CHRISTIAN EMPIRE

Constantine, son of Diocletian’s successor (who only reigned a year), was hailed as emperor by the army at York in 306. He has some claim to have changed world history more than any other emperor. After two decades of civil war he reunited the empire in 324. In that struggle, he had soon decided to see if the Christians’ god would help him. There is no reason to doubt Constantine’s religious credulity or his sincerity . He seems in any case always to have hankered after a monotheistic creed and for a long time worshipped the sun-god whose cult was associated with that of the emperor. 

In 312, on the eve of an important battle and as a result of what he believed to be a vision, he had ordered his soldiers to put on their shield a Christian monogram by way of showing respect for the Christians’ god. He won the battle. Soon afterwards toleration and imperial favour were re-extended to Christianity. Constantine went on to make gifts to churches, then, to building them. Though his coins still for many years bore the symbol of the sun he gave converts rewards and jobs. One can sense from his acts a man moving only gradually towards personal conversion, but in the end, without formally disavowing the old cults, Constantine declared himself a Christian.

Like many other early Christians, Constantine was not baptized until he was on his deathbed, but in 325 he presided over the first ecumenical council of the Church - one attended by bishops from the whole Christian world, though few from the east-at Nicaea. The main business of this council was the condemnation of the teaching of a theologian from Alexandria, Arius, as heretical. Important as this was, it probably mattered more that Constantine thus founded a tradition that Christian emperors enjoyed a special religious authority. It was to last for over 1,000 years. Constantine also made another great contribution to the future when he decided to build a new imperial capital on the site of Byzantium, an old Greek colony at the entrance to the Black Sea. He wished to build there a city to rival Rome itself, but one unsullied by pagan religion. It was named​ Constantinople and remained an imperial capital for 1,000 years and a focus of European diplomacy for another 500. But it was in making the empire Christian that Constantine shaped the future most deeply. He did not know it, but he was founding Christian Europe. He deserves his title - Constantine ‘the Great’ ​though, as has often been said, because of what he did rather than why he did it, or what he was.

Establishment was an enormous worldly gain for the Church. It was now tied to the glamorous and prestigious tradition of Rome, which would prove a rock to build on in the centuries ahead. Yet, paradoxically, within a century or so, Christians saw the Church not as powerful, but as weak. The faithful saw themselves in a favourite image, as the saving remnant of the chosen, tossing in the Ark, while the storms raged about them. This, of course, is one reason why they were so harsh, intransigent, cruel, uncompromising and - if one may so put it - ‘unchristian’ to their fellow-men. They lived still in a world of demons and magic, where heresy or paganism threatened those who succumbed to their seductions with eternal torture in hellfire. Their pastors often showed an unpleasant temper, if a heroic one, and it long coloured Christian history.

As so often in great historical decisions, there were ironies in Constantine’s choice. In the end and often unwittingly, the Church helped to destroy the pagan classical world. For this reason, the greatest of English historians, Edward Gibbon, saw the story of late antiquity - the era during which the once-great Roman empire crumbled into decay - as the progress of barbarism and superstition.’ By superstition, he meant Christianity. His paradox is too brilliant a reflection of his own age and too simple to be true, of course: Christianity preserved much of the Roman past which might otherwise have gone under; it did not merely eradicate things it did not like. Yet Gibbon’s sneer is a useful reminder of a great historical fact, the triumph of Christianity; it was the triumph of the once-despised beliefs of a tiny Jewish sect. Christianity now grew within the imperial civilization, not outside it, and became almost unwittingly a great transmitter of a pagan past to the future. Symbolically, Roman bricks were often re-used to build new Christian churches, pagan temples were pillaged to provide materials for them, and some​times whole buildings were adapted to a new religious use.2
Less obviously, Constantine‘s acts also confirmed the cultural division of east and west. He made it easier still for them to drift apart. The more populous east could feed itself and raise more taxes and recruits; the west grew poorer, its towns slipping into decline. It came to depend on com from Africa and the Mediterranean islands for its food and, in the end, on barbarian recruits for its defence. Gradually Constantinople came to rival Rome and even surpass it. More important still, distinctions within Christianity helped to separate two zones. The increasingly Latin-speaking west (Greek had declined as an educational influence since its golden age after the Punic Wars, thanks in part to the appearance of a significant Latin literature) had two great Christian communities within it, one Roman (presided over by the bishop, the pope of Rome) and one African. Both diverged increasingly from the linguistically distinct churches of Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt, which were more receptive to oriental influences and more influenced by Hellenistic tradition. Nicaea had not stifled Arianism, moreover; 

I Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. J.B. Bury, IV (London, 1898), p. 140.

