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‘As father of my country I will probably be Rome’s last emperor. For that reason alone, I occupy a rather forlorn position in world history. No matter what happens I shall end up with a bad reputation.’


Friedrich Dürrenmatt, Romulus the Great


‘Romulus Augustulus!’ the polymath had said. ‘What a name! Poor chap, he was very good-looking, it seems, and only sixteen.’


Patrick Leigh Fermor, A Time of Gifts




INTRODUCTION


It’s the End of the World as We Know It


In the spring of AD 477, the sea lanes across the Mediterranean opened again after the winter storms. Making one of the first voyages of the year, a ship docked at the harbour near the Great Palace in Constantinople. On board were senators from Rome with a letter for Emperor Zeno, head of the Eastern Roman empire.


New Rome, as Constantinople or Byzantium was dubbed, had been the capital of the empire for the past 147 years. Constantine’s city had been formally dedicated in the summer of AD 330 at the time of his silver jubilee. No longer was it a new town with the whiff of paint, the strange scent of drying plaster, the dust of marble being shaped, the noise of carpenters, masons and engineers. It was the seat of government, the emperor and his court. The army chiefs of staff were based there, as were the law courts.


The city had been adorned with all the trappings of the power and the glory. Wide-open forums, streets protected with colonnades, squares decorated with columns and statues recalling battles won and generals honoured. There were massive and sprawling public buildings, palaces, important monasteries as well as the structures necessary to keep a growing urban population entertained. Byzantium boasted 4,388 individual homes to Rome’s 1,800 – roughly two and a half times more. There were baths and theatres as well as the most famous building of all, the hippodrome in the centre of town, right in front of the Great Palace.


The diplomats did not approach Constantinople via the Golden Gate, the monumental ceremonial entrance to the city made of polished marble. They arrived, as everyone should, by sea, coming up the south-facing Marmara coast – increasingly the right address in this period, especially if you wanted protection from the winds that howled down from the north for most of the winter.


As they sailed closer to shore, they saw why Byzantium was growing fat, rich on the profits from the sea trade that had to pass through the Bosphorus Straits. Not only was it the land bridge between East and West, it was the sea link between north and south. The senators passed two huge artificial harbours named after previous emperors, Theodosius I and Julian the Apostate, filled with ships from the East with their cargoes of grain – centuries away from the oil tankers that now ply their trade up and down the straits.


From on board they heard the shouts and noises of workmen in the massive granaries, the Horrea Alexandrina and the state-controlled Horreum Theodosianum that stretched between the two harbours and that handled the shipments of Egyptian wheat coming up from the south to feed the city.


Only then could they see the capital of the empire in its full imposing glory. It is difficult to imagine the cultural and open-mouthed awe that a visit to the world’s most important city inspired, especially for visitors from the increasingly unpolished West. By the reign of the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century, Constantinople would boast a population of 500,000, causing one historian to grumble about the metropolis’s ‘unnecessarily large population’. Several years earlier, a barbarian, up to then a committed opponent of the empire, was invited to visit and became a stunned convert. ‘I see now what my unbelieving ears have often heard about,’ he said. Shocked by the sights he added: ‘The emperor really is a god on earth and whoever lifts a hand against him is guilty of suicide.’ This was the effect that the city desired, that it expected.


Far to their left as they approached the harbour, the senators would have been aware of the walls that protected Byzantium, 6.5 kilometres long and running from the Golden Horn to the Sea of Marmara. Some 12 metres high and 5 metres thick they were protected by almost a hundred towers. The walls had seen off various barbarians, just as they were to see off Bulgar and Arab hordes in years to come. Indeed, they were not to suffer any breach until the mid-fifteenth century. Built fifty-five years before this visit by Theodosius II, they are visible to this day, the sole mute reminder of that emperor’s reign. The diplomats must have been conscious that this was a security sadly lacking in the West.


As they came into port, they could see the church of St Sophia in the distance. This was not the structure that we know today, commissioned by the Emperor Justinian and designed by Isidore of Miletus, the glorious building with a thousand lamps and the famous dome that embraces the church. That was another sixty years away. What caught their attention was the second church on that spot to bear the name. The original had been burned down by protesters three generations previously, angry at the imperial banishment of the popular if provocative cleric John Chrysostom. This one was a pentagonal basilica with a columned entrance that housed the bones of Joseph, famous for his coat of many colours, and Zachariah, father of John the Baptist. The building was to survive another fifty-five years until it became the victim yet again of protesters in the great riots of 532.


