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The Fall of Rome 410 A.D. and the construction of a “cultural trauma” 

1) The setting 

It had been quite a long siege the city of Rome had to endure. Hunger and diseases had made 

life almost insufferable. Stories were told, about a mother, who had killed and eaten her only 

infant. About hunger revolts in the quarters where the plebs, the “common people” lived. There 

was talk of treason. And then, on August 24 in the year of 410, the lines of defence faltered. 

Gothic troops, led by their chief Alaric, invaded the town. For three days, Rome was looted by 

barbaric invaders. In some accounts we find horrific details, as they talk about torture, 

mutilations, rape and kidnapping. Former proud roman citizens were sold into slavery, 

monuments were destroyed, even churches were attacked, art and architecture, amassed in 

centuries, was lost forever. The city of Rome, by its own count 1146 years old, Roma aeterna, 

“eternal Rome” had fallen. 

This scenario is a pastiche of roman accounts that have been redacted not late after the event. 

All in all they suggest that the events of August 410 must have been a devastating blow to the 

political, ideological and cultural centre of roman identity – just like a boxer hit directly into 

the solar plexus. It was not only the fact, that the city of Rome was the core of “Roman-ness”, 

but that the winners of 410 had been depicted for centuries as the losers of world history. The 

Goths were barbarians, thus, creatures seen as only resembling human beings, devoid of an 

understandable language, lacking rational thinking and behaviour, unable to create political 

institutions. In short: To Romans, Barbarians were perceived as being unable to understand and 

to produce “culture”. The underdog (in the full meaning of the term) had turned on his master, 

and he had won. 

Does that give us cause enough to think about “cultural trauma”? One could argue, that for the 

Romans, it must have been not only a military defeat, but a devastating blow to all that they 

had stood for, a smashing of culture as such. So, if in the words of Jeffrey C. Alexander, 

“cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a 

horrendous event that leaves indelible marks on their group consciousness”, there seems to be 

little doubt, that the events of 410 qualify. But, as is often the case in history, things are not as 

they seem at first glance; things were more difficult, as a closer look towards the context and 

the sources will reveal. 

2) A short historical outline: Rome, Romans and Barbarians in late Antiquity 

In the year 410, the Roman Empire had been in a (more or less) permanent crisis for 200 years. 

This was the result of an “imperial overstretch”, thus the result of an empire grown too big for 

the means that administrate and defend them, but also too big to ensure the cultural 

homogeneity. One evident large-scale reaction was the partition of the Empire under 

Constantine the Great. With the establishment of the byzantine Empire and Constantinople as 

the “eastern Rome” the Empire’s unity in the long run became wishful thinking. In the western 

Empire a couple of new sees of the Empire threatened Rome’s importance. Milan, Ravenna, 

later Arles (south of France) and Treves (Trier, Germany) became imperial cities in their own 

right, where sometimes the Emperor stayed longer than in Rome itself. The abolishment of the 



 
 

general obligation to practice roman cult of state, the tolerance towards Christianity and its 

successive rise ended religious unity. 

What’s more, there were military problems. The roman expansion had found an end in the near 

east, where the empire of the Sassanids could not be vanquished; whereas in the north, the 

relation to the “Germanic” peoples (a term Romans invented) was difficult, to say the least. At 

no time in its history, the Roman Empire got around to shape consistent and reliable migration 

politics, and as in 375 an estimated 50.000 refugees from the Black Sea arrived at the middle 

of the Danube, the local administration didn’t know what to do with these migrants. Finally, 

the new arrivals crossed the Danube, fought the local forces – and sent a letter to the Emperor 

begging for integration. Which was denied, and so, for two years the migrants roamed the 

Balkans before finally defeating the joint forces of the Eastern and Western Romans at 

Hadrianopolis. Grudgingly, the Romans accorded some lands on the eastern periphery to those 

“Goths”, as they now called themselves; they were associated as foederati, regarded and paid 

as soldiers, but not fully integrated, no matter if they had become Christians, fought for the 

Empire and generally behaved well. 

The story might end here, if it wasn’t for the permanent roman dislike of those “Barbarians” 

who had made their way into the Empire. In the early 400s, it apparently was forgotten to pay 

the gothic troops. The Goths complained, but held still for a year or two. No money arrived, 

until finally one day the man in charge was more or less confronted with the choice to lead the 

gothic soldiers toward Italy, and finally, at the end of a year full of battles towards Rome to get 

what rightfully was theirs. Thus, we are back at the walls of Rome in the August of the year 

410. 

What does this context tell us about the events and the impact the events may have had? First, 

the gothic attack cannot have come as a total surprise. Secondly, the people attacking were not 

mere “Barbarians” but soldiers fighting for Rome, loyal foederati for 30 years. And thirdly, all 

of this was happening in a time full of violent changes and little certainties, a time, that already 

had damaged Rome’s position. All in all, the context given may suggest that trauma wasn’t 

that big – or was it? 

