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Foreword

This volume represents the first result of a French-German research project, entitled
“Archaeology of a transformation period. The burial place of Niedernai and the 5th
century along the Upper Rhine” directed by Susanne Brather-Walter at Freiburg
University and Eckhard Wirbelauer at Strasbourg University. It started in spring
2014 and was funded by both the Agence national de la recherce in Paris and the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft in Bonn. The first major event was a conference
“Archaeology, history and biosciences. Interdisciplinary perspectives” at Freiburg
University in November 2015, and its contributions can be found along the following
pages.

Two additional volumes are working in process and will hopefully published in
the near future. On one hand, the first volume will present all the information
concerning the 5th and early 6th century burial place of Niedernai, collected through
archaeology, DNA and isotope analysis, and of course our interpretation of the
cultural changes which took place during the second half of the 5th century as
Niedernai is a quite good study case. On the other hand, the second volume will
contain papers that were written by archaeologist and historians at another confer-
ence in Freiburg in April 2017 entitled “The 5th century as a transformation period
between Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages”.

I am thankful that the outcome of the Niedernai project can be published within
the distinguished series of the Ergänzungsbände zum Reallexikon der Germanischen
Altertumskunde.

Many thanks go to Dr. Andrea Czermak (University of Oxford), Dr. Claudia Preis
(Oxford), Dr. Edward M. Schoolman (University of Nevada, Reno), Michel Summer
(University of Dublin), Nuria Schäfer and Ruoshan Yau (Albert-Ludwigs-Universität
Freiburg) for improving the English.

Freiburg, summer of 2018 Susanne Brather-Walter

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110616651-201
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Susanne Brather-Walter

Archaeology, History and Biosciences

An Introduction

I

From November 19th to 21st 2015, an international conference “Archaeology, history
and biosciences. Interdisciplinary perspectives”was held in Freiburg. This gathering
was part of a German-French research project financed by the Deutsche Forschungs-
gemeinschaft and theAgence Nationale de la Recherchewith the title: “Archaeology of
a transformation period. The burial place of Niedernai and the 5th century along the
Upper Rhine”.1 The project is focused on a smaller grave yard southwest of today
Strasbourg; its 33 graves mainly belong to the second half of the 5th and the early 6th
century, the transition between late antiquity and the early middle ages. Because so
few contemporary parallels are known so far, Niedernai is worthy of specific
attention.

The project has three main aims: first, to offer a comprehensive interpretation of
the burial place of Niedernai; second, to examine different hypothesis between
migration and transformation within the scope of that evidence; and finally to
transfer the results into a wide geographical scale in an archaeological and historical
perspective. With these aims in mind, genetic and isotope analysis have been
employed as an integral part of our project. What they could contribute when
historical questions arise? This can be disputed and answered only interdisciplinary.

The central questions of the project may clarify our approach:
1. How did the grave yard of Niedernai developed chronologically?
2. To which cultural communication networks did the people of Niedernai belong?
3. Where did the people of Niedernai come from and how they were related to each

other biologically and socially?
4. Which social differences can be observed between grave furnishing on one hand,

and the nutritional status on the other?
5. What can be deduced from Niedernai about the establishment of row grave

cemeteries along the Upper Rhine and the periphery of the former Roman Empire?
6. To which historical contexts the people of Niedernai belong?

1 Cf. so far Susanne Brather-Walter/Eckhard Wirbelauer, Archäologie einer Transformationszeit. Das
Gräberfeld von Niedernai und das 5. Jahrhundert am Oberrhein (Archéologie d’une période de
transformation. La nécropole de Niedernai et le Ve siècle dans la région du Rhin supérieur). DFG-
ANR-Projekt “Nied’Arc5”. Collegium Beatus Rhenanus EUCOR-Newsletter 17, 2014, 11–12; Susanne
Brather-Walter, Das Gräberfeld von Niedernai im Elsass. Archäologische Nachrichten aus Baden 90/
91, 2015, 58–63.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110616651-001
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II

Specific scientific disciplines complement archaeological research, and the relationship
across these fields has been long standing, especially with regards to pedology and
palinology, and with morphological anthropology and archaeozoology. The rapid
development of newmethods in isotope analysis and genetics nowoffer new fascinating
results and possibilities, but how they could and should be interpreted historically and
culturally? Do they finally answer questions asked by archaeologists and historians for
200 years, and are still not able to answer based on their own record? This would imply
that these questions are not asked misleadingly – in sharp contrast to actual research
perspectives. Or do they present completely new perspectives and therefore answers to
questionswhich the history-orientated humanities – again because ofmissing sources –
could not raise so far? What perspectives thus are offered to interdisciplinary research?

The issue is obviously has wide ramifications well beyond in the Niedernai
project. A few weeks before the Freiburg conference, a workshop took place in
Berlin on “Genetic history. A challenge to historical and archaeological studies”.2

And a year before, a new institute of theMax-Planck-Gesellschaftwas founded in Jena
– the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History.3 Michael McCormick
established the Initiative for the Science of the Human Past (SOHP) at Harvard
University,4 and both institutions have announced the Max Planck Harvard
Research Centre for the Archaeoscience of the Ancient Mediterranean (MHAAM).
Furthermore, Patrick Geary is directing a large Lombard project which looks for the
genetic diversity in Hungary and northern Italy during the 6th and 7th centuries.5

What is important for the debate between science and the humanities?
1. Both sides must be informed sufficiently about the actual approaches and

methods of each other. If not, they cannot evaluate how interpretations are
achieved and how reliable they are. Archaeologists are often impressed by the
misleadingly suggested ‘objective’ data.

2. Though problems and limits have to be discussed interdisciplinary. What do the
data themselves offer, and what interpretations are driven by which assump-
tions? Transparency and sensibility are needed especially in problematic issues –
in order to not ignore the actual state of the art in the other discipline.

2 http://www.hsozkult.de/event/id/termine-27827– see the contributions published in:Medievalworlds
4, 2016 (The Genetic challenge to Medieval History and Archaeology) – http://medievalworlds.net
3 http://www.shh.mpg.de/en
4 https://sohp.fas.harvard.edu/
5 Carlos Eduardo G. Amorim/Stefania Vai/Cosimo Posth/Alessandra Modi/István Koncz/Susanne
Hakenbeck/Maria Cristina La Rocca/Balazs Mende/Dean Bobo/Walter Pohl/Luisella Pejrani
Baricco/Elena Bedini/Paolo Francalacci/Caterina Giostra/Tivadar Vida/Daniel Winger/Uta von
Freeden/Silvia Ghirotto/Martina Lari/Guido Barbujani/Johannes Krause/David Caramelli/Patrick J.
Geary/Krishna R. Veeramah, Understanding 6th-Century Barbarian Social Organization and
Migration through Paleogenomics; https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-018-06024-4

2 Susanne Brather-Walter
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The importance of these debates can be understood through a few concrete exam-
ples: Do isotopes really verify migrations through different foods and diet between
childhood and adulthood – or do they offer detailed information about the nutrition
and its changes during individual lifetimes? How such changes could be explained in
a culture historical way depends on the specific context. Instead of the one-sided and
already interpretive classification as ‘foreign’, should a ‘non-local’ individual (or just
‘non-local’ nutrition) be labelled or assumed? Furthermore, could genes really
‘report’ on migrations? Or, asked the other way round, how should results of DNA-
analysis look like if they are interpreted as indications of migration?

Both examples show that research in archaeology and historiography has been
very much focused on ‘peoples’ migrations’ for a long time. This has changed
meanwhile, and we would be surprised if they would be acknowledged by genes
or isotopes. The intense debate on the ‘ethnic interpretation’ of archaeological
finds and features characterises this paradigmatic shift. The opening of early
medieval archaeology – studying a wide spectrum of themes instead of focusing
on just one primary subject, the ‘ethnic paradigm’ – is no crisis, as sometimes
said, but represents a substantial widening of the analytical horizon. At the same
time, it legitimates the interdisciplinary debate with historiography: why archae-
ology should be interesting if it only would confirm what is already known from
written sources (e.g. that the Lombards had migrated)? Only the combination of
different perspectives – which complement and enrich each other far more than
they may confirm each other – leads to a more complex coherent reconstruction of
the past.

III

The necessity to discuss general methodological questions interdisciplinarily was the
aim of the conference, bringing archaeologists, historians and bio-scientists together
for an intense and critical discussion (Fig. 1.1).6 All participants should present their
own research in order to prepare the others for an interdisciplinary debate. This is
true especially for the complex analysis of ancient DNA and isotopes. At the same
time, expectations directed to the neighbouring disciplines have to be expressed as
precisely as possible, especially at the points of intersection; this will lead to the
identification of fields of cooperation and to avoid dead ends. In the end, interdisci-
plinary perspectives should be developed in general and internationally – as well as
for the Niedernai project specifically.

6 This debate is ongoing very lifely; cf. the recent issue of NTM. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der
Wissenschaften, Technik und Medizin 26, 2018.

Archaeology, History and Biosciences 3
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To achieve these aims, the conference programmewas divided into four sections:
1. Archaeology and science: the opportunities in principle and the limits of the

different disciplines and their cooperation – the mutual expectations and offers
as well as the perspectives – that can be developed on this basis and which we
should follow together.

2. Migrations – mobility and communication: ‘peoples’ migrations’ on one hand,
and just transfer of ideas present on the other, present the extreme ends of a
spectrum, which do not exclude each other; what data indicates what interpreta-
tion, or are they ambiguous?

3. Transformation – continuities and discontinuities: the interpretation of the
transition from antiquity to the middle ages (both eras are inventions of the
humanists 500 years ago) is explained sometimes as ‘transformation’ and some-
times as ‘break down’; to what extent do these explanations are suitable for
humanities as well as for science?

4. Social structures – conditions of life and social order: What can we identify
through our data andmodels about the everyday life of populations and societies
beyond the political sphere, because both aspects are not directly connected?

Fig. 1.1: Speakers and moderators of the conference. From left to right – in the background Frans
Theuws, Roland Steinacher, Sabine Deschler-Erb, Ursula Wittwer-Backofen, Irene Barbiera, Philipp
von Rummel, Stefanie Samida, Eckhard Wirbelauer, Sebastian Brather; in the foreground – Andrea
Czermak, Corina Knipper, Bonnie Effros, Susanne Brather-Walter, Magali Coumert, Hubert Fehr.

4 Susanne Brather-Walter
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Many people contributed to the conference. I would like to thank all authors and
moderators as well as all contributors to the lively discussion. Many students of the
Archaeological institute at Freiburg University assisted in the background as well as
during the meeting itself, and Cornelia Wagner was the reliable centre of the organi-
sation at the institute.

The Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft funded this conference, for which I am
very thankful too.

Archaeology, History and Biosciences 5
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Stefanie Samida

Archaeology in Times of Scientific
Omnipresence

Dedicated to Manfred K. H. Eggert with best wishes for his 75th birthday in May 2016.

“The Anglo-Saxon Invasion: Britain Is More Germanic than It Thinks” – this
headline was published in Spiegel Online in June 2011.1 The article’s German
author unequivocally told his readers: “It is now clear that the nation which
most dislikes the Germans were once Krauts themselves.” His report was based
on recent archaeological and genetic analyses of Anglo-Saxon migration from
northern Germany to England. This briefly outlined and public-oriented example
can easily be supplemented with other headlines such as “A million Vikings still
live among us”2 or “We Europeans are Asians”3 – to name just a few. They all do
not only attest to the increasing attention the field of molecular genetics is
receiving in public discourse but also represent an observable trend in archae-
ology which is manifested in an increase of scientific methods. Above all, mole-
cular genetics and isotope analyses have opened up an entirely new approach and
apparently uncovered new distinctive evidence regarding human history. The
time in which archaeological research projects can be conducted without or
only with singular sciences is obviously over. 15 years ago, Ulrich Veit already
observed that archaeology is transforming itself increasingly into a kind of “high-
tech-archaeology”, in which the notebook and scientific methods have begun to
replace the infamous spade.4

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that some researchers have recently been
speaking of a “third science revolution”5 and predicted a paradigm shift questioning if
archaeology as a form of ‘historical culture studies’ (Historische Kulturwissenschaften)
could still remain its point of reference.6 I will return to these aspects later, but first I
would like to determine the relationship between the natural sciences and humanities/

1 See Schulz, Matthias: The Anglo-Saxon Invasion: Britain Is More Germanic than It Thinks (16. 6. 2011).
http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/the-anglo-saxon-invasion-britain-is-more-germanic-than-
it-thinks-a-768706.html [29. 1. 2019]. – I am very grateful to Herma Moschner (Clearwater, USA) and
Vanessa Bühling (Heidelberg, Germany) for their proofreading; they made this paper more comprehen-
sible – thank you very much.
2 Daily Mail Online, 10th March 2014. See http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2577003/A-mil
lion-Vikings-live-One-33-men-claim-direct-descendants-Norse-warriors.html [29. 1. 2019].
3 Wir Europäer sind Asiaten. Unsere Vorfahren kamen aus demOsten. Bild derWissenschaft 2015, H. 7.
4 Veit 2001, 87. – All following German quotes were translated by the author.
5 Kristiansen 2014.
6 Hansen/Nagler 2015.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110616651-002
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culture studies7 (Geistes-/Kulturwissenschaften) more generally in order to subsequently
turn to the current scientistic tendencies in prehistoric archaeology. In doing so, the
question of the extent of the domination of the current trend in prehistoric archaeology
arises in a way that it increasingly fails to justify its claim of being a ‘historical culture
study’.

Humanities and Sciences

It would seem, at the present day, as if the relations of the various sciences to one another, in
respect of which relationship we have been accustomed to group them together under the name
of a universitas litterarum, had become looser than ever. We see the learned men of our day
absorbed in studies of detail of such vast extent, that not even the most versatile dare any longer
think to string up in his head the varied knowledge pertaining to more than some small district
of the domain of modern science. […] Who shall be able to overlook the whole? – who may hold
in his hand the connecting thread, and find his way through the labyrinth? The natural result of
all this we first perceive in the fact, that each individual explorer is necessitated to choose for
himself a continually narrowing field of inquiry, and can attain but to an imperfect knowledge of
adjacent departments of science.8

This quote is more than 150 years old. The German physicist and polymath Hermann
von Helmholtz (1821–1894) uttered these words at the beginning of his academic
speech on the occasion of the birthday of the Grand Duke of Baden at the University
of Heidelberg in 1862. Helmholtz’s address was titled “On the Relation of the Natural
Sciences to the Totality of the Sciences” and appears to be, as these opening lines
indicate, still quite relevant today. Surely, today no one would agree with his
characterization that the humanities are “derived from a process of psychological
intuitions”9; the same applies to his enthusiastic eulogy of historians’ memory with
which they amazed their contemporaries,10 while physicists and mathematicians do
not need any memory, here defined as a kind of mental activity, that is based on
analogies.11 However, Helmholtz’s statements are still relevant when the relation-
ships between the disciplines are concerned: “The physicist”, as he put it, “will find
some difficulty in imparting to the philologist and the jurist a clear view of a
complicated process of nature. […] The philologist and the historian […] will find
the physicist surprisingly indifferent to literary treasures; perhaps even more indif-
ferent than is good for the history of his own science”.12

7 From now on I will use the terms ‘humanities’ and ‘culture studies’ as synonyms.
8 Helmholtz 1869, 5ff. The original German version was published 1862, see Helmholtz 1862.
9 Helmholtz 1869, 14.
10 Helmholtz 1869, 14.
11 Helmholtz 1869, 18.
12 Helmholtz 1869, 9.

10 Stefanie Samida
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Nearly 100 years earlier than Charles Percy Snow’s famous lecture “The Two
Cultures” (1959),13 Helmholtz’s representation of the relationship between nat-
ural scientists and scholars of humanities described the reciprocal incomprehen-
sion of these groups, which Snow called literary intellectuals and scientists.
Snow was much more pronounced in his language and spoke of the antipathy
and a lack of understanding that shapes everyday life, which leads to distorted
images of each other.14 More clearly than Helmholtz, he pointed to the depreca-
tion of sciences in society and provided the Second Law of Thermodynamics as
an example:

A good many times I have been present at gatherings of people who, by the standard of the
traditional culture, are thought highly educated and who have with considerable gusto been
expressing their incredulity at the illiteracy of scientists. Once or twice I have been provoked and
have asked the company howmany of them could describe the Second Law of Thermodynamics.
The response was cold: it was also negative. Yet I was asking something which is about the
scientific equivalent: Have you read a work of Shakespeare?15

In this context, it is irrelevant what Snow intended to convey with this readily and
much-quoted example; certainly, his lecture must be seen against the backdrop of
the so-called Sputnik Shock (1957) and the quote is obviously an inappropriate
comparison, consciously emphasizing the gap between the disciplines.16 Yet I
argue that Snow would have received similar answers or uncomprehending looks if
he would have asked about the more common Theorem of Pythagoras or Newton’s
Law of Gravity. Moreover, I am also sure that the situation he described could be
found in a similar form today. This gap was not only conjured up in his time but was
already a topic of critical reflection as attested to, among others, in Helmholtz’s
speech in 1862.17

13 Snow 1959/1998.
14 “Literary intellectuals at one pole – at the other scientists, and as the most representative, the
physical scientists. Between the two a gulf of mutual incomprehension – sometimes (particularly
among the young) hostility and dislike, but most of all lack of understanding. They have a curious
distorted image of each other. Their attitudes are so different that, even on the level of emotion, they
can’t find much common ground” (Snow 1959/1998, 4).
15 Snow 1959/1998, 14f. – In his consciously polemic article about the two cultures, the German
science historian Ernst-Peter Fischer (1991, 4) put the problem in a nutshell: “I am convinced that
many people neither know Shakespeare’s sonnet nor the Second Law of Thermodynamics.
Nevertheless most of them would contemptuously deride people who admit not knowing the
poems, and consider them to be uneducated (ungebildet) while simultaneously welcoming those
who do not know the Second Law of Thermodynamics into their peer group.”
16 To this see Oels 2015.
17 See also Dilthey 1883; Rickert 1926.

Archaeology in Times of Scientific Omnipresence 11
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Since Snow’s description of the mutual ignorance of the two academic
cultures, the debate of the ‘two cultures’ thesis has picked up speed18 and led
to an intensive engagement.19 The German philosopher and historian of science
Jürgen Mittelstraß, for instance, considers Snow’s ‘two cultures’ thesis to not
only be a myth but also a curse that has particularly burdened the humanities20

because, according to Snow, the future is to a certain extent intrinsic to the
sciences whereas the humanities merely look back into the past.21 In other
words: while sciences seem future-oriented, the humanities appear to be dis-
ciplines looking backward.

It is not my aim to continue the entire discussion of Snow’s ‘two cultures’
thesis which occurred primarily at the end of the 1980s and has continued to flare
up into the present.22 Instead, I would like to demonstrate that the different
perception of the two cultures respectively of “bed and table”23 was clearly
introduced long before Snow and in a similarly pronounced way by Hermann
von Helmholtz. I claim that this pair of antagonisms is still a strong element of our
academic world24 even if some researchers have rightly pointed out recently that
the “‘battle of academic cultures’ […] inadequately describes the present situa-
tion”, because the economic criteria of differentiation –money-generating versus
money-wasting sciences – apply nowadays.25

In his speech, Helmholtz observed that despite the faith in progress and the quick
developments in the field of science, the natural sciences were also under pressure –
one had accused them of having taken an isolated path and being estranged from the
other sciences26 – and thus, he promoted a “union of the different sciences” on the
ground that every one-sided training is flawed. It renders researchers of all kinds
unprepared for the types of activities practiced less, it limits the “comprehensive

18 For example Kreuzer 1987; Bachmaier/Fischer 1991; see also the introduction by Stefan Collini in
Snow 1959/1998.
19 Occasionally it came to polemical attacks against Snow, see the Richmond Lecture of Frank
Raymond Leavis in 1962 (Leavis 2013).
20 Mittelstraß 1989, 1991.
21 Snow 1959/1998, 11.
22 See, e.g., Eggert 2006, 11 ff.
23 Mittelstraß 1991, 11.
24 Eggert 2006, 18. – This is well illustrated by the ongoing, often quite passionate discussion.
Holzhey 1999, 50 expresses it somewhat dramatically as follows: “The relationship between the
sciences and the humanities can be defined as one of mutual critizism. Within this context of
confrontation, both sides struggle to determine our future world’s cultural form.”
25 Hartmann et al. 2012, 9.
26 Helmholtz 1869, 7: “I am the rather drawn to take up the question of the connection of the various
sciences as I myself belong to the department of the natural sciences; and this department has been
charged, of late, with having, more than any other of the sciences, struck out for itself an independent
path, and become estranged from the rest, which, by common philological and historical studies, are
connected with one another.”
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views of a subject” and could easily lead to an “overweening self-esteem”.27

Certainly, his speech was shaped by the dichotomy of sciences and humanities, but
at the same time it is entirely visionary in its plea for collaboration since all sciences
ultimately have a common goal, namely “to assert the predominance ofmind over the
world of matter”.28 This may sound somewhat extreme but it hits the mark since
every single science aims first and foremost for knowledge or pursues an epistemic
goal. However, a further question arises: does Helmholtz‘s ‘meta’-goal suffice in
order to reach a productive cooperation? Spontaneous reactions might be disapprov-
ing. Inevitably, much more is needed to pursue a collaboration profitable for all. The
‘magic’ word in this context is ‘interdisciplinarity’.

On Interdisciplinarity

Some terminological clarification appears to be appropriate here.29 Four different
modes of doing research became generally agreed on: monodisciplinarity, multidisci-
plinarity, interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. They are differentiated first by the
number of disciplines involved, second by the form of input needed to solve a given
problem and third by the degree of integration achieved in the process of cooperation
(Tab. 2.1).

Interdisciplinarity implies that the problem to be solved is analyzed and defined
jointly as well as that each discipline brings in its particular perception of the task
and the possible ways of solving it. This leads to a discussion of both the conceptional
frame of reference and the procedure; whenever necessary, this discussion will be
continued as a more or less institutionalized structure throughout the whole process
of research. In other words, this mode of collaborative research hinges on a contin-
uous exchange of ideas, insights and results as long as the investigation proceeds, or
as Mark Pollard and Peter Bray once expressed it: “It has to be an equal partnership,
with mutually intelligible language of communication, agreed objectives, and equal
inputs”.30 To put it briefly, there can be no interdisciplinarity without a genuine

27 Helmholtz 1869, 10.
28 Helmholtz 1869, 22.
29 Some of the following mentioned aspects on interdisciplinarity were already discussed in detail,
see Samida/Eggert 2012.
30 Pollard/Bray 2007, 246. Quite similar a few pages further on: “There are three fundamental keys
to successfully riding the bicycle. One is a common goal […], secondly a shared language, and the
third, mutual respect – not simply personal respect, which is a sine qua non, but mutual academic
respect. […] Communication over a carefully defined question is the key. Integration cannot be
defined just by the quantity of joint papers: It comprises discussion, meetings, conferences, and
negotiation” (Pollard/Bray 2007, 255f.).

Archaeology in Times of Scientific Omnipresence 13

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



reflection on theories andmethods in each of the participating disciplines. Yet, this is
the most basic prerequisite.

However, ‘pretension and reality’ of interdisciplinarity are not always congruent.
This holds also true for a few cases of reflections on interdisciplinarity already
published. Veronika Fuest who initialized and coordinated a German Collaborative
Research Center (Sonderforschungsbereich) uniting scientists and institutions for many
years, concludes that there are usually more problems than successes within inter-
disciplinary collaborations, especially between social sciences (including the huma-
nities) and natural sciences. This is due to the fact that both epistemology and
methodology are not only fundamentally different but, in addition, rarely understood
by the respective partners.31 According to Fuest, there are four problems: (1) differ-
ences in the epistemology of the participating disciplines; (2) differences in data

Tab. 2.1: Multi-, inter- and transdisciplinarity (based on Eggert 2011, 39 fig. 3).

Multidisciplinarity Interdisciplinarity Transdisciplinarity

Methods Discipline-specific
methods; no
cooperation

Discipline-specific
methods; high degree of
cooperation

Joint development of new methods;
disciplines merge (at least partially)
during a certain time span

Problem
Definition

Discipline-specific
problem

Jointly defined problem New and jointly defined problems
(new fields of research)

Language,
Terms,
Theories

Discipline-specific Discussion, clarification
and consolidation of the
conceptual frame

Development of a new conceptual
frame

Gain of
Knowledge

Basically discipline-
specific;
nevertheless, each
discipline
participates

Additional gain of
knowledge through close
cooperation

Autonomous gain of knowledge;
only possible through developing
new methods

Summary Parallel existence of
disciplines; minimal
cooperation

Continuous exchange of
ideas, insights and
results between
disciplines on a common
basis

Boundaries of disciplines become
blurry and might even dissolve
partially; disciplines merge
temporary; possible emergence of
new disciplines

31 Fuest 2006, 47ff. Moreover, on the practical level this kind of research fails because of mutual
prejudices; this is especially true for joint projects of the sciences and the humanities, where the latter
with their qualitatively oriented mode of research often have to ‘fight’ for being accepted by their
quantifying colleagues (Fuest 2006, 62). Instructive examples of prejudices and mutual misunder-
standings are given by Egorova (2010).
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acquisition and analysis; (3) difficulties in the project’s organization andmanagement;
and (4) difficulties concerning the institutional frame (e.g., introduction of interdisci-
plinary approaches into university teaching, creation of new funding lines, training of
referees).32

Fuest’s insights are not isolated. Quite to the contrary, as many practitioners of
interdisciplinary cooperation who have critically reflected on this kind of research
agree with her. Thus, the contributions to the volume Interdisziplinarität: Praxis –
Herausforderung – Ideologie edited by Jürgen Kocka mention a variety of problems in
the context of ‘genuine’ interdisciplinarity.33

Archaeology and Sciences

To avoid any misunderstanding, let me state from the outset that it is neither
my intention to declare collaborative cooperations between natural sciences and
humanities as essentially impracticable, nor to lament the increasing role of the natural
sciences in archaeology or raise a philippic against the natural sciences in the context of
archaeological research in general in the following paragraphs. Considering the long
tradition of collaboration between archaeology andvarious natural sciences, thiswould
be more than an escapistic view. For German-speaking prehistoric archaeology, Rudolf
Virchow (1821–1902) was not only one of the most famous epigones but also the central
protagonist who at the time gave the young and developing discipline a more natural-
scientific orientation. In this context, one speaks of a “scientific paradigm”34 which
could be seen in its largely material-oriented alignment of the early studies and which
was closely connected with Virchow and his activities, e.g. the founding of Berlin
Anthropological Society (Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und
Urgeschichte) in 1869. Virchow preferred only ‘facts’ and was of the opinion that
prehistoric archaeology could be practiced with pure scientific methods.35 Quite
instructive in this context is his preface in Heinrich Schliemann’s famous book Ilios.
The City and Country of the Trojans (1880) in which he characterized himself as a
“naturalist habituated to the most dispassionate objective contemplation (mit der
Gewohnheit der kältesten Objektivität)”.36

32 Fuest 2004, 6. – Similar problems are discussed in other critical reports on interdisciplinary
research projects: Immelmann 1987; Voßkamp 1987; Lentz 2004; Meier-Tillessen (2011) with refer-
ence to so-called Research Training Groups (Graduiertenkollegs).
33 See Kocka 1987.
34 Eggert 2006, 46.
35 Andree 1976, 169, writes: “Virchow’s effort to practice and promote strong scientific research
based on facts and to refuse any kind of speculation was exemplarily.”
36 Virchow 1880, IX.
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Thus, from the very beginning, prehistoric archaeology was closely connected
both with scientific methods and a scientific approach to the past. The relevance
of new scientific methods has also been repeatedly emphasized by prehistoric
archaeologists.37 In recent years it is particularly Kristian Kristiansen, who discussed
this subject quite intensively.38 For this reason and as a representative of other
opinions, I would like to outline his views on this field of research in greater detail.

Kristiansen points out that there are both periods of innovation and periods of
consolidation in prehistoric archaeology.39 For the former, the ensuing features are
characteristic: great influence of natural sciences, implementation of new scientific
methods, international collaboration and research in aspects of global questions.
Periods of consolidation in turn are characterized by a minimal influence of natural
sciences, recourse to proven scientific methods and familiar knowledge, national
research networks and studies of mainly local problems. Against this backdrop, he
recognizes two periods of innovation: the first one lasted from 1850 to 1860, the second
period lies between 1940 and 1950. Thus, the first boost to innovation is evident at the
beginning of archaeological research itself and was shaped by the previously stated
cooperation of physical anthropology, cultural anthropology/ethnology, archaeology,
geology and zoology. The second period of innovative improvements was shaped by
developments in the field of pollen analyses, particularly by the introduction of the
radiocarbon method which revolutionized dating methods. Kristiansen asks if we are
again in such a period of innovation, answering this question in his 2011 article with a
cautious ‘yes’ since the first signs of these changes can already be observed (new
scientific methods, questions of global extent/dimension, e.g. migration).

In a recent article from 2014 his still cautious appraisal gave way to a definite
statement.40 Kristiansen now observes a paradigm shift and speaks of a “third
science revolution”, which manifests itself in the increase of “big data”, “quantifica-
tion andmodeling” and “theoretical power of new knowledge”; the development and
inclusion of scientific methods (especially genetics) play the central role in his
argument. Hardly surprising, his paper led to some critical reactions.41 In one of
the comments to Kristiansen’s article in Current Swedish Archaeology Elisabeth
Niklasson countered: “Big Data does not mean better data; after all it is often just
the same data linked up. It makes ‘bigger’ interpretations possible, which is great,
but this does not equal ‘better’ interpretations. And importantly, just because it is
true, it does not mean it is right.”42 Quite similar is a statement by Alfredo González-

37 For example Renfrew/Boyle 2000; Renfrew 2010; Gramsch/Lüth 2010.
38 Kristiansen 2008, 2011, 2014.
39 Kristiansen 2008, 11ff.; 2011, 73f.
40 Kristiansen 2014.
41 See the various comments of Kristiansen’s paper in Current Swedish Archaeology 2014; also: Lidén/
Eriksson 2013; Meier 2008.
42 Niklasson 2014, 62.
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Ruibal, who is extremely critical of Kristiansen’s “paradigmatic enthusiasm”.43 I
would like to give just one of González-Ruibal’s examples which refers to
Kristiansen’s exclusive argumentation. What Kristiansen emphasized as the revolu-
tion, González-Ruibal stresses, might be at best proclaimed a revolution; further-
more, in González-Ruibal’s opinion there should still be the chance of practicing a
different form of archaeology.44 He cautions against a sort of ‘two-class-archaeology’:
the good one, which uses scientific methods, and the ‘inferior’ one, which can be
practiced without using DNA analyses and isotope databases. And he rightly asks:
“will I be allowed to do my archaeology under the new revolutionary regime?”.45

Kristiansen’s hymn is quite odd. This is true for his belief concerning big data as
well as his belief in the scientific material itself which could tell us, as he believes,
whole life stories if only the samples would be sampled in a correct manner:

Like now: we can once again walk back into the museum stores and select material that will tell
us whole life stories of individuals, their diet, mobility and close family stories, as well as their
larger genetic family stories from prehistory until the present. A new door has been opened to
previously hidden absolute knowledge that once again will reduce the amount of qualified
guessing and thus both refine and redefine theory and interpretation.46

Considering such a statement, one has to ask oneself: which “whole life histories” does
he mean? Does he mean aspects which concern what early men looked like, their
whereabouts and the genetic kinship in prehistoric times?47 Results regarding such
questions might please one or the other and eventually satisfy one’s own epistemic
interest; however, the results are only peripherally interesting for culture scientists and
archaeologists. Instead, one has to ask: what does it mean when we talk of kinship in
Neolithic or IronAge times? Genetic kinship is obviously not the same as social kinship –
this iswell establishedby anthropological and sociological studies.48 Kinship–andhere,
I donotwant to use it in a culturalisticway– is a complex fieldwhichdoes not only apply
to the so-called patchwork families of our time.49 Moreover, Kristiansen’s eulogy

43 González-Ruibal 2014, 41.
44 González-Ruibal 2014, 43.
45 González-Ruibal 2014, 44.
46 Kristiansen 2014, 27.
47 Quite similar González-Ruibal (2014) who emphasizes that archaeometry seduces “laziness”.
Why, he sneered, should one try to think more intensive and more different when all the new
methods tell us “how the past actually was? They tell us exactly what they ate, where they came
from, which diseases they suffered from. What else do we need?”
48 See Bargatzky 1997, 96ff.; Schmidt 2006; Schnegg et al. 2010.
49 See also Müller’s (2013) appraisal: “Obviously, the recent debate about aDNAmethods lacks a link
to social and cultural theories on the construction of identities and societies. If we read palaeo-
genetic research articles, the impression often arises that haplotypes are responsible for why certain
individuals were together with whom and why not. […] From the discourse about ‘sex and gender’we
already know that social roles are social products and not necessarily biologically distinct. Human
societies are human made and not biologically determined.”
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conceals that we still do not know very much about the manner in which people lived
together, for instance, in the Bronze Age (e.g. settlement type, social structure), further-
more: are scientific results helpful regarding the question which structure of society
prevailed during the Hallstatt period? How did people live 2500 years ago? With whom
und how did they exchange goods? What conceptions did they have concerning this
world and thehereafter?Which rituals did they practice (both sacred andprofane)?What
religiousbeliefs did theyhave?50 In short: all of these central questions andmanyothers
cannot be answeredbyusingmore andmore scientific samples startingwithpollenand
metal samples (e.g. analyses of origin) to isotope and DNA analyses. Not everything
that is technically possible is relevant. Furthermore, as also becomes evident in
Elisabeth Niklasson’s criticism, one cannot help but feel that many of the so-called
hard facts are anything but hard facts.51 While this is also the message communicated
by natural scientists, it does not always reach their archaeological colleagues. Not
infrequently, archaeologists accept the ‘hard facts’ uncritically and hastily link these
facts with cultural-historical interpretations.52 However, the scientific data also needs
to be examined critically and in order to do so it is necessary to know and above all to
understand the prevailing scientific methodology. But in view of growing specializa-
tion this can hardly be achieved. At this point, we have once again arrived at Hermann
von Helmholtz.

Archaeology in Times of Scientific Omnipresence:
What Are We Left With?

Thus can we observe, in accordance with Kristiansen, a boost to innovation and a
“scientific revolution” in archaeology today? Or should we agree with the art histor-
ian and philosopher Wolfgang Kemp, who speaks pessimistically of “waves of
naturalism”53 which seize the humanities from time to time, and in which the
humanities transfer their leading concepts to the sciences in order to answer their
own questions? I will leave it up to you to answer these questions.

50 “‘Hard sciences’”, as the literary and media scholar Jochen Hörisch (2004, 318) puts it sarcasti-
cally “cannot contribute to solving conflicts induced by religion – not even if they were to discover
areas in the brain in which religious competences are located.”
51 See also Niklasson 2014.
52 Quite similar Schreg 2014, 732. All at once this applies to the sciences too as Hagner and
Rheinberger (2002, 23) elucidate: “Due to symmetrical reasons, one, however, has to expect the
natural sciences to not succumb to the arrogance of facts and the naively belief that they have always
been connected to the nature outside – and therefore are in a stronger position than the social
sciences.”
53 Kemp 2006, 719; see also Hagner/Rheinberger 2002, 17f.
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In a workshop report, Svend Hansen and Anatoli Nagler recently pointed out that
“the times, in which one could have used singular sciences just as a possible
supplement or not” are over; everyone who digs needs to use all methods which
are relevant for interpreting the site.54 Everyone, I guess, would agree with them in
this context without any reservation. I am however much more skeptical regarding
their other conclusions since they question “if archaeology as historical culture
science could remain the obligatory point of reference”. “Certainly”, I would like to
answer. Archaeology attempts to answer historical respectively cultural historical
questions and in doing so integrates all available sources; this includes all knowl-
edge gained by scientific methods.55 Therefore real interdisciplinary collaboration is
essential even if new difficulties on the epistemological, as well as on the structural,
institutional and actor-centered level will need to be overcome anew. More than ever
before, a discourse between the natural and the cultural scientists is needed.56

In the context of historical culture studies and thereby in an archaeological
context, the natural sciences are, at best, only one side of the coin. In other words,
there is much more to archaeology than any natural science can ever provide.
However important the insights that the natural sciences may provide, they need to
be evaluated in an archaeological and cultural historical frame of reference.57

In his article titled “Wissenschaft, Geisteswissenschaft, Philosophie” (“Science,
Humanities, Philosophy”), the philosopher Dirk Hartmann58 recently emphasized the
importance of the humanities, or rather culture sciences; he said: “Whoever stopped to
reflect on his/her culture will soon not understand it any longer. Whoever has stopped
to understand her/his culture will lose it”. There is nothing more to add.
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Sabine Deschler-Erb

Pride and Prejudice?

On the Relationship Between Archaeology and Biosciences

Introduction

The following thoughts result from long experience of teaching and working in the
area of conflict between humanities and natural sciences.1 Therefore, the article will
not focus on the topic of “interdisciplinarity” in archaeology and history, as this has
already been vastly discussed,2 but on observations on the relationship between
archaeology and natural sciences, especially biosciences, made during everyday
research. The intersection seems to be marked by mutual ignorance and frequent
misunderstandings,3 to the detriment of all involved disciplines. In times of limited
financial resources specifically, their meaningful and coordinated use is vital.
Therefore, possibilities of a productive cooperation will also be discussed in this
paper.

To Each His Own View

Let us first take a look at the perception of archaeology in the media. Archaeology
is the most popular discipline to be featured in documentaries (e.g. Terra X, BBC
History) and in the scientific part of news magazines (e.g. Der Spiegel, Neue
Züricher Zeitung am Sonntag). The discipline has followers among every age
group and level of society (except maybe for politicians, when it comes to the
granting of credits). The archaeologist (mostly a male representative of his disci-
pline) is either depicted as being an adventurer of the Indiana Jones-type, who
crosses the deserts of this earth alone in a white Jeep and who accidentally dis-
covers the ruins of a yet unknown civilization, or he (in this case quite often a ‘she’)
is shown standing in a laboratory, dressed in protective clothing, analyzing the
remains of a prehistoric human. Mass media have noticed the fact that natural
sciences have become increasingly important for archaeology. The future genera-
tion of students are now growing up with these images. They take up the study of
archaeology with partly very specific, but not necessarily correct and realistic
notions. Whereas the established generation of researchers grew up with “gods,

1 I wish to thank Angela Schlumbaum and Eckhard Deschler-Erb for their advices.
2 E.g. Meier/Tillessen 2011; Alt 2010.
3 E.g. Samida/Eggert 2013.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110616651-003

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110616651-003


graves and scholars”,4 there are more and more students today who imagine their
future as archaeologists not in the field, but also in the laboratory, working with
high-tech equipment.

The increasing number of participants in archaeological-natural scientific
courses taught at universities mirrors this development. Yet it can be observed that
only a few universities in the German language area teach all of the biosciences
(anthropology, archaeobotany, archaeogenetics, isotope studies) in the same rigor
and connect to the study of archaeology. Within the academic world, the relationship
between humanities and sciences is often politely reserved at best and marked by
prejudice at worst. Scientists are said to receive enormous sums for their analyses,
which the ‘real’ archaeology is supposedly missing. At the same time, scientists are
said to be unable to draw meaningful conclusions in the field of historical culture
studies. The representatives of humanities, on the other hand, are accused of apply-
ing the same old methods on the archaeological material (mostly shards), while
leading endless theoretical debates without reaching concrete conclusions.

Among academics, the term ‘interdisciplinarity’ continues to be used in an often
pejorative way. The opinion commonly held is that one can only be a real researcher
if one is a specialist, engaging deeply within one single discipline. In this sense, a
specialist field like archaeobiology is not considered to be a real science. This opinion
results not only from a stereotyped way of thinking among certain experts.
Universities and science grants also struggle with the idea of research areas
looking beyond the horizon of faculties and disciplines. Research questions which
are clearly defined have better chances of receiving long-time (financial) support.
Multidisciplinary projects and courses might be caught between two stools.

Drifting Apart

When prehistoric lake dwelling sites were discovered in the circum-alpine region in
the middle of the 19th century, plants and animal remains were considered as
material culture. They were thought to be containing important information of
cultural and historical processes, in the same way as pottery, stone or wooden
artifacts. The publications of L. Rütimeyer on animal remains (1860) and O. Heer
on plants (1865) from stilt houses marked the beginning of archaeozoology and
archaeobotany. During the same epoch, remains of hominids were discovered in
the Neandertal. Although, as a medical scientist, R. Virchow did not support an early
dating of those finds, he founded the society of anthropology, ethnology and pre-
history (Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte) in Berlin. He is
therefore counted amongst the pioneers of the German pre- and protohistorical

4 Ceram 1949.
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archaeology.5 Both an exchange and a connection existed between the persons
mentioned above and Charles Darwin. The evolution of nature and humanity was
considered an important topic at that time and it was approached collectively, with
all-encompassing methods.