When they disembarked they went directly into the Great Palace. The sprawling, multi-storeyed palace now lies underneath the modern Sultanahmet district. The basic layout of the building, or rather the buildings the diplomats would have seen was first determined by Emperor Constantine, who modelled it on the Flavian Palace in Rome. It soon housed a collection of state buildings with courtyards, colonnaded porticos, throne rooms and audience chambers, religious structures, gardens, libraries, assembly buildings, reception rooms and even thermal baths, all of which was loosely organised in a terraced park. Most of our information about the palace’s layout comes from the tenth century and a book of ceremonies detailing paths that had to be taken through the palace for different occasions. But it is frustratingly vague and despite the quantity of academic ink that has been spilt since, no consensus has been reached on what exactly the palace looked like.


In one of the palace’s many reception rooms, possibly even the most important of all, the Magnaura, the envoys would have walked up the flight of steps, through the large forecourt surrounded by porticos to the basilical audience chamber to present their credentials. Although we do not know their names, we do know about their mission. They had been sent by the new king of Italy, Odovacer, to placate the East. Odovacer was an upstart, a rebel and a barbarian. He was also the new ruler of Rome.


Odovacer had instructed the embassy to take the message that there was no longer any need for an empire divided between Byzantium and Ravenna, the north Italian city that had replaced Rome as the de facto capital in AD 402. One shared emperor, based in Byzantium, was enough. The new ruler of Italy had gone to the boy emperor he had displaced and exiled to Misenum on the bay of Capri and ordered him to sign the letter. The teenage Romulus Augustulus, the last Western Roman emperor, had been encouraged to write that he had picked Odovacer, a man of ‘military and political experience’, to safeguard the affairs of Italy. If it pleased the emperor, then Odovacer could be given the title of patrician, commander-in-chief and imperial deputy, and be entrusted with the government of Rome. It was a clever way for Odovacer to secure both imperial approval and to keep Constantinople at a distance. The tortured feelings of the hapless youth he had coerced would have been of little concern.


To show his faith, Odovacer’s envoys handed over all the imperial regalia that had been worn by the emperor in the West: his gold and gem-encrusted belt, the sacred white robe with precious border and his purple and gold cloak. This was a deferential and significant step. Without television or mass media, a man was defined and identified by the way that he looked. As a symbol of government, hierarchy and official status, even the imperial cloak clasp – a gold brooch with three pendants – had a special importance and achieved such a prominence that it was highlighted on the coinage of emperors in the fifth and six centuries. The regalia itself has not survived, but it can be best seen in a silver plate called the Missorium of Theodosius in the Real Academia de la Historia in Madrid. The image may date to the previous century, but it clearly depicts what the Western Roman emperor might have worn on official occasions. Odovacer was handing Emperor Zeno the heart of the West.


Negotiations did not proceed as smoothly as Odovacer might have hoped. If Roman rule in the West had ended with a whimper rather than a bang the previous year, its aftermath was a series of petty diplomatic negotiations that must have bored the emperor. Zeno, in his late 40s or early 50s, had much greater problems closer to home than playing referee to a spat on the other side of the world. He had just regained power after a twenty-month exile and was hated by pretty much everyone, including most of his own family. Throughout his seventeen-year reign he was, as one historian has put it, permanently threatened by ‘civil riots, military conspiracies, rebellions, invasions, usurpations and civil war’.


Embarrassingly for them, during the days that Odovacer’s ambassadors were petitioning the emperor, another set of diplomatic representatives appeared. These had sailed from Salona, which was then home to Julius Nepos. Probably in his late 40s at this time, the man who had himself fallen from the peak of imperial power in a military coup and been exiled from Italy, had been living quietly as a private citizen for the past eighteen months in what is now the Croatian coastal town of Split. These new envoys were asking Zeno for money and for troops to claim back the throne. In short, they were asking for approval to invade Italy.


The emperor had to make a decision. Julius Nepos was family, but having himself only recently recovered the throne after a coup, the support he had to offer to problems outside the walled confines of Constantinople could only be moral. Under the circumstances, the solution Zeno came up with was elegant – at least from his point of view. He granted Odovacer’s wish and publicly recognised him as patrician, but told him, in turn, to recognise Julius Nepos as emperor of the West. It was a meaningless gesture. Noticeably lacking were any troops or money for either side, and Nepos had to remain in Split.