3) Contemporary Reactions 

This is the text closest to the events: Who would believe that Rome, built up by the conquest 

of the whole world, had collapsed, that the mother of nations had become also their tomb? …. 

Who could boast when the flight of the people … plainly reveal the ravages of the Barbarians? 

We cannot see what has occurred, without tears and moans. … When the bright light of all the 

world was put out, or, rather, when the Roman Empire was decapitated, the whole world 

perished in one city. At first sight: Astonishing, convincing – pure cultural trauma. But this text 

was not written in Rome. There are virtually no sources whatsoever on the subject originating 

from the city itself. The author of these lines is Hieronymus, who lived in Bethlehem at the 

time and had been in Rome expelled from Rome for his somewhat exaggerated Christian zeal 

and awkward networking. Jerome had stayed in close correspondence with many Roman 

confidants, and at least two of them seem to have died during the siege, and of others he reports 

of atrocities, torture, and massacres. 

A witness for a cultural trauma, then? Again, context does give the answer. Jerome’s 

perspective on the world is eschatological, and for him, the fall of the world had already begun, 

with the arrival of the Goths in 376, and the sack of Rome was just one more sign on the way 



 
 

to the end. Jerome was an eschatological thinker, for whom the conquest of the city is only one 

more sign. A year before the events, he even had predicted the fall of the city. All this was 

therefore not a surprise, but simply the fulfilment of the apocalyptic prophecy which was 

already known before; basically, Jerome just said: "I told you so" – which is quite a difference 

to the mindset of “cultural trauma”. 

Not all of the church fathers thought alike. Augustine, Bishop of Hippo Regius, was confronted 

with a multitude of refugees who could afford a luxurious and secure exile. His answers had to 

be different, because his discourse partners were not convinced Christians, who were open for 

the salvation message, but educated, urban citizens to whom he had to have a clear argument. 

The transmission of the texts is so dense that we can follow the genesis of its position. In a 

Sunday speech, only five weeks after the fall of Rome, Augustine – without mentioning the 

name of Rome – speaks of examinations, of necessary trials and of punishment. It is this image 

that he pursued further, in several sermons in the next year and a half. As a theologian, he 

declares that the fall of Rome was not a scandalon, no violation of the order of the world (ordo), 

just like the trials of Job. Only a strict father loves his children, and the severity of God only 

shows that one is on the right path. The only downfall is the inevitable fate, the characteristic 

of the worldly; and the goal lies elsewhere, namely in the Hereafter. There lay another city, the 

civitas Dei, which was to be reached through the church. The civitas terrena must pass away. 

The trials of the Christians are merely signs. In a similar way, Augustine’s disciple Orosius 

argued, but much more historically, embedding the event into a narrative of Exempla. 

All Western church fathers, therefore, offer interpretations for the event – but they are not 

shocked. In a quite similar way, byzantine historiography regarded the Goths as a punishment 

for "non-Roman" behaviour. This, in turn, lead to distortions and legends - the events were re-

written, and the more the reports are distanced from the actual event, the more anecdotally they 

become. In the 8th / 9th century, finally, there are only distant echoes that can still be heard. 

Closer to the event, but still more than a century later, the event is still subject to interpretation 

in another context. Jordanes and Isidore tried to write gothic history in the middle of the 6th 

century and relativize the conquest of Rome by trying to argue from the perspective of the 

Goths – who in the meantime had established realms in Italy an on the Iberic Peninsula. To 

both, the behaviour of the conquerors is not only humanly understandable but also has a 

Christian component: The Gothic king Alaric had decreed, according to Jordanes, that all 

Christians should be spared and exempted from looting. The same is reported by Isidor, which 

further strengthens the tendency of the late apologists: Rome must not only fall because it is 

only secular (and therefore perishable) power, no: The Goths were tools of God by putting an 

end to the sinful city. 

4) After Rome’s fall: Fading memories 

But these authors wrote in hindsight, and for them, the sack of Rome was not a very special 

affair: In the 5th century, Rome was conquered three times, and it stopped being the Emperor’s 

residence – simply because in the West, there was no Emperor anymore. He Empire had 

disintegrated, giving way to a number of “Germanic” kingdoms. The Franks were the winners 

of this era we name “late antiquity” or “migration period”, and as late comers to the show, they 

themselves were not involved in the conquest of Rome, but as self-proclaimed 

successors they should had a vague interest in its history. As for the conquest itself, the main 

source of the 6th century, Gregory of Tours, mentions it only in a subordinate sentence, even 

if perceived himself as descendant of Gallo-Roman senators. To him, the death of Saint Martin 



 
 

or the establishment of the Franconian kingdom under Clovis was of greater importance. In the 

7th century, a world chronicle by the so-called Fredegar, spares only two sentences within a 

chapter that owe more to myths than to knowledge: "Alaric captured Rome and spared the 

Christians. There he caught the Emperor’s daughter." And finally, at around 700, the events of 

410 are not mentioned in the short version of the Liber Historiae Francorum. Carolingian 

historiography focussed mainly on the recent past. The roman past was but a distant memory, 

perceptible in the king’s title as Rex Romanorum, the Emperorship (since Charlemagne) and 

the Latin language as the language of the written word. 

