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      Early Medieval Europe: Europe in History, PART TWO, opens amid the wreckage left by Rome’s collapse, where figures such as Galla Placidia, Clovis, and Pope Gregory the Great tried to stitch a shattered world back together when the old rules no longer held. I begin in post‑Roman Italy, a place where barbarian kings—many of them Arian Christians—argued theology as fiercely as they contested territory, where Roman institutions refused to die quietly, and where debates about the Trinity were anything but abstract: doctrinal lines often doubled as political weapons. In that age, survival depended as much on belief and allegiance as on armies and fortresses.

      As the narrative moves west and north, it follows the rise of the Franks—from Clovis and the Merovingians, through a period in which royal authority and local power were in constant tension—to a scene of everyday power struggles that reveal how fragile loyalty could be and how kingship had to be reinvented from the ground up. The decisive turn comes with Pepin the Short, who secured papal support, won recognition and anointing, and enacted the Donation of Pepin that helped realign secular and ecclesiastical power across Europe. And then Charlemagne: on maps his empire looked solid and vast, but in practice it rested on personal bonds, military prestige, and contested loyalties, and felt painfully unstable even at its height.

      Empire did not end with Charlemagne’s coronation—it became a burden. Under Louis the Pious and then Charles the Bald, dynastic quarrels, noble ambition, and the blunt force of Viking raids gradually unraveled Carolingian authority. These chapters follow that slow undoing: kings remained kings in name, but power increasingly depended on negotiation, compromise, and a perpetual scramble to contain crises. Europe, in learning how hard unity could be, discovered that it was expensive and often fleeting.

      The book does not stop at Latin Christendom. It moves east and south to trace the rise and transformation of the Islamic caliphates—from Muʿawiya ibn Abi Sufyan and the Umayyads to Harun al-Rashid and al-Ma'mun of the Abbasids. In Baghdad’s famed House of Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikma), translation, science, and philosophy flourished at a pace that made Europe’s fragmentation look like a different kind of history. Placing these worlds side by side makes it unmistakably clear that early medieval history was shared, interconnected, and far more global than it first appears.

      The final chapters turn east, following the rise of the Slavs and the mission of Saints Cyril and Methodius — the ninth‑century Byzantine brothers who brought Christianity to many Slavic peoples and created the first Slavic script, Glagolitic (their disciples later developed what we now call the Cyrillic alphabet). They trace, too, the emergence of Rus under the Varangian leader Rurik, the semi‑legendary figure traditionally said to have been invited to rule Novgorod in 862.

      The book closes where history often feels most intimate: with Galla Placidia, daughter of Theodosius I, a woman whose life was bent between empire, invasion, and faith — taken into the turmoil of the early fifth century, entwined with Gothic and Roman courts, and ultimately a central figure in the troubled politics of the late Western Empire.

      I wrote this book to show that early medieval Europe was not a dark pause between great eras but the crucible when new political orders, religions, and identities were forged — messy, human, and full of consequences that still shape the world today.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            BARBARIANS AND THE TRINITY IN POST-ROMAN ITALY

          

        

      

    

    
      Even after the Western imperial throne had fallen in the late fifth century, Roman culture and political institutions did not simply vanish — they retained a remarkable vitality and a clear edge. In many places Roman law, administration, urban life, and Christianity reshaped the peoples who had once been labeled “barbarian,” and numerous successor rulers found it useful to accept at least nominal ties to the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) emperor. The result was a world in which Roman patterns continued to order life and power, even amid new names on the thrones.

      In the previous book we also touched on the religious landscape. The Burgundian rulers, who had begun as Arians, moved toward Nicene (orthodox/Catholic) Christianity over time, while the Vandals in North Africa remained staunch Arians. But Italy’s religious picture was more tangled, so today we’ll take a closer look at what was going on there.

      At that moment Italy was under the rule of Odoacer. As noted in the chapter on the fall of the Western Roman Empire, Odoacer was of Germanic origin and had risen to command the foederati — the imperial mercenary contingents — before seizing power. It was he who deposed the last Western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, in 476. Odoacer is generally described in the sources as belonging to the Arian Christian world, yet after he took the reins of Italy he treated the Roman Senate and the bishop of Rome with marked deference. On the surface the old Roman institutions and the new Germanic ruler seemed to coexist peacefully.

      The brief spell of peace had scarcely reached its second year before Emperor Zeno of the Eastern Roman Empire began to nurse darker designs. Around 478—by many accounts a rough, approximate date—Zeno ordered his ally, the Ostrogothic leader Theodoric, to move into Thrace and strike at another Gothic band.