So it was that the last Roman to sit on the throne of Augustus, Trajan and Constantine found his title and his regalia traded almost carelessly as a pawn in a game of diplomacy.1
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Romulus Augustulus is one of the most important figures in European history. The end of his reign marked, wrote Britain’s greatest historian Edward Gibbon, ‘the extinction of the Roman empire in the West’. No Roman ever ruled the West again after he was deposed in 476, and Romulus is the human symbol, the name that is used for the fall of the Roman Empire. Once he had been forced to abdicate, Europe was free to welcome the Middle Ages. Romulus has been eulogised, he has been mocked, he has been dismissed, but it is impossible to read his story without a sense of loss.


It is not known when he was born; it is not known when he died; it is not even known where he was buried. No speeches, pronouncements or epigrams have survived.


There is no hint of his likes or dislikes; there is no hint of sexuality, conventional or otherwise, to add a frisson of historical excitement; there is not even any particularly gory violence. One nineteenth-century historian rightly calls the history of Byzantium a ‘monotonous story of the intrigues of priests, eunuchs and women; of poisonings, of conspiracies, of uniform ingratitude, of perpetual fratricide’.2 The final sigh in the West could offer nothing so thrilling.


We do not really know what he looked like. All we can say with certainty is that he was young, a lad under the age of 14. Indeed the sole definite descriptive statement that has survived is that he was good-looking.3


Only one image of him remains: the stylised portrait of a boy on a coin. But even this is of little use. At the start of the fourth century, the imperial heads on coins began to celebrate the position, not the person, they depicted, the emperor rather than an emperor. Gone are the vigorous, naturalistic representations of the Julio-Claudian or Flavian emperors. Instead, Roman mints stamped out pretty much interchangeable figures that face you with little hint of characterised likenesses. You would stare in vain though the glass of a coin cabinet for any hint of the man behind the stamp.


In fact, if all contemporary writings – a phrase used here most generously as many of the writings date to the sixth century – that mention him by name were gathered together, they would fill, at most, a couple of pages.


Much of the history of the period has come down to us from the pens of chroniclers, brief telegraphic notes, a little like newspaper headlines, of what happened in a given year. For his commentary of the year 476, Count Marcellinus, both a chronicler and a senior bureaucrat in the court of the Emperor Justinian, notes what has become Romulus’ best-known epitaph. He was writing just over fifty years after the events but Marcellinus is the first writer to make the connection between Romulus and the end of the empire explicit:




With this Augustulus perished the western empire of the Roman people, which the first Augustus, Octavian, began to rule in the seven hundred and ninth year from the foundation of the city. This occurred in the five hundred and twenty-second year of the kingdom of the departed emperor, with Gothic kings thereafter holding Rome.4





A sadness emerges in a brief and impersonal snippet like this. The diminutive and affectionate if slightly dismissive -ulus at the end of his name, which was added by later chroniclers, captures both his age and his lack of importance. But as with a marriage breaking up, the West had not accepted what Byzantium knew: that this marked the end of the relationship. It still thought that another emperor might appear. Appearances were kept up, the pretence that it was a trial separation for the sake of the provinces; but ultimately it was doomed.


It is valid to ask whether one should attempt to write something that purports to be a biography about a character of whom we know so little. The answer has to be yes for three reasons. The first is that the drawn-out collapse of the Western empire makes it easy to forget the human aspect. All too often, historians get lost in the sweep of events, the broad brush strokes of barbarian settlements, military retrenchment and economic turmoil. Focusing on Romulus and his family gives a different and more personal perspective to the fall of the Roman Empire.


The second reason is a growing interest – popular rather than just scholarly – in this period of late antiquity. It is an era that has always attracted poets and a smattering of novelists. The much-cited 1876 novel Der Kampf um Rom (‘The Fight for Rome’) by Felix Dahn is set in the first half of the sixth century. Despite its huge popularity, wild success and continuing availability, I must confess I fail to see its charms. Its 750 plodding pages have beaten me on several occasions. But the last few years have seen the later Roman Empire as a theme of films, books and computer games. The 2004 Antoine Fuqua-directed film King Arthur and the 2007 Doug Leffler film The Last Legion both have explicitly late Roman themes, the latter a fantasy on Romulus himself (they are both discussed in the final chapter of this book), while the latest addition to the immensely successful Rome: Total War computer game series is set around the barbarian invasions. There is increasingly a recognition among the public that this is a period in its own right.


