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ABSTRACT:

The thesis focuses on the socio-cultural interaction between Gallo-Romans and
barbarians in fifth century Gaul. Its aim is to investigate how both Romans and
barbarians, particularly the Gothic people, shared a common living space within
imperial territory, how this space was created, and to which extent both sides
assimilated with each other in terms of their cultural and political understanding. By
moving away from the argument of brutal warfare as the main means of contact, | am
trying instead to look more at the changes of their cultural understanding which
eventually would lead to the world of the Middle Ages. The slow emergence of
barbarian powerbases created a political world that was different from the Roman
empire. The Gallo-Romans had to accept a new political order in which they not only
faced the gradual loss of their former positions of political/military superiority but
which also challenged their previously undisputed concept of cultural understanding;
violent occupation of Roman territory was only one part of this process as there was
simultaneously a continuation of Roman literature and culture in general possible.
Gradual attempts at assimilation can be seen for example in the continuation of
Gallo-Roman aristocratic involvement in the political establishment of the Gothic
court, and the increasing role of the Gallo-Roman nobility in the church in general
and in the Episcopate in particular. Equally the Gothic side had to adapt their
political and cultural understanding to a new concept which was compatible with the
Roman administration if they wanted to survive as ethnic communities within the
empire; such political/military assimilation not only with the Roman empire but
especially with the Gallo-Roman aristocracy was even more important when it came
to the establishment of an independent Gothic settlement and eventually a Gothic

kingdom in Gaul.
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INTRODUCTION

From the fifth century AD onwards, the history of the Roman empire is often
associated with the so-called ‘barbarian invasions’. It is an image of wild hordes of
savage brutes fighting against the world of ancient civilisation, conquering and
destroying it simultaneously. It is an image of the Roman empire being weakened in
its defences and therefore lying itself open to be subsequently swamped with
countless barbarians, all eager to get a share of the riches of the empire.’ It is an
image of Roman cultural superiority desperately fighting against the culturally
inferior but military stronger barbarians. Yet such an approach to the history of the
later Roman empire poses problems.

Firstly it continues many of the prejudices of the ancient world on the nature of
foreign, that is to say non-Roman peoples from outside the empire; indeed the very
term ‘barbarian’ is a prime example for such xenophobia. Secondly, it bears the
danger of regarding the increasingly frequent appearance of non-Roman peoples
within imperial borders as a threat to the continuity of the empire as a whole, thus
perpetuating a notion that peoples from outside posed in general a threat to the
stability of the empire. Furthermore, it implies that the subsequent settlement of such
peoples on imperial soil presented a danger to the Roman state by undermining its
political and cultural existence. In fact, by asking about the extent of socio-cultural
interaction between Rome and peoples from outside the empire, one assumes a
concept of juxtaposition between the two sides. Traditionally this has implied a
superior status of the Roman side into which the inferior non-Roman side had to be
integrated. Following this argument, the slow emergence of the political power of

these peoples could then be nothing else than a prelude to an inevitable clash of the

! See for example Drinkwater (1996), 20-21.
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two in which the barbarian side managed to defeat the imperial government
sufficiently to gain eventually supreme political power.? Such images are certainly
quite dramatic and highly imaginative but they have little to do with reality.

It is true that there was a great deal of warfare in the later Roman empire as well as
serious and prolonged problems with the defence and security of the imperial
frontiers. It is also true that the increasingly frequent occurrence of foreign peoples
within imperial territory was posing both an administrative as well as military
problem for the empire. However, the relationship between Rome and its neighbours
was far more complex than to be explained as a fight of civilisation versus
uncultivated brutality. Indeed the question how the Roman and non-Roman
population lived together in the empire, how processes of assimilation and
interaction were working or if such concepts were at all possible, cannot be answered
in a straightforward manner.

Any research on that period lacks to a large extent the barbarian viewpoint as the
vast majority of the ancient texts were addressed to the Roman audience and as such
had been written in a way which suited best the political and/or religious convictions
of this audience; hence the image of the barbarians is inevitably heavily biased and in
most cases distorted. To establish the barbarian side one has to try to read between
the lines, and even modern scholarly discussions are therefore prone to absorb some
of the ancient perceptions of regarding specific authors and their opinion as the
authoritative text on which to base their analysis of historical events.® Besides many

of the contemporary authors also belonged to specific social groups such as the

2 See Diaz (1999), 321: for an excellent definition of the meaning of polity, politics, and political.

3 Kulikowski (2007), 43-9 for the development of this idea among some German scholars into a total
overemphasis of the importance of various Germanic peoples, culminating especially in the twentieth
century in the political and ideological exploitations of various political regimes, mainly the Nazis and
their racial ideology. Tacitus’ Germania has often been misused to form claims of a common
Germanic identity, although there is absolutely no evidence for such a notion; there were some
attempts in the ninth century made by Carolingian scholars to establish a kind of common Germanic
consciousness but that remained a theoretical approach created for political reasons, see Goffart
(1981), 279.
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church or the aristocracy; as such their portrayal of foreign peoples and their political
struggles within the empire heavily reflected their own social, political and religious
opinions and therefore presents a rather restrictive, if not one-sided narrative.

This thesis will look in particular at the emergence of the Goths; the reason for
choosing them lies in the amount of material we have about their political rise as
well as in the reaction of the Roman side to this phenomenon. The emergence of the
Goths as a formidable power in the late fourth century had fostered political and
economic problems in the empire, which the imperial authorities were increasingly
unable to control. The arrival or perhaps better the pressure the presence of various
different people created in the empire led leaders like Alaric and Athaulf to exploit
this weakness in order to maximise their own political agenda and military strength.
The Goths had in no way a military strength comparable to the empire, nor indeed
any internal organisation equivalent to the imperial administration; furthermore,
continuous differences about leadership or a coherent political programme made it
difficult to combat the empire effectively, and even the establishment of one leader
in the fifth century had not necessarily eased such problems. Yet precisely this lack
of military organisation and this continuity of rifts between various political factions,
indeed the very nature of being fragmented and not being one united people let alone
a state as Rome was, is a testament to their enormous political/military persistence
and strength. Throughout the military encounters with the Gothic side, the empire
had tried to subdue them and to incorporate them into the imperial system, but had
continued to fail. The Gothic development from a loose conglomeration of various
Gothic groups with their own agenda in the fourth century, to a coherent group with
a political concept in the fifth century was an exemplary process of assimilation with
the mechanisms of the imperial system. The realisation that their only way to gain

political recognition from the empire, and indeed to enhance their prospects of
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fighting the empire effectively lay in the establishment of one ruler and a widely
accepted political agenda, was the result of an understanding of the functioning of
Rome as a state and its political/military system. Such a process went far beyond the
concept of adopting Roman goods as status symbols, since to understand the
functioning of the empire as a state and to turn this knowledge into a strategic
advantage for one’s own political advancement is to have become part of that very
system. The same could also be said about the Franks although in their case it was
less a question of fighting the Roman empire in its strength but rather of establishing

themselves against other barbarian powers such as the Goths.

Part | will look at the very complex debate of ethnogenesis and ethnic development
of non-Roman peoples, which has tried to find some answers to the vagueness of
broad terminology such as ‘barbarian’, ‘peoples’, ‘nation’ or ‘Goths’ though this
remains a highly difficult process; moreover the term ‘barbarian’ might even be
preferred as it contains a certain neutrality denoting the difference from the Roman
population whereas terms such as ‘Goths’ can pose serious problems by making
statements about the ethnic formation of such peoples which might not be accurate. It
will discuss some aspects of the debate on ethnogenesis, and especially its meaning
for the ethnic development of the Goths. It will also look at aspects of Roman
xenophobia and attitudes towards non-Roman peoples. From the Roman perspective,
the outside, barbarian, world presented by its very nature a permanent threat to
Roman civilisation.

Part 1l will look at the rise of the Gothic peoples and their gradual political
emancipation into a single nation. This development was closely connected with a
change in internal power structures, culminating in the establishment and acceptance

of one leader, notably Alaric and his successors. The previous concept of multiple
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leaders had resulted in a tendency to overt fragmentation, especially when it came to
the extent of Gothic involvement in imperial politics and the precise nature of
payment for this. Alaric’s rise to power altered that system and it was under his
leadership that members of various different groups created a people who then
became known as ‘the Goths’. This made Gothic politics towards the empire much
more effective, though their eventual political independence and the establishment of
their own kingdom on Roman soil only happened under Alaric’s successors. The
gradual establishment of large barbarian groups within imperial territory created a
very complex if not at times dangerous situation. Their immediate impact in a
province could be, and indeed often was, violent or at least seriously interrupting
Roman life. However one ought to distance oneself from the almost hysterical
accounts by some of the contemporaries as such narratives were often written for a
specific audience with a specific target, and had less to do with historical reality.

Parts I11 and 1V will look in greater detail at the extent of the barbarian interference,
not only in terms of actual material destruction but also in terms of their impact on
the Roman population. The lives of contemporaries such as Paulinus of Pella or
Rutilius Namatianus provide vivid accounts of the potential dangers and subsequent
struggles a Roman aristocrat could face if the barbarian impact was strong enough to
disturb the standard concepts of living in such a profound way that a continuation of
the said standard was no longer guaranteed. They will look at the increasingly
difficult process of continuing former structures of holding political offices, and the
need to assimilate with the new barbarian establishments. This of course created
problems of concepts of political loyalty, which in itself had continuously posed
problems in Gaul, which was apparent in treason trials such as the cases of Arvandus
and Seronatus. They will examine the various ways in which a political as well as

social acculturation between foreign peoples and Roman population was possible, by
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looking in particular at the Gallic population. The Roman aristocracy in Gaul
(although similar problems were faced in other provinces too) had to accept that their
previous unchallenged political dominion had given way to being the subject of
barbarian kings. Many of them found ways to arrange themselves with the new
political regimes though it did not automatically mean a different ideological
approach towards these new rulers. Political assimilation with the barbarians and an
active role at their courts could very easily lead to questions of political loyalty and
treason against the Roman state. The cases of Attalus, Arvandus, Seronatus and
Sidonius Apollinaris, to name but a few, present excellent examples of the dilemma
between active cooperation with the new barbarian rulers as the only way to a
political future, and the fact that any such cooperation was theoretically regarded as
treason against the Roman state. Increasingly people like these were actively
employed by the new powers and came to play important roles at their courts
although the acceptance of political reality had not automatically brought a change in
the perception of the new rulers. With the political sphere being more and more
dominated and controlled by the barbarian rulers, the traditional bastion of power of
a Roman aristocrat was gone. The only way in which something of a substitute for
this loss could be found was devotion to classical literature and learning; literature
had always been part of the aristocratic lifestyle and the continuous pursuit of it
within a circle of likeminded friends from the same social stratum became then a
way to preserve part of aristocratic values. It enabled the Roman aristocracy to
regard themselves as having remained culturally wholly Roman even if the actual
reality had become a new world where both Roman and barbarian concepts of
culture and politics were mixed.

Part V will then look at the role of the church, both in terms of providing a different

concept for the Gallic aristocracy to continue previous political power, albeit in a
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different way, but also at the role of religion as an ethnic tool of distinction and
identity; especially the question of Arianism versus Catholicism was an interesting
aspect in the relationship between Goths and Romans, and certainly had an impact on
the eventual success of the Franks, contrasting them with the ultimate failure of the

Goths.
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Part |. The question of Gothic identity

There has been a very complex debate about the ethnic development of the Goths,
focusing on questions whether they were one people, a nation, a tribal confederation
made of various different groups which had their own ethnic origins and customs, or
rather a mobile army consisting of mercenaries in Roman service. Equally questions
concerning the ethnic identity of the Goths have been discussed at length: how these
people viewed their own identity, which aspects created such an identity, and how
flexible and adaptable this concept was. Relevant in this debate is also the Roman
view on foreign peoples such as the Goths and other peoples, as it will help to
understand their impact on imperial ideology and political as well as military actions
towards them. This concept of identity is very important in connection with the
question of the political development of the Goths in general and with the
development of their concept of leadership in particular, as well as their eventual
establishment of an independent kingdom in Gaul. It is therefore this idea of ethnic
formation and identity one must examine first; this is by no means a decisive answer
to the various questions ethnogenesis poses, nor indeed is it an exhaustive overview
of the ethnic development of foreign peoples within Roman territory. It will focus

primarily on the development of the Goths from the fourth century AD onwards.
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1. Ethnicity and ethnogenesis

To ask about the exact mechanisms of the development of ethnic identity and its
various processes is far too great a topic for the scope of this chapter. The following
discussion aims more to look at some of the most common concepts of the
ethnogenetic process of barbarian groups. This is important in order to understand
the changing nature of the political and military relationship between the Goths and
the empire, as well as the development of a socio-political concept among them,
which was to lead to their settlement and eventual establishment of a Gothic
kingdom in Aquitaine in 416 AD. To start with there is the fundamental question
whether one can even label groups of people as ‘Goths’, “Vandals’ or ‘Franks’;
naming such a group ‘the Goths’ would imply the concept of a homogenous group,
very much a nation or at least a united people with fixed social rules and a common
ethnic origin which modern scholarship concerned with ethnogenesis has vehemently
argued against. However, to label them as ‘barbarians’ equally poses problems as
this term can be too general and oversimplifying or if one follows its Greek meaning,
downright degrading. The term ‘barbarian’ does in fact already in itself refer to a
specific concept of viewing foreigners in the ancient world; most of the Roman
descriptions of foreigners were by their very nature a continuation of the standard
ancient xenophobia, already found in much older cultures like Egypt and China,
which had later been adopted by Greek and subsequently Roman ideology. Negative
images of foreigners who did not fit into the cultural picture of the society from
where the source came are a very old phenomenon. The foreigner is turned into the
antagonist of civilisation, contrasting him and his supposedly inferior status with the

supposedly higher standard of culture and morality of the civilised person; thus it

! See p.11.
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10

emphasised the alleged superiority of the civilised person as well as using such a
view as an excuse for aggression and political expansion against the foreigner.?
Adopted from Greek ideology, in Roman opinion barbarians were all, without
distinguishing between their various ethnic origins, regarded as being the
quintessential opposite of what civilisation and culture stood for. The term barbarian
itself is the Greek expression for describing the incomprehensible sound of the
barbarian languages; very soon, though, the mastery of proper language was
regarded as a purely Greek, hence civilised, prerogative, and the term barbarian
came to imply inferiority. It turned into a byword for anybody who did not comply
with Greek standards of political organisation, language or culture, although there
were people from literary and philosophical quarters who argued in favour of a
natural equality between men and admired the achievements of other, non-Greek
civilisations.® Sources by venerated authors like Herodotus, which were thus copied
by subsequent generations of writers, created a perpetual image of the stereotypical
barbarian as the crude, uncultivated brute who dressed in funny ways, had exotic,
mostly cruel customs and was only interested in fighting and destroying civilisation
by terror for the sake of looting its riches.* In fact, this standardised picture was so
influential that it became a model of writing historical accounts to such an extent that
most authors of the Greco-Roman world copied its rhetorical style and vocabulary.
Most of the ancient authors not only followed certain standardised literary models of
stereotypical representations of foreigners, but also incorporated moral, philosophical

and religious ideologies in their accounts, which led to a biased, if not distorted

2 See for example article by Jones, W. (1971). In Drinkwater’s opinion, the ‘Germanic threat” was
such an artificial construct, further exploited by contemporary writers (like Ammianus), which
allowed the Roman state to justify its administration of and presence in the Germanic world, see
Drinkwater (1997);(2007), 360.

3 Jones, W. (1971), 376-407.

* However, Herodotus was regarded by Plutarch as too barbarian-friendly: philobarbaros; Plutarch, de
Her. mal. 857A- 858F.
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picture of presenting these foreign peoples; despite the fact of their using criteria
such as language, religion, armoury/ways of fighting and dress to describe
differences between various barbarian people but also to contrast them with the
Romans in general, these largely remained stereotypical concepts and failed to be
analysed as an indicator of individual ethnicity of the people involved.® Tacitus for
example famously applied concepts such as overall culture, customs, religion,
language and weapons to provide distinctions between the various people he was
describing in his Germania and compared these criteria in order to see which groups
belonged together; although his system of classification has its problems and should
be used with caution as an accurate ethnographical model, it is nevertheless
remarkable that Tacitus went further than most Roman authors in the way in which
he described foreign people.® To describe foreign peoples as ‘barbarians’ then is to
follow ancient traditions of xenophobia and a standardisation of foreign customs and
behaviour. According to Kulikowski, though, and | agree with him in this matter, the
term barbarian is nevertheless to be preferred in its general approach when talking
about foreign peoples as it avoids the trap of applying names such as Vandals or
Goths to groups of people whose ethnic identity is far from established; indeed this
‘labelling’ with precise names is something the debate on ethnogenesis has tried to
end or at least to clarify.’

One of the problems with groups which have been given specific names is the nature

of the sources: information about them stems almost exclusively from works of

® For example to name but a few of the authors of the late Roman empire: Ausonius, 111.5.34-40;
X11.10.21-4. Ammianus Marcellinus (from now on abbreviated as A.M.), 15.12: on the character of
the Gallic people; 31.2: for a description of the Huns and Alans featuring a famously stereotypical
account of “foreign/barbarian’ customs and appearance. Zosimus, V.31. Sidonius Apollinaris (from
now on abbreviated as Sid. Ap.), Ep. IV.1.4; 12; VI1.6.1; VII.14. 10; VIII.2.2; 3.2; 6.13-5; 9; Carm.
XI1, 10,3-7. Salvian, de gub.dei 1V.14; VI1.8, 15. Claudian, con. Hon. vv.27. Pan.VI1.18-28.
Brodersen (2005), 32-3. Kulikowski (2007), 15, 56-60, 124-5. Pohl (1998c): for terms such as
language armoury, dress/appearance authors used to describe and identity foreign people.

¢ See also Pohl (1998c).

’ Kulikowksi (2002), 69-70, 82. Pohl (2005), 18-21.
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Greco-Roman authors who mentioned foreign groups only when these peoples
appeared within the imperial radar and became noticeable enough for imperial
politics to be worth mentioning; to view them from an ethno-anthropological point
for the sake of researching their customs was not of interest to contemporary writers
though they did apply ethnic or racial concepts in their descriptions but this was only
done to differentiate them from the Roman audience. Descriptions of different
languages, religion, dress and customs have been suggested also in modern
scholarship as indicators of belonging to certain ethnic groups but none of these
elements have been wholly sufficient in their own right; certainly for the Romans,
though, dress/appearance was a way in which barbarians were identified (the Celtic
trousers or the Phrygian cap are famous examples) but such aspects served more to
identify the barbarians in general and to contrast them with the Romans than to
indicate any specific ethnic differences between various groups of the same people.?
Yet ethnic identity is only one of many ways to identify a people and already in the
ancient world there were debates which barbarian belonged to which group. Often
people were put together under a collective name, as Tacitus did with the term
Germani, although the reality of group formation and social structures was far more
complex than such collective terms suggest. Indeed it was predominantly the
Romans who used such terms whereas the people under this name identified

themselves rather under individual ethnic terms as belonging to specific groups.”

8 Even Sidonius continued such standardised descriptions of barbarians when he depicted a barbarian
prince, Sigimer, in his clothing and appearance that contrasted sharply with Roman attire, see Sid.
Ap., Ep.1V. 20; when he presented the Gothic king Theoderic in an almost Roman fashion, both in
appearance and character, he did so to highlight the king’s favourable relationship with the Romans —
the king’s appearance had to comply to Roman standards, as a barbarian attire would have made any
amicable relationship with the Roman side less credible, see also Part 1V.3c. See for example Pohl
(1998 c) for a thorough discussion of the usage of dress/appearance, weaponry, and language by
ancient authors to describe ethnic identities.

¥ Archaeological material found in graves has often been used to interpret individual concepts of
ethnic identity, see further below, pp. 16-9.
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Modern scholarship has moved in various directions in analysing the ethnic
development of barbarian peoples — known as ethnogenesis, the debate on the origins
and ethnic development of barbarian groups. One of the most famous is the Viennese
school and the highly influential work by R. Wenskus, Stammesbildung und
Verfassung with its concepts of the Traditionskern and the Heerkdnigtum.'® Wenskus
explains ethnogenesis in this way: ‘barbarian groups [are] more or less
heterogeneous save for a small, though always unspecified, number of elite families
who bear the Traditionskern of a genuine ethnic memory. Successful military
leadership on the part of these noble lineages attracts followers like a snowball
rolling down a hillside, until under the right circumstances, usually those of
settlement, there takes place an ethnogenesis in which the core of tradition carried by
its noble bearers is widely adopted and subsumes the previously heterogeneous
identities of the non-noble following.”** In Wenskus’ understanding, the Roman
world was overcome by the stronger political concept of the Germanic gentes, which
reached way back into pre-Roman times.*? Although Wenskus’ concept has widely
resonated throughout this debate, it has not been universally accepted and has been
regarded by many as containing serious faults. One of the problems is in some
scholars’ opinion (notably M. Kulikowski, A. Murray and W. Goffart among others)
the acceptance of topics such as a migration mythology from Scandinavia as the
Urheimat of the Germanic gentes; another problem is to tailor material found in later
sources into material which is then used as hard-core evidence to create a concept of

ancestral myths directly linked to the ethnic origins of the peoples under

19 For the application of the Viennese concept to analyse Gothic ethnicity, see further below. Also
Pohl (2000).

1 For Wenskus the Traditionskern was: “ein kleiner traditionstragender Kern, [der] zum
Kristallisationspunkt einer GrofRstammbildung wurde.’, Wenskus (1961), 75; for his definition of the
Heerkonigtum, see Wenskus (1961), 319, 576-82. Also Kulikowski (2002), 72-4; (2007), 52-4.

12 Murray (2002), 45: article as summary of the problems arising from Wenskus’ concept in his

Stammesbildung und Verfassung. Also Garipzanov (2008), 1-17.
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discussion.™ Others, like H. Wolfram or W. Pohl, have partly accepted Wenskus’
approach and developed it further: Pohl for example, though he rejects part of
Wenskus’ analysis, nevertheless relies in his concept and definition of ethnogenesis
in many ways on Wenskus’ idea of the Traditionskern; he also accepts H. Wolfram’s
concept of connecting place-names/names of peoples with the development of their
ethnic identity and to indicate their movements across the whole of Europe.* In
Pohl’s opinion some of such connections between places and peoples’ names cannot
have been a mere coincidence or invention of the Roman authors writing about them.
Furthermore, for him Gothic stories of their origin, for example, must have had some
impact on their formation as a people as they carried some information about their
past, although they were in most cases rather difficult to read because of the way in
which they were created and transmitted: ‘There were all sorts of stories around,
some of them also derogatory, and the tensions in our sources seem to be traces of a
constant renegotiation of identity.”*> Such stories might often occur in a rather
disorderly fashion in Roman sources but then they would have appeared in a very
similar way in the societies from which they originated as most of these stories
would have been orally transmitted; in Pohl’s opinion such stories served as an oral
memory of traditions and therefore had to incorporate various different narratives but
always contained a core of some vital information about the past of the people in
question.’® Other scholars found these concepts far too strict and argued for another

approach to ethnogenesis, which regards the ethnicity of foreign peoples as so loose

13 Goffart (2002), 21-3 rejecting Wolfram’s concept of ethnogenesis; 32-5: Wolfram was following
Wenskus in linking the Traditionskern to origin-stories such as found in the [now lost] works by
Jordanes, Paul the Deacon and others.

¥ Murray (2002), 39-41. For the use of source-material and its interpretation, which was at times
totally different to the original expression of the ancient sources, see for example the interpretation of
Olympiodorus, frg. 29.1. Wolfram (1979), 19-35. Matthews (1970), 85-6. Thompson (1944). Gillett
(2002), 1-3. Pohl (2005), 43-5.

> pohl (2002), 227-9.

16 pohl (2002), 231-3; Pohl (2005), 24-36.



152

153

154

155

156

157

158

159

160

161

162

163

164

165

166

167

168

169

170

171

172

173

174

175

15

a terminology that it can be used in whatever way seems most acceptable.’” Yet
whatever concept one accepts, there is in fact very little known hard evidence about
foreign peoples other than what the Roman authors were interested in reporting; that
means that especially the origins and early social, political and military development
of such peoples are very much open to debate. Archaeology has undoubtedly helped
us to understand such developments per se but it fails to explain peoples in regard to
their diplomatic relationship with Rome, their internal social structures, their
concepts of leadership or cultural customs — in short, the ethnic interpretation of
archaeological material poses serious problems: grave goods might indicate concepts
of ethnic identity, although there is the problem that modern archaeological concepts
of ethnicity might not necessarily be compatible with ancient criteria of ethnic
identity, especially when the adapting to new living conditions and adopting of
different cultural aspects is a highly individual process and does not automatically
become instantaneously visible in material culture. Besides, descriptions of specific
customs by ancient authors do not always agree, let alone agree with material finds,
thus highlighting even more the individuality of such criteria, and the difficulty of
using them as an explanation for a universally applicable concept in terms of
archaeological data; furthermore, symbols and/or artefacts, which were regarded by
the Roman side as indicators of specific ethnic origins or identity, may not
necessarily have been viewed by the people themselves as conveying the same
message of self-identity."®

Another way of interpreting models of ethnogenesis is the concept of linking
archaeological and historical evidence to the extent that archaeological material is

ethnologically interpreted; this has been rejected by some scholars on the basis that

" Wolfram (1995), 10-1. Pohl (2002), 221-39.

18 Kulikowski for example has largely rejected any such notions of compatibility between
ethnogenetic methods and archaeology, whereas many others, for example Bierbrauer, Pohl or
Heather, have partly accepted them.
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archaeological finds cannot be connected with defining ethnic origins of specific
peoples;'® thus objects decorated with similar patterns and occurring in a specific
area cannot automatically be classified as the identification of the ethnic origins of
the people living in that area or as the proof for the assumption that wherever such
patterns of decorations are found, the same people could be found. On the basis of
the concept of G. Kossinna’s Siedlungsarchaologie, at times archaeology has been
used as an indicator of ethnic origins of specific people: thus archaeological finds
were directly linked with ethnic groups, indicating where specific peoples settled in
the empire, according to the spread of these artefacts®. If this approach is taken
further, specific material finds can be interpreted to stand in direct connection with
specific peoples found in written ancient sources. Kulikowski rejects that approach
but does accept the fact that artefacts do certainly demonstrate levels of social
hierarchy. It is possible that dress, weapons and jewellery did indeed indicate ethnic
identity too but, if they did, we do not know in what way they did so. When this
concept is applied to the Goths, Kulikowski is willing to accept the idea that the
material culture known as the Séntana-de-Mures/Cernjachov culture in the area
between Danube, Black Sea and the Carpathians which can be found from the third
to the fifth century, precisely the time when the Goths were found in that area as the

predominant political power, certainly can be used to identify Gothic social

9 For example Theuws & Hiddink (1996), 69-71 on the process of ‘Entromanisierung’ and
‘Germanisierung’, which, described, though, as a mental and social process, is made tangible in
archaeological records, although this very process is slow to appear in the aforementioned
archaeological material; they warn, though, of using the archaeological data by applying a too static
approach to ethnicity and not leaving enough space for the recognition of individual adaptations of
cultural elements. See also Pohl (1998 c), 41-2. Pohl (2000), 47-9. Van Ossel (1996), Bierbrauer
(1996), Béhme (1996), Périn (1996), Wieczorek (1996 a, b): for the identification of specific ethnic
groups via different forms of burial rituals in general and the finds of goods such as jewellery,
weaponry and other items (or lack thereof) found in graves in particular, which were distinctly
different according to each population. Carroll (2003), 143-4: archaeological evidence suggests that
the individual displayed his ethnic origins with specific items put in the grave. Also Pohl (1998 c), 60,
63-4, 67-8 although he warns of using grave-goods as a tool for ethnic identification, especially as
modern archaeological interpretation does not necessarily need to be compatible with contemporary
concepts of ethnic identification.

