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CHAPTER 4 

Muhammad and Charlemagne 
Henri Pirenne 

The Mediterranean 

The Roman Empire, at the end of the third century, had one outstanding gen-: 
eral characteristic: it was an essentially Mediterranean commonwealth. Virtu- 
ally all of its territory lay within the watershed of that great landlocked sea; 
the distant frontiers of the Rhine, the Danube, the Euphrates, and the Sahara, 
may be regarded merely as an advanced circle of outer defenses protecting the 
approaches. 

The Mediterranean was, without question, the bulwark of both its political 
and economic unity. Its very existence depended on mastery of the sea. With- 
out that great trade route, neither the government, nor the defense, nor the ad- 
ministration of the orbis romanus would have been possible. 

As the Empire grew old this fundamentally maritime character was, inter- 
estingly enough, not only preserved but was still more sharply defined. When 
the former inland capital, Rome, was abandoned, its place was taken by a city 
which not only served as a capital but which was at the same time an ad- 
mirable seaport—Constantinople. 

The Empire’s cultural development, to be sure, had clearly passed its 
peak. Population decreased, the spirit of enterprise waned, barbarian hordes 
commenced to threaten the frontiers, and the increasing expenses of the gov- 
ernment, fighting for its very life, brought in their train a fiscal system which 
more and more enslaved men to the State. Nevertheless this general deteriora- 
tion does not seem to have appreciably affected the maritime commerce of the 
Mediterranean. It continued to be active and well sustained, in marked con- 
trast with the growing apathy that characterized the inland provinces. Trade 
continued to keep the East and West in close contact with each other. There 
was no interruption to the intimate commercial relations between those di- 

' verse climes bathed by one and the same sea. Both manufactured and natural 
products were still extensively dealt in: textiles from Constantinople, Edessa, 
Antioch, and Alexandria; wines, oils, and spices from Syria; papyrus from 
Egypt; wheat from Egypt, Africa, and Spain; and wines from Gaul and Italy. 

From Henri Pirenne, Medieval Cities: Their Origins and the Revival of Trade, Frank Halsey, trans. 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press), pp. 1-42. Copyright 1952, 1969 by Princeton Univer- 
sity Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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26 parT Two: The Making of Europe 

There was even a reform of the monetary system based on the gold solidus, 
which served materially to encourage commercial operations by giving them 
the benefit of an excellent currency, universally adopted as an instrument of 
exchange and as a means of quoting prices. 

The appearance of the Germanic tribes on the shore of the Mediterranean 
was by no means a critical point marking the advent of a new era in the his- 
tory of Europe. Great as were the consequences which it entailed, it did not 

sweep the boards clean nor even break the tradition. The aim of the invaders 
was not to destroy the Roman Empire but to occupy and enjoy it. By and 
large, what they preserved far exceeded what they destroyed or what they 
brought that was new. It is true that the kingdoms they established on the soil 
of the Empire made an end of the latter in so far as being a State in Western 
Europe. From a political point of view the orbis romanus, now strictly localized 
in the East, lost that ecumenical character which had made its frontiers coin- 
cide with the frontiers of Christianity. The Empire, however, was far from be- 
coming a stranger to the lost provinces. Its civilization there outlived its au- 
thority. By the Church, by language, by the superiority of its institutions and 

. law, it prevailed over the conquerors. In the midst of the troubles, the insecu- 
rity, the misery, and the anarchy which accompanied the invasions there was 
naturally a certain decline, but even in that decline there was preserved a 
physiognomy still distinctly Roman. The Germanic tribes were unable, and in 
fact did not want, to do without it. They barbarized it, but they did not con- 
sciously germanize it. 

Nothing is better proof of this assertion than the persistence in the last 
days of the Empire—from the fifth to the eighth century—of that maritime 
character pointed out above. . . the economic organization of the world lived 
on after the political transformation. 