The third aim of the book is to make the case that 476 was important. It may seem arrogant almost to the point of lunacy to take the stand against some of late antiquity’s greatest historians. To pick just three of the naysayers, John Bury wrote that ‘no empire fell in 476, there was no western empire to fall’; Averil Cameron has described Romulus’ abdication as ‘the most famous non-event in history’; Brian Croke calls it a manufactured turning point.5


Which also brings me to the title. If it seems provocative, it is deliberately so. Valid arguments could be made for half a dozen roughly contemporary figures as being the last Roman. Ambrosius Aurelianus, the last Roman leader in Britain; Syagrius, the last military commander in Gaul; generals Flavius Aetius who saved the West from Attila and his colleague Count Boniface, governor of Africa. A recent biography of Justinian, the great sixth-century Byzantine emperor, is subtitled ‘The Last Roman’. Finally, a case could be made for Julius Nepos, Romulus’ predecessor, who strictly speaking was the last legal emperor.


There is a real danger, however, of playing down the events of 476. If the year seems arbitrary, in one sense it is. The need to mark events with a specific date, indeed the fact of its common usage, gives it an authority of its own. It does not matter that it is artificial. It is a vital marker, the boundary between the classical and medieval world. Romulus Augustulus might be a symbol, but, as many have recognised, symbols can often be more useful than facts. Of course like most frontiers, Romulus Augustulus’ deposition is a slightly porous boundary. There is a vocal German tradition, for example, that dates the fall of the Western empire to 488, when Romulus’ successor was himself supplanted by the Goths, and a case can be made for pretty much any time between the battle of Adrianople in 378 to the Byzantine capture of the Italian capital of Ravenna in 540.


But it is not enough to argue for Romulus’ importance from the point of common usage, its canonisation, if you will. The Last Roman argues not just that something changed in AD 476, but that it was felt to have changed. The empire had been declining for decades, some would say centuries. Certainly, different Roman provinces declined at different rates. The collapse in Britain, separated from Rome both by distance and the English Channel, was much more dramatic than, say, that in the south of France. There was no single moment. But 476 was what the sociologist and journalist Malcolm Gladwell would call a tipping point – a pivotal event after which it became impossible to return to the previous status quo. No matter how young he was, how little he affected his citizens or even how faint a historical footprint he left, Romulus Augustulus was the last Roman emperor. It was the end of autonomous Roman rule in the West. When he was forced into retirement, the baubles of imperial rule left Rome. Although Italy’s new leaders continued to wear a toga for a few more years, they emerged as new types of rulers.


The idea of decline had become so contagious by the time Romulus was placed on the throne that it had become a self-fulfilling prophecy. The difficulty that historians have with 476 is that there was no impressive invasion nor were there massed ranks of barbarians storming a citadel. There was no overthrow, as one of the first modern British historians to look at the period points out, of the national polity such as happened with William the Conqueror’s invasion of England in 1066 or of an existing order by a demagogic force as in the French Revolution.6 The events that Romulus Augustulus’ deposition most resembles are the shuffling off of Bahadur Shah, the last Mughal emperor of Delhi, retired to Burma by the British in 1858, or Tokugawa Yoshinobu, the last Japanese shogun, sidelined by the Meiji restoration a decade later.


Late antiquity poses a number of problems for the historian. It is an uncomfortable era of history to categorise. Is it late Roman history? Is it early modern history? Where exactly should we place it? It is not quite classical and not nearly medieval enough. None of this has been helped by the academic profession itself. The division between classics and history has long remained marked with a suspicion of dilettantism for anyone interested in both. Until recently, this had changed little since the eighteenth century and time of Edward Gibbon, who remarked that the period was faintly marked by obscure names and imperfect annals. Glasgow University Library, where I read, for example, is typical. Books on the subject are split between classics, theology and modern history on floor eight and floor ten. Practical frustrations aside, they still point to a general perception that the late Roman Empire is ‘a corpse to be dragged quickly offstage so that the next great act of the drama of the Middle Ages should begin’.7


A detailed analysis of the collapse of the Roman Empire is beyond the scope of this volume. It took Edward Gibbon nine volumes to come to his conclusions, while more recently one German academic has identified 210 reasons for its decline (a conclusion that says as much about German historiography as it does about the collapse of the Roman Empire). Even the most recent, and by far the most readable history of the empire’s decline, Peter Heather’s Fall of the Roman Empire, comes in at over 500 pages.


The Last Roman takes for granted that the Roman Empire fell. Western Europe in ad 500 looked nothing like Western Europe in AD 400.


