout the year. The requirements for this means of waging war were
sufficient speed to launch an attack, intercept one, or evade an interception, and
sufficient protection and training to destroy an inferior force or hold off a superior
one. These requirements were best met in the mounted knight; protective mail
armour and shield, a horse bred to bear the weight of a man so equipped, a high
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saddle and stirrups which enabled the rider to put his horse’s momentum behind
his spearpoint, and the lengthy training which gave him the skill to control these
elements and to act in concert with his fellows made the knight the dominant
force in battle. Knights