20 For example Heather (2008), 23-6 for the historical problems and scholarly discussions Kossina’s
approach has created.
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structures; in other words, he is willing to accept a concept he previously rejected.
Other scholars, for example V. Bierbrauer, have taken the link between material
culture and Gothic ethnicity further and have argued that as the Santana-de-
Mures/Cernjachov culture was Gothic, an archaeological culture that shares similar
characteristics with the Wielbark culture must therefore also be Gothic. Heather
accepts the Santana-de-Mures /Cernjachov culture of the late third century/fourth
century AD as directly linked with the rise of Gothic power before the expansion of
the Hunnic empire, but is aware of the difficulties of identifying ethnic identities
through material objects, although he does link such material cultures with possible
migration movements of the Goths (he interprets Jordanes’ migration story of one
people under one king as doubtful and argues in favour of large, mixed population
groups); in his opinion there were links with the Wielbark culture but this culture
was perhaps more a cult league where more than just the Goths participated.”* There
are serious difficulties with such an approach, not only because such cultures are not
automatically compatible, as for example the meaning of material items can change
when transported to different areas, but also because often archaeological evidence
was/is used to provide material evidence for the interpretation of textual evidence
about Gothic history, mainly based once again on the basis of Jordanes’ migration
story.? Although | do not follow Kulikowski’s absolute rejection of this approach
(because | do not accept his approach regarding the Goths as a Roman product of the
third/fourth century, but believe in a Gothic history before they came in contact with

the Roman empire — see further below), nevertheless | do agree with his warning

21 For a discussion on the Santana-de-Mures/Cernjachov culture, see Heather (1991), 47-95. The
culture had also been used to explain identification with the Taifali, Heather (1991), 60 contra
Diaconu (1963). Heather argues that ‘the Santana-de-Mures/Cernjachov culture was both
homogeneous, and at the same time the product of a number of different ethnic and cultural strands’,
92. For possible links between Santana-de-Mures/Cernjachov culture and Wielbark culture, and their
connection with Gothic migration, see also Heather (1996), 21- 5, 43- 50, 84-6.

22 Kulikowski (2007), 59-70, 88-99.
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against linking archaeological material with literary evidence in order to provide
each with a direct proof only. Archaeology does indeed offer very valuable
contributions to the overall debate, but it cannot resolve it on its own, nor can literary
evidence do this; it seems then that both methods are to a large extent incompatible,
although they can and indeed do complement each other to a certain extent. As
Mathisen has said: ‘the very inability of archaeology to provide precise ethnic
identification is in itself indicative of the degree of interaction and adaptation...The
picture that emerges [in relationship to the Santana-de-Mures/Cernjachov culture and
its connection with the emergence of Gothic identity/ethnicity] is one of a mixture of
cultures in which no specific ethnicity can be identified.”?®* Although the tradition of
linking archaeological finds or place names with the ethnic development and origins
of foreign peoples is surely a very debatable concept, the idea of regarding the
concept of ethnogenesis as an open approach by completely neglecting any
archaeological evidence or any textual material is in my opinion prone to fail as it
leaves the discussion open to the very problem which the entire debate has tried to
end. To label certain peoples and their ethnic development as is most suitable for the
respective concept of analysis of the author is surely equally prone to be a step
backwards as it could fail to take into account the level of knowledge (based on a

mixture of different disciplines) available about the development of these peoples.

Archaeology is most certainly a very important contributing factor in the debate on
ethnogenesis. One of the most important elements of archaeological records in
connection with ethnological issues is their ability to provide possible geographical
frameworks of the spread/trade of specific goods; they can also offer a basis with

which literary data can be compared, and thus they can offer a certain element of

% Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 2.
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precaution against taking literary evidence at face value. Considering the somewhat
problematic nature of many of the contemporary sources, an element of comparison
is certainly very useful. However, as said before, material objects are not
automatically correct indicators of ethnicity of specific people due to questions of
trade or exchange;** production and decoration of objects are perhaps closer to help
identifying shared elements of ethnicity, although once again one should be careful
to regard the appearance of specific material in certain geographical areas as an
absolute proof for the appearance of ethnically identical people. However, neither
archaeological material or socio-ethnical studies on their own can work as exclusive
tools to explain fully the ethnic, social and political development of certain peoples;
any analysis of ethnogenetical processes should therefore be based on material taken
from as many sources, including literary as well as archaeological evidence, as
possible in order to provide as many ways as possible to analyse the available

material 2>

24 Also Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 2 n.3.
% For example pp. 21, 29-30.
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2. The Romans and their views of the Goths

Again as with the discussion on ethnogenesis, this chapter is by no means an
exhaustive interpretation over the various aspects of the treatment of foreigners by
the Romans, nor is this its aim; the main purpose is to provide an overview of the
relationship between the imperial government and the various Gothic groups —
besides, much of the direct relationship between the two sides in the fourth/fifth
century will be discussed in the subsequent chapters. The reason for this is that the
development of Gothic leadership was intrinsically linked with Gothic service within
the imperial army; furthermore, in particular Alaric’s rise to power was closely
connected with the position the imperial authorities were willing to grant to him and
his followers. Besides, the influence Rome had on the socio-cultural development of
its barbarian neighbours should not be underestimated as it had indirectly also an
impact on their political understanding.

The annexation of the Balkan and Danubian provinces and the creation of the Dacian
province under Trajan in 107 had created a growth of culture and social organisation
among its inhabitants, which had a direct impact on the people beyond these borders,
including the Goths. However, this extended influence of Roman artefacts and
Roman culture was not something Trajan had invented and indeed its principle,
which was generally applicable across the imperial provinces, had a strong impact on
the people beyond the imperial frontiers; in Kulikowski’s words: ‘two or three
generations after Roman provincial culture began to develop inside the frontier, new
and more sophisticated barbarian polities appeared along the periphery, prompted by
both the example of Roman provincial life and the threat of the Roman army.’%

Indeed for people outside the empire the attractions to life close to or even within the

% Kulikowski (2007), 41.
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imperial sphere were manifold. In the earlier empire Roman law had forbidden
marriage between Roman citizens and foreigners — any children from such unions
were regarded as illegitimate and could not inherit, whereas with the acceptance of
Roman citizenship the person ceased to be legally part of his family by birth. With
the Constitutio Antoniniana in 212 Roman citizenship was granted to all freeborn
inhabitants of the empire and with this lost most of its former prestige. In the later
empire, Roman law distinguished between various groups holding different social
status, but the real difference between them, or between barbarian and Roman, lay in
their cultural understanding and their literary education.?’” The mobility of the
imperial troops led to an increase of people from all across the empire who ended
their lives as inhabitants of provinces that were often geographically distant from
their own native provinces. Furthermore, the frequent employment in the imperial
army and also in many cases a close proximity to the imperial frontiers meant that
many of these barbarian groups had been exposed to imperial goods, customs and
administration for a considerable amount of time; this had had a profound impact on
their own societies as they brought Roman customs with them when they returned to
their own people.?® This process of Romanisation was a process that was deliberately
encouraged by the empire in order to enhance a concept of an empire bound together
by cultural understanding as this process gradually diminished sharp boundaries

between Roman and non-Roman sphere.

27 A real sense of political identity and civic obligations for the causes of the empire were largely
lacking. See also Liebeschuetz (2001), 343-5, 350-2.

%8 Bghme (1996), 92- for graves in the areas around the Rhine, Belgium and Northern France where
grave-goods serve as an indicators for communities, which were essentially non-Roman in their ethnic
origins (as the clothing and weaponry found is of non-Roman origin both in style and usage) but had
adopted, at least in part, aspects and material goods from the Roman sphere (weapons manufactured in
Roman territory, jewellery, Roman coinage); some of the grave-goods, especially those linked with
clothing such as fibulae, and the spread of their occurrence also indicate the appearance of specific
groups of non-Roman origin in certain areas. As these graves were located nearby Roman garrisons,
there is a strong likelihood that these people had been serving in the imperial army or were at least
closely linked with this military presence; furthermore, as an equally large part of the people buried
there were women and children, there is a strong indication that these graves were not only linked
with non-Roman troops in imperial military service but that there were entire groups of people as
ethnic units.
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The most common method of imperial administration of a conquered territory was to
use its native population and to establish a governing body based on the already
existing power structures with a strong focus on already existing or newly set up
urban centres (in case of Gaul, the obvious choice was the civitas). This in turn
would have further fostered local interest in Roman goods and culture, as the power-
holding groups of the native population propagated these and Rome apparently
deliberately fostered such processes through urbanisation, loan-provisions, the
granting of citizenship (certainly an important point before 212) as a privileged
award for services towards Rome; the promotion of the imperial cult with the local
leaders very often incorporated as its priests as well as through education.?® A strong
market for Roman goods was therefore to be found among the people living close to
imperial frontiers; in fact the peoples living closest to the borders were often almost
indistinguishable from their Roman neighbours. Besides, the imperial borders had to
be flexible enough to allow Roman expansion yet at the same time prevent barbarian
incursions; any concept of strictly defined frontiers as it is understood today was not
to be found in imperial ideology. There were some natural boundaries like rivers or
military fortifications like the Limes, but in many cases these frontiers seem to have
been defined as the answer to specific problems rather than to mark specific
territories in the first place.*® Imperial frontiers were quite permeable, allowing for a
fluid exchange of ideas and culture, which opposes ideas of a Roman “block’ versus
the outside barbarian world, although such concepts were undoubtedly valid when it
came to Roman self-perception of cultural superiority over all non-Romans;** indeed

the political concept of a ‘Germanic threat’ has been rejected by Drinkwater as an

2% Hanson (1997), 72-8.

%0 Geary (2001), 107 . Olster (1996), 94-7. Noy (2000), 2. Elton (1996), 127. Carroll (2001), 31-48.
Pohl (2000), 98-9.

1 A.M. 26.4.5. Ammianus for example described the arrival of the Gothic groups like water bursting a
dam and pouring into the empire, thus highlighting even more the danger of such invaders and the
ultimate failure of an emperor like Valens to stop them.
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‘artefact, because most of the barbarian groups posed little danger to the empire
unless it was distracted by other threats to its stability such as civil war’.*
Undoubtedly the idea of a permanent barbarian ‘threat’ was far more an aspect of
imperial propaganda, intrinsically linked with the Roman perception of foreigners in
general, which allowed for ideological concepts such as the acquisition of military
glory, the enhancing of the status of the emperor, the justification for imperial
expansion linked with the provision of fighting in order to occupy but also train
troops. Besides, the empire was, in contrast to its outside neighbours, militarily in an
absolutely dominant position, and almost all military encounters between barbarian
and imperial forces tended to bring defeat for the less equipped, less-trained
barbarian forces.

Rome’s expansionistic policy had always demanded a careful management of its
growing frontiers; imperial borders were in fact both too extensive for the relatively
small amount of military forces to offer serious long-term protection without
draining other parts of the empire of manpower (and thus weakening defences there)
as well as too demanding for the fiscal budget.*®* A strict polarisation between
Romans and peoples outside imperial frontiers was therefore much more a
theoretical attitude, usually employed in imperial ideology, whereas realistic political
diplomacy often demanded quite a different, much subtler approach than many of the

contemporary sources would like us to believe. Court propaganda demanded from

% Drinkwater (2007), 360, 362. Pohl (2000), 35. Wells (1999), 102-4, 126-32. Millar (1982), 19-20.
Pohl (2000), 53-4. Noy (2000 a), 213: the people from the Germanic and Danubian provinces were
always regarded more as the stereotypical barbarian than foreigners from geographically more distant
provinces. See also Whittaker (1994), 26-7, 31-60, 194-8. Indeed the continuous process of
assimilation in the frontier zones is further indicator for the absence of a strict or impermeable frontier
as otherwise the development of a society which incorporated both indigenous and Roman culture
would not have been possible.

%3 Goffart (1981), 283: he argues that the imperial administration was chiefly concerned with this
overstretching of both military and financial resources as well as constant internal power struggles
which left the barbarian appearance, at least in the beginning, as a marginal problem; this in turn
totally underestimated the real danger these peoples were causing to the entire imperial
administration.
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the emperor to keep foreign peoples under control, moreover to remind them
constantly of their inferior, barbarian status, although that did not necessarily exclude
the simultaneous existence of diplomatic negotiations. It is this ideological spin,
written for the Roman audience, which forms a very large part of contemporary
accounts, thus making it at times difficult to see the real politics behind such rhetoric,
and furthermore complicated by the fact that the foreign peoples described in such
sources formed the elite of their groups which were prone to have assimilated with
Roman culture.® In order to maintain a certain level of stability alongside its
frontiers, something very important considering the vast geographical expansion of
the imperial borders, it had always been a deliberate political concept to affiliate
foreign nations, especially peoples which could not be conquered, with Roman ideals
and incorporate them into the imperial system by turning them into client kingdoms.
Although theoretically everybody in the empire, and that included foreign peoples,
had the possibility to assimilate with Roman culture, in Roman ideology it was the
notion of life according to the mos maiorum which could not be adopted but
someone had to be born into it to understand its concept; hence foreign, barbarian
peoples were by their nature excluded from understanding any such concepts and
could therefore never adopt the full range of Roman civilisation.*® The more such
kingdoms merged with Roman culture and its political as well as military interests,
the less likely they were to fight against the empire: to become amicus et socius of
the empire carried considerable advantages which culminated very often in the total

assimilation with Roman ideas of the ruling group of the foreign peoples in question.

* Heather (2001), 49-56. Wells, 95, 191-3.

% Unruh (1991), 135-6. However assimilation was not necessarily equal with acceptance and Roman
prejudice against foreign peoples continued to exist. This can be found for example in Cicero: he had
noticed the difference between the ideology of Roman superiority and the political necessity of
assimilation, between proclaiming unchallenged Roman power yet accepting the limitations of Roman
culture (especially in comparison with Greek culture). Thus he argued for a policy of assimilation, for
example de re publ. 1.37.58, in Ver. 2.5, 166. Sallust moreover propagated the idea of Rome as the
leader of all peoples as the Romans were born to be rulers, for example bel. lug. 31.11.
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However, the process of becoming a client of Rome always meant the acceptance of
Roman superiority to which the client aspired, whereas in the later empire the
establishment of barbarians within the imperial system often lacked the acceptance
of such a concept. The empire had to learn that any process of assimilation between
barbarian establishments and the Roman state was increasingly based less on
concepts of client kingdoms but much more on diplomatic compromises which often
meant the acceptance of a large decree of military freedom of the foreign peoples in
question, especially when they proved to be too strong to be treated in the usual way
of subduing them and forcefully removing any political and/or military
independence. This did not mean an alteration of Roman views or prejudices about
such peoples. The various internal problems of the later empire, and the increasing
strength of foreign peoples from outside was one of these factors, had created a
climate of instability which left enough space for these foreign peoples to develop
their own establishments, thus creating a powerbase which the empire was
increasingly unable to counteract. Traditionally Roman perceptions of foreign
peoples had followed concepts of strict distinctions between brute barbarian and
cultured Roman, and the world of late antiquity made no exception in that; Romans
and foreigners were separated by military as well as ideological frontiers. Despite the
existence and indeed acceptance of necessary acculturation between the two,
certainly Roman ideology had to ensure the continuous existence of this separation
through propaganda and rhetoric — even if it was found much more in theoretical,
literary accounts than in actual politics. Yet, one should be careful not to over-
emphasise the expressions of eternal Roman success over its neighbours as mere
concepts of imperial propaganda when there were times when the perception of a
‘barbarian threat” became a dangerous reality and was to increase in being so in the

late empire, especially when the imperial system was weakened. The Gothic crossing
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of the Danube is an excellent example of this: a situation which was in no way
unprecedented quickly got out of hand and created a ‘threat’ to Roman control,
which remained uncontrollable and effectively became the foundation for the Gothic
success.*

Rome tended to annex states nearest to its borders as client kingdoms, which acted as
buffer zones against incursions from further afield. Client kings thus provided
another aspect of imperial administration, especially when a conquest of the territory
in question would have been difficult, but the successful relationship between the
two depended on the benefits both sides gained from the deal; although the kings
ruled their area as if there was no Roman presence, their power depended to a large
extent on Rome as the imperial administration was always ready to interfere. A
similar relationship could also be conducted with independent leaders of foreign
people; however, such relationships should perhaps be better described as diplomatic
connections rather than client relationships.®” In many cases the giving of hostages
not only ensured a certain stability of the treaty but also further aided the process of
interaction and assimilation of the ruling family of these client kingdoms with
Roman culture. However, the relationship between Rome and her neighbours cannot
always be fairly described as the forceful imposition of Roman culture onto non-
Roman foreigners. Indeed the process of Romanisation was largely dependent on the
geographical location of the territory in question, which had a direct impact in the
extent of the adoption of and assimilation with Roman culture; whereas in the
Western territories Rome met groups of people with cultures they regarded as
barbarian, the Eastern expansion meant that it collided with people whose culture

had been an inspiration to Rome itself and who were largely keeping their own

% See Part 11. 2,3.
%7 Hanson (1997), 69-72. There are several examples mentioned in Tacitus, Ann. 2.63; Germ. 41, 42.
See also articles by Pitts (1989) and Heather (2001).
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cultures intact; furthermore, the extent to which the acculturation with the Roman
sphere happened was highly individual, and not always a process of exchange
between separate groups of different societies.*® Besides, this spread of imperial
culture was not only an aspect that influenced the world beyond the frontier-zones, as
it was a process that was also happening within Roman society. The adoption of
Roman culture by barbarians into their own cultural understanding encouraged the
creation of a new culture in which Roman and barbarian cultures experienced mutual
assimilation; this process is in German quite aptly called ‘Mischzivilisation’.*® In
northern Gaul for example, in the late third/early fourth century this
‘Mischzivilisation’ created a new Gallo-Germanic culture, which was responsible for
the later Frankish success when it was the foundation that introduced and bound the
Franks to Roman culture; although they were to clash with the Roman empire on
military/politically inspired levels, culturally they had adopted so much from the
Roman side that it effectively came to a ‘Gallisierung’ of the Franks instead of a
‘Frankisierung’ of Gaul, thus eventually enabling them to incorporate and
successfully adopt the Roman system of administration, taxation and ecclesiastical
organisation under Childeric’s and Chlodwig’s leadership.*°

This adoption of Roman culture by Rome’s neighbours, conquered enemies or
barbarians living within the Roman sphere was largely a voluntary process, although

undoubtedly fostered by the empire and often even wanted as a way to gain access to

% Krausse (2005), 56-8.

¥ Reuter (2005): the example given here is the migration of soldiers from across the empire to the
southwest province of Germany. Béhme (1996), 92. There are numerous examples of barbarians
(Arbogast, Bauto, Richomer, Fritigern, Gainas to name but a few) who entered Roman military offices
and rose high in the ranks, either making a career in Roman services at the imperial court, or in some
cases returned to their native homeland and influencing politics there; they were aptly described by A.
Demandt as ‘Militararistokratie’. See also Van Ossel (1996), 102-3 pointing out the long-lasting
continuation of Roman culture and buildings into the sixth century. Barrett (1997), 51-3, 59, 63. See
also Whittaker (1997), 152, 159. Hanson (1997), 67. Geary (2001),110. Noy (2000 a),10; (2000 b),
15-31 for issues of immigration into the empire in terms of its demographic implications and its
research methods.

0 Drinkwater (2007), 349, 351-4: on the difficulty of assessing the construction and ethnic structures
of the population in northern Gaul and the status of the Frankish settlers there. Pohl (1998 a) 643, 646-
7, 649-50; (2000), 107-14.
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wealth; however Geary’s arguments that ‘Die germanische Welt [war] vielleicht die
groRartigste und dauerhafteste Schopfung des politischen und militarischen Genies
der Romer’ is surely an exaggeration as it regards the world of non-Roman peoples
almost as a Roman invention, though without doubt the world outside imperial
territory benefitted greatly from its continuous contact with the Roman world.*
Miller warns against an over-emphasis on the influence of Roman culture on the
social structures of the peoples beyond imperial borders when he argues that the
cultures and societies emerging from this were in fact the result of a very long
process of interaction between the Mediterranean world and northern Europe, and
thus were not simply ‘Romanised’ because this process had started way earlier
before the Roman empire had become the dominant factor in the Mediterranean.*?
Barrett, too, warns that the concept of transporting Roman culture, especially
material goods, across its borders indicates a general idea of a common Roman
identity, which might not have been the case in this universal sense; thus for him the
term Romanisation carries its own difficulties, and is more applicable in terms of a
cultural concept/ideas, a ‘form of understanding’, than in terms of material culture,
especially when the Roman empire itself was a construct, not a ‘single reality’.*?
Although Barrett has a point in arguing that one should refrain from using the Roman
empire as a struggle of Roman versus barbarian and instead should regard the Roman
culture as being open to change and individual interpretation, his argument goes
perhaps slightly too far as it regards the Roman culture as essentially unstable and
prone to individual interpretation. Whereas he is undoubtedly correct that the people
who adopted Roman culture into their own interpreted it in different ways from its

original purpose or meaning in the Roman sphere, and moreover that even people

! Geary (1996), 7. Wells (1999), 128-32.
2 Miller (1996), 167-9.
*% Barrett (1997).
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within the empire interpreted cultural aspects individually, this does not mean that
there were not universally accepted concepts within the imperial sphere and culture
which were imposed on the inhabitants of the empire.

To be someone of a certain social standing one had to adopt the trappings of Roman
culture — which was also seen by various barbarian rulers who started to surround
themselves with at least rudimentary elements of Roman education. Thompson
argued that for the few prominent leaders among the Goths such a close relationship
and the diplomatic exchange with Rome had its advantages for their own power
positions: this altered the entire social structure of Gothic society when the leaders
received subsidies which they in turn used to extend their power of patronage and
social control, thus enabling them to set themselves apart from the rest of their
followers. The possession of Roman luxury goods, especially jewellery, weapons but
also money, thus could function as an indicator of a certain position within the
barbarian society and could therefore gradually change traditional social structures.**
The payment of imperial subsidies and their wider distribution could also serve as a
deliberate diplomatic tool, used to establish and to foster relationships between the
empire and the barbarian group.* Considering the extent and length of time of
exposure to the Roman sphere, though, one could argue that subsidies as part of a
treaty were perhaps less substantial in their impact on barbarian social structures.
Krausse for example argues that among the Celts even the import of Roman goods or
the adaption of the Celtic monetary system to the Roman system led to little
profound change in their cultural understanding; only when the occupation of a

territory continued, the pressure onto the existing population to adopt ‘foreign’

* Thompson (1963), 107-9. Heather (1991), 21-3, 189-90. Wells (1999), 192-3, 229, 252-6. Shaw
(2001), 145. Geary (2001), 110. For barbarian economy, see for example Elton (1996 b), 22-30; the
Goths were described by Elton as a semi-sedentary society as long as they were in the Danube area,
and turned into permanent settlers once they were in Gaul. Also Diaz (1999), 326. Whittaker (1994),
222-240.

** See Hanson (1997), 71-2. Elton (1996 b), 36.
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customs continuously grew, which in turn created tendencies among the native
population to revolt with the aim to remove any of these “foreign’ customs.*® Heather
too doubts that Roman benefits had a great influence on the development of Gothic
society and interprets internal power struggles more as results of already existing
internal power-feuds.*” Yet there are examples of a direct link between the outbreak
of warfare and the lack of payment of imperial gifts. The Tervingi, for example,
started their revolt after the Danube-crossing when the promised supplies failed to
materialise, and even as late as the fifth century negotiations between the Goths and

the empire were frequently hindered by the lack of the said subsidies.

Yet the Roman definition of the Gothic peoples and their ethnic origins and
dynamics remains difficult to establish as it largely fitted into the standardised
pattern by which any non-Roman peoples were described with. Alaric’s or Athaulf’s
Goths were by no means the first Goths the empire had encountered, nor was the
trouble the Goths created in the late fourth century something completely new. The
Romans had been in contact with various Gothic groups already long before the
fourth century AD, and it was in the civil wars of the third century that the Romans
encountered Gothic groups as part of large-scale movements into the Eastern
provinces of the empire: 249 had brought the sack of Marcianople near the Black

Sea; the 250s saw the powerful king Cniva, who not only devastated large parts of

*® Krausse (2005), 57-61. He argues that in case of Gaul, the already existing infrastructure as well as
a certain extent of cultural compatibility for example in terms of religious aspects but also road
systems and urban structures helped the process of Romanisation. In contrast to this stands the less
developed infrastructure in the Germanic territories and to a large extent a lack of cultural and/or
religious compatibility, which then meant that the process of acculturation with the Roman sphere
took longer and encompassed a more radical change for the native population. Also Frank (2005),
143-4 for the simultaneous existence of Roman goods in Germanic settlements in the otherwise
unchanged Germanic culture of the Tauber and Main area in the second/third century, which indicates
a strong trade-based relationship; otherwise, though, the adoption of Roman customs seems to be
lacking.

*" Heather (2001), 26-7: he argues that the provision of imperial gifts was a longstanding tradition but
was more a diplomatic tool than an imperial measure to buy peace from the barbarians. In 441 the
failure of the empire to pay subsidies to Attila was used by him as the reason for the outbreak of
warfare, although in this case subsidies had become a way to buy peace.
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Roman territory there but also defeated and killed the emperor Decius in 251, and
further raids in Thrace and piracy along the coast of Asia Minor continued until 268-
70", The 280s and 290s saw more successful campaigns against various Gothic
groups, with Diocletian fighting against the Tervingi and Taifali — the first mention
of the Tervingi as a subgroup of the Goths*. Diocletian’s reorganisation of the
administrative and military structures of the empire under the tetrarchy system
renewed imperial strength, creating a hold on imperial power, which had serious
consequences for the Gothic groups as it substantially altered the relationship
between empire and frontier zones. Within a short time, there was a certain degree of
cooperation between both sides, with the empire even allowing the expansion of
power of certain groups like the Tervingi as a way to control parts of the Danube
provinces through them. Their status as a buffer between the imperial frontiers and
other barbarian groups strengthened once more their force; more warfare followed
under Diocletian’s successors, for example Constantine’s campaigns in the 330s, and
proved to remain a constant pattern until the time of Alaric.>

The Roman view on ethnic dynamics was mainly to stop any attempt at a
continuation or preservation of ethnic identity among conquered foreign peoples in
order to ensure Roman supremacy.>* For the Romans ethnic identity went very
closely with political identity and independence: to allow barbarian groups access to
a communal area of settlement would further encourage or even create political
formations which in turn could foster resistance against Rome. Valens’ decision to
allow the Tervingi to retain their weapons when crossing the Danube was blamed by

contemporaries as part of the reason for the outbreak of violence, and the decision to

# Zosimus, 1.31-5, 45. Kulikowski (2007), 18-21, 28-33.

* pan. Lat. 11.17.1. Kulikowski (2007), 31.

%0 For detailed history of earlier treaties see Collins (2006). Heather (1991a); (1991b); (1996).
Kulikowski (2007).

*! Ferris (2000), 180: portraits of barbarians in visual art were always exclusively depicting them in
defeat regardless how detailed the individuals were presented.
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ban the Greuthungi from crossing the Danube too may have been an attempt to
interrupt existing political alliances with the Tervingi, and thus to minimise the
potential danger for the imperial side; besides, the massacres of various Goths in
Constantinople and Thessalonica after the battle of Adrianople or after the revolt of
Gainas clearly suggests that the very existence of a Gothic population in the cities or
as soldiers within the army was seen as a potential hotbed for revolutionary
movements which were threatening imperial interests and thus had to be
eliminated.®® The usual treatment of such groups therefore meant the dispersal of its
people as coloni across a province (at the same time controlling their movements
even then as they were tied to the land), and in some cases prohibited them from
providing recruits or federate contingents for the imperial army. This implies that
Rome feared that groups of foreign peoples, despite being conquered, would not lose
their claim to their ethnic identity and subsequently political identity, which was
based on the concept of living in a group consisting of people with the same claim.

