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1

Introduction

From the late fourth century onwards, Germanic peoples entered the Roman 
Empire in large numbers. The first to do so were groups of Tervingi and 
Greuthungi, who were permitted to cross the Danube in 376, followed by 
further groups of Greuthungi in 386 and 405/6. All were fleeing Hunnic attack 
and hoped to find greater security inside the imperial frontiers.1 In December 
405, a ‘huge body’ of peoples from the interior of Germania crossed the Rhine: 
Sueves, Vandals and Alans.2 The Sueves moved south, settling ultimately in 
north-western Iberia, while the Alans and Vandals who reached Iberia about 
the same time would cross over into Africa in the 420s. Beyond the Rhine, the 
Burgundes were also subject to Hunnic pressure: victorious against a Hunnic 
army in 429, they were then defeated by the Roman general Aëtius and his 
Hunnic allies in the 430s and were resettled within imperial frontiers.3 Salian 
Franks, who unsuccessfully helped defend the Empire against some of these 
incursions would themselves move within its frontiers where a Frankish state 
would begin to emerge in north-eastern Gaul later in the fifth century.4 In the 
450s, Gothic groups escaping Hunnic hegemony entered imperial territories: 
first the Balkans and then Italy. And in the late 560s, not long after the Gothic 
state created in Italy in the 490s had been destroyed by the armies of the East 
Roman Empire, the Lombards began to move into Italy.

This book is concerned with belief and religion among the ‘barbarians’ 
who settled and created states in Western Europe: Tervingi and Greuthungi, 
who eventually became the Visigoths of southern Gaul and Spain; Sueves, 
Burgundians and Franks; the Balkan groups who became Italian Ostrogoths; 
and the Lombards. Who the ‘barbarians’ were, where they originally came 
from and the manner in which they settled in Western Europe has been 
much discussed.5 Historians have increasingly focused in recent years on 
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questions of ethnicity. This is no longer regarded as a simple matter of 
belonging to a particular descent group.6 We are now told – rather as we are 
told of gender – that ethnicity is multi-layered, performative, situational and 
dynamic.7 The process by which Visigoths and Ostrogoths emerged in the 
fifth century is complex, controversial and still unclear: Peter Heather writes 
of the emergence of these Gothic ‘supergroups’ as a result of military activity; 
‘proper’ migration; the adhesion at different times of minorities of Huns, 
Alans and Taifali (recruits were not refused); social status, both claimed and 
recognized; and ‘the overriding press of circumstance’.8 Such observations are 
confirmed by the discovery of individuals in Germanic cemeteries with dental 
traits characteristic of Hunnic populations: in one Burgundian cemetery 
excavated in the 1970s, one-third of the skeletons exhibited such enamel 
formations. This seems to indicate a mixture of Hunnic and Burgundian 
populations before the Burgundes were settled in the Empire.9 If this is the 
case, it seems that the written sources afford only very limited indications of 
the way major population groups were formed (or dissolved) in this period.

In these debates over the issues of ethnogenesis, ethnicity, identity and 
state formation in ‘barbarian’ Europe we can find some discussion of aspects 
of religious history of the ‘barbarians’ and their conversion to Christianity; 
and religion is examined in a number of recent volumes devoted to the study 
of individual peoples.10 Scholars have also produced a few brief studies of 
conversion; and we are still indebted to older classic works such as that of E. 
A. Thompson on the Goths in the time of Ulfila, which examines both the 
pre-Christian religion and the conversion of this people.11 The conversion 
of the Germanic peoples has also featured in several major books in English 
covering the religious history of Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages. 
Richard Fletcher and Peter Brown have treated it as part of their broader 
canvases – the conversion of Europe up to the fourteenth century and the 
‘triumph and diversity’ of the ‘rise of western Christendom’.12 Non-Christian 
Germanic religion is also examined in Ken Dowden’s study of European 
paganism and ‘the realities of cult’, a survey ranging from the early Greeks to 
fifteenth-century Lithuania. Carole Cusack has provided a major region-by-
region treatment of European conversion in the period 300–1000 ce.13 But 
since the 1990s, there has been no attempt to propose any broad interpretative 
framework that might help us achieve a greater understanding of the way in 
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which Germanic pagan peoples on the continent gradually became Catholic 
Christians in Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages. The two major works in 
the 1990s which attempted a fundamental examination of religious change 
have both proved controversial. The first was Valerie Flint’s study of the ‘rise 
of magic’, a concept defined very broadly, in the Early Middle Ages. In setting 
out the scope of her study, Flint acknowledged the risks of her approach, 
which involved claiming that non-Christian ‘magic’ – auguria and auspicia 
(soothsaying), incantatio (incantation) and astrologia (astrology) – would 
be rehabilitated in Christian terminology as miracles (miracula), wonders 
(mirabilia), mystery (mysterium) and even grace (gratia). Predictably this 
attracted much criticism, though recently it appears to have found some 
followers.14 James C. Russell’s ‘socio-historical approach’, suggesting the ‘incul-
turation’ or ‘Germanization’ of Christianity by ‘barbarians’ was also contested: 
his ideas of ‘Christianity’ and ‘Germanization’ were attacked as static and his 
use of medieval sources, as opposed to modern theory, thin.15

This book offers something new. It focuses on the beliefs of continental 
Germanic peoples – Goths, Sueves, Burgundes, Franks and Lombards – in the 
period between c. 350 and c. 700, in which they settled in the territories – or 
former territories – of the Western Roman Empire and gradually accepted 
Catholic Christianity. It presents a study of belief based on the cognitive turn in 
the study of religion of recent years, expanding and developing the approaches 
pioneered in The Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons c. 597–c. 700.16 It offers 
fresh insights into familiar texts; ways out of apparent conceptual impasses; 
and new understandings of the beliefs and religions of these groups.17

The starting point for this study, in Chapter 2, ‘Intuitions of Divinity’, is the 
pagan beliefs of the Germanic peoples. This is an area which poses consid-
erable problems for the historian as these were religions with no written 
doctrines and what evidence we have for them is not only very limited, but 
was produced by a variety of outsiders. The restricted and problematic nature 
of evidence relating to rituals, sacred places and deities has made this a no-go 
area for some historians, though philologists continue diligently to sift the 
evidence of language and literature in an attempt to identify gods.18 However, 
a cognitive approach offers viable alternatives. As long ago as 1994, one of the 
leading exponents of the cognitive science of religion, Pascal Boyer, suggested 
that there are some universal characteristics of human cognition and that 
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these account for the recurrence throughout history of certain religious 
features transcending ideas of ‘culture’ or ‘cultures’.19 Rather than thinking 
in terms of ‘cultures’, the cognitive study of religion looks for the ‘underlying 
templates that underwrite our variable concepts’.20 This enables a supra-
cultural approach allowing us to compare, contextualize and extrapolate from 
limited information.

Another useful conceptual tool provided by the cognitive study of religion 
is the idea of ‘abductive’ reasoning. Boyer coined this expression in the 1990s 
to explain the way in which people ‘make surprising data unsurprising’. It is a 
variety of post hoc, propter hoc reasoning used to ‘explain’ the healing powers 
of natural features or the intervention of supernatural beings.21 As Chapter 2 
shows, ‘abductive’ reasoning underlies the idea of sacrifices and offerings to 
supernatural beings or to natural features believed to have special powers. It 
is a particularly useful template that helps us understand not only sacrifices 
and offerings in Germanic paganism (see pp. 23–9 below) but also ex-voto 
offerings amongst Christians (Chapter 5). Elsewhere, Boyer has provided 
another useful template for the study of the rituals of the pagan Germanic 
peoples. He suggests that, contrary to what we might expect, gods and other 
supernatural beings are ‘add-ons’, in the sense that the ritual is intended to 
do something else in the first place, thus shedding some light on the meagre 
descriptions that have come down to us of pagan rites.22

The cognitive study of religion also highlights the importance of intuitions 
of supernatural beings. This arises from what theorists regard as the human 
propensity to detect agency: that is, for individuals to seek reasons or forces 
behind events that affect them. Our mental architecture is ‘geared up’ for 
the detection of agency in general.23 Justin Barrett has even coined the term 
‘hypersensitive agency detection device’ to describe this predisposition,24 
which means, in terms of religion, that people intuit the presence or actions of 
gods, spirits and ancestors. In belief-systems with no written doctrine, intui-
tions of divinity are paramount and central. A common intuition is that of a 
supremely powerful god who has created the world – but has no regular cult 
or worship. This may seem surprising or paradoxical to those familiar only 
with religion as doctrine: but it is likely that people form the intuition that he 
is simply too important to concern himself with human concerns and frailties: 
these are the business of a range of lesser gods and spirits. Using this template, 
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Chapter 2 offers new ways of interpreting the diverse and scanty evidence for 
the supernatural beings venerated by the Germanic peoples.

Chapter 3 takes a fresh look at ‘Arianism’. There is general consensus that 
Goths, Sueves, Burgundes, Franks and Lombards as they all arrived and 
settled in western Europe followed a trajectory from paganism, through 
‘Arianism’ to Catholicism – though the Franks missed out the ‘Arian’ stage. 
Scholarship in English seems gradually to be coming to terms with the 
fact that ‘Arianism’ should really be described as Homoian Christianity, 
as it was only indirectly related to the theology of Arius, the Alexandrian 
presbyter whose views on the Trinity threw the fourth-century Church into 
theological turmoil.25 Whether it is called ‘Arianism’ or Homoianism, it is 
still viewed as an aberrant theology adopted by the Goths only because 
it happened to be the creed of the reigning emperor when they began to 
enter the Empire in large numbers – a view of the Goths which portrays 
them as mere passive recipients of Christian doctrine. But a close look at 
the development of Homoian doctrine, combined with an understanding 
of the Germanic intuition of supernatural beings suggests something quite 
different: that Homoianism was a version of Christianity constructed by 
ecclesiastics on the Danube frontier to appeal to Gothic intuitions of divinity, 
thus creating an ‘entry-level’ Christianity. The evidence suggests that it was 
originally conceived of as dynamic and that Ulfila, the famous ‘apostle of 
the Goths’, intended to move his people beyond an understanding of the 
Christian God founded on intuition to doctrinal orthodoxy.26 Chapter 3 also 
looks at the way in which the abandonment of the Homoian creed by the 
Empire in 381 effectively condemned Gothic Christianity to the margins and 
stifled its doctrinal development. Although it would prove a viable means of 
introducing other Germanic groups, such as the Sueves and Burgundians to 
Christianity, Homoianism would gradually become static and conservative, 
remaining an ‘entry-level Christianity’ when ‘barbarian’ rulers wanted to 
become full members of the Catholic club.

Chapter 4 turns the spotlight on the interaction between religion and 
politics as the Germanic peoples one by one accepted Catholicism. It draws 
on an interpretative framework first suggested by the Africanist Robin Horton 
in the 1970s. Examining religious change in West Africa, Horton charac-
terized rulers as occupying a pivotal position between the microcosm of their 
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native beliefs and polities on one hand and the world religions of Islam and 
Christianity, with the fresh political and economic opportunities they offered, 
on the other.27 Building on this insight, this chapter offers a fresh view of the 
relationship between religion and politics as rulers opted, or attempted to 
opt, for Catholicism. It adds an extra dimension to current understandings 
of the tensions between kings and their warriors, suggesting that ‘Arianism’/
Homoianism was favoured by the sections of the latter who felt threatened by 
the potential for a ruler to expand his power and prestige and fundamentally 
change his relationship with them if he succeeded in entering the Catholic 
macrocosm. It also suggests why Clovis, the ruler of the Franks, was able to 
make a direct transition from paganism to Catholicism. And a combination of 
the perspectives offered by Horton and by the cognitive study of religion sheds 
new light on the phenomenon of Lombard ‘Arianism’, as well as on Lombard 
rulers’ acceptance of Catholicism in the seventh century.

Chapter 5, ‘Bringing God to Mind’, looks at the ways in which the Church 
sought to achieve a Christianity that was more than superficial. It offers a 
way out of one of the most notable impasses in the study of early medieval 
religion: the question of whether we should accept or dismiss testimonies 
about the continuation of practices disapproved of by the Church long after 
Christianization. The question of their reliability has divided scholars, with 
some rejecting them altogether, others accepting them cautiously: acceptance 
or rejection has up to now been very much a matter of personal opinion. 
However, the cognitive study of religion indicates that rituals have common 
features across vastly different cultures, thus providing support for the 
idea that the apparent similarities between practices condemned over wide 
geographical areas and long periods are not simply a result of lazy ecclesiastics 
copying earlier writings.

A cognitive approach also enables us to move away from the misleading 
idea of ‘pagan survivals’ amongst the Catholic Franks and Sueves. A survey 
of legislation indicates that after the Franks officially accepted Catholicism, 
practices involving major non-Christian deities seem to have died out 
relatively quickly (except perhaps on the north-eastern borders). The practices 
condemned by the Church are based on the continued intuition of certain 
natural features as being special. They involve what Justin Barrett has called 
‘nonreflective’ belief, belief that is not necessarily conscious or explicit, is 
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produced automatically and rapidly, is expressed mainly by behaviour and 
is typified by strong in-group uniformity.28 The practice of making vows at 
springs, trees, groves and shrines is typical of such ‘nonreflective’ belief: it is 
not one based on reflection or doctrine – as is Christian theology – but on the 
‘abductive’ reasoning which attributes healing or other supernatural powers to 
them. However, as Barrett also underlines, ‘nonreflective’ belief works to make 
‘reflective’ belief – such as Christian doctrine and theology – more plausible.29 
This opens up new ways of looking at behaviours which the Church sought 
to discourage or encourage. The sermons of Cæsarius of Arles, works such as 
Martin of Braga’s On the Castigation of Rustics and Gregory of Tours’ treatises 
Glory of the Martyrs and Glory of the Confessors appear in this light as part 
of the Church’s attempts to divert people from non-Christian ‘nonreflective’ 
belief and replace it with attractive Christian alternatives, in the hope of 
strengthening their attachment to Christianity.

Chapter 5 also suggests that we should consider the cognitive aspect of the 
penitentials, handbooks of penance which enabled the clergy to administer 
penances tailored to a range of offences and which enjoyed a widespread 
circulation on the continent from the early seventh century onwards. The first 
work of this type was produced in sixth-century Ireland, where conversion to 
Christianity was not yet fully accomplished: part of its aim appears to have 
been to convince people that the Christian God had access to what is termed 
‘strategic information’ – that He could see into their innermost thoughts. An 
equally important development, which would survive as the concept of the 
penitential was transmitted to the continent, was to make penance repeatable, 
thus playing an important role in reinforcing the key ‘nonreflective’ level of 
belief.

The final chapter, ‘Rest In Peace’ examines the very important area of 
beliefs about death and the afterlife. According to Pascal Boyer, the souls of 
the dead, or their ‘shadows’ or ‘presences’, are the most commonly intuited 
of all supernatural agents.30 He points to the common feeling that something 
has to be done with a corpse and also to anthropological observations of 
the way in which the dead body is regarded as polluting: in cognitive terms 
people, however vague their notions about the dead in general might be, 
have much more detailed feelings and intuitions about the recently dead – 
and what they can do to the living.31 This chapter highlights the differing 



8	 Belief and Religion in Barbarian Europe c. 350–700

pagan and Christian views of the relationship between body and soul and 
afterlife and the very different types of funerary ritual which this produced. 
It surveys a wide range of archaeological evidence suggesting that Christian 
funerary rites were perceived as inadequate by the Germanic peoples in terms 
of ensuring that the dead would remain safely in their graves and would not 
return to harm the living. It offers a fresh understanding of the way in which 
the Church, by around 700 ce, was gradually beginning to develop ways of 
reassuring people that their souls would safely pass into a Christian afterlife 
where they would be united with their long-dead ancestors.



2

Intuitions of Divinity

Searching for gods

Templates provided by the cognitive study of religion are particularly useful 
in enabling us to understand the deities and rituals of the Germanic peoples. 
Over recent decades, we have seen the emergence of sharply differing 
opinions as to how much we can know about their beliefs – and how we can 
know it. There have been numerous earlier attempts at interpretation of the 
evidence by scholars as diverse as Georges Dumézil, Claude Lévi-Strauss and 
Mircea Eliade, some of which have stood the test of time better than others.1 
One major book on the conversion of Europe announces our ‘ignorance’ of 
Germanic paganism and of the way in which its traces were ‘diligently oblit-
erated’ by its Christian supplanter. This, it adds, has not deterred modern 
scholars from writing many weighty books about the topic.2 Others have 
taken a more positive view and have attempted to chart the evolution of the 
Germanic and Scandinavian pantheon of major deities across the centuries.3 
A cognitive approach allows us to interpret such findings further and also to 
extend our understanding of the shape and characteristics of the religions of 
the Germanic peoples.

Traditionally, discussion of the continental Germanic peoples’ pre-Christian 
beliefs centres round what might be called ‘the search for gods’.4 For our scant 
evidence of the major supernatural beings worshipped by the Germanic 
peoples, we are chiefly dependent on a handful of written sources: principally 
the Germania of the pagan Roman author Tacitus, written at the end of the 
first century ce, which gives some glimpses into the religious world of the 
Germanic peoples three hundred years or so before they settled in the Empire; 
the Getica of the Christian Jordanes (mid-sixth century); and the anonymous 
text from the seventh century known as the Origo Gentis Langobardorum. 
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These are all what cultural anthropologists would term ‘etic’ accounts, written 
from the point of view of the outsider. All their information is at the very 
least, second-hand. The sources’ purposes are diverse: Tacitus is writing in 
the tradition of classical ethnography and he also creates idealized descrip-
tions of ‘noble savages’, presented as ‘endowed with desirable qualities of 
simplicity and uprightness that the Romans had lost’.5 Jordanes, a Catholic of 
Gothic descent writing in Latin c. 550 ce, claimed access to Gothic oral tradi-
tions as well as to a now lost and presumably propagandistic Gothic History 
composed for Theoderic the Great by Cassiodorus; and also to the work of an 
otherwise unknown Gothic writer, Ablabius.6 The anonymous Origo Gentis 
Langobardorum (Origin of the People of the Lombards) is, as its title suggests, a 
legendary account of the beginnings of the Lombards, set down in Latin in the 
second half of the seventh century. Despite this late date, its most recent editor 
describes it as originating in a ‘pagan or paganizing’ milieu, suggesting that 
the Lombards’ non-Christian past was still a reasonably vivid memory when 
it was committed to writing.7 We are also able to also glean some fragmentary 
information about the Franks from the writings of Gregory, Bishop of Tours, 
who died in the 590s (see below) and a very little from sixth-century ecclesi-
astical legislation.

The locus classicus for the religion of Germanic tribes in earlier Roman 
times, long before groups moved into the Empire en masse, is the work of 
Tacitus – principally the Germania, composed at the end of the first century 
ce. Where major deities are concerned, he states that the Reudingi, Aviones, 
Anglii, Varini, Eudoses, Suarines and Huitones, tribes ‘protected by rivers and 
forests’ and neighbours of the Langobards, and living north of the Elbe in 
Schleswig-Holstein, Jutland and perhaps Mecklenburg, all worship a fertility 
goddess, Nerthus.8 He names the deities of the Naharvali, identified by some 
modern scholars as the Siling Vandals, from the regions of the Czech Republic 
and Silesia, as ‘the Alci’, whom he says are ‘worshipped as brothers and young 
men’.9 For the other major deities of the Germanic people, the Germania 
offers no native names and does not associate them with any particular group. 
Tacitus makes Mercury the chief deity to whom the first-century German 
tribes offered cult: on certain days, he claimed, they even sacrificed humans 
to him. As well as Mercury, they venerated Mars and Hercules. Some of the 
Sueves, he adds, had imported the cult of the eastern goddess, Isis.10
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The deities named by Tacitus as Mercury, Mars and Hercules have been 
identified as Woden, Tiw and Thunor. Mercury’s day – dies Mercurii in 
Latin, Mercredi in French – is Wednesday, Woden’s day in English, originally 
Wodenstag in German (now the neutral Mittwoch). Dies Martii is the English 
Tuesday, the day of the god Tiw. As for Hercules, it seems he is to be identified 
with the god Thunor, who is more usually equated with Jove, as in Thursday 
– Jeudi in French and Giovedì in Italian.11

Our main authority for the major gods of the Lombards is the text known as 
the Origo Gentis Langobardorum composed in the seventh century. It contains 
the oldest written version of the traditional tale of how the Lombards got their 
name, a story encompassing a number of valuable references to Lombard 
deities. The Origo relates how, in the era before they entered Italy, the people 
known as the Winniles found themselves in conflict with the Vandals in a 
crucial struggle over the payment of tribute. The Vandals petitioned the god 
Godan – that is, Woden – to help them and Godan answered that he would 
award victory to whomever he first saw at sunrise. Meanwhile the leaders 
of the Winniles, the legendary Ibor and Agio, together with their mother 
Gambara, resorted to the goddess Frea for help. Frea advised that the women 
of the Winniles should first let their hair down, arrange it to imitate a beard 
and line up beside their husbands. She then turned her husband’s bed around 
while he was asleep so that when he awoke, he was facing eastwards and saw 
the Winniles. He asked Frea who these ‘long-beards’ were – and she answered 
that as he had given them the name, he should award them the victory – 
which he duly did.12 And so the Lombards – Langobardi or ‘long-beards’ – got 
their name.

There is no comparable source for the deities venerated by the pagan 
Franks; but there is a little information to be gleaned from the Ten Books of 
Histories – better known as the History of the Franks – of Gregory, Bishop 
of Tours, writing in the late sixth century. Gregory narrates the conversion 
to Catholic Christianity of the Frankish leader Clovis. As a source of infor-
mation on this event, Gregory has considerable limitations. His account is 
highly circumstantial, but he is not always reliable. His narrative makes Clovis’ 
Burgundian Catholic wife Clothild reprove her husband for his paganism, 
casting aspersions on the moral character of his gods.13 Disappointingly for the 
historian, the gods she names are the Roman deities and her speech is clearly 
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made up by Gregory as it repeats the highly unflattering characterization of 
the Roman pantheon given by Christian authors such as Bishops Cæsarius of 
Arles and Martin of Braga (see Chapter 5 below). But Gregory does let slip one 
vital detail: Clovis and Clothild’s firstborn was a son called Ingomer. The ‘Ing’ 
element is important. Later in his work Gregory also mentions the consort of 
Charibert, a slightly later Merovinigian ruler, whose name is Ingoberg; as well 
as Ingund, daughter of King Sigibert and Brunichildis and another Ingund 
who was the second wife of Chlothar I; and Ingitrude, a relation of King 
Charibert.14 All this suggests that amongst the gods known to and worshipped 
by the Franks was Ingui, otherwise known as Ing or Inguec. The Ripuarian 
Franks along with the ‘Ingvaeones’ and the Anglii venerated Ing/Ingui as a 
fertility deity: it is possible that for the Franks, as for the Angles in seventh-
century Northumbria, he was associated with the sea, sky and earth.15 Some 
scholars believe that that he was a male personification of the female fertility 
deity mentioned by Tacitus, Nerthus.16

Apart from these major written sources there are other fragmentary clues to 
the identity of the deities of the Germanic peoples. There are indications that 
Goths and perhaps also the Sueves worshipped Thunor, the god of thunder. 
Some Latin authors equated him, as we will see, with Jove or Jupiter, another 
thunder deity and it is noticeable that sixth-century Christian sources from 
the Suevic and Gothic areas of Gallaecia and Septimania (Visigothic Southern 
France) inveigh against the custom of taking the ‘day of Jove’ as a holiday.17

Tacitus and the ‘interpretatio romana’

Tacitus’ account suggests a Germanic pantheon consisting of a fertility 
goddess, twin male gods, a god of war, a god of strength and a god of invention 
and communication. However, there are many difficulties in accepting it at 
face value. In the first part of the Germania, his description of Mercury as the 
chief deity of the Germans is clearly dependent on Cæsar (who himself was 
indebted to Herodotus) on the Gauls. Cæsar describes the Mercury of the 
Gauls as

the discoverer of all arts, the ruler of roads and journeys and they believe that 
he has the greatest power in getting wealth and for merchants.18
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Not only does Tacitus use Cæsar on the Gauls, he also follows the practice 
of what he himself designates the interpretatio romana: the identification of 
Germanic or other non-Roman deities by the names of Roman divinities. This 
technique of association should not be taken as a straightforward indication 
of equivalence. It is, rather, a discourse of power, an assimilation of foreign 
divinities to those of Rome, based on whichever of their aspects and abilities 
approximated most closely to those of a Roman god.19 Thus it is possible for 
Tacitus to substitute Hercules for Thunor – presumably on account of the 
strength that they have in common and the resemblance between weapons 
associated with them (club and ‘hammer’) – while the more familiar associ-
ation between Jove and Thunor is based on the circumstance that both were 
gods of thunder. Neither ‘interpretation’ represents an absolute fit. The fact 
that Jove was regarded as the chief of the Roman gods, while no such status 
has been claimed for Thunor, creates an additional complication and a barrier 
to accepting Tacitus’ information as it stands. However, the use of a cognitive 
approach helps us achieve a more complete understanding both of what 
Tacitus has to say and also of the early Germanic gods in general.

Intuiting gods: a cognitive approach

The cognitive study of religion teaches us that the powers and accessibility 
of supernatural beings may vary a great deal. A common intuition is that of 
a supremely powerful god who has created the world and everything in it. A 
crucial part of this intuition is that he is too important to concern himself with 
everyday goings-on and the affairs of humans. This leads to the important 
consequence that he has no regular worship or cult. The classic example of 
such gods known to ethnographers and anthropologists is the African deity 
Nzame.20 The Germanic peoples also appear to have regarded one god as 
superior to the others: in the eighth century, the Anglo-Saxon Bishop Daniel 
of Winchester, giving advice to his compatriot St Boniface in Germany, 
noted that pagans were careful not to offend the one god whom they thought 
more powerful than the rest.21 This god is originally likely to have been an 
Indo-European deity, *Tiwaz: his name means both ‘god’ and ‘heaven’; he was 
a sky god, creator of light and of the world, day-father (dies-pater in Latin). 
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His name is cognate with the Greek Zeus and the Latin Jove, both regarded 
as fathers of the gods in their respective pantheons. He was known both to 
continental Germans and to the Anglo-Saxons as Tiw.

Given that Tiw and Jove are essentially the same deity, why did Tacitus 
and others equate Tiw with Mars? In his Annals, Tacitus provides us with a 
valuable clue when he specifically associates two tribes, the Chatti and the 
Hermunduri (Thuringians?) with the cults of both Mars (*Tiwaz/Tiw) and 
Mercury (*Wodanaz/Woden):

The same summer [58 ce] the Hermunduri and Chatti fought a great battle. 
Each wanted to seize the rich salt-producing river which flowed between them. 
Besides their passion for settling everything by force, they held a religious 
conviction that this region was close to heaven so that men’s prayers received 
ready access [agendi religione insita eos maxime locos propinquare caelo precesque 
mortalium a deis nusquam propius audiri]. And by divine favour, they believed, 
salt in this river and these woods was produced, not as in other countries by 
the evaporation of water left by the sea, but by pouring it on heaps of burning 
wood and thus uniting the two opposed elements, fire and water. In the battle, 
the Chatti were defeated – with catastrophic effects. For both sides, in the event 
of victory, had vowed their enemies to Mars and Mercury. This vow implied the 
sacrifice of the entire beaten side with their horses and all their possessions.22

Both Mercury and *Wodanaz/Woden were regarded as psychopomps, 
conductors of souls to the otherworld and this link with death probably 
explains the development of Woden’s association with war. We cannot be 
absolutely sure of the extent to which this connection had developed in Tacitus’ 
era. Even so, the passage shows that the struggle was felt by both groups to 
require the invocation of two gods, one associated with movement between 
the worlds of the living and the dead and the other who was the supreme deity. 
While the most powerful gods are intuited as generally disinterested in human 
affairs, sacrifices to them may be attempted in extreme life-or-death situa-
tions.23 Tacitus’ account makes clear the extraordinary nature of the contest 
over a region that was both economically important and sacred.

Tacitus exhibits no awareness of Tiw’s position as sky god and would have 
been influenced in his ‘interpretation’ of Tiw as Mars because of the way he 
had been invoked in a famous conflict situation. He may also have been aware 
of a militarization of Tiw in the form of dedicatory inscriptions to ‘Mars’ 
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raised by Germans who had risen through the ranks of the imperial armies. 
As they integrated into imperial forces, these officers picked up the ‘epigraphic 
habit’: in inscriptions of this nature, Germanic gods were ‘increasingly 
worshipped in the form of Roman counterparts’.24 (The same phenomenon 
has been observed of the Celtic gods in Roman Britain, where ‘native deities 
are likely to have been squeezed, with varying degrees of discomfort, into 
imported conceptual moulds’.25) Upwardly mobile soldiers or other officials 
of Germanic origin were ready to ‘squeeze’ Tiw into Mars. In doing so they 
Romanized and altered his significance, highlighting his ability to intervene in 
war or his protective dimension, making him active rather than remote.26 We 
can only speculate to what extent this gradual transformation was produced 
by the victory of the Chatti over the Hermunduri, or the assimilation of 
Roman values and intuitions of divinity – or by a combination of the two. 
But we find an expression of the older understanding of Tiw – ‘Mars’ – as 
supreme deity by Germans in the armies of the Roman Empire in the second 
century ce in two Latin inscriptions from the Roman fort at Housesteads on 
Hadrian’s Wall:

To the god Mars Thincsus and the two Alaisiagae Beda and Fimmilena, and to 
the numen (godhood) of Augustus Germanicus, the citizens of Tuihantus have 
paid their vow freely and deservedly.

To the god Mars and the two Alaisiagae and the godhood of Augustus 
Germanicus, the citizens of Tuihantus, of the troop of the Frisians of 
Ver(covicium) of Severus Alexander’s paid their vow deservedly.27

According to Ken Dowden, these dedications date from the reign of Alexander 
Severus (222–35 ce) and were made by troops from the region of Twente in 
the Netherlands. Mars is not represented here just as a war-god. Instead he 
appears at the head of a hierarchy of divinities, superior to the Alaisiagae 
(for whom see below) and also to the deified Roman Emperor Augustus 
Germanicus. Crucially, in the first inscription, he is also designated Thincsus, 
god of the Thing. This was the assembly of free male German warriors and the 
inscription can be read as reflecting an understanding of him as a paramount 
deity ‘uniting a variety of people who claim to belong to the same stock’.28

The mutations in Tiw’s identity represented in both Tacitus and the dedica-
tions reflect different types of assimilations to Rome – one top-down, the 
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other bottom-up, both the product of contacts between the western Germanic 
peoples and Rome. The second part of Germania, where Tacitus warns against 
the threat posed by Germans and enumerates the German tribes, is closer 
in many respects to classical ethnographic traditions than the first. Tacitus 
sketches some of the rituals of the tribes who worshipped Nerthus as well as 
those of the Semnones, who formed part of the Suebes (see below). Thus as 
he moves into areas were there were fewer direct contacts between Germans 
and Romans, he appears at first to provide marginally less stereotyped infor-
mation. Nevertheless, it is still very thin and continues to present problems, 
not least as we do not know how it was originally obtained. When discussing 
the Alci, Tacitus concentrates on the aspects in which they most resemble the 
Dioscuri, while his account of Nerthus, a female fertility goddess, raises many 
questions, not least about her gender. Richard North has argued that Nerthus 
was a masculine fertility god and that Tacitus misunderstood the information 
given him by his (unknown) source, mistakenly imposing an interpretatio 
romana making him female. He also sees in Nerthus the origin of the fertility 
deity Ing, who was worshipped by the Franks and Angles.29 However, Tacitus’ 
description of the religion of the Semnones also refers to a supreme god. 
He claims that the Semnones believed this divinity was connected to the 
grove where the tribe had been created and where a grisly ritual symbolically 
re-enacting that creation took place at irregular intervals. Tacitus offers no 
name for, or interpretatio of, this ‘god who reigns over all’, but the evidence 
suggests that we are looking at *Tiwaz/Tiw.30

Philologists have confirmed the Goths’ worship of Tiw from the ninth-
century manuscript giving the rune Tyz.31 The sixth-century author of the 
Getica, Jordanes, not only identifies their major deity as ‘Mars’, but also states 
that the Goths used to sacrifice captured enemies to him and to hang spoils 
of war on trees in his honour.32 Is he simply following the Tacitean interpre-
tatio? Jordanes has never been regarded as the most reliable source: as Peter 
Heather has pointed out, not one of the central theses of his Getica has won 
simple acceptance from historians and archaeologists;33 while E. A. Thompson 
went so far as to write of his ‘genius for misunderstanding’.34 Historians still 
debate the extent to which he is dependent not only on the lost Gothic history 
of Cassiodorus, but also on Gothic traditions.35 His work certainly shows 
awareness of some of Tacitus’ writings, in particular the Agricola.36 However, 
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he makes the association between the Goths and Mars in a section of the 
Getica which describes a period in which the Goths resided in Thrace. Thrace 
is particularly associated in Virgil’s Æneid with Mars;37 and Jordanes appears 
to have picked up the association of Thrace with Mars after following the 
earlier Spanish historian Orosius in assimilating the ethnonym of the ancient 
Thracian people, the Getae, to the Goths.38

Jordanes makes no mention of ‘Mercury’; and the idea that Goths 
worshipped *Wodanaz/Woden is controversial for a number of reasons. An 
inscription on a gold torque found in the Gothic Pietroasa hoard, possibly 
buried in the confusion of a Hunnic attack in 376, may read gutaniowi 
hailag. This could mean ‘sacred to Wotan-Jupiter’, but both inscription and 
translation are contested. Some scholars deny any association between the 
Goths and *Wodanaz/Woden.39 They emphasize the alleged spread of the 
cult of Mercury eastwards from Gaul, but question the idea that it ever 
reached the East Germanic Goths: Richard North has cited the characteristic 
absence of weapon-deposits in Gothic graves in support of the thesis that 
Woden was unknown to the Goths.40 However, there may be other reasons 
behind Gothic reluctance to deposit weapons, such as cost or inheritance 
customs, so it is difficult to say whether or not he was worshipped by the 
Goths. Almost equally problematic is the question of whether they venerated 
Thunor. The custom of taking the ‘day of Jove’ as a holiday might suggest 
that there had been a tradition of honouring Thunor on this day, amongst 
Visigoths, Sueves or both: but we cannot be sure that this was the case. 
Even where the major gods are concerned, there may have been distinct 
variations in the pantheon between different groups and peoples and there 
is no written source which tells us anything about the gods worshipped by 
the Burgundes. However, we are a little better informed about the Lombards 
and our information not only names their deities but also seems to fit a 
cognitive template.

One of intuitions that might develop in relation to the mental represen-
tation of a god too powerful to trouble himself with human concerns was that 
of the resourceful wife or consort goddess who might intervene on behalf of 
humans with her husband. The nineteenth-century British traveller, Mary 
Kingsley, noted of the great West African Nzame (Nzambi Mpungu) that he 
had such a consort, Nzambi:
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Nzambi Mpungu takes, as is usual with his class, next to no interest in human 
affairs – legal or individual. Occasionally you come across long conversations 
between him and his consort Nzambi who is always on the worry about earthly 
affairs. His share in them is coldly cynical, often marked by sound sense, a sort 
of, ‘If they will do it, whatever does it matter to me?’ Now and again he will grant 
grand things as a gift to her, but by no means always.41

Thus there is an intermediary between the remote and indifferent god and 
humanity below. We can see an analogous situation in the Lombard Origo, 
which appears to contain a multiplicity of representations and intuitions of 
gods telescoped into the story of the naming of the Lombards. Frea is cast in 
the position of the goddess wife, who intercedes with her husband Godan or 
Woden. Here, Godan himself appears to display some of the characteristics 
of a supreme deity, not entirely interested in human affairs: but this may be a 
survival from an earlier version of the legend in which *Tiwaz or Tiw, the sky 
god had played the part now taken by Godan (something also suggested by 
the references to sunrise). In the Origo story there is also an intimation that 
Frea might have played a particularly significant role in the life of Lombard 
women: one of the figures who appeals to her is female and she instructs 
the women of the Winniles to play a decisive role in tricking Woden. But 
the legend also suggests that she was an important figure in the lives of 
the Lombards in general; and we also know that in her later Scandinavian 
persona, Freyja, she was venerated by men and women alike.42

The work of anthropologists and ethnographers also suggests what is 
confirmed by a cognitive approach to religion: that people may intuit lower 
levels of supernatural beings below major gods and goddesses. Though their 
powers may seem to be much lesser and more localized than those of the 
principal deities, they are highly relevant to practical concerns.43 Describing 
West African religions, Mary Kingsley outlined numerous levels of divinities 
and supernatural beings below the creator god Nzame:

There are the great creating spirits like Nzambi Mpungu: beneath him are a class 
of great nature spirits: beneath them is another class of nature spirits, which may 
be influenced by the class of spirits that live in human beings: equal to these 
human spirits are a great class of spirits, the Mionde: beneath these there are an 
immense number of different sorts of spirits, who may be influenced by all the 
grades of spirits above them; men may use them, or the spirits which are above 
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men may use them, either to guard against, or to injure, others of their own 
class, or those below them.44

One such group may be the ancestors. Jordanes claims that the Goths had 
venerated their ancestors as demi-gods or Anses: is this any more reliable than 
his view of ‘Mars’? His work, based on Cassiodorus’ lost Gothic history is 
heavily biased towards Theoderic’s dynasty, the Amals, constructing seventeen 
generations between the mythical Gapt, its founder and Theoderic’s successor. 
Had his source, Cassiodorus, matched the number of generations from Aeneas 
to Romulus to give his patrons equal status to that of the Roman emperors?45 
This seems quite probable, as we cannot trace the Amal line further back than 
the fifth century (see Chapter 4). Even so, the focus on family and ancestors 
reveals a general Gothic preoccupation; and ancestor veneration would be 
in keeping with what we know of Gothic and Germanic burial customs in 
general (see Chapter 6).

We also have intriguing evidence of a lesser Lombard divinity. The Life of 
Saint Barbatus, composed by a Beneventan cleric in the ninth or early tenth 
century, describes the effigy of a snake-god, venerated amongst the Lombards 
of Benevento in the 660s.46 Discussion of this passage in the Life has tradi-
tionally focused on the identity of the snake deity: it has been identified 
variously as a Germanic divinity; or a local one, originally venerated by the 
Marsi, an Italian people credited with the ability to charm poisonous snakes; 
or a relic of the cult of the eastern goddess Isis (there was an earlier temple 
dedicated to her in Benevento); or, and least convincingly, a manifestation of 
the cult of Woden.47 Whichever is the case, the viper would go on to enjoy a 
long association with Benevento.48 What is of interest here is the way in which 
it was venerated. According to the Life, it was the object of a cult amongst 
the Lombards, even though they were technically baptized Christians: 
Barbatus had to wean them away from its worship as well as from another 
non-Christian rite (see below), by presenting the Christian God as a god of 
war and the Virgin Mary as the protector of the city when it was besieged by 
the Eastern Emperor, Constans II. Even though the Emperor lifted the siege, 
Duke Romuald and his immediate followers soon resumed the cult of the 
viper in secret: this was detected by Barbatus, who persuaded Romuald’s wife 
to hand over the simulacrum to him so that he could destroy it.
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Though located in the Christian Lombard duchy of Benevento in the 
660s, this narrative can be interpreted from a cognitive perspective to tell us 
something about the pre-Christian beliefs of the Lombards. In this period, 
Benevento was ‘semi-detached’ from the Lombard state in northern Italy; 
even there (see Chapter 4), Catholic Christianity had only recently become 
the official creed of its rulers.49 The Beneventan Lombards’ beliefs involved 
a syncretism in which the Christian God was acknowledged while another 
minor power – the snake divinity – had a regular cult, suggesting that it was 
thought more likely to help in certain circumstances. Barbatus had to interfere 
twice in an endeavour to make the Lombards understand that the Christian 
God was a deity to whom they could pray and who would intervene in their 
favour. His first attempt failed: the Life suggests that he introduced the cults 
of the Virgin and St Michael, whose shrine at Monte Gargano would become 
a Lombard ‘national’ shrine.50 But at this stage, the Lombards were still not 
persuaded that the Christian God could see into their hearts, as Barbatus 
claimed He could.51 It is plausible that the Lombards, viewing the Virgin and 
the archangel as representatives of a lower level of divinity accepted them 
as such, at the same time continuing to venerate a subsidiary deity of their 
own, the viper. Only when Barbatus took the radical step of destroying the 
simulacrum was he able to focus their attention more successfully on the 
Christian God as sole god.