In lack of other proofs, the monetary system of the Frankish kings would 
alone establish this truth convincingly. This system, as is too well known to 
make necessary any lengthy consideration here, was purely Roman or, strictly 
speaking, Romano-Byzantine. This is shown by the coins that were minted: 
the solidus, the triens, and the denarius—that is to say, the sou, the third-sou, and 

the denier. It is shown further by the metal which was employed: gold, used 
for the coinage of the solidus and the triens. It is also shown by the weight 
which was given to specie. It is shown, finally, by the effigies which were 
minted on the coins. In this connection it is worth noting that the mints contin- 
ued for a long time, under the Merovingian kings, the custom of representing 
the bust of the Emperor on the coins and of showing on the reverse of the 
pieces the Victoria Augusti and that, carrying this imitation to the extreme, 
when the Byzantines substituted the cross for the symbol of that victory they 
did the same. Such extreme servility can be explained only by the continuing 
influence of the Empire. The obvious reason was the necessity of preserving, 

p ean t MN SOR SEY SE REELS AS POT ESA SAORI Se OOO BALES ATI Hee Tp hem Y MUONS e Or ORL rere abe: 

. 

n animae 

. 

bad recreates ATE EE OEA EEE EAA AA A AEEA aa ae, aie i j pn 

n ve eeu n 4 Pama hime Da e n q- AA AA O Ag potae e ae AD AAAY E Paaran ss taaa e a ee pare pee AE D n A e mapere repens eene mpre mt a-rao 

. 

. 

a 



CHAPTER 4: Muhommad and Charlemagne 27 

between the local currency and the imperial currency, a conformity which 
would be purposeless if the most intimate relations had not existed between 
Merovingian commerce and the general commerce of the Mediterranean. In 
other words, this commerce continued to be closely bound up with the com- 
merce of the Byzantine Empire. 

Merovingian times knew, thanks to the continuance of Mediterranean 
shipping and the intermediary of Marseilles, what we may safely call a great 
commerce. It would certainly be an error to assume that the dealings of the 
Oriental merchants of Gaul were restricted solely to articles of luxury. Proba- 
bly the sale of jewelry, enamels, and silk stuffs resulted in handsome profits, 

but this would not be enough to explain their number and their extraordinary 
diffusion throughout all the country. The traffic of Marseilles was, above all 
else, supported by goods for general consumption such as wine and oil, . 
spices, and papyrus. These commodities, as has already been pointed out, 
were regularly exported to the north. 

The Oriental merchants of the Frankish Empire were virtually engaged in 
wholesale trade. Their boats, after being discharged on the quays of Mar- 
seilles, certainly carried back, on leaving the shores of Provence, not only pas- 
sengers but return freight. Our sources of information, to be sure, do not tell 

much about the nature of this freight. Among the possible conjectures, one of 
the most likely is that it probably consisted, at least in good part, in human 
chattels—that is to say, in slaves. Traffic in slaves did not cease to be carried 

on in the Frankish Empire until the end of the ninth century. The wars waged 
against the barbarians of Saxony, Thuringia, and the Slavic regions provided a 
source of supply which seems to have been abundant enough. Gregory of 
Tours speaks of Saxon slaves belonging to a merchant of Orleans, and it is a 

good guess that this Samo, who departed in the first half of the seventh cen- 
tury with a band of companions for the country of Wends, whose king he 
eventually became, was very probably nothing more than an adventurer traf- 
ficking in slaves. And it is of course obvious that the slave trade, to which the 
Jews still assiduously applied themselves in the ninth century, must have had 
its origin in an earlier era. 

If the bulk of the commerce in Merovingian Gaul was to be found in the 
hands of Oriental merchants, their influence, however, should not be exagger- 

ated. Side by side with them, and according: to all indications in constant rela- 
tions with them, are mentioned indigenous merchants. Gregory of Tours does 
not fail to supply information concerning them, which would undoubtedly 
have been more voluminous if his narrative had had more than a merely inci- 
dental interest in them. He shows the king consenting to a loan to the mer- 
chants of Verdun, whose business prospers so well that they soon find them- 
selves in a position to reimburse him. He mentions the existence in Paris of a 
domus negociantum—that is to say, apparently, of a sort of market or bazaar. He 
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28 part Two: The Making of Europe 

speaks of a merchant profiteering during the great famine of 585 and getting 

rich. And in all those anecdotes he is dealing, without the least doubt, with pro- 
fessionals and not with merely casual buyers or sellers. 