      Theodoric and his Ostrogoths had once been subject to the Huns; when Hunnic power waned, the Gothic peoples drifted into the Balkans and established themselves across parts of Moesia and Thrace. As a youth Theodoric had spent roughly a decade at Constantinople as a hostage and guest of the imperial court, so he knew the workings and dangers of the Eastern Empire well. He obeyed Zeno at first and led his forces into Thrace—but the local Goths, wary and blunt, warned him: “You would be a fool to fight here; if we tear each other apart, Zeno will profit from the ruin and then sweep us away.”

      Theodoric understood the trap. Seeing that the emperor sought to use internecine strife to weaken them both, he drew his conclusions and turned his Ostrogothic power against the Eastern Roman Empire.

      Emperor Zeno thought he was setting a clever trap for others, but the scheme backfired and only made trouble for him. With little choice left, he told Theodoric, “Go to Italy; I will grant you that land.” So in 488 Theodoric led his Ostrogothic warriors into Italy to confront Odoacer. Five years slipped by, and in 493 Odoacer fell into the banquet snare Theodoric had laid; he was done away with in brutal fashion. Italy then passed into the hands of the Ostrogothic kingdom.

      What followed was familiar to many post‑Roman successor states: in language, law and culture the new kingdom was quickly seeped in Roman ways. Theodoric, who had once quarrelled with Zeno, now dealt diplomatically with Zeno’s successor, Anastasius. In a missive to the new emperor he stressed that the realm he had founded was modeled with respect on the Roman state — “the kingdom we have established was built in respectful imitation of your realm… it is a unique replica of the empire.” The line between conqueror and steward blurred: an Ostrogothic crown ruling over a people and apparatus still unmistakably Roman.

      From this it becomes clear that the Ostrogothic kingdom accepted, at least in name, the suzerainty of the Eastern Roman emperor. When Justinian sent Belisarius west to reclaim North Africa, the Ostrogoths behaved as an ally rather than an enemy: they cooperated proactively, and large parts of Sicily and other islands quickly opened their gates to Belisarius, allowing them to serve as vital logistical bases for his campaign. In addition, they offered various forms of aid and support—though in practice these arrangements could be local and CE hoc rather than the product of a single formal handover.

      No one expected that, having won back North Africa, Justinian would immediately set his sights on Italy. The resulting Gothic War began in 535 and dragged on for roughly two decades (most historians date it to 535–554, with some accounts extending into 555). Over those long years Rome changed hands repeatedly between Byzantine and Gothic forces; at times control passed in quick succession among several commanders and rulers. Cities like Milan were devastated—sacked, depopulated, and left grievously damaged—and the entire conflict was unusually brutal. We have already touched on the details of this Gothic War when earlier discussing the deeds of Belisarius.

      The reason the war was so hard-fought was partly that Belisarius never enjoyed Justinian’s unqualified confidence and, more importantly, because Theodoric had left behind an Ostrogothic kingdom that was administratively competent and firmly rooted. The Eastern Roman effort, dressed in the rhetoric of reconquest, ran up against a reality in which many Italians—especially local elites and certain city populations—found Gothic rule preferable or at least more tolerable than the burdens of Byzantine occupation. Consequently, despite enormous expenditure of effort and suffering to take Italy, Constantinople found it painfully difficult to translate victory into stable, effective governance. It took roughly twenty years to bring the peninsula under imperial control, and a little more than a decade after that the core of Italy slipped from Byzantine hands again.

      Justinian’s ceaseless campaigns and martial ambitions drained the empire’s treasury and left its forces stretched thin. Yet it would be too quick to condemn him only with hindsight. For the Eastern Roman court, Italy was not a mere prize of vanity but a touchstone of imperial legitimacy: an empire that still called itself Roman yet lacked actual control over Rome was a wound to dignity and authority. Regaining Italy promised more than territory; it offered Justinian the political leverage to press the Roman church toward unity and to attack the doctrinal disorders that had been tearing the Christian commonwealth apart at their roots.

      In fact, the bitter doctrinal quarrels that tore at the Eastern Roman Empire also became a personal headache for Theodoric the Great, the Ostrogothic ruler of Italy. In 525 he sent Pope John I to Constantinople to plead with the emperor—and with the Patriarch of Constantinople—for clemency toward Arian Christians. Theodoric, an Arian himself, hoped the mission would persuade the imperial authorities to temper measures against his co-religionists, not to make Arianism the empire’s new orthodox creed.

