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The summer of the classic 
age

When Ámys Tourástis was dispatched from Beréma 
in bt320 it is unlikely that he thought that his expedi-
tion would eventually become the marker that would 
define an era.  He certainly seemed unlikely to become 
a famous scholar - perhaps the most influential of all 
time.  Ámys was not even a lorist, but a Járind mer-
chant who married into Emélan nobility.  He was 
well-travelled, had a facility with languages, and most 
importantly, was an ambitious man.  Seeing an oppor-
tunity to raise his stature in the Emélan court, he volun-
teered for a ten-year mission among the Atáni peoples.

At the time Emélrenè was engaged in a long war 
against a barbaric people on their southern flank.  The 
Emélans would contend against the Táneri off and on 
from bt380 to bt250, and although the Emélans gen-
erally kept the upper hand, the occasional losses had 
destroyed their sense of invulnerability and gave them 
a dose of humility.  Although the greater part of their 
conquering impetus had been spent centuries earlier, 
the Atáni that lived to the north were rapidly growing 
demographically and politically, and still had an aura 
of victory about them.  Emélrenè’s cultural advantages 
were diminishing, and it seemed that the future would 
belong to the Atáni.

Ámys’ mission was a simple matter of espionage.  
He visited the courts of several Atáni petty kings and 
reported on their alliances, personalities, and move-
ments.  Unfortunately, the information was of little use 
to Emélrenè, and Ámys’ mission ended quietly.  He 
earned the sobriquet ‘the Barefoot’ when he showed 
his disappointment with his pay by appearing in the 
royal court sans footwear.  His stunt was spectacularly 
unsuccessful.

His failure to impress the Emélan court did not dis-
courage him.  He began writing about his travels, this 
time for the edification of the literate Emélan middle 
class, who found his vivid descriptions of Atáni cus-
toms and lifestyle fascinating.  Ámys was a gifted writer 
with an eye for detail, and his works are a marvel sim-
ply for their literary content.  But the influence of his 
writings - six folios are known - was much more than 
stylistic.

It is not a stretch to say that Ámys Tourástis invented 
history.  He was the first in Venârivè to provide perspec-
tive on events, rather than merely chronicle them.  His 
description of a war in Western Hârn includes analy-
sis of the motivations of the kings involved, the con-
straints that dictated their strategies, and even infor-

mation on their logistics.  It was nothing like the poetic 
descriptions in the Lay of Léios, the mythic histories 
of religious founders, or the dry chronologies found in 
the royal annals.  It would inspire other writers to do 
the same, and more importantly, inspire his audience 
to begin thinking more deeply into events and their 
causes.

Ámys’ annals also described the laws and traditions 
of the Atáni, and analysed them in counterpoint to 
Emélan society.  In doing so he opened up new avenues 
of thought.  Previously, law could not be talked about 
without the context of religion.  But Ámys compared 
legal traditions outside their religious context, freeing 
later scholars to develop legal theory as an independ-
ent field.  

Ámys’ Annals of the Atáni  were phenomenally pop-
ular in Emélrenè.  It was already apparent to many that 
Emélan society was losing its preeminence, and the 
time was right for a new direction.  The Emélans found 
inspiration in Ámys’ descriptions of the energetic Atáni, 
and they began emulating their neighbours.  Or, more 
precisely, they began emulating Ámys’ descriptions of 
their neighbours.

Because as fine a writer as he was, Ámys still had 
his limitations.  Ten years was not enough for Ámys 
to completely understand everything that he saw.  The 
Atáni were hardly a monolithic culture, and much of 
the variation was lost or misinterpreted by him.  And, 
like most storytellers, Ámys tended to idealise his sub-
jects.  So the Atáni that the Emélans admired and cop-
ied were somewhat more perfect than real.

The fashion for all things Atáni grew rapidly, and was 
soon adopted by the royal court.  The leaders soon 
felt the inadequacy of their own political culture, and 
they set to reforming Emélrenè’s governance along the 
lines indicated by Ámys’ works.  Their first objective 
was to shore up the military power of the realm.  Events 
on the battlefield had proven the value of professional 
heavy cavalry, and the Annals suggested a method by 
which Emélrenè could obtain a loyal force of armoured 
horsemen.  In bt259, the first king in the Vásinir 
Dynasty assumed the throne under a new constitution, 
and Emélrenè became a feudal state.  But the feudal 
structure was highly idealised, with clear-cut rules of 
precedence and formal oaths.  The Atáni themselves 
did not recognize it at all – their own society had not yet 
organised itself on the basis of landowning, and Atáni 
knights were still equipped directly by the kings.  Ámys 
had simply misunderstood what he observed, and 
conflated the huscarls he saw in the court of the Atáni 
kings with tributary clanheads and rulers.  As we shall 
see, several centuries later most Atáni realms began 
imitating Emélan forms, bringing the development of 
feudalism full circle.
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The Atáni had learned heraldry from the Sinái during 
the wars for Hârn and from the Járin afterward.  Ámys 
wrote at length on the subject, and the Emélan gentry 
became enthralled with it.  The rigid rules of Venârivan 
heraldry stem from Ámys’ work and the Emélan’s appe-
tite for idealised models.

