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rode past the wildly cheering throngs and up the Capitoline Hill to the temple of
Jupiter, center of Roman state religion.

Behind him followed a train of dazzling diversity. No fewer than 1,600 gladiators—
soon to display their deadly skills—marched in pairs. There followed a vast menag-
erie of tigers, elks, giraffes, and elephants, denizens of the subjugated lands. From
beyond Rome’s borders came representatives of strange and faraway nations, attired
in their native garb and bearing treasured gifts to acknowledge the glory of Rome—
Arabs from the southern deserts, Blemmyes from Nubia, Axumites from Ethiopia,
Hiberians from south of the Caucasus, Saracens, Persians, and Indians. A marcher
with a placard identified each nationality.

Rome’s prisoners, also identified for the shrieking crowds, were paraded past:
German and Asiatic barbarians dressed in animal skins, with their hands tied behind
their backs: Goths; Franks; Vandals; the Sarmatians and Roxolani, whose home had
been on the Russian steppes; the Juthungi and Alamanni whom Aurelian had crushed
when they entered northern ltaly and threatened Rome. Along with them shuffled
Egyptian rebels, as well as eminent Palmyrans who had been taken captive when
Aurelian razed their city.

Among the hapless Palmyrans was their queen, Zenobia, whom Aurelian had
captured while destroying her upstart empire. To the vulgar jeers of the crowd, she
staggered along, bowed under the heavy golden chains encircling her arms, legs, and
neck and encumbered by a costume bearing such an immense weight of jewels that
she could scarcely move. Wrote the historian Pollio, with some sympathy: ““She was
adorned with gems so huge that she labored under the weight of her ornaments, for
it is said that this woman, courageous though she was, halted very frequently, saying
that she could not endure the load of her gems.”

Such was the triumph of Aurelian. Yet all his seeming invincibility and all Rome's
newfound good fortune were but an illusion, the briefest and most temporary of
respites, a mere twitch in the inexorable course of history. Within a year, Aurelian
was dead, slain by some disaffected soldiers while preparing a campaign against
Persia. And Rome, which had not—perhaps could not—purge the poisons of its
lengthy and growing illness, was again slipping into a decline, beset by barbarians
and riven by political, religious, military, and social upheavals. From time to time,
under the prod of exceptional leaders like Aurelian, Rome would briefly rouse itself
like some great beast, only to fall back weaker than before.

Rome was not alone in its plight. In the years between AD 200 and 600, empires were
under siege all across the broad civilized belt that stretched from Rome in
the west to China in the east. The classical world was enveloped by chaos and on the
verge of collapse.

After nearly 400 years of enlightened rule, China’s Han dynasty was shattered by
court intrigues that led, early in the third century AD, to vicious civil wars. Amid all
the resultant confusion, Hunnish, Mongo!, and Turkish nomads flooded out of the
Asian steppes and, in a bewildering va-
riety of shifting coalitions, established a
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By the end of the sixth century AD, the Roman Empire
in the west had been ravaged repeatedly by barbarian
invasions (map inset). The empire’s traditional river
boundaries—the Rhine and Danube—had failed to con-
tain the onslaught, and the city of Rome had been
sacked. But the Roman Empire in the east—that domain
destined to bear the name Byzantium, with its capital at
Constantinople—controlled a vast expanse, which in-
cluded Asia Minor, Syria, western Arabia, Egypt, and
coastal North Africa.

splintered mastery over Manchuria and
over northern China.

In the turmoil of the time, Confucian-
ism, the state doctrine of the Hans, faded




before the promises of salvation that were offered by Buddhism, transported into
China by Indian monks and merchants. Yet through it all, Chinese culture not only
survived but expanded: The barbarian overlords of the north were gradually assim-
ilated by the Chinese, refugees from the barbarian rule carried the learning of the
Hans into the backward south, and Buddhist missionaries introduced Chinese civi-
lization to the Korean peninsula and the island of Japan.

In the interior of Eurasia’s civilized swath, India’s destiny was closely linked to the
resurgent military prowess of neighboring Persia. In the middle of the third century
AD, northern India’s Kushan rulers were toppled by Persia’s newly installed and
highly aggressive Sassanian regime. Out of the prolonged disorder that followed,
there finally emerged the great Gupta dynasty, which by the fifth century would bring
all of northern India, from the Himalayas to the Narmada River and from the Bay of
Bengal to the Arabian Sea, under its sway.

Sheltered by the Himalayas and buffered from barbarian invasion by Persian fron-
tier forces to the northwest, the Guptas presided over a halcyon era of Indian culture:
Hinduism, with its aristocratic accents, overshadowed Buddhism; Sanskrit, neglected
for 700 years, exploded in an extraordinary literary revival; science flourished and
Indian traders planted satellite states in Southeast Asia and Indonesia. Then, toward
the close of the fifth century, while the Persians were preoccupied by their cease-
less conflict with the Roman Empire, Hunnish barbarians broke through the Iranian
shield, invaded northwest India, and after years of fighting, toppled the Guptas.

To the east, an emerging Persian dynasty sought to recapture the past. Founded by
a rural lord who came to power by the simple expedient of clubbing his Parthian
overlord to death, the Sassanian dynasty consolidated and expanded its empire by
appealing to Persian traditions that invoked the glories of Cyrus and Darius. Steeped
in the ritual splendor of oriental despots, Persia’s Sassanian rulers revived the mor-
ibund creed of Zoroastrianism, making it the official state religion and part of the
regime’s administrative and judicial apparatus.

Yet their implacable hostility toward Rome—the two empires fought more than a
dozen wars—eventually sapped the strength of the Sassanids, and they were overrun
by the so-called White Huns. A terrible century of vassalage followed.

And then there was the decline and fall of Rome itself.

In the gray dawn of the calamitous third century, the perimeters of the Roman Empire
extended 10,000 miles, beginning in the west with the defensive wall raised across
| Britain by the emperor Hadrian. On the continental landmass, the frontiers of Rome
twisted south from the North Sea, along the Rhine River, then reached east along the
Danube to the Black Sea and thence, behind the barrier of the Caucasus Mountains,
to the Caspian Sea. Hooking to the southeast through the Middle East, the line
encompassed Asia Minor and Egypt before thrusting west along the North African
coast to the shores of the Atlantic.

Pressing hard against the far banks of the Rhine and the Danube, often within view
of the legionaries who manned the garrisons, were the rude settlements of the bar-
barians, peoples from southern Scandinavia and Jutland who had slowly and halt-
ingly trekked by various routes to the frontiers of the Roman Empire. The northerners
were no strangers to Rome: Marius, that grim old soldier of the republic, had warred
against them as early as 102 BC, and Julius Caesar had briefly ventured beyond the
Rhine to fight them in their forests and swamps.

1




The earliest harbarian
forces that waged war
against Rome fought in
ragged ranks and units,
displaying a lack of disci-
pline that cast them dearly
in contests with the well-
drilled Roman legions.
Even so, they were not
without soldierly assets;
their zest fur the fight,
combined with their su-
perb horsemanship and
skill at hit-and-run tactics,
made them worthy foes.
Among the barbarians ev-
ery ahle-bodied man was a
soldier, loyal to his tribe
or clan, and bonded hy
vath 10 serve a trihal lead-
er, such as the chieftain
shown here—an Ostrogoth
armed with a spear and

a long slashing sword
knnwn as a spatha.
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Frank

Frankish soldiers fought on
foot and rarely donned
helmets or armor. A Frank
wore a short cape over 2
striped woolen tunic and
tight-fitting trousers,
which he tucked into
boots cross-gartered 1o the
knee with leather straps,
Although most Franks car-
ried a short sword and
sometimes a spear, their
favorite weapon was the
francisca, an ax hurled at
enemies from close range.
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The most fearsome of all
Rome's harbarian oppo-
nents were the Hun< of

central Asia. Thickset and
bowlegeed from a lifetime
on horseback, their faces
mufilated by ritual scar-
ring, Hunnish warrioss
fought as mounted
archers; their powerful
hows propelied arrows
with enough force o pen-

etrate Roman armor at a

distance of 100 yards.

They even used their lar-
ials as a weapon, In en-

snare the enemy.



Anglo-Sakon

His face concealed by an
clahorately engraved hel-
A met of iron and bronze,

) the Anglo-Saxon king at
left wears a heavy coat of
chain mail vver his woolen
tunic and trousers and car-
ries a leather-covered
limewood shield, In addi-
tion to his bejeweled
swuord, the warlord wield-

ed a heavy iron axhammer

to hludgenn his fue.
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Despite all discouragements, the barbarians grew stronger, and their loose tribal
groupings gradually took coherent form until, during the third century, Rome’s de-
fenders were confronted, from west to east, by Franks on the lower Rhine, the
Alamanni confederation in central Germany, Vandals in Hungary, and most formi-
dable of them all, Goths, who dominated southern Russia. Behind them were other
tribes that would one day make names for themselves—Saxons on the Weser River,
Burgundians on the Main, Lombards in Silesia.

Farmers and herdsmen by necessity, the tribesmen were warriors by instinct and
inclination. The Roman historian Tacitus described them as a robust race with “’blue
eyes and reddish hair; great bodies, especially powerful for attack’” who ccnsidered
it “limp and slack to get with the sweating of your brow what you can gain with the
shedding of your blood.”

Their social organization was geared for fighting. The basic unit was the clan, a
number of families whose warriors periodically gathered to approve the decisions of
an elected leader by thwacking their spears against their shields. Gradually, larger
bands were formed through alliances cemented by marriage, the exchange of gifts,
or simple expediency. Chiefs and even kings emerged, surrounding themselves with
retinues of warriors who had sworn an oath of loyalty in return for a share of loot.

Yet for all their zeal, the Germanic tribesmen were little more than a rabble.
Lacking armor, they hurled themselves screaming and half-naked into battle behind
wooden or wicker shields. Only a few possessed swords, at least in the early years;
the rest relied on clubs or wooden lances whose points had been hardened by fire.

When such barbarian mobs met the highly disciplined, heavily armed Roman
legions, the result was almost always a rout. On one such occasion, wrote a Roman
historian, fleeing barbarians who attempted to swim a river to safety "‘were battered
by javelins, or carried away by the current, or finally overwhelmed by the mass of
fugitives and collapse of the river banks. Some ignominiously tried to escape by
climbing trees. As they cowered among the branches, bowmen amused themselves
by shooting them down.”

And so, for at least the first half of the third century, the barbarians were held largely
at arm’s length, restlessly roaming the far banks of the Rhine and the Danube and all
the while growing in numbers and hostile intent, a severe burden on a Roman Empire
already on the verge of collapse from its own internal disorders.

These were great. The government of Rome had reached the depths of corruption. As
he lay dying in AD 211, the emperor Septimius Severus offered a succinct piece of
advice to his sons: ““Enrich the soldiers, despise all others!”” Severus knew exactly
what he was talking about: He had himself won the throne of the Roman Empire
through the strength of his loyal soldiers after the chaotic and bloody decades that
followed the reign of Marcus Aurelius.

Worn by the cares of his office, Marcus Aurelius had died while engaged in a
campaign against the tribes on the Danube. He was succeeded by his son Com-
modus, a vile young man who somehow survived on the throne for a dozen years,
meanwhile murdering his sister and various critics and, it was said, setting up vo-
luptuous housekeeping with 300 prostitutes and an equal number of boys. The
frightful reign came to an end only after the emperor’s own praetorian prefect ar-
ranged to have him strangled by a professional wrestler named Narcissus.

