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This book examines the Age of Attila, roughly the fifth century CE, an

era in which western Eurasia experienced significant geopolitical and

cultural changes. The Roman Empire collapsed in western Europe,

replaced by new “barbarian” kingdoms, but it continued in Christian

Byzantine guise in the eastern Mediterranean. New states and peoples

changed the face of northern Europe where Rome had never ruled,

while in Iran, the Sasanian Empire developed new theories of power

and government. At the same time, the great Eurasian steppe became

increasingly important in European affairs. This book treats Attila, the

notorious king of the Huns, as both an agent of change and a symbol

of the wreck of the old world order.

Michael Maas is Professor of History and Classical Studies at Rice

University. The focus of his research is late antiquity. His publications

include The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Justinian (2005); Exegesis

and Empire in the Early Byzantine Mediterranean (2003); and Readings in
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Acknowledgments

S

T
he Age of Attila, which lasted from the late fourth through the

early sixth century CE, witnessed manifold changes in western

Eurasia. During this transformative era, the peoples and polities

of the greater Roman Mediterranean world, northern Europe, the

Iranian realm, and the Eurasian steppe itself took new forms and found

new voices. Alterations in the geopolitical map across this broad horizon

were more than matched by profound internal changes in cultural,

religious, economic, and political life. Attila, the king of the Huns who

terrified Europe in the middle of the fifth century, stands as an emblem

of this turbulent period and gives this volume its title. Although Attila

was indisputably a significant figure, this book is not about him or even

about the kingdom of the Huns, though their presence is felt throughout

the pages that follow. Instead, this volume provides a provocative new

overview of the long fifth century, largely from a Roman perspective,

by introducing many different vectors of change.

The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Attila is intended for an

Anglophone university audience, students and specialists alike. The

contributors strove to make their discussions accessible to a more general

readership as well. Consequently, English translations of most ancient

sources will be found in the bibliography, and secondary sources in

other languages have been kept to an essential minimum. At all times,

interested readers will be guided to further reading. A chronology of

important events mentioned in the volume is found at the beginning

of the volume in the Chronology, and thumbnail sketches of the main

ancient authors, and modern translations of their works into English,

are provided in Selected Ancient Sources.

It is a most pleasant duty to thank colleagues and friends whose

encouragement and assistance contributed greatly to the making of

this book. Beatrice Rehl, now Director of Publishing, Humanities, at

Cambridge University Press deserves pride of place for commissioning
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Chronology
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312 Battle of the Milvian Bridge; conversion of Constantine

325 Council of Nicaea

363 Death of Julian, the last pagan emperor

ca. 370 Huns appear in western steppe

376 Goths cross the Danube into Roman Empire

378 Battle of Adrianople; death of Emperor Valens

382 Settlement of Goths south of the Danube

388 Peace treaty between Persian and Roman Empires

402 Ravenna becomes an imperial residence

405 Radagaisus invades Italy

406 Vandals, Alans, and Sueves cross the Rhine into Roman

Empire

410 Sack of Rome by Alaric’s Visigoths; end of Roman rule

in Britain

412 Theodosian Walls built in Constantinople

418 Settlement of Visigoths in southwestern Gaul

429 End of Jewish Patriarchate; Vandals enter North Africa

431 Council of Ephesus

434 Attila becomes ruler of Huns

438 Theodosian Code issued

439 Vandals conquer Carthage

441 Persians invade Roman Empire

441–447 Attila’s Huns raid Balkans

451 Council of Chalcedon; Attila invades Gaul and is defeated

at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains

452 Attila invades Italy

453 Death of Attila

455 Vandals sack Rome

468 Expedition from Constantinople against Vandals fails

474 Persian king Peroz captured by Hephthalite Huns

476 Deposition of last western emperor, Romulus Augustulus
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476–493 Odovacar rules Italy

481 Clovis becomes king of Franks

484 Hephthalite Huns seize Bactria from Persians

493 Theodoric becomes ruler of Italy

507 Battle of Vouillé; Franks defeat the Visigoths

ca. 507–511 Clovis promulgates Salic Law for the Franks

517 Promulgation of the Burgundian Law Code

527 Justinian becomes Roman emperor
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