2 The earliest temple we know to have been converted in this way to Christian purposes is the Pantheon, which is, in consequence, the onIy intact building from classical antiquity which today survives in Rome; those who worshipped in it looked after it.

the condemnation ensured it would not prosper in the east, but it spread among the Germanic peoples, where it was to survive until the seventh century .

DECLINE AND FALL IN THE WEST

Constantine’s sons ruled the empire until 361. Soon after, it was divided again between co-emperors. OnIy once more would east and west be ruled by the same man. This was the emperor Theodosius who in 380 finally forbade the worship of the old pagan gods, thus putting the empire’s full force behind Christianity and a break with the old Roman past. But by his day things were already going downhilI still faster in the west, and a century later the western empire had, in effect, vanished. Society was not suddenly engulfed, though, as if by earthquake. What disappeared was a machine, the Roman state in the west - or, rather, what remained of it after a long process of dilapidation. In the fourth century its administration had been seizing up. More demands were made on dwindling resources; a much enlarged army could not be paid for. New conquests to help pay for defence were inconceivable. As taxes went up, more people left the towns and sought to live self-sufficiently in the country to avoid them. Less money meant a still feebier army, and that meant yet more recourse to barbarian mercenaries - which cost still more money. Concessions to them had to be made just as pressure was building up from a new wave of migrations, which were to effect the last major changes in the European genetic pool before the twentieth century.

It is difficult to be sure of avoiding exaggerating or romanticizing these movements. On the one hand, some of them cannot have been very different from the old prehistoric migrations of tribes and groups offamilies. On the other, the Vandals crossed to Africa from Spain in the fifth century perhaps 50,000 strong, a major transference in a world much more thinly populated than ours. There may be no ‘typical’ case. What is clear is that in the last quarter of the fourth century a particularly nasty nomadic people from Asia, the Huns, had fallen on the Gothic peoples who lived on the Black Sea coast and the lower Danube, beyond the Roman frontier. The Huns were one more (and not the last) of peoples from the steppes of inner Asia who at various times threatened the empire. Their many skills - above all military - and mobility made them formidable opponents and, often, levers of world history. Climatic and political changes (where even small disturbances could mean life or death to pastoralists) could set the steppe-dwellers on the move; when this happened, they clashed with those who lived west and south of them. The shunting movements which followed could shape history far away, but in the fifth century the Huns themselves penetrated as far west and as far from home as they ever got; all western Europe seemed likely to fall to them.

In the late fourth century, though, the Huns’ impact further east on the Gothic peoples had major consequence for the empire. The barbarians pressed to enter imperial territory. In 376, the Visigoths set a precedent; they were allowed to cross the Danube to settle as a distinct people, bringing with them their own laws. When the eastern empire bungled the management of these refugees, the Visigoths turned on it. 

In 378 they killed an emperor at the battle of Adrianople and soon cut off Constantinople by land from the west as more and more of them flooded into imperial territory. A few years later and the Visigoths were on the move again, but this time towards Italy, until stopped by a Vandal general in the imperial service. 

From 406 the empire was employing barbarian tribes as ‘confederates’ (foederati, a word which meant barbarians who could not be resisted but who could be persuaded to help). This was the best the western empire could now do for its defence, and soon it was clearly not enough. Titles given to emperors, such as ‘Ever-Victorious’ and ‘Restorer of the World’, were signs that things were going badIy.3
By the time the fifth century opened, a whole world-order seemed to be going under in the west. 

In 402 the emperor and Senate fled to Ravenna, from this time the centre of imperial authority in the west until it disappeared altogether, Barbarian warlords and their followers were soon wandering the length and breadth of the Latin west. 

In 410 Rome itself was sacked by Goths, an event so appalling that it led St Augustine, an African bishop and a Father of the Church, to write one of the masterpieces of Christian literature. In The City of God, Augustine set out to explain how God could allow such a dreadful thing to happen. Meanwhile, the Visigoths were moving across France, getting as far as Aquitaine before agreeing terms with the emperor, who persuaded them to help him resist another people, the Vandals, who had by then overrun Spain. The Visigoths pushed the Vandals across the Straits of Gibraltar to settle in North Africa, making their capital at Carthage. There they remained, dropping across the Mediterranean in 455 to sack Rome a second time. Terrible as such a raid was, though, the loss of Africa was more serious. The western empire had lost its main source of grain and oil. Its economic base was now shrunk to little more than part of Italy.