The picture which the commerce of Merovingian Gaul presents is re- 
peated, naturally, in the other maritime Germanic kingdoms of the Mediter- 

ranean—among the Ostrogoths of Italy, among the Vandals of Africa, among 

the Visigoths of Spain. The Edict of Theodoric contained a quantity of stipula- 

tions relative to merchants. Carthage continued to be an important port in 

close relations with Spain, and her ships, apparently, went up the coast as far 

as Bordeaux. The laws of the Visigoths mentioned merchants from overseas. 
In all of this is clearly manifest the vigorous continuity of the commercial 

development of the Roman Empire after the Germanic invasions. They did not 

put an end to the economic unity of antiquity. By means of the Mediterranean 

and the relations kept up thereby between the West and East, this unity, on 

the contrary, was preserved with a remarkable distinctiveness. The great in- 

land sea of Europe no longer belonged, as before, to a single State. But nothing 

yet gave reason to predict that it would soon cease to have its time-honored 

importance. Despite the transformations which it had undergone, the new 

world had not lost the Mediterranean character of the old. On the shores of the 

sea was still concentrated the better part of its activities. No indication yet 

gave warning of the end of the commonwealth of civilization, created by the 

Roman Empire from the Pillars of Hercules to the Aegean Sea. At the begin- 

ning of the seventh century, anyone who sought to look into the future would 

have been unable to discern any reason for not believing in the continuance of 

the old tradition. 
Yet what was then natural and reasonable to predict was not to be real- 

ized. The world-order which had survived the Germanic invasions was not 

able to survive the invasion of Islam. 
It is thrown across the path of history with the elemental force of a cosmic 

cataclysm. Even in the lifetime of Mahomet (571-632) no one could have imag- 

ined the consequences or have prepared for them. Yet the movement took no 

more than fifty years to spread from the China Sea to the Atlantic Ocean. 

Nothing was able to withstand it. At the first blow, it overthrew the Persian 

Empire (637-644). It took from the Byzantine Empire, in quick succession, 
Syria (634-636), Egypt (640-642), Africa (698). It reached into Spain (711). The 

resistless advance was not to slow down until the start of the eighth century, 

when the walls of Constantinople on the one side (713) and the soldiers of 

Charles Martel on the other (732) broke that great enveloping offensive against 

the two flanks of Christianity. 
But if its force of expansion was exhausted, it had none the less changed 

the face of the world. Its sudden thrust had destroyed ancient Europe. It had 

put an end to the Mediterranean commonwealth in which it had gathered its 

strength. 
The familiar and almost “family” sea which once united all the parts of this 

commonwealth was to become a barrier between them. On all its shores, for 
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centuries, social life, in its fundamental characteristics, had been the same; reli- 
gion, the same; customs and ideas, the same or very nearly so. The invasion of 
the barbarians from the North had modified nothing essential in that situation. 

But now, all of a sudden, the very lands where civilization had been born 
were torn away; the cult of the Prophet was substituted for the Christian Faith, 
Moslem law for Roman law, the Arab tongue for the Greek and the Latin 
tongue. 

The Mediterranean had been a Roman lake; it now became, for the most 
part, a Moslem lake. From this time on it separated, instead of uniting, the 
East and the West of Europe. The tie which was still binding the Byzantine 
Empire to the Germanic kingdoms of the West was broken. 

The Ninth Century 

The tremendous effect the invasion of Islam had upon Western Europe has 
not, perhaps, been fully appreciated. . . 

Of a regular and normal commercial activity, of steady trading carried on 
by a class of professional merchants, in short, of all that constitutes the very 
essence of an economy of exchange worthy of the name, no traces are to be 
found after the closing off of the Mediterranean by the Islamic invasion. The 
great number of markets (mercatus), which were to be found in the ninth cen- 
tury, in no way contradicts this assertion. They were, as a matter of fact, only 
small local marketplaces, instituted for the weekly provisioning of the popu- 
lace by means of the retail sale of foodstuffs from the country. As a proof of 
the commercial activity of the Carolingian era, it would be equally beside the 
point to speak of the existence of the street occupied by merchants (vicus mer- 
catorum) at Aix-la-Chapelle near the palace of Charlemagne, or of similar 
streets near certain great abbeys such as, for example, that of St. Riquier. The 
merchants with whom we have to do here were not, in fact, professional mer- 
chants but servitors charged with the duty of supplying the Court or the 
monks. They were, so to speak, employees of the seignorial household staff 
and were in no respect merchants. 

There is, moreover, material proof of the economic decline which affected 
Western Europe from the day when she ceased to belong to the Mediterranean 
commonwealth. It is furnished by the reform of the monetary system, initiated 
by Pepin the Short and completed by Charlemagne. That reform abandoned 
gold coinage and substituted silver in its place. The solidus which had hereto- 
fore, conforming to the Roman tradition, constituted the basic monetary unit, 
was now only nominal money. The only real coins from this time on were the 
silver deniers, weighing about two grams, the metallic value of which, com- 
pared to that of the dollar, was approximately eight and one-half cents. The 
metallic value of the Merovingian gold solidus being nearly three dollars, the 
importance of the reform can be readily appreciated. Undoubtedly it is to be 
explained only by a prodigious falling off of both trading and wealth. 