A slow drifting apart of the disciplines, a separation into historical and scientific
archaeology took place during the course of the 20th century. Archaeozoologists
began focusing on the palaeontology of domestic animals. This resulted in publica-
tions in exclusively scientific journals or in appendices for archaeological studies.
The logical consequence was that scientific analyses were less and less recognized by
archaeologists. This development continued into the 1960s. Only since the end of the
20th century the disciplines began to grow closer again.6 Even though the importance
of natural sciences is now stressed by archaeologists and the idea of an auxiliary
science has been replaced by the notion of related sciences, their appliance and
inclusion within German research is very heterogeneous.7 More recent epochs speci-
fically hold a lot of potential in this regard, although the beginnings of, for example,
the provincial Roman archaeobiology reach back into the 19th century.8 It is often
argued that this has to do with the availability of written sources, yet it is clear that
their potential is limited, especially for our regions. Today, archaeobiology oscillates
between humanities and science, while different cultures of research are being
cultivated in both disciplines (Tab. 3.1). This demands flexibility, adaptability and
special commitment from the researchers, specifically when it comes to their pub-
lication activity, on which prospective grants depend. To be noticed in “hard”
sciences, one has to publish in English, renowned, peer-reviewed journals. In the
humanities, the printed, extensive monograph is still important. The most promising
way would be to try and practice both, which, however, exceeds the capacities of
even the most enduring and dedicated researcher.

Tab. 3.1: Working in humanities and nat sciences.

Humanities Sciences
Individual researcher Research team
Mother tongue publications English publications
Monographies Short papers
Enduring and printed publications Short-lived publications in E-journals
Recension Peer-reviews, impact factor

5 Samida/Eggert 2013, 17–20.
6 Hüster-Plogmann 2011, 468.
7 Samida/Eggert 2013, 141–142.
8 Deschler-Erb/Akeret 2011.
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Whose Authority?

The problem of the ‘homelessness’ of certain disciplines is clearly reflected in the
treatment of organic finds from excavations, i.e. botanical, human and animal
remains. Archaeologists oriented towards the humanities see them as naturalia,
therefore belonging to the purview of the natural sciences. Yet, ‘hardcore’ natural
scientists are, as a start, not interested in those objects, even though they are of
biological origin. The primary morphological identification and analysis is under-
taken by archaeobiologists, experts of typology among the natural scientists. They
need to establish the research questions for further biochemical analyses (Tab. 3.2).
The morphological method has been in use since the 19th century. Only a limited
apparatus (binoculars, scale, calipers, computer) is needed next to a reference
collection and the relevant literature. Thus, important amounts of data can be
handled in a relatively cheap way. However, the method remains a subjective one,
which is not more objective than the typological method used with archaeological
artefacts. The quality of assessment depends on the preservation of finds, the exca-
vation methods or the experience of the person undertaking the analysis.

Tab. 3.2: Biosciences and methodological approach.

Among archaeologists, analytical methods have only recently started being used:
aDNA analyses have been undertaken since the end of the 1980s, stable isotopes
began to be analyzed a decade later. The same development could be observed for
both methods, although deferred: An initial euphoria, based on the expectation to
solve most of archaeology’s problems with a new method, was soon followed by
skepticism and even rejection. This certainly resulted from the fact that both natural
scientists and archaeologists do not know the methods of the other discipline well
enough, therefore raising expectations too high, while the methods’ limits and
possibilities are simultaneously ignored. Genetic analyses are often threatened by
signs of decay and contaminations, whereas isotope analyses often provide
ambiguous results. If, in addition, a too small amount of data is used in the first
place, the relatively expensive and laboratory-based methods often fail to yield more
significant results than traditional methods. Only if all important requirements are
fulfilled, chemical analyses can yield various information on the life story of single

Morphology/Metrics Laboratory based analyses
Anthropology Genetics
Archaeobotany Isotopes
Palynology Lipid analysis
Archaeozoology Protein analysis
Parasitology
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individuals, concerning kinship, mobility and nutrition,9 information which the
‘classical’ archaeological and archaeobiological methods can only produce in excep-
tional cases.10

In this regard, the question of interpretative authority over the results arises.
For reasons related to the history of the discipline and due to their training, it is
often assumed exclusively by those archaeologists associated with humanities. Yet,
with regard to aDNA analyses of early human populations, geneticists begin to take
over this authority. Although it is indisputable that analytical investigations pro-
duce new perspectives, they are dependent on the morphologists’ groundwork
(definition, classification). They determine the research questions for the chemical
analyses. Morphologists as well as analytics are in their turn dependent on the
foundations laid by archaeologists (excavation, interpretation of finds, dating). All
groups must engage in a common dialogue, in order to avert a problematic cultural
and historical interpretation.11 All three groups are financed by the same public
funds, which seem to shrink instead of expanding. In this situation, the only
possible solution seems to be the redistribution of the available resources according
to research questions, after the involved disciplines have been consulted and the
chances of success clarified.

“Relationship Status: It’s Complicated”

Four different forms of interdisciplinary cooperation are being practiced. Thomas
Pottast12 proposes four different terms with differing content:
– “Pre-interdisciplinarity”: Natural scientific disciplines provide data, which is

then interpreted by archaeologists (“Data slave and result master”). The telling
term of ‘auxiliary science’ (Hilfswissenschaften) used to be common for this form
of cooperation. It is unclear whether the modern term ‘related sciences’
(Nachbarwissenschaften) has a more positive connotation, because it still com-
pares a ‘core discipline’ (archaeology) to the natural scientific disciplines, which
exist alongside, yet separately. Such a form of cooperation should be rejected by
all those concerned, since it does not produce valuable results. Furthermore, it

9 Alt 2010, 13–14.
10 As in the case of the grave of Maxsimila and Heuprosinis from the burial ground of Vindonissa-
Remigersteig, where a tombstone reveals the age and the origin of both women (Trumm et al. 2013).
The prospective natural scientific analyses of the discovered cremation promises to yield further
information and possibilities of comparison between both methods.
11 As in the case of the genetic analyses by Vilà et al. (1997), who claimed that the domestication of
dogs took place over a 100.000 years ago, which, according to the archaeo(zoo)logical results, is
impossible. This thesis has also been modified by further genetic studies.
12 Pottast 2011, 12–13.
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should not be forgotten that in such cases natural scientific analyses count as
declarable services, which means that another part of the already scarce funds
escapes the research community.

– Multidisciplinarity: Different disciplines work together on one research object (for
example settlement, burial ground), but they do not pursue common research
questions or goals. A missing common synthesis in publications reflects this
problem. Many analyses have already been published in this form, which makes
it unnecessary to compile a list of examples.

– Interdisciplinarity: Requires “a common research question, a common research
design and the development of new approaches and methods”. “Experts, who
are qualified within their disciplines, on the basis of mutual recognition and
trust, in a coequal, coordinated way and under organizational conditions
adapted to research and according to the resources available, engage within a
team in a problem, which cannot be adequately understood by one discipline
alone, aiming for a common understanding of the problem and a ‘synthetic’
solution (= a product)”.13 A study of a publication’s table of contents is suffi-
cient to check if such a cooperation took place during the project. In the case of
interdisciplinary projects, the different scientific contributions should usually
be released before the collective synthesis. Examples do not only exist for
prehistoric,14 but also, even if less frequently, for protohistoric studies,
namely Vindonissa-Südfriedhof15 or Vindonissa-Breite16. In their publication,
Hagendorn et al. even abandon the common practice within humanities to list
natural scientists as ‘contributors’ only. Instead, they appear as authors
besides the archaeologists. Another fitting example for an interdisciplinary
cooperation is the “Sagalassos archaeological research project”. This
Anatolian city has been studied since 1990 by the university of Leuven and
various disciplines and methods (geology, geomorphology, geophysics,
archaeobotany, archaeozoology, anthropology, pollen, aDNA, stabile isotopes)
have been incorporated. Many articles have already been published, either
concerning specific disciplines or more general aspects.17 The final publication
will certainly turn out highly meaningful and interesting.

– Transdisciplinarity: Research is shaped by questions and persons, not deter-
mined by scientific/academic institutions. One example is the Sixth Framework
Programme (2005–2010) Network of excellence CLIOHRES (Creating Links and
Innovative Overviews for a New History Research Agenda for the Citizens of a
Growing Europe), within which historians, art historians, archaeologists and

13 Potthast after Dürnberger/Sedmak 2004.
14 Doppler et al. 2012.
15 Hintermann 2000.
16 Hagendorn et al. 2003.
17 http://www.sagalassos.be
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archaeobiologists developed common research questions and publications.18

This example proves the capacity of natural sciences to improve our understand-
ing of more recent eras.

Approaches to a Common Future

The total of the observations made here concerning the interdisciplinary cooperation
between archaeology and natural sciences may read disheartening, yet there are
encouraging examples, demonstrating the potential of such collaboration. Below,
several practical approaches will be proposed, which could help to better exploit this
potential and to improve the communication between different actors:
– Excavations: Whenever possible, the relevant disciplines should already get

involved in the excavation process. Thus, a joint discussion concerning archae-
obiological, biomolecular and geological sampling strategies can take place and
also minimize costs. Furthermore, the professional recovery of human and
animal skeletons is guaranteed.

– Project design: The prospective partners should already be included in the
planning of and the application for the project. Thus, research questions and
realistic goals can be defined together. The establishment of the budget should
constitute a joint task as well.

– Project management: The project leader should be a person of integrative char-
acter, possessing a profound knowledge of the available and relevant methods
and of their acquisition. Inside of evaluation teams, this position is normally
occupied by an archaeologist, but an experienced natural scientist or a team of
project co-leaders is thinkable.

– Team sessions: Regular meetings should be held during the project phase, during
which the results of one discipline are presented and discussed together. This
might lengthen the project, which should be considered during the establish-
ment of the budget, but the quality of the results is improved.

– Internet: The new media provide an opportunity to communicate the project’s
research question, its procedure, its goal and general questions to a larger
audience and to discuss them. Interested persons of both disciplines can be
targeted, thus underlining the potential of interdisciplinary research.

– Publications:Digital, open access publications are often cheaper andmore easily
diffused than printed media. Monographs will surely continue to be written in
native language, yet, in the long run, digital publication will constitute the form
most preferred and supported by funding bodies. Shorter articles, written within
the team and published in international journals, help to promote the project’s

18 http://www.cliohres.net
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results. Especially German archaeology is, sadly, often not sufficiently recog-
nized outside the German language area.

– Workshops and conferences: They offer the space for an interdisciplinary dis-
course, the settling of misunderstandings and the reduction of prejudices.
Through an intelligent planning and management, conference organizers can
greatly contribute to this. Workshops and conferences provide an opportunity for
natural scientists to familiarise themselves with archaeological research
questions.

– Studies: As has already been noted, the students’ interest in subjects such as pre-
and protohistoric, (Ur- und Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie), provincial Roman
and classical archaeology (Provinzialrömische und klassische Archäologie) and
Egyptology is considerable. Universities should therefore continue to enlarge
their range. The goal should not be to train specialists in natural scientific
methods, but to acquaint prospective archaeologists with a wide range of possi-
ble methods, thereby enabling them to lead an interdisciplinary discourse and to
make productive decisions during excavations. Archaeology can only be devel-
oped further if different disciplines cooperate.
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Hélène Réveillas

Archaeothanatology, the Recognition
of Funerary Practices

Recent Examples

Precursory Works

During the early 1980s, the development of preventive archaeology in France and the
multiplication of necropolises and cemeteries discoveries led H. Duday to develop a
specific approach on human remains. This approach aimed to answer new questions
concerning funerary practices and thus, management and development of those funer-
ary spaces.1 While anthropologists until then had operated in laboratories only, this new
way required the collection of data directly in the field. Researchers became “archaeo-
anthropologists”, requiring a combition of skills such as a deep knowledge of human
bones and taphonomy. For 20 years, the expression “field anthropology” was widely
used, creating confusion through its connotation with both social anthropology and the
differing meaning of the word “anthropology” in Anglo-Saxon countries. To overcome
this ambiguity, H. Duday andB. Boulestin proposed to further use “archaeothanatology”
in a 2005 publication. The objective of this newly named discipline is “to reconstruct the
attitude of ancient populations towards death by focusing on the study of human
skeleton and analysing the acts linked to themanagement and treatment of the corpse”.2

The Archeaothanatological Discussion on Human
Bone Deposits

In his 2009 lectures3, H. Duday explains how to recognize different characteristics of
human bone deposits4 in detail. He shows how to determinate if the deposit is
“primary” (Fig. 4.1) or “secondary” (Fig. 4.2)5 or, in case of several subjects, if they

1 Duday 1994, 1990, 1987; Duday et al. 1996, 1990; Duday/Sellier 1990.
2 Duday 2009, 6.
3 Duday 2009.
4 Here we only talk about inhumations and not cremations.
5 The expression of “primary deposit” is used when the place of the first deposit is the definitive
burial. Unlike, with a secondary deposit bones are discovered in another place that the one were
decay took place. If the anatomical integrity is preserved or at least if there is an anatomical logic, it is
a primary deposit. Almost all bones aremore or less at their places. In the case of a secondary deposit,
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it’s not the place of the decay, we don’t have any anatomical organisation andwe can sometimes have
more than one subject. Bones were picked up and placed in a pit different from the place where the
decay took place. It’s important to talk about secondary deposit and not about secondary burial
because in this last case, we have a planning that doesn’t often exist.

Fig. 4.1: Example of primary deposit (Bruges,
France; © E. Augendre).
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were placed at the same time (during epidemics e.g.) or spanning a longer period of
years. In the first case we are speaking of a multiple burial (Fig. 4.3), in the second
one of a collective burial (Fig. 4.4).

A great part of the work of H. Duday is, devoted to the understanding of
taphonomic aspects of the burial and to the reconstitution of the inhumation
mode. Most graves are indeed filled with ground when excavated and/or don’t
present any preserved funerary architecture. Observations are essential. If the
body is placed in a filled in space, the flesh is replaced by fine sediment immedi-
ately after its disappearance. In Fig. 4.5, a deposit of an adult dated to the recent
Neolithic in the north-east of France, connexions are intact, while balances are
preserved (scapulae, vertebrae, ribs, hip bones ...). In an empty space, like a
wooden coffin, it is the opposite: bones are able to move during decay and con-
nexions between them can be lost. Fig. 4.6 shows a medieval adult buried in the
south-west of France. The mandible had fallen off and is not connected to the skull
anymore. Same is true for the left femur, the tibia and the patella. All bones of the
feet moved, there is no connexion preserved. In all of these cases, because of the

Fig. 4.2: Example of secondary deposit (Bruges, France; © S. Virelli).
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homogeneity of the filling, we can eliminate the hypothesis that this resulted from
an animal disturbance or vegetation. The deceased had not been directly placed in
the ground in this way. Empty spaces will sometimes be easily recognizeable, like in
the case of a sarcophagus or a nailed coffin, but inmore ambiguous cases, taphonomic

Fig. 4.3: Example of multiple burial (Verdun, France; © P. Kuchler).

Fig. 4.4: Example of collective burial (Bruges, France; © L. Biscarrat).
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observations sometimes allow suggestions concerning the architecture of the burial.6

Furthermore, information on the corpse treatment itself is deductible, if it was
wrapped into a shroud or the head put on a support, even if no organic remains is
preserved.7

Fig. 4.5: Decay in filled space (Gougenheim, France; © Y. Thomas).

6 For example Réveillas et al. 2012.
7 Buquet-Marcon et al. 2009.
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Two Examples of Wooden Architectures

A medieval and a modern cemetery were excavated by the Preventive Archaeology
Centre of Bordeaux Métropole in 2014, upstream of urban planning around the church
Saint-Pierre in Bruges, a city in the north suburb of Bordeaux.8 Almost 200 burialswere
discovered there. Thanks to funerary architecture, stratigraphic data and radiocarbon
analysis, 2 were dated to the Merovingian period, 3 to the Carolingian period, 66 to the
11th–15th centuries and 93 to the 16th–18th centuries (14 remained undated). The 5
early medieval burials are witnesses of a precocious funerary space, unknown until
this excavation in the area. They may mark the beginning of the parochial cemetery,
cited in written sources and used since the 11th–12th centuries until the early 1820’s,
when it was abandoned for another funerary place outside the village.

Inhumations present different types of architecture according to the respective
period, with the use of stone during medieval times (sarcophagus and stones coffer-
ings) orwood (wooden cofferings, coffins or simple covers). Inmodern times, perennial
materials were replaced by wooden coffins, nailedmost of times. Whatever the period,
objects remained rare, encompassing some pilgrimage shells and pieces of garment.

When all the components of funerary architecture have disappeared, all observa-
tions on the skeleton become very important to be able to understand how the corpse of
the deceased was treated. We here choose two examples to discuss the nature and
architecture of funerary wooden structures: grave SP 1215, concerning a child, dated to
the 13th–15th centuries, and grave SP 1738, an adult, dated to the Carolingian period.

Fig. 4.6: Decay in an empty space (Bruges, France; © L. Maccanin).

8 Masson 2017.
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Burial of a Young Medieval Child

Located near the church, north-west of the old entrance, the pit was recognized due to
differences between the colour of the sediment inside and outside the grave and the
presence of a stone placed south of the skull of the subject, maybe originally used as a
grave’s signalisation element.With a rectangular plan, vertical walls and a flat bottom,
the pit measures 67 cm in length, 20 cm in width and 20 cm in height. The subject, a
child deceased around the age of 1, was deposed on the back, with a south-north
orientation, head to the south. The superior members are slightly flexed, the hands are
directed towards the pelvis. The inferior members are flexed to the right (Fig. 4.7).

Observations on the skeleton show some movements inside (ribs, vertebras, hands,
pelvis) and outside (skull fragments, left ilium, left fibula and feet) the initial volume of
the body, allowing to suggest a variant filling and decay in an empty space, where the
bones had the possibility to go out of the initial space of the cadaver. No archaeological
clues such as stones9 or nails are present to indicate a funerary architecture; we only

Fig. 4.7: Young medieval child in wood container (Bruges, France; © M. Maury).

9 Except the one at the head.
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have the limits of the grave. This sparse information does not allow to determinate
whether this empty space was created thanks to the presence of a wooden container or
of a simplewooden cover. On observing the skeleton, we can note that several bones are
lined up together on the east and north sides (Fig. 4.8). On the right side of the skeleton,
that’s the skull, the distal extremity of the humerus diaphysis, the proximal extremity of
the ulnar diaphysis and the distal extremity of the femur diaphysis; at the feet, two
metatarsals and one phalange. H. Duday proposed the expression of “linear delimita-
tion effects” to describe such alignments. They reflect the presence of a wall against
which bones laid, like the one of the pit, a coffering or a coffin. In this case the bones are
distant from the pit’s walls, so the linear delimitation effects cannot have been caused
by them: they prove the presence of another solid element between the edge of the grave
and the corpse, an element which disappeared during decay, likewooden planks. Thus,
it’s possible to conclude that this child was deposed in a coffering (directly build in the
grave) or in a pegged coffin (build outside the grave).

The skull appears face upwards, in a constrained position, here again at distance
from the pit wall. It can have been caused by the container but also by a tight shroud.

An Adult Subject Dated to the Carolingian Period

Also located near the present church, west of the entrance, this burial is positioned
50 cm deeper than the nearest later grave. The limits of the pit remain hypothetical; it

Fig. 4.8: Linear delimitation effect (Bruges, France; © M. Maury, H. Réveillas).
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was disturbed at the south by the building of the church. The subject, a young man
deceased between the age of 20 and 29, was deposed on the back, with a north-south
orientation, head to the north. Superior members on the right side are hard flexed,
hands directed towards pelvis; inferior members (and probably left superior mem-
bers too) are extended (Fig. 4.9).

Bone movements are numerous, inside and outside initial volume of the corpse
(ribs, vertebrae, radius, etc.). No difference of sediment appears in the filling of the pit
and the observed movements do not seem random, as we shall indicate afterwards.
We can thus exclude any later intervention, like pillage or a burrow, and suggest
decay in an empty space.

A number of significant anomalies in the skeleton’s order near different parts of
the body are observable (Fig. 4.10–4.11; see numbers [1]). The skull appears on the
right lateral side (1), its mandible disconnected, and lies face downwards, having
slipped to the east, chin ahead of the first thoracic vertebrae (2). Atlas and axis are
completely disconnected; the axis appears behind the right scapula spin. The other
cervical vertebrae lay between right scapula and skull, on inferior face, with con-
nection between the fourth and the sixth (3). The thoracic vertebrae are completely
mangled (4). The first fourth and the tenth stayed in the axis of the body and in
anterior view. The fifth thoracic vertebra moves against the mandible, to the west
regarding the sixth, which stayed in connexion with the seventh. The eighth
vertebra appears on its right lateral face, the ninth one on its lower front face,
turning to the east. The eleventh one is on the same side but migrated into left the
hemi-thorax. The last thoracic vertebra, on its upper side with a left lateral compo-
nent, rotated by 180°, posterior edge to the north, and also slipped into the left
hemi-thorax (5). The lumbar vertebrae are completely mangled as well. The first
three, on their front face, appear near the twelfth thoracic vertebra, the third
turned, the upper side towards the south. The fourth appears with its front face
up, the fifth on the upper right lateral side. The sacrum, on the right lateral side,
turned by 180° (6).

The ribs are also dislocated, the right ones specifically; all of them slipped to the
centre of the skeleton, ahead of the vertebrae (7) and four of them, all right, moved to
the south, their sternal extremity between the hip bones (8).

The right clavicle appears on the inferior side between skull and homolateral
scapula, in antero-lateral view (9). On the left, the scapula is on the lateral face, the
clavicle “verticalised” on the inferior side (10). Connexions between the scapula and
the clavicle are not preserved, as between the scapula and the humerus. The right
humerus (lateral side) slightly slipped to the exterior, as the left humerus (anterior
side with amedial component) head had fallen between the pit edge and the scapula.
Connexions with radius and ulnas are not preserved. The right ulna, on the anterior
face, passed ahead of the right radius. Both of them moved to the east and the south
(11). The left radius and ulna (back side) slipped to the south-east, the distal epiphysis
at the level of the left ischium and sacrum (12).
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Fig. 4.9: Carolingian male adult sub-
ject (Bruges, France; © M. Maury).
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The hip bones rotated slightly to the exterior and are disconnected from both
femurs. The right one turned completely and appears on its back side, followed by the
tibia and the fibula, on half-back side (13). On the left, the femur revolved and moved
to the west: it was discovered ahead of the right femur, on the back side (14). Tibia
and fibula turned outwards.
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Fig. 4.10: Detail of superior part of skeleton (Bruges, France; © M. Maury).
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All those observations allow suggesting different hypotheses on the general archi-
tecture of the container, the disposition of its constitutive elements and their setting up
in the grave. The numerous movements are not only caused by the decay space.

A linear delimitation effect is visible to the right of the humerus, the hip bones
and the distal epiphysis of the left femur (Fig. 4.12, red line). Distant from the side of
the pit, this effect was probably caused by a lateral wooden plank against which
those bones rested.

The position of the vertebral extremities of the ribs, which went up and passed
ahead of the vertebral bodies, can be explained by the presence of two big planks
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Fig. 4.11: Detail of central part of skeleton (Bruges, France; © M. Maury).
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Fig. 4.12: Linear delimitation effect and
reconstitution of planks and ties breaks.
See the text for further explanation
(Bruges, France; © M. Maury,
H. Réveillas).
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placed on a west-east axis, side by side. Their break in a longitudinal direction, with a
“V” collapse, caused the climb of the ribs and probably the rotation of the right
inferior member (violet line).

Two big transversal break zones can also be recognized. The first is located near
the scapular belt. It occurred obliquely, along a north-east/south-west line, as one
group of bones fell to the north-west and the second one to the south-east. It induced
the slipping of the mandible and the fall of the clavicles and the cervical vertebrae.

The second break happened along the pelvic belt, here resulting in an opposition
north-west/south-east, explained by an obliquely break and the rotation of the
sacrum and the movement of the left femur (blue lines).

Those two transversal breaks canbe explainedby thepresence ofwooden ties placed
obliquely under lengthwise planks. This fitting allowed the creation of secondary empty
spaces wherein bones like the mandible, the clavicles and the left femur fell. However
this phenomenon remains difficult to explain. It can be used to assure the presence of a
plane bottom or to answer to practical aspects. The wooden ties were initially placed
obliquely regarding the longitudinal planks or moved when those ones decayed.

This subject was thus buried in a casing or a pegged coffin, the bottom planks
lying on wooden elements allowing a heightening, which then created secondary
spaces during decay.

The Use of Wood in Stone Architecture

When stone architecture is present, it remains important to establish precise obser-
vations on skeletons to be sure to understand the entire setting up of the grave and to
know if any perishable materials were used jointly with perennial ones. Grave SP 156
e.g., found in 2013 during the excavation of a medieval cemetery in the south suburb
of Bordeaux, upstream of urban planning around the church,10 is characterized by
the presence of a stone coffering (Fig. 4.13). A man deceased at more than 30 years of
age was excavated. He was deposed on his back, following a north-west/south-east
orientation. The right superior member was flexed, the hand ahead of the chest, the
left superior member slightly flexed, inferior members in extension.

Bone movements are numerous both inside and outside the initial volume of the
cadaver, e.g. the skull, the ulnas, the clavicles, the right femur, etc. They allow to
suggest decay in an empty space, which is unsurprising given the stone architecture.
There are however dislocations with position anomalies in the case of both ulna and
radius and the left femur. These anomalies cannot be explained by the decay in space
only, a human intervention or bioturbation. An axis is visible from the right hip bone to

10 It was also excavated by the Preventive Archaeology Centre of Bordeaux Métropole (Réveillas
2014).
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Fig. 4.13: Example of wood and stone architecture (Villenave-d’Ornon, France; © S. Virelli).

Archaeothanatology, the Recognition of Funerary Practices 47

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



the left knee, which couldmatch the break of wooden planks, and it could have caused
the push of the left femur distal epiphysis and the right hip bone to the front, the
rotation of the sacrum and the movement of both radius and ulnas. The presence of

Fig. 4.14: Example of flexible
cover (Villenave-d’Ornon,
France; © L. Maccanin).
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those wooden planks could possibly be explained by the irregular bottom of the grave
(There is a difference of 4 cm between the north-west side and the south-east side).

The fall of the skull was caused by the difference in altitude between the bottom
of the cephalic alveoli and the bottom of the grave. A break took place during decay
and induced this rotation.

Gestures Towards Deceased

In some cases, we can also propose some hypotheses on gestures that could have
been made towards the deceased. Due to a lack of remains, it can indeed be difficult
to know if the bodywaswrapped into a shroud orwearing clothes. Some observations
on the skeleton can however give us some information.

Fig. 4.15: Detail of hands (Villenave-d’Ornon, France; © L. Maccanin).
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Amodern grave (SP 37) discovered in Villenave-d’Ornon too is presented, with an
adult male subject buried in a nailed coffin (wood and nails are preserved) (Fig. 4.14).
He was laid on the back, the head faced south/south-west. Right superior member is
flexed at 90°, left superior member is hard flexed with hand ahead left shoulder and
inferiormembers are extended. Limits of coffinwere knownbut it’s nevertheless obvious
that bone movements are limited, especially hands and feet elements (Fig. 4.15–4.16),
regardless of those bones being far from the wooden plank that could have retained
them. They were probably not moving because of the presence of a shroud or garment,
even if no trace was preserved.

Fig. 4.16: Detail of feet (Villenave-d’Ornon, France; © L. Maccanin).
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In the same grave, there is a total dislocation between skull and cervical verteb-
rae and between the cervical vertebrae themselves. This movement is caused by the
rotation of the head, possibly because a support of perishing material disappeared
during decay.

Conclusion

With those few examples, limited to some precise cases, we show that archaeothana-
tology provides essential information concerning funerary practices that have to be
applied on all excavations of human remains. An archeo-anthropologist is required
to realize those observations, which demands both biological and archaeological
knowledge. With data collected from excavations, it’s possible reconstruct burial archi-
tecture, even when perishable materials are destroyed by decay. At the cemetery or
necropolis scale, it allows discussion of treatments of the deceased, to see if differences
exist, but also to get a better understanding of the organisation of the funerary space,
since any gathering according to those elements or changes during times are
observable.
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Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner

Barbarian Migrations and the Agrarian
Economy of the Later Roman Empire
in the Fourth Century CE

When in 408 the Roman army (backed by a lot of Romanmoney) successfully drove a
Hunnic force out of Thrace, a larger group of Sciri who were allied with the Huns fell
into the hands of the empire. A couple of months later, Theodosius II issued the
following instructions concerning their treatment:

[…] Therefore, we grant to all persons the opportunity to supply their private possessions with
men of the aforementioned group. And all persons shall know that they shall hold those whom
they have received by no other title than that of the colonate (ius colonatus), and that no one
shall be permitted either fraudulently to take anyone of this group of coloni away from the
person to whom he had once been assigned by deceit or to receive such an individual as a
fugitive, under the penalty which is inflicted upon those who harbor persons that are registered
in the tax rolls of others (censibus adscriptus) or coloniwho are not their own. (§1). Moreover, the
landowners may use the labor of these captives like that of free persons (opera autem eorum […]
libera utantur) [lacuna]; and no one shall be permitted to transfer such persons, as though they
had been given to him as a present, from the obligations of the tax rolls (a iure census) to that of
slavery, or to assign them to urban service (sc. as domestic slaves). Those who receive such
persons shall be permitted, because of the constraints in agrarian production, to retain them for
a two-year period in any provinces they please, provided that these provinces are across the sea,
and thereafter to place them in permanent homes, for which purpose their residence in the
regions of Thrace and Illyricum shall be absolutely prohibited to them. Only within a five-year
period shall it be permitted to make a transfer openly and freely within the confines of the same
province. The furnishing of recruits shall also be suspended during the aforementioned twenty-
year period. The distribution of these people throughout the transmarine provinces shall be
made to those who so wish through petitions to apply to your court (i.e. that of the praetorian
prefect of Oriens Anthemius, who was the recipient of the law).1

Note: This chapter is a reprint, by kind permission of John Hopkins University Press, of an article
published under the title “Barbarian Migrations and Socio-Economic Challenges to the Roman
Landholding Elite in the Fourth Century CE” in Journal of Late Antiquity 10.2, 2017, 372-404. It originated
in the context of the Kollegforschergruppe ‘Migration andMobility in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle
Ages’ based at Tübingen University and funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. I thank Paolo
Tedesco and Lisa Eberle, both at Tübingen, as well as Noel Lenski as editor and the anonymous referees
of JLA for helpful remarks on earlier versions of this paper. – Style and format of the contribution have
been adopted to the standards used in the present volume.

1 CTh 5,6,3. Translations of the Codex Theodosianus are taken from Pharr 1952, with slight altera-
tions. Unless indicated otherwise, all dates are CE.
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This text is famous for giving one of the most detailed accounts of the practical
arrangements of barbarian settlements in the Roman empire.2 But its significance
goes far beyond this. As a paradigmatic example, the law points to an important but
neglected motivation of such settlements and of the barbarian immigration into the
empire in the fourth and early fifth century in general: their economic function as a
source of agrarian labor. This paper argues that the settlement of the Sciri as well as
similar measures must be seen against the background of specific economic chal-
lenges that the Roman landholding elites faced in the fourth century, particularly in
its latter half. These challenges created a strong demand for agrarian workers whom
the elites needed in order to maintain and increase productivity in a highly compe-
titive environment. As a result, elite landholders in the fourth century had a keen
interest in increasing the pool of agrarian labor through barbarian immigrants, and
they therefore welcomed the intake of new settlers – be they captives of war, chattel
slaves, or “voluntary” immigrants who sought relief from economic hardship, war-
fare, or political pressure at home by gaining admission to the empire.

To be sure, such a use of barbarian immigrants was nothing new. The Roman
state had a long history of settling barbarians on its territory; in the fourth century
alone such settlements are attested by the dozen.3 Moreover, the economic interest of
the Roman landholding elites in barbarian immigration had always existed and has
long been recognized by scholars, even though in most modern accounts the govern-
mental interest in new taxpayers and recruits receives far more attention than the
interests of private landholders.4 There is, however, reason to re-evaluate the phe-
nomenon with regard to the fourth and early fifth century. While earlier scholarship

2 The most comprehensive treatment of this is Grey 2011a.
3 For evidence of such settlements since the time of Augustus cf. Ste. Croix 1981, 509–518, and
Modéran 2004.
4 Recent contributions tend to emphasize the ideological, military (i.e. recruits for the Roman army
or border defense), and fiscal interest on the Roman side, while the economic dimension and the role
of the landholding elites are noted only in passing, if at all: cf. Lieu 1986, 486 (“the Romans had no
coherent plan of settlement for these prisoners and did not seem to have any economic aim in their
deportation beyond using them as cheap farm-laborers”); Heather 1991, 158–165, at 160; Mirkovic
1993; Wirth 1997, 35–39; Whittaker/Garnsey 1998, 279–281; Heather/Moncur 2001, 262–263; Halsall
2007, 176 and 183. But see Charanis 1961, 150–151 (for Byzantium); Stallknecht 1967, 22–27, 30; Ste.
Croix 1981, 248–249; Asche 1983, 112–122; Barnish 1986, 175–176 (for the fifth and sixth centuries);
and, most importantly, Whittaker 1982 and 2004 as well as the magisterial survey by Modéran 2004,
passim (but cf. his conclusions 390: “Les préoccupations économiques, prédominantes au temps du
fondateur du principat, […] semblent ainsi avoir été au IVe siècle […] dépassés par le souci de
renforcer les armées”). This paper builds on these studies but carries the argument further by
identifying the Roman landowners as a driving force for immigration (and not just as beneficiaries
of imperial foreign policy) and by situating it in the socio–economic context of the fourth century.
Recently Ziche 2011 has argued that there was strong ideological resentment on the Roman side
against barbarian settlements on Roman soil. This is based on some of the texts dicussed in the
second part of this paper. In my reading, they imply exactly the opposite.
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tended to understand barbarian settlements in this epoch as a measure against a
general demographic and economic decline in the Roman Empire, recent decades
have seen a complete reversal of our picture of the late Roman economy. Also, in the
wake of this reappraisal a new picture begins to emerge of how certain social and
economic developments at the time affected the landholding elites of the empire.
Against this background, the economic context and significance of barbarian immi-
gration into the Empire in the fourth and earlier fifth century appear in a new light.
With the argument outlined above, this paper offers a reinterpretation of the phe-
nomenon that takes the reassessment of the socio-economic framework into account.
In so doing, this paper also makes a case for bringing together two fields of study that
scholars have rarely connected: the history of migrations and of the late Roman
economy. The paper will first sketch the economic challenges to the landholding
elites of the time in light of the new picture of the late Roman economy. In the second
part it presents evidence that proves the link between these challenges and barbarian
immigration into the Empire in the fourth and early fifth centuries.

The Socio–Economic Challenges of the Late Roman
Elite in the Later Fourth Century

Until late in the second half of the twentieth century, the commonly held view of the
late Roman economy emphasized depression and decay. According to this model,
demographic decline, tremendous fiscal pressure, and repeated warfare on Roman
soil all contributed to ongoing economic subsidence beginning in the third century.
In recent decades, this picture has changed dramatically. The notion of fiscal pres-
sure, for example, has been rightly questioned, and evidence like the numerous
references in legal sources to “abandoned land” (agri deserti), long read as indicators
of unproductivity and demographic decline, has been reinterpreted. More impor-
tantly, both an increase in and reinterpretation of the archaeological evidence for
settlement patterns, material culture and trade has made clear that many regions of
the empire enjoyed considerable and at times extraordinary prosperity in the fourth
century. In the Eastern Mediterranean or in North Africa this equalled or surpassed
the levels of economic performance witnessed in the High Empire, and in certain
places in the East this continuedwell into the sixth century. Commercialized agrarian
production formed the basis of this prosperity and also fuelled other sectors like
specialized industry and trade.5 Against this macroeconomic background – which

5 For general overviews of the new picture of the late Roman economy, see Whittaker/Garnsey 1998
for the fourth century and Ward-Perkins 2000 for the fifth and later; Chavarría/Lewit 2004; Lewit
2004; Harper 2011, 10–16; Banaji 2012; Grey 2012; Zerbini 2015 and other papers in Lavan 2015. For a
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cannot be explored in any depth here – a number of social and economic phenomena
that have long been regarded as indications of crisis begin to appear in a different
light. These phenomena as such are well known, but it is necessary to briefly restate
them with a view to the challenges they created to the landholding elite. One is the
issue of labor supply in the agrarian sector.

Famously, fourth-century imperial legislation is filled with efforts to inhibit the
social and geographical mobility of the agrarian workforce by tying the peasants to
the soil they tilled through a hereditary bond, a legal instrument that scholars
traditionally call “the bound colonate.” There is a long-standing scholarly debate
as to whether the hereditary binding of coloni to their soil emerged out of the fiscal
registration of taxpayers in the wake of Diocletian’s tax reforms, or whether it grew
out of private dependencies of tenants working a landlord’s possession that were
translated into an institution of public law. Many would now deny that “the colo-
nate” was anything like a unified legal institution and that coloni represented a
clearly defined status group; the terms colonatus and colonus rather seem to have
been umbrella words for a broad variety of legal statuses and agrarian labor relations.
Equally controversial are the questions of howwidespread the colonate was as a legal
institution binding tenants to the soil of a landlord; how its extent compared to that of
rural slavery, contract labor, classical locatio conductio-tenancies, and free small-
holders; as well as what loss of freedom it practically entailed.6

reassessment of the agri deserti see the seminal article byWhittaker 1976 as well as Jaillette 1995; Grey
2007a and below n. 31.
6 The literature is vast and opinions are divided on almost all questions of detail. Thus the debate can
be summarized here only in the briefest outline. The current state of the debate is best approached
through the contributions to Lo Cascio 1997 and the overviews of recent scholarship in Scheidel 2000;
Grey 2007b, 156–160; and Schipp 2009. For earlier scholarship, see Marcone 1988. The basis of all
contemporary debates is the seminal articles by Carrié 1981 and 1983, arguing that the colonate, in the
sense of a legal institution binding tenants to the soil of a landlord, is a “myth” of modern
historiography and legal thought, while the limitations for coloni (which, in his view, were grossly
exaggerated in scholarship) were purely a matter of fiscal registration that tied coloni to their origo.
Many have supported Carrié’s views in recent years, as exemplified by Grey 2007b (who also argues
that colonus etc., was an umbrella term for a variety of statuses and modes of agrarian production).
But see Sarris 2011 and Lenski 2017, who strongly emphasize the limitations of coloniwhowere tied to
the soil. Sirks 2008 steers middle ground; while he acknowledges that the colonate by the reign of
Justinian had become a coherent legal institution and created a strong bond tying peasants to their
place of fiscal registration, in his view the legal insistence on the free status of coloni, among other
things, cautions against a picture of the coloni deteriorating into serfdom even in the sixth century.
For the broad variety of agrarian labor relations that prevailed in the late Roman world see the
summary in Grey 2012, 656–657. For slavery, see below n. 35. The role of wage labor has recently been
underlined by Banaji 2001, ch. 8, and Sarris 2006, ch. 2–3, but see the review of Banaji 2001 by Kehoe
2003, esp. 714–716, and Freu 2013, arguing that wage labor was used mainly for specialized agricul-
tural tasks.
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Whatever the answer to these questions, the sheer abundance of relevant provi-
sions shows that peasant mobility came to be regarded as an enormous problem in
the fourth century. This clearly emerges from the harsh rhetoric of the legal texts
concerning coloni. One law insists: “They may serve as slaves of the land (inserviant
terris) – not just on the basis of a fiscal bond but under the name and in the legal
condition of a colonus”; others talk of legally tied peasants as servi terrae or coloni
servilis condicionis.7 Even if the binding of peasants to their status and soil may
initially have been solely a matter of fiscal administration, this rhetoric leaves no
doubt that soon more was at stake. On the one hand, the mobility restrictions reflect
the concern of the imperial government tomaintain a stable base of taxpayers. On the
other, there can be no doubt that the intensification of legal efforts to bind peasants
to their status and soil was driven by the interest of the landowning elite who
solicited or, as members of the governing class of the empire, actually made these
laws. As we shall see, fourth-century landowners had more than one reason to be
concerned about peasant mobility.

