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    At the heart of this study lies a paradox of power: an empire that claimed universal authority while forever negotiating the limits of its real reach. The History of the Holy Roman Empire: 1st Century A.D. - 19th Century by Viscount James Bryce follows the fortunes of a political idea that outlived dynasties and redrew itself across continents and centuries. Rather than presenting a simple rise-and-fall story, Bryce investigates how the Roman inheritance was repurposed in medieval and early modern Europe, and how symbols, laws, and institutions could sustain a grand vision even when practical control was fragmented and fiercely contested.

This work belongs to the tradition of historical scholarship and political analysis, composed in the nineteenth century when European thinkers were reappraising the long arc of continental institutions. Written by James Bryce, later 1st Viscount Bryce, it surveys developments from Roman antiquity into the modern age, with Europe—especially the German lands and the city of Rome—serving as the principal historical setting. The book emerged in an era of renewed interest in nationhood and empire, and it situates the Holy Roman Empire within that wider context, treating it not as a curiosity but as a durable framework of ideas and governance.

Bryce offers a broad, carefully structured narrative that guides readers through transformations of authority, faith, and law without sacrificing clarity. The voice is assured and reflective, blending concise exposition with measured interpretation. The style favors synthesis over anecdote, connecting institutional change with the mental worlds that sustained it. The tone remains judicious, avoiding polemic while noting tensions that shaped medieval and early modern political life. Readers encounter an analysis that moves briskly but deliberately, pausing to explain terms and customs, so that the complexity of imperial forms becomes intelligible without presuming specialized prior knowledge.

At its core, the book explores how an imperial ideal could be simultaneously universal and local, spiritual and secular, ceremonial and administrative. Bryce examines legitimacy—how rulers justified authority through election, tradition, law, and ritual—and how that legitimacy was tested by regional liberties and urban autonomy. He traces the interplay between ecclesiastical claims and temporal power, and the ways memory and myth reframed Rome’s legacy for new circumstances. Throughout, he keeps sight of the ordinary mechanisms of governance—councils, diets, courts—while showing how symbolism and precedent could carry as much political weight as armies or treasuries.

Rather than dwelling on personalities alone, Bryce integrates figures within structures, demonstrating how titles, offices, and jurisdictions evolved. The book’s organization balances chronology with theme, juxtaposing long continuities against periods of abrupt change. Geography matters: German principalities, Italian cities, and transalpine frontiers are presented as arenas where imperial aspirations met local realities. Religion matters: the shifting relationships among popes, princes, and prelates inform the political map as surely as any treaty. Language matters: concepts like empire and sovereignty are treated as living terms whose meanings altered with practice and time, shaping outcomes as they were shaped in turn.

Contemporary readers will find enduring relevance in these investigations of authority that transcends borders yet depends on consent, compromise, and law. Questions pulsing through today’s debates—about supranational institutions, federal arrangements, national identity, and the uses of historical memory—are illuminated by Bryce’s analysis of a polity that constantly negotiated unity and diversity. The work shows how constitutional forms can persist through reinvention, how legal fictions can stabilize order, and how conflict can both weaken and clarify institutions, lessons that resonate wherever communities balance shared frameworks with local self-rule.

Approached as a sustained inquiry rather than a catalogue of events, this book rewards attentive reading with a vantage point from which Europe’s political past becomes coherent and instructive. Bryce invites us to watch ideas assume institutional shape, to see how ceremonies and courts could anchor vast projects, and to recognize the patience required for governance across difference. Without presupposing agreement with every judgment, the study offers a clear map of problems that remain familiar: legitimacy, accountability, plurality, and the ambitions of law. For those seeking perspective on power’s forms and limits, its pages still speak with disciplined, illuminating force.
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    First published in 1864, Viscount James Bryce’s study surveys the Holy Roman Empire as both an institution and an idea that shaped European history from late antiquity into the nineteenth century. He begins with the prestige of ancient Rome and the absorption of imperial forms into Christian thought, emphasizing how the concept of a universal, divinely sanctioned order endured after the Western Empire’s fall. The book poses a central question: how could a single Christian commonwealth coexist with the rising realities of local power and diverse peoples? Bryce frames his inquiry as a continuous interaction of legal doctrine, ecclesiastical authority, and political practice.

Bryce situates the turning point in the coronation of Charlemagne, presenting it as the conscious transfer of imperial dignity to the Frankish realm and as a declaration that Rome’s secular guardianship could be revived in the West. He examines the reciprocal yet uneasy relationship between emperor and pope, showing how each claimed to safeguard Christendom. After Carolingian fragmentation, he follows the shift of the imperial title to the German kings, especially under Otto I, and explores how the Empire’s universal aspirations became anchored in German power while remaining formally inclusive of a broader Christian world.

The analysis then turns to the Ottonian and Salian periods, where the emperor’s reliance on ecclesiastical structures created both strength and vulnerability. Bryce treats the reforming papacy and the Investiture Controversy as a decisive contest over who could lawfully constitute the Church’s leadership and, by extension, set the boundaries of secular command. He highlights the legal and theological arguments developed by both sides, noting how they enriched medieval constitutional thought. The resolution, while easing immediate conflict, left unsettled the deeper problem of reconciling spiritual independence with imperial oversight across diverse territories.

With the Hohenstaufen, Bryce presents imperial ambitions colliding with Italian communal liberties and papal resistance, tracing the careers of major rulers who sought to consolidate authority south of the Alps. The setbacks there, followed by the prolonged interregnum, accelerated the rise of territorial princes. He interprets the Golden Bull of 1356 as crystallizing an elective monarchy and entrenching the political weight of the electors. The Empire shifted toward a German framework of estates, diets, and imperial cities, even as Roman law and imperial jurisprudence nourished the ideal of a coherent order transcending the capacities of any single ruler.

Bryce next explores the early modern transformations that reduced the emperor to arbiter rather than sovereign, as territorial states asserted greater autonomy. The Reformation compounded constitutional strain by dividing Christendom’s religious foundations. He follows the efforts of Charles V and his successors within the limits imposed by confessional fragmentation, culminating in settlements that acknowledged coexistence while curbing central pretensions. The Thirty Years’ War and the Peace of Westphalia recast the Empire as a legal federation of states, confirming local sovereignty in many domains yet preserving a framework through which common norms and judicial mechanisms continued to operate.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Bryce describes an order increasingly outmatched by dynastic rivalries, military innovation, and the consolidation of princely administrations. The Habsburgs balanced imperial titles with their own hereditary interests, while imperial institutions provided continuity more than decisive power. Enlightened reforms within territories moved governance away from universal claims toward pragmatic statecraft. The revolutionary era and Napoleonic campaigns exposed the Empire’s structural limits, ending in the abdication of 1806. Bryce presents this as the culmination of long-term trends rather than a sudden break, emphasizing endurance of legal habits even as the structure dissolved.

The closing chapters consider the nineteenth-century landscape, where the Empire’s formal demise gave way to new arrangements and revived debates about unity, nationality, and law. Bryce stresses the lingering authority of Roman jurisprudence, the memory of papal–imperial dualism, and the persistent allure of supranational order. He argues that the Empire’s history illuminates tensions between universal ideals and local liberties, between spiritual claims and secular governance. Without reducing the past to a single verdict, the book’s lasting significance lies in clarifying how an enduring political imagination shaped Europe’s institutions and how its echoes continued to inform modern constitutional questions.
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    James Bryce, later Viscount Bryce (1838–1922), published The Holy Roman Empire in 1864, presenting a constitutional and intellectual history of a polity that claimed Roman succession from antiquity to its end in 1806 and its legacy into the nineteenth century. His setting spans the Latin West and central Europe, centering on Germany and northern Italy, the papacy in Rome, and imperial courts from Aachen to Vienna. He examines institutions—emperorship, papacy, diets, princes, cities—and the legal and theological ideas that sustained them. The work situates medieval and early modern developments within long continuities from the Roman Empire and Latin Christianity.

Bryce begins with the Roman Empire’s durable framework: provincial administration, Roman law, and the ideal of a universal res publica. The first Christian centuries introduced a new source of authority that later intersected with imperial claims. Constantine’s policies after 312, the Edict of Milan (313), and Theodosius I’s recognition of Nicene Christianity (380) transformed church-state relations. As imperial power waned in the West in the fifth century, bishops, monasteries, and Roman legal culture preserved institutional memory. The notion of translatio imperii—transfer of empire—became a medieval premise that the Roman imperium could legitimately pass to new rulers in the Latin West.

In the eighth and ninth centuries, the papacy’s search for protection and Frankish ascendancy converged. The coronation of Charlemagne as emperor in Rome in 800 provided a Western imperial title grounded in Roman ritual and Christian sanction. Carolingian governance and the so‑called renaissance of letters supplied models of reform, law, and sacral kingship. After the empire fragmented, the Treaty of Verdun (843) defined successor realms, while papal-Byzantine and Frankish claims competed. Bryce treats forged and genuine documents, such as the Donation of Constantine’s later exposure, as evidence of how legal texts shaped authority, aligning his narrative with verifiable diplomatic and ecclesiastical sources.