Philological studies are beginning to reveal more of the existence of these 
intermediate or lower-level supernatural beings. Germanic soldiers in some 
areas of the second and third-century Roman Empire venerated a number of 
female deities. Along with the Alaisiagae, mentioned above and Ahuecannae, 
dedicatory inscriptions have been found to individual divinities such as 
Hariasa and Harimella. There are also dedications to groups of three female 
beings known as matronae or matres, ‘ladies’ or ‘mothers’. The categories of 
goddesses and matronae/matres overlapped to some extent: Philip Shaw has 
recently argued strongly in favour of both being the objects of small-scale 
local cults, identified with social groups or geographical areas or features. 
He suggests that the matres were ‘mothers’ associated with kin-groups.52 The 
creation of votive inscriptions dedicated to them by Germanic troops serving 
in the Roman armies suggests their veneration by Germanic groups outside 
the imperial borders. This seems to be borne out by one inscription from 
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Cologne, referring to the matres Germanis Suebis. This designation, appar-
ently indicating connections with the Suebi east of the Rhine, provides a clue 
to the beliefs of the Sueves in the era before they crossed into the Empire 
in large numbers in the early fifth century. The names of other groups of 
matronae – Aumenahenae, Nersihenae and Renahenae – suggest that they 
were tutelary beings, watching over or personifying rivers.53 The idea of 
relatively small-scale local cults is an attractive one: Shaw is careful to note 
that the ‘kin-groups’ involved were not necessarily biologically defined.54 A 
cult centred on one group or one relatively restricted geographical area could 
provide a means of binding families or individuals of different biological 
origin into a more cohesive social whole. The veneration of matres may have 
been widespread amongst the earlier western Germanic peoples and spread 
to Anglo-Saxon England. In his work On Time, the Anglo-Saxon monk 
Bede (d. 735) refers to the celebration of a winter solstice festival known as 
Modranecht: this is usually understood as the ‘night of the mothers.’55

Another and more startling outcome to emerge from a consideration of 
Shaw’s onomastic archaeology is the possibility that we might find evidence 
of a goddess venerated by the Goths in the unlikely context of Bede’s work. 
The same chapter of On Time refers to a month known by the Anglo-Saxons 
as Hredmonath, ‘named for the goddess Hreda’.56 The identity and even the 
existence of this goddess are highly controversial topics amongst philologists. 
But if she did exist, then her name is associated in two late Anglo-Saxon 
poems, Widsith and Elene with the Goths, there referred to as Hreðgotan.57 

Might this late and much-debated evidence indicate that the pagan Goths had 
once worshipped a female divinity named Hreda or Hreða? At the moment, 
we can only say that this is a possibility.

Belief in a powerful but indifferent creator was not only accompanied by 
the intuition of less powerful but more approachable deities and divinities 
associated with kin-groups or localities, but also by intuitions of a multiplicity 
of lesser supernatural beings. Cognitive theory shows that some lesser super-
natural beings could have had limited powers and very specific attributes 
– like the Maya ‘Masters of the Forest’, who know everything about the forest, 
but nothing about events or things outside it.58 They could have been under-
stood as living close to humans and affecting various aspects of daily life. In 
Anglo-Saxon England, for example, there were ælfe, beings whose name has 
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come into modern English as elves. These are not the diminutive persons of 
modern books and film but tall, fair creatures who might injure humans and 
were

invisible or hard-to-see creatures who shot their victims with some kind of 
arrow or spear, thus inflicting a wound or inducing a disease with no other 
apparent cause (elfshot). They appear to be lesser spirits than the Æsir deities, 
but with similar armaments in spears and arrows… .59

More recently, English ælfe have been diagnosed as other-worldly, human-like 
beings, dangerously seductive and, by the eleventh century, female.60 Whether 
ælfe had a direct equivalent amongst the continental Germanic peoples at an 
earlier date is unclear. The only evidence offered by Wilhelm Boudriot in his 
Altgermanische Religion is reference to what he calls ‘forest demons’ and ‘imps’ 
(Schraten, Kobolden) in a much later work, the eleventh-century handbook of 
penance known as the Corrector. The passage in question actually asks:

Hast thou made little, boys’ size bows and boy’s shoes, and cast them into thy 
barn so that satyrs or pilosi (literally, hairy ones) might sport with them, in 
order that they might bring to them the goods of others so that thou shouldst 
become richer?61

The same work refers to belief in sylvaticas – ‘women of the forests’, beings 
that assume bodily form, have sex with humans and then vanish and who 
sound rather like the later English aelfe; and also to ‘unclean spirits’, at their 
most harmful before cockcrow.62 This would suggest belief in some lesser 
supernatural beings that interacted with humans for good (the satyrs and 
pilosi might be persuaded to benefit one individual by stealing from others, 
while the sylvaticas offered the prospect of sexual pleasure) or evil. They may 
not have been popularly called by the Latinate names given to them in the 
penitential handbook, which look like clerical attempts at assigning identities 
to them. Martin of Braga’s work On the Castigation of Rustics composed in 
sixth-century Gallaecia gives classical names to what look like beings of this 
type, closely identified with natural features. By addressing his sermon to 
‘rustics’, he suggests that ‘Lamiae in the rivers, Nymphs in springs, Dianas in 
woods’ were part of peasant intuitions.63 But we cannot prove that they did 
not become part of those of the Suevic incomers to Gallaecia as well and that 
similar beliefs about beings who live in or close to rivers, springs and woods, 
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did not spread amongst other Germanic settlers elsewhere in western Europe 
(see Chapter 5 below). As we have just seen, some matronae names from the 
earlier period derived from rivers and springs, indicating the propensity to 
venerate such features and to associate them with tutelary beings. Spirits of 
place, intuited by natives and incomers alike, may have played an important 
role in indigenizing settling Germanic groups.

Similar intuitions of divinity may also have done a good deal to integrate 
the Huns who threw in their lot with the Burgundians after the death of 
Attila in the mid-fifth century at a stage when the Burgundians were not 
all Christians. Modern scholars identify the Hunnic belief system with 
Tengrism, in which there is also a creator sky god and in which Heaven, 
Earth and the spirits of nature, as well as the ancestors, provide and care for 
human beings.64

Rituals

Our evidence for the rituals of the Germanic peoples is also fragmentary, but 
is capable of interpretation through a cognitive approach.

Tacitus claimed that the Germanic tribes, at the end of the first century, 
all venerated Nerthus (whom he identifies as the earth goddess, Terra Mater):

There is a sacred grove on an island in the Ocean, in which there is a conse-
crated chariot, draped with a cloth, which the priest alone may touch. He 
perceives the goddess in the innermost shrine and with great reverence escorts 
her in her chariot, which is drawn by female cattle. There are days of rejoicing 
then and the countryside celebrates the festival, wherever she deigns to visit and 
to accept hospitality. No-one goes to war, no-one takes up arms, all objects of 
iron are locked away, then and only then do they experience peace and quiet, 
only then do they prize them, until the goddess has had her fill of human society 
and the priest brings her back to her temple. Afterwards, the chariot, the cloth 
and, if one may believe it, the deity herself are washed in a hidden lake. The 
slaves who perform the office are immediately afterwards swallowed up in the 
same lake …65

A ritual with similar basic characteristics is found in accounts of the pagan 
Tervingi, one of the groups that formed the Goths. During the persecution 
of Christians in Gothia in 369–72, by rulers who identified Christianity with 
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Romanization, those suspected of being Christians were ordered to show their 
loyalty by worshipping and making sacrifice to a traditional xoanon, placed 
on a wagon and drawn to their dwellings.66 E. A. Thompson claims that the 
xoanon, or statue, was ‘a wooden post like the Saxon Irminsul of a later time’ 
and was normally wheeled about to ensure the fertility of fields and animals.67 
The sacrifice involved a ritual meal of food offered to the ‘idol’, which, 
according to Herwig Wolfram, was associated with the ancestors.68 In his 
work The Glory of the Confessors, Gregory of Tours claims that in the past an 
effigy of the goddess Berecynthia was drawn through the fields on a wagon.69 
Berecynthia was an eastern goddess and Gregory sets his narrative in fourth-
century century Gaul, before the arrival of the Franks. But as his purpose is 
to demonstrate the ineffectiveness of paganism in the face of Christianity, 
he may be combining elements drawn from a variety of paganisms to make 
his point: one of these elements may be a dim awareness of earlier Frankish 
fertility rites. Richard North points out the proximity of the shore-dwelling 
Ingvaeones to the tribes who worshipped Nerthus and also to the wagon-tour 
made by the god Freyr in later Norse mythology.70

Tacitus also claims that the Semnones, ‘the most ancient and most noble of 
the Sueves’ performed a ritual of human sacrifice:

At a fixed time deputations from all the peoples who share the same origin 
meet in a wood sanctified by their forefathers’ auguries and by ancient dread. A 
human victim is slaughtered on behalf of all present to celebrate the gruesome 
opening of the barbarous ritual … This whole superstition is based on the belief 
that from this wood the people derives its origin and the god who reigns over 
all dwells there …71

There were other noteworthy features of the ritual:

Another form of reverence marks the grove as well: no one enters it unless 
bound with a chain, as an inferior being, outwardly acknowledging the power 
of the divinity. If they happen to fall down, they are not permitted to get up on 
their feet again: they roll out along the ground.72

This part of Tactitus’ account is highly suggestive of one of the basic purposes 
of the ritual. The contrived circumstances of the Semnones’ entry into the 
grove abolished everyday assumptions about the free status of the participants, 
as well as inhibiting the instinct to help one another. Coupled with the fact of 
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human sacrifice, the experience of entering the grove was deliberately disori-
entating and awe-inspiring. Such experiences have been characterized by the 
cognitive anthropologist Harvey Whitehouse as imprinting vivid ‘flashbulb 
memories’ which recur with increasing vividness later in life.73 These strategies 
create an internal cohesiveness amongst participants, who are in this case 
linked as a group, not just by ties of kin, but also by participation in the rite. 
Pascal Boyer also indicates the ways in which other elaborate and disorien-
tating rituals, such as rites of initiation, can alter social relations between the 
participants.74 The males of the Semnones were formed into a cohort by this 
experience, which would have cemented their identity as free warriors.

Rituals of human sacrifice amongst the Germanic peoples were probably 
a thing of the past as they came into more extensive contact with the Roman 
Empire. Wolfram reminds us that in the fourth-century battle ‘At the Willows’,

the Tervingi also bound themselves on oath ‘according to their custom’ to come 
to one another’s aid.75

We have evidence of a ritual designed to promote group solidarity amongst 
the warriors of Lombard Benevento in the seventh century. The evidence 
again comes from the Life of Saint Barbatus:

Not far from the walls of Benevento … they venerated a sacred tree. They hung 
an animal skin from it, and all present, turning their backs to the tree, galloped 
very fast on horseback, digging their spurs into their horses, in order to overtake 
each other; and in this race, they threw their spears back over their shoulders at 
the skin. And thus they speared a smallish part of it to eat superstitiously. And 
because they fulfilled foolish vows there, because of this practice, they gave the 
place the name, by which it is still known, of ‘the vow’.76

Scholars have attempted to link this ritual with a god, pointing out the 
connection between the Lombards and Woden and the association of his later 
Scandinavian personification, Odin, with hanging and hanged sacrifices.77 
But the most important aspect of this ritual may not have been any religious 
dimension but its social consequences. The race forged a bond between 
mounted warriors, who thus became members of a cohort created initially by 
a ritualized trial of skill. This also involved, in the way that such extraordinary 
bonding rituals do, a reversal of a normal situation and an added handicap 
or danger in that the race was away from the tree, rather than, as one might 
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expect towards it, and the spears were thrown behind the riders, manibus 
retroversis.78 Further ties were established between the group members by the 
ritualized communal consumption of consecrated food, in the shape of part of 
the animal hide or, more likely, the flesh adhering to it, which may also have 
been thought to impart strength, skill or bravery in hunt or battle. The impor-
tance of this bonding ritual is underlined by the fact that a Lombard law code 
of the 640s from the northern kingdom lays down penalties for abandoning 
a comrade in battle.79 This was part of a ‘Romanizing’ policy by the northern 
ruler, Rothari, who was attempting, as far as he could, to move away from 
old-style Lombard kingship (see Chapter 4): his penalization of those who 
failed to help their fellows indicates how important traditional rituals were in 
creating solidarity amongst a warrior group.

Where ritual is concerned, Pascal Boyer has pointed to the way in which 
divinities tend to be added to the original rite:

you can understand what gods are doing in ritual … once you realise they are 
an add-on to human activities that do not really require them.80

Even the rituals generally associated with fertility and good harvests had an 
important social dimension. Tacitus noted that the arrival of Nerthus was an 
occasion of festivities:

There are days of rejoicing then and the countryside celebrates the festival, 
wherever she deigns to visit and accept hospitality …81

According to some scholars, this was really an occasion on which sacral kings, 
Nerthus in mortal form, toured the regions in spring and early summer, 
‘sexually coercing’ women as they made their progress.82 But the festivities 
themselves may have been what mattered. Charlemagne’s biographer Einhard 
paints the last Merovingian king as a degenerate, wheeled about in an 
ox-cart, ‘in rustic style’.83 Rather than accept that there was a Merovingian 
tradition of ‘sacral kingship’ stretching back to the fifth century, we might, 
following Boyer, think that the divinity or person associated with the ritual 
was ultimately less important than the ritual itself; and perhaps also that a 
king whose political role had been taken over by his mayor of the palace, 
might have spent his time travelling from place to place presiding over tradi-
tional festivities.
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There is no written evidence about the nature of any pagan religious 
practitioners apart from the priest and attendants mentioned in Tacitus’ late 
first-century account of Nerthus’ travels. They are not mentioned in later 
descriptions of similar rituals, but this does not mean they had ceased to 
exist. Looking at the early religion of the Tervingi, Herwig Wolfram thought 
that each tribal community would have had its own priests and priest-
esses, associated with the ‘idols’ borne on wagons.84 He also referred to the 
legendary halirunnae, women ‘who engaged in magic with the world of the 
dead’ allegedly expelled from the Goths by their migration leader, Filimer, 
and to the ‘cannabis-saunas’ of the ancient Scythians and Thracians.85 This led 
him to reflect on the possible absorption of shamanistic elements into Gothic 
religion at an early stage.

We cannot tell whether shamanism was definitely a part of Gothic religion, 
but it is likely to have been associated with some of the rituals of the 
Lombards. While the idea that Goths venerated *Wodanaz or Woden has 
been challenged and we cannot be sure about Sueves, Burgundians or the 
Franks, as we have seen, there is a definite association between the Lombards 
and Woden. Woden’s cult in Anglo-Saxon England was associated with 
shamanism and may have had this dimension on the continent as well. None 
of the priests of the pagan Germanic peoples, shamans or otherwise, would 
have been priests in the sense of Christian priests, a guild of professionals 
created by training. Instead, they would have been marked out in some way 
as being ‘special’, as in the case of Coifi, whom the Venerable Bede described 
as the ‘chief priest’ of King Eadwine of the Northumbrians and whose name 
indicates that he was born with an amniotic caul on his head.86

Ex-votos and ‘abductive reasoning’

Gregory of Tours provides a brief but valuable description of a Frankish shrine 
(fanum) at Cologne in the earlier part of the sixth century. This had been 
destroyed by the Christian priest Gallus (his own uncle) and was a structure 
or place where ‘pagans’ had worshipped representations of gods (simulacra) 
and where they placed ‘wooden models of parts of the human body whenever 
some part of their body was touched by pain.’87 The dedication of such objects 
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to the gods in return for healing, good harvest or prosperity must have been 
one of the most common rituals of Germanic paganism. Boyer has described 
the cognitive process behind such dedications as ‘abductive reasoning’. A 
vow to make a dedication is followed by a cure, good harvest, or prosperity 
– therefore the being or force represented by the shrine is responsible for the 
result and the vow must be ‘paid’ or fulfilled.88

We catch some glimpses of such shrines in written sources of the sixth and 
seventh centuries, which, like Gregory’s account, relate to their destruction 
and disappearance. One gives a valuable clue as to their differing types. An 
edict of the Frankish Christian King Childebert, ordering their removal, 
made a clear distinction between simulacra constructa and idola daemoni 
dedicata ab hominibus factum [sic]. The ‘simulacra’ are effigies, representa-
tions of deities, whereas the ‘idols’ must have been something different, either 
a minimally worked stone or other natural feature – or the natural feature 
itself.89 In 597, Pope Gregory I admonished the Frankish Queen Brunichildis, 
who was acting as regent for her grandsons in Austrasia and Burgundy, to 
prevent her technically Christian people from (amongst other things) sacri-
ficing to ‘idols’.90 The term ‘idol’ is specifically applied to natural features by the 
ninth-century Italian writer Andreas Agnellus who refers, in connection with 
a sixth-century ecclesiastical foundation at Comacchio north of Ravenna, to 
the nearby ‘idols’ of Ignis (fire) and Baias (springs).91

The singling out of natural features as the focus of ritual practices is 
something that transcends notions of culture. A recent work on the sacred 
tree describes this as ‘a near-universal symbol in pre-modern cultures’ with a

particular and recognisable manifestation within the Indo-European cultural 
matrix, yielding rich ancient and medieval case-studies.92

Stones have also been – and still are – the objects of reverence in a wide 
variety of societies, religions and settings and across several continents, from 
Phoenician betyls, to the menhirs of Brittany, to the Ka’ba at Mecca.93 In 
the Pyrenees, some inscriptions have been found in which ‘sacred’ trees are 
addressed – as ‘beech’ and ‘six trees’ – without any reference to any interme-
diary tutelary deity.94 The Romans hung cloths called vittae (woollen ribbons, 
often translated as ‘fillets’) from trees.95 Rags tied to the branches of trees 
considered special can still be observed in modern-day Turkey. Springs and 
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wells were revered all over Europe; as were some lakes and, amongst the Celts 
in particular, rivers.96

‘Nonreflective’ belief in the special properties of natural features lay at 
the heart of much Germanic religious practice, just as it did elsewhere. 
The identification of particular trees, groves (as in Tacitus’ account of the 
Semnones), stones, springs or lakes as sacred or efficacious is based on a 
complex mental process. It is easy to fall into the temptation of thinking 
that, in the case of trees, this was due simply to their unusual size or age 
(though the sacred oak of Geismar, felled by St Boniface in the eighth 
century was of ‘extraordinary size’);97 or the odd configuration of a stone; or 
the healthy properties of spring water. Stones with holes or hollows in them 
were frequently perceived as having curative properties, in which the ill were 
placed to regain their strength.98 Or the rainwater gathering in hollows of 
stones perceived as special could be used in cures.99 But not every curiously 
shaped stone can have been regarded as ‘special’, not all aged or exceptionally 
tall trees venerated and not all springs with pure water regarded as sacred. 
The special tree, or grove, or stone, or spring, or lake, is one considered to 
have a certain essence that makes it special. The identification of the essence 
is also a product of Boyer’s ‘abductive reasoning’: certain typical effects are 
observed; only a special tree/grove/stone/spring/lake would produce these 
effects; hence, it is concluded, it is special.100 And once this perception is 
established, it can be associated with a tutelary divinity, lesser or greater, from 
river-matrona to Thunor.

If many of the details of Germanic paganism are lost to us, a cognitive 
approach helps us make sense of a very limited quantity of information 
drawn from disparate and often difficult sources. The crucial factor is that 
the religions of the Germanic peoples were based on intuitions or ‘nonre-
flective’ belief: there were no written doctrines or ritual instruction. The 
primary purpose of the rituals actually known to us may have been military 
or social, though they acquired an additional religious dimension. Religion 
in general was based on a sense of how gods, spirits or natural features felt 
to be imbued with special power affected the lives of peoples or individuals. 
Stones, springs, trees and lakes were thought to be able to cure sickness in 
people or animals or help guarantee a good harvest; people were surrounded 
by minor supernatural beings who might, if propitiated, help them. There 
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were different levels of divinity, represented as having different ranges of 
power and activity; and the most powerful god of all, who had created the 
earth and sky, was generally far removed from the trials and tribulations of 
ordinary mortals.



3

Constructing ‘Arianism’

One of the most noticeable features of the conversion of the European 
Germanic peoples to Christianity is the way in which they became ‘Arians’. 
It is usually said that only the Franks went directly from paganism to 
Catholicism. The reality is slightly more complex: a Sueve ruler converted 
to Catholicism before ‘Arianism’ was imposed on the Sueves from outside, 
while Lombard ‘Arianism’ may in reality have been a syncretistic Christianity. 
‘Arianism’, nevertheless, represented a stage in the religious history of the 
Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Burgundians and Sueves.

A term increasingly, and more correctly, used instead of ‘Arianism’ is 
Homoianism, indicating that this was a Christianity based on a view of the 
Trinity affirming that the Son is ‘like’ (homoios) the Father.1 Homoianism is 
now understood as a theology that emerged in the decades of debate following 
the Council of Nicæa in 325 and for a number of years, beginning in 360, 
a Homoian creed was the official Symbol of the Empire. There is a general 
assumption that it had been adopted by Gothic groups because it was the 
religion of the Emperors at the period when some of the Tervingi on the 
Danube frontier first began to accept Christianity (soon after 369) and when 
groups of Tervingi and Greuthungi entered the Empire in 376. In fact, there is 
considerable evidence to suggest that Homoianism – itself a slightly misleading 
term – was actually an ‘entry-level’ version of Christianity, created by bishops 
and missionaries on the Danube frontier in a drive to Christianize the Goths.

Why ‘Arianism’?

In the early years of the fourth century, a presbyter of Alexandria in 
Egypt named Arius advanced a Christian theology that differentiated sharply 
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between the persons of the Trinity and suggested that Christ’s divinity was of 
a lesser order than that of the Father. This provoked immense controversy and 
had long-lasting repercussions. Its most important short-term consequence 
was the production of the Nicene Creed in 325, at the first ecumenical council 
to be held by the Christian Church. The Nicene Creed outlawed the theology 
of Arius: it declared that the Son was

begotten as the only Son out of the Father, that is, out of the substance of the 
Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not 
made, homoousios [i.e. of the same substance] with the Father … and in the 
Holy Spirit.2

However, far from putting a decisive end to the matter, the production of 
the Nicene Creed would instead turn out to be the prelude to decades of 
argument among bishops and theologians over a universally acceptable model 
of the Trinity. Only in 381, when the Creed of Nicæa-Constantinople was 
proclaimed as the official Trinitarian theology of the Empire, was some sort 
of agreement finally achieved.

In theological terms, Homoianism emerged in the decades of debate 
and dispute following the Council of Nicæa. Nicæa had not achieved 
anything like agreement on fundamental questions of the relationship 
between the members of the Trinity. Both Arius and the Emperor 
Constantine died in the late 330s, and Constantius II (Eastern Emperor 
337–50, sole ruler 350–61) embarked on a quest to produce a creed 
acceptable throughout the entire Roman Empire. Constantius’ efforts 
resulted in a succession of councils and creedal statements: Serdica 
343 (where individual Eastern and Western Councils of bishops issued 
separate documents); Antioch 345 (the ‘Macrostich’ or ‘Long-liner’ 
Creed); Sirmium 347/8; Sirmium 351 (the ‘First Sirmian Creed’); and the 
Councils of Arles (353) and Milan (355). As council after council was 
held, numerous theological positions were advanced, only to be cut down 
in debate. One of the principal targets which emerged was the ‘Sabellian’ 
or Modal theology of Bishop Marcellus of Ancyra, who regarded the Son 
as undivided and un-separated from the Father.3 And, at the opposite 
end of the spectrum, any suggestion that the Son was subordinate to the 
Father was likely to be labelled ‘Arianism’.
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The Nicene Creed had condemned

those who say … the Son of God is of another hypostasis or ousia [than God 
the Father] …4

Ousia means ‘substance’ and is in origin a Greek philosophical concept. It is 
not applied to God in the Bible.5 In the 350s, Homoians claimed that the Son 
was like the Father, not identical with Him and they voiced very strong objec-
tions to ousia terminology:

The word ousia because it when it was naively inserted by our fathers though 
not familiar to the masses, it caused disturbance, and because the Scriptures 
do not contain it, we have decided it should be removed, and there should be 
absolutely no mention of ousia in relation to God for the future, because the 
Scriptures make no mention at all of the ousia of the Father and the Son.6

In the years 357–8, the Emperor Constantius organized several councils and 
gatherings in an effort to thrash out an acceptable formula. There were now 
three principal points of view: the homoousians who followed Nicæa; a newer 
grouping which had formed around the eastern bishop Basil of Ancyra and 
who argued for the idea that Father and Son, were homoiousios – ‘of like 
substance’;7 and the Homoians. In 359, he went on to assemble two further 
councils: a gathering of perhaps as many as four hundred western bishops 
at Ariminun (Rimini) in the West was paralleled by a second smaller council 
of about 160 eastern bishops which began at Seleucia later in the year.8 
Constantius may have realized that it might be a good idea to keep easterners 
and westerners apart: he certainly told the western bishops not to make any 
decisions regarding the East.9 After considerable argument and politicking 
– there would be later references to the ‘fraud of Rimini’ – combined with 
imperial pressure, the substantial minority who at first accepted the arguments 
of the Homoian party at Rimini turned into a majority. Further manoeuvres 
disabled opposition among eastern bishops and in Constantinople in 360 a 
creed, asserting that the Son was ‘like’ the Father – ‘according to Scripture’ and 
which also forbade all mention of ousia – was proclaimed.10

In his polemic Against the Luciferians, composed two decades later, Jerome 
would claim, with typical hyperbole that ‘The entire world groaned and was 
amazed to find itself Arian’.11 But though the label stuck for centuries, the 
Homoians had no connection with Arius. Nor was their theology the same as 
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his: while they resolutely rejected the term ousia or substance in relation to 
God, Arius had himself used it.12 The problem was that over the decades of 
dispute and creed-making any theology suggesting a distance or separation 
between Father and Son ran the risk of being branded as ‘Arian’ and this is 
precisely what happened to the Homoians, as early as the 340s. As Maurice 
Wiles has pointed out, the label ‘Arian’ rapidly turned into an invaluable 
polemical tool in theological controversy and the dead Arius became not so 
much a whipping-boy as a whip.13 The pejorative term ‘Arianism’ has obscured 
the origins of Homoian Christianity, which lay not just in the doctrinal 
debates following Nicaea, but in attempts to Christianize the Goths on the 
Danube frontier.

Who were the Homoians?

The two names constantly associated with Homoian theology at the ecclesi-
astical councils of the late 350s are those of two bishops from the Danubian 
region, Ursacius of Singidunum (modern Belgrade, Serbia) and Valens of 
Mursa (modern Osijek, Croatia). There seems to be no evidence of any direct 
connection between them and Arius himself: their theology was not the same 
as his, except in the general sense of also being subordinationist.14 It is true 
that in 343, the so-called ‘Western Creed of Serdica’ singled them out as vipers 
hatched from the ‘Arian asp’. But this encyclical provides an early example of 
the polemical use of the term ‘Arian’: in the words of one scholar, it ‘defined 
Arianism so broadly that every easterner who had ever heard of Origen was 
considered Arian’.15 At the Councils of Milan of 345 and 347, Ursacius and 
Valens were invited to condemn ‘the heretic Arius and his accomplices’ in 
order to exonerate themselves of earlier charges and readily did so.16

The alleged influence of Ursacius and Valens over the Emperor Constantius 
II in theological controversies together with their apparent inseparability 
has led to their being characterized as mere ‘court bishops’ or as ‘the 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern of the Arian controversy’.17 Yet Valens in 
particular emerges as a force to be reckoned with. There are indications of a 
rift between Constantius and Valens when the latter mutinied at signing the 
so-called ‘Dated Creed’ of 359, which put forward a formula which seemed 



	 Constructing ‘Arianism’	 35

to back Homoianism, but which also included a clause – ‘like in all respects’ 
– that neutralized this position. Although he had been one of the bishops 
present at the meeting at Sirmium where it had originally been drawn up, 
Valens was now evidently reluctant to give formal assent to a compromise 
with Homoiousian theology, protesting that he had been compelled to sign 
by the Emperor and adding a rider to his subscription indicating his reluc-
tance.18 Events do not confirm the accusation that the two bishops were mere 
careerists.19 Overall, the Illyrican bishops emerge through numerous changes 
and reverses, as tenacious proponents of a doctrine which maintained a strict 
separation of the persons of the Trinity and eschewed discussion of ‘substance’, 
a theology which they promoted for nearly two decades until it prevailed at 
Rimini and became the creed of the Empire at Constantinople in 360.20

Amongst the signatories at the Council of Constantinople in 360 was Ulfila, 
bishop to the Goths. Ulfila, the descendant of Anatolian Christians captured 
by Goths, had been consecrated bishop amongst Christians in Gothic terri-
tories in 341.21 In 348, he led a group of Gothic Christians across the Danube 
to settle in the Roman province of Moesia Secunda, near Nicopolis.22 It is 
likely that Ulfila, whose original ministry was probably to people who were, 
like himself, descendants of Christian captives, was expelled with his followers 
from the Gothic lands in 347 because Tervingi leaders had begun to perceive 
him as an instrument of Roman hegemony. The conjunction of Ulfila’s status 
as a towering figure in the history of conversion with his unacceptable 
theology has exercised writers from the late antiquity to the present day. The 
fifth-century ecclesiastical historians Theodoret and Sozomen both struggled 
to explain this great teacher’s embarrassing espousal of ‘heresy’ by suggesting 
that he had been hoodwinked and also that he was not a declared opponent 
of the Nicene Creed.23 One modern commentator thinks that his support for 
‘anti-ousian’ theology was given reluctantly and voices doubts that he was a 
‘positive homoean’ (i.e. Homoian).24 But after Ulfila’s death in 383, his pupil 
Auxentius of Durostorum wrote a eulogy of his master, suggesting that Ulfila 
had demonstrated an energetic aversion to any discussion of ousia and had 
taught a marked degree of differentiation between the persons of the Trinity.25 
According to Auxentius, Ulfila

strove to destroy the sect of homo[io]usians … and deplored and shunned the 
error and impiety of the homoeusians [i.e. homoiousians] …26
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Auxentius also gives details of Ulfila’s Trinitarian theology, in which the three 
persons were conceptualized as having different functions or dispositions and 
being active in different spheres:

the Father is for his part the creator of the creator while the Son is creator of 
all creation; and that the Father is God of the Lord, while the Son is God of the 
created universe …
	 … the Holy Spirit our advocate can be called neither God nor Lord, but 
received its being from God through the Lord … neither originator nor 
creator, but illuminator, sanctifier, teacher and leader, helper and petitioner and 
confirmer, minister of Christ and distributor of acts of grace …27

Here we have a view of divinity in which God the Father created the Son and 
is the object of the Son’s veneration, while the Spirit, at a lower level, interacts 
with humans in many ways. It was a view later outlined by a Homoian bishop, 
Palladius of Ratiaria, who told his interrogator Ambrose of Milan at the Synod 
of Aquileia in 381 that:

the Father sends the Son, and the Son sends the Paraclete, the Father delivers 
the Son to suffering and the Holy Spirit in the function of a servant everywhere 
proclaims the Son, and again the Son glorifies the Father and the Paraclete 
Spirit the Son … the Father redeems the church by the suffering of the Son, the 
Holy Spirit gathers and teaches the church redeemed by Christ’s blood by his 
superintendence, in fact he appoint bishops in it for the honour of his Lord and 
orders ministries and distributes grace …28

The evidence relating to Ulfila and Palladius gives further explanation of the 
structured and subordinationist view of the Trinity promoted by Ursacius 
and Valens and reveals Ulfila’s commitment to it.29 It is certainly difficult to 
accept the characterization of Ulfila – an ecclesiastical leader who understood 
Gothic, Greek and Latin, the driving force behind a translation of the Bible 
into Gothic and the leader of sections of the Gothic peoples into the Empire 
– as a gullible pawn, tricked into acquiescing in Homoian doctrine. Instead, it 
is possible to read Homoianism as a theology which maintained a distinctive 
trajectory over several decades and in which Ulfila appears very much at 
home. As Maurice Wiles has observed,

as far as the positive nature of Ulfila’s own faith is concerned there is no reason 
to doubt that throughout his career it was of an Homoian character.30
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In addition to demonstrating a level of theological coherence, Homoianism 
also displays a distinctively regional character. Its western cradle and principal 
axis lay in the Balkans, a region under pressure from the Tervingi Goths since 
the previous century.31 Between the 330s and the 360s, the Empire’s policy in 
the area had been ‘the economic, military and political linkage of the Tervingi 
to the Roman state’.32 Ursacius’ and Valens’ dioceses were both situated on 
the Empire’s Danubian frontier. Homoian theology was also supported by 
others from the same area: by Germinius of Sirmium, metropolitan of Moesia 
Prima; and also by Palladius, Bishop of Ratiaria in Dacia Ripensis, who would 
stand up to Ambrose of Milan in 381 at the Council of Aquileia. Ursacius and 
Valens both appear to have died in the 370s: we do not know who succeeded 
Valens, but Ursacius’ successor was Secundianus, another Homoian attacked 
by Ambrose at the Council of Aquileia. In the 380s,we find a Homoian bishop, 
Julianus Valens, based at Poetovio in Pannonia Superior.33 Not all Illyrican 
bishops were Homoians and not all Homoians were Illyrican: two Iberian 
bishops, the centenarian Ossius of Cordoba, a veteran of the Council of Nicæa 
(and opponent of Arius) and Potamius of Lisbon, briefly lent their support.34 
Nevertheless, the principal concentration of Homoian bishops lay in the 
region of the Danube and the north-eastern frontier of the Western Empire, 
while five church councils of this period (347/8, 351, 357, and two in 358) 
took place in Sirmium.

In Homoianism, therefore, we have a consistent theology which first 
emerges in one particular region.35 Was there a connection between the 
drawing of the Tervingi Goths on the Danube frontier into closer relations 
with the Empire and imperial backing for Homoian theology? The Sirmian 
Creed of 357 contains important clues that pastoral considerations underlay 
its formulation. The three Illyrican bishops definitely associated with it – 
Ursacius, Valens and Germinius of Sirmium – stated that

some, or many, are concerned about substance (substantia) which is called usia 
in Greek, that is, to speak more explicitly homoousion or homoiousion as it is 
called, there should be no mention of it whatever.36

This point was further expanded in 359–60:

The word ousia because when it was naively inserted by the fathers, though not 
familiar to the masses, caused disturbance …37
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From these explicit expressions of concern about reactions to the Nicene 
Creed, the bishops appear to have thought that the introduction of the idea of 
shared substance was confusing to a mass audience. At the very least, all this 
looks like an attempt to keep the extremely complex theology of a triune God 
as simple as possible for a population which on the fourth-century Danubian 
border would include potential converts from a variety of polytheisms: local 
cults and Roman paganism, possibly Gnostic beliefs as well, but most impor-
tantly, from a political point of view, the religion of the Tervingi Goths. But 
Homoianism was more than a theology constructed for negative reasons. 
Applying insights drawn from the cognitive study of belief, it appears that 
teaching the Trinity in the Homoian way might have offered very positive 
advantages in a conversion situation.

R. P. C. Hanson memorably summed up a Homoian account of the Trinity 
as consisting of

a high God who does not mingle with human affairs, a lesser God who does 
and a third – what?38

The Spirit, he suggested elsewhere, was conceptualized by Homoians as a 
‘superior angel’.39 The doctrine of a tiered version of the Christian Trinity, 
with its different levels of activity and relationships with humans bears a 
striking structural resemblance to the non-Christian intuitions of divinity of 
the Germanic peoples discussed in the previous chapter: a relatively remote 
creator God, an intermediary level of divinity which had greater interaction 
with humans, and a lower one still, in which spirits or lesser beings were also 
active on earth. Given the fact that Christianization was a very important 
facet of imperial policy towards the Goths in the period when Homoianism 
emerged and also the strikingly close association between Homoianism and 
the Danubian border, it seems likely to have originated in efforts to convert 
the Goths (and incidentally other polytheists in the region) by attempting to 
map intuitions of various levels of divinity amongst the gods and spirits of 
polytheistic religion on to the doctrine of the Christian Trinity.

Daniel Williams has noted the extraordinary nature of Constantius II’s 
involvement with ecclesiastical councils between 357 and 360.40 A large 
part of his motive for involvement must have originated in his desire to be 
a successful Christian emperor and to achieve an Empire-wide religious 
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settlement. But his other concern was the security of the Danube frontier. 
This was a problem throughout his reign, but was becoming acute in the later 
350s. Chroniclers indicate that he fought a war against the Goths in the early 
or middle years of the 340s, while a Sirmian inscription of 352 gives him the 
title Gohticus (sic) Maximus.41 Between October 357 and the autumn of 359 
the Emperor returned to the region, spending his time in Sirmium, Mursa, or 
elsewhere on the frontier. In April 358, according to Ammianus Marcellinus, 
he invaded the territory of the Sarmatians: he campaigned against both them 
and the Limigantes, defeating the latter near Acimincum, in 359. At this 
stage, the over-stretched Empire was also under threat from the Sassanids in 
the East. After the Battle of Mursa in 351, according to E. A. Thompson, the 
Empire’s shortage of manpower was such that imperial policy was to attempt 
to preserve the peace with Persia by any means.42 Given these problems it is 
not difficult to see why Constantius would have come increasingly to favour 
the Homoian point of view. So when a large number of the bishops at the 
Council of Rimini at first wrote to the Emperor loudly proclaiming their 
hostility to Ursacius, Valens and the manoeuvres of the Homoians, while 
affirming their own loyalty to the Nicene Creed, Constantius replied by 
teaching them a lesson in the strategic realities facing the Empire. He refused 
to meet a delegation they sent. He explained that he had not the leisure to 
meet it as he was undertaking an expedition against the barbarians. Part of the 
pressure put on this majority delegation by his Praetorian Prefect is likely to 
have involved a spelling out of the political and military necessity of adopting 
the Homoian creed to maintain the security of the frontier that the Emperor 
was – at that very moment – defending.43

Gothic Homoianism as minority belief

The fifth-century ecclesiastical historian Socrates describes the entry into 
the Empire of a large group of Tervingi under the leadership of Alavivus and 
Fritigern in 376. He claims that these groups took the ‘Arian’ – that is to say 
Homoian – faith of the Illyrican-born Emperor Valens (Eastern Emperor 
364–78) out of gratitude.44 But there are likely to have been conversions 
before this in the period when Homoianism was advanced as ‘entry-level’ 
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Christianity for the Goths as well as a viable creed for the Empire. The entire 
length of the Danube frontier had been open for trade between 332 and 367 
and as Peter Heather has indicated, ‘before the reign of Valens, the Goths 
and the Tervingi had long been exposed to Christianity’.45 Even after Ulfila’s 
expulsion from Gothia in the 340s, contacts between Christians north and 
south of the Danube remained close: the Passion of the Gothic martyr Saba 
mentions a Gothic Christian priest called Sansalas ‘who was able to drift across 
the frontier at will’.46 Although he had spent only seven years in the Gothic 
lands and had been based in Moesia since the 340s, Ulfila may have been in 
touch with the Tervingi across the Danube, as he was able to act as interme-
diary in the negotiations for their settlement in imperial territory.47 His great 
work, probably carried out in collaboration with Goths who accompanied 
him into Moesia, was the creation of a Gothic alphabet and the translation of 
the Bible into Gothic. Heather suggests that he might have seen this work as 
preparation for the resumption of his mission;48 but it could be the case that 
parts of this translation, which must have taken many years to complete, were 
used on both sides of the Danube, before the Tervingi crossed into the Empire 
in 376. We know that some of the Tervingi had already adopted Homoian 
Christianity, evidently in sufficient numbers for the authorities to persecute 
them as crypto-Romans in 369. After this, Fritigern sought imperial help 
during an internal power struggle and accepted Christianity: Schäferdiek 
considers that a ‘rudimentary church organisation’ was established amongst 
the Goths.49 The pagan historian Eunapius certainly claims that when the 
tribes entered the Empire they brought their church organisation with them; 
but he also considers that it was a sham:

For countless tribes had crossed into the Empire and more followed since there 
was no-one to prevent them … Each tribe had brought along from home its 
ancestral objects of worship together with their priests and priestesses, but they 
kept a deep and impenetrable silence upon these things and spoke not a word 
about their mysteries. What they revealed was a fiction and sham designed to 
fool their enemies. They all claimed to be Christians and some of their number 
they disguised as bishops and dressed them up in that respected garb … They 
also had with them some of the tribe of so-called monks whom they had decked 
out in imitation of the monks amongst their enemies … The barbarians used 
these devices to deceive the Romans, since they shrewdly observed that these 
things were respected among them, while the rest of the time, under deepest 



	 Constructing ‘Arianism’	 41

secrecy, they worshipped the holy objects of their native rites with noble and 
guileless intent.50

Eunapius was no friend to Christianity and so may not be reliable. On the 
other hand he could be representing a situation where a mix of pagan and 
Christian Goths had entered imperial territory.

