
Fall of the West — 350 to 600 A.D.  
Germanic Migration and Barbarian Kingdoms 

 
The peace and prosperity which took root during the thirty year reign of Constantine was short 
lived. On his death the empire was divided among his three sons, and all died without heirs. 
After the short reign of Julian the Apostate, the empire was permanently divided into an eastern 
and a western half, and the only remaining emperor of note was Theodosius, who ably 
governed from 379 to 395, and put down some of the early revolts of the Goths. He is 
remembered for his willingness to do public penance for the slaughter of the Thessalonians, 
which was imposed on him by Ambrose of Milan. The idea that even emperors were subject to 
the laws of God was a radically new idea that made a permanent mark upon Western 
civilization. 

Meanwhile, regions of Gaul and Hispania were enduring waves of barbarian migrants that the 
government made little effort to stop. By the time that the city of Rome was overrun by the 
Visigoths in 410, most of Gaul had already been abandoned to the Frankish tribes who 
maintained order in the north, and the Roman legions had been pulled from Britain. 

The Gothic invaders that descended upon Italy during the fifth century accelerated a process 
that was already under way. The Western empire had ceded much of its territory without a fight, 
most wealthy families had moved away from Rome and the emperor himself had moved to 
Ravenna. By the time Italy was invaded by Alaric's Visigoths there was not even a Roman army 
available to send in its defense. Still, the Visigoth invasion of 410 was mild compared to that of 
the Vandals, who plundered the city to ruin in 455. The Visigoths were at least Arian Christians, 
mostly civilized, and desired a peace treaty with the Empire. By the time the imperial crown 
passed from last Roman emperor, Romulus Augustus, to the barbarian chief Odoacer in 476, it 
caused hardly a ripple. 

The following timeline lists many of the most important events during the Late Roman period. 
The two most important tribes of the Late Roman period were the Goths, who settled in Spain 
and Italy, and the Franks who settled in France and the Netherlands. 
 

376 Goths cross Danube, enter Roman territory (with permission from Eastern Emperor) 

410 Roman legions leave Britain, England subject to Saxon, Jute, Angles invasion. 

411 Burgundians establish a kingdom in the Rhine valley, later moved to Switzerland. 

418 Visigoth kingdom established in Hispania and southern Gaul. 

435 Vandal kingdom established in Africa. 

450 Attila the Hun forms an invading army and plunders much of civilized Europe. 

455 Vandals are invited into Rome during a political dispute and sack the city. 

486 Frankish king (Clovis) defeats last Roman Governor in France 

493 Ostrogoth kingdom established in Italy 

533 Ostrogoth Italy reconquered by Eastern Empire, after devastating Gothic War. 

568 Lombards invade northern Italy, establishes capital in Pavia. 
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The Church during the late Roman Period—The fourth century had been a Golden age for 
the Church. Many of the most important Fathers of the Church lived during the Late Roman 
period and even the disruptive Heresies of the Age resulted in important Church Councils that 
clarified doctrine. But as Barbarian kingdoms led by Arian rulers arose throughout the West, 
the situation of the Western Church changed. In some places Catholic Christians were 
persecuted, but in most of the West they were left alone to make do without government 
support. The rise of Constantinople in the east led to the increased importance of its Patriarch, 
but the Eastern Church continued to suffer from divisive heresies and schisms. 

Foederati and the Rise of Germanic Nations 

One of the reasons the Roman government broke down is that it was no longer wealthy enough 
to pay its legions of soldiers, so it depended more and more on Foederati, or foreign soldiers 
tasked with guarding the borders and keeping order. In return for serving the Roman Emperor in 
battle and protecting the boarder provinces, the foederati were granted privileges and given 
land. When the Emperor reneged on these treaties, or the tribe insisted on additional rights, 
there was often conflict, but both sides likely considered this a civil conflict, rather than an 
invasion. Civil wars and military insurrections within the Empire were nothing new. . . they had 
plagued the Imperial government for centuries. 
 

 
 
Most of the German tribes which eventually formed kingdoms in Western Europe were first 
accepted as Roman allies or Foederati. The military leaders most closely associated with the 
Fall of Rome varied in their degree of education and culture, but all considered themselves 
Roman Generals as well as Barbarian chieftains. This is shown by the fact that the three 
'Barbarian' kings most closely associated with the fall of the Western Empire — Clovis the 
Frankish king, Alaric the Visigoth, and Theodoric the Ostrogoth, were all born in Roman 
territory to fathers who had led armies in service to the Empire. 
 
But the case is stronger still that both sides considered the 'Barbarian kings' to be Roman 
Generals. It so happened that most of the important military commanders of the Western 
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Empire during the same period, were likewise the sons of Barbarian military leaders. The father 
of Stilicho, who defended Italy from Alaric, was a Vandal. The father of Aetius, who led the 
Roman armies against Attila, was a Goth, and Ricimer, who led Rome in its final years, had 
both Suebi and Goth parentage. By the fifth century, the Roman army was governed almost 
entirely by Germanic generals, and was mainly Arian. The Rise of the Germanic Arian kingdoms 
in the west was an almost inevitable progression, not a sharp break from the past. 

