Poetries of Place

With sky-blue eddies the Mosel unwinds its flood and gently rolls its ample
waters in its course. It licks the scented banks of spring-green grass, and
softly washes the leaves of the plants that it passes.®

This sixth-century description of nature as inherently beautiful may seem
surprising, since we are attuned to thinking about such comments as
being part of a modern approach to landscape appreciation. Its author,
Venantius Fortunatus, used the Mosel’s beauty and bounty to demon-
strate the success of his patron, the bishop of Metz. Though the river is in
part stage and metaphor, Fortunatus appreciated and valued it for its own
sake. Medieval writers could and did appreciate the abstract value of
nature, the beauty of rivers and riverscapes, the power and meaning of the
vista, and the role of people in that vista, both as viewers and participants.

This chapter focuses on the cultural transformations of Late Antiquity,
using poems and letters produced between 300 and 600. Here I argue that
Late Antique poets used rivers as ways of addressing changing social,
political, and religious identities and to help them create new images of
self and country. These early writers were responding to literary and
cultural rivers and to real encounters with river ecosystems. They shaped
a sense of place and community alongside the rivers of Gaul, and their
poetry reflects a sensitivity to the aesthetics of these riverscapes and an
awareness of the nonhuman world of river ecosystems. Gallo-Roman
poetry highlights an appreciation for the natural beauty of rivers, an
awareness of their ecological abundance, and a recognition of the

* Fortunatus 3.13, trans. Roberts, Poems, 171.
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20 Medieval Riverscapes

manifold ways in which human cultures, histories, and economies were
drawn together.

This chapter hinges on the work of three poets whose lives spanned
Late Antiquity: Ausonius of Bordeaux (c. 310—. 395), Sidonius
Apollinaris (c. 431-c. 489), and Venantius Fortunatus (c. 530—c. 600).
These men were all trained following classical models and spent either the
majority or the entirety of their lives in the province of Gaul. They lived
through a transformative period in Gallo-Roman society, in which
Roman and Gallic identities merged and transformed. They were all
integrated into the classical literary and cultural traditions, and their
poetry echoes that background. In the 300s, Ausonius was able to live
the career and life of a late Roman civil servant: teacher, imperial tutor,
and author. In the next generation, some of the traditional routes to
power and prestige had fallen away, but they had been replaced by new
opportunities within the Christian church. Sidonius Apollinaris, a
Christian and a member of the Roman elite, married into the imperial
family. His career culminated in appointment as the bishop of Clermont
during a period when it was repeatedly besieged by the Goths, and after
his death, he was venerated as a saint.* The political turmoil, warfare, and
loss of many aspects of the classical society that he so valued are echoed
throughout his poetry and letters, which are classicizing and nostalgic.

Fortunatus arrived in Gaul in a period of relative calm, as the new
Merovingian kingdom had been established. An immigrant from Italy,
Fortunatus embraced his new homeland and integrated himself first into
the culture of the court and eventually into church administration, becom-
ing bishop of Poitiers around 60o. He also became a saint, venerated
more for the lasting impact of some of his Christological poetry than his
episcopal career.

All three of these men (it should be noted that none of the voices I examine
in this chapter belong to women, who are vastly underrepresented in the
surviving literature of Late Antiquity) were deeply connected to Roman
culture and to the peoples and landscape of Gaul. The Mosel, in particular,
became a thread that links their voices and experiences. Fertile and lush, it is
a vital lifeline of Gallic economy, pride, and identity, on whose banks key
cities and villas perch, and down whose course the traffic of empire flows.

Fortunatus places the Mosel in a traditional landscape of leisure that
echoes those of Virgil’s Georgics and Eclogues. Though rooted in classical

* Bowersock, Brown, and Grabar, Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World, 694.
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poetry, Fortunatus draws new inspiration from a fresh landscape, and a
fully imagined riverscape emerges, in which the river is brimming with life
and connected to the land:

What occupies his carefree mind in tranquil times, if he lingers by the banks of the
wave-driven Rhine to catch with his net in its waters the fat salmon, or roams by
the grape-laden Mosel’s stream, where a gentle breeze tempers the blazing sun,
where vine and river moderate the midday heat: shade under the knit vine-tendrils,
water with fresh-flowing waves.?