The pertinent imperial legislation likes to censure the migration of peasants from
their native soil as “absconding” or “flight,” thus suggesting that agency lay only
with the peasants. A famous edict of Constantine, for example, thunders that “coloni
whomeditate flight must be bound with chains and reduced to a servile condition, so
that by virtue of their condemnation to slavery they shall be compelled to fulfill the
duties of a free man” (CTh 5,17,1). It is, however, revealing to look more closely at the
social dynamics behind the ‘flight’ of the coloni. The same Constantinian edict, for
example, continues that “any person in whose possession a colonus that belongs to
another is found not only shall restore the aforesaid colonus to his origo (that is, place
of registration) but shall also assume the capitation tax for this man for the time that
he was with him.” Landowners profited twice from employing a peasant registered
elsewhere: they not only benefited from additional labor power but also enjoyed that
labor free of its concomitant capitation tax, provided they could manage to hide the
fugitive coloni from the tax authorities. Indeed, reclaiming the capitation tax from
the landowner who had housed the peasant was an often-repeated concern of the
pertinent legislation.8 Landowners thus had a strong interest in harboring peasants
belonging to someone else. The abundance of pertinent provisions implies that this
was indeed a widespread practice. Some texts even imply that landowners engaged
in active recruiting among the dependent workforce of their peers. A law of 386, for
example, blames landlords for housing peasants belonging to someone else’s

7 CJ 11,53,1 (a. 371); 11,52,1 (a. 393); CTh 5,17,1 (Constantine).
8 CTh 5,17,1 (cited above); 11,1,7 (a. 361); 11,24,1 (a. 360); 11,24,6 (a. 415); CJ 11,48,8. In CTh 5,17,1 and
11,1,7 it is unclear whether the harborers of fugitive peasants had to pay the capitation tax to the state
or to the former dominus, who had still been assessed for the fugitive. In CJ 11,48,8, as in CTh 11,24,1
(where the fugitives seem to be freeholders), it is explicitly the imperial treasury that receives the
compensation.
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sollicitatione, that is “after they had incited” the colonus to abscond.9 The multi-
plication of legal prohibitions against the “flight” of the coloni and their subsequent
employment on the estates of other landlords, although rooted in a variety of con-
cerns, thus seems particularly to have been motivated by a competition for labor
among the landholding elite, with the repetition of laws against peasant mobility
representing the voice of the losers in this competition.

Occasional glimpses into the realities of rural life in nonlegal sources confirm the
same picture. One example is the letter of an anonymous large landowner in North
Africa to a peer named Salvius concerning a legal dispute between the two over coloni
working on the letter-writer’s estate in around 400. Both were lawyers; during their
legal training, they had together learned, “by which right and according to which
procedure coloni are reclaimed, who is entitled to bring an action, and who is not
entitled to the result of an action,” as the letter informs us.10 Such conflicts thus seem
to have been a frequent issue in Roman courts. In the dispute under question in our
letter, Salvius appears to have claimed that the coloni were registered on a piece of
land he owned and had illegally “absconded.” He therefore had demanded them
back and threatened to take the issue to court. In response, the author of the
anonymous letter denies Salvius’s claims by arguing, among other things, that the
land in the latter’s possession where the coloni were allegedly registered was far too
small to be the origo of so many people. Tellingly, however, he tries to convince
Salvius to avoid the courts and accept a private meeting of the two to find a solution.
Perhaps Salvius’s claims were not as unfounded as the letter tries to suggest. In any
event, it illustrates the seriousness of the competition for agrarian labor among the
elite.

This struggle for agrarian labor power among the landowning elites is borne out
by other phenomena. For example, fourth-century legislation repeatedly insisted that
descendants of coloni retained this status, even if this was against the principles of
the Roman law of status. For instance, by decree the offspring of a marriage between
a daughter of a registered colonus and free man of non-coloni status was to inherit the
mother’s birth status even though, as a colona, she was technically a free person
capable of entering a matrimonium iustum, whose offspring would normally inherit

9 CTh 5,17,2: Quisquis colonum iuris alieni aut sollicitatione susceperit aut occultatione celaverit…. The
absconding of registered peasants because of the sollicitatio of another landowner (as opposed to
sponte, “out of his own impulse”) is also mentioned at CTh 5,18,1 (a. 419). In CTh 5,6,3 (a. 409): fraude
aliquem abducere (as opposed to fugientem suscipere) seems to mean the same.
10 For the text (transmitted in three manuscripts of Orosius’ Historiae adversus paganos and long
falsely attributed to Sulpicius Severus) and a commentary see Lepelley 1989; the translation (from §2)
is that of Sirks 2001. Competition over the labor of coloni (or their offspring) could also have been
behind the conflict Sidonius Apollinaris had with a landowner in his neighbourhood over an
abduction marriage, see his Ep. 5,19 with the reconstruction in Grey 2008.
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the father’s status.11 These regulations appear to be geared to the interest of land-
owners in keeping their workforce stable. So does the increasing tendency to sub-
stitute the payment of cash for the obligation to furnish recruits, a privilege that was
often granted to high-ranking senators at the time. The fervent protests of the land-
holding aristocracy of Italy against the general levy for the war against Gildo in 397,
which forced Honorius to allow the commutation of recruits into cash, illustrates the
interest of the landowning elite in keeping its agricultural workforce in place.12

Moreover, from around 400 onwards, registered coloni were banned from military
service, a rule that was explicitly introduced to “look after the rights of the land-
lords.”13 In addition to obtaining imperial laws such as these, landowners also
resorted to illegal practices. Numerous imperial decrees, for example, prohibit the
harboring of deserters as agrarian laborers.14 One constitution intervenes against the
practice of alienating land while keeping the workforce attached it. Another bans
what it calls an “old trick with regard to registered coloni” (quod in originariis saepe
actitatum est): buying only a small parcel of land out of a large estate but taking the
entire workforce of the estate with it.15 Evidently, the supply of agrarian labor was a
pressing concern.

Traditionally, the abundant evidence for the “flight” of coloni has been read as an
indication of the pitiful state of the peasantry in a climate of economic decline and
fiscal depression. Confirmation for this was thought to be found in texts like an edict
of Constantius II reporting that “a multitude of peasants located throughout Egypt
have betaken themselves to the protection of those persons who are supported by
their high rank of various degrees and even to dukes.”16 Together with a number of
similar passages, this text was taken as evidence that peasants fled pressing fiscal
demands and greedy landlords by seeking the protection of powerful magnates, only
to lose their independence and, in the long run, also their land, to these patrons.

11 For themarital law of the colonate seeMunzinger 1998, 44–93. The earliest evidence for the above-
mentioned aspects of the marital law for coloni in general is CTh 12,19,1 (a. 400) and 5,18,1 §3–4 (a.
419), referring to vetera constituta; with regard to imperial coloni, the rule can be traced back to the
360s, see Schmidt-Hofner 2008, 280–284.
12 For the aurum tironicum see Jones 1964, 614–619; Delmaire 1989, 321–329; Zuckerman 1998; Lenski
2002, 313–319. See Munzinger 1998, 40–42, for the elite as the driving force behind these regulations.
On the Gildo affair, see CTh 7,13,13 and 14 (a. 397) and Symm. Ep. 6,58; 62; 64. On commutation into
cash as a privilege to high-ranking officials, see for example CTh 7,13,15 (a. 402), 18 (a. 407), 20 (a.
410).
13 CJ 12,33,3 (around 400); 11,48,18 (a. 426): “because in that respect we look after the rights of the
landlords and the honor of the state” (quia in hac parte et dominorum iuri et publicae consulimus
honestati).
14 Cf. CTh 7,18, passim; CTh 7,18,2 and 4, for example, clearly concern larger elite estates under the
supervision of a procurator and consisting of various tracts of land. Cf. Zuckerman 1998, 110–113 for
the background to these desertions in forced conscription.
15 CTh 13,10,3 (Constantius II); CJ 11,48,7 (a. 371/375).
16 CTh 11,24,1 (a. 360).
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Scholars have long cast doubt on this gloomy picture, and the new assessment of
the late Roman economy has further undermined it.17 Most recently, Dossey’s
work on the peasantry of late Roman Africa has made a crucial contribution to
calling the traditional picture into question.18 In her view, the peasantry of the
fourth and fifth centuries fully profited from the economic boom of fourth-century
North Africa. They fared better overall and were more integrated in the Roman
world than they had ever been before – an interpretation based, among other
evidence, on the density of settlements, the widespread use of high-quality
ceramics, and the dissemination of high-quality building materials, including
luxury amenities like bathhouses, some of them probably provided by absentee
landlords as incentives for their workers. Crucially, Dossey argues that it was
precisely this prosperity that lay at the root of the social tensions between the
North African peasantry and the landholding elite in the fourth and early fifth
centuries, which also fuelled the Donatist controversy. In Dossey’s view, the
prosperity not only allowed the peasants to better their condition, it also helped
them develop claims to fully participate in the Roman system and have rights
within it. At the same time, Christian discourses provided them with a way to
articulate their rights or grievances against the landowning elite in relation to
matters such as debt. In sum, prosperity led to an increased self-confidence
among the North African peasantry as well as to tensions in their relationship
with landowners.

There is good reason to believe that Dossey’s picture holds true for other regions of
the empire as well. As mentioned above, economic prosperity was not restricted to
North Africa, nor was Christianity. Indeed, similarly self-confident and demanding
peasants are also attested elsewhere. Evidence for this comes, for example, from a
sermon of John Chrysostom in 400 CE urging landowners to build churches on their
estates in order to convert the peasantry. The text provides illuminating glimpses of the
life on a typical large estate of the time: the peasants enjoy baths, taverns, andmarkets
provided by the landlord; and Chrysostom implies that the landlords did this dia
doxan, to enhance their prestige among the peasantry, in other words to ensure their
loyalty. At the same time, Chrysostom seems to envisage tensions between peasants
and landlords. For he warns the latter that all these amenities only make the peasants
audacious, while a church and a priest on the estate would “drive away intemper-
ance,” “drunkenness,” and “luxury,” and would secure “peace (eirēnē) among the
farmworkers” and “stability (asphaleia) on the estate.”19 Chrysostom, it seems,

17 Seminal is Krause 1987.
18 Dossey 2010. Cf. also Whittaker–Garnsey 1998, 293–294; Lenski 2017.
19 Joh. Chrys. In Act. Hom. 18,4–5 (PG 60,147–148.). (I owe this reference to Rudolf Haensch.) The
erection of a bathhouse by a landowner for his peasants (“to all the tillers of the land for the benefit of
all”) is also recorded in IGLS 4.1685 (sixth-century, from Androna in Apamene). A similar case
probably in IGLS 4.1490.
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presupposed a certain degree of uneasiness between peasants and landlords that
threatened the smooth running of their estates and tried to sell them his church-
building program as a remedy for that problem.

In his On patronage (Or. 47), delivered in the 380s, Libanius famously betrays a
similar uneasiness when he describes the problems he had with the peasants in a
village he owned in Syria. These, he claims, gained the patronage of a high-ranking
military officer. Relying on this patronage, they bullied neighbors, took their prop-
erty, and resisted the tax-collecting curials. They also used patronage to avoid their
duties as tenants to their landlords. This is where Libanius himself comes in: his own
tenants had also refused to pay the rent, so Libanius brought the matter to court, and
everything went well until the patron of the peasants intervened and stopped the
investigation. There is reason to believe that Libanius stops short of telling us the
whole story here,20 but in any event the text nicely illustrates the kinds of problems
that landowners had, or could make others believe they had, with self-confident
peasants playing games to their own advantage.

Against this background, the evidence presented earlier for peasant flight and
patronage appears in a new light: These passages by no means show an indiscrimi-
nately desolate peasantry; rather, the sources at least partially attest to self-confident
peasants actively seeking their own advantage in a booming economic environment.
One of the strategies the peasants applied was to exploit the fierce elite competition
for agrarian labor by moving to another estate in order to negotiate better conditions
with the new landlord. This is the situation we find, for example, in a law of
Valentinian I showing a broad variety of possible relations between a landlord and
a ‘fugitive’ peasant harbored on his estate: some peasants were exploited without
receiving a fair remuneration for their work; but others, whomanaged to hide the fact
that they were coloni belonging to someone else, were envisaged by the legislator as
being able to enter a leaseholding contract and work the land for their own profit “as
if out of their own will and like free men” or as being employed as wage laborers on a
contractual basis. Conditions of work in the agrarian sector were thus at least partly a
matter of negotiation and, to a certain extent, choice.21 On a revisionist reading,
therefore, texts like those of Libanius or the laws on rural patronage appear to show
that the peasants were trying to play the landlords against each other to their own
advantage – even though in the long run they sometimes risked being absorbed into a
powerful magnates’ estate, as is attested in a number of texts.22

20 Carrié 1976; Krause 1987, 83–87.
21 CJ 11,48,8 (368/375). The conclusion drawn from this law might be confirmed by P.Oxy. 27: 2479, a
petition from a registered farmer (georgos enapographos) who, having left his farm three years earlier,
asked his former landlord to receive him back. Despite its submissive language, the point of the
petition seems to be that the farmer negotiates with the landlord that he will not be forced to pay the
taxes for the time of his absence. (I owe this reference to Paolo Tedesco.)
22 As, for example, in CTh 11,24,2 (a. 368), or 11,24,6 (a. 415).
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All this is not to say that life was easy for the rural population in Late Antiquity,
and it would be foolish to deny that fiscal and economic pressure as well as oppres-
sion through the state and seigneurial authorities was a constant feature of rural life.
Nonetheless it seems clear that in the fourth century the landholding elite was more
than once confrontedwith a new and challenging situation: they not only had to fight
against a notorious labor shortage but also struggle with a workforce that often
enough was able to assert its rights with self-confidence and, because of the compe-
titive economic environment, was constantly threatening to leave in search of better
conditions elsewhere. The bargaining power agrarian workers could have in this
situation is nicely illustrated by an episode of the early 420s from Numidia: when the
notoriously unscrupulous bishop Antoninus, who had been driven from his see at
Fussala, decided to establish himself at a nearby senatorial estate, the coloni of the
estate, resenting him, petitioned the absentee owner, a clarissimia femina. They
threatened that “if she allowed this to happen, they would immediately leave the
estate” (se continuo migraturos). The estate owner and the diocesan bishop,
Augustine of Hippo (as he himself relates), promptly withdrew their support of
Antoninus.23

Manpower shortage and a self-confident peasantry, however, were not the only
challenges that the landowning elite faced. In the fourth century, the Roman Empire
saw a massive expansion of the state apparatus. Because the upper echelons of this
apparatus were mostly recruited from the municipal elites, local communities came
to be confronted with a large group of active or retired high-ranking office-holders
who became powerful patronage brokers in the cities where they resided. We have
already encountered these powerful patrons in the law on peasant patronage cited
above, where patrons were described as “persons who are supported by their high
rank of various degrees and even dukes.” Other laws mention members of the
chancellery of a comes, magistri militum and comites, honorary proconsuls, vicars,
and the like as patrons; in Libanius’s speech it was a high-ranking military man.24

The existence of these high-ranking, influential patrons threatened the landowning
elites not only because their patronage played a key role in mediating shifting
relations between other landowners and peasants. These men also had a massive
impact on elite landholding patterns. They were often well off as a result of the
salaries they earned and the additional semi-official and sometimes illegal income
they could acquire while in office. What is more, as Banaji has demonstrated, they
also profited from the economic effects of changes in the monetary system and fiscal
administration. After many decades of inflation and monetary instability, in the

23 Aug. Ep. 20*,10 (CSEL 88: 100). In the course of the affair (on which see the lucid reconstruction by
Frend 1983, as well as Dossey 2010, 137–141) the peasantry several times resisted attempts to exploit
them and actively intervened in their own interest (see especially §14, 17, 19).
24 CTh 11,24,1 (whence the quote), 3; 4. For the rise of the bureaucratic elite in the fourth century in
general Heather 1994; Sarris 2006, ch. 10.
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course of the fourth century the gold coinage, because of its stable value, became the
dominant means of exchange for all larger transactions, including tax payment.
According to Banaji, the social consequences were dramatic in the highly monetized
economy of the Roman empire, as these changes gave a significant economic advan-
tage to people with access to gold. This economic, or monetary, advantage in Banaji’s
view can help explain why, in the long run, many freeholding farmers became
dependent on rich landholding magnates. However, this economic development
also affected the landholding elites: it shifted the dynamic in the land-market and
gave those men a distinct advantage who, as a result of their office-holding in the
imperial state apparatus, had regular access to gold through their salaries and other
income. In fifth-century Egypt, this development led to the formation of large estates
– the so-called “Great Houses” – in the hands of the new imperial aristocracy. And
the same dynamic may also have contributed to the resurgence of aristocratic villae
(as representational buildings and centers of large estates) elsewhere in the fourth
and fifth century, particularly in the West.25

Contemporary complaints about honorati, imperial office-holders, putting pres-
sure on the land market by buying out the land of the curial elite – their peers who
had not entered imperial service – speak to the same socio–economic dynamic. The
speeches of Libanius, himself a landowner, are full of such complaints. In Oration 49,
for example, Libanius complains about “those who comfortably reap the harvest
from the fields of the emperor” – that is, the office-holders in the imperial adminis-
tration – turning up “from everywhere” to buy the land of councillors ruined by the
fiscal demands of the empire. Oration 48 paints a similar picture: “If any of the
honorati admires a councillor’s estate, and proceeds from admiration to desire, it is
no sooner said than done: the councillor is forced to sell, and the honoratus is all
ready to buy.” And, what makes it worse, much of this was done with the connivance
of leading decurions: “In some cases, you personally put down the money, in others
you stand in for persons of influence and curry favor at their tables by means of the
property of the councillors”.26 One of these land-grabbing honorati is directly
attacked in Oration 62, another speech that engages with the social dynamics created
by the enlargement of the imperial service. Libanius upbraids him for being wealthy
because he used office-holding to enrich himself through usury at the cost of many a
family, “unbending before floods of tears, bawling and bellowing: ‘Sell your estates,
sell your slaves, sell your family tombs, and, if you can, sell yourself too.’”27

25 Banaji 2001, ch. 3. For the connection with the villa culture of the time Sarris 2006, 121–126; Banaji
2012, 597–607. But contrast Vera 2012, 117, citing further critics of the idea, and below n. 29.
26 Lib. Or. 49,2 (see also 13–14, 20 for the accusation of collusion by leading decurions); Or. 48,37.
Translations from Norman 1977, 463 and 453.
27 Lib. Or. 62,63–66, quotation at 64. The attacked person remains anonymous. For the date of the
speech see Norman 2000, 87–88; the translation at 106–107. See also Lib. Or. 2,54–55.

Barbarian Migrations and the Agrarian Economy of the Later Roman Empire 65

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



These passages are polemical, and Libanius’s accusations exaggerated. Wealthy
decurions are well-attested throughout the fourth and earlier fifth centuries, and
scattered evidence shows that they continued to exist well into the sixth century,
even though the numbers might have decreased and many rich curial families were
absorbed into the bureaucratic aristocracy.28 Moreover, evidence from Asia Minor,
Egypt, Northern Syria, and North Africa, among other places, shows that small- and
medium-sized landholdings continued to exist into the sixth century. Although a
concentration of land is discernible in the documentary sources, such as the fiscal
registers frommid-fourth century Egypt, the accumulation of property in the hands of
the office-holding elite apparently was never as complete as earlier scholarship has
maintained.29 However, it is beyond doubt that the competition for land was intense
in the fourth century, particularly in its latter half, and it is very likely that this
competition, in part at least, resulted from the social dynamics created by expansion
of the imperial service.

This is suggested also by evidence beyond the speeches of Libanius. A law of 386,
for example, ordains that estates (praedia rustica vel urbana) of city councillors can
be sold off only if the provincial governor has been informed and assented to the
transaction. According to the law, the purpose of the provision was to make sure that
the seller was not “circumvented by the stratagems or overwhelmed by the power of
the purchaser”30 – this very likely meant a high-ranking office-holder. But competi-
tion for land existed not only between honorati and curiales; the problem affected the

28 Evidence for the wealth of decurions is collected in Lepelley 1979–1981 (for fourth- and early fifth-
century Northern Africa) and Laniado 2002 (up to the sixth century). For the fate of the curial order
and the transformation of the governing class in the cities of the empire in the fourth and fifth
centuries, see Liebeschuetz 2001 and the alternative model proposed by Schmidt-Hofner 2014.
29 Such is the conclusion of the general survey of landholding patterns in Oriens by Decker 2009,
ch. 2, esp. 65–79. For the fourth-century evidence from the Hermopolite land lists and from
Oxyrhxnchus, both in Upper Egypt, see Sarris 2006, 179–181. But as late as the sixth century a
place like Aphrodito in Egypt seems to have been the home of many small- and medium-sized
landholdings, see Wickham 2005, 411–419; cf. also Bransbourg 2016, summing up the debate at
308 and 402. The same is suggested by the large and carefully constructed houses and churches in the
rich villages of northern Syria (mainly fifth to sixth centuries) as described by Tchalenko 1953–1958
and Tate 1992. See also Foss 1995, and the summary by Tate 1997 of his findings and historical
conclusions, as well as Wickham 2005, 443–457. By way of example, see Theod. HR 17,3, a tale of a
rich village in the Lebanon where only free smallholders lived; or by the world of small-scale
perpetual leaseholders on an estate owned by a curial as apparent from the North African legal
documents from the 490s known as the Tablettes Albertini, Weßel 2003, 30–44. The fourth-century
census inscriptions from the Aegean and Asia Minor show a highly fragmented landownership
including small and medium properties but also evidence for elite accumulation and the dominant
role of the honorati, Harper 2008, 90–97 (see also 84–90 for their date); cf. Thonemann 2007, 472–475.
But see also the warnings against underestimating the rise of the large aristocratic estates in the East
voiced by Sarris 2004 and 2011. A balanced position is taken by Wickham 2005, 245; Decker 2009;
Banaji 2012, 607–610.
30 CTh 12,3,1 (a. 386); cf. 12,3,2 (a. 423).
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landholding elites more generally. Evidence for this comes, for example, from a
number of laws that assure the holders of perpetual leases of imperial domains –
normally men of the provincial elite – that no one can cast them out of their tenancy
by using his influence or bidding a higher rent. A constitution of 393 is illustrative of
these provisions: “It has come about through the arrogance of wickedmen that all the
best lands are serving their greed for gain and profits, and only such inferior fields are
left in the province as none of the aforesaid men deign to hold. …”.31 The repeated
appearance of the topic in legislation shows that such attempts to expel leaseholders
of profitable land through a higher bid or othermethodswere common. To judge from
extant legal evidence, so were other unlawful practices deployed in the competition
for land.32 It is thinkable – if ultimately impossible to prove – to link these texts at
least in part to the dynamics described among the landholding elite in the later fourth
century.

In sum, Roman landholding elites in the fourth-century experienced an intensi-
fication of the competition for wealth and property that forced them to increase the
productivity and profit from their land in order to survive in this fiercely competitive
environment. This development exacerbated the problem that landowning elites had
with the labor supply. As economic growth largely depended on the availability of
agrarian labor, they felt an ever-stronger pressure to keep their labor pool stable or, if
possible, to increase it. At the same time, they were confronted with a self-confident
peasantry that was able to exploit the fierce competition among landholders, the
increased demand for labor, and the shifting relations of power and patronage within
the elite. To be sure, none of these phenomenawas entirely new in the fourth century;
there had always been competition for land and labor among Roman landowners. But
the density of the evidence discussed suggests that, for the above-mentioned rea-
sons, the competition acquired a new quality and intensity in the fourth century.
Landholders met these challenges with a variety of strategies. As to the land market,
legislation was issued to enforce a closer surveillance of land transactions and to
prohibit illegal practices of land acquisition. With regard to the labor supply, land-
owners provided incentives to ensure the loyalty of their peasants; they solicited
legislation to tighten control over the existing workforce; and they made an effort to

31 CTh 5,14,33. Parallels at CTh 5,15,15; 16; 21; CJ 11,71,5. The high social rank of leaseholders is
explicit only in CTh 5,15,15, but generally likely as leases were given to the highest bidders. Cf.
Whittaker/Garnsey 1998, 283. A similar practice can be observed elsewhere: As recently argued by
Chouquer 2014, 132–133, the fiscal mechanism of adiectio sterilium (by which the tax obligation of
uncultivated land was allocated to other possessions) was not necessarily a coercive instrument by
which the Roman state secured its tax revenue; it often served the interest of the landowner, as the
allocation apparently went along with substantial tax immunities. See CTh 5,15,14 = CJ 11,59,3
(a. 364). The abundance of laws concerning this mechanism, on which in general see Choquer
2014, 126–134, can therefore be interpreted as evidence for another way landholding elites tried to
gain control over additional land.
32 Cf. e.g. the provisions in CTh 4,22; 4,18,1; 2,26,5.
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enhance their share of the empire’s agrarian labor pool by taking advantage of
peasant mobility and by a variety of other, often illegal means.

Late Roman Landowners and the Uses of Barbarian
Immigrants

In this situation immigration provided a remedy. It thus seems a priori likely that the
landholding elites welcomed the intake of barbarians, whether voluntary or forced, as
potential laborers. Examining the actual deployment of barbarian immigrants further
strengthens this case. The evidence for these practical aspects of barbarian settlements is
limited. Some of the newcomers appear to have received land as freeholders (often of
uncultivated land, either agri deserti or virgin land). Others were settled on imperial
land, possibly with a status similar to imperial coloni.33 In these cases it would appear
that the interests of the Roman state in additional taxpayers and potential recruits
shaped these settlements. And yet it is clear that individual Roman landowners also
profited from the intake of barbarian laborers. For one thing, there is ample evidence
that the slave trade between the barbarian world and the empire was flourishing in the
fourth and earlier fifth centuries; Synesius of Cyrene famously grumbled that even
moderate Constantinopolitan households were replete with “Scythian” slaves.34 It has
long been recognized and has been re-stated forcefully in recent years that slaves
remained an important source of labor in the agrarian sector as well: contrary to a
widespread view in earlier scholarship, slavery was never entirely supplanted by other
forms of bondage like the colonate. In many regions including Italy, the Aegean and
Western Asia Minor, agricultural slavery remained at least one among several sources of
labor. There is – to my knowledge – almost no positive evidence to prove that slaves of
barbarian extraction were used as farm workers; but given the high numbers of slave
imports into the empire this is more than likely.35

33 For an overview of the varying conditions of settlement, see Stallknecht 1967, 22–27; Ste. Croix
1981, 247–248, and Modéran 2004, esp. 362–289.
34 De Regno 20,2; cf. 21,1: “It is those from whom we get our slaves everywhere, because of their lack of
land.“ For trade with barbarian slaves in Late Antiquity, see Harper 2011, 83–99; Lenski 2011, 193–194.
35 The case that slavery continued to play an important role has been statedmost forcefully in recent
years by Harper 2011 who goes so far as to claim that the Late Roman Empire continued to be a “slave
society”; cf. Grey 2011b with a succinct survey of the scholarly debate and the most important
contributions. But cf. Lenski 2017, questioning Harper’s view of a “slave society” on the basis of a
systematic survey of the North African evidence that shows a preponderance of coloni as agrarian
laborers. A similar picture for Italy and elsewhere is drawn by Vera 2012 who argues that the evidence
for large late Roman landholdings worked by slaves is limited to a few cases and points out that the
use of slaves in agriculture in general made little difference as they worked under the same economic
regime like coloni, i.e. as tenants paying rent to a landowner. Evidence for agrarian slavery is
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As regards larger groups of incoming barbarians, whether they were prisoners of
war or immigrants by choice, there is clear evidence that Roman landowners did
make use of them as agrarian laborers. The first source to prove this is a panegyric to
Constantius Chlorus delivered in 297 or 298 on the occasion of the recapture of Britain
from the usurpers Carausius and Allectus some months before. One of Constantius’s
deeds that receives praise is the subjugation and subsequent deportation of Chamavi
and Frisii from the Lower Rhine area, who apparently had been allied with Carausius.
“With their wives and children,” the panegyrist relates, “[…] they moved to land long
since deserted (loca olim deserta) in order to restore to cultivation through their
servitude what they themselves, perhaps, had once devastated by their plundering.”
The text then gives interesting details about the deployment of the captives: “In all
the porticoes sit captive bands of barbarians” –men, old women and wives, boys and
girls, vividly described by the panegyrist – “parcelled out to the inhabitants of your
provinces for service (hos omnes provincialibus vestris ad obsequium distributos),
until they may be led out to desolate lands (solitudines) assigned to be cultivated
by them.” And Gallia herself is put on stage, rejoicing that, “it is for me now that the
Chamavian and Frisian plows, and that vagabond, that pillager, toils at the cultiva-
tion of the neglected countryside and frequents my markets with beasts for sale, and
the barbarian farmer lowers the tax (annona)!”36 Private landowners thus clearly
benefited from the immigrant workforce. To the audience the issue was evidently
important enough that it was taken up again at the very end of the panegyric. There
Diocletian as well receives praise for having transferred people from Asia to “the
desert lands of Thrace,” while the Augustus Maximian is lauded because “laeti,
restored by right of postliminium, and the Franks, admitted to our laws, have culti-
vated the empty fields of the Arvii and the Treveri.” And once again the audience is
reminded of Constantius’s own benefactions: “Whatever land remained abandoned
in the territory of the Ambiani, Bellovaci, Tricasses, and Lingones turns green again
under cultivation by the barbarian.”37

collected by Harper 2011, ch. 4; for the Aegean evidence, coming from the later fourth-century census
inscriptions, see Harper 2008. A famous example for slaves working elite possessions from Italy is V.
Melaniae Lat. 10,1 and 18,4. Barbarian slaves in agriculture: one case in point is Radagaesus’s people,
if admittedly under special circumstances: cf. n. 49. For Sozomen 9,5,5–7 see below n. 39.
36 Pan. Lat. 8(5); 8,4–9,3, trans. Nixon/Rodgers 1994, 121–122. For the historical background see
Nixon/Rodgers 1994, 104–108 and 212–213, n. 28. Annona is often understood as (lowered) “price for
food” (as a consequence of increased productivity through the additional workforce), but the word
normally means “tax” in late Roman official language, and it is much more likely that the land-
holding elites rejoiced at lowered tax pressure (because of the enlarged number of taxpayers and/or
the increased surplus their own workers would produce) than at a diminution of the profit they could
realize from their products.
37 Pan. Lat. 8(5),21,1. For the historical background of these episodes see Nixon/Rodgers 1994, 141–
142 n., 75–76.
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Further evidence for landowners profiting from barbarian immigrants comes
from imperial legislation. The provisions of the law of 409 cited at the beginning of
this article concerning the settlement of captive Sciri include that everyone may have
the opportunity “to supply their private possessions (proprii agri) with men of the
aforesaid race” by submitting an application to the office of the Praetorian Prefect.
Moreover, the landowners are given remarkable latitude in deploying their share of
the Sciri wherever it pleased them (provided they were not settled on the European
side of the Bosporus). The government restricted itself to ensuring that the new
workforce benefited the state through taxes and by enhancing agrarian productivity:
the law stipulated that, “no one shall be permitted to transfer such persons […] from
the obligations of the tax rolls (a iure census) to that of slavery, or to assign them to
urban service” (as domestic slaves) – as slaves, the Sciri would have benefited only
the landowners who were free to sell them or deploy them in other businesses, while
their status as coloni guaranteed that they worked to the advantage of both the
landowners and the imperial treasury as well as contributed to the food supply.
Moreover, the government even abstained from drawing the Sciri as recruits into the
imperial army for twenty years. Although there is no reason to presume that barbar-
ian settlements always followed the pattern described in this law,38 it is clear that in
409 the measure was aimed at benefiting Roman landowners. A contemporary of the
settlement bears witness to this analysis. According to the church historian Sozomen,
the Sciri were, “allocated at a low price, while others were given away into servitude
(douleia, probably meaning tied coloni) as a present” – to deserving members of the
elite and imperial protégés, one may suppose. Sozomen claims to have himself
witnessed some of them working as farmers in Bithynia near Mount Olympus, in
the hinterland of Constantinople where many elite members had their estates; there
they “lived apart from one another, and cultivated the hills and valleys of that
region.”39

Less well-known but equally important as evidence for barbarian laborers ben-
efiting Roman landowners is a constitution of Honorius issued in April 399:

38 As pointed out by Grey 2011a.
39 Soz. 9,5,5–7; translation Hartranft 1983, 422. The translation of Sozomen’s passage reads, “Some
of themwere, therefore, sold at a low price; while others were given away as slaves for presents (τοὺς
μὲν ἐπ’ ὀλίγοις τιμήμασιν ἀπέδοντο, τοὺς δὲ πολλοῖς προῖκα δουλεύειν παρέδοσαν), upon condition
that they should never be permitted to return to Constantinople, or to Europe, but be separated by the
sea from the places familiar to them. Of these, a number was left unsold (ἄπρατον); and they were
ordered to settle in different places.” It is impossible to tell what status is implied for those left unsold.
“Sold at a low price” and “given away as slaves for presents” sounds as if some of the Sciri were
treated as slaves rather than coloni, as indicated by the terms described in Theodosius’s law. The
vague phrasing might be a consequence of the blurred perception (and the secondary importance) of
the subtleties of such status distinctions in everyday life.
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Since persons of many nations seek the felicity of the Romans (sequentes Romanam felicitatem)
and have betaken themselves to Our Empire, and since they must be provided with letic lands
(terrae laeticae), no person shall obtain any of these lands except in accordance with Our written
allowance (adnotatio). Since some men have either seized more land than they obtained from
Us, or by the collusion of the chief decurions (principales) or of the defensores, or by rescripts
surreptitiously obtained have acquired a measure of land greater than the official calculation
(ratio) demanded, a suitable inspector shall be dispatched who shall recall whatever lands have
been either delivered illegally or seized wrongfully by any persons.40

The constitution is one of the few sources furnishing information about the status
und settlement of laeti, a term that is normally – and not least on the basis of this
text – taken to denote voluntary immigrants who, as the constitution says, “seek the
felicity of the Romans and have betaken themselves to Our Empire,” as opposed to
conquered and subdued captives of war (called dediticii or the like).41 Laeti settle-
ments, attested in Gaul, Spain, and Italy (but not in Africa, implying that this law,
addressed to Val. Messala Avienus, prefect of Italy and Africa, might have referred to
a situation in Italy)42 appear to have been integrated to the administrative structure of
the civitates, as our law and some other sources suggest.43 The constitution itself
refers to a situation where “by the collusion” of municipal magistrates and leading
citizens and by way of “surreptitiously obtained imperial rescripts” “some” claimed
more of the terrae laeticae than what the imperial administration had provided for
them. Both the question of who exactly benefitted from the illegal rescripts as well as
the implications of the law for the legal and economic conditions of the laeti remain
debated. Themost convincing reading is that the laetiwere settled as coloni on public
land – that is, on imperial or municipal land that then came to be called terrae
laeticae – that was leased out to Roman landlords. In return for the rent they received
from their laeti-coloni, these landlords managed the land as well as the (potentially
difficult) barbarian coloni. Importantly, they were held responsible for the taxes of
the terrae laeticae and perhaps collected them themselves – a solution that sounds
very Roman indeed in its practicality and cost-efficiency for the state. If this is true,
the situation that prompted the constitution in all probability was not that some laeti
received more land than others. Rather, it was Roman landlords who had, in

40 CTh 13,11,10.
41 That at least seems to be the use of the term in the later fourth century, whatever its origins. For the
laeti in general see Jones 1964, 620; Szidat 1993, with further references.
42 For the recipient, see PLRE 2: 760–61 Messala 3. Gothofredus 1736–1743, vol. 5, 148–149, ad CTh
13,11,9 (sic!) connects the law with Claud. Eutr. I, 377–383, mentioning negotiations of Suebi, Chauci,
and Sugambri – the latter two being Frankish –who had “sued for peace“with Stilicho; he gave them
leges et iura or reges and foedera and drew some of them as recruits into the army. The text, however,
mentions no agrarian settlement.
43 Not. Dig. Occ. 42,33–44 gives a list of praefecti laetorum (and therefore laeti settlements) in Gaul,
Italy, and the Iberian peninsula ordered by civitates; for the laeti in the civitas Lingonum it says that
they are per diversa (sc. loca) dispersi (42,37).
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collusion with members of the municipal elite, secured for themselves a larger share
of the land with its coloni, while their Roman peers, who had been outmaneuvered,
had countered by soliciting an imperial rescript against their actions.44 On this
reading the constitution not only further supports the view that the Roman land-
holding elites benefited from this immigrant labor force. It also attests to a heated
conflict over land and the barbarian workforce on it that was occurring within the
municipal elite. The constitution thus provides another example for the fierce elite
competition for an agricultural workforce and land – and, indeed, for barbarian
immigrants.

These texts thus provide explicit proof for the proposition that landholding elites
across the empire profited from barbarian immigrants as agrarian workers and that
they competed for control over them. Moreover, a number of sources reporting
barbarian settlements in situations when the Romans were strong enough to dictate
terms may refer to barbarian coloni and the like working on private land without
explicitly saying so. The Historia Augusta, for example, reports of a multitude of
“barbarian slaves,” “Scythian farmers,” and “Gothic coloni,” as well as “slaves”
filling the provinces after the Claudius Gothicus had vanquished the Gothic invaders
in 269.45 This very much sounds like a reflection of fourth-century dealings with
barbarian captives or refugees of war. The same source tells us that Aurelian planned

44 Szidat 1995, building on Ste. Croix 1981, 248 n. 33. The phrasing of the surviving excerpt of the
constitution is ambiguous as to whether the possessors of the terrae laeticae were laeti or Roman
landlords. Even though the whole affair very much looks like a conflict between members of the
Roman elite, it is, therefore, in principle possible that the ultimate source of the struggle and
the machinations mentioned in the law arose from competition for land among laeti (presumably
the more eminent persons among them) rather than among Roman landlords. And one could also
speculate that the laeti, instead of being the tenants of Roman landlords, received the land as
freeholders or as tenants of imperial domains who were directly subordinate to an imperial procura-
tor or a similar official. Whatever the circumstances, in the end the (Roman) municipal elite must
have had something to gain from colluding with the laeti and supporting them in their dealings with
the imperial administration. It seems implausible that without their interference newly immigrated
people successfully solicited an imperial rescript in their favor or, on the other hand, launched a
protest against such a maneuver that would result in the present constitution. And the gain the
Roman elite hoped for can hardly have been anything other than getting access to land or labor,
however that functioned in practice. In one way or another, therefore, one comes to the above-
mentioned conclusion that the text attests to a competition among the Roman elite. Most recently,
Janßen 2004, 113, proposed that, through giving larger estates to some of the laeti (as freeholders), the
municipal elite wished to shift fiscal burdens on them or limit the number of newcomers. This is,
however, already made impossible by the wording of the law, which leaves no room for doubt that at
issue were claims to larger shares rather than the compulsion to take them: cf. amplius quam
meruerant occuparunt; inprobe ab aliquibus occupata.
45 SHA Claud. 9,4. A passage in the letter to the Senate of Rome, SHA Prob. 15,2 (omnes iam barbari
vobis arant, vobis iam serviunt et contra interiores gentes militant), does not refer to barbarian captives
on Roman soil, as some take it, but to client states beyond the frontier, as is made clear by the last part
of the sentence.
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to settle captive barbarians on fertile but derelict tracts of land along the Aurelian
Way in Etruria and Liguria whowould produce wine for the provisioning of the city of
Rome – provided, however, that the owners of the agri deserti agreed. There have
been different efforts to explain what kind of measure the author of the text envi-
saged, not least due to a textual problemwith the passage. Some have understood the
text to mean that Aurelian planned to take the land and then give it to barbarian
settlers; others believe the landowners kept (or received) agri deserti and were to be
given the settlers as coloni.46 It is impossible to judge the historical value of the story;
but if the latter reading is correct, it may again reflect a retrojection of practices of the
fourth century into a third-century context.