4) The Return of 410 and the invention of a cultural trauma 

But the events of 410 didn’t find a mention for 5 centuries. It was only on the turn of the 11th 

to the 12th centuries that German chroniclers like Frutolf of Michelsberg, Ekkehard of Aura or 

Otto of Freising wrote world history to explain the state of the world at their time. What needed 

explaining was the root of the investiture contest, i.e. the conflict between the papacy and the 

Emperor. Whereas Frutolf/ Ekkehard only mentions Alaric, for Otto the capture of Rome is 

part of a crucial epoch in world history in which on the one hand Christianity established itself, 

but at the same time dualism between regnum and sacerdotium began. To stress the importance 

of this era, Otto extended the frame of Augustins De civitate Dei by inventing a third stage in 

this view on world development, the civitas permixta. The beginning of this era was baptism 

of Constantine, and its end the establishment of the Franconian Empire and the baptism of 

Clovis. With this concept, Otto not only anticipated the epoch of “Late Antiquity”, but also a 

tripartite division of History. 

This ternary pattern was later used by the Italian Renaissance, who imagined a aetas media – 

the Middle Ages. And it was with the thinkers and historians of the humanistic period, that the 

events of 410 were once again regarded, and – despite the lack of sources – the barbarians’ 

furor marked the end of the classical period, the end of order, the decline of culture. Right then, 

in 410 all got lost that the “Renaissance Men” painstakingly had to rebuild. No wonder that 

this year marked, according to Fabio Biondo the beginning of the Middle Ages, a “dark” period 

(Petrarch also had mumbled about “shadows” on the “in-between times”). This transition, this 

barbarization had to be something violent, a shock, “a horrendous event that leaves indelible 

marks on the group consciousness” – a cultural trauma; but this was not, as we have seen, a 

trauma that could be derived from contemporary sources, but a construction, an invention of 

later times. 

The centuries to follow saw the canonization of this view as History became a subject at the 

university, and it also saw variations on the cause of the trauma inflicted to the Roman world. 

Gibbons, for one, saw moral, mental and political decline as the main reason for the collapse 

of the Empire. While in his view the Empire’s end was “not a bang but a whimper“, the 

romantic and idealistic perspectives of the 19th century added a lot of sound and fury to the 

rather dull sources, establishing a common notion of a violent transition. Of course, there were 

debates, especially on the role the Goths played – were they mere barbarians, uncivilized 

brutes, or were they uncorrupted ingénues, forcing renovation and new perspectives by 

destruction? 

But this is not the question to ask today. Recent science focusses on two issues I tried to 

summarize above: 

• 410 – in historical/scientific perspective (what do the sources say?) 



 
 

• 410 – the History of an event turned topos (What do the historiographers say?) 

Still, there is one perspective left: The dynamics of the 410 narrative where powerful enough 

to shape the idea of an European trauma (the loss of culture and a “dark period” to recover). 

But this invented trauma was powerful enough to shape the notion of “Middle Ages”, and thus 

an essential part of European identity. Why are the Middle Ages so important to European 

identity? Because Europe, and Europe alone, has them; and to us Europeans they are the 

formation period of what one may call “Old Europe”, the historical background of today. This 

makes us special, because (probably) all civilisations divide their history in an old part and a 

new one; usually there is a notion of modernity surpassing the pre-modern ancient times, often 

thought of as primitive, inhumane and uncivilised. Sure, there may be subdivisions in the 

modern and premodern eras, but there is always a decisive turning point between “ancient” and 

“recent”. But it is not the fact of exclusivity alone that makes the “Middle Ages” so peculiar 

and, in the same time, important. Europeans do not think their history as a linear progress. This 

line might have been possible, if not for: The barbarians and the events of 410. Those 

barbarians, for better or worse put an end to roman civilisation, and a new one had to be 

established. This process took almost a millennium, using roman left-overs, new barbaric 

ingredients and, of course, a good dose of Christian ferments to come up with a recipe of its 

own. Typical medieval elements like the nobility, organisation of domination, national thought 

etc. mark “The making of Europe” (Bartlett). This doesn’t mean that the Middle Ages had a 

conception of Europe; it rather seems that at the time something like a “European identity” was 

conceived, the Middle Ages came to an end. In many ways, thus, European identity and the 

Middle Ages are entangled, and with the events of 410, we stand at the starting point of this 

formation process - not for the things that actually happened there but as a history suitable to 

invent an overall European “cultural trauma”. 

 


