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  Summary


  From the middle of the second century CE, The Roman Empire faced increasing Germanic tribe infiltration along the Danubian and Rhine borders, and internal political chaos. Without efficient imperial succession, Romans in from the third century set up generals as emperors, who were quickly deposed by rival claimants. Facilitating further territorial losses to Barbarian tribes, this continued until Diocletian (r. 284-305). He and Constantine (324-337) administratively reorganized the empire, engineering an absolute monarchy. Cultivating a secluded imperial tenor, Constantine the Great patronized Christianity, particularly in his new city Constantinople, founded on the ancient site of Byzantium. Christianization, in the Hellenized and Mediterranean cities and among certain Barbarian newcomers, proceeded with imperial support, and became the state religion under Theodosius (r. 379-95). Germanic tribal invasions also proceeded, as did battles with the Sassanids in the East. From 375 Gothic invasions, spurred by Hunnic marauding, began en masse, particularly in Danubian, Balkan areas. Entanglement with imperial armies resulted in Roman defeats, and increased migration into Roman heartlands as far as Iberia. The Empire, as military and bureaucracy, underwent a certain Germanization. From the death of Theodosius, the Eastern Empire followed its own course, evolving into the Hellenized Byzantine state by the seventh century, as repeated sackings of Latin Rome (410, 455), contraction of food supplies to the West, and deposition of the last Western Emperor (Romulus Augustulus) by the Ostrogoth Odovacar (476), ended any hope of recovering Pax-Romana in the Mediterranean basin. Gaul was controlled by a shifting patchwork of tribes.


  But though the Empire itself no longer existed, through the Christian Church, through the always idealized vision of glorious Rome, and through the political structures that evolved out of Rome's carcass, vestiges of the Empire played vital and identifiable roles in the formation of the early Medieval European world.


  Context


  The period of the fall of Rome lasts roughly from 200-500 CE and comprises the decomposition of a highly developed civilization in the face of challenges emerging from peoples much more primitive in technological, cultural, linguistic, and even religious terms. These three-hundred years demonstrate, from Britain all the way to the Adriatic Sea, the shift from Roman order to bloody and lawless disorder. Indeed, while the eras of Republican and Classical Imperial Rome were full of revolts, military difficulties, and economic downturns, it is when studying Rome's last generations that we can fully understand the nostalgia that people of the Middle Ages and Renaissance held for the glorious vision of Rome that died along with Marcus Aurelius.


  In effect, then, Roman history beginning with Constantine, as the historian Bury puts it, is European Medieval history. By Constantine's time, the historical circumstances that were to mark the years up through 600 and beyond were already in evidence: Barbarian tribes were seeping into Britain and Western European lands; Emperors as semi-deified, withdrawn, and absolutist kings; involuntary peasant labor on lands not their own; personal bonds and personal law beginning to replace impersonal law common to large expanses of territory; and, of course, the Catholic Church, which would provide spiritual and moral direction, as well as temporal leadership and material support, during the darkest times of the early Medieval period.


  Looked at differently, the decline period of Roman history constitutes not so much a break, or numerous breaks, from the classical period, but aggravations of preexisting conditions. Under this conception, it is argued that the pressures of encroaching Barbarians amplified already existent systemic problems within Roman politics, and in doing so overburdened the military, bureaucratic, and financial capacities of the Empire. The external pressures the Empire faced uncovered its internal difficulties, and once these problems were evident, the conceptual bond that held together Rome's large population of un-free subjects and semi- and non-literate citizens disappeared. Faced with all of these problems, the Empire simply couldn't cope. For example, Roman leaders had always faced multiple military threats on opposite ends of impossibly long borders. Similarly, in dealing with these and other threats, Roman policy- makers had often followed a pattern of trying to take the road of least resistance, and, after finding that insufficient, having to expend more time and manpower than would have been originally necessary. Yet, they had succeeded. Continuing, Romans were aware of the challenges and dangers of Barbarian incursions from the middle of the first century CE. Domestically speaking, the problem of not having firm principles for the succession of rulers had been apparent to all from before the time of Caesar. Thus, we must always question the helpfulness of 'rise, zenith, and decline' schemes of understanding historical events: the problems that felled the Roman Empire were evident even at its greatest height.


  So, what was paradigmatically, drastically different about the late Roman period? If we wished to take the mystery out of it all, we could claim that the fall of the Roman Empire was scripted. First, the empire was too big, and the lanes of communication—in military, food supply, and of course cultural terms—were far too tortuous. To respond to a threat from Parthian Persia, for example, Marcus Aurelius had to remove troops from the Rhine frontier at a time when Barbarians were pushing up against those very borders, and setting in motion the numerous conflict to come. This brings us to the second given of the period: an identifying part of ancient and pre-modern history was the conflict between settled, sedentary, agrarian societies and polities, on the one hand, and nomadic, pastoral, raiding cultures, on the other. The two never coexisted, and could never work out a sustainable symbiosis. Furthermore, the nomads were always attracted to the materials of the settled civilizations, and also wanted to access its culture, though semi- nomadic understandings of sedentary culture were probably quite limited. Thus, this settled-nomadic conflict was bound to affect Rome quite negatively, at the very time when other military threats, and civil war, emerged. One could even ask whether a settled society in the pre-modern world was ever able to defeat nomadic incursions over the very long term, such as Rome faced.


