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The fall of Merovingian Italy, 5615

SiHonG Lin

After the end of the Gothic War in the mid-sixth century, northern Italy
remained divided between the Merovingian Franks and the eastern Roman
Empire. In the soos the Frankish territories were finally taken by imperial
armies, but the end of Merovingian ltaly is variably dated between 561 and
565. Drawing on the eastern evidence provided by the panegyrist Corippus,
this article argues that there is a hitherto overlooked conflict between the
Franks and the empire around the year 565, which finally brought an end
to decades of Frankish rule in Italy. As this victory occurred under Justin I1,
an emperor with a poor military reputation today, this reconstruction of
western events further bolsters the case that the successes trumpeted in his early
propaganda were grounded in reality.

Amidst the chaos of the Gothic War, the Merovingian Franks established a
foothold in northern Italy. Although much of this territory was lost in warfare
with eastern Roman armies in the ss0s, parts of Venetia remained under
Frankish rule, meaning that the conquest of Italy, the signature initiative of
Emperor Justinian (r. 527—65), remained incomplete." The ultimate fate of

* Iwould like to thank the Sheffield Medieval Reading Group for reading an initial draft, particularly
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likewise thankful to the two reviewers for their encouragement and helpful suggestions.
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at pp. 62—9; E. Zéllner, Geschichte der Franken bis zur Mitte des sechsten Jahrhunderts (Munich,
1970), pp- 89-104; E. Ewig, Die Merowinger und das Imperium (Opladen, 1983), pp. 12255 J.
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Merovingian Italy, however, is poorly understood, with its decline and fall to
imperial armies variously placed between 561 and 565. Much of the
uncertainty lies in the lack of sources, as continuous Greek narratives of
events in Italy no longer exist after sss, the point at which Agathias of
Myrinas unfinished Histories end. His continuator, Menander the
Guardsman, did discuss military events in Italy in some detail, but unfortu-
nately his work only survives in fragments.” Without the granular narratives
that allowed modern historians to reconstruct in detail the wars of previous
decades, existing interpretations of the 560s rely on linking together isolated
events briefly reported by texts largely written decades or centuries later.
The reconstructions by Ernst Stein and Eugen Ewig, to name just two
prominent examples, represent something approaching the modern
consensus on the history of Frankish Italy.” Justinian had begun the Gothic
War in 535, initiating a decades-long conflict to conquer the peninsula
from the Ostrogoths, one that quickly drew the attention of the
Merovingian Franks. Forces from the kingdom of Austrasia under the
brothers Butilinus and Leutharis intervened in favour of the beleaguered
Goths in 553, but they were defeated by Narses, the supreme imperial
commander in Italy.* The following years saw successes for both sides,
until a truce between the Franks and the Romans was negotiated by
¢.560.° The lull in the fighting was short-lived, since a Frankish general
named Amingus seemingly broke the truce by blocking Narses” army near
the city of Verona in 561, a confrontation that is often associated with the
revolt against Narses of a Gothic comes named Widin.® Much like earlier
Frankish commanders who challenged Narses, Amingus too was defeated,
which led to the mopping up of Frankish Italy in the following years,
whether by as early as 562 or more gradually by the end of Justinian’s reign.”

Agathias of Myrina, Histories, ed. R. Keydell, Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae 2 (Berlin,
1967); Menander the Guardsman, History, ed. R.C. Blockley (Liverpool, 198s).

Stein, Histoire du bas-empire; Ewig, Die Merowinger.

Merovingian territorial divisions remain complex, and Austrasia here is only used as a
shorthand to delineate the territories that would eventually coalesce into Austrasia.

Stein, Histoire du bas-empire, pp. 609-11; Ewig, Die Merowinger, pp. 24—s. See now S. Lin,
Justinian’s Frankish War, ss2—ca. 560’, Studies in Late Antiquity 5.3 (2021), pp. 40331, at pp.
413—20.

¢ J.R. Martindale (ed.), The Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire [hereafter PLRE], vol. 3
(Cambridge, 1992), ‘Amingus’, p. 55 and “Widin’, p. 1403.

Hartmann, Geschichte Italiens, p. 348; E. Stein, Studien zur Geschichte des byzantinischen Reiches
vornehmlich unter den Kaisern Justinus IT u. Tiberius Constantinus (Stuttgart, 1919), p. 155 L.
Schmidt, ‘Die letzten Ostgoten’, Zeitschrift fiir schweizerische Geschichte 3.4 (1923), pp.
44355, at p. 447; R. Heuberger, Ritien im Altertum und Friihmittelalter: Forschungen und
Darstellung (Innsbruck, 1932), p. 261; Lohlein, Die Alpen- und Italienpolitik, pp. 48—s0; Stein,
Histoire du bas-empire, p. 610; W. Goffart, ‘Byzantine Policy in the West under Tiberius II
and Maurice: The Pretenders Hermenegild and Gundovald (579-585)’, Traditio 13 (1957), pp.
73-118, at p. 76; Biittner, ‘Die Alpenpolitik’, p. 69; Ewig, Die Merowinger, p. 25; C.
Hammer, ‘Early Merovingian Bavaria: A Late Antique Italian Perspective’, Journal of Late
Antiquity 4.2 (201), pp. 217—44, at p. 228; D. Brodka, Narses: Politik, Krieg und
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The fall of Merovingian Italy 545

In either case, Merovingian Italy is interpreted as an entity in terminal
decline after Amingus’ defeat.

With Merovingian history now revitalized by a wave of studies
emphasizing Frankish links to the Mediterranean, it is appropriate to
re-examine how the last Frankish—-Roman war ended, to reconsider the
authoritative syntheses of Stein and Ewig with recent historiographical
developments in  mind.® T argue here that by considering
Constantinopolitan sources alongside a systematic analysis of western
texts, the final end of Frankish Italy can be more definitively placed at
the end of the timeframe. Moreover, the often-cited turning point in
the 560s, the fall of Verona in 561, ought not to be seen as an episode that
prompted the decline and fall of Austrasian Italy, as the available sources
force us to be more ambiguous. Instead, a comprehensive end to Frankish
ambitions is more likely to have been linked to the revolts that consumed
northern Italy around 565, especially once we turn to a so-far neglected
text, Corippus’ panegyric for Emperor Justin II (r. 565-78).”

Justin IT’s foreign policy is rarely lauded in the scholarly literature, as not
only were his wars unimpressive compared to his uncle Justinian’s
conquests, the beginnings of new conflicts against the Persians and the
Avars also further weakened the empire. Justin's more aggressive
treatment of his neighbours is then seen as only another damning
indictment of the emperor’s lack of ability."’All this is a marked contrast
with the court propaganda emanating from Constantinople, as
exemplified by the laudatory poem composed by Corippus, which loudly

Historiographie (Berlin, 2018), pp. 204—7 Heather, Rome Resurgent, p. 292; Meier, Geschichte
der Volkerwanderung, p. 823; Arnold, “The Merovingians and Italy, pp. 453—4.

As evident throughout the papers published in A. Fischer and I. Wood (eds), Western
Perspectives on the Mediterranean: Cultural Transfer in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle
Ages, 400-800 AD (London, 2014); S. Esders, Y. Fox, Y. Hen and L. Sarti (eds), East and West
in the Middle Ages: The Merovingian Kingdoms in Mediterranean Perspective (Cambridge,
2019); S. Esders, Y. Hen, P. Lucas and T. Rotman (eds), The Merovingian Kingdoms and the
Mediterranean World: Revisiting the Sources (London, 2019).

