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Early Western Christendom, c. 500–700

TIMELINE 2.1 Western Christendom, 500–850
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The climate was kind to farmers in Western Europe, and so too was the land. As
Map 2.1 shows, the Western European heartland consists of a huge plain of rich soil that
fans from the Pyrenees and the Alps as far north as England and Scandinavia. Crossing
the European heartland are several low, mineral-rich mountain ranges, a broad swath of
rich loam for farming, and a remarkable network of broad rivers. These rivers connected
inland settlements with the sea and with each other, aiding the movement of people,
news, goods, and ideas. Most of Europe’s major cities were built on riverbanks—Paris,
London, Milan, Cologne, Vienna, and many others—so that even though they lay far
from the sea, their docks received goods from many places and then dispersed them to
smaller towns. Europe’s long, irregular coastline was a further stimulus to commerce,
with its huge bays, many peninsulas, and accessible offshore islands such as Sicily,
Sardinia, Britain, and Ireland.
As the barbarians moved into transalpine Europe in the ﬁfth and sixth centuries, they confronted a population that we today call Gallo-Roman. The Roman
part of this dyad we have already encountered, and the barbarians found it mostly
among the wealthy and in old imperial cities. These cities were losing population
and trade by the year 500, but many managed to hang on. The Gallo part of GalloRoman was mostly rural and Celtic. Celts, whom the Romans called Gauls, had long
inhabited most of Western Europe. “Celt” is a tricky term. Today, it evokes strong
ethnic identities associated with Europe’s “Celtic Fringe”—from Brittany in France
to Wales, Ireland, and western Scotland—where Celtic languages are still spoken. As
used for late antiquity, however, “Celt” is a broader and more encompassing term.
Then, Celtic-speaking peoples lived throughout transalpine Europe from the Iberian
peninsula through Gaul to Britain. Celts were distinct from other language groups,
especially Germanic speakers whose homelands lay to the northeast, Slavic-speaking
peoples in central Europe, and Latin or Italic speakers from the Italian peninsula. Yet