      It was a perilous assignment from the start. The pope was a reluctant and plainly ill-equipped envoy, and the task exceeded his authority. When John returned he found himself accused of collusion; Theodoric had him imprisoned in Ravenna, where the pope died in custody in 526.

      Meanwhile, the situation in Italy was shifting on a larger scale. The Eastern Roman (Byzantine) reconquest under Justinian, followed by years of warfare, plague and administrative strain, left Byzantine rule in Italy fragile and overstretched. In 568 the Lombards, led by King Alboin, crossed the Alps like a tide. They poured into the peninsula, seized large tracts of territory, and before long established themselves as the new rulers of much of Italy.

      At this point it is worth setting the two successive "barbarian" peoples — the Ostrogoths and the Lombards — side by side and tracing how each ruled Italy. Though both sprang from the broad Germanic world, their manners of rule diverged sharply. We can sum the differences under four main headings.

      First, the length of their stay could not have been more different. The Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy lasted roughly from the late fifth century to the mid-sixth century — only about sixty years in practice — whereas the Lombards remained a force in the peninsula until Charlemagne finally overthrew them in 774, a presence that endured for roughly two hundred years.

      Second, their relationship with the Eastern Roman Empire was fundamentally unlike. The Ostrogothic king Theodoric cultivated marriage ties with other barbarian dynasties — he married Audofleda, sister of the Frankish king Clovis; he secured an alliance through his sister Amalafrida’s marriage into the Vandal royal house; and he maintained close marital and diplomatic links with the Visigothic house — all moves intended to weave a network of kinship among the barbarian courts. Yet Theodoric carefully preserved the fiction (and the honors) of Roman legitimacy: he accepted imperial titles and presented himself as ruling in the emperor’s name, effectively a nominal vassal of the Eastern Roman Empire while exercising broad autonomous power. The Lombards, by contrast, came into Italy as enemies of Byzantium from the start, seizing territory at the expense of the Eastern Roman state and treating it as a hostile rival rather than a source of legitimacy.

      Third, the Lombards and the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire wove an intricate, tangled web across Italy. By this time the Byzantine foothold had been reduced to a few coastal and administrative strongholds—above all the Exarchate of Ravenna, the city of Rome, and patches of southern coastline. These were like the last embers of imperial presence: visible, hot in spots, but no longer a sweeping force. The Lombards, meanwhile, occupied the vast interior. Their power ran through the Po valley and the northern plains down into the south, reaching the Lombard duchy of Benevento; in the center their influence appeared in duchies such as Tuscia (Tuscany) and Spoleto (Umbrian/central Italy). The kingdom’s map was not neat or continuous but jagged and interlaced—Byzantine and Lombard zones rubbed up against one another, overlapped in places, and produced a complicated patchwork of authority.

      Fourth, that geographic fragmentation naturally bred political fragmentation. Though labeled a kingdom, Lombard Italy functioned as a mosaic of powerful duchies, each with its own interests and armed retainers; the king’s authority often stopped at the edge of a duke’s power. On the Byzantine side, the problem was the opposite face of the same coin: the emperor sat in Constantinople, thousands of miles away, his grip on Italian affairs weakened by distance, logistics, and other imperial crises. Local commanders and civic elites therefore grew more autonomous—exarchs, dukes, and city magistrates made decisions to suit immediate needs rather than distant orders. Cities such as Naples became de facto autonomous duchies, and Venice likewise drifted toward practical independence; these shifts further unraveled Byzantine governance in Italy, making imperial rule ever more episodic and fragile.

      It becomes clear, then, that Italy’s political fragmentation was both a product of religious division and a force that deepened it. As rival polities vied for power across the peninsula, religious loyalties hardened and the fault lines between Rome and Constantinople widened. Conflicts over doctrine and liturgical practice grew more pointed with each passing decade—a slow, grinding drift that would not be formally sealed into the great East–West rupture until centuries later.

      Splits also opened within the Lombard people. They were far from a single religious bloc: some retained Arian convictions, while others embraced the Nicene or Trinitarian faith. The Lombard king Agilulf is usually described as Arian at least early in his reign, whereas his queen, Theodelinda, and their son Adaloald adhered to the Nicene creed; over time Theodelinda’s influence helped pull the royal house closer to Catholic practice. This domestic religious tension reflects the broader confusion and divergence of belief among the Lombards.

      Under Lombard rule—and in the turbulent decades that followed—more and more of the so‑called barbarian peoples gradually accepted Nicene Christianity. That slow conversion created fertile ground for the Church of Rome to grow stronger. Churches and monasteries sprang up across the countryside and the cities, their presence multiplying like mushrooms after rain. As the Church’s landholdings swelled, urban bishops—occupying lifelong offices and wielding both spiritual and temporal authority—emerged as a new aristocratic class. They exercised influence over civic life and could check princes and dukes, weaving a dense, often tense web of interactions between sacred and secular power.

