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To the Reader

THIS book aims to give as full and fair an account of medieval

civilization from A.D. 325 to 1300, as space and prejudice will permit. Its
method is integral history—the presentation of all phases of a culture or an
age in one total picture and narrative. The obligation to cover the economic,
political, legal, military, moral, social, religious, educational, scientific,
medical, philosophic, literary, and artistic aspects of four distinct
civilizations—Byzantine, Islamic, Judaic, and West European—has made
unification and brevity difficult. The meeting and conflict of the four
cultures in the Crusades provides a measure of unity; and the tired reader,
appalled by the length of the book, may find some consolation in learning
that the original manuscript was half again longer than the present text.*
Nothing has been retained except what seemed necessary to the proper
understanding of the period, or to the life and color of the tale. Nevertheless
certain recondite passages, indicated by reduced type, may be omitted by
the general reader without mortal injury.

These two volumes constitute Part IV of a history of civilization. Part I,
Our Oriental Heritage (1935), reviewed the history of Egypt and the Near
East to their conquest by Alexander about 330 B.c., and of India, China, and
Japan to the present century. Part I, The Life of Greece (1939), recorded the
career and culture of Hellas and the Near East to the Roman Conquest of
Greece in 146 B.C. Part Ill, Caesar and Christ (1944), surveyed the history
of Rome and Christianity from their beginnings, and of the Near East from
146 B.C., to the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325. This book continues the study
of the white man’s life to the death of Dante in 1321. Part V, The
Renaissance and the Reformation, covering the period from 1321 to 1648,
should appear in 1955; and Part VI, The Age of Reason, carrying the story
to our own time, should be ready by 1960. This will bring the author so
close to senility that he must forgo the privilege of applying the integral
method to the two Americas.

Each of these volumes is designed as an independent unit, but readers
familiar with Caesar and Christ will find it easier to pick up the threads of
the present narrative. Chronology compels us to begin with those facets of



the quadripartite medieval civilization which are most remote from our
normal interest—the Byzantine and the Islamic. The Christian reader will
be surprised by the space given to the Moslem culture, and the Moslem
scholar will mourn the brevity with which the brilliant civilization of
medieval Islam has here been summarized. A persistent effort has been
made to be impartial, to see each faith and culture from its own point of
view. But prejudice has survived, if only in the selection of material and the
allotment of space. The mind, like the body, is imprisoned in its skin.

The manuscript has been written three times, and each rewriting has
discovered errors. Many must still remain; the improvement of the part is
sacrificed to the completion of the whole. The correction of errors will be
welcomed.

Grateful acknowledgment is due to Dr. Use Lichtenstadter, of the Asia
Institute of New York, for reading the pages on Islamic civilization; to Dr.
Bernard Mandelbaum, of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, for
reviewing the pages on medieval Jewry; to Professor Lynn Thorndike, of
Columbia University, for the use of his translation of a passage from
Alexander Neckham; to the Cambridge University Press for permission to
quote translations from Edward G. Browne’s A Literary History of Persia;
to the Public Library of Los Angeles, and specifically to its Hollywood
Branch, and to the Library of Congress, for the loan of books; to Miss Rose
Mary DeWitte for typing 50,000 notes; to Dr. James L. Whitehead, Dr. C.
Edward Hopkin, and Mrs. Will Durant for their learned aid in classifying
the material; to Misses Mary and Flora Kaufman for varied assistance; and
to Mrs. Edith Digate for her high competence in typing the manuscript.

This book, like all its predecessors, should have been dedicated to my
wife, who for thirty-seven years has given me a patient toleration,
protection, guidance, and inspiration that not all these volumes could repay.
It is at her prompting that these two volumes are dedicated to our daughter,
son-in-law, and grandson.

WILL DURANT

November 22, 1949
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CHAPTERI1
Julian the Apostate

332-63

I. THE LEGACY OF CONSTANTINE

IN the year 335 the Emperor Constantine, feeling the nearness of death,

called his sons and nephews to his side, and divided among them, with the
folly of fondness, the government of the immense Empire that he had won.
To his eldest son, Constantine II, he assigned the West—Britain, Gaul, and
Spain; to his son Constantius, the East—Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt; to
his youngest son, Constans, North Africa, Italy, Illyricum, and Thrace,
including the new and old capitals—Constantinople and Rome; and to two
nephews Armenia, Macedonia, and Greece. The first Christian Emperor had
spent his life, and many another, in restoring the monarchy, and unifying the
faith, of the Roman Empire; his death (337) risked all. He had a hard
choice: his rule had not acquired the sanctity of time, and could not ensure
the peaceable succession of a sole heir; divided government seemed a lesser
evil than civil war.

Civil war came none the less, and assassination simplified the scene. The
army rejected the authority of any but Constantine’s sons; all other male
relatives of the dead Emperor were murdered, except his nephews Gallus
and Julian; Gallus was ill, and gave promise of an early death; Julian was
five, and perhaps the charm of his age softened the heart of Constantius,
whom tradition and Ammianus credited with these crimes.. Constantius
renewed with Persia that ancient war between East and West which had
never really ceased since Marathon, and allowed his brothers to eliminate
one another in fraternal strife. Left sole Emperor (353), he returned to
Constantinople, and governed the reunified realm with dour integrity and
devoted incompetence, too suspicious to be happy, too cruel to be loved, too
vain to be great.



The city that Constantine had called Nova Roma, but which even in his
lifetime had taken his name, had been founded on the Bosporus by Greek
colonists about 657 B.Cc. For almost a thousand years it had been known as
Byzantium; and Byzantine would persist as a label for its civilization and its
art. No site on earth could have surpassed it for a capital; at Tilsit, in 1807,
Napoleon would call it the empire of the world, and would refuse to yield it
to a Russia fated by the direction of her rivers to long for its control. Here at
any moment the ruling power could close a main door between East and
West; here the commerce of continents would congregate, and deposit the
products of a hundred states; here an army might stand poised to drive back
the gentlemen of Persia, the Huns of the East, the Slavs of the North, and
the barbarians of the West. The rushing waters provided defense on every
side but one, which could be strongly walled; and in the Golden Horn—a
quiet inlet of the Bosporus—war fleets and merchantmen might find a
haven from attack or storm. The Greeks called the inlet Keras, horn,
possibly from its shape; golden was later added to suggest the wealth
brought to this port in fish and grain and trade. Here, amid a population
predominantly Christian, and long inured to Oriental monarchy and pomp,
the Christian emperor might enjoy the public support withheld by Rome’s
proud Senate and pagan populace. For a thousand years the Roman Empire
would here survive the barbarian floods that were to inundate Rome; Goths,
Huns, Vandals, Avars, Persians, Arabs, Bulgarians, Russians would threaten
the new capital in turn and fail; only once in that millennium would
Constantinople be captured—by Christian Crusaders loving gold a little
better than the cross. For eight centuries after Mohammed it would hold
back the Moslem tide that would sweep over Asia, Africa, and Spain. Here
beyond all expectation Greek civilization would display a saving continuity,
tenaciously preserve its ancient treasures, and transmit them at last to
Renaissance Italy and the Western world.

In November 324 Constantine the Great led his aides, engineers, and
priests from the harbor of Byzantium across the surrounding hills to trace
the boundaries of his contemplated capital. Some marveled that he took in
so much, but “I shall advance,” he said, “till He, the invisible God who
marches before me, thinks proper to stop.”? He left no deed undone, no
word unsaid, that could give to his plan, as to his state, a deep support in the



religious sentiments of the people and in the loyalty of the Christian
Church.

“In obedience to the command of God,”® he brought in thousands of
workmen and artists to raise city walls, fortifications, administrative
buildings, palaces, and homes; he adorned the squares and streets with
fountains and porticoes, and with famous sculptures conscripted impartially
from a hundred cities in his realm; and to divert the turbulence of the
populace he provided an ornate and spacious hippodrome where the public
passion for games and gambling might vent itself on a scale paralleled only
in degenerating Rome. The New Rome was dedicated as capital of the
Eastern Empire on May 11, 330—a day that was thereafter annually
celebrated with imposing ceremony. Paganism was officially ended; the
Middle Ages of triumphant faith were, so to speak, officially begun. The
East had won its spiritual battle against the physically victorious West, and
would rule the Western soul for a thousand years.

Within two centuries of its establishment as a capital, Constantinople
became, and for ten centuries remained, the richest, most beautiful, and
most civilized City in the world. In 337 it contained some 50,000 people; in
400 some 100,000; in 500 almost a million.# An official document (c. 450)
lists five imperial palaces, six palaces for the ladies of the court, three for
high dignitaries, 4388 mansions, 322 streets, 52 porticoes; add to these a
thousand shops, a hundred places of amusement, sumptuous baths,
brilliantly ornamented churches, and magnificent squares that were

veritable museums of the art of the classic world.2 On the second of the
hills that lifted the city above its encompassing waters lay the Forum of
Constantine, an elliptical space entered under a triumphal arch at either end;
porticoes and statuary formed its circumference; on the north side stood a
stately senate house; at the center rose a famous porphyry pillar, 120 feet
high, crowned with the figure of Apollo, and ascribed to Pheidias himself.*
From the Forum a broad Mese or Middle Way, lined with palaces and
shops, and shaded with colonnades, led westward through the city to the
Augusteum, a plaza a thousand by three hundred feet, named after
Constantine’s mother Helena as Augusta. At the north end of this square
rose the first form of St. Sophia—Church of the Holy Wisdom; on the east
side was a second senate chamber; on the south stood the main palace of the



emperor, and the gigantic public Baths of Zeuxippus, containing hundreds
of statues in marble or bronze; at the west end a vaulted monument—the
Milion or Milestone—marked the point from which radiated the many
magnificent roads (some still functioning) that bound the provinces to the
capital. Here, too, on the west of the Augusteum, lay the great Hippodrome.
Between this and St. Sophia the imperial or Sacred Palace spread, a
complex structure of marble surrounded by 150 acres of gardens and
porticoes. Here and there and in the suburbs were the mansions of the
aristocracy. In the narrow, crooked, congested side streets were the shops of
the tradesmen, and the homes or tenements of the populace. At its western
terminus the Middle Way opened through the “Golden Gate”—in the Wall
of Constantine—upon the Sea of Marmora. Palaces lined the three shores,
and trembled with reflected glory in the waves.

The population of the city was mainly Roman at the top, and for the rest
overwhelmingly Greek. All alike called themselves Roman. While the
language of the state was Latin, Greek remained the speech of the people,
and, by the seventh century, displaced Latin even in government. Below the
great officials and the senators was an aristocracy of landowners dwelling
now in the city, now on their country estates. Scorned by these, but rivaling
them in wealth, were the merchants who exchanged the goods of
Constantinople and its hinterland for those of the world; below these, a
swelling bureaucracy of governmental employees; below these the
shopkeepers and master workmen of a hundred trades; below these a mass
of formally free labor, voteless and riotous, normally disciplined by hunger
and police, and bribed to peace by races, games, and a daily dole totaling
80,000 measures of grain or loaves of bread. At the bottom, as everywhere
in the Empire, were slaves, less numerous than in Caesar’s Rome, and more
humanely treated through the legislation of Constantine and the mitigating
influence of the Church.®

Periodically the free population rose from its toil to crowd the
Hippodrome. There, in an amphitheater 560 feet long and 380 wide, seats
accommodated from 30,000 to 70,000 spectators;z these were protected
from the arena by an elliptical moat; and between the games they might
walk under a shaded and marble-railed promenade 2766 feet long.® Statuary
lined the spina or backbone of the course—a low wall that ran along the



middle length of the arena from goal to goal. At the center of the spina
stood an obelisk of Thothmes III, brought from Egypt; to the south rose a
pillar of three intertwined bronze serpents, originally raised at Delphi to
commemorate the victory of Plataea (479 B.C.); these two monuments still
stand. The emperor’s box, the Kathisma, was adorned in the fifth century
with four horses in gilded bronze, an ancient work of Lysippus. In this
Hippodrome the great national festivals were celebrated with processions,
athletic contests, acrobatics, animal hunts and fights, and exhibitions of
exotic beasts and birds. Greek tradition and Christian sentiment combined
to make the amusements of Constantinople less cruel than those of Rome;
we hear of no gladiatorial combats in the new capital. Nevertheless, the
twenty-four horse and chariot races that usually dominated the program
provided all the excitement that had marked a Roman holiday. Jockeys and
charioteers were divided into Blues, Greens, Reds, and Whites, according to
their employers and their garb; the spectators—and indeed the whole
population of the city—divided likewise; and the principal fashions—the
Blues and Greens—fought with throats in the Hippodrome and occasionally
with knives in the streets. Only at the games could the populace voice its
feelings; there it claimed the right to ask favors of the ruler, to demand
reforms, to denounce oppressive officials, sometimes to berate the emperor
himself as he sat secure in his exalted seat, from which he had a guarded
exit to his palace.

Otherwise the populace was politically impotent. The Constantinian
Constitution, continuing Diocletian’s, was frankly monarchical. The two
senates—at Constantinople and at Rome—could deliberate, legislate,
adjudicate; but always subject to the imperial veto; their legislative
functions were largely appropriated by the ruler’s advisory council, the
sacrum consistorium principis. The emperor himself could legislate by
simple decree, and his will was the supreme law. In the view of the
emperors, democracy had failed; it had been destroyed by the Empire that it
had helped to win; it could rule a city, perhaps, but not a hundred varied
states; it had carried liberty into license, and license into chaos, until its
class and civil war had threatened the economic and political life of the
entire Mediterranean world. Diocletian and Constantine concluded that
order could be restored only by restricting higher offices to an aristocracy of
patrician counts (comites) and dukes (duces), recruited not by birth but



through appointment by an emperor who possessed full responsibility and
power, and was clothed with all the awesome prestige of ceremonial
inaccessibility, Oriental pomp, and ecclesiastical coronation, sanctification,
and support. Perhaps the system was warranted by the situation; but it left
no check upon the ruler except the advice of complaisant aides and the fear
of sudden death. It created a remarkably efficient administrative and
judicial organization, and kept the Byzantine Empire in existence for a
millennium; but at the cost of political stagnation, public atrophy, court
conspiracies, eunuch intrigues, wars of succession, and a score of palace
revolutions that gave the throne occasionally to competence, seldom to
integrity, too often to an unscrupulous adventurer, an oligarchic cabal, or an
imperial fool.

II. CHRISTIANS AND PAGANS

In this Mediterranean world of the fourth century, where the state
depended so much on religion, ecclesiastical affairs were in such turmoil
that government felt called upon to interfere even in the mysteries of
theology. The great debate between Athanasius and Arius had not ended
with the Council of Nicaea (325). Many bishops—in the East a majority?>—
still openly or secretly sided with Arius; 1.e., they considered Christ the Son
of God, but neither consubstantial nor coeternal with the Father.
Constantine himself, after accepting the Council’s decree, and banishing
Arius, invited him to a personal conference (331), could find no heresy in
him, and recommended the restoration of Arius and the Arians to their
churches, Athanasius protested; a council of Eastern bishops at Tyre
deposed him from his Alexandrian see (335); and for two years he lived as
an exile in Gaul. Arius again visited Constantine, and professed adherence
to the Nicene Creed, with subtle reservations that an emperor could not be
expected to understand. Constantine believed him, and bade Alexander,
Patriarch of Constantinople, receive him into communion. The
ecclesiastical historian Socrates here tells a painful tale:

It was then Saturday, and Arius was expecting to assemble with the congregation on

the day following; but Divine retribution overtook his daring criminality. For going out



from the imperial palace ... and approaching the porphyry pillar in the Forum of
Constantine, a terror seized him, accompanied by violent relaxation of his bowels. ...
Together with the evacuations his bowels protruded, followed by a copious hemorrhage,
and the descent of the smaller intestine; moreover, portions of his spleen and his liver

were eliminated in the effusion of blood, so that he almost immediately died 19

Hearing of this timely purge, Constantine began to wonder whether Arius
had not been a heretic after all. But when the Emperor himself died, in the
following year, he received the rites of baptism from his friend and
counselor Eusebius, Bishop of Nicomedia, an Arian.

Constantius took theology more seriously than his father. He made his
own inquiry into the paternity of Jesus, adopted the Arian view, and felt a
moral obligation to enforce it upon all Christendom. Athanasius, who had
returned to his see after Constantine’s death, was again expelled (339);
church councils, called and dominated by the new Emperor, affirmed
merely the likeness, not the consubstantiality, of Christ with the Father;
ecclesiastics loyal to the Nicene Creed were removed from their churches,
sometimes by the violence of mobs; for half a century it seemed that
Christianity would be Unitarian, and abandon the divinity of Christ. In
those bitter days Athanasius spoke of himself as solus contra mundum;, all
the powers of the state were opposed to him, and even his Alexandrian
congregation turned against him. Five times he fled from his see, often in
peril of his life, and wandered in alien lands; through half a century (323—
73) he fought with patient diplomacy and eloquent vituperation for the
creed as it had been defined under his leadership at Nicaea; he stood firm
even when Pope Liberius gave in. To him, above all, the Church owes her
doctrine of the Trinity.

Athanasius laid his case before Pope Julius I (340). Julius restored him to
his see; but a council of Eastern bishops at Antioch (341) denied the Pope’s
jurisdiction, and named Gregory, an Arian, as bishop of Alexandria. When
Gregory reached the city the rival factions broke into murderous riots,
killing many; and Athanasius, to end the bloodshed, withdrew (342).11 In
Constantinople a similar contest raged; when Constantius ordered the
replacement of the orthodox patriot Paul by the Arian Macedonius, a crowd
of Paul’s supporters resisted the soldiery, and three thousand persons lost
their lives. Probably more Christians were slaughtered by Christians in



these two years (342-3) than by all the persecutions of Christians by pagans
in the history of Rome.

Christians divided on almost every point but one—that the pagan temples
should be closed, their property confiscated, and the same weapons of the
state used against them and their worshipers that had formerly assailed

Christianity.l2 Constantine had discouraged, but not forbidden, pagan
sacrifices and ceremonies; Constans forbade them on pain of death;
Constantius ordered all pagan temples in the Empire closed, and all pagan
rituals to cease. Those who disobeyed were to forfeit their property and
their lives; and these penalties were extended to provincial governors
neglecting to enforce the decree.l® Nevertheless, pagan isles remained in
the spreading Christian sea. The older cities—Athens, Antioch, Smyrna,
Alexandria, Rome—had a large sprinkling of pagans, above all among the
aristocracy and in the schools. In Olympia the games continued till
Theodosius I (379-95); in Eleusis the Mysteries were celebrated till Alaric
destroyed the temple there in 396; and the schools of Athens continued to
transmit, with mollifying interpretations, the doctrines of Plato, Aristotle,
and Zeno. (Epicurus was outlawed, and became a synonym for atheist.)
Constantine and his son continued the salaries of the scholarchs and
professors who loosely constituted the University of Athens; lawyers and
orators still flocked there to learn the tricks of rhetoric; and pagan sophists
—teachers of wisdom—offered their wares to any who could pay. All
Athens was fond and proud of Prohaeresius, who had come there as a poor
youth, had shared one bed and cloak with another student, had risen to the
official chair of rhetoric, and at eighty-seven was still so handsome,
vigorous, and eloquent that his pupil Eunapius regarded him as “an ageless
and immortal god.”14

But the leading sophist of the fourth century was Libanius. Born at
Antioch (314), he had torn himself away from a fond mother to go and
study at Athens; offered a rich heiress as wife if he would stay, he declared
that he would decline the hand of a goddess just to see the smoke of
Athens. 22 He used his teachers there as stimuli, not oracles; and amid a
maze of professors and schools he educated himself. After lecturing for a
time at Constantinople and Nicomedia, he returned to Antioch (354), and
set up a school that for forty years was the most frequented and renowned



in the Empire; his fame (he assures us) was so great that his exordiums

were sung in the streets.1® Ammianus Marcellinus, St. John Chrysostom,
and St. Basil were among his pupils. He enjoyed the favor of Christian
princes, though he spoke and wrote in defense of paganism and offered
sacrifice in the temples. When the bakers of Antioch went on strike he was
chosen by both sides as arbitrator; when Antioch revolted against
Theodosius I he was named by the chastened city to plead its cause before
the Emperor.lZ He survived by almost a generation the assassination of his
friend Julian, and the collapse of the pagan revival.

Fourth-century paganism took many forms: Mithraism, Neoplatonism,
Stoicism, Cynicism, and the local cults of municipal or rustic gods.
Mithraism had lost ground, but Neoplatonism was still a power in religion
and philosophy. Those doctrines to which Plotinus had given a shadowy
form—of a triune spirit binding all reality, of a Logos or intermediary deity
who had done the work of creation, of soul as divine and matter as flesh and
evil, of spheres of existence along whose invisible stairs the soul had fallen
from God to man and might ascend from man to God—these mystic ideas
left their mark on the apostles Paul and John, had many imitators among the

Christians, and molded many Christian heresies.1® In Tamblichus of Syrian
Chalcis miracle was added to mystery in Neoplatonic philosophy: the
mystic not only saw things unseen by sense, but—by touching God in
ecstasy—he acquired divine powers of magic and divination. lamblichus’
disciple, Maximus of Tyre, combined the claim to mystic faculties with a
devout and eloquent paganism that conquered Julian. Said Maximus,
defending against Christian scorn the use of idols in pagan worship,

God the father and the fashioner of all that is, older than the sun or sky, greater than
time and eternity and all the flow of being, is unnamable by any lawgiver, unutterable
by any voice, not to be seen by any eye. But we, being unable to apprehend His essence,
use the help of sounds and names and pictures, of beaten gold and ivory and silver, of
plants and rivers, torrents and mountain peaks, yearning for the knowledge of Him, and
in our weakness naming after His nature all that is beautiful in this world. ... If a Greek
is stirred to the remembrance of God by the art of Pheidias, or an Egyptian by
worshiping animals, or another man by a river or a fire, I have no anger for their

divergences; only let them note, let them remember, let them love 12



It was in part the eloquence of Libanius and Maximus that won Julian
from Christianity to paganism. When their pupil reached the throne
Maximus rushed to Constantinople, and Libanius raised in Antioch a song
of triumph and joy: “Behold us verily restored to life; a breath of happiness
passes over all the earth, while a veritable god, under the appearance of a

man, governs the world.”2

III. THE NEW CAESAR

Flavius Claudius Iulianus was born in the purple at Constantinople in
332, nephew of Constantine. His father, his eldest brother, and most of his
cousins were slain in the massacre that inaugurated the reign of
Constantine’s sons. He was sent to Nicomedia to be educated by its Bishop
Eusebius; he received an overdose of Christian theology, and gave signs of
becoming a saint. At seven he began to study classical literature with
Mardonius; the old eunuch’s enthusiasm for Homer and Hesiod passed
down to his pupil, and Julian entered with wonder and delight into the
bright and poetic world of Greek mythology.

In 341, for reasons now unknown, Julian and his brother Gallus were
banished to Cappadocia, and were for six years practically imprisoned in
the castle of Macellum. Released, Julian was for a time allowed to live in
Constantinople; but his youthful vivacity, sincerity, and wit made him too
popular for the Emperor’s peace of mind. He was again sent to Nicomedia,
where he took up the study of philosophy. He wanted to attend the lectures
of Libanius there, but was forbidden; however, he arranged to have full
notes of the master’s discourses brought to him. He was now a handsome
and impressionable lad of seventeen, ripe for the dangerous fascination of
philosophy. And while philosophy and free speculation came to him in all
their lure, Christianity was presented to him as at once a system of
unquestionable dogma and a Church torn with scandal and schism by the
Arian dispute and the mutual excommunications of East and West.

In 351 Gallus was created Caesar—i.e., heir apparent to the throne—and
took up the task of government at Antioch. Safe for a while from imperial
suspicion, Julian wandered from Nicomedia to Pergamum to Ephesus,
studying philosophy under Edesius, Maximus, and Chrysanthius, who



completed his secret conversion to paganism. Suddenly in 354 Constantius
summoned both Gallus and Julian to Milan, where he was holding court.
Gallus had overreached his authority, and had ruled the Asiatic provinces
with a despotic cruelty that shocked even Constantius. Tried before the
Emperor, he was convicted of various offenses, and was summarily
beheaded. Julian was kept under guard for several months in Italy; at last he
convinced a suspicious monarch that politics had never entered his head,
and that his one interest was in philosophy. Relieved to find that he had
only a philosopher to deal with, Constantius banished him to Athens (355).
Having expected death, Julian easily reconciled himself to an exile that
placed him at the fountainhead of pagan learning, religion, and thought.

Six happy months he spent there studying in the groves that had heard
Plato’s voice, making friends with Themistius and other immortal and
forgotten philosophers, pleasing them with his eagerness to learn, and
charming the citizens with the grace and modesty of his conduct. He
compared these polished pagans, heirs of a millennium of culture, with the
grave theologians who had surrounded him in Nicomedia, or those pious
statesmen who had thought it necessary to kill his father, his brothers, and
so many more; and he concluded that there were no beasts more ferocious

than Christians.2L He wept when he heard of famous temples overthrown,
of pagan priests proscribed, of their property distributed to eunuchs and
partisans.?2 It was probably at this time that in cautious privacy he accepted
initiation into the Mysteries at Eleusis. The morals of paganism condoned
the dissembling of his apostasy. His friends and teachers, who shared his
secret, could hardly consent to his revealing it; they knew that Constantius
would crown him with inopportune martyrdom, and they looked forward to
the time when their protégé would inherit the throne, and restore their
emoluments and their gods. For ten years Julian conformed in all externals
to the Christian worship, and even read the Scriptures publicly in church.2
Amid all this apprehensive concealment a second summons came to
present himself before the Emperor at Milan. He hardly dared go; but word
was conveyed to him from the Empress Eusebia that she had promoted his
cause at court, and that he had nothing to fear. To his astonishment
Constantius gave him his sister Helena in marriage, conferred upon him the
title of Caesar, and assigned to him the government of Gaul (355). The shy



young celibate, who had come dressed in the cloak of a philosopher,
adopted uncomfortably the uniform of a general and the duties of
matrimony. It must have further embarrassed him to learn that the Germans,
taking advantage of the civil wars that had almost destroyed the military
power of the Empire in the West, had invaded the Roman provinces on the
Rhine, defeated a Roman army, sacked the old Roman colonia of Cologne,
taken forty-four other towns, captured all Alsace, and advanced forty miles
into Gaul. Faced with this new crisis, Constantius called upon the lad whom
he both suspected and despised to metamorphose himself at once into an
administrator and a warrior. He gave Julian a guard of 360 men,
commissioned him to reorganize the army of Gaul, and sent him over the
Alps.

Julian spent the winter at Vienne on the Rhone, training himself with
military exercises, and zealously studying the art of war. In the spring of
356 he collected an army at Reims, drove back the German invaders, and
recaptured Cologne. Besieged at Sens by the Alemanni—the tribe that gave
a name to Germany—he repulsed their attacks for thirty days, managed to
secure food for the population and his troops, and outwore the patience of
the enemy. Moving south, he met the main army of the Alemanni near
Strasbourg, formed his men into a crescent wedge, and with brilliant tactics
and personal bravery led them to a decisive victory over forces far

outnumbering his own.?* Gaul breathed more freely; but in the north the
Salian Franks still ravaged the valley of the Meuse. Julian marched against
them, defeated them, forced them back over the Rhine, and returned in
triumph to Paris, the provincial capital. The grateful Gauls hailed the young
Caesar as another Julius, and his soldiers already voiced their hopes that he
would soon be emperor.

He remained five years in Gaul, repeopling devastated lands,
reorganizing the Rhine defenses, checking economic exploitation and
political corruption, restoring the prosperity of the province and the
solvency of the government, and at the same time reducing taxes. Men
marveled that this meditative youth, so lately torn from his books, had
transformed himself as if by magic into a general, a statesman, and a just
but humane judge.2> He established the principle that an accused person
should be accounted innocent till proved guilty. Numerius, a former



governor of Gallia Narbonensis, was charged with embezzlement; he denied
the charge, and could not be confuted at any point. The judge Delfidius,
exasperated by lack of proofs, cried out: “Can anyone, most mighty Caesar,
ever be found guilty if it be enough to deny the charge?” To which Julian
replied: “Can anyone be proved innocent if it be enough to have accused

him?” “And this,” says Ammianus, “was one of many instances of his

humanity.”2

His reforms made him enemies. Officials who feared his scrutiny, or
envied his popularity, sent to Constantius secret accusations to the effect
that Julian was planning to seize the imperial throne. Julian countered by
writing a fulsome panegyric of the Emperor. Constantius, still suspicious,
recalled the Gallic prefect Sallust, who had co-operated loyally with Julian.
If we may believe Ammianus, the Empress Eusebia, childless and jealous,
bribed attendants to give Julian’s wife an abortifacient whenever she was
with child; when, nevertheless, Helena bore a son, the midwife cut its navel
string so near the body that the child bled to death.2Z Amid all these worries
Julian received from Constantius (360) a command to send the best
elements of his Gallic army to join in the war against Persia.

Constantius was not unjustified. Shapur II had demanded the return of
Mesopotamia and Armenia (358); when Constantius refused, Shapur
besieged and captured Amida (now Diyarbekir in Turkish Kurdistan).
Constantius took the field against him, and ordered Julian to turn over to the
imperial legates, for the campaign in Asia, 300 men from each Gallic
regiment. Julian protested that these troops had enlisted on the
understanding that they would not be asked to serve beyond the Alps; and
he warned that Gaul would not be safe should her army be so depleted. (Six
years later the Germans successfully invaded Gaul.) Nevertheless, he
ordered his soldiers to obey the legates. The soldiers refused, surrounded
Julian’s palace, acclaimed him Augustus—i.e., Emperor—and begged him
to keep them in Gaul. He again counseled obedience; they persisted; Julian,
feeling, like an earlier Caesar, that the die was cast, accepted the imperial
title, and prepared to fight for the Empire and his life. The army that had
refused to leave Gaul now pledged itself to march to Constantinople and
seat Julian on the throne.



Constantius was in Cilicia when news reached him of the revolt. For
another year he fought Persia, risking his throne to protect his country; then,
having signed a truce with Shapur, he marched his legions westward to
meet his cousin. Julian advanced with a small force. He stopped for a while
at Sirmium (near Belgrade), and there at last proclaimed his paganism to the

world. To Maximus he wrote enthusiastically: “We now publicly adore the

gods, and all the army that followed me is devoted to their worship.”2

Good fortune rescued him from a precarious position: in November 361
Constantius died of a fever near Tarsus, in the forty-fifth year of his age. A
month later Julian entered Constantinople, ascended the throne without
opposition, and presided with all the appearance of a loving cousin over
Constantius’ funeral.

IV. THE PAGAN EMPEROR

Julian was now thirty-one. Ammianus, who saw him often, describes him
as

of medium stature. His hair lay smooth as if it had been combed; and his beard was
shaggy and trained to a point; his eyes were bright and full of fire, bespeaking the
keenness of his mind. His eyebrows fine, his nose perfectly straight, his mouth a bit
large, with full lower lip; his neck thick and bent, his shoulders large and broad. From
his head to his fingertips he was well proportioned, and therefore was strong and a good

runner.ﬁ

His self-portrait is not so flattering:

Though nature did not make my face any too handsome, nor give it the bloom of
youth, I myself out of sheer perversity added to it this long beard. ... I put up with the
lice that scamper about in it as though it were a thicket for wild beasts. ... My head is
disheveled; I seldom cut my hair or my nails, and my fingers are nearly always black
with ink 32

He prided himself on maintaining the simplicity of a philosopher amid
the luxuries of the court. He rid himself at once of the eunuchs, barbers, and
spies that had served Constantius. His young wife having died, he resolved



not to marry again, and so needed no eunuch; one barber, he felt, could take
care of the whole palace staff; as for cooks, he ate only the plainest foods,

which anyone could prepare.2! This pagan lived and dressed like a monk.
Apparently he knew no woman carnally after the death of his wife. He slept
on a hard pallet in an unheated room;2? he kept all his chambers unheated
throughout the winter “to accustom myself to bear the cold.” He had no
taste for amusements. He shunned the theater with its libidinous
pantomimes, and offended the populace by staying away from the
Hippodrome; on solemn festivals he attended for a while, but finding one
race like another, he soon withdrew. At first the people were impressed by
his virtues, his asceticism, his devotion to the chores and crises of
government; they compared him to Trajan as a general, to Antoninus Pius as
a saint, to Marcus Aurelius as a philosopher-king.23 We are surprised to see
how readily this young pagan was accepted by a city and an Empire that for
a generation had known none but Christian emperors.

He pleased the Byzantine Senate by his modest observance of its
traditions and prerogatives. He rose from his seat to greet the consuls, and
in general played the Augustan game of holding himself a servant and
delegate of the senators and the people. When, inadvertently, he infringed a
senatorial privilege, he fined himself ten pounds of gold, and declared that
he was subject like his fellow citizens to the laws and forms of the republic.
From morn till night he toiled at the tasks of government, except for an
intermission in the afternoon, which he reserved for study. His light diet, we
are told, gave his body and mind a nervous agility that passed swiftly from
one business or visitor to another, and exhausted three secretaries every day.
He performed with assiduity and interest the functions of a judge; exposed
the sophistry of advocates; yielded with grace to the sustained opinions of
judges against his own; and impressed everyone with the righteousness of
his decisions. He reduced the taxes levied upon the poor, refused the gift of
golden crowns traditionally offered by each province to a new emperor,
excused Africa from accumulated arrears, and remitted the excessive tribute

heretofore exacted from the Jews.2? He made stricter, and strictly enforced,
the requirements for a license to practice medicine. His success as an
administrator crowned his triumph as a general; “his fame,” says

Ammianus, “gradually spread until it filled the whole world.”32



Amid all these activities of government his ruling passion was
philosophy, and his never-forgotten purpose was to restore the ancient cults.
He gave orders that the pagan temples should be repaired and opened, that
their confiscated property should be restored, and their accustomed
revenues renewed. He dispatched letters to the leading philosophers of the
day, inviting them to come and live as his guests at his court. When
Maximus arrived, Julian interrupted the address he was making to the
Senate, ran at full speed to greet his old teacher, and introduced him with
grateful praise. Maximus took advantage of the Emperor’s enthusiasm,
assumed ornate robes and luxurious ways, and was subjected, after Julian’s
death, to severe scrutiny of the means by which he had acquired so rapidly

such unbecoming wealth.2¢ Julian took no notice of these contradictions; he
loved philosophy too much to be dissuaded from it by the conduct of
philosophers. “If anyone,” he wrote to Eumenius, “has persuaded you that
there is anything more profitable to the human race than to pursue
philosophy at one’s leisure without interruptions, he is a deluded man trying
to delude you.”3Z

He loved books, carried a library with him on his campaigns, vastly
enlarged the library that Constantine had founded, and established others.
“Some men,” he wrote, “have a passion for horses, others for birds, others
for wild beasts; but I from childhood have been possessed by a passionate
longing to acquire books.”22 Proud to be an author as well as a statesman,
he sought to justify his policies with dialogues in the manner of Lucian, or
orations in the style of Libanius, letters almost as fresh and charming as
Cicero’s, and formal philosophical treatises. In a “Hymn to a King’s Son”
he expounded his new paganism; in an essay “Against the Galileans” he
gave his reasons for abandoning Christianity. The Gospels, he writes, in a
preview of Higher Criticism, contradict one another, and agree chiefly in
their incredibility; the Gospel of John differs substantially from the other
three in narrative and theology; and the creation story of Genesis assumes a
plurality of gods.

Unless every one of these legends [of Genesis] is a myth, involving, as I indeed
believe, some secret interpretation, they are filled with blasphemies against God. In the

first place He is represented as ignorant that she who was created to be a helpmate to



Adam would be the cause of man’s fall. Secondly, to refuse to man a knowledge of
good and evil (which knowledge alone gives coherence to the human mind), and to be
jealous lest man should become immortal by partaking of the tree of life—this is to be
an exceedingly grudging and envious god. Why is your god so jealous, even avenging
the sins of the fathers upon the children? ... Why is so mighty a god so angry against
demons, angels, and men? Compare his behavior with the mildness even of Lycurgus
and the Romans towards transgressors. The Old Testament (like paganism) sanctioned
and required animal sacrifice. ... Why do you not accept the Law which God gave the
Jews? ... You assert that the earlier Law ... was limited in time and place. But I could
quote to you from the books of Moses not merely ten but ten thousand passages where

he says that the Law is for all time.32
When Julian sought to restore paganism he found it not only
irreconcilably diverse in practice and creed, but far more permeated with
incredible miracle and myth than Christianity; and he realized that no
religion can hope to win and move the common soul unless it clothes its
moral doctrine in a splendor of marvel, legend, and ritual. He was
impressed by the antiquity and universality of myths. “One could no more
discover when myth was originally invented ... than one could find out who
was the first man that sneezed.”#? He resigned himself to mythology, and

condoned the use of myths to instill morality into unlettered minds.*! He
himself told again the story of Cybele, and how the Great Mother had been
carried in the form of a black stone from Phrygia to Rome; and no one
could surmise from his narrative that he doubted the divinity of the stone, or
the efficacy of its transference. He discovered the need of sensory
symbolism to convey spiritual ideas, and adopted the Mithraic worship of
the sun as a religious counterpart, among the people, of the philosopher’s
devotion to reason and light. It was not difficult for this poet-king to pen a
hymn to Helios King Sun, source of all life, author of countless blessings to
mankind; this, he suggested, was the real Logos, or Divine Word, that had
created, and now sustained, the world. To this Supreme Principle and First
Cause Julian added the innumerable deities and genii of the old pagan
creeds; a tolerant philosopher, he thought, would not strain at swallowing
them all.



It would be a mistake to picture Julian as a freethinker replacing myth

with reason. He denounced atheism as bestial,?* and taught doctrines as
supernatural as can be found in any creed. Seldom has a man composed
such nonsense as in Julian’s hymn to the sun. He accepted the Neoplatonist
trinity, identified Plato’s creative archetypal Ideas with the mind of God,
considered them as the intermediary Logos or Wisdom by which all things
had been made, and looked upon the world of matter and body as a devilish
impediment to the virtue and liberation of the imprisoned soul. Through
piety, goodness, and philosophy, the soul might free itself, rise to the
contemplation of spiritual realities and laws, and so be absorbed in the
Logos, perhaps in the ultimate God Himself. The deities of polytheism were
in Julian’s belief impersonal forces; he could not accept them in their
popular anthropomorphic forms; but he knew that the people would seldom
mount to the abstractions of the philosopher, or the mystic visions of the
saint. In public and private he practiced the old rituals, and sacrificed so
many animals to the gods that even his admirers blushed for his
holocausts.2 During his campaigns against Persia he regularly consulted
the omens, after the fashion of Roman generals, and listened carefully to the
interpreters of his dreams. He seems to have credited the magic-mongering
of Maximus.

Like every reformer, he thought that the world needed a moral
renovation; and to this end he designed no mere external legislation but a
religious approach to the inner hearts of men. He had been deeply moved
by the symbolism of the Mysteries at Eleusis and Ephesus; no ceremony
seemed to him better fitted to inspire a new and nobler life; and he hoped
that these impressive rites of initiation and consecration might be extended
from an aristocratic few to a large proportion of the people. According to
Libanius, “he wished rather to be called a priest than an emperor.”** He
envied the ecclesiastical hierarchy of Christianity, its devoted priests and
women, the communalism of its worship, the binding persuasiveness of its
charity. He was not above imitating the better aspects of a religion which he
hoped to supplant and destroy. He called new blood into the pagan
priesthood, organized a pagan Church with himself as its head, and
importuned his clergy to rival and surpass the Christian ministry in
providing instruction to the people, distributing alms to the poor, offering



hospitality to strangers, and giving examples of the good life.?> He
established in every town schools for lectures and expositions of the pagan
faith. To his pagan priests he wrote like a Francis to fellow monks:

Act towards me as you think I should act towards you; if you like, let us make this
compact, that I am to point out to you what are my views concerning all your affairs,
and you in return are to do the same for me concerning my sayings and doings. Nothing
in my opinion could be more valuable for us than this reciprocity....% We ought to
share our money with all men, but more generally with the good and the helpless and
the poor. And I will assert, though it will seem paradoxical, that it would be a pious act
to share our clothes and food even with the wicked. For it is to the humanity in a man
that we give, and not to his moral character. 2/

This pagan was a Christian in everything but creed and as we read him,
and discount his dead mythology, we suspect that he owed many lovable
developments of his character to the Christian ethic which had been poured
into him in childhood and early youth. How, then, did he behave to the
religion in which he had been reared? He allowed Christianity full freedom
of preaching, worship, and practice, and recalled the orthodox bishops
exiled by Constantius. He withdrew from the Christian Church all state
subsidies, and closed to Christians the chairs of rhetoric, philosophy, and
literature in the universities, on the ground that these subjects could be
taught with sympathy only by pagans.?® He ended the exemption of the
Christian clergy from taxation and burdensome civic duties, and the free use

by the bishops of the facilities supplied for the public post. He forbade

legacies to churches; made Christians ineligible to governmental offices;*>

ordered the Christians of each community to make full reparation for any
damage that they had inflicted upon pagan temples during preceding reigns;
and permitted the demolition of Christian churches that had been built upon
the illegally seized lands of pagan shrines. When confusion, injustice, and
riots resulted from this precipitate logic, Julian sought to protect the
Christians, but he refused to change his laws. He was capable of sarcasm
hardly becoming a philosopher when he reminded certain Christians who
had suffered violence that “their Scriptures exhort them to support their

misfortunes with patience.”? Christians who reacted to these laws with



insults or violence were severely punished; pagans who took to violence or

insults in dealing with Christians were handled with leniency.2! In

Alexandria the pagan populace had nursed a special hatred for that Arian
Bishop George who had taken Athanasius’ see; when he provoked them by
a public procession satirizing the Mithraic rites they seized him and tore
him to pieces; and though few Christians cared to defend him, many
Christians were killed or wounded in the attendant disorders (362). Julian
wished to punish the rioters, but his advisers prevailed upon him to content
himself with a letter of strong protest to the people of Alexandria.
Athanasius now came out of hiding, and resumed his episcopal seat; Julian
protested that this was done without consulting him, and ordered Athanasius
to retire. The old prelate obeyed; but in the following year the Emperor
died, and the Patriarch, symbol of the triumphant Galileans, returned to his
see. Ten years later, aged eighty, he passed away, rich in honors and scars.
In the end Julian’s passionate perseverance defeated his program. Those
whom he injured fought him with subtle pertinacity; those whom he favored
responded with indifference. Paganism was spiritually dead; it no longer
had in it any stimulus to youth, any solace to sorrow, any hope beyond the
grave. Some converts came to it, but mostly in expectation of political
advancement or imperial gold; some cities restored the official sacrifices,
but only in payment for favors; at Pessinus itself, home of Cybele, Julian
had to bribe the inhabitants to honor the Great Mother. Many pagans
interpreted paganism to mean a good conscience in pleasure. They were
disappointed to find Julian more puritan than Christ. This supposed
freethinker was the most pious man in the state, and even his friends felt it a
nuisance to keep pace with his devotions; or they were skeptics who not too
privately smiled at his outmoded deities and solicitous hecatombs. The
custom of sacrificing animals on altars had almost died out in the East, and
in the West outside of Italy; people had come to think of it as a disgrace or a
mess. Julian called his movement Hellenism, but the word repelled the
pagans of Italy, who scorned anything Greek that was not dead. He relied
too much on philosophical argument, which never reached to the emotional
bases of faith; his works were intelligible only to the educated, who were
too educated to accept them; his creed was an artificial syncretism that
struck no roots in the hopes or fancies of men. Even before he died his



failure had become evident; and the army that loved and mourned him
named a Christian to succeed to his throne.

V. JOURNEY’S END

His last great dream was to rival Alexander and Trajan: to plant the
Roman standards in the Persian capitals, and end once and for all the
Persian threat to the security of the Roman Empire. Eagerly he organized
his army, chose his officers, repaired the frontier fortresses, provisioned the
towns that would mark his route to victory. In the fall of 362 he came to
Antioch, and gathered his troops. The merchants of the city took advantage
of the influx to raise prices; the people complained that “everything is
plentiful but everything is dear.” Julian called in the economic leaders and
pled with them to restrain their profit seeking; they promised, but did not
perform; and at last he “appointed a fair price for everything, and made it
known to all men.” Perhaps to force prices down he had 400,000 modii
(pecks) of corn brought in from other cities in Syria and Egypt.22 The
merchants protested that his prices made profit impossible; they secretly
bought up the imported corn, took it and their goods to other towns, and
Antioch found itself with much money and no food. Soon the populace
denounced Julian for his interference. The wits of Antioch made fun of his
beard, and of his laborious attendance upon dead gods. He replied to them
in a pamphlet, Misopogon, or Hater of Beards, whose wit and brilliance
hardly became an emperor. He sarcastically apologized for his beard, and
berated the Antiocheans for their insolence, frivolity, extravagance,
immorality, and indifference to the gods of Greece. The famous park called
Daphne, once a sacred shrine of Apollo, had been changed into an
amusement resort; Julian ordered the amusements ended and the shrine
restored; this had hardly been completed when a fire consumed it.
Suspecting Christian incendiarism, Julian closed the cathedral of Antioch,
and confiscated its wealth; several witnesses were tortured, and a priest was
put to death.22 The Emperor’s one consolation in Antioch was his “feast of
reason’ with Libanius.

At last the army was ready, and in March 363 Julian began his campaign.
He led his forces across the Euphrates, then across the Tigris; pursued the



retreating Persians, but was harassed and almost frustrated by their
“scorched earth” policy of burning all crops in their wake; time and again
his soldiers were near starvation. In this exhausting campaign the Emperor
showed his best qualities; he shared every hardship with his men, ate their
scant fare or less, marched on foot through heat and flood, and fought in the
front ranks in every battle. Persian women of youth and beauty were among
his captives; he never disturbed their privacy, and allowed no one to
dishonor them. Under his able generalship his troops advanced to the very
gates of Ctesiphon, and laid siege to it; but the inability to get food
compelled retreat. Shapur II chose two Persian nobles, cut off their noses,
and bade them go to Julian in the guise of men who had deserted because of
this cruel indignity, and lead him into a desert. They obeyed; Julian trusted
them, and followed them, with his army, for twenty miles into a waterless
waste. While he was extricating his men from this snare they were attacked
by a force of Persians. The attack was repulsed, and the Persians fled.
Julian, careless of his lack of armor, was foremost in their pursuit. A javelin
entered his side and pierced his liver. He fell from his horse and was carried
to a tent, where his physicians warned him that he had but a few hours to
live. Libanius alleged that the weapon came from a Christian hand, and it
was noted that no Persian claimed the reward that Shapur had promised for
the slaying of the Emperor. Some Christians, like Sozomen, agreed with
Libanius’ account, and praised the assassin “who for the sake of God and

religion had performed so bold a deed.”* The final scene (June 27, 363)
was in the tradition of Socrates and Seneca. Julian, says Ammianus,

lying in his tent, addressed his disconsolate and sorrowing companions: “Most
opportunely, friends, has the time now come for me to leave this life, which I rejoice to
restore to Nature at her demand.” ... All present wept, whereupon, even then
maintaining his authority, he chided them, saying that it was unbecoming for them to
mourn for a prince who was called for a union with heaven and the stars. As this made
them all silent, he engaged with the philosophers Maximus and Priscus in an intricate
discussion about the nobility of the soul. Suddenly the wound in his side opened wide,

the pressure of the blood checked his breath, and after a draught of cold water for which
S5k

he had asked, he passed quietly away, in the thirty-second year of his age.



The army, still in peril, required a commander; and its leaders chose
Jovian, captain of the imperial guard. The new Emperor made peace with
Persia by surrendering four of the five satrapies that Diocletian had seized
some seventy years before. Jovian persecuted no one, but he promptly
transferred state support from the pagan temples to the Church. The
Christians of Antioch celebrated with public rejoicings the death of the

pagan Emperor.2l For the most part, however, the victorious Christian
leaders preached to their congregations a generous forgetfulness of the

injuries that Christianity had borne.2® Eleven centuries would pass before
Hellenism would have another day.



CHAPTERII
The Triumph of the Barbarians

325-476

I. THE THREATENED FRONTIER

PERSIA was but one sector of a 10,000-mile frontier through which, at

any point and at any moment, this Roman Empire of a hundred nations
might be invaded by tribes unspoiled by civilization and envious of its
fruits. The Persians in themselves were an insoluble problem. They were
growing stronger, not weaker; soon they would reconquer nearly all that
Darius I had held a thousand years before. West of them were the Arabs,
mostly penniless Bedouins; the wisest statesman would have smiled at the
notion that these somber nomads were destined to capture half the Roman
Empire, and all Persia too. South of the Roman provinces in Africa were
Ethiopians, Libyans, Berbers, Numidians, and Moors, who waited in fierce
patience for the crumbling of imperial defenses or morale. Spain seemed
safely Roman behind its forbidding mountains and protecting seas; none
surmised that it would become in this fourth century German, and in the
eighth Mohammedan. Gaul now surpassed Italy in Roman pride, in order
and wealth, in Latin poetry and prose; but in every generation it had to
defend itself against Teutons whose women were more fertile than their
fields. Only a small imperial garrison could be spared to protect Roman
Britain from Scots and Picts on the west and north and from Norse or Saxon
pirates on the east or south. Norway’s shores were a chain of pirate dens; its
people found war less toilsome than tillage, and counted the raiding of alien
coasts a noble occupation for hungry stomachs or leisure days. In southern
Sweden and its isles the Goths claimed to have had their early home;
possibly they were indigenous to the region of the Vistula; in any case they
spread as Visigoths southward to the Danube, and as Ostrogoths they settled
between the Dniester and the Don. In the heart of Europe—bounded by the



Vistula, the Danube, and the Rhine—moved the restless tribes that were to
remake the map, and rename the nations, of Europe: Thuringians,
Burgundians, Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Frisians, Gepidae, Quadi, Vandals,
Alemanni, Suevi, Lombards, Franks. Against these ethnic tides the Empire
had no protective wall except in Britain, but merely an occasional fort and
garrison along the roads or rivers that marked the frontier limit (limes) of
the Roman realm. The higher birth rate outside the Empire, and the higher
standard of living within it, made immigration or invasion a manifest
destiny for the Roman Empire then as for North America today.

Perhaps we should modify the tradition that speaks of these German
tribes as barbarians. It is true that in calling them bar bari the Greeks and
Romans meant no compliment. The word was probably brother to the

Sanskrit var-vara, which meant a rough and letterless churl;! it appears
again in Berber. But it was not for nothing that for five centuries the
Germans had touched Roman civilization in trade and war. By the fourth
century they had long since adopted writing and a government of stable
laws. If we except the Merovingian Franks, their sexual morals were
superior to those of the Romans and the Greeks.* Though they lacked the
civility and graces of a cultured people, they often shamed the Romans by
their courage, hospitality, and honesty. They were cruel, but hardly more so
than the Romans; they were probably shocked to find that Roman law
permitted the torturing of freemen to extort confessions or testimony.® They
were individualistic to the point of chaos, while the Romans had now been
tamed to sociability and peace. In their higher ranks they showed some
appreciation of literature and art; Stilicho, Ricimer, and other Germans
entered fully into the cultural life of Rome, and wrote a Latin that
Symmachus professed to enjoy.* In general the invaders—above all, the
Goths—were civilized enough to admire Roman civilization as higher than
their own, and to aim rather at acquiring it than at destroying it; for two
centuries they asked little more than admission to the Empire and its unused
lands; and they shared actively in its defense. If we continue to refer to the
German tribes of the fourth and fifth centuries as barbarians, it will be in
surrender to the convenience of custom, and with these reservations and
apologies.



South of the Danube and the Alps the swelling tribes had already entered
the Empire by peaceable immigration, even by royal invitation. Augustus
had begun the policy of settling barbarians within the frontier, to replenish
vacant areas and legions that the infertile and unmartial Romans no longer
filled; and Aurelius, Aurelian, and Probus had adoped the plan. By the end
of the fourth century the Balkans and eastern Gaul were predominantly
German; so was the Roman army; many high offices, political as well as
military, were in Teutonic hands. Once the Empire had Romanized such

elements; now the immigrants barbarized the Romans.2 Romans began to
wear fur coats in barbarian style, and to let their hair flow long; some even
took to trousers, evoking outraged imperial decrees (397, 416).%

The cue for the great invasion came from far-off Mongolian plains. The
Hsiung-nu, or Hiung-nu, or Huns, a division of the Turanian stock,
occupied in our third century the region north of Lake Balkash and the Aral
Sea. According to Jordanes, their chief weapon was their physiognomy.

By the terror of their features they inspired great fear in those whom perhaps they
did not really surpass in war. They made their foes flee in horror because their swarthy
aspect was fearful, and they had ... a shapeless lump instead of a head, with pinholes
rather than eyes. They are cruel to their children on the very day of their birth. For they
cut the cheeks of the males with a sword, so that before they receive the nourishment of
milk, they must learn to endure wounds. Hence they grow old beardless, and with faces
scarred by the sword. They are short in stature, quick in bodily movement, alert
horsemen, ready in the use of bow and arrow, broad-shouldered, and with firm set necks

always erect in pride.z

War was their industry, pasturing cattle was their recreation. “Their

country,” said a proverb, “is the back of a horse.”® Armed with arrows and
knives, equipped with courage and speed, driven by the exhaustion of their
lands and the pressure of their eastern enemies, they advanced into Russia
about 355, overcame and absorbed the Alani, crossed the Volga (372?), and
attacked the almost civilized Ostrogoths in the Ukraine. Ermanaric, the
centenarian Ostrogothic King, fought bravely, was defeated, and died, some
said, by his own hand. Part of the Ostrogoths surrendered and joined the
Huns; part fled west into the lands of the Visigoths north of the Danube. A



Visigothic army met the advancing Huns at the Dniester, and was
overwhelmed; a remnant of the Visigoths begged permission of the Roman
authorities on the Danube to cross the river and settle in Moesia and Thrace.
The Emperor Valens sent word that they should be admitted on condition
that they surrender their arms, and give up their youths as hostages. The
Visigoths crossed, and were shamelessly plundered by imperial officials and
troops; their girls and boys were enslaved by amorous Romans; but after
diligent bribery the immigrants were allowed to keep their arms. Food was
sold them at famine prices, so that hungry Goths gave ten pounds of silver,
or a slave, for a joint of meat or a loaf of bread; at last the Goths were

forced to sell their children into bondage to escape starvation.2 When they
showed signs of revolt the Roman general invited their leader Fritigern to a
banquet, plotting to kill him. Fritigern escaped, and roused the desperate
Goths to war. They pillaged, burned, and killed until almost all Thrace was
laid waste by their hunger and their rage. Valens hurried up from the East
and met the Goths on the plains of Hadrianople with an inferior force
mostly composed of barbarians in the service of Rome (378). The result, in

the words of Ammianus, was “the most disastrous defeat encountered by

the Romans since Cannae” 594 years before.l The Gothic cavalry

prevailed over the Roman infantry, and from that day till the fourteenth
century the strategy and tactics of cavalry dominated the declining art of
war. Two thirds of the Roman army perished, Valens himself was seriously
wounded; the Goths set fire to the cottage in which he had taken refuge, and
the Emperor and his attendants died in the flames. The victorious horde
marched upon Constantinople, but failed to pierce the defenses organized
by Valens’ widow Dominica. The Visigoths, joined by Ostrogoths and Huns
who crossed the unprotected Danube, ravaged the Balkans at will from the
Black Sea to the borders of Italy.

II. THE SAVIOR EMPERORS: 364—408

In this crisis the Empire did not cease to produce able rulers. On Jovian’s
death the army and Senate had passed the crown to Valentinian, a blunt and
Greekless soldier recalling Vespasian. With the consent of the Senate he had
appointed his younger brother Valens as Augustus and Emperor in the East,



while he himself chose the apparently more dangerous West. He refortified
the frontiers of Italy and Gaul, built up the army to strength and discipline,
and again drove the encroaching Germans back across the Rhine. From his
capital at Milan he issued enlightened legislation forbidding infanticide,
founding colleges, extending state medicine in Rome, reducing taxes,
reforming a debased coinage, checking political corruption, and
proclaiming freedom of creed and worship for all. He had his faults and his
weaknesses; he was capable of cold cruelties to enemies; and if we may
believe the historian Socrates, he legalized bigamy to sanction his marriage

with Justina,'l whose beauty had been too generously described to him by
his wife. Nevertheless, it was a tragedy for Rome that he died so soon
(375). His son Gratian succeeded to his power in the West, lived up to his
father for a year or two, then abandoned himself to amusements and the
chase, and left the government to corrupt officials who put every office and
judgment up for sale. The general Maximus overthrew him and invaded
Italy in an effort to displace Gratian’s successor and half brother Valentinian
II; but the new Emperor of the East, Theodosius I the Great, marched
westward, defeated the usurper, and set the young Valentinian firmly on his
Milan throne (388).

Theodosius was a Spaniard. He had distinguished himself as a general in
Spain, Britain, and Thrace; he had persuaded the victorious Goths to join
his army instead of fighting it; he had ruled the Eastern provinces with
every wisdom except tolerance; and half the world looked in awe at his
astonishing assemblage of handsome features and majestic presence, ready
anger and readier mercy, humane legislation and sternly orthodox theology.
While he was wintering at Milan a disturbance characteristic of the times
broke out in Thessalonica. The imperial governor there, Botheric, had
imprisoned for scandalous immorality a charioteer popular with the
citizens. They demanded his release; Botheric refused; the crowd overcame
his garrison, killed him and his aides, tore their bodies to pieces, and
paraded the streets displaying the severed limbs as emblems of victory. The
news of this outburst stirred Theodosius to fury. He sent secret orders that
the entire population of Thessalonica should be punished. The people were
invited into the hippodrome for games; hidden soldiery fell upon them



there, and massacred 7000 men, women, and children (390),12 Theodosius
sent a second order mitigating the first, but it came too late.

The Roman world was shocked by this savage retaliation, and Ambrose,
who administered with stoic Christianity the see of Milan, wrote to the
Emperor that he, the Bishop, could not again celebrate Mass in the imperial
presence until Theodosius should have atoned before all the people for his
crime. Though privately remorseful, the Emperor was reluctant to lower the
prestige of his office by so public a humiliation. He tried to enter the
cathedral, but Ambrose himself barred the way. After weeks of vain efforts
Theodosius yielded, stripped himself of all the insignia of empire, entered
the cathedral as a humble penitent, and begged heaven to forgive his sins
(390). It was an historic triumph and defeat in the war between Church and
state.

When Theodosius returned to Constantinople, Valentinian II, a lad of
twenty, proved inadequate to the problems that enmeshed him. His aides
deceived him, and took power into their venal hands; his master of the
militia, the pagan Frank, Arbogast, assumed imperial authority in Gaul; and
when Valentinian went to Vienne to assert his sovereignty he was
assassinated (392). Arbogast, inaugurating a long line of barbarian
kingmakers, raised to the throne of the West a mild and manageable scholar.
Eugenius was a Christian, but so intimate with the pagan parties in Italy that
Ambrose feared him as another Julian. Theodosius marched westward
again, to restore legitimacy and orthodoxy with an army of Goths, Alani,
Caucasians, Iberians, and Huns; among its generals were the Goth Gainas
who would seize Constantinople, the Vandal Stilicho who would defend
Rome, and the Goth Alaric who would sack it. In a two-day battle near
Aquileia, Arbogast and Eugenius were defeated (394); Eugenius was
surrendered by his soldiers and slain; Arbogast died by his own hand.
Theodosius summoned his elevenyear-old son Honorius to be Emperor of
the West, and named his eighteenyear-old son Arcadius as co-Emperor of
the East. Then, exhausted by his campaigns, he died at Milan (395), in the
fiftieth year of his age. The Empire that he had repeatedly united was again
divided, and except briefly under Justinian it would never be united again.

