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Editors” Preface

As editors of The Welebaethan, we are excited to present our journal’s Volume 46
(2019). For the first time since its inception in 1974, The Welebaethan is without a
print edition. Moving the journal to an online/digital platform has provided us
with opportunities to expand our scope, increase our accessibility, and include
features that would have been cost-prohibitive in a print edition. Thus, this
volume contains twenty-two articles and essays that range from ancient Greece
to modern Mexico, showcasing some of the best research that both
undergraduate and graduate historians at California State University, Fullerton
(CSUF), have to offer. In addition, our journal features ten editions of thus far
unpublished archival documents and oral histories from our University Archives
and Special Collections, as well as CSUF's Lawrence de Graaf Center for Oral
and Public History, namely, manuscripts from late-eighteenth-century North
America; letters from 1850s California (in Spanish, with English translations);
wartime correspondence from the 1940s addressed to Fairfax Proudfit Walkup of
the Pasadena Playhouse; correspondence from science-fiction author Philip K.
Dick; and oral histories from European immigrants to California and from an
Orange County political activist. This volume’s original cover art is based on a
collection recently donated to CSUF, the Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection
of English Medieval and Renaissance Monumental Brass Rubbings. Finally, our
journal’s extensive review section encompasses a fascinating collection of books,
exhibitions, films, documentaries, TV shows, and, yes, games of potential interest
to historians. The opinions expressed in these reviews are, of course, those of the
reviewers, and may or may not be shared by the editors.

An undertaking such as this would not have been possible without the
determined assistance of our faculty advisor, Jochen Burgtorf, and his
commitment to producing an online/digital student journal that rivals
professional publications. We would also like to thank our fellow editor,
Geoffrey Gue, for all his hard work in so adeptly redesigning and managing the
submission process. Creating the inaugural online/digital edition of our journal
has been a daunting task, and we could not have done it without the generous
support of the faculty and staff in our university’s Division of Information
Technology, Paulina June and George Pollak Library, Faculty Development
Center, and Department of Online Education and Training. Their expertise and
patience has allowed us to turn our dream into a reality. We would also like to
thank the Lawrence de Graaf Center for Oral and Public History, as well as
University Archives and Special Collections, for their support in making our new
“editions” section possible. Their training and mentoring has helped us bring
unseen and unheard primary sources to the world. To our dedicated reviewers,
including the esteemed faculty members of CSUF’s Department of History and a
great group of alumni, we owe an enormous debt of gratitude for their

© 2019 by the editors
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meticulous attention to detail in the triple-blind review process. We would be
remiss if we did not acknowledge the tireless efforts of the members of the
“History and Editing” class without whose devotion this volume could not have
been completed. Above all, we express our deepest gratitude to the authors,
primary-source editors, transcribers, and consultants, as well as reviewers of
books, exhibitions, films, documentaries, TV shows, and games: Your words fill
the pages of this journal, and we hope that you are as pleased as we are to see
your work in (online/digital) print. Finally, to our readers: Enjoy.

Fullerton, June 8, 2019
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Christopher E. Ortega

The Mother Goddess and Her “Metragyrtai”:
Cultural Gender Norms and Eunuch Priests
from Sixth-Century BCE Greece to the Early Roman Empire

ABSTRACT: This article examines what modern terminology would call “transgender”
individuals in ancient Greece and Rome. It explores attitudes about sex and gender through
the discourses surrounding the castrated and feminized priests of the Mother Goddess. There
is a particular focus on identifying similarities and differences in gender systems through
textual, ritual, and archaeological evidence. The author argues, on the one hand, that Greek
religion strategically employed sexual ambiguity, and, on the other hand, that transgender
priests and eunuchs threatened Roman masculinity ideals associated with male privilege.

KEYWORDS: antiquity; Greece; Rome; sex; gender; transgender; metragyrtai; galli; LGBT;
Cybele

Introduction

Ovx arer evrevfev, ovde Ta 111G yovaikog dvvapevog!
“Get away from here, you who cannot play a woman’s part either!”?

While current political debates over transgenderism are raging, this quote from a
Spartan woman recorded by the first-century CE Greek biographer Plutarch is a
reminder that contestations over “proper” gender norms and performance are
nothing new. In this regard, literary and cultural critic Marjorie Garber has
argued that anxiety about the appearance of transvestite figures in larger
discourses indicates a category crisis, “an irresolvable conflict or epistemological
crux that destabilizes comfortable binarity and displaces the resulting discomfort
onto a figure that already inhabits, indeed incarnates, the margin;” further,
Garber states “transvestism is a space of possibility structuring and confounding
culture: the disruptive element that intervenes, not just a category crisis of male
and female, but the crisis of category itself.”? In other words, debates about those
in liminal categories represent concerns about larger issues of categories in
general. This article, therefore, sets out to do two things. Firstly, studying the
eunuch priests of Cybele to understand how and why Greeks and Romans
viewed them differently better enables us to comprehend the relationship
between gender, power, and politics. Secondly, some historians point out that
early Greek writers, while hostile to Cybele’s eunuch priests, were not critical of

L Plutarch, Moralia, 240.4. Translation from Plutarch, Moralia: The Sayings of Spartan Women,
trans. Frank C. Babbitt (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 240.4. Ancient sources
are cited in traditional format (book, chapter, line number). I would like to thank the members of
the California State University, Fullerton, Spring 2018 graduate seminar in World History for
their insightful input.

2 Marjorie Garber, Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety (New York: Routledge,
1992), 17.

© 2019 by Christopher E. Ortega
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these eunuchs’ gender performance.® However, previous scholars have not
offered any explanations for why Greeks, in contrast to Romans, did not find
these priests’” gender performance distasteful. One explanation for the lack of
Greek discomfort over eunuchs’ liminal gender status can be found in the Greek
religion’s frequent acceptance of ritual gender ambiguity. In contrast to the
Romans, Greeks celebrated gender-bending. In this way, a clearer line between
the differences of Greek and Roman gender norms can be drawn, contributing to
our understanding of sex and gender in antiquity.

The Greeks often called her Cybele, while the Romans referred to her as
Magna Mater (Great Mother). Yet, the Mother Goddess was not indigenous to
Greek or Roman religion. Both cultures included her in their pantheons from
Phrygia, Anatolia, in what is now Turkey.* One element that accompanied the
goddess was the presence of her eunuch priests, called metragyrtai (plural; or
metragyrtes, singular) in Greek and galli (plural; or gallus, singular) in Latin.> As
Greek colonists settled western Anatolia from the eighth century BCE, they
increasingly came into contact with Phrygians. Archaeological and textual
evidence demonstrates that worship of the Mother Goddess herself appeared in
Greece in the sixth century BCE,® yet explicit references to her eunuch priests did
not surface until the fourth century BCE.” In Rome, her cult was accepted around
204 BCE.? Not only was her cult assimilated into the two cultures at different
times, but it appears that the element of eunuchism was viewed differently in the
two societies.

The primary sources concerning these eunuch priests can be categorized as,
firstly, early Greek references in philosophical and medical treatises which are
not hostile to eunuchism; secondly, a collection of Greek epigrams and a myth
that both express aspects of the eunuchs’ gender ambiguity; and thirdly, later

3 Lynn E. Roller, “The Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” Gender & History 9, no. 3 (November
1997): 542-559, here 546.

4 Lynn E. Roller, In Search of God the Mother: The Cult of Anatolian Cybele (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1999).

5 Metragyrtes is often translated as “begging priests” or priests who beg for alms for the
mother/metra. The etymology of gallus/galli is uncertain, though some suggest it reflects the belief
that Gauls who moved into Anatolia were the bearers of this type of priesthood. Another possible
source for the term may be in a similar sexually ambiguous priesthood in Mesopotamia, called
gala in Sumerian (kalu in Akkadian). This priesthood, attested in the third millennium BCE,
survived at least into the Seleucid period (fourth to first centuries BCE) and also engaged in
ambiguous gender and the ritual beating of drums. The Seleucid empire claimed Babylon in 312
BCE.

6 Lynn E. Roller, “The Great Mother at Gordion: The Hellenization of an Anatolian Cult,”
Journal of Hellenic Studies 111 (1991): 128-143, here 135-136; see also Roller, “Ideology of the
Eunuch Priest,” 544.

7 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 544.

8 Livy, History of Rome, trans. Benjamin O. Foster (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1919), 29.10-14.
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Roman sources which are mostly hostile to the presence of eunuchs in Magna
Mater’s ritual life. In early Greek philosophical and medical sources, metragyrtai
are castigated not for their gender status, but rather for their social and religious
practices. They are portrayed as conmen and fraudsters.” These same sources do
not mention their gender or sexuality as something negative.l® What is
particularly negative in these early sources is the foreign nature of these priests
and their “odd” ritual behavior.!" These sources roughly belong to the fourth
century BCE.’> Roman sources, on the other hand, are mostly hostile to these
eunuch priests, even when they are enthusiastic about the Magna Mater herself.13
Most scholars comment on the metragyrtai in discussing Cybele in Greece, yet fail
to contextualize this “foreign cult” within the larger indigenous religious and
gender norms. For this reason, a fourth source type is added here, namely one
which has been neglected in previous studies and reveals that Greece had a long
history of ritual transvestism and gender-bending.* Latin sources from late

9 Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric, trans. John H. Freese (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1926), 3.2.10; Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, trans. Charles Burton Gulick (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1969), 6.9, 12.58, while writing in the second or third century CE, cites
lost sources from the fourth or third century BCE; Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus, trans.
George W. Butterworth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1919), 2.20, citing
Herodotus; Hippocrates, Volume II: Prognostic, Regimen in Acute Diseases, The Sacred Disease, The
Art, Breaths, Law, Decorum, Physician (Ch. 1), Dentition, trans. William H. S. Jones (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1923); Plato, Republic, trans. Christopher Emlyn-Jones and
William Preddy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 2.364.

10 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 546.

11 With the exception of the Hippocratic treatise On the Sacred Disease, which criticizes ayopra:
for being charlatans, not true physicians.

12 Plato’s Republic ca. 380 BCE; Aristotle’s Art of Rhetoric ca. 320 BCE. Athenaeus used sources
from the fourth century BCE, such as Clearchus of Soli; and Clement of Alexandria cites
Herodotus. The Hippocratic text On the Sacred Disease appears to be a fifth-century BCE text, see
Jacques Jouanna, Hippocrates, trans. Malcolm B. DeBevoise (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1999), 373-416.

13 Livy, History of Rome 37.9, 38.18, mentions galli priests as respected members of their
communities in Asia; see also the parallel account in Polybius, The Histories: Volume V: Books 16-
27, trans. William R. Paton, revised by Frank W. Walbank and Christian Habicht (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 21.6, 37. Otherwise, the Roman sources are hostile to galli:
Catullus, Poems, trans. Francis W. Cornish (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1956), 63;
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, trans. Earnest Cary (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1937), 2.19; Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, trans. William H. D. Rouse
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1924), 6.621-643; Ovid, Fasti, trans. James G. Frazer
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 4.181-190; Virgil, Aeneid, trans. H. Rushton
Fairclough, ed. George P. Goold (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1916). Later Rome
also forbade castration, as attested in various laws such as Codex Iustinianus 4.42.1, 4.42.2; Digesta
48.8.3-4; Novellae Iustiniani 9.25.1-2; Novellae Leonis 60; Paulus, Sententiae, 5.23.13.

14 Herodotus, The Histories, ed. Robert B. Strassler, trans. Andrea L. Purvis (New York:
Anchor, 2009), 1.105, 4.67; Macrobius, Saturnalia, trans. Robert A. Kaster (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2011), 3.8.1-3. Microbius cites a source from the fourth to third century
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antiquity are not considered here since they largely consist of Christians
engaging in polemics against paganism and are biased in their portrayal of galli.

Scholarly works tend to look at responses to the metragyrtai as uniformly
negative and with little differences between earlier Greek and later Roman
views. Yet, Greek and Roman gender norms were different. While most scholars
note some of these differences, most do not examine the prevalence of ritual
transvestism in early Greek religion, much less in connection with the
metragyrtai.’> Greek culture adopted the Cybele cult centuries before Rome and
already had a long tradition of gender fluidity in religious practice. This fact may
explain why early Greek sources are not hostile to the gender performance of
metragyrtai. Few scholars, among them Robert Sturges, have taken up Garber’s
category crisis framework to examine anxieties that may be illuminated by
discourse surrounding gender,'® yet most have not done so regarding ancient
Greek and Roman societies.l” Some scholars have also examined how eunuchs
threatened Roman notions of masculinity and political power, while intersex
conditions proved to be less problematic for Roman gender ideals.’® Yet the
Magna Mater and her galli have not been compared with the response to Cybele
and her metragyrtai to clarify gender norms between Greece and Rome.

This article demonstrates that Greek and Roman responses to metragyrtai and
galli differed, firstly, because of the prevalence of religious transvestism in Greek
religion, which did not feature in Roman religion, and secondly, because Greece
and Rome did not view masculinity and gender in the same way. For example,
pederasty was, in some cases, acceptable in Greece, yet was unacceptable in
Rome. Rather than looking at gender on its own, as if it exists in a vacuum, this
article uses Foucauldian discourse analysis, which has “an increased focus on
how knowledge is produced and represented, rather than simply whether or not
something is ‘true’.”1° Discourse itself is defined as “fields of meaning and power

BCE, namely Philochorus’s Atthis (a history of Athens and Attica); Plutarch, Moralia, 304c-e; and
Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1914), 15.6-9.

15 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 542-559. Roller examines the differences in Greek
and Roman attitudes but does not address possible cultural and religious causes for such
differences, particularly the presence of ritual transvestism in Greek religion. She also does not
address why earlier Greek views differ from later Greek views.

16 Robert S. Sturges, “The Crossdresser and the Juventus: Category Crisis in Silence,”
Arthuriana 12, no. 1 (2002): 37-49. Sturges uses Garber’s theoretical framework to discuss
crossdressing heroines in medieval romance.

17 Mathew Kuefler, The Manly Eunuch: Masculinity, Gender Ambiguity, and Christian Ideology in
Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), is one exception.

18 Kuefler, Manly Eunuch. However, Keufler’s focus is on eunuchs in Rome in general, and
little attention is given to metragyrtai and differences between Greek and Roman gender norms.

19 Allison Lee and Alan Peterson, “Discourse Analysis,” in Theory and Methods in Social
Research, ed. Bridget Somekh and Cathy Lewin, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), 139-146, here
139.
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that categorize and regulate social processes and kinds of people” and as
“specific forms of meaning-making (semiosis).” Discourse analysis is therefore,
“concerned with how social phenomena are named and organized.”?° What
discourses are in play? Medical? Legal? Religious? Who is writing these
discourses, and what classes, ideologies, or interests do these authors represent?
What overall patterns of discourse surrounding biological sex and cultural
gender appear in the early Greek sources as compared to the later Roman
sources? This methodological approach is supplemented with social
constructionist theories, such as Butlerian gender performativity and Queer
theory.?! This theoretical stance “problematizes and historicizes the foundational
assumptions of all categories.” These are categories which members of a culture
take for granted or consider “natural.” These theories address the processes of
normalization, which create cultural categories of “normal and deviant” and of
race, class, sex, gender, and “proper or improper” gender performance and
sexual desire. In short: how is subjectivity constructed through discourse???
Queer theory is also acutely interested in how cultures “deal with difference,” or
alterity.?> What kinds of gender norms are performed and in what contexts? How
does occasional ritual transvestism performance differ from permanent ritual
castration from the Greek perspective? How did Roman culture differentiate
between “natural” eunuchs and castrated eunuchs, and why was one a form of
alterity while the other was not? Butler's notion of gender as performance
(performativity) informs the analysis of the processes through which various
genders —including the neither female nor male metragyrtai—are reified and
expressed through “proper” cultural performance of the various gender
categories in play in Greek and Roman societies.

The sources in this article are treated diachronically (early to late) for change
over time. Firstly, early Greek ideals show a hostility to the unorthodox religious
practices of the metragyrtai. Secondly, examples of ritual gender-bending in
Greek religion provide context for wider religio-sexual norms which found the
metragyrtai consonant with indigenous ritual practices. Thirdly, Roman writers
depict the galli’s gender performance as hostile to cultural and sexual values.
Fourthly, later Greek sources reflect the influence of Roman hegemony, mention
metragyrtai for the gender performance. This chronological approach facilitates

20 T ee and Peterson, “Discourse Analysis,” 140.

21 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge,
2007); Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York: Routledge,
2011); Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” American Historical
Review 91, no. 5 (December 1986): 1053-1075; Gloria Filax, Dennis Sumara, Brent Davis, and Debra
Shogan, “Queer Theory/Lesbian and Gay Approaches,” Theory and Methods in Social Research, ed.
Bridget Somekh and Cathy Lewin, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), 86-93; Riki Wilchins, Queer
Theory, Gender Theory: An Instant Primer (Bronx: Magnus Books, 2014).

22 Filax, Sumara, Davis, and Shogan, “Queer Theory,” 86.
23 Wilchins, Queer Theory, 49.
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cross-cultural comparison since early sources display Greek views less hostile to
gender ambiguity, while later sources view the presence of the galli as hostile to
narrower Roman views of femininity and masculinity.

I. Classical Greek Sources

The earliest evidence for the Mother Goddess in Greece comes from
archaeological and epigraphical data in the Greek colonies of western Anatolia
from the sixth century BCE.2# Temples to her appear in Athens, Olympia, and
Kolophon, and by the fourth century BCE, “the cult of the Mother Goddess was
known in virtually every Greek city,” as attested by inscriptions, references in
Greek literature, and hundreds of votive reliefs and statuettes.?> Given the
prevalence of the Mother’s eunuch consort Attis and her eunuch priests in her
Greek and Roman cultus, it is surprising that there is little evidence of eunuchs in
earlier Phrygian material. The Phrygian textual evidence is sparse, lacking any
reference to Attis or to eunuchs. Only one site, Bayandir (Elmali in modern
Turkey), contains limited iconographic evidence, namely two figurines, one of
the Mother with two young beardless males and the other of an image of a lone
eunuch priest.26 It must be noted that both examples are from a single site,
Bayandir, and while beardlessness was often used to depict eunuchs, the
beardless males in this example appear to be children. A single silver figurine
may be a eunuch priest, and “if so, [...] is one of the few pieces of evidence within
Anatolia for the eunuch priesthood” of the Phrygian Mother.?”

Possibly the earliest Greek reference to metragyrtai can be found in The Sacred
Disease, a treatise on epilepsy from the second half of the fifth century BCE in the
Hippocratic corpus.?® However, the text does not directly reference metragyrtai,
though it does mention the Mother Goddess. The Hippocratic author expresses
doubt that epilepsy is an affliction caused by the Mother Goddess (or any other
gods/goddesses, for that matter). Instead, it is argued, that “men,” possibly
metragyrtai (though, not explicitly mentioned as such), in “need of a livelihood,
contrive and devise many fictions of all sorts, about this disease among other
things, putting the blame, for each form of the affection, upon a particular god.”?
Thus, some individuals (possibly metragyrtai) were indirectly condemned as
fraudulent healers, claiming the Mother Goddess was the source of epilepsy and
as her representatives they offer a “cure,” for a price of course.

24 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 119.
25 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 119-120.
26 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 104-105.
27 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 105.

28 Jouanna, Hippocrates, 411-421. See also Hippocrates, Volume II: [...] The Sacred Disease, 129-
132. Its close association with Airs, Waters, Places may reflect common authorship, or it may be the
work of a student and written soon after Airs, Waters, Places had been composed.

29 Hippocrates, Volume II: [...] The Sacred Disease, 4.
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The next reference, Plato’s Republic, dates to the early fourth century (between
ca. 380 and 378) BCE.30 In a larger discussion on justice, Plato writes:

But the strangest of all these speeches [about justice] are the things they say about the gods
and virtue, how so it is that the gods themselves assign to many good men misfortunes and
an evil life, but to their opposites a contrary lot; and begging priests and soothsayers go to
rich men’s doors and make them believe that they by means of sacrifices and incantations
have accumulated a treasure of power from the gods that can expiate and cure with
pleasurable festivals any misdeed of a man or his ancestors, and that if a man wishes to harm
an enemy, at slight cost he will be enabled to injure just and unjust alike, since they are
masters of spells and enchantments that constrain the gods to serve their end.3!

There is no reference to gender performance. Rather, as with the previous
Hippocratic source, begging priests are criticized for fraudulently separating rich
citizens from their wealth by claiming to have “magical” powers which they are
believed to use to manipulate the gods in favor of their clients.

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, written around 330 BCE,?2 contains a reference to
metragyrtai. Here, as with the previous two sources, Aristotle criticizes the
metragyrtai for their religious practices, but not for their gender performance:

Thus, to say (for you have two opposites belonging to the same genus) that the man who
begs prays, or that the man who prays begs (for both are forms of asking) is an instance of
[juxtaposing two contrary items]; as, when Iphicrates called Callias a mendicant priest
instead of a torch-bearer, Callias replied that Iphicrates himself could not be initiated,
otherwise he would not have called him mendicant priest [u#rpayvprai] but torch-bearer; both
titles indeed have to do with a divinity, but the one is honorable, the other dishonorable.3?

Thus, Aristotle places begging priests in a position of less dignity than torch
bearers in the mystery cults, yet not explicitly for their gender performance.

Writing in the second to third century CE, Athenaeus, in his The
Deipnosophists, quotes earlier sources regarding the metragyrtai in two instances.
Firstly, he quotes from the comic poet Antiphanes’s (408 to 334 BCE) Hater of
Wickedness or Hater of Vice. In comparing “the greatest criminals who exist among
men,” Antiphanes writes:

Are not the Scythians of men the wisest? Who when their children are first born do give them
the milk of mares and cows to drink at once, and do not trust them to dishonest nurses, or
tutors, who of evils are the worst, except the midwives only. For that class is worst of all, and
next to them do come the begging priests [untpayvprai] of mighty Cybele; and it is hard to
find a baser lot—unless indeed you speak of fishmongers, but they are worse than even
money-changers, and are in fact the worst of all mankind.3*

30 Plato, Republic, vol. 1, trans., Paul Shorey (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1937), xxiv-xxv.

31 Plato, Republic, 2.364.

32 Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric, xxii.

33 Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric, 3.2.10.

34 Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 6.9.
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According to this hierarchy, fishmongers are the apex of “evils,” followed only
by midwives and metragyrtai. Next are nurses and tutors, then money changers.
Here Antiphanes does not explain why metragyrtai are so “base.” However, clues
to their low status are to be found in the surrounding context. This statement of
judgment is embedded in a larger (comic?) rant against fishmongers, particularly
for their price gouging, both before and after this reference to metragyrtai.3
Apparently, fishmongers were the used car salesmen of Antiphanes’s world.
While the quote from Antiphanes fails to explain why metragyrtai are judged so
harshly, Athenaeus likewise fails to include any editorial commentary. This is
surprising, given Athenaeus’s proclivity to discuss topics such as sexuality
(particularly homosexuality) at length.3¢ The diatribe against fishmongers for
their exorbitant prices, as well as the mention of money-changers, in addition to
professionals hired by wealthy patrons (tutors, nurses, and midwives), is
reminiscent of the criticism of eunuch priests in the Hippocratic Sacred Disease
and Plato’s Republic. Athenaeus and his source Antiphanes see the metragyrtai not
as sexual deviants, but rather as belonging to the same class as a variety of
swindlers, including fishmongers and money-changers. This may be due to the
perception that metragyrtai overcharged for their services, or possibly because the
authors considered the services themselves to be fraudulent, or both.

Athenaeus’s second reference to metragyrtai is found in a quote from the
fourth-century BCE philosopher Clearchus of Soli. Here the wife and children of
Dionysius, the tyrant of Sicily, are prostituted, tortured, killed, and dismembered
by his enemies. Whatever the historicity of this account, the moral of the story is
to avoid excessive luxury, something for which several tyrants, including
Dionysius, are condemned. The worst element of this story, according to
Athenaeus and Clearchus, is that Dionysius ends his life in shame as a
metragyrtes of Cybele. His previous alleged abuses of luxury as a tyrant are cited
as the reason for his disgraced state, yet nothing of castration or metragyrtai
gender performance is mentioned:

But Dionysius himself, at last going about as a begging priest of Cybele, and beating the

drum, ended his life very miserably. We, therefore, ought to guard against what is called

luxury, which is the ruin of a man's life; and we ought to think insolence the destruction of

everything.?”
Both times Athenaeus mentions metragyrtai, he uses much older sources, both
from the fourth century BCE (Antiphanes and Clearchus). In using these sources,
no reference is made to the sex or gender of the metragyrtai.

In sum, in all of our early sources, the metragyrtai’s sexuality and gender
performance are never cause for alarm. Rather, it is the perception that they are
either fraudsters (e.g., the Hippocratic Sacred Disease, Plato’s Republic, and

35 Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 6.4-8, 10-12.
36 Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 13.601-605.
37 Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 12.58.
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Athenaeus/ Antiphanes in Deipnosophists) or they perform “magic” rather than
“real religion” (Aristotle’s Rhetoric).

II. Ritual Transvestism in Greek Religion

Lynn Roller categorizes Greek distaste for the metragyrtai in these sources as
xenophobia toward “oriental” aspects of the Mother Goddess cult.®® When
placed in the larger religio-sexual context, the adoption of the Mother Goddess
can illuminate cultural gender norms, thus further clarifying the differences
between Greek and Roman ideals.

The fifth-century BCE historian Herodotus mentions Scythians worshipping
the Greek goddess Aphrodite: “That is their ancestral technique [for divination],
but the Enarees, the men-women [literally andro + gynes] say that their own
technique was given to them by Aphrodite.”3° Earlier, Herodotus had provided
an etiological myth for these Enarees or “men-women” according to which
Aphrodite had “inflicted the female disease” on the Scythians for plundering her
temple in the Syrian city of Ascalon.®? It is therefore difficult to determine,
whether Herodotus considered that the Enarees were born male, castrated
themselves, and dressed in female clothing like the metragyrtai—or if they were
intersexed, being physically born with ambiguous sex characteristics. In any case,
they appear to have made up a distinct priestly class that transcended binary
gender norms. While not Greek, Herodotus syncretized their religion in his own
Greek cultural terms, namely the worship of Aphrodite who, as we shall see, was
involved in ritual sexual ambiguity in Greek religion.

Closer to Greece, Plutarch attests to ritual transvestism in the Spartan
marriage rite. The night of a Spartan wedding, the bride was to have her hair cut
in the fashion of men and wear men’s clothing while consummating the
marriage:

For their marriages the women were carried off by force, not when they were small and unfit

for wedlock, but when they were in full bloom and wholly ripe. After the woman was thus

carried off, the brides-maid, so called, took her in charge, cut her hair off close to the head,
put a man’s cloak and sandals on her, and laid her down on a pallet, on the floor, alone, in
the dark. Then the bride-groom, not flown with wine nor enfeebled by excesses, but
composed and sober, after supping at his public mess-table as usual, slipped stealthily into

the room where the bride lay, loosed her virgin's zone, and bore her in his arms to the
marriage-bed.#!

Thus, according to Plutarch, ritual cross-dressing was part of every Spartan
marriage ceremony. While Sparta differed from other Greek city-states, a similar
wedding practice was also found in another Greek society: Cos.

38 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 546.
39 Herodotus, Histories, 4.67.

40 Herodotus, Histories, 1.105.

41 Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, 15.1-5.
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In explaining contemporary (first or second-century CE) rites on the island of
Cos, Plutarch recounts the following etiology:

Why is it that among the Coans the priest of Heracles at Antimacheia dons a woman’s garb,
and fastens upon his head a woman’s head-dress before he begins the sacrifice? Heracles,
putting out with his six ships from Troy, encountered a storm; and when his other ships had
been destroyed, with the only one remaining he was driven by the gale to Cos. He was cast
ashore upon the Laceter, as the place is called, with nothing salvaged save his arms and his
men. Now he happened upon some sheep and asked for one ram from the shepherd. This
man, whose name was Antagoras, was in the prime of bodily strength, and bade Heracles
wrestle with him; if Heracles could throw him, he might carry off the ram. And when
Heracles grappled with him, the Meropes came to the aid of Antagoras, and the Greeks to
help Heracles, and they were soon engaged in a mighty battle. In the struggle it is said that
Heracles, being exhausted by the multitude of his adversaries, fled to the house of a Thracian
woman; there, disguising himself in feminine garb, he managed to escape detection. But
later, when he had overcome the Meropes in another encounter, and had been purified, he
married Chalciope and assumed a gay-coloured raiment. Wherefore the priest sacrifices on
the spot where it came about that the battle was fought, and bridegrooms wear feminine
raiment when they welcome their brides.*2

Here sacrifices are performed by men in drag and, in a mirror image reversal of
the Spartan marriage, men at Cos dress as women on their wedding nights.

Macrobius (in the fourth/fifth century CE) notes “there is also a statue of
Venus on Cyprus that is bearded, shaped and dressed like a woman, with a
scepter and male genitals, and they conceive her as both male and female.” He
points out that the fifth/fourth-century BCE Greek playwright Aristophanes had
called her “Aphroditos,” and that the first-century BCE Latin poet Laevius had
said “worshipping, then, the nurturing god Venus, whether she is female or
male, just as the moon is a nurturing goddess.” Macrobius completes his
reference to Venus on Cyprus by quoting the third-century BCE Greek historian
Philochorus: “in his Atthis Philochorus, too, states that she is also the moon and
that men sacrifice to her in women’s dress, women in men'’s, because she is held
to be both male and female.”43 Venus was syncretized by the Romans with the
Greek goddess Aphrodite—the same goddess Herodotus conflated with the
Scythians and their sexually ambiguous Enarees.

Two additional Greek sources regarding the Mother Goddess’s consort Attis
must be mentioned. The first-century BCE historian Diodorus Siculus provides
two myths for the origin of the Mother Goddess. The first version states that the
Mother Goddess was the daughter of Uranus. There is no mention of Attis.44
According to the second version, the Mother Goddess was a human born to
human parents, a king and a queen, who abandoned her to die of exposure on
the mountain of Cybelus (thus her Greek name Cybele). Wild animals nursed

42 Plutarch, Moralia, 304c-e.
43 Macrobius, Saturnalia, 3.8.1-3.

4 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, trans. Charles H. Oldfather (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1935), 3.56.
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Cybele to health and into adulthood. She was renowned for her spells that saved
infants’ lives. A Phrygian man named Marsyas was her devoted companion. As a
sign of his devotion, he voluntarily “lived in abstinence from sexual pleasures
until the day of his death.”4> This is the only reference in this myth to sexuality
within Cybele’s cult. Attis (also a mortal human) then appeared and became
Cybele’s lover. Pregnant, Cybele was reunited with her family. Her father was
outraged to discover she had lost her chastity and had Attis executed. In grief,
she wandered the landscape with her hair unkempt, playing the kettledrum in a
frenzy — practices also attributed to her real-life eunuch priests. 46

The second Greek source also contains two alternate versions of the myth.
The second-century CE Greek geographer Pausanias cites Hermesianax as his
tirst source, which reaches back to approximately 300 BCE. In this early version
of the Attis myth, Hermesianax claims that Attis was a human who was “a
eunuch from birth,” in other words, an individual intersex at birth —not someone
who self-castrated as an adult. Here Attis is etiologically described as the
founder of the rites to the Mother Goddess.#

The second version, which Pausanias calls “the current view,” begins when
Zeus had a nocturnal emission, with his semen falling to the ground. From his
seed and the earth sprang the being Agdistis, who was another form of the
Mother Goddess in some traditions. Agdistis possessed both female and male
genitalia. Because of this, the gods feared Agdistis and cut off her male sexual
organ. From this organ an almond tree sprang up. The daughter of the River
Sangarius clutched one of the tree’s fruits and immediately became pregnant.
Her miraculous child was none other than Attis. As Attis grew, he was betrothed
to a king’s daughter. Agdistis, in love with Attis and madly jealous at his
pending nuptials, crashed the wedding party. Her divinely chaotic presence sent
Attis into madness, whereupon he castrated himself immediately, and the
narrative comes to an abrupt end.*® The earlier myth is relatively benign —there
is no self-inflicted violence, and Attis was a “eunuch from birth,” i.e., intersex.
The second myth reflects the increasing influence of Rome over the Greek world
in portraying castration as a violent and tragic aspect of Mother Goddess
worship.

A similar picture is found in the Greek Anthology, a collection of epigrams
from several centuries. Several epigrams regarding galli appear to date to the first
century BCE or CE# Like Pausanias’s second Attis myth, they reflect

45 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 3.56.

46 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 3.56.

47 Pausanias, Description of Greece, trans. William H. S. Jones (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1935), 7.17.9.

48 Pausanias, Description of Greece, 7.17.10-13.

49 The Greek Anthology, ed. and trans. William R. Paton, vol. 1 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1927), 6.217-220, 234. Rhea was syncretized with Cybele.
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contemporary first-century norms and as such mention metragyrtai sexuality.
Most contain the theme of a metragyrtai encountering dangerous wild animals in
rural areas and using ritual drums to scare away these predators. While their
sexuality is lampooned, the vitriol of later Roman sources is lacking. These
epigrams represent a transitional period in Greek writing about metragyrtai,
which began after the Greek world had come under Roman hegemony after the
Battle of Corinth (146 BCE).

To summarize, the ancient Greek world appears to celebrate gender
transgression in at least four documented cases: firstly, the Scythian men-women
of the goddess Aphrodite;>° secondly, the Spartan wedding night ritual;>' thirdly,
male transvestism on Cos during sacrifices in honor of Heracles and the wedding
ceremony;?? and fourthly, on Cyprus where male and female transvestism was
part of the rituals surrounding the dual-sexed god/dess Aphroditos (also known
as Aphrodite or Venus).5® Diodorus and Pausanias reflect traditions of etiological
myths seeking to explain the origins of Cybele’s metragyrtai and her ritual
practices. Herein we see the possibility that some of her priests may have not
been castrated, but rather born intersex. In Pausanias/Hermesianax’s early Attis
myth, Attis is born intersex and does not engage in castration. Likewise, in
Pausanias’s second version of the Agdistis/Cybele myth, the goddess herself is
intersex, just like Aphroditos. Whether these individuals engaging in Greek
rituals (for Cybele, Heracles, Aphroditos, or otherwise) would be characterized
as “transgender,”>* biologically intersexed, or merely performing occasional
cross-dressing for ritual purposes, Greek religion was comfortable with what
later Romans would consider “gender transgressions.” It is possible that
transgender, intersex, and other non-heteronormative individuals in the ancient
world may have found a safe place in the cult of the Mother Goddess.

III. Roman Sources

The Mother Goddess was known in Etruria (north-central Italy) as early as the
sixth century BCE, as attested by an Etruscan vase depicting her; likewise, she
was also known in Sicily by the early third century BCE.>® Nevertheless, even
though she was well-respected and known in Italy, Roman writers often
portrayed her cult as foreign. Yet, her “foreign” traits may not have been so
foreign, and she was heartily welcomed into Roman religion. Her temple on the
Palatine, originally built in 194 BCE and rebuilt after a fire in 111 BCE, has been

50 Herodotus, Histories, 1.105, 4.67.
51 Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, 15.1-5.
52 Plutarch, Moralia, 304c-e.

53 Macrobius, Saturnalia, 3.8.1-3.

5% A historically anachronistic term, since “transgender” is a modern word. Nevertheless,
individuals we might refer to as “transgender” in modern parlance may have found a welcome
place in Greek culture on the basis of respected and accepted religious practice.

55 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 281.
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excavated.>® Despite the widespread hostility to galli and Attis in our Roman
sources, Attis figurines outnumber Mother Goddess figurines ten to one,
indicating that “Attis was an essential part of the Mother’s cult from its inception
at Rome.”%” Additionally, several of these figurines draw attention to Attis’s
genitals (or lack thereof), something “found only infrequently in Attis figurines
from the Greek world.”? In Rome, legends of the Mother Goddess’s arrival in
the city were tied to equally legendary myths about Rome’s origins—she was
claimed to have hailed from Mount Ida, near Troy, the legendary home of the
founders of Rome.>® Despite the anxiety over eunuchs, the Magna Mater was
given a shared Roman origin myth, and the castrated Attis seems to have been
central to the Roman version of her cult.

The Magna Mater’s celebrations were thoroughly Roman. Her festival, the
Megalesia, were observed from April 4 to April 10. Plays, the ludi scaenici, were
composed by various authors, including Plautus and Terence, specifically for
performance at the Megalesia. “By the first century BCE, chariot races [held in the
Circus Maximus] had been added to the ludi scaenici.”®® These races were
accompanied by a ritual procession of the image of the Goddess by galli. This
type of procession was absent in Phrygia (though it was present in Greece).6!
Wealthy Romans threw grand banquets called mutitationes during the first day of
the Megalesia, even prompting sumptuary legislation to curb displays of
conspicuous consumption in 161 BCE. Thus, the Magna Mater and her galli’s
participation were Romanized in her festivals.

While much of the Magna Mater cultus was culturally Roman, her galli
nevertheless created anxiety. The first-century BCE poet Catullus explores
questions about Roman masculinity in a poem written from the perspective of
Attis: after castrating himself, Attis regrets his decision, loses his country,
possessions, friends, and parents and is left wondering if he is a female or a
“barren man.”%? He is in an uncomfortable liminal position. This crisis over
which category Attis belongs to mirrors the anxiety many Roman writers
expressed over castration and eunuchs in general. Keufler points out that the
presence of people with intersex conditions caused discomfort, yet was more or
less easily resolved by arbitrarily assigning femininity or masculinity.®
However, “the amputation of the genitals of eunuchs also questioned the fixed

56 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 271-278.

57 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 277.

58 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 278.

59 Gee, for example, Virgil's Aeneid.

60 See Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 289, for primary sources and discussion.

61 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 295. The procession of the images of deities is also a
common feature of Mesopotamian ritual, reaching back to Sumer.

62 Catullus, Poems, 63.

63 Kuefler, Manly Eunuch, 22-23.
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nature of sexual identity in an unsettling way.”% Indeed, “effeminate men” in
general (and eunuchs in particular) were denied the usual rights of men.% Since
masculinity was equated with virtue in ancient Rome, eunuchs also took on
stereotypes common to women: they were believed to lack morals and self-
control.%¢ In fact, most of our Latin sources employ these very stereotypes about
eunuchs that portray them as immoral and lacking self-control.

While Kuefler focuses on late antiquity,®” the horror over castration is visible
in earlier sources. For example, in an epitome of a lost portion of Livy, Julius
Obsequens mentions that a slave castrated himself for the Magna Mater in 101
BCE and was exiled for doing s0.98 Likewise, Valerius Maximus relates that, in 77
BCE, a foreign-born slave who had apparently already been castrated as a priest
to Magna Mater was legally barred from receiving an inheritance from a
freedman and could not even plead his own case since he was neither a man nor
a woman.® Dionysius of Halicarnassus, in describing the rituals and public
processions for Magna Mater in the first century BCE, notes “but according to law
and the Senate’s decree, no native Roman walks in procession through the city”
in the apparel of the galli, playing ritual instruments, and begging for alms.”
Attis was popular, and the Magna Mater cult was highly respected, but Roman
men were prohibited from castrating themselves for her cult.

General distaste for castration often obscures other glimpses of galli that
depict them in less scandalous terms. Livy recounts two stories of the Roman
army encountering foreign galli in 190 and 189 BCE. They acted as envoys and
dignitaries for cities in Asia.”! Cicero denounces Clodius for using the cult of
Magna Mater to further his own political career. Cicero especially condemns
Clodius for his disrespectful treatment of galli, inveighing that he dragged a
gallus “priest from the very altar and cushion of the [Mother] goddess,” as well

64 Kuefler, Manly Eunuch, 32.

65 Kuefler, Manly Eunuch, 30. These included the right to witness wills, be a witness in legal
trials, bring legal complaints against others to magistrates, plead on behalf of others in court, and
other rights.

66 Kuefler, Manly Eunuch, 19-21, 35.

67 See Codex Iustinianus 4.42.1, 4.42.2; Digesta 48.8.3-4; Nowvellae lustiniani 9.25.1-2; Novellae
Leonis 60; Paulus, Sententiae, 5.23.13, for Roman jurisprudence on eunuchs in late antiquity.

68 Livy, History of Rome, Volume XIII, trans. Alfred C. Schlesinger (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1951), 278-279: Julius Obsequens, Epitomes, 44a.

69 Valerius Maximus, Memorable Doings and Sayings, Volume II, trans. David R. Shackleton
Bailey (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 7.7.6.

70 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, 2.19.3-5

71 Livy, History of Rome, 37.9; 38.18; see also Polybius, Histories, 21.6, 37.
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as for perverting “those omens which all antiquity [...] have always venerated
with the greatest piety.””2

Writing in the first century BCE, Lucretius implies that, despite their raucous
and disturbing appearances and behavior, the galli were the children of the
Magna Mater and served to remind those who were ungrateful to her and to
human parents that they did not deserve children of their own. The Mother
Goddess and her retinue were honored for teaching “men to be eager with
armed valor to defend their motherland, and ready to stand forth, the guard and
glory of their parents’ years.””> Lucretius also connects the Magna Mater with
fecundity —both human and agricultural —something lacking in Phrygian and
Greek Mother Goddess worship.

Diodorus and Plutarch both tell of a gallus who traveled from Phrygia to
Rome in 102 BCE to implore the Senate to perform expiation rites to cleanse the
temple in Pessinus of ritual impurity which was threatening the entire Roman
state (fl. 60-30 BCE).”* In this story, some elements of the gallus are condemned,
yet in the end the gallus is respected as a representative of the Mother Goddess
herself. As Diodorus describes, “the robe he wore, like the rest of his costume,
was outlandish and by Roman standards not to be countenanced, for he had on
an immense golden crown and a gaudy cape shot with gold, the marks of royal
rank.” Yet, the gallus created “in the crowd a mood of religious awe,” and “he
was granted lodging and hospitality at the expense of the state, but was
forbidden by one of the tribunes, Aulus Pompeius, to wear his crown.” He later
returned to consult with the Senate, “when he was thereupon attacked in a
partisan spirit by Pompeius and was contemptuously sent back to his lodgings.”
After this, the gallus “refused to appear again in public, saying that not only he,
but the goddess as well, had been impiously treated with disrespect.” Pompeius
was then “straightway smitten with a raging fever, then lost his voice and was
stricken with quinsy, and on the third day died.” Finally, the gallus “was granted
a special dispensation in regard to his costume and the sacred robe, was honored
with notable gifts, and when he started homeward from Rome was escorted on
his way by a large crowd, both men and women.””> While this account displays
ambivalence toward galli whose appearance “was outlandish by Roman
standards,” it also demonstrates that a foreign gallus could be granted an
audience with the Senate itself and was popular among the crowds. This

72 Cicero, On the Responses of the Haruspices, 13.28, in Cicero, Pro Archia, Post Reditum in
Senatu, Post Reditum ad Quirites, De Domo Sua, De Haruspicum Responsis, Pro Plancio, trans. Neville
H. Watts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923).

73 Lucretius, Nature of Things, 6.621-643.
74 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 36.13; Plutarch, Marius, 17.5-6, in Plutarch, Lives,

Volume IX: Demetrius and Antony, Pyrrhus and Gaius Marius, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1920).

75 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 36.13.
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particular narrative also seems to imply that Magna Mater was more popular
among the lower classes than among the ruling elite.

Wealthy families patronized the Magna Mater cult, and Augustus claims in
his funerary inscription to have renovated her Palatine temple.”® Her Roman
festivals were an occasion for rich and poor to celebrate her, and “the prominent
role of the Roman aristocracy in the Magna Mater’s rites was surely a further
source of prestige for the cult.””” Thus, the educated literati (Livy, Cicero, and
Lucretius) and the political elite (Augustus) were respectful of Magna Mater and
were generally tolerant of her ritual personnel’s place in Roman religion.

Most sources, however, are not as friendly to the galli. As indicated earlier,
Catullus (84-54 BCE) portrays Attis’s castration as a bitter crisis of identity, an
action to be regretted deeply. Similar sentiments can be found in a fragment of
Varro’s Eumenides (composed ca. 70-60 BCE). In this satire, the protagonist
dresses as a woman, perhaps to avoid detection, and enters Magna Mater’s
temple. He is mesmerized by the ecstatic drumming and music. Lulled in by the
spectacle, he is “impressed by the delicacy and beauty of the galli.”’® He then
“curses the insanity he finds in the cult as the galli try to pull him down from the
altar, where he has perhaps taken refuge to avoid forcible castration.”” Yet,
again, in this terrifying narrative the stamp of official Roman state approval is
still visible: an aedile participates in the rituals, placing a crown on the head of
the goddess’s statue.

In Virgil’s Aeneid (composed ca. 29-19 BCE), the Mother Goddess is depicted
as a powerful deity, one originating in Troy, where Roman tradition places the
origins of Rome’s legendary founders (Aeneas et al.). On the other hand, her galli
are held up as examples of unmanly behavior; as Roller states, in the Aeneid “her
priests, the galli, exemplify weakness and effeminacy, values which stand in stark
contrast to the stalwart nature and noble virtue of the Italians whom Aeneas will
soon lead to form the new Roman state.”80 Roller draws attention to both direct
and indirect references and comparisons of characters in the Aeneid with galli.
The galli's wild unkempt hair, brightly colored feminine clothing, ecstatic
drumming, and castrated state are recurrent themes throughout the Aeneid.3!

Dionysius of Halicarnassus has already been mentioned for his etiological
myth of Cybele herself. He also mirrors Diodorus and Plutarch in portraying the
galli in paradoxical terms. Like Virgil, he connects the Mother Goddess directly

76 Res Gestae Divi Augusti, 19, in Velleius Paterculus, Compendium of Roman History, Res Gestae
Divi Augusti, trans. Frederick W. Shipley (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1924);
Ovid, Fasti, 4.348.

77 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 283.

78 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 308.

79 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 308.

80 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 553.

81 Roller, “Ideology of the Eunuch Priest,” 552-554.
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to Roman forebears in Troy. He then claims that her rituals follow good and
traditional Roman form: “for the praetors perform sacrifices and celebrate games
in her honor every year according to the Roman customs.” Yet he distances some
aspects of her cult from Roman customs. Among these are the processions of the
image of the goddess, carried by “her priest and priestess” who play the drum
and beg alms for her. Dionysius then notes that there were Roman laws
prohibiting citizens from these particular rituals.8? Here again, we have an
example of tacit state approval. We have already seen above that Diodorus and
Plutarch wrote about a gallus meeting with the Senate, Catullus pointed out the
participation of an aedile, and Dionysius in turn mentioned the participation of
praetors.

Ovid, in his Fasti describing the Megalesia festival, paints a horrific picture:
“eunuchs will march and thump their hollow drums [...] seated on the unmanly
necks of Her attendants, the goddess herself will be borne with howls through
the streets in the city’s midst.”8 Ovid then concedes that he is terrified by the
loud rites—rites that included “unmanly” attendants banging on drums and
cymbals and carrying an image of the goddess.

There may already be allusions to Magna Mater’s appeal to the lower classes
in Diodorus. Juvenal likewise pokes fun at the galli in his sixth satire:

And now, behold! in comes the chorus of the frantic Bellona and the mother of the Gods,

attended by a giant eunuch to whom his obscene inferiors must do reverence. Before him the

howling herd with the timbrels give way; his plebeian cheeks are covered with a Phrygian
tiara 34

“Inferiors” and plebeians pay reverence to the gallus. Thus, these three authors
draw our attention to social class, which reminds us that our sources are all elite,
literate males. Greek sources condemn metragyrtai for violating their upper-class
sense of religious propriety, while Roman sources condemn gualli for violating
their upper-class sense of proper gender performance. We must exercise caution,
as these sources probably do not reflect the views of the lower classes. Indeed,
Mother Goddess worship was widespread in both Greece and Rome —both at the
city-state and state level, as well as the private, domestic level.

Nevertheless, elites were also drawn to the Mother Goddess. During the
Megalesia, aristocrats threw lavish banquets, just as plebeians and lower classes
were entertained by the ludi scaenici and chariot races. Cicero condemned those
who disrespected the sacred office of the galli, and Augustus bragged about
renovating Magna Mater’s temple. Contrary to the impression left by Diodorus
and the explicit denunciation of the galli as winning approval from the ignorant
masses by Juvenal, the Mother enjoyed the patronage of upper and lower classes

82 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, 2.19.
83 Ovid, Fasti, 4.181-190.

84 Juvenal, Juvenal and Persius, trans. George G. Ramsay (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons,
1928), 6.513. On Diodorus, see above, in part II of this article.
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for nearly a millennium, from the sixth century BCE down to the Christian era in
the fourth and fifth centuries CE.

A clear paradox emerges: Attis was popular, and the Magna Mater’s galli were
respected as foreign diplomats and as ritual specialists, while at the same time
they were threatening the very notions of Roman masculinity.

Conclusion

Eunuch priests were conspicuously absent from Phrygia before Roman
hegemony over Asia. In Greece and Rome, however, metragyrtai and galli are
well attested. In Magna Mater’s temple in Rome on the Palatine, Attis figurines
outnumber those of the goddess ten to one. Those found in Rome often explicitly
drew attention to Attis’s genitalia (or, more accurately, his lack thereof), whereas
those in Greece often did not.8>

In contrast, the element of gender ambiguity was part of a long tradition in
Greek religion. Therefore, the gender status of Attis was taken for granted. In
Rome, it was emphasized (in negative terms), but in Greece it was simply a
given. In Rome, paradoxically, discomfort over Attis’s gender was discussed
frequently, yet it is apparent that he played an important role in the Roman
version of the Mother Goddess’s myths and official rituals. For early Greek
commentators, metragyrtai were castigated not for their gender performance, but
rather for their unorthodox practices such as mechanical manipulation of the
gods/supernatural and their exploitation of a gullible clientele. In Rome,
however, gender performance was central to the negative views of galli. Indeed,
Rome prohibited its citizens from castrating themselves and from dressing or
performing as galli in religious rituals—legislation that was lacking in Greece.
Similarly, the Roman Magna Mater emphasized fecundity —both in matters of
human reproduction and in agriculture. However, as Roller points out, “this
forms a contrast with both Phrygian Matar and Greek Meter, for whom fertility
was rarely an issue.”86

It is therefore clear that Greeks and Romans selectively adopted elements of
the Phrygian Mother Goddess while including their own Greek or Roman
practices and myths. Less important for our purposes here are the etiological
myths and the role of fertility (in Rome, or lack thereof in Phrygia or Greece).
More important for our purposes, in this syncretism the mythic figure of Attis
and the real figures of the metragyrtai and galli are seemingly new, or at least
much more in focus, in Greco-Roman versions but apparently lacking in the pre-
Roman Phrygian version.8” Utilizing Garber’s category crisis and Foucauldian
Butlerian discourse analysis in this regard can shed light on cultural difference.

85 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 278.
86 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 280.

87 These figures only appear in Phrygia after the establishment of Roman hegemony over
Asia.
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Greek discourse found metragyrtai gender unproblematic as part of a larger
tradition of ritual transvestism. The only category crisis, to borrow Garber’s term,
for Greeks was that of “proper” religious practice and “improper magic”
performed by the metragyrtai. The paradoxical appearance of galli in Roman
discourses, however, seems to have been fixated on their gender performance. It
is here that differences in Greek and Roman gender norms are most apparent.
The galli provoked a category crisis, a crisis that exposed the fragility of Roman
masculinity, threatened by galli who destroyed the neat divide between Roman
masculinity and femininity. Previous scholars have ignored the differences in
reception of facets of the Mother’s cultus, especially the long tradition of gender
ambiguity in Greek religion. In doing so, the lines between the two cultures have
been blurred. Contrary to early scholarship, which has often conflated the two
distinct societies into a homogeneous “Greco-Roman” bloc, Greek masculinity
encompassed a wider range of expression, while Romans were fascinated with
the galli and their perceived threats to Roman gender norms.
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Charles Cauffman

“The strong do what they will, and the weak do what they must”:
Spartan Imperialism and Political Transformation (405-395 BCE)
after the Peloponnesian War

ABSTRACT: This article explores the effects of empire on Spartan institutions between 405
and 395 BCE (after the success of the Peloponnesian League over Athens and the Delian
League). It analyzes the transformation of the Spartan state through the lens of international
Realism to explain why Spartans abandoned customs that had been upholding their acclaimed
mixed (oligarchic, democratic, and monarchic) government. The author argues that Sparta’s
abandoning of Lycurgan traditions and uncharacteristic imperialistic foreign policy fit a
pattern of behavior consistent with a realist model of interstate relations.

KEYWORDS: antiquity; Greece; Sparta; Peloponnesian War; Lycurqus; Agis; Lysander;
empire; international relations; Realism

Introduction

Why is war inevitable, and why does it appear as quickly as it seems to
disappear? One answer might be that the original cause of conflict has not been
resolved and that further fighting is necessary to settle the dispute. Another
reason might be that there is something inherently belligerent about the nature of
men and the systems in which they live. The latter was the case in classical
Greece, where war was constant, diplomacy was erratic, and alliances were, at
best, temporary. Following the conclusion of the Greco-Persian Wars (499-449
BCE) and the subsequent end of Persian hegemony in the Aegean Sea, the city-
state of Athens quickly built up an empire and became the most powerful entity
in the Greek world.! The Spartans, a former member of the Delian League, feared
Athenian hegemony and formed a coalition of Greek city-states as a
countermeasure. This coalition included the powerful city-states of Thebes and
Corinth, and the recently defeated Persians.? Between 431 and 404 BCE, the two
leagues fought against each other in the Peloponnesian War, submerging the
entire Greek world in conflict. The subsequent defeat of the Athenians and the
destruction of their naval power left the Spartans and their allies with a vacuum
of power, which resulted in a power grab. This period of history after the
Peloponnesian War is the focus of this article.

1 Thucydides lays out the reasons for the Peloponnesian War and the growth of the Athenian
Empire in the Aegean. Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, in The Landmark Thucydides: A
Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War, ed. Robert B. Strassler and Richard Crawley, rev. ed.
(New York: Free Press 2008), 1.1.23-24. Ancient sources are cited in traditional format (book,
chapter, line number).

2 The first Delian League was a coalition of allied Greek forces during the Persian Wars. After
the war had concluded, the Athenians continued to maintain and dominate the Delian League
while Spartan and the stronger Greek powers left the league. Thucydides, Peloponnesian War,
1.1.17-19.
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The ancient sources employed here include Xenophon's Amnabasis and
Hellenika, Diodorus Siculus’s Library of History, Aristotle’s Politics, and Plutarch’s
Parallel Lives for the biographies of Lycurgus and Lysander.3 In addition,
Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War is relevant, as some of the
relationships and events that shaped the political landscape during the
Peloponnesian War impacted the post-war period# As Xenophon was a
participant in the war, his works are contemporary accounts of the events.
Xenophon wrote from a pro-oligarchic and arguably Laconophile (or pro-
Spartan) perspective, and he had the experience of a soldier. Diodorus composed
his Library of History after this period, namely during the late Roman Republic
(first century BCE). This work is valuable because Diodorus had greater access to
different accounts of the war and the events after the war. However, scholars are
suspicious of his usefulness because his work occasionally paraphrases and
simplifies the work of the anonymous author of the Hellenika Oxyrhynchia, whose
work survives in fragments.5 The works of Aristotle and Plutarch are necessary
for our understanding of the constitution, political actors, and institutions in the
Spartan polis. Aristotle wrote during the fourth century BCE and praised the
Spartan state, but he criticized their shortcomings in his peripatetic style.
Plutarch, meanwhile, wrote during the first-century CE’s Pax Romana for both
Roman and Greek audiences, and he was probably influenced by the anecdotes
and prior histories that he would have read as an educated Greek.°

Since I am approaching the subject from a Realist perspective, I am
considering scholarship from both the Realist and the Idealist schools of thought.
For the Realist camp, I am relying on the works of Kenneth N. Waltz and Arthur
M. Eckstein. Waltz has been a leading figure in Realist thought for the better part
of the twentieth century and has influenced authors such as Eckstein to apply
Realist theory to other fields in history.” Eckstein applies Realist theory to the
ancient world, and he primarily looks at the Romans and the qualities that
allowed them to dominate the Mediterranean region. Eckstein's work,

3 Xenophon, Anabasis: Books I-1V, ed. Maurice W. Mather and Joseph W. Hewitt (Norman:
Oklahoma University Press, 1962); Xenophon, Hellenika, in The Landmark Xenophon's Hellenika,
ed. Robert B. Strassler and John Marincola (London: Quercus, 2011); Diodorus Siculus, Library of
History: Volumes V and VI, ed. Charles Henry Oldfather (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1950 and 1954); Aristotle, The Politics, trans. Thomas A. Sinclair (London: Penguin Group,
1981); Plutarch, Lives: Volumes I and IV, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1914).

