Lecture 18

The Rise of the Barbarians
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Boethius

1. Decay of the Roman Empire

· A maxim of biology is that “if something is not growing, it is dying”, and the same can be said for cultures and Empires.  

· In many ways, this may be applied to the Roman Empire in the 4th century. Rome’s wealth was based not on production, but on conquest.  

· As Rome conquered the west and then the east, it generally pillaged the cities, and then sent tax farmers, business speculators from the equestrian class, to collect taxes from subject peoples. 

· Rome depended on local aristocrats to rule the cities of the provinces it conquered, and relied on them to keep law and order.

· Rome had legions and provincial governors in key areas, like Egypt, Syria, and along the Rhine and Danube, but locally, native aristocrats were responsible for keeping the peace so that Roman tax farmers could tax the provinces. 

· Rome was so dependent on its provinces that it had to import grain from Africa (chiefly Egypt, but also Carthage).  Other luxuries poured in from the provinces, like Galliean fish from the sea of Tiberius, and Indian spices, which Roman gold poured out.

· As long as Rome was expanding, its appetites could be fed, but by the end of the second CE, Rome began to stabilize its borders instead of expanding them, which coincided, incidentally, with ever more frequent incursions by Germanic tribes in the north and Persian armies in the east.

· There were major crises in the third CE as various barbarian tribes poured over the borders before being pushed back, but in 271 CE the Emperor Aurelian gave up Dacia, modern day Romania, to the Goths; an area Rome had ruled for over 170 years, and a sign of the beginning of a prolonged contraction.  

· Aurelian was also the one who built the massive walls around Rome that are still intact today, as a precaution.

· As the threat of invasion increased, so did the burdens of administration. 

· As fewer resources poured into Rome, the citizens of the Empire began to bear the brunt of financing the administration and defence of the Empire.  

· Often, provincial elite were compelled to take up leading positions in cities, such as sponsoring games or building theatres, or paying for grain distributions out of pocket.  

· While once a privilege to have the title ‘archon’ or ‘agonothetes’ in the east, these became burdensome responsibilities and many of the wealthy began retreating to their estates and evading participation in the rule and culture of the Empire.  

· These estate often employed numerous slaves, often living in squalid conditions, and producing nothing for trade, just for subsistence, its own survival.  

· Major cities often had difficulties feeding their urban populations who were slaves or artisans, and as the rich abandoned the towns for their own retreats, taxation became another burden pushing down the spiral of demise. 

· The cost of defending the borders was immense, and most of the revenues from taxes went to feed and pay the massive legions guarding the borders, chiefly along the Rhine and Danube.  

· In time, Rome found it cheaper to employ semi-barbarians along the borders than to enlist Roman’s for that purpose.  

· Emperors sought to stem the decline by enacting various laws, like making professions hereditary, including the army, in order to maintain a supply of professions and people

· In the fourth CE, Diocletian, the last emperor to officially persecute the Church, held off the problems for a time by dividing the Empire into eastern and western administrative regions, but eventually, the cost of double administration added further to the problem of limited Imperial finances.  

· By the fifth century, Ambrose of Milan could say that the cities and towns of Italy had become “corpses”; they were rich in outward splendour, but the people were poor, the rich had moved away, and active civic life had drastically declined.

2. The Barbarians

· From about the middle of the fourth CE, the Huns had set in motion a global migration that began at the gates of the great wall of China.  

· Pushing west after being kept out of China, the Huns pillaged and conquered everything in its path by means of their unmatched cavalry skills, much as Alexander the Great had with his fabled Companians. 

·  As the Huns moved west, the began to push Germanic tribes out of the Caucuses into central and western Europe.  

· The Goths, Vandals, Lombards and others pushed existing German tribes further west, often migrating into Roman lands such as Gaul and Greece.  

· For decades, the Roman armies were being manned by barbarian recruits, and even some of the Generals were Germans.  

· As the new tribes moved west, Rome no longer possessed military, tactical or ethnic superiority.  

· These recruits were paid and had no real loyalty to Rome.  