However, at the point where Homoian Christian Goths had entered the 
Empire, Homoianism was already being sidelined. Constantius’ death in 
late 361 and the accession of his cousin Julian allowed Hilary of Poitiers 
and other pro-Nicenes a breathing space in which they could re-group and 
build support. Basil of Cæsarea’s pro-Nicene influence was tolerated by the 
Homoian but pragmatic Emperor Valens (364–78).51 The eventual result of 
these and other developments was the official promulgation in 381 of the 
Creed of Constantinople, an amplification of the Nicene Creed.52 After this 
point Homoianism would be increasingly marginalized, identified with Goths 
and other ‘barbarians’. Another ominous event in 381 was the summoning of 
the Council of Aquileia where Ambrose of Milan stage-managed the condem-
nation of the Illyrican bishops Palladius and Secundianus for ‘Arianism’ 
– their denials of any connection with Arius were of no help. There have 
been suggestions that even after this attack on Homoianism it took some 
time for Nicene Christianity to establish itself in Mursa and Singidunum, the 
cradle of Homoianism.53 The truth is that we have very little evidence and 
Homoianism seems unlikely to have recovered from such a major body-blow. 
Ulfila arrived in Constantinople in 383 in an unsuccessful attempt to persuade 
the Emperor Theodosius that his support for the rival Homoousian doctrine 
was a mistake.54 He had no success and seems to have died in the same year. 
The 381 Council of Constantinople made some degree of separate provision – 
though it does not specify exactly in what respect – for the recently-converted: 
‘The Churches of God which are among the barbarians must be adminis-
tered according to the usage of the Fathers which has prevailed’.55 But this 
special treatment only serves to emphasize that Homoianism was becoming 
increasingly identified with ‘barbarians’. The Theodosian Code also legislated 
against ‘Arians’: though as Liebeschuetz has pointed out, contrary to what a 
reader of its provisions might expect, Arians continued to live and worship 
in Constantinople in considerable numbers. It may even be the case that they 
managed ‘to retain the support of perhaps a majority of the capital’s Christians 
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for two decades’.56 But it is also the case that they fragmented into factions, 
divided over the issue of whether God could have been ‘the Father’ before 
the Son had come into existence. Deprived of churches in the city, they set up 
their own outside the walls, though at one stage a Gothic general demanded 
a church in the city itself.57 There were many Gothic soldiers stationed at 
Constantinople and it is symbolic of the increasing identification between 
Goths and Homoianism, that the division between the two groups of ‘Arians’ 
was eventually ended by the Gothic general Plinthas in 419.58

The diffusion of Homoian Christianity amongst the 
‘barbarian’ peoples

Ironically, Homoianism appears to have been transmitted amongst the 
Germanic peoples just after the point when it fell out of favour as an imperial 
creed. Its progress in the West can only be inferred, but the most important 
vector in its dissemination seems to have been the ethnogenesis of the Goths 
and the movement of Gothic groups into and across Western Europe. In the 
East, the policy of peaceful Romanization of the Goths had come to an end in 
the reign of Valens (ironically, an emperor of Illyrian origin and a Homoian 
himself). In 378 he was killed at the Battle of Adrianople, where the Goths 
inflicted a massive defeat on the Empire. After this, the Goths retreated into 
Thrace, which they pillaged along with Macedonia and Greece. When the 381 
Council of Constantinople made some degree of separate provision for the 
Goths, it seems to have signaled a return to the older policy of Romanization 
and pacification. In 382, Tervingi Goths were granted land to farm and allowed 
to maintain their own laws, an agreement which allowed them ‘considerable 
communal autonomy’ in return for military service to the Roman state.59 This 
would not apply to other Gothic groups attempting to enter the Empire at a 
slightly later date: Greuthungi under Odotheus who tried to cross the Danube 
were crushed in battle and made to serve either in the imperial armies or as 
agricultural labourers and were subject to Roman law.60

The Goths who had settled in the province of Moesia II – Tervingi along 
some Greuthungi – revolted in 388 and in 395. Under the leadership of Alaric, 
they devastated Greece before withdrawing to Epirus. Alaric was declared 
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magister militum per Illyricum, took control of the region, moving on to Italy 
after the overthrow of the Gothic general Gainas in 400 (an event which 
would lead to the massacre of 7,000 of Constantinople’s Gothic inhabitants). 
He led his forces to Italy where they fused with the followers of a Gothic leader 
called Radagaisus, who had originally moved to Italy as a result of renewed 
Hunnic pressure. Under Alaric, they sacked Rome in 410, remaining under 
the control of a single leader, first Wallia, then Theoderic I (418–51), whose 
extremely long reign consolidated the rule of a single dynasty over the people 
that would become known as the Visigoths.61 They were enrolled in imperial 
service and used against the Vandals and Alans in Baetica and Lusitania, the 
southernmost provinces of Roman Iberia. They were then withdrawn and 
settled in south-west Gaul, between Bordeaux and Toulouse, by Constantius 
III: this area effectively became a Gothic kingdom, federated to Rome in 439. 
They temporarily invaded Spain, defeating the Sueves in 456 and were granted 
Narbonne and Septimania in south-east Gaul to add to their territories in 462. 
By the 490s, Visigoths were settling in Spain, following their earlier destabi-
lisation of the Sueve kingdom (which nevertheless survived). After a major 
defeat at the hands of the Franks under Clovis in 507, although a remnant of 
Gothic Gaul still continued to exist in Septimania, the main Visigoth terri-
tories were now to be found in Spain.

The genesis of the Ostrogoths is almost equally complicated. Renewed 
pressure from the Huns in the early fifth century brought six or seven Gothic 
groups north of the Danube under their domination. The historian Jordanes 
writing in the sixth century would claim that one of these, led by the Amal 
family, would survive to emerge as the Ostrogoths. In reality, rather than 
seeing a uniquely prestigious Amal dynasty c. 450, ‘we should envisage a series 
of competing Goths with their own dynastic lines’, united partly by military 
action, partly by marriages, under the leadership of Valamer and able to throw 
off Hunnic hegemony. This may all have happened before the death of Attila 
the Hun in 453 – but could equally have taken place shortly afterwards.62 These 
Goths had probably been settled by the Huns in the former Roman province of 
Pannonia; between the 450s and 470s they were to prove particularly aggressive 
neighbours of the Romans. Theoderic, the future Ostrogoth leader would 
spend ten years as child and youth as a hostage in Constantinople under the 
terms of a treaty by which the Romans paid the Goths three hundred pounds of 
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gold annually.63 Jordanes claims that the Pannonian Goths were victorious over 
Sciri, Sarmatians, Gepids and Rugians. After 473, their leaders also maintained 
‘intense rivalry’ with the Goths of Thrace, who were recognized as federates of 
the Roman state and enjoyed a privileged position as a result.64 After a period 
of conflict and shifting alliances, Theoderic the Amal would emerge as leader 
of both Pannonian and Thracian Goths and in the 480s, they would enter Italy. 
At this stage, they are known to historians as Ostrogoths.

The lengthy process by which ‘Goths’ emerge from groupings of Tervingi, 
Greuthungi and others who joined with them and the constant dissolution 
and formation of alliances are further complicated by the distances they 
travelled. The groups that formed the Visigoths came together in the Balkans 
and Italy, before settling in southern Gaul and then beginning to move into 
Spain. It seems difficult to believe that a ‘rudimentary’ Homoian Church could 
have survived these vicissitudes: yet this is what seems to have happened. 
Visigothic Homoianism was sufficiently strong for it to be transmitted it to 
other Germanic peoples.

The easiest case to trace is that of the Sueves. In 409–10 they had penetrated 
Spain along with the Alans and Vandals, settling in the north-west of the 
Iberian peninsula.65 It is popularly assumed that the first Germanic leader to 
convert to Catholicism without passing through an ‘Arian’ stage was Clovis, 
leader of the Franks. However, the credit for this should actually go to the 
fifth-century Sueve leader, Rechiar (448–56). Hydatius, Bishop of Chaves, 
suggests that Rechiar overcame competitors in his own family and also that 
he was a Catholic before he became leader.66 He must have seen Catholic 
Christianity as a means of distinguishing himself either from family rivals or 
the Hasding Vandals, who had vied with the Sueves for power in Gallaecia 
before crossing into North Africa in 429. From his base in Gallaecia, Rechiar 
harassed other Iberian provinces, only to find himself in turn attacked by the 
Visigoths of Toulouse, who had initially attempted to bring him into their orbit 
through marriage. In 456, he was defeated and subsequently executed, by his 
own brother-in-law. This marked the beginning of a long period of Visigothic 
hegemony over the Sueves. After their ruler Remismund (464–9) was married 
to another Visigothic princess, Theoderic II (453–66) sent a cleric named 
by Hydatius as Ajax and described by him as senior Arrianus, to convert the 
Sueves, who are likely to have mostly been pagan before his arrival.67
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The process by which the Vandals adopted Homoianism is obscure but it 
seems more than likely that the Goths played a role in this, even if we cannot 
establish whether it was initially a means of establishing hegemony over 
them. It is assumed that they came into contact with Visigothic Homoianism 
as they passed into the Iberian peninsula, before crossing into Africa (and 
thus out of the areas covered in this book) to establish a powerful Vandal 
monarchy.68

Equally obscure is the date and means of the conversion of the Burgundians 
to Homoianism. Schäferdiek suggests this was passed on through links with 
the ‘Visigoth’ Athanaric, as stated by the sixth-century historian of the Franks, 
Gregory of Tours:

The king of the Burgundes was called Gundioc: he was of the family of King 
Athanaric, who persecuted the Christians …69

But this looks like a none-too-subtle attempt by the fiercely anti-‘Arian’ Gregory 
to discredit Gundioc (d. 473) by associating him with the Tervingi leader 
Athanaric who had persecuted Christians in the fourth century.70 Alternative 
explanations of Burgundian ‘Arianism’ focus on Gundioc’s marriage with the 
sister of the Suevic-Visigothic Homoian general Ricimer who controlled Italy 
in the name of a succession of puppet emperors between 456 and 472. The 
neighbouring Aquitainian Visigothic kingdom has been suggested as another 
possible source of Burgundian ‘Arianism’.71

History actually records not one but two Burgundian conversions to 
Christianity. The Spanish author Orosius asserted that the Burgundians 
converted to Catholicism in the second decade of the fifth century. This flies 
in the face of other evidence and has been questioned by historians.72 But the 
ecclesiastical historian Socrates, writing in the eastern half of the Empire, 
gives a more circumstantial version of events:

There is a barbarous nation dwelling beyond the Rhine, denominated 
Burgundians; they lead a peaceful life; for being almost all artisans, they support 
themselves by the exercise of their trades. The Huns, by making continual 
irruptions on this people, devastated their country, and often destroyed great 
numbers of them. In this perplexity, therefore, the Burgundians resolved to have 
recourse not to any human being, but to commit themselves to the protection of 
some god: and having seriously considered that the God of the Romans mightily 
defended those that feared him, they all with common consent embraced the 
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faith of Christ. Going therefore to one of the cities of Gaul, they requested the 
bishop to grant them Christian baptism: who ordering them to fast seven days, 
and having meanwhile instructed them in the elementary principles of the faith, 
on the eighth day baptized and dismissed them.73

The Burgundians succeeded in their aim:

Accordingly becoming confident thenceforth, they marched against their 
invaders; nor were they disappointed in their hope. For the king of the Huns, 
Uptar by name, having died in the night from the effects of a surfeit, the 
Burgundians attacked that people then without a commander-in-chief; and 
although they were few in numbers and their opponents very many, they 
obtained a complete victory; for the Burgundians were altogether but three 
thousand men and destroyed no less than ten thousand of the enemy.74

This would seem to fit well with our information about the events of the late 
420s, when we know of a Hunnic leader named Octar or Optar, the uncle 
of Attila.75 But in what sense we should understand ‘conversion’ is open to 
question. Socrates writes of Burgundians ‘embracing the faith of Christ’: 
but this is the perspective of a Christian author, who may have been using 
the figure of three thousand Pentecostal conversions described in Acts.76 
Warriors were involved and their ‘conversion’ can be interpreted as a decision 
to add Christ to the existing pantheon of gods in the hope that he might be 
more effective in military affairs than the deity who currently oversaw such 
matters. The probably syncretistic nature of this understanding is underlined 
by the very brief period of instruction in the basics of Christianity by the 
unnamed Catholic bishop – possibly Severus of Trier.77 He could have viewed 
this baptism either as representing the first stages of a conversion process or 
perhaps just as an expedient to get rid of a group of armed barbarians. Either 
way, there is no reference in the written sources to any follow-up and no firm 
evidence that any Burgundian outside the group of warriors that went on to 
defeat the Huns was baptized at this stage. But while highly successful against 
Octar in the later 420s, in 436/7 the Burgundian army was destroyed by the 
Roman general Aëtius and his Hunnic allies, thus putting a brutal end to what 
has become known as the ‘First Burgundian Kingdom’. Subsequently, around 
443, Aëtius settled the surviving Burgundians in Sapaudia as federates.

It has been conjectured that the surviving Burgundians could even have 
moved into the province of Sequania immediately after the disaster of 436/7, 
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before being transferred to Sapaudia in 443.78 In 455, their leader Gundioc 
was able to negotiate with the Gallo-Roman senators for an increased share of 
territory in Gaul and 457, he took up residence either in a villa at Ambariacum 
(Ambérieux-en-Bugey) or the city of Lyon (Lugdunum). As well as Sapaudia, 
the Burgundes controlled not only Lyon, but also Die and Vienne (annexed in 
455) further south – in other words the south of the province of Lugdunensis 
Prima, plus Greater Sequania and part of the Viennensis. Under Gundioc’s 
son Gundobad, greater Burgundy stretched from Besançon to Arles and from 
the Loire to the Alps. The numbers of Burgundians who lived amongst the 
Gallo-Roman populations of these regions may have been low to begin with, 
growing with the passage of time and also with the absorption of individuals 
from other population groups. One of the most significant discoveries of 
recent years has been the number of individuals in Burgundian cemeteries 
with intentional skull deformations or Mongoloid tooth characteristics.79 This 
may indicate the incorporation of individuals or groups from the Hunnic 
armies which disappear from the historical record shortly after the death of 
Attila in 453.

Burgundian implantation looks to have been unevenly spread across a wide 
territory. A large amount of archaeological evidence has been discovered in a 
50-kilometre radius around Geneva, the original nucleus of the kingdom; in 
its westward extension, there are limited but extremely important finds in the 
Ain valley. Almost all of the remaining archaeological evidence comes from 
the modern French Côte-d’Or département, where it appears to be principally 
concentrated on a northwest-southeast axis. The settlement of Burgundians 
in the northwest around Dijon was designed to protect Gallo-Roman inhab-
itants against attacks by the Franks and Alamans: but they also colonized the 
Saône basin, the lower Doubs valley and the Rhône valley between Martigny 
and Valence. One Italian source suggests that the Visigoth ‘Theoderic’ had 
been involved in the settlement of the Burgundians in Gaul. It also mentions 
Gundioc, implying that the Theoderic in question was Theoderic II, attempting 
to exert a degree of political domination over the Burgundians (as he also did 
in the case of the Sueves).80 Such hegemony, as with the Sueves, is likely to 
have included the imposition of Homoianism. G. W. S. Friedrichsen, who 
studied the Gothic Gospels, noted a connection between the famous Codex 
Argenteus and a Biblical manuscript from Lyon.81 Although Lyon has revealed 
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little in the way of archaeological evidence from the period of Burgundian 
domination, it was politically important; and as it was situated in the western 
part of Burgundian territory, may have been the first port of call for Visigothic 
clerics from Aquitaine who arrived to spread the Homoian faith. Despite this, 
there are suggestions of a more durable Homoian minority in the eastern 
regions around Lake Geneva, while in more westerly areas Homoians would 
increasingly be outnumbered by Catholics.

Homoian Church organization

One of the greatest frustrations experienced in the study of Homoian 
Christianty is our almost total lack of evidence about its organisation 
and personnel. The ecclesiastical historians Sozomen and Olympiodorus 
mention a bishop (episcopos) associated with Alaric and Athaulf and we 
also find a bishop named Maximinus who accompanied Count Sigisvult’s 
army into North Africa in the 420.82 It is assumed that both Sigisvult 
and Maximinus were Goths. Maximinus would famously get the better 
of Augustine of Hippo in theological debate over the Trinity – Augustine 
allowed himself to be trapped into appearing to compare God to a dog.83 
Later, Maximinus would compose a commentary on the anti-Homoian 381 
Council of Aquileia.84

While there is a general assumption that armies and peoples on the move 
had at least a bishop, this is largely speculation. Once they had settled in 
Iberia, Gaul and Italy references to Homoian clergy mostly use the term 
sacerdotes, which unhelpfully can mean either priests or bishops.85 One of the 
insoluble puzzles has been the ethnic background of the senior ‘Arian’ Ajax, 
sent by the Visigothic ruler of Aquitaine to convert the Sueves. Our only 
source, Hydatius, bishop of Chaves, describes him as natione Galata: was he 
a Galatian, a Gaul, or even a Gallaecian?86 In the Burgundian kingdom, the 
Catholic Bishop Avitus of Vienne referred to the Homoian King Gundobad’s 
sacerdotes or seductores (seducers), the latter term perhaps implying the 
presence of foreign, Visigothic clergy.87 Gregory of Tours would claim that 
Gundobad murdered his brother Godegisel, along with the latter’s ‘Arian 
bishop’ in a ‘church of the heretics’ at Vienne.88 In Italy, Andreas Agnellus, a 
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valuable, if late, source for the history of Ravenna, tells us that in the twenty-
fourth year of the rule of Theoderic (i.e. 518) a bishop with the Gothic name 
of Unimundus ‘built from its foundations’ a church (with episcopal residence) 
outside the walls of Ravenna.89 The only evidence for the clergy associated 
with a Homoian cathedral comes from Ravenna in 551, but rather than from 
Unimundus’ church, it refers to a cathedral built inside the walls by Theoderic 
himself. There were priests, deacons, doorkeepers and several cleric-ascetics 
as well as two scribes.90 Here we appear to have evidence of a cathedral with 
a scriptorium and, apparently, some sort of religious community attached to 
it.91 It is our only piece of evidence for a Homoian Gothic ascetic community. 
In Visigothic Aquitaine, King Euric (466–84) refused to allow Catholic sees 
to be filled in a period of political tension, but there is no suggestion that 
they were taken over by Homoian bishops.92 A network of bishops associated 
with specific cities on the model of the Catholic Church appears in the 580s 
in Spain – but this was a royal creation in very special circumstances (see 
Chapter 4). It is not clear that there were any Homoian bishops in the central 
Meseta region where many of the Visigoths settled, except (probably) for a 
bishop at King Leovigild’s capital of Toledo.93

The reality was that the Germanic peoples were a minority elite distributed 
– unevenly – among Gallo-Roman, Italo-Roman or Hispano-Roman popula-
tions. While Ostrogothic Ravenna saw the creation of a number of Homoian 
ecclesiastical buildings and Theoderic the Great may also have been respon-
sible for the creation of Sancta Anastasia as well as a church dedicated to the 
Saviour in Verona, in other Italian cities Homoians appropriated Catholic 
churches for their use.94 The latter pattern probably prevailed elsewhere. 
The church of La Daurade at Toulouse, demolished in 1762, may have been 
given a new decorative scheme in the Visigothic period.95 After the Visigothic 
defeat at Vouillé the Council of Orléans of 511 decreed the re-consecration 
of ‘heretical’ churches, leaving it unclear just how many of these had actually 
been built by Homoians and how many taken over from Catholics.96 In 
Burgundy, the Catholic Bishop Avitus of Vienne refers to churches built by 
King Gundobad for the ‘heretics’ and also to Catholic ecclesiastical buildings 
seized by them.97
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Homoian teaching

Ulfila had aimed to capture intuitions of divinity by teaching a Trinity in 
terms which non-Christians could understand. While we regard him as 
Homoian, it might be more accurate to say that he was ‘anti-ousian’. The most 
consistent feature of Homoian theology was not necessarily its insistence that 
the Son was ‘like’ the Father, even if Valens of Mursa had valiantly resisted 
the alternative ‘like in all respects’ (per omnia). Germinius of Sirmium, one 
of the original Homoian bishops at Rimini, had annoyed Ursacius and Valens 
by going over to the latter formulation about 366. But Germinius never 
abandoned opposition to ousia language.98 The idea that the Son and Father 
should not be confused was at the heart of the idea of teaching Christianity 
to the Goths, because Ulfila could see that any suggestion of a confusion 
of beings ran counter to widespread intuitions of how supernatural beings 
worked. Thus as Auxentius of Durostorum pointed out:

he [i.e. Ulfila] defended not comparable things [comparatas res] but different 
dispositions [differentes adfectus] …99

Over the course of the fifth century, the basic Homoian approach to the 
Trinity may have helped the absorption of non-Christian groups into 
Germanic communities and coalitions: the people of Hunnic descent buried 
in Burgundian cemeteries are likely to have become Homoian Christians. 
But Ulfila’s intention was to move people beyond what we might describe as 
‘entry-level Christianity’. It was his mission to teach people Christian doctrine 
and before the formulation of the Homoian creed, he had already embarked 
on his major life’s work, the translation of the Bible into Gothic.

Philostorgius tells us that Ulfila translated

all the books of Scriptures … with the exception, that is, of Kings. This was 
because these books contain the history of wars, while the Gothic people, being 
lovers of war, were in need of something to restrain their passion for fighting 
rather than to incite them to it …100

This censorship – if, indeed, it ever existed – did not necessarily last as the 
Goths entered the Empire and their clerics and scribes came into contact with 
other versions of the Bible and Latin Homoian texts (see below). But there is 
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no suggestion that Ulfila and his school of translators ever altered the Bible 
to produce a more ‘Homoian’ reading of the relationship between the three 
persons of the Trinity.

Gothic scripture

Around 403, two Goths, Sunnias and Fretela wrote to Jerome asking him 
about the differences between the Greek version of the Psalms and the Latin 
version – the so-called Roman psalter – which he had made c. 383. We have 
Jerome’s reply to the 178 points about which they asked. Jerome indicates 
that they have been working from the Septuagint or ‘common’ Greek version, 
whereas he has been using the best critical text given by Origen – hence 
the discrepancies. But he expresses his delight that the Scriptures are being 
studied amongst the Goths.101

Scriptural study continued as the Goths settled in various parts of Europe. 
They had clerics who were evidently sufficiently expert to be able to consult the 
Latin versions of the Bible used in the localities where they settled. Collectively, 
these versions are designated the Vetus Latina, a term which covers a plethora of 
translations from the Bible; some are extensive, giving versions of the Gospels, 
while others consisted of excerpts or now survive only as fragments. These 
pre-dated Jerome’s Vulgate, which was intended to replace variants with a single 
stylistically consistent version of the Bible, but it took centuries before this was 
used throughout the whole of Europe. It appears that when the Goths settled 
in Aquitaine and perhaps also in Spain, their clerics and scribes compared 
the Latin versions of scripture they found there with the Ulfilan translation. 
What the Ulfilan school of translators originally produced appears to have 
been a highly literal word for word translation and a very simple rendering 
of the text.102 This had been made from the Greek (and which was in some 
respects cumbersomely literal, even reproducing Greek particles). Visigothic 
translators checked the Vetus Latina texts they came across and amended their 
Gothic text accordingly. This may also have happened in Burgundy as one of the 
Vetus Latina texts consulted may have come from Lyon.103 Where the Visigoths 
and Burgundians (and also the Vandals of North Africa) were concerned, the 
Gothic Bible was subject to revision and alteration.
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Very little indeed survives of the Gothic Bible: one estimate is that in print 
it would amount to fewer than 280 pages, virtually all of it drawn from the 
New Testament. Only sixty lines remain of the Old Testament in Gothic, 
fragments of the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. The most famous and by far 
the most extensive surviving Gothic Biblical text is the magnificent Codex 
Argenteus now in Uppsala University Library. It is a deluxe codex containing 
the four Gospels, written in silver and gold letters on purple vellum, generally 
thought to have been created in the reign of Theoderic the Amal, Ostrogothic 
ruler of Italy 493–526. It is not a complete manuscript: we now have 188 leaves 
(187 in Uppsala, the other in Speyer) out of – probably – an original total of 
336. It follows the traditional order in which the Gospels were organized: 
that is, Matthew, John, Luke, Mark.104 In 551, in the final years of the Gothic 
kingdom in Italy, we can see the personnel of the clerical-scribal community 
that had produced the Codex Argenteus in a papyrus charter, signed by the 
clerics and scribes of the Gothic cathedral. It disposed of a piece of marsh-
land and was signed by nineteen individuals who subscribed in both Latin 
and Gothic. Most have Gothic names and even those with Latin ones may 
have been of Gothic origin. In all, there were priests, deacons, doorkeepers 
and several clerics-ascetics as well as two scribes. One of the latter was the 
bokareis Wiljarith, one of the two creators of the Codex Argenteus: by 551, 
he was no longer able to see properly and had to sign the document with a 
cross.105

The level of expertise that went into creating this magnificent codex 
indicates considerable experience in the production of Bibles. Its letters are 
very regularly written in a script resembling that of contemporary Latin Uncial 
manuscripts and the amount of parchment needed to produce the codex has 
been calculated precisely. It was written by two scribes: one copied Matthew 
and John, the other Luke and Mark. It has punctuation, headings, titles, 
Eusebian canon tables (which indicate where the gospels agree with or diverge 
from each other) and the Eusebian sections are indicated clearly throughout. 
Though a prestige object, it is also a work designed for consultation and use: 
there are fifteen instances of marginal glossing in Gothic, where someone has 
commented on a phrase in the body of the text. Some earlier marginal glosses 
even found their way into the main body of the text, where they sit alongside 
the phrases they are commenting on.106
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Scholars have traced the relationship between the Argenteus and earlier 
Vetus Latina versions of the Gospels from northern Italy, dating from the 
fourth and fifth centuries, as well as with the original translations made by 
the Ulfilan school. It is also related to an earlier Vetus Latina version origi-
nating either in Visigothic Gaul or northern Italy. As we have seen, there 
are also affinities with a Lyon manuscript: does the latter imply contact with 
Gospels used by the Burgundians? Most intriguing of all is its relationship 
with African texts. Was this a result of connections with Visigothic Spain or 
contacts with the ‘Arian’ Vandals, who had settled in Africa in the 420s?107 
The surviving Gothic fragments of the New Testament Epistles also indicate 
that they had originally been translated from the Greek and subsequently 
Latinized: the Latinized renderings derive from the Vetus Latina, Augustine 
and Ambrosiaster and it is thought that these changes were probably made in 
Italy. One commentator has suggested that this points to the Romanization of 
the Goths in Italy.108

A Gospel manuscript preserved at Brescia, the Codex Brixianus has been 
recognized as the Latin part of a bilingual Latin-Gothic translation, of which 
the Gothic part is now missing. In both Brixianus and Argenteus the Eusebian 
canon tables occur on every page, not just at the beginning of each Gospel as 
is more common in other famous Latin Gospels, thus facilitating consultation 
and study. In addition, the composers of the preface to the Brescian Gospels 
not only announce that they are working partly from a Greek version of 
the Gospels, but also refer to what they call vulthres. These are annotations 
inserted in the (now lost) Gothic part of the Gospels indicating places where 
the translators had encountered discrepancies between Greek and Latin 
versions and were, in effect, resolving them. The annotations were intended to 
indicate how this has been done and the preface states that

no-one should on these grounds be in any doubt that the true sense of the 
original text has been determined by careful consideration in accordance with 
the meaning of the translated language.109

The evidence from the Ostrogothic kingdom c. 500 all points in the direction 
of an energetic continuation of the Ulfilan tradition of the Gothic vernacular 
Bible, with new versions produced by clerics educated in both Latin and 
Greek. Yet there may be signs that this activity was changing orientation 
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and becoming increasingly inward looking. Scholars consider that, though 
it still preserves signs of being influenced by Latin Gospels, the Latin of 
the Brixianus has actually been influenced by Gothic readings. It is also the 
case that there is less Latin influence on the Gothic versions of Matthew and 
John in the Argenteus than is apparent in Luke (where the text is particularly 
affected by Latin readings) and Mark. Had there been a purist reaction in 
favour of Ulfila’s original text when the Brixianus was copied? Were Matthew 
and John in the Argenteus copied from a less Latinized ‘Ostrogothic’ original 
than Luke and Mark, the latter based on ‘Visigothic’ texts which had been 
much more extensively amended by reference to Latin versions?110 This is 
speculation, but may suggest that, in Ostrogothic Italy in the early part of the 
sixth century, Gothic Biblical studies were becoming less receptive to outside 
influences than before. While the Codex Argenteus shows that considerable 
effort had been made over the years to render Scripture comprehensible, with 
Gothic words found or created for ideas and things – army, schism (‘speaking 
amiss’) holocaust (‘all burnt’), denarius (the Roman coin) and sponge, there 
are also many instances where unfamiliar Greek or Latin expressions and 
concepts – among them angel, Paraclete, evangelium (gospel), drachma (the 
Greek coin), olive oil, mustard and scorpion – have remained un-translated 
since the days of Ulfila, and are merely transliterated.

Italian Gothic Homoianism – the only Homoianism we know about in any 
degree of detail – exhibits other conservative traits. The surviving eight leaves 
of Skeireins, a Gothic commentary on the Gospel of John – a manuscript that 
was scraped (almost) clean and re-used for Catholic texts later in the sixth 
century – tell us that it still maintained a strict separation between the persons 
of the Trinity. It emphasized Christ’s descent from Heaven and taught that 
He was not the same as the Father and should be similarly, but not equally, 
honoured. It stuck to the idea, championed by Ulfila and Auxentius, that God 
the Father and God the Son had different functions:

For not only the change of name signifies the difference of the two Persons, but 
much more the evidence of function signifies the One as verily judging no man 
but granting the authority of judgement to the Son.111

This might have been useful in converting any pagan associates who had 
entered Italy with the Goths; but then it goes on to condemn Sabellius 
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and Marcellus who ‘dared to say that the Father and Son are One’.112 That a 
commentary apparently composed in the sixth century should refer to third 
and fourth century theologians suggests that it was targeted at literate clerics 
and that this theology was unlikely to mean much to a popular audience.

In addition to the Skeireins, a number of Homoian Latin sermons and 
homilies survive in a Verona manuscript from the late fifth or early sixth 
centuries. This provides further testimony to the scribal and linguistic 
expertise of its compilers as well as their access to earlier texts. The sermons 
for feast days contain Homoian teaching, presented in an un-aggressive 
manner, while a set of Gospel homilies contains nothing that is un-orthodox. 
These writings were sufficiently anodyne for them to pass, until 1922, as the 
work of the Catholic bishop Maximus of Turin. But were they used by Gothic 
clergy as they stand, in Latin, for a Gothic audience? Further questions are 
raised by two texts in the collection opposing Judaism and paganism, which 
were clearly composed at an earlier period by Latin Homoians. Against the 
Pagans denounces the deities of the Roman pantheon. Some of its themes 
– particularly the arguments that when pagans acknowledge a summum 
deum they are, in fact, demonstrating an awareness of the Christian God; or 
its arguments against the worship of idols; or its Old Testament-based case 
proving that God does intervene in human affairs – might have been useful 
if Gothic clergy had set out to convert any pagans who had entered Italy 
with them from the Balkans, but again the question of language arises.113 
This text might also suggest that, even if, as the historian Philostorgius 
alleged, Ulfila did not translate the books of Kings, they were now known 
in a sixth-century Italian Homoian context.114 But we have no way of telling 
whether these works were ever actually put to use in terms of making further 
converts amongst any Germanic or Hunnic pagans who had entered Italy 
along with the Goths.

Homoian-Catholic debates

If there are any among the barbarians who seem in their books to possess the 
Sacred Scriptures less interpolated and torn to pieces than the rest, still the 
corruptions in their texts are due to the tradition of their first teachers, whose 
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disciples hold rather to their tradition than to the Scripture itself. For they do 
not abide by the instructions of the true law, but by the interpolations of an evil 
and distorted interpretation.
	 The barbarians, indeed, lacking the Roman training or any other sort of 
civilized education, knowing nothing whatever unless they have heard it from 
their teachers, follow blindly what they hear. Such men, completely ignorant of 
literature and wisdom, are sure to learn the mysteries of the divine law through 
instruction rather than reading, and to retain their masters’ doctrines rather 
than the law itself. Thus the interpretation and doctrine of their teachers have 
usurped the authority of the law among them, since they know only what they 
are taught.115

These are the words of Salvian, a fifth-century Roman, writing in southern Gaul 
in the 440s. Like Augustine in his City of God and Orosius in his Seven Books of 
Histories Against the Barbarians, Salvian sought to explain the disasters befalling 
the Roman Empire. In his work On the Government of God (more correctly, On 
the Present Judgment) he places the blame on the iniquities of the Romans, whose 
behaviour he contrasts unfavourably with that of the ‘barbarians’. But even while 
he credits the Christian Goths and Vandals with some redeeming qualities, he 
also condemns them as heretics. This, he affirms, is not their fault: they have 
been misled by their teachers who have either foisted corrupt texts of the Bible 
on them, or simply taught heretical doctrine by rote, rather than allowing their 
people any access to Biblical texts. Salvian’s stance reflects the marginalization of 
Homoianism and the way in which the activity of Biblical translation, envisaged 
by Ulfila as one of the fundamentals of Gothic Christianization, was presented 
as cutting Homoians off from mainstream Christianity.

By the sixth century any Hoimoian-Catholic dialogue seems to have 
consisted of debates revolving around Biblical texts relating to the Trinity, 
with opinions polarized and neither side prepared to concede. In Burgundy, 
the Catholic Bishop Avitus of Vienne reported to Sigismund, Catholic son of 
the Homoian ruler Gundobad about his debates with his father’s sacerdotes. 
His letter reveals that Gundobad himself had

ordered me to send him an annotated and ordered list of all the passages from 
our scriptures that I had cited in response to questions at the time of the debate 
and indeed add any others, if they occurred to me.116

Another letter alleges that Gundobad’s sacerdotes had attempted to ‘prove’ 
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from a Biblical text that the Holy Spirit was one of God’s creatures and 
therefore could not be God: the text in question says that, in making man, 
God ‘inspired into him an active soul and breathed into him a living spirit’. 
Avitus’ response implies that Gundobad’s priests were confused: ‘God’, he 
writes ‘is not supposed to have blown to add a spirit to a being that was already 
alive’. Discussion of this passage takes the debate into new areas, but this was 
exceptional.117 It also suggests a lack of theological understanding on the part 
of Gundobad’s advisers.

As Avitus’ letter suggests, the norm was for both sides to line up a number 
of well-tried scriptural passages and then argue over them. As represented by 
the Catholic Bishop Gregory of Tours, Visigothic Homoians refused to recite 
the Catholic version of the Gloria, basing their case on scriptural texts such 
as John 14.28: ‘My Father is greater than I’; or I Timothy 1.17: “Now unto 
the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honour and glory for 
ever through Jesus Christ our Lord’ and argued that the Son, who was sent, 
could not be equal to the Father who sent Him.118 Gregory depicts himself 
countering the text from John with eleven different Biblical citations and 
demonstrating that the Homoian interpretation of the Pauline text was super-
ficial. By the early seventh century, the Catholic Visigothic king Sisebut was 
able to reel off, in a letter sent between 616 and 621 to the Lombard queen-
regent Theodelinda, a catena of Homoian citations:

‘The Father,’ they say, ‘is greater than I’ [Jn. 14.28] and: ‘He who sent me gave 
me a command’ [Jn. 12.49] and: ‘I did not come on my own but he sent me’ 
[Jn. 8.42] and again ‘I did not come to do my will’ [Jn. 6.38] and again: ‘As my 
Father said to me, so I speak’ [Jn. 12.50] and: ‘What he gave me, I have kept and 
everything he gave me no one takes from me’; after which they throw in: ‘I shall 
ask my Father’ [Jn. 14.16] and ‘he will show me more than twelve thousand 
legions of angels’ [Mt. 26.53] and: ‘If this cup can pass away, unless I drink it, 
and if it can be let this cup pass from me: not as I wish but as you wish’ [Mt. 
26.42, 39] and they add: And what is pleasing to him I always do and ‘To sit at 
my right or left, it is not for me to give you’ [Mt. 20.23]; senselessly they add: 
‘And he gave him the name which is above every name and he exalted his boy’ 
[Phil. 2.9] and the lord your God blessed you and roused him from the dead 
and made him sit at his right hand and many similar things which the most 
correct faith takes in such a way that it knows what is suitable to deity what to 
humanity …119
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He then gives a list of Catholic counter-citations:

Therefore where God the Son is shown equal to God the Father, we have 
collected select pieces of flowers from the treasures of holy law and we have 
offered the collected gifts of the eternal king drawing them under one. For 
the Son says to the Father: All my things are yours; and again the evangelist: 
‘making himself equal to God’ [Jn. 5.18] with all power and ‘I and the Father 
are one’ [Jn. 10.30] and in the following: ‘that they may be one in us as I and 
you are one’ [Jn. 17.21] and: ‘Did you not believe that I am in the Father and 
the Father in me?’ [Jn. 14.10] and ‘My Father works and I work’ [Jn. 5.17] and 
‘As the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so the Son gives life to those 
he wishes’ [Jn. 5.21] and: ‘Who saw me saw the Father’ [Jn. 14.9] and: ‘Who 
hates me, hates my Father’ [Jn. 15.23] and ‘Glorify your Son so your Son may 
glorify you’ [Jn. 17.1] and ‘I shall glorify on earth and manifest your name to 
men’ [Jn. 17.4,6]. Let all intention of sophistry be at rest, let them accept this 
previous statement of John and defend it, retelling the most sacred words in this 
manner: ‘In the beginning was the word and the word was with God and God 
was the word’ [Jn. 1.1]. Let them cease, therefore, to make the statement of the 
mad with the tongue of powerful speech, which panting they try to separate the 
Son, substance of the Father, from the Holy Spirit which lives and reigns equal 
in unity of power with the Father and the Son.120

Sisebut was evidently able to refer to records of debates between Homoians 
and Catholics that had taken place in Spain before the Visigothic monarchy 
abandoned Homoianism in 589. It seems that these, like the equivalent 
debates elsewhere, were unproductive ritualized confrontations in which 
neither side had any intention of backing down.

The contest over relics

Although it had originally been devised as a means of appealing to intui-
tions of divinity and to ‘nonreflective’ belief in supernatural beings, the 
marginalization of Homoian Christianity seems to have led to its increasing 
sterility and fossilization. Homoians also appear to have been increasingly 
cut off from one of the most potent means of appealing to intuitive and 
‘nonreflective’ belief: the cult of saints and relics (see Chapter 5). The issue 
of control of and access to these would become a problem for the Homoian 
Churches.



	 Constructing ‘Arianism’	 59

The Goths venerated their own martyrs. The most notable of these is St 
Saba, tortured and put to death by pagan Gothic leaders in a period of anti-
Christian reaction: his Passion was written in Greek in the form of a letter 
from Christians in Gothia to the churches in Cappadocia and, although Saba 
is likely to have been a Homoian, his relics were transferred to Cappadocia. 
The martyrdom, deposition and – apparently – the relic-cult of other Gothic 
martyrs, is also recorded. More reliably, a fragment of a sixth-century calendar 
from Ostrogothic Italy combines the commemoration of Gothic martyrs with 
those of the Emperor Constantius, a Homoian bishop, and the apostles Philip 
and Andrew. A reference to ‘old women’ martyred at Beroea in Thrace may 
reflect a cult taken up originally by the Thracian Goths.121

The set of homilies for feast days copied in Verona in the sixth century 
from an earlier Latin work, contains brief sermons for the major feasts of the 
Christian calendar, as well as for St John’s day, the Passions of Peter and Paul, 
St Cyprian, St Stephen’s day and no less than three for the day on which all 
martyrs are celebrated.122 Although we do not know whether these homilies 
were ever read out in public in sixth-century Verona, their calendar looks like 
a development of the calendar used in fourth-century Milan, so possibly gives 
some indication of the feast-days celebrated in Verona by Homoian churches 
in the early sixth century.123 But the dedications of Homoian churches to the 
Saviour or to his Resurrection, as in Theoderic’s Ravenna, might indicate 
that they did not actually contain the relics of saints. It is notable that when a 
number of Theoderic the Great’s churches in Ravenna were ‘reconciled’ by the 
Catholic Bishop Agnellus (577–70), they were re-dedicated to Saints Martin, 
Eusebius, Theodore and George.124 It is likely that relics were placed in them 
at this point. Pope Gregory I followed a similar procedure with two former 
Gothic churches in Rome, where the relics were carefully chosen to convey 
anti-‘Arian’ and anti-Gothic messages. The first church, previously dedicated 
to the Saviour, was re-dedicated to the virgin martyr St Agnes of Catania, 
who had been invoked to help the Byzantine side in the struggle to recover 
Sicily from the Goths in the 530s. The other was endowed with the relics of 
St Severinus, Catholic apostle of Noricum.125 While it is possible that Italian 
Homoians had control of relics in churches that they had taken over from 
Catholics (see pp. 73–4 below) this situation is likely to have changed after the 
Justinianic reconquest of Italy. In 563–5, the Catholic Bishop Nicetius of Trier 
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derisively represented ‘Arians’ in Italy ‘furtively’ venerating the relics of the 
apostles and lurking outside the basilicas housing the relics of SS Peter, Paul 
and John in Rome:

They consult about celebrating Masses there, but they do not dare … because 
they are clearly not the disciples of the Lord Peter and they are proved to be 
enemies of Christ …126

This was written in the decade or so after the final defeat of the Goths in Italy, 
when Goths may have been ejected from any churches with relics that they 
had formerly held and now could only attempt to gain occasional entry to the 
major shrines. Nicetius’ letter was addressed to Chlodosuintha, the Frankish 
Catholic wife of Alboin, the Lombard leader who was still at this stage a 
pagan. He must have been contemplating conversion as had sent some of his 
followers to visit the Roman basilicas, outside which, according to Nicetius, 
Gothic Homoian churchmen gathered ‘furtively, as dogs’. Nicetius grandilo-
quently invited her husband to send his fideles instead to the shrine of St 
Martin at Tours

where every day the blind receive their sight, the deaf their hearing and the 
dumb their speech. What shall I say of lepers, or of many others who, no matter 
with what sickness they are afflicted, are healed there year after year …127

Nicetius’ triumphalism underlines the difference between the Frankish 
Church, where the cult of relics played a major part in Christianizing ‘nonre-
flective’ belief (see Chapter 5 below) and Homoian Christianity in Italy which 
may never have a enjoyed an extensive cult of relics and was now effectively 
excluded from it.

