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Praise for The Birth of the West

“The Birth of the West offers a refreshing breather from the ambient buzzkill of our era . . . [Collins] is not your usual Western-civ cheerleader, jumping up and down about the glorty that was Greence . . . his is a wider tour d’horizon, encompassing also Mulsim Spain, Ireland, Britain, Poland, and Hungary. . . . Stimulating, encyclopedic and often downright funny, this is a book worth remembering.”


—Stephen O’Shea, The Globe and Mail (Toronto, Canada)


“The Birth of the West is a re-making of what we think we know about the end of the Dark Ages. It is also the gate to the utterly unexpected cosmos of European forebears. In some ways, from waterlogged England by way of the folk beliefs of French peasants, to the ambitious consolidation of Germany, corruption and reform in the Papacy, the machinations of Constantinople and the continuing presence of Moorish culture in Western Europe, the characters who people The Birth of the West are as familiar as relatives—as indeed they are—groping their way to a cohesive Western culture as yet dominant in the world. The Birth of the West is thus the tale of our birth, and Collins tells it with a narrative grace and elegance which will make readers cherish it.”


—Thomas Keneally, author of Schindler’s Ark



“He makes a lively . . . case that the foundations of 11th-century expansion—by the end of which, Europe was powerful enough that, after fighting off or assimilating invaders on all fronts, it was able to start invading its neighbours in the First Crusade—were laid in the 10th century.”


—Macleans



“A lively, full-to-bursting history of the turbulent 10th century in Europe . . . Collins presents chaotic upheaval across Europe in an organized and riveting fashion.”


—Kirkus Reviews, starred review


“In The Birth of the West, Paul Collins makes accessible and exciting the world of tenth-century Europe. With a sense for both the grand narrative and for the quirks of particular personalities, Collins makes this central medieval century seem not so dark. Rather, lit by the fiery eyes of three German kings named Otto, who stand at the heart of Collins’ story, it is an era of significant cultural achievement and political advance—though no less bloody for it.”


—Jay Rubenstein, Professor of History, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and author of Armies of Heaven: The First Crusade and the Quest for Apocalypse



“Western Europe claws its way out of the Dark Ages—just barely—in this hair-raising history. . . . Writing with a supple prose and an eye for colorful detail and vivid characters, Collins shapes some of history’s most appalling behavior—first prize might go to Pope Steven VI, who exhumed his predecessor’s rotting corpse and placed it on trial for heresy—into a lively narrative with a comprehensible story line. Behind the blood-lettings and betrayals of medieval politics, he sketches an illuminating interpretation of a society and worldview shaped by insecurity, superstition, and personal loyalties. The result is a fascinating account of how a desperate struggle for survival bequeathed a civilization.”


—Publishers Weekly



“Collins provides a broad panorama of the age, presenting characters great and small, including kings, magnates, popes, and peasants. This is a well-done study suitable for both scholars and general readers.”


—Booklist



“The Birth of the West resembles the world it describes: this broad-brushed history by former priest Paul Collins is fascinating, complicated, messy, occasionally confusing and dominated by a fundamentally Catholic worldview . . . The Birth of the West is an engaging account of an often overlooked era.”


—Dallas Morning News



“The Birth of the West resembles the world it describes: this broad-brushed history by former priest Paul Collins is fascinating, complicated, messy, occasionally confusing and dominated by a fundamentally Catholic worldview . . . The Birth of the West is an engaging account of an often overlooked era.”


—Shelf Awareness



“Australian Collins, historian and former priest, has a masterly touch throughout, for he writes the book on the several levels. He describes Europe, physically. He tells us what we are looking at, the stage set of history, the extensive woodlands, the major massifs and plateaus. All the while he is populating this landscape. This is truly history from the bottom up, layering the terrain . . . Collins’ history is telling that though the ages were dark, not all the lights had been turned off. What we are receiving from Collins’ sure hand is what happened after the fall of Rome . . . This is an intriguing 395-page read that gradually comes together at the end as Collins pulls on all the threads to tie into a fine knot.”


—National Catholic Reporter



“Paul Collins as he shines a lantern into the Dark Ages. Whether or not Collins is correct in naming the 10th century as the significant turning point for Western Civilization, he uncovers many fascinating details.”


—Shepherd Express



“The narrative is interesting and on the whole easy to follow . . . Collins has excellent section on landscape, battle tactics, and weapons as well as vivid biographies of key players, such as the Empress Theophano, Gerbert of Aurillac, and Liutprand of Cremona.”


—CHOICE



“You don’t need a history degree to venture into the story Collins unfolds. Indeed, his bubbly writing style, laced with humour and spice, turns the book into something of a page-turner. A particular strength is the chapters on social history, in which Collins brings the 10th century world into vivid focus. Throughout, he delves into a surprising cornucopia of primary sources to back up his arguments.”


—Otago Daily News (New Zealand)
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For Marilyn, 
with love and thanks for spending 
almost as much time in the tenth century as I did!







 





THE EUROPEAN AND MEDITERRANEAN WORLD ABOUT 950-1000 A.D.
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PROLOGUE

“From the Fury of the Northmen, Lord, Deliver Us”


THE MONK MUST HAVE BEEN studying very late that night, struggling to read by the flickering light of a couple of candles. The text of Priscian of Caesarea’s monumental Institutiones Grammaticae (Principles of Grammar) was in Latin but written in Irish script. Even at the best of times, reading a manuscript on Greek and Latin grammar would have been hard labor. But our monk was working late, eventually making some 9,400 interlinear and marginal comments on this 249-page work, 3,478 of his comments in Old Irish. He was most probably reading Priscian at Bangor monastery on the northeast coast of Ireland just after the year 850. Once the manuscript had been copied between 845 and 850 in the monastery’s scriptorium, or copying room, it made its way into the monk’s hands, where he inscribed the thousands of glosses in Old Irish. Somehow or other it later ended up at St. Gallen, Switzerland, where it is now a treasure in the Stiftsbibliothek (monastic library).1


The monk’s glosses were intended to aid readers in getting a sense of the text. To today’s scholars, they have become an important reference point for understanding the development of the Irish language. But they also tell us about the monk himself. Like many ninth-century Irish monks, he loved nature. He tells us so in a gloss about spending time reading the manuscript while sitting under a greenwood tree listening to a cuckoo as it flitted from bush to bush.

On this particular cold midwinter night, our monk heard something else: the howl of wind and a storm whipping up the sea and the surf crashing on a beach nearby. But rather than frightening him, this tempest gave him a sense of  security. It meant that for now at least Bangor monastery was safe from Vikings, who would certainly not be at sea on such a stormy night. In typical Irish fashion, he confided his sense of relief to the margin of the Priscian manuscript:

The bitter wind is high tonight 
It lifts the white locks of the sea; 
In such wild winter storm no fright 
Of savage Viking troubles me.2






For seventy-five years, Irish coastal monasteries like Bangor had been raided by the Vikings, and our monk was writing just at the time when these raids were escalating in frequency, violence, and intensity. Monasteries were attractive targets for the warlike, pagan Vikings, who despised the monks; saw their assets, especially their often-precious church plate, as booty; and identified them and their neighbors as potential slaves. The raid on Bangor was just one incident in a more-than-two-hundred-year history that began in 775 with the burning of the holy shrine of the great missionary-monk Colmcille (Columba in Latin) on the island of Iona off southwestern Scotland. Eighty-six monks were butchered on the beach in another raid in 806. Our monk probably actually knew some of the community who in 825 were killed by Northmen seeking treasure and attempting to destroy the relics of Colmcille. “From the fury of the Northmen, Lord, deliver us” was a frequent prayer, and it was always uttered with sincerity. People felt very vulnerable.

Attacking suddenly and without provocation, the Vikings brought terror wherever they went. Ingvar, or Ivar “the Boneless,” was one such Viking, and he waged a private war against England during our monk’s lifetime. We don’t know why Ingvar was called boneless; suggestions have ranged from unusual physical flexibility, to impotence (in the sense that he could not get an erection), to osteogenesis imperfecta, brittle bone disease. Some theorize that he was unable to walk and was carried about by four men on a shield. In any case, although born in Denmark, he learned the basics of being a Viking fighter as a young man in Ireland.

Ingvar led his “great heathen army” to commit wanton cruelty and violence. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says that early in Ingvar’s invasion of England, “Saint Edmund the king [of East Anglia] fought against them, and the Danes won the victory [at Hoxne in November 869], and they slew the king and overran the entire kingdom, and destroyed all the monasteries to which they  came.”3 Captured in the battle, Edmund refused to cooperate with the Danes. There are various accounts of his death, all of them horrible. Adam of Bremen says that Ingvar the Boneless “was the most cruel [Viking] of them all.”4 According to Abbo of Fleury’s account from a century later, Ingvar “bound Edmund and insulted him ignominiously, and beat him with rods.” He then tied the king to a tree and “beat him with whips . . . [and then] shot spears at him as if it was a game until he was entirely covered with their missiles like the bristles of a hedgehog.” When Ingvar realized the king would not deny Christ, he had Edmund beheaded. His head was hidden in the woods, but people later found it protected between the paws of a large gray wolf.5 In another story, Edmund was sacrificed to the Scandinavian god Odin by having his lungs ripped out of his ribcage and hung around his neck. It was precisely this kind of violence that terrified people. It also justified the epithet “most cruel” that Ingvar took with him to his grave.

Mind you, if our monk was honest with himself, there was really nothing new about these kinds of violent raids on monasteries. His fellow Irishmen did it all the time. But as foreigners and aliens, it was the Vikings who most terrified people, and so as he studied Priscian, our monk thanked the bitter storms for protecting his monastery for another night.
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The early tenth century dawned in violence and disorder. All effective government had broken down. People lived in fear and chaos. Vikings launched raids with impunity, Saracen Muslim pirates terrorized the Italian coastline seeking slaves, the Magyars (Hungarians) terrorized much of Germany and over the Alps into Italy, and the breakdown of central government meant that ordinary people across Western Europe, but particularly in France, often lived in terror of local nobles, who were really just thugs. So in the years I spent writing this book, there was one understandable question that I was constantly asked: why write about the “dark ages”? What is interesting about such violent times? I was often told that nothing that happened in the tenth century had any application to us, let alone any connection with us.

To tell the truth, at first I found it hard to answer the question. I was just personally interested in the tenth century because it was so different from our own time. I had no grand theories about it. But friends were persistent, and the question kept coming up. And then one day I noticed Oswald Spengler’s The  Decline of the West on my bookshelf, and it suddenly dawned on me that I was actually writing about the birth of the West, the age when our culture first emerged. It was precisely from the chaos of the tenth century that the Western world in which we now live was born. The story of the tenth century is the story of the emergence of our civilization into the light of day. And the “our” here includes not only all the peoples of Europe, but also everyone of European extraction in the United States and Canada, Central and South America, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and many other countries. That is about a third of the world’s present population. Remote as this era may seem, only about forty generations actually separate us from the erudite Bangor monk, as well as the appalling Ingvar.