4 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1-7.

5 Vivienne J. Gray, ” The Value of Diodorus Siculus for the Years 411-386 B.C.,” Hermes 115
(1987): 72-89.

6 Christopher B. R. Pelling, “Plutarch’s Method of Work in the Roman Lives,” The Journal of
Hellenic Studies 99 (1979): 74-96.

7 For more information on the tenets of Realism see Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and
War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959).
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Mediterranean Anarchy, Interstate War, and the Rise of Rome (2007), has been the
source of inspiration for this article and its analysis of state behavior in classical
Greece according to Realist paradigms.® I have also consulted scholars who do
not agree with the monocausal Realist thesis of international relations, including
Polly Lowe’s monograph, Interstate Relations in Classical Greece (2009), as well as
articles by Jon E. Lendon and Stefan Dolgert.” For the political history of this
period, Charles D. Hamilton’s Sparta’s Bitter Victories: Politics and Diplomacy in the
Corinthian War (1979) and Jon Buckler’s Aegean Greece in the Fourth Century (2003)
are indispensable.l? Peter Krentz’s dissertation, “The Thirty in Athens” (1979),
examines the events in Athens during the short-lived reign of the pro-Spartan
Thirty Tyrants (404 BCE).!! Articles by Caroline Falkner and Herbert Parke
discuss the changes in Spartan and Persian relations, and Iain A. F. Bruce has
studied the internal politics and overall public sentiment among the Athenians
after the fall of the Thirty Tyrants.!?

This article analyzes the political history of Sparta between 405 and 395 BCE
from the perspective of international theory. There is a debate between Realist
and Idealist political theorists concerning the question of whether classical Greek
city-states existed in a state of international anarchy, or whether cultural norms
and shared history shaped state behavior. Even though there is strong evidence
that the Corinthian War (395-387 BCE) happened primarily because of a security
dilemma, this form of analysis is arguably too simplistic when assessing the
political institutions and players in Sparta after the Peloponnesian War.
Following their great victory, the Spartans became the unquestioned leader of
the Hellenic (ancient Greek) world, but the political institutions that had made
them successful in war were ill equipped to handle the administration of an
empire; this created internal political strife and resulted in inconsistent policy

8 Arthur M. Eckstein, Mediterranean Anarchy, Interstate War, and the Rise of Rome (Berkeley:
University of California, 2009; first published 2006).

9 Polly Lowe, Interstate Relations in Classical Greece: Morality and Power (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press: 2007); Jon E. Lendon, “Xenophon and the Alternative to Realist
Foreign Policy: Cryopaedia 3.1.14-31,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 126 (November 2006): 82-98;
Stefan Dolgert, “Thucydides, Amended: Religion, Narrative, and IR Theory in the Peloponnesian
Crisis,” Review of International Studies 38, no. 3 (2012): 661-682.

10 Charles D. Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories: Politics and Diplomacy in the Corinthian War
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979); John Buckler, Aegean Greece in the Fourth Century BC
(Leiden: Brill, 2003).

11 Peter Krentz, “The Thirty at Athens” (PhD diss., Yale University, 1979).

12 Caroline Falkner, “Sparta and the Elean War, ca. 401/400 BC: Revenge or Imperialism?”
Phoenix 50, no. 1 (1996): 17-25; Herbert W. Parke, “The Development of the Second Spartan
Empire (405-371 B.C.),” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 50 (1930): 37-79; Iain A. F. Bruce, “ Athenian
Foreign Policy in 396-395 B.C.,” The Classical Journal 58, no. 7 (1963): 289-295.
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decisions.’®> While the Spartans’ actions and their former allies” responses were
predictable within a system of international anarchy, there was a serious debate
within Spartan leadership on strategy.!# There were different political coalitions
within the Spartan polis that ranged from being idealistic to being imperialistic.
This raises the question which international model might best describe the
behavior of Sparta after the conflict. There appears to be truth on both sides of
the debate: the physiological and rational aspect of the Realist theory appears to
explain why naval commander Lysander and King Agis supported policies that
were aggressive and imperialistic.’> The democratically elected ephors (overseers)
responded to the popularity of these leaders and shifted Spartan foreign and
domestic policy toward avarice. Yet, in 402 BCE, they curbed Lysander’s
influence by sending King Pausanias to relieve him of his command when he
had returned to Athens after the fall of the Thirty Tyrants.!® Later, swayed by
King Agesilaus’s influence, they sent an army against the Persians on the
principle that they owed the Ionian Greek city-states freedom from the
oppressive satrap Tissaphernes.l” In a sense, King Agis and Lysander
represented the unbridled aspiration of the state, while King Pausanias became
the voice of the conservative order which desired to return Sparta to its
isolationist roots.!8 I argue that the Spartans” behavior fits a Realist model. Even
though many of their decisions were justified by reasons of community,
reciprocity, and shared history, it appears that their new role as hegemon (leader)
of the Hellenes (Greeks) and their fear of losing that advantage corrupted the
institutions that had formerly made peaceful coexistence with the other Greek
city-states possible.

I. International Politics

The ancient Greek world was a harsh place where war was commonplace and
long-term security fleeting. In a famous quote from Thucydides’s History of the
Peloponnesian War, “The strong do what they will and the weak do what they
must,” an Athenian emissary describes the tough reality that the Melians were

13 Aristotle writes that the Spartan state was designed for fighting wars, but comments that
the austere institutions made it hard to prosper during peacetime since they traditionally did not
save much in the public treasury. Aristotle, Politics, 2.9.

14 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 41-42.

15 Spartan foreign policy was dictated by the democratically elected ephors. The two kings
were in charge of all military decisions while on a campaign. Aristotle, Politics, 3.14.

16 King Pausanias convinced the ephors to send him with an army to relieve Lysander of
power for he feared that the latter would be able to create an oligarchic coalition in Athens loyal
to him. Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.4.29.

17 There are multiple accounts of Spartan leaders deciding to reverse their promise to hand
over the Ionian Greeks to the Persians following the defeat of the Athenians. Hamilton, Sparta’s
Bitter Victories, 108; Lowe, Interstate Relations, 41.

18 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 39-41.
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facing: they were under siege by the Athenians and would later be enslaved
because they had refused to join the Athenian side in the conflict.’® The
emissary’s statement does not just describe the reality for the unfortunate
Melians; it also characterizes the harsh reality of ancient international politics: the
strong do whatever they want to a weaker power.?0 The basic principles of
international Realism are that state actors act within a landscape of international
anarchy where long-term security is a scarcity and states actors are compelled by
necessity to act decisively in order to promote their own short-term security.?!
Imbalances of power, opaqueness of military capabilities, and territorial
ambitions are realities that states face in a landscape of international anarchy.??
At a more basic level, international Realism does not have a set philosophy or
ethics; it is a paradigm of behavior that is deterministic and tilts toward
immorality. In such an anarchic reality war is inevitable, and state actors are
inherently self-interested because human nature is predictably rational. Thus,
human psychology and social institutions make war almost certain when there is
internal political strife as a result of disagreement within the state; war helps
unify the state against a common threat.?? With these ideas in mind, I will
demonstrate that the Spartans did not act in the spirit of a Greek community or
shared history, but, rather, for the sake of impressive empire and to resolve
internal political conflicts.

The constructivist/Idealist scholar examines shared histories, community,
and identity as explanations of state behavior in international relations. To use
the “Melian Dialogue” as an example, the Melians made a plea for their
autonomy and for justice in order to avoid being crushed.?* While this failed to
persuade the Athenians from killing the Melian men and selling the rest of
Melos’s population into slavery, it shows that the Greeks were aware of higher
ideals in interstate action that did not involve coercion. Since our information
regarding the events surrounding the Peloponnesian War comes from a mere
handful of sources, careful examination is required when searching for the
causes of state action. Stefan Dolgert writes that religion has been overlooked as
a possible factor in the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War since the Spartans had
been banned from the Delphic amphictyony (league of neighbors), a religious

19 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 5.89.1.

20 The “Melian Dialogue” provides two interpretations of international politics: the
Athenians gave an account of political Realism, while the Melians made a plea for justice and
freedom as their rationale why they should not be compelled by the Athenians to be slaves. W.
Julian Korab-Karpowicz, “How International Relations Theorists Can Benefit by Reading
Thucydides,” The Monist 89, no. 2 (2006): 232-244.

21 Eckstein, Mediterranean Anarchy, 21.
22 Eckstein, Mediterranean Anarchy, 38-39.

23 For a discussion on the relation between internal politics and the international community,
see Lowe, Interstate Relations, 24-25; Waltz, Man, the State, and War, 80.
24 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 5.98.1.
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assembly of city-states that decided the rites performed at Delphi.?> There was
perhaps a strong sense of community among the Greeks, but there were no
mechanisms to enforce international law; instead, there were customs and
practices that were considered in decision-making.?¢ In addition, hybris
(pride/shame) and honor played an important role in relations between states,
and reciprocity or goodwill was conventional during the classical Greek period.?”
Plato and Aristotle recognized that enslaving other Greeks was so abhorrent that
it should never be practiced.?® Soft norms were prevalent in Greek thought, even
though they were not always practiced. Yet, there is a paradox between Realist
and Idealist theories and international relations more generally, and that is moral
relativism.?? Moral relativism challenges observers to understand the true
motivation of the state, yet one cannot only explain state actions on the basis of
moral reasoning, but also through rationalism. Two things can be true at the
same time: firstly, that the lack of international law prevents an orderly and
moral character of states, and secondly, that there can be order within states
because there are laws with weight behind them. Classical Greek thinkers were
pessimistic about the prospect of preventing war. In Plato’s Laws, a Cretan
lawgiver claims, “What most people call “peace’ is nothing but a word, and in
fact, every city-state is at all times, by nature, in a condition of undeclared war
with every other city-state.”30 Morality within a state can rationalize the actions
of state actors who are operating in a proverbial state of nature. In order to apply
a theoretical approach to classical Spartan international relations, we must look
at the institutional change of the Spartan polis after the Athenian defeat at
Aegospotami (405 BCE).

The Spartan government was ill-equipped to restrain the ambitions of the
military and to manage a naval empire. In earlier times, Lycurgan tradition had
kept the state in friendly relations with its neighbors and resisted intervention in
politics overseas, but the influx of wealth and responsibilities overseas
challenged the balanced Spartan political system. Both Aristotle and Plutarch
praised the Spartan government for having oligarchic, democratic, and
monarchic divisions of government. Five democratically elected ephors were

25 Dolgert, “Thucydides, Amended,” 661-682.

26 The concept of koine eirene (common peace) was known during the fifth century BCE, but it
was never implemented. Hamilton argues that the Corinthian War happened because of Sparta’s
“abandonment of self-restriction” or an abandonment of the austere Lycurgan constitution.
Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 17-18.

27 For a discussion of hybris and reciprocity in classical Greek foreign policy, see Lendon,
“Xenophon and the Alternative to Realist Foreign Policy,” 97; Lowe, Interstate Relations, chap. 2.

28 For a discussion of Greek thought on slavery see Aristotle, Politics, 1.4; Plato, The Republic,
trans. George M. A. Grube, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1992), 469b.

29 1L owe, Interstate Relations, 29.

30 Plato, Laws, trans. Thomas L. Pangle (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987; first
published 1980), 626a.

25



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Cauffman “The strong do what they will”

responsible for diplomatic and foreign policy decisions, two hereditary kings
conducted the military campaigns, and there was an advisory council of twenty-
eight elders.3! Even though the ephors made decisions pertaining to affairs
abroad, the kings and military commanders wielded considerable power since
they led the military campaign. Before the conclusion of the Peloponnesian War,
the land of the Spartan polity had been divided equitably among the populace in
order to curb avarice, and the currency had been switched from gold and silver
bullion to worthless steel pieces in order to reduce the influence of foreign
powers.32 However, following the Gylippus affair, which had involved Athenian
bribes, the Spartan state abandoned its policy of only using steel pieces as
currency, and used the silver and gold collected from the war for public funds.3
These funds were necessary to fund a navy for the empire that Sparta had
inherited. The traditional Spartan values of non-interventionism and modest
wealth were challenged by newfound wealth, power, and ambitious military
leaders. Admiral Lysander directed most of the Spartan policy after the defeat of
Athens, setting up harmosts (military governors) in the colonies that had previous
been allied with Athens.* Thus, Sparta’s policy began to be impacted by the
aspiration of its military leaders.

II. Spartan Aggression

Lysander’s involvement in post-war Athenian politics and reconstruction
illustrates how the natural ambition of human nature corrupted the Lycurgan
tradition of non-interventionism. In 404 BCE, the Peloponnesian fleet surrounded
Athens, and leading Athenian politicians were unwilling to discuss peace terms.
However, after Lysander sent the Athenian prisoners and exiles from Byzantium
to fill the Athenian port city of Piraeus with hungry prisoners of war, Athenian
leaders became more willing to talk.3> As the political situation in Athens
continued to deteriorate, oligarchic factions seized control over the city’s affairs,

31 Aristotle, Politics, 2.9, 1270b6-28; Plutarch, Lives [Lycurgus], 5.

32 Lycurgus thought that he could control the moral character of the populace by artificially
controlling the currency in Sparta, so that Spartans would not be tempted by treasonous offers of
money. Plutarch, Lives [Lycurgus], 8-9.

33 Gylippus was a Spartan general who had embezzled bullion sent from Lysander to the
Spartan government. However, Lysander left receipts on the sums of gold and silver sent to
Sparta. There was a debate on how to handle the newfound wealth without corrupting the whole
polis. Lysander convinced the ephors to allocate the newfound treasure to public funds only.
Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 13.106.7; Plutarch, Lives [Lysander], 16-17; Hamilton, Sparta’s
Bitter Victories, 55.

34 It had been Spartan policy to set up military governors in territories previously controlled
by Athens, however, the difference now was that Lysander was arguably setting up these
harmosts with leaders personally loyal to him. The sources disagree on his true motivations, but
Parke believes that this aligned with his personal ambitions. Parke, “Development of the Second
Spartan Empire,” 51-52.

35 Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.2.1-4.
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blaming its democratic leaders for the current situation. They resolved to
negotiate with the Spartans to obtain terms of surrender. The Spartan fleet and
army found themselves in an ideal position in which they could simply starve
the city, plunder it, and share the spoils with their allies. However, Lysander’s
personal ambitions influenced the decision to sway the ephors in another
direction, namely by choosing the more moderate route of being lenient with
Athens and making it a protectorate. Xenophon claims that these terms were
reached because Sparta and Athens had a shared history of fighting against the
Persians during the Greco-Persian Wars:
The Spartans, however, said they would not enslave a Greek city that had accomplished so
much for Greece during the time of its greatest dangers; they preferred, rather to offer peace
with Athens upon the following conditions: that the Athenians take down their Long Walls
and fortifications of the Peiraieus; that they hand over all their ships except twelve; that they
allow their exiles to return to Athens; that they have the same friends and enemies as the

Spartans; and that they be willing to follow the Spartans as their leaders on land or sea, on
whatever campaign the Spartans should order them.3¢

Xenophon claims that the Athenians had supported the Spartans during the
greatest time of danger for the Hellenes, namely the war against the Persian
invasion. It is difficult to accept this as the reason for benevolence, since
Lysander had been rather ruthless after the battle of Aegospotami and executed
all three thousand Athenian prisoners. On the one hand, Xenophon's statement
could be interpreted to say that there was an international norm of respecting
legacy or hybris. Lysander’s popularity played a role in the ephors offering such
lenient terms, showing how fragile and insular the Spartan constitution was in
handling new conquests.3” One of the difficulties of using a modern approach to
international relations is that it might appear anachronistic when dealing with
ancient Greek city-states.38 The division of power in the Spartan government was
undoubtedly complex, which led to many executive decisions by kings and
generals without direct approval from the ephors. This is understandable, though,
because kings and military leaders needed to act decisively in crucial military
situations. According to Aristotle, one of the flaws of the Spartan kingship was
that it was hereditary and permanent, thus allowing kings more long-term
influence on the state.?® The institutions of the Spartan polis were designed to
wage war successfully, but after a war was won, the opinions of the triumphant
commander must have played a significant factor in policy decisions. In this case,

36 Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.2.21-23.
37 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 39; Buckler, Aegean Greece, 1-2.

38 International Relations as a field of study began shortly after WWI when actors in foreign
relations were nation states. The ancient Greek polis varied greatly in institutions and mechanics.
Sparta, in particular, had a unique separation of powers, namely the elders, the kings, and the
ephors, which makes it difficult to analyze it as a cohesive political unit. Lowe, Interstate Relations,
9-10.

39 Aristotle, Politics, 3.14, 1285a3-16.

27



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Cauffman “The strong do what they will”

Lysander appears to have had considerable influence because Theramenes, the
leader of the moderate oligarchs in Athens, approached him first before deciding
to persuade the other members of his political faction to send delegates to the
Spartan ephors.*0 Understanding the motivations of the military leaders in Sparta
is crucial for our understanding of state decisions in this period because these
military leaders were at the forefront of the new empire and drove the political
discussion in Sparta. Thus, the Spartans offered lenient terms to the Athenians
not out of altruism or hybris, but for personal gain and empire in light of a new
political frontier.

Following the capitulation of Athens, Sparta’s political leaders were split on
how to proceed as hegemon of the Greek city-states. There were arguably three
distinct factions within the Spartan polis. One group was led by King Agis who
advocated for a robust foreign policy that involved Spartan intervention not only
in mainland Greece but also in the former poleis of the fallen Athenian empire.
King Pausanias, meanwhile, supported a non-interventionist policy, and
Lysander proposed establishing more harmosts in the Aegean without direct
involvement in the local affairs of these allies.4! Lysander arguably had the most
influence right after the Peloponnesian War, since he had enormous personal
popularity and was involved in establishing an oligarchy in Athens and many of
the latter’s allied city-states.*> Lysander’s ambitions were transparent when he
attempted to change the Spartan tradition of hereditary kingship to secure
constitutional power.#> But after Lysander had been relieved of his command in
402 BCE, Agis gained more influence on the political stage.

III. Persian Opportunism

The Spartans now directed their imperialist aims at the settlement of Elis
(northwestern Peloponnesus) at the behest of King Agis who sought to assert
Spartan power in the region after Sparta had lost its control over Athens in 402
BCE. Xenophon claims that this intervention occurred for religious and historical
reasons:
Then, in a later incident, when King Agis had been sent to sacrifice to Zeus in accordance
with an oracle, the Elesians prohibited him from praying for a victory in war, saying that it

had long been established that Greeks should not consult oracles about a war with other
Greeks. He was forced to depart without having made his sacrifice.*

40 Theramenes was a moderate oligarch who had been instrumental in curtailing the earlier
oligarchic revolution in 411 BCE. It is likely that Theramenes sought Lysander out first because
he had a record of establishing harmosts that were pro-oligarchic. Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter
Victories, 47.

41 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 88.

42 Plutarch, Lives [Lysander], 19; Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.3.6-10, 2.4.29-31.
43 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 89.

44 Xenophon, Hellenika, 3.2.21.
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Shortly after Elesians had repelled King Agis, the Spartan ephors declared that
they themselves should have autonomy over their region. In addition, the
Spartans cited the fact that Elis had joined an alliance with Athens, Argos, and
Mantineia when Sparta had been banned from participating in the Olympic
games after the Peace of Nicias in the summer of 420 BCE.*> While the Spartans
were certainly irritated that the Elesians had not respected Spartan power and
reputation, it seems more probable that King Agis, an advocate of an aggressive
Spartan foreign policy, cited these reasons as a pretext to convince the ephors to
intervene in areas that were strategically important to Sparta’s northern border.
The Spartans were successful in compelling Elesian loyalty after raiding the
latter’s territory. Caroline Falkner has argued that this attack on Elis was
indicative of imperialism in the wake of the victory over Athens, but I believe
that the Spartans were flexing their muscles to show that they had not lost their
determination even though they had lost influence in Athens which had briefly
acted as a buffer against the Thebans.4® Yet, sentiment in Athens continued to be
pro-Spartan among the elites even after democracy had been restored.*”

After these aggressive acts, the Thebans, Corinthians, and other Greek allies
conspired against Spartan hegemony. Power transition theory explains that
weaker states will act aggressively in the face of a rising and powerful state, thus
increasing the likelihood of war.#® After the Spartans had established a pro-
Spartan regime in Athens, the Thebans and Corinthians conspired against them.
According to Diodorus, the aforementioned Greek polities opposed the Spartan
decree to return the Athenian democrats who had fled Athens during the reign
of the Thirty Tyrants:

Though this was an outrageous decree, the other cities, terrified by the soldier power of the
Spartans, complied with it. The sole exception was Argos, whose citizens were the first to
offer these fugitives compassionate asylum—moved by hatred of Lacedaemonian cruelty as
well as by pity for the fate of the unfortunate. The Thebans, too, voted that anyone who
witnessed an exile being arrested and did not offer him all possible assistance should incur a
fine.#

The other Greek city-states became resentful when the Spartans involved
themselves in Athenian internal politics. According to Xenophon, “[t]hose thus
evicted fled to the Piraeus, but the Thirty evicted many from there too, and so
both nearby Megara and Thebes were full of refugees.”>0 Xenophon agrees with
Diodorus that this welcoming of refugees went on during the reign of the Thirty
in Athens. The Athenian democrats, backed by former Spartan rivals, defeated

45 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 110; Buckler, Aegean Greece, 13.
46 Falkner, “Sparta and the Elean War,” 24-25.

47 Bruce, “ Athenian Foreign Policy,” 289-295.

48 Eckstein, Mediterranean Anarchy, 24.

49 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 14.5.5-6.

50 Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.4.1.
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the army of the Thirty and reestablished a democracy.>! Further, Thebes refused
to join King Agis in his raids against Elis, as well as the Spartan expedition to
Persia led by King Agesilaus in the spring of 396 BCE.5? The Spartans’ former
allies took bold action to weaken the security of the Spartan border by forming a
coalition. According to Diodorus, the “Boeotians and the Athenians, and the
Corinthians and the Argives besides, made a collective alliance. Since the
Lacedaemonians were detested because of their oppressive domination, it
would, they thought, be easy to break their rule if there was a general agreement
between the principal cities.”>® By 395 BCE, the former Peloponnesian League
had disbanded. Sparta’s aggression in the region had been met with an
aggressive realignment of power by its former allies and adversaries.

Spartan intervention in Asia Minor and Persia demonstrates how dominant
imperialist factions during the early post-Peloponnesian War period and Persian
political leader used the division of the Greek city-states to further their interests
in Ionia.>* After his appointment as admiral, Lysander established a friendship
with the Persian prince Cyrus (the Younger) who had considerable influence in
the region of Ionia. It was agreed that Cyrus would have control over the Greek
city-states in Ionia in exchange for bankrolling the Spartan fleet during the
Peloponnesian War.5> Cyrus had wanted a Spartan pledge of friendship so that
he could call upon the Spartans to support him in his battle for the throne after
the death of King Darius I1.%¢ In fact, Cyrus planned to use Spartan hoplites in
order to wrestle control back from his brother, King Artaxerxes II.

Lastly, as regards his Greek force, he proceeded to collect it with the utmost secrecy, so that

he might take the King as completely unprepared as possible. It was in the following way,

then, that he gathered this force: In the first place, he sent orders to the commanders of all the

garrisons he had in the cities to enlist as many Peloponnesian soldiers of the best sort as they
severally could, on the plea that Tissaphernes had designs upon their cities.5”

The Persians used the conflict in mainland Greece to further their own interests
in Anatolia. Prince Cyrus of Persia had provided crucial naval support for the
Peloponnesian League at the battle of Aegospotami, which had led to the final
defeat of the Athenian navy. Yet, Cyrus’s plan failed, and he was killed by the
army of King Artaxerxes at the battle of Cunaxa in 401 BCE. As a result,
Tissapharnes, a loyal satrap, took revenge against the Greek poleis that had sided

51 Xenophon, Hellenika, 2.4.43.
52 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 152-153.
53 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 14.82.12.

54 The Persian empire was the largest and richest in the ancient world but was incredibly
fragmented and politically divided. Local wars were common between the satraps or governors
and were actually encouraged by the kings at times. Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 100-101.

55 Hamilton, Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 106-107.
56 Xenophon, Anabasis, 1.1.1-2.
57 Xenophon, Anabasis, 1.1.6.
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with Cyrus and demanded that the Greek city-states submit to him. In response,
the Greek Ionians called for Spartan help:

The cities, however, would not receive him, because they wished to be free and because they
feared Tissaphernes’s wrath since, when Cyrus was alive, they had preferred him to
Tissaphernes. They, therefore, sent ambassadors to Sparta, asking the Spartans, since they
were now the leaders of all Greece, to protect them, the Greeks in Asia, so that their land
would not be ravaged and they themselves would be free men.>

The newly crowned Spartan king Agesilaus decided to respond to the plea of the
Greek city-states, despite the fact that they had rescinded their original pledge.
This decision to lead an expedition to Ionia has confused scholars because it was
impractical logistically and could be interpreted as coming from an idealistic
reason, namely to save fellow Greeks from barbarians, but the expedition itself
was a result of Lysander’s influence over the young king.?® This presents the
relativist problem when studying state action since, on the one hand, the
Spartans appear to have led an expedition to save the Greeks in Ionia, but on the
other hand, Lysander seems to have been manipulating military leaders to fulfill
his own ambitions of empire.®® Lysander must have realized the hopelessness of
war against the Persians. Ironically King Agesilaus betrayed Lysander and
deprived him of power over the expedition What remains to be explained is why
the Spartan ephors were convinced that such a policy against the Persians would
be beneficial, since victory was only a distant possibility.

Conclusion

The emergence of conflict after the Peloponnesian War and the outbreak of the
Corinthian War shows that the harsh nature of international diplomacy was the
main reason why peace could not be achieved for a long period of time. Sparta’s
political traditions and institutions were ill equipped for self-restraint when
Sparta was in a position of power during times of peace. The Realist tenet of
human behavior, being self-interested and naturally immoral, seems to best
describe the attitudes of Sparta’s political and military leaders. Arguably,
Lysander’s unique position as a supreme naval leader in the Aegean after the
battle of Aegospotami allowed him to establish an empire for Sparta, which
created such factionalism at home that it dramatically changed Spartan foreign
policy during this period. On the other hand, the fact that Sparta had practiced
self-restraint in its earlier history shows that a case can be made for Idealist
principles of international relations. The personal popularity of Sparta’s military

58 Xenophon, Hellenika, 3.1.4.

59 The Spartans did not have the navy, the treasury, or the manpower to take on the Persian
empire which was the largest and richest in the region. Buckler contends that the Spartans were
able to maintain an army of 13,400 hoplites, which might have been enough to enforce their
dominance in Greece, but not to take on the Persians. Buckler, Aegean Greece, 42; Hamilton,
Sparta’s Bitter Victories, 130.

60 Xenophon, Hellenika, 3.4.2.
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leaders effectively gave them political influence over the democratically elected
ephors, which shaped major policy decisions until the Corinthian War. Advocates
of imperialist policies were favored over the conservative faction of Pausanias.
Victory and opportunity impaired the integrity of Sparta’s government, alienated
it from its traditional allies, and stretched its social fabric to a point from which it
would never recover. These leaders reversed years of Lycurgan conservatism
and isolationist policy that had allowed Sparta to co-exist with its allies.

Future research might explore how culture and religion affected the decisions
of state actors during this period. While I am convinced that the security
concerns of states were the driving force behind major policy decisions in
classical Greece, imagination and concepts of community would be worthwhile
areas of study for classical Greek international relations. In addition, it would be
beneficial to the field of international relations to investigate the respective
diplomatic ties between mother city-states and their colonies.

The Peloponnesian War resulted in a power vacuum which Spartan military
leaders took the initiative to fill. These leaders, despite living in a society that
carefully instilled values of honor, restraint, and discipline, advocated for a
policy that was ambitious and against Spartan tradition. The moral decay within
the Spartan state is indicative of how human nature, when left to its own devices,
is inclined toward rational self-interest. To answer the question of why war is
inevitable, men fight wars because they are concerned for their security and
survival, because they possess human ambitions, and perhaps because their
nature is inherently belligerent.
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ABSTRACT: This article investigates the Battle of Brunanburh (937 AD) and its impact on
the history of England. Based on contemporary and later chronicles, charters, and poems, it
first analyzes King Aethelstan’s reign prior to the battle, then the battle itself, and finally its
medieval legacy. The author arques that Brunanburh (much more so than Hastings in 1066
AD) was the battle that made England.
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Introduction

Sometime in the summer of 937 AD, two armies gathered on a field in England,
ready to fight. One force consisted of a coalition of Scots, Strathclyde Welsh, and
Norsemen from Dublin, the other mainly of West Saxons and Mercians, led by
their King Aethelstan. The clash that ensued was the Battle of Brunanburh, a
conflict that is shrouded in mystery with regard to its whereabouts and the
meaning of its name, but that would be of considerable significance for the future
of England.! When the two armies met at Brunanburh, both opposing forces
knew that the victor would be the one to rule the land. The event was so
momentous, in fact, that there are various accounts of Brunanburh in the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle (ASC),? the most important primary source of the period. The
ASC contains a poem that gives a vivid description of the battle, but there are
over fifty additional primary-source references to this military encounter.? This
article argues that the Battle of Brunanburh was decisive and the reason why
England became unified: an army came together to defend the land against an
opposing force that had intended to end Aethelstan’s rule in Northumbria.

The reason why this battle occurred takes us back to the year 925 when
Aethelstan had just been crowned king. His father Edward had launched a
campaign to gain territory in the northern part of England, Northumbria. He had
been victorious, but near his death, in 924, revolts had broken out, and all that he
had conquered was lost and would have to be regained by his son Aethelstan.*

I There are different theories regarding the battle’s location and the meaning of Brunanburh.
See Alistair Campbell, The Battle of Brunanburh (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1938).

2 Four of the various manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (ASC) mention the Battle of
Brunanburh; this article uses the following edition: The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. George N.
Garmonsway (London: J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 1960). For another edition, see “Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle,” ed. Dorothy Whitelock, in English Historical Documents, vol. 1 (c. 500-1042) (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 135-235.

3 See The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2011).

4 David P. Kirby, The Making of England (London: B. T. Batsford Ltd., 1967), 86-87.
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King Aethelstan began his reign by courting favor in Mercia. Aethelstan had
been raised in Mercia by his aunt Aethelflaed and her husband Aethelred.> With
this Mercian upbringing, Aethelstan was able to deal with Northumbrian affairs
better than his father Edward. Aethelstan made an alliance with Sithric, king of
York/Northumbria, by marrying him to his sister (whose name is unknown) in
926. Sithric died within the year, and Olaf, Sithric’s son from a former wife,
became king. Guthfrith, king of Dublin and Olaf’s uncle, came to his nephew’s
aid.®* However, Aethelstan responded by invading Northumbria in 927, driving
out both Olaf and Guthfrith. On July 12, 927, Aethelstan convened Hywel, king
of the West Welsh, Constantine, king of the Scots, Owain, king of Gwent, and
Ealdred Ealdulfing from Bramburgh at Eamont where they made peace with
Aethelstan, gave pledges, swore oaths, and renounced idolatry.” Aethelstan’s
supremacy in the North lasted until 934 when Constantine, king of the Scots,
broke his oath, forcing Aethelstan to lead an army both by land and sea to
counter Constantine’s resistance.® The result of this was the 937 Battle of
Brunanburh. All of these developments contributed to the creation a unified
realm under King Aethelstan. Brunanburh was the final push needed for
Aethelstan to secure the land and drive out his enemies to “make” England.

The medieval sources on Brunanburh provide insight into the battle’s
significance. The main text used here is the ASC’s poem about the battle.” In
Anglo-Saxon history, poems were only used for something (or someone) truly
extraordinary. Historical events celebrated in poems, rather than just recorded,
were deemed especially important and further legitimized by such poetic
renditions.1% Other sources relate the battle in roughly the same way as the ASC,
among them the tenth-century Chronicle of ZAthelweard, the “Annals of Ulster”
(recorded later, but based on contemporary texts), as well as Simeon of Durham’s
twelfth-century Historia Regum (“History of the Kings”) and other “Works”
(Symeonis Monachi Opera).”t! William of Malmesbury’s twelfth-century work De

5 For a genealogical table of Aethelstan’s family, see Sarah Foot, Athelstan: The First King of
England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), xv.

6 Both “Olaf” and “Anlaf” are names used in this article; while they are variants of the same
name, they refer to different people, namely Olaf Sithricson and Anlaf Guthfrithson.

7 Anglo Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 107.

8 The ASC gives a brief account of this event. For more details, see Frank M. Stenton, Anglo-
Saxon England, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 342; as well as Kirby, Making of England,
87. Stenton indicates that this event occurred in 924; however, this appears to be incorrect since
both the ASC and Kirby give 934 as the year.

9 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 106-110.

10 Paul Hill, The Age of Athelstan: Britain’s Forgotten History (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd.,
2004), 123.

11 The Chronicle of Athelweard, ed. Alistair Campbell (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd.,
1962); “Annals of Ulster,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 145; Simeon of Durham, “Historia Regum,” ed.
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Gestis Regum Anglorum (“On the Deeds of the Kings of the English”) contains an
account of King Aethelstan’s reign and a good description of the battle.!> Many
of these materials are assembled in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, edited by
Michael Livingston and published in 2011.13 Livingston’s anthology also contains
several essays which address a number of controversial issues associated with
the event. An additional text examined here is Egil’s Saga, an Icelandic narrative
that follows the life of Egil Skallagrimsson.'* In 937, Egil supposedly fought on
King Aethelstan’s side.1®

Scholarship on the Battle of Brunanburh has generally focused on identifying
where it took place and on the meaning of its name. John Henry Cockburn’s The
Battle of Brunanburh and Its Period (1931) and Alistair Campbell’s The Battle of
Brunanburh (1938) describe the event and attempt to identify its location;
Cockburn, in particular, provides information about the period’s main
characters, towns, and people.’® Works by Frank M. Stenton (3rd edition, 1971)
and David P. Kirby (1967) offer general accounts of Anglo-Saxon history, as well
as useful reflections on Aethelstan’s life and the Battle of Brunanburh.'” Paul
Hill’s (2004) and Sarah Foot’s (2011) monographs focus on Aethelstan’s life.1
Stating that scholars have proposed over forty different possible battle sites, Foot
discusses the most “popular” among these, but then settles on Bromborough as
the most likely one.’ Bromborough is located south of Liverpool near the River
Mersey and would have provided invading forces from Ireland with suitable
access to the western side of the island.

L. Aethelstan before Brunanburh

Aethelstan came to believe that his rule would be different from that of his
predecessors. Before 927, Aethelstan had followed in his father Edward’s and
grandfather Alfred the Great’s footsteps by calling himself “king of the Angles

Dorothy Whitelock, in English Historical Documents, vol. 1 (c. 500-1042) (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1955), 253; Symeonis Monachi Opera, ed. Thomas Arnold, vol. 1, Rolls Series, vol.
75.1 (London: Longman and Co., 1882).

12 William of Malmesbury, “De Gestis Regum Anglorum,” ed. Dorothy Whitelock, in English
Historical Documents, vol. 1 (c. 500-1042) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 277-283.

13 Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston.

14 Egil’s Saga, trans. Gwyn Jones (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1960).

15 In this saga, the battle is called Vinheithr.The respective account shares similarities with
what we know about Brunanburh, and it can be assumed that these battles were one and the
same. However, EgQil’s Saga dates this battle between 925 and 934, yet there was no battle on the
scale described in the other primary sources during these years, suggesting that the saga’s date is
off by a few years. See Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 207.

16 John Henry Cockburn, The Battle of Brunanburh and Its Period Elucidated by Place-Names
(London: Sir W. C. Leng and Co., Ltd., 1931); Campbell, Battle of Brunanburh.

17 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England; Kirby, Making of England.

18 Hjll, Age of Athelstan; Foot, Athelstan.

19 Foot, Zthelstan, 179.
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and Saxons.”20 After 927, however, Aethelstan realized that Alfred the Great's
vision of a united land was within reach. Thus, he claimed to be “king of
England,”?! even though he did not yet fully control the northern part of the
island. Aethelstan used the title “king of England” in various post-927 charters,
land grants, coins, and manuscripts. One of his charters, addressed to Milton
Abbey in Dorset, starts with the statement, “In the name of God, I, Aethelstan, by
the grace of God king ruling the whole of Britain.”?? Presumably issued in 934,23
this charter gave land to the abbey. Aethelstan granted the land not just on behalf
of himself, but also on behalf of the future kings of England. He was clearly
confident in his rule and various campaigns. A grant to the Minster in
Winchester in 934 includes the title “king of England” as well,?* leading to the
assumption that these documents were drawn up after Aethelstan’s invasion of
Scotland. After his victory, Aethelstan was confident in his power over the
territories that were now under his control. From the beginning of his reign,
Aethelstan had made it a priority to recover lands that had been lost after his
father’s death. Aethelstan declared himself king of England because he was
convinced that he would be successful in reclaiming lost territory.

Scholars have pointed out that Aethelstan made these high claims for different
reasons. According to David P. Kirby, Aethelstan held grand assemblies, namely
ecclesiastical events that subjected rulers would sometimes attend. Kirby argues
that Aethelstan received his royal titles from these assemblies.?> Aethelstan
presided over numerous gatherings of his court meetings and was involved in
many donations to and dedications of churches. The people were grateful and
wanted to thank Aethelstan by giving him titles such as “king of England.”
Herbert Finberg writes that Aethelstan used “lofty” titles like basileus (Latinized
Greek for “king”) to express his overlordship, and that his charters indicate that
he considered his land untouchable.?6 Another reason why Aethelstan believed
his rule to be different from that of other kings was that he considered himself

20 Foot, Zthelstan, 26.

21 Hill, Age of Athelstan, 209-211, contains a list of the titles Anglo-Saxon kings used in
charters, based on Cartularium Saxonicum: A Collection of Charters Relating to Anglo-Saxon History,
ed. Walter de Gray Birch, 3 vols. (London: Whiting, 1885-1893).

22 “Charter of King Aethelstan to Milton Abbey, Dorset,” in Anglo-Saxon Charters, ed. and
trans. Agnes J. Robertson, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 45.

23 The charter is dated to the year 843: Anglo-Saxon Charters, ed. and trans. Robertson, 45.
However, this date appears to be incorrect as Aethelstan was not yet king or even born at this
time.

24 “Grant of Lands by King Aethelstan to the Old Minster, Winchester,” in Anglo-Saxon
Charters, ed. and trans. Robertson, 49.

25 Kirby, Making of England, 88.

26 Herbert P. R. Finberg, The Formation of England, 550-1042 (London: Hart-Davis MacGibbon,
1974), 153.
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worthy to take his grandfather’s throne.?” According to Stenton, Alfred had
regarded young Aethelstan as his heir and had given him a belt with gems, a red
cloak, and a Saxon sword with a gold hilt.28 Thus, Aethelstan saw himself as a
king like none before him, as the “chosen one” or something of that nature, and
he expected his advisors, subjects, and other leaders to hold him in high regard.
However, Kevin Halloran has emphasized the most plausible reason for these
titles, namely “Aethelstan’s political and military achievement in creating an
English monarchy,” as well as “the importance of Aethelstan to the early Anglo-
Norman kings both in his capacity as founder of the English state and for his
claims.”? According to David N. Dumville, Aethelstan was the “father of
medieval and modern England” and made a claim “to overlordship of the
surrounding Celtic peoples.”30 To gain support for his campaign to Brunanburh,
Aethelstan provided gifts and manuscripts to St. Cuthbert’s church in
Northumbria,3! since many in Northumbria were resisting his push into the
region. Aethelstan was a religious man, and he relied on God and the saints for
help in his military endeavors. Thus, he gave gifts not only to gain a political
advantage in the area, but also to show the community how devout he was.32

By 937, King Aethelstan had secured much territory and earned considerable
prestige in Europe. In various charters and grants, he was already referring to
himself as “king of England,” convinced that he had a higher purpose in his
kingdom. His grandfather Alfred the Great had thought of him as the worthiest
heir, and, indeed, Aethelstan would be the king to make Alfred’s vision of a
unified England come true.

II. The Battle Begins

Even though it lasted only for one day, the Battle of Brunanburh was the reason
why England became unified. Two large forces clashed on a field that, by the end
of the day, would be soaked with the blood of both friend and foe. Believing that
this battle would be the hardest fought yet, Aethelstan, in a “Prayer” ascribed to
him, asked God to grant him the victory:

27 Foot, Zthelstan, 11.

28 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 339.

29 Kevin Halloran, “The Brunanburh Campaign: A Reappraisal,” The Scottish Historical Review
84, no. 2 (October 2005): 133-148, here 134.

30 David N. Dumville, “Between Alfred the Great and Edgar the Peacemaker: Athelstan, First
King of England,” in David N. Dumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar: Six Essays on
Political, Cultural and Ecclesiastical Revival (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1992), 141-171, here
168, 170-171.

31 David A Woodman, “Charters, Northumbria and the Unification of England in the Tenth
and Eleventh Centuries,” Northern History 52, no. 1 (2015): 35-51, here 45.

32 Andrew Breeze, “Communication: The Battle of Brunanburh and Cambridge, Css, Ms
183,” Northern History 53, no. 1 (2016): 138-145, here 145.
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Grant to me, Lord, that your might may strengthen my heart so that through your strength
and through my hands and powers I may fight well and act manfully, so that my enemies
may fall in my sight and may collapse just as Goliath collapsed before David your servant.33

Aethelstan makes other Old Testament references about large forces being
crushed by those who have God on their side. His prayer continues,
[TThus let my enemies collapse beneath my feet, and let them come on one path against me
and let them by seven paths run away from me. And may the Lord burst their weapons and
break their swords and melt them in my sight [...] So that all the peoples of the earth may

know that upon me is placed the name of Our Holy Lord Christ. And so let your name, Lord,
be increased upon my adversaries.3*

This suggests that Aethelstan was somewhat worried about the coalition that he
was up against and aware that victory would be necessary if he wanted to secure
the land. Aethelstan, like his grandfather, was a devout Christian and trusted in
God for his decisions. From the beginning of the battle, both sides had a sense of
how important this encounter would be for the future of England.

Little is known about the size of the forces that clashed at Brunanburh, but it is
safe to assume that both armies were quite large in number. Various sources give
rather inflated estimates.3> According to Simeon of Durham, a twelfth-century
chronicler from Durham who wrote roughly 170 years after Brunanburh, Anlaf
Guthfrithson brought 615 ships to the battle, in addition to the troops furnished
by the Scots and Cumbrians.3¢ Both William of Malmesbury, a twelfth-century
monk, and Simeon of Durham provide reliable descriptions of the battle, but are
probably not accurate with regard to troop strength. Primarily, they recorded the

33 “ Aethelstan’s Prayer” [from London, British Library, MS Cotton Galba A.xiv, ms. s. XI, fol.
4v], in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2011), 51. For further information on this text and manuscript, see Battle of
Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 185-186.

34 “ A ethelstan’s Prayer,” in Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 51.

35 William of Malmesbury, “Gesta Regum Anglorum,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook,
ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 59; “Annals of
Clonmacnoise,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2011), 153. William of Malmesbury states that there were around
100,000 troops, while the “Annals of Clonmacnoise” state that the forces numbered around
30,000. It is unknown how large the armies were; while 30,000 troops sound more reasonable, the
numbers are inflated in both cases.

36 Symeonis Monachi Opera, ed. Arnold, 76: Quarto post heec anno, hoc est, DCCCCXXXVII.
Dominicee nativitatis anno, apud Weondun, quod alio nominee Etbrumnanwerc, vel Brunnanbyrig
appellatur, pugnavit contra Onlaf, Guthredi quondam regis filium, qui DC et XV. Navibus advenerat,
secim habens contra Ethelstanum auxilia regum praefatorum, scilicet Scotorum et Cumbrorum. “In the
fourth year thereafter, that is in the 937th year since the birth of the Lord [i.e., Christ], he [i.e.,
Aethelstan] fought at Weondune, which is otherwise also called Etbrunnanwerc or Brunnabyrig,
against Anlaf, the son of the late King Guthred [i.e., Guthfrith], who had come with 615 ships,
and who had with him, against Aethelstan, the aid [i.e., the troops] of the aforementioned kings,
namely of the Scots and the Cumbrians.” Translation provided by Jochen Burgtorf.
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battle to propagate its legendary status.3” These authors exaggerated to show that
this battle was still considered significant, even in their twelfth-century lifetimes.

The ASC’s poem mentions the key players and underscores the battle’s
significance for the people and the land. It describes the Anglo-Saxon leaders,
Aethelstan and his young brother Edmund,® as the victors of the Battle of
Brunanburh. They defended their land from the Scots and the Norse, led by
Anlaf Guthfrithson and Constantine, king of Scots. The poem goes on to say that
both West Saxons and Mercians came together and fought hard against their
enemies. Five kings and seven of Anlaf’s jarls fell on the battlefield. Many lives
were lost, and the remainder of the enemy force fled. Anlaf went back to Dublin,
and Constantine, leaving his dead son, fled to the North. The brothers,
Aethelstan and Edward, were victorious and went back home.?° In the oldest
version of the ASC,%0 the author of the poem uses the phrase “Anlaf’s warriors,
who invaded our land.”4! This is noteworthy because the ASC was compiled by
contemporaries?> who, in this case, point out that different people, namely West
Saxons and Mercians came together to defend a land that they saw as their own,
a unified force to push back an enemy that was threatening their land.

Egil’s Saga also describes the fighting at Brunanburh, even though it refers to
the battle as Vinheithr. The saga, written sometime in the mid-thirteenth century,
gives a more narrative account of the battle and provides evidence that there
were Norse mercenaries among Aethelstan’s ranks.#3 It is more of a literary
creation than a historically reliable narrative.#* Alistair Campbell agrees that the
battle related in the saga is that of Brunanburh, but the story of the saga is not
accurate. Campbell states that many sagas cast their heroes into the great battles
of their time.*> While this may be the case, the saga indicates that the battle was
of great significance, possibly because England was born from it.

There are also accounts of Brunanburh from the opposing side which indicate
that this battle was significant not just because it was a harsh defeat for the Norse

37 Campbell, Battle of Brunanburh, 54-55.

38 Edmund would have been around the age of 15 or 16 during the battle. This is known
because the ASC also states that, once Aethelstan had died in 939, Edmund took the throne at the
age of 18.

39 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 106-110.

40 The Parker Chronicle, which is the oldest rendition of the ASC: Cambridge, Corpus Christi
College, MS 173, ms. s. XI.

41 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 108.

42 Generation after generation, scribes added events to the chronicle as they unfolded; see
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, xvii.

43 “Egil's Saga,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2011), 69-81.
44 Foot, Zthelstan, 180.

45 Campbell, Battle of Brunanburh, 72-73.
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in Ireland, as well as the Scots, but of its aftermath. The Annals of Ulster, compiled
in the fifteenth century on the basis of much older texts, describe it as a

huge war, lamentable and horrible which was cruelly waged between the Saxons and
Norsemen. Many thousands of Norsemen beyond number died although King Anlaf escaped
with a few men. While a greater number of Saxons fell on the other side, Aethelstan, king of
the Saxons, was enriched by the great victory.4

This is a small entry in the overall text, but nonetheless important because the
Annals of Ulster were written in Ireland. Even though the battle had been lost by
the Irish, it was still mentioned. Many times, after a disastrous defeat, the losing
side does not want to remember the event, but with Brunanburh it is different,
presumably because of the battle’s impact on the British Isles and the rest of
Europe. The Annals were compiled hundreds of years after the battle, yet even
then the Battle of Brunanburh was still considered important enough to be
recorded. The Annals would, of course, have sounded quite differently if Anlaf
Guthfrithson and his forces had won at Brunanburh.

In sum, the Battle of Brunanburh was of paramount importance for the
unification of England. If not for Aethelstan’s victory, England would have
remained in disarray with several small kingdoms fighting for power. The
outcome could have been that the Norse and the Scots would have ruled the
land, and England would have never been born. Aethelstan’s defeat would have
gone down in the history books as a major victory for the Scots and the Norse.
According to Foot, if there had been a Scottish-Norse victory, the kingdom of
York would have been restored and would have threatened Mercia and the land
to the east known as the Danelaw.¥” The ASC’s poem elaborates that, “Never
before in this island, as the books of ancient historians tell us, was an army put to
greater slaughter by the sword since the time when Angles and Saxons [had]
landed.”#® This suggests the sentiments of the people at the time. The poet
wanted to emphasize how significant Aethelstan’s victory was, as England had
been unified.

II1. The Battle’s Impact

Brunanburh had a significant impact on the history of England and, by
extension, the world. One contemporary text that highlights this is The Chronicle
of Athelweard. It dates from around 980; thus, some time had passed since the
battle. Aethelstan had passed away in 939, and his brother Edmund had taken
over. In 940, Anlaf Guthfrithson saw his opportunity, and he returned to
England where he retook York, and the Five Boroughs of the Danelaw.4® This

46 “ Annals of Ulster,” in Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 145.
47 Foot, Athelstan, 171-172.
48 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 109-110

49 See Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 357-358. The Five Boroughs were Derby, Leicester,
Lincoln, Nottingham and Stamford.
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threatened everything Aethelstan had fought for but, luckily for Edmund, Anlaf
died in 941, and Edmund was able to retake the territory that had been lost.>
According to Aethelweard, Brunanburh®! was the “great battle” or “great war:”
“the fields of Britain were consolidated into one, there was peace everywhere,
and abundance of all things, and since then no fleet has remained here, having
advanced against these shores, except under the treaty with the English.”52 This
shows the battle’s impact. According to Paul Hill, Aethelweard knew that the
Battle of Brunanburh had been more than just another military victory.5® It
brought the land under one king’s rule and awareness of the English as a unified
people. Thus, the battle certainly had more significance than any other battle that
had preceded it.

Excerpts from other annals and chronicles also state that this battle was of
great importance. Henry of Huntington's Historia Anglorum (“History of the
English”), written in 1133, states that, “King Aethelstan engaged in battle at
Brunebirih [Brunanburh], the greatest of battles.”5* Henry uses the Latin phrase
preliorum maximum® (“the greatest of battles”) to describe the event, which
shows that this battle was held in high regard. In fact, Henry’s statement appears
to suggests that he considered Brunanburh as greater than the Battle of Hastings
(1066). When Henry was writing, almost seventy years had passed since the
Norman Conquest. And it is noteworthy that Brunanburh receives this Latin title
in other medieval sources as well. Another source that uses the phrase “greatest
of battles” is Bartholomew of Cotton’s Historia Anglicana (“English History”).5¢
Bartholomew was a historian and monk of Norwich in the mid-to-late thirteenth
century. Additionally, the Amnnals of Waverly, written in the late thirteenth
century, record Brunanburh as the “greatest battle.”5” One would think that
chroniclers after Hastings, especially Anglo-Norman writers, would have seen
Hastings as more significant. Yet, as recently as 2016, historian Andrew Breeze
referred to Brunanburh as the Hastings of the tenth century.® According to
Michael Livingston, what Aethelstan won on the field of Brunanburh was not

50 Peter Hunter Blair, An Introduction to Anglo-Saxon England, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University
Press, 1977), 88-89.

51 Aethelweard calls the battle Brunandun and states that it happened in 927, but various
other accounts of the battle affirm that it occurred in 937.

52 Chronicle of Athelweard, ed. Campbell, 54.

53 Hill, Age of Athelstan, 154.

5% Henry of Huntington, “Historia Anglorum,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed.
Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 61.

55 Henry of Huntington, “Historia Anglorum,” 61.

56 Bartholomew of Cotton, “Historia Anglicana,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed.
Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 82-83.

57 “Annals of Waverly,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 88-89.

58 Breeze, “Communication: The Battle of Brunanburh,” 138.
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just land: he won a kingdom of heart and mind, meaning that those who would
succeed him as king were not just kings of Wessex, but kings of Britain.>®
Livingston goes on to say that, even though the key figures, location, and name
of the battle faded out of memory in the years after Brunanburh, what the battle
represented remained.®0

Let us now consider the Battle of Hastings (1066). The latter did have an
impact on the history of England and brought about significant change for the
English people. In 1066, William the Conqueror attacked a largely unified
country, and he did not have to fight a lengthy series of wars to conquer one
kingdom after another. After the battle, William was crowned king, but soon
there was rebellion throughout the land.®* The difference between Hastings and
Brunanburh was that Brunanburh, a victory for the Anglo-Saxons, had united the
insular kingdoms and expanded the realm, while Hastings, a defeat for the
Anglo-Saxons, had made England merely a part of the Norman (and soon to be
Angevin) empire. The Normans brought their own way of government, culture,
literature, and ecclesiastical policies. According to Richard Huscroft, after 1066,
the English Church had its personnel “decimated and its buildings destroyed.”¢2
The history of England was taken over by the Normans. They were in control of
what was being documented, meaning that the perspective on English history
was now a Norman rather than an Anglo-Saxon one. Therefore, much was
recorded about the Battle of Hastings and William the Conqueror.

According to Stenton, “events were to show that he [William the Conqueror]
had won one of the battles which at rare intervals have decided the fate of
nations.”% Granted, this turned over a new leaf for England’s history, but it
would take some time for the Normans to gain full control over the conquered
land. Another reason why Brunanburh has been pushed into the shadow of
Hastings is the Bayeux Tapestry.®* This beautiful embroidered cloth depicts the
events of the Norman Conquest and the Battle of Hastings. It is nearly 70 meters
(230 feet) long and 50 centimeters (approximately 20 inches) high, and it is
currently on display in a museum in Bayeux, Normandy (France). Not only does
it record the events surrounding the Battle of Hasting, it also references eleventh-
century culture and life. Commissioned shortly after the Norman Conquest, the
Bayeux Tapestry was first mentioned in a 1476 inventory list for Bayeux

59 Michael Livingston, “The Roads to Brunanburh,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook,
ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 25.

60 Livingston, “Roads to Brunanburh,” 25.

61 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 599-600.

62 Richard Huscroft, Making England, 796-1042 (London: Routledge, 2019), 269-270.

63 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 596.

64 The Bayeux Tapestry, ed. Lucien Musset, trans. Richard Rex (Woodbridge: The Boydell
Press, 2005).
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Cathedral,® and historians began to take an interest in the Bayeux Tapestry when
the artwork reemerged in the eighteenth century, as it connected Norman and
English history. Due to its many detailed scenes, the Bayeux Tapestry is one of the
most significant sources for the Battle of Hastings. In addition to the Bayeux
Tapestry, there are numerous written accounts, recently compiled in Stephen
Morillo’s anthology The Battle of Hastings (1996),°¢ among them William of
Poitiers” Gesta Willemi ducis Normannorum et Regis Anglorum (“Deeds of William,
Duke of the Normans and King of the English”),%” William of Jumieges” Gesta
Normannorum Ducum (“Deeds of the Dukes of the Normans”),%® the ASC®
Florence of Worcester’s Chronicon ex Chronicis (“Chronicle from Chronicles”),”0
and the Carmen de Hastingae Proelio (“Song about the Battle of Hastings”).”!
Various chroniclers in the twelfth century and beyond also wrote about Hastings,
but they took much of their information from these contemporary accounts. The
overall scholarly assessment of Hastings is that it is one of the most significant
battles in English history. However, without the Battle of Brunanburh, Hastings
could not have happened. A West Saxon defeat at Brunanburh would have
meant that England would have most likely fallen into Danish hands. In reality,
the West Saxon victory at Brunanburh preserved the mints, laws, government,
and foreign relations that Aethelstan had established prior to the battle.
Returning to Brunanburh and its legacy, the twelfth-century chronicler
Simeon of Durham relates that, after Brunanburh, Aethelstan was “terrible to his
enemies on all sides, [but] he was peaceable to his own people. Afterwards he
ended his days in peace, leaving the rule of his empire to his brother Edmund.””?
After the victory at Brunanburh, there were apparently no more major conflicts
as Anlaf Guthfrithson had been driven back to Dublin and Constantine back to
the North, leaving Aethelstan as ruler over Northumbria and a now united

65 Bayeux Tapestry, ed. Musset, 14.

66 The Battle of Hastings: Sources and Interpretations, ed. Stephen Morillo (Woodbridge: The
Boydell Press, 1996).

67 William of Poitiers, “Gesta Willemi ducis Normannorum et Regis Anglorum,” in The Battle

of Hastings: Sources and Interpretations, ed. Stephen Morillo (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1996),
3-17.