In Visigothic Spain under the Homoian King Leovigild (569–86), control 
of relics was recognized as a major priority. The Catholic (and violently 
anti-‘Arian’) Lives of the Fathers of Merida, composed in the seventh century, 
underlines the tension over relics when it makes the ‘Arian’ bishop of 
Merida, Sunna, appropriate a number of Catholic churches and attempt to 
take control of the basilica housing the relics of the virgin martyr Eulalia. 
A debate is arranged between Sunna and his Catholic opposite number, 
Bishop Masona, to decide possession. Thwarted in debate, Sunna then 
attempts to remove Eulalia’s tunic to the ‘basilica dedicated to the Arian 
depravity’ in Leovigild’s capital of Toledo.128 Gregory of Tours claims that 
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when Leovigild wanted to win Catholics over he went to pray at Catholic 
churches, particularly those containing the tombs of martyrs.129 In 592, 
three years after Catholicism was declared the official religion of the 
Visigothic state, the Council of Zaragoza decreed that ‘Arian’ relics should 
be tested by fire to see whether they were genuine or not.130 This gives an 
interesting perspective on the use of relics: it looks as if the major items (as 
in the case of the tunic of Eulalia at Merida) were in Catholic hands, but 
that Homoians had tried to supplement them with items which were less 
well known – or were perhaps of more dubious provenance, as there does 
not seem to have been any concern about reaction to this ordeal of relics. 
To what extent new churches had been built or older ones, already housing 
relics, were taken over is not clear.

In Burgundy, it is noticeable that Sigismund, king from 516–24 and a 
convert to Catholicism even before his accession, sent to Rome for relics: 
references in the homilies of Bishop Avitus of Vienne to churches dedicated 
to St Peter could indicate that he obtained and distributed Petrine relics. This 
looks like an attempt to strengthen the position of Catholicism in Burgundy. 
Sigismund’s request also serves to underline the point that Catholics had 
a potential source of relics in the pope, an option completely unavailable 
to Homoians. In 515, even before he succeeded his father, he founded the 
monastery of Agaune. This was already a place where groups of ascetic 
laypeople – the texts suggest women – had tended the relics of St Maurice 
and the soldier-martyrs of the Theban legion; his sisters founded monas-
teries dedicated to other members of the same group. At Agaune, Sigismund 
replaced the women by monks, organized into squadrons or turmae named 
for the monasteries from which they were drawn, who chanted the psalms in 
continual relays. This represented a fusion of established Catholic monastic 
elements with the practice of continual psalmody pioneered by the Akoimetoi 
or ‘Sleepless Ones’ of Constantinople. Sigismund could have learned about 
them as a result of his diplomatic missions to the eastern emperor.131
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Was there a drift towards Catholicism in the Germanic 
kingdoms?

A letter of Pope Vigilius to Profuturus of Braga in 538 and the canons of 
the Council of Epaone (517) both indicate that Catholics had converted to 
Homoianism in Gallaecia and Burgundy, but we have no details as to numbers 
or dates. It would seem reasonable to assume that political and social issues 
lay behind these conversions. In point of fact, it was easier for a Homoian to 
become Catholic than the other way round: as Vigilius’ letter to Profuturus 
indicates, ‘Arians’ re-baptized Catholics to convert them to their faith. A 
Homoian becoming a Catholic, however was only ‘chrismated’, anointed 
with unction.132 In 538, Profuturus was apparently in a position to be able to 
re-admit Catholics who had accepted a second baptism and Vigilius advised 
that they be reconciled by a laying-on of hands as was done when penitents 
were reconciled. There are also indications of conversions to Catholicism in 
Visigothic Spain.133

The Council of Epaone was more rigorous in its attitude towards Catholics 
who had gone ‘Arian’, prescribing two years’ penance before they could be 
readmitted to Catholic communion.134 Nevertheless, the fact that the issue was 
mentioned at all indicates that some degree of movement back to Catholicism 
was anticipated now that the Burgundian ruler, Sigismund, was a Catholic. 
In one of his letters to the pope, Avitus of Vienne affirmed that Sigismund’s 
conversion, which is believed to have taken place c. 502, had encouraged 
Burgundians to become Catholics even though his father King Gundobad 
was still a Homoian.135 Epigraphic evidence might suggest that a drift towards 
Catholicism had begun even earlier (see Chapter 6, pp. 149–50 below). One 
feature of the Burgundian ruling dynasty that has attracted the attention 
of numerous commentators is the religion of its female members. The wife 
of Chilperic I, Gundobad’s own wife Caretena, his brother Godegisel’s wife 
Theodelinda, and Chilperic II’s wife and daughters were all Catholics.136 (The 
wives of Gundioc and Sigismund, both the daughters of Homoian leaders in 
Italy, were not, however, forced to convert and probably brought their own 
chaplains or bishops with them.)

John Moorhead suggests that Ostrogothic Italy saw ‘a steady flow from 
Arianism to Catholicism.’ Procopius represents Gothic envoys telling Justinian’s 
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general Belisarius that under their rule, no Roman had changed their creed, 
whereas Goths had become Catholic and not been penalized. This seems 
to have been true of Theoderic’s reign at least. We have the names of some 
converts to Catholicism, most of them, apparently, women.137 In Gallaecia, 
while we have no information about individual Sueves, the Catholic Church 
appears to have been gaining in strength at the point of Vigilius’ response to 
Profuturus: his answers deal with the restoration of church buildings and the 
celebration of Easter, the formulas for baptising and reciting the Gloria, as 
well the problems presented by ‘Arians’ and the native heresy of Priscillianism.

Homoianism had been designed as a way of making Christianity appealing 
to polytheists. Yet however successful as ‘entry-level’ form of Christianity it 
may have been, it was not necessarily well equipped for survival. It captured 
intuitions of divinity and translated them into Christian terms: but the great 
achievement of the creation of a Bible in the Gothic language only served, 
in the long run, to isolate the Homoian churches. The remarkable level of 
study and activity sustained by Gothic clerics and scribes and the nature 
of debates over the Trinity between Homoians and Catholics reveal that, as 
a minority and marginalized religion, Homoianism began to ossify into a 
‘doctrinal’ religion, focused on Scripture and creed. Its access to more intuitive 
elements, in the shape of relic cults was limited and we can identify a number 
of Germanic Catholics. While some individuals had accepted re-baptism as 
Homoians for political reasons, we learn of their existence at the point where 
they were reneging on that decision and Catholic bishops were envisaging 
their possible re-admission to the Catholic Church. It is difficult to escape 
the impression that amongst some sectors of the population, a gradual drift 
towards Catholicism, the majority religion, was taking place.





4

Approaching the Macrocosm

While the sources suggest that some of the Germanic peoples were drifting 
into the Catholicism of the peoples amongst whom they settled, the story of 
their rulers is a different one. ‘Arianism’ – Homoianism – remained the official 
creed of a number of rulers and peoples into the sixth and seventh centuries, 
prompting suggestions that ‘Arianism’ was something of a mark of national 
identity.1 This not only contradicts the evidence for a drift into Catholicism, 
but also masks the real nature of the problem. Work on a different era and 
region has the potential to cast some light on the situation. In the 1970s, 
the Africanist Robin Horton coined the idea that West African rulers, 
coming into contact with Islam and Christianity and faced with a dilemma 
– conversion or not – were in effect caught between the macrocosm of the 
great world religions, with their wider network of relationships and affilia-
tions on one hand and the microcosm of their traditional religions, intimately 
connected to existing politics and alliances on the other.2 For the rulers of the 
Sueves, Ostrogoths and Visigoths, Burgundians, Franks and Lombards the 
macrocosm was the Roman Empire. From a modern perspective, this was 
the Late Roman Empire, already waning in power: the last western Roman 
emperor would be deposed by Odoacer, the commander of the Italian armies, 
in 476. But even if ‘the Fall of Rome was not an intellectual fiction unnoticed 
by contemporaries,’3 from the Germanic leaders’ point of view, an emperor 
ruled in Constantinople and the Empire continued to be the most powerful 
and prestigious institution in existence. ‘Barbarian’ leaders still attempted to 
buy into the discourse of Empire or to define themselves in relation to it. A 
very important part of that discourse consisted of the practise of orthodox 
Christianity and thus Catholicism was part and parcel of the macrocosm 
to which they aspired. Catholicism also had the very powerful attraction of 
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adding practical as well as prestige value to rulership: it consolidated relations 
with the networks of bishops, key figures in the territories over which they 
ruled. For leaders, the path to underpinning their rule lay in the acquisition 
of Romanitas and Catholicism. But they had to attempt to balance this, not 
always successfully, against the needs of the political-military microcosm 
from which they had sprung.

Goths and Burgundians

While Homoianism had become in effect the Christianity of the Goths, there 
are numerous signs that by the sixth century, Gothic leaders were anxious 
to escape the restrictions it placed on them. This is particularly evident in 
Ostrogothic Italy under Theoderic the Great. Of all the ‘barbarian’ leaders 
discussed in this chapter, Theoderic (453?–526) had the greatest personal 
experience of the Roman macrocosm. He had spent his formative years 
in Constantinople, sent there as a hostage after his people had devastated 
Illyricum, as part of a peace-settlement with the Emperor Leo, arriving as 
a child of eight.4 The sixth century chronicler Jordanes wrote in De origine 
actibusque Getarum c. 550/1 that Theoderic was a fine child who gained the 
imperial favour.5 Later Byzantine chroniclers would claim that he received 
a good education while resident in the palace. His ten years in the imperial 
city must have done much to shape his ideas and aspirations: the power of 
the largest city in the Roman world to impress ‘barbarians’ is well known and 
Rome’s successor state, the Byzantine Empire, would capitalize on this for 
centuries. While he was at this youthful stage ‘a smallish fish in a large and 
murky pond’, and while he would not hesitate to threaten the Empire when 
engaged on building his own power, once settled in Italy and proclaimed as 
rex by his warriors, his aim seems to have been to achieve recognition from 
Constantinople of the ‘virtual parity’ of his status with the emperor.6

According to Jordanes, Theoderic returned from Constantinople at the age 
of eighteen to his own people, embarking on a military career that led him 
through the Balkans. He first of all led his father Theodemer’s followers in a 
campaign in which they defeated the Sarmatians and captured Singidunum: 
he and Theodemer then moved east. The emperor granted them seven towns 
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in Macedonia and when his father died, Theoderic took his armies to lower 
Moesia. A period of conflict with the Empire and the leader of the Thracian 
Goths, Theoderic ‘the Squinter’, followed and after both he and his son died, 
the Thracian Goths united under Theoderic’s leadership. In 483 he made 
peace with the Empire and became magister militum and consul for the year 
484: Jordanes states that he visited Constantinople again to be invested with 
these honours. Theoderic’s relationship with the Emperor Zeno was still a 
tense one: in 486 he devastated Thrace and advanced on Constantinople, only 
withdrawing after his conditions, which included a substantial payment, had 
been met. In 488, he appears to have agreed with Zeno to go to Italy to attack 
its current ruler, Odoacer. Probably towards the end of 488, he descended on 
Italy at the head of an army of Goths and their associates. For several years 
he and Odoacer each controlled their own zones of the peninsula. But in 
493, Theoderic defeated and killed Odoacer and became the de facto ruler of 
Roman Italy.7

Theoderic created alliances in the Germanic world through the traditional 
means of marriage. He himself had married Audofleda, the sister of the 
Frankish ruler Clovis; his sister Theodegotha was married to the Visigothic 
king, Alaric; his daughter Ostrogotho-Areagni married Sigismund, son of 
the Burgundian ruler Gundobad; while a third daughter Amalafrida became 
the wife of the Vandal king Thrasemund.8 His niece Amalaberga married the 
ruler of the Thuringians.9 He nevertheless threw out many hints of his desire 
to enter the macrocosm. He did nothing to censor the theological writings 
of his adviser Boethius, who, around 520, composed works on the Trinity 
that constituted a technical attack on Homoianism: these formed part of 
a theological and philosophical dialogue with a cleric who, not long after, 
became Pope John I.10 In the earlier part of his reign, Theoderic even issued an 
edict ordering that gold and silver be removed from graves in territories which 
were not under the direct control of any lord: precious metals, he declared, 
were of use to the living rather than the dead, though the ashes of the dead 
were not to be disturbed. Interments, he pronounced, should be protected 
by a building: sepulchres should be adorned by columns or marble.11 While 
he does not attempt to interfere with traditional Gothic mourning and 
inhumation rites and while the graves he has in mind may have been 
ancient burial mounds, Theoderic is nevertheless indicating that he does not 
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subscribe to the belief system underpinning the rituals of his own people. His 
magnificent mausoleum stands outside the walls of Ravenna near a cemetery 
that contained Gothic furnished inhumations, but its references are imperial 
and therefore, by implication, thoroughly Christian, even Catholic.

It is clear that Theoderic, as ruler of Italy, for many years oriented himself 
towards the Roman world. Up to about 519, his advisers had constructed a 
discourse of civilitas as a means of addressing the Italo-Roman population 
(and perhaps partly as a means of justifying the Gothic appropriation of large 
amounts of Italian land). This discourse represented the Goths as the armed 
wing of the Roman state, while the Italo-Romans stood for law and civil life 
(and paid taxes). Theoderic also maintained a highly respectful demeanour 
towards the Catholic Church. The major theological disputes of the period 
were Christological rather than Trinitarian in character, so there was no 
occasion for his personal beliefs to be put under the spotlight. He was asked 
by the Catholic bishops to arbitrate in the disputed papal election of 498 
and again in its aftermath in 502: his intervention in the first case was not 
only by invitation but also comparatively ‘low-key’ and in the second he left 
decisions up to the episcopate.12 During the synod of 499, he was acclaimed 
by the assembled bishops (‘Hearken, O Christ! Life to Theoderic!’) no fewer 
than thirty times.13 During the period of Gothic rule, Catholic churches and 
bishops carried on as normal and the Catholic bishops of Ravenna – one of 
Theoderic’s three ‘capitals’ and the one where he constructed his most famous 
monuments, including both his own mausoleum and several churches – 
themselves initiated or contributed to ambitious building projects. These 
took the shape of a baptistery in Classe, the port city; an episcopal residence, 
known as the Tricollis; the church that eventually became San Vitale; as well 
as the church of Sant’ Apollinare in Classe, founded by the financier Julianus 
Argentarius.14 Some of these were begun in Theoderic’s own reign. This 
evidence would suggest that for a considerable period, the Catholic hierarchy 
flourished under his rule.

Ravenna, however, is also the site of Theoderic’s most famous monuments. 
Some are still standing, including his own mausoleum; the so-called ‘Arian 
Baptistery’; and the church now known as Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, origi-
nally dedicated to Christ and erected beside his (now destroyed) palace. In 
the baptistery and Sant’ Apollinare, some of the original spectacular mosaic 
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decoration remains. Theoderic also ordered the creation of a cathedral (now 
Santo Spirito), which is less well known, as none of its early decoration 
survives. In addition, he seems to have been responsible for the creation of 
another ‘church of the Goths’, inside the city, pulled down by the Venetians 
in the later Middle Ages, though some of its columns, bearing Theoderic’s 
monogram, were re-used. Originally, ‘Arian’ churches seem to have been 
placed outside the city itself. One was in Classe; one in the suburb of Caesarea; 
and two were just outside the city walls, in a location known as the Campus 
Coriandri. These last two both had an episcopal residence attached. One, 
according to Andreas Agnellus, had been constructed by a bishop with the 
Gothic name of Unimundus in 518. The richness of the surviving decoration 
of Theoderic’s intra-mural churches indicates that both baptistery and the 
palace church, were, as we might expect, true prestige projects, while the 
ground plan of his cathedral has imperial echoes as it mimics the propor-
tions of the church of St John Stoudios in Constantinople. What is striking 
about what remains of the decoration of Theoderic’s baptistery, though, is 
its similarity to that of the Catholic baptistery built by Bishop Neon in the 
fifth century. Scholars have eagerly scanned the two sets of iconography for 
differences, but the consensus of opinion seems now to be that they are minor 
and that there is nothing to indicate theological divergence. When the palace 
church was ‘reconciled’, that is re-dedicated by Bishop Agnellus later in the 
sixth century, he excised representations of Theoderic and his circle (though 
scholars argue that one portrait of Theoderic, labelled as ‘Justinian’, survived), 
leaving the upper two registers of decoration in the nave more or less intact 
and adding a third, lower, register of his own. There was nothing theologically 
contentious about the upper two cycles of mosaics in the nave, and it seems 
very unlikely that there was anything problematic about the iconography of 
the art in the apse. This apse collapsed in an earthquake in the ninth century, 
but we can assume that it contained a representation of Christ to whom the 
church was originally dedicated. Technically ‘Arian’, Theoderic’s cathedral, 
baptistery and palace church were constructed not to declare his opposition 
to Catholicism but rather to display his own power and elevate his prestige in 
the eyes of Italo-Romans, Catholics and the Empire.15

The leaders of the Burgundes had probably accepted Homoianism from the 
Aquitainian Visigoths. Insofar as we can establish a chronology for this event, 
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it is most likely to have occurred in the reign of Gundioc (d. 473). Gundioc’s 
successor Gundobad (c. 473/4–516) was clearly intent on entering and playing 
a part in the Roman macrocosm. His father and uncle had both been awarded 
the title of magister militum; he himself had become magister militum in Italy. 
In 472, he was created patricius, backing an imperial candidate and only 
returning to Burgundy on the death of his uncle, Chilperic I.

Gundobad was a new kind of Burgundian ruler. He violently abandoned the 
custom of shared rule of the Burgundian territories: he murdered his brother 
Chilperic II and his sister-in-law, forcing his nieces Chrona and Clothild to 
flee from Lyon. His brother Godegisel continued to rule Sapaudia for a time; 
but the rivalry between the two came to a head around 500 ce. Gregory of 
Tours gives a lengthy account of the struggle between the two brothers, which 
ended with Godegisel and his ‘Arian bishop’ being cornered and killed in a 
church in Vienne.16 Gundobad also revealed his political ambitions when he 
married his son Sigismund to the daughter of Theoderic the Ostrogoth.

Gundobad thus emerges as a very ambitious king, not content with the 
custom of sharing rule with a family member and extremely eager to increase 
his own prestige. A Latin inscription in Geneva records his extension of the 
royal residence at his own expense.17 His marriage of his son to the daughter 
of the king of Italy, who technically ruled on behalf of the emperor, repre-
sents an attempt to re-assert himself in the world of imperial politics which 
he had first known as magister militum. The correspondence of Burgundy’s 
leading Catholic churchman, Avitus, bishop of Vienne from c. 494 to c. 518 
reveals that Gundobad’s aspirations were accompanied by a strong interest in 
Catholicism. He consulted Avitus on points of doctrine and we have Avitus’ 
replies – though unfortunately, no way of dating any of Avitus’ letters with 
absolute confidence. In one, Avitus responded to queries about the effica-
ciousness of deathbed penance, trying to reassure the king that it might not be 
in vain. In another he gave an explication of a Biblical passage:

For the law shall go forth of Zion, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 
And he shall judge among many peoples and rebuke strong nations afar off; and 
they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-
hooks; nation shall not lift a sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 
any more. But they shall sit every man under his fig tree; and none shall make 
them afraid.18
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The tenor of the prophecy, with its themes of war and peace, law and the 
extension of power over more than one people is of obvious interest to an 
ambitious ruler. Avitus, however, wrote back impatiently, offering only a short 
and probably, from Gundobad’s point of view, not very satisfactory explication.

A feature of the Burgundian ruling dynasty that overtly signalled a lack 
of hostility towards Catholicism was the Catholicism of its female members. 
The wife of Chilperic I, Gundobad’s own wife, his brother Godegisel’s wife, as 
well as Chilperic II’s wife and daughters, were all Catholics.19 And although 
Gundobad never himself became a Catholic, his son Sigismund, whom he 
associated with himself in kingship, took this step as early as 502. Sigismund’s 
wife, however, was a Homoian and may have brought her own chaplain or 
bishop with her from Italy.

Thus in their different ways, the Ostrogoth and Burgundian leaders 
appeared to orientate themselves towards Catholicism, the natural accom-
paniment of their aspirations to Romanitas and their involvement with the 
Empire. Yet neither actually became Catholic. Theoderic and Gundobad both 
appear to have been restrained from taking this step.

Theoderic’s political orientation would change radically in the last years 
of his life. In the last six or seven years of his reign, the discourse of civilitas, 
employed when dealing with Romans, disappeared. Instead he began to resort 
to the terminology he had formerly reserved for other rulers of the Germanic 
microcosm, emphasising the superiority of the Gothic gens through its 
prowess in war. Theoderic’s change of direction seem to have been created by 
a perception of his insecurity as ruler of his own people, an insecurity rooted 
in the fact that he had no adult male heir to succeed him. His initial solution 
seems to have been that Eutharic, the Visigoth husband of his daughter 
Amalasuentha would be his successor, but Eutharic died some time around 
522. Members of other families may have already begun to imagine that they 
themselves could rule over the Goths. As Peter Heather observes:

Any Italian Goth aged 50 or above will have remembered Theoderic’s real 
origins and the struggles which established his rule, despite his later, imperial, 
pretensions.20

Heather has made a convincing case for the limitations imposed on Theoderic’s 
power by ‘distance, numbers, alternative memories and traditions’.21 The 
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Goths were widely dispersed: the main areas of Gothic settlement in Italy 
were in the areas of present-day Friuli, Trentino and Veneto; the areas to the 
west of Ravenna and along the Adriatic coast between modern Romagna 
and the Marche; and northern Piceno and Sannio. Goths were to be found 
in the cities of Milan, Tortona, Trento, Aquileia, Rome and even Naples and 
some other southern cities as well.22 The scattered nature of this settlement 
meant that Theoderic had three ‘capitals’: Pavia, Verona and Ravenna. But 
other Goths were settled at isolated defensive points, living as nuclei of 
warriors and families, having limited contact with the native population.23 
A classic example of such an isolated settlement is Monte Barro in modern 
Lombardy where Goths lived in a ‘highly defensible’ location – if ‘in some 
style’.24 Amongst the archaeological finds from this site were a hanging crown, 
a symbol of authority: this may be a sign that that some groups had their own 
internal hierarchies and traditions which they maintained on the lands that 
they were either given when they entered Italy, or were able to purchase as a 
result of payments in cash.25 Although Theoderic had appointed officials in 
the countryside and gave out cash payments (donatives) in return for military 
service at annual assemblies, to all intents and purposes many of these 
groups were beyond his control.26 One surviving document demonstrates 
that Theoderic could only confirm the choice of a local leader made by the 
Goths of Rieti and Nursia.27 Another, the papyrus of 551 signed by Wiljarith 
and the clerics of Ravenna’s ‘Arian’ cathedral, refers to ‘the law of the Goths’, 
presenting the ‘law’ as specific to certain places – in this case Nervi and L’ 
Aquila – suggesting a particularism which outlived Theoderic.28

In the earlier part of his reign, Theoderic relied on land, or donatives, or 
other forms of patronage to keep the Goths happy. He occasionally executed 
individuals who posed a threat to his authority. As time wore on, he appears 
to have realized that he needed to address the problem of the Goths more 
fully and this need became more urgent after Eutharic’s death when it 
was vital that he avoided being seen as a ‘lame duck king’.29 Part of his 
programme of dealing with the Goths consisted of setting his Italo-Roman 
adviser Cassiodorus the task of creating the impression of a unique Gothic 
ruling dynasty: Cassiodorus produced a genealogy tracing the Amals back 
sixteen generations. Theoderic’s other tactic was, apparently, to emphasize 
his Homoianism. In this, he appears to have been playing something of a 
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double game: just before his death, he approved the choice of a new pope, 
an act very much in line with his earlier policy of calculatedly deferential 
involvement in Catholic affairs.

Exactly what he did to present himself as a Homoian is obscured far more 
than illuminated by the two principal sources for his last years: the second part 
of the chronicle known as the Anonymus Valesianus; and the Liber Pontificalis 
entry for the pontificate of John I (523–6). Introducing his narration of the 
later years of Theoderic’s reign, the Anonymus is apocalyptic in tone:

Shortly after that the devil found an opportunity to steal for his own a man who 
was ruling the state well and without complaint. For presently Theoderic gave 
orders that an oratory of St. Stephen, that is, a high altar, beside the springs in a 
suburb of the city of Verona, should be destroyed. He also forbade any Roman 
to carry arms, except a small pen-knife. Also a poor woman of the Gothic race, 
lying in a colonnade not far from the palace at Ravenna, gave birth to four 
snakes; two of these in the sight of the people were carried up on clouds from 
west to east and then fell into the sea; the two others, which had but a single 
head, were taken away. A star with a train of fire appeared, of the kind called a 
comet, and shone for fifteen days. There were frequent earthquakes.30

These sources portray Theoderic as a rabid ‘Arian’, who demanded that 
Emperor Justin re-open ‘Arian’ churches in the eastern part of the Empire 
and planned the closure of all Catholic churches in Italy. The Anonymus also 
suggested he was in league with the Jews, a caricature of Theoderic’s policy 
towards this minority, which appears enlightened – for the age. Both sources 
construct alleged Catholic martyrs; either Theoderic’s Italo-Roman adviser 
Boethius, whom he executed for conspiring with the Emperor Justin; or Pope 
John I, ailing when he is sent on a mission to Constantinople, and who dies 
as a result of being imprisoned and maltreated on his return. What actually 
happened is not entirely clear. The chronology of events such as the execution 
of Boethius is uncertain and Theoderic’s alleged threat to close Catholic 
churches looks like a wild exaggeration.

Both works were composed after Theoderic’s death and the beginning of 
the Justianianic war to recover Italy from the Goths and their accounts are 
biased and highly schematic. But it appears to be the case that, in the last 
years of his reign, Theoderic had attempted to present himself as an ardent 
Homoian. The one stridently anti-Catholic homily in the Verona collection of 
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Homoian texts may date from this period.31 In this persona, it is possible that 
he did ask for the re-opening of old ‘Arian’ churches outside Constantinople 
and perhaps took over some Italian Catholic churches for the use of the Goths. 
Ostrogothic Ravenna saw the creation of a number of Homoian ecclesiastical 
buildings and Theoderic may also have been responsible for the foundation of 
Sancta Anastasia and a church dedicated to the Saviour in Verona, but in other 
cities Catholic churches were appropriated for Homoian use.32 It is not clear to 
what extent these takeovers had occurred when the Goths first settled in Italy, 
or whether they were characteristic of the latter part of Theoderic’s reign. It 
might have been a combination of the two, with some churches being used by 
the Goths from the outset, followed by Theoderic’s later attempting to increase 
the number of churches in Gothic hands.

As well as using Homoianism as a political expression of Gothic solidarity, 
Theoderic may also have viewed it as a potential means of converting pagans. 
In his Book of the Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna, the ninth-century chron-
icler Andreas Agnellus records the Emperor Justinian’s grant to his namesake 
Bishop Agnellus (557–70) of

all the property of the Goths, not only in the cities but also in the suburban villas 
and hamlets and in their temples and altars, slaves and handmaids, whatever 
could pertain to their jurisdiction or to the rite of pagans …33

This seems to suggest that as late as 557–65, there were still visible remnants 
of non-Christian religious structures or sites associated with the Goths. Many 
or all of the people who used them may have belonged to other ethnic groups 
who joined with the Goths in the Balkans or even after they had entered 
Italy. Some could have been of Alan or Hunnic origin, such as the man aged 
over fifty buried at Collegno who had an intentionally deformed skull and 
leg-bones showing evidence of long periods of time spent in the saddle. A 
child buried in the same group of interments has a similarly deformed skull, 
indicating a continuation of traditional practices, so it is not unreasonable 
to hypothesize the possible continuation of traditional religious practices as 
well. Theoderic may have believed that that Homoianism could be used to 
convert non-Christians who had entered Italy along with the Goths – as it was 
originally designed to do – and thus into closer relations with him. The Codex 
Argenteus might even have been created as part of this policy. However, the 



	 Approaching the Macrocosm	 75

increasingly doctrinal and conservative nature of Ostrogothic Homoianism 
raises questions about how effective such a policy would have been – and 
perhaps accounts for the continued existence of non-Christian cult sites. After 
Theoderic’s death, the tensions between ‘Romanizing’ elements, represented 
by his daughter Amalasuentha and the Gothic nobility continued. With no 
male heir, she tried to secure her position: first through the murder of three 
opponents, then, when her husband died, through the elevation of her cousin 
Theodahad to the throne. She herself was murdered in turn. By this time, the 
East Roman Emperor, Justinian, had decided to recover Italy and launched a 
war of re-conquest which, by the 550s, had put an end to Gothic control of 
Italy.34

The information we have about the forces inhibiting Gundobad suggest 
that he too was held back by fear of the political consequences of his 
conversion, wishing to become a Catholic, but worried about reactions if he 
did so. Gregory of Tours portrays Gundobad as covertly desiring to become a 
Catholic and asking Avitus of Vienne to arrange for him to be anointed with 
the chrism in secret. He makes Avitus admonish the king to have the courage 
of his convictions:

You are a king and you need not fear to be taken in charge by anyone: yet you 
are afraid of your subjects and you do not dare to confess in public your belief 
in the Creator of all things.35

Whether Avitus ever expressed such a direct view is unknown. His letters 
certainly demonstrate that he expended a considerable amount of energy in 
trying to persuade Gundobad to convert. When writing to Gundobad, Avitus 
is always careful to stress the king’s piety, even his ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘Catholic 
understanding’. He criticizes the king’s sacerdotes (priests or bishops) for both 
their translations and their readings of Biblical texts.36 He is careful never to call 
Gundobad ‘Arian’ to his face, perhaps anticipating a denial of any connection 
with Arius, though he does not hesitate to use the term behind his back to his 
Catholic convert son Sigismund. He attempts to explain some of the basics of 
the Trinity to Gundobad: the Son is equal with the Father;37 the Holy Spirit 
proceeds, eternally, from the Father and Son;38 the Trinity is necessary, was 
adumbrated in the Old Testament and is united.39 In arguing for the unity of 
substance in the Trinity, Avitus at one point reveals that he is dealing with a 
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variety of Homoianism that took the separation between the three persons so 
far as to postulate three separate substances.40 His letters to Sigismund refer to 
debates between himself and Gundobad’s sacerdotes (whom he calls ‘seducers’ 
and ‘sectaries’) and to treatises that he himself had composed.

All of this indicates not only a high level of activity on Avitus’ part but also 
on that of the rival Homoians. When Avitus writes to the Catholic Sigismund, 
he mentions an ‘annual contagion at which our opponents are assembled’ and 
also alludes to an earlier gathering at Geneva which had caused anxiety.41 This 
has been interpreted as evidence of an annual synod and of a well-organized 
Homoian church – though there may be other explanations.42

A key to achieving some understanding of the situation may be the letter 
in which Avitus indicates the existence of private Homoian churches. After 
the accession of the Catholic Sigismund, Victorinus, bishop of Grenoble, 
had written to ask Avitus whether these could be put to the service of the 
Catholic religion, once their founders had converted to Catholicism. Avitus 
expresses an extraordinary aversion to the idea. He first of all muddies the 
issue by extending Victorinus’ original question to cover churches set up 
by Gunobad ‘for the heretics’. Should these also be turned over to Catholic 
use? No: Catholics should not lay themselves open to the ‘calumnies of 
heretics and pagans’, who will accuse them of oppression. The next ruler 
may not be a Catholic. A foreign power may retaliate for this treatment 
of ‘his priests’ in Burgundian lands by taking measures against Catholic 
priests in his territories. He seems to be suggesting that the takeover of 
churches previously set up for Gundobad’s wife Ostrogotho-Areagni could 
provoke her father Theoderic the Amal into reprisals against Catholics in 
Italy. Avitus in fact distinguished between churches (ecclesiae) as opposed 
to the heretics’ little basilicas, which he calls ‘basilicules’, or oratories. Far 
from being eager to take over the heretical ‘basilicules’, Avitus expresses the 
hope that they will, eventually, be left to rot. However: a Catholic church 
which had originally been appropriated by heretics is not judged to be 
polluted in the same way as a ‘basilicule’ actually built by heretics – so it 
may be re-possessed. This crucial distinction is repeated in Canon 33 of 
the Council of Epaone of 517.43

Avitus deploys a large amount of rhetoric to suggest that his objections were 
based on the idea of ritual pollution: ‘polluted things pollute what touches 
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them rather than being purified by the contact.’ He introduces Old Testament 
texts that refer to sacrifice and to the pollution of consecrated bread:

And Haggai said, ‘If a polluted man touch any one of those things, will it not be 
polluted?’ And the priests said, ‘It will be polluted’.44

Even chalices and patens associated with such altars are too contaminated for 
use in a Catholic church. But was this rhetoric poured out in an attempt to 
avoid admitting that Homoianism had been entrenched in private churches 
and oratories on landed estates that the Church was afraid to enter?

It is possible that the majority of Burgundian Homoians were warriors, 
some of them even descended from remnants of the Hunnic armies, who had 
been converted from paganism by Visigothic and then Burgundian Homoian 
sacerdotes. Homoianism could plausibly have been presented to them as 
not only corresponding to their intuitions of divinity, but also as an alter-
native to Catholicism, a creed associated with the disastrous end of the ‘First 
Burgundian Kingdom’ and as such unsuitable for warriors. The exact mecha-
nisms of Burgundian settlement on Gallo-Roman territory are unknown: 
were they given land, taxes or some combination of the two?45 Could 
Burgundian warriors have been summoned to an annual gathering, similar 
to those at which Ostrogothic men of military age paraded and received their 
donatives? If so, this might explain Avitus’ comment to Sigismund about an 
‘annual contagion at which our opponents are assembled’.

It is clear that, in the year after the accession of the Catholic Sigismund, 
Homoianism still existed. The Council of Epaone of 517 reveals that, although 
the synod was attended by twenty-five Catholic bishops, presided over by 
Avitus himself, the Catholic Church was not either as powerful or as united 
as it might have been. Epaone itself was not an episcopal city, but a parish 
located somewhere between Vienne and Valence: was the council held there 
because the bishops could not agree which city it was to be held in? One canon 
allowed laymen to summons priests, a practice which Avitus disagreed with, 
and his letters reveal problems within the episcopate.46 Some canons suggest 
that churches had passed into private hands. ‘Arian’ basilicas and oratories are 
to be left alone. Catholics who have ‘lapsed’ and accepted Arian baptism are 
given a reduced penance of two years. Deathbed conversions to Catholicism 
are valid, but should the individual make a recovery, they are to go to the 
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bishop in order to be readmitted properly to the Catholic Church. There are 
‘Arian’ clerics: Catholic priests are penalized for mixing with them.

All the indications point to a very real tension in the reigns of both 
Gundobad and Sigismund between their aspirations and the realities of power 
in Burgundy. Gundobad apparently did not dare become a Catholic: to do so 
would have exposed his aim to bypass or undercut the independence of his 
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warrior class. He had probably moved too quickly in disposing of his brothers 
and the resentment felt by their supporters would have combined with a more 
general opposition to increased royal power in the aftermath of what Halsall 
describes as the war of 500.47 He had no major territorial gains to offer his 
warriors by way of compensation: Burgundian participation in the defeat of 
the Visigoths in 507 brought only temporary advantages and the real benefi-
ciary was the Ostrogoth Theoderic. So Homoianism survived as a symbol 
of their desire to check his power. It appears to have been sufficiently well-
entrenched for the Gallo-Roman episcopate to have to deal with its existence 
in the year after his accession.

Sigismund’s letters to the emperor in Constantinople reveal his 
overwhelming desire to be part of the Roman world, combining a subservient 
tone with insistent reference to a title he has received – presumably magister 
militum per Gallias.48 His reign would come to an end during a Frankish 
invasion: the religious orientation of his successor, Gundomar, is unclear, 
but the Franks would finally destroy the Burgundian kingdom in 534.49 A 
surprising number of warriors seem to have survived: in 539, a two thousand-
strong Burgundian force was sent by the Frankish ruler Theudebert to aid the 
Ostrogoths in Italy against the Emperor Justinian.50 Was this the remnants of 
a warrior landed class whose private ‘basilicules’ had been a source of such 
annoyance to Avitus?

The collapse of the Ostrogothic and Burgundian states in the wake of East 
Roman and Frankish invasions ends the traceable history of Homoianism 
in these areas. In both, however, the rapprochement of their rulers with 
Catholicism appears to have been inhibited by the structure of their societies and 
the resistance of military elements to any increase in royal power and control. In 
Visigothic Spain and Suevic Gallaecia, there are also signs that moves towards 
co-operation with, or control of, the Church were part of a drive towards consol-
idation of power by rulers and were not necessarily welcomed by their elites.