Corippus, In Praise of Emperor Justin, ed. A. Cameron (London, 1976). P. Riedlberger, Philolo-
gischer, historischer und liturgischer Kommentar zum 8. Buch der Johannis des Goripp (Leiden,
2013), pp. 28-33, and idem, ‘Again on the Name “Gorippus” — State of the Question — New
Evidence — Rebuttal of Counterarguments — The Case of the Suda’, in B. Goldlust (ed.), Cor-
ippe, un poéte latin entre deux mondes (Lyon, 2015), pp. 243-69, make an intriguing case for the
poet being instead named ‘Gorippus’, but the more familiar name is used here to avoid
confusion.

P. Goubert, Byzance avant ['Islam, 2: Byzance et I'Occident sous les successeurs de Justinien, r:
Byzance et les Francs (Paris, 1956), pp. 9-115 AH.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire,
284—002: A Social, Economic and Administrative Survey, 3 vols (Oxford, 1964), vol. 1, pp.
304~6; P Sarris, Empires of Faith: The Fall of Rome to the Rise of Islam, so0—700 (Oxford,
2011), pp. 228-32. But see also the more positive interpretation of Justin in A. Cameron,
‘The Early Religious Policies of Justin I, Studies in Church History 13 (1976), pp. 51—67,
reprinted in eadem, Continuity and Change in Sixth-Century Byzantium (London, 1981), Chap-
ter X; S. Lin, TJustin under Justinian: The Rise of Emperor Justin II Revisited’, Dumbarton
Oaks Papers 75 (2021), pp. 121—42.
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trumpeted the emperor’s military successes at the beginning of his reign. If
Justin had indeed succeeded in securing the last vestiges of non-imperial
Italy and defended the province against another Frankish incursion,
however, then the optimistic and hawkish foreign policy he subsequently
espoused may have been rather more justified. A new narrative of the
end of Merovingian Italy will therefore not only enhance our understand-
ing of the Frankish kingdoms, but of the politics of Constantinople as well.

The fall of ‘Gothic’ Verona, s61—2

As the siege of Verona is often seen as a turning point for
Frankish—Roman relations, it is worth beginning with a fresh look at
the narrative sources for the city’s fall to imperial forces. Verona had
last appeared in the historical record amidst the dying embers of the
Gothic War. According to Procopius of Caesarea, following the defeat
of Baduila (more commonly, but less accurately, known as Totila), the
penultimate ruler of the Ostrogoths, in s52, an imperial force sent to
accept the surrender of the Gothic city was prevented from doing so by
the Franks.” As a significant portion of northern Italy, including parts
of Liguria, the Cottian Alps, and Venetia had previously been handed
over to the Franks, it is likely that the Merovingians intervened in Verona
to defend their interests amidst the collapse of the Ostrogothic regime."”
This account could imply that the Franks took control of the city instead,
or merely that Verona remained under the control of its Gothic garrison.
The uncertainty about the city’s fate mirrors much of what we know, or
more accurately do not know, about the state of northern Italy, as we
cannot determine the exact boundaries of Roman, Gothic, and Frankish
territories, let alone how they changed in the chaotic 550s."”

Verona next appears in the Greek Chronicle of John Malalas, who wrote
under Justin IT and offers a detailed narrative of Constantinopolitan events
up to 565. According to Malalas, in November 562 Narses, the supreme
commander in Italy, sent news that two ‘fortified cities of the Goths’,
Verona and Brescia, were taken.” This matches well the later report by

11

Procopius of Caesarea, History of the Wars VII1.33.5, ed. ]. Haury, rev. G. Wirth, 4 vols (Leipzig,
1962—4), vol. 2, p. 662. On the case for Baduila over Totila: M. Cristini, Baduila: Politics and
Warfare at the End of Ostrogothic Italy (Spoleto, 2022), pp. 26—9.

Procopius, Wars VI1.33.7, VII1.24.6-8, ed. Haury, vol. 2, pp. 443, 617; Ewig, Die Merowinger,
pp- 18—21; Arnold, ‘Merovingians and Italy’, p. 451; M. Ciristini, “The Diplomacy of Totila
(541-552)", Studi Medievali 61.1 (2020), pp. 29—48, at pp. 38—40.

As also noted in F. Marazzi, ‘Cambita preda. Contese geopolitiche e prospettive di egemonia
sulla Penisola italiana fra VI e VIII secolo’, in P. Giulierini, F. Marazzi and M. Valenti (eds),
Longobardi: Un passato declinato al future (Cerro al Volturno, 2019), pp. 25—56, at p. 32.

John Malalas, Chronicle XV1IL.140, ed. ]J. Thurn, Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae 35
(Berlin, 2000), p. 425: ‘ToAelg Oxvpag @V ['6T00V’. See now the extensive commentary on
this chapter in the Philologisch-historischer Kommentar zur Chronik des Malalas, hteps://
malalas.hadw-bw.de/kommentar/18/140 [accessed 10 March 2022].
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the ninth-century Ravennate author Agnellus, who reported that Narses
besieged and took the city in July 561, with his foes allegedly being the
‘citizens of Verona."” The two dates offered do not conflict with each other,
as the larger campaign Narses was engaged in undoubtedly would have
involved more than the capture of Verona, so it is quite understandable
that the keys to the two seized cities only arrived in the capital at the end
of 562, as reported by Malalas.™

An undated fragment from Menander the Guardsman’s Greek History,
although it does not mention Verona itself, is likewise frequently
associated with the fall of the city. He narrates that one Frankish
general, Amingus, had refused to let imperial forces cross the river
Adige, thereby allegedly breaking the terms of a truce with the
empire.”” Despite this obstacle, it would appear from another fragment
by Menander that Narses nonetheless crossed the river through his
tactical acumen, but no other details are provided.” As the first excerpt
was preserved in between other episodes from 559 and 561/2 that were
collected in the tenth-century Excerpra de legationibus Romanorum, it
seems reasonable to place this particular encounter between these
years.” Since the Adige flows through Verona and given the
chronological concordance with Malalas and Agnellus, the evidence
from Menander thus suggests that Narses’ attack on the city had
involved dealing with the Franks as well.

It is surprising then that there is no definitive evidence for the
Frankish Amingus from sixth-century Latin sources. The only possible
evidence is the mention of a Chamingus in the Austrasian Letters, but
there is no consensus on his dating, as some historians instead see him
as someone active during the reign of King Childebert II (r. 575-96).*°
Even if we prefer an earlier dating, this letter only reveals that Amingus
was located some distance away from Gogo, a prominent Austrasian
noble, and that the latter had viewed the general as his patron.” Since

» Agnellus of Ravenna, Liber pontificalis ecclesine Ravennatis, 79, ed. D.M. Deliyannis, CCCM
199 (Turnhout, 2006), p. 247: ‘Et pugnauerent contra Veronenses ciues’.

Brodka, Narses, p. 206; cf. the more complicated interpretation offered by Stein, Histoire du
bas-empire, p. 611 n. 1.

Menander, History, 3.1, ed. Blockley, p. 44.

Menander, History, 3.2, ed. Blockley, p. 44.

Constantine VII, Excerpta de legationibus Romanorum, ed. C. de Boor (Berlin, 1903), pp. 170-1.
Austrasian Letters, 13, ed. E. Malaspina (Rome, 2001), pp. 116-18. On the later dating: PLRE,
vol. 3, ‘Chamingus’, p. 281; B. Dumézil, ‘Gogo et ses amis: écriture, échanges et ambitions
dans un réseau aristocratique de la fin du Vle siecle’, Revue Historique 309.3 (2007), pp.
553—93, at p. 576; M. Zerjadtke, Das Amt ‘Dux’ in Spitantike und friishem Mittelalter: Der
ducatus’ im Spannungsfeld zwischen romischem Einfluss und eigener Entwicklung (Berlin, 2019),
p. 252 n. 1173.