There followed a tragicomic interlude: Pertinax, a distinguished old general, was

16




named emperor by the Praetorian Guard despite his protest that the honor was ‘’not
an attractive proposition.”” After he was installed, Pertinax made the mistake of trying
to reestablish control over the praetorians, even cutting back on their emoluments;
as might be expected, a number of infuriated guardsmen invaded the palace and
hacked the old man to death.

Once that deed was done, the praetorians decided to auction off the imperial
succession. According to a third-century account, a wealthy senator named Didius

| Julianus was ‘“‘holding a drinking bout”” when his wife, daughters, and fellow cele-

brants persuaded him to hurry to the barracks where the sale was taking place.
Consequently, after spirited bidding, supreme power in the Roman Empire fell to
Didius Julianus for the immense sum of 25,000 sesterces per praetorian—an amount
equal to six times his annual salary.

On the empire’s frontiers, fighting soldiers were understandably outraged at the
news of the bargaining. The commander of the Danube legions was Lucius Septimius
Severus, who marched with his army to Rome. The terrified emperor, abandoned by
everyone, bolted his pa'ace doors and retired to his bedchamber, where a soldier,
with one swipe of his sword, soon put an end to Julianus’s pretentions.

A stern old soldier who had been born in Rome’s African province (he would claim
that he carried in his veins the blood of Carthaginian nobility), Severus was hailed as
emperor by his army; but Rome’s legions in Britain and Syria had other ideas, each
of them claiming the throne for their own commander. It would take four years of
brutal civil war before Septimius Severus finally wrested clear title.

As emperor, Severus suffered no illusions as to the source of his power. He raised
the pay of his soldiers by one-third and offered special retirement benefits for loyal
service; he also allowed the men to marry and to farm small plots of public fand in
the vicinity of their camps.

Yet having secured his base of power, Septimus Severus proceeded to use it
unwisely. He attacked the eastern empire of the Parthian monarchy, thereby setting
in motion a series of events that would prove damaging to Rome. So weakened were
the Parthian rulers by the Roman campaigns that within three decades they were
overthrown by an ambitious young nobleman from the Iranian highlands whose goal
was nothing less than the re-creation of the ancient Persian empire. The noble’s name
was Ardashir, and in AD 230, only six years after seizing power, he took the first step
along his fateful path by invading Roman Syria and Mesopotamia. Thus began a
succession of wars that would eventually exhaust the resources of both Imperial
Rome and Sassanian Persia.

The Romans mustered three field armies. They were commanded by the young
emperor Alexander Severus—no kin to Septimius, who was by now dead. Indeed,
Alexander was one of a growing number of outlanders among Rome’s ruling class,
being of Syrian birth. In his war against Ardashir, Alexander could earn no better than
a stalemate. Yet hardly had an uneasy truce fallen upon the Persian front than
Alexander Severus was called to the north, where the Germanic Alamanni, taking
advantage of Roman preoccupations in the east, had burst across the Rhine. At that
moment of crisis, Alexander either wilted or lost confidence in his troops. In any case,
he determined to bribe the barbarians rather than fight them; then, incredibly, he
apparently forgot Septimus’s dictum and attempted to make up for the loss of funds
by slashing his army’s payroll—a foolish mistake that resulted in his death at the
hands of his angry soldiers.
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With Alexander’s death in AD 235, the Roman Empire entered a half century of
military anarchy in which more than twenty rulers rose and fell in bewildering
succession. Nearly all these so-called barracks emperors were military commanders,
often of humble provincial origin, who were elevated to power by their armies and
swiftly removed for one reason or another.
In this time of turmoil, the Rhine-Danube frontiers were dangerously neglected,
offering opportunities the barbarian tribes were quick to exploit. In 251, Visigoths
burst across the Danube and swarmed into the Balkans, where they were met by a
| Roman force under the emperor Decius, who had only recently scrambled to the
| throne. He did not live to enjoy it. Blundering into a marsh, he led his legions to

slaughter, and he himself earned the dubious distinction of becoming the first Roman
| emperor to die in battle with the barbarians.

Disaster followed disaster: Alamanni warriors pushed through the gap between the

| Rhine and the Danube, seized southwestern Germany, and repeatedly raided north-
ern ltaly, reaching as far as Milan. Meanwhile, Franks on the Rhine raided Gaul and

| may even have penetrated into Spain. With Rome’s emperors unable to stem the
onslaught, the legions of Gaul, Spain, and Britain in AD 259 acclaimed as emperor
a general named Postumus, who fought the barbarians to a standstill until he, too, was
murdered by his soldiery.

In the east, the Roman Empire had suffered even deeper humiliation. There, the
Sassanian king Shapur annexed Armenia, invaded Mesopotamia, and led an army
into Syria once again. Although sorely distracted by barbarian assaults on other fronts,
the current emperor Valerian had little choice except to defend his bountiful eastern
holdings. Once on the scene, however, Valerian’s army—weakened by a plague—
seemed unequal to the task, and the elderly Valerian apparently sought to buy his
way out of the dilemma by offering an immense tribute. In response, Shapur de-
manded that Valerian himself be present at the negotiations—and, when the emperor

' appeared, he was treacherously taken prisoner and held for the rest of his life.

Thresd Rornan coias dapict entperorslStntimius Seidrs Faced with what §eemed to be a hopgless sityation, Valerian’s son, co-emperor,
(top) and Diocletian (hottom), both strong-willed mili- and successor, Gallienus, turned the defense of the eastern provinces over to one
:)"f"t’h'::’]e‘;::)?‘:vesfv::z:af‘:‘;°bep‘c’:;; 2%‘&::";‘*:‘5 Odenathus, a Romanized Arab noble and self-styled King of Palmyra, a city in Syria.
193 and ruled for eighteen years, rewarded his loyal | Odenathus had rallied local forces against Shapur, and now, astonishingly, he man-

subordinates and ruthlessly eliminated his rivals, among | 306 to hurl back the Persian advance. He remained loyal to Rome for as long as he
them twenty-nine members of the Romar Senate. The

formidable Diocletian, who reigned from 284 to 305, | lived, but after his death in 267, his widow, Zenobia, acting as regent for her son,
initiated wide-ranging reforms, dividing imperial power | ¢acaded from Rome and set up an independent Palmyran empire, which in its brief
among a tetrarchy and creating an eastern capital at . . , -

Nicomedia in Asia Minor. heyday included a huge portion of Rome’s eastern territories. Thus, at the low ebb of

his reign, Gallienus could realistically claim to control little more than a small
fraction of the old Roman Empire—ltaly, lllyria, and the coastal belt of North Africa.

Yet even in that despairing moment, Rome’s military fortunes began to turn. Gal-
lienus, a willing fighter, somehow managed for seven years to fend off repeated
attacks along the frontiers. And after his death—inevitably at the hand of his officers—
the agonizing job of patching the old empire back together was undertaken by a
series of hard-bitten, remarkably able emperors, who vanquished the Goths in the
Balkans, cleared Gaul of its Frankish and Alamanni invaders, and campaigned suc-
cessfully against Sassanian Persia. Among these leaders was the illustrious Aurelian,
who for a fleeting moment restored the empire in the west to much of its Augustian
glory. In truth, however, the structure of the empire had been irreversibly corroded.

Rome’s economy, for instance, was a shambles. In most ancient societies, mon-
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Emperor Constantine | is shown on a coin (top) in sym-
bolic partnership with the Greek king Alexander. Like
Alexander, Constantine’s achievements earned him the
sobriquet “the Great”’; similarly, both men’s heirs failed
to meet their predecessors’ expectations. After his fa-
ther’s death in AD 337, Constans | (bottom) warred
with his two elder brothers for control of the empire.
He was assassinated during a military revolt in 350.

etary systems were based on the reasonable assumption that the value of coins
depended on their precious-metal content. Yet in order to meet the enormous costs
of their incessant wars and the demands of their citizens for services, Rome’s em-
perors repeatedly debased their currency until, during the regime of Gallienus, the
basic unit, the supposedly silver denarius, was in reality 95 percent copper, with only
a thin silver coating.

As the value of money tumbled, prices inexorably rose—to the point that a measure
of wheat worth one-half of a denarius in the second century now cost 100 denarii.
Among those most hurt by the the inflationary spiral was, of course, the government
itself: As the real value of their tax revenues eroded, emperors were ever more
compelled to meet the needs of the armies through direct requisition from the civilian
population of such vital commodities as food, clothing, and wagons.

Meanwhile, the empire’s productive capacities plunged. With the loss, however
temporary, of such territories as Gaul, Spain, and the Palmyran east, the natural
resources available for production were vastly diminished. Compounding the pre-
dicament, the human casualties suffered in constant conflict, the ravenous hunger of
the military for replacement drafts, and the recurrent ravages of plague had seriously
depleted the empire’s working population.

Perhaps worst of all was a flight of peasants from the land: With their crops subject
to confiscation and with their property vulnerable to the depredations not only of
barbarians but of marauding Roman soldiers, thousands of farmers either sought
safety in the walled cities along the frontiers or turned to a more profitable vocation—
brigandage. Their abandoned fields returned to wilderness.

The empire had reached a low ebb. Yet from its earliest days, Rome had always
found a leader who was prepared to take whatever drastic action was required to
rescue it from even the direst of difficulties. Aurelian had been such a man. And again
came a powerful leader. On November 17, 284, a Roman army near Nicomedia on
the shores of Asia Minor acclaimed as emperor a general named Gaius Aurelius
Valerius Diocletianus—who would become renowned as Diocletian.

A complex and often contradictory man, Diocletian was born of common stock as
the son of a Dalmatian peasant. But as an emperor, he realized almost instinctively
that it was vital to invest his rule with the sort of supreme majesty that would shield
it from below. Claiming a divine right to rule as the pagan Jupiter’s agent on earth,
he insisted on being addressed as Lord instead of First Citizen, the title that had been
customary since the time of Augustus. The trend toward absolutism had been evident
for years; Diocletian merely made it a matter of law and used it to distance himself
still further from would-be assassins.

In emulation of Persia’s Sassanian monarchs, he dwelled in oriental splendor,
surrounding himself with eunuchs, donning a diadem, adorning himself in raiment of
purple and gold silk, and wearing red buskins encrusted with precious stones. Bor-
rowing another Sassanian trait, Diocletian demanded that all people admitted to his
presence—including the members of his own family—prostrate themselves and kiss
the hem of his robe.

