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Preface

The present volume assembles a selection of studies, the majority of which
emerged from three different gatherings organised within the framework
of a project funded by the Fritz-Thyssen Foundation and located at the
Freie Universitat Berlin, which was directed by Laury Sarti and Stefan Esders.
The aim of the project was to study ‘The militarisation of early medieval
societies’ by analysing its ‘Nature, control and perception in a west-European
comparison’ (January 2016—June 2020). It was conducted in cooperation
with Ryan Lavelle from the University of Winchester and Philipp von Rummel
from the German Archaeological Institute (DAI). A workshop on ‘Military
organisation and society in the post-Roman world’ (August 2016) and a
conference entitled ‘Reflections of a militarised world? Perceptions and
conceptions of war and the military in the early Middle Ages (c. 500-1000)
(September 2017) were both held at the Freie Universitat Berlin, while a
third gathering on ‘Early medieval militarisation. An archaeological perspec-
tive’ (November 2019) took place at the University of Freiburg (im-Breisgau).
It was organised in cooperation with the Institute for the Archaeology of
the Middle Ages at the University of Freiburg. We would like to thank Anna
Gehler-Rachiinek, Maria-Elena Kammerlander, Jean-Michel Klopp, Pia Lucas
and Alexander Schie for their assistance throughout these meetings. In
addition, one series of sessions was organised within the framework of the
Leeds International Medieval Congress 2017 entitled “The other look at
early medieval societies — the phenomenon of militarisation’, followed in
2018 by a Round Table discussion on ‘The militarisation of early medieval
societies’. We would like to thank all the speakers and attendants of these
gatherings for their contributions to the subject. In addition, we would like
to thank Meredith Carroll from Manchester University Press for bringing
this volume to press and the external reviewers for their many useful sug-
gestions for improvement.

Ellora Bennett, Guido M. Berndt, Stefan Esders and Laury Sarti
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Introducing early medieval militarisation,

400-900

Laury Sarti, Ellora Bennett, Guido M. Berndt and Stefan Esders

The military in the Frankish world, Anglo-Saxon England and
Lombard Italy

Europe at the turn from Antiquity to the Middle Ages underwent a gradual
evolution that may be characterised as militarisation. Depending on the
geographic situation, historic background and military organisation, this
process progressed at different rates and to different degrees. In north-eastern
Gaul, for example, Romans and non-Romans lived for centuries in close
contact both east and west of the Roman frontier. While the empire expanded,
its frontiers were increasingly fortified. Armies were recruited from the
population both inside and outside of the Roman territory, while those
without Roman civic rights became part of the auxiliaries (foederati, laeti)
and received such rights at the end of their service." Thus, the provinces of
Gaul and Germany created large recruiting pools for the Roman army.
While other provinces paid the recruitment tax in gold as a substitute, it
was the Gallic provinces that furnished ‘bodies’.* Despite laws forbidding
the marriage of soldiers,” many among those based in the border regions
established families. These families lived in nearby canabae or vici, which
soon became also the homes of farmers, artisans and tradesmen. The border
that has attracted most scholarly attention is the north-western Rhine-Danube
frontier which was home to a large number of military camps, among which
places such as the castra Bonnensia (Bonn) or Vindobona (Vienna) grew
into impressive settlements. From the later fourth century, these communities
began to bury rather than cremate their dead and to furnish graves with
weapons, one among the most impressive cemeteries being Krefeld-Gellep
(between modern Duisburg and Diisseldorf).* In contrast to the more central
regions of the Roman Empire, this border population lived in close proximity
to the potential threat of military violence and the military itself, a living



2 Introducing early medieval militarisation, 400-900

condition that had only become the norm for Gaul’s more central regions
since the end of the pax Romana and the breakdown of the Roman limes
in 406/7.

How did these changes impact society? While the sources describing life
in Roman Gaul in further detail are rather meagre, subsequent testimonies
portray a world that was increasingly characterised by military conflicts: the
Goths expanded from southern Toulouse, where they had been settled in
418, while regular Burgundian inroads took place in the east, and Frankish
conquests affected the north. The emerging kingdoms surrounded the remain-
ing Roman territories, including the so-called kingdom of Soissons, which
around 486 was conquered by the young king Clovis I and incorporated
into the Frankish realm.’ Paradoxically, the late Roman separation between
military and civil office-holding had not only allowed the senatorial aristocracy
to survive and maintain its civil values well into the fifth century, it also
offered non-Romans the opportunity to advance a faster career within the
military sector alone and to establish themselves as a new elite.® While most
of the barbarian kingdoms emerged within already highly militarised late
Roman societies, it is only in the face of the fifth-century confrontations that
we also have evidence for the militarisation of the Roman senatorial elite.”

The Frankish kingdoms that absorbed most of Gaul over the course of
the sixth century display a great variety of phenomena that are relevant
here. The sources reveal a society wherein military conflicts could be fought
out more or less anywhere, where forces were regularly assembled ad hoc
from the local population and office-bearers were in charge of both military
and civil functions. The kings retained small professional troops referred
to in our sources as antrustiones and apparently organised as a numerus,®
which could be complemented by the recruitment of troops on a large scale
from among the cities of Gaul.” It also appears that some parts of the late
Roman army based in Gaul became integrated within the Frankish army
along with their military lands and resources.'” The most striking feature
of militarisation, however, is the fact that most of the law-codes drafted in
the sixth and seventh centuries under Frankish rule presuppose a general
obligation of the free adult men to perform military service.'' As it is
inconceivable that men were sent to war without prior military training,
the potential recruitment of the entire male population premises that this
had somewhat become part of every boy’s education. Although a document
contained in the Formularies of Angers (nr. 37) mentioning a father thanking
his son for having served in his place speaks for the existence of a specific
strategy (for example, list of names to allow service in alternation or the
drawing of lots) used to prevent the simultaneous recruitment of every
suitable male of a certain region, this still suggests a far higher degree of
militarisation of society than we encounter in the late Roman period. The
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bannus, a fine meant to punish the failure to follow a call to join the Frankish
army whose application is mentioned in the narrative sources in reference
to exceptional cases, i.e. when it was applied to ecclesiastical dependents,'*
was introduced to make sure that the lower rank and file complied with
their military duties. Besides, the written and archaeological sources attest
to the high esteem and significance attributed to military roles and identities
— which were particularly prominent among the elite — ideals of manliness
(virilitas) and usefulness (utilitas) being strongly linked to military skills
and exploits, and even spiritual writings like homilies or hagiography now
referred to military values and concepts.'® The Frankish law-codes are full
of references to military concepts such as wergild or to offenses that were
seen as diminishing a person’s embodied honour.'*

The success of the Frankish kingdom which eventually absorbed most
other barbarian kingdoms cannot be explained without the huge military
resources that were available in Gaul and now became concentrated in the
hands of Clovis and his successors. The same may be said with reference
to the early Carolingians whose military expansion and imperial consolidation
rested on the mobilisation of human and other resources they found in the
conquered territories' as demonstrated, for example, by the large Carolingian
armies recruited for campaigning against the Lombards and Avars.'® Moreover,
there is ample evidence for the Carolingian rulers exerting military taxes
such as the heribannus from among those parts of the population that were
not recruited for their mostly annual campaigns.'’

The situation of Britain was different inasmuch as it was defined by the
region’s remote and insular location. The Roman conquest and expansion,
led by the military and trailed by Roman trade, administration and customs,
allowed for the diffusion of Romanitas through the elites into the tribal
communities.'® Yet, the conquest did not encompass the entire island of
Britain; the Scottish Highlands never came under direct Roman control,
and neither were parts of modern Wales and Cornwall fully integrated into
the province.” This resulted in border regions not dissimilar to those on
the continent, with soldiers stationed at military outposts and leading social
and economic lives in the adjacent vici. Military forts were generally consigned
to the north and west of the island whilst the south and east remained more
civil in character, giving the impression of two distinct ‘zones’.*’

The degradation of Roman administrative infrastructure and the gradual
removal of Roman forces, the completion of which has been traditionally
dated to c. 410 AD,*" were followed by a partial abandonment of Roman
ways, including towns and coinage.”” Indeed, the extent to which Britain
was less Romanised than Gaul is revealed through the rapid resurgence of
military tribal societies, although these post-Roman British kingdoms capi-
talised on the physical remains of Roman military infrastructure, particularly
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in the north.?® The lack of written sources between the late Roman period
and the arrival of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ shrouds the intervening years in
uncertainty. According to the narrative of the British monk Gildas (1 570),
the Saxons were invited to the island as a safeguard against the raids of
Picts and Scots but turned on their employers, effectively initiating the
adventus Saxonum.** The Northumbrian monk Bede, writing in the eighth
century, built on this narrative and supplemented certain details, such as
the Anglian, Saxon and Jutish origins of the arriving forces.”> Whilst the
narratives of Gildas and Bede contain plausible grains of truth, reality was
certainly far more complex.?® By the end of the sixth century, nascent kingdoms
had formed, based around warrior-kings and their retinues.”” Clearly, the
transformation of Roman Britain to Anglo-Saxon England followed a
markedly different path to the empire’s ‘successor states’ in mainland Europe,
making the question of militarisation as a force for societal change all the
more complex.

The manner by which fighting men were recruited in Anglo-Saxon England
remains opaque but a number of theories have been posed, ranging from
the idea that all ‘free’ farmers were gathered by mass levy, to warfare being
the sole prerogative of aristocratic elites.”® Either way, there were no large
professional armies until the ninth-century military reforms of Alfred the
Great.”” It was not until the laws of King Ine of Wessex (688-726) that any
form of military service was mentioned in legislation. These laws laid out
the fine for not attending the army (fyrdwite), stating the amounts owed
from landed and unlanded nobles and ceorls (free farmers).>® Whilst this
has been taken by some to mean that the ceorl participated in warfare en
masse,”" Richard Abels argued in 1988 that Ine’s law referred only to those
who were expected to attend the army and did not do so, rather than
referring to an overarching system that included all free farmers. This
interpretation is vital to his overall thesis that Anglo-Saxon armies were
primarily aristocratic in composition, based on intertwined bonds of lordship.*
This notion, which continues to be both influential and controversial, contrasts
with those of nineteenth- and other twentieth-century scholars whose
interpretations of army organisation was fundamentally rooted in the paradigm
that all free men had a duty to perform military service.*> A significant
development took place in eighth-century Mercia, wherein kings Athelbald
(716=57) and Offa (757-96) began to reserve the rights to construction of
fortresses and bridges and military service from all land, including bookland.**
This ensured that these lands remained militarily useful, with one fighting
man being owed from every five hides by the eleventh century.*® This suggests
an overall shift from personal bonds of lordship to land-ownership as the
predominate factor in recruiting fighting men. Overall, since the 1990s,
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scholarly opinion has tended to favour the idea of small, generally aristocratic
forces rather than mass levies. Nonetheless, the role of non-aristocratic
fighters continues to invite debate, particularly in relation to defensive warfare
that required the mobilisation of local forces and resources.*® In such cases,
it is difficult to determine how far elites relied on local ad hoc recruitment
and, in turn, the extent to which the recruitment pool was experienced in,
or prepared for, the conduct of war.

Warfare was integral to socio-political structures and, integrally, warfare
shaped the framework through which the Anglo-Saxons viewed their world.
Furnished graves, found in numerous inhumation cemeteries and burial
mounds such as Buckland, Dover and Sutton Hoo*” reveal the extent to
which warfare and military symbols governed rituals based on the perceptions
and expectations of communities and society at large, with nearly one-half
of identifiably male burials containing weapons (so-called warrior-graves).*®
Such evidence is at odds with the interpretations of scholars such as Abels
who have argued for primarily aristocratic forces.”” Indeed, the permea-
tion of these tools and symbols in grave-goods reflects for larger parts of
society the extent to which distinct ‘civilian’ and ‘military’ spheres were
lacking, in contrast to the ‘zoning’ of the island during Roman occupation.
It therefore appears that warfare and military values were in close physical
and mental proximity throughout the communities of Anglo-Saxon England,
because participation in warfare and the immediacy of violence had ripple
effects that impacted the life experiences and perceptions of fighters and
non-fighters alike.

In contrast to the Anglo-Saxon realms, the Lombard kingdom was founded
in the former heartland of the Roman Empire. Lombard domains soon
emerged north and south of the Byzantine territories linking Rome with
Ravenna and the Pentapolis, thus transforming Italy into a frontier zone.
The sources that explicitly refer to the military are meagre. Apart from brief
mentions in works like Gregory of Tours’ Histories,™ the only consecutive
narrative source is the late eighth-century Historia Langobardorum of Paul
the Deacon (1 799).*! The temporal distance between Paul’s own time and
most of his narratives, and the fact that it only occasionally focuses on the
military, makes it a particularly difficult source for the study of militarisation.
Still, the evidence, and the collected laws (leges Langobardorum) in particular,
are able to provide some important information on the basic organisational
structure of the Lombard army, contemporary military values and the
wergild.** They suggest a strong hierarchisation of the Lombard military
based in the former Roman civitates thus providing access to city-based
infrastructures and resources.* It was headed by the respective rex Lango-
bardorum, to which duces and gastalds were subordinated, high-ranking
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military leaders who were responsible for recruiting fighters ad bhoc in their
respective territories. The responsibilities and obligations of the military
officers below these ranks are difficult to grasp.* The exercitales and arimanni
referred to in the Lombard laws clearly show that military settlements must
have played a crucial role in the distribution of such obligations.*” While
the Roman system of a ‘stately’ tax collection appears to have been maintained
to a considerable extent in the Byzantine parts of Italy beyond the year 600,
it seems less clear whether the Lombard kings continued to exact taxes.*
Similarly to the Byzantine areas of Italy,” the family-household appears to
have played a central role in the period that followed, as the respective
expenditure was measured by the property of the individual family,* combin-
ing several massaria to furnish a recruit.*” While all free Lombards were
obliged to perform military service, individual families had the option of
sending only one member at once. Still, those recruited and those who
stayed home were jointly responsible for the equipment of the arimannus.
The social structures of the Lombard kingdom, however, underwent significant
changes until the eighth century. The seventh-century edict of King Rothari
attests that many descendants of those Lombards who had come to Italy
in the sixth century had fallen into economic crisis, as since the beginning
of the seventh century the possibilities for obtaining spoils of war had
diminished considerably due to lack of military activity. In the eighth century,
the military performance of rulers such as Aistulf, whose army conquered
the exarchate of Ravenna, once more appears to have been based on the
recruitment of larger parts of the local population,® although there is no
evidence suggesting that the initial situation when all free Lombards were
warriors (arimannus, exercitales) was restored.’!

The early history of the Lombard kingdom was determined by its military
campaigns, the significance of which decreased up to the seventh century,
but resurfaced in the eighth century. The external and internal interests of
the Lombard kingdom were largely secured by the maintenance of strong
armies as Lombard Italy could only be ruled by taking into account the
interests of the powerful magnates and by securing the territory against
foreign enemies. In northern and central Italy, the exarchate of Ravenna
paid ambitious Lombards willing to change sides for their own benefit to
promote insurgencies, while the Franks and the Pope strove to gain as much
power as possible. In the south, the duchies of Spoleto and Benevento
emerged as largely independent lordships which from the end of the sixth
century posed a significant limitation to the Lombard royal power.’* In
consequence, the Lombard duces were constantly engaged in military and
diplomatic activities against both external enemies and internal rivals. The
sources attest that Lombard society, in particular in this earlier phase, was
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fairly militarised. The Historia Langobardorum, for example, includes several
episodes stressing the efficiency, bravery and masculinity of the early Lombards
as outstanding warriors.”® The significance attributed to the military is
confirmed by the archaeological evidence with a large number of warrior-
graves that could include complete sets of military equipment (sword, lance
and shield) which are evidenced from the Lombard invasion in the late 560s
until the middle of the seventh century. Although the interpretation of these
finds remains controversial, they do attest to the significance the community
responsible for these burials attributed to the military identity of their dead.

This short survey using only three examples shows how the relation
between the military and the civil population changed as a consequence of
an increase in military conflicts inside former Roman territory, a largely
militarised secular elite and the installation of armies that were based on
a variety of recruitment modes — including large numbers of people who
were recruited ad hoc. Settlements on ‘military land’, mostly composed of
property formerly belonging to the Roman fisc, represented one possible
basis for the recruitment of troops.”* But what were the consequences
of the fact that late and post-Roman military men could contract lawful
marriages and hand down the military lands they had from their kings?*’
It introduced a profound change that had a crucial impact on the relation-
ship between warfare and society. Although the Anglo-Saxon, the Frankish
and the Lombard kingdoms differed significantly in view of their Roman
heritage, the fact that men were often recruited from their families to join
battles that were mainly fought in some proximity of their homeland was
always associated with an altered perception of military activity and related
values, an evolution that was not limited to those who fought but affected
society as a whole. Thus, the issue of marriage underlines the importance of
considering militarisation as a process that affected families and society as
a whole in a fundamental way. The early medieval kingdoms also attest to
a regionalisation of late Roman state structures: disconnected from the late
antique exchange system, where ‘bodies’ and ‘payments’ could be compensated
by different provinces on an empire-wide base, the post-Roman regna had to
rely primarily on human and other resources that were available within their
territories.*®

‘Militarisation’ as an alternative term to ‘barbarisation’
and ‘Germanisation’

Until recently, the social changes described above were largely characterised
as a process of ‘Germanisation’ or ‘barbarisation’.’” Both concepts postulate
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the existence of distinguishable peoples with different ways of living, values
and cultures: civilised Romans on the one hand, and warlike Germans or
barbarians on the other. In consequence, weapon burials found near the
Roman frontier, for example, were labelled as ‘Germanic’, regardless of
whether they were interpreted as the burials of laeti’® or foederati®® fighting
as part of the Roman auxiliaries, while unfurnished graves were understood
to be the remains of a Roman population.®® From this perspective, the civilised
Roman world had been overrun by warlike barbarians, which influenced
societies from outside by threatening their borders and from within through
their presence in the Roman army.

Historians and archaeologists today mostly agree that such a strict distinc-
tion between Romans and barbarians neither corresponds to late Roman
nor to early medieval reality." As Heiko Steuer convincingly argued, the
empire was largely responsible for the military role these outer people
developed over time by setting up their frontiers and by recruiting in large
numbers from outside of these.®” Other archaeologists have pointed to the
fact that furnished burials largely emerged around the Roman limes, with
some cemeteries outside the official frontier but a majority inside the (former)
Roman territory. Guy Halsall, later followed by scholars like Frans Theuws
and Monika Alkemade, stressed that weapon burials could not have been
the sole work of barbarians given their location inside Roman territory.
They conclude that these burials were the product of situations wherein the
positions of local elites were contested and of the struggles for power this
implied.® In consequence, these graves cannot have belonged to a particular
ethnic group. Subsequent studies like those by Irene Barbiera and Bonnie
Effros question whether archaeological remains allow for making ethnic
distinctions in the first place, stressing that very different reasons may have
entailed that objects found in a burial were deposed where later generations
found them.®* Most researchers thus agree now that these graves should
not be strictly linked to barbarians or ‘Germanic’ people, but to a distinct
society that emerged due to the particular situation at the late Roman
frontier.®” This society was characterised by factors such as the prevalence
of the military, potential exposure to armed violence and close contact
between those who fought and the remaining civilian population. Conse-
quently, instead of speaking of ‘Germanisation’ or ‘barbarisation’, these
changes more recently have been characterised as the results of a process
of ‘militarisation’.®®

Thinking about the transition between Antiquity and the Middle Ages
has significantly changed since the international project on the ‘Transformation
of the Roman world’ funded by the European Science Foundation (1993-98).¢
It focused on questions related to empire and kingdoms, the gentes and
their settlements, everyday production and distribution, as well as the world
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of ideas and belief, and it argued that the transition towards the medieval
era was a long-term process largely taking place inside the (late) Roman
world. It opposed the opinion represented until that time by a majority of
scholars that the Roman world had fallen due to decay and calamity, a
model at the centre of which the external barbarian threat and the Roman
inability to stand their ground were decisive factors. Although the project
resulted in a sustainable alternative model that is able to take account of
the complexities that led to the end of the Roman world, warfare and military
violence — being at the centre of the contested scholarship — were not integrated
as factors into the new model. While warfare had been considered as a
significant factor in the framework of the now largely refuted thesis of an
abrupt breakdown of Western imperial power as a consequence of the early
fourth-century barbarian inroads, the mentioned project failed to consider
that warfare needs to be factored in as an essential force for long-term
societal change when discussing questions related to the thesis of a protracted
process of transformation. While cities and settlements can be rebuilt after
being destroyed, the constant confrontation with military violence attested
since the end of the pax romana not only affected the population and its
infrastructure, but also left long-lasting impressions on contemporaries’
perceptions, priorities, values and beliefs.

Defining militarisation

In a study on ‘Defining military culture’,’® which although largely based on
observations related to modern history aims at providing a ‘model to be
applied across time and space’ (p. 41), Peter H. Wilson defines militarisa-
tion as ‘militarism viewed as a process’, while ‘militarism’ refers to the
mental and cultural willingness to embark on war and ‘militarisation’ to
the capacity to wage war. He distinguishes between political militarisa-
tion, referring to the ‘extent to which state structure is geared for war’,
social militarisation, as ‘the proportion of the population incorporated
into military institutions, and [...] involved in other preparations for
war’, economic militarisation, as a matter of resource mobilisation, and
cultural militarisation, referring to the wider ‘presence of military culture
in society beyond military institutions’, which may ‘extend from passive
acceptance to active endorsement and promotion of military values’ (p. 40).
By stressing that a ‘militarised’ state is materially organised to make war
although not necessarily governed by soldiers nor ‘men readily prepared
to use violence’ (p. 40), Wilson argues that a militarised society does not
necessarily need to be characterised by the use of violence or the active waging
of war.
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In a seminal paper on ‘The militarisation of Roman Society’ published
in 1997, Edward James proposed a definition that already combined the
different aspects addressed by Wilson:

By a militarised society I mean a society in which there is no clear distinction
between soldier and civilian, nor between military officer and government
official; where the head of state is also commander-in-chief of the army; where
all adult free men have the right to carry weapons; where a certain group or
class of people (normally the aristocracy) is expected, by reason of birth, to
participate in the army; where the education of the young thus often involves
a military element; where the symbolism of warfare and weaponry is prominent
in official and private life, and the warlike and heroic virtues are glorified;
and where warfare is a predominant government expenditure and/or a major
source of economic profit.®’

James herewith provides a multi-layered definition that goes beyond a society’s
external factors as it includes both structural and mentality related features:
the first implies characteristics like the lack of differentiation between the
military and the civil, such as officials bearing military and civil functions,
as well as the prominent display of weapons and military training of children.
As has become apparent from the historical sketch above, the ‘right to carry
weapons’ needs to be supplemented by the obligation to military service,
which generally applies to the adult free male population. The mentality
related aspects consider the significance attributed to weapons, military
symbolism, martial skills and exploits, including ideals like manliness or
honour, and the predominantly military identity of the (secular) elite.”” The
definition is sufficiently flexible to be applied to differing societies, which
is important if several regions or historic periods are to be studied or
compared. James’ definition of militarisation addresses every area of early
medieval life and thus will be used as a basis for the subsequent chapters.
It is a useful tool to describe and analyse a process of change. Historians
may resort to it to analyse long-term developments inside a society and its
political system. It not only helps to study the significance and repercussions
of warfare as a factor for the transformation of the Roman world, it also
has the benefit that it allows considerations of these changes without having
to resort to an oversimplified model of Romans opposing barbarians/
Germanics or defining the observed changes as a product of the clash of
such opposing people and their respective cultures.” To this end, militarisation
should not be understood as referring to a static condition but to a historical
process that neither has to be linear nor mono-causal. It becomes a useful
tool if conceived as a means to describe and analyse what happened in the
context of a specific period and region, and why a society underwent these
changes, rather than as a means to define a society with a hard set of criteria
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or to attempt to determine its supposed ‘degree of militarisation’. This also
implies that James’ criteria do not necessarily have to apply altogether or
at the same moment to a specific case, and that one criterion can become
more or less important over time. Thus, the essential question to be asked
when using the concept of militarisation as an analytical tool is not to define
when this process started or ended — particularly as there is hardly a society
in history that is entirely demilitarised or unaffected by the military — but
what factors and historical processes affected a society in between and how
these were (inter)related. Still, any study needs to define a starting and
ending point relevant to the investigations to be undertaken. In terms of
early medieval militarisation, the starting point should be the largely militarised
provincial societies of the late Roman Empire, a process that was significantly
and decisively intensified inside the barbarian kingdoms, while the terminal
point should be the ninth century, when new tendencies of professionalisation
of the military, new recruitment modes and new types of warfare are attested
throughout Europe.

While the term ‘militarisation” may be used to refer to a process by which
state and society became more closely dominated by military ideas, it could
also involve a process of ‘de-differentiation’ on certain levels, as things could
not be separated from one another in a manner as clear-cut as late Roman
distinctions between ‘military’ and ‘civil” would suggest. If we look at these
societies, we can observe how military values and concepts of behaviour
entered social practice and political discourse. Militarisation is thus a helpful
tool to understand how the political and social organisation developed new
differentiations that were essentially based and rooted in a society that
underwent profound changes. The rise of the concept of wergild is a case
in point.

Although militarisation refers to the role attributed to warfare, the military,
warlike rituals, behaviour and related values, a militarised society does not
necessarily need to be a society at war. The Roman world of the Principate
was largely civil and the seventh-century Lombards, just like the late
Merovingians, did not wage as many wars as their predecessors; still, none
of these circumstances should imply that these societies were ‘less militarised’.
It should also be noted that being under military threat does not equal going
to war: both have a significantly different effect on a society. Furthermore,
although the early medieval clergy were supposed to refrain from military
violence, they clearly underwent a process of militarisation that can be
traced from the fourth and beyond the eighth century.”” Thus, the fact that
warfare, the military and warlike values significantly shaped the society in
question and contemporaries’ relationship to warfare, their values and their
perception of violence are more important factors in defining a militarised
society than the intensity of military violence.
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Studying militarisation

The early medieval military has only recently regained the attention of
researchers. B. S. Bachrach’s 1972 and 2001 studies remain to this date the
only monographic investigations specifically focusing on the Merovingian
and Carolingian military organisations, respectively.”” Regarding the Lombard
armies, research is limited to scattered articles and comparative treatments
in books that use a wider geographic and temporal perspective,”* while the
(later) Anglo-Saxon military has been treated in further depth in Ryan
Lavelle’s Alfred’s wars.”> More recent monographic studies provide a compara-
tive perspective, which increasingly include society within discussions of
the military, most prominently Guy Halsall’s Warfare and society.”® Although
several recent studies have dealt with the warrior,”” the military functions
of the elite’”® and the role of violence,”” the phenomenon of early medieval
militarisation still lacks thorough investigation. Relevant research is restricted
to several articles dealing with the frontier region of late Roman Gaul and
the aforementioned weapon graves.*

In view of the above, militarisation can be studied using two complementary
approaches. The first is to consider a society’s external relation to the military
and warfare, which includes the military organisation and recruitment
strategies, (potential) military roles of the local population and the elite and
the relationship between the military and society. Important sources, alongside
historiographical narratives, include law-codes, hagiography and archaeology.
Remains of architecture like castralforts, city walls, roads or common housing
help us to better understand a society, its everyday presentation and how
it reacted and/or related to (potential) military threat or violence. The second
approach focuses on contemporary ideas, perceptions and values related to
warfare and the military. This includes methods developed in the context
of the history of mentality (bistoire des mentalités), which searches for
common patterns of behaviour and thought®! (as far as the available sources
allow), the study of ideas as presented by medieval authors in their works,
as proposed by the study of semantic fields (Begriffsgeschichte) and discourse
analysis® and as part of a history of perceptions (Vorstellungsgeschichte).®
Alongside sources mentioned in relation to the first approach, poetry, letters
and iconography are particularly pertinent. The remaining paragraphs aim
at presenting some introductory thoughts by discussing methodological
approaches to study early medieval appreciations of military abilities and
participation, military roles and identities, and contemporary conceptions
of honour.

Burial evidence is essential for understanding the early medieval appraisal
of military abilities and participation. Although furnished burials are restricted
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both regionally and temporally, they provide information for estimating the
contemporary significance attributed to a military identity and related func-
tions; an assessment that applies to a majority of those individuals who
participated in the burial ceremony. The aforementioned fifth- to seventh-
century weapon burials, which were part of the so-called row graves
(Reihengrdber) largely found in regions adjacent to the (former) Roman
frontiers including Gaul, Anglo-Saxon England and Lombard Italy, are an
important source for the study of the significance attributed to military
identities and functions. Weapons were very expensive and therefore not
deposited without good reason. Moreover, given that funerary rituals generally
aimed at expressing some kind of appreciation for the departed, it appears
most unlikely that attendees deposited these objects if they carried a negative
connotation. Although the percentage of weapon graves varies significantly
from site to site, these burials do inevitably attest that a military identity
and function were considered desirable and appreciated. This does not imply
that the deceased had acted as, or considered himself, a warrior when alive.
As Heinrich Hirke emphasised in reference to the Anglo-Saxon evidence,
weapons found in burials do not necessarily reflect contemporary armament,
nor do they prove that the deceased had actually fought in a battle.** Dawn
Hadley and Jenny Moore added that these ‘weapon burials do not signify
actual warriors so much as “warrior status”’, and that ‘weapons had a
symbolic meaning beyond that of their functional role’.%* This means that
warrior identity was significant beyond an individual’s military role or
implication. This particularly applies to those individuals whose bodies were
found in high-status burials, graves that tend to contain the largest variety
and number of weapons. Given the quality of these objects, these burials
must have belonged to the upper social layer. This again implies that these
burials testify to the significance this group attributed to its military role
and identity.

Words and ideas expressed in writing represent further puzzle-pieces that,
when put together, carry useful information about how one author and (at
least a major part of) his expected audience perceived the world. Although
there are always components specific to one particular author, the second
approach allows the study of perceptions of a group that extends beyond
the authors themselves. Moreover, the examination of words and conceptions,
as testified in the sources, allows for the assessment of (potentially shared)
bias, prejudice, partiality and implicitness, which is particularly useful when
working on a period with so few sources as the earlier Middle Ages — when
written evidence itself often lacks statements explicitly relating to questions
about which we would like to know more. A word or a concept analysed
on the longue durée in a representative set of sources allows for the



14 Introducing early medieval militarisation, 400-900

examination of how the carried meanings, connotations and (implicit and
explicit) ideas changed over time, while considering the relevant historical
background may help understanding why these alterations occurred. This
method, however, is only practicable for a limited set of terms whose meanings
evolved over the period and inside the geographic analytical scope. Given
that words referring to core aspects related to long-term transformations
tend to change their meaning as a consequence of their external evolutions,
studying these terms and their change in meaning provides potentially new
evidence with which to assess long-term outer and inner evolutions and
processes. For the assessment of early medieval militarisation, this applies
to words like honor, virilitas or milites, and to concepts like reputation,
military identity or peace.

One important structural feature of a militarised society is the lack of
differentiation between the military and the civil, an aspect that is closely
related to contemporaries’ military identity. It is notable that in the Meroving-
ian sources terms like bellator, belliger, proeliator or pugnator, which clearly
define a person as a warrior, are largely used, if at all, to refer to a restricted
or distinguished part of society. In the Merovingian sources, this is applied
to the early Franks, their kings and military men who were either in the
immediate proximity of a ruler as a member of his retinue or were at least
closely associated with a king.*® Although this could be explained by the
fact that the sources scarcely mention non-elite individuals, the rare usage
and the virtual lack of plural uses (with a few exceptions) is noteworthy,
as it reinforces the impression that military roles were considered particularly
important by those belonging to the upper secular strata.

More revealing is the term miles itself, the standard word in Roman
sources used to refer to a soldier. Although it does appear sporadically in
Italy and Britain to refer to military men,*” for reasons we shall try to
hypothesise, Merovingian and early Carolingian sources using it in reference
to contemporary Frankish secular men only do so to refer to custodians of
prisoners.*® It is not until the ninth century that it once more progressively
refers to fighters. The interesting question is: why? The term miles obviously
carried a strong reference to (full-time) service, the militia, a meaning that
appears to have been considered inappropriate after the Roman army system
had broken down in Gaul. This would explain why, after the abolishment
of the Roman standing armies in Gaul, the term miles was used only to
refer to the aforementioned civic functionaries. As opposed to the part-time
fighters called to arms only when needed, these milites fulfilled the criteria
of armed permanent service. This explanation also sits well with the fact
that the ancient meaning of miles was retained in Ostrogothic Italy, wherein
a professional army remained in place at least until the Lombard conquest,
thus inviting no reason for the term to change in meaning. In Britain, on
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the other hand, Latin ceased to be used as a vernacular from as early as
the sixth century, when it was mainly used as a (more static) language of
the learned elite.”” This likely prevented the adaptation of the Latin term
to the current situation, and thus from reflecting a transition from an
institutionalised Roman to an Anglo-Saxon military organisation largely
based on ad hoc recruitment.

Neither miles nor terms like bellator were commonly used in the Meroving-
ian sources to refer to a large body of fighters. It is noteworthy that the
ordinary members of an army were generally referred to by using more
vague words such as viri, homines or, in a Latin adaption of the vernacular,
leudes, and in the case of an actual campaign, as exercitus.”® Evidently,
there was no need to define these men more specifically by referring to their
military identity. Although every man could be considered a potential warrior,
a military identity was only noted more explicitly when the designated
individual was performing a military function during a specific moment
(such as during a campaign). The long-term change in the use of miles thus
does not only support the significance of the elite’s military identity, but
also attests that this was less the case for the large majority of secular men.
For them, the transition from civil to military was more fluid, as their military
role was not necessarily a long-term occupation that would support the
further elaboration of a shared military identity. Against the backdrop of
the ongoing debate about early medieval ethnic identity,”" it should be noted
that the importance of warfare for creating and reaffirming the ethnic identity
of ‘we-groups’ has also been emphasised by anthropological studies.”* The
blurred transition and distinctions between the ‘military’ and the ‘civil’
population entailed that ethnic identities became increasingly important as
a potential reference not only for the military elites but for the entire popula-
tion.” Low-end burials support the impression of a gradual intensity of
identification with the military, given that weapons tend to feature less
prominently and in a larger variance. Thus, the evidence helps to confirm
two important criteria for defining militarisation in a society: the merging
of the civil and the military, and the significance of a military identity for
the elite.

The last criterion to address here is the early medieval significance of
honour. The ancient meaning of the corresponding Latin term honor is
generally taken for granted, and thus willingly translated accordingly. However,
in contrast to the Roman sources, Merovingian authors do not use the Latin
term honor to refer to an individual’s appreciation as a full and esteemed
member of society, i.e. an honour any man owns until he eventually loses
it. From the late fifth and until the seventh century, Frankish sources mostly
use the term honor to designate an official function or to refer to glory and
fame.” There are other terms that do refer to a notion that matches the
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modern definition of honour. While several of the Roman implications of
honor as referring to office-holding were maintained and eventually became
transformed into medieval terminology,” post-Roman ‘honourableness’, as
opposed to the late Roman conception of a more civic notion implied within
the term honor, was increasingly associated with action and physical skills.
Thus, the term honor was gradually substituted by words like virilitas,
fortitudo or utilitas. As revealed by deeper analysis, the notion of honour
carried within these terms clearly implied that proof was required through
physical activity, preferably in a military context. This altered notion of
honour is confirmed where injured honour is mentioned (iniuria).”® This
was generally done by depriving a man of his liberty of action (for example
by bonding) or by damaging his outward appearance (for example by disrobe-
ment or mutilation).”” Both implied harm to a man’s physical integrity and
constitution and would hinder his ability to be active. The evidence thus
does not only support the importance of honour, it also proves that physical
and military performance were considered significant criteria in defining
honourableness, which altogether entailed a change in the vocabulary used
to refer to the same notion. The verbal evidence thus demonstrates that at
least some Frankish notions of honour were intrinsically tied to the expectation
of (physical) activity, meaning that honour was not only an important
criterion to define the need for action, it was defined by action. A comparable
conclusion could be drawn from an analysis of the term wvirilitas referring
to manliness.

To conclude, as the concept of militarisation may be applied to a society
as a whole, virtually every source may be used to investigate the phenomenon
and its underlying processes. This includes evidence related to the general
living conditions, like archaeological findings, findings that although inexplicit,
still do speak for themselves. The same applies to the meanings carried by
words and designations. Although the approaches we have stressed here
are limited to selected pieces of evidence and notions, the evidence gathered
therewith may help to uncover historic processes that tend to remain uncom-
mented on by contemporary sources. The few examples discussed here
support the idea that perceptions and conceptions as attested by the
archaeological evidence or expressed in the written sources are able to reflect
current outer situations and recent changes. As contemporaries’ views,
expectations and thinking were shaped by their own outer world, any
significant outer change was likely to have an effect on how related elements
were assessed, perceived and described. A comprehensive investigation of
relevant evidence thus represents a useful approach not only to assess a
society’s militarisation, but also to understand the underlying historical
processes.
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Presentation of the volume

This volume presents a large variety of case studies related to militarisation
in the different regions of the early medieval world. It expands beyond the
geographic examples discussed in the present introduction by including
investigations on Gothic Italy and Spain, northern Europe with the Vikings,
and the Byzantine world. The volume’s organisation reflects the considerations
presented above in reference to its definition and methodological approaches.
The first two sections collect studies that focus on the structural features
of militarisation by discussing aspects like military organisation and structures,
recruitment strategies and related taxes, military infrastructure, tendencies
of militarisation and demilitarisation, the relationship between those who
fought and society, and the role of the military in and the impact of the
waging of war on society. The third and fourth sections gather studies
related to mentalities, particularly the ethics of war and the perception of
the warrior. They include studies on the significance of Christian ethics and
notions in the assessment of military participation, notions of loyalty and
discipline, the perception and depiction of the warrior, military virtues, and
the role attributed to military features discovered in male and female burials.
The volume closes with a comparative conclusion discussing the notion of
militarisation as a means to deal with the complexity of the changes societies
in Europe underwent from late Antiquity by considering its potential limits
and benefits with reference to the case studies presented in the different
chapters. Although the thematic and geographic scope of the collected studies
is very broad, a single volume is not able to cover every aspect that may
be related to the subject of militarisation. For example, issues surrounding
the gendered experience of militarisation brought into focus by Susanne
Brather-Walter’s Chapter 16 prove to be highly informative to the overall
picture of militarised societies. Thus, the present volume provides solid
groundwork with many questions open for future investigations.
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Soldier and civilian in the Byzantine Empire
c. 600—c. 900: a militarised society?

Philip Rance

Scholars of the Byzantine Empire have long discerned evidence of overt and
pervasive ‘militarisation’ from the mid-seventh century, broadly defined by
the increasingly military character and practices of imperial governance and
administration, the prominence of military status, roles and values in society
and culture, and the subordination of economic resources and production
to military priorities, largely in response to the existential threat posed by
expansionist Islam. The evidence leaves plenty of room for definitional
disputes and differing interpretations — and permits no easy solutions.
Although few would conceive ‘militarisation’ as a binary contest between
‘military’ and ‘civil’ parties, the varying impact of this multifaceted process
is most apparent in soldier—civilian interactions in several interconnected
spheres. Older scholarship, primarily concerned with institutional structures,
sought to establish how and when the authority of military personnel extended
to civil, fiscal and judicial affairs. Debate focused especially on the origin,
nature and development of territorialised military-fiscal jurisdictions, tradition-
ally termed the ‘theme system’, which scholarly consensus now views as
one stage of a protracted evolution of Byzantine armed forces, regionalised
power and provincial elites.! While Roman armies had for centuries chosen
or endorsed emperors, a concurrent ‘militarisation’ of politics — or ‘politicisa-
tion’ of armies — is evident in sharply escalating military unrest — civil wars,
usurpations and rebellions — after ¢. 650, and especially 695-726, as provincial
armies competed to elevate their own imperial candidates. Easier to describe
than to explain, their fluctuating alignments variously reflected factional
interests, regional particularism and patronage networks.? From this era
also, a more explicitly theorised Byzantine imperial ideology accorded soldiers
a special ‘constitutional’ position within the body politic as guardians of
dynastic legitimacy and defenders of the Christian empire.’ ‘Militarisation’
of regional economies and environments is discernible in routine — sometimes



32 The military and society

ruthless — prioritisation of defence in the state’s allocation of revenue, resources
and labour, as well as the economic imprint of soldiers, both institutionally,
as state-salaried consumer, market and employer, and individually, through
landownership/-holding.* One could also include here military interventions
in religious life, insofar as the emperor’s longer-term role as guarantor of
Orthodoxy drew soldiers into Church politics, interconfessional disputes
and suppression of heterodoxy, in this period most notably during two
episodes of state-sponsored Iconoclasm (730-87, 815-42).° Beyond identifying
soldiers’ functions within the broader dimensions of the state apparatus,
less easily distinguishable aspects of this complex picture relate to ‘military
sociology’: how the backgrounds, status, presence and behaviour of soldiers,
on and off duty, affected the socio-economic patterns, cultural complexion
and power relationships of urban and rural communities. In this short
chapter, I attempt to adjust the focus of enquiry onto some less discussed
microdynamics of ‘militarisation’, by considering the place of soldiers in
the society, economy and culture of provincial towns and villages, where
most soldiers resided, and how their localisation and rootedness in civilian
life, through origin, kinship, property and lived experience, shaped social
relationships between c. 600 and c. 900. These three centuries constitute a
relatively ‘dark’ age, framed by the more brightly lit sixth and tenth centuries.
By its nature the source material, often reflecting civilian perspectives and
furnishing little direct testimony to soldiers’ attitudes or self-perceptions,
allows only general trends to be traced, while some basic questions remain
unresolved. Although it will be necessary to draw comparative evidence
from prior and subsequent documentation, the intention is to examine this
period in its own terms, and not as an appendix to late Antiquity nor a
preface to later developments.

Military organisation ¢. 600-c. 900

Prolonged warfare during the first half of the seventh century radically
transformed Anatolia into the Byzantine empire’s military, fiscal and demo-
graphic heartland. Intensive Byzantine-Persian conflict (602-28) led to
unprecedented Persian conquests of Byzantine provinces in Mesopotamia,
Syria, Palestine and Egypt, and devastating inroads into Anatolia. A cor-
responding collapse of fragile Byzantine control in the Balkans largely
constrained imperial territory there to coastal strongholds. Although aggressive
campaigning (622-28) by Heraclius (r. 610-41) momentarily restored
Byzantine ascendancy in the Near East, the nascent onslaught of militant
Islam upon the exhausted empire from the early 630s resumed the vast,
rapid and now irreversible territorial losses. In ¢. 637-40, Byzantine forces
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again withdrew north of the Taurus and Anti-Taurus ranges. They left
behind the relatively urbanised and heavily fortified frontier zone of Meso-
potamia, Syria and Palestine, where Roman/Byzantine troops had ordinarily
been based for six centuries. In Anatolia, in contrast, cities and towns were
fewer and sparser, military infrastructure deficient and few troops were
regularly stationed. The remnants of Byzantine field armies were billeted
or cantoned across Asia Minor in a series of ad hoc or emergency measures
that, over time, acquired permanence. Insofar as patterns of deployment
can be discerned, units were allocated to districts selected primarily on the
basis of logistical capacity.® In response to recurrent and penetrative Muslim
invasions from the 640s, localised ‘defence-in-depth’ strategies reduced cities
and towns of Anatolia to fortified centres, serving as control points, depots
and refuges. From the 720s a more stable, attritional Byzantine-Muslim
frontier culture emerged, characterised by endemic predatory and punitive
raiding, until Byzantine forces gradually assumed an offensive stance from
the 920s.” Against this backdrop of long-term urban shrinkage and civic
impoverishment, the dispersal of armies throughout Asia Minor was one
aspect of a broader ‘provincialisation’ or ‘ruralisation’ of Byzantine admin-
istration, society and culture that had important consequences for both
soldiers and the dynamics of town and village life.® The empire’s armed
forces were now distributed in territorial commands, typically termed
‘generalships’ (strategiai, strategides), whose armies soon acquired regional
identities, associations and perspectives, underpinned by localised recruitment
and supply. In the early ninth century, as a consequence of poorly documented
developments, military-fiscal divisions called themata first emerge, wherein
military governors (strategoi) exercised enhanced competence in civil affairs
through new fiscal-administrative structures and personnel. Recent studies
have discarded the long-term and near-universal tendency of modern scholar-
ship to retroject the concept and/or terminology of the thema into preceding
centuries.’

The circumstances and consequences of this ‘territorialisation’ of armies
remain obscure. During the military-fiscal crisis of mid-/late seventh century,
it appears that the government, struggling to pay armies in coin owing to
a greatly reduced tax-base, supplied, equipped and remunerated soldiers
largely in kind through levies of produce, materials and labour, in effect
regularising emergency measures.'’ Limited evidence from the mid-eighth
to tenth centuries suggests that most soldiers of provincial or ‘thematic’
armies then belonged to a broad category of peasant freeholders, often
labelled ‘farmer-soldiers’, though the terms stratiotés, ‘soldier’, and strateia,
‘military service/obligation’, gradually embraced a wider range of military-
fiscal contexts. Soldiers seemingly met part or most of their basic military
expenses, including arms, equipment and horses, from their own or family’s
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resources, typically cultivatable land. In return, a soldier received service-
related remuneration and legal privileges, while his household benefited,
directly or indirectly, from fiscal exemptions. Soldiers” ownership or possession
of land has elicited scholarly controversy, particularly regarding the origin,
status and significance of ‘military properties’ (stratiotika ktemata) first
attested in more abundant tenth-century documentation. If localised recruit-
ment, from the 640s/650s, transformed a unit’s character and ties to
neighbouring civilian communities within a generation or two, individual
soldiers, whether quartered in encampments, billeted on inhabitants or living
in their own households, may have initially obtained land locally by diverse
private means — purchase, gift, marriage, inheritance or appropriation.'!
Although untraceable in Anatolia, such processes are documented papyrologi-
cally in Byzantine-controlled Italy, where garrisons became embedded in
provincial society and landholding from the late sixth to eighth centuries."
An alternative hypothesis that the state systematically apportioned imperial
or appropriated estates to soldiers, around the mid-seventh century, as a
means of maintaining armies, is not supported by nor consistent with the
evidence. Legal and historical sources from the mid-eighth/early ninth centuries
indicate that neither a stratiotes nor his strateia was bound to a property.
It is not until mid-tenth-century legislation, which sought to protect ‘military
properties’ against alienation by provincial magnates, that one can discern
a conceptual extension of strateia from a personal obligation incumbent
upon a stratiotés to a liability attached to the land that sustained him."

While provincial soldiers continued to form by far the greater part of
imperial forces, in c. 743/4 Constantine V (r. 741-75) instituted the tagmata,
permanently constituted units based in Constantinople and its hinterland.
Successive emperors augmented the number of tagmata, but their total
manpower remained proportionally small. Originally intended as centrally
controlled guard units and a political counterweight to provincial armies,
tagmata quickly evolved into zealously loyal ‘security forces’ and an elite
nucleus of imperial expeditions. The social backgrounds and motivations
of those enlisting in tagmata were more diverse: they included sons of
Constantinopolitan and provincial elites, alongside provincial/thematic soldiers
and, later, non-Byzantine warriors, attracted to the capital by superior
remuneration, conditions of service and opportunities for advancement.
The relationship between tagmata and land is more obscure, though at least
some tagmatic soldiers, when not on active service, lived on landholdings
near Constantinople."

In post-Roman Western Europe, pervasive blurring of the roles and identities
of soldier and civilian becomes a defining characteristic of ‘militarisation’,
evinced in non-soldiers bearing arms and/or imitating martial dress or
behaviour. Corresponding developments in Byzantine territory are harder
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to discern. Law codes selectively reprise the Augustan lex Tulia de vi publica
prohibiting private citizens from carrying weapons in public, though excep-
tional circumstances and legal ambivalence periodically militated enforcement
of penalties.”” Justinianic legislation prohibited private manufacture,
transportation and sale of all but the most rudimentary weaponry. From
the mid-seventh century, although production of arms and armour seemingly
shifted from state-run manufactories to contracted provincial workshops,
the state largely retained control over distribution, while expense also
constrained illicit access.'® Unremarkably, when attacked or besieged, a
city’s inhabitants, including sometimes women and children, actively par-
ticipated in communal defence, both alongside soldiers and in their absence,
a well-attested phenomenon throughout Antiquity. Outside such emergency
expedients, however, evidence for standing urban or local ‘militias’ - itself
a multivalent and value-laden term - is slight and ambiguous, but could
point to partial institutionalising of self-defence in regions afflicted by
longer-term insecurity.'” Beyond specific urban contexts, isolated references
(c. 708-9 and 811) to apparently ad hoc levies of poor ‘rustics’ are variously
interpreted as peasant militia, light-armed irregulars or civilian labour."
Only in the early tenth century is there potential evidence for broader,
state-sanctioned measures to promote military capabilities among civilians.
In his Taktika (c. 905), Leo VI (r. 886-912) ordains that ideally all ‘men
not registered for military service (astrateutoi)’, or at least one per household,
obtain a bow and practise archery so as to be able to harass enemy raiders
in their locality. Derivative military literature reproduces these regulations,
but contemporary and subsequent historical sources offer no evidence of
their implementation." It will become clear below that the status of ‘soldier’
remained distinct from civilian in Byzantine law and administrative practice,
not least because it determined eligibility for legal privileges and fiscal
immunities.

Who was a ‘soldier’? And why?

The basic institution of Byzantine rural society was the village (charion,
ktesis), which was both a community of freeholders — varying in status and
wealth but sharing space, environment and identity — and a mostly self-
regulating fiscal-administrative unit with communal tax liabilities.” Provincial
soldiers generally exhibit a high degree of socio-cultural homogeneity and
cohesion. Increasingly embedded in the Anatolian countryside, by the
670s/680s soldiers and their families became closely integrated into rural
communities by kinship, personal associations, property and culture, and
acquired emotional and generational attachments to localities.?! As products
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of highly localised and familial recruitment, and commanded by local junior
officers, it is assumed that soldiers, notwithstanding their comparative
prosperity and professional vested interests, shared the opinions and beliefs
of the provincial populace. With the decline of provincial cities and towns
as political-administrative centres and the demise of late Roman urban
elites, armies remained a setting for regular large-scale gatherings and thus
became institutional foci for expressions of popular approbation or discontent,
and self-conscious intermediaries between the provinces and Constantinople.”
As protectors of their communities, soldiers could evoke emotive responses:
worshippers at rural churches and shrines would encounter memorials to
soldiers killed in combat, indicative of a commemorative sensibility that
combined parochial origin with universal heroic status.*

Scholarship has generally inferred that the primary basis of military service
was hereditary obligation, imposed on soldiers’ sons or heirs, apparently
(re)introduced before the early eighth century (see below). Voluntary enlistment
and, to a lesser extent, foreign mercenaries were also sources of manpower,
varying according to date and circumstance. There is no legal evidence for
conscription, but the possibility of compulsion in raising ‘volunteers’ cannot
be excluded. A ‘military household’ (stratiotikos oikos) was one in which
a male member was registered as a stratiotés in army muster-rolls and/or
tax-registers.”* Until the late ninth/tenth century, an ethos of personal and
familial service seemingly persisted. Evidence from fifth-/sixth-century Egypt
and seventh-/eighth-century Byzantine Italy indicates that, in some areas,
military status, considered more a privilege than a burden, was monopolised
by local ‘military families’.” If age or disability prevented a registered stratiotés
from serving in person, a son or other member of that household could
take his place. In certain circumstances, custom allowed a soldier to commute
the notional value of his strateia into a cash payment, with which the govern-
ment could hire a replacement. The earliest evidence for this practice, mostly
implicit, concerns late eighth-/ninth-century cases of selective commutation
where personal strateia was impossible, such as juvenile sons of deceased
soldiers.” By the later eighth century, a distinction emerges within provincial
armies between a core of ‘select’ (epilektoi) soldiers, who served on a semi-
permanent basis and participated in long-distance campaigns, and a ‘terri-
torial’-type force, which usually served seasonally and/or regionally. By the
mid-tenth, all stratiotai in a thema, by collective preference or government
imposition, might pay rather than serve in person, particularly on overseas
expeditions.”” Legal sources accordingly distinguish the stratiotés, the registered
‘soldier’, from the strateunomenos, the ‘man (actually) serving’, mirroring a
shift from personal strateia by the head of a ‘military household’, his son
or kinsman towards substitution by an unconnected volunteer from the
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same or another thema or a foreign mercenary.”® In these circumstances,
‘soldiers’ who did not serve personally are not easily distinguishable from
civilians, except for their entitlement to certain fiscal-judicial privileges.
From the 960s, as Byzantine strategic priorities shifted from regionalised
defence to piecemeal reconquest, the state increasingly preferred to commute
the strateia of seasonal thematic farmer-soldiers as a means of funding
full-time ‘professional’ armies, comprising tagmata, ‘select’ thematic soldiers
and foreign contingents, trained in sophisticated tactics and furnished with
specialised weaponry. A generalised policy of fiscalising the military obligations
of thematic stratiotai gradually transformed their strateia into a purely fiscal
liability, in effect a selective military tax, while thematic armies declined in
significance and ultimately fade from the historical record around the mid-
eleventh century.”’

The legal status of a stratiotes entailed certain benefits with regard to his
person, family and property.*® Soldiers enjoyed long-standing judicial immuni-
ties and testamentary privileges unique to their profession.’! Outside a cadre
of full-time salaried personnel in each thema, part-time thematic soldiers
received pay (roga) and rations (sitéresia, sitéseis) only for periods of active
service. Fragmentary evidence and variable pay rates frustrate calculation
of ‘average earnings’.’*> By the mid-eighth century, thematic soldiers were,
in principle, also responsible for procuring their weaponry, armour and
mount, which were their own heritable property.*® In contrast, tagmata
received annual salaries and monthly rations and fodder, and were issued
with clothing, equipment, arms and horses.** For both categories, material
rewards of campaigning offered additional sources of income; a law codified
in 741 enjoined equal distribution of booty between men and officers.”
The fiscal advantages of being a soldier are most apparent with respect to
his landed property, which he cultivated either in person, with or through
his relatives, or as a rentier landlord via tenants and/or waged or unfree
labour. As previously indicated, soldiers quartered in Anatolia from the
640s could have variously acquired private land as a natural consequence
of their long-term integration into rural society, while the legal basis of
strateia remained personal rather than tenurial until the mid-tenth century.
Soldiers’ landholdings were territorially, fiscally and familially interlinked
with the properties of civilian neighbours. Like other rural inhabitants,
soldiers paid the land-tax (démosion telos) and hearth-tax (kapnikon), taxes
relating to persons and livestock, and associated surtaxes (parakolouthémata)
and supplemental communal levies.** However, the property of a ‘military
household” enjoyed exemption from diverse secondary charges, including
obligatory provision of food and lodging for officials (kaniskion), the billeting
of military personnel (mitaton), requisitions and compulsory sale of produce
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and livestock, and unremunerated labour-services (angareiai), which were
a regular, degrading and financially onerous burden on the majority of
peasants.’” This was at least the status of soldiers as prescribed in imperial
legislation and military ordinances, but the same sources allude to potential
disjuncture between legal theory and social practice. Leo VI envisaged
circumstances in which soldiers, though exempt from private labour-services
that peasants owed to landlords, might be required to contribute unpaid
labour to state construction projects — roads, bridges, ships or fortifications.*
Mid-tenth-century complaints about oppressive civil authorities, even if
rhetorically exaggerated, articulate imperial concerns about dilution or abuse
of soldiers’ privileges.*’

Equality with regard to legal status and fiscal privileges did not mean
equivalence of income or assets. There were always wealthier and poorer
stratiotai, even in the same unit, with increasing differentiation according
to rank, regiment and professional environment. The limited data, mostly
from the tenth century, furnish few figures susceptible to statistical analysis,
especially given divergent modern estimates of land values and agricultural
yields. Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that, on the whole, thematic soldiers
should be classed among better-off peasantry, and in some cases even as
lesser ‘gentry’, who possessed substantial allotments of cultivatable land. At
any time, however, a significant proportion of stratiotai was less prosperous,
while some are called ‘poor’, a relative distinction that usually signified
inability to fulfil military obligations rather than destitution. Fluctuating
fortunes and diverse circumstances — economic, agrarian, military — could
quickly reduce some soldiers to hardship, suggestive of a borderline status
between subsistence and surplus.*® Socio-economic stratification is manifest
in different ways, some superficial, others affecting operational capabilities
and requiring material assistance from the state and/or community. The
saint who gives his horse to an ‘exceedingly poor’ soldier becomes a topos
of ninth-/tenth-century hagiographical literature.*’ A ninth-/tenth-century
letter of uncertain authorship petitions the fisc on behalf of a soldier’s
impoverished widow, who possesses ‘no horse, no quiver or helmet or
sword’ with which to equip her only son.* Rare official data on rates
of commutation acknowledge the existence of soldiers ‘wholly without
means’, who nevertheless pay half the standard fee.*> Contemporary sources
distinguish a self-supporting category of thematic soldiers, who provided
their own campaign provisions, from the majority who received rations from
the state. Similarly, some soldiers could afford a servant(s), others pooled
resources in order to share one. ** Early tenth-century officers charged
with selecting troops from a muster of registered thematic manpower
were instructed to consider not only age, physique and morale, but also
a soldier’s ability to equip and maintain himself.* The implications of
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soldiers’ relative wealth or poverty therefore stretched far beyond their own

households.

‘Militarisation’ of social relations

Soldiers routinely interacted with civilians in the course of their diverse
duties: policing and internal security; supporting civil, fiscal and juridical
authorities; enforcement of imperial religious policies; in-transit demands
for foodstuffs, livestock, fuel, billets and labour-services — all circumstances
open to abuse and exploitation.* Outside official contexts, however, the
localisation of soldiers in civilian communities, together with soldiers’
dependence on their own resources, fostered a more far-reaching ‘militarisa-
tion’ of social relations. Three examples follow.

First, at a microcosmic, familial level, the impact of ‘militarisation’ can
be discerned in the nature and composition of ‘military households’, classified
as the residence of a registered stratiotés. Space forbids examination of
current scholarly assumptions about the primarily heritable character of
military service;*’ it must suffice here to indicate that the evidence for a
legal hereditary obligation is scant and ambiguous, while Byzantine law-codes
are strikingly silent with regard to potential infringements (at least compared
to late Roman legislation).*® Leaving this issue to one side, it was clearly
advantageous for a household to acquire and retain ‘military’ status: in
addition to a soldier’s pay, rewards and booty, the attendant fiscal exemptions
greatly benefited a registered property. Doubtless many ‘military households’
comprised nuclear families exploiting patrimonial land, but military-fiscal
calculations encouraged alternative arrangements whereby a household chose,
though was not obliged, to maintain a stratiotés, apparently because it was
mutually advantageous. A judicial ruling of ¢. 741 concerns a stratiotés
who had been living in his wife’s parental home; while his father-in-law
funded his equipment and service-related expenses, the soldier contributed
military-derived income to the household. The ruling adjudicated compensa-
tion due to the family when the soldier decided to leave and live elsewhere.*
By means of similar ‘military-marital’ policies, the government sought to
assimilate foreign manpower into Anatolian themata by inducing military
or civilian households with widowed or unmarried women to accept fugitive
or captive warriors as sons-in-law. This was accomplished either by imperial
edict, whereby Theophilos (r. 829-42) accommodated reportedly c. 14,000
Khurramites in 834, or by offering exceptional tax exemptions, as mid-
tenth-century regulations specify for Christianised Arab prisoners.’” Some
households endeavoured to keep the fiscal benefits of ‘military’ status after
the death of a registered soldier. A widow could register an infant son as
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the ‘stratiorés’ and pay a commuted fee until he became old enough to serve
in person. Some studies adduce this practice as evidence of hereditary military
obligation, but the sources may equally record a voluntary, financially-
motivated procedure.’! Similarly, an obscurely reported ‘pitiable and inhuman
exaction (exapaitésis) on behalf of the deceased’, long imposed on soldiers’
widows but abolished by Empress Eirene in c. 801, is plausibly explained
as the commuted fee charged for an infant ‘stratiotes’ or, if the widow was
childless, the loss of military-fiscal privileges by a household that was no
longer eligible.’? The distinction between hereditary and economic motivations
is sometimes blurred: a Justinianic law, reiterated by Maurice in 594 and
again in the Basilika (c. 892), permitted the eldest son of a soldier killed in
action to inherit his father’s rank and pay, but this measure was explicitly
intended to secure the family against poverty rather than as a mechanism
of recruitment . As elsewhere, apparent heredity occurs not by legal principle
but as a consequence of fiscal incentives.”

Second, as previously outlined, sources from the eighth/ninth century
onwards document impoverished stratiotai unable to fulfil military obligations.
In cases of severe penury, mid-tenth-century legislation clarifies an existing
procedure, of unspecified date, whereby the state granted a soldier temporary
exemption (adoreia) from his strateia until his fortunes revived; in the
meantime he performed less financially onerous garrison duties with light-
armed ‘auxiliaries’ (apelatai).”* Before this last resort, however, other
fiscal-administrative mechanisms required communities to assist local soldiers.
Although much remains uncertain, the earliest evidence concerns a measure
introduced by Nikephoros I (r. 802-11), as documented in a single hostile
and textually problematic source. In ¢. 809/10, Nikephoros forcibly resettled
soldiers from Asia Minor to recently recovered territory in Macedonia and
Greece. Some relocated soldiers were compelled to sell ancestral properties.
Seemingly in this context, ‘in addition ... [Nikephoros] ordered that poor
men were to serve in the army and be equipped by their fellow-villagers,
also furnishing to the Treasury 18% nomismata per man and his public
taxes as a joint liability’.”> Communal liability for paying the taxes of an
insolvent or absconded (civilian) fellow villager was a long-standing principle
of Roman/Byzantine taxation.’® Nikephoros’ innovation apparently made
the village, as a fiscal unit, collectively responsible for supporting resident
soldiers who, though evidently in possession of taxable property, were
(temporarily?) unable to bear the cost of their military equipment and
ordinary tax liabilities. Nikephoros presumably aimed to ensure that thematic
armies had sufficient fiscally viable and properly equipped troops.’” A century
later (c. 905), a similar principle of ‘communal solidarity and collaboration’,
albeit differently applied and justified, underlies Leo VI’s authorisation of
ad hoc levies on wealthier civilian households in order to provide poorer
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thematic soldiers with horses, service-related expenses and even basic equip-
ment prior to a campaign.’® The longer-term operation of Nikephoros’
reform is implied by mid-tenth-century laws, which indicate that if the
landholding of a stratiotés could no longer sustain his strateia, the state
compulsorily allocated civilian landholders from the same village as temporary
syndotai, ‘contributors’, who were required to assist him, materially or
through labour, in performing his military service. Only after this measure
had failed was exemption (adoreia) granted.” Furthermore, Constantine VIDs
Novel on soldiers’ landholdings (c. 947) affirmed the preferential claim of
syndotai to that ‘military property’, if it should eventually fall vacant or be
reassigned, on condition that they, though civilians, became singly or
proportionately liable for the attached strateia, as a commuted monetary
equivalent rather than actual service.®” In these ways, therefore, responsibility
for funding a soldier(s) could be shifted directly and personally onto his
civilian neighbours.

Third, some sources equate wealthy stratiotai with provincial dynatoi,
‘the powerful’, who are accordingly able to use status, wealth and force to
overawe rural society.”! Although contemporary documentation contains
no specific cases, parallels may be drawn with late Roman evidence of
soldiers abusing their state-sanctioned monopoly of violence to intimidate
and harass civilians.®? In contrast, ‘poor’ soldiers, especially in rural areas
far from the scrutiny of Constantinople, were vulnerable to coercion or
exploitation by local elites. Anxieties about unlawful employment of military
personnel (re)surface in mid-eighth-century legislation, which reprises
Justininiac injunctions against soldiers entering into tenurial contracts or
taking positions on private estates that might distract from or conflict with
their military duties.®® If this legislative reiteration signifies circumstantial
correspondence with Justinian’s reign, when seigneurial retinues periodically
disturbed even the Constantinopolitan hinterland, then we may glimpse
here eighth-century soldiers acting as ‘military muscle’ and contracting
themselves to landowners/-holders as stewards, rent-collectors and body-
guards.®® Certainly, the imperial government later became increasingly
concerned about impoverished soldiers joining unauthorised paramilitary
retinues. This problem became acute by the early tenth century with the
rise of aristocratic clans, predominantly military in origin and character,
who combined provincial landownership with imperial office-holding to
dominate certain regions, particularly the central Anatolian plateau. Leo VI
(c. 905) and Constantine VII (c. 947) financially penalised army officers
and unspecified ‘dynatoi’ who took stratiotai into their personal service.
They also forbade senior officers to exempt stratiotai from their strateia in
return for ‘gifts’, which, by implication, included surrendering land. As
thematic officers were often members of regional landed families, both
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measures addressed threats posed by an ascendant military aristocracy, which
sought to coerce or entice stratiotai into becoming dependent tenants (paroikoi)
or armed retainers, a process accelerated by severe famine across Anatolia
in 927-28.% The government feared that these officer-magnates would use
enlarged retinues of kinsmen and clients to further their territorial and
political ambitions, reflected in the proliferation of large estates, inter-clan
feuding and, ultimately, attempts at imperial power.*®

Conclusions

This brief chapter can hardly do justice to the complexity and significance
of the subject but permits some general observations. The distinction between
‘soldier’ and civilian, in terms of legal status, privileges and exemptions,
remained clearly demarcated, but the intricacies of the Byzantine military-fiscal
apparatus meant that terminological and functional ambiguities existed in
reality: some ‘soldiers’ rarely if ever performed military service in person;
some civilians were assigned or voluntarily undertook military-fiscal obliga-
tions. Correspondingly, although many soldiers enjoyed professional status
and relative wealth, more striking are the ways in which other soldiers’
poverty and vulnerability shaped social relations. Soldiers’ rootedness in
village communities with communal tax liabilities, and their dependence
on private or familial resources to fulfil their strateia, made possible a partial
transfer of military-fiscal obligations onto civilian neighbours. More broadly,
the very presence of soldiers in rural society affected its cultural complexion
and local power relationships. This we can call ‘militarisation’. Conversely,
with an emerging ‘professionalisation’ of Byzantine armies from the late
ninth/early tenth century, and a general policy of fiscalising the strateia of
thematic soldiers, one can discern the beginnings of a longer-term ‘demili-
tarisation’ of the empire’s indigenous manpower.
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The exercitus Gothorum in Italy: a
professional army in a demilitarised society?

Kai Grundmann

The Ostrogothic army in Italy has received some scholarly attention, especially
with regards to its ethnicity, identity and settlement. This chapter, however,
attempts to shift the focus onto the organisation, administration and actual
operation of the military. It is important to note that this includes the exercitus
Gothorum, but is not limited to it. There were other military forces at the
disposal of the Gothic kings; their different organisation and operation also
led to different modes of interaction with civilians. Those differences shed
some new light on how the military, including its institutions and personnel,
was perceived by the civilians and how the Gothic kings attempted to
structure their interactions in times of peace. The same differences highlight
the ideal of a civilian population which — in contrast to other successor
kingdoms — ceded all soldierly activities to professional military forces.
This chapter will explore whether there was lack of differentiation between
soldier and civilian and an overlap of civilian and military duties for state
officials, two main characteristics of militarisation, applied to the Gothic
kingdom in Italy. The Gothic Wars of 535-62, with their usually violent
and rapacious treatment of civilians, will not be in the chapter’s focus, as
its very dynamic developments require a separate analysis.

