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[ntroduction

Cristina La Rocca

The identity of a distant past

An introduction to this volume on Italy in the early medieval period
has to start by explaining how historical approaches to this period
have changed in recent years. This is not a question of discussing
more general shifts in historical interpretation or the influence of
different historiographical schools, but rather of positioning the
essays that make up the volume in their specific historiographical
context, since each of the topics addressed in this book has been deeply
influenced by new research, by the new methods that have been
adopted, and by the conclusions that have been drawn from them.

In fact, the early medieval period is now one of the most interest-
ing and innovative fields in European historical writing in Italy in
general, and perhaps the one that has been most open to new inter-
pretations. The scale and quality of recent research has been impres-
sive; the new interpretations that are beginning to emerge are only
partly the result of the use of new and much wider types of source,
and have more to do with the new perspectives that historians have
brought to the study of the early Middle Ages. The very varied back-
grounds of the scholars currently studying the early medieval period
in different European countries has been an excellent antidote to the
exclusively national perspectives in which each European society
had previously studied its own early medieval past. In those perspec-
tives, the early Middle Ages were invariably treated as the moment
when the national history of each society began, and in which the
distinctive features of the modern national society were already
formed and visible. Put another way, the early Middle Ages often
simply served as a mirror to the cultural and political aspirations of
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nineteenth-century elites,! But although the period between the fifih
and the tenth centuries has been studied as fully in Italy as elsewhere
in Europe, and despite the importance and quality of recent research
and the new archaeological excavations on urban and rural sites
that have been started since the 1980s, this period continues to be
considered as one of only minor interest in Italy.
The fact is that ever since national unification in the mid-
nineteenth century the Italians have looked on the early medieval
period with diffidence. For writers of the Risorgimento, the period
from the fifth and the tenth centuries was associated primarily with
the dispersion and fragmentation of the territorial unity that had
been achieved in earlier Roman times as a result of the invasions by
‘barbarian’ and ‘foreign’ peoples who destroyed the political freedom
of the local inhabitants and took the place of the Romans as rulers of
Italy. In this way the-rhetoric of Risorgimento associated Italy’s lost
territorial unity with the suffocating presence of the foreig
and oppressors. The ‘Germans’ were held to have been responsible
for the decline in every aspect of Italian society and for the political
subjection of the ‘Italians’, In fact, the early medieval period came to
represent the condition of Italy before Unification and independence,
so that while other European nations looked to the early Middle Ages
as the period from which they had originated, in Italy, by contrast, the
period was seen simply as one of abject subordination and decline.
Despite new research and changing attitudes this id
has gone unchallenged for a very long time,
condition the ways in which Italian medieval

n invaders

eological matrix
and has continued to
historians viewed the
early medieval past. Had they been asked to define the distinctive
ﬁémtory in this long period of time, they would have
replied unequivocally in one of two ways. Either they would have
stressed the continuity with earlier Roman traditions that was evident
in the survival of lively urban centres as well as in man

y other aspects
of institutional and material life, or they would h

ave regretfully

" A. Banti, La nazione del Risorgimento. Parentea, santita e onore alle origini dell’
Italia unita (Turin, 2000); E. Artifoni, ‘Il medioevo nel Romanticismo. Forme della
storiografia tra Sette e Ottocento’, in G. Cavallo, C. Leonardi, and E. Menesto (eds.), Lo
spazio letterario del Medivevo, i: Il Medioevo latino, iv (Rome, 1997), pPp. 175-221.

? C. Wickham, ‘Problems of comparing Rural Societies in Farly Medieval Western

Europe’, in Land and Power: Studies in Ttalian and Europearn Social History, 400-1200
(London, 1994), PP. 201-26.
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with the past that followed