In contrast to modern scholarship, Roman writers were not interested in recording
ethnographic details and providing a scientific analysis of the cultural habits of non-
Roman people. Any notion to research into foreign peoples for their own sake was an
alien concept in Roman literature, as any foreign peoples, including the Gothic
groups only captured Roman interest once they had entered imperial frontiers or had
become a noticeable opponent to Roman expansion or influence. Roman ideology
was not engaged in concepts of ethnogenesis, socio-cultural assimilation or regarding
them as individual people with their own history, as such concepts are very much
modern perceptions; they have nothing to do with the way in which peoples like the

Gothic groups were viewed by their contemporaries as they were evaluated far more

52 Zosimus, 1V.40.5 for incident in Tomi; Libanius, Or. 19.22, 20.14 for the lynching in
Constantinople; Synesius’ writings in general portray such anti-Gothic feelings and were calling for
the expulsion of the Gothic population in Constantinople, especially in connection with the revolt of
Gainas. Cameron & Long (1993), 107-9.
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in the context of their geographical location, their nuisance as an imperial opponent,
or at best as their relative value as buffer zones or traders of foreign goods. This does
not mean that the Romans had no knowledge about the various different customs and
habits of the people they encountered, but such ethnographical issues were rather put
into specific categories of barbarian behaviour; indeed they were largely recorded to
demonstrate a general barbarian ‘other’ in contrast to the civilised Roman world: the
barbarian had to be put into such categories so as to provide a background from
which Roman values could be reflected; often a generic barbarian had to be invented
as a necessary counterpart to Roman self-definition and as a tool to highlight Roman
values and culture.® This concept was also used by Christian writers who employed
the barbarians in their eschatological arguments as a mirror to highlight and/or
explain a lack of proper Christian faith and morale among the Romans; once again,
the individual barbarian was not so much described for ethnographical reasons but

served as a standardised image, which served as an antithesis to the Roman sphere.>*

There is a very interesting comparison in some contemporary Christian literature
which connected the Goths with a legend from the Old Testament, regarding them as
the incarnation of Evil, as the diametrically opposite to all Roman culture and
understanding. Bearing in mind the continuous presence of the Gothic cause in
imperial politics and increasingly successful attempts of assimilation between the
two sides, this negative image is certainly interesting. To digress here briefly: the
relationship Christian ideology had with the portrayal of barbarians in general was
certainly complex. In contemporary writing, the barbarian was often a generalised
figure, used as a moral stick to beat the Roman people with and to explain the

decline of Roman military power and political influence in terms of portraying him

53 Ferris (2000), 3-4, 184-186.
5 See also Part 111. 2 c.
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as God’s scourge sent to punish the lapsing moral of the Romans. However, the
barbarians were primarily used as a vehicle for conveying a theological message of
the final triumph of true faith and ultimate salvation; like worldly texts, these sources
were very rarely, if at all, concerned with providing an analytical account of
historical events. Jerome’s vast correspondence with many of his disciples, for
example, did mention the effect the Gothic sack of Rome had on friends like
Marcella, but personal sufferings as a result of this were analysed rather as a useful
reminder of the vanity of all earthly things and to focus therefore on heavenly things
instead.”® Furthermore, for many of the Christian writers the arrival of the barbarians
in the heartland of the empire and their increasing political and military power was
regarded as a significant portent of the imminent end of the world, turning the
barbarians into the forbearers of the Apocalypse. For the few pagan writers the lack
of the traditional Roman mos maiorum, or for the Christian writers a lack of proper
faith and the subsequent growth of sin, was regarded as one of the main reasons for
the increasing weakness of the Roman empire. Setting Christianity equal with
Romanitas, any event that seriously threatened the existence and continuation of the
empire was explained as a punishment sent by God for lapsing Christian belief.*®
Increasingly Christian authors linked the barbarian incursions with a lamentable lack
of Christian moral values, creating the idea of regarding the resulting damage as a
deserved expression of God’s wrath against His unruly flock. Especially barbarians
of Germanic origin, although this did apply to other barbarian groups too, were
portrayed in such terms; for example Attila was frequently described as God’s
scourge. Ezekiel, Revelation and other Jewish and Christian texts, especially those
concerned with eschatological messages in general and the last day of Judgement in

particular, linked some barbarian tribes with the legend of Gog and Magog. Although

> Jerome, Ep. 40, 127.
% Olster (1996), 95-6.
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the exact meaning of what Gog/Magog stood for cannot be established for certain,
they did represent the embodiment of personified Evil, sent by God as a form of
judgement; often the battle of mankind against them was regarded as a necessary
event before the beginning of a new age. Depending on the author, various forms of
this legend, including the text on Alexander’s Wall, existed in Syriac, Greek and
Latin and several different barbarian groups were brought into connection with
them®’. Until Augustine, the text of Revelation 20 analysed the events concerning the
occurrence of Gog as an event before the final Judgement, whereas after Augustine’s
writing, Gog’s attack became increasingly linked with Antichrist’s war against the
Faithful. Writers like Justin, Irenaeus and Origen all used Ezekiel in their own texts
although they did not make any direct connection between Gog and any of the
barbarian people in the empire. However, Gog/Magog was often identified as having
personified itself in particularly troublesome people like the Huns, the Alans or the
Scythians, which in turn were often used as a synonym for the Goths. Jerome,
though, rejected the link between the Scythians and the Goths of his time; Indeed
Augustine firmly opposed the frequent tendency to link Gog with contemporary
enemies, and in particular with the Goths, although this concept continued; even
Eucherius of Lyons mentioned the traditional linking of the Gog/Magog legend with
the Goths in his Instructionum Libri Duo.”® A direct connection between the Gog-

legend and contemporary historical writing is rare although there are exceptions:

%" There is an example where the term ‘Scythian’ was not used in connection with the Goths but
somewhat indirectly with the Alans, a people who appeared within imperial territory together with the
Vandals and Suebes only after the Gothic arrival in the fourth century. Far earlier Josephus had
somehow linked the Scythians with Magog, the personified evil, who had been shut away from
civilisation by a wall erected by Alexander the Great around the edges of the world in order to protect
the civilised world against evil: according to Josephus, the Greeks called the people of Magog
Scythians. In a later passage, he describes the Alans as a ‘Scythian race’, although he does not make
the connection between the Alans being a personification of Magog: see Josephus, Antiquities I. 122-
3, 244-5, and 246-51.

%8 Ezekiel, 38.2-39.16. Revelation 20.9. Augustine, de civ. dei, XX.11. Jerome, Ep.ad oceanum 77.8.
Jones, W. (1971), 398-400. Chadwick (1955), 156-7. See also Fitzpatrick (2004). Bge (2001), 95-6,
184-6. Christensen (2002), 44-53.
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Socrates mentioned the positive effect of a sermon on his congregation which had
focused on the prophecies of Ezekiel that God would finally deliver His people from
evils like Gog in connection with an attack on Theodosius by the Goths; more direct
is a treatise by Ambrose to Gratian where he linked Gog directly with the Goths:
‘Gog iste Gothus est’, firmly emphasising the eventual victory of the empire as
already prophesied by Ezekiel, which was further fostered by the continuous
steadfast faith of Gratian.>® However, overall the deliberate link between Gog/Magog
and the Goths, between personified evil that was embodied in the Goths, occurred far
less frequently and was less directly exploited in terms of political propaganda than
one could have expected. Bearing in mind the continuous presence of the Gothic
cause in imperial politics and increasingly successful attempts of assimilating with
them from a Roman viewpoint, this double standard is certainly revealing in terms of
a deep-seated suspicion or at least unease with the barbarian presence in general but

particularly with the Goths.

To sum wup here, ‘Romanisation’ beyond the imperial frontiers, and
‘Mischzivilisation’ within the empire created a different world as Roman and
barbarian cultures underwent a process of mutual assimilation. However, Roman
culture and ideology largely prevented the empire from accepting and operating
effectively within this new framework of conditions — at least on a political level.
Although it could work well enough with its neighbours on a daily basis, the
insistence on Roman superiority prevented any major long-term diplomatic
interaction. Roman failure to come fully to terms with this created socio-political
weaknesses that allowed the barbarians, particularly the Goths, to establish

themselves within the empire. Although not created by Rome, the Goths were very

% gSocrates, Hist. Eccles. V11.43.6. Ambrose, de fide 11.16.138: this letter was written in 378 in
response to Gratian.
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much influenced politically by Rome. The essential weakness of the empire lay in its
failure to recognise this and to stick to a rigid concept of barbarian stereotype that for
a long time did not allow for a process of real ethnography or assimilation. This can
be seen in imperial as well as Christian rhetoric, casting barbarians as the instrument
of divine wrath or as mentioned before as embodiments of evil like the Gog/Magog

legends exemplify.
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3. The Goths and the concept of ethnogenesis

Who then were the Goths, apart from the image of a people from the edge of
civilisation and beyond, that Roman ideology created? Can we indeed talk about the
Goths as a people or were they a pure Roman invention, a collection of various
groups with no ethnic identity apart from the identity Rome was willing to give
them? If the concept of ethnogenesis on the basis of the Viennese school is applied to
the development of the Gothic peoples, one can see how difficult this system is and
how open to debate it remains; it does answer some of the questions the development
of the barbarian peoples such as the Goths poses, though it fails to provide an
entirely satisfactory answer.

Ancient authors like Zosimus, Ammianus Marcellinus, Olympiodorus to name but a
few, labelled various different groups with individual names such as the Taifali,
Greuthungi or Tervingi but equally called them Goths, Scythians or even more
generally barbarians.®® This clearly shows not only that the ancient authors had little
information who belonged to which group, but also that there was no such thing as
‘the Goths’ as a unified, homogenous group or nation but rather several groups with
their own military organisation which occasionally cooperated, presumably in times

of warfare, but were otherwise independent from each other. How far they were

% Zosimus often called them Scythians or Goths: 1.23, 27, 28, 63-4, IV.7, 10-1, 20-4, 34; the groups
of Fritigern, Alatheus and Saphrax he labelled as German peoples, whereas Alaric’s group was
described as barbarians. Ammianus is slightly more precise and labelled them as Tervingi and
Greuthungi, but he also used the term Goths generically and in the context of Decius’ defeat, the term
Scythians, A.M.,31.4, 5. Olympiodorus gave various versions of labelling the Goths in his accounts:
he said the VVandals used the term trouli to describe the Goths (probably in a derogatory fashion in the
aftermath of the Danube-crossing), frg.29 (on the later resonance of the interpretation of this term, see
p.14, fn.14); he used the term bucellarius to describe certain Goths without making further comments
on the exact origins of these Goths, frg. 7.4; he calls Alaric’s troops Goths, frg.6, 7.5, but Galla
Placidia’s Gothic bodyguards barbarians, frg. 38; Wallia is described as leader of the Goths, frg. 30.
Eunapius used the terms barbarian (for example in connection with the Maximus rebellion, frg.55)
and Scythian (for example describing the Goths during the Danube crossing, frg. 41-2; mentioning
Fravittas’ career, frg.59; describing Gainas, frg.60). For a more detailed discussion of names for the
Goths, see for example Christensen (2002), 21-43,197-219.
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ethnically of different origin is another matter, and was certainly of no interest to
contemporary writers. Although the practice of labelling a whole group under one
name, regardless of their nature and origins as individual groups, is very much
debatable, 1 would nevertheless suggest calling ‘Goths’ for the time being those who
are referred to as Goths by our sources. The sources talk frequently about the various
Gothic groups, which were large and powerful enough to withstand the imperial
army for several decades despite occasional defeats. Yet we know little about the
precise size of such groups, especially as numbers of military units were prone to be
exaggerated by contemporary authors, though their numbers must have fluctuated
over the years. Equally there is little information about the actual formation of these
groups: the ancient sources describe them as warrior bands under various leaders, at
times cooperating with each other.®* It is not within the scope of this work to analyse
the early development of the various Gothic groups before they became part of
Roman society but rather to look at their development in the fourth century from
these multiple groups into a political unit, which eventually settled in Aquitaine in
416 AD. Indeed the nature of their military and social organisation has been open to
question: the interpretation of the nature of Alaric’s group has ranged from a group
of Gothic mercenaries in Roman service to an entire nation on the move; the next
chapters of this thesis will look in more detail at the development of Alaric’s

followers.%?

61 Zosimus, V.42. A.M., 31.6.4-7, 15.2: various other people usually from the fringes of Roman
society such as slaves or poor people joined these Gothic groups thus creating multi-ethnic
communities.

%2_iebeschuetz (1992), 75-84. For more information about the early history of the Goths and their
various social customs see for example the works by P. Heather, M. Kulikowski (2007). See also
Collins (2006), 15-26.
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a) The Traditionskern

One of the essential features of the Viennese school is its concept (which some
scholars have questioned) of Traditionstrager/Traditionskern as a specific group of
warriors, the Traditionstrager who ensured not only the continuation of the
Traditionskern but also its transmission onto all followers under the overall
leadership of the Heerkonig.®® Let us turn first to the concept of the Traditionstrager
as an elite group who upheld the Traditionskern, who shared a mythic narrative of
their past (with a divine descent of their rulers) and who shared their ethnic identity
through such migration-myths from Scandinavia in search for a new homeland to
settle. Indeed the history of the Goths has very often been connected with the term
Volkerwanderung or migration of peoples from a northern country somewhere in
Scandinavia or Poland as their Urheimat. As has been said before, there are scholars,
for example H. Wolfram and W. Pohl, who have connected the occurrence of place-
names with the ethnic development of specific people. However, there are serious
problems with such an approach, not least because the only source on which this is
based, Jordanes, is certainly very difficult to use, but also for the way in which this
approach was later used in politics, mainly in twentieth century nationalistic
propaganda.®* Although the ancient sources had never put the Goths in the same
league as the Germanic groups (for the ancient sources, the Goths were far more a
successor of the Scythians), it was the exploitation or rather invention of a Germanic

past in the nineteenth century that linked the Goths with the Germans.®® Especially

% Mainly Kulikowski (2002), Gillett (2002), Bowlus (2002), 244-6. See also Elton (1996 b), 32-41.
Heather (2008).

% To regard the Goths as another part of the German peoples and to give them as their Urheimat
Poland and the Nordic countries was to prove fatal in recent history: the idea of regaining these places
of Urheimat in order to expand German territory under the politically inspired propaganda concept of
Nazi-Lebensraum was part of a policy which led to the Second World War and the Holocaust.

% | deeply reject the concepts of ethnogenetic processes of ‘ethnic/racial purity of the German race’ or
its alleged Scandinavian origins German historians such as O. Hofler propagated in the 1930s on the
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the Getica by Jordanes became the source on which the pre-Roman past of the Goths
has often been placed; in Kulikowski’s words it was the basis from which a non-
Roman past was invented for these peoples as their history before their contact with
Rome would have been very blurred. Besides, in his opinion, although the
ethnogenesis debate managed to question the tribal identity of barbarian groups,
when it is applied to the Goths it did not do away with the idea of an ethnic memory
held by a small group of nobles.®

The idea of the Traditionstrager as a small band of people sharing the same ethnic
memory poses in my opinion serious problems. | do accept that various Gothic
groups came to share some common aims — which could be called a Traditionskern-
which were most likely militarily inspired and would have served to link them
together, especially when they became noticeable within the Roman sphere and
started to press the empire for the realisation and acceptance of their own
political/military aims. Such aims could have been a reason why different groups
acted together in the first place — albeit in many cases on a temporary basis only;
such links could have been formed already before a group came within the radar of
Roman interest. Equally these links could have developed out of their exposure to
imperial interference as a way to counteract the enormous military pressure of the
empire, or gradually developed out of group dynamics. Hence, such shared interests
were not a Traditionskern composed by a selected few of common ethnic origin, but
could be shared by many groups; indeed such links were not necessarily ethnically or
socially defined at all but were far likelier inspired by mercenary/military aspects and

only later by political aims. Liebeschuetz argues that the exceptional military success

basis of a politically-inspired nationalistic ideology; some aspects of such interpretations were partly
retained by R. Wenskus, see W. Pohl (2002) and Murray (2002), 55-7. Pohl (2005), 17-8. Kulikowski
(2007), 14-5, 43-9. For comparison of the ‘use’ of the Franks in shaping/creating French and/or Gallic
identity, see James (1988), 235-43.

% Kulikowski (2007), 49, 53, 54-6 for problems Jordanes’ Getica and its use poses; also Christensen
(2002), especially 84-124, 318-43.
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of Alaric’s group, which had started as a band of mercenaries, attracted other people
from outside and turned them into a nation: this group shared original Gothic aspects
such as language and religion but was essentially a new people.®” Liebeschuetz is
surely correct that the mercenary aspect as the starting point for his group makes
sense especially when considering Alaric’s aims in the various negotiations with the
empire: throughout the main points remained supplies and a military title as a reward
for Alaric. Land for settlement did feature but the long time it took from the 370s to
418 AD to reach its conclusion questions the immediate urgency of such a request,
especially when the empire was by no means unfamiliar with the concept of settling
barbarian groups on imperial soil. Only when this multi-ethnic warrior band gained
success over a prolonged time, the question of a permanent settlement became more
important because by then this mercenary band had started to transform itself into a
people, including women and children, by absorbing other people from outside into
the group.®® Thus any common aims such groups shared were subject to change over
the years as well as being frequently redefined by those who supported these aims;
furthermore, the extent to which the adaption to and adoption of cultural elements
from outside happened was also an individual process, although it was partly
influenced by the group of which the individual was part.*® This can perhaps be seen
in the continuous quarrels between various leaders over a plan of action in regard to

their military support for the empire. That brings us to the question of the Heerkonig.

%7 Liebeschuetz (1992), 75.
%8 Liebeschuetz (1992), 80; (2001), 366.
% Theuws & Hiddink (1996), 69-70.
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b) The Heerkdnig

The nature of leadership among the Gothic groups is open to debate although it is
clear that it changed from multiple leaders to the acceptance of a single leader
(although this is intrinsically linked with the development of the Goths as one
people). Judging from the frequently appearing feuds for political/military
leadership, the concept of a sole leader or king, not to speak of a united political
programme was not automatically accepted by the people forming these various
Gothic groups. There is no evidence precisely which qualities this leader had to
encompass as even obvious aspects such as a large entourage and military prowess
do not explain the fact that even leaders who fulfilled such prerequisites lost their bid
for power.”® A group like the one Alaric was leading certainly had a strong military
aspect: the constant payments of supplies by the empire, as well as Alaric’s frequent
demands of a military command appear very much like a mercenary unit being paid
for their services. If one takes Alaric as a leader, he was certainly a leader of a
military-based group, thus the Heerkdnig does make sense in terms of a military
leader as the leader of a Heer or an army.”* However, the term Kénig does pose
problems. Normally the title Konig, king, refers to one leader of a people, or even to
the head of a state in the sense of a monarch. It is true that the Gothic groups
accepted the idea of a king, but these were rather leaders of small groups with their
own retinue but not one overall leader over all Gothic groups in one united political

system; when this term is for example applied to Alaric the same pattern emerges as

"0 Kulikowski (2002), 79. Elton (1996 b), 32-7. See also Maier (2005), 69-120 for the subsequent
development of the royal office.

" pohl (2000), 67-8. On the concept of the reiks or rex, and iudex as leaders of military subdivisions
within larger groups of people, see Diaz (1999), 323-4. Heather (1996). Ammianus states the
Greuthungi were led by a king whereas the Tervingi in contrast by a chief/leader, A.M. 25.5; 31.3,
although Zosimus talked of a royal clan and regarded Athanaric as the head of this clan, Zosimus,
V.25, 34.
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he was the leader of his group, even regarded as king by his own people, but he was
not a king in the sense of a ruler over a nation with its own state. Also the idea of the
Heerkonig as the descendant of a noble lineage, fostered by myths of divine ancestry,
destined to rule, is surely very problematic, especially when applied to Alaric’s or
Athaulf’s position; they might have come from a noble family but there is no
information if they ever supported a divine descent of their families. This of course
does not rule out that subsequent kings would have invented a divine ancestry for
themselves, which encompassed earlier rulers, in order to manifest and/or justify
their own power.

Hence the most likely candidates for leadership were those who had a strong military
power and were able to unite most of the various political, military and mercenary
aims of their group; thus a royal dynasty with its implications of direct succession
might have been far too rigid a system to respond to these requirements. Although
Gothic society accepted the concept of a sole leader or king, it does not automatically
follow that Alaric and Athaulf were the descendants of a long line of undisputed
autocrats; besides Athaulf’s successor Wallia was not part of the same family at all
but was, at least according to Orosius, elected because of his political programme,
which differed from Athaulf’s aims.”® Indeed the position of a sole leader was
frequently challenged because he had to present but also to create as well as maintain
aims that would appeal to the majority of his followers and would keep them as his
entourage.” The idea of a divine descent and mythological ancestry was thus surely

only a secondary point: it was applied once such a leader had established himself and

"2 Orosius, V11.43; see also Part 11.3.

73 On the question if titles or rulers carried any ethnological meaning, see Gillett (2002), 89, 105, 108-
15, 120-1: from his studies it is clear that titles such as rex Francorum or rex Gothorum do appear
very sparsely and usually the title only without any ethnic prefix is the common standard found on
coinage or public inscriptions (the usual medium to convey imperial ideology and thus later adopted
by the post-Roman rulers). He concludes that “...coins and inscriptions [are] devoid of ethnic
messages’ and if employed reflected more on the internal politically fragmented structures of
kingdoms like the Franks or the Lombards where ethnicity could serve as a unifying element; judging
from public propaganda material ethnicity as a political programme was not evident.
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needed such a divine ancestry to give himself and his rule even more legitimacy, a
concept that undoubtedly became far more important once the mercenary, temporary
aspect of such group-formations had been replaced by a more permanent concept of
a settlement, leading to the eventual development of a nation. Heather proposed that
Alaric was a nobleman who became king and led a mass revolt of Gothic settlers
(settled under the 382 AD treaty).”* There is a lot to be said for this approach — but
Alaric’s early appearance was undoubtedly as a leader of a mercenary band who
subsequently became king. That is not to say that Alaric was just a commander of a
military contingent consisting entirely of male warriors, but rather that his rise to
power derived from his military leadership and his followers who served as
mercenaries within the Roman army. There were numerous candidates for
leadership, each with their own military programme, who were at times supported
but until Alaric never achieved a universally accepted role as overall leader. That
however did not mean that the group as such ceased to exist but rather that it came to
support someone else whose aims corresponded more with the political and military
ideas of the majority or split up as was the case with Athanaric’s followers. Whether
Alaric was from the beginning widely supported by all Gothic groups as their leader
or only became the overall Gothic leader because Rome regarded him as such and
other Gothic groups subsequently joined him because he had proven himself to be
the most prolific and successful, is very difficult to answer. However, he was
certainly regarded as the leader and/or king by his own group of followers and
managed to establish a line of succession when his brother-in-law Athaulf succeeded
him; besides the establishment of a close family-member as the heir and successor of
a leader is a strong indicator for a monarchical system. Furthermore, from Alaric

onwards, the concept of one Gothic leader became an established idea. That does not

" Heather (1996), 172.
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mean that this leader was therefore automatically without fierce competition from
equally able and established men — far from it as internal feuds for power continued

to feature, but the leadership of one man was no longer questioned in its theory.
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c¢) The Traditionstrager

The idea of the Traditionstrager creates problems when applied to the concept of
ethnic self-definition of the Goths: we do not know how the peoples whom the
Romans described as Goths would have described themselves nor is there a definite
concept how the followers of Alaric or Athaulf were ethnically defining themselves.
Liebeschuetz has brought another element into the ethnogenesis-debate by arguing in
favour of a strong military aspect of the formation of barbarian groups. When this is
applied to the Goths, he argues that Alaric’s followers already as a mercenary band
undoubtedly had a concept of ethnic unity and regarded themselves as Goths, a
concept which was carefully cultivated among them — a definition with which 1
principally agree.” If the concept of the Traditionstrager is applied to this, then
undoubtedly the Traditionstrager can only be seen as the people who shared this
concept of ethnic unity. However, the idea of the Traditionstrager as a limited or
fixed number of people should be rejected, as well as the notion to regard this
concept of shared ethnicity as an exclusive idea, which was only accessible to a
selected group. Indeed judging from the fluctuating size of such groups, concepts and
definitions of ethnic belonging must have been flexible enough to absorb people
from outside and to allow them to become permanent members of the group.”® This
meant that various people with different ideas of what identity, political and military
aims meant for them joined together and therefore would have added these
definitions to the already existing concepts; | agree with Heather that it was the bulk
of the population which carried and in my opinion created the definition of ethnic

identity and it was not restricted to a small elite ruling group as the idea of the

7> Liebeschuetz (1992), 81-2.

"® Heather (1996), 88 does accept the approach of the Traditionskern-model in its broad sense but
rejects it when it is applied to the fourth century Gothic kingdoms as he regards it as too narrow in its
idea of noble groups.



878

879

880

881

882

883

884

885

886

887

888

889

890

891

892

893

894

895

896

897

898

899

900

48

Traditionstrager implies.”” Against the idea of an entirely ethnic-based bond stands
the absorption of various other people into the groups. Had it been strictly based on
ethnicity, these groups would not have accepted people from outside on a prolonged
basis. Unless outsiders could adopt the ethnic identity of the group they had joined,
for example through intermarriage, most likely the numbers of the original group
would have grown smaller over the years. Zosimus mentions slaves and other
outcasts of Roman society as the majority of the people joining Alaric’s group, and
there is no evidence that Alaric’s group continued to regard them as such; it is far
more likely that these people were in fact incorporated into the group and must have
been allowed to join the fighting ranks in order to provide Alaric with a fairly
constant number of soldiers.”® Their desire to flee their own social background and
join Alaric in order to gain a better living would make the absorption of them into his
group a prerequisite for their joining — otherwise their deserting their own society
would make little sense. This leads to the conclusion that any previous social
position or their ethnic background was of little if any importance (further supporting
the thesis that Alaric’s group started far more as a band of mercenaries than a people
or even a nation, as ethnic or social background played a very small part in recruiting
mercenaries), although there is no information whether they received the same rights
and social position as the men who had followed Alaric in the first place; whatever
the social structure of such a group was, it was certainly a multi-ethnic community.
The aspects which eventually create a new identity are usually taken from various
cultural backgrounds and are flexible enough to offer a sense of belonging to a

group; thus elements from the culture surrounding this group are adopted, although

"7 See also Heather (1996), 6-7, 84, 88, 301-3.
78 Zosimus, V.42.
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they are partly subject to individual choice and interpretation, and mixed with
already existing concepts of social and cultural understanding.”

Heather for example talks of hierarchical differences in such groups (a small group
of a social elite, as well as groups of freed and slaves), which led to a social
separation among them, so people joining from outside could easily have been
absorbed into Gothic society but would only have achieved a subordinate position
within. Furthermore, in his opinion, there was a core-group, which was set apart
from the rest of the followers by its elite status, which in turn exclusively defined
‘Gothicness’. However this approach is perhaps following too closely the concept of
the Traditionstrager as a social elite; also his distinction between social elite, freed
and slaves is perhaps too much pointing towards medieval structures as a system to
be applied to the fourth century, especially when he himself admits that such
distinctions only appeared from the sixth century onwards.® | view this concept as
having serious faults, especially as it is too final in its approach for a society which
was still in the making; thus groups like Alaric’s had to be flexible enough to
accommodate other, non-Gothic people from outside within Gothic society and to
allow the granting of equal social position (and subsequently political influence)
within the group. If the mercenary aspect of a group like Alaric’s is correct, then, as
said above, people from outside could indeed have joined the fighting ranks and as
those formed the very basis for these groups, these people could have won political
influence over the years, even more so if they had broken with their previous social
background. Thus, the Traditionstrager were not so much a small social elite but
rather the group as a whole. The fact that the Gothic groups were very often joined
by other peoples, such as Alanic or Hunnic contingents, indeed suggests a certain

degree of ethnic permeability; although such alliances were often on a temporary

® Theuws & Hiddink (1996), 69-70.
8 Heather (1996), 90-3, 169, 176, 301-3.
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basis only and did not automatically guarantee complete political/military loyalty
between these groups, ethnic definitions seem to have been flexible enough as some
of their members might have joined the Gothic groups for good.®* P. Amory’s
argument however (which has been criticised by M. Kulikowski) that identity could
even be a mere ideology as was later the case in the Ostrogothic kingdom, is rather
too evasive to be applied to Alaric’s Goths.?? It would have been extremely difficult
to retain enough followers to fight the Roman armies on the basis of a mere
ideological concept of community — especially when the said community was
spending a long time wandering through the Mediterranean whereas the Ostrogoths
in contrast had established themselves as a kingdom in Italy. The idea of identity as
an ideological concept might partly explain a reason for the fluctuation in numbers of
followers, as people would have had no real concept of feeling any attachment to the
group they had joined; yet it fails to explain how enough people could build a stable
community to develop into a politically cohesive unit. In my opinion, the making of
groups like Alaric’s needed a stronger dynamic than pure ideology to keep them
together, especially when the concept of leadership was not fully established;
however | do accept the concept of abstract ideology as a factor, a Traditionskern,
once a group had established itself. M. Kulikowski has recently argued even that the
Goths themselves did not have any kind of self-identity before the third century but
were in fact the product of the Roman frontier-systems; furthermore, it was the
Roman perception of the Goths which in turn created an understanding of Gothic
identity among them.®® It is true that later the Goths as a people were the product of

their dealings with the empire as only then they started to form a political unity, and

81 paulinus of Pella, Euch. 379-85.