      Here I want to take a question to the readers: many of the Germanic peoples initially embraced Arian Christianity, and the Vandals, for example, held to that faith until they were defeated in 534. Yet by around 600 the majority of these so‑called barbarian kingdoms had come to accept the Trinitarian, Nicene form of Christianity. The puzzle is obvious: the Roman Church itself had no standing army—so how did it accomplish this transformation?

      There are several main reasons. Foremost, and perhaps paradoxically, was the role of armed force. The Byzantine Empire could not simply sweep the newcomers out of Italy: the Lombard invasion of 568 carved out permanent Lombard duchies on the peninsula, and Byzantine authority was never able to expel them. That military reality left power in the hands of local rulers and created space for new alignments. At the same time, as political ties between Rome and Constantinople loosened, the Roman Church and the Byzantine state drifted further apart, and centrifugal tendencies in Italy and elsewhere became increasingly apparent.

      As mentioned earlier, Justinian did indeed succeed in driving out the Ostrogoths — that is indisputable. Yet his victory did not translate into firm, lasting control over Italy. From the Romans’ point of view the Eastern Empire had become, in many practical respects, a Greek regime: it still claimed to be the Roman state, but language, culture, and administration had grown increasingly Hellenized, and that widening gap fueled resentment. Meanwhile the Lombards, who poured into Italy from 568 onward, kept pressing their advantage — raiding, seizing territory, and bringing repeated disasters while the Byzantines proved unable to expel them once and for all. To ordinary Italians the contrast was stark: the so‑called barbarians often exacted less from the local populations than the Byzantine administration, which continued to demand heavy taxes and levies while providing limited local protection or services.

      Take 663 as an example. Constans II of the Heraclian dynasty (who reigned 641–668) actually came to Rome — a visit by an eastern emperor that was rare after centuries of separation — and on his way back stripped bronze from church roofs to fund imperial needs. The act was perceived as brazen and humiliating by Romans and only deepened their contempt for eastern rule.

      All of this made it easy for Italians to scorn the Byzantines and to reject their authority. One telling episode shows how far the emperor’s influence over the Roman Church had waned. In the sixth century, when the Lombards had not yet settled in Italy, Emperor Justinian the Great had been able to intervene decisively in papal affairs and to force the removal of troublesome popes (for example, the case of Pope Silverius). By the late seventh century that capacity had much diminished. Around the time of the Quinisext controversy (the Trullan council of 692), Pope Sergius I — a Roman pope who would not bow to imperial demands — stood his ground against Emperor Justinian II (who was no blood relation to Justinian the Great). The emperor sent representatives and the Exarch (the imperial governor) of Ravenna to enforce his will; the Roman populace rose up in defense of their pope, producing scenes of violent resistance and even a riot in Ravenna as the imperial agents were driven back. Some chroniclers add the colorful detail that the governor, fearing for his life, sought refuge in the papal residence — an anecdote that, whether literal truth or embellishment, underlines how the balance of power had shifted away from Constantinople.

      The second reason is the stability of doctrine. The Eastern Roman Empire often appeared volatile on matters of theology: over the centuries imperial policy swung among competing Christological positions—some rulers and church leaders flirted with compromises or alternatives, others enforced hardline orthodoxy. It’s an oversimplification to say the empire “promoted Nestorianism one day, Monophysitism the next, and Monothelitism the day after”; in reality these were long, contested movements spread across different regions and eras, and Nestorian theology was especially associated with the Church of the East beyond Byzantium’s borders. Still, the result was the same in the eyes of many: doctrinal ground in the East shifted often enough that unity and continuity felt fragile. Religion, like a growing tree, is strangled if you keep pulling it up and replanting it every season—the constant upheaval stunts growth.

      By contrast, the churches in the Latin West projected a steadier face. From the Western Church’s standpoint, its core creed—the Trinity as articulated in Nicene formulations—remained the reference point through the centuries, even if political and regional pressures sometimes challenged that unity (for example, Arianism persisted among various Germanic kingdoms for a time). Within the whole ecclesiastical order, Rome held exalted titles—referred to in sources as the “Mother of Churches” and the “First Church”—and its claim to primacy lent it a gravitational pull. The Roman Church clung to its Trinitarian confession like a pine clinging to a mountain: patient, rooted, unbowed.