For an earlier dating: Goffart, ‘Byzantine Policy’, p. 76 n. 115 Ewig, Die Merowinger, p. 25 n. 99;
Malaspina, Liber epistolarum, pp. 254—5 nn. 359—60. On Gogo and his network’s influence:
Dumézil, ‘Gogo et ses amis’.
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548 Sihong Lin

Amingus is firmly associated with Austrasia in other sources, as discussed
below, the identification of the two figures as one man nonetheless does
not strengthen our understanding of his actions in Italy.

The next source to name Amingus, the seventh-century biography of
Pope John III (561—74) collected within the Liber pontificalis, is only a
little more helpful; it describes Amingus as someone who had
‘oppressed’ Italy alongside Butilinus, and whose defeat by Narses was a
cause for celebration.”” Interestingly, Amingus was listed first instead of
Butilinus, who had campaigned in Italy as early as 539 and died during
the Austrasian invasion of northern Italy in 553.” Chronologically it is
of course impossible for Amingus to have fallen before Butilinus, given
the former’s presence near Verona in 561/2, so the phrasing of the papal
scribe here may merely be due to artistic licence or, perhaps more
interestingly, the result of Amingus’ lasting legacy in historical memory.

Based on these early sources, it is already clear that Amingus was an
important Frankish figure, but the circumstances of his defeat at the
hands of Narses are only described by the eighth-century historian Paul
the Deacon, who situated it amidst the revolt of an Ostrogothic comes
named Widin. Nothing is known of why this comes, presumably in
service to the imperial army, rebelled, but Paul did add the further
detail that Widin was apparently supported by Amingus. Both men
were defeated by the Roman general Narses, with Widin being taken
to Constantinople, while Amingus was slain.”* Combining these
fragments together, most of the scholarship on this topic, bar a small
minority noting the ambiguity in the evidence, view Amingus’
intervention in the battle for Verona as linked to Paul’s account of his
defeat by Narses, thus making Verona the death blow to Frankish
fortunes in Italy.”

It is worth noting then that Paul did not delineate the where and when
of this conflict, for this tale was situated within Paul’s story of three
Austrasian generals’ actions in Italy. Butilinus is named first, with Paul
following Gregory of Tours in noting his involvement in King
Theudebert of Austrasia’s Italian expedition in §39. Butilinus and

22

Liber pontificalis, 83.6-8, ed. L. Duchesne, 2 vols (Paris, 1886-92), vol. 1, p. 305: ‘Deinde venit
Amingus dux Francorum et Buccillinus; simili modo et ipsi premebant Italiam.’

»  Gregory of Tours, 7en Books of Histories 111.32, ed. B. Krusch and W. Levison, MGH SRM 1.1
(Hanover, 1951), p. 128, combined with Jonas of Bobbio, Life of John of Réomé, c. 15, ed. B.
Krusch, MGH SRG 37 (Hanover, 1905), pp. 337-8, and Paul the Deacon, History of the
Lombards 11.2, ed. L. Bethmann and G. Waitz, MGH SRL (Hanover, 1878), pp. 72-3.

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 11.2, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p. 73.

See the reservations noted in P Amory, People and Identity in Ostrogothic Italy, 489554
(Cambridge, 1997), p. 436; E. Fabbro, Warfare and the Making of Early Medieval Italy
(s68-652) (London, 2020), pp. 26 n. 39; Kommentar zur Chronik des Malalas, https://malalas.
hadw-bw.de/kommentar/18/140 [accessed 10 March 2022].

24

25

Early Medieval Europe 2023 31 (4)
© 2023 The Authors. Early Medieval Europe published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

1PUOD PUE SW L U} 885 *[£202/0T/2T] U0 Aiq178ullUO /B ‘MoBse|o JO AisBAIN AQ 0292T PRUB/TTTT 0T/I0pPAL0D™AB] 1M ARe1q1jeul uo//Sdiy Wiy papeojumod ‘v ‘€202 ‘¥S2089rT

-pL SOOI A

85UB017 SUOWILIOD BAIERID geot|dde ay) Aq pausenob 8. SO0 YO ‘88N JO S8|NI Joy ARIg 1T 8UIUO 8|1 UO (SUoR|


https://malalas.hadw-bw.de/kommentar/18/140
https://malalas.hadw-bw.de/kommentar/18/140

The fall of Merovingian Italy 549

Amingus were then left behind to conquer Italy: the former was later
defeated by Narses while wintering in Campania, with Paul then
narrating Widin’s revolt and Amingus’ intervention. This summary
concludes with the sorry end of Leutharis, Butilinus’ brother, who died
between Verona and Trent when he sought to return home with his
treasures. Since this narrative offers an impossible chronology — for
Leutharis had died in 554 and so well before Amingus — Louis Duchesne
suggested that Paul’s source has some relation to the biography of Pope
John III outlined above that likewise featured a misleading order of
events, though it remains plausible that Paul had a more mundane
literary reason to narrate the three commanders’ deaths out of
chronological order.”® Most importantly for our purposes, however, Paul’s
authorial choice means that we do not have a location or a time for
Amingus’ downfall, which opens the question of whether we could
definitively place his death near Verona in 561/2.

The sole Greek source to mention the fate of Verona, Malalas,
similarly suggests that we should disentangle Widin’s revolt from the
siege. The Chronicle did not mention the prisoner Widin’s arrival in
Constantinople alongside the keys to these cities, while its description
of Verona and Brescia as ‘Gothic’ suggests that they were not imperial
cities in rebellion at all, but instead holdouts left unconquered by
Narses in the preceding decade.”” It would then be tricky to fit Widin’s
war with the fall of these cities, since he was explicitly described by
Paul the Deacon as a rebel.”® Ingeniously, but perhaps unnecessarily,
Stein had suggested in 1949 that Narses had first taken the city in 561,
which was followed by Widin leading Verona into revolt, forcing
Narses to retake the city in 562.” The more economical solution,
especially when we do not have any evidence of the location and time
of Widin’s revolt, is surely to instead separate the two events.

Moreover, Paul’s account of Widin being captured and then sent to
Constantinople, itself a very sixth-century imperial practice, would have
surely been noted in Malalas’ Chronicle if it did indeed coincide with

26

Duchesne, Liber pontificalis, vol. 1, pp. 307 n. 4; C. Heath, The Narrative Worlds of Paul the

Deacon Between Empires and Identities in Lombard Italy (Amsterdam, 2017), pp. 161-2.

*7" John Malalas, Chronicle XV1I1.140, ed. Thurn, p. 425.

> Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 112, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p. 73: ‘Widin
Gothorum comiti contra Narsetem rebellanti.” I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer for
pointing out that imperial sources would have nonetheless described independent Gothic
warlords as ‘rebels’, regardless of whether they had previously served the empire. As Paul the
Deacon was a post-Roman author, however, it is uncertain whether he would have adopted
such a Constantinopolitan perspective, though it remains possible that this section was
drawn directly from an earlier pro-imperial source. Regardless, even if we treat Widin as an
independent warlord, it does not affect the following interpretation that his fall was linked
to the end of Frankish Italy c.565.

* Stein, Histoire du bas-empire, p. 611 n. 1.
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550 Sihong Lin

the fall of Verona and Brescia. As the chronicler noted the arrival of the
captured kings of Vandals and Goths in the capital, after their
respective captivity in §33 and 540, as well another ‘barbarian’ leader’s
capture in 529, it would be logical for such a minded author to also
describe a similar event in 562, instead of ignoring Widin’s arrival in
favour of only noting the keys to the cities sent by Narses.”® The
chronicler’s account of the s60s focuses almost exclusively on events in
Constantinople, so it is tempting to wonder why further details of the
final destruction of Gothic and Frankish Italy, which would have surely
been wildly celebrated by Justinian in the capital, were not included. This
then leaves open the possibility that, assuming Paul’s narrative of Widin’s
capture is correct, the prisoner had actually arrived in the capital after the
accession of Justin II in 565, the year the surviving recension of Malalas’
Chronicle ended.”