8 pohl (2002), 225. Gillett (2002), 86-7: states that the concept of ethnicity as an ideology similar to
other state-ideologies such as Christianity is far less obvious although ethnic identities did play a role
in the formation of Rome’s successor states if only for the fact that these were labelled by their ethnic
identity.

8 Kulikowski (2007), 55, 67-70.
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that the Goths mentioned in the Roman sources not only included ‘Gothic’ people
but also members from various other people, including parts of the Roman
population, too; all these came to form gradually a multi-ethnic community from
which the Goths as a political nation under Alaric and his successors were to emerge.
Kulikowski rejects this idea of a poly-ethnic community because in his opinion, as
the Goths did not ‘come’ from somewhere but were rather a Roman invention, they
could not start to head a poly-ethnic community.®* Although this approach can be
accepted insofar as the idea of a migration myth based on Jordanes’ Getica or of the
Goths suddenly coming from outside the empire into imperial territory as one
people/nation is to be rejected, Kulikowski’s argument is surely incomplete as the
question of a possible Gothic migration has very little to do with the Goths being part
of a poly-ethnic community. In fact | would like to regard the term of a poly-ethnic
community as being applied to the Goths in terms of their ability to absorb other
people, which did not share aspects of Gothic identity, into their own groups. This is
not to deny the immense influence Rome had on the people beyond its frontiers. The
prolonged Roman interference in the political/military and subsequently social
organisation of foreign peoples across imperial borders, and Rome’s active
arrangement of political units among these people, undoubtedly had a profound
influence on the ethnic understanding and organisation of the various groups
concerned.®® However, interference in such matters does not automatically mean the
creation of them in the first place: in fact, to interfere in the socio-political fabric of
peoples across imperial borders implies that there was already a profound
organisation of concepts of socio-political identification existing and that precisely
such concepts were considered important enough for imperial interests to allow and

justify Roman interference. Kulikowski’s argument thus fails to take into account

8 Kulikowski (2007), 98-99.
8 Carroll (2001), 145, 147.
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that despite the discouragement from the Roman side, peoples from various
backgrounds were able to form a coherent group under Alaric, which must have
developed its own identity — even if, as said previously, this identity was created in
the beginning out of numerous, different and individual concepts. Kulikowski’s
argument also cannot explain the fact that Alaric, as well as leaders before him, was
consistently opposing the Roman authorities in search of imperial acceptance of his
group, which implies that his followers had perceptions of an identity different
enough from that of the Romans to insist on preserving it by remaining separate from
the empire. Furthermore, Kulikowski’s point regards peoples outside imperial
borders as having no identity and existence in their own right apart from what Rome
was willing to give them. Such a point makes one wonder if Kulikowski has
followed Roman ideas of regarding those outside imperial territory as people who,
without Roman interference to turn them into civilised beings, were simply
barbarians. Heather’s argument that it was the threat of Roman power which forced
various Gothic groups to cooperate, which otherwise would not have done so as their
differences over leadership were normally too big to overcome, is to me much closer
to the point than Kulikowski’s idea.®

However, it is important to stress that there is a fine line between the empire creating
such groups in the first place, and these groups establishing more coherent concepts
of their ethnic and political understanding in the face of Roman interference. Ethnic
identity does not necessarily need a firm political establishment for self-definition;
even as the early history of the Gothic peoples presumably lacked a coherent
political programme, there were other devices, mainly in the religious sphere, which
served to focus questions of ethnic definitions.®” Even if one rejects the idea of large-

scale migrations of the Goths, or the link between archaeologically defined cultures

% Heather (1996), 177.
8 Heather (1996), 303 refers to cult-leagues also as a vehicle for political identity.
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and socio-political groups, the need to have other, non-political, vehicles to convey
aspects of ethnic identification becomes even more important. Thus, Rome as the
possible creator of political identification among the Gothic groups was not
automatically needed to serve also as the creator of their ethnic identification. Based
on archaeological records, Elton also argued that barbarian society was far more
uniform than some scholars have argued, and that there was little difference between
various groups regarding their material culture or their socio-political understanding;
there were some local/regional differences in customs but even these do no amount
to profound distinctions between barbarian groups. Furthermore, for him the relative
ease with which different barbarian groups assimilated with each other or indeed
absorbed outsiders is itself a proof of the lack of any profound differences between
these barbarian groups. Elton accepts that there would have been differences, albeit
subtle ones, and that contemporaries were presumably aware of them, but any such
notions are lost today.®® He surely has a point that almost all of the contemporary
understanding of the occurrence and meanings of such differences are lost to us, and
that archaeological data should be used with caution when making allusions to socio-
political and/or ethnical analyses of the people in question. However, socio-political
concepts or aspects of ethnic identity might not have been necessarily expressed in
material culture only, to the exclusion of every other way of conveying such
messages to outsiders; hence a lack of evidence for profound differences between
various barbarian people within the archaeological records does not automatically
mean an absence of such concepts. Indeed he accepts the notion that the relatively
stereotypical uniformity of describing barbarians and their actions in contemporary
sources was a result of literary aspects and was perhaps not a true reflexion of reality.

Again, if one is prepared to accept that contemporary literature should not be taken at

% Elton (1996 b), 15-9, 41.
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face value in terms of providing accurate ethnographical descriptions of barbarian
people, one should also be prepared to accept archaeological records as part of a
wider picture but not as a decisive answer for the ethnic understanding barbarian

people had of themselves.
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d) The concept of ethnic self-definition

There is of course the question what happened to the concepts of ethnic self-
definition as barbarian groups merged together or accepted members from outside
which were not necessarily barbarian in their background (as was the case with
people joining Alaric’s group).!® Similar problems were posed by entry into the
empire as the imperial authorities normally did not allow the existence of total ethnic
independence in the sense of representing political independence of barbarian
groups; it is open to debate how the individual defined his ethnicity once he was
living within Roman territory — if he regarded himself as Roman or still as belonging
to the ethnic group of his own people. It seems that this largely depended on the
actual process of joining the empire, whether it had been voluntarily or involuntarily:
there are enough examples of barbarians who joined the Roman army and totally
assimilated with Roman culture, which would lead to the conclusion that they
regarded themselves more as Roman and lost their identification with their own
ethnic origins; there is the example of the usurper Silvanus who had to flee from
imperial officials but could not return to his own people because they would Kkill him
t00.” However there are also counter examples like Alaric: he had been in Roman
service for a number of years, and although he frequently demanded a Roman
military rank for himself, he nevertheless retained his own ethnic identity as a Goth.

Another obvious form of creating and preserving ethnic identity is religion; yet
before the adoption of Arianism by the Goths in the 370s AD and Ulfila’s translation
of the bible into Gothic, it is impossible to state in which way religious practices
shaped or created concepts of ethnic self-definition among the Gothic peoples— apart

from the assumption that religion played an influential role in the creation and

® See also Part 11.1b.
% A M., 15.5.
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formation of ethnicity among the Gothic peoples. The passion of St Saba, the story of
a Gothic Christian martyr in the fourth century, for example, indicates that belonging
either to Christianity or pagan Gothic religion had served as a decisive factor in
establishing Gothic identity and/or support for Gothic politics. Again, archaeological
evidence (for example burial practices) can help in identifying certain patterns but
that does not mean that these patterns and their meanings can be automatically
interpreted. Heather has argued in favour of certain cult-leagues which in turn
created political bonds, but that does not help to identify any specific pre-Arian
religious patterns and their influence on the understanding or identification of ethnic
concepts among the Gothic groups. Arianism itself was not a Gothic invention; it had
been a specific form of Christian belief but was later rejected at the council of Nicaea
in 325 AD and declared to be a heretical doctrine; in terms of serving as a specific
ethnic distinction, however, it only worked as a deliberate factor of distinction when
the Goths were directly compared with their orthodox Roman neighbours and when
they insisted on continuing to practise this form of Christianity whereas the rest of
the empire had become orthodox.*® That this insistence might have become a serious
hindrance for long-term political success (when compared with the Franks who
immediately adopted orthodox Christianity) is another matter.*?

Not only religious practice but also social customs can serve as an indicator of ethnic
concepts. Another form of socio-ethnic distinction can be observed in legal matters:
some Visigothic laws and customs such as forbidding intermarriage between
Visigoths and Romans have been interpreted as a Gothic attempt to preserve their
ethnic distinction from too much Roman interference. However, all Visigothic law-
codes demonstrate substantial influence of Roman law and were most likely

applicable to the entire population. Indeed the mentioning of pure Gothic laws and

%! Heather (1996), 302-3, 313-6.
%2 See also Part V.2.
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customs is so infrequent that it not only points towards the application of the laws to
the entire population in general without making ethnic distinctions but it is also very
difficult to establish who actually constituted a Goth. Even the ban on intermarriage
was perhaps far less compulsory than previously thought, and once the Visigoths had
adopted Catholic orthodoxy there were hardly any distinctions between Visigoths
and Romans left. Yet despite so much integration some aspects of Visigothic culture
remained distinctly Gothic: only a Goth could become king, his title was that of King
of the Goths, treason was committed against the Gothic people and all the king’s
advisers, the seniores Gothorum as well as large numbers of the clergy carried
Gothic names.®® Whether that implies that all these people were ethnically of Gothic
origin or if Gothic names could also be adopted by people of different ethnic
backgrounds is open to question: judging from the evidence from the Frankish
kingdom, the latter was undoubtedly a feasible possibility.** A shared language is
also an indicator of a shared identity, but barbarian dialects were often too
compatible with each other to offer any real factor of distinction; equally dress,
weaponry and jewellery can serve as indicators of concepts of identity and ethnic
origin, but again there is either not enough tangible evidence or it involves the
complex and difficult aspect of using archaeological material in the ethnogenesis-
debate.” The same process is more difficult to assess, though, when it comes to
submergence into another barbarian group, as it could be a temporary measure like a
political alliance and was not automatically linked with the loss of ethnic identity.

The preservation of ethnic identity could theoretically be enforced by a voluntary and

% Heather (1996), 284.

% Liebeschuetz (2001), 355, 357-61.

% See Gillett (2002), 120: any Roman usage of ethnologically defined titles for barbarian rulers is
merely for reasons of labelling and would have had very little, if anything to do with barbarian self-
identification. There are equal problems for the application of Wenskus’ ethnogenesis model to
explore the origins of the Franks, see Murray (2002), 63-7. Heather (1996), 84.
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deliberate upkeep of the community and its ethnic concept, for example by marriage
laws which banned marriages with other ethnic groups, religious practices or a
deliberate separation of settlements.

The other side of this process, though, is the involuntary process of a group being
absorbed by force into a different ethnic, political and/or military system (be that the
Roman empire or another barbarian group), but even that did not necessarily result in
a total loss of ethnic identity. For example, various different peoples like Goths,
Suebes and others became subject to Hunnic dominion but re-emerged after the
collapse of the Hunnic empire in much the same way as before; this indicates that
despite having been forced to give up their political/military independence, their
ethnic identity had been left untouched and was therefore not connected with their
political or military power.”® That process would therefore imply that military
dominant groups considered political power as separate from ethnic definitions.
Much of this, though, involved the relationship between barbarian groups where the
predominant factor was more the question of political hegemony over certain groups
than the preservation of ethnic identity; to change identity would have meant a
deliberate re-organisation of social strata which in turn would have asked for a far
stricter social as well as military control than was the case among barbarian peoples.
To come back to the example of the Hunnic empire - the Huns cared more for their
supreme military dominance and were little concerned with the ethnic identity of the
peoples under their control, at least as long as this ethnic identity did not threaten
Hunnic supremacy. Nevertheless, the absorption of a people into another did have
some effect on the conquered group’s social and political structures: only a certain
amount of adaptation to the structures of the dominant group could ensure a

continuation and moreover a certain degree of preservation of former social, political

% Heather (1996), 91; (1998), 99-101.
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and military structures as well as the ethnic identity of the conquered group;
precisely this preservation of former structures was important if the group wanted to
continue as an independent unit after the defeat of the former dominant group. In
fact, the process of adaptation could go so far that even groups with a strong sense of
ethnic identity could be separated into splinter groups, or even dissolved by being
totally absorbed into the structures of the dominant group. It is important to bear in
mind that social absorption, group identity and social adaption largely depended on
the actual peoples involved and were by no means a standardised pattern that applied
to all barbarian peoples.®” In the case of Alaric’s group, it seems to have managed to
absorb other people from outside who were willing to adopt Gothic concepts of
identity as all the ancient sources call Alaric’s group Gothic; this leads to the
conclusion that either the ethnic identities of the people joining them were not taken
into account (which would then question the extent to which they were actually
incorporated into Alaric’s group) or they were willing to adopt Gothic identity.
Furthermore, Athaulf’s group equally absorbed people from outside and these
included, as had been the case with Alaric’s followers, people who seem to have
adopted aspects of Gothic lifestyle or ‘Gothicness’ or belonged already to other
Gothic units.®® However, what precisely symbolised this ‘Gothicness’ is very
difficult to assess and even could have been subject to change over the years. Of
course the approach of linking ethnic units to specific archaeological patterns would
explain such symbols by the presence or absence of weapons, jewellery, personal
items such as combs, especially in the context of specific burial customs; besides,
this method is by no means decisive and there could have been patterns or customs

which were either not expressed in terms of material culture, and thus are not evident

%" Heather (1998), 103-9: for example the treatment of the Sciri by the Eastern government, or the fate
of the Heruli where Hunnic dominion seems to have changed their tribal structures in such a way that
their future and survival as a homogenous group was severely affected.

% Heather (1996), 176.
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in archaeological records, or modern historians are not able to read these
archaeological records and the entirety of existing symbols and their precise
meaning. That is not to say that archaeological records are completely unable to
serve the purpose of identifying social customs and to derive ethnic symbolism from
that, but they do not serve as the one and only method of doing so, although it has to
be admitted that in the absence of written records from the Gothic side, other means
to identify and to analyse ethnic symbols are very difficult or altogether impossible
to find. Equally the question who was deciding on such matters, indeed if anyone had
in fact any direct influence on the process of ethnic symbolism, is open to question;
Heather, following his concept of an elite group as the Traditionstrager, argues that
it was possible that there was some royal influence on such symbolism as the award
of specific items such as jewellery as a royal gift would have created a specific social

position for the person receiving these gifts.*

So what is to be made of the peoples around Alaric? Can we call them Goths after
all, and if so, when did they become the Goths? Earlier | proposed to describe them
as Goths although in doing so one always has to be aware that they originally
consisted of different groups with their own names, presumably with some shared
but also some individual social customs and maybe in some cases also a different
ethnic aspect; these various groups formed a polyethnic community of Gothic and
other barbarian peoples such as the alliances with Alans or Huns, which could
cooperate at times, especially when confronted with severe military pressure. Only
under Alaric and then under Athaulf did some of these Gothic groups start to
cooperate together on a prolonged basis and absorbed people from outside which

eventually led to the formation of a political unit or nation; this process is the main

% Heather (1996), 309-21.
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concern of the following chapter. It will look at the changing nature of Gothic
leadership until the establishment of Alaric. Alaric and his successor Athaulf
inherited a truly complex political relationship with Rome and many of their actions
were largely influenced or dictated by this. It was in the context of this constant
relationship with the imperial authorities that contemporary sources began to talk

about the Goths as a major, solid counterpart to the empire.
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Part 11. Goths and Romans

‘He [Athaulf] at first was eager to blot out the Roman name and to make the entire
Roman empire that of the Goths alone, and to call it and to make it Gothia instead of
Romania, and that he become what Caesar Augustus had once been...When he
discovered from long experience that the Goths by reason of their unbridled
barbarism could not by any means obey laws...he chose to seek for himself the glory
of completely restoring and increasing the Roman name by the forces of the Goths,
and to be held by posterity as the author of the restoration of Rome, since he had
been unable to be its transformer.™

Orosius’ comment about Athaulf’s alleged political revelation is in many ways
remarkable and there are a number of possibilities of interpreting it. One is the
ecclesiastical aspect of Orosius’ writings as he used it most likely as part of a
religiously influenced statement: already in his description of Gothic actions during
the sack of Rome, Alaric’s troops had demonstrated an avoidance of violence and
plunder of the holy places®. To present Athaulf and his Goths as peace-seeking
people under a leader striving to restore imperial prosperity undoubtedly fitted into
this picture, although it might have had very little to do with Athaulf’s actual
political/military programme or his overall opinion about the Roman state. However,
there is perhaps more to this statement, and there could have been aspects of
Athaulf’s political/military actions that could have made Orosius’ comment more

than being inspired by religious apologetics alone. It presents the Gothic leader as a

! Orosius, VI11.43.

2 Orosius, VII. 39. See also Sivan (2003), 110: she argues that Orosius might have presented Alaric’s
apparent respect for the holy places as part of a pro-Anician propaganda which aimed to minimise
attempts of accusing the Anicii of cooperation with the Goths. However, her argument that the Gothic
procession with the holy vessels to the church St Peter presented an attempt to create a new form of
Gothic royalty (p.120) has to be treated with precaution as it relies slightly too much on taking
Orosius’ account as a real representation of actual events. In the light of Orosius’ intentions of using
the Goths as a religious vehicle, Sivan’s argument is perhaps somewhat one-sided.
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man who had recognised and accepted the ultimate superiority of Roman culture,
which inspired him to save it by providing it with the military strength it lacked; it
also demonstrated a fundamental understanding of what Rome stood for, and a
willingness not only to assimilate with it but to forgo his own political aims as
Gothic leader.

The aim of the following chapter is to investigate how far such a comment could
have become a real political programme of Athaulf and his Gothic followers,
whether it was more a theoretical and abstract approach which had little if anything
to do with the political reality of both Goths and Romans, or whether it was the mere
expression of wishful Roman ideology. In the previous chapter we have seen how
complex it is to find an answer to the question of Gothic identity; a large part of this
complex process was directly interlinked with imperial politics, and it was this
relationship between the two that shaped the people around Alaric and his successor
Athaulf. The aim is to see how far Alaric and Athaulf and their followers were able
and willing to assimilate with the Roman empire, how far they retained their own
identity and separation from imperial influences, and to what extent such processes
altered their political and social organisation. This would then enable us to see how
far a comment such as Orosius’ was in fact possible at all. Even if Athaulf never
thought in such a way, the various Gothic groups underwent substantial changes
from their first contact with the Roman empire to their final settlement in Aquitaine.
It had been Alaric who had started this process of change, and it was his diplomatic
and military dealings with the empire which led not only to a socio-political
transformation of the Gothic groups but also a gradual alteration of the Roman view
of them. Yet Alaric’s own position within Gothic society was the result of a
development of the concept of leadership and ultimately how Gothic groups

cooperated with each other. The prolonged contact with the empire and the various
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treaties had created tensions about the nature of leadership and about their formation
as a people; the constant latent warfare with the empire had shown that their previous
fragmentation into different groups with their own socio-political concepts was to
become a real danger for a guaranteed survival of their individual groups. There were
several leaders who attempted to avert the danger by trying to achieve overall power
and thus to create a unified Gothic front against imperial power and interference. The
acceptance of a common leader like Alaric not only altered their social structures but
also helped to deal more effectively with the empire, thus enabling the majority of
the Gothic groups to withstand imperial attempts to conquer them; however, it is
extremely difficult to find out if all Gothic groups in fact supported Alaric and
became part of his followers or if they lost their own fight against the empire and
were submerged into the imperial machinery dealing with conquered barbarians
(certainly for the Roman sources, Alaric became the Gothic leader of the Goths,
which left little room in contemporary writings for other, less important groups).
Orosius’ comment implied that there had been previous attempts by the Gothic
groups to overrun the empire and to replace it with a Gothic nation: to ‘become
Caesar Augustus’ was a direct challenge by Athaulf to Honorius® position as
emperor, although Gothic military power was in fact never sufficient enough to
justify it as a serious claim. It is this changing nature of Gothic leadership one ought

to examine first as it formed part of Athaulf’s military and political heritage.’

3 For a overview of imperial politics and military manoeuvres in the empire, see for example Elton
(1996 b), 1-13. Brown (1971), 22-34,115-50. Kulikowksi (2007).
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1. Questions of leadership among the Goths

For the Gothic groups involved in the treaty of 382, this had marked a change in their
internal power structures. The ancient sources offer very little information about the
exact conditions of the treaty: Synesius talked of land given to the Gothic groups,
Themistius used the phrase of them having turned their swords into ploughshares and
having turned to live in Thrace, something which is echoed by Pacatus, who
described them as farmers*. However, such language is fairly common and does not
state whether or not the Gothic groups did indeed receive land for settlement or had
asked for land; there was also no information on the obligations of the treaty in terms
of taxation and/or the provision of military recruits for the Roman army, but we do
know that the treaty failed to recognise any overall Gothic leader.

For a long time the political conduct of the various Gothic groups against Rome had
been dominated by different opinions of various leaders with their own groups of
followers who were often more or less equally powerful; internal controversies and
the tendency to split into multiple subgroups as a result was a common occurrence.
Gothic politics against the empire were to a large extent seesawing between
uncompromising warfare and solidarity with the empire as being in active military
and/or political service. Even such grand military successes as Adrianople could not
disguise the fact that this fragmentation, indeed the very structure of how these
groups operated, posed a serious threat to their withstanding the empire for a long
time; only negotiation to find a modus vivendi with the empire was a way to prevent
the long term loss of manpower and their own identity. Effectively a different type of
warfare was needed as the imperial government and army was in no way structured

like fellow barbarian groups when a simple decisive battle or personal combat

* Synesius, de reg. 21. Themistius, Or. 16. Pacatus, Pan.!1.22.
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between two leaders was enough to decide the political supremacy between the two.
Successful diplomatic dealings with the empire required the continuous existence of
a politically united line accepted by the majority of the people, but precisely the
nature of these various peoples made that very difficult. Even Athaulf was later
facing the delicate task of balancing the various leaders of subgroups and allies with
his own political aims and eventually became a victim of it. Furthermore, as the
events immediately before the battle of Adrianople had demonstrated, mutual distrust
between Rome and the various leaders of the Gothic and other contingents was deep,
and frequent open warfare had given both sides more than ample opportunity to
distrust the other side. Before Alaric the various Gothic groups existed most likely
independently of each other — even when they temporarily formed larger groups,
which operated together; yet even such co-operations could not deflect from the
problem that each of these groups had very much their own agenda. Alaric was the
first one who would manage to unite a large group of followers under one political
system and furthermore managed to pass this on as a military and political legacy to
his successor Athaulf. From the imperial point of view this served Rome’s concept of
divide et impera as a united Gothic front could prove to be extremely difficult to
counteract (for example the later barbarian ‘superpowers’ like the Vandals were
impossible to stop); the failure of the treaty of 382 to recognise an overall leader,
which had been a point of discussion between Fritigern and Valens, was perhaps part
of this imperial agenda.” However, the problem of fragmentation was perhaps also to
blame for this — although imperial propaganda had styled Athanaric as the overall
Gothic king, this claim better suited court politics than it had anything to do with the
realities of Gothic leadership, as there was most likely no candidate who would have

been widely accepted as such. The claim to power rested to a large extent on the

® Themistius, Or. 16
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military capacity and the ability to attract and lead a large number of followers who
had to be kept in alliance through the distribution of booty; if this military supremacy
failed, as was the case with Athanaric, the unsuccessful leader was replaced by
another, which in some cases meant that the people which had lost their leader lost
their own individual position too and were absorbed into the new group of the new

leader.®

® Geary (2001), 111-3. Whether absorbing into a different group also meant the loss of the individual
ethnic identity of the group is very difficult to assess as it depended on the nature of this process and
on the composition of the groups involved, see Part I.1.



147

148

149

150

151

152

153

154

155

156

157

158

159

160

161

162

163

164

165

166

167

168

169

170

171

68

a) Athanaric

Athanaric was one of the very first leaders who rose to widespread prominence as a
Gothic leader in the 360s and is a prime example of the difficulty of maintaining this
status;’ he is also a good example of the application of imperial propaganda and the
difficulties the contact with Rome posed for the survival of identity and military as
well as political independence. Athanaric lost his power over the question of
Tervingian admittance into the empire and the extent to which they should become
involved in political affairs of the empire as federate troops. There were several
reasons why various Gothic groups wanted to be admitted officially into the empire,
the increasing pressure from the expanding Hunnic empire and the difficulty if not
failure of these Gothic groups to counteract that being one of them. Quarrels about
the efficiency of Athanaric’s defence politics and the subsequent ousting of him and
his followers demonstrate that various opinions about the political future of these
Gothic groups existed.® Although the extent to which Hunnic expansion already
posed a serious threat in the 380s has been debated, it would not be surprising had
their expansionist policy upset already existing power structures and by doing so,
jeopardised the acceptance of leaders like Athanaric. According to Ammianus, the
question how to counteract the Hunnic threat had led to Athanaric’s deposition and a
political conflict when the majority of the Tervingi and Greuthungi refused to
support his idea of resistance and opted instead to move their settlements into Thrace
by asking the empire for asylum; part of the plan might have been to become
employed as auxiliary troops in imperial service and to avoid even further conflict,
both internally as well as facing the Huns. According to Zosimus, Athanaric had

stood in the way of the plans of Fritigern, Alatheus and Saphrax, which forced them

" A.M., 31.3. Heather (1996), 57-8.
8 AM., 27.5; 31.3.



172

173

174

175

176

177

178

179

180

181

182

183

184

185

186

187

188

189

190

191

192

69

to remove him from power and to replace his rule with their own, joint, rulership.’
The Tervingi then supported two leaders, Alavivus and Fritigern, the Greuthungi
Alatheus and Saphrax, although Saphrax himself might have been a leader of an
Alanic contingent which at that time was in alliance with the Greuthungi.*

Athanaric’s previous policy towards Rome has been described as unforgiving, he
himself as a person who had sworn never to set his foot onto Roman soil, which
makes any ideas of assimilation with the empire very unlikely. Three years of
aggressive warfare with Valens had eventually led to the conclusion of a treaty in
369, leaving both sides in need of a decisive victory, yet it established a status quo
with Rome which accepted the relatively strong position of Athanaric.™ In fact, his
successful insistence on concluding this treaty with Valens in the middle of the
Danube was a strong assertiveness of his own perception of his power but also of the
Tervingian position in general; in Heather’s opinion this stance demonstrates a firm
understanding of what was Roman territory and what was Gothic territory, but such a
perception was not only shared by Gothic groups but also by the Alamanni who also
concluded treaties in the middle of the Danube.'> One should not so much regard
such behaviour as the expression of a concept of an actual territorial Gothic realm, as
this would require the concept of a territory in the sense of a state/nation which was
not apparent yet, but rather more as an affirmation or indeed understanding of Gothic
strength and success. Heather has argued that in the face of increasing Roman

pressure on them the Gothic groups started to operate much more aggressively than

% A.M., 27.5 and Zosimus, V.34 state that Athanaric was driven from his territory by a domestic
conspiracy. Neither Orosius nor Themistius provide any detail of Athanaric’s personal motives.

10 A.M., 31.4. Kulikowski (2007), 128. Heather (1991), 136-7. There were also other groups like the
Taifali and Greuthungi involved which would eventually conclude separate treaties with the empire or
were conquered and lost their independence. See also pp. 73, 80.

! For the reasons of the outbreak of the war and the spectacular conclusion of the treaty in the middle
of the Danube, see Eunapius, frg. 37. Zosimus, 1V.10. Libanius, Or. 12.78. Themistius, Or. 8, 10.
A.M., 26.10, 27.5, 31-4. Kulikowski (2007), 105-6, 114-6. For the consequences of the treaty, see
Heather (1991), 116, 118-9, 120-1; (1997), 67.