In itself this is a controversial statement, though thankfully not to the degree that it used to be. Until recently it had become a modern historical trope to claim that nothing that much changed after the fall of the empire. For most people it was business as usual. Romulus Augustulus is nothing more than an interesting footnote, went the argument, and the Roman West evolved or grew up rather than vanished. The most significant proponent of this view has been Peter Brown. His immensely successful The World of Late Antiquity, published in 1971 – in which Romulus is not worthy even of a name check – was the first popular view of the Roman Empire properly to challenge head-on the old school view of the decline and fall. He emphasised the themes of restructuring and transformation, of change and continuity over violent upheaval. The reductio ad absurdam of this school of thought was reached in a book called Barbarians and Romans ad 418–584. Its subtitle (‘The techniques of accommodation’) tells you as much as you need to know.


This theory, charmingly characterised by one historian as the ‘tea party at the Roman vicarage’ theory of settlement by invitation, is now thankfully losing ground.8 Two academic giants in the field of late antiquity, Bryan Ward-Perkins and Peter Heather, have in recent years sounded clarion calls revising this impression of the end of the empire as one of peaceful transition. They both argue that the decline of Rome from the mid-fourth century onwards led to a collapse of society so dramatic that the result really was the end of civilisation. It was violent, it was unpleasant, it was brutal. As the art historian Kenneth Clark memorably opined at the beginning of his landmark television series Civilisation: ‘For two centuries the heart of European civilisation almost stopped beating.’


Four snapshots, from four different parts of the Western empire and by those who were close to the events, should suffice to indicate the permanent sense of physical danger that faced individual Romans. By the middle of the fifth century, imperial grip on the province of Noricum, roughly the modern country of Austria, was loosening. Writing at the very beginning of the sixth century, the monk Eugippius is an important character because he is the first Western writer to acknowledge the day-to-day fall of the Roman Empire. His biography of St Severinus, who lived for much of his life in the region, is discussed in Chapter 3 for the light it sheds on Romulus Augustulus and his family. But the saint’s repeated warnings about the ‘sudden and heavy disaster’ of barbarian invasions about to befall Noricum echo throughout the period. One of the most moving anecdotes he relates, precisely because the account of it is so casual, is of the janitor of the monastery at Mautern and his assistant, who leave the safety of the city walls at midday to gather fruit. Within sight of the city, only a couple of miles from its walls, they are kidnapped by barbarian raiders.9 Rome could no longer guarantee its citizens’ protection even in daylight.


Around the same time in France, the city of Clermont was besieged year after year by the Visigoths. There was no point in planting crops if one could not guarantee a harvest, and so famine hit the town. One reads the account of Sidonius Apollinaris with an ironic grimace. In what was, many centuries later, to be the home both of Michelin and its eponymous guide, the town’s bishop writes of people tearing grasses from the crannies in the walls to eat, plucking at them ‘with livid hands of starvation’. Their pallor, he notes, was hardly less green than the weeds they were trying to eat.10 The famous pax Romana was well and truly buried.


The fifth-century bishop, political activist and chronicler Hydatius, in what is now northern Portugal, laments the shrinking frontiers of a Roman Empire that is ‘doomed to perish’. His chronicle, written in the late AD 460s is a depressing account of battles lost, treachery and murder. He describes plundering, pestilence and, most unpleasant of all, mothers forced by hunger to eat their children. His account is embellished, but there is no mistaking the hatred in his words when he mentions that the survivors of these onslaughts had to live under Germanic rule, under ‘barbarian slavery’.11


In Britain, Gildas, the first man in the entire West to write a provincial history, paints a similarly apocalyptic picture of a Britain abandoned by Rome and under Saxon assault.12 Writing just over a century after the departure of the last legionaries he describes the destruction of the country in the mid-fifth century. All major towns were attacked, towers were torn down and walls were breached. The human cost in the face of the barbarian attacks was huge. He describes dismembered corpses, crusted over with purple blood that looked as though they had been mixed up in a terrible wine-press. These victims found no graves; the only burial that these unfortunates had, he says, were in the wreckage of houses and the bellies of animals and birds.


In the face of this onslaught the wretched survivors fled for mainland Europe and Ireland, escaping Britain as best they could. Gildas has them singing one of the Psalms as they left: ‘Thou hast given us like sheep appointed for meat/ and hast scattered us among the heathen’.13


It is commonplace to nod sagely at these descriptions and to discard them as rhetorical exaggerations. But many of these accounts of decline are corroborated by archaeology. In Britain, for example, gone were the tiles and bricks of Roman construction. Instead, people had to make do with much less permanent structures. Two attempts to construct buildings in the old style, Benedict Biscop’s churches of St Paul’s in Jarrow and St Peter’s in Monkwearmouth in the north of England in the 670s and 680s, feel cramped and small, almost like bad artists’ impressions of the real thing. It is deeply unfashionable to make any kind of qualitative judgement when looking at art from different cultures and periods, but it does not require too attuned an aesthetic sensibility to see that these bear no comparison to such fifth-century buildings as the church of Santa Sabina in Rome or that of San Giovanni Evangelista in Ravenna.


