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	INTRODUCTION





This is a book about history and the human imagination. The Goths are truly a ‘lost civilization’. The last Gothic kingdom was destroyed 1,300 years ago, and most of our knowledge of the Goths derives from later legends and from the writings of outsiders, not from the Goths themselves. Yet the Goths set in motion one of the defining periods of Western history, the decline and fall of the Roman empire and the rise of medieval Europe. And while the Gothic kingdoms did not survive, the Gothic legacy has endured. From debates over political freedom and national consciousness to the ever-changing fields of art and literature, the historical memory of the Goths and the very meaning of the word ‘Gothic’ have taken many different forms. This book brings together the interwoven stories of the historical Goths and the Gothic legacy, both of which have played and continue to play an essential role in shaping the modern world.

The result is quite literally a book of two halves. The first half concerns the original Goths, whose migrations brought them from their semi-mythical homeland of Scandza across Europe into Italy and Spain. Their story is inseparable from the wider narrative of the collapse of the western Roman empire, for which the Goths have frequently been blamed. Alaric’s Gothic army sacked the city of Rome in August 410, and the kingdoms of the Ostrogoths and Visigoths dominated much of the post-Roman West. The second half of the book continues on from the collapse of those kingdoms and the disappearance of the Goths as an independent people. In the centuries that followed, two almost entirely contradictory interpretations of the Gothic legacy emerged. The Renaissance depiction of the Goths as destructive barbarians was balanced by a vision of Gothic vigour and liberty that was particularly strong in England and Germany. As the gulf widened between the Goths of history and the Goths of public opinion, the ‘Gothic’ acquired many different definitions from architecture and cinema to music and fashion, definitions whose relationship to the original Goths covers the full spectrum from deliberate imitation to pure invention. And yet, behind all the diverse uses of ‘Goth’ and ‘Gothic’ that appear in the pages that follow, the same fundamental issues remain. For ourselves as for previous generations, the Goths and their legacy force us to reconsider the relationship between ‘barbarism’ and ‘civilization’, the need to question traditional values and to balance communal harmony and personal freedom.
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ONE

FROM LEGEND TO HISTORY






In the summer of AD 376, two Germanic tribes descended upon the Danube river frontier of the Roman empire. They were the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths, who had previously lived beyond the limits of Roman power in the lands circling the northern coast of the Black Sea. And they came not as raiders seeking plunder, but as refugees. Men, women and children, numbering in the tens of thousands, gathered in camps along the banks of the Danube while their leaders requested permission to settle within the empire. According to the contemporary Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus in his Res Gestae, the Goths ‘sent agents to Valens [the eastern Roman emperor], humbly begging to be admitted to his dominions, and promising that they would live quietly and supply him with soldiers if the need arose’ (31.4).

Who were the Goths, and where did they first come from? As we will see throughout this book, these are questions that have been debated for nearly two millennia. In the search for Gothic origins, the line between legend and history becomes very hard to draw. The Goths themselves left no written records before they entered the Roman world, for theirs was an oral culture whose traditions were passed on by word of mouth. Most Roman sources are unsurprisingly hostile to the Germanic barbarians who threatened the empire, and while Ammianus Marcellinus is unusually even-handed he provides little information on the Goths before the second half of the fourth century. For the period preceding close contact between Goths and Romans, we therefore depend heavily upon the only major historical work actually written by a Goth: the De origine actibusque Getarum (The Origin and Deeds of the Getae/Goths) or Getica of Jordanes.
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The Roman world in AD 300.

Jordanes was no ‘barbarian’ Goth. Fiercely proud of his Gothic heritage, he was also well educated in Greek and Latin and he drew upon a number of Roman writings (some of which are now lost) when he compiled his Getica in the imperial city of Constantinople around the year AD 551. Given that he wrote almost 180 years after the Tervingi and Greuthungi arrived at the Danube river, Jordanes was inevitably biased by his knowledge of later Gothic history, which at times distorted his account. But he offers our clearest vision of how the Goths remembered their distant past, and combined Roman literary sources and Gothic oral tradition into a single sweeping narrative that has exerted enormous influence on all subsequent interpretations of the Goths and their origins.

The mighty sea has in its arctic region, that is in the north, a great island named Scandza, from which my tale (by God’s grace) shall take its beginning. For the race whose origin you ask to know burst forth like a swarm of bees from the midst of this island and came into the land of Europe (Getica 1).

This island of Scandza, also described by Jordanes as ‘a hive of races (officina gentium) or a womb of nations (vagina nationum)’ (Getica 4), was the birthplace not only of the Goths but of many other tribes. It is located in the northern ocean opposite the mouth of the river Vistula, which flows through modern Poland into the Baltic Sea. Jordanes’ Scandza thus approximately equates to Scandinavia, from which the Goths set out on their long migrations. Under a king named Berig they left the island and landed in Europe. Several generations later, King Filimer (‘about the fifth since Berig’, Getica 4) led his people further south in search of a more fertile region in which to settle. So the Goths came to western Scythia (roughly modern Ukraine) and resided near the sea of Pontus, the Roman name for the Black Sea.

The Goths flourished in their new homeland. They were brave warriors and hardworking farmers, living in villages under tribal leaders. Jordanes reveals little of the Goths’ pre-Christian spiritual beliefs, which included the veneration of heroic ancestors and the worship of a god of war (identified by the Romans as Mars). Arms were hung from trees in the god’s honour, and captives were slain to appease him in blood. Jordanes’ account hints at parallels between early Gothic religion and the later Scandinavian sagas, parallels which continue to fuel speculation to this day. But while their rites may have been cruel, the Goths did not lack for learning or teachers of philosophy. They are claimed to have studied ethics and logic, astronomy and botany. ‘Wherefore the Goths have ever been wiser than other barbarians and were nearly like the Greeks’ (Getica 5).
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Évariste Vital Luminais, Goths Crossing a River, late 19th century, oil on panel.

The Getica, which then proceeds to trace Gothic history from the Scythian settlement right down to Jordanes’ own time in the mid-sixth century, was a remarkable achievement. Setting aside Jordanes’ understandable desire to glorify his people, however, there were two key distortions in his presentation of the early Goths that would have a vast impact on later scholarship. First, Jordanes’ account combined Gothic legends with stories relating to other peoples who inhabited the same territories, notably the Scythians and Dacians, as well as a variety of Germanic tribes. This directly contributed to the tendency for the term ‘Gothic’ to be used in subsequent centuries to refer to all Germanic peoples without distinction (the consequences of that blurring of identities are explored elsewhere in this book). Second, Jordanes wrongly assumed that the separation of the Goths into two clearly defined tribes, the Ostrogoths and the Visigoths, had already existed before the Goths entered the Roman empire. When the Goths lived in Scythia north of the Black Sea,

Part of them who held the eastern region and whose king was Ostrogotha, were called Ostrogoths, that is, eastern Goths, either from his name or from the place. But the rest were called Visigoths, that is, the Goths of the western country (Getica 14).

At the time Jordanes compiled the Getica in c. 551, the Visigoths ruled over Spain, and the eastern Roman empire of Justinian was at war with the Ostrogothic kingdom of Italy. It was therefore very easy for him to assume that such clear-cut divisions had long existed. This assumption underlay later reconstructions that equated the Tervingi with the Visigoths and the Greuthungi with the Ostrogoths, or asserted that the Visigoths were those who came to the Danube river in 376 while the Ostrogoths were those who remained in Scythia. As we will see, the reality was far more complex. The events that led to the migration of the Tervingi and Greuthungi destroyed the existing Gothic tribal confederations, and only gradually did new identities emerge.

Yet despite these limitations, the broad outline of Jordanes’ narrative of early Gothic history remains largely persuasive. A Scandinavian origin for the Goths cannot be definitively proven or dated, but accords with our sparse knowledge of Gothic tribal customs as well as the oral traditions that Jordanes drew upon. For the Gothic presence north of the Danube river and the Black Sea, we have essential if cautious support from the evidence of archaeology. Material remains discovered from eastern Romania round to the southern Ukraine have revealed the presence of a largely uniform culture that flourished across that region in the mid-third to fourth centuries AD, known today as the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture. The cemeteries at Sîntana de Mureş in central Transylvania and Černjachov near Kiev were both excavated in the early 1900s, and were the first of more than 3,000 sites that have now been associated with this culture. The dating of these sites corresponds with the Gothic domination of the region from the early third century onwards, and the sites have revealed priceless information to help us reconstruct early Gothic society.

The majority of the settlements that have been discovered are located in or near river valleys and are organized around agricultural production. Houses are usually built in wood and earth rather than stone, and sometimes combine human living quarters and animal shelters. Cereals appear to have been the most common crops, especially wheat, barley and millet, and iron ploughshares, sickles and scythes are all regularly found. Animal husbandry as revealed by the survival of bones seems to favour cattle herding but also sheep, goats and pigs. This was not a culture in which hunting or horse riding played a major role. Cemeteries display a range of burial practices, with inhumation gradually becoming more widespread than cremation, and the dead were provided with a variety of grave goods. The most popular finds are pottery, from storage jars and cooking pots to wide shallow bowls (possibly used for drinking) which are common across the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture. A few pieces have been discovered marked with Germanic runes, while Roman pottery (notably wine amphorae) is not unusual. Personal possessions take many forms, including bone combs and metal brooches and belt buckles, but interestingly only rarely feature weapons. The quality of goods buried with a person was a marker of social and economic standing, and while brooches and buckles were usually made of bronze, those of higher status could possess ornaments of silver.
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The extent of the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture.

From this archaeological evidence it is possible to draw some broad but significant conclusions. The peoples who lived in the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture were clearly a sedentary agricultural population. The majority were devoted to subsistence farming, and craft production was likewise largely on a local level, with most villages having a pottery kiln and a blacksmith in addition to domestic spinning and weaving. But there was also a degree both of craft specialization, with pottery styles and iron and bronze metalwork common across the culture, and of trade, particularly with the Roman empire. Roman amphorae and glassware were imported, with slaves known to have been taken in return, and Roman coins circulated beyond the Danube river frontier on an increasing scale across the fourth century. The overall uniformity of the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture, however, does not imply that a single ethnic or political society existed in the wide region from the Danube river to the northern Black Sea steppe. Widespread local variations in housing, burial customs and craftwork all suggest diverse tribal identities sharing a broad cultural unity, within which the Goths were almost certainly the dominant force.

The period in which the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture flourished, from the mid-third century to the later fourth century, corresponds very closely with our literary evidence for Roman Gothic relations. The Gothic migration southward to Scythia probably began near the end of the second century AD, and the Goths first came into conflict with Rome during the so-called ‘third-century crisis’ of the Roman empire. In 238 the Goths sacked Histria at the mouth of the Danube, and a decade of ongoing raiding culminated in the Battle of Abrittus in 251, when the Gothic chieftain Cniva defeated and killed the emperor Decius (otherwise remembered chiefly as a persecutor of Christians, who regarded Decius’ fate as divine judgement). Over the next twenty years the Goths also used ships, presumably seized from the maritime cities of the northern Black Sea coast, to raid across the water into Bithynia and Cappadocia in modern day Turkey. The emperors Gallienus (r. 253–68), Claudius II (r. 268–70) and Aurelian (r. 270–75) each won hard-fought victories to drive the Goths back in the Balkans, with Claudius the first emperor to receive the title Gothicus for his achievements. By the end of the third century the Roman frontiers had been secured, but the Goths had extended their presence firmly into the lands north of the Danube.
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The Spearhead of Kovel, 3rd century, northwest Ukraine. The Gothic runic inscription may read ‘target rider’.

In the first half of the fourth century, a pattern seems to develop. Peaceful relations between Goths and Romans were now the norm, interspersed with periodic outbreaks of violence. After Constantine became the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity in 312, he fought a civil war with his eastern rival Licinius for control over the empire. Gothic assistance to Licinius led to further conflict once Constantine had defeated his rival, and a Gothic army was crushed in 332 followed by a treaty agreement to regulate the frontier. Jordanes entirely omitted this episode from his Getica, although he does make the impressive albeit imaginary claim that ‘it was the aid of the Goths that enabled him [Constantine] to build the famous city that is named after him’ (21). Thirty years of relative stability lasted until the 360s, when the Goths again intervened on the losing side in a Roman civil war. Valens, who became the eastern emperor in 364 while his brother Valentinian I ruled in the west, defeated the usurper Procopius in 366 and then turned upon Procopius’ Gothic allies. Valens’ campaigns of 367–9 failed to achieve decisive victories, but he disrupted Gothic trade and agriculture and secured a new peace treaty in 369. Ammianus Marcellinus clearly identifies the Goths in question as the Tervingi, and it was their chieftain Athanaric who sealed the agreement with Valens.

A suitable place was chosen for concluding the treaty. Athanaric declared that he was bound by a tremendous oath taken at the behest of his father never to set foot on Roman soil. Since he could not be persuaded to do so, and it would be undignified and degrading for the emperor to cross over to him, the sensible decision was reached to conclude the treaty in mid-stream, the emperor with his guard being conveyed from one bank and the tribal chief with his attendants from the other (Ammianus, Res Gestae 27.5).

The long relationship between the Goths and the Roman empire that had existed since at least the first half of the third century is essential to understanding the subsequent course of Gothic history. When the Tervingi and Greuthungi tribes came to the Danube in 376, they were not strangers to Roman culture. Many Gothic warriors had served in Roman armies, and the leading Goths had a healthy respect for the imperial might of Rome and the benefits that could be gained from engagement with Roman society. The Romans in turn recognized the Goths as formidable fighters, and hoped to use that strength to Rome’s advantage. The treaties of 332 and 369 both sought to keep trade and communications open, and the archaeological evidence confirms the penetration of Roman coinage and artefacts into the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov region. As the Goths moved across the empire over the following centuries, the tensions arising between their conflict with Roman power and their admiration for Roman civilization would shape the Gothic kingdoms of Gaul, Italy and Spain.

No less importantly, during the years preceding the migration of the 370s a significant number of Goths had already converted from their ancestral religion to Christianity. After the Goths raided across the Black Sea in the 250s and 260s, the captives whom they carried off as slaves included Christians from Bithynia and Cappadocia. One of the descendants of those slaves was Ulfila, the ‘apostle to the Goths’, who in around 340 became their first bishop. Trilingual in Greek, Latin and Gothic, Ulfila devised the original Gothic alphabet, which was based on Greek letters with some Latin and Runic characters. He then translated the Scriptures into this new written language. According to the fifth-century author Philostorgius in his Ecclesiastical History, Ulfila translated the entire Scriptures except for the books of Kings. ‘This was because these books contain the history of wars, while the Gothic people, being lovers of war, were in need of something to restrain their passion for fighting rather than to incite them to it’ (2.5). Fragments of this Gothic Bible survive from both the Old and New Testaments, although none from the books of Kings, and through his teachings Ulfila gathered increasing support in the middle years of the fourth century.

Ulfila’s mission received patronage from Constantine’s son Constantius II (r. 337–61) and from Valens, and when Roman–Gothic friction mounted the more traditional Goths regarded Christianity as a dangerous foreign influence and Ulfila and his followers were expelled. Nevertheless, after the Tervingi and Greuthungi entered the empire in the 370s, it was Ulfila’s teachings that they adopted as their religion. Christianity drew the Goths closer to the Roman populations with whom they lived, but this was to prove a double-edged sword. Ulfila preached what is known as the ‘Homoian’ doctrine of the Christian Trinity, that the Son was ‘like’ (Greek: homoios) to the Father but did not share the Father’s essence (ousia). During the reigns of Constantius II and Valens this teaching was upheld as imperial orthodoxy, yet by the end of the fourth century the ‘Homoian’ position had been condemned within the Roman Church as representing the so-called ‘Arian’ heresy (named after its alleged instigator, the Egyptian presbyter Arius). The Goths were thus seen as heretics by the majority of the Roman population, as were other Germanic peoples such as the Vandals who shared the same beliefs, and this too would play a crucial role in the history of the later Germanic kingdoms.
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Ulfila’s Gothic alphabet.

One fundamental question remains. Fourth-century Roman–Gothic relations still witnessed outbreaks of violence but were relatively stable, and the archaeological remains of the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture suggest a flourishing social environment north of the Black Sea. So what compelled the Tervingi and Greuthungi tribes to make their dangerous journey to the Danube in 376? The Goths were essentially a sedentary agricultural people, peoplend among the refugees non-combatants outnumbered the warriors by 4:1 or 5:1. Such a people did not migrate by choice. They had been forced from their homes by the shock of a new and terrible enemy: the Huns.

Alongside the later Mongols, the Huns were the greatest of the nomadic peoples to sweep westward across the Russian steppe into Europe, absorbing or driving before them the peoples they encountered. The Huns themselves remain something of a mystery, their origins and culture largely unknown. They possessed no written language, and the few recorded Hunnic words are primarily personal names. We thus depend upon the descriptions left by Roman and Gothic writers, who did not fully understand the nature of steppe nomad life. Far from wandering aimlessly as classical authors like Ammianus Marcellinus believed, the nomads moved with their herds between carefully scouted seasonal pastures. The horse-based lifestyle of the Huns gave them mobility and endurance, while their special composite bows offered range and penetration. Scholars once speculated that the Huns may have been related to the Hsiung-Nu, a powerful Mongolian nomadic confederation who fought with Han Dynasty China in the centuries either side of the birth of Christ. This is now considered unlikely, as the Huns do not closely match the Chinese accounts of the Hsiung-Nu, but it remains possible that the Huns had migrated from much further east than the limits of classical geography. Certainly the Huns were far more dangerous than any previous steppe people encountered by the Roman empire. And unlike the Goths, who could be recognized as familiar Germanic barbarians, the Huns seemed utterly alien and barely even human. Jordanes attributed their ancestry to witches who were expelled by the Goths and mated with unclean spirits in the Scythian wilderness (Getica 24). Even the more balanced Ammianus did not disguise his horror. The Huns have ‘squat bodies, strong limbs, and thick necks, and are so prodigiously ugly and bent that they might be two-legged animals, or the figures crudely carved from stumps which are seen on the parapets of bridges’ (Res Gestae 31.2).

The Hun impact upon the Goths was catastrophic. As these events occurred far beyond the Roman frontiers our knowledge is fragmentary, but the basic narrative can be reconstructed from Ammianus Marcellinus. Beginning around the year 350, the Huns overran the people known as the Alans who lived beside the Don river northeast of the Black Sea. This in turn threatened the Greuthungi, whose tribal lands neighboured the Alans. Chief Ermenaric led the Greuthungi resistance, but after long struggles he is reported to have given up and either committed suicide or allowed himself to be ritually sacrificed. His successor Vithimir was then killed in battle, and the Greuthungi abandoned their lands and retreated to the river Dniester. There they linked up with a force of Tervingi led by Athanaric, the chief who negotiated with Valens in 369. Athanaric wished to oppose the Huns, but under constant attack the majority of his people deserted their leader and set out for the Danube, followed by the remnants of the Greuthungi. Gothic control over the region north of the Black Sea had been destroyed. Some of the Goths living there fell under Hun rule, to re-emerge after Hun power collapsed in the 450s as the Ostrogoths. The surviving Tervingi and Greuthungi migrated towards Roman territory, and so emerged into the full glare of history.
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Alphonse de Neuville, ‘The Huns’, 19th-century illustration.

There is no serious doubt that it was the Hun movement westward across the steppe that triggered the migration of the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths and their request for asylum within the Roman empire. However, it needs to be acknowledged that the Huns did not in fact pursue the tribes that fled to the Danube. At the time Ammianus Marcellinus wrote his Res Gestae in the final years of the fourth century, the Huns were still distant figures of fear and rumour. The centre of Hun power remained north and east of the Black Sea, and as the Tervingi and Greuthungi approached the Roman frontier in 376 they were not under immediate attack. Only against this background can we understand how events now unfolded. When the Goths sent their agents to Valens asking permission to cross the border, the emperor was far away in the Syrian city of Antioch where much of his army was concentrated opposing the Persian empire to the east. Confronted by the reported arrival of more than 100,000 men, women and children, Valens played for time. Like a modern European state, the Roman empire had a long history of absorbing migrant peoples, and the Goths were potentially a welcome source of military manpower. But numbers on such a scale were an immediate threat, particularly with the eastern Roman army heavily committed on the Persian frontier. What followed was a tragic series of errors and misunderstandings that culminated in the disastrous Battle of Adrianople in August 378.
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The Flight to the Danube and the Battle of Adrianople.

Adopting a traditional policy of divide and conquer, the initial Roman response was to seek to separate the Tervingi from the Greuthungi. Only the Tervingi were given permission to cross over the Danube, using rafts and hollowed-out canoes. Unfortunately, feeding and controlling even the Tervingi alone proved beyond Roman capabilities. The Goths had been unable to farm since abandoning their lands, and Ammianus Marcellinus alleges that corrupt Roman officials sought to exploit Gothic food shortages for their own benefit. In response to such mistreatment the Tervingi rose in revolt in early 377, now led by a chieftain named Fritigern, and the Greuthungi exploited the chaos to cross the river in turn and join their fellow Goths. A year of indecisive campaigning ensued, as the empire gathered its resources and the Goths struggled to keep themselves supplied. Then in 378 came the Roman response. Valens advanced from Constantinople with as large an army as he was able to muster. Meanwhile his nephew Gratian, who had succeeded Valens’ brother Valentinian I as the western emperor in 375, marched east with reinforcements. Valens did not wait. He is said to have been jealous of his more popular nephew, whose advance was in any case delayed, and false scouting reports led Valens to believe that he faced only 10,000 Gothic warriors when the true number was perhaps twice as strong. On 9 August 378, Valens met the Gothic forces not far from the city of Adrianople. Ammianus left a grim account of the emperor’s fate:

The barbarians’ eyes flashed fire as they pursued their dazed foe, whose blood ran cold with terror. Some fell without knowing who struck them, some were crushed by sheer weight of numbers, and some were killed by their own comrades. They could neither gain ground by resistance nor obtain mercy by giving way. Besides, many lay blocking the way half dead, unable to endure the agony of their wounds, and the carcasses of slaughtered horses covered the ground in heaps. At last a moonless night brought an end to these irreparable losses, which cost Rome so dear. Soon after nightfall, so it was supposed, the emperor was mortally wounded by an arrow and died immediately. No one admitted that he had seen him or been near him, and it was presumed that he fell among common soldiers, but his body was never found (Res Gestae 31.13).

The size of the armies engaged can only be estimated, but Roman losses numbered between 10,000 and 20,000 men, including the emperor Valens. Ammianus compared the disaster to Cannae, where Hannibal of Carthage crushed the army of the Roman Republic in 216 BC, and while the Battle of Adrianople was not of the same magnitude, its long-term implications were far more significant. Although it was the eastern Roman field army that was defeated and the eastern emperor who was killed, Adrianople set in motion the train of events that led to the Sack of Rome and the collapse of the western Roman empire. For the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths, victory had earned a place on Roman soil at least for the present. But their future remained uncertain, the tribes unsettled by the chaos of the migrations and still seeking security and a land to call their own. The implications of that uncertainty would play out in full in the dramatic years that followed.
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TWO

ALARIC AND THE SACK OF ROME










Victory at Adrianople in 378 won the Goths a precious foothold within the frontiers of the Roman empire. Their long-term prospects, however, remained far from secure. The tribes that had crossed the Danube were not a single entity but a confusion of different groups united more by danger and by shared culture and experiences than by social or political hierarchies. As they struggled to forge a new identity in the Balkans, the Goths found themselves trapped between the Roman empire’s eastern and western halves, while somewhere to the north still lurked the Huns who had driven the Tervingi and Greuthungi to flight. It was against this perilous backdrop that the greatest early Gothic chieftain rose to power. His name was Alaric. Rallied together behind his leadership, the Goths began to migrate once again, turning westward towards Italy. All attempts at negotiation with the western imperial court failed, and on 24 August 410 the Goths sacked the ancient city of Rome. For later centuries, the Sack of Rome would become a symbol of Gothic barbarity and the part that they played in the decline and fall of the western Roman empire. For Alaric himself, the Sack turned him into a legend, and yet at the same time confirmed the failure of his quest to achieve a lasting settlement for his people.

In the immediate aftermath of the Battle of Adrianople, the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths were loose to roam the Balkans. They advanced briefly on Constantinople, but the city’s walls discouraged attack and they withdrew, an episode that marks the end of Ammianus Marcellinus’ Res Gestae. The Roman response to the disaster was inevitably somewhat delayed. The eastern field army had been crushed, and the eastern emperor killed. The western field army under Gratian remained intact, and it was Gratian who in January 379 appointed Valens’ replacement in the east, the Spaniard Theodosius I (r. 379–95). Working in tandem, the two emperors sought to contain the Goths with mixed success. The Goths were difficult to defeat on a battlefield, but the travelling bands of men, women and children suffered from food shortages which kept them on the move and made them vulnerable to imperial pressure. In October 382, a treaty was signed. The Goths were permitted to settle in designated Balkan regions under their own chosen leaders in return for the promise of military support. These terms gave the Goths greater independence than any previous Germanic people had received upon entering the empire. The court orator Themistius, speaking before Theodosius in Constantinople in January 383, did his utmost to present the generous agreement in the best possible Roman light.
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The Roman world in AD 400.

If they [the Goths] have not been utterly wiped out, no complaint should be raised. For such are the triumphs of reason and universal love, not to destroy but rather to make better those who have caused suffering. For just suppose that this destruction was an easy matter and that we possessed the means to accomplish it without suffering any conseqences, although from past experience this was neither a foregone nor likely conclusion, nevertheless just suppose, as I said, that this solution lay within our power. Was it then better to fill Thrace with corpses or with farmers? To make it full of tombs or living men? (Oration 16.211a).

Themistius’ admission that the Goths could not easily have been destroyed is a rare concession in the annals of imperial Rome, balanced by his celebration of the advantages that the empire might gain from the new settlers. From the Gothic perspective, the treaty of 382 offered a measure of security and closer interaction with sophisticated Roman culture. Gothic society benefited from superior Roman agricultural practices and technology, while increased associations between the two peoples made cooperation easier for subsequent generations. Those privileges came at a price. The Balkan lands were relatively poor, dominated by mountain ranges with limited fertile fields for farming. Proximity to the Danube exposed the Goths to potential attack from beyond the river, whether from the Huns or other raiders. Moreover, their pledge of military service was open to exploitation by unscrupulous Roman generals. The emperor Gratian was murdered in Gaul in 383, and Theodosius twice marched west from Constantinople to defeat the usurpers Magnus Maximus and Eugenius. Each time he called up substantial Gothic forces, and in the decisive battle of the river Frigidus against Eugenius in September 394 the Goths fought in the front line and suffered heavy casualties. Writing in the early fifth century, the Roman historian Orosius estimated the Gothic losses with some exaggeration at 10,000 men, and perhaps spoke for many Romans when he remarked that ‘to lose them was a gain and their defeat was a victory’ (Seven Books of History against the Pagans 7.35.19).

The difficulties faced by the Goths in the years between the battles of Adrianople and Frigidus were compounded by a crisis of leadership and identity. As we saw in the previous chapter, and contrary to Jordanes in his Getica, the later and better defined political groupings known as the Visigoths and Ostrogoths did not exist at the time of the early Gothic migrations. Yet the original power structures of the Tervingi and Greuthungi had been destroyed in the chaos surrounding their flight to the Danube. Two Greuthungi chieftains died during the conflict with the Huns, while the Tervingi abandoned their chieftain Athanaric when they fled to the Roman frontier. Fritigern, the Gothic commander at Adrianople, disappears without trace from our sources before the treaty of 382 was agreed. The old Gothic structures of authority had collapsed, and no new leaders had secured a lasting position. It was a power vacuum that increased the vulnerability of the Goths to Roman pressure. But it also offered an opportunity for able and ambitious men to promote themselves, an opportunity that Alaric seized with both hands.
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Silver Missorium of Theodosius I, late 4th century.