2 AM., 28.2-5, 30.3.4-6. Heather (1996), 85.
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their predecessors.™ It is undoubtedly true that with increasing Roman interference
Gothic attitudes to concepts of leadership and political programmes had to change,
but it is also important to bear in mind that we only know of allegedly increasing
Gothic aggressiveness because both sides came into much more frequent contact
with each other than ever before. In fact there is no way to know how aggressive
Gothic politics/military campaigns were before they had firmly gained Roman
attention and were thus featured in Roman records, as these groups themselves did
not record their early history. Once again, just because the contact with Rome had a
strong impact on the political/military formation of the Gothic peoples, it does not
automatically mean that Rome had created the foundation of such formations in the
first place.™

Athanaric’s eventual move to seek asylum in Constantinople then must have meant
an enormous change of Athanaric’s previous opinion towards the empire. As Sivan
rightly observed, his travels from his exile through hostile territory and his asylum
together with his friendly reception and eventual lavish burial in Constantinople
strongly suggest that he must have been in some contact with the Romans before;
otherwise such a move seems more than surprising.'®> Whether Athanaric himself had
hoped to gain some military position by joining the Roman side after he had lost his
power among his own people, is impossible to say; certainly there were many
barbarian leaders before and after him who sought access to power by entering
Roman service when they had failed to gain or retain power among their own people.

Athanaric could have tried to follow them, though his death shortly afterwards put an

3 Heather (1996), 304.

1 See Part 1,1.

1> Zosimus, 1V. 34. Sivan (2003), 114-5. His own father had received a statue in his honour behind the
senate in Constantinople, which implies a somewhat close relationship between the Tervingi and the
empire. Therefore his move to Constantinople was perhaps not that surprising as Athanaric would
have been familiar with Roman politics/diplomacy for a long time, despite his own anti-Roman
politics earlier on. Themistius, Or. 15; Or.10: for the annual receipt of gifts, which indicates an
ongoing diplomatic exchange between the two. See also Heather (1996), 57-63.
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end to any such ambitions, if he had harboured any such at all. If he had hoped to
gain a military position within the imperial army, it would certainly have meant a
radical change of his previous hostile opinion towards an attempt to gain
reconciliation with the empire, although it might be too farfetched to call this a
deliberate move actively to support the empire. One point in support of his change of
attitude is that he had previously withdrawn with a small entourage to a different
location;™® this means that Athanaric had not become a total outcast within his own
social group when he managed to retain a small group of followers, yet seems to
have preferred to enter into a relationship with the empire. Ultimately the guestion
refers back to how Gothic identity was formed and whether someone of non-Roman
origins entering Roman service would assimilate with Roman culture to the extent of
forgetting or even rejecting his own ethnic identity. Judging from the behaviour of
many Gothic generals, it was possible to completely assimilate with the Roman
sphere, but there were equally some who rejected their new life among Roman
culture and returned to their own origins; whether, though, that was an expression of
returning to their ethnic roots because they had ultimately failed to come to terms
with the Roman world, or whether it was a concept of trading alliances with the
system which offered better political/military chances (in a reverse action of joining
the Roman side in the first place), is open to question and undoubtedly largely

depended on the individual.

Unsurprisingly the imperial propaganda made much of Athanaric’s appearance in
Constantinople when this was the same man who had once sworn never to set foot on
imperial soil; without any major imperial success against the Gothic groups,

Theodosius engaged heavily in propaganda to gloss over this problem and to justify

16 A.M.,31.4. Kulikowski (2007), 127-8.



240

241

242

243

244

245

246

247

248

249

250

251

252

253

254

255

256

257

258

259

260

261

262

263

264

72

his own politics. To grant Athanaric asylum and to give him a state burial in 381
when he died shortly afterwards certainly served this purpose. Yet Heather’s
argument that this is demonstrated in Themistius’ oration as Theodosius’ ‘love of
mankind’ is not totally convincing: the emperor is presented by Theodosius in the
guise of a philanthropist mainly to disguise the chaos regarding the Gothic wars,
though Theodosius would surely have been acting differently if the situation would
have allowed it.!” Surely there was no need for the emperor to receive Athanaric in
this way — apart from propaganda reasons — unless he wanted to attempt to pacify
doubts among the Gothic population about imperial politics. That however would
have needed a certain amount of knowledge of Gothic politics in imperial circles in
order to address Athanaric as a key figure. Athanaric, though, had lost any prominent
or influential position among his own people, which would lead to the conclusion
that the imperial officials were not necessarily up to date with Gothic power
structures and the recent changes of leadership when they continued to style
Athanaric as the overall king of the Gothic peoples.*® Judging from the frequent and
extensive contact Rome had with the world outside its borders, this makes the total
ignorance of Gothic affairs on the imperial side somewhat difficult to believe. The
display of philanthropist feelings makes more sense because to show clementia
towards one’s enemy was one of the essential virtues of an emperor and essentially
highlighted his ultimate power over life and death. To demonstrate clementia
towards Athanaric only emphasised Theodosius’ absolute power over his former
enemy and thus helped his presentation in terms of imperial propaganda. How the
overall Gothic population in Constantinople reacted to this is impossible to judge,
especially as there is no information to what extent they were integrated in

Constantinopolitan life, how they reacted to imperial propaganda, or how much

" Heather (1991), 177. Themistius, Or. 15.190-1. Kulikowski (2007), 155.
18 A.M., 27.5. Zosimus, 1V.34.4-5. Orosius, V11.34.6-7.
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affiliation they held with Gothic groups outside the empire, and hence what their
opinion of Athanaric was. In regard to their ethnic integration it is telling that the
revolt of Gainas was to create a witch-hunt against the Gothic population and writers
like Synesius were more than ready to style their large numbers as a permanently
underlying danger for the security of the state. Whether this means that they stood
out as a separate minority among the city’s population and emphasised their
separatism (thus giving opportunity for accusations such as those Synesius voiced),
or whether they were in fact following a Roman lifestyle yet were still perceived as a
separate minority by the Romans, is impossible to tell.

For the imperial authorities, the lack of a defined Gothic leader and the continuous
fragmentation into various groups presented advantages; as will be seen in the case
of Fritigern, imperial propaganda was perfectly ready to style a Gothic leader as
overall king when it suited court politics but in fact refused to grant the political

acceptance of any such title or influence to any Gothic leader.
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b) Fritigern

If already Athanaric’s move to Constantinople was a gradual move to find some
reconciliation with the empire, certainly his successor Fritigern took this attempt
even further. Fritigern was yet another leader over some Gothic groups who
attempted to gain a large power base but he too remained far more a princeps inter
pares than to set himself apart as Alaric was later able to do. As mentioned before,
Fritigern had replaced Athanaric together with Alavivus as leader of the Tervingi
presumably sometimes in the 370s as he was one of the leaders in the crossing of the
Danube in 376; although Alavivus did play a role in the political negotiations, it was
Fritigern, who seems to have been in overall military command in 377 and it was he
who directly negotiated with Valens before the battle of Adrianople and his advisers
as being recognised rex socius et amicus, as client king of Rome.'® In fact the
conditions of the treaty the Tervingi had been given after their entry in the empire
were so favourable that it has been argued that VValens might eventually have allowed
the creation of a Gothic or Tervingian kingdom within the imperial borders though
the ancient sources only mentioned a mutual agreement.?’ This request demonstrates
that leading people among the Gothic groups were undoubtedly familiar with the
governmental and administrative structures of the empire, and Fritigern was fully
aware of the internal workings of the empire and wanted to use them for his own
means. Although there is no information about his personal motives and how he
wanted to use such a title, judging from the role of a client, Fritigern seems to have

envisaged remaining a Gothic leader yet being in Roman service (and effectually

¥ A.M., 31.4-5. Zosimus, 1V.34. Socrates, Hist. Eccles. IV.33-4, described Fritigern’s conversion to
Christianity. See Part V,2. Also Kulikowski (2007), 128.

20 Orosius, VI11.33.10. A.M., 31.4.4. Eunapius, frg. 42. Sozomen, Hist. Eccles. VI1.37. Heather (1991),
128, 130,133; (2001), 200. For imperial politics and military manoeuvres across the provinces see for
example Elton (1996 b), 1-6. Kulikowski (2007), 123-44.
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under Roman control) — something Alaric would later try to achieve although Alaric
himself certainly wanted independence from Roman control.”> Whether or not
Fritigern’s request also meant a deliberate move on his part to a more profound
consolidation and assimilation with the empire is impossible to say, though he must
have been aware of the implications a client kingship would have had for him and his
followers. Had his request been successful, Fritigern would have preceded Athaulf’s
plan of restoring the empire as he had been unable to oppose it.

Unsurprisingly however Rome neither granted Fritigern his request nor contemplated
any such notion as the establishment of a Gothic autonomous state on imperial soil,
as this would have stood in complete opposition to the very structure and ideology of
the empire.” As Ammianus and other writers confirm, Valens did welcome the
Tervingi as a new source of recruits and money (which in light of his Persian
campaign he needed), hence also allowed them to retain their weapons; yet the
uncontrolled immigration of other groups like the Greuthungi and Taifali plus the
general favourable terms of the treaty were already posing serious problems in the
provinces, so that the idea of deliberately allowing the autonomous establishment of
a Gothic settlement is more than unlikely. Valens even tried to reduce the number of
immigrants (and that meant the reduction of potential recruits and money) by
allowing only the Tervingi (excluding the Greuthungi) to cross the Danube plus
having further measures in place to keep them under control. Yet the imperial army
was unable to check the revolting Tervingi and prevent the Greuthungi from crossing
into the empire too; in Ammianus’ words, “this request [of being allowed to cross the

Danube] was rejected as not being in the public interest’.?® This reaction by the

2! For client kings, see for example Heather (2001), 15-69.

22 Heather (1991), 174: on the nature of Gothic leadership for military campaigns.

2 The Greuthungi under Alatheus and Saphrax had retreated into the background but resurfaced in the
political quarrel which ensued over the crossing of the Danube in 376-7, A.M., 31.3,4. Themistius,
Or. 7.33. See also Kulikowski (2007), 131-2. Heather & Moncur (2001), 201-2. Wirth (1997), 47-8.
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imperial authorities was to repeat itself when it dealt with Alaric and Athaulf: foreign
peoples were welcome as sources of recruits but any such negotiations had to be
entirely under imperial conditions which did not take into account any independent
barbarian, or for that matter Gothic, aims.

There was another event which indicates that the imperial officials were by no means
willing to accept Fritigern’s request of political advancement: Lupicinus, commander
of Thrace and the officer in charge of the Danubian operation invited both Alavivus
and Fritigern to dinner at Macrianople with the intention to capture and kill them.*
The attempt failed and caused not only much bloodshed, but gave Fritigern and his
followers even more reason to doubt the sincerity of the Roman commitment to any
serious negotiation. Although Lupicinus was portrayed by Ammianus as scapegoat
for the disastrous result of this plan, and the coup was clearly an attempt to curb the
Gothic problem in general and Fritigern’s request for personal power in particular, it
is not clear whether or not Lupicinus acted on his own account or had followed
imperial orders. Judging from Ammianus’ account, it seems, though, that Lupicinus
had acted on his own or was at least left to deal with the situation as best as he could,
since he had already tried to keep the Gothic problem under control by calling in
more troops to disperse the Goths and to stop further attempts of revolting. If
Ammianus’ statement of the commander’s greed is correct, and the mismanagement
of the promised food supplies was not a deliberate imperial policy to undermine
Gothic strength, then the attempted murder at the murder appears to have been a

desperate measure: Lupicinus was trying to stamp out a situation which threatened to

% AM., 31.4, 5. Alavivus disappeared after the banquet of Lupicinus: whether Lupicinus’ attempt to
kill both of the Tervingian leaders provided an opportunity for Fritigern to depose an opponent
without being accused of murder, or if Alavivus was held hostage and killed by the Romans, or
simply lost his power, cannot be known. Kulikowski (2007), 132-4: argues that Lupicinus had not
plotted the murder from the beginning but was overwhelmed by events and as skirmishes between
Gothic and Roman contigents spread, he panicked which in turn convinced Fritigern that his only
chance lay in rebellion. Heather (1991), 141: for him Lupicinus most likely acted with some
sanctioning by the imperial authorities.
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become uncontrollable. Had Lupicinus acted directly on behalf of imperial orders,
Ammianus would surely have mentioned it, even more so since the outcome of this
was open revolt which would have provided yet another point to blame Valens for
political incapacity and the utter failure of his Gothic policy. Even if Ammianus did
not mention the imperial involvement in Lupicinus’ plan, it does not follow that it
was not the case; indeed the employment of someone like the Thracian commander
who was clearly not capable of the task given to him, presented enough material to
blame the imperial authorities and Valens’ government in particular for mishandling
the situation. The result was the battle at Macrianople in which Lupicinus and his
army were severely defeated; Fritigern’s group was subsequently joined by other
Gothic contingents including slaves and other members of socially weak/oppressed
groups, and turned itself very quickly into a highly successful fighting group — a

strong similarity to the composition of Alaric’s followers later on.%

There is a further problem to the establishment of Fritigern as a client king, as
acceptance by Rome was one thing, but to be accepted as such by his own followers

quite another. The fragmented nature of the Gothic groups would have stood in the

2 A.M., 31.5-6. There were other revolts in Thrace, for example the Gothic contingents under
Sueridus and Colias in the garrison in Adrianople. Interestingly, though, these Goths had shown no
interest in Fritigern’s rebellion or the entire Gothic ‘problem’ which would suggest that they had little
if any feelings of close association with the Gothic cause or even with a common Gothic identity.
However, a quarrel broke out over the supply of food and money that both commanders had
demanded for their journey to join Valens’ Persian campaign on the Eastern frontier. When the local
city council refused and brought in troops the situation escalated and violence broke out. Sueridus and
Colias’ soldiers succeeded in the subsequent fight and eventually joined Fritigern’s troops. What is
interesting here is that there were Gothic commanders (like Sueridus and Colias) in the imperial army
who had originally no inclination whatsoever to support Fritigern’s plans and ideas; in fact they
appear to be Gothic in nothing but name. It was the Roman side, though, which treated them as if they
were supporters of treacherous plans, thus effectively making them more ‘Gothic’ — at least in
political terms — than they originally were. Whether or not commanders like Sueridus and Colias
regarded themselves ethnically as Goths whilst being in the Roman army, or acquired such an identity
only once they had joined Fritigern has to remain open. If one wants to compare them with other
Goths in imperial services, these men seem to have been loyal to the Roman state alone, regardless of
their ethnic origins; Fravittas for example, despite his earlier involvement in Gothic politics, was
perfectly willing to fight against a fellow-Goth, Gainas, which suggests that feelings of ethnic identity
were not a fixed concept (on Fravittas, see p. 93).
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way of creating a united Gothic kingdom as any such concept would have called for
the widespread acceptance and support of one leader only. As the subsequent events
demonstrate, any such notion was still under-developed and the consolidation of
power in the hands of a single leader was still unacceptable for many. Furthermore, if
the Tervingi on their own would have been too small to make such a concept
feasible, a Gothic kingdom would have meant the formation of a Gothic nation and
the merging of various groups into one — again something which was yet unaccepted.
Temporary cooperation for military purposes was an accepted custom yet the making
of a kingdom by demoting individual power bases and group structures for the sake
of creating a political unit was not an option. It is however worth mentioning that the
treaty concerning the Tervingi also featured the request for land in Thrace as an area
for settlement. Judging how long it took for Alaric’s/Athaulf’s group to gain land in
Aquitaine, one can wonder if the Tervingi had developed their internal socio-political
structures further and were already on the way to creating a coherent people. For
Fritigern to be accepted as rex socius et amicus would have given him precedence
over other leaders and could in turn have helped to restructure the group dynamics of
the Tervingi. In a letter to Valens Fritigern hinted that the idea of demanding Thrace
as settlement had been forced upon him by his followers. Whether that was an
attempt of his to represent himself as Roman-friendly in order to increase his chances
of becoming client king, or if it was the truth, cannot be known; the failure of siege
warfare against Adrianople and Constantinople, though, was also the result of
colliding opinions among the various leaders and their failure to listen to Fritigern’s
advice.?® Undoubtedly then Fritigern still had to reckon with the opinion of other
leaders around him if he wanted to remain in power. The lack of any more

information about his later life supports the idea that Fritigern also failed to find any

2% A M., 31.6.
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lasting power position among the Tervingi, despite his military leadership at

Macrianople in 377 and his victory at Adrianople in 378.%’

2T AM., 31.6, 31.12, 31.15, 31.16.
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¢) Eriulf and Fravittas

The quarrel about the extent of involvement as recruits and their interference in
Roman politics continued to foster fragmentation among the various Gothic groups
in the late fourth/early fifth century and highlights the fact that questions of
assimilation with Rome were far from solved.?® In 392 during a banquet given by
Theodosius for two Gothic leaders, Eriulf and Fravittas, a deadly quarrel about the
extent of Gothic involvement broke out where Fravittas killed his opponent Eriulf.?
Theodosius had planned to use Gothic warriors as auxiliary troops in his fight against
the usurper Eugenius yet both Gothic leaders could not agree to what extent, if at all,
Gothic troops should be involved in imperial politics. Eriulf had argued that the only
way to survive as an intact group and to preserve their independence was to keep out
of imperial business. Only a strong solidarity between the various Gothic groups
could ensure their future strength; this argument was further supported by their
successful negotiations of the treaty of 382, giving them a semi-independent status,
which had been based on precisely this military strength. How lasting any such
military alliances were was a different matter, but Eriulf’s fear of Gothic troops
being destroyed between two Roman armies was undoubtedly a real threat;
moreover, recent engagements in Roman battles had resulted in heavy losses on the
Gothic side and had undoubtedly fostered suspicions that the empire was using

Gothic contingents deliberately in the worst fighting to reduce them.*

Fravittas’ argument — according to Eunapius supported only by very few of his

followers — stood in sharp contrast to this as he regarded the conditions of the treaty

%8 Heather (1991), 179-81.
2% 7osimus, 1V.56; V, 20-2 on Fravittas’ later career at the Eastern court.
%0 Eunapius, frg. 59. Zosimus, 1V.56-7. Orosius, VI11.35. Shaw (2001), 150-2.
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of 382 to provide recruits for the imperial army as binding and argued in favour of
fighting for Theodosius.** Fravittas’ later pursuit of personal assimilation with
Roman culture, by entering a military and political career in the Eastern empire and
marrying a Roman wife, would certainly make a pro-Roman policy of his plausible.
However, Fravittas failed to gain any lasting power among his own people;
presumably his deadly fight with Eriulf would have endangered his role among his
Gothic followers as it would have created a feud. Thus it could be that his subsequent
life in Roman service had been a way to escape this feud and to find power
elsewhere. Presumably Fravittas joined the Roman forces with his group of
followers, which would strengthen the argument that these groups were
predominantly mercenary in their structure. In contrast to Fritigern or Alaric, he was
ready to grasp the opportunities of gaining power that the imperial army offered him,
but had no wish to retain links with his own people or to exploit the opportunities the
imperial offices presented to foster his power-bid among the Gothic groups.

This open controversy between Eriulf and Fravittas was in fact nothing new and
internal feuds were to remain a constant problem among leading Gothic individuals;
later Alaric faced some competition from individuals who had their own band of
followers, as did Athaulf — indeed his murder was the result of a feud.*® In P.
Heather’s opinion these different political sides can be interpreted as an indicator for
the survival of Gothic tribal structures, especially when groups like the Tervingi,

Greuthungi or Taifali can be found as separate units in the events in the 380s; from

*! Eunapius, frg. 59.

% Harries (1994), 57-9: there is also the question whether people like Sigeric or Sarus acted more like
ancient condottieri than had any serious ambitions to gain political leadership. See p.107 and Part 11.3:
Sigeric’s treatment of Placidia would suggest, though, that he had at least some interest in politics
and/or issues concerning the Gothic leadership as his action stood in remarkable contrast to Athaulf’s
pro-Roman politics (the appalling treatment of Placidia was a public rejection of her dead husband
and thus — at least indirectly — of his politics). Heather (1996), 143 has argued that both Sarus and
Sigeric were in fact members of a rival dynasty and contenders for overall Gothic power, and thus
serious opponents to both Alaric and Athaulf; Sarus, similarly to Fravittas, entered Roman services to
pursue his ambitions there. See p.92 for Fravittas’ later career at the Constantinopolitan court.
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the treaty of 382 onwards, the distinction between Tervingi and Greuthungi started to
fade, and by the time of Alaric their original distinction was no longer apparent.®
Eriulf’s concerns about the dangers the involvement in imperial politics posed for the
Gothic groups proved to be correct and it was in the aftermath of the campaign

against Maximus that Alaric became noticeable.

%3 Heather (1991), 153, 157, 190-2. Geary (2001), 108-9. Kulikowski (2007), 139-43. Wolfram
(1997), 88. The Greuthungi might have concluded a separate treaty with Gratian, which granted them
settlement in Pannonia.
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2. Alaric

Alaric is perhaps the most famous of the Gothic leaders: it was he who became one
of the strongest opponents of the empire in the fifth century, it was he who sacked
Rome centuries after the first sack by Celtic troops, it was he under whose leadership
the Gothic groups gradually transformed into a people, and it was as leader of a band
of Gothic warriors that Alaric rose to prominence. Mathisen has argued that it was
during the process of Alaric’s rise to power, connected with a change in the concept
of Gothic leadership, that Gothic society underwent a gradual but dramatic change in
its nature. Furthermore, it was during the process of Alaric’s rise to power that the
question of land for settlement became an increasingly important point, which was
closely connected with the socio-political development of the Gothic people towards
a political nation as well as their concept of leadership in general.>* The subsequent
chapter will try to investigate this further.

Despite the ongoing debates about Gothic involvement in Roman politics, Gothic
groups continued to lend their military support to the imperial army as part of the
treaty of 382; for example Gothic troops fought in the campaigns against the
usurpers Magnus Maximus in the late 380s and Eugenius in 394. These contingents
were only paid for the duration of the campaign and tended to swear their loyalty to
their own chiefs under whose command they stood rather than to the emperor
himself. Arrangements like these pointed towards a mercenary aspect as the main
dynamic of such groups. Whether the members of such groups shared the same
ethnic origins or tended to be a collection of the best fighters with different ethnic
backgrounds, is impossible to answer. Also it is impossible to answer whether they

followed their leader because they shared the same ethnic origin or had family ties

3 Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 3-4.
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with him or because he promised the highest reward. Zosimus reports attempts at
treason among some of these auxiliary troops when Maximus had allegedly promised
them a greater reward than the empire would pay for their service; Maximus’ defeat
caused these troops to seek refuge in Macedonia where they started a revolt, which
soon spread into Thessaly, and it was in this rebellion that Alaric first came to
prominence.®* Another motive for the uprising could have been a renewed argument
about the extent of Gothic involvement in such battles, especially when losses of
manpower had been very high, especially in the battle of the Frigidus and
presumably against Maximus too, even if the sources do not record this.

This rebellion has been interpreted at times as an uprising of the Tervingi who had
concluded the treaty in 382, but Liebeschuetz argues that this group was a band of
mutinous mercenaries under the leadership of Alaric who were looking for payment
and military recognition rather than the uprising of an entire people or even a nation;
the sources nowhere regarded this rebellion as a breach of the treaty of 382, which
makes it very unlikely that the entirety of the Tervingi were involved.*® Furthermore,
as seen in the previous section, the various Gothic groups had serious difficulties in
agreeing on an overall political/military concept let alone on one accepted leader, so
to regard Alaric already as the leader of an entire nation is somewhat farfetched — at

least at that time.

% Zosimus, 1V.45.3, 4.48. Claudian, con. Stil. 1.94-115. Maximus had killed Gratian before
establishing himself as emperor. Eugenius came to power after Maximus’ revolt. Maximus had left
the young Valentinian Il (son of Valentinian I, Valens’ brother) in control of Italy and Africa but
invaded these regions in 387, forcing Theodosius to embark on a military campaign when Valentinian
and his mother Justina fled to Constantinople, urging him to restore the dynasty which had raised
Theodosius to the throne. After the revolt, VValentinian was sent to Gaul in the care of Arbogast; the
relationship between the two became unbearable with Arbogast openly refusing to obey the young
emperor, which prompted Valentinian to hang himself. Arbogast revolted and proclaimed Eugenius, a
Roman aristocrat, as emperor. Theodosius crushed this revolt in 394 at the battle of the Frigidus.
Heather (1991), 195-9. Kulikowski (2007), 161. Elton (1996 b), 6-8.

% Liebeschuetz (1992), 75, 79-82. Heather (1991), 193-5. Kulikowski (2007), 165. Claudian, in Ruf.
2.36-8; de bel. Get. 166 ff., 610 ff.; con. Stil. 1.83-5, 94-6. Synesius, de reg. 19.2. See discussion in
Part 1.1,3 for the nature of such groups.
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How many people were part of this group is not entirely clear though its numbers
seem to have fluctuated and remained open to change over the subsequent years.
Claudian’s account of a vast amount of men is most likely an exaggeration in order
to enhance the achievements of his patron Stilicho against them. Yet Alaric’s group
was large and well enough organised for Stilicho to be unable to defeat him in open
battle in both 395 and 397.3" As said in Chapter I, undoubtedly Alaric’s group also
came to include other people apart from his Gothic followers, thus gradually
developing into a poly-ethnic community bound together by the nature of Alaric’s
successful leadership and the promise of imperial supplies. Often such groups would
exist as a unity as long as military success and booty were guaranteed by its leader,
but would disperse again as soon as this success failed to materialise; it was a credit
to Alaric’s personality to have kept most of his followers despite his frequent
political failures.®® 1 would like to argue that this willingness to remain together as a
group (although numbers undoubtedly continued to fluctuate) formed part of a
process of ethnogenesis: various people from different ethnic backgrounds and with
different reasons for joining became part of Alaric’s group which then gradually
developed into a new people.

Alaric appeared again in 394, this time in the service of Theodosius as part of the
emperor’s troops in his fight against Eugenius; most likely he was the leader of a
band of Gothic federates; the relationship with the imperial officials remained
strained as Alaric felt dissatisfied with the payment and the lack of a
personal/military reward for participating in the campaign. Theodosius’ death in

January 395 and the subsequent questions of imperial authority between the two

%7 The failure to defeat Alaric despite having both imperial armies under his command had quickly led
to accusations by Stilicho’s enemies that he entered into a secret pact with Alaric; however, most
likely the lack of control over the imperial troops accounted for parts of his failure (large parts of the
imperial army had been lost at Adrianople which had taken a toll on the recruitment and training of
new troops).

% Liitkenhaus (1998), 8-9, 17. Shaw (2001), 158-61.
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imperial courts did nothing to ease these tensions; according to Jordanes, it was after
Theodosius’ death that Alaric’s followers declared him king, because in their opinion
Theodosius’ successors spent no money on Gothic supplies and too long a peace was
depriving the Goths of their fighting power.*® Two recurring themes are featured in
this statement: supplies or their lack, and the underlying importance of the support of
Alaric’s followers for his political career; supplies remained a constant factor of
political negotiations until the Gothic settlement in Aquitaine. The support of the
followers of the Gothic leader equally continued to play an important role, not only
under Alaric but also under Athaulf; even in the Ostrogothic kingdom, the role of
Gothic followers in their support of the king was still a necessity for the ruler to
remain in power.