The works of Ámys Tourástis changed the way peo-
ple thought about their world, and even the ways they 
organised themselves within it.  His works are a fitting 
marker for what we will call our Classical Summer, a 
time of tremendous growth.  But his accomplishments 
were not unique.  All across Venârivè, other men would 
soon tread similar paths.

Underlying Trends
We can find in Ámys Tourástis the cause of many 

trends, but was there a deeper cause that created 
Ámys Tourástis?  Directly, none deeper than the simple 
ambition of a talented man.  But by bt300 Venârivè 
was ripe for the appearance of just such a man.  A 
variety of long-term trends were converging to rewrite 
the cultural map.

population

Everywhere the population was growing rapidly.  
Cities exploded in number and size.  The majority of 
cities today trace their roots to the period between 
bt300 and tr1 - either they were founded then, or they 
experienced substantial growth.  In this era the pattern 
of urbanisation was set for the rest of history.

Today this pattern is unusually uniform.  It is striking 
that in tr720, the proportion of urban to rural popu-
lation is nearly exactly the same in every region, and 
city populations vary little from region to region and 
within each region.  In theory, the populations of the 
largest cities should be much higher relative to their 
lesser kin, and the degree of urbanisation should vary 
much more.  The uniformity of Venârivan urban popu-
lations is one of the central puzzles of history, and we 
will explore it at length as we examine other eras.  

But during this era of rapid foundations the distribu-
tion of urban centres was closer to expected norms.  
Leading centres such as Beréma and Hácherdad 
dwarfed all rivals, and whereas the urban population 
of the eastern littorals were near modern levels - a little 
over ten percent, in most of Venârivè only about one in 
twenty souls lived in a town.  

emergenCe oF true StateS

Along with the cities came another major social 
development - the emergence of true states.  In ear-
lier times it was impossible to speak of a state as an 
entity independent of its cult, and whereas tribes might 
temporarily unite for a specific purpose, no permanent 
state could exist unless it was small enough for the 
entire population to have access to the cult centre.  But 

as the ethnic cults weakened the link between cult and 
state was eventually broken.  The political power of the 
palace could finally outstrip the temple.

The first true state to emerge in the Classical Age 
was Emélrenè.  The Covenant of the Eméla reduced 
the power of the Dhéria-Ísvan in favour of the King, 
and over the next few centuries the state grew more 
self-confidently secular.  If there was any doubt about 
the supremacy of the King at the start of this era, it 
was erased by the Atáni-inspired reforms of the Third 
Century BT.  Whereas Emélrenè never expanded its 
borders (as it well could have), from this time forward it 
functioned as a political state.  Power resided predomi-
nantly in the King’s Court in Beréma, and its policies 
towards its neighbours were driven almost entirely by 
political, not religious, considerations.

The Kingdom of Mèlderýn perhaps best illustrates 
the pattern in which several small temple-states coa-
lesced into a larger political state.  The Five Kingdoms 
showed the limits of a temple-state - none were larger 
than could be traversed in a day, and despite the obvi-
ous differences in power the larger states never con-
sidered conquering or absorbing the smaller.  The tiny 
realms occasionally united to meet common threats, 
but such unions were always temporary.  That is, until 
the temple system weakened enough for the political 
to overwhelm the religious.  Only then was a perma-
nent unification possible.  The Târgan Empire followed 
a similar pattern, but on a much larger scale.  

In many cases the transition can be traced to a 
particular leader.  On Hârn, that man was Lóthrim 
the Foulspawner.  The process came late to that geo-
graphical backwater - as late at tr100 there were no 
polities of any size beyond Mèlderýn.  But the colony 
of arcanists founded by Lóthrim soon changed that.  
Lóthrim’s empire destroyed the power structure of the 
existing petty states, and made possible the true states 
that emerged in the wake of its destruction.  

By tr1, true political states filled all but the most 
remote lands in Venârivè.  But the political state was 
not the only institution that emerged and grew in this 
period.  Just as the weakening of the ethnic cult allowed 
kings to rise, it also allowed the churches to wax in 
power and organisation.  While they usually claim 
mythically ancient origins, in truth most of the church 
organisations have their roots in this era, though they 
generally had very limited authority.  
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In the wake of the growing churches and states 
came their inevitable followers - the bureaucrats.  The 
administrative demands on a state grow in non-linear 
proportion to its size.  Taxes and tithes that formerly 
could be collected at a single point and tracked with 
simple tallies start to require detailed accounting and 
new checks and balances.  The demands on the law 
outstrips the ability for traditional forms to provide, 
and kings must begin issuing edicts and their gover-
nors must record and interpret them.  Of course, kings 
never write laws.  This task is one of many that is del-
egated to bureaucrats, and as states grew their bureau-
cracies grew even faster.