Our civilization is the product of two sources: the Frankish-Germanic people of northwestern Europe and Rome or, more accurately, an idealized notion of what Roman civilization was like. Born into a society in chaos, this infant civilization struggled for order from the beginning, trying to establish some type of structured society with at least a basic notion of the rule of law. The subsequent course it followed reflects its origins. Power was widely diffused in medieval Europe. As a result, the new civilization didn’t immediately embrace notions of “absolute” power and authority. (The notion of absolute monarchy didn’t enter Western culture until the early sixteenth century.) Instead, power in medieval society was noncentralized, consensual, and consultative, even if the consent was limited to the more powerful. It was, in that sense at least, “protodemocratic.”

Latin, or Western, Christianity was the heart and soul of this new culture. Catholicism totally permeated this society, and there was no distinction whatsoever between church and state in our sense. They were simply two sides of the same coin. Even in the chaos of the late-ninth–early-tenth centuries, the predominant idea was that Europe shared a common ecclesiastical-political ethos and that this was held together by a Catholicism that cut across linguistic and national boundaries. (Throughout the book I will use the terms “Catholicism” and “Latin” or “Western Christianity” interchangeably.) Nevertheless, there was always going to be a struggle between church and secular authority as to which was dominant. At first, royal or imperial authority was in the ascendant. In other words, the church was dependent on the state. Only in the last third of the eleventh century was this dominance seriously challenged by the papacy.

At the beginning of this lawless century, if people weren’t dealing with the onslaughts of hordes of raiders, they were threatened by neighboring thugs who  exploited the defenseless and decimated the wildlife of Europe in their hunting rampages. Life expectancy was short, especially for peasants and the lower orders. Pregnancy and childbirth were risky, and infant mortality rates high. It was a tough time to live.

Yet by the end of the century, order had been restored in Germany, owing almost entirely to the recently converted Saxons, who were the first to bring some political organization to the heartland of Europe. In fact, this book’s subtitle might well have been “How the Germans Saved Civilization” by restoring a working central government. And elsewhere across Europe, the tide seemed to be turning. Poland and Hungary were converted to Latin Christianity and were emerging as separate states, Christian Spain was slowly expanding, Italy was prospering economically, the Vikings had been converted to Catholicism and their raids had ceased on the Continent, and even faraway Iceland had become Catholic. Stability wasn’t shared uniformly, however: England and Ireland were still struggling, and France was a basket case, with local “noble” thugs dominating whole swaths of the countryside. But the church had introduced “the Peace of God,” as it was called, to limit the ability of the powerful to ride roughshod over the powerless.

The birth of the West had come about because the German-Saxon rulers—Henry the Fowler, the three Ottos, and the Greek-born Empress Theophano (wife of the second Otto)—were able to bring order out of chaos and imagine and then realize a new and better way of governing society. Elsewhere, leaders such as Alfred the Great and his successors in England, Brian Boru in Ireland, and Sylvester II, the greatest genius ever to be pope, laid the foundations of the culture, politics, and good order in society that we have inherited. We owe these largely forgotten people much more than we know, for they got us through the birth pangs of our culture.

If there was one thing that everyone longed for in the tenth century, it was a well-ordered world. A young boy in a monastery training to join the small elite who could read and write quickly discovered in the first three chapters of the Book of Genesis that God had created an ordered universe. It was only when humans—personified in Adam and Eve—were deceived by the devil and disobeyed God that humankind was expelled from the structured world of Eden and chaos entered the cosmos. If our young student was really well schooled in the Greek and Roman classics, he would also have learned about the harmony of the universe and nature, which would have led him back to the  carefully crafted world established by the Creator. But it wasn’t only the educated who thought this way. The peasant tilling the land also longed for a world in which he was free of natural disasters, sickness, and pestilence. He valued the times when he could work in peace and feed his family without fear of invasion and destruction by rampaging raiders or neighboring “nobles.”

This birth process also involved the role of Rome, not only the administrative-legal genius of the Roman Empire but also the actual tenth-century city. For people at the time, especially the Germans, Rome was the center of their spiritual universe, their Mecca, the place they longed to visit as pilgrims. They were prepared to go to great lengths to get there. Sure, Jerusalem played a similar role in their mental universe, but it was remote and the journey was dangerous because of Muslim occupation. Nevertheless, Rome was the city, the place where the founders of the church, Saints Peter and Paul, had been martyred and were buried. Spiritually, culturally, and psychologically, the tenth-century world was held together by a shared Catholic faith and the “idea” of Rome, the vague but pervasive recollection that Europe had once been a whole, a civilized empire spanning the known world. They looked back nostalgically to a golden age that was a model of culture and order. “All roads lead to Rome” is a cliché, but nonetheless it was certainly the case in the tenth century when the city was the symbolic center of Christianity. As soon as pilgrims came in sight of Rome, they sang O Roma nobilis:

O noble Rome, mistress of the world, 
Most excellent of cities . . . 
We sing a salutation to you forever. 
We bless you and salute you throughout the ages!






It didn’t matter that the real Rome was a depopulated, malaria-infested, economic backwater dominated by ruthless Mafia-like clans that didn’t welcome foreigners, especially those who wanted to tell them how to run the place. In their arrogance, the Romans knew the pilgrims would keep coming, so they didn’t bother to be too polite to them. And for a century and a half, they treated the papal office as their plaything. They appointed popes and sacked them, and when it suited them, they assassinated them, smothering or strangling them in prison.
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I discovered the tenth century more than a decade ago. I was writing a general history of the papacy, and it struck me that this was a particularly interesting, if violent time and that there was very little written about it. As I delved deeper, I realized that the prevailing image of the period was a misleading caricature. Hoping to change this, I will set out in this book a more factual account of the century, especially as we will be exploring how the main lineaments of what today we call “the West” emerged. Nowadays, we are particularly sensitive to environmental contexts, so we shall begin by examining the physical landscape of the tenth century, the actual world in which our historical drama was played out. We will then focus on the city of Rome, the psychological center of Europe. We will begin with probably the most hideous event in the long history of the papacy, the Cadaver Synod, when the dead body of Pope Formosus was dug up and put on trial for heresy. This split the local church, and a weakened papacy fell increasingly under the control of the powerful Roman clans, particularly the Theophylact family, with its impressive and dominant women Theodora and Marozia. Not all of the tenth-century popes were blackguards, but a number were, and the papacy in this period reached levels of viciousness and depravity that certainly exceeded the corruption and excesses of the Renaissance popes.

In a way, early-tenth-century Rome reflected on a broader scale what was happening across Europe. Western Europe had already witnessed the total collapse of the empire established a century before by Charlemagne. He had been crowned Holy Roman Emperor on Christmas Day 800 by Pope Leo III after uniting most of Western Europe under his sole rule. After Charlemagne’s death in 814, his only surviving son, Louis the Pious, inherited the empire, but even during his life Louis divided the empire among his sons. After his death further disintegration occurred, and by the end of the ninth century ordered government had disintegrated. The whole of Western Europe broke up into smaller and smaller units, and emerging local powerbrokers were involved in semiconstant warfare with each other. This situation was particularly bad in France, which degenerated into a kind of feudal anarchy. Consequently, Western Europe had no defense against the Vikings, the Saracens, and, slightly later, the Magyars. England, Ireland, and Scotland, also weakened, were likewise subject to destabilizing raids by the Vikings. Even though most of Spain was under the dominance of the Muslim caliphate, the small Christian enclaves in the north were beginning the long reconquista that led ultimately to the formation of Catholic Spain in the late fifteenth century.

By 950 ordered government had reemerged among the Saxons of northeastern Germany. Recent converts to Catholicism, they were well governed by a series of able rulers, the most effective of whom was Otto I the Great (936–973), king of Germany, king of Italy from 951, and Holy Roman Emperor from 962 to 973. He and his successors were never absolute rulers, always ruling with the cooperation of the powerful German magnates (nobles), but they managed to establish a working administration and bring order to Germany and northern Italy. So successful were they that Otto I’s grandson, Otto III, together with his mentor Gerbert of Aurillac, whom Otto appointed pope as Sylvester II, conceived a plan to restore the Roman Empire. Both died before anything could be achieved, but the idea of a reunited Europe had been planted. Otto’s mother, the extraordinary Empress Theophano, born in the court in Constantinople, inspired Otto to include the Byzantine Empire in his plans for unity. Even though Otto and Sylvester were unsuccessful, the seed had been sown by the Germans, and what was to become the West was born.

Besides rulers and the powerful, we will also meet some of the ordinary people of the time, including some peasant families from the estate of the Saint Germain monastery near Paris; the greatest writer of the age, the acidulous and widely traveled Liutprand of Cremona, who spent much of his life as an unhappy bureaucrat and diplomat; some of the fascinating women of the century, such as dramatist-nun Hrosvitha of Gandersheim; as well as monks and priests and legendary figures such as the Irishman-on-the make Brian Boru. A careful reading of the sources shows that intelligent, perceptive people at the time sensed the glimmer of something new. Although this period was full of fascinating women and men who are our cultural and actual ancestors, their world has remained a terra incognita, an unknown historical landscape waiting to be discovered.

What I want to do is to explore this strange and alien landscape. This can induce a sense of disorientation, even of vertigo. But it is also an enriching experience that broadens our horizons as we meet people who valued order in society and established it despite the odds. And the order that they established actually provides the foundations upon which our current society is constructed.

Our tenth-century ancestors are not all that remote after all.






PART ONE

THE CITY and the WORLD





CHAPTER 1

The Physical Landscape of the Tenth Century


THE BIRTH OF THE WEST during the tenth century took place in a specific environment. I don’t just mean a physical landscape—geography, demography, vegetation, forest cover—important as that is. I am also referring to other physical realities such as the weather, which in the tenth century was reasonably benign. But tenth-century people didn’t see the natural world as an objective reality governed by its own laws and dynamics. Their approach was not scientific as is ours. For them, nature was controlled by other forces both benign and demonic. Above all, nature was controlled by God. So perhaps a very-tenth-century way of approaching the physical landscape of the time is through the strange story of a group of ‘sky sailors’ as told by Archbishop Agobard of Lyons.

The city of Lyons is situated on the confluence of the Rhône and the Saône rivers about 105 miles (170 kilometers) west of the Mont-Cénis Pass over the Alps from Italy. Always an important trade center, even in Roman times, in the ninth century Lyons was part of Burgundy, a region that stretched along the western side of the Alps north of the Mediterranean as far as present-day Switzerland. The whole region was then a province of the Frankish Empire.

People living in the city of Lyons would have been quite cosmopolitan, often seeing and meeting other people from Christian and Muslim Spain, elsewhere in Europe, and even the Middle East and North Africa. But those living in the surrounding villages, even if they met any foreigners, would not have had the slightest notion of who they were, let alone the geography of the outside world.  Peasant villagers were instinctively suspicious and often hostile toward outsiders. People in one particular village near Lyons were in an especially angry mood after a severe local hailstorm had flattened their crops and left their fruit lying rotting on the ground. Their village now faced starvation, and the villagers were convinced that the hailstorm had not been a mere accident of nature, but rather the work of forces hostile to them. So when four strangers—three men and a woman—traveling along the road from the Mount Cénis Pass to Lyons passed close to the village (we don’t know its name), the locals became convinced that the strangers were lost sky sailors who had fallen from their sky ships or been abandoned by their compatriots.