Supplies were indeed a core-aspect in the subsequent events, when Alaric’s group
started to raid Thrace to help themselves to subsidies which the imperial authorities
failed to provide. This was to become a very familiar strategy of Alaric although this
tactic was and was to remain only partly successful. What followed was constant
fighting on Alaric’s side to gain a military title and the official recognition of his
position and his group’s autonomy by the imperial authorities. Athaulf’s later remark
talked about his earlier aim of overrunning the empire although he was later to
recognise its impossibility; whether Alaric ever planned to overrun the empire and to
replace it with Gothia is very difficult to say. I would like to argue that Alaric’s main
aim was far more the achievement of his personal ambitions and to secure the
recognition of his group as an independent people within imperial territory, than to
replace the emperor as Odoacer was later to do. Furthermore, despite several years of

raiding and the occasional battle, Alaric never fully succeeded in pressuring the

% Jordanes, Get.146.
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empire into his own terms; it must have been clear to him that it was impossible for

him or his group to replace the empire with a Gothic nation.
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a) Alaric and the relationship with the Eastern court

After Theodosius’ death, Alaric’s troops had started to revolt openly and rapidly to
develop their own agenda. Interestingly the motive of personal dissatisfaction at
having missed out on rewards was later blamed for the outbreak of another Gothic
revolt, that of Tribigild and Gainas.*® Alaric’s main aim was to win recognition for
himself and his followers, yet he lacked the military strength to do so. In spring 395
Alaric moved his group towards Constantinople, hoping to materialise his ambitions
there; in Claudian’s account, which was undoubtedly biased, Rufinus entered into an
alliance with Alaric, allowing him to raid Macedonia and Thessaly. Most likely
Alaric plundered these provinces in order to provide supplies for his followers but
also to force the prefect into negotiations, a tactic he was to employ frequently.*! In
summer 396 Stilicho moved with both imperial armies from Italy against Alaric, but
also to interfere in Eastern politics and to affirm his influence there. Before any
confrontation with Alaric happened, though, Stilicho withdrew; presumably this had
more to do with continuous problems in controlling the imperial armies, as well as
part of a strategy of employing Alaric’s group in later warfare, than with Rufinus’

treacherous interference. Alaric continued his raiding campaigns in Greece between

0 Zosimus, V.5.13,17. Claudian, in Eutr. 11.153-4,178-9,189-90, 318-21. Liebeschuetz (1990), 100-3.
* Claudian, in Ruf. I1. 28-36, 54-6,100-2, 270-1. Claudian’s accusations are most likely part of his
extreme hatred for Rufinus and his aim to present his patron Stilicho in the best possible way.
Theodosius’ death left Stilicho and Rufinus, the prefaectus praetorio orientis as bitter rivals over the
guardianship of Theodosius’ sons Honorius and Arcadius and the political supremacy at the Eastern
court. Rufinus had been one of Theodosius’ closest advisers and had become de facto ruler of the East
as Arcadius’ guardian. Due to several rival competitors especially among the leading generals, his
position was difficult to maintain, and without any major military support, his main political weapon
was diplomacy. Born in Gaul his politics stood in sharp contrast to the ambitions of the
Constantinopolitan aristocracy and gave reason to intervene in Western politics. Contemporaries like
Zosimus and Claudian interpreted Rufinus’s actions as prone to treason and blamed him for the
eruption of Gothic violence, or in Sozomen’s and Socrates’ opinion, even for the arrival of the Huns
(an accusation perhaps based on Rufinus’ largely Hunnic bodyguard). Zosimus,4.51,5.5.4. Socrates,
Hist. Eccles. VI.2. Sozomen, Hist. Eccles. VII11.1. Litkenhaus (1998),10. Liebeschuetz (1990), 91.
Heather (1991), 201. Kulikowski (2007),165. Williams & Friell (1994),139.
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395 and early 397, still aiming to pressure Rufinus into negotiations.*? This whole
series of raids clearly demonstrates the limits of Alaric’s actual power in relationship
to imperial politics: looting was to a certain extent a useful weapon as it severely
damaged the infrastructure of these provinces and thus had a lasting effect on
taxation, eventually forcing the imperial administration to react to Alaric’s demands;
besides, Alaric had nothing more in hand to pressure the empire to agree to his plans
than to wait for when and in what way the empire chose to react. In fact, this
dilemma remained the same under Athaulf’s leadership, which makes his remark that
he wanted to replace the empire with Gothia somewhat doubtful, especially when
neither Alaric nor indeed Athaulf had the military strength to encounter the imperial
troops in several open battles.

Rufinus was assassinated in 395 and his successor Eutropius entered into a pact with
Stilicho which left him to pursue Alaric’s group for the second time in summer 397
and force them north to Epirus, but as before, no decision was taken and Stilicho
withdrew for the second time; again it was most likely the result of failing military
discipline and possible bribery. Subsequently Eutropius surprisingly entered into a
treaty with Alaric in 397. In fact Eutropius had little choice other than to conclude
this treaty, which left him politically vulnerable (his own troops were still employed
against the Huns in the Caucasus), or to accept Stilicho’s further political
interference, although it was a decision which caused serious resentment among
Constantinopolitan politicians; certainly this treaty did not mean any change in the

Roman perspective towards Alaric or a general pro-Gothic policy of Eutropius.*®

*2 Claudian, in Ruf. 11.130-68,195-201. Zosimus, V.5.6-8, 5.6.

*® Eutropius was a former slave and eunuch who held the position of praepositus sacri cubiculi;
having arranged Arcadius’ marriage with Eudoxia, he was head of the imperial household and clearly
one of the people who had benefitted from Rufinus’ assassination. Managing to secure for himself the
patrician title and the consulate, he was regarded by Claudian as yet another obstacle for Stilicho to
gain power in the East. If Stilicho had initially hoped to gain control by removing his rival is open to
question but it is very doubtful that his influence was ever extensive enough to have succeeded in
ordering Rufinus’ murder. Certainly Stilicho’s hopes came to nothing and also Gainas’ troops who
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Ironically it was the rivalries between two Roman generals which had brought this
treaty along, rather than Alaric’s strategy of raiding. Alaric’s strategy had worked
insofar as he was able to exploit the internal rifts in imperial politics to gain a new
treaty.

Not much is known about the precise conditions of this treaty other than the
fulfilment of most of Alaric’s aims. Interestingly an area for settlement in Macedonia
and Dacia formed part of it, though whether Alaric had any intention of permanently
settling his group or not is hard to tell. Questions over land were important insofar as
they addressed concerns about the accommodation of and supply for his followers,
though a territory for permanent settlement is something quite different. According
to Paulinus of Pella, Athaulf’s group was accommodated on the basis of hospitalitas
and there was no mentioning of them as being permanently settled. Precisely this
lack of interest in getting land for a permanent settlement is in Liebeschuetz’s
opinion a further proof that Alaric’s followers were still much more inclined to earn
their living with the sword. Presumably the area for settlement featured more as an
area for providing supplies for Alaric’s followers, although it could be that his group
already contained contingents that were either not fit for fighting (women and
children) or too old to do so. The other main feature of this treaty was a military title
for Alaric though there is some debate whether or not he actually received the title of
magister militum per Illyricum already in 397 AD (the same demand reappeared in
405 AD when he received it (again?) from Stilicho and it remained a topic of

negotiation with Honorius); according to Claudian he did whereas for Synesius this

had committed the deed got no reward. Eutropius had declared Stilicho hostis publicus and his politics
against the magister militum were further aided by the revolt of Gildo in Africa as Gildo had
transferred his loyalty to the East; this forced Stilicho to return to Rome, as he had to secure Rome’s
corn supply. Synesius exaggerated Eutropius’ political weakness as much as possible in order to
promote his own patron Aurelianus. Claudian, in Eutr. 1. 194-6, 226-8. Cameron & Long (1993),118-
9. Liebeschuetz (1990), 58, 91-3, 98. Kulikowski (2007),166-9. Heather (1988), 166-9; (1991), 202-4,
207.
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was only a mere possibility. Despite Synesius’ doubts, it is quite likely that Alaric
did receive this position, which gave him some judicial power, and according to
Claudian even access to armament factories, although that was perhaps yet another
exaggeration. When Synesius bitterly complained in the de regno about the
possibility of a Goth dressed in his native dress and yet being able to attend the
senate in a toga, he obviously referred to a person of the highest rank; attending
senatorial meetings was only allowed to persons holding highest offices and required
the status of illustris which a title such as magister militum would have granted. By
the time Synesius was composing his speech, neither Tribigild nor Gainas were
counted among the illustri, although Gainas has often been regarded as the main
target of Synesius’ text.** However, Alaric’s demand to become magister militum
would have been far more obvious (or in case Claudian is correct, he would have
received the rank already): he would not only have been holding supreme military
command as a Roman general, but he would have also been granted the title of
illustris and thus being ranked beside the consul with the possibility of access to the
Constantinopolitan senate. Regardless whether or not Alaric had already received
this rank, for Synesius it was the mere possibility alone of Alaric gaining this power,
which posed a serious threat to the security of the Eastern government.*®

For P. Heather, Alaric’s continuous request to be granted some military command
was a very important political factor in maintaining his own position; it would have

given him more official recognition from the Roman side and access to larger

* Synesius, de reg. 19-21. Tribigild only held a minor rank at that time, and Gainas, although he held
a higher military rank, received the title of magister militum only at the outbreak of Tribigild’s revolt
in 399. Synesius wrote his speech presumably in late 388/early 399, most likely before the fall of
Eutropius and either shortly before or after Tribigild’s rebellion, Heather (1988), 160; (1991), 207.
The time of the composition of the speech would certainly allow for Gainas to be a target for
Synesius, but Alaric was far more in the foreground of political negotiations and presumably would
have been considered to pose the more serious threat.

*® The picture of an imminent barbarian threat led by a barbarian general who had been granted the
right to exercise Roman power made a very useful topic to raise political tensions and to blackmail
Eutropius’ government, especially when Synesius was writing for his patron Aurelianus. Liebeschuetz
(1990), 106-7. Heather (1988), 163-5.
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subsidies, as well as securing him direct access to imperial politics thus enhancing
the Gothic position at the imperial court with Alaric as its agent. Furthermore, it
would have strengthened his power among other Gothic nobles, especially when he
was not without rivals for the position of leader.”® Yet to hold an imperial military
title did not automatically transform Alaric into another barbarian general in Roman
service because he wanted to retain simultaneously his leadership over his own
group. Alaric was the only one of the barbarian generals who did achieve a high
Roman command and yet remained ultimately the leader of his own people; in other
words, he was magister militum but also conquered Rome as the leader of a Gothic
army, which was fighting against the empire. Athaulf’s remark allegedly showed him
as directly challenging the position of the emperor himself whereas Alaric wanted to
gain only a military title for the advancement of his own Gothic interests. Indeed
Alaric’s position to consolidate a military power-position within the imperial system
with his Gothic leadership was seemingly an attempt to create a new definition of the
Gothic leadership*’. All Gothic leaders before him had been a Gothic leader or
king/judge or had changed sides and had made a career within the imperial troops;
this was either the result of them having lost their bid for power among their own
people or having entered the imperial sphere from the beginning without even
attempting to gain any leading position among the Goths. Athaulf of course took this
even further by attempting to connect the concept of Gothic leadership directly with
imperial authority, although he too failed to be successful. Kulikowski argued that

Alaric himself wanted to hold this military title for its own sake though he fails to

*® Claudian, de bel. Get. 535-6; in Eutr. 11.211-3, 216. Synesius, de reg. 19-21- this description of
Alaric is regarded by Heather as an example of Alaric’s potential future power, a picture Synesius
used to blame Eutropius for bad politics. See also Heather (1988), 163-7; (1991), 199-205; (1992), 87-
9. Liebeschuetz (1992), 77-81. Kulikowski (2007), 167-8. Matthews (1975), 271-2. Elton (1992),172.
See also Diaz (1999), 321-30. Cameron & Long (1993), 129-39.

*" Sivan (2003), 112 for the complexity of Alaric’s model of leadership: ‘Neither the ideological nor
the actual genesis of Alaric’s kingship can be traced with precision. Nor does it appear to conform to a
specific Gothic form of enunciating power.” See also pp.116-8.
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take into account that Alaric surely wanted this title also in order to promote Gothic
aims.*® Nothing would have been easier for Alaric and his followers than to become
absorbed into Roman culture like for example Fravittas, who had assimilated himself
with the Roman sphere to the exclusion of his Gothic origins. Yet Alaric refused any
such attempts from the imperial side, suggesting that his aim to gain a military title
was connected with more than mere personal motives.

Alaric must have been aware of the real political factors behind the conclusion of this
treaty and must have known that, despite its favourable conditions, the overall
Roman opinion towards him largely depended on the current courtier in power.
Perhaps it was this knowledge that made him decide to break with the Eastern
government and to move to Italy in 401. A full explanation for this step is impossible
to provide but it was to a large extent due to the rapid changes of politics at the
Eastern court: Eutropius was deposed in August 399 and his successor Aurelianus
used the alleged pro-Gothic policy of Eutropius to blame him for an unsuccessful
policy, promising in his turn to throw out Alaric’s group.*® Aurelianus however had
succeeded with Gainas’ help — that is with Gothic troops — which makes a strict anti-
barbarian policy unlikely. However, none of these courtiers had a particularly strong
anti- or pro-Gothic policy, but the entire Gothic cause made an excellent topic in
political argumentation as it could be used either to pacify the barbarian contingents
or to destroy political enemies by strictly promoting a fight for Roman interests.

Perhaps also the elevated position of Gainas and Fravittas might have encouraged

*8 Kulikowski (2007), 1,157.

* Aurelianus was the former prefect of the city and a close ally of the senate; he became praetorian
prefect in summer 399 and designated consul for 400. His succession has been at time interpreted as a
victory of the anti-barbarian or for that matter anti-Gothic party in Constantinopolitan politics with the
aim to clear the army from any barbarian element and to set up a national feeling which out the
stability of the East above everything, even at the cost of the Western government. Several scholars,
however, see this approach as mainly based on a misinterpretation of Synesius’ works and a modern
invention of Eastern nationalism, see Liebeschuetz (1990), 105; Heather (1988), 152-3.
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Alaric to stay in the East and wait for similar honours, especially when both Goths
had started their careers just like Alaric.

To digress here for a moment: there is an interesting comparison between Alaric and
Fravittas, as Fravittas succeeded to highest honours in the Eastern government.
Ironically it was the question of Alaric’s involvement in Roman politics which
caused Fravittas’ own downfall. He had been appointed to end Gainas’ revolt and
had received access to all military as well as naval units to do so. Considering
Synesius’ anti-Gothic feelings, not surprisingly he failed to record that it was a Goth
who was employed by the state to defeat another Goth. As reward for ending Gainas’
revolt, Fravittas received the consulate, a triumphant entry into Constantinople and a
column dedicated to his sea-victory; shortly afterwards, though, he fell from power,
but not as a result of anti-Gothic feelings but rather as victim to court intrigues. Part
of the reason for this was a quarrel he had with Count John about the political
conduct against Alaric, which was made even worse when Stilicho had failed to
recognise the Eastern consuls of 404/5, and had entered into an alliance with Alaric
in 405. The difference between Alaric and Fravittas lay not so much in the question
which government was readier to accept a Goth to occupy a high imperial office, but
in the fact that Alaric was not prepared to relinquish his position as leader of a
Gothic group. Alaric might have hoped to convince the Eastern court that he was

able to fulfil both roles, as Gainas had done.”® However, the subsequent crushing of

%0Count John (a close friend of the empress Eudoxia) had been previously tried by Gainas and sent
into exile but was later recalled and resumed his political position. Aside from the business over
Alaric, Fravittas had accused John of his conduct in military matters and his opposition against
imperial unity. Influential courtiers like Hierax and others managed to overthrow Fravittas’ arguments
and it seems that he was either tried for treason and executed or assassinated which is more likely. The
sources mention his honours but none of them accused him of treachery; indeed accusations of treason
presumably would have resulted in the damnatio memoriae and that was apparently not the case. The
date of Fravittas’ death is not entirely clear: after Gainas’ defeat he continued campaigning in Thrace
but could have been killed as early as 401. Cameron doubts this and places it not earlier than 405.
Indeed Fravittas® accusations against John that he jeopardised the political harmony between the two
imperial governments, places his death more likely into the years 404/5 as John had not reached any
political influence before 404, and relations between the two courts had not deteriorated before 404.
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the Tribigild/Gainas revolt and the refusal of Aurelianus’ successor Caesarius to
enter into a new alliance must have shown Alaric that his options to gain an elevated
position in the Eastern government were seriously limited; furthermore, if Alaric had
been made magister militum per Illyricum, the strong anti-Gothic feelings both
among the Constantinopolitan population as well as among the leading courtiers
would have threatened his position, and perhaps he thought it wise to retreat with his
followers to the West before he was entangled in the aftermath of the Gainas-
revolt.>! This political instability probably resulted in a lack of imperial supplies for
Alaric, perhaps further aggravated by Hunnic movements in the Balkans, which
disturbed Gothic settlers there.** Alaric must have been aware that his success and
ultimately the survival of his group depended on the way in which he was able to
manipulate both imperial governments by using political/military difficulties by
causing them in the first place or exploiting them. Although this treaty had been a
political success, Alaric’s group was by no means in any position to dictate its terms
to the empire let alone to justify any claims of overrunning the empire and, as will be

seen in the subsequent events, this situation was to change very little.

Zosimus, V.22. Eunapius, frg. 69.4, 71.2-4. Cameron & Long (1993), 233-50. Liebeschuetz (1990),
124.

*! The Constantinopolitan mob had started a witch-hunt of the Gothic population in the city although
it was mainly targeted at the followers of Gainas; it was even rejected by some imperial officials
especially when it involved the burning of a church, although the official condemnation of such an
action was presumably closer linked with the burning of the church than the killing of part of the
Gothic population of the city. See Synesius, de prov. 11.117 A-120 C; Liebeschuetz (1990), 114-5,
119-22. Cameron & Long (1993), 223, 333.

52 Heather (1988), 171; (1991), 206-8. Liebeschuetz (1992),80.
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b) Alaric and the West

The unstable situation at the Eastern court had brought Alaric once more to the West,
hoping to get there what he had ultimately failed to gain or was fearing to lose in the
East. As had been the case in his dealings with the Eastern government, his aim to
use continuous raids to force the imperial government into negotiations in most cases
failed to materialise. Even if he planned to pressure the empire to its utmost limits, it
cannot have included any notion of conquering the entire empire and replacing it
with a Gothic kingdom; as will be seen later even the conquest of Rome was in
strategic terms far more a psychological victory than a real political advantage.
Liebeschuetz argues that VValens and Theodosius had been engaged predominantly to
settle the various Gothic groups according to traditional diplomatic procedures; there
had been frequent demands on the Gothic side to be accepted as independent allies
and Fritigern’s request had tried to establish a client relationship with the empire, but
this had been refused. Alaric was pressuring Honorius to accept his group as
foederati, as independent allies with the right to keep their weapons; effectively
Honorius was asked to accept a group which was as willing to fight for the empire as
it was willing to fight against it.>®> What had changed, though, was not only the
military strength of the Gothic group under Alaric, which proved effective enough to
pressure Honorius continuously, but also that Alaric remained its leader despite
frequent setbacks.

Although the political landscape was less fragmented in the West than it was in the
East, Honorius’ personal weakness had fostered numerous rival groups at the court,
each with their own political agenda. Potentially this could have enabled Alaric to

exploit the intrigues of the various influential courtiers for his own demands, but it

%3 Liebeschuetz (1990), 72. Heather (1991), 196, 208, 210.
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failed. Aside from Ravenna, the senators in Rome too had their own political
ambitions, and although they were involved in imperial politics to a far lesser extent
than in previous centuries, their political movements nevertheless played a part. It is
interesting that Galla Placidia as Honorius’ half-sister had opted to remain in Rome,
with her claims to the Theodosian heritage, which theoretically stood higher than
those of Honorius, and thus distanced herself from her brother and became part of a
set of politicians with their own political agenda. One can wonder if already before
her capture by the Goths she actively harboured political ambitions and objectives,
which stood in contrast to Honorius and if this was the case, how far she influenced
Athaulf to ‘challenge’ Honorius’ position both before their marriage and by marrying
him later.>*

Two major military confrontations between Stilicho and Alaric had gained neither
side any success, and for some time Stilicho refused to enter into any negotiations
with Alaric.>® However in 404/5 a new alliance between the two was formed, which
renewed the appointment of Alaric as magister militum. Stilicho’s motives for this
are far from clear, but it was much more an answer to the political circumstances the
empire (and Stilicho) faced than a change in the perception of Alaric or his plans; the
idea was that his appointment would pacify Alaric’s continuous grievance of neglect
by the imperial officials, thus giving Stilicho space to deal with the Eastern

government, as well as counteract the recruitment problem Stilicho faced.

> Liitkenhaus (1998), 20-1.
% Claudian, VI con. Hon. 229-31, 239-69. Zosimus, V.48.4. Sozomen, Hist. Eccles. V111.25.3-4,
9.4.2-4. Heather (1991), 209-12. Kulikowski (2007), 170-1. Liebeschuetz (1990), 64-5.
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¢) The sack of Rome

When military pressure forced Stilicho to abandon his negotiations with Alaric in
406, Alaric returned to Italy in 407 to demand 4,000 Ib of gold as payment for his
military services in Epirus (another reminder of the mercenary aspect of Alaric’s
group), which Stilicho succeeded in paying. Stilicho’s murder in August 408,
though, created a similar situation to the one Alaric had already faced in the East, as
both his wish for an appointment and his demands for payment and supplies had
once more been left unfulfilled; any hopes on Alaric’s side to exploit the unstable
situation in Ravenna failed as Honorius refused to pay Alaric.”® As negotiations once
more deteriorated, Alaric tried to pressure Honorius into a treaty by besieging Rome
in winter 408/9, starting a game that was as effective as disastrous. The decision to
use Rome as the pawn was politically a very shrewd move as it provided him with a
psychological tool by threatening the ancient heart of the empire; at the same time,
though, it was a desperate move as the city only served this purpose while it was
threatened whereas a continuous refusal on Honorius’ side would mean its eventual
sack and the open admission of his political failure.

Whether or not Alaric or some of his followers regarded the fact of using Rome as a
‘hostage’ as an expression of directly challenging the empire (by regarding Rome as
the “‘mother’ and origin of the empire) cannot be established. 1 would regard it more
as a difficult measure to force the empire into paying Alaric’s demands than an
actual plan of dominating the empire, although one cannot rule out that Alaric

regarded it as an ideological challenge. It certainly showed an understanding on

% Zosimus, V.29.5-9, 5.30.1-34. Stilicho had faced the pressure of the migration of Vandals, Alans
and Suebes in 406 and the usurpation of Constantine 111 in Britain and Gaul. His success in paying
Alaric’s demands had led to open accusation of treason against him and had led to his murder. His
successor Olympius refused a continuation of a lenient Gothic policy. Matthews (1975), 308-12.
Litkenhaus (1998), 24-7. See Collins (2006), 12-5 for the moves of Vandals, Alans and Suebes.
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Alaric’s side of the somewhat complicated communication between Rome and
Ravenna, and an awareness of its fragmented political landscape. Furthermore,
Alaric opened his own negotiations with the Roman aristocracy, aside from his
dealings with Honorius, which saw a group of senators travelling to Ravenna to open
talks with the imperial court although any such attempts ultimately failed®’. Alaric’s
calculations proved correct insofar as Honorius was prepared to pay for supplies but
continued to refuse to grant Alaric a military title.”® The fact that he had opened talks
with the senate whilst still negotiating with Honorius is indeed not only an
affirmation of the continuous political involvement of the Roman nobility in politics,
but also of Alaric’s perception of his own power.> Besides, his reaction to Honorius’
refusal to accept his demands was as bold as it was dangerous when he appointed the
Roman senator Priscus Attalus as his own emperor in December 409, thus effectively
demonstrating that he regarded himself to stand equal or even above Honorius’
position and power as emperor when he acted as king maker.

Why Alaric still wanted to receive a military title and honours from an institution
whose leader he now openly challenged and even refused to recognise, is very
difficult to answer. To appoint a counter-emperor instead of merely supporting or
promoting a Roman usurper (like Constantine 111) suggests that Alaric regarded his

own power as far greater than that of a mere leader of a band of Gothic auxiliary

>’ Zosimus, V, 36-8.

%8 Zosimus, V.36.1-44, 5.45-56. Sozomen, Hist. Eccles.1X.6-7. Kulikowski (2007), 8-9: the aim was
that the broad Roman population would be the first to feel the enormous pressure of food-shortages
and impending starvation due to the Gothic blockade and would revolt against the senatorial families
which were less prone to suffer from the siege. The threat of revolt would prompt them to urge
Honorius to find some agreement with Alaric. Indeed the deteriorating hygienic conditions and lack of
food supplies forced Honorius to re-open talks. There were also some Roman senators, among them
Priscus Attalus (see further below), who opposed Honorius and were willing to cooperate with Alaric.
Shaw (2001), 151 argues, though, that by and large the Roman aristocracy and the imperial
government had failed to recognise Alaric’s demands and to understand his position. Considering the
long time it took the imperial side to accept a solution to the Gothic ‘problem” which was accepted by
both sides, Shaw’s comment is undoubtedly correct.

% Sivan (2003), 119-21: for the eventual failure of the cooperation between Attalus/the senate and
Alaric, due to Attalus’ miscalculations of the political situation, and underlying tendencies of
contempt for a barbarian ruler which could be found among the Roman aristocracy despite their ideas
of using the same barbarian ruler for their own political machinations with Ravenna.
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troops; Alaric effectively portrayed himself to stand above Honorius® authority by
appointing an emperor himself, thus directly challenging Honorius’ right as emperor.
This leads to the question whether Alaric saw himself as the leader not of a Gothic
group but of a new nation, which stood equal to the Roman empire, thus giving him
the position to appoint an alternative for Honorius, rather than to support another
Roman supporter with Gothic military help. Alaric’s refusal to accept the subsidies
Honorius was prepared to supply could suggest that he regarded his followers as
standing above a band of mercenaries who demanded their payment for their military
employment, and wanted more for them than mere payment. However, Alaric had
not appointed himself as counter-emperor but had chosen Attalus, which would
suggest that he had no desire to replace Romania with Gothia by setting himself up
as Caesar as Athaulf would later claim he had wanted to do. The danger lay in the
refusal to accept Honorius’ position as it would only harden Honorius’ refusal to
enter into serious negotiations but also because Alaric allowed himself to become, at
least partly, a tool of Roman politics, especially when there was a faction of Roman
senators, among them Attalus, who opposed Honorius;®® besides, their willingness to
cooperate with Alaric was as much —if not more — due to the pursuit of their own
political aims as it was an expression of believing in joint Gothic-Roman politics.
Thus a likely possibility for Alaric choosing Attalus could have been an attempt of
his to exploit certain court intrigues at Ravenna, which aimed to replace Honorius
thus hoping to gain advantages by supporting a candidate a faction at court was
likely to back. According to Paulinus of Pella, Attalus himself regarded his

appointment as a political charade, though from the Gothic viewpoint a connection

% part of the problem were religious differences as some of these Roman families had kept their
pagan beliefs and promoted themselves as guardians of traditional Roman values, and opposed the
strong Christian emphasis of the Theodosian dynasty, see Kulikowski (2007), 9, 174-6. In the light of
this argument it is surprising that Placidia not only remained in Rome and fostered a different political
line to Ravenna, but that she promoted her Theodosian heritage.
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with the Roman aristocracy could only be in their interest, especially when these
aristocrats had access to resources as well as a certain level of influence in the
imperial administration.®* For the senators, although they were by no means a
homogenous group, the inability of Ravenna to reach any lasting conclusion with
Alaric was aggravating their own position, as Alaric was quick in using Rome as the
‘battlefield’ to press for his own interests. An alliance with Alaric could then be used
as a tool to remove the politically intolerable Honorius. The current successor of
Stilicho was Jovinus who later indeed supported Attalus and was to receive military
help from Athaulf too; furthermore, it does demonstrate that Attalus was by no
means the weak Gothic puppet Paulinus portrays, but someone influential courtiers
regarded as a feasible candidate not only to replace Honorius but also to rescue the
political situation in the West.%?

Kulikowski recently argued that it had been Alaric’s almost inborn loyalty to
Honorius as the emperor that had prevented him from sacking Rome far earlier.®®
Taken further, this would mean that Alaric did not create himself to be emperor but
rather chose Attalus, because he felt too much reverence for Honorius to replace him
himself. Yet this argument is based on the assumption that, because Alaric
supposedly had been born inside imperial territory, he naturally shared the Roman

concept of loyalty towards the imperial dynasty. First of all, there is no evidence

%1 paulinus, Euch. 293-301. Liitkenhaus (1998), 33-5.