While the exercitus Gothorum served as the king’s main military force,
other forces can be identified. Most prominent are the palace guards: silentiarii,
domestici, scholarii. In a well-known chapter of his Secret History, Procopius
of Caesarea describes them as a remnant of previous times, denies any
military (combat) value, and goes as far as to say ‘nothing military remained
except the name of the army [oTporteiog dvoua] (trans. Dewing).! A similar
case might be made for the excubitores who are noted by Ennodius.” The
fact that these troops seemed to have had a civilian oversight, and thus did
not fall under a military office,’ reinforces their non-military nature. It also
means they were not part of the exercitus Gothorum, which fell under
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different authorities and (military) officers. Though they were apparently
taking over some watch duties,* prompting the idea they might be capable
combat formations,’ it is clear that they were no longer the elite soldiers
who had previously borne the name.

The role of the guards should not be seen as simple sentry duties alone.
Obviously, they represented an element of continuity, for similar formations
had served in the western Roman Empire for centuries. Theoderic went to
great lengths to emphasise the continuation of imperial traditions under his
rule,’ and maintaining palace guards helped to propagate that message. It
certainly smoothed the transition of power, as the palace guards could not
be labelled ‘barbarian’. On the contrary, inferring from Procopius, it seems
possible that these guards were the sons of well-off Romans. Standing post
in high-visibility areas close to the centres of power might also provide
social prestige besides the considerable pay, which would have been attractive
to some of the Roman aristocracy. Moreover, the presence of guard regiments
served to tie the civilian elites even closer to the king by giving them a job
at the court.

This also explains why Justinian disbanded these troops. Procopius may
have us believe that Justinian acted out of greed and lack of money alone,’
but largely ceremonial palace guards were only useful in the capital, i.e.
near the ruler. Indeed, Justinian maintained similar units in his capital, units
that would have been useless in a military context if Procopius is to be
believed.® His very harsh statements on guards units, east and west, should
be taken with a grain of salt. But the civilian oversight, the non-combat
nature of their mission and the tight connection to Roman aristocracy is
interesting in that the line between civilian and military was definitely blurred
in this case. To make a definite statement about the nature of this formation,
we would have to know its size and details about its deployment, and having
such units and the military in close proximity to the ruler is significant in
and of itself in a monarchy, as many examples including Alexander’s com-
panion cavalry or the Wachregiment Berlin prove — even if the combat value
was low. However, the process of transforming military units into essentially
non-combat institutions was not unique; Mommsen has observed a similar
decline of the late Roman guard troops, and the sources to be discussed
here indicate that this was the case in Italy, too.”

The troops on the borders represent a different development. It is not
entirely certain whether the Gothic kings continued the late Roman separa-
tion of the field army (comitatenses) and the dedicated border troops, the
limitanei, as some scholars have proposed.'® Guy Halsall pointed out that no
formation under Gothic rule was ever referred to as limitanei."' Nonetheless,
Servatus, dux of the two Raetian provinces, evidently had his own troops,
commanding a military unit called the Breones.'* This term describes a local
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mountain people who had been Romanised quite some time before,"* and
who likely formed an entity different from the Goths who primarily served
the exercitus Gothorum. Considering Raetia served as the ‘bars and bolts
of ITtaly’,'* and played a vital role in the overall border defence strategy,"
the use of locals to secure the area functionally equals the use of limitainei,
especially as they seem to be operationally limited to their region. Despite
the substantial troop movements during the Gothic Wars, no Raetian units
are seen in Italy.

The letters of Cassiodorus allow us to understand how these military
forces would have reacted to enemy incursions, at least in theory. We do
not know the armament or tactics of the border-guarding limitanei, but,
apparently, they were not expected to hold out against noteworthy forces.
Delaying the enemy advance by harassment in the mountains, perhaps
blocking passes, and defending key fortresses were the prime tasks of the
border defenders. Despite the fancy words of Theoderic about Raetia being
the bars and bolts of Ttaly, he was aware that an army could break through.
The tractus Italiae, the chain of fortresses at the foot of the Southern Alps,
was reinforced; two fortresses, Verruca and Dertona, are well-known. They,
too, were not designed to stop an invading force. The fortresses served a
dual purpose: to shelter the civil population but also to deny shelter to
others. This forced a foreign army to invest part of their resources to forage,
leaving them exposed to the elements and to an impending counter-attack.'®
It was the field army which needed to strike and ultimately repel the invader.

This strategy had severe consequences for the border regions. The Gothic
field army, while highly mobile by the standards of late Antiquity, could
never react in time to cross the Alps and protect the provinces of Raetia
against smaller incursions. Unless a great invasion happened, the locals were
on their own, civilian and military alike; and Theoderic made sure they
knew it. However, there was the shadow of hierarchy (or perhaps rather a
functional equivalent to it), to use a term from political science. In case of
a full-scale invasion, but also in the event of a major uprising, Theoderic
and his troops could act with terrifying efficiency, as demonstrated in many
theatres of war.'” This kind of deterrent meant the locals would need to
fight most of their small battles alone when subjected to a raid, and it would
require the inclusion of civilians at least in support roles. While Theoderic’s
system of indirect presence, which at times may have been little more than
symbolic domination, did nothing to prevent small-scale incursions, it was
a credible enough threat to stabilise the region on a grander scale, while
leaving it largely independent. It is thus not a symptom of military weakness,
as has been argued when reviewing the apparently low quality and numbers
of the ducal troops.'® Fending off small-scale incursions rather than full-scale



The exercitus Gothorum in Italy 51

invasions was precisely what local border guards were supposed to do. In
the end, the borders gained some stability, and the heartlands gained their
bars and bolts."”

Best documented is the exercitus Gothorum. If it is true that the border
guards and the palace guards formed separate entities, the exercitus Gothorum
effectively took the role of the late Roman comitatenses as the mobile strike
force. Such a design should not come as a great surprise with Theoderic
having been the commander of a Roman federate force and having been
trained in Constantinople. The late Roman context offers a sensible back-
ground for the military organisation.

But perhaps the most striking characteristic of the field army is its profes-
sionalism. Scholars increasingly refer to late Roman armies as professional,
though not always with clear definitions of the term.?® Samuel Huntington’s
seminal Soldier and the State is helpful because it defines ‘profession’ as a
‘peculiar type of functional group with highly specialised characteristics’.
Those characteristics are ‘expertise’, ‘corporateness’ and ‘responsibility’.
Huntington firmly asserts professionalism is what distinguishes the modern
soldiers from ‘warriors of previous ages’.*! While caution is indeed required
when applying these criteria to the Gothic army, it is remarkable how well
they fit, at least when we read Cassiodorus’s Variae.

The Variae are notoriously difficult to interpret, partially due to debates
on the date and intention of their publication.” Without doubt Cassiodorus
presents an idealised view of the Ostrogothic kingdom, including its army.
This ideal, however, is interesting in and of itself for it reflects Huntington’s
professionalism: the ‘expertise’ of the soldiers is evidenced by their exclusive
limitation on military service; they are even protected from doing civilian
work.” In fact, it is a life-long commitment.** We know of basic training
as well as advanced and specialised training by more experienced officers.”’
Warfare may not have been as complex as it is in the digital age, but the
skills for successfully mastering its challenges had to be taught and learned.
Procopius, for example, emphasises the high skill level of Belisarius’ elite
troops acting as horse archers, shock cavalry and siege experts.?® The use
of untrained (and poorly equipped) personnel in an open field battle during
the Gothic Wars proved disastrous,”” although they seemed to be capable
enough to man walls. Even a small number of military specialists could
make a decisive difference when two otherwise untrained forces met.?® All
this implies the institutionalised transfer of professional knowledge to military
personnel.

‘Responsibility’ can also be found. ‘The client of every profession is
society’” — and this is strongly connected to what Amory termed ‘civilitas-
ideology” and similarly to what Wiemer called ‘Integration durch Separation’:
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the idea that the Goths (i.e. the soldiers in Amory’s diction) defend the
Romans (i.e. the civilians) and the Graeco-Roman patterned state they
maintain. ‘Think what a life of hardship the soldier leads in those frontier
places for the general safety’ (trans. Hodgkins)’® and similar notions are
legion in the Variae.® Of course, this is where Cassiodorus is at his peak
in idealising the interaction between civilians and the military. It has even
been argued that the civilians were constantly mistreated and consequently
welcomed Belisarius in 535,* though this view conflates the experiences
of common civilians (who certainly did not receive any better treatment
by east Roman troops) and those of senatorial rank.** While some friction
is undeniably evident even in the Variae, such as when an officer needs to
be reminded that his troops are to protect the civilians,** the effect of the
propagation of the ideal itself should not be underestimated. The very fact
that the king, commander-in-chief, publicly and repeatedly insisted on certain
moral standards could not be ignored by any officer without good reason,
and it allowed judgement of the army by those standards. However, the
army’s leadership did not rely on moral standard setting alone, additionally
arguing for a different rationality: if the civilians were robbed, they could
hardly generate the revenues required to finance the soldiers’ payments,
especially the donativum.* Furthermore, the soldiers were supplied with
ample provisions when marching through friendly territories, so they did not
need to forage. This seems to have been a very important concern judging
by the large number of Variae detailing such orders.** Whatever the motive,
the army command was perfectly aware of its responsibility to protect, and
rationalised this responsibility morally as well as economically.
Huntington’s last point is ‘corporateness’:

the sense of organic unity and consciousness of themselves as a group apart
from laymen [...] Membership in the professional organisation, along with
the possession of special expertise and the acceptance of special responsibility,
thus becomes a criterion of professional status, publicly distinguishing the
professional man from the layman.’’

This is perhaps the most influential characteristic of the field army. It was
often called excercitus noster,’ the king’s own men, and, conversely, the
soldiers reciprocated by calling Theoderic rex noster,”® implying a close
relationship of the soldiers to the ruler. This is unlike the civilian offices,
which are never addressed in a similar way by Theoderic. There are also
no romani nostri in the language of the Gothic kings, despite Theoderic
occasionally being called dominus noster by civilian elites in an imitation
of imperial habit.** Civilians were furthermore not allowed to bear military-
grade armaments.*' Indeed, it is possible that soldiers carried a sword in
public, as Theoderic himself most likely did.** Thus, it has been proposed
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that there must have been some other ways to physically distinguish between
Goth and Roman in order to enforce such a law.*

However the ethnic difference is not the important issue here, as Theoderic
merely renewed a Valentinianic ban which had been temporarily lifted by
Maiorian in order to defend Rome.** And indeed there was another way
to tell the difference between civilian and soldier: clothing. Again, there
was an older law prohibiting the populus from wearing military clothing,
especially combat boots (tzangae) and trousers (bracae).* Older interpretations
of this law being directed against barbarian influences have long been discarded
in favour of an attempt to protect the civilian sphere against military influ-
ences.* Such military clothing was to be expected in the case of the Gothic
soldiers. The cingulum, the military belt, further helped identify a soldier;
without it, his appearance was considered incomplete — bordering nakedness.*’
Sporting a beard might have been military habitus as well. The ‘Gothic
beard’ as described by Ennodius®® can be seen in ethnic terms. But why
would Ennodius make fun of his friend Jovinianus for having such a beard?
As a staunch supporter of Theoderic the Goth’s rule, he probably did not
chastise someone for following ‘Gothic’ trends based on ethnicity alone. It
is more plausible that he objected to a civilian adopting a military style,
indicating that the visual distinction between the two spheres had been
internalised by at least a part of the civilian elite. This further illustrates
how strong the separation actually was. The issue of the beard is a difficult
one because Ennodius’ description does actually not match the depiction
of Theoderic’s facial hair on the famous triple solidus. Theoderic’s moustache
itself, however, is certainly not ‘barbarian’, though some scholars assume
as much,® but rather an expression of late Roman military habitus.*

Another distinction from the civilian sphere was that soldiers had their
own jurisdiction, exclusively exercised by military officers. The comites
provinciarum dealt with most problems in peace time, the duces acted to
excursions and on campaign and the comites Gothorum were responsible
for cases involving civilians and soldiers while being provided with civilian
legal advisors.’" Despite the military officer’s supremacy, it is clear that the
jurisdiction was organised with the premise of clearly determining who
belonged to the professional army and who did not.

The soldiers even had their own language, the lingua nostra. Its precise
nature remains subject to debate. It might have been Gothic, though it was
never addressed as such in our sources; it might have been a ‘military pidgin’
language. Whatever it was, it factored heavily into the creation and stabilisa-
tion of group cohesion.’” It had to be learned, too, like any other (military)
skill.”

On top of all that is a superimposed ethnicity, being the exercitus Gotho-
rum, but this identity did not always override other ethnic identities within
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the army. We know of Gepids, Rugians, Heruls, Huns and individual Romans
serving in this army;** and this is before considering the huge number of
defectors during the Gothic Wars, again including a variety of ethnicities.
The specific Gothic ethnicity, from the army’s point of view, worked as an
overarching identity that supported the common military identity. As such,
it is but one tool in a much larger box of tools separating the soldiers from
the civilians.

The separation of the military and the civilian spheres thus had many
levels: functional, in that it exclusively focused on warfare; habitual, in the
right to bear arms, military clothing, insignia and perhaps facial hair; legal,
having their own jurisdiction; linguistic thanks to the lingua nostra; and
pseudo-ethnic by being called exercitus gothorum. A spatial separation may
be argued as well, but touches upon the controversial subject of how the
Goths were settled in Italy, i.e. whether they had tight clusters of settlements
or were dispersed over all of Italy.”” In any case, the separation of the spheres
appears to be profound and far more pronounced than in the case of border
troops or palace guards. Even though an ethnically defined line between
Goth and Roman might be blurry at times, the line between soldier and
civilian is clearer.

The exercitus Gothorum rarely interacted with civilians, as will be explored
later, but was very much focused on the king, and not just because he was
nominally the commander-in-chief. The Gothic kings were also the head of
state, but their interaction with the field army was more akin to that of an
army group commander like Belisarius. When he was younger, Theoderic
rode at the head of his troops, charging right into the enemy lines.’® His
leadership style suggested a close personal relationship between king and
army, even if, in reality, this was rarely the case. Of the three successors to
the throne who were not murdered by their own people, two died in battle
at the head of their troops. This style was called ‘Germanic’,’” and indeed
the Roman head of state would not leave his capital, much less fight in
battle. Yet, just as the Gothic kings fought on the frontlines, so too did
Justinian’s army group commanders. Theoderic also wore clothes handmade
by his family, as would most of his soldiers, further reinforcing the image
of a close relationship between them.*® Although the term conmilitio is not
used, as it would be in Roman imperial tradition, all this appears somewhat
stereotypical especially as Roman historiography and panegyrics used the
motive of family-made clothing to praise the ruler’s modesty; this goes back
to Augustus.’’

Most illustrative is the practice of the donativum, the special yearly
payment, which Theoderic could have sent to his troops. But he did not.
Instead, he insisted on his soldiers coming to him and receiving their money
in Ravenna, no doubt face-to-face.®” Even when Theoderic was not present,
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his presence was imagined, as described by Ennodius in a panegyric on
Theoderic:

Remember, comrades, on whose orders we are here. None of you shall believe
that the eyes of the king, for whose honor we fight, are far away from you.
Even when our spears blot out the sky, it will not go unnoticed who used his
weapon with extraordinary courage. (Trans. based on Ch. Rohr)®!

Perhaps the promised reward was also handed out personally. Indeed, the
famous triple-solidus depicting Theoderic was actually modified to be worn
as a fibula, fastening the cloak — another important part of military clothing.
Thus, the owner carried the image of the king at all times.®

However, the obligation worked both ways. Leaving aside Theoderic
taking care of the impoverished blind soldier Anduit®’ and similar tropes of
a good ruler, the instances of military unrest are far more interesting as their
consequences potentially impacted on the civilian populace. At least two
of Theoderic’s comites were disloyal to the point of planning a coup. The
available information is extremely sparse, with only a few mentions in the
anonymus Excerpta Valesiani chronicling the reign of Theoderic: ‘Odoin, his
governor, plotted against him. When Theoderic learned of it, he had Odoin
beheaded in the palace which is called Sessorium’®*; and, in another short
chronicle, ‘Coming to Milan King Theoderic killed governor Petia.’®® The
information on Odoin is repeated in the chronicles of Prosper of Aquitaine,
although misdated.®® We are certainly confronted with a meaningful event.
It happened in the year 500; Theoderic was celebrating this tricennalia in
Rome. And being a comes in Rome, Odoin belonged to the upper most
echelons of the army. Thus, a high-ranking officer plotted against the king
and was executed in the year of a major celebration, and the response
from our (civilian) sources is minimal. In the other instance the silence is
even greater, since we only know that Theoderic went to Milan and killed
Petia.”’

Despite the remarkable lack of documentation of these conflicts we may
draw some conclusions. The executions of the officers mentioned above
are sometimes seen as some kind of court intrigue as power-plays behind
the scenes might explain the lack of evidence.®® But that is not what hap-
pened. No one was executed at the court in Ravenna. Petia and Odoin
were Theoderic’s men, governing Rome and Milan in his stead, and he
personally went to those places to deal with them. More importantly, he
likely did not execute the officers in public. The Sessorium may not have
been a restricted military area but neither was it a public space like the
Circus.®” Public executions or humiliations were common in late Antiquity;
putting down enemies publicly was partly a tool of political communication
between the triumphant ruler and the city population and aristocracy.”
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A similar demonstration of power was well within Theoderic’s reach, yet
he abstained from involving the civilian sphere. It looks like he handled
the executions as internal military affairs, which had nothing to do with
the citizens of Rome or Milan, and which required Theoderic to act not as
the head of state, deputy of the eastern emperor or pseudo-emperor of the
west, but as the army’s commander-in-chief. This offers an explanation for
the lack of documentation from our civilian sources who could offer no
further insight — another indication of how little they knew or cared about
the military. It also explains why Theoderic was administering the executions
personally. On the one hand, there is the possibility that the local soldiers
could not be trusted, and on the other hand — more importantly — since the
relationship between the commander and his troops was imaged as a close
and personal face-to-face relationship in a special group, it makes perfect
sense to end it face-to-face.

The civilian perception of the army is difficult to assess. Not only does
it seem they were largely demilitarised in the heartlands, having little contact
with the army, much less combat training or equipment, for example,”" it
is also true that our sources usually deal with conflict situations. As mentioned
before, the prime cause for those conflicts was a large group of soldiers
moving through friendly territory. The logistical challenges of supplying an
army on the march were substantial: the weekly ration for 5,000 men
equalled the produce from 70 acres of farmland and 90 oxen. These numbers
have been estimated for a Principate-era Roman legion; although sixth'century
sources have been used for this estimate,’”” they are by no means final. But
they do provide an impression of how much strain was put on the population
when an army crossed their lands. It thus comes as no surprise that Cassi-
odorus’ letters address this problem more often than any other civil-military
interaction.”” Equally unsurprisingly, they invariably present successful
prevention and resolution mechanisms to the credit of the wise king. The
solutions were sensible enough and display considerable experience in handling
exactly this kind of problem. The soldiers were either given supplies directly
or received money to buy them on the way.”* It seems that occasionally
even the prices were regulated to the benefit of the civilians, but that could
be an exception granted for Rome alone.” The only time the field army
almost fully assembled was before the gates of Rome when raising Vitiges
on the shield. This is probably no coincidence, as Rome was a logistical
hub receiving huge amounts of provisions on a daily basis.”

If Cassiodorus wanted to emphasise the army’s peaceful integration, it
seems strange that he would choose to portray the relation of the civilian
population and the soldiers primarily through using examples of friction.
Perhaps it was such a considerable problem that it could not be glossed
over, or perhaps Cassiodorus consciously contrasted the attempts to rein in
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the soldiers with the events of the Gothic Wars and its rampant, unchecked
violence committed by soldiers on both sides.

In peace time, encounters between civilians and soldiers were relatively
uncommon. The numbers of the field army were simply too low, whatever
stance one takes in the debate about the absolute numbers. Even the incredible
number of 150,000 soldiers in the field army given by Procopius”’ would
still mean a small proportion of the overall population. The operational
formations of the armies on both sides as described by Procopius are usually
much smaller and estimates of the total number range from 20,000 to
30,000 soldiers.”® Most cities, for example, only had a small garrison, if
any. Naples only received troops when Belisarius landed in Italy, i.e. when
a hostile force directly threatened this strategically important city.” Neither
did Theoderic place a garrison in Rome, but his successor Theodahad did,
and this garrison was ordered to keep a low profile and was put under the
command of an officer with a reputation for maintaining discipline among
the ranks.*

Due to their ‘expertise’ as part of their professionalism, i.e. their exclusive
preoccupation with warfare, the soldiers would rarely have reasons to interact
with civilians. And if they did, their ‘corporateness’ made them stand out
— much more so than any ethnic or pseudo-traits like Gothic beards. Unlike
ethnic identity, both the ascription of a professional military identity as well
as its self-attribution were relatively stable regardless of the ethnicity, loyalty
or religion of the individual. Furthermore, ethnicity is almost a non-issue
in civil-military interactions. This is not unlike the eastern Roman Empire
where a similar observation can be made.?' Indeed, had it not been for the
ethnikon Gothorum in the labelling of the army, we would have little reason
to think of it in ethnic terms. Separated from the rest of the Italian society
on many levels by its professionalism, the interaction with this relatively
small and highly mobile group was limited and often brutal.

There are some caveats to consider. The clear-cut separation between
soldier and civilian may work for the field army to a certain extent. This
separation would be less clear in the border regions, considering the overall
strategy of the border defence as outlined above, and we know that civilians
could be commissioned to help build fortifications®* and to bolster the
defence of city walls.** Having taken an oath of loyalty to the Gothic
king, which originated from the Roman military oath of allegiance, they
could be legally expected to provide such support.®* Lastly, the three-fold
organisation pattern of the military probably collapsed quickly during the
Gothic Wars.

Nonetheless, we can observe three different modes of civil-military
interaction based on the organisation patterns of the different parts of
Theoderic’s military forces, and the degree of professionalism of these forces.
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Most intriguingly, these differences are reflected on the civilian side, although
largely dictated by geography: the necessary interaction of border troops
and the local population might also have led to a decreasing distinction
between the two, unlike in mainland Italy. Here, Theoderic achieved perhaps
the most profound separation between soldiers (Gothic or not) and civilians
in late Antiquity. And as long as his rule ensured security and peace, Italian
society did not exhibit many of the key traits of militarisation as attested
elsewhere in the west.
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Military organisation as an indicator of
militarisation (and demilitarisation) in
Lombard Italy

Guido M. Berndt

Anyone today attempting to write about the history of the Lombards risks
repeating a story that has been told many times before.' Irrespective of one’s
research foci, whether political, social, religious, cultural or military, the
main difficulty remains the nature of the surviving sources, or rather their
limited number. When it comes to the question of militarisation of early
medieval societies,” the Lombard case provides some interesting perspectives
because one can combine the findings from the written sources with a
remarkable amount of archaeological material.’

This chapter aims to show at least one method of assessing the degree
of militarisation and/or demilitarisation in Lombard Italy, and to shed some
light on the mechanisms that determined these processes. Militarisation has
been subject to cursory examination in the past, but has been somewhat
neglected in modern research,* even though there seems to be a consensus
that the ‘Lombards were a people of warriors, and war was a normal feature
of life for all free men’.’

The point of departure here is the short but seminal article by Edward
James, in which he compiled a series of criteria to define a militarised
society.® When applying this concept to the society of Lombard Italy, the
following features match remarkably well: (1) there was no clear demarcation
between military and civilian responsibilities; for instance, in the most
important offices, such as the duces and gastaldi; (2) there was a widespread
proliferation of weapons in large parts of the free male population that
were expected to serve in the army; (3) there was a high level of recognition
of military capabilities, activities and values; (4) weapons were not only
used in warfare, but also for certain ceremonies and rituals, thus having
some symbolic meaning; for example, the handing over of a lance’ to a
chosen candidate on the occasion of his accession to the throne; (5) the
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head of the society was also the supreme commander of the army and
usually participated personally in campaigns.®

Our understanding of Lombard society depends considerably on their
military organisation and the question of who was obliged to serve in their
armies. With this question, we encounter the undeniable difficulty that in
fact only a small section of the entire Italian society can be analysed in
some detail due to the perspectives of the surviving written sources. It is
essential to make clear from the outset that, with the exception of Paul
the Deacon’s Historia Langobardorum,’ we lack any coherent narrative of
noteworthy length between the end of the sixth and the end of the eighth
centuries. In all readings of this text, one must keep in mind that Paul
was primarily a storyteller with his own agenda, not a military historian.
We can at least agree that Paul, who had served at different royal and
ducal courts before he withdrew from public life, gave a ‘rich and varied
response to the experiences and ideas that he encountered’, as Christopher
Heath recently pointed out.'” To this main source, some further texts —
chronicles, saints’ lives, charters and inscriptions — can be added. In view
of a 200-year history of the Lombards in Italy, it can hardly be supposed
that in terms of militarisation a static and homogeneous picture emerges.
Rather, different trends and developments are observable, leading to the
sources depicting differing degrees of militarisation. Thus, in addition to
increasing militarisation tendencies, most notably in the early years of the
Lombard’s presence in Italy, demilitarisation trends are also discernible,
especially in the final decades of the Lombard kingdom. Moreover, as identities
in human societies are constantly changing, we must also consider that the
identity/identities of the Lombards changed during the course of these two
centuries."’ Furthermore, spatial factors likely played a considerable role. In
border duchies, as for instance Friuli, a higher degree of militarisation can
be observed than in regions that were only occasionally affected by armed
conflict."

When the Lombards entered Italy in 568, they did not appear from
nowhere. For several decades, they had been living on the periphery of the
Roman Empire where they occasionally came into contact with the Roman
authorities."® Before the Italian invasion,'* when still dwelling in Pannonia,"
a considerable number of Lombard warriors had been engaged as Roman
foederati and mercenaries in the ongoing military conflicts in the Balkans,
thus gaining experience with the Roman military.'® Most significantly, large
contingents of Lombard warriors were recruited for the Gothic Wars of the
Emperor Justinian I (r. 527-65)."7 Thus, research has recognised Roman
influences on the political and military organisation of the Lombards."® In
1984, Tom Brown in his book Gentlemen and officers argued that the separa-
tion of the military and civil spheres in Italy, which had been maintained
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for centuries, began to erode as early as the fifth century."”” After the fall of
the Gothic kingdom?® and the re-establishment of Roman authority in the
middle of the sixth century (to some extent visible through Justinian’s
Pragmatic Sanction, promulgated in August 554),”' in the newly created
office of the exarchate of Ravenna, military and civil responsibilities were
merged.”” A similar development can be observed for the Lombard office
of the dux, created in the early days of occupation.” Furthermore, the disap-
pearance of the traditional civil senatorial aristocracy opened space for a
new military aristocracy.** Brown was also able to prove that in the second
half of the sixth century about 10 per cent of the participants in land
transactions in the territories of Ravenna were military officials, whereas
throughout the seventh century, this proportion rose to around 75 per cent.”
It is reasonable to assume that similar developments were taking place in
the parts of Italy dominated by the Lombards, as Byzantine and Lombard
Italy were intertwined in many ways, even if we lack explicit sources on
this matter for the Lombards.

In the context of the first conquests, Paul the Deacon writes that the
Lombards were organised in farae.*® This highly debated term was once
believed to denote clan or family groups; however, they contained elements
of military followings.”” At the top of one fara was an individual commander,
who appears to have had the power to act to some degree independently
from the warrior-king.?® In most of the major towns conquered, Alboin,”
the Lombard military leader, installed a dux as head of the new administra-
tion.’® The first reported case is Forum Iulii (Cividale del Friuli), where
Gisulf, a nephew of Alboin who had served as ‘master of the horse’ (strator
erat, quem lingua propria marpahis appellant), was invested. Strikingly,
Gisulf imposed conditions before taking the office by claiming the right to
choose some contingents (farae) to stay with him, as well as valuable horses.’!
Alboin generously granted these requests, whereupon the corresponding
groups settled in Forum Iulii and its surroundings. What we might infer
from this case is that Alboin was apparently unable to simply order his
followers to accept commands; rather, he had to negotiate on matters like
this. Besides creating a new Lombard administration in the civitas and
commanding his warriors, one important task assigned to Gisulf was the
defence of the Friulian territories and of the Julian Alps (‘traditional’ gateways
to Italy for many barbarians). However, it would certainly be exaggerated
to suggest that this story demonstrated that the leaders of the farae became
the first duces of Lombard Italy.”* Farae as a form of military organisation
apparently fell out of use at some point between the Lombard settlement
and the decade of the interregnum (574-84). When precisely this change
took place, or what it precisely involved, remains unclear. Whatever the
case, there are no sources indicating that by the time of Authari (r. 584-90)*
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or Agilulf (r. 590-615), the Lombards were keeping up the fara-system as
an organisational unit for their military apparatus.*

Judging from the Lombard leges, landed wealth became increasingly
important during the seventh century. The Edictum Rothari and the laws
of subsequent kings present the Lombards as landowners in many of their
chapters.” This indicates that sometime between the invasion of 568 and
before 643, Lombard warriors had made use of opportunities to acquire
land (as hospites), thus retaining their military obligations. The arimanni
(Lomb.) or exercitales (Lat.) were organised corporately as free men fighting
for their rex or dux, for their people and their territory.>® At the same time,
one can observe increasing social segregation. During the seventh century,
families or households with multiple sons were required to send only one
of them to join the army, whereas the other could stay at home to take care
of the family’s properties. He would also have had to take care of his
brother’s equipment and military supply. In return, he was entitled to a
share of the profits of war.”’

The core of the Lombard army was composed of the capable male members
of the gens Langobardorum. However, Paul the Deacon improves the generalised
reports of the contemporary chronicles by providing an important detail for
the understanding of the character of the Lombard military.*® He writes that
Gepids, Bulgarians, Sarmatians, Suebians and people from Pannonia and
Noricum joined forces with the Lombards. Paul also particularly emphasises
the role of Saxon warriors in the conquest of Italy.*” Therefore, the Lombard
army, like many other warrior groups in the time of the transition from late
Antiquity to the early Middle Ages, was polyethnic, even though it is not
clear what practical consequences (if any) this mixture had for the military
organisation that developed in Italy after 568. Apparently, in the first Italian
years, the Roman population played no role in this organisation, even if the
Latin term dux was used for military commanders as early as in the 570s.

The sources indicate that the invasion and occupation of large parts of
northern Italy were not difficult tasks for the Lombard warriors and, appar-
ently, no large battles had to be fought.** The Lombards advanced constantly,
with the one exception that Alboin needed almost three years to conquer
Pavia, the city that the Lombards would some decades later establish as
their capital.* However, almost no military resistance is reported for many
of the other north Italian cities.** They were able to capture Vicenza, Verona
and Milan in the Po plain. Furthermore, a number of smaller posts in the
Alpine foothills were taken from the Byzantines. Likewise, in middle and
southern Italy, Lombard armies occupied large territories, resulting in the
foundation of the two duchies of Spoleto and Benevento.* Henceforth, the
organisation of the Lombard kingdom clearly was based upon the civitates,
usually governed by dukes (and later gastalds). It is obvious that the Lombard’s
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grand strategy was to get hold of a network of fortified towns in northern
Italy.** In Italy, the Lombards were compelled to adopt new methods of
warfare that included siege warfare and strategies to maintain the newly
conquered fortified cities and strongholds. They must have acquired the
skills to take fortifications, either through onrush or lengthy siege and
blockades, both of which required engineering, logistical capabilities and
planning, indicating a high degree of professionalisation.*” Henceforth,
Lombard units were mainly stationed in the cities, but also at strongholds
and forts (castra).* Unfortunately, no written source tells us how the Lombards
aquired these skills.

Neither in the time of Alboin nor of his successor Cleph (r. 572-74) was
there one distinct Lombard warrior confederation. After the latter’s assas-
sination, the Lombard duces, increasingly acting as warlords or condottieri,
refused to elect a common leader for an entire decade. Paul the Deacon
reports that during this period, Lombard Italy was governed by thirty-five
dukes, although this number seems exaggerated. He names only five explicitly,
those of Pavia, Bergamo, Brescia, Trento and Cividale.*” We might add to
this list Milan, Turin, Spoleto and Benevento;* however, there are no sources
for the many other important cities conquered by the Lombards.

In the first years after the invasion, many magnates were willingly turned
over or bribed by the Byzantine authorities and henceforth no longer fought
for the Lombards.*” Indeed, Lombard warriors repeatedly served in the
Byzantine army, with some of them rising to high ranks.*® The letter-collection
of Gregory the Great preserves some names of Lombard warriors fighting
for the Byzantines.”® The emperor also payed money to the Lombards’
enemies. The Byzantine chronicler Menander Protector writes that Tiberius 1T
(r. 574-82) paid 3,000 pounds of gold to the Franks to persuade them to
fight in Italy against the Lombards, but that he also paid the Lombards to
agree to a peace treaty.’> Clearly, there was no ethnic cohesion or consensus
among the powerful Lombard magnates.

Throughout the seventh century, reports of military conflicts become less
frequent. The sources record three large battles fought by Lombard warriors
against foreign enemies, which resulted in two victories and one defeat.’
Of course, one must also take into account the fact that many small-scale
military operations and skirmishes took place within the kingdom, in many
cases triggered by the constant struggles for the Lombard throne and the
aspirations of power-hungry duces.’* The most prominent example is the
usurpation of Alahis against King Cunincpert, a conflict that grew into a
civil war. The Battle of Coronate took place in 689 and resulted in Alahis
and most of his warriors losing their lives.”

In the eighth century, the military basis of social identity was still wide-
spread, as might be inferred from a charter written in 730, in which the
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citizens of Siena were collectively referred to as an exercitus. However, it
must be admitted that it is not easy to follow in detail the developments of
the Lombard’s military organisation from the ‘ethnic’ warrior groups of the
years around 600 to the armies of the last Lombard kings. Nevertheless, in the
first half of the eighth century, Lombard warriors must still have had a good
reputation as reliable warriors, as Charles Martel, the mayor of the palace
of Francia, called for military assistance in 737. King Liutprand (r. 712-44)
led an army to support the fight against the Saracens, but seems to have
arrived in southern France too late to get involved in the confrontation.®

From the middle of the eighth century onwards, new military conflicts
arose in Italy. On the one hand, Lombard kings launched several campaigns
against the Byzantines, leading to the conquest of Ravenna in 751; on the
other, Frankish armies became increasingly involved and were sent to Italy
to support the Pope, who could no longer rely upon aid from the emperor
against increasing military threats.”” This growing danger of Frankish
interferences apparently caused some Lombard military men to withdraw
from their general obligation to serve in the army.”® Consequently, King
Aistulf (r. 749-56) tried to counteract this development by proclaiming a
series of laws to restructure the Lombard army.”” The immediate effects of
this reform are unknown. However, the warrior identity was clearly upheld,
since a large number of the elite in the kingdom still identified as Lombards,
i.e. free men serving in the army of the king. The first years of the reign of
the last Lombard king Desiderius (r. 757-74) were initially quite peaceful,
which may lead to the conclusion that due to inactivity, the Lombard armies
gradually lost their military experience and confidence.®® The reasons for
some of these shifts of loyalty are not always clear, but they may have been
reactions to a king’s inability to satisfy the aspirations of members of the
military aristocracy. The fact that the downfall of the kingdom in 774 faced
no significant resistance might also indicate the fragmentation of the Lombard
armies, whose warriors were apparently no longer willing to support their
king or protect their kingdom.*!

Due to the survival of the Lombard laws (leges Langobardorum) and
some charters, we have some material that complements the rather vague
descriptions of the narrative sources and helps to shine light on the develop-
ments of the Lombard military during the two centuries of their rule in
Italy. These laws were codified and promulgated in the year 643 by King
Rothari (r. 636=52),°* and later extended and supplemented by subsequent
Lombard kings.®® Combining the available information, the following rough
picture®* can be drawn: initially, the Lombard exercitus was composed of
all the capable men who followed Alboin from Panonnia to Italy, regardless
of their original ethnic affiliation.”” However, by the 570s this coherent
picture is muddied by the fact that a considerable number of warriors
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defected from the Lombard army to place themselves in the service of Roman
commanders, who obviously provided the necessary financial incentives for
them to do so. They presumably took with them their military followers
and dependants. For those who remained on the Lombard side, it seems
that military service was mandatory. The Edictum Rothari clearly describes
the exercitus as the most important political community of the realm. The
first chapter orders capital punishment for anyone attempting to murder
the king. Chapters 4 to 7 dictate severe punishment for those supporting
enemies of the Lombard kingdom, thereby demonstrating that these laws
were intended to stabilise the kingdom. Chapter 21 regulates the obligation
of the warriors (exercitales) to join the army on campaign: 20 solidi are to
be paid by those who refuse to follow the rex or dux. This is a clear sign
of inculcation of loyalty that was demanded from every free Lombard and
therefore another attempt to avoid unrest within the kingdom. Furthermore,
with the codification of the law, Rothari underlined the Lombard’s claim
to rule Italy legitimately.

At the head of the social as well as the military hierarchy was the rex
Langobardorum, who was personally responsible for the appointment of
the high military offices. The office of dux was conferred for a lifetime and
linked to supreme command over the available military men of the respective
duchy.®® These dukes were aristocrats and office holders, in charge of armies
and responsible for the defence of the kingdom. Nonetheless, they frequently
tried to enlarge their own power and territories at the expense of either
other magnates or the king. Both externally and internally, the interests of
the Lombard kingdom could only be secured through the maintenance of
strong armies. Leadership of these troops fell within the sphere of responsibility
of either the king or the duces.

Over the seventh century, a competing elite emerged, namely the gastaldi,
who — endowed with royal authority — assumed military, legal and administra-
tive functions in the Lombard kingdom. They apparently reported directly
to the king and could therefore act as a counterweight to the dukes in local
politics. As stated, both the dukes and gastalds combined military and
civilian responsibilities. Furthermore, we know a series of terms for subor-
dinate military offices, such as for the chamberlain or constable (Lomb.
marpabis, Lat. strator),”” some kind of district governor (rector, quem
>sculdabis< lingua propria dicunt),®® and the bearer of the royal lance, or
the royal arm-bearer (scilpor, hoc est armiger).” For other official titles, it
is not possible to determine exactly which areas of responsibility they covered.
This is the case with the antepor,”® the hostiarius, mariscalc (marshal?)”
and the scaffardus.” In addition to these offices, the king must also have
had various agents who represented his authority in his domains — the towns
and villages (referred to as missus, spatharius, maior domus and waldeman).”
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The sculdahis may have fulfilled certain judicial functions, but they were
also responsible for military duties. Furthermore, the military character of
the office seems to have been preserved in the title of centinus or centenaries.”
Finally, saltarii,” decani’® and actores’ are to be located at the lowest level
of the military hierarchy, probably tasked with policing duties in the broadest
sense. The majority of warriors were under the command of either a dux
or a gastaldus, who led them in the event of war within the king’s exercitus
and united them under his supreme command. Aside from the traditional
armies, special military forces (some of them in the function of bodyguards)
existed around the dukes and some rich landowners, and, of course, at the
king’s court. These retinues were called gasindii and their importance should
not be underestimated.”®

For the Lombard armies of the eighth century, there are a few chapters
in the leges that provide insight into recruitment practices. King Ratchis
(r. 744-49/756-57) enacted that everyone should appear at the military
assembly on horseback equipped with shield and spear to support their
local judge when summoned to the king. Additionally, Aistulf (r. 749-56)
enacted two laws which directly concerned military organisation. These
chapters explain in some detail that the right to carry arms — or rather its
obligation — was connected to a man’s relative wealth. Aistulf’s laws, which
some scholars interpret as traces of a fundamental military reform,” divided
Lombard landowners into different groups depending on the size of their
properties. Wealthier men were expected to own one corslet, a horse, a shield
and a lance. The less wealthy had to be equipped and ready to fight with
the same equipment, minus the corslet. Finally, the ‘poorer men’ (homines
minores, apparently people whose property was worth less than a plot
of 40 acres of land) were only required to have a shield, quiver and bow
and arrows to hand.*® Aistulf’s intention may have been to strengthen the
military capacities of the Lombards during a time of rising conflict with the
Byzantines and the Franks. Whatever the case, it is clear that eighth-century
Lombard Italy was primarily organised along socio-economic lines.

From the middle of the eighth century onwards, Frankish-Lombard
relations intensified and became increasingly hostile. It is not easy to explain
to what extent the following political instability seemingly contributed to
a demilitarisation of Lombard society. As the popes repeatedly called upon
Frankish armies for help against the expanding Lombards, a series of military
encounters occurred. Following the Lombard takeover of Ravenna in 751,
Pepin (the Short) campaigned in Italy against King Aistulf, whose troops
had expanded into the ducatus Romanus. The Frankish army advanced
through the passes of the Alps, defeated Aistulf, and besieged him in Pavia.
The Lombards had to obtain peace on condition of surrendering Ravenna
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and all of their most recent Italian conquests. However, on Pepin’s withdrawal,
Aistulf burst forth again, laid siege to Rome and looted the surrounding
country. The Frankish army returned to Italy and defeated the Lombards
a second time. A third major conflict occurred during the reign of Charle-
magne, who had been bestowed the title patricius Romanorum by the Pope.
In 773, he started a prolonged military campaign that finally led to the
surrender of King Desiderius and the fall of the Lombard kingdom. It would
only seem logical that the military encounters in the final decades of the
Lombard kingdom would find a loud echo in the contemporary sources.
Remarkably, this is not the case.
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The ‘dark matter’ evidence for
Alfredian military reforms in their
ninth-century context

Ryan Lavelle

The reign of Alfred the Great, king of the southern English kingdom of the
West Saxons from 871-99, is often presented in adulatory terms: defeat,
followed by military victories and systematic military reform reaching through
all social strata, leading to no less than the establishment of foundations
for a wider English kingdom. The question of whether such an assessment
can be fairly attributed to the reign of Alfred is not a new one; it is addressed
recently, for example, in an essay on Alfred’s military leadership presented
as part of the Festschrift for Bernard Bachrach.' Here, however, I attempt
to reflect on what might be considered strictly contemporary written sources
for the late ninth century. This affords consideration of how historical
perceptions of an early medieval society which may be considered ‘militarised’
are determined by later expectations. At the heart of this chapter is the
question of why we tend to place so much emphasis on the period 871-99,
seeing it as a turning point. Many assumptions on this come down to percep-
tions of Alfred today. Indeed, my own 2010 work on late Anglo-Saxon
warfare, Alfred’s wars, started from the assumption that the responses to
military crises during the reign of Alfred determined the shape of the society
for the following two centuries.”

Although we may occasionally see further from the shoulders of giants,
a well-worn path sometimes limits our view. In the nineteenth century, it
was a comparatively easy matter for historians to write of Anglo-Saxon
military reform and link it directly to Alfred in the sort of adulatory fashion
noted above. Such was the case with the popular historian John Richard
Green’s 1883 Conquest of England, who 1 quoted back in 2010:

It was the thinning of their own ranks in the hour of victory which forced
Athelred [I] to conventions such as that of Nottingham, and Alfred to conven-
tions such as that of Exeter. The Dane in fact had changed the whole conditions
of existing warfare. His forces were really standing armies, and a standing
army of some sort was needed to meet them.’
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While I must admit that my choice of Green to represent Victorian orthodoxy
provided something of a straw man, the narrative sequence he presented
is instructive. Here was the clear historical problematisation of a crisis
leading to a solution — and ultimately to resolution. In some ways this
narrative has been influential, encompassing the notion of Viking activ-
ity as that of a ‘standing army’ against that of a late Anglo-Saxon state
forced to grow up in the face of the external threat which the Vikings
presented.

I start from the premise that there is sufficient evidence to consider a
‘militarised’ society in England in the early tenth century (i.e. after the death
of King Alfred). This militarisation may be seen as being in response to the
pressures of external threat and the development of cohesion of the structures
of society, the latter being a pre-Conquest version of what Michael Mann
has characterised as ‘infrastructural power’ in the ‘extensive power’ of the
state.* What is in question is how far the assumptions of that militarisation
can be extended, in the case of a late ninth-century society based in southern
England, to a single figure. The strictly contemporary evidence for military
organisation, reform and campaigning under Alfred is reviewed in the fol-
lowing pages, using this to reflect on the less-strictly-contemporary evidence.
Therefore, the process of looking around the period provides a sense of an
Alfredian reform. Here, the astrophysical term ‘dark matter’ is pertinent,
defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘matter which has not been
directly detected but whose existence is postulated to account for the dynami-
cal behaviour of galaxies or the universe’.’ The borrowing of such a term
relevant to the nature of time and space itself may be a little presumptuous
in its application to a fuzzy bit of history in an obscure corner of Europe,
but I hope a little presumptuousness may be forgiven. If we were only able
to measure it, Alfred’s effect on the ‘dynamical behaviour’ of the tenth
century may be a manifestation of Alfredian ‘dark matter’ of the ninth- and
early tenth-century evidence.®

This chapter takes a tripartite approach, concentrating on the written
evidence for the period: 1) contemporary ninth-century evidence which can
be reasonably considered ‘Alfredian’; 2) sources which could be thought of
as evidence of the immediate influence of Alfredian reform; and 3) evidence
for the continuity of a military society of sorts both before and after Alfred.
From these issues, particularly the final theme, it may be possible to consider
the ways in which a military elite can be reconciled with the development
of a system with a wider sense of military obligation. Here it must be
admitted that although there is a range of archaeological evidence relating
to early medieval warfare which can sometimes be tied to the ninth- and
tenth-century period, a genuinely interdisciplinary perspective is beyond the
remit of this chapter.” However, some points relating to the development
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of fortifications will be noted as appropriate, particularly in discussion of
the Burghal Hidage.

The ‘Alfredian’ evidence

What is meant by ‘strictly Alfredian’ is itself difficult to define in the light
of questions of Alfredian authorship and the post-900 writing of the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle (hereafter ASC),® even if the question of the ‘authenticity
of Asser’ is less problematic than it was briefly considered to be. Nonetheless,
the surviving corpus of evidence remains slim: five key sets of evidence
concerning warfare during the time of Alfred’s reign are in the narrative
written sources. I divide them here between what they are discussing as
much as by the type of source.

Battles and military encounters in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

What can be considered an ‘official’ set of records for the West Saxon
kingdom is in two sets of annals in the ASC relating to the reign of Alfred:
the ‘Common Stock’ relating to the period to 893; and additions of a period
c. 893 running through to the end of the reign of Alfred’s son, Edward the
Elder, suggesting that even if the late Alfredian annals were written during
Alfred’s reign they were copied at the orders of his son or those close to
him.” A series of military victories are recorded under the years 8§71, 878,
892-93, 894, and there is evidence of eventual defeat of a Viking naval
force in the ASC’s entry for 896.'° Here, the sense of the West Saxon military
victory is given significant emphasis, particularly contrasted with occasions
when the Vikings defeated the Anglo-Saxons. Discussion of the definition
of a folc gefeoht, translated somewhat opaquely by Dorothy Whitelock as
‘general engagement’, in 871 is particularly illuminating in this respect. The
ASC seems to define this as the battles requiring participation of the king
with all army units of ealdormen — in turn, thegns and followers, so the
‘whole people’ (folc). This record casts some light on the notion of a militarised
society, wherein folc seems to be applied as an adjective, and may relate,
as Ellora Bennett notes in Chapter 17 of this volume, to a concept of ‘public’
war: bellum publicum."* A number of gefeohtan which included royal princes
(eethelings) and single ealdormen were not ‘counted’ (riman). Here it is
worth noting that the Old English word ri7an means more than enumerating
together and also refers to notions of describing ‘in succession’;'* although
Joseph Bosworth’s Anglo-Saxon dictionary used the 871 ASC entry to consider
the notion of enumeration, this supplementary meaning for riman may
reveal something of the ASC’s role as an official record, implying that the
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writer was excluding the B-team matches while copying up information
which led to the 871 annal."

Further comment is warranted: there is as much on peace-making as on
the organisation of warfare, particularly taking into account the fact that
there is a surviving version of a peace treaty between Alfred and his Viking
opponent, Guthrum."

Asser’s Life of King Alfred on the Baitle of Ashdown (871)

The narrative of military encounters provided by the Welsh monk and
biographer of King Alfred, Asser of St David’s (later bishop of Sherborne),
usually reflects the narrative of the events in the ‘Common Stock’ of the
ASC up to 887, which makes sense in view of his claim to have written his
Vita Alfredi in or soon after 893." However, there are two cases where
his perspective differs significantly. The description of the deployment before
and events during the battle at Ashdown, probably along the range of hills
of that name now in Oxfordshire, provide something of a departure from
Asser’s usual narrative of Alfred as a pious ruler. Alfred, here a prince of
the royal house, is referred to in terms which suggest that Asser wished to
see him as the successor of his brother, King Athelred 1. Alfred leads a
charge like a ‘wild boar’ against one wing of a Viking army before his
brother King Athelred, at that time finishing taking mass in a tent, has
been able to deploy his own force.'® Alfred may have been too impetuous
with a potential loss only just averted: a description which established that
Alfred was a warlike prince could have been a means of spinning an event
which was too important to be ignored entirely. Abels is inclined to take a
kinder view, albeit still one which emphasises Athelred’s tactical ingenuity
over that of his brother. Abels notes that the king’s pause prior to the battle
may have been ‘a form of echelon tactics’, Alfred moving forward while
the king’s force remained in reserve.'” The evidence of the forces organised
according to their leaders provided in Asser’s account is clearly valuable in
an Alfredian context, but the question of the extent of Alfred’s agency in
the organisation means that we should be careful about how far it is
demonstrative of his direct role in military reform.

Fortresses in narrative sources

Athelweard, who wrote a Latin version of the ASC, probably with access
to an earlier version of that source (and justifying his inclusion here, despite
being a later tenth-century author), provides some useful details of the
combat undertaken by a band of followers with Alfred in 878. Perhaps
more significant is Athelweard’s account of the defence of a fortress in the
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south-west of England by Odda, one of Alfred’s ealdormen.'® This fortification
was described by Asser in terms which suggest that it was a former Iron
Age hillfort, and is referred to as Arx Cynuit. The fortress of Cynuit was
a place from which the West Saxon force who had gathered there were able
to attack the Viking army which besieged them." The ASC alludes to Cynuit
but does not discuss it in any detail, perhaps because the leadership provided
by the ealdorman did not suit the royal narrative of the ASC, but the
breaking of the siege may have been a decisive moment for the West Saxon
kingdom in 878: Barbara Yorke suggests that it was inspirational for the
development of a later system of fortifications in Wessex.?’

Elsewhere, the ASC demonstrates ambiguity with regard to the record
of fortresses during the reign of Alfred. The sites used for over-wintering
by Vikings in the 870s — Reading, London, Torksey, Repton and Wareham
— are not referred to in terms of fortification. While much has been made
of the fact that excavations at Torksey have revealed a military force which
did not require ditches or ramparts for its security, we are at least aware
that Repton and possibly also Wareham were defensible sites which may
well have been modified through additional fortification.?! In contrast, other
sites used by Vikings in the 880s and 890s were referred to in terms of their
value as fortifications and some details were provided by the Chronicler of
the defensive work undertaken.?” References to the use of fortifications by
Alfred’s forces — Athelney in 878, an as-yet unidentified fortification in the
Andredesweald in 892, and fortifications generally in 893 — show that the
West Saxons had begun to pay attention to fortifications in terms of their
own strategic interests.”’ There is some indication, too, that Asser was
concerned with this when referring to the campaigns of rebuilding.** Courtnay
Konshuh has noted these references in relation to a campaign of exhortation,
that the ASC’s message (and with it Asser’s message) was related to a notion
that the subjects of the king needed to work or suffer the consequences, a
message that was commensurate with notions of reform associated with
the court of Alfred.”

The organisation of forces in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

One of the ASC’s references to fortifications, in the 893 annal, regards the
West Saxon forces being divided between being ‘at home’ (et ham) and ‘out’
(ute), with the exception of those who were to guard the fortresses (pe pa
burga healdan scolden). This is the clearest single reference to something
like a standing army and has been read as such on a few occasions.* It is
interesting that this reference is tied to a specific episode wherein the West
Saxon force, led — according to Athelweard — by the king’s son Edward the
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Elder, left a siege of a Viking force encamped on an islet on the Thames before
they were able to press home an advantage. Both the ASC and Athelweard
are very clear about this matter — the terms of service were up.”’

What can we make of these sources? While each episode discussed above
could be extrapolated and argued as individual cases, because of the focus
on the years 871, 878, 892-93, 894 and 896, the inescapable conclusion is
that the sum total of historical examples remains effectively five or six cases
of evidence. There are no charters relating to the organisation of armies in
any way that might lead us to think that here was a moment of change to
military organisation — at least not in Wessex (a Mercian case is discussed
below). Taken on its own, the decisive moment of military action can be
credited to Ealdorman Odda rather than the king — a matter which might
suggest why it had been spun in the ASC to imply Alfred’s own agency.?®
The ASC’s 893 entry, without which we probably would not pin the notion
of military reforms to Alfred at all, has an iconic status of sorts.

To the above set of ‘strictly contemporary’ evidence may be added the
minor reference to military organisation in the form of a clause promulgated
in the lawcode of King Alfred, probably during the 880s:

[40.1] If any of this [i.e. forcible entry into a king, cleric or freeman’s enclosure]
happens when the army has been called out, or in the Lenten fast, the compensa-
tions are to be doubled.”

That single legal clause pales into insignificance compared to the range of
such references in other law-codes, such as those of Athelstan, Athelred
and Cnut.”® So the question of the Alfredian contribution to military defence
may justifiably be subjected to the same sort of sceptical pressures as some
scholars, Malcolm Godden foremost amongst them, have imposed on Alfredian
authorship, relating us to the issue so beloved of undergraduate essays:
‘Was Alfred really The Great?”*' It must be acknowledged that although a
number of important Old English texts date from very close to or during
Alfred’s reign, much of Alfred’s intellectual reputation relies on the twelfth-
century comments of William of Malmesbury. It was William whose Gesta
Regum, using Asser’s foundation as a reputation-builder for Alfred, attributed
the authorship of many texts to the king himself.*” In looking at the origins
of aspects of government, William attributes the organisation of hundreds
and tithings as areas of governance to Alfred himself.*

This is hardly what could be termed even remotely ‘Alfredian’ evidence
and it is perhaps because of William that we have so much of the sense of
Alfredian civic governance, a notion which was popular amongst nineteenth-
century commentators.”* But if William’s account has any value with regard
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to military matters, it still serves to show the emergence of Alfredian ‘dark
matter’: Athelweard used the word centurias to refer to ninth-century troops
and there are some links between the sort of local organisation outlined by
William and the military organisation of the ninth and tenth centuries which
are worth pursuing. At the heart of the evidence is the organisation of
fortifications. Something happens in Alfred’s reign, and we see the ripples
of it in the document known, since Frederick Maitland named it as such in
the late nineteenth century, as the Burghal Hidage.

The post-Alfredian evidence

A great deal has been written on the Burghal Hidage, to the extent that in
2012 John Baker and Stuart Brookes could make claim, with some justifica-
tion, to have gone Beyond the Burghal Hidage.”> What the document records
is the number of hides referring to each town (burh) in southern England;
the ‘B’ recension includes a calculation of a total number of hides relating
to Wessex, as well as hides belonging to the Mercian fortifications of Warwick
and Worcester; while a formula in the ‘A’ recension of the document relates
to the number of men who can maintain (and perhaps also defend) a particular
length of wall.

For an acre’s breadth on wealstillinge 7 to paere weere [i.e. the maintenance
and defence of wall], are required 16 hides: if each hide be manned by one
man, then may each pole [of wall] be set with four men.*

The ‘A’ recension continues with details of what was required for 12 furlongs
of wall circuit (1,920 hides), noting the key formula of the additional amount
needed for more than this (160 men per furlong). If this calculation was
directly linked to the hidages of each town recorded in the document, as a
result of the study of that document’s formula, we might consider the
significance of the hidages associated with the list of towns in the Burghal
Hidage (Table 5.1).

Could this compilation of information itself be considered an Alfredian
achievement? Again, I come back to the iconic status of references in the
ASC. With the weight of Alfredian expectation, when the Burghal Hidage
surfaced at the end of the nineteenth century, it was broadly attributed to
Alfred.”” The attribution has swung back and forth over some time. A
significant Alfredian attribution is that of Jeremy Haslam, who in 2006
linked the Burghal Hidage directly with the organisation of Alfred’s kingdom
in 878-79.%% In a 2013 publication, Richard Abels tied it to the period
between 878 and 883, though his reading is not as certain as that of Haslam
in linking all the fortifications to an Alfredian phase.”
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Table 5.1 Fortifications named in the Burghal Hidage, in the order in which
they appear, and the hidage measurements associated with each fortress

Name of fortress

Shire

Hidage assigned

Eorpeburnan
Hastings
Lewes
Burpham
Chichester
Portchester
Southampton
Winchester
Wilton
Chisbury
Shaftesbury
Twynham (Christchurch)
Wareham
Bridport
Exeter
Halwell
Lydford
Pilton
Watchet
Axbridge
Lyng
Langport
Bath
Malmesbury
Cricklade
Oxford
Wallingford
Buckingham
Sashes (Shaftesey)
Eashing
Southwark

Unknown (Sussex?)

Sussex
Sussex
Sussex
Sussex
Hants
Hants
Hants
Wilts.

Wilts.

Dors.

Dors. (formerly Hants)

Dors.
Dors.
Devon
Devon
Devon
Devon
Som.
Som.
Som.
Som.
Som.
Wilts.
Wilts.
Oxon.
Oxon.
Bucks.
Berks.
Surrey
Surrey

(formerly Berks.)

324
500
1,300
720
1,500
500
150
2,400
1,400
700 [or 5002]
700 [or 500?]
470
1,600
760
734
400
140
360
513
400
100
600
1,000
1,200
1,400
1,500
2,400
1,600
1,000
600
1,800

The strongest sense of the indirect nature of any link with Alfred is
provided by the fact that it includes fortifications that were never part of
Alfred’s kingdom but which only came into the orbit of Alfred’s family after
914, during the reign of Alfred’s son, Edward the Elder: Worcester, Buck-
ingham and Warwick — suggesting that if the Burghal Hidage had any
function in the forms in which it survived, it was as an administrative
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document for Edward’s court. It should be added, however, that the common
text of the list of fortifications for Wessex plus Surrey and Sussex in all
versions of the manuscript, which ‘has its own diplomatic entity as a text’,*
may reveal something of ninth-century conditions.

The one charter that does explicitly link military organisation to Alfred’s
reign relates to the Mercian kingdom, to Worcester, where the ealdorman
Athelred and his wife Athelflaed, Alfred’s daughter, seem to have been
establishing a fortress, albeit a fortress with a religious community.*' Dating
from some point between 884 and the end of the ninth century, this was
evidently a charter which related to the rights associated with the defence
of a burh, so in some sense was a ‘military’ document. Reference to the
witness of the assembly of the Mercians, the witan, places the tenurial and
governmental interests in this document squarely to a point when it is
relevant to the Mercian rather than the West Saxon kingdom. However,
the charter does take us to a ‘dark matter’ for Alfred, as it also relates to
the authority of King Alfred, in the period after the Battle of Edington, in
878, when a peace treaty existed with the Vikings.** As Nicholas Brooks
noted in the late 1970s, there were significant differences in the actions of
the Vikings’ movements into the West Saxon kingdom. Prior to 878, they
moved into Wessex with impunity and it was not until the 890s that resurgent
Viking campaigns become visible, but Viking armies were (apparently) small
and operating at the edges of the kingdom, particularly in Kent.*> Here, if
there is a gravitational pull of Alfredian ‘dark matter’, it is worth noting
that Kent did not have a system of hides as a system of local land administra-
tion, and the Burghal Hidage did not include Kentish fortifications. It is
worth admitting here to the significance of the existence of a Viking threat
around Gloucestershire in 879 noted by Jeremy Haslam.* Although his
reading of events of the construction of a system of fortifications in the
space of single year is probably an overstatement, the crucial initiative that
was required at a point of crisis is not, and the initiative of urban reform
for the burh of Worcester is relevant here.

It seems entirely plausible, indeed likely, that the figures in the Burghal
Hidage document represented some sort of reconfiguration of an existing
system. That the total number of hides in the Burghal Hidage equate to the
number of hides in the equivalent shires in the south of England recorded
in Domesday Book for 1066-86 suggests that there was a fixed number of
hides in the kingdom through the Anglo-Saxon period.* Even allowing for
the fact that particularly pushy landholders might argue for a ‘beneficial
hidation’ of the liabilities of their own estates, the overall resources of the
kingdom remained stable. Crucially, the Burghal Hidage is an indication
that there was a record of this for an administrator to work with according
to circumstances. The Burghal Hidage may ultimately reveal more about
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an idealised sense of control, but showed that administrators were employed
to work with the figures associated with the kingdom. Even if the document
in the form in which it now survives is read as a product of the tenth
century, we can read its earlier roots from it and argue that the initial stage
in the employment of administrators on it was a product of King Alfred’s
court; thus, as John Baker and Stuart Brookes have noted, if the Burghal
Hidage reflects stages in the changes to defensive mechanisms in the West
Saxon kingdom, it may be able to detect a shift from frontier to defence in
depth, for example.*®

A militarised society in ninth-century Wessex?

It is when we come to assess the militarised nature of West Saxon society
by the end of the ninth century that we may be able to perceive something
significant. David Pratt has emphasised the ideological significance of military
reforms, demonstrating that the military agenda should not be divorced
from its religious and social context.*” Such issues as the renovation of
Roman walls in defended towns went beyond the practicalities of design
and function: urban rebuilding projected a message of Romanitas associated
with Christian Rome attributed to Staatlichkeit. In this manner the projection
of royal authority became, in some sense, an urban phenomenon, a matter
which may go some way to explaining the emphasis on urban defences
apparent in the late ninth century drawing on through the tenth and even
the early eleventh centuries.*

Reform thus had intrinsic military and Christian elements, and this is how
we can understand it in a Carolingian framework that needed the Viking
threat and what Nicholas Brooks called ‘the Crucible of Defeat’ in order
for the reorganisation of a Christian society more widely — its militarisation,
indeed - to work. Three orders of society are emphasised in the Old English
translation of Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy associated with Alfred.
There is a conception of rulership which saw fighting men as an essential
tool for a king, part of society between those who prayed and those who
worked: a king ‘ought to have praying men, fighting men, and working
men’ (gebedmen ond ferdmen ond weorcmen). “Without these,” the text
goes on to say, ‘he may not possess those tools nor without those tools
may he bring about any of the things which he was commanded to do.”*

Thus, a warrior ethic — perhaps heightened in the face of a pagan Viking
threat — could be seen as something fundamentally Christian. At the level
of elite values, perhaps it was being redefined but, if so, it was still redefined
within the framework of lordship. In 1988, Richard Abels highlighted the
possession of bookland and a military revolution which had emerged in the
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eighth and ninth centuries in Mercia and Wessex, i.e. in a period prior to
significant Viking invasions.’® Bookland had been associated with a select
military force which was aristocratic by its nature, consisting of lords and
their followers.”' Such a force was unable to match the mobility of Viking
attacks. If we have come back to Green’s narrative, highlighted at the
beginning of this chapter, it is with good reason. Here, the important moment
in West Saxon history under Alfred is indeed the 893 entry of the ASC,
which recorded the division of the West Saxons’ military force:

The king had divided his army [bis fierd] into two, such that they were always
half at home, half out, apart from the men who were to guard the burhs
[butan pem mannum pe pa burga healdan scolden].>

A modified system of military organisation was at work. But we need not
be so dogmatic in holding on to that ‘893 moment’ as a solitary keystone
for an understanding of a militarised society in Wessex. The link between
military service and landholding is associated with the end of the Anglo-Saxon
period. The Domesday folios for Berkshire record a pre-Conquest obligation
which was due when the king despatched an army (expeditio — i.e. the
equivalent of the Old English fyrd). From every five hides, one miles (i.e. a
warrior) went out. The entry records that “for his supplies [victus] or pay
[stipendium) from each hide was given to him 4s for 2 months. This money
was not sent to the king but was given to the milites’.?

Although any inferences can only be drawn out with regard to Berkshire,
this Domesday entry does reveal some connection between the holding of
land and royal service. It is an important inference, hinting at the continuity
of Anglo-Saxon administrative systems with a link between Alfred’s Wessex
and eleventh-century southern England. If the Burghal Hidage provided for
one man per hide or equivalent, it presumably also included the workforce
available to work on the maintenance of the fortifications, and those who
were available to defend them.

The reconciliation here is that of a ‘one man per hide’ formula in the
Burghal Hidage with that of later one-man-per-5-hide assessments. If the
Berkshire Domesday provision is extrapolated, with 4 shillings per hide
equating with 20 shillings for a five-hide holding, the 20 shillings (240 d.)
to be given for two months’ service could have provided one penny per day
for four men over sixty days. If a penny in some way equated to a day’s
skilled wage, the five-hide provision of the Berkshire Domesday customs
perhaps had a link, even if only indirectly, with the one-man-per-hide provision
of the Burghal Hidage.

In attempting to square a circle in this chapter, between the high participa-
tion ratio evident in the Burghal Hidage and the ninth-century account of
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the manning of burhs with a warrior who was to all intents and purposes
a knight in the eleventh, the significance of some Alfredian ‘dark matter’
may be illuminated. The resources available at both of these points were
very similar but they were evidently deployed in different ways. John Richard
Green’s straw man, set up at the beginning of this chapter, may ultimately
still be standing. His narrative may have been exaggerated, but the process
of investigation is an instructive one. In some ways the transformative
process which is evident after the end of the ninth century may be revealing
of the response to the need to allow for a wider participation in warfare
during the course of the late ninth century itself — no less than a process of
militarisation with far-reaching consequences for the nature of kingship and
its relationship with society as a whole.

Notes

1 R. Abels, ‘Reflections on Alfred the Great as a military leader’, in G. 1. Halfond
(ed.), The medieval way of war. Studies in medieval military history in honor
of Bernard S. Bachrach (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 47-63.

2 R. Lavelle, Alfred’s wars. Sources and interpretations of Anglo-Saxon warfare
in the Viking Age (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2010), pp. 10-11.

3 J. R. Green, The conquest of England (London: Macmillan & Co., 1883), p. 135;
see further discussion of his context in Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, pp. 49-51.

4 M. Mann, The sources of social power, Vol. 1. A history of power from the
beginning to AD 1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986; rev. edn,
2012), p. 170; although G. Molyneaux, The formation of the English kingdom
in the tenth century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), esp. pp. 86-115,
considers the limits of military organisation in the early tenth century, his review
of evidence still shows a number of military obligations by the time of Athelstan.