Ordinary people believed that sky sailors came on the clouds from an imaginary land they called Magonia to steal grain and fruit. The popular belief was that sky sailors employed weather-makers and sorcerers to cause thunderstorms so that they could steal the fallen fruit, load it in their sky ships, and sail back across the clouds to Magonia. Such popular beliefs were widely accepted, and odd as this story seems to us, it was typical of ordinary people’s beliefs. People were convinced that bad weather and all natural disasters were caused by evil individuals who had magical and supernatural powers, often derived from the devil and his minions. The Virgin Mary and the saints could provide protection from these ills, for only they could effectively intercede with God to protect people and their crops. Today this is superstition; to ninth- and tenth-century villagers it was reality.

Most likely the sky sailors were innocent travelers caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were heading along a well-used route from Italy across the Alps, the old Roman road from the Mont-Cénis Pass westward along the Arc and Isère River valleys to Chambéry and Lyons. They could have been stoned to death or maimed by the villagers who had seized them if not for the unexpected arrival of Archbishop Agobard.

Agobard was an unusual man. Having served as Lyons’s archbishop from 816 to 841, he saw a great deal of this kind of behavior and did not approve. He was impatient with the kind of populist mixture of Christianity, paganism, and superstition that made up the religion of most people, and he was determined to do something about it. His treatise Concerning Hailstorms and Thunder confronted some of these popular beliefs head-on, characterizing them as foolishness, craziness, and stupidity. Agobard focused particularly on weather-makers or storm-makers, people who thought they could manipulate the  weather through their incantations and magic. He confessed that even in his own archdiocese, “almost everyone . . . thinks that hail and thunder result from human decision. For as soon as they hear thunder and lightning they say, ‘The air is raised up.’ When asked how this happens, some reply with uncertainty, disturbed by their consciences, others confidently, as is typical of the ignorant, that the wind has been raised up by the incantations of men called ‘tempest-raisers,’ and therefore it is called a ‘raised gale.’”1 On the day in question, he probably had heard about the captured travelers and came immediately to the village to argue on the spot with the common folk who made such claims.

This doesn’t mean that Agobard was a skeptical, protomodern empiricist who believed that nature worked according to its own laws. On the contrary, his approach was typical of the theology of the time: he ascribed all causality in nature directly to God rather than to magic or spirits. He argued that God had set up a well-ordered cosmos and that Christians ought to marvel at this, believing that everything that occurred in nature was the direct result of God’s decisions. All natural causality belonged to God. Unlike most of his clerical contemporaries, Agobard had no patience with popular superstition. While some of his priests might have tried to persuade people not to deal with sorcerers, witches, weather-makers, or those who claimed magical powers, that didn’t mean they doubted that ultimately the natural world was subject to manipulation by saints and devils for good or evil through the interaction of human and spiritual forces. Nevertheless, much to their astonishment, Agobard ordered the villagers, “made crazy by so much stupidity,” to release the strangers immediately.2 For the poor travelers caught up in this local hysteria, the archbishop’s intervention must have been a welcome blessing, although they would have probably been as bewildered as the villagers at Agobard’s decision.

The story of Agobard and the sky sailors takes us to the heart of tenth-century cosmology, to the way people viewed the world. Natural events were not natural in the sense that nature was an interacting, self-explanatory, independent system. Rather, it was something subject to divine, human, and demonic manipulation. Today we understand the dynamics of nature as independent, interconnected, and self-regulating and ultimately explained by science. For tenth-century people, the borders between the natural and human worlds were permeable. Magic, miracles, and a whole constellation of intermediaries, such as the Blessed Virgin and the saints as well as those in league with the devil,  could influence what happened for good or ill through weather, sickness, pestilence, and all types of disasters.

At the level of the ordinary priest and people, the old pagan world and Christianity inextricably interpenetrated each other. Existing parallel with official church ministry was a vast world of what today we would call “popular religion,” a realm of miracle-working saints, relics, pilgrimages, angels, devils, charms, spells, magic, a vast amalgam of orthodox Christianity and the still-lively paganism of the vast subclass of peasants and serfs. People believed that all of these forces could be manipulated for good or evil. While Agobard might have believed in a well-ordered world subject to God’s decisions, for the vast majority of people reality was much more chaotic. And nothing appears more chaotic than the weather.
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Medieval people were particularly vulnerable to weather. They depended on a subsistence economy, had limited storage facilities, and lacked the infrastructure to move food staples around quickly. Severe, destructive weather events could mean the difference between eating and starving, and severe winters, such as those of 873–874 or 939–940, caused high mortality among both humans and animals and resulted in widespread famine.

Global warming skeptics often incorrectly cite medieval weather for their arguments, maintaining that what we are experiencing now is not anthropogenic climate change but a fluctuation in the historical rise and fall of world and regional temperatures. The tenth century was right in the middle of the medieval warm period (MWP), which lasted from about 750 to after 1200, followed by the Little Ice Age (LIA) from the mid-fourteenth to the early nineteenth century. Skeptics contend that today we are simply in another warming period. However, the evidence indicates that “the Northern Hemisphere experienced from about 800 to 900 the warmest period in the last 2000 years, with the sole exception of the last few decades of our time.”3 This was followed by a slight cooling between 900 and 950, which was succeeded by a general warming until about 1100. Temperatures then slowly fell toward the advent of the LIA in about 1400. But weather is never constant, and the period 750–950 also saw at least eight, possibly nine, incidents of extremely severe winters.

Nevertheless, comparatively speaking, the climate in the ninth and tenth centuries was relatively benign. The average increase in temperature in the  MWP was probably not much more than 0.2° to 0.3° Celsius, enough to cause the retreat of sea ice in the North Atlantic and some melting of alpine glaciers. This led to a small rise in sea levels, particularly impacting low-lying coastlines around the North Sea. Greenland was settled by the Vikings in the 980s only because the North Atlantic sea ice had retreated sufficiently for them to reach Greenland from Iceland, despite unpredictable weather and fogs.

While there was considerable local variation, rising temperatures also quickly led to increased vegetation growth and a boost in food production. For instance, it was warm enough for vineyards to grow in southern England as early as the time of Alfred the Great (871–899). By 900 there is evidence of at least two vineyards in Britain, and the Domesday Book (a survey of the whole of England commissioned in 1085) makes forty-two references to vineyards across the southern part of the country.

Meanwhile, sea-level rise was transforming mainland Europe. Bruges, which nowadays is almost 8.5 miles (14 kilometers) inland, was in the late 800s a small port on an inlet off the North Sea. Today Bruges is called the Venice of the north, but in the second half of the ninth century Bruges was one of a number of small praesidia, fortified posts surrounded by moats about 3.5 acres (1.5 hectares) in area, set up to protect coastal Flanders from marauding Vikings. There is confusion about the origin of the name of the town: one popular etymology is that the word “Bruges” is derived from the Flemish word for “bridge,” but it is more likely to have come from the Old Norse word bryggja, meaning a landing or mooring place, which also suggests proximity to the sea. The Vikings saw the place as a good spot to land raiders. That is why the town began as a fortress. The Bruges fort doubled as a port and quickly developed into a trading center.

At one stage in the early tenth century, the center of Bruges was only about half a mile (800 meters) from the sea. Belgian historian Adriaan Verhulst notes that “Bruges’ link with the sea was, however, in a state of flux throughout the Middle Ages.”4 This resulted from rising and falling sea levels, which in turn depended on tiny climate fluctuations. Bruges was accessible to the North Sea until about 1050. Then the natural waterways began to silt up. Thanks to the MWP, the Flanders coastline regularly shifted as a result of sea-level changes, and low-lying land was often flooded. For example, the Annals of Saint-Bertin reports that during the winter of 838–839 there were severe floods and that on Saint Stephen’s Day (December 26, 838) the whole of Frisia (present-day  Netherlands north of the Rhine) was inundated. “So great was the inundation that the region became almost like the mounds of sand common in those parts which they call the dunes. Every single thing the sea rolled over, men as well as other living creatures and houses too, it destroyed. The number of people drowned was very carefully counted: 2,437 deaths were reported.”5 This was a large number for the time. The low-lying coastal plain of what today are Belgium and the Netherlands was not called the Low Countries for nothing! By the fifteenth century, an increasingly cold climate led the North Atlantic ice to freeze again and Bruges found itself more or less where it is today.

A region with a parallel history to Bruges is just across the North Sea in Britain: the fenland of East Anglia, south of the Wash. A wetland wilderness for centuries, the whole area in the tenth century was a swampy landscape dotted with islands of higher ground, which provided safety for human settlement and agriculture. Although there had been some reclamation in Roman times, in the tenth century the land was waterlogged. The town of Norwich was almost reached by a kind of shallow fjord that stretched 23 miles (38 kilometers) inland from the North Sea. Anglo-Saxon Ely, which nowadays is 29 miles (48 kilometers) inland south of the Wash and 15 miles (25 kilometers) north of Cambridge, was a defensible island surrounded by water that held out for a decade after 1066 against the Norman invasion.
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So what did tenth-century people see when they looked at their landscape? The warmer weather encouraged vegetation growth, so they certainly saw forests, but these were not as evenly spread across Europe as we might imagine. Real wilderness in the modern environmental sense then constituted only about a third of European forests. People also saw open farmland, most of which was close to villages or towns, much of it dating back to Roman times. This cleared land was in turn surrounded by forests, which “encircled the medieval world, isolated it, and restricted it. [The forest] was a frontier, the no man’s land par excellence.”6


Some of the most cleared, deforested areas that we see today in Europe were then heavily wooded. Take, for instance, the Po River plain in northern Italy. Flying over it on a rare clear day reveals a pale orange-brown industrial-agricultural landscape still dotted with medieval towns and mixed with sprawling, ugly modern suburbs and industrial cities like Turin and Milan. There are  still small, scattered groups of trees, but nothing really resembling a forest until well up into the higher alpine valleys in the north, the foothills of the Apennines in the south, and the swamps of the Po delta on the Adriatic coast between Venice and Ravenna.

But at the beginning of the tenth century, especially along the river and its tributaries, the Po plain was largely covered by forests and woodlands of various species of oak (which can live for five hundred or more years), poplar, willow, and alder. There were also extensive stands of coniferous and birch forests, survivors from the Jurassic age, stretching right down to the plain from the high Apennines in the south and from the Alps in the north. The forests of the plain and those of the mountains intermingled, giving much of the area a Scandinavian-like appearance. The central Po plain itself was still dominated by water, with swamps fed by rivers flowing down from the mountains. There were about a dozen small walled cities, such as Pavia (then capital of northern Italy), Cremona, Piacenza, Parma, Ferrara, Mantua, Verona, Milan, and Ravenna, all of Roman origin. They were scattered across the landscape, surrounded by cleared farmland and domesticated woodland, and connected by degraded roads following the line of their once well-maintained imperial Roman predecessors. But forests and swamps dominated the Po landscape, with the human world almost an incidental presence surrounded by trees and water.

It had not always been this way. Throughout the classical period from the fifth century BC onward, much of the Mediterranean world was deforested by increasing population and the use of timber for shipbuilding and housing. After the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in the early fifth century until the tenth century, a sizable proportion of the forests recovered because the climate was warmer, which encouraged vegetation growth, and the population decreased after the Roman Empire collapsed. There were less people to destroy the forests.