From the tenth century, German kings reconstituted imperial authority. Otto I’s victory at Lechfeld (955) and his coronation at Rome (962) linked German kingship and the imperial office. The empire was elective, sacral, and transalpine, with frequent campaigns and coronations in Italy. Tensions between universal claims and ecclesiastical independence culminated in the Investiture Controversy: Gregory VII’s reforms, Henry IV’s deposition and penitence at Canossa (1077), and the Concordat of Worms (1122) redefining appointments. Bryce analyzes how legal argument, canon law, and the symbolism of anointed rulership affected imperial reach, especially amid autonomous Italian communes and reforming papacy.

Under the Hohenstaufen, particularly Frederick I Barbarossa and Frederick II, the empire confronted assertive Italian cities and enduring papal rivalry. The term Sacrum Imperium (Holy Empire) appears in twelfth-century usage, and imperial concepts drew on revived Roman law from schools like Bologna. After dynastic turbulence, the Golden Bull of 1356 under Charles IV codified the election of the king of the Romans by seven prince-electors, stabilizing succession and constraining papal influence. Bryce traces territorial principalities, free imperial cities, and diets as corporate estates, showing an empire that functioned as a layered legal order rather than a centralized monarchy.

The sixteenth century fractured religious unity. Martin Luther’s protests led to imperial diets and edicts, including the Diet of Worms (1521), while the Habsburgs dominated the imperial title. Confessional division prompted the Schmalkaldic War and the Peace of Augsburg (1555), establishing cuius regio, eius religio for Lutheran and Catholic territories. The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) devastated the empire; the Peace of Westphalia recognized Calvinism and entrenched the autonomy of imperial estates. Bryce interprets these settlements as constitutional milestones that limited imperial prerogatives yet preserved the empire’s legal framework, administered through circles, courts, and negotiated legislation.

In the eighteenth century, imperial structures coexisted with state-building by Habsburg Austria and rising Prussia, culminating in dualism and great-power wars. Enlightened reforms altered governance without abolishing imperial law. The French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars transformed the map: the Reichsdeputationshauptschluss (1803) secularized ecclesiastical territories and mediatized many states; Napoleon’s Confederation of the Rhine (1806) precipitated Emperor Francis II’s abdication and the empire’s dissolution. The Congress of Vienna (1814–1815) created the German Confederation, continuing aspects of federal legalism. Bryce uses these events to assess how medieval universalism yielded to sovereign states and national projects.

Writing in Victorian Britain, amid debates on nationhood, federalism, and constitutional history, Bryce offered an analysis attentive to institutions, jurisprudence, and political thought. He portrayed the Holy Roman Empire as a moral-juridical commonwealth, sustained by Roman law and Christian ideology, yet constrained by geography, local liberties, and papal rivalry. His narrative engages with contemporary scholarship and documentary criticism, emphasizing verifiable charters and legal texts. By extending the story into the nineteenth century’s reorganizations, he reflects on the empire’s legacy for Germany and Europe, critiquing its limits as a unifying state while valuing its long-lived legal and cultural cohesion.
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The object of this treatise is not so much to give a narrative history of the countries included in the Romano-Germanic Empire—Italy during the middle ages, Germany from the ninth century to the nineteenth—as to describe the Holy Empire itself as an institution or system, the wonderful offspring of a body of beliefs and traditions which have almost wholly passed away from the world. Such a description, however, would not be intelligible without some account of the great events which accompanied the growth and decay of imperial power; and it has therefore appeared best to give the book the form rather of a narrative than of a dissertation; and to combine with an exposition of what may be called the theory of the Empire an outline of the political history of Germany, as well as some notices of the affairs of mediæval Italy. To make the succession of events clearer, a Chronological List of Emperors and Popes has been prefixed1.


  Dates of Several Important Events in the History of the Empire


  
    
      
        	B.C.
      


      
        	Battle of Pharsalia

        	48
      


      
        	A.D.
      


      
        	Council of Nicæa

        	325
      


      
        	End of the separate Western Empire

        	476
      


      
        	Revolt of the Italians from the Iconoclastic Emperors

        	728
      


      
        	Coronation of Charles the Great

        	800
      


      
        	End of the Carolingian Empire

        	888
      


      
        	Coronation of Otto the Great

        	962
      


      
        	Final Union of Italy to the Empire

        	1014
      


      
        	Quarrel between Henry IV and Gregory VII

        	1076
      


      
        	The First Crusade

        	1096
      


      
        	Battle of Legnano

        	1176
      


      
        	Death of Frederick II

        	1250
      


      
        	League of the three Forest Cantons of Switzerland

        	1308
      


      
        	Career of Rienzi

        	1347-1354
      


      
        	The Golden Bull

        	1356
      


      
        	Council of Constance

        	1415
      


      
        	Extinction of the Eastern Empire

        	1453
      


      
        	Discovery of America

        	1492
      


      
        	Luther at the Diet of Worms

        	1521
      


      
        	Beginning of the Thirty Years' War

        	1618
      


      
        	Peace of Westphalia

        	1648
      


      
        	Prussia recognized as a Kingdom

        	1701
      


      
        	End of the House of Hapsburg

        	1742
      


      
        	Seven Years' War

        	1756-1763
      


      
        	Peace of Luneville

        	1801
      


      
        	Formation of the German Confederation

        	1815
      


      
        	Establishment of the North German Confederation

        	1866
      

    
  


Chronological Table of Emperors and Popes










	Year of Accession.
	Bishops of Rome, or Popes.
	Emperors.
	Year of Accession



	A.D.
	
	
	B.C.



	
	
	Augustus.
	27



	
	
	
	A.D.



	
	
	Tiberius.
	14



	
	
	Caligula.
	37



	
	
	Claudius.
	41



	42
	St. Peter, (according to Jerome).
	
	



	
	
	Nero.
	54



	67
	Linus, (according to Jerome, Irenæus, Eusebius).
	
	



	68
	Clement, (according to Tertullian and Rufinus).
	Galba, Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian.
	68



	78
	Anacletus (?).
	
	



	
	
	Titus.
	79



	
	
	Domitian.
	81



	91
	Clement, (according to later writers).
	
	



	
	
	Nerva.
	96



	
	
	Trajan.
	98



	100
	Evaristus (?).
	
	



	109
	Alexander (?).
	
	



	
	
	Hadrian.
	117



	119
	Sixtus I.
	
	



	129
	Telesphorus.
	
	



	
	
	Antoninus Pius.
	138



	139
	Hyginus.
	
	



	143
	Pius I.
	
	 



	157
	Anicetus.
	
	



	
	
	Marcus Aurelius.
	161



	168
	Soter.
	
	



	177
	Eleutherius.
	
	



	
	
	Commodus.
	180



	
	
	Pertinax.
	190



	
	
	Didius Julianus.
	191



	
	
	Niger.
	192



	193
	Victor (?).
	Septimius Severus.
	193



	202
	Zephyrinus (?).
	
	



	
	
	Caracalla, Geta, Diadumenian.
	211



	
	
	Opilius Macrinus.
	217



	
	
	Elagabalus.
	218



	219
	Calixtus I.
	
	



	
	
	Alexander Severus.
	222



	223
	Urban I.
	
	



	230
	Pontianus.
	
	



	235
	Anterius or Anteros.
	Maximin.
	235



	236
	Fabianus.
	
	



	
	
	The two Gordians, Maximus Pupienus, Balbinus.
	237



	
	
	Gordian the Younger.
	238



	
	
	Philip.
	244



	
	
	Decius.
	249



	251
	Cornelius.
	Gallus.
	251



	252
	Lucius I.
	Volusian.
	252



	253
	Stephen I.
	Æmilian, Valerian, Gallienus.
	253



	257
	Sixtus II.
	
	



	259
	Dionysius.
	
	



	
	
	Claudius II.
	268



	269
	Felix.
	
	



	
	
	Aurelian.
	270



	275
	Eutychianus.
	Tacitus.
	275



	
	
	Probus.
	276



	
	
	Carus.
	282



	283
	Caius.
	
	



	
	
	Carinus, Numerian, Diocletian.
	284



	
	
	Maximian, joint Emperor with Diocletian.
	286



	296
	Marcellinus.
	
	[305(?)