Amid such turmoil, it is hard to say exactly when the western empire ceased to be. Names and symbols were, like the Cheshire cat’s smile, the last things to go. The Huns were finally turned back from the west at a great battle near Troyes in 451, but the victorious ‘Roman’ army was made up of Visigoths, Franks, Celts and Burgundians - all barbarians - commanded by a Visigothic king. 

When in 476 another barbarian ruler deposed the last western emperor, he was addressed by the title ‘patrician’ by the eastern emperor. For all the forms, the reality was that the western empire as a political structure had by then been replaced by a number of Germanic kingdoms, and the date when the last western emperor died is usually reckoned as merely a line conveniently drawn under the story which began with Augustus.

History, though, abhors clean endings. Many of the barbarians (some by this time educated by the Romans) saw themselves as the new custodians of Roman authority. They still looked to the emperor at Constantinople as their ultimate 
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sovereign. By the end ofthe fifth century many of them had settled down beside the old provincial gentry of Gaul, Spain and Italy, adopting Roman ways; some of them had become Christian. OnIy in the British Isles did barbarism almost completely obliterate the old Roman past. 

In about 500, therefore, whatever had happened to the empire, we are not at the end of the story of ancient civilization. Centuries earlier, when his countrymen overran Greece, a Roman poet had remarked that ‘Captive Greece took her wild captor captive’. He had seen that though the Greek states had gone under, the triumphant Romans had been captivated by Greek ways. Something just a little like that happened in the west as the Roman empire came to an end. Rome did not cease to influence history with the disappearance of formal empire in the west. For nearly another 1,000 years an empire calling itself ‘Roman’ would live on at Constantinople. In the west itself there would still exist even in 1800 something called the ‘Holy Roman Empire’. Some Christian clergymen still today wear costume based on that of the Roman gentleman of the second century AD. European universities still use Latin when they wish to add a special solemnity to their ceremonies. Paris, London, Exeter, Cologne, Milan and scores of other towns and cities are all important centres, just as they were in Roman times. Much of the map of Europe has still the shape the Romans gave it by planting their garnisons and building roads. Imperial policy sometimes diverted, sometimes transplanted, barbarian peoples to areas where, unwittingly, their settlement was to provide the roots of future nations. European languages are packed with words from Greek and Latin, the tongues through which government and the Bible first came to much of Europe. It was Julius Caesar who took up the suggestion of an Alexandrian Greek that the Egyptian year of 365 days, with an extra day every fourth year, would be better than the complex traditional Roman calendar, and it was under Constan​tine that the Jewish idea of a Sabbath day of rest once in seven became accepted. And, of course, it is to early Christianity that we owe the distinction of BC and AD on which the whole Christian and most of the non-Christian world still works today (it was a little after 500 that a monk first calculated the date of Christ’s birth; he was in error by a few years, but his decision is the root of the western calendar now used round the world).

Such things provide plentiful clues to the extent and variety of the empire’s impact. It had, after all, defined the extent of a civilization - or rather, it was to turn out, two civilizations, for it effectively entrenched a division between two separate cultural zones in its western and eastern halves. Above all, the empire gave Christianity first an opportunity and then an establishment which enabled it, centuries later, to join the small number of truly world religions. All these facts shaped the future with unique power.

Nor is even this quite all. Most great civilizations have had classical ages from which they draw the standards by which they assess their own later achievements. Later Europeans sometimes exaggerated what the Greeks and Romans had done, but they found in it criteria. Their inheritance served both as an inspiration and a touchstone of their own performance for centuries to come. Classical antiquity provided a myth, a vision of what civilization could and men ought to be.

WESTEM EUROPE AT THE END OF ANTIQUITY

The history of the western half of Europe has to be taken a little further at this point if the meaning of that is to be clear. The idea of romanitas - of what Roman civilization and the Roman empire had been lived on. The emperor at Constantinople, of whom men might not know much and whose authority might be onIy vestigial, still held an office nominally the highest available to men; it would be a long time before emperors gave up all claims to territorial sovereignty in the west. Other, new, institutional and ethnic elements were nonetheless also beginning to give western Europe new shape. And there was, finally, the institutional machinery of Catholic Christendom, patchy, thin and brittle though it still might be in its operation, but wielding both the impalpable power religion will always exercise over superstitious minds, and the practical skills of its literate clergy. Between them, these forces played upon a Europe still plastic. They operated over an area which was not exactly co-terminous with the former empire in the west, but one determined basically by the pattern of the Germanic invasions. They settled national identities onIy to appear centuries later, though there was little about them which hinted at the delineation of future states.