- th‘? tOta'} lmn{fr 68 ;hfség w‘hich markfd the true begin-
e Lomba{d HWaSion’S ;Bgsﬁ;hsfgﬁposites was epitomized in the
pugaiise e Aug]jfe'rs between the civilized locals (the Romans)
e t}':}i earflcc;) ienorant barbarians (the Lombards) that _wo}uld
and g sult in ?vhat was termed a process of ‘accultur-:itmn (a
o d by anthropologists anm&_ﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂﬁ"ﬁfﬁéemts
) ﬁrs'tbustehe f)lflsion of formerly separated and distinct traditions).
. eent was that the Lombards learned from the Romans to
i nd exploit the external forms and apparatus of power
3PP ret.:lfatil ?he {ise of Latin in its written form) while Italia_n s_ogle-t}j
(f—-TrstldO baecome structured hierarchicglly along ‘typicall?/ Germanic,
ot hat derived from a military lifestyle. The. fusion betwe-en
mOddssta'nd Lombards was complicated by the successive Qarohzr
i{i(zt?adrcllmination in northern Italy, am_i by t‘hf,: Byzantine and D.]/iausl:}l;n
2 sences in cenitral and sotthern Italy. This would ﬁnailly e : e
: S;ze of the crisis of the tenth centu.ry (the ‘iron cer:it_ur_y, as ‘150?1 ;;15
significantly termed) when these internal contra ECth(I;'i outd
ﬁrcl’aliv explode in ways that enabled Roman leg_al_ tr]a i il o

resur'face, paving the way for the recovery of tbe origina au:tlhe o
ized’ features of Italian society. In this perspecn.ve, howe.ve; ﬂabou)rr
Middle Ages in Italy were simply a long a‘nd palnful perio od e
during which the new elements of CiviE cONSCIDIISTIons aI:- e

tutional maturity that would characterize t'he Ttalian comuni fro
late eleventh century onwards were el'nergmg. - N
Even though the terms have obviously changed since the e
teenth century, the period continued to be‘ Portrayed in waysf;he
underlined the distinctions between the traditions anc-l cultures oft 4
‘invaders’ and of the ‘invaded” and relied on adversarial dlChO_tOf.ﬁu% C
Romans and Germans; Arians or pagan Lombards andiC%t -O, i
- Romans; ‘rural’ Lombards and ‘urban’ Ro.rnans; and so forth. dr_mreri
by the desire to separate the two distinctive soul_s o_f elarb' ;n.e 1?: a_
‘Italian’ society, historians were more interested in Ju¥1d1c_a mstl'u~
tions than in society itself, in norms rathtf:r than prf1ct1c<}al, mftelflil\t:d
ology rather than substance, and finally in the_a period ‘ii a; -?3 oAs !
the Lombard migration rather than that which preceded it.

4 ; , 5 v
® G. Tabacco, ‘Problemi di popolamento e di insediamento nell’alto n{edme\ﬁ,
: . ‘Latinita ella
Rivista storica italiana 79 (1967), pp. 67-110; G. Tabacco, ‘Latinita e germanes;mo n
= 57 e Py
tradizione medievistica italiana’, Rivista storica italiana 102 (1990), pp. 6917

I
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result they turned the early Middle Ages into a remote ang
incomprehensible past, a time when foreign, ‘typically Germanic’,
and deeply alien mentalities and institutions were forced on the
native populations, in the process sacrificing the distinctive ‘indigen-
ous’ features of local cultures. This also meant that the period from
the fifth to the tenth centuries was studied and evaluated primarily in
moral terms.
Although the period attracted a considerable amount of research,
especially in the years immediately after national unification and
again after the Second World War, this was largely concerned with
constructing a ‘reality’ that no longer bore any relation to fact. Yet
these studies became a sort of academic testing ground, and no one
could progress in the academy without being able to show that they
understood the intricacy of the mysterious ‘Germanic’ universe, even
though the belief that this period was of any significance for under-
standing the origins of contemporary society was rapidly waning.
This was evident, too, in the terrible monotony of the subjects stud-
ied and the very limited variety of the sources used. While it is true
that there was a radical decline in the number of written sources that
began in the sixth century and got worse in the seventh century, for a
long Timme histotians continted o rely almost exclusively on just two
passages from Pa}ul’_\ﬂ‘jﬂg_,Deapog (who was writing at the end of the
eighth century‘)"én\i a few pzirégfaphs from Tacitus’ Germania (writ-
ten in the first century ap) to describe the status of the subjugated
Romans and the destruction of théir "fit?é‘”"c’i“ﬁf’f_fig’fﬁé‘ilﬁﬁﬁ‘iﬁ?a"rﬁ*fnva‘_:

sion. From these narrow and anachronistic sources historians drew
PUMES e AU A TS CHEW