	304
	Vacancy.
	Constantius, Galerius.
	304(?)



	
	
	Licinius.
	or 307]



	308
	Marcellus I.
	Maximin.
	308



	
	
	Constantine, Galerius, Licinius, Maximin, Maxentius, and Maximian reigning jointly.
	309



	310
	Eusebius.
	
	



	311
	Melchiades.
	
	



	314
	Sylvester I.
	
	



	
	
	Constantine (the Great) alone.
	323



	336
	Marcus I.
	
	



	337
	Julius I.
	Constantine II, Constantius II, Constans.
	337



	
	
	Magnentius.
	350



	352
	Liberius.
	
	



	
	
	Constantius alone.
	353



	356
	Felix (Anti-pope).
	
	



	
	
	Julian.
	361



	
	
	Jovian.
	363



	
	
	Valens and Valentinian I.
	364



	366
	Damasus I.
	
	



	
	
	Gratian and Valentinian I.
	367



	
	
	Valentinian II and Gratian.
	375



	
	
	Theodosius.
	379



	384
	Siricius.
	
	



	
	
	Arcadius (in the East), Honorius (in the West).
	395



	398
	Anastasius I.
	
	



	402
	Innocent I.
	
	



	
	
	Theodosius II. (E)
	408



	417
	Zosimus.
	
	



	418
	Boniface I.
	
	



	418
	Eulalius (Anti-pope).
	
	



	422
	Celestine I.
	
	



	
	
	Valentinian III. (W)
	424



	432
	Sixtus III.
	
	



	440
	Leo I (the Great).
	
	



	
	
	Marcian. (E)
	450



	
	
	Maximus, Avitus. (W)
	455



	
	
	Majorian. (W)
	455



	
	
	Leo I. (E)
	457



	461
	Hilarius.
	Severus. (W)
	461 



	
	
	Vacancy. (W)
	465



	
	
	Anthemius. (W)
	467



	468
	Simplicius.
	
	



	
	
	Olybrius. (W)
	472



	
	
	Glycerius. (W)
	473



	
	
	Julius Nepos. (W)
	474



	
	
	Leo II, Zeno, Basiliscus (all E.)
	474



	
	
	Romulus Augustulus. (W)
	475



	
	
	(End of the Western Line in Romulus Augustus.
	476)



	
	
	(Henceforth, till A.D. 800, Emperors reigning at Constantinople).
	



	483
	Felix III2.
	
	



	
	
	Anastasius I.
	491



	492
	Gelasius I.
	
	



	496
	Anastasius II.
	
	



	498
	Symmachus.
	
	



	498
	Laurentius (Anti-pope).
	
	



	514
	Hormisdas.
	
	



	
	
	Justin I.
	518



	523
	John I.
	
	



	526
	Felix IV.
	
	



	
	
	Justinian.
	527



	530
	Boniface II.
	
	



	530
	Dioscorus (Anti-pope).
	
	



	532
	John II.
	
	



	535
	Agapetus I.
	
	



	536
	Silverius.
	
	



	537
	Vigilius.
	
	



	555
	Pelagius I.
	
	



	560
	John III.
	
	



	
	
	Justin II.
	565



	574
	Benedict I.
	
	



	578
	Pelagius II.
	Tiberius II.
	578



	
	
	Maurice.
	582



	590
	Gregory I (the Great).
	
	



	
	
	Phocas.
	602



	604
	Sabinianus.
	
	



	607
	Boniface III.
	
	



	607
	Boniface IV.
	
	



	
	
	Heraclius.
	610



	615
	Deus dedit.
	
	



	618
	Boniface V.
	
	 



	625
	Honorius I.
	
	



	638
	Severinus.
	
	



	640
	John IV.
	
	



	
	
	Constantine III, Heracleonas, Constans II.
	641



	642
	Theodorus I.
	
	



	649
	Martin I.
	
	



	654
	Eugenius I.
	
	



	657
	Vitalianus.
	
	



	
	
	Constantine IV (Pogonatus).
	668



	672
	Adeodatus.
	
	



	676
	Domnus or Donus I.
	
	



	678
	Agatho.
	
	



	682
	Leo II.
	
	



	683(?)
	Benedict II.
	
	



	685
	John V.
	Justinian II.
	685



	685(?)
	Conon.
	
	



	687
	Sergius I.
	
	



	687
	Paschal (Anti-pope).
	
	



	687
	Theodorus (Anti-pope).
	
	



	
	
	Leontius.
	694



	
	
	Tiberius.
	697



	701
	John VI.
	
	



	705
	John VII.
	Justinian II restored.
	705



	708
	Sisinnius.
	
	



	708
	Constantine.
	
	



	
	
	Philippicus Bardanes.
	711



	
	
	Anastasius II.
	713



	715
	Gregory II.
	
	



	
	
	Theodosius III.
	716



	
	
	Leo III (the Isaurian).
	718



	731
	Gregory III.
	
	



	741
	Zacharias.
	Constantine V (Copronymus).
	741



	752
	Stephen (II).
	
	



	752
	Stephen II (or III).
	
	



	757
	Paul I.
	
	



	767
	Constantine (Anti-pope).
	
	



	768
	Stephen III (IV).
	
	



	772
	Hadrian I.
	
	



	
	
	Leo IV.
	775



	
	
	Constantine VI.
	780



	795
	Leo III.
	
	



	
	
	Deposition of Constantine VI by Irene.
	797 



	
	
	Charles I (the Great).
	800



	
	
	(Following henceforth the new Western line).
	



	
	
	Lewis I (the Pious).
	814



	816
	Stephen IV.
	
	



	817
	Paschal I.
	
	



	824
	Eugenius II.
	
	



	827
	Valentinus.
	
	



	827
	Gregory IV.
	
	



	
	
	Lothar I.
	840



	844
	Sergius II.
	
	



	847
	Leo IV.
	
	



	855
	Benedict III.
	Lewis II.
	855



	855
	Anastasius (Anti-pope).
	
	



	858
	Nicholas I.
	
	



	867
	Hadrian II.
	
	



	872
	John VIII.
	
	



	
	
	Charles II (the Bald).
	875



	
	
	Charles III (the Fat).
	881



	882
	Martin II.
	
	



	884
	Hadrian III.
	
	



	885
	Stephen V.
	
	



	891
	Formosus.
	Guido.
	891



	
	
	Lambert.
	894



	896
	Boniface VI.
	Arnulf.
	896



	896
	Stephen VI.
	
	



	897
	Romanus.
	
	



	897
	Theodore II.
	
	



	898
	John IX.
	
	



	
	
	Lewis (the Child).[†]
	899



	900
	Benedict IV.
	
	



	
	
	Lewis III (of Provence).
	901



	903
	Leo V.
	
	



	903
	Christopher.
	
	



	904
	Sergius III.
	
	



	911
	Anastasius III.
	
	



	
	
	Conrad I.
	912(?)



	913
	Lando.
	
	



	914
	John X.
	
	



	
	
	Berengar.
	915



	
	
	Henry I (the Fowler).
	918



	928
	Leo VI.
	
	 



	929
	Stephen VII.
	
	



	931
	John XI.
	
	



	936
	Leo VII.
	Otto I (the Great).
	936



	939
	Stephen VIII.
	
	



	941
	Martin III.
	
	



	946
	Agapetus II.
	
	



	955
	John XII.
	
	



	
	
	Otto I, crowned at Rome.
	962



	963
	Leo VIII.
	
	



	964
	Benedict V (Anti-Pope?).
	
	



	965
	John XIII.
	
	



	972
	Benedict VI.
	
	



	
	
	Otto II.
	973



	974
	Boniface VII (Anti-pope?).
	
	



	974
	Domnus II (?).
	
	



	974
	Benedict VII.
	
	



	983
	John XIV.
	Otto III
	983



	985
	John XV.
	
	



	996
	Gregory V.
	
	



	996
	John XVI (Anti-pope).
	
	



	999
	Sylvester II.
	
	



	
	
	Henry II (the Saint).
	1002



	1003
	John XVII.
	
	



	1003
	John XVIII.
	
	



	1009
	Sergius IV.
	
	



	1012
	Benedict VIII.
	
	



	1024
	John XIX.
	Conrad II (the Salic).
	1024



	1033
	Benedict IX.
	
	



	
	
	Henry III.
	1039



	1044
	Sylvester (Anti-pope).
	
	



	1045(?)
	Gregory VI.
	
	



	1046
	Clement II.
	
	



	1048
	Damasus II.
	
	



	1048
	Leo IX.
	
	



	1054
	Victor II.
	
	



	
	
	Henry IV.
	1056



	1057
	Stephen IX.
	
	



	1058
	Benedict X.
	
	



	1059
	Nicholas II.
	
	



	1061
	Alexander II.
	
	



	1073
	Gregory VII (Hildebrand).
	
	



	1080
	(Clement, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1086
	Victor III.
	
	



	1087
	Urban II.
	
	 



	1099
	Paschal II.
	
	



	
	
	Henry V.
	1106



	1118
	Gelasius II.
	
	



	1118
	Gregory, (Anti-pope).
	
	



	1119
	Calixtus II.
	
	



	1121
	(Celestine, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1124
	Honorius II.
	
	



	
	
	Lothar II (the Saxon).
	1125



	1130
	Innocent II.
	
	



	
	(Anacletus, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1138
	Victor (Anti-pope).
	[*]Conrad III.
	1138



	1143
	Celestine II.
	
	



	1144
	Lucius II.
	
	



	1145
	Eugenius III.
	
	



	
	
	Frederick I (Barbarossa).
	1152



	1153
	Anastasius IV.
	
	



	1154
	Hadrian IV.
	
	



	1159
	Alexander III.
	
	



	1159
	(Victor, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1164
	(Paschal, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1168
	(Calixtus, Anti-pope).
	