The northernmost Germanic invaders and migrants were the Saxons, Angles and Jutes who were entering the old Roman province of Britannia from the end of the fourth century onwards. There they settled even while Roman rule was still formally intact and operative over the Britons. When the last emperor to be proclaimed there by his soldiers crossed with them to Gaul in 407, Roman rule ended, and the Romano-British and successive waves of newcomers were left to argue out the fate of the islands. At the beginning of the seventh century there had emerged in England a set of seven Germanic (we can call them Anglo-Saxon) kingdoms, fringed by a Celtic world of Irish, Welsh and Scottish tribes living under their own princes which had hardly been touched by Roman power, even as a menace.

A few of the British lived on in communities keeping to old ways and old tongues, some even as late as the tenth century, but Romano-British civilization soon disappeared more completely than its equivalent anywhere else in the former imperial west. Germanic tongues almost entirely replaced Latin, which was to surge back onIy with the triumph of Christianity as a language of learning. Of administrative, spiritual or even military continuity (if we except w hat may be a dim memory of the cavalry-fighting skills of the imperial army in the legend of King Arthur and his knights) there is virtually no trace. There was a Roman physical heritage to the future England in the remains of roads, forts, camps and a few constructions (Hadrian’s Wall was the outstanding example) which were to puzzle the Germanic newcomers, who tended to come to the conclusion that they had been the work of giants of superhuman power, but that was all. Whatever Romano-British Christianity had been, it disappeared, the keepers of the faith in these islands retiring for a time to the fastnesses of Celtic Christianity.

THE MEROVINGIANS

The fate of the former imperial provinces across the Channel was quite different, as, above all, the persistence and often predominance of Latin elements in language suggests. After the Vandals had passed destructively through it, Gaul continued to lie in the shadow of the Visigoths of Aquitaine. Their share in repelling the Huns had given them great importance. To the north-east, beyond the old frontier, were to be found other barbarians who were to begin the positive re-shaping of a new western Europe and have a greater influence on it than any other Germanic tribes. These were the Franks. Their graves reveal them from the outset as a warrior people, divided into a hierarchy of ranks, established in the fourth century in modern Belgium, between the Scheldt and the Meuse, where they became Roman foederati. Some of them then moved into Gaul. One group, settled at Tournai, threw up a ruling family subsequently called Merovingians; the third king (if this is the correct word) of this line was Clovis. His is the first great name in the history of the country later named France, after his people. Clovis became ruler of the western Franks in 481, still formally the emperor’s subject. His sway extended far to the west into Gaul and down to the Loire. After being elected king of the eastern Franks, he ruled over a united kingdom of these peoples which straddled the lower Rhine valley and northern France. Clovis then married a Burgundian princess, from another people who had settled in the Rhône valley and the area running south-east to modern Geneva and Besancon. She was a Catholic, though the Burgundians were Arians. At some time after their marriage (traditionally in 496) and after a battlefield conversion which is remi​niscent of Constantine’s, Clovis himself embraced Catholicism. The step was well-judged and momentous. It gave him the support of the Church, the most important power still surviving from the empire in the barbarian lands, in what it now chose to regard as a religious struggle against Arians and pagans. It also opened the way to friendship with the Romano-Gauls (one day, ‘France’ would see itself as the ‘eldest daughter’ of the Church). For the moment, the Frankish kingdom was the nearest thing western Europe could show to a ‘successor state’, and potentially the heir to Roman supremacy north of the Alps. The emperor in Constantinople named Clovis consul.

Clovis was a considerable warlord. Though the Burgundians remained politi​cally distinct until after his death, he asserted his power over them, and confined the Visigoths to the Languedoc, Roussillon and Provence of later times. His court moved to Paris, near which Clovis was to be buried, the first Frankish king not to be buried as a barbarian. This, though, was not the start of the continuous history of a capital at Paris. A Germanic kingdom was not what we might call a ‘state’, but, rather, a heritage, partIy of lands, partIy of kinship groups. That of Clovis was divided among his sons, to break up again a couple of years later and not to be reunited until 558. Gradually, it settled down in three bits. 