But bureaucracy wasn’t limited to palaces.  Churches 
began to build their own bureaucracy, and as we will see 
later, the first seeds that would grow into the guild sys-
tem were planted in this era.  With bureaucracy comes 
a need for education, and the proportion of the popula-
tion that was literate exploded.  Bureaucracy also tends 
to alter the power structure.  Warriors no longer had a 
monopoly on influence in the royal court - litigants, tax 
collectors, and other bureaucrats mattered as well.   

With the advent of bureaucracy the state took on a 
life independent of its ruler.  The death of a king was no 
longer as devastating to the state, as the bureaucracy 
maintained the machinery regardless.  Even war could 
be handled without a king - at least, in those states 
where the bureaucracy was the paymaster of the army.  
Once this fact was appreciated a new attention began 
to be paid to the concept of legitimacy.  Scholars - and 
through them, the population at large - began to exam-
ine the relationship between the ruler and the ruled in 
more sophisticated terms.   

The Kàruíans were the first to explore these ideas 
seriously.  About bt220 the Livélis playwright Ménekrata 
wrote The Dèsmédeans.  Set in a fictional island king-
dom, the play can be read as a gentle lampoon of the 
deities.  In the play, King Dèsméd has died and a num-
ber of potential heirs vie for the throne.  Each claimant 
happens to bear a striking resemblance to a deity of the 
age.  (Besides being a epochal work, the play is a valu-
able resource for those interested in how the human 
perception of the gods has changed over the last nine 
centuries.)  In the process of pressing their claims - 

http://www.kelestia.com/


28  A Social History of Venârivè

Copyright © 2012 Keléstia Productions LtdSumma Venâriva: A Social History of Venârivè 

usually in a comedic scene - each character elucidates 
a different idea of legitimacy.  The play ends with a 
stroke of creative genius - an earthquake destroys the 
island kingdom before a king is crowned, guaranteeing 
that long after, audiences would argue the merits of 
every claim.  

Ménekrata was probably motivated by the fractious 
politics of Livélis, which during this era was marked by 
innumerable plots and coups.  He was active in the 
politics of the city-state, and probably wrote the play 
to enhance his own reputation as a sagacious thinker.  
Ironically, it merely gave his rivals the means to force 
him out of the city.  For his comedic portrayal of the 
gods he was prosecuted for immorality, and he fled 
Livélis rather than face a trial.  His play gained popular-
ity in his absence.

 teChnology

The explosion of population, wealth, statecraft, 
and culture demands an explanation, and a consid-
erable number have been suggested.  Of course, to 
some extent progress is self-reinforcing, and an initial 
advancement in a narrow area can sometimes lead to 
broader accomplishments, which in turn can stimulate 
still more advances.  But to defer to the idea of the ‘vir-
tuous cycle’ is to abdicate our role as historian, espe-
cially when several more direct theories are available.

The foremost theory among those looking for a 
materialist explanation is that a single invention redrew 
the map of Venârivè.  The mouldboard plough first 
appears in the decades just preceding our era, and 
by bt200 it had reached virtually all the regions where 
it could be of use.  Before the invention of the heavy 
plough the heavy clay soils of the bottomlands were 
waste.  In most areas, farming was limited to the less 
fertile uplands.  So the introduction of the mouldboard 
plough greatly increased the quantity and quality of 
land available for cultivation.

It also changed the nature of the city.  The citadels of 
the early classical age were almost entirely hilltop com-
plexes.  Their primary purpose was to house the king 
and the priests, as well as to provide a point of defense.  
For this they had to be in the midst of the population, 
and preferably in a defensible position, which almost 
always meant a hilltop.  This was certainly inconvenient 
for traders, but they played only a small role in the deci-
sions of the early petty-states.

The exceptions were the littoral cultures of the Sea 
of Iváe, the Kàruían Islands, and a few other coast-
lands.  Here fishing could supplement farming, mak-
ing possible the port towns from which the maritime 
trade networks were based.  The Kàruían states were 
particularly successful - the hilly islands and coasts 
that birthed them have long been cultivated mostly 
in olives, grapes and other crops which require little 
or no ploughing.  The mouldboard plough has hardly 

touched those lands, and, notably, much of the advan-
tage that the Kàruían cities held in bt300 was lost by 
the end of this period.