The pivotal figure of Amingus, who appears in Menander the
Guardsman, the Liber pontificalis, and Paul the Deacon, has perhaps
understandably made historians keen to connect together his death in
battle and his bold stand against Narses along the Adige. Menander’s
account itself, however, suggests that Amingus was not coming to the
aid of an imperial rebel. After all, Amingus was supposedly warned that
there was a truce in place between the Romans and the Franks, so he
should desist from any violence against the Romans.”” Assuming that
there is a kernel of historicity to this no-doubt embellished literary
account, it would be curious for a Frankish army to be reminded of a
truce if it was already invading imperial territories. As the last
appearance of Verona in the historical record witnessed Frankish forces
preventing a Gothic garrison in the city from surrendering to an
imperial army, it is quite plausible that Verona had remained
independent in the intervening years, which would also fit with
Malalas’ description of it being a ‘Gothic’ city. Amingus may then well
have been intervening in favour of the locals, just as the Franks did in
552, which led the imperial army to remind the Franks of their existing
treaty.

Agnellus from ninth-century Ravenna offers similarly ambiguous
evidence. He only describes how Narses had fought against the ‘citizens
of Verona’ in 561, which potentially suggests that this campaign did not
feature much foreign involvement.” Perhaps more importantly,

*° John Malalas, Chronicle XVI11.46, 81, 88, ed. Thurn, pp. 379, 403, 40s.

" On the date of Malalas’ work: Thurn, loannis Malalae Chronographia, pp. 1*~2*; W. Treadgold,
The Early Byzantine Historians (Basingstoke, 2007), p. 240.

Menander, History, 3.1, ed. Blockley, p. 44.

Agnellus, Liber pontificalis ecclesiae Ravennatis, 79, ed. Deliyannis, p. 247: ‘Et pugnauerent
contra Veronenses ciues.’
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Agnellus’ account completely separates the fall of Verona from the
expulsion of the Franks from Italy. The latter event was instead placed
eleven chapters later, just prior to his account of Justinian’s death in 565
and a comet sighting that can also be dated to the same year.”* This
narrative, like all the sources discussed already, needs to be treated with
care, for Agnellus seems to have relied upon a local annalistic source that
he integrated (not always organically) into his celebration of the
archbishops of Ravenna.”” The notices on the fall of Verona and the
expulsion of the Franks are likely both derived from this now-lost text,
but it would be impossible to discern what Agnellus chose not to include
in his Ravennate Liber pontificalis. Nonetheless, we can suppose that at
least in ninth-century Ravenna, the end of Frankish Italy was
remembered as taking place later than the 561 siege of Verona, which was
seen as a separate conflict and not the direct cause of the Frankish defeat.

Indeed, we may even have evidence that the Frankish truce with Narses,
alluded to by Menander’s account, was quickly restored after Amingus’
encounter with Roman forces, a swift timeline that prohibits the total
conquest of Frankish territories. In Paul the Silentiary’s celebratory poem
commemorating the rededication of the Hagia Sophia, delivered either
on 31 December 562 or 6 January 563, the panegyrist noted that both the
‘Median lord’ and the ‘Celtic war cry’ are silent.”® The former has long
been understood as a (very generous) reference to the fifty-year peace
recently agreed with Persia, with the passage as a whole praising
Justinian’s dealings with foreign peoples, even gaining the friendship of
‘Indians’ (Ethiopia).”” J.B. Bury suggested that the ‘Celtic war cry’ may
have been an allusion to Justinian’s intervention in Visigothic Spain, but
most scholars, including Paul Friedlander and Berthold Rubin, have
interpreted it as a reference to the Franks.”® There is admittedly some
ambiguity here, as the same term can easily have referred to the Goths
and their recent defeats at Verona and Brescia. But regardless of its precise

Agnellus, Liber pontificalis ecclesiae Ravennatis, 90, ed. Deliyannis, p. 256. On the comet, see
also Marius of Avenches, Chronicle, 566.1, ed. ]J. Favrod (Lausanne, 1991), p. 80; Excerpta
Sangallensia, 706, ed. T. Mommsen, MGH AA 9, Chronica minora 1 (Berlin, 1892), p. 335.
Deliyannis, Agnelli Ravennatis, pp. 30—2; see also the reconstruction of the Ravennate annal in
O. Holder-Egger, ‘Untersuchungen iiber einige annalistiche Quellen zur Geschichte des
fiinften und sechsten Jahrhunderts, II: III. Die Ravennater Annalen’, Neues Archiv der
Gesellschaft fiir Altere Deutsche Geschichtskunde 1 (1876), pp. 215—368, at p. 367.

Paul the Silentiary, Description of the Hagia Sophia, 228, ed. C. De Stefani (Berlin, 2011), p. 15.
P. Friedlander, Johannes von Gaza und Paulus Silentiarius: Kunstbeschreibungen Justinianischer
Zeit (Leipzig, 1912), pp. 267-8; P Bell, Three Political Voices from the Age of Justinian,
Translated Texts for Historians 52 (Liverpool, 2009), pp. 200-1 nn. 53—4.

e ].B. Bury, History of the Later Roman Empire, From the Death of Theodosius I to the Death of
Justinian, vol. 2 (New York, 1958), p. 288 n. 1; Friedlander, Kunstbeschreibungen Justinianischer
Zeit, p. 267; B. Rubin, Das Zeitalter Iustinians, vol. 1 (Betlin, 1960), p. 1725 Bell, Three
Political Voices, p. 200 n. s3.
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target, and it need not be entirely accurate either given the nature of the
genre, the text could still be a clue that some degree of peace was restored
in the Italian peninsula. It would then have been difficult for Narses’ sieges
to have led to the collapse of Frankish Italy, as the time-frame between the
fall of Verona in July 561 and Paul the Silentiary’s panegyric could not have
been enough to account for such a total imperial victory, especially given
the glacial pace of reconquest in the previous decade. Perhaps the Franks
were defeated, forcing them to seek terms with the triumphant Narses,
or the two forces never came to blows at all, as surviving fragments of
Menander do not describe a battle between the Romans and the Franks,
only that Narses had circumvented the Frankish forces blocking a river
crossing. This interpretation also provides a plausible answer for a question
Ewig raised in 1983, of why the Franks did not respond to the mopping up
of their Italian territories in 562—5.”> If Merovingian Italy was instead
relatively secure thanks to a truce with the empire, then their inaction
becomes rather more logical.

A slight corroboration for this interpretation can also be found in
Gregory of Tours, the Gallo-Roman bishop key to understanding the
sixth-century Merovingian kingdoms. Gregory’s brief notices on
Childebert II aiming to recover the Italian territories of his father, King
Sigibert I (r. 561—75), while lacking in geographical detail, do suggest
that Sigibert had nonetheless presided over parts of Italy during his
reign.*® It then strengthens the case for a quiet aftermath following the
fall of Verona, as Sigibert’s father, Chlothar I (r. s11—61), had died in
November or December 561 and what we now call Austrasia, presumably
including its Iralian possessions, was inherited by Sigibert.* Unless
Gregory only meant to suggest that Childebert was seeking to reclaim
Italian territories that his father had only held for a matter of months
before they were overrun by Roman forces, we must suppose that the
Frankish hold on parts of Venetia held firm at least in 562 and likely
beyond as well.**

Taken together, we have some grounds to disentangle the fall of
Verona and the defeat of Widin and Amingus, the latter still often seen
as marking the end of Frankish Italy. Widin’s revolt cannot be localized
to Verona, while Amingus’ face-off against Narses by the river Adige does
not require his death at this point, since Menander’s surviving fragments
do not offer any clues for Amingus’ ultimate fate. Even if we continue to

Ewig, Die Merowinger, p. 27.