Sueves and Visigoths

Suevic rulers had quietly been attempting to shake off the Homoianism 
imposed on them by the Aquitanian Visigoths since at least the 530s. Suevic 
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power from the late fifth century on was in effect confined to Gallaecia, 
while anarchy ruled in the rest of the Iberian peninsula. We know little about 
the details of their settlement there apart from the fact that Braga (Bracara 
Augusta) was their capital. It is not quite true, as one historian has claimed, 
that between the defeat of Rechiar by the Visigoths and the arrival of the 
Catholic missionary Martin of Braga c. 550, ‘the Suevic kingdom enters a 
period of absolute historical darkness’.51 In 538, Pope Vigilius replied to a 
number of queries from Bishop Profuturus of Braga, who had written to 
him in an attempt to put the Catholic Church in Gallaecia on a more secure 
footing after what had evidently been a very difficult period in which churches 
had been destroyed and relics removed (perhaps to places of safety). Amongst 
Profuturus’ queries was one about the procedure to be followed for Catholics 
who had accepted rebaptism as ‘Arians’. There also seems to have been 
confusion about the correct formula to use for the Trinity in baptism and in 
reciting the Gloria. In addition, Pope Vigilius decreed that baptism was to 
be performed by the ancient ritual of triple immersion (and this instruction 
would be repeated at the First Council of Braga in 561). A letter of St Martin 
of Braga contextualizes these prescriptions: in the Iberian peninsula, triple 
immersion was often rejected in favour of a single one because the ‘Arians’ 
used triple immersion.52

Vigilius’ letter to Profuturus indicates the increasing confidence of the 
Catholic Church in Gallaecia and it is hard to imagine that Profuturus had 
approached the pope without the king’s approval. Gregory of Tours claims 
that around 550, relics of St Martin of Tours, Francia’s premier saint and 
alleged opponent of heresy, arrived in Gallaecia, at the same time as Martin, 
future bishop of Braga. We are told that Martin of Braga was Pannonian in 
origin, like Martin of Tours himself, but scholars have recently pointed to 
evidence of his western education and connections with Francia.53 This would 
again suggest that the Sueve rulers were attempting to align themselves with 
Catholicism as a gesture of independence from the Visigothic state that was 
now their neighbour in the Iberian Peninsula. In 561, King Ariamir ordered 
the convening of the First Council of Braga, an assembly of Catholic bishops. 
This made no reference whatsoever to Homoianism, though the letter of Pope 
Vigilius to Profuturus of Braga was read out. The main doctrinal concern 
of the council was Gallaecia’s older home-grown heresy, Priscillianism.54 In 
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572, a Second Council of Braga took place: there were now two metropolitan 
bishops (Braga and Lugo) and thirteen bishops altogether, as opposed to the 
eight who had attended the previous council. Ariamir was now acting in 
concert with an expanding network of Catholic bishops.55

In 569, under King Theodemir, Catholicism was formally decreed as the 
religion of Suevic kingdom. The late sixth-century document known as the 
Parrochiale Suevum lists thirteen dioceses – one of them ‘of the Bretons’ or 
‘Britons’ – and their dependent ‘churches’. The churches reflect a mixture of ethnic 
group names (e.g. Equisis, Celesantes, Bibalos, Teporos, Geurros, Verecanos, 
Calapacois, Fraucellos, Pesicos) and Celtic place names (e.g. Carantoni, 
Brigantia, Tongobria, Turonio, Turedo, Senabria, Bergido, Senimure) as well as 
names of Hispano-Roman domains (e.g. Curmiano, Carisiano, Marciliana).56 
This suggests that the Sueve minority ruled over a territory that was excep-
tionally heterogeneous in terms both of ethnicities and also of the articulation of 
social and economic power, which appears to have been extremely devolved and 
fragmented. The development of the Catholic Church under royal patronage 
created a degree of centralization that might be thought to favour the ruling 
dynasty. In contrast to the Ostrogothic and Burgundian kingdoms, the Sueve 
rulers seem to have been allowed to encourage Catholicization and there is no 
evidence of attachment to a Homoian Church – on the contrary there may even 
be evidence of a drift back to Catholicism as early as the 530s. Yet at the same 
time, the chronicler John of Biclaro records the existence of factions within the 
Suevic kingdom. After the death of King Mir in the 580s, Audeca seized the 
kingship, married Mir’s widow and had the heir Eboric tonsured as a monk.57 
This precipitated an invasion by Leovigild and the absorption of the Suevic 
kingdom into the Visigothic state (see below). Even after the removal of Audeca, 
another contender attempted to place himself at the head of the Sueves – only 
to be defeated in turn by Leovigild. The appearance of contenders for kingship 
among the Sueves at this stage may indicate the reasons why earlier monarchs 
had hoped to strengthen themselves by means of ecclesiastical support. But the 
Catholic Church in Gallaecia was still comparatively underdeveloped and the 
concerns expressed at length in the canons of the First Council of Braga about 
the survival of Priscillianism suggest that this may have been a real problem. 
After Leovigild’s conquest of the region, however, the history of the Suevic 
Church merges with that of the Visigothic Church.
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Visigothic rulers had begun to orientate themselves towards the macrocosm 
in the late fifth and early sixth century. In Aquitaine, both king and Catholic 
episcopate came to realize the political advantages of co-operation. At first 
we can detect tensions: under Euric (466–84) there were debates between 
Homoians and Catholics and in the 470s a number of Catholic bishops were 
exiled, among them Sidonius Apollinaris. This is likely to have been because 
of their political opposition to Visigothic rule.58 But after a period in which 
Euric refused to allow episcopal elections, the situation seems to have relaxed. 
Alaric II (484–507)

gave his approval for sees to be filled, considered himself a God-appointed 
monarch and called councils for the general health of the Church within his 
kingdom.59

When the Frankish ruler Clovis attempted to de-stabilize the Burgundian 
kingdom by promising to protect Catholic religious foundations, Alaric 
exiled Bishops Verus of Tours and Cæsarius of Arles, whose dioceses 
stretched into Frankish and Burgundian territory. But Cæsarius was soon 
recalled, presiding over the Council of Agde in 506. This issued forty-eight 
canons dealing with church organisation and discipline, which conclude by 
offering thanks first to God and then to ‘our lord King Alaric’.60 Just before 
the catastrophe of the Battle of Vouillé destroyed his kingdom, Alaric was 
planning ‘an even grander synod, one that would convoke bishops from both 
Gaul and Spain’.61

Before 507, Visigoths had begun to move into Iberian peninsula in the 
wake of their destabilization of the Sueve kingdom, now largely confined to 
Gallaecia. They may never have constituted a large proportion of the Iberian 
population.62 For much of the sixth century, there was no strong monarchy in 
Visigothic Spain and Septimania. For a time, these territories were controlled 
by Theoderic the Great, technically on behalf of his grandson. Theudis, 
originally Theoderic’s general in Spain, became king in 531. His murder was 
followed by the rule of a series of short-lived elective kings, when ‘the choice 
of monarchy was effectively in the hands of the nobility of the court’.63 The 
monarchy appears stronger under Athanagild, who rebelled against Agila in 
551 and ruled until 567, although his reign saw the invasion of the south by 
Byzantine forces. Consolidation of dynastic power really began in the reign 
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of Leovigild (568–86), an energetic ruler, who aimed at nothing less than 
the creation of a united Spain under his rule. (This soon included Gothic 
Septimania, initially ruled for a few years by his brother Liuva, as well.) In 
the 570s, Leovigild expelled the Byzantine Empire from the foothold it had 
established in the south; he also vanquished the Basques and in the last years 
of his reign, the Sueves.

Leovigild aimed to create a new discourse of Visigothic kingship. He began 
the transformation of Toledo, his capital in the latter part of his reign, into 
the ceremonial centre of his kingdom and he established the new cities of 
Reccopolis and Victoriacum. The physical remains of a palace church survive 
in the ruins of the city of Reccopolis, founded in 578 and perhaps named after 
his son Reccared (alternatively it could have been Rex-opolis, king’s city).64 Its 
plan is unusual, somewhere between a basilica and a cruciform church and 
the side aisles are divided from the central one by walls. This is not thought 
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to be indicative of liturgical differences between Homoians and Catholics 
so much as representing a stage in the evolution of Hispanic church archi-
tecture.65 Leovigild surrounded his rule with trappings of Romanitas, using 
Late Roman regalia – crown, sceptre and throne – and issuing coinage with 
the bust of the king on both obverse and reverse.66

Under Leovigild’s predecessors, relations between king and Catholic 
bishops had not been bad: under Theudis (531–48) a number of provincial 
synods had taken place.67 The hiatus between two councils held in 546 and 
Toledo III in 589 may have in part been created by the very unsettled condi-
tions in the peninsula before Leovigild’s accession. The political importance 
of control of the church in his reign is foregrounded in the seventh-century 
text known as the Lives of the Fathers of Merida. It indicates possible Byzantine 
attempts to control the city through two Greek bishops who arrive from the 
east as well as struggles between Catholics on one hand and Leovigild and the 
‘Arians’ on the other for ecclesiastical control of the most important city in 
Lusitania, highlighting their conflict over the basilica and relics of the virgin 
martyr Eulalia. The Lives give a highly biased picture of Leovigild’s backing of 
his ‘Arian’ bishop Sunna and the exile of the Catholic Goth Masona, who had 
defiantly refused to hand over the relic of the virgin’s tunic so that Leovigild 
could take it to his capital of Toledo.68

According to the Lives, Leovigild at one stage removed Masona and 
installed a more compliant Catholic bishop. He clearly appreciated the impor-
tance of control of the episcopate. But he was not prepared to turn Catholic to 
achieve this. The Catholic chronicler John of Biclaro noted that in 580

King Leovigild assembled a synod of bishops of the Arian sect in the city of 
Toledo and amended the ancient heresy with a new error …69

The amendment proposed was that the Son’s equality with the Father was 
admitted – though not that of the Spirit. (Technically this is the same as the 
Macedonian Christianity of the fourth century.70) The Homoian requirement 
that Catholics who converted to their creed be re-baptized was also dropped 
in favour of the imposition of hands and communion. These changes were 
clearly designed to persuade people that the gulf between Homoianism and 
Catholicism was not so great and to make conversion to the former much 
easier. One Catholic bishop, Vincent of Zaragoza, actually went over to the 
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new religion. Gregory of Tours makes no mention of this apostasy, alleging 
instead that he had been told by Frankish envoys to Spain that

Those Catholics who still exist in Spain keep their faith unimpaired. The King 
has a new trick by which he is doing his best to destroy it. In his cunning way he 
pretends to pray at the tombs of the martyrs and in the churches of our religion. 
Then he says, ‘I accept without question that Christ is the Son of God and equal 
to the Father. What I cannot believe is that the Holy Ghost is God, for that is 
written in none of the Scriptures.’71

The description of Leovigild’s behaviour suggests that he was deliberately 
attempting to minimize the differences between Homoians and Catholics 
and in another work Gregory claims he returned property looted from 
a Catholic monastery dedicated to St Martin. He even came to favour a 
Catholic holy man, Nanctus.72 Roger Collins has suggested that the Visigothic 
elite associated itself with the Homoian hierarchy and that the latter was 
drawn from the ranks of the former: thus Leovigild was, according to this 
argument, afraid to antagonize the ‘Arians’. However, we have no evidence for 
any extensive Homoian hierarchy before Leovigild’s reign. Our information 
about them is drawn to some extent from the Lives of the Fathers of Merida 
and the Chronicle of John of Biclaro, but also from the proceedings of the 
church council that ended Homoianism. The ‘Arians’ were all bishops of major 
cities: none are associated with the important area of Gothic settlement in 
the Meseta, barring a putative Gothic bishop of Toledo (see below). Most of 
them had a Catholic opposite number, as Sunna had in Merida. It looks very 
much as if Leovigild desired to create a united church on his own terms, but 
realized he would have to placate his elite. Rather than openly going over to 
Catholicism, he tried to persuade Catholic bishops to become Homoians and 
when this manoeuvre failed went on to create what was probably an almost 
entirely new network of Visigothic Homoian bishops in his major cities in 
the 580s. In effect, he was allowing the Gothic elite a stake in the new Church 
which he hoped to forge to support his leadership, rewarding their representa-
tives with positions of influence – and plausibly also with property confiscated 
from individuals and Catholic churches. At the same time, it looks as if some 
Catholic sees were deliberately kept vacant when their incumbents died: it has 
been calculated that in 589, over half the Spanish bishops had been in post for 
four years or fewer. However, while Leovigild’s policy was undoubtedly a bold 
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one, it failed. His son, Reccared, who succeeded him in 586 must have realized 
that his best chance of controlling the episcopate was to take the ultimate 
step of converting to Catholicism.73 In 587, ten months after his accession, 
he did so, meeting with the newly created Homoian bishops and gaining the 
acquiescence of almost all of them. This was ‘the real turning point’ in the 
conversion of the Visigoths to Catholicism. In this year, he began to return the 
property confiscated by his father, and restored rights and legal privileges that 
had been removed from Catholics. Thus in 589, Catholicism was proclaimed 
as the official religion of Visigothic Spain. The Homoian bishops of Barcelona, 
Valencia, Palencia, Viseu, Tuy, Lugo, Oporto and Tortosa all proclaimed their 
renunciation of their former doctrine and were rewarded by being allowed to 
remain in place – even if there was a Catholic bishop in the same city. In the 
case of Elvira, there were two Catholic bishops, suggesting a situation on the 
lines of Merida, where Leovigild had at one stage replaced Masona with the 
more accommodating Catholic Nepopis.

Three Homoian prelates – Sunna of Merida, Athaloc of Narbonne (in 
Septimania) and Uldila, probably bishop of Toledo – did not sign in 589. 
All are on record as conspiring against Reccared along with a number of 
Visigothic counts, who had no doubt been the principal beneficiaries of 
Leovigild’s confiscations, as Collins points out. In 588, Sunna plotted not only 
to murder the Catholic Bishop Masona of Merida but also to replace Reccared 
with a noble called Segga. The conspiracy was discovered and Sunna was 
offered the option to remain in office if he did penance, but he refused and 
left for Africa. After the Council of Toledo in 589, there were revolts: one was 
led by a noble named Argimund; another by Reccared’s stepmother Goiswinth 
and Bishop Uldila of Toledo.74 Significantly, one of Sunna’s co-conspirators 
in 588 is named as Witteric, who is depicted in the Lives of the Fathers of 
Merida as betraying his fellow-conspirators. Whether this is true or not, 
Witteric would go on to kill Reccared’s son Liuva and become king himself: 
the seventh-century writer of the Lives was evidently attuned to the divisions 
and tensions of the late sixth century.

The Third Council of Toledo prescribed the destruction of Homoian 
writings and our evidence for the clergy and rituals of this late stage of 
Homoian Christianity is minimal. Gregory of Tours represents Oppila, an 
envoy from Spain to the Franks in 584, as attending a Catholic mass at Easter 
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with him, but refusing to receive communion or give the kiss of peace. When 
quizzed about this by Gregory, his objection seemed to be that the Catholic 
version of the Gloria included the Holy Spirit – although he also stated that 
he believed the three persons of the Trinity to be equal in power.75 We can 
probably see here the way in which differences between Catholicism and 
Homoianism were becoming blurred for Spanish Visigoths, especially those 
closely connected with the court, as Leovigild manoeuvred for control of his 
Church. In terms of personnel, the only other evidence we have dates from 
three years after the official abolition of Homoianism. It is not until 592 that 
we find a provincial church council held at Zaragoza in the north east of Spain, 
where it is suggested there had been a significant concentration of Gothic 
settlement, deciding what was to be done with ‘Arian’ clergy.76 The canons 
of the council allow them to become Catholics and to continue as priests, if 
chaste, suggesting the possibility that some Homian clergy were married.77 
The same council orders that ‘Arian’ relics are to be handed over and subjected 
to ordeal by fire. There are no other canons of provincial councils to tell us 
about the dismantling of the Homoian Church in Spain. It is tempting to 
conclude that it had appeared on an ad hoc basis as the Goths moved into 
Spain. The acts of the Third Council of Toledo represent Reccared as having 
desired the recitation of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed by the faithful 
because it had played a key role in his conversion – but the conversion of the 
Visigothic monarchy to Catholicism was first and foremost a political event.

Clovis and the Franks

The Frankish leader Clovis (466–511) is viewed as unique among the leaders 
of the Germanic peoples in converting directly to Catholicism without any 
intermediate ‘Arian’ stage. As we have already seen, this is not quite correct. 
The Sueve Rechiar had converted to Catholicism, though the Visigoths swiftly 
imposed Homoianism on his people. Nevertheless, Clovis’ decision to opt for 
Catholicism provides a valuable contrast with the behaviour of other rulers, in 
particular that of his contemporary the Burgundian Gundobad.

The fourth-century author Ammianus Marcellinus describes attacks on 
the Empire by a number of groups such as the Salii and Chatuarii; but he also 
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records the Salii as settling within the imperial borders which they defended 
in 406 – albeit unsuccessfully – against Alans, Sueves and Vandals.78 In this 
piecemeal process of absorption, some ‘Franks’ became high-ranking officers 
in the imperial army in the same way as other ‘barbarians’ such as Ricimer 
and Odoacer in Italy. Clovis’ father, Childeric, was a Salian who served in the 
Roman military in the decade between 460 and 470: his power base appears 
to have been in the region of Tournai, where he was buried c. 481–2. In 486, 
Clovis attacked Soissons, the centre of the province of Belgica Secunda. After 
conquering this region, he also defeated the Thuringians and – temporarily 
– the Alamanni. The precise dating of these events has proved problematic. 
It is based on the notoriously contradictory chronology given by Gregory of 
Tours, writing roughly a century later. One aspect of Gregory’s presentation of 
Clovis which has made historians cautious about it is its depiction of the way 
in which he first overcame external enemies and only subsequently went on 
to defeat internal enemies – Chararic, ruler of the Salian Franks, and his own 
kinsmen, the kings of Cologne and Cambrai. This looks like a reversal of the 
logical order of things, in which an aspirant dynast would begin by removing 
all internal competitors, before expanding into a wider sphere of operations to 
challenge external rivals.79 But Gregory draws his discussion of Clovis’ slaying 
of his kinsmen of Cambrai – and his narration of Clovis’ career – to a close 
with the observation that:

In the same way he encompassed the death of many other kings and blood-
relations of his … One day, when he had called a general assembly of his 
subjects, he is said to have made the following remark about the relations whom 
he had destroyed: ‘How sad a thing it is that I live among strangers like some 
solitary pilgrim and that I have none of my own relations left to help me when 
disaster threatens!’. He said this, not because he grieved for their deaths, but 
because in his cunning way he hoped to find some relative in the land of the 
living whom he could kill.80

Even if he is often schematic and biased, Gregory’s order of events in this case 
may not be as odd as it first appears: instead it may explain why Clovis, unlike 
Gundobad, was able to fast-track into the Catholic macrocosm.

From the moment he inherited his father’s power-base, Clovis was already 
poised on the edge of this world. Childeric had maintained good relations 
with a Christian charismatic – St Genovefa of Paris – sparing prisoners 
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when she interceded for them. He also afforded his protection to Christian 
clergy.81 When Clovis succeeded his father as ruler of Belgica Secunda, 
he received a letter from Bishop Remigius of Rheims, in which he was 
exhorted to encourage his people, relieve the afflicted, protect widows and 
encourage orphans; he should be a fount of justice and receive nothing from 
strangers or the poor. By emphasizing Christian values which harmonized 
with the ‘barbarian’ ideal of a strong, just and generous leader, Remigius was 
attempting to encourage Clovis’ conversion: he not only urged him to defer 
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to his bishops but also combined the familiar idea of reputation, vital to a 
warrior ruler, with the rather more unexpected suggestion that the Christian 
God might actually be watching over him. The Life of Genovefa would claim 
that Clovis, like his father, released prisoners on Genovefa’s insistence: if true, 
this statement reflects his prudence as Paris, where she commanded immense 
influence and respect, became his ‘capital’.82

Writing in the 560s to Chlodosuintha, Clovis’ granddaughter, Bishop 
Nicetius of Trier highlighted the role of her grandmother Clothild 
(Crodechildis) in his conversion. Nicetius praises her for introducing her 
husband to Catholicism and he also credits St Martin of Tours with a role 
in the process, explaining that the astute Clovis had only promised to accept 
baptism after seeing for himself that claims of miraculous cures at the saint’s 
tomb were not fiction.83 However, there is no mention of the Martinian 
shrine in the account of Clovis’ conversion given by Gregory of Tours: this 
is odd, especially as he knew that Clothild had retired to lead a religious 
life there after Clovis’ death. Can Nicetius be trusted? We know he wanted 
Chlodosuintha, who was married to the Lombard ruler Alboin, to convert her 
husband, inviting her to persuade her husband to send his fideles to Tours to 
see the miracles which regularly occurred there (as opposed to going to Italy, 
where ‘Arian’ Goths wanted to win them over for their brand of Christianity), 
so he may have invented the Martinian aspect of the story. But Gregory 
confirms his picture of Clothild as playing a key part in the conversion of 
her husband, explaining that she was a Catholic, the daughter of Chilperic 
who was murdered by his brother Gundobad. He claims that Clovis often 
sent envoys to Burgundy and was thus told about Clothild, ‘an elegant young 
woman and clever for her years’. Although he already had another wife and 
son, Clovis asked for her hand in marriage.84 Doubts have been cast on many 
elements of this story – though not on the essentials of Clothild’s Burgundian 
origins and Catholicism.85

Gregory represents Clothild as attempting to persuade Clovis to abandon 
his gods. It seems that Gregory knew little of the deities of the pagan Franks, 
as he makes her denounce the behaviour of the Roman gods in terms which 
he borrows from Cæsarius of Arles (see Chapter 5 below). Gregory also claims 
that Clothild had her firstborn baptized, because of her adherence to the 
Catholic faith. This child, Ingomer, died immediately while still ‘in his white 
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robes’, suggesting that he was already ailing and that his mother had him 
baptized because she feared he was about to die. Gregory has Clovis reproach 
his wife for their son’s death, which he blames on the baptism. The death 
of infants in such circumstances would create an unfortunate association 
between infant baptism and mortality. The Church would find such associa-
tions and apprehensions hard to shift.86

Gregory’s presentation of Clovis’ initial encounter with his wife’s religion is 
one in which he views Christianity in terms of his traditions and intuitions. 
As such his response is negative. However, intuitions soon lead him to a more 
positive view. Gregory describes how Clovis is ‘converted’ during a battle often 
(wrongly?) identified as the Battle of Tolbiac (Zülpich):

war broke out against the Alamanni … It so turned out that when the two 
armies met on the battlefield there was great slaughter and the armies of Clovis 
were rapidly being annihilated. He raised his eyes to heaven when he saw this, 
felt compunction in his heart and was moved to tears. ‘Jesus Christ’, he said, 
‘you who Clothild maintains to be the Son of the living God, you who deign 
to give help to those in travail and victory to those who trust in you, in faith I 
beg the glory of your help. If you will give me victory over my enemies, and if 
I may have evidence of that miraculous power which the people dedicated to 
your name say that they have experienced, then I will believe in you and will be 
baptized in your name. I have called upon my own gods, but as I can see only 
too clearly, they have no intention of helping me. I therefore cannot believe that 
they possess any power, for they do not come to the assistance of those who 
trust in them. I now call upon you. I want to believe in you, but I must first be 
saved from my enemies.’87

According to Gregory, Clothild then arranged for Clovis to be baptized in 
secret by Remigius of Rheims, who urged him to ‘forsake his idols, which 
were powerless to help him or anybody else.’ Clovis maintained that he 
could not force his people to abandon their gods: but when he summoned 
an assembly to discuss the matter, before he even had a chance to speak, 
those present spontaneously and unanimously expressed their willingness to 
become Christians. Gregory describes a splendid ceremony in which Clovis 
was baptized:

Like some new Constantine he stepped forward to the baptismal pool, ready to 
wash away the sores of his old leprosy and to be cleansed in flowing water from 
the sordid stains which he had borne so long.88



92	 Belief and Religion in Barbarian Europe c. 350–700

This image of the ‘new Constantine’ has been diagnosed by one commentator 
as a repetition of earlier pro-Merovingian propaganda dreamed up by Catholic 
bishops.89 Yet despite the Catholic bias evident throughout Gregory’s account 
of Clovis, historians also acknowledge that he was working partly from 
oral accounts passed down over the years.90 Shorn of its Catholic rhetoric, 
Gregory’s narrative is informed by a series of traditions that convincingly 
describe pagan responses to Christianity. Clovis’ reaction to the death of his 
and Clothild’s first son exhibits a view of baptism common among converting 
peoples.91 The son’s name is given as Ingomer, suggesting that that Clovis’ 
original devotion was to Ingui – a god venerated by many of the Germanic 
peoples (see Chapter 2). Ingui appears, however, to have been associated with 
fertility and prosperity, so it is likely that before the battle which may or may 
not have been Tolbiac, he was not the only god invoked: Clovis may have 
prayed to or sacrificed to other divinities as well. It is plausible that, seeing 
his forces being wiped out, Clovis would have understood that the Germanic 
gods had rejected his prayers and offerings in favour of those of the Alamanni 
– and turned to the god of his wife for help. His initial acceptance of Christ 
emerges therefore not as the acceptance of doctrinal Christianity that Gregory 
would like us to believe in, but rather in terms of a traditional and intuitive 
understanding of divinity. Clovis added Christ to his pantheon, seeing him as 
the supernatural being who had showed him particular favour.

Gregory’s descriptions of the secrecy surrounding Clovis’ original plans 
for baptism and his declaration of his inability to force others to forsake their 
traditional gods plausibly convey his hesitation to declare himself openly as 
a follower of Christ. But his success against the Alamanni was accompanied 
by victory over the Visigoths at the Battle of Vouillé in 507, enabling him 
to expand Frankish rule over Aquitania and also to provide rewards for his 
warriors; he was particularly fortunate that an Ostrogothic counterattack 
would affect the Burgundians rather than the Franks. Bishop Avitus of Vienne 
sent a letter congratulating Clovis on his baptism, which, like all his letters, 
has come down to us without a date. Its most recent editors think that the 
evidence points to a date of composition in 508. This would suggest that it was 
a continued run of success and luck that enabled Clovis to ‘come out’ at this 
stage and opt for public baptism. We might treat Gregory’s assertions that an 
entire assembly of Franks spontaneously declared that they would abandon 
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their old gods or that more than three thousand of his warriors followed him 
to the baptismal pool with some scepticism – the figure of three thousand 
is Biblical and was used by Orosius in his account of the conversion of the 
Burgundian armies in the 420s. But some may have opted for baptism along 
with or soon after their leader; and at the very least, the Frankish warrior 
class would have viewed their leader’s new deity as an effective war god who 
had brought their leader and themselves success and rewards. Clovis’ success 
in war was so great that he had no need to appease his military – unlike 
Gundobad. In congratulating Clovis, Avitus of Vienne alluded to the latter 
(without actually mentioning him by name):

Many in this very situation, seeking true belief, if they have moved to the 
suggestion, encouraged by priests or their friends, usually invoke the custom 
of their race and the rites of ancestral observance as stumbling-blocks. Thus, to 
their own detriment they prefer due reverence to salvation.92

Gundobad’s career could be understood as the mirror image of that of Clovis. 
Despite the titles conferred on him by the emperor, he could not match 
Clovis’ outstanding military success – the Burgundians had lost territory to 
the Ostrogoths. His prior elimination of members of his own family combined 
with this military setback would have created obligations and fostered resent-
ments; in these circumstances an adherence to tradition would have been 
doubly necessary to secure the support of his warriors. Clovis, by contrast, was 
sustained by military triumphs achieved under the aegis of Christ, understood 
as bringer of success in war. Thus he could, as Gregory describes, spend his 
latter years in seeking out and destroying family rivals. Gregory depicts him 
as supremely confident, telling warriors of one dead rival that they should put 
themselves under his protection.93 It could easily have gone otherwise. Like 
Theoderic’s, his family had risen to power in the comparatively recent past; 
but unlike Theoderic he had male heirs to succeed him.

Is it possible that Clovis considered ‘Arianism’ before becoming Catholic 
and even went through an ‘Arian’ period himself?94 One of his sisters, 
Albofled, was baptized along with or shortly after him, but a second sister 
Lantechild or Lenteild abandoned ‘Arianism’. However in Clovis’ own case, 
Avitus’ letter mentions baptism rather than anointing with chrism (which 
was the ritual for those abjuring ‘Arianism’, like Lantechild) so there is no 
evidence for an ‘Arian’ stage. Nor can we say that there were major Homoian 
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influences close to him. His sister may originally have accepted ‘Arian’ 
baptism because she was betrothed to, or married to, to an ‘Arian’, possibly a 
Burgundian.95 Long before his baptism, Clovis had been advised of the possi-
bilities of working with a Catholic episcopate by Remigius of Rheims. In 511, 
he convoked the Council of Orléans. In the preface to the conciliar acts, the 
bishops alluded to his care for the Catholic faith and depicted him as taking 
a pro-active role. It spelled out both Clovis’ role in ecclesiastical governance 
and a new identity for the Gallic Church itself.96 A number of the clauses deal 
with questions of property rights and questions of ecclesiastical sanctuary. Yet 
Clovis was also responsible for the setting down in writing of the first version 
of the Lex Salica, a legal compilation which underwrites many traditional, 
non-Christian practices: it protects the sacrificial pigs of his peoples and 
upholds the tradition of a naming-ceremony on the tenth day of an infant’s 
life. It also lays down penalties for desecration of burials, particularly the 
robbing of grave-mounds.97 The council underlines the way in which Clovis, 
who had accepted Christianity on his own, syncretistic terms clearly saw the 
advantages of control of, and collaboration with, the episcopate: ‘the Gallo-
Romans who really ran Gaul’.98

The Lombard rulers

The Lombards entered Italy from Pannonia in 568 under the leadership of 
Alboin, capturing the city of Cividale del Friuli in 569. This became the 
seat of the first of the Lombard duchies, ruled by Alboin’s nephew Gisulf. 
They then conquered Vicenza, Verona, Brescia and Milan and, in 572, 
Pavia, which became their capital. They next moved south into Tuscany 
and even into central and southern Italy where they established the duchies 
of Spoleto and Benevento (which would soon become independent of the 
northern kingdom). The entire Lombard territory was divided into duchies 
centred on the main Italian cities, with the king’s authority represented 
by officials known as gastaldi. Alboin and his successor Cleph were both 
murdered, and for nearly a decade there was no overall Lombard ruler until 
the prospect of an invasion by the Franks led to the election of Cleph’s son 
Authari in 584.99
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Before their arrival in Pannonia, the Lombards were probably largely pagan 
but they may have come into contact with Catholicism there. Procopius refers 
to them as ‘Christians’ at the time of their subjugation by the Heruli in the 
late fifth century. He believed them to be Catholics, just as he believed the 
Vandals of North Africa to be ‘Arians’.100 All this suggests that some of the 
Lombards had been converted by Catholic clergy long before they entered 
Italy.101 Audoin, the Lombard ruler in 548, chose to present himself to the 
Emperor Justinian as Catholic. According to Procopius, when the Lombards 
appealed for imperial support against their rivals the Gepids, his envoys made 
their case to the Emperor Justinian with the statement that the Romans should 
favour them:

seeing that we have been in agreement from the first as regards religion, they 
[i.e. the Romans] will stand in opposition to our opponents for the simple 
reason that they are Arians.102

The next leader, Alboin, never seems to have converted himself, but married 
a Frankish Catholic princess, Chlodosuintha. A letter sent by Bishop Nicetius 
of Trier to Chlodosuintha around 565 denounces the activities of ‘Arian’ 
missionaries at Alboin’s court. But there is no evidence that Alboin became an 
‘Arian’: indeed, Nicetius’ letter also indicates that some of Alboin’s fideles had 
been sent on pilgrimage to the papal basilicas of Rome, suggesting that Alboin 
was courting Catholicism.

There is also evidence that Authari, Alboin’s successor, attempted to 
cultivate the popes. In a letter of June 597, Pope Gregory I complains of 
the Lombard conquest of Crotone in Italy the previous year and of their 
holding of captives for ransom. This section of the letter is not untypical of 
the concerns expressed by the pope about the Lombards elsewhere in his 
correspondence.103 But from Gregory’s correspondence it also emerges that 
Authari had tried to woo his predecessor Pope Pelagius by sending him a 
relic that had been sacrilegiously seized by a pagan Lombard together with 
a placatory gift. In a letter to the bishop of Auxerre of October 580, Pelagius 
had complained of ‘insults’ offered by idolatrous Lombards to the Catholic 
faith.104 Although we cannot date Authari’s gift, it may have been intended to 
counteract Pelagius’ fears and to demonstrate that the Lombard leader did not 
countenance desecration of Christian relics – and indeed desired papal favour.
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One of the most obvious signals of the Lombard rulers’ wish to align with 
the Catholic macrocosm was through marriage to a Catholic princess, the 
Bavarian Theodelinda. Initially Authari’s bride, on his death in 590 she became 
the wife of his successor, Agilulf (590–616).105 Theodelinda founded and richly 
endowed the church of St John the Baptist at Monza, its dedication symbolic of a 
desire to integrate the Lombards into the Catholic world.106 Papyri from Monza 
record that she obtained oil from the lamps which burned at the tombs of the 
Roman martyrs.107 Agilulf ’s conclusion of a peace-treaty was accompanied by 
gifts to the pope, as Gregory noted in a letter of November–December 598: in 
this, he also praised the king for showing his love of God through his love of 
peace.108 Agilulf had his daughter and son baptized as Catholics.109

The son, Adaloald was presented as king in the Roman circus at Milan in 
the presence of foreign ambassadors, in an imitation of imperial ceremonial.110 
Paul the Deacon records that, in addition to the church of St John, Theodelinda 
built a palatium at Monza: the images of figures on its walls which he describes 
suggest comparison with the Justinianic mosaics of Ravenna.111 Her husbands’ 
aspirations to Romanitas were also expressed in their use of Roman titles and 
forms: both Authari and Agilulf appropriated the Roman title flavius.112

While the Lombard rulers were eager to join the Catholic macrocosm, one 
major obstacle lay in their way: the Tricapitoline or Three Chapters Schism 
which had cut off relations between the bishops and clergy of Northern Italy 
and the popes since the 550s. While marriage to Theodelinda should have 
paid dividends in helping them achieve rapprochement with Catholicism, 
she and her ecclesiastical advisers were schismatics. As long as the breach 
in Catholicism was not healed, Agilulf remained sidelined. Pope Gregory I 
attempted to convince Theodelinda to end the schism, but without success. 
He wrote diplomatically to Agilulf at the conclusion of a peace-treaty in 598 
about his love of God and his love of peace.113 But after Gregory’s death in 604, 
nothing happened until Irish monk Columbanus arrived in Italy in 612–13.

Columbanus was allowed to establish a monastery at Bobbio in the 
Appenines and, at the Lombard ruler’s request, penned a letter to Boniface 
IV (608–15), requesting in the most forceful terms that the pope devote his 
energies to ending the schism. This request appears to have fallen on deaf 
ears. But the foundation of Bobbio gave successive Lombard rulers a link to 
the Catholic world. Adaloald was replaced after ten years by Arioald, duke 
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of Turin, referred to as an ‘Arian’ by writers from Jonas of Bobbio onwards. 
In 628, Arioald not only refused to judge between the monastery and the 
Bishop of Tortona but even provided funds for Abbot Bertulf to go to Rome 
to plead Bobbio’s case against the bishop with the pope – the outcome being 
the first ever papal grant of monastic exemption from episcopal authority.114 
Arioald maintained other links to Catholicism. His wife Gundiperga was 
Adaloald’s sister, who had also received Catholic baptism. His successor, 
Rothari (638–52) is the only Lombard ruler labelled as ‘Arian’ by the eighth-
century writer Paul the Deacon:

he was brave and strong and followed the path of justice: he did not, however, 
hold the right line of Christian belief, but was stained by the infidelity of the 
Arian heresy …115

But although ‘Arian’, Rothari married Arioald’s widow Gundiperga and after 
his conquest of Liguria, husband and wife jointly requested Pope Theodore to 
uphold Honorius’ exemption for Bobbio. Both Rothari and his son Rodoald 
gave privileges to the monastery.116 Bobbio became a lifeline to Catholicism 
for the Lombard rulers.

Although Rothari, Arioald, Agilulf and Authari are usually labelled as 
‘Arian’, it is less than clear that they were actually Homoians. A letter in which 
Gregory claimed that Authari had forbidden Catholic baptism of Lombard 
children in the Catholic faith and assuming that they must have been given 
‘Arian’ baptism instead was written at the beginning of his pontificate, when 
he had little knowledge of the situation in the schismatic north. He may have 
mistakenly believed that there were still some Gothic Homoian clergy active 
in this region. What Authari was probably objecting to was infant baptism 
rather than Catholic baptism per se: converting peoples tended to associate 
infant baptism with infant mortality.117 In his letter asking Pope Boniface to 
end the schism, Columbanus refers to the Lombards as ‘Arian’, but, signifi-
cantly, describes Agilulf as a ‘pagan king’, rex gentilis. He does not seem in 
the letter to be aware of the major tenets of Homoianism – he mentions 
‘substance’, not in the Trinitarian context of the fourth and fifth centuries, but 
as it was employed in Christological disputes in the sixth.118 There is also a 
strong suggestion both in his letter and in the Life of Columbanus, composed 
in 642, that there were Lombards who were non-Christians and also that some 
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Lombards had created their own syncretistic version of Christianity in which 
non-Christian beliefs and rituals continued.

Our sources also suggest that Lombard ‘Arianism’ was an extremely limited 
phenomenon in terms of ecclesiastical hierarchy and organization. Jonas 
of Bobbio depicts a confrontation between Blidulf, a monk of Bobbio, and 
Arioald during the period when the latter was ‘duke of the Lombards’. Blidulf 
denounces ‘Arian’ priests:

Those whom you have hitherto called sacerdotes [priests or bishops] have 
deceitfully secured the title for themselves …119

The existence of ‘Arian’ priests or bishops at Pavia is confirmed by Paul. 
Writing of the period of Rothari’s rule, he states that:
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In the city of Ticinum [Pavia] too there is shown down to the present time the 
place where the Arian bishop, who had his seat at the church of St. Eusebius, 
had a baptistery …120

He names this individual as Anastasius. He also claims that there was a 
Catholic bishop at the same time in Pavia and that:

In this time there were two bishops throughout almost all the cities of the 
kingdom, one a Catholic and the other an Arian.121

However, this last statement has been greeted with universal disbelief. 
Historians have failed to find any evidence of this alleged parallel hierarchy.122 
Jonas’ account seems to imply that at Pavia, there was a bishop appointed by 
the duke, while Catholics in the city were partly sustained by the support of 
Bobbio, but had no bishop of their own. Paul provides some confirmation for 
this picture when he notes that the ‘Arian’ bishop in Pavia,

Anastasius … became converted to the Catholic faith and afterwards governed 
the church of Christ.123

On the basis of this evidence, the Lombard ‘Arian’ church under Arioald 
and Rothari appears to have consisted of a limited number of ducal or royal 
appointees, possibly only in Pavia itself. Anastasius appears to be a seventh-
century ‘Vicar of Bray’, who has no difficulties in switching his affiliations as 
royal policies dictate.

The most convincing explanation of the Lombard rulers’ ‘Arianism’ is 
that it was shorthand for a Christianity in which some non-Christian rituals 
and ceremonies of a military nature were performed by the ruler, dukes and 
warriors. The ‘Arian’ sacerdotes look like compliant clergy, prepared to turn a 
blind eye to these and equivalent practices. The case of the Lombards appears 
to parallel that of the Burgundians and Goths in many ways, with a drift 
towards Catholicism by some Lombards accompanied by an attachment on 
the part of dukes and warriors to traditional gods and rituals – but without 
any acquaintance with actual Homoianism, which had died out after the 
Gothic defeat. Agilulf, Adaloald, Arioald and Rothari all had to negotiate a 
path between their own aspirations on one hand and those of the aspirations 
and traditions of their dukes and their military on the other. According to Paul 
the Deacon, Agilulf had defeated or overthrown at least eight dukes.124 But 
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Agilulf, though in reality keen to enter the macrocosm of the Catholic world, 
may not have wished to show himself too eager to make a move which would 
have aroused resentment. It is interesting that Columbanus’ letter to Pope 
Boniface IV, in which he claimed to be writing at Agilulf ’s behest demanding 
that the pope end the Three Chapters Schism, accused the popes of favouring 
both Nestorius and Eutyches, theologians whose Christologies were diametri-
cally opposed. There appears to have been no reply to Columbanus’ hectoring 
letter. Perhaps a certain amount of disinformation about the papal position 
had been fed to Columbanus, whose inept approach has long puzzled histo-
rians.125 At this particular juncture, while Agilulf may have wanted to look as 
if he was opening negotiations, he may not have wanted them to move too 
quickly.

Agilulf ’s son Adaloald lost his throne because he failed to maintain an 
equilibrium with his dukes. As regent in his minority, his mother Theodelinda 
had tolerated ‘Arians’; but in 622 Adaloald issued diplomas for Bobbio.126 
Fredegar relates that he was removed four years later because he had become 
the puppet of a certain Eusebius, put twelve of his nobles to death and conspired 
to hand over the Lombard state to the Empire.127 This account may be highly 
sensationalized, but it is suggestive of major splits in the Lombard kingdom 
and of a ruler seen by some Lombards as far too committed to the macrocosm. 
His successor Arioald had played the part of the enemy of Bobbio when a 
duke, but as we have seen also supported it once he became king. Arioald’s 
successor Rothari was a highly successful ruler who expanded Lombard rule 
into Byzantine Liguria and much of Emilia and to achieve and consolidate this 
success, he clearly needed a secure basis in the microcosm. In 643, he issued 
his Edict, a compilation of Lombard law, something which Wickham describes 
as a ‘very Germanic thing to do’ – even if its setting down in writing reflects 
a continuation of the Romanizing developments of Agilulf ’s state.128 Rothari’s 
continuation of Arioald’s policy of controlling a compliant bishop, Anastasius, 
at Pavia arguably represents a degree of overt commitment to Christianity at 
the same time as the maintenance of some traditional cults and rituals. What 
these were in the north of Italy we cannot say for certain, but they were likely 
to have been akin to, if not identical to, the warrior ritual performed in the 
southern Lombard duchy of Benevento later in the century (see pp. 25–6 
above). Lombard ‘Arianism’ seems to have disappeared without trace, possibly 
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because there had never been a real Homoian Church in Lombard Italy, but 
only pagans, Catholics and syncretistic Christians who still adhered to tradi-
tional non-Christian rites as well. In striking contrast to Visigothic Spain, 
where Catholicism was formally declared at the Third Council of Toledo in 
589, there is no record of any synod or council summoned to affirm correct 
doctrine or anathematize heresy in the Lombard kingdom. The Carmen de 
synodo Ticinensi credits Aripert (653–61), with abolishing ‘Arianism’ – an 
event so insignificant that it merits only passing mention in a work composed 
to celebrate the final resolution of the Three Chapters Schism in 698.129

***

Piecing together the often obscure history of Germanic kings’ moves towards 
the Catholic macrocosm, a number of themes emerge. Their ability to enter 
it depended on their military-political success, ability to reward warriors and 
the fathering of an adult male heir. Like Theoderic’s, Clovis’ family had risen 
to power very recently, but unlike Theoderic he achieved notable victories and 
could therefore reward his followers. He also had four male heirs, whereas 
Theoderic had none, allowing others to dream of becoming king themselves. 
Gundobad was not able to cash in on military success against the Visigoths 
and had probably created problems for himself by disposing of his brothers 
too early without being able to placate their followers. The need to move 
carefully is apparent in other cases: after officially declaring their Catholicism, 
the Sueve and Visigoth rulers both faced revolts and the situation was clearly 
very delicate in the case of the Lombard rulers. It was approximately three 
decades after the removal of Adaloald that a Lombard king felt secure enough 
to declare for Catholicism.