5 Oxford English Dictionary, online edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2019) s.v. ‘dark, adj.” oed.com/view/Entry/47295 (accessed 14 May 2019).

6 I owe the notional assessment of ‘dark matter’, a term first employed in 1922, in
early medieval material to a chapter on “The dark matter of Arthur’; in G. Halsall’s
Worlds of Arthur (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 157-81, and
Andrew Lowerre’s assessment, in an unpublished paper, of the Domesday economy
of the eleventh century, ‘“Dark matter” in Domesday Book’, presented at the
Conquests. 1016 and 1066 conference, Univ. of Oxford, July 2016.

7 See perspectives taken by, for example, A. Reynolds, ‘Archaeological correlates
for Anglo-Saxon military activity in comparative perspective’, in J. Baker,
S. Brookes and A. Reynolds (eds), Landscapes of defence in early medieval
Europe (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), pp. 1-38, T. J. T. Williams, ‘The place of
slaughter. Exploring the West Saxon battlescape’, and J. Baker and S. Brookes,
‘Landscapes of violence in early medieval Wessex. Towards a reassessment of


http://oed.com/view/Entry/47295

92

10
11
12

13
14

15

16
17

18

19

20

The military and society

Anglo-Saxon strategic landscapes’, both in R. Lavelle and S. Roffey (eds), Danes
in Wessex. The Scandinavian impact on southern England, ¢.800-¢.1100 (Oxford:
Oxbow, 2016), pp. 35-55 and 70-86.

C. Plummer (ed.), Two of the Saxon chronicles parallel with supplementary
extracts from the others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2 vols, 1892-99),
vol. 15 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. A Revised Translation, trans. D. Whitelock,
with D. C. Douglas and S. I. Tucker (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1961;
rev. edn, 1965). Quotations are from the A MS of the ASC unless otherwise
indicated, though references also note where the same text (notwithstanding
variant spellings) is included in other MSS of the ASC.

A. D. Jorgensen, ‘Introduction. Reading the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’, in A. D. Jor-
gensen (ed.), Reading the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Language, literature, history
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), pp. 1-28, here pp. 11-14.

ASC 878, 892-93, and 896.

See Bennett, Chapter 17.

J. Bosworth and T. N. Toller, An Anglo-Saxon dictionary (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1898), p. 799.

On the compilation of this annal, see Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, pp. 264-5.

E. Liebermann (ed.), Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 3
vols, 1903-16), vol. 1, pp. 128-9; see my comments in ‘Towards a politi-
cal contextualization of pacemaking and peace agreements in Anglo-Saxon
England’, in D. Wolfthal (ed.), Peace and negotiation. Strategies for coexist-
ence in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000),
pp- 39-5S.

Asser, Vita Alfredi, ch. 91: Asser’s life of King Alfred, together with the Annals
of Saint Neots erroneously ascribed to Asser, ed. W. H. Stevenson (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1906), p. 76; Alfred the Great. Asser’s Life of King Alfred and other
contemporary sources, trans. S. D. Keynes and M. Lapidge (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1983), p. 101. Keynes and Lapidge comment on the use of the ASC
at pp. 55-6.

Asser, chs 37-9, pp. 28-31; trans. Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 78-80.

Abels ‘Reflections on Alfred’, pp. 50-1. I am grateful to both Richard Abels
and Barbara Yorke for discussion on this point.

Chronicon Athelweardi. The Chronicle of Athelweard, ed. and trans. A. Campbell
(London: Nelson, 1962), p. 43. On Athelweard’s likely source, see E. Barker,
‘The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle used by Athelweard’, Bulletin of the Institute of
Historical Research 40 (1967), 74-91

Asser, ch. 54, pp. 43-4; trans. Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 83—4. This is normally
considered to have been at Countisbury (Devon), but other candidates have
been proposed, such as Great Torrington: N. Arnold, ‘The site of the Battle
of Cynuit, 878, Report and Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 145
(2013), 7-30.

See B. Yorke, ‘West Saxon fortifications in the ninth century. The perspective
of the written sources’, in Baker, Brookes and Reynolds (eds), Landscapes of
defence in early medieval Europe, pp. 91-109, here at pp. 95-7 and 103.



21

22
23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30
31

32

33

‘Dark matter’ evidence for Alfredian military reforms 93

ASC 871, 872, 873, 874, 875 and 876. On the unfortified site of Torksey,
D. M. Hadley and J. D. Richards, ‘The winter camp of the Viking Great Army,
AD 872-3, Torksey, Lincolnshire’, Antiquaries Journal, 96 (2016), 23-67; on
the fortified enclosure at Repton, M. Biddle and B. Kjalbye-Biddle, ‘Repton and
the “Great Heathen Army”, 873-4’, in J. Graham-Campbell, R. Hall, J. Jesch
and D. N. Parsons (eds), Vikings and the Danelaw. Select papers from the
proceedings of the thirteenth Viking Congress, Nottingham and York, 21-30
August 1997 (Oxford: Oxbow, 2001), pp. 45-96. On Wareham, picking up a
suggestion from Shane McLeod, see my Alfred’s wars, p. 229, n. 76.

For example, ASC 885 (Rochester) 892 (Milton), 893 (Benfleet).

ASC 878, 892 and 893. The fortification in 892 may be equated with the
Eorpeburnan of the Burghal Hidage: for the identification of Rye (Sussex) as
Eorpeburnan, see F. Kitchen, “The Burghal Hidage. Towards the identification
of Eorpeburnan’, Medieval Archaeology, 28 (1984), 175-8.

Asser, ch. 91, ed. Stevenson, pp. 77-9; trans. Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 101-2.
C. Konshuh, “Warfare and authority in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle” (PhD dis-
sertation, University of Winchester, 2014 [forthcoming as Anglo-Saxon Chronicles.
Writing English identity]); see also N. Christie, ‘Creating defended communities
in later Saxon Wessex’, in C. Konshuh and H. Herold (eds), Fortified settlements
in early Medieval Europe. Defended communities of the 8th-10th centuries
(Oxford: Oxbow, 2016), pp. 52-67. See also D. Pratt, The political thought of
King Alfred the Great (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

ASC 893; this famously compares with the reference to the division of the
Amazons’ army in The Old English Orosius, ed. ]J. Bately, Early English Text
Society Supplementary Series, 6 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 1.10,
p- 30.

Acthelweard, Chronicon, pp. 49-50; see R. P. Abels, Lordship and military
obligation in Anglo-Saxon England (London: University of California Press,
1988), pp. 62-6.

See R. Lavelle, ‘Places I’ll remember. Reflections on Alfred, Asser and the power
of memory in the West Saxon Landscape’, in A. Langlands and R. Lavelle (eds),
The land of the English kin. Studies in Wessex and Anglo-Saxon England in
honour of Professor Barbara Yorke (Leiden: Brill, 2020), pp. 312-35, at 325-6.
Liebermann, Gesetze, vol. 1, pp. 74-5; English Historical Documents. Vol. 1:
¢.500-1042, trans. D. Whitelock (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1955; 2nd
edn, 1979), p. 415.

For summaries of this material, see Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, pp. 47-140.

See M. R. Godden ‘Did Alfred write anything?’, Medium Avum, 76:1 (2007),
1-23; and the discussion of these debates in N. G. Discenza and P. E. Szarmach
(eds), A companion to Alfred the Great (Leiden: Brill, 2015), particularly J. Bately’s
contribution, ‘Alfred as author and translator’, pp. 113-42.

William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum. The history of the English Kings,
Volume 1, ed. and trans. R. M. Thomson, M. Winterbottom and R. A. B. Mynors
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 180-2.

Ibid., p. 188; see Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, p. 101.



94

34

35

36

37

38

39

40
41

42
43

44
45

46

47

48

49

50
51

The military and society

B. Yorke, The King Alfred millenary in Winchester, 1901, Hampshire Papers,
17 (Winchester: Hampshire County Council, 1999).

J. Baker and S. Brookes, Beyond the Burghal Hidage. Anglo-Saxon civil defence
in the Viking Age (Leiden: Brill, 2012). pp. 1-12.

A. R. Rumble, ‘An edition and translation of the Burghal Hidage, together with
recension C of the Tribal Hidage’, and ‘Diplomatic sub-sections’, in D. Hill and
A. R. Rumble (eds), The defence of Wessex. The Burghal Hidage and Anglo-Saxon
fortifications (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 14-35, and
69-74. Translations here are from Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, p. 211.

For example, C. Oman, ‘Alfred as warrior’, in A. Bowker (ed.), Alfred the Great
(London: Adam and Charles Black, 1899), pp. 117-48, at pp. 142-3.

J. Haslam, ‘King Alfred and the Vikings. Strategies and tactics 876-886 AD’,
Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaoleogy and History, 13 (2006), 122-54.

R. Abels, ‘The costs and consequences of Anglo-Saxon civil defence, 878-1066°,
in Baker, Brookes and Reynolds (eds), Landscapes of defence in early medieval
Europe, pp. 195-222.

Rumble, ‘An edition and translation of the Burghal Hidage’, p. 72.

E. E. Harmer (ed.), Select English historical documents of the ninth and tenth
centuries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 22-3; catalogued in
Anglo-Saxon Charters. An annotated list and bibliography, ed. P. H. Sawyer
(London: Royal Historical Society, 1968), no. 223. Electronic edition available
online at esawyer.org.uk (accessed 3 March 2020).

Above, pp. 82-3.

N. P. Brooks, ‘England in the ninth century. The crucible of defeat’, Transactions
of the Royal Historical Society, 5th ser., 29 (1979), 1-20.

Haslam, ‘King Alfred and the Vikings’.

N. P. Brooks, “The administrative background to the Burghal Hidage’, in D. Hill
and A. R. Rumble (eds), The defence of Wessex. The Burghal Hidage and
Anglo-Saxon fortifications (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996),
pp- 128-50.

J. Baker and S. Brookes, ‘From frontier to border. The evolution of northern
West Saxon territorial delineation in the ninth and tenth centuries’, Anglo-Saxon
Studies in Archaeology and History, 17 (2011), 108-23.

Pratt, Political thought, pp. 93-111.

Lavelle, Alfred’s wars, p. 10, discussing D. Hill, ‘The origins of Alfred’s urban
policies’, in T. Reuter (ed.), Alfred the Great. Papers from the eleventh-centenary
conferences (Farnham: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 219-33.

W. J. Sedgefield (ed.), King Alfred’s Old English version of Boethius De conso-
latione philosophiae (Oxford: Clarendon, 1899), ch. 17, p. 40.

Abels, Lordship and military obligation, pp. 60-2.

Ibid., pp. 20-2, argues for a link between the Konigsfreie, ‘King’s Free’, influential
for a number of post-war German historians, and the high-status military service
in pre-Viking England. The Konigsfreie model was being substantially dismantled
by the time at which Abels wrote (for a review in English, see D. M. Hadley,
The northern Danelaw. Its social structure, c. 800—-1100 [London: Leicester


http://esawyer.org.uk/

52
53

‘Dark matter’ evidence for Alfredian military reforms 95

University Press, 2000], pp. 43-9), though it should be acknowledged that
Abels’ reading of the link between elite status and military service did not itself
depend on the Konigsfreibe model.

ASC 893. See above, pp. 84-5.

Great Domesday Book, fol. 56¢, in P. Morgan (ed. and trans.), Domesday
Book. Berkshire (Chichester: Phillimore, 1979), entry B 10. The translation is
my own, from Alfred’s wars, p. 56, and the discussion herein summarises my
assessment of the evidence in that volume, pp. 60-1.



Juswinoop sy} aynqguisip Jo Adoo o) [ebaj|i si I
palos)o.d 1ybuAdoD @ Woo BAIyI8ISBYOUBW WO} pOpEOjUMO(



PART II

WARFARE AND SOCIETY



Juswinoop sy} aynqguisip Jo Adoo o) [ebaj|i si I
palos)o.d 1ybuAdoD @ Woo BAIyI8ISBYOUBW WO} pOpEOjUMO(



6

War and the transformation of society in
early Byzantine Arabia

Conor Whately

The focus of this chapter is militarisation in early Byzantine Arabia, or as
the region was later known, Palaestina Tertia. The evidence is plentiful;
however, little of it is narrative, with the majority comprising inscriptions,
papyri, imperial edicts and detailed excavation reports. Space precludes a
detailed treatment of the topic, and so what follows will be little more than
a skeletal outline of some of the most pertinent characteristics of the mili-
tarisation of sixth-century Rome’s south-east frontier.

Before I turn to the evidence, such as we have it, I want to set out the
parameters of this chapter, and in particular what I mean when I refer to
militarisation. My starting point is the four definitions of militarisation
offered by Wilson: political, economic, social and cultural.! In this chapter,
for the sake of brevity, I will focus on three: economic militarisation — ‘resource
mobilisation’;* political militarisation — ‘the extent to which state structure
is geared for war’;’ and social militarisation — ‘the proportion of the population
incorporated into military institutions’.* In a previous study of militarisation
amongst the elite and sixth-century Roman world at large, I focused on
social and cultural militarisation; here, rather, the focus is on the lower
levels of society in the south-east corner of the empire, which roughly
corresponds to modern Israel and Jordan, especially the areas east and south
of the Dead Sea and into the Negev. As in the previous case, my emphasis
is on the sixth century.

The evidence for this part of the empire is relatively varied in its quantity
and quality. The physical remains of numerous fortifications fill the coun-
tryside, which are, in turn, complemented by two significant collections of
papyri and some substantive inscriptions. What wars the Roman Empire
fought in the sixth century, however, were fought elsewhere, to the north
in Syria, Turkey and the Caucasus, and far to the west in Africa, Italy and
the Balkans. In fact, this part of the empire would not witness large-scale
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armed conflict until the first half of the seventh, first — and partially — at
the hands of the Sasanians, and later at the hands of the invading Arab
tribes. In the wake of their conquests in the early seventh century, the
Sasanians occupied these lands for nearly two decades.’ By 629, though the
Persians had been expunged, the recently re-established outposts of Roman
power were faced with a new and graver threat. After victories in places
like Tabuk and negotiated surrenders in places like Aqaba, the invasion of
Rome’s eastern provinces would shift north towards the Wadi Mujib and
beyond. In 636, the Arabs defeated the Romans in the Battle of Yarmuk,
which effectively brought an end to Roman authority in this part of the
world.®

Those wars came later than the period I am concerned with here, but if
we broaden our perspective to include low-intensity conflict (LIC) the picture
changes. There is little reason to doubt the existence of LIC in the south-east
in the sixth century. A number of comments in late antique travelogues
imply as much, as do some comparative anecdotes from more recent centuries.”
It is these multitudinous skirmishes that likely had the greatest impact on
whatever physical evidence of militarisation we might find in this part of
the empire, a point which has generated a great deal of debate, and which
is worth setting out here. To establish its intensity, however, we need to go
back to the period when most of these forts were constructed, the late third
and early fourth centuries, and look at the assorted explanations that have
been proffered to explain their construction.

Political militarisation

There is perhaps no better physical manifestation of the region’s political
militarisation than the presence of dozens of fortifications, which include
a handful of legionary forts, several fortlets and innumerable towers. The
function of these structures has attracted a great deal of attention, and
Castro has recently provided a thorough overview of the various positions,
so I will not say much beyond providing a concise overview.® There are two
dominant positions: Parker’s view that the network of fortifications was
constructed for the purposes of defending Roman territory from external
forces, and Graf’s that they were to protect against internal forces.” There
is a third position, however, recently strongly reiterated by Castro, which
does not see the two as mutually exclusive."” Though focusing specifically
on the southern sector of Arabia Petraea, a region running roughly from
Petra to Agaba, Castro pointed to the reuse of older Nabataean fortifications
and the construction of newer structures in the wake of unrest in the third
century, both internal and external. What is more, the forts tended to follow
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important lines of communication. Much of this political militarisation took
place at the end of the third century crisis, as a number of inscriptions make
clear. Dedicatory inscriptions have been found at Qasr Bshir, Udhruh and
Yotvata, for instance.!’

Their construction and occupation in the late third and fourth centuries
are not in question.'” The difficulty lies in trying to determine how many
of these structures were still in use in the sixth century, a subject that has
engendered a good deal of debate. Only some of these fortifications have
been subject to detailed excavations. In many instances, the dating of these
sites has been limited to consideration of surface ceramic finds, and much
of this was carried out many decades ago. On that basis, the following sites
were occupied in the sixth century: Qasr el-Baik, Qasr el-Aseikhin, Qasr
el-Azraq, Umm el-Jimal, Umm el-Quttein, Deir el-Kahf, Khirbet es-Samra,
Qasr el-Hallabat, Khirbet ez-Zona, Umm er-Rasas, Lower Muhattet el-Haj,
Upper Mubhattet el-Haj, Qasr Bshir, Khirbet el-Fityan, el-Lejjun, Qasr el-Bint,
Da’ajaniya, Udhruh, Rujm es-Sadaga, Humayma, Khirbet el-Qirana, Khirbet
el-Khalde, Qasr el Kithara, Upper Zohar, En Bogeq, Mampsis, Mezad Tamar,
Nessana, Avdat and Beersheba.

During the middle of the sixth century, if not a decade or two earlier,
there is good reason to suppose that there was some reshuffling of Roman
forces in the region. We have incontrovertible evidence that a small number
of these fortifications continued in use in the sixth century. A now lost
inscription from Qasr el-Hallabat highlighted some of the renovation work
carried out during the reign of Justinian."? A few other inscriptions point
to additional building work in the region in the sixth century, including an
inscription from modern Ma’an, which highlights fortification work in
547/548."* A handful of metata (military hostels), which Trombley has
connected with army movements, witnessed some construction work."’ Plenty
of towers were fortified too in the sixth century, particularly to the north
into Syria and the south-eastern corner of Turkey.'¢

The construction work itself would have required significant bodies of
men and materiel. While there is no direct evidence for the construction of
the fortifications in Arabia, there is some for fortifications further north in
Syria and Mesopotamia. During the reign of Anastasius, the then governor
(praeses) of Oshroene spent a considerable amount of money on repairing
the walls of Edessa.!” Additionally, the emperor (Anastasius) gave money
to the local bishop to finance its upkeep. The construction of the Roman
fortress at Dara involved imperial architects,'® and it involved stonecutters,
masons, craftsmen, slaves and peasants — but there were also supervisors
and foremen." In fact, the demand for workers was so great that there were
labour shortages in other places undergoing major fortification development,
like Resafa.”® In smaller places, like Tanoutia, local officials, possibly even
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the local presbyter, paid for work on the fortifications.”' They are unlikely
to have had access to imperial works like those at bigger centres, such as
Dara and Resafa. Places like Qasr el-Hallabat and el-Lejjun, some distance
from wars to the north, are also unlikely to have had access to the imperial
workers. When it came to materials, there was a tendency to use what was
available, which is why places like Qasr el-Azraq were built with basalt
stones and el-Lejjun with limestone and largely, most likely, local labour.

What is less clear is when these fortifications were abandoned. Part of
the trouble is that a contentious comment made by Procopius in his Secret
History has been used to suggest that there was a widespread demobilisation
of Roman military forces in the region in the early sixth century, if not
earlier. Some have connected this to Justinian’s re-organisation of the military
early in his reign, a process which allowed him to wage war on multiple
fronts.*> The gist of his comments is that Justinian’s payments to the limitanei
fell five years in arrears, and that they later lost their classification as legitimate
soldiers.”® This then has been connected to the abandonment of a range of
sites throughout Jordan.**

The trouble is, we know that limitanei continued in use for some time
thereafter, appearing in Justinian’s administrative legislation regarding the
conquest of Vandal Africa.” They show up in the Beersheba edict, which
dates to the reign of Justinian and which lists soldiers from around the
Transjordan.?® They even appear in some of Justinian’s edicts, particularly
Novel 103 for Palestine, dated to 536, which is significant, even if it does
not concern Palestine III where Nessana lay.”” Evidence like this points to
their continued use in the region. It would then hold that their fortifications
were in use too. There is, for instance, good reason to suppose that el-Lejjun
was in use until 551.%® In some areas like the Negev and Sinai, new fortifica-
tions were constructed.”” What is more, arguments that places like Qasr
el-Hallabat changed with respect to their function and ownership have
proven suspect.’’ These fortifications, then, provide physical evidence for
political militarisation in the sixth century.

There were limits to the political organisation in the region, for the
fortifications tell only part of the story. Another important facet of political
militarisation is the role of the military in the administration of the relevant
provinces, especially Arabia and Palestine, both the subject of Justinianic
novels, and Phoenice Libanensis, the subject of an edict. Paragraph 102,
dated to 536, concerns some changes to the moderator of Arabia’s purview.
Intriguingly, near the beginning, the novel states that the military command,
the dux, had been ‘conducting the business of the civil office’, and this law
is meant, in large part, to stop this.”’ Near the end of the second section
of the law, it is quite explicit about the consequences of the dux overstepping
his responsibilities and getting embroiled in civilian affairs — he will be
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stripped of command. On the other hand, the moderator was assigned some
soldiers of his own that were to be independent of those soldiers serving
under the dux, to say nothing of those fighting under the Arab phylarch.
So while the military was not to step into civilian matters, the civilian
administration was to be allowed some military support of its own, even
if the law is not explicit about what this might entail.

The subsequent novel, 103, which is also dated to 536, is concerned with
Palestine, and it provides a little more detail about the responsibilities of
the different parties. In this case, the proconsul would be responsible for
civil matters, the dux for military ones, as with the previous novel on Arabia.
That said, it also stipulates that the proconsul has the option of using the
soldiers stationed in the province should he need to, and these soldiers
would be independent of those already under his command, which the local
dux and magister militum could not themselves use.

Finally, also dated to 536 and to be grouped with the previous two, is
the edict concerning Phoenice Libanensis, which takes matters a step further:
where the previous two novels assign the respective officials some soldiers
to carry out their tasks, this edict assigns the governor a specific regiment,
the Tertiodalmatae, which is to be replaced if the unit is transferred for
some other purpose decreed by the emperor. Assuming it is the same unit,
it appears in the Notitia Dignitatum as a unit of equites serving under the
Magister Militum per Orientem.> As in previous cases, if the local dux
interferes in civil matters, he is to be stripped of command.

While the rights and responsibilities of the two parts of the administration,
civilian and military, are, for all intents and purposes, to be kept separate,
soldiers, as a general group, seem capable of operating in both capacities.
Both administrators in the province are to be given soldiers to carry out
their duties — but the distinction between military and civil administration
is to be maintained. In this sphere, then, Justinian worked to bring a halt
to the militarisation of administration that the legislation implies was an
issue.

Economic militarisation

To address economic militarisation is to address resource mobilisation.
Fortunately, we have a handful of documents, in the form of inscriptions,
papyri and the physical materials of sites like el-Lejjun, that illuminate
just this.

Let us start with el-Lejjun. This legionary fort has been the site of significant
excavations, and much of the material recovered came in the form of the
faunal and floral remains.** Not only has this illuminated the types of things
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that the fort’s residents were consuming, but it has also given us a good
idea about where all of it came from. By all accounts, both barley and
wheat were cultivated and processed locally, while legumes were not.**
While some olives and grapes were grown locally, they seem to have been
used for consumption at the dinner table. At the same time, the presence
of amphorae implies that some wine and oil was imported, though not in
great quantities.”* Not only were plants produced locally, so too were animals
raised on site. This included sheep and goats, as well as chickens, cattle and
pigs (domestic livestock).*® Plenty of other animals were found too, but it
seems it was the domestic livestock that was consumed by the soldiers, for
they were found in much higher quantities.’” Of the animals consumed,
sheep and goats were the most prominent in terms of numbers, with sheep
outnumbering goats. Toplyn argued that they were raised primarily to produce
meat, and that they were primarily consumed locally.*® This mirrors what
we find in other parts of the region, for sheep and goats were staples of
meat production in late antique Caesarea and further north at Androna in
Syria.* As noted, pork was consumed on site too, though as a supplement
to the sheep and goats. Pork was consumed by soldiers in other parts of
the empire, like Egypt, at this time.*’ Poultry seem to have been consumed
in considerable numbers too. All in all, the impression is that meat was a
big part of the soldiers’ diet and that quite a lot of it was obtained locally,
at least here at el-Lejjun.*' This relative abundance of local production and
consumption of wheat and barley, assorted fruit and meat on site shows
that, when it comes to food, a significant proportion of the local resources
were for the military, a clear case of economic militarisation at this specific
locale: el-Lejjun and its environs.

Toplyn characterised the economy of the el-Lejjun and neighbouring
locations like Qasr Bshir and Da’janiya as self-sufficient to a large degree.*
While it might be tempting to see this production as undertaken by soldiers
for soldiers, it is worth stressing that it was not only soldiers living at this
location, for we have good evidence for the presence of civilians, even if
they are members of the wider military community (family members), at
least in part.* El-Lejjun housed a legion, the legio IV Martia, and in late
Antiquity they numbered close to 1,500 men, which is what it might have
been in the fourth century AD. By the start of the sixth century, the legions
had close to 1,200 soldiers, but we do not know how many were at el-Lejjun.**
The vicus, where much of the broader military community are likely to
have lived in the fourth century, seems to have been abandoned by the
sixth.* This means many or most of the inhabitants were living in the
fortress — and so largely involved in this food production.

I want to turn now to the documentary evidence, and we are quite well off
in this regard too. At least three papyri from Nessana seem to deal explicitly
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with the extraction of resources from the town for the use of the military.
One of those documents, P. Ness. 3.35, the so-called levy of camels (though
it is also a levy of camel-riders), contains lists of camels and camel-riders, 30
of the former, and 34 of the latter, enlisted for a variety of different tasks.
Some are assigned to priores (officers) of the camp, some are assigned to
the staff members of the duke, some to the church and its (possible) priest,
and some for an unknown expedition. Another document, P. Ness. 3.37,
the so-called account of military camels, includes a list of camels assigned
to individual soldiers, each grouped under at least eight dekarchs — only
seven of which are named — and dekarchies, one of the smallest divisions
in the sixth-century military.*® At least two of the soldiers, if not two of the
dekarchies, are to be dispatched to Egypt, for reasons unknown.*” Another
is to be sent to Caesarea.*”® Collectively, then, these two documents reveal
that the village of Nessana was to provide men and materiel for a range
of official tasks, with some of those tasks some distance away (Egypt), at
least relatively speaking. We just do not know, at least explicitly, what they
were for.

One papyrus, that might be some sort of account of taxes owing/paid,
lists nine towns from the region, at least six of which had a military presence
at some stage in late Antiquity: Nessana, Eboda, Chermoula, Birosaba,
Malaatha and Birsamis.*’ Nessana and Eboda aside, the latter the location
of a fort with an unknown garrison,” the other four are all listed in the
Notitia Dignitatum under the Dux Palaestinae: Chermoula hosted the Equites
Scutarii Illyriciani (Not. dign. or. 34.20), Birosaba the Equites Dalmatae
Illyriciani (Not. dign. or. 34.18), Malaatha the Cohors Prima Flavia (Notz.
dign. or. 34.45), and Birsamis the Equites Thamudeni Illyriciani (Not. dign.
or. 34.22). Of the others, Elusa was a major administrative centre, while
Mampsis and Sobila were other towns in the region. All were required to
provide something (we do not know what — we just have the numbers),
and it could well have been taxes (money or some product in kind?) for
the military. Fortunately, there are some other documents from Nessana
that illuminate something of the tax regime in place, though only one dates
to the Roman period (i.e. pre-Islamic conquest). Based on this evidence and
what is known of the village’s physical remains, O’Sullivan has calculated
that around 550 the residents were being taxed both in cash (gold) and in
kind (wheat), a practice in keeping with other locales, like Antaeopolis in
Egypt.’' At Nessana, he concluded that 62 per cent of the tax was paid in
gold (solidi) and 38 per cent in grain units. This would work out to a tax
rate of 3.5 solidi per household per year, with the people working 115 days
per year. While we could not say how much of this tax would go towards
military activities, there is every reason to suppose that it was a significant
portion, perhaps between 25 per cent and 35 per cent of the state’s budget.*
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The Beersheba edict allows us to look at the mobilisation of resources
beyond the local level to the regional one. This edict, to which the just
mentioned papyrus from Nessana is often compared,’ also names a few
regional centres including some of those listed here, like Elusa and Mampsis.
The second fragment of the edict lists over a dozen sites from the region,
many identifiable locales in the region, like Adroa, Zoora and Ammatha,
all close to Petra.’* It lists the number of solidi per site to be distributed to
douloi, whom di Segni takes to mean low-ranking soldiers (i.e. frontier
soldiers).” Di Segni has made a good case that the reconstituted edict details
the collection of taxes for the duces of Palestine. In turn, the duke used the
taxes to pay for a range of things connected to pilgrimage, like wages for
escorts and the upkeep of hostels.*®

The general picture is that a significant portion of the population of the
select communities that we have considered in the region were responsible
in some way or other for providing resources for the military, whether that
be in the form of taxation (cash or kind), men or even animals.

Social militarisation

We now shift from economic to social militarisation, and I will start with
the one site that allows us to probe social militarisation on a local level.
The mass of papyri from Nessana detail select activities in the lives of the
local military community. Though a far from complete sample in a collection
which privileges soldiers over civilians, there are plenty of papyri that name
soldiers and their families alike.

I have limited myself to the datable papyri from the sixth century. Those
from the seventh century and later do not name soldiers, and it seems that
the unknown military unit was no longer in operation.’” It is also the case
that many of the known soldiers are recorded in only a few papyri. I counted
78 soldiers at Nessana, and 131 civilians somehow connected to Nessana’s
soldiers. Of those 131 individuals, only 6 are women. These are from a
total of 868 named individuals, at least so far as I could tell. Unfortunately,
the information about the individuals is not as straightforward as we might
like. An exceedingly high proportion of the civilians in the papyri are only
there because several of the soldiers used patronymics in their names.*®
What is more, the documents that we do have are not as diverse a group
as we might like either.’” That said, a small number of soldiers seem to be
operating in an official capacity. ‘Aziz, son of Stephan (P. Ness. 3.35.5),
was one of the officers involved in the camel and camel-rider levy. Seven
dekarchs are listed on the account of military camels: Abdallas, son of Ei...;
Hermogenes; John, son of Abraham; Wa’li; Sergius, son of Ammonius;
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Sergius, son of ...ios; and Stephan, son of Zunayn. There is one other named
dekarch, a George, son of Patrick, who is listed on a document that details
some sort of payment, though it is fragmentary.®” Perhaps more importantly,
the bulk of the papyri concern private matters involving soldiers. We have,
for instance, the release of a soldier (P. Ness. 3.15), divisions of property
(P. Ness. 3.16, 21), two marriage contracts (P. Ness. 3.18, 20), a partition
of inheritance (P. Ness. 3.22) and a loan of money (P. Ness. 3.26). These
kinds of documents point to a group of local soldiers of Nessana closely
involved in civilian life.

Beyond considering the proportion of the population who are soldiers
and what duties we find them performing with civilians, there is perhaps
no better way to illustrate, albeit indirectly, the social militarisation of the
soldiery in the region in the sixth century than by considering just how many
civilians from the total listed lived beside the soldiers as their neighbours.
Although, as noted, the sample is quite small, a few of the documents from
Nessana concern the division of property, and these extensive papyri often
give the layout and neighbours of the estate under consideration.®’ What
they reveal is that at least some of Nessana’s soldiers were fully ensconced in
the village, often living shoulder-to-shoulder with their civilian neighbours.

We now move from one well-documented site to another, namely Petra,
which did not have a military presence of its own, but which was in the
same, wider, region.®” The Petra papyri list, for example, several Flavii — a
name associated with governmental officials and soldiers in sixth-century
Egypt but applicable to Palestine.®® To give but a few examples, we find a
Flavius Eustathius (P. Petra 1.1), a Flavius Dusarius (P. Petra 1.2), Flavius
Patricius (P. Petra 1.3), a Flavius Valens (P. Petra 1.7), a Flavius Ailian (P.
Petra 4.46) and a Flavius Isakios (P.Petr. 5.35, 78). Besides the possible
officers and ex-officers, there are also the certain officers. A few priores are
named in the papyri, including a Flavius Nonnus (P. Petra 4.37), a George
(P. Petra 4.46) and a Flavius Barachos (P. Petr. 4.43.147, 156).

In some cases, we cannot say unequivocally where the men were based.
In other cases, we can; one papyrus, the longest one at Petra, P. Petra. 4.39,
names a Beothos, who was a prior of Kastron Zadakathon, the nearest site
with a military presence.®* Zadakathon was home to an equites promoti
indigenae, at least in the fifth century.®* This papyrus also lists a phylarch,
so betraying more evidence of a military presence, even if it was an allied
one. Zadakathon appears in a number of other papyri,*® as does the word
kastron.” There is even one papyrus that mentions a regiment (unit), but
it is too fragmentary to specify which one.®® Two more also refer to an
arithmos, though they too are fragmentary.*” Two of the documents involve the
marriage of a soldier named Thomas, an embathmos from Zadakathon, to a
woman named Kyra.”® Yet another kastron appears in two papyri: Ammatha,
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which like Zadakathon appears in the Beersheba edict, as noted above.”
In the Notitia, it is listed as the home of an Ala Antana dromedariorum.”
In one of those papyri, we also meet a Flavius Dusarius, a former prefect
of Kastron Ammatha.”” Though ala seems to appear in one of the papyri
on which Ammatha is named, it seems to be in reference to Zadakathon.”
While representing only a fraction of the total number of papyri from Petra,
they do point to an active military presence far beyond their more firmly
established spheres of influence — or at least operations.”

We now move from the papyrological to the epigraphical evidence, which
is plentiful. Indeed, there are far more inscriptions from late Antique Arabia
and Palestine (350-750 CE) than there were for the Roman period (50
BCE-350 CE).”® In many instances, we cannot deduce the presence of military
personnel, for they do not usually indicate the careers of individuals. In
other cases, by looking for Flavii amongst the datable inscriptions we can
get an impression of the relative presence of soldiers amongst the civilians.
One, dated to 529 and from Scythopolis, celebrates the restoration of the
city’s walls thanks to the beneficence of a Flavius Arsenius.”” A fragmentary
inscription from Beersheba gives the title scribendarius, though it is not
clear what the inscription is for.”®

There are the fragments of the edict of Anastasius, some of which have
been found at Bosra,”” some at Qasr el-Hallabat*® and at other spots around
the Near East.®’ Although some fragments are small, like the one from
Bosra, others are more complete, like the edict from Cyrenaica in north
Africa.’? The edict from Qasr el-Hallabat in Jordan covers a diverse range
of tasks, including reports sent to Constantinople (Part I, Chapter 11, lines
43-75), soldiers profiting unjustly (Part I, Chapter 11, lines 110-121), the
specific rights of soldiers (Part II) and even protection of the soldiers from
extortion (Part IV).*> The edict from Cyrenaica, long since edited and
published, even contains details surrounding the billeting of soldiers and
the impact of this on civilian—soldier interactions.** The provisions concerned
with billeting and extortion in particular point to the involvement of the
wider population in military matters. At the same time, collectively, these
edicts set out some of the significant challenges involving the integration of
the frontier soldiers into the various communities.

Before we close, one more note. Above, in the section on political mili-
tarisation, I discussed the construction of a variety of structures concerned
with military matters. While many were paid for by the state in some
capacity or other, in many cases the construction work was implemented
by clergymen.®> Whether the evidence for the efforts of clerics represents
social militarisation or something else is another matter. Suffice to say, it is
evidence of civilians taking a concerted interest in military affairs, even if
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it is borne out of necessity — safety and security, a concern of a number of
sixth-century inscriptions.®

Conclusion

This chapter has only scratched the surface of the broader subject of mili-
tarisation in the region. There is more evidence that could be brought to
bear: some of the visual evidence (mosaics) might prove useful — fortified
representations of cities in mosaics, for instance. At the same time, most of
what I have done is to present in outline much of the evidence for militarisation
without examining it in close detail; moreover, my choice of sites has been
selective.

It would be useful to know what proportion of the region was composed
of soldiers; the evidence is insufficient and incomplete. Plus, many of the
soldiers were concentrated in specific spots and so not evenly distributed
across the region. Some have tried to estimate the population of some of
the major centres in the region, as well as the smaller villages. Millar argues
that there was one soldier for every one hundred civilians in the Near East
during the high imperial era, though that encompasses a much broader area
than the one under discussion here.®” Given the lower troop total in Roman
Arabia, Kennedy argues the ratio was closer to 200:1, though he notes that
this too might be an exaggeration.*® A better bet for late Antiquity might
be to look to late Roman Palestine, which reached its peak in terms of
population and number of settlements in the sixth century, the period with
which we are concerned here; this included expansion into previously
underpopulated areas.?” Population estimates range between one and four
million, the highest total until the twentieth century.” In turn, those inhabitants
were largely spread between nearly 700 sites. Nessana, the site with the
best-documented soldiers in the region, had a population that ranged between
1,000 and 3,000 by most accounts.” The unnamed local unit probably had
between 100 and 500 soldiers.”* That would make for a ratio of 1:10 on
the high end and 1:30 on the low end. Either way, this would give Nessana
a much higher proportion of soldiers than the region as a whole, at least
if it was anything like Arabia. The military sites in the southern Hauran
(north Jordan), like Umm el-Jimal, Unm el-Quttein and Deir el-Kahf, deserve
closer consideration and might well have had similar soldier to civilian
ratios.

For all my discussion of militarisation, by the end it might seem that I
have devoted very little to the impact of war, which I had promised at the
start. This is in part because the larger wars which the Romans fought, of
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which there were a few, were waged to the north and far to the west. Indeed,
what conflict there was in the region was of a low intensity, particularly
the raids conducted by groups of Arab tribesmen. There is good reason to
suppose that even this was overblown.” Though studies of militarisation
in the pre-modern world have usually focused on the Greek and Roman
worlds, and for the late antique and medieval worlds, the west, this chapter
reveals that the evidence for the Roman or Byzantine east deserves greater
consideration.
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The role of the military factor in the political
and administrative shaping of the Visigothic
kingdom (sixth to seventh centuries)

Pablo Poveda Arias

Historiography tends to acknowledge the military nature of the formation
process of the Visigothic kingdom in Hispania, given the credibility granted
by the sources to armed conquest.! The military component is thus likely
to have presented an essential determinant of the kingdom’s political dynamics,
which implies a certain degree of militarisation of the Visigothic society,” a
trend that may be observed throughout the post-imperial west.> However,
this military factor of Visigothic politics and administration has not yet
been considered by historians. For instance, when it comes to portraying
Visigothic kingship, scholars tend to neglect the social nature of military
determinants by prioritising ideological or symbolic components.* Some
studies deny a militarising element of the administrative system until the
reforms of Chindaswinth and Recceswinth (642-72).° The following pages
discuss the impact of waging war on shaping the royal institutions and on
the kings’ politics® to argue that militarisation was an important factor for
the higher Visigothic administrative cadres.

Impact and instrumentalisation of war and the military in the
assertion of royal power

I would like to explore the role of the military in the consolidation of
Visigothic royal power. Attaining victory was important as it helped legitimise
a ruler. Prestige gained on the battlefield strengthened his power and ensured
a tangible influence in other political spheres of action.” The legitimising
role of war is reflected in sources such as John of Biclaro and Isidore of
Seville, listing the most outstanding royal victories. They use military success,
whether obtained in offensive or defensive campaigns, as a literary topos
in addition to other virtues that define the good king (Isid. Hisp. Hist. 64),"
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an idea that is also reflected in legal texts.” The very existence of the Visigothic
kingdom and its monarchy is related to its numerous military victories.'’

Thus, kings exalted these victories. The most paradigmatic case is contained
in the Historia Wambae, which recounts the triumph of the monarch over
the rebel Paulus. The victories of the king acquire a religious significance
by being interpreted as a divine design that substantially influenced Wamba’s
legitimacy, thus placing him on an equal footing with the kings of the Old
Testament.'' The same principle can be applied to understand the interest
of other kings in playing down, or even consigning to oblivion, the triumphs
of other Gothic figures who competed with them in terms of military prestige.
This attitude can be observed in Suintila, to whom we can attribute a true
attempt of damnatio memoriae against the dux Rechila and his victories
during Sisebut’s rule.'* In addition, warfare also had a legitimising value
for kings through its benefits, such as loot or prestige, which the Gothic
aristocracy in particular obtained through their participation in successful
military campaigns."’

In view of the role played by war as a royal legitimiser, it is not far-fetched
to suggest that a particular king would make conscious use of military
action, at least in the case of offensive campaigns, for the sake of staying
in power." After all, military activity ultimately depended on the rex’s
decisions, which is why it may be expected that it was undertaken in
consideration of his own personal interests.”> Hence, the Visigothic kings
engaged in war to gain legitimacy in the midst of continued competition
for the throne among different factions; a threat that was by no means
trivial. This can be observed in the numerous testimonies of failed or successful
royal murders and usurpation attempts.'® The existence of these parallel
powers forced the reges to engage in constant military activity to draw
attention to their virtues as warriors and, therefore, to rise as worthy leaders
above their rivals."” On the other hand, war diverted internal competition
towards common goals, which consolidated a ruler’s power. Military victories
would have been celebrated precisely with the intention of reasserting royal
authority over these opposing aristocratic factions.'® Moreover, warfare
could be used to increase royal wealth."” War loot could contribute to
asserting royal power from a symbolic and material point of view.*’

Liuvigild (569-86) clearly perceived all these pathways involving the
instrumentalisation of war against the prevailing panorama of political
competition.”! He was the best exponent of the warrior king and reaper of
military success.” Isidore, in praising his military legacy,” believed that
Liuvigild devoted a large part of his rule to military activity precisely to
avoid internal threats and to deflect political tensions towards other targets,
and thus stresses the impact of the king’s victories in winning the support
of his people.”* Interest in maintaining regular military activity was also
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common under Liuvigild’s predecessors, Theudis (531-48), Agila (549-55)
and Athanagild (555-67).%° A certain correlation can be established between
moments of greater offensive impetus and contexts of royal weakness.
Offensive military activity was particularly intense in the early years of
reigns, a moment when royal legitimacy was still contested, as attested by
the many internal revolts against the ruling monarchs.?® The later military
initiatives of kings Liuvigild, Witteric (603-10), Gundemar (610-12), Sisebut
(612-21) and Suintila (621-31) against imperial enclaves in Hispania or
northern peoples can be understood in a similar vein.?”” Comparable dynamics
are also plain in later periods. For example, a military campaign organised
by King Chindaswinth (642-53) is evidenced in a funerary inscription just
a few months after his accession to power.?® Paulo’s insurrection took Wamba
(672-80) by surprise while he was waging a campaign against the Vascones
shortly after ascending to the throne.”” King Egica (687-702) also led the
kingdom’s troops during the first years of his rule in a context of clear
internal weakness and confrontation.’® Lastly, Roderic (710-11), a king
who openly challenged the faction of his predecessor,’" is mentioned as
fighting against the Vascones after ascending to the Visigothic throne.*” In
short, Visigothic kings were compelled to undertake offensive campaigns
on a regular basis, striving for prestige and authority through the open
display of their skills on the battlefield.

The military factor’s potential to legitimate and strengthen royal status
was even more important as a tool for those aspiring to eventually become
kings themselves. This appears to have been the case with Theudis, who
accumulated enormous military power in the years before becoming king
in 531.% Specifically, Theudis devoted this time to gathering a powerful
military band.** After all, having a large number of followers was in itself
an indicator of a leader’s military and political potential.”® Likewise, it is
likely that Theudigisel’s (548-49) military skills and his efficiency in leading
the Goths to victory, specifically against the Franks (Isid. Hisp., Hist. 41),
were what determined his royal promotion.*® Some years later, in 584/5,
Reccared (586-601) is known to have commanded the Visigothic troops in
a successful campaign against Guntram’s Frankish army.?” His ultimate goal
was to be the prime candidate in the royal succession. This does not mean,
however, that other determinants did not influence his accession to power,*®
but we must stress the importance of this military factor as one of the
springboards that allowed him to reach royal status. The military capabilities
of some of his successors must have played an equally decisive role, as was
the case with Witteric and Suintila (Isid. Hisp., Hist. 58; 62).

In other cases, the data available are not as precise as far as kings’ feats
before reaching the throne is concerned. However, these monarchs certainly
can be credited with having an eminent military origin, since many of them
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came from the most important military hierarchy in the kingdom. For
instance, Theudis’ leap to the throne took place when commanding the
Ostrogothic troops in Hispania.” Liuva (568-72) also acquired royal power
while he was a military leader, in this case in Septimania (Isid. Hisp., Hist. 48).
A military origin may also be attributed to Sisebut and Sisenand (631-36).%
This martial component is not ruled out even for subsequent kings whose
activities prior to occupying the throne are only sparsely recorded.*' Thus,
there is a clear hint of military determinism in the promotion to royalty of
a certain individual. Kings mostly accessed the highest rank in the kingdom
from an outstanding military position, or at least after having excelled in
this sphere. In short, a scenario wherein any Visigothic general, with a
minimum of military prestige and social support, could stand for the throne
with high chances of success developed before a monarchy that had never
been able to perpetuate a fixed system of royal succession.*

Nevertheless, the legitimising role of victory in war was not as effective
in times of royal strength, that is, when a rex managed to consolidate his
power against internal enemies or, at least, strengthen it by drawing from
other sources of authority. This allows us to establish a correlation between
these contexts and periods of inactivity in terms of offensive military action.
Likewise, this could be used to explain the substantial decrease in the number
of military campaigns waged by Liuvigild after the unprecedentedly intense
years that characterised the beginning of his rule. In some cases, there even
seems to be a certain reluctance to engage in these types of actions. This
would explain, for example, Reccared’s lack of interest throughout his rule,
especially after his consolidation on the throne in 589,* in organising offensive
and conquering campaigns against the Byzantine enclaves of the peninsular
south-east, or the areas occupied by the northern peoples.** Instead, Reccared’s
military policy was reduced to securing positions and defending what he
already had (Isid. Hisp., Hist. 55).* Sisebut adopted a similar attitude.
Despite intensifying his military efforts against the imperial forces in the
early years of his rule,* his negotiations with Caesarius on the release of
prisoners of war suggest he eventually ceased fighting the Byzantines.*’
Thus, I think that Sisebut discontinued his attempts against the peninsular
south-east when he no longer saw it as profitable,* especially while he
enjoyed a consolidated position.*” Here, it was not in the kings’ interest to
risk their political and military capital through unnecessary offensive military
campaigns, especially if they were at risk of ending in defeat. Still, the major
royal duty of protecting the kingdom was unaffected by this, which becomes
particularly clear in times of royal strength.*

War only had a legitimising effect when it brought continuous successes.
If it did not, and the ruling king failed to stand out on the battlefield, it
would have the opposite effect. In fact, according to the sources, the military
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defeats of a specific rex discredited and delegitimised him as a ruler (Isid.
Hisp., Hist. 58). It is even possible to establish a last chronological correlation,
in this case between the military failures of certain kings and their subsequent
fall and/or murder, especially during the earlier reigns. For example, Gesaleic
(507-11) is portrayed by sources as a king who lacked the political and
military skills to consolidate the throne. His defeats against the Franks and
Burgundians eroded his social base of support, thus paving the way for
Theodoric the Ostrogoth to rise above him and promote his grandson
Amalaric (511-31).°" The latter was not so militarily fortunate either when
he began his independent rule, to the extent that no military victories can
be attributed to him. On the contrary, the only warlike action of which we
have evidence ended in defeat for the Visigoths. The sources themselves link
this failure to his murder.’* Amalaric’s great rival Theudis replaced him,
who, despite important victories in the early years of his reign, suffered a
serious defeat against the Byzantines in Septem (the current town of Ceuta)
(Isid. Hisp., Hist. 42). Such failure left the Visigoths vulnerable to potential
imperial raids, consequently stirring restlessness among certain sectors of
the Gothic aristocracy and leading to substantial erosion of Theudis’ social
support. This would explain his subsequent murder at the hands of his own
people in 548.> Another such case is that of Agila who, whilst waging a
campaign against Cordoba in 550, suffered a crushing defeat (Isid. Hisp.,
Hist. 45). Obviously, such misfortunes would have weakened Agila’s political
and military credibility, a situation upon which his rivals capitalised to
rearrange and close ranks around an alternative pretender to the throne:
Athanagild.’* In the case of Witteric, the military prestige that determined
his royal promotion must have gradually evaporated over his reign in the
light of his lack of noteworthy military feats, which likely contributed to
his murder in 610 (Isid. Hisp., Hist. 58). This does not mean that military
defeat was the ultimate cause for the fall of these kings, although it was
the catalyst that triggered the destabilisation among political factions. In
other words, defeat would have seriously undermined the political capital
of a particular rex, discrediting him and, consequently, weakening him; two
factors that would provide rivals with greater chances of success in the
struggle for power.

With all this in mind, it appears that Visigothic royal supremacy and power
primarily originated from the status and quality of military leadership.”® A
particularly curious event related to this topic is when Witteric proceeded to
remove young Liuva from the throne: he cut off his right hand (Isid. Hisp.,
Hist. 57). The severed hand was the one used to hold the weapon, such that,
if our hypothesis proves correct, its loss would have meant incapacitating
Liuva symbolically and literally as a warrior and, by extension, as rex.’
In short, all this evidence proves that the Visigothic kingship’s ancestral
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warlike nature persisted over time,”” remaining one of the main pillars of
royal authority, even when it was underpinned by other foundations.*®

The early militarisation of the administration in
the Visigothic kingdom

Given that the authority of Visigothic kings emanated in particular from
their capacity as military leaders, it seems obvious that this premise also
extended to other spheres of the kingdom’s political functions, such as its
administrative structure. However, the historiography disregards, and in
some cases even rejects, such an idea, to the extent of only perceiving a
process of militarisation of Visigothic administration after Chindaswinth
and Recceswinth’s reforms in the mid-seventh century.”” Clearly, historians’
endeavours over the last decades to deny any hint of the ‘Germanic’ in
Visigothic society have contributed to the blindness around this topic.
However, to attribute a military nature to the kingdom’s administration, or
to society in general, from its very beginning, does not necessarily imply
the assumption or perpetuation of traits of an allegedly Germanic origin.®
Instead, a more pragmatic, adaptive and innovative behaviour is preferably
attributed to post-Roman societies. The Visigothic monarchy projected onto
the civil administration those command structures that it controlled best,
in particular the military. Likewise, the fact that Visigothic power in Hispania
gained its legitimacy through the military is in itself a reason for the reproduc-
tion of military hierarchies within the scope of civil government and, therefore,
for an early militarisation of Visigothic administration.

The clearest expression of this early interdependence between the civil
and the military spheres is arguably the figure of the comes ciuitatis,’
originally established by the Roman Empire to take charge of the defence
of its cities.®* Later, in the Visigothic kingdom of Toulouse, their military
power was fused with other functions of a more civil nature as a logical
consequence of the prevailing climate of insecurity.®> During the phase that
began with the defeat at Vouillé, their civil prerogatives increased, originally
in the area of justice,’* and subsequently in others areas of a fiscal nature.®’
While one might reasonably assume that the original military element of
the comes became blurred within its civil governance duties,® it is likely
that the position’s military function, connected to the armed conquest that
contributed to the making of the kingdom, was actually what legitimised
its civil functions.®” While it is true that the leges antiquae that have been
preserved mark a difference between the figures of comes ciuitatis and
comes exercitus (LV I1X,2, 6),°® this does not necessarily imply that the
nature of each position was different, or that the first office did not have a
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prominently military profile. Another law conveys that urban comites were
responsible for collecting the compensation required as a punishment for
taking bribes from military defectors. Likewise, the same law establishes
that the amount gathered was to be distributed among the troops, which I
assume was to be carried about by the same comes ciuitatis who received
such payment (LV IX,2,1). Hence, the office of comes ciuitatis appears to be
acting within a scope corresponding to military action, thus evidencing the
martial nature of such a position.®” This would also explain the allocation
of coercive powers over the army if troops plundered the kingdom’s lands
(LV VIIL1,9). Had it been a primarily civilian position, it would have been
difficult to justify such powers over military personnel. For this, the troops
had to acknowledge his authority, which depended on the person concerned
being ranked above the army as a military commander. We also do not reject
the idea that the delegation to a comes of government functions over a city
might derive from a previous office such as that of comes exercitus. It is
also possible that a comes ciuitatis could have taken over the command of
the troops and, while on campaign outside his territory, be treated as comes
exercitus. Nevertheless, there are no supporting data for this last option
beyond the Merovingian parallel, where such dynamics did operate.” In
short, although the military role of the comes ciuitatis is the least emphasised
in the sources,”" all the civil functions of this figure were derived precisely
from its military condition.”” In other words, civil duties would have had
their origin in the military sphere and not the other way around. Indeed,
it is possible that from quite early on, by virtue of this military authority,
the comes gradually took over the judiciary and policing functions that had
until then been performed by the iudex, who would finally become either
assimilated or relegated by the comes.” In the end, the Visigothic monarchy
established a militarised administration on a local scale in which the comes
ciuitatis — a figure of eminent military origin — was its main agent of power.”

Another position that offers clear proof of the kingdom’s early militarisation
is the dux. In this case, the historiography has not questioned its military
nature as the highest-ranking commanding position of the kingdom’s military
hierarchy, below the rex alone. In fact, the primary role of this figure was
to lead the kingdom’s troops.” Besides this, the category of dux included
the most powerful individuals of the kingdom, with a permanent title and,
sometimes, even without delegated command functions.”® In view of the
relevance of the military for the increasing of kings’ political capital, it could
be argued that such a high position and capacity for influence on the kingdom’s
government stemmed, first of all, from their feats performed as commanders
on the battlefield.”” These skills are conveyed by the portrait drawn by the
Vitas Sanctorum Patrum Emeretensium (VSPE) for dux Claudius, whose
bravery, skills and experience on the battlefield are highlighted (VSPE
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V,10,32-6).”* We can thus present a close relationship between a person’s
military capacities and the holding of the high position of dux, which could
ultimately lead the individual to perform important functions in the ruling
of the kingdom. The problems relating the title of dux do not, however,
concern its military function, which is acknowledged in the historiography,
but instead the origin of its civil prerogatives. Historians tend to deny the
allocation of civil prerogatives until well into the seventh century, coinciding
with the alleged late militarisation process of Visigothic administration. In
fact, the arguments used to reject the early conflation of the dux’s civil and
military functions are largely based on the delayed legal acknowledgement
of this figure’s judicial and fiscal powers.” However, it is not clear whether
the dux previously did not enjoy the capacity to act at the civil level. For
example, where the delivery of justice is concerned, the VSPE also convey
the idea that the dux Claudius, who at the same time was acting as the
most important military commander in the community of Merida and its
surroundings, performed civil functions, at least from time to time. This
would explain why Bishop Masona of Merida called said dux to discuss
his concerns about the Arian Bishop Sunna and his cronies, who intended
to murder Masona in the early years of Reccared’s reign. Likewise, after
thwarting Sunna’s plan, Claudius appears as responsible for communicating
and ensuring compliance with the legal sentences issued by Reccared, which
were in fact suggested by the dux himself (VSPE V,11,27-33; 49-55).%°
There is even early and exceptional legal confirmation for these types of
responsibilities in an alleged law established by Liuvigild, in which the
Visigothic dux is allocated judicial powers pertaining to the punishment of
slave prostitutes (LV II,4,17). As for taxation, Abilio Barbero and Marcelo
Vigil evidenced duces in the Vita Sancti Fructuosi engaging in tax collection
activities from the second third of the seventh century, at least in peripheral
regions such as in El Bierzo (VSE 2,1-5).*! It is indeed possible that, while
they were engaged in military missions, duces would temporarily take on
the collection of tax aimed at covering possible expenses without the mediation
of royal power.

I consider that the reason that these civil powers did not obtain legal
sanction until quite late is that their allocation was connected to the emergence
or exceptional nature of the rank of dux from the fifth century onwards.*
For example, predominately military powers were delegated to Salla, a
Visigothic dux under Euric’s rule, to act as general-in-chief of the area
around Merida.* During the period that began with the Visigothic defeat
at Vouillé, certain duces may also have been granted an originally military
office under this type of exceptional circumstance. This can be observed,
for example, around Merida while Claudius was performing his task in the
area, where political and social tensions had been a constant since Liuvigild’s
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rule.’* Against this background, it is easy to understand why Reccared
sought to control and maintain order in an area that was quite prone to
conflict by naming a delegate power agent with enough weight and coercive
power to rise above any other instance of local authority.*® Dux Claudius’
original office would have therefore been military. Hereafter, duces gradually
acquired additional powers as a pragmatic response to circumstantial needs
that arose over the course of their missions, thus making it clear that the
assumption of such prerogatives always originated from their supreme
authority in the sphere of military activity. If such civil assignments were
not reflected earlier in legislation, it was precisely due to the temporary
nature that always characterised duces’ missions;* either because they
performed their function during the course of military campaigns or because
these were taken as a result of exceptional situations.®” Bearing all this in
mind, what happened after the mid-seventh century was actually the legal
confirmation of a reality that had prevailed de facto until that time as a
response to specific and exceptional circumstances.® In sum, the alleged
late militarisation of the Visigothic administration was nothing but an update
of the legislation, accepting the reality of the time but adapting it to the
specific necessities that led to its promulgation.®” Thus, throughout the entire
period, duces played roles as military chiefs who could acquire extraordinary
powers and the capacity to intervene at other levels of civil activity only in
emergency situations requiring a military and coercive response.

In short, we conclude that the military component that characterised the
development of the Hispanic-Visigothic kingdom was built into its political
and administrative structure from the very beginning. As far as the monarchy
itself is concerned, warfare in general was a highly effective instrument for the
legitimisation and perpetuation of Visigothic kings’ authority. Specifically, we
consider that martial activity could provide the rex with military capital that,
skilfully used, could be amortised to impose on the continuing atmosphere
of internal competition and extend his power to other spheres of action.
On the other hand, our brief analysis of the Visigothic administration has
revealed its early militarisation, at least where the most important positions
are concerned; a phenomenon that is supported by the strong military
component and background of their roles and players. We can therefore
finish by stating that the civil power exercised by kings, duces and comites
stemmed first and foremost from their military command and capacity.
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fortifications in France, Belgium and
Switzerland, 750-1000

Luc Bourgeois

Carolingian fortifications have been a neglected subject in French research
for a long time: archaeologists have focused on both Roman walls and
medieval castles and, with the exception of two chapters devoted to the
early Middle Ages in Gabriel Fournier’s innovative work,' the centuries
before the year 1000 are almost entirely absent from any comprehensive
study on medieval fortification published to this day. This situation is not
only the result of the scarcity of information but also of a preconception
about the decline of fortification techniques after the end of the Roman
Empire in the west. The same trends have long prevailed in Belgian and
Swiss investigations.

Since 1990, however, the situation has started to change: excavations
have increased in number and the question of places of power in the early
Middle Ages is now at the centre of historians’ and archaeologists’ focus.
Yet, only a very fragmentary assessment can be drawn from these surveys,
which I propose to articulate here under three main topics: the impact of
the past on defensive constructions between 750 and the tenth century; the
emergence of new categories of fortified settlements at that time; and, finally,
the architectural innovations that generated the classical castle around the
year 1000. The aim of this chapter is not to provide a new synthesis on
Carolingian fortification; it is limited to introducing recent and sometimes
unpublished archaeological work carried out in three contemporary countries,
which roughly correspond to the western part of the Frankish Empire.

The legacy of the past

Carolingian fortification appears to be strongly rooted in several distinct
traditions. The maintenance or resurgence of fortification techniques inherited
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from Protohistory, which disappeared from the Roman world but remained
very much alive in eastern and northern Europe, are now documented
throughout the Carolingian area. Many oppida then experienced reoccupation,
such as the Belgian hillfort of Modave (Figure 8.1.A — see also 8.1.B, 8.1.C
and 8.1.D).? Furthermore, new fortifications used old architectural forms.
These are in particular the ramparts related to the Iron Age murus gallicus,
made up of interwoven timbers filled with earth or stone and sometimes
preceded by a masonry wall;® forts closed by voluntarily vitrified ramparts,
as in Saint-Dizier-Leyrenne (Creuse);* or Zangentor-type gates, already known
in the Hallstatt period, which increased in number at the end of the Caro-
lingian era (Figure 8.2).°

However, Roman fortification was a greater source of inspiration during
the Carolingian era. This imitation was a symbolic choice, not only because
this architecture was regarded as an ideal model, but also because it mate-
rialised the seats of power legitimised in the past. In the context of the
Carolingian Renovatio and at a time when poliorcetic treatises such as
Vegetius® De re militari were often copied,® this fidelity to Antiquity is also
found in religious architecture until the early eleventh century. The wall
built on the Vatican hill between 848 and 852 thus reproduces — on a scale
reduced by half — the Aurelian wall that surrounded the city of Rome from
the third century.” The castrum of Saint-Martin de Tours, completed in 918
or shortly before, illustrates the same imitation process: this is demonstrated
by the construction techniques, the presence of towers at regular intervals,
the large bays allowing the use of artillery or the doors opening to the four
cardinal points (Figure 8.1.B).?

Some fortifications that differ relatively from ancient architecture also
borrow some details from models dating back to before the Middle Ages.
For instance, around 970, the crenellation of the rural residence of the
Counts of Angouléme in Andone (Villejoubert, Charente) was clearly inspired
by the Hellenistic and Roman traditions (Figure 8.1.B).” Around 900, the
vast tower built in Mayenne by the Counts of Maine also recalled Roman
architecture in many ways. This building bears the marks of another way
of reclaiming the past: marking the heart of a new central place, it incorporates
within its walls large Roman blocks transported from the former regional
capital of Jublains, undoubtedly intended to materialise the continuity of
power (Figure 8.1.C)."" In all these cases, the necessities of defence are
mixed with symbolic considerations.

The near complete disappearance of flanking towers has long been
considered, especially in France, as typical of fortification in the early Middle
Ages. This argument has long since been demolished by archaeologists
working in German-speaking lands where flanking towers and projecting
towers have been identified in large numbers from the ninth and tenth
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Figure 8.1 A: Proposal for the reconstruction of the Carolingian gate of Pont-de-
Bonne (Belgium, Modave)
B: Villejoubert (France, Charente), ‘Andone’, reconstruction seen from the west
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centuries.'' While masonry curtains now appear more frequently, it is also
known that a few Carolingian curtain walls present towers established at
regular intervals, such as the castrum of Saint-Martin de Tours already
mentioned (Figure 8.1.B). Elsewhere, quadrangular towers are integrated,
from time to time, within key places within the enclosing wall, such as in
the early tenth-century example discovered at Chateau-Thierry (Aisne);"
sometimes, the curved plan of the walls makes the presence of towers
superfluous, as in the castrum of Andone at the end of the same century
(Figure 8.1.B)."

With the exception of a few imitations of Zangentor-type towers or
gates between two towers of Roman tradition, the gates are often simple
openings in the walls. In front of them, the wooden bridges are static but
assembled in such a way as to allow them to be dismantled quickly in case of
danger (Figure 8.1.A)." Therefore, the defence of most of these fortifications
can only be exercised from their upper parts. They are then reinforced by
various obstacles placed in front of the curtain wall, such as long flat or
sloping glacis that leave the attackers uncovered (Figure 8.1.B)," possible
pointed posts (cippi) as identified along the scarp of Boves' castle, or several
successive ditches alternating with earth mounds, as documented for several
castles.'” Introducing water into these ditches could lead to major hydraulic
works, as in Saint-Denis where the canalisation of the nearby river and a
water regulation system were documented during the time of Charles the
Bald (Figure 8.3)."® These Carolingian defensive elements are therefore not
particularly different from those described by Vitruvius or Vegetius. The
ekphraseis in Carolingian written sources might not be mere imitations of
roman writers; they could in many cases correspond to an architectural
reality.

The fortifications of late Antiquity, which surround most of the main
Roman towns and a number of small towns, have long been studied solely
as Roman monuments."”” However, they were the main defences of these
towns for much of the Middle Ages, sometimes until the modern period,
and recent archaeological investigation shows frequent refurbishments to
the defences in order to stay abreast of both the developing city and fighting
techniques.

Conlflicts led to the destruction (often very partial and temporary) of
some fortifications: the reconquest of Aquitaine by Pepin the Short between
760 and 768 thus forced Duke Waifre to render several urban fortifications
unusable, though they were quickly restored by the victor.”® But periods of
peace might lead to their disappearance, either because of a lack of main-
tenance or because they were partly dismantled to allow the city to expand.
In Tours (Indre-et-Loire), a breach in the castrum, which occurred in the
fifth to sixth centuries, seems to have existed until the Carolingian period.
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The neighbouring ditch was then used as a cemetery.?! In the 820s, the
Archbishop of Reims Ebbon (816-35) obtained the emperor’s agreement
to pull down a section of the city walls to rebuild the cathedral; the chronicler
Flodoard explained this type of action as due to the prevailing peace in the
Frankish world at that time. Barely half a century later, Archbishop Fulco
(883-900), adopting the converse approach, used the stones of a ruined
church to restore the city walls.”

Restoration of urban walls increased after the death of Louis the Pious
(840) and continued throughout the tenth century. Archaeology reveals a
number of examples of this work: in Rouen (Seine-Maritime) the city walls
were extensively restored during the reign of King Eudes (888-98);* new
square towers were added to the walls of Poitiers (Vienne) and Autun
(Sadne-et-Loire).** In Orléans (Loiret), the urban walls were also largely
rebuilt.”” The new Carolingian ditches of Toulouse (Haute-Garonne)*® or
the doubling of the ditch of the Portes mordelaises in Rennes (Ille-et-Vilaine)?*”
are other examples of this periodic maintenance.

The extension of some cities as early as the tenth century sometimes led
to an increase in the area enclosed, as in Metz (Moselle) where the wall
extended as far as the Seille River,?® due to the creation of new fortifications
to defend the dynamic suburbs that had developed outside the walls: in
Verdun (Meuse), the merchant district was already protected by walls at
that time.”

Conversely, the difficulty of defending ancient fortifications that were
too large or in too poor condition and the multiplication of competing
powers in cities often led to the creation of smaller fortified spaces within
the walls, such as around Nantes Cathedral (Loire-Atlantique) around 900.%
These fortified enclosures established within the city sometimes reused ancient
monuments: this was the fate, at an early date, of the amphitheatre of Nimes
(Gard), transformed into a fortification before the seventh century, which
housed the residence of the viscount in 876 and 898.%

This phenomenon is even more common for city gates. The main Roman
gate of Périgueux (Dordogne) was closed in the tenth century to become
the residence of a lay aristocrat; this forced the bishop to open a new access
to his cathedral.’* Fortified settlements are documented earlier in some cities:
in Orléans, each of the two courtyards of a residential (royal?) complex
occupied from the Merovingian period to the early ninth century were thus
associated with a stone tower.*

But it is also necessary to move away from cities and consider other
forms of fortification. In several French regions, many oppida founded or
reoccupied between the fourth and sixth centuries have been excavated
since the 1990s.** Long considered temporary shelters, these rural fortifications
appear today in all their diversity: aristocratic residences, centres of artisanal
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production or real towns. Indeed, they mark the adaptation of the geography
of power to the new political and economic realities that emerged from the
end of the Roman Empire.”” Near the Mediterranean coast, most of these
hillforts did not survive the sixth century. On the other hand, in Auvergne
or Limousin, the numerous fortifications of this kind besieged by Pepin the
Short during his conquest of Aquitaine show a continuity in the strategic
points after the middle of the eighth century.* Similarly, the large fortifications
inherited from late Antiquity that punctuate the Loire basin constitute the
basis of the most important medieval castles in this region: Champtoceaux,
Chinon, Amboise and Blois. It is no longer possible to think about the
organisation of Carolingian defence without taking into account these
networks of public fortifications, which have yet to be identified in many
other French regions.