We know very little of Alaric’s early life. According to Jordanes a century and a half later, ‘he came from the family of the Balthi, who because of their daring valour had long ago received among their race the name Baltha, that is, The Bold’ (Getica 29). Despite Jordanes’ assertions, there is no strong evidence that such a family previously held high status among the Goths or had any historical claim to lead either the Tervingi or Greuthungi. The legend of a ‘Balthi dynasty’ seems to have emerged to justify Alaric’s rise to power, which rested not on any established dynastic base but on his personal charisma and ability. Alaric took part in the Frigidus campaign in 394, commanding an unspecified number of Gothic warriors, and witnessed at first hand the losses that his people suffered in imperial service. When Theodosius I died in January 395, the Balkan Goths rose in revolt, with Alaric now recognized as chieftain over the combined Tervingi and Greuthungi tribes.

The year AD 395 was important in the history of Romans and Goths alike. Theodosius I was the last man to reign alone over a united Roman empire. Upon his death, the empire was divided between his sons Arcadius (r. 395–408) and Honorius (r. 395–423). Such a division had in fact become a standard feature of imperial rule over the past two centuries, and no one could have foreseen that this time the division would become permanent. The elder son Arcadius ruled in the east from Constantinople, while Honorius took the west and resided in Italy. They were young men who lacked their father’s authority, and the Balkans and therefore the Goths lay directly on the border between the two imperial spheres. Both the eastern and western courts hoped to exploit the Goths for their own purposes, but Alaric was no less ready to play east and west against each other. In the late 390s he threatened Constantinople and raided through Greece, demanding official recognition of his status and an improved settlement for his followers. Then he turned west, still seeking to achieve those aims, and in 401 Alaric first led the Goths into Italy.

The Gothic attack on Italy in 401–2 can be seen with hindsight as the beginning of the sequence of Germanic invasions that overwhelmed the western Roman empire. Yet Alaric’s initial campaign was a failure. Following the natural geographic route round the Adriatic coast, Alaric advanced from the Balkans into northern Italy. There he was met at Pollentia by Stilicho, the half-Vandal Roman general who commanded the western army and acted as regent for emperor Honorius. Our chief contemporary witness, the poet Claudian, proclaimed Stilicho’s achievement:
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Ivory diptych of Stilicho with his wife and son, early 5th century.

Your glory, Pollentia, shall live forever; worthy is your name to be celebrated by my song, a fit theme for rejoicing and for triumph. Fate pre-ordained you to be the scene of our victory and the burial-place of the barbarians. Full often have your fields and plains seen ample vengeance exacted for aggression against the descendants of Romulus. It was there, in that same countryside, that the Cimbric hordes, bearing down upon Rome from Ocean’s farthest shore and crossing the Alps by another pass, suffered their final defeat. The coming generation should mingle the bones of these two races and engrave with this one inscription the monument which records our double victory: ‘Here beneath the soil of Italy lie the bodies of brave Cimbri and Getae: their death they owed to our famous generals Marius and Stilicho. Learn, presumptuous peoples, not to despise Rome.’ (The Gothic War 635–47).

Claudian compared Stilicho’s repulse of Alaric to Gaius Marius defeating the Cimbri and Teutones who invaded Italy in the days of the Roman Republic. Sadly for the western Roman empire, Claudian was Stilicho’s personal panegyrist and his account of his patron’s success was greatly exaggerated. Neither the Battle of Pollentia nor a second engagement at Verona was a clear-cut Roman victory. Alaric was able to withdraw with his forces largely intact and his leadership secure. Nevertheless, Stilicho had saved Italy, at least for the present. The Gothic need to supply and protect their women and children made extended campaigning difficult, and returning to the Balkans offered short-term safety.

Alaric’s failed assault on Italy, however, was just one episode in a far wider drama unfolding across the entire breadth of the Roman northern frontier. Even as the Goths regrouped in the Balkans and settled in Epirus, a further wave of migrations shook the lands beyond the Danube. The chief underlying cause appears once again to have been the Huns, who in the early 400s were advancing ever closer to the Roman empire. Direct contact between Romans and Huns was still limited, but the penetration of Hun power into the Great Hungarian Plain triggered a convulsion among the Germanic tribes of the region even more devastating than the Huns’ original impact upon the Tervingi and Greuthungi.

In 405–6 the storm broke. The first threat to emerge was Radagaisus, the chieftain of a Gothic tribe which had remained outside the empire and so never merged with the Goths of Alaric. Crossing the Alpine passes, Radagaisus led a multiracial Germanic and Celtic force of perhaps 20,000 warriors with additional non-combatants into northern Italy. The invasion was crushed by Stilicho, whose soldiers had been concentrated in that region to face Alaric. Radagaisus was executed outside Florence on 23 August 406, and Stilicho recruited many of his surviving followers into the Roman army. Unfortunately, Radagaisus’ attack was merely the start. In order to defeat this new enemy and hold off Alaric, Stilicho pulled troops from elsewhere along the imperial border. On 31 December 406, a vast Germanic horde swept across the Rhine river that had marked the limits of Roman rule for some four centuries. Three major tribes led the crossing: the Vandals, the Alans and the Sueves. Estimating their numbers depends on educated guesswork, but their combined population must have exceeded 100,000, including some 20–30,000 warriors. Once the Rhine frontier was breached there were no internal defences to slow their movement, and over the following years the three tribes swept across Gaul and into Spain, where their paths would intersect with the Goths amid the collapse of the Roman empire in the west.
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The Crisis of 405–6.

Watching on from Epirus, Alaric seized his opportunity. In spring 408 the Goths renewed their advance upon Italy. Stilicho still barred their way, until in August 408 the long simmering tensions between Stilicho and his emperor Honorius finally came to a head. The general was killed on the emperor’s orders, and Stilicho’s opponents then massacred the families of the Germanic soldiers who had served in Stilicho’s army. Those soldiers unsurprisingly deserted en masse and many flocked to join Alaric, particularly the remnants of Radagaisus’ Gothic tribe who swelled Alaric’s forces by as much as 10,000. With his most dangerous opponent dead and his following growing in strength, Alaric was free to march on Rome. His intention was not to destroy the city, but rather to use the threat of destruction to secure concessions from Honorius. According to one later fifth-century historian:

Alaric’s demands were as follows: that each year he be paid a fixed sum of gold and be supplied a certain measure of grain, and that he and all his followers settle in both Venetias, in Noricum and in Dalmatia. These demands Jovius [Honorius’ praetorian prefect] wrote down in Alaric’s presence and despatched to the emperor; he also wrote to him privately urging that Alaric be appointed magister utriusque militia (general in command of cavalry and infantry) (Zosimus, New History 5.48–9).

The terms that Alaric laid down are significant. Thirty years after they crossed the Danube, the immediate concerns for the Gothic tribes remained a steady food supply and land on which to settle and farm. The regions proposed, following the Adriatic coast from modern Albania to northern Italy, were considerably more fertile than the eastern Balkans but also allowed the Goths to advance easily upon Rome again should the need arise. Gold enabled Alaric to reward his followers and ensure their loyalty, a vital consideration given the instability of his position as a new charismatic leader with no traditional legitimacy or bureaucracy on which to rest his power. For the same reason, the suggestion that he be awarded a high military title was certainly encouraged by Alaric himself. Gothic respect for Roman culture made such titles highly valued, and official Roman recognition strengthened the standing of chieftains with their own people.

Had Alaric’s demands been met, history might have been different. Honorius, however, did not reside in Rome. Safe in the more defensible northern Italian city of Ravenna, he refused any concessions to the barbarians. Late in August 410, Alaric and the Goths sacked Rome. For the first time in almost eight hundred years, the imperial city had fallen to invaders. Far away in Bethlehem, the Christian ascetic Jerome proclaimed the coming of the end. ‘When the brightest light of the world was extinguished, when the very head of the Roman empire was severed, the entire world perished in a single city’ (Jerome, Commentary on Ezekiel, prologue).

[image: image]

Joseph-Noël Sylvestre, The Gothic Sack of Rome, 1890, oil on canvas.

Few events in all of ancient history have echoed down the centuries like the Gothic Sack of Rome. Jerome’s lamentation vividly captures the psychological shockwave that swept across the Mediterranean world. In North Africa, faced with accusations that abandoning the old gods had caused Rome’s fall and seeking to reassure Christians struggling to come to terms with why God would permit such a disaster, Augustine of Hippo began to compose one of the most influential Christian works ever written: the De Civitate Dei or City of God.

My first endeavour was to reply to those who attribute the wars by which the whole world is now being devastated, and in particular the recent sack of Rome by the barbarians, to the religion of Christ which prohibits the offering of abominable sacrifices to demons. They ought rather to be grateful to Christ, because for the sake of His name the normal customs and laws of war were suspended. The barbarians threw open the largest churches as sanctuaries for fugitives, and in many instances they showed such reverence to Christ that not only His genuine servants but even those who feigned to be so out of fear were protected from the sufferings which may lawfully be inflicted by the customary rights of war (2.2).

The respect that the Goths showed for Rome’s churches and those who sought sanctuary within is likewise attested by Jerome, who tells the story of the female ascetics Principia and Marcella. Germanic warriors had forced their way into Marcella’s house and beat her in their search for gold. Yet ‘Christ softened their hard hearts and even among blood-stained swords natural affection found a place. The barbarians escorted both her and you to the basilica of the apostle Paul, that you might find there either a place of safety or a tomb’ (Letter 127.13, to Principia). The Goths’ behaviour can in part be explained by the fact that Alaric and the majority of his followers were Christian as well, something neither Jerome nor Augustine directly acknowledged as the Goths embraced the ‘Arian’ form of Christianity that the church fathers regarded as heretical. Nevertheless, all our sources confirm that the Gothic Sack of Rome was remarkably restrained. The old Senate House was set on fire and many moveable treasures were plundered. But the death toll was surprisingly low, and although the Goths roamed the city for three days the vast majority of buildings and classical monuments remained intact.
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The Proiecta Casket, part of a treasure hoard found buried on Rome’s Esquiline hill, probably concealed for safe keeping shortly before the Goths entered the city.

It was not just the physical destruction that came to be exaggerated in the retellings of future generations. In cold reality, the Sack actually had very limited political or military impact on the fate of the western Roman empire. The city of Rome had already ceased to be a regular imperial residence before the reign of Constantine (306–37), who further weakened Rome’s status through the foundation of the eastern imperial city of Constantinople. The Republican Forum that had once been the hub of Roman life was now far removed from the centres of power. Honorius was secure in Ravenna, and the empire would struggle on for more than half a century before the deposition of the last western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, in 476. Psychologically, the impact of the events of 410 was enormous and shook the faith of contemporaries in Rome’s destiny of eternal dominion. From the perspective of history, however, the actions of Alaric and his Goths must be understood within the broader unfolding narrative. The Sack of Rome was only one episode in the gradual collapse of Roman rule in the west, important in itself but far from being the decisive calamity that it became in some later legends.

For the Goths themselves, and especially for Alaric, marching into Rome was a bittersweet triumph. Glory and plunder notwithstanding, attacking the imperial city ended any hope of successful negotiations with Honorius, and left Alaric deep within a hostile Italy still searching for the long-term settlement that his people craved. Indeed, Alaric’s decision to sack Rome appears to have been motivated to a large degree by the need to keep his followers happy, a reminder of the pressures faced by the charismatic leader of a constantly evolving migratory tribe. From Rome, Alaric led the Goths south. His apparent aim was to travel across the sea to Sicily and North Africa. But a storm destroyed the ships that he had collected, and early in 411 Alaric died. His fate inspired one final folktale, of secret burial and the lost wealth of Rome.

His people mourned for him with the utmost affection. Then, turning from its course the river Busentus near the city of Consentia – for this stream flows with its wholesome waters from the foot of a mountain near the city – they led a band of captives into the midst of its bed to dig out a place for his grave. In the depths of this pit they buried Alaric, together with many treasures, and then turned the waters back into their channel. And that none might ever know the place, they put to death all the diggers (Jordanes, Getica 30).

The Sack of Rome secured Alaric’s place in history, but for the Goths he was more than just a great warrior chieftain. Throughout the tensions and shifting rivalries of the 390s and early 400s he held his people together against the odds, and forged for them a new identity. The remnants of the Tervingi and Greuthungi who had settled in the Balkans under the treaty of 382 merged with those who flocked to join Alaric during his campaigns, particularly the surviving followers of Radagaisus. It was this combination of different tribes and scattered groupings that under Alaric’s leadership became the Visigoths. There were further struggles to come, as the Gothic migration westward extended into Gaul and Spain and new chieftains rose and fell. Yet Alaric had laid the groundwork from which would emerge the first independent Germanic kingdom to exist within the Roman empire, the Visigothic kingdom of Aquitaine.

[image: image]

The burial of Alaric, c. 1880, wood engraving.
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Fifth-century medallions of Honorius and Galla Placidia.
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At the opening of the fifth century, the Roman empire remained the single greatest state in western Europe. The Sack of Rome in 410 sent a psychological shockwave across the Mediterranean world, but the city was no longer the imperial residence and the disaster had only limited impact on imperial power. The Goths of Alaric were still just one of a number of Germanic tribes, a migratory people seeking a home and facing dangers on every side. By the end of the century, the western Roman empire had ceased to exist. The last western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, was deposed in 476. Amidst the rise of the Germanic kingdoms, it was the Goths who held the largest share. Italy, southern Gaul and Spain all came under Gothic rule, as Gothia threatened to succeed Romania and dominate the post-Roman West.

Upon Alaric’s death early in 411, leadership of his people had passed to his brother-in-law Athaulf. According to the contemporary historian Orosius:

He [Athaulf] was accustomed to relate that at first he earnestly had wanted to obliterate the name of Rome and make the Romans’ land the Goths’ empire in both word and deed, so that there would have been, to put it in everyday speech, a Gothia where there had once been Romania and that he, Athaulf, would now be what Augustus Caesar had once been. But when, after long experience, he had proved to himself that, because of their wild barbarism, the Goths were completely unable to obey the law, and because he believed it wrong to deprive a state of laws (without which a state is not a state at all), he chose at least to seek for himself the glory of having restored and extended the Roman empire by the might of his Goths and, since he could not be her supplanter, to be remembered by posterity as the author of Rome’s renewal (Seven Books of History against the Pagans 7.43.5–6).

Orosius is not always a reliable reporter, and we should treat his account of Athaulf’s motivations with some caution. But Athaulf inherited a dangerous situation when Alaric died, and he certainly shared with his brother-in-law the desire to secure both settlement for the Goths and his own position as their chieftain. Rallying Alaric’s followers, Athaulf led the Goths out of Italy and into southern Gaul in 412. The lands around Narbonne and Bordeaux offered a far more attractive prospective homeland than the Balkans, and it was in the city of Narbonne (Roman Narbo) that the most memorable event of Athaulf’s chieftainship took place. When the Goths had sacked Rome, one of the hostages whom they had captured was Galla Placidia, the sister of the western emperor Honorius. She had travelled with the Goths for several years, until in early 414,

Athaulf married Placidia at the beginning of the month of January in the city of Narbo at the house of Ingenuus, one of the leading citizens of the place. There Placidia, dressed in royal raiment, sat in a hall decorated in the Roman manner, and by her side sat Athaulf, wearing a Roman general’s cloak and other Roman clothing. Amidst the celebrations, along with other wedding gifts Athaulf gave Placidia fifty handsome young men dressed in silk clothes, each bearing aloft two very large dishes, one full of gold, the other full of precious – or rather, priceless – stones, which had been carried off by the Goths at the sack of Rome. Then nuptial hymns were sung, first by Attalus, then by Rusticius and Phoebadius. Then the ceremonies were completed amidst rejoicings and celebrations by both the barbarians and the Romans among them (Olympiodorus of Thebes, fragment 24).

Galla Placidia swiftly bore Athaulf a son, to whom they gave the imperial name of Theodosius. As Honorius remained childless, that Gothic baby had a very real claim to be the natural heir to the western Roman empire. Tragically for the romantics, that is where this story ends. Theodosius died in infancy, and Athaulf’s ambitions had angered not only Flavius Constantius, Stilicho’s successor as the leading western general, but some of his own Gothic supporters who regarded his actions as excessively Roman. As we have seen, the need for land and food and the lack of a stable base of authority had plagued the Goths ever since they crossed the Danube. Constantius exploited both those weaknesses. Cutting off the Gothic supply routes drove Athaulf into Spain, where he occupied Barcelona, and there in summer 415 he was murdered (reportedly by a groom whose former master Athaulf had killed). In the ensuing confusion a series of rival Gothic candidates struggled for power, while Galla Placidia was returned to Honorius in exchange for wheat. Yet the Romans faced their own difficulties, particularly in Spain where the Vandals, Alans and Sueves who had crossed the Rhine in 406 had to be contained. The Goths provided the ideal means with which to combat those other tribes. Two years of tough campaigning followed, until in 418 the Goths came back to southwest Gaul to receive the reward for their service, and finally achieved their long-awaited dream of a settled kingdom within the Roman world.

The terms of the treaty of 418 have not been preserved. A fifth-century chronicler simply records that the Goths ‘were given settlements in Aquitania from Tolosa [Toulouse] all the way to the Ocean’ (Chronicle of Hydatius). The new kingdom therefore extended from Toulouse along the Garonne valley to Bordeaux, where the Garonne river flows into the Atlantic Ocean. This fertile region provided the Goths with land to farm, and an opportunity to return to a sedentary agricultural way of life. The Goths for their part appear to have promised military assistance to the Romans, and in the 420s we again find Gothic forces fighting for the empire in Spain. Alaric’s vision for the future of his followers, expressed in his demands before the Sack of Rome, had come to fulfilment. In the course of a generation, the migrating remnants of the Tervingi and Greuthungi, who had fled to the Danube in 376, had intermixed with other Gothic and Germanic tribes and the local populations they had encountered to create a new people: the Visigoths. Stability as a settled people in turn restored stability to the structures of tribal leadership, at least temporarily, reflected in the 33-year reign of the first Visigothic king Theoderic I (r. 418–51).
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The Visigothic settlement in Gaul.

Whatever the precise terms of the settlement, the Visigothic kingdom of Aquitaine was in effect the first independent Germanic state on land formerly held by the Roman empire. Not all the Roman population welcomed the Gothic regime, notably the Gallo-Roman aristocracy whose estates were threatened and who had to cooperate with the barbarians to preserve their privileges. Among the poorer classes little really altered, and indeed the Goths offered local protection that the weakening empire had failed to provide. And some Romans even welcomed the change. Living in nearby Marseille around the year 440, the Christian ascetic Salvian wrote his De gubernatione Dei (On the Governance of God). Here we find the Germanic invasions represented as an appropriate punishment for Roman sins, and the vices of ‘civilized’ Rome are contrasted with the virtues of the Goths and other tribal peoples. In justice, charity and sexual morality, it is the Germans who are superior.

Fornication with them is a perilous vice, but with us a mark of honour. Do we think that we can stand before God, do we think that we can attain salvation, when every crime of impurity, every disgraceful vice, is committed by the Romans and censured by the barbarians? I ask those who consider us better than the barbarians to tell me which of these evils are committed by even a very few of the Goths, and which of them are not committed by all or nearly all of the Romans? Yet we wonder that the lands of the Aquitanians and of us all have been given by God to the barbarians, though those same barbarians are now purifying by their chastity the places polluted by the fornication of the Romans (7.6).

For Salvian, the emerging Gothic presence in southern Gaul could be interpreted as God’s will and the moral reinvigoration of a corrupt society. Viewed with the hindsight of the modern historian, Visigothic Aquitaine was an early and crucial stage in the domino process that saw the western Roman empire descend into a downward spiral of decline. One by one, the regions of the empire fell from imperial control. Each territory that was lost reduced the resources of manpower and tax revenue upon which the western emperors depended to maintain the army and administrative hierarchy that formed the basis of their authority. This made it harder for the emperors to defend the territories they still held, and so the problems multiplied until no imperial power remained.

The western domino effect really began with the Rhine crossing, which, as we saw in the previous chapter, was made possible by Alaric’s advance and Stilicho recalling the legions to Italy. Britain was cut off, and Honorius is reported to have written to the British cities warning them to fend for themselves. Aquitaine was essentially ceded to the Goths in 418. Spain was a battleground, as the tribes who had broken the Rhine frontier continued to roam. Then came the greatest blow. Driven in part by the threat of ongoing Gothic raids, in 429 the Vandal chieftain Gaiseric led his people across the straits of Gibraltar from Spain and invaded North Africa. The Roman province of Africa was extremely wealthy, particularly the fertile regions around the ancient trading city of Carthage, and its resources were essential to the western emperors. When Bishop Augustine of Hippo died in 430 the Vandals were outside the walls of his town, and in 439 Carthage itself surrendered to the invaders.
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Visigothic belt buckle, 6th century, Provence.

The emperors struggled to reverse their declining fortunes. While Honorius reigned from 395 until his death in 423, he was never able to exert his authority and he left no obvious heir. Flavius Constantius, who had subdued the Goths under Athaulf, married Galla Placidia whom he had ‘rescued’ and was briefly co-emperor with Honorius. But Constantius died in 421, triggering an internal power dispute that lasted for more than a decade. After Honorius’ death, Galla Placidia was installed with eastern assistance as the regent of Valentinian III (r. 425–55), her son by Constantius. Valentinian was just six years old when he was proclaimed emperor, and so the tensions lingered until the new general Flavius Aetius secured a degree of stability in the early 430s. Precisely at the time when the western empire needed to focus all its energies on containing the Germanic tribes, these civil wars drained imperial resources and drew attention away from the provinces already falling from centralized rule.

Seen from the perspective of Visigothic Aquitaine, Roman instability was an invitation for the Goths to expand their new kingdom. Yet even in this period of weakness, the Roman empire was still a formidable opponent. Gothic attacks on Arles and Narbonne were beaten back in the 420s and 430s, and when the Goths fought in Spain they usually did so under Roman orders. As the successor to Stilicho and Constantius, Aetius largely kept the Goths contained and restored imperial authority in much of Gaul and Spain. However, Aetius’ attempt to reclaim Vandal North Africa, with assistance from the eastern empire, failed due to the dramatic intervention of an old enemy. As the combined Roman expedition gathered in Sicily in 441, the Huns exploded over the weakened Danube frontier and ravaged the Balkans. The assault was led by the greatest Hun of all: Attila. Further attacks followed later in the 440s, and then in 451 Attila turned westward where the Huns would once again play a crucial role in the unfolding story of the Goths.
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Raphael, The Meeting Between Leo the Great and Attila, 1514, fresco.

Crossing the Rhine river unopposed, the Huns devastated Gaul. According to tradition Paris was spared only through the prayers of the holy virgin Genovefa (Genevieve), and by mid-June 451 Attila had penetrated as far as Orléans. There he finally met resistance. The army that faced the Huns at the Battle of the ‘Catalaunian Fields’, somewhere in the region of Champagne, symbolized how the western empire had changed over the preceding half-century. Although Aetius commanded the imperial troops, the western army was a coalition. There were Franks from the north and an assortment of tribal auxiliaries, but Aetius’ most important allies were the Visigoths under their king Theoderic. One can only imagine the Gothic reaction when they first learned that the Huns, who had driven them from their old homeland almost eighty years before, had now pursued them across half the Roman world. When Jordanes wrote his Getica, he depicted the struggle as a battle of nations worthy of the epic poets of antiquity.

That portion of the earth became the threshing-floor of countless races. The two hosts bravely joined battle. Nothing was done under cover, but they contended in open fight. What just cause can be found for the encounter of so many nations, or what hatred inspired them all to take arms against each other? It is proof that the human race lives for its kings, for it is at the mad impulse of one mind that a slaughter of nations takes place and at the whim of a haughty ruler that that which nature has taken ages to produce perishes in a moment (36).

The battle itself was long and bloody, but the coalition emerged victorious. Adopting the same tactics as Wellington at Waterloo, Aetius secured the prominent ridge overlooking the Catalaunian plain and fought to hold the line against increasingly savage Hun attacks. Theoderic was killed, in Jordanes’ account either by a spear thrust or upon being thrown from his horse, but the Huns were driven back into their defensive wagon circle and after night fell Attila for the first time in his career was forced to withdraw. The defeat was not decisive, and Attila returned to attack Italy in 452 when only the personal intervention of Bishop Leo the Great preserved the city of Rome. Yet Gaul had been saved, and the future course of western history for Goths and Romans could now take shape.

For the Roman empire in the West, success at the Catalaunian Fields proved a false dawn. The defeat of Attila was the climax of Aetius’ career. In 454 he was murdered on the orders of Valentinian III, who feared his general’s ambitions just as Honorius had feared Stilicho. Valentinian himself was assassinated the next year, and Rome was sacked once more, this time by the Vandals. Less famous than the Gothic sack of 410, the Vandal attack of 455 was actually far more destructive, and this combined with their persecution of Catholic Christians in North Africa established their name as a byword for barbaric vandalism. A series of short-lived emperors ruled an empire reduced to Italy and fragments of Gaul and Spain, until with Romulus Augustulus’ deposition in 476 the western empire came to an end.

By contrast, the years after 451 saw the transformation of Visigothic Aquitaine into the nucleus of a strong and expanding independent kingdom. Under Theoderic II (r. 453–66) and particularly under Euric (r. 466–84), who may have murdered his elder brother to seize the throne, the Visigoths became the dominant force in Gaul and Spain. Their power extended eastward to the Italian Alps and northward to the Loire Valley. Even more significantly for the longer term, Euric’s reign saw almost the entire Spanish peninsula fall into Visigothic hands. For the next two hundred years, Spain would lie at the heart of the most enduring Gothic realm of the post-Roman West.

We gain some insight into the workings of the early Visigothic kingdom through the writings of the fifth-century Gallo-Roman bishop (and reluctant Gothic subject) Sidonius Apollinaris. An educated Roman nobleman who also became Catholic bishop of Clermont-Ferrand, Sidonius could speak with distaste of the uncultivated barbarians who now inhabited Gaul (‘placed as I am among long-haired hordes, having to endure German speech, praising often with wry face the song of the gluttonous Burgundian who spreads rancid butter on his hair’: Poem 12). But he left a flattering portrayal of the Visigothic king Theoderic II, glossing over the king’s heretical ‘Arian’ Christianity in order to praise his nobility.
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	Statue of Euric by Juan Porcel, c. 1750, in the Plaza de Oriente, Madrid.





You have often begged a description of Theoderic the Gothic king, whose gentle breeding fame commends to every nation; you want him in his quantity and quality, in his person, and the manner of his existence. I gladly accede, as far as the limits of my page allow, and highly approve so fine and ingenuous a curiosity. He is a man worth knowing, even by those who cannot enjoy his close acquaintance, so happily have providence and nature joined to endow him with the perfect gifts of fortune; his way of life is such that not even the envy which lies in wait for kings can rob him of his proper praise . . . Before daybreak he goes with a very small suite to attend the service of his priests. He prays with assiduity, but, if I may speak in confidence, one may suspect more of habit than conviction in this piety. Administrative duties of the kingdom take up the rest of the morning. Armed nobles stand about the royal seat; the mass of guards in their garb of skins are admitted that they may be within call, but kept at the threshold for quiet’s sake; only a murmur of them comes in from their post at the doors (Letter 1.2.1–4; to Sidonius’ brother-in-law Agricola).

Sidonius’ account offers a revealing glimpse of the interaction between Roman and Germanic elements that moulded the Visigothic state. Theoderic II is presented as a civilized ruler, Christian if not overly devout, and careful of his administrative duties. The guards are clad in barbarian skins, but they keep their distance. Within the kingdom, the Gothic nobility were the military elite. For government and social cohesion, however, the Visigothic kings needed Roman aristocrats like Sidonius. The Roman provincial organization and tax system continued to function under the new regime, and this required an educated bureaucracy and the cooperation of local landowners. Roman written law still existed alongside Germanic customary law, and Euric is believed to be the first Gothic king to order a Latin legal code that combined elements of both: the Codex Euricianus. Ongoing tensions were inevitable, but cooperation benefited rulers and subjects alike in this rapidly changing world and helped to preserve knowledge of classical literature and material culture, as we will see further in the next chapter.

At the end of the fifth century, the Visigoths controlled the single largest Germanic kingdom on the map of the post-Roman West. The Vandals lorded over North Africa, while from the banks of the lower Rhine the Franks were rising to contest the Visigothic hold on Gaul. Yet the Visigoths were no longer the only Gothic people now settled on lands previously ruled by the western Roman emperors. In Italy, the original seat of the empire, a second Gothic kingdom had appeared. Led by their chieftain Theoderic the Amal, the Ostrogoths had retraced the path of their distant kinsmen from the Balkans across the Italian frontier, and so emerged at last into the full light of history.

