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Preface to the First Edition

There have been many historical accounts of the later

Roman Empire. Edward Gibbon's The Decline and Fall of

the Roman Empire has stimulated rather than deterred a

host of followers, although none has matched the scale and

eloquence of that masterpiece. My attempt to find a way

through the immense complexities and sheer bulk of the

evidence has been guided by four principles. Firstly, my

aim throughout has been to focus on the evolution of the

Roman Empire from the late third to the early seventh

centuries. This book is therefore written, for the most part,

from a top-down perspective. In this respect it is much

closer to the tradition of scholarship that extends from

Gibbon to A. H. M. Jones than to the revolutionary

approach to the study of late antiquity, which has been

created, with captivating effect, by Peter Brown and his

many followers, especially since the publication of Jones'

The Later Roman Empire in 1964. However, this work on

late antiquity has changed our perceptions of the later

Roman Empire ineradicably, and to a large extent

supplanted the paradigm of decline and fall, established by

Gibbon, that had set a conscious or unconscious framework

of interpretation for historians of the nineteenth and

twentieth centuries studying this period. Approaching the

period from a background of study in the Hellenistic world

and the early Roman Empire, I have attempted, as my

second principle, to explain historical developments as

transformations in response to circumstances, rather than

to interpret them for signs of decadence and collapse.

The third of my primary aims in writing this book has been

to create as precise a picture as I could of major events and

historical processes. This has meant including a good deal