-ree cae ree oe 



EAA te, ye en B 
Ras LATTE a I Ce EE EE E E E sae l oe ASOT EAS Nays rte oe AIN eee NE ihc Ea s aA bos N 

, ; 

KANE DEE Pate ri ETNON TE a a 

30 parr two: The Making of Europe 

If it is admitted, and it must be admitted, that the reappearance of gold 

coinage, with the florins of Florence and the ducats of Venice in the thirteenth 

century, characterized the economic renaissance of Europe, the inverse is also 

true: the abandoning of gold coinage in the eighth century was the manifesta- 

tion of a profound decline. It is not enough to say that Pepin and Charlemagne 

wished to remedy the monetary disorder of the last days of the Merovingian 

era. It would have been quite possible for them to find a remedy without giv- 

ing up the gold standard. They gave up the standard, obviously, from neces- 

sity—that is to say, as a result of the disappearance of the yellow metal in 

Gaul. And this disappearance had no other cause than the interruption of the 

commerce of the Mediterranean. The proof of this is given by the fact that 

Southern Italy, remaining in contact with Constantinople, retained like the lat- 

ter a gold standard, for which the Carolingian sovereigns were forced to sub- 

stitute a silver standard. The very light weight of their deniers, moreover, testi- 

fies to the economic isolation of their Empire. It is inconceivable that they 

would have reduced the monetary unit to a thirtieth of its former value if 

there had been preserved the slightest bond between their States and the 

Mediterranean regions where the gold solidus continued to circulate. 

We are so accustomed to consider the reign of Charlemagne as an era of 

revival that we are unconsciously led to imagine an identical progress in all 

fields. Unfortunately, what is true of literary culture, of the religious State, of 

customs, institutions, and statecraft is not true of communications and com- 

merce. Every great thing that Charlemagne accomplished was accomplished 

either by his military strength or by his alliance with the Church. For that mat- 

ter, neither the Church nor arms could overcome the circumstances in virtue 

of which the Frankish Empire found itself deprived of foreign markets. It was 

forced, in fact, to accommodate itself to a situation which was inevitably pre- 

scribed. History is obliged to recognize that, however brilliant it seems in 

other respects, the cycle of Charlemagne, considered from an economic view- 

point, is a cycle of regression. 

The financial organization of the Frankish Empire makes this plain. It was, 

indeed, as rudimentary as could be. The poll tax, which the Merovingians had 

preserved in imitation of Rome, no longer existed. The resources of the sover- 

eign consisted only in the revenue from his demesnes, in the tributes levied on 

conquered tribes, and in the booty got by war. The market-tolls no longer con- 

tributed to the replenishment of the treasury, thus attesting to the commercial 

decline of the period. They were nothing more than a simple extortion brutall
y 

levied in kind on the infrequent merchandise transported by the rivers or 

along the roads. The sorry proceeds, which should have served to keep up the 

bridges, the docks, and the highways, were swallowed up by the functionaries 

who collected them, the missi dominici, created to supervise their administra- 

tion, were impotent in abolishing the abuses which they proved to exist be- 

cause the State, unable to pay its agents, was likewise unable to impose its au- 
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CHAPTER 4: Muhommad and Charlemagne 31 

thority on them. It was obliged to call on the aristocracy which, thanks to their 

social status, alone could give free services. But in so doing it was constrained, 

for lack of money, to choose the instruments of power from among the midst 

of a group of men whose most evident interest was to diminish that power. 

The recruiting of the functionaries from among the aristocracy was the funda- 

mental vice of the Frankish Empire and the essential cause of its dissolution, 

which became so rapid after the death of Charlemagne. Surely, nothing is _ 

more fragile than that State the sovereign of which, all-powerful in theory, is 
dependent in fact upon the fidelity of his independent agents. 