Theodosius’ sons were effeminate weaklings nursed in an enfeebling
security. Though their morals were almost as excellent as their intentions,



they were not made to be pilots in a storm; they soon lost hold of affairs,
and surrendered administration and policy to their ministers: in the East to
the corrupt and avaricious Rufinus, in the West to the able but unscrupulous
Stilicho. In 398 this noble Vandal arranged the marriage of his daughter
Maria to Honorius, hoping to be the grandfather as well as the father-in-law
of an emperor. But Honorius proved to be as free of passion as of intellect;
he spent his time feeding the imperial poultry with tender affection, and

Maria died a virgin after having been for ten years a wife.12

Theodosius had kept the Goths at peace by employing them in war, and
by paying them an annual subsidy as allies. His successor refused to
continue this subsidy, and Stilicho dismissed his Gothic troops. The idle
warriors craved money and adventure, and their new leader, Alaric,
provided both with a skill that outplayed the Romans in diplomacy as well
as war. Why, he asked his followers, should the proud and virile Goth
submit to be a hireling of effete Romans or Greeks, instead of using his
courage and his arms to cut out from the dying Empire a kingdom of his
own? In the very year of Theodosius’ death, Alaric led almost the whole
mass of Thracian Goths into Greece, marched unhindered through the pass
of Thermopylae, massacred en route all men of military age, enslaved the
women, ravaged the Peloponnesus, destroyed the temple of Demeter at
Eleusis, and spared Athens only on receiving a ransom that absorbed most
of the city’s movable wealth (396). Stilicho went to the rescue, but too late;
he maneuvered the Goths into an indefensible position, but made truce with
them when a revolution in Africa called him back to the West. Alaric signed
an alliance with Arcadius, who allowed him to settle his Goths in Epirus.
For four years the Empire was at peace.

It was during those years that Synesius of Cyrene, half Christian bishop
and half pagan philosopher, in an address before Arcadius’ luxury-loving
court at Constantinople, described with clarity and force the alternatives
that faced Greece and Rome. How could the Empire survive if its citizens
continued to shirk military service, and to entrust its defense to mercenaries
recruited from the very nations that threatened it? He proposed an end to
luxury and ease and the enlistment or conscription of a citizen army aroused
to fight for country and freedom; and he called upon Arcadius and Honorius
to rise and smite the insolent barbarian hosts within the Empire, and to



drive them back to their lairs behind the Black Sea, the Danube, and the
Rhine. The court applauded Synesius’ address as an elegant oratorical

exercise, and returned to its feasts.!* Meanwhile Alaric compelled the
armorers of Epirus to make for his Goths a full supply of pikes, swords,
helmets, and shields.

In 401 he invaded Italy, plundering as he came. Thousands of refugees
poured into Milan and Ravenna, and then fled to Rome; farmers took
shelter within the walled towns, while the rich gathered whatever of their
wealth they could move, and frantically sought passage to Corsica,
Sardinia, or Sicily. Stilicho denuded the provinces of their garrisons to raise
an army capable of stemming the Gothic flood; and at Pollentia, on Easter
morning of 402, he pounced upon the Goths, who had interrupted pillage
for prayer. The battle was indecisive; Alaric retreated, but ominously toward
unprotected Rome; and only a massive bribe from Honorius persuaded him
to leave Italy.

The timid Emperor, on Alaric’s approach to Milan, had thought of
transferring his capital to Gaul. Now he cast about for some safer place, and
found it in Ravenna, whose marshes and lagoons made it impregnable by
land, and its shoals by sea. But the new capital trembled like the old when
the barbarian Radagaisus led a host of 200,000 Alani, Quadi, Ostrogoths,
and Vandals over the Alps, and attacked the growing city of Florentia.
Stilicho once more proved his generalship, defeated the motley horde with a
relatively small army, and brought Radagaisus to Honorius in chains. Italy
breathed again, and the imperial court of patricians, princesses, bishops,
eunuchs, poultry, and generals resumed its routine of luxury, corruption, and
intrigue.

Olympius, the chancellor, envied and distrusted Stilicho; he resented the
great general’s apparent connivance at Alaric’s repeated escapes, and
thought he detected in him the secret sympathy of a German with German
invaders. He protested against the bribes that on Stilicho’s prompting had
been paid or pledged to Alaric. Honorius hesitated to depose the man who
for twenty three years had led Rome’s armies to victory and had saved the
West; but when Olympius persuaded him that Stilicho was plotting to put
his son on the throne, the timid youth consented to his general’s death.
Olympius at once sent a squad of soldiers to carry out the decree. Stilicho’s



friends wished to resist; he forbade them, and offered his neck to the sword
(408).
A few months later Alaric re-entered Italy.

II1. ITALIAN BACKGROUND

The Western Roman Empire, toward the end of the fourth century,
presented a complex picture of recovery and decline, of literary activity and
sterility, of political pomp and military decay. Gaul prospered, and
threatened Italian leadership in every field. Of the approximately
70,000,000 souls in the Empire, 20,000,000 or more were Gauls, hardly
6,000,000 were Italians;™ the rest were mostly Greek-speaking Orientals;
Rome itself since 100 A.D. had been ethnically an Oriental city. Once Rome
had lived on the East, as modern Europe lived on its conquests and colonies
till the middle of the twentieth century; the legions had sucked the products
and precious metals of a dozen provinces into the mansions and coffers of
the victors. Now conquest was ended and retreat had begun. Italy was
forced to depend upon its own human and material resources; and these had
been dangerously reduced by family limitation, famine, epidemics, taxation,
waste, and war. Industry had never flourished in the parasitic peninsula;
now that its markets were being lost in the East and Gaul, it could no longer
support the urban population that had eked out doles by laboring in shops
and homes. The collegia or guilds suffered from inability to sell their votes
in a monarchy where voting was rare. Internal trade fell off, highway
brigandage grew; and the once great roads, though still better than any
before the nineteenth century, were crumbling into disrepair.

The middle classes had been the mainstay of municipal life in Italy; now
they too were weakened by economic decline and fiscal exploitation. Every
property owner was subject to rising taxes to support an expanding
bureaucracy whose chief function was the collection of taxes. Satirists
complained that “those who live at the expense of the public funds are more
numerous than those who provide them.”® Corruption consumed much of
the taxes paid; a thousand laws sought to discourage, detect, or punish the
malversation of governmental revenue or property. Many collectors
overtaxed the simple, and kept the change; in recompense they might ease



the tax burdens of the rich for a consideration.? The emperors labored to
secure an honest collection; Valentinian 1 appointed in each town a
Defender of the City to protect citizens from the chicanery of the
susceptores, and Honorius remitted the taxes of towns that were in financial
straits. Nevertheless, if we may believe Salvian, some citizens fled across
the frontier to live under barbarian kings who had not yet learned the full art
of taxation; “the agents of the Treasury seemed more terrible than the
enemy.”® Under these conditions the incentives to parentage weakened,
and populations fell. Thousands of arable acres were left untilled, creating
an economic vacuum that conspired with the surviving wealth of the cities
to draw in the land-hungry barbarians. Many peasant proprietors, unable to
pay their taxes or to defend their homes against invasion or robbery, turned
their holdings over to richer or stronger landlords, and became their coloni
or cultivators; they bound themselves to give the lord a proportion of their
produce, labor, and time in return for guaranteed subsistence, and protection
in peace and war. Thus Italy, which would never know full feudalism, was
among the first nations to prepare its foundations. A like process was taking
form in Egypt, Africa, and Gaul.

Slavery was slowly declining. In a developed civilization nothing can
equal the free man’s varying wage, salary, or profit as an economic
stimulus. Slave labor had paid only when slaves were abundant and cheap.
Their cost had risen since the legions had ceased to bring home the human
fruits of victory; escape was easy for the slaves now that government was
weak; besides, slaves had to be cared for when they ailed or aged. As the
cost of slaves mounted, the owner protected his investment in them by more
considerate treatment; but the master still had, within limits, the power of

life and death over his chattels,’? could use the law to recapture fugitive
slaves, and could have his sexual will with such of them, male or female, as
pleased his ambidextrous fancy. Paulinus of Pella complimented himself on
the chastity of his youth, when “I restrained my desires ... never accepted
the love of a free woman ... and contented myself with that of female
slaves in my household.”2?

The majority of the rich now lived in their country villas, shunning the
turmoil and rabble of the towns. Nevertheless, most of Italy’s wealth was
still drawn to Rome. The great city was no longer a capital, and seldom saw



an emperor, but it remained the social and intellectual focus of the West.
And here was the summit of the new Italian aristocracy—not as of old an
hereditary caste, but periodically recruited by the emperors on the basis of
landed wealth. Though the Senate had lost some of its prestige and much of
its power, the senators lived in splendor and display. They filled with
competence important administrative posts, and provided public games out
of their private funds. Their homes were congested with servants and
expensive furniture; one carpet cost $400,000.2L The letters of Symmachus
and Sidonius, the poetry of Claudian, reveal the fairer side of that lordly
life, the social and cultural activity, the loyal service of the state, the genial
friendliness, the fidelity of mates, the tenderness of parental love.

A priest of Marseille, in the fifth century, painted a less attractive picture
of conditions in Italy and Gaul. Salvian’s book On the Government of God
(c. 450) addressed itself to the same problem that generated Augustine’s
City of God and Orosius’ History Against the Pagans—how could the evils
of the barbarian invasions be reconciled with a divine and beneficent
Providence? These sufferings, Salvian answered, were a just punishment for
the economic exploitation, political corruption, and moral debauchery of the
Roman world. No such ruthless oppression of poor by rich, he assures us,
could be found among the barbarians; the barbarian heart is softer than the
Roman’s; and if the poor could find vehicles they would migrate en masse
to live under barbarian rule.2? Rich and poor, pagan and Christian within
the Empire, says our moralist, are alike sunk in a slough of immorality
rarely known in history; adultery and drunkenness are fashionable vices,
virtue and temperance are the butts of a thousand jokes, the name of Christ
has become a profane expletive among those who call Him God.22 Contrast
with all this, says our second Tacitus, the health and vigor and bravery of
the Germans, the simple piety of their Christianity, their lenient treatment of
conquered Romans, their mutual loyalty, premarital continence, and marital
fidelity. The Vandal chieftain Gaiseric, on capturing Christian Carthage,
was shocked to find a brothel at almost every corner; he closed these dens,
and gave the prostitutes a choice between marriage and banishment. The
Roman world is degenerating physically, has lost all moral valor, and leaves
its defense to mercenary foreigners. How should such cowards deserve to
survive? The Roman Empire, Salvian concludes, ““is either dead, or drawing



its last breath,” even at the height of its luxury and games. Moritur et ridet

—it laughs and dies.?

It is a terrible picture, obviously exaggerated; eloquence is seldom
accurate. Doubtless then, as now, virtue modestly hid its head, and yielded
the front page to vice, misfortune, politics, and crime. Augustine paints
almost as dark a picture for a like moralizing end; he complains that the
churches are often emptied by the competition of dancing girls displaying in
the theaters their disencumbered charms.?> The public games still saw the
slaughter of convicts and captives to make a holiday. We surmise the lavish
cruelty of such spectacles when Symmachus writes that he spent $900,000
on one celebration, and that the twenty-nine Saxon gladiators who were
scheduled to fight in the arena cheated him by strangling one another in

compact suicide before the games began.2® In fourth-century Rome there
were 175 holidays in the year; ten with gladiatorial contests; sixty-four with

circus performances; the rest with shows in the theaters.Z The barbarians
took advantage of this passion for vicarious battle by attacking Carthage,
Antioch, and Trier while the people were absorbed at the amphitheater or
the circus.2® In the year 404 a gladiatorial program celebrated at Rome the
dubious victory of Stilicho at Pollentia. Blood had begun to flow when an
Oriental monk, Telemachus, leaped from the stands into the arena and
demanded that the combats cease. The infuriated spectators stoned him to
death; but the Emperor Honorius, moved by the scene, issued an edict
abolishing gladiatorial games.* Circus races continued till 549, when they
were ended by the exhaustion of the city’s wealth in the Gothic wars.

Culturally, Rome had not seen so busy an age since Pliny and Tacitus.

Music was the rage; Ammianus?® complains that it had displaced

philosophy, and had “turned the libraries into tombs”; he describes gigantic

hydraulic organs, and lyres as large as chariots. Schools were numerous;

everyone, says Symmachus, had an opportunity to develop his capacities.2

The “universities” of professors paid by the state taught grammar, rhetoric,
literature, and philosophy to students drawn from all the Western provinces,
while the encompassing barbarians patiently studied the arts of war. Every
civilization is a fruit from the sturdy tree of barbarism, and falls at the
greatest distance from the trunk.



Into this city of a million souls, about the year 365, came a Syrian Greek
of noble birth and handsome figure, Ammianus Marcellinus of Antioch. He
had been a soldier on the staff of Ursicinus in Mesopotamia as an active
participant in the wars of Constantius, Julian, and Jovian; he had lived
before he wrote. When peace came in the East he retired to Rome, and
undertook to complete Livy and Tacitus by writing the history of the
Empire from Nerva to Valens. He wrote a difficult and involved Latin, like
a German writing French; he had read too much Tacitus, and had too long
spoken Greek. He was a frank pagan, an admirer of Julian, a scorner of the
luxury that he ascribed to the bishops of Rome; but for all that he was
generally impartial, praised many aspects of Christianity, and condemned

Julian’s restriction of academic freedom as a fault “to be overwhelmed with

eternal silence.”2l He was as well educated as a soldier can find time to be.

He believed in demons and theurgy, and quoted in favor of divination its
archopponent Cicero.32 But he was, by and large, a blunt and honest man,
just to all factions and men; “no wordy deceit adorns my tale, but
untrammeled faithfulness to facts.”32 He hated oppression, extravagance,
and display, and spoke his mind about them wherever found. He was the
last of the classic historians; after him, in the Latin world, there were only
chroniclers.

In that same Rome whose manners seemed to Ammianus snobbish and
corrupt, Macrobius found a society of men who graced their wealth with
courtesy, culture, and philanthropy. He was primarily a scholar, loving
books and a quiet life; in 399, however, we find him serving as vicarius, or
imperial legate, in Spain. His Commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio
became a popular vehicle of Neoplatonist mysticism and philosophy. His
chef-d’oeuvre, quoted by almost every historian these last 1500 years, was
the Saturnalia, or Feast of Saturn, a “Curiosities of Literature” in which the
author gathered the heterogeneous harvest of his studious days and bookish
nights. He improved upon Aulus Gellius while poaching upon him, by
putting his material into the form of an imaginary dialogue among real men
—Praetextatus, Symmachus, Flavian, Servius, and others—gathered to
celebrate the three-day feast of the Saturnalia with good wine, good food,
and learned conversation. Disarius, a physician, is asked some medical
questions: Is a simple better than a varied diet?—Why do women rarely,



and old men so regularly, get drunk?—*Is the nature of women colder or
hotter than that of men?” There is a discourse on the calendar, a long
analysis of Virgil’s vocabulary, grammar, style, philosophy, and
plagiarisms; a collection of bons mots from all ages; a treatise on rich
banquets and rare foods. In the evenings lighter questions amuse these
pundits. Why do we blush with shame and pale with fear?—Why does
baldness begin at the top of the head?—Which came first, the chicken or

the egg? (Ovumne prius fuerit an gallina?)? Here and there in the medley
are some noble passages, as when the senator Praetextatus speaks of
slavery:

I shall value men not by their status but by their manners and their morals; these
come from our character, that from chance. ... You must seek for your friends,
Evangelus, not only in the Forum or the Senate, but in your own house. Treat your slave
with gentleness and goodness, admit him to your conversation, occasionally even into
your intimate council. Our ancestors, removing pride from the master and shame from
the slave, called the former pater familias, the latter familiaris (i.e., one of the family).

Your slaves will respect you more readily than they will fear you.3—5
It was some such circle as this that, about 394, welcomed into its number
a poet destined to sing the swan song of Rome’s magnificence. Claudius
Claudianus, like Ammianus, was born in the East, and spoke Greek as a
mother tongue; but he must have learned Latin at an early age to write it so
fluently well. After a short stay in Rome he went to Milan, found a place on
Stilicho’s staff, became unofficial poet laureate to the Emperor Honorius,
and married a lady of birth and wealth; Claudian had an eye to the main
chance, and did not propose to be buried in Potter’s Field. He served
Stilicho with melodious panegyrics and with savagely vituperative poems
against Stilicho’s rivals. In 400 he returned to Rome, and was gratefully
acclaimed when, in a poem “On the Consulate of Stilicho,” he wrote for the

Eternal City a eulogy worthy of Virgil himself:

Consul all but peer of the gods, protector of a city greater than any that on earth the
air encompasses, whose amplitude no eye can measure, whose beauty no imagination
can picture, whose praise no voice can sound, who raises a golden head under the

neighboring stars, and with her seven hills imitates the seven regions of heaven; mother



of arms and of law, who extends her sway over all the earth, and was the earliest cradle
of justice: this is the city which, sprung from humble beginnings, has stretched to either
pole, and from one small place extended its power so as to be coterminous with the light
of the sun. ... "Tis she alone who has received the conquered into her bosom, and like a
mother, not an empress, protected the human race with a common name, summoning
those whom she has defeated to share her citizenship, and drawing together distant races
with bonds of affection. To her rule of peace we owe it that the world is our home, that
we can live where we please, and that to visit Thule and explore its once dreaded wilds
is but a sport; thanks to her, all and sundry may drink the waters of the Rhone and quaff
Orontes’ stream. Thanks to her we are all one people.ﬁ
The grateful Senate raised a statue to Claudian in Trajan’s Forum “as to
the most glorious of poets,” who had united Virgil’s felicity with Homer’s
power. After further verses in honor of remunerative subjects, Claudian
turned his talents to The Rape of Proserpine, and told the old tale with
haunting pictures of land and sea, and a tender note that recalls the Greek
love romances of the time. In 408 he learned that Stilicho had been
assassinated, and that many of the general’s friends were being arrested and
executed. We do not know the remainder of his story.

In Rome, as in Athens and Alexandria, substantial pagan minorities
survived, and 700 pagan temples were still standing at the end of the fourth

century.2! Jovian and Valentinian I do not seem to have closed the temples
opened by Julian. The Roman priests still (394) met in their sacred colleges,
the Lupercalia were celebrated with their old half-savage rites, and the Via
Sacra now and then resounded with the prescient bellowing of oxen driven
to sacrifice.

The most highly respected of Rome’s latter-day pagans was Vettius
Praetextatus, leader of the pagan majority in the Senate. All men admitted
his virtues—integrity, learning, patriotism, fine family life; some compared
him to old Cato and Cincinnatus. Time remembers better his friend
Symmachus (345-410), whose letters paint so pleasant a picture of that
charming aristocracy which thought itself immortal on the eve of death.
Even his family seemed immortal: his grandfather had been consul in 330,
his father prefect in 364; he himself was prefect in 384, and consul in 391.
His son was a praetor, his grandson would be consul in 446, his great-



grandson would be consul in 485, his great-great-grandsons would both be
consuls in 522. His wealth was immense; he had three villas near Rome,
seven others in Latium, five on the Bay of Naples, others elsewhere in Italy,
so that “he could travel up and down the peninsula and be everywhere at

home.” No one is recorded as having grudged him this wealth, for he
spent it generously, and redeemed it with a life of study, public service,
blameless morals, and a thousand acts of inconspicuous philanthropy.
Christians as well as pagans, barbarians as well as Romans, were among his
faithful friends. Perhaps he was a pagan before he was a patriot; he
suspected that the culture that he represented and enjoyed was bound up
with the old religion, and he feared that the one could not fall without the
other. Through fidelity to the ancient rites the citizen would feel himself a
link in a chain of marvelous continuity from Romulus to Valentinian, and
would learn to love a city and a civilization so bravely built through a
thousand years. Not without reason his fellow citizens chose Quintus
Aurelius Symmachus as their representative in their last dramatic struggle
for their gods.

In 380 the Emperor Gratian, won to a passionate orthodoxy by the
eloquent Ambrose, proclaimed the Nicene Creed as compulsory “on all the
peoples subject to the governments of our clemency,” and denounced as
“mad and insane” the followers of other faiths.22 In 382 he ordered an end
to payments by the imperial or municipal treasuries for pagan ceremonies,
vestal virgins, or priests; confiscated all lands belonging to temples and
priestly colleges; and bade his agents remove from the Senate House in
Rome that statue of the goddess Victory which Augustus had placed there in
29 B.C., and before which twelve generations of senators had taken their
vows of allegiance to the emperor. A delegation headed by Symmachus was
appointed by the Senate to acquaint Gratian with the case for Victoria;
Gratian refused to receive them, and ordered Symmachus banished from
Rome (382). In 383 Gratian was killed, and the hopeful Senate sent a
deputation to his suecessor. The speech of Symmachus before Valentinian 11
was acclaimed as a masterpiece of eloquent pleading. It was not expedient,
he argued, to end so abruptly religious practices that had through a
millennium been associated with the stability of social order and the
prestige of the state. After all, “What does it matter by what road each man



seeks the truth? By no one road can men come to the understanding of so
great a mystery” (uno itinere non potest perveniri ad tam grande

Secretum).ﬂ

The young Valentinian was moved; Ambrose tells us that even the
Christians in the imperial council advised the restoration of the statue of
Victory. But Ambrose, who had been absent on a diplomatic mission for the
state, overruled the council with an imperious letter to the Emperor. He took
up one by one the arguments of Symmachus, and countered them with
characteristic force. In effect he threatened to excommunicate the ruler if
the plea should be granted. “You may enter the churches, but you will find

no priest there to receive you, or you will find them there to forbid you
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entrance.” Valentinian denied the Senate’s appeal.

The pagans of Italy made a last effort in 393, risking all on revolution.
The half-pagan Emperor Eugenius, refused recognition by Theodosius, and
hoping to enlist the pagans of the West in his defense, restored the statue of
Victory, and boasted that after defeating Theodosius he would stable his
horses in Christian basilicas. Nicomachus Flavianus, son-in-law of
Symmachus, led an army to support Eugenius, shared in the defeat, and
killed himself. Theodosius marched into Rome, and compelled the Senate to
decree the abolition of paganism in all its forms (394). When Alaric sacked
Rome the pagans saw in the humiliation of the once lordly city the anger of
their neglected gods. The war of the faiths broke the unity and morale of the
people, and when the torrent of invasion reached them they could only meet
it with mutual curses and divided prayers.

IV. THE BARBARIAN FLOOD

As a postscript to the assassination of Stilicho, Olympius ordered the
slaughter of thousands of Stilicho’s followers, including the leaders of his
barbarian legions. Alaric, who had awaited his opportunity behind the Alps,
seized it now. He complained that the 4000 pounds of gold that the Romans
had promised him had not been paid; in return for this payment he pledged
the noblest Gothic youth as hostages for his future loyalty. When Honorius
refused, he marched over the Alps, pillaged Aquileia and Cremona, won to
his side 30,000 mercenaries resentful of the slaughter of their leaders, and



swept down the Flaminian Way to the very walls of Rome (408). No one
resisted him except a solitary monk who denounced him as a robber; Alaric
bemused him by declaring that God Himself had commanded the invasion.
The frightened Senate, as in Hannibal’s day, was stampeded into barbarism;
it suspected Stilicho’s widow as an accomplice of Alaric, and put her to
death. Alaric responded by cutting off every avenue by which food could
enter the capital. Soon the populace began to starve; men killed men, and
women their children, to eat them. A delegation was sent to Alaric, asking
terms. They warned him that a million Romans were ready to resist; he
laughed, and answered, “The thicker the hay, the more easily it is mowed.”
Relenting, he consented to withdraw on receiving all the gold and silver and
valuable movable property in the city. “What will then be left to us?” the
envoys asked. “Your lives,” was the scornful reply. Rome chose further
resistance, but starvation compelled a new offer of surrender. Alaric
accepted 5000 pounds of gold, 30,000 pounds of silver, 4000 silk tunics,
3000 skins, 3000 pounds of pepper.

Meanwhile an incalculable number of barbarian slaves, escaping from
their Roman masters, entered the service of Alaric. As if in compensation, a
Gothic leader, Sarus, deserted Alaric for Honorius, took with him a
considerable force of Goths, and attacked the main barbarian army. Alaric,
holding this to be a violation of the truce that had been signed, again
besieged Rome. A slave opened the gates; the Goths poured in, and for the
first time in 800 years the great city was taken by an enemy (410). For three
days Rome was subjected to a discriminate pillage that left the churches of
St. Peter and St. Paul untouched, and spared the refugees who sought
sanctuary in them. But the Huns and slaves in the army of 40,000 men
could not be controlled. Hundreds of rich men were slaughtered, their
women were raped and killed; it was found almost impossible to bury all
the corpses that littered the streets. Thousands of prisoners were taken,
among them Honorius’ half sister Galla Placidia. Gold and silver were
seized wherever found; works of art were melted down for the precious
metals they contained; and many masterpieces of sculpture and pottery
were joyously destroyed by former slaves who could not forgive the
poverty and toil that had generated this beauty and wealth. Alaric restored
discipline, and led his troops southward to conquer Sicily; but in that same
year he was stricken with fever, and died at Cosenza. Slaves diverted the



flow of the river Busento to bare a secure and spacious grave for him; the

stream was then brought back to its course; and to conceal the spot the

slaves who had performed these labors were slain.*2

Ataulf (Adolf), Alaric’s brother-in-law, was chosen to succeed him as
king. He agreed to withdraw his army from Italy on condition that he
should be given Placidia in marriage, and that his Visigoths, as foederati of
Rome, should receive southern Gaul, including Narbonne, Toulouse, and
Bordeaux, for their self-governed realm. Honorius refused the marriage;
Placidia consented. The Gothic chieftain proclaimed that his ambition was
not to destroy the Roman Empire but to preserve and strengthen it. He
marched his army out of Italy, and by a judicious mixture of diplomacy and
force founded the Visigothic kingdom of Gaul, theoretically subject to the
Empire and with its capital at Toulouse (414). A year later he was
assassinated. Placidia, who loved him, wished to remain a perpetual widow,
but was awarded by Honorius to the general Constantius. After the death of
Constantius (421) and Honorius (423), Placidia became regent for her son
Valentinian III, and for twenty-five years ruled the Empire of the West with
no discredit to her sex.

Even in Tacitus’ days the Vandals were a numerous and powerful nation,
possessing the central and eastern portions of modern Prussia. By the time
of Constantine they had moved southward into Hungary. Their armies
having suffered an overwhelming defeat at the hands of the Visigoths, the
remaining Vandals asked permission to cross the Danube and enter the
Empire. Constantine consented, and for seventy years they increased and
multiplied in Pannonia. The successes of Alaric stirred their imagination;
the withdrawal of legions from beyond the Alps to defend Italy left the rich
West invitingly open; and in 406 great masses of Vandals, Alani, and Suevi
poured over the Rhine and ravaged Gaul. They plundered Mainz, and
massacred many of the inhabitants. They moved north into Belgica, and
sacked and burned the imperial city of Trier. They bridged the Meuse and
the Aisne, and pillaged Reims, Amiens, Arras, and Tournai, almost reaching
the English Channel. Turning south, they crossed the Seine and the Loire
into Aquitaine and wreaked their vandal fury upon almost all its cities
except Toulouse, which was heroically defended by its Bishop Exuperius.



They paused at the Pyrenees, then turned east and pillaged Narbonne. Gaul
had seldom known so thorough a devastation.

In 409 they entered Spain, 100,000 strong. There, as in Gaul and the East,
Roman rule had brought oppressive taxation and orderly administration,
wealth concentrated in immense estates, a populace of slaves and serfs and
impoverished freemen; and yet, by the mere grace of stability and law,
Spain was now among the most prosperous of Roman provinces, and
Merida, Cartagena, Cordova, Seville, and Tarragona were among the richest
and most cultured cities of the Empire. Into this apparently secure peninsula
the Vandals, Suevi, and Alani descended; for two years they plundered
Spain from the Pyrenees to the Strait, and extended their conquest even to
the African coast. Honorius, unable to defend Roman soil with Roman
arms, bribed the Visigoths of southwestern Gaul to recapture Spain for the
Empire; their able King Wallia accomplished the task in well-planned
campaigns (420); the Suevi retreated into northwest Spain, the Vandals
southward into the Andalusia that still bears their name; and Wallia shamed
the faithlessness of Roman diplomats by restoring Spain to the imperial
power.

Still hungry for conquest and bread, the Vandals crossed over into Africa
(429). If we may believe Procopius®® and Jordanes,** they came by the
invitation of the Roman governor of Africa, Boniface, who wished their aid
against his rival Aétius, successor to Stilicho; the story is of uncertain
authority. In any case the Vandal king was quite capable of originating the
plan. Gaiseric was the proud bastard son of a slave, lame but strong, ascetic
in regimen, undaunted in conflict, furious in anger, cruel in enmity, but with
an unbeaten genius for both negotiation and war. Arrived in Africa, his
80,000 Vandal and Alani warriors, women, and children were joined by the
savage Moors, long resentful of Roman domination, and the Donatist
heretics, who had been persecuted by the orthodox Christians, and now
welcomed a new rule. Out of a population of some 8,000,000 souls in
Roman North Africa, Boniface could muster only a negligible number to
help his small regular army; overwhelmingly defeated by Gaiseric’s horde,
he retreated to Hippo, where the aged St. Augustine aroused the population
to heroic resistance. For fourteen months the city stood siege (430-1);
Gaiseric then withdrew to meet another Roman force, and so overwhelmed



it that Valentinian’s ambassador signed a truce recognizing the Vandal
conquest in Africa. Gaiseric observed the truce until the Romans were off
their guard; then he pounced upon rich Carthage and took it without a blow
(439). The nobles and the Catholic clergy were dispossessed of their
property, and were banished or enserfed; lay and ecclesiastical property was

seized wherever found, and torture was not spared to discover its hiding

place.®

Gaiseric was still young. Though a capable administrator, who
reorganized Africa into a lucrative state, he was happiest when engaged in
war. Building a great fleet, he ravaged with it the coasts of Spain, Italy, and
Greece. No one could tell where his cavalry-laden ships would land next;
never in Roman history had such unhindered piracy prevailed in the western
Mediterranean. At last the Emperor, as the price of the African corn on
which Ravenna as well as Rome lived, made peace with the barbarian king,
and even pledged him an imperial daughter in marriage. Rome, soon to be
destroyed, continued to laugh and play.

Three quarters of a century had passed since the Huns had precipitated
the barbarian invasions by crossing the Volga. Their further movement
westward had been a slow migration, less like the conquest of Alaric and
Gaiseric than like the spread of colonists across the American continent.
Gradually they had settled down in and near Hungary and had brought
under their rule many of the German tribes.

About the year 433 the Hun king Rua died, and left his throne to his
nephews Bleda and Attila. Bleda was slain—some said by Attila—about
444, and Attila (i.e., in Gothic, “Little Father”) ruled divers tribes north of
the Danube from the Don to the Rhine. The Gothic historian Jordanes
describes him, we do not know how accurately:

He was a man born into the world to shake the nations, the scourge of all lands, who
in some way terrified all mankind by the rumors noised abroad concerning him. He was
haughty in his walk, rolling his eyes hither and thither, so that the power of his proud
spirit appeared in the movement of his body. He was indeed a lover of war, yet
restrained in action; mighty in counsel, gracious to suppliants, and lenient to those who

were once received under his protection. He was short of stature, with a broad chest and



a large head; his eyes were small, his beard was thin and sprinkled with gray. He had a
46

flat nose and a swarthy complexion, revealing his origin.=

He differed from the other barbarian conquerors in trusting to cunning
more than to force. He ruled by using the heathen superstitions of his
people to sanctify his majesty; his victories were prepared by the
exaggerated stories of his cruelty which perhaps he had himself originated;
at last even his Christian enemies called him the “scourge of God,” and
were so terrified by his cunning that only the Goths could save them. He
could neither read nor write, but this did not detract from his intelligence.
He was not a savage; he had a sense of honor and justice, and often proved
himself more magnanimous than the Romans. He lived and dressed simply,
ate and drank moderately, and left luxury to his inferiors, who loved to
display their gold and silver utensils, harness, and swords, and the delicate
embroidery that attested the skillful fingers of their wives. Attila had many
wives, but scorned that mixture of monogamy and debauchery which was
popular in some circles of Ravenna and Rome. His palace was a huge
loghouse floored and walled with planed planks, but adorned with elegantly
carved or polished wood, and reinforced with carpets and skins to keep out
the cold. His capital was a large village probably on the site of the present
Buda—a city which until our century was by some Hungarians called
Etzelnburg, the City of Attila.

He was now (444) the most powerful man in Europe. Theodosius II of
the Eastern Empire, and Valentinian of the Western, both paid him tribute as
a bribe to peace, disguising it among their peoples as payments for services
rendered by a client king. Able to put into the field an army of 500,000
men, Attila saw no reason why he should not make himself master of all
Europe and the Near East. In 441 his generals and troops crossed the
Danube, captured Sirmium, Singidunum (Belgrade), Naissus (Nish) and
Sardica (Sofia), and threatened Constantinople itself. Theodosius II sent an
army against them; it was defeated; and the Eastern Empire won peace only
by raising its yearly tribute from 700 to 2100 pounds of gold. In 447 the
Huns entered Thrace, Thessaly, and Scythia (southern Russia), sacked
seventy towns, and took thousands into slavery. The captured women were
added to the wives of the captors, and so began generations of blood
mixture that left traces of Mongol features as far west as Bavaria. These



Hun raids ruined the Balkans for four centuries. The Danube ceased for a
long time to be a main avenue of commerce between East and West, and the
cities on its banks decayed.

Having bled the East to his heart’s content, Attila turned to the West and
found an unusual excuse for war. Honoria, sister of Valentinian III, having
been seduced by one of her chamberlains, had been banished to
Constantinople. Snatching at any plan for escape, she sent her ring to Attila
with an appeal for aid. The subtle King, who had his own brand of humor,
chose to interpret the ring as a proposal of marriage; he forthwith laid claim
to Honoria and to half the Western Empire as her dowry. Valentinian’s
ministers protested, and Attila declared war. His real reason was that
Marcian, the new Emperor of the East, had refused to continue payment of
tribute, and Valentinian had followed his example.

In 451 Attila and half a million men marched to the Rhine, sacked and
burned Trier and Metz, and massacred their inhabitants. All Gaul was
terrified; here was no civilized warrior like Caesar, no Christian—however
Arian—invader like Alaric and Gaiseric; this was the awful and hideous
Hun, the flagellum dei come to punish Christian and pagan alike for the
enormous distance between their professions and their lives. In this crisis
Theodoric I, aged King of the Visigoths, came to the rescue of the Empire;
he joined the Romans under Aétius, and the enormous armies met on the
Catalaunian Fields, near Troyes, in one of the bloodiest battles of history:
162,000 men are said to have died there, including the heroic Gothic King.
The victory of the West was indecisive; Attila retreated in good order, and
the victors were too exhausted, or too divided in policy, to pursue him. In
the following year he invaded Italy.

The first city to fall in his path was Aquileia; the Huns destroyed it so
completely that it never rose again. Verona and Vicenza were more leniently
treated; Pavia and Milan bought off the conqueror by surrendering their
movable wealth. The road to Rome was now open to Attila; Aétius had too
small an army to offer substantial resistance; but Attila tarried at the Po.
Valentinian III fled to Rome, and thence sent to the Hun King a delegation
composed of Pope Leo I and two senators. No one knows what happened at
the ensuing conference. Leo was an imposing figure, and received most
credit for the bloodless victory. History only records that Attila now



retreated. Plague had broken out in his army, food was running short, and
Marcian was sending reinforcements from the East (452).

Attila marched his horde back over the Alps to his Hungarian capital,
threatening to return to Italy in the next spring unless Honoria should be
sent him as his bride. Meanwhile he consoled himself by adding to his
harem a young lady named Ildico, the frail historic basis of the
Nibelungenlied’s Kriemhild. He celebrated the wedding with an unusual
indulgence in food and drink. On the morrow he was found dead in bed
beside his young wife; he had burst a blood vessel, and the blood in his

throat had choked him to death (453).% His realm was divided among his
sons, who proved incompetent to preserve it. Jealousies broke out among
them; the subject tribes refused their allegiance to a disordered leadership;
and within a few years the empire that had threatened to subdue the Greeks
and the Romans, the Germans and the Gauls, and to put the stamp of Asia
upon the face and soul of Europe, had broken to pieces and melted away.

V. THE FALL OF ROME

Placidia having died in 450, Valentinian III was free to err in the first
person. As Olympius had persuaded Honorius to kill Stilicho who had
stopped Alaric at Pollentia, so now Petronius Maximus persuaded
Valentinian to kill Aétius who had stopped Attila at Troyes Valentinian had
no son, and resented the desire of Aétius to espouse his son to Valentinian’s
daughter Eudocia. In a mad seizure of alarm the Emperor sent for Aétius
and slew him with his own hand (454). “Sire,” said a member of his court,
“you have cut off your right hand with your left.” A few months later
Petronius induced two of Aétius’ followers to kill Valentinian. No one
bothered to punish the assassins; murder had long since become the
accepted substitute for election. Petronius elected himself to the throne,

compelled Eudoxia, Valentinian’s widow, to marry him, and forced Eudocia

to take as her husband his son Palladius. If we may believe Procopius,®®

Eudoxia appealed to Gaiseric as Honoria had appealed to Attila. Gaiseric
had reasons for responding: Rome was rich again despite Alaric, and the
Roman army was in no condition to defend Italy. The Vandal King set sail
with an invincible armada (455). Only an unarmed Pope, accompanied by



his local clergy, barred his way between Ostia and Rome. Leo was not able
this time to dissuade the conqueror, but he secured a pledge against
massacre, torture, and fire. For four days the city was surrendered to
pillage; Christian churches were spared, but all the surviving treasures of
the temples were taken to the Vandal galleys; the gold tables, seven-
branched candlesticks, and other sacred vessels of Solomon’s Temple,
brought to Rome by Titus four centuries before, were included in these
spoils. All precious metals, ornaments, and furniture in the imperial palace
were removed, and whatever remained of value in the homes of the rich.
Thousands of captives were enslaved; husbands were separated from wives,
parents from children. Gaiseric took the Empress Eudoxia and her two
daughters with him to Carthage, married Eudocia to his son Huneric, and
sent the Empress and Placidia (the younger) to Constantinople at the request
of the Emperor Leo 1. All in all, this sack of Rome was no indiscriminate
vandalism, but quite in accord with the ancient laws of war. Carthage had
leniently revenged the Roman ruthlessness of 146 B.C.

Chaos in Italy was now complete. A half century of invasion, famine, and
pestilence had left thousands of farms ruined, thousands of acres untilled,
not through exhaustion of the soil but through the exhaustion of man. St.
Ambrose (c. 420) mourned the devastation and depopulation of Bologna,
Modena, Piacenza; Pope Gelasius (c. 480) described great regions of
northern Italy as almost denuded of the human species; Rome itself had
shrunk from 1,500,000 souls to some 300,000 in one century;*? all the great
cities of the Empire were now in the East. The Campagna around Rome,
once rich in villas and fertile farms, had been abandoned for the security of
walled towns; the towns themselves had been contracted to some forty acres
as a means of economically walling them for defense; and in many cases
the walls were improvised from the debris of theaters, basilicas, and
temples that had once adorned the municipal splendor of Italy. In Rome
some wealth still remained even after Gaiseric, and Rome and other Italian
cities would recover under Theodoric and the Lombards; but in 470 a
general impoverishment of fields and cities, of senators and proletarians,
depressed the spirits of a once great race to an epicurean cynicism that
doubted all gods but Priapus, a timid childlessness that shunned the
responsibilities of life, and an angry cowardice that denounced every



surrender and shirked every martial task. Through all this economic and
biological decline ran political decay: aristocrats who could administer but
could not rule; businessmen too absorbed in personal gain to save the
peninsula; generals who won by bribery more than they could win by arms;
and a bureaucracy ruinously expensive and irremediably corrupt. The
majestic tree had rotted in its trunk, and was ripe for a fall.

The final years were a kaleidoscope of imperial mediocrities. The Goths
of Gaul proclaimed one of their generals, Avitus, emperor (455); the Senate
refused to confirm him, and he was transformed into a bishop. Majorian
(456-61) labored bravely to restore order, but was deposed by his patricius
or prime minister, the Visigoth Ricimer. Severas (461-5) was an inefficient
tool of Ricimer. Anthemius (467-72) was a half-pagan philosopher,
unacceptable to the Christian West; Ricimer besieged and captured him and
had him killed. Olybrius, by grace of Ricimer, ruled for two months (472),
and surprised himself by dying a natural death. Glycerius (473) was soon
deposed, and for two years Rome was ruled by Julius Nepos. At this
juncture a new conglomeration of barbarians swept down into Italy—
Heruli, Sciri, Rugii, and other tribes that had once acknowledged the rule of
Attila. At the same time a Pannonian general, Orestes, deposed Nepos, and
established his son Romulus (nicknamed Augustulus) on the throne (475).
The new invaders demanded from Orestes a third of Italy; when he refused
they slew him, and replaced Romulus with their general Odoacer (476).
This son of Attila’s minister Edecon was not without ability; he convened
the cowed Senate, and through it he offered to Zeno, the new Emperor of
the East, sovereignty over all the Empire, provided that Odoacer might as
his patricius govern Italy. Zeno consented, and the line of Western emperors
came to an end.

No one appears to have seen in this event the “fall of Rome”; on the
contrary, it seemed to be a blessed unification of the Empire, as formerly
under Constantine. The Roman Senate saw the matter so, and raised a statue
to Zeno in Rome. The Germanization of the Italian army, government, and
peasantry, and the natural multiplication of the Germans in Italy, had
proceeded so long that the political consequences seemed to be negligible
shifts on the surface of the national scene. Actually, however, Odoacer ruled
Italy as a king, with small regard for Zeno. In effect the Germans had
conquered Italy as Gaiseric had conquered Africa, as the Visigoths had



conquered Spain, as the Angles and Saxons were conquering Britain, as the
Franks were conquering Gaul. In the West the great Empire was no more.

The results of the barbarian conquest were endless. Economically it
meant reruralization. The barbarians lived by tillage, herding, hunting, and
war, and had not yet learned the commercial complexities on which cities
thrived; with their victory the municipal character of Western civilization
ceased for seven centuries. Ethnically the migrations brought a new
mingling of racial elements—a substantial infusion of Germanic blood into
Italy, Gaul, and Spain, and of Asiatic blood into Russia, the Balkans, and
Hungary. The mixture did not mystically reinvigorate the Italian or Gallic
population. What happened was the elimination of weak individuals and
strains through war and other forms of competition; the compulsion laid
upon everyone to develop strength, stamina, and courage, and the masculine
qualities that long security had suppressed; the renewal, by poverty, of
healthier and simpler habits of life than those which the doles and luxuries
of the cities had bred. Politically the conquest replaced a higher with a
lower form of monarchy; it augmented the authority of persons, and
reduced the power and protection of laws; individualism and violence
increased. Historically, the conquest destroyed the outward form of what
had already inwardly decayed; it cleared away with regrettable brutality and
thoroughness a system of life which, with all its gifts of order, culture, and
law, had worn itself into senile debility, and had lost the powers of
regeneration and growth. A new beginning was now possible: the Empire in
the West faded, but the states of modern Europe were born. A thousand
years before Christ northern invaders had entered Italy, subdued and
mingled with its inhabitants, borrowed civilization from them, and with
them, through eight centuries, had built a new civilization. Four hundred
years after Christ the process was repeated; the wheel of history came full
turn; the beginning and the end were the same. But the end was always a
beginning.



CHAPTER III
The Progress of Christianity
364—451

THE foster mother of the new civilization was the Church. As the old

order faded away in corruption, cowardice, and neglect, a unique army of
churchmen rose to defend with energy and skill a regenerated stability and
decency of life. The historic function of Christianity was to re-establish the
moral basis of character and society by providing supernatural sanctions
and support for the uncongenial commandments of social order; to instill
into rude barbarians gentler ideals of conduct through a creed
spontaneously compounded of myth and miracle, of fear and hope and love.
There is an epic grandeur, sullied with superstition and cruelty, in the
struggle of the new religion to capture, tame, and inspire the minds of brute
or decadent men, to forge a uniting empire of faith that would again hold
men together, as they had once been held by the magic of Greece or the
majesty of Rome. Institutions and beliefs are the offspring of human needs,
and understanding must be in terms of these necessities.

I. THE ORGANIZATION OF THE CHURCH

If art is the organization of materials, the Roman Catholic Church is
among the most imposing masterpieces of history. Through nineteen
centuries, each heavy with crisis, she has held her faithful together,
following them with her ministrations to the ends of the earth, forming their
minds, molding their morals, encouraging their fertility, solemnizing their
marriages, consoling their bereavements, lifting their momentary lives into
eternal drama, harvesting their gifts, surviving every heresy and revolt, and
patiently building again every broken support of her power. How did this
majestic institution grow?



It began in the spiritual hunger of men and women harassed with poverty,
wearied with conflict, awed by mystery, or fearful of death. To millions of
souls the Church brought a faith and hope that inspired and canceled death.
That faith became their most precious possession, for which they would die
or kill; and on that rock of hope the Church was built. It was at first a
simple association of believers, an ecclesia or gathering. Each ecclesia or
church chose one or more presbyteroi—elders, priests—to lead them, and
one or more readers, acolytes, subdeacons, and deacons to assist the priest.
As the worshipers grew in number, and their affairs became more complex,
the congregations chose a priest or layman in each city to be an episcopos—
overseer, bishop—to co-ordinate their functioning. As the number of
bishops grew, they in turn required supervision and co-ordination; in the
fourth century we hear of archbishops, metropolitans, or primates governing
the bishops and the churches of a province. Over all these grades of clergy
patriarchs held sway at Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria, and
Rome. At the call of a patriarch or an emperor the bishops and archbishops
convened in synods or councils. If a council represented only a province it
was called provincial; if it represented only the East or the West it was
called plenary; if both, it was general; if its decrees were accepted as
binding upon all Christians, it was ecumenical—i.e., applying to the
oikoumene, or (total Christian) inhabited world. The occasionally resultant
unity gave the Church its name of Catholic, or universal.

This organization, whose power rested at last upon belief and prestige,
required some regulation of the ecclesiastical life. In the first three centuries
of Christianity, celibacy was not required of a priest. He might keep a wife
whom he had married before ordination, but he must not marry after taking
holy orders; and no man could be ordained who had married two wives, or a
widow, a divorcee, or a concubine. Like most societies, the Church was
harassed with extremists. In reaction against the sexual license of pagan

morals, some Christian enthusiasts concluded from a passage in St. Paul!
that any commerce between the sexes was sinful; they denounced all
marriage, and trembled at the abomination of a married priest. The
provincial council of Gengra (c. 362) condemned these views as heretical,
but the Church increasingly demanded celibacy in her priests. Property was
being left in rising amounts to individual churches; now and then a married



priest had the bequest written in his name and transmitted it to his children.
Clerical marriage sometimes led to adultery or other scandal, and lowered
the respect of the people for the priest. A Roman synod of 386 advised the
complete continence of the clergy; and a year later Pope Siricius ordered the
unfrocking of any priest who married, or continued to live with his wife.
Jerome, Ambrose, and Augustine supported this decree with their triple
power; and after a generation of sporadic resistance it was enforced with
transient success in the West.

The gravest problem of the Church, next to reconciling her ideals with
her continuance, was to find a way of living with the state. The rise of an
ecclesiastical organization side by side with the officials of the government
created a struggle for power in which the accepted subjection of one to the
other was the prerequisite of peace. In the East the Church became
subordinate to the state; in the West she fought for independence, then for
mastery. In either case the union of Church and state involved a profound
modification of Christian ethics. Tertullian, Origen, and Lactantius had
taught that war is always unlawful; the Church, now protected by the state,
resigned herself to such wars as she deemed necessary to protect either the
state or the Church. She had not in herself the means of force; but when
force seemed desirable she could appeal to the “secular arm” to implement
her will. She received from the state, and from individuals, splendid gifts of
money, temples, or lands; she grew rich, and needed the state to protect her
in all the rights of property. Even when the state fell she kept her wealth;
the barbarian conquerors, however heretical, seldom robbed the Church.
The authority of the word so soon rivaled the power of the sword.

II. THE HERETICS

The most unpleasant task of ecclesiastical organization was to prevent a
fragmentation of the Church through the multiplication of heresies—i.e.,
doctrines contrary to conciliar definitions of the Christian creed. Once
triumphant, the Church ceased to preach toleration; she looked with the
same hostile eye upon individualism in belief as the state upon secession or
revolt. Neither the Church nor the heretics thought of heresy in purely
theological terms. The heresy was in many cases the ideological flag of a



rebellious locality seeking liberation from the imperial power; so the
Monophysites wished to free Syria and Egypt from Constantinople; the
Donatists hoped to free Africa from Rome; and as Church and state were
now united, the rebellion was against both. Orthodoxy opposed nationalism,
heresy defended it; the Church labored for centralization and unity, the
heretics for local independence and liberty.

Arianism, overcome within the Empire, won a peculiar victory among
the barbarians. Christianity had been first carried to the Teutonic tribes by
Roman captives taken in the Gothic invasions of Asia Minor in the third
century. The “apostle” Ulfilas (3117-81) was not quite an apostle. He was
the descendant of a Christian captive from Cappadocia, and was born and
raised among the Goths who lived north of the Danube. About 341 he was
consecrated as their bishop by Eusebius, the Arian prelate of Nicomedia.
When the Gothic chieftain Athanaric persecuted the Christians in his
dominions, Ulfilas obtained permission from the Arian Constantius to bring
the little community of Gothic Christians across the Danube into Thrace. To
instruct and multiply his converts he patiently translated, from the Greek
into Gothic, all the Bible except the Books of Kings, which he omitted as
dangerously martial; and as the Goths had as yet no written language, he
composed a Gothic alphabet based upon the Greek. His Bible was the first
literary work in any Teutonic tongue. The devoted and virtuous life of
Ulfilas generated among the Goths such confidence in his wisdom and
integrity that his Arian Christianity was accepted by them without question.
As other barbarians received their Christianity in the fourth and fifth
centuries from the Goths, nearly all the invaders of the Empire were Arians,
and the new kingdoms established by them in the Balkans, Gaul, Spain,
Italy, and Africa were officially Arian. Conquerors and conquered differed
by only an iota in their faith: the orthodox held Christ to be identical in
being (homoousios), the Arians considered Him only similar in being
(homoiousios), with God the Father; but the difference became vital in the
politics of the fifth and sixth centuries. By this chance concatenation of
events Arianism held its ground till the orthodox Franks overthrew the
Visigoths in Gaul, Belisarius conquered Vandal Africa and Gothic Italy, and
Recared (589) changed the faith of the Visigoths in Spain.

We cannot interest ourselves today in the many winds of doctrine that
agitated the Church in this period—Eunomians, Anomeans, Apollinarians,



Macedonians, Sabellians, Massalians, Novatians, Priscillianists; we can
only mourn over the absurdities for which men have died, and will.
Manicheism was not so much a Christian heresy as a Persian dualism of
God and Satan, Good and Evil, Light and Darkness; it thought to reconcile
Christianity and Zoroastrianism, and was bitterly buffeted by both. It faced
with unusual candor the problem of evil, the strange abundance of
apparently unmerited suffering in a world providentially ruled; and felt
compelled to postulate an Evil Spirit coeternal with the Good. During the
fourth century Manicheism made many converts in East and West. Several
of the emperors used ruthless measures against it; Justinian made it a capital
crime; gradually it faded out, but it left its influence on such later heretics as
the Paulicians, Bogomiles, and Albigensians. In 385 a Spanish bishop,
Priscillian, was accused of preaching Manicheism and universal celibacy;
he denied the charges; he was tried before the usurping Emperor Maximus
at Trier, two bishops being his accusers; he was condemned; and over the
protests of St. Ambrose and St. Martin he and several of his companions
were burned to death (385).

While meeting all these assailants the Church found herself almost
overwhelmed by the Donatist heresy in Africa. Donatus, Bishop of
Carthage (315), had denied the efficacy of sacraments administered by
priests in a state of sin; the Church, unwilling to risk so much on the virtues
of the clergy, wisely repudiated the idea. The heresy nevertheless spread
rapidly in North Africa; it enlisted the enthusiasm of the poor, and the
theological aberration grew into a social revolt. Emperors fulminated
against the movement; heavy fines and confiscations were decreed for
persistence in it; the power of buying, selling, or bequeathing property was
denied to the Donatists; they were driven from their churches by imperial
soldiery, and the churches were turned over to orthodox priests. Bands of
revolutionaries, at once Christian and communist, took form under the
name of Circumcelliones, or prowlers; they condemned poverty and
slavery, canceled debts and liberated slaves, and proposed to restore the
mythical equality of primitive man. When they met a carriage drawn by
slaves they put the slaves in the carriage and made the master pull it behind
him. Usually they contented themselves with robbery; but sometimes,
irritated by resistance, they would blind the orthodox or the rich by rubbing
lime into their eyes, or would beat them to death with clubs; or so their



enemies relate. If they in turn met death they rejoiced, certain of paradise.
Fanaticism finally captured them completely; they gave themselves up as
heretics, and solicited martyrdom; they stopped wayfarers and asked to be
killed; and when even their enemies tired of complying, they leaped into

fires, or jumped from precipices, or walked into the sea.2 Augustine fought
Donatism with every means, and for a time seemed to have overcome it; but
when the Vandals arrived in Africa the Donatists reappeared in great
number, and rejoiced at the expulsion of the orthodox priests. A tradition of
fierce sectarian hatred was handed down with pious persistence, and left no
united opposition when (670) the Arabs came.

Meanwhile Pelagius was stirring three continents with his attack on the
doctrine of original sin, and Nestorius was courting martyrdom by doubts
concerning the Mother of God. Nestorius had been a pupil of Theodore of
Mopsuestia (350?7—?428), who had almost invented the Higher Criticism of
the Bible. The Book of Job, said Theodore, was a poem adapted from pagan
sources; the Song of Songs was an epithalamium of frankly sensual
significance; many of the Old Testament prophecies supposedly referring to
Jesus alluded only to pre-Christian events; and Mary was the Mother not of
God but only of the human nature in Jesus.? Nestorius raised himself to the
episcopal see at Constantinople (428), drew crowds with his eloquence,
made enemies by his harsh dogmatism, and gave them their opportunity by
adopting the ungallant opinion of Theodore about Mary. If Christ was God,
then, said most Christians, Mary was theotokos, god-bearing, the Mother of
God. Nestorius thought the term too strong; Mary, he said, was mother only
of the human, not of the divine, nature in Christ. It would be better, he
suggested, to call her the Mother of Christ.

Cyril, Archbishop of Alexandria, preached at Easter, 429, a sermon
announcing the orthodox doctrine—that Mary i1s the true mother not of the
Godhead itself, but of the incarnate Logos, or Word of God, containing both

the divine and the human natures of Christ.? Pope Celestine I, stirred by a
letter from Cyril, called a council at Rome (430), which demanded that
Nestorius be deposed or retract. When Nestorius refused, an ecumenical
council at Ephesus (431) not only deposed but excommunicated him. Many
bishops protested; but the people of Ephesus broke out into demonstrations
of joy that must have awakened memories of Diana-Artemis. Nestorius was



allowed to retire to Antioch; but as he continued to defend himself and
demand restoration, the Emperor Theodosius II banished him to an oasis in
the Libyan desert. He survived many years; at last the Byzantine court took
pity on him, and sent him an imperial pardon. The messenger found him
dying (c. 451). His followers withdrew to eastern Syria, built churches,
established a school of learning at Edessa, translated the Bible, Aristotle,
and Galen into Syriac, and played a vital part in acquainting the Moslems
with Greek science, medicine, and philosophy. Persecuted by the Emperor
Zeno, they crossed into Persia, opened an influential school at Nisibis,
flourished under Persian toleration, and founded communities in Balkh and
Samarkand, in India and China. Scattered through Asia, they survive to this
day, still denouncing Mariolatry.

The last great heresy of this turbulent period, and the most momentous in
result, was announced by Eutyches, head of a monastery near
Constantinople. In Christ, said Eutyches, there were not two natures, human
and divine; there was only the divine. Flavian, the patriarch of
Constantinople, called a local synod which condemned this “Monophysite”
heresy, and excommunicated Eutyches. The monk appealed to the bishops
of Alexandria and Rome; Dioscoras, who had succeeded Cyril, persuaded
the Emperor Theodosius to call another council at Ephesus (449). Religion
was subordinated to politics; the Alexandrian see continued its war upon the
see of Constantinople; Eutyches was exonerated, and Flavian was assailed

with such oratorical violence that he died.2 The council issued anathemas
against any man who should hold that there were two natures in Christ.
Pope Leo I had not attended the council, but had sent it several letters
(“Leo’s tome”) supporting Flavian. Shocked by the report of his delegates,
Leo branded the council as the “Robber Synod,” and refused to recognize
its decrees. A later council, at Chalcedon in 451, acclaimed Leo’s letters,
condemned Eutyches, and reaffirmed the double nature of Christ. But the
twenty-eighth canon of this council affirmed the equal authority of the
bishop of Constantinople with that of Rome. Leo, who had fought for the
supremacy of his office as indispensable to the unity and authority of the
Church, rejected this canon; and a long struggle began between the rival
sees.



To perfect the confusion, the majority of Christians in Syria and Egypt
refused to accept the doctrines of two natures in the one person of Christ.
The monks of Syria continued to teach the Monophysite heresy, and when
an orthodox bishop was appointed to the see of Alexandria he was torn to

pieces in his church on Good Friday.® Thereafter Monophysitism became
the national religion of Christian Egypt and Abyssinia, and by the sixth
century predominated in western Syria and Armenia, while Nestorianism
grew in Mesopotamia and eastern Syria. The success of the religious
rebellion strengthened political revolt; and when the conquering Arabs, in
the seventh century, poured into Egypt and the Near East, half the
population welcomed them as liberators from the theological, political, and
financial tyranny of the Byzantine capital.

III. THE CHRISTIAN WEST

1. Rome

The bishops of Rome, in the fourth century, did not show the Church at
her best. Sylvester (314-35) earned the credit for converting Constantine;
and pious belief represented him as receiving from the Emperor in the
“Donation of Constantine” nearly all of western Europe; but he did not
behave as if he owned half the white man’s world. Julius I (337-52)
strongly affirmed the supreme authority of the Roman see, but Liberius
(352-66) submitted, through weakness or age, to the Arian dictates of
Constantius. Upon his death Damasus and Ursinus contested the papacy;
rival mobs supported them in the most vigorous tradition of Roman
democracy; in one day and in one church 137 persons were killed in the
dispute. Praetextatus, then pagan prefect of Rome, banished Uisinus, and
Damasus ruled for eighteen years with pleasure and skill. He was an
archaeologist, and adorned the tombs of the Roman martyrs with beautiful
inscriptions; he was also, said the irreverent, an auriscalpius matronarum, a
scratcher of ladies’ ears—i.e., an expert in wheedling gifts for the Church

from the rich matrons of Rome.%



Leo I, surnamed the Great, held the throne of Peter through a generation
of crisis (440-61), and by courage and statesmanship raised the Apostolic
See to new heights of power and dignity. When Hilary of Poitiers refused to
accept his decision in a dispute with another Gallic bishop, Leo sent him
peremptory orders; and the Emperor Valentinian III seconded these with an
epoch-making edict imperially confirming the authority of the Roman
bishop over all Christian churches. The bishops of the West generally
acknowledged, those of the East resisted, this supremacy. The patriarchs of
Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, and Alexandria claimed equal authority
with the Roman see; and the furious controversies of the Eastern Church
proceeded with scant obeisance to the bishop of Rome. Difficulties of
communication and travel combined with diversity of language to alienate
the Western from the Eastern Church. In the West, however, the popes
exercised a growing leadership even in secular affairs. They were subject in
non-religious matters to the Roman state and prefect, and until the seventh
century they sought the confirmation of their election from the emperor. But
the distance of the Eastern and the weakness of the Western rulers left the
popes pre-eminent in Rome; and when, in the face of invasion, both Senate
and emperor fled, and civil government collapsed, while the popes stood
unawed at their posts, their prestige rapidly rose. The conversion of the
Western barbarians immensely extended the authority and influence of the
Roman see.

As rich and aristocratic families abandoned paganism for Christianity, the
Roman Church participated more and more in the wealth that came to the
Western capital; and Ammianus was surprised to find that the bishop of
Rome lived like a prince in the Lateran Palace, and moved through the city

with the pomp of an emperor.2 Splendid churches now (400) adorned the
city. A brilliant society took form, in which elegant prelates mingled happily
with ornate women, and helped them to make their wills.

While the Christian populace joined the surviving pagans at the theater,
the races, and the games, a minority of Christians strove to live a life in
harmony with the Gospels. Athanasius had brought to Rome two Egyptian
monks; he had written a life of Anthony, and Rufinus had published for the
West a history of monasticism in the East. Pious minds were influenced by
the reported holiness of Anthony, Schnoudi, and Pachomius; monasteries



were established in Rome by Sixtus III (432—440) and Leo I; and several
families, while still living in their homes, accepted the monastic rule of
chastity and poverty. Roman ladies of wealth, like Marcella, Paula, and
three generations of the Melanias, gave most of their funds to charity,
founded hospitals and convents, made pilgrimages to the monks of the East,
and maintained so ascetic a regimen that some of them died of self-denial.
Pagan circles in Rome complained that this kind of Christianity was hostile
to family life, the institution of marriage, and the vigor of the state; and
polemics fell heavily upon the head of the leading advocate of asceticism—

one of the greatest scholars and most brilliant writers ever produced by the
Christian Church.