68 William of Jumieges, “Gesta Normannorum Ducum,” in The Battle of Hastings: Sources and
Interpretations, ed. Stephen Morillo (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1996), 17-19.

69 Anglo Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 194-201.

70 Florence of Worchester, “Chronicon ex Chronicis,” in The Battle of Hastings: Sources and
Interpretations, ed. Stephen Morillo (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1996), 29-33.

71 “The Carmen de Hastingae Proelio,” in The Battle of Hastings: Sources and Interpretations, ed.
Stephen Morillo (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1996), 45-53.

72 Simeon of Durham, “Libellus de Exordio,” in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed.
Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 55.
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land.” Simeon clearly viewed Aethelstan’s reign as mighty, otherwise he would
have used the term “empire.”

Rex Pius Aethelstan (“Pious King Aethelstan”), a poem written around the time
of Brunanburh (roughly 937-939), was composed in response to Aethelstan’s
donation of a gospel book to Christ Church, Canterbury.” It gives praise to
Aethelstan, stating that he is famous across the world and a glorious king whom
God has put on earth to rule England.” The poem states that, “this king himself,
strong in war, might conquer defiant kings, treading upon their arrogant
necks.”7¢ This means that the people, even though they loved Aethelstan, saw
him as fierce and highly respected. Opposite this poem in the manuscript is a
preface to the gospel book. This preface states that Aethelstan was the guardian
of all Britain.”” Both the poem and the preface show the impact that Aethelstan,
as well as his victory at Brunanburh, had on the English people of his time.

Another significant piece of evidence for the battle’s impact can be found in a
charter issued in 940, three years after the battle.”® In this document, Aethelstan
grants land in Eaton (near modern Derby) to a knight (or soldier) named
Byrhtelm. Most land grants at that time pertained to the Church, so it is
surprising to see a knight receiving a grant in this territory. Byrhtelm must have
been a successful warrior at Brunanburh to be given this land and the
responsibility of watching over it. The charter states:

The lands of eternal heredity and the privileges of perpetual prosperity, which Christ Jesus is
already granting to the great designs of the deserving [people], must be distributed,
wherefore Edelstan [i.e., Aethelstan], namely the king [rex] of Anglosaxonia and emperor
[imperator] of Northumbria, ruler [gubernator] of the pagans and defender [propugnator] of the
Britons, contributes with a generous hand the gains [i.e.,, conquests] to be enjoyed most
generously, so that he can most definitely be lifted up by the government of the kingdoms.
Therefore he now already enriches that knight Byrhtelm by giving him land, namely five
pieces of land [cassatos] at the place which the locals call Eatun, for his faithful service and as
his acceptable payment, so that he [i.e., Byrhtelm] may own it [i.e., the land] with all —that
according to custom belong to it—meadows, pastures, fields, woods, and [with the right] to

73 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Garmonsway, 108-109.

74 “Rex Pius Aethelstan” [from London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A.ii, ms. s. X, fol.
15r], in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2011), 39; see Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 172-173.

75 Several scholars, including Stenton, Kirby, Hill, and Foot, state that Aethelstan made quite
the effort to secure a name for himself and his country on the continent of Europe. Aethelstan’s
father, Edward the Elder, had many daughters whom Aethelstan used to create marriage
alliances and peace with other nations. Moreover, Aethelstan received an annual tribute from the
Welsh; see Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 340.

76 “Rex Pius Aethelstan,” in Battle of Brunanburh, ed. Livingston, 39.

77 “Preface to Aethelstan’s Gospel” [London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A.ii, s. X,
fol. 15v], in The Battle of Brunanburh: A Casebook, ed. Michael Livingston (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2011), 173.

78 The date here seems to be inaccurate as Aethelstan died on October 27, 939.
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leave it, after his death, to whichever heir he wants. And the aforesaid land shall be free
except for the construction of those three arched bridges for the military campaign.”

At the beginning of this charter, Aethelstan pays his respects to Jesus Christ.
After this, he lists his titles. Among the ones that stand out are the labels
“emperor of Northumbria” and “ruler of the pagans;” both show that
Aethelstan’s victory at Brunanburh had a major impact on the territory of
Northumbria because he is the one ruling the area now, including the
(presumably heathen) Danes still living in the territory. The king’s title as the
“defender of the Britons” underscores the impact that Brunanburh had on the
people. This title makes clear that, at one point, the people had been at risk from
an invading force, but now Aethelstan and his forces are there to defend them.
The grant goes on to talk about Byrhtelm receiving land, stating that he owns all
of it except for three bridges that are being constructed for a military campaign.
This shows that King Aethelstan was preparing for a campaign, possibly to make
troop mobility more efficient and to suppress any threats or invasions.

In sum, Brunanburh played a major role in shaping England into what it is
today. The battle consolidated power into one figurehead, King Aethelstan, and
unified the kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia into (what would become) England.
By controlling the entire island, Aethelstan was able to gain renown on the
European continent, indicating that the emerging realm was ready to play
politics on the continent. Brunanburh had a key impact not only on England’s
history, but on the history of the world, for without England much of the world
(for good or ill) would not be what it is today.

Conclusion

The Battle of Brunanburh was a decisive moment in history for it “made”
England. Brunanburh saw different people from both Mercia and Wessex
fighting for a common cause, namely to defend their land from invading forces.
With the help of King Aethelstan and due to his great military prowess,
Brunanburh was won and went down in history as the battle that defined and
created England. Brunanburh, however, is not the only battle that created or
unified a country. The Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212 “made” the country
of Spain as it consolidated the reconquest of Spain by the Christians. Another
battle that created a nation was the 1870 Battle of Sedan during the Franco-
Prussian war: this battle unified the German states into one nation. Brunanburh,
like the aforementioned battles, defined a country and is a significant event in
world history. Future research on the battle of Brunanburh will likely continue to
study the question of the battle’s actual location or what the countries on the
European continent thought about the battle. Without Brunanburh and without

79 “Grant by King Aethelstan to Byrthelm, “miles” [i.e., knight, soldier], of land at Eatun, or
Eaton, co. Derby, AD 850 for 940,” in Cartularium Saxonicum, ed. De Gray Birch, 2: 466-467.
Translation (above) by Jochen Burgtorf.
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King Aethelstan, England would have looked significantly different than what it
is today, and this is why Brunanburh is arguably more important than the Battle
of Hastings. Brunanburh shows that people can join together to fight for a
common cause. In modern times, this may be opposite political parties joining
together to help their nation’s economy, food shortage, or the like. Brunanburh
can be seen as a great example for different factions to come together if they want
their community to survive.
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An Emperor’s Journey with Trauma:
Basil II of Byzantium (b. 958, r. 976-1025)

ABSTRACT: This article evaluates the Byzantine emperor Basil II's (b. 958, r. 976-1025)
experience following the Bulgarian ambush at Trajan’s Gate in 986. On the basis of
contemporary chronicles and manuals of strategy, as well as modern psychological research,
the author draws parallels between eleventh-century evaluations of Basil’s character and
modern conceptions of psychological processes, evaluates the trauma Basil endured, and
deciphers the potential long-term effects of that trauma. The apparent influence of trauma on
Basil serves as an example of the positive effects of adversity on the overall functioning of an
individual.

KEYWORDS: medieval history; tenth century; Byzantium; Basil II; Battle of Trajan’s Gate
(986); chronicles; military manuals; trauma; posttraumatic stress disorder; posttraumatic
growth

Introduction

The Byzantine emperor Basil II (b. 958, r. 976-1025) experienced a change of
character during his late twenties.! This change is visible in the contrast between
his early life and his actions later as an established emperor.? The eleventh-
century chronicler Michael Psellus recognized this change of character, labeled it
a “mind-change,” and bolstered his claim by referring to Basil’s contemporaries
and their paralleling conclusions.> Modern psychology offers explanations for
similar processes of transformation, rooted in trauma’s ability to both shatter and
shape perspectives. When identifying Basil II's defeat at the Battle of Trajan’s
Gate (986) as traumatic —he was ambushed by Bulgarian forces under Samuel of
the Cometopuli dynasty—the possibility arises that Basil experienced
posttraumatic growth. This psychological phenomenon is characterized by the
experience of trauma leading to the development of coping strategies that result
in higher levels of functioning following the traumatic incident.> By identifying

1 On Basil II, see especially Warren Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 519; Paul Magdalino, Byzantium in the Year 1000, The
Medieval Mediterranean 45 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 255-263; Catherine Holmes, Basil II and the
Governance of the Empire (976-1025), Oxford Studies in Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 3-31.

2 This contrast is also visible in the public image he put forward in his Psalter, his 996 Novel,
the various wartime atrocities he committed, and the actions he chose not to pursue (such as
marriage and the propagation of his family line). Treadgold, History, 524-525; Magdalino,
Byzantium, x-xi, 263; Holmes, Basil 11, 5-22.

3 Michael Psellus, Fourteen Byzantine Rulers: The Chronographia of Michael Psellus, trans.
Edgar R. A. Sewter (London: Penguin Books, 1996; first published 1953, revised 1966), 29.

4 Stephen Joseph, What Doesn’t Kill Us: The New Psychology of Posttraumatic Growth (New
York: Basic Books, 2011), 68.

5 As for Basil’s experience with trauma, this article evaluates his ability to rule as an emperor,
his effectiveness as a commander in the field, and his diplomatic maneuvers.
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the mechanism of Basil’s change, this article attempts to further illuminate the
historical realities that shaped Basil II and his reign, granting a fuller picture of
the emperor and his influence on the empire.

This study recognizes that a theoretical framework focusing on trauma gives
little attention to other potential explanations of Basil’s midlife transformation.
Yet, while other psychological processes may have played a role in Basil’s shift in
character, this article rejects conventional explanations. First, the notion that Basil
was simply growing into himself seems unlikely given his age of twenty-seven at
the beginning of his proposed “mind-change.” At twenty-seven, Basil would
have been in or at least entering middle age (considering the life-expectancy of
contemporary Byzantines). Secondly, suggesting that Michael Psellus’s “mind-
change” was exaggerated propaganda would fail to account for the stark contrast
between the two lives Basil lived, namely a first one of courtly passivity and a
second one that is a testament to will power. Finally, while other occurrences—
both intrinsic and extrinsic—may have contributed to Basil's character shift, their
potential existence does not detract from this article’s central argument with
regard to trauma’s impact on the emperor. This is especially true when
considering trauma’s co-occurring nature; many who experience trauma also
experience a multitude of interrelated and tangential symptoms. To the point,
this article has two central topics: Basil and trauma. Given that Basil’s reign is the
longest in Byzantine history, the challenge of addressing every aspect of his life
that potentially contributed to his “mind-change” belongs to a much longer
biographical work. Despite the fact that this article does not explicitly address all
facets of Basil’s reign, the behaviors and actions discussed here are consistent
and reflect larger modes of functioning throughout Basil’s life.

Basil’s fifty-year reign has received substantial scholarly attention, despite the
limited historical record that addresses Basil’s life. The works of just two
medieval chroniclers, Michael Psellus and John Skylitzes, provide the bulk of the
Greek evidence for Basil’s reign.® Neither chronicler was a true contemporary.”

Undeterred by such sparse evidence, historians from the late nineteenth to
the mid-twentieth century pieced together coherent narratives reconstructing
Basil’s reign and times. A common thread runs through these traditional
narratives: the assessment of Basil's reign as the golden age, or apogee, of the
Byzantine state.® There is tangible evidence for such a conclusion: by the time

6 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter; John Skylitzes, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811-1057,
trans. John Wortley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

7 Michael Psellus was still a child when Basil died in December 1025, and John Skylitzes
composed his chronicle nearly a century after Basil’s reign. Paul Stephenson, The Legend of Basil
the Bulgar-Slayer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3; Holmes, Basil 11, 29-35.

8 Gustave Schlumberger, L'Epopée byzantine a la fin du dixieme siécle, Seconde partie: Basile II le
tueur de Bulgares (Paris: Hachette & Companie, 1900), 603-636; George Ostrogorsky and Peter
Charanis, History of the Byzantine State, trans. Joan Hussey (New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 1957-1958), 298-299, 315; Alexander Vasiliev, History of the Byzantine Empire, 324-1453,
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Basil died, Byzantium’s borders were more extensive than they had been in
centuries, the state’s gold reserves were immense, and the landed elite had been
checked into submission.” The lauding of Basil’s rule in these traditional
narratives is an echo of the primary sources from which their authors worked,
which celebrate the centralization of authority that took place under Basil.1?

Historians publishing in the mid-to-late twentieth century produced studies
that were more critical of Basil’s reign. Their works highlight the subjectivity of
Byzantine success by arguing against an overemphasis on political and military
history.1 Scholars now claimed that Basil’s military expansion left the empire
overextended, and that his Novel of 996 crippled Byzantium’s elite power base.!?
One historian even questioned Basil’s lack of foresight regarding the succession
of his family’s dynasty.’ Although scholars of this era were more critical of Basil
than their predecessors, their works were still largely shaped by the rhetoric of
the original Greek chroniclers who had written about Basil.4

Byzantinists publishing on Basil during the last three decades have taken the
critical view of his reign to new extents, deconstructing the primary sources that
address his life in terms of context, bias, and chronological fallacies. This study
pays close attention to modern works produced in this vein of analysis as they
utilize the traditional narratives but view them through a new analytical lens and
often introduce archaeological evidence into the discussion. Paul Stephenson’s
The Legend of Basil the Bulgar-Slayer (2003), Paul Magdalino’s Byzantium in the Year
1000 (2003), and Catherine Holmes’s Basil II and the Governance of the Empire (976-
1025) (2005) represent some of the key interpretations that deserve attention.1>

Stephenson’s study rejects the characterization of Basil as a conqueror by
demonstrating that he spent less time campaigning in the Balkans than primary

Vol.1, 2nd ed. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1952), 303-330; Steven Runciman,
Byzantine Civilization (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1956; first published 1933), 48-49.

9 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 298. See Treadgold, History, 532.

10 Magdalino, Byzantium, x.

11 Cyril Mango, Byzantium: The Empire of New Rome (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1980), 256-260; Alexander Kazhdan, “Approaches to the History of Byzantine Civilization: From
Krause to Beck and Mango,” in Studies on Byzantine Literature of the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries
ed. Alexander Kazhdan and Simon Franklin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 1-
22, here 1; Warren Treadgold, Why Write a New History of Byzantium? (Toronto: Canadian Institute
of Balkan Studies, 1997), 3-22.

12 Jonathan Shepard, “Byzantium Expanding, 944-1025,” in The New Cambridge Medieval
History, ed. Rosamond McKitterick and Timothy Reuter, Vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 586-604; Michael Angold, The Byzantine Empire, 1025-1204: A Political
History, 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 1997), 24-34.

13 Treadgold, History, 532-533.

14 Holmes, Basil II, 10-15.

15 Stephenson, Legend, xi-11; Magdalino, Byzantium, ix-xiv; Holmes, Basil II, v-14.
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sources and past historians have suggested.1¢ Ultimately, Stephenson attempts to
highlight Basil’s glorification over time, culminating in his claim that Basil’s
epithet of “Bulgar-Slayer” came centuries after his death and largely reflects
nineteenth-century Greek efforts toward nation building.”

Although Holmes’s study agrees with Stephenson’s on multiple levels—
Basil’s limited time in the Balkans and his glorification in past historiography —
her work’s main goal is to analyze the political, literary, and historical context
that shaped the works of the medieval chroniclers who wrote about Basil.!®
Holmes concludes that Basil’s reign was not as harsh and repressive as once
thought. This article’s analysis of Basil’s shifting character challenges Holmes's
critical view of the “shifting sands of personality” and their role in history.1®

Finally, Magdalino’s work utilizes eschatology —a branch of theology that
deals with the final events of mankind and the end of days—by examining
apocalyptic trends in Byzantine literature and culture around the year 1000.20 In
his analysis, Magdalino speculates on the psychological state of Byzantine
culture during the years of Basil’s reign, suggesting that Basil’s actions were
influenced by his possible belief that the “End” was very near.?l While
Magdalino’s focus on eschatology differs from this article’s emphasis on trauma,
both studies agree on the importance of understanding the psychological state of
historical subjects, especially when considering their motives.

By attempting to identify the mechanism and specific qualities of Basil’s
midlife transformation, this article is a continuation of the current
historiographic pattern of primary-source deconstruction.?? It also attempts to fill
a gap in the historiography by paying more attention to the Battle of Trajan’s
Gate (986) and its impact on Basil. At its core, this study aims to increase our
understanding of Basil “the emperor” by producing a more accurate portrayal of
Basil “the man” and the adversity that shaped him.

16 Paul Stephenson, “The Legend of Basil the Bulgar-Slayer,” Byzantine and Modern Greek
Studies 24, no. 1 (2000): 102-132, here 102-104; Stephenson, Legend, 22. Stephenson claims that a
liminal peace between Basil and Samuel, not mentioned in the historical record, lasted from 1005
until 1014.

17 Stephenson, Legend, 9.

18 Holmes, Basil II, 4-30.

19 Holmes, Basil II, 31-32.

20 Prior to applying eschatology to Byzantium during the first Christian millennium,
Magdalino establishes a historiography of precedential eschatological studies: Magdalino,
Byzantium, 234. See also Mango, Byzantium, 211-212; Richard Landes, “The Fear of an Apocalyptic
Year 1000: Augustinian Historiography, Medieval and Modern,” Speculum 75, no. 1 (2003): 97-
145.

21 Magdalino, Byzantium, 263-265.

22 Anthony Kaldellis, The Argument of Psellos’ Chronographia, Studien und Texte zur
Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters 68 (Leiden: Brill 1999), 22-24. Kaldellis’'s work is a
comprehensive attempt to deconstruct The Chronographia and identify its philosophical merits.
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In an effort to analyze Basil and his reign from a fresh perspective, this article
adopts the methodological approach proposed by Donald Brown in his essay
“Human Nature and History,” published in the journal History and Theory in
1999.23 Brown addresses the crossroads between science and history, arguing for
a symbiotic relationship between the two fields where their lines blur. Brown’s
concept of “Human Nature” encompasses the complex theory of evolutionary
psychology, which attempts to identify inherent motivators of human behavior
that have shaped human existence. To Brown, attempting to evaluate the realities
of history without taking into consideration the biological and psychological
factors that explain their existence would be doing a disservice to the writing of
an accurate history. Therefore, Brown’s theoretical perspective offers an
additional lens that can be used to scrutinize the limited historical record of
Basil’s reign, namely modern psychology.?*

In pursuit of this vein of historical investigation, this article employs a
combination of diverse sources. The historical record for Basil’s life and reign has
its basis in medieval Byzantine chronicles. The first of these is The History of Leo
the Deacon, which offers contemporary insight into a specific aspect of Basil’s life,
as Leo personally served Basil during the 986 campaign that saw the Battle of
Trajan’s Gate.?> Leo’s writing on Basil is, however, limited, as his history
concludes soon after this eyewitness account. The second is Michael Psellus’s
Chronographia which covers the reigns of fourteen Byzantine rulers from Basil II
to Isaac I Comnenus (r. 1057-1059).2¢ Although Michael Psellus’s life hardly
overlapped with Basil’s—he lived from 1018 to 1096 and moved in Byzantium’s
highest intellectual circles as a philosopher, historian, and, at one point, chief
minister to the emperor —his use of earlier eyewitness testimonies bolsters the
accuracy of his history.?”

The third chronicle utilized in this article is John Skylitzes's Synopsis of
Byzantine History 811-1057, composed during the reign of Emperor Alexius I
Comnenus (r. 1081-1118).28 Even though John Skylitzes created his Synopsis well
after Basil’s life, his work synthesizes multiple histories, many of which are no
longer available, which adds to its value as one of the few surviving accounts
from the period. It should be noted that although these chronicles — especially the
latter two —represent the most complete Greek historical record surviving today,

23 Donald E. Brown, “Human Nature and History,” History and Theory 38, no. 4 (December
1999): 138-157.
24 Brown, “Human Nature and History,” 153.

25 Leo the Deacon, The History of Leo the Deacon: Byzantine Military Expansion in the Tenth
Century, trans. Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis F. Sullivan (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 2005),
214-215.

26 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter.
27 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 15.
28 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley.
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their chronologies consistently disagree with one another.?? Beyond these
chronological limitations, there is distinct personal bias in all three works. While
Leo’s writing is littered with astrological events that reveal his belief in the
approach of the Apocalypse, Michael Psellus’s and John Skylitzes’s histories
betray the courtly context in which they were composed.3?

In addition to these chronicles, an anonymously authored Byzantine manual
of strategy —taking the form of military treatises dating to the tenth century —
offers further insight.3! Specifically, “Skirmishing” translated by George T.
Dennis, details skirmish style warfare techniques common in the tenth century.3?
Its use aids in our understanding of the combat to which Basil was exposed.

The Byzantine Empire’s internal state and external relations in the tenth and
early eleventh century provide the temporal and political context for this study.
Prior to Basil’s rule, tenth-century Byzantium experienced considerable internal
instability.33 A brief overview detailing the dynastic equation leading to Basil’s
eventual position of power clarifies the political complexities of his early life.

Basil II was born in 958 to Emperor Romanus II and his wife Theophano. In
963, five years after Basil’s birth, his father died of a mysterious illness.3* That
same year, the Byzantine general Nicephorus Phocas (r. 963-969) marched on
Constantinople, took the throne, married Theophano, and ruled with
Romanus II's sons (Basil II and Constantine VIII) as his co-emperors.3 Six years
later, in 969, an assassination squad led by the Byzantine general John Tzimiskes
(r. 969-976) and harbored by Theophano slipped into the palace and murdered
Nicephorus in his sleep.?¢ In the aftermath of the assassination, Theophano was
exiled and John Tzimiskes was proclaimed emperor, with Basil and Constantine
as his co-emperors.3” When John died of natural causes in 976, Basil and
Constantine retained their status as co-emperors, now with their bastard eunuch
great-uncle Basil Lecapenus3® controlling the government through his position as
chief minister.?® In the same year of John Tzimiskes's death and Basil
Lecapenus’s rise to power —976 —yet another Byzantine general, Bardas Sclerus,

29 Holmes, Basil 11, 7.

30 Magdalino, Byzantium, x-xi.

31 George T. Dennis, trans., Three Byzantine Military Treatises (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks,
1985), 137.

32 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 140-141.

33 Vasiliev, History, 300-351; Holmes, Basil I1, 450.

34 Treadgold, History, 498; Holmes, Basil II, 449-449.

35 Treadgold, History, 499; Holmes, Basil II, 449.

36 Treadgold, History, 505; Holmes, Basil II, 449.

37 Treadgold, History, 506-507; Holmes, Basil II, 449.

38 An illegitimate son of Romanus I Lecapenus (r. 920-944), castrated to subvert dynastic
goals.
39 Treadgold, History, 513; Holmes, Basil II, 450.
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revolted with his sights set on the throne.0 It took three years for Lecapenus to
quell Sclerus’s rebellion, which split the empire in half until 979.41 Lecapenus’s
hold over the Byzantine government lasted for seven more years after Sclerus’s
failed rebellion. Finally, in 986, at the age of twenty-seven, Basil II moved to
consolidate his power through the removal of his uncle from office —eventually
exiling him completely —and the launching of his first military campaign.42

Rampant internal instability in the empire did not diminish the importance of
foreign relations throughout this period. The sheer size of the empire, coupled
with its central location in and around Asia Minor, impacted Byzantium’s
relationship with its neighbors. Two geographic and diplomatic neighbors
deserve attention here. First, there is Bulgaria and its Balkan mountain range,
where Basil was originally ambushed and would later spend the majority of his
military campaigns.#> Consequently, Bulgaria’s ruler, Samuel of the Cometopuli
dynasty, is of considerable relevance. Secondly, there is the Kievan Rus” and its
ruler Vladimir. Through the strategic marriage of Basil’s sister Anna
Porphyrogenita to Vladimir in 988, Basil expanded his political and social
support network after the 986 ambush at Trajan’s Gate.#* Due to internal conflict
between Muslim rulers, Basil saw relatively little hostility from the East.#> This
lack of political and military pressure from the East influenced Basil to focus on
other matters.46

I. An Imperial “Mind-Change”

This study is not the first to examine Basil’s midlife transformation.#” The latter
has been a topic of conversation among historians for a thousand years.* In his
Chronographia, the eleventh-century chronicler Michael Psellus draws attention to
this profound character shift early on in his discussion of Basil’s reign:

[1]f I am to believe the historians of that period who wrote about him, he was not at all like
that when his reign began. A change took place in his character after he acceded to the
throne, and instead of leading his former dissolute, voluptuous sort of life, he became a man
of great energy. The complete metamorphosis was brought about by the pressure of events.

40 Treadgold, History, 514-515; Holmes, Basil 11, 450.

41 Treadgold, History, 515; Holmes, Basil II, 450-451.

42 Treadgold, History, 517; Holmes, Basil II, 458.

43 Paul Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier: A Political Study of the Northern Balkans, 900-
1204 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003; first published 2000), 47-80.

44 Magdalino, Byzantium, 3-12; Holmes, Basil 11, 460; Stephenson, Legend, 33.

45 Stephenson, Legend, 32.

46 Stephenson, Legend, 33.

47 Holmes, Basil I, 6-7.

48 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 28-29.
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His character stiffened, so to speak. Feebleness gave way to strength and the old slackness
disappeared before a new fixity of purpose.®

Although Psellus’s evaluation of Basil’'s “metamorphosis” (the Greek original
actually uses variants of the verb perafilo, ie., “to change [one’s mind]”) is
highly detailed, his explanation as to why the transformation occurred is not.
Despite pointing to a culminating “pressure of events,” Psellus fails to convey
the specifics of the “pressure” and the “events” that led to it.0 Although most
Byzantine emperors experienced pressures related to ruling, few —if any —were
granted historical assessments describing a complete transformation.5?

So, what was Psellus attempting to describe? With the intent of answering
this question, and in line with Brown’s methodology, this investigation now
turns to psychological research for clarification.

Clinical psychologist Stephen Joseph has focused much of his work on
tracking the transformations individuals are capable of following adversity, and
the pressures that accompany them.5? In What Doesn’t Kill Us: The New Psychology
of Posttraumatic Growth (2011), Joseph challenges contemporary expectations
regarding trauma’s debilitating potential. He argues that some individuals can
eventually harness the change wrought by trauma’s perspective-shattering
effects.?® A comparison of Joseph’s description of this process of transformation
with Psellus’s proposed “mind-change” reveals strong parallels:

There is a group of people who [...] grow following adversity. They remain emotionally

affected, but their sense of self, views on life, priorities, goals for the future, and their

behaviors have been reconfigured in positive ways in light of the experience. It is to these
changes that the term posttraumatic growth refers.>

As Basil’s “character stiffened,” his sense of self reoriented. In deciding to leave
his “former dissolute, voluptuous sort of life” behind, Basil’s life views and
priorities progressed. In discovering “a new fixity of purpose,” Basil ultimately
set new, long-term goals for the future which were more compatible with his
new perspective on life. Psellus’s and Joseph’s works find agreement on the
relationship between adversity and the potential for growth.

Before further discussing the potential psychological mechanism of Basil’s
transformation, the “mind-change” ascribed to him by Psellus deserves more

49 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 29. For the Greek text, see The History of Psellus, ed.
Constantine Sathas (London: Methuen & Co., 1899), 3 (book 1, chapter 4). In the New Testament
(Acts 28:6), the form perafalopevor is used in the sense of “having changed their minds.” Michael
Psellus would have been familiar with this reference and the term’s Biblical usage.

50 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 29.

51 Justinian I's experience during the Nika Revolt (532) and its immediate aftermath deserves
its own investigation into potential trauma. See Treadgold, History, 181-182.

52 Joseph, What Doesn’t Kill Us, xi.

53 Joseph, What Doesn’t Kill Us, 99.

54 Joseph, What Doesn't Kill Us, 68. Italics added.
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attention.>® Juxtaposing some of the ultimate successes tied to Basil’s reign —seen
in the discussion of his historiography —against an examination of his early life
grants a fuller picture of his transformation.

II. Basil’s Changes

From the age of five to the age of eighteen, Basil existed as a mere symbol of
dynastic continuity, serving as co-emperor to two usurping Byzantine generals.>®
For nearly a decade and a half, neither usurper saw the need to remove young
Basil from the dynastic equation, which casts doubt on Basil exhibiting any
strong aspirations toward rule during this time.>” In 976, the second usurping
general died, leaving the title of emperor to Basil and his younger brother
Constantine.>8 Despite being at an age at which several previous emperors had
taken the reins of rule—namely eighteen—Basil continued to exhibit a lack of
ambition.> Rather than seizing the opportunity to rule unimpeded, Basil allowed
the government to be controlled by the grand chamberlain Basil Lecapenus.®0
The medieval chronicler John Skylitzes offers a commentary on the beginning
of Basil’s rule in his Synopsis of Byzantine History. Skylitzes paints a harsh picture:
But they [Basil and Constantine] only became emperors in appearance and name, for the
administration of the affairs of the state was undertaken by Basil [Lecapenus] the president
on account of the youth of the emperors, their immaturity and their as yet developed

aptitude. As soon as the right to rule had passed to the sons of Romanus [II], [the president]
sent messengers speeding to bring their mother back from exile and into the palace.%!

Skylitzes reveals that, beyond immaturity and the absence of aptitude, Basil had
failed to save his mother from the fate of exile, despite his title of emperor.
Instead, Theophano’s return to Constantinople had been motivated by the grand
chamberlain’s strategy of projecting dynastic continuity. Basil Lecapenus had
dominated Byzantine government for a decade following his rise to the position
of chief minister in 976.62 Ten years later, in 986, at the age of twenty-seven, Basil
removed his great-uncle Basil Lecapenus from office, took control of the
government, and launched his first military campaign.63

55 While Michael Psellus addresses other instances of character change in his work, he does
not equate them to transformations. Kaldellis, Argument of Psellos” Chronographia, 23-24.
56 Holmes, Basil II, 3.

57 There is evidence of Basil at least observing the mechanisms of government during his
stint as co-emperor to Nicephorus II Phocas. Henry Mayr-Harting, “Liutprand of Cremona’s
Account of his Legation to Constantinople (968) and Ottonian Imperial Strategy,” The English
Historical Review 116, no. 467 (2001): 539-556, here 539-540.

58 Treadgold, History, 513; Holmes, Basil II, 450.

59 Treadgold, History, 513-514.

60 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 27-28. See Holmes, Basil II, 469.
61 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 298.

62 Treadgold, History, 513-514; Holmes, Basil I, 457.

63 Treadgold, History, 517; Holmes, Basil II, 458.
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This break in courtly passivity pre-dating Basil's traumatic ambush could
potentially be confused as the beginning of his “mind-change.” Here it is key to
acknowledge that the sudden performance of a few new actions is not
synonymous with a complete shift in character. This is especially true in the case
of Basil’s first attempts at power consolidation, which were encouraged by
rumors of a palace coup orchestrated by Basil Lecapenus.®* The manner in which
Basil pursued this new course of action is hardly representative of his later
modes of functioning as an established emperor. A primary example of this is
that Basil Lecapenus’s removal from power did not include the violent reprisal
Basil consistently turned to later in life in the face of perceived betrayal.

Discussion of Basil’s existence as a passive background figure after his
father’s death focuses more on what Basil was not than what he was. Predicting
that his immaturity and underdeveloped aptitude would eventually give way to
a reign unparalleled by any previous Byzantine ruler in terms of longevity,
territorial consolidation, wealth accumulation, and centralization of authority
would have been nearly impossible.®® Basil’s hollow title and facade status early
in life raises the question: How did he spend his time between the ages of five
and twenty-seven? A return to Psellus’s character commentary illuminates
Basil’s early lifestyle. The Chronographia reports:

In his early days he used to feast quite openly and frequently indulged in the pleasures of

love; his main concern was with his banqueting and a life spent in the gay, indolent

atmosphere of the court. The combination of youth and unlimited power gave him
opportunities for self-indulgence, and he enjoyed them to the full.¢®

The Basil whom Psellus goes on to characterize in his later years is almost
unrecognizable from this pleasure-loving, free-spirited, court-residing youth.¢”

Basil replaced his fondness for courtly life with a soldier’s life, as he lived
amongst his troops during the many military campaigns he waged.®® The
bachelor side of Basil, who had once been involved in multiple love affairs, also
vanished. He never took a wife or produced an heir, despite social and cultural
pressures to do s0.° According to Psellus, Basil’s personality was eventually
stripped of all “self-indulgence,” to the extent that Basil not only disdained
ornamental jewelry but even refused to shroud himself in imperial purple cloaks,
choosing instead to wear drab clothing.”? While the full spectrum of Basil’s
transformation may be lost to history, the contrast between his two lifestyles
demonstrates the extent of his “mind-change.”

64 Holmes, Basil II, 457.

65 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 298. See Treadgold, History, 532.
66 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 29.

67 Treadgold, History, 513.

68 Stephenson, Legend, 15-20; Treadgold, History, 515-520.

69 Treadgold, History, 532-533; Magdalino, Byzantium, 263.

70 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 39.
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III. Basil’s Ambush: Confronting Mortality

In 986, at the age of twenty-seven, Basil was not yet the cautious conqueror he
would eventually become.” If trauma is indeed the catalyst for his eventual shift
in character, the question must be addressed: What happened to Basil? A return
to the historical record unearths an isolated traumatic incident. On the
homeward march from his first campaign, Basil suffered the first, last, and only
ambush of his long reign at the 986 Battle of Trajan’s Gate (in Bulgaria).”?

This ambush took place just months after Basil had exiled Lecapenus. With
Lecapenus gone, Basil sought to validate his position of authority through
control of the military.”? He set his sights on the rebellious and recently
expanding Bulgarians, led by Samuel of the Cometopuli dynasty. This campaign
ended in tragic failure due to Basil's secretive planning that excluded his most
effective military commanders, his use of inexperienced Western regiments when
battle-tested Eastern troops were available, and his mismanagement of supplies
during the campaign.” These factors provide further support for the argument
that his sudden attempt at power consolidation was not his eventual dramatic
shift in character, as he bypassed multiple campaign behaviors and habits that
would later define both him and his successes.

When returning to Byzantium following this poorly managed expedition,
Samuel and his Bulgarian forces caught up with Basil and his army in the Balkan
mountain pass of Trajan’s Gate. The History of Leo the Deacon includes an valuable
eyewitness account of the event. Further bolstering the potency of Leo’s
testimony is his status as Basil’s attendant:”>

Here the Mysians”¢ attacked the Romans, killing huge numbers of the men and seizing the
imperial headquarters and riches, and plundering all the army’s baggage. I myself, who tell
this sad tale, was present at that time, to my misfortune, attending the emperor and
performing the service of deacon. And my steps had well-nigh slipped and I would have
fallen victim to a Scythian sword [..]. The remains of the army, going through [nearly]
impassable mountains, barely escaped the Mysian attack, losing almost all their horses and
the baggage.””

Not only does Leo describe a devastating defeat—characterized by the slaughter
of “huge numbers” of soldiers and a humiliating loss of imperial regalia —he also
reveals that he almost fell victim to the ambush himself while attending Basil.”

71 Treadgold, History, 532.

72 Treadgold, History, 517; Holmes, Basil II, 492.

73 Stephenson, Legend, 14-15.

74 Treadgold, History, 517; Holmes, Basil II, 424-427.

75 Leo the Deacon, trans. Talbot and Sullivan, 214.

76 "Mysians” refers to Bulgarians and the space they occupied at the time of Leo’s writing.
77 Leo the Deacon, trans. Talbot and Sullivan, 214-215.

78 There is a potential relationship between Basil’s loss of imperial status symbols and his
eventual rejection of imperial regalia.
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In combination, Leo’s claims of attending the emperor and being only a few steps
away from death reveal, to an extent, Basil's own proximity to the ambush.
Basil’s exposure to the ambush is further corroborated by Leo’s assertion that
Basil’s headquarters, which often served as living quarters during campaigns,
also fell victim to the Bulgarian ambush.”®

Primary-source evidence addressing the ambush at Trajan’s Gate is sparse.
John Skylitzes’s Synopsis offers further detail. While Leo’s work attributes Basil’s
retreat to the complete mismanagement of the campaign and to a general sense
of strategic inexperience, Skylitzes suggests that rumors of betrayal spurred the
withdrawal.8? After detailing the night-shrouded encounter where Basil was told
of possible intrigue, Skylitzes discusses the ambush:

The emperor was frightened [...] and signaled immediately for camp to be struck. Now
Samuel suspected that their disorderly withdrawal was a retreat (as well he might), so he
attacked in full force with yelling and shouting, thoroughly scared the Romans and forced
them to run for their lives. He captured the camp and took possession of all their baggage,
even the emperor’s tent and the imperial insignia. The emperor was just only able to get
through the passes and find safety in Philippoupolis.8!

Whereas Leo took center stage in his own account, Skylitzes’s assessment grants
more insight into Basil’s reality during the ambush. Not only does Skylitzes
reference the emperor’'s mental state, he also confirms what could only be
inferred from Leo’s testimony: Basil was both present during the attack and
nearly became one of its casualties. The historical record is consistent on three
counts: the ambush resulted in heavy Byzantine casualties, there were material
losses, yet Basil escaped physical harm. However, not all wounds are physical.
Today, military researchers utilize animal models that attempt to isolate and
identify variables of trauma related to combat exposure in a lab setting.?? By
analyzing the Battle of Trajan’s Gate in accordance with the conclusions drawn
from animal models, the trauma Basil experienced can be better understood. The
use of these models is justified beyond the reasoning that military historians can
and should use the same studies the actual military employs. Coalescing animal

79 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 259-263. See Michael J. Decker, The Byzantine Art
of War (Yardley: Westholme Publishing, 2013), 48.

80 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 313. See Holmes, Basil II, 224-227.

81 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 314.

82 Rianne Stam, “PTSD and Stress Sensitisation: A Tale of Brain and Body Part 2: Animal
Models,” Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews 31, no. 4 (2008): 558-584, here 561; Hagit Cohen,
Nitsan Kozlovsky, Cramer Alona, Michael A. Matar, and Zohar Joseph, “Animal Model for
PTSD: From Clinical Concept to Translational Research,” Neuropharamacology 62, no. 2 (2012): 715-
724, here 715-716; Nikolas Daskalakis and Rachel Yehuda, “Principles for Developing Animal
Models of Military PTSD,” European Journal of Psychotraumatology 5, no. 23825 (August 2014): 1-8,
here 2; Phillip R. Zoladz, Colin R. Park, Monika Fleshner, and David M. Diamond, “Psychosocial
Predator-Based Animal Model of PTSD Produces Physiological and Behavioral Sequelae and a
Traumatic Memory Four Months Following Stress Onset,” Physiology and Behavior 147 (2015): 183-
192, here 184.
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models and a deconstructive approach to primary sources is congruent with this
article’s theoretical anchor of evolutionary psychology, where human
development is echoed in other species. Furthermore, the limitations of animal
models relating to trauma parallel the limitations of historical case studies of
trauma: direct insight into the subjects’ mental processing and dreams are
unobtainable. Just as researchers using animal models look to patterns of
behavior in their subjects, so too do historians dealing with trauma.

The application of these animal models reveals that Basil was exposed to at
least three types of traumatic stimuli during the ambush: predator stress—which
relates to a hostile entity threatening one’s life, social defeat stress—where the
psychological impacts of defeat are compounded by the negative social
ramifications that follow it, and witnessed social defeat stress—which refers to the
vicarious psychological impacts of watching a friend or ally endure trauma.33

Basil’s presence at the ambush—witnessing the massacre of his soldiers—
may have been just as psychologically influential as the experience of physically
fighting during the ambush.8* Although neither medieval chronicler cited
previously commented on Basil’s role during the battle, his presence alone
dictates his exposure to traumatic stimuli. Moreover, while Basil witnessed
physical defeat, his defeat, too, was witnessed. Instead of his first campaign
serving as the desired status-solidifying endeavor, it resulted in failure witnessed
by his contemporaries (namely both the Byzantines and their enemies).8°

Beyond animal models, a more comprehensive understanding of the
experience of the Battle of Trajan’s Gate is gained through an examination of
Byzantine military manuals. Specifically, the text on “Skirmishing,” produced by
a high-ranking military commander who attributes his military education to
Bardas Phocas, proves useful in further understanding tenth-century mountain
pass ambushes.8¢ Although its author references the struggle between Byzantium
and its Eastern Muslim neighbors, he insists that his work is applicable in both
the East and the West, qualifying this assertion with personal experience in both

83 Stam, “PTSD and Stress Sensitisation,” 561-562; Daskalakis and Yehuda, “Principles for
Developing Animal Models of Military PTSD,” 5-6; Zoladz (et al.), “Psychosocial Predator-based
Animal Model,” 184.

84 Teo the Deacon, trans. Talbot and Sullivan, 214-215. See Albert Bandura, Dorothea Ross,
and Sheila Ross, “Vicarious Reinforcement and Imitative Learning,” Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology 67, no. 6 (1963): 601-607; Michael Christopher, “A Broader View of Trauma: A
Biopsychosocial Evolutionary View of the Role of the Traumatic Stress Response in the
Emergence of Pathology and/or Growth,” Clinical Psychology Review 24, no.1 (December 2003):
75-98, here 75-76.

85 Holmes, Basil II, 458; Stephenson, Legend, 15-16; Nicholas A. Troop, and Syd Hiskey,
“Social Defeat and PTSD Symptoms Following Trauma,” British Journal of Clinical Psychology 52,
no. 4 (2013): 365-379, here 65-368.

86 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 139, 147.
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theaters.8” The geography agrees.® In detailing the intricacies of mountain pass
ambushes, the manual’s author asserts that, when properly conducted, ambushes
are intended to be traumatizing: they aim to instill a lasting state of fear and
terror in the survivors, with the intent of deterring future incursions.8’

In sum, Basil’s first campaign ended in failure. His first homebound march
ended in ambush. He personally witnessed the slaughter of many of his troops,
along with the theft of his army’s baggage, his headquarters, and his imperial
insignia. He narrowly escaped, but it is doubtful he would forget these events.

IV. What Is a “Mind-Change?” Understanding Trauma

The psychological impacts of war on combatants have been documented for
centuries.” The social recognition of combat trauma follows an ominous pattern:
after major military conflicts, societies often introduce differing contemporary
diagnoses for the many veterans who suffer from non-physical wounds.”! In
deciphering this trend, “military history suggests that these disorders, which
coexist in the civilian population, reflect popular health fears and emerged in
gaps left by the advance of medicine.”?? Each society that has conceptually
confronted trauma has done so through its own lens and with its own medical
language. Today’s cultural recognition of trauma is known as Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD).”> PTSD was introduced into the American Psychiatric
Association’s third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) in 1980
following the Unites States” withdrawal from a bloody conflict in Vietnam.?* The
DSM’s most recent edition defines PTSD’s symptoms as re-experiencing
phenomena, avoidance behaviors, and over-arousal symptoms, all of which are
experienced to an extreme.?

While these diagnostic criteria prove useful in identifying some of the
debilitating effects of trauma, they are not without flaws. Despite being

87 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 140, 149.

88 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 138. The Taurus mountain range that separated
Byzantium from its eastern and southern neighbors was the equivalent of the rugged Balkan
mountain range that separated Byzantium from western neighbors like Bulgaria.

89 Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises, 209-211.

90 Edgar Jones, “Historical Approaches to Post-combat Disorders,” Philosophical Transactions
of the Royal Society 361, no. 1468 (2006): 533-542, here 533.

91 Joseph, What Doesn't Kill Us, 28-31.

92 Edgar Jones and Wessely Simon, Shell Shock to PTSD: Military Psychiatry from 1900 to the

Gulf War (Hove, East Sussex, and New York: Psychology Press/Taylor and Francis, 2005), 113-
114; Jones, “Historical Approaches,” 533.

93 Joseph, What Doesn’t Kill Us, 23, 32; Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders:
DSM-5 (Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric Pub., 2013), 271.

9 Ronald J. Glasser, Broken Bodies, Shattered Minds: A Medical Odyssey from Vietnam to
Afghanistan (Palisades: History Publishing Company, 2011), 110.

9 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 271.
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contemporary Western culture’s standard for psychological health practices, the
DSM'’s cultural limitations have been thoroughly scrutinized.?® Diagnoses do not
escape the bias of the cultures that produce them.

Historians identifying past conceptions of trauma make room for cultural
variability in their interpretations of symptoms. Scholars working with
Mesopotamian cuneiform tablets, dating back to 3200 BCE, conceptually link the
haunting actions of “roaming ghosts” to the flashbacks and psychosomatic
qualities of PTSD recognized today.?” Combat trauma’s existence is also visible in
the Greek historian Herodotus’s description of the Athenian soldier Epizelus and
his sudden blindness after witnessing a “phantom” at the battle of Marathon in
490 BCE.?® Past conceptions of trauma are imbedded in literary works, too.”
Historian Jonathan Shay’s work parallel the soldiers in Homer’s Iliad with
Vietnam War veterans suffering from PTSD.1% Scholars studying the Hebrew
Bible and early Christianity point to traumatic incidents that served to unite and
galvanize people groups and their belief systems.10! Just one century ago, during
WWI, combat’s psychological impacts were linked to exploding artillery shells —
“shell shock.”192 While humanity’s understanding of trauma continues to morph
and evolve, its historical existence is consistent.103

Today, culture continues to change how trauma is interpreted.'%* New
developments in the sub-field of positive psychology have resulted in
conclusions that challenge the notion of trauma as an entirely adverse

96 Gary Greenberg, “The Trouble with the DSM,” Popular Science, May 7, 2013, accessed May
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100 Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York:
Scribner, 2003), 5-10.

101 Aiton Birnbaum, "Collective Trauma and Post-traumatic Symptoms in the Biblical
Narrative of Ancient Israel," Mental Health, Religion, and Culture 11, no. 5 (May 2008): 533-546;
David Carr, Holy Resilience: The Bible's Traumatic Origins (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2014); Elizabeth Boase and Christopher G. Frechette, eds., Bible through the Lens of Trauma
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phenomenon.1% Clinical research produced in this vein argues that trauma can
actually result in higher levels of overall psychological well-being.1% The
relationship between trauma and personal development is so intertwined that
psychologists conclude that levels of increased functioning correlate directly to
the degree of trauma to which an individual is exposed.10” Research argues that
symptoms of PTSD—such as intrusive re-experiencing phenomena and
avoidance behavior —reflect the psychological process of “working through” an
adverse event, and can eventually result in a healthier understanding of the
event and how that event affects one’s perception of the world.19® Thus PTSD is
now argued to be a potential engine of posttraumatic growth.19

Culture’s role goes beyond its shaping of trauma diagnoses. It also greatly
affects each individual's experience and perception of trauma.l' Military
historians have substantiated the variability of cultural views regarding violence,
courage, and warfare.'! Thus, Basil’s experience of trauma cannot be fully
understood without accounting for his culture. In attempting to do so, this study
focuses on Basil’s social status as emperor, which was inherently attached to his
relationship with religion, and personally tied to beliefs of authority derived
from military success.!12

The context of Basil’'s ambush illuminates the influence of his cultural status
as emperor on his experience of trauma. The Battle of Trajan’s Gate punctuated
Basil’s first attempt to cement his status. While military might was an avenue to
authority, military defeat could be damning. Contemporary poetry reveals
cultural concern regarding Basil’s reign at this time.!’3 Basil’s defeat at Trajan’s
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380; Magdalino, Byzantium, 234-235; Holmes, Basil II, 60-61.
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Gate —complete with the loss of his imperial insignia — threatened more than his
life: it jeopardized his very dynastic purpose.l14

V. Avoidance Behavior and Over-Arousal

The psychological impact of Basil's experience at the Battle of Trajan’s gate
cannot be assessed with absolute certainty. However, some of his actions and
tendencies later in life echo today’s criteria for PTSD.15 In terms of limitations,
self-reported aspects of combat trauma, such as night terrors or vivid flashbacks,
elude us here.l1® In an effort to promote accuracy, this study focuses on broader
aspects of Basil’s behavior that he likely presented on more than one occasion.
The caution with which Basil approached his military endeavors is revealing.
No sweeping victories or brilliant tactics are attached to his military
credentials.’’” Instead, his campaign style was characterized by a patient
cautiousness, manifesting itself in slow and steady military movements that
disregarded traditional temporal constraints.1® Basil’s caution also extended to
his military commanders whom he kept on short leashes.'’ Even though Basil
lived amongst his men during arduous forays into hostile territory, he preferred
to keep his distance once combat actually ensued, dictating troop movements
from afar.?0 While Basil did not explicitly avoid activities related to his original
ambush, the hypervigilance he practiced did spare him from any other
ambush — despite campaigning for years in unfamiliar mountain territory.
Further insight into Basil’s avoidance behavior—taking the form of
hypervigilance —is found in Michael Psellus’s Chronographia.l?! Psellus articulates
that Basil’s symptoms played a role in his interaction with others:
The careful inspections he made before battle used to aggravate the soldiers and they abused
him openly, but the emperor met their scorn with common sense. He would listen quietly,

and then with a gay smile point out that if he neglected these precautions, their battles would
go on forever.12?

Psellus reveals the monotony produced by Basil’s meticulous inspections which
were so drawn out that they aggravated soldiers to the point of verbally abusing
their commander. The scrupulous nature of these inspections demonstrates the
extent of Basil’s hypervigilance. The fact that Basil performed these inspections

114 Holmes, Basil 11, 287.

115 Stephen Regel and Stephen Joseph, Post-Traumatic Stress (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 3.

116 Regel and Joseph, Post-Traumatic Stress, 5-7.

117 Treadgold, History, 532.

118 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 45-46.

119 Treadgold, History, 532-533.

120 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 46.

121 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 11, 30, 37.

122 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 47.
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himself, as well as his prediction of perpetual war should he fail to do so, is of
dual importance. He seemingly believed that victory was dependent on his
scrutiny; at the same time, he hoped to avoid future battles through this very
same scrutiny.

Even more visible in the historical record than Basil’s avoidance and
hypervigilance is his tendency toward over-arousal. In the face of betrayal, Basil
consistently responded with calculated viciousness and public displays of
brutality.!?> The various impalings, crucifixions, beheadings, and blindings he
performed served as a type of propaganda, promoting his authority through the
rhetoric of fear.1* While brutality was not Basil’s preferred means of foreign
policy, such acts occurred with enough regularity for John Skylitzes to structure
his history around the theme of Basil’s retribution,'” and Michael Psellus’s
character commentaries further illuminate this side of Basil:

Outburst of wrath he controlled, and like the proverbial ‘fire under the ashes” kept anger
hidden in his heart, but, if his orders were disobeyed in war [...] [t]errible then was the
vengeance he took on the miscreant.120

While Basil was, in large part, in control of his emotions, instances of military
vulnerability resulted in outpourings of rage. Basil was seen in his most aroused
state when his authority, either through disobedience or perceived betrayal, was
challenged. These instances of vulnerability parallel the jeopardy Basil’s reign
experienced following his ambush at Trajan’s Gate.1?”

A defining example of Basil's hyperarousal —taking the form of brutal
retribution —took place later in his life, near the age of fifty-six. Following years
of bitter campaigning in Bulgaria, Basil and his forces engaged Samuel and his
barricaded army at the Balkan mountain pass of Clidium in the summer of
1014.128 While Basil attacked Samuel’s fortified position, a Byzantine commander
under him performed a flanking maneuver that resulted in a Bulgarian defeat
complete with fifteen thousand prisoners and a slew of casualties.1?® Following
this victory, Basil sent the duke of Thessalonica, Theophylact Botaneiates, to
disrupt and burn the fortifications left behind by the Bulgarian rout, as Basil’s
campaign moved forward.130

While performing their duties, Botaneiates and his forces were ambushed and
slaughtered by a Bulgarian army.!3! Enraged by the news and intent on revenge,

123 Stephenson, Legend, 33; Holmes, Basil 11, 5.
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127 Holmes, Basil I, 287.
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129 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 331. See Treadgold, History, 526.
130 Treadgold, History, 526.

131 Treadgold, History, 526.
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Basil had nearly all of his fifteen thousand Bulgarian prisoners blinded, leaving
one in every hundred with sight in one eye to serve as a guide to lead his
maimed comrades back to Samuel.’3? Here, Basil’s over-arousal, triggered by yet
another Bulgarian mountain pass ambush, contributed to an act of calculated and
extreme brutality, leading to his eventual epithet, “the Bulgar Slayer.”133
Although some of Basil’s behavioral tendencies show trauma-related cues, the
successes attached to his reign indicate his ability to function effectively as an
emperor.

VI. Basil’s Growth

“What does not kill me makes me stronger.”13* Friedrich Nietzsche’s dictum
resonates with the psychological concept of posttraumatic growth. Adversity can
lead to learning. Humanity often finds meaning in tribulation. The experience of
trauma can be devastating. Working to understand that trauma and its impacts
can lead to new insight and ways of functioning. This is posttraumatic growth in
its rawest conceptual form.

Posttraumatic growth is a broad psychological construct, and the
understanding of its intricacies remains a developing field. Its literature thus far
focuses on three main aspects of development: changes in perception of self;
changes in relationships with others; and changes in philosophy of life.13
Personal development is associated with both positive features —such as a sense
of increased self-worth and strength—as well as a recognition of one’s own
limitations.13¢ Relationship growth is characterized by an intensified valuing of
friends and family, as well as an increased reliance on support networks.!3”
Finally, changes in philosophy of life can effectively be summarized as a “re-
evaluating of understanding what really matters in life.”138

Emblematic of the concept of posttraumatic growth, Basil’s confrontation with
mortality at Trajan’s Gate forced him to reassess his world and ultimately
changed the ways he chose to interact with it.13° These changes are visible in his
handling of the events following the Battle of Trajan’s Gate. Here, Basil’s actions
provide compelling evidence of his growth.

132 John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 331. See Treadgold, History, 526.
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Upon news of Basil’s defeat by the Bulgarians, Bardas Sclerus initiated his
second revolt in the winter of 986.140 In a dramatic contrast to his secretive
planning of the Bulgarian campaign, Basil, recognizing his own tactical
limitations (and in no hurry to return to combat after the ambush), tasked the
Byzantine general Bardas Phocas with subduing Sclerus’s rebellion.’#! However,
in the summer of 987, Phocas proclaimed himself emperor and offered Sclerus
domains in Byzantine Syria and Mesopotamia in return for joining forces.42

Phocas’s abrupt uprising, taking Byzantium’s Eastern armies along with him,
left Basil’s reign in an extremely precarious position, as the Western forces at his
disposal had been greatly diminished by their defeat in Bulgaria.#3 In a second
effort to address his strategic limitations, Basil turned to the expansion of his
support network. Unprecedentedly, Basil offered his sister’s hand to the pagan
prince Vladimir of Kiev, extending both his familial relations and his military
allegiances in one broad stroke.l#4 In return, Basil’s new kinsman performed
mass baptisms of his Russian nobles and sent Basil six thousand troops.14> These
Russian auxiliary forces eventually became Basil’s personal bodyguards and the
famed Varangian Guard of future emperors, alluding to the value Basil
personally placed on the growth of his support network at this time.14¢

Utilizing his Russian auxiliary forces, Basil attained his first military victory
in 989 by launching a surprise attack across the Bosporus on the rebel forces at
Chrysopolis.1¥” Shortly after, in the spring of the same year, Basil’s army met
Phocas’s forces at Abydus where they faced off for several days.148 Upon
charging Basil’s position, Phocas fell from his horse, dead, untouched.!4?
Sclerus’s official pardon by Basil in the fall of 989 signaled the final consolidation
of Basil’s status as emperor of Byzantium.150

Basil’s development can be detected at several instances in his dealings with
Sclerus’s and Phocas’s revolts. Both his original promotion of Phocas and his
eventual turn to Vladimir represent his personal growth, as he recognized his
own limitations.’> Rather than planning secretively and relying on

140 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 33; John Skylitzes, trans. Wortley, 316. See Treadgold,
History, 517.
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inexperienced commanders (as seen in his previous Bulgarian campaign), Basil
turned to his most experienced general in Phocas for aid, and he identified a
formidable ally in the Rus’, Byzantium’s longtime adversary.’® Basil's
relationship growth is seen in his extension of familial and military ties to
Vladimir, which aided in his eventual victory. Finally, Basil’s change in life-
philosophy is visible in his commitment to leadership through control of the
army. This last assertion gains merit when considering that four years before the
end of these revolts Basil had still been leading his indulgent courtly life while
the grand chamberlain had been running the affairs of the government.153

Michael Psellus’s Chronographia reveals further potential instances of Basil’s
experience of posttraumatic growth. Specifically, Psellus offers examples of Basil’s
development in the later years of his life, validating the notion of trauma’s long-
term effects. Pertaining to Basil's formation of relationships and support
networks, Psellus comments on Basil’s quality as a military commander:

[TThe emperor, being personally conversant with the character and combat duties of each

individual, knowing to what each man was fitted either by temperament or by training, used
him in the capacity and made him serve there.15

By emphasizing Basil’'s ability to accurately assign the soldiers under his
command to their proper roles, Psellus reveals the intimate relationships Basil
formed with his men. Not only was he personally conversant with each soldier,
he was also knowledgeable of each soldier’s character, temperament, and
training. When evaluating this excerpt alongside instances of Basil meeting his
soldiers” verbal abuse during meticulous inspections with a smile and a patient
explanation, it becomes evident that Basil’s relationship with his soldiers
transcended surface-level interaction.! Clearly, Basil invested in his relationship
with his soldiers in order to solidify his support network.15

Michael Psellus’s evaluation of Basil’s personal development is far more
direct than his allusion to Basil’s preferred form of relationship formation:

Basil did not follow the customary procedure of other emperors, setting out at the middle of

spring and returning home at the end of summer. For him the time to return was when the

task in hand was accomplished. He endured the rigors of winter and the heat of summer

with equal indifference. He disciplined himself against thirst. In fact, all his natural desires
were kept under stern control, and the man was as hard as steel.15

Basil’s rejection of customary procedure reflects a strong sense of self. He did not
conform to previous emperors’ behavior. Moreover, Basil’s development of an
unrelenting drive, obtained through the denial of worldly comforts, highlights
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his finding meaning in new life goals, replacing his old courtly habits.’>8 Michael
Psellus’s description of Basil’s transformation remains consistent with today’s
understanding of posttraumatic growth. Fittingly, Psellus’s “steel” simile captures
the intense forging process that Basil’s character had undergone as he had
moved from one lifestyle to the next.

