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THE END OF THE ANCIENT WORLD
This issue focuses on the changes that occurred in Late Antiquity (including the
fall of Rome), during which the ancient world transitioned into the Middle Ages.
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ROME AND CHRISTIANITY

AN EMPEROR’S MAGNIFICENT TOMB

Constantine supported the Christian faith and
converted to Christianity on his deathbed.

The first emperor of China was interred in an
exquisite tomb that featured lakes of mercury.
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This painting by Karl Bryullov (1799–
1852) depicts, in a dramatic fashion,
what the sack of Rome by Genseric in
AD 455 might have looked like. Genseric
(also rendered as Geiseric) was king of
the Vandals and Alans (r. 428–477). He
managed to carve out a kingdom of his
own on the edge of the Mediterranean.
He captured Carthage and Sicily, before
sacking Rome itself. The rise of Genseric
fits a broader pattern: as the Western
half of the Roman Empire was dying,
various barbarian kingdoms, including
that of Genseric, rose to prominence
and laid the foundations for what we
now refer to as the Early Middle Ages.
© Public domain

ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS
How does one define the end of a particular
era and the beginning of a new one? Just how
do we refer to our own time? Do we call it
’modern’ or even ‘post-modern’? In what way
does our world today differ from that of, say,
fifty years ago? What criteria do we use to distinguish our own time period from an earlier
one? Do we focus on social aspects, on technological advancement, or on something else
entirely, or a mixture of all of the above?
For intellectuals of the Renaissance,
the ancient world ended when Rome fell in
AD 476, and the span of time between that
cataclysm and their own day was referred
to, rather disparagingly, as the Middle Ages.
Lumping together about a thousand years
of history is, while perhaps convenient, not
entirely useful from an analytical point of
view. Modern scholarship has rightly devoted a lot of time and effort into dividing these
periods into smaller chunks, and no scholar
worth his or her salt today would ever ignore

This has led, for example, to a subdivision
of the Middle Ages into an Early and a Late
period, with the latter also referred to as
the ‘High Middle Ages’. Similarly, scholars
have created a period dubbed Late Antiquity to cover the age during which the ancient
world transformed into the medieval one.
This instalment of Ancient History focuses on Late Antiquity. The key event is
the fall of Rome, even though the Roman
Empire continued to exist and change, as it
had always done, in the East, with Constantinople as its new focal point. But the fall of
Rome wasn’t something that just happened:
it was one event in a string of different occurrences; it was part of a wider process of
transformation. Aspects of that transformation, the beginnings of which can be traced
to at least the late second century AD, is
what we will explore in this issue.
—Josho Brouwers
Editor, Ancient History

local and regional systems of periodization.

4

Ancient History 11

ahm_11.indd 4

22/06/2017 14:13

HISTORICAL

THEME

500 AD

INTRODUCTION

THEME: The end of Antiquity

THE END OF ANTIQUITY

ROMAN EMPIRE, AD 100 – 500

If one were to picture the ancient world, one would probably imagine
togas and marble temples, marching legions and ancient gods. With
regard to the medieval world, the mind’s eye pictures stone castles
and feudal lords, ironclad knights and tournaments. But when and
how did the ancient world give way to the medieval?
By Josho Brouwers

and archaeologists have devised a number of

he end of the ancient world is
bound up inextricably with the fall
of the Roman Empire (for which,
see also Ancient Warfare issue

different approaches and methods to explain

IX.1). In truth, the ‘fall of Rome’ pertains only

cause and effect. Effects are usually obvious:

to the western half of the realm, since the east

in this particular case, we wish to understand

flourished and became what we now refer to

how the western half of the Roman Empire fell,

as the Byzantine Empire. However that may

and with that we wish to understand the pos-

be, in AD 476, the last official emperor of the

sibly more complex issue of how the ancient

western half of the Roman Empire, Romulus

world came to an end. When seeking causes,

Augustulus (‘Little Augustus’), was deposed.

it was long customary to explain a particular

But the fall of Rome cannot be simplified to

effect as the result of one main cause. This is

a single event. Rome – and by extension the

often, and certainly in the case of this issue’s

ancient world – did not come to a sudden end

theme, no longer considered satisfactory:

overnight. The year 476 is nothing more than

widespread change is generally considered to

a historical convention, a particular moment

be so complex that it cannot be explained or

in time deemed significant by later historians.

understood in terms of a single, driving cause.

change, but these need not concern us here.
What is important is that when we try to
explain change, we usually reason in terms of

have a look at some of the possible catalysts

ies change over time. Change, in general, is

for change that have been put forward to

seldom sudden, but instead part of a process

explain the fall of Rome and, by extension,

that unfolds over a longer or shorter period of

how the end of the ancient world may have

time. Events in and of themselves crucially do

come about. There are three main aspects

not explain change. When we seek to explain

that I want to focus on here: religion, migra-

change, we need to understand it. As Colin

tions, and disease. It’s impossible to point

Renfrew and Paul Bahn put it in the seventh

to one of these and claim that it was deci-

edition of their Archaeology: Theory, Meth-

sive in bringing about the end of Rome and

ods and Practice (2016), “if the ‘explanation’

the ancient world, but all are likely to have

adds nothing to our understanding it is not

been contributing factors.
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A historian or archaeologist interested in
the end of the ancient world basically stud-
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(for us) an explanation” (p. 489). Historians
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