The migration of Barbarian tribes from the Germanic regions began in earnest in the mid fourth 
century, during a time the Western government was beginning to break down. The ruling 
classes in Rome thought only of protecting their own interests and deserted the city long before 
it was over run by Visigoths or Vandals. As the Roman government withdrew, the military 
leaders of various tribes took matters into their own hands, seized what they could, and kept 
possession by force of arms. As time went on, the some of the European nations we know 
today began to take form. The following list gives an indication of which tribes each nation owes 
its origin, though it must not be thought that the countries had the same boundaries or the same 
names as they have now. 

 The Ostrogoths, or Eastern Goths, who first occupied the North of Italy, and who later 
on were driven back to Hungary and Turkey. 

 The Visigoths, or Western Goths, who settled in Spain and in the South of France. 
 The Franks, who occupied a tract of country comprising the North of France and 

Germany as far as the Rhine. 
 The Burgundians, who conquered the South-East of France. 
 The Vandals, who settled first in Spain and then in North Africa. 
 The Angles and Saxons, who spread over the South of Denmark, that part of North 

Germany to the east of the Rhine, and into Britain. 
 The Scandinavians, or Danes, the conquerors of Norway, Sweden, Denmark; and 
 The Lombards, the last comers, who occupied first Hungary and then advanced into 

the North of Italy, whence they drove out the Ostrogoths. 

Arian and Pagan Kingdoms 

With the exception of the Franks, Angles, Saxons, and Scandinavians, who were pagans, 
almost all the Germanic tribes were Arian Christians. This was mostly due to the fact 
that Ulfilas, a missionary bishop from Anatolia undertook to convert the Goths to the Arian 
religion in about 350 A.D. He invented the Gothic alphabet and translated the Bible for their use. 
Ulfilas spent decades traveling throughout German-speaking regions. So most of the bold 
warriors that over ran western Europe were Arians at the time the began to rule Western Europe 
and most of the military and ruling classes in the west adhered to the Arian heresy, just as it 
was dying out in the East. 
 
The fate of the conquered peoples in formerly Roman territory was not everywhere the same. 
Where the invaders were pagans, or where the Barbarian chiefs met with a fierce resistance, 
they swept everything before them: the inhabitants were massacred, driven away, or reduced to 
slavery; churches and homesteads were destroyed, and whole tracts of land were laid desolate. 
The Arian Goths who took possession of Italy and Spain were far more humane, and generally 
settled down among the subjugated peoples, leaving them a portion of their goods, and in some 
cases their existing form of government. The Germanic rulers mingled their language with that 
of the former Roman citizens and formed a new nation by the blending of the conquering and 
conquered races. In most cases, the romani, or indigenous Romans inhabitants continued to 
practice their Catholic faith, without government interference, while the Arian Church was 
supported by the state. 



Saints of the Late Roman Era 

The Lives of many of the Saints of the Late Roman period are described on other pages such 
as: Fathers of the Church, Desert Fathers, Arian Kingdoms, and Rise of the Franks. 
Several of the important Saints and heroes of the age, associated with Rome or Italy are listed 
below. 

 
SAINT POPES DURING THE LATE ROMAN EMPIRE 

Damascus I (r. 366-384) 
Promoted orthodox understanding of the Trinity to resist heretical ideas, 
and supported Jerome’s work on the Vulgate Bible. 

Innocent I (r. 401-417) Finalized Biblical Canon, Pope during Visigoth sack of Rome. 

Leo the Great (r. 440-
461) 

Opposed Attila the Hun, renowned theologian, laid foundation for 
Council of Chalcedon. 

Gregory the Great (r. 
590-604) 

Reformed Papacy and church organization, Supported monasticism 
and missionary work, Promoted divine liturgy and Gregorian Chant, etc. 

Martin I (r. 649-655) Only pope to resist dominance of Byzantine Emperor, Last Martyr pope. 

 
ITALIAN SAINTS AND HEROES OF THE LATE ROMAN EMPIRE 

Eusebius of Vercelli (d. 
371) 

Bishop who led resistance to Arian heresy in Italy. 

Paulinus of Nola (d. 431) Roman senator who became a monk, served as bishop of Nola. 

Peter Chrysologus (d. 
450) 

Bishop of Ravenna noted for his homilies, apologetics, and opposition 
to heresies. Doctor of the Church. 

Boethius (d. 524) 
Minister of Theodoric the Great. Wrote Christian classic: Consolation of 
Philosophy. Died a martyr, but not canonized. 

Benedict of Nursia (d. 
543) 

Founder of Western Monasticism, including one at Monte Cassino. 
Wrote Rules of Benedict. 

Scholastica (d. 542) Twin sister of Benedict. Lived in convent near Monte Cassino. 
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