	



	1181
	Lucius III.
	
	



	1185
	Urban III.
	
	



	1187
	Gregory VIII.
	
	



	1187
	Clement III.
	
	



	
	
	Henry VI.
	1190



	1191
	Celestine III.
	
	



	1198
	Innocent III.
	[*]Philip, Otto IV (rivals).
	1198



	
	
	Otto IV.
	1208



	
	
	Frederick II.
	1212



	1216
	Honorius III.
	
	



	1227
	Gregory IX.
	
	



	1241
	Celestine IV.
	
	



	1241
	Vacancy.
	
	



	1243
	Innocent IV.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Conrad IV, [*]William, (rivals).
	1250



	1254
	Alexander IV.
	Interregnum.
	1254



	
	
	[*]Richard (earl of Cornwall). [*]Alfonso (king of Castile), (rivals).
	1257



	1261
	Urban IV.
	
	 



	1265
	Clement IV.
	
	



	1269
	Vacancy.
	
	



	1271
	Gregory X.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Rudolf I (of Hapsburg).
	1272



	1276
	Innocent V.
	
	



	1276
	Hadrian V.
	
	



	1277
	John XX or XXI.
	
	



	1277
	Nicholas I
	
	



	1281
	Martin IV.
	
	



	1285
	Honorius IV.
	
	



	1289
	Nicholas IV.
	
	



	1292
	Vacancy.
	[*]Adolf (of Nassau).
	1292



	1294
	Celestine V.
	
	



	1294
	Boniface VIII.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Albert I.
	1298



	1303
	Benedict XI.
	
	



	1305
	Clement V.
	
	



	
	
	Henry VII.
	1308



	1314
	Vacancy.
	Lewis IV.
	1314



	
	
	(Frederick of Austria, rival).
	



	1316
	John XXI or XXII.
	
	



	1334
	Benedict XII.
	
	



	1342
	Clement VI.
	
	



	
	
	Charles IV.
	1347



	1352
	Innocent VI.
	(Günther of Schwartzburg, rival).
	



	1362
	Urban V.
	
	



	1370
	Gregory XI.
	
	



	1378
	Urban VI, Clement VII (Anti-pope).
	[*]Wenzel.
	1378



	1389
	Boniface IX.
	
	



	1394
	Benedict (Anti-pope).
	
	



	
	
	[*]Rupert.
	1400



	1404
	Innocent VII.
	
	



	1406
	Gregory XII.
	
	



	1409
	Alexander V.
	
	



	1410
	John XXII or XXIII.
	Sigismund.
	1410



	
	
	(Jobst of Moravia, rival).
	



	1417
	Martin V.
	
	



	1431
	Eugene IV.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Albert II.
	1438



	1439
	Felix V (Anti-pope).
	
	 



	
	
	Frederick III.
	1440



	1447
	Nicholas V.
	
	



	1455
	Calixtus IV.
	
	



	1458
	Pius II.
	
	



	1464
	Paul II.
	
	



	1471
	Sixtus IV.
	
	



	1484
	Innocent VIII.
	
	



	1493
	Alexander VI.
	[*]Maximilian I.
	1493



	1503
	Pius III.
	
	



	1503
	Julius II.
	
	



	1513
	Leo X.
	
	



	
	
	Charles V.3
	1519



	1522
	Hadrian VI.
	
	



	1523
	Clement VII.
	
	



	1534
	Paul III.
	
	



	1550
	Julius III.
	
	



	1555
	Marcellus II.
	
	



	1555
	Paul IV.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Ferdinand I.
	1558



	1559
	Pius IV.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Maximilian II.
	1564



	1566
	Pius V.
	
	



	1572
	Gregory XIII.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Rudolf II.
	1576



	1585
	Sixtus V.
	
	



	1590
	Urban VII.
	
	



	1590
	Gregory XIV.
	
	



	1591
	Innocent IX.
	
	



	1592
	Clement VIII.
	
	



	1604
	Leo XI.
	
	



	1604
	Paul V.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Matthias.
	1612



	
	
	[*]Ferdinand II.
	1619



	1621
	Gregory XV.
	
	



	1623
	Urban VIII.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Ferdinand III.
	1637



	1644
	Innocent X.
	
	



	1655
	Alexander VII.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Leopold I.
	1658



	1667
	Clement IX.
	
	 



	1670
	Clement X.
	
	



	1676
	Innocent XI.
	
	



	1689
	Alexander VIII.
	
	



	1691
	Innocent XII.
	
	



	1700
	Clement XI.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Joseph I.
	1705



	
	
	[*]Charles VI.
	1711



	1720
	Innocent XIII.
	
	



	1724
	Benedict XIII.
	
	



	1740
	Benedict XIV.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Charles VII.
	1742



	
	
	[*]Francis I.
	1745



	1758
	Clement XII.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Joseph II.
	1765



	1769
	Clement XIII.
	
	



	1775
	Pius VI.
	
	



	
	
	[*]Leopold II.
	1790



	
	
	[*]Francis II.
	1792



	1800
	Pius VII.
	
	



	
	
	Abdication of Francis II.
	1806



	1823
	Leo XII.
	
	



	1829
	Pius VIII.
	
	



	1831
	Gregory XVI.
	
	



	1846
	Pius IX.
	
	





† The names in italics are those of German kings who never made any claim to the imperial title.

* Those marked with an asterisk were never actually crowned at Rome.
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Of those who in August, 1806, read in the English newspapers that the Emperor Francis II[1] had announced to the Diet[2] his resignation of the imperial crown, there were probably few who reflected that the oldest political institution in the world had come to an end. Yet it was so. The Empire which a note issued by a diplomatist on the banks of the Danube extinguished, was the same which the crafty nephew of Julius had won for himself, against the powers of the East, beneath the cliffs of Actium[3]; and which had preserved almost unaltered, through eighteen centuries of time, and through the greatest changes in extent, in power, in character, a title and pretensions from which all meaning had long since departed. Nothing else so directly linked the old world to the new—nothing else displayed so many strange contrasts of the present and the past, and summed up in those contrasts so much of European history. From the days of Constantine till far down into the middle ages it was, conjointly with the Papacy, the recognised centre and head of Christendom, exercising over the minds of men an influence such as its material strength could never have commanded. It is of this influence and of the causes that gave it power rather than of the external history of the Empire, that the following pages are designed to treat. That history is indeed full of interest and brilliance, of grand characters and striking situations. But it is a subject too vast for any single canvas. Without a minuteness of detail sufficient to make its scenes dramatic and give us a lively sympathy with the actors, a narrative history can have little value and still less charm. But to trace with any minuteness the career of the Empire, would be to write the history of Christendom from the fifth century to the twelfth, of Germany and Italy from the twelfth to the nineteenth; while even a narrative of more restricted scope, which should attempt to disengage from a general account of the affairs of those countries the events that properly belong to imperial history, could hardly be compressed within reasonable limits. It is therefore better, declining so great a task, to attempt one simpler and more practicable though not necessarily inferior in interest; to speak less of events than of principles, and endeavour to describe the Empire not as a State but as an Institution, an institution created by and embodying a wonderful system of ideas. In pursuance of such a plan, the forms which the Empire took in the several stages of its growth and decline must be briefly sketched. The characters and acts of the great men who founded, guided, and overthrew it must from time to time be touched upon. But the chief aim of the treatise will be to dwell more fully on the inner nature of the Empire, as the most signal instance of the fusion of Roman and Teutonic elements in modern civilization: to shew how such a combination was possible; how Charles and Otto were led to revive the imperial title in the West; how far during the reigns of their successors it preserved the memory of its origin, and influenced the European commonwealth of nations.