images that emphasized on the one hand the survival of ‘ancestral’
and immutable customs and habits and on the other the prevailing
conditions of violence and destruction to portray the melancholic
landscape of a decaying society.
- The repetitious nature of this research went hand in hand with a
total lack of interest in uncovering, never mind editing or analysing,
new written or material sources for the early medieval period.
Although from the beginning of the eighth century onwards the
repertory of documentary sources became wider and more varied
for Italy than for anywhere else in Europe, publication of editions of
\1;9)*@}\ charters and private, documents did not start until the 1920s,
and even then was done without any real system and not always to the
highest scholarly standards, while the editions of private documents
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from complete. But that was not all:_ even during thlz
:neteenth-century positivism, interest_ m.the materia
gy Of mg jan’ tombs with grave-goods—whmh in other Eur.o-
e bal: g ovided the evidence around which the material
22 i p;ocieties was reconstructed—also declined before
g gl'ese earing in the Fascist era. The problem was that. the
completdY_ liaffurces Ddid not seem to answer the key questloni
S s: How many types of ‘invader’ had there bec‘erT.
L < hLStonaEe. distinetished from “Ifalians’? What were-their
ng t}?é territory? Since archaeologists seemed
¢ and satisfactory answers, these sources were
blic interest and of relevance only .folr pu.rely
.~y or for historians of the minor arts. These d1st1.nct10r{s
e | and ‘official’ and ‘local’ and amateur studies gave
. Dationl?be?tn hardly compatible, set of classifications. For aca-
258 e ;icsii)ii)ais the early Middle Ages were considered a part olf thei
- i i ick ossible, whereas at a loca
o t‘; be'tdlsgzzszi;j;};?tss %:(:;Mzhzspzriod were a source of civic
" i i ishop, or benefactor or
o k-lflg O'rllqute?(r)l:liof::ﬁo(z«r* }:Jitizerllj ,and hence a ‘local
founder of a monastery an illustr e
hero’ who by association boosted the community

still remained far

How could they :
‘strategies’ in occupyl
unable to give any clea
deemed to be of no pu

Gian Piero Bognetti’s reworking of the
early Middle Ages

The idea that the Lombard era marked a breakae}:w?nd g::;
it (si ic’ ths ha
vhat followed it (since Theoderic’s Go !
preceded and what i imsis gy
i rithi ‘civilized” world, because
forgiven and accepted within the “civ cause
generally respectful behaviour and the homagfe thc;} palgls tbc; ‘g)lz
I ras giv : lease of life during the 195
Roman world) was given a new : S16508 by
w{c))rk of Gian Piero Bognetti. As historian of the legal institutions in

4+ C. La Rocca, ‘Uno specialismo mancato. Esordi e fallimento del]’archeolug;a
\ ! i ievi , PD- 13—43-
edievale italiana alla fine dell’Ottocento’, Archeologrg medzex‘aie_zo (199'31)_0pnp Oga:di,
m 5 E. Artifoni, ‘Ideologia e memoria locale nella storiografia 1t.ahana sui g 2000),
in G P Broﬂio’lo and C. Bertelli (eds.), Il futuro dei longobardi. Saggi (Brescia 5
in G. P. Brog :

pp. 219-27-
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the early medieval period, Bognetti became known as the ‘inventor of
the Lombards’ because in a number of influential studies he argued
that the Lombards had created a completely new society that was
quite different from the past. According to Bognetti, the great innoy-
ation of the Lombards was to get rid of the corrupt, bureaucratic, and
decrepit society based on Roman and Byzantine models, and replace
it with one that was youthful and vigorous, primitive and naive but
therefore also strong and lively. The traditional contrast between the
two rival souls of early medieval ‘Italian’ society as a result not only
became sharper but was now also the basis for measuring the
long-term political and social consequences of the invasion,.
Bognetti’s-concern was not to measure what had been lost from the
past, but(to gauge ;vhat had been gained from the infusion of the new
‘Germanic*eleménts that now became a part of Italian history and
survived down to the late Middle Ages and beyond. The historian’s
task was to identify what was ‘new’ and what was ‘old’ in every aspect
of society, and what had survived in the long term. This meant
addressing new questions and using new types of evidence to
reconstruct the primitive and original world from which the new had
originated. This had often to be invented. The strong Catholic convic-
tions of Bognetti and his followers, for example, led them to argue
that the conversion of the Lombards to Catholicism was the principal
source of stability in their ‘new’ society, and to attribute a funda-
mental and active role to the papacy in shaping the organization of
Lombard society. Insisting on the stubborn and primitive features of
Lombard paganism, and especially Arianism, Bognetti described the
difficult and praiseworthy intervention of the Roman church and its
unrelenting efforts at evangelizing to the point of proposing genuine
‘missions’ of conversion, similar to those of Boniface in Germany,
whose success would lead to the founding of new churches built on
former Arian or heathen shrines and dedicated to saints that ‘special-
ized’ in this symbolic function. Through the fundamental teachings
of the papacy and the bishops, the primitive strength of the Lombard
thus became an ‘educated’ and enduring strength.