Yet Diocletian understood only too well that the burdens of his beleaguered empire
were far too weighty for the shoulders of a single man. In the summer of 285, he
therefore promoted another general—Maximian—to the position of caesar, a sort of
vice-emperor, and a year later to full imperial equality with the title of Augustus.
Under the plan, Diocletian would be responsible for the eastern provinces, with
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residence in Nicomedia, while Maximian would take charge of matters in the west.
The historic city of Rome had long been fading in importance and henceforth
would languish as an administrative backwater in the affairs of the Roman Empire.
Both Diocletian and Maximian established mobile imperial courts, or comitatuses,
and moved with them wherever and whenever necessity dictated. For instance, in
order that he might be closer to the areas threatened by barbarian incursion, Max-

imian established Milan as his Italian headquarters and Trier as his base in Gaul.
Apparently, both Diocletian and Maximian were pleased by the way their part-
nership was working. At any rate, a few years later Diocletian went even further by
elevating two younger men to the rank of caesar. One of them, Galerius, would act
as assistant to Diocletian, with specific responsibility for most of the Balkans. The
other caesar, Constantius, was Maximian’s heir designate, with authority over Gaul
Emperor Marcus Aurelius, the hooded figure at center, | and Britain. To cement the relationship, each of the emperors adopted his associate
offers incense at the beginning of a religious rite at the . . .
as son. Each of the younger men, in turn, was required to marry a daughter of his

Temple of Jupiter in Rome, while senators and temple
officials look on next to a sacrificial bull. Marcus Au- | patron. Diocletian remained dominant in the so-called tetrarchy and held major

;,‘i',;;’,i;,‘;’s‘3}'?h“;fgﬁﬁ,i‘,‘;'f,',i{}};;;’,',‘,’,‘,‘;’?,’,“,',{s‘iﬁ‘;{f;f,?f}e';‘f responsibility for both the successes and the failures of the regime.
itations. He was also a stern supporter of traditional Among the early orders of business for the leaders was military reform and reor-
pagan religious beliefs and instigated persecutions of . . . - "
the empire’s Christian minority. ganization. The size of the army was doubled, and conscription was initiated. It was
obvious that static defense of the empire’s long frontier was inadequate against the
movements of the barbarians. Adopting a promising earlier
SRR RS T e idea, Diocletian and his colleagues created mobile field
TN Lo ey armies under the command of magistri militum, or ““masters of
soldiery,” and they held these forces in reserve, ready to coun-
terattack whenever and wherever the barbarians threatened
major breakthroughs. Moreover, following the Persian exam-
ple, the Roman armies increasingly relied on formations of
well-armed and extremely mobile cavalry.

Diocletian and his lieutenants recorded victory after victory
with a military force whose total numbers had soared to almost
500,000 men. Maximian defeated Alammani and Frankish
warriors in Gaul, and he suppressed a rebellion in Maure-
tania; Constantius voyaged to Britain, where he quashed the
pretensions of a usurper, then returned to Gaul and drove back
invading Alamanni tribesmen; Galerius campaigned profit-
ably on the Danube, and in 298, he dramatically defeated
Persia’s King Narses.

The cost of the army and its achievements was astronomi-
cal, and Diocletian took on the seemingly impossible job of
finding ways to finance it all in an empire already verging on
bankruptcy. In addition to ruthless direct requisition, he re-
formed the monetary system by minting coins with a respect-
able measure of gold and silver. Next, he expanded the tax
structure by collecting taxes on tracts of land according to their
size, fertility, and produce. in addition, agricultural landhold-
ers were required to pay a head tax on all animals and workers.
(Women counted for only a half-head each.) Since 90 percent
of the empire was rural, taxes were generally paid in units of
grain or other commodities; landless wage earners and shop-
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keepers paid what they were assessed in currency. In the empire’s towns, well-to-do
councillors, known as curials, were made responsible for tax collection—and obliged
to pay any deficits in the community quota out of their own pockets.

Yet despite the heavy taxes, inflation continued to eat at the economy. Blaming the
deadly spiral on the ““furious avarice”’ of merchants, Diocletian in 302 froze both
wages and prices—with death the penalty for violations. The items earmarked for
price ceilings, listed on stone tablets throughout the empire, offer a glimpse of the
variety of Roman life—including the fattened turtledoves and goldfinches that were
consumed as delicacies by the elite, figs from Syria and wine from Egypt, under-
clothes fashioned from hare’s fur, and parchment treated with saffron. As it happened,
the freeze was ineffective: Goods were withdrawn, a black market prospered, and
apparently Diocletian quietly let the matter drop.

To administer its edicts, the regime relied on a huge and pervasive bureaucracy
from which the military was increasingly excluded. For greater efficiency and to
prevent any provincial governor from gaining too much power, the number of prov-
inces was nearly doubled to create more than 100 smaller units, which were in turn
grouped in twelve administrative dioceses. Although provincial governors retained
judicial as well as executive authority, their decisions could in fact be appealed by
diocesan vicars directly to the emperor.

True power, of course, stemmed from the top, where the emperor was advised by
the Sacred Consistory, composed of such officials as the Count of Sacred Gifts, who
was in effect the empire’s treasurer; the Master of Offices, who presided over the
secretariat; and, not least, the Supervisor of the Sacred Bedchamber, a eunuch who
managed the imperial living quarters and was widely considered to be an official of
great and sinister influence. Even more menacing was an army of functionaries—
agentes in rebus—who kept an eye on the affairs of citizens in addition to performing
their regular duties.

Diocletian’s measures were strong medicine, and they provided at least a tempo-
rary remedy for the economic and military afflictions that had befallen the empire. To
achieve success, he had placed great stress on imperial unity and conformity under
the law among all factions and citizens. Thus it was that in the waning years of his
reign, the normally tolerant Diocletian came into terrible conflict with the Christian
church and its doctrines.

Diocletian’s religion was the ancient pagan cult, with its pantheon of divinities and
rituals that were inextricably intertwined with the Roman state. The emperor came to
regard the Christians, not as an invigorating new force within the empire, but as
divisive traitors to Rome.

The blow fell without warning on the morning of February 23, 303, when imperial
soldiers in Nicomedia swooped down on a Christian church within clear view of
Diocletian’s palace, putting it to the torch and feeding its Holy Scriptures to the
flames. The first edict, dated that very day, ordered the closing of all churches
throughout the empire; their scriptures would be turned over to the state for burning.
A second edict commanded Christian clergy to make sacrifices to pagan gods on pain
of death—an order that was soon extended to all Christians, including Diocletian’s
own wife and daughter. Diocletian clearly meant business, and when an outraged
Christian in Nicomedia tore down an official proclamation he was, according to a
Christian chronicler, "’duly roasted, exhibiting marvelous endurance throughout, and
finally burnt to ashes.”
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So began a savage persecution against the practitioners of a religion that had made

| notable advances in the Roman Empire. Viewed in its early days as a mutation of
' Judaism, Christianity had been generally tolerated except for a few instances of
persecutions that, while ugly enough, were local in nature and of relatively brief
duration. Not until AD 250 and the reign of the emperor Decius did a Roman ruler
embark upon an empire-wide anti-Christian campaign, and even then it was possible
to escape. One of its most prominent targets, Bishop Cyprian of Carthage, avoided its
reach by going into hiding for a while. Once Decius was dead, Cyprian returned to
public view and resumed his religious activities. A few years later, however, during
a similar campaign of persecution undertaken by the emperor Valerian, the stubborn
| Cyprian was hunted down and beheaded.
i By making Christianity a scapegoat for the myriad misfortunes of their reigns,
| Decius and Valerian had apparently hoped to propitiate the pagan gods. Yet Decius,
' slain in battle by barbarians, and Valerian, taken captive by the Persians, had both
| come to bad ends—a fact that Christians were undoubtedly quick to attribute to the
| wrath of their- own god. Whatever the case, succeeding emperors, preoccupied with
far greater problems, had allowed the young religion to spread largely unchecked for
nearly a half-century.

As Christianity spread, its doctrines took shape, borrowing not only from Judaism
but from many of the precepts of Greek philosophy and assimilating and transforming
pagan rituals and observances. For example, although the date of Christ’s birth was
unknown, Christians celebrated it on December 25, a day coinciding with the winter
| solstice and with the birthday of the sun god Mithras much favored by Romans. The

Christians also gained numerous adherents for their good works, supplying food for

the needy, providing burial for the destitute, and on occasion even ransoming cap-
tives held by barbarians.

In launching his anti-Christian campaign, Diocletian, aging, ailing, and weary from
| his long years of travail, may have finally succumbed to the nagging efforts of his
| junior colleague. Galerius, in particular, was a fervent believer in conformity and a

bitter enemy of Christianity. Indeed, it was Galerius who issued the edict imposing
| the death penalty for failure to worship pagan gods.

At all events, the suppression proceeded with ferocious energy. Throughout the
empire, churches were burned and churchmen thrown into dungeons. One of them,
a Bishop Donatus, spent six years behind bars and endured the agonies of the rack
nine times. (He survived to lead a protest against the readmission to the church of
those who had, unlike himself, recanted their faith.) Thousands were executed with-
out trial and with little regard for rank. Diocletian’s chamberlain, Peter, was publicly
tortured and killed along with such high court officials as Gorgonius and Dorotheus.
In Phrygia, when the inhabitants of a small town declared their loyalty to Christianity,
they were herded into their church, which was then set afire by soldiers.

Diocletian’s official sponsorship of the anti-Christian campaign had been in effect
for little more than a year when the Roman world was stunned by the news that he
and his senior partner, Maximian, would soon abdicate as Augusti—in favor of their
juniors, Constantius and Galerius, who would in turn name two younger associates
to serve as caesars. For Christians and Christianity, the accession of the implacable
Galerius was if anything a turn for the worse. The oppression continued, and relief
came only after six frightful years, when, as he lay dying, Galerius apparently realized
that Christianity was too widespread to be stamped out and that his excesses were

24




Temple of Bel

Ihe ebb and flow of the various conquer-

ing armies imbued the desert cities of an-
cient Syria with a curiously hybrid culture
that was uniquely their own. Crossroads of
trade between Rome and the kingdoms of
far-off Asia, these outposts of civilization
were also fertile intersections of language,
art, and religion.

The city of Dura-Europus, which stood
on the western bank of the Euphrates River
at the edge of the Arabian desert, was typ-
ical of these communities on the frontiers
of the Roman and Parthian empires, Eu-

Mithracum

Temple of Adonis

Synagogue

Temple of Artemis \

\®

Temple of Zeus Kyrios

Christian Chapel

Temple nf Aphlad

ACROSSROADS OF FAITH

ropus was established in 300 BC as a Ma-
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The fate of this thriving colony was a
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Ihe temple of the god Bel
(right}—a near-castern dei-
ty the Romans equated
with Zeus—was nestled
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Flanked by temple priests,
he casts sacred oil into a
flaming thymiaterion, a

silver incense altar.
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alienating even non-Christian Romans. From his deathbed, Galerius issued a proc-
lamation ending the persecution—and pleading with Christians to pray for his sal-
vation. Five days later, he died.

At the time of Galerius’s death, the Roman Empire was already torn by civil strife.
Scarcely had Diocletian and Maximian stepped aside on May 1, 305, than it became
evident that the tetrarchy had been held together only by the strength of Diocletian’s
character. When the succeeding team was named, it failed to include as caesar an
ambitious son of Constantius, Galerius’s partner in the west: The rules of the tetrarchy
specifically forbade hereditary succession. But that, as events would shortly demon-
strate, was a mistake.

The young man’s name was Constantine, and he was the issue of an early union
between Constantius and one Helena, a woman of low birth from Bithynia. When
Constantius, as part of the bargain by which he became a caesar, was required to
abandon Helena and marry a daughter of Maximian, he nonetheless kept a paternal
eye on Constantine, who remained in the east as one of Galerius’s officers fighting
the Persians. In fact, Galerius and Constantius distrusted each other, and the son was
used as something of a hostage by Galerius to ensure the father’s cooperation. Quite
naturally, this grated on both Constantius and Constantine.

Now, as co-emperor, Constantius demanded the return of his son. Unless he
wished a civil war, Galerius could scarcely refuse; Constantine swiftly made his way
to Britain, where his father was fending off new barbarian assaults. There, the son
distinguished himself in battle, and when Constantius died in York in 306, the army
acclaimed Constantine as sole emperor, thereby opening the way to nearly two
decades of sporadic civil war as Constantine sought to make good his title.