Two new categories of settlements: fortified bridges and fortified
monasteries

The Carolingian period was not only marked by continuities, however. It
also saw the emergence of new categories of fortified settlements, in particular
fortifications associated with bridges and monasteries.

The building programme of fortified bridges to block Francia’s main
navigable rivers comes at a particular moment in Carolingian history,
when Charles the Bald and his successor Charles the Fat tried, between
860 and 880, to resist the incursions of the great Viking fleets. However,
this type of monument was not completely new; indeed, as early as 789,
Charlemagne ordered the construction of a bridge over the Elbe river, the
access to which was defended by two castles.”” The royal capitulars and
narrative sources enable us to set out the steps of this programme:* first in
862, on the Marne, the fortified bridge of Trilbardou was built, next were
those of Charenton, reactivated in 865, and Auvers, on the Oise, restored
the same year;* then on the River Loire, came the fortification of the old
bridge of Ponts-de-Cé*' and, finally, that of the bridge over the River Seine
at Paris.*

The largest monument in this series, and the only one examined through
archaeological research, is another structure built on the Seine, near Pitres
(Eure): its bridgeheads were located in Igoville and Pont-de-I’Arche.* Its
construction was initiated in June 864. Despite the particular form of
financing, achieved through dedicated taxation and mobilisation of the men
of the kingdom, work progressed slowly. The construction site was occupied
by a Viking fleet in 865 and it was not until 869 that a Frankish garrison
was assigned to the fortification, which was completed at the earliest in
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873. It stopped a Viking fleet in 876 but did not prevent the siege of Paris
in 885.*

This work, admired by contemporaries, consisted of a wooden bridge
about 400 m long, possibly ending in porch towers. Each end was occupied
by a castellum. Archaeological excavations in Igoville, since the 1970s, have
identified both a structure about 270 m long bounded by a wide ditch and
a clay and timber rampart with a stone facing and a palisade.* The castellum
established on the left bank has not been excavated, but the current maps
of Pont-de-I’Arche retain the layout of a primitive enclosure that probably
equates to the Carolingian structure.*®

While this construction programme did not always have the expected
results, further fortification works were undertaken on most of these strategic
sites from the Carolingian period.

The defence of monasteries and canonical communities in the ninth and
tenth centuries is another phenomenon that has not yet been systematically
studied.”” The 49 cases currently identified in the Carolingian region are
scattered between Brittany and central Italy. Outside the area studied here,
this phenomenon also occurred east of the Rhine from the middle of the
ninth century (Figure 8.2). While the monks and canons initially chose flight
or sought refuge in fortified sites near their monasteries, the construction
of the castrum of Noirmoutier on the order of Louis the Pious (824-30)
constitutes the oldest well-dated monastic fortification.*® In the following
four decades, new fortified sites remained rare and scattered between the
shores of the Atlantic and Rome. Later, the construction of monastic fortifica-
tions reached its first significant peak between 869 (Saint-Denis) and the
890s. In northern France and Burgundy, these were part of a more general
fortification policy against the ‘great Norman army’. The second decade of
the tenth century saw the completion of two new projects, Saint-Martin de
Tours (Figure 8.4) and Sainte-Colombe de Sens.

Saint-Martial de Limoges was also fortified during the reign of Charles
the Simple. The monastic castra established in Poitou at the end of the 930s
are clearly the result of a policy of the first dukes of Aquitaine. The multi-
plication of new constructions in Lotharingia and on its margins, between
922 and 953, is commonly attributed to the Hungarian raids; however, the
fortification of the monasteries of Lobbes (around 970) or Saint-Paul and
Saint-Vanne of Verdun (after 973-85 and 971-pre 986) is too late to be
associated with this group. Furthermore, the construction or restoration of
monastic or canonical fortifications has been documented for all subsequent
centuries; it was thus a long-term process that existed in various political
contexts.

In Carolingian written sources, these fortifications are often justified by
formulas such as Propter infestationem paganorum or causa persecutionis
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Nortmannorum. The Saracen, Viking and Hungarian threats obviously played
a role in the development of this kind of fortification: the construction of
this type of feature in Saint-Martin de Tours commenced just after an attack,
for example (Figure 8.4).* Nevertheless, barbarians are easy to blame and
other causes must also be sought.

The first is the control of the territory by kings and princes.”’ Indeed,
Carolingian politics turned some monasteries or canonical communities
into regional control centres run by lay abbots or bishops acting as agents
of the king. Indeed, most of the religious houses of the Carolingian Empire
that received fortification in the second half of the ninth and tenth cen-
turies previously enjoyed royal protection, or even constituted sovereign
residences.’!

With a different chronology from one region to another, the benefits of
royal abbeys and colleges tended to become hereditary fiefdoms attached
to county honours, thus participating in the emergence of principalities as
the bases of independent authority. It seems obvious that the Robertians or
the new leaders of Aquitaine and Flanders consolidated the power and
influence of their family through the control of the fortified abbeys.

The fortification of religious houses also reflects local political competition.
The monastery of Lobbes was fortified around 970 by Rathier of Verona
as part of his rivalry with Abbot Folcuin and his allies.’? Therefore, these
defences should not be considered solely as means of protecting religious
people; like any other castles, they were defended by garrisons led by laymen
and integrated into regional defence systems.

Finally, in some cases, the fortification of a religious community was part
of a larger project to establish a new city. From 918 onwards, the castrum
of Saint-Martin de Tours became the centre of a new city, competing with
the old city of Tours.”

The protection of monastic or canonical communities by fortifications
took various forms. It sometimes consisted of the enlargement of the enclosure
of a city to include a community originally established outside the ramparts.
For instance, in Cambrai, Bishop Odilon integrated the monastery of Saint-
Aubert into the city walls between 888 and 901.°* However, the creation
of an autonomous enclosure was more frequent and, in rare cases, led to
movement of the abbey to a site that was easier to defend, as in Vézelay.>
On occasion, a simple fortified point was established in the middle of the
buildings, such as the dungeon adjoining the church of Mistair (Grisons,
Switzerland) between 957/58 and 961 (Figure 8.5).°° Finally, castles were
sometimes established near monasteries to control and defend them, as in
Charroux (Vienne) where the advocatus erected a fortification on the margins
of the monastery’s immunity in the second half of the tenth century.’’
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Figure 8.5 Saint John Abbey, Miistair (Switzerland, Canton Grisons). The tower
is on the right.

Some new architectural forms of the late Carolingian period

Beyond these new categories of fortified sites, recent discoveries have shown
the early date of many features of the classical medieval castle, formerly
attributed to the late tenth to eleventh century. Thus, the transition from
the large reception hall to the keep took place at the end of the Carolingian
era. As early as the end of the eighth century, the Granusturm of Aachen
Palace demonstrates the association of a vast tower with a hall. Shortly
after 900, the rectangular building of Mayenne also consisted of a large
hall above a storage level, a square tower and a stair tower (Figure 8.6).°
But it was not until 920-50 that towers appeared in northern France which
superimposed the residential functions of a palace on to their defensive
capabilities. In Picardy, Flodoard’s chronicle — now confirmed by archaeology
— attests to the existence of residential towers at Chateau-Thierry in 924,
Laon in 939 and Amiens before 950.°” In addition, recently obtained radio-
carbon determinations for Burgundian towers such as La Marche (775-943)
and Semur-en-Brionnais (780-986 and 892-921) also give early dates.®
Further south, it would seem that it was not until the second half of the
tenth century that large towers were documented — without achieving the
dimensions of northern examples. The quadrangular structures of La Truque
de Maurélis,®' Saissac,®* Ultrera® or the surprising hexagonal tower recently
discovered in Allemagne-en-Provence/Notre-Dame® bear witness to their
diversity. At the same time, some halls built on a cellar — a classic architectural



Recent archaeological research on fortifications 143

Figure 8.6 Axonometry of the residential building of Mayenne (France,
Mayenne) ¢. 900

model since the eighth century®® — were gradually transformed into towers
from the end of the tenth century onwards, as shown by the examples of
Doué-la-Fontaine,*® Douai®” and Ivry-la-Bataille, among others.® Some stone
houses present in a number of elite sites in the south of France also underwent
reconstruction in the form of a tower around the year 1000.%
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Similarly, the emblematic character of the motte — an artificial earth
mound which has long been considered in French historiography as the
material proof of a ‘révolution de ’an mil’ — needs to be revised. Among
the oldest examples, Boves (Picardy) is now attributed to the first half or
mid-tenth century’® and the modest mound of the first state of Montfélix
(Chavot, Marne) probably corresponds to the foundation of the castrum
in 952.7" Depending on the context, the elevation of part of the castrum
took the form of an artificial earth mound or used a rocky peak. These
categories exist both in the north and south of the current French territory.
The mota and roca of the texts therefore equated to two variants of the
same logic, i.e. elevating the most symbolic part of a castle. On the other
hand, these bases are not necessarily topped with a tower and a chemise,
as is often claimed: the motte of Boves shelters a series of wooden buildings;
while in Provence, simple houses without chemises crown the first states of
Niozelles (Figure 8.7) and La Moutte in Allemagne-en-Provence.”

Ringworks raise other questions: these very basic shapes have transcended
space and time. They increased in number at the end of the ninth and tenth

Figure 8.7 The roca of Niozelles (France, Alpes-de-Haute-Provence), first phase
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centuries but on such diverse scales that it is impossible to gather them
together in a homogeneous group. For example, the large ringworks built
in Bergues and Bourbourg (north) or Veurnes (west Flanders, Belgium) have
long been interpreted as the castella recens facta conceived against the
Viking Great Army between 879 and 892 and have been related to similar
fortifications built in Zeeland.”® A recent re-evaluation of these sites has
nevertheless shown that the creators, foundation dates and successive functions
of these fortifications were relatively diverse. The many D-shaped fortifications,
located against a river or seashore and often placed in the centre of later
cities, are only one variant of these large ringforts.”

At the other end of the hierarchy, numerous small ringforts founded from
the tenth century are evidence of the small elites’ settlements. Their defences
seem ostentatious rather than effective. Built from 973, the fortified house
of Pineuilh, on the banks of the Dordogne river, illustrates this more modest
category (Figure 8.1.D).” Near Paris, structures of this type appear to have
been integrated into some villages, such as those of La Grande-Paroisse”
(Seine-et-Marne). Between the Loire and the Garonne, recent archaeological
excavations have also revealed elite residences built above underground
galleries, which are surrounded by a modest discontinuous ditch (for example
at Saint-Projet-Saint-Constant, Charente).”” These sites — and many others
— already embody the principles that will be observed by the residences of
the small elites over the following centuries.

Final thoughts

Even though the increase in archaeological excavations from the 1990s has
enabled an increase in our documentation of early medieval fortifications,
this development has mainly concerned the two bookends of the period,
i.e. the fifth to sixth centuries and the tenth century. Thus, information from
the beginning of the Carolingian period remains relatively scarce and research
should now focus on sites occupied in the eighth and ninth centuries.

In France, the castralisation of aristocratic housing was long dated to
around the year 1000 and considered to be a consequence of the development
of feudalism. Nowadays, it appears that the multiplication of fortifications
occurred at different rates according to the region, but it is clearly between
860 and 950 that we can spot a first expansion.”® Although Viking, Saracen
and then Hungarian raids led to the construction of castles, it was probably
more the internal struggles that marked the end of the Carolingian period
and the birth of principalities that led to the proliferation of fortified sites.

We do now have many examples that illustrate the very progressive
transition from unprotected residences to more or less fortified settlements.
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This evolution requires surveys that explore the sites over time and within
their environment. Indeed, whatever their size, Carolingian fortifications
should not be considered isolated structures: they often constituted the
defensive elements of polyfocal elite complexes: near the city of Liége
(Belgium), the Carolingian estate included the palaces of Herstal and Jupille
as well as the castle of Chévremont, whose church is said to have received
the tomb of Pippin II in 714;” in Aurillac (Cantal), the castrum where
Count Gerald lived overlooked a curtis that was transformed into a monastery
around 894;* in Douai (Nord), the castrum took over a large royal estate
and its port;*' and so on. On a more modest scale, the isolated towers that
multiplied on the Languedoc coast from the 930s onwards were one of the
components of a rural estate, as shown by the expression villa cum turre
used in the texts and the example of this type studied in Teulet (Le Pouget,
Hérault).*” In many cases, therefore, Carolingian fortifications must be
replaced in a landscape of power that includes several sites with comple-
mentary functions.

On the other hand, many fortifications took over a central place located
nearby: the portus of Quentovic gradually gave way to the castrum of
Montreuil;** the emergence of fortified sites in Pontoise (Val-d’Oise) and
Corbeil (Essonne) led to the displacement of the neighbouring vici,** and
so on. Decoding this changing materialisation of places of power seems
essential to gain a better understanding of the nature of the changes that
were happening at the end of the first millennium. The rise of the militarisation
of the elites led to an increasingly marked integration of residential structures
(palatium, curtis, villa) and fortifications (curtain walls, dungeons, mottes):
at the end of the Carolingian era, fortified sites, power centres and elite
residences had merged into the same architectural programmes.
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Gens Germana gente ferocior: Lombards and
warfare between representation and reality

Stefano Gasparri

Velleius Paterculus, a historian from the time of Tiberius, wrote of the defeat
of the Roman armies in Germany by peoples hitherto unknown, including
the Lombards, who were ‘the fiercest of the German peoples’. This terrifying
description of the Lombards was supported by Tacitus who wrote: ‘their
scanty numbers are a distinction: though surrounded by a host of most
powerful tribes, they protect themselves not by submission but by the peril
of battles’.! The opinions of these Imperial Age Roman historians are appar-
ently borne out by the Lombard saga in the two versions known to us: the
Origo gentis Langobardorum and Paul the Deacon’s Historia Langobar-
dorum.* At the start of their migration, the Lombards received their name
from the god Wotan in a ceremony that linked the assignment of their name
to victory in war. In fact, the goddess Freya told her husband, ‘as you have
named them, you must also give them victory’. During the course of this
ceremony, the Lombard women presented themselves to the god in the guise
of warriors.” The saga continues with a long list of victorious battles that
allowed the Lombards to prevail in the midst of hostile peoples; among
their ranks there were even warriors known as ‘cynocephali’ (i.e. ‘men with
a dog’s head’), whose description resembles that of the Scandinavian berserk-
ers.* On the eve of the invasion of Italy, as the mythological tale makes way
for historical events, the deeds of the young Alboin are described like those
of a fearless warrior whose courage verges on recklessness: following his
victory on the battlefield against the Gepids, he presented himself at the
court of the king of the Gepids to claim the arms belonging to the king’s
son, whom Alboin himself has slain. Alboin had to do this in order to be
received at the table of his own father, Audoin, because the passage to
adulthood, at least for the members of the Lombard royal family, was
marked by a warrior rite.’
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In the saga there are other examples of heroic deeds, but these well-known
episodes will suffice. They convey the image of a proud yet savage people,
dedicated to war and violence, an image that historiography, especially
Italian historiography, has long accepted.® However, it is hard to reconcile
this powerful, warlike image with the wretched fate suffered by the Lombard
kingdom at the hands of the Franks in the second half of the eighth century.
The Franks descended into Italy on three separate occasions and each time
the Lombards were defeated without putting up a fight. None of the sources
mention any real battles fought by the Lombard kings to defend the Alpine
barriers known as clusae, and we know that after the first clashes, they
withdrew to Pavia to seek refuge behind its walls with their warriors.”

There are many reasons for this incongruity. The first and most fundamental
reason is that the eighth-century Lombards were completely unlike the
Lombards of the centuries prior to the invasion of Italy. Naturally, first-century
Lombards were also very different from the sixth-century Lombards, but
both groups were formed by barbarian peoples settled on the frontiers of
the Roman Empire, all of whom engaged in continuous warfare, either
against the empire or in alliance with it. All they had in common with the
Lombards of Aistulf and Desiderius was their shared name, the meaning
of which changed over time. In eighth-century Italy, the name ‘Lombards’
referred to the freemen of the Lombard kingdom who fought in its army
when summoned by the king, a key aspect that I will return to later.® The
second reason, no less important, concerns first of all the value to be given
to the testimony of Velleius Paterculus and Tacitus, which is ethnographic
and not properly historical; and then the character of the narrative of the
saga, which was put in writing for the first time in Italy during the seventh
century. The Lombards of the saga do not represent reality but are the ideal
representation of the values of the aristocracy and of the Lombard royal
court around which the kings in Italy sought to construct the identity of
the Lombard people. The sagas, as we know, were texts of identity rather
than narratives reflecting reality; this in no way diminishes their importance
but rather shifts their meaning to a different level; in the case of the Lombard
saga, its meaning lies in the proposition of an ideal model of militarisation
of the society.’

In order to analyse the relationship between the reality of war in the
Lombard kingdom and the values proposed to the aristocracy, I will begin
by examining the phases of the history of the Lombard kingdom in which
war played the greatest role. The first is the Lombard conquest of 568/9
and its consequences. Historians have always maintained that the conquest
was destructive in nature and that it led to the end of Roman Italy. But the
main documentary evidence for the massacres and destructions carried out
by the Lombards amounts to no more than a single passage by Gregory of
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Tours, and few passages by Gregory the Great, who, in the Dialogi, reports
a post-eventum prophecy on the arrival of the Lombards, announced by
thunder and lightning in the sky, and its tragic consequences: ‘the cities
have been depopulated, the castles destroyed, the churches burned ...>."

In the eighth century, Paul the Deacon referred to Gregory of Tours and
Gregory the Great’s descriptions, melding them into a single account. We
can also add two contemporary sources, although both are rather vague: a
passage in the chronicle of the far-away John of Biclar, who refers only to
the ‘tragic war’ of the Romans against the Lombards; and a reference by
Marius of Avenches, whose description of the deaths from famine, sickness
and war following the Lombards’ arrival in Italy is so vague that it was
quoted almost verbatim by Andreas of Bergamo three centuries later in
reference to the conquest of Italy by Charlemagne.'!

Overall, although the destruction caused by the Lombard conquest is
well-attested by the written evidence, the sources are unreliable because
they are largely based on rhetorical or more general affirmations, whereas
the archaeological evidence does not show any significant traces of destruction.
This should suffice to rule out any claims for massive devastation. Moreover,
the Lombards’ experience as Roman foederati in the Balkans makes it hard
to imagine that their aggression would have exceeded the usual violence of
armies in regard of civilian populations. In addition, it appears to have been
such an easy invasion that it took place without a single battle being fought.
The military conquest was probably also carried out with the connivance
of the local Byzantine military commanders.'?

Due to its ambiguous nature, the conquest was both slow and chaotic.
The situation was one of endemic warfare that had a damaging impact both
on the population and on the economy, and that dragged on until the first
truce was agreed between the Lombards and the Byzantines around 600."
Unfortunately, no quantitative data is available. The most vivid images
emerge from the letters written by Gregory the Great, who mentions cities
in Tuscany governed by officials with barbarian names whose allegiances
may have been either Byzantine or Lombard. In the duchy of Spoleto, the
Lombard duke Ariulf acted like the leader of a foederati army whose salary
was unpaid, maintaining himself by sacking the surrounding lands.'*

This confused situation was aggravated by the fluid nature of the Lombard
people, which was similar to that of the other unstructured barbarian military
groups. At this point in time, the Lombards found themselves without a
king for a decade (574-84) and with many of their leaders, the dukes (in
particular the first dukes of Friuli), becoming imperial foederati from time
to time. After the election of their new King Authari (584), followed five
years later by Agilulf, the Lombards had to overcome two major military
crises: the Frankish incursions into the area of Trento around 590 and the
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Avar invasions in Friuli in 610. These two crises marked the end of the first
period of Lombard domination, when the war had the greatest impact on
the lives of the local peoples. It was during the incursions into the area of
Trento that the Lombards obtained the only victories against the Franks
remembered by the sources: but when the Lombards crossed the Alps, they
suffered disastrous defeats."

In the seventh century, in the hundred years or so between the reigns of
Agilulf and Liutprand, although never far off, war did not play a key role
in the formation and consolidation of Lombard society. In the space of an
entire century we know of only three real battles being fought against
external enemies: the Battle of Scoltenna between Rothari and the Byzantine
exarch Isacius; the Battle of Forinus during the expedition of Emperor
Constans II in the duchy of Benevento; and the Battle at Flovius between
Duke Lupus of Friul and the Avars.'® Three battles in the space of a century
is very few. Of course, we must also consider the constant aristocratic
struggle for royal power, which would certainly have involved some violent
clashes. However, we should not allow ourselves to be misled by Paul the
Deacon; most of the battles between contenders for royal power that he
describes would have been mere skirmishes between armed factions. The
only exception to this is possibly the Battle of Coronate between Cunincpert
and Alahis, which was probably a confrontation on a larger scale.'” The
expeditions organised by Grimoald against the Byzantines, Franks or Avars
were probably little more than border clashes, raids or reprisals more fre-
quently resolved through cunning than through open battles.'®

Within the kingdom, war was generally limited to small areas near the
borders and was hardly a daily activity conditioning the evolution of Lombard
society and its elites. However, the physiognomy of the dominant Lombard
class was undeniably a warlike one, as Rothari’s Edict of 643 makes clear.
The Edict focuses on the freeman who was considered such by virtue of
his warriorhood, establishing that any attack upon his personal freedom is
punishable. Over thirty chapters of the edict deal with potential injuries to
and mutilations of a freeman, laying down severe punishments; there are also
punishments for anyone unseating a freeman from his horse or attacking a
rival without warning, whether alone or at the head of a group of armed
men."” Even if the testimony of a legal code is not easy to evaluate, it is
clear that social relationships in Lombard society could become very violent,
at least within the higher ranks. But we must bear in mind two things: the
first is that to some extent the edict is describing the situation of the period
before the Lombard occupation of Italy, given that it gives written form
to many traditional regulations. The second is that the edict was drawn
up in the seventh century, at a time when the king’s authority had not yet
acquired the weight that it would in the following century. In any case, the
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chapters of the edict already forbid the faida, or blood feuds, between family
groups.”’

The warrior-like character of the Lombard elite is also borne out by their
grave-goods, which, during the seventh century, emphasise the warlike aspect
of the individuals buried in the graves, especially in the so-called ‘riders’
graves’ (tombe dei cavalieri): spurs, bridles, sometimes even saddles can be
found along with belts and damascened swords, decorated shield bosses
and perforated spearheads. Such richly furnished tombs are therefore generally
associated with men clearly defined as warriors. But this practice is above
all an affirmation of social status as an elite member of the kingdom, which
was expressed using a military language that may not have always reflected
the situation existing in reality. This practice related to weapon burials can
also be found in other barbarian societies; for instance, most weapon burials
in the Anglo-Saxon context studied by Heinrich Hirke took place in times
of relative peace, when the status of warrior was established by means of
formal acts in the absence of continuous opportunities to prove one’s worth
on the battlefield.?! Further proof of such reasoning, now consolidated in
the archaeological literature, is the fact that weapons were also buried with
individuals with physical problems, which would have prevented them from
ever participating in a battle.”* Thus, the primary purpose of this practice,
which ended towards the end of the seventh century, was one of self-
representation by the elites.

The only exception in Italy is Friuli. During the seventh and eighth centuries,
the constant hostile presence of Slavs and Avars, clashes with the Byzantines,
friction with the royal power and internal strife within the local elites all
contributed to shaping Friulan society, which was the only duchy in Lombard
Italy whose aristocracy consistently put warrior-like values into practice.

Friulan society is accurately depicted by Paul the Deacon, who describes
several violent episodes typical of the eighth century. These episodes show
that the aristocracy of the duchy of Friuli was clearly predisposed to armed
violence. In particular, there was a marked propensity for competition linked
to honour, both within the elite and between the elite and the duke or king.
This explains the tragic massacre of Friulan warriors by the Slavs in the
early years of the eighth century, which came about when Argait, a ducal
officer or sculdabis, decided to challenge his duke Ferdulf who had previously
accused him of cowardice. Argait’s actions spurred the duke on to lead his
men in a suicidal horseback attack against the enemy camp situated on a
nearby hilltop: taken to an extreme, rivalry intended to augment or defend
the challenger’s honour led to the almost complete annihilation of the nobilitas
Foroiulanorum.”

Honour is at the centre of another well-known episode. When Callistus,
patriarch of Aquileia, removed the bishop of Cividale from office and took
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his place, believing that it was his right as patriarch to reside in the capital
of the duchy, he was arrested by Pemmo, the duke of Friuli. However, King
Liutprand intervened in favour of the patriarch and against the duke and
his kinsmen, giving orders to have all of Pemmo’s supporters arrested. Even
though he had been pardoned along with his father and his brother Ratchis,
Pemmo’s other son, the future King Aistulf, could not bear the arrest of
their other followers, considering it a blow to his honour, and attempted
to attack the king with his sword. Only the swift intervention of his brother
Ratchis prevented him from carrying out an action that would have certainly
cost him his life.** Competition, agonism, exhibition of warrior-like values
and behaviour are therefore characteristic of the eighth-century Friulan
Lombard elite, which dominated over a strongly militarised frontier society

In his accounts, Paul, who was a Friulan, sought to emphasise the warlike
character of Friuli’s Lombard aristocracy. Although his history ends with
the death of King Liutprand in 744, he then introduces the two subsequent
kings — Ratchis and Aistulf — who were both Friulan like him and with
whom he had personal ties. In addition to the aforementioned episode that
took place at the court of Liutprand, Paul also narrates the brothers’ youthful
deeds in war. Ratchis is described fighting against the Slavs on the borders
of the duchy, while both brothers participated in an expedition with Liut-
prand’s army against the rebellious duchy of Spoleto, distinguishing themselves
through their valour.”

Paul describes border skirmishes and internecine struggles within the
kingdom; between the king and the dukes as well as within the aristocracy,
as in the case of Ferdulf and Argait. But violent competition occasionally
erupted within single families. One example comes from Tuscany wherein
Walfrid, a rich landowner, founded the monastery dedicated to St Peter in
Monteverdi in 754. A few years later, his son, the priest Gumfrid, fled from
the monastery taking with him men and horses. Through this act, he refused
to acknowledge the will of the founder, because he also took with him the
original grant charter on which the rights of St Peter’s were based, and
which originally represented the family property.

Gumfrid was captured, sustaining serious injuries during the violent clash,
and some years later became an exemplary abbot. The episode is described
in the Life of the Abbor Walfrid, written towards the end of the eighth
century by Andrew, Gumfrid’s successor and third abbot of St Peter’s, and
considered a reliable document on the basis of its date and authorship.?
Andrew’s account reveals a situation of intra-family conflict characterised
by the violence inherent to the Lombard aristocracy: the struggle for the
control of the family property is transformed directly into an armed clash.

Gumfrid’s rebellion takes place at a dramatic moment, during the reign
of Desiderius, when competition within the Lombard aristocracy was at
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its height. The struggle to maintain an eminent position fits into a more
widespread revision of family strategies: the aristocracy at the time was
split into groups for and against Desiderius, and therefore for or against the
Franks.”” The story of Gumfrid’s flight must be seen against this background
of conflict.

Overall, the eighth century was a period in which war returned to the
fore. Although exacerbated by the twenty years of severe political and
military instability caused by the expeditions of Pippin and Charlemagne
(754 and 756), it was originally triggered by the crisis affecting the Byzantine
exarchate, which gave the Lombard kingdom the opportunity to expand.
Liutprand took Emilia and even managed to occupy Ravenna for a period.
The Byzantines then recaptured Ravenna, but this could not prevent the
definitive fall of the Exarchate only a few years later (751) at the hands of
Aistulf. The age of Liutprand probably marks the apex of the achievements
of the Lombard military forces in the eighth century, revealed above all on
the occasion of the expedition carried out against the Saracens in Provence at
Pippin’s request. This expedition — a triumph according to Paul the Deacon
— concluded without a single blow being exchanged with the Saracens.?®

Chapters 2 and 3 of the laws of Aistulf of 750, which coincide with the
years of the definitive attack upon the Exarchate, establish the rules of
mobilisation. It was the first time in the history of the kingdom that rules
of this kind had been established, if we exclude a few partial provisions
introduced by Liutprand.” Under the laws of Aistulf, freemen were summoned
to serve in the army according to their wealth, defined in Chapter 2 as
landed property. Chapter 3 also deals with mobilisation, in this case with
regard to negotiantes or merchants. As the wealthiest men, landowners and
merchants were the heavy cavalry, while the less rich formed the light cavalry
and the poorest men were armed with shields, bows and arrows and fought
in the infantry. This means that merchants in the eighth-century Lombard
kingdom were important and numerous enough to be considered an autono-
mous group, on an equal footing with landowners, by the laws dealing with
mobilisation in the army. Nothing of the kind is documented in any other
early medieval kingdom.*

Only a few years earlier, Liutprand’s laws referred to the freeman as
arimannus or exercitalis. The same military terms appear in a number of
judicial documents drawn up under the same king, where they refer to the
majority of the free population. The freeman of the kingdom — arimannus
or exercitalis — was a man who participated in assemblies and served in the
royal army. This definition affirmed their status while establishing ties with
the power of the king.’' Such ties were essential for the king who required
the support of the exercitales to rule and who, therefore, recognised their
privileged status, setting their wergeld at a higher amount than the wergeld
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of freemen who could not become exercitales because they lacked the means
to arm themselves.*

The situation I have just described shows that during the eighth century,
just as war began to return dramatically to the fore, the social hierarchies
within the Lombard kingdom underwent a reorganisation that was again
military in nature but more clearly defined than in the past, consolidated
by coherent written regulations.

What was the true importance of war in the kingdom’s society, even in
these bellicose years? By examining the wills of three men summoned to
fight with the Lombard army we can gain a better idea of what happened
outside the restricted circles of the military aristocracy. The first is the will
of Bishop Walprand of Lucca who wrote that he intended to dispose of all
of his property given that ‘by order of King Aistulf I am bound for the
army to depart with him’; it was the summer of 754 and Walprand is preparing
to go and fight Pippin’s Franks.* The second is the will of a man named
Gaiprand, also from Lucca, who drew up this document ‘because I have
been summoned to leave for Francia with the army’ and was therefore about
to take part in an expedition heading for the Frankish kingdom.** The third
will dates to 769, a period of great tension with Pope Stephen III, when
the Pisan Domnolinus, who has been mobilised into the army like the other
two men, decided to dispose of his goods ‘because we are all unsure of the
judgement of God’, leaving them to Austricunda, ‘my sweet sister’.*> As
Chris Wickham has pointed out, the writers of these three documents certainly
would not have had a relationship with war like that of a professional
soldier.*® Similarly, nor would even the aformentioned ‘strong citizens’
described in a contemporary hymn, who took part in the expedition to
Provence led by Liutprand.®”

The Lombard army had no shortage of bellicose aristocrats resembling
the ones filling the pages of Paul the Deacon’s History, most of whom came
from the Friulan aristocracy. However, the majority of the men summoned
to participate in the army would have been like Domnolinus and Gaiprand,
men for whom the war was just a sudden, dangerous interlude in anotherwise
peaceful life. Obviously, it would be rash to reach too many conclusions
on the basis of two or three documents, but this is undoubtedly the impression
that they give.

A reflection is required at this point. Although an army formed of such
recruits and led by Aistulf or Desiderius was capable of sacking the countryside
around Rome and terrorising the popes from Zacharias to Hadrian 1, it
could never have held its ground in a battle with the Franks, who were
used to fighting in ‘seasonal wars’ and in raids along the eastern borders
of the kingdom. The drastic military inferiority of the warriors of Aistulf
and Desiderius could also be explained by the fact that the Lombards had
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no armed clienteles comparable to Frankish vassals. However, the striking
difference, not in the basic organisation of the army but in the experience
of war, between the Lombards and the Franks in the army of Pippin and
Charlemagne suffices in itself to explain the rapid defeat or even flight of
the Lombards encountering the Franks at the alpine clusae.

The modest capacities of the Lombard army are also revealed in other
episodes, such as the expulsion of Liutprand’s warriors from Ravenna fol-
lowing an incursion of Venetian boats. Leaving aside all rhetoric about the
future glory of the Venetian republic, this incursion would have involved
at best a rather modest flotilla given that Venice would not have anything
resembling a fleet for at least another century. Finally, the Lombard warriors
who managed to enter Rome in 768 had the opportunity to take control
of the city, yet according to the colourful account of the Liber Pontificalis,
they were put to flight by a hastily assembled army.*®

At the moment of the decisive fight against the Franks, the Lombard
aristocracy, along with intermediate strata of Lombard society, lacked the
hallmarks of a group of professional warriors. In the sixth-century age of
Authari, the Lombards fought well against the Franks invading Trento,
winning as well as losing battles; yet in 754, 756 and 774 they put up
hardly any resistance. There would have also been political motives for this:
we know, for example, that Desiderius did not have the undivided support
of the Lombard aristocracy. But overwhelmingly the picture emerging of
the Lombards in late eighth-century sources is one of extreme military
weakness. The only exception is Friuli, which I have mentioned on numerous
occasions, and which rebelled against Charlemagne.*’

Events following Charlemagne’s invasion suggest that Paul the Deacon’s
descriptions of Friuli and the belligerent behaviour of the local aristocracy
were based in reality. Two different accounts of the Friuli revolt have reached
us: one is contained in the Frankish Annals and one is by a ninth-century
successor of Paul the Deacon, the aforementioned Andreas of Bergamo.*
Although the two versions differ in many points, the substance of the facts
is clear: in 776, Hrotgaud, the duke of Friuli, rebelled against Charlemagne
and joined the other dukes of the Veneto in battle against the Franks,
defending not only his duchy but the entire north-eastern corner of the
kingdom - the Lombard Austria — from invasion. Hrotgaud was defeated
and killed, and the revolt was violently put down. However, this story
reveals that, on the eastern borderlands of the kingdom, the local aristocracy,
tempered by their constant clashes with the Avars and Slavs, was not dissimilar
to the Frankish army, albeit on a smaller scale. It also shows that the
imbalance between the representation and reality of war in Lombard society
overall may have been less marked among the highly militarised Lombard
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aristocracy of Friuli than in other areas of the kingdom far from the dangerous
eastern frontier.

Notes

Velleius Paterculus, Historia Romana 11, 26; Tacitus, Germania 40.

2 Origo gentis Langobardorum, ed. G. Waitz, MGH, SRL, I (Hanover: Hahnsche

[©) QL% BN SN OS]

10

11

Buchhandlung, 1878), pp. 1-6, and Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum,
ed. G. Waitz and L. Bethmann, MGH, SRL, I, pp. 1-24, pp. 47-62. For an
evaluation of these texts, see W. Goffart, The narrators of barbarian history.
Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and Paul the Deacon (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1988), pp. 329-431.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum 1,8, p. 52.

Ibid., 1,11, p. 53.

Ibid., 1,23-4, pp. 61-2.

See for example: G. Pepe, Il medioevo barbarico d’Italia (Torino: Einaudi, 6th
edn 1959), pp. 109-17; G. P. Bognetti, L'eta longobarda, vo. I-IV (Milano:
Giuffre, 1966-8); P. Delogu, ‘Il regno longobardo’, in P. Delogu, A. Guillou and
G. Ortalli (eds), Storia d’Italia, 1 (Torino: UTET, 1980), pp. 1-216, pp. 1-12.
L. Duchesne (ed.), Le Liber pontificalis, 1 (Paris: Thorin, 1886), p. 495; Annales
Regni Francorum, ed. F. Kurze, MGH, SRG, 6 (Hanover: Hahnsche Buch-
handlung,1895), pp. 36-7. The acts of bravery performed by Adelchi at the
Chiuse of Val di Susa are just an invention of an eleventh-century monastic
chronicle (Cronaca di Novalesa, ed. G. Alessio [(Torino: Einaudi, 1982], L. III,
cc. 6-14, p. 143-61). Adelchi’s only autonomous action during the war was to
negotiate with the Franks for his escape in return for the delivery of the widow
of Carloman, Gerberga, and his sons, in front of the city of Verona besieged
by the Franks: Duchesne (ed.), Le Liber pontificalis, 1, p. 496.

See below, notes 29 and 32.

W. Pohl, ‘Gender and ethnicity in the early Middle Ages’, in L. Brubaker and
J. M. H. Smith (eds), Gender in the early medieval world. East and west,
300-900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) pp. 23-43; W. Pohl,
‘Migration und Ethnogenesen der Langobarden aus Sicht der Schriftquellen’, in
J. Bemmann and M. Schmauder (eds), Kulturwandel im Mitteleuropa. Langobarden
— Awaren — Slawen (Bonn: Habelt, 2008), pp. 1-9; E Borri, ‘Romans growing
beards. Identity and historiography in seventh-century Italy’, Viator, 45 (2014),
39-71.

Gregorius episcopus Turonensis, Libri Historiarum X, ed. B. Krusch, in MGH,
SRM, 1/1 (Hanover: Hahnsche Buchhandlung, 1951), IV,41, p. 174; Gregorii
Magni Dialogi, ed. U. Moricca, Fonti per la Storia d’Italia, 24 (Roma: Istituto
storico italiano per il medioevo, 1924), 111,38, pp. 225-7.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, 11,32, pp. 90-1; Iohannes Biclar-
ensis, Chronica, ed. T. Mommsen, MGH, AA, X1, Chronica minora, 1l (Berlin:



162

12

13

14

15

16

17
18

19

20
21

22

23
24

Warfare and society

Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1894), p. 215: Romani contra Longobardos
in Italia lacrimabile bellum gerunt. (578); Marius Aventicensis, Chronica, 11,
p.- 238; Andrea Bergomatis, Historia, ed. G. Waitz, MGH, SRL, 4, pp. 224.
See the story of the commander of the Byzantine garrison of the Isola Comacina,
Francio, who cooperated with the Lombards for more than twenty years: Paulus
Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, 111,27, pp. 107-8, and S. Gasparri, ‘Compé-
tion ou collaboration? Les Lombards, les Romains et les évéques jusq’au milieu
du VI siecle’, in R. Le Jan, G. Bithrer-Thierry and S. Gasparri (eds), Coopétiton.
Rivaliser, coopérer dans les sociétés du Haut Moyen Age, HAMA, 10 (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2018), pp. 39-47 (Francio at p. 43).

Gregorius I papa Registrum Epistolarum, eds P. Ewald and L. M. Hartmann,
MGH, Epp, I (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1891), I1X,66, pp. 621-2
(end of 598); Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, IV,28 (referred to years
604-5). On this truce, ]. Jarnut, Geschichte der Langobarden (Kohlhammer:
Stuttgart, 1982), p. 44.

Gregorius I papa Registrum Epistolarum, X, 99 (599), X,13 (600), pp. 108,
247.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, 1II,1, 3, 4 (the only Lombard victory
beyond the Alps), 8, 9, 29, pp. 93-4, 96-7, 108. For the dukes of Friuli, see
S. Gasparri, I duchi longobardi, Studi storici, 109 (Roma: Istituto storico italiano
per il medio evo, 1978), pp. 65-6.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, IV,45, V,9, 19-20, pp. 135, 148-9
and 151-2.

Ibid., V,40-1, pp. 159-61.

Ibid., V,21, p. 152. We can also mention the victory of Duke Wechtari against
the Slavs (probably another little border clash): ibid., V, 23, pp. 152-3.

The most important chapters of Rothari about the freeman are Rozh. 30, 31,
32,41, 42, 74: C. Azzara and S. Gasparri (eds), Le leggi dei Longobardi. Storia,
memoria e diritto di un popolo germanico (Roma: Viella, 2005), pp. 22-7 and
30-1.

Roth. 45 and 74, ibid., pp. 26-7 and 30-1.

C. La Rocca, ‘Larcheologia e i Longobardi in Italia. Orientamenti, metodi, linee
di ricerca’, in S. Gasparri (ed.), Il regno dei Longobardi in Italia. Archeologia,
societa e istituzioni (Spoleto: CISAM, 2004), pp. 207-17; C. La Rocca, ‘Rituali
di famiglia. Pratiche funerarie nell’Italia longobarda’, in F. Bougard, C. La Rocca
and R. Le Jan (eds), Sauver son dme et se perpétuer. Transmission du patrimoine
et mémoire au Haut Moyen Age (Rome: Ecole Francaise de Rome, 2005),
pp. 431-57; H. Hirke, ‘Swords, warrior graves and Anglo-Saxon warfare’,
Current Archeology, 16 (2004), 556-61.

A. A. Settia, ‘Una “fara” in Collegno’, in A. A. Settia (ed.), Barbari e infedeli
nell’alto medioevo italiano. Storia e miti storiografici (Spoleto: CISAM, 2011),
pp. 73-86, in part. pp. 83-6.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, V1,24-6, pp. 172-4.

Ibid., VL,51, pp. 182-3; see S. Gasparri, ‘Ceconomia del dono. Scambio e
competizione nell’Italia longobarda dell’VIII secolo’, in C. Azzara, E. Orlando,



25
26

27

28
29

30

31

32
33

34
35

36

37

38

39
40

Lombards and warfare: representation and reality 163

M. Pozza and A. Rizzi (eds), Historiae. Scritti per Gherardo Ortalli, Studi di
Storia, 1 (Venezia: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari, 2013), pp. 34-48.

Ibid., V1,52 e 56, pp. 183-4 and 185.

H. Mierau, ‘Edition und Ubersetzung der Vita Walfredi’, in K. Schmid (ed.),
Vita Walfredi und Kloster Monteverdi. Toskanisches Monchtum zwischen
langobardischer und frinkischer Herrschaft (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer, 1991),
pp. 1-18. On Walfrid’s foundation, M. Costambeys, ‘The transmission of tradi-
tion. Gregorian influence and innovation in eight-century Italian monasticism’,
in Y. Hen and M. Innes (eds), The uses of the past in the early Middle Ages
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 78-101.

See S. Gasparri, Italia longobarda. 1l regno, i Franchi, il papato (Rome: Laterza,
2012), pp. 121-6.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, V1,54, pp. 183-4.

Liut. 83 and Abist. 2-3, in Azzara and Gasparri, Le leggi dei longobardi,
pp. 186-7, 280-1.

S. Gasparri, ‘I mercanti nell’Italia longobarda e carolingia’, in D. Chamboduc de
Saint Pulgent and M. Dejoux (eds), La fabrique des sociétés méditerranéennes.
Le Moyen Age de Francois Menant (Paris: Editions de la Sorbonne, 2018),
pp. 37-47.

Liut. 44, Notitia de actoribus regis, 2-5, Ratch. 1-2, 4, Abist. 4, in Azzara and
Gasparri, Le leggi dei longobardi, pp. 164-7, 252-5, 260-3, 280-3.

Liut. 62, pp. 164-5.

CDL, 1, ed. L. Schiaparelli, Fonti per la storia d’Italia, 62 (Roma: Istituto storico
italiano per il medioevo, 1929), n. 114, pp. 334-6.

CDL, I, n. 117, pp. 353-S.

CDL, 11, ed. L. Schiaparelli, Fonti per la storia d’ltalia, 63 (Roma: Istituto
storico italiano per il medioevo, 1933), n. 230, pp. 285-6.

C. Wickham, ‘Aristocratic power in eight-century Lombard Italy’, in A. C. Murray
(ed.), After Rome’s fall. Narrators and sources of early medieval history. Essays
presented to Walter Goffart (University of Toronto Press: Toronto 1998),
pp. 153-70.

Versum de Mediolano civitate, ed. E. Dimmler, in MGH, Poetae Latini Aevi
Carolini, 1 (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung 1881), pp. 24-6.

Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum, V1,54, pp. 183-4, and Duchesne
(ed.), Le Liber pontificalis, 1, pp. 469-70.

Gasparri, Italia longobarda, pp. 125-6.

Annales Regni Francorum, pp. 42-5; Andrea Bergomatis, Historia, in MGH,
SRL, p. 224.



10

The blinkers of militarisation: Charles the
Bald, Lothar I and the Vikings

Simon Coupland

By the Carolingian era, Frankish society had become profoundly militarised:
all the criteria listed by Edward James in his seminal definition were demon-
strably present.' There was no clear distinction between soldier and civilian,
for the Frankish capitularies laid down that every freeman should serve in
the host, in person; through pooling their resources to support others; or
through payment of an army tax.”? These men not only had the right to
carry weapons, but were required to do so, with commanders providing
arms for those who lacked them.? In the event of attack or invasion, even
the poorest was obliged to defend their territory, and on occasion even the
unfree.* Charles the Bald also ordered those free Franks too poor to join
the army to construct fortifications, bridges and swamp crossings, and to
guard forts and border regions.® As Bernard Bachrach notes, there is ample
evidence for the ‘militarization of the civilian population for local defense
[sic]’ under the Carolingians.®

The king was very definitely the commander-in-chief of the army, and
military command was seen as an essential attribute of the monarchy.”
Learning skill with weapons was part of the education of the young. In
Ermold the Black’s verse biography of Louis the Pious, the three-year-old
Charles the Bald ‘seizes his weapons, specially made for one of tender years’
(‘arma aevo tenero tunc convenientia sumit’) and kills a doe which the
huntsmen have brought back for him to dispatch.® The teenage William of
Septimania was sent to form part of the king’s guard in the early 840s,’
and at a similar time Nithard described ‘all the young men’ (‘ommni inventute’)
in the royal entourage taking part in simulated combat.' Count Eberhard
of Friuli bequeathed to his sons swords, a helmet, body armour and leg
guards, as well as a manuscript of Vegetius’s De re militari."!

As for the place of warfare in Carolingian society, in the words of Tim
Reuter, ‘Carolingian and Ottonian societies were largely organized by war.
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The political community, when it came together, was often called “the army”
even when it was not functioning as one. And usually it did come together
in order to function as one.”'* This was hugely expensive, and Carolingian
capitularies ensured that the cost of armament, equipment and provisions
was met by the magnates, the freemen themselves, or through the payment
of military taxes, the heribannum and hostilitium." At the same time, warfare
could be a major source of profit in the form of plunder or tribute, though
it is important not to overstate its overall economic significance.'*

Not only written texts but also contemporary images provide evidence
of this militarisation. The painting of a Carolingian magnate on the wall
of a church in Malles in Switzerland thus portrays him holding his sword,"
while Charles the Bald and Lothar I are pictured in contemporary manuscripts
flanked by armed bodyguards, one of them offering the king a sheathed
sword.'® Although it has been suggested that these were simply reproductions
of earlier images, the sword hilts and belt mounts are unmistakeably
Carolingian."”

One particularly significant development during the Carolingian period
was the militarisation of the Church. Bishops and abbots stockpiled weapons
and armour,'® and certain monasteries contained workshops for shield-makers
and swordsmiths." Ecclesiastical magnates, like their secular counterparts,
were required to pay military taxes, send properly equipped military con-
tingents to join the host and potentially to lead them into battle, even though
they, like all clergy, were forbidden from bearing arms.*” Many of them
consequently became victims of conflict: for example, at a battle against
Pippin II of Aquitaine in 844, abbots Hugh and Richbod were killed, and
Abbot Lupus of Ferriéres was captured along with the bishops of Poitiers
and Amiens.”! Clergy went on campaign as chaplains, celebrating mass,
hearing confession and carrying relics.”” Bishops had armed retainers, such
as those accompanying Bishop Hincmar of Laon to the synod of Douzy in
871.% The implications of this militarisation of the clergy, who were the
principal chroniclers of the day, will become clear below.

This militarisation naturally also shaped perceptions of the monarchy.
In his treatise on kingship, Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims told the king
that his duties included ‘defending the fatherland robustly and fairly against
its enemies’ (‘patriam fortiter et juste contra adversarios defendere’), and
studying the pursuit of war (‘hoc ergo studio regi praelium gerendum est’).**
Although Notker’s portrayal of Charlemagne leading the army as a ninth-
century ‘Iron Man’, or Agnellus’ depiction of an armed and armoured
Charles the Bald after the Battle of Fontenoy, projected images of royal
power and prestige rather than accurately reproducing contemporary events,
they reflected the contemporary ideal of kingship.”> The same is true of
another of Notker’s stories, in which Louis the German supposedly snapped
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in two a sword offered him by a Danish envoy, then bent another from hilt
to tip ‘like a withy’ (‘in modum viminis’).*®

It is against this background that Charles the Bald, West Frankish king
between 840 and 877, has come in for particular criticism, notably in
relation to his defence against the Viking incursions. The Fulda annalist
wrote caustically, ‘He is more cowardly than a hare ... for his whole life
long, wherever he had to face his opponents, he would either openly turn
tail or secretly desert his troops’ (‘est enim lepore timidior... omnibus enim
diebus vitae suae, ubicumque necesse erat adversariis resistere, aut palam
terga vertere aut clam militibus suis effugere solebat’).”” The Annals of
Xanten were equally withering, describing Charles as ‘suffering frequent
onslaughts from the pagans, continually offering them tribute, and never
emerging victorious in battle’ (‘sepissime paganorum infestationem sustinens
semperque eis censum opponens et numquam in bello victor existens’).” It
is true that these texts were written by Charles’s rivals, the former in the
East Frankish kingdom and the latter in Lotharingia, yet some West Frankish
writers similarly criticised the king’s lack of military prowess. Thus, when
Charles paid tribute to a Viking army in 845, Bishop Hildegar of Meaux
wrote that ‘the strength and power of our leaders have turned to weakness’,
leading ‘to ruin and destruction, confusion and shame’ (‘principumque virtus
ac potentia quam infirma... ad ruinam et ad interitum, ... ad confusionem
et ignominiam’).”> And in the 860s, Ermentarius of Noirmoutier wrote,
“They ransom with tributes what they should defend with arms, and the
kingdom of the Christians is ruined’ (‘quod defendere debuerant armis,
tributis redimunt, ac christianorum pessumdatur regnum’).*

These negative judgements have shaped some modern historians’ views
of Charles’s reign. For example, Donald Logan wrote: “There was virtually
no defence against the Vikings of this period: the only defence was self-
defence; every man for himself’,’! while Philippe Contamine stated: ‘In the
military realm, it was nothing more than a simple facade, behind which
remained only the shreds of power.’** The king’s entry in the Oxford
encyclopedia of medieval warfare is scathing:*’

Although one can see reconsideration and a sort of reestimation [sic] of Charles
the Bald in the judgements of modern historians (for example, Janet Nelson)**,
one must be skeptical [sic] about the specific military abilities of this Carolingian
ruler. Like others, he failed to stop the Norsemen and could not prevent them
from plundering and ravaging his country.

It is the contention of this chapter that such criticisms are misguided, because
the judgements were made from a militarised viewpoint rather than a reasoned
assessment of the political and strategic effectiveness of Charles’s actions.
A re-examination of events will reveal that although there were significant
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weaknesses in West Frankish military power, Charles came up with imagina-
tive, astute and effectual solutions to rid the kingdom of the Northmen.
For the ecclesiastical chroniclers of Charles’s reign, however, their strongly
militarised mindset meant that anything other than victory on the battlefield
represented weakness, even if the strategies adopted by Charles resulted in
the removal of the Vikings. By failing to take this into account, some modern
authors have judged the king unduly harshly. This is evident from the
frequently unrecognised fact that the latter part of Charles’s reign largely
enjoyed peace and prosperity. It is also apparent from the criticism levelled
by other contemporaries against Charles’s brother Lothar I, ruler of the
Middle kingdom between 840 and 855. He employed a different strategy
against the Northmen, granting benefices to Viking leaders. This was equally
successful and similarly vilified by certain churchmen. A reappraisal of these
two reigns thus gives a fascinating insight into a significant limitation of
militarisation; when those blinkers are removed, the achievements of these
two Carolingian rulers are revealed in a more positive light.*

Looking first at Charles the Bald, it is important to note that he did in
fact lead the West Frankish army into battle against the Vikings on several
occasions,” and won at least three notable victories. He captured nine
Danish ships on the Dordogne in 848, eight years later ‘cut down [the
Northmen] with great slaughter’ in Normandy (‘maxima eos strage percus-
sit’),”” and in 873 forced a Viking army occupying Angers to surrender and
leave the kingdom.*® The problem was, however, that, as King Carloman
discovered after defeating the Northmen in 882, ‘battle did nothing to
subdue them’ (‘nil eos haec pugna perdomuit’).”” They simply relocated to
a safer area and regrouped. The movements of a Viking fleet led by Oskar
in the early 850s provide a good illustration. Driven off the Seine by military
defeat in 852, the Scandinavians travelled to the Loire instead. When forced
to leave that river the following year, they raided in Brittany before returning
to the Loire in the autumn.*’ Victory in battle was thus generally inconclusive.
A further problem was that it was difficult to engage the Northmen in
battle. They sought to avoid confrontation, remaining on the rivers where
the Franks were unable to attack, or keeping to inaccessible areas (‘invia
loca’).*' This was because at this stage the Scandinavians in Francia were
after loot, not conquest.*” On their ships and island bases, the Northmen
were effectively impregnable, and Charles never attempted to attack them.*
Two contemporaries did, and both attempts ended in abject failure. In 863,
Lothar II’s men refused to attack an island camp on the Rhine, and eight
years later a local assault on an island in the Loire led to the Franks being
repulsed with heavy losses.*

For Charles a further military concern was the fallibility or disloyalty of
his magnates and their troops. The royal host consisted of contingents led
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by magnates, and during the turbulent years and conflicting loyalties of the
840s and 850s some aristocrats switched sides if they could see a potential
advantage in doing so. In 858, for instance, Charles was besieging a Viking
fleet on the Seine when Louis the German invaded the kingdom, whereupon
many of Charles’s magnates abandoned him and transferred their allegiance
to Louis.” As John France noted, ‘The raising of armies ... involved negotia-
tion and discussion in the context of a whole web of political relationships.
Between the military potential ... and military reality lay a political process
of immense complication.”*® Furthermore, the armies who faced the Vikings
were often not the battle-hardened royal host. As noted above, every man
had to turn out if the land were invaded,*” and unlike those who served in
the army, particularly the magnates who were schooled in warfare from
their youth, the poorer Franks were neither militarily trained nor well
equipped. This almost certainly accounts for several defeats suffered by
Charles the Bald’s forces.”* Regino of Priim vividly described what could
happen when the Scandinavians faced an untrained local force: “When the
Northmen saw that this crowd of common people were not so much unarmed
as bereft of any military training, they rushed upon them with a shout and
cut them down in such a bloodbath that they seemed to be butchering dumb
animals rather than people’ (‘sed Nortmanni cernentes ignobile vulgus non
tantum inerme, quantum disciplina militari nudatum, super eos cum clamore
irruunt tantaque caede prosternunt, ut bruta animalia, non homines mactari
viderentur’).¥

Faced with the difficulty of attacking the Scandinavians and militarily
driving them from the realm, what could Charles do? As the critics quoted
above noted with disapproval, one strategy to which he resorted repeatedly,
as I have discussed elsewhere, was the payment of tribute.” It is important
to recognise that Charles was by no means alone in this: under Lothar I
the Frisians gave tributes to Viking armies in 846 and 852, and Lothar II
did the same in 864.°! Similar payments were made by the Breton rulers
Nominoé and Salomon, and across the Channel Alfred the Great paid
tributes, which the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle described as ‘making peace’.”
At a local level, ransoms were paid by St Wandrille, Quentovic, Poitiers, St
Stephen’s in Paris, St Germain-des-Prés and St Denis.”® Tribute payment
should thus have been uncontroversial, so why did Charles the Bald come
in for such criticism? The only other ruler to face similar opprobrium was
Charles the Fat in 882.>* He not only gave the Scandinavian chieftain Godfrid
a tribute, however, but also a benefice in Frisia which, as we shall see, was
an unacceptable strategy for some contemporaries.”> What almost certainly
made Charles the Bald’s tributes different, and therefore the subject of
censure, was his demand that the entire population contribute, including
the clergy and ecclesiastical estates, rather than royal resources alone. In
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877, the king also taxed church treasuries, leading the St Vaast annalist to
complain that ‘the churches are being plundered’ (‘spoliantur ecclesiae’).>®
This echoes Ermentarius’ earlier accusation against Charles, ‘they ransom
with tributes what they should defend with arms’.’” It reflects a militarised
Church which demanded a military solution while the king had opted for
one which was pragmatic, political and economic. What this failed to
appreciate, however, was that tribute payments were demonstrably more
effective than victory in battle as a means of permanently removing Viking
warbands. On every occasion when Charles paid tribute, the Northmen left
shortly afterwards, with no suggestion from contemporaries that they returned.
What was more, the tribute payments were economically affordable, both
by the wealthy Frankish Church and by the West Frankish kingdom.*

One often underrated piece of evidence which highlights this is the
introduction of a new coinage type in 864, known as the Gratia dei rex
type after its obverse legend. Before 864, the monetary economy was in
poor shape, with coins in circulation of a variety of types, frequently
underweight and of poor quality silver.’”” After 864, virtually all Charles’s
mints struck coins of the same design, pure silver and good weight, while
the old coinage and that of other rulers was swiftly and effectively removed
from circulation.®® Furthermore, a significantly larger number of mints struck
this new coinage, to the same consistently high degree of design, weight
and fineness.®' This not only implies a high level of royal control and stability
across the realm, but also a strong monetary economy in a financially
prosperous kingdom, which had neither been ruined by the Viking invasions
nor impoverished by the tribute payments.**

Tribute payment was not a desirable, satisfactory or lasting solution to
the Scandinavian incursions, however. Fresh fleets kept coming from the
north, all keen to take plunder and potentially also tribute. This required
a solution that would expel the invaders and prevent new fleets from penetrat-
ing the rivers.

In 854, the Franks seemed to have found just such a tactic. The bishops
of Orléans and Chartres stopped a fleet on the Loire by blocking the river
with ships and lining the banks with soldiers (incidentally providing further
evidence of clerical militarisation). As a result, the Scandinavians turned
about and headed downstream.®® Charles consequently adopted the same
tactic when a fleet entered the Seine in 856. He apparently succeeded in
containing the invaders throughout 857, and in July 858 tightened the screw
by using ships to block the river as well.* Bishop Hildegar of Meaux, whose
earlier criticism of Charles was quoted above,*” commented admiringly that
it was ‘an amazing fleet, the like of which has never before been seen in
our lands’ (‘navigio mirabili ac numquam in nostris regnis simili viso’).*®
Charles was unable to drive home his advantage, however, because it was
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at this point that Louis the German invaded the kingdom, forcing Charles
to abandon the siege.®’

It was only in 862 that Charles managed to pursue the strategy to its
conclusion, trapping a group of Vikings on the Marne by rebuilding a bridge
at Isles-les-Villenoy and stationing squadrons along both banks. With no
East Frankish invasion to rescue them, the Northmen were forced to come
to terms and left the kingdom shortly afterwards.®® This was at last a
defensive tactic which not only contained the invaders but also forced them
to depart without the payment of tribute. In the years which followed,
Charles therefore fortified bridges on the kingdom’s two principal rivers,
the Seine and the Loire, to provide a long-term defence of the realm.®” In
each case the king chose the bridge nearest the river mouth, at Pont-de-I’Arche
on the Seine and Les Ponts-de-Cé on the Loire.”

This new strategy was considerably more effective than might be thought
from the critical comments of contemporaries and historians cited earlier.
Indeed, Charles’s son-in-law Alfred very probably copied it in Wessex later
in the century, for example on the River Lea in 895.”" In the north of the
kingdom, very little Viking activity was reported between 862 and 877. A
fleet did enter the Seine in 865 and overwintered, in part because the fortifica-
tions at Pont de ’Arche had not been completed.” The king rapidly summoned
the host and attempted to contain the Scandinavians on the river, but with
only partial success. Seeing that a military solution was impossible, Charles
agreed a tribute payment, and the Vikings put to sea once the four thousand
pounds of silver had been handed over. Apart from the sacking of St Denis,
remarkably little destruction was recorded.”

For the next ten years, the Seine remained free of longships. It was not
until September 876, when the king was on campaign in the east following
the death of Louis the German, that another Viking fleet entered the river.
Charles, recently defeated at Andernach and preoccupied with internal
politics, again gave the Scandinavians a tribute.”* It was most likely this
payment which led Hincmar to lament that ‘for many years until now
defence has had no place in this kingdom, but ransom and tribute have not
only left people impoverished but also left once wealthy churches now
stripped bare’ (‘usque modo jam ante pluros annos locum in isto regno
defensio non habuit, sed redemptio et tributum et non solum pauperes
homines, sed et ecclesias quondam divites jam evacuatas habent’).” Although
this assessment has provided ammunition for critical historians,”® the evidence
set out here shows that it was pure hyperbole. Apart from the two short-lived
and contained incursions on the Seine, Francia, Burgundy and northern
Neustria enjoyed peace. At the same time, the new coinage type circulated
freely and widely across the kingdom, with coins of the correct weight,
good silver and a single design. This is clear evidence of royal control,
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political stability and economic prosperity. After a significant Frankish victory
on the Charente in 865, the far south, too, was evidently free of Viking
activity.”” Only on the Loire did the Northmen remain a menace through
the 860s, and it is clear from his actions that throughout his reign Charles
regarded the Seine valley as a higher priority than the west. The turning
point came in 873, when the king personally led the host to besiege the
Viking army occupying Angers and forced them to leave the kingdom.” It
was at this point that fortification construction began at Les Ponts-de-Cé,
and over the next three years no Viking activity was recorded anywhere in
West Francia.”” Hincmar’s portrayal of a realm left undefended and reduced
to penury was thus without foundation. It reflected a militarised mindset
which expected the king to drive out the Vikings by force rather than pay
tributes which made financial demands on the Church.

Against this background, it is instructive to compare Charles’s response
to the Viking incursions to that of his brother Lothar I. The West Frankish
kingdom was potentially a more attractive target for the Scandinavians
because of its greater wealth in terms of towns, abbeys and commerce, and
its longer coastline (only later did Viking warbands penetrate far inland).
At the same time, Lothar’s Frisian territory was equally vulnerable to attack
from the sea, and the wealthy port of Dorestad was a prime target, even if
it was already in decline.*® Only twice is Lothar I known to have confronted
the Scandinavians militarily, and neither event ended in victory. The first
was ignominious: when the Northmen set fire to Dorestad in 846, the
emperor is said to have looked on helplessly from the fortified palace walls
of Nijmegen.?! The second was in 852-53, when Lothar led his army to
join his brother Charles in containing a Viking fleet on the Seine. Unable
to attack the Scandinavians’ island base, Charles paid a tribute, and Lothar
and his men returned home.** A poem by Sedulius Scottus of Liege celebrates
a great victory over the Northmen, but the date and location of the battle
and the name of the Frankish commander are all unreported.®® It probably
refers to the battle won by Bishop Hartgar in Betuwe in 847 or 850 and
described in another poem.** Behind Lothar’s lack of military confrontation
was a deliberate strategy, however; namely the granting of large tracts of
Frisia, particularly the vulnerable western coast, to Scandinavian warlords
in benefice. This practice, following a precedent established by his father
and possibly grandfather as well, meant that Lothar gave responsibility for
defending his Frisian coastline and rivers to Danes. As I have shown elsewhere,
this approach was remarkably effective: the Viking warlord Rorik in particular
appears to have deterred Scandinavian raids on Lothar’s territory for over
twenty years.® Like Charles the Bald’s payment of tribute, however, this
non-military strategy could come in for harsh clerical criticism.*® Bishop
Prudentius described it as ‘an utterly detestable crime’ (‘omni detestatione
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facinus’), leading to Christians serving ‘demon-worshippers’ (‘daemonum
cultoribus christiani populi deseruirent’).’” There may have been a political
angle to this complaint: Prudentius was loyal to Charles the Bald, like the
lay magnate Nithard who voiced similar criticism.*® The charge was nonethe-
less explicitly theological, just as in 882 when Charles the Fat was condemned
as a modern King Ahab for granting a benefice to the Viking leader Godfrid.*
Yet these criticisms ignore the fact that in each case the Danish warlord in
question was baptised.” I believe that once again this is evidence of a mili-
tarised mindset which demanded defeat and expulsion rather than a pragmatic
solution to the Scandinavian incursions, however effective it may have been.

To summarise, the Viking invaders were unlike any enemy the Franks
had previously faced. Unassailable on their ships and island bases, uninterested
in battle and undeterred by defeat, they forced Charles the Bald and his
brother Lothar to come up with novel strategies to drive them from the
kingdom. Charles offered military resistance where possible, but when it
failed, paid tribute and built fortifications. This resulted in the great majority
of his kingdom being peaceful and prosperous by the end of his reign.
Lothar put Scandinavians in charge of his vulnerable Frisian coastline, again
with considerable success. Yet the profound militarisation of Frankish society,
and particularly the clergy who wrote most contemporary texts, meant that
the effectiveness of these strategies was ignored or denied. When the blinkers
of militarisation are removed, their merit can clearly be seen.
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Manlike discipline and loyalty against the
‘enemies of God’: some observations on the

militarised frontier society of eastern Francia
around 600

Stefan Esders

If borders are to fulfil their primary functions properly — separating societies
from one another, protecting a kingdom or an empire, and controlling
transregional mobility — they must be conceived as spatial entities. A feature
traceable in the late Roman period,' borders had to coordinate the various
functions of a boundary within a spatial unit comprising fortresses, towns
and fortified villages, as well as the supply and communications system of
roads and waterways connecting them. Following the fall of the western
empire, many late Roman fortifications were turned into ‘nuclei of early
medieval life’.> Their continued existence did not seem to depend too greatly
on whether there was still a western Roman government in Ravenna. Now
effectively decoupled from this government, local structures were able to
fulfil important functions in establishing statehood as ‘substructures’ under
new masters.

Austrasia, forming the eastern part of the Merovingian kingdoms, can
to some extent be considered a frontier society. From the perspective of
Metz, Austrasian capital since 565, what happened along the Rhine was
no less an important issue than relations to the other Merovingian kingdoms
situated in the more central regions of Gaul. But how would the kings at
Metz conceive of the eastern frontier of Austrasia? Were there distinguishing
— indeed demarcating — geographical, cultural, legal, ethnic or religious
traits separating those groups that were directly placed under Frankish rule
from those who were living further east and were not? To understand what
became of the Roman border areas in the post-Roman era, ‘militarisation’
can be a potent tool in describing political and social change in a frontier
society.
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Three Austrasian central places around 600: Andernach, Maastricht
and Cologne

The frontier regions of Austrasia comprised the territories of two provinces
on the Rhine that were once part of the Roman Empire: Germania superior
and Germania inferior. Their administration collapsed in the early fifth
century. Nevertheless, important sites at these border areas remained settled
under the Frankish rule that followed, even functioning as focal points
in the region, as will be demonstrated for three towns in the Rhenish
borderland.