From a methodological point of view, Bognetti’s work focused
attention on the search for the roots of Lombard society and culture
through the study of the linguistic, terminological, and institutional
traces that had survived in documents of later times, so that both
Tlocal” and national historians now redrew the ‘Dark Ages’ from late

o

R ——
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i f
| sources. Despite the great variety of local contexts alnd 3
O ’ . .
: uments, these reconstructions followed the.lmes a reahy
i do];o netti himself? In every location it was claimed that ; e
hag settled ‘strategically’ next to a road, a river, ora bo-r 1e11r,
f of this terms like fara and sala which were ty;;c}:la ly
igi i eir
bard and therefore certainly originated from the period o t N
. ahile in fact, these were two quite common terms that c(limc S)t
- : icated to
the churches dedica
t of everyday language), or : ©
T better still, St Michael, the foundation of which

medie\’c'l

set out by
Lombards
takiﬂg as PI'OO

rule (

became -

George, St Martin, or,

fely dated beyond doubt. |

cm;:ld ;}ias;s o)n the uniform character of the Lombard settlements in
m

y region of Italy gave rise to an unsPoken assumpudon t};?iree\realgc-l
-+ had now been said on the subject of Lombar' cu
thl[']D . Research on early medieval Italy based on written sources
b hifted to later periods, taking the innovatory chara'.cter of
tﬁerii)rfbsard era for granted and of relevance only for tracmg,; tlﬁe
. ' local perspective of the
prehistory of later phenomena. The strongd ek e
surviving Italian documents also encourage ot the it
i organization of the local societies that had originate :

E}itel%zilolinggian conquest of the Lombard kingdom, aﬂthhiseosftiCh?
focused primarily on the development and t.ramsfor'mylat io ot e
torial organization and on the shift from public to prival e1 ];;ﬁte e
the rise of new dynastic properties among the selgneLrlria

was completed during and after the eleventh century.

ever

Back to the sources

The turning point in academic research on early rnedie;;al Ital}lf] tzgl;
place in the 1970s, and was driven by a I_nuch more t ;);m;g %
direct use of the sources. In the case of wrltte-n sources, this 0(;1 .
form of much closer analysis of familia.r r.natenals. In pala;ojrap H)lz;nts
example, it meant returning to the originals of preserved docu

¢ G. P. Bognetti, ‘I loca sanctorum e la storia della Chiesa nel {jegl;gsfsll-itz?ag;)}:iri;
in L’eta longobarda, iii (Milan, 1967), PP- 30?—45.; f)n Bog}nett;;oem & Eian 'piero
G. Tabacco, ‘Espedienti politici e persuasioni religiose ne rne_l1
Bognetti’, Rivista di storia della Chiesa m_[m!za 24 (1970), pp- 504-23.

7 e.g. G. Sergi, I confini del potere (Turin, 1995).
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and the careful study of their external as well as their intrinsic features