  Third, it is important to ponder what Rome was. Conventionally it was a state, and one can locate a reasonably linear decline on the state level. Of course, the Diocletian and Constantine years showed new vitality on the state level, though that vitality changed the polity forever. Still, on the merely political level, Roman decline is clear, and uni-directional. But then, there is the category of Rome as culture and society. Here it is instructive to ask: to what degree were those living within Roman borders Romanized in culture, language, and notions of political order? The answer to this question is impossible to quantify, but it is clear that there was some disjunction between political elites, political structures, cultural elites, and the rest of the masses, which of course outnumbered the elites. What did Rome mean for them, and did that meaning disappear in 476? Roman forms of organization in state and society demonstrated a resilience up until 476 and even after. Emperors in the weakest of times, when the decomposition of the state must have been obvious to all, struggled to maintain Roman form, parlance, and dignity, not as a superficial show, but as a mechanism to provide continuity and logic. More impressively, not only did native Roman leaders and local administrators try to keep up cultural appearances, the Barbarians entering Roman lands also enthusiastically tried to maintain what they thought Rome was. The Barbarian mantra for the period covered in this SparkNote could be: 'we've come to enjoy, not to destroy.' Even Theodoric the Ostrogoth, ruling the Ostrogothic Kingdom of Italy on now defunct Roman lands, maintained Roman political parlance, Latin language, Roman architecture, and Roman hierarchies, even maintaining some relationship with the Eastern Roman Emperor. Pushing the point to its farthest, one could begin to suggest a cultural melding between Roman and German. Of course, the Church and Christianity are added to this mixture, one has what many historians view to be the three pillars of European identity.


  What the above suggests, therefore is the following: a) 'decline and fall' is a tricky concept, rendering too superficial our understanding of the final centuries of Rome. Continuities, aggravations of existing conditions, and elements outlasting 'disappearance' are essential to this period of Roman history. b) Roman fall, or at least severe transformation, was made ever-more inevitable as it—a pre-modern, pre-industrial, pre-democratic state—increased in size, and was faced with the settled-nomadic conflict. c) Late Roman history is indistinguishable from early medieval history and the two must be studied together. By providing following generations with Christianity and a political-cultural ideal, the Spirit of Rome pervaded Europe as a whole, continuing to the Renaissance.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Barracks-room Emperor - Name given to Emperors rising to power on the strength of their armies after the fall of the Severi. These emperors often spent most of their time at war, fighting against Barbarians, Parthians, and Sassanids, though they themselves often were not pure Roman born.

  


  
    Pax-Romana - The idea of the political, economic unity of the Mediterranean world in which security, peace—pax—was guaranteed by Roman law and military force. A reality from 90 to 200 CE.

  


  
    Praetorian Guard - Elite force of palace guards established in the beginning of Empire period, to guard the person and family of the Emperor. From time to time, they would emerge as a political force, killing and proclaiming rulers. Eliminated at end of third century.

  


  
    Parthians - Historic opponents of Roman rule in Mesopotamia, they became warlike again in 160s. Defeated by Marcus Aurelius, they caused intermittent problems into the 200s, then were replaced by the Sassanids, who were more aggressively expansionist and thus more of a threat.

  


  
    Marcomanni - German Barbarian tribe on the north-central Rhine, they began invasions of Roman lands in the 160s, requiring Marcus Aurelius' sustained attention. Belong to the western German tribal groups.

  


  
    Quadi - Barbarian tribe situated opposite the Roman borders in Pannonia (Balkans), they raided westward from the reign of Aurelius.

  


  
    Sarmatians - Lower Balkan Germanic Tribes, they raided along with the Quadi during Marcus Aurelius' time. Were defeated by him.

  


  
    Sassanid - Persian dynasty that overthrew the Parthians in 220s. More aggressively expansionist than their predecessors, they claimed lands ruled by ancient Persian states going as far West as Palestine. Posed a large military threat to Roman lands until the 630s. Made life difficult for military emperors of third century.

  


  
    Alamanni - A Germanic super-tribe emerging around 200 on the upper Rhine just opposite Gaul. Began raiding from the late 200s, and especially after the Hunnic arrival in the 300s.

  


  
    Franks - German super-tribe from the 250s, on the northern Rhine between Alamanni and Saxons. They worked as Roman foederati, and began to cross the Rhine only in the 400s. Eventually converted to Catholic Christianity, ensuring greater acceptance in West.

  


  
    Visigoths - The western Goths, they settled north of Thrace and east of the Adriatic Balkans. Coming into Roman lands initially with imperial agreement in 375, they soon rebelled against the Roman's negligent treatment and defeated Valens in 378, then moved westward from 395. When no Roman authority would consent to their integration into Roman forces in exchange for food, their leader Alaric led an invasion of Italy resulting in the plundering of Rome. After failing to get to North Africa, the Visigoths, under Athaulf and Wallia, moved north from Italy into Gaul, where they fought for Rome against claimants. In late 418, they were made foederati, settled in western Gaul, and allowed hospitalitas. They moved from their assigned lands to Iberia after the 430s, yet assisted Aetius to defeat Huns in 451. Kingdom in Spain lasted to c.a. 700.

  


  
    Ostrogoths - The eastern Goths, they were forced west from the Crimea and Black Sea area to north of Thrace and Visigoth realms in the 370s. Assisted in Visigothic defeat of Valens in 378. Became trouble for East Rome when they pressured emperors, notably Zeno in 470-80s. Zeno responded to the problem by encouraging Theodoric the Ostrogoth to lead his people west and unseat Odovacar in 488-93, thus freeing the east from the Ostrogoth menace. Theodoric overthrew Odovacar and established the Ostrogothic Kingdom in Italy, Southern Gaul. Christians of the Arian persuasion.
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