When the Goths were overrun by the Hun assault north of the Black Sea, not all joined the flight of the Tervingi and Greuthungi who reached the Danube in 376. Those who remained fell under Hun dominion. As nomads, the Huns relied upon subject peoples to provide the manpower and sedentary skills that their own society lacked. Germanic tribes like the Goths and the Gepids played a crucial role in the Hun empire of Attila, and Gothic warriors served in his army at the Catalaunian Fields in 451. Indeed, Jordanes could take pride in declaring that Attila valued the Goths and Gepids above all his other subjects (Getica 38). But on Attila’s death in 453, the fragility of Hun sovereignty was starkly exposed. None of Attila’s sons possessed the ability and sheer charisma of their father, and their subject peoples seized their chance and rose in revolt. Even Jordanes acknowledges that it was the Gepids who took the lead (although according to him the Gepids were in any case originally Goths, who gained their name from gepanta (slow) because they fell behind in the original migration from Scandza), and in 454 they defeated the Huns on the banks of an unidentified river named the Nedao. Hun power simply disintegrated, never to recover, and Attila’s last surviving son was eventually forced to take refuge in Constantinople.

Like the different tribal groups that gradually combined to form the Visigoths between 376 and 418, the eastern Gothic groups amid the chaos of the collapsing Hun empire were by no means a single united entity. Some Goths still resided in the Balkans from the original migrations in the 370s. Others broke free from the Huns at varying times in the 450s and 460s and sought security on the Roman side of the Danube. By the 470s, two major Gothic blocs had taken shape, competing with each other and with the eastern Roman empire. The first was led by Theoderic Strabo, the second by Theoderic the Amal. Both sought recognition and support from the eastern emperor Zeno (r. 474–91), for the benefit of their followers and to secure their own legitimate authority, while also resorting to violence should the opportunity arise. The story of their rivalry is extremely complex, and initially it seemed that Theoderic Strabo held the advantage. Throughout the 470s the balance of power swung back and forth, until in 481 Theoderic Strabo died. The majority of his supporters then joined Theoderic the Amal, whose status was reflected in the treaty offered to him by Zeno in 483. Theoderic’s people were granted land south of the Middle Danube, while he received the senior military rank of magister militum praesentalis and the prestigious honour of the consulship for 484.
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Germanic brooch, 5th century, Danube region.

United behind Theoderic the Amal, the Balkan Goths posed a serious potential threat to the eastern empire. In 486 Theoderic rebelled, ravaging Thrace, and in 487 the Goths even threatened Constantinople. Rather than fight a protracted war, whose outcome could not be predicted for either side, Zeno and Theoderic negotiated an agreement. The exact terms cannot be reconstructed, and our sources differ on who should receive the higher credit (the Roman accounts favour Zeno, the Getica glorifies Theoderic). But the principle at least is clear. With Zeno’s blessing, Theoderic led his people westward out of the Balkans and into Italy. Since the deposition of Romulus Augustulus in 476, Italy had been ruled by the Germanic chieftain Odovacer. For Zeno, sending Theoderic against Odovacer killed two birds with one stone. A rebellious western leader would be eliminated, and the dangerous Gothic presence in the Balkans removed. For Theoderic, Italy offered greater independence from direct imperial interference and a more secure settlement for his people. In 489 Theoderic and his Ostrogoths descended upon their new kingdom.

Crossing the river Po, Theoderic pitched camp near the royal city of Ravenna, about the third milestone from the city in the place called Pineta. When Odovacer saw this, he fortified himself within the city. He frequently harassed the army of the Goths at night, sallying forth stealthily with his men, and this not once or twice but often; and thus he struggled for almost three whole years. But he laboured in vain, for all Italy at last called Theoderic its lord and the empire obeyed his nod. But Odovacer, with his few adherents and the Romans who were present, suffered daily from war and famine in Ravenna. Since he accomplished nothing, he sent an embassy and begged for mercy. Theoderic first granted it and afterwards deprived him of his life (Jordanes, Getica 57).
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A new world order, c. AD 500.

The Ostrogothic conquest of Italy (489–93) was more an extended siege than a war. Theoderic defeated Odovacer’s forces north of Ravenna, but it took three further years to capture the city and kill Odovacer himself through a deceitful promise of safety that Jordanes in the Getica would prefer not to discuss. However dubious the means, the aim had been achieved. Theoderic ruled over the Ostrogothic Italian kingdom for the next thirty years, his power and glory such that some later generations awarded him the title ‘the Great’. With the Visigoths likewise reigning supreme in southern Gaul and Spain, it must have seemed to contemporaries as if they had witnessed the dawn of a Gothic golden age.
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When Gothic power reached its zenith at the dawn of the sixth century, Gothic kingdoms dominated the map of the former western Roman empire. The Ostrogoths now controlled the imperial heartland of Italy, with Theoderic the Amal (r. 493–526) ruling his varied Germanic and Italian subjects from the northern city of Ravenna. The Visigoths, originally settled in Aquitaine in southwest Gaul, had extended their dominion across Spain and north towards the Loire Valley. Gothia, it seemed, had indeed succeeded Romania. Yet there was a fragility to both kingdoms that would play out across their respective histories. Under Theoderic, Ostrogothic Italy was a formidable and prosperous state which left an enduring cultural legacy. The kingdom was already fracturing in Theoderic’s final years, however, and as the divisions grew the Ostrogoths were overwhelmed by the armies of Justinian (r. 527–65), the eastern Roman emperor. Driven from Gaul by the Franks, the Visigoths in Spain governed the most enduring of all Gothic realms from their capital at Toledo. The cultural achievements of this Spanish kingdom have only recently received the attention that they deserve, but in 711 the Visigoths too were overrun by Islamic invaders from North Africa, bringing to an end the story of the Goths as an independent people.

Although in name Theoderic was a usurper, in fact he was as truly an emperor as any who have distinguished themselves in this office from the beginning; and love for him among both Goths and Italians grew to be great (Procopius, Wars 5.1).
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Medallion of Theoderic. The inscription reads Rex Theodericus Pius Princ[eps] I[nvictus] S[emper] (King Theoderic the pious and always unconquered prince).

Alongside Alaric, who had sacked Rome almost one hundred years before, Theoderic stands at the head of the pantheon of renowned Gothic chieftains. Procopius, whose Wars provide our primary account of Justinian’s reconquests, opens his narrative of the Italian campaign with a virtual panegyric in praise of the founder of the Ostrogothic kingdom. Having eliminated his rival Odovacer in 493, as we saw in the preceding chapter, Theoderic faced considerable difficulties in unifying the diverse population over which he now ruled. The tribes whom he led into Italy numbered perhaps 150,000, including more than 20,000 warriors. His followers included not only Goths but other Germanic and Balkan groups, while within Italy most of his subjects were Romans, and Theoderic, like Odovacer, depended for administration upon the local aristocracy. At the same time, Theoderic as the charismatic leader of a newly emerging people faced the same challenge as Alaric had to secure his legitimacy and seek to create a lasting dynasty. Although his kingdom would crumble after his death, Theoderic reigned successfully over Goths and Romans alike for more than three decades, a remarkable achievement that assured his reputation as the greatest Germanic king of his generation.

Crucial to Theoderic’s longevity was the respect that he displayed for Roman culture. In addition to being a noted warrior, Theoderic had been held as a hostage in Constantinople as a child and so received a basic classical education (despite hostile allegations that he was illiterate and signed his name using a stencil). Several highly cultured Italian aristocrats played prominent roles at Theoderic’s court, and the most important of these both for Theoderic and for our knowledge of Ostrogothic Italy was Cassiodorus. It was Cassiodorus’ responsibility to compose Theoderic’s edicts and letters in the appropriate forms, and so to present the king in the best possible light. His most extensive work was a twelve-book history of the Goths, written to demonstrate that Theoderic and his people were worthy heirs to the Roman emperors of Italy. Sadly that history is lost, but it exerted a powerful influence on Jordanes and so is preserved to a degree in the latter’s Getica, including Jordanes’ admiration for the Amal family from which Theoderic claimed descent. What does survive is Cassiodorus’ Variae, a collection of official letters that Cassiodorus wrote for Theoderic and his successors. Those letters allow us to reconstruct the image of himself that Theoderic wished to present to the Roman Senate, the eastern imperial court, and to the other kings of the post-Roman West.

I desire that the Spirit of Liberty should behold a thronged and grateful Senate. Yes, an assembly of such offices is an honour to the ruler, and all that you view with joyful satisfaction is rightly ascribed to my credit (Theoderic to the Senate of Rome (c. 507), Variae 1.4).

By Theoderic’s time, the Roman Senate no longer held significant power as a political institution. Nevertheless, the senatorial families still dominated Italian social life, and good relations with the Senate helped ensure civic harmony and allowed local government to continue with little change since the removal of the last western emperor. Similarly, Theoderic set out to maintain good relations with the eastern empire, where Anastasius (r. 491–518) had replaced Zeno. Imperial recognition strengthened his position with his Roman subjects, and reduced the risk of eastern interference. Theoderic therefore expressed respect for the one true empire, without compromising his status as an independent ruler.

We above all, who by Divine Help learned in your Republic the art of governing Romans with equity. Our royalty is an imitation of yours, modelled on your good purpose, a copy of the only Empire; and in so far as we follow you do we excel all other nations (Theoderic to Emperor Anastasius (c. 508), Variae 1.1).

When it came to dealing with rival Germanic kings, Theoderic’s claim to Roman authority provided a valuable assertion of moral superiority. All the post-Roman Germanic kingdoms looked to imperial models for inspiration, and Theoderic set himself up as a mediator between the empire and his less fortunate contemporaries. Gundobad, king of the Burgundians, received a water clock to trace the passing of time, with the earnest if condescending advice to learn from the ancient knowledge that Theoderic could provide (Variae 1.45–6). Marriage alliances further cemented such relations. Ostrogotho and Theodegotha, daughters of Theoderic by an unknown mistress, were now married to Gundobad’s son and to Alaric II, the Visigothic king, respectively. Theoderic’s sister Amalafrida went to North Africa to marry the Vandal king Thrasamund, and Theoderic himself married Audefleda, sister of Clovis of the Franks. Theoderic was thus at the centre of a complex diplomatic web, with influence that extended throughout the western Mediterranean and north across the Alps. His efforts to control that web were not always successful, notably in failing to avert Clovis’ attack that drove the Visigoths into Spain, an episode to which we will return. But Theoderic’s prestige never faltered, and through his combination of Gothic warrior spirit and Roman civilized values he secured thirty years of peace the like of which Italy would not see again for centuries.
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The baptism of Jesus depicted on a mosaic in the ‘Arian baptistery’, Ravenna, c. 500.

Beneath the harmonious surface, however, the cracks remained. While Theoderic had won the loyalty of his Gothic and Roman subjects, he struggled to forge the diverse peoples he ruled into a single united whole. Goths and Italians did not intermix. The Goths were settled predominantly in the north, around Ravenna, Verona and Pavia. This minimized conflict with the Italian populations further south, but also minimized interaction between them, and the basic Roman prejudice against barbarians was still strong. Theoderic attempted to govern the different groups equally, yet Roman written law and Gothic customary law did not always coincide and disputes could not easily be resolved. In effect, two parallel administrations were required, just as two languages, Gothic and Latin, continued to be heard. And perhaps most importantly, Theoderic could not resolve the religious divide that split his kingdom along both ethnic and theological lines.

Like all the Gothic tribes who entered the territory of the former western Roman empire, the Ostrogoths followed the Christian teachings that had been spread by Ulfila in the fourth century when he translated the Gothic Bible. In his explanation of the relationship between Father, Son and Holy Spirit within the Trinity, Ulfila had preached that the Son was ‘like’ (homoios) to the Father, but not ‘of one essence’ (homoousios) with Him. This ‘Homoian’ doctrine, subordinating the Son to the Father, had been imperial orthodoxy during Ulfila’s lifetime, but was condemned under Theodosius I at the Council of Constantinople in 381 and branded as the heresy known as ‘Arianism’. In the eyes of the Catholic Italians, the Goths were thus heretics to be shunned rather than fellow Christians. Theoderic handled the situation with great skill. Unlike the Vandals, who faced the same tensions in North Africa, he sought to avoid open violence and even intervened successfully in a contested papal election. But the separation persisted. Two baptisteries have been preserved from Theoderic’s royal city of Ravenna. The first was decorated by the Catholics around 458 before the Ostrogothic arrival; the second, ‘Arian’ baptistery was completed around 500. The dome of each baptistery depicts Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan with little artistic difference, unsurprisingly as the ‘Arian’ design deliberately copied its Catholic predecessor. The parallel imagery suggests a shared understanding of the significance of the baptismal rite, and to what extent disagreements over doctrine truly mattered in Ostrogothic Italy cannot easily be determined. Yet the very existence of two distinct baptisteries in his own city, one for each community, symbolized the gulf that Theoderic could not bridge and the fragility of what he had achieved.

In the final years of Theoderic’s reign, the internal divisions rose increasingly to the surface. An important factor, and one that Theoderic could do nothing about, was the death of the eastern emperor Anastasius in 518 and the accession of the militantly orthodox Justin (r. 518–27) in his place. For the Italian aristocracy, Justin was far more compelling than Anastasius had been as an alternative focus of loyalty, and discord mounted at Theoderic’s court. In c. 524, two leading Roman nobles, Symmachus and his son-in-law Boethius, were accused of conspiring with the eastern empire against Theoderic and executed. Held in prison to await his fate, Boethius composed The Consolation of Philosophy, a meditation on the nature of evil and the fickleness of fortune which was widely read in the Middle Ages. The work also defended his innocence and complained of Gothic abuses: ‘I have countless times opposed the attacks of Cunigast on the fortunes of some defenceless person, or stopped Triguilla, the Prefect of the Palace, from some injustice’ (I.IV). Then in 526, the bishop of Rome was sent on an embassy to Constantinople. Pope John was received by Justin with open arms, a welcome that aroused such suspicion that upon his return to Ravenna he was thrown in prison and left to die. Theoderic himself died shortly thereafter, his unpleasant demise welcomed by one Catholic writer as divine punishment befitting a heretic and persecutor.

[On Wednesday, 26 August 526, Theoderic ordered] that on the following Sabbath the Arians would take possession of the Catholic basilicas. But He who does not allow His faithful worshippers to be oppressed by unbelievers soon brought upon Theoderic the same punishment that Arius, the founder of his religion, had suffered. For the king was seized with diarrhoea, and after three days of open bowels lost both his throne and his life on the very same day on which he rejoiced to attack the churches (Anonymous Valesianus, History of King Theoderic 16.94–5).
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Mausoleum of Theoderic, Ravenna.

The events of the 520s cast a dark shadow over Theoderic’s legacy. Pope Gregory the Great (bishop 590–604) described a vision in which the Ostrogothic king was cast into a south Italian volcano by Symmachus and Pope John (Dialogues 4.30), and the image of Theoderic as a heretical oppressor would recur in medieval and Renaissance writings. The period of peace and tolerance that his reign brought to Italy, however, were never entirely forgotten, and grew in the memory as Italian unity receded into the distant past. Germanic folklore preserved Theoderic as a warrior hero, while as a statesman he could be held up as a model for emulation by later German rulers. Today, we can still call to mind Theoderic’s achievement through the mausoleum that once held his body, erected just outside Ravenna on the model of Augustus’ tomb in Rome, as a physical memorial to the union of Goths and Romans for which Theoderic had fought for so long.

Theoderic’s kingdom declined rapidly following his death. The internal tensions of his closing years were magnified by a crisis over succession that highlighted once more the instability of Gothic charismatic kingship. Theoderic had placed great emphasis on his family, the Amals, as the chosen rulers of the Gothic people. The Amals were claimed to trace their descent back to the heroes of the early migrations, a genealogy apparently constructed by Cassiodorus and repeated in Jordanes’ Getica (14), and Theoderic’s daughter by his Frankish wife was given the dynastic name of Amalasuintha. Unfortunately, she was his only legitimate child, and in a patriarchal world the Ostrogoths required a male heir. Theoderic had intended for Amalasuintha’s husband Eutharic to succeed him, but Eutharic died first in c. 522, and Theoderic’s grandson Athalaric was only ten on Theoderic’s death in 526. A minor ruling with a female regent upset many of the Goths, some of whom feared that Athalaric would grow up more Roman than Gothic under the influence of men like Cassiodorus. The crisis came to a head when Athalaric died in 534, aged barely eighteen. Amalasuintha was imprisoned and killed by her cousin Theodahad, and as Amal authority collapsed the eastern empire struck back. Justin’s nephew Justinian had come to the throne in 527, and in 533 his armies crushed the Vandals and reconquered North Africa. In 535, now claiming to avenge the murdered Amalasuintha, Justinian sent his general Belisarius to attack Ostrogothic Italy and Sicily.

Belisarius’ initial advance was swift. Sicily and southern Italy offered little resistance to the return of imperial rule, and after Naples fell in 536 the Goths overthrew Theodahad and Witigis seized power. Belisarius was besieged in Rome in 537–8, but he then drove north and in 540 Ravenna fell and Witigis surrendered. Ostrogothic Italy, it seemed, had come to its end. Nevertheless, the Goths were not so easily defeated. Belisarius was recalled to Constantinople, due to a combination of Persian attacks from the east and Justinian’s jealousy, and in 542 bubonic plague swept across the empire. Seizing their opportunity, the Goths rallied under a new king, Totila (r. 541–52), and regained much of their former territory. The war swayed back and forth, devastating Italy, and Totila was particularly remembered in later centuries for twice sacking Rome (on one occasion, according to Procopius, Totila ‘was on the point of burning the finest and most notable buildings and making Rome a sheep-pasture’ (Wars 7.22) before a letter from Belisarius convinced him to stay his hand). It was also during this period of conflict that Jordanes composed his Getica in Constantinople, praising Justinian and Belisarius as worthy conquerors of the Gothic people. ‘This glorious race yielded to a more glorious prince and surrendered to a more valiant leader’(60), although Jordanes proudly proclaims that Theoderic’s last granddaughter Matasuintha, Witigis’ widow, was permitted to marry Justinian’s cousin Germanus and so united the Amals with the imperial house.

By the early 550s, the end was indeed nigh for the Ostrogothic kingdom. A reinforced eastern army under the leadership of the eunuch Narses, ‘the hammer of the Goths’, defeated and killed Totila at the Battle of Busta Gallorum in 552. Isolated resistance continued for another decade, but Justinian could now proclaim his dominion over the original heartland of the empire. The Ostrogoths had ruled Italy for little more than two generations. Their greatest practical legacy was the widespread devastation of twenty years of warfare, which destroyed the fabric of Italian society and was compounded almost immediately after Justinian’s death by the invasion of still another Germanic tribe, the Lombards, in 568. But the Ostrogoths had not provoked that war, and with hindsight the reign of Theoderic witnessed the last golden age of a united Roman Italy. Cassiodorus retired to a monastery to promote the preservation of culture and education, while Justinian’s craftsmen redecorated the Ostrogothic churches of Ravenna. Italy itself became a battleground of competing imperial, Lombard and papal interests, not to remerge as a single kingdom until the nineteenth century.
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Mid-6th-century mosaic of Justinian, Church of San Vitale, Ravenna.

The demise of Ostrogothic Italy left the Visigoths as the last representatives of the independent Gothic people. Originally settled in Aquitaine in 418, the Visigoths had expanded across southern Gaul and Spain to control the largest single realm in the post-Roman West. Although they had been driven from Gaul by the Franks in the early 500s, Visigothic power survived in Spain for another two centuries, forming the most enduring kingdom ever ruled by the Goths in western Europe. Yet Visigothic Spain was long dismissed as a barbaric backwater, the darkest point of the early medieval Dark Ages. Only in more recent times has the true significance of this Spanish kingdom come to be recognized, as a political and cultural achievement worthy of the Visigoths whose ancestors had followed Alaric into Italy and sacked Rome herself.

For Franks and Goths alike, the Battle of Vouille in 507 marked a turning point in their history. At that battle, the Visigoth Alaric II was defeated and killed by the Frankish king Clovis (c. 481–c. 511). Theoderic the Ostrogoth, who was allied by marriage with both kings, had tried and failed to negotiate a peaceful resolution (his letters are preserved in Variae 3.1–4), and Clovis’ victory secured Frankish pre-eminence in Gaul. Our chief source, the Catholic bishop Gregory of Tours, represented Clovis as an orthodox crusader determined to expel the heretical Goths. ‘“I find it hard to go on seeing these Arians occupy a part of Gaul,” said Clovis to his ministers. “With God’s help let us invade them. When we have beaten them, we will take over their territory”’ (Gregory of Tours, History of the Franks 2.37). Gregory wrote several generations later than Clovis, and the king’s conversion to Christianity may actually have occurred only after the Visigoths had been defeated. Nevertheless, the Franks from Clovis’ reign onwards did convert directly to Catholic rather than ‘Arian’ Christianity. They were the only major Germanic people to do so, and their Catholicism proved a key factor in unifying Franks and Romans to a degree that never occurred for the ‘Arian’ Goths, creating the foundation in Francia for the most successful of all the early Germanic kingdoms.

Alaric II’s defeat and death plunged the Visigothic state into crisis. With the aid of Theoderic, the grandfather of Alaric’s young son Amalaric, the Visigoths were able to retain a small foothold in southwest Gaul. But their power centre would henceforth lie in Spain, first around Barcelona and then more centrally around Toledo. Spain, here covering the whole Iberian Peninsula including what is now Portugal, was geographically divided by mountains and river valleys which limited centralized government. The dominant culture remained Roman, with the ruling Goths once again a small minority of the population, and Visigothic control was initially weak. Amalaric remained under Ostrogothic influence, with Theoderic in effect ruling both kingdoms until his death in 526, and a series of coups and royal murders began with Amalaric’s assassination in 531. In the words of the hostile Gregory of Tours, ‘the Goths had adopted the reprehensible habit of killing out of hand any king who displeased them and replacing him on the throne by someone whom they preferred’ (History of the Franks 3.30). During one such civil war in 552, Justinian seized the opportunity to occupy the southern coastal strip of Spain, which remained in imperial hands until the 620s.
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Detail of Master of Saint Giles, The Baptism of Clovis, c. 1500, oil on panel.

The man chiefly responsible for reunifying Spain under Visigothic rule was King Leovigild (r. 568–86). Across two decades of near constant campaigning, Leovigild brought almost the entire peninsula under his sway, leaving only the southern Roman strip and the always independent Basques unsubdued. He also centralized political and religious power, seeking like earlier Gothic chieftains to strengthen the fragile charismatic nature of his authority. It was Leovigild who made Toledo the Visigothic capital, a city which had never been a major centre in Roman times but whose central location made it a focus for unity. He compiled a new law code, modelled on the fifth-century code of Euric but explicitly intended for all his subjects regardless of their ethnic descent, and revoked the old restrictions on the intermarriage of Goths and Romans. The adoption of distinctive royal garments and the minting of gold coins in his name were likewise part of the same highly successful programme, drawing upon imperial models to establish the Visigothic monarchy on a far stronger foundation than had ever been achieved before.

In one crucial sphere, Leovigild’s programme failed. Like Theoderic in Italy, he could not bridge the religious gulf that separated the ‘Arian’ Goths from the Catholic Romans. Leovigild did attempt to agree a compromise, summoning an episcopal council to Toledo in 580 that played down the ‘Homoian’ subordination of the Son to the Father and allowed Catholics to embrace the ‘Arian’ faith without requiring rebaptism. But he was not prepared to abandon ‘Arianism’ itself, which had become an integral part of Gothic identity and was still taught through Ulfila’s Gothic script, and he was fully prepared to persecute those who opposed his calls for unity. He crushed his son Hermenegild, who had converted to Catholicism when he revolted against his father, and Leovigild clashed repeatedly with the Catholic bishops Leander of Seville and Masona of Merida, both of whom were sent into exile. Bishops in this period were prominent social leaders, in Spain as throughout the post-Roman West, who played key roles in urban government and were an essential source of patronage and charity. The rift between the king and the Catholic Church thus had serious consequences for the stability of the kingdom, tensions which were only resolved when Leovigild’s second son Reccared (r. 586–601) succeeded to his father’s throne.
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Visigothic Spain.

After Leovigild had died, his son Reccared was crowned king. He was a devout man, very different from his father in his way of life. For while the one was irreligious and had a very warlike disposition, the other was pious and outstanding in peace; while the one was increasing the dominion of the Gothic people through the arts of war, the other was gloriously elevating the same people by the victory of the faith. For in the very beginning of his reign, Reccared adopted the Catholic faith, recalling all the peoples of the entire Gothic nation to the observance of the correct faith and removing the ingrained stain of their error (Isidore of Seville, History of the Kings of the Goths 52).

The first major Gothic king to embrace Catholic Christianity, Reccared was hailed as a ‘new Constantine’ and enforced his commitment by summoning his own council of Toledo in 589 at which the ‘Arian heresy’ was formally condemned. A few minor revolts had to be put down, but the majority of the Spanish population were already Catholic and even among the Goths resistance was limited. Religious conformity further accelerated the union of the different peoples of the Iberian Peninsula, while with the full support of the Church Reccared continued the political consolidation begun under his father. The combined efforts of Leovigild and Reccared secured Visigothic rule over Spain for another hundred years, although royal authority was never entirely secure, and paved the way for the cultural golden age of the seventh century.

The chief jewel of the Visigothic cultural renaissance was Isidore of Seville (bishop c. 600–636). The younger brother of bishop Leander, who had been exiled under Leovigild, Isidore succeeded to the see of Seville shortly before King Reccared died in 601. Alongside numerous theological and ecclesiastical writings, Isidore composed the History of the Kings of the Goths, tracing the Gothic migrations from the Balkans to Spain. Under Reccared they had at last thrown off ‘Arianism’ to receive the true faith, and Isidore, like Cassiodorus, presented the Goths as worthy heirs to the Roman empire. ‘They waged such great wars and had such a reputation for glorious victory that Rome itself, the conqueror of all peoples, submitted to the yoke of captivity and yielded to the Gothic triumphs: the mistress of all nations served them like a handmaid’ (History of the Kings of the Goths 67). The most important of all of Isidore’s works, however, was the encyclopaedia known as the Etymologies. This vast compendium of classical and early Christian learning bears witness to Isidore’s breadth of knowledge, and was intended to educate the Spanish nobility and particularly the clergy. A difficult work to read today owing to its density and the sometimes strained explanations of the meanings of words, the Etymologies was one of Visigothic Spain’s proudest legacies to the Middle Ages and for nearly a thousand years was, after the Bible, perhaps the single most influential book in western Europe.

Etymology (etymologia) is the origin of words, when the force of a verb or a noun is inferred through interpretation. Aristotle called this symbolon (sign), and Cicero adnotatio (symbolization), because by presenting their model it makes known (notus) the names and words for things. For example, flumen (‘river’) is so called from fluendum (‘flowing’) because it has grown by flowing. The knowledge of a word’s etymology often has an indispensable usefulness for interpreting the word, for when you have seen whence a word has originated, you understand its force more quickly. Indeed, one’s insight into anything is clearer when its etymology is known (Etymologies 1.29.1–2).
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Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, Isidore of Seville, 1655, pen and brown ink with brown wash, Seville Cathedral.

Isidore was the most famous Spanish writer of Visigothic times, but he certainly was not alone. The Etymologies was dedicated to King Sisebut (r. 612–21), who as a patron of literature and a poet in his own right bears comparison with Alfred the Great of England. Isidore’s disciple Braulio of Zaragoza (bishop 631–51) continued his mentor’s promotion of classical learning, and Ildefonsus of Toledo (bishop 657–67) celebrated the works of his predecessors in his Lives of Famous Men. There is a strong ecclesiastical bias to our evidence, and the extent of education and literacy outside the clergy is very difficult to judge. Nevertheless, the standard of Latin composition and the breadth of classical learning in seventh-century Spain was considerably higher than in contemporary Francia, and the Visigothic kingdom had a strong claim to be the cultural nucleus of the West before the Frankish revival under Charlemagne.