(that is to say their fo?&;jpthgﬁgfamc materials, and the language

_used) in addition to their contents and the formulas they used.
The study of codices as material objects also led researchers to con-
sider them not as separate single texts but rather as groups of texts
connected to each other, and as objects designed to be ordered,
read, and preserved. A catalogue of the rich epigraphic materials that
had previously been completely ignored is currently being compiled,
and will enable these materials to be analysed in ways that are both
formalistic (with reference, for example, to the writing techniques
used) and also oriented towards the purchasers and the uses to which
epigraphy could be put. Inscriptions are now studied as products
whose purpose was to express—through their graphic form an
their texts—the social status of the purchasers. ‘
As well as new ways of studying the wealth of written sources, the
new ways of writing the history of the early Middle Ages have been
made possible by the veritable explosion of new data derived from
archaeological sources. It has been the birth of m;digy/a{l‘_gichagolqu
as an academic discipline distinct from Christiari archaeclogy, which
traditionally has been concerned primarily with studying the monu-
mental traces of early Christianity, that has given the strongest
impulse, in Italy as elsewhere in Europe, to the study of early medi-
eval history. The new archaeological research has followed two main
paths. It has enabled historians to reconsider subjects that had previ-
ously been studied only on the basis of written sources. But it has also
brought to light new questions and offered new ways of understand-
ing the history of early medieval Italy. The study of towns, for
example, has now been completely freed from the old question of
continuity and discontinuity with earlier Roman structures, and is set
instead in the perspective of different patterns of regional transform-
ation and above all in the shifting relations between political and
economic organization, The fundamental importance of archaeo-
logical evidence can also be seen in the new questions being asked
about the differing organizational patterns of the rural landscape,
which can be reconstructed through the study of the changing func-
tions of buildings and settlements, changing economic resources,
types of land use and farming. It has also made possible study of the_
role played by the aristocracy in founding residential buildings and
fionasteries, while information on the circulation of certain types of

—'r____-—_
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eramics has made possible the study of commercial and economic
C : B

agtivities... :
‘9:;,11 these examples illustrate the fundamental importance of

archaeology in stimulating new histor%cai deba?tes, which increas;ngl}f
engage archaeologists as well as historlans: This does not meai, olu—
ever, that the conclusions and interpret.atlons reaclr}ed by archaeolo-
sists and historians on the basis of their own particular sources are
:1ways compatible. More often than not; as can clearly be seen in C'lche
essays in this volume, they are not comPatlble at 2{11. But the_sre is-
agreements and the alternative explanatpns to which they gl\}f rlscei
are in themselves a measure of the vitality of current researc a}n
debate on this period. The great expansion of th‘e source.maizenals
thanks to new archaeological data has made a major contribution to
every field of research, and archaeological data have lmade a funda-
mental contribution to the ways in which all the topics ?md themes
addressed in this volume are now studied. Even when it comes t.o
questions like the changing nature of public power, or.that of ecclesi-
astical institutions and the papacy, the sources used in the‘past can
now be augmented by information derived from the material mani-
festations of power (such as the symbols of power, the.matenal
wealth, the siting and organization of solemn public meetings, and
the types of building associated with power). Tal‘(en together with the
data on the institutional and juridical dimensions of power, these
sources enable us to study not only institutional changejs but also of
the reasons that lay behind them and the context in which they took
place. ‘ ‘

Two more aspects deserve to be mentioned %n terms of new.' per-
spectives and the demise of established traditions. The first is the
question of ‘ethnicity’, which has now been replaced by the study of
the cultural and social identities of the elites. Secondly, contemporary
research has by and large abandoned the idea that the lay sflnd ecclesi-
astical spheres were rigidly separated, and has shown ms%e-ad tl.le
considerable degree of interlinkage between the two, e'speaally in
terms of family strategies. On the other hand, recent studies have also
challenged the widely accepted view thata written cultj.Ire that eman-
ated exclusively from the ecclesiastical world was the single ye.h;_c;lﬂg:gi
cultural transmission, taking evidence from the study of epigraphs,”
codices, and_private charters to demonstrate the existence of

alternatives.
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There is a great deal still to be done, however. To justify at least in

part the thematic and regional gaps that will be evident in this vol-
ume, it has to be said that the new research has been more vigorous in
central and northern Italy, while in southern Italy and the islands
institutional themes like the structure of monarchy and of vassalage
continue to dominate. These essays will also show how the period
with which this volume ends—the one around the turn of the
millennium—is studied in ways that look forward towards the devel-
opment of the more complex ecclesiastical institutions that accom-
panied the later Reformation of the eleventh- and twelfth-centuries.
In the case of the reconstruction of settlement patterns and rural
landscapes, however, the cut-off point is, by contrast, the tenth cen-
tury. These different chronologies relate in part to the timing of
?F;;ges in particular areas. But it is not a matter of chance that the
tenth century emerges in a somewhat fragmented and irregular form.
It has an ambiguous status, being both the last century of the early
Middle Ages and the beginning of the central part of the Middle
Ages. Depending on each scholar’s field of specialization, it is as a
result either a period of final breakdown or the point of departure.
Almost certainly it will be on this century that future research in all
the fields discussed in this volume will come to be focused.