Andernach was expanded into a fortress in late Antiquity and had served
as the garrison for a legion (legio Acincensis) answerable to the dux of
Mainz in the year 400.> The town had a granary (horreum), and its port
functioned as an outpost for the Roman Rhine fleet.* Andernach came under
the rule of the Rhine Franks after the end of the Mainz duchy, probably in
the late fifth century. It was now included in the Frankish military organisation,
which at that time was based in Cologne. Andernach then appears as a
minting site in the sixth century, which suggests transregional economic
and fiscal activities.” There is also evidence that Frankish kings stayed in a
villa regia® located inside the fortress that had churches consecrated to St
Geneviéve of Paris and St Martin of Tours, two patrocinia that were directly
associated with the Merovingian monarchy. In addition, numerous Meroving-
ian fiscal estates have been verified in the vicinity of Andernach’ that
apparently go back to the Roman fiscal asset of res privata, suggesting the
continuity of important ownership structures.® Several burial fields demonstrate
the continuity of settlement for the Andernach fortress after the year 500.
There was apparently no destruction here; even the continued use of the
Rhine port of Andernach is currently under archaeological investigation.’
In this respect, Andernach remained a border point on the Rhine. The
Moselle river and the surviving road system nearby were important in
connecting Metz to the border.'® The Merovingian-era poet Venantius
Fortunatus even described in a poem how, in the year 589, he and the
Frankish King Childebert II travelled down the Moselle by ship from Metz
to Andernach, where life pulsated in the royal palace."" Over forty Latin
funerary inscriptions from the fifth to seventh centuries have been preserved
from Andernach, most of them from the Frankish period.'”> We find, for
example, a notary with the Roman name of Amicatus, from which we may
be able to infer some continuity of late Roman administrative literacy."
The majority of the inscriptions are of Germanic names in Latinised form,
however. They testify to a complex process of acculturation, such as a
Rainovaldus from the side of the Rhine opposite Andernach who is said to
have married a well-to-do Roman woman even though he himself was a
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barbarian.' As fate would have it, invida mors — ‘envious Death’ — came
for him before his time.

Maastricht was also expanded into a fortress in late Antiquity. Founded
as a trading post in Roman times at an important crossing over the Meuse
(Maas) river, it is referred to in written material as a vicus." Maastricht
was located on an important supply road that connected Cologne, the
province capital, with Cambrai and Amiens via Tongeren. Numerous fortresses
were located here in late Antiquity,'® making the town part of the defensive
system on the Lower Rhine to secure the roads and also facilitate supply,
since the fortress probably also housed a granary or horreum. Barbarian
Laetians were stationed in neighbouring Tongeren in the fourth century —
presumably Franks'” — but the events of the fifth century made the fortified
Maastricht more important; even the Bishop of Tongeren ultimately relocated
to Maastricht.'® In the case of Maastricht, too, there is proof of extensive
Frankish fiscal estates in the area'” that evidently trace back to former
Roman fiscal estates. Such estates could be used in a wide variety of ways:
they could be requisitioned for certain troops, as well as for servicing roads,
which were considered public, or used for the salaries of public officials
and others. Maastricht also had an important mint in the sixth century,”
another parallel to Andernach. A minted gold coin of a one-third solidus
(tremissis) recently offered for sale shows a Roman emperor in imperial
regalia on the front. The other side has a cross and the Latinised Germanic
name of the moneyer: Rimoaldus.*' This mintage in particular provides an
extraordinary wealth of information on the transformation of border spaces
in the post-Roman era, as we observe in Merovingian Gaul and Germania
a breathtakingly broad decentralisation of coin production. Whereas the
number of minting sites throughout the Roman Empire had been reasonably
straightforward, the Merovingian kingdom had 900 verified locations where
between 500 and 750 coins were produced temporarily or long-term, many
of them gold.?* The proliferation of minting sites corresponded to a profound
decentralisation of economic and fiscal structures: the coins were apparently
produced in order to commute in-kind contributions into monetary pay-
ments.”> Although a decline in quality and gold value cannot be denied, the
high number of minting sites does not seem to suggest economic decline.**

In the late Roman era, the aforementioned town of Maastricht had been
part of the province of Germania inferior, whose capital was Cologne.”
Cologne also had secure and substantial continuity of settlement,?® as well
as appearing as a continuously operating minting site in the sixth and
seventh centuries.”” A grave inscription from as early as the late fourth
century was constructed for a centenarius named Emeterius, who served
here for over twenty-five years in a barbarian fighting force (numerus), the
so-called gentiles.”® In the fifth century, Cologne became the centre of a
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Frankish ethnogenesis, which later led to the emergence of the so-called
Ripuarians (literally ‘shore soldiers’) who are occasionally also referred to
as ‘Rhineland Franks’.*” Cologne’s status as an important political, military
and religious centre likely played a role in Deutz, on the right bank of the
Rhine, alongside its fleet and continuity of settlement.’® Kings consistently
resided in Cologne in the former governor’s seat, the praetorium, which in
the sixth century was designated the aula regia. Around 600, under kings
Childebert I and Theudebert II, Cologne seems to have been the most
important ‘secondary residence’ of the kings of the eastern Frankish kingdom,
together with Reims and Metz.*' Cologne was also a major bishopric: the
ancient Roman province of Germania inferior lived on as a church province
in the Cologne archdiocese.*? The first Frank to become bishop was Ebergisil,
around the year 590. He was apparently very close to the kingdom and
took over important functions.*

King Childebert II’s Decree of 596

Why have we concentrated on these three places in particular? There is an
ex post argument to be made here. Specifically, an extensive decree has been
preserved from the year 596, in which the Merovingian King Childebert II
(575-96) sought to govern the affairs of the eastern Frankish kingdom.**
Interestingly, the legislative act was preceded by three assemblies between
the king and his army (his leudes, meaning ‘people’ or ‘men’, to whom we
shall return later). At these gatherings, held exclusively in Andernach,
Maastricht and Cologne, occurring on the not insignificant date of 1 March
(as in the late Roman era, the first day of March was often used to elevate
a new emperor or co-emperor and to announce the tax lists), and in the
presence of the king’s larger entourage and his leudes, standards were
discussed, negotiated and adopted.* It was in Andernach, Maastricht and
Cologne that troops of Frankish and other origins were assembled so that
the Frankish king, in consensus with his military and clerical elite, could
decree the legal standards of coexistence in this border area. On the other
side of the Rhine they had to deal with more barbarians continually infringing
on the border, mainly Frisians in the north and Saxons in the east. There
were repeated attacks, sackings and worse. The Rhine border was more or
less respected; its natural advantages were evident.

Childebert IT and his advisers sought to revitalise concepts and elements
of ancient border security. Their king decreed the validity of the new provisions
with his military right of ban, to a degree reminiscent of the imperium of
the Roman generals, which it probably drew upon.* The regulations devoted
ample space to the prosecution of serious offenders and the maintenance
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of ‘public order’. They stated that ‘discipline should prevail among the
whole people’ (c. 7), with the leitmotif of disciplina appropriating Roman
military vocabulary.’” Several regulations (cc. 7 and 9-12) revolved around
the centena or hundred, describing a smaller district headed by a centenary
(centenarius), a military official empowered to summon adult freemen to
judicial assemblies and recruit them for military service.”® The Frankish
centena developed out from the late Roman military organisation; the epitaph
testifying to the centenarius from Cologne has already been referenced
above. In the Merovingian period, the centenarius could use his mandate
to persecute robbers and criminals who lacked a permanent residence;
obviously a major cause of concern.”” If a centena managed to apprehend
a perpetrator, they were expected to exercise a kind of street justice, which
was likewise modelled on Roman military law.*’

A second important objective of the king’s decree concerned the crime of
manslaughter and the wergild to be paid in a militarised border society. In
Frankish law, it was customary when a person was killed to pay wergild to
the person’s relatives, a kind of monetary indemnity that effectively purchased
their family’s right to revenge. With the assent of his military elite, the king
sought to limit this practice to unintentional homicides (cc. 5, 6 and 10).
We may thus suspect some more complex legal reasoning behind this.

Most striking are the crimes of religion addressed in the decree, namely
incest, bride kidnapping (raptus) and disregarding the Sunday rest. The
decree called for exceptionally drastic punishment in all three cases. A
person marrying his stepmother, for example, could face the death penalty,
while other incestuous relationships drew a combination of secular and
church punishments (penance), to be imposed by the local bishop (c. 2).
Another provision calls a bride thief an ‘enemy of God’ (inimicus Dei) and
therefore allows any person to persecute and kill the offender without
additional proceedings — unless asylum is sought in the church (c. 4). Anyone
defying the Sunday rest, for example by working, was subject to expensive
fines (c. 14). Interestingly, these religious precepts that the Frankish king
was now seeking to impress upon the people go back to legislative measures
by the Roman Emperor Constantine and his successors.*' The regulations
were an attempt to turn the external border into a civilising boundary as
well, a religious boundary against the heathens: even if the Franks were not
Romans, they strove to perpetuate the Roman Empire and its religious law
within their territory.

Childebert’s decree thus allows us a glimpse into how some late Roman
structures became adapted, reshaped or to some extent even revived within
the new political entity of Frankish Austrasia. The Frankish administration
of public order grew out of late Roman provincial and military organisation.
As in other regions of Frankish Gaul, the late Roman provincial order broke
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down and survived only in the ecclesiastical administration of dioceses and
metropolitan sees. Against this background, it becomes clear why episcopal
cities such as Cologne or Maastricht were important centres not just for
the pastoral care of souls alone, as some of the regulations decreed by
Childebert IT envisage the imposition of ecclesiastical sanctions by bishops.
While it is tempting to relate the envisaged imposition of drastic monetary
sanctions such as the royal ban and the high payment of wergilds to the
production of coins, a more detailed picture of the economy and society of
this region can hardly be given based on the evidence produced by one law
alone.

East Frankish society according to the seveneth-century
Ripuarian Law-Code

A more comprehensive view can be given on the basis of the Ripuarian
Law-Code,* which is certainly the most important document we have for
society and political organisation in the east Frankish kingdom of Austrasia.
Originally designed for the Rhineland in the area of the city of Cologne
(pagus Ribuarius),” but extending its scope to other regions of the regnum
Austrasiae, this law-code contains material that must have first been drafted
in the sixth century and shows close resemblances to the Salic law-code,
while other provisions clearly derive from the situation when the law-code
was first drafted. A final redaction, on which the manuscript tradition
depends, apparently took place under King Dagobert I, either when he
became sub-king of Austrasia around 622, or on the occasion of appointing
his underage son Sigibert III as sub-king of Austrasia in 633 or 634.*
The very term Lex Ripuaria suggests a very close connection to the
emergence of the Ripuarians as a new ethnic group. The Ripuarii can be traced
back to the late Roman riparii, parts of the limitan groups that had been
stationed on the shores of the river Rhine and were to a large extent composed
of people of barbarian origin in late Antiquity.* This functional group of
‘river-soldiers’ became the nucleus of a process of ethnic transformation.
‘Ripuarian’ became a term designating people of the Austrasian kingdom,
in particular those living close to the Rhine, a mixed population composed
of Franks, Alemans, Romans, Burgundians etc. who had migrated into
the area around Cologne and beyond. A society characterised by military
functions and values first becomes apparent from the wergild tariffs, whose
heterogeneous character reveals a changing society that had to adjust its
legal norms to military and political needs in order to enhance legal security
within an ethnically mixed frontier society. The wergild tariffs are differenti-
ated according to ethnic status (L. Rib. 40) and differed enormously, for if
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someone killed a foreigner (advena) of Frankish or of Aleman or Bavarian
origin, he would have to pay 200 or 160 solidi to the relatives of the
victim; if, however, the victim was a foreigner of Roman origin, a wergild
of 100 solidi would have to be paid to buy from the victim’s family their
right to take revenge (L. Rib. 40, 1-4). These tariffs do not simply reflect
social and ethnic differences, but we may also suspect some sort of ‘ethnic
engineering’ behind such regulations.*® In terms of ethnicity, the legal status
of a person was defined through one’s place of birth (L. Rib. 35, 1-4): for
this reason, each person born in the Ripuarian pagus would be a Ripuarius
or a Ripuaria, regardless of the ethnic identity of their parents. A political
agenda apparently lay behind such rules. The society of the Ripuarian pagus
witnessed immigration and an influx of people of differing ethnic status,
who assimilated within one generation by accepting their children, if born in
Ripuarian pagus, to become Ripuarians. The ethnic differences that appear
so strong in the wergild tariffs thus applied to the migration generation
alone, who were born elsewhere and thus had a different natio and were
treated as foreigners (advenae) in the Rhineland. Why the Romans were
treated so badly is another highly disputed matter, on which there is still
no consensus.”” It seems possible, however, that protecting the ‘Germanic’
groups by a higher wergild served to encourage these groups to migrate
into the Ripuarian pagus, as their military capacities were undoubtedly
much needed in this frontier society. At the same time, wergild tariffs for
royal functionaries, higher clerics and persons who were in verbo regis and
thus enjoyed special royal protection (L. Rib. 39, 3) sought to emphasise
that the king and his advisers conceived them as belonging to the highest
and most important functional elite of the kingdom. As the wergild tariffs
amply demonstrate, the state withdrew to a large extent from the Roman
idea that the ruler had to prosecute homicide indiscriminately.*

A number of regulations intend to define the legal sphere of kingship
and specify the means of governance by which the king and his functionaries
could intervene in local affairs. Particularly noteworthy is the title on the
crime of infidelity towards the king (L. Rib. 72) that comprised two regula-
tions: high treason was sanctioned with the death penalty to be inflicted
upon the culprit and by confiscation of his property; as these two sanctions
reveal, the model upon which this regulation was clearly built was the
Roman crimen maiestatis; however, the legal justification for these sanctions
was not rooted in Roman law anymore (which did not apply to most of
the population in Austrasia), but in fact was the oath of fidelity sworn by
the free and adult male population. In addition, the concept of infidelity
also included the crimes of parricide and incest, which it punished with
confiscation and exile. These crimes had also been most forcefully punishable
under Roman law, but again, as it seems, the oath sworn to the ruler made



188 Ethics of war

it a norm to be observed by all members of Ripuarian society alike, be they
Roman, Burgundian, Frank, etc. It seems as if the Roman idea of ius publicum
with its multifold political, military and even religious implications became
to a considerable extent absorbed by the concept of (in)fidelity. But it also
illustrates that these norms were now becoming increasingly centred upon
the person of the ruler, one could say ‘personalised’, as it was the image of
the Christian king upon which normative expectations were now being
projected. The oath of fidelity, to which we will return later, served as a
sort of vehicle to arrange the legal transfer of Roman legal norms into a
society which was not dominated by Romans anymore.*

It was on the basis of such regulations on infidelity and the authority of
royal documents (L. Rib. 59) on which further provisions rested, which
regulated the handling of royal authority by local royal officials such as the
counts. When requesting the local population to perform military and other
public services, the counts could use the royal ban of 60 solidi to threaten
those who were not willing to attend the host with extremely high monetary
fines. Although the ban was reduced for persons of lower social status, the
ban as an instrument to delegate royal authority was clearly exercised without
paying any respect to ethnic distinctions (L. Rib. 68, 1). It is obvious that
such regulations were drafted to increase the capacities of defence and of
warfare in this frontier society, but they also contain an element of fiscalising
ban fines®® which — along with wergild — should be kept in mind when
speaking of the enormous minting of silver and gold coins in the eastern
Frankish kingdom.

Finally, improving and protecting the legal position of the Christian church
and fixing the status of ecclesiastical dependents is another important feature
that pervades the Ripuarian law-code. The aforementioned wergild tariffs
for clerics were dramatically lifted as 100, 200, 300, 600 and 900 solidi
were payable for killing an ordinary cleric, a subdeacon, a deacon, a priest
and a bishop respectively (L. Rib. 40, 5-9). In addition, it was church
property and ecclesiastical dependents in particular that the code sought
to protect. To a considerable extent, church property and dependents of
churches were treated in analogy to fiscal property and fiscal dependents
(fiscalini) (L. Rib. 61, 10-14), which apparently resulted from the fact that
large parts of church property actually came into the hands of churches and
monasteries through royal donation of property that once had belonged to
the fisc. The famous general rule that the Church as an institution should
live according to Roman law (ecclesia vivit lege Romana, L. Rib. 61, 1)
sounds like a general privilege which was relevant in particular with regard
to legal procedure and proof, allowing the Church to handle its cases
without making its case through trial by combat and the like. Regulations
on slaves who were manumitted in a church by use of tables and thus
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became tabularii (L. Rib. 61) clearly show a departure from the late Roman
practice of manumissio in ecclesia, as now all freedmen who had been
manumitted in a church came along with their offspring permanently under
the patronage of the church in which their manumission had taken place.
In the long term, this would cause the emergence of a legally distinct social
group of censuales as ecclesiastical dependents of episcopal churches in
particular.”!

Fidelitas et leudesamio: Political, gendered and religious
loyalty intertwined

While fidelity appears as a crucial concept in the Ripuarian law-code, a
formulary contained in the collection of Marculf’? that regulates the taking
of the oath can be attributed to the establishment of the Austrasian sub-
kingdom of Sigibert III, son of Dagobert I, in 633/4.°% It should thus be
read in conjunction with the Ripuarian law-code. Making the free male
adult population of the kingdom swear fidelity to its rulers was a well-
organised business involving several different actors operating on different
local and legal levels. The formulary is addressed to a local count, who
had to congregate and assemble all dwellers of his district (pagenses) who
were obliged to swear in the relevant civitates, vici et castella. Taking the
oath of loyalty presupposed, to some extent at least, central places that
were in charge of holding the people living in the countryside accountable
for public obligations. These places now became supervised by counts who
combined military with civil and judicial functions, since in Austrasia there
were larger pagi that often comprised several civitates and vici.** While
the count, by using his power to command - the ban — had to coerce the
people to attend the oath-taking at a fixed date, it was only a royal missus
directed from the court who was allowed to accept the oath on behalf of the
king. This also implies the existence of certain checks and balances to keep
the power of an important local military official such as the count under
control.

In fact, the whole administrative structure of the Frankish kingdom with
its networks of dukes, counts, centurions and decani was conceived of as
an extended military organisation.’® Loyalty to the king was prevalent and
constituted a principle that overrode ethnic distinctions.’® Within the
Austrasian militarised society the free adult male population was obliged
to swear fidelitas et leudesamio, a characteristic double phrasing,’” that
specified fidelity as being the typical sort of loyalty of a man, a leudis. This
would sound adequate for a militarised society, in which the very term
leudis not only means ‘man’ but also ‘wergild’. One could translate the
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word-pair as the promise ‘to be faithful to the king as a man should be’, a
forerunner of the Carolingian general oath of loyalty, according to which
subjects swore to be faithful to Charlemagne, ‘as a man according to law
should be towards his lord’ (fidelem esse, sicut homo per drictum suo
domino esse debet).”® The male-like behaviour clearly comprised military
service and adherence to military virtues such as disciplina, but also obedience
to royal commands such as the ban. And the idea of wergild, taking up the
Latin term vir, while only in a secondary application extending this notion
to women, is only the fitting expression of a fundamental transformation
into a militarised society whose central concepts of political behaviour and
virtues now appear to be ‘male-centred’.

According to the formulary, the envoy sent by the king had to bring
along relics on which the population should swear. This is an interesting
illustration of the extent to which the Frankish kings were aware of the
mutual interdependence of religious adherence and political loyalty.”” In
Andernach, the royal court introduced relics of St Geneviéve, thereby
transferring a crucial Merovingian saint from Paris into the less Christianised
borderland, where religious practice was promoted so as to become intertwined
with the very centres of Merovingian kingship. Moreover, one may also
think here of the fact that the Merovingians propagated the cult of St Martin
of Tours as their special royal patron, which they also did further east, as
St Martin is often found as patron for fiscal properties.®” We may thus
assume that the saints’ relics the missi brought to the communities for the
oath-taking would remain at these places.

Conclusion

Building upon some late Roman ‘hardware’ — cities, fortifications and villages,
along with roads and waterways — legal documents such as Childebert II’s
decree and the Ripuarian Law-Code can be interpreted as ‘software’ that
was designed by kings and their lay and ecclesiastical advisers to frame the
functioning of a frontier society, to organise its defence, to encourage
immigration of military elites, to maintain public order and to Christianise
it. Several features such as the centena structure, the functions of the counts
and the use of the ban point to an extended military organisation. Wergild,
indicating a man’s worth, oath-bound political loyalty characterised as
‘man-like fidelity’ (fidelitas et leudesamio) and disciplina as a catchword of
public order suggest that political discourse within this society changed
significantly. It would be naive to assume that all of what the normative
texts tell us was easily put into practice. However, these texts themselves
formulated and maintained a certain level of expectation — and this in itself
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should be seen as a historical fact that was based upon manifold preconditions,
and for this reason should not be dismissed.
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Swords in Christian hands: reflections on

the emergence of the ‘Schwertmission’ in
the early Middle Ages

Uta Heil

In which respects did Christianity, or some Christians, or the Christian
Church, support a kind of militarisation in the early Middle Ages? One
phenomenon could partially answer this question and exemplify this develop-
ment, namely the so-called ‘Schwertmission’: the forced conversion to
Christianity through the use of violence and the threat of war.! This is a
new phenomenon of the early Middle Ages, as neither waging a missionary
war nor organising mass baptism is known in late antique Christianity.”
From the time of Constantine, however, it is taken for granted that the
almighty God supports the good and orthodox Christian emperor in his
campaigns and victories.’ In addition, most Christians accepted that one
could be a soldier and a good Christian at the same time, especially given
that after Constantine the accompanying pagan rites lost their validity.*
Nevertheless, waging war with the aim of converting the conquered to
Christianity was a new phenomenon, such as occurred during Charlemagne’s
Saxon wars. What led to the idea of ‘Schwertmission’?

Mauricius — mission by word

A good starting point is the story of Mauricius, a Christian soldier and the
commander of a Roman legion at the beginning of the fourth century, for
whom a vita has survived in two different versions, both dating to the
beginning of the fifth century. Eucherius of Lyon, a monk and later bishop
of Lyon (1 around 450), relates the story in his Passio Agaunensium martyrum
(around 435) in the following way.’

The Emperor Maximianus was a cruel persecutor of Christians who used
his military troops to track and kill Christians (ad extinguendum Christianitatis
nomen [MGH SRM, 3, 33,12, ed. Krusch]). The soldiers of one among
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these legions, the so-called Theban legion, however, were venerated for their
strength and bravery. This legion was composed of Christians: although
they used their bravery to serve the emperor, they were ultimately devoted
to Christ (erga imperatorem fortitudine, erga Christum devotione certabant
[33,191.]). When they were commanded to harass a multitude of Christians
they dared, unlike the other soldiers, to refuse this task and declared that
they would not obey commands of this kind. When Maximianus learned
the reply of the Theban legion, he became so angry that he ordered every
tenth person from that legion to be executed. According to Eucherius, the
emperor hoped that the other members of the legion would be terrified to
the extent that they would more easily yield to royal injunctions. Subsequently,
he renewed his command and ordered the remaining soldiers to persecute
the Christians (ut reliqui in persecutionem Christianorum cogantur [35,1£.]).
However, the troops once again refused. At this point, the greatest encourage-
ment to faith (incitamentum maximum fidei [35,15]) was given by Maurice,
who was then primicerius of that legion. Together with the campiductor/
drill master Exuperius and the senator militum Candidus, he encouraged
his fellow soldiers by exhorting and advising them individually.® According
to Eucherius, the soldiers together with Maurice composed the following
letter to the emperor:

We are your soldiers, O emperor, but God’s servants, nevertheless, a fact that
we freely confess. We owe military service to you, but our very existence to
Him; from you we have received pay for our toil, but from Him we have
received the origin of life. By no means can we follow an emperor in this, a
command for us to deny God our Father, especially since our Father is your
God and Father, whether you like it or not. Unless we are being forced on a
path so destructive that we give (God) offence in this manner, we will still
obey you as we have done hitherto; otherwise, we will obey Him rather than
you. We offer our hands, which we think wrong to sully with the blood of
innocents, against any enemy. Those right hands know how to fight against
wicked enemies, not how to torture pious citizens. We remember to take arms
for citizens rather than against citizens. We have always fought for justice,
piety, and the welfare of the innocent. This has been the price of dangers
hitherto faced. We have fought for faith; what faith will we keep with you at
all, if we do not exhibit faith to our God? We swore oaths to God first, oaths
to the king second; there is no need for you to trust us concerning the second,
if we break the first. You order us to seek out Christians for punishment. You
do not now have to seek out others on this charge, since you have us here
confessing: “We believe in God the Father, Maker of all and God His Son Jesus
Christ.” We have seen our allies in toils and dangers being butchered with
iron, and yet we neither wept nor grieved at the deaths of our most holy
fellow soldiers and the murder of our brothers, but we praised and rejoiced
in them, rather, since they had been deemed worthy to suffer for the Lord



198 Ethics of war

their God. And this final necessity of life does not now force us into rebellion.
That despair which is at its bravest amidst dangers has not even armed us
against you, O emperor. Behold! We hold arms and do not resist, because we
surely prefer to die rather than to live, and choose to perish as innocents rather
than to live as criminals. If you ordain any further measure against us, give
any further command, or direct any other measure, we are prepared to endure
fire, torture, and steel. We confess that we are Christians and cannot persecute
Christians.”

However, this pleading did not prevent the death of the soldiers: all of them
were killed by the command of the emperor. Many historical implausibilities
have led to the story being considered fictitious.® However, rather than
merely questioning the historicity of the story, it appears more fruitful to
look at Eucherius’ depiction of a Christian soldier. According to him, Christian
soldiers owed military service to the emperor, and would, in general, obey
him. They would offer their forces against the enemy and take up arms to
protect the empire’s citizens but would not fight against them. They fought
for justice, piety and the welfare of the innocent. Of course, Eucherius’
depiction is of the ideal Christian soldier, written from the perspective of a
just war theory as can be identified in the work of Augustine.” It was evidently
taken for granted that a Christian man could be a soldier — Augustine even
stated that an entirely Christian army would be the best army anyway."
Concurrently, the end of the fourth century marked the beginning of the
Christianisation of the Roman army through laws issued by Theodosius I,
especially after his defeat of the usurper Eugenius during the battle at the
River Frigidus (394)." Clearly, this development shaped people’s understanding
of what a Christian soldier should be.'? It was probably this context which
led Eucherius of Lyon to record the martyr story the way he did. A sword
in the hand of a Christian soldier correlates to the notion of just war, but
Christians at arms were not meant to persecute other Christians, nor were
they supposed to fight against innocent people — but rather protect them.
However, this is in no respect related to a Christian mission by sword.

De conversione Saxonum — mission by sword

Eucherius’ martyr story should be compared with a text written more than
300 years later, namely the poem De conversione Saxonum' attributed to
either Angilbert of Saint-Riquier or Paulinus of Aquileia. It was written in
777 or shortly after the first Saxon conquest.'* The De conversione Saxonum
is a piece of political poetry and a panegyric on the triumph of Charlemagne,
namely the conversion of the Saxons. In contrast to the Royal Frankish
Annals, in which the Saxon’s paganism and their baptism is only ‘presented
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in the context of political submission’ as a secondary issue, in the De
conversione Saxonum the conversion and baptism of the Saxons is in the
foreground and the central aim of the conquest.” According to Rabe,
Charlemagne ‘completes the work that Christ began’;'® it was he who brought
the Saxons to the waters of the salvation-bearing baptism:

This nation Charlemagne the prince, bravely girded with shining arms, crested
with pointed helmets, helped by the wonderful strength of the eternal judge,
he tamed through different destructions, through a thousand triumphs; and
through blood-bearing shields, through spears of war, through the strength
of virtues, through javelins smeared with gore, he crushed down and subjected
it to himself with a shimmering sword. He dragged the forest-worshipping
legions into the kingdoms of heaven ...

And afterwards poured over with the dew of salvation-bearing baptism,
under the name of the Father and the Son and the dear Holy Breath, by which
the only hope of our life stands firm; the Christ-worshipping rude ones, he
sent to the stars of heaven; he anointed with chrism those washed by holy
baptism, that they might already be able to rise above the smoky flames, and
he led the new progeny of Christ into the great hall."”

This text describes what we may define as ‘Schwertmission’: Charlemagne
as a Christian emperor is the agent or initiator; his main aim is Christianisa-
tion. The poem contemptuously describes the Saxons as pagans: ‘sprung
from depraved blood’ (line 28: pravo de sanguine creta), ‘a nation which
long ago was placing filthy gifts at polluted temples ... venerating the
abominable cults of demons, and princes, gods, penates’ (lines 30-34: sordida
pollutes quae pridem dona sacellis ... et demonum cultus colla ... suppliciter
venerans proceresque, deosque, penates)."® However, according to the Carmen,
Charlemagne brought these pagans to Christianity with divine help and
with his weapons.

On the one hand, the De conversione Saxonum mentions ‘barbaric rage
attacking flowing marrows’ (line 35: barbarica rabie fluxas grassante medullas)
as the main cause of the war, likely referring to the Saxon retaliation in
774 for the Frankish invasion of 772/2. This evokes the impression that
the campaign was justified as a defensive war against these Saxon attacks.
On the other hand, however, the text gives an essential theological interpreta-
tion of these events. It stresses the importance of Christianisation to justify
the conquest. According to De conversione Saxonum, Christ ‘had come
into the world for the sake of our salvation’ (line 39: 0b causam nostrae
in mundum venisse salutis) — and Charlemagne now had ‘led the new progeny
of Christ into the great hall’. In addition, the time is portrayed as a qualified
messianic time, as Charlemagne is reported to have finished the salvific
deeds of Christ through his wars against the Saxons. Therefore, Charlemagne’s
‘sword, normally the instrument of death, becomes in his inspired hand the
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transmitter of life, soaked with sacred power ... his sword brings form out
of chaos and life out of death’ because, as De conversione Saxonum proclaims,
Charlemagne, with his shimmering sword, dragged the forest-worshipping
legions into the kingdom of heaven."

Of course, this is an extreme and an enthusiastic panegyrical interpretation;
other contemporary texts reveal different estimations. Alcuin, as is well
known, displays particular reservations concerning these martial means for
conversion,? although he is in full accord with the general idea of Chris-
tianisation as the goal of conquest.”! In addition, current research mostly
suggests that, indeed, the conquest of the Saxons only subsequently was
interpreted as a missionary war with the aim to convert the Saxons to
Christianity, as historians like Matthias Becher,” Ludger Korntgen® or
Joachim Ehlers** have argued.

Nevertheless, the author of De conversione Saxonum had already composed
this poem as a panegyric, praising the emperor for his deeds — influenced by
biblical language, Christian millennialism, but also by Vergil’s fourth Ecloge,
as the editors have shown. Therefore, it is a mixture of Roman and Christian
heritage, adjusted for the praise of the king and warrior Charlemagne, who
is depicted as salvator mundi complementing the deeds of Christ.

Obviously, there is a huge difference between Eucherius of Lyon and this
poem. What has happened during the intervening years? What is the
background to these changes?*

Gregory the Great — mission by sword and by word

The writings of Gregory the Great (590-604) are of particular relevance.?
Gregory is often referred to as an important supporter of militant missionary
activities in modern secondary literature. Hans-Dietrich Kahl, for example,
the author of an often-cited reference work, wrote:

The marked general line of development, which shows the use of military
means in mission work outside the Church as a post-ancient apparition, cor-
responds to the fact that Augustine is not yet crown witness for this problem
... The decisive step is also here connected with ... Gregory the Great ...
Gregory did not give up his rejection of any immediate forced conversion. But
this Church teacher, who for the following period was apparently to become
much more decisive than Augustine, grasped another thought: it could be
necessary to prepare the preaching of the gospel among pagan peoples outside
the empire by their military subjugation, in whose protection then the peaceful
proclamation of the Church could unhindered unfold.*”

This estimation is confirmed by the reception of Gregory and his letters in
the medieval decretal testimony.”® Gregory’s letter to Gennadius, the exarch
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of Africa (I,73), is particularly interesting in this respect. It demonstrates
his conviction concerning the role and duties of rulers in the Roman Empire,
God’s holy commonwealth (res publica). Although living in a time when
the Merovingians had risen to power in Gaul like the Visigoths in Spain,
and although coming into contact with the emerging Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
of England, Gregory nonetheless argues from the perspective of the late
antique Christianised Roman Empire and was greatly influenced by the
developments in Constantinople from the time of Justinian. His six years
as papal apocrisarius in Constantinople between 579 and 586 also shaped
these views. As Matthew del Santo writes:

By the end of the sixth century, Justinian’s conception of the role of the emperor
had become an accepted element of the worldview of a wide section of Roman
Christian society. Both the empire and the emperor were now defined as being
expressly ‘Christian’, and were understood by contemporaries as imbued with
a special purpose in God’s merciful dispensation towards humankind. From
this flowed the almost unquestioned authority of the emperor and his agents
to intervene, where appropriate, the emperor enjoyed the right to count on
the unfailing prayers which the latter offered before God for the prosperity
of the Christian empire.”’

This Christianised Rome theory and growing symbiosis of the Church and
Empire form the background for Gregory’s praise of Gennadius with the
words quoted by Burchard and recorded in the Decretum Gratiani:

For where does loquacious praise of your merits not spread, which would
speak of wars you frequently rush into, not from a desire to pour out men’s
blood, but for the sake of extending the republic’s domain, in which we see
the worship of God, so that the name of Christ spreads in every direction
through the subject nations, by preaching the Faith?*°

The historical background was the ongoing rebellion of Mauretanian groups
against which Gennadius had been appointed to lead campaigns by Emperor
Tiberius I1.*" Interestingly, Gregory’s remark is not a solitary one; rather,
several equivalent passages exist.*> According to Gregory, the emperor and
his subordinate rulers had the duty to fight — with the help of the clergy — a
double war, namely to ‘resist adversaries to the Catholic Church in public
wars, for the sake of Christian people, and bravely to fight ecclesiastical
battles like a warrior of the Lord’. This quote comes from the other letter of
Gregory to Gennadius and is referenced in the Decretum Gratiani as well.”

Therefore, the Cristina Ricci’s conclusion in her study of ‘Gregory’s
Missions to the Barbarians’ must be amended. She writes that Gregory, ‘in
his relationships with the Lombards, Visigoths, Franks and Anglo-Saxons,
did not pursue an ideological programme aimed at assimilation of non-Roman
peoples into the political-religious sphere of the Roman-Byzantine Empire;
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his programme was rather pastoral and his horizon universal’.** However,
this appears to be a misleading anti-thesis: for Gregory, political assimilation
and pastoral care represented two sides of the same coin. As Robert Markus
states: ‘Gregory adhered to the Byzantine representation of the Germanic
nations as subject by divine providence to the universal Empire.’*

Gregory’s letters to Sardinia are also important to understand the develop-
ment of the concept of ‘Schwertmission’.’* Many of them deal with the
pagans on the island, the so-called Barbaricini. In the spring of 594, Gregory
sent his fellow bishop Felix and the monk Cyriacus to Sardinia, marking
Gregory’s first missionary activity and a kind of forerunner of his missionary
plan for England. In one letter (IV,23), he advises the nobles and landowners
in Sardinia to restrain the peasants (rusticos) on their estates from idolatry
and argues that the end of the world and judgement are at hand. In a letter
to Januarius, the bishop of Cagliari (IV,26), he complains about peasants
persisting in paganism and recommends drastic measures, namely: if a peasant
is found with such perfidy and obstinacy that he does not consent to come
to God, he must be crushed with such heavy burden of tax, that he is forced
to seek righteousness quickly through the very penalty of taxation.?”

In an additional letter to the duke Hospiton of the Barbaricini, who
seems to have converted at an earlier date, Gregory advises the duke to
‘prove his faith with good acts’, namely, ‘to offer to Christ what is in your
power’: he should gather ‘as many as you can, and have them baptised,
warning them to love eternal life’. As before, the Barbaricini ‘live like
senseless animals ... worshipping sticks and stones’ — as Gregory describes
their paganism in blatant terms.’® If, however, the duke could not achieve
this, he was at least to support the missionary activities of Felix and Cyriacus.
As Jeffrey Richards writes: ‘Just at the time when Felix and Cyriacus arrived
in Sardinia, the military commander of the empire, Zabardas, had brought
the Barbaricini a severe defeat and had insisted — perhaps at the suggestion
of the papal representatives — that conversion to the Christian faith be
included in the establishment of the conditions of peace.”* Therefore, in
another letter, Gregory praises the duke Zabardas of Sardinia for his support
of his missionaries and for ‘making peace with the Barbaricini, on the
condition that you bring the same Barbaricini to the service of Christ’.*
Later, in 599, he advises Januarius of Cagliari to arrest those unwilling to
better themselves and repent, and, ‘if they are slaves, to beat them with
lashes and torments, by which they might achieve purification’.*!

In sum, these letters show the same ecclesiastical claims and imperially
driven missionary activities as can be seen in Gregory’s letter to Gennadius
in Africa. It is noteworthy that Gregory did not differentiate between pagans,
heretics and schismatics, as has sometimes been stated.** As already mentioned,
Gregory’s desire to Christianise the pagans or correct the error of heretics
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and schismatics was, in addition, the result of his conviction that the end
of the world was fast approaching.” This belief thereby led to his missionary
activities, because the universal growth of the Christian community, even
at the furthest reaches of the Earth (where e.g. the Anglo-Saxons lived),
was the next step in God’s salvation history. This was probably the background
for the passages mentioned above, which show Gregory losing patience and
demanding sustained threats against pagans and heretics.

Interestingly, Gregory also states that conversion by force and baptism
under constraint would be useless unless accompanied by preaching: ‘For
when anyone approaches the baptismal font not due to the sweetness of
preaching but under constraint, he returns to his former superstition from
where he seemed to be reborn, and dies in a worse state.”** But this is just
one — and often quoted — passage in the many letters of Gregory. And a
close look at the text reveals that Gregory did not criticise the use of force
in itself, but rather the use of force alone. Obviously, he was convinced that
preaching was as compelling and persuasive as secular violence.

Comparison

Gregory’s thoughts could be summarised as ‘mission by sword and word’.
The inherited Christianised Rome theory, the impact of Justinian’s empire
and the expectation of the fast-approaching end of the world created the
background for his many commands for imperial governors and clerics to
compel pagans and heretics to abandon their errors. In contrast to the
Carmen de conversione Saxonum, Burchard of Worms, and the Decretum
Gratiani, Gregory’s horizon was the Roman Empire, considered as having
been granted by God a special role in salvation history. This perspective is
also apparent in the previously cited quotation from Gregory’s letter to
Gennadius.” Interestingly, the reception of Vergil in the Carmen also
demonstrates the presence of a Christianised Rome theory.

In contrast to the Carmen de conversion Saxonum, however, Gregory
argues for cooperation of Church and Empire, of imperial force and eccle-
siastical preaching, of sword and word. This difference is obviously also
the result of the genre, as the Carmen was written to praise the Emperor
Charlemagne; Gregory, however, wrote letters of advice to clerics and rulers.
However, other aspects are similar: the possibility of using military force
as a ‘convincing’ corrective measure, the apocalyptic estimation that the
end of the world was fast approaching, and the heritage of a Christianised
Rome theology.

It is impossible to decide whether the ideas of Gregory and the Carmen
de conversione Saxonum promoted a growing militarisation of society in
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the Early Middle Ages or if one has to describe it the other way around:
that a growing militarisation led to new ideas about Christianisation rising
out of the heritage of Christianised Rome theology. However, Gregory’s
heritage is indeed decisive as the reception of his letters in the Decretum
Gratiani demonstrate.*

Notes
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can. 3; Toledo in 400, can 8; Chalcedon in 451, can 7). For further information,
see the literature in note 4.
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Charlemagne (in Allott, ep. 56 on pp. 72-4) that preaching must come first,
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(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014).
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baptism and catechism (What makes a Christian? Is baptism more important than
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Anglo-Saxons (note 46). On Gregory, compare B. Neil and M. Dal Santo (eds),
Companion to Gregory the Great (Leiden: Brill, 2013). See also the literature
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Translated from original, Kahl, ‘Die ersten Jahrhunderte’, pp. 62-64.
Burchard of Worms, Decretorum libri XX (PL 140, 537-1058) presents in c. 15
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Gennadius, exarch of Ravenna (I,73), to Brunhild (XI,46), to Theoderich of the
Franks (X1,47), and to Asclepiodorus (XI,43). This was obviously inspiration
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Gennadius (I,72) and from another letter to Brunhild (VIIL4), in the famous
chapter on ‘just war’ (second part, causa 23; see note 9) — all in the context
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of the related question (q. 4): An vindicta sit inferenda? Letters of Gregory
are edited by D. Norberg (CCSL, 140 and 140A; Turnhout: Brepols, 1982);
an English translation: J. R. C. Martyn, The Letters of Gregory the Great.
Translated with introduction and notes (Rome: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 2004).

M. Dal Santo, ‘Gregory the Great, the empire and the emperor’, in B. Neil and
M. Dal Santo (eds), Companion to Gregory the Great (Leiden: Brill, 2013),
pp. 57-81, here p. 68; compare also R. Markus, Gregory the Great and his world
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), ch. 6: Christiana respublica.
Gregory, ep. 1,73 (CCSL, 140, 81,8-82,2 ed. Norberg): Vbi enim meritorum
uestrorum loquax non discurrit opinio, quae et bella uos frequenter appetere
non desiderio fundendi sanguinis sed dilatandae causa rei publicae, in qua deum
coli conspicimus, loqueretur, quatenus christi nomen per subditas gentes fidei
praedicatione circumquaque discurreret. Compare above note 28.

D. L. Wilhite, Ancient African Christianity. An introduction to a unique
context and tradition (London: Routledge, 2017), pp. 301-8; J. Patout Burns
and R. M. Jensen (eds), Christianity in Roman Africa: The development of its
practices and beliefs (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2014), pp. 80-2.
Compare Gregory, ep. 1,59 to Gennadius; ep. VILS (CCSL, 140, 452.163-6,
ed. Norberg) to Patriarch Cyriacus of Constantinople: priests must pray for the
emperor, ut omnipotens deus eorum pedibus barbaras nationes subiciat, longa
eis et felicia tempora concedat, quatenus per christianum imperium ea quae in
christo est fides regnet.

Gregory, ep. 1,72 (CCSL, 140, 80,5-8 ed. Norberg): ... cum et forensibus bellis
aduersariis catholicae ecclesiae pro christiano populo uehementer obsistitis, et
ecclesiastica proelia sicut bellatores domini fortiter dimicatis. He later mentioned
that the Donatists in north Africa as well as those bishops who resisted the
condemnation of the so-called Three Chapters were heretics and schismatics.
C. Ricci, ‘Gregory’s mission to the barbarians’, in B. Neil and M. Dal Santo
(eds), Companion to Gregory the Great (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 29-56, here
pp. 55-6.

Markus, Gregory, p. 164.

Compare J. Richards, Gregor der Grofle. Sein Leben — seine Zeit (Graz: Styria,
1983), pp. 241-4.

Gregory, ep. IV,26 (CCSL, 140, 245,19-22 ed. Norberg).

Gregory, ep. IV,27 (CCSL, 140, 246,2-10 ed. Norberg). See also ep. V,38.
Richards, Gregor der Grofle, p. 243: ‘Eben zu dem Zeitpunkt, als Felix und
Cyriacus in Sardinien eintrafen, hatte der militiarische Reichsbefehlshaber
Zabardas den Barbaricini eine schwere Niederlage beigebracht und bei der
Festlegung der Friedensbedingungen darauf bestanden — vielleicht auf Vorschlag
der papstlichen Bevollmachtigten —, dass die Bekehrung zum christlichen Glauben
mit eingeschlossen sei.’

Gregory, ep. IV,25 (CCSL, 140, 244,7-8, ed. Norberg): ... quod eo pacto cum
barbaricinis facere pacem disponitis, ut eosdem barbaricinos ad christi seruitium
adducatis.
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Gregory, ep. I1X,205 (CCSL, 140A, 764,29-37, ed. Norberg): Quos tamen
emendare se a talibus atque corrigere nolle reppereris, feruenti comprehendere
zelo te uolumus et, siquidem serui sunt, uerberibus cruciatibus que quibus
ad emendationem peruenire ualeant, castigare. See also Gregory, ep. XI,12
(congratulation to Spesindeo in converting and baptizing many natives and
provincials). Also ep. VIII,19 to Agnellus of Terracina about paganism; ep. XI,37
to King Aethelbert on destroying pagan temples and persecuting idolatry. See
also above note 28.

Kahl, ‘Die ersten Jahrhunderte’, but compare Markus, Gregory, p. 81: he ‘did
not make a sharp distinction’.

On this see the contribution of A. Fiirst, ‘Christliche Friedensethik von Augustinus
bis Gregor dem GrofSen — Religion, Politik und Krieg am Ende der Antike’, in
G. Beestermoller (ed.), Friedensethik im friihen Mittelalter: Theologie zwischen
Kritik und Legitimation von Gewalt (Munster: Aschendorff, 2014), pp. 19-52,
here pp. 39-44 (although he is not dealing with Gregory’s missionary activities);
Markus, Gregory, pp. 51-67; L. E. von Padberg, Mission und Christianisierung.
Formen und Folgen bei Angelsachsen und Franken im 7. und 8. Jabrbundert
(Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1995), pp. 42—6.

Gregory, ep. 1,45 about conversion of Jews in Gaul (CCSL, 140, 59,18-20,
ed. Norberg): Dum enim quispiam ad baptismatis fontem non praedicationis
suauitate sed necessitate peruenerit, ad pristinam superstitionem remeans inde
deterius moritur, unde renatus esse uidebatur.

See note 30.

On the wide reception of Gregory among the Anglo-Saxons (Bede) and also
the Carolingians, compare C. J. Mews and C. Renkin, ‘The legacy of Gregory
the Great in the Latin west’, in B. Neil and M. J. Dal Santo (eds), Companion
to Gregory the Great (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 315-41; see also CCSL, 140,
pp- V=XII on the manuscripts and letter collections. Interestingly the passages
quoted above were not taken from those letters which do deal with Gregory’s
famous initiative to send missionaries to the Anglo-Saxons, where we can detect
different estimations on missionary methods. See R. A. Markus, ‘Gregory the
Great and a papal missionary strategy’, in G. J. Cuming (ed.), The mission of
the Church and the propagation of the faith (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 29-38, about Gregory changing his attitude in the context of
his Anglo-Saxon missionary activities. Perhaps this formed the background for
Alcuin’s critique (see above note 20).



13

‘Holy wars’? ‘Religious wars’?
The perception of religious motives of
warfare against non-Christian enemies in
ninth-century chronicles

Hans-Werner Goetz

To discuss the perception and comprehension of war and ‘the military’
within the aims of the current volume, the Christianisation of warfare is
an important factor. As a small contribution within this larger frame, I have
chosen a very specific theme that nevertheless seems to be typically medieval:
the religious (or religiously motivated) war in Carolingian times as it was
perceived by contemporary chroniclers of the ninth century (whose convictions
need not, of course, be identical with those who waged these wars). My
general question, therefore, is: are early medieval wars perceived as ‘religious
wars’? While we possess a huge number of studies on medieval wars and
warfare, including its religious aspects, it may seem astonishing that this
question, as far as a concrete religious legitimisation of wars is concerned,
has been widely neglected or is discussed controversially.

Some terminological and methodological explications are necessary in
advance. In early medieval Christianised society, religious ideas and acts of
piety were widespread in all spheres of life, including warfare, in a mutual
process: a Christianisation of warfare as well as a militarisation of religious
thinking. The ‘militarisation of the Church’! results necessarily from the
Christianisation of the pagan realms (beginning as early as with the late
antique Roman Empire and continued in the successor states), a process
which inevitably also extends to early medieval warfare. There can be no
doubt, as Laury Sarti has shown, that medieval wars could be approved by
the Church as early as in Merovingian times,” that war, as Thomas Scharff
has analysed before, was further Christianised in the Carolingian era® and,
following the comprehensive study of David Bachrach, in Ottonian times.*
Bishops and clerics participated in wars and battles,” God was expected to
intervene in battles and Christ and the saints served as ‘assistants in battles’.®
Consequently, prayers and sacral rites accompanied wars’ to implore God
for help, and the outcomes of battles were interpreted as judgements of
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God (or ordeals),® while defeats or hostile attacks were perceived as a
punishment of sins.” All this has been frequently emphasised in pertinent
studies and can be assumed to be well known.

Comparisons of contemporary wars with those of the Israelites in the
Old Testament,'® the metaphorical application of a martial terminology to
monks and saints who are frequently even comprehended as ‘warriors of
Christ’ (‘milites Christi’)'" in religious texts, the veneration of military saints
(such as Victor or Maurice),' or the comprehension of Christian life as
such and particularly monastic life as a constant fight against the devil
further complete this picture and contribute to a ‘Christianisation of war’"?
and a ‘militarisation of “the Holy”>." Other studies have expressly emphasised
a close relation between Christianity and violence." All this is 7ot an expres-
sion of a developing ‘military society’, but of one already established and
integrated into Christian rule. It shows that medieval wars were constantly
religiously ‘undergirded’ or ‘piously waged’. Decidedly exaggerating this
fact, Notker Balbulus lets Charlemagne, on his way to the conquest of
Pavia, command the erection of a complete small stone church, decorated
with pictures, within a few hours.'

It seems small wonder that ‘Holy War’ has become a current expression
for medieval warfare!” as early as in the early Middle Ages (as for the early
‘Reconquista’ by Alexander Bronisch),'® although the term is more often
restricted to the times of the Crusades and beyond.!"” However, here we face
a great terminological problem, because in medieval nomenclature no
conceptual equivalent for a ‘holy (or sacred) war’ (‘bellum sacrum’ or ‘bellum
sanctum’) exists,”’ while a ‘bellum iustum’ is more or less a precondition
of each medieval war,*' but not necessarily religiously motivated.

These circumstances call for a more specific definition of the term: ‘Holy
war’ is a modern artificial term, dependent on the respective definition, but
used far from unequivocally.”” How, then, can it be defined? When Carl
Erdmann, in his fundamental study on the concept of the Crusades, conceives
a ‘holy war’ as ‘each war that is regarded as a religious action or as being
related somehow else to religion’,* there would be no medieval war that
was not ‘holy’ (as Erdmann himself realises® in order to distinguish the
Crusades as a completely different dimension).” However, Bronisch’s definition
of a ‘holy war’ as a war that is ordered by God out of divine providence,
according to the examples of the Old Testament,? is equally problematic,
because we can hardly find any medieval war where this is explicitly confirmed.
When, in contrast, Helen Nicholson thinks that ‘““Holy war”, in Christian
terms, was war against the enemies of Christendom’,”” every war against
non-Christians would be ‘holy’ (which is not the impression we get from
our sources). In medieval terms, every war seems somehow religious, but
almost none is ‘holy’.
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Religious allusions are characteristic of every war including wars among
Christians which may be perceived as being ‘just’, but cannot be fought for
the sake of faith. When Nithard, a partisan of Charles the Bald and far
from being impartial, reports on the civil war between the sons of Louis
the Pious, he lets Charles’s followers reassure their king that he could rely
on their and God’s aid, because his cause was just;*® before the battle,
Charles went to Saint-Denis to implore God’s help.?” Later, he and Louis
sent envoys who should conjure Lothar to remember the Almighty God
and give peace to his brothers and the whole Church; otherwise, with their
activities being just, they could rely on God’s assistance.*® When this turned
out to be of no avail, they were ready to fight ‘against their will’ and
challenged Lothar to face up to ‘the judgement of the Almighty God’.*!
After their victory, the bishops of the victorious party hastened to confirm
that the allies had fought exclusively for justice and equity which, as they
thought, was manifestly confirmed by God’s judgement; thus everyone
involved was God’s innocent instrument.*? According to the Annals of Fulda,
the three brothers even deliberately began the battle (of Fontenay) in order
to seek God’s judgement therein.* Certainly, this fratricidal war was a
particularly delicate affair that had to be specifically legitimised. Nevertheless,
it is remarkable that a justification of the just party was effected by all
religious arguments that were possible, although it was clearly not a fight
for one’s faith.

When, some thirty years later, Charles the Bald attacked the realm of his
nephew Louis the Younger, the young king, according to the Annals of
Fulda, similarly admonished his uncle to keep peace, since it was forbidden
to wage war even against foreign peoples unless they had refused peace,
and he reminded him of their kinship and his inheritance, and of his promises
on oath to his father, and warned him against the inherent danger for the
Christian people: God granted victory independently of the dimension of
the armies.** The chronicler comments on Louis’s victory with the words:
‘Without any doubt this battle against Charles has been fought from heaven.’*
Religious allusions in these two examples show clearly (and many more
would confirm this impression) that in Carolingian times every war — even
those between relatives — was perceived under religious auspices and that
wars were interpreted according to religious criteria, thus demonstrating a
Christianisation of warfare as a whole.

However, precisely because this applies to every war it still does not make
it a ‘religious war’. Such a classification calls for a subtler definition and
should be restricted to wars with explicitly religious motives:* to wars that
are led for the sake of one’s own faith.?” At least this is what I shall understand
by this term in this chapter, in order to avoid confusion. In this sense,
however, wars against other Christians can be considered to be just and
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rely on God’s help, but they can never be waged for the sake of faith.
Consequently a ‘religious war’ can be led exclusively against enemies of a
different faith (who, in medieval terms, are not merely non-Christians, but
‘unbelievers’, infideles). Constant hostile attitudes towards such ‘unbelievers’
provide a fertile breeding ground for wars against them in a Christian
society. Nevertheless, since the motive is decisive, not every war against
members of other religions is necessarily perceived as a ‘religious war’ either.
Ninth-century chroniclers (and warriors) are well aware of their enemies
being non-Christians, but often enough this is not particularly emphasised,
and it usually does not represent the reason for a war. Thus, to be classified
as a ‘religious war’ three preconditions should be fulfilled: they should be
described, interpreted and justified by religious elements, directed towards
non-Christians, and have religious motives. Consequently, my initial question
ought to be refined: (how far) are wars against non-Christians in the ninth
century perceived as ‘religious wars’ waged for the sake of faith; that is, in
a wider spectrum, is Christianity a reason for warfare?

In the following, I shall briefly recall the very different assessments in
current research concerning religious motives, on the basis of Charlemagne’s
Saxon and Hispanic wars, and subsequently ask whether medieval authors
of the Carolingian period emphasised and perceived such religious motives
(while they certainly perceived religious features), through two examples: the
defensive warfare against Viking attacks in Carolingian chronicles and the
(defensive and aggressive) wars in northern Spain in the Asturian chronicles.

For a long time, Charlemagne’s Saxon campaigns have been regarded as
religious wars (and were indubitably interpreted this way in retrospect even
by Saxon authors, such as Widukind of Corvey). Recently, however, such
a classification has been contested, because the oldest, more or less contem-
porary source, the Frankish Royal Annals, does not mention such a motive
during the first years of warfare.”® Nevertheless, Charlemagne’s very first
attack resulted in the destruction of the pagan sacred site at the Eresburg,”
and there can be no doubt that the conversion of the Saxons and the
Christianisation of Saxony soon became a primary goal in the course of
political conquest.

Conversely, in a recent article from 2016,*° Samuel Ottewil-Soulsby still
pre-assumes that Charlemagne’s wars were religiously motivated and he
attempts to demonstrate that his Spanish campaign against the Saracens (the
only case for which no religious motives have been claimed)*' has equally
to be interpreted as religious warfare, rightly defined by himself as a war
where ‘one of the major stated or implied aims of the parties involved is the
protection and propagation of their faith’.** However, his five arguments
are not convincing from the point of view of medieval perceptions: the
fact that the Saracens are recognised and judged as non-Christians* is a
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precondition of a religious war, but does not testify to religious motives;
the fact that Pope Hadrian 1, in his letter to Charlemagne, compares the
Spanish campaign with the destruction of the Egyptian Pharaoh in the Red
Sea,* confers an exegetical interpretation and relevance to the episode, but
it does not say anything about the motives nor does it necessarily describe
Charlemagne’s own motives;* furthermore, it is applicable (and applied) to
every war.* The same applies even more to a war liturgy:*” people prayed
to God for assistance before every war.*® Similarly, the granting of charters
and donations to individual followers* is a completely normal procedure
and not at all a proof of a religious war. In any case, Charlemagne does
not merely become a defender of faith because the Saracens are the enemies
of the Christians.’® None of the proffered arguments is convincing and the
conclusion ‘that from the early 780s Charlemagne portrayed his wars in Spain
as in aid of protecting Christians against a common non-Christian enemy’
and that ‘religion was an important factor’,’! is by no means conclusive.
These arguments testify to religious interpretations, but not to a religious
war as Ottewill-Soulsby himself defines it. Moreover, Charlemagne occupied
the Saracen town of Zaragoza/Saragossa and took hostages, whereas he
destroyed the (Christian) Basque town of Pamplona completely!’* Thus, in
this case, his actions against rebelling Christians seem to be even harsher
than against the non-Christian Saracens. Religious motives of the campaigns
against the Muslims certainly cannot be excluded, but they must by no
means be a priori assumed.

What do the sources really reveal? My first case study is the Christian
defence against the attacks of the pagan Vikings in the ninth century where
we find greatly diverging perceptions. If we look to the Annales Vedastini,
the Vikings are merely called Nortmanni throughout and are simply (very
cruel) enemies whose attacks had to be repelled. They are never even classified
as pagans (although the authors, of course, knew this fact).”® In contrast,
the Annales Xantenses lay clear emphasis on the religious difference. In the
very first encounter ‘pagans raided the Christians in many places’,”* and
henceforth the Vikings are classified as gentiles® or pagani*® who afflicted
the Christians: ‘Paganity habitually inflicted damage on Christianity from
the north’;>” in this sentence, the collective nouns (gentilitas, Christianitas)
make a single attack even resemble a kind of ‘clash of religions’. The Annals
of Fulda, in their earlier parts, again, report frequently on Viking raids
without religious allusions. It is not until 854 that the author interprets the
quarrel within the Danish royal family that nearly extinguished all its members
as God’s revenge for the sacrileges against his saints.’”® We have to wait
nearly a further twenty years until 873 for the next pertinent report when
the inhabitants of sites in the county of Albdag refused to pay tribute to
the Viking leader Hruodolf and his men who threatened to kill them all,
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‘ignorant of the revenge from heaven that was to pursue him’, while the
Christians defended themselves ‘by invoking the name of God who had
liberated them frequently from their enemies’.’”” An allegedly clear sign of
religious motives is the speech with which King Arnulf addressed his army
before the battle against the marauding Vikings at the river Dyle in 891:
the king referred to ‘those who worship God’ (thus separating the Christians
from the pagan Vikings) ‘who had always been invincible while defending
their country under God’s grace’, and he recalled how those enemies, raging
in a most pagan manner, had shed the pious blood of their ‘parents’, destroyed
God’s churches in their country and killed His high-ranking priests.® The
Frankish victory is interpreted accordingly: ‘By God’s assisting grace the
victory fell to the Christians.”®* Thus, Arnulf interprets the pending battle
as a fight for God to avenge the destruction of churches and priests as well
as for their country and their ancestors whose bloodshed should be avenged.
Political and religious motives intertwine in his argument. This is indeed a
fight for God and faith, although not necessarily a ‘holy war’ against pagans,
but concentrating on concrete, defensive reasons. Thus, chroniclers (sometimes)
refer to religious motives as well as religious aid (by God), together with
political motives, particularly to incite a spirit of defence against the furiously
attacking pagans, but they are not really represented much differently from
reports on wars between Christians. It is still confidence in God and divine
aid that led to victories and Christian sins that prevented them.

My second case study is based on the so-called Chronicles of Alfonso 111
of Asturia and their reports on military encounters with the Saracens.®
According to Bronisch, the early ‘Reconquista’ is a ‘holy war’ in the sense
that it was ordered and led by God.*® Again, however, allusions to faith
remain scarce (and are mostly concealed in biblical verses or comparisons)
with most encounters recorded in political rather than religious terms. When,
in the very beginning, the defeat of the Visigothic King Roderick by the
invading Arabs is interpreted as a divine punishment for abandoning God,**
this would be the precise opposite of a ‘religious war’ fought for one’s
faith.®® Following on from that, the chroniclers frequently report on victories
over the ‘Chaldaeans’ without explicitly mentioning their faith (which,
however, is more or less inherent in this term).®® Often enough, the Muslims
were the aggressors.®” Where the Asturians penetrated Islamic territories it
seems conspicuous that even after their victories they quickly returned to
their own countries:*® obviously conquest was not their aim (or within their
capabilities).®” The Asturian kings even received Muslim refugees (and if
they were fought, this was not the result of their faith but rather of their
repeated rebellions).”” Moreover, there were times of negotiations and peace.”!
It is equally noticeable that by Spania all the authors throughout do not
mean their own patria (Asturias), but the Islamic territory.”>
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Where faith is concerned, we find these rather traditional allusions.
Sometimes (but not often) the ‘Christians’ are adversaries of the Saracens
or Chaldaeans,” making it clear that the authors are well aware of the
religious difference without emphasising it. It seems more remarkable that
the victories of the Asturians are achieved by God’s help,” although, again,
as emphasised above, this would also be possible in any other war. The
only clearer allusion is the well-known episode concerning Pelayo, the founder
of the Asturian kingdom in the Pyrenees, and the following Battle of
Cavadonga more than a century and a half before the chronicle was written.”
In the famous (fictitious) dialogue between Pelayo and the first known
Mozarab bishop, Oppa, handed down only in the Versio Rotensis, it is
ironically the bishop who pleads for subjection under the Saracens, whereas
the king wants to fight for liberty, recalling the biblical verse” that God
lets the church grow large again from a mustard seed”” (that is, relying on
His help against a superior enemy).” Pinning all his hope on Christ, the
king prophesies that his small mountain might be the starting point for the
welfare of Spain and the recuperation of the army of the Visigothic people,
as a fulfilment of David’s prophecy through Pelayo’s people.” The Chronicle
of Albelda, although omitting the dialogue between Pelayo and Oppa, goes
one step further by interpreting the death of the Saracen leader Munnuza
in this battle as the liberation of the Christian people: ‘Sicque ex tunc reddita
est libertas populo Xp(ist)iano.”®® Obviously, Pelayo’s victory is stylised as
a defence of Christianity and a model for the future.

For the moment, Pelayo’s victories achieved no more than securing the
small Christian country, although the prophecies may use a past fiction in
order to summon the present (the age of Alfonso III) to a reconquest of
Islamic Spain. However, first, such a concept is #ot pursued like a red thread
through the whole chronicle; second, there are no direct indications of a
religious war under Pelayo’s successors up to Alfonso II1.*' In a poem about
the king, his campaigns against Basques and Arabs are mentioned in the
same breath, but here his victories are labelled sacra uictoria through Christ’s
help.®* Third, nevertheless, even these campaigns against non-Christian
enemies resemble political rather than religious wars: the authors do not
lay special emphasis on the difference in religion, let alone religious motives.
Thus, it may be significant that the most distinct indication of religion is
retrospective and refers back to the very beginnings of the Asturian kingdoms.
However, even if the prophecies are a plea to the present to reconquer the
whole country (and note: the country!) from the Saracens, this resembles a
political reconquest rather than a religious one that is at the most implied
by the evident fact that it is a fight against unbelievers.

This seems different in the so-called Prophetical Chronicle®® which embeds
the prophecy in the fulfilment of the Old Testament: it begins with an alleged
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quotation of the prophet Ezekiel who called on the Israelites to turn against
Ishmael (while identifying Gog with the Goths),** and it predicts that the
audaciousness of the enemies will be completely destroyed within 170 years,
returning peace to the Church, and hopes that Alfonso (III) will reign over
all of Spain.*® At the end, the author expects revenge on the Saracens the
very next year to liberate the children of God from the power of the devil
and the yoke of the Ishmaelites.*® This is not yet a ‘holy war’, but nevertheless
a prophecy directed against the Saracens by applying a prophecy from the
Old Testament to their imminent destruction. However, it is small wonder
that this chronicle was not continued.

From the perspective of the Christianisation of warfare under the specific
aspect of ‘religious wars’, ‘militarisation’ resembles not so much (as with
James and Sarti) a lack of differentiation between the military and the civil,’”
but rather a lack of differentiation between religion and politics in warfare.
Moreover, regarding the religious connotations of early medieval wars, first,
we have to distinguish sharply between religious activities in and religious
interpretations of these wars on the one hand and genuine ‘religious wars’
as being motivated by faith on the other, that is, whether faith is (or is
perceived as) the decisive motive of a war, an aspect that seems to have
been widely neglected by former research. There can be no doubt that
Carolingian chroniclers perceived warfare from a political as well as a
religious perspective — and it would be anachronistic to contrast both aspects
as mutually exclusive. Religious allusions, actions and interpretations permeate
the pertinent reports (and certainly also warfare itself) throughout. Thus,
a Christian ‘religionisation’ of warfare cannot be overlooked. However,
such religious characterisations can refer to every (Christian) war. They are
particularly applied where a thorough legitimation seems necessary. Neverthe-
less, they are seldom predominant and almost always intermingled with
political motives.

Second, the authors thus do not make any difference between wars against
Christians and those against unbelievers as far as their religious allusions
and interpretations are concerned, and they could not even have expressed
such a distinction terminologically: ‘religious war’ and ‘holy war’ are modern,
not medieval classifications, although every war is conducted under religious
auspices.

Finally, not every war against ‘unbelievers’ is stylised as a ‘religious war’
either. In fact, religious motives in the sense of fighting for the sake of faith
occur but are very rare and refer to cases of defence rather than conquest.
‘Religious war’ (in this sense) is not something beyond early medieval
imagination (and, in any case, not an invention of the Crusade era, which
rather seems to be a consequence of such ideas), but it is far from being
predominant.
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It is self-evident that my few examples should be reappraised by an overall
enquiry into this theme. So far, it seems that wars are perceived (and
conducted) throughout under religious perspectives. If militarisation applies
to society as a whole,*® in a Christian society war is being (and has to be)
‘Christianised’. Nevertheless, however unquestionable Christianisation of
warfare was in Carolingian times, this does not go to the extent of perceiving
all wars, particularly against non-Christians, as ‘religious wars’ on principle
in the sense of being waged for the sake of faith.
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pacem fratribus suis universeque ecclesiae Dei. ... sin aliter, aiebant se divino
ex munere suffragium absque dubio sperare posse, si omne quod iustum est
vellent.” The same conjuration was repeated before the Battle of Fontenay (ibid.,
11,10, pp. 25f).

Ibid., p. 27: ‘aut nosset illos in crastinum ... ad omnipotentis Dei iudicium,
quod illis absque illorum voluntate mandaverat, esse venturos’.

Ibid., 11,1, p. 28: ‘Quam ob rem unanimes ad concilium omnes episcopi con-
fluunt, inventumaque in conventu publico est, quod pro sola iusticia et aequitate
decertaverint et hoc Dei iuditio manifestum effectum sit ac per hoc inmunis
ommnis Dei minister in hoc negotio haberi.’