To this we can add further sources. Ammianus reports that after the crushing
defeat of the Taifali by the Roman general Frigeridus in 377 the survivors were sent to
Italy “to farm the land around Modena, Reggio Emilia, and Parma”47 – an arrange-
ment that verymuch recalls the situation envisaged in the 399 law and thusmay have
benefited the local municipal elites. The same impression emerges from a passage in
Eunapius mentioning Gothic captives of war in custody in Roman cities and house-
holds in 366 CE.48 Ausonius, in the Mosella (v. 9), mentions Sarmatians as coloni in
the vicinities of Tabernae (Rheinzabern); even though the term can also mean coloni
on imperial land or simply “farmers,” it could just as well attest to dependant
barbarians working Roman elite estates. After the defeat of Radagaisus’s army in
406 it is reported that “the number of captive Goths was so large that a multitude of
men was sold off (into slavery) for a solidus each, like cattle of the cheapest kind.”49

Such a large number of slaves could hardly have been absorbed for household labor
only. Not least, in some cases where barbarian immigrants are reported to have been
settled as tributarii, this does not necessarily imply that they were freeholders paying

46 SHA Aurel. 48,2: Statuerat igitur dominis locorum incultorum, qui tamen vellent, *gratia* / *gratis*
dare atque illic familias captivas constituere. Gratia, as given in one group of manuscripts, is
grammatically impossible. The Loeb edition, as others, replaces it with pretia, implying that
Aurelian bought the lands before giving them to the barbarians. Hartke 1951, 279–281, emends gratia
to gratiam, arguing that Aurelian offered the landowners an abatement for the tax obligation but
confiscated the land. Using the same emendation, Paschoud 2002, 216 holds that Aurelian freed the
landowners from their tax obligation provided they accepted the settlers on their land; Modéran
2004, 364 agrees. Hohl, in his first Teubner edition (slightly altered in the later one), stuck to the
alternative manuscript tradition gratis dare and emended qui tamen to quid tamen (cf. Hohl 1913,
407). By this reading, the landowners would be given land for free and receive the barbarians to
cultivate it. In these latter interpretations the question remainswhat use the landowners had from the
barbarian coloni, as the wine they produced had to be delivered to the city of Rome: ut nihil redituum
fiscus acciperet sed totum p.R. concederet. The system envisaged could have been that the landowner
retained a share of the wine for independent commercialization.
47 Vivos omnes circa Mutinam Regiumque et Parmam Italica oppida rura culturos exterminavit: Amm.
31,9,4.
48 Eun. Hist. frg. 37 (Blockley 1983, 52); Zos. 4,10,2.
49 Oros. 7,37,17.
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tax (the normal meaning of tributum); in legal documents, tributarius could also be
employed for dependent farmers (“coloni” or the like) when it pertained to their
duties as taxpayers.50

Moreover, immigration as a source of labor also seems to have become a parti-
cularly strong concern in elite discourse in this period, especially in the last decades
of the fourth century. The texts to prove this are, as we shall see, highly unusual and
thus make a strong case that the use of barbarian immigrants as agrarian laborers
gained particular importance in this time, not only in discourse but also as a social
reality. One of these texts is Themistius’s Oration 16, delivered in the presence of the
emperor Theodosius I on the occasion of New Year’s celebrations on January 1, 383,
before the assembled elite of the Eastern empire. The official remit of the speech was
to praise the new consul, the general Fl. Saturninus, and thank the emperor in the
name of the senate for awarding him the consulate. But its true agenda was political
and highly delicate: to justify the peace that Theodosius had made with the Goths in
the autumn of 382 – four years after the devastating battle of Adrianople and after five
years of constant warfare in Thrace and adjacent regions. Saturninus had been one of
the chief negotiators of the peace.51

Theodosius, so Themistius, “was the first who dared entertain the notion that
the power of the Romans now lay neither in weapons, nor in breastplates, spears,
and unnumbered manpower, but that there was need of some other power and
provision, which […] subdues all nations, turns all savagery to mildness and to
which alone arms, bows, cavalry, the intransigence of the Scythians […] yield”:
prudence and forgiveness “for those who had done wrong,” in a word, peace.52 For,
Themistius asks, even if it had been possible to utterly destroy the enemy, “would it
have been better to fill Thrace with corpses or with farmers? […] To progress through
a wilderness or through cultivated land? To count up the number of the slaughtered
or those who till the soil? To colonize it with Phrygians or Bithynians perhaps, or to
live in harmony with those we have subdued? I hear from those who have returned
from there that they are now turning the metal of their swords and breastplates into
hoes and pruning hooks, and that while paying distant respect to Ares, they offer
prayers to Demeter and Dionysus.” Themistius further elaborates on the theme in a
later passage: “Now the whole continent is settled, land and sea garland their
leaders; […] the roads are open, mountains are free from fear, plains now bear

50 As in CTh 10,12,2 §2–3 (a. 368? 370? 373?); CTh 11,7,2 (a. 319); CJ 11,48,12 (a. 400); Sidon. Ep. 5,19;
cf. also Modéran 2004, 369–370. On barbarian tributarii see Amm. 19,11,6 (status proposed fraudu-
lently by the Limigantes in 357 in order to win the favor of the Roman responsibles) and 28,5,15
(Alamanni in the Po valley).
51 For the date and occasion of the speech see Heather/Moncur 2001, 255–264, who also identify a
second, more implicit political theme of the speech, Theodosius’ relations with Gratian.
52 Them. Or. 16,207c–208b. Translation from Heather/Moncur 2001, 275–277.
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fruit, and the land around the Danube does not leap in the theatre of wars but
devotes itself to sowing and ploughing.”53

All this, like Themistius’s encomium on the blessings of the peace in general, can
easily be dismissed as empty rhetoric. Too obvious is the agenda to sell a peace that
many in the audience found humiliating and detestable. Furthermore, the barbarian
warrior-turned-into-farmer is an all too well-attested and long-standing stereotype in
triumphalist Roman panegyric: to mention only a few examples from the fourth
century, we have already encountered the theme in the panegyric of 297 or 298 on
Constantius Chlorus. Similar ideas could be heard in a panegyric of 310 on
Constantine, which marvels at the Franks who, “having been settled in the deserted
regions of Gaul, now promote the peace of the Roman Empire by cultivating the
soil.”54 So too in a panegyric Libanius held before a local audience in Nicomedia ca.
345, in which he praised Constantius II for having rendered uncultivated land in
Thrace fertile by bringing in thousands of Persian war captives.55 The idea appears to
be a topos.

At the same time, in no other extant imperial panegyric does the theme of barbar-
ians cultivating land inside the empire take up so much space as in Themistius’s speech
of 383. Moreover, spoken in the high ceremonial context of New Year’s celebrations and
in the presence of the emperor and the greater part of the eastern elite, the words of the
doyen of the eastern Roman Senate carried much weight and were surely carefully and
deliberately chosen. In 383 Theodosius found himself in an awkward situation. He had
concluded a controversial peace without any decisive victory that accorded the enemy
land on imperial soil under conditions unusually favorable to a barbarian group. The
peace by no means compensated the losses that five years of devastating warfare had
inflicted upon the provincials (including, presumably, some members of Themistius’s
audience), to say nothing of the blow that such a peace dealt to the ideology of the
empire and its elite. It is very likely that there wasmuch resentment in the audience and
perhaps even doubt about Theodosius’s abilities as ruler.56 In such a situation, neither

53 Them. Or. 16,211a–b and 212 a–b.
54 Pan. Lat. 6(7),6,2; cf. Nixon/Rodgers 1994, 225–226 nn. 24–25 for the historical background.
55 Lib. Or. 59,83–85; see Leppin/Portmann 1998, 78 n. 96, and 22–43 for the highly controversial date
and historical background of the speech.
56 For the much-debated terms of the Gothic peace in 382 see Heather 1991, 158–165; Schulz 1993,
65–78. 178–179; Halsall 2007, 180–185. For contemporary critique and the tensions between
Theodosius and the eastern elite with regard to the peace, see Errington 1996, 14–15: “It is clear
from the unusual vehemence with which Themistius expresses his arguments that opposition was
anticipated among the listeners”; “Theodosius had trouble with hard-liners in the
Constantinopolitan Senate.” Compare the contemporary episodes of anti-Gothic sentiment men-
tioned in Zos. 4,40; 4,26; Amm. 31,16,8. Indirect evidence for elite resentment against Theodosius’s
policy comes from Them. Or. 15, held in January 381; the text is a desperate attempt to mask the
absence of military victory over the Goths with praise of Theodosius’s achievements in the internal
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an experienced spin-doctor like Themistius nor his audience would have been content
with platitudes. It thus seems likely that Themistius tried to justify the peace with
arguments that the elite found convincing. Given its prominence in the speech, immi-
gration as a source of agrarian prosperity would appear to have been such an argument,
and apparently an important one. In view of the economic pressures on the elites
described in the previous section of this paper this is hardly surprising. Themistius
thus tried to capitalize on current concerns of the elite, even though the Gothic immi-
grants of 376 to 382 were not available as labor power for the elite – or at least not yet.
And for those in the audience who did not want to let themselves be convinced so easily,
Themistius resorted to a subtle threat: would it be better, he asked in the passage quoted
above, to re-settle Thrace with Phrygians or Bithynians than with Goths? Phrygia and
Bithynia belonged to the hinterland of Constantinople and the heart of the Eastern
empire, where many members of the elite present in the audience had possessions.
Loosing agrarian laborers in that region through a large-scale relocation of the popula-
tion clearly was not a welcome prospect. Themistius played on elite anxieties when
trying to convince a critical audience of the landholding elite that the settlement of
Goths was in its own best interest.

All this makes the panegyric of New Year’s Day 383 strong evidence that barbarian
immigration as a source of labor supply was an important theme in contemporary elite
discourse. In this context it is perhaps significant that the same topic occurs also in
another panegyric for Theodosius. When Pacatus Drepanius in 389 addressed the
Western elite in the city of Rome, he also briefly touched upon the Gothic peace: The
Goths, he claimed “were taken in our service andmade themselves available – for you,
emperor, as soldiers, for the land” – i.e. our land – “as farmers.”57 It is likely that this
was also geared at an elite discourse that welcomed barbarian immigrants as a source
of labor. Further evidence for such a discourse comes from the two laws from 399 and
409 discussed in the previous section. These texts were not just legal dispositions.
Imperial legislation of the late empire always had a propagandistic aspect; emperors
used legislation to communicate with their subjects and promote their policies through
a medium that had very wide scope and, by virtue of being normative, conveyed the
notion of a strong imperial commitment to the relevant topic. In more than a few cases
it can even be shown that this effect was the primary reason for enacting an imperial

administration of the empire and repeated invitations to cooperation. Cf. Leppin 2003, 51–69 for the
wider context of Theodosius’s uneasy relationship with the eastern elite in these years.
57 Pan. Lat. 2(12),22,3, translation Nixon/Rodgers 1994, 473. See also Pan. Lat. 2(12),32,3, mentioning
that the newly settled Goths exempted the provincials from furnishing recruits (against Maximus). A
potential parallel can be found in Them. Or. 34,22 (ca. 384/385), with Heather/Moncur 2001, 304–310
for date and context and 327 n. 155 for a textual problem in this passage. Penella 2000, 34, tentatively
suggests that some passages in Them. Or. 30, a (progymnasmatic?) encomium of agriculture might
allude to the Visigothic treaty of 382 and that the whole piece may therefore have a political
dimension; but this remains very speculative. I thank David Pitz for pointing me to this text.
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decision as a general law rather than as a case-specific rescript.58 For example, the
proliferation of laws on Kolonenflucht and relatedmatters was probably at least in part
due to an imperial policy to demonstrate awareness of a major elite concern.

That the two laws on barbarian settlements from 399 and 409 had a similar
propagandistic purpose is a priori likely as the topic is unusual for legislation. While
each of the dozens of settlements known from the fourth century alone must have
created a mass of internal administrative communications, these never surface in the
general and broadly publicized legislation that was collected in the Theodosian and
Justinianic Codes. Apart from the two laws of 399 and 409, elsewhere in the codes
barbarian settlements are mentioned only in passing or in the context of other con-
cerns.59 The decision to issue a general law dealing specificallywith this topic thuswas
a statement of its own. It communicated to the elite that the imperial government was
aware of amajor concern of theirs, the need for agrarianworkers, and that it was taking
steps to cater to their interests. This is borne out by the historical context of these texts
as well as the more specific concerns they address. The 399 law falls in the first years of
the boy emperor Honorius when legislation massively courted the elites in other
respects as well.60 In a climate of intensive competition for workforce and agrarian
surplus, an imperial announcement that the government would not tolerate some
individuals receiving privileged access to the immigrant workforce through illegal
practices was probably well received among the landowning elite in Italy.

Similarly, the 409 law was issued only a few months after the seven-year old
Theodosius II had ascended the throne. Through the distribution of the Sciri as coloni
to private landowners, the massive concessions it made to the interests of the land-
lords, and the unusual decision to broadcast the measure in a general law, the new
government arguably made an effort to win the sympathies of the Eastern elite by
demonstrating its care for their concerns. It seems more than a coincidence that
Anthemius, the praetorian prefect, was put in charge of dealing with landholders
and apportioning the captive Sciri to them. Anthemius, the scion of a leading
Eastern Roman family, an ex-consul, patricius, and prefect between 405 and 414,
was regarded by contemporaries as the man pulling the strings at Theodosius’s
court.61 It is quite possible that he was behind staging the distribution of the Sciri
coloni to win the favor of the governing classes of the East for his regime and to instill
loyalty among the beneficiaries of his generosity. What is more, in distributing the
captive Sciri to Roman landowners, the 409 law explicitly addresses the problem of

58 Schmidt-Hofner 2015 and forthcoming.
59 As one subset of the soldiery, barbarian settlers are briefly mentioned in CTh 7,13,16; 7,20,12;
7,15,1; Nov. Val. 9 and Nov. Theod. 24. CTh 7,20,10 mentions a praepositus laetorum among other
officers. CTh 11,30,62 appeals by gentiles or their praefecti. CTh 3,14,1 interdicts marriages between
gentiles and Romans. Nov. Sev. 2 mentions laeti among other corpora publicis obsequiis deputata.
60 Schmidt-Hofner forthcoming.
61 See PLRE 2: 93–95 Anthemius 1. For a contemporary assessment of his position see Soc. 7,1,1.
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manpower shortage in the agrarian sector – it is “because of the constraints in agrarian
production” (pro rei frumentariae angustiis), that landlords receive almost complete
license to deploy the laborers as they wished.62 By repeatedly asserting that it was
strictly forbidden, “to take anyone of this class of coloni away from the person towhom
he had once been assigned or to receive such a one as a fugitive,” the law also
addressed a major concern of the elite we have encountered in the beginning of this
paper. Read in this way as propaganda geared to elite concerns, both laws thusmake a
strong case that the landholding elite in the later fourth century regarded barbarian
immigration as a remedy to their economic problems. Moreover, the fact that the issue
appears in general legislation at all is, like the unusually broad treatment of the
barbarian farmers in Themistius’s Oration 16, an indication that the use of immigrants
as agrarian laborers was a particularly characteristic (if surely not entirely new)
concern of the later fourth and early fifth century. It is probably no mere coincidence
that these texts coincide with the decades in which the social and economic dynamics
described in the first part of this paper gained particular momentum.

Conclusions

The immediate conclusion that can be drawn from the arguments presented in this
paper is that there is reason to think that the economic challenges faced by land-
owning elites in the Roman empire and their interest in agrarian labor power from
outside of the empire played a considerable role in motivating (forced or voluntary)
immigration into the empire in the fourth and earlier fifth centuries. More generally,
this argument points to an aspect of the history of migrations in Late Antiquity that
has been neglected in all the debates of recent decades on identity and ethnicity, on
transformation vs. decline, or on confrontation vs. accommodation: the economic
context and consequences of these migrations. Taking these questions more ser-
iously has important consequences for our understanding of late antique migrations.
Take, for example, the question of the causes and motivations for the immigration
into the Empire. Scholarship on this question tends to focus on coercion and military
pressure at home. But economic incentivesmay have played a larger role than is often

62 The phrase is sometimes understood as referring to a crop shortfall in 409 in the eastern empire
and linked with sources attesting an increase in the price of foodstuffs at Constantinople in that year
and to problemswith the army supply in Palestine, see Lippold 1973, 964–965.; Stathakopoulos 2004,
223. But it is by no means certain that these irregularities attest to a large-scale crop failure and food
shortage; in fact both Lippold and Stathakopoulos adduce evidence suggesting that these irregula-
rities had no natural cause but came from problems with shipping from Egypt. Not least in case of a
massive crop shortfall, it would be astonishing if the landowners were given complete freedom as to
where to employ the Sciri farm workers. Pro rei frumentariae angustiis is, therefore, better taken as a
reference to more general conditions.
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assumed – on both sides of the border. The mass migrations of 376 or 405 and
following are often attributed to Hunnic military pressure. In both cases, however,
it has long been suspected that the traditional narrative of the Huns pushing forward
entire populations cannot alone explain why some – and not all – Goths, Vandals,
Suebi, etc. decided to make amove as radical as giving up their homes rather than try
to find an arrangement with the Huns.63 Hopes for economic gain, together with the
knowledge of strong demand for agrarian labor power on the Roman side of the river
in the fourth century and an established practice of Roman intake of laborers in that
century might have had a stronger influence than is often assumed. Furthermore,
with regard to the Roman side, it was not necessarily out of weakness (as has been
argued) that the Roman government agreed to let in such a large group as the
Tervingi in 376, or motivated merely by the prospect of gaining recruits, as
Ammianus has Valens’s advisers argue.64 The motivation for such an unusual
move might have also been the economic interests of the landowning Roman
elite – even if that particular investment proved to be a massive mistake.
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Susanne Brather-Walter

Bow-Brooches as Ethnic Indicators?

A Myth of Early Medieval Archaeology

In memoriam Max Martin (1939–2016).

Introduction

The traditional view of bow-brooches is that they have always been regarded as
outstanding markers in suggesting ethnic interpretations for their origins. This
may sound strange, precisely because fibulae can hardly be surpassed in diver-
sity and variance. Along with varied scales and designs, they are assigned to a
certain gens. In one case, the entire fibula is used for assignment; in another
case it is merely the footplate that is used as a significant feature. This one-
dimensional approach not only obscures the possibility of other essential con-
texts and connections, but also prevents a systematic typology. Even day there
is no reliable scheme of shape and ornament; so far all attempts failed because
of their fundamental lack of systematic classification.

One example clarifies this statement: Regarding the Ostrogothic supremacy in
Italy, there is no single fibula of the type “Bittenbrunn” in the Apennine peninsula
to date, but this type is traditionally suggested as ‘Ostrogothic’.1 This absence has
been mentioned many times, but it remained largely disregarded in publications of
relevant find complexes.2 Some years ago V. Bierbrauer published an article with
the title “Ostgoten außerhalb ihrer patria?”3 (”Ostrogoths outside of their patria?”),
where additional observations of ‘missing’ ‘Ostrogothic’ brooches in Italy are
brought together. The overall interpretation argues for exogamy of Osthrogothic
women – who were apparently buried with their brooches only (!) outside Italy. A
similar situation characterises types of bow brooches classified as “Thuringian”:
the specimen are much more represented outside Thuringia (however it was geo-
graphically limited in history) than inside this region.4

The same is true regarding a group of brooches of the so-called type
“Reutlingen”, which has been identified by U. Koch as ‘typically Alamannic’ because

1 For the current state of mapping see Windler 2012, 46 fig. 53.
2 Koch 1998, 233‒235.
3 Bierbrauer 2005.
4 Brather 2004, 285 fig. 38.
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of the geographical limits of their find spots.5 Considering the distribution known
today bymore detail, a different interpretation emerges: A distinct ornament of the side
panels of the foot plates can be observed, and thus two fibula series appear – with
different ornamentation and varying distribution. A more careful reading of distribu-
tionmaps can thus provide uswithmuchmore insights than amere reduction to ethnic
differences. Moreover the general heterogeneity of these brooches contradicts a sharp
definition as one “type” – it has much greater fluidity in its variations.

Three perspectives shall be outlined in the following pages. First, technical
aspects provide us with information beyond typology indicating transitions between
different brooch ‘types’ as well as differences within certain types. Second, regional
variation becomes apparent within certain types, again indicating the deficient
typological argument often used in the discussion of geographic brooch distribu-
tions. Finally, chronology can show that changes of material culture do not necessa-
rily coincide with political events, and that beyond typology even size played a role.
These considerations are the basis for a larger study in preparation that will establish
a new typological system of early medieval bow brooches.

Technical Aspects

Technical aspects are focused on the materiality of the bows, specifically their craft,
shape, material and metal-processing techniques. Below are presented some brooch
types and their arrangement, focused on variants and criteria beyond the traditional
types that contradict their primarily ethnic interpretation. Instead, themany variations
offer alternative ways to position brooches into a new culture historical framework.

For instance, fibulae of the type “Schwenningen”6 can be subdivided in respect
to the garnet inlays along the middle ridge along bow and foot into two variants.
While the origin of round hemispheric garnet inlays is documented as to the right of
the river Rhine,7 evidences of fibulae containing rectangular flat grinded garnet
plates are limited to the region left of the river Rhine.8 What interpretation of this
divergent distribution we may propose? Is it a matter of early medieval ‘fashion’, or a
reflection of different production regions, of different suppliers respectively, or
should it be assumed that there are different sources of garnet? These variants in
shape and distribution are not limited to this group of fibulae, but can also be
observed for further types. Moreover, further progress can be made in identification

5 Koch 1969, 167 fig. 4.
6 Kühn 1974, 888‒894.
7 E.g. Fützen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 275 no. 74,2.
8 E.g. Sainte-Sabine (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 276 no. 74,9.
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through the examination of the garnets by infrared-reflexion spectroscopy of larger
series of fibulae in order to get more detailed information of their origin.

In another case, at first glance, the brooch type “Eisleben-Stößen”9 appears to
represent a homogeneous group. Yet it can be subdivided by thorough examination
into two variants, the first variant characterised by high-rectangular gemstone
frames as well as cast-on buttons,10 while the second variant possesses transversely
oriented rectangular frames and buttons fastened by tenons.11 Additionally, their
almost standardized size is astonishing, which leads to the assumption that two
different moulds have been used with corresponding distribution areas – Bavaria
and Thuringia on one hand, France and Hungary on the other – framing the Central
European variant.

Technical differences between western and eastern variants also determine two
further types of fibulae: (a) the radiating motif on the top plate of a brooch from
Envermeu in France12 was worked out plastically, while the knobs are co-casted and
therefore lack plasticity; (b) with another item from Szentes-Kökenyzug in Hungary,13

however, the radiating bow is reproduced recessed, whereas the knobs are mortised
and worked out three-dimensional. Similarly, two further fibula series belong
together: type “Szentendre grave 54/Cividale San Giovanni grave 154”,14 and type
“Várpalota grave 19/Testona”.15 Furthermore, the direct comparison reveals another
aspect of variation: the quality of production.16

Then as now, craft production has tomeet the ‘taste’ of the customers – only then
the products can be sold and the craftsmen will be paid. This is particularly evident
with the brooch type “Aldingen/Gelbe Bürg”17– it exists as variants with three,18

four,19 and five knobs.20 In this case, only the corpus of the fibula was cast, with the
knobs subsequently riveted to the head plate in a second step. This manufacturing is
sufficiently flexible to be able to respond to changes in fashion, such as the conver-
sion from three- to five-knob brooches. As only two additional holes have to be drilled
into the head plate, the model itself does not have to be replaced.

9 Kühn writes type “Wittislingen” (D): Kühn 1974, 891‒894. – A. Koch defines this group of brooches
as type “Eisleben-Stößen”: Koch 1998, 44‒45.
10 E.g. Eisleben (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 276 no. 75,3.
11 E.g. Belluno (I): Kühn 1974, pl. 276 no. 75,9.
12 Kühn1974, pl. 263 no. 65,19.
13 Kühn 1974, pl. 263 no. 66,4.
14 E.g. Cividale (I): Kühn 1974, pl. 291 no. 80,9.
15 E.g. Nocera Umbra or Testona (I): Kühn 1974, pl. 330 no. 96,13.16.
16 It should also be mentioned that the naming of the types is, in turn, the expression of an ethnic
classification implying a people’s migration.
17 Schach-Dörges 2004, 26 fig. 15.
18 E.g. Sindelfingen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 239 no. 1,9.
19 E.g. Charnay (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 240 no. 1,26.
20 E.g. Dittenheim (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 246 no. 6,3.
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The fibulae gathered in Fig. 6.1 once again demonstrate the diversity of this find
category. All of the brooches have a unique head plate motif, which is implemented
technically in three different versions. The motif was either carved out in the round

Fig. 6.1: Variants of a specific motif on the head-plate: concave, convex or consisting of inlays.
1 Praha-Podbaba (CZ); 2 Kent (GB); 3 Mühlhausen (D); 4 Nový Šaldorf (CZ); 5 Nordafrika; 6 Kiskőrös
(H); 7 Heidenheim/Brenz (D); 8 Herten, grave 68 (D). – Not to scale (samples re-arranged after
Droberjar 2008; 240 fig. 8,5; Garscha 1970; pl. 10B,1a‒c; Kühn 1974; pl. 239 no. 1,3, 1,15; pl. 259
no. 62,6; pl. 263 no. 66,6; Martin 1994; 560 fig. 146,1).
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(fibulae on the left),21 or worked out convex (fibulae in the centre),22 or shaped like gem
inlays (fibulae on the right).23 In this way, the fibulae look quite different, although the
basic motif is identical. What should be emphasised then – the motif or the technique?
Both aspects seem to be relevant for archaeological interpretation.

Regional Variation

Figure 6.2 presents nine brooches24; although they are based on the same composi-
tion principle with an arcuate band attached to a semi-circle, their motifs differ. This
observation illustrates regional characteristics. In the West, the use of punched
motifs and geometric decorations such as zigzag ornaments were preferred, while
vegetal motifs and spiral ornaments were popular in the East.

Many motifs were simply mirrored which gives them a different look. The left
example is from München-Feldmoching (Bavaria),25 the right one from Várpalota
(Hungary).26 In these examples, the ornamentation is oriented either from the left or
the right, but does this reflect anything more?

Sometimes certain motifs can have a wide distribution range, as Fig. 6.3 shows.27

The almost pelt-shaped motif on the head plate is found on a number of fibulae, but
in form and shape the brooches vary considerably, which underscores themanyways
inwhich ornament and shape could be combined. The arrow symbolizes the direction
of the development and the chronological trend respectively. Some fibulae already
existed in the three-knob shape, while other brooches with the same motif seem to
represent new creations. This relatively limited perspective, however, presents not
only an impression of the range of variants of bow-brooches, but in some respect it
also shows the dramatic increase in bow-brooches in time. The appearance of five-

21 Heidenheim/Brenz (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 239 no. 1,3. – Mühlhausen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 239 no. 1,15.
22 Herten grave 68 (D): Garscha 1970, pl. 10B,1a‒c. –Novy Šaldorf (CZ): Kühn 1974, pl. 263 no. 66,6. –
Praha-Podbaba (CZ): Droberjar 2008, 240 fig. 8,5.
23 North africa: Martin 1994, 560 fig. 146,1. – Kent (GB): Kühn 1974, pl. 259 no. 62,6.
24 Finthen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 248 no. 58,2; Brochon (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 258 no. 11,35; Gersheim (D):
Kühn 1974, pl. 251 no. 61,4; Kranj (SLO): Kühn 1974, pl. 260 no. 63,16; France (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 241
no. 56,18; Waben (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 251 no. 60,34; Mahlberg (D): Fingerlin 1979, 27 fig. 1; Bonn (D):
Kühn 1974, pl. 247 no. 6,24; “Transsylvania” (RO): Kühn 1974, pl. 244 no. 4,30.
25 Kühn 1974, pl. 249 no. 59,5.
26 Kühn 1974, pl. 403 no. 87,A3.
27 Altenerding (D): Sage 1984, pl. 188,2; Reinsdorf (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 263 no. 66,11; Reuden (D): Kühn
1974, pl. 263 no. 66,9; Sokolnice (CZ): Tejral 2002, 324 fig. 8,5; Záluží (CZ): Droberjar 2008, 235 fig.
5,20; Naumburg (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 263 no. 66,10; Kühn 1974, pl. 270 no. 71,1; Waging (D): Knöchlein
2002, 434 fig. 1,8; Groß Harras (A): Tejral 2008, 265 fig. 12,5; Závist/Prag (CZ): Droberjar 2008, 236 fig.
6,2; Praha-Podbaba (CZ), grave IV: Droberjar 2008, 236 fig. 6,1.
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knob bow-brooches is almost linked to the start of the ‘bow-brooch fashion’ and a
corresponding expansion of their production.

The next example demonstrates how a far-reaching exchange of motifs and
forms might have worked (Fig. 6.4).28 In this particular case, the appearance of
the identical fibula – both in shape and richness of motifs on head and foot plate
(outward rolling spiral hooks on the head plate, a waffle-like pattern on the foot plate)
has been described as supra-regional. Instead of emphasizing the striking similarities
and affinities of these fibulae, they are generally divided into regional types, some of
which should have coexisted in time, but sometimes should have followed one another
chronologically. Thus brooches that in fact belong together are separated as the result
of an a priori ethnic labelling, cutting regional and chronological ties.

Fig. 6.2: Same circular partitioning on the head-plate, but different motifs. 1 Finthen (D); 2 Brochon (F);
3 Gersheim (D); 4 Kranj (SLO); 5 France; 6 Waben (F); 7 Mahlberg (D); 8 Bonn (D); 9 Transsylvania (RO).
– Not to scale (samples re-arranged after Fingerlin 1979; 27 fig. 1; Kühn 1974; pl. 241 no. 56,18; pl. 244
no. 4,30; pl. 247 no. 6,24; pl. 248 no. 58,2; pl. 251 no. 60,34, 61,4; pl. 258 no. 11,35; pl. 260 no. 63,16).

28 Group “Cutry/Naumburg/Kölleda”, e.g. Weimar (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 264 no. 66,15. – Type
“Reuden”, Naumburg (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 263 no. 66,10–11. – Type “Oberwerschen”, Oberwerschen
(D): Kühn 1974, pl. 264 no. 66,14. – Type “Mistřin”, Mistřin (CZ): Kühn 1974, pl. 269 no. 12,37; pl. 268
no. 12,24. – Type “Hahnheim”, Köngernheim (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 267 no. 12,4. – Type “Wien-
Salvatorgasse”, Wien (A): Kühn 1974, pl. 268 no. 12,29.
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Moreover, the designation of the types sometimes switches depending on the
researcher, and leading different labels for the same fibula wrongly suggesting
different types. This serves as indication that a standardization of the type labelling
is urgently needed, as well as a fundamental revision of existing typologies. Small
differences between western and eastern manifestations of brooches, in turn, derive
from technically varying production processes, such as moulded versus riveted
knobs, or the motif of two spiral hooks, which in the west has been reduced to
triangles in a stylized variant, and mirrored in Central Germany respectively.

In a further example of a critically vague type description, the following group of
brooches can be used (Fig. 6.5). In archaeological publications, at least nine different
names can been found so far.29 In order to verify the migration of a particular ethnic
group, each newly discovered location of these fibulae has been added – through giving
the brooches a new name or by amplifying the already existing name. For the brooch
from Lauchheim (Ostalbkreis, Baden-Württemberg) a revision of the designation is
required. The pair of brooches, dated by dendrochronology exactly to 567 AD,30 shows

Světec (CZ), grave 12
seven knobs

ca. 530–560/570

Ravenna (I)
nine knobs

Belfort (F)
ten knobs

Lauchheim (D), grave 66
ten knobs

567 d

Fig. 6.5: All Lombard women? Similar brooches from different regions of Central Europe. – Not to
scale (samples re-arranged after Kühn 1974, pl. 325 no. 95,2, 95,6, 95,7; Landesamt für Denkmal-
pflege Esslingen).

29 As type “Ravenna” or “Burghagel” by Kühn 1974, 1217‒1224; 965‒970. – Type “Schwaz/Ravenna”
by Werner 1962, pl. 69 fig. 2,4 (triangular signature). – Type “Svete-Lucca” by Hajnal 2008, 314. – As
type “Schwaz-Lucca-Belfort” by Haseloff 1981, 674ff. – Type “Belfort, Schwaz, Lucca” by H. Roth
1973, 27‒29. – As type “Szentendre Grab 29-Světec-Lucca-Belfort” by Bierbrauer 1993, 123. – As
“group Schwaz/Szentendre/Lucca/Belfort” by Koch 1998, 263‒265. – As form “Světec-Szentendre
Grab 29” or type “Světec/Szentendre Grab 29” by Tejral 2002, 342.
30 Stork 2001, 16‒17.
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that the written record and the archaeological evidence do not confirm each other: the
brooches are not meant as ethnic markers of Langobardic women.

The large-scale distribution31 of the fibulae type – ranging from Switzerland
in the West through Germany to the Czech Republic and Italy, is rather the
expression of a far-reaching ‘fashion’ phenomenon mediated by a network of
contacts and communication. The quality of the metal-work, and especially the
construction of the fibulae with a so-called zone-knob-tape, clearly testifies to
the fact that the brooches from Belfort and from Lauchheim are viewed as
‘imports’. In contrast to the traditional opinion, which suggests that these
fibulae indicate the presence of women from Lombardy,32 the respective bow-
brooch production may already have ended in the West at this time, and in
general the ‘fashion’ in the West had largely changed.

The distance of far-reaching contacts could have been in the early middle ages is
illustrated by the three bow-brooches depicted in Fig. 6.6. The so-called ‘relief fibula’

Fig. 6.6: Scandinavian archetype and continental adaptations, found in Northern France and
Northern Italy. – Not to scale (samples re-arranged after Bierbrauer 1975; 284 pl. 23,1; Jørgensen
1994; 531 fig. 123,6; Koch 1998; pl. 37,1).

31 Světec grave 12 (CZ): Kühn 1974, pl. 325 no. 95,7; Droberjar 2008, 240 fig. 8,12. – Ravenna (I): Kühn
1974, pl. 325 no. 95,6. – Belfort (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 325 no. 95,2. – Lauchheim grave 787 (D): kind notice
by Benjamin Höke, Esslingen.
32 Bierbrauer 1993, 123.
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from Scandinavia33 served as a model for a series of similar bow-brooches in Douvrend
(France)34 and also Grottamare (Italy),35 which in turn differed according to technical
preferences and skills.

Recently Volker Hilberg36 has developed a scheme and a catalogue of
characteristics for Masurian bow-brooches (Northeast Poland). Each region was
apparently integrated into a wide-ranging communications network. The geo-
graphic situation and the accessibility of certain regions may have been decisive
for the intensity of external influences on local brooch production. Hilberg
certifies the Masurian specimens as following: small size, simple construction,
technically little effort, and low skills with the local craftsmen.37 It is also
interesting that all specimens are made of non-ferrous metal. Given these con-
ditions, it is clear that there was a regional production of fibulae.

Chronology

Lauchheim, grave 974,38 illustrates very well how archaeological chronology and scien-
tific datingmay confirm or contradict each other. The dendrochronological dating of the
wood coffin provides us with a date of 487 ± 10 years,39 which is half a ‘generation’ too
early as in current archaeological chronologies suggested.40 What is the reason of the
difference? Can it be dismissed as a single, individual case that deviates from the
expectations? Or should the entire chronology be revised based on scientific data?
Probably both assumptions are true, and both interpretations are intertwined.

Yet further aspects have to be taken into consideration. On one hand, archae-
ological chronologies are not precise – otherwise they would just produce classifica-
tion artefacts instead of detecting differences in time. On the other hand,
archaeological chronology has to be based on typology and object combination –
instead of being guided by historic events. The latter ‘method’ forces circular argu-
ments, suggesting a congruence of developments in politics and material culture.

A first step in this direction has been taken: A new chronology for Southern
Germany was developed at Freiburg Institute, revealing fundamental methodological
problems evoked by the incorrect expectation that cultural development was directly

33 Jørgensen 1994, 531 fig. 123,6.
34 Koch 1998, pl. 37,1.
35 Bierbrauer 1975, 284 pl. 23,1.
36 Hilberg 2009, 336 pl. 9,23.
37 Ibid.
38 Banck-Burgess/Höke (forthcoming).
39 Billamboz/Becker 2001, 839 fig. 4.
40 Koch 2001, 74 pl. 14,X51 (SD 4‒5, 510‒555).
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linked to political history.41 The material study of the relevant bow brooch type
“Westhofen” revealed that we are obviously dealing with two different fibula series,
one with small specimens of just 6–7.5 cm length,42 and one with larger items of 7.5–
8.8 cm length.43 The extent to which these two groups are chronologically related to
each other (overlapping or replacing) remains a matter of further research (the pre-
liminary evidence offers the impression that the smaller brooches are the ‘prototypes’).

Here the chronological approach becomes obvious. With regard to the develop-
ment of size, it must be stated generally that bow-brooches increase in length with
time; later examples are bigger than their ‘prototypes’. A certain fibula type demon-
strates this exactly in that the five-knob variant has a length of about 7,7–8,8 cm,44 the
seven- knob variant 8,8–10,5 cm,45 the nine-knob variant 10,5–11,0 cm.46 The increas-
ing size is accompanied by a formal one: the number of knobs on the head plate
increases at the same time.

If the focus is limited to the motif on the head plate, and the fibulae are arranged
according to the number of their knobs only,47 stylistic ‘genealogies’ can be established.
Due to the larger political dimensions of the ‘ethnic debate’, stylistic analysis has
especially become less visible in the last few decades, for example the motifs and their
development, and if they were noticed they are seen always in terms of a specific
perspective only.

The increasing size has had a positive effect on artistic development in that it
provides more space for decoration and details. Because it is a universal variable, all
the bow-brooches can thus be brought into a general scheme. This is used to present
large-scale stylistic analysis, but also to demonstrate the largely synchronous devel-
opment of ‘brooch fashion’ in different regions, and to highlight and illustrate
similarities in motif selection.

The most recent horizon of bow-brooches, geographically speaking, occupies
only a small area with a concentration along the Lower Rhine.48 In most of the

41 Friedrich 2016, 22–50.
42 For example Kreuznach (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 255 no. 9,15 or Horb-Altheim grave 55 and 65 (D):
Beilharz 2011, pl. 41,3‒4; 52,7‒8.
43 For example Westhofen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 255 no. 9,11 or Ulm (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 255 no. 9,9.
44 For example Nesles (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 256 no. 10,23.
45 For example Noyelles-Godault (F): Koch 1998, pl. 22,6.
46 For example Auxerre (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 258 no. 11,34 or Voutenay (F): Kühn 1974, pl. 259 no. 11,50.
47 Wiesbaden (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 302 no. 42,10. – Nikitsch (A): Kühn 1974, pl. 303 no. 86,4. – Kranj
(SLO): Kühn 1974, pl. 303 no. 86,5. – Trossingen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 331 no. 99,1. – Brochon (F): Kühn
1974, pl. 258 no. 11,35.– Laucha (D):Kühn 1974, pl. 258 no. 11,29.–Pleidelsheimgrave128 (D): Koch 2001,
Pl 52,4.–Basel-Gotterbarmweg (CH): Kühn 1974, pl. 250 no. 60,19. –Wurmlingen (D): Kühn 1974, pl. 329
no. 97,2. – France: Kühn 1974, pl. 258 no. 11,40. – Hilberg and Masurische 2009, 598 pl. 22 no. 188.
48 Hilberg 2005, 629‒680.
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neighbouring regions, the transition to a different fibula fashion can be observed,
namely the ‘single-fibula fashion’ in the form of a large, predominantly circular disk-
brooch.49 The end of the bow-brooches is marked by fibulae, which act as a mere
pendant on a fibula arrangement on the chest.50

Perspectives

In summation, it can be noted that the common ‘ethnic interpretation’ is not a
question posed by the archaeological record, but derives from the interpretation of
written sources. This is shown by two essential, but misleading premises:
1. The development of material culture is oriented to historic events, which is why

chronologies are oriented to it. But this argument should be the result of inde-
pendent chronology, instead of deriving one from the other.

2. Material culture, here the bow-brooches, is divided into types, in order to define
and distinguish regional groups. But this arrangement follows research perspec-
tives, and the ‘geographic argument’ does not represent contemporary perceptions.

Combining both aspects has us not only led into circular argumentation, but also
created artificial boundaries. Through a new approach, focussing on stylistic aspects,
similarities and relations are now emphasized instead of suggestive differences. In
many areas complex interrelationships developed,51 which are (not surprisingly from
a perspective of practice) detached from written tradition. In this perspective, the
complexity of brooch development can be recorded, and the interpretations become
more challenging and promising reflecting overlapping networks and relations.
Nonetheless, there have been influences from outside, which have had different
regional effects. But the suggested ‘Germanic character’ of this group of objects
cannot be maintained any further, as well as it seems to be impossible to assign
certain types to different gentes.
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Roland Steinacher

Transformation or Fall?

Perceptions and Perspectives on the Transition from Late Antiquity
to the Early Middle Ages

Did Migration Cause the Fall of the Roman Empire?

That savage invading Barbarians caused the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is
a commonplace notion in European historical narratives. Thirty years of research has
not changed this, either inside or outside academic circles. Recently published
articles that incorporate the constant use of the metaphors “migration of peoples”
(Völkerwanderung) or “Barbarian migration”, as well as “migration age”, underscore
this fact. Comparisons of late antique and early medieval events to recent ones in fact
seem to increase.

Someweeks agoMaryBeard, Professor of Classics at CambridgeUniversity, contra-
dicted Arron Banks, multi-millionaire and UKIP (United Kingdom Independent Party)
funder, on Twitter.1 Banks argued that the Roman Empire was effectively destroyed by
immigration and at least in his view, a similar threat presently endangers the United
Kingdom. For Banks, barbarian forces overran theWestern Empire and caused the end
of an era and its culture, society, and military strength. Beard responded that a
complicated historical problem like thismight be a subject onwhich to listen to experts
and that “debate is great but treating one old version of Roman history as truth behind
modern problems is dangerous.” Banks’ reply was simple but clear: “You don’t have a

Note: This article is based onmy lecture “Umgestaltung und Integration oder Untergang und Eroberung?
Sichtweisen und Probleme des Übergangs von der Antike zum Mittelalter” at the conference
“Archäologie, Geschichte und Biowissenschaften Interdisziplinäre Perspektiven / Archéologie, histoire
et sciences biologiques Perspectives interdisciplinaires” 19.–21. 11. 2015, Institut für Archäologische
Wissenschaften. Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie und Archäologie des Mittelalters, Freiburg i. B. It was
possible to write this text during a fellowship, Forschungsstipendium, of the Alexander von Humboldt-
Stiftung at the Friedrich-Meinecke-Institut, Freie Universität Berlin. Henning Börm (Konstanz), Julia Ess
and Philipp von Rummel (Berlin), Edward M. Schoolman (University of Nevada, Reno) and Jeffrey
Grossmann (University of Virginia) helped with their expertise.