It was during this time that Constantine was transformed by a religious vision. As
the story was told, Constantine was preparing for a crucial battle in 312 at Milvian
Bridge near Rome when he saw a cross illuminated against the sun, accompanied by
the words in hoc signo vinces—through this sign you will conquer. The next night,
Christ appeared to Constantine in a dream and explained the meaning of the phe-
nomenon: His men should enter into battle with the sign of Christ emblazoned on
their shields. The night before the battle, Christ appeared again with the same mes-
sage. The soldiers fought under the Christian sign; they won—and, although his
formal conversion would not occur for a long time afterward, Constantine was ever
after a friend to Christianity.

It was not until the summer of 324, after a bloody battle at Adrianople, that
Constantine finally succeeded in his quest and became master of the Roman Empire.
Upon becoming emperor, Constantine appointed Christians to high posts in his
administration and formed a council of senior bishops to advise him on ecclesiastical
matters, in which he took an intense and active interest.

As it happened, the empire’s Christian community, for all its staunch appearance
of unity under the fearful pressures of persecution, was by now bitterly divided over
questions of doctrine. At the center of the storm in the east was a doctrine espoused
by Arius, a priest trained at Antioch but serving in Alexandria, who denied the
consubstantial existence of God the Father and God the Son, arguing that God was
the ultimate deity who had created Jesus and was therefore superior to him. To settle
the matter, Constantine in 325 summoned Christian bishops from throughout the
empire to meet in ecumenical council at the Asian city of Nicaea.
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Seated atop a pillar, Saint Simeon the Stylite, one of
many ascetics in the early Christian church, performs
his devotions while ignoring the devil’s temptations in
this gold and silver icon. Simeon earned the name “'Sty-
lite”—from the Greek “'stylo,” or pillar—by spending
the last thirty-six years of his life on a platform atop a
column sixty feet tall near the Syrian town of Tela-
nilssus. From his perch, Simeon converted many pil-
grims, and in his honor a church and monastery were
built on the spot after his death in 459—just as many
early Christian edifices rose on sites where extraordi-
nary acts of selflessness and piety occurred.
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More than 250 bishops answered the summons. With Constantine guiding their
deliberations and urging an end to dissension, the bishops arrived at an orthodox
creed, later known as the Nicene Creed. The doctrine held that God and Jesus were
essentially the same spirit. All save Arius and two supporters signed the creed. To his
relief, Constantine had at least temporarily effected a reunification of the church.

At about the same time, the emperor embarked upon a momentous project that
would forever change the face and the fabric of his realm. It had long been recog-
nized that the city of Rome was an anachronism as the empire’s capital, and Con-
stantine resolved to create a new capital of surpassing grandeur. And so it came to
pass that the Roman emperor, spear in hand, paced out the perimeter of the city he
meant to raise atop the ancient Greek trading town of Byzantium, situated on a
Thracian promontery whose shores were bathed to the south by the Sea of Marmora,
to the north by the waters of the Golden Horn, and to the east by the slender strand
of the Bosphorus. On and on he strode, until at last, it was said, a weary member of
his entourage asked how long he meant to continue. Replied Constantine the Great,
who had a gift for visions that imparted a divine aura to his undertakings: I shall go
on until He who is walking in front of me stops.”

With or without godly assistance, Constantine had chosen his site wisely. Not
only did his Nova Roma—or, as it would soon come to be called, Con-
stantinople—stand astride the main crossroads of world commerce, it
more importantly offered easy access both to the emperor's western
armies along the Danube and to his eastern forces facing Persia.
Never a patient man, Constantine pushed work at a frantic pace.

Architects and artisans were summoned from the far reaches of Roman

civilization; into the great harbor of the Golden Horn hove cargo ships

laden with art treasures removed by imperial command from Rome,

Athens, Antioch, and elsewhere in such quantities that one contempo-

rary critic complained: ““Almost every other city is stripped naked.”

Like the empire’s birthplace on the Tiber, Constantine’s city was
graced by seven hills, around whose slopes the emperor erected a hip-
podrome, a forum, and a senate house, along with a multitude of church-

| es, law courts, and bathhouses, all enhanced by various gardens and groves that were

watered by arched aqueducts.

Towering over all, atop a 100-foot-high shatt of red porphyry mounted on a 20-foot
base of white marble, was a colossal gilt statue: its body was that of the pagan god
Apollo upon which Constantine’s head had been superimposed, and in one hand
it held an orb that represented world power and supposedly contained a smalil
piece of the True Cross.

Although the Roman Senate had long been in decline, Constantine still desired its
presence and offered inducements for individual senators to move to the new city.
When most of them rejected his offers, Constantine simply created a new senate
for Constantinople.

By the reckoning of astrologers, May 11, 330, was deemed propitious for the
dedication of the new city. On that date commenced forty days of games, circuses,
and religious rites. In a clear sign that Constantine was not vet ready to sever ties
to the old gods, pagan as well as Christian priests were permitted to ofter pravers for
the future prosperity of Constantinople and the greater glory of the Roman Empire.

During the remainder of his regime, Constantine paid homage to Christianity with
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the construction of magnificent edifices—among them St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome
and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, built in Jerusalem supposedly on the site
where Christ had been buried.

But not until he lay on his deathbed in 337 was Constantine actually baptized in
the faith to which he had contributed so much. As he received the sacraments, he is
supposed to have said, “This is the moment for which | have hoped so long, craving
for it and yearning to find salvation in God.”

With the old emperor gone, the customary brutal struggle for power ensued.
Constantine had left the empire to be divided among his three sons—Constantius,
Constantinus, and Constans. Constantinus was felled in battle against Constans, who
was later killed while fighting a would-be usurper. That left only one: Constantius,
who survived until 361, when he died during preparations for battle with a cousin
who had turned against him. "

Fortunately for the empire, conditions during that period of internecine strife had
been relatively tranquil along the borders, especially on the lower Danube, where the
powerful Visigoths still observed a peace treaty signed with the emperor Constantine.
In fact, along most of the empire’s boundaries, a strange metamorphosis was taking
place as barbarians became more romanized and Roman soldiers adopted the cul-
tures of the border peoples.

Although small barbarian raids continued, they were accepted as part of life on the
frontier, and they had little effect on exchanges that were now commonplace. In
towns along the borders, Romans and barbarians mingled while traders peddled their
wares. The barbarians favored trinkets, farm tools, wine and beer, along with wheat,
which they had come to prefer over their traditional barley for making bread. In
return, the tribesmen offered mainly slaves, taken in raids against other barbarians.
Out of daily contact emerged shared styles: for example, it became faddish on both
sides of the river to wear clasps and belt buckles fashioned by a faceting process that
made them glitter and gleam in the sun. With the growth of frontier towns around
garrisons, intermarriage was inevitable. And as time went on, Romans and barbarians
developed a sort of composite culture while retaining their own enriched languages.

The Roman army was also a melting pot that offered thousands of barbarians
employment both in its ranks and as workers in its camps. Indeed, the day was not
too distant when barbarians would constitute a majority of the empire’s soldiery,
going into battle under Germanic commanders alongside Roman citizens who had
adopted the barbarian costume of hide breeches and yowled their war cries as loudly
and ferociously as any tribesman.

Perhaps most influential of all in drawing the cultures together was the coming of
Christianity to the barbarians. Although the religion had found scattered and tenuous
acceptance among the Visigoths on the Danube as early as 325, its development was
greatly furthered by the mission of a remarkable man named Ulfila. Apparently the
descendant of a Cappadocian family that had been taken captive in a Gothic raid into
Asia Minor, Ulfila had been raised as a Visigoth, and it was as a member of a Gothic
delegation that he had been sent to the Roman court in Constantinople. There he fell
under the influence of the Arian bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, who consecrated
Ulfila as bishop to serve Christians among the Goths.

Swiftly gaining converts among a people always receptive to the beguiling ways of
Roman civilization, Ulfila also provided the Goths with their first literature—a trans-
lation of the Bible (carefully edited, it was said, so as to omit certain Old Testament
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Deep-draught trading vessels with cargoes destined for
Rome unloaded at Ostia, a harbor constructed at the
mouth of the Tiber River some fifteen miles southwest
of the capital city. The ship in the relief shown here sails
past Ostia’s lighthouse and heroic statues of Neptune
and other deities. In the third century AD, the harbor at
Ostia silted up and shipping was diverted two miles up
the coast to Portus, which was connected to the Tiber,
and thence to Rome by canals.

passages that might arouse warlike instincts among the tribesmen). To accomplish
that mammoth task, the zealous bishop even invented an alphabet, derived from the
Greek but with additional letters to accommodate Germanic sounds.

It was only natural that Ulfila’s endeavors should meet with resistance from tribal
chieftains who still adhered to the old gods, and in 348, after seven years of carrying
the Gospel to the Goths, Ulfila was forced to seek refuge in Roman territory south of
the Danube. He had, however, accomplished his mission: Not only had Christianity
gained a firm foothold among the Visigoths, but it swiftly spread to other Germanic
groups, among them the Vandals and the Burgundians.

The peace that had fallen upon the borders was too fragile to endure, and by the early
370s Roman commanders were reporting violent agitations in the barbarian realms
beyond the empire’s riverine borders. Fierce nomadic horsemen from the Eurasian
interior were about to launch a migratory surge that would eventually engulf the
western reaches of the empire.

East of the Volga River, bands of barbarians belonging to the Ural-Altaian (some-
times called Mongolian) race had long roamed the measureless steppes of Central
Asia, camping for as long as the land could sustain their families, their horses, their
herds, and their flocks, then moving on. To both the Romans and the Germans who
later encountered them, the nomads were repul-
sive in their appearance and atrocious in their
habits. ““They all have stumpy, powerful legs
and a muscular neck,” wrote the Roman
soldier-historian Ammianus, “‘but are so disfigured
and bent that they could be taken for two-legged
beasts. They have become so hardened by their
way of life that they need no fire or seasoned food
but live on the roots of wild plants or the half-raw
meat of any animal.”

Illiterate and so filthy that they customarily wore
the same clothing until it rotted away, the nomads
were comfortable only on horseback. “They are no
good at all fighting on foot,” Ammianus continued,
“but are perfectly at home on their tough, ugly
horses, which they sometimes ride sidesaddle
when they relieve themselves. It is on horseback
that each one of this people buys and sells, eats and
drinks, and bent across the narrow neck of his steed, takes a deep sleep.” They were
also the ““most fearful of all warriors”—highly mobile fighters who were deadly
bowmen and, in closer combat, entangled the enemy with braided lassos and “‘fought
man against man without regard to their own life.”

From the Asian steppes those nomadic bands trekked slowly westward until at last
they halted in the region east of the Caspian Sea. Soon after AD 370, however, they
again restlessly began to move—and now they rode under the name by which they
would become infamous throughout both the barbarian and Roman worlds and into
the centuries to come: They were the Huns.

Their first victims were the Alans, a nomadic people of partly Iranian stock who had
taken up residence in southern Russia east of the Don River. The Romans had found
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the Alans to be particularly worthy warriors. But the fierce Huns conquered and
subjugated them and then moved against another formidable foe: the Ostrogoths,
who had established themselves in a kingdom extending from the Pripet Marshes
south to the Black Sea and westward from the Don to the Dniester River.

Although horrifying reports of their cruelties had preceded the Huns, the elderly
Ostrogothic king Ermanaric courageously gathered his warriors and for a time with-
stood the onrushing horde. Soon, however, it became all too evident that the Ostro-
goths were outmatched. In despair, Ermanaric took his own life, and, while some of
his subjects fled for refuge among their near kindred, the Visigoths, by far the larger
part of the Ostrogothic tribesmen submitted to the loathsome invaders.