Another theme that emerges is the importance of control of or co-operation 
with the episcopate for the creation of a successful monarchy. The Visigothic 
rulers of Aquitaine tried to achieve this as far as they could. Gundobad 
maintained a relationship with Avitus. Clovis had been taught, well before he 
became a Christian, that co-operation with the Gallo-Roman bishops would 
underpin success as a ruler. For much of his reign, Theoderic deferred to 
the Italian episcopate and to the pope. The support of the Catholic Church 
appears to have played a major part in the rise of the Suevic monarchy and 
in its attempts to exert some control over the heterogeneous groups living 
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in their kingdoms. Lombard rulers were to an extent frustrated in this by 
the Three Chapters Schism, but used Bobbio as a link to the pope. In Spain, 
Leovigild tried the radical but ultimately unsuccessful tactic of creating his 
own Homoian episcopate – many of whom survived to become Catholic 
bishops.

The question remains of the beliefs of those who opposed their rulers’ 
Catholicization. In the case of the Lombards, it seems that traditional beliefs 
and rituals simply died out in the north as royal power grew, only surviving 
for while in the ‘semi-detached’ south until the Church decided to deal with 
them. The Gothic Homoian Church in Italy had gradually vanished from 
view during the Justinianic Reconquest. Homoian theology was modified 
by the Spanish king for his political ends in 580, indicating that ‘Arianism’ 
was now a matter of politics rather than of beliefs, a signal of attachment 
to the microcosm. Even if a handful of ‘Arian’ bishops refused to accept the 
new dispensation, theological differences between them and Catholics were 
virtually non-existent. We do not know very much about the revolts against 
the Sueve rulers – but what we do know does not reveal a religious dimension. 
The only real question-mark seems to hang over Burgundy, where a year after 
Gundobad’s death there still seem to have been Homoian clergy, and where 
we cannot be absolutely sure that the ruler after the Catholic Sigismund was 
also a Catholic. The Frankish takeover would have eventually put an end to 
any organized Homoian Church. However, we might ask what precisely the 
Homoianism of Burgundian warriors had consisted of and whether – despite 
the existence of some private Homoian churches – the annual ‘contagion’ 
alluded to by Avitus involved some non-Christian military rituals on the lines 
of those of the Lombards. The nature of some of the archaeological finds from 
the eastern Burgundian region dating from the Frankish period suggests that 
for the layperson Homoianism might have not have meant much more than 
an intuitive understanding of the Christian God.
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Bringing God to Mind

Beliefs, practices, testimonies, problems

One of the most contentious issues for historians of religion and in particular 
of Christianization in ‘barbarian’ Europe is that of non-Christian belief after 
the official acceptance of Catholic Christianity.1 Not only is evidence for 
non-Christian practices gleaned from hostile testimonies, but many historians 
also believe that much of it derives ultimately from the sermons of Bishop 
Cæsarius of Arles (502–42). Thus its value has been questioned as evidence of 
anything that happened anywhere apart from southern Gaul in the first half 
of the sixth century:

Practices first described in 6th-century sermons intended for the inhabitants 
of southern Gaul and northwestern Iberia were assembled, scissors-and-paste 
fashion, in sermons presumably delivered to the Alamannians and northern 
Franks of the 8th century and elements drawn from Caesarius of Arles turned 
up in 10th-century Anglo-Saxon texts.2

In the 1920s, Wilhelm Boudriot pointed out that conciliar legislation all too 
often repeated condemnations of practices voiced initially by Cæsarius.3 Dieter 
Harmening also stressed his influence.4 Asking whether any local observations 
were ever made by Christian writers for themselves, Ken Dowden observed 
that Boudriot took the view that they did not. Dowden himself contended that 
‘if an extreme position is to be adopted, that is the one’, though he suggested 
we ‘soften its hard lines a little’.5 Others such as the Soviet historian Aron I. 
Gurevich, who believes in the ‘stability of the vital phenomena’ described 
in the literature and who thinks the literature can provide evidence of what 
he calls ‘medieval popular culture’ deem these evaluations too sweeping or 
pessimistic.6 But not everyone has been convinced of this. Rudi Künzel even 
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demanded that testimony be ‘authenticated’ before it can be accepted as valid 
description of an actual rite, rather than a copy of words from an earlier 
written source – as if this were really possible.7 And both Valerie Flint and 
Yitzhak Hen raise again the problem of Cæsarius’ denunciations. Flint writes 
of the ‘long shadow’ cast by Cæsarius.8 Hen claimed that while Boudriot and 
Harmening ‘somewhat exaggerated’ the extent of his influence, we may never-
theless trace it in saints’ Lives, such as the Vita Eligii and the Vita Amandi, 
in Martin of Braga’s On the Castigation of Rustics and on later texts right up 
to the Corrector, a tenth-century work used by Burchard of Worms in his 
Decretum, completed in 1023.9 Hen then goes on to assert, however, that the 
denunciations of ‘paganism and superstitions’ are ‘a very small portion of 
a large body of material’ and that Cæsarius had more to say about drunk-
enness.10 Hen’s purpose is to suggest that ‘paganism and superstitions were 
marginal phenomena within the Merovingian cultural milieu’; that there was 
no ‘specific religion’ involved; and that Cæsarius, who often speaks rather 
vaguely about the perpetrators of the non-Christian rites, was really trying 
to reinforce Christian group identity and bind his flock to their bishop.11 
While agreeing that Cæsarius’ strictures were frequently repeated, he refuses 
to endorse either the opinions of Boudriot and Harmening on one hand or of 
Jean-Claude Schmitt, who thinks that they are evidence for the continuation 
of such practices, on the other. Hen maintains that what we are dealing with is 
literary convention, but one which also reflects ‘a certain reality which existed 
at the time of composition’.12 He offers no way in which we might be able to 
distinguish one from the other.13

Underlying the concerns and objections voiced by so many scholars seems 
to be the idea that rituals cannot possibly have been the same – or similar – 
over several hundred years and across large areas of Europe. The cognitive 
study of ritual suggests the opposite: that there are common features to be 
found in rituals even in vastly different ‘cultural’ environments.14 This may 
help us account for the repetition of prohibitions, which were effectively aimed 
against the continued survival of the same sorts of rituals and practices over 
a wide area and for centuries. It also suggests that they would not necessarily 
have been exclusive to either ‘rustics’ or townspeople, Romans or Germans, in 
our period: based on intuitions or ‘nonreflective’ belief, they would have been 
much more widespread.
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Forbidden practices

What sort of practices were actually targeted by the Church in the sixth 
century? In Italy, the Three Chapters Schism and the Lombard conquest 
inhibited ecclesiastical legislation against non-Christian practice, though 
at the end of the century, we find Pope Gregory I (590–604) condemning 
‘idolatry’ and ‘tree-worshippers’, as well as soothsayers and ‘magicians’ in 
letters to bishops in Sardinia, southern Italy and Sicily.15 In Spain, the few 
councils summoned between the reign of Theudis and the 580s did not deal 
with such matters. The Third Council of Toledo (589), summoned to mark 
the passage of Visigothic Spain from ‘Arianism’ to Catholicism, referred to 
the development of the ‘sacrilege of idolatry’ throughout all of Spain and even 
asserted that ‘idolatry’ had spread throughout Gaul – by which it is possible 
it meant the Visigothic Gallia Narbonensis (Septimania) as well.16 Most of our 
evidence comes from Francia (which now included Burgundy) and Suevic 
Gallaecia.

The canons of the Councils of Orléans of 533 and 541 condemned 
returning to the cult of, or offering food to, ‘idols’ or eating carrion (Orléans, 
533) or continuing to sacrifice to ‘demons’ even after being warned by a priest 
(Orléans, 541). The Synod of Auxerre (585><92) and other Frankish councils 
of the second half of the sixth century prohibit auguries and divinations; 
rituals at stones, trees and fountains in ‘places of the pagans’; and more specifi-
cally ‘fulfilling vows’ at sacred trees and springs. Auxerre specifies that people 
are not to make sculptilia (literally, engravings) or ‘wooden feet or men’, in 
other words, leave representative ex voto offerings there.

The same Frankish councils also complain that that some major Christian 
festivals were accompanied by celebrations of non-Christian origin. Auxerre 
tried to put a stop to private festivities in people’s homes on the feast days of 
saints and to all-night revels, especially on the feast of St Martin.17 It looks 
as if the Tourangeaux had a winter season in which they mixed Christian 
celebrations with those of a different kind. The Christian winter celebra-
tions began with Martinmas on 11 November, going on to the Feast of the 
Nativity (25 December) and then Epiphany (6 January). But the latter were 
interrupted by the celebration of the Kalends of January, a non-Christian 
festivity strongly condemned by both Tours and Auxerre.18 The Council of 
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Tours (567) deemed it a pagan rite, implying that it was a celebration of the 
Roman deity Janus, ‘who was a pagan man and could not be a god’: it asserts 
that no-one who believes in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and also observes 
this piece of paganism can entirely be a Christian. Auxerre gave details of the 
disapproved behaviour in terms echoing those of the festal sermon collection 
of Cæsarius of Arles: ‘making the stag or heifer’ – that is, disguising oneself 
as an animal; and ‘observing the diabolical strenae’. In Gallaecia, the canons 
added by Bishop Martin to the decisions of the Second Council of Braga (572) 
would forbid divinations and magic, pagan sacrifices or purifications, planting 
trees or crops according to observation of the moon or stars, observing the 
Kalends, and accompanying the use of medicinal herbs with ‘incantations’.19

The first striking aspect of these prohibitions is their lack of connection 
to Germanic deities. At some point between 533 and 554, Childebert, King 
of Paris, made a clear distinction between simulacra constructa and idola 
daemoni dedicata ab hominibus factum [sic].20 The simulacra were probably 
actual effigies: they disappear from legislation in a way that suggests they 
disappeared from the landscape. However, ‘idols’ seem to survive rather 
longer: we find a late reference to them at the Council of Clichy in 626/7, 
which prohibited eating food sacrificed to ‘idols’.21 Though clerics from all over 
Francia attended this council, it is likely that the ban had Austrasia, the eastern 
part of Francia, principally in mind. The penitential attributed to the Irish 
monk, Columbanus, who worked in this area two decades previously had laid 
down penances for eating food offered to ‘idols’.22 The canons of the Second 
Council of Braga (572) are prefaced by the injunction that the assembled 
bishops teach the faithful ‘to flee the errors of idols or other crimes’.23 Whether 
the ‘idols’ were anthropomorphic representations of gods and goddesses is to 
be doubted. Stephen McKenna and Michel Meslin associate ‘idolatry’ in Spain 
in the sixth century and up to the end of the seventh principally with the cult 
of trees, stones and springs.24 Even when Spanish ecclesiastical councils of the 
late seventh century condemned ‘idolatry’ as well as the worship of stones, 
trees, and springs, the text of the condemnations suggests representations of 
animals. It is possible that they were similar to the posts with representations 
of animal heads we find in Anglo-Saxon England;25 though the word used by 
the Spanish councils is sculptilia, engravings.26 But Bernadette Filotas indicates 
the increasingly political dimension of these late seventh-century Spanish 
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condemnations, which demonstrate a tendency to exaggerate and demonize 
disapproved practices, so they may have only been engraved stones.27 The 
overwhelming impression is that the Church was dealing not with the worship 
of gods, but with the continuation of rituals based in ‘abductive’ reasoning and 
focusing on ‘special’ features of the landscape or powers associated with the 
natural world. The tree featuring in the seventh-century Beneventan Lombard 
ritual described above (see Chapter 2) was known as ‘votum’ – the vow: that is, 
it was a tree felt to have special properties and was the object of offerings. In 
Italy, the laws issued for the Lombards by King Liutprand in 727 condemned, 
along with divination, the practice of ‘sorcery’ and incantation, any Lombard

who like a rustic prays to a tree as sacred or adores springs …28

The delinquent was to pay as composition half his price to the royal fisc. 
Bishop Gregory of Tours professed himself scandalized when Agilan, an 
‘Arian’ envoy from the Visigothic ruler Leovigild told him that:

Indeed it is a proverbial saying with us that no harm is done when a man whose 
affairs take him past the altars of the Gentiles and the church of God pays 
respect to both.29

However, Gregory’s writings reveal that he was conscious that such divided 
loyalties were possible amongst Catholics in Francia as well.

The other major target of the Church’s wrath was the celebration of the 
Kalends of January. Rituals celebrating the New Year are found across different 
cultures from Europe to China. Many of the superstitions attached to the 
New Year in modern European culture also revolve around its setting the 
tone for the remainder of the year in terms of prosperity and the necessity of 
not allowing one’s own resources to be depleted on this day. Back in Roman 
times, the strenae objected to by churchmen were branches of laurel or other 
evergreens, fixed to the doors of dwellings, along with lanterns; or presents 
of honey cakes, dried fruit or money.30 These appear to parallel some of the 
features of the modern Christmas – evergreen tree, lights, cakes (with fruit) 
and presents – suggesting that these rituals may somehow in later times 
have been detached from New Year to be attached to the Christian festival 
a few days earlier. Whatever the truth of this last suggestion, there is no real 
problem in accepting the idea of widespread New Year celebrations in both 
Mediterranean and Germanic cultures across Late Antiquity and the Early 
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Middle Ages. It also seems reasonable to assume that the same basic intuition 
that the first day augured well or ill for the rest of the year underlay many of 
the rituals performed.

Linked with the Kalends celebrations is the intuition of the presence of the 
dead around this time of year. Carlo Ginzburg treats the animal disguises, 
the ‘making the stag or heifer’ referred to by both Cæsarius and the Synod 
of Auxerre, as a ritual correlative of the animal metamorphosis experienced 
during shamanic ecstasy and therefore as a sign of communication with the 
dead, the ‘ambiguous dispensers of prosperity during the crucial period when 
the old year ends and the new begins’.31 In sixth-century Tours on the feast of 
the Chair of St Peter (18 January), people left church only to go on to make 
offerings of ‘things which had not decayed’ to the dead and then to return 
home to eat food which had been ‘offered to demons’.32 Ginzburg has found 
evidence of these winter rituals over the centuries and not just in Western 
Europe but in central and eastern Europe as well.33

‘Paganization’ and ‘demonization’ of ‘nonreflective’ belief 
and practices

Our picture of the nature of the practices condemned by the Church has been 
muddied by its readiness to depict them as ‘pagan’ or associate them with 
‘demons’ as some of the canons of the councils described above indicate. This 
was a key element in the tactics employed to deal with these beliefs by two 
eminent sixth-century bishops, Cæsarius of Arles and Martin of Braga.

Cæsarius attacked many common customs: the use of charms and amulets 
to encourage conception; divinations and auguries; and in one sermon, the 
re-opening or use of pagan shrines.34 Even his festal sermons raised these 
concerns. An Easter sermon, which we might expect would be entirely given 
over to the theme of the Resurrection, contains warnings against amulets, 
soothsayers and magicians.35 He devoted two sermons given on 1 January 
to attacking the celebrations of the Kalends of January on the grounds that 
Janus had been a dissolute pagan, elevated to the status of deity by ‘foolish 
and ignorant men’. On the day dedicated to him, men wore animal-skins and 
took on the aspect of stags, or deer or sheep or other animals. Others dressed 
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as women. People exchanged ‘diabolical’ gifts, or set tables with food as an 
indicator of banquets to be enjoyed in the year to come. By taking part in 
such rituals, Cæsarius warned, they were giving themselves over to demons.36

Cæsarius categorized other customs as ‘pagan’: only setting out on a 
journey on propitious days, honouring the sun, moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, 
Saturn or Venus. He attacks the honouring of these classical gods – whom he 
characterizes as ‘extremely based and wicked men’ or in the case of Venus as a 
‘shameless harlot’ – through the use of their names for days of the week:

let us think that no day should have the name of demons and let us not observe 
what day we ought to set out on a journey.37

Cæsarius’ nephew Cyprian, who composed his Life, tells us that his uncle 
made a collection of sixty-eight of his festal sermons – including the two on 
the Kalends – to be circulated for other preachers in Gaul.38 So many of his 
favourite themes were deliberately drawn to the attention of clerics elsewhere.

They were further developed in Suevic Gallaecia, in Bishop Martin of 
Braga’s work On the Castigation of Rustics, composed in the 570s. Links 
between Gallaecia and the Frankish Catholic Church had been established 
in the 550s as the Sueve monarchy attempted to shake itself free of the 
Homoian ‘Arian’ Christianity that was a symbol of Visigothic hegemony over 
their kingdom. Martin seems to have had links with Tours in particular and 
he may have come across Cæsarius’ festal sermon collection as a result of 
this connection.39 Martin, too, condemns the January Kalends celebrations: 
indeed, he was so opposed to these that he insisted, not just in the Castigation 
but in another of his works, that the first day of the year was not 1 January, 
but the spring equinox, 25 March, the day on which he maintained God had 
divided light from darkness.40 He was arguing against popular consciousness, 
in which 1 January was seen not just as the New Year but also as a day with 
predictive value for the year to come. In sixth-century Gallaecia, it was appar-
ently the practice to place bread and cloth in a cask or box: to the extent which 
it was either intact, or was nibbled or destroyed by these vermin, the rest of the 
year would be prosperous – or not. Martin denounced this practice:

But in vain does wretched man make these calculations on the future so that if, 
in the beginning of the year, he is glutted and joyful in every way, so it will be 
the whole year through.41
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Martin also suggests that the first day of each month was considered as having 
a similar divinatory aspect.42 He denounces divinations and auguries and the 
burning of candles at stones, trees and springs, or at crossroads (trivia, ‘where 
three ways meet’). He condemns the pouring of wine over a log in the hearth 
or the putting of bread in a spring and the custom of ‘observing the foot’. He 
also castigates the way in which women invoke ‘Minerva’ in their weaving; 
the way in which weddings are held on Fridays (the ‘day of Venus’); and – like 
Cæsarius – the way in which people aim to start their journeys on a propi-
tious day. He deplores the tendencies to ‘mutter spells over herbs and invoke 
the names of demons in incantations and many other things which it takes too 
long to say’; to see omens in birds and sneezes and to encourage ‘incantations’ 
invented by magicians and enchanters.43

On the Castigation of Rustics sets out a version of creation in which the 
Devil and ‘his ministers, demons’ are cast out of Heaven and arrive on earth, 
where they seduce humans into worshipping them. Martin identifies these 
demons as the gods and goddesses of the Roman pantheon, denouncing their 
adulteries, fornications, incest, strife and theft. Like Cæsarius he attacked the 
use of the names of the classical pantheon in the names for days of the week 
and seems to have succeeded in having this custom abolished: in Portugal, 
weekdays consist of ‘Sabbath’ (Saturday) and ‘Lord’s day’ (Sunday), plus 
second to sixth days (Monday to Saturday). The canons added by Martin 
to the decisions of the Second Council of Braga forbid a range of ‘pagan’ 
customs: divinations and magic, pagan sacrifices or purifications, planting 
trees or crops according to observation of the moon or stars, observing the 
Kalends, accompanying the use of medicinal herbs with ‘incantations’.44

A cognitive approach helps us understand the concerns and aims of both 
Cæsarius and Martin. It is not clear that the beliefs, practices and rituals they 
condemned really involved any deities whatsoever, whether Roman, Celtic 
or Germanic.45 What they were attacking was non-Christian ‘nonreflective’ 
beliefs and practices based on them: the leaving of stones at crossroads to 
ensure good fortune (a practice he associates with Mercury); the automatic 
invocation of ‘Minerva’ (which female deity was really meant by this is unclear) 
by a woman taking up her weaving; or belief in sneezing being harmful (we 
still say ‘bless you’). Martin was acutely sensitive to the way in which the 
thoughts of the Christian flock were being directed away from Christianity. 
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The celebration of the Kalends, the leaving of ex–votos on trees, at springs 
or in lakes, underlined an uncomfortable fact for Christian churchmen: the 
Christian God did not automatically come to mind for everyone where the 
crucial matters of health, prosperity and the future were concerned. Both 
Cæsarius and Martin were prepared to up the ante, attempting to intimidate 
their flocks by preaching that such habits of mind and deed were ‘pagan’, or 
‘demonic’, or the ‘work of the Devil’. On the Castigation of Rustics insists on 
the incompatibility of a whole range of beliefs and actions with the name 
of Christian: ‘for one cannot worship God and the Devil at once’.46 But it is 
noticeable that at the same time, the canny Martin prescribes no punishment 
or penance for these offences:

Only make a pact in your heart with God, that from now onward you will no 
longer worship demons, nor adore anything except the God of Heaven …47

What he wants to achieve is nothing less than the breaking of non-Christian 
habits of mind. People should replace ‘devilish’ incantations with more 
powerful Christian ones – the creed, the sign of the cross, the Lord’s Prayer. 
Martin recommends that the Christian should do no work on the Lord’s Day 
(dominical observance was also a theme of church councils), perform good 
works – and that he should often visit the ‘places of the saints’.48

Bringing God to mind

Martin of Braga advocates visits to the loca sanctorum as an alternative to the 
practices he condemns and demonizes. His contemporary, the Gallo-Roman 
bishop, Gregory of Tours composed two works – The Glory of the Martyrs and 
The Glory of the Confessors49 – in which he sets out an explicit account of how 
shrines and relics functioned as the Christian substitute for the rocks, trees, 
lakes and springs and other locations considered to embody the power to heal 
and cure, to ensure good harvests, or to ward off misfortune. These two works 
have often been ‘cherry-picked’ by historians for evidence of Gregory’s family 
affiliations and political role or for accounts of individual miracles.50 They have 
up to now proved something of an enigma not just in the context of Gregory’s 
corpus of writings but even within that of his ‘eight books of miracles’, his 
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hagiographic output. Hen suggests that both ‘were probably composed for 
reasons of utility’ as the generally brief individual chapters would provide 
useful readings for saints’ days.51 Raymond Van Dam, who has translated the 
works into English also thinks that they contained sermon material and that 
‘most people would have heard rather than read these stories’.52 Yet he still 
finds them faintly puzzling as collections: in a work devoted to the Glory of the 
Martyrs, it is more than a quarter of the way through that Gregory includes an 
account of the first Christian martyr, Stephen.53 In a book about the miracles 
of confessors, Gregory ‘never defined who confessors are’ and cast his net 
rather widely, with stories concerning ‘two lovers’; a hermit who died after 
falling out of an apple tree; and an old hermit who only had a wooden pot in 
which to cook his food.54 Van Dam indicates a number of possible motivations 
for Gregory’s approach, notably his desire in Glory of the Martyrs to offer a 
theology of martyrdom for ordinary believers, transposing it to the level of 
daily moral struggle.55 But Giselle de Nie may be nearer the mark when she 
writes of Gregory’s ‘concrete and practical’ piety.56 Gregory was writing in 
the first place for a clerical audience, who would be able to read the entire 
work and then encourage their flocks, probably through the use of individual 
chapters as the bases for sermons, to cultivate the practice of shrine visitation, 
thus stimulating a ‘nonreflective’ level of belief that underpinned Christianity.

In Glory of the Martyrs and Glory of the Confessors, Gregory demonstrates 
an extraordinary sensitivity to the needs and intuitions that drew people to 
throw votive offerings into water, or to seek to predict the fortunes of the 
following year, or to touch objects believed to be invested with special powers 
in order to restore health. He outlines the power inherent in the relic and 
the way that this virtus can be transmitted from one object to another; he 
illustrates the role of relics and shrines in healing and curing the sick; and he 
encourages the process of discovery – or rediscovery – of the tombs of saints 
and martyrs which are the locus of this Christian virtus.

Gregory wants to leave his audience in no doubt whatsoever about the 
power of relics. The most precious relics he discusses are those of Christ’s 
passion, brought from the Holy Land. These were greatly prized: one of 
Avitus of Vienne’s letters is a request that the pope intercede on his behalf 
with the patriarch of Jerusalem for a fragment of the True Cross. It is not 
clear whether the patriarch obliged, though Avitus certainly received some 
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relics.57 Radegund, wife of the Merovingian ruler Chlothar I, and founder 
of a prestigious nunnery in Poitiers acquired fragments of the cross in 569.58 
Her community was dedicated to the Holy Cross and the poet Venantius 
Fortunatus who later became Bishop of Poitiers, composed three famous 
hymns – Crux benedicta, Pange lingua and Vexilla regis – for their Adventus 
ceremony.59

Gregory provides dramatic testimony to the power visibly and tangibly 
present in the relic of the cross kept in the nunnery church at Holy Cross:

When visiting the tomb of St Hilary [at Poitiers], I happened out of respect 
to arrange a conversation with this queen [Radegund]. I entered the convent, 
greeted the queen, and bowed before the venerable cross and the holy relics of 
the saints. Then, at the conclusion of my prayer, I stood up. To my right was 
a burning lamp that I saw was overflowing with frequent drips. I call God as 
my witness, I thought that its container was broken, because placed beneath 
it was a vessel into which the overflowing oil dripped. I turned to the abbess 
[Agnes] and said: ‘Is your thinking so irresponsible that you cannot provide 
an unbroken lamp … but instead you use a cracked lamp from which the oil 
drips?’ She replied: ‘My lord, such is not the case; it is the power of the holy cross 
you are watching’ … I turned back to the lamp [that was now] heaving in great 
waves like a boiling pot, overflowing in swelling surges through that hour and 
(I believe in order to censure my incredulity) being more and more replenished, 
so that in the space of one hour the container produced more than four times 
the oil that it held.60

Later in Glory of the Martyrs Gregory alludes very briefly to the same 
phenomenon – oil bubbling and overflowing from lamps – at another church 
that also possesses relics of the cross.61

In the opening chapters of his work, Gregory sets out a theory of 
the power contained in these potent relics. He maintains that they were 
surrounded by their own force-field. The True Cross had been discovered 
by St Helena, the mother of the Emperor Constantine: Gregory claims that 
she cast one of its four nails into the Adriatic to calm the sea, which still 
remains calm at this very spot. Another two were put into the bridle of the 
emperor’s horse ‘so whatever hostile peoples resisted the emperor, they might 
more easily be dispersed by this power’. As for the fourth nail, some claim 
that it was placed in the diadem or helmet of a statue of Constantine in the 
city of Constantinople
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with the result that what one might call a helmet of salvation crowns the entire 
fortification over which it towers.62

Gregory’s extended treatment of these topics suggests that that there may even 
have been a degree of scepticism about the power of the imported relics of the 
cross. He feels obliged to provide a careful account of the configuration of the 
cross to account for the four nails, suggesting that the number was somehow 
at odds with contemporary iconography.63 Indeed, when he describes the 
overflowing lamp of the convent of the Holy Cross, he goes so far as to suggest 
that he himself had once been a sceptic:

Often I heard how even the lamps that were lit in front of these relics bubbled up 
because of the divine power … because of the foolishness of my closed mind, I 
was never motivated to believe these stories until that power which is at present 
being revealed reproved my slow-witted hesitation.64

Gregory tells another story relating to the cross, in which an individual 
presents him with a robe in which it had allegedly been wrapped. He portrays 
himself as expressing outright disbelief as to its authenticity. But having been 
given a provenance for the object, he dares to wash it and to allow people 
suffering from fevers to drink the water. When they are cured, he even cuts the 
robe up and begins to distribute it to monks as a ‘blessing’ (pro benedictione). 
The head of a religious community to whom he gives one of these ‘blessings’ 
returns two years later and swears under oath that it had healed twelve 
possessed people, three blind people, two paralytics and one mute. Gregory 
concludes that:

The promise of the Lord convinces us trustfully to believe this story; for the 
Lord said: ‘Believe that you will receive everything which you have asked in my 
name and they will come to you’ [Mk 11.24].65

In this last case, Gregory is very obviously describing what cognitive 
theorists have labelled a ‘CONTAINER schema’: the essence of Christ has 
transferred itself to the cross, which has then transferred itself to the robe. 
This essence has survived the division of the robe and even transmitted itself 
into water:66

Thus objects can wield ritual agency by virtue of being containers of a given 
essence.67
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The assumed transmission of the essence of holiness into a cloth provided the 
basis of relics.68 Gregory demonstrates the method by which such relics are 
created at St Peter’s in Rome:

if someone wishes to take a blessed relic [beata pignora], he weighs a little 
piece of cloth on a pair of scales and lowers it [into the tomb]; then he keeps 
vigils, fasts, and earnestly prays that the power of the apostle will assist his 
piety.69

And he makes the remarkable claim that the essence of divine power is so real 
that it may even be weighed:

[What happens next] is extraordinary to report! If the man’s faith is strong, when 
the piece of cloth is raised from the tomb it will be so soaked with divine power 
[divina virtute] that it will weigh much more than it weighed previously …70

As well as illustrating the power of the cross, Gregory notes ‘other items from 
the Lord’s suffering’, in particular the crown of thorns (which miraculously 
withers and regenerates), the column against which Christ was whipped, and 
the tomb where his body lay. The last two are themselves the sources of further 
contact relics. The faithful weave cords which they tie around the column 
and which they then keep as an apotropaic against various illnesses, while 
the earth from the tomb frequently exhibits a natural radiance: it is dug up 
and fashioned into tokens. Gregory claims that the sick often obtain cures as 
a result of these tokens – and also that they can ward off snakes. But, he asks,

what do I rashly dare to say about them, since faith believes that everything the 
sacred body has touched is holy?71

There are many other instances in Gregory’s work of the transmission of virtus 
through objects that have come into contact with the saints, such as the bed 
of Bishop Silvester of Châlon-sur-Saône which, after his death, was cut into 
tiny pieces by the faithful, who believed that it had the power to heal the sick.72 
Indentations in the stone in Rome on which Peter and Paul stood when they 
prayed against Simon Magus filled up with rainwater into which the virtus of 
the apostles passed, creating a medicinal liquid.73 Gregory also recounts how 
people poured wine or cider into depressions in the top of a stone to which 
a martyr’s feet had been fixed with molten lead, to produce similar curative 
substances.74
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Gregory encourages his audience to seek out the tombs of saints, aiming 
to demonstrate that these centres of power are all around them. One of his 
major themes in Glory of the Confessors is that of the miraculous revelation 
or discovery of the concealed burial place of the saint. Sometimes this is the 
tomb of an early Christian as in the case of the accidently broken tomb in the 
church of St Venerandus in Clermont, which revealed the incorrupt body of 
a Christian virgin. Her sanctity is demonstrated not only by the state of her 
body, but also by the miracles that begin to occur there.75 Other stories are 
suggestive of neglect and abandonment of tombs, perhaps as a result of war 
or invasion. In the case of Amarandus, a martyr of Albi, his resting-place was 
covered by brambles and concealed by thorn bushes for many years:

But at the command of the Lord, it was revealed to the Christians, and the crypt 
in which he was buried was uncovered and shone forth. Then, because of the 
outbreak of hostility, the residents abandoned this place. [New] inhabitants 
came from far away and attempted to offer honour to the blessed martyr as if to 
their own guardian …76

This story might be an invention as the crypt dedicated to Amarandus is 
at Vieux.77 By contrast, the tomb of Stremonius, bishop of Clermont in the 
village of Issoire is ignored and no ‘cult of respect’ is offered because of what 
Gregory calls the ‘coarse rusticity’ of the villagers. Only a miraculous vision 
seen by Cautinus, a future bishop, but at the time a deacon living in the 
village, ensures its discovery.78 Other tombs are indicated by the appearance of 
mysterious lights, or the presence of mysterious figures in white, chanting the 
Psalms. Gregory thus suggests that the discovery or revelation of the resting-
places of yet more saints is possible.79

The saints signal their holy presence in a number of miraculous ways. For 
Gregory, light and fire are major indicators of the presence of sanctity: he 
believes that fire often appears from the relics of saints and that it contains a 
‘mystical sacrament’ (mysticum sacramentum) which produces light without 
burning anyone and is visible only to ‘just men’.80 When Gregory visits the 
tomb of St Germanus of Auxerre, he becomes aware of the odour of sanctity, 
the fragrance of lilies and roses.81 When the tomb of Bishop Melanius 
of Rennes catches fire, it remains essentially undamaged.82 The tomb of 
Bishop Aravatius of Maastricht lies outdoors, its position and importance 
indicated by the way in which falling snow never collects on it. A meagre 
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wooden oratory constructed over it collapses and eventually it is translated 
to a suitably spacious church, where numerous miracles take place.83 Another 
theme which emerges from Glory of the Confessors is the need for the saint’s 
resting-place to be accessible. In Limoges the tombs of two priests who were 
companions of its patron St Martial were mysteriously relocated overnight so 
that the faithful could gain easier access.84 The tombs of two lovers who had 
maintained their chastity were miraculously moved together.85 The tomb of St 
Venerandus at Clermont is designed with a small window through which the 
faithful put their heads when they pray to the saint.86

Gregory seems to be recommending to his clerical audience the promotion 
of the cult of hitherto obscure or forgotten holy men and women as local saints 
and also that they follow the already widespread policy of bringing the cult 
out of cemeteries and into churches. Cemeteries may have resembled tradi-
tional non-Christian sites too much for his liking: they were outdoors and 
were likely to have been the burial places of pagans as well as Christians. At 
one point, he even seems to suggest that relics were not to be the property of 
private individuals: he relates a miracle in which a tribune who surreptitiously 
hacked off a tiny part of the tomb of St Germanus of Auxerre, was rooted to 
the spot, unable to move until he agreed to place the relic in a church.87 If this 
is indeed Gregory’s message, it certainly signals a new departure for him, as he 
reveals that his own mother and father kept relics in a private chapel and had 
even worn them round their necks as apotropaics.88 He himself kept relics in 
an oratory in his own residence – although when he installed the relics of the 
martyrs Saturninus and Julian and the blessed Illidius in this private chapel, he 
also demonstrated consciousness of the public importance of the relic:

there were in attendance no small group of priests and deacons dressed in white 
robes, honoured citizens of the highest order, and a large group of people of the 
second rank.89

Gregory devotes much of Glory of the Confessors to demonstrations of the 
efficacy of the saint as healer. As we might expect, a large number of these 
involve healings and cures at the actual burial place of the saint itself. Others 
involve the dust or liquid obtained from their place of burial, or a cloth 
imbued with the essence of holiness. In some cases, he merely notes that 
people were cured of illnesses at a certain tomb.90 On one occasion he provides 
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personal testimony, explaining how he himself had been cured of terrible 
pains by moss from a saint’s tomb.91 Relief from chills and fevers, including 
quartan fever, is the most common theme.92 Mutes, the blind, the possessed 
(inergumini), contracted and twisted limbs, paralysis and toothache are all 
relieved by the relics of the saints.93 The ‘groin plague’ – bubonic plague – 
which made an appearance in Western Europe from the 540s onwards – is 
averted by the relics of St Remigius of Rheims and by those kept by his mother 
at home.94 Gregory’s lengthy testimonies to the efficacies of these cures were 
a reminder that Christianity could offer a powerful alternative to traditional 
non-Christian beliefs and practices.

One of the most striking chapters in Gregory’s Glory of the Martyrs is the 
one in which he associates a martyr’s shrine with a winter miracle predicting 
prosperity or hardship for the year to come. Gregory claims that at Merida 
in Lusitania on the feast-day of the martyr Eulalia in mid-December, trees 
blossom spontaneously, predicting a good harvest or outcome for the populace 
in their personal affairs. Should this miracle fail and the flowers bloom more 
slowly, then disaster threatens: though this may be averted, if the martyr 
allows herself to be placated by the tears of the people.95 A predictive event 
linked to a winter festival strongly recalls the condemned belief in the Kalends 
of January as indicating the fortunes of the year to come. However, Gregory 
surrounds this Christian alternative with theologically ‘correct’ elements: it 
is the intervention of a Christian martyr that produces the miracle and she 
may also be entreated by a contrite people to soften her harsh decision. The 
occasion is one of episcopal blessings and religious processions, in marked 
contrast to the wild cavortings of people dressed as animals on the Kalends 
that churchmen so objected to.

This story illustrates the way in which, although Gregory is in effect 
proposing the direct substitution of Christian objects and ritual for 
non-Christian ones, he is careful to stress throughout both books that it is 
not the objects themselves which heal or predict: it is God working through 
them and they are effective only if faith is genuine. Thus when describing the 
fashioning of beneficia, in this case gold keys which people have made for 
unlocking the railings of the tomb of St Peter in Rome, and which absorb the 
saint’s power to heal the sick, he concludes that ‘An active faith overcomes 
all’.96 The miraculous appearance of the star of Bethlehem in a well, where it 
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can be seen moving from one side to the other, is granted only to those who 
are pure in heart.97 Yet Gregory also narrates the story of Bishop Franco, a 
devotee of the confessor Mitrias of Aix, who was despoiled by an important 
man at the court of King Sigibert. On returning to Aix, Franco knelt in prayer 
before the confessor’s tomb, recited a psalm and said:

‘Most glorious saint, no more lights will be lit here, no more melodies of psalms 
will be sung, until you first avenge your servants and restore to the holy church 
the properties that have been violently taken from you’. Then he threw briers 
with sharp thorns on top of the tomb; after he left, he shut the doors and put 
other briers likewise in the entrance.98

This would become in time the ritual known to historians as ‘humiliation of 
relics’. The cessation of liturgy and blocking of the church with thorns was 
directed not just at the perpetrator of an offence, but against the saint as well 
for allowing it to happen. It would become a tactic employed by numerous 
monastic communities up to the High Middle Ages, an act of coercion and 
of punishment directed at the saint himself.99 It emphasized that there was a 
two-way bond between saint and community and that his compliance could 
be forced. This ritual of coercion demonstrates that even amongst the theolog-
ically literate classes it was not always clear where faith stopped and magical 
manipulation began. Jesper Sørensen has observed that:

It is an open question whether participants in a given ritual using an object 
connected to a sacred agent will have any representation of that agent as 
the efficacious agent, or whether the object in itself will be ascribed such 
agency …100

As reflected in both the canons of ecclesiastical councils and Gregory’s two 
works, the tactics used by the Church alternated between condemnations 
of non-Christian ‘nonreflective’ belief and attempts to Christianize this 
through the development of the cult of the tombs and relics of saints. The 
diocese of Auxerre, for example, would see an extraordinary growth in the 
number of saints venerated in this period, particularly local saints. Hen has 
counted thirty of the latter in the time of Bishop Aunarius, who died in 
605. A number of these new saints were celebrated in May and while Hen 
rejects the idea that this might have been a deliberate counter to traditional 
May celebrations, the way in which Gregory of Tours opposes the cult of 
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saints to non-Christian beliefs and celebrations, combined with the Synod 
of Auxerre’s strictures relating to these, might make us think otherwise.101 
Sometimes Christianity seems simply to have taken over traditionally 
venerated sites. In Visigothic Spain, some traditionally venerated springs 
and pools, such as those we now know as Santa Lucia de Trampal and Santa 
Eulalia de Boveda were turned into places of Christian worship (though it is 
difficult to trace the chronology of these transformations).102 In Spain, there 
also appears to have been an attempt to counter the Kalends celebrations 
by prescribing a fast.103 But as well as putting the strategies which we see 
advocated in Gregory’s writings into action, the Church would also find new 
ways of creating Christian ‘nonreflective’ belief, through the administration 
of penance.

In 626/7, the Frankish ruler Clothar met at Clichy with his bishops and 
nobles ‘for the good of the king and the health of the country’.104 The bishops 
– drawn from all over France – noted that some of their flocks, probably in 
the eastern parts of Austrasia, were ‘eating food with pagans’ and should be 
admonished to abandon this error. If they did not amend their ways and 
continued to associate with ‘idolaters and sacrificers’ they were to perform 
a ‘period of penance’.105 The Irish monastic leader, Columbanus, who had 
arrived in Francia in the 590s and set up a group of three monasteries on the 
borders of Austrasia and Burgundy, similarly specified penances for those 
eating food sacrificed to idols:

If any layman has eaten or drunk beside the temples, if he did it through 
ignorance, let him undertake forthwith never to do it again, and let him do 
penance on bread and water. But if he did it in derision, that is, after the priest 
has declared to him that this was sacrilege, and then he communicated at the 
table of demons, if it was only through the vice of greed that he did or repeated 
it, let him do penance for a hundred and twenty days on bread and water; but 
if he did it in worship of the demons or in honour of idols, let him do penance 
for three years.106

This is a new form of penance: not only is it tariffed according to the offence, 
but it can be performed more than once in a lifetime. Although it might 
at first glance seem only to provide negative and punitive enforcement of 
Christianity, penance in this form offered something else: in cognitive terms, 
it performed the function of bringing God to mind.
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Traditional penance in the Western Church had been a weighty under-
taking, performed by those who had committed major sins (peccata capitalia). 
In the sixth century, Bishop Cæsarius of Arles classed these as sacrilege, 
murder, false testimony, theft, persistent drunkenness, rapine, fornication, 
and abortion (though he sometimes also included others such as anger, pride, 
and envy).107 The penitent confessed the sins in private, but the penance itself 
was a matter of public record. Initially, as in the classic exposition by St Basil of 
Cæsarea in the fourth century, they were made to stand outside the church in 
the part of the service where communion was given, gradually moving inside 
– perhaps over a period of years, depending on the seriousness of the sin and 
length of penance – to stand or kneel at the back of the church, and finally 
be re-admitted to communion.108 In southern Gaul in the early sixth century, 
penitents were made to cut their hair, dress in a sombre garment, fast several 
days a week and stand at the back of the church.109 But even when re-admitted, 
they never entirely lost the status of penitent, as they were disqualified from 
military service or marital relations once the formal part of the penance 
had been completed. Penance was such a major event that it could only be 
performed once in a lifetime.