      That steadfastness often brought Rome into collision with secular power. Popes were deposed, exiled, or even seized when political and imperial interests clashed with papal conviction (a notable case is Pope Martin I, who was arrested and exiled after opposing imperial theological policy). Yet those very confrontations burnished Rome’s moral reputation. The more the Roman bishops stood firm — and the more they paid a price for that firmness — the brighter the halo of moral authority that rose above the Roman Church.

      One thing we must not overlook: whether in Gaul, Spain, or North Africa, the barbarian kingdoms contained only a small minority of Germanic Arian Christians rather than a mass movement sweeping the provinces. Arianism was important among many Germanic elites, but it accounted for only a modest fraction of the overall population—far from the dominant faith of the countryside.

      Italy was no exception. The Lombards, relatively few in number though politically powerful, implanted themselves in the peninsula; among their leaders and rulers there was a noticeable concern for holding urban centres and asserting authority from towns as well as countryside, even as much of Rome's old aristocracy retreated into rural life. With the Roman Senate’s prestige long diminished, many members of the Roman elite reverted to their villa economies and traditional patronage ties. Under the pressure of Lombard incursions and the collapse of imperial authority, Roman elites and their dependents dispersed into the countryside, fortified their settlements, and reorganized around kinship and clientage.

      Chris Wickham, in The Inheritance of Rome, observes a striking regional contrast: in Egypt and Syria a relatively well‑developed taxation system sustained a monetary economy, so local peasants often survived as tenants with a degree of mobility and only light personal dependency. In the Italian countryside the conditions were different: peasants there more often resembled coloni or dependent laborers tied to the land and to powerful landowners. That arrangement proved highly conducive to missionary work. Convincing a single landowner to embrace the faith could bring many people under his sway into the Church, and already somewhat organized rural communities were frequently prepared to build churches themselves.

      With these favorable conditions, the Church of Rome expanded steadily and rapidly, its presence swelling across the countryside where the pattern of conversion and local church‑building was most pronounced. In CE 590 the Roman Church gained a notably capable leader — Saint Gregory the Great.
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            GREGORY THE GREAT’S CHURCH

          

        

      

    

    
      When the Lombards established rule over large swaths of Italy, something subtle and long-term began to happen among the various migrating peoples: more and more of them slowly came into the orbit of Nicene Christianity — the doctrine of the Trinity — even though many tribes had initially adhered to Arian beliefs. In short, the stage was being set for the Roman Church to find new opportunities for growth.

      Three main factors worked in the Roman Church's favor during this period. First, the Lombard occupation was prolonged and pervasive enough to fracture the old, direct ties between Rome and Constantinople. As Lombard power spread inland and Byzantine authority retreated to coastal cities and the Exarchate of Ravenna, Constantinople's day-to-day interference in Roman ecclesiastical affairs waned. This loosening of imperial control gave the bishops of Rome room to act with increasing autonomy — a change that would help shape the Church's future.

      Second, across this period the Church centered in Rome kept a remarkably steady doctrinal core, increasingly anchored in Nicene Trinitarian orthodoxy. That dogma became the yardstick by which Rome judged theology, and while theological disputes — and political struggles over belief, such as Arian influence in some regions — flared from time to time, the Roman Church generally positioned itself as the guardian of Trinitarian doctrine.

      Third, Italy’s long tradition of patronage and client relationships shaped everyday life and made society unusually receptive to hierarchical organization. In many rural districts, free smallholders declined and many peasants moved toward dependent status — more like retainers or coloni attached to a lord’s estate than independent tenant farmers. The local aristocracy often consolidated power by fortifying villas and towns and living together with their dependents in clustered, defended settlements. That web of patrons, dependents, and fortified communities kept social ties intact and, in turn, opened ready channels for the Roman Church’s missionary and pastoral work.

      These favorable factors layered on top of one another, creating an exceptional opening for the Roman Church to expand. Churches and monasteries sprang up and flourished across the land. Then, in 590 CE, Rome chose an unusually capable pope — Gregory the Great.

      Before I dive into Gregory himself, a bit of context is necessary. Unlike the eastern (Byzantine) churches, the Western Church had, from the fourth and fifth centuries onward, been steadily pushing for clerical celibacy. While many clergy in practice ignored or bent the rule, the official stance grew increasingly strict. One long-term consequence of this trend was that church property was far less likely to pass to the families of priests and thus tended to remain under ecclesiastical control.