Annales Fuldenses, a. 841, ed. F. Kurze, MGH SRG, 7 (Hanover: Hahn, 1891),
p. 32: ‘ferro decernendum et Dei iudicio causam examinandam decreverunt’.
Ibid., a. 876, p. 87: ““Cur ascendisti ad bellandum contra mes quandoquidem nec
exteris gentibus bellum est (antiquo populo penitus) inferre praeceptum, nisi pacem
oblatam respuerint. Revertere, quaeso, pacifice in regnum tuum et esto contentus
gloriae tuae et noli regnum nobis a genitore nostro iure haereditario derelictum
more tyrannico invadere et iura propinquitatis, quae inter nos naturaliter existunt,
huiuscemodi factionibus violare. Memento etiam sacramentorum (tuorum),
quae patri meo non semel neque bis praestitisti; simulque considera periculum
christianae plebis, si in hac pertinacia inrevocabiliter persistere volueris. Esto,
forsitan confidis in multitudine exercitus tui, quem de diversis locis conduxisti,
et ideo te bella movere delectat. Quare ergo non cogitas, quia ‘apud Deum
impossibile non est liberare in multis et in paucis’ (1. Macc 3,18)? Refrena
igitur animum tuum ab buiuscemodi appetitu, quoniam ea, quae te peragere
arbitraris, qualem exitum habeant, penitus ignoras™.

Ibid., p. 89: ‘In hoc certamine contra Karolum procul dubio caelitus dimicatum
est.

Compare J. Burkhardt, ‘Religionskrieg’, Theologische Realenzyklopddie, 28 (1997),
681-7, who defines a ‘religious war’ as a war where religion has any impact on
the character of warfare or on the motives of the participants. Since the first
criterion applies to every war, the motives actually are the decisive element; see
also E. W. Graf, ‘Sakralisierung von Kriegen. Begriffs- und problemgeschichtliche
Erwiagungen’, in Schreiner, Heilige, pp. 1-30, particularly pp. 13-23.

While a historian of Early Modern Europe, K. Repgen, ‘Was ist ein Religionskrieg?’
Zeitschrift fiir Kirchengeschichte, 97 (1986), 334-49, denies the existence of
religious wars in this sense in the Middle Ages, another historian of that period,
M. Pohlig, ‘Religitse Gewalt? Begriffliche Uberlegungen an Beispielen des konfes-
sionellen Zeitalters’, Saeculum, 65 (2015), 115-34, here 124-9, defines the term
using five criteria, of which four would apply very well to the Middle Ages: the
conviction that one’s own religion is the only true faith, the fact that religion
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and politics are closely intertwined and that religious and biblical legitimisation
serves as a pool for violence, but also that religious confessions are politically
mandatory.

Compare M. Becher, ‘Der Prediger mit eiserner Zunge. Die Unterwerfung und
Christianisierung der Sachsen durch Karl den Groflen’, in H. Kamp and M. Kroker
(eds), Schwertmission. Gewalt und Christianisierung im Mittelalter (Paderborn:
Schoéningh, 2013), pp. 23-52; W. Hartmann, ‘Heidenkrieg bei Karl dem GrofSen?’
in G. Beestermoller (ed.), Friedensethik im friihen Mittelalter. Theologie zwischen
Kritik und Legitimation von Gewalt, Studien zur Friedensethik, 46 (Baden-Baden:
Nomos, 2014), pp. 149-74.

See B. S. Bachrach, Charlemagne’s early campaigns (768-777). A diplomatic
and military analysis, History of Warfare, 82 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 230-9.
S. Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘““Those same cursed Saracens”. Charlemagne’s campaigns
in the Iberian Peninsula as religious warfare’, Journal of Medieval History, 42
(2016), 405-28.

Compare A. T. Hack, ‘Karl der GrofSe, Hadrian 1. und die Muslime in Spanien.
Weshalb man einen Krieg fithrt und wie man ihn legitimiert’, in W. Hartmann
and K. Herbers (eds), Die Faszination der Papstgeschichte. Neue Zugdnge zum
friithen und hoben Mittelalter, Forschungen zur Kaiser- und Papstgeschichte des
Mittelalters. Beihefte zu J. F. Bohmer, Regesta imperii, 28 (Cologne: Bohlau,
2008), pp. 29-54, who pleads for a war of conquest; K. Herbers, Europa.
Christen und Muslime in Kontakt und Konfrontation. Italien und Spanien im
langen 9. Jabrbundert, Abhandlungen der Geistes- und sozialwissenschaftlichen
Klasse 2016, 2 (Mainz: Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur Mainz,
2016), p. 24.

Ottewill-Soulsby, “Those same cursed Saracens’, p. 406. Such a motive is expressed,
again in retrospect, by the so-called Astronomus, Vita Hludowici imperatoris,
1, ed. E. Tremp, MGH SRG, 64 (Hanover: Hahn, 1995), p. 286, who claims
that Charlemagne wished to help the Church that was oppressed by the pagans,
since it was his intention to lead all enemies of the Christian name in whatever
way to the acknowledgment of the truth (ibid., p. 284).

Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Those same cursed Saracens’, pp. 407-12. Compare ibid.,
p. 412, in a kind of ‘negative’ argumentation: ‘Charlemagne did not need to
conceive of Islam as a faith in order to wage holy war upon its adherents.’
Ibid., pp. 414-16.

If Charlemagne considers the campaign defensive warfare, this is testified to only
by the papal letter of response. According to Hack, ‘Karl der Grofle’, pp. 35f
and 54, this is in contrast to the facts, the more so as the so-called Annals
of Einhard represent Charlemagne’s campaigns as a war of aggression (ibid.,
pp- 33-5).

Compare, for example, Vita Athanasii episcopi Neapolitani, 7, ed. G. Waitz, MGH
SRL (Hanover: Hahn 1878), p. 446, concerning the defence of the Saracens by
the Emperor Louis II: ‘Sed Deus, qui subvertit Pharaonem, confregit et illorum
superbiam et in fugam versi sunt.
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Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Those same cursed Saracens’, pp. 416-19.

Compare Charlemagne’s letter to his wife Fastrada during the war against
the Avars (Alcuin, Epistulae, ep. 20, ed. E. Dummler, MGH Epp. 4 (Berlin:
Weidmann, 1895, pp. 528f).

Ottewill-Soulsby, “Those same cursed Saracens’, pp. 419-21. Some of the recipients
bear Arabic names which, according to Ottewill-Soulsby, is a misconception
of the scribes. However, Charles may have rewarded Saracen (or Mozarab)
allies by these donations, which would be a convincing argument against a
religious war.

Thus ibid., p. 419.

Ibid., p. 421. Charlemagne himself considered heretical schisms, as Ottowill-
Soulsby (ibid., pp. 424f) himself observes, more serious than threats from outside.
Compare Annales regni Francorum, a. 778, p. 50.

Their paganism is expressed only indirectly by contrasting them with the
Christians; for example, when the Vikings ‘slaughtered’ the Christian people
(Annales Vedastini, a. 880, ed. B. von Simson, MGH SRG, 12 (Hanover: Hahn,
1909), p. 48: ‘die noctuque non cessant aecclesias igne cremari populumaque
Christianum iugulari’) or when ‘they did not cease to capture and kill the
Christian people’ (ibid., a. 884, p. 54: ‘Nortmanni vero non cessant captivari
atque interfici populum Christianum’) who ‘were plundered to destruction’ (ibid.,
p. 55: ‘videntes populum Christianum usque ad internitationem devastar?’),
or when the Christians fought bravely and victoriously against them (ibid.,
a. 885, p. 59). The death of margrave Henry delighted the Danes and pained
the Christians (ibid., a. 886, p. 61). It is only by such indirect expressions that
the religious difference shines through the text.

Annales Xantenses, a. 845, p. 14: ‘Eodem anno multis in locis gentiles Christianos
invaserunt.’

Ibid., p. 15 (three times, also: ‘cum omni populo gentiliun’); a. 848, p. 16 (‘et
gentiles Christianis, ut consueverant, nocuerunt’).

Ibid., a. 862, p. 20 (‘et desolatio paganorum per regna nostra’); a. 864, p. 20
(‘pagani sepe iam dicti aecclesiam undique vastantes’); a. 867, p. 25 (‘bellum
inter Gallos et paganos geritur in Gallia’); a. 869, p. 27 (‘sepissime paganorum
infestationem sustinens’). While the first part of the annals (or the first author)
exclusively uses the term ‘gentiles’, the second equally exclusively applies the term
‘pagani’, both being obviously synonymous expressions used here by different
authors.

Ibid., a. 849, pp. 16f: ‘Gentilitas vero consueto ab aquilone Christianitatem
nocuit.’

Annales Fuldenses, a. 854, p. 45: ‘Domino sanctorum suorum iniurias ulciscente
et adversariis digna factis retribuente.’

Ibid., a. 873, p. 80: (Hruodolfus) ‘ille vehementer iratus iuravit prae superbia
se cunctis maribus occisis mulieres et parvulos cum omni substantia (eorum) in
captivitatem esse ducturum, ignarus vindictae, quae eum de caelo erat secutura.
... 1lli autem Dominum invocantes, qui eos saepius ab hostibus liberaverat, hosti
infestissimo armati occurrerunt.’ In the continuation of the Vienna manuscript,
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God revenged their deeds in the way they deserved, and the author distinguishes
‘the Christians’ from ‘Nordmanni’ (ibid., a. 884, p. 101). When one of their
mightiest leaders, Geoffrey (‘Gotafrid’), became a Christian, this necessarily
alludes to the fact that he had been a pagan before (ibid., a. 885, p. 102); he
broke his oath but could not accomplish his plans to subdue the different places
along the River Rhine under his power, ‘because God denied it’ (‘Deo renuente’:
ibid., p. 102). Later on, the Frisians came to the rescue of the fleeing Saxons,
‘as if they had been sent by God’ (‘quasi a Domino destinati’: ibid.).

Ibid. (Continuatio Ratisbonensis), a. 891, p. 120: ‘Viri, Deum recolentes et
semper sub Dei gratia patriam tuendo fuistis invincibiles; inspirate animis, si ab
inimicis quandoquidem more paganissimo furentibus pium sanguinem parentum
vestrorum effusum vindicari recolitis et sacra sub honore sanctorum creatoris
vestri templa eversa iam in patria vestra cernitis, ministros eciam Dei summo
gradu consistentes prostratos videtis.

Ibid.: ‘sed non in diu subveniente gratia Dei victoria ad christianos concessit’.
Similar arguments can be found in Regino of Prim, Chronicon, a. 882, ed.
F. Kurze, MGH SRG, 50 (Hanover: Hahn, 1890).

Four different versions, all from the end of the ninth century, have survived:
The Chronicon Albeldense from 883, probably briefly afterwards the Cronica
Adefonsi 111 in two versions, the Versio Rotensis and the Versio ad Sebastianum,
and the (dependent) Cronica Profetica, although the problem of whether the
Propbhetical Chronicle is an independent version has been much discussed, but
not sufficiently resolved. In any case, this version has significant changes against
the Chronicon Albeldense. There are several modern editions of these chronicles
(with only slight textual differences, but unfortunately with different number-
ing of the chapters). I follow the older standard edition by ]J. Gil Fernandez,
Cronicas Asturianas, Universidad de Oviedo. Publicaciones del departamento
de historia medieval, 11 (Oviedo: Servicio de Publicaciones, Universidad de
Oviedo, Departamento de Historia Medieval, Departamento de Filologia Clasica,
1985), adding in brackets the corresponding chapters and pages according to
Y. Bonnaz’ edition, Chroniques asturiennes, Sources d’histoire médiévale (Paris:
Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1987), who adapts
spelling and grammar to ‘normal’ Latin, thus making it easier to understand
the text, while the Iberian peculiarities are obscured. Gil’s new edition in CCL
65 was not yet available when this chapter was submitted.

Bronisch, Reconquista, p. 226; for the ‘Reconquista’ as ‘holy war’: ibid., pp. 230—4;
for an extensive interpretation of the Asturian chronicles in this sense, compare
ibid., pp. 124-56. Nevertheless, I find it difficult to confirm that, according to these
chronicles, it ‘was the most pious task of a Christian king to fight the Chaldaeans’,
that the kings ‘were enveloped in an aura of holiness’, or ‘the aim of the battle
was the ultimate expulsion of the invaders’ (ibid., p. 231). Bronisch has to admit
himself that the sources do not explicitly emphasise such an interpretation, often
being exclusively based on mere allusions to biblical verses.

Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 7, pp. 120/122 (ed. Bonnaz, 5,2, p. 37): ‘Et
quia derelinquerunt Dominum ne seruirent ei in iustitia et ueritatem derelicti
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sunt a Domino, ne auitarent terram desiderauilem.” Such a characterisation is
missing in the Versio Ad Sebastianum.

According to the Versio Ad Sebastianum it was even Witiza’s sons who had
called the Saracens for help, thus making it clear that this purely political motive
was far from being a religious one; ibid., Versio Ad Sebastianum, 6, p. 121 (3,
p- 37): Sed ipsi qui patrie excidium intulerunt, simul cum gente Sarracenorum
gladio perierunt.’

Compare Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis 16, p. 134 (9, p. 47), concerning
King Fruela (‘Uictorias multas fecit’); similarly, Chronicon Albeldense, 4, p. 174
(39, p. 24). The Versio Ad Sebastianum, 16, p. 135 (9, p. 47), adds: ‘uictorias
multas egit aduersus hostem Cordubensiun’. Compare Chronica Adefonsi. Versio
Rotensis, 16, p. 134 (9, p. 47): ‘Cum hostem Cordubense in locum Pontubio
prouintia Gallecie prelium gessit, ibique LIIII" milia Caldeorum interfecit’,
Ibid., 25, p. 144 (16,1, p. 55), concerning King Ordono: ‘Cum Caldeis sepissime
prelia babuit et semper triumfator extitit’; similarly Ad Sebastianum, 25, p. 147
(16,1, p. 55): ‘Aduersus Caldeos sepissime preliatus est et triumphabit’; Chron.
Albeldense, 11, p. 175 (46, p. 25): ‘Super Sarracenos uictor sepius exstitit’.
Compare Chronica Adefonsi, 21, pp. 138/139 (14,1, p. 509), both versions,
concerning the era of King Alfonso II.

Compare Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 23, p. 142 (15,1, p. 54), concerning
King Ramiro I: ‘Ciuitatem Ispalim sunt ingressi ibique magna agmina Caldeorum
partim gladio, partim igni sunt delet?’; after one year they returned (similarly
Versio Ad Sebastianum, ibid., p. 143). 1bid., 26, p. 148 (16,2, p. 57), concerning
King Ordono: ‘et cum magna uictoria ad propria reppedauit’.

According to the Chronicon Albeldense, 11, p. 175 (46, p. 25), only Ordofio
expanded his realm: ‘Iste Xp(ist)ianorum regnum cum Dei iubamine ampliauit’.
Compare Chronica Adefonsi, ibid., 22, pp. 140/142 (14,2, p. 52), both versions,
concerning Mahamuth.

Compare Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 17, p. 136 (10, p. 48), concerning
King Aurelio: ‘Cum Caldeis pacem abuit’ (Ad Sebastianum, 17, ibid., p. 137:
‘Prelia nulla exercuit, quia cum Arabes pacem habuit’). 1bid., 18, p. 136/137
(11, p. 49), both versions, concerning King Silo: ‘Cum Ismaelites pacem habuit.”
Compare, for example, Chronicon Albeldense, 6, p. 174 (41, p. 24), concerning
King Silo: ‘Cum Spania ob causam matris pacem habuit’; ibid., 12, p. 177 (47 4,
p. 27), concerning King Alfonso III: ‘Postea rex noster Sarracenis inferens bellum,
exercitum mobit et in Spaniam intrauit’; Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 25,
p. 144 (16,1, p. 55), concerning King Ordofio: ‘populo partim ex suis, partim
ex Spania aduenientibus impleuit’.

Compare ibid., 13, p. 132 (8,1, p. 45): ‘omnes quoque Arabes gladio interficiens,
Xp(ist)ianos autem secum ad patriam ducens’. Similarly, Versio Ad Sebastianum,
ibid., p. 133 (p. 46): ‘ommnes quoque Arabes occupatores supra dictarum ciuitatum
interficiens, Xp(ist)ianos secum ad patriam duxit’.

Compare ibid., Versio Rotensis, 24, p. 144 (15,2, p. 55), concerning two victories
of Ramiro I over the Saracens: ‘Cum Sarrazenis uis prelium gessit, sed obitulante
Deo uictor semper extitit’. Similarly, ibid., 25, p. 144 (16,1, p. 55), concerning
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Ordofio’s campaign against the Basques: ‘statim ex alia parte hostes Sarrazenorum
aduersus eum superuenit; sed Deo fabente Caldeos in fugam uertit et Uascones
proprio iure recepit’. The Versio Ad Sebastianum even lacks the reference to
God in both cases.

Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 9, pp. 124/126 (6,2 f, pp. 41-4).
Compare Matthew 13,31 (or else Mark 4,31 and Luke 13,19), however, in a
very loose interpretation. Bronisch, Reconquista p. 139, underlines the frequent
biblical allusions in this chronicle.

Chronica Adefonsi. Versio Rotensis, 9, p. 126 (6,2, pp. 41f): ““Non legisti
in scripturis diuinis quia eclesia Domini ad granum sinapis deuenitur et inde
rursus per Domini misericordia in magis erigitur? ... Et nunc ex eo fidens in
misericordia lesu Xp(ist)i hanc multitudinem despicio et minime pertimesco
[prelium].”” (According to Gil’s edition, prelium belongs to the next sentence.)
Accordingly, the victory of Covadonga was achieved by God’s help for the
minority: ibid., 10, p. 128 (6,3, p. 42): ‘Sed in hoc non defuisse Domini magnalia.
... Et quia Dominus non dinumerat astas, set cui uult porrigit palmas.” The
many slaughtered Saracens remind the author of the ruin of the Old Testamental
Egyptians in the Red Sea. He ends with thanksgiving towards God, ibid., 11,
p- 130 (6,4, p. 44): ‘Sit nomen Domini benedictum, qui confortat in se credentes
et dextruit inprouas gentes.’

Ibid., 9, p. 126 (6,2, pp. 41f): ‘Spes nostra Xp(istu)s est, quod per istum modicum
monticulum quem conspicis sit Spanie salus et Gotorum gentis exercitus reparatus.
Confido enim quod promissio Domini impleatur in nobis quod dictum est per
David.’ In the version Ad Sebastianum, ibid., p. 127 (p. 41), the text is almost
identical in the last part, but is preceded by more general words (comparing the
fate of the Church with the waxing and waning moon): ‘Sed tu non nosti quia
ecclesia Domini lune conparatur, que et defectum patitur et rursus per tempus
ad pristinam plenitudinem reuertitur? Confidimus enim in Domini misericordia
quod ab isto modico monticulo quem conspicis sit Yspanie salus et Gotorum
gentis exercitus reparatus.” At least in this context the Saracens are (only once!)
characterised as pagans, ibid., p. 127 (p. 42): ‘Unde hanc multitudinem paganorum
spernimus et minime pertimescimus.’

Chronicon Albeldense, 1, p. 173 (36, p. 23).

Again, the Saracens are the aggressors; compare ibid., 12, p. 176 (47,2, p. 26):
‘Ismabelitica ostis ad Legionem [Ledn] uenit, duce Almundar filio de Abderrbaman
rege, fratre de Mahomat Cordouense rege’ (repelled by Alfonso). Afterwards
several towns ‘a christianis populantur’ (ibid.). A further attack is equally put to
rout: ibid., p. 177 (47,3, p. 26): ‘Ipsisque diebus sub era DCCCCXVI Almundar
filius regis Mahomat atque duce 1ben Ganim cum oste Sarracenorum ex Cordoua
Asturicam atque Legionem uenit.” Three years of peace with Abuhalit followed.
After that, Alfonso invaded Muslim territory and even crossed over the River
Tajo, as the first Asturian king ever, as the author emphasises, but again was (or
had to be) content with his victory and returned to his royal seat, ibid., p. 177
(47,4, p. 27): ‘Postea rex noster Sarracenis inferens bellum, exercitum mobit
et Spaniam intrauit, sub era DCCCCXVIIII (across the River Tajo towards
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the region of Mérida and across the River Guadiana towards Ojiferos): ‘quod
nullus ante eum princeps adire temtauit. Sed et hic quidem glorioso ex inimicis
triumfhauit euentu ... Sicque inde cum principe nostro atque uictoria sedem
reuertitur regiam.’

Ed. Bonnaz 47,6, pp. 27f (the verses are not in Gil’s edition): ‘Clarus in Astures,
fortis in Vascones/ Vlciscens Arabes et protegens ciues:/ Cui principi sacra sit
uictoria data;/ Christo duce iunatus, semper clarificatus,/ Polleat uictor saeculo,
fulgeat ipse caelo;/ Deditus bis triumpho, praeditus ibi regno.” Nevertheless, the
following activities show no difference to the former ones, ibid., 13, p. 178
(47,7, p. 28); ibid., p. 180 (47,10, p. 30). The chronicle ends with an Asturian
legation to Cérdoba.

Cronica profética, ed. Bonnaz, Chroniques asturiennes, pp. 2-9.

Ibid., 1, p. 2: ‘Factum est uerbum Domini ad Ezechiel dicens. Fili hominis, pone
faciem tuam contra Ismael et loquere ad eos dicens: “Fortissimum gentibus dedi
te, multiplicaui te, corroboraui te et posui in dextera tua gladium et in sinistra
tua sagittas ut conteras gentes.”” In the Old Testament, Ezechiel encourages
the “fili hominis’ to turn against ‘the daughters of their own people’, take ‘the
way to the south’; towards Jerusalem, against the sons of Ammon, Sidon, the
Pharaoh, but never against Ishmael.

Ibid., 2,2, p. 3: ‘Spes nostra Christus est: quod completis proximiori tempora
CLXX annis, inimicorum audacia ad nicilum redigatur et pax Christi Ecclesiae
Sanctae reddatur. ... bic princeps noster, gloriosus domnus Adefonsus, proximiori
tempore in omni Spania praedicetur regnaturus.” The author adds a genealogy
from Abraham and Israel to Mohammed and further to the Ummayad caliph
Mohammed as well as a ‘biography’ of the prophet and the Arab conquest of
Spain.

Ibid., 8, p. 9: ‘Remanent usque ad diem Sancti Martini 111 idus nouembris,
menses VII, et erunt completi anni CLXVIIII, et incipiet annus centesimus
septuagesimus quo, dum Sarraceni complerint, secundum praedictum Ezechielis
prophetae superius adnotatum, expectabitur ultio inimicorum aduenire et salus
christianorum adesse. Quod praestet omnipotens Deus ut, sicut filii eius Domni
nostri lesu Christi cruore uniuersum mundum dignatus est a potestate diaboli
redimere, ita, proximiori tempore, Ecclesiam suam iubeat ab Ismaelitarum iugo
eripere.’

Compare James Chapter 15, in this volume, p. 253 below; the Introduction to
this volume, pp. 10 and 14 above, referring to James.

Thus, the Introduction to this volume, pp. 7 and 16 above.
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Change of habit equals change of values?
Burials of ‘military men’ between

300 and 500

Benjamin Hamm

In the last centuries of the Roman Empire, the burial habits' of military
men changed fundamentally. Men in imperial service buried in the middle
of the fourth century at Scorton (England) were only marked as military
men by their belts and fibulae.* Such burials with militaristic habit form at
best a very small minority in the funerary landscape of the fourth and early
fifth centuries.’ By the end of the fifth century, burial habits of military men
had undergone a paradigm shift. In contrast to the fourth-century burials,
the proportion of graves with military content increased considerably (see
Figure 14.2).

Burials of heavily armed men, like grave 59 from Jilich (Germany), became
normative in the post-Roman cemeteries and mark a shift to martiality in
the expression of graves.* Weapons became highly prominent, and rather
than erecting monuments or gravestones, burying communities spent their
energy creating more intimate tableaus that were viewed only by those
who attended the funerals. During the last decades of the fifth century, all
over the former western empire, the importance of weapons as grave-goods
had increased to such an extent that almost every second male burial in
the developing row-grave cemeteries contained some form of weapon.’ It
is the purpose of this chapter to investigate these changes in the burial
rites of military men in cemeteries located in the western provinces of the
later Roman Empire between 300 and 500 (see Figure 14.1). Through-
out this two-hundred-year period, different strategies were employed to
express martial values, military affiliation and masculinity in burial rites.
Therefore, the meaning and combination of weapons, clothing and the
design of the grave within the funerary rites varies considerably between
different sites and throughout the time period under consideration. Do these
changed habits also reflect a change in the values of post-Roman burial
communities?



Burial places between 300 and 500
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Figure 14.1 Cemeteries of the time between 300 and 500. Based on the author’s research of 2014 cemeteries examined. In 340
necropolises one or more burial containing weaponry were detected. These concentrate foremost along the frontiers of the late
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Chronological overview of datable burials
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Figure 14.2 The diagram gives an impression of the chronological development
of weapon-burials in the time between 300 and 500

Before considering the burials in depth, there are some issues that deserve
consideration. First, a broad variety of socially or legally defined groups,
such as regular soldiers, veterans or foederati, had the notion of an exclusive
identity as active fighting men. Their affiliation with the armed services and
their tendencies towards violent behaviour as part of their professional
duties, which also might corrupt their civil lives, often separated these groups
from other parts of society. A specific burial practice, including weaponry
and military attire, offered a way to distinguish their status and communicate
military affiliation even in death. To further complicate the situation, late
antique written sources provide additional evidence of other groups without
direct connections to the army, such as members of local aristocracy or
armed private retinues like bucellarii, who, as actors competent in military
violence outside the regular army, were also likely to utilise militaristic
symbols and dress when designing their graves.® Excavation evidence seldom
provides information about these specific individual identities and it is hard
to decide based only on the archaeological evidence whether a buried person
was being fashioned as a professional soldier, i.e. a warrior in the service
of a local warlord, or a civilian with an enthusiasm for military symbols.
Some individuals who were buried with weapons may have adopted manifold
roles during their lifetime. In the following, therefore, the term ‘military
men’ will be used to denote a general concept that incorporates all social
identities with a military affiliation that are represented in burials, without
using restrictive categories such as ‘soldier’ or ‘warrior’, which from an
anthropological point of view are based on a fixed definition and associated
qualities.”
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To define a single burial as that of a ‘military man’, one must first look
at the grave itself and its contents. Weaponry of differing quality and quantity,
as well as dress elements defined as part of an official military costume
(babitus militaris), such as crossbow-brooches or specific belts, can indicate
a military man’s burial. Exterior designs, like gravestones that depict the
departed in military attire or bear inscriptions referencing aspects of a military
career, suggest the intended communication of the military context of the
tomb. The wider archaeological context of burials and cemeteries can
additionally imply a militaristic background for the buried; for example,
by considering whether the graves are located in proximity to military
structures like fortifications, castella or hill forts.® The choice of a burial
site close to military installations was additionally of symbolic significance.
As long as the Roman legions were intact, it was important and prestigious
for military personnel to communicate this affiliation beyond death by
choosing a burial site close to such structures. Indeed, even after the political
end of the empire in the west, the control of a Roman military complex
was still of great importance for the local elites. With the burial of a potential
ancestor in the environment of a Roman fortification, the burying community
could make several statements: first, such a burial context highlighted the
military role of the deceased. Second, the deceased and his potential successors
could be portrayed in the tradition of imperial rule and thus tasks such as
maintaining public order or protecting the local population from external
threats by their military strength could be assumed. Finally, the burial at a
strategically important location specifically chosen for fortification underscored
the claim to the surrounding area.’

However, it is not always possibly to identify the burial of a ‘military
man’ based on the above-mentioned criteria, as certain factors influence the
value of information relating to individual grave findings. Natural preservation
conditions and intentional grave opening in historical times or differing
qualities of excavation and preservation methods used by archaeologists
additionally impact on the burial itself and the objects therein. Furthermore,
building activity and agricultural use over the centuries, in combination
with only selective excavations, impacts the surface grave design and topo-
graphical aspects of the cemeteries. Such a combination of factors often
makes it hard to draw specific conclusions relating to the grave and the
landscape. Despite these limitations, archaeology and its findings open a
new and important bottom-up perspective for research. In other words,
they reveal local developments in late- and post-Roman societies from the
perspective of burial communities often neglected by ancient authors.

For such fundamental changes — as mentioned above — to take place in the
burial traditions of late Roman provincial societies, there must have existed
a great acceptance of militaristic values and, in turn, their representation in
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burials. This raises a number of questions. What did military graves look
like before weapons began to dominate the inventories? What role did the
political stability of the struggling Roman Empire play in the design and
the intended statement of graves? Do these late antique graves mark a
starting point of a phenomenon of mass militarisation, which affected parts
of society formerly separated and uninvolved from military matters? Does
such a rise of openly demonstrated militaristic attitudes within the burial
processes prove the militarisation of post-Roman societies and their attitude
to military values — or simply indicate a change of media in a society that
was already militarised?'’

Academic research has also recognised changes to late antique military
burial and offered a variety of differing theses for interpretation, focusing
particularly on the presence of weaponry.'' Traditionalist German-speaking
scholars tend to view military habit in burials as an impact of incoming
Germanic groups who announced their ethnic identity and privileged military
status, earned by serving as laeti or foederati in the Roman army."” This
popular thesis neglects imperial traditions of military burial, as well as the
formal integration of ‘Germanic’ and other native troops into the administra-
tive structures of the empire which depended on imperial funds for their
subsistence.!® Furthermore, it should be noted that these burials were a
statement of social identity, indicating membership of a separate military
class composed of different cultural influences that formed in the militarised
zone of the imperial frontiers, and not as a statement of one specific ethnic
identity.'*

In the early 2000s and 2010s, there was an altering of the perceptions
of military habit in late-Roman burial in academic debate. While questions
of ethnic identity and narratives of barbarian invasion became controversial,
debates focused on the problem of burying communities adapting to multiple
influences of social and political change, memory and post-mortem identities."’
On the example of northern Gaul, Frans Theuws postulated that fourth-
century weapon-graves, most commonly containing axes and lances, did
not indicate conquering warriors but rather a centrally organised process
of recultivation. This included the repopulation of deserted areas beyond
the militarised frontier zones during the late third and fourth centuries by
settlers of different origins. By burying their ancestors with their tools in
formally ownerless, uncultivated land, these newcomers claimed possession
of that land and expressed their will to remain outside the traditional bonds
of dominus and client.'® Other approaches focus on richly furnished burials
of the late fourth and fifth centuries that contain (full) sets of war gear,
comprised of a sword, shield and lance as well as other potential tools of
war, such as axes and arrowheads, as indicators of social stress in times of
crisis. These burials were part of a ritualised communication of competition
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between privileged social groups struggling for local influence in a failing
empire, and a proclamation of a new elite lifestyle idealising a life of fighting
and feasting. By repeating the rites, post-Roman burial communities created
images of weapon-bearing men memorialised as martial, and thus protective,
ancestors.'”

After these introductory remarks, the following section will focus on the
classical military burials of the fourth and early fifth centuries, before discuss-
ing the subsequent profound changes in burial culture in the course of the
fifth century and their possible implications for a militarisation of post-Roman
society.

Military graves of the long fourth century: barely armed men
in burial

Most burials of military men during the fourth century do not reveal a
martial identity until closely examined, and were far from the homogeneous
group prescribed by traditional archaeological thinking that all too often
deduced the identity of the buried person as a non-Roman military man
based on a single potential weapon, such as an axe. Consequently, it is
important that late antique graves containing weapons should not be regarded
as a homogeneous find group, but rather be divided in the following discussion
into different categories on the basis of their dating and equipment. Civilian
objects, like glass and ceramic vessels, were mostly the products of provincial
workshops and dominated the grave inventories in all fourth-century cemeter-
ies, whilst weapons were only rarely part of the burial equipment. Some
factors may have regulated both the furnishing of a burial and the selection
of the objects placed inside, which also influences the archaeological evidence.
For example, did legislation on weapon ownership limit the presence of
arms in the funeral context? Did expected normative behaviour, such as
gift-giving to the deceased in the process of burial rites, influence the combina-
tion of grave-goods?'® By repeating funeral rites, burying communities
negotiated and ensured normative frameworks at every funeral.

The greater part of the so-called ‘weapon-graves’ during late Antiquity,
especially dating to the fourth century, held an axe, lance or arrows as the
only weapon (see Figure 14.3). A mere 20 per cent of the 742 fourth- and
fifth-century burials in this study contained sword and shield — which could
only be used for military purposes and were rare before the mid-fifth century.
In the traditional view, the presence of an axe in the burial was enough to
define the buried man as a warrior."” But these possible weapons were more
likely used as everyday tools for cutting wood, carpentry or the clearing of
forested land for agriculture. For example, we can identify a spotty pattern
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Fifth-century
burial containing
spatha (120), 16%

Fourth-century
burial containing
spatha (38), 5%

Burial containing
other weapons
(584), 79%

Figure 14.3 Share of graves with spatha within the weapons inventory of the
observation period

of distribution of potential ‘weapon’ burials in late third- and fourth-century
archaeological records from several regions of northern Gaul. Cemeteries from
central Meuse area, upper Somme Valley, the modern French departments
Pas de Calais and Nord and the Marne/Aisne region give evidence of burials
containing axes and/or lances as the only ‘weaponry’. All these regions have
a rather indirect association with the military zones of the Rhine frontier
as agricultural hinterland. Consequently, fourth-century burials containing
ambiguous objects like axes do not indicate militarised identities, and instead
contain everyday tools which intended to show the deceased as a cultivator
rather than as a fighting man.?® Along the Rhine and Danube frontiers, where
a strong military presence could be expected, the fourth-century cemeteries
show a similar pattern, with only a few burials containing weapons. So, if
members of the regular military would have displayed their military identity
by placing weapons in burial, we should expect a greater number of items
that were only useful in a military context and their widespread distribution.
Therefore, we must assume that fourth-century military men used other
techniques to demonstrate their role as soldiers of the empire in burial.
During the fourth and early fifth century, the quantity of spears and lances
in the burial context is second only to axes. Beyond a military interpretation,
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the lance and spear were prominent tools for hunting and representative
of status. Imperial iconography of the fourth and early fifth century on
portable media such as coins, silver tableware and ivory diptychs show the
emperor or high officials carrying and using lances as symbols of power.*!
On contemporary gravestones, lances and spears are more prominent than
any other weapons. The so-called ‘Testament of the Lingon’, an inscription
on a burial monument found at Langres (France) dating to the late second
century, refers to the last will of a citizen of the civitas Lingonum. It produces
a list of personal objects which were to be cremated with the deceased or
placed within his tomb. Among these were lances and a gladius not used for
a military purpose, but rather to remember the deceased as an enthusiastic
hunter.”? The image of the hunter, armed with lance and spear, was a favourite
in late Roman art. Mosaics placed in reception rooms in villas, like the
‘Great Hunt’ at Piazza Armerina in Sicily, point to the importance of this
pastime to the late Roman aristocracy.” In burials, hunters’ deeds can be
seen carved on glass vessels or on pottery.”* To complete the image of a
passionate hunter, the tools of this craft, lances and spears, could easily be
a part of a richly furnished burial. In the burial context, these objects can
point to aristocratic ideals such as manliness, courage or the deceased’s
skills with weapons. All these values were very important for military men
but were not reserved to them exclusively. They were also appropriate for
an aristocrat who wished to demonstrate his noblesse and his claims to
landownership by being depicted as hunting on horseback on his own estate.

Evidence based on the Notitia Dignitatum suggests that the soldiers’
weapons were state property provided by imperial workshops.”® After their
active service, soldiers had several options, of which the gift to the grave
was only one.”® They could or had to return the weapons, sell them or
deposit them in sanctuaries. This could be another reason for the small
number of weapons in fourth-century burials. However, weapons were not
the only medium available for communicating military values and affiliations
in the burial context. Clothing components show unique features and can
therefore be regarded as personal property of the soldiers, making them
available for burial equipment. Dress accessories like crossbow-brooches
and richly furnished belt-sets, often made of chip-carved bronze that was
sometimes gilded or silvered, as well as specific military footwear like the
nailed caligae-boots, were available for funerary rites. Under normal cir-
cumstances, only the clothing’s metal components are preserved and allow
only a glimpse of the textiles and colours used for military clothing such
as tunics and sagis. High-quality textile (wool, cotton or silk) and flamboyant
colours (purple or bright red) may also have influenced the burial rite, but
our record seldom gives that information. Placing such dress-elements in
the graves — as if worn in life or placed in proximity to the body - could
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hint to the deceased’s imperial connection as soldier or official during the
fourth century.”” Up to the first decades of the fifth century, dress was an
accepted option by which soldiers could distinguish themselves from other
social groups in burial, and can be traced in Britannia as well as in the
eastern provinces of the empire.*® Sites like Scorton (England), Zwentendorf
(Austria) and Esztergom (Hungary) provide archaeological evidence for
military structures and nearby cemeteries which produce a great number
of burials with military dress accessories.”’ By contrast, most of the fourth-
century cemeteries that were close to military sites include only a small
number of burials that contain weapons. Openly displayed in burial rites,
these dress accessories were sufficiently indicative of the deceased’s membership
to a weapon-bearing class to connect them to a community of professional
military men. For future research, it is conceivable to regard the presence
in graves of official clothing as an indicator of the stability of the empire.
So long as the imperial structures were intact, and the official character of
these objects were understood as demonstrating an imperial affiliation that
guarantied prestige and material advantages such as wages and land-use
rights, brooches and belt-sets were placed into graves as an ‘official’ way
to identify military men in imperial service.

Erecting a grave monument on which the buried person was idealistically
depicted with all the external indicators of his social status could be an
additional, or possibly alternative, way to represent the deceased as a military
man.*® Detailed images of armed men were carved on durable materials
like stone or marble or were painted inside burial chambers. A gravestone
from Longeau (France) gives an impression of this late Roman tradition
(see Figure 14.4). Typical for this form of tomb monument are depictions
which show the deceased arrayed in military dress and accompanied by
important objects linked to the military sphere; for example, his weapons.
The presence of real weapons inside the grave itself was not essential.
Epigraphic evidence can deliver a further biographical background for the
deceased. An inscription found in Budapest, in which the deceased claimed
to be a Frank by birth and in private life, but also a miles romanus in service
of the empire, demonstrates that late antique individuals had multiple identities
in their lifecycle without any hint of conflicting loyalties.*’

The central aim of these tombstones and rare paintings in catacombs
was to show the deceased in all the splendour of his military world and to
create a place where relatives and companions could remember the deceased
for years to come. By means of colour, further accents could be set and the
typical military clothing of individual units shown.** Through such methods,
the deceased was depicted as part of the empire and its professional army.
Furthermore, because both institutions claimed perpetuity, so did the memorial.
Unfortunately, in many cases, the gravestones are not found in situ and
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Figure 14.4 Late Roman burial scene with gravestone, which is inspired by finds
from Aquileia and Longeau

made contextualisation with a specific burial impossible. Objects deposited
as grave-goods, such as weapons and clothing components, are only visible
in the moment of the burial itself, or a short time before the actual funeral,
if the deceased was laid out with all his funeral equipment by the burial
community. Only the audience that was present at the entombment saw
these objects, and only they could understand the messages communicated
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through these objects. This limits the communication framework to a locally
present group at the moment of the burial. In contrast, by communicating
through images on gravestones, a larger audience could be addressed. Long-
term visibility was guaranteed to an audience not present at the funeral, as
well as to passers-by, and in addition the tombstone created a place for
commemoration. This effect was increased by placing the cemeteries near
frequented roads. In this way the communication framework was increased,
both spatially and temporally.

Early fifth century — continuity and change in the peripheries

At the beginning of the fifth century, however, it became apparent that these
traditional habits were no longer sufficient to portray the deceased as military
men. Around 400, significant changes occurred in the grave furnishings of
military men. In small necropolises, often containing less than 50 graves, a
new type of burial appeared which pointed directly to military aspects by
combining elements of the imperial habitus militaris with spathae or complete
sets of weaponry. Examples from Kemathen, Liebenau and Frankfurt-
Praunheim, all sites located in Germany, represent two aspects of the image
of a military man of status for the burial community.*® These graves were
equipped with sets of weaponry that always included a sword and shield.
In the cases of Frankfurt and Kemathen, the interred individual was equipped
with a belt-set, and in contrast to fourth-century burials, with spatha and
shield. At Liebenau, the grave included a belt-set and, in addition to sword
and shield, a spear and a set of seven arrowheads.

The deposition of these weapons in the context of burial may signify a
change concerning weapon ownership. While weapons were state property
in times of an intact Roman army, an increased use of weapons in the burial
equipment seems to indicate that the armament was now the personal
property of the interred or his community. It can be assumed that the
deceased or those close to him could dispose of the weapons or regarded
them as inalienable personal or collective possessions that were essential
for the deceased. Thus, a first step towards the militarisation of late antique
societies is made tangible by an increasing proliferation of weapons in
private hands. Furthermore, all these burials mentioned above contain
elaborate belt-sets, chip-carved with animal-headed buckles and rich fittings.
This attire illustrates the affiliation of the deceased to imperial institutions
and formulates a last reminder of the privileges and prestige gained by
imperial service. Ceramics produced according to models of provincial
workshops point to economic links between the burial community and a
still intact, but more locally focused, imperial trading network.** This suggests
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that the empire’s influence on its peripheries was still sufficiently strong to
be recognised by the local population and considered important.
Gravestones, a traditional custom of representation of martial values,
were missing in these burials. It seems that with a failing empire, the tradition
of long-term memorialisation vanished. Therefore, we should interpret the
burials of the mid- and late-fifth century as locally focused affairs, only
addressing the audience present at the funeral. There are still inscriptions
in burial sites in urban centres like Cologne or Trier during early medieval
times, but in rural cemeteries this habit disappears. However, due to the
nature of the archaeological evidence, we cannot rule out the possibility
that the graves of this period contained any form of tomb monument.
Wooden grave markings were also a conceivable option, such as those that
have survived under better preservation conditions from the late antique
necropolis of the Pauline monastery in Thebes (Deir el-Bachit, Egypt).** The
construction of burial mounds and earthworks are also documented, but
are subject to the aggressive transformation of the landscape in the intervening
1500 years through agricultural and construction activity. In most cases,
only sparse remains of this post-Roman burial architecture are preserved.
To address these rural communities, weaponry as media became popular
as a central object in burial rite. On the other hand, individual military
abilities became a crucial factor for structures of power on the peripheries
of a failing empire.** The open communication of military preparedness
and aspects of a martial life during the lifetime of the deceased were the
central statement of these burials. Military retinues or even access to former
imperial military structures were likely essential for new claims to local
power.”” It is tempting to see the richly endowed ‘weapon graves’ as an
indication of new post-Roman elite. Based on archaeological findings, i.e.
rich burials containing weapons like Landifay in northern France, Charles
R. Whittaker argues that local elites in the peripheral regions of the empire
developed from being civilian-focused during the fourth century, to being
‘warlords’ in the course of the fifth century. Further research may reveal
information concerning the pattern of local distribution of such post-Roman
petty ‘warlords’, who were in most cases no more than the richest landowner
in their communities.*® The combination of land ownership and military
service for the empire gave this heterogeneous group of provincial aristocracy,
native army commanders and upstarts the opportunity to offer military
solutions at the local level in the event that imperial institutions failed. Their
economic resources enabled them to recruit armed followers and thus control
their local environment. This was a key development towards military-based
local rule as described by Whittaker. Thus, these graves represent an experi-
ment in establishing a new medium of self-representation. Whether the
warlords themselves or their armed followers were buried in these burials,
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who received a prominent position through military service and proximity
to the warlord cannot always be clearly distinguished.

New ways to show military membership — burials dominated
by war-gear

Up to the last decades of the fifth century, subtle approaches to communicate
military aspects within burials were replaced by more manifest appeals. In
most areas of the west, an official framework which limited military activity
to a legally defined social group of regular soldiers was gone for good.
Imperial institutions were no longer regimented or exemplary. ‘Imperial’
ambitions, and in turn a wider space of communication, were not relevant
for most of those buried around 500. Objects of the habitus militaris which
had served as a supra-regional, empire-wide mode of communication disap-
peared completely from burial evidence. The disappearance of imperial
institutions made the display of their symbols in the context of graves
superfluous, because fibulae and belts promised neither prestige nor material
gain. Perhaps for this reason, too, belts and fibulae were ‘disposed of* in
the grave. The loss of an imperial stage as an arena for action also changed
the audiences addressed by a military-style burial. The spectators of burials
were primarily the communities using the same cemeteries. Only those
present during the burial could view the body and the gifts that were placed
in the grave.

Weaponry became the most important object of male grave furniture.
Apart from personal objects, such as toilet bag items like combs or tweezers
or individual drinking vessels, objects associated with civilian life became
less important than weapons. In the early occupancy periods of the so-called
‘Reibengrdberfelder’, only one or two male individuals per cemetery and
phase stand out from the already small group of richly endowed graves by
emphasising their military potential with complete weapon-sets. For example,
two burials found at Giiltlingen in south-west Germany and the prominent
late fifth-century burial of a certain Childerich at Tournai (Belgium) use full
sets of war-gear to create an image of the deceased as a ‘military man’ and
may hint at a professional attitude towards warfare.?* Complete armament
and the increased presence of a sword, a shield and a lance in the graves
show an increased significance of military performance in the elite lifestyle
at the end of the fifth century. Apart from economic prosperity, the status
of local magnates depended on their military capacity as ‘warlords’ and
their ability to regulate the potential for military violence within their small
sphere of influence. By presenting the local community with an ancestor
equipped with full weaponry as a symbol of power during the burial, a
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statement is made about the strength of the deceased that reinforced claims
to status.

Nevertheless, it seems odd to conclude that post-Roman society was
militarised because of a small number of richly furnished burials. These
burials are attractive objects of study due to the large amount of gold and
manly accessories they contain, such as ornate sword-belts and other
weaponry, giving these rural cemeteries a pinch of royal glamour. But post-
Roman militarisation is not only an elite phenomenon. It took place elsewhere
and should be considered from a bottom-up perspective. Without the economic
potential to raise and maintain standing troops from their domains, when
it came to military matters local magnates were required to mobilise their
immediate environment. Around 500, another group of weapon-bearing
men found their last rest in proximity to the heavily armed ‘warlord’ burials.
This development can be seen both in early medieval burial sites on the
Continent and in Britain. The cemetery in Bulles in northern France provides
a good example of this development. During the earliest phase of occupation
in the late fifth and early sixth centuries, this site provided six burials which
René Legoux, owing to the presence of spatha or sword-belts in these graves,
classified as ‘chef de militaire’. In contrast, Legoux paid less attention to a
further nineteen burials that were equipped with various combinations of
lances, axes and arrowheads.*” However, in my opinion, these simply furnished
graves, which contain few objects other than spears, shields and knives, are
more important for evidencing a militarisation of late Antiquity and early
medieval societies. Particularly noteworthy is a significant increase in the
number of shields placed in less well-equipped burials. Among the graves
of the fourth century included in this study, only 5 per cent contained a
shield and, even at the beginning of the fifth century, shields only appeared
in prominent burials. By contrast, of the 246 graves dated to the period
around 500, 86 contained a shield as part of the weapons equipment, which
corresponds to a share of 35 per cent. This considerable increase in simple
but affordable weapons as the primary, and often only, objects in the grave
indicates that a large proportion of the population in the former provinces
of the western empire now adopted expressions of military activity in the
burial context. Basic weapons in burial sites imply military potential and
an obligation of military service from the deceased. As for fourth-century
graves, grave-goods in these less elaborate burials refer to personal everyday
equipment of the deceased and not to their role as free men or ‘Germanic
warrior[s]” as stated by traditionalists.*! Participation in armed conflict,
given freely or forced, became an open concept in which large parts of the
population were involved. For a large proportion of those buried, however,
it is likely that military activity was a significant part of their lives. In
addition to their actual activities as farmers or artisans, the number of war
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missions of these potential fighters may have been limited to a few occasions
in their lifetime. Nevertheless, the availability of broad strata of societies
for military service was not limited to the elite or a separate group of profes-
sional arms bearers. As such, these graves of would-be fighters mark the
militarisation of post-Roman societies, for they fulfil an essential criterion
that Edward James set out to define a militarised society.** A clear separation
between the military and civil society, regardless of the frequency of an
individual’s military activity during his lifetime, is no longer possible, at
least within the cemeteries. Called in for military service by their local
warlord in life, the burials of these men illustrate a high degree of military
potential and an adaptation of military habit in burial. It can be assumed
that it was important for the funeral rite to emphasise the image of the
deceased as a fighter through weapons. However, for the majority of those
buried with weapons, warfare was a seasonal activity. This stands in clear
contrast to the military disputes of the late imperial period, which were
carried out by contingents of paid, centrally organised and equipped full-time
soldiers. Therefore, the burial communities seem to deny these part-time
fighters a military burial with expensive full war-gear for economic reasons
or the necessity for future generations to continue the use the armaments.
Only a few individuals used complete weaponry in the grave context. This
suggests that such a privilege was reserved for the few full-time military
men, like local warlords and their armed retinues, whose central role within
post-Roman societies was to form the professional core of the local forces.
They functioned as leaders and champions in times of war and ensured
public order in their environment in times of peace. Whether these were
the wealthiest members, who tried to underpin their position within the
community by means of the valuable weapons in the grave of their deceased
kinsmen, or whether the most capable fighters were distinguished by panoply
of weapons, can only be assumed from the archaeological findings.

Conclusion

During late Antiquity, there were social groups that wished to represent
their military values. Therefore, a rise of militaristic attitudes in burial does
not indicate a change in the contemporary mind-set due to the influence of
newcomers, nor the simplistic postulation of a ‘barbarisation’ of the Roman
army during the fourth and fifth centuries. Archaeological records reveal
different habits with which to display the martial skills of the deceased, or
to show that they belonged to a community of fighting men. A broad variety
of media existed for the deceased and his environment to indicate a militaristic
way of life and allow them to conserve this image in burial. The foregoing
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analysis leads to the following conclusion that includes an educated guess
for different types of militaristic burials.

The graves that contain martial tools dated between 300 and 500 should
be read as a normative statement of the martial prowess of the deceased;
their social environment wanted them to be remembered as weapon-bearers
and protectors in burial. By appropriately burying the honoured ancestor,
descendants were able to claim status and privileges that were earned by
the military charisma of their forebears. During the fourth and early fifth
centuries, in times of an intact imperial army and administration, an estab-
lished code of regulations and traditions directed how military values were
to be presented. This burial-type marked an indirect approach which com-
municated the image of the deceased as a military man by using objects
and symbols that were recognised across the empire. Gravestones, inscriptions
and uniform objects of a habitus militaris were placed in the burial as
adequate media to communicate military aspects. Weapons were seldom
part of fourth-century grave furniture and were not yet central indicators
that expressed the status of a ‘military man’.

With the fall of the Roman Empire and its institutions beginning in the
early fifth century, different and more direct channels of communication
had to be utilised and military values were expressed through new forms
of transmission. At first, older strategies were kept alive. Military clothing,
first and foremost chip-carved belt-sets, remained a medium that showed
military prowess and affiliation to the imperial world. Especially at the
peripheries of the empire, a type of burial equipped with a combination of
belt-sets and full war-gear emerged. Weapons became the central objects of
grave furniture, pointing directly to the social role of the deceased as fighters
and local magnates. In addition to the memory of the high status of the
deceased, the burying community could claim prestige from its connection
to the departed through a correctly conducted burial. Durable monuments
like gravestones became rare, indicating that a more local audience was
present at the moment of burial. Therefore, a second type of burial can be
detected in the first half of the fifth century: it combined subtle aspects of
dress with the brute force of full sets of weapons. But the limited number
of such burials do not tell a story of mass-militarisation during the first half
of the fifth century.

The political end of the Roman Empire brings the final step in this evolution
of burial rites. By the second half of the fifth century, established forms of
communication and regulations were gone for good. After a transformation
of administration and the army, the west was now dominated by a system
which allowed for more local policy rather than an empire-wide administrative
framework. This process of localisation included an adaptation to the new
perspectives of social life. Showing the insignia of the imperial army in
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burial was mere nostalgia. At this time, objects of the habitus militaris disap-
pear completely or become curiosities. Martial capacity was one crucial
factor in the conflict of influence in the post-Roman world. Heavy arms
and elaborated swords became ‘a kind of mirror for [military] men’.* It is
hard to tell whether the men who were buried fully armed were the new
elite or professionals of inferior rank forming armed retinues. Certainly,
there existed social groups that had a professional relationship to military
violence and armed conflict even after the end of the empire. However, this
does not mean that a mass-militarisation took place during the last decades
of the fifth century. Burials of fully armed military men were still rare in
the funerary landscape of the post-Roman west, with just one or two individu-
als being buried with weapons per generation. However, with the end of a
regular (imperial) army, the circle of persons needed and potentially available
for armed service expanded. Warfare became a locally focused affair where
a growing number of people were involved. Bearing arms was no longer
restricted to a closed social group of professionals. Every male individual
of free legal status became potentially part of armed deployments and gained
a further social role: that of a military man. Burial evidence illustrates this
availability to armed service, but if there was gain or glory in it for all
members of society, archaeology alone cannot tell.
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Warlike and heroic virtues in
the post-Roman world

Edward James

In the proceedings of a conference that took place in Copenhagen in 1996,
I proposed a definition of militarisation:

By a militarised society I mean a society in which there is no clear distinction
between soldier and civilian, nor between military officer and government
official; where the head of state is also commander-in-chief of the army; where
all adult free men have the right to carry weapons; where a certain group or
class of people (normally the aristocracy) is expected, by reason of birth, to
participate in the army; where the education of the young thus often involves
a military element; where the symbolism of warfare and weaponry is prominent
in official and private life, and the warlike and heroic virtues are glorified;
and where warfare is a predominant government expenditure and/or a major
source of economic profit.'

There are all sorts of untested problems with this definition, and this chapter
deals with one of them: the assumption that in a ‘militarised society’ ‘the
warlike and heroic virtues are glorified’.

At first sight that assumption seems uncontroversial. After all, the fifth
and sixth centuries are ‘the Heroic Age’.> Right through the Middle Ages,
tales were told of the heroes of these centuries. The fifth and sixth centuries
are the chronological home of the British hero Arthur, of course; but also
of Irish heroes such as Niall of the Nine Hostages, and Germanic heroes
such as Theodoric of Verona (Dietrich von Bern), and many others. In the
Icelandic Saga of the Volsungs we meet some of them, in heavy disguise:
Gundahar of the Burgundians appears as Gunnar, Attila of the Huns as
Atli, and Eormanric of the Goths as Jormanrek; and the doomed Frankish
royal couple Sigibert (assassinated 575) and Brunechild (pulled apart by
wild horses in 613) may have been partially responsible for the equally
doomed Sigurd the Volsung, the dragonslayer, and Brynhild, the warrior-
maiden. The Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, memorialising the great deeds of
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the sixth-century Swedish hero Beowulf — the only other dragon-slayer in
early medieval literature apart from Sigurd® — mentions the Volsung hero,
though it ascribes the dragon-slaying to Sigurd’s father Sigmund, Sigemund
Waelsing.

The trouble with all these great heroes of the fifth and sixth centuries is
that, although we know from contemporary sources that many of them
existed (though we can never be sure about Arthur and Beowulf), what we
know of their heroism comes from very much later sources. There is nothing
about Arthur until the ninth century or later. The sole Beowulf manuscript
is from the eleventh century, and how can we be sure that the poet lived
very much earlier than that? To what extent was the picture provided by
the undoubtedly Christian poet, of Beowulf, ‘the mildest of men and most
kindly, most gentle to his people and most eager for praise’, as the closing
words of the poem have it, an attempt to remember the pagan hero as
someone a much later Christian could admire? Many of our Germanic
heroes were preserved in the memory of Icelandic bards and story-tellers
— or created with their imaginative art — and written down sometime after
1200. To what extent was early medieval heroism rewritten in the light of
later realities? A much-quoted study of the literary motif of the loyal retainer
preferring to die with his king rather than surrender suggests that, since it
does not surface in the sources between Tacitus in the first century AD and
The Battle of Maldon poem of the eleventh century, it may in Maldon be
more a reflection of the burgeoning knightly values of the eleventh century
than a harking back to the imagined Germanic values of the Heroic Age.*

Three years before the Copenhagen conference there was a conference
in Rome on the Germanic hero: the proceedings were published in 1995,
although T had not seen a copy myself in 1996. In those proceedings, Walter
Goffart argued that heroism in the early Frankish period was conspicuous
by its absence.’ Some years later he published an update to this paper, in a
volume of essays about Gregory of Tours, and was there able to answer
Ute Schwabe, an early critic of his Rome paper.® As far as I have been able
to discover, there has been relatively little comment on Goffart’s ideas, apart
from in several places in Laury Sarti’s 2013 book;’ certainly there has been
no sustained comment. Since much of Goffart’s 1993 paper appears, sometimes
elaborated and sometimes unaltered, in the 2002 version, I shall engage
with that later version.

Goffart’s main problem with earlier scholarship, above all literary scholar-
ship, is its frequent assumption that because the personnel of early heroic
poems in Germanic languages lived in the fifth and sixth century, the poems
must date to that period, even if they were not written down then. He
quotes Alfred Ebenbauer to the effect ‘daf$ die klassische Zeit des germanischen
Heldenlieds der Volkerwanderung ist’ and that ‘es ... nicht Vorzeitkunde
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[ist], sondern ... heroische Gegenwart [schildert]’.® The Heroic Age is not
just the age in which most of the heroes of Germanic literature lived, but
the age in which the poems entered the oral tradition, to be written down
for the first time several centuries later. As Goffart sums up, ‘this conception
cannot be disproved, but neither can it be corroborated’.”

Goffart’s subsequent discussion, therefore, is concerned not with the
vernacular poetry of the northern Germanic-speakers, but with Latin literature,
and mostly with Latin historiography. ‘The fullness of his narrative makes
Gregory [of Tours] my main spokesman for the absence of heroism’ (p. 370).
In Gregory we find literature, not real life, he notes. And, as he says, ‘any
author worth his salt’ (p. 370) can make some ordinary fighting into epic
combat or reduce gallant action into boring routine. Gregory’s tactic is to
aim for the latter, to ‘puff down’ (p. 370). Goffart shows Gregory’s technique
in relation to a number of military encounters which he could have treated
in heroic fashion, but did not: the survival of Clovis in battle against the
Visigoths (saved by his cuirass) (Hist. 2.37); Ursio, defending himself against
overwhelming odds until he was exhausted and then killed (Hist. 9.12);"
Eberulf, dying in similar circumstances (Hist. 7.29); and, in battle, the deaths
of King Chlodomer (Hist. 3.6) and Duke Desiderius (Hist. 8.45). Goffart
concludes: ‘Gregory’s narrative is full of military incompetence and debacles.
He gives a negative impression of war, as an activity in which no one is
heroic’ (pp. 373-4).

Later Frankish historians came closer to the heroic mode than Gregory
did. Fredegar, in the mid-seventh century, approaches the heroic in his
picture of Theodoric of Italy (the later heroic figure of Dietrich von Bern)
and in his account of the Emperor Heraclius. The Liber Historiae Francorum,
in the mid eighth century, contains ‘one long battle scene authentically
suggestive of heroic narrative, and unparalleled in Gregory of Tours or
Fredegar’ (378-9): it is the story of Chlothar II (d. 629) engaging Bertoald,
the leader of the Saxons, in single combat on the banks of the River Weser.
This tale is set ‘after a long interval in which heroic traits are virtually
invisible in literature’ (p. 379). When we get to the Carolingian era, we
have Paul the Deacon’s Historia Langobardorum, ‘a work rich in heroic
touches’ (p. 380), and the earliest traces of vernacular heroic literature: ‘in
the age of Charlemagne, heroes were back’ (p. 380).

Goffart ends his discussion of Gregory with the anecdote from Hist. 5.25,
about the attempted arrest by Dragolen of the repeat offender Guntram
Boso. The latter reminds Dragolen of his oath to give him free passage
and offers to surrender all his possessions in return for such passage.
Dragolen refuses and charges; he is unhorsed by Guntram Boso and is
killed. Goffart notes that for Gregory this is an edifying story: we have
already seen Dragolen as someone who does not keep his word, and thus
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‘he is tagged for divine retribution’. Guntram Boso, on the other hand,
invoked the name of the great St Martin. It leads Goffart into his concluding
section, arguing that the Christian church was responsible for the eclipse
of heroism — or, one should say, of secular forms of heroism. The heroism
of the martyr and the holy man was acceptable, and those kings who were
admired were Tiberius (in Gregory), whose Christian charity was immense,
or Oswald (in Bede), who prayed before battle rather than doing whatever
pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon kings had done before battle. Goffart notes
Patrick Wormald’s classic article on the conversion of the Anglo-Saxon
aristocracy, in which Wormald argued that although the Church tried
to change the ethos of warrior society, they largely failed: ‘pre-Christian
heroism and martial values lived on triumphant in England’ (p. 385)."" But
he does not accept Wormald’s idea that Latin/Christian and vernacular/
traditional cultures lived side by side with relatively little communication
between the two. Even if this was true in England, Goffart suggests, it
was very different on the Continent: there was no ‘vast zone of silence’
(Wormald, p. 35) separating historians like Gregory and Fredegar from the
warrior class, although one might note that Bede’s Letter to Egbert actually
suggests that Bede was perfectly well acquainted with the problems of the
Anglo-Saxon aristocracy, even if he largely concealed this knowledge when
we wrote the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum. But Goffart ends by
saying that even in England ‘the heroic mode’ may be a later development,
and not present ever since the period of the English invasions and settle-
ment. There was no reason why there might not have been ‘intermittent
occurrences of bravery, self-sacrifice, and other manifestations of heroic
conduct’ in early Francia. “The one certainty, however, is that contemporary
authors do not trumpet such incidents: there was no heroic literature’
(p. 387).

There is a postscript at the end of Goffart’s 2002 article, in which he
discusses Ute Schwabe’s criticism of the earlier version of his paper.'” Schwabe,
like Wormald and like her peers in the community of scholars devoted to
the study of early Germanic literatures, believes that there existed twin
cultures of memory-keeping: a literate Latin culture, largely adhering to
classical ideas of literary genres, and an oral culture, which only wrote
down its stories and traditions several centuries after the Migration Period.
Goffart does not accept the possibility that these two cultures did not speak
to each other. And given the frequent political and cultural ruptures that
took place among the Germanic peoples in the fifth and sixth centuries, it
is reasonable to think that there were ruptures of historical memory as well.
He ends with noting that there are other ways of dealing with the material,
such as the challenging one recently published, he writes, in The Cambridge
companion to English literature (p. 393).
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This is a reference to Roberta Frank’s chapter on ‘Germanic legend in
Old English literature’.!® As she says, early Germanic tradition in England
survives in just five Old English poems, all surviving only in single manuscripts
from the last generations of Anglo-Saxon England. Beowulf is, famously,
about a Swedish hero active in Denmark and later in Sweden. They are all
‘Germanic’ heroes, although we may doubt that early Anglo-Saxons,
uneducated as they were in the ways of nineteenth-century Germanist studies,
were necessarily aware of the fact. It is perhaps only in later Anglo-Saxon
England that Germanic legend became something ‘people had to know, like
chess, claret or cricket, if they wanted to be thought cultured’ (p. 97).
Clearly what survives is a fragment of what may have been an enormous
mass of heroic poetry — ‘Each name or episode in Widsith, Deor and Beowulf
may be regarded as an allusion to another poem’ (p. 101); nevertheless ‘it
is impossible to know how much more (or less) the Anglo-Saxons knew of
Germanic legend than we do’ (p. 103).

Goffart is right that there is not a great deal of evidence from the earliest
Middle Ages for the existence of a vernacular heroic literature. There are
some hints, however."* Jordanes said that the Goths sang songs of their
heroes in early times, and that when the Visigoths found Theodorid dead
on the battlefield, having defended Gaul against Attila, they ‘honoured him
with songs’. Venantius Fortunatus, in a poem addressed to Duke Lupus,
said that the barbarians [that is, the Franks] praised his bravery and deeds
of arms with the harp, just as the Roman praised his learning and justice
with the lyre." In the Carolingian period, Paul the Deacon and Poeta Saxo
both noted that the deeds of sixth-century kings had been, or indeed still
were, celebrated in song.'® None of these sources are without their problems,
and even the accumulation of such sources does not prove a case. But,
unlike Goffart, I do not feel that proving the existence of a body of vernacular
heroic literature in the earliest Middle Ages is essential to the rehabilitation
of the idea that an heroic ethos may have existed in that period. The absence
of evidence for martial heroism is in fact an aspect of the problem with our
sources, which on the whole do not provide us with details of warfare.
That, wrote Guy Halsall, ‘is one of the most intriguing aspects of the study
of war in this period’;'” and, moreover, it is ‘utterly intractable’.'®

Indeed, we know very clearly that a heroic ethos did exist in the sixth
century, thanks to Gregory’s near-contemporary Prokopios, who wrote
far more extensively on warfare than any other sixth-century writer. Even
though he came from a different, Greek-speaking, culture, he shows that
enthusiastic admiration for the warlike virtues was active in at least one
part of the sixth-century world."” Martial heroism is described in essentially
four different contexts: general praise of individuals where their military
virtues are emphasised;** descriptions of individuals performing heroic acts
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in battle;*' general heroic behaviour by more than one individual (including
an entire unit of the army) in a battle;** and finally descriptions of occasions
where a soldier offers single combat before the formal start of a battle.” At
least twice ‘valour’ in the contemporary situation is mentioned in hyperbolic
terms (the word being translated by ‘valour’ is the Greek arete). The men
that surrounded and protected Belisarios ‘made a display of valor such, I
imagine, as has never been shown by any man in the world to this day’ (Wars
5.18.12, p. 294); “There a battle took place and a display of valor by both
Romans and Persians such as I at least believe has never once been seen in
these times’ (Wars 8.11.41, p. 486). A further comparison of the heroes of
the present and those of the past comes in one of the last battles against the
Goths: ‘And now I come to describe a battle of great note and the virtue
of a man inferior, I think, to none of the heroes of legend, namely, which
Theia displayed in the present battle’ (Wars 8.35.20, p. 542). It is worth
noting that throughout Prokopios gives credit to heroic deeds regardless of
which side the hero was on: Romans, Persians and Goths all receive praise.

One passage is worth quoting in full, even if it is not technically a deed
of heroism. It is an astonishing and unique (for this period) record of the
significance of display, both in terms of apparel but also of personal military
skills. It describes Totila, king of the Goths, before the Battle of Taginae or
Busta Gallorum, in 552.