As this volume goes to print, I would like to take the opportunity
to thank John Davis for his unfailing assistance with every aspect of
the book’s preparation, as well as Andrew Maclennan, Fiona Kin-
near, Jo Stanbridge, and Matthew Cotton for their technical support
and their great professional skills, the translators: Andrea Pennacchi
(Introduction), Antonio Sennis and Nichola Anderson (chapter 2),
Geraldine Ludbrook (chapters 3, 4, 5, 7), Jeremy Scott (chapter 8),
Richard Davis (chapter g), Eric Ingaldson (chapter 10), John Davis
(chapter 1), and finally, all the authors for their punctuality and
willingness. I hope that this volume will play a part in bringing to an
end both the ethnic prejudice against the ‘German invaders’ and the
more contemporary ethnic topos reflected in the words of an
anonymous reviewer of this project: ‘Italian scholars are not usually
renowned for their brevity and even the most laconic of scholars
would find it difficult to do justice to some of these complex topics in
5,000, 7,500 OT even 9,000 words.’

Padova, October 2001

[nvasions and
ethnic identity

Walter Pohl

Romans and barbarians in late Roman Italy

To modern eyes Roman Italy had a ver)l/tdls’;lge;c; ulfe?:zilizi uiz
was expressed in numerous cultura arch
Sr?clln szr’z'tess,smosaicg and inscriptions, institu.tio.ns and laxgrt, htel];alt;f
and education. Indeed, few pre-modern soc1et1es-havef!e surc o
ing marks on the landscape, and m' the memorlzs T;) rr::lnztjy o
ations to come. Still, as Andrea Gia-rdma has e}rgue i( 'om S
not quite achieved an identity of its own; his boo is al:g;rll,)Rome
titled Roman Italy: Histories of an Incomplete Idenmy..th Vex; o
had conquered an ethnically heterogeneous countriz, w1-__;11 e
Celts in the North, Etruscans in fthg Ce_ntrg, severa: reng?}? 'R% oy
in the South, and Greeks along some of the coastlines.. I e
in turn, cherished their mythical Tr,g}an origins. Pe-ire;domca }ifor i
the very success of Rotnati éfcpansm_n that lelft litt esroIc)m;lV ror e
development of an ethnic Roman-Italian identity. 11;-4 AD, i
emperor Claudius opened the senat‘e to non-Ita' ians a:b feracon
debate ensued about the value of Ita.ha.n consanguinitas, (;or e
tionship, which proved to be too artificial to b-e conv;lna‘ni ((31 i }5
contemporaries.’ As a result, Romanness remained what it ha o t;;e
been: a political identity that easily accommodated those w! .?5,6_1 e
meang,‘a;iai%ﬁe conviction, to live by its rules. It was precisely

! A. Giardina, 'Iralia romana. Storie di una identita incompiuta (Rome, Bari, 1997),

pp- 3-10.
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a considerable flexibility as to who could become Roman, that made
the Roman model so successful, even in times of crisis (for instance,
in the third century). It also coexisted perfectly with civic, regional, or

even ‘ethnic’ identities, many of which survived, however trans-
formed, the centuries of Roman rule in Italy. Thus, for instance,
Greek identities in the South going back to the pre-Roman Magna
Grecia could provide a basis for Byzantine rule up to the eleventh
century.