Strictly speaking, it is from the year 800 A.D., when a King of the Franks was crowned Emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III, that the beginning of the Holy Roman Empire must be dated. But in history there is nothing isolated, and just as to explain a modern Act of Parliament or a modern conveyance of lands we must go back to the feudal customs of the thirteenth century, so among the institutions of the Middle Ages there is scarcely one which can be understood until it is traced up either to classical or to primitive Teutonic antiquity. Such a mode of inquiry is most of all needful in the case of the Holy Empire, itself no more than a tradition, a fancied revival of departed glories. And thus, in order to make it clear out of what elements the imperial system was formed, we might be required to scrutinize the antiquities of the Christian Church; to survey the constitution of Rome in the days when Rome was no more than the first of the Latin cities; nay, to travel back yet further to that Jewish theocratic polity whose influence on the minds of the mediæval priesthood was necessarily so profound. Practically, however, it may suffice to begin by glancing at the condition of the Roman world in the third and fourth centuries of the Christian era. We shall then see the old Empire with its scheme of absolutism fully matured; we shall mark how the new religion, rising in the midst of a hostile power, ends by embracing and transforming it; and we shall be in a position to understand what impression the whole huge fabric of secular and ecclesiastical government which Roman and Christian had piled up made upon the barbarian tribes who pressed into the charmed circle of the ancient civilization.
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That ostentation of humility which the subtle policy of Augustus had conceived, and the jealous hypocrisy of Tiberius maintained, was gradually dropped by their successors, till despotism became at last recognised in principle as the government of the Roman Empire. With an aristocracy decayed, a populace degraded, an army no longer recruited from Italy, the semblance of liberty that yet survived might be swept away with impunity. Republican forms had never been known in the provinces at all, and the aspect which the imperial administration had originally assumed there, soon reacted on its position in the capital. Earlier rulers had disguised their supremacy by making a slavish senate the instrument of their more cruel or arbitrary acts. As time went on, even this veil was withdrawn; and in the age of Septimius Severus, the Emperor stood forth to the whole Roman world as the single centre and source of power and political action. The warlike character of the Roman state was preserved in his title of General; his provincial lieutenants were military governors; and a more terrible enforcement of the theory was found in his dependence on the army, at once the origin and support of all authority. But, as he united in himself every function of government, his sovereignty was civil as well as military. Laws emanated from him; all officials acted under his commission; the sanctity of his person bordered on divinity. This increased concentration of power was mainly required by the necessities of frontier defence, for within there was more decay than disaffection. Few troops were quartered through the country: few fortresses checked the march of armies in the struggles which placed Vespasian and Severus on the throne. The distant crash of war from the Rhine or the Euphrates was scarcely heard or heeded in the profound quiet of the Mediterranean coasts, where, with piracy, fleets had disappeared. No quarrels of race or religion disturbed that calm, for all national distinctions were becoming merged in the idea of a common Empire. The gradual extension of Roman citizenship through the coloniæ[4], the working of the equalized and equalizing Roman law, the even pressure of the government on all subjects, the movement of population caused by commerce and the slave traffic, were steadily assimilating the various peoples. Emperors who were for the most part natives of the provinces cared little to cherish Italy or conciliate Rome: it was their policy to keep open for every subject a career by whose freedom they had themselves risen to greatness, and to recruit the senate from the most illustrious families in the cities of Gaul, Spain, and Asia. The edict by which Caracalla extended to all natives of the Roman world the rights of Roman citizenship, though prompted by no motives of kindness, proved in the end a boon. Annihilating legal distinctions, it completed the work which trade and literature and toleration to all beliefs but one were already performing, and left, so far as we can tell, only two nations still cherishing a national feeling. The Jew was kept apart by his religion: the Greek boasted his original intellectual superiority. Speculative philosophy lent her aid to this general assimilation. Stoicism, with its doctrine of a universal system of nature, made minor distinctions between man and man seem insignificant: and by its teachers the idea of cosmopolitanism was for the first time proclaimed. Alexandrian Neo-Platonism, uniting the tenets of many schools, first bringing the mysticism of the East into connection with the logical philosophies of Greece, had opened up a new ground of agreement or controversy for the minds of all the world. Yet Rome's commanding position was scarcely shaken. Her actual power was indeed confined within narrow limits. Rarely were her senate and people permitted to choose the sovereign: more rarely still could they control his policy; neither law nor custom raised them above other subjects, or accorded to them any advantage in the career of civil or military ambition. As in time past Rome had sacrificed domestic freedom that she might be the mistress of others, so now to be universal, she, the conqueror, had descended to the level of the conquered. But the sacrifice had not wanted its reward. From her came the laws and the language that had overspread the world: at her feet the nations laid the offerings of their labour: she was the head of the Empire and of civilization, and in riches, fame, and splendour far outshone as well the cities of that time as the fabled glories of Babylon or Persepolis.

Scarcely had these slowly working influences brought about this unity, when other influences began to threaten it. New foes assailed the frontiers; while the loosening of the structure within was shewn by the long struggles for power which followed the death or deposition of each successive emperor. In the period of anarchy after the fall of Valerian, generals were raised by their armies in every part of the Empire, and ruled great provinces as monarchs apart, owning no allegiance to the possessor of the capital.

The founding of the kingdoms of modern Europe might have been anticipated by two hundred years, had the barbarians been bolder, or had there not arisen in Diocletian a prince active and politic enough to bind up the fragments before they had lost all cohesion, meeting altered conditions by new remedies. By dividing and localizing authority, he confessed that the weaker heart could no longer make its pulsations felt to the body's extremities. He parcelled out the supreme power among four persons, and then sought to give it a factitious strength, by surrounding it with an oriental pomp which his earlier predecessors would have scorned. The sovereign's person became more sacred, and was removed further from the subject by the interposition of a host of officials. The prerogative of Rome was menaced by the rivalry of Nicomedia, and the nearer greatness of Milan. Constantine trod in the same path, extending the system of titles and functionaries, separating the civil from the military, placing counts and dukes along the frontiers and in the cities, making the household larger, its etiquette stricter, its offices more important, though to a Roman eye degraded by their attachment to the monarch's person. The crown became, for the first time, the fountain of honour. These changes brought little good. Heavier taxation depressed the aristocracy4: population decreased, agriculture withered, serfdom spread: it was found more difficult to raise native troops and to pay any troops whatever. The removal of the seat of power to Byzantium, if it prolonged the life of a part of the Empire, shook it as a whole, by making the separation of East and West inevitable. By it Rome's self-abnegation that she might Romanize the world, was completed; for though the new capital preserved her name, and followed her customs and precedents, yet now the imperial sway ceased to be connected with the city which had created it. Thus did the idea of Roman monarchy become more universal; for, having lost its local centre, it subsisted no longer historically, but, so to speak, naturally, as a part of an order of things which a change in external conditions seemed incapable of disturbing. Henceforth the Empire would be unaffected by the disasters of the city. And though, after the partition of the Empire had been confirmed by Valentinian, and finally settled on the death of Theodosius, the seat of the Western government was removed first to Milan and then to Ravenna, neither event destroyed Rome's prestige, nor the notion of a single imperial nationality common to all her subjects. The Syrian, the Pannonian, the Briton, the Spaniard, still called himself a Roman5.

For that nationality was now beginning to be supported by a new and vigorous power. The Emperors had indeed opposed it as disloyal and revolutionary: had more than once put forth their whole strength to root it out. But the unity of the Empire, and the ease of communication through its parts, had favoured the spread of Christianity: persecution had scattered the seeds more widely, had forced on it a firm organization, had given it martyr-heroes and a history. When Constantine, partly perhaps from a genuine moral sympathy, yet doubtless far more in the well-grounded belief that he had more to gain from the zealous sympathy of its professors than he could lose by the aversion of those who still cultivated a languid paganism, took Christianity to be the religion of the Empire, it was already a great political force, able, and not more able than willing, to repay him by aid and submission. Yet the league was struck in no mere mercenary spirit, for the league was inevitable. Of the evils and dangers incident to the system then founded, there was as yet no experience: of that antagonism between Church and State which to a modern appears so natural, there was not even an idea. Among the Jews, the State had rested upon religion; among the Romans, religion had been an integral part of the political constitution, a matter far more of national or tribal or family feeling than of personal6. Both in Israel and at Rome the mingling of religious with civic patriotism had been harmonious, giving strength and elasticity to the whole body politic. So perfect a union was now no longer possible in the Roman Empire, for the new faith had already a governing body of her own in those rulers and teachers whom the growth of sacramentalism, and of sacerdotalism its necessary consequence, was making every day more powerful, and marking off more sharply from the mass of the Christian people. Since therefore the ecclesiastical organization could not be identical with the civil, it became its counterpart. Suddenly called from danger and ignominy to the seat of power, and finding her inexperience perplexed by a sphere of action vast and varied, the Church was compelled to frame herself upon the model of the secular administration. Where her own machinery was defective, as in the case of doctrinal disputes affecting the whole Christian world, she sought the interposition of the sovereign; in all else she strove not to sink in, but to reproduce for herself the imperial system. And just as with the extension of the Empire all the independent rights of districts, towns, or tribes had disappeared, so now the primitive freedom and diversity of individual Christians and local Churches, already circumscribed by the frequent struggles against heresy, was finally overborne by the idea of one visible catholic Church, uniform in faith and ritual; uniform too in her relation to the civil power and the increasingly oligarchical character of her government. Thus, under the combined force of doctrinal theory and practical needs, there shaped itself a hierarchy of patriarchs, metropolitans, and bishops, their jurisdiction, although still chiefly spiritual, enforced by the laws of the State, their provinces and dioceses usually corresponding to the administrative divisions of the Empire. As no patriarch yet enjoyed more than an honorary supremacy, the head of the Church—so far as she could be said to have a head—was virtually the Emperor himself. The inchoate right to intermeddle in religious affairs which he derived from the office of Pontifex Maximus was readily admitted; and the clergy, preaching the duty of passive obedience now as it had been preached in the days of Nero and Diocletian7, were well pleased to see him preside in councils, issue edicts against heresy, and testify even by arbitrary measures his zeal for the advancement of the faith and the overthrow of pagan rites. But though the tone of the Church remained humble, her strength waxed greater, nor were occasions wanting which revealed the future that was in store for her. The resistance and final triumph of Athanasius proved that the new society could put forth a power of opinion such as had never been known before: the abasement of Theodosius the Emperor before Ambrose the Archbishop admitted the supremacy of spiritual authority. In the decrepitude of old institutions, in the barrenness of literature and the feebleness of art, it was to the Church that the life and feelings of the people sought more and more to attach themselves; and when in the fifth century the horizon grew black with clouds of ruin, those who watched with despair or apathy the approach of irresistible foes, fled for comfort to the shrine of a religion which even those foes revered.