First of all, he was not reluctant to make an exhibition to the enemy of what
kind of man he was. The armor in which he was clad was abundantly plated
with gold, and the ample adornments that hung from his cheek-plates as well
as from his helmet and spear were not only of purple but in other respects
befitting a king marvellous in abundance. And he himself, sitting upon a very
large horse, began to perform the dance under arm skilfully between the
armies. For he wheeled his horse around in a circle and then turned again to
the other aside, and so made him run round and round. As he rode he hurled
his javelin into the air and caught it again as it quivered above him, then
passed it rapidly from hand to hand, shifting it with consummate skill, and
he gloried in his practice of the art, falling back on his shoulders, spreading
his legs and leaning from side to side, like one who has been instructed with
precision in the art of dancing from childhood. By these tactics he wore away
the whole early part of the day. (Wars 8.31.18-21, pp. 533-4)

Procopios makes it clear that this display was not customary: indeed,
Totila was successfully using delaying tactics, because he was waiting for
an additional two thousand Gothic soldiers to arrive and take up position.
It availed him little; the Goths lost the battle and Totila lost his life. We
have nothing like this from a contemporary Latin writer: but, then, we have
no contemporary Latin writers working within the secular pre-Christian
tradition of historiography, as Prokopios was.
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The most sustained critique of Goffart’s theory can be found in Sarti’s
book Perceiving war. She points out first of all that there are fifth-century
sources which contain heroic elements. Sidonius writes to his brother-in-law
Ecdicius about his deeds, including how ‘with a following of barely eighteen
mounted comrades you made your way through several thousands of Goths
not merely in the middle of the day, but in the middle of an open plain — an
achievement such as posterity will scarcely credit’.** He lists further military
achievements, and describes the adulation Ecdicius had received from the
people of Clermont.” (Gregory oddly reduces the eighteen men to ten when
he describes the same incident at Hist. 2.24.) Also from fifth-century Gaul
is Merobaudes’ panegyric for Aétius, which Sarti calls ‘the most open com-
mendation for martial abilities to be found in the written sources composed
in Gaul between the fifth and seventh centuries’;*® while Gregory’s own
description of Aétius (Hist. 2.8) is ‘the most detailed description of a non-
royal military man found in Merovingian sources’.”” On the other hand,
the most significant Latin writer in sixth-century Gaul — Venantius Fortunatus
— has no more emphasis on martial prowess than Gregory. His panegyric
to Chilperic mentions the king’s martial virtues, but only in passing. Only
the poems dedicated to the domesticus Conda and the dux Lupus draw
attention to military virtues and actions, although in the former, while
mentioning how Conda’s sons died in battle, Fortunatus comes out with
the conventional line ‘those who fight for glory live forever’.?®

An interesting comparison is to be made in the case of Mummolus.
Fortunatus’ poem dedicated to him does not mention his military abilities,
except by ‘okingly comparing the banquet at the centre of his poem to
a magnificent battle fought in his stomach’.*” Yet according to Gregory,
Mummolus was the leading non-royal Frankish general of the sixth century.
Gregory indeed seems at times to be on the verge of describing him in
heroic terms; he certainly describes him as ‘always victorious’ and says
that the Lombard leaders were ‘all terrified by the prowess of Mum-
molus’.*® As Sarti points out,” Gregory offers no negative comments on
Mummolus. But although it would have been easy to cast Mummolus in a
heroic light, Gregory does not do so. His death came about as a result of
betrayal by his former ally Leudegisel; he was run through by the lances of
Leudegisel’s men.*

Sarti argues that in the case of Mummolus, as in the cases of Munderic
and Ursio, Gregory does not give us a picture of heroism. But, she says, he
does show us ‘heroic moments’: events that could well have been initially
couched in heroic mode, and indeed had perhaps come to Gregory in heroic
form.’> Munderic was an early sixth-century pretender, who had to retreat
into a fortress when King Theuderic advanced toward him with a much
larger army. Theuderic besieged the fortress. Munderic said to his men, and
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this is reported by Gregory: ‘““Let us stand firm, and fight to the death
together, for we must never submit to our enemies.””** In the end, Theuderic’s
man Aregisel is sent to Munderic with a false promise of safe conduct; and
even does so on an altar. When Aregisel leaves the fortress, holding Munderic’s
hand, he gives a sign to his men to kill Munderic. But Munderic realises
what is happening and thrusts a javelin through Aregisel’s back. ‘Munderic
then drew his sword and with his own men around him slew one after
another of the enemy troops. As long as there was breath in his body he
continued to cut down every man within his reach.”** He was killed in the
end, of course. The death of Ursio, who had conspired against Childebert II,
was similar. Childebert’s men surrounded the church in which Ursio and
his men had taken refuge. They started to set it on fire. Ursio took his sword
and left the church. ‘He killed so many of the besiegers that of all those
that came within range of him not one was left alive. Trudulf, Count of
the Royal Palace, died in this skirmish, and many of his troops were killed.”*
In the end, Ursio betrayed that he was tired by breathing hard, was rushed,
and killed. For Goffart, Munderic and Ursio were ‘merely human in their
fighting and bound to succumb when their strength gave out’. For Ursio in
particular ‘Gregory does not invite admiration’; “The detail about labored
breath brings him down to our level and undercuts any heroic aura.”*” One
may doubt Goffart’s assumption that a hero has to be superhuman. But
more to the point is that although Gregory does not express admiration of
these men, we may imagine that others — including those who passed the
stories on to Gregory — might well have done. Sarti concludes that it seems
‘highly likely’ that these stories had come to Gregory in heroic mode, and
that Gregory adjusted them to suit his own purposes.*®

To understand what those purposes might be, we may turn to an exception-
ally important study of four early medieval historians published now over
thirty years ago in 1988, by the same Walter Goffart.” Goffart divides
Gregory’s works into two categories (which Gregory did not quite do himself
at Hist. 10.31): ten books of Histories (Historiae) and eight books of Wonders
(Miracula). In terms of his narrative treatment, the two works have much
in common, and ‘saints and miracles are no strangers to the Histories’
(Narrators, p. 152). “The main difference is that the Wonders is an account
of unrelieved good news: the bountifulness of divine gifts, the proximity of
the holy, and its ready accessibility to men’ (pp. 152-3). The Wonders are
about virtutes; the Histories are about strages gentium, ‘the slaughter of
peoples’, and miserorum excidia, ‘the downfall of worthless men’. Goffart
identifies the predominant mode in the Histories as irony, and Gregory uses
that weapon to cast most activities of the secular world — Goffart lists
warfare, political manoeuvrings, administration of justice, rebellion, adultery,
rape and murder (p. 181) — in a dark and frequently condemnatory light.
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He is able to do that in part because he selects and shapes facts to his
purpose, and in part because he suppresses them.*® Contemporaries were
even better able to appreciate Gregory than we are. Apart from being given
‘a jolting lesson in Christian values’, ‘the first thing they were to understand
about profane gesta praesentia was that, almost without exception, they
were crimes and follies expressive of empty and futile cravings’ (p. 230).
The celebration of any martial heroism would be totally out of place in
Gregory’s scheme.

There were heroes in Gregory’s work, however. They were, almost without
exception, martyrs or holy men (and a few women). It was largely a male
thing: there is one woman among the twenty-three ‘Fathers’ whose lives
are celebrated in Gregory’s Life of the Fathers, but the woman, Monegundis,
was there in part because she fought ‘with a virile strength’.*' Sometimes
this is heroism that the modern world would recognise. There was the priest
Cato, whose ecclesiastical ambitions were greeted by Gregory with scorn,
but who stayed in Clermont during the plague and ‘with great courage’
said Mass until his death. “This priest was a person of great humanity and
devoted to the poor. He was a proud man, it is true, but what he did at
this moment excused everything.’** But all martyrs and confessors were
heroes, in their fight against persecutors and the wiles of the world, but
above all against the wiles of the Devil and his temptations. These were
Gregory’s heroes: these were the role-models Gregory was placing before
his contemporaries.

As Conrad Leyser has pointed out in his article on nocturnal emission
(a perennial problem for the would-be celibate and ascetic), the ‘rise of
ascetic masculinity’ in the early Middle Ages was not ‘an introverted discourse
of sexual anxiety’, but part of ‘a fiercely competitive culture of public
power’.* The fifth and sixth centuries may have been the Heroic Age of
the warrior in the minds of H. M. Chadwick and others; they were also
the centuries when ascetics began to chip heroically away at the ideals of
traditional heroism, and of traditional masculine values as a whole, to set
up their own counter-culture of heroic asceticism. The creation of an alterna-
tive heroic ethos based on Christian values, of course, implies the existence
of a secular concept of heroism.

Think for a moment of the life of a traditional hero, even if it is that of
an imagined hero of later epic, romance or saga. His worth is recognised
above all in battle, in his courage and fortitude: in short, his ability to kill
people. He has pride in his birth, and in his ability to produce children,
and in his own honour and that of his family. His boastfulness about
his achievements is celebrated, the more so if it is done artistically and
extravagantly. He is generous to his men; which means, among other things,
having frequent feasts and celebrating their community by drinking with
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them. He has obligations to his men and to his people; his role is to protect
them from their enemies. These values are above all seen as expressions of
masculinity.

The life of a good ascetic Christian is almost diametrically opposed. The
ascetic rejects bloodshed, and even those emotions that lead to bloodshed,
particularly anger. The ascetic rejects his family, and if he left property to
the church hedged it around with legal protections in order to stop his
family claiming back what they no doubt seriously believed was theirs. The
ascetic rejected public obligations and public office, despite the desperation
with which late Roman authorities tried to enforce those obligations. The
ascetic rejected boastfulness and pride, and the luxuries and pleasures of
the world, particularly those involved in gluttony and fornication. So, the
true hero in the new Christian world was the ascetic, who fought the
temptations of the devil and his minions, who are literally all around us.
A discerning saint could see these demons; but any ascetic ought to recognise
the temptations that they sow among men and women, and ought to devote
himself to a life of heroic struggle against them. The true Christian hero is
marked out by struggle, therefore; he gains his heroism by struggle just as
the military hero does, except that his struggle is against the Devil and not
in alliance with him. An ascetic who achieves freedom from, say, lechery
without struggle, merely because he has little passion, is not a true hero.
Indeed, he is like the eunuch, says John Cassian: ‘it is one thing to attain
to peace by passive good fortune, and another to be worthy of a triumph
thanks to one’s glorious virtues [virtutes]’.** To be a proper ascetic you need
to be a spiritual warrior: to have won your masculinity and heroism as a
secular warrior did — by bravery, persistence and struggle.

Cassian and others in the fifth century thus postulated a different type
of vir and a different type of virtus or manliness from that described by
secular writers such as Ammianus Marcellinus; but it is in some ways not
very different. After all, self-control was the first of the virtutes that Ammianus
had found in Julian. A Stoic refusal to allow the passions to surface had
long been admired among Romans; the dangers of giving in to sexual
passion, indeed the desirability of avoiding sexual relations altogether, was
something that was stressed by Roman moralists, but also by Roman doctors
— Julian’s own doctor Oribasius was a supporter of total abstinence as a
route to health.* And Christian moralists had not dropped some of the
crucial aspects of virtus: above all, courage in the face of adversity. The
language of manliness was merely given a new twist, in a spiritual direction.
Ascetics were soldiers of Christ, or they were athletes of Christ, and they
were even claimed to be more manly than those in the lay world. St Jerome
said that marriage made a man effeminate and noted that ‘no soldier marches
into battle with a wife’.* It was even argued that accepting orders from a
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superior in the outside world was unmanly; but obedience to an abbot was
liberating, because it led to salvation. The greatest virtue was humility, and
he who was most humble had the most authority: thus, at the end of the
sixth century, Pope Gregory would assert his superiority by declaring himself
‘the slave of the slaves of God’. The danger was, of course, that truly humble
people — the poor — would gain authority from their humility; but this was
a danger Jerome had recognised and dismissed: men raised from poverty
or low social position would be grasping and eager for power; only superior
men could be humble.*’

It was not necessary for Gregory of Tours to have read widely in the
literature of asceticism for him to have grasped all this. By the sixth century,
such ideas were all pervasive. The absence of secular heroic values from
Gregory’s writings tell us nothing about the presence or absence of secular
heroic values in Gregory’s world. The reason why Gregory was so consistent
in his hostility to the glamour of warfare was that admiration of secular
heroism was all too prevalent in the world in which he lived. As Goffart
rightly says (p. 386), Gregory took ‘a sustained interest in the lay aristocracy’;
there was no ‘vast zone of silence’ separating him from the Frankish warrior
class. But that does not mean that he was at all sympathetic to their values
and behaviour.
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Military equipment in late antique and early
medieval female burial evidence:
a reflection of ‘militarisation’?

Susanne Brather-Walter

Merovingian period ‘row-grave cemeteries’ show a variety of burial furnish-
ings. Men were equipped with belts and weapons, women with dress
accessories and jewellery. Furthermore, graves contained ‘non-gendered’
objects such as vessels or furniture. Grave-goods assemblage additionally
varied based on the age of the deceased, the location of their burial, and
the point of time at which they had been buried.

When weapons (sword, lance, bow and arrow, shield) and equestrian
equipment (spurs, stirrups and saddle) are found only in male graves, a
relatively strict gender separation must be postulated: no female burials
contain weapons and no male burials contain jewellery. But there are
exceptions. Occasionally, parts of military equipment have been dis-
covered in early medieval female graves and sometimes female objects
were found in male burials. What conclusions may be drawn from these
findings?

To explain this phenomenon, modern research has resorted to concepts
like that of ‘Amazons’ when interpreting a female burial equipped with
weapons.' A skeleton of a triple burial of armed individuals from Nieder-
stotzingen (south-western Germany) excavated in 19622 and dating to the
early seventh century has been of particular interest. As one of the three
individuals was considered female, she was interpreted as an ‘Amazon
following the antique literary topos’. Such an interpretation, if accepted,
would imply that the deceased was a heavily armed women acting like a
man.’ Recent genetic analyses, however, have refuted this assumption and
proven that all three individuals were male.* Another common approach is
to speak of ‘iron ladies’ by referring to the unflattering nickname of the
former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher (1925-2013).° These
interpretations appear to be unsatisfying, however. On the one hand, they
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appear quite straightforward as they focus on one single observation: the
occurrence of weaponry in female burials. On the other hand, the wider
context of these findings is not taken into consideration. Questions that
often lack further consideration include the exact types of ‘weapons’ deposed
in female graves, the accompanying grave-goods and the overall circumstances
of the burial.

Anyone looking for examples of female burials with military equipment
would expect to be confronted with a consistent phenomenon. However,
an in-depth search would quickly reveal that weapons and other military
equipment in women’s graves varies in several aspects. The aim of the
following chapter is to present a short survey of the relevant evidence.

Before we start, an important observation should be made: the appearance
of weapons in female graves raises the question about the meaning of this
phenomenon. Should we interpret this as a transfer from the male into the
female sphere? If so, does this also imply the transmission of male/masculine
ideals? Alternatively, a transformation of the ‘original’ male signification
attributed to weapons deposed in burials would be conceivable, implying
the introduction of a new aspect of female representation; for example, as
symbols of protection.

Returning to the range of military objects found in female graves, six
categories may be distinguished that can divided into two main groups:

A. Weapons in female graves:
1. weapons ‘en miniature’,
2. fragments of defensive armour and horse gear,
3. parts of harness, military belt-buckles and strap ends.
B. Pictorial representations of warriors on portable media:
4. scenes of warriors on brooches or other accessories,
5. the motif of the horseman with lance on ornamental discs,
6. simplified scenes of warriors on brooches or other accessories.

Weapons ‘en miniature’ in bronze or silver — swords, shields
’ ’
axes and hammers

Weapons ‘en miniature’® are often associated with chains or necklaces. The
late third-century grave of Hassleben (Germany) may serve as an example,
wherein the necklace consisted of many beads in the shape of small axes
made of gold and silver.” Such pendants have been discovered between
northern Germany and the Carpathian Basin. Most of them belong to the
third and fourth centuries and have been found both within and outside
the Roman Empire. Most famous is the golden chain of Sziligy-Somlyé
(Simleu Silvaniei, Romania)® dated to the first half of the fifth century. A
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multitude of pendants are attached to this chain, including objects of everyday
life (knife, scissors, axe, hammer, spade, key), magic symbols (wine leaves,
cairngorm globe), and weapons (sword, shield). The reconstruction of the
chain suggests that the most likely way of wearing it would be as an ornament
carried around either an individual’s hips or neck. The chain may have
served as a model for Merovingian girdle hangers, but its contemporary
character or function remains unclear.

Miniature weapons were also discovered in a later-sixth century grave
near Sontheim/Brenz (south-western Germany).” This burial contained some
weapons that were just a few centimetres in length: a small knife, a shield
and a sword deposited on the chest of the woman. Such late finds remain
much more limited in number than their precursors, however. Archaeology
has mainly interpreted these pendants as amulets, phylakteria, talismans or
magic symbols of supernatural power, according to concepts of apotropaic
agency. These supposedly ‘magic’ objects are often related to paganism, but
this appears to be a misleading interpretation. Although ‘magic’ may be
related to different religious ideas, there is no indication clearly associating
these objects with non-Christian concepts or rituals. As such, there is no
reason to assume that magical objects did not also have a place within a
Christian milieu.

One type of object within the mentioned category has been consistently
considered as a pagan symbol: the “Thor’s hammer’ and the ‘Donar’s mace
amulet’ made of bone'’ and decorated with engraved lines and stamped
circular eyes. Although it is mainly found in male graves, some have been
discovered in female burials. Although Scandinavian influences have been
suggested, drawing on references to the much later Saga literature, the
objects themselves do not provide any indication confirming the supposed
meaning. While the so-called ‘Thor’s hammer’ gradually disappeared from
the late fourth and until the fifth century in the territory of the later Meroving-
ian kingdoms, it reappeared during the tenth century in southern Scandinavia,
presumably as a reaction to the Christian cross.!' Meanwhile, the ‘Donar’s
mace amulets’ continued to be used until the late sixth century as pendants
on girdle hangers.

Another example may be related to ‘exchanges’ taking place between the
male and the female sphere — different in subject but similar in symbolic
meaning. Polyhedral crystal beads attached to swords are considered to
have been used by men as ‘magic beads’, while related to women the same
objects are interpreted as pendants that were attached to their belts (Giir-
telgehinge). As these objects were obviously used simultaneously by both
genders, no chronological development from men to women or vice versa
may be postulated. Nonetheless, a gendered difference may be observed:
the promise of victory for warriors and health for women.
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Fragments of defensive armour and horse gear

Rings as part of chain armour

These meshed rings were originally parts of chainmail, whether in the form
of body armour or the neck guard of a helmet. Only small parts of the
armour were used, including around a dozen rings. In Ukraine, an early
female grave has been discovered containing such a ring-mesh talisman/
amulet that is dated to the decades around 300."* In the early Middle Ages,
these objects were fixed as pendants on female belts known as Giirtelge-
hdinge; i.e. belts with an arrangement of strings hanging down with a large
number of objects either used as practical tools, talismans or apotropaic
objects. In the west, the earliest examples of this type of talisman occur
around 400 in female burials."”> Generally speaking, however, this type of
amulet is largely known from female graves dating to the fifth and sixth
centuries, with a distribution extending from northern France up to the
middle Danube. Thus, these amulets (see Figure 16.1) and related burial
tradition had a long history, even if their specific origins remain difficult to
explain.

It remains unclear how these components of armour were transformed
into talismans. Had they simply been collected by chance as ‘anonymous’
objects; or were they intentionally taken from a specific man’s armour,
indicating a special individual relationship? It is also possible that these
items did not possess such a symbolic meaning. For example, ring meshes
might have been used pragmatically as metal sponges to clean metal cooking
utensils. Nevertheless, it is hard to imagine that these ring meshes were
made specifically for domestic needs. It appears more convincing to argue
that they were deposed in female burials for symbolic, emotional or ritual
purposes.

Lamellar armour

A few female graves of the Avar period' contain fragments of lamellar
armour. They represent small components from defensive armour. Although
these burials belong to the late sixth to the early ninth centuries, i.e. a later
period, as well as to another region (Pannonia), the assumption that these
fragments were protective amulets appears likely in this context.

Parts of lances

Decorated rivet plates were originally used as washers for rivets, which
attached lance heads at their shaft. They were later used as pendants on
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Figure 16.1 Meshed rings, former part of a chain mail
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Figure 16.2 Washer, former part of a lance head

necklaces, as attested in two seventh-century female burials from Lauchheim
(see Figure 16.2)." Again, two interpretations are possible: the washers may
have been symbols of protection or power, but it is also conceivable that
they were used as profane decorative items.
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Horse gear

Depending on the definition of ‘weaponry’, components of horse gear can
also be considered. Horse gear and horse burials were mostly combined
with a set of weapons in the adjoining male grave, a connection that suggests
a military context of riding. From a general perspective, this equipment is
connected to the male sphere.

Parts of the horse harness, such as phalerae — i.e. ornamented discs — were
reused as a brooch in female grave no. 4 near Schwenningen (Germany).'
Nearly identical discs have been discovered in the so-called ‘Chiefs’ Graves’
of Apahida (Romania)."” Another female burial, grave no. 2 of the graveyard
at Lauffen (Germany),'® contained a piece of an original saddle decoration
plate, which was reused as a pendant or amulet.

In Lauchheim, snaffles were discovered in some female graves, most of
which date to the seventh century. It appears that they were used as substitutes
for chain links on hangers. Any interpretation should consider a possible
pragmatic function in the sense of a ‘misappropriation’ of their original
function by substituting missing elements of a chain. This seems more likely
than their interpretation in the context of a specific symbolic meaning; for
example, in reference to a military context.

There is, nevertheless, a noticeable trend over time. In the seventh century,
material related to equestrian warriors was notably frequent in burials,
suggesting that these were considered particularly important at that time.
It is possible that the snaffles found in female graves had a comparable
function, even though they were no longer in use as horse harnesses since
they had become parts of female dress accessories.

Military belt fittings and military insignia

Burials of the fifth century mainly contain many elements of Roman late
antique elite status representation — folding chairs, bronze vessels or silver
spoons. Prestigious objects occur in the graves of men as well as in those of
women." Along the Upper Rhine, for example, there are a number of such
richly equipped female burials.”® These objects represent the new military
elite, created by the ‘transformation of the Roman world’ and opposed
to the traditional Roman elite,”! and these valuable grave-goods may be
interpreted as status symbols. They belong to burials of both genders insofar
as they are not gender specific.

Military belts

Surprisingly, military belts or parts of them can also be found in some
female graves. Such burials occur along the periphery of the former Roman
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Empire, according to the newly developed burial rite in these areas.”> The
female burial 363 of Schleitheim-Hebsack (Switzerland),” for example,
contained a complete cingulum instead of a mere few individual pieces. Did
this woman wear the cingulum during her lifetime, or was it simply placed
upon her body for the funeral in order to represent social rank and power?

In many cases, pieces of ‘military belt-sets’ have been found in female
graves (Figure 16.3). What did they represent, and why did women resort
to wearing men’s belts? Perhaps they could represent women associated
with the military men of that period, or that something has shifted from
the men to the women. On the one hand, one could argue that these were
worn on a purely pragmatic basis, since there were no specific female belts.
On the other hand, a certain social prestige could be supposed to have been
expressed symbolically through these belts, perhaps referring to the men of
these women.

Furthermore, one could see these belts as a copy of a Mediterranean
fashion, involving the provision of a large decorative belt.** Is it possible to
imagine that some women received the discarded kit of men? Answering this
question would require the extensive study and verification of the extent to
which these buckles were still used for their functional purpose. It is also
be possible that these buckles were given to women solely in the context
of burial — in order to emphasise their social role or that of their families.

This is supported by the fact that the belts and their components, as well
as the state of their preservation, vary widely. For the majority, it is only
the buckles themselves which are found in female graves; occasionally they
are still combined with strap-ends.” The complete cingulum from Schleitheim-
Hebsack remains an absolute exception.

Military insignia (‘Zwiebelknopffibeln’)

In this respect, the so-called ‘Zwiebelknopffibeln’ (crossbow-brooches)
represent another interesting group of military objects. In Roman times,
they were regarded as military as well as civilian insignia, and they were
awarded to high-ranking officers.® Such insignia occasionally appear in
female burials, where they have been used instead of brooches. The female
grave 16 of Basel-Gotterbarmweg (Switzerland)?” may serve as an example.
The burial dates back to the fifth century.

Did this fibula serve symbolically as a status symbol? Or did it practically
substitute a bow brooch as the ‘regular’ dress fastener? At the moment, it
is unclear whether this was a singular case or was more frequently docu-
mented. Was the primary meaning of the brooch as characterising late
antique high officials still recognised? Or was it forgotten already, and
recognised only as an exotic ornament?
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Figure 16.3 The distribution of late antique female graves with military belts
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In general, bow brooches, which were common in women’s fashion during
the later fifth and the sixth centuries, derived from them typologically. If
s0, this would mean that an original military badge of rank had become a
common accessory of female dress. At the very least, female and male graves
were not contemporary in this respect. Former male military dress accessories
appeared in female burials as ‘antiques’, often some decades or even a
century later than when they had been used by men.

Again, two suggestions might be made. One could say that military belts
in female graves, sometimes present together with military insignia, might
be interpreted as a kind of ‘masculinisation’ of female fashion. Or it could
be argued these actually ‘masculine’ attributes in the female sphere merely
symbolise affiliation to a higher social class. We have no means of deciding
between these two options.

Scenes of warriors, victory and power

Summarising the evidence, four different images of fighting have been

described:

— the ‘confrontation’ of two fighting warriors,
— a rider’s victory over an infantryman,

— warriors on parade,

- shooting archers.

The first image is applied to the head-plates of two bow-brooches, at least
one of them in a funerary context.”® The brooch from grave 85 at Kirchheim/
Teck (south-western Germany) shows — in a reduced and simplified manner
— two men, face-to-face. Traditionally, the image has been suggested to be
a combat scene. But it has recently been argued that it is, in fact, an ‘acclama-
tion’ scene — with both warriors coming together approaching a lance or
some other item.”

The second subject also has a tradition going back at least to Roman
times; one need only think of the so-called ‘Jupiter-Giant’ columns and
other images. In our context, the same scene is shown on a decorated plate
disc in a female burial of the early seventh century, in Pliezhausen (south-
western Germany).*® Once produced as a phalera as part of horse gear, the
piece was subsequently reworked into a brooch. But the same image also
appears contemporarily on military equipment — for example, in the form
of appliqué on a press-plate on a helmet in male grave 8 from Valsgirde
(Sweden).”

The third topic — parading infantry warriors with lowered spears — can
be found, for instance, on a pair of pressed-sheet metal strap-ends in female
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grave 209 from Rain (Bavaria).”> It belongs to the first half of the seventh
century. Once again, the same pictorial representation is found on a press-
plate on a helmet in male grave 7 from Valsgirde.*

The fourth and last picture deals with shooting archers. As one example,
these archers are shown kneeling opposite each other on two discs connected
by a loop. They came to light in female grave 144 from Modling (Austria),**
and they probably served as the fasteners of a cape or something similar.

Interestingly, identical pictorial scenes appear with men and women. In
male burials, these warrior figures are attached to helmets or shields, while
in female burials they decorate dress accessories like bow brooches. How
these similar images and different contexts relate to one another has not
thus far been argued.

It has been often suggested that the images represent specific narratives
which were told and understood by contemporaries. Saying this, the question
arises of its precise content. What content was transmitted by these pictures?
Were they heroic legends and myths? Is it a pictorial language of its own
in a world that was still largely without writing??*’

But we have to be very cautious and cannot simply connect these images
directly to the Saga literature, because of the geographic and chronological
gap. Some of the objects, especially the fibulae depicting such scenes, may
refer to Scandinavia, but it remains questionable to what extent the wearers
were interested in the specific content of the pictures. Looking at the antique
prototypes, we could suggest that the images remained ‘powerful’ on a more
general level.*

Again, should we expect to find a transformation from the male sphere
to the female one? At least we see the appearance of such images on ‘male’
defensive armour as well as on ‘female’ dress accessories. We find here that
there is no chronological difference, but rather contemporaneous similar
pictures for both men and women.

The ‘horseman with a lance’

In the late sixth and throughout the seventh centuries, the ‘horseman with
a lance’ was a common pictorial representation. This subject can be found
on a few ornamented discs, such as female dress accessories, especially in
south-western Germany and Switzerland.’” Such discs were components of
the so-called ‘girdle hanger’, which was worn along the left side of the
female body, and was completed by the discs at the lower end.

Such objects were distributed over a larger area, mainly northern Gaul
(Figure 16.4). In a general sense, they represent a victorious, powerful riding
warrior. Snakes or other dangerous creatures below the horse are missing,
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which may have represented ‘evil” and demonstrated victory over it. This
image is adapted to Christian scenes, but with our objects there is no explicit
Christian connotation.

At the same time, the image is found attached to horse-gear phalerae in
male burials, for example in Hifingen and Nendingen (south-western
Germany);*® both graves date to the early seventh century. In the case of
Hifingen, three phalerae result in a set: two riders, one seen from the left
and the other one from the right, flank the virgin with the child in the
centre. This image is clearly Christian and refers back to a Byzantine motif.*

Were the buried dead, equipped with such horse-riding equipment,
portrayed as milites Christi?** I would say so, because the parallel of the
rider image and the horse mount in the grave is apparent and intended. In
this respect, the objects again would have been provided with a protective
symbolism, however much in connection with Christian belief. Therefore,
the riders depicted have to be understood as patron saints.

Fading images

Brooches of the later sixth century sometimes present figures which can
barely be separated from pure ornamentation. By comparing them to accurate
pictures, they can be identified and understood as warriors albeit in very
much a simplified manner. Such a scene decorates the head plate of a bow-
brooch from Lingotto in Italy, where two warriors are shown squeezed into
a semi-circular frame. The brooch belongs to the time around 600.

In a women’s grave in Nocera Umbra in Italy, as well as from two female
burials in Southern Germany, fibulae have been found, which may be copies
or imitations of the Lingotto*' fibula. While the representation on the Nocera
Umbra brooch* is still reasonably recognisable, the scene on the head-plate
of the brooches from Staubing® and Selzen** can barely be reconstructed.
The former figurative illustration has been simplified into an ornament.

A decorative metal sheet of a helmet from male grave XIV in Vendel
(Sweden)* shows a very similar scene, which is dated to the first half of
the seventh century. We see two warriors, standing in front of each other;
both have a shield in their left hand and a sword in their right — not neces-
sarily the depiction of a fight, but perhaps an acclamation scene. Astonishingly,
this image has been found in northern Italy as well as in Scandinavia — the
motif thus became popular over large distances.

The scene of two warriors could be associated with male as well as with
female objects. What does it mean? Do we observe the regression of ‘military’
representation into the female sphere? Apparently, this was not the case - this
phenomenon was simply the result of the time that had elapsed. In many
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parts of the Merovingian kingdoms, the production and use of fibulae had
already come to an end. Therefore, brooches from Italy were continuously
copied. As a result, not only did the production technique simplify, but the
forms of image also became more abstract — the image originally depict-
ing two warriors changed into a no longer decipherable picture, almost
reduced to mere decoration. In this context, the depiction itself no longer
played a role, but rather the bow-brooch did so as a symbol of prestige or
status.

Conclusion

This examination makes it apparent that military objects or images in female
graves represent a complex and dynamic set of phenomena. The general
tendency of these objects can be summarised as follows:

1. Military equipment in female graves is not just one archaeological
categorisation, but includes a variety of objects and images which relate
in some way to the male sphere.

2. Since the third century, weapons en miniature and components of armour
appear in female graves; from the sixth century onwards, images of
warriors are found instead.

3. Therefore, the interpretation oscillates: amulets and the representation
of status through weapons seem to be replaced by images which convey
narrative and reflect Christian belief.

To conclude, it appears that the archaeological evidence does not document
militarisation. Some male attributes and images seem to have been included
into the female representation. The purpose behind this procedure, however,
is a question that would require another chapter. However, it appears that
implying a general process of ‘militarisation’ from the evidence discussed
here would be an exaggeration, as the female burials do not contain any
military habitus. However, the following aspects become apparent:

1. Weapons en miniature can be interpreted as apotropaic talismans, as
they are small fragments of ‘real’ defensive weapons. These objects thus
may have served to provide protection and integrity.

2. Furthermore, these objects can be considered as symbols of power. Thus,
they could have expressed belonging to powerful groups or claiming
their support. The social status of the buried women was defined by
their respective family.*®

3. Male garments have sometimes found in female graves and were perhaps
used by women. This may indicate that although there was no female
‘emancipation’ or ‘equal status’ of women, women were somewhat
appreciated.
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4. In the early Middle Ages, miniature weapons or fragments of real weapons
were replaced by figurative images which appear to refer to powerful
or victorious warriors, comparable to antique pictorial scenes and
narratives.

5. As a consequence of Christianisation, these ‘military’ or ‘male’ symbols
changed into representative equestrian saints. What is important here
is that these pictures have been discovered as part of both female and
male attire, including decorated discs in female and helmets in male
burials.
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The construction of the enemy in
pre-Viking England

Ellora Bennett

There is no doubt that the arrival of the Vikings altered the nature of warfare
in early medieval Britain. It is the traditional conclusion that these sea-borne
raiders, with a reputation for bloodlust and ruthlessness, did not conform
to the language of warfare understood by the Anglo-Saxons' and as such
were able to tear through all resistance until only Wessex, under the direction
of Alfred the Great, remained.” By his death in 899, Alfred left to his
successors the military, administrative and financial resources required to
capitalise on his accomplishments and reconquer land taken by the Vikings.?
It is therefore unsurprising that examinations of early medieval and pre-
Conquest English warfare generally begin around 800.* Not only do the
Vikings offer an enemy against which the Anglo-Saxon mettle could be
tested, but the available source material vastly increased in both quality
and quantity from the ninth century.” The overall result is that warfare
conducted between the adventus Saxonum in the fifth century and ¢. 800
is glossed over, generalised or ignored altogether.

It is the purpose of this chapter to go a little way to filling this gap by
posing two questions: who were the enemies of the Anglo-Saxons before
the Vikings?® And how were they constructed in the available sources? By
considering who fought against (or alongside) the pre-Viking Anglo-Saxons,
it is possible to note a few key issues related to early medieval warfare and
the larger concept of militarisation. As stated in this volume’s Introduc-
tion, a society at war did not necessarily equate to a militarised society.
However, considerations of how the Anglo-Saxons perceived their enemies
and themselves in relation to that ‘other’ reveals how conceptual elements of
the phenomenon are transferred to, and found embedded within, the written
sources. This is an important approach because not only structures experienced
militarisation, but also the mentalities of those whose world experiences
were shaped by warfare — in this case, the mentalities of those who authored
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the written sources of pre-Viking England. Thus, considering the construc-
tion of the enemy reveals how militarisation impacted on contemporary
mentalities by considering its influence on the creation of identities in relation
to war.

Before the late ninth or early tenth century, the concept of a universal
‘Englishness’ did not exist. The island of Britain was a patchwork of separate
entities, later kingdoms, whose leaders traced their lineage to varying
continental and northern European mythological ancestors, including the
pagan war god Woden.” Traditional narratives, based on Bede’s eighth-century
Historia Ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (hereafter HE), state that those in
the south were of primarily Saxon and Jutish descent whilst those of the
north and midlands consisted of Anglian peoples.® The accuracy of Bede’s
claims have long been scrutinised but there were undoubtedly significant
differences between communities across late antique and early medieval
England. The southern kingdom of Kent had strong economic and political
ties to Francia, for instance, while the northern kingdom of Northumbria
(itself an amalgam of Bernicia, Deira, and several Celtic kingdoms)’ was
more closely connected to the Picts and Scots.'” The kingdoms of Mercia
and Wessex rubbed shoulders with the British peoples who dwelt in the
west of the island. It is notable, for example, that the nomenclature of the
early West Saxon dynasty indicates a close British connection, and the
Mercians are called thus because they were ‘dwellers on the march’ between
British and other territories.'! It must therefore be acknowledged that refer-
ences to the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ reflect a traditional and convenient terminology
for an array of peoples who perceived themselves to have Germanic origins
who later become ‘English’.!?

Clearly, the Anglo-Saxons were not a singular unit, and different king-
doms exhibited cultural idiosyncrasies. In theory, the arrival of Christianity
united these disparate peoples under a single banner; yet by the mid seventh
century, there remained considerable variations in custom and the Church
lacked an overarching organisational structure, not to mention that until
655 the kingdom of Mercia remained aggressively pagan.’> However, a
different story is told by Bede in his HE. Herein is presented an image of
‘Englishness’ when few others would have recognised such a notion. In his
view, Christianity was indeed a unifying force that formed the foundation
of the gens Anglorum.'* Bede also stated that the gens shared a common
language — English — that was distinct from the non-Germanic tongues of the
natives (British, Scottish and Pictish) with Latin ‘in general use among them
all’.”” The gens were also at points politically linked, as on several occasions
a single king held imperium over all others, although the precise nature this
office and its impact on the creation of an overall ‘Englishness’ has been much

debated.!®
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Against this concept of ‘Englishness’ were Bede’s vitriolic views of the
British. To Bede, their shortcomings were numerous: the British Church did
not abide by the Roman calculation for Easter, had not made enough effort
to convert the Anglo-Saxons after the adventus Saxonum, and had disdained
Augustine, the spearhead of the English conversion.'” Unsurprisingly, these
shortcomings heavily influenced how Bede represented the British in relation
to the Anglo-Saxons, as shall be demonstrated below.

It is also worth noting that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (hereafter ASC),"®
another essential narrative source for the pre-Viking period, was likely
compiled at the court of Alfred the Great himself and as such recounts the
events of the foregoing centuries within the framework of West Saxon
ascendancy and the development of the houses of Cerdic and Ecgberht,
Alfred’s eminent grandfather."”” Essentially, the extent to which the Anglo-
Saxon source material constructed the enemy in opposition to ‘self” was
linked to the intentions and bias that shaped its initial composition.

Othering, outgroups and the enemy

Constructing an enemy relates to two entwined concepts: othering and the
formation of ingroup and outgroup categories. First, othering is the process
by which the ‘self’ shapes the identity of an encountered group or individual
on perceived differences between the parties, often connected to notions of
self-superiority versus other-inferiority, or radical alienisation.”® Although
an infinitely complex social theory, it is sufficient for the following investigation
to highlight that the sense of ‘self” versus ‘other’ is often elicited when two
different individuals (individual me-versus-you) or groups (social us-versus-
them) come into contact.” In turn, othering is strongly linked to the second
concept: that of ingroup/outgroup formation. Group membership is the
cornerstone of social identity, with the need to belong being a fundamental
element of human nature.”” Generally speaking, the ingroup is seen as pos-
sessing superior characteristics whilst those of the outgroup are deemed
inferior; a result of the group being ‘othered’. In practical terms this requires
the construction of distinct boundaries based on either real or perceived
differences. Ethnicity, language or religious affiliation could delineate social
or political groupings, and might additionally be accompanied by visual or
audio cues that allowed members of the ingroup to immediately recognise
the outgroup.” Note Bede’s assertion that four distinct languages were
spoken in Britain, with all those of ‘Germanic’ descent speaking ‘English’.
Speaking a different tongue was thus a clear sign of outgroup status.
That the outgroup should be so easily identified based on such criteria
hints at an underlying process that reduces the outgroup to a homogenous
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stereotype. This is based on the notion that the outgroup has some natural,
innate or biological penchant towards characteristics deemed inferior by
the ingroup, making these perceptions particularly durable.** Yet the outgroup
‘other’ is not inberently the enemy; rather, it is a concept against which
ingroup unity can be forged. However, the outgroup can easily be framed
as the enemy when the ingroup feel sufficiently threatened by the outgroup’s
alien (and therefore potentially hostile) nature.”

The Oxford living dictionaries defines ‘enemy’ thus: ‘a person who is
actively opposed or hostile to someone or something, [or a] hostile nation
or its armed forces, especially in time of war’.?® If to this one adds the
dimension of being the object of hostility, the ‘enemy’ is revealed to be in
close conceptual proximity to the outgroup or other. It could be argued
that the enemy, as it is represented in the historical sources, is the ‘activated’
other; the threat posed by the outgroup’s dissimilitude and purported inferior-
ity is encapsulated as an active and opposing force against which the ingroup
could prove their worth. Finally, it is important to recognise that the enemy
as ‘activated’ other need not have been an active adversary. As will be
demonstrated in the following discussion, a group’s status as the ‘enemy’
could amount to little more than being the object of the ingroup’s hostilities,
and it is in these cases that the clear lines between ‘protagonists’ and
‘antagonists’ could blur depending on the source’s perspective.

The pre-Viking enemies of the Anglo-Saxons

According to the written sources, the peoples of pre-Viking England fought
against three basic categories of enemy: ‘non-Anglo-Saxons’ (British/Welsh,
Picts and Scots), ‘Anglo-Saxons’ (competing polities such as kingdoms), and
internal or dynastic enemies. Conflicts with the former two groups can be
categorised as folcgefeoht (‘folk-battle’), war that is fought between the
‘forces of one people and those of another’, the publicum bellum of the
Penitential of Theodore.”” On the other hand, the latter group represents
instances of what Isidore of Seville described as ‘more than civil’ war, ‘where
not only fellow-citizens, but also kinfolk fight’.?® These instances of internal
violence rarely entailed clear battles identifiable in the laconic sources — the
saga-like episode between King Cynewulf and Atheling Cyneheard of Wessex
being a notable exception.”” In the interest of brevity, this chapter will focus
on the enemy as constructed in instances of folcgefeoht; first against a
number of ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ enemies, and second in respect to the prolonged
conflict between Mercia and Northumbria.

By collating instances of warfare in the ASC and Bede’s HE, it appears
that most common foe of the pre-Viking Anglo-Saxons were natives of the
British Isles, primarily the British (often referred to as “Welsh’), Picts, Scots
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and occasionally the Irish.’® The early annals of the ASC erupt with warfare
the moment the Anglo-Saxons enter the record in 449. These annals are of
interest as the Anglo-Saxons themselves begin as the ‘other’ to the native
British, not only in origin (having arrived on ships) but in behaviour. According
to Bede’s narrative, the British people were beset on all sides by the Irish
and Picts who took the opportunity to ravage the island in the wake of the
Roman withdrawal. This led a certain Vortigern to invite Anglian and/or
Saxon warriors to settle in exchange for their protection.’’ However, Bede,
drawing on the writings of sixth-century monk Gildas, immediately highlights
the duplicity of the newcomers; he believed that their true intentions were
not to protect the British but to conquer them, which they did with gusto
after breaking their agreement and temporarily aligning with the Picts.** In
the view of Bede’s eighth-century audience, breaking an agreement was a
particularly damning act of anti-heroic behaviour in a culture that so highly
valued oath-swearing and bonds of loyalty. Furthermore, Bede’s rhetoric
expounds on the intensity of violence employed by the invaders, stating
that ‘there was no one left to bury those who had died a cruel death’, and
refers to the Saxons as the ‘enemy’ (hostilis exercitus).*> Whether this reflected
the reality of the Anglo-Saxon migration, the idea that the process involved
intense violence remained current into the tenth century, when the Battle
of Brunanburh (937) was commemorated in alliterative verse, stating that
‘never yet in this island was there a greater slaughter of people felled by
the sword’s edges ... since Angles and Saxons came here from the east ...
overcame the Welsh, seized the country’.** The intensity of violence and
their duplicitous nature creates an image of the early Anglo-Saxon peoples
as distilling the danger and disorder of the unknown, permeating their image
with threatening otherness. However, this construction is tempered by the
depiction of the British themselves that resulted from his own disdain and
the narrative provided by Gildas. Gildas othered the Saxons by comparing
them to lions and expounding on their hatefulness, yet the British were not
underserving, corrupted as they were by sloth and tyranny.** Bede assures
his readers that ‘the fire kindled at the hands of the heathen executed the
just vengeance of God on the nation for its crimes’.>® Despite this, Bede
referred to the Saxons as the ‘enemy’ and attributed the British victory at
Mount Badon (¢. 500) to divine intervention.’” Evidently, the image of
British ‘victims’ and Saxon ‘enemies’ was negotiated and renegotiated as
the narrative required.

The annals of the ASC that follow the arrival of the ‘three tribes of
Germany’ quickly develop formulaic phrases and patterns that demonstrate
clearly constructed enemy groups:

455. Here Hengest and Horsa fought against Vortigern the king in a place
that is called Aylesford ...
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457. Here Hengest and Asc fought against the Britons in the place which is
called Crayford, and there killed 4,000 men ...

465. Here Hengest and Asc fought against the Welsh near Wipped’s Creek,
and there killed 12 chieftains ...**

In these annals, the quasi-mythic progenitors of Kent are given individual
constructions, but the enemies are described as a collective group with the
location of the encounter taking precedence over meaningful descriptions
of the enemy. The entry for 465 highlights the intersection of these concerns,
stating that out of the twelve ‘chieftains’ killed at Wipped’s Creek (Wippedes-
fleot), one was named ‘Wipped’.*” Evidently this detail reflects a remnant
of a narrative attempt to explain the creek’s name and is entwined with the
Chronicler’s understanding of these quasi-mythical years and events, creating
a generally faceless enemy but one that could nonetheless be identified
within the landscape.

The annalistic format of the ASC reinforces the faceless otherness of the
early ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ enemy, threatening only as objects of the Anglo-Saxon
protagonists’ hostility. This impression is edified by the instances of British
flight: in 457 they ‘abandoned the land of Kent and fled in great terror
to the stronghold of London’ and ‘fled from the English like fire’ in 473,
the latter reminiscent of Bede’s comments concerning God’s punishment of
the British.*’ It is the Anglo-Saxons themselves who invoke threat, but the
connotations are not negative. Rather, their violence behaviour highlights
their superiority and overall destiny. Such moments reveal the militarised
mindset of the chronicler, as it is with the successful conduct of warfare that
the Anglo-Saxons prove themselves to be of worth. The ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’
enemy in the early annals of the ASC was a construction against which the
Anglo-Saxons, particularly the West Saxons, could measure their martial
superiority. The ‘timeless’ image of successful warrior kingship edified the
dynastic identity of the ninth-century West Saxons under whose auspices
the ASC was compiled.*' Indeed, the accession of a new king was often
accompanied by a general statement that he ‘constantly made war’ against
a ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ group — a clear indicator that he was a good or
worthy king.*

Turning from West Saxon military encounters, the ASC records that in
547 1Ida, ‘from whom originated the royal family of Northumbria’, acceded
to the throne. However, it is not until 603 that the ASC records an instance
of warfare beyond the Humber, when Aedan, king of the Scots, fought
against the Northumbrian King Athelfrith (r. 592-616).* Bede stated that
Aedan, ‘king of the Irish living in Britain,” gathered ‘an immensely strong
army’ to challenge King Athelfrith. Despite his paganism, Athelfrith was
one of Bede’s most highly praised warrior-kings; Bede compared him to
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Saul and detailed his extensive ravaging and subjugation of British lands,
which he apparently did ‘more extensively than any other English ruler’.**
Thus, the clash between Athelfrith and Aedan was between two hitherto
successful warrior kings, and despite the death of Athelfrith’s brother
Theobald, the Northumbrians won a lasting victory. In Bede’s narrative
there was no doubt about this outcome. His perception of kingship was
based on Old Testament models in which military prowess was essential to
expanding a ruler’s influence and thus the land’s overall prosperity. Moreover,
just as Saul had done for David, Athelfrith later made way for Edwin, the
first Christian king of the Northumbrians.* Here, Aedan’s forces fulfilled
the role of ‘activated’ other; an enemy force whose defeat proved the strength
of ‘English’ (more specifically, Northumbrian) Christian destiny.

Athelfrith’s victory at the Battle of Chester (615/616) follows a similar
logic. Here, Zthelfrith was victorious against the British at the former
Roman legionary fortress.*® Bede presents a narrative that the British defeat
was the culmination of an earlier prophecy of Augustine: if the British
Church did not aid him in his mission, they would die at the hands of ‘their
enemies’, i.e. the ‘English’.*’ Bede’s account of the battle reinforces this,
beginning with a statement that Athelfrith’s forces ‘made a great slaughter
of that nation of heretics’.** Before battle was joined, the pagan Athelfrith
enquired as to the function of a large group of British priests who had
gathered to pray. These priests, Bede relates, stood apart from the soldiers
‘in a safer place’ and were guarded by a certain Brocmail.*” Once the king
discovered they were praying ‘to their God against us’, he ordered the priests
to be the first attacked. Thus 1,200 men ‘who had come to pray’ were killed
by Athelfrith’s forces, and Brocmail abandoned his duty and fled as one
of only fifty survivors. First, the priests elicit threat by praying to God
against the Anglo-Saxon protagonist, and second Brocmail, standing as
proxy for the British forces overall, acts in a way wholly inimical to ingroup
standards of behaviour. In effect these elements combined to create an enemy
that engineered its own defeat, exonerating the viciousness of Athelfrith’s
barbarian forces.

However, not all Bede’s kings enjoyed Zthelfrith’s reputation. King Ecgfrith
of Northumbria (r. 670-85) was a similarly war-like king, with the advantage
of being Christian, yet his inability to heed the advice of Churchmen proved
to be his doom. This played out in dramatic fashion when he was killed
fighting the Picts at the Battle of Nechtansmere (685). This event is an
exceptional instance of a king being slain by a ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ enemy
before the arrival of the Vikings. Ecgfrith’s death was additionally impactful
as he left no clear heir, leading to his half-brother Aldfrith taking the throne.
According to Bede’s Life of Cuthbert, Aldfrith had ‘willingly exiled’ himself
to Ireland for his ‘love of learning’, making it all the more interesting that



290 Perceptions of the warrior

in the HE Ecgfrith’s demise at Nechtansmere was presented as the direct
consequence of sending an army to Ireland the previous year.’® A North-
umbrian force led by Ealdorman Berht had attacked Irish churches and
monasteries, devastating ‘a harmless race that had always been most friendly
to the English’.”" The motivation for this attack is unclear. It is possible
Ecgfrith sought to eliminate residual threats from earlier campaigns, or
perhaps he intended to dispose of his half-brother.’> Whatever the case,
Bede stated that the Irish implored God’s aid and ‘justly cursed’ those who
assailed them, directly leading to Ecgfrith’s defeat at Nechtansmere.”* Notably,
Bede wrote that Bishop Egbert and St Cuthbert, both of whom had strong
connections to the Irish Church, had advised Ecgfrith against his 684 Irish
expedition and the 685 Pictish raid.** Bede held the Irish Church in esteem
as it played a key role in his narrative of Northumbria’s Christianisation.’’
Again, the Anglo-Saxon protagonists are presented as the threatening or
inferior party. However, that sense of disjunction is not between Ecgfrith’s
forces and the Irish, but between Northumbria’s temporal leader and the
kingdom’s spiritual elite. Through Bede’s narrative, this conflict is played
out in Ecgfrith’s military engagements, wherein the king’s behaviour reflects
his irresponsibility in rejecting the Churchmen’s counsel.

Ecgfrith is described as ravaging the Picts with ‘brutal and ferocious
cruelty’, language strikingly similar to when the British (Christian) prince
Caedwalla ravaged Northumbria with ‘bestial cruelty’ in 633.°° According
to the HE, at the Battle of Nechtansmere the Picts feigned flight and lured
Ecgfrith into a narrow pass.’” The king fell for a ruse that decimated his
forces and resulted in his own death: a fitting end for a foolish king. Similarly
to the early sections of the ASC, the Picts remain a faceless, heterogenous
enemy lacking a named leader as opposed to Athelfrith’s defeat of King
Aedan and his forces.’® Finally, Bede expounds on the defeat’s consequences:
the Picts recovered lands previously under the Northumbrian hegemony
and the Irish in Britain (the D4l Riata) were once again independent. The
English were killed, enslaved or driven out. The enemy did to them what
the Northumbrians, with God on their side, should have done to the enemy.”

The above discussion shows that the Irish, British and Scots were often
depicted as a mostly homogenous enemy against which the Anglo-Saxon
protagonists tested their strength and furthered the ‘destiny’ of their ingroup,
expressing the inherent manifestation of a militarised mindset; for the early
West Saxons, this was the ascendancy of the House of Cerdic, whilst Bede’s
Northumbrian kings fought for the expansion of Christianity. In the latter
case, the pagan ZAthelfrith was able to kill Christians because his kingship
was essential to Bede’s overall narrative. Once Christianity had been largely
established in early medieval England, it was an essential characteristic of
the ingroup and superseded the notion of a common ‘Germanic’ background.*’
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The treatment of the pagan Penda of Mercia, and the Mercians more generally,
is a case in point.

Penda and the Mercian enemy

The exact date Penda came to the throne is unknown, but by his death in
655, he had killed four kings in battle and had driven a fifth into exile.®'
Penda’s career began in 633 with the defeat of King Edwin of Northumbria
at Hatfield Chase, wherein the Mercian king supported the British King
Caedwalla in his rebellion against Edwin.®* Bede stated that Penda was a
‘most energetic member of the royal house of Mercia’ (viro strenuissimo
de de regio genere Merciorum) and a pagan alongside the Mercian people.®
In the wake of King Edwin’s defeat, Caedwalla and Penda ravaged North-
umbria, and it appears that for a year the kingdom was dominated by this
British—-Mercian alliance.®* During this time, Penda attempted to burn down
the royal seat of Bamburgh after unsuccessful attempts to capture it. However,
Bede reports that the fortress was saved by a miracle performed by Bishop
Aiden, who specifically drew God’s attention to Penda’s ‘evil’ doing. The
flames changed direction, injuring and terrifying the Mercian forces.*> Once
again, the symbology of fire was employed to stress the righteousness of
the victorious forces whilst the enemy that fled before it embodied its total
negation. Penda’s paganism ensured a symbolic moral distance between the
Mercian and Northumbrian forces, maintaining the image of Penda as the
distinct other.

Penda was not only othered through his behaviour, he also belonged to
an outgroup that transcended his paganism: his ally Caedwalla was a British
Christian but more akin to the ‘heathen’ through his ‘barbarous’ actions.®
Thus, Penda is presented as the antithesis of a just Anglo-Saxon warrior
king. As a pagan, God did not guide his actions (unlike the Northumbrian
heathen king Athelfrith), and his association with the heretic King Caedwalla
only served to bolster Penda’s dangerous image. Indeed, Bede makes it clear
that Penda did not abide by the same social rules as the Northumbrians.
At the Battle of Hatfield Chase, Edwin’s son Eadfrith was ‘compelled to
desert to King Penda’ by whom he was afterwards murdered ‘in spite of an
oath’.®” Oath-swearing was essential to peace-making and often went hand
in hand with the exchange of hostages, which might reveal the truth of
Eadfrith’s relationship with Penda.®® Whatever the case, Penda broke an
agreement that should have been binding. Not unlike the auxiliaries who
turned against their British employers, and Brocmail, who fled at the Battle
of Chester, Penda’s unjust killing of Eadfrith proved his otherness through
anti-heroic behaviour deplored by those who set the ingroup standards.
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At the Battle of Winwad in 655, Penda was defeated by Oswiu, the
brother of Oswald whom Penda had previously killed at Maserfelth in 642.%°
Bede stated that Winwzd was the culmination of Penda’s incessant raiding
of Northumbrian territory. Refusing to make peace, Penda led the ‘barbarous
and evil enemy’ against Oswiu’s small force intent on destroying the ‘whole
people’ of Northumbria. Such rhetoric arises from the Old Testament-lens
through which Bede viewed Northumbria’s narrative of Christianisation,
in which Penda and the Mercians took on the role of the Philistines, and
Oswiu that of King David.” Indeed against Oswiu’s small force, Penda
commanded ‘thirty legions’ drawn from his allies, likely including a British
contingent under King Cadafael of Gwynedd and other duces of excellent
repute in war.”! To further stack the odds against Oswiu, Bede stated that
the Oswiu’s own nephew Oethelwald fought on Penda’s behalf and led a
Mercian contingent, but he withdrew from the fighting to await the battle’s
conclusion. Oswiu’s small force, with God on their side, gained the victory
and killed Penda and almost all his allies.

According to a Latin poem written by Alcuin of York the following
century, Penda proved his inferiority by attempting to flee the field but was
cut down ‘by the victor’s sword’.”* Practically speaking, Penda’s attempt to
abandon the field reflects the logical way by which a warband’s leader, and
in turn the warband itself, avoided complete destruction.” Yet it was in
flight that Penda was killed rather on the field where he should have remained
resolute. Penda’s actions thus contrasted with Oswiu’s boldness as he entered
the battle. This contrast is echoed elsewhere in the poem. For instance, King
Oswiu protected his followers with the ‘weapons of Christ’, but the enemy
‘forgot’ the battle and ‘abandoned all its weapons’ when overcome by fear.”
The Mercians and their allies failed to fulfil their role as warriors bound
to the field through the obligation of loyalty, and so abandoned the duties
that underlay the Anglo-Saxon heroic ethos that applied to pagan and
Christian alike.”

So closely was Mercian identity connected with Penda’s paganism that
on his death in 655, the ASC records simply that ‘Penda perished, and the
Mercians became Christians’.”® Yet the legacy of Penda and this idea of
Mercian otherness was far-reaching. The Life of Wilfrid stated that Wulfhere,
Penda’s son and successor, was not merely intent on war against the North-
umbrians but on their enslavement. Wulfhere may have been a Christian,
but the insistence that ‘his designs were not inspired by God’ clearly showed
that the work’s author considered Wulfhere to be cut from the same cloth
as his father.”” Decades of Mercian aggression and military expansion meant
that for those who encountered them, the Mercians represented a significant
enemy. The Northumbrian sources thus constructed a hostile image of the
Mercians by emphasising their pagan otherness, which was associated with
inherent behaviours deemed inferior by the ingroup. Undoubtedly, the
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Mercians represented an ambitious and dangerous enemy to the other
kingdoms, but so long as Mercian sources are lacking, this construction
can only be viewed from the outside through the moral lens of Bede and
other Christian (particularly Northumbrian) writers.

Conclusion

What this brief discussion of the pre-Viking enemy has shown is that images
of the ingroup and outgroup are often far more blurred than one might
have expected, one result of the process of militarisation that shaped ideas
of identity in relation to military victory. Either party could be constructed
with elements of the other, depending on the political or religious context
of the encounter. Notably, the ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ enemy was shaped rela-
tive to their narrative purpose. The Welsh and Britons of the ASC’s early
annals offered an enemy against which the budding West Saxon dynasty
could establish their military superiority and thus their dynastic destiny.
Similarly, the Picts and Scots served to test the military might and wisdom
of the Northumbrian kings. When a king acted foolishly, as Ecgfrith
did in 684-85, he took on elements of the other; but when kings acted
justly and in the interests of Bede’s overall narrative, even the pagan King
Acthelfrith could deliver divine justice. Importantly, in this latter case the
enemy was the British Church whose presentation was coloured by Bede’s
animosity. At the Battle of Chester, this was distilled into the character of
Brocmail who shirked his duty to protect the priests and fled, ensuring their
destruction and further revealing their inferiority. This process of other-
ing based on displaying the enemy’s inferior behaviour or characteristics
carried over to other groups. Not only a significant enemy, the Mercians
under Penda represented an antithesis of good Christian kingship. Anti-
heroic behaviour, such as the breaking of oaths, further reinforced their
otherness.

This brief exploration has shown that the construction of the enemy in
pre-Viking England was rooted in ingroup introspection, concerned with
the entanglement of Christian morality, the warrior ethic and the exercise
of military supremacy. Yet, importantly, it is the mentalities of the later
writers, rather than those who experienced the events, that are revealed.
This suggests that the values expected of militarised societies, such as ‘heroic’
behaviours and success in battle, continued to be of concern to those who
lived long after the transition from late antique to early medieval Britain.
These concerns permeated the creation and negotiation of group identities
and the delineation of ingroup/outgroup behavioural standards. Thus, this
chapter has gone a little way to addressing who engaged in warfare before
the arrival of the Vikings, and, furthermore, reveals the mindsets of those
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writers whose lives were militarised not by their direct participation in
warfare, but by warfare’s ubiquitous influence on constructing and negotiating
contemporary identities.
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Warriors and warlike kings in the Gesta
Karoli of Notker the Stammerer

Thomas Wittkamp

Notker the Stammerer, a learned monk of St Gall, between 885 and 887
completed his Gesta Karoli Magni (Deeds of Charlemagne), a collection of
tales about Charlemagne written on behalf of Emperor Charles the Fat.!
Until the middle of the twentieth century, many historians disdained Notker’s
Gesta due to the anecdotal and unhistorical character of many of its tales,”
and it has been only gradually rehabilitated since the 1940s. Scholars have
demonstrated, for example, that the Gesta cannot be properly understood
without uncovering Notker’s literary references, narrative intentions and,
not least, his humour.> Meanwhile, although historians no longer use the
Gesta as a historical source for the age of Charlemagne, they continue to
resort to it to understand the mindset of Notker and his ninth-century
contemporaries.* More recently, Eric J. Goldberg stated that the tales of the
Gesta contributed to a warlike style of representation at the courts of King
Louis the German and his successors in late ninth-century East Francia.’
Thus, the mentioned shift towards a history of perceptions should also
allow analysis of the Gesta in terms of early medieval militarisation as
defined by Edward James in 1997.¢ But did Notker’s Gesta really contribute
to a distinct warrior-identity and does it really provide evidence of early
medieval militarisation in East Francia? To answer these questions, the
present chapter will analyse the significance of the military by focusing on
three warrior narrations taking place in the framework of Charlemagne’s
Saxon wars and a tale about the giant Alemannic warrior-hero Eishere,
whose physical size and deeds are meant to embody the perfect warrior.
The chapter will conclude with a discussion of the military representation
of the Carolingian rulers in order to better understand the political intentions
behind Notker’s narrations.
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The significance of the military in the Gesta Karoli

At first glance, the Gesta Karoli appear to provide much information about
the military. Notker explicitly devoted the second book of his Gesta to ‘the
wars of the most vigorous Charlemagne’ (de bellicis rebus acerrimi Karoli).”
Obviously, the author considered the description of the lifestyle of warriors
indispensable for a biography about Charlemagne as his narrations about
warriors and warlike kings may have been adapted to his courtly audience.®
Furthermore, Notker shows great interest in the details of ninth-century
warfare and weaponry. In his second book, for example, he provides one
of the most detailed descriptions of armour known from the ninth century.’
Notker’s interest in military details was not exceptional. The Golden Psalter
of St. Gall, with its sophisticated military illustrations, proves that his fellow
monks must have been well-informed about contemporary military equipment
and tactics.'” Notker explains that the narrations contained in his second
book are based on first-hand reports from the battlefield provided by his
foster-father Adalbert, a veteran of Charlemagne’s campaigns against the
Avars, Saxons and Slavs. The author begins his account of the wars of
Charlemagne in the form of a dialogue with his foster-father describing the
nine rings of the Avars, i.e. concentric circles of fortifications which are
meant to have protected the Avar homeland. As the description does indeed
correspond to archaeological evidence related to early medieval east European
fortifications, it appears that Notker was an attentive listener and that he
was interested in such military detail."

Nonetheless, unlike his foster-father and the audience he addresses, Notker
does not seem to have actually liked stories about the military. Notker
explains that as a young boy he only reluctantly listened to the narrations
of his foster-father and had to be forced to do so, thus exposing his attitude
towards the military. This statement should not be given too much credence,
however, given the likelihood that Notker said so only to underline his early
determination to become a monk."? Thus, his autobiographical retrospection
attests that the Gesta were written from a monastic perspective. Notker’s
work was inevitably compared to the earlier biography of Charlemagne
written by the layman Einhard, which largely focused on wars and conquests.
However, and unlike Einhard, Notker begins his Gesta with narrations that
highlight the importance of learning.” In his first book, the author focuses
on liturgical and ecclesiastical affairs, whereas military matters are set aside
for the second book. Still, this second book mostly deals with diplomacy
and court ritual, i.e. not with the actual practice of warfare. The description
of the Avar rings, for example, is followed by just a short narrative on the
Saxon wars, which is followed by prolonged reports of the reception of
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Persian, Byzantine and Viking legations and an account of conspiracies
directed against Charlemagne.'*

Notker’s references to the military mostly serve non-military narrative
purposes. He uses his description of the arrival in 773 of Charlemagne’s
army at the gates of the city of Pavia, for example, to stress the significance
of teaching Latin grammar. When he describes Charlemagne’s armour, Notker
inserts a full declension of the singular of ferrum (iron)." It appears likely
that he did so in order to convince his aristocratic audience of the importance
of learning and literacy. Learning is also crucial in Nothker’s narrative about
the forced instruction by his illiterate foster-father, as here he combines the
military sphere of his illiterate foster-father and his aristocratic audience
with the learned world of the monks of St Gall.

Notker also points to the literary background of his work. His description
of the nine Avar rings, for example, is not merely a simple repetition of
Adalbert’s war memories. Rather, Notker’s nine rings can be traced back
to the nine bends of the mythical underworld River Styx in Virgil’s Aeneid,
a work Notker quotes liberally in several chapters of his Gesta.'® The monk
refers to the number of the rings to point their literary origin out to his
learned readers. That indicates that, despite the similarities to archaeological
findings in eastern Europe, he was obviously more interested in relating the
rings to Virgil’s Aeneid than in providing an accurate account of the Avar
fortifications. So, even if his description of the Avar rings is in line with
reality, it is rather fictional or literary in origin. In conclusion, any analysis
of Notker’s narrations about warriors and warlike kings has to take account
of his literary references and narrative intentions.

Warriors of the Saxon wars

As mentioned above, Notker begins his second book with three short nar-
ratives about fighting men that are set in Charlemagne’s Saxon wars. He
starts with a narration about two followers (privati homines) of a man
named Kerold proving their military skills by forming a testudo-formation
(a roof of shields) in order to be able to ‘most vigorously’ (acerrime) destroy
the walls of a well-fortified Saxon settlement. Charlemagne, who had person-
ally observed their efforts, made one of them a prefect stationed between
the Rhine and the Italian Alps and he bestowed land on the other.!”

A closer look at Notker’s narration also provides insight into ninth-century
military virtues. The use of the Latin word acerrime, the superlative of the
adverb acriter, which may be translated as ‘eagerly’, ‘energetically’, ‘vigor-
ously’, ‘keenly’ or ‘fiercely’, is significant. It refers to characteristic traits
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and virtues such as vigour, resolution, zeal, alacrity and commitment. In
the Gesta, Notker uses this term to emphasise such qualities by making
them an integral part of his narrations about warriors and warlike kings.
For example, the superlative of the corresponding adjective is used in his
characterisation of the ‘most vigorous Charlemagne’ (acerrimus Karolus)."

The description of the aforementioned traits is not limited to the words
acer and acriter. In his description of the siege of Pavia, for example, Notker
stresses that Charlemagne’s ‘palace guard knew no rest’ (scola vacationis
semper ignara) as they helped to build a chapel in front of the gates of
Pavia even during the siege. The monk interpreted the construction of the
chapel as an example of the industriousness (industria) of Charlemagne,
who had ordered his craftsmen to do so in order to avoid idleness. Notker
emphasises the significance of this quality by stressing at two further occasions
that the ‘most energetic’ (exercitatissimus) Charlemagne despised idleness.”
The Gesta is not the only Carolingian source to accentuate the industriousness
of warriors or kings, suggesting that vigour and commitment were considered
key qualities in late Carolingian warrior culture. Regino of Prum, for example,
a contemporary of Notker, regularly employed the terms strennuus (strenuous)
and industrius (industrious) in his chronicle to characterise distinguished
military commanders and kings.*® Notker was familiar with these terms, as
he combined them in another narration describing a ‘very strenuous and
industrious’ (valde strennuus et industrius) vassal of a bishop named Recho
who was not appropriately rewarded by his master: for a long time, the
vassal strove for the bishop’s gratitude, although in vain, and he only won
the affections of his episcopal lord when he feigned a miracle in the latter’s
name.?! Although the tale of the bishop’s vassal is not set in a military
context, this narration may be compared to the Kerold tale.