2. St. Jerome

He was born about 340 at Strido, near Aquileia, probably of Dalmatian
stock, and was promisingly named Eusebius Hieronymus Sophronius—*“the
reverend, holy-named sage.” He received a good education at Trier and
Rome, learned the Latin classics well, and loved them, he thought, to the
point of sin. Nevertheless, he was a positive and passionate Christian; he
joined with Rufinus and other friends to found an ascetic brotherhood in
Aquileia, and preached such counsels of perfection that his bishop reproved
him for undue impatience with the natural frailties of man. He replied by
calling the bishop ignorant, brutal, wicked, well matched with the worldly
flock that he led, the unskillful pilot of a crazy bark.1? Leaving Aquileia to
its sins, Jerome and some fellow devotees went to the Near East and entered
a monastery in the Chalcis desert near Antioch (374). The unhealthy climate
was too much for them; two died, and Jerome himself was for a time on the
verge of death. Undeterred, he left the monastery to live as an anchorite in a
desert hermitage, with occasional relapses into Virgil and Cicero. He had
brought his library with him, and could not quite turn away from verse and
prose whose beauty lured him like some girlish loveliness. His account of
the matter reveals the medieval mood. He dreamt that he had died, and was

dragged before the Judge’s judgment seat. I was asked to state my condition, and
replied that I was a Christian. But He Who presided said, “Thou liest; thou art a



Ciceronian, not a Christian. For where thy treasure is, there will thy heart be also.”

Straightway I became dumb, and [then I felt] the strokes of the whip—for He had

ordered me to be scourged.... At last the bystanders fell at the knees of Him Who

presided, and prayed Him to pardon my youth and give me opportunity to repent of my

error, on the understanding that the extreme of torture should be inflicted upon me if

ever I read again the books of Gentile authors. ... This experience was no sweet or idle

dream. ... I profess that my shoulders were black and blue, and that I felt the bruises

long after I awoke. ... Henceforth I read the books of God with greater zeal than I had

ever given before to the books of men AL

In 379 he returned to Antioch, and was ordained a priest. In 382 we find

him in Rome as secretary to Pope Damasus, and commissioned by him to

make an improved Latin translation of the New Testament. He continued to

wear the brown robe and the tunic of an anchorite, and lived an ascetic life

amid a luxurious papal court. The pious Marcella and Paula received him

into their aristocratic homes as their spiritual adviser, and his pagan critics

thought he enjoyed the company of women more than became so passionate

a praiser of celibacy and virginity. He replied by satirizing the Roman
society of the age in ageless terms:

Those women who paint their cheeks with rouge and their eyes with belladonna,
whose faces are covered with powder ... whom no number of years can convince that
they are old; who heap their heads with borrowed tresses ... and behave like trembling
schoolgirls before their grandsons. ... Gentile widows flaunt silk dresses, deck
themselves in gleaming jewelry, and reek of musk. ... Other women put on men’s
clothing, cut their hair short ... blush to be women, and prefer to look like eunuchs....
Some unmarried women prevent conception by the help of potions, murdering human
beings before they are conceived; others, when they find themselves with child as the
result of sin, secure abortion with drugs.... Yet there are women who say, “To the pure
all things are pure.... Why should I refrain from the food which God made for my

enj oyment?”Q

He scolds a Roman lady in terms that suggest an appreciative eye:

Your vest is slit on purpose. ... Your breasts are confined in strips of linen, your

chest is imprisoned in a tight girdle ... your shawl sometimes drops so as to leave your



white shoulders bare; and then it hastily hides what it intentionally revealed 13

Jerome adds to the moralist’s bias the exaggerations of the literary artist
molding a period, and of a lawyer inflating a brief. His satires recall those
of Juvenal, or of our own time; it is pleasant to know that women have
always been as charming as they are today. Like Juvenal, Jerome denounces
impartially, fearlessly, and ecumenically. He is shocked to find concubinage
even among Christians, and more shocked to find it covered by the pretense
of practicing chastity the hard way. “From what source has this plague of
‘dearly beloved sisters’ found its way into the church? Whence come these
unwedded wives? These novel concubines, these one-man harlots? They
live in the same house with their male friends; they occupy the same room,
often the same bed; yet they call us suspicious if we think that anything is

wrong.”1* He attacks the Roman clergy whose support might have raised
him to the papacy. He ridicules the curled and scented ecclesiastics who
frequent fashionable society, and the legacy-hunting priest who rises before
dawn to visit women before they have gotten out of bed.l> He condemns the
marriage of priests and their sexual digressions, and argues powerfully for
clerical celibacy; only monks, he thinks, are true Christians, free from
property, lust, and pride. With an eloquence that would have enlisted
Casanova, Jerome calls upon men to give up all and follow Christ, asks the
Christian matrons to dedicate their first-born to the Lord as offerings due

under the Law,'® and advises his lady friends, if they cannot enter a
convent, at least to live as virgins in their homes. He comes close to rating

marriage as sin. “I praise marriage, but because it produces me virgins”;Z

he proposes to “cut down by the ax of virginity the wood of marriage,”%

and exalts John the celibate apostle over Peter, who had a wife.l2 His most
interesting letter (384) is to a girl, Eustochium, on the pleasures of virginity.
He is not against marriage, but those who avoid it escape from Sodom, and
painful pregnancies, and bawling infants, and household cares, and the
tortures of jealousy. He admits that the path of purity is also hard, and that
eternal vigilance 1s the price of virginity.

Virginity can be lost even by a thought.... Let your companions be those who are

pale of face and thin with fasting.... Let your fasts be of daily occurrence. Wash your



bed and water your couch nightly with tears. ... Let the seclusion of your own chamber
ever guard you; ever let the Bridegroom sport with you within.... When sleep falls upon
you He will come behind the wall, and will put His hand through the door and will
touch your belly (ventrem). And you will awake and rise up and cry, “I am sick with
love.” And you will hear Him answer: “A garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a
spring shut up, a fountain sealed.”20

The publication of this letter, Jerome tells us, “was greeted with showers
of stones”; perhaps some readers sensed a morbid prurience in these strange
counsels in a man apparently not yet free from the heat of desire. When, a
few months later (384), the young ascetic Blesilla died, many blamed the
austerities that had been taught her by Jerome; some pagans proposed to
throw him into the Tiber with all the monks of Rome. Unrepentant, he
addressed to the hysterically mournful mother a letter of consolation and
reproof. In the same year Pope Damasus passed away, and his successor did
not renew Jerome’s appointment as papal secretary. In 385 he left Rome
forever, taking with him Blesilla’s mother Paula, and Eustochium her sister.
At Bethlehem he built a monastery of which he became head, a convent
over which first Paula and then Eustochium presided, a church for the
common worship of the monks and nuns, and a hospice for pilgrims to the
Holy Land.

He made his own cell in a cave, gathered his books and papers there,
gave himself up to study, composition, and administration, and lived there
the remaining thirty-four years of his life. He quarreled at pen’s point with
Chrysostom, Ambrose, Pelagius, and Augustine. He wrote with dogmatic
force half a hundred works on questions of casuistry and Biblical
interpretation, and his writings were eagerly read even by his enemies. He
opened a school in Bethlehem, where he humbly and freely taught children
a variety of subjects, including Latin and Greek; now a confirmed saint, he
felt that he could read again the classic authors whom he had forsworn in
his youth. He resumed the study of Hebrew, which he had begun in his first
sojourn in the East; and in eighteen years of patient scholarship he achieved
that magnificent and sonorous translation of the Bible into Latin which is
known to us as the Vulgate, and remains as the greatest and most influential
literary accomplishment of the fourth century. There were errors in the
translation as in any work so vast, and some “barbarisms” of common



speech which offended the purists; but its Latin formed the language of
theology and letters throughout the Middle Ages, poured Hebraic emotion
and imagery into Latin molds, and gave to literature a thousand noble
phrases of compact eloquence and force.* The Latin world became
acquainted with the Bible as never before.

Jerome was a saint only in the sense that he lived an ascetic life devoted
to the Church; he was hardly a saint in character or speech. It is sad to find
in so great a man so many violent outbursts of hatred, misrepresentation,
and controversial ferocity. He calls John, Patriarch of Jerusalem, a Judas, a

Satan, for whom hell can never provide adequate punishment;?l he
describes the majestic Ambrose as “a deformed crow”;?? and to make
trouble for his old friend Rufinus he pursues the dead Origen with such
heresy-hunting fury as to force the condemnation of Origen by Pope
Anastasius (400). We might rather have pardoned some sins of the flesh
than these acerbities of the soul.

His critics punished him without delay. When he taught the Greek and
Latin classics they denounced him as a pagan; when he studied Hebrew
with a Jew they accused him of being a convert to Judaism; when he

dedicated his works to women they described his motives as financial or

worse.23 His old age was not happy. Barbarians came down into the Near
East and overran Syria and Palestine (395); “how many monasteries they
captured, how many rivers were reddened with blood!” “The Roman

world,” he concluded sadly, “is falling.”ﬁ While he lived, his beloved
Paula, Marcella, and Eustochium died. Almost voiceless and fleshless with
austerities, and bent with age, he toiled day after day on work after work; he
was writing a commentary on Jeremiah when death came. He was a great,
rather than a good, man; a satirist as piercing as Juvenal, a letter writer as
eloquent as Seneca, an heroic laborer in scholarship and theology.

3. Christian Soldiers

Jerome and Augustine were only the greatest pair in a remarkable age.
Among her “Fathers” the early medieval Church distinguished eight as
“Doctors of the Church”: in the East Athanasius, Basil, Gregory Nazianzen,



John Chrysostom, and John of Damascus; in the West Ambrose, Jerome,
Augustine, and Gregory the Great.

The career of Ambrose (3407—398) illustrates the power of Christianity to
draw into its service first-rate men who, a generation earlier, would have
served the state. Born at Trier, son of the prefect of Gaul, he was by every
precedent destined to a political career, and we are not surprised to hear of
him next as provincial governor of northern Italy. Residing at Milan, he was
in close touch with the emperor of the West, who found in him the old
Roman qualities of solid judgment, executive ability, and quiet courage.
Learning that rival factions were gathering at the cathedral to choose a
bishop, he hurried to the scene, and by his presence and his words quelled
an incipient disturbance. When the factions could not agree on a candidate,
someone suggested Ambrose; his name brought the people to an
enthusiastic unanimity; and the governor, protesting and still unbaptized,
was hurriedly christened, ordained to the diaconate, then to the priesthood,

then to the episcopacy, all in one week (374).2

He filled his new office with the dignity and mastery of a statesman. He
abandoned the trappings of political position, and lived in exemplary
simplicity. He gave his money and property to the poor, and sold the
consecrated plate of his church to ransom captives of war.2® He was a
theologian who powerfully defended the Nicene Creed, an orator whose
sermons helped to convert Augustine, a poet who composed some of the
Church’s earliest and noblest hymns, a judge whose learning and integrity
shamed the corruption of secular courts, a diplomat entrusted with difficult
missions by both Church and state, a good disciplinarian who upheld but
overshadowed the pope, an ecclesiastic who brought the great Theodosius
to penance, and dominated the policies of Valentinian III. The young
Emperor had an Arian mother, Justina, who tried to secure a church in
Milan for an Arian priest. The congregation of Ambrose remained night and
day in the beleaguered church in a holy “sit-down strike” against the
Empress’ orders to surrender the building. “Then it was,” says Augustine,
“that the custom arose of singing hymns and songs, after the use of the
Eastern provinces, to save the people from being utterly worn out by their
long and sorrowful vigils.”2Z Ambrose fought a famous battle against the
Empress, and won a signal victory for intolerance.



At Nola in southern Italy Paulinus (353-431) exemplified a gentler type
of Christian saint. Born in an old rich family of Bordeaux, and married to a
lady of like high lineage, he studied under the poet Ausonius, entered
politics, and rapidly advanced. Suddenly “conversion” came to him in the
full sense of a turning away from the world: he sold his property, and gave
all to the poor except enough to keep himself in the barest necessities; and
his wife Therasia agreed to live with him as his chaste “sister in Christ.”
The monastic life not yet having established itself in the West, they made
their modest home at Nola a private monastery and lived there for thirty-
five years, abstaining from meat and wine, fasting many days in every
month, and happy to be released from the complexities of wealth. The
pagan friends of his youth, above all his old teacher Ausonius, protested
against what seemed to them a withdrawal from the obligations of civic life;
he answered by inviting them to come and share his bliss. In a century of
hatred and violence he kept to the end a spirit of toleration. Pagans and
Jews joined Christians at his funeral.

Paulinus wrote charming verse, but only incidentally. The poet who best
expressed the Christian view in this age was the Spaniard Aurelius
Prudentius Clemens (c. 348—410). While Claudian and Ausonius cluttered
their compositions with dead gods, Prudentius sang in the ancient meters
the new and living themes: stories of the martyrs (Peri stephanon, or Book
of Crowns), hymns for every hour of the day, and an answer in verse to
Symmachus’ plea for the statue of Victory. It was in this last poem that he
made a memorable appeal to Honorius to suppress gladiatorial combats. He
did not hate the pagans; he had kind words for Symmachus, and even for
Julian; and he begged his fellow Christians not to destroy pagan works of
art. He shared Claudian’s admiration for Rome, and rejoiced that one might
pass through most of the white man’s world and be under the same laws,

everywhere secure; “wherever we are we live as fellow citizens.”?® In this
Christian poet we catch a last echo of the achievement and mastery of
Rome.

It was not Rome’s least glory that Gaul had now so high a civilization.
Corresponding to Ausonius and Sidonius in literature were the great bishops
of fourth-century Gaul: Hilary of Poitiers, Remi of Reims, Euphronius of
Autun, Martin of Tours. Hilary (d. ¢. 367) was one of the most active



defenders of the Nicene Creed, and wrote a treatise in twelve “books”
struggling to explain the Trinity. Yet in his modest see at Poitiers we see
him living the good life of a devoted churchman—rising early, receiving all
callers, hearing complaints, adjusting disputes, saying Mass, preaching,
teaching, dictating books and letters, listening to pious readings at his
meals, and every day performing some manual labor like cultivating the

fields, or weaving garments for the poor.22 This was the ecclesiastic at his
best.

St. Martin left more of a name; 3675 churches and 425 villages in France
bear it today. He was born in Pannonia about 316; at twelve he wished to
become a monk, but at fifteen his father compelled him to join the army. He
was an unusual soldier—giving his pay to the poor, helping the distressed,
practicing humility and patience as if he would make a monastery out of the
army camp. After five years in military service Martin realized his
ambition, and went to live as a monk in a cell, first in Italy, then at Poitiers
near the Hilary he loved. In 371 the people of Tours clamored to have him
as their bishop, despite his shabby garments and rough hair. He agreed, but
insisted on still living like a monk. Two miles from the city, at Marmoutier,
he built a monastery, gathered together eighty monks, and lived with them a
life of unpretentious austerity. His idea of a bishop was of a man who not
only celebrated Mass, preached, administered the sacraments, and raised
funds, but also fed the hungry, clothed the naked, visited the sick, and
helped the unfortunate. Gaul loved him so that all its parts told stories of his
miracles, even of his having raised three men from the dead.2? France made
him one of her patron saints.

The monastery that Martin had founded at Poitiers (362) was the first of
many that now sprang up in Gaul. Because the monastic idea had come to
Rome through Athanasius’ Life of Anthony, and Jerome’s powerful call to
the anchoritic life, the West first took up the most arduous and lonely forms
of monasticism, and tried to practice in less genial climates the rigors of
monks living under the Egyptian sun. The monk Wulfilaich lived for years,
with bare legs and feet, on a column at Trier; in winter the nails fell from
his toes, and icicles hung from his beard. St. Senoch, near Tours, enclosed
himself so narrowly within four walls that the lower half of his body could
not move; in this situation he lived many years, an object of veneration to



the populace.2! St. John Cassian brought the ideas of Pachomius to balance
the ecstasy of Anthony; inspired by some sermons of Chrysostom, he
established a monastery and convent at Marseille (415), and wrote for it the
first Western regimen for the monastic life; before he died (435) some 5000
monks in Provence were living by his rule. Soon after 400 St. Honoratus
and St. Caprasius built a monastery on the island of Lérins, facing Cannes.
These institutions trained men to co-operative labor, study, and scholarship
rather than to solitary devotion; they became schools of theology, and
vitally influenced the thought of the West. When the rule of St. Benedict
came to Gaul in the next century, it built upon the tradition of Cassian one
of the most beneficent religious orders in history.

IV. THE CHRISTIAN EAST

1. The Monks of the East

As the Church ceased to be a set of devotees and became an institution
governing millions of men, she tended to adopt a more lenient view of
human frailty, and to tolerate, sometimes to share, the pleasures of this
world. A minority of Christians held such condescension to be treason to
Christ; they resolved to gain heaven by poverty, chastity, and prayer, and
retired completely from the world. Possibly Ashoka’s missionaries (c. 250
B.C.) had brought to the Near East the monastic forms as well as the theory
and ethics of Buddhism; and pre-Christian anchorites like those of Serapis
in Egypt, or the Essene communities in Judea, may have transmitted to
Anthony and Pachomius the ideals and methods of the strictly religious life.
Monasticism was for many souls a refuge from the chaos and war of the
barbarian invasions; there were no taxes in the monastery or the desert cell,
no military service, no marital strife, no weary toil; ordination to the
priesthood was not required of a monk; and after a few years of peace
would come eternal bliss.

Egypt, whose climate almost invited monasticism, teemed with
anchoritic and cenobitic monks, following the solitary habits of Anthony, or
the community life that Pachomius had established at Tabenne. The Nile



was banked with monasteries and convents, some containing as many as
3000 monks and nuns. Of the anchorites Anthony (c. 251-356) was by far
the most renowned. After wandering from solitude to solitude he fixed his
cell on Mount Kolzim, near the Red Sea. Admirers found him out, imitated
his devotion, and built their cells as near to his as he would permit; before
he died the desert was peopled with his spiritual progeny. He seldom
washed, and lived to the age of 105. He declined an invitation from
Constantine, but at the age of ninety he journeyed to Alexandria to support
Athanasius against the Arians. Only less famous was Pachomius, who (325)
founded nine monasteries and one nunnery; sometimes 7000 monks who
followed his rule gathered to celebrate some holy day. These cenobites
worked as well as prayed; periodically they sailed down the Nile to
Alexandria to sell their products, buy their necessities, and join in the
ecclesiastical-political fray.

Among the anchorites a keen rivalry arose for the austerity
championship. Macarius of Alexandria, says the Abbé Duchesne, “could
never hear of any feat of asceticism without at once trying to surpass it.” If
other monks ate no cooked food in Lent, Macarius ate none for seven years;
if some punished themselves with sleeplessness, Macarius could be seen
“frantically endeavoring for twenty consecutive nights to keep himself
awake.” Throughout one Lent he stood upright night and day, and ate
nothing except, once a week, a few cabbage leaves; and during this time he
continued to work at his basket-weaving trade.22 For six months he slept in
a marsh, and exposed his naked body to poisonous flies.>3 Some monks
excelled in feats of solitude; so Serapion inhabited a cave at the bottom of
an abyss into which few pilgrims had the hardihood to descend; when
Jerome and Paula reached his lair they found a man almost composed of
bones, dressed only in a loincloth, face and shoulders covered by uncut
hair; his cell was barely large enough for a bed of leaves and a plank; yet

this man had lived among the aristocracy of Rome.2* Some, like Bessarion
for forty, Pachomius for fifty, years, never lay down while they slept;®
some specialized in silence, and went many years without uttering a word;
others carried heavy weights wherever they went, or bound their limbs with

iron bracelets, greaves, or chains. Many proudly recorded the number of
years since they had looked upon a woman’s face.2 Nearly all anchorites



lived—some to a great age—on a narrow range of food. Jerome tells of
monks who subsisted exclusively on figs or on barley bread. When
Macarius was ill someone brought him grapes; unwilling so to indulge
himself, he sent them to another hermit, who sent them to another; and so
they made the rounds of the desert (Rufinus assures us) until they came

back intact to Macarius.2Z The pilgrims who flocked from all quarters of the
Christian world to see the monks of the East credited them with miracles as
remarkable as those of Christ. They could cure diseases or repel demons by
a touch or a word, tame serpents or lions with a look or a prayer, and cross
the Nile on the back of a crocodile. The relics of the anchorites became the
most precious possession of Christian churches, and are treasured in them
to this day.

In the monasteries the abbot required absolute obedience, and tested
novices with impossible commands. One abbot (story says) ordered a
novice to leap into a raging furnace; the novice obeyed; the flame, we are
informed, parted to let him pass. Another monk was told to plant the abbot’s
walking stick in the earth and water it till it flowered; for years he walked
daily to the Nile, two miles away, to draw water to pour upon the stick; in
the third year God took pity on him and the stick bloomed.2® Work was
prescribed for the monks, says Jerome,>? “lest they be led astray by
dangerous imaginings.” Some tilled fields, some tended gardens, wove mats
or baskets, carved wooden shoes, or copied manuscripts; many ancient
classics were preserved by their pens. Most Egyptian monks, however, were

innocent of letters, and scorned secular knowledge as a futile conceit.2’
Many of them considered cleanliness hostile to godliness; the virgin Silvia
refused to wash any part of her body except her fingers; in a convent of 130
nuns none ever bathed, or washed the feet. Towards the end of the fourth
century, however, the monks became resigned to water, and the abbot

Alexander, scorning this decadence, looked back longingly to the time

when monks “never washed the face.”*L

The Near East rivaled Egypt in the number and marvels of its monks and
nuns. Jerusalem and Antioch were meshed with monastic communities or
cells. The Syrian desert was peopled with anchorites; some of them, like
Hindu fakirs, bound themselves with chains to immovable rocks, others
disdained so settled a habitation, and roamed over the mountains eating



grass.22 Simeon Stylites (390?—459), we are told, used to go without food
through the forty days of Lent; during one Lent he was, at his own
insistence, walled up in an enclosure with a little bread and water; on Easter
he was unwalled, and the bread and the water were found untouched. At
Kalat Seman, in northern Syria, about 422, Simeon built himself a column
six feet high and lived on it. Ashamed of his moderation, he built and lived
on ever taller columns, until he made his permanent abode on a pillar sixty
feet high. Its circumference at the top was little more than three feet; a
railing kept the saint from falling to the ground in his sleep. On this perch
Simeon lived uninterruptedly for thirty years, exposed to rain and sun and
cold. A ladder enabled disciples to take him food and remove his waste. He
bound himself to the pillar by a rope; the rope became embedded in his
flesh, which putrefied around it, stank, and teemed with worms; Simeon
picked up the worms that fell from his sores, and replaced them there,
saying to them, “Eat what God has given you.” From his high pulpit he
preached sermons to the crowds that came to see him, converted barbarians,
performed marvelous cures, played ecclesiastical politics, and shamed the
moneylenders into reducing their interest charges from twelve to six per
cent.®2 His exalted piety created a fashion of pillar hermits, which lasted for
twelve centuries, and, in a thoroughly secularized form, persists today.

The Church did not approve of such excesses; perhaps she sensed a fierce
pride in these humiliations, a spiritual greed in this self-denial, a secret
sensualism in this flight from woman and the world. The records of these
ascetics abound in sexual visions and dreams; their cells resounded with
their moans as they struggled with imaginary temptations and erotic
thoughts; they believed that the air about them was full of demons assailing
them; the monks seem to have found it harder to be virtuous in solitude than
if they had lived among all the opportunities of the town. It was not unusual
for anchorites to go mad. Rufinus tells of a young monk whose cell was
entered by a beautiful woman; he succumbed to her charms, after which she
disappeared, he thought, into the air; the monk ran out wildly to the nearest
village, and leaped into the furnace of a public bath to cool his fire. In
another case a young woman begged admission to a monk’s cell on the plea
that wild beasts were pursuing her; he consented to take her in briefly; but
in that hour she happened to touch him, and the flame of desire sprang up in



him as if all his years of austerity had left it undimmed. He tried to grasp
her, but she vanished from his arms and his sight, and a chorus of demons,
we are told, exulted with loud laughter over his fall. This monk, says
Rufinus, could no longer bear the monastic life; like Paphnuce in Anatole
France’s Thais, he could not exorcise the vision of beauty that he had
imagined or seen; he left his cell, plunged into the life of the city, and
followed that vision at last into hell.#

The organized Church had at first no control over the monks, who rarely
took any degree of holy orders; yet she felt responsibility for their excesses,
since she shared in the glory of their deeds. She could not afford to agree
completely with monastic ideals; she praised celibacy, virginity, and
poverty, but could not condemn marriage or parentage or property, as sins;
she had now a stake in the continuance of the race. Some monks left their
cells or monasteries at will, and troubled the populace with their begging;
some went from town to town preaching asceticism, selling real or bogus
relics, terrorizing synods, and exciting impressionable people to destroy
pagan temples or statuary, or, now and then, to kill an Hypatia. The Church
could not tolerate these independent actions. The Council of Chalcedon
(451) ordained that greater circumspection should be used in admitting
persons to monastic vows; that such vows should be irrevocable; and that
no one should organize a monastery, or leave it, without permission from
the bishop of the diocese.

2. The Eastern Bishops

Christianity was now (400) almost completely triumphant in the East. In
Egypt the native Christians, or Copts,* were already a majority of the
population, supporting hundreds of churches and monasteries. Ninety
Egyptian bishops acknowledged the authority of the patriarch in
Alexandria, who almost rivaled the power of the Pharaohs and the
Ptolemies. Some of these patriarchs were ecclesiastical politicians of no
lovable type, like the Theophilus who burned to the ground the pagan
temple and library of Serapis (389). More pleasing is the modest bishop of
Ptolemais, Synesius. Born in Cyrene (c. 365), he studied mathematics and
philosophy at Alexandria under Hypatia; to the end of his life he remained



her devoted friend, calling her “the true exponent of the true philosophy.”
He visited Athens and was there confirmed in his paganism; but in 403 he
married a Christian lady, and gallantly accepted Christianity; he found it a
simple courtesy to transform his Neoplatonic trinity of the One, the nous,

and the Soul into the Father, Spirit, and the Son.*> He wrote many
delightful letters, and some minor philosophical works of which none is of
value to anyone today except his essay In Praise of Baldness. In 410
Theophilus offered him the bishopric of Ptolemais. He was now a country
gentleman, with more money than ambition; he protested that he was unfit,
that he did not (as the Nicene Creed required) ‘believe in the resurrection of
the body, that he was married, and had no intention of abandoning his wife.
Theophilus, to whom dogmas were instruments, winked at these errors, and
transformed Synesius into a bishop before the philosopher could make up
his mind. It was typical of him that his last letter was to Hypatia, and his
last prayer to Christ.

In Syria the pagan temples were disposed of in the manner of Theophilus.
Imperial edicts ordered them closed; the surviving pagans resisted the order
but resigned themselves to defeat on noting the indifference with which
their gods accepted destruction. Asiatic Christianity had saner leaders than
those of Egypt.* In a short life of fifty years (3297-379) the great Basil
learned rhetoric under Libanius in Constantinople, studied philosophy in
Athens, visited the anchorites of Egypt and Syria, and rejected their
introverted asceticism; became bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia,
organized Christianity in his country, revised its ritual, introduced self-
supporting cenobitic monasticism, and drew up a monastic rule that still
governs the monasteries of the Greco-Slavonic world. He advised his
followers to avoid the theatrical severities of the Egyptian anchorites, but
rather to serve God, health, and sanity by useful work; tilling the fields, he
thought, was an excellent prayer. To this day the Christian East
acknowledges his pre-eminent influence.

In Constantinople hardly a sign of pagan worship remained. Christianity
itself, however, was torn with conflict; Arianism was still powerful, new
heresies were always rising, and every man had his own theology. “This
city,” wrote Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyassa, about 380, “is full of
mechanics and slaves who are all of them profound theologians, and preach



in the shops and the streets. If you desire a man to change a piece of silver
he informs you wherein the Son differs from the Father; if you ask the price
of a loaf.... you are told that the Son is inferior to the Father; and if you
inquire whether the bath is ready, the answer is, the Son was made out of

nothing.”*Z In the reign of Theodosius I the Syrian Isaac founded the first
monastery in the new capital; similar institutions rapidly multiplied; and by
400 the monks were a power and a terror in the city, playing a noisy role in
the conflicts of patriarch with patriarch, and of patriarch with emperor.

Gregory Nazianzen learned the bitterness of sectarian hatred when he
accepted a call from the orthodox Christians of Constantinople to be their
bishop (379). Valens had just died, but the Arians whom that Emperor had
set up were still in ecclesiastical control, and held their services in St.
Sophia. Gregory had to house his altar and his congregation in the home of
a friend, but he called his modest church by a hopeful name—Anastasia
(Resurrection). He was a man of equal piety and learning; he had studied in
Athens along with his countryman Basil, and only his second successor
would rival his eloquence. His congregation grew and grew till it was larger
than those of the official basilicas. On the eve of Easter, 379, a crowd of
Arians attacked the Anastasia chapel with a volley of stones. Eighteen
months later the orthodox Emperor Theodosius led Gregory in pomp and
triumph to his proper throne in St. Sophia. But ecclesiastical politics soon
ended his tranquillity; jealous bishops proclaimed his appointment invalid,
and ordered him to defend himself before a council. Too proud to fight for
his see, Gregory resigned (381) and returned to Cappadocian Nazianzus, to
spend the remaining eight years of his life in obscurity and peace.

When his indifferent successor died, the imperial court invited to St.
Sophia a priest of Antioch known to history as St. John Chrysostom—of the
Golden Mouth. Born (345?) of a noble family, he had imbibed rhetoric from
Libanius, and had familiarized himself with pagan literature and
philosophy; in general the Eastern prelates were more learned and
disputatious than those of the West. John was a man of keen intellect and
sharper temper. He disturbed his new congregation by taking Christianity
seriously, condemning in plain terms the injustices and immoralities of the
age.®® He denounced the theater as an exhibition of lewd women, and as a
school of profanity, seduction, and intrigue. He asked the opulent Christians



of the capital why they spent so much of their wealth in loose living, instead
of giving most of it to the poor as Christ had commanded. He wondered
why some men had twenty mansions, twenty baths, a thousand slaves,
doors of ivory, floors of mosaic, walls of marble, ceilings of gold; and

threatened the rich with hell for entertaining their guests with Oriental

dancing girls.?2 He scolded his clergy for their lazy and luxurious lives,’

and their suspicious use of women to minister to them in their rectories; he
deposed thirteen of the bishops under his jurisdiction for licentiousness or
simony; and he reproved the monks of Constantinople for being more
frequently in the streets than in their cells. He practiced what he preached:
the revenues of his see were spent not in the display that usually marked the
Eastern bishoprics, but in the establishment of hospitals and in assistance to
the poor. Never had Constantinople heard sermons so powerful, brilliant,
and frank. Here were no pious abstractions, but Christian precepts, applied
so specifically that they hurt.

Who could be more oppressive than the landlords? If you look at the way in which
they treat their miserable tenants, you will find them more savage than barbarians. They
lay intolerable and continual imposts upon men who are weakened with hunger and toil
throughout their lives, and they put upon them the burden of oppressive services. ...
They make them work all through the winter in cold and rain, they deprive them of
sleep, and send them home with empty hands....

The tortures and beatings, the exactions and ruthless demands for services, which
such men suffer from agents are worse than hunger. Who could recount the ways in
which these agents use them for profit and then cheat them? Their labor turns the
agent’s olive-press; but they receive not a scrap of the produce which they are
compelled illegally to bottle for the agents, and they get only a tiny sum for their
work 2L

Congregations like to be scolded, but not to be reformed. The women
persisted in their perfumes, the wealthy in their banquets, the clergy in their
female domestics, the theaters in their revelations; and soon every group in
the city except the powerless poor was against the man with the golden
mouth. The Empress Eudoxia, wife of Arcadius, was leading the gay set of
the capital in luxurious living. She interpreted one of John’s sermons as
alluding to her, and she demanded of her weakling husband that he call a



synod to try the patriarch. In 403 a council of Eastern bishops met at
Chalcedon. John refused to appear, on the ground that he should not be tried
by his enemies. The council deposed him, and he went quietly into exile;
but so great a clamor of protest rose from the people that the frightened
Emperor recalled him to his see. A few months later he was again
denouncing the upper classes, and made some critical comments on a statue
of the Empress. Eudoxia once more demanded his expulsion; and
Theophilus of Alexandria, always ready to weaken a rival see, reminded
Arcadius that the Chalcedon decree of deposition still stood, and could be
enforced. Soldiers were sent to seize Chrysostom; he was conveyed across
the Bosporus, and banished to a village in Armenia (404). When his faithful
followers heard the news they broke out in wild insurrection; and in the
tumult St. Sophia and the near-by Senate house were set on fire. From his
exile Chrysostom sent letters of appeal to Honorius and the bishop of
Rome. Arcadius ordered him removed to the remote desert of Pityus in
Pontus. On the way the exhausted prelate died at Comana, in the sixty-
second year of his age (407). From that time to this, with brief
intermissions, the Eastern Church has remained the servant of the state.

V. ST. AUGUSTINE (354—430)

1. The Sinner

The North Africa in which Augustine was born was a miscellany of
breeds and creeds. Punic and Numidian blood mingled with Roman in the
population, perhaps in Augustine; so many of the people spoke Punic—the
old Phoenician language of Carthage—that Augustine as bishop appointed
only priests who could speak it. Donatism challenged orthodoxy,
Manicheism challenged both, and apparently the majority of the people
were still pagan.>2 Augustine’s birthplace was Tagaste in Numidia. His
mother, St. Monica, was a devoted Christian, whose life was almost
consumed in caring and praying for her wayward son. His father was a man
of narrow means and broad principles, whose infidelities were patiently
accepted by Monica in the firm belief that they could not last forever.



At twelve the boy was sent to school at Madaura, and at seventeen to
higher studies at Carthage. Salvian would soon describe Africa as “the

cesspool of the world,” and Carthage as “the cesspool of Africa”;>3 hence
Monica’s parting advice to her son:

She commanded me, and with much earnestness forewarned me, that I should not
commit fornication, and especially that I should never defile any man’s wife. These
seemed to me no better than women’s counsels, which it would be a shame for me to
follow. ... I ran headlong with such blindness that I was ashamed among my equals to
be guilty of less impudency than they were, whom I heard brag mightily of their
naughtiness; yea, and so much the more boasting by how much more they had been
beastly; and I took pleasure to do it, not for the pleasure of the act only, but for the
praise of it also; ... and when I lacked opportunity to commit a wickedness that should
make me as bad as the lost, [ would feign myself to have done what I never did.24

He proved an apt pupil in Latin also, and in rhetoric, mathematics, music,
and philosophy; “my unquiet mind was altogether intent to seek for
learning.”>> He disliked Greek, and never mastered it or learned its
literature; but he was so fascinated by Plato that he called him a
“demigod,”® and did not cease to be a Platonist when he became a
Christian. His pagan training in logic and philosophy prepared him to be the
most subtle theologian of the Church.

Having graduated, he taught grammar at Tagaste, and then rhetoric at
Carthage. Since he was now sixteen “there was much ado to get me a wife”;
however, he preferred a concubine—a convenience sanctioned by pagan
morals and Roman law; still unbaptized, Augustine could take his morals
where he pleased. Concubinage was for him a moral advance; he
abandoned promiscuity, and seems to have been faithful to his concubine
until their parting in 385. In 382, still a lad of eighteen, he found himself
unwillingly the father of a son, whom he called at one time “son of my sin,”
but more usually Adeodatus—gift of God. He came to love the boy
tenderly, and never let him go far from his side.

At twenty-nine he left Carthage for the larger world of Rome. His
mother, fearing that he would die unbaptized, begged him not to go, and
when he persisted, besought him to take her with him. He pretended to



consent; but at the dock he left her at prayer in a chapel, and sailed without

her.2Z At Rome he taught rhetoric for a year; but the students cheated him of
his fees, and he applied for a professorship at Milan. Symmachus examined
him, approved, and sent him to Milan by state post. There his brave mother
overtook him, and persuaded him to listen with her to the sermons of
Ambrose. He was moved by them, but even more by the hymns the
congregation sang. At the same time Monica won him over to the idea of
marriage, and in effect betrothed him, now thirty-two, to a girl with more
money than years. Augustine agreed to wait two years till she should be
twelve. As a preliminary he sent his mistress back to Africa, where she
buried her grief in a nunnery. A few weeks of continence unnerved him, and
instead of marrying he took another concubine. “Give me chastity,” he
prayed, “but not yet!”8

Amid these diversions he found time for theology. He had begun with his
mother’s simple faith, but had cast it off proudly at school. For nine years
(374-83) he accepted Manichean dualism as the most satisfactory
explanation of a world so indifferently compounded of evil and good. For a
time he flirted with the skepticism of the later Academy; but he was too
emotional to remain long in suspended judgment. At Rome and Milan he
studied Plato and Plotinus; Neoplatonism entered deeply into his
philosophy, and, through him, dominated Christian theology till Abé¢lard. It
became for Augustine the vestibule to Christianity. Ambrose had
recommended him to read the Bible in the light of Paul’s statement that “the
letter killeth but the spirit maketh to live.” Augustine found that a symbolic
interpretation removed what had seemed to him the puerilities of Genesis.
He read Paul’s epistles, and felt that here was a man who, like himself, had
passed through a thousand doubts. In Paul’s final faith there had been no
mere abstract Platonic Logos, but a Divine Word that had become man. One
day, as Augustine sat in a Milan garden with his friend Alypius, a voice
seemed to keep ringing in his ears: “Take up and read; take up and read.”
He opened Paul again, and read: “Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in
chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying; but put ye on the
Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh to fulfill the lusts
thereof.” The passage completed for Augustine a long evolution of feeling
and thought; there was something infinitely warmer and deeper in this



strange faith than in all the logic of philosophy. Christianity came to him as
a profound emotional satisfaction. Surrendering the skepticism of the
intellect, he found, for the first time in his life, moral stimulus and mental
peace. His friend Alypius confessed himself ready for a like submission.
Monica, receiving their capitulation, melted her heart out in grateful prayer.

On Easter Sunday of 387 Augustine, Alypius, and Adeodatus were
baptized by Ambrose, with Monica standing happily by. All four resolved to
go to Africa and live a monastic life. At Ostia Monica died, confident of
reunion in paradise. Arrived in Africa, Augustine sold his modest patrimony
and gave the proceeds to the poor. Then he and Alypius and some friends
formed a religious community, and lived at Tagaste in poverty, celibacy,
study, and prayer. So was founded (388) the Augustinian order, the oldest
monastic fraternity in the West.

2. The Theologian

In 389 Adeodatus passed away, and Augustine mourned him as bitterly as
if still uncertain of the eternal bliss awaiting those who died in Christ. Work
and writing were his only consolations. In 391 Valerius, Bishop of near-by
Hippo (now Bone), asked his aid in administering the diocese, and for this
purpose ordained him a priest. Valerius often yielded the pulpit to him, and
Augustine’s eloquence impressed the congregation even when they could
not understand him. Hippo was a seaport of some 40,000 population; the
Catholics had one church there, the Donatists another; the remainder of the
people were Manicheans or pagans. The Manichean bishop, Fortunatus, had
hitherto dominated the theological scene; Donatists joined Catholics in
urging Augustine to meet him in debate; he consented; and for two days
these novel gladiators crossed words before a crowd that filled the Baths of
Sosius. Augustine won; Fortunatus left Hippo, and never returned (392).

Four years later Valerius, alleging his age, asked the congregation to
choose his successor. Augustine was unanimously elected; and though he
protested and wept, and begged the privilege of returning to his monastery,
he was prevailed upon, and for the remaining thirty-four years of his life he
was Bishop of Hippo; from this foot of earth he moved the world. He chose
one or two deacons, and brought two monks from his monastery to help



him; they lived monastically and communistically in the episcopal rectory;
Augustine was a bit puzzled to understand how one of his aides, at death,

could leave a tidy legacy.>2 All subsisted on a vegetarian diet, reserving
meat for guests and the sick. Augustine himself is described as short and
thin, and never strong; he complained of a lung disorder, and suffered
unduly from the cold. He was a man of sensitive nerves, easily excited, of
keen and somewhat morbid imagination, of subtle and flexible intellect.
Despite a tenacious dogmatism and some occasional intolerance, he must
have had many lovable qualities; several men who came to learn rhetoric
from him accepted his lead into Christianity; and Alypius followed him to
the end.

He had hardly taken his seat as bishop when he began a lifelong war
against the Donatists. He challenged their leaders to public debate, but few
cared to accept; he invited them to friendly conferences, but was met first
with silence, then with insult, then with violence; several Catholic bishops
in North Africa were assaulted, and some attempts seem to have been made
upon the life of Augustine himself:2 however, we do not have the Donatist
side of this story. In 411 a council called by the Emperor Honorius met at
Carthage to quiet the Donatist dispute; the Donatists sent 279 bishops, the
Catholics 286-but bishop in Africa meant little more than parish priest. The
Emperor’s legate, Marcellinus, after hearing both sides, decreed that the
Donatists must hold no further meetings, and must hand over all their
churches to the Catholics. The Donatists replied with acts of desperate
violence, including, we are told, the murder of Restitutus, a priest of Hippo,
and the mutilation of another member of Augustine’s staff. Augustine urged
the government to enforce its decree vigorously:2l he retracted his earlier
view that “no one should be coerced into the unity of Christ ... that we must

fight only by arguments, and prevail only by force of reason”;%2 he
concluded that the Church, being the spiritual father of all, should have a

parent’s right to chastise an unruly son for his own good;® it seemed to him
better that a few Donatists should suffer “than that all should be damned for

want of co-ercion.”®* At the same time he pled repeatedly with the state

officials not to enforce the death penalty against the heretics.®2

Aside from this bitter contest, and the cares of his see, Augustine lived in
the Country of the Mind, and labored chiefly with his pen. Almost every



day he wrote a letter whose influence is still active in Catholic theology. His
sermons alone fill volumes; and though some are spoiled by an artificial
rhetoric of opposed and balanced clauses, and many deal with local and
transient topics in a simple style adapted to his unlettered congregation,
many of them rise to a noble eloquence born of mystic passion and
profound belief. His busy mind, trained in the logic of the schools, could
not be confined within the issues of his parish. In treatise after treatise he
labored to reconcile with reason the doctrines of the Church that he had
come to revere as the one pillar of order and decency in a ruined and riotous
world. He knew that the Trinity was a stumbling block to the intellect; for
fifteen years he worked on his most systematic production—De Trinitate—
struggling to find analogies in human experience for three persons in one
God. More puzzling still-filling all Augustine’s life with wonder and debate
—was the problem of harmonizing the free will of man with the
foreknowledge of God. If God is omniscient He sees the future in all
details; since God is immutable, this picture that He has of all coming
events lays upon them the necessity of occurring as He has foreseen them:;
they are irrevocably predestined. Then how can man be free? Must he not
do what God has foreseen? And if God has foreseen all things, He has
known from all eternity the final fate of every soul that He creates; why,
then, should He create those that are predestined to be damned?

In his first years as a Christian Augustine had written a treatise De libero
arbitrio (On Free Will). He had sought then to square the existence of evil
with the benevolence of an omnipotent God; and his answer was that evil is
the result of free will: God could not leave man free without giving him the
possibility of doing wrong as well as right. Later, under the influence of
Paul’s epistles, he argued that Adam’s sin had left upon the human race a
stain of evil inclination; that no amount of good works, but only the freely
given grace of God, could enable the soul to overcome this inclination,
erase this stain, and achieve salvation. God offered this grace to all, but
many refused it. God knew that they would refuse it; but this possibility of
damnation was the price of that moral freedom without which man would
not be man. The divine foreknowledge does not destroy this freedom; God

merely foresees the choices that man will freely make.%®



Augustine did not invent the doctrine of original sin; Paul, Tertullian,
Cyprian, Ambrose had taught it; but his own experience of sin, and of the
“voice” that had converted him, had left in him a somber conviction that the
human will is from birth inclined to evil, and can be turned to good only by
the gratuitous act of God. He could not explain the evil inclination of the
will except as an effect of Eve’s sin and Adam’s love. Since we are all
children of Adam, Augustine argued, we share his guilt, are, indeed, the
offspring of his guilt: the original sin was concupiscence. And
concupiscence still befouls every act of generation; by the very connection
of sex with parentage mankind is a “mass of perdition,” and most of us will
be damned. Some of us will be saved, but only through the grace of the
suffering Son of God, and through the intercession of the Mother who

conceived Him sinlessly. “Through a woman we were sent to destruction;

through a woman salvation was restored to us.”%Z

Writing so much and so hurriedly—often, it appears, by dictation to
amanuenses—Augustine fell more than once into exaggerations which later
he strove to modify. At times he propounded the Calvinistic doctrine that
God arbitrarily chose, from all eternity, the “elect” to whom He would give
His saving grace.2 A crowd of critics rose to plague him for such theories;
he conceded nothing, but fought every point to the end. From England came
his ablest opponent, the footloose monk Pelagius, with a strong defense of
man’s freedom, and of the saving power of good works. God indeed helps
us, said Pelagius, by giving us His law and commandments, by the example
and precepts of His saints, by the cleansing waters of baptism, and the
redeeming blood of Christ. But God does not tip the scales against our
salvation by making human nature inherently evil. There was no original
sin, no fall of man; only he who commits a sin is punished for it; it
transmits no guilt to his progeny.? God does not predestine man to heaven
or hell, does not choose arbitrarily whom He will damn or save; He leaves
the choice of our fate to ourselves. The theory of innate human depravity,
said Pelagius, was a cowardly shifting to God of the blame for man’s sins.
Man feels, and therefore is, responsible; “if I ought, I can.”

Pelagius came to Rome about 400, lived with pious families, and earned
a reputation for virtue. In 409 he fled from Alaric, first to Carthage, then to
Palestine. There he dwelt in peace till the Spanish priest Orosius came from



Augustine to warn Jerome against him (415). An Eastern synod tried the
monk, and declared him orthodox; an African synod, prodded by Augustine,
repudiated this finding, and appealed to Pope Innocent I, who declared
Pelagius a heretic; whereupon Augustine hopefully announced, “Causa

finita est” (The case is finished).Z2* But Innocent, dying, was succeeded by
Zosimus, who pronounced Pelagius guiltless. The African bishops appealed
to Honorius; the Emperor was pleased to correct the Pope; Zosimus yielded
(418); and the Council of Ephesus (431) condemned as a heresy the
Pelagian view that man can be good without the helping grace of God.
Augustine could be caught in contradictions and absurdities, even in
morbid cruelties of thought; but he could not be overcome, because in the
end his own soul’s adventures, and the passion of his nature, not any chain
of reasoning, molded his theology. He knew the weakness of the intellect: it
was the individual’s brief experience sitting in reckless judgment upon the
experience of the race; and how could forty years understand forty
centuries? “Dispute not by excited argument,” he wrote to a friend, “those
things which you do not yet comprehend, or those which in the Scriptures
appear ... to be incongruous and contradictory; meekly defer the day of
your understanding.”Z! Faith must precede understanding. “Seek not to
understand that you may believe, but believe that you may understand”—

crede ut intelligas. > “The authority of the Scriptures is higher than all the
efforts of the human intelligence.””2 The Bible, however, need not always
be taken literally; it was written to be intelligible to simple minds, and had

to use corporeal terms for spiritual realities.Z* When interpretations differ

we must rest in the decision of the Church councils, in the collective

wisdom of her wisest men.Z2

But even faith is not enough for understanding; there must be a clean
heart to let in the rays of the divinity that surrounds us. So humbled and
cleansed, one may, after many years, rise to the real end and essence of
religion, which is “the possession of the living God.” “I desire to know God
and the soul. Nothing more? Nothing whatever.”2® Oriental Christianity
spoke mostly of Christ; Augustine’s theology is “of the First Person™; it is
of and to God the Father that he speaks and writes. He gives no description
of God, for only God can know God fully;ZZ probably “the true God has

neither sex, age, nor body.””2 But we can know God, in a sense intimately,



through creation; everything in the world is an infinite marvel in its
organization and functioning, and would be impossible without a creative

intelligence;”” the order, symmetry, and rhythm of living things proclaims a

kind of Platonic deity, in whom beauty and wisdom are one.

We need not believe, says Augustine, that the world was created in six
“days”; probably God in the beginning created only a nebulous mass
(nebulosa species); but in this mass lay the seminal order, or productive
capacities (rationes seminales), from which all things would develop by

natural causes.®! For Augustine, as for Plato, the actual objects and events
of this world pre-existed in the mind of God “as the plan of a building is
conceived by the architect before it is built”;82 and creation proceeds in

time according to these eternal exemplars in the divine mind.

3. The Philosopher

How shall we do justice so briefly to so powerful a personality, and so
fertile a pen? Through 230 treatises he spoke his mind on almost every
problem of theology and philosophy, and usually in a style warm with
feeling and bright with new-coined phrases from his copious mint. He
discussed with diffidence and subtlety the nature of time.22 He anticipated
Descartes’ “Cogito, ergo sum”: to refute the Academics, who denied that
man can be certain of anything, he argued: “Who doubts that he lives and

thinks? ... For if he doubts, he lives.”®* He presaged Bergson’s complaint
that the intellect, through long dealing with corporeal things, is a
constitutional materialist; he proclaimed, like Kant, that the soul is the most
directly known of all realities, and clearly stated the idealistic position—
that since matter is known only through mind, we cannot logically reduce
mind to matter.22 He suggested the Schopenhauerian thesis that will, not

intellect, is fundamental in man; and he agreed with Schopenhauer that the

world would be improved if all reproduction should cease.3

Two of his works belong to the classics of the world’s literature. The
Confessions (c. 400) is the first and most famous of all autobiographies. It is
addressed directly to God, as a 100,000-word act of contrition. It begins
with the sins of his youth, tells vividly the story of his conversion, and



occasionally bursts into a rhapsody of prayer. All confessions are
camouflage, but there was in this one a sincerity that shocked the world.
Even as Augustine wrote it—forty-six and a bishop—the old carnal ideas
“still live in my memory and rush into my thoughts; ... in sleep they come
upon me not to delight only, but even so far as consent, and most like to the

deed”;¥’ bishops are not always so psychoanalytically frank. His
masterpiece is the moving story of how one soul came to faith and peace,
and its first lines are its summary: “Thou hast created us for Thyself, and
our hearts know no rest until they repose in Thee.” His faith is now
unquestioning, and rises to a moving theodicy:

Too late I came to love Thee, O Thou Beauty both so ancient and so fresh. ... Yea,
also the heaven and the earth, and all that is in them, bid me on every side that I should
love Thee. ... What now do I love when I love Thee? ... I asked the earth, and it
answered, [ am not it. ... I asked the sea and the deeps and the creeping things, and they
answered: We are not thy God; seek above us. I asked the fleeting winds, and the whole
air with its inhabitants answered me: Anaximenes was deceived; I am not God. I asked
the heavens, the sun and moon and stars; nor, said they, are we the God whom Thou
seekest. And I replied unto all these: ... Answer me concerning God; since that you are
not He, answer me concerning Him. And they cried out with a loud voice: He made us.
... They are not well in their wits to whom anything which Thou hast created is

displeasing. ... In Thy gift we rest; ... in Thy good pleasure lies our peace.*_&

The Confessions is poetry in prose; the City of God (413-26) is
philosophy in history. When the news of Alaric’s sack of Rome reached
Africa, followed by thousands of desolate refugees, Augustine was stirred,
like Jerome and others, by what seemed an irrational and Satanic calamity.
Why should the city whose beauty and power men had built and reverenced
through centuries, and now the citadel of Christendom, be surrendered by a
benevolent deity to the ravages of barbarians? Pagans everywhere attributed
the disaster to Christianity: the ancient gods, plundered, dethroned, and
proscribed, had withdrawn their protection from the Rome that under their
guidance had grown and prospered for a thousand years. Many Christians
were shaken in their faith. Augustine felt the challenge deeply; all his vast
temple of theology threatened to collapse if this panic of fear were not
allayed. He resolved to devote all the powers of his genius to convincing



the Roman world that such catastrophes did not for a moment impugn
Christianity. For thirteen years he labored on his book, amid a press of
obligations and distractions. He published it in piecemeal installments; the
middle of it forgot the beginning and did not foresee the end; inevitably its
1200 pages became a confused concatenation of essays on everything from
the First Sin to the Last Judgment; and only the depth of its thought, and the
splendor of its style, lifted it out of its chaos to the highest rank in the
literature of Christian philosophy.

Augustine’s initial answer was that Rome had been punished not for her
new religion but for her continued sins. He described the indecency of the
pagan stage, and quoted Sallust and Cicero on the corruption of Roman
politics. Once Rome had been a nation of stoics, strengthened by Catos and
Scipios; she had almost created law, and had given order and peace to half
the world; in those heroic days God had made His face to shine upon her.
But the seeds of moral decay lay in the very religion of ancient Rome, in
gods who encouraged, rather than checked, the sexual nature of man: “the
god Virgineus to loose the virgin’s girdle, Subigus to place her under the
man, Prema to press her down ... Priapus upon whose huge and beastly
member the new bride was commanded by religious order to get up and

sit!”® Rome was punished because she worshiped, not because she
neglected, such deities. The barbarians spared Christian churches and those
who fled to them, but showed no mercy to the remnants of pagan shrines;
how, then, could the invaders be the agents of a pagan revenge?

Augustine’s second answer was a philosophy of history—an attempt to
explain the events of recorded time on one universal principle. From Plato’s
conception of an ideal state existing “somewhere in heaven,” from St.
Paul’s thought of a community of saints living and dead,?’ from the
Donatist Tyconius’ doctrine of two societies, one of God and one of Satan,2!
Augustine took the basic idea of his book as a tale of two cities: the earthly
city of worldly men devoted to earthly affairs and joys; and the divine city
of the past, present, and future worshipers of the one true God. Marcus
Aurelius had provided a noble phrase: “The poet could say of Athens, Thou
lovely city of Cecrops; and shalt not thou say of the world, Thou lovely city
of God?”?2—but Aurelius had meant by this the whole orderly universe.
The civitas Dei, says Augustine, was founded by the creation of the angels;



the civitas terrena by the rebellion of Satan. “Mankind is divided into two
sorts: such as live according to man, and such as live according to God.
These we mystically call the ‘two cities’ or societies, the one predestined to
reign eternally with God, the other condemned to perpetual torment with

the Devil.”®2 An actual city or empire need not in all aspects be confined
within the Earthly City; it may do good things—Iegislate wisely, judge
justly, and aid the Church; and these good actions take place, so to speak,
within the City of God. This spiritual city, again, is not identical with the
Catholic Church; the Church too may have terrestrial interests, and its
members may fall into self-seeking and sin, slipping from one city into the
other. Only at the Last Judgment will the two cities be separate and
distinct. 2

By a symbolic extension of her membership to heavenly as well as to
earthly souls, to pre-Christian as well as Christian righteous men, the
Church may be—and by Augustine occasionally is—identified with the
City of God.22 The Church would later accept this identification as an
ideological weapon of politics, and would logically deduce from
Augustine’s philosophy the doctrine of a theocratic state, in which the
secular powers, derived from men, would be subordinate to the spiritual
power held by the Church and derived from God. With this book paganism
as a philosophy ceased to be, and Christianity as a philosophy began. It was
the first definitive formulation of the medieval mind.

4. The Patriarch

The old lion of the faith was still at his post when the Vandals came. To
the end he remained in the theological arena, felling new heresies,
countering critics, answering objections, resolving difficulties. He
considered gravely whether woman will retain her sex in the next world;
whether the deformed and the mutilated, the thin and the fat, will be reborn
as they were; and how those will be restored who were eaten by others in a
famine.2® But age had come upon him, with sad indignities. Asked about his
health he replied: “In spirit [ am well ... in body I am confined to bed. I can
neither walk nor stand nor sit down because of swelling piles. ... Yet even



so, since that is the Lord’s good pleasure, what should I say but that [ am
well272Z

He had done his best to deter Boniface from rebellion against Rome, and
had shared in recalling him to loyalty. As Gaiseric advanced, many bishops
and priests asked Augustine should they stay at their posts or flee; he bade
them stay, and gave example. When the Vandals laid siege to Hippo,
Augustine maintained the morale of the starving people by his sermons and
his prayers. In the third month of the siege he died, aged seventy-six. He
left no will, having no goods; but he had written his own epitaph: “What

maketh the heart of the Christian heavy? The fact that he is a pilgrim, and

longs for his own country.”28

Few men 1n history have had such influence. Eastern Christianity never
took to him, partly because he was thoroughly un-Greek in his limited
learning and in his subordination of thought to feeling and will; partly
because the Eastern Church had already submitted to the state. But in the
West he gave a definitive stamp to Catholic theology. Anticipating and
inspiring Gregory VII and Innocent III, he formulated the claim of the
Church to supremacy over the mind and the state; and the great battles of
popes against emperors and kings were political corollaries of his thought.
Until the thirteenth century he dominated Catholic philosophy, giving it a
Neoplatonic tinge; and even Aquinas the Aristotelian often followed his
lead. Wyclif, Huss, and Luther believed they were returning to Augustine
when they left the Church; and Calvin based his ruthless creed upon
Augustine’s theories of the elect and the damned. At the same time that he
stimulated men of intellect, he became an inspiration to those whose
Christianity was more of the heart than of the head; mystics tried to retrace
his steps in seeking a vision of God; and men and women found food and
phrases for their piety in the humility and tenderness of his prayers. It may
be the secret of his influence that he united and strengthened both the
philosophical and the mystical strains in Christianity, and opened a path not
only for Thomas Aquinas but for Thomas a Kempis as well.

His subjective, emotional, anti-intellectual emphasis marked the end of
classical, the triumph of medieval, literature. To understand the Middle
Ages we must forget our modern rationalism, our proud confidence in
reason and science, our restless search after wealth and power and an



earthly paradise; we must enter sympathetically into the mood of men
disillusioned of these pursuits, standing at the end of a thousand years of
rationalism, finding all dreams of utopia shattered by war and poverty and
barbarism, seeking consolation in the hope of happiness beyond the grave,
inspired and comforted by the story and figure of Christ, throwing
themselves upon the mercy and goodness of God, and living in the thought
of His eternal presence, His inescapable judgment, and the atoning death of
His Son. St. Augustine above all others, and even in the age of Symmachus,
Claudian, and Ausonius, reveals and phrases this mood. He is the most
authentic, eloquent, and powerful voice of the Age of Faith in Christendom.

VI. THE CHURCH AND THE WORLD

Augustine’s argument against paganism was the last rebuttal in the
greatest of historic debates. Paganism survived in the moral sense, as a
joyous indulgence of natural appetites; as a religion it remained only in the
form of ancient rites and customs condoned, or accepted and transformed,
by an often indulgent Church. An intimate and trustful worship of saints
replaced the cult of the pagan gods, and satisfied the congenial polytheism
of simple or poetic minds. Statues of Isis and Horus were renamed Mary

and Jesus; the Roman Lupercalia and the feast of the purification of Isis

became the Feast of the Nativity;?2 the Saturnalia were replaced by

Christmas celebrations, the Floralia by Pentecost, an ancient festival of the
dead by All Souls’ Day,1% the resurrection of Attis by the resurrection of

Christ. 1Y Pagan altars were rededicated to Christian heroes; incense, lights,
flowers, processions, vestments, hymns, which had pleased the people in
older cults were domesticated and cleansed in the ritual of the Church; and
the harsh slaughter of a living victim was sublimated in the spiritual
sacrifice of the Mass.

Augustine had protested against the adoration of saints, and in terms that
Voltaire might have used in dedicating his chapel at Ferney: “Let us not
treat the saints as gods; we do not wish to imitate those pagans who adore
the dead. Let us not build them temples, nor raise altars to them; but with
their relics let us raise an altar to the one god.”m The Church, however,
wisely accepted the inevitable anthropomorphism of popular theology. She



resisted,18 then used, then abused, the cult of martyrs and relics. She

opposed the worship of images and icons, and warned her faithful that these

should be reverenced only as symbols;'®* but the ardor of public feeling

overcame these cautions, and led to the excesses that aroused the Byzantine
iconoclasts. The Church denounced magic, astrology, and divination, but
medieval, like ancient, literature, was full of them; soon people and priests
would use the sign of the cross as a magic incantation to expel or drive
away demons. Exorcisms were pronounced over the candidate for baptism,
and total nude immersion was required lest a devil should hide in some
clothing or ornament.l% The dream cures once sought in the temples of
Aesculapius could now be obtained in the sanctuary of Sts. Cosmas and
Damian in Rome, and would soon be available at a hundred shrines. In such
matters it was not the priests who corrupted the people, but the people who
persuaded the priests. The soul of the simple man can be moved only
through the senses and the imagination, by ceremony and miracle, by myth
and fear and hope; he will reject or transform any religion that does not give
him these. It was natural that amid war and desolation, poverty and disease,
a frightened people should find refuge and solace in chapels, churches, and
cathedrals, in mystic lights and rejoicing bells, in processions, festivals, and
colorful ritual.