The other key sources of evidence on the workings of Visigothic Spain are the records of Church councils. A distinctive feature of the kingdom in the seventh century was the regular gatherings of bishops which took place in Toledo and debated both ecclesiastical and secular affairs in the presence of the king. Fourteen such councils are recorded between 633 and 694, and their decisions reveal an ongoing effort to maintain government standards and preserve an administrative structure still based on Roman models. To what extent these efforts succeeded is again a matter for conjecture. It is impossible to know whether royal legislation was actually enforced, and in Spain, as elsewhere in the West, the collapse of the Roman empire led to less bureaucratic administration and a more militaristic and independent local aristocracy. What the council records do reveal is the issues that particularly aroused royal concern. While Christian unity had been secured after Reccared’s conversion, there was an increasing hostility from Sisebut’s reign onwards towards the Jews, who now formed the largest religious minority. A series of anti-Jewish laws culminated in 694 with the order that all Jews should be enslaved and their property seized. Just why successive Visigothic kings pursued such a policy is uncertain (Theoderic by contrast is said to have protected the Jews in Italy), but their actions set a grim precedent for the treatment of the Spanish Jews under the later Catholic monarchy.
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Visigothic votive cross, 7th century.

Sadly, the cultural achievements of the seventh-century Visigothic kingdom were not matched by the stability of its kings. The old infighting returned after Reccared’s death, and so few rulers perished from natural causes that a council of Toledo in 638 felt moved to declare that it was the duty of a new king to avenge his murdered predecessor. There were exceptions. Suinthila (r. 621–31) reconquered the southern strip from the eastern Roman empire, and so brought the whole peninsula under his control. Chindasuinth (r. 642–53) and his son Reccesuinth (r. 649–72) were strong kings, and the latter ordered a revised legal code (the Liber Judiciorum) that combined earlier Gothic laws with traditional Roman imperial ideology. Likewise, Egica (r. 687–702) and his son Wittiza (r. 694–710) were not weak men, and at the beginning of the eighth century Visigothic Spain was arguably more secure than the Frankish kingdoms beyond the Pyrenees. Yet the recurring outbreaks of internal violence left the kingdom vulnerable to external attack should an enemy emerge, even though the Visigoths can hardly be blamed for underestimating a threat that originated far away in Arabia.

The Prophet Muhammad died in 632, and in the decades that followed Arab armies rewrote the map of the ancient Mediterranean world. Syria and Egypt fell swiftly, and Islam spread east into Iran and Iraq and west across North Africa. Carthage was taken in 698, and by the early 700s the Muslims had reached Ceuta and the Atlantic coast of Morocco. They were therefore ideally placed to intervene in Spain should the opportunity arise. The precise sequence of events cannot be reconstructed with certainty, but upon King Wittiza’s death in 710 another power struggle broke out. Roderic (r. 710–11) seized the throne, and his opponents, possibly including Wittiza’s sons, may have appealed to the Muslims for aid. In any case, during summer 711 an Arab-Berber army crossed the straits under the command of Tariq ibn Ziyad (after whom Gibraltar takes its name, from the Arabic Jabal Ṭāriq or ‘mountain of Tariq’). Roderic was defeated and killed at the Battle of Guadalete somewhere in southern Spain, and the Visigothic kingdom simply fell apart. Local cities and regions held out for varying lengths of time, but as early as 716 the Arabs were minting bilingual coins on which appear both ‘Hispania’ and the Arabic ‘al-Andalus’, and for the next five hundred years Islam dominated the Iberian Peninsula.

Weighed down by the quantity of their sins and exposed by the treachery of the sons of Wittiza, the Goths were put to flight. The army, fleeing to its destruction, was almost annihilated. Because they forsook the Lord and did not serve Him in justice and truth, they were forsaken by the Lord so that they could no longer inhabit the land that they desired (Chronicle of Alfonso III (late ninth century) 7).
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The Palace-Fortress of Alhambra, Granada, the finest surviving monument to Islamic rule in Spain.

For the Goths, the Muslim conquest of Spain marked the end of the story that had begun with their legendary migration from Scandza and their historical entrance into the Roman empire. No new Gothic kingdom would arise to claim the territories once ruled by Ostrogoths or Visigoths. The Gothic destiny, however, was not merely to fade away. On the contrary, the afterlife of the Goths combined historical memory and mythical reinvention in a remarkable diversity of forms, many of which would have been unrecognizable to the original Gothic peoples of Alaric, Theoderic or Reccared. It is this diversity, and its dramatic implications for Western history, that we will explore in subsequent chapters.
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With the fall of Visigothic Spain to the Arabs in 711, the last independent Gothic state disappeared from the pages of history. The influence of the Goths upon the regions that they had ruled did not of course vanish overnight, and from the Balkans and Italy to southern Gaul and Spain peoples of Gothic descent survived. But no great medieval kingdom claimed direct inheritance from the Goths or aspired to preserve their legacy. Thus the original Goths increasingly faded from view, superseded in the medieval consciousness by Charlemagne and the Holy Roman emperors. When the term ‘Gothic’ was revived for wider use in the age of the Renaissance and the Reformation, two contrasting strands swiftly emerged. The Goths were the barbarian destroyers of the classical heritage that the artists and writers of the Renaissance prized, yet for the Reformation they could also embody youthful vigour and freedom from the oppression of Rome. So began the separation between knowledge of the historical Goths and later definitions of ‘Gothic’ culture, a separation that has continued down to the present day.

Looking back from our modern vantage point, we can readily understand why the Goths came to be marginalized as a ‘lost civilization’. The different regions that Gothic peoples had ruled between the fourth and eighth centuries followed widely varied paths, but none of the new regimes had any compelling reason to celebrate the Goths as their predecessors. Spain was now the domain of the Muslim Arabs, while from the sixth century onwards Slavic tribes settled in the Balkans. Italy was a battleground. Justinian’s attempted reconquest barely outlived the emperor himself, and in 568 the Lombards swept in from the north to compete with the imperial forces and the rising papacy for control over the divided peninsula. Across the Alps in Gaul, the Franks were the dominant power of western Europe, led first by the Merovingian dynasty of Clovis and then by the Carolingians of Charles Martel and Charlemagne. In the triumphal vision of Frankish history, the Goths were traditional enemies and heretical ‘Arians’. Their destiny was to be defeated and supplanted by the Franks, the rightful successors to the Roman empire.

[image: image]

Equestrian statue of Charlemagne in Rome, perhaps not dissimilar to the lost statue of Theoderic that he removed from Ravenna.

This is not to suggest that the Goths were forgotten. The role that they had played in the downfall of the western Roman empire was retold in countless medieval chronicles. Paul the Deacon (c. 720–c. 99), a well-born Lombard whose Historia Langobardorum is our chief source of information on his people, was proud to trace their origins to the same northern regions as the Goths ‘and other fierce and barbarous nations’ (1.1). Stories about Gothic heroes, legendary and historical, circulated widely. Theoderic the Amal was a particular favourite, remembered as both a renowned warrior chieftain and a persecuting tyrant. Even Charlemagne appears to have regarded the Ostrogothic king with respect. When he visited Ravenna in 801, shortly after his coronation as emperor on Christmas Day 800, Charlemagne beheld a magnificent equestrian statue of Theoderic which he immediately carried off to adorn his own palace at Aachen (Agnellus of Ravenna, Book of Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna 94).

Theoderic’s ambivalent reputation in the medieval period mirrors the broader image of the Goths themselves. Seen through favourable eyes, Theoderic could be held up as a precedent for Charlemagne in what is known as the translatio imperii, the transfer of imperial power and dignity from Rome to the Germanic peoples. But Theoderic was also an ‘Arian’ heretic accused of oppressing the true Church. The deaths of Boethius, Symmachus and Pope John were a stain upon Theoderic’s memory that could not easily be erased. As the first emperor in the West since Romulus Augustulus, Charlemagne eclipsed Theoderic as the inheritor of Rome’s legacy. His kingdom was larger, and in Germany evolved into the Holy Roman Empire, while Charlemagne’s coronation by Pope Leo III affirmed his Christian orthodoxy. Charlemagne surpassed Theoderic just as the Franks surpassed the Goths, leaving future generations to begin the long-standing argument over whether Charlemagne was French or German.

The enormous diversity of medieval perceptions concerning the Goths is well reflected in two famous works from the twelfth century. Otto of Freising (d. 1158) was a Bavarian bishop and the uncle of Frederick Barbarossa (Holy Roman emperor 1155–90). In his Chronica sive Historia de duabus civitatibus (Chronicle or History of the Two Cities), Otto compiled perhaps the greatest single synthesis of medieval historical writing. The Chronicle traces the history of the world from Adam to the author’s own time, drawing on numerous sources, including Jordanes’ Getica, for knowledge of the Goths. Unlike Jordanes, however, Otto’s attitude towards the Goths is far from favourable. They are valiant warriors, but heretical and barbarous. Alaric’s Sack of Rome was ‘as notorious as it was presumptuous’ (4.21), and dishonoured the empire, which finally fell into the hands of Odovacer and then Theoderic. Nor was Theoderic a rightful heir to Rome’s glory:

After killing Odovacer, Theoderic turned aside to the City and was received with great joy on the part of the citizens. Behold a state miserably overthrown. See a people that once by its wisdom and strength was master of the world reduced to such weakness that, when trodden underfoot by a tyranny of the barbarians and enslaved under a grievous despotism, it cannot be freed save by a barbarian. Mark how it receives a tyrant with submission and with gratitude in order to escape the overlordship of another tyrant! (The Two Cities 5.1).

Otto then proceeds to recount the deaths of Boethius, Symmachus and Pope John, and cites Gregory the Great’s story that Theoderic was cast into a south Italian volcano (5.3). It was the Franks, not the Goths, who were raised up to inherit the mantle of imperial Rome, culminating in the person of Charlemagne. ‘In the thirty-third year of his reign, Charles was relieved by the supreme pontiff of the title of patrician and was called emperor and Augustus, the sixty-ninth in line from Augustus’ (5.31). The Goths may have played an important part in weakening the empire, but in Otto’s vision of history such a barbaric and heretical people could never be worthy to receive the translatio imperii.

The Chronicle of Otto of Freising was a learned historical synthesis written for a literate educated audience. Yet medieval legends of the Goths and the age of Germanic migrations (the Völkerwanderung) circulated far more widely through popular oral stories. Those stories took many varying forms, most of which have now been lost, but in around 1200 an anonymous Austrian minstrel combined the existing traditions into a single grand epic poem: Das Nibelungenlied (The Song of the Nibelungs). Composed in Middle High German, the Nibelungenlied contains nearly 2,400 four-line stanzas rhyming in couplets. The first half of the epic tells of the dragon-slaying hero Siegfried, who wins the hand of the Burgundian princess Kriemhild and is murdered out of jealousy and greed for the dragon’s hoard. The second half recounts the vengeance of Kriemhild, now married to the eastern king Etzel of Hungary, as she entraps and kills Siegfried’s murderers in a bloody massacre at Etzel’s court before being killed herself. Throughout the Nibelungenlied, mythical elements such as the saga of Siegfried, which has no known factual basis, are set alongside the Christian values and medieval chivalry of the poem’s courtly audience. But there are also glimpses of historical inspiration, older tales that had evolved over time. The eastern king Etzel is Attila the Hun, now a less savage figure than many of the Germanic protagonists. And at his court, attending Etzel’s wedding to Kriemhild, is the hero Dietrich von Bern. This is not Bern in Switzerland but the Germanic adaption of the Italian city of Verona, and Dietrich is none other than Theoderic the Amal.

As described in the Nibelungenlied, Dietrich/Theoderic is a noble knight, who almost alone emerges with credit from the poem’s grim finale. Although he lives in exile, Dietrich is renowned for his generosity and his followers excel in the jousting at the wedding feast of Etzel and Kriemhild. He attempts to warn the Burgundians Gunther and Hagen of Kriemhild’s plan to take revenge for their role in Siegfried’s murder, and he refuses her request for aid, declaring that ‘Siegfried will have no vengeance from Dietrich’s hand’ (1902). Once violence has broken out despite his best efforts, Dietrich continues to strive for peace and even seeks to forgive the deaths of his men. When forced to fight he overcomes first Hagen and then Gunther in fair combat and brings them before Kriemhild, although in doing so he seals their fate.

Spoke the hero of Bern: ‘Never till now, most noble queen,
Given over as hostages, have knights so worthy been,
As I, exalted lady, have here given over to thee.
I pray thee, spare these men so far from home, for sake of me.’
Gladly she vowed to do so. Then forth Dietrich went
With eyes weeping to see such knights’ imprisonment.
Grimmest vengeance thereafter wreaked Etzel’s wife,
Beneath her hand both chosen warriors must end their life.
(Nibelungenlied, stanzas 2364–5)
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Albin Egger-Lienz (1868–1926), Etzel and Kriemhild Enter Vienna before their Wedding, 1909, painting.

The anonymous composer of the Nibelungenlied was a poet, not a historian. Otto of Freising had known and rightly rejected stories that placed Attila and Theoderic as contemporaries (Chronicle 5.3), while the Nibelungenlied’s Dietrich von Bern is far closer to an ideal Christian knight than to the Ostrogothic king upon whom he was so loosely modelled. Nevertheless, the Nibelungenlied and related legends did more than any scholarly historical work to keep alive memories of Theoderic and the early Goths in the popular imagination. For the moment such stories had only limited impact, with Charlemagne far more prominent than any Gothic king. But the Nibelungenlied endured as the original German epic, until the poem and its heroes gained a new significance with the rise of German national consciousness in the nineteenth century.

The Goths in the medieval period thus gradually fell into a shadowy existence, part historical and part mythological. Their role in the collapse of the Roman empire was remembered, particularly through Alaric’s Sack of 410 and the stories surrounding Theoderic, but their legacy was superseded by the Franks as the true heirs of imperial Rome. The great transformation in attitudes towards the Goths came with the cultural revolution of the Italian Renaissance. Medieval scholars like Otto of Freising saw history flowing in a single continuous stream from antiquity to their own times, a vision expressed in the concept of translatio imperii. Renaissance scholars still drew upon those medieval traditions, yet their understanding of history was very different. Far from seeing continuity, the writers, artists and architects of the Renaissance looked back to a lost and idealized classical past from which they were separated by centuries of barbarism and darkness. It was a worldview that had dramatic implications for representations of the Goths and the Germanic invasions that brought Graeco-Roman antiquity to an end.

Beginning in Florence in the middle years of the fourteenth century, the Renaissance built upon the revival of classical learning which encouraged new interpretations of the past. Francesco Petrarca or Petrarch (1304–1374), often described as the ‘Father of Humanism’, divided history into two periods. The light of antiquity faded with the decline of Rome, leaving Europe to fall into the gloom of the Dark Ages. Petrarch did not single out the Germanic invasions as the cause of that fall, or regard himself as living at the dawn of a restored age of light. But he laid the foundation for the Renaissance belief in the return of civilization and in a tripartite vision of history, the ancient and the modern separated by a more barbaric period that became known as the medium aevum (Middle Ages).

An early expression of this Renaissance vision, with its depiction of the Goths as the heralds of decay, can be found in one of the first major works of Renaissance historiography: the Historiarum ab inclinatione Romanorum imperii decades (Decades of History from the Decline of the Roman Empire) of Flavio Biondo (1392–1463). Biondo’s work spanned the millennium that separated his own time from the Roman empire, a span that commenced according to Biondo with Alaric’s Sack of Rome. ‘The year which was reckoned the 1164th from the foundation of the city, and was the 412th year of Christian salvation, will be established here as the first of the decline of the empire.’ Biondo misdated the Sack to 412 rather than 410, but he is quite clear that the empire’s decline began with ‘the irruption of the Goths into the city of Rome’. By comparison, the shameful deposition of Romulus Augustulus in 476 marked ‘not so much the decline of the Roman empire as its fall’, although notably Biondo acclaims Theoderic for his efforts to restore Italy to its previous splendour before the final sixth-century destruction. Nor was Biondo alone in his esteem for the Ostrogothic king. When Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) wrote his History of Florence in the 1520s, he drew on Biondo’s work and included a virtual panegyric in Theoderic’s honour. Despite the deaths of Boethius and Symmachus, which Machiavelli attributed to the jealousies of Theoderic’s subjects, the Gothic king merits the highest praise. ‘During the thirty-eight years he reigned in Italy, he brought the country to such a state of greatness that her previous sufferings were no longer recognizable.’

Attitudes towards the Goths in Renaissance historiography were not therefore unthinkingly hostile, and could express admiration as well as blame. Nevertheless, the modern fame of the Renaissance lies not in the writing of history but in art and architecture, and the most significant Renaissance critique of the Goths and Gothic culture emerged from within those fields. Although Giorgio Vasari (1511–1574) was a prominent Tuscan painter and architect in his own right, he is chiefly remembered today as the author of Le Vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori (Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects). Originally published in 1550, with a revised and expanded edition in 1568, the Lives provide a priceless insight into the creative world of the Renaissance. But Vasari was more than just a biographer. A founding father of the discipline of art history, he set the individual artists he described into a broader pattern of progression and decline from classical antiquity to the contemporary rinascità (reflowering). The Renaissance itself he divided into three periods modelled on the human life, from the rebirth (Cimabue and Giotto), through adolescence (Ghiberti and Donatello), to full maturity and perfection (Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael and Michelangelo), when the ancient models were not merely equalled but surpassed. The biographies within each period were introduced by a preface laying down Vasari’s interpretation of the history of culture. The arguments that he presented were to prove extremely influential, and it is in those prefaces that we find Vasari’s judgements on the Goths.
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Raphael, The School of Athens, 1509–11, symbolizing the classical learning lost in the Germanic invasions and reclaimed in the Renaissance.

In his preface to the first of the three periods of the Renaissance, Vasari offers an art historical narrative from the ancient Greeks and Romans down to Cimabue in the thirteenth century. After the splendour of antiquity, the arts were already in decline by the time of Constantine, and the Christian religion caused many temples and statues to be destroyed. Yet the greatest damage was done

by a barbarous and savage race who had nothing human about them but the shape and the name. These, among others, were the Visigoths, who, having made Alaric their king, invaded Italy and twice sacked Rome without respect for anything whatsoever.

Vasari may be a little confused in the details, and has omitted the testimony of Jerome and Augustine that Alaric spared Rome’s churches, but his hostility is unmistakable. The Visigoths were followed by the Vandals of Gaiseric and later by the Ostrogoth Totila, each of whom contributed to the further devastation of Rome, and so the darkness fell that only recently had begun to lift.

Vasari’s denunciation of the Goths was particularly strong in the field of architecture. After the Germanic invasions, the ancient masters were dead and their works lay in ruins. And so a new style arose, which Vasari described in his introductory survey of architectural forms:
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Milan Cathedral, which shares many of the architectural traits that Vasari denounced.

There are works of another sort that are called German, which differ greatly in ornament and proportion from the antique and the modern. Today they are not employed by distinguished architects but are avoided by them as monstrous and barbarous, since they ignore every familiar idea of order. Indeed, one may rather speak of confusion and disorder, for in their buildings, of which there are so many that they have contaminated the whole world, they made portals adorned with thin columns twisted in corkscrew fashion (vine tendrils), which do not have the strength to support a burden, however light. And so, above all their facades and their other decorative parts, they built one cursed tabernacle on top of the other, with so many pyramids and points and leaves that they do not stand, as it appears, not to mention being able to hold themselves up, and they have more the quality of seeming to have been made of paper than of stone or marble.

What Vasari condemned here as ‘German’ is the architecture of the medieval world, whose disorder and confusion he sets against the classical ideals of order and proportion. And he had no hesitation in identifying the people responsible for that barbaric innovation.

This manner was invented by the Goths, who, after the destruction of the ancient buildings and the dying out of architects because of the wars, afterwards built – those who survived – edifices in this manner. These men fashioned the vaults with pointed arches of quarter circles, and filled all Italy with these damnable buildings, so that their whole method has been given up in order not to let any more be built. God preserve every land from the invasion of such ideas and such an order of works.

Vasari himself never actually used the term ‘Gothic’ to describe this architectural style, which he referred to as in the ‘German manner’ (maniera tedesca). But his influential critique played a major part in the gradual adoption of that label. While the Goths obviously did not build the medieval cathedrals that are now classified as Gothic, to which we will return in the final chapter, the use of such language contributed to their ongoing prominence in cultural and political debates from the sixteenth century onwards. To a large degree, Vasari’s Lives came to define the Renaissance vision of Goths and the Gothic, reinforcing the pre-existing image of the Goths as the barbaric destroyers of the classical tradition.

Even as the Renaissance reached its greatest heights, however, a second and no less important movement was taking shape which would exert its own profound impact upon later attitudes towards the Goths. The Protestant Reformation is conventionally said to have begun with the appearance of Martin Luther’s Ninety­five Theses in October 1517. While the chief concern of the Reformers was naturally Christian discipline and theology, the Reformation also prompted a reassessment of the history of Church and State. In direct contrast to the Renaissance, which exalted Graeco-Roman antiquity against the barbarians who overran the western Roman empire, the Reformation sought liberation from Roman authority. Seen from this perspective, the Goths were not villains but divinely ordained heroes, their vigour and desire for freedom overcoming the tyranny and decadence of Rome. Drawing on both medieval conceptions of the translatio imperii and the Renaissance revival in historical studies, the Reformation reinterpretation of the past offered a very different approach than that of Vasari to the Goths and their legacy.

Less than two decades after Luther produced his Theses, Johann Carion (1499–1537) compiled a world chronicle from Adam down to 1532. Carion was assisted by Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560), a leading reformer and collaborator with Luther, and after Carion’s death Melanchthon revised and extended the text to bolster the Reformation view of history. In different editions and translations this Chronicon Carionis was extremely popular, not only in Germany but in England as well. The Goths are presented as instruments of God’s will. They punished Decius in 251 for his persecution of Christianity, and likewise punished Valens in 378 for his ungodly ‘Arian’ heresy (that many Goths of the time shared the same heresy is not mentioned at this point). Rather than being an act of barbaric savagery, Alaric’s Sack of Rome was justified by Roman treachery and moderate in its extent. ‘For Alaric did not spoil the city, but commanded that those people should be spared who fled to the temples of the Christians.’ The people of Alaric later settled in Spain, and ‘of these Goths are born the Christian kings of Spain, from whom has sprung the most famous emperor who now lives, Charles the fifth of that name.’ The Visigoths were therefore the ancestors of the greatest ruler of the sixteenth century, when the dominions of Charles V stretched from Germany and Italy to Spain and the Spanish colonies in the Americas.
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Peter Vischer the Elder, statue of Theoderic from the monument of Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, grandfather of Charles V, in the Court Church at Innsbruck, 1512–13.

The Ostrogoths are praised alongside their Visigothic cousins. Theoderic (named as Dietrich von Bern) liberated the Romans from the tyranny of Odovacer, and although he and his Goths were infected with ‘Arianism’, still his reign merits only admiration. ‘He loved peace beyond measure, and most deserved to have the favour of Italy in so much, as histories do make mention, that Italy never had a foreign prince who was friendlier or more gentle.’ The Sack of Rome by Totila is regretted as the heaviest oppression that the city had suffered, but even Totila is commended for his friendliness towards the Romans, acting like a father towards his children. While Belisarius and Narses eventually destroyed the Gothic kingdom of Italy, Theoderic and Totila ‘were very wise and courageous princes, as their deeds and noble actions testify, and as long as they are esteemed by their virtues then they ought not to be called barbarians’. In the unfolding story of the translatio imperii, the pivotal moment remains the coronation of Charlemagne when imperial authority finally passed into German hands. Yet unlike Otto of Freising four centuries earlier, the Chronicon Carionis depicts the Goths as an essential element in that glorious future, playing down their barbarism and heresy and proclaiming instead the wisdom of their rulers and the new life that they brought to western Europe.

A similar heroic vision of the Goths appears in the early Reformation work that most closely resembles Vasari’s Lives, the Heldenbuch teutscher Nation of Heinrich Pantaleon (1522–1595). A theologian and physician based in Basel, Pantaleon was a friend of the English Puritan John Foxe during the latter’s exile in Switzerland and wrote his Martyrum historia (1563) as a continental counterpart to Foxe’s writings on Protestant martyrs in England and Scotland. The Heldenbuch (Book of Heroes) was Pantaleon’s most influential work, a biographical compendium of famous Germans from antiquity to his own time. Alaric, Athaulf, Theoderic and Totila each received extensive entries. The piety of Alaric is praised, as he protected the churches during the Sack of Rome, while Athaulf is remembered for his marriage to Galla Placidia and for leading the Goths into Gaul and Spain. Theoderic (whose portrait is entitled Theoderic of Verona or Bern) governed Italy for more than three decades through ‘his great authority, wisdom and strength’, despite the tensions of his final years. And the surprisingly long entry on Totila celebrates his brave resistance to Justinian and Belisarius, upholding Gothic morality and defending the destruction that Totila wrought in Rome. Visigoths and Ostrogoths alike played an essential role in Pantaleon’s conception of the history of the Germanic peoples. The epistolary dedication at the beginning of the Heldenbuch narrates the translation of imperial power which by divine grace passed from Rome to Germany. Charlemagne is still the culmination of that destiny, but in Pantaleon’s catalogue the names of Alaric and Theoderic in particular loom large among ‘the most ancient and celebrated Germans’ who ‘transferred to themselves the dignity of the Roman empire’.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, two contrasting interpretations of the Goths were thus circulating widely across continental Europe and Britain. The admiration for the classical past that underlay the Renaissance inevitably encouraged hostility towards the Goths who had sacked Rome and overrun the empire. At the same time, the heroic memory of the Germanic kingdoms and the anti-Roman sentiment of the Reformation inspired admiration for the Gothic achievement and the virtues of their warrior chieftains. The interplay between these two visions – the barbarians threatening civilization and the champions of freedom – has shaped images of the Goths and the Gothic right down to the modern day. It is a creative tension that in Elizabethan England came together with particular brilliance in an often neglected source: William Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus (c. 1594).
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The opening page of Titus Andronicus from the First Folio of Shakespeare’s plays.

Within the Shakespearean canon, Titus Andronicus has rarely been a popular play. Notorious for its sickening violence and the corpses littering the stage in the final scene, the play was long argued to be unworthy of Shakespeare’s genius, although his authorship is now widely accepted. The role of the Goths in the unfolding plot is complex and at times contradictory, and interpretations have varied accordingly. Unlike Shakespeare’s later and more famous Roman plays, notably Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra, Titus Andronicus is not set in a specific historical period and the title character is fictitious. The broad setting appears to be the later Roman empire of the Theodosian dynasty, and the play opens with the brothers Saturninus and Bassianus disputing for the imperial throne and awaiting the return of the general Titus from his victorious campaign against the Goths. Behind Titus follow his captives, the Gothic Queen Tamora and her sons Alarbus, Chiron and Demetrius. Titus orders Alarbus sacrificed according to Roman custom, and in revenge Tamora, now the bride of the new emperor Saturninus and urged on by her lover Aaron the Moor, plots the murder of Bassianus and the brutal rape and mutilation of Titus’ chaste daughter Lavinia by Chiron and Demetrius. While Titus’ son Lucius rallies a Gothic army to liberate corrupt Rome, Titus unleashes his own vengeance, killing Chiron and Demetrius and serving them in a pie to their mother. As the bloodshed reaches its climax, Titus then kills Lavinia and Tamora, Saturninus kills Titus, and finally Lucius kills Saturninus and with the support of his Gothic soldiers claims the throne.

There is no question concerning the savagery which Shakespeare attributes to his Gothic characters. The very first reference to the Goths describes them as ‘barbarous’ (I.i.28). Tamora swiftly twists Saturninus to her will, convincing him to feign generosity towards Titus and his sons while promising to ‘find a day to massacre them all’ (i.i.450). In contrast to the chaste Lavinia, perhaps the play’s only figure of innocence, Tamora is driven by lust. She consorts with Aaron even on the morning after her wedding night, and their mixed-race baby recalls the son born to Athaulf and Galla Placidia but with far more negative overtones. Rejecting Lavinia’s pleas to her as a woman, Tamora condemns Titus’ daughter to her fate. ‘So should I rob my sweet sons of their fee? No, let them satisy their lust on thee’ (II.iii.179–80). The rape and mutilation of Lavinia occur off-stage, her tongue removed and her hands cut off to prevent her revealing her assailants. But the jesting of Chiron and Demetrius after their crime reveals Gothic barbarism at its worst.