Unlike the episcopal vassal, Kerold’s two followers received their reward
for the destruction of the walls of the Saxon settlement on the spot. The
mention of immediate reward fits the general tone of the Gesta, as Notker
tends to propagandise the idea of meritocracy, i.e. a society wherein individuals
are rewarded and appointed to public offices not due to their social rank
but due to their efforts, talents and achievements. In numerous chapters of
his first book, he stresses that Charlemagne nominated his candidates for
bishoprics by taking into account their respective talents.”” In his narration
about the two followers of Kerold, Notker combined the glorification of
particular military virtues, notably vigour and industriousness, with a merit-
based reward. Thus, he transferred his idea of meritocracy from his narrations
about the appointment of bishops to the military sphere. This assumption
is supported by further examples added by Notker to make the same point.

Following the Kerold tale, for example, Notker refers to the sons of two
dukes who showed far less vigour than the mentioned followers. The ducal
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sons failed to guard Charlemagne’s tent at night because they were drunk
and fell asleep. Charlemagne, who according to his habit was always awake
at night, noticed the sleeping youths when walking around the camp, but
returned unheeded to his tent. In the morning, Charlemagne summoned the
nobles of his army and asked them what kind of judgement a man would
deserve who handed over the leader of the Franks to the enemy. Whereupon
the assembled nobles, not knowing what had happened the night before,
sentenced the hypothetical man to death. Charlemagne, however, only publicly
reprimanded the ducal sons with harsh words and dismissed them unharmed.”

Although the dukes’ sons should have faced the death penalty, they got
off lightly. Charlemagne obviously did not intend to impose a more severe
punishment than this public dressing down, a decision that might have been
taken in consideration of their fathers’ status as highest-ranking military
officers. Although the assembled nobles had suggested the death penalty,
Charlemagne preferred to temper justice with mercy. Maybe the monarch
wanted to avoid the indignation of his nobles. On the other hand, being
trusted as the guard of Charlemagne’s tent certainly was considered an
honour, a task that was probably entrusted to the two youths in consideration
of their noble origin. Thus, Charlemagne’s reprehension and disclosure of
their negligence in front of the assembled nobles dishonoured them, a public
humiliation that in a society based on rank and honour was often accompanied
by the loss of the king’s or lords’ favour. In consequence of such a dishonour-
ing, the person concerned could be passed over when it came to appointments
to public office and he could be faced with the deprivation of his offices
and privileges. Moreover, since the boys’ fathers were high military officers,
it appears likely that they were present at the camp and that their sons had
to face the anger and humiliation of their fathers as well.

The narrative about the ducal youth is addressed to the Carolingian
nobility as a whole. Charlemagne had lured his nobles into a trap and made
them unknowingly impose the death penalty on their peers. In so doing,
Charlemagne doubtless took his nobles by surprise, making them admonish
their peers involuntarily, and they must have then realised that they too
might have to face severe consequences if they were ever caught neglecting
their duties. Thus, by referring to the judgement of the assembled nobles,
Notker reminded his readers that a high rank also demanded an equivalent
praiseworthy performance. On that basis, the carelessness of the dukes’
sons was even more embarrassing, because it was in blatant contrast to the
vigilance of Charlemagne. What is more, given that the king did not consider
himself too important to walk around the camp at night, there were no
excuses to be made by arguing that standing guard was a negligible task
or could be left to the rank and file. To counter such arguments, Notker
included numerous narrations in his Gesta in which Carolingian kings
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reprimanded aristocrats or bishops due to malfeasance and failure.** All in
all, Notker established an inverse interdependence between rank and — in
this context military — performance, by stressing that performance is first
and foremost demanded from the elite.

The inverse interdependence between rank and performance, which the
narration of the dukes’ sons stands for, is turned upside down in the last
and most interesting of Notker’s three short warrior narratives. It relates
to two bastards from the city of Colmar who were raised in a genicium, a
house where women worked together as sewers providing employment and
lodging for unmarried mothers and their illegitimate children. In any case,
Notker’s reference to the genicium seems to point to the inferior origin of
the two bastards.” Still, the two bastards are said to have proved their
worth during the Saxon war. Charlemagne, who had observed their military
efforts, summoned them and asked them where they came from. After he
had learned about their humble beginnings, he offered them the opportunity
to serve him as servants of the chamber. Hiding their disappointment, the
bastards agreed, but when the king fell asleep, they secretly left and went
to the Saxon camp to start a fight. Notker concludes that the two bastards
preferred ‘rather to wash away the disgrace of servitude with their own
blood and the blood of enemies’ than to serve Charlemagne as attendants
of the chamber.*®

Remarkably, Notker did not disapprove of the bastards’ deed, even though
they were disobedient to Charlemagne. Maybe he refrained from condemning
their deed because they had already paid for their disobedience with their
blood, but maybe he also considered their actions acceptable, if not praise-
worthy. In comparison to the previous narrative, it appears that Notker
deemed the boys’ actions no worse than the failure of the ducal sons. Indeed,
the bastards’ reckless procedure contrasts sharply with the irresponsible
sleep of the dukes’ sons: irrespective of their ignoble origin, they far surpassed
the dukes’ sons in courage, commitment and ambition, as they distinguished
themselves in war and strove to rid themselves of their ignoble origin. The
dukes’ sons, in contrast, neglected a privilege with which they had been
honoured by birth. One could add that the bastards even managed to evade
the king’s attention, who was usually awake at night. And in addition, they
rejected the best offer they would ever get. Given their inferior origin, born
out of wedlock and raised in a genicium, the position of attendant of the
chamber was a great opportunity. Although they probably dined after the
elite and the warriors among the other servants and worked together with
women, some narratives contained in the Gesta demonstrate that the servants
of the chamber ranked among the most influential courtiers, because they
worked very close to the king and could even control access to him.?” The
bastards’ reluctance to accept Charlemagne’s offer may be explained by the
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non-military and constrained character of the position offered. The office
of attendant of the chamber contrasts strongly with the military ambitions
the bastards had previously shown and would not necessarily have helped
them to finally overcome their inferior origin. Here, military activity seems
indispensable for advancement in social rank. Thus, the narration of the
two bastards may be the most convincing evidence for early medieval mili-
tarisation in the Gesta given that the bastards strove for military glory at
all costs. They tried to free themselves of the ‘disgrace of servitude’, even
if that meant that they had to reject the generous offer of a civil office and
pay for this rejection with their blood.

To summarise, in his three warrior narrations Notker defines key virtues
of late ninth century warriors: commitment, vigour and performance were
the most important and indispensable, while negligence and idleness were
to be condemned. He holds up these particular virtues and vices in order
to promote his concept of meritocracy. Moreover, Notker combines the
merit principle with the different social positions of the protagonists. Their
rank varies from middle (the two followers of Kerold) through very high
(the sons of the two dukes) to very low (the bastards from Colmar). The
lower their social origin, the more the protagonists may achieve by means
of military service. The higher their status, the more is demanded of them
and the more they are embarrassed or shamed if they fail or neglect their
duties. In the end, however, advancement and decline in social rank by
means of military performance were limited according to the protagonist’s
social origin.

Eishere

Apart from social rank, Notker accentuates a warrior’s territorial origin. It
is noteworthy that the author in particular attributed military skills to
characters of Alemannic origin. The author obviously favoured his fellow
countrymen.”® For instance, the mentioned two bastards came from the city
of Colmar, which in the early Middle Ages was part of the territory of
Alemannia; while Kerold, the lord of the mentioned privati homines, was
a brother of the Alemannic wife of Charlemagne named Hildegard. In
contrast, the negligent ducal sons are not associated with any Alemannic
origin. Thus, it appears that Notker aimed to create a formidable Alemannic
warrior identity.

This assumption is supported by the narrative about the Alemannic
war-hero Eishere. It is part of a long chapter about rebellions and conspiracies
against Charlemagne. Apart from Notker’s foster-father, Adalbert, Eishere
is the sole warrior whose name is mentioned in the Gesta. The name is
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particularly suited to its owner: the Old High German word eis or egis
refers to horror or terror, especially when related to supernatural creatures,
while here is derived from the Germanic word heri (‘army’ or ‘warrior’).”’
Notker himself relates the name to Eishere’s outstanding contribution to
Charlemagne’s terrible or awe-inspiring army (magna pars terribilis exercitus),
which Eishere accompanied during the Slavic wars. In this context, Notker
notably accentuated the extraordinarily tall figure of Eishere and he compares
him with the descendants of the biblical Anak, who were well-known for
their phenomenal size. Thus, Eishere must have been a physical giant. The
enormous size of his body must have been an important contribution to
Charlemagne’s army as his physical appearance is likely to have helped to
spread terror among the enemy. This is well reflected in Eishere’s deeds:
Notker claims that after invoking Saint Gallus, Eishere was able to pull his
enormous but intractable horse across the fast-running River Thur at high
tide. The author adds that his fellow countryman also mowed down the
Slavic enemies like grass and that Eishere himself declared that he usually
impaled up to nine of the enemy warriors on his spear in the manner of a
bird catcher.’

But why did Notker tell the tale of the giant warrior Eishere in the first
place? Was it only out of pride that such a formidable warrior stemmed
from his own homeland near Thurgau (northern Switzerland), which is in
close proximity to St Gall? A closer inspection of the narrative’s context
suggests, instead, that Notker’s insertion of the Eishere tale was mainly
motivated by worries he had about current political threats. It appears that
the physical giant Eishere is related to some mysterious giants (gigantes)
which Notker had introduced at the very beginning of his chapter about
rebellions and conspiracies against Charlemagne. According to the Gesta,
giants like Eishere descended from biblical ancestors but were far more
dangerous than Eishere. Notker explicitly warns Charles the Fat that these
gigantes had stood ready to usurp the kingdom since the days of his grand-
father, Emperor Louis the Pious, and advised Charles to ally with the mediocres
(the men of medium rank) who in the past had prevented every usurpation
by the gigantes.’!

Modern scholars have suggested that Notker’s gigantes represent the
descendants of the female lineages of the Carolingian dynasty, including
personalities like Boso of Provence. At the end of the ninth century, these
powerful magnates threatened to usurp kingship and overthrow the male
line of Carolingian succession.* Eishere, on the other hand, being the owner
of a warhorse and a professional warrior, seems to represent the mediocres
who at the beginning of Notker’s chapter thwarted the usurpations of these
gigantes. Although Eishere was no political giant, his fellow countrymen
must have been impressed when told that the enemy Slavs were no match
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for him. Moreover, Notker appears to stress that Eishere’s strength and size
act as a deterrent to any usurpers as they would have to fear a real giant
if they dared to threaten the Carolingian succession. Thus, Notker contrasts
the physical giant Eishere with his symbolic political gigantes. But although
both Eishere and the gigantes were related to biblical giants, only Eishere
displays the strength and size Notker’s audience would have expected from
a true giant.

Eishere’s contribution to Charlemagne’s army far exceeded that of the
powerful magnates. This was not only due to his intimidating appearance
and size but also his words and deeds. The taming of his enormous warhorse
and his disrespect for his Slavic enemies, as well as the fact that he found
it very easy to defeat the Slavs, make him a perfect conqueror of barbarians.*
Only a few lines before Notker starts reporting on Eishere, he claims that
Charlemagne had complained about having to campaign in person against
the barbarian peoples, though his commanders should have been able to
fight the barbarians on their own. Thus, Eishere unintentionally demonstrates
the military performance and commitment that Charlemagne had in vain
demanded from his commanders. The fact that a man of medium rank
surpassed Charlemagne’s commanders in both physical size and military
skill undoubtedly contributed to Notker’s promotion of meritocracy. What
is more, Eishere as a man of medium rank also surpassed the same com-
manders in terms of political reliability. Consequently, Notker in his narrative
about Eishere suggests that a man like Eishere could replace the powerful
magnates because they do not even perform those military tasks Charlemagne
had assigned to them, not to mention their lacking political reliability. Thus,
Notker stresses that meritocracy in the military could also be applied to
politics.

Warlike kings

The Eishere tale highlights the limits of the military activity of the Carolingian
rulers. It shows that even Charlemagne had to resort to able and loyal
commanders who campaigned on his behalf. However, Notker’s Gesta also
portray Carolingian rulers as army commanders and they repeatedly emphasise
their martial qualities and military skills. Still, Notker in his representations
of kings and emperors has a preference for the machinations of diplomacy
and the splendour of court ritual, the hardships of warfare and the horror
of battles only being of secondary importance. This restriction may be due
to the fact that Carolingian kings did not risk their own lives in battle,
which meant that Notker had to glorify their military skills in a non-combatant
context. In consequence, the kings had to face their enemies in court ritual,
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by demonstrations of physical strength, and sometimes they were even
beaten by regal luck.

In a short narrative, for example, Notker recounts how Pepin the Short
killed a lion and a bull with only one blow of his sword. Prior to this, Pepin
had found himself in a situation where he had to break off his campaign
in Italy in respect of the current diplomatic relations with the Romans and
Byzantines. His political precaution undermined his royal authority, however,
as his retreat could be construed as evidence of military weakness. That is
why, according to Notker, he decided to set a lion on a bull and kill the
two fighting beasts, thus impressing his nobles with an exploit they did not
dare to perform. By this demonstration of courage and power, Pepin could
make up for his retreat in Italy and silence his critics.** Thus, the tale
highlights Pepin’s military skills and at the same time justifies a military
retreat.

Charlemagne, according to Notker, also preferred non-violent means of
assertion, as is suggested by the mentioned siege of the city of Pavia. Instead
of taking the city by force or famishing, he ordered his craftsmen and
soldiers to raise a chapel in front of the gates. The inhabitants of Pavia,
according to the Gesta, were so impressed by both Charlemagne’s industrious-
ness and fearsome army, that the Carolingian king was able to conquer the
city without bloodshed. This is noteworthy as it is due to Notker’s description
of Charlemagne’s iron-armoured army that modern scholars until now have
characterised the king’s arrival at the gates of Pavia as the culmination of
the martial representation of Carolingian kingship in the Gesta.*

Given the Viking threat of the early 880s, it is also notable that Notker
did not insert any mention of a military confrontation of Charlemagne or
his grandson Louis the German. The Gesta claim that the Vikings took
flight as soon as they spotted Charlemagne near an unnamed coastal city
of southern Gaul. Another chapter mentions a campaign against invading
Vikings that failed due to an epidemic, whereas the Viking King Godfrid
is said to have been killed by his own son before Charlemagne could attack
him.* Referring to Louis the German, Notker claims that no campaign was
required as the Viking kings voluntarily sent their swords as a symbol of
their subjugation, together with a tribute in gold and silver. Louis the German,
however, reportedly disdained the precious metal and only accepted the
weapons offered. Notker adds that the Vikings were impressed by Louis’
preference for iron, which Louis had shown since his adolescence, and
wished their own kings would do the same. Louis the German took the
Viking swords and bent their blades to the hilt in a performance of his
extraordinary strength. The breaking blades aroused great admiration among
the Vikings, who now also offered their own swords to Louis, assuming
that their blades would be too strong for him. To avoid any suspicion of
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an assassination attempt, the Vikings handed over their swords hilt first.
Notker explains that in this way, however, they unintentionally acted like
unfree servants and thus ritually confirmed their subjugation. In the end,
Louis the German thus did not subdue the Vikings by force, but demonstrated
his superiority as a warrior king by displaying his preference for iron and
his extraordinary strength.’’

Louis the Pious, Louis the German’s father, did not have to subdue the
Vikings by force. According to Notker, he benefited from the terror that
his father Charlemagne had spread among the Viking invaders who still
paid their tributes. In the Gesta, Louis the Pious repeatedly baptises large
numbers of Vikings who reportedly exploit the sacrament of baptism to
receive gifts from their godfathers as often as possible. Notker adds that,
while the Franks were already running out of white garments, one older
Viking complained to the emperor that the linen sack he had received after
his twentieth baptism was not suitable for warriors but only for swineherds.*
Although this narration appears to mock the Viking candidates for baptism,
who obviously did not understand the symbolic meaning of this gift, modern
scholars have argued that Notker also used this narrative to criticise Charles
the Fat’s naivety in the face of the Viking audacity and greed.*” The narration
ends with Notker’s complaint that he wished ‘one should only find this [i.e.
disrespect for baptism| among pagans, and not so often even among those
who are called Christians’.** This means that the narrative is explicitly
turned against those Christians who did not sufficiently honour the sacrament
of baptism. This can only refer to the political opponents of Charles the
Fat, who had denounced the baptism of the Viking leader Godfrid together
with the peace treaty concluded in 882 due to their animosity towards
Charles the Fat and the known unreliability of the Vikings.*' Contrary to
the interpretation of most modern scholars, Notker’s intention was neither
to mock the Vikings nor to criticise Charles the Fat, but to attack the latter’s
critics. With his complaint, the author accused the latter of nothing less
than blasphemy, sacrilege or maybe even apostasy, as those Christians who
did not honour baptism were considered worse than pagans. This accusation
was meant to justify the mentioned peace treaty which had resulted from
Charles the Fat’s decision in 882 to break off his siege of the Viking camp
due to an epidemic. Given the analogy between Charles the Fat’s campaign
in 882 and a previous campaign by Charlemagne mentioned in the Gesta,
which both had to be discontinued due to epidemics, it seems possible that
the narration about Charlemagne’s campaign was included in the Gesta to
justify the highly controversial peace agreement of 882. Considering that
no other Carolingian king in the Gesta triumphed over the Vikings by force,
it appears likely that all Notker’s narrations about non-violent encounters
with the Vikings served this same purpose. If Charlemagne and his successors
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found non-violent means to subdue the Vikings, it could not be considered
dishonourable if Charles the Fat chose to make peace with the Vikings after
a bloodless end to the fighting.

Despite his warlike representations of the Carolingian rulers, Notker
appears to promote a concept of peaceful kingship. Although Pepin, Char-
lemagne and Louis the German are presented as warlike kings in the Gesta,
they do not partake in battle themselves. Rather, they triumph away from
the battlefield, proving their strength and industriousness in non-violent
situations. Farthest away from the battlefield is the Emperor Louis the Pious,
who is not represented as a warlike king but as patiently baptising the
Vikings, comparable to what Charles the Fat reportedly did in 882. This
and the analogies between Charles the Fat and the non-violent triumphs of
the Carolingian kings mentioned in the Gesta suggest that there is more
behind Notker’s stories than the aim to represent their martial qualities
away from the battlefield. For example, Notker might have tried to suggest
to Charles the Fat that he imitate his grandfather by establishing a peaceable
style of royal representation.

Conclusion

How do Notker’s representations of non-violent Carolingian kings fit the
concept of early medieval militarisation? As far as we can see, Notker did
not specifically accentuate the military, although he had detailed knowledge
of armour, tactics and fortifications. Instead, it seems that Notker made use
of military contexts to transmit intellectual and political messages to his
audience. His narratives and the military virtues he praises are in line with
his promotion of meritocracy. Notker deliberately established an inverse
interdependence between military performance and social rank in order to
exemplify his concept of meritocracy. Thus, the Gesta characterises military
performance as crucial to social advancement, even though the latter is
limited by social origin. The fact that Notker on several occasions links
military skills to characteristics of Alemanic origin demonstrates that military
exploits were desirable. Concurrently, his portrayals of giant warriors and
extraordinarily strong kings address political problems like the unreliability
of powerful magnates and the precariousness of royal authority following
a military retreat. Notker’s tales about warlike kings, on the other hand,
may have served to support the idea of peaceful kingship. Still, the need to
stress the effectiveness of peaceful kingship postulates the wide recognition
of the warlike king as a model in Carolingian society. Notker obviously
was well aware of his warlike audience at the court of Charles the Fat,
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which he needed in order to transmit his ideas about meritocracy and
peaceful kingship.
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Early medieval ‘warrior’ images and the
concept of Gefolgschaft

Michel Summer

In his 1936 lecture on the Old English poem Beowulf, J. R. R. Tolkien
criticised the fact that researchers have treated the poem as a historical
document and that they expressed ‘disappointment at the discovery that it
was itself and not something that the scholar would have liked better — for
example, a heathen heroic lay, a history of Sweden, a manual of Germanic
antiquities, or a Nordic Summa Theologica’.! As Tolkien points out, the
‘illusion of historical truth’ created by the poem has prompted scholars to
use it as a ‘quarry’ in the search for historical facts.* This observation also
applies to archaeological studies. Tolkien delivered his paper only three
years before the discovery of the seventh-century burials on the site of Sutton
Hoo in Suffolk (England). The most prominent find to emerge from the
excavations is the helmet from Mound 1. The iron crest that runs along
the top of the cap and the boar heads decorating the eyebrows of the face
mask are all features of helmets mentioned in Beowulf.?

Within the poem, helmets, armour and swords are used as gifts and
grave-goods. The poet presents these items as playing a pivotal role in the
establishment and the perpetuation of the ties that existed between a military
leader and his warriors.* Although their authors were Christian and chrono-
logically removed from the periods they described, texts such as Beowulf
or the sagas written in Old Norse are used by historians and archaeologists
to reconstruct the use and symbolic meaning of artefacts such as the Sutton
Hoo helmet.’ This especially concerns the images on the bronze-foils
(Pressbleche) that had originally been attached to the cap of the helmet.
Among the decorative panels, which were embossed using die-plates, two
motifs of figures carrying weapons occur.® Across western Europe, foils and
die-plates with similar images dating between the second half of the sixth
and the late seventh centuries survive.”
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In conjunction with the emphasis of certain written sources, such as Old
English and Old Norse poems, on heroic warfare, these images have been
identified as the representations of ‘warriors’ and as a key to the understanding
of early medieval military organisation.® Retinues, upheld by the mechanisms
of honour and gift-giving, apparently formed the basis of armies in post-
Roman Britain, the Merovingian kingdoms and Scandinavia.” ‘Warrior’
images, such as those known from Sutton Hoo, are used to support this
view as they seem to reflect the visibility and the importance of weapons
and military values within their respective societies.'’ This chapter reassesses
this notion by examining the traditional interpretation, prevailing especially
in German-speaking archaeology, whereby the images known from early
medieval embossed foils reflect the establishment of a ‘Germanic’ military
culture prevalent after the fall of the western Roman Empire. Focusing on
the concept of Gefolgschaft, created in the nineteenth century by German
historians to denote the military retinue, this brief study analyses how the
idea of a specifically Germanic military institution, developed from the
written sources, has influenced archaeological research on the ‘warrior’
images. By disentangling their archaeological context and the historical
framework according to which they have traditionally been studied, the
extent to which the images testify to the development of ‘militarised” societies
in the sixth and seventh centuries is reconsidered. The discussion is restricted
to the criteria in Edward James’ definition of a militarised society, whereby
in such a society ‘the symbolism of warfare and weaponry is prominent in
official and private life, and ... warlike and heroic virtues are glorified’."!

In an article published in 2002, Dieter Quast established a list of five
motifs of ‘warrior depictions’ known from the Merovingian period: ‘Military
saints’ (Reiterbeilige), the ‘Pliezhausen’-motif, ‘dancing-warriors’, ‘wolf-
warriors’ and depictions of a rider holding a lance.'? The Reiterbeilige-motif
refers to depictions of horsemen, who are in some cases haloed, carrying
lances or cross-staffs.”® The ‘Pliezhausen’-motif is named after a brooch
found in a seventh-century burial in south-western Germany. It features a
rider carrying shield and spear and trampling down an enemy, while the
latter simultaneously stabs the horse. A smaller figure is holding the rider’s
spear at the rear. The scene is also depicted on the helmets from Sutton
Hoo Mound 1, Valsgirde 7 and Vendel 8 (both Sweden)."* The ‘dancing-
warriors’ on the sixth- and seventh-century foils from Sutton Hoo Mound 1,
Valsgirde 7 and Gamla Uppsala (Sweden) are distinguished by the pose of
their legs which seems to imply a ‘dance’ movement."” On a die-plate found
in Torslunda (Sweden) and on a fragment of a bronze-foil from Obrigheim
(Germany), the ‘dancing-warrior’ is accompanied by a figure which Quast
assigns to the ‘wolf-warrior’-motif. Its headgear is commonly interpreted
as a wolf’s mask and a similar depiction survives on a silver foil attached
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to a seventh-century sword-scabbard from Gutenstein (Germany).'® The
motif of a single rider holding a lance completes the list.'” Recently, the
‘warrior-procession’ has been suggested as an addition to the motifs established
by Quast.'® While depictions of armed figures aligned in rows were already
known from Torslunda, Vendel 14 and Valsgirde 7, another example from
the seventh century has been found within the hoard from Staffordshire
(England).” The depictions on the silver strap-ends of a woman’s puttee
from a grave in Rain (Germany), excavated between 2011 and 2012, have
likewise been assigned to this motif.>” Quast also omits depictions of ‘fighting
warriors’ known from Vendel 11, 12 and 14 from the discussion.?!

Before analysing the images’ interpretation, their archaeological context
needs to be considered according to three factors: distribution, burial context
and secondary use. While the ‘Pliezhausen’-motif was discovered in the burials
from Vendel, Valsgarde and Uppsala, only one example has been found
in Great Britain and south-western Germany, respectively.”> Examples of
‘dancing-warriors’ are more widespread, but again limited to Great Britain,
south-western Germany and parts of Scandinavia.”® ‘Wolf-warriors’ have
not been discovered in Great Britain and, apart from Sweden, only two
examples of ‘warrior-processions’ overall survive in Great Britain and on
the Continent (see Figures 19.1 and 19.2). The small number of finds, which
leaves considerable gaps in the map of post-Roman Europe, not least with
regard to the Merovingian kingdoms, should advise caution when using the
images to retrace a process of widespread militarisation.**

Although the motifs specified here are addressed as ‘warrior’ images,
they were not all included in male burials, nor were they all attached to
helmets or scabbards. The brooch from Pliezhausen and the strap-ends from
Rain in Bavaria were each discovered in a richly furnished woman’s grave.”
The Gutenstein scabbard, on the other hand, lacks an archaeological context
altogether, since the burial was destroyed during its discovery in 1887.%
The foil from Obrigheim had been attached to a wooden container, probably
a maple bowl.”” The Gutenstein foil shows traces of a secondary use, since
the motif appears again in cropped form in the lower part of the scabbard.
The foil appears to have been cut into form to fit the scabbard, while it
had previously been attached to a different object, such as a bucket or a
drinking horn.”® The disc from Pliezhausen originally belonged to a three-piece
horse-gear (phalerae) and was later reworked into a brooch by cutting the
foil into form.?” The presence of objects with a clear reference to Christianity
alongside the ‘warrior’ images, such as the engraved silver spoons in the
Sutton Hoo burial or the golden crosses within the Staffordshire Hoard,
are indications that these depictions cannot a priori be linked to non-Christian
beliefs.* Finally, die-impressed foils could also feature ‘non-military’ images.
Depictions of figures guiding or fighting animals form part of the iconographic
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repertoire of early medieval helmets.’' Rather than referring to mythological
topics, they seem to tie in with antique depictions of games held in the
circus.”

This short overview shows that the images’ archaeological contexts are
diverse. The corpus of ‘warrior’ images is moreover relatively small. Although
certain motifs reoccur in different regions, each image only survives once.
While their presence in female burials and their use as a decoration for
non-military objects does not preclude a possible ‘military’ symbolism, the
specific burial context should be considered. Archaeological studies, however,
have often neglected this aspect in favour of an interpretation that tries to
embed the images within a larger context of a ‘Germanic’ military culture,
as the two following historiographical examples demonstrate.

Quast classifies the depictions into a ‘Mediterranean’ and a ‘Germanic’
style. He argues that images of Reiterbeilige constituted an import from the
Mediterranean. The other motifs allegedly belonged to a widespread group
of ‘Germanic depictions’ of warriors.”> Quast concludes that ‘in the seventh
century, certain motives seem to have been known across the entire Germanic
world’, which reached from ‘Scandinavia to Italy’.** In reaction to an
advancing ‘Christianisation’, the ‘Germanic elites’ supposedly began to
‘visualise’ mythical and religious motifs that had previously been transmitted
orally. These motifs could be adopted within a Christian context, but they
nonetheless originated from a ‘Germanic’ rather than a ‘Roman’ context,
according to Quast.* It is noticeable that the establishment of the dichotomy
between a ‘Germanic’ and a ‘Roman’ cultural context precedes the images’
interpretation. Quast doubts that the ‘Pliezhausen’ motif was influenced by
Roman models and presumes that armed horsemen were already in use as
a motif in the ‘Germanic world’ before the seventh century, since riders
with lances are depicted on the so-called golden horn from Gallehus
(Denmark), dated to c. 400.** Quast acknowledges that certain forms of
representation could have been derived from Roman models, but argues
that the images’ meaning must have had its origin in an independent tradition,
since monuments which could have served as an inspiration were already
‘ruins’ by the seventh century.’” The assumption that ‘Germanic’ oral traditions
and motifs survived more or less unchanged through the centuries, while
influences from the late Roman Empire allegedly ceased, seems unconvincing
when considering the continuity of the Reiterbeilige motif throughout late
antiquity and its presence in early medieval Alamannia, not least suggested
by the example of the late sixth/early seventh-century phalerae from Hifingen
(Germany) initially dismissed by Quast as an import.*®

Yet a similar perspective is adopted in an article by Heiko Steuer published
in 1987.” Steuer points out that in certain depictions of ‘wolf-warriors’,
‘warrior-processions’ and armed riders, one or more of the figures carry
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so-called ring-swords.* The term does not denote a specific type of blade
but refers to the fact that these swords have a pair of rings attached to the
pommel. Their distribution reached from the Baltic Sea to Lombard Italy
between the early sixth and the late seventh centuries.*! Although ring-swords
are not explicitly mentioned by any written source and their combination
with helmets in burials is very rare,** Steuer suggests that the spread of
‘heroic poetry’ and burials containing helmets and ring-swords mirrors ‘a
distinct Germanic way of life between Antiquity and the Carolingian era’.*’
Steuer identifies the rings as gifts which the followers of a king or a lord,
such as the Merovingian antrustiones, received in return for their service
within his retinue. The images attached to the helmets and the scabbards
worn by the members of the retinue supposedly helped to underpin a ‘warrior
ideology’.** According to Steuer, their content could be understood in both
Christian and non-Christian societies since they had their common denomina-
tor in a Germanic military culture based on the retinue (Gefolgschaft).*
Steuer concludes that the ‘pagan’ equivalent of the Frankish antrustiones
were the #lfheonar (‘wolf-skins’) of Old Norse literature and links the
depictions of ‘wolf-warriors’ to these literary figures, whose earliest mention
in the written sources dates to the second half of the ninth century.*

This recapitulation of Quast’s and Steuer’s articles is necessary to understand
the approach that has hitherto been adopted regarding the images discussed
here. As their conclusions indicate, a tendency exists in archaeological studies
to identify a single cultural context in which the images could be understood
and disseminated. Since they appear in areas as far apart from each other
as Scandinavia and northern Italy, and since certain motifs are thought to
reoccur in the texts of later centuries, the perspective of most studies has
been supra-regional and diachronic. Underlying this point of view, however,
is the assumption that sources as geographically and chronologically diverse
as early medieval grave-goods from Alamannia, Old English Christian poetry,
and late medieval texts from Scandinavia are primarily connected through
the impact of a fixed ‘Germanic’ culture on north-western Europe throughout
the Middle Ages.*

This line of thought is not limited to German-speaking archaeology.
Furthermore, it has not been replaced following the criticism of the term
‘Germanic’ and the concept of an early medieval Germanic identity which
has developed since the 1980s.*® It has been only recently suggested that
the people who spoke a Germanic language were connected through ‘common
cultural traits’ such as religion and shared myths.* The examples of Quast’s
and Steuer’s articles show that such a claim has enabled archaeologists to
refer to the sources of historians and philologists with the intent to ‘decipher’
the allegedly religious or mythological meaning of early medieval images.
In the case of the ‘warrior’ images and the question of whether they reflect
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a process of militarisation, this method is problematic because it a priori
subsumes different archaeological contexts under the notion of a pan-Germanic
military culture developed on the basis of the written sources.” This approach
ignores the possibility that the political preconditions for and the degree of
militarisation varied considerably across post-Roman Europe.®!

In German-speaking scholarship, the creation of the concept of Gefolgschaft
by historians and its adaption by archaeologists is at the heart of the issue.*?
Originally created by legal historians as a translation of the comitatus
mentioned by the ancient writer Tacitus (d. c. 120) in chapters 13 and 14
of his Germania, ‘Gefolgschaft’ has been the prevailing term to denote the
military retinue in German since the late nineteenth century.*® Scholars now
agree that the comuitatus is a literary notion created by Tactius to suggest
that the warlike and stateless character of ancient Germanic societies as
perceived by the Romans was balanced by the moral obligations imposed
on young warriors who joined the comitatus of a high-ranking individual.’*
However, through the distortion of Gefolgschaft, the relevance of the comitatus
as a medieval political phenomenon was subsequently expanded beyond
the meaning of military patronage by the so-called Neue Deutsche Verfas-
sungsgeschichte, a school of thought which developed during the 1930s
and 1940s in German-speaking medieval studies. Its representants abandoned
the notion of a medieval ‘state’ as the legal historians of the nineteenth
century had envisaged it. Turning away from the liberal positions of the
previous century, they postulated that medieval society was not founded on
public institutions but on personal relationships stemming from a specifically
Germanic form of loyalty (Treue).”

During the dictatorship of the National Socialist Party, a military elite
led by a Fiihrer was thought to constitute a more effective and dynamic
system of leadership than a parliamentary democracy. This contemporary
ideal of a polity headed by military retinues was subsequently transferred
to the concept of Gefolgschaft.’® In 1939, the archaeologist Friedrich Garscha
published an article on the ‘wolf-warrior’ from Gutenstein.’” Garscha sug-
gested that the depiction reflects a long tradition of ferocious warriors within
Germanic societies which was still remembered in the literature of Anglo-Saxon
England and medieval Scandinavia. He furthermore assumed that the ring-
sword held by the figure was understood as a symbol of the retinue in
Germanic societies. According to Garscha, ‘cultic male unions’ (kultische
Mnnerbiinde) such as the einherjar’® of Old Norse literature were a special
form of the retinue, which in turn constituted the social core around which
Germanic life was organised. Drawing a connection to the prevailing political
ideology of his own lifetime, Garscha stated that the German state revived
its old Germanic origins by promoting the male fellowship next to it’s
non-military equivalent, the kin (Sippe).”” After 1945, the connection between
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Gefolgschaft and Fiihrer was dissolved, as the usage of the latter term was
discarded. The concept of Gefolgschaft, however, remained an essential
notion within German-speaking medieval studies during the second half of
the twentieth century.®’ It had been established before its ideological deforma-
tion and did not originate from the vocabulary of the National Socialist
Party. Nonetheless, its development was informed by authoritarian, anti-liberal
and racial notions among the representants of the Neue Deutsche Verfas-
sungsgeschichte. Despite being criticised in the post-war period, their concep-
tion of the medieval state as being based on reciprocal relations of domination
(Herrschaft) and loyalty has remained influential beyond the end of the
twentieth century.®! Within this larger model, Gefolgschaft was established
as a core vocabulary of German-speaking medieval studies during the 1950s.

The debate between the historian Walter Schlesinger and the philologist
Hans Kuhn influenced the understanding of Gefolgschaft among subsequent
generations of archaeologists and historians.®* Although they each pleaded
for a different chronological context in which the phenomenon apparently
flourished, both stressed its Germanic origin and the significance of Treue.®
Schlesinger suggested that relations of Gefolgschaft constituted the very
fabric from which medieval political hierarchies developed and considered
them as the origin of the feudal system.®* Kuhn, on the other hand, assumed
that their impact declined during the Merovingian period and that they
were rekindled in the Scandinavian kingdoms of the high Middle Ages.*
Although he demonstrated that not every medieval mention of loyalty can
be subsumed under the concept of Gefolgschaft, he stated that traces of the
‘old spirit” of the Germanic comitatus, as described by Tacitus, can be found
in the texts of medieval Scandinavia.®® In defining Gefolgschaft, both
Schlesinger and Kuhn drew on the same traditional corpus of sources which
ranges from Tacitus to Old Norse literature. Schlesinger especially pursued
the view that, throughout the centuries, Germanic societies were marked
by a continuity of cultural values and institutions such as the Gefolgschaft
and that the ‘heroic poetry’ of later centuries could be used to reconstruct
its significance during the early Middle Ages.®” Thereby, a supra-regional
and diachronic understanding of Germanic military culture was sustained.®®
The concept of Gefolgschaft was subsequently adapted by archaeologists
and historians in Anglophone and Francophone publications, moreover in
Scandinavian research.®’

In The inheritance of Rome, Chris Wickham states that ‘the major change
in political culture [between late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages] was
not Germanisation but militarisation’, thus taking up the criticism of the
notion that the post-Roman kingdoms of the early Middle Ages were
‘Germanic’ in terms of culture and political organisation.” This observation
leaves out the fact that in German-speaking scholarship, ‘militarisation’ has
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traditionally meant ‘Germanisation’. As the concept of Gefolgschaft remained
in use, the break with the notions prevailing before 1945 was less radical
than Kuhn’s article suggests.”" Its enduring influence was not necessarily
the consequence of an ideological continuity, although this cannot in every
case be excluded.” While the ideological misuse of the retinue during the
Nazis’ reign and the political notions of the Neue Deutsche Verfassungsge-
schichte have been reassessed, a decided revision of concepts such as Herrschaft
and Gefolgschaft has never taken place.” Their use has now become almost
arbitrary.”

While historians have discarded the notion that the military retinue was
an exclusively Germanic phenomenon,” the interpretative framework persists
even beyond German-speaking studies. The English translations of comitatus
(‘retinue’, ‘warband’) have never directly correlated with the connotation
of Gefolgschaft, yet Anglophone studies on early medieval Britain in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were guided by similar ideological
currents with regard to the supposed Germanic origin of the Anglo-Saxons’
political culture.”® Even though the designation ‘Germanic’ has been mostly
abandoned, the example of the ‘warrior’ images shows that archaeologists
and historians still operate within the framework of a pan-Germanic culture,
which is predisposed by a corpus of written sources that was established
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”” Through their depend-
ency on the concepts created by historians and the uncritical use of the
traditional terminology, archaeologists continue to reduce the scope of their
interpretations to categories such as ‘heroic warfare’, ‘weapon cults’ and
‘Nordic myths’.”® Thus, a circular argument is sustained as the archaeologi-
cal interpretations seem to confirm the assumptions of the historians with
regard to the existence of a pan-Germanic (military) culture in the early
Middle Ages.”

In his article from 1987, Heiko Steuer concludes that the images on early
medieval helmets depict ‘reality’ and that they mirror the existence of a
‘pagan warrior ideology’.*” This chapter argued for a reconsideration of
this assumption with regard to two factors: the historical framework employed
and its imposition on the archaeological context of the images. As the
transformation of the military organisation within the western Roman Empire
in the fourth and fifth centuries is no longer seen as the result of a ‘Ger-
manisation’, the connection of ‘warrior’ images with notions imported from
Germania is no longer helpful.*' Future studies should continue to discern
the impact of historical interpretations and focus on the different geographical
and chronological contexts in which the images were used. Rather than
instantly connecting them with the poetical and idealised representations
of warfare in later sources, their function as the decoration of grave-goods
should be stressed.®” The sixth and seventh centuries are marked by furnished
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inhumation burials and the formation of this pattern across western Europe
has been linked to local discourses on power and social status in a post-
Roman context.®” The deposition of weapons and armour does not necessarily
imply that the deceased possessed a military identity. It was a ‘multilayered
symbolic act’ most likely undertaken by the descendants to openly perpetuate
their capacity to protect the local community. * Future studies should consider
the potential of ‘warrior’ images to suggest social status across different
religious and political contexts which for centuries had been influenced by
a Roman military frame of reference, but on varying scales.*” In late Antiquity,
iconographic programmes of military acclamation and victory in battle were
employed in an imperial context to suggest political power.®® The images
discussed in this chapter reference this late antique military iconography,
but this observation should not lead to the conclusion that they were ‘Roman’
(and ‘Christian’) rather than ‘Germanic’ (and ‘pagan’).’” The establishment
of such a dichotomy is not helpful to assess the agency of the images’ users
in their attempt to negotiate new social identities and forms of representation.
The diversity of the archaeological evidence is a reminder that the extent
of the Roman military heritage varied considerably across early medieval
Europe and that it could be adopted by both men and women of different
political status. The use of ‘warrior’ images should not be regarded as
evidence of a pan-Germanic ‘militarisation’ but as an indicator that this
heritage was renegotiated in multiple forms during the sixth and seventh
centuries.
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Conclusion — militarisation:
process or discourse?

Guy Halsall

It was an enormous pleasure to be asked to furnish a conclusion to this
substantial collection of studies of a phenomenon in which, in many of its
various manifestations, I have been interested throughout my academic
career. My studies (monographic and edited) that looked specifically at
violence and warfare seem, in 2020, to have receded far into the past and
I have never seen myself, or wanted to be pigeonholed, as a ‘military historian’.
The relationship between broader aspects of early medieval western European
society and its martial features has nonetheless never been far from my
analysis. These interconnections are in most regards unsurprising. The
widespread acceptance of the thesis (to which we will return) that western
European society was militarised after the disintegration of the western
Roman Empire surely stems from the fact that the military or at least the
martial — we may wish to distinguish the two — underpinned so many aspects
of society, religion, economics, culture and politics. The chapters in this
volume underline that very clearly. Yet, explicit study of warfare and the
military has not often engaged serious academic historians of the period.'
At first sight this seems curious, but it has been just as possible for social
historians and archaeologists like myself to have similarly inexplicable blind
spots concerning equally, if not more central features of early medieval life,
such as belief and the church! The neglect of the broader social history of
armies, warfare and militarisation has, since 2002, been addressed by
numerous works, discussed in the Introduction.? This volume is a milestone
in that development.

Including the editors’ very useful introduction, the nineteen preceding
chapters present close studies of a wide range of aspects of society, economy,
religion, culture and politics. They extend in space from the eastern Roman
(or Byzantine) Empire to the kingdoms of ‘Anglo-Saxon’ England, and in
time from the last century of the Roman Empire to the ninth and tenth
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centuries. After reading these analyses there can be no doubt that in countless
regards the societies and polities of this period could be considered militarised.
The purpose of this conclusion is thus to pose various questions about
where the discussion of the martial aspects of late antique and early medieval
society might go from here, building upon this base.

The first such question goes back to the very basics. What is a militarised
society? Many of the chapters in this volume employ the valuable provisional
definition set out by Edward James in 1997, which encompassed nine
general points:

1. No clear distinction between soldier and civilian.

2. No clear distinction between a military officer and a government
official.

The head of state is the commander of the army.

All adult free males have the right to carry weapons.

Certain classes (notably the aristocracy) are expected to participate in
the army.

Education includes a military element.

The symbolism of weaponry is prominent in official and private life.
Warlike and heroic virtues are glorified.

Warfare is a major expenditure and source of profit.

SN

o © NN

Interestingly, and characteristically of his subtle and reflexive scholarship,
James is the only contributor to subject his own definition to detailed scrutiny.*
There can be no doubt that a society could be called militarised if it satisfied
all of the criteria listed above, but how do we use definitions like this? How
many of the characteristics listed need to be present before a society can
be called militarised? Which are the most crucial? Are all of equal weight?
Many such problems are not necessarily answerable by a simple yes or no,
as much as by ‘it depends what you mean by ...". These questions develop
those posed in the Introduction to this volume, and are familiar to everyone
who has attempted to establish a workable definition of a particular historical
phenomenon, especially a definition like this, which takes the form of a
Kriterienbiindel.’ The problem facing us is essentially that it is difficult to
imagine a society that is 7ot, in some way, militarised. Western European
society in ¢. 300 would not be much less militarised than that around 700;
the first, second and possibly fourth of James’ criteria would be the only
ones not met by the Roman Empire between the Tetrarchy and the earlier
fifth century. The early Empire and, a fortiori, the Republic were even less
distinguishable, with the state’s officials having military and civil responsibili-
ties; the citizen legionary would only really disappear in the later Republic
and as a result, ironically perhaps, of the constant warfare of that period.

We must therefore confront the very premise upon which the present
volume is founded — and indeed stated in the very first sentence of the
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Introduction (although provided with nuance and caveats almost immediately
afterwards): is it true that the late Roman Empire was any less militarised
than the so-called ‘Barbarian west’ (to borrow the phrase coined by J. M.
Wallace-Hadrill and reused in the title of my own volume on warfare and
society)?® Michael Summers’ excellent Chapter 19 shows how deeply rooted
some of the assumptions about post-imperial western society have become,
and how important it is to subject these to critical scrutiny. Let us for now,
however, return to the issue of what a militarised society is. A late Roman
colonus or free peasant might see his surplus produce taken by the state,
and used, overwhelmingly, to pay for a huge standing army.” The main
function of the officials of the large imperial bureaucracy was to administer
and carry out that taxation, in money and in kind, and organise the distribu-
tion of its proceeds to the army as payment and supplies. Although the civil
branch of the government was now strictly separated from the military
(meaning James’ second criterion did not apply) service in that arm was
nevertheless referred to as a militia and used the same badges of rank as
the army. Towns were walled, perhaps to protect the storage of taxation,
fortified granaries appeared in some regions, and the army was dispersed
throughout various provinces in impressive fortifications which heavily
marked the landscape of those regions (and were a further significant
governmental expenditure). It is possible that swathes of territory were
harnessed by the state to the production of the foodstuffs and other supplies
necessary to maintain the army.® At the apex of the system, uniting civic
and military hierarchies, was an emperor expected to be ever-victorious and
a pacifier of foreign nations (semper victorius, domitor gentium).’ It is hard
to see this society or any part of this system as anything other than militarised,
as organised for war, even if all free men did not automatically have the
right to bear arms."’

One issue that the studies in this volume raise in various ways is indeed
the relationship between soldier and civilian (this is particularly clear in the
chapters by Rance (Chapter 2), Whateley (Chapter 6) and Grundmann
(Chapter 3)."" As we saw in the enumeration of the points included in James’
definition, the lack of a clear distinction between soldier and civilian seems
to be a solid point of departure for thinking about militarisation. A move
from a situation where the army and its members are clearly marked out
from the non-military, to one where every free male (at least) might be
summoned to fight, looks uncontroversially like the militarisation of society.
In this context, the disappearance of the Roman Empire’s regular army in
the west, and some aspects of changes within its organisation in the east,
appear to be good grounds for seeing those transformations as tending
towards militarisation. And yet ... Part of the problem is those very specific,
solid-looking categories themselves: soldier and civilian. They bear with
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them considerable baggage, associated images and signifieds. If we replace
the opposed terms with ‘combatant’ and ‘non-combatant’, the problem
takes on a different nature. The distinction between a soldier and a civilian
might have been clear in the late Roman Empire — though we are still
entitled to ask to what extent it really was — but was the boundary between
those entitled to join the army and those who were not any less rigid in
subsequent centuries? The basis for recruitment may eventually have changed
beyond recognition, but was the line between member of the army and
those who had no right to participate in its activities any less pronounced?
Was it any less policed? It is difficult to read the account, in the Annals of
Saint-Bertin, of the slaughter, seemingly by local aristocrats, of poor freemen
who had presumed to take up arms in defence of their region against the
Vikings and not conclude that the maintenance of the boundary between
‘soldier’ and ‘civilian’, or ‘combatant’ and ‘non-combatant’ was considerably
more rigid and violent than it had been in the later empire.'”” The point
gains rather than loses its significance if one reads that incident — as I have
done™ — in connection with the contemporary legislation of Charles the
Bald attempting to ensure that poorer freemen could join the army and
perform their military service without being attacked by wealthier and more
powerful warriors."* Indeed it is in the issues surrounding the levying of
armies that we can find one of the most important dynamics for political
change in the period: kings ideally wanted to raise forces which they could
use as their own coercive force without being dependent upon the retinues
of their leading aristocrats; the existence of such a force could pose a serious
threat to powerful noble dynasties. We can trace this dynamic in east and
west in the early Middle Ages" and it is, I contend, precisely this that we
see in the story of the unfortunate Frankish poor freemen and in Charles’
attempt to open military service to all those technically liable to perform
it. The dividing line between ‘soldier and civilian’ was thus a locus of politics
in a way that it had not been under the empire. Indeed, one might suggest
that the line was frequently policed in the opposite direction: under the
empire the concern was to keep people iz the army; in the early medieval
west the concern was often to keep people out.

On what basis, then, can we accept the idea, as seems generally to have
come to be the case,'® that western society ‘became militarised’ after the
fall of the western empire? This question seems easier to respond to by
employing James’ list of features not as a checklist but rather as a list of
headings under which comparative discussion can take place. In other words,
rather than looking at whether or not societies are militarised, we can look
at in what areas and in what precise ways they are. Here, James’ own
chapter is a model of the approach I have in mind, in that it questions the
issue of ‘warlike and heroic virtues’, showing how these might be absent
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in the forms that we might expect but very present nonetheless, albeit
relocated to a different area of society and a different type of evidence.
Peter H. Wilson’s definition, discussed in the Introduction and employed in
Whateley’s Chapter 6,'” similarly points a way to the kind of analysis
proposed. The opposition between militarised and non-militarised societies
seems too crude; the studies contained in this volume make clear that post-
imperial societies changed through time and space in the ways in which
they were militarised, not simply in whether or not they were militarised,
or in simply moving from a hypothetical ‘un-militarised” to a militarised
state. The elements of James’ and Wilson’s definitions provide thematic
spaces not only for the comparative discussion of different societies but also
for the analysis of change and development through time.

Probably the most important question to ask when thinking about the
dynamics of change is whether variations in the evidence necessarily indicate
transformations in the degree of militarisation. The presence of weaponry
in the burials of northern Gaul is an apposite case study. Weaponry begins
to appear in the furnished inhumations of men in that region in the last
third or so of the fourth century, at the same time as a range of other
changes. What does this mean? Is it a sign of the militarisation of the
northern Gallic countryside? Frans Theuws has presented a detailed case
against this and the presence of other weapons in burials having anything
to do with militarisation, contending that it is unconnected with the military;
but the argument seems forced and lacking in clear empirical support.'®
The axe is a weapon that features in late Roman military iconography and
is associated with the Gallic legions and their successors, the later fifth- and
sixth-century Frankish armies."” Judging from the size and weight of the
axe-heads, the length of the haft and the wedge angle of the blade, the types
of axe found in northern Gallic burials are suitable for cutting wood but
not for tree-felling, although they are eminently effective weapons. It is of
course possible, as I have argued in the past,” that objects could be selected
precisely for their ability to signify more than one thing at once, though I
maintain that that is more likely with spears than axes. Indeed, one of the
key issues in the study of militarisation is precisely that of polysemy: the
way in which items associated with warfare or the military come to be used
to symbolise other things. I will discuss some possible instances of this later.

If, without assuming that these artefacts had no other symbolic referents,
the primary symbolism of axes and other weaponry was a link to service
in the imperial army, as with the belt-sets and official brooches found in
these and similar contemporary burials, to what extent does the deposition
of such items indicate militarisation? What would be the symbolic content
of weaponry and in what context? In the cemetery associated with the late
Roman fort at Oudenburg (Belgium), for example, there is little or no
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weaponry, but one must ask why there should have been.*! Demonstrating
status to an audience of soldiers and (possibly, in a late Roman military
context) their families would be unlikely to involve simple signs that the
deceased had been involved in the weapon-using activities of the army.
Instead, badges of rank and status within that community — belt-sets and
crossbow brooches — are more commonly deposited as one might expect.
Away from military bases, where a link to the army might be the basis for
local status and power, symbols of such a link, like perhaps the axe associated
with the Gallic army, would have much clearer and more practical semiotic
content. This need, however, represent no increase in the militarisation of
society. One might, for example, think that when the empire and its admin-
istration were working properly, the heirs of soldiers who had been given
agri deserti to retire on (an interpretation which allows a point of contact
with Theuws’ reading)** did not need to demonstrate the basis of their claim
to the land when the former miles died. In the crisis of state presence in
northern Gaul at the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth century,
however, the heirs of such a soldier might not expect to enter into that
inheritance so easily. In that context, a display of his military status, and
thus his claim to the land, was made to an audience comprising the other
members of the community in the ritual context of his funeral. In other
words, military status and its relationship to other aspects of social organisa-
tion became visible in the evidence in a period of crisis. What might be at
stake, if anything, is a breakdown of those relations.

An analogous point might be made about the scattered but interesting
weapon burials of northern and eastern England in the decades around
900. Again, it would seem that these displays of military equipment are
related to the change in political control in the region, with the creation of
the Danish kingdom of York, the appearance of new landowners and possibly
a crisis in the legitimacy of extant lordship. While the symbolism of the
artefacts clearly manifests one of the bases of secular power, an increase in
the militarisation of society or its upper echelons is unlikely.”?

The appearance of military service in the laws of the early medieval west
is a similar sign of crisis. A recurrent feature of early medieval western
European history in the fifth to tenth century (and I imagine beyond) is the
appearance of legislation about military service only at moments when the
government of a polity was, for whatever reason, finding difficulty in persuad-
ing those who had hitherto regarded military service as a right to do their
duty. Examples of this can be found in numerous places: the late seventh-
century laws about military service in the Visigothic Code;** the appearance
of legislation setting out the required equipment of those attending the army
in the last decades of the Lombard kingdom;* possibly the laws of Ine of
Wessex;* most famously the later (post-800) capitularies of Charlemagne
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and of his successors.”” Do these legal pronouncements represent a change
in militarisation or a change in the evidence? What they certainly illustrate
is the importance of military service in early medieval politics. Abandonment
by the troops was a frequent — and absolute — marker of a ruler’s imminent
downfall. The classic instance of this is doubtless the so-called Lugenfeld,
at which Louis the Pious’ troops deserted him en masse for his rebellious
sons, even as the two armies lined up to face each other.”® It was far from
the only such instance of this kind of decisive display of the withdrawal of
political consent. Louis’ son Charles suffered a similar military collapse
when his brother Lothar invaded his kingdom in 858.* What distinguished
these famous Carolingian examples was, rather, the fact that the abandoned
ruler survived. Louis retook his throne a year later and Charles bounced
back from his setback. Queen Brunhild, deserted by the forces of Austrasia
and Burgundy in the face of an invasion by Chlothar II in 613, was less
fortunate, being tortured and executed by the Neustrian monarch. Most of
her surviving descendants died in the ensuing purge.”® Something similar
might have befallen King Oswine of Deira in 651 who was unable to raise
a sufficiently strong army to resist an attack by Oswiu of Bernicia, who
was said to have disbanded his army as a result, and was killed in the
aftermath.’® Early medieval legislation about military service does not in
itself denote a change in aristocratic militarisation. If anything, it seems to
denote periods of crisis, possibly crises of political legitimacy.

One can also think about the presence of weaponry in the furnished
cemeteries — the so-called Reibengriberfelder — of the post-imperial period,
as is discussed in Brather-Walter’s Chapter 16. As is mentioned by more
than one contributor to this volume, Heinrich Harke pointed out long ago
in a hugely important article that the deposition of weaponry with an
individual in an Anglo-Saxon cemetery had no necessary bearing on whether
or not the deceased person had been a warrior, and that a wide array of
other semiotic possibilities was available.’* His argument that the frequency
of weapon-graves did not tally with periods of warfare was, however, based
upon an uncritical use of very unreliable written data such as Gildas’ De
Excidio and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.*> Nonetheless, his general point
stands and has been corroborated by many subsequent studies. In other
parts of sixth- to seventh-century western Europe one can find, albeit in
different ways, a similar lack of correlation between the social groups buried
with weapons and those who customarily took part in the activities of
armies — still less so with those described as taking evidently legitimate part
in violent actions.’* Written sources from Merovingian Gaul, as elsewhere,
suggest, for example, that males as young as fifteen could serve in the armed
followings of older men and yet weaponry is found very rarely in the burials
of men of this age group in northern Gallic cemeteries. On the other hand,
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the percentage of masculine inhumations containing weaponry increases
after c. 600, while the written sources suggest a more socially restricted
right to serve in the army. It seems reasonable to suppose that the notional
right to serve in the army, as a freeman, was important in local politics,
even if the actuality of military service was quite different. What we might
see here is weaponry as a sign of free status, in a context where graduations
of freedom before the law seem to have been of increased significance,*
rather than any sign of militarisation or otherwise. What would be interesting
here, if my interpretation is plausible,*® is how martial symbolism had
become important in discourses of legal freedom or otherwise. Here we can
see the polysemy I mentioned earlier: the symbolism of objects relating to
one aspect of society (warfare) becomes, in a way, a metaphor for another
(legal freedom).

Another intriguing issue concerns the fortification or otherwise of settle-
ments. What is at stake in the appearance of fortifications around already-
existing cities or the dwelling places of aristocrats? Famously, the villas of
the Roman nobility were rarely fortified, even if they could be defensible.
Until ¢. 300, the civitas-capitals of Roman Gaul were mostly un-walled, as
they had been in Britain until the end of the second century; the non-
fortification of Roman cities was widespread before the Tetrarchy. Tradition-
ally, much of the wave of fortification from the end of the third century
was attributed to a response to the Barbarian invasions of the third quarter
of that century. This explanation has generally been found wanting and
other factors have been adduced, such as the need to protect political and
administrative centres, especially those where taxation and supplies were
gathered. Nonetheless it is difficult to argue that the later empire was
characterised by more banditry and civil war than the ‘Principate’ or the
Republic. There was, clearly, something more to the decision to fortify cities
and other settlements than simple defensive necessity. Equally, the repair of
urban and other fortifications in the Carolingian period was clearly, at least
in part, a reaction to the activities of Vikings and Magyars, but the large-scale
violence of the pre-Viking period had not evinced a similar response. A
similar point can be made for the towns of later ‘Anglo-Saxon’ England
and other areas of the North Sea world.’” By the same token, before the
eighth or ninth century, elite settlements, where they were separate from
those of other members of the community, also often lacked any kind of
defences.”® This is something that, again, bears scant relationship to the
frequency of warfare or the importance of martial activity in the construction
of aristocratic identities.

It is, of course, foolish to deny the practical value of fortifications, but
to rely upon a purely functional explanation is to miss the full depth and
complexity of the issue. This becomes especially clear when one looks at
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the full chronological and geographical span of late Antiquity and the early
Middle Ages. The decision to fortify a site using the public dues of the
realm opened a political dialogue, for it involved the mobilisation of manpower
and other resources which might not willingly be provided. It involved the
establishment of a right — in practice — for the ruler to call upon the free
inhabitants and above all the aristocrats of the realm.?” Where rulers managed
to mobilise such resources it is important to look beyond their strictly
functional value and even beyond the (often overlooked) logistics involved
to their possibly even more important political role. When landowners were
persuaded or coerced into fulfilling their obligations in helping with the
construction of fortresses this did not simply divert resources from private
to public use, which was important in itself. It also made visible that diversion.
Bringing men and material together at a specific point for the purpose of
constructing fortifications created a political assembly wherein lords and
others saw that the king was able to command them and their men to work
for the good of the realm. The very attendance of lords with their men and
the required materials was a performance to a political community of the
legitimacy of that command. Once built, fortified sites, like the Anglo-Saxon
burhs,” were visible marks on the landscape. In some political contexts,
such as the later Anglo-Saxon period in England, the role as a perceptible
‘signature’ of a particular set of power relationships was reinforced regularly.
Men fulfilling their duty to man such fortifications came together — again
— as a political gathering whose very reason for being was the ability of the
ruler to assemble them to serve the realm. Public fortifications were in a
very real sense spaces of the political. Consequently, of course, as with
armies themselves, there was no guarantee that such assemblies would do
what the king wanted in the way he wanted; they too were sites of action,
of debate and even of resistance. The various failures to get the Frankish
nobility to build and garrison the defences that Charles the Bald wanted
are a good illustration.*’ As with the decision to call together the army,
these summonses always represented — to some degree — political wagers.
If one views the attempts to maintain or introduce public duties such as
fortress- and bridge-work in this light one can see the relationship between
these and private fortifications in a slightly different perspective. Indeed,
there is no necessary relationship between kings’ attitudes to the two different
categories. There is no especially good reason to suppose that kings would
automatically see the fortification of aristocratic dwellings as a problem as
long as the obligations to the maintenance and garrisoning of public defence
works were being observed. In the central Middle Ages, the construction
of aristocratic castles close to royal ones (or vice versa) made a very clear
gesture but there is nothing to suggest that the building of fortified dwellings
in the ninth century made such a pointed or threatening statement. Where
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problems arose was where such private fortifications were used instead of
public ones in the defence of the realm; this entirely subverted the role that
the latter were intended to play. The other issue that could come into play
here was the appropriation of public dues for private construction or defence.
It has been cogently argued that this was at stake in the building of aristocratic
castles in post-Conquest England and made a very powerful political statement
about who the new rulers were and their presence in the landscape.* Again,
however, although it is interesting to speculate, it is difficult to see this as
a concern in the attitude of Carolingian kings like Charles the Bald towards
aristocratic castella.*> Consideration of the issues set out here might provide
a way of exploring the significantly different stories of private and public
fortifications in late Anglo-Saxon England and ninth- and tenth-century
Francia.

The presence or otherwise of aristocratic fortifications is then a topic
that goes far beyond indicating the extent of warfare or the militarisation
of the secular elite, encompassing issues such as the separation of the
aristocracy from the remainder of the free population; the relative importance
of town and countryside in aristocratic politics and culture; the existence
of fixed sedes for the secular elite, as opposed to multiple estate centres
between which lords moved; factors determining where surplus was invested
and in what types of structure: communal or private, religious or secular.
Where powerful lords spent their money and resources on, and made
permanent marks on the landscape with, military manifestations of power
this was clearly a part of a complex discourse about elite power and culture,
which the simple notion of ‘militarisation’ — especially if envisaged as a
straightforward linear process — is wholly insufficient to capture.

That, ultimately, is the most important point I want to make in considering
where the study of militarisation goes from here. If one thinks about the
aspects of evidence and the changes in it, which I have raised in this conclu-
sion, one sees that, while they do reveal how society, politics and culture
were militarised, there is always a crucial something that remains outside
the equation if the discussion is limited to the idea of militarisation. Or at
least it is if that idea is restricted to seeing militarisation as a process. Instead,
I want to draw out the point, which I think emerges from all of the case
studies which I have set out above, that militarisation is better seen as a
discourse than as a process. Indeed, most if not all of the case studies set
out in this book can be read as demonstrations of this point. What we can
see, across a wide range of aspects of society, is the way in which martial
symbolism, or values, or the army as the locus for particular activities, was
the subject of a discourse. In addition to those alluded to already, we can
see the debate on the appropriateness or otherwise of warfare in the name
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of religion,* or the ways in which attempts to create a nation depended
upon the warlike representation of others.** Others can be added, with
direct reference to James’ criteria. I would include the processes of socialisation
(the sixth of James’ criteria) and the discourse of masculinity (perhaps
encompassing the seventh and eighth of James’ criteria).

The ninth and final of James’ criteria of militarisation is conspicuous in
its absence from the discussions in this volume, and this is especially remark-
able because of the importance of the debate on loot and warfare that was
started by two classic articles by Timothy Reuter.*® Even here, though, we
can refocus that discussion. I have argued elsewhere that the economic
profits from warfare could sometimes be spectacular. The loot taken from
the Avars by Charlemagne in the 790s is probably the best-known example,
although it is worth remembering that the vast quantities of gold exacted
from the eastern Roman Empire by Attila in the 440s were doubtless many
times greater. They were, however, more often intangible than material.*’
The economic role of warfare should not be measured by profit and loss
in material terms. Again, what is more clearly at stake in early medieval
warfare is a discourse about the proper role of a king, whether as victorious
war-leader and predator or as the defender of his people, and about the
martial virtues of, especially aristocratic, males and the importance of their
performance to an audience of peers. This is perhaps nowhere made clearer
than in the early medieval discourse of good kingship, which is addressed
in Coupland’s and Wittkamp’s chapters (Chapters 10 and 18 respectively).
It is especially important to consider how insecure, how shifting, was the
ideal of the militarily successful ruler. Contemporary critique could be made
of Charles the Bald’s failures as a warrior-king in ways that, as Coupland
demonstrates, entirely ignored the realities and actual successes of his actions.
Simon MacLean made a similar argument about the even more maligned
Charles III ‘the Fat’.*® Inconsequential victories against Vikings could be
‘spun’ (in modern political parlance) as great triumphs. This argument can
be made concerning Asser’s story of Athelraed I’s (and, in Asser’s view, his
brother Alfred’s) victory over the Danish Great Army at Ashdown in 871
in the Vita Alfredi; the Ludwigslied’s tale of how Louis II beat the Vikings
at Saucourt in 881 and the Annals of Fulda’s account of Arnulf I’s defeat
of the Vikings at the Dyle in 891.* On the other hand, kings who successfully
—and in entirely conventional fashion — ensured the departure of a Viking
host could be pilloried as ineffectual cowards if the sources were hostile to
them. Different sources might ignore the victories and praise the peaceful
negotiation but the martial element in the ideals of good kingship remained
the same. They were no less, either, in later sixth-century Francia when (like
eastern Roman Emperors between Arcadius and the accession of Heraclius)
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kings rarely led their armies into battle, compared with either the earlier
sixth-century or the period around 600, when they did command their
forces in person. A good king (or emperor) was always victorious. Quite
what counted as a victory and how directly involved the ruler needed to
be in the actions of his army shifted interestingly, according to political
discourse.

In all of the areas just addressed, late antique and early medieval militarisa-
tion cannot simply be discussed as a process or in relative quantifiable terms
(i.e. how militarised is this society compared with that?). Militarisation — we
might prefer the term martialisation if militarisation has too many connota-
tions of formal, regular, standing armies — is in this period much more
interestingly considered as a set of terms within which contemporaries debated
the ideals, especially, but also the realities of their world: political, cultural,
social, religious, economic, iconographic and so on. Militarisation does not
concern a process or socio-political categories; it is a state of mind.
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Ripuarian Law, of the seventh century, includes much more discussion of various
grades of free, semi-free and unfree classes than its sixth-century precursor, Salic
Law.

Esders, Chapter 11 above, reads Ripuarian Law in a very different — but interest-
ing — way from me.

See Lavelle’s Chapter 5, above.

See Bourgeois’ Chapter 8 for the fortification of sites in the latter part of the
period.

See Lavelle’s Chapter 5 and Coupland’s Chapter 10.

See Lavelle’s Chapter 3.

See Coupland’s Chapter 10 and the literature cited there.

Sarah Speight, ‘Violence and the creation of socio-political order in post-conquest
Yorkshire’, in G. Halsall (ed.), Violence and society in the early medieval west
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1998), pp. 157-74.

I am grateful to Professor Simon MacLean for discussion of this issue.

See Heil’s Chapter 12 and Goetz’s Chapter 13.

See Bennett’s Chapter 17. One might, nonetheless, wonder whether the community
under construction in some of the pre-Viking sources discussed was that of the
English or that of good Christians.

Above, note 28.

G. Halsall, ‘Predatory warfare. The moral and the physical’ in R. Keller and L.
Sarti (eds), Pillages, tributs, captifs (Editions de la Sorbonne: Paris, 2018), pp.
53-68.
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