Even Rome herself, while not showing as extreme or as dramatic a decline as elsewhere in the empire, had a distinctly tatty feel to it. Throughout the fifth century the population of the city nosedived and the city’s infrastructure crumbled. There are no records of any civic building repairs from the reign of Emperor Honorius at the start of the century until the reign of Theoderic at the end (and discussed in Chapter 4). By 440 the situation had become so critical that Emperor Valentinian III commanded the people of Rome to fix the aqueducts and patch up the buildings themselves. In the Italian countryside, the picture was even worse. South Etruria had lost almost four-fifths of its rural sites by AD 500.14


Perhaps the most immediate archaeological symbol of collapse are the artefacts from around the dinner table. Throughout the empire, Roman chefs such as Apicius had at their disposal an entire batterie de cuisine. An element of variety is seen not just in mansions in Rome, but even in the most rural of houses. By the seventh century all that remained was a series of basic shapes, most common of which was a squat cooking pot that was used for everything.15 There is a massive difference between a society that has time to eat for pleasure and one that eats for survival.


It is not just the case that provinces of the empire declined at different rates. The difficulty, as Jill Harries insightfully points out, is that the fall of the Roman Empire meant different things to different people. Inevitably, those reporting events are focused on the ways that the collapse affected them personally. For Severinus in Austria it meant the loss of the military; for Hydatius in Portugal and Gildas in Britain it was characterised by the terrible state of the Church and the moral decline of society; for Sidonius Apollinaris, it meant the collapse of the political professional world in which he had been brought up to believe.


What unifies all these accounts are images of poverty, physical danger and uncertainty. As significant is what they do not offer. There is no indication that the situation can be reversed. Hope was dying in the West. ‘In the past the Romans were the most powerful, now we have no strength. They were feared; now it is we who are fearful. Barbarous nations paid tribute to them, but to these same nations they are now tributary.’ When the Christian writer Salvian of Marseilles wrote these gloomy words in the 440s he was not prophesying some future apocalyptic event, he was commenting on the here and now.16 By the time of Romulus, there was no chance whatsoever of going back. You can search fifth-century writers in vain for reports of attempted imperial restoration. However much individual elements of Romanitas might struggle on, the empire had fallen.


My own favourite analogy for the fall appears in the fifth elegy of a little-known sixth-century Roman elegiac poet called Maximian the Etruscan – to the best of my knowledge he has never been translated into English. A younger contemporary of the philosopher and writer Boethius, he was famous as a lawyer and orator as well as a poet. On a business trip to Constantinople, a diplomatic mission for the Gothic king Theoderic, he movingly relates how the attractions of a young lady, possibly his landlady, distracted him from matters political. At the crucial moment, despite her enthusiastic ministrations, he found himself unable to rise to the occasion. He blamed old age and infirmity.


It is hard to think of a more apposite metaphor for the flagging powers of the West.
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It has become commonplace to write that there are few sources for late antiquity. Many echo the comment of the fifth-century writer and bishop Sidonius Apollinaris who wrote that ‘one might almost speak of literature as dead and buried’.17 It is true that for most Greek and Roman history, it is often just a case of reaching for the red or green Loeb volumes of translated Latin and Greek writers respectively, supplemented, if necessary, by the French Budé editions of the classical canon. It is also fair to say that from the end of the fourth century onwards the task becomes much more difficult. The Loeb Classical Library covers the fifth century only intermittently, while Penguin Classics, normally the first stop for the interested general reader, has editions of only a couple of the writers that will appear in these pages.


Great steps have been taken by, for example, the Liverpool University Press with its ‘Translated Texts for Historians’ series of volumes. Since 1985 it has allowed a great number of the voices of late antiquity to speak in English for the first time. Nonetheless, a great number of primary sources for the period still remain in the decent obscurity of their original language. There is no English translation of many of the writings of Ennodius, the poems of Maximian have been rendered into German, but not English, and there has never been a complete translation of the letters of Cassiodorus into English. Despite a wonderful edition in 1992 by S.J.B. Barnish, the fullest translation so far remains Thomas Hodgkin’s from 1886.
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