Next the Huns bore down on the Visigoths, whose chieftain Athanaric prepared to
make a stand on the banks of the Dniester, meanwhile sending ahead a large force
to scout the Hunnish approach. Easily evading the advance party, the Huns galloped
through a moonlit night, crossed the Dniester, and fell upon Athanaric from the rear,
taking him completely by surprise and sending his warriors in headlong flight for the
Carpathian foothills. Shortly thereafter 200,000 Visigothic men, women, and chil-
dren thronged the banks of the Danube, beseeching admittance to the Roman Empire
to escape the Hunnish scourge.

After due consideration, Valens, then co-Augustus with responsibility for the east-
ern part of the empire, agreed to let the Visigoths settle south of the Danube in Moesia
(modern Bulgaria). Valens shrewdly calculated that the barbarians would make valu-
able recruits for his army. And in any case, he lacked the border guards to halt a mass
infiltration across the frozen Danube in winter.

But the alliance was an uneasy one from the outset. The Visigoths were anything
but docile, and the mistrustful Romans deprived them of their cherished weapons.
Worse, the new settlers were ceded the poorest agricultural lands; they had to
purchase grain that was often rotten and priced outrageously by venal Roman func-
tionaries. So cruelly arbitrary was the Roman rule that on one occasion a Roman
official invited two Visigothic leaders to his home and as they were dining, he had
one of the chieftains slain along with the Goth personal guards.

The reaction to the situation was violent. In 378, scarcely two years after their
crossing of the Danube, the Visigoths rose furiously in revolt and went rampaging not
only across Moesia but into neighboring provinces as well. Marching to suppress
them, Valens and his army found the barbarians’ encampment near Adrianople,
about 100 miles northwest of Constantinople, and immediately attacked. Unfortu-
nately for the emperor, most of the Visigoth warriors were out foraging at the time;
returning while the assault was still in progress, the horsemen formed ranks and
hurled themselves at the Roman left, wrote a contemporary historian, ““like a thun-
derbolt that strikes upon a mountaintop and dashes away all that stands in its path.”
When quiet at last descended upon the battlefield, Valens was dead and two-thirds
of his mobile field army, the elite of Rome’s eastern forces, had been annihilated.

Selected to replace Valens as co-Augustus in the east was one Theodosius, a former
military governor in Moesia and the son of a renowned general. After several years
of inconclusive fighting, Theodosius wisely made peace with the Visigoths, paying
them subsidies and granting them lands in northern Greece; in return, the Visigoths
undertook to defend the lower Danube against encroachment by other barbarians.

As an ardent Christian, Theodosius promulgated laws that abolished pagan sacri-
fice and shut down the heathen temples. Yet for all his religious involvement, Em-
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peror Theodosius suffered his greatest humiliation at the hands of the Church.

One episode grew out of a brief and abortive uprising in 390 against Roman
authority in the lllyrian city of Thessalonica, in reprisal for which Theodosius ordered
the massacre of 7,000 citizens. As punishment for that most unchristian act, Bishop
Ambrose of Milan required that Theodosius, upon threat of excommunication, do
public penance. And so it occurred that Milan’s Christian congregation witnessed the
astonishing spectacle of a Roman emperor, stripped of his imperial insignia, appear-
ing in church and begging forgiveness for the sin of Thessalonica.

Theodosius’s penance was dramatic evidence of the great strides made by the Chris-
tian church since Constantine had elevated it to respectability. To be sure, the Church
was still plagued by schism. The religious unity that Constantine attempted to impose
at Nicaea lasted no longer than his reign. By the time of Theodosius, most Christians
were split along regional lines over the question of doctrine, with the Greek-speaking
east generally favoring Arianism while the Latin speakers of the west adhered to the
“orthodox”’ view. Among barbarian Christians, it was Arianism that won the most
advocates, despite virulent efforts by Theodosius to supress the doctrine. Yet the
Christian church of the late fourth century, enlivened by embryonic forms of the art
and architecture that would flourish in a future age, enhanced by a flowering liter-
ature, and inspired by the brilliance of its theological thinkers, had steadily ascended
toward a position of supremacy in the religious world of the Roman Empire.

In the structure of their religious edifices, Christians were confronted by practical
considerations: The ritual of the Eucharist called for simple, spacious interiors in
which the faithful could celebrate their communion. Thus, Christians turned to a
conventional Roman secular form: the basilica. And by the end of the century they
had widely adopted it, with its nave, side aisles, and illuminated clerestories. It was
an edifice that seemed comfortably Christian and one that presaged the great cathe-
drals of the medieval west.

The struggles of the new Christian culture to transform or discard its secular
Greco-Roman roots were reflected in its writings. The great scholar and ecclesiastical
historian Eusebius sought to demonstrate how superior the Bible was to classical
philosophy and history, yet he freely acknowledged their vital role in paving the way
for Christianity. For all the Christian ardor of his religious poems, Paulinus of Nola
could never escape his classical heritage, while from the redoubtable Bishop Am-
brose came sermons, hymns, Biblical commentaries, and treatises that mirrored
Ciceronian rhetoric along with a thorough knowledge of Greek philosophy. Yet
among them all, the one who would make the most enduring mark was the acidulous
Jerome of Dalmatia, whose superb translation of the Bible into Latin would come to
be known as the Vulgate and would survive as the scriptural text of the modern
Roman Catholic church.

In the realm of theological thought, Gregory of Nazianzus, Basii of Caesarea, and
Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, were towering figures in the Greek east, while few
in the Latin west compared with the great Augustine. Born in Numidia of a pagan
father and raised as a Christian by a Christian mother, Augustine was educated in
Carthage, where he lived freely enough to sire a bastard son. He shortly turned to
more intellectual matters, and in his unending quest for universal meaning, Augustine
tested such doctrines as Skepticism, Neoplatonism, and for nine years, Manichaeism.
He found them all wanting, but it was not until the age of thirty-two, when as a
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The crowning glory of the new city of
Constantinople was the Church of the Holy |
Wisdom, or Hagia Sophia. A triumph of |
skill and an inspiring monument to the city
founder’s faith, the church was the largest
religious structure of its time.

Hagia Sophia was erected in AD 360 dur-
ing the reign of Constantius I, son of the
great Constantine. It was destroyed by fire
in 404, then re-
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professor of rhetoric at Milan he came under the influence of Bishop Ambrose, that
Augustine again fully embraced Christianity.

In his extraordinary ability to blend Platonic mysticism with Christian faith, and in
his compelling view of humanity as fallen creatures subject only to the grace of God,
Augustine reached out to the mind as well as the spirit. “We could not even believe,”
he wrote, ““unless we possessed rational souls.”

The emperor Theodosius reigned for sixteen years and upon his death in AD 395
bequeathed the empire to his two young sons: One, Arcadius, eighteen years old, was
to rule in the east, while the younger, Honorius, scarcely ten, would reign in the west.
Although some Romans continued to regard the two regions as parts of a single
empire, the division was in fact a permanent condition that acted to the vast disad-
vantage of the beleaguered west, which could no longer rely on the stronger, more
affluent east for material resources or military assistance.

As matters evolved, neither Arcadius nor Honorius proved equal to his heritage.
Arcadius was co-emperor only nominally. His ministers actually ruled. Honorius, a
child, could do no better. In 402, when Milan was menaced by marauding barbar-
ians, the boy emperor’s capital was hurriedly moved to Ravenna, an Adriatic port
protected on its inland side by a maze of marshes, sodden flats, and small streams.
There, Honorius spent much of his reign in seclusion, so aloof from his people and
their affairs that a later historian claimed he was familiar with “‘Roma’” only as the
name of his pet chicken.

For the first decade or so of Honorius’s rule, the defense of his empire was, by
Theodosius’s last request, entrusted to a general who was half Vandal. The soldier’s
name was Stilicho. He had risen to high rank under Theodosius, and in the service
of Honorius he performed as best he could. The Visigoths, dissatisfied with the lands
Theodosius had granted them, streamed out of the Balkans and invaded the empire’s
Italian homeland. Stilicho fended them off, only to face another devastating invasion
from beyond the Danube. To meet these extraordinary threats, he may have been
compelled to call for reinforcements from the legions defending the Rhine. If he did
so, it was a calamitous error. For on the bitterly cold night of December 31, 406, there
was apparently no Roman army on guard when a host of Vandal, Alan, Suevi, and
Burgundian warriors, along with women, children, and possessions, streamed across
the frozen Rhine and headed southwest through Gaul. This time, the frontiers of the
Roman Empire had been breached by barbarians who meant to stay.

Still, Stilicho might eventually have repaired the damage had not the brooding
Honorius suddenly committed an astonishing mistake. In 408, apparently fearing that
Stilicho and his allies were attempting to seize imperial power, he ordered his faithful
general executed—thereby unwittingly opening the way for an enemy Visigoth chief-
tain whom Stilicho had frequently frustrated.
| The chieftain was called Alaric, and he was a man to be reckoned with. In the past,
he had repeatedly raided in Italy and the Balkans only to be driven back by Stilicho.
Now, with Stilicho removed, Alaric led his warriors against Rome, laying the city
! under siege and departing only after authorities had bowed to his demands for an
. immense tribute that included 5,000 pounds of gold and 30,000 pounds of silver.
‘ Two years later, in 410, Alaric was back again, his force bolstered by thousands of
| resident Italian barbarians. This time, apparently assisted by sympathizers from within
| the city, the Visigoths swarmed into Rome and spent three raucous days gathering up
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all the movable treasures their horses could carry or pull. Although Alaric left the city
itself largely intact, the significance of his incursion was enormous: For the first time
since 390 BC, when Rome had been looted by Gauls, the ancient capital had been
in the hands of a barbarian horde—and the apparent helplessness of the imperial
regime offered encouragement to enemies on all the frontiers of the western empire.

A few months later, Alaric died in southern Italy while still seeking a homeland for
his people. His place was taken by his brother-in-law, a shrewd leader named Ataulf,
who hoped to accomplish by diplomacy what Alaric had failed to achieve by force.
Seeking alliance with Rome, he petitioned Honorius for permission to wed the
emperor’s sister Galla Placidia, who had been taken as hostage during Alaric’s assault
on Rome. Honorius, forever foolish, haughtily rejected the proposal—whereupon
Ataulf went right ahead and married the woman, who was entirely willing.

Even a year and a half later, Honorius had still not accepted his brother-in-law as
an ally. At this point, Ataulf was murdered by one his own servants. His place as
leader of the Visigoths was taken by Vallia, who returned Placidia to the Romans and
further demonstrated his loyalty to Rome by campaigning vigorously against barbar-
ians who had invaded Spain. For their services, the Visigoths were at last awarded a
fertile homeland in southwestern Gaul, where they established the kingdom of Tou-
louse—the first barbarian state on imperial land. From Toulouse, they eventually
expanded into Spain, dispossessing Vandals who had settled there in the years since
crossing the Rhine in 406.

After that fateful crossing, the Vandals had smashed through Gaul and in their passage
had left a wake that would make their name a synonym for wanton destruction.
Wrote Orientius, a Roman bishop and poet: “’See how swiftly death comes upon the
world and how many peoples the violence of war has stricken. Some lay as food for
the dogs; others were killed by the flames that licked their homes. In the villages and
country houses, in the fields and in the countryside, on every road—death, sorrow,
slaughter, fires, and lamentation. All Gaul smoked in one great funeral pyre.”

By 409 the Vandals had passed over the Pyrenees and into Spain, where they
remained until pressures from the increasingly powerful Visigoths became intolera-
ble. Then, confronted by a choice between fighting the Visigoths or departing, they
determined to move. To lead them, they chose a crippled genius named Gaiseric,
said to be the son of a slave, as cunning as he was cruel, who would cause untold
harm and havoc to the Roman Empire of the west.

