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Abstract

Slaves in the works of Gregory of Tours: A note on the Merovingian slavery
Osamu KANO

The works of Gregory of Tours feature many slaves fulfilling various tasks. The society he describes was
a slave-owning society. In sixth-century Gaul society that he describes, slave owning was common not only in
the middle class but also at local village level. This paper focuses on the activities of these slaves and asks why
some tasks were committed to slave labour.

It is remarkable that Gregory of Tours mentions few slaves fulfilling agricultural labours. Instead, his
works depict slaves in manufacturing roles. To work by one’s own hands was considered dishonourable for
both the descendants of Roman aristocracy and for Germanic men of influence in sixth-century Gaul.

Social custom sometimes forced tasks to be undertaken by slaves. One example is marriage by abduction,
a continuation of Roman tradition wherein slaves would abduct a girl for marriage.

Finally, it is interesting to note that slaves were also active in the execution of royal orders. Merovingian
kings relied on slaves in their administration.

Keywords: slavery, Merovingian, Gregory of Tours
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