1 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/dec/06/who-said-it-arron-banks-or-mary-beard?
CMP =twt_gu [31. 12. 2016]; http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/ukip-arron-banks-mary-beard-
rome_uk_5845c2d5e4b07ac7244927f6 [31. 12. 2016]; http://plus.faz.net/evr-editions/2016-12-14/
aRuLoYmeYuLSRslWsEJlIwU?GEPC=s2 [31. 12. 2016]; Arron Banks cf. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Arron_Banks (20. 1. 2017).
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monopoly on history.”2 There is also no monopoly on rejecting the expertise of
academics, now a common phenomenon in European countries as well as the United
States under Trump.

In May 2015, political scientist Joseph Nye compared a postulated decay of the
United States to the fall of the Roman Empire in a Huffington Post article. “An absolute
decline in [Rome’s] society, economy and institutions […] left it unable to protect itself
from hordes of invading Barbarian tribes.”3 In January 2016, Alexander Demandt, a
former professor of Ancient history at the Freie Universität Berlin, wrote in the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung about the fall of the Roman Empire. He asserted that
the Empire encouraged immigration and welcomed foreigners. This “xenophilic atti-
tude”, Demandt stated, was one of the reasons for its downfall: Foreign Barbarians
entered the empire, destroyed Roman culture from the inside and ushered in the Dark
Ages. The Roman “culture-bearing bourgeoisie” (kulturtragendes Bürgertum) had been
destroyed by Barbarian hordes entering in great quantities, and that what culture
remained was monopolised by clerics. Demandt is quite explicit regarding a final
point: Given the recent immigration, a very similar development impends Germany
and Europe in the near future.4

Some months earlier, the same Alexander Demandt cited Oswald Arnold Gottfried
Spengler (1880–1936) in an interview with the German newspaper Die Welt. “Oswald
Spengler outlined as early as 1931 that the major problem of times to come will be a
conflict in between northern and southern countries. Spengler had a ‘coloured revolu-
tion (farbige Weltrevolution)’ in mind, meaning a threat by poor Southeners who would
invade Europe sooner or later. This was an error: Nowadays the refugees arrive without
weaponsmaking everything evenmore complicated.”5 Demandt andmany others assert
that the refugee crisis was similar to the “migration of peoples” (Völkerwanderung),
which in their view brought down the Roman Empire.

2 https://twitter.com/Arron_banks/status/805508156143128576 [31. 12. 2016].
3 Nye 2015.
4 Demandt 2016a, 2016b.
5 Interview mit Alexander Demandt, Die Welt, 11. 9. 2015, URL http://www.welt.de/geschichte/arti-
cle146277646/Das-war-es-dann-mit-der-roemischen-Zivilisation.html [4. 7. 2016]: “Schon Oswald
Spengler hat 1931 erklärt, das große Problem der Zukunft werde nicht der Ost-West-, sondern der
Nord-Süd-Konflikt sein. Er sprach von der ‘farbigen Weltrevolution’ oder auch von der ‚farbigen
Front’. Spengler glaubte, man müsse mit der Bedrohung durch die armen Völker auch militärisch
rechnen. Das war ein Irrtum. Heute sehen wir: Die Tatsache, dass die Flüchtlinge unbewaffnet
kommen, macht das Ganze viel schwieriger.” – Examples of how Roman history is used and abused
as a parallel to our days are endless: Merelli 2016. A map from 1923 with the Gothic migration from
Scandinavia to Italy and Spain is reprinted there: “On thismap, showing Germanmigrations from 150
to 1066, shows themovements of the Goths. (University of Texas at Austin. Historical Atlas byWilliam
Shepherd (1923–26).” Interestingly enough, 1066, the Norman conquest of England and the battle of
Hastings, ends – in Merelli’s view – the “German” migrations. US historian Nathan Pilkington
collected and criticised some examples: Pilkington 2016.
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Interestingly enough, this echoed a rising interest in the same events in literature
from the 1920s. Oswald Spengler wrote The Decline of the West (Der Untergang des
Abendlandes) between 1918 and 1922. After WorldWar I, Germany entered a period of
crisis and bewilderment and the end of Western civilization was imaginable for
many. Spengler’s model postulated that every civilization resembles an organism
with a limited and predictable lifespan. Civilizations emerge, have a peak and
diminish after roughly a millennium. Spengler preferred right wing politics; he
never, however, supported the National Socialist party. Interpreting post-war
Europe, he was sure – as cited by Demandt – that the southern peoples as well as
the Russian communists would end European culture. Until the 1950s, Spengler
remained well known and read. He influenced a wide range of scholars, including
Arnold J. Toynbee, Egon Friedell and Gottfried Benn, as well as the ethnologists Leo
Frobenius and Claude Lévi-Strauss. Recently, Spengler’s work – surprisingly
enough – has attracted new attention.6

Twelve years ago, two British scholars – Bryan Ward-Perkins and Peter Heather –
started a new discussion on how to perceive the end of the Roman Empire. Their books
on the Fall of the Roman Empire, published in 2005, initiated still current debates. Both
authors criticised, roughly speaking, the concept of a “Transformation” of the Empire
over the centuries as well as the “integration” of Barbarian peoples in a late Roman
cultural and political system. Both argued for a sharp distinction in between civilized
Romans and rude Barbarians, and acknowledged a sharp cultural, economic, and
political demarcation line between Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages. In
slightly exaggerated terms, Rome did not only fall; it was murdered by Northern and
Hunnic Barbarians.7

Outside academic circles, these new views from inside the ivory tower were
warmly welcomed. Praising Ward-Perkins’ book, an anonymous author –most likely
a German Wutbürger (which roughly equates in “angry citizen”) – argues in a blog
post on his webpage how the general public is willingly cheated on and manipulated
by a scholarly mainstream. To be clear here, Bryan Ward-Perkins and Peter Heather
were much more sophisticated and differentiated than the cited anonymous angry
citizen, and the phenomenon of debates reduced to some key words is highly
problematic. The anonymous author characterises the European Science
Foundation project “Transformation of the Roman World” (TRW) as a means of
European elites to lie about the past, while Bryan Ward-Perkins had – in his view –
revealed the truth. To him, academic elites in recent decades tried to explain the
downfall of Roman civilization as something like a friendly “transition”, thus

6 Spengler 1918–1922. Cf. Demandt/Farrenkopf 1994; concerning Spengler’s sources cf. Ferrari
Zumbini 1999, 151–170; Farrenkopf 2001. David Engels compares – referring to Spengler – the decline
of the Roman Republic and nowadays Europe: Engels 2014.
7 Heather 2005; Ward-Perkins 2005. Cf. the reviews by Hartmann 2007a, 2007b; O’Donnell 2005.
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downplaying the major breaks between Antiquity and the Middle Ages. According to
the blogger, arrogant scholars have developed a misrouting concept of history
(Geschichtsbild) and are politically correct do-gooders (Gutmenschen, literally: good
people). Their aim was to depict the invading Germanic Barbarians not as brutal
conquerors and looters who broke into the Roman Empire, but as peaceful “immi-
grants” who later became “integrated”. It is striking how this text, written in 2007,
anticipates many views and concepts of present right wing movements in the EU and
the US. The academic elites are accused by the anonymous author of having created a
historical myth to justify the modern political consent in Europe, even if greater parts
of the Roman Empire remained outside modern Europe. In his view, a “postmodern
research community” continues to ignore the hard facts of important political and
military history while only caring about cultural phenomena. Moreover, modern
scholars are said to be unable to stress the different qualities of cultures. They
level cultural differences and thus ignore progress and the superiority of chosen
societies.8 In its last 2016 edition, the right wing paper Junge Freiheit published an
article by the journalist Wolfgang Kaufmann in which very similar arguments were
raised. Again, a “postmodern research community” systematically hides the archae-
ological facts, misleading the public about the real dimension of Rome’s fall.9

Are basic facts and final conclusions possible when dealing with the end of the
Western Roman Empire? Is it conceivable to compare late antique structures and events
with recent ones? Did Barbarians attack and conquer the Empire, or was the encounter
between Rome and the so-called Barbarians more complex than people tend to think?
All these heavily loaded debates focus on the “migration period” of the fifth and sixth
century. Rome was, however, in a constant exchange with so-called Barbarians living
outside its imperial borders andmany strangers entered the empire throughout its entire
history. With these questions in mind, I want to discuss three points.
1. a) Ancient sources provide long-lasting stereotypes of the Barbarians and

Northerners threatening Rome. The language, the ideas, the motives and
the metaphors of fifth and sixth century writers, in many cases based on
older ethnographical traditions, are surprisingly present in modern scholar-
ship as well as the popular view of late Rome.

b) Master narratives of Barbarians destroying the Empire have been invented
and re-invented throughout European history.

c) Furthermore, migration and invasion have been common explanations for
historical backgrounds and identity in Antiquity.

8 URL http://korrektheiten.com/2007/11/03/gelesen-bryan-ward-perkins-der-untergang-des-romischen
-reiches-und-das-ende-der-zivilisation/ [4. 7. 2016]. Browsing the web, one can find a huge variety of
texts attackingwhat is labeled “political correctness”. Since the 1980s,many different initiatives aimed at
avoiding language, policies or measures used to offend or disadvantage particular groups andminorities
in society. Cf. Friedman/Narveson.
9 Kaufmann 2016.
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2. a) There have always been “inner” and “outer” Barbarians. We know of at least
40 accommodations of barbarian groups in between the reign of Augustus (27
BCE–14 CE) and that of Theodosius (dies 395). As Barbarian societies were
integrated and settled on Roman soil, many of their members served in the
Roman army, and many received citizenship after their service.

b) Every inhabitant of a conquered territory becoming a Roman province later
had been a “Barbarian” first. Inside the Roman borders, a part of the popula-
tion lived under circumstances very similar to those of the Barbarian periph-
ery along the imperial borders.

3. a) There has never been a mass immigration nor a Barbarian invasion. The tradi-
tional view of invading hordes entering the Empire is simply not supported by
evidence. The Empire changed throughout the third and fourth century. This
was true for the centre as well as its periphery.

b) Smaller entities evolved, for example the “Gallic Empire” that functioned as a
separate state from 260 to 274 and was a breakaway part of the Western Roman
Empire. At the same time, new and great confederations of peoples evolved at
the Roman borders, including the Goths and Vandals in the east, the Franks and
the Alamanni in the west. Between the fourth and the sixth century things
changed: Barbarian confederations entered the Empire and some of them took
over parts of the West. But again, these military conflicts cannot be defined as a
migration. Armies were on themarch, many of them big enough to challenge the
Roman government. Roman rulers, and this is an important point, had invited
most of these Barbarian groups to enter the Empire to serve specific roles. Alaric
and the Goths are a good example: Alaric started his career as the leader of a
mixed band of Barbarians invading Thrace in 391. As a successful warlord, he
managed to lead a Gothic army of some 20,000 men fighting for the emperor
Theodosius as foederati at the Battle of Frigidus in 394. However, after the
emperor had died, the Romans dismissed the Germanic mercenaries, and
Alaric reacted by leading his force to Greece and plundered there. One way to
secure peace was to pay the Barbarian leaders, the other was to integrate them
into the Roman army. In response, emperor Arcadius appointed Alaricmagister
militum, master of the soldiers, in Illyricum. While in following years treaties
weremade and broken, until finally a catastrophe occurred: Alaric and his forces
took and plundered Rome in 410, but as mutinous army commanded by a
Roman general trying to blackmail the government to care for him and his
men, and not an invasion force of Northerners.

c) Finally, the concept of a “migration age” itself depends on historical categories.
Successful Barbarian elites ruling former parts of the Roman West had migra-
tion narratives written in their service. Using these texts, European scholars
since the 15th century created the concept of a “migration of peoples”.
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Barbarians, Northerners and Migration
in Ancient Sources

Who is a Barbarian?

Greek writers defined identities of human societies in the known world and
bequeathed each group an ethnonym. Since the sixth and fifth century BCE, these
categories were most often not more than learned constructions. Greek ethnographers
like Hekataios, Herodotus and Eratosthenes of Cyrene categorized the world north of
the Alps as a western Keltike (Κελτική) and an eastern Scythike (Σκυθική) with the river
Tanais (Don) as its frontier. According to their views, the Celts were farmers and
infantrymen, while the Scyths were nomads who fought on horseback.10 Ancient
ethnography described Celts and Scyths as the two ethne (ἔθνη) living in the northern
parts of the inhabited world. Other parts of the world were inhabited by Thracians or
Persians, Aethiopians, Libyans and Maurousioi. Given the longevity of their use and
unevenness of their application, each of these terms is complicated and demands
scholarly interpretation.11 For example, in the fifth century BCE, Herodotus distin-
guished “ploughing” Africans west of “Lake Triton” (most likely the Gulf of Gabès)
from “meat-eating as milk-drinking nomads” east of the Triton.12 Furthermore,
Herodotus’ Libyan excursus, logos, contains a differentiation in between immigrant
Africans (i.e. Phoenicians and Greeks) and indigenous Africans (i. e. Libyans and
Aithiopes).13 Egypt in contrast was regarded as a part of Asia with todays North
Africa west of its boundaries.14 But the North caused much more concern due to the
known texts. Roman and Greek authors had a clear picture: Out of the cold North,
uncountable numbers of peoples descended, in part a result of the fact that the
ancients believed that a cold environment fostered human reproduction.15

The Epitoma Rei Militaris, a fifth century treatise by Publius Flavius Vegetius
Renatus dealing with warfare and military principles, is a good example for this. The
ethnographic principles back in Vegetius’ mind were nearly 1,000 years old in his
lifetime. Writing about where and whom to recruit for the army, the North and its

10 Geus 2002, 283–295, 333–335; von Bredow 2002; Timpe 1989; Kubitschek 1919, 2053–2056; Knaack
1907, 375–376.
11 Cf. Geary 2002, 46–49; Grünewald 2000a; Lund 1990.
12 Herodotus, Historiae 4, 186: meat–eating as milk–drinking nomads, νομάδες κρεοφάγοι τε καὶ
γαλακτοπόται east – ploughing, ἀροτῆρες, Libyans west of the Triton. Cf. Zimmermann 1999; Camps
1961.
13 Herodotus, Historiae 4, 197, 2: Phoinicians and Greeks, Φοίνικες δὲ καὶ Ἕλληνες, Libyans and
Aithiopes Λίβυες μὲν καὶ Αἰθίοπες. Cf. Huß 1996.
14 Huß 1990.
15 Woolf 2001; Hartog 1980; Halsall 2005, 2007, 45–57.
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Barbarians became an important matter to discuss. Southeners were – in his
opinion – the second choice for specific reasons. “On the other hand the peoples of
the North (septentrionales populi), remote from the sun’s heat, are less intelligent, but
having a superabundance of blood are readiest for war (sunt ad bella promptissimi).
Recruits (tirones) should therefore be raised from the more temperate climes. The
plenteousness of their blood supplies a contempt for wounds and death, and intelli-
gence cannot be lacking either which preserves discipline in camp and is of no little
assistance with counsel in battle.”16 It was a common place in Antiquity that
Northern Barbarians were brave as well as good fighters. A prudent commander
had to remember this. At the same time, however, a dichotomy arose: Barbarians
were on the one hand dangerous and ferocious, on the other hand brave and admired
for their fighting capacities.

Cimbrians and Germans – Most Dangerous Barbarians?

Some northern Barbarians were more dangerous than others. The Cimbri or in Greek
Kimbroi (Κίμβροι) held a special place in Roman historical memory after having
destroyed several Roman armies in the second century BCE. Historiographers styled
them as a special threat from the North, and it is important to bear this in mind as
Caesar’s invention of the Germani would have been impossible without the ferocious
Cimbri as a historical allusion. Every Roman reader knew that these Barbarians were
ready to fight at any time, had no fear of death, wanted booty and honour, and sacrificed
even humans to their gods. Furthermore, they were nomads, and nomads were –
according to the ethnographical patterns – tougher and more warlike than farmers or
citydwellers.17 Posidonius of Apameia at the Orontes in Syria, who died c. 51 BCE (that is,
in Caesar’s lifetime), described a fierce Celtic tribe named Germanoi (Γερμανοί).
Posidonius continued the Roman history of Polybios (c. 203–120 BCE) and referred to
Northern Barbarians delineating the Cimbrian wars. Among the Northerners he men-
tionedGermanoi as a fierce and very primitive Celtic tribe similar to the Cimbrians. These
human beings used to eat incredibly huge amounts ofmeat and drinkmilk and unmixed
wine for breakfast.18

From these accounts of Posidonius and his shallow knowledge of the North,
Caesar fashioned the Germani and thus postulated a new Barbarian supragroup in
between Celts and Scyths. Furthermore, Caesar made the Rhine a Roman frontier for
centuries. It seems likely that Caesar needed such strong categories when Marcus

16 Vegetius, De re militari 1, 2. Translation following Milner 2011, 3–4. Cf. Steinacher 2010, 164–165.
17 Grünewald 2000b, 499; Steinacher 2011, 195.
18 Poseidonios, Fragment 22 (= Athenaios 4, 39, p. 153e). Caesar, Bellum Gallicum 4, 1, 8; 6, 22, 1, has
similar stereotypes. The Germani eat only milk, cheese and meat.
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Licinius Crassus victoriously crossed the Euphrates, and Caesar only made small
thrusts beneath the Rhine. The consequences for our view of historical identities
were, however, enormous. From this point forward, a new political terminology was
in use later contemporary scholarship and political propaganda has used Caesar’s
definitions up to the 20th century.19 Starting with the Cimbrian wars, Tacitus built on
Caesar and Posidonius, styling Romans and Germani as hereditary enemies.
Interestingly enough, these categories never became accepted in Latin and Greek
literature until the 16th century.20 The term Germani was actually used only for a
comparatively short time span. Since the third century, it appeared only randomly in
sources. Alamanni and Franks were sometimes labelled Germani. Authors using the
term alluded to Caesar but limited the specific expression to the Rhine area.21

Ancient and Modern Views on Migrating Barbarians

Seneca (c. 1–65 CE) was exiled by emperor Claudius and lived on the island of Corsica for
a few years. During this time, he wrote a letter to his mother and later published it.
Seneca reflected on the changes of his own life aswell as the constant transformations of
history. His conclusions are remarkable: Migrations and peoples on the move are the
root of societies and political communities.22 Taking the Cimbrian Barbarians as an
example, Seneca developed a catalogue of reasons for leaving one’s home: An excess of
population results in the lack of food, natural disasters and diseases. These points
resemble remarkably explanations developed in modern scholarship. Economic and
cultural differences in between the Barbarian lands and the Mediterranean attract the
Northerners. Furthermore, he suggests that peoples, gentes, are never stable or fixed,
but change constantly. The island of Corsica served as his example. After a dark and
unknown antiquity, Greeks, Lugurians, Iberians and finally Romans settled there. “In
fine, youwill scarcely find any landwhich is still in the hands of its original inhabitants:
all peoples have become confused and intermingled: one has come after another: one
has wished for what another scorned: some have been driven out of the landwhich they
took from another. Thus fate has decreed that nothing should ever enjoy an uninter-
rupted course of good fortune.”23

Seneca referred to known stereotypes and usual explanations. Historiographical
as well as ethnographical texts discussed the change between an indigenous

19 Steinacher 2010, 164–165; Demandt 2007, 313; Dobesch 1995, 59–71; Timpe 1994.
20 Tacitus, Germania 37, 2; cf. Beck et al. 1998, 8–10, further reading: 62–65.
21 Pohl 2004a, 2004b.
22 Seneca dialogi 7, 10 = De Consolatione ad Helviam matrem, Stewart 1889, 320–352.
23 Seneca dialogi 7, 10 (translation by Aubrey Stewart):Vix denique invenies ullam terram quam etiam
nunc indigenae colant; permixta omnia et insiticia sunt. Cf. Rosen 2009, 22–28.
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population and immigrants. Erich Gruen pointed out that imagined multiple lineages,
intertwined ancestry and compound kinships were central to ancient explanations of
historical development. Furthermore, ethnicity or ethnic differences were not at the
centre of such debates. “Ancient peoples did not usually deploy ethnic characterisa-
tion, whether historical or fictitious, to establish their distinctiveness from others,
thereby to assert a separate or unique identity. They preferred a more complex self-
perception that incorporated multiple mixtures and plural identities.”24

On the other hand, Tacitus pictured his Germans as differing from these basic
principles in ancient historical explanations. The Barbarians living east of the Rhine
had not met other peoples in times past and remained very much the same. Roughly a
century earlier, Caesar and Posidonius had started to characterise the inhabitants of
the areas east of the Rhine as especially dangerous and ferocious. Tacitus added: “I
share the opinion of those who are sure the German peoples, Germaniae populi, never
interbred with other nations, nationes, and instead remained one people, gens, genu-
ine and pure.”25 The physical appearance and tenacity of the Germani confirmed – in
Tacitus’ view – the purity of these peoples. Similar motifs are known since Herodotus.
Ancient and particularly “natural” peoples unafflicted with complex heredity are, for
example, Scythians and Egyptians. The Barbarians in the North are aggressive and
belligerent, hard to stop when they get angry. These creatures are barely human and
remain strangers to the inhabitants of the Mediterranean basin. The reason for not
having met and intermingled with other populations was – according to Tacitus – that
migration and change in ancient times depended on ships. As the German lands were
only accessible from the Oceanus, the ocean-stream, in which the habitable hemi-
sphere floated, located at the other edge of the world, ships from the civilized coun-
tries, ab orbe nostro, very rarely arrived there. Who from Asia, Africa or Italy would
voluntarily cross this terrible and unknown sea and move to grim, cultureless and sad
Germania.26

Later authors built on such views, combining several threatening stereotypes
and the concept of migration. There was overpopulation in the Barbarian countries of
the North, as in the cold north, the climate is particularly healthy for humans and
therefore the birth rate is unusually high. Thus, countless people are to come from
there. The Barbaric hordes were depicted in a menacing way, the metaphors used
were penetrating: waves, floods or lava. When Gothic groups arrived in Thrace after
376, the Roman military and civic administration failed to nourish and control them.
Ammianus Marcellinus referred to innumerae gentium multitudines, countless

24 Gruen 2013, 22.
25 Tacitus, Germania 4, 1 (translation by Eric Herbert Warmington).
26 Tacitus, Germania 2, 1: Ipsos Germanos indigenas crediderim minimemque aliarum gentium adven-
tibus et hospitiis mixtos, quia nec terra olim, sed classibus advehebantur, qui mutare sedes quaerebant,
et immensus ultra, utque sic dixerim, adversus Oceanus raris ab orbe nostro navibus aditur. Cf. Lund
1990; Rosen 2009, 26–27.
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swarms of nations, flooding the Roman provinces. Ammianus cited Herodotus com-
paring the Persians and their great army, who had attacked Greece in the fifth century
BC, to the events after 376.27 Consequently, Ammianus integrated the problems with
the Goths in the Balkans in his literary knowledge, saying that the world outside the
Imperial frontiers was populated by innumerable human masses, all of which were
waiting to attack the Romans. Similarly Synesius of Cyrene reported to emperor
Arcadius (395–408) that there were no new Barbarian peoples north of the Black
Sea. The strangers only constantly invented new names to fool the Romans. Both
authors, Ammianus as Synesius, named far exaggerated figures to underpin the
traditional theme of overpopulated Barbarian lands.28

Becoming Roman or Staying Barbaric?

Were the Aliens Really Alien?

Yet Rome didn’t succumb to a sudden influx of Barbarians at the gate, nor were Goths
or other Germanic peoples “Barbarian” in the modern sense of the term. They had
regularly interacted with the Roman Empire for more that 200 years and, in many
cases, were educated, trained and employed inside its perimeters before they suc-
ceeded in destroying imperial authority in Italy, France, the Iberian Peninsula and
North Africa during the fifth century. At various times over these two centuries,
Barbarian soldiers and units served in Roman armies. In addition, at least since the
conquests of Caesar in the first century BCE, Rome had influenced the political, social
and economic structures beyond its borders. The Imperium Romanum exerted an
enormous attraction on poorer societies to its north and east. The well-organised
provinces of Egypt and North Africa, Sicily and Sardinia provided plenty of corn,
wine, oil and other products, so that there was no lack of food in the Empire. Being
recruited by Rome guaranteed allied warrior groups a certain supply for their own
people. Agreements with foreign leaders were reached, soldiers recruited, and fre-
quently Barbarian groups played off against each other. Some Roman officers were
also slave traders, capturing and selling men and women from villages outside the
imperial borders. In the view of the Romans, Barbarians had no human or civil rights.
At the same time, Barbarian elites imported or plundered Roman prestige goods. As
trade and spoils, ceramics, metal work, glass, weapons, belts, and jewellery were

27 Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae 31, 4, 7–8; cf. Rohrbacher 2002, 14–35. Herodot, Historiae, 7,
59–60, Godley (ed.): The Persian army is counted, 1.700.000men. 7, 61–80 gives a list of the different
units following the provinces of the Persian Empire.
28 Synesius of Cyrene, Oratio de regno ad Arcadium imperatorem 16; Orosius, Historiae adversum
Paganos 7, 32, 1; cf. Wolfram 2009, 23 and note 77; Göckenjan 1995.
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highly appreciated hundreds of kilometres away from the Rhine and the Danube.
North and east of the imperial frontiers, warrior groups serving the emperors and
keeping other Barbarians from the borderlines emerged. In these societies, social
differences and internal conflicts grew rapidly, old structures collapsed and new
groups formed. Border regions turned out to be places of acculturation. To sum up:
Rome mediated an intense exchange in between Mediterranean cultures and proto-
historical societies in the so-called Barbaricum.29

“Inner Barbarians”

According to the Romans, societies established inside or outside the empire differed
fundamentally. In the first phase of Roman public law, provincia designated primar-
ily the sphere of action allotted to a particular magistrate, an acting official. Later,
Provincia became the technical term for conquered territory ruled by a Roman
governor, and “provincials” the expression for the inhabitants of such a territory.
The “provincials” were Roman subjects who were distinguished from the citizens of
Rome. Territories practically controlled by Rome but left under local rulers, like the
North African territories of Juba I and II or the Armenian Regnum, existed beyond the
provinces. Cities were not part of the province, nor were individuals who had
received Roman citizenship provinciales. Before the Romans had started to dominate
the conquered territories, there had been no such differences between the societies in
Europe and the western Mediterranean outside the Greek and the Phoenician sphere
of influence. Roman officials and authors adapted the Greek categories of a civilised
self and of the Barbarians in the surrounding countries. During the Principate, a
gradual disappearance of protected kingdoms and allied commonwealths took place.
Roman citizenship was conferred upon all free inhabitants of the Empire in 212 by
emperor Caracalla (Constitutio Antoniniana). In the following years, the term provin-
cia becamemore andmore territorial. At the same time Barbaricum appeared to name
territories outside the Empire. Surprisingly enough, ethnoswas used in Greek inscrip-
tions for the Latin provincia. It seems likely that this alluded to the social meaning of
provincia, designating groups of a different legal status. So ethnic names could have
designed social groups within and beyond the frontiers. Outside and inside (as for
example the Isaurians) the territory under Roman control, societies were bound to
Rome by gifts, posts and treaties, war service and legal titles (laeti, dediticii, foederati)
or they received annona (a tax paid in kind).30

29 Pohl 2005, 1–38.
30 Mitthof 2012; Buraselis 2007; Steinacher 2014: Breoni and Venostes; Kulikowski 2007, 34–42;
Demandt 2007, 319–324; Mathisen 2006; Woolf 2001.
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The greater part of the imperial population remained in pre-Roman or “Barbaric”
conditions. Poor farmers living in peripheral parts of Roman provinces, such as the
Basque Countries or the Aremorica (the part of Gaul between the Seine and Loire
rivers), had not received citizenship and were generally simply ignored by urbanites
operating at the stop of the political and social system. Furthermore, Roman society
had a strong hierarchy. Many people lived outside the cities without any rights or
were unfree. Such considerations help to understand the seemingly rapid and dra-
matic fall of Roman order. Guy Halsall stressed that throughout the fifth century the
Rhine had already lost its importance as a border river. Social order had changed
dramatically north of the Loire. South of this line, Roman landlords and their tenants
as well as urban structures remained intact. As Northern Gaul changed, a new social
order arose. The contemporary comedy Querolus put it like this: The protagonist does
not want to live according to Roman laws anymore. A friend advises him to leave for
the Loire, apparently alluding to the new social structures evolving there. The Loire
River had become a new frontier dividing again the “Barbarian” and the “Roman”
world. Finally, it is important to stress that with few exceptions we only know elite-
voices in our sources. These men had much to lose.31

A Changing Empire

The Third and Fourth Centuries

Even though research relativized the concept of an “imperial crisis”, the long third
century (193–337) was a difficult time for the societies inside and outside the Roman
borders.32 Fundamental changes took place, not least in people’s minds, and above
all, imperial rule destabilised. The foundation of a second capital (Constantinople)
questioned Rome as the ubiquitous and traditional centre of the Empire. The concept
of Roman rule converted to an abstract and complicated ideal, and at the same time
local political solutions gained importance.33 An endless succession of civil wars
caused the neglect of the frontiers. Finally, new political centres emerged as emper-
ors resided in different cities. Important decisions were often taken in military
garrisons at the borders. A decisive change, however, was that the link between the
state, Christianity, and the Church, which was to be completed in the late fourth
century, and the intensified emphasis on the dynastic principle, altered or broadened
the foundations of the political system and the underlying ideology.

31 Querolus sive Aulularia 1, 2; cf. Halsall 2007, 232; Demandt 2007, 370; Drinkwater 1992, 209
and 215.
32 Strobel 1993; Witschel 1998.
33 Pohl 2014.
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Finally, it has to be stressed that the idea of a cultural break itself should be
interrogated. One can frequently read that ancient Roman elites lost control over art
and culture to the Church after the invasion of the Barbarians. In the gloomy cells of
themonks, only a fraction of ancient literature survived. Alexander Demandt’s article
cited above argues with the “Barbarian invasion”, the incursion and devastation
opened up new opportunities for the clergy, who in their monopolisation of art,
writing and knowledge took to censoring ancient books. When the church replaced
the Roman state, monasteries kept what remained of Greek and Roman knowledge.
Cities impoverished, the “culture-bearing bourgeoisie” (kulturtragendes Bürgertum)
disappeared while the Barbarians were more interested in weapons than books.
Germans remained strangers to education.34

Such views not only debase medieval art and literature, but also ignore the fact
that the culture of ancient writing, its tradition and transmission started to change
long before the Barbarians arrived. As early as the third century, many books were
not copied any longer or only kept in excerpts or summaries, so-called epitomai.
Livy’s books of Roman history are a prominent example. Neither Barbarians nor
clerics acted as destroyers or censors, as it was the learned tradition itself that had
changed. An eight-century library resembled in many details a fourth century one. At
the same time, a learned monk knew the classics. Such a monk not only copied the
biblical books, Augustine, Orosius or other Church Fathers, but he also read and
preserved Vergil, Ovid, Pliny and Horace.

The Empire Disintegrates

During the third century, breakaway parts of the empire emerged. In 260, emperor
Valerian (253–260) had been defeated and captured by Shahanshah (King of the
Kings) Shapur near Edessa. A large part of the Roman field army in the east was lost.
In the following, Egypt, Syria, Judea and Arabia formed the Palmyrene Empire for
some years. The Roman units at the Rhine performed a coup and raised their own
emperor ruling from 260 to 274 in on the Western parts of the Empire. This “Gallic
Empire” (Imperium Galliarum) covered modern France, Spain, and Britain, thus
consisting of territories roughly equating in what decades later would become the
Gallic Prefecture. The Gallic secession was organised similarly to the Empire. It had
consules, a senate, official monuments, inscriptions and coins as well as an army. The
local elites supported the secession as in their perspective it worked to their

34 Demandt 2016c: “Jetzt in der Not gewann die Sorge um das Seelenheil Vorrang. Die Kirche
ersetzte den Staat, die Klöster bewahrten die Reste des Bildungsgutes. Die Städte, in denen die
Grundbesitzer wohnten, verarmten. Das kulturtragende Bürgertum verschwand – die Germanen
interessierten sich mehr für Waffen als für Bücher –, das Bildungswesen blieb ihnen als Fremden
fremd.”
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advantage.35 Of course, it remained necessary to pay the soldiers but the units
concentrated on securing the borders and fighting local social uprisings. In 395,
the ruling dynasty divided the empire again. After an intermittent calm, power
struggles broke out again in the West, which once again escalated to violent civil
wars. Thus, the attention of the West Roman government was dominated by a civil
war. Summing up: These secessions are comparable with the fifth and sixth century,
when Italy, Spain, Gaul and the African provinces became separate political units
ruled by new military elites as Goths, Franks, Burgundians and Vandals.

When the political organisation of the empire was transformed, deep structural
changes also affected the periphery. On the one hand, central distribution of funds
and goods to Barbarian allies remained limited as the Empire was occupied with
itself; on the other hand, some neighbours abused the weaknesses of the centre and
plundered Roman territory. We can only guess what was going on outside the
imperial frontiers, as written sources remain silent on these areas. But instead of a
large number of smaller Barbarian groups known from the ethnographic works of
Pliny or Tacitus in the first two centuries, they new neighbours consisted of several
major confederations that appeared north and west of the Roman borders.

A period of relative peace was ended by theMarcomannic wars under the reign of
Marcus Aurelius (161–180), shifting Roman activity to the middle Danube region.
During the third century, the structures of the following centuries developed, and at
the same time the term Germani gradually lost its significance. Goths and Heruli
attacked the eastern provinces, and several treaties had to be signed to control these
groups. In the middle of the third century, some Roman territories beyond the
Danube had to be abandoned (Dacia, decumates agri). The majority of ethnic
names used along the Rhine, Danube and Elbe Rivers had been replaced by new
ones: the Alamanni and Franks appeared east of the Rhine, and behind them at the
Elbe and the Weser, the so called Saxon name had emerged. Thuringians as
Bavarians (as late as the early fourth to sixth century) represent even more recent
tribal formations. The best source for the fourth century, is Ammianus Marcellinus,
writing around 390. After the Marcomannic wars, the Gothic name steadily gained
importance for Barbarian groups north of the Black Sea and the lower Danube. Some
of the ethnic names mentioned by the ethnographers of the first two centuries CE on
the banks of the Oder and the Vistula (Gutones, Vandili) reappeared in a similar form
from the third century on in the area of the lower Danube and along the Carpathian
Mountains.36

It is very likely that Roman needs caused these developments. Simply speaking, a
Roman general in the run-up to the imperial borders needed contacts and allies with
sufficient fighting power to help him secure the frontier against looters. At the same

35 Luther 2008; König 1981. Cf. concerning Palmyra: Hartmann 2001.
36 Wolfram 1998, 78–85; Pohl 2005, 23–29, 165–175.
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time, it was extremely attractive to work with the Romans.37 Soon, however, allies
and mercenaries became enemies: Soldiers, whatever their origin, tend to take what
they desire. When after 375 the Huns appeared on the Roman frontiers, an already
fragile system collapsed. Goths, Vandals and other confederacies crossed the imper-
ial borders and took over.38

Some years ago, Henning Börm in his concise History of the West from Honorius
(395–423) to Justinian (527–565) compared these events with the wars of Alexander’s
successors. In his view, civil wars and power struggles within the elites resulted in the
disintegration of the RomanWest in several successor states while Barbarian soldiers
and armies participated in the fighting. No migration of peoples destroyed the
Empire, on the contrary, migrations were caused by the events and changes inside
the Empire.39

In fact, Barbarian soldiers were simply cheaper than Roman ones. A Roman
inductee was six times more expensive than a Barbarian federate. As Late Roman
society became more and more militarised, and a rich man was able to keep his own
small army of Barbarians, many Roman generals had their own guards and offered
their services.40 Step by step, military commanders became more powerful than an
emperor. This was true for “Barbarians” like Ricimer as well as for “Romans” like
Aëtius. At the same time, the Barbarian troops knew exactly how to profit from a
changing world. Specialised soldiers benefitted from the disappearance of Roman
political structures and simply took over. Under favourable circumstances, Barbarian
armies managed to establish kingdoms on the territory of Roman provinces as the
Vandals did in Africa and the Goths in Italy, southern Gaul and later Spain. These
successor states provided a good life for soldiers but did not destroy or even change
basic economic or administrative Roman structures. On the contrary, the new mili-
tary elite was highly interested in a working tax system as its supply with food and
weapons, clothes and horses, eventually money and wealth was based on the
professional provincial administration.

Migration, Maps and Arrows as a Historical Narrative

Has there been an age ofmigrations?What is implied by the term “migration period”?
The time span between the late fourth and the sixth century or the whole period of a
transformation from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages? First it has to be stressed that

37 Dick 2008.
38 Wolfram 2009, 125–144; Heather 2015, 1995; Halsall 1999 criticises and ironises the assumed key
role of the Huns.
39 Börm 2013.
40 Steinacher 2016, 16–18.
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very different terminology is in use in European languages. In French, Italian and
Spanish the metaphor is “Barbarian invasions” (grandes invasions or invasions bar-
bares, invasioni barbariche, invasiones bárbaras). Since the 16th century, pejorative
depictions dominated, accusing “German” invaders of destroying the Roman Empire.
Since the early modern period, discourse focused on prenational complaints imply-
ing that modern Germans were descendants of the ancient Germanic hordes when, at
the same time, Italians, French and Spaniards these of the Romans.

English scholarly texts use “Migration period” as well as “Barbarian invasions” or
“Barbarian migrations”. The German term Völkerwanderung dominates most other
European languages, as we can see in Polish Wielka wędrówka ludów and Russian
Великое переселение народов, the “great migrations of peoples”. The same applies
for Romanian Migrația popoarelor and Danish/Swedish Folkevandringstiden/
Folkvandringstiden.41 Recent historical overviews cover the period between 375, when
the Huns arrived in the Hungarian plains (respectively the battle of Adrianopel in 378),
and the Lombard conquest of Northern Italy following 568.42 Some books focus on
Roman history, nearly all cover the history of the Alamanni, Anglo-Saxons,
Burgundians, Franks, Ostro- and Visigoths, Vandals and Lombards.43

In their movement, Barbarian associations had transformed the former Western
provinces into a new political mandate. New military elites needed origin stories.
According to the new narratives, Goths and Lombards derived from the North,
Scandinavia to be exact. As Vegetius had put it: Successful soldiers had to come
from the northern parts of the world where the weather was cool, human beings
fertile, healthy and full of blood. At the same time, an ancient reader expected
migration as the common explanation for historical change following the scheme
Seneca and others had used.