But that which we are above all concerned to remark here is, that this church system, demanding a more rigid uniformity in doctrine and organization, making more and more vital the notion of a visible body of worshippers united by participation in the same sacraments, maintained and propagated afresh the feeling of a single Roman people throughout the world. Christianity as well as civilization became conterminous with the Roman Empire8.
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Upon a world so constituted did the barbarians of the North descend[1q]. From the dawn of history they shew as a dim background to the warmth and light of the Mediterranean coast, changing little while kingdoms rise and fall in the South: only thought on when some hungry swarm comes down to pillage or to settle. It is always as foes that they are known. The Romans never forgot the invasion of Brennus[5]; and their fears, renewed by the irruption of the Cimbri and Teutones[6], could not let them rest till the extension of the frontier to the Rhine and the Danube removed Italy from immediate danger. A little more perseverance under Tiberius, or again under Hadrian, would probably have reduced all Germany as far as the Baltic and the Oder. But the politic or jealous advice of Augustus9 was followed, and it was only along the frontiers that Roman arts and culture affected the Teutonic races. Commerce was brisk; Roman envoys penetrated the forests to the courts of rude chieftains; adventurous barbarians entered the provinces, sometimes to admire, oftener, like the brother of Arminius10, to take service under the Roman flag, and rise to a distinction in the legion which some feud denied them at home. This was found even more convenient by the hirer than by the employed; till by degrees barbarian mercenaries came to form the largest, or at least the most effective, part of the Roman armies. The body-guard of Augustus had been so composed; the prætorians[7] were generally selected from the bravest frontier troops, most of them German; the practice could not but increase with the extinction of the free peasantry, the growth of villenage, and the effeminacy of all classes. Emperors who were, like Maximin, themselves foreigners, encouraged a system by whose means they had risen, and whose advantages they knew. After Constantine, the barbarians form the majority of the troops; after Theodosius, a Roman is the exception. The soldiers of the Eastern Empire in the time of Arcadius are almost all Goths, vast bodies of whom had been settled in the provinces; while in the West, Stilicho11 can oppose Rhodogast only by summoning the German auxiliaries from the frontiers. Along with this practice there had grown up another, which did still more to make the barbarians feel themselves members of the Roman state. Whatever the pride of the old republic might assert, the maxim of the Empire had always been that birth and race should exclude no subject from any post which his abilities deserved. This principle, which had removed all obstacles from the path of the Spaniard Trajan, the Pannonian Maximin, the Numidian Philip, was afterwards extended to the conferring of honour and power on persons who did not even profess to have passed through the grades of Roman service, but remained leaders of their own tribes. Ariovistus had been soothed by the title of Friend of the Roman People; in the third century the insignia of the consulship12 were conferred on a Herulian chief: Crocus and his Alemanni entered as an independent body into the service of Rome; along the Rhine whole tribes received, under the name of Laeti, lands within the provinces on condition of military service; and the foreign aid which the Sarmatian had proffered to Vespasian against his rival, and Marcus Aurelius had indignantly rejected in the war with Cassius, became the usual, at last the sole support of the Empire, in civil as well as in external strife.

Thus in many ways was the old antagonism broken down—Romans admitting barbarians to rank and office, barbarians catching something of the manners and culture of their neighbours. And thus when the final movement came, and the Teutonic tribes slowly established themselves through the provinces, they entered not as savage strangers, but as colonists knowing something of the system into which they came, and not unwilling to be considered its members; despising the degenerate provincials who struck no blow in their own defence, but full of respect for the majestic power which had for so many centuries confronted and instructed them.

Great during all these ages, but greatest when they were actually traversing and settling in the Empire, must have been the impression which its elaborate machinery of government and mature civilization made upon the minds of the Northern invaders. With arms whose fabrication they had learned from their foes, these dwellers in the forest conquered well-tilled fields, and entered towns whose busy workshops, marts stored with the productions of distant countries, and palaces rich in monuments of art, equally roused their wonder. To the beauty of statuary or painting they might often be blind, but the rudest mind must have been awed by the massive piles with which vanity or devotion, or the passion for amusement, had adorned Milan and Verona, Arles, Treves, and Bordeaux. A deeper awe would strike them as they gazed on the crowding worshippers and stately ceremonial of Christianity, most unlike their own rude sacrifices. The exclamation of the Goth Athanaric, when led into the market-place of Constantinople, may stand for the feelings of his nation: 'Without doubt the Emperor is a God upon earth, and he who attacks him is guilty of his own blood13.'

The social and political system, with its cultivated language and literature, into which they came, would impress fewer of the conquerors, but by those few would be admired beyond all else. Its regular organization supplied what they most needed and could least construct for themselves, and hence it was that the greatest among them were the most desirous to preserve it. The Mongol Attila excepted, there is among these terrible hosts no destroyer; the wish of each leader is to maintain the existing order, to spare life, to respect every work of skill and labour, above all to perpetuate the methods of Roman administration, and rule the people as the deputy or successor of their Emperor. Titles conferred by him were the highest honours they knew: they were also the only means of acquiring something like a legal claim to the obedience of the subject, and of turning a patriarchal or military chieftainship into the regular sway of an hereditary monarch. Civilis had long since endeavoured to govern his Batavians as a Roman general14. Alaric became master-general of the armies of Illyricum. Clovis exulted in the consulship; his son Theodebert received Provence, the conquest of his own battle-axe, as the gift of Justinian. Sigismund the Burgundian king, created count and patrician by the Emperor Anastasius, professed the deepest gratitude and the firmest faith to that Eastern court which was absolutely powerless to help or to hurt him. 'My people is yours,' he writes, 'and to rule them delights me less than to serve you; the hereditary devotion of my race to Rome has made us account those the highest honours which your military titles convey; we have always preferred what an Emperor gave to all that our ancestors could bequeath. In ruling our nation we hold ourselves but your lieutenants: you, whose divinely-appointed sway no barrier bounds, whose blessed beams shine from the Bosphorus into distant Gaul, employ us to administer the remoter regions of your Empire: your world is our fatherland15.' A contemporary historian has recorded the remarkable disclosure of his own thoughts and purposes, made by one of the ablest of the barbarian chieftains, Athaulf the Visigoth, the brother-in-law and successor of Alaric. 'It was at first my wish to destroy the Roman name, and erect in its place a Gothic empire, taking to myself the place and the powers of Cæsar Augustus. But when experience taught me that the untameable barbarism of the Goths would not suffer them to live beneath the sway of law, and that the abolition of the institutions on which the state rested would involve the ruin of the state itself, I chose the glory of renewing and maintaining by Gothic strength the fame of Rome, desiring to go down to posterity as the restorer of that Roman power which it was beyond my power to replace. Wherefore I avoid war and strive for peace16.'

Historians have remarked how valuable must have been the skill of Roman officials to princes who from leaders of tribes were become rulers of wide lands; and in particular how indispensable the aid of the Christian bishops, the intellectual aristocracy of their new subjects, whose advice could alone guide their policy and conciliate the vanquished. Not only is this true; it is but a small part of the truth; one form of that manifold and overpowering influence which the old system exercised over its foes not less than its own children. For it is hardly too much to say that the thought of antagonism to the Empire and the wish to extinguish it never crossed the mind of the barbarians17. The conception of that Empire was too universal, too august, too enduring. It was everywhere around them, and they could remember no time when it had not been so. It had no association of people or place whose fall could seem to involve that of the whole fabric; it had that connection with the Christian Church which made it all-embracing and venerable.

There were especially two ideas whereon it rested, and from which it obtained a peculiar strength and a peculiar direction. The one was the belief that as the dominion of Rome was universal, so must it be eternal. Nothing like it had been seen before. The empire of Alexander had lasted a short lifetime; and within its wide compass were included many arid wastes, and many tracts where none but the roving savage had ever set foot. That of the Italian city had for fourteen generations embraced all the most wealthy and populous regions of the civilized world, and had laid the foundations of its power so deep that they seemed destined to last for ever. If Rome moved slowly for a time, her foot was always planted firmly: the ease and swiftness of her later conquests proved the solidity of the earlier; and to her, more justly than to his own city, might the boast of the Athenian historian be applied: that she advanced farthest in prosperity, and in adversity drew back the least. From the end of the republican period her poets, her orators, her jurists, ceased not to repeat the claim of world-dominion, and confidently predict its eternity18. The proud belief of his countrymen which Virgil had expressed—

'His ego nec metas rerum, nec tempora pono:

  Imperium sine fine dedi'—

was shared by the early Christians when they prayed for the persecuting power whose fall would bring Antichrist upon earth. Lactantius writes: 'When Rome the head of the world shall have fallen, who can doubt that the end is come of human things, aye, of the earth itself. She, she alone is the state by which all things are upheld even until now; wherefore let us make prayers and supplications to the God of heaven, if indeed his decrees and his purposes can be delayed, that that hateful tyrant come not sooner than we look for, he for whom are reserved fearful deeds, who shall pluck out that eye in whose extinction the world itself shall perish19.' With the triumph of Christianity this belief had found a new basis. For as the Empire had decayed, the Church had grown stronger; and now while the one, trembling at the approach of the destroyer, saw province after province torn away, the other, rising in stately youth, prepared to fill her place and govern in her name, and in doing so, to adopt and sanctify and propagate anew the notion of a universal and unending state.