These poets demonstrated a deep sympathy to the natural world. Their
poems see rivers and nature as able to both hold and echo back human
sentiments. Riverscapes held histories; they were tangible reminders of the
passing of time and helped the poets connect to past and disappearing
people, cultural values, and histories while working out how they wanted
their present to look. Rivers helped the poets negotiate their current
cultural complexities and explore the dynamics of social and cultural
power. At other times they projected consciousness and feeling onto the
natural world — such as showing empathy for fish, despite the many
barriers that nature throws up between our experiences and theirs.

I am drawn to the complexity of the rivers these poems describe — they
are bustling with life and industry that spill over the banks. The literary
riverscapes of early medieval Gaul often reflect an awareness of the
complex connections within and alongside rivers, and the authors have
an interest in understanding and exploring them.

READING RIVERS*

Does the Meuse, sweetly sounding, haunt of crane, goose, gander, and
swan, rich in its threefold wares in fish, fowl, and shipping, detain him, or
the Aisne where it breaks on grassy banks and feeds pastures, meadows,

and fields ...?°

Ausonius, Sidonius, and Fortunatus wrote hundreds of poems and letters,
a surprising number of which describe and praise the natural and built
environments of Gaul, using nature to express broader cultural and
political concerns. Their writings contain fascinating details about the

3 Fortunatus 7.4, trans. Roberts, Poems, 427.
# Portions of the following discussions are drawn from Arnold, “Fluid Identities.”
5 Fortunatus 7.4, trans. Roberts, Poems, 427.
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rivers themselves, human uses of rivers, the seasonality of water
resources, and the risks and rewards of living in close proximity to rivers.

Their poems reflected the power of the rivers and used rivers to
highlight human authority. In a poem dedicated to the emperor,
Sidonius Apollinaris has the leader claim for his son: “He is already
praised by Gaul and all Europe. Here he washes in the harsh waves of
the Rhine, Arar, Rhone, Mosel, Matrona, Seine, Lez, Clitis, Allier, Aude,
Waal: and having cut through the Loire with an axe in vain, he drank.”®
This list of rivers, harnessed together to show the expanse of a leader’s
political ambitions, is also a reminder of the multitude of small and large
rivers that coursed through early Gaul. The list includes famous rivers,
smaller tributaries, and even one that is now forgotten.

We have to acknowledge from the start that these poets were all
members of the local elite, which during this time meant that they were
or became fairly wealthy, part of the political and social upper classes,
and increasingly Christian. They were also Latinate — schooled in the
Roman educational system and seeped in the traditions of Latin literature.
They lived in an era of profound cultural, political, and religious trans-
formation. This is reflected in their writing, and we see that their engage-
ment with the natural world was part of their process of working through
complex issues of personal and collective cultural identity.

This chapter turns to ecopoetics, exploring why and how rivers appear
in early medieval literary works. What was the purpose of describing
rivers? Why did the poets pay attention to them? These poets’ representa-
tions of the world, even when highly descriptive, are not faithful, but
rather perceptual. They are responding to real natural spaces, but creating
imagined or remembered spaces that they then present to others. These
sources reveal to us a poetics of place, wherein the natural world is part of
human and divine spheres and is deliberately drawn into the literary,
cultural, and religious agendas of the poets.