Gregory of Tours, Histories X.3, IX.20, ed. Krusch and Levison, pp. 486, 440.

Gregory of Tours, Histories V.22, ed. Krusch and Levison, p. 1555 M. Weidemann, ‘Zur
Chronologie der Merowinger im 6. Jahrhundert', Francia 10 (1983), pp. 471—513, at p. 49s.
Lin, Justinian’s Frankish War’, pp. 416-17.
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The fall of Merovingian Italy 553

firmly assign Amingus’ death to 561, then we would still need to decouple
the conquest of Frankish Italy from this crisis, as the evidence raised here
suggests that some Merovingian territories in Italy were nonetheless
preserved, perhaps via the new peace hinted at by Paul the Silentiary.

But regardless of the interpretation favoured, historians should still be
more cautious in linking together undated events reported independently
in Greek and Latin sources. There remain significant gaps in our
knowledge of Italian events in this period and it is important to
acknowledge the discrepancies in the available sources. At the very
least, the fragmentary nature of the evidence should prevent us from
decisively holding on to 561 as a transformative moment, for Amingus’
intervention in favour of Widin can be placed at any time between 561
and ¢.565. Indeed, while in the following section I will propose that a
fresh conflict with the Franks began around 565, which could plausibly
have included Amingus’ campaign to support Widin, it nonetheless
does not demand Amingus to have survived until then.

Reconstructing the last Frankish war

The final war between the Roman Empire and the Merovingian Franks is
not recorded in western Latin sources. While some historians have
highlighted the drawn-out process of the fall of Merovingian Italy,
regardless of how they view Amingus’ fate in 561, discussions have gone
litcle further than what is provided by the few sources surveyed above.*
But a unique Latin text written in Constantinople provides a hitherto
unnoticed glimpse into how the imperial elite viewed the Frankish threat.
Following the accession of Emperor Justin II in 565, the North African
poet Corippus composed a Latin panegyric commemorating the new
ruler’s elevation in §66/7.** This panegyric naturally glossed over
inconvenient facts and painted Justin in the best possible light, meaning
that its historical value is often limited, perhaps explaining why it has not
yet featured in studies of Italy in the s60s. Its allusions to Justin’s military
successes, however, deserve greater attention. In the preface of the poem,
Corippus waxed poetically on how various foreign peoples, whether
Avars, Franks, Goths, Lombards, Gepids, or Persians, had submitted to
Rome and its new ruler, which on the surface is very much a topos in
panegyrics celebrating an emperor’s might and so is not necessarily
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Biittner, ‘Die Alpenpolitik’, p. 69; Ewig, Die Merowinger, p. 25; Brodka, Narses, p. 206.
On dating Corippus’ composition: Cameron, /i laudem lustini, p. 2; S. Antes, Corippe: Eloge de
lempereur Justin II (Paris, 1981), pp. xvii—xxi.
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reflective of the emperors actual achievements.”” But beneath the
rhetoric, this poet’s praise is also somewhat grounded in reality.*®

Corippus’ description of the Avar envoys’ submission to the emperor,
for example, mirrors other accounts of their 565 embassy to Justin.*”
Menander the Guardsman had described how the Avars, despite this
nomadic people’s fierce reputation, were nonetheless awed by their
initial meeting with Justin and so sought an easier target among the
Franks.*® John of Ephesus, a Syriac court insider, said much the same,
with the Avar envoys being exceptionally submissive to Justin’s
harangue.* As for the Lombards and Gepids, whom Corippus noted as
fighting each other of their own accord while Justin’s soldiers remained
safe, they had likewise recently drawn the attention of the emperor.”
Having repeatedly fought against each other in the previous decades for
the dominance of Pannonia, the Lombards and Gepids were once again
at war in §66; perhaps to cement his influence among the latter, Justin
sent his son-in-law, Baduarius, to intervene in favour of the Gepids.”
This imperial force had emerged victorious, so here too Corippus had
some justification to praise Justin’s skilful handling of these ‘barbarians’.

What then of the Franks and Goths that appear immediately in
between these historical allusions? It is worth quoting Corippus’
description here:

Who could count the Franks, so often defeated in battle, and the
conquered Goths, the tyrants captured and cast down?**

45

Cameron, In laudem Iustini, pp. 118—22; Antes, Corippe, pp. 133-8; U.]J. Stache, Flavius
Cresconius Corippus, In laudem Iustini Augusti minoris; ein Kommentar (Betlin, 1976), pp.
47-8; E Ploton-Nicollet, ‘Légitimité impériale et mise en scéne du consensus dans /Eloge de
Justin II de Corippe’, in Goldlust, Corippe, pp. 271-302, at pp. 281—2.

See also Lin, ‘Justin under Justinian’ on corroborating evidence to Corippus for Justin’s political
acumen before his coronation.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 4-8, ed. Cameron, p. 33.

Menander, History, 8, ed. Blockley, p. 96.

John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History V1.24, trans. E. Brooks, Corpus Scriptorum
Christianorum Orientalium 106 (Paris, 1936), pp. 246—7.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 12—5, ed. Cameron, p. 33.

Theophylact Simocatta, History V1.10.10, ed. C. de Boor, rev. P. Wirth (Stuttgart, 1972), p. 240.
On dating: PLRE, vol. 3, ‘Baduarius 2’, p. 164; A. Sarantis, Jfustinians Balkan Wars:
Campaigning, Diplomacy and Development in Illyricum, Thrace and the Northern World A.D.
527065 (Prenton, 2016), p. 378; Fabbro, Early Medieval Italy, pp. 46—7.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 10—11, ed. Cameron, p. 33: ‘quis totiens victos numeret per
proelia Francos edomitosque Getas, captos stratosque tyrannos’. The translations offered by
modern editors of Corippis: Cameron, p. 85: “Who could count the Franks or the Getae so
often defeated and vanquished in battle? Or the tyrants captured and laid low?’; the French
translation by Antés, p. 135: ‘Qui pourrait énumérer les si nombreuses fois ot les Francs
furent défaits au combat, ot les Goths furent domptés, les tyrans captures et terrasés’; the
Italian translation by D. Romano, Corippo. In laudem Iustini (Palermo, 1970), p. 31: ‘Chi
potrebbe numerare i Franchi tante volte vinti nei combattimenti, ed i Geti completamente
domati? Chi i tiranni presi ed atterrati’.
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The fall of Merovingian Italy 555

As the last well-documented conflicts between the empire and the
Franks or the Goths, particularly those recounted in Greek sources, had
taken place in the ss0s, Byzantinists have not seen this passage as
representing the military situation under Justin IL” In chis
interpretation, Corippus was not only recycling classical tropes
regarding an emperor’s military prowess, but also reusing the successes
of Emperor Justinian to bolster the new regime, which is hardly
auspicious for Justin’s own abilities. On the other hand, if the references
to recent imperial success against the Avars, Lombards, and Gepids can
be supported by other near-contemporary sources, it is surely plausible
that Justin’s alleged victories over the Franks and the Goths had also
occurred at the beginning of his reign.”