Finally, Basil’s change of life-philosophy is evident in his conceptual melding
of his status as emperor and his role as leader of Byzantium’s military might. The
association between domestic control and military prowess was made clear to
Basil upon witnessing two generals —Nicephorus Phocas and John Tzimiskes —
succeed in grabbing power, followed by two more revolts led by Byzantium’s
military elite after his first campaign’s failure.’>® Basil’s incessant campaigning —
he was even planning an expedition against the Arabs in Sicily at the time of his
death —reflects the desired military prestige he hoped to display to the world.1¢0

Basil’s life-philosophy of imperial status validated by military command is
clear in the Psalter he commissioned (and which is now preserved in Venice).161
On its front, Basil is found decked in military garb, spear in hand, crowned by
Christ, flanked by military saints, and being paid tribute by those beneath him.162
Basil’s Psalter grants an optimal view into the image he hoped to project,
characterizing himself and his reign through the power derived from his military
ability. The epitaph on Basil’s tomb is congruent with his Psalter’s message:

Other past emperors previously designated for themselves other burial places. But I Basil,

born in the purple chamber, place my tomb on the site of the Hebdomon and take Sabbath’s

rest from the endless toils which I fulfilled in wars and which I endured. For nobody saw my

spear at rest, from when the Emperor of Heaven called me to the rulership of this great
empire on earth, but I kept vigilant through the whole span of my life.163

The words Basil chose to guard his grave define him by his military action which
he had vigilantly endured. Further, they reveal that, in the final days before his
death, he changed his burial location from a tomb located at the elaborate
Mausoleum of Constantine, found at the Church of the Holy Apostles, to a
location close to the imperial parade grounds, the Hebdomon.1¢* Even in death,
Basil continued to keep watch over his troops.16

158 Michael Psellus, trans. Sewter, 29.

159 Treadgold, History, 502-503.

160 Treadgold, History, 530.

161 Treadgold, History, 524-525.

162 Holmes, Basil I, 528.

163 Stephenson, Legend, 49. While the physical epitaph was destroyed during the Fourth
Crusade, it is mentioned in textual sources and ascribed to Michael Psellus.

164 Holmes, Basil I1, 524-525.

165 Holmes, Basil I, 525.

68



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Guillaume Emperor’s Journey

Conclusion

Evaluating historical agents through modern conceptions of psychological
processes is by no means an exact science, given the limitation of direct insight
into past individuals, the relativity of individual susceptibility, and the
subjectivity of contemporary cultural concerns. What can be said with certainty
is this: Basil II experienced a change in character and mode of life in his late
twenties.1®® Modern scholarship in the field of psychology focusing on the
human experience of trauma has recorded similar processes of transformation, as
well as the evolutionary mechanisms that encourage them and validate their
historical presence.l®” According to primary-source evidence, the traumatic
ambush Basil suffered coincided with the beginning of his shift in lifestyle.168
Taken together, these facts suggest that trauma and its psychological
repercussions played a role in defining Basil and his reign.

The evaluation of Basil offered above differs from precedential historical
works studying combat trauma for three primary reasons. First, Basil’s status as
an emperor differs from the subject matter of other works that focus on the
common soldiers” experience with trauma. Second, this article has evaluated the
long-term impact of trauma on Basil’'s development, compared to previous
studies that examine immediate repercussions of trauma on combatants. The
biographical style of this study is justified by the more complete narratives of an
individual’s life that history offers. Finally, this is the first investigation to apply
the concept of posttraumatic growth to the historiography of combat trauma.

At the very least, the “mind-change” ascribed to Basil by Michael Psellus
represents an eleventh-century Byzantine recognition of a psychological process
still being conceptually explored today. In drawing attention to Basil’s shifting
character, Michael Psellus highlights a real example of someone who experienced
trauma but did not succumb to its debilitating potential. Contemporary
understanding of trauma stands to benefit from historical examples such as this,
given the role culture plays in diagnosing and alleviating trauma. By challenging
today’s assumptions regarding trauma with historical case studies that provide
differing interpretations of the human experience, the complexities of trauma are
further revealed.
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“Witness in Brass”:
The Funerary Monuments of English Knights (ca. 1300-ca. 1600)

ABSTRACT: This article explores the depictions of English medieval and early modern
knights on funerary brass etchings. On the basis of the brass rubbings in the Roberta F.
“Bobbe” Browning Collection at California State University, Fullerton, it analyzes the
religious symbolism, the armor, and the heraldic devices used to portray the knights’ pious
loyalty to God and king. The author argues that the etchings characterize the knights in a
positive light in an attempt to have viewers pray for their souls.

KEYWORDS: medieval history; early modern history; Renaissance; England; knights;
monumental brasses; funerary monuments; effigies; brass rubbings

Introduction

The medieval and Renaissance mind found solace in the permanency offered by
funerary brass etchings. In William Shakespeare’s Henry V, the English king
promises that such monuments will act as “witness[es] [...] in brass” to the
soldiers” actions, and that the markers for those who will have lost their lives at
the Battle of Agincourt (1415) will be admired by future generations.!
Monumental brasses feature “an inscription, figure, shield of arms or other
device engraved in flat plate brass for a commemorative purpose.”? Most act as
markers over burial plots, depicting the deceased entombed below in the prime
of life and how they hoped to appear at the resurrection.? They were placed in
churches from about 1250 until 1650,# and they provide an excellent window into
medieval and early modern culture, as they illustrate individuals wearing the
clothing, arms, armor, and accoutrements of their profession as well as their
status in life. Extant depictions range across the social strata, from duchesses,
archbishops, and knights to university masters, brewers, and yeomen, the only
exception being the king and the royal family.> While the brasses once numbered
around 250,000, only 8,000 remain in England today due to early modern

1 William Shakespeare, “Henry V,” in The Norton Shakespeare, ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2008), 1528, 4.3.96-101: “A many of our bodies shall no doubt/Find native
graves, upon the which, I trust,/Shall witness live in brass of this day’s work./And those that
leave their valiant bones in France,/Dying like men, though buried in your dunghills, They shall
be famed.” See George Vane, “Brass Rubbings Collection: Introduction,” Hamline University,
Archives, Brass Rubbings Collection, accessed May 17, 2019.

2 Malcolm Norris and Michael Kellett, Your Book of Brasses (London: Faber, 1974), 13.

3 Fr. Jerome Bertram, “The Iconography of Brasses,” in Monumental Brasses as Art and History,
ed. Fr. Jerome Bertram (Stroud: Sutton, 1996), 62-63.

4 Clare Gittings, Brasses and Brass Rubbing (London: Blandford Press Ltd., 1970), 5.

5 Vane, “Brass Rubbings Collection: Introduction.” While there are monumental brasses of
kings, such as Robert the Bruce, they are anachronisms made during the nineteenth century or
later. No medieval brass survives of an English king or his immediate family.
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iconoclasm and war.® These brass engravings can be replicated with the
application of paper and grease pencil or heelball to create so-called “brass
rubbings.” In 2016, California State University, Fullerton (CSUF) received a
sizable donation of such rubbings from the 1960s, the Roberta F. “Bobbe”
Browning Collection (RBC) of English Medieval and Renaissance Monumental
Brass Rubbings, which serves as the primary-source basis for this article.”

Most of the RBC rubbings are in excellent condition and provide a clean
facsimile of the memorialized deceased. They are based on etchings that range
from the thirteenth century to the sixteenth century, and they affirm trends
found in other contemporary depictions. While the RBC includes knights, ladies,
clergy, and academics, this article will focus on the brass rubbings of knights.
The selection provides an excellent survey of differing artistic qualities
throughout the period of their creation, ranging from the earliest known extant
brass® until late into the fashion of funerary brasses.” One textual source that
provides context for the later periods of monumental brass manufacture and the
iconoclastic defacement in the Renaissance is the diary of William Dowsing, a
Puritan who was given the duty of destroying idolatry and superstition under
Oliver Cromwell, a task that he recorded diligently in his journal.10

Scholarship of monumental brasses can generally be divided into that of the
late Victorian era, when the importance of the brasses was re-assessed and found
meritorious for research, and that of the 1950s through the 1970s, when
knowledge of the monuments and collecting rubbings became a hobby for many
living in or visiting England. From the first wave of scholarly interest, the works
of Herbert Haines (1826-1872)!1 and Herbert Druitt (1876-1943)12 continue to be
useful. While Druitt was more of a collector than a scholar, Haines was one of the
seminal authors for the study of brasses, using an art-historical methodology and

6 Vane, “Brass Rubbings Collection: Introduction.”

7 Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection of English Medieval and Renaissance Monumental
Brass Rubbings, University Archives and Special Collections, California State University,
Fullerton; in citations below abbreviated as “RBC.”

8 Sir John d’Aubernoun (Daubernoun) (1277), RBC; original brass: St. Mary’s Church, Stoke
D’ Abernon, borough of Elmbridge, Surrey, England.

9 William Wightman and Wife (1579), RBC; original brass: St. Mary’s Church, Harrow on the
Hill, London, Middlesex, England.

10 The Journal of William Dowsing: Iconoclasm in East Anglia during the English Civil War, ed.
Trevor Cooper (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2001).

11 Herbert Haines, A Manual for the Study of Monumental Brasses: With a Descriptive Catalogue of
Four Hundred and Fifty “Rubbings” in the Possession of the Oxford Architectural Society (Oxford: John
Henry Parker, 1848); Herbert Haines, A Manual of Monumental Brasses: Comprising an Introduction
to the Study of these Memorials and a List of Those Remaining in the British Isles (London: J. H. and J.
Parker, 1861; reprinted Bath: Adams & Dart, 1970).

12 Herbert Druitt, A Manual of Costume as Illustrated by Monumental Brasses (London:
Alexander Moring Ltd./De La More Press, 1906).

71



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Gareth O'Neal “Witness in Brass”

attempting to identify styles of engraving.!3 Haines brought a new methodology,
and he added to the legitimacy of studying funerary monuments seriously rather
than as a mere fancy or hobby. However, Haines’s studies are less accessible to a
modern readership due to their highly technical and antiquated descriptions of
armor. Fr. Jerome Bertram’s scholarship emerged during the second wave of
scholarly interest in funerary brasses, namely in the 1960s and 1970s, and his
publications continue into the early 2000s.14 His work connects the researchers
since the 1970s and is frequently cited by contemporary scholars. Nigel Saul has
contributed both books and articles that range from medieval views of death to
the monuments themselves; his analysis focuses more on societal views and the
reasoning of the individuals in question, reading the deceased’s will and the
writings of their family within the context of their religious and secular
constraints.’®> While Paul Binski’s works do not focus exclusively on monumental
brasses, they provides an interpretive context to medieval funerary rites.1¢

The monumental brass rubbings reflect the medieval and early modern past
to which we have a tenuous connection through culture but that is nonetheless
centuries removed. However, there is a connection through the cultural need for
memory, entreating the living to commemorate the dead in the same way that
those alive will want to be remembered. This article argues that the knights of
the Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection entreat viewers to remember and
pray for the deceased as they portray pious loyalty to God, king, and family
through religious symbolism, armor, and heraldic devices.

I. Hic Iacet Peccator (“Here Lies a Sinner”)

While grave markers, in the simplest and most literal form, serve as a boundary
and reminder that a body is buried beneath and should not be disturbed, in the
context of faith, they connect the dead with the living. Though actions and
charities may be listed, according to Fr. Jerome Bertram,

[t]he purpose of a medieval brass is more than just to mark a grave or glorify a dead person;

it is, in common with every branch of church art, a visual lesson in the meaning of life, seen
always in the context of faith. It is there to show us “how shall all dead be’: to give us the

13 Nigel Saul, English Church Monuments in the Middle Ages: History and Representation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), 5.

14 Fr. Jerome Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England (New York: Great Albion Books,
1971); Fr. Jerome Bertram, ed., Monumental Brasses as Art and History (Stroud: Sutton, 1996); Fr.
Jerome Bertram, “From Duccius to Daubernoun: Ancient Antecedents of Monumental Brass
Design,” in Pagans and Christians: From Antiquity to the Middle Ages: Papers in Honour of Martin
Henig, Presented on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday, ed. Lauren Adams Gilmour (Oxford:
Archaeopress, 2007), 219-228.

15 Nigel Saul, “Parchment and Tombstone: Documents and the Study of English Medieval
Monumental Sculpture,” Archives 27 (October 2002): 97-109; Saul, English Church Monuments.

16 Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England, 1200-1400, ed. Jonathan Alexander and Paul
Binski (London: Royal Academy of Arts/Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1987); Paul Binski, Medieval
Death: Ritual and Representation (London: British Museum Press, 2001; first published 1996).
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destiny of the human person beyond death, to encourage us to live worthily of such a

destiny, and to pray for the dead that they might be swiftly purified in fulfilment of that

destiny.”
This point is often overlooked, or is deemed trivial in secular academic study,
but Fr. Jerome Bertram, himself an ecclesiastical scholar, reminds readers that
these depictions served as reinforcements of faith and religious practices. This
may have been especially true for the illiterate who relied on the artistic imagery
and symbolism to learn the doctrines of their faith. Thus, both the deceased
etched into brass and the living were connected.!® The image not only assured
and reinforced the belief in everlasting life after death, but was also a reminder
that the dead, too, had once been of flesh, and that the acts of the living
influenced the fate of the soul.

Even the memento mori (“Remember that you will die.”) that the brass etching
provided to observers reinforced the temporality of the earthly body and its
resurrection on Judgment Day. The knights in the RBC share characteristics of
individuals depicted in early to mid-adulthood. There is a consensus among
scholars regarding the reason for this commonality in depictions in brass. It
remains likely that the engraved effigies “were not portraits in the modern sense.
Rather, they were idealized figures in the prime of life that represented the
deceased as she or he would appear at the resurrection.”?” It follows that the
effigy represented the body of the individual and not the soul. The portrayal of
the dead by the living carefully circumvented the issue of pre-supposing the
post-mortem fate of the individual. While inscriptions frequently asked viewers
to pray for the souls of the individuals depicted (to shorten their time in
Purgatory), the images did not depict the dead in Paradise, though they could
involve heavenly imagery, such as angels flanking the burial pillow.?0 The
depiction of the deceased in the prime of life and awoken after the slumber of
death reflected the desire for God’s mercy and for salvation, interpreting the
metaphysical redemption through the physicality of the body.

To the medieval Christian, prayers for dead were salvific. According to
Malcolm Norris and Michael Kellett, “during [spiritual purification], the dead,
unable to help themselves, may be helped by the prayers and devotions made on
their behalf by living Christians. Most people [...] were deeply concerned to
ensure that their memorials would attract attention and inspire the viewer to
prayer. They similarly wished to be as close to the most holy places.”?! This

17 Bertram, “Iconography of Brasses,” 62-63.

18 One could even make an argument that the brass would be an act of charity or
evangelization, as the image provided instruction to Christian beliefs.

19 Barbara J. Harris, “The Fabric of Piety: Aristocratic Women and Care of the Dead, 1450-
1550,” Journal of British Studies 48, no. 2 (2009): 308-335, here 316.

20 Margaret Cheyne (1419), RBC; original brass: St. Peter’s Church, Hever, Sevenoaks district,
Kent, England.

21 Norris and Kellett, Your Book of Brasses, 23.
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shows one of the major beliefs of medieval Christianity: those still alive had some
degree of control over their state of grace with God while the dead were stagnant
in that they could do nothing else to influence their fate. The individuals tried to
depict themselves to viewers and church patrons as pious and worthy of prayer
(that might lessen their suffering in Purgatory).?? These public displays, as well
as the endowments paid to install brasses and sing Mass for the deceased, kept
the public aware of these influential families and earned prayers due to their
charity to the Church.

The placement of the burial sites was extremely important to the cleansing
the soul. While benefactors devoted considerable attention to the symbolism that
reflected the deceased depicted on the engraved brass, they cared at least as
much about the deceased’s placement in relation to the chapel and the objects
that aided in the celebration of the Mass. The original brass of Sir Edmund
Flambard (1370) can be found in St. Mary’s Church, Harrow on the Hill, in
London.23 The brass rests in the chancel,?4 the section of the church near the altar,
which was reserved for the clergy, and which physically separated the latter via
divider or raised steps from the laypeople in the nave during Mass. Even though
the brass may have been visible to congregants while receiving Holy
Communion (and, thus, may have inspired them to pray for the deceased),
access to it would have been restricted to the clergy. This is significant since the
altar was the location of the Transubstantiation, the transmission of a sacrament
of great mystery and a powerful symbol of the Catholic faith. One of the most
important of these holy sites was the Easter sepulcher:

[Some] monuments resembled altars that functioned as Easter sepulchers and were located

either in the chancel or a niche at the east end of the church’s north wall. These tombs became

the site of the central dramatic ritual that marked the Easter holiday. On Good Friday, the
priest placed the host on the altar and covered it. A candle burned in front of it, and members

of the parish kept vigil at the altar until Easter morning, when the cover on the host was
removed and Mass celebrated.?

The location of the tomb entailed a weighty choice, as placement close to sites of
religious significance could only benefit the soul of those buried close by as they
would be close to the Eucharist.26 The Easter sepulcher marked the most
significant site within the chapel as it symbolized Christ’s death and

22 Jacques Le Goff argues that it was in in the twelfth to thirteenth century that Purgatory
was “born.” If this is true, this might also explain why there are no funerary brasses that pre-date
this time. See Jacques Le Goff, The Birth of Purgatory, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1984; first published 1981 as La naissance du purgatoire).

23 Gjr Edmund Flambard (1370), RBC; original brass: St. Mary’s Church, Harrow on the Hill,
London, Middlesex, England. See Ben Weinreb, Christopher Hibbert, Julia Keay, and John Keay,
eds., The London Encyclopaedia, 3rd ed. (London: Pan Macmillan, 2011; first published 2008), 788.

24 Payline Chandler, e-mail message to author, September 6, 2017.

25 Harris, “Fabric of Piety,” 315.

26 Harris, “Fabric of Piety,” 325.
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resurrection.?” Placing wealthy patrons into sacred spaces not only privatized the
space but also reinforced the existing relationship between villeins and manorial
lords. Those who could afford it were separated from the lower classes of society
not only in life but also in eternal rest.

II. From Crusade to Tournament

Depictions of arms and armor showed the prowess of a knight and the affluence
of a king even after mounted knights were no longer used on the battlefield,
changing from a presentation of martial expertise to one that emphasized wealth
and athleticism. The memorial to Sir John d’Aubernoun (1277) in Surrey is the
earliest known extant brass (see Figure 1 below).?8 His armor consists mainly of
chainmail, with a heater shield that would likely be used in both mounted and
infantry combat, as well as a lance with banner, shrunk in scale to fit the length
of the brass.?? While d’Aubernoun was unlikely to have participated in a
Crusade,? his armor resembled that of crusaders.3! D’ Aubernoun’s brass depicts
an individual of the military class whose armor was practical for what he may
have encountered in battle during his lifetime. There were major changes in
armor between the thirteenth century and the sixteenth century, and the brasses
reflect this.3? The ornateness of the helmet in comparison to the simplistic design
of the plate armor pictured on the Westminster Abbey brass of Sir John
Harpedon (1437) shows the transition away from the martial armor and toward
protection designed for the joust (see Figure 1 below).33 This is consistent with
changing military tactics and their effect on the socially elite knights; thus,

27 Harris, “Fabric of Piety,” 325.

28 Norris and Kellett, Your Book of Brasses, 14.

29 Sir John d’ Aubernoun (Daubernoun) (1277), RBC.
30 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 79.

31 Gee, for example, Sir Roger de Trumpington (1289), RBC; original brass: St. Mary and St.
Michael Church, Trumpington, Cambridgeshire, England.

32 During this period, between the earliest extant brass (1277) and 1437, Sir Roger de
Trumpington (1289), RBC; Sir Robert de Septvans (1306), RBC; original brass: St. Mary’s Church,
Chartham, Kent, England; Sir Edmund Flambard (1370), RBC; Son of John Peacock (1380), RBC;
original brass: St. Michael’s Church, St. Albans, Hertfordshire, England; and John Hadresham
(1417), RBC; original brass: St. Peter’s and St. Paul’s Church, Lingfield, Tandridge district, Surrey,
England, all have what the author would qualify as practical armor meant for actual use. This
practical armor can be identified by the simple mail coif, great helm, or bascinet helmet without
decoration and without the “frog mouth”-shaped visor that would enclose the face and be
secured to the breast plate via buckle or other closer. The shape of the tournament helmet
provided extremely limited view but superb protection from a wooden lance splintering upon
impact on an opponent’s body armor at full gallop. The shape would have been almost useless in
combat where the knight would have been nearly blinded by the limited field of vision and at a
disadvantage by the numerous points that a decorated and ornate helm would provide an enemy
to grab in close quarters.

33 Sir John Harpedon (1437), RBC; original brass: Westminster Abbey, London, Middlesex,
England.
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brasses from the first half of the fifteenth century focus on jousting suits since
plate armor was becoming obsolete due to the proliferation of firearms on
European battlefields.3*

William Wightman (1579). Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection of English Medieval and Renaissance
Monumental Brass Rubbings. © University Archives and Special Collections, CSUF.

Even amidst the military conflicts of the last quarter of the Hundred Years” War
and just decades after Agincourt, there was a shift away from the societal
importance of the knight as a combatant. Tournament armor was expensive and
not usable in battle. Thus, the change from military use to sporting use showed a
societal shift in the importance of the tournament for the knight and his pursuit
of sporting honor rather than glory through martial prowess and service to the
king. Knights no longer had to participate in military campaigns to provide
dutiful service. The honors, investitures, and trappings of the knight maintained
their importance in funerary depictions, but the semiotic connotations changed
to emphasize wealth and athletic prowess rather than military duty.3

34 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 86.

35 The permanency of this armor also carried religious connotations. According to Ephesians
6:10-18, every Christian is, metaphorically, a warrior in eternal service to God.
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Eventually, the significance of the tournament in the identity of the knight
changed, but armor continued to be depicted even after its near-complete disuse
or even when it is doubtful that the man depicted had participated in battle
during his lifetime. Knights continued to be depicted in full plate armor even
though they likely did not participate in military campaigns. The brass of
William Wightman (1579) in St. Mary’s Church, Harrow on the Hill (London),
shows him in full Elizabethan armor (see Figure 1 above).?* William was a
prominent Member of Parliament, serving as clerk to Sir Anthony Browne and
secretary to Baron Seymour of Sudeley before becoming teller of the change of
coin Tower mint in 1551 and high treasurer of the army in 1557.37 While it is
entirely possible that Wightman had served in military campaigns in his twenties
before becoming involved with London politics and the army treasury, it is more
likely, given his high positions involving royal treasuries as well as the lack of
England’s involvement in major wars during his youth, that the young man was
occupied learning the skills necessary for his future métier in secretarial and
exchequer matters. Thus, the plate armor on Wightman’s memorial probably had
ceremonial significance as a mark of status (rather than the purpose of
identifying him as a veteran). Suits of armor reflected a societal and political
tradition. While earlier knights had a practical necessity for them, they also
marked their status and affluence, as only those with sufficient land or rents
could afford a custom-made suit and the constant upkeep of arms and armor.
While the purpose of the full suit of armor had changed, the image held cultural
significance: armor still marked the status of the individual, fealty to the king,
and service to the Crown, even if its military function had since been lost.

The suit of armor indicated a fulfillment of the feudal contract. It proved an
important symbol, though it changed from the thirteenth century to the sixteenth
century. Only one brass depicts a confirmed crusader, Roger de Trumpington
(1289) (see Figure 2 below), and the majority of other military brasses are not
those of dubbed knights but rather those of “country squires” who may not have
fought or even possessed a full suit of armor.?® In addition, large-scale combat
was likely not seen again until the English Civil War,?* and even then the
primary method of protection was mostly leather with few, if any, large metal
plates.40 Contemporary society expected that the manorial lord would be
depicted in full armor. Individuals needed to observe the inherited connection of

36 William Wightman and Wife (1579), RBC.

37 R. ]. W. Swales, “Wightman, William (by 1517-80) of Harrow-on-the-Hill, Mdx,” The
History of Parliament: British Political, Social & Local History, accessed May 17, 2019; S. T.
Bindoff, “Wightman, William (bef. 1517-80), of Harrow-on-the-Hill, Mdx,” The History of
Parliament: British Political, Social & Local History, accessed May 17, 2019.

38 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 79.

39 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 79.
40 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 86.
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their social class to the traditions of service in times of need. When their
memorial remained as the only object commemorating their life, they would
continue to be known as warriors or otherwise loyal servants. As their memory
faded, their only depiction was that of men armed for war. Their depiction as
cavalrymen or crusaders stressed their role after death, as they or their family
wanted posterity to know them as warriors, however dubious that claim may
have been.

III. Trumpets and Lions

Heraldry aided in the identification of individuals, and the conventions in design
changed drastically as as they increasingly served to establish familial or
dynastic connections. The depictions of heraldry on brasses indicate the identity
of the deceased, as well as their social position, so that the descendants could
substantiate their own situation within the local parish and social strata.
Individuals could fabricate inherited titles or honors to fortify their status or
fraudulently claim inherited honors. For example, Sir Edward Dering, First
Baronet, commissioned a series of brasses for his ancestors, several of whom
were invented by the nobleman to enhance his pedigree.4! While his actions are
deplorable in their particular context, the emphasis on and determination with
regard to lineage showed the importance placed on familial connections and
obligations. It especially shows a loyalty to family as the commissioner of such
(fraudulent) monuments was willing to risk his social standing and the wrath of
the authorities to shore up the social position of his descendants. Due to such
invented lineages, it was necessary to establish regulations, especially as
inheritance and heraldic practices were changing throughout the period.

The conventions of heraldry became more complex from their initial use as
simple identifiers in battle to methods of tracking lineage through familial coats
of arms. The visual art and use of early heraldry varied greatly from what it
transformed into around the time of the Hundred Years’” War. John
d’Aubernoun’s shield (1277) features the simple design of a chevron on a solid
tield (see Figure 2 below).*> Roger de Trumpington (1289), the only confirmed
crusader in the RBC, holds a shield displaying a considerably more complex
design than d’Aubernoun’s, namely a trumpet alongside stylized crosses (see
Figure 2 below).43 Meanwhile, Robert de Septvans brass (1306) features a knight
in chainmail with winnowing fans* not just on his shield, but also on his surcoat
and ailettes (see Figure 2 below).#> These three knights share a certain simplicity

41 Sir Anthony Richard Wagner, English Genealogy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972),
358.

42 Sir John d’ Aubernoun (Daubernoun) (1277), RBC.
43 Sir Roger de Trumpington (1289), RBC.

44 A tool used to separate the grain from the chaff.
45 Sir Robert de Septvans (1306), RBC.
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in the design of their heraldry. Early heraldry was merely intended to identify
the knight quickly and reliably on the battlefield, and carried no family
significance, as fathers and sons often used different heraldry.*® The images
might pun on the knight’s name, which was known as “cant” or “rebus.”#” This
provided an easily remembered connection between the symbol and the wearer,
which can be seen in the case of both Roger de Trumpington and Robert de
Septvans. Trumpington displayed trumpets on his heraldry, and Septvans
played on the French word “sept,” meaning “seven,” and the similar
pronunciation of “van” and “fan.”

\

Fiqure 2: Brass rubbings (from left to right) of John d’Aubernoun (1277), Roger de Trumpington (1289),
and Robert de Septvans (1306). Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection of English Medieval and
Renaissance Monumental Brass Rubbings. © University Archives and Special Collections, CSUF.

Heraldic displays became more complex as the conventions around their use
changed. The brass rubbing of Eleanor de Bohun, the Duchess of Gloucester
(1399), features five shields*® which show the heraldry (from top to bottom, left

46 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 118.
47 Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd ed., database, s.v. “rebus, n.,” accessed May 13, 2018.

48 Fleanor de Bohun, Duchess of Gloucester (1399), RBC; original brass: Westminster Abbey,
London, Middlesex, England. Originally there were six, with three flanking the Duchess of
Gloucester on each side. One has since been lost to time, possibly due to her husband’s tomb,
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to right) of her husband Thomas Woodstock, the Bohun family, the Earl of
Hereford, the Woodstock quartered with Bohun, and her parents.* Of note is the
heraldic evolution from marking knights to indicating familial ties. From its
initial creation for the individual knight, the heraldic display became an emblem
that was inherited from both mother and father. No longer just a quick identifier
in battle, the heraldic display provided proof of (legitimate, noble) identity in a
non-centralized political system and a mostly illiterate populace. Though the
brass of Eleanor was created in 1399, less than a century after that of Robert de
Septvans, much had changed: heraldry was now identifying familial ties and
proving hereditary titles and honors. Even to modern scholars, heraldry often
remains “the only clue to the identification of a figure.”50 This iconography
became important enough to place one’s coat or coats of arms for descendants to
chart genealogy and provide a clear proof of identity within the community.
Outside of heraldry, other signs also carried weight that espoused both
familial and community connections. Many early brasses of knights portray an
animal beneath the knight’s feet due to the heraldic importance of the beasts, as
well as the cultural connotations they carried.®® The brass of Sir John
d’Aubernoun shows the knight using a lion as a footrest (see Figure 2 above).>2
Drawing from heraldic connotations of courage and regality, d’Aubernoun
appears to have pacified the creature, though it still nips at the end of the his
banner. Thus, the nobleman’s courage and strength display his ability to subdue
the lion, even as it still attempts to break free from its pacified position. Another
common animal found in the etchings are dogs, which may show the animal’s
popularity as loyal pets and companions much like in today’s society.> Sir Roger
de Trumpington lays his feet on his hound, which playfully bites at the knight’s
sword (see Figure 2 above).5* Also of note are the animal’s large and ferocious
feet, which may have been stylized to show its usefulness as a guard and hunting
dog. The association of man and dog affirms their working relationship on the
hunt and while guarding the home, as well as their companionship. This display
of animals, especially the domestic partnership with canines, is important to note
since it emphasizes that these brass etchings were not holy images, though they
were allowed in sacred ground. Catholic doctrine “has never allowed animals to
have souls to be prayed for,” but has acknowledged their importance and

originally laid alongside her own, being relocated after her death. His brass, that of Thomas of
Woodstock, is also lost. Only descriptions remain of the etching as that of a warrior and a
crusader.

49 “Eleanor de Bohun, Duchess of Gloucester,” brass rubbing, Hamline University, Digital
Collections, Brass Rubbings, accessed May 17, 2019.

50 Bertram, Brasses and Brass Rubbing in England, 15.
51 Gittings, Brasses and Brass Rubbing, 53.

52 Sir John d’ Aubernoun (Daubernoun) (1277), RBC.
53 Gittings, Brasses and Brass Rubbing, 54.

54 Sir Roger de Trumpington (1289), RBC.
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allowed their memorialization in these monuments.> The animal displayed
reflected not just the power or courage of the knight, but also the home life or
playfulness of the deceased. They were not religious symbols: rather, they were
glimpses into a knight’s personality and helped to humanize or show a small
part of familial or domestic life. These images suggested loyalty to family, which
the deceased or their families desired to etch permanently into their memorials.

Conclusion

While the brass rubbings in CSUF’s Roberta F. “Bobbe” Browning Collection are
relatively few compared to the number of extant brasses, the range of those
depicted, from the earliest known surviving brass until late in the trend of
memorializing the deceased on an inlaid etched brass slab, provides an excellent
survey of the period from the thirteenth century to the sixteenth century. The
knights or the survivors of the deceased commissioned these plates to solicit
prayers for the deceased’s souls through the depictions of a pious attitude
toward the Christian faith, the kingdom, and the family. The religious
iconography and placement of the slabs attempted to draw the living’s attention
and solicit intercessory prayers from the pious. The image of the knight resting in
the prime of life reinforced the belief in the afterlife, acting as a reminder for the
living to contemplate their fate after death. It reminded worshipers of the
corruptibility of the body and the temporality of life, as well as the chance at
renewal at the resurrection. The funerary memorial also functioned as a type of
receipt for charity to the Church, and its endowment allowed the deceased of the
elite to privatize sacred space. Above all, it called to the living to pray for the
dead depicted and to earn grace through charitable prayer.

The depictions of armor showed the prowess of knights even after significant
changes in warfare and the knightly classes due to the increasing ineffectiveness
of heavy cavalry in a new method of warfare focusing on pike and shot. The
change in the depiction of knights from armor functional for war to tilting
helmets meant only for the joust illustrates how the expectations toward the
knights had altered as well; no longer did they have to serve in war to fulfill their
social duties to their lords. Instead, they could bring honor to themselves and the
kingdom by competing and proving their athletic mettle by unseating their
opponents in sport rather than through lethal violence. The knights’ continued
depiction in full plate armor even after the disuse of full armor, or despite the
depicted men’s unlikelihood of having participated in military campaigns,
proves the continued ceremonial and metaphorical importance of such armor. It
had since become a symbol of loyal service to the king or one’s own country in
the fulfillment of social expectations, just as these men’s ancestors may have
worn their armor in military service. The battlefield had changed to the realm of

55 Gittings, Brasses and Brass Rubbing, 55.
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the political, but being depicted in armor continued to be a social expectation for
knights.5¢

As the signified connotations of the armor changed, so did the use and
purpose of heraldry. Simple icons punning on the wearers’ names or geometric
symbols over solid fields had previously identified individuals in the chaos of
war. However, they changed to become coats of arms and grew increasingly
complex with each generation as they were inherited from parents and combined
with those of spouses. This complexity and change in customs came about due to
heraldry acting as proof of identity and a simple method of tracking genealogy in
a largely illiterate society. The transition to an inherited coat of arms, as well as
complex rules governing the use of heraldry outside its initial military purpose,
ensured the succession of honors and titles to descendants. Yet even with the
complex symbolism in heraldic devices and their use on funerary monuments,
brasses featured animals that connoted courage, loyalty, and familial
connections. Such animals reflected the personality or achievements of the
knights and perhaps the desire, in the case of the dog, to etch the domestic
connection between man and beast into brass and from life into afterlife.

Much of this article could have been written on medieval Christian funerary
practices and the respective symbolism in each act and image; indeed, scholars
have filled entire books on the subject.5” While the knights are some of the most
visually striking brasses due to the detailed and realistic depictions of their
armor, they only account for around a quarter of CSUF's collection of brass
rubbings. Ladies, academics, and clergy account for most of the rubbings and
still need to be analyzed. Thus, many lords and ladies wait patiently in archival
tubes to have their lives described and their secrets uncovered.
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56 Though after the “Rough Wooing,” with the installation of James I of England and the
violent reign of the Cromwellian Protectorate following the execution of Charles I, the political
arena may have been no less bloody than the battlefield.

57 See Philippe Aries, Images of Man and Death, trans. Janet Lloyd (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985); Bertram, ed., Monumental Brasses as Art and History; Danielle Westerhof,
Death and the Noble Body in Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2008); Miri Rubin,
Medieval Christianity in Practice (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 2009).
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Introduction

Soon after receiving their Master of Arts degrees from the University of Paris, ten
dedicated young men arrived in Venice in 1537, seeking ordination and an
opportunity to live as Jesus had on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Unable to
obtain passage to the East, these ten decided to put their fate into the hands of
Pope Paul III, and on September 27, 1540, the papal bull Regimini militantis
ecclesine (“For the Government of the Church Militant”) gave approval to the
foundation of the Societas Iesu or “Society of Jesus” (Jesuits). In addition to the
typical monastic and mendicant vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, the
Jesuits took a fourth vow, a dedication to take “missions anywhere in the
world.”? Yet, almost immediately after their foundation, the Jesuits also began to
implement what I would call their fifth vow, namely a dedication to formal
education as a ministry of their Order.

The Society of Jesus recognized that it needed a way to educate its younger
members to ensure that they could handle the intellectual requirements for the
“help of souls.”? Being learned men themselves, the founders of the Order
decided that their members had to undergo similar academic training if they,
too, were going spread the word of God, and they began enrolling their novices
in local colleges and universities.> From 1542-1544 on, the Order sought
endowments to purchase “houses” near prominent universities where young
Society members, called “scholastics,” could live free of charge while obtaining

1 John W. O'Malley, The Jesuits: A History from Ignatius to the Present (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2014), 4.

2 O’'Malley, Jesuits, 8.

3 John W. O’'Malley, “Historical Perspectives on Jesuit Education and Globalization,” in The

Jesuits and Globalization: Historical Legacies and Contemporary Challenges, ed. Thomas Banchoff and
José Casanova (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2016), 147-166, here 149.
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their education.* Finding their education lacking, Jesuits in Padua (Italy) started
to supplement their lessons by teaching the younger scholastics by means of the
“Parisian method” (modus Parisiensis) which they had learned while at the
University of Paris.> Almost simultaneously, in 1543, Jesuits in Goa (India) were
teaching humanities and Christian doctrine to Portuguese and Indian youths
with a fair amount of success.® By 1545, those two types of Jesuit institutions
were joined by a third, when the Duke of Gandia, Francis Borgia, founded a
college where Jesuits were employed to teach both Society members and lay
students (externs).”

Recognizing the importance of education was not a new idea. Colleges and
universities were already well established throughout Europe by the 1540s, and
the Jesuits were not even the first religious Order to establish their own system of
education.? What made the Jesuit schools so unique, though, was their ability to
adapt the pedagogical principles of the schools already in existence into a
uniform system of educating both laymen and Society members. Utilizing the
best teaching practices of the Humanist and Latin schools, the Jesuits formed a
new brand of education that permanently changed the culture of early modern
Europe and the Society itself.

4 While these houses were common, it was clear that the Jesuits at this time preferred to
establish their own institutions of learning as Juan de Polanco, Ignatius’s secretary, wrote after
Ignatius’s death: “Our father’s intention is that, especially in these initial stages, the colleges must
multiply rather than the houses.” Quoted in John W. O’Malley, The First Jesuits (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1993), 201.

5 Christopher Carlsmith, “Struggling towards Success: Jesuit Education in Italy, 1540-1600,”
History of Education Quarterly 42, no. 2 (2002): 215-246, here 231. Gabriel Codina describes the
modus Parisiensis as this: 1) Good order in the studies, arranged in a systematic and progressive
form; 2) Separation and gradation in the studies of the subject matter; 3) Settled duration of
course and examinations for the mastery of each of them; 4) Insistence on the necessity of
establishing good foundations before going ahead; 5) The division of students into classes,
according to their levels of knowledge; 6) Abundance and frequency of exercises, with great
activity on the part of the students; 7) The use of emulation; 8) Strict discipline and regimentation
of student life; 9) Study of the liberal arts with a humanistic and Renaissance content with a
Christian inspiration; and lastly, 10) Insistence upon joining virtue with letters. See Gabriel
Codina, ““Our Way of Proceeding’ in Education: The Ratio Studiorum,” in Ignatian Pedagogy:
Classic and Contemporary Texts on Jesuit Education from St. Ignatius to Today, ed. José Mesa (Chicago:
Loyola Press, 2017), 103-127, here 107.

6 George Ganss, Saint Ignatius’ Idea of a Jesuit University, 2nd ed. (Milwaukee: Marquette
University Press, 1956), 21.

7 Ganss, Saint Ignatius’ Idea, 23.

8 Jozef Ijsewijn and Jacques Paquet, eds., The Universities in the Late Middle Ages (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 1978); James M. Kittelson and Pamela J. Transue, eds., Rebirth, Reform,
and Resilience: Universities in Transition, 1300-1700 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1984);
Robert Black, Humanism and Education in Medieval and Renaissance Italy: Tradition and Innovation in
Latin Schools from the Twelfth to the Fifteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001); Ronald B. Begley and Joseph W. Koterski, eds., Medieval Education (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2005).
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The primary-source documentation for research on Jesuit education is rather
daunting. By 1565, the Society numbered around 35,000 members, and they
endeavored to maintain constant communication through a system of regular
reports with the Jesuit leadership in Rome; this has been compiled into the more
than 125 volumes of the Monumenta Historica Societatis Ilesu (“Historical
Monuments of the Society of Jesus”) including twelve volumes of the letters of
Saint Ignatius.? For the purposes of this article, the essential texts can be found in
Part IV of the Constitutions (1556),10 which laid the foundation for the Jesuit
educational mission; the Ratio atque Institutio Studiorum Societatis lesu (“The
Method and Manner of Studies of the Society of Jesus;” 1599),11 which is the
amalgamation of the best teaching practices of a variety of educational systems
into a codified set of rules for Jesuit institutions to follow; and the Spiritual
Exercises (1548),2 which outline the intrinsic spiritual retreat meant to help
students become closer to each other and to God. In addition to these three texts,
letters from various Jesuit leaders provide contextual and intellectual
understanding of the formation of Jesuit educational institutions.!?

Scholarly interpretations of Jesuit education are abundant. Because education
formed such an integral part of the Jesuit mission, any scholarly attempt to
examine the Jesuits’ role in society devotes at least one chapter to their
establishment of schools throughout the world. In 1933, Edward A. Fitzpatrick

9 O'Malley, First Jesuits, 2. For a translated version, see Ignatius de Loyola, Ignatius of Loyola:
The Spiritual Exercises and Selected Works, ed. George Ganss et al. (New York: Paulist Press, 1991).
For the actual letters, see Monumenta Ignatiana: Scripta de S. Ignatio (Rome: Monumenta Historica
Societatis lesu, 1934-1977). Much of the Jesuit primary-source material has been digitized and is
available online at the Archivum Romanum Societatis lesu, accessed May 18, 2019.

10 Ignatius de Loyola, The Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, ed. George Ganss (St. Louis:
Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1970), hereafter Constitutions. All subsequent citations of the
Constitutions refer to section and paragraph numbers, not page numbers.

11 For the purposes of this article, I rely on the Ratio Studiorum reprinted in Edward A.
Fitzpatrick, ed., St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1933), hereafter
Ratio. All subsequent citations of the Ratio refer to page numbers.

12 Jgnatius de Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius: A Literal Translation and A
Contemporary Reading, ed. and trans. David L. Fleming (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit Sources,
1978), hereafter Spiritual Exercises. All subsequent citations of the Spiritual Exercises refer to
paragraph numbers, not page numbers.

13 Ignatius de Loyola, Letters of St. Ignatius Loyola, trans. William J. Young (Chicago: Loyola
University Press, 1959); Juan de Polanco, Year by Year with the Early Jesuits (1537-1556): Selections
from the Chronicon of Juan de Polanco, S.J., ed. and trans. John Patrick Donnelly (St. Louis: Institute
of Jesuit Sources, 2004); Jesuit Writings of the Early Modern Period, 1540-1640, ed. and trans. John
Patrick Donnelly (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2006).

14 Much has been written about the early history of the Jesuits; see especially O'Malley, First
Jesuits. For further reading, see René Fiilop-Miller, The Jesuits: A History of the Society of Jesus,
trans. Frank S. Flint and Dorothy F. Tait (New York: Capricorn Books, 1963); Joseph de Guibert,
The Jesuits: Their Spiritual Doctrine and Practice: A Historical Study, trans. William J. Young (St.
Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1964); James Brodrick, The Origin of the Jesuits (Westport, CT:
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studied the role of Saint Ignatius in the development of the Constitutions and
Ratio Studiorum in St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum, and soon after, in 1938, the
prominent Jesuit education professor Allan P. Farrell reevaluated the Ratio
Studiorum in The Jesuit Code of Liberal Education and detailed its development as
well as its connections to contemporary education.’® In 1956, George Ganss, a
Jesuit classicist, wrote a useful history of Catholic education in Saint Ignatius’ Idea
of a Jesuit University, and posited that it was Ignatius’s goal to not only establish
secondary education but higher education as well, which is neglected in most
scholarly examinations of Jesuit education.® The chief Jesuit scholar referenced
in this article is John W. O’Malley who has written numerous books and articles
on the Jesuits and their contributions to education.!” Essays by both O’Malley
and Thomas Banchoff in The Jesuits and Globalization: Historical Legacies and
Contemporary Challenges (2016) outline the Jesuits” global approach to education
and its legacy.18 Lastly, an article by Christopher Carlsmith, “Struggling towards
Success: Jesuit Education in Italy 1540-1600” (2002),’° and Vincent ]J. Duminuco’s

Greenwood Press, 1971); Louis Chatellier, The Europe of the Devout: The Catholic Reformation and the
Formation of a New Society, trans. Jean Birrell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Jean
Lacouture, Jesuits: A Multibiography, trans. Jeremy Leggatt (Washington: Counterpoint, 1995);
John W. O’Malley, Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Steven J. Harris, and T. Frank Kennedy, eds., The
Jesuits: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts, 1540-1773 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999);
Mordechai Feingold, ed., Jesuit Science and the Republic of Letters (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003).

15 Fitzpatrick, St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum; Allan P. Farrell, The Jesuit Code of Liberal
Education: Development and Scope of the Ratio Studiorum (Milwaukee: Bruce Publishing, 1938).

16 Ganss, Saint Ignatius’ Idea.

17 John W. O’'Malley, “Some Distinctive Characteristics of Jesuit Spirituality in the Sixteenth
Century,” in Jesuit Spirituality: A Now and Future Resource, ed. John O'Malley, John W. Padberg,
and Vincent T. O’Keefe (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1990), 1-20; John W. O’Malley, “How
the First Jesuits Became Involved in Education,” in The Jesuit Ratio Studiorum: 400th Anniversary
Perspectives, ed. Vincent J. Duminuco (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 56-79; John
W. O’Malley and Gauvin Alexander Bailey, eds., The Jesuits and the Arts, 1540-1773 (Philadelphia:
Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2005); John W. O’Malley, “The Distinctiveness of the Society of
Jesus.” Journal of Jesuit Studies 3, no. 1 (2016): 1-16. See also Christopher Chapple, ed., The Jesuit
Tradition in Education and Missions: A 450-Year Perspective (Scranton: University of Scranton Press,
1993); George W. Traub, ed., A Jesuit Education Reader: Contemporary Writings on the Jesuit Mission
in Education, Principles, the Issue of Catholic Identity, Practical Applications of the Ignatian Way, and
More (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2008); Christopher Chapple, ed., The Jesuit Tradition in Education and
Missions: A 450-Year Perspective (Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 1993).

18 O’Malley, “Historical Perspectives;” Thomas Banchoff, “Jesuit Higher Education and the
Global Common Good,” in The Jesuits and Globalization: Historical Legacies and Contemporary
Challenges, ed. Thomas Banchoff and José Casanova (Washington: Georgetown University Press,
2016), 239-260.

19 Carlsmith, “Struggling towards Success,” 215-246. See also Christopher Carlsmith,
“Schooling and Society in Bergamo, 1500-1650” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Virginia, 1999).
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“Ignatian Pedagogy: A Practical Approach” (1993),20 provide the methodological
framework and contemporary reevaluations of Jesuit pedagogy for this article.

A thematic analysis of the goals of Jesuit pedagogical principles allows us to
see how the Jesuits were able to differentiate themselves from the various
colleges and universities that were already in place throughout Europe, and it
explains their ability to educate the “whole person” in a way that transcended
religious, cultural, and economic considerations, accounting for the rapid growth
and establishment of the Jesuits as an Order founded on the principle of
educating the masses. This article argues that the uniformity of school
administration, pedagogy, and curriculum established by the Constitutions, Ratio
Studiorum, and Spiritual Exercises allowed for the creation and proliferation of the
liberal education of the whole student—mind, body, and spirit—which led to the
rapid spread of Jesuit schools throughout the world, simultaneously fueled the
Counter-Reformation, and inspired the next generation of scholars.

I. School Administration

While colleges and universities had been well established throughout Europe by
the 1540s, each school was relatively unique and utilized its own system of
teaching and administration. With the global focus and centralized nature of the
Society of Jesus, if education was going to be a major focus of the organization, a
structure needed to be drafted for how education would fit into their mission for
the “help of souls.” This led to the formal adoption of the Constitutions, making
education the primary ministry of the Order and creating a uniform set of rules
for school administration focused on enriching the whole student, whether Jesuit
or lay person, in mind, body, and spirit.

With the increasing emphasis on education as a ministry of the Order, the
founders drafted the Constitutions to begin the process of organizing school
administration. Part IV of the Constitutions established the Society’s mission to
“aid its own members and their fellow men to attain the ultimate end for which
they were created [...] to know and serve better God, our Creator and Lord”?! by
looking at:

First of what pertains to the colleges, and then of what concerns the universities. With regard
to the colleges, we shall discuss first what has relation to the founders; secondly, the colleges
founded, in regard to their material or temporal aspects; thirdly, what pertains to the
students who will study in them, that is, their admission, well-being, progress in learning
and in other means of helping their fellow men, and their removal from studies; fourthly,
what pertains to the government of the colleges.?

20 Vincent J. Duminuco, “Ignatian Pedagogy: A Practical Approach,” Jesuit Institute, 1993,
accessed May 18, 2019.
21 Constitutions, Part IV, Preamble, 1.

22 Constitutions, Part IV, Preamble, 4.
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The first part, concerning the founders, played a significant role in the rapid
establishment of Jesuit universities throughout the world.?> The Constitutions
make clear that the Rector, or president of the college, was to ensure that the
founder and benefactors of a college were to be commemorated during an
annual Mass and that the establishment of a new college should be celebrated
throughout the Order.?* Thus, a considerable number of people was praying for
these benefactors, and they and their relatives would continue to have prayers
said on their behalf well after their death. Establishing funding for institutions
went hand in hand with the second part of the passage: if an institution was
deemed a burden on the Society or not in the greater service of God, then it
would be up to the General and the Society to determine whether to close the
school. The third part dealt directly with the teaching and experience of the
students, which will be addressed more thoroughly below. Lastly, the fourth part
pertained to how the schools should be run and administered. The development
of the Constitutions altered the structure of the Society to emphasize the need for
education to “have good and learned men” in their ranks.?

Modeled in a military fashion, the Jesuit Order was a highly centralized
organization even in its administration of schools. In the educational hierarchy,
the General of the Society in Rome reigned supreme with various provincial
authorities in charge of certain regions below him, and with the Rector of the
college or university below them. Each of these authorities had various
consultants whom they could rely on for advice as well.?6 According to Edward
Fitzpatrick, what is interesting about the structure of the Constitutions is that,
while administration was strongly centralized, “there was very little real
absolute direction of the administrative officer in his duties. The duties assigned
to him were vested, it might be said, in his discretion. His prudent judgement
was appealed to. It was definitely a hierarchical system where authority went
with responsibility.”?” This individual discretion given to Rectors and provincial
administrators allowed for the flexibility and adaptability of their educational

23 Following the first Jesuit school at Messina in 1548, the Jesuits established 245 schools by
1600, and more than 700 by 1700. See Carlsmith, “Struggling towards Success,” 218; O’Malley,
First Jesuits, 208-209.

24 Constitutions, Part IV, 1, 1.

25 Fitzpatrick, St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum, 17.

26 In addition to a Rector, there was typically a Collateral, a counselor of the Rector; a
Chancellor in charge of records and degrees; a Secretary in charge of student registration and
maintaining the seal of the Rector; a Notary to give public certification to degrees and other
matters; two or three Beadles, non-society members who filled various roles from Doctor’s
assistants to correctors in charge of punishment; a General Censor to keep the Rector and
Provincial informed of all school matters; and lastly the Deans of each department and their
respective Doctors and Masters: Constitutions, Part IV, 17, 1-8. See also Fitzpatrick, St. Ignatius and
the Ratio Studiorum, 20.

27 Fitzpatrick, St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum, 20-21.
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programs to fit the needs of their students while still upholding the Jesuit
mission in a cohesive manner.

In addition to a governmental framework, the Constitutions also developed
the framework for the treatment and care of individual students. What is
especially striking about the Constitutions is their concern for the students’
physical and emotional well-being. As Chapter 4 states:

Concerning the care of those who are in the colleges in matters which pertain to the bodily
health [...] that the Scholastics do not study at times detriment of their health, and that they
give sufficient time to sleep and to observe moderation in their mental labors. Thus it may be
that they can persevere longer as well in learning letters as in exercising them for the glory of
God.”

It was recognized by the Jesuits that the methods being employed by other
institutions at the time were not the most effective in creating the motivated,
lifelong learners that the Jesuits sought to develop. While other religious Orders
focused on lengthy meditations or depriving themselves of food or sleep, the
Jesuits focused on the maintenance of the body as more important to the
overarching goal of achieving an education to exercise their learning “for the
glory of God.”?

In addition to maintaining a healthy balance of academic rigor and self-care,
the Jesuits also refrained from corporal punishment of any of their students by
members of the Order. Ignatius was adamant that “physical punishment
diminished the respect for the one administering it and ruptured the bond of
affection between Jesuits and those they were trying to ‘help.””30 Discipline still
remained an issue, so many schools chose to hire “correctors” whose job it was to
mete out punishment, especially amongst unruly younger students. The Jesuits
sought to encourage students to seek out learning and take care of themselves so
that they could continue their studies and better serve God. While they still
found ways to punish students for misbehaving, they were careful to not have
punishment associated with the Order and with its overall mission of leading the
students by example.

The establishment of school administration as laid out in the Constitutions
firmly established the importance of education as a ministry of the Order.
Chapter 10 of the Constitutions states,

In accordance with the Bulls of the Apostolic See, the Professed Society will hold the

superintendence of the colleges. Since it cannot seek any gain for itself from the income nor

avail itself of it, it is probable that in the long run it will proceed with greater integrity and a

more spiritual attitude in providing for the colleges unto the greater service of God our Lord
and for their good government.3!

28 Constitutions, Part IV, 4, 1.

29 Constitutions, Part IV, 4, 1.

30 Gee O'Malley, First Jesuits, 230.
31 Constitutions, Part IV, 10, 1.
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There was a recognition that, as Ignatius writes, “From among who are at
present merely students [...] in time some will depart to play diverse roles—one
to preach and carry on the care of souls, another to the government of the land
and administration of justice, and others to other occupations.”32 This recognition
of the importance of their roles as educational administrators and also of the
lasting legacy of their charge was key to the widespread success of Jesuit
institutions.3® By focusing on the development of the mind, while respecting the
body, the Jesuits were able to influence the spirit of the students they taught.