By the early 900s, forests were the dominant form of European vegetation. Verhulst says that the European land surface was “for a large part . . . a natural landscape, consisting mainly of woods,” although the extent of forest cover varied. 7 Central Europe, Germany, France, and Ireland in this period had very extensive forests and woodlands. But exactly how much of a specific landscape was covered by trees is hard to know. Historical geographer Michael Williams says cautiously that “there was a lot of forest and some of it was very extensive and dense.”8 Charles Higounet demonstrates that anywhere from about 15 to  80 percent of continental Europe and its offshore islands on the eve of the eleventh century was still in a natural state, mainly woodland, although it was broken up, regionally diverse, and fragmented into many large but separate stands. Chris Wickham reports that “there were vast differences between the sorts of forests and uncultivated lands found in northern and north-central Europe and those of the Mediterranean, differences emphasized by climate and geology alike.”9


Higounet has mapped 159 separate forested areas on the Continent and England. There were large woodland areas east of the Rhine, as well as in the central and eastern parts of France up to the Alps. There was another extensive forest extending from the west bank of the Rhine between Bonn and Aachen onto the Eifel plateau, including the present-day Ardennes forest. Based on Higounet’s work and other research, we can guess that about 65–70 percent of Germany and about 55–60 percent of France were forest covered. However, excluding Wales and the southwest, only 15–20 percent of England was. The Domesday Book records only about 15,500 square miles (40,000 square kilometers) of woodland. The reason seems to be that England had been cleared since the Bronze Age and the country was always widely, if lightly populated. Italy and Spain always had less forest cover than northern Europe, owing partly to the drier, hotter Mediterranean climate of the south and partly to greater population pressures until late Roman times. There had always been stable forests in the mountainous regions of the Italian peninsula, which lasted until industrial-scale forestry in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries destroyed them. Natural forest landscapes in the tenth century amounted to possibly 30 percent of the Italian peninsula. The same can be said for Spain. Ireland, nowadays the least forested landscape in Europe, then had 80 percent forest cover, no doubt encouraged by warmer, wetter weather patterns rolling in from the Gulf Stream. Scotland was different, being 3 or 4 degrees farther north, with strong winds and little warmth. The mixed woodlands of Scotland were confined to low-lying areas, with the mountains as bare as they are today.

Several important questions about tenth-century forest coverage remain: were these forests wildernesses in the modern environmental sense largely untouched and hardly ever penetrated by people? How much forest was used to supply human needs? Were many forests cleared in this period to provide land for grazing and agriculture? Historians such as Wickham have shown that these issues are more complex than they at first may seem.

The English word “forest” is itself ambiguous. For us a forest can be a number of things: it can be a small group of trees in an otherwise open landscape; a wooded landscape used for various purposes, including grazing and gathering of natural foodstuffs such as honey; an artificial tree plantation; or an untamed wilderness region. The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary gives all these meanings, but the clue to the original meaning of the word is found in the dictionary’s first definition of forest as “a royal forest reserved for hunting.” Originally, forestae, the Medieval Latin word for forests (derived from foris, meaning “out of doors” or “abroad”), were, strictly speaking, lands that kings and aristocrats reserved for personal hunting. It is this meaning that creates difficulty for those of us who don’t think of forests in terms of hunting at all.

This is further complicated by other Medieval Latin words used for forest or woodland. The usual Latin word for woodland was silva; a less common word was saltus. Both words have connotations of woodland used for basic pastoral activities and imply a rather domesticated forest serving a range of human uses. The terms for woodland in the modern sense of wilderness are locus desertus and solitudo (which applied to 30 to 40 percent of the European landscape). Foresta first appears in the Latin of the mid-seventh century, and it came to signify “a property with specific rights attached . . . above all the right to hunt.”10 Thus, hunting, usage, and property rights were, from our perspective, confusingly intermingled.

Hunting animals was the absolute passion of the medieval upper class, and the only activity recognized as a real recreation. It served several social functions. It confirmed power, wealth, status, and prestige as the king or aristocrat went out with his retainers, horses, dogs, and, sometimes, trained falcons. It brought men of similar social background together and was good training for medieval warfare, keeping men and horses fit. It developed strategic thinking as the men hunted elusive and often dangerous quarries, such as wild boar, bears, wolves, and red deer. Late summer and, especially, autumn were the usual times for hunting, which was often dangerous. Accidents were common, especially among immature, testosterone-driven, risk-taking young men. The Annals of Saint-Bertin reports that in 864 the sixteen-year-old Charles of Aquitaine, the son of King (later Emperor) Charles the Bald
whom his father had recently received from Aquitaine and taken with him to Compiègne, was returning one night from hunting in the forest of Cuise  [nowadays Cuise-la-Motte near Compiègne]. While he meant only to enjoy some horseplay with some other young men of his own age, by the devil’s action he was struck in the head with a sword by a youth called Albuin. The blow penetrated almost as far as the brain, reaching from his left temple to his right cheekbone and jaw. . . . He suffered from epileptic fits for a long time, and then on 29 September [866] he died.11






Hunting accidents were also convenient ways of eliminating rivals and were sometimes used as plausible covers for assassinations.

Royalty and nobility weren’t the only hunting aficionados. Local church synods constantly complained of priests and clerics hunting or using falcons for sport. The regularity of the condemnation indicated that the church’s law against them hunting was often ignored. At the same time, the poor hunted and trapped small animals in the forests. If the upper classes and clergy hunted for sport, peasants and the poor did for survival. For the poor, hunting provided a supply of fresh meat and warm clothing and leather goods, which could be made out of animal fur and skin.

But the use of forests was not restricted to the hunting rights of royalty or nobility. Peasants had traditional rights to use royal or noble land to collect firewood and building materials, as well as food and other products, although the hunting of “big” game was reserved to the nobility. The term for forestland in the tenth century was “fisc.” A fisc was a form of public land essentially owned by the king or ruler and held for general public use. So when hunting rights were enforced, this often led to conflict with peasants attempting to exercise their traditional use of the forest for food supplies. To complicate matters further, areas of fisc land were sometimes alienated, or taken out of public use, and granted by royal or ducal patrons to monasteries as endowments. This shifted control of the land from the fisc to the abbey and religious community, which may or may not have recognized the peasants’ traditional rights to collect food and material from the forest. People’s rights of possession and use “were extremely various, as well as looking extremely odd by Roman [law] standards,” let alone by modern concepts of property.12 The notion of full property rights inhering in a specific individual, family, or corporation is a much later idea. In some places, such as the Scottish Highlands, the notion of private property only came as late as the early nineteenth century. As a result of the underdeveloped notion of private ownership, substantial parts of all  forests could be used by ordinary people, with the major restriction being hunting rights.

Fiscal land was not always covered with trees. Nevertheless, it certainly encompassed lands that were traditionally used by peasants for basic agriculture and for a silvo-pastoral economy that focused on collecting firewood and timber, hunting small animals, grazing cattle and, especially, breeding and pannage of pigs. They were the commonest domestic animal in Europe in the tenth century, and local forests could be used as pig runs where the animals could eat acorns and beechnuts. The usefulness of a forest was often measured by how many pigs it could fatten. Both cleared and forest landscapes could also provide basic pasture for sheep and cattle. All of this had quite destructive environmental consequences. Pigs are voracious and dig up the soil and tear out groundcover plants by the roots. This certainly contributed to the gradual decline of forests close to human settlement and certainly had serious impacts on native, nondomestic animals, which led to the decline and eventually extinction of a number of species.

What is clear is that, far from being untouched refuges, European forests were widely used from early on. As in all cultures, wood was a basic material used not only for building and tools, but also for heat. Woodland was also used for cop-picing, the careful periodic cutting of timber to make poles, house and roof trusses and beams, fences and barrels, as well as firewood. Most buildings were constructed of timber, so timber production reached an almost industrial scale. For instance, in Rome in the late eighth and early ninth centuries the reroofing of churches and basilicas required an abundant supply of high-quality wood for long, strong beams, some more than 80 feet (25 meters) long.

Nowadays we associate clearance of woodland with agricultural production, and to some extent that was so in the tenth century. People certainly needed cereals to survive. But as Wickham says, these were “often insufficient and had to be backed up by silvo-pastoral resources.” So forests that were close to towns, villages, and monasteries were frequently utilized. Wickham concludes that “only the largest blocks of woodland, or those furthest from areas of substantial settlement could remain with cores at their centre that were entirely unexploited.”13


For tenth-century people, woodlands were thus a managed resource. In all probability, solitudines (wildernesses) were, except in northern Europe, rarer than we might suppose. They were largely dominated by oak (Quercus robur),  beech (Fagus), lime (Tilia), and elm (Ulmus); remained largely untouched by human activity; and were filled with wild animals, especially brown bears and wolves, which were ruthlessly hunted. People generally feared and avoided solitudines . In spite of the influence of the church, the remnant folk memory of European paganism endowed the natural world with mystic, magical powers. Although we know little about Germanic religion, the tribes that invaded the Western Roman Empire after 408 saw the whole of the natural world as sacred. Certain trees, groves, and forests had spiritual and ritual significance. People felt that nonnatural, spiritual forces were enormously important in helping them deal with nature, especially the weather, crop success and failure, and human and animal health and illness. They felt they needed all the help they could get, whether Christian or pagan, to make the land and animals productive so that no one would starve. While there is evidence of an appreciation of the beauty of nature, people were completely unromantic about the natural world.

As Archbishop Agobard realized, the Christianity of his time was made up of an amalgam of Christian teaching and practice, with a lingering but powerfully influential substratum of pagan beliefs and practices. This included the gods of vegetation and fertility, the deities who influenced the home and farmyard, the fields, forests, springs, and mountains. So for most people, solitudines were particularly terrifying because of the spiritual and sacred forces believed to operate within them. Most people kept well away from these areas for practical reasons as well: they were often also the hiding places of thieves, outlaws, and psychopaths. Only hermits giving themselves over to radical commitment to God and brave hunters seeking wild animals ever penetrated the solitudines.

As the tenth century progressed and urban life developed, the cleared areas around towns began to increase. This was especially true in northern Italy. Italian environmental historian Vito Fumagelli comments, “Forests were eroded particularly in central northern Italy where the impetus for clearances came from the powerful towns well able to intervene in their surrounding territory.”14 At the same time, the swamps across the Po plain were being drained and the whole region was slowly being stripped of its original vegetation. Nowadays, the regional parks of the delta of the Po and Adige rivers are the only areas where we can see something of what the region once looked like. Fumagelli concludes nostalgically, “Hardly any examples of the great oaks have survived in Italy. . . . It is quite clear that . . . as early as the eighth century, as well as in the ninth,  tenth and eleventh, there were clearances on a significant scale, as well as efforts to modify the environment by bringing new land into cultivation.”15 A key issue in these forest clearances for increasing cultivation was the growth in population, which had begun in the eighth century and escalated in the tenth and following centuries.
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At its previous peak, at the end of the second century AD, the total population of Europe, both inside and outside the Roman Empire, reached about 36 million (this figure is an approximation based on available evidence). At the time, the Roman Empire had expanded impressively in extent and numbers. But in the end the empire proved economically unsustainable, and a precipitous fall in population numbers followed. The barbarian invasions of the fifth century led to many deaths, and a deterioration in the climate and a decline in agricultural production led to an ongoing collapse in population.16 Central authority crumbled, civil order broke down, and the barbarians pillaged what remained.