One came to be called Austrasia, with its capital at Metz and its centre of gravity east of the Rhine; 

Neustria was the western equivalent and had its capital at Soissons; under the same ruler, but distinct, was the kingdom of Burgundy. Their rulers tended to quarrel over the lands where these regions touched. Here were new coagulations to play a part in the shaping of Europe.

There had in fact begun to appear a Frankish nation which was no longer merely a collection of barbarian warbands, but a group of distinguishable peoples belonging to recognizable political units, speaking Latin vernaculars, and with an emerging class of landowning nobles. Significantly, there was soon written a Christian interpretation ofa barbarian people’s role in history, the History of the Franks, by Gregory, Bishop of Tours, himself a Romano-Gaulish aristocrat. Other peoples would produce similar works (the greatest, perhaps, is that written for the English by the Venerable Bede) which sought to reconcile traditions in which paganism was still strong to Christianity and the civilized heritage. Greg​ory presented a pessimistic picture of the Franks after the death of his hero Clovis; he thought Frankish rulers had behaved so badIy that their kingdom was doomed.

Gothic peoples (Ostrogoths and Visigoths) have left a name and an adjective rich in association to later Europeans. Their ancestors had made their way west from southern Russia. Theodoric, the Ostrogoth king, was recognized by the emperor as ruler of Italy (where he had been called in to fight off other invaders) in 497. He had been brought up at Constantinople until he was eighteen and was the godson of an emperor. His sister was lady-in-waiting to the empress. ‘Our royalty is an imitation of yours, a copy of the onIy empire on earth’, he wrote revealingly to the emperor in Constantinople from his capital in Ravenna. On his coins appeared the legend ‘Unvanquished Rome’ (Roma invicta), and when he went to Rome, Theodoric held games in the old style in the circus. Yet he was the onIy Ostrogoth who was a Roman citizen. His authority might be accepted by the Senate, but his countrymen were merely mercenary soldiers of the empire. To civil offices he appointed Romans, among them his adviser, the philosopher Boethius, who was to be possibly the most important single channel through which the legacy of the classical world passed to medieval Europe (though Theodoric eventually imprisoned and executed him on a charge of treason). 

Theodoric maintained good relations with other barbarian peoples (he married Clovis’ sister) and enjoyed respect among them. But he did not share his own people’s Arian faith, and in the long run religious division told against Ostrogothic power. Unlike the Franks, and in spite of their ruler’s example, they were not to ally successfully with the Roman past. After Theodoric‘s death, the Ostrogoths were in the sixth century expelled from Italy and history by armies from the eastern empire. In the process, Italy was ruined. Nominal imperial control was briefly restored, but the peninsula was soon again invaded and lost to yet another barbarian people, the Lombards. 

The Merovingians, meanwhile, seized the former stock. The first institution to open the way to this was the acceptance of kingly or collective power to declare what was to be recorded.

Record-keeping was one of the activities in which barbarians had to seek the skills of Rome though it was onIy one form of the respect which so many barbarian rulers showed for Roman tradition and forms. It was not always easy for them to do so. Theodoric saw himself as the representative of the emperor but had to avoid irritating his followers, who were easily provoked by any excess of Romanization. Perhaps similar considerations weighed with Clovis before his conversion, which was an act of identification with empire as weIl as with Church. Yet at a level just below such heroic figures, both Frankish and Visigothic noblemen seem sometimes to have taken pleasure in showing themselves the heirs of Rome by writing to one another in Latin and patronizing light literature. There was a tie of social interest, too; Visigothic warriors could find employment in putting down the revolts of peasants who menaced the Romano-Gaulish landowner as weIl as themselves. Yet so long as Arianism stood in the way, there was a limit to the possible identification of the barbarians with romanitas. The Catholic Church, after all, was the supreme imperial relic in the west.

To express it in that way is of course anachronistic. No Christian could have seen things in that light at the end of antiquity. No Christian (or anyone else, for that matter) could then have thought in terms of an alternative to what the empire had sheltered. They could not even think of an alternative to imperial government: it was simply the empire, not even qualified as ‘Roman’, because none other was comparable to it. Even those who dreamed of a Judgement Day which was quickly approaching saw it as one in which earthly powers would fade away and crumble - not as one which would replace one human order, one set of standards, by another. Even educated men knew hardly anything ofthe worlds of Persia or India, nothing of China. Rome was all they knew. It was w hat civilization meant. That would continue to be true for a long time to come.
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