      By Gregory’s day almost two centuries had passed since those early moves toward enforced celibacy. In many cities the Church had become one of the major landowners. Clergy were no longer wholly dependent on irregular alms and offerings; income from church estates produced rents and funds that could be used to provide more stable support. Because the Church now controlled more predictable revenues, it faced the practical need to regularize and professionalize its staffing.

      When the Church of Rome was beset by a tangle of crises and knotty dilemmas, lacking a leader with exceptional administrative gifts would have gravely endangered its progress. Gregory the Great’s singular talent was precisely administration — the very skill the Roman Church most urgently needed.

      Born into an aristocratic, senatorial Roman family (his father was Gordianus), Gregory received an excellent education from an early age. In his thirties he served as the city prefect (praefectus urbis), gaining wide-ranging, hands-on experience in civil governance. Within a year of his election as pope in 590, Rome was struck by a severe plague and related shortages. The distant Byzantine administration could offer little effective assistance, so the weight of both emergency relief and routine civic affairs fell squarely on the pope’s shoulders. As a result, Gregory — while shepherding the Church — also assumed authority over much of Rome’s secular life, organizing relief, arranging supplies, and managing the city’s day-to-day needs.

      Of course, Gregory the Great's foremost responsibility remained the proper governance of the Church.

      For the finer points of church management one could point to Justinian's Code — the Corpus Juris Civilis compiled under Emperor Justinian — yet by Gregory's era many of its provisions had become difficult to enforce in practice, hampered by the era's incessant doctrinal disputes and the fragmentary reach of imperial authority. Gregory's cunning was to invoke the Code's authority outwardly while quietly issuing his own decretals and rulings. By wearing the mantle of imperial law he met little resistance as he pressed forward with administrative reforms, and in this way he was able to impose a broadly uniform set of rules and procedures across the churches of the Latin West.

      From this vantage, the gulf between Pope Leo I and Gregory the Great becomes unmistakable. Leo embodied a universalist vision: whenever major councils or disputes arose in the East, he worked to assert Rome’s judgment across great distances—often through forceful letters and trusted envoys—demanding that others conform to his views. Gregory, by contrast, practiced a more particularist, pragmatic approach: he guarded Roman autonomy, resisted Eastern interference in his affairs, and generally avoided plunging Rome into the East’s internal controversies. That contrast captures the essential difference between the two pontiffs.

      Beyond this fundamental contrast, there are three other things about Gregory the Great especially worth noting.

      The first concerns his relationship with monasteries.

      Monasticism always carried a streak of anti‑establishment energy. In the East, frustrated by a Church that at times accommodated imperial power, some men retreated into the desert—the famous Desert Fathers—and a few even took extreme measures, living atop pillars as the stylites did (Simeon Stylites being the best known example). In the West the picture was more mixed, but the emphasis on disciplined asceticism was equally strong. It was in this climate that a decisive figure appeared: St. Benedict of Nursia, who composed the Rule of St. Benedict, a concise yet far‑reaching code for communal monastic life. His rule insisted on absolute obedience to the abbot, the holding of goods in common, and the expectation that monks would perform manual labor themselves—ora et labora. It set a rigorous rhythm of prayer and work throughout day and night, prescribing the canonical hours rather than a simple “seven prayers,” and it demanded simplicity of diet; however, the rule did not enforce strict vegetarianism and even allowed meat in certain circumstances. The aim was rigorous discipline, but framed by Benedict’s preference for measured, sustainable asceticism rather than arbitrary harshness.

      However, Saint Benedict of Nursia was no fan of pointless, performative austerities. The Rule he composed aimed not at showy self-denial but at a balanced, humane discipline. It made room for commonsense compassion: in bitter weather monks could wear warmer garments, and on feast days or when an inmate fell ill they were allowed meat.

      Later, when Monte Cassino was attacked and partly destroyed by the Lombards (the sack is usually dated to the late 6th century, around the 570s), the surviving monks sought refuge in Rome. There the Rule was examined and praised by church leaders — and it won a powerful advocate in Gregory, who became Pope Gregory I in 590. Gregory’s approval and the practical wisdom of the Rule helped it spread. Over the ensuing centuries, with papal support and later Carolingian backing, the Benedictine Rule gradually became the guiding pattern for many Western monasteries.

      Compared with the East, Western monasteries enjoyed a singular advantage. In the West the old Roman order had been replaced by a patchwork of so‑called barbarian (largely Germanic) kingdoms — the Ostrogoths, Visigoths, Lombards, Franks and the like — where elite culture had weakened and classical learning no longer enjoyed broad support. Local officials could read and write, but their literacy was mostly functional: drafting charters, keeping accounts, measuring land. High learning — philosophy, systematic theology, ornate rhetoric — seemed useless to many rulers and administrators, and found little fertile soil in everyday government life.