· Often they were only slightly less barbarous than the Barbarians they were defending against.   

· The most vulnerable border of the Roman Empire was also its longest, the Rhine-Danube line that ran from the North Sea to the Black Sea.  

· Emperor Valerian allowed the Visigoths to settle in Macedonia where they might be protected from the Huns, but rough treatment led to their rebellion, and they eventually fought and defeated Roman legions at Hadrianopolis, where Valerian was killed.

· In Dec. 31st, 406 CE, the Rhine froze over and the Vandal, Suevi, and Alans poured over into Gaul, regardless of losses (the Vandals lost upward 20,000 men crossing over the Rhine!).  

· They pushed through Gaul and on into Spain, and by 429, they had conquered north Africa as far as Carthage.  

· Soon after, in 410 CE, Alaric, king of the Visigoths that had defeated Valerian, moved west and in a surprise attack sacked Rome 

· Rome had begun to withdraw the legions from Britain, northern Gaul and Spain, leaving those regions to fend for themselves.  

· Administration quickly collapsed and resistance was only sporadic, allowing the Visigoths and Vandals to pour into the void, as well as the Saxons into Britain. 

· Rome teetered on for a while and actually formed an alliance with the Visigoths and Franks in order to defeat Atilla the Hun in 451 at Chalons, near Paris. 

·  In 476 CE, Odoacer deposed the last Roman Empire, sent the Imperial standards to Constantinople and made himself king.  

· He was eventually deposed by Theodoric, who offered marginal deference to Constantinople, but in effect began the parcelling out of the Roman west into various Germanic kingdoms.

3. Continuity and Change amidst the Chaos

· Barbarians were so-called because of elite cultural assumptions among Greeks and Romans.  

· They weren’t as advanced in terms of civic and literary accomplishments, and were nomadic, warrior-peoples.  

· However, many had been assimilated along the borders and in the provinces, and most, except for the pagan Franks, had accepted Arian Christianity. 

· Arianism began in the fourth CE when a presbyter from Alexandria began to promulgate the idea that Christ was not equal to God, that ‘there was a time when Jesus was not’.  

· The incarnation and the concept of the Son as begotten of the Father caused him relegate Jesus to the point of highest creature, and subordinate to God.  

· In the third CE, Goths and Romans fought along the Danube border.  Romans had been taken prisoners and lived as slave among the Goths.  

· Ulfilas was a Greek who grew up speaking Gothic.  He translated the Bible into gothic, and in the 340’s CE was ordained bishop to the Goths by Eusebius of Nicomedia, an arch-Arian during the time of Arian domination in Constantinople.  

· Thus, the Goths and later other tribes such as the Vandals accepted Arian Christianity. 

· Thus, the invading German tribes had some understanding of Christianity when they entered the Roman world.  

· Although their faith caused further consternation to the conquered orthodox Christians in the west, by the seventh CE almost all the German tribes had converted to orthodox, i.e., ‘catholic’ Christianity. 
· By the third CE, about 15-20% of the Empire had been Christianized.  Generally, they were located in urban areas and the countryside was largely unevangelized.  

· When Roman administration collapsed after the fifth CE invasions, local authority often fell in the hands of catholic bishops, and these began to evangelize the country-folk, latin: ‘pagani’, as well as the Barbarians more intentionally as they saw their world threatened. 

· The Germanic tribes were not in fact interested in dismantling urban and provincial administration, and the Vandals and Franks tried to salvage what remained of Roman administration, going so far as to adopt the language and religion of the Romans, hence the survival of the ‘romance languages’ in Spain, France, Italy and Romania.

· In the sixth CE, Justinian who was the eastern Roman emperor in Constantinople from 528-565 CE, led a revival of sorts of Roman rule, reconquering Italy, N. Africa and parts of Spain.  

· But his successes were limited, and after his death in 565 CE, the Lombards invaded northern Italy and reduced much of Italy to a kingdom.

4. Boethius

· As we look at the period in which the Roman Empire in the west collapsed and was replaced by Germanic kingdoms, we need to distinguish between the end of the Roman Empire and the end of Roman Culture.  

