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Voices of Destruction 

Prophecy, Punishment and Prodigies in Early Medieval 

Hispania (Fifth to Eighth Centuries) 

Portenta autem et ostenta, monstra, atque prodigia 
ideo nuncupatur, quod portendere, atque ostendere, 

monstrare ac praedicare aliqua futura videntur1 

Introduction 

From ancient Greece to the Middle Ages, poets, kings and prophets held sway 
over the construction of the past, present and future of historiographical nar­
rative. Following the Christian transition in late antiquity, only saints, bish­
ops and abbots were destined to retain this dominion over prophecy and the 
coming of the last judgement, and their fight against pagan diviners formed 
something of a legacy within a new Christian historiographical narrative that 
encompassed all humanity and the known world. The legitimacy of prophecy 
was based on the divine !ex expressed in history, law and prophecy, as in the 
Old Testament.2 Thus, as rulers of the written word, the creators of historical 
narrative converted the past into a perpetua! reminder that the past would be 
repeated in the future, shaping attitudes in the present. Prediction became a 
means to govern the present through control of expectation. 3 Domination of 
the future was exerted not only through law and history but also through 
prophecy, which in late antiquity and the Middle Ages acquired particu­
lar prominence. During this period, a transition in the models of reception 

1 IsmoRUS HISPALENSIS, De portentis, Eti­
mologiarum, XI,3, ed. STEPHEN A. BAR­
NEY et al., The Etymologies of Isidore of 
Seville, Cambridge 2006, pp. 243f. 

2 JosÉ CARLOS BERMEJO BARRERA, Genea­
logía de la Historia. Ensayos de historia 
teórica III, Madrid 1999, pp. 172-206. It 
was Isidore of Seville who established that 
lex diuvina in tribus distinguitur partibus, 
id est in historia, in praeceptis et in prophe­
tis, which corresponded to the three triple 
mode - historical, tropological and mys-

tical - that he formulated: Isidorus His­
palensis, Sententiae, I,18,II-I2, ed. PIERRE 
CAZIER, Isidorus Hispalensis Sententiae, 
(Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 
CXI), Turnhout 1998, p. 64. 

3 Reprising an Augustinian categorisation 
of time as a form of dominion over time. 
Cf. JEAN-CLAUDE ScHMITT, Appropriat­
ing the Future, in: Medieval Futures. At­
titudes to the Future in the Middle Ages, 
ed. lAN P. WEI and JoHN A. BURROUGH, 
Woodbridge 2000, pp. 3-17, here: p. 4. 
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and interpretation of prophecy occurred, legitimised by biblical emulation. 4 

Shaped by a paradigm shift in early medieval Europe, this transition wit­
nessed conflict not only between paganism and Christianity but also between 
the various Christian dogmas (orthodoxy/heresy), complicating an authorial 
landscape that was struggling to impose its own character on civil and im­
perial rule; hence the importance of the lives of the authors of prophecies 
that reflected vital and political interests in Roman and Visigothic Hispania 
and Suebian Gallaecia. In these cases, disguised as an authorial and political 
reaffirmation, Old Testament emulation became part of the new ecclesiastical 
history.5 

r. Pagan and Christian Owners of the End in Fourth-Century
Hispania and Gaul

Roman historiography has bequeathed us the first mention of prodigies that 
occurred in the Hispanic world, principally involving Hispano-Reman em­
perors and the earlier Roman or Carthaginian generals who fought in the 
Punic Wars. For example, Titus Livy6 recounts the flame that shone from 
Lucius Marcius when he was making a speech following the death of the Sci­
pios in Hispania! and tritons and sea nymphs (as in the Gulf of Cadiz) were 
said to have accompanied Tiberius' delegation to Lisbon8

• The relationship 
between the emperor of Hispanic origin and the omina (signs, prodigies and 
omens) that foretold his triumph or failure in his birthplace is of particular 
importance because of its political significance. Such omens could inspire a 
collective fear among soldiers that might even lead to military defeat, as in the 
case of Sertorius, although the latter decided that the sudden appearance of 
splatters of blood on his men's �hields and the horses' chests was auspicious.9 

4 CHRISTEL MEIER, Nova verba prophetae. 
Evaluation und Reproduktion der prophe­
tischen Rede der Bibel im Mittelalter. Eine 
Skizze, in: Prophetie und Autorschaft. Cha­
risma, Heilsversprechen und Gefahrdung, 
ed. CHRISTEL MEIERIMARTINA WAGNER­
EGELHAAF, Berlín 2014, pp. 71-104. 
CHRISTIAN BRATU, »Je, auteur de ce livre« 
L'affirmation de soi chez les historiens, de 
l'Antiquité a la fin du Mayen Age, (Late 
Medieval Europe, vol. 20) Leiden/Bastan 
2019, pp. 126-179. 

6 Livy, XXV, 39,16-17, ed. FRANK GARDNER 
MooRE, Livy W ith an English Transla-

tion in Fourteen Volumes, Books XXIII­

XXV (The Loeb Classical Library, 
vol. 355), London/Cambridge 1984, p. 493. 

7 Pliny, Natura/is Historia, II, CXI, 241, 
ed. H. RACKHAM, Pliny. Natural Histo­
ry, vol. 1 (The Loeb Classical Library, vol. 
330), Cambridge (MA) 1938, p. 367. 

8 Pliny, Natura/is Historia, IX,II,4, ed. H. 
RACKHAM, Pliny. Natural History, vol. 3, 
(The Loeb Classical Library, vol. 353), 
Cambridge (MA) 1940, p. 169. 

9 The account is given by Sextus Julius 
Frontinus in a section entitled »on dis­
pelling the fears inspired in soldiers by 


