When Cassiodorus, who served at Theodoric’s court in Italy, and some three
decades later Jordanes, in sixth century Constantinople, wrote their versions of
Gothic history, a migration narrative was the opening point These authors used the
ancient Gets to create an ancient and long lasting Gothic history. Several Thracian
tribes appeared as Gets living to either side of the Lower Danube, in what is today
northern Bulgaria and southern Romania. As these areas bordered Greek colonies on
the Black Sea coast, Gets appear in Greek texts as early as the fifth century BCE. A
similar name was enough to build a historical narration on. Thus, Gothic history
started much earlier than it would have been possible with the actual appearance of
Gothic groups in the third century CE. Jordanes labelled Scandinavia as an officina
gentium aut certe velut vagina nationum, a workshop or womb of nations.44 Paul the

41 Cf. Steinacher 2017a, 40–44; 2017b; Halsall 2005, 33–35; Wood 2013, 1–19, 154–160; Rosen 2009,
28–30.
42 Springer 2006, 510–512; Heather 2005, 145–190; Goffart 2006, 17.
43 Halsall 2005, with the bibliography 527–584; Pohl 2005, further reading 225–254 and 260–261.
44 Jordanes, De origine actibusque Getarum/Getica 25.
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Deacon referred to a Longobardian origin in this “workshop of nations”, trying to
compare his Longobards to the famous and ancient Goths. Paul knew that many
other peoples live there: Est insula qui dicitur Scadanan [. . .] in partibus aquilonis, ubi
multae gentes habitant.45 Goths and Longobards received a Scandinavian origin from
the Ostrogothic court in Ravenna in the middle of the sixth century as well as
throughout the Carolingian era. These writings had an afterlife. The Geographus
Ravennatus defined, around 700, Scandinavia as an Antiqua Scithia to explain the
origin of the Scythic Goths, Gepids and Danes. Three centuries later, Adam of Bremen
entitled the Baltic Sea mare Scythicum. Adam classified all the peoples on the Baltic
coasts as Scyths, including the Slavic peoples. Later still, Helmold of Bosau as Otto of
Freising adapted Adam’s categories.46

Jordanes tells the following story: In the year 1490 before Christ was born, the
Goths arrived at themouth of the Vistulawith three ships after having left Scandinavia.
This happened when Mose led his people from Egypt to the Holy Land and before the
Trojan War. Normally, the Trojan war was the known and accepted first major histor-
ical event in ancient literature. The newly arrived Goths had to fight Rugians and
Vandals. After great victories, they remained in Gothiscandza throughout the reign of
five kings before leaving for southern Russia. It seems obvious that these tales of
migration are narrations and literature, not historical facts.47

Yet, modern scholarship defined migration stories as the beginning of history.
“Germanic” history started – following the point of view of many 19th century
scholars – with the migration from the Proto-Indo-European Eurasian homeland
(Urheimat) in the Pontic steppes to Scandinavia. From then on “Germanic” peoples
moved constantly southwards. Within the past 150 years, the chronological frame
of “Germanic” history narrowed. The majority of scholars in the late 19th century
had it starting in the Neolithic Age, when only some decades later it was the early
Bronze Age. The 1930s defined the Jastorf culture, an Iron Age material culture in
what are now southern Scandinavia and northern Germany, as the cradle of the
Germans.48 Roughly around the year 1920, Gustaf Kossinna (1858–1931), a linguist
and professor of German archaeology at the University of Berlin, created his
siedlungsarchäologische Methode (settlement archaeology) pointing out that region-
ally delimited ethnicity can be defined by the material culture excavated from a
site.49

45 Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum 1, 1; cf. Pohl, Germanenbegriff [fn. 21] 174.
46 Ravennatis Anonymi cosmographia et Guidonis Geographica 1, 8; Adam von Bremen, Gesta
Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum 2, 18–19; cf. Göckenjan 1995; Staab 1998, 1976.
47 Kulikowski 2007, 43–70.
48 Steuer 2004.
49 Brather 2004, 65–67; 2001.
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Popular interpretations still tend to pledge for these simple pictures. Maps in
historical atlases, textbooks of Western civilization and general histories of the
Middle Ages depict the migration of peoples with serpentine lines and arrows,
implying clearly a place of origin and an area to stay. Very often, Gothic history
thus begins in southern Scandinavia. This is based on Jordanes’ account only.
Neither is there a convincing analytical concept behind these maps, nor do the
sources support their implications. The Gothic migrations on the Balkans, in Italy,
Gaul and Spain as well as those of the Vandals to Africa and from there to Italy and
the Balearic islands had been military operations of Barbarian armies. Sometimes
these missions followed the orders of a Roman government in Ravenna or
Constantinople, while other times they did not. The Barbarian armies participated
in Roman civil wars or operated at their own cost. They fought with and against
Rome. Without the scholarly and heavily loaded background of historical interpreta-
tions, the usual maps could be accepted as a delineation of the wars throughout the
fourth to the sixth century. Tales of origin of migrating “Germanic peoples”were and
are simple and at the same time fetching patterns to explain historical change. It is
easy to base a narrative on migrations, invasions and change. Whether we like it or
not such explanations will stay present in the back of many people’s mind.
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von Raum und Identität in Migrationserzaḧlungen, ed. Hans-Joachim Gehrke/Kerstin P.
Hoffmann/Felix Wiedemann. Berlin Studies of the Ancient World 41 (Berlin 2017b) 65–93.

Steuer, Heiko, Das “völkisch” Germanische in der deutschen Ur- und Frühgeschichtsforschung.
Zeitgeist und Kontinuitäten. In: Zur Geschichte der Gleichung “germanisch – deutsch”, ed.
Heinrich Beck/Dieter Geuenich/Heiko Steuer/Dietrich Hakelberg. Reallexikon der
Germanischen Altertumskunde, Ergänzungsband 34 (Berlin, New York 2004) 357–502.

Strobel, Karl, Das Imperium Romanum im “3. Jahrhundert”: Modell einer historischen Krise? Zur
Frage mentaler Strukturen breiterer Bevölkerungsschichten in der Zeit von Marc Aurel bis zum
Ausgang des 3. Jh. n. Chr. Historia-Einzelschriften 75 (Stuttgart 1993).

Timpe, Dieter, s. v. Entdeckungsgeschichte des Nordens in der Antike § 1. In: Reallexikon der
Germanischen Altertumskunde 7 (Berlin, New York 1989) 337–347.

Timpe, Dieter, Kimberntradition und Kimbernmythos. In: Germani in Italia, ed. Piergiuseppe
Scardigli/Barbara Scardigli, Monografie scientifiche. Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche. Serie
scienze umane e sociali (Rom 1994) 23–60.

Ward-Perkins, Bryan, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Oxford 2005).
Witschel, Christian, Krise – Rezession – Stagnation? Der Westen des römischen Reiches im

3. Jahrhundert n. Chr. Frankfurter althistorische Beiträge 4 (Frankfurt/Main 1998).
Wolfram, Herwig, Das Reich und die Germanen. Zwischen Antike und Mittelalter. Siedler deutsche

Geschichte (Berlin 1998).
Wolfram, Herwig, Die Goten. Von den Anfängen bis zur Mitte des sechsten Jahrhunderts. Entwurf

einer historischen Ethnographie (München 2009).
Wood, Ian N., The modern origins of the early Middle Ages (Oxford 2013).
Woolf, Greg, s. v. Romanisation/Romanisierung. In: Der Neue Pauly 10 (Stuttgart, Weimar 2001)

1122–1127.
Woolf, Greg, Tales of the Barbarians. Ethnography and Empire in the Roman West. Blackwell-Bristol

lectures on Greece, Rome and the classical tradition (Malden 2011) 44–51.
Zimmermann, Klaus, s. v. Libyes, Libye. In: Der Neue Pauly 7 (Stuttgart 1999) 151–152.

124 Roland Steinacher

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Frans Theuws

Burial Archaeology and the Transformation
of the Roman World in Northern Gaul
(4th to 6th Centuries)

Scientific analysis is becoming increasingly important in research on the remains of
humans, animals and plants and the material culture of early medieval Europe.1 We do
not knowwhere thiswill leadusbutweall sense thatmajor changes in the field lie ahead.
Isotope analyses, however, do not seem to corroborate traditional interpretations of the
movement of people andmaterial culture.2 Scientific research on objects shows that they
were exchanged on an almost global scale.3 We need to be optimistic about integrating
scientific input into analyses of early medieval societies and about knowing what the
limits are. However, in any interdisciplinary research effort it is crucial to ask proper
research questions.Whatwillwe subject to scientific analysis and towhat end?We could
ask a multitude of questions. However, scholars in different fields must realise that all
fields are changing, and that each field contains schools of thought that often hotly
debate the interpretations of data. This is certainly the case in early medieval archae-
ology, where one scholar may feel it is a waste of money to answer questions asked by
another. Earlymedieval archaeology, andmore specifically burial archaeology, has seen
a series of intellectual transformations since the 19th century in response to societal
developments ranging from nationalism to post-modernism.4 New intellectual ways of
thinking have not replaced older ones; today there is not a paradigm shift, but a growing
diversity of interpretation. In today’s truly post-modern environment, one interpretation
is no longer seen as better than another, although some no longer seem to fit the
ideologies ofmodern society andothers have a growingproblemwith the ever-increasing
body of data.

One interesting development could be the fact that scientific research not only
provides new types of data but also influences the intellectual condition within early
medieval archaeology because it affectsmodern scholarly perceptions of the relation-
ship between human beings and material culture.

It is therefore imperative that we archaeologists reflect on our interpretative
models before engaging in scientific research and that we communicate these reflec-
tions to scientists so that they can understand the ongoing debate in our field. I see

1 I would like to thank Susanne Brather-Walter for inviting me to the Freiburg conference and for her
patience. I also thank Dieter Quast for the inspiring and exciting discussion on Childeric’s grave.
2 Schuh and Makarewicz (2016) present an interesting example of how isotope analyses complicate
the traditional interpretation of the origin of migrants on the basis of material culture.
3 Calligaro et al. 2006–2007; Pion/Gratuze 2016.
4 Fehr 2010; Effros 2012.
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this paper as a contribution to the debate on the interpretations of the archaeological
correlates of the burial ritual in late Roman and early medieval times in northern
Gaul. I believe that such reflections should play an important role in deciding how to
engage with scientific research into the human remains and material culture recov-
ered from early medieval burials.

Late Roman Northern Gaul

Imagine Clovis riding up to the town of Reims where he will be baptised by bishop
Remigius.5 What would he have seen on his way to the town gates? He probably used
Roman roads but he must have passed many a ruined villa. Despite its devastation, the
landscape around Reims could still be characterised as a Roman landscape. Following
Pierre Bourdieu’s suggestion that moving through space is the equivalent of moving
through a system of related values, norms and ideas, we can imagine that Clovis
internalised some, if not many, of the values relating to a ruined Roman landscape.6

There is currently a debate as to just how desolate this landscape was. There were
important regional differences in the extent to which the Roman material inheritance
had disappeared, or survived in a transformed fashion. I believe that northern Gaul was
hard hit. A world of ruins lay between the few shrunken towns with their inhabited
surroundings. On the other hand, life in the region continued. Many roads and quite a
number of fortresses and bridges were still in use. The other focal points of continuity
were the late Roman churches, especially the episcopal churches and martyr shrines of
the major centres, although there were few of these in the northern part of Gaul where
there are discontinuities in the reconstructed bishops’ lists of many sees (Fig. 8.1).7

Although the Roman state collapsed and gradually ceased to have any direct
involvement in the daily life of the inhabitants of northern Gaul, it is likely that most
people inhabiting this world in the fifth century felt that they were still living in a Roman
landscape, if not the Roman world itself, although the political situation had changed
quite drastically. Of course, the ruined landscape may have brought about new percep-
tions of Roman-ness, since the thoughts evoked by ruins are different from those
prompted by an intact and functioning infrastructure. To contemporaries, it must also
have been clear that the once flourishing empire had come to an end, but different agents
will have developed different perceptions of the past and present. What thoughts were
uppermost in Clovis’mind as he passed through the gates of Reims?

A crucial aspect of late Roman northern Gaul was its changing population. By the
end of the third century a significant portion of the original population had disappeared,

5 Dierkens 1996.
6 Bourdieu 2008 [1977], 90.
7 Weideman 1990.
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leaving villae, villages and fields abandoned. New inhabitants appeared, however. In the
past this colonisation was considered a one-way series of events, with immigrants from
outside the empire settling in northern Gaul as conquerors, supposedly leading to the
Germanisation of society. In my view, this model – based on the academic dichotomy of
Roman-Germanic and the concept of cultural homogenisation– is not very helpful when
it comes to clarifying the complicated process of societal change and changing identities
in this part of the Roman empire.8 If we accept the traditional model, we acknowledge
that these immigrants were immune to what the surrounding landscape offered.
Moreover, migration – or rather mobility – went back and forth in many directions.

Fig. 8.1: Northern Gaul in early Merovingian times. 1 tidal flats; 2 land above 300 m (middle range
mountains); 3 moors; 4 bishoprics with continuous bishops’ lists; 5 episcopal seat; 6 episcopal seat
terminated; 7 vicus; 8 late Roman fortress in use.

8 Theuws 2000.
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The empty lands of northernGaulmay have attracted people fromall over. The academic
dichotomy and archaeological research on this period have their roots in the rhetoric of
late Roman authors.9 We have to ask ourselves to what extent we should still hold on to
them. Roman concepts of the other are not necessarily the best tools for analysing
societal developments in northern Gaul.

I would like to discuss two topics that I have dealt with separately earlier but
which I feel would be interesting to present as parts of a single perspective on
changing burial rites in the late Roman and early medieval world. They are: 1. the
development of new claims on the land and their ritual formation, and 2. Childeric’s
grave. This will give me an opportunity to present alternative perspectives on early
medieval continental burial rites.10

Late Roman Burial Rites and Claims on Land

The collapse of the Roman state had serious consequences for the social organisation of
production in northern Gaul. The majority of Roman villae no longer functioned as they
had in the second and early third centuries.11 Northern Gaul must have contained vast
stretches of agri deserti in the fourth and fifth centuries. There will have been regional
variation in rural living conditions,with those around Trier probably differing from those
around Tournai, Paris or Cologne. Nevertheless, they seem to have shared one charac-
teristic. The archaeological record has a surprising lack of aristocratic habitation sites
from the fifth to seventh centuries.12 An important question that has yet to be answered
satisfactorily is the extent to which aristocratic groups controlled the countryside in this
region during the fifth and sixth centuries.13 Moreover, it is unlikely that the Roman tax
system survived intact in northern Gaul.14 From a Roman institutional point of view,
these may have been seen as negative developments but were they regarded as such by
those seeking to create a living in this landscape?

The analysis of burial rituals has played an important role in the study of the
transformation of this society in the fourth to seventh centuries. In the past, archaeolo-
gists linked important changes in burial rites to historiographicalmodels, often based on
discourses in Roman and early medieval narrative sources. The opposition between
Romans and barbarians took centre stage in this ancient literature because migration

9 I will deal with the relationship to written texts in a section below.
10 See Theuws 2000, 2009; Theuws/Alkemade 2000 for early reflections on this topic. Unfortunately,
I have not published my 1999 Kalamazoo paper ‘Sacred fictions and Childeric’s grave’. However, I
now interpret the grave somewhat differently frommy views expressed in Theuws 2009, 314, note 153.
11 Van Ossel/Ouzoulias 2001.
12 Peytremann 2003; Loveluck 2013.
13 Theuws in press.
14 Wickham 2005, 102–115.
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and ethnicity had become important political issues, as they subsequently have done for
modern historiography and archaeological research.15 However, it took archaeologists
quite some time to realise that historiography was re-evaluating the ancient texts in the
context of what is now known as the linguistic turn.16 Historiography now provides
alternative, and probably better, insights into the backgrounds and meanings of early
medieval texts by looking at the context of their production and unravelling the deeper
meaning, discourses and (at times concealed) messages or intentions of the narratives.
Archaeologists who browse through recent historiography with the intention of finding
out ‘Wie es eigentlich gewesen ist’, to quote the famous adage of German historian
Leopold von Ranke, are likely to be disappointed. They will find a lot of history of
mentalities, of political ideas and analyses on discourses on the other instead of
certainties about social conditions and people’s identities and self-identities.

Archaeologists have to live with the fact that historiography is no longer a supplier
of ready-made models that can be applied to the archaeological evidence. Moreover,
there might not be a simple relationship between perceptions of the other – more
specifically the Germanic people – in texts by Roman authors, the nature of identities
of larger social aggregates (ethnic formations) as described in early medieval narra-
tives and the meanings of burial rites. However, in the past and to this day, especially
in continental archaeology, this relationship is still considered a close one by scholars
who accept the perceptions of past authors as factual evidence that can be likened to
the factual evidence from cemetery excavations. Later, I will explain that the relation-
ship between past perceptions and present archaeological data could not be more
complicated because, like texts, archaeological data – such as the remains of burial
rites –might also be the result of discourses on, say, the position of women andmen in
society, the nature of the body, or the nature of leadership. In that case the comparison
between historiographical models and archaeological models based on burial evi-
dence would be on the level of discourses rather than social practices.

Burial rites in northern Gaul were already changing in Roman times. Inhumation
replaced cremation, a process that had already started in urban contexts in the late
second century. In the fourth century new elements appeared in the sets of objects
deposited in graves. Axes, lances, and bows and arrows appeared as grave goods in the
graves of a fairly small number of men and indeed some boys.17 Other ‘real weapons’
such as swords and shields are extremely rare. In past research, archaeologists regarded
these objects as weapons, although some of the axes look rather like carpenters’ tools or
are so small as to appear impractical. Depositingweapons in graveswas not supposed to
be a Roman practice. Consequently, archaeologists considered these graves to be those
of non-Romans or, more precisely, Germanic people, and because the objects were

15 Halsall 2014.
16 Spiegel 1997. See for instance Goffart 1988.
17 Böhme 1974.
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viewed as weapons the graves were identified as belonging to Germanic warriors. By
mapping these graves, you could illustrate the Germanic settlement or conquest of Gaul
and the process of barbarisation or Germanisation.18

An alternative interpretation is possible if we consider the symbolic meanings of
these objects.19 The axe can be related first and foremost to chopping wood or, in other
words, to land clearing or reclamation. The lance was a symbol of authority and power
in both the ‘barbarian’ and Roman world but, like bows and arrows, it was also widely
used to hunt or rather to represent the hunt. The hunt combines many symbolic
meanings of the axe, lance, and bow and arrows. After all, it was during the hunt
that virtus and leadership were displayed, that power relations were made visible and
thus reproduced, but also, as I have suggested, that claims on land were represented.
You hunt where you are themaster. I have suggested that all three new types of objects
in the graves of somemen (axes, lances, bows and arrows) referred to the clearing and
control of land and not to the Germanic ethnic identity of the deceased. Moreover, the
symbolic meanings of the objects did not necessarily refer to the role of warrior. I have
interpreted this late Roman burial rite as a possible way to substantiate a new method
of claiming land and a ritual practice to embed groups in the landscape.20

If we redraw the old map, we see that these graves are relatively rare in the most
militarised zones of northern Gaul, the Rhine limes and coastal areas.21 It is also
remarkable that no such graves have been found as yet in the regions where the
Francs were supposed to have settled in the fourth and fifth centuries. Instead, they
were found in between the habitation cores of northern Gaul in areasmarked in green
on the map (Fig. 8.2). The sites marked ‘P’ are the towns with a prefectus laetorum.

18 See for instance Böhme 1974; 1999; 2002; for a somewhat later period: Périn 1998; Dierkens/Périn
2003.
19 For a more extensive discussion of the method of looking at symbolic meanings, see Theuws 2009.
Recent years have seen a nuanced debate on the interpretation of ‘Germanic’ graves. For a lively
discussion of almost all important positions, perspectives and subtleties of different authors’ interpreta-
tions, including my reading of the graves with ‘weapons’, see Halsall 2010, 131–167. A number of Guy
Halsall’s papers have been collected and reprinted in Halsall 2010. I will use that edition, but refer
between brackets to the date of the original publication as follows: Halsall 2010 [2000] as the dates show
that he can be considered one of the forerunners of the revisionist debate on late Roman ‘Germanic’
graves. If no date is given between square brackets, the reference is to one of his comments in the 2010
book.
20 Halsall (2010, 157–158) commented that this interpretation places too little emphasis on the element
of power, and that I would be foolish not to accept that power play was important in late Roman times.
However, I am interpreting a burial rite in which power play may not be the most important element. I
am not describing the workings of late Roman society in the northern Gaulish countryside, which may
not be possible on the basis of burial evidence, as will be made clear later. Like a saint’s Life, burial
evidence could be a discourse on certain positions in society rather than actually reflecting power
practices. It is on the dominant role of power in burial rites that our opinions differ.
21 New discoveries can be added to this map but they do not essentially change the distribution
pattern. It would be worthwhile to make a new inventory.
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These prefecti were in towns in the white inhabited areas in between. What I have
suggested is that the people who deposited axes, lances, and bows and arrows in
graves were occupying and claiming agri deserti in peripheral zones but they did so
independently of the patron-client relationships of the Roman social organisation of
production. In the eyes of those who saw themselves as Romans, these people may
have placed themselves outside the socio-political sphere considered to be Roman.
But this does not necessarily mean that they were ‘Germanic’ settlers or that they
came from across the Rhine. Those who saw themselves as ‘Romans’ might have
viewed them as ‘barbarians’ even if they did not come from across the Rhine where
the barbarians lived, but from other parts of the Roman empire. It is interesting that
the symbolism used by these people, who I suspect were backing away from Roman
aristocratic control, was not necessarily non-Roman.

Halsall has already pointed out that a similar burial rite barely existed in the
barbarian regions across the Rhine.22 References to the hunt in the context of
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Fig. 8.2: Northern Gaul. Late Roman graves with axes, lances, bow and arrows. Places marked with a
P have a prefectus laetorum. The green areas indicate concentrations of such graves
(after Theuws 2009).

22 Halsall 2010[1992; 2000].
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burial relates to values of the Roman aristocracy, although we need not accept that
the values copied were exactly the same. Indeed, we could be dealing with a
situation in which a group attempting to escape Roman aristocratic control was
using that same aristocracy’s symbols of power to achieve its goal. I do not suggest
that the men whose graves contained axes, lances, and bows and arrows were
aristocrats. Rather, they were locals for whom a burial rhetoric was used that
incorporated elements borrowed from Roman aristocrats in order to voice their
kind of claims on the land, away from the control of those very aristocrats. Instead
of asking whether this burial rite was Roman or Germanic, and making sugges-
tions about the region of origin of the deceased, we should consider the changing
ritual repertoires of the fourth to sixth centuries as the result of a process of
reflection, interpretation and appropriation of various cultural sources by a vari-
ety of people and groups.23

The burial rites were changing because new identities and relations of
production were being created in northern Gaul, and because burial rites played
an important part in the creation of these identities and relations (see below).
The Roman discourse with its Roman/barbarian dichotomy, which developed
into a modern theorem and analytical construct, is therefore not very helpful
when it comes to analysing the changing burial rituals. I prefer to opt for a
concept of culture inspired by Frederic Barth, in which agents reflect on cultural
sources at their disposal and develop new ritual repertoires instead of being
passive receivers of culture imposed on them in some mysterious and incon-
ceivable way.24

Fifth-Century Burial Rites

Ritual repertoires kept changing in the course of the fifth century. New elements
appeared in the burial rites, such as the deposition of real weapons (swords and
shields) in a limited number of graves. This addition of real weapons in the fifth
century could indicate that the position of those who made claims on land was
gradually changing now that the power of the Roman state had disappeared. These
men may have been buried with swords and shields in order yet again to construct
new identities, relating not only to claims on land but also to the ability to protect.
Later in the Middle Ages a vir potens was a man who could provide protection, using

23 Theuws 2000.
24 Barth 1992.
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violence if necessary.25 These fifth and early sixth-century graves with swords were
found in various parts of northern Gaul but are conspicuously absent in some
regions, such as northwestern France, the Moselle/Upper Meuse region and central
Gaul with the Loire River basin (Fig. 8.3).26

There is one important element missing from the graves of the men buried with
these swords: crossbow brooches of the late Roman empire. It is generally accepted
that these brooches referred to positions, primarily military ones, in the Roman

Fig. 8.3: Northern Gaul. The distribution of graves with swords of different types in the second half of
the fifth and early sixth century (after Theuws/Alkemade 2000).

25 Leupen 1985.
26 Theuws/Alkemade 2000. The absence of the swords in northwestern France seems to me to be at
odds with the conquest model advocated by Périn 1998).
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state system.27 Ellen Swift analysed the distribution of those brooches and con-
cluded that their meaning must have changed over time because they also came to
refer to civil positions. Moreover, the later types are mainly found in the interior of
the empire away from the defended frontiers. It is therefore surprising that there
were no crossbow brooches in the weapon burials of the second half of the fifth and
early sixth century, although the emperor’s entourage still wore them as can
be seen on the famous mosaic depicting Justinian in San Vitale in Ravenna.28 I
consider their absence an important symbolic statement. These burials were part of
the construction of new identities independent of the rhetoric and symbols of the
Roman state.

However, it is too easy to interpret the graves as belonging to men in the service of
the king of the Francs.29 In particular, the graves containing Krefeld-type swords, the
majority of which date to the secondhalf of the fifth century, were found in areas where
Childeric’s powerwould have been negligible (Baden-Württemberg in Germany, south-
ern England). On the other hand, we already observed that they are conspicuously
absent in some areas such as northwestern France (with the exception of Childeric’s
grave), the Moselle valley and the area south of the River Seine, where Childeric is
supposed to have been very active.30 In fact, I believewe have noproper understanding
of what fifth-century Frankish ‘kingship’meant in terms of territorial control. I consider
the new burial rites of the second half of the fifth century to be a rhetorical strategy in
the creation, yet again, of new types of local – or at best regional – identities whose
relationship with the exercise of power we do not know about at a high level of
aggregation, and in which independence of the Roman state seems to have been an
important element. There is one notable exception, however – Childeric’s grave, in
which a splendid crossbow brooch was found. I’ll come back to this grave later.

Sixth-Century Lavish Burials

This trend continued in the sixth century. The lavish burials of men, such as the
two at Saint-Dizier in France, whose graves – together with that of a woman and a
horse – formed a small, isolated burial ground, are usually considered those of
warriors and followers of Clovis’ sons.31 French archaeologists call them ‘tombes

27 Swift 2000.
28 https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_di_San_Vitale_(Ravenna)#Mosaici [8. 10. 2016]; http://
whc.unesco.org/en/list/788/video [8. 10. 2016].
29 See also Brather 2014.
30 Does this mean that the king’s followers who died during the Loire campaigns were not buried
according to this custom?
31 Truc 2012.
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de chef’ of Germanic origin – in other words, the graves of men who were strate-
gically positioned to control the newly conquered areas.32 This institutional inter-
pretation, which takes as its point of departure a close relationship between
changing burial rites and evenemential history and what Guy Halsall has termed
the ‘moving front model of Frankish conquest’,33 is not necessarily the only
possible explanation. The distribution of ring swords, as presented by Cécile
Truc for instance, more or less matches that of the older swords (Fig. 8.4).34

Fig. 8.4: A comparison of the distribution of graves with ring swords and older sword types (Taken
with permission from Truc 2012).

32 Périn 1998.
33 Halsall 2010, 188.
34 In her interpretation of the graves of Saint-Dizier, Truc herself adopts a more nuanced position.

Burial Archaeology and the Transformation of the Roman World in Northern Gaul 135

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:49 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Burials with ring swords did not extend into new areas except for northwestern
France, which is to the north rather than the south. The graves do not seem to
relate to expansion but to represent a further development in more or less the
same area.

An alternative interpretation can be suggested for these graves, one in which the
king may have played a role but which explains the location of the graves. We could
also askwhy theywere not found further south. The ring-sword burials could represent
an ideology centred on Merovingian kings in a way suggested by Bazelmans based on
his analysis of the relationship between kings and warriors in Beowulf.35 Such an
ideologymay have developed in the course of the sixth century andmay not be behind
the graves of local powerbrokers of the fifth and early sixth century.

Yet another alternative interpretation of lavishly furnished male and female
graves is that they do not represent a single historical person (a specific follower of
the king, whose name we unfortunately do not know) but are the result of a commu-
nal effort to create ancestors with protective capacities (men with weapons) or
reproductive capacities (lavishly buried women).36 This alternative interpretation
calls into question the modern concept of personhood based on individualism,
which is implicitly present in the traditional interpretations of those wealthy
graves.37 I will not dwell any longer on these richly furnished sixth-century graves
because they are the subject of research by my group of Research Master’s students
and myself; I hope to come back to them in the near future.

I will try to answer another question: where does Childeric’s burial fit in this
development? The answer depends entirely on how you perceive the nature of the
burial ritual. I will therefore interrupt the ‘historical’ narrative once again in order to
reflect on the intellectual development of burial archaeology. I will suggest alter-
native ways of looking at burials in the early Middle Ages and interpret Childeric’s
burial from that point of view.

Interpreting Early Medieval Burials

Until recently, continental Merovingian burial archaeology was dominated by a
single paradigm based on the assumption that the image of the dead represented
that of the living. Other elements of that paradigm were a close relationship to a
historiographical discourse on power, politics and conquest, ethnic ascriptions of
finds and a strong interest in vertical social relationships. Because of this close link to
the historiographical debate, all efforts at interpretation were geared towards

35 Bazelmans 1999.
36 Theuws 2009; 2013.
37 Theuws 2013.
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understanding what happened at the upper echelons of society and large social
aggregates such as tribes, kingdoms and ethnic groups. Archaeology sought to
contribute to what was essentially an evenemential history in a Braudelian sense.38

In order to contribute to this historiographical debate we had to develop our chron-
ologies in as much detail as possible. A huge effort was invested, and is still being
invested, in creating highly detailed typochronologies that tend to neglect various
important cultural phenomena.39 But burial rites were performed by local groups and
families whose cosmology, norms, values and ideas may not have been identical to
those at the top. What do we actually know of village life and the culture of the rural
population in the northern Gaulish countryside? What do we know, for instance,
about ritual repertoires and life-cycle rites? There may have been interesting rural
cultures, elements of which were distributed over large areas through the mobility of
the rural population or marriage exchanges and the like, and which played an
important role in burial rites.

Although the ‘historiographical’ paradigm has since been criticised, mainly in an
Anglophone research context40, and to a lesser degree in Germany41, it is still very
strong. New interpretations refer to social strategies in relation to local competitions for
power.42 But inspired by anthropological and ethnographic research, these interpreta-
tions also include the world of values, ideas and world views within a society. Aspects
such as martiality, gender positions, personhood, memory, an ancestral world, emo-
tions and the sensory experience of burial and cremation are discussed, although
mainly in the Anglophone world. However, the burial ritual can also be considered a
discourse on various societal aspects and world views.

This means that, as in texts, a number of both conscious and unconscious
rhetorical strategies may be employed in the burial ritual.43 It is an arena where
structural aspects of society articulate with the agency of those performing the rite.
This articulation could be the cause of much of the variation observed in aspects of
the burial rituals, such as inhumation, gender representation, grave orientation and
cemetery location, despite the fact that the rituals were also clearly governed by
many conventions. This perception of the burial rite as a rhetorical strategy differs
considerably from the old paradigm, which holds that persons/agents unquestio-
ningly followed blueprints for acts meant to express ethnic identity, gender roles and
vertical social positions.44 As I have said, interpretations relating to society as a

38 Braudel 1972/1973.
39 Kars 2011, 2012, 2013.
40 E.g. Härke 1991, 1992, 2000; Halsall 2010 [1992, 1998, 2000]; Theuws/Alkemade 2000; Theuws
2009, 2013; other scholars could be cited.
41 Fehr 2002; von Rummel 2002; Brather 2004; Fehr 2010.
42 This point is especially advocated in the writings of Guy Halsall; see Halsall 2010.
43 Theuws 2009.
44 Theuws 2000.
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whole predominated in the old paradigm, whereas today the agency of small groups
(families, local groups) is given a more prominent place.45

If we browse through the anthropological literature and ethnographic exam-
ples of burial rites, it is clear that a ‘blueprint-for-acts’ interpretation must be too
simple an explanation of the early medieval burial ritual. It ignores the complex-
ities of practices and meanings of burial rites in general, as well as the fact that the
archaeological correlates – the graves and cemeteries – are the product of ritual
activities rather than historical events. To reiterate, burial rites can be considered
performative acts in which social conditions are created, perhaps unconsciously in
relation to norms, values and ideas and the cosmological order. Moreover, the
burial ritual is also a time period and the cemetery a place in the landscape where
various actors negotiate important aspects of society and world views. It is a ritual
in which there is a constant back and forth between traditions, values, norms and
ideas and the reflections on them by various agents or groups of agents. It is truly
an arena for a structure-agency debate. This is also the reason why there is so much
variability – ambiguous meanings are part and parcel of strategies employed by
families – and why we have so much fuzzy data.46 We have to acknowledge that
ambiguity is part of the rhetoric of the burial rite and that studying variability
rather than homogeneity needs to be developed in the coming years.

An important element that should be considered when interpreting the early
medieval burial remains is the relationship between the living person and the dead
person we find in the grave. There is one certainty: the deceased was once alive.
Traditional continental interpretations barely consider the transformations a person
may go through during the burial rite and consider the dead person a reflection of the
living. Doubts have recently been voiced on the Continent too, suggesting that the
deadmight be ideal types, or stereotypes of social positions. However, if that were the
case we have no instrument for understanding variability in burial rites; we would
like to knowwho created which stereotypes, andwith what intentions or effects.47 On
the other hand, it is clear that there were some relationships between the living and
the dead. Burial rites seem to have been geared to the sex and age at death, translated
into gender positions and age categories.48 Women and men were buried differently,
as were young and old. But again, there were no rules for all of Gaul as there appear to
have been regional differences.

An analysis of the relationship between the living and the dead person could
start by considering the burial rite as a life-cycle ritual that is usually a rite of passage.
In a rite of passage a person is transformed from an old to a new status via an

45 Lucy 2002.
46 Halsall 2010 [2003], 219.
47 Bertens 2014 [2001], 94–95.
48 Halsall 1996; Hadley/Moore 1999; Stauch 2008.
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intermediate one.49 This is accomplished through rites of separation and rites of
incorporation, which suggests that a person is transferred from one status to another
after a series of burial rites. This model thus predicts that the dead person is not
identical to the living one, although he or she might have the same gender, as in rites
relating to marriage.

An analysis of the relationship between the living and the dead person should also
include conceptions of personhood.50 Most traditional interpretations take as their
point of departure our modern conceptualisation of personhood, determined by indi-
vidualism.With post-modern ideology, which has resulted in attention to the agency of
individuals in today’s archaeology, our modern conceptions of the person have often
crept into many analyses, although in historiographical research our modern concep-
tions of the individual are not traced back to the early Middle Ages.51 This unconscious
presence of modern concepts when analysing the early medieval dead is visualised
time and again by the representations we are all familiar with of dead people as if they
were alive in museums, exhibition catalogues and re-enactments. Incidentally, I
suspect that most visualisations of women are probably male constructs because
they are often represented as young, slim Claudia-Schiffer-type women, independent
of the age of the deceased.

Alternative concepts of personhood should be considered, such as fractal
personhood, whereby single people and collective wholes merge into a single
phenomenon.52 From the perspective of fractal personhood, lavish burials can be
considered as representing a community or group rather than an individual histor-
ical person.53 My conceptualisation of the dead person approximates what Coon
coined as ‘sacred fictions’.54 The Lives of saints (the texts) are not usually accurate
and meticulous biographical descriptions of the lives of the people concerned but
are texts with a certain agenda. Rhetorical strategies, such as a specific description
of clothing, are used to achieve the author’s goals.55 The living person is trans-
formed into a saint and the production of the text is an important contribution to
this rite of passage.

In my view the burial rite has the same function as the Life of a saint: it is an
important element in the transformation of a living historical person into a dead
person. Some of these individuals may have had important ancestral functions.
Archaeologists interested in real-life social relations and practices may thus believe
that the burial rite ‘distorts’ our image of the living person, just as a saint’s Life distorts

49 Van Gennep 1960 [1908].
50 Fowler 2004; Theuws 2013.
51 Goetz 1999, 291–293.
52 Fowler 2004.
53 Theuws 2013.
54 Coon 1997.
55 See also von Rummel 2007.
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that image. Like the saint’s Life, the function of the burial ritual may not be to
accurately inform us about the living historical person. Wemay join Bertens in asking:
‘Into what position does a text, a film, a rock video, or a commercial try to manoeuvre
us through specific strategies of narration, specific shots, images and other forms of
representation?’56 I would add ‘specific aspects of the burial rite’. Indeed, whatmatters
is how, in addition to representing something bigger than the single individual, the
lavish burials of some men and women were staged and by whom.

Childeric’s Burial

Let’s look at Childeric’s grave from this perspective. Lavish grave goods were found in
1653 in the Belgian town of Tournai. They are generally believed to originate from the
grave of an important individual, identified as the Merovingian Childeric I on the
basis of a ring with the inscription ‘Childerici regis’ in reverse.57 By now it seems
generally accepted that Childeric’s burial was probably staged by Clovis and/or his
entourage, and I agree with Guy Halsall that Clovis was the author of the ritual.58 We
differ, however, on the exact meaning of the burial rite, as we shall see. The
complicated symbolism of Childeric’s burial seems to suggest that it was directed at
a diverse audience that included the high-ranking clergy of northern Gaul, Roman
aristocrats and Frankish followers.59 This interpretation relates to my perception of
the burial as a narrative, a discourse, a rhetorical strategy aimed at achieving specific
goals.60 I might be accused of adopting an instrumentalist position on this but
exceptional burials like Childeric’s do not at present seem to be the result of an
unconscious adherence to tradition.

The burial was exceptional, an event whose authors had particular goals inmind. In
my perception of such burial rites, those goals went beyond Guy Halsall’s model, which
viewsburials as apolitical instrument in times of crisis. The lavishburial of a predecessor
could help to establish a new power position in times of crisis when succession was
insecure– especially hereditary succession, whichwas introduced as a new element.61 A
similar position has later been adopted in the German literature, indicated by the term
‘Herrschaftsansprüche’, which the lavish burial rite was designed to secure.62 In the case
of Childeric’s burial, Clovis’Herrschaftsansprüchewere supposedly uncertain and had to

56 Bertens 2014 [2001], 88–89.
57 There is an extensive literature on this grave, but see Quast 2015a.
58 Theuws 2000; Halsall 2010 [2001]; Theuws 2009; see Quast 2015b for a review of the debate.
59 The horse burials might indicate that Thuringian warriors were also ‘targeted’ (Quast 2015b, 242–
244).
60 Theuws 2000, 2009.
61 Halsall 2010, 190–191.
62 For an overview, see Quast 2015a, 239.
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be obtained in a competition with Syagrius, the son of Childeric’s contemporary
Arbogastus who also claimed authority in northern Gaul.63 I can imagine that the burial
rite may have had this effect, but the burial rite performed in Tournai seems to me to be
more sophisticated than currently suggested in the scholarly literature.

There is a lively debate as to the origin and symbolism of various objects in the
grave.64 There are clear references to the Roman past in which Childeric operated,
according to the sparse written evidence, primarily as a military commander.65 He
was dressed as a Roman general, although Philip von Rummel suggests that by that
time such garb already had barbarian connotations in the eyes of Roman civilian
traditionalists, since the Roman army in the West had mainly been taken over by
barbarians.66 Thus an interesting aspect of this way of dressing a dead leader is that
it may have had different meanings for different members of the audience. This is
no different from a narrative text that can be interpreted differently by different
readers. Can we gain some idea of what the author(s) of the ritual had in mind? I
think we can catch a glimpse.

If we agree with von Rummel that Childeric was buried in the attire of a Roman
general with ‘barbarian’ connotations at a timewhen ‘Rome’ had disappeared in the
West, we can ask what mattered most to the author of the burial rite.67 The presence
of a beautiful crossbow brooch is especially significant. As explained above, this
sign of military leadership had already disappeared from sword graves in the West
by the mid-fifth century and can be considered an old-fashioned element of the
dress. We can be fairly certain that Roman civilian traditionalists, who would have
looked at this attire with disgust, did not stage the burial. I suggest that by burying
Childeric in this way Clovis and his advisors intended to bury him as a Roman
general, and that the barbarian connotations, important to the traditionalists, were
in the back of their minds.68 In my view, Childeric was explicitly buried as a general
of the Empire, rather than a barbarian leader, which is in itself not a new insight.

But why? An answer may be found in the old-fashioned elements of his dress. I
believe that Childeric was not only buried as a general of the Empire but was
presented as a man of the past, a man who belonged to a world that had vanished,
a true member of the Imperium. The choice of gold coins of legitimate emperors is
also consistent with this image.69 My suggestion is that Clovis buried his father as
a man of the past not only to secure his political position in a competition for
power but especially to accentuate, by creating a contrast, his perception of his

63 For a detailed analysis, see Halsall 2010 [2001], and the comments in Halsall 2010, 188–201.
64 See Quast 2015b.
65 Halsall 2001, 2007, 269–271.
66 Von Rummel, 2007, 368–375; 2015, 216.
67 The dating of Childeric’s burial is subject to debate (Halsall 2010 [2001]).
68 See also the discussion on this topic in Halsall 2010, 189–190.
69 Fisher/Lind 2015 with a somewhat different interpretation of the essence of the burial rite.
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own (future) position. I suggest that the rhetoric of the burial was not so much
about Childeric (who was of course buried), but about Clovis, by creating a
contrast (a rhetorical strategy), that expressed his own position – a position
outside the empire. Clovis was no longer to be seen as a Roman army general
like his father, but as the king of the Francs, a title that featured on Childeric’s seal
ring (since when?), but which in Clovis’ eyes might have to be ‘liberated’ from its
imperial military connotations. This type of position was explicitly buried with
Childeric. Thus in my view the exceptional burial was an element not so much in
the practices of political competition, which could play a role,70 but above all in
the discourse of what Frankish kingship was to be. It was the world of ideas and
ideology rather than of practices that determined the burial rite performed in
Tournai.71

We must return to Tournai to understand another surprising aspect of
Childeric’s burial – the fact that it was located in Tournai, which is rather odd.
From an archaeological perspective Tournai seems to be towards the northern
periphery of the late Roman and early medieval world (Figs. 8.1, 8.3, and 8.5).72

Excavations in Tournai directed by Raymond Brulet have shown that the town was
inhabited in the fifth century and that buildings were constructed in opus africa-
num.73 The oldest church on the site of the present cathedral dates to the second
half of the fifth or the later fifth century; its exact date is uncertain.74 Written
sources make no reference to bishops before the middle of the sixth century but
the earliest church was probably an episcopal church.75 This church could be
contemporary with Childeric’s burial or it was under construction at the same
time, but it could equally have been later. The church of Saint Brice near
Childeric’s tomb did not exist at the time of the burial, nor were there any martyrs’
shrines outside the late Roman walls.76

Indeed, compared with other towns in northern Gaul, at the time of Childeric’s
burial Tournai was a town in the very earliest stages of development. We have to
consider the possibility that Tournai lacked a Christian infrastructure at the time of
the burial. It has already been observed by other scholars that Tournai occupied a

70 If so, why don’t we have more of these lavish burials in Gaul, since there was a whole series of
such competitors, or do we still have to await their discovery?
71 Theuws 2000.
72 It is interesting to note in Fig. 8.5 that the distribution areas for glass and ceramic vessels with
Christian symbols and gravestones seem to be mutually exclusive to some extent. Note also the
concentration of vessels with Christian symbols in the middle Meuse valley, which seems to have
been home to a vibrant community in the later fifth and early sixth century (Theuws 2014).
73 Brulet 2012; 2015.
74 Brulet 2015, 87–88.
75 Brulet 2015, 87.
76 Brulet 2015, 91.
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peripheral position at that time.77 In older research Tournai was considered
Childeric’s ‘capital’, but this seems unlikely given that central Gaul was his main
theatre of operations.78 At present the choice of location is explained in the context of
the competition for power in northern Gaul. It is suggested that Clovis, like his father
at one time, had to retreat ‘home’ to the northern periphery in order to survive.79

Tournai
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Fig. 8.5: Northern Gaul. The distribution of a number of artefacts with Christian symbols. 1 tidal flats;
2 land above 300 m (middle range mountains); 3 moors; 4 bishoprics with continuous bishops’ lists;
5 Christian gravestones (after Boppert 1986 and Gauthier 1975); 6 Glass bowls with Christian motifs
(after Van Wersch et al. 2010); 7 Argonne ware decorated with Christian motifs (after Dijkman 1992).
Triangles are settlement finds, crosses are grave finds. The size of the symbols indicates the relative
numbers found (after Theuws 2014).