II. Pedagogy

While the Society did not invent their system of school administration nor their
pedagogical methods, they found ways to incorporate existing best practices into
their colleges and universities. Trained at the University of Paris in the
Humanistic method known as the modus Parisiensis,3* the Jesuits adopted various
teaching methods to create something entirely new, namely the Ratio Studiorum.
Through these “best practices,” the Society was able to attract and maintain
students at a rate that other colleges and universities could not keep up with,
earning them both praise and disdain from the educational community. It was
their focus on educating the whole student—mind, body, and spirit—that
ensured that Jesuit teaching methods had a major impact on liberal education.
Intentionally focused on school administration and school foundation, the
Constitutions lett much to be desired with regard to pedagogy and proper
teaching methods. While the Constitutions laid out the three faculties, namely
languages (Humanities), arts (philosophy), and theology, and stated that pupils
would progress through each stage as they achieved mastery in each subject,
usually around two to three years per faculty, they said little about how each
subject should be taught.3> Based on years of experience in colleges around the
world, and written by six of the premier Jesuit educators, the first draft in 1591
and the second draft in 1599 of the Ratio Studiorum established the curriculum
and pedagogy of the Society for adoption in all of its schools. According to
Robert Rusk, “the Ratio Studiorum is one of the first attempts on record at
educational organization, management, and method, at a time when it was
unusual to even grade pupils in classes; and one is tempted to compare it, not
always to the disadvantage of the Ratio, with the regulations of the modern
school system which have only after some generations been evolved and

32 1 etter from Ignatius de Loyola to Antonio de Araoz, December 1, 1551, quoted in Ganss,
Saint Ignatius’ Idea, 28-29.

33 O'Malley, “Historical Perspectives,” 155, argues that with over seven hundred schools in
operation worldwide by 1773, “no such network of schools under a single aegis had ever been
known before.”

34 For details on the modus Parisiensis, see above, note 5.
35 Constitutions, Part IV, 10, 1.
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perfected.”3¢ What the Constitutions had initiated by making education the focus
of the Society, the Ratio accomplished. It demonstrated a combination of the
scholastic and humanistic traditions that had come before them “to ensure high
standards and uniform practices in Jesuit schools in different parts of the
world.”3”

A major emphasis of the Ratio Studiorum and indicative of the success of the
Jesuit pedagogical model was the focus on student learning and cura personalis or
the “care for the (whole) person.”38 The Ratio Studiorum is basically a series of
rules and best practices structured according to the hierarchy of school
administration: Provincial, Rector, Prefect of Studies, Professors (according to
subject), and so forth. Each topic opens with a description of the importance of its
role in helping to achieve the mission of the Society and its role in helping save
souls while undertaking the work of teaching.3 For the Jesuits, teaching revolved
around student learning, and each member of the school administration was
responsible for some aspect of that learning with the goal of forming a student
capable of better serving others.40

To accomplish this goal, the methods of scholasticism and instruction were
not enough. Methods of instruction needed to revolve around the development
of students in service to others. Therefore, the Jesuits modeled themselves after
the modus Parisiensis with the additional added structure of the character
development tenets laid out in the Spiritual Exercises. In the Annotations to his
work, Ignatius had laid out the duties and roles of the retreat instructors and
participants, which would become the basis for the spiritual aspect of the cura
personalis method of instruction adopted by Jesuit institutions:

The first Annotation is that by this name of Spiritual Exercises is meant every way of
examining one’s conscience, of meditating, of contemplating, of praying vocally and
mentally, and of performing other spiritual actions, as will be said later. For as strolling,
walking, and running are bodily exercises, so every way of preparing and disposing the soul
to rid itself of all the disordered tendencies, and, after it is rid, to seek and find the Divine
Will as to the management of one’s life for the salvation of the soul is called a Spiritual
Exercise.#!

According to Edward Fitzpatrick, these Annotations meant:

1. There is such a thing as spiritual development, spiritual exercises, spiritual progress,
spiritual ends.

2. The function of teacher or retreat-master “should necessarily be passive, following (only
guarding and protecting), not prescriptive, categorical interfering,”

36 Robert R. Rusk, The Doctrines of the Great Educators, 4th ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1969), 76-77.

37 O’Malley, “Historical Perspectives,” 159.

38 Banchoff, “Jesuit Higher Education,” 239.

39 Ratio, 121, 137, 143, 150, 155-190.

40 Duminuco, “Ignatian Pedagogy,” 4.

41 Spiritual Exercises, 1.
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To carry out that function, the master needs a personal knowledge of the student.

The nature of this process is one of self-education, through self-activity.

5. A certain passivity, or better, receptivity, is an immensely important germinal
opportunity for soul development.

6. The process must be adapted to the age, education, capacity, and condition of life of the

person making the retreat.*2

=

Fitzpatrick details that what made the Jesuit teaching method markedly different
from the schools that had come before them was their focus on the character and
self-education of the individual. The Jesuit model developed teaching methods
that focused on a passivity of teachers in order to shift the responsibility of
learning to the students. Traditional universities relied heavily on teachers
lecturing and students reciting or memorizing what they had learned. What
made the Jesuit pedagogical model different was their focus on disputationes, or
student discussion about the material they were learning, in order to develop a
deeper student experience and thus a deeper understanding of the implications
of their learning. Through this method of teaching, Duminuco argues, students
develop “a carefully reasoned investigation through which the student forms or
reforms his or her habitual attitudes towards other people of the world.”43

The Ratio Studiorum, combined with the character development of the
Spiritual Exercises provided the uniformity and adaptability of the Society as an
organization that was focused on education and whose emphasis on pedagogy
and teaching methods was central to student success. This framework provided
the structure that was needed to ensure that Jesuit teachers would focus on the
cura personalis and develop the whole student through methods of experience
and student-centered learning. While the pedagogy was borrowed from the
modus Parisiensis and other humanist schools of the time, the curriculum and the
way in which it was taught was uniquely Jesuit.

III. Curriculum

The Ratio Studiorum and Spiritual Exercises did not just establish Ignatian
pedagogy, they also managed to refine and elaborate on the curriculum
established by the Constitutions. Because of the codified nature of the
Constitutions and Ratio Studiorum, all Jesuit schools, regardless of location,
followed a similar curriculum for the education of mind, body, and spirit.** This
curriculum provided for a secular as well as religious education, and it did so
without any cost to the participants, making Jesuit colleges extremely popular
throughout Europe.

The Ratio outlined a “graded curriculum” that focused on the humanities,
philosophy, and theology, with pupils graduating to higher levels of education
and classes based on their performance and readiness for the next course of

42 Fitzpatrick, St. Ignatius and the Ratio Studiorum, 41.
43 Duminuco, “Ignatian Pedagogy,” 4.
4 Carlsmith, “Struggling toward Success,” 222.
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study.#> According to Carlsmith, students entered the colleges between the ages
of eleven and fourteen, and

the first three years were devoted primarily to the study of the grammars of Donatus and
Despauterius. Students were promoted as soon as they demonstrated mastery of a particular
subject or author. Following completion of the grammar courses, students devoted a year to
poetry and history, followed by a year of rhetoric. These two years emphasized eloguentia, the
ability to move and convince one’s audience [...]. Exceptional students who had completed
the five-year sequence could move on to a triennium [i.e., three years] of study that
concentrated on philosophy (e.g., logic, metaphysics) and the natural sciences (e.g.,
mathematics, natural history). This blend of humanist and Christian elements set Jesuit
education apart from its peers in the Catholic world and contributed to both popular acclaim
and pointed criticism.46

This method of promotion through courses of study was not unique to the
Jesuits, but it formed the basis for the compendium of study for students in Jesuit
colleges. Those wishing to enter the Society would also spend four years
studying theology: two years of moral theology and two years of Sacred
Scripture.4” As a result of the diversity of the Jesuit curriculum, their colleges
attracted a wide range of scholastics and externs alike, leaving tutors in other
colleges and universities throughout Europe scrambling for pupils to teach.4?

The Jesuit curriculum has as its goal to equip students for their roles later in
life in the service of their communities. Thus, the Jesuit curriculum began with an
intensive study of languages, namely Greek, Latin, and the local vernacular.#
This mastery of language allowed the Jesuits abroad to be the principal
academics to develop “grammars and dictionaries of the respective indigenous
languages” they encountered on their missions in foreign lands.5? While other
religious Orders tended to teach the indigenous peoples Latin, the Jesuits used
their mastery of language to develop ways of better communicating with the
peoples they encountered and learn the languages of the people amongst whom
they resided. Thus, these early Jesuits learned the “importance of
accommodation to times, places, cultures, and circumstances if they wanted their
message to be heard.”>! This was especially important to the Jesuits, as their goal
was not only to educate students, but to enable them to better facilitate the
Society’s mission of saving souls throughout the world.

The Jesuit curriculum did not just stress the importance of subject mastery
and language learning, but also of teaching students how to live and how to earn
a living after they left the college. According to George Ganss, by focusing on the

45 For the various curricula and a sample student day in each, see Farrell, Jesuit Code, 342-353.
46 Carlsmith, “Struggling toward Success,” 223.

47 Farrell, Jesuit Code, 342-343.

48 Carlsmith, “Struggling toward Success,” 230.

49 Constitutions, Part 1V, 5, 1.

50 O’Malley, “Historical Perspectives,” 158.

51 O’'Malley, “Historical Perspectives,” 158-159.
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liberal studies of the Humanities the Society was preparing graduates (in the
words of Ignatius) for a “road to economic betterment and the security without
which a man can scarcely lead a fully human life, much less function as a social
leader. Neither can a man without such economic security become a scholar,
pursuing learning for its own sake.”5? By extending education to laymen free of
charge, the Society was able to draw in people who might otherwise not have
had access to education, to develop them into the next generation of civic and
religious leaders. According to Thomas Banchoff, “the rigor of the Ratio was
designed to build character as a means of furthering both the salvation of the
soul and the improvement of society. Thus, Jesuit education incorporated what
today would be called the ‘co-curriculum’, encompassing student organizations
and activities such as theater and ministry to the local poor.”%® Bringing in
students from the local community, educating them according to a strict
curriculum of the Humanities, philosophy, and theology, and then having them
give back to their own communities taught these students how to be leaders and
further extended the reach of the Society throughout the world.

Conclusion

The decision to establish a uniform set of rules for school administration,
teaching methods, and curriculum enabled the Jesuits to create a system of
colleges and universities that focused on educating the whole student—mind,
body, and spirit. The Constitutions, Ratio Studiorum, and the Spiritual Exercises
facilitated a method of attracting students from diverse backgrounds, educating
them at no cost, and offering them the well-rounded moral and academic
education needed to thrive in the early modern world, thus contributing to the
Counter-Reformation and providing the next generation of scholars.

While there is much interest in the Jesuit educational model, there seems to be
little research on individual Jesuit educators and their experiences. Given the
wealth of primary-source material, scholars should be inclined to undertake
cultural history examinations of Jesuit educators in the early modern period as
they endeavored to implement the Ratio Studiorum. Carlsmith, O’'Malley, and
Farrell address many of the challenges of implementing the Jesuit educational
system, but it would be beneficial in the post-structural sense to see how Jesuits
themselves viewed and grappled with the problems they faced in the classroom
and the communities they served.>

52 Ganss, Saint Ignatius’ Idea, 163.

53 Banchoff, “Jesuit Higher Education,” 243.

54 See Carlsmith, “Struggling toward Success,” 219-220; O’'Malley, First Jesuits, 227-232; and
Farrell, Jesuit Code, 98-106. While all three of these studies mention the difficulties of establishing
the Jesuit schools, there is little else in terms of scholarship that addresses the difficulties faced by
the Society and the backlash from fellow scholars and communities alike as the Jesuits rapidly
spread across Europe.
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What is striking about the Jesuit pedagogical model is its lasting legacy and
the qualities of liberal education that are still applicable today. The Jesuits based
their adoption of the Constitutions and Ratio Studiorum on their personal
experiences in education and only after years of experience as teachers of the
Humanist curriculum. Their work represents a collection of best teaching
practices that can almost be viewed as universals and that can be found in any
pedagogical text today.”> The Jesuits’ desire to educate students regardless of
religious, cultural, and economic considerations, and to educate the whole
person, to take action in society to help one’s neighbors, represents the
democratization of educational ideals found in public education today. Focusing
on the needs of their students, getting to know them as individuals, adapting the
curriculum to fit their level of education, taking care of the students’ physical
and mental well-being, making their own role as instructors a passive one, and
informing students of their role in the world are all qualities of great educators
and things from the Jesuit pedagogical model that instructors today should strive
to emulate to better serve their students.
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55 The California Common Core State Standards share many similarities with the Ratio
Studiorum especially considering the skills and content knowledge that students should acquire
by grade level, as well as how teachers should teach and assess mastery of said instruction. See
California Common Core State Standards: English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies,
Science, and Technical Subjects (Sacramento: California Department of Education, 2013), online,
accessed May 18, 2019; print version, ISBN 978-0-8011-1740-4.
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ABSTRACT: This article analyzes the impact of Tokugawa leyasu’s victory at the Battle of
Sekigahara (1600) on the history of Japan. On the basis of Tokugawa-era primary sources,
including government regulations, financial documents, philosophical and moralist texts,
cultural observations, memoirs, and diaries, the author arques that the Battle of Sekigahara
led to the creation of the Tokugawa shogunate, which set the stage for modern Japan during
its years of relative isolation by fostering proto-nationalism, modernization, and
demobilization.
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Introduction

At the height of the Battle of Sekigahara (1600), seventeen-year-old Kobayakawa
Hideaki ordered his men to change sides and spurred the forces of Tokugawa
Ieyasu on to victory, ending a time of civil war in Japan.! The influence of this
battle on the creation of modern Japan extends beyond the Tokugawa era (1603-
1868), sakoku (“closed country,” 1633-1853),2 and the Meiji Restoration (1868) into
the twentieth century. A turning point in history, the Battle of Sekigahara
directly impacted the world stage by adding Japan to it as a powerful nation.

In Japan, the “Warring States Period,” the sengoku era, lasted from the mid
1500s until 1600, an era full of battling samurai (professional warrior) clans, as the
Emperor lost power and various daimyo (fief holders and warlords of their own
domains called han) fought to become shogun (feudal military leader).? The bakufu
(tent or military government) served as the shogun’s base of operations. In the
late 1500s, Oda Nobunaga (1532-1582) began the process of unifying the

1 Paul K. Davis, 100 Decisive Battles: From Ancient Times to the Present (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 206; Stephen Turnbull, “Sekigahara, Battle of (1600),” in The Oxford
Companion to Military History, ed. Richard Holmes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 116;
Martin J. Dougherty, 100 Battles: Decisive Conflicts That Have Shaped the World (London: Parragon,
2012), 77; Mikiso Hane and Louis G. Perez, Premodern Japan: A Historical Survey, 2nd ed. (Boulder:
Westview Press, 2015), 181.

2 Sakoku refers to the period during which Japan closed its borders to foreign commerce and
interaction. The government evicted all foreigners and priests, except for the Dutch who were
permitted the use of Nagasaki as a trading port. For Japanese terminology used in this article and
exact translations, see David J. Lu, ed., Japan, A Documentary History: The Dawn of History to the
Late Tokugawa Period (New York: Routledge, 2015; first published 1997), iii; see also David J. Lu,
ed., Japan, A Documentary History: The Late Tokugawa Period to the Present (New York: Routledge,
2015; first published 1997), iii.

3 For a list of shoguns, see Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 325-326. For a chronology of the
Warring States Era, see Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, xii-xiv.
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country.* After Nobunaga’s death, Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598), Nobunaga’s
most loyal vassal, took up the reign and united Japan under his rule.> Two years
after Toyotomi’s death, the daimyo split into two factions, the Western and
Eastern forces. The Western forces, led by Ishida Mitsunari, supported the young
heir, Toyotomi Hideyori (1593-c.1615), and the Eastern forces supported
Tokugawa leyasu (1542-1616), one of the vassals tasked with watching over the
heir.6 On October 21, 1600, the Western and Eastern Forces met in the modern-
day Gifu Prefecture of Japan at the Battle of Sekigahara in a decisive match to
determine the next leader of the newly unified state.” Tokugawa and the Eastern
forces” victory led to the creation of the Tokugawa rule over Japan, spanning the
next 250 years until the last Tokugawa shogun resigned in 1868.8

For the sengoku and sakoku eras, government documents, scholarly essays, and
personal journals make up the majority of the primary sources available to us.
Unlike earlier eras such as the Nara (710-794) or Heian (794-1185), for which
women’s personal diaries supply rich information,® sources from the Tokugawa
or Edo period (1603-1868) were mostly written by men. Some sources also came
from foreigners. One such source supplied information for the next generation of
Dutch traders who stayed at Dejimal? as the only outsiders to interact with Japan
during its state as a relatively isolated country.!’ A collection of diaries from the
Dutch at Dejima between 1700 and 1740, called The Deshima Diaries, provides a
perspective on Tokugawa Japan from a European merchant viewpoint. Many of
the Dutch traders who authored these diaries encountered both the Japanese elite
and the everyday Japanese around Dejima. Letters, documents, and census
reports reflect the state of post-Sekigahara Japan and provide insight into life
under the various Tokugawa shoguns.'> Documents from the bakufu, as well as

4 Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present, 3rd ed.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013; first published 2002), 12-13.

5 Edwin O. Reischauer and Albert M. Craig, Japan: Tradition and Transformation (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1978), 78.

6 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 179-182.

7 Turnbull, “Sekigahara,” 116. For a map of the modern-day prefectures of Japan and their
traditional names, see Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, xvii-xxi.

8 Arthur L. Sadler, The Maker of Modern Japan: The Life of Tokugawa leyasu (New York:
Routledge, 2011; first published 1937), 17-36.

9 The Confessions of Lady Nijo, trans. Karen Brazell (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1973),
Vii-XXVii.

10 Dejima, also spelled Deshima, was an artificial island created off the coast of Nagasaki Bay
where Dutch traders could conduct business without entering or residing in Japan.
Nederlandsche Oost-Indische Compagnie [NOIC], The Deshima Diaries: Marginalia (1700-1740),
ed. Paul van der Velde and Rudolf Bachofner, (Tokyo: Japan-Netherlands Institute, 1992), xiii-xvi.

1 NOIC, The Deshima Diaries, xiv-xviii.

12 James L. Huffman, Modern Japan: A History in Documents, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 11-20.
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personal journals, also offer perspectives on this time period. Opinion pieces by
Confucian scholars advocating for social change became more common in the
late 1700s.13 Confucian philosophers like Kumazawa Banzan (1619-1691) and
Ogyu Sorai (1666-1728) wielded influence during the Tokugawa period when the
state was backing Confucianism. The basic beliefs of Confucianism legitimized
the shogunate (government of the shogun) by encouraging the idea of knowing
one’s place and justifying class structure.#

Scholarship on this era includes the works of Mark Ravina, a specialist in
modern Japanese history. Ravina’s 2016 article “Tokugawa, Romanov, and
Khmer” compares Tokugawa rule with the rule of other Asian leaders during the
eighteenth century,!> while his 2017 monograph on the Meiji Restoration explains
Japan’s role on the world stage.l® Sarah C. M. Paine’s recent work, The Japanese
Empire, covers Japanese history from the Meiji Restoration until World War I1.77
Historians of the Tokugawa and Meiji eras agree that Tokugawa leyasu created
the modern state, although there is some debate over how he accomplished this.
Another point of agreement among scholars is that, despite the small skirmishes
after 1600, the Battle of Sekigahara was the decisive victory Tokugawa leyasu
needed to consolidate power.1® Scholars believe Japan’s nationalism developed
with the restoration of the Emperor,® but its formation began under the
Tokugawa and evolved to complement the new regime.

Tokugawa leyasu’s victory at the Battle of Sekigahara served as his gateway
to institutionalize the Tokugawa hegemony. While this battle allowed the
Tokugawa to become the epitome of the era of shoguns, it would eventually lead
to the end of the shogunate system. Japan underwent social, political, economic,
and military change because of the Battle of Sekigahara that would
fundamentally alter the state. This article argues that the Battle of Sekigahara led
to the creation of the Tokugawa shogunate, which set the stage for modern Japan
during its years of relative isolation by fostering proto-nationalism,
modernization, and demobilization.

13 Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 243-244.

14 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 221.

15 Mark Ravina, “Tokugawa, Romanov, and Khmer: The Politics of Trade and Diplomacy in
Eighteenth-Century East Asia,” Journal of World History 26, no. 2 (2015): 269-294.

16 Mark Ravina, To Stand With the Nations of the World: Japan’s Meiji Restoration in World
History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 207-214.

17 Sarah C. M. Paine, The Japanese Empire: Grand Strategy from the Meiji Restoration to the Pacific
War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1-8.

18 To understand the battle itself, a map recreating the battlefield, illustrating battle pathways
and tactics, contributes to a better overall picture of the main decisive moment, and can be found
in Dougherty, 100 Battles, 77.

19 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 135-137.
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I. Proto-nationalism

The Battle of Sekigahara created a unique national identity. Isolation from the
rest of the world allowed the Japanese to further develop their societal and
cultural landscape. A new sense of unity grew amongst the chonin (townspeople)
and peasants. Under the Tokugawa peace, new forms of art and entertainment
surfaced in developing urban areas. Kabuki (a form of theater), the tea ceremony,
woodblock printing, and puppet shows became commonplace within the cities.
While some of the rising forms of art and entertainment that made up the culture
of this time had existed before the Tokugawa era, these practices gained
widespread acclaim and new heights under the Tokugawa.?0

Unity and uniformity were key concerns for the bakufu. Following the
Tokugawa’s rise, Western ideas and Christians became taboo. The bakufu
advocated for unity by telling the people how to live their lives. Every Japanese
citizen had to be affiliated with a Buddhist or Shinto temple, and Christianity
was declared illegal.?! Governmental regulations were implemented to bring a
sense of unity and hierarchy. One set of Tokugawa regulations in 1655 detailed
how the familial disputes of peasants, merchants, and city folk would be handled
and settled by the bakufu and daimyo.?> The “Regulations of Villagers” in 1643
outlined the way of life for villagers and prohibited villagers from building
houses inconsistent with their station in life, brewing or selling sake (rice wine),
or dying clothing purple or crimson.? These regulations remained in place
throughout the Tokugawa era. In the early years, samurai and daimyo strictly
enforced the regulations, but they became relaxed as time went on. Stemming
from pre-modern “House Codes,” these regulations controlled the population
and informally carried over into the Meiji era. “House Codes” had differed from
clan to clan during the earlier “Warring States Period.” Modeled after the
reigning bakufu in most cases, “House Codes” were standards of conduct.?
While they had been around for centuries, the Tokugawa regulations achieved
their goal of unity by instilling in the lower levels of society a unifying feeling of
resentment. For the first time, the shogunate exercised authority over each han, a

20 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 237-243.
21 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 89-90; Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 171-174.

22 u Regulations for the Residents of Edo, 1655,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 215-
218.

23 “Regulations for Villagers, 1643,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 213-215. See
also Constantine Nomikos Vaporis, ed., Voices of Early Modern Japan: Contemporary Accounts of
Daily Life during the Age of the Shoguns (Boulder: Westview Press, 2014; first published 2012), 28-
31

24 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 61. For more information on Edo’s laws for the military class,
see Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 82-84.
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system called baku-han. Before the creation of the Tokugawa baku-han, the various
hans had remained separate and answered only to their respective daimyo.?>

In an effort to increase unity and loyalty in order to prevent rebellions,
intellectuals supporting the bakufu used Confucian philosophies as methods of
propaganda. “The Heaven-Appointed Duty of Subjects,” a document from the
Daigaku Wakumon of Kumazawa Banzan and written between 1686 and 1691,
outlined the duty of the Japanese people to revere and aid the bakufu. Kumazawa
wrote this piece in a question-and-answer format. When asking the question of
what the duty of a subject was, he answered, “He should impute goodness to his
lord and take mistakes upon his own head. He should not assume authority for
himself, but impute all authority to his lord.”?¢ Kumazawa detailed how he felt
the relationship between subject and ruler should work, but his arguments were
full of contradictions. First, he advocated for individual responsibility, but in the
next sentence he advised to pass all authority on to the leader. Aside from his
championing of obedience, Kumazawa also supported the idea of a ruler who
would earn the obedience of his people, a Confucian concept known as jinsei
(benevolent rule). According to the Japanese Confucian philosopher Ito Jinsai
(1627-1705), it was the “Heavenly-appointed duty of subjects [...] to help his lord
exercise benevolent government (jinsei) by obeying the judgment and commands
of his lord, or making up for his shortcomings.”?” Such notions regarding
obedience toward one’s lord easily transferred over to the Emperor after the
Meiji Restoration, yet the idea of jinsei would continue to be an ideal.

While the bakufu attempted to achieve national unity through policies, the
people in cities came together naturally as different forms of art gained
popularity and a type of popular culture emerged. The growing population of
the chonin allowed the arts to flourish with the creation of pleasure quarters in
the cities. One of these art forms was the “tea ceremony,” detailed, for example,
in the recollections of Chikamatsu Shigenori (1695-1778) about the tea room, as
well as viewing and participating in a tea ceremony.?® Pulling from aspects of
Zen Buddhism, tea ceremonies offered a ritualistic, calming atmosphere that
even the samurai favored.?’ Entertainment became an important aspect of society
within cities, so much so that areas of the larger cities were designated solely for
such purposes and referred to as pleasure, amusement, or entertainment
quarters, thus turning into the main cultural hubs.30 The entertainment quarters
in Edo (renamed Tokyo in 1868) were particularly famous and known as the

25 Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 204-205.

26 “Heaven-Appointed Duty of Subjects,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 248-251.
27 “Tto Jinsai’s Daily Observance,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 249.

28 “The Tea Ceremony,” in Vaporis, Voices of Early Modern Japan, 173-175.

29 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 141-142.

30 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 38-39.
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Yoshiwara District.3! Since this area was intended for the amusement of the
chonin, samurai were not allowed there, but they nonetheless regularly infiltrated
the premises to enjoy the various forms of entertainment on display.3? The upper
class favored no drama (a form of theater featuring masks), while the chonin
preferred kabuki plays and puppet shows with joruri (small, hand-controlled
puppets) and bunraku (puppets two-thirds the size of humans).33

Tokugawa and Meiji historians consider Japanese nationalism a phenomenon
that occurred after the Meiji Restoration. When they examine the hans and daimyo
within the centralized bakufu, the semi-autonomous status of the various
domains seems to suggest that the Tokugawa era lacked national unity.3* Thus,
scholars believe that the newly empowered Emperor of the Meiji period brought
the Japanese people together and instilled a sense of unity that had been lacking
during the earlier feudal period.3> Admittedly, nationalism evolved and changed
to fit the new Meiji state, but proto-nationalism did exist during the Tokugawa
era in the form of Japanese culture. Entertainment and art brought the people
together and thus contributed significantly to their collective identity.

A unique national identity replaced the warring clans who had only been
loyal to the daimyo. Government policies aided in this transition, but the urban
population was the driving force. By the mid 1700s, pleasure quarters in larger
cities became so popular that the bakufu had them moved to the outskirts.3
Pleasure quarters drew all walks of life: city dwellers, merchants, nobles, and
samurai traveled to the edges of cities to see a play, shop, or indulge at a bar or
restaurant. And cultural ideas, like the tea ceremony or kabuki, have prevailed
until the present day.

II. Modernization

The Battle of Sekigahara created a governing body that provided all the tools
needed to modernize. Tokugawa Ieyasu developed methods of quelling
insurrections before they could begin. Unwittingly, these policies established the
means to modernize, which the instigators of the Meiji Restoration, the tozama
clans (outsider daimyo who had been on the losing side at the Battle of
Sekigahara), would later use to their advantage. During this time of relative
rather than complete isolation (due to trade with the Dutch and interaction with
foreign fishermen in the Sea of Japan), the elite of the Tokugawa era knew of the

31 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 18.

32 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 105.

33 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 107-109; Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 145.

34 Mark Ravina, “State-Building and Political Economy in Early-modern Japan,” The Journal of
Asian Studies 54, no. 4 (1995): 997-1022.

35 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 68-69.

36 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 18.
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outside world’s happenings.3” And, as will be shown below, sankin kotai
(alternate attendance, requiring the daimyo to reside at the Tokugawa court every
other year) ultimately led to an improved infrastructure and a money economy.
Rangaku (Dutch learning) was a common practice of the Tokugawa era; it
entailed studying texts from the Dutch to be educated in Western knowledge.
The scholar Sugita Gempaku (1733-1817), who trained in medicine and
specialized in surgery, wrote a memoir in 1815 that explains when his interest in
the field had first started. Sugita reminisced about his pursuit of knowledge with
friends regarding rangaku by asking each other questions:
If we can directly understand books written by them, we will benefit greatly. However, it is
pitiful that there has been no one who has set his mind on working in this field. Can we
somehow blaze this trail? It is impossible to do it in Edo. Perhaps it is best if we ask

translators in Nagasaki to make some translations. If one book can be completely translated,
there will be an immeasurable benefit to the country.?

Sugita’s recollections demonstrate how young people viewed and participated in
rangaku. Since not all students were learning Dutch, translators were a necessity,
yet academics knew the value of learning from the texts and information that the
Dutch provided. Dutch merchants brought tradable goods besides books with
them. In spite of their relative isolation, educated Japanese learned about science,
philosophy, and history from the West. Rangaku allowed the elites of the
Tokugawa to build an awareness of the rest of world and stay up to date with the
newest information.

Government documents and academic testimonials written by Ogyu Sorai
(1666-1728) and Mitsui Takafusa (1684-1748), as well as the Osaka Shogyo
Shukanroku or “Records of Business Practices of Osaka,” follow the emergence of
a new money economy. Before the practice became inconvenient, the Japanese
had used rice as a currency and determinant of wealth. Coin money had existed
since the Nara period, but was not widely used.*’ The amount of rice the land of
a daimyo produced determined a daimyo’s status. According to Ogyu Sorai, “[iJn
olden days, the countryside had hardly any money and all the purchase was
made with rice or barley but not with money.”4! To be considered a daimyo, one
had to produce ten thousand koku, or 51,200 bushels [of rice], each year.*?

37 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 290.

38 NIOIC, The Deshima Diaries, xv-xvi.

39 “The Beginning of Dutch Studies in Japan,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 258-
266, here 264.

40 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 137.

41 “Spread of Money Economy, 1716-1735,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 228-241,
here 229.

42 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 81, Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 127-130. For a chart
featuring the equivalents of Japanese measurements in the metric and U.S. systems, see Lu, Japan,
Documentary History: Late Tokugawa Period, i.
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Contemporary documents affirm the growth of commerce during the Tokugawa
era and the switch to a money economy .43

Following the increase in commerce, the merchant class gained power over
the rest of the society. Merchant firms flourished and provided loans, for
example the funds to improve Tokugawa society for public works such as
schools.#* Ogyu explained that, with the new economy, “merchants become
masters while samurai are relegated to the position of customers, unable to
determine prices fixed on different commodities.”4> Traditionally, merchants had
been considered lower class due to Confucian beliefs that found money-making
distasteful.#¢ Now, as the merchant class rose to power, the samurai class
declined. Under the Tokugawa, merchants came to dominate Japan’s cultural
world.#” This rise of commerce would eventually speed up the Meiji agenda, but
the lengthy process of change from the koku (a measurement of rice) to a money
economy was already occurring under the Tokugawa bakufu.

After the Battle of Sekigahara, Tokugawa leyasu knew he had to keep the
daimyo in line to prevent a challenge to his rule. One of his solutions was known
as sankin kotai which required daimyo to live in Edo every other year, while the
family of the daimyo had to stay in Edo full time.#8 In accordance with this
practice, daimyo heirs lived their life until they became daimyo with little
knowledge of the han they would soon be expected to oversee. Daimyo families
passed their titles and positions down through hereditary lineage. Since Sankin
kotai forced the families of daimyo, including the future daimyo, to stay in Edo
year-round, almost like hostages,* when the title was passed on to the new
daimyo, the latter became responsible for running a fiefdom that he knew little
about and had perhaps only briefly, sometimes never, visited before.>

On the other hand, Sankin kotai brought about the beginning of public works
and infrastructural improvements. From all over Japan, daimyo were forced to
travel to the capital, meaning new structures were required. The daimyo needed
roads to travel with their large parties to and from their han. Alongside these
new roads, hostels and supply stores were built, and new villages arose where
before there had only been farmland. Farmers and peasants of hans were forced

43 “Growth of Commerce,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 228-236.
4 Huffman, Modern Japan, 18.

45 “Spread of Money Economy, 1716-1735,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 228-241,
here 229.

46 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 204.
47 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 207.

48 David B. Carpenter, “Urbanization and Social Change in Japan,” The Sociological Quarterly
1, no. 3 (1960): 155-165, here 158-159. A document with specific instructions for this system can be
found in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Dawn, 208.

49 Hiroaki Sato, Legends of the Samurai (New York: Overlook Duckworth, 1995), xxii.
50 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 86.
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to comply with these needs. A text by the daimyo Matsudaira Sadanobu (1759-
1829), “Tax Burdens Suffered by the Farmers” (1781), targeted the burdens put
onto the peasants that Matsudaira advocated should change. Matsudaira wrote
of the high taxes endured by the farmers that made them fear officials to the
point that farmers did anything they could to keep officials happy: “When corvée
[forced] labor is imposed on them [i.e., farmers], they build highways, bridges,
and dikes, and send off travelers.”5! To avoid higher taxes, the peasants built all
the infrastructure that the daimyo demanded. As a direct result of sankin kotai,
public works such as roads and bridges were built, which would facilitate
further modernization during the Meiji era.

Through policies meant to strengthen the power of the bakufu, the Tokugawa
laid the foundations of a modern state. The people of the state learned from the
West, despite their relative isolation. Instead of exchanging rice, sankin kotai
forced the bakufu to change to a money economy and improve infrastructure,
which aided urban development. Years later, after the arrival of Commodore
Perry in 1853, when the new Japanese government decided to modernize, they
found only few aspects of the economy and country that needed to change.

III. Demobilization

The Battle of Sekigahara created a period of peace that severely weakened the
military. The few skirmishes that occurred after the Battle of Sekigahara, such as
the Siege of Osaka (1614-1615) and the Shimabara Rebellion (1637-1638),
happened before 1700 and caused little trouble for the bakufu’s forces.>> With the
rise of the Tokugawa, demand for samurai plummeted. Tokugawa Ieyasu
significantly decreased the number of samurai and daimyo after assuming the
position of shogun. The majority of former samurai were recruited into the
bureaucracy. The remaining samurai accompanied daimyo during sankin kotai or
stayed behind to watch the han. Few samurai retained their battle prowess, and
even fewer took advantage of their status to become educated. Declining and
entitled, the samurai were a dying class in Tokugawa society. By the Meiji era, the
military knew less about warfare and weaponry than the warlords of Japan's
distant past.

The eighteenth-century Deshima Diaries, a logbook that follows the daily life
of Dutch traders at Dejima, an artificial island off the coast of Nagasaki, contain a
diary kept by the opperhoofd (Dutch for “chief trade officer”) Ferdinand de Groot.
The diaries follow the Dutch’s daily interaction with the Japanese, Chinese, and
Korean merchants, and their fellow Dutch traders. De Groot’s diary chronicles
three years of his time at Dejima. Unlike his fellow traders’ diaries, his involves
more of his interaction with the Japanese than his livelihood. In April 1705, De

51 “Tax Burdens Suffered by the Farmers, 1781,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Late
Tokugawa Period, 279-280.
52 Hane and Perez, Premodern Japan, 290-293.
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Groot recorded a fight he had witnessed between two Japanese men: “The clerk,
Moeimon, tried to intervene but he was trampled underfoot, so one of the
stadsbongioisen [Japanese town commanders/officers/samurai] tried to frighten
them by pulling out his sword. However, suddenly the sword slipped from the
scabbard and others had to hold the stadsbongiois back who would have surely
attacked the fighters. As a result, the norimon [Japanese palanquin] carrier of the
opperbongiois [Japanese senior commander/official] has been dismissed.”>® The
scene De Groot depicted showcased the samurai’s loss of their warrior status.
Any samurai prior to 1600 knew that control over their movements and katana
(the traditional samurai sword) meant the difference between life or death in any
dangerous situation. After his embarrassment, another samurai kept the first from
attacking. During the “Warring States Period,” any offense by the lower classes
to a samurai would have resulted in death or heavy punishment.>* By the time of
De Groot’s memory, the samurai had lost their revered status to the point at
which they were unable to stop a simple street fight between chonin.

Samurai relied on their lord to pay their stipend and lacked other formal
sources of income.? In a text written in 1796, the academic Takano Tsunemichi
(1729-1815) mentioned samurai bowing and kneeling to merchants and peasants
as they engaged in handicraft to sell their wares because of inadequate income
from the daimyo. Takano made the analogy that “the samurai spirit is constantly
on a downward trend, as if pushing a cart downhill.”5 A once prominent and
privileged social class declined as the era progressed because of impoverished
daimyo. Debts increased amongst the daimyo and samurai because, despite their
reduced wealth, they were unable to adopt a different lifestyle. Furthermore, as
the samurai spirit declined, it faced corruption. In 1855, Fujimori Taiga (1799-
1862) wrote that sankin kotai, which allowed han samurai to live in Edo, led to han
samurai discovering bad habits, indulging in debauchery, and living frivolously
rather than becoming literate.5” By 1800, warriors were no longer needed within
the bakufu, which further eroded the self-respect of the remaining samurai.58

In 1853, the daimyo Tokugawa Nariaki (1800-1860) wrote a resolution for the
arrival of U.S. Navy Commodore Matthew C. Perry to aid the bakufu in their
decision over whether or not the country should be opened. Nariaki’s response
to the crisis addressed Japan’s policies regarding coastal defense and advocated
for the policy of joi (“expelling the barbarians”). Nariaki recalled Japan’s former

53 NOIC, The Deshima Diaries, 64. For an explanation of Dutch words and a glossary, see
NOIC, The Deshima Diaries, xii-xiv, 561-569.

54 Reischauer and Craig, Japan, 49.

55 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 30.

56 “Decline in Samurai Morale, 1796,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Late Tokugawa Period,
277.

57 “Corruption of Samurai, 1855,” Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Late Tokugawa Period, 276.
58 Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Late Tokugawa Period, 274-275.
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military prowess from 1200 to 1600. In his first reason for refusing a policy of
peace, Nariaki adamantly claimed that “foreigners both fear and respect us”
because of Japan’s past military achievements, ranging from the conquest of
Korea in ancient times, the repelling the Mongols in the thirteenth century, and
the invasion of Korea in the sixteenth century, to the suppression of Christianity
from 1596 to 1644.%° By listing military feats that had largely been accomplished
before the establishment of sakoku, Nariaki implicitly acknowledged that for the
past two (Tokugawa) centuries, Japan’s military had not really engaged in any
acts of valor to recommend them.

Scholars agree that the poor military of the Tokugawa at the time
Commodore Perry arrived aided the United States in achieving their goal to
reopen of Japan for the purpose of trade and port access to resupply. The
majority acknowledges the link between the demilitarized state and the
acceptance of the “Unequal Treaties,” but not all connect this to the modern
state.®® The “Unequal Treaties” were a set of seventeen treaties that Japan signed
with foreign powers following the reopening of the country that shifted the
balance of power heavily in favor of the Europeans. The first treaty that set the
tone for the rest of the “Unequal Treaties” was the Treaty of Shimoda with the
United States (1858).6! Japan only managed to modernize after the Tokugawa
had resigned their power to the instigators of the Meiji Restoration and the sonno
joi (“revere the Emperor and expel the barbarians”) movement.

The samurai, the great warriors who had prepared for each battle to be their
last, had become politicians or peasants. Few samurai still carried katana and
believed in bushido (“the way of the warrior”), while the rest waited for their next
stipend and for orders from the daimyo or bakufu.®> Demobilization drove the
Japanese into a corner when, in 1853, Commodore Perry arrived with a fleet of
U.S. Navy ships and an ultimatum from U.S. President Filmore regarding the
opening of the country.

Conclusion

The decisive victory at Sekigahara in 1600 allowed Tokugawa leyasu, albeit
inadvertently, to set the stage for modern Japan. Governmental policies meant to
maintain the state’s stability laid the foundations for modernity, the political
evolution that the bakufu had intended to stifle by enacting the policy of sakoku.
Under the Tokugawa shogunate the emergence of proto-nationalism,
modernization, and demobilization paved the way for the rapid modernization
of the Meiji era.

59 “Tokugawa Nariaki to Bakufu, 14 August 1853,” in Lu, Japan, Documentary History: Late
Tokugawa Period, 282-286.

60 Ravina, “State-Building and Political Economy,” 999-1004.

61 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, 50-51.

62 Sadler, Maker of Modern Japan, 389.
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The descendants of those who had fought against the Tokugawa at the Battle
of Sekigahara, the tozama, had to bide their time for 250 years. Incensed by their
helplessness at the arrival of Commodore Perry in 1853, the Japanese began a
campaign for rapid militarization and industrialization. Elites from the tozama
clans, specifically the Choshu, Satsuma, Tosa, and Hizen clans, instigated the
beginning of the Meiji era through a “revolution from above.”® During the reign
of Emperor Meiji (r. 1867-1912), the genro (oligarchs/elder statesmen functioning
as the emperor’s advisors) used rapid modernization and westernization to
create the Japanese Empire of the World War Il-era.

Following the Meiji restoration (1868), Japan entered the world stage as a
prominent player during World War I and later became a charter member of the
League of Nations (1920). Brief international confrontations and naval successes
against Russia and China bolstered the Japanese morale on the journey to gain
further global recognition. The Japanese Empire subsequently conquered and
annexed the surrounding areas, including Korea, parts of China, and the Kurile
islands. Thus, not only did the Battle of Sekigahara impact the future of Japan,
but that of the entire Asian continent.
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The Role of Fences in the American Revolution

ABSTRACT: This article examines the devastation of agrarian communities in the middle
colonies during the American Revolution, 1776-1783, by focusing on the utilization and
destruction of fences. Based on civilian and soldier eyewitness accounts, as well as newspaper
articles and maps, it first investigates the obstructive role of fences at the battles of Bunker
Hill (1775), Germantown (1777), and Brandywine (1777), and then analyzes the agricultural
and financial losses incurred as a result of soldiers plundering civilians’ fenced enclosures.
Employing an archaeological-material methodology, the author argues that scholars should
examine the varied costs of war and demonstrates that focusing on fences allows historians to
uncover more comprehensive accounts of wartime devastation and loss of individual property.

KEYWORDS: American colonial history; American Revolution; middle colonies;
Philadelphia; fences, Battle of Bumker Hill (1777); battlefield obstruction; agrarian
devastation; financial loss; archaeological-material methodology

Introduction

On September 23, 1776, a speaker read to the Continental Congress several
complaints made by rural residents seven days earlier. He alerted Congress that
the inhabitants of Amboy, New Jersey, lacked firewood, which had resulted in
the rampant destruction of wooden fixtures in farm communities. They
demanded that Congress “immediately make some law for protecting the little
property still left in the town; the means must leave to them, but wood is the
grand article.”? The speaker informed the Congress that, according to the letter
from Amboy, this was a problem that could not be overseen by any one
quartermaster, as the “destruction and havock made here with fences and houses
is great.”2 On September 19, a member of the New Jersey assembly had
concurred with the September 16 complaint, stating: “the inhabitants of Amboy
are great sufferers by their houses and fences being destroyed by the troops now
there, owing in a great measure for the want of proper persons being appointed
for purchasing a sufficient quantity of wood.”3 The resolution was to have
Congress quickly appoint one Samuel Serjeant, Esq., “or some other suitable
person or persons in Amboy” to oversee and “furnish” firewood to troops in
order to settle complaints, remedy grievances, and preserve the “peace.”* Both
American and British leaders assigned quartermasters to their camps to oversee

1 Speaker of the Assembly of New Jersey to Richard Stockton, delegate in Congress, read
September 23, 1776: “Extract of a Letter from Amboy, dated September 16 1776,” in Peter Force,
ed., American Archives: Consisting of a Collection of Authentick Records, State Papers, Debates, and
Letters and Other Notices of Publick Affairs, the Whole Forming a Documentary History of the Origin an
Progress of the North American Colonies; of the Causes and Accomplishment of the American Revolution;
and of the Constitution of Government for the United States, to the Final Ratification Thereof, 5th series,
Vol. 2 (Washington, D.C.: Peter Force, 1851), col. 365-366.

2 Force, American Archives, col. 366.

3 Force, American Archives, col. 366.

4 Force, American Archives, col. 366.
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wood distribution and inventory in attempts to prevent their troops from
entering private properties and plundering enclosures for firewood.

Accounts like this were all too common throughout the colonies during the
American Revolution, however, not all accounts of fence destruction were due to
cold weather, and not all accounts involving fences were stories that included
acts of violence. Fences were integral to the functioning of agrarian communities
and the maintenance of farmland. Destroying them consequently left gardens,
orchards, animal pens, pastures, and once beautiful landscapes desolate. The
plundering of fences during the American Revolution not only caused disruption
and devastation for colonists living in rural areas, but affected the war militarily
by obstructing battlefields.5

Scholars have yet to explore the significance of fences during the American
Revolution. To develop an inclusive picture of fences, this article utilizes
accounts of rural and domestic destruction, as well as financial and agricultural
loss, to catch glimpses of fences, revealing that during war these material objects
were influential fixtures and not just discarded props left in the backdrop of war.
Employing an archaeological-material methodology, this article suggests that
scholars should examine the varied costs of war and demonstrates that focusing
on fences allows historians to uncover more comprehensive accounts of wartime
devastation and loss of individual property. Civilian and soldier eyewitness
accounts, as recorded in diaries and journals, reveal the role of fences in battles
and their effect on the countryside, particularly within the middle colonies
between 1776 and 1783. The examination of fences during the Revolution may
prove valuable for future studies involving other American wars.

This article builds on the studies of three authors who have focused their
recent works of the Revolution around violence and destruction as the main
factors which contributed to the disruptiveness of war as well as America’s
formation of collective identity and democracy. Allan Kulikoff’s 2000 monograph
From British Peasants to Colonial Farmers and his 2002 article “Revolutionary
Violence and the Origins of Democracy” significantly expand our knowledge
about the disruptive effects of war on agrarian economies.® In both of these
studies, Kulikoff focuses on “the sounds, sights, and smell of war that drifted just
outside the homes of” its observers, but he rarely mentions fences.” Allan
Taylor’s 2016 monograph American Revolutions and Holger Hoock’s 2017 study
Scars of Independence are the two most recent additions to the trend of examining
civilian disruption through the lens of violent acts. Taylor argues that the “harsh

5 In this article, “fences” mean any natural or artificial barrier or fixture used in the
separation of any size of land or body of water. They include felled trees, hedges, ditches, and
stone walls, as well as piles of loose sod and other earthly materials.

6 Allan Kulikoff, From British Peasants to Colonial American Farmers (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2000); Allan Kulikoff, “Revolutionary Violence and the Origins of
American Democracy,” Journal of the Historical Society 2 no. 2 (Spring 2002): 229-260, here 258.

7 Kulikoff, “Revolutionary Violence,” 231.
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experiences of war shaped the legacies of the revolution. More than by-products
of war, civilian sufferings helped to define the new Republican government.”8
Hoock goes one step further than Kulikoff and Taylor by explicitly adopting
violence as his “central analytical and narrative focus.”® There is not much
separating these three authors from each other. All have paid attention to the
varied, costly disruptions of daily life, but none have done so utilizing a
archaeological-material methodology that uses the fence as both the focal point
of analytical research and a measurement of the Revolution’s wanton destruction
on farm communities.

I. Battlefield Obstructions: Bunker Hill

Throughout the American Revolution patriots tore down fences to stop British
troops from flanking their forces and capturing their land. This strategy was
never more apparent than during the Battle of Bunker Hill, the first major
confrontation of the war, beginning on the midday of June 17, 1775, in
Charleston, Massachusetts. It was also both the shortest and deadliest of the
revolutionary battles, ending hours later in complete bloodshed. Holger Hoock,
who has extensively covered this revolutionary war from both the American and
British perspectives, reminds us “that more than one-eighth of all British officers
killed in the entire war had indeed died at Bunker Hill or as a result of injuries
received that day.”10 These high casualty numbers were indicative of the rough
geographical terrain of this small peninsular battlefield. A topographical map of
the area (see Figure 1 below) from the collection of nineteenth-century American
archivist Peter Force provides a visual representation of this battle’s landscape,
which consisted of rolling-hills, stonewalls, hedges, post and rail fences, and
several redoubts that impeded Britain’s army of experienced linear fighters from
effectively navigating the partitioned landscape. The Patriots were led into battle
by Israel Putnam and John Stark. They readied their position at the southeastern
base of Bunker Hill, protected behind a distinct system of fenced fortifications
involving a main redoubt, several lines of extending breastworks, a reinforced
half-stone, half-wooden rail-fence, and a stone wall on the beach of the Mystic
River.11 The British stationed their redoubt about three quarters of a mile east of
this, at Breeds Hill. Because of the extensive network of fenced barriers on the
battlefield, the British had two options to make their way to the peninsula’s neck
on foot. The British’s right column was led by General William Howe.

8 Allan Taylor, American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750-1804 (New York: W. W.
Norton & Company, 2016), 5.

9 Holger Hoock, Scars of Independence: America’s Violent Birth (New York: Crown, 2017), xi.

10 Hoock, Scars of Independence, 75.

11 Christopher Ward, The War of the Revolution, 2 vols., ed. John Richard Alden (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1952), 2: 86, 87.
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Fiqure 1: “Battle of Bunker Hill,” map [manuscript] (ca. 1775), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress,
Geography and Map Division, G3764.B653 1775 .B3, accessed May 24, 2019.

Peter Oliver was a Loyalist who witnessed this battle. He described that,
while Howe’s column was doing this, British army officer Robert Pigott led the
left column to burst through the multiple lines of breastwork that existed in-
between and around “Dwelling Houses, from whence they [i.e., the Americans]
fired with great Security; by which Means they could take Aim at the Officers of
the British Troops, whom they made the particular Objects to be fired at.”12 A
1775 New York broadside article titled “Fresh News” supports Oliver’s account
and names others involved in the bloody battle. The eyewitness account comes
from Captain Elijah Hide who was stationed at Winters Hill. He describes that
“Captain Nolton, of Ashford, [arrived] with 400 of said forces, immediately
repaired to, and pulled up a post and rail fence, and carrying the posts and rails
to another fence, put them together for breastwork.”13

12 peter Oliver, “The Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion” [1781], in The American
Revolution: Writings from the War of Independence, ed. John H. Rhodehamel (New York: Literary
Classics of the United States, 2001), 44-52, here 45.

13 “Fresh news. Just arrived an express from the Provincial camp near Boston, with the
following interesting account of the engagement at Charlestown, between about three thousand
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By maneuvering fenced structures around this small battlefield and
rearranging them when needed, the patriots in particular and the British in
general obstructed each other’s advancements. With Thomas Knowlton’s arrival,
the arrangement of fences proved to be a major hindrance for the British. The
first two attempts by British troops to pierce the fence-work and win the
peninsula proved to be bitter progress. In the span of one day, that progress cost
them supplies, manpower, and spirit, resulting in the exhaustion,
malnourishment, and death of many men. Hoock includes evidence of “some
Americans” charging “some of their muskets with old nails and other pieces of
iron,” and firing from behind the protective cover of fences in order to maim
British soldiers.* Evidence of maiming due to the effectiveness of these
unconventional tactics were the numerous veterans who returned home with
missing limbs or with symptoms of severe sickness.!?

Further corroboration illustrating Americans “owning to that savage Way of
tighting, not in open Field, but aiming at their Objects from Houses & behind
Walls & Hedges” comes from the aforementioned Peter Oliver’s vantage point.1
He explains that American troops used a several hundred-yard-long
“impenetrable hedge” to conceal their numbers as well as cannons.’”” Upon the
British’s third successful flank on the main redoubt at Bunker Hill, they finally
got through the hedge and developed a “Passage through the Fences.”1® Having
mounted the parapet in front of the redoubt, Howe’s troops drove out the
Americans. Casualties for the King's troops, says Oliver, amounted to about
“1000 killed & wounded & of the latter many died of their wounds, through the
excessive Heat of the Season. The rebels did not lose half that Number.”1® This
was, in part, due to fence placement by the Americans, which segmented entire
battlefields into enclosed subsections of deadly engagements. This sectionalizing
of fields into deadly networks of fenced blockades and barbed hurdles proved
effective, and both sides took notice of using fence technology to create obstacles
and entrapments.

Roughly forty days after the Battle of Bunker Hill, fence technology
continued in the area. An extract of a letter from Cambridge, published in an

of the King's regular forces, and about half the number of Provincial,” New York, 1775,
broadside, Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division,
Printed Ephemera Collection, Portfolio 108, Folder 15, accessed May 24, 2019.

14 Hoock, Scars of Independence, 75-76.

15 Morning Chronicle, September 21, 1775; London Evening Post, September 23-26, 1775;
Middlesex Journal, September 21-23, 1775; Craftsman, September 23, 1775; Chester Chronicle,
September, 1775; Daily Advertiser, October 11, 1775; Morning Chronicle, October 19, 1775, as cited
in Hoock, Scars of Independence, 439 note 36.

16 Qliver, “Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion,” 44.
17 Qliver, “Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion,” 45-46.
18 Qliver, “Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion,” 46.
19 Oliver, “Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion,” 46.
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August 9, 1775, Philadelphian newspaper notes the British “had cut down
several large trees, and were busy all night in throwing up a line and abbatis in
front of it.”?0 Orders were later given to the “York county Rifle company to
march down to our advanced post on Charlestown Neck [...] and to bring off
some prisoners, from whom we expected to learn the enemy’s design in
throwing up the abbatis on the neck.”?! The “abatis” (see Figure 2 below), based
on old French “abateis” (meaning “thrown down”), was a very simple, yet
effective technology that slowed down regiments and blocked key sites for
advancement. These devices became more prevalent as infantries moved across
bodies of land and water. The publication of this device’s relevance attests to the
growing use of fence technology in the Revolution, particularly in Pennsylvania.
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Figure 2: "Hurdles, or clayes, made of branches or twigs [...],” book illustration/woodcut (1776), from
Thomas Simes, A new military, historical, and explanatory dictionary: including the warriors
gazetteer of places remarkable for sieges or battles (Philadelphia: Sold by Humphreys, Bell, and
Aitken, 1776), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division, 1llus.
in U24 .56 Am Imp [Rare Book RR], accessed May 24, 2019.

II. Battlefield Obstructions: Brandywine and Germantown

Fences divided landscapes into segmented battlegrounds, as seen in the 1777
battles of Germantown and Brandywine, both of which took place in
Philadelphia. The 1782 painting of the “Battle of Germantown” by the Italian
artist Xavier [Saverio] della Gatta (see Figure 3 below) reveals how prevalent
fences were during this battle. What is not shown in this painting are the forks,
fords (shallow part of ditches), roads, deep streams, and rail-fenced enclosures

20 “Philadelphia, August 9. Extract of a Letter from Cambridge, Dated July 31,” Pennsylvania
Gazette, Philadelphia, PA, August 9, 1775, page 2, America’s Historical Newspapers [database],
accessed December 26, 2018.

21 “Philadelphia, August 9. Extract of a Letter from Cambridge, Dated July 31.”
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that spanned many fields, “stretching for two miles along the Skippack Road
which ran northwest from Philadelphia to Reading.”?? Lieutenant Captain
Hinrichs, a Hessian who had joined the British army to sightsee America,
described Pennsylvania as having many “defenses, which make this country so
cut up that one cannot maneuver with cavalry, even where it is level.”?

- e ¥ — S b e S

Figure 3: "The Battle of Germantown,” painting (1782) by Xavier [Saverio] della Gatta, Philadelphia, PA,
Museum of the American Revolution, accessed May 24, 2019. Image Courtesy of the Museum of the
American Revolution. Used by Permission (Museum of the American Revolution).

These defenses, Hinrichs wrote, were “merely wooden fences around tilled
fields,” but because farmers rotated their cattle in fields that had been harvested,
“nearly every field has its own fence.”?* There are not many portraits of battle
scenes involving fenced landscapes. Della Gatta’s painting is exemplary of the
Revolution’s segmented battlefields, and how one material object can greatly
affect both sides during a war in mostly agrarian environment.

Not only did fences divide and obstruct fields, they were ripped apart to
make innovative devices, such as bridges, barbed fixtures, and barricades. For
example, George Washington ordered a bridge to be constructed over the

22 Ward, War of the Revolution, 2: 362-363.

23 “From Captain Hinrichs, On the Neck Near Philadelphia, January 18, 1778,” in Letters from
America, 1776-1779: Being Letters of Brunswick, Hessian, and Waldeck Officers, with the British Armies
during the Revolution, trans. Ray W. Pettengill (Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1924), xviii, 184-
185.