By yielding to these popular necessities the Church was enabled to incul-
cate a new morality. Ambrose, always the Roman administrator, had tried to
formulate the ethics of Christianity in Stoic terms, converting Cicero to his
needs; and in the greater Christians of the Middle Ages, from Augustine to
Savonarola, the Stoic ideal of self-control and uncompromising virtue
informed the Christian mold. But that masculine morality was not the ideal
of the people. They had had Stoics long enough; they had seen the
masculine virtues incarnadine half the world; they longed for gentler,
quieter ways, by which men might be persuaded to live in stability and
peace. For the first time in European history the teachers of mankind
preached an ethic of kindliness, obedience, humility, patience, mercy,
purity, chastity, and tenderness—virtues perhaps derived from the lowly
social origins of the Church, and their popularity among women, but
admirably adapted to restore order to a de-moralized people, to tame the
marauding barbarian, to moderate the violence of a falling world.



The reforms of the Church were greatest in the realm of sex. Paganism
had tolerated the prostitute as a necessary mitigation of an arduous
monogamy; the Church denounced prostitution without compromise, and
demanded a single standard of fidelity for both sexes in marriage. She
did’not quite succeed; she raised the morals of the home, but prostitution
remained, driven into stealth and degradation. Perhaps to counterbalance a
sexual instinct that had run wild, the new morality exaggerated chastity into
an obsession, and subordinated marriage and parentage to a lifelong
virginity or celibacy as an ideal; and it took the Fathers of the Church some
time to realize that no society could survive on such sterile principles. But
this puritanic reaction can be understood if we recall the licentiousness of
the Roman stage, the schools of prostitution in some Greek and Oriental
temples, the widespread abortion and infanticide, the obscene paintings on
Pompeian walls, the unnatural vice so popular in Greece and Rome, the
excesses of the early emperors, the sensuality of the upper classes as
revealed in Catullus and Martial, Tacitus and Juvenal. The Church finally
reached a healthier view, and indeed came in time to take a lenient attitude
to sins of the flesh. Meanwhile some injury was done to the conception of
parentage and the family. Too many Christians of these early centuries
thought that they could serve God best—or, rather, most easily escape hell
—by abandoning their parents, mates, or children, and fleeing from the
responsibilities of life in the frightened pursuit of a selfishly individual
salvation. In paganism the family had been the social and religious unit; it
was a loss that in medieval Christianity this unit became the individual.

Nevertheless the Church strengthened the family by surrounding
marriage with solemn ceremony, and exalting it from a contract to a
sacrament. By making matrimony indissoluble she raised the security and
dignity of the wife, and encouraged the patience that comes from
hopelessness. For a time the status of woman was hurt by the doctrine of
some Christian Fathers that woman was the origin of sin and the instrument
of Satan; but some amends were made by the honors paid to the Mother of
God. Having accepted marriage, the Church blessed abundant motherhood,
and sternly forbade abortion or infanticide; perhaps it was to discourage
these practices that her theologians damned to a limbo of eternal darkness
any child that died without baptism. It was through the influence of the
Church that Valentinian I, in 374, made infanticide a capital crime.



The Church did not condemn slavery. Orthodox and heretic, Roman and
barbarian alike assumed the institution to be natural and indestructible; a
few philosophers protested, but they too had slaves. The legislation of the
Christian emperors in this matter does not compare favorably with the laws
of Antoninus Pius or Marcus Aurelius. Pagan laws condemned to slavery
any free woman who married a slave; the laws of Constantine ordered the
woman to be executed, and the slave to be burned alive. The Emperor
Gratian decreed that a slave who accused his master of any offense except

high treason to the state should be burned alive at once, without inquiry into

the justice of the charge.1%® But though the Church accepted slavery as part

of the law of war, she did more than any other institution of the time to
mitigate the evils of servitude. She proclaimed, through the Fathers, the
principle that all men are by nature equal—presumably meaning in legal
and moral rights; she practiced the principle in so far as she received into
her communion all ranks and classes: though no slave could be ordained to
the priesthood, the poorest freedman could rise to high places in the
ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Church repudiated the distinction made in
pagan law between wrongs done to a freeman and those done to a slave.
She encouraged manumission, made emancipation of slaves a mode of
expiating sins, or of celebrating some good fortune, or of approaching the

judgment seat of God. She spent great sums freeing from slavery Christians

captured in war.lZ Nevertheless slavery continued throughout the Middle

Ages, and died without benefit of clergy.

The outstanding moral distinction of the Church was her extensive
provision of charity. The pagan emperors had provided state funds for poor
families, and pagan magnates had done something for their “clients” and
the poor. But never had the world seen such a dispensation of alms as was
now organized by the Church. She encouraged bequests to the poor, to be
administered by her; some abuses and malversation crept in, but that the
Church carried out her obligations abundantly is attested by the jealous
emulation of Julian. She helped widows, orphans, the sick or infirm,

prisoners, victims of natural catastrophes; and she frequently intervened to

protect the lower orders from unusual exploitation or excessive taxation.1%

In many cases priests, on attaining the episcopacy, gave all their property to
the poor. Christian women like, Fabiola, Paula, and Melania devoted



fortunes to charitable work. Following the example of pagan valetudinaria,
the Church or her rich laymen founded public hospitals on a scale never
known before. Basil established a famous hospital, and the first asylum for
lepers, at Caesarea in Cappadocia. Xenodochia—refuges for wayfarers—
rose along pilgrim routes; the Council of Nicaea ordered that one should be
provided in every city Widows were enlisted to distribute charity, and found
in this work a new significance for their lonely lives. Pagans admired the

steadfastness of Christians in caring for the sick in cities stricken with

famine or pestilence.1®?

What did the Church do in these centuries for the minds of men? As
Roman schools still existed, she did not feel it her function to promote
intellectual development. She exalted feeling above intellect; in this sense
Christianity was a “romantic” reaction against the “classic” trust in reason;
Rousseau was merely a lesser Augustine. Convinced that survival
demanded organization, that organization required agreement on basic
principles and beliefs, and that the vast majority of her adherents longed for
authoritatively established beliefs, the Church defined her creed in
unchangeable dogmas, made doubt a sin, and entered upon an unending
conflict with the fluent intellect and changeable ideas of men. She claimed
that through divine revelation she had found the answers to the old
problems of origin, nature, and destiny; “we who are instructed in the
knowledge of truth by the Holy Scriptures,” wrote Lactantius (307), “know
the beginning of the world and its end.”! 1Y Tertullian had said as much a
century before (197), and had suggested a cloture on philosophy.l! Having
displaced the axis of man’s concern from this world to the next, Christianity
offered supernatural explanations for historical events, and thereby
passively discouraged the investigation of natural causes; many of the
advances made by Greek science through seven centuries were sacrificed to
the cosmology and biology of Genesis.

Did Christianity bring a literary decline? Most of the Fathers were hostile
to pagan literature, as permeated with a demonic polytheism and a
degrading immorality; but the greatest of the Fathers loved the classics
notwithstanding, and Christians like Fortunatus, Prudentius, Jerome,
Sidonius, and Ausonius aspired to write verse like Virgil’s or prose like
Cicero’s. Gregory Nazianzen, Chrysostom, Ambrose, Jerome, and



Augustine outweigh, even in a literary sense, their pagan contemporaries—
Ammianus, Symmachus, Claudian, Julian. But after Augustine prose style
decayed; written Latin took over the rough vocabulary and careless syntax
of the popular speech; and Latin verse for a time deteriorated into doggerel
before molding new forms into majestic hymns.

The basic cause of cultural retrogression was not Christianity but
barbarism; not religion but war. The human inundations ruined or
impoverished cities, monasteries, libraries, schools, and made impossible
the life of the scholar or the scientist. Perhaps the destruction would have
been worse had not the Church maintained some measure of order in a
crumbling civilization. “Amid the agitations of the world,” said Ambrose,
“the Church remains unmoved; the waves cannot shake her. While around
her everything is in a horrible chaos, she offers to all the shipwrecked a

tranquil port where they will find safety.”!12 And often it was so.

The Roman Empire had raised science, prosperity, and power to their
ancient peaks. The decay of the Empire in the West, the growth of poverty
and the spread of violence, necessitated some new ideal and hope to give
men consolation in their suffering and courage in their toil: an age of power
gave way to an age of faith. Not till wealth and pride should return in the
Renaissance would reason reject faith, and abandon heaven for utopia. But
if, thereafter, reason should fail, and science should find no answers, but
should multiply knowledge and power without improving conscience or
purpose; if all utopias should brutally collapse in the changeless abuse of
the weak by the strong: then men would understand why once their
ancestors, in the barbarism of those early Christian centuries, turned from
science, knowledge, power, and pride, and took refuge for a thousand years
in humble faith, hope, and charity.



CHAPTER 1V
Europe Takes Form

325-529

I. BRITAIN BECOMES ENGLAND: 325-577

UNDER Roman rule every class in Britain flourished except the peasant

proprietors. The large estates grew at the expense of small holdings; the free
peasant was in many cases bought out, and became a tenant farmer, or a
proletarian in the towns. Many peasants supported the Anglo-Saxon

invaders against the landed aristocracy.l Otherwise, Roman Britain

prospered. Cities multiplied and grew, wealth mounted;? many homes had

central heating and glass windows;> many magnates had luxurious villas.

British weavers already exported those excellent woolens in which they still
lead the world. A few Roman legions, in the third century, sufficed to
maintain external security and internal peace.

But in the fourth and fifth centuries security was threatened on every
front: on the north by the Picts of Caledonia; on the east and south by Norse
and Saxon raiders; on the west by the unsubdued Celts of Wales and the
adventurous Gaels and “Scots” of Ireland. In 364—7 “Scot” and Saxon
coastal raids increased alarmingly; British and Gallic troops repelled them,
but Stilicho had to repeat the process a generation later. In 381 Maximus, in
407 the usurper Constantine, took from Britain, for their personal purposes,
legions needed for home defense, and few of these men returned. Invaders
began to pour over the frontiers; Britain appealed to Stilicho for help (400),
but he was fully occupied in driving Goths and Huns from Italy and Gaul.
When a further appeal was made to the Emperor Honorius he answered that

the British must help themselves as best they could.? “In the year 409,” says

Bede, “the Romans ceased to rule in Britain.””>
Faced with a large-scale invasion of Picts, the British leader Vortigern

invited some North German tribes to come to his help.® Saxons came from



the region of the Elbe, Angles from Schleswig, Jutes from Jutland. Tradition
—perhaps legend—reports that the Jutes arrived in 449 under the command
of two brothers suspiciously named Hengist and Horsa—i.e., stallion and
mare. The vigorous Germans drove back the Picts and “Scots,” received
tracts of land as reward, noted the military weakness of Britain, and sent the

joyful word to their fellows at home.Z Uninvited German hordes landed on
Britain’s shores; they were resisted with more courage than skill; they
alternately advanced and retired through a century of guerrilla war; finally
the Teutons defeated the British at Deorham (577), and made themselves
masters of what would later be called Angle-land—England. Most Britons
thereafter accepted the conquest, and mingled their blood with that of the
conquerors; a hardy minority retreated into the mountains of Wales and
fought on; some others crossed the Channel and gave their name to
Brittany. The cities of Britain were ruined by the long contest; transport was
disrupted, industry decayed; law and order languished, art hibernated, and
the incipient Christianity of the island was overwhelmed by the pagan gods
and customs of Germany. Britain and its language became Teutonic; Roman
law and institutions disappeared; Roman municipal organization was
replaced by village communities. A Celtic element remained in English
blood, physiognomy, character, literature, and art, but remarkably little in
English speech, which is now a cross between German and French.

If we would feel the fever of those bitter days we must turn from history
to the legends of Arthur and his knights, and their mighty blows to “break
the heathen and uphold the Christ.” St. Gildas, a Welsh monk, in a strange
book, half history and half sermon, On the Destruction of Britain (546?),
mentions a “siege of Mons Badonicus” in these wars; and Nennius, a later
British historian (c. 796), tells of twelve battles that Arthur fought, the last
at Mt. Badon near Bath.2 Geoffrey of Monmouth (11007—54) provides
romantic details: how Arthur succeeded his father Uther Pendragon as king
of Britain, opposed the invading Saxons, conquered Ireland, Iceland,
Norway, and Gaul, besieged Paris in 505, drove the Romans out of Britain,
suppressed at great sacrifice of his men the rebellion of his nephew Modred,
killed him in battle at Winchester, was himself mortally wounded there, and

died “in the 542nd year of Our Lord’s incarnation.”? William of
Malmesbury (1090?7—1143) informs us that



when Vortimer [Vortigern’s brother] died, the strength of the Britons decayed, and

they would soon have perished altogether had not Ambrosius, the sole survivor of the

Romans, ... quelled the presumptuous barbarians with the powerful aid of the warlike

Arthur. Arthur long upheld the sinking state, and roused the broken spirit of his

countrymen to war. Finally, at Mt. Badon, relying on an image of the Virgin which he

had affixed to his armor, he engaged 900 of the enemy single-handed, and dispersed

them with incredible slaughter.m

Let us agree that it is incredible. We must be content with accepting
Arthur as in essentials a vague but historical figure of the sixth century,

probably not a saint, probably not a king.ll The rest we must resign to
Chrétien of Troyes, the delectable Malory, and the chaste Tennyson.

II. IREAND: 160-529

The Irish believe—and we cannot gainsay them—that their island of
“mists and mellow fruitfulness” was first peopled by Greeks and Scythians
a thousand or more years before Christ, and that their early chieftains—

Cuchalain, Conor, Conall—were sons of God.l2 Himilco, the Phoenician
explorer, touched Ireland about 510 B.c., and described it as “populous and

fertile.”12 Perhaps in the fifth century before Christ some Celtic adventurers
from Gaul or Britain or both crossed into Ireland, and conquered the
natives, of whom we know nothing. The Celts apparently brought with
them the iron culture of Hallstatt, and a strong kinship organization that
made the individual too proud of his clan to let him form a stable state. Clan
fought clan, kingdom fought kingdom, for a thousand years; between such
wars the members of a clan fought one another; and when they died, good
Irishmen, before St. Patrick came, were buried upright ready for battle, with
faces turned toward their foes.!# Most of the kings died in battle, or by
assassination.!> Perhaps out of eugenic obligation, perhaps as vicars of gods
who required first fruits, these ancient kings, according to Irish tradition,
had the right to deflower every bride before yielding her to her husband.
King Conchobar was praised for his especial devotion to this duty.l® Each



clan kept a record of its members and their genealogy, its kings and battles

and antiquities, “from the beginning of the world.”

The Celts established themselves as a ruling class, and distributed their
clans in five kingdoms: Ulster, North Leinster, South Leinster, Munster,
Connaught. Each of the five kings was sovereign, but all the clans accepted
Tara, in Meath, as the national capital. There each king was crowned; and
there, at the outset of his reign, he convened the Feis or convention of the
notables of all Ireland to pass legislation binding on all the kingdoms, to
correct and record the clan genealogies, and to register these in the national
archives. To house this assembly King Cormac mac Airt, in the third
century, built a great hall, whose foundations can still be seen. A provincial
council—the Aonach, or Fair—met annually or triennially in the capital of
each kingdom, legislated for its area, imposed taxes, and served as a district
court. Games and contests followed these conventions: music, song,
jugglery, farces, story-telling, poetry recitals, and many marriages
brightened the occasion, and a large part of the population shared in the
festivity. From this distance, which lends enchantment to the view, such a
reconciliation of central government and local freedom seems almost ideal.
The Feis continued till 560; the Aonach till 1168.

The first character whom we may confidently count as historical is
Tuathal, who ruled Leinster and Meath about A.D. 160. King Niall (c. 358)
invaded Wales and carried off immense booty, raided Gaul, and was killed
(by an Irishman) on the river Loire; from him descended most of the later
Irish kings (O’Neills). In the fifth year of the reign of his son Laeghaire
(Leary), St. Patrick came to Ireland. Before this time the Irish had
developed an alphabet of straight lines in various combinations; they had an
extensive literature of poetry and legend, transmitted orally; and they had
done good work in pottery, bronze, and gold. Their religion was an
animistic polytheism, which worshiped sun and moon and divers natural
objects, and peopled a thousand spots in Ireland with fairies, demons, and
elves. A priestly clan of white-robed druids practiced divination, ruled sun
and winds with magic wands and wheels, caused magic showers and fires,
memorized and handed down the chronicles and poetry of the tribe, studied
the stars, educated the young, counseled the kings, acted as judges,
formulated laws, and sacrificed to the gods from altars in the open air.



Among the sacred idols was a gold-covered image called the Crom Cruach;
this was the god of all the Irish clans; to him, apparently, sacrifice was

offered of the first-born child in every family!®—perhaps as a check on
excessive population. The people believed in reincarnation, but they also
dreamed of a heavenly isle across the sea, “where there is no wailing or
treachery, nothing rough or harsh, but sweet music striking upon the ear; a
beauty of a wondrous land, whose view is a fair country, incomparable in its
haze.”® A story told how Prince Conall, moved by such descriptions,
embarked in a boat of pearl and set out to find this happy land.

Christianity had come to Ireland a generation or more before Patrick. An
old chronicle, confirmed by Bede, writes, under the year 431: “Palladius is
ordained by Pope Celestine, and is sent as their first bishop to the Irish
believers in Christ.”2? Palladius, however, died within the year; and the
honor of making Ireland unalterably Catholic fell to her patron saint.

He was born in the village of Bonnaventa in western England, of a
middle class family, about 389. As the son of a Roman citizen, he was given
a Roman name, Patricius. He received only a modest education, and
apologized for his rusticitas, but he studied the Bible so faithfully that he
could quote it from memory to almost any purpose. At sixteen he was
captured by “Scot” (Irish) raiders and taken to Ireland, where for six years

he served as a herder of pigs.2! In those lonely hours “conversion” came to
him; he passed from religious indifference to intense piety; he describes
himself as rising every day before dawn to go out and pray in whatever
weather—hail or rain or snow. At last he escaped, found his way to the sea,
was picked up, desolate, by sailors, and was carried to Gaul, perhaps to
Italy. He worked his way back to England, rejoined his parents, and lived
with them a few years. But something called him back to Ireland—perhaps
some memory of its rural loveliness, or the hearty kindliness of its people.
He interpreted the feeling as a divine message, a call to convert the Irish to
Christianity. He went to Lérins and Auxerre, studied for the priesthood, and
was ordained. When news reached Auxerre that Palladius was dead, Patrick
was made a bishop, dowered with relics of Peter and Paul, and sent to
Ireland (432).

He found there, on the throne of Tara, an enlightened pagan, Laeghaire.
Patrick failed to convert the king, but won full freedom for his mission. The



Druids opposed him, and showed the people their magic; Patrick met them
with the formulas of the exorcists—a minor clerical orde—whom he had
brought with him to cast out demons. In the Confessions that he wrote in his
old age Patrick tells of the perils he encountered in his work: twelve times
his life was in danger; once he and his companions were seized, held
captive a fortnight, and threatened with death; but some friends persuaded
the captors to set them free.22 Pious tradition tells a hundred fascinating

stories of his miracles: “he gave sight to the blind and hearing to the deaf,”

says Nennius,2 “cleansed the lepers, cast out devils, redeemed captives,

raised nine persons from the dead, and wrote 365 books.” But probably it
was Patrick’s character, rather than his wonders, that converted the Irish—
the undoubting confidence of his belief, and the passionate persistence of
his work. He was not a patient man; he could dispense maledictions and
benedictions with equal readiness;®* but even this proud dogmatism
convinced. He ordained priests, built churches, established monasteries and
nunneries, and left strong spiritual garrisons to guard his conquests at every
turn. He made it seem a supreme adventure to enter the ecclesiastical state;
he gathered about him men and women of courage and devotion, who
endured every privation to spread the good news that man was redeemed.
He did not convert all Ireland; some pockets of paganism and its poetry
survived, and leave traces to this day; but when he died (461) it could be
said of him, as of no other, that one man had converted a nation.

Only second to him in the affection of the Irish people stands the woman
who did most to consolidate his victory. St. Brigid, we are told, was the
daughter of a slave and a king; but we know nothing definite of her before
476, when she took the veil. Overcoming countless obstacles, she founded
the “Church of the Oak Tree”—Cill-dara—at a spot still so named, Kildare;
soon it developed into a monastery, a nunnery, and a school as famous as
that which grew at Patrick’s Armagh. She died about 525, honored
throughout the island; and 10,000 Irish women still bear the name of the
“Mary of the Gael.” A generation later St. Ruadhan laid a curse upon Tara;
after 558, when King Diarmuid died, the ancient halls were abandoned, and
Ireland’s kings, still pagan in culture, became Christian in creed.

III. PRELUDE TO FRANCE



1. The Last Days of Classic Gaul: 310-480

Gaul, in the fourth and fifth centuries, was materially the most
prosperous, intellectually the most advanced, of Roman provinces in the
West. The soil was generous, the crafts were skilled, the rivers and the seas
bore a teeming trade. State-supported universities flourished at Narbonne,
Aries, Bordeaux, Toulouse, Lyons, Marseille, Poitiers, and Trier; teachers
and orators, poets and sages enjoyed a status and acclaim usually reserved
for politicians and pugilists. With Ausonius and Sidonius, Gaul took over
the literary leadership of Europe.

Decimus Magnus Ausonius was the poet and embodiment of this Gallic
Silver Age. He was born at Bordeaux about 310, son of its leading
physician. He received his education there, and later told the world, in
generous hexameters, the virtues of his teachers, remembering their smiles

and forgetting their blows.2 In the even tenor of his years he too became a
professor at Bordeaux, taught “grammar” (i.e., literature) and “rhetoric”
(i.e., oratory and philosophy) for a generation, and tutored the future
Emperor Gratian. The sincere affection with which he writes of his parents,
uncles, wife, children, and pupils suggests a home and a life like that of a
nineteenth-century university town in the United States. He describes
pleasantly the house and fields that he inherited from his father, and where
he hopes to spend his declining years. He says to his wife, in the early years
of their marriage: “Let us live always as we live now, and let us not
abandon the names that we have given each other in our first love. ... You
and I must always remain young, and you shall always be beautiful to me.
We must keep no count of the years.”2® Soon, however, they lost the first
child that she gave him. Years later he commemorated it lovingly: “I will
not leave you unwept, my firstborn child, called by my name. Just as you
were practicing to change your babbling into the first words of childhood
... we had to mourn your death. You lie on your great-grandfather’s bosom,
sharing his grave.”?! His wife died early in their happy marriage, after
giving him a daughter and a son. He was so deeply bound to her that he
never married again; and in his old age he described with fresh grief the
pain of his loss, and the somber silence of the house that had known the
care of her hands and the cadence of her feet.



His poems pleased his time by their tender sentiment, their rural pictures,
the purity of their Latin, the almost Virgilian smoothness of their verse.
Paulinus, the future saint, compared his prose with Cicero’s, and
Symmachus could not find in Virgil anything lovelier than Ausonius’
Mosella. The poet had grown fond of that river while with Gratian at Trier;
he describes it as running through a very Eden of vineyards, orchards,
villas, and prospering farms; for a time he makes us feel the verdure of its
banks and the music of its flow; then, with all-embracing bathos, he indites
a litany to the amiable fish to be found in the stream. This Whitmanesque
passion for cataloguing relatives, teachers, pupils, fish is not redeemed by
Whitman’s omnivorous feeling and lusty philosophy; Ausonius, after thirty
years of grammar, could hardly burn with more than literary passions. His
poems are rosaries of friendship, litanies of praise; but those of us who have
not known such alluring uncles or seductive professors are rarely exalted by
these doxologies.

When Valentinian 1 died (375), Gratian, now Emperor, called his old
tutor to him, and showered him and his with political plums. In quick
succession Ausonius was prefect of Illyricum, Italy, Africa, Gaul; finally, at
sixty-nine, consul. At his urging, Gratian decreed state aid for education, for
poets and physicians, and for the protection of ancient art. Through his
influence Symmachus was made prefect of Rome, and Paulinus a provincial
governor. Ausonius mourned when Paulinus became a saint; the Empire,
threatened everywhere, needed such men. Ausonius too was a Christian, but
not too seriously; his tastes, subjects, meters, and mythology were blithely
pagan.

At seventy the old poet returned to Bordeaux, to live another twenty
years. He was now a grandfather, and could match the filial poems of his
youth with the grandparental fondness of age. “Be not afraid,” he counsels
his grandson, “though the school resound with many a stroke, and the old
master wears a scowling face; let no outcry, or sound of stripes, make you
quake as the morning hours move on. That he brandishes the cane for a
scepter, that he has a full outfit of birches ... is but the outward show to
cause idle fears. Your father and mother went through all this in their day,

and have lived to soothe my peaceful and serene old age.”?® Fortunate
Ausonius, to have lived and died before the barbarian flood!



Apollinaris Sidonius was to Gallic prose in the fifth century what
Ausonius had been to Gallic poetry in the fourth. He burst upon the world at
Lyons (432), where his father was prefect of Gaul. His grandfather had
filled the same office, and his mother was a relative of that Avitus who
would become emperor in 455, and whose daughter Sidonius would marry
in 452. It would have been difficult to improve upon these arrangements.
Papianilla brought him as dowry a luxurious villa near Clermont. His life
for some years was a round of visits to and from his aristocratic friends.
They were people of culture and refinement, with a flair for gambling and

idleness;2 they lived in their country houses, and seldom soiled their hands
with politics; they were quite incapable of protecting their luxurious ease
against the invading Goths. They did not care for city life; already French
and British wealth was preferring the country to the town. In these
sprawling villas—some with 125 rooms—all comforts and elegances were
gathered: mosaic floors, columned halls, landscape murals, sculptures in
marble and bronze, great fireplaces and baths, gardens and tennis courts,2’
and environing woods in which ladies and gentlemen might hunt with all
the glamour of falconry. Nearly every villa had a good library, containing
the classics of pagan antiquity and some respectable Christian texts.!
Several of Sidonius’ friends were book collectors; and doubtless there were
in Gaul, as in Rome, rich men who valued good bindings above mere
contents, and were satisfied with the culture they could get from the covers
of their books.

Sidonius illustrates the better side of this genteel life—hospitality,
courtesy, good cheer, moral decency, with a touch of chiseled poetry and
melodious prose. When Avitus went to Rome to be emperor, Sidonius
accompanied him, and was chosen to deliver the welcoming panegyric
(456). He returned to Gaul a year later with Avitus deposed; but in 468 we
find him in Rome again, holding the high office of prefect of the city amid
the last convulsions of the state. Moving comfortably through the chaos, he
described the high society of Gaul and Rome in letters modeled upon those
of Pliny and Symmachus, and matching them in vanity and grace. Literature
now had little to say, and said it with such care that nothing remained but
form and charm. At their best there is in these letters that genial tolerance
and sympathetic understanding of the educated gentleman which has



adorned the literature of France since the days when it was not yet French.
Sidonius brought into Gaul the Roman love for gracious causeries. From
Cicero and Seneca through Pliny, Symmachus, Macrobius, and Sidonius to
Montaigne, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Renan, Sainte-Beuve, and Anatole
France is one line, almost, by bountiful avatars, one mind.

Lest we misrepresent Sidonius we must add that he was a good Christian
and a brave bishop. In 469, unexpectedly and unwillingly, he found himself
precipitated from lay status to the episcopacy of Clermont. A bishop in
those days had to be a civil administrator as well as a spiritual guide; and
men of experience and wealth like Ambrose and Sidonius had qualifications
that proved more effective than theological erudition. Having little of such
learning, Sidonius had few anathemas to bestow; instead, he gave his silver
plate to the poor, and forgave sins with an alarming readiness. From one of
his letters we perceive that the prayers of his flock were sometimes

interrupted by refreshments.32 Reality broke into this pleasant life when
Euric, King of the Visigoths, decided to annex Auvergne. Each summer, for
four years, the Goths laid siege to Clermont, its capital. Sidonius fought
them with diplomacy and prayer, but failed; when at last the city fell he was
taken captive, and was imprisoned in a fortress near Carcassonne (475).
Two years later he was released and restored to his see. How long he
survived we do not know; but already at forty-five he wished to be
“delivered from the pains and burdens of present life by a holy death.”23 He
had lost faith in the Roman Empire, and now put all his hopes for
civilization in the Roman Church. The Church forgave him his half-pagan
poetry, and made him a saint.

2. The Franks: 240-511

With the death of Sidonius the night of barbarism closed down upon
Gaul. We must not exaggerate that darkness. Men still retained economic
skills, traded goods, minted coinage, composed poetry, and practiced art;
and under Euric (466—84) and Alaric 11 (484-507) the Visigothic kingdom
in southwestern Gaul was sufficiently orderly, civilized, and progressive to

draw praise from Sidonius himself.2* In 506 Alaric II issued a Breviarium,
or summary, of laws for his realm; it was a comparatively enlightened code,



reducing to rule and reason the relations between the Romano-Gallic
population and its conquerors. A like code was enacted (510) by the
Burgundian kings who had peaceably established their people and power in
southeastern Gaul. Until the revival of Roman law at Bologna in the
eleventh century, Latin Europe would be governed by Gothic and
Burgundian codes, and the kindred laws of the Franks.

History picks up the Franks in 240, when the Emperor Aurelian defeated
them near Mainz. The Ripuarian Franks—"“of the bank”—settled early in
the fifth century on the west slopes of the Rhine; they captured Cologne
(463), made it their capital, and extended their power in the Rhine valley
from Aachen to Metz. Some Frank tribes remained on the east side of the
river, and gave their name to Franconia. The Salic Franks may have taken
their distinguishing name from the river Sala (now Ijssel) in the
Netherlands. Thence they moved south and west, and about 356 occupied
the region between the Meuse, the ocean, and the Somme. For the most part
their spread was by peaceful migration, sometimes by Roman invitation to
settle sparsely occupied lands; by these diverse ways northern Gaul had
become half Frank by 430. They brought their Germanic language and
pagan faith with them; so that during the fifth century Latin ceased to be the
speech, and Christianity the religion, of the peoples along the lower Rhine.

The Salic Franks described themselves, in the prologue to their “Salic
Law,” as “the glorious people, wise in council, noble in body, radiant in
health, excelling in beauty, daring, quick, hardened ... this is the people that

shook the cruel yoke of the Romans from its neck.”> They considered
themselves not barbarians but self-liberated freemen; Frank meant free,
enfranchised. They were tall and fair; knotted their long hair in a tuft on the
head, and let it fall thence like a horse’s tail; wore mustaches but no beards;
bound their tunics at the waist with leather belts covered with segments of
enameled iron; from this belt hung sword and battle-ax, and articles of toilet
like scissors and combs.2¢ The men, as well as the women, were fond of
jewelry, and wore rings, armlets, and beads. Every able-bodied male was a
warrior, taught from youth to run, leap, swim, and throw his lance or ax to
its mark. Courage was the supreme virtue, for which murder, rapine, and
rape might be readily forgiven. But history, by telescoping one dramatic
event into the next, leaves a false impression of the Franks as merely



warriors. Their conquests and battles were no more numerous, and far less
extensive and destructive, than our own. Their laws show them engaged in
agriculture and handicrafts, making northeastern Gaul a prosperous and
usually peaceful rural society.

The Salic Law was formulated early in the sixth century, probably in the
same generation that saw Justinian’s full development of Roman law. We
are told that “four venerable chieftains” wrote it, and that it was examined

and approved by three successive assemblies of the people.2! Trial was
largely by “compurgation” and ordeal. A sufficient number of qualified
witnesses attesting the good character of a defendant cleared him of any
charge of which he was not evidently guilty. The number of witnesses
required varied with the enormity of the-alleged crime: seventy-two could
free a supposed murderer, but when the chastity of a queen of France was in
question, three hundred nobles were needed to certify the paternity of her
child.2® If the matter at issue still stood in doubt, the law of ordeal was
invoked. The accused, bound hand and foot, might be flung into a river, to
sink 1f innocent, to float if guilty (for the water, having been exorcised by
religious ceremony, would reject a sinful person);22 or the accused would be
made to walk barefoot through fire or over red-hot irons; or to hold a red-
hot iron in his hand for a given time; or to plunge a bare arm into boiling
water and pluck out an object from the bottom. Or accuser and accused
would stand with arms outstretched in the form of a cross, until one or the
other proclaimed his guilt by letting his arm fall with fatigue; or the accused
would take the consecrated wafer of the Eucharist and, if guilty, would
surely be struck down by God; or trial by combat would decide between
two freemen when legal evidence still left a reasonable doubt. Some of
these ordeals were old in history: the Avesta indicates that the ordeal of
boiling water was used by the ancient Persians; the laws of Manu (before
A.D. 100) mention Hindu ordeals by submersion; and ordeals by fire or hot

irons appear in Sophocles’ Antigone.2 The Semites rejected ordeals as
impious, the Romans ignored them as superstitious; the Germans developed
them to the full; the Christian Church reluctantly accepted them, and
surrounded them with religious ceremony and solemn oath.

Trial by combat was as old as ordeal. Saxo Grammaticus describes it as
compulsory in Denmark in the first century A.D.; the laws of the Angles,



Saxons, Franks, Burgundians, and Lombards indicate its general use among
them; and St. Patrick found it in Ireland. When a Roman Christian
complained to the Burgundian King Gundobad that such a trial would
decide not guilt but skill, the King replied: “Is it not true that the issue of
wars and combats is directed by the judgment of God, and that His

Providence awards the victory to the just cause?”%! The conversion of the
barbarians to Christianity merely changed the name of the deity whose
judgment was invoked. We cannot judge or understand these customs unless
we put ourselves in the place of men who took it for granted that God
entered causally into every event, and would not connive at an unjust
verdict. With such a dire test to face, accusers uncertain of their case or
their evidence would think twice before bothering the courts with their
complaints; and guilty defendants would shirk the ordeal, and offer
compensation in its place.

For nearly every crime had its price: the accused or convicted man might
usually absolve himself by paying a wergild or “man-payment”—one third
to the government, two thirds to the victim or his family. The sum varied
with the social rank of the victim, and an economical criminal had to take
many facts into consideration. If a man immodestly stroked the hand of a
woman he was to be fined fifteen denarii ($2.25);* if he so stroked her
upper arm, he paid thirty-five denarii ($5.25); if he touched her unwilling
bosom he paid forty-five denarii ($6.75).22 This was a tolerable tariff in
comparison with other fines: 2500 denarii ($375) for the assault and
robbery of a Frank by a Roman, 1400 for the assault and robbery of a

Roman by a Frank, 8000 denarii for killing a Frank, 4000 for killing a

Roman:® so low had the mighty Roman fallen in the eyes of his

conquerors. If, as not seldom happened, satisfactory compensation was not
received by the victim or his relatives, they might take their own revenge;
in this way vendettas might leave a trail of blood through many generations.
Wergild and judicial combat were the best expedients that primitive
Germans could devise to wean men from vengeance to law.

The most famous clause in the Salic Law read: “Of Salic land no portion
of the inheritance shall go to a woman” (lix, 6); on this basis, in the
fourteenth century, France would reject the claim of the English King
Edward IIT to the French throne through his mother Isabelle; whereupon



would follow the Hundred Years’ War. The clause applied only to realty,
which was presumed to require for its protection the military power of a
male. In general the Salic Law did no service to women. It exacted a double

wergild for their murder,** valuing them as the possible mothers of many
men. But (like early Roman law) it kept women under the perpetual
wardship of father, husband, or son; it made death the penalty for adultery
by the wife, but asked no penalty of the adulterous male;** and it permitted
divorce at the husband’s whim.2® Custom, if not law, allowed polygamy to
the Frank kings.

The first Frank king known by name was the Chlodio who attacked
Cologne in 431; Aétius defeated him, but Chlodio succeeded in occupying
Gaul as far west as the Somme, and making Tournai his capital. A possibly
legendary successor, Merovech (“Son of the Sea”?), gave his name to the
Merovingian dynasty, which ruled the Franks till 751. Merovech’s son
Childeric seduced Basina, wife of a Thuringian king; she went to be his
queen, saying she knew no man wiser, stronger, or handsomer. The child of
their union was Clovis, who founded France and gave his name to eighteen
French kings.*

Clovis inherited the Merovingian throne in 481, aged fifteen. His realm
was then a mere corner of Gaul; other Frank tribes ruled the Rhineland, and
the Visigothic and Burgundian kingdoms in southern Gaul had been made
fully independent by the fall of Rome. Northwest Gaul, still nominally
under Roman power, was left defenseless. Clovis invaded it, captured towns
and dignitaries, accepted ransoms, sold spoils, bought troops, supplies, and
arms, advanced to Soissons, and defeated a “Roman” army (486). During
the next ten years he extended his conquests till they touched Brittany and
the Loire. He won over the Gallic population by leaving them in possession
of their lands, and the orthodox Christian clergy by respecting their creed
and their wealth. In 493 he married a Christian, Clothilde, who soon
converted him from paganism to Nicene Christianity. Remi, bishop and
saint, baptized him at Reims before an audience of prelates and notables
judiciously invited from all Gaul; and 3000 soldiers followed Clovis to the
font. Perhaps Clovis, longing to reach the Mediterranean, thought France
was worth a Mass. The orthodox population in Visigothic and Burgundian



Gaul now looked askance at their Arian rulers, and became the secret or
open allies of the young Frank king.

Alaric I saw the oncoming tide, and tried to turn it back with fair words.
He invited Clovis to a conference; they met at Amboise, and pledged lasting
friendship. But Alaric, returning to Toulouse, arrested some orthodox
bishops for conspiring with the Franks. Clovis summoned his martial
assembly and said: “I take it very hard that these Arians hold part of Gaul.

Let us go with God’s help and conquer them.”*’ Alaric defended himself as
well as he could with a divided people; he was defeated at Vouillé, near
Poitiers (507), and was slain by Clovis’ hand. “After Clovis had spent the
winter in Bordeaux,” says Gregory of Tours, “and had taken all the
treasures of Alaric from Toulouse, he went to besiege Angouléme. And the
Lord gave him such grace that the walls fell down of their own accord”;8
here, so soon, is the characteristic note of the medieval chronicler. Sigebert,
the old king of the Ripuarian Franks, had long been an ally of Clovis. To
Sigebert’s son Clovis now suggested the advantages that would come from
Sigebert’s death. The son killed his father; Clovis sent professions of
friendship to the patricide, and agents to murder him; this having been
attended to, Clovis marched to Cologne, and persuaded the Ripuarian
chieftains to accept him as their king. “Every day,” says Gregory, “God
caused his enemies to fall beneath his hand ... because he walked with a
right heart before the Lord, and did the things that were pleasing in His
sight.”%2

The conquered Arians were readily converted to the orthodox faith, and
their clergy, by omitting an iota, were allowed to retain their clerical rank.
Clovis, rich with captives, slaves, spoils, and benedictions, moved his
capital to Paris. There, four years later, he died, old at forty-five. Queen
Clothilde, having helped to make Gaul France, “came to Tours after the
death of her husband, and served there in the church of St. Martin, and
dwelt in the place with the greatest chastity and kindness all the days of her

life.”20

3. The Merovingians: 511-614



Clovis, who had longed for sons, had too many at his death. To avoid a
war of succession he divided his kingdom among them: Childebert received
the region of Paris, Chlodomer that of Orl¢ans, Chlotar that of Soissons,
Theodoric that of Metz and Reims. With barbarian energy they continued
the policy of unification by conquest. They took Thuringia in 530,
Burgundy in 534, Provence in 536, Bavaria and Swabia in 555; and Chlotar
I, outliving his brothers and inheriting their kingdoms, governed a Gaul
vaster than any later France. Dying (561), he redivided Gaul into three
parts: the Reims and Metz region, known as Austrasia (i.e., East), went to
his son Sigebert; Burgundy to Gunthram; and to Chilperic the Soissons
region, known as Neustria (i.e., Northwest).

From the day of Clovis’ marriage the history of France has been bisexual,
mingling love and war. Sigebert sent costly presents to Athanagild,
Visigothic king of Spain, and asked for his daughter Brunhilda; Athanagild,
fearing the Franks even when they bore gifts, consented; and Brunhilda
came to grace the halls of Metz and Reims (566). Chilperic was envious; all
that he had was a simple wife, Audovera, and a rough concubine,
Fredegunda. He asked Athanagild for Brunhilda’s sister; Galswintha came
to Soissons, and Chilperic loved her, for she had brought great treasures.
But she was older than her sister. Chilperic returned to the arms of
Fredegunda; Galswintha proposed to go back to Spain; Chilperic had her
strangled (567). Sigebert declared war upon Chilperic, and defeated him;
but two slaves sent by Fredegunda assassinated Sigebert. Brunhilda was
captured, escaped, crowned her young son Childebert II, and ruled ably in
his name.

Chilperic is described to us as “the Nero and Herod of our time,”
ruthless, murderous, lecherous, gluttonous, greedy for gold. Gregory of
Tours, our sole authority for this portrait, partly explains it by making him
also the Frederick II of his age. Chilperic, he tells us, scoffed at the idea of
three persons in one God, and at the conception of God as like a man; held
scandalous discussions with Jews; protested against the wealth of the
Church and the political activity of the bishops; annulled wills made in
favor of churches; sold bishoprics to the highest bidders; and tried to

remove Gregory himself from the see of Tours.’l The poet Fortunatus



described the same king as a synthesis of virtues, a just and genial ruler, a

Cicero of eloquence; but Chilperic had rewarded Fortunatus’ verse.22

Chilperic was stabbed to death in 584, possibly by an agent of Brunhilda.
He left an infant son, Chlotar II, in whose stead Fredegunda ruled Neustria
with as much skill, perfidy, and cruelty as any man of the time. She sent a
young cleric to kill Brunhilda; when he returned unsuccessful she had his
hands and feet cut off; but these items too are from Gregory.2> Meanwhile
the nobles of Austrasia, encouraged by Chlotar II, raised revolt after revolt
against the imperious Brunhilda; she controlled them as well as she could
by diplomacy tempered with assassination; finally they deposed her, aged
eighty, tortured her for three days, tied her by hair, hand, and foot to the tail
of a horse, and lashed the horse to flight (614). Chlotar II inherited all three
kingdoms, and the Frank realm was again one.

From this red chronicle we may exaggerate the barbarism that darkened
Gaul hardly a century after the urbane and polished Sidonius; men must
find some substitute for elections. The unifying work of Clovis was undone
by his descendants, as that of Charlemagne would be; but at least
government continued, and not all Gauls could afford the polygamy and
brutality of their kings. The apparent autocracy of the monarch was limited
by the power of jealous nobles; he rewarded their services in administration
and war with estates on which they were practically sovereign; and on these
great demesnes began the feudalism that would fight the French monarchy
for a thousand years. Serfdom grew, and slavery received a new lease of life
from new wars. Industry passed from the towns to the manors; the towns
shrank in size, and fell under the control of the feudal lords; commerce was
still active, but hindered by unstable currencies, highway brigandage, and
the rise of feudal tolls. Famine and pestilence fought successfully against
the eager reproductiveness of men.

The Frank chieftains intermarried with what remained of the Gallo-
Roman senatorial class, and generated the aristocracy of France. It was in
these centuries a nobility of force, relishing war, scorning letters, proud of
its long beards and silken robes, and almost as polygamous as any Moslem
save Mohammed. Seldom has an upper class shown such contempt for
morality. Conversion to Christianity had no effect upon them; Christianity
seemed to them merely an expensive agency of rule and popular



pacification; and in ‘“the triumph of barbarism and religion” barbarism
dominated for five centuries. Assassination, patricide, fratricide, torture,
mutilation, treachery, adultery, and incest mitigated the boredom of rule.
Chilperic, we are told, ordered every joint in Sigila the Goth to be burned

with white-hot irons, and each limb to be torn from its socket.2* Charibert
had as mistresses two sisters, one a nun; Dagobert (628—39) had three wives
at once. Sexual excesses perhaps accounted for the exceptional sterility of
the Merovingian kings: of Clovis’ four sons only Chlotar had issue; of
Chlotar’s four sons only one had a child. The kings married at fifteen, and
were exhausted at thirty; many of them died before the age of twenty-
eight.22 By 614 the Merovingian house had spent its energy, and was ready
to be replaced.

Amid this chaos education barely survived. By 600 literacy had become a
luxury of the clergy. Science was almost extinct. Medicine remained, for we
hear of court physicians; but among the people magic and prayer seemed
better than drugs. Gregory, Bishop of Tours (538?-94), denounced as sinful
the use of medicine instead of religion as a means of curing illness. In his
own sickness he sent for a physician, but soon dismissed him as ineffectual;
then he drank a glass of water containing dust from St. Martin’s tomb, and
was completely cured.2® Gregory himself was the chief prose writer of his
time. He knew personally several Merovingian kings, and occasionally
served as their emissaries; his History of the Franks is a crude, disorderly,
prejudiced, superstitious, and vivid firsthand account of the later
Merovingian age. His Latin 1s corrupt, vigorous, direct; he apologizes for
his bad grammar, and hopes that sins of grammar will not be punished on
Judgment Day.2! He accepts miracles and prodigies with the trustful
imagination of a child or the genial shrewdness of a bishop; “we shall
mingle together in our tale the miraculous doings of the saints and the
slaughters of the nations.” In 587, he assures us, snakes fell from the sky,
and a village with all its buildings and inhabitants suddenly disappeared.>*
He denounces everything in anyone guilty of unbelief or of injury to the
Church; but he accepts without flinching the barbarities, treacheries, and
immoralities of the Church’s faithful sons. His prejudices are frank, and can
be easily discounted. The final impression is one of engaging simplicity.



After him the literature of Gaul becomes predominantly religious in
content, barbarous in language and form—with one shining exception.
Venantius Fortunatus (c. 530-610) was born in Italy and educated at
Ravenna; at thirty-five he moved to Gaul, wrote lauds for its bishops and
queens, and developed a platonic affection for Radegunda, wife of the first
Chlotar. When she founded a convent Fortunatus became a priest, her
chaplain, and finally bishop of Poitiers. He wrote pretty poems in honor of
potentates and saints; twenty-nine to Gregory of Tours; a life of St. Martin
in heroic verse; above all, some sonorous hymns, of which one, Pange
lingua, inspired Thomas Aquinas to a similar theme and still higher
performance, while another, Vexilia regis, became a lasting part of Catholic
liturgy. He mingled feeling admirably with poetic skill; reading his fresh
and genial lines we discover the existence of kindliness, sincerity, and the
tenderest sentiment amid the royal brutalities of the Merovingian age.

IV. VISIGOTHIC SPAIN: 456711

In 420, as we have seen, the Visigoths of Gaul recaptured Spain from the
Vandals, and returned it to Rome. But Rome could not defend it; eighteen
years later the Suevi emerged from their hills in the northwest, and overran
the peninsula. The Visigoths under Theodoric II (456) and Euric (466) came
down again across the Pyrenees, reconquered most of Spain, and this time
kept the country as their own. A Visigothic dynasty ruled Spain thereafter
till the coming of the Moors.

At Toledo the new monarchy built a splendid capital and gathered an
opulent court. Athanagild (564-7) and Leovigild (568-86) were strong
rulers, who defeated Frank invaders in the north and Byzantine armies in
the south; it was the wealth of Athanagild that won for his daughters the
privilege of being murdered as Frank queens. In 589 King Recared changed
his faith, and that of most Visigoths in Spain, from Arian to orthodox
Christianity; perhaps he had read the history of Alaric II. The bishops now
became the chief support of the monarchy, and the chief power in the state;
by their superior education and organization they dominated the nobles who
sat with them in the ruling councils of Toledo; and though the king’s
authority was theoretically absolute, and he chose the bishops, these



councils elected him, and exacted pledges of policy in advance. Under the
guidance of the clergy a system of laws was promulgated (634) which was
the most competent and least tolerant of all the barbarian codes. It improved
procedure by weighing the evidence of witnesses rather than the character
certificates of friends; it applied the same laws to Romans and Visigoths

alike, and established the principle of equality before the law.2 But it
rejected freedom of worship, demanded orthodox Christianity of all
inhabitants, and sanctioned a long and bitter persecution of the Spanish
Jews.

Through the influence of the Church, which retained Latin in her
sermons and liturgy, the Visigoths, within a century after their conquest of
Spain, forgot their Germanic speech, and corrupted the Latin of the
peninsula into the masculine power and feminine beauty of the Spanish
tongue. Monastic and episcopal schools provided education, mostly
ecclesiastical but partly classical; and academies rose at Vaclara, Toledo,
Saragossa, and Seville. Poetry was encouraged, drama was denounced as
obscene—which it was. The only name surviving from the literature of
Gothic Spain is that of Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636). An edifying legend
tells how a Spanish lad, reproved for mental sluggishness, ran away from
home, and, tired with wandering, sat down by a well. His eye was caught by
the deep furrow in a stone at the edge; a passing maiden explained that the
furrow was worn by the attrition of the rope that lowered and raised the
bucket. “If,” said Isidore to himself, “by daily use the soft rope could
penetrate the stone, surely perseverance could overcome the dullness of my
brain.” He returned to his father’s house, and became the learned Bishop of
Seville.®l Actually we know little of his life. Amid the chores of a
conscientious cleric he found time to write half a dozen books. Perhaps as
an aid to memory he compiled through many years a medley of passages,
on all subjects, from pagan and Christian authors; his friend Braulio, Bishop
of Saragossa, urged him to publish these excerpts; yielding, he transformed
them into one of the most influential books of the Middle Ages—
Etymologiarum sive originum libri xx (Twenty Books of Etymologies or
Origins)—now a volume of 900 octavo pages. It is an encyclopedia, but not
alphabetically arranged; it deals successively with grammar, rhetoric, and
logic as the “trivium”; then with arithmetic, geometry, music, and



astronomy as the “quadrivium”; then with medicine, law, chronology,
theology, anatomy, physiology, zoology, cosmography, physical geography,
architecture, surveying, mineralogy, agriculture, war, sports, ships,
costumes, furniture, domestic utensils ...; and under each topic it defines,
and seeks the origin of, the basic terms. Man, we learn, is called homo
because God made him from the earth (humus); the knees are genua

because in the foetus they lie opposite the cheeks (genae).22 Isidore was an
industrious, if indiscriminate, scholar; he knew considerable Greek, was
familiar with Lucretius (rarely mentioned in the Middle Ages), and
preserved in extracts many passages of pagan literature that would
otherwise have been lost. His work is a farrago of weird etymologies,
incredible miracles, fanciful allegorical interpretations of the Scriptures,
science and history distorted to prove moral principles, and factual errors
that a little observation would have set straight. His book stands as a lasting
monument to the ignorance of his time.

Of the arts in Visigothic Spain almost nothing remains. Apparently
Toledo, Italica, Cordova, Granada, Merida, and other cities had fine
churches, palaces, and public buildings, designed in classic styles but
distinguished by Christian symbols and Byzantine ornament.®2 In the
palaces and cathedral of Toledo, according to Arab historians, Arab
conquerors found twenty-five gold and jeweled crowns; an illuminated
Psalter written upon gold leaf with ink made of melted rubies; tissues
inwoven, armor inlaid, swords and daggers studded, vases filled, with
jewelry; and an emerald table inwrought with silver and gold—one of many
costly gifts of the Visigothic rich to their protective Church.

Under the Visigothic regime the exploitation of the simple or unfortunate
by the clever or the strong continued as under other governmental forms.
Princes and prelates united in a majesty of secular or religious ceremonies,
tabus, and terrors to subdue the passions, and quiet the thoughts, of the
populace. Property was concentrated in the hands of a few; the great gulf
between rich and poor, between Christian and Jew, divided the nation into
three states; and when the Arabs came, the poor and the Jews connived at
the overthrow of a monarchy and a Church that had ignored their poverty or
oppressed their faith.



In 708, on the death of the feeble king Witiza, the aristocracy refused the
throne to his children, but gave it to Roderick. The sons of Witiza fled to
Africa, and asked the aid of Moorish chieftains. The Moors made some
tentative raids upon the Spanish coast, found Spain divided and almost
defenseless, and in 711 came over in fuller force. The armies of Tariq and
Roderick joined battle on the shores of Lake Janda in the province of Cadiz;
part of the Visigothic forces went over to the Moors; Roderick disappeared.
The victorious Moslems advanced to Seville, Cordova, Toledo; several
towns opened their gates to the invaders. The Arab general Musa
established himself in the capital (713), and announced that Spain now
belonged to the prophet Mohammed and the caliph of Damascus.

V. OSTROGOTHIC ITALY: 493-536

1. Theodoric

When Attila’s empire crumbled at his death (453) the Ostrogoths whom
he had subdued regained their independence. The Byzantine emperors paid
them to drive other German barbarians westward, rewarded them with
Pannonia, and took Theodoric, the seven-year-old son of their King
Theodemir, to Constantinople as a hostage for Ostrogothic fidelity. In
eleven years at the Byzantine court Theodoric acquired intelligence without
education, absorbed the arts of war and government, but apparently never

learned to write.®* He won the admiration of the Emperor Leo I; and when
Theodemir died (475), Leo recognized Theodoric as king of the Ostrogoths.

Leo’s successor Zeno, fearful that Theodoric might trouble Byzantium,
suggested to him the conquest of Italy. Odoacer had formally
acknowledged, actually ignored, the Eastern emperors; Theodoric, Zeno
hoped, might bring Italy back under Byzantine rule; in any case the two
leaders of dangerous tribes would amuse each other while Zeno studied
theology. Theodoric liked—some say propounded—the idea. As Zeno’s
patricius he led the Ostrogoths, including 20,000 warriors, across the Alps
(488). The orthodox bishops of Italy, disliking Odoacer’s Arianism,
supported the Arian invader as representing an almost orthodox emperor.



With their help Theodoric broke Odoacer’s sturdy resistance in five years of
war, and persuaded him to a compromise peace. He invited Odoacer and his
son to dine with him at Ravenna, fed them generously, and slew them with
his own hand (493). So treacherously began one of the most enlightened
reigns in history.

A few campaigns brought under Theodoric’s rule the western Balkans,
southern Italy, and Sicily. He maintained a formal subordination to
Byzantium, struck coins only in the emperor’s name, and wrote with due
deference to the Senate that still sat in Rome. He took the title of rex or
king; but this term, once so hateful to Romans, was now generally applied
to rulers of regions that acknowledged the sovereignty of Byzantium. He
accepted the laws and institutions of the late Western Empire, zealously
protected its monuments and forms, and devoted his energy and intelligence
to restoring orderly government and economic prosperity among the people
whom he had conquered. He confined his Goths to police and military
service, and quieted their grumbling with ample pay; administration and the
courts remained in Roman hands. Two thirds of the soil of Italy was left to
the Roman population, one third was distributed among the Goths; even so
not all the arable land was tilled. Theodoric ransomed Roman captives from
other nations, and settled them as peasant proprietors in Italy. The Pontine
Marshes were drained, and returned to cultivation and health. Believing in a
regulated economy, Theodoric issued an “Edict Concerning Prices to be
Maintained at Ravenna”; we do not know what prices were decreed; we are
told that the cost of food, in Theodoric’s reign, was one third lower than

before;® but this may have been due less to regulation than to peace. He
reduced governmental personnel and salaries, ended state subsidies to the
Church, and kept taxes low. His revenues nevertheless sufficed to repair
much of the damage that invaders had done to Rome and Italy, and to erect
at Ravenna a modest palace and the churches of Sant’ Apollinare and San
Vitale. Verona, Pavia, Naples, Spoleto, and other Italian cities recovered
under his rule all the architectural splendor of their brightest days. Though
an Arian, Theodoric protected the orthodox Church in her property and
worship; and his minister Cassiodorus, a Catholic, phrased in memorable
words a policy of religious freedom: “We cannot command religion, for no

one can be forced to believe against his will.”®® A Byzantine historian,



Procopius, in the following generation, indited an impartial tribute to the
“barbarian” king:

Theodoric was exceedingly careful to observe justice ... and attained the highest
degree of wisdom and manliness. ... Although in name he was a usurper, yet in fact he
was as truly an emperor as any who have distinguished themselves in this office from
the beginning of time. Both the Goths and the Romans loved him greatly. ... When he
died he had not only made himself an object of terror to his enemies, but he also left to

his subjects a keen sense of bereavement and lose.&Z

2. Boethius

In this environment of security and peace Latin literature in Italy had its
final fling. Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus (480?-573) served as
secretary to both Odoacer and Theodoric. At the latter’s suggestion he wrote

a History of the Goths,% which aimed to show supercilious Romans that the
Goths, too, had behind them noble ancestors and heroic deeds. Perhaps
more objectively Cassiodorus compiled a Chronicon, a chronological
history of the world from Adam to Theodoric. At the close of his long
political career he published as Variae a collection of his letters and state
papers; some a little absurd, some a bit bombastic, many revealing a high
level of morals and statesmanship in the minister and his king. About 540,
having seen the ruin and fall of both the governments that he had served, he
retired to his estate at Squillace in Calabria, founded two monasteries, and
lived there as half monk and half grandee till his death at the age of ninety-
three. He taught his fellow monks to copy manuscripts, pagan as well as
Christian, and provided a special room—the scriptorium—for this work.
His example was followed in other religious institutions, and much of our
modern treasure of ancient literature is the result of the monastic copying
initiated by Cassiodorus. In his last years he composed a textbook—
Institutiones divinarum et humanarum lectionum—or Course of Religious
and Secular Studies—which boldly defended the Christian reading of pagan
literature, and adopted from Martianus Capella that division of the
scholastic curriculum into “trivium” and “quadrivium” which became the
usual arrangement in medieval education.



The career of Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (4757-524) paralleled
that of Cassiodorus, except in longevity. Both were born of rich Roman
families, served Theodoric as ministers, labored to build a bridge between
paganism and Christianity, and wrote dreary books that were read and
treasured for a thousand years. Boethius’ father was consul in 483; his
father-in-law, Symmachus the Younger, was descended from the
Symmachus who had fought for the Altar of Victory. He received the best
education that Rome could give, and then spent eighteen years in the
schools of Athens. Returning to his Italian villas, he buried himself in study.
Resolved to save the elements of a classical culture that was visibly dying,
he gave his time—the scholar’s most grudging gift—to summarizing in
lucid Latin the works of Euclid on geometry, of Nicomachus on arithmetic,
of Archimedes on mechanics, of Ptolemy on astronomy. ... His translation
of Aristotle’s Organon, or logical treatises, and of Porphyry’s Introduction
to the Categories of Aristotle provided the leading texts and ideas of the
next seven centuries in logic, and set the stage for the long dispute between
realism and nominalism. Boethius tried his hand also at theology: in an
essay on the Trinity he defended the orthodox Christian doctrine, and laid
down the principle that where faith and reason conflict, faith should prevail.
None of these writings repays reading today, but it would be hard to
exaggerate their influence on medieval thought.

Moved by his family’s tradition of public service, Boethius dragged
himself from these abstruse pursuits into the whirlpool of political life. He
rose rapidly; became consul, then patricius, then master of the offices—i.e.,
prime minister (522). He distinguished himself by both his philanthropy and
his eloquence; men compared him with Demosthenes and Cicero. But
eminence makes enemies. The Gothic officials at the court resented his
sympathy with the Roman and the Catholic population, and aroused the
suspicions of the King. Theodoric was now sixty-nine, failing in health and
mind, wondering how to transmit in stability the rule of an Arian Gothic
family over a nation nine tenths Roman and eight tenths Catholic. He had
reason to believe that both the aristocracy and the Church were his foes,
who impatiently awaited his death. In 523 Justinian, Byzantine regent,
issued an edict banishing all Manicheans from the Empire, and barring from
civil or military office all pagans and heretics—including all Arians except
Goths. Theodoric suspected that the exception was intended to disarm him,



but would be withdrawn at the first opportunity; and he judged the decree a
poor return for the full liberties that he had accorded to the orthodox creed
in the West. Had he not raised to the highest offices that same Boethius who
had written an anti-Arian tract on the Trinity? In this very year 523 he had
given to the church of St. Peter two magnificent chandeliers of solid silver
as a gesture of courtesy to the pope. However, he had offended a great part
of the population by protecting the Jews; when mobs destroyed synagogues

in Milan, Genoa, and Rome, he had rebuilt the synagogues at public

expense.®

It was in this conjuncture of events that word reached Theodoric of a
senatorial conspiracy to depose him. Its leader, he was told, was Albinus,
president of the Senate and friend of Boethius. The generous scholar
hastened to Theodoric, guaranteed the innocence of Albinus, and said: “If
Albinus is a criminal, I and the whole Senate are equally guilty.” Three men
of blemished reputation accused Boethius of sharing in the plot, and they
adduced a document, bearing Boethius’ signature, which invited the
Byzantine Empire to reconquer Italy. Boethius denied all charges, and
rejected the document as a forgery; later, however, he admitted: “Had there
been any hopes of liberty I should have freely indulged them. Had I known
of a conspiracy against the King ... you would not have known of it from
me.” 22 He was arrested (523).