· While the administrative machinery was kept up as much as possible, the major decline was in terms of a unified culture that bound the Mediterranean together.  

· In the east, the Byzantine Empire would keep Greek culture alive for another 1,000 years, but in the west, Roman culture was diffused among the various cities, kingdoms and monasteries.  

· Because traditional education no longer had the potential of leading to Roman administrative careers in law or administration, it was in the churches and the monasteries where learning was kept alive.

· Boethius was a Roman patrician, and the most  learned man of his day.  

· He had witnessed the conquest of Rome by Odoacer and lived under Theodoric, the Gothic king of Italy.  

· He was accused of treason after defending one of his co-senators, and after a year in prison, wrote a tract entitled the ‘Consolation of Philosophy’, in which he described his coming to terms with his fate.   

· In a sense, he represents symbolically the fate of his culture: imprisoned and removed from power, his consolation was the past and the great thinkers of antiquity. 

· He wanted to stem the tied of ignorance that he saw threatening his culture, and sought to reverse this trend.  

· He wanted to translate Plato and Aristotle into latin, and had he succeeded, the renaissance may not have had to wait another 1,000 years!  

· Though some deny it, he was very likely a Christian, and so represents a kind of martyrdom of Roman culture at the hands of the Germans, who would eventually embrace Roman culture and the catholic faith.

5. Ulfilas (311-381)

· Born to Christian parents, Ulfilas was raised as a slave in Gothic territories north of the Danube.  

· His parents may have been prisoners taken in the raids after the death of Decius who fought to stave off Gothic incursions around the lower Danube (Bulgaria).

· In 340 he accompanied a Gothic embassy to Constantinople, where he was ordained by the Arian bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia as bishop to the Goths.

·  His great work was the translation of the Scriptures into the Gothic tongue, inventing an alphabet for the illiterate Germans using Greek letters, much like Cyril would for Russian and Slavic toungues. 

· Although he was successful in evangelizing thr Goths, war between rival tribes let to a persecution of Gothic Christians, and Ulfilas led them south across the Danube into Roman territory for protection
.

· In the meantime, many nameless converts, missionaries and evangelists must have spread Christianity through the Germanic tribes, and these quickly abandoned their pagan deities and accepted Arianism.

· Thus, in a sense, the invading barbarian armies in the 5th century were largely Christianized, at least in name, when they came to Rome. 

· One of the struggles in this period was their attempt to impose arian beliefs on the larger catholic majority of their territories Catholic clergy were generally better educated, organized, and linked up with Rome, and thus offered the rival Germanic kings the trappings of authenticity by offering them the titles of Roman authorities Since the population over which the barbarians ruled was catholic, they eventually adopted both their language and their religious customs. 

· In fact, the Justinian reconquista of the western Roman provinces was marketed as a war against the heretics, meaning the arian Christian rulers of the west. 

· By the mid 7th century, arianism had been eliminated from among the barbarian tribes, and so little has been preserved in the catholic traditions about Ulfilas or his companions in their pioneering work of preparing the barbarians to eventual accept orthodox Christianity.

6. Clovis and the Franks

· Clovis was converted from nominal arianism to catholic faith by his wife, and Burgundian catholic princess named Clothilde, around 500 CE.  

· With him, 3000 of his soldiers were baptized.  

· As a catholic, he could now champion the cause of Catholic orthodoxy against the heretical Arians among the rival tribes that surrounded his kingdom in Gaul. 

· Eventually, he was able to take Aquitaine from the Burgundians and Visigoths, and parts of southern Germany and Switzerland from the Alamanni.  

· This extended Frankish kingdom, exerting influence over the other Germanic tribes and kingdoms, became the backbone of medieval culture, laying the foundation for continental Europe’s two great nations, France and Germany.

· Eventually, the descendants of Clovis and the Merovingian and Carolingian dynasties would take part in the restortation of the Roman Empire under Charlemagne, which would continue as a major force in medieval culture known as the Holy Roman Empire, which would last, at least in name, up to the time of Napoleon’s conquests of Germany in the early 19th century.