      Into that vacuum stepped the monasteries, and Pope Gregory I (Gregory the Great) made their scholarly role explicit. He urged monasteries to preserve and study those very disciplines the secular world had set aside, and he promoted learned monks into positions of episcopal leadership. By recruiting outstanding monastics as bishops, Gregory helped bind together the institutional, administrative church and the more independent, ascetic monastic communities. The result was a degree of reconciliation and practical cooperation — a distinctive pattern of integration in the West that was far more systematic than what generally prevailed in the Eastern Church, where monasticism followed different trajectories and the balance between monastic independence and episcopal authority varied by place and period.

      Monopolizing the authority to interpret doctrine is a matter of great significance. Earlier I quoted the French philosopher Michel Foucault — or rather, a succinct rendering of his idea — that “intellectuals achieve hegemony over the world by monopolizing the definition and classification of knowledge.” That observation holds in the secular sphere, and it holds even more forcefully in the spiritual one.

      Gregory the Great pursued exactly this kind of strategy, but with a distinctly pragmatic twist. He encouraged monks who were outside the ecclesiastical power structure to immerse themselves in learning, and he made it plain that those who became sufficiently learned would be welcomed into the hierarchy—often as bishops. In doing so he neutralized a potent source of conflict between the institutional Church and its critics: rather than fight a culture of independent-minded monastic intellect, he absorbed it. That move reveals Gregory’s rare combination of long view and political shrewdness.

      His pragmatism shows up again in what he noticed during his years in Constantinople. Before becoming pope, Gregory spent several years as the papal representative (apocrisiarius) at the imperial court, and there he saw how differently theological argument worked in a Greek-speaking milieu. Greek clergy prized razor-sharp linguistic distinctions; a single disputant could hold his ground against many opponents because every term carried a precise technical charge. Worse for polemicists, when those Greek terms were rendered into Latin their connotations often shifted dramatically. Doctrinal quarrels that made sense in the Greek vocabulary — disputes shaped by the fine gradations of words like ousia and hypostasis — could not be transplanted intact into the Latin world; once translated, much of their original force and nuance was lost or transformed. In short, some controversies were essentially native to the Greek language and culture; when they crossed into Latin they became something else entirely.

      Precisely because of that, Gregory had little patience for impractical, empty talk. After all, isn’t a clergyman’s task to lead people to Christ? If so, one must use whatever teaching methods fit the circumstances. As 1 Corinthians puts it, “Make yourself fully adapted to each person, thereby saving them all” — a principle Gregory treated as gospel for missionaries.

      The bishops he dispatched reported back that idols still stood in the pagans’ temples and that people brought animals for sacrificial burning. (A burnt offering, broadly speaking, meant slaughtering the animal and burning it on the altar until it was consumed.) The missionaries also said that when they smashed statues they risked being beaten by the crowd. What was to be done? Gregory’s answer was pragmatic: leave the idols alone and simply sprinkle the temple with holy water; that would not obstruct the spread of the Gospel. Of course Christians must not perform burnt offerings in their churches, but when pagans bring chickens, ducks, pigs or sheep, let them be treated as food — cooked and eaten — rather than as rites to be emulated. Pagan customs ought to be uprooted step by step; impatience does more harm than good.

      That sort of pragmatic, case-by-case balancing of costs and benefits was exactly the opposite of the hair-splitting disputation common in some Greek-speaking circles; Gregory’s missionary realism would have seemed inconceivable where quibbling was the habit.

      The third matter concerns how people understood religious doctrine.

      Gregory the Great admired St. Augustine, and that admiration mattered. Augustine—here meaning Augustine of Hippo—had allowed that sinners might, after death, undergo some temporary purification before entering heaven; he suggested the possibility without turning it into a neat, fully worked‑out system. Gregory did not so much invent the idea of purgatory as he did take those scattered intimations and give them sharper shape in the West. In his writings and pastoral practice he encouraged the belief that the dead could be helped by the living—above all by celebrating Masses for deceased family and friends, which he taught could shorten the time of their posthumous suffering.

      That difference in emphasis helps explain a larger cultural split. In the Greek‑speaking East theological debate often ran wild—tangled disputes and endless disputation that multiplied divisions as they went. In the Latin West, by contrast, Gregory’s push toward liturgical order and prescribed ritual produced a daily, visible discipline: people performed the same gestures and rites day after day. The more they enacted those practices, the more their minds and habits moved toward the same shape. And in a word, that was part of what set the two worlds apart.