Demetrius: So now go tell, an if thy tongue can speak,

Who ’twas that cut thy tongue and ravished thee.

Chiron: Write down thy mind, bewray thy meaning so,

An if thy stumps will let thee play the scribe.

Demetrius: See how with signs and tokens she can scrawl.

Chiron: Go home, call for sweet water, wash thy hands.

Demetrius: She hath no tongue to call, nor hands to wash,

And so let’s leave her to her silent walks.

Chiron: An ’twere my cause, I should go hang myself.

Demetrius: If thou hadst hands to help thee knit the cord.
(II.iv.1–10)

Yet Shakespeare is far from creating a simple binary opposition of barbaric Goths and civilized Romans. The play’s cycle of atrocity and revenge begins with the Roman sacrifice of Alarbus. Tamora’s pleas to Titus for mercy are ignored, prompting Chiron to observe that ‘was never Scythia half so barbarous’ (I.i.131) as Rome. The Andronici then argue among themselves over Lavinia’s intended marriage to Bassianus, leading Titus to kill his own son Mutius and initially refuse to permit Mutius to be buried in the family tomb. Roman society is falling into chaos without the need for any barbarian involvement. The Gothic crimes are horrific, with Lavinia reduced to holding a staff in her mouth to scratch the names of Chiron and Demetrius in the sand, but so too is Titus’ vengeance through murder and cannibalism (‘there they are, both baked in this pie, whereof their mother daintily hath fed’ (V.iii.59–60)). Amid the carnage of the finale, Rome’s only hope for the future lies with Titus’ son Lucius, who in the opening scene oversaw Alarbus’ sacrifice. For aid in restoring Rome, however, Lucius goes to the Goths in what might almost be interpreted as a symbol of the translatio imperii. These Gothic soldiers welcome Lucius as their leader and serve him loyally to the end, disowning the crimes of Tamora and her family.

A Goth: Brave slip, sprung from the great Andronicus,
Whose name was once our terror, now our comfort,
Whose high exploits and honourable deeds
Ingrateful Rome requites with foul contempt,
Be bold in us; we’ll follow where thou lead’st,
Like stinging bees in hottest summer’s day
Led by their master to the flowered fields,
And be avenged on cursed Tamora.

All the Goths: And as he saith, so say we all with him. (V.i.9–17)

Can it be possible to draw a positive message from such a bloodstained tragedy? At the end of Titus Andronicus, the bodies of Romans and Goths lie strewn across the stage, including Lavinia, Tamora, Saturninus and Titus himself. The closing speeches appeal for the return of peace and justice, while the play ends with Aaron buried alive to starve and Tamora’s body thrown to the beasts and birds of prey. Nevertheless, there is a faint glimmer of hope, and it lies not least in Shakespeare’s depiction of the Goths. The opposition of the Roman and the Gothic has been broken down, in virtue as well as in vice, and while the Goths are barbarians they are also potentially liberators. Shakespeare has captured the contradictory but intertwining visions of the Goths and their legacy that emerged through the Renaissance and Reformation, visions that would find expression in ever more diverse forms across Britain and Europe in the following centuries.








	[image: Images]

	
SIX

BARBARIC LIBERTY










By the end of the sixteenth century, the contrasting images of the Goths as barbaric destroyers and champions of freedom circulated widely in educated European society. Increasingly, the Goths had come to represent something greater than themselves, their achievements embodying the broader narrative of the decline of the western Roman empire and the rise of the Germanic kingdoms. For the writers of the Renaissance and Reformation, however, the Goths were still remembered as a distinct historical people, even if their history was not always clearly understood. It was during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that the term ‘Gothic’ developed a far more universal meaning, particularly in English, to the extent that almost anything that was Germanic or medieval could be described as ‘Gothic’. This transformation is fundamental to explaining the dramatic growth of modern ‘Gothic’ culture from the nineteenth century to the present, and was inspired by evolving ideas of historical identity in early modern Europe.

Like their Renaissance predecessors, early modern scholars drew upon two key sources of inspiration for their vision of history: the classical tradition and the Bible. Both encouraged a more universal interpretation of the Goths. The Bible remained the unchallenged launching pad for all enquiries into the origins of peoples, for every tribe could be traced back to the sons of Noah, whose descendants resettled the world after the Flood. According to the Book of Genesis 10–11, Noah’s three sons were Shem, Ham and Japhet, and it was Japhet and his children who were believed to have entered Europe. The exact lines of Germanic descent were often disputed, but the most popular scheme was that drawn up by Isidore of Seville, writing in the early seventh century in Visigothic Spain. Of the seven sons of Japhet, the two eldest were Gomer and Magog: ‘Gomer, from whom sprang the Galatians, that is, the Gauls; Magog, from whom people think the Scythians and the Goths took their origin’ (Etymologies 9.2.26–7).

The Goths were therefore the oldest of the Germanic peoples (although in Isidore’s model the Celtic Gauls were even older). This biblical ancestry then intertwined with the account of Gothic origins in Jordanes’ Getica, a work rediscovered in the Renaissance. The Goths had poured forth from Scandza in the north, the ‘hive of races’ or ‘womb of nations’ (Getica 4) that had long been associated with Scandinavia. Such language stirred images of teeming Germanic hordes, each with their own history but all sharing a common ‘Gothic’ heritage. In an age when climate was seen as playing a crucial role in shaping the psychology of a people, the northern tribes were revered for their vigour, fertility and warlike heroism, which set them apart from the more sophisticated realms to the south. Emerging out of Scandinavia to sweep across Europe, these tribes could be denounced as coarse savages overthrowing classical civilization or hailed as free and noble warriors uncorrupted by the decadence of Rome.
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Scandza depicted in the 1467 edition of Ptolemy’s Cosmographia.

The final key element in the emerging construction of a Gothic-Germanic identity was provided by another text that reappeared during the Renaissance: Tacitus’ Germania. Written in AD 98 and rediscovered in the second half of the fifteenth century, the Germania describes the tribes inhabiting the lands beyond the Rhine and Danube rivers in the closing years of the first century. The Goths do not appear, for they still lived beyond the limits of Roman knowledge in Tacitus’ time, but the qualities that Tacitus attributed to his Germani were held by early modern scholars to apply to every Germanic people and so to the Goths as the prototypical Germans. While Tacitus was a Roman historian, his hostility to Roman imperial excess was reflected in the criticism of the Julio-Claudian emperors in his Annals (c. 110–16), and he was fully prepared to praise Germanic virtues against what he perceived as the vices of his own society. In contrast to the luxury and corruption of Rome, the Germans were admired for their simplicity, valour, chastity and hospitality, offset to a degree by their tendency towards laziness and drunken quarrels. Tacitus’ entire account was extremely influential on post-Renaissance ideas of Germanic laws and customs, but most important was his description of Germanic government, which was to have a profound impact on English attitudes towards the Gothic:

Regarding minor matters only the chiefs deliberate, about more important affairs the whole tribe. Yet even when the final decision rests with the people, the matter is first thoroughly discussed by the chiefs. Except in the case of a sudden emergency, they assemble on certain fixed days, either at new or at full moon; for this they consider the most auspicious time for transacting business. Instead of reckoning by days as we do, they reckon by nights and in this manner fix their decisions and agreements. Night they regard as bringing on day. Their freedom of spirit has this disadvantage, that they do not assemble all at the same time or as they are bidden, but two or three days are wasted in the delays of assembling. When the multitude is ready, they sit down armed. Silence is demanded by the priests, who on these occasions have the right of keeping order. Then the king or the chief is heard, according to age, nobility, distinction in war, or eloquence. The ability to persuade counts for more than the power to command. If his proposal displeases them, they shout out their dissent; if they approve, they brandish their spears (Germania 11).

Biblical and classical traditions thus combined to shape the early modern conception of Gothic-Germanic identity. The merging of the two traditions was accelerated by the appearance in 1498 of the faked pseudo-history of Berosus (a genuine third-century BC writer) composed by the Dominican monk Annius of Viterbo. This false work seemed to prove the harmony of classical antiquity with the genealogies from Genesis, and although the forgery was soon exposed the underlying claim persisted. From theological and historical perspectives alike, interest in the original Gothic tribes who had invaded the Roman empire increasingly gave way to universalist interpretations that saw the Goths as the defining archetype of the Germanic descendants of Japhet who had settled throughout western Europe and England. Almost every European culture could appeal to the shared heritage that the Goths now represented, and Gothic debates even served to promote unity amid the violence of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Yet attitudes towards the Goths and the Gothic could still vary dramatically, from Spain and Sweden to Germany and England, paving the way towards the more explicitly nationalistic arguments of the nineteenth century.

It is characteristic of the paradoxical nature of the Gothic legacy that the regions which exhibited the least interest in the Goths and their heritage were the same regions over which Gothic tribes once ruled. The fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 removed the last remnant of Roman imperial power from the lands near the Danube. Neither the Ottomans nor the Slavic peoples struggling for dominance in the Balkans felt any kinship with the Goths, whose presence in those lands was now a distant memory. In the Italian peninsula, divided between kings and princes, city states and popes, the Renaissance denunciation of Gothic barbarism took precedence over the peace and stability that Theoderic’s reign had once brought to Italy. And in French history, the Visigothic presence in Aquitaine was only a minor footnote, to be brushed aside by Clovis and superseded by the Frankish empire of Charlemagne.
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Statue of Pelayo of Asturias, Covadonga, Spain.

The one great exception was Spain. Gothic kings had ruled the Iberian Peninsula for far longer than anywhere else in the post-Roman West, and their conversion to Catholic Christianity made them more acceptable to later generations. Spain was also the only former Gothic territory to fall into non-Christian hands, followed in turn by the long centuries of the Christian Reconquista. After the Muslim invasion in 711, an independent Christian presence endured in the northern region of Asturias under King Pelayo (r. 718–37). As that kingdom expanded over time, the legend of Gothic descent took shape. Many noble Goths were said to have retreated to the northern mountains after the death of Roderic, the last Visigothic king, and Pelayo was alleged to have been Roderic’s grand-nephew. In reality, the extent to which Visigothic rule had ever penetrated into Asturias remains uncertain, and the survival of Visigothic culture was largely limited to church liturgies and law codes. But the claim of Gothic ancestry reinforced royal authority and helped to justify the Reconquista, restoring the lost unity of Visigothic Spain. When Ferdinand III of Castile died in 1252, his kingdom spanned most of the peninsula except for Portugal and a small Muslim enclave around Granada. Lying on his deathbed, Ferdinand is reported to have told his son Alfonso X:

I leave you the whole realm from the sea hither, which the Moors won from Roderic, king of Spain. All of it is in your dominion, part of it conquered, the other part tributary. If you know how to preserve in this state what I leave you, you will be as good a king as I was, and if you win more for yourself, you will be better than I was, but if you diminish it, you will not be as good as I was (Estoria de España 1132).

This legend of Gothic descent declined in significance as the Reconquista lost momentum, then revived in the fifteenth century under the Catholic Monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella. Under their joint rule the Reconquista was completed with the surrender of Granada in 1492, with an accompanying campaign to eliminate Jewish and Muslim influences and restore the purity of Christian Spain that was believed to have existed after the Visigothic conversion to Catholicism. Invented genealogies tracing the Spanish nobility to Gothic ancestors reflected the importance placed upon purity of blood, which began with the king and queen. In the words of one contemporary, Ferdinand and Isabella ‘held the monarchy of all the Spains and reconstituted the imperial seat of the glorious blood of the Goths from whence you come’ (Diego de Valera, Epístola 5).

On Ferdinand’s death in 1516, Spain passed to his Habsburg grandson Charles I, who in 1519 became the Holy Roman emperor Charles V. His vast dominions also included the Netherlands and much of Italy, to which were added the conquests of Mexico (1521) and Peru (1533). The Gothic legacy could now be developed on a still grander scale. Charles too was ‘descended from the very high and powerful and most ancient blood and house of the invincible Gothic kings, who made themselves lords and kings of Castile’ (Pedro Mexiá, Historia del Emperador Carlos V). His realm combined the regions across which the original Gothic tribes had migrated from the Balkans to Spain, while the Sack of Rome by Charles’s mutinous soldiers in 1527 recalled to Renaissance minds the ravages of Alaric and Totila.
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Francisco de Herrera the Younger, The Triumph of Hermenegild, 1654, oil on canvas.

Following Charles’s abdication and the division of his dominions, the Spanish empire then fell to his son Philip II (r. 1556–98), who completed the reunification of Visigothic Hispania through the seizure of Portugal (1581) and ruled over an empire upon which the sun never set. Philip’s personal concern for his Gothic heritage was expressed in his veneration of Hermenegild, the Catholic son who had revolted against his ‘Arian’ father Leovigild in c. 579. In contrast to Visigothic sources like Isidore of Seville, who presented Hermenegild as a rebel justly put down, later Spanish authors depicted the son as a martyr whose celebration received papal sanction at Philip’s request in 1586. Philip may have been motivated in part by guilt over the imprisonment and death of his own son Carlos in 1568 (events which inspired Verdi’s opera Don Carlos), but his actions also show the ongoing weight attached to the Gothic inheritance of the world’s most powerful monarchy. It was during Philip’s reign that the most influential early modern account of Visigothic Spain was composed by Juan de Mariana, whose Historia de rebus Hispaniae, first published in Latin in 1592, was expanded and translated into Spanish in 1601 and then into English in 1699. Other contemporary Spanish writers likewise looked to the Visigoths for inspiration. In the early seventeenth century, the playwright Lope de Vega wrote El último godo (The Last Goth), dramatizing the fall of Roderic and the triumphant rise of Pelayo as the model of heroic Christian kingship. Even the Americas now shared in Spain’s Gothic glories. As the poet Francisco de Quevedo declared in his España defendida, Columbus through his discoveries had been ‘transporting the Goths to the unknown edge of the globe’.

Spanish pretensions did not pass unchallenged. At the Council of Basel in 1434, bishop Nicolaus Ragvaldi of Växjö claimed pre-eminence for Sweden on the grounds that the Swedish king was the true successor to the ancient kings of the Goths. Ragvaldi’s claim was rejected by the Spanish delegation, who cited their own king’s Visigothic descent, but the Swedish interest in the Goths endured. The rediscovery of Jordanes’ Getica encouraged the association between Scandinavia and the Gothic homeland of Scandza, and Sweden was identified as Jordanes’ ‘womb of nations’, which had been settled by Magog son of Japhet. From Sweden, the Goths had spread across Europe, conquering imperial Rome and laying the foundations for the medieval Germanic kingdoms. Moreover, the Goths were not simply warriors but teachers of philosophy and science, whose runic language pre-dated the written cultures of classical Greece and Rome.

Such was the argument laid down in detail by Johannes Magnus in the Historia de omnibus Gothorum Sveonumque regibus (History of all Kings of Goths and Swedes) published after Johannes’ death by his brother Olaus in 1554. The line of Gothic and Swedish kings descended from Japhet and Magog, and the Swedes had inherited the courage and virtue of their Gothic ancestors. Far from being barbaric destroyers, the Goths resisted the corrupt Roman emperors whose machinations even caused the pious Gothic tribes to fall temporarily into heresy. The Gothic destruction of Rome under Alaric and Totila is played down, while Theoderic the Ostrogoth is richly praised. In sum, Johannes’ Goths were a force for civilization and liberty, as all the peoples of Western Europe should admit:

The kingdoms of the Spaniards and the Gauls have always owed an enormous debt of gratitude to the bravery of the Gothic people, since first through them were they liberated from the Romans’ harsh dominion, and after this never lost their freedom, but rose to even greater honour (505).

Johannes and Olaus Magnus were Catholic bishops, living in exile in Rome after the Swedish king Gustav Vasa declared support for Lutheranism in the late 1520s. Nevertheless, Johannes rejected the hostility to the Goths expressed by the Italian Renaissance, and his Historia was widely read in Protestant Sweden. During the golden years of Swedish imperialism in the seventeenth century, Gothic ancestry strengthened royal claims to supremacy over the Baltic and beyond. Gustavus Adolphus (d. 1632) took the title ‘King of the Goths’ (Rex Gotorum), while Charles X (d. 1660) spoke of leading his Goths into Italy. This rhetoric declined with the collapse of the Swedish empire in the early 1700s, but not before inspiring one of the most imaginative Gothic works ever conceived: Olaus Rudbeck’s Atlantica sive Manheim (1679–1702). Sweden was not merely the homeland of the Goths and other descendants of Magog. On the contrary, Sweden was Plato’s Atlantis, not swallowed by the sea but lost and forgotten. Rudbeck was a serious scholar, whatever we may think of his arguments today, and his Atlantica was acknowledged by Edward Gibbon as an entertaining work of learning and patriotism.

The Scandinavian attempts to secure control over the Gothic inheritance in turn influenced German debate, particularly through the Historia of Johannes Magnus. The contradictory currents of the Renaissance and Reformation in early modern Germany generated dramatically varying attitudes towards the Goths, from condemnation of Gothic architecture to celebration of their learning and the virtues attested by Tacitus’ Germania. There was no simple north–south or Catholic–Protestant divide in German Gothic scholarship, and the sheer diversity of opinions kept the question of Germany’s Gothic identity alive. It is a debate to which we will return in the next chapter, for the Gothic would have a central role to play in the nineteenth-century movement for German unification.

The most remarkable and far-reaching reinterpretation of the Goths and their legacy during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, however, was that which emerged in England. In the 1590s, when Shakespeare was composing Titus Andronicus, the prevailing legend of British origins was still that most famously expressed in around 1136 by Geoffrey of Monmouth in his History of the Kings of Britain. The island of Britain took its name from Brutus, the great-grandson of the Trojan prince Aeneas, and his followers, who became the Britons. This gave the British an illustrious classical ancestry and a long independent history, which in Geoffrey’s narrative included King Arthur and his heroic resistance to Saxons and Romans alike. The rise of Renaissance scholarship had already challenged the truth of such legends, notably through the Italian historian Polydore Vergil who published his Anglica Historia in 1534 under Henry VIII. But the great shift in academic and popular beliefs in England only really began from the 1580s onwards with a new emphasis on the Anglo-Saxons as the true source of Old English laws and customs, and the incorporation of that Anglo-Saxon identity into a wider Gothic vision of Europe.
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Dionysius Padt-Brügge, ‘Olaus Rudbeck Identifying Atlantis’, 1679, engraving.

For the Anglo-Saxon origins of England, the foundational work was the Venerable Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, completed in 731. Bede recorded the arrival in Britain of three powerful Germanic tribes, the Saxons, the Angles and the Jutes. In the ninth-century Old English text of Bede’s History prepared under Alfred the Great, the Jutes became the Geats, and following Orosius, Jordanes and Isidore it was a very short step from the Geats to the Goths. Bede’s Anglo-Saxons could therefore be easily included within the broad mass of Gothic-Germanic tribes who migrated across the former Roman empire. The religious climate of the English Reformation did slightly complicate sixteenth-century debates. The Anglo-Saxons were converted to Christianity by the missionary work of Augustine of Canterbury, sent to England in 597 by Pope Gregory the Great. Bede celebrated the English Church’s union with Rome, whereas English Protestants like John Foxe preferred claims that British Christianity preceded Roman intervention either through Joseph of Arimathea or the conversion of the fictional second-century King Lucius who appears in Bede and Geoffrey of Monmouth. Yet the Anglo-Saxon argument gradually gathered momentum, above all through the efforts of two scholars: William Camden and Richard Verstegan.

William Camden’s Britannia was the most widely read anti-quarian volume of its time, first published in Latin in 1586 and in English in 1610. The historical county-by-county survey of Great Britain and Ireland that Camden compiled represented the first systematic attempt to reconstruct the ancient British world before and after the Roman conquest. While Geoffrey of Monmouth is not attacked directly, Camden insisted that there was no classical evidence for ‘Brutus’ and that it was Roman rule that brought civilization to Britain. Most importantly, as Camden continued to rework Britannia in the 1590s and 1600s, he came to the conclusion that it was the Anglo-Saxons who had made the greatest contribution to English linguistic and religious identity. The Anglo-Saxons in turn were just one branch of the Germanic tribes who had resisted any foreign yoke and whose descendants ruled over western Europe. As Camden proclaimed regarding the Highlanders of Scotland:

It cannot be disgraceful to the Scots to own themselves the progeny of the Goths, since the most potent Kings of Spain value themselves upon that extraction; and the noblest Italian Families either derive their pedigree from the Goths, or, at least, pretend to do so. And the Emperor Charles V was wont to say, in good earnest, that all the Nobility of Europe was deriv’d from Scandia and the Goths.

The Gothic-Germanic origins of the Anglo-Saxons were developed in far greater depth by Camden’s contemporary Richard Verstegan. A Catholic Englishman of Dutch descent, Verstegan studied the Anglo-Saxons in Oxford under the name Richard Rowlands but returned to his family’s Dutch surname after settling in Antwerp to avoid persecution for his pro-Catholic activities. It was there in 1605 that he published A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence, which he dedicated to James I. Although little known today, the Restitution was a landmark in English attitudes towards the Gothic as it presented the first detailed argument that the English owed their identity entirely to their Germanic descent. Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Trojan legend are condemned, as is the alleged ancestry of the English from the ancient Britons or Romans. Historically and linguistically, Verstegan set out to restore to the English their true Germanic origins and culture which they had forgotten (the ‘decayed intelligence’ of the title). English was a Teutonic language whose roots could be traced right back to the Tower of Babel, just as all Germans traced their lineage from Japhet and his sons, while the customs attributed to the early Saxons are drawn from Tacitus’ Germania. And as English religion was also dependent on the Anglo-Saxons, the true original English Christianity was Catholic and obedient to Rome.

Verstegan’s Catholic biases made his religious claims difficult for English Protestants to accept. But his underlying argument proved far more compelling. The English, he declared, should be proud of their Anglo-Saxon Germanic heritage. Not only had the Germans never been subdued under the rule of others, but ‘many most warlike troops have gone out of Germany and taken possession in all the best countries of Europe, where their offspring even to this day remain.’ Far from holding these tribes responsible for the decline of classical civilization, Verstegan celebrates their achievements as nation builders across Europe. Verstegan himself does not particularly single out the Goths among the Germanic peoples, although like Camden he praises them as the ancestors of the Spanish monarchy and aristocracy. Yet through his emphasis on the Germanic freedom shared by the Anglo-Saxons, drawn in part from Tacitus’ Germania, Verstegan prepared the ground for the union of ancient Teutonic liberties and seventeenth-century democratic principles that came to be defined as the ‘Gothic constitution’.

The seventeenth century in England was a period of great political turmoil. The tensions between King and Parliament burst forth in the English Civil War in the 1640s and simmered through the 1688 Glorious Revolution. During these years of conflict, interest in the Goths and other early Germanic peoples held a very real contemporary significance. Both Royalists and Parliamentarians looked to the past to justify their assertions. Against royal claims of absolute monarchy, the Parliamentary opposition appealed to the ancient ‘Gothic constitution’ to defend their prerogatives. The Germanic assemblies described by Tacitus, which limited the power of their chiefs, were said to have been brought to Britain by the Saxons whose witenagemot (a gathering of nobles who advised the king) became the archetypal English parliament. Such views were strengthened by the Reformation emphasis on the translatio imperii, the freedom-loving Germans overcoming the absolutism and decadence of Rome symbolized by the Stuart monarchy. The seventeenth-century adoption of the term ‘Gothic’ to describe Britain’s parliamentary tradition may have lacked historical precision, but it reflected the aura that still surrounded the Goths and led directly to the rising interest in Gothic culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

At the time of the English Civil War, the Parliamentarian Nathaniel Bacon was composing An Historicall Discourse of the Uniformity of the Government of England (1647). Drawing on the Saxon research of Camden and Verstegan, Bacon insisted upon the antiquity of English constitutional freedoms. The Saxons brought those freedoms to Britain, but the roots of parliamentary government went back even further to Tacitus’ free Germans and particularly to the Goths, of whom Bacon proudly claimed: ‘nor can any Nation upon earth shew so much of the ancient Gothique Law as this Island hath.’ A generation later, in the aftermath of the Glorious Revolution in 1688 and the passing of the Bill of Rights in 1689, this Gothic heritage was developed in far greater depth by Sir William Temple in An Introduction to the History of England (1695). According to Temple, ‘the Saxons were one Branch of those Gothick Nations, which swarming from the Northern Hive, had under the Conduct of Odin possessed themselves anciently of all those mighty Tracts of Land that surround the Baltick Sea.’ Odin is described by Temple as an early Gothic lawgiver who became known as a god, and Temple traced back to Odin and his early Goths not only the basis of English government but the fundamental institutions of trial by juries and the customs of feudal society.

These with the other Feudal Laws were all brought into Europe by the ancient Goths, and by them settled in all the Provinces which they conquered of the Roman Empire; and, among the rest, by the Saxons in England, as well as by the Franks in Gaul, and the Normans in Normandy; where the use of their States or General Assemblies were likewise of the same Original.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the idea of the ‘Gothic constitution’ was well established in English political thought. Such arguments encouraged a positive attitude towards the Goths, and yet in Britain as elsewhere the negative image of destructive philistines never disappeared. Back in 1570, the Goths had been denounced in Roger Ascham’s educational treatise The Scholemaster for corrupting language and poetry, particularly ‘our beggarly rhyming, brought first into Italy by Goths and Huns when all good verses and all good learning too were destroyed by them, and after carried into France and Germany, and at last received into England’. The Restoration poet John Dryden echoed the same theme, contrasting the splendour of classical literature with ‘the filth and ordures’ associated with the Goths.
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Tjängvide stone, 8th–10th century, Gotland, Sweden. The rider on the eight-legged horse may be Odin, or Sigurd (Siegfried) from the Völsunga Saga.

Rome rais’d not Art, but barely kept alive;
And with Old Greece, unequally did strive:
Till Goths and Vandals, a rude Northern Race,
Did all the matchless Monuments deface.
Then all the Muses in one ruine lye;
And Rhyme began t’ enervate Poetry.
(To Sir Godfrey Kneller (1694), lines 45–50)

The barbaric vision of Gothic culture is perhaps best encapsulated in this period by Alexander Pope in The Temple of Fame (published 1715). Drawing upon a theme from Chaucer, the four walls of Pope’s imaginary structure each depict a different culture: Greek and Roman (west), Persian and Asian (east), Egyptian (south) and Gothic (north). Here the Goths are not lawgivers or symbols of liberty, but bloodstained warriors tinged with superstition whose representatives are Odin and Zamolxis (the god of the Scythian Getae):

Of Gothic structure was the northern side,
O’erwrought with ornaments of barb’rous pride.
There huge Colosses rose, with trophies crown’d,
And Runic characters were graved around;
There sat Zamolxis with erected eyes,
And Odin here in mimic trances dies.
There on rude iron columns, smear’d with blood,
The horrid forms of Scythian Heroes stood,
Druids and Bards (their once loud harps unstrung)
And youths that died to be by poets sung.
These and a thousand more of doubtful fame,
To whom old fables gave a lasting name,
In ranks adorn’d the temple’s outward face.
(lines 119–31)

Twenty years later, both the positive and negative strands of Gothic imagery appear in James Thompson’s Liberty (1735–6), in which the title character traces her migrations through the fall of Rome to eventual happiness in England. As Rome fell into spiritual decay, ‘Gothic darkness’ descended with barbarous violence.

Ah poor Italia! what a bitter Cup
Of Vengeance hast thou drain’d? Goths, Vandals, Huns,
Lombards, Barbarians broke from every Land,
How many a ruffian Form hast thou beheld?
What horrid jargons heard, where rage alone
Was all thy frighted ear could comprehend?
(IV, lines 108–13)

Those same barbarians then became the champions of freedom, spreading forth from ‘the parent hive’ of Scandinavia, and through the Saxons Liberty’s gift came to England.