The nadir of European population came in the sixth and seventh centuries AD. By 600 the population had dropped to between 18 and 22 million. By the beginning of the eighth century, the population was increasing again, even if by fits and starts, limited by semiregular political crises, invasions, recurrent plague, and disease. Perhaps partly thanks to the MWP, numbers reached about 29 million by 800 and recovered to somewhere close to 36–39 million by the millennium.

The city of Rome itself is a good illustration of the contraction. At the height of the empire around AD 100, the population was 1 million or even more. By the time of the conquest of the city in October 312 by the emperor Constantine, it had already fallen to around 800,000—and it would keep falling. By the beginning of the sixth century, 100,000 people lived in Rome. By about 550, the number was down to around 30,000. Thereafter it fluctuated, rising to about 90,000 around 600, as a flood of refugees fled the Lombard invasion of northern Italy. But by the beginning of the tenth century, it had declined to a new low of between 25,000 and 35,000. At the same time, Constantinople’s population was more than 800,000.

For the whole of Europe, any recovery in population was an uphill battle, given the common food shortages and recurrent plague from the mid-sixth to  the mid-eighth centuries. The bubonic plague was described by Paul the Deacon in his History of the Lombards as the “groin pestilence.” It was especially prevalent in the mid-sixth century in central-southern Europe. Historians have likened its spread in Italy to the period of the Black Death of 1348–1350.17 Many felt that the end of the world was approaching. Paul the Deacon describes a depopulated northern Italian landscape hit by a catastrophe:
Everywhere there was grief and everywhere tears. . . . You might see the world brought back to its ancient silence; no voice in the field, no whistling of shepherds; no lying in wait of wild beasts among the cattle; no harm to domestic fowls. The crops, outliving the time of harvest, awaited the reaper untouched; the vineyard with its fallen leaves and shining grapes remained undisturbed while winter came on. . . . There were no footsteps of passersby, no murderer was seen, yet the corpses of the dead were more than the eye could discern; pastoral places had been turned into a desert, and human habitations had become places of refuge for wild beasts.18






Meanwhile, much of central Italy was afflicted by food shortages and caught up in warfare between the Ostrogoths and Byzantines, to be quickly followed by the Lombard invasion of the Italian peninsula in the years 568–569. The latter years of the sixth century were a dark age indeed.

Intermittent plague continued across Europe for the next few hundred years, with England particularly affected during the second half of the seventh century. The Annals of Saint-Bertin reports that the winter of 855–856 in France and Germany was “extremely cold and dry. A serious pestilence carried off a sizeable part of the population.”19 In the following year, according to the Annals of Xanten, plague broke out again and “a great sickness prevailed among the people. This produced a terrible foulness, so that the limbs were separated from the body even before death came.”20 This is clearly a reference to septicemic plague, which results in necrosis (the death of organs, tissues, or limbs) and the onset of gangrene. The plague of the fourteen century was called the “black death” precisely because infected tissue turned black as gangrene took hold and putrefaction, accompanied by a repulsive smell, developed. Unless treated with antibiotics, primary septicemic plague is almost always fatal. It results from being bitten by infected fleas or handling infected animals such as rabbits, rodents, and, sometimes, cats.

The tenth century also saw intermittent plague, but the evidence is that it tended to be local rather than widespread. Certainly, the milder weather, which enabled increased agricultural production, would have contributed to a decline in the incidence of plague. As a result, people were stronger and more resistant to illness. The chronicler Flodoard of Reims records four outbreaks between 924 and 956. Two of these (in 927 and 934) seem to have been confined to the region around Reims. The others seem to have been more widespread. The first, in 924, affected the invading Magyars (Hungarians). Flodoard records that “the Magyars who were ravaging Gothia [the March of Gothia on the Mediterranean coast of France due south of Lyons] suffered a plague which caused dysentery and swelling of their heads, and very few survived.”21 A clearly much more widespread plague occurred in 956, which “spread out over Germany and all of Gaul, with many dying and falling seriously ill with weakness. 22 He specifically mentions the death of four bishops from this plague.
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From our perspective, the medievals were not environmental paragons. Hunting pushed many species close to extinction, and there was little distinction made between wild and domestic animals. Domestic pigs and wild boars lived alongside each other in the forest and interbred. Deer, beavers, Eurasian brown bears, aurochs (a wild ancestor of modern cattle), and European bison were still common, although the brown bear became extinct in England in the tenth century. The great auk, a flightless and therefore vulnerable seabird, was common along the coasts of Iceland, the Orkney and Shetland Islands, the western coasts of Scotland, and the Western Isles. It is now extinct. Wolves were very common and found throughout Western Europe until about five hundred years ago. Wolf packs scavenged in the streets of Paris in daylight as late as the fifteenth century. All of these species moved toward extinction from the late tenth century onward, largely owing to forest clearing, hunting, and deliberate destruction.

While agriculture developed and forest clearances began, people still saw wilderness as dark, nonhuman, alien, and intimidating, haunted by the spirits of the dead and home to fierce animals. Despite the fact that churchmen often wanted to destroy places in the natural world that were reminders of paganism, these practices persisted for many centuries among the European peasantry. Bishop Burchard of Worms in his Decretorum (Book of Decretals), in a chapter  that focuses on incantation and divination, says, “Bishops and their assistants ought to fight zealously against the cult of trees consecrated to demons which the lower classes worship and hold in great veneration. These ought to be pulled up by the roots and burnt so that neither branches nor even twigs survive.” He also warns about sacred stones and ruined places in the forest that were still centers of veneration in pagan cults.23


Despite remnant paganism, what really gained impetus in the latter part of the tenth century and then accelerated was a new attitude toward the natural world itself. It began with the spread of monasticism across Europe. The environmental modifications a simple hermit living alone in the forest could achieve were minimal. But once he was joined by a group of monks and a monastic community was established in a sparsely settled wilderness area, the impacts on the natural environment were more drastic. European monasticism valued physical labor, and forty or fifty monks clearing a forest, draining a marsh, planting crops, and grazing animals, let alone building large stone cloisters and churches, made a real impression on the landscape. Monasteries inevitably turned isolated areas into centers of settlement, culture, and human endeavor and impressed on these settlements the notion that nature revealed God’s wondrous ordering of the world and his plan for salvation. People were also motivated by a desire to control nature, to escape from complete dependence on the vagaries of the weather, with prosperity or starvation depending on crop success or failure and the danger of attack by wild animals. Even though these new attitudes were beginning to emerge in the tenth century, the great monastic clearances really only came in the centuries following the millennium, especially with the founding of the Cistercians in 1098, reformed monks in the Benedictine tradition.

Christian Europe expanded from its heartland in northern France, the Benelux countries, and southwestern Germany northward and eastward in the ninth and tenth centuries. Under Emperor Charlemagne, Saxony and northern Germany were conquered and absorbed into the Carolingian empire and none too gently converted to Catholicism. It was then the turn of the western Slavs (the Poles and Bohemians) and the Magyars to be drawn into the ambit of Latin Christianity around the time of the millennium. Poland, Hungary, and what is now the Czech Republic and Slovakia emerged as bastions of Western culture, while the eastern Slavs in what is now Bulgaria, Ukraine, and western Russia entered the world of Byzantine Orthodox Christianity.

Hardly anyone, of course, talked about “Europe” in the tenth century. The word came into common usage only much later. People primarily defined their identity by the family and locality in which they were born and then through their membership in the church and their Catholic faith. If they ever broadly defined themselves at all, it was as belonging to Christianitas—Christendom.
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The one determinant of life that has remained historically constant is the physical layout of the Continent itself. Four aspects of the geography of Europe play a central role in Western history: (1) the fertile, well-watered Great European Plain; (2) the Mediterranean; (3) the rivers of Europe; and (4) the mountain barriers of the Pyrenees, the Apennines, and the most important topographical feature of Europe, the Alps. Apart from these mountain ranges, the rest of Europe is either flat plains or low rolling hills. Spain is an exception; much of the peninsula is high plateau about 1,900 feet (600 meters) above sea level. With the exception of the higher mountains, Europe is fertile, with highly productive soil.

The Great European Plain extends almost 2,400 miles (4,000 kilometers) from the Atlantic Ocean and the Pyrenees in the southwest right across to the Ural Mountains in the east. The only interruptions to this are the Massif Central (a region of extinct volcanoes) in southeastern France; the low foothills of the Alps in northeastern France, southern Germany, and parts of Austria; the Harz Mountains in southern Saxony; and the Tatras and Carpathian Mountains of Eastern Europe. England and Ireland are either flat plain or low rolling hills, with the only significant mountain ranges being in Wales, northwestern England, and Scotland.

Europe has great rivers. The longest of these, the Volga, the Dnieper, and the Don, are in far eastern Europe and don’t affect our story. The two that are influential are the Rhine, which is 820 miles (1,320 kilometers) long, and the Danube, which at 1,770 miles (2,860 kilometers) is the second longest river in Europe. Shorter rivers such as the Tagus in Spain; the Loire, the Seine, and the Rhône in France; the Elbe in Germany; the Oder on the German-Polish border; the Po in Italy; the Thames in England; and the Shannon in Ireland are important in this period particularly for providing highways for Viking penetrations inland. These rivers also provided secure water sources, as well as useful highways for the movement of goods.

The Mediterranean not only defined the southern border of Europe, but also confined and protected Christendom in the tenth century from the expansionist Muslims of the Middle East and North Africa. Spain is an exception here: it was the only part of continental Europe occupied by the Muslims, who conquered the southern two-thirds of the peninsula in the early eighth century.

As the most important topographical feature of the continent, the Alps extend about 650 miles (about 1,000 kilometers) on a generally northeast-southwest axis through Austria, southern Germany, Switzerland, northern Italy, and eastern France down to the Riviera, with the Alps Maritimes providing a kind of hook at the southwestern end as the range reaches the Mediterranean coast and follows it around to the beginning of the northern Apennines. At the widest point, the Alps are 100 miles (160 kilometers) wide. Several peaks rise above 9,840 feet (3,000 meters), and the highest is Mont Blanc at 15,780 feet (4,810 meters). The snow line is generally somewhere above 8,200 feet (2,500 meters). Between the snow line and the valleys lie the alpine pastures that have been used for centuries for summer grazing.

The importance of the Alps was enhanced in the ninth and tenth centuries because, unless a person was Italian, these mountains had to be crossed to get to Rome and Jerusalem, the most important pilgrimage centers of the Christian world. The sea route via the Mediterranean was usually closed owing to the Saracens. A group of particularly active Saracen pirates was based at Fraxinetum just above St. Tropez on the French Riviera; from there they threatened pilgrims in the Alps and the western coastline of Italy. Nevertheless, traffic back and forth across the alpine passes in this period was considerable. Even though most lower-class people rarely strayed farther than 60 miles (100 kilometers) from their birthplace, there was still a lot of “tourist traffic” of pilgrims across Europe to various shrines. For pilgrims, Rome was the most desired destination, but it took motivation and energy to get there. Only a tiny proportion attempted the more difficult journey to Jerusalem through both Byzantine- and Muslim-occupied areas. There was also considerable transalpine commercial traffic, with merchants moving luxury goods and staples around from fair to fair.