In 429, Gaiseric and his entire people—80,000 Vandals and allies, of whom no
more than 15,000 could be counted as warriors—crossed the Strait of Gibraltar and
landed in North Africa, probably near Tangiers. Of all its holdings, the western
Roman Empire could probably least afford to lose North Africa, whose bountiful
granary was vital to Rome, still an exceptionally large city with heavy demands for
food. But lose it they did. The Vandals moved irresistibly eastward along the North
African coast, capturing one city after another—among them Hippo, whose vener-
able Bishop Augustine perished of fever during a year-long siege. Finally, in 439,
Carthage fell virtually undefended, and Gaiseric established a Vandal kingdom ded-
icated to exploitation at home and continued expansion and piracy abroad. In no
small measure, his success rested on his ability to strike swiftly from the sea; he was
the first barbarian king to build a fleet, and this gave him great mobility and power.

Even while retaining Roman functionaries to perform certain administrative tasks,
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Gaiseric took over many Roman estates in order to support his warriors; the former
landowners were, like the Roman orthodox clergy, put to hard labor. And as a
zealous follower of Arianism, Gaiseric enriched both his faith and himself by con-
fiscating Roman property.

Gaiseric won Roman recognition of his despotic kingdom in 442. The pragmatic
Romans hoped to buy him off, to no avail. Making and breaking treaties with equal
disregard for diplomatic amenities, the Vandal lord seized Corsica, Sardinia, and
Sicily and used them as bases for a profitable piratical enterprise against the coasts
of Spain, Greece, and ltaly. In 455, he undertook yet another plundering of Rome.
In recognizing the Vandal kingdom in Africa, Rome had apparently acted upon the
urging of another strongman who, like Stilicho before him, had assumed control of
the western empire while an indolent monarch ruled in name only. The new leader
was Aetius, a Roman patrician who had in his youth experienced life as a hostage
among both the Visigoths and the Huns, whose warlike ways he had come to admire;
indeed, he had maintained close relations with the Huns, and this was to become an
important source of power.

By now a successful general, Aetius was perfectly willing to sacrifice Africa in order
to preserve Gaul for the empire. This chiefly meant controlling barbarian confeder-
ates in Gaul and keeping them within the limits of their allotted lands. To accomplish
that aim, Aetius would stop at nothing. In the late 420s, pitting barbarian against
barbarian, he unleashed in his cause the terrible force of the Huns, whose great leader
Attila would soon inspire dread in the hearts of all those who stood in his path.

For a number of decades, the Romans had made use of the Huns as reliable
auxiliaries, to keep other peoples in check. Quite naturally, this arrangement had
built up Hunnish resources and confidence and had opened the way for a leader such
as Attila, who meant to exercise ambitions of his own.

As later described by the historian Priscus, Attila was a squat, heavy-shouldered
man with a flat nose and a few wispy facial hairs that stood for a beard. Priscus wrote
that Attila’s dark, deep-set eyes softened only as he stroked the cheek of a young son;
otherwise they were as cold and unreadable as obsidian.

According to the historian, who had accompanied a diplomatic mission to the
Hunnish headquarters on the Hungarian plain, Attila’s encampment was a rude
collection of wood, mud, and straw huts, with a number of wooden watchtowers
overlooking the smoky, noisy scene. Attila and his retinue dwelled in a somewhat
more elaborate compound constructed of polished wood. But the only imposing
building in the camp was a curious stone bathhouse that had been built by a captured
Roman architect, who was then kept as a slave to serve as the bath’s attendant.

When returning to the village from an excursion, Attila was escorted by singing
handmaidens and provided with food and a goblet of wine, which he consumed
while still mounted before riding to his quarters. Such was Attila’s power that in his
rude camp he received emissaries from many nations.

Clearly, these were no barbarians to trifle with, and Aetius would one day rue his
employment of the Huns. For the time
- being, however, they performed their as-
Amonicnthe grschuchof s Sokiacommen: signmens with bloody efficiency. I 437,
ments of Constantine and Justinian, rulers of the eastern they fell murderously on the Burgun-
empire, whose energy and resolve created many awe-  (jiang 3 Germanic tribe that had crossed
inspiring monuments to the Christian faith. Both of the 4 . .
emperors are shown in the act of dedicating symbolic the Rhine in 406 with the Vandals and
gifts to the Virgin and infant Jesus; Constantine (right)

bestows the walled city of Constantinople, while Justi-
nian presents Hagia Sophia itself.
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had recently incurred Aetius’s displeasure by expanding along the river’s west bank.

The Burgundians, however, were good soldiers, even in defeat, and Aetius had a
use for them. Rather than permitting the Huns to annihilate the Burgundians, Aetius
allowed them to settle in the area of Geneva, where they accepted federate status and
were henceforth available for service with Roman armies. Toward the end of the fifth
| century, the Burgundians would expand their holdings from Geneva to Lyon and
establish a kingdom extending from southern Champagne to the Durance River
and the Maritime Alps.

As for the Huns, the campaigns undertaken at Aetius’s behest had only whetted
their thirst for plunder. By now, Attila had risen to vicious prominence—after mur-
dering his brother Bleda—and he turned his attentions to the Roman Empire itself,
judiciously selecting the eastern realm as his objective. In 443, he drove deep into
the Balkans. There he left Naissus, the birthplace of Constantine the Great, in smoul-
dering ruins, pillaged Sardica (modern Sofia), and galloped down the military high-
way leading to Constantinople, turning back only when the eastern emperor offered
him a tribute of 6,000 pounds of gold and an annual subsidy of 2,100 pounds.

Four years later, Attila and his Huns returned, and this time they found the eastern
empire already in desperate condition. For four months, a series of earthquakes had
devastated the region, swallowing up entire villages, leveling hillocks, and burying
thousands of citizens beneath the rubble of collapsed buildings.

In the aftermath of the earthquakes, plague swept through Constantinople, killing
thousands more. And then came the Huns, ravaging the countryside on their way to
the city. ““There were so many murders and bloodlettings,” wrote the Roman Cal-
linicus, “‘that the dead could not be numbered. Aye, for they took captive the
churches and monasteries and slew the monks and maidens in great numbers.”

This time the Huns were met by a Roman army, commanded by a Goth, Arne-
gisclus, who put up a stubborn fight before he was killed and his legions put to rout.
But after the battle, Attila did not press his advantage; the Huns had apparently
| suffered severe losses of their own, and Attila was perhaps fearful of plague spreading

among his men. In any case, he called a halt and later withdrew—but only after
| exacting another immense tribute.
| Now the Huns turned their rapacious eyes westward. Attila may well have been
dismayed by the stout resistance he had encountered in the east, and although the
western empire could offer much less in the way of loot, it also figured to be easier
prey. Attila therefore decided on an invasion of Gaul, and to justify the deed he hit
upon a bizarre excuse.
| Itseemed that the lady Honoria, a sister of the western emperor Valentinian Il1, had
| been discovered in a love affair with a palace steward. The unfortunate steward had

been immediately executed, and the disgraced Honoria was ordered to marry a
wealthy but boring senator. Rather than accept that dreary fate, Honoria dispatched
to Attila a servant named Hyacinth, offering a bribe to the warlord if he would rescue
her from her dilemma. To prove the authenticity of the message, Hyacinth showed
| Attila a ring belonging to Honoria—which the Hun took for a proposal of marriage.
He thereupon demanded the delivery of his betrothed, along with half the territory
of the western empire for a dowry. When Valentinian refused, Attila declared war.

In the spring of 451, Attila marched into Gaul at the head of his Huns and
| accompanied by a mighty array of Germanic vassals—among them Ostrogoths,
Gepids, Thuringians, Sciri, Rugians, and Heruli. To meet them, the Roman general
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Aetius had arranged with great difficulty to round up an assortment of Franks, Saxons,
Burgundians, Celts, and even his old foes the Visigoths, who joined to protect their
own kingdom from the Huns. The opposing armies came together near Troyes, about
130 miles southeast of Paris on the Catalaunian plain, and for a full day they strug-
gled. Wrote a sixth-century historian: ““Hand to hand they clashed in battle, and the
fight grew fierce, confused, monstrous, unrelenting.”” When it was over, both sides
were exhausted, and there was no clear winner. But Attila had had enough, and he
shortly withdrew across the Rhine.

Two vyears later, while contemplating a new attack on the Roman east, Attila
married a German woman named lldico. On his wedding night, while exerting
himself in the bridal chamber, Attila ruptured a blood vessel and died. As for the
Roman Aetius, he ran afoul of the jealous and insecure emperor Valentinian, who
staged a quarrel while they were discussing imperial accounts. Aided by a palace
eunuch, Valentinian hacked Aetius to death with a sword. Shortly thereafter, Valen-
tinian himself was assassinated by the personal bodyguards of the lamented Aeitus.

The final decades of the Roman Empire in the west were now at hand. With the death
of Valentinian in 455 there followed a giddy succession of claimants, pretenders,
usurpers, and puppets, none of them capable of wielding imperial power. Vandal
kings held sway in Spain and North Africa; Gaul had passed out of Roman control
and was ruled by Burgundians, Bretons, and Franks. The western empire now con-
sisted only of Italy and parts of two northern provinces, Raetia and Noricum. Even in
that reduced realm, real power was exercised by barbarian generals, and on Sep-
tember 4, 476, one of them, a general Odoacer, deposed a fledgling emperor whose
names ironically evoked both the legendary first king of the city of Rome and the
father of the Roman Empire—Romulus Augustulus.

The usurpation signaled the end of the western empire. It was accomplished so
casually that Odoacer did not even bother to murder the boy. Instead, he sent
Romulus Augustulus off to a provincial villa, where he lived in contentment until well
into the next century.

Although the emperor had been deposed, the government of Italy—both civil and
military—remained largely unchanged, with the same Romans stili holding tradi-
tional offices. Indeed, some Roman senators considered affairs so promising that they
took the occasion to have their seats in the Colosseum refurbished.

Odoacer, who ruled as undisputed monarch of Italy, needed only recognition from
the eastern empire, now under the emperor Zeno, to achieve legitimacy for his reign.
Zeno, as it turned out, was considerably too clever for his own good. When Odoacer
pledged to acknowledge the authority of the east, in exchange for recognition, Zeno
seemed to agree. Yet as events would soon demonstrate, he was merely biding his
time until he could pit his enemies against each other.

Zeno’s scheme included the Ostrogoths. Freed from Hunnish subjugation after the
death of Attila and the subsequent dissolution of his tribe, the Ostrogoths had settled
in Macedonia, where they incurred imperial displeasure by incessantly making raids
on their neighbors. Anxious to be permanently rid of them, Zeno sensed an oppor-
tunity to destroy two barbarian regimes with a single stroke. He therefore commis-
sioned the Ostrogoth king Theodoric to invade Italy and oust Odoacer from power.
If the opposing forces engaged in a battle of mutual extermination, so much the
better. As for Theodoric, he was eager to comply with Zeno's request, if only because

B




he ascendancy of the Byzantine Empire
inspired an artistic reawakening that al-
tered the face of the Mediterranean world.
And in no medium was the exotic grandeur
of the eastern empire more eloquently ex-
pressed than in the art of the mosaic.

The creation of a mosaic (helow) was a
complicated procedure that called for
careful timing and teamwork by a group of
trained and experienced artisans. Since
even small amounts of moisture could
eventually destroy a mosaic, walls were
painted with resin or tar before being cov-
ered with the first of three layers of plaster.
The first coat, the foundation, contained
sand and crushed brick in order to provide
a good hinding for the second and third
layers, which were of finer consistency.