77 Halsall 2010 [2001].
78 Halsall 2001; 2007, 269–271.
79 Halsall 2010, 194; Hardt 2015, 219.
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However, this reconstruction has been created to fit the somewhat off-site
location of Childeric’s grave in the ‘competition-for-power’ model. Other recon-
structions are possible. There is a general consensus that Childeric seems to have
operated mainly in the Loire region and possibly Paris and that he may at some
point have spent several years in exile in the far north of Gaul, if we accept Gregory
of Tours’ account as fact.80 To what extent he controlled the whole of northern and
central Gaul is difficult to establish on the basis of the present evidence. It is also
difficult to establish what this control meant.81 The evidence seems to indicate that
he was the commander of an army, a military leader, perhaps a warlord,82 a
manager of warriors, thus of people rather than a territory (or a kingdom in a
territorial sense). So why was Childeric buried in Tournai, a town that seems to
have lain outside his theatre of operations in central Gaul and Paris? Was he there
by accident?83

If Clovis and his advisors staged Childeric’s burial and if every detail of his funeral,
right down to the choice of coins, was strategic and deliberate, would the choice of
location be accidental? Orwas it a deliberate choice to bury this ‘Roman army general’ in
a peripheral town, possibly with no Christian infrastructure and outside his theatre of
operations, and probably outside Clovis’ theatre of operations and power base, namely
Paris?84Whywas Childeric not buried in Paris, near a cult place relating to Genoveva for
instance? Because Paris was controlled by his adversaries and he had no power there?
Who, then, was in power in Paris at that time? Was he not buried near a Paris cult place
because he was not a Christian? The power base of Clovis’ strongest adversary Syagrius
seems to have been located further north. I would suggest that Childeric was intention-
ally buried in peripheral Tournai to keep this ‘man of the past’ away from Clovis’ centre
of power – in other words, in a centre relating to the past rather than the future.

Another striking aspect of Childeric’s burial is the total lack of reference to
Christianity. He certainly was not buried near a Christian cult place in Tournai but in a
traditional Roman cemetery. Childeric’s grave has been interpreted in the past as a pagan
burial and the burial has been seen as an indication that Childeric was a pagan, not a
Christian. New arguments for Childeric’s paganism became available following excava-
tions in the area around Childeric’s grave and the discovery of the pits with slaughtered

80 Halsall 2001. There is a lively debate about Childeric’s whereabouts during his exile because it is
not clear where the ‘Thoringia’ to which Childeric fled was located (Halsall 2010, 195–197; Hardt 2015,
220).
81 There is a debate, mainly among German scholars, about whether he was a leader with a limited
power base (Kleinkönig) or a man with a large powerbase (Großkönig); see Hardt 2015, 222. It is
difficult to decide on the basis of the present evidence.
82 I amnot confident that this qualification is apt. Hemight have beenmore officially in the service of
the Roman army than the term ‘warlord’ suggests.
83 See Halsall’s analyses of the accidental thesis (Halsall 2010, 193).
84 Halsall also suggests that Clovis brought his father north, but for different reasons (Halsall 2010,
193).
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horses, which were probably killed on the occasion of the burial, and the possible
presence of a large hill that might have covered his grave.85 Clovis may already have
intended becoming a Christian at the time of his accession to power, but we will never
know. We know for certain, however, that at the time of his accession he was in fairly
close contact with the high-ranking clergy of Gaul, as was Childeric too.86

Past research has established that the archaeological correlates of early medieval
burial rites are not good indicators of the religious position of the deceased.87 I will
not reverse the argument by trying to suggest that Childeric was already a Christian
and that we simply cannot tell on the basis of his grave. We cannot establish this on
the basis of his grave contents and location.88 Seeking an answer to the question of
whether or not Childeric was a Christian is a good example of research aimed at
understanding Childeric as an historical person or understanding observable social
or religious practices. As explained above, we might have to look at such burials in
another way. What I suggest is that the total absence of Christian symbolism and his
burial in a remote town at a traditional cemetery without a Christian cult place might
have been a deliberate choice on Clovis’ part, perhaps even in the presence of high-
ranking clergy. The absence of any reference to Christianity might be a well-chosen
element in a rhetorical strategy.

This implies that when it comes to interpreting the burial, it does not matter
whether Childeric was a pagan or a Christian. Clovis decided to bury himwithout any
reference to Christianity, perhaps even in a town without a Christian infrastructure.
My point is that if this were the case, it will have been part of a rhetorical strategy in
which he highlighted the contrast between his father and himself, so that his own
position was sharply delineated for the audience present. The high-ranking clergy
might have understood Clovis’ pro-Christian message, and Remigius acted promptly
by writing him the famous letter. We could even consider the possibility that Tournai
was turned into a Christian centre after Childeric’s burial to accentuate and accel-
erate the transformation that Clovis had set in motion.

If creating contrasts is indeed the rhetoric of the burial, Clovis was stating that he
was not a Roman army general, but the king of the Francs; he was not a pagan but he
cherished Christianity, or at least the Church. In my view Childeric’s burial tells us
little about Childeric, although as with the narratives of texts there will have been a
‘social logic of the text’,89 or in this case the ‘social logic of the burial rite’. Neither
texts nor burial rites can be completely disassociated from the social and cultural

85 Brulet 1990, 2015; Quast 2015a; 2015b.
86 Halsall 2010 [2001]; Hardt 2015, 219.
87 Young 1977; Effros 2002.
88 Incidentally, this location is on the right bank of the Scheldt river opposite the town of Tournai –
in other words, not in the diocese of Tournai, but in that of Cambrai, if diocese boundaries were
already that clear in the later fifth century and if Tournai already had a bishop by then.
89 Spiegel 1997.
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context of their production. The audience must understand the message. But we will
never know exactly who Childeric was on the basis of his burial, just as we will never
know exact details about the saints whose Lives we read. In my view, the rhetoric of
Childeric’s burial is not about Childeric as an historical person. The burial and the
grave are ‘sacred fictions’, to use Linda Coon’s qualification of saints’ Lives90; its
agenda was set by Clovis and the form of the burial was geared in detail to that
agenda.

The rhetoric of the burial is about Clovis but, more importantly, about the nature
of future Frankish kingship. While the symbolism of the burial may relate to acute
political problems, I believe it extends far beyond them. The burial can be interpreted
as a performative act relating to the creation of nothing less than the values of
Merovingian kingship in northern Gaul. This is my answer to the question posed by
the linguist I quoted above: ‘Into what position does a text, a film, a rock video, or a
commercial [or a burial rite, my addition] try to manoeuvre us through specific
strategies of narration, specific shots, images and other forms of representation?’ I
suggest that we use this perspective to look at other lavish burials in northwestern
Europe.

What does all this have to do with the theme of the conference – the use of
scientific research in early medieval (burial) archaeology? Everything. If we take the
position that burial rites were determined by ethnic identities, mass migration and
settlement, territorial conquest and vertical social differentiation, that the human
and material remains in graves can be linked directly to these topics and that they
inform us about the political practices of the time for which texts provide us with
models, we will ask specific questions to be answered by scientific research. New
scientific research might confirm the existing models, or transform or reject them.
However, there are initial signs that disappointments and many rejections lie
ahead.91

If, on the other hand, we start viewing the burial ritual first and foremost as a
ritual, as a fait social total,92 aimed at dealing with important ideas, norms and values
in society, such as gender positions, the cultural construction of the body, the nature
of leadership, the meaning of age groups, personhood and the role of ancestors, we
have to reconsider the questions asked and the use of scientific research into both
human remains andmaterial culture.We have to ask the fundamental question: what
questions are we hoping to answer through scientific research? I hope that this paper
contributes to an understanding of the need to consider alternative perspectives
from which to study burial rites and their archaeological correlates. Without well-

90 Coon 1997.
91 See for instance how isotope research on early burials at the Dirmstein cemetery (Germany) has
shattered models of the early social structure of the burial community based on a traditional
interpretation of the relationship between material culture and people (Schuh/Makarewicz 2016).
92 Mauss 1932 [1923/1924]; Godelier 1984, 65–66.
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considered research questions, originating from a clear understanding of the pre-
mises from which we consider the burial rites of the early Middle Ages, any scientific
research will start off on the wrong foot.
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Clémence Hollard and Christine Keyser

Funerary Recruitment and Ancient DNA

Making DNA Speak

Thirty years ago, the possibility to access genetic information stored in archaeologi-
cal material, gave rise to a new scientific field: palaeogenetics or ancient DNA (aDNA)
studies. What are the characteristics of this aDNA? What are the difficulties encoun-
tered in its processing? What new elements can be revealed through its analysis? The
article will discuss those points in detail, giving elements that help to better under-
stand ancient DNA studies.

Ancient DNA, a Fragile Molecule

In a living cell, damage to the DNAmolecule can be repaired by the cell machinery that
maintains the integrity of the genome. During cell death, these repair mechanisms
stop, exposing the genome to many factors that can cause damage. Postmortem, DNA
is subject to a variety of damaging processes, in most cases leading to fragmented,
chemically modified and diminished quantities of DNA molecules. The occurrence of
these degradation mechanisms depends on many factors, namely environmental ones
such as humidity, temperature, salinity or pH that can affect DNA preservation within
organisms. Thus, for better DNA preservation, the body is ideally kept in an environ-
ment with low temperatures without much variation (e.g. permafrost), dry, anaerobic
and safe from UV radiation to limit enzymatic and chemical reactions.

The preservation of DNA also varies depending on its source. Potentially, DNA
can be found in any biological sample, but not all suffer in the same way from time’s
damage. Soft tissue will in most cases rapidly degrade and only hard tissue such as
bones and teeth will persist over time, making them the substrates most frequently
found on excavation sites and consequently the most studied by palaeogeneticists.
The preservation of DNA in hard tissue may be due to the adsorption of DNA on the
mineral matrix mainly composed of calcium hydroxyapatite.1 However special con-
ditions like permafrost or mummification will conserve more biological substrates
and potential sources of DNA (e.g. hairs and nails). Recently, a new anatomical part
has gained attention as a source for DNAmolecules: the petrous bone, more precisely

1 Campos et al. 2012; Lindahl 1993.
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the inner ear. This part is very dense and therefore contains a high percentage of
endogenous DNA. Moreover, compared to other biological substrates, it has little
exposure to postmortem degradation and contamination.2

Contamination, an Unseen Enemy

The analysis of ancient DNAmolecules is made more difficult by their state of degrada-
tion (Figs. 9.1–9.2). One of the challenges is to avoid contamination by exogenous DNA
molecules throughout sample processing (from excavations to laboratory analyses).
Intact DNA molecules from modern organisms, even in very small amounts, will be
preferred templates of the polymerase for DNA amplification, at the expense of much
degraded ancient DNAmolecules. Thus, it is necessary to adopt efficient strategies and
methods to ensure the authenticity of the result. Consequently several measures are
adopted by laboratories. Analyses are generally carried out in a clean room, where the
staff in contact with samples is reduced. Wearing a lab coat, a mask, a mob cap, gloves
and over-shoes is mandatory. In order to ensure the authenticity of results, strict criteria
were established by the scientific community, evolving and fortifying over time.3

Fig. 9.1: Experiments carried out in a cleanroom with an equipment dedicated to the analysis of
ancient DNA (Photo: IML Strasbourg).

2 Gamba et al. 2014; Pinhasi et al. 2015.
3 Cooper/Poinar 2000; Pääbo 1989.
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Among these criteria, the use of negative controls at every step of the process, the
repetition of DNA extraction and amplification (if possible on several substrates and at
different times) needs to be mentioned. The consistency of the results is also observed.
An inverse correlation between the efficiency of the PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction)
and the size of amplified DNA fragments should be visible. The sequences obtained,
particularly when considering mitochondrial DNA, must have a phylogenetic sense.
However, simple compliance with all these criteria is not an absolute guarantee for the
authenticity of results. A thoughtful approach to the work done and results obtained is
preferred to ensure maximum reliability of results.4 The technologies used today, such
as NGS (Next Generation Sequencing) permit direct observation of degradation patterns
specific to ancient DNA molecules (e.g. cytosine deamination, depurination, and
fragmentation).5

In Each Genome, a History

The human genome is composed of the nuclear genome, comprising 22 pairs of
autosomal chromosomes, one pair of sex chromosomes (XX or XY), and the

Fig. 9.2: Cryogenic grinding of bone fragments and teeth to avoid overheating and DNA degradation
(Photo: IML Strasbourg).

4 Gilbert et al. 2005.
5 Overballe-Petersen et al. 2012.
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mitochondrial genome, a small circular genome, present in multiple copies and
located in the mitochondria. Depending on the genome parts studied, the informa-
tion obtained will be different.

Polymorphisms located on mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome are called
uniparental markers. Mitochondrial DNA is passed from mother to child (girl and
boy) and a Y-chromosome is passed from father to son only. Thus, the analysis of
these markers allows the study of paternal and maternal lineages of individuals. The
study of these parental lineages is done through the determination of Y and mito-
chondrial haplotypes and haplogroups, two concepts frequently used in palaeoge-
netic studies. A haplotype is a combination of mutations in the same region of
interest. Haplotypes can be gathered in large groups called haplogroups. Thus,
haplogroups contain haplotypes derived from the same common ancestor.
Haplotypes belonging to the same haplogroup often share common mutations.
Haplogroups often have specific geographical distribution, so their study enables
the determination of the biogeographical origin of individuals.

Biparental markers, localized on the nuclear DNA, are inherited in equal part
from the mother and the father. Thus, they provide data on the molecular sex of
individuals, parental relationships and on the physical characteristics or biogeogra-
phical origins of the individuals.

Examples of Ancient DNA Studies

Ancient DNA studies carry several areas of interest. The first is to determine putative
kinships between individuals buried in the samegrave or in the samenecropolis. In order
to do this, one strategy is to establish the genetic profile of each individual, as is done in
forensics, from the study of a combination of specific autosomal STR (Short Tandem
Repeats). Kinships have been determined in funerary sites like the Egyin Gol necropolis
inMongolia, dating to the Xiongnu period,6 or in collective burials.7 Since DNA degrada-
tion leads to partial genetic profiles, analysis of mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome
DNA (for men), as performed by our team, strengthens the validity of kinship results.

At the population level, it is possible to study the dynamics and migrations of
populations and thus contribute to the understanding of the peopling of some
regions. Some research teams, for example, have worked on America,8 Europe,9

Eurasian steppes10 or Oceania.11

6 Keyser-Tracqui et al. 2003.
7 Deguilloux et al. 2014; Keyser et al. 2015.
8 Llamas et al. 2016.
9 Lacan et al. 2011; Lazaridis et al. 2014; Malmstrom et al. 2009.
10 Allentoft et al. 2015; Keyser et al. 2009.
11 Adcock et al. 2001; Skoglund et al. 2016.
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On an individual level, it is possible to focus on functional adaptations such as
the ability to digest fresh milk.12 Some phenotypic characteristics of ancient indivi-
duals can be predicted, e.g. pigmentary characteristics (eye, hair or skin color).13

Nevertheless, the study of certain characters remains linked to the progress of
contemporary genomes studies.

Finally, when it comes to ancient human remains, it is also possible to extract
DNA from the micro-organisms they host. Palaeopathology has provided crucial data
about the sanitary status of past populations and the evolution of infectious diseases.
Thus, genomes of causative agents of plague,14 tuberculosis,15 whooping-cough 16 or
smallpox17 have been studied.

From Small DNA Fragments to Full Genomes

Initially, palaeogenetic studies focused on small DNA fragments located on the
mitochondrial genome, being present in numerous copies within a cell, unlike the
nuclear genome. The field of ancient DNA research has closely followed the evolution
of technologies. In the mid-2000’s, the development of high throughput sequencing
technologies, or NGS, revolutionized the discipline. The term “NGS” corresponds to
several technologies launched by different companies, all permitting the processing
of several thousand DNA sequences in parallel. Although they all have unique
characteristics and therefore their advantages and disadvantages, in general these
methods are quite similar. Using these technologies, the first ancient mitochondrial
genome was published in 2008,18 soon followed by the first ancient human genome
in 2010.19 Since then, the number of published ancient genomes is increasing,
constantly pushing the limits of palaeogenomic studies. Among these technological
advancements, the publication of a horse genome found in permafrost dated to
approximately 560–780 thousand years before present20 has pushed further the
limit of DNA preservation within organisms. Nevertheless, these technological
advancements and the quantity of generated data require palaeogeneticists to
develop new skills and competencies in bioinformatics and biostatistics.

12 Burger et al. 2007.
13 Bouakaze et al. 2009; Draus-Barini et al. 2013.
14 Rasmussen et al. 2015.
15 Dabernat et al. 2014.
16 Theves et al. 2011.
17 Biagini et al. 2012.
18 Gilbert et al. 2008.
19 Rasmussen et al. 2010.
20 Orlando et al. 2013.
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Conclusion

In the last thirty years, vast perspectives opened by the study of ancient genomes in
the search for ancient kinships, the study of peopling or genomic evolution. The
comparison of data from ancient populations with present-day populations also
provides insight into the genetic structure of populations of the past (e.g. Yakuts).21

Collaborationwith archaeologists is crucial to ensure optimumquality of the samples
(i.e. to minimize contamination and DNA degradation). This requires the establish-
ment of good practices for sampling and sample storage, and wherever possible, the
use of freshly excavated material. Finally, the analysis of palaeogenetic data must
rigorously be combined with data from other fields (archaeological data, anthropo-
logical data, historical data or the results of isotopic analyses). The analysis of these
results will always be vastly more productive if a discussion between all the actors
implied in the project is established, as it is the case in the multidisciplinary project
“Nied’Arc 5”. These discussions allow each participant to understand the possibili-
ties and the limits of each discipline.
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Magali Coumert

Archaeology vs Written Sources

The Case of Gothic Women

Since the publication of On Barbarian Identity: Critical Approaches to Ethnicity in the
Early Middle Ages, edited by A. Gillett,1 the discussions around the links between
ethnic identity, archaeology and power in the early Middle Ages have been polemic.
Initially, the debates were between representatives of the Vienna School and North
American researchers. However, P. Heather, as a British researcher, occupied a space
outside of this debate, which allowed him to produce a balanced picture of the
arguments.2 He put forward an original position. On the one hand, the theory of
ethnogenesis presents the formation of ethnic groups as a constant flow, where each
ethnic identity can be narrowed down to one small group that brings with it presti-
gious traditions, which then spread as they come to be accepted by a large number of
people in response to changing circumstances. On the other, sceptics like W. Goffart
reject this idea that continuity can be reduced to traditions and question the level of
importance that should be accorded to ethnic identities.3

Once again, Heather put forward the idea of genetic continuity between barbar-
ian groups both within and outside of the Roman Empire: “What all this tells us, in
other words, is that there were powerful structural reasons why groups would not
have extracted similar levels of loyalty from all their members. And to the extent that
the prime – though certainly not the only – method of acquiring one’s status, and
hence one’s differentiated degree of loyalty to a group, like one’s property, was
clearly by birth through one’s parents, then I do indeed plead guilty to having a
partly biological approach to identity.”4

He has since systematically stressed the importance, which is denied by both
camps, of massmigrations in the evolution of the Roman Empire from the 5th century
onwards.5 For him, this concept has been rejected as diabolical: “From a position of
overwhelming dominance before the 1960s, migration has become the great Satan of
archaeological explanation.”6

His subsequent studies have explored this research avenue, systematically pla-
cing the Huns and their empire at the centre of an account that explains the end of the
Roman Empire through a succession of migrations. Asserting his independent

1 Gillett 2002.
2 Heather 2008.
3 Goffart 2006.
4 Heather 2008, 46.
5 Heather 2005; 2009; 2013.
6 Heather 2009, 20.
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position, his eminent academic standing as a professor at King’s College London and
Goth specialist7 guarantees an audience for his latest publications. However, his
target audience, which is students and the general public,8 does not in any way
constitute a specialist audience ready to receive his ideas.9

An increasing amount of space is given over in these works to drawing a quite
unexpected parallel between the Great Trek of the Boers in the 1830s and the
barbarian groups of the Early Middle Ages, as this extract in 2009 shows: “In the
1830s Boer farmers, complete with families, possessions and animals, moved north
from the Cape to escape British imperial control. When they encountered opposition,
they reorganised themselves into groups large enough to destroy resistance, illus-
trating a form of predatory migration flow that is highly applicable to the first
millennium A.D.”10

This comparison is revisited in his most recent work in 2013: “Rather than an early
modern army going off to war with its baggage train, to my mind the Pannonian Goths
would have looked much more like one of the Boer wagon trains rumbling off on the
great trek north away from British imperial rule: a collection of farmer-fighters and
their families, together with all their accoutrements. In this model, the group would
consist of higher numbers of non-combatants, with a more ‘normal’ age distribution
among them, and faced a much greater need to take with them everything associated
with farming as well as weaponry and substantial food supplies.”11

His comparison of the barbarian groupswith the Boers overlooksmany elements,
which renders it unsuitable. The Boers’ Great Trek (Fig. 10.1) was based on two
elements that would not have been accessible to the Goths12:
– superior weaponry, which allowed fewer than one hundred marksmen to stand

up to several thousand warriors. Such superiority, which relied on gunpowder
and firearms, could only bemaintained through their links with the colonists and
the Europeans. Studies on the Roman military equipment of Late Antiquity show
a dynamic evolution that resulted from different neighbouring warrior traditions.
The armies serving the Roman emperor and those serving the barbarian kings
relied on the same combat system, and superiority was dependent on their
general strategies and the mobilisation of their troops.13

7 See his personal presentation, https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/peter.heather.html [15.10.2015].
8 Evidences of this target audience in Heather 2013: parallels between gothic successions and the
movie The Godfather, 18 and 41; inquisition of the 13th century compared to informing system in
communist Europe before 1989, 413.
9 James 2011; Kulikowski 2011.
10 Heather 2009, illustration 9. These illustrations are not printed in Heather 2010, the American
edition of the book.
11 Heather 2013, 28.
12 Binckes 2013, 218–253; Venayre 2015.
13 Coulston 2013. Kazanski 2013.
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– a pastoral practice. Thanks to their livestock, the Boers could move around from
place to place and feed themselves when there was no agrarian harvest. This was
certainly not the case for the barbarians on their entry into Roman territory.

However, the barbarian groups’military specialisation did not necessarily stop them
from maintaining a family life. This has already been shown for soldiers within the
Roman garrisons, or at least for the officers.14 It is possible to envisage such a family
life continuing on the fringes of military operations for the Goths. This would explain
Procopius’ comments on the flight of women and children during a Goth defeat.15

Heather’s comparison of the Boers’ Great Trek and the roaming barbarian armies
of the 4th and 5th centuries is inadequate. It allows us to highlight a singularly
obsolete vision of the relations between the Romans and the barbarians in Late
Antiquity. The relationship between the Boers and the indigenous peoples was
based on an acute awareness of the differences between the South African and

Fig. 10.1: “The Voor-Trekkers” of the 1830’s by George Salisbury Smithard (1873–1919) and Joseph
Ratcliffe Skelton (1865–1927) (from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voortrekkers#/media/File:G.S.
_Smithard;_J.S._Skelton_(1909)_-_The_Voortrekkers.jpg).

14 See references in Whately 2013, 232. Example of Vindolanda: Greene 2013.
15 For example, Procopius, Gothic Wars I, 8, 8 and 13, 13.
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northern European populations after millennia of separate evolution before the
European invention of long sea crossings. Links with Europe were by no means
severed in the 19th century, however, as we can see in the intense political corre-
spondence between the Boer chiefs and the British governors and Parliament. The
Boers presented themselves as European colonists, radically different from the
natives with whom they shared no language or religion and with whom they did
not mix.

None of the barbarian groups of the early Middle Ages was able to rely on any
such powerful metropolis, nor could they imagine one coming to their rescue. As M.
Kulikowski observed, choosing the Boers among all other possible comparisons
implies the rejection of many other more appropriate positions: “Historical compar-
anda are certainly a legitimate tool of analysis, and Heather picks some apt ones that
support his mass-migration hypothesis, not least an extended analogy between what
he regards as a mass Gothic migration from the Baltic and conquest of the Black Sea
littoral and the Afrikaner migration to, and conquest of, the Transvaal and Natal. It
must be said, however, that a great many historical comparanda would support a
model that he ignores that the Goths were formed from a large number of indigenes
and a small number of migrants under the pressure of Roman imperialism, and in the
shadow of the Empire. From 17th-century Spanish Florida to the whole history of
European involvement in India and Russian involvement in its “‘near abroad,” the
formation of polities and identities at the frontiers of imperial powers is a dramati-
cally more powerful explanatory model of the Roman frontier than the mass migra-
tions on which Heather insists.”16

It would seem that the comparison proposed by Heather is completely reac-
tionary. He contradicts all those who put forward a variety of ways of classifying
individuals – according to gender, family, kinship network, age, friendships,
religious affiliation, professional specialisation, social position, and so on17– with
his insistence on genetic heritage and on an insurmountable difference between
different ethnic groups, such as that between the Boers and the Zulus in the 19th
century.

In this paper, I would like to explain Heather’s intellectual approach in detail
based on the case of the Goths (which he is an expert on), focusing in particular on
the role of Goth wives in Italy in the 5th and 6th centuries, in order to show how
his approach was constructed on a rejection of the challenges of traditional
interpretation.

16 Kulikowski 2011.
17 More distinctions exposed in Brather 2010.
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A Group of Migrants?

In the 1960s, archaeologists were the first to break away from a unanimous consen-
sus on the historic model, which postulates that there were mass migrations from
Scandinavia up until the mid-20th century. They rejected the idea of a large popula-
tion movement from the Scandinavian peninsula, although the migration of small
groups leaving no traces is nevertheless still possible.18 Hence H. Wolfram’s hypoth-
esis of a Scandinavian ancestry that came from just one single Amal clan, which
brought with it the core of ethnic traditions.19 I have attempted to show, in response
to this, that the Scandinavian and Scythian ancestries proposed by Jordanes can be
perfectly integrated into the ancient ethnographic framework and that the name of
the island of Gotland appeared not as a corroboration but as a consequence of the
success of Jordanes’ account of Gothic ancestries.20

Heather integrates the work of archaeologists, who have abandoned any talk of
migration from Scandinavia to the south of the Baltic Sea but affirms that:
“Archaeological investigation has provided some properly Gothic material to supple-
ment the literary evidence. Gothic material culture can be followed from the first
centuries AD, when the Goths seem to have occupied lands in what is now Poland, to
the time that they entered the Roman Empire”.21

However, as the author reminds us, “broad cultural areas cannot be equatedwith
particular tribal groups”.22 Heather draws on the studies of archaeologists like V.
Bierbauer, who highlight the existence of an independent material culture, known as
the Wielbark culture, in the south of the Baltic from the second quarter of the 1st
century CE onwards. Nevertheless, only Roman sources from the beginning of the
Empire allow us to match this material culture to certain ethnic groups located in the
same regions, namely the Goths, the Rugii, the Lemovii and the Gepidae.

The Wielbark culture spread to nearby neighbouring regions to the south and
west up until the 3rd century CE. Traces of this material culture disappeared from
regions situated to the east of the Middle Vistula only to appear further south
between 160 and 230 CE. In the mid-3rd century CE, the Wielbark culture was there-
fore present in Ukraine and Volhynia, where it was in contact, albeit – according to
Bierbauer – with no mixing, with the cultures of other populations identified as the
Sarmatians and the late Scythians.23 This is where the culture known as Chernyakhov
developed. It is thought to have derived from the Wielbark culture without any major

18 Kazanski 1991, 22 sustains Scandinavian influence on theWielbark culture. Bierbauer 1994, 51–171
and 1998 underlines the continental genesis of this material culture.
19 Wolfram 2003, 180.
20 Coumert 2007, 477–8.
21 Heather 1991, 4.
22 Ibid.
23 Bierbauer 1998, 412–415.
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cultural disruption and to have been clearly distinguishable from the material
cultures of the indigenous populations, which are named in Roman sources as the
Geto-Dacians, the Dacians, the Carpi and the Sarmatians.

This traditional interpretation gives rise to a number of questions. First among
them is the issue of the relations between these two material cultures. The new name
corresponds to a new formulation in which the elements from different material
cultures are mixed with borrowings from cultures other than the Wielbark culture
as well as with innovations. Among the elements of continuity highlighted by
archaeologists like Kazanski, the interpretation of female costume plays a surpris-
ingly determining role (Fig. 10.2).24

These continuity elements, which included the importance of women, enabled
Heather in 1991 to affirm a genetic continuity from one material culture group to the
next. Ignoring a conception of ethnogenesis that minimises the importance of all
continuities other than cultural continuity, he supported a genetic continuity
through the core of traditions (at least for a substantial number of Goths), which he
believed participated fully in the political life of the people. Astonishingly, this led
him to pen his affirmation of the Gothic race: “Not all of the followers of Alaric or
Theodoric the Amal shared a common, Gothic, ethnic origin, but the likelihood is
surely that the majority of them did. It is worth stressing from the outset that the
presence of some non-Gothic elements does not make the Ostrogoths and Visigoths
fundamentally multiracial”.25

This affirmation was based on two main points:
– The number of chiefs taking part in Gothic political decisions. This is thought to

have been too important to have been handled by a recent Amal dynasty, whose
strength came only from the intermediary chiefs who had joined forces with it.

– The ethnic identity of the Goths is thought to be deep-rooted and ancient,
existing a long time before their submission to the Huns. The sources allegedly
show its importance by specifically referring to Gothic groups in contrast to their
descriptions of multiracial groups, such as those that followed Odoacer or the
Vandals and the Alans who settled in North Africa.

His reference to the concept of race, which was an extremely ideologically awkward
subject at the end of the 20th century, was pointed out by P. Amory26 and consequently
never appeared again in any of his subsequent works. Nevertheless, his argument has
not changed: the 4th- and 5th-century Goths were mainly descended genetically from
the 3rd-century migrants. This supposedly shared past was not based on any political
unity or dominant clan but on their own mythical memories of the migration and of the

24 Bachrach 1993. The importance of the female gothic costume is also stressed in Périn 1993;
Kazanski/Périn 2008, 196–198, and 2011, 315–322. On theses works, see Halsall 2011.
25 Heather 1991, 323–4.
26 Amory 1997, 15 note 2.
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arrival of the Huns.27 Wolfram has compared his position with “19th-century Germanist
romanticism”,28 while Goffart has highlighted the traditional aspect of his portrayal,
which only undergoes a slight shift by proposing that the Huns and not the Germanic
language populations were the gravediggers of the Roman Empire.29

The fact that the Goths are described as such is only a superficial indication of
their composition. This is also the case for the Franks for whom neither a long
history nor a migration is envisaged before their appearance in Germania in the
second half of the 3rd century CE. The participation of intermediary chiefs can be
assumed for all barbarian groups because, before Clovis, no royal family had
managed to impose its domination over the whole of an ethnic group for more
than three generations.

Fig. 10.2: An “Ostrogothic” female costume, Kerch grave 7
in vault 1801/1904 (adopted and changed from
Damm 1999, 83 fig. 64).

27 Heather 2003, 104–5.
28 Wolfram 1993. See also quotations of M. Kulikowski in Heather 2008, 36.
29 Goffart 2006, 17.
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Over and above the inappropriate wording (in the opinion, at least, of this French
researcher who is living in a democracy that is haunted by the spectre of the French
National Front party) that Heather erased from his later publications, what we are
essentially interested in is why he pushed forward the idea of genetic continuity.
Even if it did exist, it should be remembered that it did not in itself imply any
continuity and that it had inevitably been constructed. In a way, whether or not the
5th-century Goths were the genetic descendants of the 4th-century Goths changes
little in terms of the continuity of the feeling of belonging. As Amory pointed out: “We
must constantly remind ourselves that whatever ethnic groups believe about their
own ancestry, that ancestry does not determine cultural characteristics”.30

Even if the Goths were the sons of Goths, it does not provide us with a better
understanding of what makes transforming this biological data into a cultural ele-
ment possible. It is likely that the biological filiation hypothesis serves to support the
particularly important role given here to the Goth wives, implicitly presented as the
guarantors of genetic and cultural filiation.

The Material Culture of the Goths and Their Wives

On this subject, Heather appears to be especially dependent on the traditional
interpretation of archaeological excavations. Admittedly, he raises the possibility
that a material culture can spread in the absence of population movement and that
it does not correspond to a specific ethnic identity, but the written sources seem
sufficient to him to counter these arguments.31 When contemporary authors men-
tion population movements, they are usually writing about incursions into Roman
territory, such as the accounts of the Thervingi in 376.32 Other migrations referred to
relate to a mythical past, such as those alluded to by Jordanes,33 in an ethnographic
vision that views the Mediterranean Basin as the centre of civilisation, which
populations can only reach after completing the initiatory stages that allow the
gradual eradication of initial savagery. The theoretical aspect of such a portrayal is
demonstrated, in my view, by the abstract nature of the stages of migration, such as
changing continents, the Riphean mountains and crossing from Scandia into
Scythia.34 The traditional interpretation of excavations relies not only on accounts
of origins that have appeared at a much later date but also on their distortion – the

30 Amory 1997, 15.
31 Heather 1996, 23.
32 Ammianus Marcellinus, History 31.4.
33 Jordanes, Getica, § 39–40.
34 Amory 1997, 18–25; Coumert 2007, 503–517.
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proximity, which is embarrassing in relation to the reality of northern and eastern
Europe, of Scandia and Scythia is thus prudently overlooked.

Linguistics has also long been a guide in the reasoning of archaeologists,
because the language of the Gothic tradition of the Bible, attributed to Ulfilas, is
linked to the languages spoken today in Scandinavia and to the south of the North
Sea. However, it has been suggested for a long time that such a geographic distribu-
tion is in no way indicative of the spread of a language35 and that a language can
spread for reasons of power, bearing no relation whatsoever to any population
movement, as seems to have been the case for the Brythonic language of Wales, for
example.

Having accepted the criticism based on the linguistic argument and having
himself challenged the exaggerated level of trust placed in the Getica, Heather
nevertheless defends the idea of population movement in groups organised over
long distances, as in his example of the Boers leaving the Cape in the 1830s.36 He
constructs an explanatory model of this, which he extends to the whole of Europe in
the first millennium, in his work Empires and Barbarians, published in 2009. Instead
of a billiard-ball model, which sees people as fixed entities that ricochet off one
another, he suggests a snowball model whereby the movement of small entities gives
way to large upheavals. Even though archaeologists seem to systematically reject
interpretations involving external migratory contributions, their doubts do not seem
justified in Heather’s eyes:
– On the one hand, because migratory contribution always remains a possibility

for interpretation based on excavations.
– On the other, because the written sources seem to him to be too numerous and

convergent to merely be reflecting a topos.37

Such an explanation contradicts the majority of recent studies because of its many
problematic elements.38 According to Heather, the migration of the Goths, with a
high level of genetic continuity between the different groups referred to as such, is
based on the continuity from one material culture to another (between the Wielbark
and the Chernyakhov material cultures), on the link between the diffusion of ele-
ments from a material culture and the Goths’ political power and, finally, on the
continuity in the costume of the Gothic wives.

The assimilation of the Goths to first the Wielbark and then the Chernyakhov
culture populations has been the subject of extreme criticism, particularly on account
of its dependence on written sources. Heather sees the congruence between the
movement of the Wielbark culture from the north to the south and the portrayals

35 Coumert 2008, 53–54.
36 Heather 2009, illustration 9.
37 Heather 2009, 27–28.
38 Gasparri 2010; Coumert/Dumézil 2010; Pohl 2010.
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presented in the work of Ammianus Marcellinus and Jordanes as well as in the
Historia Augusta as strengthening his theory.39 He does not see the way in which
these works have determined the traditional interpretation of excavations, which
only minimally correspond to the accounts he gives since the same material culture
must be attributed to other populations, such as the Heruli, the Gepidae and the
Rugii.40 The “Gothic material culture” that he refers to so imprudently thus remains a
fantasy.41

Moreover, a material culture is a collection of objects whose association has been
judged to be meaningful. However, the ideal combination of these objects is, need-
less to say, never found in its entirety in an excavation, while some objects from other
collections defined as material cultures will be found there. Brather has studied the
historiography of interpreting excavations and has shown, in case after case, how
much the apriority of archaeologists counts in the determination of material cultures
and in the attribution of the excavations to certain ethnic identities.42 The borders of
the current European states are thus illustrated in the interpretation of excavations of
sites from the early Middle Ages because these shape the training of archaeologists
and thus the way in which they interpret a site. Furthermore, the movement of a
material culture can correspond to both the movement of those inhabiting it and its
adoption by a new population.

Fibulas have played a key role in attributing grave goods to a specific ethnic
group. However, there is nothing in any texts from Antiquity or the early Middle Ages
to infer anyone should see any signs of ethnic identity in these items, and there are
other possible interpretations. Brather proposed analysing the diffusion of the dif-
ferent models of fibulas according to the existence of regional markets for objects of
this type.43 For example, I. Barbiera has shown how themovements of similar objects
have been interpreted as trade exchanges if they took place in Roman times and as
traces of migration if they occurred in the 5th century.44 This type of analysis, of
course, partly overlooks the symbolic value an object may have, depending not only
on the wearer but also on the giver of the fibula, and their far-off origins could also
give a person a particular status during funeral ceremonies.45

The interpretation of excavations taken up by Heather corresponds to these
general criticisms. When elements from one material culture, such as those of
Wielbark, are found in another, such as Przeworsk, is it a result of pressure exerted
by one culture on the other or more fundamentally because it is pointless trying to

39 Heather 1996, 35, 49 and 51.
40 Heather 1996, 43.
41 Heather 1991, 4 quoted supra.
42 Brather 2004.
43 Brather 2010.
44 Barbiera 2010, 126.
45 Barbiera 2010, 127; Halsall 2011, 24.
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define distinct collections that make up a material culture within a human popula-
tion that was unavoidably open to trading? According to Heather, the interpretation
of these borrowings within this context is inevitably a sign of confrontation between
the different populations: “At least in certain areas, therefore, Wielbark expansion
would seem to have placed direct pressure on its Przeworsk neighbours. And even the
former Przeworsk populations who adoptedWielbark habits would hardly have done
so had they not been coming under some kind of pressure: political and cultural, at
least, if not demographic.”46

However, when it comes to describing the formation of the new material culture
known as Chernyakhov, the historian stresses the importance of trading between
different populations (which developed as a result of Germanic newcomers and
inhabitants from the Roman provinces47), but he also underlines the decisive con-
tribution made by the Wielbark culture populations on account of the continuity of
the female costume: “It is hard to believe that such a striking continuity in female
dress could have occurred without substantial numbers of women – and therefore, in
all probability, children too – having trodden the road south.”48

The female costume meant that the appearance of a new material culture on a
territory with borrowings from another culture was no longer a sign of confrontation
or population movement in this case, as it was for the spread of the Wielbark culture,
but simply profitable borrowings from neighbouring cultures.

Gothic women are ultimately a key element of Heather’s account. Their presence
ensures the continuity between the different material culture groups and proves his
genetic continuity theory despite evidence of archaeological and political disconti-
nuity between the 3rd and 4th centuries.

Gender and Ethnic Identity in Grave Goods

The importance of the female costume in arguing for the continuity of the material
cultures that have been attributed to Gothic groups can also be found in
M. Kazanski’s work on the Goths. Heather’s position is that the female costume is
not only themark of continuity from onematerial culture to another but also the basis
of his argument for a strong genetic continuity, despite the absence of any political
unity, between the Gothic groups of the 3rd, 4th and 5th centuries. It is extremely
surprising that such a place has been accorded to the interpretation of women’s
tombs, which become fundamental in identifying an ethnic identity, albeit charac-
terised in written sources by its warring activity.