Penance in its traditional form had underlined the identity and reality of 
the Christian community. It made transparent the contrition of the penitent, 
who was in effect demanding its prayers on his or her behalf. But the personal 
and social difficulties it created were so immense that by the sixth century, 
penance was mostly left until the deathbed. Bishops countenanced deathbed 
penance and sinners threw themselves on the mercy of God; Cæsarius of Arles 
allowed young men to do penance on a second occasion and others to fast and 
give alms instead.110 But these were tinkerings at the edges of an old system, 
not a new one. While it has been suggested that Columbanus connected with 
existing tendencies in Merovingian Francia and earlier attempts to reform 
the clergy and the moral life of the laity,111 the penitential techniques that he 
brought with him represented something entirely different in cognitive terms. 
They reinforced ‘nonreflective’ belief in the Christian God and also had the 
potential to bring Him to the attention of any non-Christians in the vicinity – 
including the ‘idolaters’ on the eastern borders of Austrasia.112

The crucial transformation of penance took place in sixth-century Ireland, 
where Christianity was still establishing itself. The early Irish Church had 
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taken its penitential ideas from the continent via Britain. The brief texts 
of conciliar proceedings from the early British Church can only give an 
impression of the way in which penitence was administered to the laity there. 
There are many gaps and silences in these documents: there is no indication 
of the official public part of the procedures – whether penitents stood at the 
back of the church and whether they were enrolled amongst the penitents 
and their penances ended by formal laying-on of hands. Nevertheless, we can 
see that the British Churches considered the major sins to be drunkenness, 
fornication, bestiality, murder, plotting to poison someone, incest, theft and 
sodomy. They prescribed penances of fasting, austerity and, for the worst sins, 
exile. They have been influenced to some extent by local legal customs; but 
the basic outlines of the administration of penance in Britain resembles, as we 
might expect, that of the Church in Gaul. The text known as the First Synod of 
St Patrick (or the Bishops’ Synod) reveals that Ireland seems to have taken up a 
similar pattern, although once again with local adaptations. This was not the 
work of Patrick himself but probably dates from the early sixth century. Some 
of the offences penalized correspond to Caesarius’ ‘capital’ sins. The penitent 
had to stand outside the church during mass; and the penance might include 
fasting. While penance seems to have been routinely administered by a priest 
rather than a bishop and while there were importations from Irish legal 
custom, such as the testimony of witnesses to the completion of the penance, 
it appears to have followed the same basic pattern as penance in Gaul.113

The change in penance in Ireland came about as Christianity began to 
spread in the sixth century. Major monastic communities were established in 
the period 525–75 and these, like the Irish Church in general, appear to have 
had a degree of contact with Britain. In British monasteries, the influence of 
Cassian and Basil was apparent. Knowledge of Cassian’s version of Evagrius of 
Pontus’ teaching relayed in the Institutes and Conferences led to controversies 
over the degree of austerity practised in different communities, but also 
meant knowledge of the practice of confession to a more spiritually advanced 
member of the community as well as a focus on the mental processes of the 
monk. Evagrius had taught that there were eight evil ‘thoughts’ and prescribed 
diakrisis, a constant examination of thoughts to determine whether they were 
good or evil. Basil, in Rufinus’ Latin version of his monastic teachings, also 
focused on the monk’s interior disposition, referring to wiser physicians of 
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the soul who might diagnose its state. The impact of these ideas is evident 
in the Preface on Penance ascribed to the sixth-century British monk and 
cleric Gildas.114 In this, monks are supervised by the abbot: he decides on 
their spiritual condition as well as imposing penances on them for any faults 
committed. The wide range of offences implies repeatable penance and Gildas 
begins, tentatively, to extend the monastic practice of penance outside the 
monastery. Non-monastic clergy who have committed sexual sins are to 
perform the same penance as their monastic equivalent and deplore their guilt 
and ask pardon of God in the same way as the monk.

Gildas was a correspondent of the British monk and cleric UUinniau, 
a significant figure on both sides of the Irish Sea and better known as St 
Finnian of Clonard (who has also been identified with St Finnian of Movilla). 
Finnian, who was both monk and bishop, composed what is in effect the first 
of a new genre of penitential handbooks, although it also takes in a number 
of organisational aspects of the Irish Church. But its core content was a new 
style of penance. It developed Gildas’ tentative attempt to extend monastic-
style penance to clergy: they were not merely to confess to sins such as stealing 
their neighbours’ livestock, but to scrutinize their innermost thoughts for 
signs of the ‘great and capital sins’. Finnian set out not just to punish obvious 
derelictions but also to foster compunction and a genuine change of heart. 
The penances imposed on clerics include fasting and exile and are repeatable. 
But Finnian innovated further, moving beyond the interior disposition of the 
cleric to the interior disposition of the ordinary Christian as well. The sixth 
clause of the Penitential required even a layman who intended serious harm 
to others to confess his evil thought and to do penance:

If anyone has decided on a scandalous deed and plotted in his heart to strike or 
kill his neighbour, if (the offender) is a cleric, he shall do penance for half a year 
with an allowance of bread and water and for a whole year abstain from wine 
and meat and thus he will be reconciled to the altar; but if he is a layman, he 
shall do penance for a period of seven days; since he is a man of this world, his 
guilt is lighter in this world and his reward is less in the life to come.115

Finnian makes a highly significant declaration at the outset of his work:

If anyone has sinned by thought in his heart and immediately repents, he shall 
beat his breast and seek pardon from God and make satisfaction and (so) be 
whole.
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	 But if he frequently entertains (evil) thoughts and hesitates to act on them, 
whether he has mastered them or been mastered by them, he shall seek help 
from God by prayer and fasting day and night until the evil thought departs and 
he is whole.116

Here Finnian is not only addressing ‘anyone’ – monk, cleric and layperson – 
but also expressing the idea that an all-knowing Christian God can see into 
an individual’s heart. The Penitential does not tell the individual to confess 
his sinful thought or thoughts to God; instead, it tells him to strike his breast 
and ask for pardon. The implication is that God is aware of the thought and is 
equally aware of genuine contrition. God already knows what the individual 
has thought.

These are extremely important statements in the context of a converting 
populace. At the time Finnian was writing, probably in the 540s (or possibly 
a decade or so later), Christianity was expanding. But although, according 
to Thomas Charles-Edwards, it was probably clear that paganism was a ‘lost 
cause’ by the 530s, this does not imply that it had disappeared altogether from 
Ireland by this date and his estimate may even be a little premature.117 The last 
High King of Ireland to follow non-Christian inauguration rituals died in 565.

While the assumption that God can see into an individual’s heart and mind 
is fundamental to Christian theology, this is not a ‘natural’ idea. Christians 
understand that He has full access to what cognitive studies of belief term 
‘strategic information’: that is, what is important to people and what they 
do in secret; or information that has consequences for social interactions.118 
This has meant that Christian missionaries encounter peoples who believe 
in the existence of a very powerful creator god; yet he has no regular cult. 
This is because he is not intuited as having any interest in or interaction 
with humanity. In the context of conversion to Christianity, this can create 
a problem. The Genesis account of creation on the one hand provides a 
Christian parallel to non-Christian intuitions of a mighty deity who has 
created the earth and the universe. On the other, if converts identify the 
Christian God as their creator god, their initial representation of the latter 
might be as a deity remote, otiose and with no relevance to everyday life. 
Converts from polytheistic religions may need to be convinced that God 
is able to see what they do in secret or into their innermost thoughts. If 
this does not happen, they are liable to create syncretistic forms of belief, 
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acknowledging the Christian deity as supreme, but also continuing with the 
cult of the gods, spirits or ancestors who will be of more help to them in 
everyday situations. Some early Old Irish texts refer to the Christian God 
as ‘God to the gods’, or ardri, an expression related to ‘High King’.119 This 
contains a vital clue to the initial understanding of the new deity as a sort of 
over-god. A crucial step for missionaries in moving converts past this stage 
is to convince them that the all-powerful Christian creator God has access to 
‘strategic information’: what is important to people, what they know and what 
they do, especially what they do in secret.120 Finnian’s penitential sets out to 
establish this fundamental belief.

Perhaps of even more lasting significance is Finnian’s extension of the 
monastic idea of iterative penance to the laity. Penances for sins such as forni-
cation are tariffed according to the seriousness of the offence. The layman 
who has ‘converted from his evil-doing unto the Lord’ and has been guilty of 
fornication and bloodshed is to perform a penance lasting three years. He has 
to go unarmed except for a staff and cannot live with his wife. The man who 
has intercourse with a neighbour’s wife or daughter has to accept a penance 
lasting a year, as does a man who has intercourse with his own female slave; or 
repudiates a barren wife; or a wife who leaves her husband for another man. 
The number of times penance is entered on depends on the number of times 
a person confesses to one of the sins listed, not on the principle that penance 
may only be embarked on once in a lifetime. Iteration of penance is extremely 
important in cognitive terms, as it contributes to the creation of ‘nonreflective’ 
belief in God. A pattern of repeated confession and iteration of penance 
demands that people repeatedly ask themselves what God will think of their 
behaviour: over time the habit of mental reference to the Christian God will 
become automatic. ‘Nonreflective’ belief in turn strengthens ‘reflective’ belief 
– of which Christian doctrine and theology are prime examples. Finnian’s 
innovations turned the penitential process for the laity into a way of bringing 
the Christian God to mind.

On the continent, sixth-century bishops viewed penance in traditional 
terms, failing to recognize the potential of its repetition for strengthening 
belief. As we have already seen, Cæsarius of Arles had allowed young men 
to perform penance on a second occasion and there is also a little evidence 
that repetition may have been permitted in North Africa, but these represent 
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minor alterations in details of the older system rather than a new beginning.121 
Examination of conscience was a process separate from performance of 
penance.122 The one place where iteration of penance might have been a reality 
is in Spain – at least according to the bishops assembled at the Third Council 
of Toledo in 589. But they displayed only unremitting hostility to new devel-
opments and a desire to maintain traditional patterns and prerogatives:

Whereas we understand that in certain churches of the Spains men do penance 
for their sins, not according to canon, but in most offensive wise (foedissime) 
in such sort that so often as it pleases them to sin, so often they demand of the 
priest to be reconciled; and accordingly for the suppression of so execrable a 
presumption, it is commanded by the holy council that penances be given in 
accordance with the plan of the ancient canons, that is that first (the priest) 
shall require him who repents of this deed, having been suspended from 
communion, to make among the other penitents frequent recurrence to the 
imposition of hands; and that when the period of satisfaction is fulfilled to the 
approval of the priest’s judgement, he restore him to communion. But as regards 
those who relapse into their former sins whether within the time of penance 
or after reconciliation, let them be condemned according to the severity of the 
earlier canons.
	 Whosoever, whether in health or sickness demands Penance from a bishop 
or a priest … if the person be a man whether whole or sick, he do first shave him 
and so accord him Penance; but if it is a woman she is not to receive Penance 
unless she have first changed her attire: for oftentimes by the careless according 
to Penance to the lay-people they fall back again into their deplorable offences 
after the reception of Penance.123

Unfortunately we have no way of knowing which Spanish churches had 
administered iterative penance, although it is tempting to think that it might 
have been the churches of the Bretons or Britons referred to in the Parrochiale 
Suevum.124 The contacts between British/Breton monasticism and Ireland 
that provided the context for Finnian’s pioneering Penitential could also have 
allowed the dissemination of his ideas to this outpost in Iberia.

The principal vector for the spread of the new style of penance was the 
Columbanian group of monasteries in Burgundy. Columbanus composed a 
Penitential, which owes a great deal to Finnian. This is a composite – ‘a file 
of documents rather than a single text’ – with sections devoted to monks, 
clerics and laity.125 Columbanus is heavily dependent on Finnian not just for 
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concept but also for detail. But he nowhere repeats its first two clauses which 
imply God’s access to ‘strategic information’, although he takes his cue, near 
the beginning of the ‘monastic’ section, from the clauses in Finnian which 
distinguish between sins of thought and deed. It is also noticeable that while 
Columbanus prefaces his ‘clerical’ section with the idea of spiritual doctors 
curing souls he makes no further references to thoughts and the clerical 
penances which follow apply to deeds.

Columbanus is not focused on the problems of the earlier stage of 
Christianization that had galvanized Finnian into action. Instead, his 
Penitential deals with residual rural traditions amongst a Christian population 
rather than the menace of more widespread paganism or elite syncretistic 
practice. While it assigns penances to laypeople who have ‘eaten and drunk 
beside temples’ either out of greed or ‘in worship of demons or veneration 
of idols’, this, as we have seen, relates to continuation of traditional practices 
at traditional sites. But the Columbanian Penitential also creates a wider set 
of situations in which consideration of God’s views about the behaviour of 
individuals was set in motion, extending the range of sins for which the 
laity would have to do penance: these now include bestiality; smothering a 
child; repeated theft; perjury; shedding blood in a brawl; and lusting after a 
neighbour’s wife.126 This extension of offences requiring expiation by penance 
not only increased the number of times Christians were presented with the 
opportunity to think about God, but may also have helped spread knowledge 
about Christianity amongst any real pagans on the eastern frontiers of Francia 
with whom they came into contact. The usefulness of the new practice of 
penance is shown by its diffusion through the Columbanian monasteries in 
eastern Francia and the composition of penitential handbooks in the regions 
of northern Francia, the Rhineland and southern Germany in the eighth 
century.127 There is uncertainty as to whether, in Italy, use of the new type of 
penitential handbook spread outwards from Columbanus’ Italian foundation 
of Bobbio, or whether it was introduced in Carolingian times. (The Life of St 
Barbatus of Benevento uses vocabulary reminiscent of that of Columbanian 
penance: but although its narrative is set in the seventh century, it was written 
in the ninth or even the early tenth, so it cannot be used to resolve the 
question.)128 The latter was certainly the case in Spain, where the conservative 
attitudes expressed at Toledo seemed to persist.129
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Historians have attempted for some time to explain the spread and 
popularity of the new style of penance and its handbooks: the recent trend 
in discussion has been to emphasize continuities rather than changes.130 A 
cognitive perspective, however, enables us to trace the reasons behind the 
appearance of the new style penance and its engagement with thought – not 
just monastic, or clerical, but also the thought of the ordinary layperson. From 
this standpoint, it is easy to see why penitentials proved so popular and were 
composed and used in many parts of Western Europe, before Carolingian 
churchmen began to worry about their lack of control over them.131 It is also 
easy to see the source of Finnian’s concern with thought: on the one hand in 
a monastic background steeped in knowledge of Cassian and Basil and on the 
other in the realities of a society where Christianity was still in the process of 
replacing paganism. Perhaps more surprising for those familiar with Gregory 
of Tours only as author of the Ten Books of Histories or even with his other 
works of hagiography (which, as noted above, are often read by historians in a 
political context) is his acute sense of the way in which God could be brought 
to mind. Gregory reveals his concern with the mind at the outset of Glory of 
the Martyrs, when he declares that he is following the advice of the Apostle 
Paul by writing and proclaiming what edifies – or, alternatively, builds – the 
church of God

and what enriches barren minds to recognition of perfect faith by means of holy 
teaching.132

When Gregory concludes the same work by equating martyrdom with the 
conscious, ‘reflective’ resisting of vice by the ordinary believer and advises his 
audience to

manfully and firmly place the sign of salvation on your forehead or your chest 
…133

he is advocating what we might see as a way of underpinning ‘reflective’ belief 
by ‘nonreflective’, virtually automatic, practices.

It is also significant that when Gregory deals with paganism in Glory of the 
Martyrs or Glory of the Confessors he locates it in the past – as well as illus-
trating its powerlessness in the face of Christianity. In Glory of the Martyrs, 
he borrows from the Spanish poet Prudentius, who died in the early fifth 
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century, the story of a Roman priest who cannot perform an augury before 
the emperor because of the presence of a Christian soldier.134 In Glory of 
the Confessors, he describes how a wagon containing a representation of the 
goddess Berecynthia was drawn around the fields and vineyards to ensure 
their productivity: but when Bishop Simplicius of Autun – who probably 
lived in the fourth century – made the sign of the cross, the statue toppled 
and the oxen drawing the wagon could not move. Four hundred men out of 
the crowd following the wagon sacrificed to the deity to see if she or the oxen 
would move, but when nothing happened, they converted to Christianity.135 
Gregory may have been aware of the ritual of earlier Germanic fertility cults, 
but Berecynthia was an eastern goddess, a circumstance that underlines the 
general and schematic nature of his representation.136

In the second chapter of Glory of the Confessors, Gregory tackles the issue 
of ex-votos – the condemned practice of ‘fulfilling vows’ at sacred trees or lakes 
– head-on. He narrates the Christianization of a sacred lake, possibly the lake 
of Saint-Andéol, by a bishop of Javols, in south-western France. The period in 
which the events are set is never precisely indicated, but Gregory refers to a 
mountain and a church bearing the name of St Hilary of Poitiers, who died in 
367/8. Gregory claimed that:

at a fixed time a crowd of rustics went there, and, as if offering libations to the 
lake, threw [into it] linen cloths and garments that served men as clothing. 
Some [threw] pelts of wool, many [threw] models of cheese and wax and bread 
as well as various [other] objects, each according to his own means … They 
came with their wagons: they brought food and drink, sacrificed animals and 
feasted for three days. But before they were due to leave on the fourth day, a 
violent storm approached them with thunder and lightning. Much later a cleric 
from that city [of Javols] became bishop and went to the place. He preached to 
the crowds that they should cease this behaviour lest they be consumed by the 
wrath of heaven. But their coarse rusticity rejected his preaching. Then, with 
the inspiration of the Divinity, this bishop of God built a church in honour of 
the blessed Hilary of Poitiers at a distance from the banks of the lake. He placed 
relics of Hilary in the church and said to the people, ‘Do not, my sons, do not 
sin before God. For there is no religion in a lake. Do not stain your hearts with 
these empty rituals, but rather acknowledge God and direct your devotion to 
his friends. Respect St Hilary, a bishop of God whose relics are located here. 
For he can serve as your intercessor for the mercy of the Lord.’ The men were 
stung in their hearts and converted. They left the lake and brought everything 
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they usually threw into it to the holy church. So they were free from the mistake 
(ab errore) that had bound them. Next the storm was banned from the place. 
After the relics of the blessed confessor were placed there, the storm never again 
threatened this festival of God.137

Van Dam suggests that these events may have taken place in the sixth century, 
but its time-frame is vague.138 The nature of the votive deposits mentioned here 
in combination with the sacrifice of animals suggests that we are dealing with 
offerings made in connection with harvests and fertility rather than with the 
issues of healing and curing suggested by the Synod of Auxerre. It is noticeable 
that Gregory never mentions the representations of limbs condemned by 
the synod. But his general oppositional schema is clear: non-Christian vs. 
Christian belief, the church and relics vs. lake and offerings. The practice of 
offering ex-votos is Christianized and taken inside a church.139 He tells another 
highly pointed tale, the narrative of the way in which his great-grandfather, 
also Bishop Gregorius, allegedly discovered the burial-place of a Christian 
martyr, Benignus, at Dijon. His ancestor, he says,

always thought that some pagan had been buried there. For the countryfolk 
fulfilled their vows there and quickly received what they sought.140

It was gradually revealed to Bishop Gregorius that this place was the tomb of a 
Christian martyr. Gregory is once more suggesting that the tombs of the saints 
are the true locus of the sort of power that people – here once again charac-
terized as rustics – intuitively felt to be located in lakes, stones and trees.

The language of ‘paganism’ and demons used in the sermons of Martin 
and Cæsarius and also by ecclesiastical councils, in an attempt to impress on 
their audiences the seriousness of their divided loyalties is not employed by 
Gregory. He writes of ‘error’ and ‘rusticitas’ – although as we have seen from 
the Lombard laws and from Gregory’s own loud professions of shock about 
the habits of Spanish ‘Arians’, resorting to traditional places of power was a 
habit extending beyond the peasantry. But actual paganism was something of 
the past amongst the Franks, even though they had relatively recently made 
the transition to Christianity. It is misleading to write in terms of ‘pagan 
survivals’ as it is extremely doubtful that any overt worship of actual pagan 
deities survived in Francia or in Gallaecia, whatever picture Martin of Braga’s 
classicizing terminology may suggest. It is the case however, that there were 
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practices involving natural features (which may also have involved intuitions 
about lesser supernatural beings, such as the ‘Lamiae’, ‘Dianas’ and ‘Nymphs’ 
associated with woods and springs by Martin).141 In the past, as well as ‘pagan 
survivals’, other labels, have been attached to these practices: ‘superstition’; 
‘not-Christian’142 culture, or ‘popular belief ’. But Gregory recognized them 
as being based in what we could call non-Christian ‘nonreflective’ belief and 
deliberately worked to promote a Christian alternative. This was presented as 
involving God and its location was now – preferably – a church; but it still 
involved ex votos, stone (or dust from stone) liquids and sometimes even 
trees associated with saints.143 From a cognitive perspective Cæsarius, Martin, 
the bishops assembled at ecclesiastical councils, along with Finnian and the 
promoters of the new type of penance, were all working toward the same 
goal: to replace non-Christian ‘nonreflective’ belief by Christian ‘nonreflective’ 
belief, making Christian ‘reflective’ belief and doctrine more plausible.





6

Rest In Peace

There has been a considerable amount of discussion in recent years about the 
funerary rituals of the Germanic peoples. Edward James has summarized the 
development of Germanic cemeteries across what he calls ‘Barbaricum’ – that 
is, the areas occupied by these peoples before they came into sustained contact 
with the Roman Empire – up to the fourth century as one where cremation was 
the predominant practice, apart from in southern Scandinavia. From around 
400 ce, right across ‘Barbaricum’, we see a series of very rich furnished inhuma-
tions. This is the prelude to a general change from cremation to inhumation and

heralds the emergence of what became the characteristic cemetery form for 
barbarians of the Migration Period and beyond: the Reihengräberfelder or 
‘row-grave’ cemeteries.1

These cemeteries have been the subject of much functionalist and construc-
tivist interpretation. In the 1990s, for example, Guy Halsall, surveying evidence 
from the Frankish kingdom of Austrasia, argued that in the sixth century we 
find large cemeteries where the grave-goods appear to have reflected princi-
pally age and gender, whereas in the smaller cemeteries characteristic of 
the seventh century, assemblages reflected rank and wealth.2 More recently, 
Halsall has also argued that the so-called foederati burials of north-western 
Gaul in the fourth century, previously interpreted as Germanic, contained 
items of Roman manufacture; that they were high status burials of people 
of varying ethnicities; and that their appearance reflects the adoption of 
Germanic or Frankish customs by locals in a time of social stress.3 This 
argument leads us into the other principal focus of funerary study in recent 
years: ethnicity. The so-called ‘cultural-historical’ approach that describes a 
buckle brooch as ‘Visigothic’ or ‘Frankish’ has been completely rejected by 



134	 Belief and Religion in Barbarian Europe c. 350–700

some historians, who remind us that an object cannot itself possess ethnicity.4 
Others would contest the comprehensive denial of links between objects 
and population groups.5 None of these discussions take account of beliefs 
about or understandings of death and the afterlife. The beliefs and intuitions 
in these respects of the person – or persons – in the graves and the people 
who placed them there are seldom if ever discussed – though there are many 
illustrations in academic books of what the writer or writers thought funeral 
rituals consisted of. These depictions involve either a cremation (with the 
deceased frequently placed on what looks like a rather inadequate pyre) or an 
inhumation in which the departed is carried to the grave on a bier, with the 
mourners standing around in various attitudes of mourning.6 In reality, the 
funerary practices of the Germanic peoples involved complex and protracted 
rituals that, considered as a totality, could go on for years.

Archaeological evidence of the continuation of burial with grave goods 
amongst the Germanic peoples after they accepted Christianity indicates 
that Christian funerary ritual failed to address their anxieties about the souls 
of the dead, as did their re-opening and re-utilization of graves. The impact 
of pestilence may have compounded the problem. Another major source of 
anxiety appears to have been the nature of the Christian afterlife. Unlike the 
non-Christian one, it was highly differentiated and one’s fate in it depended 
on one’s conduct one earth. Worryingly for the Christianized Germanic 
peoples, many sections of the Church appeared to suggest that it had no place 
for non-Christian ancestors, whom they would have expected to meet in the 
next life. This final chapter looks at these questions and discusses some of the 
means – theological, eschatological and liturgical – developed by the Church 
to allay such anxieties and to help Christians accept that they would, in the 
company of their ancestral dead, rest in peace.

Intuitions about the dead

In his study of religion and cognition, Religion Explained, Pascal Boyer notes 
that:

The souls of the dead or their ‘shadows’ or ‘ presence’ are the most widespread 
kind of supernatural agent the world over.7
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Although we know a person is dead, we cannot or do not immediately cut 
off all our mental interaction with them. We go on thinking about them 
and mentally revisiting the picture we had of them while they were alive, or 
pondering our former relations with them as living persons. In this sense 
those who have just died are very close to us and their presence can be felt 
very vividly, or even ‘seen’. Anthropologists have observed that while it is quite 
common for peoples they have studied to have vague notions about death or 
‘the dead’ in general, they often cherish much more detailed representations 
of the recently deceased, revolving around the transitional period between 
death and some further state. Consciousness of the polluting nature of the 
corpse focuses attention on the period of decay as a transitional or liminal 
period; and is also a common feeling that the presence of the recently dead is 
dangerous rather than reassuring.8

Early Catholic funerary ritual and the beliefs behind it

The oldest versions of Christian funerary ritual ignored such feelings and 
beliefs: Christianity regarded death as instantaneous and leading to a 
separation between living and dead – and also between the body and the soul 
of the dead – until the general resurrection of the body and the Last Judgment 
at the end of time.

Christian funerals in the early centuries are rituals of separation, in 
which the living bid farewell to the deceased until the end of time and 
the Last Judgment. Early Catholic funerary ritual was intended to suggest 
the repose of the soul, the resurrection of the body, and an optimistic 
anticipation of a good outcome for the individual at the Last Judgment. The 
earliest surviving complete rite for the dying and dead from the Western 
Church – dating from the fourth or fifth century – reveals that it involved 
the administration of the Eucharist to the dying person (even to penitents); 
prayers and psalms immediately after death; the washing of the body and its 
conveyance to the church accompanied by psalms and antiphons; a church 
service which included lessons from the book of Job, psalms, prayers and 
responses; and finally inhumation, again accompanied by a psalm and an 
antiphon.
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In contrast to other belief-systems, the Christian afterlife, which the single 
soul enters after death, is highly conceptualized. In its very earliest period 
the idea of the afterlife was hardly articulated, as Christians believed the 
imminence of the parousia, the Second Coming of Christ on earth. As time 
wore on, ideas about the afterlife became more detailed. There was more 
focus on the Last Judgment; while in the meantime in Heaven, God and 
the heavenly hierarchy were joined by the souls of the martyrs. It gradually 
became understood that not only the martyrs, but also those considered saints 
would be instantly admitted to, or have some sort of foretaste of, Heaven on 
their deaths. The souls of the irredeemably bad would go straight to Hell.9 
These were provisional judgments, to be confirmed only at the end of time, 
when the general resurrection of the body would take place and God would 
judge the living and the dead.10 For the ordinary believer, however, who had 
been neither particularly good nor particularly bad, the fate of the soul after 
death was a rather different one. It was parked somewhere in the afterlife in 
refrigeria (‘places of refreshment’), receptacula (‘receptacles’) or, less imper-
sonally, the bosom of Abraham, there to await the Last Judgment.

As well as condemning ritual lamentations, which they associated with 
non-Christian beliefs, many early Christian writers sought to present the 
funeral as an occasion of joy and triumph over death.11 Where joy was 
concerned, as Geoffrey Rowell has observed, the Church eventually lost the 
battle.12 St Augustine of Hippo himself described his failure to overcome his 
own despair and sorrow during his mother’s funeral.13 Despite their suggestion 
of hope for the individual at the Last Judgment, the earliest Catholic funerary 
rites served to emphasize the separation of the living from the dead until the 
end of time. St Augustine made strenuous attempts to deny any possibility of 
communication between the living and the dead – though even he was forced 
to concede that prayers for the deceased were of consolation to the living.14 
Thus while the Church would develop the idea of limited communication with 
the ‘very special dead’ in the form of the saints, it ignored popular intuitions 
about the lingering presence of the recently dead as far as possible – though 
in fourth-century Roman cemeteries where the Christian dead lay buried near 
their pagan contemporaries, relatives frequently commemorated them with 
ritual banquets near their tombs and sometime even ‘fed’ them through tubes 
built into the graves.15
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Some elements of Christian epigraphy may have evolved to express 
opposition to popular intuitions of the presence of the dead. From the fourth 
century onwards, beginning in Rome itself, we see the appearance of inscrip-
tions on tombs expressing the idea that the deceased is resting there peacefully: 
requiescit in pace (s/he rests in peace); recessit in pace (s/he retreated in peace); 
dormit in pace (s/he sleeps in peace) and other variants on the theme of sleep 
and rest. The formulae of the epitaphs appear to be designed to establish the 
idea that the Christian body reposed in peace in the grave, while the soul 
tranquilly awaited the Last Judgment in the next world in secluded refrigeria. 
As one commentator has observed:

The contrast between the image of the Christian dead lying peacefully in their 
tomb, and the images of the Roman dead as either dust, or a semi-living spirit, 
is great. It is not unreasonable to conclude that such a contrast was intentional, 
and that it was very much a part of why the new Christian memorial formulae 
were adopted.16

From threatening revenant to beneficent ancestor

A basic divergence between Christianity and Germanic paganism lay in 
different understandings of the relationship between body and soul – or souls. 
In common with many other cultures, Germanic pagans thought in terms of 
more than one soul.

They intuited the existence of a free soul, representing the personality on 
one hand, and on the other, one or more body souls, which endow the body 
with life and consciousness. We can find lingering traces of belief in soul 
dualism surviving in a number of European folk tales and motifs, such as 
the story preserved in the History of the Lombards of Paul the Deacon about 
Gunthram, a Christian King of the Franks.17 This tells how, when the king 
was out hunting, he lay down to sleep. While he was asleep, his companion 
saw a small reptile come out of his mouth. It attempted to cross a stream, so 
the man laid down his sword, which it used as a bridge, before disappearing 
into a hole in a hill on the other side. After a while, the reptile came back and 
went into Gunthram’s mouth. When he awoke, the king related a wonderful 
dream in which he had crossed an iron bridge and gone under a mountain 
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where he had discovered a great mass of gold. His companion told him what 
he had seen and the place was dug up to reveal ‘countless treasures’ – out of 
which, Paul assures his readers, the king had a solid gold canopy made which 
he placed over the tomb of St Marcel at Châlon.18

There can be considerable variants in the beliefs underlying such stories, 
but certain fundamental patterns are discernible. Generally, the free soul 
is considered to be active during unconsciousness while the body souls are 
active when the individual is awake. It is never entirely clear where in the body 
the free soul resides during wakeful consciousness.19 But when an individual is 
asleep or unconscious, the free soul may roam far and wide, visiting the living 
and – in certain cases – the dead. The belief in the potential mobility of the 
soul lies at the heart of belief in shamanism: and while the terms shaman and 
shamanism are often applied in the strict sense to a type of Siberian or South 
American religious specialist, the widespread belief in the mobile soul led to 
the emergence of specialists of this type in many cultures. In the Germanic 
religions, the cult of Woden is believed to have had shamanistic aspects, 
reflected in the role of Woden as god of the dead as well as of battle.

Christian theology, on the other hand, derived its teachings on the soul 
from Greek philosophy. Originally, the Archaic Greeks had intuited a number 
of souls. But by the end of the fifth century bce, the psyche, associated with 
the breath, combined with the free soul and would go on to absorb other body 
soul concepts to produce the idea of a single, unitary soul. This would be 
incorporated in Christian teaching, where some traces of multiple soul belief 
survived: for early Christian theologians such as Origen, working partly in the 
intellectual tradition of Platonism, the single soul was made up of a number 
of areas or parts – including, for example, the psyche and also the nous; these 
ideas would be transmitted to, and play an important part in, early monastic 
thought.20 However, these were only traces: it was a single, unitary soul that 
gave life to the body. The Christian version of the relationship between body 
and soul is set out in the extraordinary short treatise On Lazarus by the 
fourth-century Iberian bishop, Potamius of Lisbon.21 Potamius was one of 
the earliest supporters of the Illyrican bishops Ursacius and Valens, who had 
advanced Homoian Trinitarian theology as a way of capturing non-Christian 
intuitions of divinity for Christianity. Potamius soon abandoned Homoianism, 
but nevertheless should be given credit for his sustained attempts to address 
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popular beliefs. On Lazarus deals with the raising of the dead Lazarus by 
Christ. It makes it clear that there is one single soul, the ‘charioteer’ who has 
kept the elements making up the body together. This Christian version of 
the relationship between body and soul is followed by an account of Christ’s 
raising of the dead man, a statement of His power over death (and also of the 
beneficent nature of this Christian resurrection). But it remains an isolated 
work amongst Christian homilies, until in the seventh century the Dialogues 
attributed to Gregory the Great tackled the same subject, explaining how the 
body is moved and operated by the (single) soul:

In considering the movements of the body, it is from the lowest activity that we 
infer the soul’s presence in the body … Imagine a house under construction 
and visualize the lifting of immense weights and large columns suspended from 
mighty cranes. Tell me who is doing this work? Is it the visible body that pulls 
those massive materials with its hand, or is it the invisible soul that activates 
the body?22

At the core of On Lazarus lies an extraordinary description of the decom-
position of the dead Lazarus’ body. The text makes it clear that death and 
decomposition begin at the moment when Lazarus’ soul departs. With dual 
or multiple souls, however, death is a much more complex and far from 
instantaneous process. The body soul or souls will exit the body to disappear, 
perhaps into a tree or a bird. The free soul, also released from the body, 
lingers near it in the world of the living, in a liminal state between life and 
death. In cultures where dual or multiple soul belief exists, funerary rituals 
are rituals of transition, designed to ensure that the free soul, still in the 
world of the living after death (the departure of the body soul/s), makes a safe 
and permanent transit to the world of the dead.23 If this is not done, it may 
still linger in the land of the living; or it may re-enter the body to become a 
deadly revenant, terrorising its family or community. The aim of funerals is to 
transform a potential ghost or malignant revenant into a beneficent ancestor, 
conducting it safely to the world of the dead. Before this stage, it is still a 
potentially malevolent or unwelcome ghost and may try to take the living 
into its shadow existence or at least pilfer subsistence from them – hence the 
common custom of making food offerings to the dead. As the anthropologist 
Robert Hertz pointed out in the early years of the twentieth century, the 
liminal period in which the soul or spirit has not finally reached the afterlife 
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is generally believed to have corresponded to the period it took for the flesh 
to decay.24 In order to ensure the safe transition of the soul to the village, land 
or world of the ancestors, funerary ritual needs to ensure that polluting and 
dangerous decaying flesh is dealt with. Thus peoples all over the world have 
ritually practised cremation, excarnation or mummification. Although these 
appear at first sight to be to be radically different procedures, they all ensure 
that the body is reduced to stable elements and that the soul cannot re-enter 
it. The alternative procedure is elaborate burial ritual, often with grave-goods 
and funerary feasting, to usher the soul safely into the land of the ancestors. 
Families without the means to do this can perform whatever little ritual they 
can afford – and perhaps also ensure that their relative is buried in the vicinity 
of the dead whose souls had already made the successful transition.25

Funerary rituals of the Germanic peoples

Archaeological evidence indicates that before coming into contact with 
Christianity, the Germanic peoples either cremated their dead or buried them 
with grave goods. In fact, cremation urns might also contain certain types of 
grave goods as well as the ashes of the dead. The Sîntana de Mureș-Černjachov 
culture of southern Russia and the Balkans, which has been associated with 
the Goths before they moved westwards, created cemeteries where we find 
a mixture of cremations, burials with grave goods and unfurnished burials; 
there are also occasional cenotaphs. Inhumation predominates in those in 
modern Romania (and some Romanian cemeteries contain only inhuma-
tions); further east the picture appears to be more mixed. A wide variety of 
grave goods accompanied both cremations and inhumations. It also seems 
that inhumation gradually took over from cremation. The peoples of the 
Wielbark and Lubosyzce cultures, who are thought to be forerunners of 
the Burgundians,26 practised both inhumation and cremation: the remains 
of hearths and posts have been found at some cemeteries.27 In the areas of 
Pannonia where the Lombards settled, we see rich ‘ducal’ graves and also 
large inhumation cemeteries such as Hegykö, Szentendre and Tamási, where 
organization seems partly to have been based on age and gender, along 
the lines suggested by Halsall’s study of Frankish cemeteries.28 James has 
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recently highlighted the emergence of inhumation as the predominant rite, 
as the Germanic peoples moved out of ‘Barbaricum’. He focuses on the actual 
change in ritual itself: his discussion is functionalist in approach, empha-
sizing the social reasons which led ‘barbarian’ chiefs to copy Roman funerary 
customs and also to acquire precious Roman artefacts, some of which would, 
eventually, be buried with them. There is no consideration of the intuitions 
underlying these practices.29

The change from cremation to furnished inhumation is sometimes presented 
as an indication of a substantive change or difference in religious terms. 
Heather, for example, has characterized the appearance of both cremation 
and furnished inhumation in cemeteries of the Sîntana de Mureș-Černjachov 
culture as indicating use by two groups of people ‘with quite different beliefs 
about the afterlife, and how to prepare an individual for it’.30 This is at variance 
with the findings of anthropologists who see the same basic understandings 
of the purpose of funerary ritual underlying both rites.31 We should seek the 
reasons for the change from one to the other in economic and/or geographical 
factors: cremation is a very expensive undertaking in terms of both labour and 
materials.32

As the Germanic peoples settled on the frontiers of empire or inside it, 
they were often buried in furnished graves in the Reihengräberfelder that 
James characterizes as typical of the late Migration Period – more typical of 
the era in which they came into contact with the Roman Empire than of their 
previous existence in ‘Barbaricum’. The deposition of objects in graves and 
the custom of burying people dressed and with jewellery and/or weapons 
continued after Goths, Franks, Burgundians and Lombards settled beside 
Catholic populations – or in the case of the Franks became Catholic. (It is 
difficult to say much about the Sueves.) Recently, archaeologists and histo-
rians have been preoccupied with debates about whether it is possible to read 
ethnicity into weapons, jewellery and other objects found in graves.33 The now 
common trope that the Visigoths in south-western Gaul are archaeologically 
invisible originates in this essentially functionalist and constructivist view of 
burial, a view that also dominates discussions of the changes in the types and 
numbers of objects found. While useful cautionary observations regarding 
the deficiencies of older excavations and their publication have emerged from 
them, these discussions take no account of beliefs about or understandings 
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of death and the afterlife. The fact that such practices continued testifies to 
the continuing power of intuitions about the dead. Cemeteries in which there 
are some inhumations with vessels, weapons, jewellery and other objects and 
others with none can indicate either the different economic and social status 
of the persons buried there, or a gradual conversion to Christian norms of 
burial. In a cemetery used over a long period, such as that of Collegno (Turin), 
taphonomic evidence, taken in conjunction with the presence or absence of 
grave-goods, can provide some clues. Amongst the Lombard burials at this 
site, archaeologists believe they can chart a chronological progression: from 
the earliest graves with post-holes at the corners and evidence of wooden 
internal constructions along with certain types of grave-goods, c. 570 to c. 
640; to stone-edged graves with other types of objects; and finally, in the eighth 
century, to burial in narrow earth graves and with no objects, in conformity 
with Christian norms. But there are many instances in which poorer Goths, 
Lombards, Burgundians or Franks were buried with no goods beside their 
better-off contemporaries. In the Burgundian cemetery of Monnet-la-Ville, 
only 48 out of a total of 202 graves contained any sort of object. The excavators 
suggest that use of this cemetery declined after the mid-500s, so the period of 
major use lasted only about a century; and it is very likely some of the burials 
where no objects were recovered dated from the same period as some of 
those with jewellery, buckles, and so on. If two fifth, sixth, and even seventh-
century burials are roughly contemporary, even if one grave contains objects 
and the other does not, we cannot rule out the possibility that the families 
of both deceased shared the same ideas about the dead. The understanding 
of death as a liminal period and the necessity of ritual to assist the soul 
safely into the other world remains the same whether a fuller or an abridged 
version of funerary ritual is performed. The continued presence of structures 
over, or in, graves and of objects buried with the dead, characteristic of the 
entire spectrum of Germanic peoples into the seventh century, indicates the 
continuing power of such intuitions and practices.

