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Preface

The book before you is somewhat different from what I anticipated it to be. First of all, it
is far less archaeological and much more historical than I expected and desired it to be at
the outset. I moved from my graduate studies at the History Department in Leiden to
pursue my PhD at the Faculty of Archaeology, also in Leiden, and I believed — somewhat
naively perhaps — that this would provide me with the training required to become also an
archaeologist. In the end, there was far too little time to achieve the desired familiarity
with a completely different discipline, and my mind wandered more to what it does best
anyway, that is to ask historical questions. In the end, this thesis became more of a
historical reflection on archaeology. That is to say, if the study of the post-Roman world is
to move forwards, then it is highly urgent to build more and firmer bridges between the
historical and the archaeological disciplines. Both historians and archaeologists seek to
understand the same past, but we depart from different bodies of evidence, different types
of analysis and different theoretical frameworks. More damningly, we talk far too little
with one another. As a result, historical and archaeological paradigms co-exist side-by-
side in an uneasy and unreflexive manner, and while we occasionally borrow from each
other’s narratives, there is far too little awareness of the theoretical, methodological and
analytical pitfalls in each other’s disciplines. The result is an unstable structure of
academic episteme, one built upon shaky foundations and at the risk of falling apart when
one building block is pulled away. This book is, therefore, simultaneously a call for closer
cooperation between historians and archaeologists of the classical and post-classical
worlds, as well as a critical investigation of how historical metanarrative has shaped, and
can shape, the interpretation of material culture.

A large part of the current volume, therefore, is dedicated to how the stories told
by and about written texts from the Early Medieval period have led archaeologists to their
interpretations of material culture, especially that of funerary evidence, but also that of
settlement archaeology and specifically that of urban settings. The epitome of this
reflective exercise is chapter three, on concepts of society. It started as a historiographic
survey of the status quo on our scholarly understanding of Early Medieval social structure,
but became a reflection on how the ‘real’ or ‘objective’ social world of post-Roman Europe
is inaccessible to us; it is the framework through which the scholar approaches the
evidence that shapes our perception of how society was structured. In many ways, this
chapter forms the core of this book, in that it analyses and questions how historical
metanarratives have determined archaeological interpretation.

The other ‘core’ of this book can be found in the second half, and is based upon the
empirical work achieved through data collection and analysis made possible only by the

computational achievement of the Rural Riches database, custom-built and programmed



for us by colleague David Schaper. Herein lies my second contribution, as a historian, to
the discipline of archaeology, in that the database has allowed for the incorporation of
both archaeological and textual evidence. Such an integration is, I hope, another bridge
towards bringing the two disciplines of archaeology and history closer together, by
allowing more immediate yet critical side-by-side investigation of two types of data
(textual and material). The database, now publicly available on the web portal NEME
(‘Navigating Early Medieval Europe’), hosts an impressive amount of data based on
mortuary artefacts, settlement archaeology, numismatics, epigraphy, literature, and more.
It is our hope that from here the database can grow into more than just a dataset covering
Merovingian northern Gaul for one research project based in Leiden, into a
comprehensive tool available for scholars across Europe working on the post-classical
period, from Constantine to Charlemagne and beyond, allowing us to draw out the
connections between people then, and scholars now. This transnational and cross-
disciplinary approach is essential in constructing a more fluid, open narrative of the post-
Roman period, one not bounded by national or disciplinary borders, but connected across
and despite boundaries now as it was then.

I wrote this dissertation during a series of global and personal crises. The COVID-
19 pandemic in particular was particularly challenging, and as a result the arduous road to
finishing this book was long and sometimes painful, and the resulting work falls short of
the expectations I had when I started it. That I was able to finish this book regardless is in
no small part due to the enduring support and companionship from my amazing
colleagues and friends in the Rural Riches project, in particular Martine, Mette and
Femke, to whom I am eternally grateful. And, of course, towards Frans, my supervisor, for
his continued support and for all the inspiring discussions we have had. I must
acknowledge my gratitude also towards Leiden’s Ancient History department, for their
excellent training of me as a student and allowing me to come back as a teacher. Thanks to
the wonderful community of PhDs and early career researchers at the Faculty of
Archaeology of which I was privileged to be part. In particular, a shout out to Alex, Erik
Valerio and Wouter for weathering the storm together with me during and after the
pandemic, often digitally, and providing me with much-needed distractions. I must
express my gratitude towards Arent for supplying me with copious amount of coffee.
Finally, thanks to Jolijn and Matthijs for their invaluable support towards the finish line
and of course to all other colleagues, friends and family who helped me along the way,

and to my mother, who never stopped believing in me.
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