24 “From Captain Hinrichs, On the Neck Near Philadelphia, January 18, 1778.”
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Schuykill River in order to get heavy supplies across the various fords. This
fixture, according to the diary of Albigence Waldo, Washington's surgeon,
consisted “of 36 waggons, with a bridge of Rails between each one.”? Another
example comes from Lieutenant William Beatty of the Continental Army who
wrote in his diary about “throw[ing] up Breastworks in front of their respective
Camps,” as well as sharpening the branches from “felled trees” and fence posts
and tangling them into abatis.?¢ These large “spike strips,” as seen at Bunker Hill,
were used to obstruct the British marching toward Philadelphia. Pictures taken
of abatis during the American Civil War (see Figure 4 below) provide
visualization of how effective this device was in carving up the terrain.
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Fiqure 4: “Petersburg, VA: View from breastworks of Fort Sedgqwick,” photograph [stereograph/wet
collodion negative] (April 3, 1865), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs
Division, LC-B811- 3209 [P&P], accessed May 24, 2019.

The second device represents the chevaux-de-frise (see Figures 5 and 6 below),
meaning “Frisian horses.” It was used for fencing off fields, particularly
waterways. These crate-like structures looked like large spiked rolling pins. The
logs were often capped with iron tips and weighted down with stones to sink

25 Quoted in Albert Bushnell Hart, ed., American History Told by Contemporaries, Vol. II:
Building of the Republic, 1689-1783 (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1908), 568. For further
information on this bridge, see Thomas J. McGuire, The Philadelphia Campaign, Vol. 1: Brandywine
and the Fall of Philadelphia (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2006), 171.

26 McGuire, Philadelphia Campaign, 158.
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just below the water’s surface to rip open the bottom of British vessels as they
passed.?”

e e T e e i e R e o e v B e

Figure 5: ”Chevwf de frzse .A ;'r:‘front of Confederate fortifications, Petersbuﬁ;;,“ VA, " photograph
[photographic print] (between 1861 and 1865) by Andrew |. Russell, Washington, D.C., Library of
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LOT 4166-E, no. 33 [P&P], accessed May 24, 2019.

Crrbs RHELT il
Figure 6: “Cheveaux de-frize, large joints or beams |...],” book illustration/woodcut (1776), “from Thomas
Simes, A new military, historical, and explanatory dictionary: including the warriors gazetteer of
places remarkable for sieges or battles (Philadelphia: Sold by Humphreys, Bell, and Aitken, 1776),
Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division, Illus. in U24 .56 Am

Imp [Rare Book RR], accessed May 24, 2019.

Washington noted that he directed “the Works upon and obstructions in the
Delaware,” stating that the construction of them “should be carried on with
Spirit and compleated as far as possible lest they should visit that quarter.”?8 In

27 Michael C. Harris, Brandywine: A Military History of the Battle that Lost Philadelphia but Saved
America, September 11, 1777 (El Dorado Hills: Savas Beatie, 2014), 64-65.

28 “To the President of Congress” [Head Quarters, Morris Town, July 7, 1777],” in The
Writings of George Washington from the Original Manuscripts, 1745-1799, Vol. 8: May 1, 1777-July 31,
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an October 1777 British correspondence between Lord Viscount William Howe
and one Mr. Stephens, Howe describes the locations of both Billingsport and the
Schuylkill River as having several protective defenses, with each one consisting
of “several rows of the chevaux de fries.”?? He elaborates that the devices had
been sunk in a way “as to render the nearer approach of ships impracticable and
[that] no attempt could be made for moving the sunk frames [..] till the
command of the shores on each side of the river could be obtained.”3? Rising
tides and prevailing winds turned these dangerous devices into deadly obstacles.

YHR FOT

DELAWAR

Fiqure 7: “The course of Delaware River from Philadelphia to Chester, exhibiting the several works erected
by the rebels to defend its passage, with the attacks made upon them by His Majesty’s land & sea forces,”
map_[engraving] by William Faden (London, 1778), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Geography
and Map Division, G3792.D4453 1778 .F3, accessed May 24, 2019.

The map of the “Course of the Delaware River” (see Figure 7 above ) features
the areas consisting of three chevaux sites, guarded by several redoubt spots. The
lower site had a double line strung from Billings Island to the Jersey Shore. The
second site had 30 chevauxs, extending from Mud Island halfway across the
Delaware River, guarded by redoubts on both sides. Mud Island itself consisted

1777, ed. John C. Fitzpatrick (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1931),
366-367, here 366.

29 “Copy of a Letter from Vice-Admiral Lord Viscount Howe, to Mr. Stephens, Dated on
Board His Majesty’s Ship,” Pennsylvania Ledger, Pennsylvania, PA, March 7, 1778, issue CXXXIII,
page 1, America’s Historical Newspapers [database], accessed December 26, 2018.

30 “Copy of a Letter from Vice-Admiral Lord Viscount Howe, to Mr. Stephens.”
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of a main enclosure, comprised of earth and fences to make ravelins (triangular
fortifications). The land and water areas seen in this map all had their own abatis
and fenced obstructions. The thousands of troops that fought within the divided,
spiked landscape of Brandywine and Germantown had faced similar challenges
in preceding battles. While various forms of obstructions played important roles
during these specific battles, their use during the Revolution was not singular.
Rail-fencing, ditches, rivers, redoubts, hedges, and spiked-devices of all kinds
were fabricated for the hindrance of military advancement. The fabrication of
these devices helped fuel the devastation of beautiful landscapes and fenced
enclosures.

II1. Fences in War: Accounts of Devastation from Fence Destruction

The destruction of fences for battlefield tactics brought about the devastation of
the surrounding farmland. This can be seen in the journal entries of civilians who
lived through these battles. William Brooke Rawle was a young man when he
experienced the British occupation of Philadelphia (September 1777-June 1778).
After escaping to London, he wrote of his observations at Germantown. He
described the city as exhibiting

a dreary picture of want and desolation; houses empty and abandoned with windows taken

out and floors pulled up; enclosures levelled to the ground; gardens ravaged and destroyed;

forests cut down, opening an extensive prospect of a silent and deserted country. Such was

the change from what, a few weeks before, were the most beautiful, the best cultivated and
the most fertile environs of any city in America.3!

Sarah Logan, the wife of a wealthy Quaker, Thomas Fisher, also recalled scenes
of destruction as a result of losing her fences. According to the November 1, 1777,
entry in her diary “everything is almost gone of the vegetable kind, plundered,
great part of it, by the Hessians, as there can be nothing brought into the city
except from down in the Neck [...] Fences torn down, cows, hogs, fowls &
everything gone.”3? The disruption caused by losing fences often resulted in
losing animals. Because of this, a broken (trading and bartering) economy set in
wherein “butchers obliged to kill fine milch [i.e., milk] cows for meat.”33 The
absence of adequate food sources caused monetary inflation to soar and local
town markets to shut down. Sarah Fisher observed a woman paying “7 hard
dollars for a quarter of pork, common fowls 15 a couple, neither eggs nor butter
at any price.”34

31 william Brooke Rawle, “Plundering by the British Army during the American
Revolution,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 25, no. 1 (1901): 114-117, here 114-
115.

32 Nicholas B. Wainwright and Sarah Logan Fisher, “A Diary of Trifling Occurrences:”
Philadelphia, 1776-1778, The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 82, no. 4 (October
1958): 411-465, here 455, 464.

33 Wainwright and Fisher, “Diary of Trifling Occurrences,” 455.
34 Wainwright and Fisher, “Diary of Trifling Occurrences,” 455.
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At the time of Brandywine, a band of British deserters known as the 4th
Georgia Battalion left destruction in its wake. “The Petition of Divers Inhabitants
of the Townships of Lower Merrion & Blockley,” addressed to Thomas Wharton,
the president of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, on August 15, 1777, reflects
the grievances that thirty-six Philadelphian property holders from two locations
voiced against this battalion:3>

[They were] Robbing the neighborhood of everything they could lay their hands on, pillaging

their dwelling houses, Spring Houses and Barns, Burning their Fence rails, Cutting down

their Timber, Robbing Orchards and Gardens, Stealing their Pigs, Poultry & Lambs, and
sometimes killing them through wantonness or bravado, & when complaints were made,
they, with the most unparalleled impudence, would threaten the lives of the Complaints or
their Houses with fire, frequently damaging the Congress, and Swearing they will never fight
against King George.3¢
Answers to why British soldiers in particular sought and dismantled fences for
firewood and makeshift shelters can be found in Arthur Bowler’s 1975 study
Logistics and the Failure of the British Army in America, 1775-1783.37 Although he
focuses on the greater New York area, his evidence reflects the general lack of
provisions of the British, such as tents, firewood (fuel), and fodder for their
horses. The lack of necessities led to the mass destruction of fences and theft of
grain outside the New York area.

Bowler explains that, as early as 1775, fences in the middle colonies were torn
up by the mile to keep the army warm during freezing temperatures and that
grain was stolen by the wagonload to keep their horses fed. Until 1780, troops
were “paid one dollar a head for enemy cattle rounded up during a campaign.”38
Financial incentives like these helped fuel the wreckage of enclosures. In the case
of shelters, particularly in Brandywine, troops broke down fence rails, cornstalks,
tree branches, and other timbered sources to make “wigwams” or “booths,”
which were tiny huts used as shelter from the hot sun and heavy downpour.?® A
resident of Yorktown Virginia, Dr. Robert Honyman, noted in his diary on June
8, 1781, that British soldiers had set up camp on his neighbor’s plantation and, as
a result, “the fences [were] pulled down & much of them burnt; Many cattle,
hogs, sheep & poultry of all sorts killed [...] there was not one Tent in the British
army, all of them lying under temporary sheds or arbours, made with boughs of

35 See McGuire, Philadelphia Campaign, 118.

36 “The Inhabitants of Montgomery County to the President,” Lower Merrion, August 15,
1777, in Pennsylvania Archives: Second Series, Published under Direction of Matthew S. Quay, Secretary
of the Commonwealth, ed. John B. Linn and William H. Egle (Harrisburg: B. F. Meyers, State
Printer, 1875), 118-119.

37 Arthur Bowler, Logistics and the Failure of the British Army in America, 1775-1783 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1975).

38 Bowler, Logistics and the Failure of the British Army, 57-61, 80.

39 McGuire, Philadelphia Campaign, 135.
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Trees, fence rails &c.”40 The lack of adequate provisions for British troops led
directly to the breakdown of wooden enclosures for shelter, causing the theft and
slaughtering of livestock.

American troops were also guilty of plundering their own people’s fences for
firewood, risking alienating their own supporters in the process. Quartermasters
played an important role in the maintenance of camp provisions. In 1780,
General Nathanael Greene requested that on Continental Army campsites
“proper places” were to be selected for kitchen sites and “camp and quarter
guards are to confine every person detected either in moving or burning fence
stuff.”4! In the same year, Deputy Commissary General of Purchases for New
York, Udny Hay, sent a letter to Governor George Clinton, requesting to revive
“the laws for obtaining firewood for the use of the army” to stop the damages
that arise from “the burning of fences, and losing or killing Horses & Oxen when
Impressed for the use of the army.”4? In 1778, George Washington tried to keep
his troops from “marauding” and destroying “Inclosures, Fruit Trees or other
Property of the Inhabitants.”43 This is a stark contrast to what, roughly two years
earlier, he had condoned as necessary, for depriving the enemy of their
provisions and food sources was a vengeful act that hurt both Loyalists and
Patriots and a strategy of warfare that he was never really able to control among
his troops.#* Washington and other American leaders were aware that
plundering and marauding among their people was a detriment to maintaining
support amongst Patriot communities. The 1776 American Articles of War state:

All Officers and Soldiers are to behave themselves orderly in Quarters, and on their March,

and whosoever shall commit any Waste or Spoil, either in Walks of Trees, Parks, Warrens,

Fish-Ponds, Houses, or gardens, Cornfields, Enclosures, or Meadows, or shall maliciously
destroy any Property whatsoever belonging to any of our subjects, unless by Order of the

40 Richard K. MacMaster and Robert Honyman, “News of the Yorktown Campaign: The
Journal of Dr. Robert Honyman, April 17-November 25, 1781,” The Virginia Magazine of History
and Biography 79, no. 4 (October 1971): 387-426, here 401-402.

41 George Washington Greene, The Life of Nathanael Greene: Major-General in the Army of the
Revolution, 3 vols. (New York, NY: Hurd and Houghton, 1871), 3: 219. The author notes that this
quote is under the year 1780.

42 A letter from Colonel Udny Hay to Governor George Clinton: “Colonel Udny Hay’s
Valuable Suggestions” [Poughkeepsie, September 7, 1780], in Public Papers of George Clinton, First
Governor of New York, 1777-1795, 1801-1804, Vol. 6 (Albany: J. B. Lyon Company, 1902), 177-178,
here 177.

43 The Writings of George Washington from the Original Manuscripts, 1745-1799, Vol. 12: June 1,
1778-September 30, 1778, ed. John C. Fitzpatrick (Washington, D.C.: United States Government
Printing Office, 1939; first published 1934), 93, see also 106, 147.

44 Sung Bok Kim, “The Limits of Politicization in the American Revolution: The Experience of
Westchester County, New York,” The Journal of American History 80, no. 3 (Dec. 1993): 868-889,
here 879.
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then Commander in Chief of Our Forces to annoy Rebels, or other Enemies in Arms against
Us.%

That American leaders created laws such as these to stop the plundering of farm
enclosures by their own troops was a sad attempt to control their actions during
a war involving harsh weather and significant lack of provisions. While these
Articles of War were noble and prepared early on in the war, they nonetheless did
not have much effect on those who chose to steal, kill, or destroy.
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Figure 8: “British Heroism,” print [engraving] (1795) by Elkanah Tisdale, from John Trumbull, M'Fingal:
a modern epic poem, in four cantos (New-York: Printed by John Buel, no. 132, Fly-Market, 1795),
Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Illus. in Rare Book Division
[Rare Book RR], accessed May 24, 2019.

We know from historians such as Stephen Conway that the British’s growing
dependency on alcohol was an additional cause for plundering fences. During
long periods away from home, it was sometimes the only drink available.

45 Journals of the Continental Congress, Articles of War, September 20, 1776, Article 16,
Section XIII, The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History, and Diplomacy, Lillian Goldman
Law Library, Yale Law School, accessed May 6, 2018.
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Because of their developed dependency, the British often sold their own
provisions, including food and firewood, for cash to buy more liquor.* They
then went out on foraging expeditions to raid fences, crops, and animals, only to
plunder or sell them to other neighbors for cash. Elkanah Tisdale’s 1795
engraving “British Heroism” (see Figure 8 above) provides a visual impression of
what such raiding looked like. Loyalist gangs known for their violent
expeditions included the De Lancey brothers, John and James. They belonged to
the Queens Rangers and often acted on their own as “Cowboys,” plundering
homes in New York for mere sport and leaving behind skinned Patriots.4” There
was little that General Alexander McDougal could do to save the American
inhabitants of New York from gangs such as these. Within a two-week span in
the spring of 1777, the De Lancey gang hauled away over 500 animals, including
horses, hogs, and sheep.## Down in Pennsylvania, the raiding became so
pervasive that General William Howe protested that “soldiers make a practice of
going out of the Lines to bring in Fences &c. to sell to the Inhabitants.”49

The war’s cold-weather seasons only fueled competition and consumption of
fences and foodstuffs, particularly around Boston in 1775-1776 and New York in
1779-1780.50 By 1779, the British had consumed so much timber that New York
had been completely stripped of trees and bushes and fences.>® Sung Bok Kim
has done extensive research on New York during the Revolution. He explains
that in the town of Peekskill around sixty homes were deserted by their residents
because American soldiers had ruined their wooden enclosures, leaving their
land unfit for livestock farming.5> Westchester was hit the hardest by devastation
due to the prolonged battles of the Revolution. The city’s farmers came together
in 1779 to petition their Commissioners of Sequestration for financial
compensation in the range of £70,000. The total sum reflected the loss of 3,000
cords of firewood and 350,000 fence rails.>® Adding insult to injury for these poor
Yankee farmers were the Commissioners of Forfeiture who, in that same year,
resold the encompassing territory to several wealthy landowners, among them

46 Stephen Conway, ““The Great Mischief Complain’d of’: Reflections on the Misconduct of
British Soldiers in the Revolution War,” The William and Mary Quarterly 47, no. 3 (July 1990): 370-
390, here 382-383.

47 Kim, “Limits of Politicization,” 880, 884-885.

48 Kim, “Limits of Politicization,” 880.

49 Kim, “Limits of Politicization,” 381.

50 Conway, ““The Great Mischief Complain’d of’,” 383.

51 Bowler, Logistics and the Failure of the British Army, 57-61.
52 Kim, “Limits of Politicization,” 881.

53 Otto Hufeland, Westchester County during the American Revolution, 1775-1783 (White Plains:
Westchester County Historical Society, 1926), 444-445. The Commissioners of Sequestration were
in charge of adjusting claims for damages done to property and for material taken during the
war. Such claims involved the stealing or destroying of fences, fields, wood, forage, and
provisions.
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James De Lancey, for £723,385 and divided that large territory into more than
three hundred farms.>*

As early as 1776, both sides ravaged communities. Farms on Long Island
were treated no differently. Loyalist Lydia Minturn Post wrote in her diary
(October 1776) of Hessian soldiers cutting down “all the saplings they can find”
and piling “them along the road about twelve feet high” to be picked up by
wagons and then hauled away to their “forts and barracks at a distance.”3> She
also recalled that the Hessians were keeping fires “a-going all night,” and that
“many a poor farmer rises in the morning to find his cattle strayed miles away,
or his grain trampled down and ruined!”% A 1780 entry in her diary reflects how
commoners, like herself, viewed the actions of soldiers and were relieved to see
them leave: “The neighborhood has been more quiet for a week past, and the
Hessians have really left, bag and baggage, for which Heaven be praised! They
are like the locusts of Egypt, desolating the land, and eating up every green
thing.”5” For both Patriots and Loyalists who were trying to survive this war, the
constant threat against their fences and animals never stopped. While these
accounts of physical destruction illustrate why fences were vital to farming
organization and maintenance, financial accounts are harder to come by, but not
impossible to find.

IV. Fences in War: The Financial Cost of Destruction

From an article by Jason R. Wickersty, we learn that, on June 27, 1777, as 13,000
British troops were leaving their Westfield, New Jersey, campsites to march to
Brunswick to fight Washington’s army, they left behind such destruction that it
could only be described as a natural disaster. They plundered 92 homes, stole
over 1,000 animals, and robbed the residents of 2,365 fence rails, and there were
13 instances of plundering fences.’® While only a few residents filed for
compensation, their total losses were high. Mr. Corbet Scudder’s loss, for
example, was over £1,062. Two other residents lost a combined total of £1,267, 18
shillings, and 7 pence in cash. Altogether, the plundering at Westfield cost nearly
£8,703. “The damages from that single day,” Wickersty calculates, “accounted for
eighteen percent of the entire damages in Essex County during the war.”>®

54 Hufeland, Westchester County, 445. The Commissioners of Forfeiture were in charge of
seizing and selling real estate.
55 Lydia Minturn Post, Personal Recollections of the American Revolution: A Private Journal,

Prepared from Authentic Domestic Records, Together with Reminiscences of Washington & Lafayette, ed.
Sidney Barclay (New York: Rudd & Carleton, 1859), 26.

56 Post, Personal Recollections of the American Revolution, 26.
57 Post, Personal Recollections of the American Revolution, 140.

58 Tason R. Wickersty, “A Shocking Havoc: The Plundering of Westfield, New Jersey, June 26,
1777,” Journal of the American Revolution, July 21, 2015, accessed May 7, 2018.
59 Wickersty, “Shocking Havoc.”
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Around the same time, several miles away, Trenton’s numerous residents
suffered heavy losses resulting from Hessians raiding their small local farms
during twenty-six days of violent skirmishes. Patriot Jonathan Seargant, Esq., lost
£620 in property damage, £18 of which was from his garden and “75 Panel of
Post & Rail Fence.”®0 Major William Scudder of Windsor incurred £1118 worth of
damage, £19 of which were for his garden tools, 7 rail fences, and 180 panels for
his post-fences.®! Joseph Olden from Middlesex only lost £31 worth of property,
but all of it was farming material, including 5 hogs, 1 ton of hay, 150 fence rails,
and 2 cords of fresh wood.®> However, Nathanael Littleton Savage of Virginia
perhaps takes the prize for the greatest number of fence rails lost by one
individual.

Hoock notes Nathanael Savage’s damages caused by Loyalist soldiers in 1781,
listing them at £583. This was for his numerous horses, livestock, tobacco, grain,
and 10,000 fence rails.%® Loyalist and Hessian involvement in Trenton equated to
little more than burning fenced enclosures, as well as stealing and killing sheep,
cattle, cows, and other livestock. Like the inflated prices and scarce foodstuffs
Sarah Logan was encountering in Pennsylvania, these residents also suffered
inflation as a result of these Hessians” actions: beef went up from 12 to 18 pence
per pound, veal from 18 to 24 pence, and two fowls cost 10 shillings.®* All this
suggests that fences were valuable necessities that kept farmers” livelihoods safe
from harm. The constant plundering of these objects caused monetary inflation
to rise and the supply of perishables and animals to dwindle. Fences were, and
still are, fundamental to the functioning of a healthy and properly sectionalized
society, especially in times of war and civil conflict. As these staple fixtures were
plundered, stolen, and burned for either depriving the enemy of foodstuff,
generating revenue, producing warmth, or obstructing battlefields, society was
thrown into a state of chaos and economic uncertainty. Residents who lost their
fence stuff and livestock during the Revolution faced the difficulty of gaining
back their lost inventory of perishables and outdoor property.

60 A Brief Narrative of the Ravages of the British and Hessians at Princeton in 1776-1777: A
Contemporary Account of the Battles of Trenton and Princeton, ed. Varnum Lansing Collins
(Princeton: The University Library, 1906), 4-5 note 2, quoting from Trenton, New Jersey, State
Library, Ms. “Damages Done by the British” in Middlesex Co., 278.

61 Brief Narrative of the Ravages of the British and Hessians at Princeton in 1777-1777, ed. Collins,
6-7 note 1, quoting from Trenton, New Jersey, State Library, Ms. “Damages Done by the British”
in Middlesex Co., 235.

62 Brief Narrative of the Ravages of the British and Hessians at Princeton in 1777-1777, ed. Collins,
10-11 note 1, quoting from Trenton, New Jersey, State Library, Ms. “Damages Done by the
British” in Middlesex Co., 256.

63 Hoock, Scars of Independence, 323.

64 Brief Narrative of the Ravages of the British and Hessians at Princeton in 1777-1777, ed. Collins,
12 note 1, quoting from Historical Anecdotes Civil & Military in a Series of Letters Written from
Americain 1777 & 1778 (London: n.p., 1779).
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Conclusion

Before and after the Revolution, fences kept livestock and cattle enclosed, and
vegetation separated and protected. During the Revolution, they were either
plundered for scrap wood, sold for cash, or burned for firewood. This
plundering often resulted in the ravaging of crops and grain and animals. Future
authors who choose to focus on the varied devastation of the Revolution should
utilize physical objects as material witnesses to evaluate the American
Revolution in new ways. By putting the fence at the forefront of analysis, we
uncover new perspectives we can use to measure the varied effects of this
Revolution as well as other American wars, whether they are foreign or
domestic. By approaching research such as this from an interdisciplinary angle,
while using an archaeological-material methodology, scholars may realize how
much fences meant to the organization and maintenance of farming communities
and the preservation of luscious landscapes.
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“A Roman would turn back”:
Napoleon Bonaparte’s Invasion of Russia (1812)

ABSTRACT: This article revisits Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Russia (1812) from a
psychological perspective. Based on eyewitness accounts from both sides, including the
memoirs of Philippe-Paul de Ségqur, Armand de Caulaincourt, and Carl von Clausewitz, it
first discusses Napoleon’s reasoning for the campaign, then the actual invasion, and finally
its outcome. The author arques that Napoleon’s arrogance and habit of making rash decisions,
against the advice of the majority of his military staff, led to his decision to invade Russia.

KEYWORDS: nineteenth century; Europe; Napoleon Bonaparte; Russian campaign (1812);
Battle of Borodino (1812); Grande Armée; Philippe-Paul de Ségur; Armand de Caulaincourt;
Carl von Clausewitz; psychology

Introduction

In the early morning of June 23, 1812, the French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte
rode his horse toward the banks of the Niemen River to inspect the frontline. The
river was all that separated Russia from French-controlled Europe. Of an army of
600,000 men that would be invading the next day only 70,000 would return alive
five months later. As Napoleon approached the river, he was violently thrown
from his horse. Someone cried out, “This is an ill omen! A Roman would turn
back!”? No one knows who uttered these words, “whether it was Napoleon
himself or one of his retinue.”? Great effort had been put into amassing such a
large number of troops in one single area along this river between the newly
created duchy of Warsaw and Russia. Troops had been marching for months
from all over Napoleonic Europe, converging on this one point. But what had led
to such a drastic undertaking as this, unique in the history of modern Europe? In
Napoleon’s arrogant desire to control every last country in Europe, there was
one he had still left to conquer: Russia. At the zenith of his power and living
comfortably at his palace in Saint-Cloud near Paris, Napoleon sought one more
campaign, a campaign to end all campaigns.

The historical sources for Napoleon’s Russian campaign are extensive,
especially on the French side. One of the most accurate accounts of Napoleon’s
behavior before and during the invasion is the diary of Philippe-Paul de Ségur
(1780-1873), Napoleon’s aide-de-camp who was almost always at the Emperor’s
side; in fact, it is most likely Ségur’s account, first published in French in 1824,
that the Russian author Leo Tolstoy consulted while writing War and Peace

1 Philippe-Paul de Ségur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, trans. J. David Townsend with an
introduction by William L. Langer (London: Michael Joseph, 1959), 17.

2 Ségur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 17: “It is not known whether it was Napoleon himself
or one of his retinue who uttered these words.” See Laimonas Briedis, “European Crossings:
Vilnius Encounters,” (D.Phil. dissertation, University of British Columbia, 2005), 199.
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(1869).3 For Napoleon’s thinking and psychological bent at the time before the
invasion, the personal writings of Armand de Caulaincourt (1773-1827), Duke of
Vicenza and French ambassador to Russia, offer the best insight.# On the Russian
side of the conflict, the testimony of a Prussian officer in the service of Tsar
Alexander I, Carl von Clausewitz (1780-1831),5 provides a very tactical view of
the invasion. For a more “on the ground” perspective, the accounts of French
officer Raymond Fezensac (1784-1867)¢ and Russian officer Denis Davidov (1784-
1839)7 are invaluable. Fezensac’s text gives us a sense of the feelings of French
soldiers on the march and of the hardships they endured, while Davidov’s
testimony chronicles his Russian partisan guerilla tactics against Napoleon. From
the personal journal of Emmanuel, Count de Las Cases (1766-1842), who stayed
with Napoleon on the island of Saint Helena, we get a firsthand account of
Napoleon’s later views on the campaign.?

Up until the turn of the twentieth century, scholarship on the subject seems to
have been relegated to the prefaces and authors’ notes in new editions of the
diaries from the campaign, which almost always contained an updated
introduction. Interest in the story of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia reemerged
after Hitler’s disastrous invasion of Russia (1941) had been processed by the
world. Alan Palmer wrote one of the earlier renditions of the invasion, Napoleon
in Russia (1967).° More recently, monographs by Adam Zamoyski (2004) and
Charles Esdaile (2007) have contributed in-depth analyses of the campaign.’® To
understand the psychological disposition of Napoleon on the eve of his invasion,
one may defer to an article in The Academy of Management Executive by Mark

3 Ségur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, v, viii-ix.

4 Armand de Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia: The Memoirs of General de Caulaincourt,
Duke of Vicenza, ed. George Libaire (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1935).
Caulaincourt stipulated in his will that a certain amount of money be set aside to write his
personal history and reproduce his writings. It is by mere luck that his writings are left to us.
They were hidden behind a wall in his estate which was bombed by the Germans in World War 1.
It was not until 1933 after rummaging through the wreckage that they were found. Caulaincourt,
With Napoleon in Russia, xxiii.

5 Carl von Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, trans. Forrestt A. Miller (Hattiesburg:
Academic International, 1970). Clausewitz’s recollections were first published in German in 1835.

6 Raymond de Montesquiou-Fezensac, The Russian Campaign, 1812, by M. de Fezensac, trans.
Lee B. Kennett (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1970).

7 Denis Davidov, In the Service of the Tsar against Napoleon: The Memoirs of Denis Davidov, 1806-
1814, trans. and ed. Gregory Troubetskoy (London: Greenhill Books, 1999).

8 Emmanuel, Count de Las Cases, Memorial de Sainte Helene: Journal of the Private Life and the
Conversations of the Emperor Napoleon at Saint Helena, vol. 2 (London: Henry Colburn & Co., 1823).

9 Alan Palmer, Napoleon in Russia (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967).

10 Adam Zamoyski, Moscow 1812: Napoleon’s Fatal March (New York: HarperCollins, 2004),
186; Charles Esdaile, Napoleon’s Wars: An International History 1803-1815 (New York: Penguin,
2007).
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Kroll, Leslie Toombs and Peter Wright (2000)!, which compares Napoleon’s
arrogance to that of high-powered company executives. Tsar Alexander I rose to
prominence during this trying period for his country. With regard to his life,
Henri Troyat's Alexander of Russia: Napoleon’s Conqueror (1982) offers great
insight.1? Lastly, for more recent views of Napoleon’s occupation of European
countries and the reactions of foreign leaders, Harold Parker and Paul Schroeder
have published in-depth articles in The Journal of Military History (1990).13 While
the topic of Napoleon’s erratic and domineering personality, and the effects it
had on his empire, are well documented, this article hopes to delve a little bit
deeper into the personality flaws and traits Napoleon exhibited, particularly in
the months leading up to the invasion.

I argue that Napoleon’s arrogance and habit of making rash decisions, against
the advice of the majority of his military staff, led to his disastrous decision to
invade Russia on June 24, 1812. A lot has been written on the consequences of
Napoleon’s campaign in the East, but I would like to look at Napoleon’s thinking
process and hone in on specific conversations with staff during the months prior
to the war. When examining the sources, especially Caulaincourt’s diary, one
gets a sense that Napoleon had completely become a prisoner of his own
arrogance. There are numerous instances of Napoleon yelling and raving, as if
possessed, for extended periods of time.1# The sources suggest that he only used
his staff to find agreement with his ideas, and when he was met with opposition
to his ideas he would fly into a rage. To begin, this article looks at Napoleon's
line of reasoning with regard to the Russian question and how it correlates with
the four main causes of the war. The second part considers the immediate impact
of Napoleon’s decision-making and some of the early blunders of his campaign
which could have been avoided if it had not been for his personality faults. The
third and final chapter addresses the overall effect of Napoleon’s campaign on
his control over Europe. Clausewitz has a lot to say about the faultiness of
Napoleon’s decision-making in regards to his invasion. Contemporary
viewpoints that were critical of Napoleon’s decision-making prove to be the most
useful evidence for this analysis.

11 Mark J. Kroll, Leslie A. Toombs, and Peter Wright, “Napoleon’s Tragic March Home from
Moscow: Lessons in Hubris,” The Academy of Management Executive 14, no. 1 (2000): 117-128.

12 Henri Troyat, Alexander of Russia: Napoleon’s Conqueror (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1982).

13 Harold T. Parker, “Why Did Napoleon Invade Russia? A Study in the Motivation and the
Interrelations of Personality and Social Structure,” The Journal of Military History 54, no. 2 (1990):
131-146; Paul W. Schroeder, “Napoleon’s Foreign Policy: A Criminal Enterprise,” The Journal of
Military History 54, no. 2 (1990): 147-162.

14 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 18.
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I. An Unnecessary War

In June 1811, Napoleon recalled Armand de Caulaincourt, his ambassador, from
Russia.’> Caulaincourt was a highly capable man and respected by both the
French and the Russians, which was no easy task at the time. Born of noble
heritage, he had been named Napoleon’s aide-de-camp in 1802, a move designed
to show the French people that Napoleon would take in the men of the old
regime of the Bourbons.'® It was Napoleon's intention to speak with
Caulaincourt about the mounting tensions between both countries. In 1807,
Caulaincourt had been sent to Russia as an ambassador to watch over the
enforcement of the Treaty of Tilsit (1807) between France and Russia, which
guaranteed Russia’s involvement in the “Continental System” with the intent of
ending the British monopoly on trade.’” Napoleon relied heavily on
Caulaincourt’s advice because he counted on him to always say, in very blunt
terms, what was on his mind. It is because of this intimate relationship between
Napoleon and Caulaincourt, and due to Caulaincourt’s obsessive habit of
keeping a journal, that we get some of the best insight into Napoleon’s
psychology immediately before the invasion.!8

Napoleon knew his line of reasoning for invading Russia was faulty but went
ahead with it anyway. Central to his reasoning for the recall of Caulaincourt and
invading Russia was his disappointment in that country for not adhering to the
Continental System. The Continental System and its banning of British ships in
Russian ports had a tremendous effect on the Russian economy. At this time,
Russia had not much in the way of industry and was highly dependent on British
imports. The value of the Russian rouble (currency) declined substantially, and
this made the imports Russia could receive very expensive. Customs revenue
decreased from nine million roubles in 1805 to a mere three million in 1809.1°
Prices for sugar and coffee increased exponentially as colonial imports were very
hard to come by. Caulaincourt related to Napoleon that it was difficult for a
country so far away from France, and in dire financial straits, to maintain such a
rigid embargo.?0 It was in this scenario that, in 1810, Alexander decided to act on
French imports and Russia’s captive market.?! He implemented a “Ukase,” a
Russian edict of law, which raised taxes on land imports while cutting taxes on

15 Curtis Cate, The War of the Two Emperors: The Duel Between Napoleon and Alexander, Russia
1812 (New York: Random House, 1985), 43.

16 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, xiv.
17 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, xix.
18 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, xxiii.
19 Esdaile, Napoleon’s Wars, 434-435.

20 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 24. Napoleon’s power of manipulation was such that
Caulaincourt states on one occasion that he had overheard Napoleon say, “When I need anyone, I
don’t make too fine a point about it; I would kiss his [...].” He leaves the last word blank.

21 Esdaile, Napoleon’s Wars, 434-437.
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imports by sea. This new Ukase infuriated Napoleon to no end, and he
challenged Caulaincourt: “[A]dmit frankly that it is Alexander that wants to
make war on me.”?? Caulaincourt emphatically related to Napoleon that
Alexander had made it clear to him that Russia would not fire the first shot, and
that the decision was in Napoleon’s hands. At this point in time, Caulaincourt
communicated to Napoleon that the bad weather and overall vastness of Russia
would aid the Russians. He also pointed out that Alexander knew that Napoleon
could not politically afford to be away from Paris for long, since he had not yet
dealt with the Spanish insurrection.? Napoleon listened intently, and his
demeanor seemed to soften, so that Caulaincourt thought his words had an effect
on him, but then Napoleon suddenly erupted into a tirade about all the troops at
his disposal, and how just one decisive battle would knock Russia out. He placed
the blame for his troubles in Spain on his brother Joseph (king of Spain 1808-
1813), one of the many times when Napoleon did not take responsibility for his
decisions and placed the blame on others.?*

The other three factors that led directly to the tensions before the outbreak of
war were far more trivial in nature. These were the annexation of the duchy of
Oldenburg, Napoleon’s betrothal to Marie-Louise of Austria, and the use of the
word “Poland” in public documents. Napoleon’s marriage to the Austrian
princess Marie-Louise embarrassed the Russian court because Napoleon had
been in negotiations with Alexander to marry the Tsar’s sister Catherine, and
when that stalled and eventually failed, the Tsar’s younger sister Anna. Russia
was buying time but felt this was a slight by Napoleon because he was playing
both Austria and Russia.?® It was in the midst of the conversation with
Caulaincourt that Napoleon said something very strange: “It is the Austrian
marriage which has set us at a variance. The Tsar Alexander was angry because I
did not marry his sister.”?¢ In his memoirs, Caulaincourt notes that he bravely
reminded the Emperor that Russia had not been excited by the prospect of his
proposal to Catherine and, in fact, relieved when he had married Marie-Louise.?”
It could be proposed that Napoleon was still embarrassed over this snub by the
Russian court, and this could have influenced his plans for invasion.

The next incident that angered the Russians was Napoleon’s pointless
annexation of the small duchy of Oldenburg (in northwestern Germany). Peter,
the Duke of Oldenburg, was Tsar Alexander’s uncle, and his son had married the
Grand Duchess Catherine, Alexander’s sister. The freedom of Oldenburg had

22 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 4.
23 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 6.
24 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 7.
25 Zamoyski, Moscow 1812, 56.

26 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 10.
27 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 10.
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been secured by Alexander in the Treaty of Tilsit (1807).28 It was at this juncture
in the conversation that Caulaincourt pleaded with Napoleon to avoid war,
reinstate the Duke of Oldenburg, move troops out of Prussia, and promise not to
reinstate the kingdom of Poland as a buffer state. Napoleon’s response was:
“IY]ou speak like a Russian.”?® After this five-hour conversation, Napoleon
became so displeased with Caulaincourt that he withheld his salary and
pretended to not know anything about it.3° This seems to be another instance
when Napoleon sank to childlike behavior. At this point Caulaincourt attempted
to resign, but Napoleon would not let him.3!

Not only did Napoleon’s closest advisors see the fault in his reasoning for
invasion, but it was evident to many others on both sides of the conflict. On this
subject, General Carl von Clausewitz, who was in the service of the Tsar during
Napoleon’s invasion, said that Napoleon seemed to seek decisive battles, profit
from the treaties that came from the outcome of those battles, and then seek other
battles. This worked very well for Napoleon until he ran into Spain where he
became bogged down. Napoleon should not have started a new campaign in the
East when there was one he could not finish right at his doorstep in Spain.
Clausewitz stated: “It is extraordinary, and perhaps the greatest error he ever
committed, that he did not visit the Peninsula in person in 1810.”32 There seems
to be a tendency of people imbued with hubris to twist the truth in order to
achieve their goals.3® There were other instances of the common soldier
critiquing the famous ruler of Europe. The Russian officer Denis Davidov said of
Napoleon: “being a poet at heart, he fell victim to his own flights of fancy and
gradually convinced himself of the truth of these false assertions which he had
made in order to mislead others.”3* Even the common French knew that
Napoleon’s pressure on the Russian government was forcing Russia to war. In
his memoirs, Raymond Fezensac, an aide-de-camp in Napoleon’s general staff,
remarked: “Emperor Alexander refused to persevere in a system which would
have brought total ruin to the commerce of his empire.”35

It was Napoleon’s insistence on invading Russia, even in the face of the many
obstacles pointed out by Clausewitz, Caulaincourt, and others, that we begin to
see the faults in his personality. It could be argued that Napoleon’s drive to
invade Russia was brought on by extreme arrogance, hubris, or even a sense of

28 Esdaile, Napoleon’s Wars, 432. It was Napoleon who initially had eyes on marrying the
Tsarina Catherine.

29 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 11.

30 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 11.

31 Caulaincourt, With Napoleon in Russia, 15.

32 Clausewitz, Campaign of 1812, 252.

33 Kroll, Toombs, and Wright, “Napoleon’s Tragic March Home,” 122.
34 Davidov, In the Service of the Tsar, 162.

35 Fezensac, Russian Campaign, 4.
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boredom. As Napoleon experienced more success in the field, he became more
arrogant,® and it was this arrogance that drove him to invade countries just for
the sake of invading countries.3” By late 1811, war was imminent. Napoleon
dramatically made his intentions with regard to Russia known when, at a grand
ball on August 15, 1811, he publicly scolded the Russian ambassador, Prince
Alexander Kurakin, in front of all the guests. He shouted that France and Russia
were no longer in an alliance since the Tsar had permitted foreign ships into
Russian ports. He then said: “According to Monsieur de Caulaincourt, the Tsar
wishes to attack me.”3® This was a blatant lie, as Caulaincourt had explicitly told
him that the Tsar would never attack him. Napoleon was obviously planting his
pretext for invading Russia by using Caulaincourt as a scapegoat.

II. Crossing the Niemen

The Grande Armée experienced many problems even before crossing into
Russian territory on June 24, 1811. Preparing for the campaign all throughout
1811 and during the early months of 1812, soldiers from all over Europe were to
march to the Niemen River at the border between the duchy of Warsaw and
Russia. Getting to the Niemen was a difficult task in itself. The river was
approximately one thousand miles from Paris, with the last three hundred miles
of this in Prussia, an area not known for its rich agriculture.®® Prussia’s
acquisition of Polish territory in the third partition of Poland (1795) had
weakened the Prussian state by overstretching its economic abilities to maintain
these new territories. According to historian William Hagen, “in the years when
the Polish partitions virtually doubled its size and population, the Prussian state
was experiencing profound strains in political and social structure.”40 In a twist
of irony, another reason for this lack of production was the Continental System
itself, with much land being left uncultivated since its owners were unable to
access outside markets.4! Whatever the exact reasons, soldiers were starving. One
German soldier reported in his diary that men had already begun shooting
themselves before crossing the river, and one officer had slit his own throat.#?
The Grande Armée was composed of troops from all over Europe. French,
Prussians, Bavarians, Westphalians, Saxons, Dutch, Swiss, Italians, Austrians,

36 Kroll, Toombs, and Wright, “Napoleon’s Tragic March Home,” 120.

37 Kroll, Toombs, and Wright, “Napoleon’s Tragic March Home,” 118.
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40 William W. Hagen, “The Partitions of Poland and the Crisis of the Old Regime in Prussia
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Poles, and even Spanish.#> Thus, with so many nationalities, linguistic confusion
became an issue immediately. What is more, on the first three days of the march,
a severe storm caused the loss of over 25,000 horses.#4 These horses were needed
to transport artillery, food, and supplies.?> It almost seemed as if the omen of
Napoleon falling off his horse was beginning to play out immediately

Napoleon had many occasions to turn back after crossing, but due to his
impatient nature he decided to carry on against the pleas of his general staff.
While stalling at the city of Vilna (Lithuania), soon after the Grande Armée’s
push into Russia, Napoleon received a letter from Alexander saying that if he
removed his troops behind the Niemen the Tsar would agree to meet for peace
talks.4 Napoleon adamantly refused and lost the opportunity to end the terrible
conflict.#” Had Napoleon wanted to prevent the war, as he had said many times
to Caulaincourt, here was his chance. It is evident that Napoleon never had any
intention of not invading Russia and was just really testing his ideas against
Caulaincourt’s logic. Napoleon was furious that Alexander tried to dictate terms
to him and let his ego get in the way of making the right decision to postpone the
invasion. One may wonder where these arrogant tendencies came from. A brief
look back at Napoleon’s childhood might help explain some of these personality
quirks. His birth had allegedly not been an easy one. According to some
observers, he came out looking slightly deformed, with “spindly legs and an
abnormally large head.”#8 His mother and father seemed to favor his older
brother Joseph, and this led Napoleon to literally fight for attention.*® Napoleon’s
struggle for attention continued throughout his life. One scholar has even
suggested an “Oedipal situation” in which Napoleon did not just have to
compete for attention with his brother, but also with his father.®® When he
enrolled at the military college of Brienne (in northeastern France) (1779), he was
taunted by the more “French” students: the fact that he was Corsican did not
make life easy for him, and he constantly fought with this insecurity.5! After
being named First Consul (1799) and then declaring himself Emperor (1804),
Napoleon had to legitimize himself against Bourbon supporters and the other
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monarchs of Europe.52 This perpetual need to prove himself, in combination with
an arrogant personality, led to many disasters not just for him, but for millions of
people. His decision to invade Russia was the greatest symptom of this
arrogance.

Napoleon stopped at Vitebsk (Belarus) in late July 1812 and decided to
conclude the campaign until the following spring, but after two weeks of
preparing the town with defenses, he made the disastrous decision to head
toward Moscow. Being a student of history, he proclaimed to his generals: “We
shall not repeat the folly of Charles the XII.”>3 He was alluding to the disastrous
campaign of King Charles XII of Sweden who had attempted an invasion of
Russia one hundred years earlier (1708-1709).>* Napoleon’s initial decision had
been to stop, rest, and wait for next year’s spring, but his indecisiveness and
habit of changing his mind got the better of him. As in Vilna, he wasted another
two weeks by just sitting around in Vitebsk, a total of one whole month. All the
while, his troops grew hungrier and more tired. He did make genuine attempts
to see that the injured men were taken care of. He was even seen yelling at the
top of his lungs at the doctors in the hospitals, but this, too, seemed like some
exercise in delusion. In the words of the French officer Raymond Fezensac, an
eyewitness to these events: “It is not enough to give orders: the orders must be
capable of execution.”? It is as if Napoleon clearly saw what needed to be done
in any given situation, but that at the last minute he would change his mind and
could not be persuaded to change it back.

II1. The Outcome

After the pyrrhic French victory at the battle of Borodino (September 7, 1812),
Napoleon was convinced that if he could just occupy Moscow the war in Russia
would end immediately. Napoleon waited a fateful month in Moscow in hopes
of reaching a plea deal. Clausewitz noted that it was Napoleon’s strategy to “beat
the enemy —to shatter him—to gain the capital —to drive the government into
the last corner of the empire —and then, while the confusion was fresh, to dictate
a peace.” It was Napoleon’s arrogance and carelessness in not deciding to wait
out the winter in Vilna or Vitebsk, where he could have restocked and
resupplied, that caused his army the most harm. As Clausewitz pointed out, “he
reached Moscow with 90,000 men, he should have reached it with 200,000. This
would have been possible if he had handled his army with more care and
forbearance. But those were qualities unknown to him.”57 At times, the qualities

52 Parker, “Why Did Napoleon Invade Russia,” 135.
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that Napoleon did not possess were actually his greatest strengths. According to
Clausewitz, it was Napoleon’s lack of care and forbearance that, many times in
his life, gave him a distinct advantage over his opponents.?® Eventually, this
impulsive way of acting caught up with him and cost him his empire. For his
Russian campaign, it was now too late: Napoleon waited a careless month in
Moscow and became frightened at the first sign of snow on October 13, 1812.5°
The Grande Armée departed Moscow with some 100,000 men, and three months
later crossed back over the Niemen with only 50,000 men from the original
600,000. All was lost due to the arrogance of one man, and the landscape of
European politics would never be the same: the Congress of Vienna (1814-1815)
strengthened the traditional monarchies and the ended the Age of
Enlightenment, at least in government.

The end of the Russian campaign saw many harrowing scenes. Napoleon
departed from his army on December 5, 1812, in great secrecy, along with
Caulaincourt and members of his staff. Once he had entered the duchy of
Warsaw, Napoleon became very cheerful and mused how “the reverses that
France has just suffered will put an end to all jealousies and quiet all the anxieties
that may have sprung from her power or influence.”® Napoleon thought Europe
would see Russia as the enemy.®! Yet again, Napoleon was showing signs of
delusion of grandeur. Caulaincourt answered Napoleon with what can only be
described as historical frankness: “[A]s a matter of fact, it is your majesty they
fear. It is your majesty who is the cause of everyone’s anxiety and prevents them
from seeing other dangers.”%? Still, Napoleon was not phased and went for his
usual antics when dismissing Caulaincourt by pinching Caulaincourt’s ear.%
Napoleon just laughed as though he had not just lost over 400,000 men.

Reminiscent of the destruction of entire towns in the Rhineland during Louis
XIV’s Nine Years” War against the Holy Roman Empire (1688-1697), Napoleon’s
troops, too, laid waste to whole cities in the course of massive sieges, but most of
these had little to no strategic value. The siege of Smolensk (southwest of
Moscow) (August 16-18, 1812) was so ghastly and brutal that many of its citizens
chose to die fighting with Russian troops rather than burn alive in the fire that
overtook the ancient city. Moreover, it only diverted Napoleon’s advance against
Moscow.%* Adding to this brutality on the part of the invaders was the complete
destruction of the Russian countryside by its own citizens, along with the full
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mobilization of the population on both sides to carry out the war effort.®> Thus,
much of Napoleon’s Russian campaign points to the kind of “modern” warfare
that would wreak havoc in Europe well into the twentieth century.

Conclusion

By December 1812, Napoleon’s empire had slipped from his hands, and one of
the most arrogant displays of power and hubris in the history of mankind had
ended with dramatic results. The Russian army’s chase of Napoleon’s forces
almost all the way back to Paris had a revolutionary effect on Russian society.
For the first time, Russian soldiers saw what it was like to live in relative
freedom, and they would take what they had learned and bring it back home
with them to Russia.®® The victory of an ancient monarchy over the upstart
Napoleon was seen as a point of validation for the divine right of rulers,%” paving
the way for Prussian and Russian dominance in Europe for much of the
remainder of the nineteenth century.%® For the returning French, their experience
in Prussia was especially disconcerting: as they were traveling back through
Prussia they were spat on by the citizens there.® Most detrimental to Napoleon
were the actions of a Prussian general, Count Johann David Ludwig Yorck von
Wartenburg (1759-1830). Wartenburg had refused to cover the Grande Armée’s
retreat along the Prussian and Polish border, and on December 30, 1812, he
signed an agreement with the Russian field marshal which in effect made his
troops neutral in the conflict. Here we see the total and complete breakdown of
Napoleon’s control of his German satellites. The consequences of his unwise
invasion were becoming painfully apparent.

Perhaps future research on this topic can take a more scientific approach with
regard to Napoleon’s physical and mental state. There is the possibility that he
might have been afflicted by some kind of mental disorder brought on by an
underlying illness, especially during his listless periods of wandering the halls
for hours on end. Also, there are obvious signs that Napoleon’s personality could
have bordered on sociopathy. Whatever it was that afflicted him, be it mental
lapses or flat-out hubris, it caused him to make the biggest mistake of his career.

In the end, it was Napoleon’s erratic behavior that ended his empire. His
genius was never in question, but it was his habit of pursuing military and
political actions against his better judgment that eventually were his undoing.
Had Napoleon not invaded Russia in the summer of 1812, there is no way of
knowing how that might have affected the world today, but his empire likely
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would have stood strong for many more years. There is no telling what
Napoleon could have done with the 400,000 troops he had lost during the
campaign. It was toward the end of his life, when talking about the Russian
campaign with a confidant at his island “prison” of Saint Helena, that Napoleon
seems to have echoed the sentiments of history: “I was incessantly compelled to
exercise an equal degree of address and energy. In all these enterprises I found it
necessary to maintain a strange character; to evince singular acuteness of
perception, and great confidence in my own plans; though they were perhaps
disapproved by everyone around me.”70
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ABSTRACT: This article addresses how the nineteenth-century French writer Alexandre
Dumas applied Romanticist ideals in his work “Travels in Switzerland” (1834). Based on
Travels in Switzerland, biographies of Dumas, and scholarly assessments of Romanticism,
it first analyzes Dumas’s intellectual depression and his “Romanticist Cure,” then moves to
the specific ways in which Romanticism cured Dumas’s intellectual depression —namely by
focusing on nature, heroism, and individualism, and finally provides examples of specific
individuals Dumas met during his travels, who aligned with his own Romanticist ideals. The
author demonstrates that — to Alexandre Dumas — Romanticism was both the cause and cure
for his “cholera,” or what can be interpreted as his depressed mental and artistic state.

KEYWORDS: nineteenth century; Paris; Switzerland; Alexandre Dumas; Frangois-René de
Chateaubriand; travel; Travels in Switzerland (1834); Romanticism; existentialism; cholera

Introduction

Alexandre Dumas’s Travels in Switzerland (1834) details his trip to Switzerland
following a bout of cholera while living and working in Paris. Although it does
discuss his travels abroad, Travels in Switzerland does not belong to the “travel
narrative” genre. Rather, it must be evaluated primarily as a Romanticist’s
journey to self-realization and spiritual awakening. Through an examination of
Dumas’s travel account, this article will address the following question: In what
ways did Dumas’s Romanticist lens provide him with a cure to his “cholera,”
that being a metaphorical representation of his intellectual depression, as well as
the general sickness in nineteenth-century French society? This question serves
as a foundation for analysis, as Romanticism —relating to society —proves to be
the central worldview under which Dumas operated while on his journey.
During his time in Switzerland, Romanticism provided Dumas with a personal
cure to his intellectual and artistic depression, which had manifested itself as a
product of the illness in nineteenth-century French society, through his return to
nature and encounters with individuals who displayed heroism and
individualism. The approach used to analyze Travels in Switzerland is to evaluate
how a Romanticist abroad found a cure for both personal and societal
psychological ailments through Romanticist ideals.

Travels in Switzerland was first published in 1834, and it relates a vacation to
Switzerland that Dumas had taken beginning in July 1832. At first glance, the
narrative describes Dumas’s adventures with locals through the various natural
and geographical features the country had to offer, including his daily itinerary
and meetings with both locals and other foreigners. Fundamentally, this
narrative provides insight into the mental and emotional state of Dumas upon
his departure from Paris. It is, first and foremost, an account of the self-reflection
that Dumas came to have as a result of this change of scenery. This self-reflection
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concerned the French politics and lifestyle that Dumas had left behind, as well as
a deeper contemplation of his intelligence relative to that of others, and the
significance of his existence in the world that God had provided for him.

In the foreword, Dumas stresses that it was the ultimate result of his trip that
he found a cure for cholera.! The focus of this article is the analysis of this
statement. I assert that “cholera” stands for the mental, emotional, and artistic
state Dumas was in following his experience with the sickness, and as a result of
living in Parisian society. I will explore the psychological, emotional, and artistic
state in which Dumas found himself as a result of living in Paris and his decision
to leave, as life in Paris was the cause of this crisis, and leaving to Switzerland
proved to be the logical remedy for his “cholera.” This analysis demonstrates the
impact of the Romanticist movement in nineteenth-century France on everyday
experiences that shaped human intellectualism.

Romanticism was a movement that demonstrated a shift away from
classicism or neo-classical movements in western attitudes toward politics,
society, and the arts. It was a result of the decline of monarchies and therefore
called for self-determination and independence, leading to hero worship among
those who followed their convictions. Romanticism also emphasized returning to
nature as a source of personal growth and spiritual freedom. It emphasized
living a natural life —unrestricted by the exploitations of man, with the freedom
to achieve personal spiritual fulfillment and the opportunity to express oneself
freely, particularly through the arts.? Dumas identified himself as a follower of
this movement and therefore viewed the world with a Romanticist outlook.3
Having a Romanticist outlook—or what I will refer to as a Romanticist lens—
while on his trip affected him differently in mind and spirit. It was responsible
for Dumas’s self-reflection during his journey that ultimately led to profound
conclusions about his place in the world and the true nature of his intelligence. A
Romanticist perspective also provided Dumas with newfound inspiration to
write out of desire rather than obligation.

I. Alexandre Dumas

Alexandre Dumas (1802-1870) was a French Romanticist writer of novels, plays,
and newspaper publications. He was born in Villers-Cotteréts (northern France)
to a French mother and a half French and half Haitian father who was a general
in the French army under Napoleon.* Upon the general’s death, the family
experienced financial distress as the army awarded the family the honor of the

1 Alexandre Dumas, Travels in Switzerland (London: Read Books Ltd., 2013, first published
1834 in French as Impressions de voyage), 7.

2 See Chris Baldick, The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), published online, s.v. “Romanticism.”

3 Craig A. Bell, Alexandre Dumas: A Biography and Study (London: Cassell & Company Ltd.,
1950, 40.
4 Lora Pierce, “Celebrating our Multicultural Heritage,” Biracial Child (January 31, 1994), 12.
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father’s title rather than monetary compensation.> Dumas received an extensive
education, as his tutors soon recognized his talents in reading and writing.
During his early childhood, Dumas experienced the progression of Napoleon’s
army through Europe and later saw the sacrifices the French people had to make
due to the collapse of their empire. Seeing the military action in his home country
from a young age had a lasting influence on his political and social opinions, and
later shaped his involvement in the Romanticist movement. Having moved to
Paris to work as a clerk for various attorneys, Dumas made an impression,
through his writing and excellent penmanship, on the royally-connected
Maximilian-Sébastian Foy who was more than happy to “ask the Duc d’Orléans
for a position for the Republican General’s son.”® A position working as the Duc
d’Orléans’s clerk gave Dumas connections and opportunities to begin writing
literature, which had been the reason for his move to Paris.” As he transitioned
from adolescence to adulthood, Dumas’s development as a Romanticist
playwright and novelist was influenced by his depressed social status after his
father’s death, as well as the political upheaval and military action that followed
his family throughout his childhood and adolescence.?