Although the alpine passes had been open since long before Roman times, the psychological and physical challenge for people crossing the Alps was considerable. They rise up steeply on both sides, and all of them are more than 6,500 feet (2,000 meters) high. The main passes cross high plateaus; getting up to these plateaus or descending from them is the hardest part. The most accessible passes are the Mont-Cénis between France and Italy (although on the French side part of the approach is through a very narrow ravine and the approach on the Italian side is particularly steep) and the Brenner (the lowest, easiest, and most easterly of the passes). During the tenth century, the central passes were also often used. Most of these are between Chur in Switzerland and either Bellinzona (then in Italy) and Chiavenna (Italy). The main passes in this region are the San Bernardino (Chur to Bellinzona—very steep on the northern side), the Septimer (from Chur to Bivio in Switzerland and on to Chiavenna—gentle on the Swiss side and steep on the Italian, but subject to sudden and unpredictable snowfalls), the Julier-Maloja, and the Splügen (a steep, difficult pass not often used). The Great Saint Bernard, one of the oldest known passes over the Alps, was also often used in this period.

Alpine travel was difficult. Much of it was conducted on foot up steep slopes or, if a person had some money, by mule or ass. Mules (a cross between a male donkey and a female horse) have a lot going for them. They are intelligent, sure-footed, calm animals, strong, adaptable, and with greater endurance than horses. They live longer and can travel up to 50 miles (80 kilometers) per day and are much cheaper to keep than horses. The horse had snob value—a bit like traveling business or first class—but usually only rulers, the wealthy, or important couriers used horses because they were expensive to buy and maintain. Their advantage was speed. Carts or coaches were rarely used for alpine travel because of the deplorable state of the infrastructure; the roads and bridges were often just the remnants of Roman originals or rutted, muddy tracks. Summer and fall were the best times to travel because there was less likelihood of extreme weather—although it could still get very hot in midsummer. Sensible people avoided alpine travel in winter.

Accommodation could be problematic. Much of it was provided free of charge by monasteries, which followed Saint Benedict’s Rule that travelers and strangers always be welcomed. “Let all guests who arrive be received as Christ, because He will say: ‘I was a stranger and you took me in’ (Matthew 25:35). And let due honor be shown to all, especially to those ‘of the household of the faith’ (Galatians 6:10) and to wayfarers. . . . Let the greatest care be taken, especially in the reception of the poor and travelers, because Christ is received more specially in them; whereas regard for the wealthy itself procureth them respect.”24


This put a great economic strain on most monastic communities, especially those on major pilgrimage routes. Benedict’s strictures were not always  observed. Even though upper-class people were usually treated with better accommodation and food than the lower classes, what was provided depended on the economic base of the monastery. “In times of need monasteries were especially besieged . . . [and] on the whole important visitors were probably less burdensome than the daily mass feeding of the poor.”25 Things could get raucous at night, especially after travelers had drunk deeply, so the guesthouse was usually built some distance from the monks’ dormitory.

If there was no monastery in a region, travelers had to depend on inns. The quality of accommodation and services varied greatly. As a profession, hoteliers had a bad reputation, and just like today there were upmarket and downmarket establishments. Many had names like The Crown or Lion or Black Horse or Three Kings and were situated wherever there was a constant stream of travelers and traders on the road. Accommodation was usually in dormitory-like rooms, often with a number of people in each bed. Everyone slept naked. Bed linen was not changed regularly, so these lodgings were often filthy, uncomfortable, and dangerous. Skin diseases and fevers spread rapidly, and body odors were omnipresent, although many would not have noticed them because they had smelled them since birth. Latrines were basic, with no sewerage, and except in monasteries baths were few and far between. Available food was restricted to bread, cheese, and, perhaps, some soup.

The traveler constantly faced threats from nature (storms, snow, floods, landslides, and avalanches) and humankind (thieves, brigands, Saracens, and invaders). Undertaking a journey, especially alone, was particularly hazardous, so people tended to form groups for mutual protection. This was true particularly of traders who needed to protect their goods, normally carried by mules, as they moved from fair to fair in places as far afield as Lyons, Venice, London, Bremen, Frankfurt, or the Middle East. Much of the long-distance trade was in luxury goods and had traditionally been carried on by Jews and Syrians, but by the tenth century the Frisians and north Germans were also well represented. Given the dilapidated transport infrastructure, most trade was interregional rather than international.

We have a number of itineraries of journeys to and from Rome. One of the most detailed records the exact route taken by Sigeric “the Serious,” Archbishop of Canterbury from 985 to 990, on his return from Rome to England in 990 after receiving his pallium.26 Someone in the party noted the name of every submansio (dwelling or abode) at which they stopped in the course of the journey to the French side of the English Channel, a journey of some 1,150 miles (1,850 kilometers), with eighty overnight stops. They headed north out of Rome probably in the high summer of 990 along the old Roman road, the Via Cassia, through Sutri, Viterbo, and Sienna. They then traveled through the mountains to Lucca, west-northwest of Florence. After briefly touching the coast north of Pisa, they left the Via Cassia and cut diagonally across the Apennines to the Via Emilia across the Po plain to Piacenza. It had taken thirty-eight days to travel about 260 miles (420 kilometers), about 6 miles (10 kilometers) per day, the slow pace owing to the mountainous terrain and possibly the heat of high summer.

Leaving Piacenza, they headed west-northwest for five days across the Po plain to Vercelli. Within two days they were in Ivrea and two days later in Aosta. There they began the ascent to the Great Saint Bernard Pass, climbing 8,100 feet (2,470 meters) to the main ridge of the Alps. The pass has been used since ancient times and is passable only in the five months of summer; even fall can be dangerous with early snowfalls. They crossed in one long, hard day from Saint Rhémy-en-Bosses (Italy) to Bourg-St. Pierre (Switzerland), a distance of 15 miles (25 kilometers) involving a climb of about 2,780 feet (850 meters). It made sense for the party to move quickly across the Great Saint Bernard. These isolated areas were dangerous; people were often robbed, and a monastery hospice for travelers would not be established for another sixty years. Also in these high, isolated areas, there was still a real danger of Saracen raids.

Within six days of crossing the Great Saint Bernard, the travelers were in Lausanne on the north shore of Lake Geneva. Four days later they crossed what is now the French border, arriving in Besançon. Now out of the mountains, they began to make much better time. Ten days later they were in Reims, and ten days after that were on the French coast at Sombre, now a tiny collection of rural houses and barns near the town of a Wissant, just south of where the Channel Tunnel train line emerges into the French countryside midway between Calais and Boulogne. Since leaving Piacenza, they had traveled another 890 miles (1,430 kilometers) in forty-two days, an average of about 21 miles (34 kilometers) per day.

They would have taken ship for Dover from Wissant, which remained the regular departure point for Britain for centuries. It is just 21.7 miles (35 kilometers) across the English Channel from France to Britain. The ship on which Sigeric’s party crossed the English Channel was probably either a merchantman  or a vessel on a regular cross-Channel run. It would have been a wooden boat about 60 feet long (18 meters), with about a 13-foot (4-meter) beam and a light sail, and it would have been propelled by about twenty oarsmen. Such vessels were very seaworthy. Under favorable conditions the journey probably took twelve to fourteen hours.

After their conversion to Christianity, the Vikings remained the most experienced European travelers both by sea and land. “One of the most striking features [of transalpine travel] . . . is the large number of Icelanders, pilgrims and scholars, who made the journey.”27 Quite a number continued on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. One of the longest journeys we know about is that of Thorvald, a convert Icelander. After killing two men he blamed for composing a scurrilous ditty that made the rounds in Iceland suggesting he had had a homosexual relationship with a bishop, he concluded that “the Viking code of honor and Christianity’s turn-the-other-cheek forgiveness were utterly incompatible.” 28 So as a penance he set out in the early 990s to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Jerusalem was seen as both the physical and spiritual center of the world, but very few pilgrims ever made it that far. Thorvald was an exception.

The other place everyone wanted to visit was the imaginary center of the tenth-century world: Rome. As we saw, Rome was the psychological center of the tenth-century European universe, and naturally everyone wanted to go there. For many the city would have been a disappointment because in fact it was an economic, social, and political backwater. So let’s now explore what a tenth-century pilgrim might have found on arrival.






CHAPTER 2


Roman “Harlots”  From the Cadaver Synod to the Fall of Marozia



STANDING IN FULL VIEW of the crowd gathered in the great basilica, the young deacon fought the urge to vomit. Acute fear was part of it. The smell of the decomposing corpse was another factor, reminding him of the pungent odor of rotting food or of meat that had been left in the sun for days. Still, he had seen dead bodies before and had smelled the unburied, rotting carcasses of animals left lying around the city. Worst of all was having to stand beside the corpse of the kind, saintly Pope Formosus, who had nurtured his faith, who had been his bishop, and who had ordained him deacon in this very basilica. It was almost too much to bear.

The decaying body had been snatched from its tomb. It now sat in the papal chair in the apse behind the high altar, vested in a bishop’s full regalia. Covering the undergarments was the coverall white alb reaching to the ankles. A stole, the symbol of priestly office, was around the corpse’s neck, with the square dalmatic, a knee-length tunic that originally came from Dalmatia covering both alb and stole. Over the top of the vestments was the white chasuble, the large, poncholike coverall garment still worn by priests and bishops when celebrating the Eucharist. Around the neck of the corpse on the outside of the chasuble was the symbol of the pope’s authority as bishop of Rome, the pallium, a band of white lamb’s wool hung over the right shoulder with the ends hanging down the left side and reaching to the knees. The decaying flesh of the skull was covered with a camelaucium, a white cloth Phrygian-style conical cap shaped like a soldier’s round helmet.

 





ROME IN THE TENTH CENTURY
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The deacon, whose name has been lost to history, was forced to stand beside the corpse following the orders of Pope Stephen VI. In a state of hysteria, the pope now shouted accusations of heresy and ambition at the corpse from an elevated wooden pulpitum, or lectern, erected immediately behind the high altar especially for the occasion. The deacon’s role in this bizarre event was to answer Pope Stephen’s crazed accusations as a kind of defense counsel on behalf of the corpse. And the deacon was aware that everything he said would be reported, word for word, to the fearsome Agiltrude of Benevento, who together with her unpredictable son, Lambert II, Duke of Spoleto and ruler of much of central Italy, occupied Rome throughout the period leading up to the synod and its aftermath.

Like all the priests and bishops present on that overcast, cold, winter day in mid-January 897 in the Basilica Salvatoris, the Basilica of the Most Holy Savior, in Rome, the deacon knew that the result of the trial was a foregone conclusion. He knew Agiltrude was lusting for revenge on the dead pope, who had favored an upstart German over her own son as emperor. He knew that torture, disfigurement, blinding, or even death would be his punishment if he were too effective an advocate on behalf of his dead client. Pope Formosus, the only pope of that name, would be condemned and all his acts and ordinations annulled, including the deacon’s own. He also knew that having reached the rank of scrinarius, a clerk-writer who prepared official documents in the pope’s chancery, his career in the papal curia was over while Stephen VI lived.

