
ENVOYS AND POLITICAL
COMMUNICATION IN THE LATE

ANTIQUE WEST, 411–533

Warfare and dislocation are obvious features of the break-up of the late
Roman West, but this crucial period of change was characterised also by
communication and diplomacy. The great events of the late antique West
were determined by the quieter labours of countless envoys, who trav-
elled between emperors, kings, generals, high officials, bishops, provincial
councils, and cities. This book examines the role of envoys in the period
from the establishment of the first ‘barbarian kingdoms’ in the West, to
the eve of Justinian’s wars of reconquest. It shows how ongoing practices
of Roman imperial administration shaped new patterns of political inter-
action in the novel context of the earliest medieval states. Close analysis
of sources with special interest in embassies offers insight into a variety of
genres: chronicles, panegyrics, hagiographies, letters, and epitaphs. This
study makes a significant contribution to the developing field of ancient
and medieval communications.
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PREFACE

This study sprang from several coincidences. I chanced to read Hydatius,
Priscus, and Senarius’ Epitaph (tucked away in the indexes of Mommsen’s
edition of Cassiodorus) at much the same time, and was struck not only
by the importance of ‘diplomacy’ to all three texts, but also by the fact
that while diplomatic communication was a prominent feature in mod-
ern literature on the Byzantine East, it was not much evident in studies
of the early medieval West. At much the same time, we were all wak-
ened each morning by radio news of the ‘shuttle diplomacy’ preceding
the Gulf War of January–February 1991. These tense events suggested
parallels with the repeated embassies in Hydatius, and with Senarius’
boast of visiting eastern and western capitals twice within one year; more
significantly, they focused the mind on the interconnectedness of com-
munication and warfare. Some time later I began to research ‘diplomacy
in the West’, but soon became convinced that the fragmentary nature
of the sources precluded any meaningful ‘diplomatic history’ of the pe-
riod, if the purpose of such a history was to gain insight into what our
sources call the arcana and secreta of the imperial and royal courts. The
most expansive sources tend to describe the policy intentions of the cen-
tres of power at best superficially and very rarely with any real claim to
insider knowledge; what they are interested in is the importance of em-
bassies to the careers of envoys themselves, or to their local communities.
Fergus Millar’s elucidating articles on the ‘internal diplomacy’ of Roman
imperial administration, however, struck me as providing the proper con-
text for understanding ‘diplomatic’ activity in the period of the empire’s
break-up: not as a primitive forebear of European international statecraft,
but as the continued practice of communications between different lev-
els of authority in the classical world. This study, then, focusses on the
activity, not the issues, of ‘diplomacy’. The nature of the sources also
dictated the methodology used in the main chapters, which foregrounds
the interaction of sources, their genre, and their historical setting.

I owe many thanks to instructors and friends. Not unusually, this book
descends from a doctoral dissertation, presented in 1994 at the Centre

ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521813492 - Envoys and Political Communication in the Late Antique West, 411-533
Andrew Gillett
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521813492
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

for Medieval Studies, University of Toronto. There I was privileged to
be guided by erudite and generous instructors: my supervisor Walter
Goffart, Timothy Barnes, Jocelyn Hillgarth, and Alexander C. Murray. I
could not imagine a more luminous constellation of scholars from whom
to learn, and I am greatly indebted for their invaluable and continued
counsel. At Toronto, too, I was fortunate to enjoy the instruction of
M. Edouard Jeauneau; the help of staff of the Pontifical Institute of Me-
diaeval Studies Library; the guidance of the directors of the Centre for
Medieval Studies, in particular Roberta Frank; and discussions and com-
panionship with many fellow students, of whom I wish to mention in
particular Ann Kuzdale, Catherine Conybeare, and Michael Kulikowski.
The work of revising and extending this study took place in the Ancient
History Documentary Research Centre of Macquarie University, a warm
haven for the study of late antiquity. I am most grateful for the guidance
there of Alanna Nobbs, Ted Nixon, Edwin Judge, Sam Lieu, and Robert
Tannenbaum; the bonhomie of Rosalinde Kearsley, Lea Benness, Tom
Hillard, and Geraldine Herbert-Brown; the cheerful assistance of Beth
Lewis and Pat Geidans; and the unflagging service of the Macquarie
University Library staff. To Paul Barnwell, Peter Brennan, Brian Croke,
Carman Cardelle de Hartmann, Walter Kaegi, Fergus Millar, Andreas
Schwarcz, Roger Scott, and Phil Wynn, I am indebted for valuable discus-
sions and advance copies of publications, and I am particularly grateful for
the encouragement of Peter Brown. The book has gained much from the
comments of the series editor Rosamond McKitterick, from Doug Lee,
and from the anonymous readers from Cambridge University Press. None
of the above, of course, bears any liability for the content or approach of
this book. At various stages, this study has been generously supported by
the Canadian Commonwealth Fellowship and Scholarship scheme, the
Canadian Association for Graduate Studies/Association canadienne pour
les études avancées, the Australian Academy for the Humanities, the
Australian Research Council, and Macquarie University. My warmest
thanks to Don Gillett and Dora Gillett for their constant interest. Finally,
I am deeply grateful for the advice and support of Antonina Harbus.
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W. Kroll, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1872–1895; repr.
Dublin and Zurich, 1968–70)