Many of these writings contain short and evocative descriptions of the
rivers of Gaul — some at moments of tranquility, others in moments of
distress or disruption. Often the writers seem to have intended to high-
light different features of various rivers. In a poem about the journey of
the young princess Galswinth from Spain to Gaul, Fortunatus guides his
reader along the Loire, Seine, and Rhone in a series of passages that
suggest perceived differences between the region’s riverscapes. “Soon chill

¢ Sidonius Apollinaris, poem 4. Translations of Sidonius® works modernize (when needed)
those by Anderson, Sidonius, Volume 1, 76-79.
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Loire,” he writes, “its waters running crystal clear, received her, where the
smooth silt cannot even conceal a fish.”” The long course of the Loire
(more than 1,000 km) and its tributary network was described by later
medieval writers, too. The author of the seventh-century vita of St.
Praejectus described the Auvergne as “a delightful area (except that it
suffers rather often from westerly winds and thunderbolts) nearby which
flows the river Loire as it descends in its headlong course, flowing round
the province of Aquitaine and after many twists and turns extending
across a great stretch of land enters the wide sea, the Atlantic Ocean.”®

The Loire flows from the Cévennes mountains in southern France,
north to Orleans, where it then turns east toward the coast, passing
Tours, Angers, and Nantes before emptying into the Bay of Biscay. Its
major tributaries include the Cher, the Allier, and the Vienne, and the
wider Loire valley includes Bourges, Limoges, and Poitiers. Prominent
monastic communities along this river system included the Martin cult
center in Tours and a series of three important Carolingian abbeys that
“emerged along the banks of the middle Loire”: Fleury, Le Mans, and
Glanfeuil.” These religious centers created vast dossiers of hagiographical
materials, many of which I draw on later in this book.

Fortunatus continues describing Galswinth’s journey from the Loire to the
Seine to Narbonne “where lapping its level shores the peaceful Aude gently
mingles with the waters of the Rhéne.”*® This description fits nicely with
what we know of the Rhone delta, full of many major and minor meandering
channels watering the Camargue marshes and entering the Mediterranean at
Marseille. The Rhone rises in the Swiss Alps and flows to the Mediterranean
(this is unusual within my set of rivers, which generally flow to the North Sea
or the Atlantic). Lyon, Vienne, Avignon, and Arles are on the river, and the
greater Rhone basin includes Grenoble and Dijon and the rivers Aine, Sadne,
and the Aude, a tributary that drains the Pyrenees into the Mediterranean.

Though Fortunatus might fairly describe the Aude as peaceful, the
Rhone is anything but. It has a swift current, already recognized and
described by medieval authors. Fortunatus imagines martyrs’ blood
staining the Alpine snow and dyeing red the “whirling waters of the
Rhone.”"" These rapids, combined with the steep and treacherous

7 Fortunatus 6.5, trans. Roberts, Poems, 393.

8 Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, 282.
¥ Wickstrom, Life and Miracles of Saint Maurus.

'° Fortunatus 6.5, trans. Roberts, Poems, 391.

** Fortunatus 2.14, trans. Roberts, Poems, 105.
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topography of the river’s mountainous stretches, could be cause for alarm
and lead to shipwrecks, flash floods, and other dangers. Up through the
mid-twentieth century, this dangerous river was nicknamed the “furious
bull.” Sara B. Pritchard points out that the river was “remarkable under
normal conditions, but a confluence of factors, including spring runoff
and converging storms, could result in extraordinary floods when the
river channeled nearly six times its ‘average’ flow, rising five or even six
meters above low-water levels and stretching for miles beyond its
banks.”'* Yet, premodern inhabitants adapted; as Pritchard points out,
houses in the flood plains were raised, households had boats, and fishing
became a common supplement to diets. This is reminiscent of Petra Van
Dam’s work on the “amphibious” Netherlands.*?

The river system known to ancient and medieval writers as the Rhone
is today given two names — upstream of Lac Léman (Lake Geneva) in
Switzerland the river is called the Sadne, and downstream the Rhone.™
Pritchard discusses the Rhone as a “transnational river” and the history
of international development of the river in the twentieth century. The
rectification and engineering of the river transformed a dynamic and
dangerous premodern river into a measurable, governable, and
navigable waterway.