This is where I would suggest we place the Gothic comes Widin’s revolt
and the Frankish dux Amingus’ intervention, as in this unique story,
preserved only in a later Latin history, both Franks and Goths were
involved, matching Corippus’ pairing of the two peoples in his preface
and mirroring his discussion of the Gepids and Lombards immediately
afterwards. Moreover, their fates also coincide with what was briefly
outlined by Corippus, for the rebel Widin was captured and sent to
Constantinople, while Amingus was killed in battle. The use of the
word ‘tyrant’ is similarly suitable, for it both referred to usurpers and
‘barbarian’ invaders.” As any and all rebels against the emperor were
termed usurpers by sixth-century imperial authors, even the treason of
a relatively low-ranking comes would be suitable for this unfortunate
sobriquet. The same was evidently the case in contemporary Burgundy,
for the late sixth-century chronicler Marius of Avenches grouped
together Gothic kings, the Frankish dux Butilinus, and the Herul rebel
Sinduald in his list of ‘tyrants’ defeated by Narses, so Corippus’
inclusion of Frankish and Gothic leaders as ‘tyrants’ vanquished by
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Cameron, In laudem Iustini, pp. 118—20; Antes, Corippe, pp. 10 n. 1, 135.

Iinterpret the evidence to point to a struggle involving the Italy-based Ostrogoths, but P. Sarris,
personal communication, raises the possibility that the ‘Getae’ could also refer to the Visigoths in
Spain. There is no known conflict between the Romans and the Visigoths in the s60s, but there
is an intriguing allusion to the Visigothic King Athanagild attempting to retake Cérdoba in
56718: Consularia Caesaraugustana, 6a, ed. C. Cardelle de Hartmann, CCSL 173A (Turnhout,
2003), p. 61. While we have no direct evidence that Cérdoba was under imperial control, its
proximity to the Roman province of Spania has led to speculation of imperial influence extend-
ing to the city: J. Wood, ‘Defending Byzantine Spain: Frontiers and Diplomacy’, Early Medie-
val Europe 18.3 (2010), pp. 292-319, at p. 310; M. Vallejo Girvés, Hispania y Bizancio. Una
relacion desconocida (Madrid, 2012), p. 154; P. Olesti Vila, R. Andreu Expésito and J. Wood,
‘New Perspectives on Byzantine Spain: The Discriptio Hispaniae, Journal of Ancient History
6.2 (2018), pp. 278-308, at p. 292. R. Collins, ‘An Historical Commentary on the Consularia
Caesaraugustand , in Cardelle de Hartmann, CCSL 173A, p. 109, is also dubious on the dating
of this offensive, making it still more difficult to assess whether Athanagild’s war was with Justin
11, Justinian, or an independent Cérdoba.

% Cameron, In laudem lustini, p. 120.
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Justin is similarly fitting.*® If Amingus was indeed defeated at this point,
then a celebration of his defeat in an imperial panegyric would also have
been very appropriate, for he had long been a thorn in the Romans’ side,
having originally invaded Italy alongside Butilinus in the 530s according
to Paul the Deacon.”” Given Justin’s repudiation of the Justinianic legacy,
it may well have pleased him to know that he had bettered his uncle by
defeating such a long-lived foe of the empire.

Finally, the concluding statement to this section, noting that these
‘barbarians’ were punished by their own treachery, likewise would fit
well with the reported Italian events, if Widin had recently rebelled
and there was (at least recently) a truce between the Franks and the
empire.”® These unfortunate descriptions of perfidious ‘barbarians’ are,
of course, also common rhetorical topoi used to denigrate enemies of
the empire, but it is again worth highlighting how Corippus, a
contemporary witness from the late 560s, nonetheless correctly narrates
Justin’s successes against Avars, Gepids, and Lombards. The references
to Franks and Goths sit between these ‘historical’ allusions, meaning
that we do have to entertain the alternative, that Corippus’ words are
not just wishful thinking or callbacks to past glories, but rather
reminders of recent dangers and, more importantly, recent victories that
can be used to celebrate the new emperor.

To this we can add a number of clues from eastern sources that suggest
Justin did face off against unspecified military threats early in his reign. In
a remarkable poem composed by Julian, the first city prefect of
Constantinople to serve Justin, the emperor was described as a ‘tyrant
slayer’.”” While this has previously been interpreted as a reference to
Aectherius and Addaeus, two court intriguers who allegedly sought to
poison Justin, Alan Cameron nonetheless concedes that the word
‘tyrant’ is generally used to describe rebels whom the emperor could
claim to have been usurpers.®® The same can be said for another poem
boasting of Justin’s military success, this time written by Agathias in
566/7, which not only alludes to defeated tyrants (note the plural) in a
section celebrating Justin’s military prowess in western Europe, but also
praises the emperor for bringing peace both at home and abroad.”
Propaganda, as always, needs to be read carefully, but there is no reason
to limit possible ‘tyrants’ to only dissenters in Constantinople or those

Marius of Avenches, Chronicle, 568, ed. Favrod, p. 8o.

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 11.2, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, pp. 72-3.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 17, ed. Cameron, p. 33: ‘perfidia punita sua’.

Greek Anthology, 9.779.1, ed. H. Beckby, 4 vols (Munich, 1958), vol. 3, p. 448: ‘Tupavvopsvov’.
Alan Cameron, ‘Some Prefects Called Julian’, Byzantion 47 (1977), pp. 42—64, at p. 61.

Greek Anthology, 4.3.55, 98100 ed. Beckby, vol. 1, pp. 248—so. Cf. Alan Cameron, The Greek
Anthology from Meleager to Planudes (Oxford, 1993), pp. 74-s.
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defeated by Justinian, when the fluid situation in Italy also offers
plausible candidates. In any case, even without my reconstruction of
Widin and Amingus’ war, in 566/7 there was another revolt in imperial
Italy, this time led by the magister militum Sinduald, a rebel who was
described by the near-contemporary Marius of Avenches as a ‘tyrant
and so an exact fit for the rhetorical language highlighted here.®
We can therefore be certain that there were tangible imperial victories in
Italy for Justin to celebrate, successes that at least equalled in plausibility
the discovery of Aetherius and Addaeus’ court conspiracy. More
obliquely, we can perhaps also consider a law issued in 566, in which
Justin noted ‘barbarian incursions’ as a cause for the remittance of unpaid
taxes.” Given the lack of military threats to the empire itself in the Balkan
and Persian frontiers at that time, continuous conflict in the Italian theatre
may have been one motivation behind this novel’s composition.
Returning to Corippus, some ambiguity does remain in this
interpretation of his praise, as no possible military or diplomatic success
against the Persians, the last people to be listed in the preface, can be
plausibly spun from what we can gather from the other sources, which
could suggest that Corippus’ descriptions here remain more fantastical
than real.”* However, as Corippus’ account of the Persians submitting
to Justin is separated from successes against the western ‘barbarians’ by
several lines praising the emperor’s family, we have some reason to
suppose that even if the ‘success’ over Persia was more rhetorical than
factual, the preceding list could nonetheless have more historical
weight.” Moreover, the tone of the Persian example mirrors the
triumphal language used for the Persians by Paul the Silentiary’s
panegyric in 562, when there were similarly no great victories over
Persia, only an uneasy peace treaty.® Indeed, Corippus may simply
have been celebrating the continuation of the peace, as just before the
Persian section he boasted of how foreign peoples were eager to secure
treaties with the empim.G7 Since Menander, Agathias, and an
anonymous court poet of this period all describe Justin’s increasingly
muscular stance towards Persia in §66/7, the language used here
actually seems to have accurately captured the anti-Persian atmosphere
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PLRE, vol. 3, ‘Sindual’, pp. 1154—s5; Marius of Avenches, Chronicle, 566.4, ed. Favrod, p. 80;
Excerpta Sangallensia, 710, ed. Mommsen, p. 335; Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards
I1.3, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p, 73.