%2 priscus Attalus had previously been comes sacrarum largitionem in 409 at Honorius’ court and
praefectus urbis in Rome, thus being directly involved in court politics. Attalus’ eventual failure was
due not so much to a general political miscalculation or personal inability but the stout loyalty of other
courtiers for Honorius, most notably Heraclius, comes Africae, which hindered any serious support for
Attalus. Heraclius created a severe shortage of supplies for Rome which in turn questioned Attalus’
usefulness for the Goths; as any movements out of Italy were too dangerous at that point, the only
way was to re-open talks with Honorius. Furthermore, Constantine I11 was yet another counter-
emperor who had widespread support among the Gallic aristocracy, which created some kind of
unifying element between them and the Roman aristocracy as both supported candidates who stood in
opposition to Honorius. The Gothic position in this was difficult as they played an active role in
promoting Attalus yet at the same time served as a tool for both these Gallic and Roman aristocrats to
work for their own political aims, namely the disposition of Honorius, but not necessarily to promote
Gothic aims. Harries (1994), 60-2. Litkenhaus (1998), 27-8, 33-8,69-75. McLynn (1995), 470-1.
Heather (2005), 226-7, 239, 248-9. For Attalus’ later life, see Olympiodorus, fr. 13. Orosius, V11.42.9.
%3 Kulikowski (2007), 4.
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what Alaric really thought of Honorius, and judging from Attalus’ appointment he
certainly felt no loyalty towards the emperor, nor can one assume that just because a
non-Roman had been born inside the empire, he naturally had a sense of loyalty
towards the imperial institution; judging from the many Roman usurpers, there was
no guarantee whatsoever that even Romans would be naturally loyal towards the
current imperial dynasty. Such a concept would imply that imperial frontiers were
automatically creating some kind of inclusive boundaries with a common cultural
understanding that all residents of the empire shared, based on the fact that they all
lived inside these borders. It is true that Alaric tried to avoid conquering Rome as
long as possible, yet that had less to do with loyalty and more to do with the ultimate
admission of his failure to negotiate with Honorius; but that does not allow for the
assumption of an inborn loyalty towards Rome. Had Alaric felt this loyalty as
Kulikowski is arguing, most likely he would have joined the Roman army, like so
many other barbarian generals, and would have risen high in the ranks there, yet he
proved himself to be as ready fighting for the empire as against it. Therefore Alaric’s
loyalty was primarily towards his followers and his interests in establishing this
group rather than to promote the interests of the Theodosian dynasty. Another point
for promoting Attalus could have been an attempt to create a situation that would
finally force Honorius to react: Attalus thus served the same purpose as the siege of
Rome. | would argue that it was most likely a mixture of the above and its overall
effect was to be as successful as Athaulf’s later marriage to Placidia: it demonstrated
the growth of Gothic power but it failed to alter dramatically their political/military
position. If Attalus’ appointment had been intended to pressure Honorius, it failed;
Alaric reduced his demands once again to a level which was suitable for auxiliary
troops: ‘[Alaric] did not want office or honour, nor did he wish to settle in the

provinces previously specified, but only the two Noricums which are on the far
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reaches of the Danube, are subject to continual incursions, and pay little tax to the
treasury. Moreover, he would be satisfied with as much corn each year as the
emperor thought sufficient, and forget about the gold. Thus there could be friendship
and alliance between him and the Romans against everyone who took up arms and

"84 yet even these reduced demands came to

was roused to war against the emperor.
nothing and Alaric finally marched on Rome, which fell on 24 August 410 AD. The
sack of Rome and the capture of Galla Placidia looked at first sight like the final
culmination of Gothic power but in fact it was the failure of Alaric’s politics as it had
deprived him of the only really successful tool to pressure Honorius and he was still
without a treaty with the empire. The only short-term positive effect was that it had
provided him with an enormous amount of booty and had occupied his soldiers —
indeed an important factor as his troops had not been engaged in any serious warfare
since the Balkan campaigns, which could potentially create a climate of treason and
mutiny among them; any victory, however small, was essential in such a climate.®®

The main problem Alaric faced was the lack of steady supplies without which his
followers were unable to continue as a large group or indeed to gain any strong
power-base from which they could further develop their political establishment;
indeed both Alaric and Athaulf were trying to find ways to end their dependence on
imperial supplies. This implies that the people around Alaric was rapidly developing
into much more than just being a relatively small band of mercenaries, and therefore
needed much more than mere payments for military services but a steady, large
income of food supplies; this matter is also closely connected with the increasingly
important question of a permanent Gothic settlement within Roman territory. This

question of land is an indicator that Alaric’s followers had developed from a band of

64 Zosimus, V.50.3.

% Zosimus, V1.7.11-2. Olympiodorus, fr.30. Orosius, VI11.43. Rutilius, 11.59-60. Augustine’s de
civitate dei was a direct moral and theological answer to the destruction of Rome. Lancgon, (2000), 39.
Kulikowski (2007), 5.
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mercenaries to a much larger group, as mercenaries would have been able to exist on
a much smaller scale of supplies. Alaric’s aim to cross to Africa via Sicily, and
Wallia’s later attempt in 416 AD to achieve the same, must have been an attempt to
counteract the permanent food shortage by moving into the province from where
most of the grain supplies came. Alaric’s demands throughout had included secure
subsidies, although by now it must have become more apparent that even guaranteed
supplies were not a long-term alternative to an area of settlement where arable land
would have maintained a large group for much longer.?® Athaulf too, continued to
struggle with the difficulty in finding enough supplies for his group, and it is to his

leadership we must turn next.

% Orosius, VI11.43.2. Olympiodorus, fr. 22.1-2. Liebeschuetz (1990), 72, provides another argument
for Alaric’s attempt to cross into Africa as a possible punishment of the comes Africae Heraclius who
had fiercely opposed him and Attalus. See also Collins (2006), 26-37 for further Gothic history.
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3. Athaulf

Succeeding Alaric in 411 AD, it was left to Athaulf to deal with the continuous
problem of guaranteed supplies and the increasing difficulty questions over an area
of settlement posed. Athaulf was Alaric’s political successor when he was able to
finalise the question of a Gothic settlement that had formed an increasingly essential
part of Alaric’s political/military agenda. The difference to Alaric was that Athaulf
had to deal with a subsequently different concept of leadership which had to
accommodate the issues of a settled barbarian people in immediate proximity to the
Roman population. Thus his political concept of supporting the Roman empire with
Gothic power can also be interpreted as an answer to create a modus vivendi with the
Romans but also as an attempt to define the concept of Gothic leadership in a new
way which was suitable to a settled people. Thus a prerequisite for Athaulf’s plan to
replace Romania with Gothia in Gaul would have been a strong Gothic position both
militarily as well as politically, and as the subsequent events showed this was not the
case. Neither questions over a territory for settlement nor over complete
independence from the empire in terms of supplies, had been successfully resolved —
in fact these issues continued to dictate Gothic movements in Gaul (and for some
time in Spain) to a large extent.

To turn to the problems of territorial settlement and guaranteed supplies: both were
linked and had a direct influence on the development of Athaulf’s group as well as
on the intention to become wholly independent from the empire. If one accepts the
notion that Alaric’s group at the beginning of his career was indeed a band of
mercenaries as has been previously discussed, the question of supplies then had been

largely a question of payment for military support for the empire.®” However, as this

®7 See Part 1.2.
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mercenary band started to absorb other people from outside and grew in size
(absorbing not only men fit for military service but also women and children), it
needed much more than mere payment for military campaigns, and the demand for
actual food supplies became therefore an increasingly important issue; indeed
Alaric’s request shortly before the sack of Rome referred to corn supplies rather than
money. As Alaric had not managed to establish a lasting agreement with Honorius,
and attempts to gain access to Africa had failed, Athaulf was forced to continue the
policy of moving and plundering to access these supplies; but as Italy had soon lost
its value of providing the required resources, Athaulf moved into Gaul. Even if one
debates the mercenary aspect of the original composition of Alaric’s group and
rejects the earlier payments as a form of military wages, certainly by now it had
developed into a conformation which was nothing short of a new people and
therefore required far more supplies than a relatively small group of soldiers.
Whether one can label Athaulf’s group already a nation as it contained by now more
than just a warrior-dominated group, or whether one reserves such a definition for
the time when this people established themselves in Aquitaine in 416, or even as late
as their kingdom in Spain when the Gothic court issued laws, is open to debate.
Certainly in the ancient sources there was no distinction any more between various
different Gothic groups, but already Alaric and even more Athaulf were regarded as
the leader or king of the Goths, very much implying one homogenous group under
one established leader. Even if one does not accept the idea that this group was a
nation yet, it was certainly a “nation in the making’. It had lost its pure mercenary
aspect, it had grown in size, it had started itself to absorb people rather than being
absorbed into the imperial system, and its leadership under one leader had become an
established fact (even if there were still internal feuds about it, although they were

more concerned with the actual person holding power rather than with the concept as
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such). Athaulf’s later comments on adopting and supporting Roman law have been
interpreted as a step beyond the Gothic request for a settlement and have been
regarded as a sign towards their emancipation as a nation or state; this is based on
arguments that the Goths still regarded themselves more as Roman magistrates or as
heirs to Roman power, thus still being subject to overall Roman authority (based
partly on the interpretation of their Law Codes as a continuation of Roman edicts
rather than completely new legal creations).®® Yet such an interpretation regards the
Goths as a nation only when they had adopted Roman law, which implies that
without this Roman law there was no possibility for a non-Roman people to become
a nation or a state in their own right, or that their own laws were not sufficient
enough for them to form a nation. Surely the acceptance and assimilation with
Roman law had nothing to do with the development of a barbarian group into a
political/military unit, nor into a new people or even a state/nation.®® Athaulf’s idea
of incorporating Roman law into Gothic structures could have been an attempt to
find an easier modus vivendi with the empire but this does not exclude the notion that
already before this the various Gothic groups or Alaric’s followers had had their own

concepts of legal matters.

However as Alaric before him, Athaulf was to become trapped in the turmoil of the
imperial administration: as supplies remained a crucial part of any negotiation,
Heraclian’s revolt in Africa had delayed grain supplies and made this topic even
more pressing. Furthermore Flavius Constantius’ rise to power in Ravenna had

seriously altered the political balance and had upset Jovinus and his supporters.

%8 Barnwell (1992), 74-5. Harries (1994), 61-3.

% The Visigothic law collection of the Breviarum of Alaric 11 in the sixth century is based on Roman
interpretations of law and written from a Roman perspective. The question remains to whom this law
code was applied, and if it concerned Goths and Romans alike or only one of the two; it seems,
though, that the Goths were expected to fall under the jurisdiction of the Gothic king whereas the
Roman population was tried under Roman law. Matthews (2000), 32-3, 37-9. See also Part I.3.
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Athaulf himself had originally supported Jovinus but soon fell out with him and was
willing to hand over Jovinus to Ravenna in exchange for a new treaty. The
subsequent harsh treatment of Jovinus’ followers by Constantius led to considerable
misgivings among the Gallic aristocracy, and as Constantius was trying to reaffirm
imperial power in Gaul he had to pacify Gallic interests in the long term. Questions
over a permanent Gothic settlement on imperial soil were still an awkward problem
and were made even more complex as negotiations with Athaulf had to avoid any
serious impact on the Gallic aristocracy and their social as well as political sphere in
order to regain support among them. Furthermore Constantius’ increasing military
defence left increasingly little space for Athaulf to manoeuvre. The situation was
complicated by the fact that Athaulf’s own position among his Gothic followers was
not without its challenges. Although his leadership was widely accepted, his feud
with Sarus demonstrated that despite the acceptance of a single leader the person to
hold this position was subject to challenge by men with a similar background. It was
the respective leader who defined the military/political programme of the Goths, and
in an episode concerning Paulinus of Pella Athaulf himself admitted that he and his
decisions were in fact far from being wholly independent from his followers whose
opinions he had to take into account.”

Although the move into Gaul had created a very difficult position for Athaulf, it was
perhaps less surprising if one considers that many of the major players in this
political game were somewhat connected with each other and had numerous
connections with Gaul: one of them was Galla Placidia who had been part of the
political establishment in Rome with which Attalus was connected. Furthermore,
Placidia was to prove a potentially dangerous ‘weapon’ in Athaulf’s hands:

Placidia’s relationship to Valentinian | through her mother gave her a stronger link

"0 paulinus, Euch. 357-63. See also Nixon (1992).
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with the Theodosian dynasty than Honorius could claim and presented potentially a
different political view from Honorius. Already during her time in Rome, Placidia
had proved an opponent of Honorius or, if one believes the weak character of
Honorius himself, at least of the ruling faction at Ravenna — in fact her remaining in
Rome instead of fleeing to Ravenna when the Gothic invasion became imminent
suggests a certain distance from the imperial court; at least factions which stood
against Honorius could have used her distance from her half-brother in order to
exploit their own claims of anti-Honorian policies. This distance from Honorius was
already apparent in her role in the trial against Serena: according to Zosimus, she
was involved in the political establishment in Rome and played a role together with
some parts of the senate in convicting Serena.”* Liitkenhaus also argues that Placidia
seems to have left Rome without any violent attempts on the Gothic side, and
concludes that this could be an indication that she was already in contact with those
senatorial circles which supported Attalus, and thus indirectly the Goths.”?> Another
major player was Jovinus, a Gallic noble who had started a rebellion in Gaul in 411
and in turn was promoted by a large group of the Gallic aristocracy as part of a
strategy to alter the situation in Ravenna to their own political advantage. According
to Wolfram, Jovinus was also keen to establish a basis for cooperation with Athaulf
when Athaulf’s position in Italy posed the chance to transport the usurpation from

Gaul into Italy and to boost its potential success through Gothic military help; but

™ Zosimus, V.28, 34, 38-9. The fact that Serena was Stilicho’s widow and their two daughters had
been married to Honorius, and that Stilicho had been Honorius’ chief adviser and military leader for
some time, undoubtedly added to the somewhat strained situation between Honorius and Placidia.
Due to the absence of the emperor, Rome had lost its status as the political centre of the empire, but it
had allowed for the rising influence of the senate and the continuity of Rome as a cultural centre,
which remained intact despite serious political/military/social unrest and instability, see for example
Alfoldi (2001), 4-5. See article by Alféldi (2001) for senatorial pride and continuity of influence in
Rome, despite profound difficulties in the political and social sector (misuse of offices, food
shortages, dilapidation of public buildings etc); the inscriptions continue a message of general
aristocratic pride in Rome’s culture and aristocratic commitment to the upkeep and restoration of the
eternal glory of Rome, regardless of their background or religious conviction.

"2 Liitkenhaus (1998), 72-5: he argues that Constantius’ insistence to get Placidia back from the Goths
was also directly linked with his own attempts to secure further his political bid, not only in terms of
gaining a family relationship with Honorius but also to secure the support of senatorial circles.



1114

1115

1116

1117

1118

1119

1120

1121

1122

1123

1124

1125

1126

1127

1128

1129

1130

1131

1132

1133

1134

1135

1136

110

aside from Jovinus’ connection with Sarus, an enemy of Athaulf, Jovinus’ promotion
of his brother to the purple without Athaulf’s consent had further strained their
relationship and made Athaulf hand over Jovinus to Ravenna.” Jovinus stood in
connection with Attalus, who was himself supported by Athaulf.

After the end of this revolt, Athaulf must have known about the tensions between
Constantius and the Gallic aristocracy, especially when he saw the drastic measures
against the Jovinus-supporters; any attempt on their side to fight for their own
political aims without consent from Ravenna could have been hardly surprising. In
the light of Athaulf’s break with Jovinus, support among the Gallic aristocrats for the
Gothic cause in order to ensure their access to supplies was essential. Placidia could
not only present a pawn to pressure Ravenna, especially when Constantius was more
than keen to have her back, but she as a member of the imperial house and known to
pose a different line from Honorius could also serve to convince the Gallic
aristocrats to support the Gothic cause, which was vital to gain access to continuous
supplies. Besides, there were some Gallic aristocrats, who were willing to support
Athaulf and his aims, which raises the question whether his policy already before his
marriage with Placidia was showing signs of supporting the restoration of Roman
interests, as he was to claim at his wedding. Orosius talked of the influence Placidia
had over Athaulf, and as she was with the Goths already since 410 it could certainly
be that her presence and undoubted political insight had a certain impact on
Athaulf’s decisions to favour increasingly a policy of restoration; in the light of this
argument, the wedding in 415 would have been then just the manifestation of this

policy. Attalus was re-appointed emperor with various Gallic aristocrats (among

7 Olympiodorus, fr. 18, 20. Orosius, V11.42.6. Sarus was a former commander under Honorius,
promoted by his patron Stilicho, and had become an influential imperial agent. He was also a mortal
enemy of Athaulf who quickly killed him though this feud was later to be responsible for Athaulf’s
own murder; Sarus’ brother Sigeric continued this feud and eventually became for a very brief time
Athaulf’s successor. Elton (1996 b), 34-5. Matthews (1975), 314-5. Heather (1991), 197-8. Burns
(1992), 53. Lutkenhaus (1998), 76. Wolfram (1997), 146.
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them Paulinus of Pella) as members of the new government and Athaulf himself
married Placidia in a Roman-style ceremony in Narbonne.

Some contemporaries regarded this marriage as the fulfilment of a prophecy in the
Book of Daniel of the marriage between the daughter of the king of the South and the
son of the king of the North.”* Orosius was undoubtedly aware of this interpretation,
and as he was writing his history from an ecclesiastical standpoint it was very
important for him that it was not the Christians who were responsible for the gradual
breakdown of imperial structures. Yet there was a problem with this interpretation:
the Goths had become major players in political and military matters, but as Arians
they belonged to a heretical group and posed a problem for this concept; the marriage
of their leader with a daughter of the imperial house added a further element of
complexity to this, especially when it had posed an obvious defiance of imperial
orders. A way for Orosius to interpret this problem could have been to present the
Goths and especially their leader as wanting to preserve peace and being interested in
using their military power for the restoration and continuation of the Roman empire.
Besides, imperial ideology dictated that there was only one empire, namely a Roman
and Christian one, hence Orosius almost had no other choice than to present Athaulf
as engaging in preserving Romania with Gothic power. Also Placidia’s presentation
as having a profound impact on Athaulf would certainly fit into this picture: Placidia
as an orthodox Christian could not only be seen as influencing Athaulf in the
religious sphere, but also to fight for the imperial house, whose representative she
was. Orosius might also have used Athaulf and his representation in his histories in
much the same way as Salvian used the barbarians: to depict the Gothic leader as
having the wellbeing of the Roman state more in his heart, despite not being a

Roman himself, than the emperor or his courtiers, would have served as a mirror to

" Book of Daniel, 11, 5. Orosius, V11.40, 43. Liitkenhaus (1998), 77-80. Goetz (2000), 75-6. Barnwell
(1992), 71.
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demonstrate the lack of morale and values among the Romans. Considering all these
possible interpretations, there is ample scope to doubt Athaulf ever having made
such a statement about his political intentions, and even if he hinted at some such
view, how much was later the expression of Orosius’ writings. Litkenhaus for one
doubts that contemporaries believed in any attempts to turn such rhetoric into a
serious political programme. However, | do believe that there was indeed more to
Athaulf’s statement than the mere expressions of contemporary writings or
ecclesiastically inspired interpretations. The fact that the Goths were to a large extent
dependent on the help of the Gallic aristocracy for accessing supplies would have
turned Athaulf’s statement into a shrewd political move to convince influential
aristocrats to lend their support to the Gothic cause. In an interesting analogy, Alaric
had already made a similar statement shortly before his final attack on Rome, when
he promised to use Gothic strength to fight for Roman interests and to regard Rome’s
enemies as a common enemy.” Of course Alaric had proved ready to issue such
statements yet remaining essentially hostile to Rome in order to gain maximum
advantage for Gothic interests, and perhaps such a comment should not be taken as a
serious political programme, especially when he tried to gain access to larger
supplies; however, it is interesting that a very similar concept was to emerge under
Athaulf in what was essentially the same situation when he largely relied on the
support of the Gallo-Romans. Whether that was a sign of a political concept, though,
which had started already under Alaric and resurfaced under Athaulf, yet was never
taken seriously by the Roman side, is impossible to say. Furthermore, the aristocrats
who attended the wedding in Narbonne belonged to a group of Gallic nobles whose
relationship with Ravenna was more than strained after the Jovinus-episode; for

example the family of one of the attendants, Rusticus, had suffered badly as a result

7> Zosimus, V.50. See also Diaz (1999), 329.
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of the prosecution of Jovinus’ followers. These people would have looked for a
political alternative to the present regime in Ravenna and for Athaulf to exploit these
rifts by helping them to fight this faction at Ravenna, as well as restoring Roman

strength, would have made ample sense.

Athaulf’s earlier claims to replace Romania with Gothia and to become what Caesar
Augustus had been had been a direct challenge to Honorius’ position as emperor. To
digress here briefly: increasingly barbarian kings were to start adopting the imperial
trappings of presenting a ruler on coinage and other objects not only as a way to
imitate Roman culture, but as these visual images conveyed a message of imperial
unity and power, so representing themselves in the same way was an attempt to
transfer the same political message. In Elsner’s words, the ‘emperor’s image...gave
access [through viewing and ritual] to the holy presence of a living god, or in
Christian times to the chosen representative of God, under whose protection the
civilised world had been placed’ as the emperor ‘was not merely a person, he was the
definition and symbol of the nature of the Roman state.””® For a barbarian king to use
such imagery and propaganda such as the concept of restoring Roman interests and
values as Athaulf did was not only meant as an open appreciation of Roman culture
but far more that he understood himself to be the rightful successor to the message
this imperial imagery carried and ultimately to imperial authority. Athaulf’s use of a
language of ‘restoring” Roman order goes as far back as Augustus’ concept of

‘restoring republican values’ and clearly demonstrates a far more ambitious political

’® Ammianus described the entrance of Constantius into Rome, giving a striking image of this power
personified in the emperor, A.M.,16.10 (for the city of Rome in late antiquity, see for example Alféldi
(2001)). Carolingian architecture for example deliberately evoked comparisons with imperial
buildings in Rome. Furthermore Charlemagne crowned himself emperor at Rome in 800 and
presented himself not only as a Frankish king but also as the continuator and successor of the old
Roman empire. The process of merging Roman imagery and mythology with barbarian art was very
longstanding as for example Lucian’s comment in the second century on Celtic representations of
Heracles demonstrates. Wood (1997), 116-22. Elsner (1998), 27-30, 53-87, 136-8. Kelly (2001), 171-
6,182. Millar (1967). Ferris (2000), 176-7.
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concept than a mere challenge to replace Honorius as the dominant military power;
thus Athaulf put himself as a rightful claimant of imperial power and its message of
preserving and enhancing Roman values; thus in championing a political concept
based on Augustan precedent, his political agenda would allow him to be portrayed
as a second Augustus, and therefore as a new saviour-like figure to restore Rome to
its glory and to lead it to a second Golden Age.

His marriage with Placidia added dynastical claim to this as he entered into a
marriage alliance with the imperial house, and with this he could potentially claim
access to the imperial throne; after all, Constantius’ later marriage to Placidia made
him eventually co-emperor with Honorius. It is interesting then that Athaulf decided
to marry Placidia as he must have been aware of these dynastic implications, but also
that their child was named Theodosius, thus demonstrating the hope to unite Gothic
and Roman power in one person.”” Furthermore, if one takes the approach that
Placidia served much the same purpose as Alaric’s siege of Rome Athaulf
deliberately rejected her value as a pawn by marrying her because her exchange in
return for grain had been part of any further negotiations with Ravenna. Considering
how important access to supplies was for his group, Placidia thus must have had a
strong impact on Athaulf, which would make her political influence on him
plausible. Another indication that there must have been more to Athaulf’s remark
than mere ideological interpretation from Orosius is the fact that coinage issued by
Attalus around the same time talked about a restitutio rei publicae which was (in
terms of coinage) a unique occurrence at that specific time; the fact that Attalus was
entirely dependent on Gothic military power must have meant that his political

programme of restoration was equally dependent on Gothic help and thus directly

" Honorius was childless despite being married twice, so any of Placidia’s children were the obvious
heirs to the Western throne; the baby Theodosius, though, died shortly after his birth. In Heather’s
opinion, the choice of the baby’s name indicates that Athaulf himself wanted to become the power
behind the throne, Heather (1996), 149.
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supported by Athaulf.”

How Athaulf’s followers regarded his political concept
cannot be established; later his short-lived successor Sigeric (Sarus’ brother) would
openly distance himself from him when he murdered Athaulf’s children from his first
marriage to a Gothic woman, and forced his widow Placidia to walk some miles in
front of his horse; such an open humiliation of someone who represented both
Athaulf’s politics and imperial links was clearly an indicator that he distanced
himself from Athaulf’s policy; whether, though, that was just an expression of a
personal feud or indeed a public rejection of the political programme of his
predecessor is impossible to say. Much later in the Ostrogothic kingdom, some of the
nobles were to regard Amalasuntha’s classical education and her contact with the
Eastern court as a severe threat to Ostrogothic culture and political interests, which
eventually led to her assassination. Whether a similar faction was present among
Athaulf’s followers, who regarded a pro-Roman policy as threatening Gothic
interests, and perhaps found its expression in Sarus’ and Sigeric’s opposition, cannot
be established.

If some of his followers harboured misgivings about Athaulf’s policy of a connection
with the Gallic nobles, they soon found support for their opinion as the much-desired
connection with the Gallic aristocracy soon came to an end. The reason was not so
much a lack of commitment on both sides but Constantius’ continuous pressure on
Gaul which broke the connection between parts of the Gallic nobility and the Goths.
414 saw a famine, which made the consistent food supplies for the Goths very
problematic and increased the burden on the civitates although there was no open
revolt against the Goths. Constantius’ decision to blockade the trade seriously
threatened further supplies and was the main reason for Athaulf to retreat to Spain at

the end of 414. During this move not only some of the Goths but also members of the

78 Liitkenhaus (1998), 80-2: the inscription on the coinage was deliberately used by Attalus to promote
his political programme.



1258

1259

1260

1261

1262

1263

1264

1265

1266

1267

1268

1269

1270

1271

1272

1273

1274

1275

1276

1277

1278

1279

116

Roman population rioted against Attalus’ officials for their incompetence in dealing
with this crisis, which was further complicated by the deserting of Alanic troops who
had been fighting with the Goths.”® Overall Athaulf’s politics had failed, as the
alliance with the Gallic nobles had not been strong enough to endure Constantius’
pressure and the fragmentation of Gallic interests. There were still no guaranteed
supplies or a territory for settlement; Athaulf could not return Placidia without losing
face, and as Ravenna regarded her return as an essential part of the negotiations any
further exchange with the court was severed. In summer 415, though, Athaulf was
killed in Barcelona.?’ Considering the fact that Athaulf had faced the problems of
supplies and a settlement already at the time of his succession to power, his rule had
failed. However, it was under his rule that the Goths had increasingly developed into
a coherent group, indeed became a people who were to settle in Aquitaine under his

successor Wallia in 418.

Whatever Alaric’s aim had been when he had so fiercely demanded a military title
from the Roman authorities, whether he had entered the army already with the aim to
gain power among his Gothic followers, whether he intended to use a military title to
affirm his power-position among his own people against other contenders, or
whether he hoped to use it as a form of assimilating barbarian power with Roman
authority, is open to question. Alaric’s start as the leader of an auxiliary contingent
within the imperial army does not mean that the group around him represented a

band of troops revolting against the empire or that Alaric’s position is a choice

" The presence of these Alanic contingents is an indicator of how fluent these groups still were in
terms of temporarily or permanently absorbing people from outside their group. Constantius also
blocked the Pyrenean passes which stopped the Goths from moving back into Gaul when their raids in
Spain had met with little success. Paulinus of Pella himself got entangled in this resistance near Bazas.
Paulinus, Euch. 285-8, 330-40. Orosius, VI11.43. Olympiodorus, frs. 22.1-1, 24. Liebeschuetz (1990),
73. Lutkenhaus (1998), 83-6. Matthews (1975), 316 for unrest in Africa.