~ The barbarian invaders of Italy constitute another clear-cut image
| in the modern mind: fair-haired and blue-eyed heavy-drinking and

riotous Germanic warriors, clad in filthy furs, whose plain but violent
ways replaced the decadent sophistication of late Rome. The modern
image of the barbarian goes back to_the long tradition of ethno-
ian’ itself is of Greek origin, and meant those who could only mutter
indistinct gibberish instead of speaking proper Greek. It yyas then
used simply to describe 2on:-Romans, so that barbarians came to be
seen al_s%ggg_ivilized, violent, and trea;h_erous, glthough critics of

") centric stereotypes and Perceptions in antiquity, The word ‘barbar-

Down to the present, historians remain divided, with Ttalian, French,
and Spanish historians speaking of ‘invasions’, while German and
English scholars call the Same process ‘migrations’. Did Rome
‘decline and fall’, or was jt destroyed by invading barbarians? A less
controversial and more inclusive concept is the ‘tjriags;;ggm_ggpg 7(_3!_f
tllggp{p@q:ﬁwqglq;h In this perspective the antagonism ' between
Romans and barbarians was not the key issue as it had been in
m%&l and modern thought, and newer approaches have

which the barbarians were integrated into_changing late Roman
societies. These processes were full of contradictions, conflict, and
bloodshed: but more often than not the conflict was not between
invaders and others, but developed along different lines.

Ttaly, as the heart of the empire, had always been a focus of migra-

tions and communications in the Mediterranean and_!;_g:yqnd.__ Ttaly

neéded its barbarians: it imported and attracted them. The number
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izn slaves who came to Italy in the centuries O-f Roman rule c,an
i d at, but there is no doubt that their manpower was
oly b_e gut‘:tfee anc;ent economy. Prisoners of war were regularly s-old
essentlal_ A tire groups of defeated barbarians were settled as laeti lor
- s;afféﬁ-' enlate antique Italy and in other provinces. At the imp?rlal
dedffffll El e (and later, Milan and Ravenna), noble barbarians lived
L On;r refugees, and barbarian soldiers played an important
i hO'Staf}):: emperor’s bodyguard. In fact, it was in the army t._hat .
rOleb lrlians were increasingly welcome. Here, in late antiquity, sgldlers
g?i)azgaarian origin could also rise to th‘e highes’t ranks. By the t}m; cc)f
Theodosius I (d. 395), a majority of ‘Roman ofﬁceis welreslg_ _;O
barbarians. The most successful amolng them, _tbe .\anda tt:ﬁ ;
‘became consul and patrician and domlflated politics in ‘[hcel wes e;
the death of Theodosius. From the th.ird century. onwards, mte;nz:i
conflicts and the needs of defence against barbarian incursions ha
increased Rome’s need for soldiers, and many barbanatns we;e pree-{
pared to face any risk in return for a share 11.1 Rome .s 200 bs a_n
prestige. In times of relative peace, Italy saw 'httie o'f its bafr arian
defenders. But slowly, they moved closer to the inner circles o ,B?ff%;,
The graar;ai militarization of the Roman world meant that civ }1]
society increasingly lost ts control over the armed forces. But Y
of the inner unrest of the fifth century was also due to the attempts b l); i
senatorial aristocrats to expand their power. The leading senators st;
gﬁjoYed a unique position, with }.gge es'Fates scattered across thz
empire, traditional careers in the civil service that gave access to '
inner circles of power, and political networks that coul.d be the basis
for far-reaching alliances. But parallel to the conservative outlook of
this ruling elite, a different Roman—bgbaria{l culture of power also
came into being. For a long time the &rmy'_f'a(;llul_)"e—?g‘il’ifig?}:[_ Sf
Romanization, but now it also encpz}_lfg"gfe‘d’ the _Ifl_s_e_'_of_ﬂg‘ubr—?unlpsrwlglu
identities. THe esprit de corps cultivated in qufm army units para-
“doxically encouraged the growth of new ethnic Lgl_c?EtE& within the
late Roman system. A{;&pqlitical co_n__trol over ;hg__grn;y_declmgd, t_hese
" more particular loyalties_gradually became more important than
obedience to the empire. The power of many commanéers, for
‘example the fifth-century Roman general and ?varl_ord Aetius, was
now based on the personal devotion of their soldiers in ways that had
some precedent in earlier Roman history. But when they died or were

removed from their commands, the armies they had built around
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their personal leadership were disband_ggu! Their position in court
politics was also precarious and when Stilicho was overthrown in 407
a massacre of barbarians followed and the core of his troops joined
Alaric’s armies. Because Alaric, a Roman general of Gothic origin,
succeeded in attracting different ethnic loyalties to his army, it proved
less vulrerable to defeat or to a change of leaders.
— T%e Goths%ﬁfgere the most successful of these groups. Even though