Another custom – observed frequently amongst the Franks and Visigoths 
– which relates to intuitions about the dead is the post-depositional opening 
and re-use of graves. This used to be treated as evidence of ‘grave-robbing’, 
but recent work indicates the possibility of a range of motives behind the 
re-opening of interments.34 Evidence of grave opening and re-use can be 
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seen in large Visigothic cemeteries as at Duraton and Herrera de Pisuerga 
in central Spain, where photographs reveal complete or largely complete 
skeletons along with what are clearly the disarticulated bones of a number 
of other individuals.35 Unfortunately, these older excavations did not meet 
modern standards and it is difficult to establish a reliable chronology of the 
interments.36 Rather more recent work, such as the excavations at Alcalà 
de Henares, suggests that this custom was practised in the sixth century: 
excavators of this site in the 1970s commented on ‘abundant’ re-use, with 
large quantities of bones accompanying the more recent burials. Here, rather 
than placing the new interments on top of what looks like a random heap of 
disarticulated bones, the majority of cases seem to have involved inserting the 
latter at the foot of the grave.37 A similar configuration has been remarked 
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at Almodóvar del Pinar, in burials thought to date from the second half of 
the sixth century.38 In Francia, the Merovingian cemetery of Audun-le-Tiche 
(Moselle) contains examples of post-depositional openings of tombs and 
re-arrangement of bodies.39 Alain Simmer has remarked on the frequency 
of re-use in the Moselle region in the seventh century in general, not just at 
Audun, but also (for example) at Hayange and Ottange. At Ottange, almost 
all the tombs were re-used, while re-use occurred in over a third of those 
at Audun.40 Not all cemeteries saw such extensive re-utilizations: the rescue 
excavation of Metzervisse has revealed a much lower proportion (four out 
of fifty-nine tombs), but its interments have been dated from the seventh to 
the ninth century, so here we may be seeing the custom go out of fashion in 
this area.41 In a different region of Francia, the Merovingian graves of Lagny-
sur-Marne seem to contain a high number of re-utilizations, though the 
excavators at the moment date this cemetery to the fifth and sixth centuries.42

Simmer characterizes the motives behind these re-utilizations as ‘difficult 
to penetrate’.43 He is puzzled by the lack of care with which the older bones, 
which only went back a generation or two, were treated. However, it is possible 
that the graves were re-opened not just to receive their latest occupant, but also 
to check on the process of decomposition of the flesh of those buried there at 
an earlier date. After the flesh had disappeared, it could be assumed that the 
person was to be numbered securely amongst the ancestors: once this had been 
achieved, many may have thought it made little difference what order the bones 
were re-interred. There are parallel examples of modern Christian funerary 
ritual where the dead are disinterred after a number of years and their bones 
anxiously scanned to make sure they are clean: any remains of flesh or discol-
ouring is seen as an indication that their life had not been a good one and that 
their soul may be experiencing an unfavourable judgment in the (Christian) 
afterlife.44 Thus in some cases, Visigothic and Merovingian funerary rituals 
appear to have been prolonged to include the checking of the decay of the flesh 
and the incorporation of the deceased in the community of the ancestors.

One piece of conciliar legislation appears to be related in some way to these 
practices. In 585, the Frankish Church Council of Mâcon complained that 
‘many’ were opening tombs ‘while the limbs of the dead were not yet decayed’ 
and ‘superimposing’ the bodies of their dead or taking over ‘religious places’ 
for their dead without the permission of the owner of the tombs.45 The former 
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statement may reflect a lack of understanding of the process of checking on 
decay – while the latter may indicate that in some instances other people’s 
tombs (and ancestors?) were being appropriated. The Council decreed that 
in the latter cases, the ‘superimposed’ bodies could be ejected. The recently 
excavated Merovingian Burgundian cemetery of Alésia (‘Champs de l’Église’, 
Alise-Sainte-Reine, Côte-d’Or), where the inhumations date from the sixth 
and seventh centuries, is about 170 km north of Mâcon, and contains graves 
which reflect practices comparable to those in other Visigothic or Frankish 
cemeteries, with superimposed bodies or disconnected bones in burials. Not 
all the disconnected bones were found in graves: some had been placed in 
wooden boxes or wrapped in cloth, before being inserted in separate ossuaries 
resembling graves: the excavators suggest some (but not all) of these were 
created when some new burials displaced older ones. The state of the discon-
nected bones indicates that these dismemberments and removals were made 
within a few years of the original interments.

The afterlife and the ancestors

Not only does Christian teaching depart from widespread beliefs and intui-
tions about the soul and its relationship to the body, but there is also a 
marked contrast between the Christian version of the afterlife and those of 
many other belief-systems. Christianity is a religion of salvation, or as Max 
Weber defined it, an other-worldly religion, its highly differentiated afterlife 
predicated on the conduct of the individual while alive, with the good being 
rewarded and the bad punished. By contrast, religions that concentrate on 
the here-and-now (‘this-worldly’ religions) tend to view life after death as a 
version – perhaps a fainter, distorted or less enjoyable version – of the known 
world. Though we sometimes see elements of afterlife differentiation devel-
oping, this is commonly on the basis of status rather than moral conduct. 
Thus Scandinavian mythology as preserved and developed in literary sources 
visualized an underworld realm of the dead in which warriors were received 
into Valhalla.46 But this is a later development and to a certain extent a literary 
one, influenced by Christianity. Germanic pagans in the earlier period are 
likely to have regarded the afterlife as a version of the life they knew.47 And, in 
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common with other cultures, they would have regarded it as the home of the 
souls of their parents, grandparents and ancestors, with whom they would be 
united when they themselves died.

A story which encapsulates these differences is the narrative in which 
Radbod, the pagan duke of Frisia in the late seventh and early eighth centuries 
was on the point of becoming a Christian – indeed had one foot in the 
baptismal pool. When tactlessly told by the churchman Wulfram of Sens that 
he would not meet any of his ancestors in Heaven (because as pagans they 
were damned to Hell), he promptly took his foot out again, declaring that he 
would rather spend eternity in Hell with his ancestors, than in Heaven with 
a few paupers.48 We cannot take the story entirely at face value: Radbod had 
originally reacted against his father’s welcoming of Christianity, believing 
that it was an instrument of Merovingian hegemony and the story comes 
from a Christian source. Nevertheless, the tale neatly sums up some of the 
most significant differences between pagan and Christian afterlives. The 
latter is differentiated into what the Church believed were attractive and 
unattractive sections: Heaven for the good, Hell for the bad. Not only was 
this differentiation a notion foreign to Radbod – who noted the suspiciously 
‘small number’ of people in the Christian Heaven – but his ancestors were 
not present, rendering it instantly unappealing. The Dialogues attributed to 
Pope Gregory the Great pronounced that there was no room in the Christian 
Heaven for the pagan ancestor: ‘saintly men on earth do not pray for deceased 
infidels and godless people.’49 They taught that the soul of the good Christian 
would instead enjoy the society of the souls of his or her fellow Christians and 
the saints. Radbod was less than impressed by the idea of such company – in 
his view he was being offered the society of ‘paupers’, as opposed to the heroic 
ancestral dead.

Aspects of funerary ritual amongst the Germanic peoples suggest that they 
thought certain locations were particularly auspicious for the safe transit of the 
soul into the community of the ancestors. In Anglo-Saxon England, during the 
‘Conversion Period’, a conspicuous feature of funerary practice is the re-use 
of Bronze Age barrows, Roman ruins, even Roman roads or ancient features 
in the landscape – as burial sites. Some authorities calculate that there such 
positioning occurs in perhaps as many as 25 per cent of cemeteries (though 
this figure may be on the high side).50 Burial beside older structures is often 
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seen in functionalist terms as an attempt to underpin the contemporary social 
and political order: but it also involved a choice of location that strongly 
invoked the past.51 In Spain, the occupants of some of the most famous 
Visigothic-era cemeteries – for example Duraton, Alcalà de Henares, Herrera 
de Pisuerga – were buried not just beside Roman roads but near the remains of 
Roman villas and towns.52 The seventh-century Frankish ‘row-grave’ cemetery 
of Bettborn (Moselle) is situated on a hill among Roman substructures and at 
a point where roads cross; that of Audun-le-Tiche (seventh century), around 
a fanum used between the first and fourth centuries ce; that of Florange 
alongside a Roman road; that of Koenigsmacker (second half of sixth–seventh 
century) on Gallo-Roman structures on a terrace twelve or so metres above 
the Moselle.53 There are many similar examples where the groups who settled 
chose to bury their dead beside ruins and substructures left by older societies, 
probably partly because of a belief that this would facilitate the transition of 
the spirit to the other world. They also interred their dead beside those of 
earlier groups of inhabitants. At Collegno in northern Italy, a family group of 
‘Ostrogothic’ burials, including that of a warrior with cranial deformation and 
also a leg syndrome caused by long periods in the saddle, was situated beside 
two Bronze Age cremations: the presence of these was probably indicated by 
mounds which have long since disappeared. A Lombard cemetery would, in 
due course, take its place close beside them.54 At Briord (Ain), one of a number 
of Burgundian cemeteries, Les Plantées, took over a graveyard dating from 
the first century ce and a basilica church of later date. The lack of evidence 
for Suevic cemeteries has led scholars to fall back on contextualisation by 
comparison with Merovingian Francia; but the putatively Sueve burials of 
Eido da Renda (Beiral do Lima) are in a small Roman necropolis (with 
Roman structures nearby).55 Locations from which spirits had already made 
the transition to the other world were highly appropriate for their own rituals.

The major differences between these beliefs and rituals on one hand and 
those of Christianity on the other begs the question of the position of clerics, 
Homoian or, in the case of the Franks, Catholic, with regard to them. We have 
no direct evidence, but the Lives of Martin of Tours and Columba of Iona, 
from other early medieval environments, throw some light on the question. 
In the first, composed soon after his death in the 390s, Martin comes across a 
crowd of peasants, bearing a body on a bier, and mistakes the procession for 
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a fertility ritual. Thinking they are carrying the image of a ‘demon’, that is, a 
fertility divinity, he stops the cortège, which is miraculously rooted to the spot. 
Once the saint realises that he has interrupted a funerary procession rather 
than sacrifices to heathen gods, he releases them, taking no further interest 
in proceedings. The funerary procession is not a Christian one, but such 
rituals, performed by peasants, are evidently of no concern to him.56 Another 
perspective is offered by Adomnán’s Life of Columba, written approximately a 
century after his death in 597, which depicts the saint deliberately leaving a 
house where one of his monks lay dying:

The holy man came to visit him in his last hour, standing for a time beside his 
bed and blessing him. But he soon left the monk, for he wished not to see the 
man die.57

The later Irish text known as the Monastery of Tallaght reveals that in Ireland 
priests were not allowed to come into contact with a dying man.58 The justi-
fication it gives is Biblical, citing Leviticus 21.10-12, which instructs that the 
sons of Aaron – that is, priests – should not defile themselves by contact with 
the dead.59 This creates – once again – a distancing effect between clerics and 
the moment of death. Given that the cemeteries of the Germanic peoples 
testify to rituals centring on the idea of the dead body as dangerous and 
polluting, Gothic clergy may have, like Columba, blessed the sick but avoided 
the moment of death and the place where the dead body lay.

Christianity and its anxieties

While there is no co-ordinated approach to these phenomena and there may 
be wide regional and chronological variations within Francia and Visigothic 
Spain, it does appear that customs of funerary rituals of transition and burial 
in locations believed to be propitious survived for a considerable time after 
Franks and Visigoths had technically accepted Christianity, whether of the 
Catholic or Homoian variety. We have much less evidence in the case of 
Ostrogothic Italy, a kingdom of relatively short duration. Some of this consists 
of finds made a long time ago for which we have no proper context; while some 
would seem to indicate the differing ethnic backgrounds of people classed as 
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‘Goths’.60 Some scholars suggest – at least in the case of the Goths in cities – a 
degree of assimilation to Roman burial customs.61 This may be the case, though 
in the light of the short-lived nature of the Ostrogothic kingdom and the 
paucity of evidence, we should perhaps suspend judgment: the complexities 
are evident in the record from Ravenna. There, the funerary area of the Via 
Darsena, in the region of the Campus Coriandri, the site of ‘Arian’ extramural 
churches in the time of Theoderic and not far from his own mausoleum, was 
rich in finds, but was unsystematically excavated in the nineteenth century.62 
However, one of the most intriguing pieces of evidence comes not from the 
archaeological record, but from a written source, the Variae of Theoderic’s 
Roman administrator, Cassiodorus. This is an instruction by Theodoric to one 
of his saiones for the removal of precious metal from graves with no owner (ubi 
dominus non habetur).63 It goes on to state that remains should be protected by 
buildings and graves adorned by columns or marble (aedificia tegant cineres, 
columnae vel marmora ornent sepulchra). This instruction does not represent a 
legalization of tomb-robbing. In an attempt to create a distinction between this 
type of removal – portrayed as being for the good of the living and of the state 
– and acts of grave-robbing or tomb violation, the directions stipulate that the 
remains of the deceased (literally their ‘ashes’) should not be disturbed, (quia 
nolumus lucra quaeri, quae per funesta possunt scelera reperiri). But it does 
imply that Theoderic’s view of funerary ritual at this point was more in tune 
with standard Christian beliefs and norms than with more traditional rites, in 
keeping with his desire for Romanitas. Had other Ostrogoths come to share 
these beliefs? This question is at the moment un-answerable because of the 
scarcity and problematic nature of the evidence and may well remain so. The 
drift towards Catholicism suggested in the written sources would imply that 
some Goths were buried according to Catholic rites – which is what archae-
ologists suggest was occurring in urban areas. Thus there may have been an 
acculturation of Goths in the cities that led to their acceptance of Christian 
teaching on death and burial.

Was this also the case in Burgundy? Christian funerary epigraphy from the 
south and west in particular would indicate that some of the incomers had 
accepted Christian norms of burial in the late fifth and early sixth centuries. 
At the same time, evidence from one Burgundian cemetery suggests a marked 
degree of nervousness about the safe transit of the soul of the deceased to the 
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afterlife amongst some of the first individuals to be buried with an epitaph 
carved in stone. At Briord (Ain), the cemetery of En Pontonnier contains the 
epitaphs of two men and three women with Germanic names: Manneleubus 
and Baldaridus who died in 487 and 488 respectively; Rudehilde (d. 491), 
Arenberga (d. 501), and Vilioberga (d. 501). According to the inscriptions, 
both men died at the age of sixty. This means they had been born in the time 
of the ‘First Burgundian Kingdom’ and had lived through the catastrophe of 
defeat by Aëtius’ Hunnic allies, the settlement of the Burgundians in Sapaudia 
and its subsequent expansion into this region. According to the epitaphs, 
Manneleubus had freed six slaves and Arenberga one: her epitaph states 
explicitly that she did this ‘for the redemption of her soul’ (pro redemtione 
animae suae).64 The most startling fact about the inscriptions is that we know 
that two (and quite possibly three) were placed inside the tomb.

A functionalist interpretation of similarly positioned inscriptions – based 
on the construction of inhumation rituals primarily as reflectors of social 
status or aspirations – maintains that they were intended for the benefit of a 
temporary audience, the mourners who attended the funeral.65 But the context 
of the En Pontonnier inscriptions suggests that there is more than social status 
involved. These people – tellingly, two males long past warrior age and three 
females – look like first generation converts. Scholars favour the opinion that 
they, and indeed this cemetery as a whole, should be regarded as Catholic. 
Their epitaphs demonstrate that Manneleubus and Arenberga had assimilated 
the Christian teaching that the fate of the soul after death is dependent not on 
rites of transition but on the merit of the individual’s life on earth. The freeing 
of slaves, therefore was commemorated as the conscious performance of a 
good deed in the hope of being adjudged worthy of Heaven. But it was accom-
panied by a reminder to the dead themselves that they should ‘rest in peace’, 
by means of an inscription placed in the grave with them. The inscription was 
invested with an apotropaic function in circumstances where the intuition of 
the unquiet grave had not been entirely banished.

Anxiety about the effectiveness of Christian funerary ritual amongst 
those professing Christianity manifested itself in a different way in Lombard 
Italy. There, funerary ritual continued for some time in traditional mode. 
Archaeologists have suggested that in many respects early Lombard inhuma-
tions recall Lombard burials in Pannonia, in which the dead might be 
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deposited in hollowed-out tree-trunks and with two posts at each end 
supporting a ‘house of the dead’ above ground.66 At cemeteries as diverse 
as Romans d’ Isonzo (Gorizia) and Collegno (Turin), the earliest tombs 
are deep, with similar post-holes at the corners.67 The Pannonian burials 
are indicative of elaborate mortuary rituals: the ‘houses of the dead’ could 
have held the body during a protracted wake or for desiccation before 
inhumation. Some of the deceased at Collegno appear to have been buried 
in man-made approximations of tree-trunks with the ‘houses’ above them. 
There are clear indications that these rituals were carried out by Christians: 
four graves of this type at Collegno, all from the earliest phase of inhumations 
(c. 570–c. 640–50), contain gold-foil crosses indicating Christian affiliation.68 
Gold-foil crosses have been found in around 340 Lombard interments of the 
late sixth and seventh centuries, sewn on to a garment on the breast or to a 
cloth placed over the face.69 The four graves with crosses are located close to 
the burial of a decapitated horse, presumed to have belonged to the inhabitant 
of a neighbouring grave, now destroyed: a warrior assumed to be related to 
the four Christian deceased, but who had his horse buried beside him in a 
non-Christian rite. This sequence of burials would suggest on one hand a 
rapid conversion to Christianity amongst what looks like a family group, but 
on the other a reluctance to abandon the traditional rites by which the soul 
was conducted into the afterlife.

The eighth-century Lombard writer Paul the Deacon attributes another 
funerary custom to the Lombards:

if any one were killed in any place either in war or in any other way, his relatives 
fixed a pole (pertica) within their burial ground upon the top of which they 
placed a dove made of wood that was turned in that direction where their 
beloved had expired so that it might be known in what place he who had died 
was sleeping.70

One such post appears to have been placed at the corner of an empty grave at 
Collegno. Post-holes interpreted as those of perticae are have been found near 
actual inhumations in Celimarro (Calabria).71 The two most famous Lombard 
cemeteries in Italy – ‘ad perticas’ or ‘in pertica’ – at Pavia and Cividale have 
been partly or entirely built over, so cannot help us resolve the question of 
whether Paul’s explanation of these posts is correct.72 The bird-figures placed 
on top of them are thought by some scholars to represent the soul of the 
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deceased, as birds and souls are frequently associated as such amongst the 
Germanic peoples.73 If this is the case the pole and bird may represent the 
body soul and free soul (or perhaps the pole represented a tree into which the 
body soul might pass, if the grave was occupied). Though some of its members 
may have called themselves Christians, the community that buried its dead at 
Collegno still subscribed to these ideas and practices, perhaps up to the 640s.

The impact of pestilence

The necropolis of Santo Stefano in Pertica outside the Roman walls of 
Cividale contained several tombs constructed in a way that suggests a fear 
of the dead.74 Among the forty-three graves excavated here was a group 
of fifteen burials, interpreted as a family group of seven ‘rich’ burials and 
eight ‘poor’ burials. These inhumations are different from other Lombard 
burials, even those in the same cemetery. The ‘rich’ interments are those of 
six young people or children and an aged warrior: the age and sex of the 
others is often difficult to establish. The former group was buried with goods 
including gold foil crosses, indicating that they identified themselves as 
Christians. Three (or so the excavator thought) were buried prone; all were 
protected by up to five slabs of stone laid at regular intervals in the earth 
above them. While this method of interment might at first look like a means 
of frustrating would-be grave robbers, the ‘poor’ inhumations, though much 
more shallow, are also protected by a single layer of stone – albeit broken 
and irregular, not like the solid slabs over the ‘rich’ burials.75 It seems much 
more likely that these measures were designed to prevent the inhabitants of 
the graves from becoming revenants. The fact that two of the gold foil crosses 
are – unusually – stamped with the same design adds to the impression that 
we are dealing with deaths occurring close together. Were the ‘rich’ burials 
those of victims of the plague of c. 589–90 – and were they buried in this 
way because their community shared the intuition that they would return 
from the dead to carry others off?76 Whatever the answer, it seems that that 
Christian funerary ritual was considered especially inadequate in these cases: 
another ‘rich’ burial of a young person in the same cemetery, with a gold 
foil cross similar to one found with this group – and therefore likely to date  
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from around the same time – was placed in the soil, with no protective stone 
layers or surround.77

The ‘poor’ burials from this section of the Santo Stefano necropolis were 
interpreted by their excavator as those of servants or dependents of the 
warrior and young people in the ‘rich’ burials nearby. But their meagre grave 
goods – knives, beads, a comb, a buckle – could alternatively indicate a date 
in the latter part of the seventh century. Burial near the ‘rich’ group and 
also under stones may be an indication of attempts to isolate and neutralize 
potential revenants in this part of the cemetery in another, later outbreak 
of pestilence. Between 541 and c. 750 the Justinianic Pandemic affected 
many regions of Europe.78 In the sixth century Gregory of Tours describes 
its appearance in Clermont-Ferrand; in Marseilles in the 580s and Rome 
in 590. Paul the Deacon describes an outbreak in Italy in the sixth century; 
the pestilence in Rome in 590; and another outbreak in Rome and Pavia in 
680.79 It devastated Ireland and England in the 660s. Although we cannot 
trace its movements in detail – in its typical ‘saltatory’ mode it appeared and 
disappeared without warning – it could have had the effect of slowing down 
the complete acceptance of Christian teaching about the dead or norms of 
burial, as communities feared that those first to die were liable to return to 
kill them as well.80 Michael Kulikowski has noted the way in which in the 
pandemic even changed burial habits in the Spanish cities, former centres 
of Roman rule and Catholic Christianity, where, after the arrival of pesti-
lence, there was an increase in multiple burials: several burials in a larger 
grave or more commonly the consecutive burial of several occupants in one, 
single tomb.81 It appears that in Spain, from the late sixth century onwards, 
Christians from a Roman background began re-opening graves, in order to 
check that the dead were being reduced to stable bone and were not liable to 
turn into malevolent revenants. In the Eure-et-Loire region of Francia, the 
re-use of megalithic burial grounds appears to coincide with the period of the 
Justinianic Pandemic, suggesting that plague victims may have been buried at 
these sites: at a later date such structures would have leper-houses or asylums 
placed beside them, perhaps because of the associations with disease they 
had acquired in this period.82 Plague must have encouraged the supposition 
that intuitions, rather than Christian doctrine, held the key to dealing with 
mortality. In northern Italy, where Lombard families and groups settled and 
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in the seventh and eighth centuries took over older churches on their lands, 
using them for funerary purposes – a process seen by archaeologists as one of 
putting down roots and becoming Catholic – there are numerous signs of the 
re-use of graves and the tidying-away of the bones of the previous occupants, 
possibly in response to outbreaks of plague, as well as cases of interment with 
grave-goods.83

Modes of reassurance

Despite the gulf that initially existed between Christian teaching and 
non-Christian intuitions regarding death and the afterlife, the seventh and 
eighth centuries saw the narrowing of the gap between the two. The major 
changes came with the early development of what we would recognize 
as Purgatory and also with attempts at the retrospective Christianization 
of ancestors. There were also initiatives in some parts of what had been 
Burgundy to convince the laity that God would intervene at their death to help 
their souls to reach the Christian afterlife – and indeed that He was privy to 
their ‘strategic’ information and would intervene to help them in general. By 
the eighth century, we can even see the first development of a Christian liturgy 
for the dying to help their souls through the dangerous period when it left the 
body and usher it into the Christian afterlife.

Although reactions to plague are likely to have worked initially against 
the acceptance of Christian ideas of death and the afterlife, the repeated 
outbreaks of pestilence may in the end have contributed to their acceptance. 
The seventh century saw an important change in the Christian conception 
of the afterlife, with the emergence of early versions of what would develop 
over the centuries into the fully-fledged doctrine of Purgatory. In the older 
version of the afterlife, there were many sinners who, if their sins were not 
gross, were nevertheless condemned to wait out eternity in refrigeria, places 
of refreshment, until their souls were purified in the purgative fire preceding 
the Last Judgment. In traditional thinking there was no possibility of the 
living communicating with them. But as new forms of iterative penance 
developed, the question of what happened if a penance remained incomplete 
on an individual’s death arose – particularly in an era when pandemic must 
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have made this a frequent possibility. Hagiographic literature originating in 
the Columbanian group of monasteries in Neustria and Italy in the 640s has 
the souls of pious monks and nuns reaching the gates of Heaven – only to 
be sent back to expiate their sins on earth, through sickness and suffering. A 
new development in thinking about this problem came with the Irish monk 
Fursey’s description of a visit to the afterlife in which he claimed he had heard 
that it was possible for penance to be continued there. After leaving Ireland, he 
worked in England for several years, before moving to Neustria and founding 
the monastery of Lagny. His vision was set down in writing on the continent 
after his death in the 650s, but it was known in England, where Bede repro-
duces a version of it in his Ecclesiastical History.84 Bede’s work also offers other 
versions of the afterlife, where the souls of those who had sinned – but not so 
greatly that they were instantly condemned to Hell – were purged of their sins 
in a variety of scenarios. Even deathbed penitents were incorporated in this 
vision. In the eighth century, an English abbess notified St Boniface about the 
vision experience of a monk of Wenlock, who had seen in the afterlife fiery 
pits that were not Hell: some of the souls there would be saved at the Last 
Judgment (while others crossed a bridge across a river of fire, before arriving 
in Paradise).85 At the same time the Church suggested that the offering 
of prayers or masses for souls in these proto-Purgatories might ease their 
suffering or reduce the length of their stay there, thus laying the foundations 
for a medieval economy of salvation in which Christians could pay priests 
and monks to pray for the souls of their deceased relations. This offered the 
living a means of communication – albeit vicarious – with their family dead, 
combined with the reassurance that their souls had passed safely into the next 
world, from whence they could not return.

The exclusion of the pagan ancestor from Heaven was exemplified not only 
in the story of Radbod and in the Dialogues attributed to Gregory the Great, 
but would also be demonstrated by the Roman synod of 745. This council 
condemned two bishops working in Germany, Aldebert and Clement, who 
was described as an Irishman, at the instigation of the missionary St Boniface. 
Of Clement, the Synod noted that:

Contrary to the teaching of the Fathers, he affirms that Christ descended into 
hell to deliver all those, believers and unbelievers, servants of Christ as well as 
worshippers of idols, who were confined there.86
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Clement painted a reassuring picture for his Germanic audience, who would 
understand that they would be re-united with their ancestors after death in 
what amounts to a familiar, undifferentiated and encouragingly crowded 
version of the afterlife. There are indications from elsewhere that other clerics 
were willing to take a rather more merciful view in order to reassure their 
flocks that Christianity would not cut them off forever from their forbears – 
while at the same time emphasizing that a good life on earth was necessary 
for a good outcome in the afterlife. The anonymous Life of Pope Gregory by 
a monk of Whitby, composed in the early eighth century, contains a number 
of tales designed to instruct recent Anglo-Saxon converts. One relates how 
Pope Gregory was so moved by the thought of a just act performed by the 
Emperor Trajan that he wept copious tears – tears by which the soul of the 
pagan Trajan was retrospectively baptized. The implication of this story was 
that a long-dead pagan – though also by implication one who had given some 
evidence of just or moral behaviour – would be able to join his descendants in 
the Christian otherworld. A similar idea is expressed in a much later English 
poem in which St Erkenwald (Eorcenwald, bishop of London, 675–93) 
baptizes by tears a dead British pagan judge whose judgments had been just. 
Clement’s version of the afterlife may have been an unacceptable one but he 
was evidently not the only priest or monk willing to provide comfort to the 
anxious who feared eternal separation from the ancestral dead.87

Powerful individuals and groups might also – perhaps encouraged by clerics 
who shared the more merciful view – take the matter of the ancestors into 
their own hands, Christianizing them retrospectively. Rodelinda, wife of the 
Lombard ruler Perctarit (672–88) had a church dedicated to the Virgin built 
at the site of the perticas burial ground outside the walls of Pavia, probably 
in the 670s.88 Whether she had been encouraged by a sympathetic bishop, 
or whether this was a unilateral initiative on her part is not clear. Whichever 
was the case, she was both declaring her own Christianity and devotion to 
the Virgin and also her identification with the Lombard dead. In the 730s a 
traditional inauguration ceremony was performed there when Hildeprand 
was ‘raised up by the Lombards’ to be king.89 Evidently, the ancestral dead 
still mattered – though they had now been re-framed in a Christian context. 
The same tactic of re-framing the ancestors is also apparent in some Lombard 
epigraphy, evident in the famous epitaph commissioned by Aldo in the 
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church of S. Giovanni in Conca, Milan.90 It proclaims his loyalty to family 
memory, while also advertising his role in the restructuring of the church, 
his wife’s burial there and his own intention to be buried there. The process 
of retrospective Christianization of the ancestors through the construction 
of new Christian funerary chapels or churches in older graveyards is evident 
elsewhere: Bailey K. Young has argued that in eastern Merovingian Francia, 
the construction of chapels in wood or stone on burial grounds was more 
common than one might at first imagine.91 Béatrice Privati’s publication of 
the excavation at Sézegnin, near Geneva, points to the existence of a wooden 
building interpreted as a chapel.92 Thus it seems to have been the case that 
the hard-line approach to the ancestral dead might sometimes be softened 
in theory; and it could effectively be mitigated in practice, by the creation of 
churches in ancestral cemeteries.

Some of the most intriguing items found graves of this era are the ‘Daniel’ 
plate-buckles (or plaque-buckles) discovered in Switzerland and in the Jura, 
the Savoie and Burgundy regions of France. Although generally referred to, for 
convenience, as Burgundian, they date from the sixth and seventh centuries – 
that is, the period when, after 534, the former Burgundian kingdom had been 
annexed and formed part of Merovingian Francia.93 They are remarkable in 
many ways. Like the Lombard gold foil crosses, they are grave goods indicative 
of Christianity; but whereas the foil crosses were manufactured purely for 
funerary use, buckles constituted an item of clothing or adornment for the 
living, though they are commonly found in grave goods (and plate-buckles 
are commoner in male than female Frankish graves).94 We cannot be certain 
whether these buckles were ever worn – or whether, as their unusual decoration 
and inscriptions might suggest – they were crafted with a funerary use in mind.

These rectangular bronze belt-fittings bore central depictions, generally of 
the Biblical scene of Daniel in the lions’ den, though one is of Christ’s entry 
into Jerusalem and another depicts two praying figures. The central scene is 
surrounded by inscriptions; some buckles also have lettering on the back. The 
inscriptions often give the name of the craftsman who made them, together 
with that of a recipient: in one case, the latter is a cleric, in another (perhaps) a 
deacon. As such buckles are not items of clerical apparel, it has been suggested 
that it was made for the cleric, who presented it to the person in whose grave 
it was found. In some cases, the lettering is enigmatic, but in the form of a 
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palindrome, indicating magical or apotropaic significance.95 Some buckles 
have a hidden compartment, interpreted as a container for relics: analysis 
of one revealed traces of imported cotton fibre, another indication of their 
function as portable reliquaries.96

Together with this reliquary function, the prevalence of the depiction of 
Daniel on these objects has attracted much attention. They have been charac-
terized as prophylactic or apotropaic in nature, produced with the aim of 
protecting the wearer in a funerary context, through their inscription, the 
relic (where present) and their imagery. In the legend of the Vulgate Book of 
Daniel (or the apocryphal Bel and the Dragon), God not only miraculously 
protects Daniel in the lions’ den, but also sends an angel to transport the 
prophet Habakkuk to him, to bring him food.97 One of the buckles includes a 
representation of Habakkuk as well as of Daniel and the lions. In a funerary 
context, reference to this narrative indicates that God would shield the 
soul from harm, nourish it and bring it to a good outcome. The buckles are 
Christianized grave goods, which simultaneously acknowledge intuitions of 
death as a liminal process and the existence of fears about the soul, while at the 
same assuring wearer than when the soul leaves the body, it will be shielded 
and cared for by God Himself, just as Daniel was. One commentator observes 
that Daniel’s name and example ‘figure in the litany of Commendatio animae, 
no doubt particularly familiar to Merovingian Christians.’98 But there is no 
evidence to indicate that the litany existed or was widely known at this stage. 
Instead, the presence of the buckles in graves seems a positive indication that 

Daniel and Habakkuk on plate-buckle from Châlon-sur-Saône
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it was not. They were produced under the direction of clerics or monasteries, 
both groups that are known to include metalworkers at this period, then 
distributed to named individuals – or manufactured for a named cleric.99 It 
appears that monasteries and clerics in Burgundy were setting out to address 
one of the most profound gaps between Christian doctrine and popular intui-
tions – the areas of death and the transit of the soul to the afterlife.

The regional nature of the distribution of the buckles is also of significance. 
They are largely found in the eastern parts of the former Burgundian kingdom, 
especially north of Lake Geneva, and not in the same area as the epitaphs of an 
earlier date discussed above (p. 150). They were discovered mainly in the areas 
of earliest Burgundian settlement and the sources hint that there might have 
been a stronger Homoian presence there during the reign of Gundobad. One 
buckle in particular even suggests that the Church was now ready to confront 
the problem not only of intuitions about death but also those about God. The 
‘Landelinus’ buckle, though crudely executed in technical terms nevertheless 
conveys a wide range of meanings. While it depicts a mounted figure reminiscent 
of non-Christian iconography, it also references a number of Biblical texts and the 
ambiguity is probably intentional. At its centre is a fierce warrior Christ mounted 
on a stallion, with the Chi-Ro symbol to one side of him and the Beast of the 
Apocalypse on the other. The inscription refers to a ‘numen’ and living ‘a thousand 
years’; and the figure is plausibly interpreted as that of Revelation 19.11-15:

And I saw heaven opened and behold a white horse; and he that sat upon him was 
called Faithful and True, and in righteousness, he doth judge and make war.
	 His eyes were as a flame of fire and on his head were many crowns …
	 … And out of his mouth goeth a sharp sword that with it he should smite the 
nations.

In addition to its millenarian aspect, the buckle also expresses a view of the 
Christian God. Not only does the intense stare of the eyes match the description 
of the apocalyptic text: it also reflects the all-seeing nature of Christ, just as 
the extra-large ears reflect his all-hearing ability. The triumphant Christ of the 
Apocalypse is also a God who sees and hears everything, who has access to 
‘strategic’ knowledge about what the owner of the buckle thinks and does. At 
the same time the object itself declares an apotropaic quality – the inscription 
read ‘Landelinus made [this] numen’ or sacred power: ‘he who possesses it, 
may he live a thousand years in the Lord.’100
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This focus on the intervention of God reminds us that that the ‘Arian’ 
– Homoian – Christian view of God had originally been designed to capture intui-
tions of a creator god, remote from the world, who did not intervene in human 
affairs. We have no way of telling exactly how far beyond this stage Homoianism 
in Burgundy advanced: the discussions between the Catholic Bishop Avitus of 
Vienne and Gundobad’s sacerdotes (see Chapters 3 and 4 above) suggest that some 
of the latter thought in terms almost of three separate Gods. What Burgundian 
warriors thought in terms of must remain conjecture, but it is quite possible that 
their understanding of the Christian God was still a largely intuitive one and that 
this basic understanding persisted in this region into the Frankish period.101

We have no way of knowing exactly when Christian funerary liturgy began 
to focus on the transition of the soul into the afterlife: but a ritual accompa-
niment to death itself – as opposed to a rite for the person who had already 
died – appears in the Gellone Sacramentary, which, according to Deshusses, 
was copied in the 790s for Bishop Hildoard of Cambrai.102 This is regarded as 
‘a new moment in the death ritual’.103 The prayer Proficiscere anima is recited 
by those gathered around the deathbed. It connects them with the entire 
community of the blessed both in Heaven and on earth and exhorts the soul of 
the dying person to go forth from the body in the name of the Father, Son and 
heavenly host. The prayer is followed by a prose litany: ‘Free, Lord the soul of 
your servant’ – urging God to intervene as he had intervened to deliver Noah, 
Enoch and Elijah, Moses, Job, Daniel, Jonah, David and finally Peter and 
Paul.104 The Sacramentary, which originated in late eighth-century Francia 
also contains a series of ante-mortem rituals ‘On the migration of the soul’.105 

‘Landelinus’ buckle
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By the late eighth century, the Church in Francia had at last evolved a liminal 
stage missing from its earlier death rituals: it had created a ritual of transition 
for the soul, surrounding the dying person with the prayers of the living and 
the imploring the intervention of Heaven. All these actions focused on the 
elements that had been the cause of such anxiety to the Germanic peoples not 
just as they entered the world of Christianity but for centuries after – the exit 
of the soul from the body and its safe transition to a life beyond the grave.

***

To end a book with a chapter on death and at the point where the Frankish 
Church produced a deathbed liturgy addressing the most basic intuitions and 
fears about the dead might look like an attempt to suggest some sort of closure 
or resolution. This is not the intention. The aim has been to open up further 
areas for discussion and to signal possibilities for future research. Where death 
and funerary ritual are concerned, for example, many discussions are still 
conducted in functionalist terms; or focus on arguments about the ethnicity 
or non-ethnicity of objects; or proclaim the ‘archaeological invisibility’ of 
peoples. One of the most frustrating aspects of current approaches, even if 
there has recently been a heartening move away from the labelling of any 
post-depositional disturbance or manipulation of bodies as ‘grave-robbing’, is 
the widespread lack of attention to the reasons behind the opening and reuse 
of graves. This area demands further thought. Another desiderandum is the 
further consideration of the impact of the Justinianic Plague. Its sporadic but 
devastating appearance may initially have served to reinforce traditional intui-
tions about the dead – thus providing the impetus for the Church to formulate 
a version of the Christian afterlife and Christian rites for the dying which 
coped better with people’s fears. We need to know more about the presence of 
pandemic and its relationship to traditional burial practices and as scientists 
are currently developing new ways of testing remains for signs of the aDNA 
of pestilence, we may be able to estimate its role more clearly in the history of 
beliefs about the dead and funerary ritual.

This book has been about history but has also attempted to indicate that 
for historians of religion, a cognitive approach is extremely useful when data 
is scarce, opening up new frameworks for the comparative study of divinities 
and for our understanding of peoples’ first encounters with Christianity. It 
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could easily be extended to other groups on the fringes of the Roman Empire – 
Gepids, Marcomanni, Rugians and Herules, as well as to the aggressively ‘Arian’ 
Vandals in North Africa and to the later Thuringii, Alamanni and Saxons. 
The struggles of many rulers to escape the limitations of this ‘entry-level’ 
Christianity throw further light on the connection between Catholicism and 
the emergence of royal authority – as has already been done to some extent for 
Anglo-Saxon England – but we might look further at the relationship between 
Homoianism or syncretism and military rituals. A cognitive approach can 
create new ways of looking at belief and practice in areas where Catholic 
Christianity was the official religion. Instead of thinking in terms of a conflict 
between Christianity and ‘pagan’ survivals, or ‘superstition’, it suggests it is 
more productive to think in terms of ‘nonreflective’ beliefs that were not 
Christian and of attempts to replace them by Christian ‘nonreflective’ beliefs 
supporting Christian ‘reflective’ belief. This in turn suggests a way ahead in 
terms of early medieval religion, based not on broad-brush studies, but on 
micro-histories of individual areas, examining the manner in which Christian 
pastoral structures – dioceses, parishes, monasteries – and more familiar 
elements of ‘reflective’ belief, encouraged by masses, sermons, saints’ lives 
and homilies, were supported by ‘nonreflective’ elements such as tomb-cults, 
the presence of relics and the use of iterative penance. Other significant 
elements to be brought into this picture would be the presence or absence of 
non-Christian sites of power – stones, water, trees – and their Christianization 
(or lack of it). The funerary liturgy in use in the area and any changes in burial 
rites could also be factored in. We also need to consider what other aspects 
of Christian practice might be considered as creating ‘nonreflective’ belief: 
could a cognitive approach be used, for example, in the area of food taboos 
and ideas of ritual pollution which we find in some areas of the early medieval 
Church? There are many areas to be explored through the use of the cognitive 
science of religion, which not only gives us many things to think with (and will 
undoubtedly go on to give us more) but also many things to think about …
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