Theodoric sought some understanding with the Emperor. In words
worthy of a philosopher king he wrote to Justin:

To pretend to dominion over the conscience is to usurp the prerogative of God. By
the nature of things the power of sovereigns is confined to political government; they
have no right of punishment except over those who disturb the public peace. The most
dangerous heresy is that of a sovereign who separates himself from part of his subjects

because they believe not according to his belief LL

Justin replied that he had a right to refuse office to men whose loyalty he
could not trust, and that the order of society required unity of belief. The
Arians of the East appealed to Theodoric to protect them. He asked Pope
John I to go to Constantinople and intercede for the dismissed Arians; the
Pope protested that this was no mission for one pledged to destroy heresy;
but Theodoric insisted. John was received with such honors in



Constantinople, and returned with such empty hands, that Theodoric
accused him of treason, and flung him into jail, where, a year later, he
died.”2

Meanwhile Albinus and Boethius had been tried before the King,
adjudged guilty, and sentenced to death. The frightened Senate passed
decrees repudiating them, confiscating their property, and approving the
penalty. Symmachus defended his son-in-law, and was himself arrested.
Boethius, in prison, now composed one of the most famous of medieval
books—De consolatione philosophiae. In its alternation of undistinguished
prose and charming verse no tear finds voice; there is only a Stoic
resignation to the unaccountable whims of fortune, and an heroic attempt to
reconcile the misfortunes of good men with the benevolence, omnipotence,
and prescience of God. Boethius reminds himself of all the blessings that
life has showered upon him—wealth, and a “noble father-in-law, and a
chaste wife,” and exemplary children; he recalls his dignities, and the proud
moment when he thrilled with his eloquence a Senate whose presiding
consuls were both of them his sons. Such bliss, he tells himself, cannot last
forever; fortune must balance it now and then with a chastening blow; and
so much happiness can forgive so fatal a calamity.”2 And yet such recalled
felicity can sharpen affliction: “in all adversity of fortune,” says Boethius in
a line that Dante made Francesca echo, “it is the most unhappy kind of
misfortune to have been happy.”’* He asks Dame Philosophy—whom he
personifies in medieval style—where real happiness lies; he discovers that
it does not lie in wealth or glory, pleasure or power; and he concludes that
there is no true or secure happiness except in union with God; “blessedness

is one with divinity.”Z2 Strangely, there is no suggestion, in this book, of
personal immortality, no reference to Christianity or to any specifically
Christian doctrine, no line that might not have been written by Zeno,
Epictetus, or Aurelius. The last work of pagan philosophy was written by a
Christian who, in the hour of death, remembered Athens rather than
Golgotha.

On October 23, 524, his executioners came. They tied a cord around his
head, and tightened it till his eyes burst from their sockets; then they beat
him with clubs till he died. A few months later Symmachus was put to



death. According to Procopius,”® Theodoric wept for the wrong he had done
to Boethius and Symmachus. In 526 he followed his victims to the grave.

His kingdom died soon after him. He had nominated his grandson
Athalaric to succeed him; but Athalaric being only ten years old, his mother
Amalasuntha ruled in his name. She was a woman of considerable
education and many accomplishments, a friend and perhaps a pupil of
Cassiodorus, who now served her as he had served her father. But she
leaned too much toward Roman ways to please her Gothic subjects; and
they objected to the classical studies with which, in their views, she was
enfeebling the King. She yielded the boy to Gothic tutors; he took to sexual
indulgence, and died at eighteen. Amalasuntha associated her cousin
Theodahad with her on the throne, having pledged him to let her rule.
Presently he deposed and imprisoned her. She appealed to Justinian, now
Byzantine Emperor, to come to her aid. Belisarius came.



CHAPTER YV
Justinian

527-565

I. THE EMPEROR

IN 408 Arcadius died, and his son Theodosius II, aged seven, became

Emperor of the East. Theodosius’ sister Pulcheria, having the advantage of
him by two years, undertook his education, with such persistent solicitude
that he was never fit to govern. He left this task to the praetorian prefect and
the Senate, while he copied and illuminated manuscripts; he seems never to
have read the Code that preserves his name. In 414 Pulcheria assumed the
regency at the age of sixteen, and presided over the Empire for thirty-three
years. She and her two sisters vowed themselves to virginity, and appear to
have kept their vows. They dressed with ascetic simplicity, fasted, sang
hymns and prayed, established hospitals, churches, and monasteries, and
loaded them with gifts. The palace was turned into a convent, into which
only women and a few priests might enter. Amid all this sanctity Pulcheria,
her sister-in-law Eudocia, and their ministers governed so well that in all
the forty-two years of Theodosius’ vicarious reign the Eastern Empire
enjoyed exceptional tranquillity, while the Western was crumbling into
chaos. The least forgotten event of this period was the publication of the
Theodosian Code (438). In 429 a corps of jurists was commissioned to
codify all laws enacted in the Empire since the accession of Constantine.
The new code was accepted in both East and West, and remained the law of
the Empire until the greater codification under Justinian.

Between Theodosius II and Justinian I the Eastern Empire had many
rulers who in their day made great stir, but are now less than memories: the
lives of great men all remind us how brief is immortality. Leo I (457-74)
sent against Gaiseric (467) the greatest fleet ever assembled by a Roman
government; it was defeated and destroyed. His son-in-law Zeno the



Isaurian (474-91), anxious to quiet the Monophysites, caused a bitter
schism between Greek and Latin Christianity by imperially deciding, in his
“unifying” letter, the Henoticon, that there was but one nature in Christ.
Anastasius (491-518) was a man of ability, courage, and good will; he
restored the finances of the state by wise and economical administration,
reduced taxes, abolished the contests of men with wild beasts at the games,
made Constantinople almost impregnable by building the “Long Walls” for
forty miles from the Sea of Marmora to the Black Sea, expended state funds
on many other useful public works, and left in the treasury 320,000 pounds
of gold ($134,400,000), which made possible the conquests of Justinian.
The populace resented his economies and his Monophysite tendencies; a
mob besieged his palace, and killed three of his aides; he appeared to them
in all the dignity of his eighty years, and offered to resign if the people
could agree on a successor. It was an impossible condition, and the crowd
ended by begging him to retain the crown. When presently he died, the
throne was usurped by Justin, an illiterate senator (518-27), who so loved
his septuagenarian ease that he left the management of the Empire to his
brilliant regent and nephew Justinian.

Procopius, his historian and enemy, would have been dissatisfied with
Justinian from birth, for the future emperor was born (482) of lowly Illyrian

—perhaps Slavicl—peasants near the ancient Sardica, the modern Sofia.
His uncle Justin brought him to Constantinople, and procured him a good
education. Justinian so distinguished himself as an officer in the army, and
as for nine years aide and apprentice to Justin, that when the uncle died
(527), the nephew succeeded him as emperor.

He was now forty-five, of medium height and build, smooth shaven,
ruddy faced, curly haired, with pleasant manners and a ready smile that
could cover a multitude of aims. He was as abstemious as an anchorite,
eating little and subsisting mostly on a vegetarian regimen;? he fasted often,
sometimes to exhaustion. Even during these fasts he continued his routine
of rising early, devoting himself to state affairs “from early dawn to midday,
and far into the night.” Frequently when his aides thought he had retired, he
was absorbed in study, eager to become a musician and an architect, a poet
and a lawyer, a theologian and a philosopher, as well as an emperor;
nevertheless he retained most of the superstitions of his time. His mind was



constantly active, equally at home in large designs and minute details. He
was not physically strong or brave; he wished to abdicate in the early
troubles of his reign, and never took the field in his many wars. Perhaps it
was a defect of his amiability that he was easily swayed by his friends, and
therefore often vacillated in policy; frequently he subordinated his judgment
to that of his wife. Procopius, who devoted a volume to Justinian’s faults,
called him “insincere, crafty, hypocritical, dissembling his anger, double-
dealing, clever, a perfect artist in acting out an opinion which he pretended

to hold, and even able to produce tears ... to the need of the moment™; but
this might be a description of an able diplomat. “He was a fickle friend,”
continues Procopius, “a truceless enemy, an ardent devotee of assassination
and robbery.” Apparently he was these at times; but he was also capable of
generosity and lenience. A general, Probus, was accused of reviling him,
and was tried for treason; when the report of the trial was laid before
Justinian he tore it up and sent a message to Probus: “I pardon you for your
offense against me; pray that God also may pardon you.”* He bore frank
criticism without resentment. “This tyrant,” so unfortunate in his historian,
“was the most accessible person in the world. For even men of low estate
and altogether obscure had complete freedom not only to come before him
but to converse with him.”2

At the same time he promoted the pomp and ceremony of his court even
beyond the precedents of Diocletian and Constantine. Like Napoleon, he
keenly missed the support of legitimacy, having succeeded to a usurper; he
had no prestige of presence or origin; consequently he resorted to an
aweinspiring ritual and pageantry whenever he appeared in public or before
foreign ambassadors. He encouraged the Oriental conception of royalty as
divine, applied the term sacred to his person and his property, and required
those who came into his presence to kneel and kiss the hem of his purple
robe, or the toes of his buskined feet.* He had himself anointed and
crowned by the patriarch of Constantinople, and wore a diadem of pearls.
No government has ever made so much ado as the Byzantine to ensure
popular reverence through ceremonial splendor. The policy was reasonably
effective; there were many revolutions in Byzantine history, but these were
mostly coups d’état of the palace personnel; the court was not awed by its
own solemnity.



The most significant revolt of the reign came early (532), and nearly cost
Justinian his life. The Greens and Blues—the factions into which the people
of Constantinople divided according to the dress of their favorite jockeys—
had brought their quarrels to the point of open violence; the streets of the
capital had become unsafe, and the well-to-do had to dress like paupers to
avoid the nocturnal knife. Finally the government pounced down upon both
factions, arresting several protagonists. The factions thereupon united in an
armed uprising against the government. Probably a number of senators
joined in the revolt, and proletarian discontent strove to make it a
revolution. Prisons were invaded, and their inmates freed; city police and
officials were killed; fires were started that burned down the church of St.
Sophia and part of the Emperor’s palace. The crowd cried out “Nika!”
(victory)—and so gave a name to the revolt. Drunk with success, it
demanded the dismissal of two unpopular, perhaps oppressive, members of
Justinian’s council; and he complied. Emboldened, the rebels persuaded
Hypatius, of the senatorial class, to accept the throne; against the pleading
of his wife he accepted, and went amid the plaudits of the crowd to take the
imperial seat at the Hippodrome games. Meanwhile Justinian hid in his
palace, and meditated flight; the Empress Theodora dissuaded him, and
called for active resistance. Belisarius, leader of the army, took the
assignment, assembled a number of Goths from his troops, led them to the
Hippodrome, slaughtered 30,000 of the populace, arrested Hypatius, and
had him killed in jail. Justinian restored his dismissed officials, pardoned
the conspiring senators, and restored to the children of Hypatius their

confiscated property.® For the next thirty years Justinian was secure, but
only one person seems to have loved him.

II. THEODORA

In his book on Buildings Procopius described a statue of Justinian’s wife:
“It 1s beautiful, but still inferior to the beauty of the Empress; for to express
her loveliness in words, or to portray it as a statue, would be altogether
impossible for a mere human being.”Z In all his writings except one this
greatest of Byzantine historians has nothing but praise for Theodora. But in
a book which he left unpublished during his lifetime, and therefore called



Anecdota—*“not given out”—Procopius unfolded so scandalous a tale of the
Queen’s premarital life that its veracity has been debated for thirteen
centuries. This “Secret History” is a brief of candid malice, completely one-
sided, devoted to blackening the posthumous reputations of Justinian,
Theodora, and Belisarius. Since Procopius is our chief authority for the
period, and in his other works is apparently accurate and fair, it is
impossible to reject the Anecdota as mere fabrication; we may only rate it
the angry retaliation of a disappointed courtier. John of Ephesus, who knew
the Empress well, and does not otherwise reproach her, calls her simply

“Theodora the strumpet.”® For the rest there is scant corroboration of
Procopius’ charges in other contemporary historians. Many theologians
denounced her heresies, but none of them mentions her depravity—an
incredible generosity if her depravity was real. We may reasonably
conclude that Theodora began as not quite a lady, and ended as every inch a
queen.

She was, Procopius assures us, the daughter of a bear trainer, grew up in
the odor of a circus, became an actress and a prostitute, shocked and
delighted Constantinople with her lewd pantomimes, practiced abortion
with repeated success, but gave birth to an illegitimate child; became the
mistress of Hecebolus, a Syrian, was deserted by him, and was lost sight of
for a time in Alexandria. She reappeared in Constantinople as a poor but
honest woman, earning her living by spinning wool. Justinian fell in love
with her, made her his mistress, then his wife, then his queen.2 We cannot
now determine how much truth there i1s in this proemium; but if such
preliminaries did not disturb an emperor, they should not long detain us.
Shortly after their marriage Justinian was crowned in St. Sophia; Theodora
was crowned Empress at his side; and “not even a priest,” says Procopius,
“showed himself outraged.”?

From whatever she had been, Theodora became a matron whose imperial
chastity no one impugned. She was avid of money and power, she
sometimes gave way to an imperious temper, she occasionally intrigued to
achieve ends opposed to Justinian’s. She slept much, indulged heartily in
food and drink, loved luxury, jewelry, and display, spent many months of
the year in her palaces on the shore; nevertheless Justinian remained always
enamored of her, and bore with philosophic patience her interferences with



his schemes. He had invested her uxoriously with a sovereignty
theoretically equal to his own, and could not complain if she exercised her
power. She took an active part in diplomacy and in ecclesiastical politics,
made and unmade Popes and patriarchs, and deposed her enemies.
Sometimes she countermanded her husband’s orders, often to the advantage

of the state;1l her intelligence was almost commensurate with her power.
Procopius charges her with cruelty to her opponents, with dungeon
imprisonments and a few murders; men who seriously offended her were
likely to disappear without trace, as in the political morals of our century.
But she knew mercy too. She protected for two years, by hiding him in her
own apartments, the Patriarch Anthemius, who had been exiled by Justinian
for heresy. Perhaps she was too lenient with the adulteries of Belisarius’
wife; but to balance this she built a pretty “Convent of Repentance” for
reformed prostitutes. Some of the girls repented of their repentance, and
threw themselves from the windows, literally bored to death.!2 She took a
grandmotherly interest in the marriages of her friends, arranged many
matches, and sometimes made marriage a condition of advancement at her
court. As might have been expected, she became in old age a stern guardian
of public morals.2

Finally she interested herself in theology, and debated with her husband
the nature of Christ. Justinian labored to reunite the Eastern and the Western
Church; unity of religion, he thought, was indispensable to the unity of the
Empire. But Theodora could not understand the two natures in Christ,
though she raised no difficulties about the three persons in God; she
adopted the Monophysite doctrine, perceived that on this point the East
would not yield to the West, and judged that the strength and fortune of the
Empire lay in the rich provinces of Asia, Syria, and Egypt, rather than in
Western provinces ruined by barbarism and war. She softened Justinian’s
orthodox intolerance, protected heretics, challenged the papacy, secretly
encouraged the rise of an independent Monophysite Church in the East; and
on these issues she fought tenaciously and ruthlessly against emperor and

pope.

III. BELISARIUS



Justinian can be forgiven his passion for unity; it is the eternal temptation
of philosophers as well as of statesmen, and generalizations have sometimes
cost more than war. To recapture Africa from the Vandals, Italy from the
Ostrogoths, Spain from the Visigoths, Gaul from the Franks, Britain from
the Saxons; to drive barbarism back to its lairs and restore Roman
civilization to all its old expanse; to spread Roman law once more across
the white man’s world from the Euphrates to Hadrian’s Wall: these were no
ignoble ambitions, though they were destined to exhaust saviors and saved
alike. For these high purposes Justinian ended the schism of the Eastern
from the Western Church on papal terms, and dreamed of bringing Arians,
Monophysites, and other heretics into one great spiritual fold. Not since
Constantine had a European thought in such dimensions.

Justinian was favored with competent generals, and harassed by limited
means. His people were unwilling to fight his wars, and unable to pay for
them. He soon used up the 320,000 pounds of gold that Justin’s
predecessors had left in the treasury; thereafter he was forced to taxes that
alienated the citizens, and economies that hampered his generals. Universal
military service had ceased a century before; now the imperial army was
composed almost wholly of barbarian mercenaries from a hundred tribes
and states. They lived by plunder, and dreamed of riches and rape; time and
again they mutinied in the crisis of battle, or lost a victory by stopping to
gather spoils. Nothing united or inspired them except regular pay and able
generals.

Belisarius, like Justinian, came of Illyrian peasant stock, recalling those
Balkan emperors—Aurelian, Probus, Diocletian—who had saved the
Empire in the third century. No general since Caesar ever won so many
victories with such limited resources of men and funds; few ever surpassed
him in strategy or tactics, in popularity with his men and mercy to his foes;
perhaps it merits note that the greatest generals—Alexander, Caesar,
Belisarius, Saladin, Napoleon—found clemency a mighty engine of war.
There was a strain of sensitivity and tenderness in Belisarius, as in those
others, which could turn the soldier into a lover as soon as his bloody tasks
were done. And as the Emperor doted on Theodora, so Belisarius adored
Antonina, bore with melting fury her infidelities, and, for divers reasons,
took her with him on his campaigns.



He won his first honors in war against Persia. After 150 years of peace
between the empires, hostilities had been renewed in the old competition
for control of the trade routes to Central Asia and India. Amid brilliant
victories Belisarius was suddenly recalled to Constantinople; Justinian
made peace with Persia (532) by paying Khosru Anushirvan 11,000 pounds
of gold; and then sent Belisarius to win back Africa. He had concluded that
he could never expect to make permanent conquests in the East: the
population there would be hostile, the frontier difficult to defend. But in the
West were nations accustomed for centuries to Roman rule, resenting their
heretical barbarian masters, and promising co-operation in war as well as
taxes in peace. And from Africa added grain would come to quiet the
critical mouths of the capital.

Gaiseric had died (477) after a reign of thirty-nine years. Under his
successors Vandal Africa had resumed most of its Roman ways. Latin was
the official language, and poets wrote in it dead verse to honor forgotten
kings. The Roman theater at Carthage was restored, Greek dramas were

played again.1* The monuments of ancient art were respected, and splendid
new buildings rose. Procopius pictures the ruling classes as civilized

gentlemen touched with occasional barbarism, but mostly neglecting the

arts of war, and decaying leisurely under the sun.2

In June, 533, five hundred transports and ninety-two warships gathered in
the Bosporus, received the commands of the Emperor and the blessings of
the patriarch, and sailed for Carthage. Procopius was on Belisarius’ staff,
and wrote a vivid. account of the “Vandal War.” Landing in Africa with only
5000 cavalry, Belisarius swept through the improvised defenses of
Carthage, and in a few months overthrew the Vandal power. Justinian too
hastily recalled him for a triumph at Constantinople; the Moors, pouring
down from the hills, attacked the Roman garrison; Belisarius hurried back
just in time to quell a mutiny among the troops and lead them to victory.
Carthaginian Africa thenceforth remained under Byzantine rule till the
Arabs came.

Justinian’s crafty diplomacy had arranged an alliance with the Ostrogoths
while Belisarius attacked Africa; now he lured the Franks into an alliance
while he ordered Belisarius to conquer Ostrogothic Italy. Using Tunisia as a
base, Belisarius without much difficulty took Sicily. In 536 he crossed to



Italy, and captured Naples by having some of his soldiers creep through the
aqueduct into the town. The Ostrogothic forces were meager and divided;
the people of Rome hailed Belisarius as a liberator, the clergy welcomed
him as a Trinitarian; he entered Rome unopposed. Theodahad had
Amalasuntha killed; the Ostrogoths deposed Theodahad, and chose Witigis
as king. Witigis raised an army of 150,000 men, and besieged Belisarius in
Rome. Forced to economize food and water, and to discontinue their daily
baths, the Romans began to grumble against Belisarius, who had only 5000
men in arms. He defended the city with skill and courage, and after a year’s
effort Witigis returned to Ravenna. For three years Belisarius importuned
Justinian for additional troops; they were sent, but under generals hostile to
Belisarius. The Ostrogoths in Ravenna, besieged and starving, offered to
surrender if Belisarius would become their king. He pretended to consent,
took the city, and presented it to Justinian (540).

The Emperor was grateful and suspicious. Belisarius had rewarded
himself well out of the spoils of victory; he had won the too-personal
loyalty of his troops; he had been offered a kingdom; might he not aspire to
seize the throne from the nephew of a usurper? Justinian recalled him, and
noticed uneasily the splendor of the general’s retinue. The Byzantines,
Procopius reports, “took delight in watching Belisarius as he came forth
from his home each day. ... For his progress resembled a crowded festival
procession, since he was always escorted by a large number of Vandals,
Goths, and Moors. Furthermore, he had a fine figure, and was tall and

remarkably handsome. But his conduct was so meek, and his manners so

affable, that he seemed like a very poor man, and one of no repute.”1%

The commanders appointed to replace him in Italy neglected the
discipline of their troops, quarreled with one another, and earned the
contempt of the Ostrogoths. A Goth of energy, judgment, and courage was
proclaimed king of the defeated people. Totila gathered desperate recruits
from the barbarians wandering homeless in Italy, took Naples (543) and
Tibur, and laid siege to Rome. He astonished all by his clemency and good
faith; treated captives so well that they enlisted under his banner; kept so
honorably the promises by which he had secured the surrender of Naples
that men began to wonder who was the barbarian, and who the civilized
Greek. The wives of some senators fell into his hands; he treated them with



gallant courtesy, and set them free. He condemned one of his soldiers to
death for violating a Roman girl. The barbarians in the Emperor’s service
showed no such delicacy; un-paid by the nearly bankrupt Justinian, they
ravaged the country till the population remembered with longing the order
and justice of Theodoric’s rule.l

Belisarius was ordered to the rescue. Reaching Italy, he made his way
alone through Totila’s lines into beleaguered Rome. He was too late; the
Greek garrison was demoralized; its officers were incompetent cowards;
traitors opened the gates, and Totila’s army, ten thousand strong, entered the
capital (546). Belisarius, retreating, sent a message asking him not to
destroy the historic city; Totila permitted plunder to his unpaid and hungry
troops, but spared the people, and protected the women from soldierly
ardor. He made the mistake of leaving Rome to besiege Ravenna; in his
absence Belisarius recaptured the city; and when Totila returned, his second
siege failed to dislodge the resourceful Greek. Justinian, thinking the West
won, declared war on Persia, and called Belisarius to the East. Totila took
Rome again (549), and Sicily, Corsica, Sardinia, almost the entire
peninsula. At last Justinian gave to his eunuch general Narses ‘“an
exceedingly large sum of money,” and ordered him to raise a new army and
drive the Goths from Italy. Narses accomplished his mission with skill and
dispatch; Totila was defeated and was killed in flight; the surviving Goths
were permitted to leave Italy safely, and after eighteen years the “Gothic
War” came to an end (553).

Those years completed the ruin of Italy. Rome had been five times
captured, thrice besieged, starved, looted; its population, once a million,
was now reduced to 40,000,% of whom nearly half were paupers
maintained by papal alms. Milan had been destroyed, and all its inhabitants
killed. Hundreds of towns and villages sank into insolvency under the
exactions of rulers and the depredations of troops. Regions once tilled were
abandoned, and the food supply fell; in Picenum alone, we are told, 50,000
died of starvation during these eighteen years.!? The aristocracy was
shattered; so many of its members had been slain in battle, pillage, or flight
that too few survived to continue the Senate of Rome; after 579 we hear of

it no more.2? The great aqueducts that Theodoric had repaired were broken
and neglected, and again turned the Campagna into a vast malarial marsh,



which remained till our time. The majestic baths, dependent upon the
aqueducts, fell into disuse and decay. Hundreds of statues, surviving Alaric
and Gaiseric, had been broken or melted down to provide projectiles and
machines during siege. Only ruins bore witness to Rome’s ancient grandeur
as capital of half the world. The Eastern emperor would now for a brief
period rule Italy; but it was a costly and empty victory. Rome would not
fully recover from that victory till the Renaissance.

IV. THE CODE OF JUSTINIAN

History rightly forgets Justinian’s wars, and remembers him for his laws.
A century had elapsed since the publication of Theodosius’ Code; many of
its regulations had been made obsolete by changing conditions; many new
laws had been passed which lay in confusion on the statute books; and
many contradictions in the laws hampered executives and courts. The
influence of Christianity had modified legislation and interpretation. The
civil laws of Rome often conflicted with the laws of the nations composing
the Empire; many of the old enactments were ill adapted to the Hellenistic
traditions of the East. The whole vast body of Roman law had become an
empirical accumulation rather than a logical code.

Justinian’s unifying passion resented this chaos, as it chafed at the
dismemberment of the Empire. In 528 he appointed ten jurists to
systematize, clarify, and reform the laws. The most active and influential
member of this commission was the quaestor Tribonian, who, despite
venality and suspected atheism, remained to his death the chief inspirer,
adviser, and executant of Justinian’s legislative plans. The first part of the
task was accomplished with undue haste, and was issued in 529 as the
Codex Constitutionum, it was declared to be the law of the Empire, and all
preceding legislation was nullified except as re-enacted herein. The
proemium struck a pretty note:

To the youth desirous of studying the law: The Imperial Majesty should be armed
with law as well as glorified with arms, that there may be good government in times
both of war and of peace; and that the ruler may ... show himself as scrupulously

regardful of justice as triumphant over his foes. 21



The commissioners then proceeded to the second part of their
assignment: to gather into a system those responso, or opinions of the great
Roman jurists which still seemed worthy to have the force of law. The result
was published as the Digesta or Pandectae (533); the opinions quoted, and
the interpretations now given, were henceforth to be binding upon all
judges; and all other opinions lost legal authority. Older collections of
responsa ceased to be copied, and for the most part disappeared. What
remains of them suggests that Justinian’s redactors omitted opinions
favorable to freedom, and by impious fraud transformed some judgments of
ancient jurists to better consonance with absolute rule.

While this major work was in process, Tribonian and two associates,
finding the Codex too laborious a volume for students, issued an official
handbook of civil law under the title of Institutiones (533). Essentially this
reproduced, amended, and brought up to date the Commentaries of Gaius,
who in the second century had with admirable skill and clarity summarized
the civil law of his time. Meanwhile Justinian had been issuing new laws. In
534 Tribonian and four aides embodied these in a revised edition of the
Codex; the earlier issue was deprived of authority, and was lost to history.
After Justinian’s death his additional legislation was published as Novellae
(sc. constitutiones)—i.e., new enactments. Whereas the previous
publications had been in Latin, this was in Greek, and marked the end of
Latin as the language of the law in the Byzantine Empire. All these
publications came to be known as the Corpus iuris civilis, or Body of Civil
Law, and were loosely referred to as the Code of Justinian.

This Code, like the Theodosian, enacted orthodox Christianity into law. It
began by declaring for the Trinity, and anathematized Nestorius, Eutyches,
and Apollinaris. It acknowledged the ecclesiastical leadership of the Roman
Church, and ordered all Christian groups to submit to her authority. But
ensuing chapters proclaimed the dominion of the emperor over the Church:
all ecclesiastical, like all civil, law, was to emanate from the throne. The
Code proceeded to make laws for metropolitans, bishops, abbots, and
monks, and specified penalties for clerics who gambled, or attended the
theater or the games.?2 Manicheans or relapsed heretics were to be put to
death; Donatists, Montanists, Monophysites, and other dissenters were to
suffer confiscation of their goods, and were declared incompetent to buy or



sell, to inherit or bequeath; they were excluded from public office,
forbidden to meet, and disqualified from suing orthodox Christians for debt.
A gentler enactment empowered bishops to visit prisons, and to protect
prisoners from abuses of the law.

The Code replaced older distinctions of class. Freedmen were no longer
treated as a separate group; they enjoyed at once, on their emancipation, all
the privileges of freemen; they might rise to be senators or emperors. All
freemen were divided into honestiores—men of honor or rank—and
humiliores—commoners. A hierarchy of rank, which had developed among
the honestiores since Diocletian, was sanctioned by the Code: patricii,
illustres, spectabiles (hence our respectable), clarissimi, and gloriosi, there
were many Oriental elements in this Roman law.

The Code showed some Christian or Stoic influence in its legislation on
slavery. The rape, of a slave woman, as of a free woman, was to be
punished with death. A slave might marry a free woman if his master
consented. Justinian, like the Church, encouraged manumissions; but his
law allowed a newborn child to be sold into slavery if its parents were

desperate with poverty.22 Certain passages of the Code legalized serfdom,
and prepared for feudalism. A freeman who had cultivated a tract of land for
thirty years was required, with his descendants, to remain forever attached
to that piece of land;®* the measure was explained as discouraging the
desertion of the soil. A serf who ran away, or became a cleric without his
lord’s consent, could be reclaimed like a runaway slave.

The status of woman was moderately improved by the Code. Her
subjection to lifelong guardianship had been ended in the fourth century,
and the old principle that inheritance could pass only through males had
become obsolete; the Church, which often received legacies from women,
did much to secure these reforms. Justinian sought to enforce the views of
the Church on divorce, and forbade it except when one of the parties wished
to enter a convent or monastery. But this was too extreme a departure from
existing custom and law; large sections of the public protested that it would
increase the number of poisonings. The later legislation of the Emperor
listed a generous variety of grounds for divorce; and this, with some
interruptions, remained the law of the Byzantine Empire till 1453.2
Penalties imposed by Augustus upon celibacy and childlessness were



removed in the Code. Constantine had made adultery a capital crime,
though he had rarely enforced the decree; Justinian kept the death penalty
for men, but reduced the penalty for the woman to immurement in a
nunnery. A husband might with impunity kill the paramour of his wife if,
after sending her three witnessed warnings, he found her in his own house,
or in a tavern, conversing with the suspected man. Similarly severe
penalties were decreed for intercourse with an unmarried woman or a
widow, unless she was a concubine or a prostitute. Rape was punished with
death and confiscation of property, and the proceeds were given to the
injured woman. Justinian not only decreed death for homosexual acts, but
often added torture, mutilation, and the public parading of the guilty
persons before their execution. In this extreme legislation against sexual
irregularities we feel the influence of a Christianity shocked into a ferocious
puritanism by the sins of pagan civilization.

Justinian made a decisive change in the law of property. The ancient
privilege of agnate relatives—relatives through the male line—to inherit an
intestate property was abolished; such inheritance was now to descend to
the cognate relatives in direct line—children, grandchildren, etc. Charitable
gifts and bequests were encouraged by the Code. The property of the
Church, whether in realty or movables, rents, serfs, or slaves, was declared
inalienable; no member, and no number of members, of the clergy or the
laity could give, sell, or bequeath anything belonging to the Church. These
laws of Leo I and Anthemius, confirmed by the Code, became the legal
basis of the Church’s growing wealth: secular property was dissipated,
ecclesiastical property was accumulated, in the course of generations. The
Church tried, and failed, to have interest forbidden. Defaulting debtors
could be arrested, but were to be released on bail or on their oath to return
for trial.

No one could be imprisoned except by order of a high magistrate; and
there were strict limits to the time that might elapse between arrest and trial.
Lawyers were so numerous that Justinian built for them a basilica whose
size may be judged from its library of 150,000 volumes or rolls. Trial was
to be held before a magistrate appointed by the emperor; but if both parties
so wished, the case could be transferred to the bishop’s court. A copy of the
Bible was placed before the judge in each trial; the attorneys were required
to swear on it that they would do their best to defend their clients honorably,



but would resign their case if they found it dishonest; plaintiff and
defendant had also to swear on it to the justice of their cause. Penalties,
though severe, were seldom mandatory; the judge might mitigate them for
women, minors, and drunken offenders. Imprisonment was used as
detention for trial, but seldom as a punishment. The Justinian Code
retrogressed from the laws of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius by permitting
mutilation as a penalty. Tax collectors falsifying returns, and persons
copying Monophysite literature, could suffer the loss of a hand, on the
theory that the offending member should pay for the crime. Amputation of
nose or throat is frequently decreed in the Code; later Byzantine law added
blinding, especially as a means for disqualifying heirs or aspirants to the
throne. The death penalty was carried out on free persons by beheading, on
some slaves by crucifixion. Sorcerers and deserters from the army were
burned alive. A condemned citizen might appeal to a higher court, then to
the Senate, finally to the emperor.

We can admire the Code of Justinian more readily as a whole than in its
parts. It differs most from earlier codes by its rigid orthodoxy, its deeper
obscurantism, its vengeful severity. An educated Roman would have found
life more civilized under the Antonines than under Justinian. The Emperor
could not escape his environment and his time; and in his ambition to unify
everything he codified the superstition and barbarity, as well as the justice
and charity, of his age. The Code was conservative, like everything
Byzantine, and served as a strait jacket for a civilization that seemed
destined never to die. It soon ceased to be obeyed except in a narrowing
realm. The Eastern nationalist heretics whom it flayed opened their arms to
the Moslems, and prospered better under the Koran than under the Code.
Italy under the Lombards, Gaul under the Franks, England under the Anglo-
Saxons, Spain under the Visigoths, ignored the edicts of Justinian.
Nevertheless the Code for some generations gave order and security to a
motley assemblage of peoples, and allowed, across the frontiers and along
the streets of a dozen nations, freer and safer movement than the same
regions enjoy today. It continued to the end the code of the Byzantine
Empire; and five centuries after it disappeared in the West it was revived by
the jurists of Bologna, accepted by emperors and popes, and entered like a
scaffolding of order into the structure of many modern states.



V. THE IMPERIAL THEOLOGIAN

It remained only to unify belief, to weld the Church into a homogeneous
instrument of rule. Probably Justinian’s piety was sincere, not merely
political; he himself, as far as Theodora would permit, lived like a monk in
his palace, fasting and praying, poring over theological tomes, and debating
doctrinal niceties with professors, patriarchs, and popes. Procopius, with
transparent concurrence, quotes a conspirator: “It ill becomes anyone who
has even a little spirit in him to refuse to murder Justinian; nor should he
entertain any fear of a man who always sits unguarded in some lobby to a
late hour of the night, eagerly unrolling the Christian Scriptures in company
with priests who are at the extremity of old age.”2® Almost the first use that
Justinian had made of his power as regent for Justin was to end the breach
that had been widened between the Eastern and the Western Church by the
Emperor Zeno’s Henoticon. By accepting the viewpoint of the papacy,
Justinian won the support of the orthodox clergy in Italy against the Goths,
and in the East against the Monophysites.

This sect, arguing passionately that there was but one nature in Christ,
had become almost as numerous in Egypt as the Catholics. In Alexandria
they were so advanced that they in turn could divide into orthodox and
heterodox Monophysites; these factions fought in the streets, while their
women joined in with missiles from the roofs. When the armed forces of the
Emperor installed a Catholic bishop in the see of Athanasius, the
congregation greeted his first sermon with a volley of stones, and was
slaughtered in situ by the imperial soldiery. While Catholicism controlled
the Alexandrian episcopacy, heresy spread throughout the countryside; the
peasants ignored the decrees of the patriarch and the orders of the Emperor,
and Egypt was half lost to the Empire a century before the Arabs came.

In this matter, as in many others, the persistent Theodora overcame the
vacillating Justinian. She intrigued with Vigilius, a Roman deacon, to make
him pope if he would offer concessions to the Monophysites. Pope Silverius
was removed from Rome by Belisarius (537), and was exiled to the island
of Palmaria, where he soon died from harsh treatment; and Vigilius was
made Pope by the orders of the Emperor. Finally accepting Theodora’s view
that Monophysitism could not be crushed, Justinian sought to appease its
followers in a document of imperial theology known as the Three Chapters.



He summoned Vigilius to Constantinople, and urged him to subscribe to
this statement. Vigilius reluctantly consented, whereupon the African
Catholic clergy excommunicated him (550); he withdrew his consent, was
exiled by Justinian to a rock in the Proconnesus, again consented, obtained
leave to return to Rome, but died on the way (555). Never had an emperor
made so open an attempt to dominate the papacy. Justinian called an
ecumenical council to meet at Constantinople (553); hardly any Western
bishops attended; the council approved Justinian’s formulas, the Western
Church rejected them, and Eastern and Western Christianity resumed their
schism for a century.

In the end death won all arguments. Theodora’s passing in 548 was to
Justinian the heaviest of many blows that broke down his courage, clarity,
and strength. He was then sixty-five, weakened by asceticism and recurrent
crises; he left the government to subordinates, neglected the defenses he
had so labored to build, and abandoned himself to theology. A hundred
disasters darkened the remaining seventeen years during which he outlived
himself. Earthquakes were especially frequent in this reign; a dozen cities
were almost wiped out by them; and their rehabilitation drained the
Treasury. In 542 plague came; in 556 famine, in 558 plague again. In 559
the Kotrigur Huns crossed the Danube, plundered Moesia and Thrace, took
thousands of captives, violated matrons, virgins, and nuns, threw to the
dogs the infants born to women captives on the march, and advanced to the
walls of Constantinople. The terrified Emperor appealed to the great general
who had so often saved him. Belisarius was old and feeble; nevertheless he
put on his armor, gathered 300 veterans who had fought with him in Italy,
recruited a few hundred untrained men, and went out to meet 7000 Huns.
He disposed his forces with his wonted foresight and skill, concealing 200
of his best soldiers in adjoining woods. When the Huns moved forward
these men fell upon their flank, while Belisarius met the attack at the head
of his little army. The barbarians turned and fled before a single Roman was
mortally injured. The populace at the capital complained that Belisarius had
not pursued the enemy and brought back the Hun leader as captive. The
jealous Emperor listened to envious calumnies against his general,
suspected him of conspiracy, and ordered him to dismiss his armed
retainers. Belisarius died in 565, and Justinian confiscated half his property.



The Emperor outlived the general by eight months. In his final years his
interest in theology had borne strange fruit: the defender of the faith had
become a heretic. He announced that the body of Christ was incorruptible,
and that Christ’s human nature had never been subject to any of the wants

and indignities of mortal flesh. The clergy warned him that if he died in this

error his soul would “be delivered to the flames, and burn there eternally.”2Z

He died unrepentant (565), after a life of eighty-three years, and a reign of
thirty-eight.

Justinian’s death was one more point at which antiquity might be said to
end. He was a true Roman emperor, thinking in terms of all the Empire East
and West, struggling to keep back the barbarians, and to bring again to the
vast realm an orderly government of homogeneous laws. He had
accomplished a good measure of this aim: Africa, Dalmatia, Italy, Corsica,
Sardinia, Sicily, and part of Spain had been regained; the Persians had been
driven out of Syria; the Empire had doubled its extent in his reign. Though
his legislation was barbarously severe on heresy and sexual immorality, it
represented, by its unity, lucidity, and scope, one of the peaks in the history
of law. His administration was sullied with official corruption, extreme
taxation, capricious pardons and punishments; but it was also distinguished
by a painstaking organization of imperial economy and government; and it
created a system of order which, though a stranger to freedom, held
civilization together in a corner of Europe while the rest of the continent
plunged into the Dark Ages. He left his name upon the history of industry
and art; St. Sophia is also his monument. To orthodox contemporaries it
must have seemed that once more the Empire had turned back the tide, and
won a respite from death.

It was a pitifully brief respite. Justinian had left the treasury empty, as he
had found it full; his intolerant laws and thieving taxgatherers had alienated
nations as fast as his armies had conquered them; and those armies,
decimated, scattered, and ill paid, could not long defend what they had so
devastatingly won. Africa was soon abandoned to the Berbers; Syria,
Palestine, Egypt, Africa, and Spain to the Arabs; Italy to the Lombards;
within a century after Justinian’s death the Empire had lost more territory
than he had gained. With proud hindsight we may see how much better it
would have been to gather the rising nationalities and creeds into a



federated union; to offer friendship to the Ostrogoths who had governed
Italy comparatively well; and to serve as a protective medium through
which the ancient culture might flow unstinted to the newborn states.

We need not accept Procopius’ estimate of Justinian; it was refuted by

Procopius himself.22 He was a great ruler, whose very faults sprang from
the logic and sincerity of his creed: his persecutions from his certainty, his
wars from his Roman spirit, his confiscations from his wars. We mourn the
narrow violence of his methods, and applaud the grandeur of his aims. He
and Belisarius, not Boniface and Aé&tius, were the last of the Romans.



CHAPTER VI
Byzantine Civilization
326565

I. WORK AND WEALTH

BYZANTINE economy was a modernistic mixture of private enterprise,

state regulation, and nationalized industries. Peasant proprietorship was
still, under Justinian, the agricultural rule; but estates were expanding, and
many farmers were being forced into feudal subjection to great landowners
by drought or flood, competition or incompetence, taxation or war. The
mineral resources of the soil were owned by the state, but were mostly
mined by private agencies on governmental lease. The mines of Greece
were exhausted, but old and new veins were worked in Thrace, Pontus, and
the Balkans. Most industrial labor was “free”—i.e., compelled only by a
distaste for starvation. Direct slavery played a negligible role outside of
domestic services and the textile industry; but in Syria, and probably in
Egypt and North Africa, forced labor was used by the state to maintain the
major irrigation canals.l The government produced in its own factories
most of the goods required by the army, the bureaucracy, and the court.?
About the year 552 some Nestorian monks from Central Asia interested
Justinian with an offer to provide the Empire with an independent source of
silk. If we recall how many wars Greece and Rome had fought with Persia
for control of the trade routes to China and India, and remark the name “silk
route” given to the northern passes to the Far East, the name Serica (Silk-
land) given by the Romans to China, and the name Serindia applied to the
region between China and India, we shall understand why Justinian eagerly
accepted the proposal. The monks went back to Central Asia and returned
with the eggs of silkworms, and probably some seedlings of the mulberry

tree.2 A small silk industry already existed in Greece, but it depended upon
wild silkworms, feeding on oak, ash, or cypress leaves. Now silk became a



major industry, especially in Syria and Greece; it developed to such an
extent in the Peloponnesus as to give that peninsula the new name of Morea
—Tland of the mulberry tree (morus alba).

In Constantinople the manufacture of certain silk fabrics and purple dyes
was a state monopoly, and was carried on in workshops in or near the

imperial palace.* Expensive silks and dyed fabrics were permitted only to
high officials of the government, and the most costly could be worn only by
members of the imperial family. When clandestine private enterprise
produced and sold similar stuffs to unprivileged persons, Justinian broke
this “black market” by removing most of the restrictions on the use of
luxurious silks and dyes; he flooded the shops with state textiles at prices
that private competition could not meet; and when the competition had
disappeared the government raised the prices.> Following Diocletian’s
example, Justinian sought to extend governmental control to all prices and
wages. After the plague of 542 the labor supply fell, wages rose, and prices
soared. Like the English Parliament of 1351 after the plague of 1348,
Justinian sought to help employers and consumers by a price and wage
decree:

We have learned that since the visitation of God traders, artisans, husbandmen, and
sailors have yielded to a spirit of covetousness, and are demanding prices and wages
two or three times as great as they formerly received. ... We forbid all such to demand
higher wages or prices than before. We also forbid contractors for buildings, or for

agricultural or other work, to pay the workmen more than was customary in old days.é

We have no information as to the effect of this decree.

From Constantine to the latter part of Justinian’s reign domestic and
foreign trade flourished in the Byzantine Empire. Roman roads and bridges
were there kept in repair, and the creative lust for gain built maritime fleets
that bound the capital with a hundred ports in East and West. From the fifth
century to the fifteenth Constantinople remained the greatest market and
shipping center in the world. Alexandria, which had held this supremacy
from the third century B.C., now ranked in trade below Antioch.Z All Syria
throve with commerce and industry; it lay between Persia and
Constantinople, between Constantinople and Egypt; its merchants were



shrewd and venturesome, and only the effervescent Greeks could rival them
in the extent of their traffic and the subtlety of their ways; their spread
throughout the Empire was a factor in that orientalization of manners and
arts which marked Byzantine civilization.

As the old trade route from Syria to Central Asia lay through hostile
Persia, Justinian sought a new route by establishing friendly relations with
the Himyarites of southwestern Arabia and the kings of Ethiopia, who
between them controlled the southern gates of the Red Sea. Through those
straits and the Indian Ocean Byzantine merchantmen sailed to India; but
Persian control of Indian ports wrung the same tolls from this trade as if it
had passed through Iran. Defeated on this line, Justinian encouraged the
development of harbors on the Black Sea; along these stopping points
goods were shipped by water to Colchis, and thence by caravan to
Sogdiana, where Chinese and Western merchants could meet and haggle
without Persian scrutiny. The rising traffic on this northern route helped to
raise Serindia to its medieval peak of wealth and art. Meanwhile Greek
commerce maintained its ancient outlets in the West.

This active economy was supported by an imperial currency whose
integrity gave it an almost global acceptance. Constantine had minted a new
coin to replace Caesar’s aureus; this solidus or “bezant” contained 4.55
grams, or one sixth of a troy ounce of gold, and would be worth $5.83 in the
United States of 1946. The metallic and economic deterioration of the
solidus into the lowly sou illustrates the general rise of prices, and
depreciation of currencies, through history, and suggests that thrift is a
virtue which, like most others, must be practiced with discrimination.
Banking was now highly developed. We may judge the prosperity of the
Byzantine Empire at Justinian’s accession by his fixing of the maximum
interest rate at four per cent on loans to peasants, six per cent on private
loans secured by collateral, eight per cent on commercial loans, and twelve

per cent on maritime investments.® Nowhere else in the world of that time
were interest rates so low.

The senatorial aristocracy through land ownership, and the mercantile
magnates through far-flung ventures in which the profits were
commensurate with the risks, enjoyed such wealth and luxury as only a few
had ever known in Rome. The aristocracy of the East had better tastes than



that of Rome in the days of Cicero or Juvenal; it did not gorge itself on
exotic foods, had a lower rate of divorce, and showed considerable fidelity
and industry in serving the state. Its extravagance lay chiefly in ornate
dress, in robes of furry hems and dazzling tints, in silken tunics preciously
dyed, threaded with gold, and illuminated with scenes from nature or
history. Some men were “walking murals™; on the garments of one senator
could be found the whole story of Christ.2 Underneath this social crust of
gold was a middle class fretted with taxation, a plodding bureaucracy, a
medley of meddlesome monks, a flotsam and jetsam of proletaires exploited
by the price system and soothed by the dole.

Morals, sexual and commercial, were not appreciably different from
those of other cultures at a like stage of economic development.
Chrysostom condemned dancing as exciting passion, but Constantinople
danced. The Church continued to refuse baptism to actors, but the
Byzantine stage continued to display its suggestive pantomimes; people
must be consoled for monogamy and prose. Procopius’ Secret History,
never trustworthy, reports that “practically all women were corrupt” in his
time.1 Contraceptives were a subject of assiduous study and research;
Oribasius, the outstanding physician of the fourth century, gave them a
chapter in his compendium of medicine; another medical writer, Aétius, in
the sixth century, recommended the use of vinegar or brine, or the practice

of continence at the beginning and end of the menstrual period.1! Justinian
and Theodora sought to diminish prostitution by banishing procuresses and
brothel keepers from Constantinople, with transient results. In general the
status of woman was high; never had women been more unfettered in law
and custom, or more influential in government.

II. SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHY: 364-565

What, in this apparently religious society, was the fate of education,
learning, literature, science, and philosophy?

Primary instruction continued in the hands of private teachers paid by the
parents per pupil and term. Higher education, till Theodosius II, was
provided both by lecturers operating under their own power, and through
professois paid by city or state. Libanius complained that these were too



poorly paid—that they longed through hunger to go to the baker, but

refrained through fear of being asked to pay their debts.12 However, we read
of teachers like Eumenius, who received 600,000 sesterces ($30,000?) a
year;ﬁ in this, as in other fields, the best and the worst received too much,
the rest too little. Julian, to propagate paganism, introduced state
examinations and appointments for all university teachers.1 Theodosius II,
for opposite reasons, made it a penal offense to give public instruction
without a state license; and such licenses were soon confined to conformists
with the orthodox creed.

The great universities of the FEast were at Alexandria, Athens,
Constantinople, and Antioch, specializing respectively in medicine,
philosophy, literature, and rhetoric. Oribasius of Pergamum (c. 325-403),
physician to Julian, compiled a medical encyclopedia of seventy “books.”
Aétius of Amida, court physician under Justinian, wrote a similar survey,
distinguished by the best ancient analysis of ailments of the eye, ear, nose,
mouth, and teeth; with interesting chapters on goiter and hydrophobia, and
surgical procedures ranging from tonsillectomy to hemorrhoids. Alexander
of Tralles (c. 525-605) was the most original of these medical authors: he
named various intestinal parasites, accurately described disorders of the
digestive tract, and discussed with unprecedented thoroughness the
diagnosis and treatment of pulmonary diseases. His textbook of internal
pathology and therapy was translated into Syriac, Arabic, Hebrew, and
Latin, and exercised in Christendom an influence only next to that of
Hippocrates, Galen, and Soranus.!2 According to Augustine the vivisection
of human beings was practiced in the fifth century.l® Superstition
encroached daily on medicine. Most physicians accepted astrology, and
some advised different treatments according to the position of the planets.lZ
Aétius recommended, for contraception, that the woman should suspend
near her anus the tooth of a child;1® and Marcellus, in his De medicamentis
(395), anticipated modern technique by urging the wearing of a rabbit’s
foot.12 Mules fared better than men; the most scientific work of the period
was the Digestorum artis mulomedicinae libri IV of Flavius Vegetius (383—
450); this book almost founded veterinary science, and remained an
authority till the Renaissance.



Chemistry and alchemy went hand in hand, with Alexandria as their
center. The alchemists were generally sincere investigators; they employed
experimental methods more faithfully than any other scientists of antiquity;
they substantially advanced the chemistry of metals and alloys; and we
cannot be sure that the future will not justify their aims. Astrology too had
an honest base; nearly everybody took it for granted that the stars, as well as
the sun and moon, affected terrestrial events. But upon these foundations
quackery raised a weird ziggurat of magic, divination, and planetary
abracadabra. Horoscopes were even more fashionable in medieval cities
than in New York or Paris today. St. Augustine tells of two friends who
noted carefully the position of the constellations at the birth of their

domestic animals.22 Much of the nonsense of Arabic astrology and alchemy
was part of Islam’s Greek heritage.

The most interesting figure in the science of this age is that of the pagan
mathematician and philosopher Hypatia. Her father Theon is the last man
whose name is recorded as a professor at the Alexandrian Museum; he
wrote a commentary on Ptolemy’s Syntaxis, and acknowledged the share of
his daughter in its composition. Hypatia, says Suidas, wrote commentaries
on Diophantus, on the Astronomical Canon of Ptolemy, and on the Conics
of Apollonius of Perga.2l None of her works survives. From mathematics
she passed to philosophy, built her system on the lines of Plato and Plotinus,
and (according to the Christian historian Socrates) “far surpassed all the

philosophers of her time.”?2 Appointed to the chair of philosophy in the
Museum, she drew to her lectures a large audience of varied and distant
provenance. Some students fell in love with her, but she seems never to
have married; Suidas would have us believe that she married, but remained

a virgin nevertheless.?2 Suidas transmits another tale, perhaps invented by
her enemies, that when one youth importuned her she impatiently raised her
dress, and said to him: “This symbol of unclean generation is what you are
in love with, and not anything beautiful.”?* She was so fond of philosophy
that she would stop in the streets and explain, to any who asked, difficult
points in Plato or Aristotle. “Such was her self-possession and ease of
manner,” says Socrates, “arising from the refinement and cultivation of her
mind, that she not infrequently appeared before the city magistrates without
ever losing in an assembly of men that dignified modesty of deportment for



which she was conspicuous, and which gained for her universal respect and
admiration.”

But the admiration was not quite universal. The Christians of Alexandria
must have looked upon her askance, for she was not only a seductive
unbeliever, but an intimate friend of Orestes, the pagan prefect of the city.
When Archbishop Cyril instigated his monastic followers to expel the Jews
from Alexandria, Orestes sent to Theodosius II an offensively impartial
account of the incident. Some monks stoned the prefect; he had the leader
of the mob arrested and tortured to death (415). Cyril’s supporters charged
Hypatia with being the chief influence upon Orestes; she alone, they
argued, prevented a reconciliation between the prefect and the Patriarch.
One day a band of fanatics, led by a “reader” or minor clerk on Cyril’s staff,
pulled her from her carriage, dragged her into a church, stripped her of her
garments, battered her to death with tiles, tore her corpse to pieces, and

burned the remains in a savage orgy (415).2 “An act so inhuman,” says
Socrates, “could not fail to bring the greatest opprobrium not only upon
Cyril, but also upon the whole Alexandrian church.”2® However, no
personal punishment was exacted; the Emperor Theodosius II merely
restricted the freedom of the monks to appear in public (Sept., 416), and
excluded pagans from all public office (Dec., 416). Cyril’s victory was
complete.

Pagan professors of philosophy, after the death of Hypatia, sought
security in Athens, where non-Christian teaching was still relatively and
innocuously free. Student life was still lively there, and enjoyed most of the
consolations of higher education—fraternities, distinctive garbs, hazing,
and a general hilarity.2Z The Stoic as well as the Epicurean School had now
disappeared, but the Platonic Academy enjoyed a splendid decline under
Themistius, Priscus, and Proclus. Themistius (fI. 380) was destined to
influence Averroés and other medieval thinkers by his commentaries on
Aristotle. Priscus was for a time the friend and adviser of Julian; he was
arrested by Valens and Valentinian I on a charge of using magic to give
them a fever; he returned to Athens, and taught there till his death at ninety
in 395. Proclus (410-85), like a true Platonist, approached philosophy
through mathematics. A man of scholastic patience, he collated the ideas of
Greek philosophy into one system, and gave it a superficially scientific



form. But he felt the mystic mood of Neoplatonism too; by fasting and
purification, he thought, one might enter into communion with supernatural

beings.2® The schools of Athens had lost all vitality when Justinian closed
them in 529. Their work lay in rehearsing again and again the theories of
the ancient masters; they were oppressed and stifled by the magnitude of
their heritage; their only deviations were into a mysticism that borrowed
from the less orthodox moods of Christianity. Justinian closed the schools
of the rhetoricians as well as of the philosophers, confiscated their property,
and forbade any pagan to teach. Greek philosophy, after eleven centuries of
history, had come to an end.

The passage from philosophy to religion, from Plato to Christ, stands out
in certain strange Greek writings confidently ascribed by medieval thinkers
to Dionysius “the Areopagite”—one of the Athenians who accepted the
teaching of Paul. These works are chiefly four: On the Celestial Hierarchy,
On the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, On the Divine Names, and On Mystical
Theology. We do not know by whom they were written, or when, or where;
their contents indicate an origin between the fourth and sixth centuries; we
only know that few books have more deeply influenced Christian theology.
John Scotus Erigena translated and built on one of them, Albertus Magnus
and Thomas Aquinas reverenced them, a hundred mystics—Jewish and
Moslem as well as Christianfed on them, and medieval art and popular
theology accepted them as an infallible guide to celestial beings and ranks.
Their general purpose was to combine Neoplatonism with Christian
cosmology. God, though incomprehensibly transcendent, is nevertheless
immanent in all things as their source and life. Between God and man
intervene three triads of supernatural beings: Seraphim, Cherubim, and
Thrones; Dominations, Virtues, and Powers; Principalities, Archangels, and
Angels. (The reader will recall how Dante ranged these nine groups around
the throne of God, and how Milton wove some of their names into a
sonorous line.) Creation, in these works, is by emanation: all things flow
from God through these mediating angelic ranks; and then, by a reverse
process, these nine orders of the celestial hierarchy lead men and all
creation back to God.



III. LITERATURE: 364-565

In 425 Theodosius II, or his regents, reorganized higher education in
Constantinople, and formally established a university of thirty-one teachers:
one for philosophy, two for law, twenty-eight for Latin and Greek
“grammar” and “rhetoric.” These last included the study of the two
literatures; and the large number of teachers assigned to them suggests a
lively interest in letters. One such professor, Priscian, composed, about 526,
an immense Grammar of Latin and Greek, which became one of the most

famous textbooks of the Middle Ages. The Eastern Church seems to have

raised no objections at this time to the copying of the pagan classics;2

though a few saints protested, the School of Constantinople transmitted
faithfully, to the end of the Byzantine Empire, the masterpieces of antiquity.
And, despite the rising cost of parchment, the flow of books was still
abundant. About 450 Musaeus, of unknown provenance, composed his
famous poem, Hero and Leander—how Leander anticipated Byron by
swimming the Hellespont to reach his beloved Hero, how he died in the
attempt, and how Hero, seeing him flung up dead at the foot of her tower,

from the sheer crag plunged in hurtling headlong fall

To find with her dead love a death among the waves.2?

It was the Christian gentlemen of the Byzantine court who composed, for
the final installment of the Greek Anthology, graceful love poems in the
ancient moods and modes, and in terms of the pagan gods. Here, from
Agathias (c. 550), 1s a song that may have helped Ben Jonson to a
masterpiece:

I love not wine; yet if thou’lt make

A sad man merry, sip first sup,

And when thou givest I’ll take the cup.
If thy lips touch it, for thy sake

No more may I be stiff and staid

And the luscious jug evade.
The cup conveys thy kiss to me,

And tells the joy it had of thee 3L



The most important literary work of this age was done by the historians.
Eunapius of Sardis composed a lost Universal History of the period from
270 to 400, making Justinian his hero, and twenty-three gossipy biographies
of the later Sophists and Neoplatonists. Socrates, an orthodox Christian of
Constantinople, wrote a History of the Church from 309 to 439; it is fairly
accurate and generally fair, as we have seen in the case of Hypatia; but this
Socrates fills his narrative with superstitions, legends, and miracles, and
talks so frequently of himself as if he found it hard to distinguish between
himself and the cosmos. He ends with a novel plea for peace among the
sects: if peace comes, he thinks, historians will have nothing to write about,

and that miserable tribe of tragedy-mongers will cease.22 Mostly copied
from Socrates is the Ecclesiastical History of Sozomen, a convert from
Palestine, and, like his model, a lawyer at the capital; apparently a legal
training was no handicap to superstition. Zosimus of Constantinople
composed, about 475, a History of the Roman Empire; he was a pagan, but
did not yield to his Christian rivals in credulity and nonsense. Toward 525
Dionysius Exiguus—Dennis the Short—suggested a new method of dating
events, from the supposed year of Christ’s birth. The proposal was not
accepted by the Latin Church till the tenth century; and the Byzantines
continued to the end to number their years from the creation of the world. It
is discouraging to note how many things were known to the youth of our
civilization, which are unknown to us today.

The one great historian of the period was Procopius. Born in Palestinian
Caesarea (490), he studied law, came to Constantinople, and was appointed
secretary and legal adviser to Belisarius. He accompanied the general on the
Syrian, African, and Italian campaigns, and returned with him to the capital.
In 550 he published his Books of the Wars. Knowing at first hand the merits
of the general and the parsimony of the ruler, he made Belisarius a brilliant
hero, and left Justinian in the shade. The book was received with applause
by the public, with silence by the Emperor. Procopius now composed his
Anecdota, or Secret History, but he kept it so successfully from publication
or circulation that in 554 he was commissioned by Justinian to write an
account of the buildings erected during the reign. Procopius issued De
Aedifiais in 560, and so loaded it with praise for the Emperor that Justinian
might well have suspected it of insincerity or irony. The Secret History was



not given to the world until after Justinian—and perhaps Procopius—had
died. It is a fascinating book, like any denunciation of our neighbors; but
there 1s something unpleasant in literary attacks upon persons who can no
longer speak in their own defense. An historian who strains his pen to prove
a thesis may be trusted to distort the truth.

Procopius was occasionally inaccurate in matters beyond his own
experience; he copied at times the manner and philosophy of Herodotus, at
times the speeches and sieges of Thucydides; he shared the superstitions of
his age, and darkened his pages with portents, oracles, miracles, and
dreams. But where he wrote of what he had seen, his account has stood
every test. His industry was courageous, his arrangement of materials is
logical, his narrative is absorbing, his Greek is clear and direct, and almost
classically pure.