Sometimes nails would be driven into the
wall to provide additional support. A
sketch of the projected work was then
made on the plaster to serve as a guide for
the various artisans.

The outermost layer of plaster, in which
the pieces, or tesserae, of the mosaic would
he set, was spread on only enough area
to contain a day’s work. Some of the tes-
serac—small, carefully cut fragments of
colored glass, marble, and semiprecious
stones—were pressed into the wet plaster
so that they projected at a slight angle. The
stones therehy hetter reflected light and
imbued the finished mosaic with a shim-
mering life of its own,

SMOOTH LAYER

OUTER LAYER

| " - 7:’/ TER ¥ ,".' '] 7,( ‘ai; o
- , 350 '-ﬁ» 200 vy ok e N v §I00 g% :
s S S, T A Vi nptoaay e it
BRSO, - ISR I !&f’v‘i"‘" o I . & ‘3‘%"'. P, A | o ‘*\-\L‘:




L Y, % ;
el T
wﬁ% .

e, N 5 ——— . Y — » . A

/).‘. l..w'g.vr. .-.rvt.... vwmaro.”an. V»MM Wﬂ'ﬂ..,rﬁ (o T

S Y ol il ) (S SRl ™ -
' J o N el '

B o .{~£.ﬁ...1.

3 r AN
.' ;.Z-;fza_héf

44

Ty ) ..

At A e Al . . / 4 -~ ~wm‘-‘

TR -
ik

» k.
i g

ights and shadows nf

the empress’s face and o

the |

dora and her attendants, A

saic (above) made in

47 at Ravenna’s

detail (right) shows multi-

k3

create her halo and bejew
eled crown,

including
10 dennte

colored tesserae,

ch of San Vitale por-

the empress Theo-

mother-of-pearl




Although geographically distorted, this Roman map was
drawn to provide a traveler on the empire’s roads with
important information: the location of towns and the
distance between them. Towns are denoted by the sym-
bols that resemble buildings—the bigger the symbol,
the larger the town—and mileage is indicated by Roman
numerals. The thin, wavy line that stretches horizon-
tally near the top of the map represents the Rhine River
on the empire’s frontier; at top left, nestled in a crook
of the descending Moselle River, is the trading center of
Trier. The thick, dark band in the lower half of the map
is the Mediterranean Sea, with the coast of Africa be-
neath it. At far left is the port of Marseille; at far right,
in the elongated sea, are Corsica and Sardinia.

A

his father had killed Odoacer’s father in battle, and thus the sons were blood enemies.

The Ostrogoth army arrived in Italy in 489, but nearly four years of bitter fighting
passed before Theodoric got the upper hand and forced Odoacer to withdraw into the
forbidding detenses of the seacoast city Ravenna. There Odoacer withstood a lengthy
siege and then wearily agreed to a compromise: He would surrender on condition
that he and Theodoric share power in Italy. Entering Ravenna under a flag of truce,
Theodoric swiftly and personally murdered Odoacer, while his men slaughtered the
monarch’s family and many of his officers. It was a bloody start for a reign that would
generally be marked by a benign and civilized wisdom.

As a youth, Theodoric had been held hostage and educated in Constantinople,
where he was thoroughly exposed to Roman culture and institutions. Now, as ruler
of what remained of the old western empire, he sought to preserve the best of both
the Roman and the barbarian worlds. ""We rejoice in living under Roman law, which
we hope to defend by force of arms,”” he said during a ceremonial visit to Rome. ““‘Our
ambition, with God’s help, is to reap such victories that our subjects will regret not
having placed themselves under our sovereignty sooner.”

The result was a curious dualism in which Ostrogoths and Remans each existed
under their own laws, unified only by the authority of the emperor. Roman officials
were employed in their traditional functions, and from his capital at Ravenna, Theo-
doric embarked on an ambitious public-works program in a state that had become
sadly dilapidated; roads were built, seaports renovated, aqueducts restored, and
Ravenna and other cities embellished with stunning palaces and churches.

Theodoric also worked ceaselessly to forge close ties, sometimes reinforced by
marriage, with Vandals, Franks, Burgundians, and Visigoths, all barbarian regimes
like his own. Yet if Theodoric entertained notions of establishing a new western
commonwealth to replace the old western empire, he was frustrated by the explosive
ambitions of a tribal ruler in Gaul, where momentous events were taking place.

In a long and complex history, the Frankish tribes had fought fearsomely against the
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Roman legions, had been beaten down, and then had aligned themselves with
Roman interests. In the early fourth century, they had settled in Belgium as confed-
erates of Rome, and their subsequent expansion across the Rhine seems to have met
with little Roman opposition. By the time of Theodoric’s accession to power in Italy,
the tribe had emerged as a powerful and cohesive people led by a king named Clovis.

As scion of the Merovingian line of chieftains, which took its name from his
grandfather Merovech, Clovis had come to his throne in 481 at the age of fifteen and,
while still in his early twenties, had proved his mettle by subjugating all of the cities
north of the Loire as far as Burgundy and Brittany.

Clovis was a ruthless and inspired war leader and a keen though sometimes
faithless diplomat who understood the contending forces at work in his world. Born
and reared as a pagan, he recognized the advantages that might accrue to his
ambitions if he were supported by the empire’s Catholic church, whose bishops in
Gaul he assiduously courted. The bishops returned the favor, and they liked Clovis
even more when he took as his wife a Christian Burgundian princess, Clothilde.

In 496, amid all the ritual circumstance that Roman Christianity could provide,
Clovis led thousands of his Frankish warriors to be baptized by the bishop Remigius
at Rheims. From then on, Clovis and his Franks could claim to be the champions of
the church in the war against barbarian Arianism. ’Your faith is our triumph,” wrote
Bishop Avitus of Burgundian Vienne. ““Every battle you fight is a victory for us.”

Clovis overwhelmed the pagan Alamanni of Alsace, then turned against the Visi-
goths who dwelled beyond the Loire. "It grieves me,” he said, "that these Arians
should hold a part of Gaul.” In 507, Clovis smashed the Visigoths in a battle near
Poitiers, then drove them southward into Spain.

After his triumphal return, Clovis soon moved his capital from Soissons to a stra-
tegically located city on the Seine. Its name was Paris, and it would endure as a center
of human civilization long after Clovis and his Franks had become but a dim memory
in the mind of humanity.

When Clovis died in 511, his kingdom was divided among his four sons. Despite
a number of vicious internecine disputes, they nonetheless extended the Frankish
domain to Burgundy, Provence, and the territory of the Thuringians. The last remain-
ing son of Clovis, Clothar, survived until 561, when he divided the kingdom among
his own four feisty sons.

From Ravenna, Theodoric had observed the rise of the Franks with considerable
unease, and at times he intervened to keep their ambitions from getting completely
out of hand. Yet he concentrated mainly on the tricky task of holding together his own
ltalian kingdom of Romans and Ostrogoths. He maintained his grip for thirty-three
years. But it was only a personal triumph, and the structure that he had built started
to fall apart shortly after his death in 526.

With Theodoric gone, a fragile power was passed to his widowed daughter, Ama-
lasuntha, acting as regent for her young son. All too aware that her position was
precarious, Amalasuntha sought support from the newly installed emperor of the east,
a forty-five-year-old Macedonian named justinian, nephew of the emperor Justin |, an
experienced leader. Justinian accepted the hand of friendship—and would one day
use his amiable but remote relationship with Amalasuntha as the excuse for moving
toward the fulfillment of a dream.

Justinian was an energetic and conscientious administrator who took a direct
interest in the smallest details of responsibility. “The emperor never sleeps,” said one
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Empire. Pacification of the region and the introduction of Christianity encouraged economic growth. The city was both an agricultural and a manufacturing center, and the Trier mint was
the Moselle. Its schools—both Christian and pagan—were among the finest educational facilities in the empire.




of his functionaries. Yet he was at the same time capable of grand and sweeping
concepts. Within two years after becoming emperor, he established a number of
juridical commissions charged with nothing less than emending, recodifying, and
imposing an orderly system upon the body of all previous Roman law. The result was
the famed Corpus Juris Civilis, which would in future ages become the model for the
legal system of nearly every European nation.

Among his other talents, Justinian had a gift for surrounding himself with the most
capable people of his day—administrators, lawyers, architects (who rebuilt in all its
lasting magnificence the church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople), generals, and
not least, his wife, Theodora.

She was an improbable consort, the daughter, said some malicious gossips, of a
bear keeper at the Hippodrome in Constantinople, an actress and a courtesan who,
after being abandoned by a lover in Alexandria, apparently determined to mend her
ways. Back in Constantinople, she somehow attracted the attention of Justinian, who
then had to persuade his uncle the emperor to amend the law so that he could marry
a woman of such dubious background. For the rest of her life, Theodora would stand
indomitably at the side of her husband, sustaining him through good times and bad.

From the outset of his reign, whether as a matter of high vision or of shrewd
opportunism, Justinian set out to restore the Roman Empire to its ancient glories. The
foes were formidable: Vandals ruled North Africa; the Franks held sway in Gaul and
the Visigoths in Spain; Britain, long ago abandoned by the Romans, was by now
under almost constant assault by the Germanic Saxons, who along with their Angle
and Jute kindred would eventually take over the island; and ltaly, the cradle of Roman
civilization, was in the hands of the Ostrogoths.

Justinian remained undaunted. In 533, he sent his brilliant general Belisarius to
North Africa at the head of 18,000 infantry and cavalry. With surprising ease, this
force disposed of a Vandal nation grown soft and corrupt and wracked by revolt.
Opportunity next presented itself in Italy, where Justinian found a righteous cause
avenging the murder of his friend Amalasuntha by the evil cousin she had married
and with whom she shared power after the death of her son. In 535, Belisarius and
his army took ship for ltaly, besieged and captured Naples, and marched into Rome
after driving the Ostrogoths from the Eternal City. But then, when he was on the verge
of victory, the Ostrogoths rallied, and nearly two decades of desperate fighting
remained before their resistance was finally smashed.

Justinian’s dream of empire was ended. For the rest of his life he would be diverted
from his great goal by the need to defend his eastern borders against the aggressive
Persians. The Italy he had set out to reconguer was destroyed, not liberated, its
countryside scorched by years of war, many of its citizens massacred, others starving,
its great cities—Rome, Naples, and Milan—all but deserted. In 565, the old emperor
died, and within three years the Lombards, Germanic warriors who had helped
Justinian put down the Ostrogoths, began the push that would enable them to be-
come the rulers of northern Italy.

Although Constantinople, sustained by its version of orthodox Christianity, would
survive and eventually flourish as the wellspring of the marvelous Byzantine civili-
zation, the eastern empire was also threatened as the sixth century drew to a close.
In the Balkans, Avars, Bulgars, and Slavs roamed the land. And in AD 570 a boy
named Muhammad was born in the city of Mecca in the Arabian desert, whence
would soon blow the storms of a militant new faith.




THEROOTS OF A SACRED ART

#

As the Christian church grew from a small,
persecuted sect to the dominant religious
force in the Mediterranean world, it ab-
sorbed the themes and symbols of diverse
creeds and cults—ranging from Judaism,
with its images of deliverance from oppres-
sion, to the personal cult of the Roman em-
peror, with its emblems of unalloyed pow-
er. The Christian art that emerged from this
process was a remarkably versatile instru-
ment, capable of appealing to princes and
ascetics, rebels and reactionaries.