. . . Untamed

To the refining subtleties of slaves,
They brought a happy government along;
Form’d by that freedom, which, with secret voice,
Impartial Nature teaches all her sons,
And which of old through the whole Scythian mass
I strong inspired. Monarchical their state,
But prudently confined, and mingled wise
Of each harmonious power’
(IV, lines 680–88)

In the eighteenth-century English imagination, the Goths and the Gothic thus co-existed in two related yet contradictory states. The Renaissance image of cultural destroyers still exerted a powerful influence, especially upon poets and others who admired the heritage of ancient Greece and Rome. But the ‘Gothic constitution’, and the parliamentary liberty that it enshrined, was no less significant. The universalist approach to the Goths as archetypal Germans, drawing on both biblical and classical traditions, encouraged ever-broader interpretations of their legacy. ‘Gothic’ could be invoked to criticize anything rude or uncivilized, while also meaning free or in England at least even patriotic. It was precisely this complex and diverse background that inspired the increasing use of the term ‘Gothic’ in English popular culture, not only in architecture but more widely in art and literature. The year 1764 witnessed the first publication of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, often regarded as the original Gothic novel (the second edition in 1765 bore the subtitle A Gothic Story). So began the Gothic cultural movement that flourished in the nineteenth century, from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) to Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), and which continues in varying forms right down to the present day.

We will explore this remarkable cultural outpouring and its implications further in Chapter Eight. At the same time that Walpole was composing his novel, however, Edward Gibbon was contemplating the fate of Rome and the Germanic invasions into western Europe. Gibbon drew together the scholarship of previous generations, but he was also a product of the Enlightenment with its insistence upon reason and progress, not the idealization of a fossilized past. When he wrote his famous History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–89), Gibbon therefore emphasized change over time rather than the preservation of ancient models, and he was able to distinguish more carefully than many of his predecessors between the Goths of history and the inspiration behind the so-called ‘Gothic constitution’.

Gibbon still shared the fundamental belief in the Germanic origin of European constitutional principles.

The warlike Germans, who first resisted, then invaded, and at length overturned, the Western monarchy of Rome, will occupy a much more important place in this history, and possess a stronger, and, if we may use the expression, a more domestic, claim to our attention and regard. The most civilized nations of modern Europe issued from the woods of Germany, and in the rude institutions of those barbarians we may still distinguish the original principles of our present laws and manners (Chapter IX).

The description of the ancient Germans that then follows is drawn almost entirely from Tacitus’ Germania, including the importance of Germanic liberty and the role of democratic assemblies in limiting the power of chieftains. But in contrast to Nathaniel Bacon or William Temple, Gibbon rejected any simple linear explanation of constitutional development, and the role ascribed to the Goths is that of invaders, not of lawgivers. When the Goths are introduced in the reign of Emperor Decius, Gibbon reminds his readers that despite their later fame they were only one offshoot from that Germanic root.

This is the first considerable occasion in which history mentions that great people, who afterwards broke the Roman power, sacked the Capitol, and reigned in Gaul, Spain, and Italy. So memorable was the part which they acted in the subversion of the Western empire, that the name of Goths is frequently but improperly used as a general appellation of rude and warlike barbarism (Chapter X).
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The ruins of ancient Rome, which, according to Gibbon, inspired him to begin to write the Decline and Fall.

While the military prowess of the Goths receives extensive praise, Gibbon has little good to say of their culture or morality. When they settled in the fertile regions north of the Black Sea, surrounded by the bounty of nature, ‘the Goths withstood all these temptations, and still adhered to a life of idleness, of poverty, and of rapine’ (X). After their entrance into the empire they proved violent and at times treacherous, until through Alaric’s genius and Rome’s own moral corruption, ‘the Imperial city, which had subdued and civilized so considerable a part of mankind, was delivered to the licentious fury of the tribes of Germany and Scythia’ (XXXI). Gibbon knew the stories of Gothic restraint during the Sack of 410, particularly towards Rome’s churches, but this is balanced by an equal emphasis on bloodshed, rape and plunder. Theoderic the Ostrogoth merits honour for the peace and prosperity he restored to Italy, diminished only by the strife of his final years, yet his kingdom fell swiftly into chaos upon his death. The ‘General Observations on the Fall of the Roman Empire in the West’, which Gibbon attached to Chapter 38 of the Decline and Fall, never mention the Goths and offer no support for a universal ‘Gothic constitution’. Gibbon’s happiest society remained the Roman state before the barbarian deluge, and the progress of his own time owed little to the Goths and their contribution to what he memorably described as ‘the triumph of barbarism and religion’.

Gibbon’s Decline and Fall was a landmark in English scholarship and represents a far more sophisticated and ‘modern’ approach to the Goths and their legacy than the works of previous centuries. As an Enlightenment historian, Gibbon could mock claims of descent from Japhet or the Atlantis arguments of the Swede Olaus Rudbeck, and he balanced his emphasis upon Tacitus’ Germania with a clear identification of the Goths as an individual people. The Goths naturally play a central role in the narrative of Roman decline, but they are warriors more than state-builders, reflecting Gibbon’s admiration for the classical heritage that the barbarians destroyed. Nevertheless, few of Gibbon’s contemporaries shared his historical depth, and the Goths and the Gothic remained a prominent feature in European intellectual debate. As we shall see, those debates were now about to gain a new significance, both culturally and politically, amid the rising tide of national feeling that swept across Europe in the nineteenth century.
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SEVEN

THE STRUGGLE FOR GOTHIC IDENTITY









The nineteenth century was a period of radical transformation for the Western world. The changes set in motion by the American and French Revolutions overflowed into a tidal wave of national feeling sweeping across Europe and beyond. Each emerging nation state sought to define and protect its own unique political, cultural and ethnic identity. The expression of national consciousness gathered popular momentum under the impact of industrial capitalism and the widening influence of education and mass media, and in many countries broke forth in revolutionary fervour to challenge established regimes. Almost every region of Europe could claim Gothic traditions as a focus of national identity, claims that inevitably came into conflict as international rivalries intensified.

Disputes over national prestige already had a long history in debates over the Goths and their legacy. Spanish appeals to Gothic ancestry had reinforced Habsburg claims to European dominion, while the eruption of the Goths from Scandza had fuelled Swedish imperialist ambitions. The German Reformers had drawn on the heroic Germanic past to break free of Roman oppression, and the ‘Gothic constitution’ symbolized English national pride in their balanced parliamentary government. Nevertheless, all these earlier arguments had drawn to greater or lesser degree on the idea of a common heritage, the Gothic-Germanic inheritance of post-Roman Europe. Biblical faith in descent from Japhet, the migration account in Jordanes and the inclusive language of Tacitus’ Germania combined to encourage such universal tendencies, and the Gothic had served more to promote the unity of European peoples than to highlight the differences between them.

Nationalism gave Gothic claims a sharper edge. Organized social and political movements strengthened pre-existing national sentiments, and hardened attitudes towards potential external or internal enemies. English pride in their national liberty could become an expression of superiority over British Celts, continental opponents or the diverse peoples of the British empire, while across the ocean the same English belief in Gothic freedoms was taken up in the newly independent United States of America. The movement for German unification saw the Gothic tradition as a means to develop a shared national identity, drawing on history and legend alike to secure the unity of the motherland. Of course, the Goths had never actually ruled either England or Germany. As throughout the preceding centuries, the perceived inheritance of the Goths carried far stronger weight than the historical reality, a judgement no less true in Spain, which had been the heartland of their most enduring kingdom. By the early 1900s, moreover, the political significance of the Gothic had narrowed as the older universal values fell into decline. Previous convictions lost their relevance and began to be overshadowed by Gothic popular culture, a trend which accelerated as the twentieth century progressed.

Had anyone in the 1790s attempted to retrace the original Gothic migrations from the Black Sea to Hispania, the evidence for the Goths’ presence would not have been easy to find. According to travellers’ reports, a population still speaking a Gothic-based language may have survived in the Crimea into the eighteenth century, but there is no clear indication that this people (whose identification remains controversial) existed in more modern times. Crossing into the Balkans, Slavic nationalistic fervour was gaining the strength that would shake all of Europe after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in June 1914. Yet in the complex history of Balkan invasion and settlement, the Goths had been only one among many temporary inhabitants. The emerging Slavic states did not look to the Goths for inspiration; nor did the Ottoman Turks who ruled from Istanbul, the former Constantinople.
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James Gillray, ‘The Plumb-pudding in Danger’, 1805, hand-coloured etching. Pitt the Younger and Napoleon carve their pieces from the earthly globe.

Following the well-trodden route westward around the Adriatic coast into Italy, physical reminders of the Goths become more prominent, particularly in the vicinity of the old Ostrogothic capital at Ravenna. Theoderic the Amal had been the last man to reign over a united Italy for any significant duration, a fact that might have been considered important during the struggles for Italian re-unification (the Risorgimento) which ended with Victor Emmanuel II entering Rome in 1870. In reality, the Ostrogothic interlude was a period that Italy largely wished to forget. Italian nationalists preferred to emphasize Renaissance glories and the ancient grandeur of imperial Rome, an attitude equally visible in the symbolism adopted by the dictatorship of Benito Mussolini.

The French Revolution in 1789 is one of those landmark events by which we chart the course of European and world history. Approached from a Gothic perspective, the debates leading up to the Revolution provide a further demonstration of how perceptions of the past can reshape the present. The original Gothic occupation of southern Gaul was limited both chronologically and geographically, and the Visigoths of Aquitaine had long been subordinated to the Franks of Clovis and Charlemagne in the narrative of France’s historical destiny. When French intellectuals looked towards Gothic precedents, therefore, they did not appeal to the Visigoths but rather to the universal tradition of ‘Gothic liberty’ believed to have existed in the post-Roman West. This belief, already strongly rooted in English political thought, was shared by Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, whose famous The Spirit of the Laws was first published in 1748.

The German nations that conquered the Roman empire were certainly a free people. Of this we may be convinced only by reading Tacitus’ Germania. The conquerors spread themselves over all the country; living mostly in the fields, and very little in towns. When they were in Germany, the whole nation was able to assemble. This they could no longer do when dispersed through the conquered provinces. And yet as it was necessary that the nation should deliberate on public affairs, pursuant to their usual method before the conquest, they had recourse to representatives. Such is the origin of the Gothic government amongst us (11.8).

According to Montesquieu, Gothic constitutional principles and love of liberty were established in France less by the Visigoths than by the Franks, who were themselves a member of the wider Gothic-Germanic family of peoples. Throughout the eighteenth century, debates raged over the significance of that legacy. The Franks were claimed alike by supporters of absolute monarchy, noble privilege and parliamentary authority, each twisting the historical record to serve their particular ends. Ultimately such arguments could never be decisive, although they contributed to the wider ferment that exploded into violence in 1789. The sweeping changes that now overthrew the Ancien Régime required a new interpretation of French history, and appeals to the Gothic were eclipsed by the revolutionary Republic and the imperial pretensions of Napoleon Bonaparte.

Only in Spain did the original Goths preserve their standing in the memory of their former kingdom. In contrast to France, the Visigothic presence in Spain remained an integral part of the national story. The first rulers of an independent state that united the Iberian Peninsula, the Visigoths were remembered for their law codes and their conversion to Catholicism, and took their place in the wider narrative that continued through the Reconquista to the golden age of the sixteenth-century Spanish empire. As Spain’s grandeur declined, however, this Gothic heritage received renewed attention. The Gothic blood believed to flow in the veins of the Spanish kings had previously helped to support the Reconquista and the assertion of royal authority. But in the early nineteenth century opposition to absolute monarchy was spreading, and the alliance with England against Napoleon increased Spanish exposure to the concept of ‘Gothic liberty’. The Cortes of Cádiz, which met in September 1810, was the first attempt to create a national assembly to govern Spain. Francisco Martínez Marina, who defended the legitimacy of the new assembly in his Teoría de las Cortes (1813), turned immediately to the Gothic past for justification.

From the pious and Catholic prince Reccared until the unhappy and unfortunate Roderic who through his sad and tearful day at Guadalete profaned forever the immortal glory and illustrious name of the Goths, frequent congresses and national assemblies were summoned to the royal city and court of those princes at Toledo. Some of these were purely civil and political assemblies, others were mixed, because they treated and resolved the business of the priesthood alongside that of the empire and so the affairs of both the Church and the state (2.1).
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Antonio Muñoz Degrain, The Conversion of Reccared, 1888, oil on canvas.

Marina drew on Montesquieu and on English arguments to trace the freedoms of the Gothic balanced constitution back to the forests of Germany and councils of the Visigothic kings. Yet there was one fundamental difference in Marina’s application of this familiar theory. Spain was a Catholic country, defined by its religion. Reccared is the first Visigothic prince named as he converted to Catholicism, and the Visigoths were superior to the other Germanic peoples in the respect that they offered to the clergy.

If it was a praiseworthy policy of the Saxons, Bavarians, Germans, Lombards and Franks to have deferred greatly to the opinions of the clergy and committed a large part of the government to their talents, the Goths of Spain were even more successful just as the virtue and wisdom of their bishops was greater than all those who flourished in that age in different western states. No nation can present a catalogue of such enlightened men in every kind of knowledge as the church of Spain, nor a succession of bishops so selfless, upright, learned and versed in divine and human sciences (3.10).

This combination of political liberty and devotion to the Catholic Church is a peculiarly Spanish trait, the Gothic legacy once again displaying its diversity in the service of a unique cause. While the Cortes of Cádiz proved shortlived and absolute monarchy was reasserted after the Napoleonic War, the tensions refused to fade and climaxed in the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9. Under the rule of General Franco, the Visigoths were honoured as unifiers of the peninsula and for their love of law and order, as Franco declared when he established the Museo de los Concilios y de la Cultura Visigótica in Toledo in 1969. But Franco’s preferred idols were heroes of the Reconquista like El Cid and the Catholic kings Charles V and Philip II. The Gothic debates in Spain thus withdrew into the background of popular consciousness, although scholarly controversy over the Visigoths and their contribution to Spanish history continues without end.

At this stage it is necessary to abandon the Gothic migratory route and move north, to regions where the Goths themselves had never walked but where the universal Gothic image had exerted its most powerful influence. As we saw in the previous chapter, belief in the Gothic inspiration behind the English parliamentary constitution had become firmly embedded by the second half of the eighteenth century. The liberties preserved by that constitution were a great source of English pride, and were contrasted to the servility imposed by the absolute monarchies of France and Spain. Yet the Gothic legacy was initially more a force for unity than for nationalist exclusivity, both within the British Isles and between Britain and the continent. The Anglo-Saxon English and British Celts alike descended from Japhet, the son of Noah, while the Gothic heritage was held in common by all the western kingdoms of the former Roman empire. The Union of England and Scotland in 1707 and the Hanoverian succession of George I in 1714 reinforced those bonds, and Gothic rhetoric was widely exploited to justify and foster a shared sense of identity.

This is not to suggest that national differences were ignored, particularly during times of conflict like the Jacobite Rebellions and the recurring wars against France. England’s unique achievement was proudly celebrated and had to be defended from the threat of tyranny and superstition. Seen within the prevailing Gothic framework, however, even the oppressed subjects of the French kings were fellow Goths. The contrasting evolutions of English parliamentary democracy and French absolute monarchy were explained primarily through historical accident and the benefits of island geography, not through ethnicity or national character. Indeed, the decline of the Gothic inheritance in other western kingdoms was a warning from which Britain had to learn. Such an argument already appears in James Harrington’s utopian treatise The Commonwealth of Oceana (1656), urging the need to strengthen the constitution in the aftermath of the English Civil War. And although the Glorious Revolution of 1688 offered re assurance, Viscount Bolingbroke’s Remarks on the History of England (1730–31) expressed the continuing fears. Bolingbroke opened his Remarks with a familiar panegyric on the freedom-loving Gothic races who established the witenagemot as the archetypal parliament. But similar assemblies had existed in France and Spain, before falling into absolutism. ‘Both their ancestors and ours came out of Germany, and had probably much the same manners, the same customs, and the same forms of government.’ The English had no inherent ethnic advantage over their European counterparts, and English liberties could be lost as they had been lost elsewhere.

The Gothic vision of Britain and Europe thus fostered an inclusive spirit that checked patriotic xenophobia. To an extent, this wider ideal never entirely disappeared, and acquired new life through the Gothic cultural revival in architecture and literature that flourished in nineteenth-century England. Nevertheless, the closing years of the eighteenth century witnessed an increasing insistence upon English uniqueness and sharper distinctions drawn along ethnic as well as political lines. Gothic identity was restricted to the northern Germanic peoples, of whom the Anglo-Saxons were held as the highest example, and so excluded equally the Latins (French, Spanish and Italians) and the Celts (Welsh, Scots and Irish). Others had always stood outside the Gothic myth of liberty, from women, who lacked any representation under the Gothic constitution, to the growing numbers of foreign peoples coming under British imperial rule. Gothic history always had the potential to descend into theories of racial superiority, and sadly so it now proved.

It was the question of British identity, and the relationship between the Anglo-Saxons on one hand and the Celtic and Gaelic peoples on the other, that prompted the exploitation of the Gothic argument to assert English supremacy. In older biblical genealogies, Celts and Goths were usually placed together in the descent from Japhet and his sons Gomer and Magog. The exact details were often rather confused, but the Gothic identity of early Britain could accommodate the Celts and Gaels of Wales, Scotland and Ireland alongside the Anglo-Saxons. During the eighteenth century, several factors combined to break down this basis for unity. Scientific advances were undermining belief in biblical ethnography, while the Jacobite Rebellions of 1715 and 1745 left a lingering enmity. Celtic culture also experienced its own dramatic resurgence from 1760 onwards through the publication by James Macpherson of the poems of the ancient bard Ossian. Macpherson presented the poems as authentic Celtic pre-Christian survivals, placing Ossian on the same level as Homer and elevating the Celts over the more barbaric Anglo-Saxons. The attribution to ‘Ossian’ was controversial at the time, and the poems are now generally held to be the work of Macpherson himself. But Macpherson drew extensively on oral folklore and the poems were hugely influential, which in turn provoked a new emphasis on the Gothic Anglo-Saxons as the true founders of the national tradition.
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David Morier, The Battle of Culloden, 1746, oil on canvas.

In 1770 Thomas Percy published Northern Antiquities, an English translation of Paul-Henri Mallet’s Introduction a l’histoire de Dannemarc (1755–6). Mallet, like many earlier writers, had referred to all European peoples collectively as Goths. In the preface to his translation, Percy emphatically rejected Mallet’s inclusion of the Celts within that Gothic lineage. The Celts had their own language and religion, dominated by Druidic mysticism, and lacked the Goths’ literacy or the unique value that the Goths placed upon freedom.

The Celtic nations do not appear to have had that equal plan of liberty, which was the peculiar honour of all the Gothic tribes, and which they carried with them, and planted wherever they formed settlements: On the contrary, in Gaul, all the freedom and power chiefly centred among the Druids and the chiefmen, whom Caesar calls equites, or knights. But the inferior people were little better than in a state of slavery; whereas every the meanest German was independent and free (Translator’s Preface xii–xiii).

England’s Gothic constitution was therefore an Anglo-Saxon creation, which owed nothing to Celtic inspiration. The same conclusion was developed at far greater length by John Pinkerton, a leading critic of Macpherson and the authenticity of Ossian. In A Dissertation on the Origin and Progress of the Scythians or Goths (1787) and An Enquiry into the History of Scotland (1789), Pinkerton denounced the Celts as savages who derived most of their civilization from their Gothic conquerors. The Scottish Picts were claimed as Gothic cousins of the Anglo-Saxons, linking Lowland Scotland with England in opposition to the Highlands. Pinkerton’s argument was reinforced by an explicitly ethnic assertion of Gothic superiority. He is credited with the saying ‘what a lion is to an ass, such is a Goth to a Celt,’ and he contrasted the taller and fair-complexioned Gothic tribes with the smaller and swarthier Celts, who did not share the ‘grand features of the Goths’. By 1847, when I. A. Blackwell revised Percy’s Northern Antiquities, such distinctions had become fully defined racial stereotypes. Celts were smaller, darker, more emotional and superstitious. Gothic Teutons were clean and hardworking, with greater depth of mind, represented by the Germans and English, who according to Blackwell were now ‘the civilizers of mankind’. This new Gothic interpretation, which claimed to be based on scientific rather than biblical principles, fuelled the rise of Victorian racial theories and an exclusive Anglo-Saxonism that increasingly threatened the older unified vision of Britain.

The same period saw a similar transformation in English attitudes towards their Gothic kinship with continental Europe. In the tense debates that followed the French Revolution, Edmund Burke could still declare that ‘the whole of the polity and economy of every country in Europe has been derived from the same sources’, which began with ‘the old Germanick or Gothick customary’ (First Letter on the Proposals for Peace with the Regicide Directory of France, 1796). Burke contrasted the order and civilized liberty of the English constitution with the irrational barbarism that had descended upon France, a contrast that hardened in the English consciousness across the long struggle against Napoleon. When peace was restored in 1815, some continued to appeal to a pan-European Gothic identity, as in Henry Hallam’s View of the State of Europe (1818). But confidence in English superiority after the Battle of Waterloo, a triumph shared with the German Prussians, encouraged a narrower Teutonic vision that limited the Gothic inheritance to the northern peoples and provided a natural justification for Victorian imperial ideology.

The Anglo-Saxon roots of the English constitution, celebrated since the time of Camden and Verstegan, now became a specifically Teutonic legacy. Sharon Turner’s History of the Anglo­Saxons (1799–1805) presented the Saxons as the most energetic and freedom-loving of all the Germanic peoples, and it was from ‘the political wisdom of our Gothic or Teutonic ancestors’ that England received the witenagemot as the basis for the national parliament. Gothic and Teutonic are here synonyms, a concept given vivid expression by Charles Kingsley (better known today as the author of Westward Ho! and The Water Babies) in The Roman and the Teuton, a series of lectures published in 1864. Opening with a discussion of ‘the causes which urged our Teutonic race to attack and destroy Rome’, Kingsley attributed the Gothic victories to God’s providence opposing the decadence of Rome. Yet the violence of their success and the taint of Roman influence corrupted these tribes, a stain that the English avoided. Thus ‘our English law, our English ideas of justice and mercy, have retained, more than most European codes, the freedom, the truthfulness, the kindliness, of the old Teutonic laws.’ Kingsley celebrated England’s fortune in a remarkable passage inspired by the German Nibelungenlied:
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Thomas Rowlandson, ‘The Contrast’, 1792, hand-coloured etching.

Let us thank God that we did not share their booty, and perish, like them, from the touch of the fatal Nibelungen hoard. Happy for us Englishmen, that we were forced to seek our adventures here, in this lonely isle; to turn aside from the great stream of Teutonic immigration; and settle here, each man on his forest-clearing, to till the ground in comparative peace, keeping unbroken the old Teutonic laws, unstained the old Teutonic faith and virtue, cursed neither with poverty nor riches, but fed with food sufficient for us. To us, indeed, after long centuries, peace brought sloth, and sloth foreign invaders and bitter woes: but better so, than that we should have cast away alike our virtue and our lives, in that mad quarrel over the fairy gold of Rome.

The Teutons were the masters of Europe after the divinely ordained fall of the Roman empire, and the greatest of the Teutons were the English. Such arguments were not difficult to turn towards the expansion of imperial dominion overseas. Charles Wentworth Dilke, who toured the Americas, Australasia and India in 1866–7, gave a chilling statement of the grim potential of Victorian racial imperialism. As he wrote in Greater Britain: A Record of Travel, not only are the Anglo-Saxons the dominant people of earth, but ‘the gradual extinction of the inferior races is not only a law of nature, but a blessing to mankind’. It was an extreme viewpoint, yet Dilke’s work was popular enough to pass through multiple editions. Even those who qualified or rejected England’s ‘Teutonic’ character recognized how pervasive the narrow Anglo-Saxon argument had become. In the words of Dilke’s contemporary, the critic Luke Owen Pike:

There are probably few educated Englishmen living who have not in their infancy been taught that the English nation is a nation of almost pure Teutonic blood, that its political constitution, its social customs, its internal prosperity, the success of its arms, and the number of its colonies have all followed necessarily upon the arrival, in three vessels, of certain German warriors under the command of Hengist and Horsa (The English and Their Origins, 1866).

The Gothic legacy was of course only one among many strands that combined to shape the great age of Victorian imperialism. Nor was the impact of that legacy entirely negative. The interaction of Gothic and Celtic stereotypes was also a force for British unity, reinforced by the essential roles played by so many people of Welsh, Scottish and Irish descent in the forging of the empire. Alongside the Victorian mission of bringing civilization to less fortunate cultures there was a genuine sense of the cost of empire for both rulers and ruled, and the insistence upon Gothic liberty could be harnessed for rightful causes as it was for the abolition of slavery. Nevertheless, in England as elsewhere, the nineteenth century combined widening geographic horizons with a tighter nationalistic focus and sharper ethnic and racial distinctions. The more inclusive spirit that had characterized English Gothic in the previous two centuries was fading, stirring debates over the nature of the United Kingdom and Britain’s relationship with continental Europe which are very much alive today.

Gothic arguments, however, could also be used in another way, as a voice of resistance against British imperialism. The longstanding English appeal to traditional liberties received from the Goths through the Anglo-Saxons crossed the Atlantic Ocean to colonial America. The Mayflower sailed from Plymouth in 1620 to deliver the Pilgrim Fathers to New England, and wider colonial settlement spread the British and European presence along the Atlantic seaboard. A shared claim to the Gothic inheritance was one of the elements that united the diverse settlers of the eastern American states, while the English Gothic principles of Common Law and ‘no taxation without representation’ took firm root. The denial of those rights by the British government contributed directly to the rising Revolutionary ideology of the 1760s and ’70s. Edmund Burke, who would later condemn the French Revolution, spoke out in favour of the Americans as ‘not only devoted to liberty, but to liberty according to English ideas and on English principles’ (House of Commons, March 1775), and American patriotic arguments repeatedly invoked Gothic constitutional values. Both John Adams in Massachusetts and Thomas Jefferson in Virginia hailed the Saxon chiefs Hengist and Horsa as symbols of the principles for which they fought, and Jefferson indeed proposed depicting the two chiefs on the American national seal. Writing not long before the Declaration of Independence in 1776, Jefferson drew a clear parallel between the Germanic migration to England and the descendants of that migration who came to the American colonies.

Our ancestors, before their emigration to America, were the free inhabitants of the British dominions in Europe, and possessed a right which nature has given to all men, of departing from the country in which chance, not choice, has placed them, of going in quest of new habitations, and of there establishing new societies, under such laws and regulations as to them shall seem most likely to promote public happiness. That their Saxon ancestors had, under this universal law, in like manner left their native wilds and woods in the north of Europe, had possessed themselves of the island of Britain, then less charged with inhabitants, and had established there that system of laws which has so long been the glory and protection of that country (A Summary View of the Rights of British America, 1774).

The Gothic legacy in the United States thus became closely associated with republicanism, and was absorbed into the story of the national destiny. Almost twenty years after Jefferson’s death, the strongest American statement of this Gothic impact was laid down by George Perkins Marsh in The Goths in New England (1843). America must keep pure the Gothic heritage which in England became corrupted by Roman influence. ‘England is Gothic by birth, Roman by adoption. Whatever she has of true moral grandeur, of higher intellectual power, she owes to the Gothic mother; while her grasping ambition, her material energies, her spirit of exclusive selfishness, are due to the Roman nurse.’ Even from the mid-nineteenth century, Marsh looked back to the original Goths of Theoderic as a model for his American readers to emulate.

I shall do my audience the justice to suppose that they are too well instructed to be the slaves of that antiquated and vulgar prejudice, which makes Gothicism and barbarism synonymous. The Goths, the common ancestors of the inhabitants of North Western Europe, are the noblest branch of the Caucasian race. We are their children. It was the spirit of the Goth that guided the Mayflower across the trackless ocean; the blood of the Goth that flowed at Bunker’s Hill. Nor were the Goths the savage and destructive devastators that popular error has made them. They indeed overthrew the dominion of Rome, but they renovated her people; they prostrated her corrupt government, but they respected her monuments; and Theodoric the Goth not only spared but protected many a precious memorial, which Italian rapacity and monkish superstition have since annihilated.