46 Heather 1996, 38.
47 Heather 1996, 86.
48 Heather 1996, 48.
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The significance of female costume in the ethnic interpretation of tombs has been
highlighted by B. Effros.49 She writes that it seems to have arisen from a reconsidera-
tion of the association of an object with a particular ethnic identity in relation tomen,
whom researchers have focused on as the engines of group ethnic identity formation
and the future existence of that identity. Rather than the ethnic interpretation of
objects, other elements of social identity, such as status, profession and age, can be
put forward in line with the complex interweaving of the different elements of
identity.50 Such criticisms have had a lesser impact in relation to women, who,
according to Effros, have remained the passive icons of group ethnic identity in the
eyes of archaeologists. Objects of female costume, such as fibulas, have thus not been
associatedwith displays of status or social role but have been systematically linked to
ethnic identity because it was still possible to see women only asmembers of a united
group rather than as individuals and social actors in their own right. La Rocca has
shown how the association of objects attributed to various ethnic identities in female
tombs has emerged either as a reflection of the stages in geographic population
movements, as the preservation of a conservative ethnic identity or as a change of
ethnic identity, for example following a marriage.51

The importance that those who support an ethnic identity interpretation of
grave goods accord to female tombs actually serves to offset the difficulty of
identifying male tombs. Out of a group of around 176 tombs from the 5th century
in Italy, which were presumed to be Gothic, Barbiera calculated that 9% of them
contained typically male goods and 34 % contained typically female goods.52 These
proportions are similar, however, to those found for the Lombardic period, which
shows that the low number of tombs (particularly male tombs) containing goods
was not a specifically Gothic practice. Moreover, during recent excavations, ele-
ments of male goods have been identified much more frequently than in previous
centuries because the research is no longer restricted to just weapons and fibulas.
The small number of male tombs inventoried thus partly reflects the influence that
pre-established models had on excavators, who only retained the presence of
certain types of objects.

Nevertheless, tombs containing markers of masculinity remain less frequent.
The Goths are thought not to have expressed their ethnic membership in their
funeral practices, but did their wives? One way of interpreting this masculine
invisibility would be to reconsider the contrast between the Romans and the
barbarians that emerges from fixed Roman discourse. Ph. von Rummel’s study
shows the discrepancy, in relation to 4th- and 5th-century costumes, between the

49 Effros 2004, cites as examples works by Siegmund, Pilet, Bierbauer and Kazanski.
50 Brather 2004. See the commentaries in Curta 2007 and the response of Brather, in Brather 2011
(2012).
51 La Rocca 2011, 68–71.
52 Barbiera 2010.
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Roman discourse, which compares certain elements of clothing to those of the
barbarians, and the reality, which seems to contrast civilians and the military a
lot more, or rather the traditional representation of civilians and the reality of the
military’s political domination, regardless of their origins.53 The traditional inter-
pretations of excavations in ethnic terms contrast the new funeral practices of the
5th century, which are considered to be barbarian, with an evanescent Roman
model. It was possible for the Roman male tombs to include weapons,54 and the
practices that can be attributed to the Romans are characterised by their hetero-
geneity and their remoteness from traditional Roman representations.55 According
to von Rummel, any dichotomous Roman/Barbarian approach has to be rejected
immediately because it does not reflect the importance of local traditions.

According to Barbiera’s study, the tombs attributed to barbarians in Italy from
the 5th to the mid-6th centuries show certain continuity with earlier funeral prac-
tices through their location in necropolises that were used for several generations or
through certain customs.56 For example, fibulas had the same decorative garment-
fastener function prior to the 5th century and were just as likely to have been
deposited in tombs. The novelty lay in the appearance of new forms of fibulas
and in the fact that funeral deposits were becoming increasingly frequent in female
tombs. This polarity of grave goods according to gender increased over the course of
the 6th century, reaching a peak in the 7th century. The formation of this gendered
identity does not therefore correspond to the chronology of the migrations and the
acculturation of different barbarian elites in Italy.

Moreover, the allocation of tombs comprising goods assumed to be barbar-
ian appears to be extremely complex. It points most notably to the zones of
change and the zones of increased social tension as the frontiers, but it does
not seem to illustrate any mass migration. The sudden change came in the
mid-6th century with the use of new burial sites, both Christian and pagan, as
well as an intensification of gender-specific deposits and the appearance of
some very rich male tombs with weapons and decorative belts. Barbiera writes
that the change she observes, in terms of the new types of fibulas deposited
with increasing frequency in female tombs, seems to correspond above all to a
new role for women in the transmission of family prestige and in the organisa-
tion of funerals. Likewise, La Rocca has highlighted variations in female grave
goods depending on life stage.57 Hence, the tombs of women who died during
their childbearing years, between the ages of 15 and 30, seem to be better-

53 Von Rummel 2007.
54 Barbiera 2013.
55 Von Rummel 2013.
56 Barbiera 2013.
57 La Rocca 2011.
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stocked, which suggests we should view this much more as a reflection of their
social roles than of their ethnic memberships.

In the case of the Goths, just as with other aristocracies from the barbarian
kingdoms in the West, it is thus no obstacle to interpreting either the female or the
male tombs according to different social roles rather than as the passive reflection of
a traditional barbarian costume, which would have been preserved during quite
different circumstances. These new ways of interpreting female tombs from the
Gothic period in Italy offer a vision that is consistent with accounts written during
the same period.

Contemporary written sources principally describe the royal family, highlighting
Theodoric’s bold matrimonial policy, which allied him through his sister and daughters
to various kings and princes in Western Europe.58 At the mercy of particularly unstable
political alliances, these women revealed their ability to use the differences and com-
plementarities between their birth families and their families through marriage. The
political role of Goth wives thus extended well beyond that of passive icons of ethnic
identity.

Furthermore, outside of the royal family, it appeared no woman was referred to as
Gothic. The prosopography provided by Amory systematically transcribes all the
accounts written in the kingdom of Italy between 489 and 554. His research on the
Goths was based on Germanic names as well as on military position and Arianism, or
membership of the Arian priesthood. This explains the small number of women – 37 out
of a total 379 individuals – in his survey. Not one woman outside of the royal family
declared herself to be Gothic, so men and women both have the same customs in our
sources.59 However, all the individuals declared as Goths by others (only 13 %) were
men. No woman linked to the Goths was ever referred to as a Goth. The female relatives
of Gothswere however keen to quote their social status: 10 out of the 23womennamed in
the chronological period gave their social rank.60 It seems therefore that, in the kingdom
of Theodoric and his successors, there was no advantage to be gained by a woman
claiming to be Gothic unless she belonged to the royal family and that no-one envisaged
describing any woman as such.

Such information is admittedly belated, partial and dependent on the arbitrary
preservation of certain papyruses and inscriptions.61 The survey of 379 individuals
seems very small given the number of soldiers that Theodoric led,62 but this rightly
encourages us to place a low estimate on the number of warriors – even though, as

58 Becker/Piriou 2008; La Rocca 2011, 73 sqq.
59 In the 7th century, Wililiwa, could be an exception, but Tjäder, 1954–1982, vol. I, 478 n.3 et III,
plate 97 fills a hole in Pap. Ital. 28, B5 with an ethnic adjective, as noticed by Amory 1997, 439.
60 Amory 1997.
61 Critical remarks on Amory’s prosopography in Heather 2003, 110–133. See De Rubbeis 2013 for a
general reflection on inscriptions.
62 Heather 2008, 43–44.
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soldiers, they are referred to as Goths – that individually chose to define themselves
as such. These results show that the written recollections of women, just like the
grave goods in their tombs, sought to highlight a social role far more than any
ethnic membership.

Conclusion

The model of ethnogenesis seems to be profoundly challenged in its demonstra-
tion of the continuity of traditions in certain cases, such as that of the Goths.
However, it remains dominant in the notion of the formation and reformation of
ethnic groups in response to changing circumstances. Supporters of the migra-
tory model, which harks back to genetic foundations, must henceforth trust in
the existence of Gothic women, established as the guarantors of a group’s
genetic continuity and ethnic traditions, according to a model that is fragile,
as I have attempted to demonstrate.

Some elements of distinctive female costume certainly appear in tombs from
the 5th and 6th centuries, but this practice was an innovation both in relation to
Italy and to the suspected points of departure for potential migrants. This new
significance accorded to women, depending on their age, may also correspond to a
change in their social role. The importance of marriage in terms of diplomatic
strategies shows, at the same time, their role strengthened by such an alliance
within a system that was no longer patrilineal but bilateral. Moreover, this invest-
ment in female tombs seems to increase in societies undergoing change, showing
the emergence of new strategies (particularly through funereal ostentation) more
than the impact of new populations.

Women do not therefore appear as the passive reflections of Gothic tradi-
tions handed down for centuries but as the actors in a social game transformed
in Italy, where their role as the vehicle of prestige appears to have grown during
the Gothic domination in Italy, before the Byzantine reconquest and the
Lombardian conquest brought complete change once again to social relations
and funeral practices.

Heather’s recent studies, therefore, seem to present a genuine response to the
collapse of the traditional view of barbarian invasions that has been produced in recent
years as a result of interpreting texts in the same way as excavations. It is important to
respond to it, however, with a more complex development of the counter model
proposed for Late Antiquity, that of a complex world, where the genetic heritage of an
individual is only the starting point for the construction of their social identity, as can be
seen in the case of the Goth wives in Italy. However, this also presents us with a
particular challenge, which concerns the diffusion of these updated interpretations
among the general public.
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Andrea Czermak

Diet Reconstruction Based on C/N Stable
Isotope Analysis

What Can It Contribute to Address Questions on Cultural Change?

Stable isotope analysis of carbon and nitrogen ratios has become a “must-have”
method in archaeological studies allowing a general characterisation of an
individual’s diet, and providing information about subsistence strategies. Some
food sources are clearly distinguishable, such as C3 (wheat) versus C4 (millet)
plants and marine versus terrestrial diet. Hence current approaches usually aim
to characterise the human dietary composition in comparison to domestic fauna
and other potential food sources, often in combination with advanced statistical
methods.

Carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios are usually obtained from bone material,
which represents an “isotopic blend” of dietary intake of roughly 10 years before
an individual’s death. Barring very rare exceptions, individuals show the typical
diet of a non-industrialised population consuming common food resources in
central Europe. Accordingly inter-individual human data often do not show any
significant differences, rendering the approach of little use to provide evidence
for social or cultural differentiation within a community and over a specific time
period. Furthermore, as diets available in early medieval central Europe offer
little variation regarding isotope composition, the possibility of differentiation is
limited.

The approach, however, becomes far more powerful when taking samples
from tissues that are developed at different times during lifetime. By sampling
dentin layers, changes through life history can be detected and a chronology of
an individuals’ diet reconstructed that can then be related to the wider archae-
ological and historical context. Diet does reflect individuals’ residence and
subsistence,1 and thus can potentially provide evidence for cultural changes,2

as well as social differences within a population.3 Hence, if applied in the right
way, isotope analysis can indeed be a powerful tool to address questions of
cultural changes.

1 Pollard et al. 2012; Beaumont et al. 2012.
2 Lightfoot et al. 2012.
3 Killgrove/Tykot 2013; Knipper et al. 2015; Hakenbeck et al. 2010; Schutkowski et al. 1999.
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Stable Isotope Analysis

In modern archaeology, stable isotope analysis is widely used to address questions
on dietary differentiation, life history, but also in a broader context on social differ-
entiation, and migration. While earlier research focused primarily on human sub-
sistence, economy, and interaction of systems, more recent approaches also try to
address social dynamics in ancient populations, bearing inmind social rules, identity
and the roles of individuals as a dynamic force of cultural change, socially con-
structed food acquisition and/or distribution within communities, and the collective
social and political motivations for human mobility. Hence stable isotope analysis in
archaeology is now used considering both subsistence and social reasons that cause
human dietary and mobility decisions.

Isotope analysis has its strengths but also its limitations, particularly on the
information that it can provide when applied to central European material.4

Importantly, it requires a profound understanding of the sampled tissue, its structure
and decay, as well as the biological and ecological mechanisms responsible for the
isotopic signals observed. For a better understanding of the method and its potential
pitfalls a brief description of the background and basic principles is given firstly.

Stable isotope analysis of human remains draws on the large and long-estab-
lished field of isotope geochemistry in earth and plant sciences.5 The method was
then adapted in ecology to reconstruct complex dietary behaviour of animals in their
specific habitats and scaling trophic structures.6 Eventually, stable isotope analysis
found its way into archaeology. At the beginning, its application focused mostly on
the analysis of human skeletal tissues as a way to reconstruct major transitions in
human diet. Today, approaches aiming to get a higher temporal-resolution of the
dietary intake of humans and animals help to better define changes in the human
diet. Isotope analysis is used to investigate a diverse spectrum of topics relating to
dietary and subsistence practices, mobility, social organization, identity, and gender
differences.7

Isotopes are variants of a particular chemical element, which have the same
number of protons but differ in the number of neutrons that together form the
atom’s nucleus. The atomic number of an element is equal to the number of its
electrons (or protons respectively) and identifies the specific element. As the chemical
reaction of an element is “controlled” by the electrons, isotopes are chemical equiva-
lent, being able to bind to the same elements. The difference is in their mass number.
The number of nucleons, the sum of protons and neutrons in the atomic nucleus,
provide the mass number. Thus, their chemical behaviour such as reaction rate and

4 For review on prospects of stable isotope research see Makarewicz/Sealy 2015.
5 Craig 1953, 1954; Park/Epstein 1960.
6 DeNiro/Epstein 1978, 1981; Minagawa/Wada 1984; Schoeninger et al. 1983.
7 Ambrose et al. 2003; Kellner/Schoeninger 2008; Mul̈dner/Richards 2005.
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bond strength varies, because chemical and physical properties are related to atomic
mass. For example, the atomic number of nitrogen is 14, representing seven protons in
the nucleus. A neutron number of 7 in the nucleus sums up with the protons in the
mass number 14, representing the most common form of nitrogen (14N) in the atmo-
sphere. With one more neutron nitrogen is building a stable naturally occurring
isotope of nitrogen (15N). Those isotopes of an element that do not undergo radioactive
decay are called “stable isotopes”.

Ratios of stable isotopes are quantified with an isotope rationing mass spectro-
meter; the abundances are typically expressed relative to a standard and as ratios of
the rare to common isotope in delta (δ) notation, e.g. carbon as 13C/12C = δ13C and
nitrogen as 15N/14N = δ15N (Tab. 11.1). The data gives the ratio heavier to lighter
isotope of the sample relative to the ratio of a standard. Negative δ values mean
less heavy isotopes in the sample compared to standard.8

Molecules of greatermass form stronger, more stable bonds with other elements. Thus,
the “heavier” isotopes accumulate in body tissues, leading to a fractionation in the
food chain. Collagen, the organic protein rich part of body tissues is used for carbon
and nitrogen isotope analysis. Proteins are composed of amino acids, and essential
amino acids, which the body cannot synthesise, originate from dietary protein.

Nitrogen isotopes fractionate during physiological processes within an organ-
ism. With each step in the food chain nitrogen ratios increase.9 The stepwise enrich-
ment of 15N with each upward shift in trophic level is used to investigate animal
protein sources in human diet such as meat or dairy products. On that account the
relative contributions of plant and animal foods are determined by comparing the
δ15N values of humans with the values of potential food sources in the same ecosys-
tem. However, this underestimates the complexity of the distribution of nitrogen
isotopes in ecosystems and how dietary 15N is incorporated into body tissues. For

Tab. 11.1: Natural abundance of carbon and nitrogen in the atmosphere.

Element Isotopes Abundance (%) Standard

Carbon C , Vienna Pee Dee Belemnite (VPDB)
C ,

Nitrogen N , Atmospheric Nitrogen
N ,

δ×E: [(Rsample/Rstandard–)] × 

8 For review on stable isotopes see West et al. 2006 and Lee-Thorp 2008.
9 Hedges/Reynard 2007; Caut et al. 2009.
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instance, it does not account for the distribution of the isotopes in the plant portion of
the food, the incorporation and fractionation into body tissues and it’s actual enrich-
ment in consumers’ tissues that can vary between 3 and 6 ‰. Thus, in order to
interpret the δ15N values of higher trophic level consumers attempting to “recon-
struct” diet, we need to understand the isotopic structuring in flora and fauna of the
same ecosystem first.10

Carbon isotopes mainly provide information on the biochemical mechanisms
food plants use to fix carbon after incorporating CO2 for photosynthesis from the
atmosphere. The δ13C values of plants that use specific types of photosynthesis are
passed on to the body tissues of the consumer.11 The “C3” photosynthetic pathway is
dominant in temperate Europe, whereas “C4”-plants are adapted to fix carbon more
efficiently in arid and warm areas. Millet is the only relevant C4 plant introduced
since the Neolithic period.12

Carbon ratios can also reflect the so-called “canopy effect”, that denotes the
lower presence of 13C-isotope in CO2 under a canopy of leaves than in the atmosphere
as heavier, naturally low-abundant carbon isotope being already bound in upper
leaves and plants with better access to the balanced isotope composition from the
atmosphere. Thus, δ13C is lower in plants growing in woodland providing the poten-
tial to detect differences between species feeding in open versus forested environ-
ments.13 Similarly, we can determine whether the carbon originated from a terrestrial
or an oceanic carbon cycle.14

In combination δ13C and δ15N ratios are used to distinguish between different
terrestrial, freshwater and marine food sources.15 However, stable C/N isotope ratios
do not reproduce exact menus, but rather allow distinguishing between broad food-
categories like terrestrial versus aquatic protein sources, meat versus plants, and C4
grasses/cereals versus C3 fruits and vegetables (Fig. 11.1).

To determine the contribution of potential food sources, human isotope data are
normalized to corresponding faunal samples. The human data range is then calcu-
lated by adding a “trophic level” to the mean value of herbivores (one trophic level =
δ13C: 0.8–1.3‰; δ15N: 3–5‰). Human diet, however, is not directly deducible from
faunal collagen data. Human data often show a less pronounced trophic level shift
within a food chain as would be expected from the comparison with herbivore
collagen data.16 Furthermore, nitrogen isotope ratios in different species of wild or

10 Makarewicz/Sealy 2015.
11 Tieszen et al. 1983; Farquhar et al. 1989.
12 Rösch 1998; Le Huray/Schutkowski 2005.
13 Drucker/Bocherens 2009.
14 Fry 1989.
15 Schoeninger/DeNiro 1984.
16 Knipper et al. 2013.
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domestic herbivores depend on seasonality, availability of food sources, and their
dietary preferences. Hence, for more reliable results floral data are essential.

In addition, numerous environmental, anthropogenic and metabolic factors
contribute to nitrogen isotopic shifts in herbivores.17 Despite being essential for
interpreting the δ15N values of consumers at higher trophic levels, most of these
factors remain poorly understood.

So-called “mixing models” are used as a means of estimating source contribu-
tions attempting to detangle different dietary components. These statistical models
work on the presumption of food sources having clearly separated isotope values. If
the isotope values of the consumers, their potential foods and the extent of fractiona-
tion in the consumer tissue are known, the proportion of each food in the total diet
can be calculated.18 Yet, complex metabolisms and other factors discussed above
cannot be incorporated. Also, the more food sources contributing to an animal’s diet,
the less meaningful are estimates of their importance, particularly for dietary gen-
eralists such as humans. Therefore mixing models apparently provide all too sim-
plistic answers to complex issues.

Besides, attempts to “reconstruct” diet often face more challenges: due to the
lack of settlement remains related to the investigated cemeteries the number of plant
and animal samples collected from the archaeological context is mostly too small to
adequately characterize the extent of isotopic variation in food sources. Thus, faunal

Fig. 11.1: Schematic representation of a Central European food web in the Early Middle Ages,
including main food sources and their isotopic position.

17 Merav/Flaherty 2012; Makarewicz/Sealy 2015.
18 Caut et al. 2010; Phillips et al. 2014.
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data typically used for normalizing human isotope ratios are either not directly
related to the site or sometimes not even contemporary. Moreover, diet available in
Early Medieval Central Europe offers little variation regarding isotope composition.
Therefore, with no sea-fish available and millet not unknown, but uncommon, a
meaningful differentiation is rather limited. This is exemplified in Fig. 11.2, display-
ing isotope ratios from bone bulk collagen of Early Medieval graveyards.19 The data
show a normal variation within every site. The differences between sites are smaller
than variations within each site, as would be expected for “typical” populations’
diets based on common food resources in central Europe.20 Comparisons between
individuals often show no statistically significant differences, rendering the
approach of little use to provide evidence of social or cultural differentiation and
changes within a community.

Bone and Teeth

Carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios are usually gained from bone material, which has
a relatively high turnover rate, depending on bone type and the age of the individual.
Therefore, isotope signals obtained from bone bulk collagen represent an “isotopic
blend” of dietary intake of up to 10 years before death. Accordingly, isotopic con-
sequences of possible dietary changes are “averaged out” by bone remodelling.21

Hence the approach is not particularly useful to detect changes in diet during an
individuals’ lifetime.

In contrast to bone, teeth do not remodel during lifetime. Once formed during
childhood and adolescence, their isotope composition does not change. Thus, teeth
reflect the diet over the timespan of their development providing a chronology of
dietary intake (Fig. 11.3). Sample material from teeth is also assumed to suffer less
from post-depositional chemical alterations.22

Calcified tissue in teeth is emerging periodically. The timing of the development of
human teeth, the direction and rate of growth andmineralisation is well established.23

Dentin grows sequentially from the crown to the root tip, forming incremental features
with consistent periodic repeat intervals.24 The daily secretion rate of dentin in human
teeth is ranging from 2 to 6 µm per day, resulting in short-period lines (“von Ebner’s
lines”). Long period lines (“Andresen lines”) are formed every 8–10 days with a

19 Data taken from Schutkowski et al. 1999; Strott 2006; McGlynn 2007; Hakenbeck et al. 2010;
Czermak 2012; Knipper et al. 2013.
20 Willerding 2003.
21 Hedges et al. 2007.
22 Lee-Thorp et al. 2003.
23 Dean et al. 1993; Dean/Scandrett 1995; Dean et al. 2014.
24 Kawasaki 1980; Dean 1998; Smith 2006.
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distance ranging from 20–30 µm.25 Roughly estimated, a dentine sample length of 100–
150 µm covers ca. 3 weeks, 1–1.5 mm approximately 30weeks and 2–3 mm cover a time
span of about 1 year (Fig. 11.4). Incremental manifestations become apparent as
contrasting linear pattern, visible in transmission light microscope images.26 Counts
and measurements of the incremental lines have been used to determine rate and
duration of tooth formation27 and age at death for juveniles.28

Serial sampling that follows the pattern of dentine incremental structures provides a
high-resolution isotopic record of dietary changes and can give information about
changing environmental conditions during individuals’ early lifetime.

Fig. 11.3: Developmental stages and approximate turnover time of body hard tissues commonly used
for isotope analysis (modified after Tütken 2010).

Fig. 11.4: Scheme of Andresen lines in the tooth dentine. Approximate timespan a micro-sample of
1 mm width can cover.

25 Kawasaki 1980; Dean/Scandrett 1995; Dean 1998; Smith 2006, 2008.
26 Smith 2006.
27 Dean 1995.
28 Huda/Bowman 1995.
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A number of studies focussed on isotope analysis of tooth dentine to reconstruct
diet or migration.29 Serial sampling of teeth has recently been used to address various
aspects of individuals’ life history.30

To reconstruct and detect potential changes in the early life history of individuals
molars of permanent teeth were used for analyses. Sampling the 1st, 2nd and 3rd
molar, dietary pattern over the first 20–22 years of an individuals life could be
reconstructed (Fig. 11.5).

Tooth Dentine Microsampling

In order to take samples from tooth dentine considering the natural growth structure of
the teeth, an improved method for serial microsampling was developed.. Teeth are first
cut longitudinal into two halves with a Buehler saw. One tooth-halve is then deminer-
alised, serial microsamples are cut off the complete root with a scalpel (Fig. 11.6, left),
before measuring isotope ratios of carbon and nitrogen stable isotopes using standard
mass-spectrometry.

Additionally, high-resolution images of tooth root thin sections are taken to
visualise the incremental lines. As the covered time period depends on the sample
size, which again depends on collagen quality, the wavelength specific auto-

Fig. 11.5: Tooth structure and development. Teeth grow in layers from crown to root (left). Molars are
providing a chronology of dietary intake during childhood and youth (right).

29 Fuller et al. 2003; Pollard et al. 2012; Whitmore 2016; Erikson et al. 2017.
30 Henderson et al. 2014; Eerkens et al. 2011, 2013, 2016; Burt 2015; Beaumont et al. 2012, 2014, 2016;
Sandberg et al. 2014.
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florescence of collagen is used to identify well-preserved areas of collagen and to
align the sample (Fig. 11.6, right).31

To assign samples to an approximate age, we developed a scheme formolars, based
on the London Atlas of tooth development.32 The Atlas, mainly used in forensic science,
is based on developmental stages of dentition to estimate the age of an individual. This
scheme allows for a relatively precise age relatedmapping of the dietary intake. The data
gained from teeth are compared to the isotope ratio of an individual’s bone bulk
collagen, which reflects an average of the dietary intake before death.

The improved method for dentine serial microsampling was for the first time
applied on individuals buried in the Early Medieval cemetery of Niedernai, France.33

Selected results of serial micro-samples from 1st, 2nd and 3rd molars of three

Fig. 11.6: Tooth dentine microsampling workflow. After sectioning the tooth longitudinal, in an
additional longitudinal cut a thin section is collected and mounted on a microscope slide. Images of
the section are recorded using a high-resolution fluorescence microscope to image the incremental
lines and to visualize the collagen preservation. One tooth-halve is demineralized and then the
microsamples are cut, following the increments.

31 Koenig 1994; Georgakoudi et al. 2002; Czermak et al. 2018; Czermak et al. forthcoming.
32 Al Qahtani et al. 2010.
33 Czermak/Brather-Walter, forthcoming.
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individuals are shown in Fig. 11.7 as examples for stable, non-altering diets and a
contrasting different diet, also revealing distinct changes in dietary intake within a
short period of time. Elevated δ15N-ratios at the beginning of the individuals’ life
reflect breast milk consumption. The following decline in δ15N is the result of the
weaning process, the transition from breast milk to normal food.34

The chronology of dietary intake of individuals B and C shows no significant changes
in isotope ratio during their early life. At the time of their death, the isotope data shows
still the same ratio. All data stay within the “local” data range, which is determined
from the mean value and the second standard deviation bone bulk data from all
individuals buried at the cemetery. The data suggest, that their living conditions
appear steady and untroubled. These individuals did not change their diet and most
likely did not change their environment within the detectable timespan.

Fig. 11.7: Chronology of three individuals’ dietary intake: Timeline of nitrogen and carbon isotope
ratios of multiple microsamples from tooth dentine of first (M1), second (M2) and third (M3) molars.
Example for an almost steady diet (individual B and C) and large scale changes in dietary intake
(individual A). “Local” data range: mean value and second standard deviation of bone bulk data from
all individuals buried at the cemetery.

34 Schurr 1998; Richards et al. 2002; Reynard/Tuross 2015.
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In contrast, individual A shows clearly changing isotope compositions over time.
The δ15N-ratios are significantly higher than the “local” range, elevated by up to 2‰
about the age of 5 as well as the age of 8, the latter accompanied by a 1‰ drop in δ13C-
ratios. This can be an indicator for freshwater fish as a major part of diet.35

At around ten years of age the individual’s δ13C-ratios increase about 1.5‰,
followed by a decline and then once again rise at the age of thirteen up to 3‰ from
−18 to −15‰. These elevated δ13C-ratios are a significant marker for the consump-
tion of C4 plants. Millet is the only relevant C4 plant relevant in central Europe36 but
is rarely found in archaeobotanical records from this period. The most abundant
cereals in the area and at that time period were oat, spelt and “Einkorn”, less
frequent rye, barley and emmer, and only infrequently millet.37 To obtain such
high δ13C-ratios, the proportion of millet in this individuals diet must have been
quite high, caused by regular rather than occasional millet consumption. Thus, it is
likely that individual A did not only change its diet, but also changed its environ-
ment, moving to and living in an area where millet was a common food source at
that time.

As the δ13C values decline again after the short period of about two years, the diet
and most likely the environment changed again. At the end of life the values are
within the range that was determined as “local”, suggesting an adaption to local
food.

Summary and Perspective

Despite being a “staple method” in current archaeological studies, stable isotope
analysis of carbon and nitrogen ratios often reaches its limits when applied to
central European human remains. Diets available in early medieval central
Europe offer little variation regarding isotope composition and thus, differentiation
is rather limited. Furthermore, carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios are usually
gained from bone material, which represent an “isotopic blend” and only provide
information on the average dietary intake of the last period of an individual’s life.
Time-averaged isotope signatures from bone bulk collagen do not reveal episodic
nutritional changes. Thus, the approach is of little use to provide evidence of social
or cultural differentiation and changes within a community and over a specific time
period.

Nonetheless under specific conditions, isotope analysis can be a powerful tool to
address questions of cultural changes. Social and cultural changes should be

35 Hedges/Reynard 2007.
36 Rösch 1998; Le Huray/Schutkowski 2005.
37 Rösch 1998, 2008; Brombacher/Hecker 2015.
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reflected in individuals’ life history. Diet does reflect residence and subsistence,38

and thus can potentially display cultural changes,39 as well as social differences
within a population.40

By taking samples from tissues that develop at different times during lifetime, we
can reconstruct a chronology of individuals’ diet. Serial microsampling of teeth
provides several benefits. We can capture individuals’ diet over time, providing a
chronology of dietary intake. Any sample covers a specific timespan and the sample
area can be related to a particular period of an individual’s life. By sampling different
teeth and tissues it is possible to trace individuals’ diet over a long period and thus
allowing to trace dietary changes within small time spans that would not be possible
by simple bone isotope analysis. The results can then be interpreted in a wider
archaeological and historical context. Importantly, the capabilities (and limitations)
of stable isotope analysis methods have to be in concordance with the archaeological
question, which requires a careful and unbiased assessment of the method regarding
a given project. This can only be achieved with a profound understanding of both the
archaeological and biophysical backgrounds, which calls for a close collaboration
between researchers of both fields.
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Philipp von Rummel

Conclusion and Perspectives

The Freiburg conference that gave rise to this volume was part of the research project
“Nied’Arc 5”, funded by the French ANR and the German DFG, on the 5th-century
cemetery in Niedernai (Alsace, France). This cemetery with its 32 tombs has been
completely excavated with modern excavation techniques in 1995, and is the only
necropolis of the second half of the 5th century not only within Alsace but also in its
wider surroundings. The focus of the French-German research project lies on the
question whether the fundamental cultural changes during the 5th century which are
visible in the archaeological material were caused by the immigration of population
groups from the east, or whether they could be seen as a cultural re-orientation of the
former Roman population. In contrast to older studies that tried to answer these
questions on the basis of only a selection of archaeological finds, this Freiburg- and
Strasbourg-based project takes into consideration the whole spectrum of archaeolo-
gical finds and features from the cemetery and uses a variety of modern scientific
methods. The project is thus a fitting frame for a conference that aims for a critical
discussion between archaeologists, historians, and archaeo-bioscientists, and, as
Susanne Brather-Walter explains in her introduction.

The debate about the relationship between the humanities and natural sciences
is, of course, not new at all. It has been on the agenda ever since archaeology
established itself as an academic discipline, as Stefanie Samida shows in her article.
Nowadays, full integration of natural science sources is actually widely considered to
be a matter of course in archaeology, after the possibilities and limitations of radio-
carbon dating, to take one example, have been extensively debated decades ago. This
might have contributed to the fact that the debate, so aptly entitled “pride and
prejudice” by Sabine Deschler-Erb in this volume, has so far been conducted primar-
ily between archaeologists and natural scientists whereas there has been conspic-
uous silence on the part of text-based historians, with few exceptions.1 Many highly
interesting analyses and associated theories resulting in rapidly enhancing possibi-
lities of studying ancient DNA, such as those Johannes Krause presented at the
Freiburg conference,2 concern periods of human history for which no written sources
exist and in which historians accordingly take little interest. Since the recent

1 Cf. the conference “Genetic History: A Challenge to Historical and Archaeological Studies” orga-
nized by Jörg Feuchter and Stefanie Samida in Berlin (October 1–2, 2015), published online in
Medieval Worlds: The Genetic Challenge to Medieval History and Archaeology. Medieval Worlds 4,
2016 (http://www.medievalworlds.net/medieval_worlds?frames=yes).
2 Johannes Krause, Die genetische Herkunft der Europäer. Einsichten aus genomweiten Untersuchun-
gen alter Skelette. This paper has not been published in this volume. Cf. Mathieson et al. 2015.
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foundation of institutions like the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human
History in Jena (Germany) or the Initiative for the Science of the Human Past at
Harvard (USA) text-based historians feel more challenged, particularly in the face
of the wide-ranging claims to explanatory power raised by some scientists, and, even
more so, as periods and regions become the focus of discussion for which written
sources deliver a greater density of data. New data from organic or inorganic samples
is now self-confidently introduced into a field in which the status of other archae-
ological sources as historical sources of equal status and value has been debated for
well over a hundred years. This makes the discussion in between the different
disciplines even more interesting, not least because of the fact that the names of
historically active groups are now coming into play too. Thus, Stefanie Samida,
Magali Coumert, Corina Knipper and Irene Barbiera assess recent discussions on
Anglo-Saxons, Goths in Italy, and Lombards. The central question here is: can
natural science sources increase our knowledge of these peoples?

In certain areas the answer is definitely yes. This is demonstrated in many of the
papers this volume. Tombs and human skeletal material provide information on
nutrition, age, size, health, specific activities, kinship and mortuary rituals, to say
nothing of the informative value of sources outside mortuary contexts, which furnish
data on settlement activity, landscape utilization, the procurement and use of raw
materials and many other questions. Interdisciplinary collaboration, however,
becomes a true challenge when the transformation, spread, collapse and migration
of biological groups and populations has to be interpreted with historical methods,
and when it comes to the discussion of the importance of biological kinship in the
formation and distinction of historically known ethnic groups.

Opinions diverge widely on this point. On the one hand we read for example
that genetics can finally answer questions that historians and archaeologists have
not been able to answer; on the other hand we hear that ethnic identity has nothing
to do with genes. This discussion – in a somewhat different form – is not new either:
it is familiar from the debate about the ethnic interpretation of archaeological finds,
which was conducted intensively not least in Freiburg too3 and indeed continues to
be, as Susanne Brather-Walter has shown in her paper. Various contributors to this
volume point out problems that can result when ethnonyms known from texts are
applied to archaeological finds. On the other hand, archaeologists specializing in
late antiquity and the early middle ages are still concerned that if the discipline
adopts a too critical stance towards ethnic interpretation, it will cease to qualify as a
historical discipline and will no longer be able to participate in the dialogue with
other disciplines, especially the neighbouring historical disciplines. If ethnic
names are taboo, they feel, then multidisciplinary conferences, projects and so

3 Particularly in the DFG-Sonderforschungsbereich (SFB) 541 “Identitäten und Alteritäten. Die
Funktion von Alterität für die Konstitution und Konstruktion von Identität” (1997–2003).
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forth would be pointless as historians and archaeologists would no longer be able
to understand each other.4 Since a couple of years now historians and archaeolo-
gists are joined by natural scientists, particularly by geneticists, in this discussion
making mutual comprehension even more difficult. This can be seen as a tragic
situation, or – to the contrary – as an opportunity. I think that we should take the
opportunity. This is shown very clearly in various papers in this volume and is
explicitly demonstrated by Frans Theuws.

It is crucial that there is agreement on how commonly used terms are understood
methodologically and theoretically. To repeat it in words of Stefanie Samida in this
volume, there can be no interdisciplinarity without a genuine reflection on theories
andmethods in each of the participating disciplines.Within the frame of a conference
modelled around a 5th-century cemetery, it should be underlined that in the debate
about ethnic interpretation in early medieval archaeology, even those colleagues
most critical of it have never demanded that names such as Alamanni, Goths or
Franks should not be used. It would be absurd just to reject ethnic names that occur
in texts and to think that this would be a solution to the difficult problem of
interpreting early medieval groups in the context of different types of sources. Joint
approaches, however, are in need of a common understanding of the problem that
early medieval ethnic groups are changing through time and even hardly to define in
a precise way in certain time slices. Small differences of phrasing can make consider-
able difference in the rigour of the meaning, and may prevent unproductive mis-
understandings none of the parties is interested in. It is thus necessary for a fruitful
debate that scientists are informed about the methodological problems that come
with the (historical) terminology they use, and the same is true for historians and
archaeologists interested in the result of genetic analysis: there is a need of a
common understanding of terminology and nomenclature, since these are ultimately
the tools we need to communicate with one another.

Another point, also brought at the conference and in this volume, is of crucial
importance as well: the matter of the hierarchy of sources and the related question of
what history actually is. I think that we have to consider all sources that provide data
about the past as historical sources, no matter whether we are talking about a bone, a
gene sequence, a potsherd, a brooch, a building or a text: they all help us to write
history. As some sources are better suited than others to answer particular questions, it is
the setting of the problem that creates hierarchies. It is thus the question asked that gives
a source a specific value, not the nature of the source itself. These leads to the question if
a specialist who puts historical questions to historical sources is not a historian anyway,
regardless of which special field he/she originates? If we agree? that it is the question
asked that give sources a specific value, not the nature of the source itself, we have also
to admit that questions are highly specific, focused on periods, places and individuals.

4 E.g. Bierbrauer 2004, 47–48.
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This being so, it is not really far-sighted to claim in absolute terms that certain sources or
specializations are superior, or to hold, as Kristian Kristiansen does, that the natural
sciences open a new door to “previously hidden absolute knowledge”.5 These words are
true in a certainway, of course, but in this oversimplifying sense a brooch, a pot, a sword
or rests of a house are also “absolute knowledge”, as is a text of Ammianus Marcellinus
or Gregory of Tours. The importance of the whole breadth of all sources bequeathing
information on past life should be beyond question. There are no historical sources that
are a priori more important than others.

In the context of research project like “Nied’Arc 5” on the 5th-century cemetery in
Niedernai and its focus on questions of cultural change, the importance of informa-
tion based on sources other than biological rests and analysed material is shown by
several papers in this volume, without any claim of exclusiveness. This is, for
example, shown by Susanne Brather-Walter, explaining that bow brooches were no
indicators of ethnic identity in the early middle ages, by Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner,
demonstrating that strong demand for agrarian workforce was a factor for the
immigration into the empire in the fourth and earlier fifth centuries, or by Frans
Theuws, bringing new arguments for the explanation of Childeric’s burial in Tournai
into the discussion. It goes without saying that scientific approaches such as pre-
sented by Sabine Deschler-Erb (archaeobiology), Hélène Reveillas and Jean-Bernard
Huchet (archaeothanatology), Corina Knipper (isotope analysis and mobility),
Clémence Hollard and Christine Keyser (archaeogenetics), and Andrea Czermak
(isotope analysis and diet) expand the knowledge about a cemetery like the one of
Niedernai and the people buried there in such an enormous way that the time in
which archaeological research projects could be conducted without any integrated
scientific analysis is certainly over.

It is of crucial importance to be aware that we are dealing with highly sensitive
issues when we think about groups, ethnicity and ethnic identity in the early middle
ages. These fields have beenmisused in the past andmay bemisused again at any time.
In his paper, Roland Steinacher hints to the problems caused recently by the compar-
isons with theMigration Period that have beenmade in contemporary press; andMagali
Coumert’s paper articulates very clearly that simplifying essentialists views on culture
and ethnicity in past times can have serious consequences in the present. We should
listen to each other carefully, explain our positions well, and develop an awareness of
other fields of scientific enquiry and their potential pitfalls regarding sources – a task
that applies to us all. Archaeologists, in my view, should get involved more self-
assertively in the debate, and should assume responsibility even as co-authors of
scientific studies. And archaeologists who take a critical view should seek to engage
in cooperation all the more.

5 Kristiansen 2014, 27. Cf. the comments to this article in the same volume of Current Swedish
Archaeology.
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Interpretation of the archaeological record is an activity that must be undertaken
collectively, as several speakers pointed out. But the research design also needs to be
developed in collaboration. ReinhardWenskus, as long as go as 1979, put it very aptly
when he said that in the field of ethnic interpretation too many historical and
philological issues are embedded in every historical question archaeologists (and
we should add natural scientists here) ask, making a “pure” method, which is not
charged with problems of other neighbouring fields, an impossible undertaking.6

The German proverbial “marching separately but striking together” of diverse histor-
ical sub-disciplines, citing a strategic military advice of the 19th century Prussian
general Helmuth von Moltke, is therefore not possible either, and particularly not in
the collaboration of humanities and natural sciences: Before we march we have to
decide where to head.
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