Although images proved vital to the
spread of Christianity, their very presence
in places of worship posed a problem for
the faithful. Like Jews, Christians were
bound hy the divine injunction against idol
worship handed down to Moses: “You shall
not make yourself a carved image or any
likeness of anything in heaven or on earth
beneath or in the waters under the earth;
you shall not bow down to them or serve
them.”” Some Christian authorities took this
to apply even to scenes drawn from the
scriptures; a council convening in Spain
around AD 300 banned all pictures in
church so as to preserve “what is rever-
enced and adored”’ from the taint of idol-
atry. But elsewhere, both Christians and
Jews took a broader view, accepting pious
images in their sanctuaries. In the Syrian
town of Dura-Europus, a Christian church
of the third century was decorated with a
view of David fighting Goliath—an inspir-
ing image for a struggling young faith—
while a wall painting in a nearby synagogue
showed David being anointed by Samuel as
the future king of Israel.

Along with such Jewish heroes as David
and Moses, who were seen by Christians as
prefiguring Jesus, certain pagan deities

were reinterpreted. Christian missionaries
were reaching out to convert those who
worshiped the powers inherent in nature,
and artists did their part by adopting the
colorful images of contemporary cults. Like
the sun gods Mithras and Helios, Christ was
shown rising radiantly into heaven; like the
fabled musician Orpheus, who descended
to Hades and returned, he was pictured
with a lyre, taming wild animals with his
song. Such icons might be frowned on hy
Church fathers, but they spoke to pagans
with the force of revelation.

The growing appeal of Christianity was
not long overlooked by Roman rulers. As
Constantine and his successors turned from
persecuting Christ's followers to seeking
their hlessing, Christian art took on an im-
perial tone. Beginning in the fourth centu-
ry, proud basilicas rose up to house wor-
shipers who had once gathered secretly in
private homes. And the appointments of
the sanctuaries—from the vibrant mosaics
on the walls to the gleaming sacramental
vessels at the altar—told of a Church that
had come to terms with wealth and power.
Devout rulers such as the Byzantine em-
peror Justinian were pictured in saintly
guise, while Christ was portrayed as a king
on his throne. Even in this time of triumph,
however, Christian art was far from mono-
lithic. The image of Christ the shepherd
persisted alongside that of Christ the heav-
enly emperor, as the Church pursued its
complex mission among the humble and
the mighty alike.




THE BIBLICAL HERITAGE

chrislian artists often selected themes
from the Old Testament that appeared to
foreshadow the triumphs and tribulations
- of Christ and his followers. In the eyes of
I the faithful, the fall of Adam left human-
| kind in a state of sin that could be re-
| deemed only through Christ’s sacrifice. As
w St. Paul put it in the Epistle to the Romans:
“One man’s fall brought condemnation on
everyone, so the good act of
‘ one man brings everyone
life.” St. Luke reinforced that
‘ connection in his gospel by
| tracing Christ’s ancestry back
i more than seventy genera-
| tions through David—the
l king chosen by God—to
“Adam, son of God.”
l This allegorical approach
| to the Old Testament meant
that even the simplest of bib-
‘ lical scenes could be layered
| with meanings for the de-
| vout. A favorite depiction in
'; the catacombs where the
‘ Christians buried their dead
was Moses raising his staff
; (near right) to draw water
from the rock for the exiles in
‘ the desert. Christians facing
‘ persecution could view that
‘ picture as they honored their
‘ martyrs and rest assured that
| the God of Moses would
. comfort his people in their
' hour of need. But beyond
ﬂ that straightfoward reading lay even richer
'l symbolic ones. For the scene evoked
Christ’s role as the Redeemer, who said to
| the faithful that “he who believes in me
; will never thirst” and whose wound on the
1 cross yielded not only blood but water, an
; emblem of renewal through baptism. And
, Moses’ deed inspired thoughts as well of St.
Peter, the Rock ofthe Church, who while
| awaiting execution in Rome brought forth a
fountain in his cell, it was said, and bap-
L tized his jailers. Thus a single image loosed
" a stream of inspirational thoughts that af-
~ fiemed the miraculous power of God'’s
- . grace to triumph anew over oppression,
g ‘w‘gu,and even death itself.
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man catacomb, the hand tian doctrine, as expressed
of Abraham is stilled by a in the Gospel of St. John:
voice from heaven before “For God so loved the
he can carry out the sacri-  world that he gave his on-
fice of his son Isaac as ly begotten Son,”
3 at-wi ' ve and Adam sit discon-
solate, wearing pelts given
them by God after they
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third-century Asia Minor
sculptor shows Jonah he-
ing cast up hy the sea
manster to preach God's
word. Jonah's ordeal was
likened by Christ to his
own impending hurial and
resurrection: “For as Jo-
nah was in the belly of the
sca monster . .. so will the
Son of Man he in the heart
of the carth.”

:hadrxb,Meshxh,md
Abednego sing praises to
the Lord as the flames to
which they have been con-
signed fur refusing to wor-
ship the golden statue of
Bahylon lick harmlessly at
their feet. Painted in a cat-
acomb, this image of de-
voul Jews being delivered
by God spoke eloquently
to Christians who them-
selves faced death for re-
fusing to make uiferings o
the statue of the emperor.
The three figures are
garbed according to the
Book of Daniel, which
notes that they were
thrown into the fiery fur-
nace “fully clothed, clnak,
hose, and headgear.”




APAGAN PRESENCE

christianily was by no means the only
popular creed to arise in the east and
spread westward across the Roman Empire.
Among its chief rivals in the second and
third centuries was the cult of Mithras, a
god first worshipped by Aryan tribes, who
ranged from India to Mesopotamia. The
devotees of Mithras believed that the forc-
es of good and evil—embodied, respective-
ly, by light and darkness—were ever at
war. As the champion of good, Mithras
came to be associated with the Greek sun
god Helios and was often portrayed with a
solar nimbus, or halo (inset). Mithras’s
greatest feat had been to fight and kill a
sacred bull, whose blood fertilized the
carth; the image of Mithras slitting the
bull’s throat stood in the apse of the cult’s
shrines, which were built to resemble the
dark cave in which the god accomplished
the sacrifice.

Mithras’s heroic deed fired the imagina-
tions of soldiers throughout the Roman Em-
pire, and the cult took on the character of
a fraternal society, with initiation rites, loy-
alty oaths, and strict codes of conduct. This
masculine bent put Mithraism at a disad-
vantage in relation to Christianity, which
profited by the avid support of women: Of
the first twelve recorded martyrs to the
faith in the city of Carthage, five were
women. Mithraism was handicapped as
well by the fact that its central myth—the
killing of the bull—bore all the marks of a
rural fertility rite. The sacrifice of Christ,
which replenished not the soil but human
souls, proved more alluring in the urban
centers that dominated Mediterranean cul-
ture. In time, Mithraism gave way, ceding
to Christianity the symbol of the halo and a
date for the celebration of Christ’s birth—
December 25, which the Mithraists had
honored as the turning point in the sun’s
battle against night.

Other pagan traditions enriched the im-
agery of Christianity—among them the cult
of Orpheus and the pastoral ideal of the
shepherd, a type praised in pictures and
verse long before Christ. Together, these
. sources helped fill out the mosaic of Chris-
fian art, adding a natural exuberance to the
““miral dimensions of the scriptures.

aura around the head of a
deity or divine ruler—was
an ancient symbol, in use
as carly as the third mil-
lennium BC. In representa-
tions of Mithras, this aura
might take the form of a
sunburst (top) or a pure
circle of light. An early
Christian image of Jesus
inspired by the Greek cult
of Helios combined the
two attributes, showing
solar rays emanating from
a gleaming disk (above). In
evolved a distinctive nim-
bus for their Lord—a halo
inscribed with the cross.
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the bull's power hefore it nurtured the earth.
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its blood were sent by the forces of evil to try to ret
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century Roman relief. The sc
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Ihe powerful Christian
motif of the good shep-
herd carrying the stray
back to his flnck—as in
the Roman statuette at left
and the catacomh painting
below—was closely relat-
ed to the image of Christ
as Orpheus with his sooth-
ing lyre. Both traditions
were anticipated not only
by pagan myths but hy the
hiblical account of David,
who while still a young
shepherd played the harp
for the tormented King
Saul. David was said

to have compased the
Twenty-third Psalm, whase
vision of God as an ever-
watchful shepherd inspired
Christ’s parahle of the lost
sheep redeemer.

.



THE ROMAN LEGACY
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Aﬁer Christianity won acceptance under
Constantine, many Roman artists turned
from secular to sacred themes. A sculptor
who had begun his career portraying im-
perial campaigns on triumphal arches
might end it carving biblical scenes on the
sarcophagi of Christian converts. The sar-
cophagus shown here was crafted for one
junius Bassus, a prefect in Rome who was
haptized on his deathbed in AD 359. The
sculptor, true to his heritage, lent a classi-
cal look to the biblical motifs, framing each
set of characters within columns and even
including classical emblems such as the sky
deity Caelus shown at right. But unlike ear-
lier Roman reliefs of historical events, no
sequence was imposed here; motifs from
the Old and New Testaments were inter-
spersed, as hefits the wonders of a God
who transcended history.

Some Roman aristocrats resisted the
Christian tide and commissioned works
that glorified the emperor—including one
carving that portrayed him ascending to
immortality. But the old imperial cult was
doomed; henceforth, Roman rulers who as-
pired to heaven would first have to recog-
nize Christ as king.

enthroned while Caclus, with tsaac (far left), the
personifying the sky, sup- arrest of Peter, and Christ
ports him. The other upper  between two soldiers,
frames show Abraham facing Pilate.
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Ihii ivory panel carved
around AD 400 shows a
Roman emperor—perhaps
julian the Apostate, who
staunchly opposed Christi-
anity—rising to heaven as
a god. In the lower half of
the panel, a statue of the
deceased emperor rides in
a temple-shaped chariot
drawn by four clephants.
A funeral pyre looms in
the background, crowned
hy a team of horses driven
by a godlike youth and
flanked by two soaring
cagles, symbols of imperial
power. At top, two winged
genii, spirits assigned to
walch over the emperor
from hirth to death, lift
him up to join his divine
predecessors; the signs of
the Zodiac form an arc to
the right, beside the radi-
ant profile of Helios. The
monogram at top is that of
the wealthy Symmachus
family, which sought to
preserve pagan traditions.
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fashiooed in Italy about
the same time as the panel
at left, this ivary carving
portrays the Christian
equivalent of the emper-
or’s aputheasis—Christ
being drawn up to heaven
by the right hand of God
as two apuistles kneel in
awe. At hottom, the resur-
rected Christ appears out-
side his sepulcher to three
women, including Mary of
Magdala. The tree at up-
per left may symholize
hoth the Tree of Knowl-
edge in Eden, whose fruit
brought about the Fall,
and the Tree of Life there,
which conferred immortal-
ity, Christian mystics iden-
tified Christ's cross with
those trees, an association
bolstered by the words
Peter spoke to the high
priest at Jerusalem after
Christ's death: “It was you
who had him exccuted hy
hanging on a tree. By his
own right hand God has
now raised him up to be
leader and savior.”
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AN IMPERIAL STYLE PR R

When Constantine shifted the capital of
his empire from the banks of the Tiber to
the mouth of the Bosporus in AD 330, he
created an alluring new showcase for the
Christian faith. Fourteen churches were
erected in Constantinople within a century,
and the task of decorating them drew art-
ists from around the Mediterranean. The
style they fostered was lavish and conspic-
uous, reflecting the tastes of the emperors
themselves: Christian art had emerged
from the shadows to flaunt its colors.
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