Justin II, Novel 748, ed. R. Schoell and W. Kroll, 3 vols (Betlin, 1895), vol. 3, p. 722: ‘BopPdpav
£€PHo01C .

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 30—4, ed. Cameron, p. 34.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 21—4, ed. Cameron, p. 33.

Paul the Silentiary, Description of the Hagia Sophia, 228, ed. De Stefani, p. 15.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, preface 27, ed. Cameron, p. 33.
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558 Sihong Lin

in Constantinople and so does not imply that the entire preface was a
fictional creation.®®

More significantly, in a later passage where Corippus listed the
empire’s foes at the time of Justins accession, the poet no longer
included the Persians, which suggests that his earlier numeration in the
preface did have some grounding in tangible contemporary successes
against ‘barbarians’. In this part of the panegyric, Justin described to
the recently dead Justinian the dangerous peoples surrounding the
empire, namely the Avars, Franks, Gepids, and the Goths, who were all
preparing for war, which in the (no doubt constructed) narrative is
situated immediately after Justinian’s death in November 565.°” As the
Avars and Gepids were very real problems that Justin had to deal with
early in his reign, the appearance of the Franks and the Goths again
points to their military threat in late §65. Crucially, this can be
contrasted with yet another grouping of hostile peoples in the third
book of the panegyric, which explicitly listed Justinian’s, not Justin’s,
victories over the Vandals, Goths, Alamanni, and Franks, a
chronological sequence that accurately summarized the chief western
foes of the empire, even referencing the shadowy ‘Frankish war’ of the
ssos.”” The two previously highlighted sections, however, clearly
referred to recent events that took place after Justinian’s death, meaning
that Corippus did not need to namecheck the decades-old conflicts
with the Vandals and Alamanni, only the far more topical Gepids and
Lombards. The repeated appearance of the Franks and Goths in the
same extracts is thus evidence of their continuing relevance at the court
of Justin II, not a reminder of Justinianic triumphs.

There is a certain logic to a renewed conflict involving the Franks and
the Goths at this point as well, for the final years of Justinian’s life were
not a time of peace. Greek sources report unrest and conspiracies in
Constantinople, so dissatisfaction in Italy is likewise possible, as clearly
seen in the later revolt of the magister militum Sinduald in 566/7.”" This
febrile atmosphere would have thus offered opportunities both for a
disaffected Gothic comes and for the Austrasian Franks to intervene from

" Menander, History, 9.1, ed. Blockley, pp. 100—2; Greek Anthology, 4.3.49—s0, 16.72.2, ed.

Beckby, vol. 1, pp. 246-8; vol. 4, p. 340. A. Cameron and A. Cameron, Anth. Plan. 72 A
Propaganda Poem from the Reign of Justin IU, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies of
the University of London 13 (1966) pp. 101—4, reprinted in eadem, Continuity and Change,
Chapter VII; Cameron, In laudem lustini, p. 122; Antes, Corippe, pp. 137-8; H. Turtledove,
TJustin IT's Observance of Justinian’s Persian Treaty of 562°, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 76 (1983),
Pp- 292—301, at pp. 292—6.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, 1.254, ed. Cameron, p. 43.

Corippus, In Praise of Justin, 3.384—s, ed. Cameron, p. 72. On the final conflict: Lin, Justinian’s
Frankish War’.

Lin, Justin under Justinian’, pp. 138—41.
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The fall of Merovingian Italy 559

their surviving territories in Venetia. Given the western provinces
importance to imperial propaganda, such conflicts also had a natural
place in a contemporary panegyric, not least because Corippus was
himself from North Africa.

This reconstruction would fit well with what we can recover from
western sources. First is Agnellus’ claim that the Franks were expelled
from Italy sometime after the fall of Verona in §61. The Ravennate author
placed the expulsion just prior to the notice of Justinian’s death, which
could hint that the last conflict took place around 565, though admittedly
it is far from a conclusive interpretation. Secondly, although Paul the
Deacon’s account of Widin’s revolt is undated, two clues later in his
narrative are nonetheless suggestive of a struggle between the Franks
and the Romans around 565. After the accession of Justin, Paul reports
that an Italian bishop named Vitalis, who had previously fled to the
Franks in Aguntum in modern Austria, was captured by the Roman
general Narses.”” The demise of Frankish Italy then provides a plausible
explanation for how this could have occurred, as the eventual Roman
victory could have allowed imperial forces to seize a bishop who had
resided among the Franks for ‘many years’.””

Another more oblique clue lies in the appearance of a Roman general
named Francio, who was described by Paul as having defended the island
of Comacina in Lake Como for twenty years before he finally surrendered
to the Lombards.”* This can only be dated approximately to 588, and
‘twenty years itself is a suspiciously round number, so at best Francio
can only be said to have been based on the island in the late s60s;
Heinrich Biittner opts for ¢.565 and Neil Christie ¢.568.” Yet the
last time we hear of this island is in a letter from around s550
asking Merovingian king Theudebald (r. 547/8—555) to look after the
population there.”® Given Frankish holdings in northern Ttaly, it is likely
that the island was then ruled by Theudebald, making this request a very
understandable one. The fact that an imperial commander was based
there from ¢.568 or earlier may then again suggest the island had fallen
under imperial control before that point. If Francio was first placed there
after Narses’ reconquest, a possible reconstruction given the uncertain

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 11.4, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p. 74.

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 11.4, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p. 74: ‘annos
plurimos’.

7% Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 111.27, ed. Bethmann and Wiaitz, p. 108; PLRE, vol. 3,
‘Francio T, pp. 493—4.

Biittner, ‘Die Alpenpolitik’, p. 69; N. Christie, From Constantine to Charlemagne: An
Archaeology of Italy, AD 300-8v0 (Abingdon, 2006), p. 370.

Austrasian Letters, 6, ed. Malaspina, p. 78, with commentary on p. 237 n. 132.

73

75

76

Early Medieval Europe 2023 31 (4)
© 2023 The Authors. Early Medieval Europe published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

1PUOD PUE SW L U} 885 *[£202/0T/2T] U0 Aiq178ullUO /B ‘MoBse|o JO AisBAIN AQ 0292T PRUB/TTTT 0T/I0pPAL0D™AB] 1M ARe1q1jeul uo//Sdiy Wiy papeojumod ‘v ‘€202 ‘¥S2089rT

-pL SOOI A

85UB017 SUOWILIOD BAIERID geot|dde ay) Aq pausenob 8. SO0 YO ‘88N JO S8|NI Joy ARIg 1T 8UIUO 8|1 UO (SUoR|



560 Sihong Lin

dating, then Paul may have inadvertently offered another clue to when
this part of Frankish Italy fell into imperial hands.

Taking a broader perspective, it is striking that Austrasia, the only
Frankish kingdom with holdings in Italy, was attacked from another side
in 566. The aforementioned Avars, having been terrified by Justin II’s
show of strength in 565, had then decided to find easier pickings among
the Franks instead.”” We are fortunate to have a Frankish source to carry
on the story, for according to Gregory of Tours, King Sigibert of Austrasia
was defeated by the Avars in 566 and had to pay tribute to the nomads.”
As Amingus was affiliated with Austrasia as well, it is then possible that
Sigibert faced two recent defeats within a year or so, against the Avars
and against the Romans in Italy. Pushing this argument further, there is
room to wonder whether the Avar offensive can be tied to the Frankish
intervention in imperial Italy, with the nomad attack being prompted
by Roman diplomacy. It is after all very convenient for the Avars to have
attacked Sigibert just as his Italian holdings were lost and immediately
following their embassy to Justin.