Over most of Venârivè, as the valley bottoms began 
to be ploughed, cities were built along the rivers.  Pal-
aces and temples moved with the masses to the more 
productive locales.  The valleys could support a greater 
population density, and river transport allowed towns to 
draw resources from a larger hinterland.  Cities could 
thus grow considerably larger.  They were also much 
more strongly linked by trade.  Trade became a central 
component of urban life.

The new plough also placed a new requirement on 
rural society.  The plough is expensive, and requires 
multiple oxen or horses to draw.  (In later centuries the 
development of new horse breeds would reduce this 
requirement to a single animal.)  Individual farmers 
could not afford such expensive equipment.  To afford 
the plough and beasts the capital of a community had 
to be aggregated in some way.  In some regions this 
led to the emergence of a highly stratified society, with 
a landowning class that controlled the plough and thus 
the means of production, reducing the remainder to a 
state of actual or near slavery.  In other regions a free 
peasantry was able to avoid this fate, but the needs of 
the plough caused them to organise into recognisable 
social units.  In time the political organisation of these 
regions was adapted to the new settlement pattern, 
and the manorial system emerged.

This transition was marked by two other evolution-
ary changes.  Water mills were not invented in this 
era - they are mentioned in some of the earliest sto-
ries committed to writing.  But with the emergence 
of the manorial system far more communities could 
build them.  We also find the first use of mills for ore-
crushing, which might explain the fall in the price of 
iron in this period.  Blacksmiths, who formerly were 
found only in the towns and citadels, now spread into 
the manors.  In addition to crafting the new advanced 
plough, they made metal implements far more avail-
able to the peasant class, advancing the standard of 
living considerably.

The effects of the introduction of the mouldboard 
plough are most plainly apparent in the development 
of Central Hârn.  Here a precise date for its introduction 
is known - the plough was introduced by the Empire 
of Lóthrim - and the effects on society are well docu-
mented.  Before the plough the region was divided into 
dozens of petty states.  Like the temple-states of the 
previous era, the territory of each was limited to a day’s 
travel from a central citadel.  Too small to be called 
towns, these centres were usually located on hilltops 
and housed both the religious and military establish-
ments.

http://www.kelestia.com/


A Social History of Venârivè 29

Copyright © 2012 Keléstia Productions LtdSumma Venâriva: A Social History of Venârivè 

But within a century of the introduction of the plough 
these petty states had been consolidated into just four 
sizable realms.  While the example of Lóthrim’s Empire 
certainly encouraged this consolidation, the influence 
of the plough is plainly seen.  Settlement patterns 
changed considerably as the valley floors were intro-
duced to cultivation.  Tashál was transformed from an 
administrative centre under the Empire into a true city 
built on trade and industry.  The Kath eschewed the 
new innovation and remained a hill-dwelling culture, 
and the gap between the Kath and Káldôr became a 
chasm despite their close ethnic kinship.  

manorialiSm

While it could be argued that the new realms were, 
at least in part, survivals of Lóthrim’s Empire, the 
social structure that they were built on was a new thing 
entirely.  Under the pre-Imperial petty states the only 
social structure beyond the clan was the petty-state 
itself.  But the manorial system quickly evolved after the 
fall of Lóthrim.  It should be emphasised that manorial-
ism and feudalism are not synonymous.  Manorialism 
refers to the economic arrangement in which tight-knit 
villages share certain land and assets – either in com-
mon or under the ownership of a landlord.  Feudalism 
refers to a political structure in which military service 
is tied to land ownership through a pyramid of per-
sonal bonds.  In Káldôr, manorialism developed first 
and feudalism followed.  The petty kings easily trans-
formed into the barons of a proto-feudal system.  But 
it took several generations for their military retainers to 
become established as the lords of the new manors.  

The delay was due to the need for the clan system to 
adapt to the new economic circumstances.  Formerly 
all military and political power was found in the citadels 
of the petty kings.  But in the new milieu, the manors 
were an economic power far more concentrated than 
the old freeholds, and with their growth came a devo-
lution of power from the courts - now held by barons 
rather than petty kings - to the manors.  The huscarls 
migrated from the keeps to the manor houses, forming 
an new intermediate class between the barons and the 
commoners.  The barons were not entirely abandoned, 
of course.  They maintained their power through the 
ties of vassalage, which linked landowning to personal 
service, and through the personal forces they main-
tained in their keeps.  The new arrangements would 
be reinforced by the introduction of the Emélan ideas 
of feudalism adapted from Ámys Tourástis and fur-
ther romanticized through heraldry and local legends.  
Once established the system proved remarkably stable.   

It has been noted that the goddess Peóni is par-
ticularly associated with the mouldboard plough.  Her 
principle servant is Maérmal, the Plough-Ox, and the 
Peónian faith is strongest where the plough is most 
used.  We have seen other religions tied to specific 
social groups, but the cult of Maérmal may be unique 
in Venârivè for being connected to a specific invention.
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