In the fourth century, Eucherius of Lyon carefully described the west-
ern juncture of the Rhone and Lake Geneva: “That place itself is located
in a valley between two Alpine mountains, at which point people can, by
means of a hard and difficult crossing, travel through the pass.”
Furthermore, “the Rhone is [there] made unsafe by rocky, harsh moun-
tains piled high, scarcely yielding any space for paths at their bases.”"?
There were clearly striking differences between these rivers before modern
regulation. The question remains: when the poets wrote about them and
ascribed to them separate characters, was that just poetic interpretation,
or do the descriptors reflect a medieval awareness of these differences
between rivers and riverscapes?

In a poem for bishop Leontius II of Bordeaux, Fortunatus praised
Bordeaux and its river, the Garonne, as a way of showing the bishop’s
fame and greatness:

'* Pritchard, Confluence, xv. '3 Van Dam, “An Amphibious Culture.”
'+ Qlivier et al., “Rhone River Basin,” 248. 'S Passio Martyrum Acaunensium, §5.
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Just as all rivers are inferior to the Garonne, so every eminence is subordinate to
you. The Rhine issuing from the Alps does not foam with such great vehemence,
nor the Po enter more forcefully the Adriatic sea; the Danube is its equal, for its
waters have longer to flow; I have crossed them; I judge of things about
which I know."¢

What might he have known? What were the characteristics of this river?

To help answer this, I'll now turn to both modern knowledge of the
Garonne system and the words of Ausonius. The Garonne meanders
through several ecosystems and was even in the early Middle Ages an
important transit route that saw many a traveler who “by bark, skiff,
schooner, galley ... traverses the windings of the Tarn and the
Garonne.”*” It runs from the Apennines to the Atlantic, passing through
“diverse relief ... [of] such areas as the high Pyrenean glacial valleys and
the Piedmont” and then into large floodplains, noted by Ausonius as the
“wide flood of the Garonne.”*® The Garonne connects Toulouse, “along
whose side the lovely stream of the Garonne glides past,”*” Agen, and
Bordeaux before emptying out into the sea. It bears a heavier sediment
load than other French rivers, perhaps leading to Ausonius’ description of
the river’s visual appearance: “so do my own vineyards cast their
reflection on the yellowing Garonne.”*°

Though Fortunatus’ earlier passage could be ascribed to poetic license
or even exaggeration (which Fortunatus explicitly denies), some superla-
tives do apply to the Garonne. The river is the third largest in France, and
it also stands out among the rivers of Gaul because of the strength of its
tidal estuary. The Garonne joins the Dordogne outside of Bordeaux to
form the Gironde estuary, almost 75 km long and a navigable connection
to the Atlantic. This estuary’s significant tidal flow (2.5—5 m) yields
frequent and substantial tidal bores (in the case of this system, also called
mascaret) that are water surges prompted by rising tides that can produce
substantial, often unbroken waves on river courses that can move up to
160 km from the mouth of the estuary and extend all the way
past Bordeaux.**

Fortunatus 1.15, trans. Roberts, Poems, 45.

'7 Ausonius epistle 26, trans. Evelyn-White, Ausonius, vol. 2, 96-97.

Descy, “Continental Atlantic Rivers,” 186. Ausonius epistle 27, trans. Evelyn-White,
Ausonius, with an English Translation, 105.

Ausonius, “The Order of Famous Cities,” trans. Evelyn-White, Ausonius, vol. 1, 279.
Ausonius, Mosella, trans. Evelyn-White, Ausonius, vol. 1, 236.