The feudal system was in embryo in this contradictory situation. The Car- 

olingian Empire would have been able to keep going only if it had possessed, 

like the Byzantine Empire or the Empire of the Caliphs, a tax system, a finan- 

cial control, a fiscal centralization, and a treasury providing for the salary of 

functionaries, for public works, and for the maintenance of the army and the 

navy. The financial impotence which caused its downfall was a clear demon- 

stration of the impossibility it encountered of maintaining a political structure 

on an economic base which was no longer able to support the load. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Pirenne and Muhammad 

Daniel C. Dennett 

We must affirm that neither in the Koran, nor in the sayings of the Prophet, 
nor in the acts of the first caliphs, nor in the opinions of Muslim jurists is there 
any prohibition against trading with the Christians or unbelievers. Before 
Muhammad, the Arabs of the desert lived by their flocks and those of the 
town by their commerce. To these two sources of livelihood the conquest 
added the income of empire and the yield of agriculture, but the mercantile 
career remained the goal of many, as the caravan still crossed the desert and 
the trading vessel skirted the coast line of the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and 
the Indian Ocean. Pirenne has asserted that “it is a proven fact that the Musul- 
man traders did not install themselves beyond the frontiers of Islam. If they 
did trade, they did so among themselves.” This statement is a serious misrep- 
resentation of fact. Arab merchants had established trading colonies which 
were centers not only for the exchange of goods but the propagation of the 
faith in India, Ceylon, the East Indies, and even China, by the close of the 
eighth century, and if one wishes to know why they did not establish similar 
centers in Gaul, let him ask the question—would Charlemagne have permitted 
a mosque in Marseilles? 

In this respect the Muslims themselves were more tolerant and placed few 
obstacles in the path of Christian traders who came to their territory. Within the 
lands that had formerly submitted to the Emperor, the Christians were now 

subjects of the Muslim state, yet they were protected by law, and in return for 
the payment of their taxes and the discharge of obligations stipulated in the 
original terms of capitulation, they were specifically and formally guaranteed 
the freedom of Christian worship, the jurisdiction of Christian bishops in cases 
not involving Muslims, and the pursuit of trades and professions. The civil ser- 

vice and the language of administration remained Greek, and Arabic did not 
universally displace Greek in the government bureaus until the end of the first 
century following the conquest. In Egypt, at least, the change of rule brought an 
improvement in the social and economic life of the population, and the church 
of Alexandria enjoyed a liberty of faith which it had hitherto not experienced. 

From Daniel C. Dennett, “Pirenne and Muhammad,” Speculum, Vol. 23 (1948), pp. 167-170, 
186-190. Reprinted by permission of the Medieval Academy of America. 
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In consideration of the fact that it has formerly been believed that internal 
causes produced a decline of industry and trade in Gaul, the burden of proof 
in Pirenne’s thesis must show that the Arab raids were of a frequency and in- 
tensity in themselves to destroy the commerce of the western Mediterranean. It 
is not a just argument merely to assert that these raids were disastrous because 
commerce in Gaul declined. We have already noticed that in order to connect 
the decline of the Merovingian monarchy with the activity of the Arabs, 
Pirenne has been obliged to assign the date 650 as that point when Arab naval 
activity became formidable. What are the facts? 

There may have been a raid on Sicily in 652. We are told that it was led by 
Muawia ibn Hudajj and resulted in taking much booty from unfortified 
places, but was called off when plague threatened the invaders. As Amari 
shows, there is a great deal of confusion among the Muslim authorities both as 
to the date (for an alternative, 664 A.D. is given), as to the leader (since it is 
highly probable that not Muawia but his lieutenant Abdallah ibn Quis com- 

-manded the actual expedition), and as to the port of embarkation (either 
Tripoli in Syria or Barka in North Africa). Becker does not accept the date 652 
and argues that the first raid took place only in 664, but it is possible that there 
were two different expeditions, one in 652, the second in 664. 

Three years after the presumed earliest assault on Sicily, the Emperor 
Constans II, in 655, received a serious blow to his prestige when the Byzantine 
fleet was beaten in the Aegean by the new Muslim navy in the first real test of 
sea power. The Arabs did not follow up their victory, but its consequence 
demonstrated to the Emperor the need for a vigorous naval policy, for, al- 
though Constantinople and the straits might be held against siege, the strategi- 
cally vulnerable point of the Empire was not in the Aegean, but in the West, 
since (as events were to show two centuries later) once the enemy had a base 
in Sicily, South Italy would then be within easy grasp, and if South Italy were 
securely held, only immense naval exertions could protect Greece proper, and’ 

£ if Greece fell under Muslim control, a combined blockade by land and sea of 
| the imperial city would be possible. Bury holds that this consideration, the 

guarding of the rear against attack from the West, was a strong motive in in- 
_ ducing Constans to concentrate naval power in the West and to go himself to 
© Sicily in 662, where he reigned for six years until his assassination in 668. 
E The Arabs took advantage of the chaos following the assassination to raid 
| the coasts of Sicily the next year, but when order was reestablished Sicily re- 
` mained at peace again for thirty-five years. 