Even following the traditional narrative of the 560s, there have already
been suggestions of the Avar attack on the Franks being ultimately the
result of Roman diplomacy, to draw them away from Roman interests
in the Balkans. We can also turn again to the events of 561/2, since in
562 the Avars had already attempted to attack the Franks, but were
repulsed by Sigibert.”” Following the traditional interpretation of
Amingus dying in 561, this Avar thrust westwards has been interpreted
by some as being linked to a Roman diplomatic initiative to harass
their foes on another front. While the 566 attack is not explicitly
connected to any war in Italy, the assumption nonetheless is that it was
intended to harm the Austrasian Franks, who had long been opponents
of the empire.*® If we situate the downfall of Merovingian Italy in ¢.565
instead, as I have argued, then the latter incursion can be understood
in the same way, for it aligned with imperial interests at that moment
precisely.

Walter Pohl has pushed back against this view and argues that the Avar
wars abroad should not be always interpreted as aligned with imperial
interests, but even if we give the Avars more agency regarding their
choice of targets, then it was still a happy coincidence that benefited
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Menander, History, 8, ed. Blockley, p. 96.

Gregory of Tours, Histories IV.29, ed. Krusch and Levison, pp. 161—2.

Gregory of Tours, Histories IV.23, ed. Krusch and Levison, p. 155.

A. Avenarius, Die Awaren in Europa (Amsterdam, 1974), p. 59; W. Fritze, “Zur Bedeutung der
Awaren fiir die slawische Ausdehnungsbewegung im frithen Mittelalter’, Zeitschrift fiir Ost-
Jorschung 28 (1979), pp. 498—s54s, at p. 527; P. Schreiner, ‘Eine merowingische Gesandtschaft
in Konstantinopel (590?)’, Frithmittelalterliche Studien 19 (198s), pp. 195—200, at p. 200.
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The fall of Merovingian Italy 561

the interests of the empire.81 In these circumstances, it should not be
surprising to learn from Gregory of Tours that Sigibert then sent an
embassy to Justin II ‘seeking peace’, with a resulting treaty concluded
the following year.*” Exactly when this occurred has been debated, but
using other evidence Stefan Esders has convincingly dated this treaty to
568 or shortly beforehand.*”” The purpose of this mission is similarly
unclear, with many suggestions so far arguing either that it was an
anti-Lombard effort, for in §68 they had secured a large portion of
northern Italy from 1mper1al forces, or that it was to facilitate a united
front against the Avars. 84 However, as the Austrasian Franks did not
attack the Lombards until 574/5 at the end of Sigibert’s reign, nor were
there further wars against the Avars in the same period, it may well be
worth taking Gregory at his word instead, that the Frankish emissaries
had only sought peace from Constantinople.” Faced with major defeats
on his frontiers and the loss of his Italian territories, it is quite logical
for Sigibert to send ambassadors to make peace with the emperor, to
finally put a formal end to decades of conflict between Austrasia and
the Roman Empire.

This treaty did not, as it turned out, lead to peace in Italy, for the
Lombards swiftly replaced the Franks as the empire’s enemy from 568
onwards. They have been variously interpreted as invaders, federate
forces invited into the province by Narses, refugees, or, most recently,
as rebels against Justin II, but regardless of the interpretation we adopt,
their success in securing northern Italy surely owed much to the
preceding Roman—Frankish war.*® Despite Narses™ strategic acumen, it

W. Pohl, The Avars: A Steppe Empire in Central Europe, 567822 (Ithaca, 2018), pp. 55-7.
Gregory of Tours, Histories IV.40, ed. Krusch and Levison, p. 172: ‘pacem petens’.

S, Esders, “Avenger of All Perjury” in Constantinople, Ravenna and Metz: Saint Polyeuctus,
Sigibert I, and the Division of Charibert’s Kingdom in 568’, in Fischer and Wood (eds), Western
Perspectives, pp. 17—40, at p. 34.

Goffart, ‘Byzantine Policy’, p. 77; Fritze, ‘Zur Bedeutung’, p. 533; Ewig, Die Merowinger, p. 28;
Esders, ‘Avenger of All Perjury’, pp. 35-6.

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards 111.9, ed. Bethmann and Waitz, p. 97. There were
Lombard incursions into Gaul, but they had instead targeted the kingdom of Guntram, as
reported by Marius of Avenches, Chronicle, 569.2, ed. Favrod, p. 82; Gregory of Tours,
Histories IV.42, ed. Krusch and Levison, p. 175. E Marazzi, ‘Byzantines and Lombards’, in S.
Cosentino (ed.), A Companion to Byzantine Italy (Leiden, 2021), pp. 169—99, at p. 176, makes
the intriguing suggestion that these incursions into Gaul may have been aligned with
imperial interests, which by the early 570s may well have favoured Sigibert over Guntram.
The Lombard invasion remains the principal interpretation in the historiography. For the
‘invitation’ hypothesis: N. Christie, ‘Invasion or Invitation? The Longobard Occupation of
Northern Italy, A.D. 568—569’, Romanobarbarica 11 (1991), pp. 79-108; W. Pohl, Le origini
etniche dell’ Europa: Barbari e Romani tra antichita e medioevo (Rome, 2000), pp. 157-60. On
the Lombards as refugees: P. Geary, ‘Longobardi in the Sixth Century without Paulus
Diaconus’, in R. Balzaretti, J. Barrow and . Skinner (eds), Jtaly and Early Medieval Europe:
Papers for Chris Wickham (Oxford, 2018), pp. 50-9, at pp. 58—9. On the Lombard ‘rebellion’:
Fabbro, Early Medieval Italy, pp. 40—2.
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562 Sihong Lin

is nonetheless clear that Merovingian Italy was not an easy entity to
destroy, as evident in its survival until ¢.565. By ending the last vestiges
of Frankish rule, however, a new power vacuum was opened, one that
would be filled by the Lombards, whose longevity in Italy would far

exceed the achievement of the Merovingians.
Conclusion

The end of Merovingian Italy remains a poorly chronicled one, but from
the scattered references surveyed, particularly those written in the Roman
Empire, it seems likely that there was a renewed conflict around 56s.
Austrasia fared poorly in this encounter, but its motive is easy enough
to understand, thanks to the weakened empire at the end of Justinian’s
reign. As a result, 561 should not be seen as a decisive turning point,
for Frankish Italy was certainly not destroyed and its fate may have had
little to do with the fall of Verona that year. Indeed, I have also argued
here that Amingus’ invasion to support Widin, so essential to many
narratives of Italian history in the 560s, can be placed later around 565,
as their war fits well with eastern reports of slain and captured ‘tyrants’.
At the very least, Amingus’ death should not be firmly associated with
s61. Likewise, Corippus’ panegyric, which is still frequently seen as only
court propaganda, should be considered anew as a valuable text for
historians of Roman foreign policy.

While it is easy to critique Justin’s reign with hindsight, particularly
due to the eventual quagmire on the Persian front and the loss of much
of Italy to the Lombards in 568, his early reign nonetheless deserves a
fairer hearing. His boasts may not have been so empty after all, if it
was his forces that completed Justinian’s conquest of Italy. Moreover,
the decisive end of Frankish Italy also opened a new avenue for
diplomacy between the empire and the Merovingian kingdoms. Without
competing territorial interests in play, it became possible for Justin to
pursue a diplomatic reset with the Austrasian Franks, the perennial foes
of the empire in the preceding decades. Whether through religious relics,
gold subsidies, or the odd hostage, Justin and his successors instead aimed
to secure the Franks as their allies, not their foes, marking the beginning
of decades of intensifying diplomatic contact between the Frankish
kingdoms and Constantinople. Paradoxically then, the end of
Merovingian Italy had also brought the Franks closer to the imperial

Mediterranean.
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