Bonneton et al., “On the Occurrence of Tidal Bores.”
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Until the 1960s, the Seine also had a notable tidal bore that was
eliminated after centuries of regulation and engineering of the river.
This bore was described in the ninth-century Gesta Abbatum
Fontanellensium, where the author explains how “the spring tide waters
arrive with such force that for over five miles or even more both the sound
of its rumbling strikes human ears and the sight as if from the highest
lighthouse its currents enter the river. And [the tide] is pushed through the
streams of the aforementioned two rivers with such force that the water
spreads across the nearby plains, like the Egyptian Nile, for the space of
more or less eight hundred paces up to the walls of the monastery. And,
the contest ended, the waters return back to the ocean whence they
had come.”**

The Garonne was seen as an unusual ocean/river hybrid. Ausonius
describes the “sea-like Garonne” as “swelled with the flood-tide of the
billowy deep” and as a river that “challenges the main.”*?> Fortunatus
writes that the Garonne “foamed with such great vehemence” and enters
forcefully into the ocean.** Paulinus of Pella, a fifth-century poet and the
grandson of Ausonius, wrote in an autobiographical poem that “at
length, the end of my long journeying reached, I was borne into the land
of my forefathers and to my grandfather’s [Ausonius] house, coming to
Bordeaux where beauteous Garonne draws Ocean’s tidal waves within
the walls.”*’

Sidonius describes the system’s dynamics in remarkable detail. “There
is a place,” he writes, “where two rivers, the Garonne, sped whirling
down from a dripping mountain-crag, and the mossy Dordogne, which
rushes with like swoop to the plain and at last flows out from a bend in its
sandy channel, gradually commingle their slowing streams.” This conflu-
ence is the Gironde estuary, where “the sea rushes up against the current
and with constant coming and going repels or courts the waters that the
rivers roll down.” He then mentions the tidal bore, explaining that “when
the Garonne, repulsed by the waxing of the moon, once more gathers its
own tidal flood upon its back, then it returns, speeding in headlong
billows, and now seems to flow, not backwards, but downwards to its
source. Then even the Dodogne, though as the lesser it receives from its
flowing brother but a lesser share of the water is likewise swollen by the

»

* Gesta Abbatum Fontanellensium, §1.66.

Ausonius, Mosella, trans. Evelyn-White, Ausonius, vol. 1, 263.
*4 Fortunatus 1.135, trans. Roberts, Poems, 45.
Paulinus Pellaeus, “the Eucharisticus,” trans. Evelyn-White, Ausonius, vol. 2, 311.
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ocean and its banks become sea-shores.”*® This eloquent description is
the geographical frame for an elite villa or castle outside of Bordeaux,
which he often visited as a guest, and which is explored further below.

Sidonius acknowledges the seasonality of the Garonne when address-
ing the “kindly choir of Nereids,” whom he asks to “teach the Naiads
there at the season when the Garonne flows back thither and ye come,
cleaving the sea in the midst of the river.”*” The Garonne was an unpre-
dictable river, however. Bore tidal waves, which can be up to 1.3 m high,
often occur as a series of high, rolling, unbroken ridges.*® These bores are
strong enough to shape the estuary and the river dynamics, disrupt small
boat traffic, and have the potential to drown unsuspecting swimmers.

In a letter to a friend reluctant to make the trip to Bordeaux, Sidonius
acknowledges people’s potential misgivings about the Garonne, and indi-
cates that expert knowledge of the tides and mixed ocean/river identity
near the estuary was at times needed for safe travel. He encouraged his
friend to make the journey and wrote that he would ease his way as much
as possible, even sending a friend who “will traverse the back-flowing
flood of the Garonne and meet you at the above-mentioned place not only
with a fleet but with the river.”*®

This invocation of river travel is a chance for me to shift gears again — one
of the reasons that these poets paid so much attention to the rivers is that
they encountered them a lot more often than we do - rivers were road-
ways and resources — they were part of a network of human and natural
systems, and the poets thought about what made rivers unique yet also
how they were all connected to each other. Sidonius once answered a
friend’s request to hear about his trip from Gaul to Rome and “what
rivers I viewed made famous by the songs of poets, what cities renowned
for their situation, what mountains celebrated as the reputed haunts of
deities, what fields claiming the interest of the sight-seer by reason of their
memories of battle.” In his answer, Sidonius focuses on his immediate
experience with rivers — as a traveler on their waters. He describes the
human infrastructure built up around the rivers, and the obstacles and