Was he a Christian? Externally, yes; and yet at times he echoes the
paganism of his models, the fatalism of the Stoa, the skepticism of the
Academy. He speaks of Fortune’s

perverse nature and unaccountable will. But these things, I believe, have never been
comprehensible to man, nor will they ever be. Nevertheless there is always much talk
on these subjects, and opinions are always being bandied about ... as each of us seeks
comfort for his ignorance. ... I consider it insane folly to investigate the nature of God.
... I shall observe a discreet silence concerning these questions, with the sole object that

old and venerable beliefs may not be discredited.33

IV. BYZANTINE ART: 326565

1. The Passage from Paganism

The pre-eminent achievements of Byzantine civilization were
governmental administration and decorative art: a state that survived eleven
centuries, a St. Sophia that stands today.

By Justinian’s time pagan art was finished, and half of its works had been
mutilated or destroyed. Barbarian ravages, imperial robbery, and pious
destruction had began a process of ruination and neglect that continued till



Petrarch in the fourteenth century pled, so to speak, for the lives of the
survivors. A factor in the devastation was the popular belief that the pagan
gods were demons, and that the temples were their resorts; in any case, it
was felt, the material could be put to better use in Christian churches or
domestic walls. Pagans themselves often joined in the spoliation. Several

Christian emperors, notably Honorius and Theodosius II, did their best to

protect the old structures,>* and enlightened clergymen preserved the

Parthenon, the temple of Theseus, the Pantheon, and other structures by
rededicating them as Christian shrines.

Christianity at first suspected art as a support of paganism, idolatry, and
immorality; these nude statues hardly comported with esteem for virginity
and celibacy. When the body seemed an instrument of Satan, and the monk
replaced the athlete as ideal, the study of anatomy disappeared from art,
leaving a sculpture and painting of gloomy faces and shapeless drapery. But
when Christianity had triumphed, and great basilicas were needed to house
its swelling congregations, the local and national traditions of art reasserted
themselves, and architecture lifted itself out of the ruins. Moreover, these
spacious edifices cried out for decoration; the worshipers needed statues of
Christ and Mary to help the imagination, and pictures to tell to the simple
letterless the story of their crucified God. Sculpture, mosaic, and painting
were reborn.

In Rome the new art differed little from the old. Strength of construction,
simplicity of form, columnar basilican styles, were carried down from
paganism to Christianity. Near Nero’s Circus on the Vatican hill
Constantine’s architects had designed the first St. Peter’s, with an awesome
length of 380 feet and breadth of 212; for twelve centuries this remained the
pontifical shrine of Latin Christendom, until Bramante tore it down to raise
upon its site the still vaster St. Peter’s of today. The church that Constantine
built for St. Paul Outside the Walls—San Paolo fuori le mura—on the
reputed site of the Apostle’s martyrdom, was rebuilt by Valentinian II and
Theodosius 1 on a scale quite as immense—400 by 200 feet.* Santa
Costanza, raised by Constantine as a mausoleum for his sister Constantia,
remains substantially as erected in 326—30. San Giovanni in Laterano, Santa
Maria in Trastevere, San Lorenzo fuori le mura were rebuilt within a
century after Constantine began them, and have since been many times



repaired. Santa Maria Maggiore was adapted from a pagan temple in 432,
and the nave remains essentially as then save for Renaissance decorations.
From that time to our own the basilican plan has been a favorite design
for Christian churches; its modest cost, its majestic simplicity, its structural
logic and sturdy strength have recommended it in every generation. But it
did not lend itself readily to variation and development. European builders
began to look about them for new ideas, and found them in the East—even
at Spalato, the Adriatic outpost of the Orient. There on the Dalmatian coast
Diocletian, at the opening of the fourth century, had given his artists free
play to experiment in raising a palace for his retirement; and they
accomplished a revolution in European architecture. Arches were there
sprung directly from column capitals, with no intervening entablature; so at
one stroke were prepared the Byzantine, Romanesque, and Gothic styles.
And instead of figured friezes came, in this palace, a strange decoration of
zigzag lines, offensive to the classic eye, but long familiar to the Orient.
Spalato was the first sign that Europe was to be conquered not only by an
Oriental religion, but, at least in the Byzantine world, by Oriental art.

2. The Byzantine Artist

Whence came to Constantinople that uniquely colorful, somberly brilliant
art known as Byzantine? It is a question over which archaeologists have
fought with almost the ferocity of Christian soldiers; and by and large the
victory has gone to the East. As Syria and Asia Minor grew stronger with
industry, and Rome weaker with invasion, the Hellenistic tide that had
rushed in with Alexander ebbed back from Asia to Europe. From Sasanian
Persia, from Nestorian Syria, from Coptic Egypt, Eastern art influences
poured into Byzantium and reached to Italy, even to Gaul; and the Greek art
of naturalistic representation gave place to an Oriental art of symbolic
decoration. The East preferred color to line, the vault and dome to the
timbered roof, rich ornament to stern simplicity, gorgeous silks to shapeless
togas. Just as Diocletian and Constantine had adopted the forms of Persian
monarchy, so the art of Constantinople looked less and less to the now
barbarized West, increasingly to Asia Minor, Armenia, Persia, Syria, and
Egypt. Perhaps the victory of Persian arms under Shapur II and Khosru



Anushirvan quickened the westward march of Eastern motives and forms.
Edessa and Nisibis were in this period flourishing centers of a
Mesopotamian culture that mingled Iranian, Armenian, Cappadocian, and

Syrian elements,® and transmitted them, through merchants, monks and
artisans, to Antioch, Alexandria, Ephesus, Constantinople, at last to
Ravenna and Rome. The old classic orders—Doric, Ionian, Corinthian—
became almost meaningless in an architectural world of arches, vaults,
pendentives, and domes.

Byzantine art, so generated, dedicated itself to expounding the doctrines
of Christianity, and displaying the glory of the state. It recounted on
vestments and tapestries, in mosaics and murals, the life of Christ, the
sorrows of Mary, the career of the apostle or martyr whose bones were
enshrined in the church. Or it entered the court, decorated the palace of the
sovereign, covered his official robes with symbolic emblems or historical
designs, dazzled his subjects with flamboyant pageantry, and ended by
representing Christ and Mary as an emperor and a queen. The Byzantine
artist had small choice of patron, and therefore of subject or style; monarch
or patriarch told him what to do, and how. He worked in a group, and
seldom left an individual name to history. He achieved miracles of
brilliance, he exalted and humbled the people with the splendor of his
creations; but his art paid in formalism, narrowness, and stagnation for
serving an absolute monarch and a changeless creed.

He commanded abundant materials: marble quarries in the Proconnesus,
Attica, Italy; spoliable columns and capitals wherever a pagan temple
survived; and bricks almost growing in the sun-dried earth. Usually he
worked with mortared brick; it lent itself well to the curved forms imposed
upon him by Oriental styles. Often he contented himself with the cruciform
plan—a basilica crossed with a transept and prolonged to an apse;
sometimes he broke the basilica into an octagon, as in Sts. Sergius and
Bacchus’ at Constantinople, or in San Vitale’s at Ravenna. But his
distinctive skill, in which he surpassed all artists before him or since, lay in
raising a circular dome over a polygonal frame. His favorite means to this
end was the pendentive: i.e., he built an arch or semicircle of bricks over
each side of the polygon, raised a spherical triangle of bricks upward and
inward between each semicircle, and laid a dome upon the resultant circular



ring. The spherical triangles were the pendentives, “hanging” from the rim
of the dome to the top of the polygon. In architectural effect the circle was
squared. Thereafter the basilican style almost disappeared from the East.

Within the edifice the Byzantine builder lavished all the skills of a dozen
arts. He rarely used statuary; he sought not so much to represent figures of
men and women as to create an abstract beauty of symbolic form. Even so
the Byzantine sculptors were artisans of ability, patience, and resource.
They carved the “Theodosian” capital by combining the “ears” of the Ionic
with the leaves of the Corinthian order; and to make profusion more
confounded, they cut into this composite capital a very jungle of animals
and plants. Since the result was not too well adapted to sustain a wall or an
arch, they inserted between these and the capital an impost or “pulvino,”
square and broad at the top, round and narrower at the base; and then, in the
course of time, they carved this too with flowers. Here again, as in the
domed square, Persia conquered Greece.—But further, painters were
assigned to adorn the walls with edifying or terrifying pictures; mosaicists
laid their cubes of brightly colored stone or glass, in backgrounds of blue or
gold, upon the floors or walls, or over the altar, or in the spandrels of the
arches, or wherever an empty surface challenged the Oriental eye. Jewelers
set gems into vestments, altars, columns, walls; metalworkers inserted gold
or silver plates; woodworkers carved the pulpit or chancel rails; weavers
hung tapestries, laid rugs, and covered altar and pulpit with embroidery and
silk. Never before had an art been so rich in color, so subtle in symbolism,
so exuberant in decoration, so well adapted to quiet the intellect and stir the
soul.

3. St. Sophia

Not till Justinian did the Greek, Roman, Oriental, and Christian factors
complete their fusion into Byzantine art. The Nika revolt gave him, like
another Nero, an opportunity to rebuild his capital. In the ecstasy of a
moment’s freedom the mob had burned down the Senate House, the Baths
of Zeuxippus, the porticoes of the Augusteum, a wing of the imperial
palace, and St. Sophia, cathedral of the patriarch. Justinian might have
rebuilt these on their old plans, and within a year or two; instead he



resolved to spend more time, money, and men, make his capital more
beautiful than Rome, and raise a church that would outshine all other
edifices on the earth. He began now one of the most ambitious building
programs in history: fortresses, palaces, monasteries, churches, porticoes,
and gates rose throughout the Empire. In Constantinople he rebuilt the
Senate House in white marble, and the Baths of Zeuxippus in polychrome
marble; raised a marble portico and promenade in the-Augusteum; and
brought fresh water to the city in a new aqueduct that rivaled Italy’s best.
He made his own palace the acme of splendor and luxury: its floors and
walls were of marble; its ceilings recounted in mosaic brilliance the
triumphs of his reign, and showed the senators “in festal mood, bestowing

upon the Emperor honors almost divine.”2¢ And across the Bosporus, near
Chalcedon, he built, as a summer residence for Theodora and her court, the
palatial villa of Herion, equipped with its own harbor, forum, church, and
baths.

Forty days after the Nika revolt had subsided, he began a new St. Sophia-
dedicated not to any saint of that name, but to the Hagia Sophia, the Holy
Wisdom, or Creative Logos, of God Himself. From Tralles in Asia Minor,
and from Ionian Miletus, he summoned Anthemius and Isidore, the most
famous of living architects, to plan and superintend the work. Abandoning
the traditional basilican form, they conceived a design whose center would
be a spacious dome resting not on walls but on massive piers, and
buttressed by a half dome at either end. Ten thousand workmen were
engaged, 320,000 pounds of gold ($134,000,000) were spent, on the
enterprise, quite emptying the treasury. Provincial governors were directed
to send to the new shrine the finest relics of ancient monuments; marbles of
a dozen kinds and tints were imported from a dozen areas; gold, silver,
ivory, and precious stones were poured into the decoration. Justinian
himself shared busily in the design and the construction, and took no small
part (his scornful adulator tells us) in solving technical problems. Dressed
in white linen, with a staff in his hand and a kerchief on his head, he
haunted the operation day after day, encouraging the workers to complete
their tasks competently and on time. In five years and ten months the
edifice was complete; and on December 26, 537, the Emperor and the
Patriarch Menas led a solemn inaugural procession to the resplendent



cathedral. Justinian walked alone to the pulpit, and lifting up his hands,
cried out: “Glory be to God who has thought me worthy to accomplish so
great a work! O Solomon! I have vanquished you!”

The ground plan was a Greek cross 250 by 225 feet; each end of the cross
was covered by a minor dome; the central dome rose over the square (100
by 100 feet) formed by the intersecting arms; the apex of the dome was 180
feet above the ground; its diameter was 100 feet—32 less than the dome of
the Pantheon in Rome. The latter had been poured in concrete in one solid
piece; St. Sophia’s dome was made of brick in thirty converging panels—a
much weaker construction.* The distinction of this dome was not in size but
in support: it rested not on a circular structure, as in the Pantheon, but on
pendentives and arches that mediated between the circular rim and the
square base; never has this architectural problem been more satisfactorily
solved. Procopius described the dome as “a work admirable and terrifying

. seeming not to rest on the masonry below it, but to be suspended by a

chain of gold from the height of the sky.”3Z

The interior was a panorama of luminous decoration. Marble of many
colors—white, green, red, yellow, purple, gold—made the pavement, walls,
and two-storied colonnades look like a field of flowers. Delicate stone
carvings covered capitals, arches, spandrels, moldings, and cornices with
classic leaves of acanthus and vine. Mosaics of unprecedented scope and
splendor looked down from walls and vaults. Forty silver chandeliers,
hanging from the rim of the dome, helped as many windows to illuminate
the church. The sense of spaciousness left by the long nave and aisles, and
by the pillarless space under the central dome; the metal lacework of the
silver railing before the apse, and of the iron railing in the upper gallery; the
pulpit inset with 1vory, silver, and precious stones; the solid silver throne of
the patriarch; the silk-and-gold curtain that rose over the altar with figures
of the Emperor and the Empress receiving the benedictions of Christ and
Mary; the golden altar itself, of rare marbles, and bearing sacred vessels of
silver and gold: this lavish ornamentation might have warranted Justinian in
anticipating the boast of the Mogul shahs—that they built like giants and
finished like jewelers.

St. Sophia was at once the inauguration and the culmination of the
Byzantine style. Men everywhere spoke of it as “the Great Church,” and



even the skeptical Procopius wrote of it with awe. “When one enters this
building to pray, he feels that it is not the work of human power. ... The
soul, lifting itself to the sky, realizes that here God is close by, and that He

takes delight in this, His chosen home.”38

4. From Constantinople to Ravenna

St. Sophia was Justinian’s supreme achievement, more lasting than his
conquests or his laws. But Procopius describes twenty-four other churches
built or rebuilt by him in the capital, and remarks: “If you should see one of
them by itself you would suppose that the Emperor had built this work only,
and had spent the whole time of his reign on this one alone.”2> Throughout
the Empire this fury of construction raged till Justinian’s death; and that
sixth century which marked the beginning of the Dark Ages in the West was
in the East one of the richest epochs in architectural history. In Ephesus,
Antioch, Gaza, Jerusalem, Alexandria, Salonika, Ravenna, Rome, and from
Crimean Kerch to African Sfax, a thousand churches celebrated the triumph
both of Christianity over paganism and of the Oriental-Byzantine over the
Greco-Roman style. External columns, architraves, pediments; and friezes
made way for the vault, the pendentive, and the dome. Syria had a veritable
renaissance in the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries; her schools at Antioch,
Berytus (Beirut), Edessa, and Nisibis poured forth orators, lawyers,
historians, and heretics; her artisans excelled in mosaics, textiles, and all
decorative arts; her architects raised a hundred churches; her sculptors
adorned them with lavish reliefs.

Alexandria was the one city in the Empire that never ceased to prosper.
Her founder had chosen for her a site that almost forced the Mediterranean
world to use her ports and enhance her trade. None of her ancient or early
medieval architecture has survived; but the scattered relics of her work in
metal, ivory, wood, and portraiture suggest a people as rich in art as in
sensuality and bigotry. Coptic architecture, which had begun with the
Roman basilica, became under Justinian predominantly Oriental.

The architectural splendor of Ravenna began soon after Honorius made it
the seat of the Western Empire in 404. The city prospered in the long
regency of Galla Placidia; and the close relations maintained with



Constantinople brought Eastern artists and styles to mingle with Italian
architects and forms. The typical Oriental plan of a dome placed with
pendentives over the transept of a cruciform base appeared there as early as
450 in the Mausoleum where Placidia at last found tranquillity; within it
one may still see the famous mosaic of Christ as the Good Shepherd. In 458
Bishop Neon added to the domed baptistery of the Basilica Ursiana a series
of mosaics that included remarkably individual portraits of the Apostles.
About 500 Theodoric built for his Arian bishop a cathedral named after St.
Apollinaris, the reputed founder of the Christian community in Ravenna;
here, in world-renowned mosaics, the white-robed saints bear themselves
with a stiff solemnity that already suggests the Byzantine style.

The conquest of Ravenna by Belisarius advanced the victory of
Byzantine art in Italy. The church of San Vitale was completed (547) under
Justinian and Theodora, who financed its decoration, and lent their
unseductive features to its adornment. There is every indication that these
mosaics are realistic portraits; and emperor and empress must be credited
with courage in permitting their likenesses to be transmitted to posterity.
The attitudes of these rulers, ecclesiastics, and eunuchs are hard and
angular; their stiff frontality is a reversion to preclassical forms; the robes of
the women are a mosaic triumph, but we miss here the happy grace of the
Parthenon procession, or the Ara pacis of Augustus, or the nobility and
tenderness of the figures on the portals of Chartres or Reims.

Two years after dedicating San Vitale the Bishop of Ravenna consecrated
Sant’ Apollinare in Classe—a second church for the city’s patron saint,
placed in the maritime suburb that had once been the Adriatic base of the
Roman fleet (classis). Here is the old Roman basilican plan; but on the
composite capitals a Byzantine touch appears in the acanthus leaves
unclassically curled and twisted, as if blown by some Eastern wind. The
long rows of perfect columns, the colorful (seventh-century) mosaics in the
archivolts and spandrels of the colonnades, the lovely stucco plaques in the
choir, the cross of gems on a bed of mosaic stars in the apse, make this one
of the outstanding shrines of a peninsula that is almost a gallery of art.

5. The Byzantine Arts



Architecture was the masterpiece of the Byzantine artist, but about it or
within it were a dozen other arts in which he achieved some memorable
excellence. He did not care for sculpture in the round; the mood of the age
preferred color to line; yet Procopius lauded the sculptors of his time—
presumably the carvers of reliefs—as the equals of Pheidias and Praxiteles;
and some stone sarcophagi of the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries have
human figures chiseled with almost Hellenic grace, confused with an
Asiatic plethora of ornament. The carving of ivory was a favorite art among
the Byzantines; they used it for diptychs, triptychs, book covers, caskets,
perfume boxes, statuettes, inlays, and in a hundred decorative ways; in this
craft Hellenistic techniques survived unimpaired, and merely turned gods
and heroes into Christ and the saints. The ivory chair of Bishop Maximian
in the Basilica Ursiana at Ravenna (c. 550) 1s a major achievement in a
minor art.

While the Far East, in the sixth century, was experimenting with oil

colors,®2 Byzantine painting adhered to traditional Greek methods:

encaustic—colors burnt into panels of wood, canvas, or linen; fresco—
colors mixed with lime and applied to wet plaster surfaces; and tempera—
colors mixed with size or gum or glue and white of egg, and applied to
panels or to plaster already dry. The Byzantine painter knew how to
represent distance and depth, but usually shirked the difficulties of
perspective by filling in the background with buildings and screens.
Portraits were numerous, but few have survived. Church walls were
decorated with murals; the fragments that remain show a rough realism,
unshapely hands, stunted figures, sallow faces, and incredible coiffures.

The Byzantine artist excelled and reveled in the minute; his extant
masterpieces of painting are not murals or panels, but the miniatures with
which he literally “illuminated”—made bright with color—the publications
of his age.* Books, being costly, were adorned like other precious objects.
The miniaturist first sketched his design upon papyrus, parchment, or
vellum with a fine brush or pen; laid down a background usually in gold or
blue; filled in his colors, and decorated background and borders with
graceful and delicate forms. At first he had merely elaborated the initial
letter of a chapter or a page; sometimes he essayed a portrait of the author;
then he illustrated the text with pictures; finally, as his art improved, he



almost forgot the text, and spread himself out in luxurious ornament, taking
a geometrical or floral motive, or a religious symbol, and repeating it in a
maze of variations, until all the page was a glory of color and line, and the
text seemed like an intrusion from a coarser world.

The illumination of manuscripts had been practiced in Pharaonic and
Ptolemaic Egypt, and had passed thence to Hellenistic Greece and Rome.
The Vatican treasures an Aeneid, the Ambrosian Library at Milan an /liad,
both ascribed to the fourth century, and completely classic in ornament. The
transition from pagan to Christian miniatures appears in the Topographia
Christiana of Cosmas Indicopleustes (c. 547), who earned his sobriquet by
sailing to India, and his fame by trying to prove that the earth is flat. The
oldest extant religious miniature 1s a fifth-century Genesis, now in the
Library of Vienna; the text is written in gold and silver letters on twenty-
four leaves of purple vellum; the forty-eight miniatures, in white, green,
violet, red, and black, picture the story of man from Adam’s fall to Jacob’s
death. Quite as beautiful are the Joshua Rotulus (Little Roll of the Book of
Joshua) in the Vatican, and the Book of the Gospels illuminated by the monk
Rabula in Mesopotamia in 586. From Mesopotamia and Syria came the
figures and symbols that dominated the iconography, or picture-writing, of
the Byzantine world; repeated in a thousand forms in the minor arts, they
became stereotyped and conventional, and shared in producing the deadly
immutability of Byzantine art.

Loving brilliance and permanence, the Byzantine painter made mosaic
his favorite medium. For floors he chose tesserae of colored marble, as
Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans had done; for other surfaces he used cubes
of glass or enamel in every shade, cut in various sizes, but usually an eighth
of an inch square. Precious stones were sometimes mingled with the cubes.
Mosaic was often employed in making portable pictures or icons, to be set
up in churches or homes, or carried on travels as aids to devotion and
safety; preferably, however, the mosaicist sought the larger scope of church
or palace walls. In his studio, upon a canvas bearing a colored design, he
tentatively laid his cubes; and here his art was strained to produce
immediately under his hand the precise gradation and melting of colors to
be felt by other eyes from greater distances. Meanwhile a coat of heavy
cement, and then a coat of fine cement, were laid upon the surface to be
covered; into this matrix the mosaicist, following his canvas model, pressed



his cubes, usually with cut edges to the front to catch the light. Curved
surfaces like domes, and the conches or shell-like half domes of apses, were
favored, since they would catch at different times and angles a variety of
softened and shaded light. From this painstaking art Gothic would derive
part of its inspiration for stained glass.

Such glass 1s mentioned in fifth-century texts, but no example remains,

and apparently the stain was external, not fused.*! Glass-cutting and
blowing were now a thousand years old, and Syria, their earliest known
home, was still a center of the crafts. The art of engraving precious metals
or stones had deteriorated since Aurelius; Byzantine gems, coins, and seals
are of relatively poor design and workmanship. Jewelers nevertheless sold
their products to nearly every class, for ornament was the soul of
Byzantium. Goldsmith and silversmith studios were numerous in the
capital; gold pyxes, chalices, and reliquaries adorned many altars; and silver
plate oppressed the tables of moneyed homes.

Every house, almost every person, carried some textile finery. Egypt led
the way here with its delicate, many-colored, figured fabrics—garments,
curtains, hangings, and coverings; the Copts were the masters in these
fields. Certain Egyptian tapestries of this period are almost identical in
technique with the Gobelins.*2 Byzantine weavers made silk brocades,
embroideries, even embroidered shrouds—Ilinens realistically painted with
the features of the dead. In Constantinople a man was known by the
garments he wore; each class prized and defended some distinctive
refinement of dress; and a Byzantine assemblage doubtless shone like a
peacock’s tail.

Among all classes music was popular. It played a rising role in the liturgy
of the Church, and helped to fuse emotion into belief. In the fourth century
Alypius wrote a Musical Introduction, whose extant portions are our chief
guide to the musical notation of the Greeks. This representation of notes by
letters was replaced, in that century, by abstract signs, neumes; Ambrose
apparently introduced these to Milan, Hilary to Gaul, Jerome to Rome.
About the end of the fifth century Romanus, a Greek monk, composed the
words and music of hymns that still form part of the Greek liturgy, and have
never been equaled in depth of feeling and power of expression. Boethius
wrote an essay De Musica, summarizing the theories of Pythagoras,



Aristoxenus, and Ptolemy; this little treatise was used as a text in music at

Oxford and Cambridge until our times.*3

One must be an Oriental to understand an Oriental art. To a Western mind
the essence of Byzantinism means that the East had become supreme in the
heart and head of Greece: in the autocratic government, the hierarchical
stability of classes, the stagnation of science and philosophy, the state-
dominated Church, the religion-dominated people, the gorgeous vestments
and stately ceremonies, the sonorous and scenic ritual, the hypnotic chant of
repetitious music, the overwhelming of the senses with brilliance and color,
the conquest of naturalism by imagination, the submergence of
representative under decorative art. The ancient Greek spirit would have
found this alien and unbearable, but Greece herself was now part of the
Orient. An Asiatic lassitude fell upon the Greek world precisely when it was
to be challenged in its very life by the renewed vitality of Persia and the
incredible energy of Islam.



CHAPTER VII
The Persians
224641

I. SASANIAN SOCIETY

BEYOND the Euphrates or the Tigris, through all the history of Greece

and Rome, lay that almost secret empire which for a thousand years had
stood off expanding Europe and Asiatic hordes, never forgetting its
Achaemenid glory, slowly recuperating from its Parthian wars, and so
proudly maintaining its unique and aristocratic culture under its virile
Sasanian monarchs, that it would transform the Islamic conquest of Iran
into a Persian Renaissance.

Iran meant more, in our third century, than Iran or Persia today. It was by
its very name the land of the “Aryans,” and included Afghanistan,
Baluchistan, Sogdiana, and Balkh, as well as Iraq. “Persia,” anciently the
name of the modern province of Fars, was but a southeastern fraction of this
empire; but the Greeks and Romans, careless about “barbarians,” gave the
name of a part to the whole. Through the center of Iran, from Himalayan
southeast to Caucasian northwest, ran a mountainous dividing barrier; to the
east was an arid lofty plateau; to the west lay the green valleys of the twin
rivers, whose periodic overflow ran into a labyrinth of canals, and made
Western Persia rich in wheat and dates, vines, and fruits. Between or along
the rivers, or hiding in the hills, or hugging desert oases, were a myriad
villages, a thousand towns, a hundred cities: Ecbatana, Rai, Mosul, Istakhr
(once Persepolis), Susa, Seleucia, and magnificent Ctesiphon, seat of the
Sasanian kings.

Ammianus describes the Persians of this period as “almost all slender,
somewhat dark ... with not uncomely beards, and long, shaggy hair.”! The
upper classes were not shaggy, nor always slender, often handsome, proud
of bearing, and of an easy grace, with a flair for dangerous sports and



splendid dress. Men covered their heads with turbans, their legs with baggy
trousers, their feet with sandals or laced boots; the rich wore coats or tunics
of wool and silk, and girt themselves with belt and sword; the poor resigned
themselves to garments of cotton, hair, or skins. The women dressed in
boots and breeches, loose shirts and cloaks and flowing robes; curled their
black hair into a coil in front, let it hang behind, and brightened it with
flowers. All classes loved color and ornament. Priests and zealous
Zoroastrians affected white cotton clothing as a symbol of purity; generals
preferred red; kings distinguished themselves with red shoes, blue trousers,
and a headdress topped with an inflated ball or the head of a beast or a bird.
In Persia, as in all civilized societies, clothes made half the man, and
slightly more of the woman.

The typical educated Persian was Gallicanly impulsive, enthusiastic, and
mercurial; often indolent, but quickly alert; given to “mad and extravagant
talk ... rather crafty than courageous, and to be feared only at long range”>
—which was where they kept their enemies. The poor drank beer, but
nearly all classes, including the gods, preferred wine; the pious and thrifty
Persians poured it out in religious ritual, waited a reasonable time for the
gods to come and drink, then drank the sacred beverage themselves.?
Persian manners, in this Sasanian period, are described as coarser than in
the Achaemenid, more refined than in the Parthian;* but the narratives of
Procopius leave us with the impression that the Persians continued to be

better gentlemen than the Greeks.2 The ceremonies and diplomatic forms of
the Persian court were in large measure adopted by the Greek emperors; the
rival sovereigns addressed each other as “brother,” provided immunity and
safe-conducts for foreign diplomats, and exempted them from customs
searches and dues.® The conventions of European and American diplomacy
may be traced to the courts of the Persian kings.

“Most Persians,” Ammianus reported, ‘“are extravagantly given to
venery,” but he confesses that pederasty and prostitution were less frequent
among them than among the Greeks. Rabbi Gamaliel praised the Persians
for three qualities: “They are temperate in eating, modest in the privy and in
marital relations.”® Every influence was used to stimulate marriage and the
birth rate, in order that man power should suffice in war; in this aspect
Mars, not Venus, is the god of love. Religion enjoined marriage, celebrated



it with awesome rites, and taught that fertility strengthened Ormuzd, the
god of light, in his cosmic conflict with Ahriman, the Satan of the

Zoroastrian creed.? The head of the household practiced ancestor worship at
the family hearth, and sought offspring to ensure his own later cult and care;
if no son was born to him he adopted one. Parents generally arranged the
marriage of their children, often with the aid of a professional matrimonial
agent; but a woman might marry against the wishes of her parents. Dowries
and marriage settlements financed early marriage and parentage. Polygamy
was allowed, and was recommended where the first wife proved barren.
Adultery flourished.!? The husband might divorce his wife for infidelity, the
wife might divorce her husband for desertion and cruelty. Concubines were
permitted. Like the ancient Greek hetairai, these concubines were free to

move about in public, and to attend the banquets of the men;ll but legal

wives were usually kept in private apartments in the home;!2 this old
Persian custom was bequeathed to Islam. Persian women were
exceptionally beautiful, and perhaps men had to be guarded from them. In
the Shahnama of Firdausi it is the women who yearn and take the initiative
in courtship and seduction. Feminine charms overcame masculine laws.
Children were reared with the help of religious belief, which seems
indispensable to parental authority. They amused themselves with ball
games, athletics, and chess,13 and at an early age joined in their elders’
pastimes-archery, horse racing, polo, and the hunt. Every Sasanian found
music necessary to the operations of religion, love, and war; “music and the
songs of beautiful women,” said Firdausi, “accompanied the scene” at royal
banquets and receptions;M lyre, guitar, flute, pipe, horn, drum, and other
instruments abounded; tradition avers that Khosru Parvez’ favorite singer,
Barbad, composed 360 songs, and sang them to his royal patron, one each
night for a year.!2 In education, too, religion played a major part; primary
schools were situated on temple grounds, and were taught by priests. Higher
education in literature, medicine, science, and philosophy was provided in
the celebrated academy at Jund-i-Shapur in Susiana. The sons of feudal
chiefs and provincial satraps often lived near the king, and were instructed
with the princes of the royal family in a college attached to the court.®
Pahlavi, the Indo-European language of Parthian Persia, continued in use.
Of its literature in this age only some 600,000 words survive, nearly all



dealing with religion. We know that it was extensive;1 but as the priests
were its guardians and transmitters, they allowed most of the secular
material to perish. (A like process may have deluded us as to the
overwhelmingly religious character of early medieval literature in
Christendom.) The Sasanian kings were enlightened patrons of letters and
philosophy—Khosru Anushirvan above all: he had Plato and Aristotle
translated into Pahlavi, had them taught at Jund-i-Shapur, and even read
them himself. During his reign many historical annals were compiled, of
which the sole survivor is the Karnamaki-Artakhshatr, or Deeds of
Ardashir, a mixture of history and romance that served Firdausi as the basis
of his Shahnama. When Justinian closed the schools of Athens seven of
their professors fled to Persia and found refuge at Khosru’s court. In time
they grew homesick; and in his treaty of 533 with Justinian, the “barbarian”
king stipulated that the Greek sages should be allowed to return, and be free
from persecution.

Under this enlightened monarch the college of Jund-i-Shapur, which had
been founded in the fourth or fifth century, became “the greatest intellectual
center of the time.”# Students and teachers came to it from every quarter of
the world. Nestorian Christians were received there, and brought Syriac
translations of Greek works in medicine and philosophy. Neoplatonists
there planted the seeds of Sufi mysticism; there the medical lore of India,
Persia, Syria, and Greece mingled to produce a flourishing school of
therapy.l2 In Persian theory disease resulted from contamination and
impurity of one or more of the four elements—fire, water, earth, and air;
public health, said Persian physicians and priests, required the burning of all

putrefying matter, and individual health demanded strict obedience to the

Zoroastrian code of cleanliness.22

Of Persian astronomy in this period we only know that it maintained an
orderly calendar, divided the year into twelve months of thirty days, each
month into two seven-day and two eight-day weeks, and added five
intercalary days at the end of the year?l Astrology and magic were
universal; no important step was taken without reference to the status of the
constellations; and every earthly career, men believed, was determined by
the good and evil stars that fought in the sky—as angels and demons fought
in the human soul—the ancient war of Ormuzd and Ahriman.



The Zoroastrian religion was restored to authority and affluence by the
Sasanian dynasty; lands and tithes were assigned to the priests; government
was founded on religion, as in Europe. An archimagus, second only to the
king in power, headed an omnipresent hereditary priestly caste of Magi,
who controlled nearly all the intellectual life of Persia, frightened sinners
and rebels with threats of hell, and kept the Persian mind and masses in
bondage for four centuries.?2 Now and then they protected the citizen
against the taxgatherer, and the poor against oppression.?2 The Magian
organization was so rich that kings sometimes borrowed great sums from
the temple treasuries. Every important town had a fire temple, in which a
sacred flame, supposedly inextinguishable, symbolized the god of light.
Only a life of virtue and ritual cleanliness could save the soul from
Ahriman; in the battle against that devil it was vital to have the aid of the
Magi and their magic—thai divinations, incantations, sorceries, and
prayers. So helped, the soul would attain holiness and purity, pass the awful
assize of the Last Judgment, and enjoy everlasting happiness in paradise.

Around this official faith other religions found modest room. Mithras, the
sun god so popular with the Parthians, received a minor worship as chief
helper of Ormuzd. But the Zoroastrian priests, like the Christians, Moslems,
and Jews, made persistent apostasy from the national creed a capital crime.
When Mani (c¢. 216-76), claiming to be a fourth divine messenger in the
line of Buddha, Zoroaster, and Jesus, announced a religion of celibacy,
pacifism, and quietism, the militant and nationalistic Magi had him
crucified; and Manicheism had to seek its main success abroad. To Judaism
and Christianity, however, the Sasanian priests and kings were generally
tolerant, much as the popes were more lenient with Jews than with heretics.
A large number of Jews found asylum in the western provinces of the
Persian Empire. Christianity was already established there when the
Sasanians came to power; it was tolerated until it became the official faith
of Persia’s immemorial enemies, Greece and Rome; it was persecuted after
its clergy, as at Nisibis in 338, took an active part in the defense of
Byzantine territory against Shapur 11,2 and the Christians in Persia revealed

their natural hopes for a Byzantine victory.22 In 341 Shapur ordered the
massacre of all Christians in his Empire; entire villages of Christians were
being slaughtered when he restricted the proscription to priests, monks, and



nuns; even so 16,000 Christians died in a persecution that lasted till
Shapur’s death (379). Yezdegird 1 (399—420) restored religious freedom to
the Christians, and helped them rebuild their churches. In 422 a council of
Persian bishops made the Persian Christian Church independent of both
Greek and Roman Christianity.

Within the framework of religious worship and dispute, governmental
edicts and crises, civil and foreign wars, the people impatiently provided the
sinews of state and church, tilling the soil, pasturing flocks, practicing
handicrafts, arguing trade. Agriculture was made a religious duty: to clear
the wilderness, cultivate the earth, eradicate pests and weeds, reclaim waste
lands, harness the streams to irrigate the land—these heroic labors, the
people were told, ensured the final victory of Ormuzd over Ahriman. Much
spiritual solace was needed by the Persian peasant, for usually he toiled as
tenant for a feudal lord, and paid from a sixth to a third of his crops in taxes
and dues. About 540 the Persians took from India the art of making sugar
from the cane; the Greek Emperor Heraclius found a treasury of sugar in the
royal palace at Ctesiphon (627); the Arabs, conquering Persia fourteen years
later, soon learned to cultivate the plant, and introduced it into Egypt, Sicily,

Morocco, and Spain, whence it spread through Europe.2® Animal husbandry
was a Persian forte; Persian horses were second only to Arab steeds in
pedigree, spirit, beauty, and speed; every Persian loved a horse as Rustam
loved Rakush. The dog was so useful in guarding flocks and homes that the
Persians made him a sacred animal; and the Persian cat acquired distinction
universally.

Persian industry under the Sasanians developed from domestic to urban
forms. Guilds were numerous, and some towns had a revolutionary
proletariat.2Z Silk weaving was introduced from China; Sasanian silks were
sought for everywhere, and served as models for the textile art in
Byzantium, China, and Japan. Chinese merchants came to Iran to sell raw
silk and buy rugs, jewels, rouge; Armenians, Syrians, and Jews connected
Persia, Byzantium, and Rome in slow exchange. Good roads and bridges,
well patrolled, enabled state post and merchant caravans to link Ctesiphon
with all provinces; and harbors were built in the Persian Gulf to quicken
trade with India. Governmental regulations limited the price of corn,
medicines, and other necessaries, and prevented “corners” and



monopolies.2 We may judge the wealth of the upper classes by the story of
the baron who, having invited a thousand guests to dinner, and finding that

he had only 500 dinner services, was able to borrow 500 more from his

neighbors.2>

The feudal lords, living chiefly on their rural estates, organized the
exploitation of land and men, and raised regiments from their tenantry to
fight the nation’s wars. They trained themselves to battle by following the
chase with passion and bravery; they served as gallant cavalry officers, man
and animal armored as in later feudal Europe; but they fell short of the
Romans in disciplining their troops, or in applying the latest engineering
arts of siege and defense. Above them in social caste were the great
aristocrats who ruled the provinces as satraps, or headed departments of the
government. Administration must have been reasonably competent, for
though taxation was less severe than in the Roman Empire of East or West,
the Persian treasury was often richer than that of the emperors. Khosru
Parvez had $460,000,000 in his coffers in 626, and an annual income of

$170,000,0002%—enormous sums in terms of the purchasing power of
medieval silver and gold.

Law was created by the kings, their councilors, and the Magi, on the
basis of the old Avestan code; its interpretation and administration were left
to the priests. Ammianus, who fought the Persians, reckoned their judges as

“upright men of proved experience and legal learning.”2l In general,
Persians were known as men of their word. Oaths in court were surrounded
with all the aura of religion; violated oaths were punished severely in law,
and in hell by an endless shower of arrows, axes, and stones. Ordeals were
used to detect guilt: suspects were invited to walk over red-hot substances,
or go through fire, or eat poisoned food. Infanticide and abortion were
forbidden with heavy penalties; pederasty was punished with death; the
detected adulterer was banished; the adulteress lost her nose and ears.
Appeal could be made to higher courts, and sentences of death could be
carried out only after review and approval by the king.

The king attributed his power to the gods, presented himself as their
vicegerent, and emulated their superiority to their own decrees. He called
himself, when time permitted, “King of Kings, King of the Aryans and the

non-Aryans, Sovereign of the Universe, Descendant of the Gods”;32 Shapur



I added “Brother of the Sun and Moon, Companion of the Stars.”
Theoretically absolute, the Sasanian monarch usually acted with the advice
of his ministers, who composed a council of state. Masudi, the Moslem
historian, praised the “excellent administration of the” Sasanian ‘“kings,
their wellordered policy, their care for their subjects, and the prosperity of

their domains.”®® Said Khosru Anushirvan, according to Ibn Khaldun:
“Without army, no king; without revenues, no army; without taxes, no
revenue; without agriculture, no taxes; without just government, no
agriculture.”®* In normal times the monarchical office was hereditary, but
might be transmitted by the king to a younger son; in two instances the
supreme power was held by queens. When no direct heir was available, the
nobles and prelates chose a ruler, but their choice was restricted to members
of the royal family.

The life of the king was an exhausting round of obligations. He was
expected to take fearlessly to the hunt; he moved to it in a brocaded
pavilion drawn by ten camels royally dressed; seven camels carried his
throne, one hundred bore his minstrels. Ten thousand knights might
accompany him; but if we may credit the Sasanian rock reliefs he had at last
to mount a horse, face in the first person a stag, ibex, antelope, buftalo,
tiger, lion, or some other of the animals gathered in the king’s park or
“paradise.” Back in his palace, he confronted the chores of government
amid a thousand attendants and in a maze of officious ceremony. He had to
dress himself in robes heavy with jewelry, seat himself on a golden throne,
and wear a crown so burdensome that it had to be suspended an invisible
distance from his immovable head. So he received ambassadors and guests,
observed a thousand punctilios of protocol, passed judgment, received
appointments and reports. Those who approached him prostrated
themselves, kissed the ground, rose only at his bidding, and spoke to him
through a handkerchief held to their mouths, lest their breath infect or
profane the king. At night he retired to one of his wives or concubines, and
eugenically disseminated his superior seed.

II. SASANIAN ROYALTY



Sasan, in Persian tradition, was a priest of Persepolis; his son Papak was
a petty prince of Khur; Papak killed Gozihr, ruler of the province of Persis,
made himself king of the province, and bequeathed his power to his son
Shapur; Shapur died of a timely accident, and was succeeded by his brother
Ardashir. Artabanus V, last of the Arsacid or Parthian kings of Persia,
refused to recognize this new local dynasty; Ardashir overthrew Artabanus
in battle (224), and became King of Kings (226). He replaced the loose
feudal rule of the Arsacids with a strong royal power governing through a
centralized but spreading bureaucracy; won the support of the priestly caste
by restoring the Zoroastrian hierarchy and faith; and roused the pride of the
people by announcing that he would destroy Hellenistic influence in Persia,
avenge Darius II against the heirs of Alexander, and reconquer all the
territory once held by the Achaemenid kings. He almost kept his word. His
swift campaigns extended the boundaries of Persia to the Oxus in the
northeast, and to the Euphrates in the west. Dying (241), he placed the
crown on the head of his son Shapur, and bade him drive the Greeks and
Romans into the sea.
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Shapur or Sapor I (241-72) inherited all the vigor and craft of his father.
The rock reliefs represent him as a man of handsome and noble features;
but these reliefs were doubtless stylized compliments. He received a good
education, and loved learning; he was so charmed by the conversation of
the Sophist Eustathius, the Greek ambassador, that he thought of resigning
his throne and becoming a philosopher.2> Unlike his later namesake, he
gave full freedom to all religions, allowed Mani to preach at his court, and
declared that “Magi, Manicheans, Jews, Christians, and all men of whatever
religion should be left undisturbed” in his Empire.2¢ Continuing Ardashir’s
redaction of the Avesta, he persuaded the priests to include in this Persian
Bible secular works on metaphysics, astronomy, and medicine, mostly
borrowed from India and Greece. He was a liberal patron of the arts. He
was not as great a general as Shapur II or the two Khosrus, but he was the
ablest administrator in the long Sasanian line. He built a new capital at
Shapur, whose ruins still bear his name; and at Shushtar, on the Karun



River, he raised one of the major engineering works of antiquity—a dam of
granite blocks, forming a bridge 1710 feet long and 20 feet wide; the course
of the stream was temporarily changed to allow the construction; its bed
was solidly paved; and great sluice gates regulated the flow. Tradition says
that Shapur used Roman engineers and prisoners to design and build this

dam, which continued to function to our own century.2Z Turning reluctantly
to war, Shapur invaded Syria, reached Antioch, was defeated by a Roman
army, and made a peace (244) that restored to Rome all that he had taken.
Resenting Armenia’s co-operation with Rome, he entered that country and
established there a dynasty friendly to Persia (252). His right flank so
protected, he resumed the war with Rome, defeated and captured the
Emperor Valerian (260), sacked Antioch, and took thousands of prisoners to
forced labor in Iran. Odenathus, governor of Palmyra, joined forces with
Rome, and compelled Shapur again to resign himself to the Euphrates as the
Roman-Persian frontier.

His successors, from 272 to 302, were royal mediocrities. History makes
short shrift of Hormizd II (302-9), for he maintained prosperity and peace.
He went about repairing public buildings and private dwellings, especially
those of the poor, all at state expense. He established a new court of justice
devoted to hearing the complaints of the poor against the rich, and often
presided himself. We do not know if these strange habits precluded his son
from inheriting the throne; in any case, when Hormizd died, the nobles
imprisoned his son, and gave the throne to his unborn child, whom they
confidently hailed as Shapur II; and to make matters clear they crowned the
foetus by suspending the royal diadem over the mother’s womb.38

With this good start Shapur II entered upon the longest reign in Asiatic
history (309—79). From childhood he was trained for war; he hardened his
body and will, and at sixteen took the government and the field. Invading
eastern Arabia, he laid waste a score of villages, killed thousands of
captives, and led others into bondage by cords attached to their wounds. In
337 he renewed the war with Rome for mastery of the trade routes to the
Far East, and continued it, with pacific intervals, almost till his death. The
conversion of Rome and Armenia to Christianity gave the old struggle a
new intensity, as if the gods in Homeric frenzy had joined the fray. Through
forty years Shapur fought a long line of Roman emperors. Julian drove him



back to Ctesiphon, but retreated ingloriously; Jovian, outmaneuvered, was
forced to a peace (363) that yielded to Shapur the Roman provinces on the
Tigris, and all Armenia. When Shapur II died Persia was at the height of its
power and prestige, and a hundred thousand acres had been improved with
human blood.

In the next century war moved to the eastern frontier. About 425 a
Turanian people known to the Greeks as Ephthalites, and mistakenly called
“White Huns,” captured the region between the Oxus and the Jaxartes. The
Sasanian King Bahram V (420-38), named Gur—*‘the wild ass”—because
of his reckless hunting feats, fought them successfully; but after his death
they spread through fertility and war, and built an empire extending from
the Caspian to the Indus, with its capital at Gurgan and its chief city at
Balkh. They overcame and slew King Firuz (459-84), and forced King
Balas (484—8) to pay them tribute.

So threatened in the east, Persia was at the same time thrown into chaos
by the struggle of the monarchy to maintain its authority against the nobles
and the priests. Kavadh I (488-531) thought to weaken these enemies by
encouraging a communist movement which had made them the chief object
of its attack. About 490 Mazdak, a Zoroastrian priest, had proclaimed
himself God-sent to preach an old creed: that all men are born equal, that no
one has any natural right to possess more than another, that property and
marriage are human inventions and miserable mistakes, and that all goods
and all women should be the common property of all men. His enemies
claimed that he condoned theft, adultery, and incest as natural protests
against property and marriage, and as legitimate approximations to utopia.
The poor and some others heard him gladly, but Mazdak was probably
surprised to receive the approval of a king. His followers began to plunder
not only the homes but the harems of the rich, and to carry off for their own
uses the most illustrious and costly concubines. The outraged nobles
imprisoned Kavadh, and set his brother Djamasp upon the throne. After
three years in the “Castle of Oblivion” Kavadh escaped, and fled to the
Ephthalites. Eager to have a dependent as the ruler of Persia, they provided
him with an army, and helped him to take Ctesiphon. Djamasp abdicated,
the nobles fled to their estates, and Kavadh was again King of Kings (499).
Having made his power secure, he turned upon the communists, and put



Mazdak and thousands of his followers to death.>> Perhaps the movement
had raised the status of labor, for the decrees of the council of state were
henceforth signed not only by princes and prelates, but also by the heads of
the major guilds.* Kavadh ruled for another generation; fought with
success against his friends the Ephthalites, inconclusively with Rome; and
dying, left the throne to his second son Khosru, the greatest of Sasanian
kings.

Khosru T (“Fair Glory,” 531-79) was called Chosroes by the Greeks,
Kisra by the Arabs; the Persians added the cognomen Anushirvan
(“Immortal Soul”). When his older brothers conspired to depose him, he put
all his brothers to death, and all their sons but one. His subjects called him
“the Just”; and perhaps he merited the title if we separate justice from
mercy. Procopius described him as “a past master at feigning piety” and
breaking his word;* but Procopius was of the enemy. The Persian historian
al-Tabari praised Khosru’s “penetration, knowledge, intelligence, courage,
and prudence,” and put into his mouth an inaugural speech well invented if

not true.*2 He completely reorganized the government; chose his aides for
ability regardless of rank; and raised his son’s tutor, Buzurgmihr, to be a
celebrated vizier. He replaced untrained feudal levies with a standing army
disciplined and competent. He established a more equitable system of
taxation, and consolidated Persian law. He built dams and canals to improve
the water supply of the cities and the irrigation of farms; he reclaimed waste
lands by giving their cultivators cattle, implements, and seed; he promoted
commerce by the construction, repair, and protection of bridges and roads;
he devoted his great energy zealously to the service of his people and the
state. He encouraged—compelled—marriage on the ground that Persia
needed more population to man its fields and frontiers. He persuaded
bachelors to marry by dowering the wives, and educating their children,
with state funds.?* He maintained and educated orphans and poor children
at the public expense. He punished apostasy with death, but tolerated
Christianity, even in his harem. He gathered about him philosophers,
physicians, and scholars from India and Greece, and delighted to discuss
with them the problems of life, government, and death. One discussion
turned on the question, “What is the greatest misery?” A Greek philosopher
answered, “An impoverished and imbecile old age”; a Hindu replied, “A



harassed mind in a diseased body”; Khosru’s vizier won the dutiful acclaim
of all by saying, “For my part I think the extreme misery is for a man to see

the end of life approaching without having practiced virtue.”** Khosru
supported literature, science, and scholarship with substantial subsidies, and
financed many translations and histories; in his reign the university at Jund-
i-Shapur reached its apogee. He so guarded the safety of foreigners that his
court was always crowded with distinguished visitors from abroad.

On his accession he proclaimed his desire for peace with Rome.
Justinian, having designs on Africa and Italy, agreed; and in 532 the two
“brothers” signed “an eternal peace.” When Africa and Italy fell, Khosru
humorously asked for a share of the spoils on the ground that Byzantium
could not have won had not Persia made peace; Justinian sent him costly
gifts.# In 539 Khosru declared war on “Rome,” alleging that Justinian had
violated the terms of their treaty; Procopius confirms the charge; probably
Khosru thought it wise to attack while Justinian’s armies were still busy in
the West, instead of waiting for a victorious and strengthened Byzantium to
turn all its forces against Persia; furthermore, it seemed to Khosru manifest
destiny that Persia should have the gold mines of Trebizond and an outlet
on the Black Sea. He marched into Syria, besieged Hierapolis, Apamea, and
Aleppo, spared them for rich ransoms, and soon stood before Antioch. The
reckless population, from the battlements, greeted him not merely with
arrows and catapult missiles, but with the obscene sarcasm for which i1t had

earned an international reputation.*® The enraged monarch took the city by
storm, looted its treasures, burned down all its buildings except the
cathedral, massacred part of the population, and sent the remainder away to
people a new “Antioch” in Persia. Then he bathed with delight in that
Mediterranean which had once been Persia’s western frontier. Justinian
dispatched Belisarius to the rescue, but Khosru leisurely crossed the
Euphrates with his spoils, and the cautious general did not pursue him
(541). The inconclusiveness of the wars between Persia and Rome was
doubtless affected by the difficulty of maintaining an occupation force on
the enemy’s side of the Syrian desert or the Taurus range; modern
improvements in transport and communication have permitted greater wars.
In three further invasions of Roman Asia Khosru made rapid marches and
sieges, took ransoms and captives, ravaged the countryside, and peaceably



retired (542-3). In 545 Justinian paid him 2000 pounds of gold ($840,000)
for a five-year truce, and on its expiration 2600 pounds for a five-year
extension. Finally (562), after a generation of war, the aging monarchs
pledged themselves to peace for fifty years; Justinian agreed to pay Persia
annually 30,000 pieces of gold ($7,500,000), and Khosru renounced his
claims to disputed territories in the Caucasus and on the Black Sea.

But Khosru was not through with war. About 570, at the request of the
Himyarites of southwest Arabia, he sent an army to free them from their
Abyssinian conquerors; when the liberation was accomplished the
Himyarites found that they were now a Persian province. Justinian had
made an alliance with Abyssinia; his successor Justin II considered the
Persian expulsion of the Abyssinians from Arabia an unfriendly act;
moreover, the Turks on Persia’s eastern border secretly agreed to join in an
attaack upon Khosru; Justin declared war (572). Despite his age, Khosru
took the field in person, and captured the Roman frontier town of Dara; but
his health failed him, he suffered his first defeat (578), and retired to
Ctesiphon, where he died in 579, at an uncertain age. In forty-eight years of
rule he had won all his wars and battles except one; had extended his
empire on every side; had made Persia stronger than ever since Darius I;
and had given it so competent a system of administration that when the
Arabs conquered Persia they adopted that system practically without
change. Almost contemporary with Justinian, he was rated by the common
consent of their contemporaries as the greater king; and the Persians of
every later generation counted him the strongest and ablest monarch in their
history.

His son Hormizd IV (579-89) was overthrown by a general, Bahram
Cobin, who made himself regent for Hormizd’s son Khosru II (589), and a
year later made himself king. When Khosru came of age he demanded the
throne; Bahram refused; Khosru fled to Hierapolis in Roman Syria; the
Greek Emperor Maurice offered to restore him to power if Persia would
withdraw from Armenia; Khosru agreed, and Ctesiphon had the rare
experience of seeing a Roman army install a Persian king (596).

Khosru Parvez (“Victorious™) rose to greater heights of power than any
Persian since Xerxes, and prepared his empire’s fall. When Phocas
murdered and replaced Maurice, Parvez declared war on the usurper (603)
as an act of vengeance for his friend; in effect the ancient contest was



renewed. Byzantium being torn by sedition and faction, the Persian armies
took Dara, Amida, Edessa, Hierapolis, Aleppo, Apamea, Damascus (605—
13). Inflamed with success, Parvez proclaimed a holy war against the
Christians; 26,000 Jews joined his army; in 614 his combined forces sacked

Jerusalem, and massacred 90,000 Christians. Many Christian churches,
including that of the Holy Sepulcher, were burned to the ground; and the
True Cross, the most cherished of all Christian relics, was carried off to
Persia. To Heraclius, the new Emperor, Parvez sent a theological inquiry:
“Khosru, greatest of gods and master of the whole earth, to Heraclius, his
vile and insensate slave: You say that you trust in your god. Why, then, has
he not delivered Jerusalem out of my hands?”#® In 616 a Persian army
captured Alexandria; by 619 all Egypt, as not since Darius II, belonged to
the King of Kings. Meanwhile another Persian army overran Asia Minor
and captured Chalcedon (617); for ten years the Persians held that city,
separated from Constantinople only by the narrow Bosporus. During that
decade Parvez demolished churches, transported their art and wealth to
Persia, and taxed Western Asia into a destitution that left it resourceless
against an Arab conquest now only a generation away.

Khosru turned over the conduct of the war to his generals, retired to his
luxurious palace at Dastagird (some sixty miles north of Ctesiphon), and
gave himself to art and love. He assembled architects, sculptors, and
painters to make his new capital outshine the old, and to carve likenesses of
Shirin, the fairest and most loved of his 3000 wives. The Persians
complained that she was a Christian; some alleged that she had converted
the King; in any case, amid his holy war, he allowed her to build many
churches and monasteries. But Persia, prospering with spoils and a
replenished slave supply, could forgive its king his self-indulgence, his art,
even his toleration. It hailed his victories as the final triumph of Persia over
Greece and Rome, of Ormuzd over Christ. Alexander at last was answered,
and Marathon, Salamis, Plataea, and Arbela were avenged.

Nothing remained of the Byzantine Empire except a few Asiatic ports,
some fragments of Italy, Africa, and Greece, an unbeaten navy, and a
besieged capital frenzied with terror and despair. Heraclius took ten years to
build a new army and state out of the ruins; then, instead of attempting a
costly crossing at Chalcedon, he sailed into the Black Sea, crossed Armenia,



and attacked Persia in the rear. As Khosru had desecrated Jerusalem, so now
Heraclius destroyed Clorumia, birthplace of Zoroaster, and put out its
sacred inextinguishable light (624). Khosru sent army after army against
him; they were all defeated; and as the Greeks advanced Khosru fled to
Ctesiphon. His generals, smarting under his insults, joined the nobles in
deposing him. He was imprisoned, and fed on bread and water; eighteen of
his sons were slain before his eyes; finally another son, Sheroye, put him to
death (628).

III. SASANIAN ART

Of the wealth and splendor of the Shapurs, the Kavadhs, and the Khosrus
nothing survives but the ruins of Sasanian art; enough, however, to heighten
our wonder at the persistence and adaptability of Persian art from Darius
the Great and Persepolis to Shah Abbas the Great and Isfahan.

Extant Sasanian architecture is entirely secular; the fire temples have

disappeared, and only royal palaces remain; and these are “gigantic

skeletons,”® with their ornamental stucco facing long since fallen away.

The oldest of these ruins is the so-called palace of Ardashir I at Firuzabad,
southeast of Shiraz. No one knows its date; guesses range from 340 B.C to
AD. 460. After fifteen centuries of heat and cold, theft and war, the
enormous dome still covers a hall one hundred feet high and fifty-five wide.
A portal arch eighty-nine feet high and forty-two wide divided a fagcade 170
feet long; this fagade crumbled in our time. From the rectangular central
hall squinch arches led up to a circular dome.* By an unusual and
interesting arrangement, the pressure of the dome was borne by a double
hollow wall, whose inner and outer frames were spanned by a barrel vault;
and to this reinforcement of inner by outer wall were added external
buttresses of attached pilasters of heavy stones. Here was an architecture
quite different from the classic columnar style of Persepolis—crude and
clumsy, but using forms that would come to perfection in the St. Sophia of
Justinian.

Not far away, at Sarvistan, stands a similar ruin of like uncertain date: a
facade of three arches, a great central hall and side rooms, covered by ovoid
domes, barrel vaults, and semicupolas serving as buttresses; from these half



domes, by removing all but their sustaining framework, the “flying” or

skeletal buttress of Gothic architecture may have evolved.2l Northwest of
Susa another ruined palace, the Ivan-i-Kharka, shows the oldest known
example of the transverse vault, formed with diagonal ribs.22 But the most
impressive of Sasanian relics—which frightened the conquering Arabs by
its mass—was the royal palace of Ctesiphon, named by the Arabs Tag-i-
Kisra, or Arch of Khosru (I). It may be the building described by a Greek
historian of A.D. 638, who tells how Justinian “provided Greek marble for
Chosroes, and skilled artisans who built for him a palace in the Roman

style, not far from Ctesiphon.”?2 The north wing collapsed in 1888; the
dome is gone; three immense walls rise to a height of one hundred and five
feet, with a facade horizontally divided into five tiers of blind arcades. A
lofty central arch—the highest (eighty-five feet) and widest (seventy-two
feet) elliptical arch known—opened upon a hall one hundred and fifteen by
seventy-five feet; the Sasanian kings relished room. These ruined fagades
imitate the less elegant of Roman front elevations, like the Theater of
Marcellus; they are more impressive than beautiful; but we cannot judge
past beauty by present ruins.

The most attractive of Sasanian remains are not the gutted palaces of
crumbling sun-baked brick, but rock reliefs carved into Persia’s
mountainsides. These gigantic figures are lineal descendants of the
Achaemenid cliff reliefs, and are in some cases juxtaposed with them, as if
to emphasize the continuity of Persian power, and the equality of Sasanian
with Achaemenid kings. The oldest of the Sasanian sculptures shows
Ardashir trampling upon a fallen foe—presumably the last of the Arsacids.
Finer are those at Nagsh-i-Rustam, near Persepolis, celebrating Ardashir,
Shapur I, and Bahram II; the kings are drawn as dominating figures, but,
like most kings and men, they find it hard to rival the grace and symmetry
of the animals. Similar reliefs at Nagsh-i-Redjeb and at Shapur present
powerful stone portraits of Shapur I and Bahram I and II. At Tag-i-Bustan
—*“Arch of the Garden”—near Kermanshah, two column-supported arches
are deeply cut into the cliff; reliefs on the inner and outer faces of the arches
show Shapur II and Khosru Parvez at the hunt; the stone comes alive with
fat elephants and wild pigs; the foliage is carefully done, and the capitals of
the columns are handsomely carved. There is in these sculptures no Greek



grace of movement or smoothness of line, no keen individualization, no
sense of perspective, and little modeling; but in dignity and majesty, in
masculine vitality and power, they bear comparison with most of the arch
reliefs of imperial Rome.