The United States of America could be proud to draw inspiration from English Gothic ideals. But those ideals had been turned against British imperialism to serve the needs of the true heirs to the Gothic legacy. A similar transformation took place through the American adaptation of the Gothic cultural revival that emerged in England from the later eighteenth century onwards. The medieval landscape and mythology which helped to shape English Gothicism was missing, while questions of race and particularly slavery acquired greater weight. Among the early American Gothic writers, the most renowned was Marsh’s contemporary Edgar Allan Poe, whose Gothic works include The Fall of the House of Usher (1839) and The Masque of the Red Death (1842). Like his English counterparts from Horace Walpole to Bram Stoker, Poe explored themes of death and the psychology of terror, mental disorder and the suppression of women, although his style was uniquely his own.

Victorian England adapted existing Gothic arguments to serve a bright imperial future. The American Founding Fathers exploited their Gothic inheritance to help define an emerging nation. In nineteenth-century Germany, the Gothic had a different but no less significant role to play. German admiration for Gothic history and folklore had flourished since the medieval period and continued among Protestant and Catholic Germans alike after the Reformation. Fuelled by the aftermath of the French Revolution and Napoleon’s treatment of Germany, rising nationalist sentiment finally culminated in 1871 in German unification under Wilhelm I of Prussia. The legendary Gothic past represented a linguistic and cultural heritage to which all the divided German states could stake their claim, and Gothic literature, drama and architecture provided an essential expression of the German national spirit in the years before and after 1871.

Nationalist theories already held a strong place in German intellectual thought in the early 1800s. Johann Gottfried Herder emphasized the importance of patriotism and language in binding together the nation state, and urged Germans to take pride in their origins. Unlike France and Britain, Germany had never fallen under the rule of the ancient Roman empire, and the German Volk could therefore assert greater ethnic and linguistic purity despite their long political disharmony. Gothic was the first northern language with a written alphabet; the Germanic tribal migrations had shaped the Middle Ages. Looking backwards to those achievements, German nationalists saw renewed value in the shared folklore that shaped German identity. Collections of oral ballads and traditional stories flourished after Herder published his Volkslieder (Folk Songs) in 1778–9, and reached their peak in the work of two brothers from Hanau: Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm.

The Grimm Brothers today are remembered almost exclusively for their Kinderund Hausmärchen (Children’s and Household Tales, known in English as Grimms’ Fairy Tales), originally published in 1812. But Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm were serious scholars, as the Tales themselves attest, with a strong commitment to German national principles. Their Deutsche Sagen (German Legends) in 1816–18 recorded 585 stories that incorporated numerous Gothic historical figures and events, from the migration out of Scandza (story 369) and the burial of Alaric (story 373) to Theoderic’s soul cast into the volcano (story 384). In subsequent years the brothers continued to pursue their respective research interests. Wilhelm Grimm’s Die deutsche Heldensage (1829) compared Germanic and Scandinavian heroic legends, including those of Siegfried and Dietrich von Bern. Jacob Grimm’s Deutsche Mythologie (1835) was an exhaustive survey of ancient German religion, and drew upon a lifetime of study of the evolution of the German language. The Grimms’ monumental efforts drove forward the search for essential Germanness as a cultural basis for national unity, while their research was a vital source for Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle.

At the heart of the celebration of German national folklore lay the Nibelungenlied. The great High German poem had never been forgotten since its composition in about 1200, but the works of the Grimm Brothers were part of a wider revival of interest in Germany’s unofficial national epic. New manuscripts were discovered and edited, with translations into modern German opening up the poem for wider audiences. Not everyone approved (Friedrich Hegel dismissed the Nibelungs as ‘simply a past history, swept clean away with a broom’), but in the years leading up to the failed Revolutions of 1848–9 the Nibelungenlied was a rallying cry for German unity. With Theoderic the Ostrogoth and Attila the Hun reinvented as Dietrich von Bern and Etzel of Hungary, the epic placed a legendary gloss on Gothic-Germanic history that was readily exploited to address current social and political issues.

Yet the most famous dramatic interpretation of the Nibelungs was also the one that placed least emphasis on the Gothic historical reading of the Nibelungenlied. Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung) was a staggering achievement, an epic operatic cycle begun in 1848 and which premiered at Bayreuth in 1876. The cycle comprises four parts: Das Rheingold (The Rhinegold), Die Walküre (The Valkyrie), Siegfried and Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the Gods). In 1849 Wagner had taken part in the Dresden uprising, and he was certainly attracted to the Nibelung legend in part due to its Germanic national character. Strikingly, however, in arranging his cycle Wagner deliberately overlooked the Gothic element of the legend which appealed to many of his contemporaries. He relied on Scandinavian sources (the Poetic and Prose Eddas and the Völsunga Saga) more than on the Nibelungenlied, and most significantly he entirely omitted the second half of the poem, which presents the semi-historical figures of Dietrich and Etzel. Wagner focused instead upon the mythical dimension of the life and death of Siegfried, creating a universal masterpiece which transcended his own time.
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Stage design engraving by Joseph Hoffman for Richard Wagner, Das Rheingold, scene 1, 1876.

When the Ring Cycle was first performed, German unification had just been secured. The new nation required symbols, not only dramatic literature like the Nibelungenlied and Wagner’s operas but physical memorials, and here too the diversity of the Gothic struck a chord. Across the centuries since the Italian Renaissance, the same debates had occurred in Germany as elsewhere over the merits of classical and medieval architectural styles. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in the 1770s had been among the first to declare Gothic architecture as an expression of the German soul and therefore of German national identity, although in later life he preferred classical ideals. The German Revival of medieval Romanesque arguably climaxed in Neuschwanstein Castle, begun in 1869 by Wagner’s patron Ludwig II of Bavaria and the model for Walt Disney’s Sleeping Beauty Castle at Disneyland. Then in 1880, the largest Gothic church in northern Europe, Cologne Cathedral, was finally completed. The cathedral’s foundation stone had been laid in 1248, but work had ceased in 1473 and the unfinished church had been a prominent landmark for some four hundred years. The formal inauguration was attended by Kaiser Wilhelm I as a national celebration, reaffirming the new Germany’s place in history.

The German link to the past was also asserted through the construction of specifically national monuments, even before formal unification in 1871. The Walhalla on the banks of the Danube, built by Ludwig I of Bavaria in 1830–42, still stands as a Greek-style temple containing plaques and statues honouring German heroes. Several Gothic chieftains and kings are commemorated, from Fritigern and Alaric to Theoderic and Totila, as well as Ulfila the bishop and missionary. Other major monuments included the Hermannsdenkmal (completed in 1875 and dedicated to Arminius (Hermann) who defeated the Romans in the Teutonberg Forest in AD 9), the Niederwalddenkmal (celebrating unification and inaugurated in 1883) and the Völkerschlachtdenkmal (commemorating the defeat of Napoleon at Leipzig in 1813 and completed for the hundredth anniversary of the battle). Yet the most widespread of all such memorials, and with the strongest associations with the Gothic past, were the hundreds of Bismarck towers erected across the German empire in honour of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck after his death in 1898. While the forms of these towers could vary widely, the core design by architect Wilhelm Kreis drew inspiration in part from the tomb of Theoderic in Ravenna. As the Ostrogothic king of Italy and the Nibelungenlied hero Dietrich von Bern, Theoderic was held worthy of comparison with the champion of German unification, the historical and the legendary Gothic brought to a fitting culmination.

The Gothic connection had one last unfortunate contribution to make to German claims for national prestige. By the seventeenth century, scholars had recognized the close relationship between different European languages, suggesting a common point of origin that was initially associated with the shared biblical descent from Japhet. William Jones in 1786 then compared Indian Sanskrit favourably with classical Latin and Greek, and is traditionally hailed as the first to identify the Indo-European language family. Over time, this argument for a shared linguistic heritage intertwined with the increasing emphasis on racial and ethnic identity to create the vision of a conquering ‘Aryan’ master race. Such ideas circulated widely in nineteenth-century Europe, long before they were appropriated for Hitler’s Nazi agenda, and drew upon the older stories of Gothic migrations found in Jordanes’ Getica. Karl Penka’s Origines Ariacae (1883) placed the ‘Aryan’ homeland in southern Scandinavia, arguing that only Scandinavians and northern Germans preserved the purity of that conquering people. The oldest Germanic language to survive in any significant quantity was Ulfila’s Gothic script, and so the Goths of both history and legend could be cited to support allegations of German racial supremacy.

[image: image]

Cologne Cathedral, between c. 1890 and 1900.
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Bismarck Tower, Jena.

When Hitler began to promote his ‘Aryan’ myth in the 1930s, however, the political relevance of the Gothic legacy was already in sharp decline. As national debates ebbed and flowed across two world wars, appeals to the Goths (real and imaginary) no longer carried the weight they once possessed. Some traces unsurprisingly remained. The Dolchstosslegende (‘stab in the back myth’), which explained the German defeat in the First World War as a betrayal by Jews, Socialists and others within Germany, recalled for some the treacherous murder of Siegfried in the Nibelungenlied. Invocations of the Anglo-Saxon spirit and English traditional liberties still feature in British political rhetoric. Nevertheless, given the significance that Gothic arguments had held for many generations, the speed and scale of their disappearance was remarkable and reflected wider changes reshaping Western society.

Many of the fundamental principles that had underpinned old Gothic certainties were challenged or rejected in the early 1900s. Academic historians were becoming more professional, with a stronger awareness of the flaws in sweeping grand narratives and patriotic claims. The original Gothic tribes were more closely defined, providing a better understanding of their impact on post-Roman Europe. Ideas of racial purity were refuted, particularly after the exposure of Nazi excesses, while the recurring conflicts between England and Germany broke down any ‘Teutonic’ solidarity (already in British First World War propaganda, the Germans were not ‘Goths’ but ‘Huns’). The chaos and uncertainty of the first half of the twentieth century further undermined confidence in national or imperial destinies, and in an increasingly globalized world traditional Gothic ideas appeared parochial and out of touch. The conception of the Gothic that flourished in the later years of the last century was cultural rather than political, and preserved the universal potential that nationalistic Gothic had lost.
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GOTHIC CULTURE







‘Gothic culture’ has never been an easy concept to define. For the ancient historian, the literary and material remains of the Goths themselves have survived only in fragments. Even from the Gothic kingdoms of Italy and Spain the evidence is sparse, and reflects the ongoing influence of imperial Rome on the post-Roman West. For the medievalist, debates continue to rage over the ‘Gothic’ classification of the art and architecture of the Middle Ages that originated in the Renaissance. By the late eighteenth century, ‘Gothic’ could be used to describe old Germanic poetry, medieval cathedrals, supernatural horrors and the roots of the English constitution. And in popular literature and cinema today, ‘Gothic’ conjures visions of vampires and werewolves, as well as representing a broader social subculture with its own distinctive fashion, art and music. Each passing generation naturally responds to its own contemporary concerns, and over time the associations between what is called ‘Gothic’ and the original Goths have become ever more tenuous. Yet certain recurring principles persist. The ‘Gothic’ has always had both positive and negative undertones, the freedom of self-expression and the rejection of traditional values. In the diverse and contradictory uses of the term ‘Gothic’ in the modern world, we can still trace the tensions between ‘barbarism’ and ‘civilization’ and the challenge to established norms that the first Goths represented to the Roman empire.

The mists of the past conceal the origins of the Goths, whose legendary migrations have left little impact in the existing historical or archaeological record. As we saw in Chapter One, the earliest clear evidence that might be defined as ‘Gothic’ is provided by the so-called Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture that extended from the southern Ukraine to eastern Romania in the third to fourth centuries AD. This was an agricultural culture that has not preserved elaborate monuments or rich treasures. Houses were built of wood and earth; silver ornaments were highly prized. Bronze brooches, bone combs and necklaces of coloured glass or amber beads were valued personal possessions, and the local pottery was functional but well made and ranged from storage and cooking wares to wide, shallow bowls possibly used for drinking. Roman influence upon the Goths was limited at this stage, although amphorae, glassware and imperial coinage did pass into the lands beyond the Danube river, while the spread of Christianity may have gradually discouraged the practice of grave goods being buried with the dead. Everything that has so far been discovered suggests a stable if not necessarily luxurious tribal society, from which the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths were driven by the Huns and so fled into Roman territory across the Danube in the late 370s.

Before the arrival of the Goths within the empire, they already possessed a written language through the efforts of the missionary Ulfila. The Gothic alphabet was largely derived from Greek, with a handful of Latin and Runic additions, and was developed by Ulfila for the specific purpose of translating the Bible. Unfortunately, only partial fragments of the Gothic Scriptures remain. A considerable number of such manuscripts once existed, particularly in Ostrogothic Italy and Visigothic Spain, but after those kingdoms fell the manuscripts were lost or deliberately overwritten. Indeed, many of the surviving fragments are palimpsests (pages of parchment from which the original script has been erased for re-use, but where the Gothic lettering can still be read beneath the replacement text). The most important exception, and our finest single source for the Gothic New Testament, is the magnificent Codex Argenteus, or ‘Silver Book’, now held in the University Library at Uppsala. Written in silver letters with gold capitals and on purple-dyed parchment, this sixth-century work of art was most probably prepared for the court of Theoderic the Ostrogoth. The Codex is not complete (149 out of 336 folios are missing), but substantial passages from all four Gospels have been preserved, and the quality of the craftsmanship is a valuable reminder of the artistic capabilities within the ‘barbarian’ Gothic kingdoms.
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The 6th-century manuscript Codex Argenteus.

Through Ulfila and the Gothic Bible, the Goths had become the first Germanic people to develop a literate culture. Yet what little Gothic writing is known consists almost entirely of scriptural texts and commentaries. The Goths’ adherence to the ‘Arian’ heresy until the Catholic conversion of Reccared may have contributed to the disappearance of other religious writings, but it does seem true that Gothic was not a prominent literary language even in the Ostrogothic and Visigothic kingdoms. The leading writers of those kingdoms were of Roman descent and wrote in Latin: Sidonius Apollinaris in southern Gaul, Cassiodorus and Boethius in Italy, and Isidore of Seville. Jordanes is one of the few ethnic Goths who was a major author, but he lived in Constantinople and his Getica too was written in Latin, drawing on the vanished history of Cassiodorus. It is therefore very difficult to identify a distinctively Gothic literature, and the material evidence raises similar questions. In archaeological terms, it is often impossible to separate the Goths from other Germanic tribes or from the Roman populations over whom they ruled. Nevertheless, we do have glimpses of their art and architecture, like the Codex Argenteus, which further confirm the fusion of Roman and Gothic elements that shaped society in post-imperial Italy and Spain.

Theoderic’s reign heralded a period of Italian prosperity in the early sixth century, and the Ostrogothic king promoted building works in and around the royal residence of Ravenna. His mausoleum stands just outside the city, and the remains of an extensive palace have been excavated which once held the lost images of Theoderic described by the ninth-century observer Agnellus of Ravenna (Book of Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna 94). Even the hostile Vasari during the Renaissance could offer muted praise of Theoderic’s palaces in Ravenna, Pavia and Modena, acknowledging in his survey of Italian architecture that the palaces were built ‘indeed in the barbarian manner, but still rich and grand, well planned, or of good architecture’. Closely connected to the palace of Ravenna was the most renowned Ostrogothic church in Italy, the royal chapel originally dedicated to Christ the Redeemer and today known as Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo. Elaborate mosaics depict the life of Christ, drawing on the same Roman artistic techniques visible in the scene of Jesus’ baptism from the so-called ‘Arian baptistery’. And while the ‘Arian’ Goths were accused by Catholics of diminishing or denying the divinity of God the Son, the Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo mosaics present Christ in majesty as the Saviour of humanity.

The extant church of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, however, bears witness to the fate that awaited many of Theoderic’s monuments after the collapse of the Ostrogothic regime. When Ravenna was taken by the armies of the eastern emperor Justinian, the ‘Arian’ churches were reconciled to the Catholic faith. Theoderic’s church to Christ was first rededicated in around 561 to St Martin of Tours, a leading Gallic opponent of ‘Arianism’ (the church became Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo in the ninth century when the relics of St Apollinaris were deposited there). Interestingly, the Ostrogothic mosaics depicting Christ’s life were left untouched as entirely appropriate for Catholic veneration. But elsewhere in the church, major changes were made to remove the ‘Arian’ Gothic taint. Where now rows of martyrs process down either side of the nave, a different set of images once stood, possibly Gothic saints whom the Catholics preferred to forget. Most significantly for Theoderic’s memory, near the western end of the church were representations of his palace and of Classe (the port of Ravenna) with figures standing before them. Those figures presumably showed Ostrogothic dignitaries, and may have included Theoderic himself. During the church’s rededication, the figures were removed and replaced by plain mosaic tesserae and curtains, with the only remnants being a few arms and hands against the white columns. Theoderic had been superseded in Ravenna, the transfer of power symbolized by the new church of San Vitale (dedicated in 547) with its famous images of Justinian and his empress Theodora together with their courtiers honouring the true orthodox Christ.
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Mosaic depicting Theoderic’s Palace (reworked under Justinian), Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna.

The Visigothic kingdoms of Gaul and Spain had a far longer duration than Ostrogothic Italy, but here too only bare traces survive of the splendours that must once have existed. Frankish dominance eclipsed Visigothic Aquitaine, and the Muslim invaders of Spain had little motivation to preserve the works of their defeated predecessors. Almost nothing remains from Toledo, despite its status as the chief residence of the Visigothic kings, although a few seventh-century churches may still be found primarily in northern regions of the Iberian Peninsula. One of the finest examples is the church of San Juan Bautista (St John the Baptist) in the province of Palencia, where the dedicatory inscription records that the church was built and endowed by King Reccesuinth in 661. The stone church follows a traditional Late Roman design, and shows the same respect for Roman models that can be seen on Visigothic coinage and in Isidore of Seville’s vision of Romano-Spanish culture.

Over the centuries of Visigothic rule, the structures of Spanish society became gradually less complex and the economy grew increasingly localized, a process reflected in the declining evidence for long-distance trade. Yet luxurious craftswork continued to be produced, as was dramatically confirmed by the discovery in around 1858 of the Treasure of Guarrazar. Unearthed in an orchard not far outside Toledo, and presumably concealed at the time of the Muslim invasion, this hoard originally comprised more than twenty gold crosses and votive crowns (several of which have been lost since the hoard’s recovery). Particularly impressive are the crowns, which were not intended to be worn but rather suspended from chains within a church in accordance with a custom also practised by the emperors in Constantinople and in other Germanic kingdoms. The most valuable of all was dedicated once again by King Reccesuinth, made of gold and set with sapphires and pearls. The letters that hang down beneath the crown spell out RECCESVINTHVS REX OFFERET (King Reccesuinth offers this). Taken as a whole, the Treasure of Guarrazar may be compared with the roughly contemporary finds from Sutton Hoo, providing a brief window into a world of which we desire to know so much more.
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Votive crown of King Reccesuinth, 7th century.

Such meagre remnants from the third to seventh centuries do little justice to the Goths or their impact upon European history. As the Ostrogoths and Visigoths faded from view, medieval Christendom took shape and brought a new conception of Gothic culture. Of course, no one alive in the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries ever spoke of their cathedrals and abbeys as ‘Gothic’. But with the revival of classical ideals in the Renaissance, the works of what became the ‘Middle Ages’ were condemned as the products of barbarian decline. While Vasari never used the specific term ‘Gothic’ for the architecture that he denounced as in the ‘German manner’, his critique defined the essential features that characterized this style. Medieval disorder and confusion were contrasted to classical harmony and proportion. Excessive decoration replaced simplicity, with foliage patterns and gargoyles, flying buttresses and pointed arches. Some Renaissance critics even suggested that the pointed arches were inspired by tying trees together in the German forests, and the entire style was a symbol of the degradation in art and craftsmanship that followed the collapse of the Roman empire.

In modern classifications of medieval architecture, the Gothic style evolved out of the Romanesque designs that dominated in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Romanesque buildings were massive and dark, with thick walls and small windows. The increasing use of ribbed vaults and flying buttresses allowed greater structures, but the most important development for the rise of the Gothic was the pointed arch. Both functional and decorative, pointed arches could bear heavy weight and yet allow much larger windows, which made the buildings lighter and more open. The new style first emerged in France, with the choir of the Basilica of Saint Denis (completed in 1144) and then the magnificent Notre-Dame de Paris (begun in the 1160s). Notre-Dame’s north and south rose windows, added in the thirteenth century, demonstrated what could be achieved through the rayonnant (radiating) decorative patterns made possible by pointed arches and load-bearing buttresses. Monumental Gothic churches spread across Germany and England. The construction of Cologne Cathedral was initiated in 1248, and when finally completed in 1880 (work having been abandoned in 1473) was the largest Gothic church in Northern Europe. Salisbury Cathedral (begun in 1220) is a prominent example of early English Gothic, while the rayonnant style influenced Henry III’s patronage of Westminster Abbey in 1245. Although Gothic architecture is primarily associated with churches and abbeys, the style was also adopted for secular buildings, including the Papal palace at Avignon (used during the fourteenth-century Avignon Papacy), and for university colleges and chapels from Spain to Poland. Perhaps the finest masterpiece of later English Gothic is the chapel of King’s College, Cambridge, whose foundation stone was laid by Henry VI in 1446.
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The choir of Saint Denis, Paris, showing the characteristic Gothic pointed arches.
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Notre-Dame de Paris.

Varying widely in scale, layout and decoration, the Gothic monuments of medieval Europe expressed both human achievement in shaping the material world and the awesome infinity of the divine. They were statements of religious and political power, but inside the vast structures were open spaces full of light. By the late 1400s, however, such monuments were increasingly supplanted by the ideals of the Renaissance, which spread outwards from Italy together with the accompanying hostility to what had gone before. One of the earliest appearances of ‘Gothic’ as an architectural term occurred in 1610, when the Belgian Jesuit Carolus Scribanius described the Cathedral of Our Lady in Antwerp (begun in 1352) as an Opus Goticum. And in 1675, the French theorist François Blondel in the introduction to his Cours d’architecture not only condemned the decline from classical models, but explicitly identified the source of the corruption. The invading barbarians replaced Roman grandeur with their own ‘outrageous and insupportable fashion of building’, a fashion ‘of which our fathers long made use under the name of Gothic Architecture that had been given to it by the Goths, its first Authors’.

The use of ‘Gothic’ in an architectural sense likewise entered the English language during the seventeenth century. John Evelyn, travelling around Europe as a young man in the 1640s, employed the term frequently in his diary as he toured the Low Countries, France and Italy. Strikingly, Evelyn was then full of praise for the medieval churches he visited, an opinion that he had radically abandoned by his death in 1706. The second edition of his Account of Architects and Architecture, published posthumously in 1707, opens with a savage attack on the Goths, Vandals and other barbarians who demolished the great works of classical antiquity,

Introducing in their stead a certain Fantastical and Licentious Manner of building, which we have since called Modern (or Gothic rather), Congestions of Heavy, Dark, Melancholy, and Monkish Piles, without any just Proportion, Use, or Beauty, compar’d with the truly Antient.

This sweeping condemnation, which Evelyn adapted freely from Vasari, is followed by criticism of the excessive use of pointed arches and pinnacles in unworthy buildings such as the cathedrals of Westminster, Salisbury, Antwerp and Paris. Evelyn had dedicated this second edition in a letter of 1697 to his younger friend Christopher Wren, the architect of St Paul’s Cathedral. Rather more moderate in his views, Wren had restored a number of medieval buildings before and after the Great Fire of London in 1666, and praised Salisbury Cathedral as one of the finest works of its age. But his preference was for a more ‘modern’ style. Even before the Fire he had already criticized the ‘Gothic rudeness’ of Old St Paul’s, and Wren’s new domed church was a monument of English Baroque. Near the end of his life, Wren composed his own interpretation of the Gothic when he wrote On the State of Westminster Abbey (1713).

This we now call the Gothic manner of architecture (so the Italians called what was not after the Roman style), although the Goths were rather destroyers than builders; I think it should with more reason be called the Saracen style, for these people wanted neither arts nor learning: and after we in the west lost both, we borrowed again from them, out of their Arabic books, what they with great diligence had translated from the Greeks.

For Christopher Wren, the distinguishing feature of the ‘Gothic’ or ‘Saracen’ style was the pointed arch. As that arch had been used by the Muslims even before the French, Wren believed that this style had spread from the Holy Land and Spain into Western Europe, particularly through the Crusades. Such an origin entirely separated ‘Gothic’ architecture from the Germanic barbarians, who were now reduced to mere destroyers of classical learning. In terms of architectural history, Wren’s ‘Saracen’ argument never gained popular support and so the Gothic medieval connection remained strong. More significantly, both Evelyn and Wren wrote their comments on ‘Gothic’ architecture at precisely the same time as the debates over England’s ‘Gothic constitution’ (Chapter Six) were gathering ever increasing momentum. From this cross-fertilization of ideas emerged one of the most important cultural movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the ‘Gothic Revival’.

Medieval Gothic architecture was a European-wide phenomenon. The Gothic Revival that took root in the 1700s, however, was distinctively English in its origins, reflecting the unique status that the ‘Gothic’ had come to hold within English consciousness. In architecture and literature alike, the Revival drew together the contradictory ideas surrounding Goths and the Gothic into a creative force of remarkable power and diversity. The Goths were still barbaric destroyers, but also the original inspiration behind England’s constitutional liberty. Gothic architecture lacked classical proportions or taste, yet embodied the grandeur and piety of the medieval past. And in an age dominated by the Enlightenment and the triumph of reason the Gothic could also represent romantic ideals, while the ruined churches and monasteries left by the English Reformation possessed an aura of death and the supernatural.

The first glimpses of the Revival movement are found in English landscape gardens and stately houses. The Gothic Temple in Shotover Park (Oxfordshire) is perhaps the earliest Gothic folly, built on the estate of the Whig historian James Tyrrell (d. 1718) who wrote in defence of traditional English liberties. Still more explicit was the Temple of Liberty at Stowe Park, designed in 1741 for another Whig, Richard Temple. Dedicated Libertati Maiorum (‘To the Liberty of our Ancestors’), the doorway bears the inscription ‘I thank the gods I am not a Roman,’ celebrating the ongoing struggle to preserve England’s political freedoms. The fashion for such follies spread among Tories as well as Whigs, using pointed arches and pinnacles as Gothic elements, and meandering paths and wildernesses rather than rigid geometric classicism.

From garden follies, admiration for the Gothic spread to country houses to challenge the prevailing Palladian neo-classical style. Most famous was Strawberry Hill (begun in 1749), the Gothic mansion built by Horace Walpole in Twickenham outside London. Towers, battlements and large windows under pointed arches were matched inside by an eclectic collection of antiquarian artefacts. In 1762, when Walpole composed Some Anecdotes of Painting in England, he lamented the destruction of the medieval monuments whose model he had copied and contrasted Gothic emotion with classical rationalism. ‘One must have taste to be sensible of the beauties of Grecian architecture; one only wants passion to feel Gothic.’ Even more lavish than Strawberry Hill was Fonthill Abbey (or Beckford’s Folly) in Wiltshire. Constructed between 1796 and 1813 for William Thomas Beckford, the abbey with its enormous central spire collapsed after barely a decade, creating another Gothic ruin of which little now remains.

Strawberry Hill in particular directly prefigured the full-scale Gothic Revival of the nineteenth century. During this period, Gothic became the English national aesthetic. The pointed arch and spire were said to draw the eye and mind towards heaven, and the Gothic style was used for hundreds of churches across the country as well as for the renovation of Windsor Castle. After the old Palace of Westminster burned down in 1834, it was agreed that the replacement structure must reflect continuity with the past and symbolize England’s constitutional identity. The new Houses of Parliament were the Revival masterpiece, an expression of the balanced constitution of parliamentary privilege and monarchical sovereignty that was still believed to have originated in the Germanic tribal migrations. The final design was overseen by Charles Barry but heavily influenced by Augustus Pugin, who also provided the plan for Big Ben. Pugin was the leading theorist in support of a return to medieval Gothic principles, arguing that architecture was a physical manifestation of moral and social values and upholding the superiority of the works of the Middle Ages.
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Horace Walpole’s Strawberry Hill (modern reconstruction).