The Basilica Salvatoris is still the cathedral church of Rome today, though it is now known as San Giovanni in Laterano, Saint John Lateran. The original basilica and the neighboring palace had been given to the Christian community and the pope of the time, Miltiades (311–314), by Emperor Constantine after he brought three hundred years of intermittent persecution by the Roman state to an end and granted toleration to the church in the Edict of Milan (313). It was a large building about 377 feet (115 meters) in length, with a central nave and two lower side aisles with rows of high windows to let in light. The sanctuary and high altar occupied a large, elevated, semicircular apse. The high altar was covered by a square, marble baldachin, or canopy, supported by four thin marble pillars. The pope’s cathedra (chair) was on a higher platform directly behind the altar facing the congregation, and the clergy of Rome sat on seats according to rank in a semicircle on either side of the cathedra.

By the ninth century, the building was in an advanced state of decay. It had a checkered engineering history and was probably jerry-built in the first place.  Archaeologist Rodolfo Lanciani claims that its adaptation into a church was poorly executed by Constantine’s engineers, and it had been originally built from materials looted or left over from other ancient monuments.1 Still, the whole altar and sanctuary area shimmered with gold, silver, and other precious offerings made by multitudes of rich and poor pilgrims over the centuries who had come to Rome to honor the tombs of the apostles Peter and Paul, who were buried in the city.

But on that midwinter day in 897, the basilica was the locus of the most macabre and demented incident in the long history of the papacy. Fate, or providence, had cast the deacon in a lead role in what historians have since branded the “Cadaver Synod,” or, in the words of contemporaries, the Synoda Horrenda. The facts of what happened are well established. Pope Stephen VI (896–897), an ambitious, vicious, and mentally unstable man of aristocratic extraction, exhumed the recently deceased body of his predecessor Formosus (891–896), dressed the remains in full pontifical robes, and placed the cadaver in the bishop’s chair to be tried for heresy. Next to the enthroned body of Formosus, the terrified deacon stood dressed in deacon’s vestments: a white alb, covered with a stole worn over the left shoulder and across the body, and a coverall dalmatic. The judges at the synod, intimidated by the presence in Rome of Agiltrude, Lambert, and their troops, were bishops from neighboring dioceses with as many senior presbyters (parish priests) of the city as could be rounded up.

Formosus had been dead for almost ten months, having died on April 4, 896, at the ripe old age of eighty-one after a five-year papacy. By this stage his body would have been partly decomposed and the pungent stench would have permeated the large basilica and lingered for some time afterward. Embalming was not a common practice at the time, so, according to Roman custom, Formosus would have been placed in an aboveground sarcophagus decorated with sculpture. The word “sarcophagus” is derived from a Greek word meaning “flesh eater” because it was believed that stone, particularly limestone, decomposed corpses quickly.

Usually after nine to ten months, bodies are in an advanced state of decomposition, especially if exposed to the weather. However, protected by his tomb, Formosus’s body must have been reasonably intact when exhumed. Summer in Rome is usually hot and dry. Given the dry conditions, the corpse would have quickly dehydrated. As a result, the skin would have turned hard, leathery, and black, creating a thick, protective shell around much of the body. But the underlying moist  tissues would have produced a pungent smell, which would have been repulsive and sickening even in an age when people were used to the stench of death.

English poet Robert Browning (1812–1889) in The Ring and the Book immortalized the story of the Cadaver Synod for the Victorian era. Fascinated by medieval Italy and what for him were the superstitious and arcane rituals of Catholicism, and playing to typical mid-nineteenth-century English anti-Catholic prejudice, he describes the scene in vivid detail with Stephen, “in a beastly froth of rage,” screaming for judgment against the corpse of Formosus propped up on the papal cathedra.2 The seeming insanity of the pope was exacerbated by the presence of the vindictive Agiltrude and the unpredictable Lambert. No wonder our deacon was terrified.

The transcript of the synod was destroyed in the years that followed, so we don’t know what the deacon said in the dead pope’s defense, but essentially the charge against Formosus was that he had violated canon law and church teaching by transferring from one diocese to another when ancient custom forbade bishops doing so. This seems a trivial offense today when bishops often shift dioceses as they climb the ecclesiastical ladder, but the early Christians thought of a bishop as being “married” to his diocese and considered transfers as heresy and a kind of “divorce.” The purpose of this rule was a good one: it aimed to stop ambitious clerics from getting promoted by using appointment to a minor diocese as a stepping-stone to a more powerful one. But by the end of the ninth century, this custom was more honored in the breach than in the observance, and many bishops moved from diocese to diocese. If a bishop were elected pope, he would simply move from his old diocese to become bishop of Rome. This is precisely what Formosus did. He had been bishop of Porto (the first-century Roman port, now near Leonardo da Vinci International Airport at Fiumicino) before being elected bishop of Rome and pope. The same applied to Pope Stephen himself; he had been bishop of Anagni, a lovely hill town to the southeast of Rome, before he was elected to Rome.

Stephen’s purpose in trying Formosus was to protect himself. He had been personally ordained bishop of Anagni by Formosus. Now that he was pope, Stephen was determined to preserve his position by playing a kind of casuistic game in which he maintained that Formosus had intruded into the papacy because he had transferred from the diocese of Porto to that of Rome. Because it was still technically against canon law to do this, Formosus’s election as bishop of Rome could be construed as invalid. Therefore, all his acts and ordinations were  similarly invalid. Stephen’s argument was that since he had been ordained bishop of Anagni by Formosus and if Formosus’s ordinations were invalid, then Stephen had not really been ordained bishop of Anagni at all, so he still was free to become bishop of Rome validly. It was tortuous reasoning, but it worked for a time.

Lambert II and Agiltrude had a different score to settle with Formosus. They felt that he had betrayed them—and, indeed, Formosus had engaged in a very dangerous game. He had invited the German prince Arnulf of Carinthia, a distant descendant of Emperor Charlemagne, to Rome to protect the papacy from Lambert and his scheming mother. He then crowned Arnulf Holy Roman Emperor even though he had earlier crowned Lambert with the same title, playing the Bavarian potentate against an ambitious local thug. By January 897 Arnulf was dead, and now mother and son were in Rome to extract revenge, even if only from a corpse. And as long as they occupied Rome, Pope Stephen would do their bidding.

Understandably with Agiltrude and Lambert’s troops threatening them inside the city, and perhaps inside the basilica itself, the terrified bishops and Roman presbyters (priests) swiftly agreed with Stephen, and judgment was quick. Within a day Formosus was found guilty of violating church law by transferring from the diocese of Porto to Rome. Robert Browning describes Stephen’s response in The Ring and the Book:

Then, swallowed up in rage, Stephen exclaimed 
‘So, guilty! So, remains I punish guilt! 
He is unpoped, and all he did I damn.3






Formosus’s papal acts were declared invalid and his ordinations to the deaconate, priesthood, and episcopate rendered null and void. A further ugly punishment was imposed: the dead body was stripped of its pontifical robes, the two blessing fingers of the right hand were cut off, and clothed only in his penitential hairshirt, which stuck to the decaying flesh, the dead pope’s body was reinterred as a layman in unconsecrated ground in a cemetery reserved for the burial of pilgrims. The fate o f our terrified deacon remains unknown, but it seems likely that he too was degraded, having been ordained by Formosus.

There are varying accounts of what occurred next. In one version, Pope Stephen stirred up the Roman mob to dig the corpse up once again to be thrown into the Tiber “that my Christian fish may sup,” as Browning puts it.4 Another  version reports that after being thrown in the Tiber by the mob, Formosus’s corpse later washed up on the bank downstream. It was recovered and hidden by a monk so that it could be reburied with honor after the demise of Stephen VI. Whatever actually happened, the Cadaver Synod marked the beginning of some of the worst internecine civil strife in the history of papal Rome.

Sometime in January 897, most likely a week or two after the synod, there was a minor earthquake. It caused the complete collapse of the already decrepit Basilica Salvatoris ab altare ad portas, “from the high altar to the massive entrance doors.” During the earthquake, the weight of the roof forced the columns so far outward that, according to Lanciani, “the roof trusses came out of their sockets and the building collapsed.”5 Thieves and scavengers were soon combing the ruins for gold, silver, and precious ornaments and relics. The damage was so extensive that it is still difficult today to work out archaeologically the exact lines of the old building.

In an age when natural realities like earthquakes were interpreted as signs of God’s moods and reactions, the collapse of the basilica was soon interpreted as a clear sign of divine disapproval of the decisions of the synod. Pope Stephen, however, was determined to enforce its decrees. If he had been hysterical during the synod, in the months following he let loose a ruthless and vindictive campaign to degrade every bishop, priest, and deacon ordained by Formosus, as well as anyone ordained by a bishop ordained by the dead pope. He demanded that they resign their orders and threatened with physical disfigurement anyone too slow in carrying out his will. It led to a complete breakdown in church order in Rome and central Italy.

Soon enough, Stephen overreached himself. His hysteria began to alienate people, and agitators from aristocratic elements in the city opposed to him began to stir up the ever-fickle Roman mob. It was reported that miracles were happening at the temporary grave of Formosus. This, compounded with the sudden collapse of the Lateran basilica, came to be seen as God’s judgment on the violent pope. Needing to secure their base in the always-unstable politics of central Italy, Agiltrude, Lambert II, and their troops withdrew from Rome to their fortress in Spoleto. After their departure, riots broke out in the city. These soon coalesced into a full-scale rebellion, and Pope Stephen was seized by the mob. Deep resentment of any form of outside interference in the city’s government, even if it came from nearby Spoleto, was always close to the surface in Rome. At that time the city and its immediate surroundings were dominated by a couple  of powerful aristocratic clans, and no longer threatened by the upstarts from Spoleto, they made sure Stephen was deposed and, like Formosus, stripped of his papal garb. He was thrown into a dungeon, most probably in the Castel Sant’ Angelo, where he was strangled in late July or early August 897.

What emerges from this episode is the extraordinarily personal nature of violence in the tenth century. People attacked each other individually, or clan attacked clan, and the duty of payback was widespread. These blood feuds could extend over several generations and often created a kind of endless low-level warfare between clans and groups. William Shakespeare shows something of this in the hatred and gang violence between the Montague and Capulet clans in Romeo and Juliet. The numbers involved were never large, but the violence was often extreme—and in Stephen’s case, paid little mind to whether the target was still alive. Emotions ran very high, and personal self-control was minimal. People were extremely prickly about personal and family status and rank and were quick to avenge slights, real and imagined, even among the most civilized. There were many notable exceptions to this violence. Kings were expected to show forgiveness to those who threw themselves on their mercy. The Saxon monarchy was noted for its clemency and reconciliation with malefactors, even with those who had been disloyal to the royal house. But the kind of almost intimate, vindictive attacks launched against Formosus were nonetheless quite common.

Though all ages have produced psychotic behavior, Agiltrude and Pope Stephen’s attitudes and actions at the Cadaver Synod manifested elements of personal revenge, blood feud, and madness in a most macabre way. They demonstrated the claustrophobic nature of Roman society at the time. This was a parochial, self-referential world in which the papacy increasingly became the plaything of local powerbrokers. It was symptomatic of the loss of any notion of a broader state authority and a retreat into the priority of the local.
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Rome’s population in the tenth century was between 25,000 to 35,000 inhabitants. After Córdoba (100,000), it was the largest city in Western Europe. London at the time probably had less than 10,000. The area enclosed by the 12-mile (19-kilometer) circuit of the walls constructed by Emperor Aurelius in 270–275 was 3,390 acres (1,373 hectares). This was just under half the area of Constantinople, whose population was about 600,000. Clerics and their dependents had always made up a sizable proportion of Rome’s population. By the year 1000, only one ancient aqueduct still seemed to be working, so people got water from the Tiber, wells, and streams. Rome’s walls, however, had been well maintained and added to in the ninth century.