¢ Sidonius Apollinaris, poem 22, trans. Anderson, 270-71. *7 1Ibid., 262-63.
8 Bonneton et al., “On the Occurrence of Tidal Bores.”
* Sidonius Apollinaris, letter 8.12, trans. Anderson and Semple, Sidonius, Volume 2, 475.
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aids to successful travel: “As to the rivers, I found that such of them as
were not navigable had convenient fords or at any rate bridges fit for
traffic: these our forefathers have constructed on a series of vaulted arches
reaching from the foundations up to the roadway with its
cobbled surface.”?°

Sidonius then boarded a boat, and once on the water, his description
shifts from infrastructure to the rivers themselves as he “passed the
Addua, the swift Athesis, and the sluggish Mincius, rivers which have
their sources in the mountains of Liguria and the Euganeans.” This letter
describes the necessary stages of a trip to Rome, but we can see that
Sidonius is also curious about the rivers themselves. Acting in ways
reminiscent of modern leisure travelers, he starts poking up and down
the river courses, exploring these new environments:

In each case I cruised a little way upstream from the point of confluence so as to
view each actually in the midst of its own waters. Their banks and knolls were
everywhere clad with groves of oak and maple. A concert of birds filled the air
with sweet sounds; their nest-structures quivered, balanced sometimes on hollow
reeds sometimes on prickly rushes, sometimes too on smooth bulrushes: for all this
undergrowth, nourished on the moisture of the spongy soil had sprouted con-
fusedly along the river banks.?*

Thoreau-like in his joy at recounting his riverine adventures, Sidonius
provides a forceful reminder that modernity did not invent the appreci-
ation for nature.

“Being by rivers —” writes McMillin, “whether that means residing
alongside them, standing or swimming in them, walking in or near them —
belongs to a special category of river experience.”>* Though the scientific
articulation of ecology was not yet part of the learned person’s repertoire,
medieval people who lived alongside rivers and interacted with them on a
regular and intimate basis understood, valued, and even had affection for
the many processes and species that interact along the water’s edge.

Medieval experiences of rivers would have been much different than
ours. Both Ausonius and Fortunatus frequently travelled by river, with
ample opportunities to observe the waters, the shores, and the natural and
human activity up and down them. The pace of their travel, so different
from that of today, encouraged them to observe difference and variation,

3° Sidonius, letter 1.5, trans. Anderson, Sidonius, Volume 1, 353. 31 Ibid., 353
3* McMillin, The Meaning of Rivers, 27.
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and the frequency of their trips in many different seasons would have
highlighted the annual cycles that shape lesser-regulated rivers. It is also
important to remember that medieval communities did shape and regu-
late rivers — building bridges, canals, weirs, millponds, sluices, etc. —
though the scale at which they could do this cannot compare to our
modern efforts, theirs were by no means “wild” rivers.

When Lawrence Buell coined the phrase “environmental imagination,”
he made the claim that literary or creative nonfiction had a space in the
growing field of ecocriticism. Using Thoreau’s work as his touchpoint, he
argued for an expanded definition of the “environmental text” to include
“the journal, the travel narrative, the natural history essay, the local
sketch, none of which have gained the critical prestige of wilderness
romance or the romantic nature lyric.”??

Though it might seem that the gap between Walden Pond and the
voices of fourth-century Latin poets, saints, and hagiographers is too vast
to overcome, I hope here to demonstrate that the methods and questions
raised by ecocriticism are applicable to the more distant past, and that
early medieval voices can in turn be of interest to those working on more
contemporary issues. Though these poets did not imagine themselves as
either “nature writers” or ecologists, they nonetheless grappled with
questions relevant to those who hope to understand other, different ways
of interacting with our natural world and of understanding the intertwin-
ing of place, memory, nature, industry, leisure, and work.