Meanwhile the Greek fleet itself was far from inactive, raiding Egypt in 
| 673 and, in a successful attack on Barka in 689, putting the Arabs to a rout in 
- which the governor of North Africa, Zuheir ibn Qais, perished. Early attempts 
f to take Carthage were frustrated because the Greeks had control of the seas, 
© and the city fell in 698 only because the Arabs had constructed a fleet for the 
_ purpose and the Greek naval force was in the Aegean. Following Bury’s argu- 
; ment, if the Emperor had established a permanent naval base at Carthage, the 
£ city would never have been taken. 
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Therefore, in view of the facts that the Arabs made only two (possibly 
three) raids on Sicily before 700, that these raids resulted in a vigorous naval 
policy of the Greeks in the West, that it was not until 698 that the Arabs had a 
fleet strong enough to operate at Carthage, and that they had not yet seized 
the straits of Gibraltar or occupied Spain, we are bound to acknowledge the 
absence of any evidence to indicate the closing of the Mediterranean thereby 
weakening the basis of royal power in Gaul before 700. Pirenne himself ac- 
knowledges this fact by admitting that spices and papyrus could be procured 
by the monks of Corbie in 716. Indeed, anyone who reads Pirenne closely will 
notice that he is careless with chronology and mentions results which were 
produced by the Arab conquest as beginning at various points within a period 
of 150 years. 

. . . Pirenne turns to the problem of money and says, “In any case, the abun- 
dant circulation of gold compels us to conclude that there was a very consider- 
able export trade.” Now, in the absence of any banking system for settling by 
the shipment of bullion an accumulated disparity between exports and im- 
ports, one would certainly be prepared to believe it quite possible that the ex- 
port of some products would bring foreign gold into the country, although the 
total supply might be diminishing due to larger imports, and this was un- 
doubtedly the case, but Pirenne goes much farther and makes it very plain 
that he believes the exports from Gaul in early Merovingian days exceeded in 
value, or at least equalled, the imports of eastern products, since “if it {gold] 

had been gradually drained away by foreign trade we should find that it di- 
minished as time went on. But we do not find anything of the sort.” He argues 
that when the Muslim conquest closed the trade routes, gold became a rarity 
and was abandoned for silver as a medium of exchange. The employment of 
silver was the real beginning of the Middle Ages and is a witness of a rever- ` 
sion to natural economy. When gold reappeared, the Middle Ages were over, 
and “Gold resumed its place in the monetary system only when spices re- 
sumed theirs in the normal diet.” 

A natural question arises. If gold remained the medium of currency, 
unimpaired in quantity due to a favorable export balance until the Arabs cut 
the trade routes, what happened to it then? It could not have flowed East after 
the catastrophe on the assumption that exports suffered before imports, be- 
cause Pirenne is insistent, and all the evidence he has collected is designed to 
show. that it was the import of Eastern products which first disappeared. If 
gold could not flow East, why did it not remain in Gaul as a medium of local 
exchange? 

There are at least three factors in the problem. 

1. From the earliest times small quantities of gold were found in the beds of 
certain streams flowing from the Pyrenees, and even in the sands of the 
Rhine, but the supply was so negligible that one may assert that the West 
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produced no gold. On the other hand, there were substantial deposits of 
silver, and there were silver mines at Melle in Poitou and in the Harz 
mountains. 

2. It should be unnecessary to point out that we have not the slightest idea of 
the total amount of gold in Gaul at any period. We occasionally hear of an 
amount confiscated by a king, of a loan given by a bishop, of a sum be- 
queathed the church by a landholder or merchant, of the size of booty or 
tribute, of a subsidy of 50,000 solidi sent by the Emperor, but that is all. In 
many cases, without doubt, a figure or instance is mentioned, not because it 
was usual, but because it was extraordinary. The number and importance 

of coin finds are not in any proportion to the probable facts and may not be 
relied on. Therefore when Pirenne speaks of “large” amounts of gold, he is 
merely guessing. Furthermore, as is well known, there was in general circu- 
lation a bronze and silver currency for use in smaller transactions. 