Although small in population, intramural Rome had a complex settlement pattern. The landscape was partly urban and partly rural, with housing widely dispersed within the walls. There were settlements around the Vatican, on the Forum, the Palatine Hill, the Campus Martius on a low-lying floodplain, Trastevere, and around the Lateran. These settlements were intersected by open areas, ancient ruins, orchards, vineyards, and disused space. The Campus Martius was the most closely settled area in the tenth century, even though it was subject to periodic flooding from the Tiber. From imperial times onward, the city had been divided into civil regions, which by the ninth century had become twelve (or fourteen) rioni (districts), each of which contributed to the urban militia. Pilgrims coming to the shrines of Peter and Paul brought wealth. People began to populate the hills again as economic life developed. Rome remained a lively city but beyond the regular pilgrim traffic was not a thriving economic center, although not as complete a backwater as some historians have claimed. The surrounding Patrimonium was also well populated, and many of the rural poor came into the city for work on building projects when needed.

Our knowledge of how people lived at the time is based on archaeological detective work carried out during the last forty years. Much of the medieval remains were lost during the Baroque and Mussolini periods, as new buildings were erected and archaeologists dug down to the classical remains beneath medieval buildings. Recently, however, two medieval houses have been excavated on the Forum of Nerva, close to the Victor Emmanuel Monument. The larger is a two-storied rectangular structure, 34 feet (10 meters) wide by 62 feet (19 meters) long, backing onto an ancient wall. The two stories were originally connected by an external wooden staircase. The houses were built from reused and differently sized peperino (building stones) from surrounding ruins, plugged with clay mortar. The downstairs living area, called a stabulum (stable or dwelling in Medieval Latin), had an earth floor and a hearth and was devoted to domestic tasks, storage areas, and housing for animals. The owners lived upstairs. There were open areas on both sides of the buildings for domestic animals, wells, and cesspits.

The main streets were the Via Lata between the present-day Piazza Venezia and Piazza Colonna, and the Via Papalis, which ran from the Ponte Sant’Angelo, the bridge across the Tiber from the Castel Sant’Angelo, through the Porta Sancti Petri (Gate of St. Peter) to the Campidoglio (the Capital), now just beside the Victor Emmanuel Monument and above the Piazza Venezia. No contemporary street exactly corresponds to the Via Papalis, although the Corso Vittorio Emanuele II approximates it to some extent. The dense population in this area supported the two main markets of the city. They were situated on either side of the Via Papalis, the Campo dei Fiori (flower market) on the Tiber side, and on the other side the Circo Agonale (Circus Agonalis), a racecourse constructed by the emperor Domitian (81–96) and now the beautiful Piazza Navona. Another occupied area was on the Caelian Hill near the Lateran basilica and Patriarchum. Given that this was the papal headquarters, it was populated largely by clerics who worked in the church bureaucracy and their wives and families. There were other settled areas, including Trastevere and the Vatican.

Richard Krautheimer comments, “Rome had become a rural town dependent on agricultural produce close at hand, within the Aurelian walls or just outside.”6 Most poor people lived in wooden buildings, which have left little or no trace. We know the Borgo near Saint Peter’s was largely built of wood, which enabled a terrible fire in 847 to spread so quickly that it almost reached Saint Peter’s. Other lower-class people resided in insulae (tenements), what we would call rundown, closely settled apartments. In Roman times they could be up to six or seven stories high, with shops at street level. Often jerry-built during speculative booms, the upper stories could be firetraps. A number of these ancient structures were still in use in the tenth century. Other Roman buildings, such as horrea (warehouses), were also often converted and reused as residences for the poorer citizens. Archaeologist Robert Coates-Stephens concludes that “early medieval housing in Rome consisted chiefly of the reoccupation and restructuring to varying degrees of both older houses and older public buildings.”7


Who owned all this real estate? The simple answer is the church or, more precisely, the papacy. Land in Rome was leased through local churches for a small rent. Most of the leases remained current for three life spans, something like contemporary one-hundred-year leases granted on government-owned land in common law countries. Romans either leased the land from the church or subleased it from someone holding a lease. Since the rents were very low, it is hard to work out exactly what the local churches gained economically from  this arrangement, but it must have been viable, and it certainly seems to have brought stability to the Roman economy.

Who lived in the city? Obviously, many residents were clerics and their families who either worked in the papal bureaucracy or served the almost two hundred churches in Rome. From about the sixth century onward, a man entered the ranks of the clergy through tonsure, a ceremonial cutting off of a portion of hair on the crown of the head by the bishop, symbolizing his leaving the world behind and making a commitment to the service of the church. Not all tonsured clergy went on to be ordained bishops, priests, and deacons. Some clerics were installed as subdeacons or in one of the four minor orders of porter, lector, exorcist, and acolyte, ranks that had appeared in the fourth century. Since the papacy was central to both the civil and ecclesiastical administration of Rome, it’s reasonable to say that many Romans were employed by or depended on the church.

Young clerics generally entered the papal service as cubicularii, chamberlains or personal attendants of the pope. These were usually male youths from noble families, many of them already in minor orders, who lived in the papal household while gaining an education. Poorer boys could prepare for clerical careers through the schola cantorum (singing school), which trained young men for liturgical ceremonies. Others were educated in local monasteries. All these youths received a good education in grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, music, physics, arithmetic, morals, theology, and liturgy. The cubicularii illustrate the fact that, despite the pervasive presence of married clergy, the clerical world had for centuries been a somewhat closed milieu and that young men were initiated into this somewhat homoerotic world of all-male communities.

Entry into the clerical state or ordination to the priesthood, deaconate, and minor orders didn’t require celibacy. Nevertheless, from the late fourth century onward in the Western Church, there was pressure from rigorist, strict, and austere Christians, often finding expression in local church councils and synods, to prevent priests, once ordained, from marrying or from remarrying if a spouse died. However, in reality the vast majority of men in major and minor orders continued to live married or de facto lives with their female partners; this included many of the Roman clergy. A number of popes in the first millennium were married, including Saint Peter. Ratherius of Verona commented that priests often arranged marriages for their daughters to other priests. He commented that if he expelled all priests who lived with women in his diocese or  who married after ordination, there would be none left. As Gary Macy comments, “Not all bishops, priests and deacons separated from their wives or undertook a life of continence. . . . Clergy continued to marry and live normal, active married lives well into the twelfth century.”8
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Within the structure of the papal government itself, the aristocratic Roman clans had considerable power. Many of the popes of the period were from the upper class and had risen through the ranks of the cubicularii and the administrative structures of the Lateran. Naturally, they reflected the interests and prejudices of their class. What is particularly striking is that the papacy had a professional civil service long before any other government in Western Europe.

How was all of this paid for? The arcarius was the pope’s treasurer. He was assisted by the sacellarius, the principal paymaster, who often doubled as a diplomat, and the money was collected by the actionarii, the revenue collectors who answered to the arcarius. The papacy also received donations, especially from pilgrims. Papal finances were sufficiently organized for regular budgets to be drawn up from the time of Pope Zacharias (741–752) onward. Financial planning was not tackled by other European governments until at least the thirteenth century. What were the revenue sources? One source was Peter’s Pence or Romescot, a contribution of one penny per household per year paid to the papal coffers. The custom began in Anglo-Saxon England in the late eighth century and may originally have been destined for the Schola Saxorum, the Anglo-Saxon pilgrim residence in the Borgo. In 1883 a terracotta vase containing 835 Anglo-Saxon coins from the first four decades of the tenth century together with a silver pin with the inscription Domno Marino papa was discovered hidden under the brick pavement of a room in a small medieval house in the ruins of the residence of the Vestal Virgins on the Roman Forum. Whether an official of Pope Marinus II (942–946) had stolen them or hidden them there for safekeeping remains a mystery.

A major source of papal revenue was the patrimony of the Roman church, the productive landholdings owned by the papacy in the good agricultural land around Rome. These landholdings were important because the biggest charge on the papal exchequer was providing Rome’s food supply. As historian Thomas F. X. Noble says, the pope had become “Rome’s grocer.”9 The papacy also provided charitable services to the poor and dispossessed. This strengthened the  link between the papacy and Rome’s citizens. But by the early tenth century, the papal grocer was having difficulties getting supplies. Historically, the popes, like the Roman emperors before them, had used landholdings in North Africa to meet Rome’s grain needs, but these were lost in the Arab invasions of the late seventh century. Alternate food supplies from papal landholdings in Sicily and southern Italy were seized first by the Byzantines and then by the Saracens in the early ninth century. This contraction of food supplies might help explain Rome’s decreasing population in this period.

So the popes had to fall back on their Italian holdings in the Patrimonium Petri (Patrimony of Saint Peter) to the north and south of the city. In the tenth century, the Patrimonium Petri stretched some 125 miles (200 kilometers) along the central Italian coast and inland into the surrounding hills and mountains for about 46 miles (74 kilometers). Here the pope was bishop and civil ruler. The papal agricultural holdings in the Patrimonium were consolidated in the late eighth century into large, centrally administered aggregates called domus cultae, some of which were very extensive. Essentially, they were model farms, and the whole area to the north and east of the city was occupied by these entities, as was the flat coastal area to the southeast toward Anzio and as far as Formia near Naples. Until the tenth century, these papal estates prevented the privatization of land in central Italy and meant that arable areas were held in common for the support of all. They formed the basis of what today we would call the “social justice” activities of the papacy and helped to maintain a certain level of equality among all the inhabitants of the Patrimonium. The peasants who were attached to and worked these estates were known as the militia or familia Sancti Petri. They were often used as a workforce in Rome and as a militia by the popes when they needed support to counterbalance the upper-class clans. As we will see, these papal estates were privatized throughout the tenth century so that by the millennium papal lands had been seized by already well-endowed, upstart landowners, leaving the Roman church with little support for its ministry to the poor and dispossessed.

While well organized, the papal government throughout the ninth and tenth centuries was under enormous pressure, both external and internal. The Cadaver Synod was a symptom of this, but the problems went back much further. Throughout the ninth century, the papacy had been under almost constant threat from Muslim Saracen pirates as well as upstart rulers like Lambert II from Spoleto. But at the same time it also had to deal with internal pressures  from the aristocratic clans within the city of Rome itself. As we shall see, they virtually controlled the papacy for all of the tenth century and on into the eleventh. But to see all this in perspective, we will have to backtrack fifty years to tell the story of one of the worst of the Muslim raids on Rome.

[image: 013]

At first light on August 21, 846, a tiny group of people who eked out an existence at the mouth of the Tiber River woke to see an enormous fleet of ships gathering just offshore. They lived in shacks in the undefended rubble of the ancient town of Ostia, and their only defense was a timber fort erected five years earlier and already abandoned. From experience they knew immediately that this was a razzia, a plundering raid. Saracen pirates would soon arrive on shore, killing, raping, and seizing women and children as slaves. (The word “Saracen,” the generic early medieval word for a Muslim Arab, is derived from the late Latin Saracenus and the Greek sarakenos, meaning “Arab.”)
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