THE MOSEL

The Mosel is a beautiful river set in an idyllic landscape. In the sixth
century, Fortunatus evoked this beauty, writing that “with sky-blue
eddies the Moselle unwinds its flood and gently rolls its ample waters in
its course. It licks the scented banks of spring-green grass, and softly
washes the leaves of plants that it passes.”?# This image of a lush, lazy
river winding its way by vineyards is the one most often envisaged today,
and one that spurs travel and tourism.

But the Mosel was also a major traffic artery, linking several key early
medieval cities, most notably Trier and Metz. Near Trier it narrows

33 Buell, The Environmental Imagination, 25.
34 Fortunatus 3.13, trans. Roberts, Poems, 171.
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dramatically (the valley being only 200-300m wide) flowing between the
Hiinsruck and Eifel mountains. Right before this narrowing, the river is
joined by its largest tributary, the Saar, increasing the speed of the river,
and leading over time to an accumulation of meanders carved into the
rock. These introduce both navigation challenges and flood risks, espe-
cially in the winter, when the river is at its highest discharge rates.?’

Further exaggerating our modern sense of the Mosel as calm is the fact
that it is now heavily channeled and regulated. Hundreds of kilometers of
the river are now navigable for large boats with a total of twenty-eight
weirs and locks and a series of bypass canals, most constructed during the
1970s. As Uehlinger et al. point out, “the development of the Moselle and
Saar Rivers to waterways for large vessel traffic severely affected river
morphology, causing uniform cross-sections, stabilized banks, and loss of
gravel bars. The numerous weirs also impede fish migration.”?¢ These
changes also shifted cultural perceptions of the river, replacing a more
varied and complex system with a postcard-perfect image.

The premodern river, far less regulated and controlled, frequently
posed risks. We glimpse this dangerous river in a story of a salt merchant
whose boat became unmoored at Metz and led the crew, unwittingly,
down the Mosel to Trier. When they woke up, at first they were confused,
because “we thought that we were still tied up at Metz, we did not know
how we had traveled or how we had either sailed or flown.” As it became
clear just how far they had come, they became aware of the dangerous
riverscape they had just unwittingly traversed. The surprised merchant
reported that “we did not feel the river, and we avoided the welling waves
of the Mosel river that cause wrecks; it is truly [amazing] that we safely
passed by the rocks during the night.”3” Though couched in a tale of safe
passage, we here see a fluctuating Mosel that was hazardous, with unpre-
dictable waves and currents and treacherous rocks, threatening routine
trade and transit up and down its length. Descending from the Vosges, the
Mosel winds its way through France, Germany, and Luxembourg before
emptying into the Rhine at Koblenz, “the point where,” as Fortunatus
described, “two rivers mingle their streams, the one the foaming Rhine,
the other the fruitful Moselle.”3®

Perhaps the best-known work that I will be discussing in this chapter is
Ausonius’ fourth-century Mosella, a 438-line poem set up as a

35 Uehlinger et al., “The Rhine River Basin,” 239—40. 3¢ Ibid., 239—40.
37 Gregory of Tours, “Miracles of St. Martin,” §4.29, 296.
3% Fortunatus 10.9, trans. Roberts, Poerwms, 679.
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multidimensional hymn of praise to the river.>® The poem is complicated
and rich, and representative of the many different things that rivers meant
to early medieval Gaul. Ausonius recognized the Mosel as part of an
extended riverscape that included the river, the mountains, and the cities,
fish, plants, animals, and people who lived in and alongside it. His river is
a lushly imagined place, full of the products of natural bounty, human
ingenuity, sites of memory and belonging, work and play. We see his
emotional and deeply personal response to the river; he is a participant in
the riverscape he describes, and his ability to “see” the river affords us a
chance to see the medieval environmental imagination.

The Mosella shifts tone and topic frequently, leaving th