3. Gregory the Great (590-604) testifies that Gallic gold coins were so bad 

that they did not circulate in Italy, and an examination of coins shows a 

progressive debasement before the Arab conquest. Since these coins did 
not come from the royal mint, but were struck by roving minters for peo- 
ple in more than a hundred known localities, one has evidence of the 
chaotic decentralization of the government and lack of interest in orderly 
financial administration, together with a possible indication of a growing 
scarcity of gold. 

If gold disappeared in Gaul, this disappearance could be due to the fol- 
lowing causes: 

a. It might have been hoarded, buried, and lost. 

b. It might have been exchanged or used for the purchase of silver. 
c. It might have been drained off in purchase of commodities in a one sided 

trade, or paid in tribute. 
d. Through the operation of Gresham’s law, foreign merchants might have 

hoarded and removed the good gold coinage, leaving a debased coinage 
in local circulation. 

There is no evidence to support the first two hypotheses, and considerable 
evidence for the last two—both of which amount to this same fact: gold was 
drained out of the country. This hypothesis is strongly supported by the best 
known authority and Bloch gives good reasons for accepting it. Gold, of course, 
did not completely disappear in the West, as the manufacture of jewelry and 
occasional references show, and it would be interesting to possess the full facts 
about the gold coin counterfeiting the Arab dinar—the mancus. However, it is 
difficult to accept the thesis advanced by Dopsch that there was enough gold to 
constitute with silver a truly bimetallic currency. But it is even more difficult to 
accept the proposition of Pirenne that the change from gold to silver meant a 
change from money to natural economy. The numerous instances which prove 
conclusively that money continued as a medium of exchange have been dili- 
gently collected by Dopsch (Naturalwirtschaft und Geldwirtschaft, pp. 110-145) 
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and need not be repeated. It is not clear why silver coinage should equal nat- 
ural economy. China and Mexico use silver today, and the coins of Arab 
mintage found in the Baltic regions are also silver, yet no one would pretend 
that in these instances we are dealing with a system of natural economy. Had a 
system of natural economy prevailed we might have expected an absence of all 
kinds of money, and the fact that the Carolingians introduced a pure, standard, 
centrally minted silver coinage would seem logically to prove just the contrary 
of Pirenne’s thesis. . . . 

To conclude: There is no evidence to prove that the Arabs either desired to 
close, or actually did close the Mediterranean to the commerce of the West ei- 
ther in the seventh or eighth centuries. Islam was hostile to Christianity as a 
rival, not as a completely alien faith, and the Muslims were invariably more 
tolerant than the Christians, but Islam as a culture, as the common faith of 
those who submitted and spoke Arabic, though not necessarily by any means 
of Arab blood, had far more in common with the Hellenized East and with 
Byzantium than did the Gaul of Pirenne’s Romania. Much of what he says of 
Gaul was true of Islam. The Merovingians took over the administrative and 
particularly the taxation system of Rome intact. So did the Arabs. The 
Merovingians preserved Latin as the language of administration. The Arabs 
used Greek. Western art was influenced by Byzantine forms. So was Arab. But 
these are smaller matters. The crude Western barbarians were not able to de- 
velop—indeed, they were too ignorant to preserve the state and the culture 
they took by conquest, while the Arabs on the contrary not only preserved 
what they took but created from it a culture which the world had not known 

Ki for centuries, and which was not to be equalled for centuries more. This cul- 
; ture was based on that of the Hellenized Eastern Mediterranean in one part 
z and on that of Persia strongly permeated with both Hellenic and Indian ele- 

ments, on the other. Arab theology, Arab philosophy, Arab science, Arab art— 
none was in opposition to late antique culture, as Pirenne seems to imagine, 
but was a new, fertile, virile, and logical development of long establishėd 
forms. The decadence of the West—the so-called Middle Ages—was due to a 
complexity of causes, mostly internal, and largely connected with social and 
political institutions. Rostovtzeff, writing of economic conditions of the later 
Roman Empire, frequently warns against mistaking an aspect for.a cause, and 
most of the economic factors of the Middle Ages are aspects and not causes. 
Thus, the man—whether he be a Pirenne or a Dopsch—who attempts to un- 
derstand and to interpret either the Merovingian or Carolingian period in 
terms purely of an economic interpretation of history will be certain to fail, for 
the simple reason that economic factors play a subsidiary role and present 
merely aspects in the great causative process. 
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