At the start of his career, Dumas experienced his first successes amongst the
middle-class, theater-going audience through his various commissions to write
for the stage. Some of his most popular plays were Antony (1831), Napoleon
Bonaparte (1831), and Catherine Howard (1834), historical Romanticist plays that
Dumas was able to adapt to the popular tastes of his audience.” The 1830s
marked a change in French theater as the Romanticists seized the day to take
over the popular theater.® However, the Romanticist playwrights faced an
unresponsive audience, as the general public had a hard time relating to the
themes of Romanticist plays which were primarily anti-bourgeois and anti-
social.’l Dumas had the most success of all the Romanticist playwrights because
he assimilated to fit his work to align with popular theater while still staying
within the genre. He first earned his fame and fortune through his dramatic
writings and was soon seen walking around Paris in the newest fashion or being
carried around in his personal carriage drawn by the horse he owned.!? Yet
French Romanticist theater was ultimately a failure due to the middle-class
audience’s unwillingness to hear Romanticist social ideas that called for the

® Claude Schopp, Alexandre Dumas: Genius of Life, trans. A. J. Koch (New York: Franklin
Watts, 1988), 11.

6 Schopp, Alexandre Dumas, 51.
" See Pierce, “Celebrating our Multicultural Heritage,” 12.
8 Schopp, Alexandre Dumas, 17-29.

o Barry V. Daniels, Revolution in the Theatre: French Romantic Theories of Drama (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1983), 229.

10 Daniels, Revolution in the Theatre, 9.
11 Daniels, Revolution in the Theatre, 229.
12 Bell, Alexandre Dumas, 61.
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rejection of conventional nineteenth-century themes, championed the expression
of individual emotion, and rejected the expectation to live according to the
constraints society placed on the individual.’® Therefore, Dumas had a greater
and lasting success within the realm of the historical novel.1

Today, Dumas is mostly remembered for his most popular historical novels,
The Three Musketeers (1844) and The Count of Monte Cristo (1844). Dumas
transitioned from playwright to novelist when he was in his forties, even though
he never fully abandoned the theater. It was a perfect time to take advantage of
the popularity of serial publications of novels in newspapers, as literacy was on
the rise and the standard of living increased due to the Industrial Revolution,
allowing for a wider readership.’> The publication of novels in many installments
over time proved profitable, as talented writers were able to keep the public in
suspense, which turned many middle-class citizens into repeat-customers who
brought in money continuously for however long a novel lasted. Dumas was
extremely successful with his serial publications. His work presented
seventeenth-century France as an ideal time, omitting the realities that would
have made this century very uncomfortable. This Romanticization allowed
readers to escape from their own political and social troubles, and to temporarily
travel to an era that, supposedly, had been free from problems like theirs—
another aspect that made Dumas a successful historical novelist. This is
exemplified by the immense popularity of The Three Musketeers (1844), which
glorified the heroic life of a musketeer in the 1620s.

His success meant that Dumas “worked non-stop from the moment he woke
up in the morning” to keep up with the high demand for his work; Frederick
William J. Hemmings notes that this often led to bouts of fever, resulting from
the large volume and variety of work he had at any given time and the
accompanying high demand and pressure to produce high-quality writing.1® As
his means of artistic expression turned into a demanding job that could no longer
be done for personal pleasure only, he lost sight of why he was writing at all and
slipped into an apparent depression. This is important to note, as Dumas
demonstrates in Travels in Switzerland that this high demand for his work was
one aspect that directly caused his “cholera” or Romanticist illness.

II. Alexandre Dumas’s Romantic Illness and the Romanticist Cure

Dumas credited his trip to Switzerland with helping him find a cure for cholera.
In 1832, Paris experienced the first mass cholera outbreak of many that had a
devastating effect on the population. The large number of deaths proved to be a
problem for medical practitioners and public administrators alike, both in their

13 Daniels, Revolution in the Theatre, 17.
14 Daniels, Revolution in the Theatre, 8-19.

15 Frederick William J. Hemmings, The King of Romance: A Portrait of Alexandre Dumas (New
York: Scribner, 1979), 116.

16 Hemmings, King of Romance, 124.
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efforts to prevent mass hysteria and to dispose of the bodies.l” The cholera
outbreak caused Parisians to question how healthy life in an urban,
industrialized city actually was. The epidemic had an adverse physiological and
emotional effect on Parisians due to the immense loss and traumatizing nature of
death all around them. As the epidemic hit shortly after the French Revolution of
1830, distressing political events and physical illness were linked together by
some — primarily by those opposed to the new regime—due to the widespread
terror both entailed.!® The suspected link between disease and revolt made Paris
a troubling city to live in, as political unrest was a common occurrence for
nineteenth-century Parisians.

Although Dumas had fallen ill with cholera in Paris shortly before deciding to
leave the city, he did make a full recovery. Therefore, one cannot take the word
“cholera” at face value, but instead must look for the intended meaning behind
this choice of word. In actuality, “cholera” represents Dumas’s depressed state,
both intellectually and spiritually, that he was left in after recovering from
cholera. Dumas mentions the need he had to “reassure [...] [him]self of [...] [his]
existence,”19 a statement that indicates an existential crisis. Dumas also indicates
that the efforts that his writing commissions now required “drove [him] [...]
nearly mad,”?0 evidence that Dumas’s artistic freedoms in writing were restricted
by a financial necessity to write rather than the desire to do so. The questioning
of his existence and his dissatisfaction with the motives behind his writings are
really what the term “cholera” represents.

The search to find aspects of Romanticism in his own life was both the cause
and the cure for Dumas’s illness. It was the cause of his illness due to his
Romanticist lens—meaning that Dumas applied Romanticist ideals to the world
he was living in. He looked at the Paris of his day and saw a distinct lack of
individual freedom, the devaluation of the role of emotion in everyday life, and
the inability to retreat to nature for spiritual and intellectual enlightenment. This
distinct lack of Romanticist ideals in Parisian society and his own life was the
direct cause of his illness, as he could not directly apply his Romantic lens to
nineteenth-century Parisian society. The physical illnesses Parisians experienced
as a direct result of living in a dirty and dense city, as well as Dumas’s affliction,
contributed to his physiological “cholera.” By extension, this illness was a
reflection of the general physical and cognitive sickness of the nineteenth-century
French population. Therefore, the text’s term “cholera” stands for the general
intellectual and artistic depression as a result of industrialization and
modernization in nineteenth-century France.

17 Catherine J. Kudlick, “Learning from Cholera: Medical and Social Responses to the First
Great Paris Epidemic in 1832,” Microbes and Infection 1 (October 1999): 1051-1057, here 1051.

18 Kudlick, “Learning from Cholera,” 1052.
19 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 9.
20 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 8.
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This societal sickness ties directly to Romanticist ideals regarding social
impurities and corresponding solutions to these impurities. Romanticism came
about as “a child of the [French] Revolution,”?! as political and social unrest
crossed over into literature and art. Major themes of Romanticism include the
emphasis on individuality and self-expression, the importance of originality over
imitation, and the boundlessness of human emotion and imagination.?> Traveling
to a place, namely to Switzerland, which allowed Dumas to apply his
Romanticist ideals more directly to his everyday life, provided Dumas with a
cure for his psychological illness, as he could see his Romanticist principles work
emotionally and intellectually, which gave him a sense of spiritual fulfillment.
The Romanticist themes that emphasized nature, heroism, and individualism
provided Dumas with the cure for his existential crisis and artistic depression, as
well as an alternative worldview and lifestyle that could potentially cure the
perceived nineteenth-century French “sickness.” Dumas proved that operating
under a Romanticist lens could provide “sick” individuals with a cure for the
ailments of the society in which they lived. Not only was Romanticism a cure for
Dumas’s personal existential and artistic crisis, but it also gave industrialized
cities a solution to cure psychological and spiritual sickness in society.

III. Romanticism as a Cure: Nature

Romanticism emphasized the importance of spending time in nature,? an ideal
that made a strong contribution to the application of Dumas’s Romanticist lens
while he was in Switzerland. This ideal was a result of industrialization, as
nature disappeared in increasingly urbanized areas like Paris. Romanticists
believed that humanity’s spiritual and intellectual well-being was dependent on
spending time in nature.?* Dumas’s return to nature as a Romanticist through his
travels in Switzerland had a profound effect on his intellectual state. Dumas
notes that what he experienced in Switzerland could not be found in his adopted
hometown of Paris,?> which is the key to the impact this trip had on him. There
are several examples where the scenery of the Swiss countryside sent Dumas into
long periods of contemplation, from which he drew new, profound conclusions
about life. He was hit with this phenomenon when he first set foot in the country
and noted that “under such blue sky, by such a beautiful expanse of water, one’s
limbs feel superfluous: one has only to breathe to be completely alive.”?¢ This
connection between nature and one’s conscious state is very present in

2 Bell, Alexandre Dumas, 40.

22 Henri Peyre, What is Romanticism? trans. Roda P. Roberts ([Tuscaloosa]: University of
Alabama Press, 1977), 28.

23 Baldick, Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, s.v. “Romanticism.”

s

24 Baldick, Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, s.v. “Romanticism:
mirror of the soul.”

nature [...] as a responsive

2 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 91.
26 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 14.
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Romanticism, and credit for this goes to Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) who
believed that nature is essential because it provides symmetry and balance
between the mind and the body.?” Here, Dumas’s feeling of non-existence is
immediately reversed by simply stepping out into Swiss nature. Dumas’s
descriptions of Swiss topography are very imaginative, riddled with metaphor,
fantasy, and emotional implications. He describes a waterfall as “looking like a
gigantic stream of milk.”?® He compares an area of sparse pine trees to “an army
of giants who had been stopped in their course by rocks rolled down upon them
from the heights above by an invisible hand.”?® To Dumas, the echoing of
thunder “was the prologue to the last judgment.”30 This imagination had been
lost in Paris, but was found again in Switzerland, and it allowed for his writing
to be once again influenced by an atmosphere that allowed him to validate his
human existence.

The outcome of such contemplations and self-reflection was a new
understanding of his existential state. Dumas notes that he felt “puny”3! in the
midst of such landscapes. This self-reflection mirrors Rousseau’s belief that
introspection and subsequently changing oneself as a result of introspection was
necessary to bring harmony to the human psyche.3? Dumas has the most
significant epiphany as he lays down to bed one night with a view of the
landscape of Switzerland:

To lie down is always pleasurable; to lie down in an historic place, by the side of a lake
overlooked by mountains; to watch a phantom-like boat disappearing into the distance,
carrying in it someone who brings back memories of other times and places; to feel the past
and the present blend and blur; to be in Switzerland and yet think of France —such is a vigil
of one’s dreams, above all if you can dream it at the coming on of twilight while the sinking
sun enflames the mountain peaks above you and the dusk, heavy with perfumes and dew, is
pierced with night’s first pale stars. Then it comes over you with fresh certitude that earth
exists for itself alone and not for you; that you are a mere spectator invited by the bounty of
God to witness this splendid spectacle which is itself only a fragment of the universe. You
realize suddenly, with feeling akin to terror, how small a space of earth is yours. But soon
soul reacts on matter, one’s thoughts grow proportionate to the ideas which motivate them.
Past becomes linked to present, world to worlds, man to God, and overcome by such
littleness and such immensity, a voice within cries: Lord, thy hand has made me small, but
thy spirit has made me great!

27 Vanessa Sage, “Encountering the Wilderness, Encountering the Mist: Nature,
Romanticism, and Contemporary Paganism,” Anthropology of Consciousness 20, no. 1 (March
2009): 27-52, here 28-32.

28 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 32.

2 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 71.

30 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 101.

31 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 45.

32 gee Sage, “Encountering the Wilderness,” 28-32.
33 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 140.
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This epiphany, relating directly to existentialist ideals, is a synthesis of Dumas’s
experiences due to the splendors of nature in Switzerland. When questioning his
existence in the foreword, Dumas had felt dread, uncertainty, and hopelessness
with regard to his existence. He left Paris questioning who he was and what he
had to live for. Switzerland —as seen from a Romanticist point of view —made
him absolute and resolved regarding his existence and place in the universe.
Proving his identity as a Romanticist, Dumas experienced profound emotional
responses to nature that he attached to thoughts of God. Although he notes that
terror is still an accompanying factor in realizing how small his place is in the
world, he recognizes that his existence—which is God-given—is final and
decided. His epiphany fundamentally allowed Dumas to restore his faith
through reconnecting with God. Industrial Paris was devoid of any such nature
that could have reawakened Dumas’s spirituality in this way. Switzerland
provided Dumas with answers he could not have found in nineteenth-century
Paris due to Dumas’s identity as a Romanticist.

IV. Romanticism as a Cure: Heroism and Individualism

As Romanticism emerged out of revolution and political dissent, the ideals of
heroism and individuality were prevalent in the movement and therefore
prevalent in Dumas’s writings. Romanticists looked for heroic characters in
society and included them in their narratives. Individuality was also an idealized
trait, as the growing trend of republicanism over kingship allowed for the
participation of individuals in government.3* Freedom of individual expression
and spiritual fulfillment was a fundamental principle of the Romanticist
movement. Dumas’s appreciation for individuality and heroism is evident in
several passages, and a pattern emerges, as Dumas repeatedly brings up the
concept of courage. This is a trait that Dumas appears to be lacking, while he
often notes that Swiss people, in general, are very courageous in all aspects of
life. During his adventures, he exhibits the physical symptoms of anxiety and
fear, namely perspiring, shaking, and feeling faint.3> These instances usually
involve an activity such as spelunking or hiking high mountain peaks, where
physical strength meets the need for mental soundness and courage. Dumas does
not give a reason for his lack of courage, but it is likely a result of his easy life in
urban Paris compared to the rural lives the Swiss lived. The first time Dumas
presents this fear, his Swiss guide criticizes it as being an unattractive trait. When
Dumas puts his life in jeopardy —resulting from his apparent cowardice during
an expedition in the depths of a salt mine—his Swiss guide chastises him
regarding his fear: “Must you really do that? It's very unhealthy in this part of
the world!”?¢ Dumas wonders why anxiety and apprehension follow him

34 5ee Baldick, Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, s.v. “Romanticism.”
35 Gee examples in Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 29, 63, 48.
36 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 30.
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through his travels and contrasts this with the Swiss tendency to go through life
without the same sense of unease. Dumas often chastises himself in the text for
his constant worry and anxiety over what the Swiss consider every-day tasks. He
admires the Swiss for their courage, attributing this trait to be a comment on the
greatness of their character. This heroic quality was attractive to Dumas and
provided him with artistic inspiration. Such examples of real-life heroes mirrored
the larger-than-life heroes that were common characters in Romanticist
writings.3” These heroic characters would later appear, following Dumas’s return
to Paris, in The Three Musketeers (1844) and The Count of Monte Cristo (1844).

In Switzerland, Dumas met Jacques Balmat (1762-1834), a Swiss mountaineer
who led Dumas to believe that he had been the first man to reach the top of Mont
Blanc, located in the Alps, although the editor notes that this claim to fame is
highly suspect.?® Balmat and Dumas, over a cozy dinner and a lot of wine,
proceeded to talk about their life’s triumphs. Dumas dedicates ten pages of the
narrative to retell Balmat's extraordinary expedition in detail.3 The tale of
Balmat’s ascent to the top of Mont Blanc with his partner, Doctor Paccard (1757-
1827), is one of hardship, emotional turmoil, and eventual victory. Despite
running into obstacles like brutal weather and health concerns, Dumas’s report
of the journey portrays Balmat as a persistent fighter whose cannot be deterred
by adversity. The importance of meeting Balmat becomes immediately apparent
as Dumas “thanked him for honouring me with his presence.”40 Dumas was so
impressed by Balmat’s heroism, despite the hardships his task had entailed, that
the one characteristic he attributes to this man above all else is “courage.”4!
Courage is another trait that Dumas himself lacked, but one that he also admired
in others. Meeting Jacques Balmat is an example of an instance that struck
Dumas with the inspiration to write. This inspiration to write for pleasure, which
had long been lacking back home in Paris, is evidence of the curative nature of
this particular meeting with the heroic Jacques Balmat in Switzerland. Dumas
held Balmat in such high regard that he notes, “I thought of him in the same way
as I did of Columbus, who had discovered an unknown world, or Vasco de
Gama, who had rediscovered a lost one.”4? This high opinion demonstrates that
Balmat is an example of the Romanticist hero, one that Dumas had been looking
for on his journey, and one that fulfilled his individual Romanticist ideals and
would later serve as inspiration for Dumas’s Romantic heroes in his historical
novels.

37 Anita Brookner, Romanticism and Its Discontents (London: Penguin, 2000), 33.
38 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 49.

39 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 49-59.

40 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 48.

a4l Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 48.

42 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 48.
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Later in the text, Dumas recounts meeting the famed French native Francois-
René de Chateaubriand (1768-1848), a politician and writer who was concerned
with what he considered to be the decline of French society.#3 Dumas already
had a very high opinion of Chateaubriand before ever coming to Switzerland.
Considering himself a fan of Chateaubriand, Dumas declares that he had wanted
to meet Chateaubriand since childhood and notes “my admiration for him was a
religion.”#* Dumas was nervous to meet his childhood hero and feared that he
would not come across as intelligent enough to be considered an associate. In
Chateaubriand’s writings, which Dumas had studied and admired,
Chateaubriand had often mourned the loss of glorified France and conveyed a
certain nostalgia for what he considered to be the glorious days of the French
empire.#> These ideas are very present in Dumas’s and Chateaubriand’s
conversations, as Dumas tried to gain insight into Chateaubriand’s decision to
leave his home country through self-exile. Dumas and Chateaubriand had
differing political opinions, with Dumas being a self-proclaimed socialist and
Chateaubriand opposing revolution and the toppling of monarchies. His
conversations with Chateaubriand were all political, revolving around the
French revolutions of 1789 and 1830.4 Dumas was enchanted by Chateaubriand
due to the latter’s unwavering faith in his political convictions and the
individuality of thought by which he lived. Chateaubriand was so resolute in his
beliefs that he had exiled himself to Switzerland, and he made it clear to Dumas
that he would never return to France as long as the monarchy remained
overthrown. Once again, here we see that this man’s individualistic convictions
inspired Dumas to the extent that he began to write again right away.#’
Chateaubriand perfectly represented the Romanticist ideal of individuality,
freedom of expression, and spiritual self-fulfillment.

Conclusion

During his travels in Switzerland, Romanticism provided Alexandre Dumas with
a personal cure to his intellectual and artistic depression, which had manifested
itself as a product of the illness in nineteenth-century French society, through his
return to nature and encounters with individuals who displayed admirable
heroism and individuality. Dumas states that his travels helped him cure his so-
called “cholera.” This word is a euphemism for the spiritual depression in which
Dumas was stuck following his experience with cholera while living in Paris.
This sickness can also represent the general sickness within an industrialized
society like Paris. Romanticism provided a cure for this societal sickness, as the

43 Benjamin Hoffman, “Chateaubriand and the Mourning of (New) France,” French Forum 42,
no. 2 (Fall 2017): 201-216, here 209.

a4 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 151.

%5 Hoffman, “Chateaubriand and the Mourning of (New) France,” 202.
46 Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 152.

4t Dumas, Travels in Switzerland, 49.
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movement emphasized a worldview that idealized characteristics opposite of
what was seen in nineteenth-century Paris. The major Romanticist ideal that
helped Dumas come to terms with his existential crisis was the importance of
returning to nature. Dumas’s return to nature while in Switzerland and his
interaction with the natural environment allowed for several profound self-
reflections on the condition of his soul and his place in the universe.
Furthermore, Dumas viewed the people he met in Switzerland through a
Romanticist lens with an emphasis on individualism and heroism. He admired
the courage of the Swiss people, and as he noticed this courage more and more, it
made him reflect on his lack of courage and question what had led to his general
anxiety. Meeting the courageous Jacques Balmat made such an impression on
Dumas that he finally found the inspiration to write again, out of pleasure rather
than obligation. Balmat represented the Romanticist hero Dumas had been
looking for. Then, meeting Francois-René de Chateaubriand provided Dumas
with someone who fully represented the Romanticist ideal of individualism.
Chateaubriand was someone who held so strongly to his convictions, even when
they were against the norm, that he had exiled himself to Switzerland. Dumas
was again inspired to write after meeting the man who had been his childhood
hero. Ultimately, Dumas’s time in Switzerland served as a journey of self-
realization and spiritual fulfillment. His Romanticist lens provided him with a
unique experience in this foreign environment that healed his mind and soul.
This perspective provides a real-world demonstration of Romanticism as a
movement directly applied to a nineteenth-century individual’s life, as an
alternative to the traditional remedies to existential crises and depression.
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European Studies, with a concentration in European History, from California State
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ABSTRACT: This article examines the public memory of the 1836 Battle of the Alamo. It
analyzes historical accounts from the 1800s to the mid-1900s, as well as textbooks, museum
guides, movies, and monuments. The author argues that turning the Battle of the Alamo into
folklore through romanticism and racism has contributed to an ahistorical narrative that has
impacted the past and continues to have repercussions in the present.
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Introduction

In the early hours of March 6, 1836, General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna’s final
assault in the Battle of the Alamo crushed the Texan defenders’ last hope for
survival.! Tensions had been rising for some time between the Texans who had
migrated to Texas for land, the Tejanos who were the Mexicans living in Texas,
and the Mexican government which had recently gained independence from
Spain (1821).2 Mexico opened Texas up to both Anglo-Americans and Mexicans
through the Colonization Law that allowed for settlers to claim and own the
land.? However, the Mexican government created stipulations for immigrating
into Texas. The main restriction that caused tension stemmed from the fact that
slavery was illegal in Texas.* Nevertheless, Anglo-Americans brought their
slaves into Texan territory. Slaves had been essential to the economic success of
the southern region of the United States since the time of the British colonies.
Because the eastern part of Texas had fertile land needed for cotton farming, it
was of high interest for many American farmers. This became one of the central
motivations for Americans desiring to migrate to Texas.> As time passed, Anglo-
Americans continued to break Mexico’s laws; thus, on April 6, 1930, Mexico
passed a law that ended colonization by Anglo-Americans and made it illegal for
them to enter Texan territory.® Even after the law of April 6, 1830, Americans by

I Lon Tinkle, 13 Days to Glory: The Siege of the Alamo (New York City: McGraw-Hill Book
Company Inc., 1958), 198.

2 Randy Roberts and James S. Olson, A Line in the Sand: The Alamo in Blood and Memory (New
York: The Free Press, 2001), 93.

3 John Sales and Henry Sales, eds., Early Laws of Texas: General Laws from 1836 to 1879, 2nd ed.
(St. Louis: The Gilbert Book Co. 1891), 42.

4 Gary Clay Anderson, The Conquest of Texas: Ethnic Cleansing in the Promised Land, 1820-1875
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press 2005), 83.

5 Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 82.
6 Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 79.
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the thousands continued to illegally migrate into Texas.” As this continued, many
Americans then living in Texas felt as though Texas should become independent
from Mexico, since this would allow Texans to pursue their economic goals while
not facing any restrictions from the Mexican government.® To address this
problem, the Mexican government, led by Santa Anna, sent soldiers to stabilize
and enforce order in the territory.? In response, the majority of Texans, as well as
some Tejanos, began to fight for Texan independence, which eventually led to
the siege of the Alamo.® The Alamo is located in Bexar, modern-day San
Antonio, Texas.!! The Spanish had originally constructed the Alamo as a Catholic
mission and fortified it into a defensive compound. As tensions arose between
the Mexican government and the Texans who wanted independence, two
hundred men, all of whom had volunteered to fight, met at the Alamo to defend
it.12 Key volunteers included Colonel James Bowie and David Crockett, who
desired independence from Mexico and were willing to fight for Texan
independence.’® The Battle of the Alamo was a decisive moment, especially in
Texan history, as it was the prelude to the eventual U.S. annexation of the
territory of Texas (1845) and the Mexican-American War (1846-1848).14

The Alamo and the events surrounding it played a key role in shaping the
culture and the political foundation of the United States as we know them today.
In this context, it is crucial to understand that many studies on and
interpretations of the subject are heavily influenced by the public and by people’s
subjective opinions. Therefore, this article will be using different types of sources
to achieve a balanced analysis of the historical events of the Alamo. The majority
of period’s primary sources come from the accounts of the Mexican soldiers,
since there were very few Texans who survived the battle. One of the most
notable among these was Francisco Becerra, a Mexican sergeant who fought at
the Alamo. His account contains a detailed recollection of the battle and the

7 Alwyn Barr, Texans in Revolt: The Battle for San Antonio, 1835 (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1990), 2.

8 David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1989; first published 1987), 15.

9 Barr, Texans in Revolt, 4.

10 Virgil E. Baugh, Rendezvous at the Alamo: Highlight in the Lives of Bowie, Crockett, and Travis
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985; first published 1960), 186.

11 Barr, Texans in Revolt, vii.

12 Radl A. Ramos, Beyond the Alamo: Forging Mexican Identity in San Antonio, 1821-1861
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 154.

13 Charles Ramsdell, “The Storming of the Alamo,” in The American Heritage Book of Great
Adventures of the Old West, introduction by Archibald Hanna, Jr. (New York: American Heritage
Press, 1969), 107-126, here 117.

14 Richard R. Flores, Remembering the Alamo: Memory, Modernity, and the Master Symbol
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002), 32.
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politics of the period.!’® Recorded in 1875, the book depicts events that Becerra
experienced as a Mexican sergeant from just before 1835 up until the two
subsequent decades.'® Two of the most quoted survivors are a slave, only known
as Joe, and Mrs. Almaron Dickinson who is the most cited source. However, their
accounts of the actual battle are less useful, since they both hid for the duration
of the confrontation.!” Due to the lack of reliable primary sources related to the
Alamo, people’s accounts embellished the facts to fit a narrative acceptable to
them and their agenda. Some of the sources that changed the history of the
Alamo are the ones to be examined here. Earlier writings on the topic reveal a
transformation of the men who posthumously became heroes as they had died
honorably and fought to protect Texan independence.’® Sources from the 1900s
onward suggest that the folklore surrounding the Alamo had become accepted
as fact, as evident in both popular literature and scholarly books.’ This article
will also examine how the Alamo is portrayed in popular movies, such as John
Wayne’s The Alamo (1960)?° and John Lee Hancock’s The Alamo (2004).2!

There is a vast array of scholarship on the Battle of the Alamo, since it is
considered a turning point in U.S. history. It was not until the later twentieth
century that scholars began to look more critically at the stories surrounding the
history of the Alamo. Holly B. Brear was one of the first historians to analyze
why America has accepted some of these Alamo fictions as fact.?? Brear’s 1995
study explains how the Alamo became a myth that is central to the Texan
identity. As a result, anything that challenges this legacy is viewed as an attack
on Texan history.??> Richard R. Flores (2002) has expanded upon the points
originally presented by Brear and analyzes the way in which the memory of the
event has shifted in accordance with the general public’s accepted version.?*
Another historian, James E. Crisp (2005), a native Texan, has studied people’s
aversion to changing their understanding of the Alamo’s history: Crisp examines

15 Francisco Becerra, A Mexican Sergeant’s Recollections of the Alamo & San Jacinto, as Told to
John S. Ford in 1875, introduction by Dan Kilgore (Austin: Jenkins Publishing Company, 1980), 20.

16 Becerra, A Mexican Sergeant’s Recollections, 15.

17 Becerra, A Mexican Sergeant’s Recollections, 5.

18 Burt Hirschfeld, After the Alamo: The Story of the Mexican War (New York: Julian Messner,
1966), 98.

19 Perry McWilliams, “The Alamo Story: From Fact to Fable,” Journal of the Folklore Institute
15, no. 3 (1978): 221-233, here 225.

20 The Alamo, directed by John Wayne (1960; United Artists/The Alamo Company/Batjac
Productions).

21 The Alamo, directed by John Lee Hancock (2004; Touchstone Pictures/Imagine
Entertainment).

22 Holly B. Brear, Inherit the Alamo: Myth and Ritual at an American Shrine (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1995), 1.

23 Brear, Inherit the Alamo, 132.

24 Flores, Remembering the Alamo, 2.
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how the Texan educational system has perpetuated the legends and myths
associated with the Alamo.?® This article will evaluate how and why the actual
events of the Alamo have been re-shaped by the public and its perceptions of
what happened.

In the context of popular history, this article argues that the turning of the
Battle of the Alamo into folklore through romanticism and racism helped shape
an ahistorical narrative rather than an accurate account of this historic event,
which impacts both the past and the present. The history of the Alamo was
romanticized due to its importance for the Texan identity and the men who were
transformed into American heroes.?¢ Racism was one of the most critical factors
in altering the history of the Alamo: it led to the generalization of the good
Americans versus the bad Mexicans, the promotion of Manifest Destiny, and the
justification for seizing territory.?” The resulting ahistorical account of the Alamo
has not only been accepted as fact for decades but continues to influence our
culture and American identity today.

I. The Romanticizing of History into Legend

Most people would agree that the Alamo and its story are an essential part of
U.S. history, especially with regard to the foundation of Texas. It has become a
cornerstone of the Texan identity. This identity, however, was based on the
romanticizing of the story of the Alamo. As a result, the Battle of the Alamo
became less of an accurate historical event and more of an over-simplified
narrative that allowed and justified white American agendas. This strict black-
and-white interpretation painted the Texans as the clear heroes, leaving the
Mexicans and the Tejanos with the role of the villains. Thus, the story of the
Alamo and its key characters was transformed into a legend filled with American
heroes that excludes any negative portrayal, let alone critical analysis that went
against the popular narrative.

The narrative of the Alamo was essential to the building of the Texan identity
as it was considered the very beginning of the state, or Republic, itself. The
importance of the Alamo is taught to children from an early age, both in school
and at home. Throughout Texas, the state curriculum is one of the major leading
sources in instilling the narrative of the Alamo as essential. Text books and
educational comics such as the Texas History Movies (originally published
between 1926 and 1928 in Dallas newspapers) have taught children the history of
the Alamo through a heavily filtered and biased lens.?® In fact, the Texas History

25 James E. Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo: Davy Crockett’s Last Stand and Other Mysteries of the
Texas Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 176.

26 Brear, Inherit the Alamo, 138.

27 Robert Anthony Soza, “Denying Genocide: ‘America’s’ Mythology of Nation, The Alamo,
and the Historiography of Denial” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2010), 28.

28 Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo, 7. See also Mike Zambrano, Jr., “Texas History Movies,” article,
Texas State Historical Association, accessed May 22, 2019.
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Movies, a collection of educational comics on Texas history published in book
format, were a part of the seventh-grade Texan curriculum from the 1920s up
until the late 1960s.2 The majority of the comics focuses on the Anglo-Texans,
their fight for the land, and their success. In addition, they pay special attention
to the frontiersmen and adventurers who are glorified.3 While it celebrates
Texans, its portrayal of Mexicans and Tejanos is often filtered down to a racist
caricature, and their motives for fighting against Texans are oversimplified as
merely evil intentions. Mexicans, especially those in government positions, are
represented as dimwitted, easily fooled, and prone to unprompted violence. The
comics gloss over why the Mexican government wanted the Americans to stop
immigrating, and why Mexico fought against those starting the fight for Texan
independence. It portrays the defenders of the Alamo in a sympathetic light,
even going so far as to state incorrect numbers and facts.3! As a result, the Texas
History Movies created a romanticized version of Texan history. The romanticized
history of the Alamo is represented as Texan history. These educational comics
were central to shaping and instilling a Texan identity in the students.

In addition to identity being instilled by the school system, the Texan heritage
was also promoted through the tourism industry, on both a private and a
governmental level. For example, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas
originally wanted the chapel, the only remaining part of the Alamo, to be fully
restored.3? In the end, they won against the local investors who wanted the
mission to be gone. The Daughters of the Republic restored the chapel to a highly
idealized version of what it might have looked like in 1836.3 Their website
asserts that the chapel was restored to preserve historical accuracy; yet, the
website also highlights that the Alamo was remodeled as a “memorial to Alamo
defenders” and that the chapel is a “shrine” and a “holy site.”34 A balanced and
accurate account can be distorted when the goal is to emphasize and glorify
specific aspects of a person or event. In this case, the Alamo historical site serves

29 “New Texas History Movies,” book announcement, Texas State Historical Association,
accessed May 22, 2019.

30 Félix D. Almaraz, Jr., Joe M. Cardenas, George A. Juarez, and Constance McQueen, eds.,
Texas History Movies (Austin: Texas State Historical Association and Texas Educational
Association, 1986; first published 1974). It should be noted that this 1974/1986 is “redacted,”
meaning that offensive text has been changed. There is now also a new rendition of the Texas
History Movies: Jack Jackson, The New Texas History Movies (College Station: Texas A&M
University Press, 2007).

31 Almaraz et al., Texas History Movies, 8.

32 Claudia N. Campeanu, “Tourism, Modernity, and Heritage Production at the Alamo,” in
NA-Advances in Consumer Research, Volume 30, ed. Punam Anand Keller and Dennis W. Rook
(Valdosta: Association for Consumer Research, 2002): 357-360, here 357.

33 Campeanu, “Tourism, Modernity, and Heritage Production,” 357.

34 The Alamo, “Buildings,” The Alamo: The Mission, the Battle, the Legend, The Alamo
accessed May 22, 2018.
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as a tribute to Alamo defenders, while neglecting the actual structure and history
of the building.3> Tourists and visitors of the Alamo encounter the romanticized
version which they can accept as fact. This romanticized version’s impact on the
Texan identity is still seen today. Arguments that negatively challenge the
popular history are vigorously opposed. For example, James E. Crisp, author of
Sleuthing the Alamo, received a considerable amount of hate mail and threats
while researching for his book.3¢ So, the romanticized account of the Alamo is
taught from an early age; it is strongly present throughout different aspects of
life in Texas; and it critically shapes the Texan identity that is present today.

The romanticized history of the Alamo extended far beyond Texan identity.
One of its far-reaching implications was the transformation of the Texan
defenders into legends. William Barret Travis, James Bowie, and especially
David Crockett are among the most popular of the defenders who have become
more myth than men with a considerable portion of their accomplishments
fabricated decades after their death. William Barret Travis was the commander of
the volunteers at the Alamo in 1836.37 His final letter was a call for
reinforcements: “I call on you in the name of liberty, of patriotism & everything
dear to the American character to come to our aid [...]. If this call is neglected, I
am determined to sustain myself as long as possible & die like a soldier.”3 Travis
wrote this letter knowing that he would either be captured or killed, and he used
the situation to elicit a passionate response from the Americans and other
Texans. In literature, Travis is often regarded as a valiant hero who gave his life
for Texas. While he did give his life up for his cause, his story is immensely
exaggerated and glorified. He was one of the many who had migrated to Texas
illegally. In 1833, he had left his wife and child in Alabama in an opportunistic
move to try to regain political and economic prestige.3

Two other key figures, James Bowie and David Crockett, became legends
after their death at the Alamo. Popular literature and media have transformed
their death into a tragic, heroic event. There are a number of different and
conflicting stories of these heroes’ demise that have long been accepted as fact
due to popular media changing the narrative to fit a publicly accepted vision.
One such account describes David Crockett dying in his bed as he fights off the
enemy, using his two dueling pistols, and then killing several Mexicans with his

35 Holly B. Brear, “We Run the Alamo and You Don’t: Alamo Battles of Ethnicity and
Gender,” in Where These Memories Grow: History, Memory, and Southern Identity, ed. W. Fitzhugh
Brundage (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 299-318, here 301.

36 Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo, x.
37 Baugh, Rendezvous at the Alamo, 183.

38 William Barret Travis, quoted in N.a., “William Barret Travis,” in Encyclopedia of World
Biography, Vol. 15, 2nd ed. (Detroit: Gale, 2004), 292-293.
39 Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 81.
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knife.40 In actuality, Crockett was very sick, had only one gun at his side, which
he did not use, and he died in his bed after being shot.#! The transforming of
ordinary men into legends allows for the substitution of fact with fiction, so that
the legend only consists of the positive. Yet, the vast majority of men who had
migrated to Texas, especially after the law of 1830, had done so to escape their
debts or the law. It was common for men to sign letters, paperwork, and
documents with “G.T.T.” (Gone to Texas) as an informal declaration.#> During
the early 1800s, Texas was viewed as a territory that criminals ran to in order to
avoid prosecution.®3 During the mid-1800s, the background story of criminal
fugitives and the growing number of Americans illegally in the Texan territory
was downplayed. This was because America realized the benefit of taking the
Texan territory for both cotton production and the added political benefit of
having another slave state.#* Even today, most people are not aware of these less
than heroic details that do not fit within the romanticized ideal of American
heroes fighting for Texan independence.

The main legendary figures of the Alamo were not just idealized through
literature, but also through monuments, for example the Alamo Cenotaph of
1940, located in San Antonio and built to honor these men.#> Titled “The Spirit of
Sacrifice,” the Alamo Cenotaph only depicts the Anglo-American men who
fought at the Alamo and was sculpted out of marble to be larger than life.4¢ This
visual portrayal of the defenders only identifies Travis, Bowie, and Crockett,
while the others remain unnamed.#’ Yet, highlighting only these men ignores the
complex context of the battle. The transformation of the men into legends
reinforces the romanticized narrative by covering up the factual history to make
way for a highly idealized fiction. Many of the defenders’ words became
memorialized as reflecting the fervent beliefs held by the defenders of the
Alamo. These ideals of freedom and identity were carried on into the twentieth
century. This was evident during the Cold War. Patriotic American identity
played a role in counteracting communism which, as many people believed, was
threatening democracy. To combat the spread of communism, American heroes

40 Robert Edmond Alter, Two Sieges of the Alamo (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1965), 177.

41 7. Frank Dobie, Mody C. Boatright, and Harry H. Ransom, eds., In the Shadow of History,
Publications of the Texas Folklore Society, Vol. 15 (Detroit: Folklore Associates Press, 1971; first
published 1939), 48.

42 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, 15.

43 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, 15.

4 David M. Vigness, The Revolutionary Decades: The Saga of Texas, 1810-1836 (Austin: Steck-
Vaughn Company, 1965), 127.

45 Dreanna L. Belden, Alamo Centotaph, “The Spirit of Sacrifice,” side view with sculpture of

Defenders, photograph, May 3, 2005, University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas
History, accessed May 22, 2019.

46 Belden, Alamo Centotaph.
47 Belden, Alamo Centotaph.
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were placed on even higher pedestals. People thought it was important to
celebrate their heroes, including those of the Alamo.*® Anyone challenging the
spirit of the American identity could be viewed as a communist. This further
cemented Alamo fiction into fact. Overall, the words, actions, and death of the
defenders of the Alamo not only inspired others at the time of the battle, but it
has played a role in politics and for American identity well into the present.

Almost from the beginning, the history of the Alamo has been viewed
through a filter: anything that does not fit within the narrowly defined
parameters of accepted history is rejected. In doing so, this historical event was
romanticized, turned the defenders of the Alamo into legends, and promoted a
Texan identity that focused only on strength and bravery.

II. The Pervasiveness of Racism

Throughout the recorded history of the Alamo, Mexicans and Tejanos have been
vilified and discriminated against by Anglo-Americans creating a false narrative
to fit their agendas. Popular media and literature have portrayed the Texans as a
group who were righteous and above reproof. The result was a fabricated
narrative in which Mexicans appeared in the role of villains. In addition, all other
ethnic groups were treated with the same prejudice that resulted in racist
stereotypes. This process of vilification of the non-white ethnic groups helped
lend credibility to beliefs such as Manifest Destiny. The doctrine of Manifest
Destiny called for white Protestant men to spread Christianity to those who were
deemed culturally and racially inferior, and to extend their civilization to new
lands, even if these lands were already occupied.*’

The narrative of the Alamo, especially in literature and the media, falls prey
to racism as the white narrative attempts to justify the defenders” actions and
motives. The Texan defenders” plight as the underdogs led to their heroic status.
Racism allowed the defenders to be seen as the victims of an aggressive enemy,
the Mexicans. Most media portrayals of the Alamo only show Anglo-American
men defending the chapel, when in reality that was far from the truth. When
defining the enemy, it was easier to have a clear division of “us versus them,”
but having Mexicans on both sides of the fight complicated the matter. The
Alamo was defended by both Anglo-Texans and Tejanos.>® The majority of the
two hundred defenders came from what is called the “southern backcountry.”5!
These defenders were Americans from some of the most southern regions of
America, and they had come to Texas to answer the call for the fight over Texan

48 Flores, Remembering the Alamo, 121.

49 Armando Alonzo, “A Brief History of Texas Rancheros in South Texas, 1730-1900,” in
Donald Willett and Stephan Curley, eds., Invisible Texans: Women and Minorities in Texas History
(New York: McGraw Hill, 2005), 44-60, here 53.

50 Mike Milford, “The Rhetorical Evolution of the Alamo,” Communication Quarterly 61, no. 1
(2013): 113-130, here 117.

51 Milford, “Rhetorical Evolution of the Alamo,” 117.
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independence in hopes of economic and political gain.5? Of the two hundred
defenders, only eleven were actually from or living in Texas.5® Furthermore, only
two of the eleven had Anglo-American surnames, while the other nine were
Tejanos.>* Most literature on the Alamo leaves out the fact that the majority of
defenders were not from Texas or living there, and that the few that did live
there were mostly Tejanos. Instead, the narrative emphasizes that the Alamo was
defended by Anglo-Texans against Mexicans. Omitting the Tejanos from the
historical accounts reinforced the process of “othering” the Mexicans.

Another way in which Mexicans were vilified was through the language used
to describe them. Most books claimed to take a neutral stance when discussing
the history of the Alamo, yet the majority did not. Many books contained racist
beliefs and stereotypes. This racism is inherent in a range of literary sources
ranging from children’s books to scholarly works. For example, a 1964 children’s
book claimed that the Mexican people were fighting against the peace set up by
Anglo-Americans, and that this justified why the Mexicans had to be dealt with
“ruthlessly.”>> Changing the past by adding racist sentiments negatively affected
both the past and the present. For example, historian James E. Crisp recalls how
significantly the Texas History Movies impacted his understanding of Texas
history and his perspective on race when he was a child.>¢ His only interaction
with Mexicans and other minority groups came through such books and popular
films.5” Crisp, like many other white Texan children in his day, had a
preconceived notion, based on racist portrayals, of what other ethnicities were
like. Such negative representation had far-reaching effects. Richard R. Flores, a
professor of anthropology at the University of Texas at Austin, recounts his
experience of visiting the Alamo when he was a child. A school friend at the end
of the tour said to him, “You killed them! You and the other ‘Reskins’!”58
Reactions by children and adults alike show how racism, when represented as
factual history, negatively influences and affects lives.

One of the biggest contributing factors to the racism seen in the popular
history of the Alamo was the concept of Manifest Destiny. During the early
1800s, Manifest Destiny had a strong hold in American politics and society, as
expansionism was seen as the solution to America’s problems. This also applied
to Americans looking westward, since the Texas territory held rich farm land for

52 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 48.

53 James McEnteer, Deep in the Heart: The Texas Tendency in Politics (Westport: Praeger
Publishing, 2004), 18.

54 McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 18.

55 Henry Castor, The First Book of the War with Mexico (New York: Franklin Watts Inc., 1964),
56.

56 Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo, 17.
57 Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo, 20.
58 Flores, Remembering the Alamo, xiii.
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cotton. It was occupied by a small number of Tejanos and Mexicans, as well as
multiple Native American tribes, all of whom were considered not to be the true
owners of the land, since they did not occupy it in a way that was acceptable to
Americans.®® A major component of Manifest Destiny was religion,
Protestantism in particular. In the 1830s, the people in Bexar (San Antonio), as in
the rest of Texas and Mexico, predominantly practiced Roman Catholicism.®0
Protestant Americans believed that they had the God-given right to go out,
convert, and rule over those of other faiths, including Catholics.®? As a result,
they saw their actions as justified and proceeded to enter the Texas territory
under the banner of missionary work to reform those they considered religiously
inferior. This ultimately led to the belief that the Tejanos and Mexicans were also
culturally inferior, since religion was considered a significant factor in the
development of culture. Another critical aspect of Manifest Destiny was race.
Manifest Destiny justified racism in that it promised settlers that it was their
right to civilize non-Anglo-Americans.®? This was evident to people and
governments outside of the United States. Luis de Onis, the Spanish diplomat
who negotiated the cession of Florida to the United States, noted that, “[t]hey
consider themselves superior to the rest of mankind” and “destined one day to
become the most sublime colossus of human power.”%® Onis’s observation
revealed the attitudes held by both Americans and white Texans at the time. This
way of thinking seen in the 1800s carried on for generations and was used to
legitimize efforts to assert dominion over others.

The racist belief of white supremacy, as observed by Onis, became the
justification for the Texans to confiscate land from Mexico. According to Manifest
Destiny, it was the duty of Anglo-Americans to expand, especially into areas
owned and controlled by those considered racially inferior. During the
nineteenth century, the idea of Manifest Destiny held dominance in American
politics and among the general population, since it provided a rationale for
territorial expansion.®* This was one of the causes for the fight over the Alamo
and the Mexican-American War. The assumptions of Manifest Destiny allowed
Anglo-Americans to migrate to Texas, take cheap land from native people, and
bring slavery into Texas. In addition, men immigrated in order to escape debts
and jail in other parts of North America.®> Ironically, instead of the Anglo-
Americans “civilizing” the land and its people, they moved there illegally and

59 Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 153.
60 McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 36.
61 McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 57.
62 McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 36.

63 Luis de Onis, quoted in Eugene C. Barker, Mexico and Texas, 1821-1835 (New York: Russell
& Russell, 1965; first published 1928), 7.

64 Castor, First Book of the War with Mexico, 6.
65 McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 14.
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accomplished few of the goals of Manifest Destiny, apart from accumulating
territory. Manifest Destiny was used as a thinly veiled excuse to steal land from
non-Anglo-Americans. Most of these unflattering facts are excluded from the
popular narrative, yet the popular narrative often goes out of its way to describe
Mexicans and Tejanos as the “brutish” and “savage” ones.®® Manifest Destiny
and the distortion of the Alamo’s history were frequently used to legitimize and
reinforce racism directed toward Mexicans and the seizing of the Texas territory.

Overall, the history of the Alamo has been misrepresented through literature
and the media, which in turn has shaped the way the public perceives race and
identity. Popular media and academics alike have created a portrait in which
Anglo-Americans were the heroes in the Battle of the Alamo. Additionally, the
ideas of Manifest Destiny —pervasive in religion, culture, and politics —were
used to justify racism. Tejanos and Mexicans, now considered inferior, needed to
be enlightened. The racist stereotypes toward Tejanos and Mexicans has lasting
consequences even today.

1. Twisting the Truth into an Ahistorical Narrative

In general, the history of the Alamo has been shaped by popular media and
popular history to fit certain American biases and accepted perspectives, which
has constructed a romanticized, racist, and ahistorical narrative that is now
widely accepted as fact. Thus, over time, the general public has come to view
fallacies, as seen in movies and read in both popular fiction and even some
scholarly works, as historically accurate.

Movies have a considerable impact on our lives as they shape how we
perceive people and events. Over two dozen films are based upon the events at
the Alamo, and while the majority of them claim to be historically accurate, they
tend to perpetuate racist stereotypes and glorify legends of the defenders.®” Two
of the most popular and influential Alamo movies are John Wayne’s The Alamo
(1960)%8 and Disney’s Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier (1955).%° John
Wayne’s The Alamo features the story of the three main characters—Travis,
Bowie, and Crockett—and the days leading up to their death at the Alamo. It
fails to acknowledge Santa Anna’s offers for surrender and instead substitutes
the narrative that the defenders at the Alamo were offered no other option but to
fight to the death.”0 The film also shows the Alamo Mission being completely
destroyed by the Mexicans at the end of the film, when in reality the building

66 Alter, Two Sieges of the Alamo, 132.

7 Don Graham, “Remembering the Alamo: The Story of the Texas Revolution in Popular
Culture,” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 89, no. 1 (July 1985): 35-66, here 39.

68 The Alamo, directed by John Wayne.

9 Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier, directed by Norman Foster (1955; Walt Disney
Productions).

70 The Alamo, directed by John Wayne, scene 30: “The Longest Fight.”
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remained largely standing.”! John Lee Hancock’s The Alamo (2004), while
produced much later than the majority of Alamo films, still falls prey to many
historical inaccuracies.” It does show and briefly explain that there were Tejanos
fighting alongside the defenders, but it fails to stray from representing Santa
Anna in an overtly vilified role along with the rest of his forces.”> The high
frequency of misrepresentation found in both movies, whether intentional or not,
concretely contributes to perpetuating the popular history of the Alamo. While
films are created to entertain and earn a profit, historical accuracy should not be
replaced with fictional stories that are presented as the truth.

Just as movies influence our perceptions, popular literature also plays a large
role in shaping our beliefs. Nonacademic literature frequently portrays the
Alamo as an idealized event in American history, and the large volume of
nonacademic literature written on the Alamo is evidence of the popularity and
interest in the history of the Alamo. Even though much of the literature on the
Alamo claims to be fictional or loosely based on the actual events, it still has a
large effect on the public’s perception of the historical event. Many of these
writings were created during the twentieth century, and the intended readers
were often children. One such book, Remember the Alamo! (1958), explains to the
reader that the Texans had to fight for the Alamo to protect their freedom and
property. The property that is referred to mainly consisted of their illegal slaves;
however, this fact is continually left out of the story, as it does not portray the
Texans in a good light and would suggest that their fight for independence
included their right to own slaves.”* Children’s books wield a great deal of
influence: they are often the first material children encounter on any given
subject. This initial impression becomes the foundation of their beliefs and
opinions on a subject, so the ahistorical narrative constructed in literature has a
lasting impact. Even literature intended for adults can greatly influence our
understanding of history. Crisp emphasizes how literature informs us of what is
popularly accepted, whether it is the truth or not. He asserts, through analyzing
Alamo literature, that the Alamo’s status as an American icon has allowed for its
history to be twisted into an ahistoricism.”> Literature has tended to ignore
aspects of Alamo history that portray America in a negative light, yet has never
shied away from promoting the Alamo’s awe-inspiring legends.

The third and most consequential factor in the ahistorical narrative of the
Alamo are scholarly sources. Even academic books promote inaccuracies. Many
of them claim to take a neutral stance on the subject; however, it is difficult to

71 The Alamo, directed by John Wayne, scene 30: “The Longest Fight.”
72 The Alamo, directed by John Lee Hancock.
73 The Alamo, directed by John Lee Hancock.

74 Robert Penn Warren, Remember the Alamo! (New York: Random House Publishers, 1958),
18.

75 Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo, 144.
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take an unbiased stance when interpreting history. It is a dangerous position to
claim to have no prejudices in hopes that the reader may then more readily
accept the author’s own views. For example, a recent author claims that the
Texans were “burning in righteous outrage,” suggesting that the author’s bias
has entered the interpretation of history.”® Scholarly sources are usually
considered factual and objective, without bias or agenda. However, much of the
earlier research on the Alamo is filled with biases to the point that it is even
admitted.”” For example, a 1988 movie (Alamo: The Price of Freedom) shown at the
“Alamo IMAX Theater at San Antonio’s Rivercenter” proclaims in its opening,
“Where the facts have failed, the myth of the Alamo survives.””8 This quote aptly
summarizes the majority of older academic books: they claim to be scholarly and
factual, yet they have allowed biases and myths to influence their works.

History will always be impacted by public opinion, and the Alamo is no
exception. Its popular history is especially influenced by how it is portrayed in
all forms of media. Such media often start out with some truth and then twist it
to fit the people’s agendas and biases. The presentation of false “facts” as truth
distorts the history of the Alamo and leads people to more readily accept such
falsities.

Conclusion

When one considers, in light of popular history, how the Battle of the Alamo
reached mythic proportions, it is clear that romanticism and racism shaped this
ahistorical narrative. Idealizing important figures and turning them into legends
critically shaped the early formation of Texas identity. Racism was used to
portray the Mexicans as the villains solely responsible for the conflict and to
justify Manifest Destiny. The Battle of the Alamo shifted from a multi-causal,
complex issue to an over-simplified ahistorical narrative.

Many twentieth-century scholarly sources examining the Battle of the Alamo
have helped perpetuate the myth and distortions that many people believe to be
fact. It is important that Americans today understand the complexity of the
events leading up to the Mexican-American War in order to not reinforce
stereotypes. More research is needed to understand how our American
mythology plays a role in our current immigration policies. How strongly does
“Remember the Alamo!” today distort our understanding and response to the
needs of Mexicans and other minorities? Identifying our prejudices can lead to
correcting and re-educating the public.

76 Andrew Galloway, “Battle of the Alamo (1836),” in Revolts, Protests, Demonstrations, and

Rebellions in American History: An Encyclopedia, ed. Steven L. Danver, Vol. 1 (Santa Barbara: ABC-
CLIO, 2011), 303-305, here 304.

77 Aviel Roshwald, The Endurance of Nationalism: Ancient Roots and Modern Dilemmas
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 96.

78 Alamo: The Price of Freedom, directed by Kieth W. Merrill (1988; produced by Ray Herbeck
Jr.), quoted in McEnteer, Deep in the Heart, 17.
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While there is value in passing down stories of the American spirit and
patriotism to inspire future generations, it is critical that our history is not
distorted to serve a false narrative. A sense of pride that comes from facing
challenges and overcoming adversity can help form a regional or national
identity, but it can also lead to “othering.” Building an American identity that
ignores the dominant group’s sense of entitlement or superiority at the cost of
marginalized members of our society is dangerous. It can allow one group to
maintain its power and privilege at the cost of another. It is vital that historians
continue to critically examine biases to accurately educate people and not
reinforce ahistorical narratives.

If Americans value “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” then we have
a responsibility to extend this to all. When the romanticizing of American
history, as evident in the popular portrayals of the Battle of the Alamo,
disregards truth and allows the marginalization of minorities, then we fail to live
up to our ideals. Historians and writers of popular literature have a duty to
represent historical events without bias. While it is difficult to completely erase
the presence of prejudices in analyzing history, a multifaceted approach is
needed. Stereotypes and misrepresentations need to be examined, so that our
society can expand its understanding of not only what historical achievements
should be honored, but also what lessons call for change.
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ABSTRACT: This articles examines the access to and production of gunpowder in the
Confederacy during the United States Civil War. Based on government documents and
instructions for the making of gunpowder, it first addresses the shortage of gunpowder in the
Confederacy, then explores how the Confederacy sought and gathered resources for
gunpowder production, and finally analyzes the role the Confederate Powder Works played in
producing gunpowder for the Confederacy. The author argues that the Confederacy, as a new
nation seeking autonomy from the northern half of the United States, needed to develop and
create self-sufficient sources of gunpowder to ensure its independence and survival.
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Introduction

In the early hours of April 12, 1861, Confederate batteries opened fire upon a
Union-held fort in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. Even though the fort’s
outer defensive walls received minor damage from the rebel guns, Confederate
mortars and hot shot started fires which destroyed the fort’s interior wooden
buildings. After a day and a half of continuous bombardment, the Union
garrison was forced to surrender and give up the fort to the Confederacy.
Considered as the starting point of the American Civil War, the cannons and shot
used in the attack on Fort Sumter required a substance that was in short supply
throughout the Confederacy: gunpowder.

Gunpowder had been an essential resource since the early days of Colonial
America as settlers and colonists arrived in North America. As they moved west
toward the American frontier, having access to an adequate supply of
gunpowder meant the difference between life and death. Even with the
establishment of small powder mills, the United States lacked industrial facilities
before and after independence which limited domestic powder production. As a
result, the United States depended on Great Britain for its gunpowder.!

Gunpowder supplied by Great Britain during the late 1700s and early 1800s
was of high quality and inexpensive, which made domestic gunpowder
production unprofitable. British gunpowder continued to flow freely through
American ports until relations between the two counties became strained or they
found themselves in a state of war. During the War of Independence and the War
of 1812, Great Britain halted all exports of gunpowder to America.? As a result,
the Colonial and later the United States armies suffered from shortages of

I Gary A. O'Dell and Angelo I. George, “Rock-Shelter Saltpeter Mines of Eastern Kentucky,”
Historical Archaeology 48, no. 2 (2014): 91-121, here 91.
2 O'Dell and George, “Rock-Shelter Saltpeter Mines,” 91.