The second chief element in this conception was the association of such a state with one irresponsible governor, the Emperor. The hatred to the name of King, which their earliest political struggles had left in the Romans, by obliging their ruler to take a new and strange title, marked him off from all the other sovereigns of the world. To the provincials especially he became an awful impersonation of the great machine of government which moved above and around them. It was not merely that he was, like a modern king, the centre of power and the dispenser of honour: his pre-eminence, broken by no comparison with other princes, by the ascending ranks of no aristocracy, had in it something almost supernatural. The right of legislation had become vested in him alone: the decrees of the people, and resolutions of the senate, and edicts of the magistrates were, during the last three centuries, replaced by imperial constitutions; his domestic council, the consistory, was the supreme court of appeal; his interposition, like that of some terrestrial Providence, was invoked, and legally provided so to be, to reverse or overleap the ordinary rules of law20. From the time of Julius and Augustus his person had been hallowed by the office of chief pontiff21 and the tribunician power; to swear by his head was considered the most solemn of all oaths22; his effigy was sacred23, even on a coin; to him or to his Genius temples were erected and divine honours paid while he lived24; and when, as it was expressed, he ceased to be among men, the title of Divus was accorded to him, after a solemn consecration25. In the confused multiplicity of mythologies, the worship of the Emperor was the only worship common to the whole Roman world, and was therefore that usually proposed as a test to the Christians on their trial. Under the new religion the form of adoration vanished, the sentiment of reverence remained: the right to control Church as well as State, admitted at Nicæa, and habitually exercised by the sovereigns of Constantinople, made the Emperor hardly less essential to the new conception of a world-wide Christian monarchy than he had been to the military despotism of old. These considerations explain why the men of the fifth century, clinging to preconceived ideas, refused to believe in that dissolution of the Empire which they saw with their own eyes. Because it could not die, it lived. And there was in the slowness of the change and its external aspect, as well as in the fortunes of the capital, something to favour the illusion. The Roman name was shared by every subject; the Roman city was no longer the seat of government, nor did her capture extinguish the imperial power, for the maxim was now accepted, Where the Emperor is, there is Rome26. But her continued existence, not permanently occupied by any conqueror, striking the nations with an awe which the history or the external splendours of Constantinople, Milan, or Ravenna could nowise inspire, was an ever new assertion of the endurance of the Roman race and dominion. Dishonoured and defenceless, the spell of her name was still strong enough to arrest the conqueror in the moment of triumph. The irresistible impulse that drew Alaric was one of glory or revenge, not of destruction: the Hun turned back from Aquileia with a vague fear upon him: the Ostrogoth adorned and protected his splendid prize.

In the history of the last days of the Western Empire, two points deserve special remark: its continued union with the Eastern branch, and the way in which its ideal dignity was respected while its representatives were despised. After Stilicho's death, and Alaric's invasion, its fall was a question of time. While one by one the provinces were abandoned by the central government, left either to be occupied by invading tribes or to maintain a precarious independence, like Britain and Armorica27 , by means of municipal unions, Italy lay at the mercy of the barbarian auxiliaries and was governed by their leaders. The degenerate line of Theodosius might have seemed to reign by hereditary right, but after their extinction in Valentinian III each phantom Emperor—Maximus, Avitus, Majorian, Anthemius, Olybrius—received the purple from the haughty Ricimer, general of the troops, only to be stripped of it when he presumed to forget his dependence. Though the division between Arcadius and Honorius had definitely severed the two realms for administrative purposes, they were still supposed to constitute a single Empire, and the rulers of the East interfered more than once to raise to the Western throne princes they could not protect upon it. Ricimer's insolence quailed before the shadowy grandeur of the imperial title: his ambition, and Gundobald his successor's, were bounded by the name of patrician. The bolder genius of Odoacer28, general of the barbarian auxiliaries, resolved to abolish an empty pageant, and extinguish the title and office of Emperor of the West. Yet over him too the spell had power; and as the Gaulish warrior had gazed on the silent majesty of the senate in a deserted city, so the Herulian revered the power before which the world had bowed, and though there was no force to check or to affright him, shrank from grasping in his own barbarian hand the sceptre of the Cæsars. When, at Odoacer's bidding, Romulus Augustulus, the boy whom a whim of fate had chosen to be the last native Cæsar of Rome, had formally announced his resignation to the senate, a deputation from that body proceeded to the Eastern court to lay the insignia of royalty at the feet of the Eastern Emperor Zeno. The West, they declared, no longer required an Emperor of its own; one monarch sufficed for the world; Odoacer was qualified by his wisdom and courage to be the protector of their state, and upon him Zeno was entreated to confer the title of patrician and the administration of the Italian provinces29. The Emperor granted what he could not refuse, and Odoacer, taking the title of King30, continued the consular office, respected the civil and ecclesiastical institutions of his subjects, and ruled for fourteen years as the nominal vicar of the Eastern Emperor. There was thus legally no extinction of the Western Empire at all, but only a reunion of East and West. In form, and to some extent also in the belief of men, things now reverted to their state during the first two centuries of the Empire, save that Byzantium instead of Rome was the centre of the civil government. The joint tenancy which had been conceived by Diocletian, carried further by Constantine, renewed under Valentinian I and again at the death of Theodosius, had come to an end; once more did a single Emperor sway the sceptre of the world, and head an undivided Catholic Church31. To those who lived at the time, this year (476 A.D.) was no such epoch as it has since become, nor was any impression made on men's minds commensurate with the real significance of the event. For though it did not destroy the Empire in idea, nor wholly even in fact, its consequences were from the first great. It hastened the development of a Latin as opposed to Greek and Oriental forms of Christianity: it emancipated the Popes: it gave a new character to the projects and government of the Teutonic rulers of the West. But the importance of remembering its formal aspect to those who witnessed it will be felt as we approach the era when the Empire was revived by Charles the Frank.

Odoacer's monarchy was not more oppressive than those of his neighbours in Gaul, Spain, and Africa. But the mercenary fœderati who supported it were a loose swarm of predatory tribes: themselves without cohesion, they could take no firm root in Italy. During the eighteen years of his reign no progress seems to have been made towards the re-organization of society; and the first real attempt to blend the peoples and maintain the traditions of Roman wisdom in the hands of a new and vigorous race was reserved for a more famous chieftain, the greatest of all the barbarian conquerors, the forerunner of the first barbarian Emperor, Theodoric the Ostrogoth. The aim of his reign, though he professed allegiance to the Eastern court which had favoured his invasion32, was the establishment of a national monarchy in Italy. Brought up as a hostage in the court of Byzantium, he learnt to know the advantages of an orderly and cultivated society and the principles by which it must be maintained; called in early manhood to roam as a warrior-chief over the plains of the Danube, he acquired along with the arts of command a sense of the superiority of his own people in valour and energy and truth. When the defeat and death of Odoacer had left the peninsula at his mercy, he sought no further conquest, easy as it would have been to tear away new provinces from the Eastern realm, but strove only to preserve and strengthen the ancient polity of Rome, to breathe into her decaying institutions the spirit of a fresh life, and without endangering the military supremacy of his own Goths, to conciliate by indulgence and gradually raise to the level of their masters the degenerate population of Italy. The Gothic nation appears from the first less cruel in war and more prudent in council than any of their Germanic brethren33 : all that was most noble among them shone forth now in the rule of the greatest of the Amali. From his palace at Verona34, commemorated in the song of the Nibelungs, he issued equal laws for Roman and Goth, and bade the intruder, if he must occupy part of the lands, at least respect the goods and the person of his fellow-subject. Jurisprudence and administration remained in native hands: two annual consuls, one named by Theodoric, the other by the Eastern monarch, presented an image of the ancient state; and while agriculture and the arts revived in the provinces, Rome herself celebrated the visits of a master who provided for the wants of her people and preserved with care the monuments of her former splendour. With peace and plenty men's minds took hope, and the study of letters revived. The last gleam of classical literature gilds the reign of the barbarian. By the consolidation of the two races under one wise government, Italy might have been spared six hundred years of gloom and degradation. It was not so to be. Theodoric was tolerant, but toleration was itself a crime in the eyes of his orthodox subjects: the Arian Goths were and remained strangers and enemies among the Catholic Italians. Scarcely had the sceptre passed from the hands of Theodoric to his unworthy offspring, when Justinian, who had viewed with jealousy the greatness of his nominal lieutenant, determined to assert his dormant rights over Italy; its people welcomed Belisarius as a deliverer, and in the struggle that followed the race and name of the Ostrogoths perished for ever. Thus again reunited in fact, as it had been all the while united in name, to the Roman Empire, the peninsula was divided into counties and dukedoms, and obeyed the exarch of Ravenna, viceroy of the Byzantine court, till the arrival of the Lombards in A.D. 568 drove him from some districts, and left him only a feeble authority in the rest.