the Two Strongest Gothic powers north of the lower Danube and the
Black Sea had succumbed to the Huns around 375, the Goths enjoyed
an unrivalled prestige as barbarian soldiers because they were both
ferocious fghters and willing to adapt.to Roman ways. Whether
“derived from genealogy, tradition, or imitation, Gothic identity
opened the door to military careers in the empire. After the emperor
Valens had Tost the battle of ‘Adrianiople (378) against a Gothic-led
alliance of recent immigrants, Rome had been forced to accommodate
groups of Goths as quasi-autonomous federates in Roman prov-
inces. Technically, these were components of the Roman army, but at
the safiefiffie they were able to improve their position through néego-
tiation and blackmail. Alaric, king of the Goths, who moved to Italy
around 400 and ﬂs_:icke‘gkﬁqélge in 410, was the first barbarian leader
who successfully built up an autonomous, albeit precarious non-
Romai power base in Italy which enabled him to negotiate a key role
in western Roman politics for his Goths. But even his dazzling vic-
Toties were not sufficient to guarantee a secure hold in the shifting
sands of the Italian balance of power; his heirs would prove more suc-
cessful elsewhere, establishing the Visigothic kingdom in Aquitaine
and Spain. In Italy the political elite carefully avoided allowing the
Goths to become too strong as a single group, although this required
occasional purges in the army.

Other barbarian leaders chose a different strategy. They raised
large and heterogeneous armies, and marched into Italy. This was the
case of the Goth Radagaisus, whose forces were crushed by Stilicho at
Fiesole in 406. Better known is Attila’s invasion in 452, after his attack
on Gaul had been Falted at the Catalaufiian Fields in the previous
year. Attila assembled a huge army of several tens of thousands of
Huns, Goths, Gepids, Heruls, and others, besieged and took Aquileia,
and marched as far as Milan, which offered no resistance. Nobody in
Italy could have stopped him at this point. But disease and lack of
supplies became a problem, while his warriors were already laden
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with booty. The example of Alaric, to whom the sackvof Rom'e had

ueht little lasting success, may have served as a warning, but in any
E;Se ;Lttila decided to return to Pam?onia, where h’e fiied soon after. -
papal propaganda soon attributed this to Pope Leo’s mterverll)ncgl—a 501
Jegend that has stuck (the scene can be a_c?mlre(?o_rrlﬂRgphae _}s; ;Vefco
in the Vatican). The ‘Huns had long been pictured by Christian
preachers as the apocalyptic people of Magog who were sent as a
scourge by God to punish the sinfulfmF)n)e a moral drama than a
poiitical event in fact. The incursion of Attila’s Hu.ns tht{s beca_me 'one
of the best-known events of the period, although it was in reality little
more than an episode whose outcome showed that even an extra-
ordinary concentration of military force was not su.‘r'ﬁaent to t‘ak,e
control over late Roman Italy (which was almost ce1':ta1nlyf not Attila’s
aim anyway). Cities abounding in riches could still easily be plun-
dered, as the Vandal king Geiseric proved when he m_ounted a sud-
den raid on Rome from the sea a few years later, in 455. But to
gain mastery of the old heartland of the empire, it was necessary
to employ the machinery that had been set up by the Romans to

govern it.

Odoacer and the kingdom of Italy

From 395 until 476, the western emperors were attherne:cyof @&i}ﬂY
barbarian commanders (the Vandal Stilicho, the Suevian Ricimer, the
Burgundian Gundobad), and often the only option the emperors }}ad
was to play their generals off against each other. These barbarian
generals held the title of magister militum as f:_o_mq:lan?ik:s ({f.tyf_ﬁeld
army as well as that of patricius. They received yearly subsidies that
“allowed them to entertain a large retinue of personal followers, called
buccellarii after the superior type of bread they received compared to
ordinary soldiers. In the highest ranks of this military aristocracy;t_he
difference between Romans and barbarians was slight; their families
intermarried, and they used similar strategies to compete for tl.le
same positions. The ‘barbarian’ Stilicho celebrated his consullate in
the traditional Roman way on an elaborate ivory consular diptych,
whereas Aetius, the ‘last Roman’, as Procopius called him, owed
much of his success to a devoted retinue of Huns. The only difference