CSEL Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum
latinorum, 90 vols. (Vienna, 1860–)

CTh Theodosiani libri XVI3, ed. T. Mommsen and
P. Kruger (Berlin, 1962)

De cer. Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, De
cerimoniis aulae Byzantinae libri duo, ed. J. J.
Reiske, 2 vols. (Corpus scriptorum historiae
Byzantinae 7; Bonn, 1829–30)

xii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521813492 - Envoys and Political Communication in the Late Antique West, 411-533
Andrew Gillett
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521813492
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of abbreviations

Demougeot E. Demougeot, La Formation de l’Europe
et les invasions barbares, 2 vols. (Paris,
1979)

Dessau, ILS Inscriptiones latinae selectae, ed. Hermann
Dessau, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1892–1916)

Digest Justinian, Digesta, in Corpus iuris
Du Cange, Gloss. Charles du Fresne Du Cange, Glossarium

mediae et infirmae latinitatis, ed. C. P.
Carpenter and G. A. L. Henschel,
10 vols. (Niort, 1883–7; repr. Graz,
1954)

Ennodius, Vita Epiphani Ennodius, Vita beatissimi Epiphani episcopi
Ticinensis ecclesiae, ed. F. Vogel in Ennodius,
Opera (MGH AA 7)

Ep. Austr. Epistolae Austrasicae, ed. W. Gundlach
(MGH Epp. 3)

Eusebius/Jerome Die Chronik des Hieronymus, ed. Rudolf
Helm (GCS 47 = Eusebius’ Werke 7;
Berlin, 1956)

Fr. Class. Hist. The Fragmentary Classicising Historians of the
Later Roman Empire: Eunapius,
Olympiodorus, Priscus, and Malchus, ed. and
trans. R. C. Blockley, 2 vols. (ARCA
Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers and
Monographs 6 and 10; Liverpool, 1981,
1983). Where necessary, reference is given
to the page number as well as fragment
number.

Fredegar, Chron. Fredegarius Scholasticus, Chronicarum
libri IV , ed. B. Krusch (MGH
SRM 2)

GCS Die Griechischen Christlichen
Schriftsteller der erstern Jahrhunderte

Gregory the Great, Gregory the Great, Registrum epistolarum,
Registrum ed. P. Ewald and L. M. Hartmann (MGH

Epp. 1, 2)
Gregory of Tours, Hist. Gregory of Tours, Historiarum libri X ,

ed. B. Krusch and W. Levison (MGH
SRM 1.12)

Haenel, Corpus legum Corpus legum ab imperatoribus Romanis ante
Iustinianum latorum, ed. Gustav Haenel
(Leipzig, 1857)

xiii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521813492 - Envoys and Political Communication in the Late Antique West, 411-533
Andrew Gillett
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521813492
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of abbreviations

Harries, Sidonius Jill Harries, Sidonius Apollinaris and the
Fall of Rome (Oxford, 1994)

Harrison, ‘Verse Geoffrey Harrison, ‘The Verse
Panegyrics of Panegyrics of Sidonius Apollinaris:
Sidonius Apollinaris’ Poetry and Society in Late Antique

Gaul’ (diss., Stanford University, 1983)
Hyd. Hydatius, Continuatio chronicorum

Hieronymianorum, ed. T. Mommsen
(MGH AA 11, 1–36); Burgess,
Chronicle, 70–123. References give
Mommsen’s section numbering,
followed by Burgess’ in square
brackets, except where these coincide.

Isidore, Hist. Goth. Isidore of Seville, Historia Gothorum
Wandalorum Sueborum, ed. T.
Mommsen (MGH AA 11, 267–303)

Jedin and Dolan History of the Church, ed. Hubert Jedin
and John Dolan, vol. ii: The Imperial
Church from Constantine to the Early
Middle Ages, trans. Anselm Biggs (New
York, 1980)

John Lydus, De magistratibus John the Lydian, On Powers, or The
Magistracies of the Roman State, ed. and
trans. A. C. Bandy (Philadelphia, 1983)

Jones, LRE A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman
Empire, 284–602: A Social, Economic and
Administrative Survey, 3 vols. (Oxford,
1964)

Jordanes, Get. Jordanes, Getica, ed. T. Mommsen
(MGH AA 6.1)

Justinian, Nov. Justinian, Novellae, in Corpus iuris
Kal. Autiss. Kalendarium Autissiodorensis, in

Martyrologium Hieronymianum, ed. J. B.
de Rossi and L. Duchesne, AASS
Nov. II pars 1 (Brussels, 1894)

LCL Loeb Classical Library (London,
1912–)

Lewis and Short A Latin Dictionary, ed. Charlton
T. Lewis and Charles Short (Oxford,
1879)

Liber pont. Liber pontificalis, ed. L. Duchesne, 2
vols. (Paris, 1886), i

xiv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521813492 - Envoys and Political Communication in the Late Antique West, 411-533
Andrew Gillett
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521813492
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of abbreviations

Loyen, Recherches A. Loyen, Recherches historiques sur les
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Map 2. Fifth-century Spain (based on E. A. Thompson, Romans and Barbarians:
The Decline of the Western Empire, 138)
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