Beyond the Alps, though the Roman population had now ceased to seek help from the Eastern court, the Empire's rights still subsisted in theory, and were never legally extinguished. As has been said, they were admitted by the conquerors themselves: by Athaulf, when he reigned in Aquitaine as the vicar of Honorius, and recovered Spain from the Suevi to restore it to its ancient masters; by the Visigothic kings of Spain, when they permitted the Mediterranean cities to send tribute to Byzantium; by Clovis, when, after the representatives of the old government, Syagrius and the Armorican cities, had been overpowered or absorbed, he received with delight from the Eastern emperor Anastasius the grant of a Roman dignity to confirm his possession. Arrayed like a Fabius or Valerius in the consul's embroidered robe, the Sicambrian chieftain rode through the streets of Tours, while the shout of the provincials hailed him Augustus35. They already obeyed him, but his power was now legalised in their eyes, and it was not without a melancholy pride that they saw the terrible conqueror himself yield to the spell of the Roman name, and do homage to the enduring majesty of their legitimate sovereign36.

Yet the severed limbs of the Empire forgot by degrees their original unity. As in the breaking up of the old society, which we trace from the sixth to the eighth century, rudeness and ignorance grew apace, as language and manners were changed by the infiltration of Teutonic settlers, as men's thoughts and hopes and interests were narrowed by isolation from their fellows, as the organization of the Roman province and the Germanic tribe alike dissolved into a chaos whence the new order began to shape itself, dimly and doubtfully as yet, the memory of the old Empire, its symmetry, its sway, its civilization, must needs wane and fade. It might have perished altogether but for the two enduring witnesses Rome had left—her Church and her Law. The barbarians had at first associated Christianity with the Romans from whom they learned it: the Romans had used it as their only bulwark against oppression. The hierarchy were the natural leaders of the people, and the necessary councillors of the king. Their power grew with the extinction of civil government and the spread of superstition; and when the Frank found it too valuable to be abandoned to the vanquished people, he insensibly acquired the feelings and policy of the order he entered.

As the Empire fell to pieces, and the new kingdoms which the conquerors had founded themselves began to dissolve, the Church clung more closely to her unity of faith and discipline, the common bond of all Christian men. That unity must have a centre, that centre was Rome. A succession of able and zealous pontiffs extended her influence (the sanctity and the writings of Gregory the Great were famous through all the West): never occupied by barbarians, she retained her peculiar character and customs, and laid the foundations of a power over men's souls more durable than that which she had lost over their bodies37. Only second in importance to this influence was that which was exercised by the permanence of the old law, and of its creature the municipality. The barbarian invaders retained the customs of their ancestors, characteristic memorials of a rude people, as we see them in the Salic law or in the ordinances of Ina and Alfred. But the subject population and the clergy continued to be governed by that elaborate system which the genius and labour of many generations had raised to be the most lasting monument of Roman greatness.

The civil law had maintained itself in Spain and Southern Gaul, nor was it utterly forgotten even in the North, in Britain, on the borders of Germany. Revised editions of the Theodosian code were issued by the Visigothic and Burgundian princes. For some centuries it was the patrimony of the subject population everywhere, and in Aquitaine and Italy has outlived feudalism. The presumption in later times was that all men were to be judged by it who could not be proved to be subject to some other38. Its phrases, its forms, its courts, its subtlety and precision, all recalled the strong and refined society which had produced it. Other motives, as well as those of kindness to their subjects, made the new kings favour it; for it exalted their prerogative, and the submission enjoined by it on one class of their subjects soon came to be demanded from the other, by their own laws the equals of the prince. Considering attentively how many of the old institutions continued to subsist, and studying the feelings of that time, as they are faintly preserved in its scanty records, it seems hardly too much to say that in the eighth century the Roman Empire still existed in the West: existed in men's minds as a power weakened, delegated, suspended, but not destroyed.

It is easy for those who read the history of an age in the light of those that followed it, to perceive that in this men erred; that the tendency of events was wholly different; that society had entered on a new phase, wherein every change did more to localize authority and strengthen the aristocratic principle at the expense of the despotic. We can see that other forms of life, more full of promise for the distant future, had already begun to shew themselves: they—with no type of power or beauty, but that which had filled the imagination of their forefathers, and now loomed on them grander than ever through the mist of centuries—mistook, as it has been said of Rienzi in later days, memories for hopes, and sighed only for the renewal of its strength. Events were at hand by which these hopes seemed destined to be gratified.


Chapter IV.

  Restoration of the Western Empire
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It was towards Rome as their ecclesiastical capital that the thoughts and hopes of the men of the sixth and seventh centuries were constantly directed. Yet not from Rome, feeble and corrupt, nor on the exhausted soil of Italy, was the deliverer to arise. Just when, as we may suppose, the vision of a renewal of imperial authority in the Western provinces was beginning to vanish away, there appeared in the furthest corner of Europe, sprung of a race but lately brought within the pale of civilization, a line of chieftains devoted to the service of the Holy See, and among them one whose power, good fortune, and heroic character pointed him out as worthy of a dignity to which doctrine and tradition had attached a sanctity almost divine.

Of the new monarchies that had risen on the ruins of Rome, that of the Franks was by far the greatest. In the third century they appear, with Saxons, Alemanni, and Thuringians, as one of the greatest German tribe leagues. The Sicambri (for it seems probable that this famous race was a chief source of the Frankish nation) had now laid aside their former hostility to Rome, and her future representatives were thenceforth, with few intervals, her faithful allies. Many of their chiefs rose to high place: Malarich receives from Jovian the charge of the Western provinces; Bauto and Mellobaudes figure in the days of Theodosius and his sons; Meroveus (if Meroveus be a real name) fights under Aetius against Attila in the great battle of Chalons; his countrymen endeavour in vain to save Gaul from the Suevi and Burgundians. Not till the Empire was evidently helpless did they claim a share of the booty; then Clovis, or Chlodovech, chief of the Salian tribe, leaving his kindred the Ripuarians in their seats on the lower Rhine, advances from Flanders to wrest Gaul from the barbarian nations which had entered it some sixty years before. Few conquerors have had a career of more unbroken success[2q]. By the defeat of the Roman governor Syagrius he was left master of the northern provinces: the Burgundian kingdom in the valley of the Rhone was in no long time reduced to dependence: last of all, the Visigothic power was overthrown in one great battle, and Aquitaine added to the dominions of Clovis. Nor were the Frankish arms less prosperous on the other side of the Rhine. The victory of Tolbiac led to the submission of the Alemanni: their allies the Bavarians followed, and when the Thuringian power had been broken by Theodorich I (son of Clovis), the Frankish league embraced all the tribes of western and southern Germany. The state thus formed, stretching from the Bay of Biscay to the Inn and the Ems, was of course in no sense a French, that is to say, a Gallic monarchy. Nor, although the widest and strongest empire that had yet been founded by a Teutonic race, was it, under the Merovingian kings, a united kingdom at all, but rather a congeries of principalities, held together by the predominance of a single nation and a single family, who ruled in Gaul as masters over a subject race, and in Germany exercised a sort of hegemony among kindred and scarcely inferior tribes. But towards the middle of the eighth century a change began. Under the rule of Pipin of Herstal and his son Charles Martel, mayors of the palace to the last feeble Merovingians, the Austrasian Franks in the lower Rhineland became acknowledged heads of the nation, and were able, while establishing a firmer government at home, to direct its whole strength in projects of foreign ambition. The form those projects took arose from a circumstance which has not yet been mentioned. It was not solely or even chiefly to their own valour that the Franks owed their past greatness and the yet loftier future which awaited them, it was to the friendship of the clergy and the favour of the Apostolic See. The other Teutonic nations, Goths, Vandals, Burgundians, Suevians, Lombards, had been most of them converted by Arian missionaries who proceeded from the Roman Empire during the short period when Arian doctrines were in the ascendant. The Franks, who were among the latest converts, were Catholics from the first, and gladly accepted the clergy as their teachers and allies. Thus it was that while the hostility of their orthodox subjects destroyed the Vandal kingdom in Africa and the Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy, the eager sympathy of the priesthood enabled the Franks to vanquish their Burgundian and Visigothic enemies, and made it comparatively easy for them to blend with the Roman population in the provinces. They had done good service against the Saracens of Spain; they had aided the English Boniface in his mission to the heathen of Germany39; and at length, as the most powerful among Catholic nations, they attracted the eyes of the ecclesiastical head of the West, now sorely bested by domestic foes.

Since the invasion of Alboin, Italy had groaned under a complication of evils. The Lombards who had entered along with that chief in A.D. 568 had settled in considerable numbers in the valley of the Po, and founded the duchies of Spoleto and Benevento, leaving the rest of the country to be governed by the exarch of Ravenna as viceroy of the Eastern crown. This subjection was, however, little better than nominal. Although too few to occupy the whole peninsula, the invaders were yet strong enough to harass every part of it by inroads which met with no resistance from a population unused to arms, and without the spirit to use them in self-defence. More cruel and repulsive, if we may believe the evidence of their enemies, than any other of the Northern tribes, the Lombards were certainly singular in their aversion to the clergy, never admitting them to the national councils. Tormented by their repeated attacks, Rome sought help in vain from Byzantium, whose forces, scarce able to repel from
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