© 2019 by Derek Taylor



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Taylor Creating Southern Thunder

gunpowder. Cut off from their only source of powder, the Colonial army
employed expropriation and smuggling tactics until they were resupplied and
assisted by the French. The War of 1812 saw the discovery of saltpeter caves in
Virginia and Kentucky.3 With the use of slave labor, these caves were extensively
mined for their saltpeter which was delivered to the newly established E. I. du
Pont de Nemours and Company in Wilmington, Delaware. As the first domestic
supplier of gunpowder, the DuPont facility provided the American forces during
the War of 1812 with all the gunpowder they needed.

Five decades later, the Confederacy experienced similar problems with the
acquisition of gunpowder at the start of the American Civil War. With a slave-
based agrarian economy as the source of its wealth, the South lacked the
industrial facilities that were prevalent in the North. The absence of industrial
centers meant that the South depended on outside sources for manufactured
goods which included gunpowder. At the onset of the war, domestic and
international sources of gunpowder were cut off, leaving the Confederacy in dire
need of the explosive substance. Even though there were small powder mills
throughout the South, the total amount of gunpowder produced was not enough
to supply the Southern armies. Without gunpowder, the Confederacy’s struggle
to become an independent nation would end. To ensure its survival and achieve
independence, the Confederacy established a self-sufficient industry for the
large-scale production of gunpowder to supply the its armies.

I. Historiography

When analyzing and discussing the events and outcomes of the American Civil
War, scholars typically focus their research on the interaction between the armies
of the North and South and the men who commanded them. Yet, these studies
fall short in the discussion of the manufacture and distribution of armaments and
gunpowder. As a result, the conclusions of these narratives assume that the
North aggressively pursued and engaged in rapid industrialization, while the
South clung to its backward-thinking agrarian society.

By establishing a growing ironworks industry and railroad repair, the
Southern states had engaged in small-scale industrialization during the middle
and late 1800s. Even though Southern industrialization was not as rapid as in the
North during the antebellum years, the Southern industrial base was slowly
transforming its cities, like Atlanta, from farming communities into industrial
centers. Understanding how the Confederate government took advantage of its
technical and industrial capabilities is fundamental to this investigation of
Confederate gunpowder production.

With essays by C. L. Bragg, Charles D. Ross, Gordon A. Blaker, Stephanie A.
T. Jacobe, and Theodore Savas, Never for Want of Powder (2007) is a textual and

3 O'Dell and George, “Rock-Shelter Saltpeter Mines,” 91.
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illustrated history of the Augusta Confederate Powder Works.# Even though
Never for Want of Powder examines the lives and contributions of the multiple
managers and workers of the gunpowder factory, its primary focus is on the
builder and operator of the Augusta gunpowder factory, Colonel George
Washington Rains (1817-1898). Bragg, Ross, Blaker, Jacobe, and Savas praise
Rains’s efforts —he had no munitions experience and was merely armed with a
British pamphlet on gunpowder making — for being the architect and manager of
the Confederate’s biggest and most impressive gunpowder facility.

Credited with the construction of the most complex and self-sufficient
powder mill in the Western hemisphere, Rains still had to acquire the raw
materials needed for the manufacture of gunpowder. Being composed of
charcoal and sulfur, the basic formula for gunpowder owes its explosive
characteristic to potassium nitrate, commonly referred to as saltpeter. In Saltpeter:
The Mother of Gunpowder (2013), David Cressy explores how saltpeter solidified
the connections between the scientific, military, and political revolutions of early
modern Europe and America.> Cressy’s research explores not only the English
Crown’s procurement and refinement of saltpeter, but also the way England
exploited men and land in its quest for potassium nitrate. Making up almost
seventy-five percent of its mass by weight and considered gunpowder’s chief
ingredient, the acquisition and control over sources of saltpeter was a
contributing factor in the success or failure early modern European gunpowder
armies and empires.

With the demand for saltpeter skyrocketing during the American Civil War,
prominent educators and scientists, sympathetic to the Confederacy, issued and
distributed pamphlets and instructions on how to mine, grow, and refine
saltpeter. The first of these was Joseph LeConte (1823-1901). Commissioned by
the Confederate military while serving as a professor of chemistry and geology
at South Carolina College, LeConte composed Instructions for the Manufacture of
Saltpetre (1862).6 Avoiding complex scientific language, LeConte’s twelve-page
pamphlet provides detailed instructions on how to harvest and refine naturally
forming saltpeter. In addition, LeConte details the process of “growing” saltpeter
with the use of compost piles known as “nitre beds.”

Published a year before LeConte’s treatise, George Washington Rains’s Notes
on Making Saltpetre from the Earth of the Caves (1861) details the extraction and
refinement procedures of saltpeter production.” These similarities could lead one

4C L Bragg, Charles D. Ross, Gordon A. Blaker, Stephanie A. T. Jacobe, and Theodore P.
Savas, Never Want for Powder: The Confederate Powder Works in Augusta, Georgia (Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 2007).

5 David Cressy, Saltpeter: The Mother of Gunpowder (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

6 Joseph LeConte, Instructions for the Manufacture of Saltpetre (Columbia: Charles P. Pelham,
State Printer, 1862).

7 George Washington Rains, Notes on Making Saltpetre from the Earth of the Caves (New
Orleans: The Daily Delta Job Office, 1861).
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to believe that LeConte had access to Rains’s pamphlet and borrowed the facts to
support his conclusions. Rains claims in his publication that the loss of one-
fourth of mined saltpeter was due to inefficient extraction and refining practices.
Before Rains’s instructions, saltpeter mining had been wasteful and unprofitable.
By enlisting the help of an Oglethorpe University professor, Rains calculated the
loss of materials and resources close to $8 per barrel of saltpeter.® Considering
the rate of inflation, the loss of materials and resources would roughly translate
to almost $228 today. Under Rains guidance and direction, Southern saltpeter
production reduced waste and labor costs while at the same time increasing
production.

II. The Confederacy’s Munition Crisis

During the first year of the American Civil War, the Confederacy was plagued by
munition shortages. Not only was the South lacking the minerals of iron, copper,
and lead, it was also severely limited in its supply of gunpowder. Before the war,
the South had only a few small powder factories producing a few hundred
pounds of gunpowder.? Due to mismanagement and the lack of planning, these
Southern powder mills were unprepared for the war. Instead of expanding their
facilities, increasing production, and stockpiling excess powder, Southern
powder mills maintained their pre-war production levels.® Along with
gunpowder purchased from Northern mills before the war and confiscated from
Union forts, the quantity of powder in the South was insufficient for months of
military operations, let alone a protracted war. To address the munitions
shortfall within the Confederate Army, the Confederate Congress created the
Bureau of Ordnance under the command of Major Josiah Gorgas (1818-1883).11
As Chief of Ordnance of one of the first bureaucracies created in the
Confederacy, Gorgas supervised and consolidated government control over the
production and disbursement of munitions throughout the South.1?

Born in Pennsylvania in 1818, Josiah Gorgas graduated sixth in his class at
West Point Military Academy (New York) and became and ordnance officer for
the Union Army.13 Despite being born in the North, Gorgas developed strong ties

8 Rains, Notes on Making Saltpetre, 9.
9 C. L. Bragg, “An Urgent and Critical Need: The Confederacy’s Gunpowder Crisis,” in Bragg
et al., Never Want for Powder, 1-10, here 4.

10 Clint Johnson, Bull’s-eyes and Misfires: 50 People Whose Obscure Efforts Shaped the American
Civil War (Nashville: Rutledge Hill Press, 2002), 242.

11 Fred C. Ainsworth and Joseph W. Kirkley, The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, series IV, Vol. 1 (Washington D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1900), 211.

12 gteven G. Collins, “System in the South: John W. Mallet, Josiah Gorgas, and Uniform

Production at the Confederate Ordnance Department,” Technology and Culture 40, no. 3 (July
1999): 517-544, here 522.

13 Johnson, Bull's-eyes and Misfires, 182.

166



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Taylor Creating Southern Thunder

with the South during his service. As a result, Gorgas courted and married
Amelia Gayle, the daughter of the former governor of Alabama, John Gayle.!
When hostilities between the North and South started, Gorgas resigned his
commission from the Union Army and accepted the supervisory position over
the Confederate Bureau of Ordnance.

As the director of this new administration, Gorgas had the South’s munition
arsenals inventoried and found that, in addition to a half million pounds of
gunpowder, the Confederacy had over 100,000 cannons and small arms in its
arsenal.’® If these munitions and gunpowder were properly distributed, the
soldiers in the field would be limited to 500 pounds of powder per gun, which
was insufficient.l” Faced with shortages of weapon-making materials and
gunpowder, Gorgas looked for solutions both overseas and domestically by
approving private and foreign contracts and encouraging Southerners to engage
in the domestic production of munitions and gunpowder.18

At the start of the war, the Bureau of Ordnance acquired guns and
armaments from individual weapon sellers or paid army volunteers to bring
their weapons. As a result, the Confederate army had a mishmash of rifles and
tirearms of different calibers, ranging from 1812 flintlocks to muzzle-loading P53
Enfield rifles.’” Having these multiple types of weapons throughout the
Confederate army created trouble and confusion in securing the right kind of
ammunition and led to complaints from ordnance officers who were receiving
the wrong type and size of ammunition on a regular basis. Even if the men in the
field received the correct ammunition, the bullets and musket shot, depending
on where they were made, would vary in size and weight. These variations led to
misfires or jammed their weapons, making them useless.?0

Based on the principles handed down by British Major Fraser Baddeley,
gunpowder progressed from a trial-and-error method to a technique based on
science. As the production of gunpowder became more standardized, the
number of mills that produced gunpowder increased in the United States,
especially in Maine, New York, and Connecticut, which made gunpowder
production an exclusively a Northern industry.?! Even though the South had
imported most of its gunpowder from Northern sources before the war, as soon
as hostilities between the North and South started, powder mills like Oriental

14 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 2.

15 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 2.

16 Michael E. Lynch, “Confederate War Industry: The Niter and Mining Bureau” (MA thesis,
Virginia Commonwealth University), 2001, 14.

17 Lynch, “Confederate War Industry,” 15.

18 Lynch, “Confederate War Industry,” 15.

19 Collins, “System in the South,” 524.

20 Collins, “System in the South,” 525.

21 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 3.
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Powder and Schaghticoke Powder only produced gunpowder for the Union
Army.22 Even though these mills supplied substantial amounts of powder, their
contribution paled in comparison to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company.

Figure 1: “DuPont Powder Mill, Hagley Museum, on Brandywine River, Greenville, New Castle County,
Delaware,” photograph (1933), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,
Historic American Buildings Survey, HABS DEL,2-HAG, 1-[photograph no. 3], accessed May 25, 2019.

With four powder mills built along Brandywine River near Wilmington,
Delaware, E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company supplied over 40 percent of
the nation’s gunpowder (see Figure 1 above).?3 Before the outbreak of war,
Southern requests for powder were substantial. As these powder mills processed
these large orders, the DuPont powder mill and its competitor, Hazard Powder,
shipped over 100,000 pounds of gunpowder to Georgia, and over 300,000 pounds
of powder to South Carolina even before the Confederacy fired its first shots at

22 Jack Kelly, Gunpowder: Alchemy, Bombards, and Pyrotechnics: The History of the Explosive that
Changed the World (New York: Basic Books, 2004), 198.

23 Harold B. Hancock and Norman B. Wilkinson, “A Manufacturer in Wartime: Du Pont,
1860-1865,” The Business History Review, 40, no. 2 (Summer 1966): 213-236, here 213.
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Fort Sumter.?* Because of the large shipments and the powder mill’s proximity to
the Confederacy, the DuPont Company and the state of Delaware’s loyalty to the
Union were called into question. Even though Delaware supported and profited
from the institution of slavery, the state rejected calls to secede and to join the
Confederacy. With Delaware remaining in the Union, DuPont company
president Henry du Pont proclaimed his allegiance to the Union and refused to
sell any more gunpowder to the Confederacy. As a result of Delaware’s and
DuPont’s actions, the South’s only domestic source of gunpowder was cut off.?>

Along with procuring gunpowder from the North, the Confederacy seized
Union forts and installations that had powder depositories. While most of these
installations had gunpowder supplies, it was powder left over from the Mexican
War in 1848 which slightly increased the Confederacy’s powder inventory. With
its access to Northern powder severed and the small powder mills in the South
only being able to produce a few hundred pounds of gunpowder a day,? the
Confederacy looked beyond its shores for a stable source of gunpowder.

Sympathetic to the Confederacy’s cause, the British Crown watched the
emerging American Civil War with great interest. Even though most European
nations were opposed to slavery, diplomatic recognition and providing aid to the
Confederacy by Great Britain was a huge concern to the Union.?” Toward the end
of 1861, two Southern diplomats, James Mason and John Slidell, were traveling
on the British vessel Trent to establish diplomatic ties with the Great Britain.?8
While it was Mason’s and Slidell’s mission to seek economic support for
Confederacy’s war effort and secure access to English powder and niter, they
were also trying to hamper the North’s connection to East India’s niter market.?
Stopped part way through its voyage, the Trent was boarded by sailors from the
Union warship San Jacinto, and both Mason and Slidell were taken into custody,
transported back to the United States, and incarcerated in a Boston prison.3 This
violation of British sovereignty led to an international incident, which almost put
the United States in the difficult situation of having to fight a two-front war.

As a consequence of what became known as the Trent Affair, Great Britain
established an embargo of all gunpowder materials destined for the United
States.3! Having to succumb to British pressure, Lincoln and his administration

24 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 3.

25 Kelly, Gunpowder, 198.

26 Kelly, Gunpowder, 199.

27 Louis P. Masur, The Civil War: A Concise History (New York: Oxford University Press,
2011), 29.

28 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 3.

29 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 3.

30 Masur, Civil War, 30.

31 Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., “Du Pont, Dahlgren, and the Civil War Nitre Shortage,” Military
Affairs 13, no. 3 (Autumn 1949): 142-149, here 145.
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released Mason and Slidell and issued an apology for their violation of British
sovereignty.3> Even though Mason and Slidell were able to resume their mission
to Europe, European nations, including Great Britain, refused to recognize the
belligerent South as an emerging nation.33

Even as Great Britain maintained its neutral status during the American Civil
War, it still shipped gunpowder-making materials and manufactured items to
both the North and the South. As a result, the Union Navy established a naval
blockade against the entire Confederacy. Proposed by General Winfield Scott, the
blockade was designed to cordon and choke off the Confederacy to make it
submit to Union dominance.3* Needing materials from Europe, the Confederacy
relied on fast, low profile steamships to elude and maneuver through the flotilla
of Union ships. Aside from being very profitable for the captain and the crew of
these fast steamships,® blockade-running became one of the ways the
Confederacy retained access to European goods, especially guns and
gunpowder. Yet, as the naval blockade intensified in strength, blockade-running
became more dangerous and costly.3¢ As a result, gunpowder imported from
Great Britain increased 1,500 percent in price from twenty cents per pound in
April 1861 to three dollars per pound by January 1862.37

II1. Confederate Saltpeter Production

To help satisfy the South’s need for gunpowder, the Confederate Congress
issued a bill allowing private citizens to establish or expand their production of
gunpowder and saltpeter. Drafted in January 1862 and appealing to Southern
patriotism, the bill provided an advance of fifty percent to cover the renovation
and construction costs if the manufacturer invested twenty-five percent in the
improvements. To receive the money, manufacturers would have to demonstrate
in good faith that their venture would produce the needed materials and that
they would be able to pay back the advance once production started.3® Lacking
government oversight and fearing that the manufacturers would not deliver on
their promise of war materials, Confederate President Jefferson Davis vetoed the
tirst draft of the bill. Since gunpowder production was depleting the already
short supply of saltpeter, Davis, in his response to the bill, stated that the
Confederacy did not need more powder mills, but more of the raw materials
needed for the manufacture of gunpowder.3° In response to Davis’s veto, the

32 Masur, Civil War, 30.

33 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 6.

34 Masur, Civil War, 25-26.

3 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 6.

36 Masur, Civil War, 25.

37 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 6.

38 Ainsworth and Kirkley, War of the Rebellion, 864-865.
39 Ainsworth and Kirkley, War of the Rebellion, 864.
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Confederate Congress established the Niter and Mining Bureau on April 11,
1862.40 Responsible for securing supplies of iron, lead, and copper for weapon
making, the Niter Bureau was also responsible for acquiring gunpowder’s
primary ingredients.#! As an ancillary organization to the Bureau of Ordnance,
the Niter and Mining Bureau stood directly under the command of Major Josiah
Gorgas. Looking to hand the responsibility of the newly created organization to
someone he could trust, Gorgas delegated the authority over the Niter Bureau to
Major Isaac M. St. John (1827-1880).

Born in Augusta, Georgia, in 1827, St. John studied civil engineering in New
York and worked for multiple railroad companies before being appointed to
head the Niter and Mining Bureau.#?> Along with his engineering background, St.
John was familiar with the limestone geology of the caves in the South.%3
Believing that the South contained large deposits of saltpeter, St. John divided
the South into fourteen separate districts, each with its own superintendent. By
this sectioning of the South, St. John was able to work with private niter
producers, thereby fixing prices and bringing gunpowder-making ingredients
under the control of the Confederate government.44

With its extensive network of limestone caves rich in nitrous earth, the
southeastern underground region of the United States provided the optimal
environment for gunpowder’s fundamental ingredient, saltpeter.®> Saltpeter
(potassium nitrate), also known as niter, is the waste product of two bacteria,
Nitrosomonas and Nitrobacter.46 As the bacteria feed on decaying organic matter,
they produce a white crystalline substance. Naturally occurring on the walls and
in the soil of limestone caves or underneath old buildings, this unrefined niter
can also be artificially grown and cultivated in long mounds called niter beds.
During the American Civil War, the Confederacy pursued multiple methods of
obtaining saltpeter for gunpowder production.

As saltpeter was easy to locate, extract, and refine, the government of the
United States, during times of war, used the limestone caves to extract saltpeter,
but not all caves would contain saltpeter. To determine whether a cave had
saltpeter, the miners, known as “petre monkeys,” would conduct simple tests to
ascertain the presence of saltpeter. If the miners found whitish, needle-like

40 Ainsworth and Kirkley, War of the Rebellion, 1054-1055.
41 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 8.
42 David S. Heidler and Jeanne T. Heidler, “St. John, Isaac Munroe,” in Encyclopedia of the

American Civil War: A Political, Social, and Military History, ed. David S. Heidler and Jeanne T.
Heidler, 5 vols. (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2000), 4: 1846.

43 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 8.
44 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 8.

45 John Powers, “Confederate Niter Production,” The National Speleological Society Bulletin 43,
no. 4 (Saltpeter) (October 1981): 94-97, here 94.

46 Kelly, Gunpowder, 5.
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crystals growing out the cave’s rock face or soil, they would verify the presence
of saltpeter with a taste test. If the crystals had a cool and bitter taste, then the
earth would be tested further for the existence of saltpeter. One of the most
accurate tests consisted of scratching a groove in the nitrous rock. If the groove
appeared smooth even after several days, then the presence of saltpeter was
highly likely .4

Unlike copper and iron mines which were concentrated in one area, saltpeter
caves were found in multiple locations throughout the South. This geographic
diversification reduced the risk of saltpeter production being interrupted by a
Union attack. In addition to the caves, the ground under barns, cattle enclosures,
old buildings, and slave quarters produced significant quantities of nitrous earth.
The amount of earth extracted from these locations would sometimes exceed the
quantity harvested from the caves. These domestic sources of saltpeter remained
a crucial resource for the Confederacy even after consistent Union advances
resulted in the loss of saltpeter caves in the northern part of the Confederacy.
Even though the Confederacy received saltpeter from Great Britain, the saltpeter
produced in the South proved to be superior to East Indian saltpeter. Calling on
its hundred years of experience in mining and refinement of saltpeter, the
Confederacy exploited these multiple sources of nitrous earth to aid in
gunpowder production, hoping to become a self-sufficient munitions producer.48

According to archaeological evidence of tools and infrastructure found in the
caves of Kentucky, Virginia, and Tennessee, Southern saltpeter mining fit into
one of two categories, type A or type B, depending on the scope of mining
operations conducted within these caves.#® Type A caves, which included
Kentucky’s Mammoth Cave (see Figure 2 below) and Great Saltpeter Cave, were
immense in size and extended several hundred yards underground. Because of
the massive size of large-scale mining operations, several tons of nitrous earth
would be mined and processed. These mining operations required a large labor
force which included commissioned miners and slaves to dig and operate the
mining equipment. To facilitate the large labor force, donkeys and oxcarts were
used to transport materials, tools, equipment, and men to and from the mining
areas.’® One item of equipment that set these type A caves apart from the rest of
the saltpeter caves was the delivery of water and the export of nitrous liquid.
Because of the substantial amounts of water needed for the extraction of
saltpeter, miners installed a permanent plumbing and pump systems. Through
the use of hollowed-out logs and the building of a two-story pump tower, water

47 Powers, “Confederate Niter Production,” 95.
48 Powers, “Confederate Niter Production,” 95.

49 M. Susan Duncan, “Examining Early Nineteenth Century Saltpeter Caves: An
Archaeological Perspective,” Journal of Cave and Karst Studies, 59, no. 2 (August 1997): 91-94, here
91.

50 Powers, “Confederate Niter Production,” 95.
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was piped deep into the caves to assist saltpeter extraction.5! After a while, these
mines were stripped of all of the valuable saltpeter or just abandoned, but the
tools and structures were left behind. The age and condition of these tools and
structures gives archaeologists and historians a fairly accurate timeline of when
saltpeter mining and production started and stopped.
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Fiqure 2: ”View of model of Rotunda leaching complex, Mammoth Cave Saltpeter Works, Mammoth Cave,
Edmonson County, Kentucky,” photograph (1968), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, Historic American Engineering Record, HAER KY,31-MAMCA,1-[photograph
no. 8], accessed May 25, 2019.

Financed and worked by an individual or a small group of people, type B
caves or “rock shelter” saltpeter mines, were usually located at the base of bluffs
near water sources. With operations being small in size, the miners would
quickly strip these caves of their nitrate deposits.5>? Having depleted the area of
its saltpeter, the miners would disassemble and remove all their equipment and
tools and move on to the next location. Therefore, scholars and scientists are
unable to determine when such mining operations started and stopped. The only

51 Duncan, “Examining Early Nineteenth Century Saltpeter Caves,” 91.
52 Duncan, “Examining Early Nineteenth Century Saltpeter Caves,” 92.
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evidence of saltpeter mining left behind in these type B caves are tally marks
carved into the cave walls and the occasional pile of waste soil and rock.>3

Seeking to break its dependency on English saltpeter and to become an
independent gunpowder producer, the Confederacy tried to capitalize on both
naturally occurring and artificially grown forms of niter. In his treatise, The
Origin of Nitrates in Cavern Earths (1900), geologist William Hess states that
saltpeter occurs naturally from mineral-rich water inside caves. As the water
flows into the cave, the minerals are mixed. When the water recedes and
evaporates, it leaves behind the nitrates that produce saltpeter in the cave soil.>
Even though the saltpeter crystals were able to grow and be harvested, it was not
usable for gunpowder production. This raw form of saltpeter, known as grough
saltpeter,5> still needed to be purified and refined. As a result of being cut off from
Northern supplies of gunpowder and blockaded from English sources of niter,
the Confederate government consulted experts in the natural sciences to come up
with solutions to their saltpeter shortage.

The scientist who provided the process for the purification and refinement of
saltpeter was Joseph LeConte. As a professor of chemistry and geology at the
University of South Carolina during the war, LeConte had been appointed to the
Niter and Mining Bureau.?® While working for the Bureau, LeConte published
Instructions for the Manufacture of Saltpetre (1862), which details the manufacturing
process of saltpeter from start to finish in concise and easy-to-follow steps.5” In
Instructions for the Manufacture of Saltpetre, LeConte also outlines the procedure
on how to remove and purify saltpeter from cave soil. With a technique called
“Leaching,” the nitrous cave soil was placed in tubs called leaching vats (see
Figure 3 below). Constructed out of plywood or logs, the leaching vats contained
a drainage system comprised of hollowed-out logs. With the placement of the
cave soil in the vats, the leaching process started with the addition of water and
potash. This combination of substances was mixed thoroughly, set to soak for
twelve hours, and then drained. The leaching process was repeated six times,
until the soil was completely exhausted of its niter.’® Since magnesium and
calcium were still present in the niter-infused water, lye was added to remove
the contaminants and to add potassium to the solution. After the lye process, the
nitrous liquid or “liquor” was strained through cheesecloth and set to boil in
copper or iron kettles. As the water boiled, saltpeter crystals formed and were
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removed from the boiling liquor. After the removal of the crystals, the water was
reused for the “leaching vats.” Even though this operation produced saltpeter of
decent quality, the entire leaching process would yield one hundred to two
hundred pounds of saltpeter and take three men and three days to complete.
Sometimes saltpeter manufacturers would initiate a second leaching and boiling
process to remove even more impurities.>® This extended period of labor and
time would produce a purer form of saltpeter that was superior to other saltpeter
that was being refined.
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Figure 3: “Detail of leaching vat #2 and drainage trough in Booth’s Amphitheater, Mammoth Cave
Saltpeter Works, Mammoth Cave, Edmonson County, Kentucky,” photograph (1968), Washington, D.C.,
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Historic American Engineering Record, HAER
KY,31-MAMCA, 1-[photograph no. 15], accessed May 25, 2019.

Every district in the South produced saltpeter. While the states of Tennessee,
Georgia, Alabama, and Arkansas mined and produced considerable amounts of
niter, they paled in comparison to the state of Virginia.®® With the largest and
most productive saltpeter caves located in the valley and ridge regions of the
Appalachians and possessing five of the fourteen niter districts, Virginia was the

59 Donald B. Ball, and Gary A. O'Dell, “Bibliography of Niter Mining and Gunpowder
Manufacture,” Ohio Valley Historical Archaeology 16 (2001): 1-128, here 2.

60 Robert C. Whisonant, “Geology and History of Confederate Saltpeter Cave Operations in
Western Virginia,” Virginia Minerals 47, no. 4 (November 2001): 33-44, here 38.
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largest producer of niter in the Confederacy. The combination of these five
districts produced twenty-nine percent of the South’s niter supply which totaled
505,584 pounds of saltpeter.6!

With every Southern district mining and producing saltpeter, St. John
assumed that the saltpeter extracted from the Southern caves would be sufficient
to supply the Southern armies with enough gunpowder. Yet, even though the
amount of saltpeter extracted from cave soil was impressive, it was only a
fraction of what was needed for gunpowder production. In an effort to produce
as much saltpeter as possible, the Confederacy started to explore the possibility
of creating saltpeter by artificial methods.®? By growing and cultivating niter by
artificial means, the Confederacy could produce enough saltpeter to become an
independent gunpowder producer. To demonstrate the need to create “niter
plantations,” Niter and Mining Bureau superintendent William H. C. Price
published a booklet on the construction of niter beds.®® According to Price,
Napoleonic France was able to construct and produce saltpeter, despite being cut
off from its primary source of niter. Because of the niter plantations, France had a
reliable and stable source of saltpeter during its wars with Great Britain.t4

The process of cultivating niter through artificial methods was not foreign to
workers of the Niter and Mining Bureau. According to English social historian
David Cressy, the procedure of obtaining niter by artificial techniques had been
in practice since the mid-sixteenth century.®> By establishing a working
framework for the saltpeter plantation in Instructions for the Manufacture of
Saltpetre, Joseph LeConte gave detailed instructions on how to construct “niter”
beds. Set up in various caves throughout the South, saltpeter plantations were
comprised of compost piles and were arranged symmetrically to economize
space and resources. ¢ According to LeConte’s instructions, niter-bed creation
required one main ingredient, namely rotten animal manure. Known also as
“black earth,” the rotten manure not only aided in the construction of the niter
beds but also helped produce quality saltpeter in the shortest time possible.

In addition to the animal manure, niter bed construction had to abide by
specific guidelines. After preparing a clay floor with adequate drainage, compost
was shoveled lightly into a fifteen-foot-long, eight-foot-wide, and five-foot-high
mound. In addition to the decaying vegetation and animal waste, niter workers
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also placed dead animal carcasses to stimulate the decaying process. When the
construction of the niter bed was complete, it needed to be watered weekly to
keep it moist and the decomposition of the existing matter active. While water
could be used to moisten the beds, the preferred liquid was urine or liquid
manure. With the compost moistened and turned weekly, saltpeter crystals
would form on the upper layer of the compost. After a while, the top layer of the
compost pile was then removed and set aside until a sufficient quantity of
nitrous material was available for the leaching. Even though the building of
multi-layer compost piles containing decaying vegetation and animal materials
could produce a decent supply of niter, the process of growing and cultivating
niter was a long, disgusting, labor-intensive process: it took approximately
eighteen months to produce saltpeter.¢”

Even though animal urine was primarily used to water the niter beds, human
urine could be used as a substitute. This lead to comical and poetic interaction
between Confederate and Union newspapers. On October 1, 1863, Niter and
Mining Bureau agent Jonathan Haralson (1830-1912) took out an advertisement
in the Selma Sentinel, asking the ladies of Selma to “preserve all their chamber lye
collected about their premises, for the purpose of making ‘Nitre’.” So, bizarre
was the request, that Haralson’s friend, Thomas Wetmore, penned a poem called
Rebel Gunpowder, mocking his friend’s request:

John Harrolson! John Harrolson! You are a funny creature;

You've given to this cruel war A new and curious feature.

You’'d have us think while ev'ry man Is bound to be a fighter,

The women, (bless the pretty dears) Should be put to making nitre.

John Harrolson! John Harrolson! How could you get the notion
To send your barrels ‘round the town To gather up the lotion.
We think the girls do work enough In making love and kissing.
But you'll now put the pretty dears To patriotic pissing!

John Harrolson! John Harrolson! Could you not invent a meter,

Or some less immodest mode Of making our salt-petre?

The thing, it is so queer, you know —Gunpowder, like the crankey —
That when a lady lifts her shift She shoots a bloody Yankee.

John Harrolson! John Harrolson! Whate’er was your intention,
You've made another contraband Of things we hate to mention.

What good will all our fighting do, If Yanks search Venus” mountains,
And confiscate and carry off These Southern nitre fountains!®

Not to be outdone and seizing on this opportunity to ridicule and disparage the
Confederacy, the Union soldiers offered a response to Wetmore’s poem:
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Jno Haralson! Jno Haralson! We read in song a story

That women’s [sic] in all these years, Have sprinkled fields of glory;
But never was it told before That how, midst scenes of slaughter,
Your Southern beauties dried their tears And went to making water.

No wonder, Jno., your boys were brave; who would not be a fighter
If every time he shot his gun He used his sweetheart’s nitre?

And, vice verse what could make A Yankee soldier sadder,

Than dodging bullets fired from A pretty woman’s bladder.

They say there was a subtle smell that lingered in the powder;
And as the smoke grew thicker, And the din of battle grew louder
That there was found in this compound This serious objection;
The soldiers could not sniff it in Without a stiff erection.®®

In September 1864, Major St. John reported that the domestic production of
saltpeter had totaled 1,735,531 pounds.”? Even though the amount of saltpeter
produced was impressive, it was still not enough to provide the amount of
gunpowder needed to hold off the advancing Union Army. Also, the compost
piles of the Southern niter plantations would take up to two years to fully
“ripen” and be leached of their saltpeter. This prolonged period made the niter
beds unusable during the war. If the war had continued for another year or two,
the Southern niter plantations would have produced approximately three to four
million pounds of saltpeter for Confederate powder mills. Because of its inability
to produce a sufficient supply of domestic niter, the Confederacy was still bound
to Great Britain for the majority of its saltpeter.”? Even though its lack of saltpeter
hindered its ambitions of becoming self-sufficient and independent, the efforts of
George Washington Rains and the Augusta Powder Works restored the
Confederacy’s resolve to produce superior gunpowder domestically.

IV. George W. Rains and the Confederate Powder Works

During an address to the Confederate Survivors” Association on April 26, 1882,
George Washington Rains reflected on his service in the Confederate Army and
the insurmountable task that had been laid upon his shoulders. Recommended
by Gorgas and trusted by Confederate President Jefferson Davis, Rains was
required to produce and provide the Confederate Army with a stable source of
gunpowder. When the South’s guns opened fire on Fort Sumter, the Confederacy
had enough gunpowder for a month worth of battles before it would be
exhausted. Along with the limited supply of gunpowder, the South’s lack of
proper infrastructure made securing the raw materials necessary to produce
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gunpowder difficult.”? Not to be deterred by these overwhelming odds, Rains
started devising a plan to create a state-of-the-art powder mill in the
Confederacy. Receiving full governmental support to do whatever would be
necessary to achieve his goals, Rains began the daunting task of building the
Confederate Powder Works.”® Under his vision and leadership, the Confederate
Powder Works produced and delivered superior grades of gunpowder from its
opening on April 10, 1862, to its final shutdown on April 18, 1865. Thus, the
Confederate Powder Works became one of the most advanced and successful
powder mills of the nineteenth century.

Born on April 13, 1817, in New Bern, North Carolina, George Washington
Rains was the last of five children born to the Rains family.”* Brought up in a
household that instilled the importance of firm discipline and education as
preparation for adulthood, George excelled in his studies at the New Bern
Academy, especially in the subjects of science and chemistry.”> Even though the
New Bern Academy structured its curriculum to prepare students for eventual
entry into prestigious universities, Rains had his thoughts set on pursuing other
avenues. Along with his interest in science and chemistry, Rains was fascinated
by all things military.”® Seeking to attain his ultimate goal of becoming a scientist
and a soldier and to follow in the footsteps of his older brother Gabriel, George
applied to enroll at West Point at the age of sixteen.””

After five years of frustration and bureaucratic red tape, Rains was finally
accepted to West Point on July 1, 1838, at the age of twenty-one as one of its
oldest cadets.”® After four years of conforming to West Point’s rigorous
curriculum and code of conduct, Rains graduated third in his class at the rank of
second lieutenant. This prestigious status allowed him to serve with the Corps of
Engineers as an assistant engineer. Later in his military career, Rains served as an
artillery officer at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and then educated West Point cadets in
chemistry, mineralogy, and geology.” Even though his assignments, except for
teaching, were dull and unfulfilling, Rains’s theoretical knowledge of chemistry,
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coupled with his practical experience in engineering and artillery, helped
provide a strong organizational foundation that would prove to be valuable
when he started his work of creating the Confederate Powder Works.

When hostilities started between Mexico and the United States, Rains gave up
his teaching career to serve in combat. While he served as a quartermaster at
Point Isabel, Texas and aide-de-camp to General Pillow, Rains was breveted two
times for gallant conduct during the Mexican-American War.8? Following the
Mexican surrender, Rains’s military duties consisted of monotonous engineering
work and putting down random Indian revolts. After meeting and marrying his
bride, Francis Ramsdell, Rains resigned his commission with the U.S. Army and
became the proprietor of the Washington Iron Works in Newburgh, New York. It
was here at the iron works that Rains created, published, and patented his
inventions concerning steam engines and boilers.8! The ability to come up with
innovative ideas and processes to streamline production would serve Rains well
when he became the superintendent of the Confederate Powder Works.

As the South’s first shells had their destructive impact on Fort Sumter in
April 1861, Rains answered the call to defend his homeland, this time for the
Confederacy. Receiving a commission as a major in the Confederate Army, Rains
was appointed to restructure, oversee, and manage the Confederacy’s
gunpowder manufacturing apparatus.8? Given carte blanche by the government,
Rains was charged to construct a permanent gunpowder making facility. Even
though the Powder Works was his priority, Rains was faced with an immediate
problem, namely keeping the armies in the field well stocked with gunpowder.8

Due to mismanagement and the uneven distribution of gunpowder from
seized Federal forts, most of the gunpowder was distributed to the armies in the
East. This disparity left the Confederate soldiers in western theaters, between the
Appalachians and the Mississippi River, with little or no gunpowder. Directly
impacted by the shortage were the Confederate Armies under the command of
General Albert Sidney Johnson.84 Already stretched thin defending forts and
outposts in the West, Johnson relied on the Sycamore Powder Mill in Nashville
to keep his armies stocked with ordnance materials, especially gunpowder.85

Small in size and privately owned, the Sycamore Powder Mill was
unprepared and overwhelmed by the sudden demand for gunpowder.8¢ To deal
with the crisis, Tennessee governor Isham Harris placed the Sycamore Powder
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Mill under government control, which allowed for its expansion. Harris also
established contracts and agreements with private saltpeter suppliers to mine the
limestone caves on the Confederate western frontier. Even as Rains arrived in
Nashville to take control of the gunpowder manufacturing in the summer of
1861,%” problems persisted with procuring and refining saltpeter, which limited
the mill’s production of gunpowder to five hundred pounds in September 1861.88
If production remained the same at the Sycamore Powder Mill, Johnson’s armies
would run out of gunpowder and be forced to surrender to the Union Army
advancing on the Confederate West.

Reprimanded by Gorgas and having no gunpowder-making experts, Rains
took matters upon himself to fix the deficiencies of Nashville’s gunpowder
production. Rains first needed to gain control of the supply of saltpeter. Even
though the mining operations were under Confederate control, the excavation of
niter was inefficient. Hence, Rains personally visited these mining sites and
reorganized the mining process to increase saltpeter production.?? Next Rains
established a separate refining facility to produce purified saltpeter. To assist in
the production, Rains created and published a twelve-page pamphlet, Notes on
Making Saltpetre From the Earth of the Caves (1861), which laid out the best
practices and techniques concerning mining and refining saltpeter.”® Because of
Rains organizational skills and hands-on instruction, the Sycamore Powder Mill
was able to refine fifteen hundred pounds of saltpeter on October 9, 1861, and
then gradually increased the daily production to 3,000 pounds.”® The increased
production resulted in 100,000 pounds of gunpowder being delivered to
Johnson’s powder-starved armies in the West until the surrender of Nashville in
February 1862.92

After the fall of Nashville, Rains devoted all his time to the construction and
operation of the Confederacy’s first permanent gunpowder-manufacturing
facility. Before he engaged in the activity of securing gunpowder for the armies
in the western theater, Rains spent two weeks aboard a train car, scouting out
locations in the Confederacy to find a suitable place for a powder mill.” With a
list of ten favorable conditions, Rains selected the site of the old U.S. Arsenal
outside Augusta, Georgia.** In addition to being centrally located in the South
and far away from the eastern and western theaters, the Augusta location had
access to needed raw materials through the transportation corridors of the
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Augusta, Georgia, and Savannah, South Carolina, railroads.?®> In addition to the
railroads, the location of the U.S. Arsenal had access to the waterways of the
Savannah River and the Augusta Canal.?

Unlike the Northern powder mills whose water supply would freeze during
the winter, Georgia’s temperate climate allowed for the Savannah River and the
Augusta Canal to flow year round, which was ideal for gunpowder
manufacturing.”” Along with serving as essential transportation corridors for
material and men, the river and canal supplied the Powder Works with power.
Using waterwheels, the Powder Works would be able to generate power for its
daily operations, thereby reducing its need for outside resources.

With the location selected, Rains made preliminary sketches of a two-mile-
long series of buildings along the Augusta Canal to coincide with the sequence of
gunpowder production.”® Having put his vision onto paper, Rains purchased the
land, issued contracts for building materials, and planned the area where the
main buildings were to be erected, but he had no idea how a powder mill
worked despite his extensive engineering and scientific knowledge. With
“singular good fortune,” Rains came across a pamphlet penned by Major Fraser
Baddeley, the Superintendent at the Waltham Abbey Works in England.”® This
Pamphlet on the Manufacture of Gunpowder exposed Rains to the process and the
machinery used in the production of gunpowder.’® Rains also met with
Frederick Wright who, according to Rains, was the only Englishman in the South
who had worked at Waltham Abbey and was experienced in the production of
gunpowder and armaments.10! Yet, Rains still needed architects and engineers to
help turn his vision of world-class powder works into a reality.

With a background as an architect and a civil engineer, and a
recommendation by the owner and operator of the Tredegar Iron Works in
Virginia, Charles Shaler Smith was hired as Rains’s chief architect and right-hand
man.'9 Prior to being employed by Rains, Smith had worked as a rodman and
assistant engineer for multiple railroad companies.1® His experience with these
companies allowed Smith to gain extensive knowledge in the construction of
railroads and bridges, as well as perfect his architectural skill. Being able to work
under Rains’s demanding schedule, Smith took Rains’s rough sketches and
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Want for Powder, 181-186, here 183.

182



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Taylor Creating Southern Thunder

diagrams and developed them into beautiful and highly detailed architectural
plans. In addition to his architectural work, Smith was the director of the
building and labor operations while Rains was away at the Nashville powder
mill.1% Even though Smith was the chief engineer and architectural genius of the
Confederate Powder Works, the complexity of the job was more than one man
could handle. Seeking other help, Smith recruited civil engineers Miller B. Grant
and Albert L. West. 195 With the help of Smith, Miller, West, and the surrounding
communities, Rains started construction on the Confederate Powder Works on
September 13, 1861.

Fiqure 4: “Confederate Powder Works, Augusta, Georgia,” photograph (between 1861 and 1865)/albumen
print on card mount (between 1880 and 1889), Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, Prints and

Photographs Division, LOT 4164-A, no. 3 [P&P], accessed May 25, 2019.

The first of many buildings constructed was the Powder Works” Refinery. In his
address to the Confederate Survivor’s Association, Rains described the Refinery
as a grand monumental structure.1% Built in the Norman Gothic style similar to
the Smithsonian Institution,0” the Power Works looked more like a medieval
castle than a powder mill (see Figure 4 above). Despite its antiquated look, the
Norman Gothic style provided the Powder Works with some advantages. Large
windows kept the Refinery optimally illuminated during the day, which
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eliminated the need of torches. Also, using brick instead of stone in construction
reduced the Powder Works’ building costs.108

The Refinery’s primary purpose was the preparation and purification of
gunpowder’s raw ingredients of saltpeter, sulfur, and charcoal. When the
saltpeter arrived at the Refinery, the chemical makeup of the crystals was of poor
quality. Contaminated with six to twelve percent of other substances, the
unrefined saltpeter needed to be washed and purified.1% To remove all traces of
contaminants, the water, according to Rains, had to be “free from lime and
earthly salts.”110 In addition to serving as transportation corridors and supplying
the Powder Works with a source of power, the water in the Augusta Canal and
the Savannah River was free from impurities. With the saltpeter washed and
dissolved into the water, the mixture was boiled in copper kettles to remove all
its contaminants. As the solution boiled, chlorides would sink to the bottom,
while other contaminants rose to the surface. With these impurities removed, the
water with dissolved saltpeter would be pumped into another container to be
cooled. As the water cooled, saltpeter crystals formed and were removed from
the water. This boiling process would be repeated two more times with less
water until a purified form of saltpeter remained. This process, called the “old
method,” took six days to complete and was time-consuming, labor-intensive,
and wasted hundreds of gallons of water.111

To refine saltpeter more quickly and to produce a more purified form, Rains
consulted a process called the “new method” that was outlined in the Waltham
pamphlet. With the implementation of raking machinery, the water with the
dissolved saltpeter was constantly swept and stirred while it cooled. Even
though this process led to the formation of smaller saltpeter crystals, these
crystals contained fewer contaminants after the first cycle and were thereby
purer than the crystals formed using the “old method.” Next, the crystals were
allowed to drain and then covered with cold water to remove any lingering
impurities. Finally, the crystals were dried for two hours. Instead of taking six
days to perform, the process of the “new method” took only one day to
complete.’’? Even though Rains followed Baddeley’s refining guidelines, he
modified the crystallizing process. Instead of using rakes, Rains built a machine
consisting of a large bronze wheel with buckets attached to its periphery. As the
wheel turned, the buckets would rake and stir the hot saltpeter solution as it
cooled, while at the same time removing the saltpeter crystals as they formed.
Rains’s variation of Baddeley’s process allowed him to speed up the refining
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process to two to three times a day. During the Civil War, the purity of
gunpowder saltpeter stood at less than 1/3,000 parts chlorides. Through his
double and triple refining method, Rains claimed that his saltpeter contained less
than 1/100,000 parts chlorides. which placed it at a degree of purity “beyond that
of the most celebrated powder factories.”113

Just like the saltpeter that arrived at the Powder Works, sulfur needed to be
processed and refined. Refining sulfur required it to be melted to have impurities
rise to the top of the liquefied sulfur to be skimmed off. Even though this method
was the easiest, it left behind acidic compounds that degraded the effectiveness
of the gunpowder.’# The second method of refining sulfur was through a
distilling process. Referring to Baddeley’s pamphlet, Rains distilled sulfur in
enclosed kettles with pipes leading out from the top and the side. The pipe
leading out from the side was encased by another pipe to allow water to cool the
inside pipe. When the sulfur in the kettle was heated and vaporized, sulfuric acid
and other contaminants were filtered out through the top pipe, and the purified
sulfur, in liquid form, was left behind. This liquefied sulfur would pass through
the pipe cooled by water into receiving molds. According to Rains, the distilled
sulfur, “was of a beautiful citron yellow when cold, and entirely pure.”115

Unlike receiving the saltpeter and sulfur from outside sources, the Powder
Works produced charcoal from resources near the facility. While the preferred
wood for charcoal was Willow, the proximity of Cottonwood trees to the Powder
Works provided an abundant and stable resource for the production of charcoal.
Charcoal production requires an extensive supply of tree branches that need to
be skinned and dried before heating. In addition to the convenience of having
wood on the premises, the Powder Works personnel found that Cottonwood was
easier to work with because it did not contain any knots to impede the
preparation process.!® As the branches were skinned and dried, they were
placed into four-feet-in-diameter and six-feet-long iron cylinders and set into a
furnace. After two hours, the cylinders were removed, and the charcoal
inspected.!’” The efficiency of this process allowed the Powder Works to mass-
produce the required amount of charcoal for sufficient gunpowder production.

After the refining and distilling processes, the saltpeter, sulfur, and charcoal
each were pulverized into fine dust and were separated into sixty-pound
proportions: forty-five pounds of saltpeter, nine pounds of charcoal, and six
pounds of sulfur. These proportions were sent to the mixing house and were
combined, forming a “green charge.”118 After the charge was roughly mixed, it
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was then sent to the incorporating mills to be mixed thoroughly to ensure proper
integration of the saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur. Before the modern era, the
incorporation of saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur was done by hand'"® which
resulted in the gunpowder’s unpredictability. After hundreds of years of
perfecting the incorporating process, the rolling mill was considered the best
method for the incorporation of gunpowder. Using the same process that had
been perfected in the 1700s, the Confederate Powder Works used the rolling
mills to incorporate and press the “green charge” into a mill cake. Each mill was
comprised of two large iron wheels revolving around a central shaft that was
powered by a steam engine (see Figure 5 below).

Figure 5: Derek Taylor, “Powder Grinding Wheels, Centennial Park, Nashille, Tennessee,” photograpﬁ

(October 10, 2018). © 2018 by Derek Taylot/the author.

Standard gunpowder manufacturing during the Civil War required the charge to
be pressed on the incorporating mills for four hours.!? Even though the
incorporation process improved the mixing and density of the powder, Rains
found the amount of time too long. Rains faced other problems besides time.
During the incorporation process, water was used to bind the saltpeter, charcoal,

119 Ross, “Production Process, Part 1,” 83.
120 Bragg, “Urgent and Critical Need,” 17.

186



The Welebaethan 46 (2019) Taylor Creating Southern Thunder

and sulfur together.1?! The challenge was using the right amount of water.122 The
lack of adequate water would result in the formation of gunpowder dust, which
could easily ignite and explode. Saturating the charge with water also proved to
be dangerous due to the generation of chunks of powder, called “clinkers.” These
chunks would easily lift the mill wheel from the powder to have it come crashing
back down on the powder, causing sparks which could result in an explosion.1?3

The problems with the use of water in the incorporation process left Rains
with only one option, the use of steam. Even though it is unverified that the
change from water to steam reduced the danger from explosion, Rains stated that
his incorporating mills suffered three explosions before using the steaming
process and none after he started steaming the unincorporated gunpowder
mixture.’* The change from water to steam also changed the makeup of the
gunpowder’s raw ingredients. Charcoal, observed under a microscope, is highly
porous. Through the use of his steaming process, Rains found that the charcoal’s
pores could be filled with saltpeter, thereby enhancing the gunpowder’s
quality.’?® Even though the process could be achieved by keeping the
unincorporated ingredients moistened, it required a considerable amount of time
for the saltpeter to permeate with charcoal. To speed up the process, Rains
placed the gunpowder mixture into revolving eighteen-inch-in-diameter by
three-feet-long steam-infused cylinders. By raising the temperature to just below
boiling point and creating condensation within the cylinder for eight minutes,
Rains was able to combine the saltpeter and charcoal more rapidly.1?¢ After that
process, the semi-liquid “green charge” was transferred to the incorporating
mills. Because of Rains’s steam process, the mixture was hot and slightly wet,
therefore only requiring an hour in the incorporating mill before the mill cake
could be removed.'?” The resulting mill cakes were transported across the canal
to the cooling magazines to await granulation. According to Rains, his steaming
process not only saved time, but tightly bound the saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur
together, which produced gunpowder that exhibited the “same first-class
character,”128 which was as good or better than most of the gunpowder produced
during the American Civil War.

After the mill cakes were cooled, they were transferred to the granulating
building. The granulation process placed the mill cakes on a conveyor belt which
fed them into the granulation machine. Comprised of four sets of rollers that
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turned toward each other, the machine would break up the mill cakes into
progressively smaller fragments which would fall through the rollers into sifters.
Powder that fell through the sifters was collected in receptacles underneath the
sifters.1?® This process was repeated until chunks that were too large to pass
through any of the sifters were collected in a wooden carriage at the end of the
granulating machine. Even though there are no drawings or blueprints of the
granulation machine used in the Powder Works, it is assumed that Rains built a
granulating machine that was similar to the one found in Baddeley’s
pamphlet.130

Following the granulation process, the powder was dusted, dried, and glazed
in a process called “finishing.” During the granulation process, Rains’s
gunpowder accumulated considerable amounts of dust. Being easily ignitable,
gunpowder dust needed to be removed multiple times during the manufacturing
process.13! Also, gunpowder dust tended to attract moisture which could lead to
the misfires and ruin of weapons.’3 The dusting procedure placed the
gunpowder in a “dusting reel” which was a cylindrical wooden frame covered
by mesh canvas. As the reel was rotated, the dust was expelled through the
canvas, leaving the gunpowder dust-free.133

Since moisture had a detrimental effect, the gunpowder needed to be glazed
to remove all rough edges. After the dusting process, the gunpowder was placed
into wooden revolving barrels to tumble. In addition to removing the rough
edges, the tumbling process strengthened the gunpowder’s density which made
it more resistant to moisture and improved its combustibility.134 Finally, the
powder reached the final step in the finishing process: drying. To reduce the
moisture content of the powder to one half of one percent, the powder was
placed on wooden racks in a heated room for eighteen hours.’3> Even though the
drying process required no labor, Rains found the eighteen-hour process laid out
by Baddeley too time-consuming. To save time, Rains combined dusting,
glazing, and drying into one operation with revolving hollow cylinders that had
hot air blown through them. Although this process reduced the initial
production time, much of the powder was rejected and returned for “re-glazing.”
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Forced to reassess the functionality of his innovation, Rains returned to the
original glazing, dusting, and drying procedure.!3

With a superior finished product waiting to be used by the armies in the field,
Rains needed a safe way to transport the gunpowder. During the Civil War,
gunpowder was packed and delivered in round wooden barrels or smaller
wooden containers called kegs. Considering these barrels inferior to hold his
powder, Rains designed powder boxes to ship his product. With dimensions of
two-and-a-half-feet-long by one-foot-square and secured with a two-inch wood
screw, Rains’s boxes were stronger and took up less room than the typical
powder barrels. As his gunpowder left the Powder Works facility to be delivered
to the armies in the field, Rains stated that his boxes were better and safer for
transportation because there was never a threat of an explosion of his powder
due to faulty boxes. Even though Rains’s boxes were safer and could hold more
powder than the typical barrel, they were also harder to move and adjust.’3”

Armed with his knowledge of engineering and chemistry, George
Washington Rains was able to organize and procure the resources necessary to
create a first-rate powder mill within the South’s agrarian landscape —one of the
South’s modern military marvels: the Confederate Powder Works. Between April
10, 1862, and April 18, 1865, the Powder Works produced various types and
quantities of gunpowder, which totaled over three million pounds.’3® Despite
threats of being sacked by Sherman’s Army, the Powder Works remained
operational throughout the war and never fell behind on its production of
gunpowder until the surrender of the Confederacy.’® As a result, the
Confederacy never lost a battle due to a lack of gunpowder.

As its administrator, Rains worked tirelessly to produce a superior grade of
gunpowder and increase its production. Through his unorthodox ideas and
technological innovations, Rains implemented a steaming process, where the
saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur were fused together. This process not only saved
time and allowed the Powder Works to produce more gunpowder, but it also
increased and enhanced the quality of the powder. This enhancement was
proven after the Union seized the gunpowder that was made at the Powder
Works and used for training exercises at Fort Monroe. After using Rains powder
to test-fire a naval cannon, the Union artillery gunners said that it was the best
powder they had ever used.140
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Conclusion

For years, the Conventional historiography on the American Civil War has
focused on the North’s industrial superiority over the South. While it is true that
the North had a distinct advantage over the South due to its rapid
industrialization, it was far from being technologically superior. When the
Confederate government decided to overcome its agrarian roots and utilize its
few precious mechanical resources, it accomplished great things. This is
evidenced by the Confederacy’s production of gunpowder during the Civil War.
As the North enveloped the Confederacy in its blockade, the Confederate
government, along with its forward thinkers, Josiah Gorgas, Isaac St. John, and
George Washington Rains, created a Southern industrial apparatus that allowed
it to procure gunpowder’s primary ingredients and establish industrial facilities
to manufacture a superior grade of gunpowder.

When the administrative head of the Confederate Bureau of Ordnance, Josiah
Gorgas, inventoried the Confederacy’s munitions arsenal, he found it lacking.
Not only did the Confederacy not have enough weapons, but the Confederacy’s
gunpowder supply was also severely inadequate for a prolonged war against the
Union. Even though the South was able to purchase gunpowder from Great
Britain, the war and the resulting blockade put those supply lines in jeopardy.
With all outside sources of gunpowder and munitions virtually cut off, Gorgas,
looked for domestic solutions. Through government investment and
management, Gorgas purchased private munition facilities and created state-
owned industrial centers. His actions organized and mobilized the South’s
limited industrial complex. As a result, these facilities produced and supplied the
Confederate Army with sufficient munitions throughout the war.

As the superintendent of the Niter and Mining Bureau, Isaac St. John was
responsible for the Confederacy’s acquisition of minerals needed for the war
effort. One of the raw materials that was in constant demand was saltpeter.
St. John was familiar with the limestone caves of the South. With the South’s
minerals under the control of the Niter and Mining Bureau, St. John sectioned the
Confederacy into different districts. This sectioning fixed prices and controlled
the flow of materials within the Confederacy. In addition to material control,
St. John was able to establish state-run niter facilities. The government-controlled
saltpeter mines allowed the Confederacy to mine and process saltpeter more
cheaply than private contractors.

Possibly the person who had the most effect on the Confederate war effort
was George Washington Rains. Having no prior gunpowder-making knowledge,
Rains built one of the most impressive facilities in the South, the Confederate
Powder Work. As a scientist and engineer, Rains was in control of every aspect
of the Powder Works, from the construction of the buildings to the production of
gunpowder. When the Powder Works finally closed in April 1865, Rains had
produced and shipped over three million pounds of gunpowder to the
Confederate Army and Navy. While the production of three million pounds of
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gunpowder is an impressive feat, Rains, through his shortcuts and innovations,
was able to reduce production time and increase the quality of the gunpowder
manufactured at the Powder Works. As a result, the Confederate Powder Works
in Augusta, Georgia, not only produced the most gunpowder but a powder of
superior caliber which rivaled and surpassed that of any other powder mill
during the Civil War.

In April 1861, the American South broke away from the Union to claim its
independence. In April 1865, the South’s dream of being an independent nation
was over. During those four years, the South attempted to convert itself from an
agrarian society into an industrial nation. As it did so, the Confederate
government established a bureaucracy for the procurement of gunpowder
material. Due to the efforts of Gorgas, St. John, and Rains, the Confederacy was
able to transform its small gunpowder-making industry into an industrial
powerhouse with the Confederate Powder Works as its cornerstone. Despite
suffering from all kinds of want, the Confederacy never suffered from a lack of
gunpowder.
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