      From this it is clear that Gregory the Great’s measures were very shrewd; he was exceptionally clear-headed. He wasn’t trying to win theological point-scoring contests so much as to bring ordinary people into the Christian fold, and that demanded flexible, situation-sensitive methods. Gregory understood how to work with human psychology.

      In his day the clergy would preach passionately from the pulpit while the congregation sat below in silence, almost like mute potatoes — saying nothing until the sermon ended, when everyone would murmur “Amen” and go home. Gregory found that inadequate and pushed for a more interactive worship: a devout “Amen” alone would not suffice; there also needed to be exuberant “Hallelujahs.” As he put it, “Those who toil and struggle through hard lives come to church; we must inject new hope into their hearts.”
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      In 476 CE, with the deposition of Romulus Augustulus, the once-prosperous Western Roman Empire effectively collapsed, and its vast western lands fragmented into a patchwork of Germanic kingdoms. Many of the ruling peoples who filled that vacuum — the Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Vandals, Burgundians and later the Lombards, among others — adhered to Arian Christianity, a form of belief at odds with the Nicene Trinitarian doctrine. Remarkably, over the next century and beyond most of these kingdoms gradually embraced Nicene, Trinitarian Christianity and entered communion with the Western Church: Clovis’s conversion of the Franks around 496 and King Reccared’s conversion of the Visigoths in 587 are striking milestones in this longer process. Driven by a mixture of politics, missionary work, episcopal influence and practical necessity, this widespread shift toward Trinitarian orthodoxy was, without doubt, one of the Roman Church’s great achievements.

      So why did the Western Roman Church and the Church of Constantinople in the East end up on such different trajectories? To begin with, the Eastern Church occupied a uniquely exposed position: it lived in the emperor’s shadow, subject to constant imperial scrutiny and frequent intervention—imperial power reached into appointments, councils, and even theological disputes, shaping the course of the Church in ways the West rarely experienced.

      Second, in regions where Greek was the dominant language, the local population generally retained a higher level of classical cultural refinement. In such an intellectual atmosphere, the Church found it hard to lay claim to an absolute monopoly over learning and culture. Consequently, the Eastern Church long operated under the heavy shadow of imperial authority: Byzantine emperors exercised substantial control over ecclesiastical affairs and shaped theological and administrative outcomes.

      The West, by contrast, developed along a different trajectory. The cultural foundations of the barbarian successor kingdoms were, on the whole, far weaker; rulers typically needed only very basic literacy from their retainers—enough, in practice, to keep simple accounts. Arcane learning and the elaborate rhetoric of classical prose mattered little to most kings. Many among the Frankish elite were illiterate and often regarded writing as of limited value. Even Charlemagne, who would become a great patron of letters, came to learning late. He invited scholars to his court and pushed for educational revival, but, according to contemporary sources like Einhard, his own reading and writing skills remained limited despite his efforts.

      Within that setting the clergy were able to appropriate a near‑monopoly of intellectual and cultural life. It was precisely this clerical dominance of education, record‑keeping, and learned discourse that made it possible for Western ecclesiastical authority to overtake royal power in influence. The culminating spectacle came in 800 CE, when Pope Leo III crowned the Frankish king Charlemagne as “Emperor of the Romans” on Christmas Day—an act that can be read, with vivid rhetorical force, as the Roman Church’s “divorce and remarriage.”

      We laid a lot of groundwork for this development in the preceding discussion—arguments about councils and theology and much else—and you have probably forgotten most of it by now. That, however, is beside the point. Remember this: aside from the Eastern Roman Empire’s inability to provide sufficient support, the Roman Church’s eventual “divorce and remarriage” was also related to the following four things:

      The first is the relationship between the Roman Church and the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire. From the Monophysite controversies that roiled the fifth century—peaking around the Councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451)—through the iconoclast upheavals of the eighth and ninth centuries, theological quarrels in the East repeatedly spilled over into politics and strained ties with Rome. Emperors, anxious to keep restive provinces such as Syria and Egypt in line—and sometimes guided by their own religious tendencies—pursued policies aimed at doctrinal compromise or enforcement. At times these policies took a coercive turn and produced harsh penalties for opponents, provoking serious clashes with the Roman Church, which stubbornly defended the Chalcedonian (two-natures) formulation of Christ’s person. If you like the metaphor: the Eastern and Western churches were the emperor’s concubines; in rank the Roman Church was like his lawful wife—yet that “wife” lived apart from her “husband,” and the two frequently found themselves at odds over belief and principle.
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