Apparently these carvings were colored; so were many features of the
palaces; but only traces of such painting remain. The literature, however,
makes it clear that the art of painting flourished in Sasanian times; the
prophet Mani is reported to have founded a school of painting; Firdausi
speaks of Persian magnates adorning their mansions with pictures of Iranian

heroes;>* and the poet al-Buhturi (d. 897) describes the murals in the palace

at Ctesiphon.22 When a Sasanian king died, the best painter of the time was
called upon to make a portrait of him for a collection kept in the royal
treasury.ﬁ

Painting, sculpture, pottery, and other forms of decoration shared their
designs with Sasanian textile art. Silks, embroideries, brocades, damasks,
tapestries, chair covers, canopies, tents, and rugs were woven with servile
patience and masterly skill, and were dyed in warm tints of yellow, blue,
and green. Every Persian but the peasant and the priest aspired to dress
above his class; presents often took the form of sumptuous garments; and
great colorful carpets had been an appanage of wealth in the East since
Assyrian days. The two dozen Sasanian textiles that escaped the teeth of

time are the most highly valued fabrics in existence.2! Even in their own
day Sasanian textiles were admired and imitated from Egypt to Japan; and
during the Crusades these pagan products were favored for clothing the
relics of Christian saints. When Heraclius captured the palace of Khosru
Parvez at Dastagird, delicate embroideries and an immense rug were among
his most precious spoils.?® Famous was the “winter carpet” of Khosru
Anushirvan, designed to make him forget winter in its spring and summer
scenes: flowers and fruits made of inwoven rubies and diamonds grew, in
this carpet, beside walks of silver and brooks of pearls traced on a ground of
gold.22 Harun al-Rashid prided himself on a spacious Sasanian rug thickly
studded with jewelry.2? Persians wrote love poems about their rugs.&!

Of Sasanian pottery little remains except pieces of utilitarian intent. Yet
the ceramic art was highly developed in Achaemenid times, and must have
had some continuance under the Sasanians to reach such perfection in



Mohammedan Iran. Ernest Fenellosa thought that Persia might be the center

from which the art of enamel spread even to the Far East;%? and art
historians debate whether Sasanian Persia or Syria or Byzantium originated
lusterware and cloisonné.*® Sasanian metalworkers made ewers, jugs,
bowls, and cups as if for a giant race; turned them on lathes; incised them
with graver or chisel, or hammered out a design in repoussé from the
obverse side; and used gay animal forms, ranging from cock to lion, as
handles and spouts. The famous glass “Cup of Khosru” in the Bibliotheque
Nationale at Paris has medallions of crystal glass inserted into a network of
beaten gold; tradition reckons this among the gifts sent by Harun to
Charlemagne. The Goths may have learned this art of inlay from Persia, and
may have brought it to the West.*

The silversmiths made costly plate, and helped the goldsmiths to adorn
lords, ladies, and commoners with jewelry. Several Sasanian silver dishes
survive—in the British Museum, the Leningrad Hermitage, the
Bibliothéque Nationale, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art; always with
kings or nobles at the hunt, and animals more fondly and successfully
drawn than men. Sasanian coins sometimes rivaled Rome’s in beauty, as in

the issues of Shapur 1.9 Even Sasanian books could be works of art;
tradition tells how gold and silver trickled from the bindings when Mani’s
books were publicly burned.®® Precious materials were also used in
Sasanian furniture: Khosru I had a gold table inlaid with costly stones; and

Khosru II sent to his savior, the Emperor Maurice, an amber table five feet

in diameter, supported on golden feet and encrusted with gems.

All in all, Sasanian art reveals a laborious recovery after four centuries of
Parthian decline. If we may diffidently judge from its remains, it does not
equal the Achaemenid in nobility or grandeur, nor the Islamic Persian in
inventiveness, delicacy, and taste; but it preserved much of the old virility
in its reliefs, and fore-shadowed something of the later exuberance in its
decorative themes. It welcomed new ideas and styles, and Khosru I had the
good sense to import Greek artists and engineers while defeating Greek
generals. Repaying its debt, Sasanian art exported its forms and motives
eastward into India, Turkestan, and China, westward into Syria, Asia Minor,
Constantinople, the Balkans, Egypt, and Spain. Probably its influence
helped to change the emphasis in Greek art from classic representation to



Byzantine ornament, and in Latin Christian art from wooden ceilings to
brick or stone vaults and domes and buttressed walls. The great portals and
cupolas of Sasanian architecture passed down into Moslem mosques and
Mogul palaces and shrines. Nothing is lost in history: sooner or later every
creative idea finds opportunity and development, and adds its color to the
flame of life.

IV. THE ARAB CONQUEST

Having killed and succeeded his father, Sheroye—crowned as Kavadh II
—made peace with Heraclius; surrendered Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Asia
Minor, and western Mesopotamia; returned to their countries the captives
taken by Persia; and restored to Jerusalem the remains of the True Cross.
Heraclius reasonably rejoiced over so thorough a triumph; he did not
observe that on the very day in 629 when he replaced the True Cross in its
shrine a band of Arabs attacked a Greek garrison near the River Jordan. In
that same year pestilence broke out in Persia; thousands died of it, including
the King. His son Ardashir III, aged seven, was proclaimed ruler; a general,
Shahr-Baraz, killed the boy and usurped the throne; his own soldiers killed
Shahr-Baraz, and dragged his corpse through the streets of Ctesiphon,
shouting, “Whoever, not being of royal blood, seats himself upon the throne
of Persia, will share this fate”; the populace is always more royalist than the
king. Anarchy now swept through a realm exhausted by twenty-six years of
war. Social disintegration climaxed a moral decay that had come with the
riches of victory.?8 In four years nine rulers contested the throne, and
disappeared through assassination, or flight, or an abnormally natural death.
Provinces, even cities, declared their independence of a central government

no longer able to rule. In 634 the crown was given to Yezdegird III, scion of

the house of Sasan, and son of a Negress.®?

In 632 Mohammed died after founding a new Arab state. His second
successor, the Caliph Omar, received in 634 a letter from Muthanna, his
general in Syria, informing him that Persia was in chaos and ripe for
conquest.’’ Omar assigned the task to his most brilliant commander,
Khalid. With an army of Bedouin Arabs inured to conflict and hungry for
spoils, Khalid marched along the south shore of the Persian Gulf, and sent a



characteristic message to Hormizd, governor of the frontier province:
“Accept Islam, and thou art safe; else pay tribute. ... A people is already

upon thee, loving death even as thou lovest life.”Z Hormizd challenged him
to single combat; Khalid accepted, and slew him. Overcoming all
resistance, the Moslems reached the Euphrates; Khalid was recalled to save
an Arab army elsewhere; Muthanna replaced him, and, with reinforcements,
crossed the river on a bridge of boats. Yezdegird, still a youth of twenty-
two, gave the supreme command to Rustam, governor of Khurasan, and
bade him raise a limitless force to save the state. The Persians met the Arabs
in the Battle of the Bridge, defeated them, and pursued them recklessly;
Muthanna re-formed his columns, and at the Battle of El-Bowayb destroyed
the disordered Persian forces almost to a man (624). Moslem losses were
heavy; Muthanna died of his wounds; but the Caliph sent an abler general,
Saad, and a new army of 30,000 men. Yezdegird replied by arming 120,000
Persians. Rustam led them across the Euphrates to Kadisiya, and there
through four bloody days was fought one of the decisive battles of Asiatic
history. On the fourth day a sandstorm blew into the faces of the Persians;
the Arabs seized the opportunity, and overwhelmed their blinded enemies.
Rustam was killed, and his army dispersed (636). Saad led his unresisted
troops to the Tigris, crossed it, and entered Ctesiphon.

The simple and hardy Arabs gazed in wonder at the royal palace, its
mighty arch and marble hall, its enormous carpets and jeweled throne. For
ten days they labored to carry off their spoils. Perhaps because of these
impediments, Omar forbade Saad to advance farther east; “Iraq,” he said,
“is enough.”?% Saad complied, and spent the next three years establishing
Arab rule throughout Mesopotamia. Meanwhile Yezdegird, in his northern
provinces, raised another army, 150,000 strong; Omar sent against him
30,000 men; at Nahavand superior tactics won the “Victory of Victories™ for
the Arabs; 100,000 Persians, caught in narrow defiles, were massacred
(641). Soon all Persia was in Arab hands. Yezdegird fled to Balkh, begged
aid of China and was refused, begged aid of the Turks and was given a
small force; but as he started out on his new campaign some Turkish
soldiers murdered him for his jewelry (652). Sasanian Persia had come to
an end.
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CHAPTER VIII
Mohammed

570-632

I. ARABIA*

IN the year 565 Justinian died, master of a great empire. Five years later

Mohammed was born into a poor family in a country three quarters desert,
sparsely peopled by nomad tribes whose total wealth could hardly have
furnished the sanctuary of St. Sophia. No one in those years would have
dreamed that within a century these nomads would conquer half of
Byzantine Asia, all Persia and Egypt, most of North Africa, and be on their
way to Spain. The explosion of the Arabian peninsula into the conquest and
conversion of half the Mediterranean world is the most extraordinary
phenomenon in medieval history.

Arabia is the largest of all peninsulas: 1400 miles in its greatest length,
1250 1in its greatest width. Geologically it is a continuation of the Sahara,
part of the sandy belt that runs up through Persia to the Gobi Desert. Arab
means arid. Physically Arabia is a vast plateau, rising precipitously to
12,000 feet within thirty miles of the Red Sea, and sloping through
mountainous wastelands eastward to the Persian Gulf. In the center are
some grassy oases and palm-studded villages, where water can be reached
by shallow wells; around this nucleus the sands stretch in every direction
for hundreds of miles. Snow falls there once in forty years; the nights cool
down to 38 degrees Fahrenheit; the daily sun burns the face and boils the
blood; and the sand-laden air necessitates long robes and head-bands to
guard flesh and hair. The skies are almost always clear, the air “like
sparkling wine.”! Along the coasts an occasional torrent of rain brings the
possibility of civilization: most of all on the western littoral, in the Hejaz
district with the cities of Mecca and Medina; and southwest in the district of
Yemen, the home of the ancient kingdoms of Arabia.



A Babylonian inscription of approximately 2400 B.C. records the defeat
of a king of Magan by the Babylonian ruler Naram-Sin. Magan was the
capital of a Minaean kingdom in southwest Arabia; twenty-five of its later
kings are known from Arabian inscriptions that go back to 800 B.C. An
inscription tentatively ascribed to 2300 B.Cc. mentions another Arabian
kingdom, Saba, in Yemen; from Saba or its North Arabian colonies, it is
now agreed, the Queen of Sheba “went up” to Solomon about 950 B.Cc. The
Sabaean kings made their capital at Marib, fought the usual wars of
“defense,” built great irrigation works like the Marib dams (whose ruins are
still visible), raised gigantic castles and temples, subsidized religion

handsomely, and used it as an instrument of rule.? Their inscriptions—
probably not older than 900 B.c.—are beautifully carved in an alphabetical
script. The Sabaeans produced the frankincense and myrrh that played so
prominent a role in Asiatic and Egyptian rituals; they controlled the sea
trade between India and Egypt, and the south end of the caravan route that
led through Mecca and Medina to Petra and Jerusalem. About 115 B.C.
another petty kingdom of southwest Arabia, the Himyarite, conquered Saba,
and thereafter controlled Arabian trade for several centuries. In 25 B.C.
Augustus, irked by Arabian control of Egyptian-Indian commerce, sent an
army under Aelius Gallus to capture Marib; the legions were misled by
native guides, were decimated by heat and disease, and failed in their
mission; but another Roman army captured the Arab port of Adana (Aden),
and gave control of the Egypt-India route to Rome. (Britain repeated this
procedure in our time.)

In the second century before Christ some Himyarites crossed the Red
Sea, colonized Abyssinia, and gave the indigenous Negro population a
Semitic culture and considerable Semitic blood.* The Abyssinians received
Christianity, crafts, and arts from Egypt and Byzantium; their merchant
vessels sailed as far as India and Ceylon; and seven little kingdoms
acknowledged the Negus as their sovereign.f Meanwhile in Arabia many
Himyarites followed the lead of their king Dhu-Nuwas and accepted
Judaism. With a convert’s zeal, Dhu-Nuwas persecuted the Christians of
southwest Arabia; they called to their coreligionists to rescue them; the
Abyssinians came, conquered the Himyarite kings (A.D. 522), and replaced
them with an Abyssinian dynasty. Justinian allied himself with this new



state; Persia countered by taking up the cause of the deposed Himyarites,
driving out the Abyssinians, and setting up in Yemen (575) a Persian rule
that ended some sixty years later with the Moslem conquest of Persia.

In the north some minor Arab kingdoms flourished briefly. The sheiks of
the Ghassanid tribe ruled northwestern Arabia and Palmyrene Syria from
the third to the seventh century as phylarchs, or client kings, of Byzantium.
During the same period the Lakhmid kings established at Hira, near
Babylon, a semi-Persian court and culture famous for its music and poetry.
Long before Mohammed the Arabs had expanded into Syria and Iraq.

Aside from these petty kingdoms of south and north, and to a large extent
within them, the political organization of pre-Islamic Arabia was a primitive
kinship structure of families united in clans and tribes. Tribes were named
from a supposed common ancestor; so the banu-Ghassan thought
themselves the “children of Ghassan.” Arabia as a political unit, before
Mohammed, existed only in the careless nomenclature of the Greeks, who
called all the population of the peninsula Sarakenoi, Saracens, apparently
from the Arabic sharqiyun, “Easterners.” Difficulties of communication
compelled local or tribal self-sufficiency and particularism. The Arab felt
no duty or loyalty to any group larger than his tribe, but the intensity of his
devotion varied inversely as its extent; for his tribe he would do with a clear
conscience what civilized people do only for their country, religion, or
“race”—i.e., lie, steal, kill, and die. Each tribe or clan was loosely ruled by
a sheik chosen by its leaders from a family traditionally prominent through
wealth or wisdom or war.

In the villages men coaxed some grains and vegetables from the
unwilling soil, raised a few cattle, and bred some fine horses; but they
found it more profitable to cultivate orchards of dates, peaches, apricots,
pomegranates, lemons, oranges, bananas, and figs; some nursed aromatic
plants like frankincense, thyme, jasmine, and lavender; some pressed itr or
attar from highland roses; some cupped trees to draw myrrh or balsam from
the trunks. Possibly a twelfth of the population lived in cities on or near the
west coast. Here was a succession of harbors and markets for Red Sea
commerce, while farther inland lay the great caravan routes to Syria. We

hear of Arabian trade with Egypt as far back as 2743 B.C.;> probably as
ancient was the trade with India. Annual fairs called merchants now to one



town, now to another; the great annual fair at Ukaz, near Mecca, brought
together hundreds of merchants, actors, preachers, gamblers, poets, and
prostitutes.

Five sixths of the population were nomad Bedouins, herdsmen who
moved with their flocks from one pastureland to another according to
season and the winter rains. The Bedouin loved horses, but in the desert the
camel was his greatest friend. It pitched and rolled with undulant dignity,
and made only eight miles an hour; but it could go without water five days
in summer and twenty-five in winter; its udders gave milk, its urine
provided hair tonic,* its dung could be burned for fuel; when it died it made
tender meat, and its hair and hide made clothing and tents. With such varied
sustenance the Bedouin could face the desert, as patient and enduring as his
camel, as sensitive and spirited as his horse. Short and thin, well-knit and
strong, he could live day after day on a few dates and a little milk; and from
dates he made the wine that raised him out of the dust into romance. He
varied the routine of his life with love and feud, and was as quick as a
Spaniard (who inherited his blood) to avenge insult and injury, not only for
himself but for his clan. A good part of his life was spent in tribal war; and
when he conquered Syria, Persia, Egypt, and Spain, it was but an exuberant
expansion of his plundering razzias or raids. Certain periods in the year he
conceded to the “holy truce,” for religious pilgrimage or for trade;
otherwise, he felt, the desert was his; whoever crossed it, except in that
time, or without paying him tribute, was an interloper; to rob such
trespassers was an unusually straightforward form of taxation. He despised
the city because it meant law and trade; he loved the merciless desert
because it left him free. Kindly and murderous, generous and avaricious,
dishonest and faithful, cautious and brave, the Bedouin, however poor,
fronted the world with dignity and pride, vain of the purity of his inbred
blood, and fond of adding his lineage to his name.

On one point above all he brooked no argument, and that was the
incomparable beauty of his women. It was a dark, fierce, consuming beauty,
worth a million odes, but brief with the tragic hasty fading of hot climes.
Before Mohammed—and after him only slightly less so—the career of the
Arab woman passed from a moment’s idolatry to a lifetime of drudgery. She

might be buried at birth if the father so willed;2 at best he mourned her



coming and hid his face from his fellows; somehow his best efforts had
failed. Her winsome childhood earned a few years of love; but at seven or
eight she was married off to any youth of the clan whose father would offer
the purchase price for the bride. Her lover and husband would fight the
world to defend her person or honor; some of the seeds and fustian of
chivalry went with these passionate lovers to Spain. But the goddess was
also a chattel; she formed part of the estate of her father, her husband, or her
son, and was bequeathed with it; she was always the servant, rarely the
comrade, of the man. He demanded many children of her, or rather many
sons; her duty was to produce warriors. She was, in many cases, but one of
his many wives. He could dismiss her at any time at will.

Nevertheless her mysterious charms rivaled battle as a theme and
stimulus for his verse. The pre-Moslem Arab was usually illiterate, but he
loved poetry only next to horses, women, and wine. He had no scientists or
historians, but he had a heady passion for eloquence, for fine and correct
speech, and intricately patterned verse. His language was closely kin to the
Hebrew; complex in inflexions, rich in vocabulary, precise in
differentiations, expressing now every nuance of poetry, later every subtlety
of philosophy. The Arabs took pride in the antiquity and fullness of their
language, loved to roll its mellifluous syllables in oratorical flourishes on
tongue or pen, and listened with tense ecstasy to the poets who, in villages
and cities, in desert camps or at the fairs, recalled to them, in running
meters and endless rhymes, the loves and wars of their heroes, tribes, or
kings. The poet was to the Arabs their historian, genealogist, satirist,
moralist, newspaper, oracle, call to battle; and when a poet won a prize at
one of the many poetry contests, his whole tribe felt honored, and rejoiced.
Every year, at the Ukaz fair, the greatest of these contests was held; almost
daily for a month the clans competed through their poets; there were no
judges but the eagerly or scornfully listening multitudes; the winning poems
were written down in brilliantly illuminated characters, were therefore
called the Golden Songs, and were preserved like heirlooms in the
treasuries of princes and kings. The Arabs called them also Muallagat, or
Suspended, because legend said that the prize poems, inscribed upon
Egyptian silk in letters of gold, were hung on the walls of the Kaaba in
Mecca.



Seven such Muallagat, dating from the sixth century, survive from those
pre-Islamic days. Their form is the gasida, a narrative ode, in elaborately
complex meter and rhyme, usually of love or war. In one of them, by the
poet Labid, a soldier returns from his campaigns to the village and home
where he had left his wife; he finds his cottage empty, his wife gone off
with another man; Labid describes the scene with Goldsmith’s tenderness,

and with greater eloquence and force.® In another the Arab women prod
their men to battle:

Courage! courage! defenders of women! Smite with the edge of your swords! ... We
are the daughters of the morning star; soft are the carpets we tread beneath our feet; our
necks are adorned with pearls; our tresses are perfumed with musk. The brave who
confront the foe we will clasp to our bosoms, but the dastards who flee we will spurn;

not for them our embraces!z

Unabashedly sensual is an ode by Imru’lqais:

Fair too was that other, she the veil-hidden one, howdahed how close, how guarded! Yet
did she welcome me.

Passed I twixt her tent-ropes—what though her near-of-kin lay in the dark to slay me,
blood-shedders all of them.

Came [ at the mid-night, hour when the Pleiades showed as the links of seed-pearls
binding the sky’s girdle.

Stealing in, I stood there. She had cast off from her every robe but one robe, all but her
night-garment.

Tenderly she scolded: What is this stratagem? Speak, on thine oath, thou mad one. Stark
is thy lunacy.

Passed we out together, while she drew after us on our twin track, to hide it, wise, her
embroideries,

Fled beyond the camp-fires. There in security dark in the sand we lay down far from the
prying eyes.

By her plaits I wooed her, drew her face near to me, won to her waist how frail-lined,
hers of the ankle-rings.

Fair-faced she—no redness—noble of countenance, smooth as of glass her bosom, bare

with its necklaces.



Thus are pearls yet virgin, seen through the dark water, clear in the sea-depths
gleaming, pure, inaccessible.

Coyly she withdraws her, shows us a cheek, a lip, she a gazelle of Wujra; ....

Roe-like her throat slender, white as an ariel’s, sleek to thy lips uplifted—pearls are its
ornament.

On her shoulders fallen thick lie the locks of her, dark as the date-clusters hung from the
palm-branches.....

Slim her waist—a well-cord scarce has its slenderness. Smooth are her legs as reed-
stems stripped at a water-head.

The morn through she sleepeth, muck-stream in indolence, hardly at noon hath risen,
girded her day dresses.

Soft her touch—her fingers fluted as water-worms, sleek as the snakes of Thobya,
tooth-sticks of Ishali.

Lighteneth she night’s darkness, ay, as an evening lamp hung for a sign of guidance
lone on a hermitage.§

The pre-Islamic poets sang their compositions to musical
accompaniment; music and poetry were bound into one form. The flute, the
lute, the reed pipe or oboe, and the tambourine were the favored
instruments. Singing girls were often invited to amuse male banqueteers;
taverns were equipped with them; the Ghassanid kings kept a troupe of
them to ease the cares of royalty; and when the Meccans marched against
Mohammed in 624 they took with them a bevy of singing girls to warm
their campfires and prod them on to war. Even in those early “Days of
Ignorance,” as Moslems would call the pre-Moslem period, the Arab song
was a plaintive cantilena that used few words, and carried a note so
tenaciously along the upper reaches of the scale that a few verses might
provide libretto for an hour.

The desert Arab had his own primitive and yet subtle religion. He feared
and worshiped incalculable deities in stars and moon and the depths of the
earth; occasionally he importuned the mercy of a punitive sky; but for the
most part he was so confused by the swarm of spirits (jinn) about him that
he despaired of appeasing them, accepted a fatalistic resignation, prayed
with masculine brevity, and shrugged his shoulders over the infinite.2 He
seems to have given scant thought to a life after death; sometimes, however,
he had his camel tied foodless to his grave, so that it might soon follow him



to the other world, and save him from the social disgrace of going on foot in

paradise.l? Now and then he offered human sacrifice; and here and there he
worshiped sacred stones.

The center of this stone worship was Mecca. This holy city owed none of
its growth to climate, for the mountains of bare rock that almost enclosed it
ensured a summer of intolerable heat; the valley was an arid waste; and in
all the town, as Mohammed knew it, hardly a garden grew. But its location
—halfway down the west coast, forty-eight miles from the Red Sea—made
it a convenient stopping point for the mile-long caravans, sometimes of a
thousand camels, that carried trade between southern Arabia (and therefore
India and Central Africa) and Egypt, Palestine, and Syria. The merchants
who controlled this trade formed joint-stock companies, dominated the fairs
at Ukaz, and managed the lucrative religious ritual that centered round the
Kaaba and its sacred Black Stone.

Kaaba means a square structure, and is one with our word cube. In the
belief of orthodox Moslems, the Kaaba was built or rebuilt ten times. The
first was erected at the dawn of history by angels from heaven; the second
by Adam; the third by his son Seth; the fourth by Abraham and his son
Ishmael by Hagar ... the seventh by Qusay, chief of the Quraish tribe; the
eighth by the Quraish leaders in Mohammed’s lifetime (605); the ninth and
tenth by Moslem leaders in 681 and 696; the tenth is substantially the
Kaaba of today. It stands near the center of a large porticoed enclosure, the
Masjid al-Haram, or Sacred Mosque. It is a rectangular stone edifice forty
feet long, thirty-five wide, fifty high. In its southeast corner, five feet from
the ground, just right for kissing, is embedded the Black Stone, of dark red
material, oval in shape, some seven inches in diameter. Many of its
worshipers believe that this stone was sent down from heaven—and
perhaps it was a meteorite; most of them believe that it has been a part of
the Kaaba since Abraham. Moslem scholars interpret it as symbolizing that
part of Abraham’s progeny (Ishmael and his offspring) which, rejected by
Israel, became, they think, the founders of the Quraish tribe; they apply to it
a passage from Psalm cxviii, 22-3: “The stone which the builders rejected is
become the head of the corner; this is Yahveh’s doing”; and another from
Matthew xxi, 42-3, in which Jesus, having quoted these strange words,
adds: “Therefore the Kingdom of God shall be taken away from you, and



shall be given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof”—though the
virile Moslems would hardly claim to have fulfilled the ethics of Christ.
Within the Kaaba, in pre-Moslem days, were several idols representing
gods. One was called Allah, and was probably the tribal god of the Quraish;
three others were Allah’s daughters—al-Uzza, al-Lat, and Manah. We may
judge the antiquity of this Arab pantheon from the mention of Al-il-Lat (al-

Lat) by Herodotus as a major Arabian deity.ll The Quraish paved the way
for monotheism by worshiping Allah as chief god; He was presented to the
Meccans as the Lord of their soil, to Whom they must pay a tithe of their
crops and the first-born of their herds. The Quraish, as alleged descendants
of Abraham and Ishmael, appointed the priests and guardians of the shrine,
and managed its revenues. An aristocratic minority of the tribe, as
descendants of Qusay, controlled the civil government of Mecca.

At the beginning of the sixth century the Quraish were divided into two
factions: one led by the rich merchant and philanthropist Hashim; the other
by Hashim’s jealous nephew Umayya; this bitter rivalry would determine
much history. When Hashim died he was succeeded as one of Mecca’s
chiefs by his son or younger brother Abd al-Muttalib. In 568 the latter’s son
Abdallah married Amina, also a descendant of Qusay. Abdallah remained
with his bride three days, set out on a mercantile expedition, and died at
Medina on the way back. Two months later (569) Amina was delivered of
the most important figure in medieval history.

II. MOHAMMED IN MECCA: 569—622*

His ancestry was distinguished, his patrimony modest: Abdallah had left
him five camels, a flock of goats, a house, and a slave who nursed him in
his infancy. His name, meaning “highly praised,” lent itself well to certain
Biblical passages as predicting his advent. His mother died when he was
six; he was taken over by his grandfather, then seventy-six, and later by his
uncle Abu Talib. They gave him affection and care, but no one seems to
have bothered to teach him how to read or write;l2 this feeble
accomplishment was held in low repute by the Arabs of the time; only

seventeen men of the Quraish tribe condescended to it.12 Mohammed was
never known to write anything himself; he used an amanuensis. His



apparent illiteracy did not prevent him from composing the most famous
and eloquent book in the Arabic tongue, and from acquiring such
understanding of the management of men as seldom comes to highly
educated persons.

Of his youth we know almost nothing, though fables about it have filled
ten thousand volumes. At the age of twelve, says a tradition, he was taken
by Abu Talib on a caravan to Bostra in Syria; perhaps on that journey he
picked up some Jewish and Christian lore. Another tradition pictures him, a
few years later, as going to Bostra on mercantile business for the rich
widow Khadija. Then suddenly we find him, aged twenty-five, marrying
her, aged forty and the mother of several children. Until her death twenty-
six years later Mohammed lived with Khadija in a monogamous condition
highly unusual for a Moslem of means, but perhaps natural in their
recipient. She bore him some daughters, of whom the most famous was
Fatima, and two sons who died in infancy. He consoled his grief by
adopting Ali, the orphan son of Abu Talib. Khadija was a good woman, a
good wife, a good merchant; she remained loyal to Mohammed through all
his spiritual vicissitudes; and amid all his wives he remembered her as the
best.

Ali, who married Fatima, fondly describes his adoptive father at forty-
five as

of middle stature, neither tall nor short. His complexion was rosy white; his eyes

black; his hair, thick, brilliant, and beautiful, fell to his shoulders. His profuse beard fell

to his breast.... There was such sweetness in his visage that no one, once in his

presence, could leave him. If I hungered, a single look at the Prophet’s face dispelled

the hunger. Before him all forgot their griefs and pains.M

He was a man of dignity, and seldom laughed; he kept his keen sense of

humor under control, knowing its hazards for public men. Of a delicate

constitution, he was nervous, impressionable, given to melancholy

pensiveness. In moments of excitement or anger his facial veins would

swell alarmingly; but he knew when to abate his passion, and could readily
forgive a disarmed and repentant foe.

There were many Christians in Arabia, some in Mecca; with at least one

of these Mohammed became intimate—Khadija’s cousin Waraqah ibn



Nawfal, “who knew the Scriptures of the Hebrews and the Christians.”12

Mohammed frequently visited Medina, where his father had died; there he
may have met some of the Jews who formed a large part of the population.
Many a page of the Koran proves that he learned to admire the morals of
the Christians, the monotheism of the Jews, and the strong support given to
Christianity and Judaism by the possession of Scriptures believed to be a
revelation from God. Compared with these faiths the polytheistic idolatry,
loose morality, tribal warfare, and political disunity of Arabia may have
seemed to him shamefully primitive. He felt the need of a new religion—
perhaps of one that would unify all these factious groups into a virile and
healthy nation; a religion that would give them a morality not earth-bound
to the Bedouin law of wviolence and revenge, but based upon
commandments of divine origin and therefore of indisputable force. Others
may have had similar thoughts; we hear of several “prophets” arising in
Arabia about the beginning of the seventh century.l® Many Arabs had been
influenced by the Messianic expectations of the Jews; they, too, eagerly
awaited a messenger from God. One Arab sect, the Hanifs, already rejected
the heathen idolatry of the Kaaba, and preached a universal God, of whom

all mankind should be willing slaves.!Z Like every successful preacher,
Mohammed gave voice and form to the need and longing of his time.

As he approached forty he became more and more absorbed in religion.
During the holy month of Ramadan he would withdraw, sometimes with his
family, to a cave at the foot of Mt. Hira, three miles from Mecca, and spend
many days and nights in fasting, meditation, and prayer. One night in the
year 610, as he was alone in the cave, the pivotal experience of all
Mohammedan history came to him. According to a tradition reported by his
chief biographer, Muhammad ibn Ishaq, Mohammed related the event as
follows:

Whilst I was asleep, with a coverlet of silk brocade whereon was some writing, the
angel Gabriel appeared to me and said, “Read!” I said, “I do not read.” He pressed me
with the coverlets so tightly that methought ’twas death. Then he let me go, and said,
“Read!” ... So I read aloud, and he departed from me at last. And I awoke from my
sleep, and it was as though these words were written on my heart. I went forth until,

when 1 was midway on the mountain, I heard a voice from heaven saying, “O



Mohammed! thou art the messenger of Allah, and I am Gabriel.” I raised my head
toward heaven to see, and lo, Gabriel in the form of a man, with feet set evenly on the
rim of the sky, saying, “O Mohammed! thou art the messenger of Allah, and I am
Gabriel."18

Returning to Khadija, he informed her of the visions. We are told that she
accepted them as a true revelation from heaven, and encouraged him to
announce his mission.

Thereafter he had many similar visions. Often, when they came, he fell to
the ground in a convulsion or swoon; perspiration covered his brow; even
the camel on which he was sitting felt the excitement, and moved fitfully.l>
Mohammed later attributed his gray hairs to these experiences. When
pressed to describe the process of revelation, he answered that the entire

text of the Koran existed in heaven,?? and that one fragment at a time was

communicated to him, usually by Gabriel.2l Asked how he could remember
these divine discourses, he explained that the archangel made him repeat

every word.?2 Others who were near the Prophet at the time neither saw nor

heard the angel.22 Possibly his convulsions were epileptic seizures; they
were sometimes accompanied by a sound reported by him as like the
ringing of a bell2—a frequent occurrence in epileptic fits. But we hear of
no tongue-biting, no loss of prehensile strength, such as usually occurs in
epilepsy; nor does Mohammed’s history show that degeneration of brain
power which epilepsy generally brings; on the contrary, he advanced in
clarity of thought and in confident leadership and power until his sixtieth
year.2> The evidence is inconclusive; at least it has not sufficed to convince
any orthodox Mohammedan.

During the next four years Mohammed more and more openly announced
himself as the prophet of Allah, divinely commissioned to lead the Arab
people to a new morality and a monotheistic faith. Difficulties were many.
New ideas are welcomed only if promising early material advantage; and
Mohammed lived in a mercantile, skeptical community, which derived
some of its revenues from pilgrims coming to worship the Kaaba’s many
gods. Against this handicap he made some progress by offering to believers
an escape from a threatened hell into a joyous and tangible paradise. He
opened his house to all who would hear him—rich and poor and slaves,



Arabs and Christians and Jews; and his impassioned eloquence moved a
few to belief. His first convert was his aging wife; the second his cousin
Ali; the third his servant Zaid, whom he had bought as a slave and had
immediately freed; the fourth was his kinsman Abu Bekr, a man of high
standing among the Quraish. Abu Bekr brought to the new faith five other
Meccan leaders; he and these became the Prophet’s six “Companions,”
whose memories of him would later constitute the most revered traditions
of Islam. Mohammed went often to the Kaaba, accosted pilgrims, and
preached the one god. The Quraish heard him at first with smiling patience,
called him a half-wit, and proposed to send him, at their own expense, to a

physician who might cure him of his madness.2® But when he attacked the
Kaaba worship as idolatry they rose to the protection of their income, and
would have done him injury had not his uncle Abu Talib shielded him. Abu
Talib would have none of the new faith, but his very fidelity to old ways
required him to defend any member of his clan.

Fear of a blood feud deterred the Quraish from using violence upon
Mohammed or his freemen followers. Upon converted slaves, however,
they might employ dissuasive measures without offending tribal law.
Several of these were jailed; some were exposed for hours, without head
covering or drink, to the glare of the sun. Abu Bekr had by years of
commerce saved 40,000 pieces of silver; now he used 35,000 to buy the
freedom of as many converted slaves as he could; and Mohammed eased
the situation by ruling that recantation under duress was forgivable. The
Quraish were more disturbed by Mohammed’s welcome to slaves than by
his religious creed.2Z Persecution of the poorer converts continued, and with
such severity that the Prophet permitted or advised their emigration to
Abyssinia. The refugees were well received there by the Christian king
(615).

A year later an event occurred which was almost as significant for
Mohammedanism as the conversion of Paul had been for Christianity. Omar
ibn al-Khattab, hitherto a most violent opponent, was won over to the new
creed. He was a man of great physical strength, social power, and moral
courage. His allegiance brought timely confidence to the harassed believers,
and new adherents to the cause. Instead of hiding their worship in private
homes they now preached it boldly in the streets. The defenders of the



Kaaba gods formed a league pledged to renounce all intercourse with
members of the Hashimite clan who still felt obligated to shield
Mohammed. To avert conflict, many Hashimites, including Mohammed and
his family, withdrew to a secluded quarter of Mecca, where Abu Talib could
provide protection (615). For over two years this separation of the clans
continued, until some members of the Quraish, relenting, invited the
Hashimites to return to their deserted homes, and pledged them peace.

The little group of converts rejoiced, but the year 619 brought triple
misfortune to Mohammed. Khadija, his most loyal supporter, and Abu
Talib, his protector, died. Feeling insecure in Mecca, and discouraged by the
slow increase of his followers there, Mohammed moved to Taif (620), a
pleasant town sixty miles east. But Taif rejected him. Its leaders did not care
to offend the merchant aristocracy of Mecca; its populace, horrified by any
religious innovation, hooted him through the streets, and pelted him with
stones until blood flowed from his legs. Back in Mecca, he married the
widow Sauda, and betrothed himself, aged fifty, to Aisha, the pretty and
petulant seven-year-old daughter of Abu Bekr.

Meanwhile his visions continued. One night, it seemed to him, he was
miraculously transported in his sleep to Jerusalem; there a winged horse,
Buraq, awaited him at the Wailing Wall of the Jewish Temple ruins, flew
him to heaven, and back again; and by another miracle the Prophet found
himself, the next morning, safe in his Mecca bed. The legend of this flight
made Jerusalem a third holy city for Islam.

In the year 620 Mohammed preached to merchants who had come from
Medina on pilgrimage to the Kaaba; they heard him with some acceptance,
for the doctrine of monotheism, a divine messenger, and the Last Judgment
were familiar to them from the creed of the Medina Jews. Returning to their
city, some of them expounded the new gospel to their friends; several Jews,
seeing little difference between Mohammed’s teaching and their own, gave
it a tentative welcome; and in 622 some seventy-three citizens of Medina
came privately to Mohammed and invited him to make Medina his home.
He asked would they protect him as faithfully as their own families; they
vowed they would, but asked what reward they would receive should they

be killed in the process. He answered, paradise.23



About this time Abu Sufyan, grandson of Umayya, became the head of
the Meccan Quraish. Having been brought up in an odor of hatred for all
descendants of Hashim, he renewed the persecution of Mohammed’s
followers. Possibly he had heard that the Prophet was meditating flight, and
feared that Mohammed, once established in Medina, might stir it to war
against Mecca and the Kaaba cult. At his urging, the Quraish commissioned
some of their number to apprehend Mohammed, perhaps to kill him.
Apprised of the plot, Mohammed fled with Abu Bekr to the cave of Thaur, a
league distant. The Quraish emissaries sought them for three days, but
failed to find them. The children of Abu Bekr brought camels, and the two
men rode northward through the night, and through many days for 200
miles, until, on September 24, 622, they arrived at Medina. Two hundred
Meccan adherents had preceded them in the guise of departing pilgrims,
and stood at the city’s gates, with the Medina converts, to welcome the
Prophet. Seventeen years later the Caliph Omar designated the first day—
July 16, 622—of the Arabian year in which this Hegira (hijra—ftlight) took
place as the official beginning of the Mohammedan era.

III. MOHAMMED IN MEDINA: 622-30

The city hitherto called Yathrib, later renamed Medinat al-Nabi or “City
of the Prophet,” was situated on the western edge of the central Arabian
plateau. Compared with Mecca it was a climatic Eden, with hundreds of
gardens, palm groves, and farms. As Mohammed rode into the town one
group after another called to him, “Alight here, O Prophet! ... Abide with
us!”—and with Arab persistence some caught the halter of his camel to

detain him. His answer was perfect diplomacy: “The choice lies with the

camel; let him advance freely”;2 the advice quieted jealousy, and hallowed

his new residence as chosen by God. Where his camel stopped, Mohammed
built a mosque and two adjoining homes—one for Sauda, one for Aisha;
later he added new apartments as he took new wives.

In leaving Mecca he had snapped many kinship ties; now he tried to
replace bonds of blood with those of religious brotherhood in a theocratic
state. To mitigate the jealousy already rampant between the Refugees
(Muhajirin) from Mecca and the Helpers (4nsar) or converts in Medina, he



coupled each member of the one group with a member of the other in
adoptive brotherhood, and called both groups to worship in sacred union in
the mosque. In the first ceremony held there he mounted the pulpit and
cried in a loud voice, “Allah is most great!” The assembly burst forth in the
same proclamation. Then, still standing with his back to the congregation,
he bowed in prayer. He descended the pulpit backward, and at its foot he
prostrated himself thrice, while continuing to pray. In these prostrations
were symbolized that submission of the soul to Allah which gave to the new
faith its name Islam—*“to surrender,” “to make peace”—and to its adherents
the kindred name of Muslimin or Moslems—*“the surrendering ones,”
“those who have made their peace with God.” Turning then to the assembly,
Mohammed bade it observe this ritual to the end of time; and to this day it
is the form of prayer that Moslems follow, whether at the mosque, or
traveling in the desert, or mosqueless in alien lands. A sermon completed
the ceremony, often announcing, in Mohammed’s case, a new revelation,
and directing the actions and policies of the week.

For the authority of the Prophet was creating a civic rule for Medina; and
more and more he was compelled to address his time and inspirations to the
practical problems of social organization, daily morals, even to intertribal
diplomacy and war. As in Judaism, no distinction was made between
secular and religious affairs; all alike came under religious jurisdiction; he
was both Caesar and Christ. But not all Medinites accepted his authority. A
majority of the Arabs stood aside as “the Disaffected,” viewed the new
creed and its ritual skeptically, and wondered whether Mohammed was
destroying their traditions and liberties, and involving them in war. Most of
the Medina Jews clung to their own faith, and continued to trade with the
Meccan Quraish. Mohammed drew up with these Jews a subtle concordat:

The Jews who attach themselves to our commonwealth shall be protected from all
insults and vexations; they shall have an equal right with our own people to our
assistance and good offices; they ... shall form with the Moslems one composite nation;
they shall practice their religion as freely as the Moslems.... They shall join the
Moslems in defending Yathrib against all enemies.... All future disputes between those

who accept this charter shall be referred, under God, to the Prophet.ﬂ



This agreement was soon accepted by all the Jewish tribes of Medina and
the surrounding country: the Banu-Nadhir, the Banu-Kuraiza, the Banu-
Kainuka....

The immigration of two hundred Meccan families created a food
shortage in Medina. Mohammed solved the problem as starving people do
—by taking food where it could be had. In commissioning his lieutenants to
raid the caravans that passed Medina, he was adopting the morals of most
Arab tribes in his time. When the raids succeeded, four fifths of the spoils
went to the raiders, one fifth to the Prophet for religious and charitable uses;
the share of a slain raider went to his widow, and he himself at once entered
paradise. So encouraged, raids and raiders multiplied, while the merchants
of Mecca, whose economic life depended on the security of the caravans,
plotted revenge. One raid scandalized Medina as well as Mecca, for it took
place—and killed a man—on the last day of Rajab, one of the sacred
months when Arab morality laid a moratorium on violence. In 623
Mohammed himself organized a band of 300 armed men to waylay a rich
caravan coming from Syria to Mecca. Abu Sufyan, who commanded the
caravan, got wind of the plan, changed his route, and sent to Mecca for
help. The Quraish came 900 strong. The miniature armies met at the Wadi*
Bedr, twenty miles south of Medina. If Mohammed had been defeated his
career might have ended there and then. He personally led his men to
victory, ascribed it to Allah as a miracle confirming his leadership, and
returned to Medina with rich booty and many prisoners (January, 624).
Some of these, who had been especially active in the persecution at Mecca,

were put to death; the rest were freed for lucrative ransoms.2! But Abu
Sufyan survived, and promised revenge. “Weep not for your slain,” he told
mourning relatives in Mecca, “and let no bard bewail their fate.... Haply
the turn may come, and ye may obtain vengeance. As for me, I will touch
no oil, neither approach my wife, until I shall have gone forth again to fight
Mohammed.”32

Strengthened by victory, Mohammed used the customary morality of war.
Asma, a Medinese poetess, having attacked him in her rhymes, Omeir, a
blind Moslem, made his way into her room, and plunged his sword so
fervently into the sleeping woman’s breast that it affixed her to the couch.
In the mosque the next morning Mohammed asked Omeir, “Hast thou slain



Asma?”’ “Yes,” answered Omeir, “is there cause for apprehension?”
“None,” said the Prophet; “a couple of goats will hardly knock their heads
together for it.”23 Afak, a centenarian convert to Judaism, composed a satire
on the Prophet, and was slain as he slept in his courtyard.®* A third
Medinese poet, Kab ibn al-Ashraf, son of a Jewess, abandoned Islam when
Mohammed turned against the Jews; he wrote verses prodding the Quraish
to avenge their defeat, and enraged the Moslems by addressing love sonnets
to their wives in premature troubadour style. “Who will ease me of this
man?” asked Mohammed. That evening the poet’s severed head was laid at

the Prophet’s feet.22 In the Moslem view these executions were a legitimate

defense against treason; Mohammed was the head of a state, and had full

authority to condemn.®

The Jews of Medina no longer liked this warlike faith, which had once
seemed so flatteringly kindred to their own. They laughed at Mohammed’s
interpretations of their Scriptures, and his claim to be the Messiah promised
by their prophets. He retaliated with revelations in which Allah charged the
Jews with corrupting the Scriptures, killing the prophets, and rejecting the
Messiah. Originally he had made Jerusalem the gibla—the point toward
which Moslems should turn in prayer; in 624 he changed this to Mecca and
the Kaaba. The Jews accused him of returning to idolatry. About this time a
Moslem girl visited the market of the Banu-Kainuka Jews in Medina; as she
sat in a goldsmith’s shop a mischievous Jew pinned her skirt behind her to
her upper dress. When she arose she cried out in shame at her exposure. A
Moslem slew the offending Jew, whose brothers then slew the Moslem.
Mohammed marshaled his followers, blockaded the Banu-Kainuka Jews in
their quarter for fifteen days, accepted their surrender, and bade them, 700
in number, depart from Medina, and leave all their possessions behind.

We must admire the restraint of Abu Sufyan, who, after his unnatural
vow, waited a year before going forth to battle Mohammed again. Early in
625 he led an army of 3000 men to the hill of Ohod, three miles north of
Medina. Fifteen women, including Abu Sufyan’s wives, accompanied the
army, and stirred it to fervor with wild songs of sorrow and revenge.
Mohammed could muster only a thousand warriors. The Moslems were
routed; Mohammed fought bravely, received many wounds, and was carried
half unconscious from the field. Abu Sufyan’s chief wife Hind, whose



father, uncle, and brother had been slain at Bedr, chewed the liver of the
fallen Hamza—who had slain her father—and made anklets and bracelets

for herself from Hamza’s skin and nails.2Z Thinking Mohammed safely
dead, Abu Sufyan returned in triumph to Mecca. Six months later the
Prophet was sufficiently recovered to attack the Banu-Nadhir Jews,
charging them with helping the Quraish and plotting against his life. After
three weeks’ siege they were allowed to emigrate, each family taking with it
as much as a camel could carry. Mohammed appropriated some of their rich
date orchards for the support of his household, and distributed the
remainder among the Refugees.2® He considered himself at war with
Mecca, and felt justified in removing hostile groups from his flanks.

In 626 Abu Sufyan and the Quraish resumed the offensive, this time with
10,000 men, and with material aid from the Banu-Kuraiza Jews. Unable to
meet such a force in battle, Mohammed defended Medina by having a
trench dug around it. The Quraish laid siege for twenty days; then,
disheartened by wind and rain, they returned to their homes. Mohammed at
once led 3000 men against the Banu-Kuraiza Jews. On surrendering, they
were given a choice of Islam or death. They chose death. Their 600 fighting
men were slain and buried in the market place of Medina; their women and
children were sold into slavery.

The Prophet had by this time become an able general. During his ten
years in Medina he planned sixty-five campaigns and raids, and personally
led twenty-seven. But he was also a diplomat, and knew when war should
be continued by means of peace. He shared the longings of the Refugees to
see their Meccan homes and families, and of both Refugees and Helpers to
visit again the Kaaba that had in their youth been the hearth of their piety.
As the first apostles thought of Christianity as a form and reform of
Judaism, so the Moslems thought of Mohammedanism as a change and
development of the ancient Meccan ritual. In 628 Mohammed sent the
Quraish an offer of peace, pledging the safety of their caravans in return for
permission to fulfill the rites of the annual pilgrimage. The Quraish replied
that a year of peace must precede this consent. Mohammed shocked his
followers by agreeing; a ten years’ truce was signed; and the Prophet
consoled his raiders by attacking and plundering the Khaibar Jews in their
settlement six days’ journey northeast of Medina. The Jews defended



themselves as well as they could; ninety-three of them died in the attempt;
the rest at last surrendered. They were allowed to remain and cultivate the
soil, but on condition of yielding all their property, and half their future
produce, to the conqueror. All the survivors were spared except Kinana,
their chieftain, and his cousin, who were beheaded for hiding some of their
wealth. Safiya, a seventeen-year-old Jewish damsel, betrothed to Kinana,

was taken by Mohammed as an added wife.3

In 629 the Medina Moslems, to the number of 2000, entered Mecca
peacefully; and while the Quraish, to avoid mutual irritations, retired to the
hills, Mohammed and his followers made seven circuits of the Kaaba. The
Prophet touched the Black Stone reverently with his staff, but led the
Moslems in shouting, “There is no god but Allah alone!” Meccans were
impressed by the orderly behavior and patriotic piety of the exiles; several
influential Quraish, including the future generals Khalid and Amr, adopted
the new faith; and some tribes in the neighboring desert offered Mohammed
the pledge of their belief for the support of his arms. When he returned to
Medina he calculated that he was now strong enough to take Mecca by
force.

The ten years’ truce had eight years to run; but Mohammed alleged that a
tribe allied with the Quraish had attacked a Moslem tribe, and thereby
voided the truce (630). He gathered 10,000 men, and marched to Mecca.
Abu Sufyan, perceiving the strength of Mohammed’s forces, allowed him to
enter unopposed. Mohammed responded handsomely by declaring a general
amnesty for all but two or three of his enemies. He destroyed the idols in
and around the Kaaba, but spared the Black Stone, and sanctioned the
kissing of it. He proclaimed Mecca the Holy City of Islam, and decreed that
no unbeliever should ever be allowed to set foot on its sacred soil. The
Quraish abandoned direct opposition; and the buffeted preacher who had
fled from Mecca eight years before was now master of all its life.

IV. MOHAMMED VICTORIOUS: 630-2

His two remaining years—spent mostly at Medina—were a continuing
triumph. After some minor rebellions all Arabia submitted to his authority
and creed. The most famous Arabian poet of the time, Kab ibn Zuhair, who



had written a diatribe against him, came in person to Medina, surrendered
himself to Mohammed, proclaimed himself a convert, received pardon, and
composed so eloquent a poem in honor of the Prophet that Mohammed
bestowed his mantle upon him.* In return for a moderate tribute the
Christians of Arabia were taken under Mohammed’s protection, and
enjoyed full liberty of worship, but they were forbidden to charge interest

on loans. 2l We are told that he sent envoys to the Greek emperor, the
Persian king, and the rulers of Hira and Ghassan, inviting them to accept the
new faith; apparently there was no reply. He observed with philosophic
resignation the mutual destruction in which Persia and Byzantium were
engaged; but he does not seem to have entertained any thought of extending
his power outside of Arabia.

His days were filled with the chores of government. He gave himself
conscientiously to details of legislation, judgment, and civil, religious, and
military organization. One of his least inspired acts was his regulation of the
calendar. This had consisted among the Arabs, as among the Jews, of twelve
lunar months, with an intercalary month every three years to renew concord
with the sun. Mohammed ruled that the Moslem year should always consist
of twelve lunar months, of alternately thirty and twenty-nine days; as a
result the Moslem calendar lost all harmony with the seasons, and gained a
year upon the Gregorian calendar every thirty-two and a half years. The
Prophet was not a scientific legislator; he drew up no code or digest, had no
system; he issued edicts according to the occasion; if contradictions
developed he smoothed them with new revelations that sternly superseded
the old.#2 Even his most prosaic directives might be presented as revelations
from Allah. Harassed by the necessity of adapting this lofty method to
mundane affairs, his style lost something of its former eloquence and
poetry; but perhaps he felt that this was small price to pay for having all his
legislation bear the awesome stamp of deity. At the same time he could be
charmingly modest. More than once he admitted his ignorance. He
protested against being taken for more than a fallible and mortal man.** He
claimed no power to predict the future or to perform miracles. However, he
was not above using the method of revelation for very human and personal
ends, as when a special message from Allah** sanctioned his desire to
marry the pretty wife of Zaid, his adopted son.



His ten wives and two concubines have been a source of marvel,
merriment, and envy to the Western world. We must continually remind
ourselves that the high death rate of the male among the ancient and early
medieval Semites lent to polygamy, in Semitic eyes, the aspect of a
biological necessity, almost a moral obligation. Mohammed took polygamy
for granted, and indulged himself in marriage with a clear conscience and
no morbid sensuality. Aisha, in a tradition of uncertain authority, quoted
him as saying that the three most precious things in this world are women,

fragrant odors, and prayers.22 Some of his marriages were acts of kindness
to the destitute widows of followers or friends, as in the case of Omar’s
daughter Hafsa; some were diplomatic marriages, as in the case of Hafsa—
to bind Omar to him—and the daughter of Abu Sufyan—to win an enemy.
Some may have been due to a perpetually frustrated hope for a son. All his
wives after Khadija were barren, which subjected the Prophet to much
raillery. Of the children borne to him by Khadija only one survived him—
Fatima. Mary, a Coptic slave presented to him by the Negus of Abyssinia,
rejoiced him, in the last year of his life, with a son; but Ibrahim died after
fifteen months.

His crowded harem troubled him with quarrels, jealousies, and demands
for pin money.?® He refused to indulge the extravagance of his wives, but
he promised them paradise; and for a time he dutifully spent a night with
each of them in rotation; the master of Arabia had no apartment of his
own.2Z The alluring and vivacious Aisha, however, won so many attentions
out of her turn that the other wives rebelled, until the matter was settled by
a special revelation:

Thou canst defer whom thou wilt of them, and receive of them whom thou wilt; and
whomsoever thou desirest of those whom thou hast set aside, it is no sin for thee; that is
better, that they may be comforted and not grieve, and may all be pleased with what
thou givest them 48

Women and power were his only indulgence; for the rest he was a man of
unassuming simplicity. The apartments in which he successively dwelt were
cottages of unburnt brick, twelve or fourteen feet square, eight feet high,
and thatched with palm branches; the door was a screen of goat or camel



hair; the furniture was a mattress and pillows spread upon the floor.®> He
was often seen mending his clothes or shoes, kindling the fire, sweeping the
floor, milking the family goat in his yard, or shopping for provisions in the
market.2? He ate with his fingers, and licked them thriftily after each

meal.2! His staple foods were dates and barley bread; milk and honey were

occasional luxuries;>> and he obeyed his own interdiction of wine.

Courteous to the great, affable to the humble, dignified to the
presumptuous, indulgent to his aides, kindly to all but his foes—so his
friends and followers describe him.22 He visited the sick, and joined any
funeral procession that he met. He put on none of the pomp of power,
rejected any special mark of reverence, accepted the invitation of a slave to
dinner, and asked no service of a slave that he had time and strength to do
for himself.>* Despite all the booty and revenue that came to him, he spent

little upon his family, less upon himself, much in charity.22

But, like all men, he was vain. He gave considerable time to his personal
appearance—perfumed his body, painted his eyes, dyed his hair, and wore a
ring inscribed “Mohammed the Messenger of Allah”;2¢ perhaps this was for
signing documents. His voice was hypnotically musical. His senses were
painfully keen; he could not bear evil odors, jangling bells, or loud talk. “Be
modest in thy bearing,” he taught, “and subdue thy voice. Lo, the harshest
of all voices is that of the ass.”>! He was nervous and restless, subject to
occasional melancholy, then suddenly talkative and gay. He had a sly
humor. To Abu Horairah, who visited him with consuming frequency, he

suggested: “O Abu Horairah! let me alone every other day, that so affection

may increase.”® He was an unscrupulous warrior, and a just judge. He

could be cruel and treacherous, but his acts of mercy were numberless. He
stopped many barbarous superstitions, such as blinding part of a herd to
propitiate the evil eye, or tying a dead man’s camel to his grave.2 His
friends loved him to idolatry. His followers collected his spittle, or his cut

hair, or the water in which he had washed his hands, expecting from these

objects magic cures for their infirmities.2

His own health and energy had borne up well through all the tasks of love
and war. But at the age of fifty-nine he began to fail. A year previously, he
thought, the people of Khaibar had served him poisonous meat; since then



he had been subject to strange fevers and spells; in the dead of night, Aisha
reported, he would steal from the house, visit a graveyard, ask forgiveness
of the dead, pray aloud for them, and congratulate them on being dead.
Now, in his sixty-third year, these fevers became more exhausting. One
night Aisha complained of a headache. He complained of one also, and
asked playfully would she not prefer to die first, and have the advantage of
being buried by the Prophet of Allah—to which she replied, with her
customary tartness, that he would doubtless, on returning from her grave,

install a fresh bride in her place.®l For fourteen days thereafter the fever
came and went. Three days before his death he rose from his sickbed,
walked into the mosque, saw Abu Bekr leading the prayers in his stead, and
humbly sat beside him during the ceremony. On June 7, 632, after a long
agony, he passed away, his head on Aisha’s breast.

If we judge greatness by influence, he was one of the giants of history.
He undertook to raise the spiritual and moral level of a people harassed into
barbarism by heat and foodless wastes, and he succeeded more completely
than any other reformer; seldom has any man so fully realized his dream.
He accomplished his purpose through religion not only because he himself
was religious, but because no other medium could have moved the Arabs of
his time; he appealed to their imagination, their fears and hopes, and spoke
in terms that they could understand. When he began, Arabia was a desert
flotsam of idolatrous tribes; when he died it was a nation. He restrained
fanaticism and superstition, but he used them. Upon Judaism,
Zoroastrianism, and his native creed he built a religion simple and clear and
strong, and a morality of ruthless courage and racial pride, which in a
generation marched to a hundred victories, in a century to empire, and
remains to this day a virile force through half the world.



CHAPTER IX
The Koran

I. FORM

THE word qur’an means a reading or discourse, and is applied by

Moslems to the whole, or to any section, of their sacred scriptures. Like the
Jewish-Christian Bible, the Koran 1s an accumulation, and orthodoxy claims
it to be in every syllable inspired by God. Unlike the Bible, it is proximately
the work of one man, and is therefore without question the most influential
book ever produced by a single hand. At various times in the last twenty-
three years of his life Mohammed dictated some fragment of this revelation;
each was written upon parchment, leather, palm-leaves, or bones, was read
to an assembly, and was deposited in various receptacles with preceding
revelations, with no special care to keep them in logical or chronological
order. No collection of these fragments was made in the Prophet’s lifetime;
but several Moslems knew them all by heart, and served as living texts. In
the year 633, when many of these qurra had died and were not being
replaced, the Caliph Abu Bekr ordered Mohammed’s chief amanuensis,
Zaid ibn Thabit, to “search out the Koran and bring it together.” He
gathered the fragments, says tradition, “from date leaves and tablets of
white stone, and the breasts of men.” From Zaid’s completed manuscript
several copies were made; but as these had no vowels, public readers
interpreted some words variously, and diverse texts appeared in different
cities of the spreading Moslem realm. To stop this confusion the Caliph
Othman commissioned Zaid and three Quraish scholars to revise Zaid’s
manuscript (651); copies of this official revision were sent to Damascus,
Kufa, and Basra; and since then the text has been preserved with
unparalleled purity and reverential care.

The nature of the book doomed it to repetition and disorder. Each passage
taken separately fulfills an intelligible purpose—states a doctrine, dictates a
prayer, announces a law, denounces an enemy, directs a procedure, tells a



story, calls to arms, proclaims a victory, formulates a treaty, appeals for
funds, regulates ritual, morals, industry, trade, or finance. But we are not
sure that Mohammed wanted all these fragments gathered into one book.
Many of them were arguments to the man or the moment; they can hardly
be understood without the commentary of history and tradition; and none
but the Faithful need expect to enjoy them all. The 114 chapters (“suras”
are arranged not in the order of their composition, which is unknown, but in
the order of their decreasing length. Since the earlier revelations were
generally shorter than the later ones, the Koran is history in reverse. The
Medina suras, prosaic and practical, appear first; the Mecca suras, poetic
and spiritual, appear last. The Koran puts its worst foot forward, and should
be begun at the end.

All the suras except the first take the form of discourses by Allah or
Gabriel to Mohammed, his followers, or his enemies; this was the plan
adopted by the Hebrew prophets, and in many passages of the Pentateuch.
Mohammed felt that no moral code would win obedience adequate to the
order and vigor of a society unless men believed the code to have come
from God. The method lent itself well to a style of impassioned grandeur

and eloquence, at times rivaling Isaiah.! Mohammed used a mode of
utterance half poetry, half prose; thythm and rhyme are pervasive in it, but
irregular; and in the early Meccan suras there is a sonorous cadence and
bold sweep of style that are completely felt only by those familiar with the
language and sympathetic with the creed. The book is in the purest Arabic,
rich in vivid similes, and too florid for Occidental taste. By general consent
it is the best, as well as the first, work in the prose literature of Arabia.

II. CREED*

A religion is, among other things, a mode of moral government. The
historian does not ask if a theology is true—through what omniscience
might he judge? Rather he inquires what social and psychological factors
combined to produce the religion; how well it accomplished the purpose of
turning beasts into men, savages into citizens, and empty hearts into hopeful
courage and minds at peace; how much freedom it still left to the mental
development of mankind; and what was its influence in history.



Judaism, Christianity, and Islam assumed that the first necessity for a
healthy society is belief in the moral government of the universe—belief
that even in the heyday of evil some beneficent intelligence, however
unintelligibly, guides the cosmic drama to a just and noble end. The three
religions that helped to form the medieval mind agreed that this cosmic
intelligence is one supreme God; Christianity added, however, that the one
God appears in three distinct persons; Judaism and Islam considered this a
disguised polytheism, and proclaimed with passionate emphasis the unity
and singleness of God. The Koran devotes a whole sura (cxii) to this theme;
the Moslem muezzin chants it daily from a hundred thousand minarets.