It was, indeed, the faith, the zeal, and, above all, the unity, of our ancestors, that enabled them to conceive and raise those wonderful fabrics that still remain to excite our wonder and admiration. They were erected for the most solemn rites of Christian worship, when the term Christian had but one signification throughout the world; when the glory of the house of God formed an important consideration with mankind, when men were zealous for religion, liberal in their gifts, and devoted to her cause; they were erected ere heresy had destroyed faith, schism had put an end to unity, and avarice had instigated the plunder of that wealth that had been consecrated to the service of the church (Pugin, Contrasts: or, A Parallel between the Noble Edifices of the Middle Ages and Corresponding Buildings of the Present Day, 1836).

For some contemporaries, Pugin’s veneration of the medieval cathedrals spoke rather too strongly of popery (Pugin was a convert to Roman Catholicism). But the emphasis on Gothic architecture as a statement of morality was shared even by critics of Pugin like John Ruskin in The Stones of Venice (1851–3). Both men looked to the past for inspiration and were disturbed by the consequences of the ongoing Industrial Revolution. According to Ruskin, ‘we require from buildings, as from men, two kinds of goodness: first, doing their practical duty well, then that they be graceful and pleasing in doing it.’ Gothic architecture was originally named as a term of reproach, and is defined by six characteristic or moral elements: Savageness, Changefulness, Naturalism, Grotesqueness, Rigidity and Redundance. Yet Ruskin celebrates the variety and imperfections of Gothic works as preserving ‘the life and liberty of every workman who struck the stone’, setting Gothic freedom against the relentless grind of Victorian industrial capitalism. Driven forward by Pugin and Ruskin alike, the Gothic Revival spread from England across the continent and the British empire. Cologne Cathedral was completed in 1880, and Pugin designed churches as far afield as Australia. In the increasingly secular society of the late nineteenth century, however, the sacred nature of the Gothic gradually lost its relevance. Gothic structures have continued to be built down to the present day, most commonly for religious purposes, but the Gothic as a style has never regained the prominence that it held in the golden years of the Revival.
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The new Houses of Parliament, London.

Simultaneous with the resurgence of Gothic architecture, and in the long term even more influential, was the rise of Gothic literature. Here, as in all discussions of ‘Gothic culture’, we immediately encounter the problem of definition. Literary Gothic has an enormous diversity that defies easy classification. Nevertheless, certain traits can be identified that unite the most popular expressions of Gothic fiction in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. All these works shared a fascination for the past, notably but not exclusively the medieval past, and were often set in castles or monasteries. Their interest was not in historical accuracy, rather the mood and atmosphere that those settings could provide. They likewise shared a fascination with the supernatural and with forbidden or dangerous knowledge, including recent scientific advances such as blood circulation, drug use and electricity. Some authors leave the supernatural unexplained while others seek rational closure, but Gothic fiction consistently explores the human reaction to overwhelming experience that transcends any conception of normality. The same psychological concerns underlie the Gothic insight into fear and horror, sexuality and repressed desires. It is the emotional not the rational that dominates, liberating yet also threatening.

These Gothic traits could occur in many different genres, from horror and historical romance to later fantasy and science fiction, and take many literary forms. But the original vehicle of Gothic literary expression, significantly, was the novel. While poetry in the eighteenth century was still regarded as the pinnacle of literature, popular novels had a large and rapidly growing circulation through increases in printing and levels of literacy. Women were emerging as an important audience and several leading Gothic novelists were women, despite fears that reading such works might corrupt female minds. Critics similarly condemned the Gothic for pandering to base emotions, fear and lust, and for promoting immorality and irreligion. In an age of revolutions, Gothic novels could easily be viewed as politically, socially and religiously subversive, adding a further dimension to the controversies that already surrounded the Gothic legacy. Of course, hostile reviews merely helped to spread the novels’ fame, securing their place in the public eye.

The pioneering Gothic novel was The Castle of Otranto (1764), written by Horace Walpole fifteen years after he had begun his own ‘Gothick castle’ at Strawberry Hill. A medieval drama of mysterious prophecies, supernatural happenings, murder and mistaken identity, Walpole’s novel established many of the elements that came to define Gothic literature. He also concocted the deceit that his novel was not contemporary fiction but a translation from an Italian manuscript written by the medieval priest Onuphrio Muralto, canon of the Church of St Nicholas at Otranto. According to the preface of the novel’s first edition:

The following work was found in the library of an ancient Catholic family in the north of England. It was printed at Naples, in the black letter, in the year 1529. How much sooner it was written does not appear. The principal incidents are such as were believed in the darkest ages of Christianity; but the language and conduct have nothing that savours of barbarism. The style is of the purest Italian. If the story was written near the time when it is supposed to have happened, it must have been between 1095, the era of the first crusade, and 1243, the date of the last, or not long afterwards.

The preface to the second edition in 1765 then acknowledged Walpole’s authorship, and added the subtitle A Gothic Story (in all subsequent editions, the two prefaces have been printed together). The original Gothic novel was thus based on a fabricated history, just as Strawberry Hill was a false Gothic mansion, and was published only a few years after James Macpherson’s pseudonymous Ossian began to appear in 1760. Walpole located his novel in medieval Italy, a region associated with the Goths and with the fall of the Roman empire which was shortly to inspire Edward Gibbon, but his use of ‘Gothic’ in the revised subtitle referred to the term’s wider associations with liberty, architecture and the relationship between past and present. The medieval castle which provides the setting is itself part of the drama, while the Gothic challenge to existing norms is reflected in the dynastic transfer of power at the novel’s end. Walpole also explored other themes common in later Gothic literature, including the roles of women and the actions of ordinary people faced with extraordinary circumstances. Hugely popular in its own time, The Castle of Otranto became with hindsight the founding text of a new literary movement, and Gothic novels proliferated rapidly in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

The first major female writer of Gothic novels, Ann Radcliffe, is best remembered for The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). This novel again features a medieval castle with apparently supernatural elements, but those elements eventually succumb to rational explanation, and Radcliffe instead preferred to draw out the psychological effects of terror and mystery. Far more horrific was Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796), a brutal story of superstition, rape and murder in which the Devil is very real. Condemned as obscene by critics, The Monk struck a chord with audiences in the uncertain years following the French Revolution and blurred the lines that separate barbarism and civilization. The contrasts between Radcliffe and Lewis demonstrate the diversity immediately visible within Gothic fiction, and Radcliffe’s The Italian (1797) was written in response to The Monk, with wickedness balanced by virtue and a happier ending. Yet certain characteristics were already so well marked as to be the subject of parody, from architectural settings to oppressive patriarchs, and Jane Austen drew particularly on The Mysteries of Udolpho in composing Northanger Abbey (first written c. 1798–9, although published only after Austen’s death in 1817).
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Francisco Goya, ‘The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters’, 1799, etching. This image shares the psychological fears explored by the early Gothic novelists.

Sadly, Austen died just before the appearance of perhaps the greatest early Gothic novel, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). The triumph of Enlightenment reason and scientific pride led Dr Victor Frankenstein into playing God through the artificial creation of a living being. The Monster stands on the threshold between life and death, a supernatural product of rational science whose outward ugliness conceals deep sensitivity. A generation later, the misuse of science and the capacity for good and evil within each individual were developed by Robert Louis Stevenson in the Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), which has sometimes been read as an analogy of the Celtic and British duality in Scottish identity. This was followed in 1897 by the last great Gothic novel of the nineteenth century, Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The vampire count has been interpreted as the ultimate consumer representing the excesses of capitalism, and as a metaphor for the threat of foreign contamination into Britain. He is also a figure out of history, modelled in part on the fifteenth-century Wallachian prince Vlad the Impaler, but claiming an even older ancestry. Vampire legends came to Britain from Balkan Europe, and Dracula’s homeland of Transylvania lay on the edge of the region once dominated by the Gothic Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture. As recorded in the journal of Jonathan Harker, using language that Stoker borrowed directly or indirectly from Jordanes’ Getica, Dracula himself glorified his descent from the ancient Scandinavians, Germans and Huns.

‘We Szekelys have a right to be proud, for in our veins flows the blood of many brave races who fought as the lion fights, for lordship. Here, in the whirlpool of European races, the Ugric tribe bore down from Iceland the fighting spirit which Thor and Wodin gave them, which their Berserkers displayed to such fell intent on the seaboards of Europe, aye, and of Asia and Africa too, till the peoples thought that the were-wolves themselves had come. Here, too, when they came, they found the Huns, whose warlike fury had swept the earth like a living flame, till the dying peoples held that in their veins ran the blood of those old witches, who, expelled from Scythia, had mated with the devils in the desert. Fools, fools! What devil or what witch was ever so great as Attila, whose blood is in these veins?’ (Dracula, Chapter Three).
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Bela Lugosi as Dracula, in the 1931 horror film.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the strand connecting Dracula back to the Goths of history had worn exceedingly thin. The significance of the ‘Gothic constitution’ in English intellectual life was likewise in decline, and the Gothic Revival in architecture had already passed its peak. The Gothic vision that now rose to prominence drew inspiration from the early novels with their psychological insights and supernatural drama. It was a cultural rather than political vision, appealing to universal human values in an increasingly globalized world, and could be expressed through film, music and fashion as easily as through the written word. But still the older tensions remained, between civilization and barbarism, freedom and subversion.

The rise of cinema provided an ideal vehicle for the Gothic to exploit. A number of Gothic novels had already been adapted for the stage, and film offered ever more inventive special effects to convey supernatural elements and blur the lines between imagination and reality. Both Frankenstein and Dracula were filmed in 1931, with Boris Karloff as the Monster and Bela Lugosi as the vampire count. Remakes inevitably followed, through the Hammer studio films (1950s–70s) and more recently Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994), while vampires and werewolves fought out their rivalry across the Underworld films (2003–12) and The Twilight Saga (2009–12). Gothic influences spread across the expanding genre of horror cinema, with medieval-style settings used to reinforce the sense of a dangerous past, a source of terror not social and moral revival. Yet the psychological complexity endured. Frankenstein’s Monster and even Dracula can evoke sympathy as well as fear, and each reinterpretation has addressed fundamental themes from gender roles and sexual repression to what it means to be human.

Gothic films with their dark imagery and psychological intensity in turn provided inspiration for hard rock bands from the late 1960s onwards, beginning with Black Sabbath and Alice Cooper. They were followed in the late 1970s by what has come to be known explicitly as Gothic rock. Like the earlier Gothic Revival, Gothic rock first took root in England through bands like Siouxsie and the Banshees, Bauhaus (who released ‘Bela Lugosi’s Dead’ in 1979) and The Cure. And like other aspects of Gothic culture, the sheer diversity of Gothic rock makes it difficult to define, particularly from the outside.

Goth music, in all its varied forms, can be described in many ways. It is usually described, with a characteristic lack of imagination, as being morbidly obsessed with death, as being ‘dark’, ‘sombre’ or ‘depressing’ – descriptions which show a complete misunderstanding of the genre. Goth music, to those who are willing to listen to it rather than merely hear the physical sounds which are transmitted, is full of passion, majesty, beauty, mysticism and mystery, terror, violence, pain, love, imagination, eroticism, horror, euphoria, truth, evil, life, madness and the irrational. Goth music tends to be described, by those who misunderstand it, in terms of its dark side. It is rarely described in terms of its positive side but it should be described in terms of a balance between both dark and light, positive and negative. At its height, it can be so powerful that it transcends description (Andrew Fereday).

It was from the Gothic rock scene in the early 1980s that the modern Goth subculture emerged. A highly varied but recognizable fashion style combines past and future in deep black, purple and scarlet. Victorian dresses can be worn alongside leather jackets and thigh boots. Top hats and spiked hair, dark sunglasses and heavy mascara, tattoos and piercings can all contribute to a look that is both personal and shared. The same openness extends across sexual preferences and occult or religious symbolism, creating an exclusive community that is nevertheless open to any who wish to join. Critics argue over whether Goth should be called a subculture or a scene, a tendency or a coherent movement. But the paradoxical intersection of extreme individuality with a strong sense of group identity helps to explain the global appeal and longevity of Goth society, as well as the remarkable consistency of Goth self-expression over geographic and linguistic borders.

Goth culture still represents the ‘other’, a liberation from conventional norms. For that very reason, in some eyes the Gothic will always represent a danger. The Columbine High School Massacre in 1999 was wrongly blamed in some American media on Goth influence, and in 2007 Sophie Lancaster was brutally assaulted and died in Lancashire because she was dressed as a Goth. Strange and horrifying to some, Goth culture also represents an essential statement of personal freedom and the right of individual choice. Through many and varied manifestations, the Gothic has repeatedly offered a challenge to the dominant values of society and in doing so has forced society to re-examine those values. The potential violence such a challenge may arouse long pre-dates even the original Gothic peoples and their complex love–hate relationship with the Roman empire. But in a constantly changing world the debate must continue, applying the lessons of yesterday to shape tomorrow.
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Modern Goth fashion.
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EPILOGUE

GOTHS AND THE GOTHIC IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY









Almost two thousand years of history separate the modern Goths of Western society from the Gothic tribes that overran the Roman empire. It is a gulf that at first sight would seem impossible to bridge. Visigoths and Ostrogoths are studied by academic historians interested in the collapse of classical antiquity and the rise of medieval Europe. Gothic cathedrals are admired by tourists and analysed by students of architecture, while audiences continue to enjoy nineteenth-century Gothic novels and the films that those novels have inspired. Contemporary Goth culture is a source of fulfilment for those who belong and of curiosity and sometimes suspicion for those on the outside. When ‘Gothic’ can mean so many different things to so many different people, should we even try to draw connections across the centuries as this book has attempted to do?

Yet it is precisely the historical weight and diversity of the Goths and their legacy that gives the ‘Gothic’ its unique significance today. Whether our interests lie in tribal migrations or medieval architecture, contemporary music or fashion, whenever the term Gothic appears then the past interacts with the present. The contradictory interpretations of the original Goths as the bringers of freedom and destruction sparked political debates that in turn fuelled the cultural revival from which the modern Goths emerged. As each generation reinterpreted the Gothic to serve their own needs, the flexibility of the term made it adaptable to different purposes without losing its essential character. The Gothic can move with the times, from political revolutions to changing gender roles and racial attitudes, and in recent years has transcended its Western roots to achieve a genuinely global influence.

There has never been a simple all-encompassing definition of the ‘Gothic’, not even in the distant days when the Tervingi and Greuthungi Goths first entered into the Roman empire. Certain fundamental principles, however, have remained constant. The Gothic is always closely entwined with the dialogue between ‘civilization’ and ‘barbarism’, social values and personal freedoms, which is as old as humanity itself. And while this dialogue is so easily expressed as a binary opposition, the ‘insider’ and the ‘outsider’, the history of the Gothic also demonstrates how easily such distinctions can become blurred. Arguments over the Gothic can be used to demonize, yet equally can challenge outdated assumptions and lead society in new and exciting directions. We have seen the Gothic play this role throughout the preceding chapters, a role that it must continue to play far into the future. The original Goths may be long gone, but their legacy has become too universal to truly be ‘lost’.
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GENERAL WORKS: THE GOTHS

Those seeking a more in-depth account of Gothic history might begin with P. Heather, The Goths (Oxford, 1996). On the wider background of the Germanic migrations and the transformation of early medieval Europe, recent works include W. A. Goffart, Barbarian Tides: The Migration Age and the Later Roman Empire (Philadelphia, PA, 2006), G. Halsall, Barbarian Migrations and the Roman West, 376–568 (Cambridge, 2007) and P. Heather, Empires and Barbarians: Migration, Development and the Birth of Europe (London, 2009).

GENERAL WORKS: THE GOTHIC

An excellent starting point to this vast subject is provided by N. Groom, The Gothic: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2012). A more extended overview is offered by R. Davenport-Hines, Gothic: Four Hundred Years of Excess, Horror, Evil and Ruin (London, 1998), and there are an array of valuable articles in D. Punter, ed., A New Companion to the Gothic (2nd edn, Chichester, 2012) and G. Byron and D. Townshend, eds, The Gothic World (London, 2013).

1 FROM LEGEND TO HISTORY

The early history of the Goths and the difficulties raised by our sources receive close attention in P. Heather, Goths and Romans, AD 332–89 (Oxford, 1991) and M. Kulikowski, Rome’s Gothic Wars: From the Third Century to Alaric (Cambridge, 2007). On Ulfila and the controversial issue of Gothic ‘Arianism’, see G. M. Berndt and R. Steinacher, eds, Arianism: Roman Heresy and Barbarian Creed (Farnham, 2014), while the events surrounding the Battle of Adrianople are described in N. Lenski, Failure of Empire: Valens and the Roman State (Berkeley, CA, and London, 2002).

The translation of Jordanes’ Getica by C. C. Mierow (Princeton, NJ, 1915) is freely available online, and see also W. A. Goffart, The Narrators of Barbarian History (AD 550–800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and Paul the Deacon (Princeton, NJ, 1988). Much of the archaeological evidence for the Sîntana de Mureş-Černjachov Culture remains unpublished, but there is a very helpful summary in P. Heather and J. Matthews, The Goths in the Fourth Century (Liverpool, 1991), which also contains the core evidence for Ulfila and the Gothic Bible. The best translation of Ammianus Marcellinus’ Res Gestae is that by W. Hamilton for Penguin Books (London, 1986).

2 ALARIC AND THE SACK OF ROME

Heather, Goths and Romans and Kulikowski, Rome’s Gothic Wars both cover Alaric’s career in detail in their accounts of the early Goths. For an introduction to Alaric’s chief Roman opponent, see I. Hughes, Stilicho: The Vandal who Saved Rome (Barnsley, 2010) and also A. Cameron, Claudian: Poetry and Propaganda at the Court of Honorius (Oxford, 1970) on Stilicho’s panegyrist. Before reading Augustine’s City of God and his reaction to the Sack of Rome, always consult the classic work of P. Brown, Augustine of Hippo (revd edn, London, 2000).

Themistius’ Gothic orations are translated with commentary in P. Heather and D. Moncur, Politics, Philosophy, and Empire in the Fourth Century: Select Orations of Themistius (Liverpool, 2001). Claudian’s poems were translated by M. Platnauer for the Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA, 1922) and can be read online, as can Zosimus’ New History (W. Green and T. Chaplin, London, 1814). The numerous writings of Jerome and Augustine have been translated many times and are widely accessible on early Christian websites.

3 A NEW WORLD ORDER

The fate of the western Roman empire has been debated for centuries, with good recent surveys by P. Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire: A New History (London, 2005) and B. Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Oxford, 2005). On Athaulf and his marriage to the Roman princess Galla Placidia, see the latter’s biography by H. Sivan, Galla Placidia: The Last Roman Empress (Oxford, 2011). The complex world of Visigothic Aquitaine is explored in J. Drink-water and H. Elton, eds, Fifth­century Gaul: A Crisis of Identity? (Cambridge, 1992), and our most important source is brought to life in J. Harries, Sidonius Apollinaris and the Fall of Rome, AD 407–485 (Oxford, 1994). On the dramatic part played by Attila, the ‘scourge of God’, see C. Kelly, Attila the Hun: Barbarian Terror and the Fall of the Roman Empire (London, 2008).

The passage quoted from Orosius is translated in A. T. Fear, Orosius: Seven Books of History against the Pagans (Liverpool, 2010). The remnants of the lost history of Olympiodorus of Thebes are helpfully collected in R. C. Blockley, The Fragmentary Classicising Historians of the Later Roman Empire (2 vols, Liverpool, 1981–3). Sidonius Apollinaris’ letters and poems were translated for the Loeb Classical Library by W. B. Anderson (Cambridge, MA, 1936) and are freely available online, as is Salvian’s On the Governance of God through the translation by E. M. Sanford (New York, 1930).

4 OSTROGOTHS AND VISIGOTHS

The kingdoms of Ostrogothic Italy and Visigothic Spain are covered in many of the general historical works cited above. For more specialized studies on the Ostrogoths see J. Moorhead, Theoderic in Italy (Oxford, 1992) and P. Amory, People and Identity in Ostrogothic Italy, 489–554 (Cambridge, 1997), and for the Visigoths read R. Collins, Visigothic Spain, 409–711 (Oxford, 2004) and R. L. Stocking, Bishops, Councils, and Consensus in the Visigothic Kingdom, 589–633 (Ann Arbor, MI, 2000).

Regarding the major sources for Theoderic’s Italy, see S.J.B. Barnish, Cassiodorus: Selected Variae (Liverpool, 1992) and The Anonymous Valesianus, The History of King Theoderic in the third volume of J. C. Rolfe’s translation of Ammianus Marcellinus for the Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA, 1939). Procopius’ Wars is likewise available through the Loeb Classical Library, translated by H. B. Dewing (5 vols, Cambridge, MA, 1914–28), and V. Watts translated Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy for Penguin Classics (revd edn, London, 1999).

Gregory of Tours, The History of the Franks, was translated for Penguin Classics by L. Thorpe (Harmondsworth, 1974), and is strongly hostile to the Visigoths in Gaul. A number of texts from Visigothic Spain are available in English in A. T. Fear, Lives of the Visigothic Fathers (Liverpool, 1997) and K. B. Wolf, Conquerors and Chroniclers of Early Medieval Spain, 2nd edn (Liverpool, 1999). The latter volume includes Isidore of Seville’s History of the Kings of the Goths and The Chronicle of Alfonso III. See also S. A. Barney et al., eds, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (Cambridge, 2006), which contains a good introduction to Isidore in addition to the translation of this essential work.

5 RENAISSANCE AND REFORMATION

Detailed surveys of much of the material in this chapter may be found in P. Frankl, The Gothic: Literary Sources and Interpretations through Eight Centuries (Princeton, NJ, 1960) and F. L. Borchardt, German Antiquity in Renaissance Myth (Baltimore, MD, 1971).

Otto of Freising’s Chronicle or History of the Two Cities has been translated with notes by C. C. Mierow (republished by Columbia University Press, New York, 2002). For an introduction to the context and composition of Germany’s national epic poem, see E. R. Haymes, The Nibelungenlied: History and Interpretation (Urbana, IL, 1986). Renaissance scholarship receives in-depth treatment in E. Cochrane, Historians and Historiography in the Italian Renaissance (Chicago, IL, 1985), while on Vasari’s vision of art history see L. Cheney, Giorgio Vasari’s Prefaces: Art and Theory (New York, 2012). German attitudes towards the Gothic in the Reformation period are discussed in S. Brough, The Goths and the Concept of Gothic in Germany from 1500 to 1750: Culture, Language, and Architecture (Frankfurt am Main, 1985).

The Shakespeare quotations come from The Oxford Shakespeare: Titus Andronicus, edited by E. M. Waith (Oxford, 1984). There is much interesting additional material in P. C. Kolin, ed., Titus Andronicus: Critical Essays (New York and London, 1995), while for a broader approach to the Shakespearean canon see J. Drakakis and D. Townshend, eds, Gothic Shakespeares (Oxford, 2008).

6 BARBARIC LIBERTY

A brief overview of the biblical and classical influences on later interpretations of the Goths is offered by R. Rix, The Barbarian North in Medieval Imagination: Ethnicity, Legend, and Literature (New York, 2015). The ongoing importance of the Visigoths in Spanish history is summarized expertly in J. N. Hillgarth, The Visigoths in History and Legend (Toronto, 2009). On the Gothic myth in the Reconquista and Spain’s sixteenth-century golden age, see also P. Linehan, History and the Historians of Medieval Spain (Oxford, 1993) and R. L. Kagan, Clio and the Crown: The Politics of History in Medieval and Early Modern Spain (Baltimore, MD, 2009). Regarding the Swedish appropriation of the Gothic legacy, see K. Johannesson, The Renaissance of the Goths in Sixteenth­century Sweden, trans. J. Larson (1982, Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA, 1991) on the brothers Johannes and Olaus Magnus, and also G. Eriksson, The Atlantic Vision: Olaus Rudbeck and Baroque Science (Canton, MA, 1994).

The classic work on the emergence of positive English attitudes towards the Gothic is still S. Kliger, The Goths in England: A Study in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Thought (Cambridge, MA, 1952), to which should be added R. J. Smith, The Gothic Bequest: Medieval Institutions in British Thought, 1688–1863 (Cambridge, 1987). The achievements of Camden and Verstegan are well described in G. Parry, The Trophies of Time: English Antiquarians of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford, 2007), and an accessible introduction to Gibbon’s monumental work is provided by R. Potter, Edward Gibbon: Making History (London, 1988).

7 THE STRUGGLE FOR GOTHIC IDENTITY

P. J. Geary, The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton, NJ, 2002) outlines a number of the themes debated in this chapter. On the Gothic dimension to French revolutionary ideology, see K. M. Baker, Inventing the French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1990). For the Visigoths in nineteenth-century Spain see again J. N. Hillgarth, The Visigoths in History and Legend (Toronto, 2009), and for a broader view G. Pasamar, Apologia and Criticism: Historians and the History of Spain, 1500–2000 (Oxford, 2010).

The increasingly nationalistic and imperialistic tone of British Gothic arguments in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is reflected in C. Kidd, British Identities before Nationalism: Ethnicity and Nationhood in the Atlantic World, 1600–1800 (Cambridge, 1999) and P. Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830–1914 (Ithaca, NY, 1988), as well as H. A. MacDougall, Racial Myth in English History: Trojans, Teutons and Anglo­Saxons (Montreal, 1982). On the American adaptation of those arguments, note R. Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo­Saxonism (Cambridge, MA, 1981), and on American Gothic fiction, see T. A. Goddu, Gothic America: Narrative, History, and Nation (New York, 1997).

German attitudes towards the Gothic in the centuries leading up to unification are surveyed in P. Frankl, The Gothic: Literary Sources and Interpretations through Eight Centuries (Princeton, NJ, 1960) and W. D. Robson-Scott, The Literary Background of the Gothic Revival in Germany (Oxford, 1965). The Grimm Brothers’ Deutsche Sagen has been translated into English by D. Ward (Philadelphia, PA, 1981), while on Wagner and his relationship with German folklore see D. Cooke, I Saw the World End: A Study of Wagner’s Ring (Oxford, 1979) and E. Magee, Richard Wagner and the Nibelungs (Oxford, 1990). The national monuments of German unification are described in G. L. Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses: Political Symbolism and Mass Movements in Germany from the Napoleonic Wars through the Third Reich (New York, 1975). On the sad misunderstanding of Indo-European language theory that underlay Hitler’s ‘master race’, see L. Poliakov, The Aryan Myth: A History of Racist and Nationalist Ideas in Europe (London, 1974).

8 GOTHIC CULTURE

The culture of the original Goths is covered in the books already listed under chapters One to Four above. The Gothic architecture of the medieval West is depicted in F. Deuchler, Gothic (London, 1989) and D. Pearsall, Gothic Europe, 1200–1450 (Harlow, 2001), with the English evidence given particular treatment in P. Binski, Becket’s Crown: Art and Imagination in Gothic England, 1170–1300 (New Haven, CT, 2004) and R. Marks and P. Williamson, eds, Gothic: Art for England, 1440–1547 (London, 2003).

As already indicated, attitudes to Gothic architecture from Vasari to Christopher Wren and beyond can be read in P. Frankl, The Gothic: Literary Sources and Interpretations through Eight Centuries (Princeton, NJ, 1960). For an introduction to the renewed interest in the Gothic that began in eighteenth-century England, see C. Brooks, The Gothic Revival (London, 1999) and also R. Hill, God’s Architect: Pugin and the Building of Romantic Britain (London, 2007).

The literature on the rise of the Gothic novel is enormous. One might begin with C. Bloom, Gothic Histories: The Taste for Terror, 1764 to the Present (London, 2010), and the articles collected in J. E. Hogle, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction (Cambridge, 2002), although there is no substitute for experiencing the novels themselves. The same applies to Gothic cinema and music, on which see J. Bell, ed., Gothic: The Dark Heart of Film (London, 2013) and M. Mercer, Gothic Rock (Birmingham, 1991).

Finally, among the many studies of modern Goth culture, some good books to read include P. Hodkinson, Goth: Identity, Style, and Subculture (Oxford, 2002), D. Brill, Goth Culture: Gender, Sexuality and Style (Oxford, 2008), N. Scharf, Worldwide Gothic: A Chronicle of a Tribe (Church Stretton, 2011) and C. Roberts, Gothic: The Evolution of a Dark Subculture (London, 2014).
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