Allah is, first of all, the source of life and growth and all the blessings of
the earth. Says Mohammed’s Allah to Mohammed:

Thou seest the earth barren; but when We send down water thereon, ... it doth thrill
and swell and put forth every lovely kind (xxii, 5).... Let man consider his food: how
We pour water in showers, then split the earth in clefts, and cause the grain to grow
therein, and grapes and green fodder, and olive and palm trees, and garden closes of
thick foliage (Ixxx, 24-30).... Look upon the fruit thereof, and upon its ripening; lo,

herein, verily, are portents for a people who believe (vi, 100).

Allah is also a God of power, “Who raised up the heavens without visible
support, ... and ordereth the course of the sun and moon, ... and spread out
the earth, and placed therein firm hills and flowing streams™ (xiii, 2-3). Or,
in the famous “Throne Verse”:

Allah! There is no God save Him, the living, the eternal! Neither slumber nor sleep
overtaketh Him. Unto Him belongeth whatsoever is in the earth. Who is he that
intercedeth with Him save by His leave? He knoweth that which is in front of them and
that which is behind them ... His throne includeth the heavens and the earth, and He is

never weary of preserving them. He is the Sublime, the Tremendous (ii, 255).

But along with His power and justice goes everlasting mercy. Every
chapter of the Koran except the ninth, like every orthodox Moslem book,
begins with the solemn prelude (called bismillah from its first words): “In
the name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful”’; and though Mohammed



stresses the terrors of hell, he never tires of praising the infinite mercy of his
God.

Allah is an omniscient deity, and knows our most secret thoughts. “Verily
We created man, and We know what his soul whispereth to him, for We are
nearer to him than the vein in his neck” (1, 15). Since Allah knows the
future as well as the present and the past, all things are predestined;
everything has been decreed and fixed from all eternity by the divine will,
even to the final fate of every soul. Like Augustine’s God, Allah not only
knows from eternity who will be saved, but “sendeth whom He will astray,
and guideth whom He will” (xxxv, 8; Ixxvi, 31). As Yahveh hardened
Pharaoh’s heart, so Allah says of unbelievers: “We have thrown veils over
their hearts lest they should understand the Koran, and into their ears a
heaviness; and if thou bid them to the guidance, yet even then they will
never be guided” (xviii, 58). This—doubtless intended as a spur to belief—
is a hard saying in any religion, but Mohammed thrusts it down with more
than Augustinian thoroughness: “Had We pleased,” says Allah, “We had
certainly given to every soul its guidance. But true shall be the word that
has gone forth from Me—I will surely fill hell with jinn [demons] and men
together” (xxxii, 13). Once, says a tradition ascribed to Ali, “we were sitting
with the Prophet, and he wrote with a stick in the ground, saying: ‘There is
not one among you whose sitting place is not written by God whether in fire

or in paradise.””? This belief in predestination made fatalism a prominent
feature in Moslem thought. It was used by Mohammed and other leaders to
encourage bravery in battle, since no danger could hasten, nor any caution
defer, the predestined hour of each man’s death. It gave the Moslem a
dignified resignation against the hardships and necessities of life; but it
conspired with other factors to produce, in later centuries, a pessimistic
inertia in Arab life and thought.

The Koran fills out its supernatural world with angels, jinn, and a devil.
The angels serve as Allah’s secretaries and messengers, and record the good
and wicked deeds of men. The jinn are genii, made out of fire; unlike the
angels, they eat, drink, copulate, and die; some- are good, and listen to the
Koran (Ixxii, 8); most are bad, and spend their time getting human beings
into mischief. The leader of the evil jinn is Iblis, who was once a great
angel, but was condemned for refusing to pay homage to Adam.



The ethic of the Koran, like that of the New Testament, rests on the fear
of punishment, and the hope of reward, beyond the grave. “The life of the
world is only play, and idle talk, and pageantry” (lvii, 20); only one thing is
certain in it, and that is death. Some Arabs thought that death ends all, and
laughed at theories of an afterlife as “naught but fables of the men of old”
(xxiii, 83); but the Koran vouches for the resurrection of body and soul
(Ixxv, 3-4). Resurrection will not come at once; the dead will sleep till
Judgment Day; but because of their sleep, their awaking will seem to them
immediate. Only Allah knows when this general resurrection will take
place. But certain signs will herald its coming. In those last days faith in
religion will have decayed; morals will be loosened into chaos; there will be
tumults and seditions, and great wars, and wise men will wish themselves
dead. The final signal will be three trumpet blasts. At the first blast the sun
will go out, the stars will fall, the heavens will melt, all buildings and
mountains will be leveled with the earth and its plains, and the seas will dry
up or burst into flame (xx, 102f). At the second blast all living creatures—
angels or jinn or men—will be annihilated, except a few favored of God.
Forty years later Israfel, the angel of music, will blow the third blast; then
dead bodies will rise from the grave and rejoin their souls. God will come in
the clouds, attended by angels bearing the books of all men’s deeds, words,
and thoughts. The good works will be weighed in a scale against the bad,
and each man will so be judged. The inspired prophets will denounce those
who rejected their message, and will intercede for those who believed. The
good and bad alike will move out upon the bridge al-Sirat, which—finer
than a hair and sharper than the edge of a sword—is suspended over the
chasms of hell; the wicked and unbelievers will fall from it; the good will
pass over it safely into paradise—not through their own merits, but only
through the mercy of God. The Koran, like the Fundamentalist forms of
Christianity, seems more concerned with right belief than with good
conduct; a hundred times it threatens with hell those who reject
Mohammed’s appeal (ii1, 10, 63, 131; 1v, 56, 115; vii, 41; viii, 50; 1x, 63,
etc.). Sins being diverse in degree and kind, there are seven levels in hell,
each with punishments adjusted to the offense. There will be burning heat
and biting cold; even the most lightly punished will wear shoes of fire. The
drink of the damned will be boiling water and filth (lvi, 40f). Perhaps Dante
saw some of his visions in the Koran.



Unlike Dante’s, Mohammed’s picture of heaven is as vivid as his
description of hell. Good believers will go there, and those who die for
Allah’s cause in war; and the poor will enter 500 years before the rich.
Paradise 1s in or above the seventh astronomic heaven; it is one vast garden,
watered with pleasant rivers and shaded with spreading trees; the blessed

there will be dressed in silk brocades, and be adorned with gems;2 they will
recline on couches, be served by handsome youths, and eat fruit from trees
bowing down to fill their hands; there will be rivers of milk, honey, and
wine; the saved will drink wine (forbidden on earth) from silver goblets,
and will suffer no aftereffects.? By the mercy of Allah there will be no
speeches at these heavenly banquets (Ixxviii, 35); instead there will be
virgins “never yet touched by man or jinn, ... in beauty like the jacinth and
coral stone, ... with swelling bosoms but modest gaze, with eyes as fair and
pure as sheltered eggs,” and bodies made of musk, and free from the
imperfections and indignities of mortal flesh. Each blessed male will have
seventy-two of these houris for his reward, and neither age nor weariness
nor death shall mar the loveliness of these maidens, or their comrades’ bliss
(xliv, 56). Since pious and believing women will also enter paradise, some
confusion might result, but such difficulties would not be insuperable to
men accustomed to polygamy. To these sensual pleasures Mohammed
added certain spiritual delights: some of the saved will prefer to recite the
Koran; and all of them will experience the supreme ecstasy of beholding
Allah’s face. “And round about them shall go children, never growing
old.”®
Who could reject such a revelation?

III. ETHICS

In the Koran, as in the Talmud, law and morals are one; the secular is
included in the religious, and every commandment is of God. Here are rules
not only for manners and hygiene, marriage and divorce, and the treatment
of children, slaves, and animals, but also for commerce and politics, interest
and debts, contracts and wills, industry and finance, crime and punishment,
war and peace.



Mohammed did not disdain commerce—he was its graduate; even in his
sovereign Medina days, says a tradition, he bought wholesale, sold retail,

and made profit without qualm; sometimes he acted as auctioneer. His
language was rich in commercial metaphors; he promised worldly success
to good Moslems (ii, 5), and offered heaven as a bargain for a little belief.
He threatened hell to lying or cheating merchants; denounced monopolists,
and speculators who “keep back grain to sell at a high rate”;® and bade the
employer “give the laborer his wage before his perspiration dries.” He
prohibited the taking or giving of interest (i1, 275; 111, 130). No reformer
ever more actively taxed the rich to help the poor. Every will was expected
to leave something to the poor; if a man died intestate his natural heirs were
directed to give a part of their inheritance to charity (iv, 8). Like his
religious contemporaries he accepted slavery as a law of nature, but did

what he could to mitigate its burdens and its sting.1

In like manner he improved the position of woman in Arabia while
accepting her legal subjection with equanimity. We find in him the usual
quips of the male resenting his enslavement to desire; almost like a Father
of the Church he speaks of women as man’s supreme calamity, and suspects

that most of them will go to hell.X He made his own Salic law against

women rulers.!2 He allowed women to come to the mosque, but believed

that “their homes are better for them”;12 yet when they came to his services

he treated them kindly, even if they brought suckling babes; if, says an
amiable tradition, he heard a child cry, he would shorten his sermon lest the
mother be inconvenienced.!* He put an end to the Arab practice of
infanticide (xvii, 31). He placed woman on the same footing with man in
legal processes and in financial independence; she might follow any
legitimate profession, keep her earnings, inherit property, and dispose of her
belongings at will (iv, 4, 32). He abolished the Arab custom of transmitting
women as property from father to son. Women were to inherit half as much
as the male heirs, and were not to be disposed of against their will.l2 A
verse in the Koran (xxxiii, 33) seemed to establish purdah: “Stay in your
houses, and do not display your finery”; but the emphasis here was on

modesty of dress; and a tradition quotes the Prophet as saying to women, “It
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is permitted you to go out for your needs.” With regard to his own wives



he asked his followers to speak to them only from behind a curtain.l?

Subject to these restrictions, we find Moslem women moving about freely
and unveiled in the Islam of his time, and a century thereafter.

Morals are in part a function of climate: probably the heat of Arabia
intensified sexual passion and precocity, and some allowance should be
made for men in perpetual heat. Moslem laws were designed to reduce
temptation outside of marriage, and increase opportunity within. Premarital
continence was strictly enjoined (xxiv, 33), and fasting was recommended
as an aid.1® The consent of both parties was required for marriage; that
agreement, duly witnessed, and sealed with a dowry from bridegroom to
bride, sufficed for legal marriage, whether the parents consented or not.> A
Moslem male was allowed to marry a Jewish or Christian woman, but not
an idolatress—i.e., a non-Christian polytheist. As in Judaism, celibacy was
considered sinful, marriage obligatory and pleasing to God (xxiv, 32).
Mohammed accepted polygamy to balance a high death rate in both sexes,
the length of maternal nursing, and the early waning of reproductive powers
in hot climes; but he limited the number of permitted wives to four,
allowing himself a special dispensation. He forbade concubinage (Ixx, 29-
31), but held it preferable to marriage with an idolatress (i1, 221).

Having allowed the male so many outlets for desire, the Koran punished
adultery with a hundred stripes on each sinner (xxiv, 2). But when, on
flimsy grounds, Mohammed’s favorite wife, Aisha, was suspected of
adultery, and gossip persistently besmirched her name, he had a trance and
issued a revelation requiring four witnesses to prove adultery; moreover,
“those who accuse honorable women, but bring not four witnesses, shall be
scourged with eighty stripes, and their testimony shall never again be
accepted” (xxiv, 4). Accusations of adultery were thereafter rare.

Divorce was permitted to the male by the Koran, as by the Talmud, on
almost any ground; the wife might divorce her husband by returning her
dowry to him (ii, 229). While accepting the pre-Islamic liberty of divorce
for the male, Mohammed discouraged it, saying that nothing was so
displeasing to God; arbiters should be appointed “one from his folk and one
from hers,” and every effort made at reconciliation (iv, 35). Three
successive declarations, at monthly intervals, were required to make a
divorce legal; and to compel careful thought about it, the husband was not



allowed to remarry his divorced wife until after she had been married and

divorced by another man.2? The husband must not go in to his wife during
her periods; she was not to be considered “unclean” at that time, but she
must purify herself ritually before resuming cohabitation. Women are “a
tilth” to man—a field to be cultivated; it is an obligation of the man to beget
children. The wife should recognize the superior intelligence and therefore
superior authority of the male; she must obey her husband; if she rebels he
should “banish her to a bed apart, and scourge her” (iv, 34). “Every woman
who dieth, and her husband is pleased with her, shall enter paradise” (iv,
35).

Here as elsewhere the legal disabilities of women barely matched the
power of their eloquence, their tenderness, and their charms. Omar, the
future caliph, rebuked his wife for speaking to him in a tone that he
considered disrespectful. She assured him that this was the tone in which
his daughter Hafsa, and the other wives of Mohammed, spoke to the
Prophet of Allah. Omar went at once and remonstrated with Hafsa and
another of Mohammed’s wives; he was told to mind his business, and he
retired in dismay. Hearing of all this, Mohammed laughed heartily.2! Like
other Moslems he quarreled now and then with his wives, but he did not
cease to be fond of them, or to speak of women with becoming sentiment.
“The most valuable thing in the world,” he is reported to have said, “is a
virtuous woman.”?% Twice in the Koran he reminded Moslems that their
mothers had carried them with pain, brought them forth with pain, nursed

them for twenty-four or thirty months.22 “Paradise,” he said, “is at the foot

of the mother.”%

IV. RELIGION AND THE STATE

The greatest problems of the moralist are first to make co-operation
attractive, and then to determine the size of the whole or group with which
he will counsel pre-eminent co-operation. A perfect ethic would ask the
paramount co-operation of every part with the greatest whole—with the
universe itself, or its essential life and order, or God; on that plane religion
and morality would be one. But morality is the child of custom and the



grandchild of compulsion; it develops co-operation only within aggregates
equipped with force. Therefore all actual morality has been group morality.
Mohammed’s ethic transcended the limits of the tribe in which he was
born, but was imprisoned in the creedal group which he formed. After his
victory in Mecca he restricted, but could not quite abolish, the plundering
raids of tribe against tribe, and gave to all Arabia, implicitly to all Islam, a
new sense of unity, a wider orbit of co-operation and loyalty. “The believers
are naught else than brothers™ (xlix, 10). Distinction of rank or race, so
strong among the tribes, was diminished by similarity of belief. “If a negro
slave is appointed to rule you, hear and obey him, though his head be like a

dried grape.”2 It was a noble conception that made one people of diverse
nations scattered over the continents; this is the glory of both Christianity
and Islam.

But to that transcendent love, in both religions, corresponded an
astringent antagonism to all who would not believe. “Take not the Jews and
the Christians for friends.... Choose not your fathers nor your brothers for
friends if they take pleasure in disbelief rather than in faith” (v, 51, 55; ix,
23). Mohammed interpreted these principles with some moderation. “Let
there be no violence in religion. If they embrace Islam they are surely
directed; but if they turn their backs, verily to thee belongs preaching
only.”2% “Give a respite to the disbelievers. Deal thou gently with them for a
while” (xxxvi, 17). But against Arab unbelievers who did not peaceably
submit Mohammed preached the jihad or holy war, a crusade in the name of
Allah. After the war with the Quraish had begun, and when the “sacred
months™ of truce were past, enemy unbelievers were to be killed wherever
found (ix, 5). “But if any of the idolaters seeketh thy protection, then
protect him that he may hear the word of Allah. ... If they repent and
establish worship” (accept Islam), “then leave their way free” (ix, 5-6).
“Kill not the old man who cannot fight, nor young children, nor women.”%Z
Every able-bodied male in Islam must join in the holy war. “Lo, Allah
loveth those who battle for His cause.... I swear by Allah ... that marching
about, morning and evening, to fight for religion is better than the world
and everything in it; and verily the standing of one of you in the line of
battle is better than supererogatory prayers performed in your house for

sixty years.”2® This war ethic, however, is no general incitement to war.



“Fight in the way of Allah against those who fight against you, but begin
not hostilities. Allah loveth not aggressors” (i1, 90). Mohammed accepts the
laws of war as practiced by the Christian nations of his time, and wages war
against Quraish unbelievers holding Mecca precisely as Urban II would
preach a crusade against Moslems holding Jerusalem.

The inevitable gap between theory and practice seems narrower in Islam
than in other faiths. The Arabs were sensual, and the Koran accepted
polygamy; otherwise the ethic of the Koran is as sternly puritan as
Cromwell’s; only the uninformed think of Mohammedanism as a morally
easy creed. The Arabs were prone to vengeance and retaliation, and the
Koran made no pretense at returning good for evil. “And one who attacks
you, attack him in like manner.... Whoso defendeth himself after he hath
suffered wrong, there is no way” (of blame) “against them” (i1, 194; xlii,
41). It 1s a virile ethic, like that of the Old Testament; it stresses the
masculine, as Christianity stressed the feminine, virtues. No other religion
in history has so consistently tried to make men strong, or so generally
succeeded. “O ye who believe! Endure! Outdo all others in endurance!” (iii,
200). Thus also spake Nietzsche’s Zarathustra.

Revered to the edge of idolatry, copied and illuminated with loving skill
and care, used as the book from which the Moslem learned to read, and then
again as the core and summit of his education, the Koran has for thirteen
centuries filled the memory, aroused the imagination, molded the character,
and perhaps chilled the intellect, of hundreds of millions of men. It gave to
simple souls the simplest, least mystical, least ritualistic, of all creeds, free
from idolatry and sacerdotalism. Its message raised the moral and cultural
level of its followers, promoted social order and unity, inculcated hygiene,
lessened superstition and cruelty, bettered the condition of slaves, lifted the
lowly to dignity and pride, and produced among Moslems (barring the
revels of some caliphs) a degree of sobriety and temperance unequaled
elsewhere in the white man’s world. It gave men an uncomplaining
acceptance of the hardships and limitations of life, and at the same time
stimulated them to the most astonishing expansion in history. And it defined
religion in terms that any orthodox Christian or Jew might accept:

Righteousness is not that ye turn your faces to the East or to the West, but

righteousness is this: whosoever believeth in God, and the Last Day, and the angels, and



the Book, and the Prophets; and whosoever, for the love of God, giveth of his wealth
unto his kindred, unto orphans, and the poor, and the wayfarer, and to the beggar, and
for the release of captives; and whoso observeth prayer ... and, when they have
covenanted, fulfill their covenant; and who are patient in adversity and hardship and in
the times of violence: these are the righteous, these are they who believe in the Lord! (ii,
177).

V. THE SOURCES OF THE KORAN

As the style of the Koran is modeled on that of the Hebrew prophets, so
its contents are largely an adaptation of Judaic doctrines, tales, and themes.
The Koran, which excoriates the Jews, is the sincerest flattery they have
ever received. Its basic ideas—monotheism, prophecy, faith, repentance, the
Last Judgment, heaven and hell—seem Jewish in proximate origin, even in
form and dress. It deviated from Judaism chiefly in insisting that the
Messiah had come. Mohammed frankly reports contemporary accusations
that his revelations were “nothing but a fraud which he hath fabricated, and
other people have helped him therein,... dictating to him morning and
evening” (xxv, 5; xvi, 105). He generously accepts the Hebrew and
Christian Scriptures as divinely revealed (iii, 48). God has given man 104
revelations, of which only four have been preserved—the Pentateuch to
Moses, the Psalms to David, the Gospel to Jesus, the Koran to Mohammed;
whoso rejects any one of these i1s, in Mohammed’s view, an infidel. But the
first three have suffered such corruption that they can no longer be trusted;
and the Koran now replaces them.Z2 There have been many inspired
prophets—e.g., Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Enoch, Christ, but last and
greatest, Mohammed. From Adam to Christ Mohammed accepts all the
narratives of the Bible, but occasionally amends them to save the divine
honor; so God did not really let Jesus die on the cross (iv, 157). The Prophet
alleges the agreement of the Koran with the Bible as proof of his divine
mission, and interprets various Biblical passages®? as predicting his own
birth and apostolate.

From the Creation to the Last Judgment he uses Jewish ideas. Allah is
Yahveh; Allah is a contraction of al-llah, an old Kaaba god; a kindred word
was used in various forms in divers Semitic languages to express divinity;



so the Jews used Elohim, and Christ on the cross appealed to Eli. Both
Allah and Yahveh are gods of compassion, but they are also stern and
warlike deities, capable of many human passions, and resolved to have no
other god besides them. The Shema’ Yisrael of the Jewish ritual, affirming
the unity of God, is repeated in the first article of Moslem belief—*“There is
no god but Allah.” The Koranic refrain that Allah is “gracious and

compassionate” echoes the same frequent phrase in the Talmud.2! The
designation of Allah as Rahman, the merciful, recalls the rabbinical use of
Rahmana for Yahveh in the Talmudic age.32 The Talmud loves to say, “The
Holy One, Blessed be He”; Moslem literature follows with the oft-repeated
words, “Allah” (or “Mohammed”), “Blessed be He.” Apparently the Jews
who acquainted the Prophet with the Bible also gave him snatches of the
Talmud; a hundred passages in the Koran echo the Mishna and the

Gemaras.?3 The teachings of the Koran about angels, the resurrection, and
heaven follow the Talmud rather than the Old Testament. Stories that make
up a fourth of the Koran can be traced to haggadic (illustrative) elements in

the Talmud.2* Where the Koran narratives vary from the Biblical accounts

(as in the story of Joseph) they usually accord with variations already

existing in the haggadic literature of the pre-Moslem Jews.22

From the Mishna and halakah—the oral law of the Jews—Mohammed
seems to have derived many elements of ritual, even minute details of diet

and hygiene.2® Ceremonial purification before prayer is enjoined, and the
hands may be washed with sand if no water can be had—precisely the
rabbinical formula. The Jewish institution of the Sabbath pleased
Mohammed; he adopted it with a distinction in making Friday a day of
prayer for the Moslems. The Koran, like the Mosaic Law, forbids the eating
of blood, or the flesh of swine or dogs, or of any animal that has died of
itself, or has been killed by another animal, or has been offered to an idol (v,
3; vi, 146); the Koran, however, allows the eating of camel’s flesh, which
Moses forbade, but which was sometimes the only flesh food available in

the desert. The Moslem method of fasting followed the Hebrew model.2
The Jews were bidden by their rabbis to pray thrice daily, facing toward
Jerusalem and the Temple, and to prostrate themselves with forehead to the
ground; Mohammed adapted these rules to Islam. The first chapter of the
Koran, which is the basic prayer of Islam, is essentially Judaic. The lovely



greeting of the Hebrew—Sholom aleichem—parallels the noble “Peace be
with you” of Islam. Finally, the Talmudic heaven, like the Koranic paradise,
is one of frankly physical, as well as ecstatically spiritual, delights.

Some of these elements in creed and practice may have been a common
heritage of the Semites; some of them—angels, devils, Satan, heaven, hell,
the resurrection, the Last Judgment—had been taken by the Jews from
Babylonia or Persia, and may have gone directly from Persia to Islam. In
Zoroastrian, as in Mohammedan, eschatology, the resurrected dead must
walk upon a perilous bridge over a deep abyss; the wicked fall into hell, the
good pass into a paradise where they enjoy, among other dainties, the
society of women (houris) whose beauty and ardor will last forever. To
Jewish theology, ethics, and ritual, and Persian eschatology, Mohammed
added Arab demonology, pilgrimage, and the Kaaba ceremony, and made
Islam.

His debt to Christianity was slighter. If we may judge from the Koran, he
knew Christianity very imperfectly, its Scriptures only at second hand, its
theology chiefly in Persian Nestorian form. His earnest preaching of
repentance in fear of the coming Judgment has a Christian tinge. He
confuses Mary (Heb. Miriam) the mother of Jesus with Miriam the sister of
Moses, and—misled by the rising worship of Mary in Christendom—thinks
that Christians look upon her as a goddess forming a trinity with the Father
and Christ (v, 116). He accepts several uncanonical legends about Jesus and
the Virgin Birth (i1, 47; xxi, 91). He modestly acknowledges the miracles
of Jesus, while making no claim to such powers for himself (iii, 48; v, 110).
Like the Docetists, he thinks that God put a phantom in Christ’s place on
the cross, and drew Him up to heaven unhurt. But Mohammed stopped
short of making Jesus the Son of God. “Far is it removed from Allah’s
transcendent majesty that He should have a son” (iv, 171). He begs “the
people of the Scripture” to “come to an agreement between us and you, that
we shall worship none but Allah” (i11, 64).

All 1n all, despite deprecating intimacy with them, Mohammed was well
disposed toward Christians. “Consort in the world kindly with Christians”
(xxxi1, 15). Even after his quarrel with the Jews he counseled toleration
toward the “people of the Book™—i.e., the Jews and the Christians.*
Mohammedanism, though as fanatic as any faith, concedes that others than
Moslems may be saved (v, 73), and requires its followers to honor the



“Law” (the Old Testament), the Gospel, and the Koran as all constituting
“the Word of God”; here was a refreshing breadth of view. Mohammed
adjures the Jews to obey their Law, Christians to obey the Gospel (v, 72);
but he invites them to accept also the Koran as God’s latest pronouncement.
The earlier revelations had been corrupted and abused; now the new one
would unite them, cleanse them, and offer all mankind an integrating,
invigorating faith.

Three books made and almost filled the Age of Faith: the Bible, the
Talmud, the Koran—as if to say that in the rebarbarization of the Roman
Empire only a supernatural ethic could restore order to society and the soul.
All three books were Semitic, and overwhelmingly Judaic. The drama of
medieval history would be the spiritual competition of these Scriptures and
the bloody conflict of their creeds.



CHAPTER X
The Sword of Islam

632-1058

I. THE SUCCESSORS: 632-60

MOHAMMED had appointed no successor to his power, but he had

chosen Abu Bekr (573-624) to conduct the prayers in the Medina mosque;
and after some turmoil and rivalry this mark of preference persuaded the
Moslem leaders to elect Abu Bekr the first Caliph of Islam. Khalifa
(“representative”) was at first a designation rather than a title; the official
title was amir al-muminin, “Commander of the Faithful.” Ali, cousin and
sonin-law of Mohammed, was disappointed by the choice, and for six
months withheld allegiance. Abbas, uncle of both Ali and Mohammed,
shared this resentment. From this inaugural disagreement came a dozen
wars, an Abbasid dynasty, and a sectarian division that still agitates the
Moslem world.

Abu Bekr was now fifty-nine; short, thin, and strong, with scanty hair,
and white beard dyed red; simple and abstemious, kindly but resolute;
attending personally to details of administration and judgment, and never
resting till justice was done; serving without pay till his people overruled
his austerity; and then, in his will, returning to the new state the stipends it
had paid him. The tribes of Arabia mistook his modest manners for
weakness of will; only superficially and reluctantly converted to Islam, they
now ignored it, and refused to pay the tithes that Mohammed had laid upon
them. When Abu Bekr insisted, they marched upon Medina. The Caliph
improvised an army overnight, led it out before dawn, and routed the rebels
(632). Khalid 1bn al-Walid, the most brilliant and ruthless of Arab generals,
was sent out to bring back the turbulent peninsula to orthodoxy, repentance,
and tithes.



This internal dissension may have formed one of the many conditions
that led to the Arab conquest of western Asia. No thought of so extended an
enterprise seems to have occurred to the Moslem leaders at Abu Bekr’s
accession. Some Arab tribes in Syria rejected Christianity and Byzantium,
stood off the imperial armies, and asked for Moslem help. Abu Bekr sent
them reinforcements, and encouraged anti-Byzantine sentiment in Arabia;
here was an external issue that might weld internal unity. The Bedouins,
tired of starvation and used to war, enlisted readily in these apparently
limited campaigns; and before they realized it the skeptics of the desert
were dying enthusiastically for Islam.

Many causes produced the Arab expansion. There were economic causes:
the decline of orderly government in the century before Mohammed had

allowed the irrigation system of Arabia to decay;! the lowered yield of the
soil menaced the growing population; hunger for arable land may have
moved the Moslem regiments.? Political causes operated: both Byzantium
and Persia, exhausted by war and mutual devastation, were in a tempting
decline; in their provinces taxation rose while administration lapsed and
protection failed. Racial affinities played a part: Syria and Mesopotamia
contained Arab tribes that found no difficulty in accepting first the rule,
then the faith, of the Arab invaders. Religious considerations entered:
Byzantine oppression of Monophysites, Nestorians, and other sects had
alienated a large minority of the Syrian and Egyptian population, even some
of the imperial garrisons. As the conquest proceeded, the role of religion
mounted; the Moslem leaders were passionate disciples of Mohammed,
prayed even more than they fought, and in time inspired their followers
with a fanaticism that accepted death in a holy war as an open sesame to
paradise. Morale factors were involved: Christian ethics and monasticism
had reduced in the Near East that readiness for war which characterized
Arab custom and Moslem teaching. The Arab troops were more rigorously
disciplined and more ably led; they were inured to hardship and rewarded
with spoils; they could fight on empty stomachs, and depended upon
victory for their meals. But they were not barbarians. “Be just,” ran Abu
Bekr’s proclamation; “be valiant; die rather than yield; be merciful; slay
neither old men, nor women, nor children. Destroy no fruit trees, grain, or
cattle. Keep your word, even to your enemies. Molest not those religious



persons who live retired from the world, but compel the rest of mankind to
become Moslems or pay us tribute. If they refuse these terms, slay them.”2
The choice given the enemy was not Islam or the sword; it was Islam or
tribute or the sword. Finally, there were military causes of the invasion: as
the triumphant Arab armies swelled with hungry or ambitious recruits, the
problem arose of giving them new lands to conquer, if only to provide them
with food and pay. The advance created its own momentum; each victory
required another, until the Arab conquests—more rapid than the Roman,
more lasting than the Mongol-—summed up to the most amazing feat in
military history.

Early in 633 Khalid, having “pacified” Arabia, was invited by a nomad
frontier tribe to join it in raiding a neighboring community across the border
in Iraq. Restless in idleness or peace, Khalid and 500 of his men accepted
the invitation, and in conjunction with 2500 tribesmen invaded Persian soil.
We do not know if this adventure had received the consent of Abu Bekr;
apparently he accepted the results philosophically. Khalid captured Hira,
and sent the Caliph enough booty to elicit from him the famous phrase:
“Surely the womb is exhausted. Woman will no more bear a Khalid!”*
Woman had now become a substantial item in the thought and spoils of the
victors. At the siege of Emesa a young Arab leader fired the zeal of his
troops by describing the beauty of the Syrian girls. When Hira surrendered,
Khalid stipulated that a lady, Kermat, should be given to an Arab soldier
who claimed that Mohammed had promised her to him. The lady’s family
mourned, but Kermat took the matter lightly. “The fool saw me in my
youth,” she said, “and has forgotten that youth does not last forever.” The

soldier, seeing her, agreed, and freed her for a little gold.i

Before Khalid could enjoy his victory at Hira a message came to him
from the Caliph, sending him to the rescue of an Arab force threatened by
an overwhelmingly superior Greek army near Damascus. Between Hira and
Damascus lay five days’ march of waterless desert. Khalid gathered camels,
and made them drink plentifully; en route the soldiers drew water from
slain camels’ bellies, and fed their horses on camels’ milk. This commissary
was exhausted when Khalid’s troops reached the main Arab army on the
Yarmuk River sixty miles southwest of Damascus. There, say the Moslem
historians, 40,000 (25,000?) Arabs defeated 240,000 (50,000?) Greeks in



one of the innumerable decisive battles of history (634). The Emperor
Heraclius had risked all Syria on one engagement; henceforth Syria was to
be the base of a spreading Moslem empire.

While Khalid was leading his men to victory a dispatch informed him
that Abu Bekr had died (634), and that the new caliph, Omar, wished him to
yield his command to Abu Obeida; Khalid concealed the message till the
battle was won. Omar (Umar Abu Hafsa ibn al-Khattab) (582-644) had
been the chief adviser and support of Abu Bekr, and had earned such repute
that no one protested when the dying Caliph named him as successor. Yet
Omar was the very opposite of his friend: tall, broad-shouldered, and
passionate; agreeing with him only in frugal simplicity, bald head, and dyed
beard. Time and responsibility had matured him into a rare mixture of hot
temper and cool judgment. Having beaten a Bedouin unjustly, he begged
the Bedouin—in vain—to inflict an equal number of strokes upon him. He
was a severe puritan, demanding strict virtue of every Moslem; he carried
about with him a whip wherewith he beat any Mohammedan whom he
caught infringing the Koranic code.® Tradition reports that he scourged his
son to death for repeated drunkenness.Z Moslem historians tell us that he
owned but one shirt and one mantle, patched and repatched; that he lived on
barley bread and dates, and drank nothing but water; that he slept on a bed
of palm leaves, hardly better than a hair shirt; and that his sole concern was
the propagation of the faith by letters and by arms. When a Persian satrap
came to pay homage to Omar he found the conqueror of the East asleep
among beggars on the steps of the Medina mosque.2 We cannot vouch for
the truth of these tales.

Omar had deposed Khalid because the “Sword of God” had repeatedly
tarnished his courage with cruelty. The invincible general took his demotion
with something finer than bravery: he put himself unreservedly at the
disposal of Abu Obeida, who had the wisdom to follow his advice in
strategy and oppose his ferocity in victory. The Arabs, ever skillful
horsemen, proved superior to the cavalry, as well as the infantry, of the
Persians and the Greeks; nothing in early medieval armament could
withstand their weird battle cries, their bewildering maneuvers, their speed;
and they took care to choose level battle grounds favorable to the tactical
movements of their mounts. In 635 Damascus was taken, in 636 Antioch, in



638 Jerusalem; by 640 all Syria was in Moslem hands; by 641 Persia and
Egypt were conquered. The Patriarch Sophronius agreed to surrender
Jerusalem if the Caliph would come in person to ratify the terms of
capitulation. Omar consented, and traveled from Medina in stately
simplicity, armed with a sack of corn, a bag of dates, a gourd of water, and a
wooden dish. Khalid, Abu Obeida, and other leaders of the Arab army went
out to welcome him. He was displeased by the finery of their raiment and
the ornate trappings of their steeds; he flung a handful of gravel upon them,
crying: “Begone! Is it thus attired that ye come out to meet me?” He
received Sophronius with kindness and courtesy, imposed an easy tribute on
the vanquished, and confirmed the Christians in the peaceful possession of
all their shrines. Christian historians relate that he accompanied the
Patriarch in a tour of Jerusalem. During his ten days’ stay he chose the site
for the mosque that was to be known by his name. Then, learning that the
people of Medina were fretting lest he make Jerusalem the citadel of Islam,
he returned to his modest capital.

Once Syria and Persia were securely held, a wave of migration set in
from Arabia to north and east, comparable to the migration of Germanic
tribes into the conquered provinces of Rome. Women joined in the
movement, but not in numbers adequate to Arab zeal; the conquering males
rounded out their harems with Christian and Jewish concubines, and
reckoned the children of such unions legitimate. By such industry and
reckoning the “Arabs” in Syria and Persia were half a million by 644. Omar
forbade the conquerors to buy or till land; he hoped that outside of Arabia
they would remain a military caste, amply supported by the state, but
vigorously preserving their martial qualities. His prohibitions were ignored
after his death, and almost nullified by his generosity in life; he divided the
spoils of victory eighty per cent to the army, twenty per cent to the nation.
The minority of men, having the majority of brains, soon gathered in the
majority of goods in this rapidly growing Arab wealth. The Quraish nobles
built rich palaces in Mecca and Medina; Zobeir had palaces in several
cities, with 1000 horses and 10,000 slaves; Abd-er-Rahman had 1000
camels, 10,000 sheep, 400,000 dinars ($1,912,000). Omar saw with sorrow
the decline of his people into luxury.

A Persian slave struck him down while Omar led the prayers in the
mosque (644). Unable to persuade Abd-er-Rahman to succeed him, the



dying Caliph appointed six men to choose his successor. They named the
weakest of their number, perhaps in the hope that they would rule him.
Othman ibn Affan was an old man of kindly intent; he rebuilt and beautified
the Medina mosque, and supported the generals who now spread Moslem
arms to Herat and Kabul, Balkh and Tiflis, and through Asia Minor to the
Black Sea. But it was his misfortune to be a loyal member of that
aristocratic Umayyad clan which in early days had been among
Mohammed’s proudest foes. The Umayyads flocked to Medina to enjoy the
fruits of their relationship to the old Caliph. He could not refuse their
importunity; soon a dozen lucrative offices warmed the hands of men who
scorned the puritanism and simplicity of pious Moslems. Islam, relaxing in
victory, divided into ferocious factions: “Refugees” from Mecca vs.
“Helpers” from Medina; the ruling cities of Mecca and Medina vs. the fast-
growing Moslem cities of Damascus, Kufa, and Basra; the Quraish
aristocracy vs. the Bedouin democracy; the Prophet’s Hashimite clan led by
Ali vs. the Umayyad clan led by Muawiya—son of Mohammed’s chief
enemy Abu Sufyan, but now governor of Syria. In 654 a converted Jew
began to preach a revolutionary doctrine at Basra: that Mohammed would
return to life, that Ali was his only legitimate successor, that Othman was a
usurper and his appointees a set of godless tyrants. Driven from Basra, the
rebel went to Kufa; driven from Kufa, he fled to Egypt, where his preaching
found passionate audience. Five hundred Egyptian Moslems made their
way to Medina as pilgrims, and demanded Othman’s resignation. Refused,
they blockaded him in his palace. Finally they stormed into his room and
killed him as he sat reading the Koran (656).

The Umayyad leaders fled from Medina, and the Hashimite faction at last
raised Ali to the caliphate. He had been in his youth a model of modest
piety and energetic loyalty; he was now fifty-five, bald and stout, genial and
charitable, meditative and reserved; he shrank from a drama in which
religion had been displaced by politics, and devotion by intrigue. He was
asked to punish Othman’s assassins, but delayed till they escaped. He called
for the resignation of Othman’s appointees; most of them refused; instead of
resigning, Muawiya exhibited in Damascus the bloody garments of
Othman, and the fingers that Othman’s wife had lost in trying to shield him.
The Quraish clan, dominated by the Umayyads, rallied to Muawiya; Zobeir
and Talha, “Companions” of the Prophet, revolted against Ali, and laid rival



claims to the caliphate. Aisha, proud widow of Mohammed, left Medina for
Mecca, and joined in the revolt. When the Moslems of Basra declared for
the rebels, Ali appealed to the veterans at Kufa, and promised to make Kufa
his capital if they would come to his aid. They came; the two armies met at
Khoraiba in southern Iraq in the Battle of the Camel—called so because
Aisha commanded her troops from her camel seat. Zobeir and Talha were
defeated and killed; Aisha was escorted with all courtesy to her home in
Medina; and Ali transferred his government to Kufa, near the ancient
Babylon.

But in Damascus Muawiya raised another rebel force. He was a man of
the world, who privately put little stock in Mohammed’s revelation; religion
seemed to him an economical substitute for policemen, but no aristocrat
would let it interfere with his enjoyment of the world. In effect his war
against Ali sought to restore the Quraish oligarchy to the power and
leadership that had been taken from them by Mohammed. Ali’s reorganized
forces met Muawiya’s army at Siffin on the Euphrates (657); Ali was
prevailing when Muawiya’s general Amr ibn al-As raised copies of the
Koran on the points of his soldiers’ lances, and demanded arbitration
“according to the word of Allah”—presumably by rules laid down in the
sacred book. Yielding to the insistence of his troops, Ali agreed; arbitrators
were chosen, and were allowed six months to decide the issue, while the
armies returned to their homes.

Part of Ali’s men now turned against him, and formed a separate army
and sect as Khariji or Seceders; they argued that the caliph should be
elected and removable by the people; some of them were religious

anarchists who rejected all government except that of God;2 all of them
denounced the worldliness and luxury of the new ruling classes in Islam.
Ali tried to win them back by suasion, but failed; their piety became
fanaticism, and issued in acts of disorder and violence; finally Ali declared
war upon them and suppressed them. In due time the arbitrators agreed that
both Ali and Muawiya should withdraw their claims to the caliphate. Ali’s
representative announced the deposition of Ali; Amr, however, instead of
making a similar withdrawal for Muawiya, proclaimed him Caliph. Amid
this chaos a Kharijite came upon Ali near Kufa, and pierced his brain with a
poisoned sword (661). The spot where Ali died became a holy place to the



Shia sect, which worshiped him as the Wali or vicar of Allah, and made his
grave a goal of pilgrimage as sacred as Mecca itself.

The Moslems of Iraq chose Ali’s son Hasan to succeed him; Muawiya
marched upon Kufa; Hasan submitted, received a pension from Muawiya,
retired to Mecca, married a hundred times, and died at forty-five (669),
poisoned by the Caliph or a jealous wife. Muawiya received the reluctant
allegiance of all Islam; but for his own security, and because Medina was
now too far from the center of Moslem population and power, he made
Damascus his capital. The Quraish aristocracy, through Abu Sufyan’s son,
had won their war against Mohammed; the theocratic “republic” of the
Successors became a secular hereditary monarchy. Semitic rule replaced the
dominance of Persians and Greeks in western Asia, expelled from Asia a
European control that had lasted a thousand years, and gave to the Near
East, Egypt, and North Africa the form that in essence they would keep for
thirteen centuries.

II. THE UMAYYAD CALIPHATE: 661-750

Let us do Muawiya justice. He had won his power first through
appointment as governor of Syria by the virtuous Omar; then by leading the
reaction against the murder of Othman; then by intrigues so subtle that
force had seldom to be used. “I apply not my sword,” he said, “where my
lash suffices, nor my lash where my tongue is enough. And even if there be
one hair binding me to my fellow men I do not let it break; when they pull I
loosen, and if they loosen I pull.”1? His path to power was less incarnadined
than most of those that have opened new dynasties.

Like other usurpers, he felt the need to hedge his throne with splendor
and ceremony. He took as his model the Byzantine emperors, who had
taken as their model the Persian King of Kings; the persistence of that
monarchical pattern from Cyrus to our time suggests its serviceability in the
government and exploitation of an unlettered population. Muawiya felt his
methods justified by the prosperity that came under his rule, the quieting of
tribal strife, and the consolidation of Arab power from the Oxus to the Nile.
Thinking the hereditary principle the sole alternative to chaotic struggles for



an elective caliphate, he declared his son Yezid heir apparent, and exacted
an oath of fealty to him from all the realm.

Nevertheless, when Muawiya died (680), a war of succession repeated
the early history of his reign. The Moslems of Kufa sent word to Husein,
son of Ali, that if he would come to them and make their city his capital,
they would fight for his elevation to the caliphate. Husein set out from
Mecca with his family and seventy devoted followers. Twenty-five miles
north of Kufa the caravan was intercepted by a force of Yezid’s troops
under Obeidallah. Husein offered to submit, but his band chose to fight.
Husein’s nephew Qasim, ten years old, was struck by one of the first
arrows, and died in his uncle’s arms; one by one Husein’s brothers, sons,
cousins, and nephews fell; every man in the group was killed, while the
women and children looked on in horror and terror. When Husein’s severed
head was brought to Obeidallah he carelessly turned it over with his staff.
“Gently,” one of his officers protested; “he was the grandson of the Prophet.
By Allah! I have seen those lips kissed by the blessed mouth of

Mohammed!” (680).11 At Kerbela, where Husein fell, the Shia Moslems
built a shrine to his memory; yearly they reenact there the tragedy in a
passion play, worshiping the memory of Ali, Hasan, and Husein.

Abdallah, son of Zobeir, continued the revolt. Yezid’s Syrian troops
defeated him, and besieged him in Mecca; rocks from their catapults fell
upon the sacred enclosure and split the Black Stone into three pieces; the
Kaaba caught fire, and was burned to the ground (683). Suddenly the siege
was lifted; Yezid had died, and the army was needed in Damascus. In two
years of royal chaos three caliphs held the throne; finally Abd-al-Malik, son
of a cousin of Muawiya, ended the disorder with ruthless courage, and then
governed with relative mildness, wisdom, and justice. His general Hajjaj
ibn Yusuf subdued the Kufans, and renewed the siege of Mecca. Abdallah,
now seventy-two, fought bravely, urged on by his centenarian mother; he
was defeated and killed; his head was sent as a certified check to Damascus;
his body, after hanging for some time on a gibbet, was presented to his
mother (692). During the ensuing peace Abd-al-Malik wrote poetry,
patronized letters, attended to eight wives, and reared fifteen sons, of whom
four succeeded to his throne; his cognomen meant Father of Kings.



His reign of twenty years paved the way for the accomplishments of his
son Walid I (705-15). The march of Arab conquest was now resumed:
Balkh was taken in 705, Bokhara in 709, Spain in 711, Samarkand in 712.
In the eastern provinces Hajjaj governed with a creative energy that equaled
his barbarities: marshes were drained, arid tracts were irrigated, and the
canal system was restored and improved; not content with which the
general, once a schoolmaster, revolutionized Arabic orthography by
introducing diacritical marks. Walid himself was a model king, far more
interested in administration than in war. He encouraged industry and trade
with new markets and better roads; built schools and hospitals—including
the first lazar houses known—and homes for the aged, the crippled, and the
blind; enlarged and beautified the mosques of Mecca, Medina, and
Jerusalem, and raised at Damascus a still greater one, which still exists.
Amid these labors he composed verses, wrote music, played the lute,
listened patiently to other poets and musicians, and caroused every second
day.12

His brother and successor Suleiman (715—17) wasted lives and wealth in
a vain attempt upon Constantinople, solaced himself with good food and
bad women, and received the praise of posterity only for bequeathing his
power to his cousin. Omar II (717-20) was resolved to atone in one reign
for all the impiety and liberality of his Umayyad predecessors. The practice
and propagation of the faith were the consuming interests of his life. He
dressed so simply, wore so many patches, that no stranger took him for a
king. He bade his wife surrender to the public treasury the costly jewels that
her father had given her, and she obeyed. He informed his harem that the
duties of government would absorb him to their neglect, and gave them
leave to depart. He ignored the poets, orators, and scholars who had
depended on the court, but drew to his counsel and companionship the most
devout among the learned in his realm. He made peace with other countries,
withdrew the army that had besieged Constantinople, and called in the
garrisons that had guarded Moslem cities hostile to Umayyad rule. Whereas
his predecessors had discouraged conversions to Islam on the ground that
less poll taxes would come to the state, Omar speeded the acceptance of
Islam by Christians, Zoroastrians, and Jews; and when his fiscal agents
complained that his policy was ruining the treasury, he replied: “Glad



would I be, by Allah, to see everybody become Moslem, so that you and I

would have to till the soil with our own hands to earn a living.”12 Clever

councilors thought to stay the tide of conversions by requiring
circumcision; Omar, another Paul, bade them dispense with it. Upon those
who still refused conversion he laid severe restrictions, excluded them from
governmental employment, and forbade them to build new shrines. After a
reign of less than three years he sickened and died.

Another side of Moslem character and custom appears in Yezid II (717—
24), last of the royal sons of Abd-al-Malik. Yezid loved a slave girl Habiba
as Omar II had loved Islam. While still a youth he had bought her for 4000
pieces of gold; his brother Suleiman, then caliph, had compelled him to
return her to the seller; but Yezid had never forgotten her beauty and her
tenderness. When he came to power his wife asked him, “Is there, my love,
anything in the world left you to desire?” “Yes,” he said, “Habiba.” The
dutiful wife sent for Habiba, presented her to Yezid, and retired into the
obscurity of the harem. One day, feasting with Habiba, Yezid playfully
threw a grape pit into her mouth; it choked her, and she died in his arms. A
week later Yezid died of grief.

Hisham (724-43) governed the realm for nineteen years in justice and
peace, improved administration, reduced expenses, and left the treasury full
at his death. But the virtues of a saint may be the ruin of a ruler. Hisham’s
armies were repeatedly defeated, rebellion simmered in the provinces,
disaffection spread in a capital that longed for a spendthrift king. His
successors disgraced a hitherto competent dynasty by luxurious living and
negligent rule. Walid II (743-4) was a skeptic libertine and candid
epicurean. He read with delight the news of his uncle Hisham’s death;
imprisoned Hisham’s son, seized the property of the late Caliph’s relatives,
and emptied the treasury with careless government and extravagant
largesse. His enemies reported that he swam in a pool of wine and slaked
his thirst as he swam; that he used the Koran as a target for his archery; that
he sent his mistresses to preside in his place at the public prayer.i? Yezid,
son of Walid I, slew the wastrel, ruled for six months, and died (744). His
brother Ibrahim took the throne but could not defend it; an able general
deposed him, and reigned for six tragic years as Merwan II, the last caliph
of the Umayyad line.



From a worldly point of view the Umayyad caliphs had done well for
Islam. They had extended its political boundaries farther than these would
ever reach again; and, barring some illucid intervals, they had given the
new empire an orderly and liberal government. But the lottery of hereditary
monarchy placed on the throne, in the eighth century, incompetents who
exhausted the treasury, surrendered administration to eunuchs, and lost
control over that Arab individualism which has nearly always prevented a
united Moslem power. The old tribal enmities persisted as political factions;
Hashimites and Umayyads hated one another as if they were more closely
related than they really were. Arabia, Egypt, and Persia resented the
authority of Damascus; and the proud Persians, from contending that they
were as good as the Arabs, passed to claiming superiority, and could no
longer brook Syrian rule. The descendants of Mohammed were scandalized
to see at the head of Islam an Umayyad clan that had included the most
unyielding and last converted of the Prophet’s enemies; they were shocked
by the easy morals, perhaps by the religious tolerance, of the Umayyad
caliphs; they prayed for the day when Allah would send some savior to
redeem them from this humiliating rule.

All that these hostile forces needed was some initiative personality to
give them unity and voice. Abu al-Abbas, great-great-grandson of an uncle
of Mohammed, provided the leadership from a hiding place in Palestine,
organized the revolt in the provinces, and won the ardent support of the
Shia Persian nationalists. In 749 he proclaimed himself caliph at Kufa.
Merwan II met the rebel forces under Abu al-Abbas’ uncle Abdallah on the
river Zab; he was defeated; and a year later Damascus yielded to siege.
Merwan was caught and killed, and his head was sent to Abu al-Abbas. The
new Caliph was not satisfied. “Had they quaffed my blood,” he said, “it
would not have quenched their thirst; neither is my wrath slaked by this
man’s blood.” He named himself al-Saffah, the Bloodthirsty, and directed
that all princes of the Umayyad line should be hunted out and slain, to
forestall any resurrection of the fallen dynasty. Abdallah, made governor of
Syria, managed the matter with humor and dispatch. He announced an
amnesty to the Umayyads, and to confirm it he invited eighty of their
leaders to dinner. While they ate, his hidden soldiers, at his signal, put them
all to the sword. Carpets were spread over the fallen men, and the feast was
resumed by the Abbasid diners over the bodies of their foes, and to the



music of dying groans. The corpses of several Umayyad caliphs were
exhumed, the almost fleshless skeletons were scourged, hanged, and

burned, and the ashes were scattered to the winds.12

III. THE ABBASID CALIPHATE: 750-1058

1. Harun al-Rashid

Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah found himself ruler of an empire extending from
the Indus to the Atlantic: Sind (northwest India), Baluchistan, Afghanistan,
Turkestan, Persia, Mesopotamia, Armenia, Syria, Palestine, Cyprus, Crete,
Egypt, and North Africa. Moslem Spain, however, rejected his authority,
and in the twelfth year of his reign Sind threw off his rule. Hated in
Damascus, uncomfortable in turbulent Kufa, al-Saffah made Anbar, north of
Kufa, his capital. The men who had helped him to power, and now
administered the state, were predominantly Persian in origin or culture;
after al-Saffah had drunk his fill of blood, a certain Iranian refinement and
urbanity entered into the manners of the court; and a succession of
enlightened caliphs dignified the growth of wealth by promoting a brilliant
flowering of art and literature, science and philosophy. After a century of
humiliation, Persia conquered her conquerors.

Al-Saffah died of smallpox in 754. His half brother Abu Jafar succeeded
him under the name of al-Mansur, “the Victorious.” Mansur’s mother was a
Berber slave; of the thirty-seven Abbasid caliphs, slaves mothered all but
three through the institution of concubinage and the legitimation of its
progeny; in this way the Moslem aristocracy was perpetually recruited by
the democracy of chance and the fortunes of love and war. The new Caliph
was forty, tall, slender, bearded, dark, austere; no slave to woman’s beauty,
no friend of wine or song, but a generous patron of letters, sciences, and
arts. A man of great ability and little scruple, by his firm statesmanship he
established a dynasty that might else have died at al-Saffah’s death. He gave
himself sedulously to administration, built a splendid new capital at
Baghdad, reorganized the government and the army into their lasting form,
kept a keen eye on every department and almost every transaction,



periodically forced corrupt officials—including his brother—to disgorge
their peculations into the treasury, and dispensed the funds of the state with
a conscientious parsimony that won him no friends, but the title of “Father

of Farthings.”1% At the outset of his reign he established on a Persian model
an institution—the vizierate—which was to play a major role in Abbasid
history. As his first vizier he appointed Khalid, son of Barmak; this family
of Barmakids was cast for a heavy part in the Abbasid drama. Al-Mansur
and Khalid created the order and prosperity whose full fruits were to fall
into the lap of Harun al-Rashid.

After a beneficent reign of twenty-two years al-Mansur died on a
pilgrimage to Mecca. His son al-Mahdi (775-85) could now afford to be
benevolent. He pardoned all but the most dangerous offenders, spent
lavishly to beautify the cities, supported music and literature, and
administered the empire with reasonable competence. Byzantium having
seized the opportunity of the Abbasid revolution to recover Arab-conquered
territory in Asia Minor, al-Mahdi sent an army under his son Harun to
renew a theft long sanctified by time. Harun drove the Greeks back to
Constantinople, and so threatened that capital that the Empress Irene made
peace on terms that pledged a yearly payment of 70,000 dinars ($332,500)
to the caliphs (784). From that time onward al-Mahdi called the youth
Harun al-Rashid—Aaron the Upright. He had previously named another
son heir apparent; now, seeing the far superior capacity of Harun, he asked
al-Hadi to waive his claim in favor of his younger brother. Al-Hadi,
commanding an army in the east, refused, and disobeyed a summons to
Baghdad; al-Mahdi and Harun set out to capture him, but al-Mahdi, aged
forty-three, died on the way. Harun—so counseled by the Barmakid Yahya,
son of Khalid—recognized Hadi as Caliph, and himself as heir apparent.
But, as Sa‘di was to say, “Ten dervishes can sleep on one rug, but two kings
cannot be accommodated in an entire kingdom.”!Z Al-Hadi soon set Harun
aside, imprisoned Yahya, and proclaimed his own son as successor. Shortly
thereafter (786) al-Hadi died; rumor said that his own mother, favoring
Harun, had had him smothered with pillows. Harun ascended the throne,
made Yahya his vizier, and began the most famous reign in Moslem history.

Legends—above all, the Thousand and One Nights—picture Harun as a
gay and cultured monarch, occasionally despotic and violent, often



generous and humane; so fond of good stories that he had them recorded in
state archives, and rewarded a lady raconteur, now and then, by sharing his

bed with her.18 All these qualities appear in history except the gaiety, which
perhaps offended the historians. These depict him first of all as a pious and
resolutely orthodox Moslem, who severely restricted the liberties of non-
Moslems, made the pilgrimage to Mecca every second year, and performed
a hundred prostrations with his daily prayers.l? He drank thirstily, but
mostly in the privacy of a few chosen friends.2? He had seven wives and
several concubines; eleven sons and fourteen daughters, all by slave girls
except al-Emin, his son by the Princess Zobeida. He was generous with all
forms of his wealth. When his son al-Mamun fell in love with one of
Harun’s palace maids, the Caliph presented her to him, merely asking him

in payment to compose some lines of poetry.2l He enjoyed poetry so
intensely that on some occasions he would overwhelm a poet with
extravagant gifts, as when he gave the poet Merwan, for one brief but
laudatory ode, 5000 pieces of gold ($23,750), a robe of honor, ten Greek
slave girls, and a favorite horse.2> His boon companion was the libertine
poet Abu Nuwas; repeatedly angered by the poet’s insolence or open
immorality, he was repeatedly mollified by exquisite verse. He gathered
about him in Baghdad an unparalleled galaxy of poets, jurists, physicians,
grammarians, rhetors, musicians, dancers, artists, and wits; judged their
work with discriminating taste, rewarded them abundantly, and was repaid
by a thousand metrical doxologies. He himself was a poet, a scholar, an
impetuous and eloquent orator.22 No court in history had ever a more
brilliant constellation of intellects. Contemporary with the Empress Irene in
Constantinople and with Charlemagne in France, and coming a little later
than Tsiian Tsung at Chang-an, Harun excelled them all in wealth, power,
splendor, and the cultural advancement that adorns a rule.

But he was no dilettante. He shared in the labor of administration, earned
repute as a just judge, and—despite unprecedented liberality and display-
left 48,000,000 dinars ($228,000,000) in the treasury at his death. He led his
armies personally in the field, and maintained all frontiers intact. For the
most part, however, he entrusted administration and policy to the wise
Yahya. Soon after his accession he summoned Yahya and said: “I invest you
with the rule over my subjects. Rule them as you please; depose whom you



will, appoint whom you will, conduct all affairs as you see fit”; and in

ratification of his words he gave Yahya his ring.2 It was an act of extreme
and imprudent confidence, but Harun, still a youth of twenty-two, judged
himself unprepared to rule so wide a realm; it was also an act of gratitude to
one who had been his tutor, whom he had come to call father, and who had
borne imprisonment for his sake.

Yahya proved to be one of the ablest administrators in history. Affable,
generous, judicious, tireless, he brought the government to its highest pitch
of efficiency; established order, security, and justice; built roads, bridges,
inns, canals; and kept all the provinces prosperous even while taxing them
severely to fill his master’s purse and his own; for he, too, like the Caliph,
played patron to literature and art. His sons al-Fadl and Jafar received high
office from him, acquitted themselves well, paid themselves better; they
became millionaires, built palaces, kept their own herds of poets, jesters,
and philosophers. Harun loved Jafar so well that gossip found scandal in
their intimacy; the Caliph had a cloak made with two collars, so that he and
Jafar might wear it at the same time, and be two heads with but a single
breast; perhaps in this Siamese garb they sampled together the night life of
Baghdad.®

We do not know the precise causes that so suddenly ended the
Barmakids’ power. Ibn Khaldun saw the “true cause” in “their assumption
of all authority, their jealous disposition of the public revenue, to such
degree that al-Rashid was sometimes reduced to asking for a trivial sum
without being able to obtain it.”2® As the young ruler grew into middle age,
and found no complete expression of his abilities in the pursuit of sensual
pleasure and intellectual discourse, he may have regretted the omnipotence
with which he had dowered his vizier. When he ordered Jafar to have a
rebel executed, Jafar connived at the man’s escape; Harun never forgave
this amiable negligence. A story worthy of the Thousand and One Nights
tells how Abbasa, Harun’s sister, fell in love with Jafar; now Harun had
vowed to keep the Hashimite blood of his sisters as pure as might be of any
but high Arabian fluid, and Jafar was Persian. The Caliph permitted them to
marry, but on their promise never to meet except in his presence. The lovers
soon broke this agreement; Abbasa secretly bore Jafar two sons, who were
concealed and reared in Medina. Zobaida, Harun’s wife, discovered the



situation and revealed it to Harun. The Caliph sent for his chief executioner,
Mesrur, bade him kill Abbasa and bury her in the palace, and supervised in
person the performance of these commands; then he ordered Mesrur to
behead Jafar and bring him the severed head, which was duly done; then he
sent to Medina for the children, talked long with the handsome boys,
admired them, and had them killed (803). Yahya and al-Fadl were
imprisoned; they were allowed to keep their families and servants, but were
never released; Yahya died two years after his son, al-Fadl five years after
his brother. All the property of the Barmakid family, reputedly amounting to
30,000,000 dinars ($142,500,000), was confiscated.

Harun himself did not long survive. For a while he dulled his sorrow and
remorse with work, and welcomed even the toils of war. When Nicephorus
I, Byzantine Emperor, refused to continue the payments pledged by Irene,
and boldly demanded the return of the tribute already paid, Harun replied:
“In the name of Allah the Merciful, the Compassionate. From Harun,
Commander of the Faithful, to Nicephorus, dog of a Roman: I have your
letter, O son of an infidel mother. The answer shall be for your eyes to see,

not for your ears to hear. Salaam.”* He took the field at once, and from his
new and strategic residence at Raqqga, on the northern frontier, he led into
Asia Minor such impetuous expeditions that Nicephorus soon agreed to
resume the tribute (806). To Charlemagne—a useful foil to Byzantium—he
sent an embassy bearing many presents, including a complicated water
clock and an elephant.28

Though Harun was now only forty-two, 