8 paulinus, Euch. 291-3. Heather (1991), 221. Matthews (1975), 317.
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between presenting him either as a military leader or a Gothic king.2* The service
within the imperial army gave Alaric a basis from which he could develop his own
power, a fact also highlighted by his continuous request for a Roman military title.
As he started his career within the imperial army, he was certainly a military leader,
not least in the Roman view, but there is no information whether or not this included
an already existing leading position among his own people. Thus, Alaric should be
seen as a military leader who eventually became the leader of a group that was
gradually to develop into a nation; it is not so much a question of regarding Alaric
and his group either as a nation or an army (to borrow here the term from
Liebeschuetz), but rather to see this group developing from a strong military starting
point into a nation. Alaric, regardless of what his social position among his people
encompassed before he entered the Roman sphere, was the dynamic force behind this
development. Yet it does not follow that he “‘created’ the Goths as a people — his was
a group which was transformed under his and Athaulf’s leadership into one of the
first barbarian ‘superpowers’ and became successful enough to withstand Roman
resistance and thus to develop further. Athaulf certainly had taken a firm step
towards connecting concepts of Gothic leadership with Roman imperial power,
hoping to consolidate such a programme not only by his marriage to Placidia but
even in the future of his and Placidia’s so poignantly named son Theodosius; it was
only under Theoderic Il and especially under Euric that the concept of understanding
Gothic kingship merged firmly with Roman concepts of power and authority.®
Interestingly Theoderic 11 continued the link between the Gothic court and the Gallic
aristocracy Athaulf had created, when he supported the Gallic nobles in their choice

to make Avitus emperor (the Gallic nobility needed the military support of the Goths

8 Diaz (1999), 327-9.
82 See Diaz (1999), 330-5 for the further development of Gothic understanding of royal power. See
also Part 11.1.
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as did Avitus). According to Sidonius, there is also an echo to Athaulf’s earlier
political programme when Theoderic says of Avitus that he had helped him to
understand that Roman laws are pleasing to him as is peace®. Sidonius’ audience in
Rome did not favourably regard such a strong connection between the emperor and
the Goths, and Avitus fell from power within a year when he lacked the Italian
support.®* However, Sidonius’ praise of the Gothic king formed part of his overall
pro-Roman treatment of Theoderic Il, a concept that was connected to Sidonius’ own
close relationship with Avitus and support of the Gallic cause;® thus the extent to
which Theoderic made such comments as part of his own political conviction or to
regard himself as a political successor of Athaulf, has to remain open.

As has been seen, the development of the Goths under Athaulf was intrinsically
linked with Gaul and the Gallic aristocracy. Athaulf’s intended political programme,
already supported by a group of aristocrats, had further fostered a need among the
Gallic nobility in general to start to assimilate with the Gothic establishment. The
next part of the thesis will look in more detail at this relationship, and how the Gallo-

Romans regarded their socio-political position in a changing world.

8 Sid. Ap., Carm.7.498.

8 Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 17-9: there is an inscription existing which is dated to the reign of king
Thorismund (451-53), addressing him as dominus noster which for Mathisen & Sivan indicates that
the Gothic kings regarded themselves now as equal in status to the Roman emperor.

% See also pp.183-4.
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Part 111. The Gallo-Romans and the Goths

Contemporary Roman writers often talked of a disruption and subsequent decline of
Roman lifestyle and culture once the barbarian peoples had moved into the empire
for good. This part of the thesis will examine whether the Roman population really
seriously suffered from the settlement of non-Roman peoples on their land, what it
meant in terms of disruption or even extinction of Roman lifestyle, or whether such
statements were more the expressions of specific intentions of the authors expressed
in literature, which had little resemblance with actual reality. There is a lot to be said
for both sides, and to an extent integration between the new peoples and the Roman
population was not possible without some disruption or at least alterations of former
concepts of lifestyle and culture; in fact it was this process of alteration and
adaptation to a different world which created the basis for integration and
assimilation between the two sides.

The first chapter will look at the actual settlement of the Goths in Aquitaine since
this formed the basis from which any further development of either rejection or
integration stemmed, as the Gothic settlement was a political fact which the Roman
population had to come to terms with. The second chapter will then look at questions
of disruptions of Roman culture due to an unprecedented barbarian presence and
interference in Roman lifestyle and how the Roman population reacted to this. The
third chapter will look at specific aspects of integration and indeed absorption into
Gothic rule as another way to establish a common basis for living. Finally it will
glance at a specific way of adaptation with the new political system, that is the world

of the bishop, as an alternative to Roman or Gothic rule.
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1. Athaulf’s succession

a) Wallia and the question of settlement

Let us turn then to the eventual Gothic settlement in Aquitaine and its significance
for the development of concepts of adaptation to a new lifestyle. Athaulf’s eventual
successor Wallia stood in no family connection with Alaric or Athaulf, as Athaulf’s
murder by some opponents, perhaps including Sigeric, had disrupted any dynastic
hereditary system. Only Theoderic was to establish a dynasty with a succession-line,
and although he was married to a daughter or sister of Alaric there is no reason to
believe that he was elected on the basis of being a relative of Alaric.' Orosius
reported that Wallia was elected as Athaulf’s successor due to his promise to pursue
a strict policy of anti-Roman politics.? Whether such a promise really demonstrated a
true intention of reversing previous ideas of restoring Romanitas with Gothic help
and to stop further steps towards assimilation with the Roman world, or more a
desperate attempt of Wallia to find another way to establish Gothic success, is
impossible to say. Furthermore, as said before, there is of course the difficulty of
how far Athaulf’s comment on restoration can be taken seriously and thus how far
Orosius had to create this dichotomy between him and his successor. However, as
discussed in the previous chapter, there is much to be said for taking Athaulf’s
remark of restoration as a serious political programme. Yet Athaulf’s politics had not
gained the desired independence for the Goths and thus it would have made sense for

Wallia to distance himself from the politics of his predecessor. However Wallia’s

! Orosius, V11.40 described Athaulf only as a kinsman of Alaric without giving any more detail about
the family relationship between the two. Zosimus stated Athaulf as Alaric’s brother-in-law, V.37. See
also Heather (1992), 87. Wolfram (1990), 99.

2 Orosius, VII. 43.
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attempt to cross into Africa as a way to secure guaranteed grain supplies without
imperial interference failed, and Constantius’ blockade made a return to Gaul and
perhaps a plan to renew cooperation with the Gallic aristocracy futile. Eventually
Wallia concluded a treaty with the empire in 416 AD, and in contrast to Athaulf he
was able to return Placidia without losing face — thus fulfilling one of the obligations
of renewed contacts with Ravenna. In Litkenhaus’ opinion, Wallia could even
strengthen his position with this treaty, and if one accepts Wallia’s earlier political
plans as anti-Roman, this treaty was indeed improving Wallia’s position, when his
previous political programme had gained nothing to support the Gothic population in
terms of supplies, which were badly needed.?

With the Gothic population numbering between 80,000-100,000 people, a guaranteed
grain supply continued to be of vital importance and Placidia’s return to Ravenna
brought 600,000 modii of grain for the Goths; in return the Goths had to provide
military support for the imperial army.* That formula would have pointed more
towards the normal treatment of mercenaries, who received payment in return for
military service, and thus would have stood in the traditional way in which previous
negotiations between Goths and Romans had been concluded. However, this time it
also explicitly featured land for farming, thus land for a permanent settlement.’
Although Alaric had already demanded land as part of his negotiations, the factor of
a permanent settlement now points towards a much more established form of
political and social unity among the Goths; this in turn leads to the question whether

the Goths had now become a nation or were still a conglomerate of various different

% Orosius, VI11.43.10. Liitkenhaus (1998), 88-90: there is a debate whether the crossing to Africa was a
mere plan or in fact an actual failed attempt. Be that as it may, the fact alone that Wallia was
contemplating such a move is surely reason enough to see how important the grain supplies were for
the Gothic population.

* Precise numbers for the Gothic population are difficult to establish with numbers fluctuating due to
military defeat or diseases, though presumably numbers would have kept fairly high by people joining
the Goths from outside. Nixon (1992), 65-8.

> Olympiodorus, fr.26.2, 29.1. Orosius, VI1.43.10-3. Hydatius, 62-3, 67. Liebeschuetz (1990), 74.
Matthews (1975), 307. Lutkenhaus (1998), 90-3.
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groups cooperating only for their political advantage against Rome. It is true that the
Goths continued to cooperate with various other, different ethnic groups,
undoubtedly for their mutual political advantage, and that these alliances were at
times prone to break; I would argue, though, that the granting of a specific territory
for permanent settlement was an expression of imperial acceptance of Gothic
independence and their status as a nation, albeit without an actual country of their
own. Even the subsequent Gothic employment in imperial service to fight the
Vandals and Alans on the Iberian Peninsula did not diminish the empire’s acceptance
of Gothic strength as a fact. Indeed their employment against the new barbarian
groups in Spain suggests that Ravenna was happier to accept Gothic power and to
find a modus vivendi with them than to make arrangements with the Vandals and
their allies.® In 418 the Goths under Wallia’s successor Theoderic | moved back to
Gaul and finally settled in Aquitaine.

Although the Gothic position was one of relative weakness, there was no reason on
the Roman side to doubt Gothic strength or their existence as an independent people.
In fact part of the reason why the empire had settled them in Gaul was to provide a
higher degree of stability in an area that had suffered from recurring tendencies of
internal unrest, large-scale devastations due to the movements of the Alans, Vandals
and Suebes.” The Goths were a welcome military help as long as they continued to
serve the Roman cause, in much the same way as Athaulf’s statement of preserving
Roman strength through Gothic power had dreamt of. Mathisen has argued that
Constantius’ decision to move the Goths into Aquitaine was effectively a

confirmation that both the Rhine and Britain had ceased to be under Roman rule; the

% If the decision to have the Goths fighting in Spain was an attempt to diminish their power it failed
nor did it stop the emergence of a new barbarian superpower, namely that of the Vandals. Burns
(1992), 53-6. Bachrach (1969), 355-7. See also Collins (2006), 26-37 and Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c),
9

" Wolfram (1997), 147.
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area given to the Goths as a settlement served as a buffer-zone designed by
Constantius to protect Italy and the Mediterranean; furthermore, it meant that
Aquitaine was by now considered by the imperial authorities as a marginalised area,
good enough to help serve imperial interest but not important enough any more to be
taken into serious consideration for continued imperial protection.® Bearing in mind
the recurring differences many members of the Gallic nobility had with the imperial
administration (see below), such a territorial reorganisation by Constantius would
undoubtedly have been viewed with suspicion by them, and may have made some of
them even more perceptible to support Athaulf’s attempts to create a political
cooperation with the Gallic aristocracy, or at least to use the Goths as a vehicle to
oppose the government in Ravenna because of its treatment of Gallic interests.

Yet even the eventual settlement should not be seen as a sign that differences within
Gothic society about succession to the leadership were entirely solved, or that the
Goths were operating entirely on their own. Their alliances with other barbarian
peoples continued, for example Paulinus of Pella mentioned a group of Alans who
acted as allies although they were to break this bond during the siege of Bazas. The
successor of Theoderic I, Theoderic Il, incorporated some, though not all, of his
brothers into his administration on the basis of a power-share; indeed one of them
left out was Euric, who promptly killed his brother Theoderic Il to succeed him. Not
all of this was entirely due to brotherly rivalry, but underlying problems with nobles
who played an important role in the exercise and distribution of power were still
found as late as the fifth century. Paulinus mentioned Athaulf’s concern over the

consultation of his advisors whose ideas he had to incorporate in his politics in order

® Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 6-7, 8-10.
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to pacify them; also Sidonius talked of Gothic elders or nobles sitting in a council as
advisors to the king.”

Any Gothic settlement in Gaul had to be as little disruptive to Gallo-Roman life as
possible to avoid unrest. Indeed the Goths had already had some sort of cooperation
with the Gallo-Roman aristocracy under Athaulf, but then there had been no question
of a permanent settlement and ultimately the burden on the Gallic administration had
proven to be too heavy to sustain any cooperation between the two sides. This time,
Gaul had already suffered from the serious disruptions because of the movements of
the Vandals, Alans and Suebes to Spain, and it faced further serious trouble with the
revolt of the Bacaudae. It could be that Constantius now tried to settle the Goths in
order to stop any further spread of the Bacaudic revolts as the Goths would fight to
preserve their own territory, and thus automatically defend the Roman landowners
too. Bachrach, however, regards the idea of the imperial government using the Goths
to control the Bacaudae as seriously doubtful and argues that this would portray the
imperial government in a much stronger position in terms of having retained
administrative influence in Gaul than was actually the case.'® Besides, the Gallo-
Roman communities presumably had already suffered too much from the Vandal
movements in order to stage any serious opposition to the Gothic settlement. As will
be seen further below, there was in fact very little active resistance from the Gallo-
Roman population against the new settlers.

Although the exact terms of the settlement are somewhat ambiguous, it seems that
the Goths received payment only in return for military assistance, which was most

likely negotiated individually on each occasion; the actual land for settlement in the

% paulinus, Euch. 357-63, 377-99. Sid. Ap., Carm. VI. 451-7; Ep. I. 2. 4. See also Heather (1992), 87-
9.

19 iebeschuetz (1990), 74. Matthews (1975), 307, 320. Nixon (1992), 70-1. Thompson (1956), 66-9.
Bachrach (1969), 354. For the activities of the Bacaudae, their origins and the meanings of their
revolts, see Drinkwater (1984), 349-71; (1989), 189-203; (1992), 208-17. Van Dam (1985). Rubin
(1995). See also further below.
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Garonne valley from Toulouse to Bordeaux was presumably managed on the basis of
the hospitalitas system.* As will be discussed in the next chapter, this process of
accommodating the Goths on Roman soil had a dramatic impact on the traditional
culture of the Roman population and brought on serious changes, whatever the

intrinsic details of the actual workings of the settlement were.

1 Hydatius, 69. Philostorgius, 12.4. Burns (1992), 58, 60. Heather (1991), 221. Nixon (1992), 71.
Barnish (1986). The term hospitalitas was originally used in connection with the billeting of soldiers,
describing a temporary method by which mobile military units were housed; soldiers billeted on
private estates could receive up to one-third of the house for their use. In the nineteenth century E.
Gaupp based his theory of the accommodation of barbarians on this system, arguing that the Roman
estates were divided into fractions of a third between Roman owner and barbarian host who would
then gradually gain full legal power of his allotted part. How the hospitalitas-system changed from a
temporary arrangement of military billeting into a term for permanent land tenure is unclear, see also
Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 12.
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b) The question of hospitalitas

There are numerous arguments about the exact details of how the hospitalitas system
worked, whether it implied divisions of land and/or revenues or both, and the extent
of the share the Goths received; it is outside the scope of this chapter to discuss the
full arguments on this controversial topic but it is important to investigate its overall
pattern in order to understand the consequences for the way in which Romans and
Goths had to live together. Goffart’s interpretation of this system was based on the
division of tax-revenues rather than land: two-thirds were given to the barbarians
(one-third to the king, one-third to his followers), the remaining third stayed with the
Romans; in terms of accommodation, the barbarians were allowed the use of one-
third of the house of the Roman owner.*? Wolfram agreed with the argument of tax-
divisions, as did Durliat who argued that the imperial administration redirected the
tax income of the barbarian settlements to the new inhabitants, which therefore
meant not the expropriation of existing ownership but the transfer of taxes. In his
opinion the cities came to play an important part in transferring the taxes, paying
two-thirds of the tax revenues directly to the barbarians who were responsible for the
administration and defence of their settlement areas, and retaining one-third for
urban expenses. Liebeschuetz rejects this idea on the basis that cities did not share
one-third of the imperial tax income but one-third of their own customs.
Furthermore, the idea of tax-divisions does not work for him, on the basis of a
Visigothic law which stated that the Goths were to receive a share of the land and not
of revenues, even if contemporary sources failed to declare the explicit use of land
for farming; equally difficult for him is Goffart’s failure to distinguish between

temporary settlements and settlements designed to be permanent as well as his

12 Goffart (1980). Heather (1991), 221-2. Liebeschuetz (1990), 74. Durliat (1988), 40, 55-60. See also
Goffart (1988), 73-7.
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assumption that all settlements worked in the same way as such terms varied
according to the political circumstances.™® Heather regards Goffart’s idea as “partly
convincing’ but for the settlement of 418 he argues that land division remained the
central question.* Indeed Philostorgius explicitly referred to land that was given to
the Goths, and does not mention any sharing of tax-revenues. However, there is a
problem with this passage: as the Goths received the grain supplies in exchange for
Placidia already in 416 AD and the settlement in Aquitaine took place two years
later, Philostorgius perhaps merged the two treaties into one event.® Nixon too
rejects Goffart’s idea on the basis that it is not only in contradiction to the sources
but also that in his opinion there was enough land available to accommodate foreign
settlers as well as an urgent need for agricultural cultivation. In his opinion, the
movements of the Vandals and Alans as well as the previous Gothic wanderings had
undoubtedly caused some degree of devastation in Gaul, which meant that the
southern parts and especially Aquitaine suffered from agri deserti as many
landowners had been killed or would have fled the area; the imperial government
could then settle the Goths in this area, fulfilling their request for a territory for
settlement and at the same time using them to restore the economic profit of the
Aquitaine territory.'® According to Burns, farming of this area also reduced the costs
for the upkeep of the limes. Due to its unstable political situation, Gaul required a
certain military presence but the imperial administration was unable to change the
usual division of tax-revenues the regular Roman troops received; what was

therefore needed were low-maintenance troops, and thus the Goths could be

3 Wolfram (1997), 113. Liebeschuetz (1997), 135-40, 147. Liebeschuetz (1990), 74-5, citing C.Euric
227, L.Visig.10.1.8.

 Heather (1991), 222, n.83; (1996), 182.

1> philostorgius, 12.4-5=Olympiodorus, fr. 26.2.

16 Nixon (1992), 70-1. Liebeschuetz (1997), 147. Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c),13-4.
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employed for precisely this scheme as they would receive land as well as benefits in
return for their military service.

Another question the hospitalitas system posed is whether barbarian landowners
were liable to pay taxes or not. Wolfram argues that barbarian settlers were liable to
taxation like their Roman counterparts as theoretically anyone holding property was
subject to taxation; according to Nixon, though, it is unlikely that the Goths paid any
taxes to the Roman government and any taxes levied in Gothic territory went to its
own court. Furthermore, the Goths maintained a standing army, which had to be paid
presumably from tax-money. The Roman landowners as taxpayers therefore
provided the means for this money and were thus enormously important for the
Gothic establishment both economically as well as militarily. Hence as long as
Roman interests did not question Gothic dominance, there was no reason whatsoever
on the Gothic side to oppose the Roman population and thus there was relatively
little serious resistance on the Roman side against the new political regime. Besides,
Wolfram argued that the hospitalitas system fails to account for the fact that the
Roman population lacked any serious resistance against giving up as much as two-
thirds of their property to the barbarian newcomers; for Wolfram and Collins the
system thus must have employed an accepted and familiar system of accommodating
the Goths, particularly since the sources fail to record it as outstanding and the
Roman population offered so little opposition to it."® Considering the recurring
tensions and accusations by the Gallo-Roman aristocracy of a lack of interest in

Gallic matters by the imperial government on the part of the imperial system, a

Y Burns (1992), 57-63.

18 Wolfram (1997), 112-5. The case of the Ostrogoths demonstrates that, depending on their individual
status, they were assigned to certain civitates alongside the Roman population and were granted
accommodation as well as a share in the tax-exemption (sors) of the third (tertia) of the regular land
tax (annona). According to Barnish (1986), 192-3, the VVandal sortes were tax-exempt too, and tax-
sortes could be turned into land-holdings, which consequently meant that the imperial administration
lost any claim on them. Barnish (1986), 176-7. Liebeschuetz (1997), 144-7. Collins (2006), 34-5.
Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 12-5.
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hospitalitas system which inflicted too much damage on the aristocracy, especially
concerning their interests in agriculture and real estate, is unlikely. Mathisen’s
argument that the choice of Aquitaine for the Gothic settlement was part of
Constantius’ reorganisation of imperial territory in the West, which thus
marginalised this part of Gaul, is also interesting in this context. Constantius’
concept would undoubtedly have angered at least some of the Gallic aristocracy as
being treated in this negligent way by the imperial authorities; thus the disruptive
nature of the terms of the hospitalitas-system must have been kept to a minimum as
any serious damage to their financial and agricultural interests due to the hospitalitas
offered to the Goths would have further aggravated the Gallic aristocracy and would
have undermined any support on their side for Constantius.

Whatever system was therefore employed must have been designed to cause as little
disturbance as possible. For example Paulinus of Pella suffered more loss of property
because he had no Gothic lodgers on his estate, which implies that the Gothic settlers
were not necessarily perceived as a cause of great damage to the running of the
estate.® As said above, Philostorgius explicitly mentioned land in connection with
the settlement of 418, which was echoed in a sixth century law-code of Leovigild’s,
and it would have made little sense for the sixth century law to refer back to the
original setup and to ask those who had taken more than their two-third share to
return the surplus.?® Although it is certainly possible that a redistribution of land was
part of the arrangement, Collins argues that this would have been totally
unprecedented, although of course this does not exclude its invention; as said before,

expropriation of arable land would have potentially harmed aristocratic interests —

19 Another reason for Paulinus’ loss of property was the interference of members of his own family;
see also Part 111.2.

20 Heather (1996), 182, 284. See also Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 23-7 for the recurring issue of land
tenure found in the C. Euric. in the 470s: any property transactions under Roman rule before the
Gothic settlement were to remain in power; another aspect was to do with claims resulting from the
division of land.
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judging from Paulinus of Pella, though, there were Gothic settlers on Roman estates,
but these were not perceived as a serious problem. As the sources state explicitly the
use of land-distribution, there is no reason to doubt them: as Mathisen & Sivan have
rightly stated: ‘If the Goths were banned from land tenure...where did they actually
live?"?!

Nixon’s and Burns’ proposal (see above) is certainly convincing, especially when
this meant the ultimate preservation of aristocratic interests in agricultural
production. I would argue that there was indeed a re-distribution of land (the
incorporation of deserted territory given to Gothic settlers for farming), which was
designed to create as little disruption as possible to Gallo-Roman interests, although
for me the question of taxation has to remain open; presumably there was a different
distribution of tax, which as Collins suggested, might have incorporated some part of
tax payments going to Gothic settlers instead of an increasingly inefficient imperial
administration.? If the Goths indeed received deserted land to settle, | would suggest
that they paid tax from this land as they were landholders and thus liable to pay
taxation. Part of this money then would have gone to the Romans, which thus
preserved aristocratic interests, because, although they had lost the land as
possession, the nobility still gained some profit from it in terms of tax income; this
would have given them little reason to complain as the Goths were re-cultivating
land, which meant no extra work for the Roman side whilst gaining financial benefit
from it.

Whatever then the real workings of the system were which was used to
accommodate the Goths in Aquitaine, it was certainly more complex than a mere
question of open rejection or acceptance. The lack of recorded active resistance does

not automatically mean that the Goths were completely accepted as the new political

2 Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 13. See also Chrysos (1989 b).
22 Collins (2006), 34-5, following Goffart and Durliat.



279

280

281

282

283

284

285

286

287

288

289

290

201

292

293

294

295

296

297

298

299

300

301

131

regime, or that the Roman population did not offer some rejection of their rule, be
that either direct or indirect opposition. As will be seen in the next chapter, there
were many ways in which both sides came to accept each other or at least to find

some common ground.
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2. The Gallo-Romans

As could be seen in the previous chapter, the way in which barbarian newcomers
came to be settled on Roman soil poses serious questions about its exact
mechanisms. Particularly questions of property and possession of land and its
management, but also its further consequences such as the extent and /or
continuation of political influence, pose profound problems. Whichever system was
eventually applied to accommodate the Goths in Aquitaine, it meant some sort of
change for the Roman landowner and the way in which he had to manage his own
property.?® R. Mathisen is surely right in saying that contemporary accounts only
present the ‘tip of the iceberg’ and that there were very few indeed who were not
affected by these complex changes.? This close proximity with the Goths and other
barbarians caused some friction, especially when the barbarian establishments gained
much more political and military strength. Besides, as soon as the imperial
administration was no longer able to impose its control in the traditional way, Roman
provincial life and order was in danger of suffering from mismanagement, political
unrest and uprisings, but above all the Roman population was left to deal alone with
the new political situation: as will be seen later, there were several difficulties with

this. One was that some provinces, indeed especially Gaul, were already prone to feel

2% John Chrysostom as bishop of Constantinople gave a satirical account of the super-rich of the
empire: see Maguire (2001), 238-58; also D’ Alton (1940), 218-32. The account of the life of St
Melania provides another striking example of this extreme wealth with properties across the entire
empire, vast amounts of slaves and a wealth that was potentially even grander than that of the imperial
family. However, there could be a problem with the real extent of Melania’s wealth as her Vita
perhaps reflects more the hagiographer’s (obvious) interest to exaggerate her wealth in order to glorify
her renunciation of the same and hence to enhance her new ascetic saintliness, see Clark (1986), 61-
94. Also Alaric’s demands for money to lift the siege of Rome were largely met by the wealth of the
senatorial families in Rome: Zosimus, V.41.4-7: gives the total amount of 5000 pounds of gold,
30,000 pounds of silver, 4000 silk garments etc, including jewels and molten gold from various cult
statues to make up the total sum, as the avarice (or more unlikely poverty) of the senators prevented
them from providing the requested sum. For size of Roman villas in the provinces and lifestyle
associated with it, see for example Sid. Ap., Ep. 11.9, 12, V.14.1, VII1.4.1, also Burgus Leontii, 120-2,
Carm., XXII, 8.12.5-8. Acre (1997), 19, 22. Stirling (2006), 50, 174-5.

2 Mathisen (1984), 166.
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neglected by the imperial government, which in turn created a frequently occurring
political instability in this region; the establishment of Gothic power there only
added to this rather unbalanced state. Furthermore, when left alone, some members
of the Roman aristocracy developed a level of assimilation with the new forces
which stood in sharp contrast to their loyalty to the Roman state; indeed active
cooperation with the new government was effectively treason against the imperial
government — even if it had become a necessary and often vitally important matter to
find a level of active interaction with the barbarian kingdoms. But what was perhaps
the most worrying aspect of such concepts of political and to some extent cultural
assimilation for many Romans was the fact that many aristocrats involved
increasingly regarded such matters far less as treason than as a form of political
advancement or preservation of their socio-political position. Overall it was a long-
term process for both sides but perhaps it was not so much a question of how much
the Romans lost and how much the barbarians gained, but rather how much the
distinct diversities between them gave way to the formation of a new society and a
new political order. On the basis that many of the great Gallic families were able to
continue their traditional lifestyle or at least to assimilate with the new regimes, J.
Matthews has argued that the impact the new barbarian establishments had on
provincial life was often far less destructive than some of the contemporary sources
want us to believe.?® | agree with Matthews’ statement, although | do not completely
reject the notion of violent clashes between Romans and barbarians; yet one ought to
be wary of the idea of big battles between two gigantic forces as the only decisive
form of contact. When confrontations happened, they happened on various levels and
it was not only Roman versus barbarian, but also Roman versus Roman and

barbarian against barbarian; indeed the concept of confrontation between Romans

% Matthews (1975), 342. Mathisen (1984), 160-3.
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and barbarians should be interpreted more in terms of a process of not only accepting
or rejecting changes in the social, cultural and political landscape but also actively
participating in a changing world. Clashes occurred when this process was not
accepted or no common denominator could be found.

The following examples of Gallic aristocrats and other Roman fugitives by no means
provide an exhaustive overview but they highlight some specific cases of direct
Roman-Gothic (or other barbarian) contact before the firmer establishment of mutual
consent or at least acceptance. They also emphasise the highly individual responses
to the political climate in Gaul, which varied from resignation or withdrawal from
political involvement to active personal resistance or the promotion of Roman

interests.
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a) Paulinus of Pella

There are numerous examples of people whose life was directly or indirectly affected
by the Gothic settlement in Aquitaine or by the establishment of barbarian power in
general. Paulinus of Pella wrote a personal account of his turbulent life, the
Eucharisticon, spanning from his wealthy youth to the loss of his property to the
Goths in his later life, reducing the scion of a wealthy Roman family to unfamiliar
levels of poverty. Yet the Eucharisticon is more than a mere description of political
events affecting an individual, as Paulinus wrote it at the end of his life when he had
tried to convert to a religious lifestyle; like so many things he tried, he did not quite
succeed in keeping to a strict monastic life but it does highlight an interesting fact —
that of entering religious orders. As will be discussed in a later chapter, the concept
of entering monastic orders, either as a way to renounce or escape complicated or
even dangerous socio-political events, or to replace the potential or actual loss of
worldly social status and political influence by gaining ecclesiastical positions,
became an important feature of late antique lifestyle among the aristocracy.
Moreover Paulinus’ attempts to regain some of his lost property and to try to re-
establish himself can also be found in other accounts of contemporaries. Paulinus’
life is a very good example not only of the disruption of former Roman life many of
the Gallic aristocrats had to face but also of the complex and even at times awkward

attempts to assimilate with the barbarians.

Paulinus had been born at Pella in Macedonia in 376 AD as the son of the vicarius of
Macedonia and sometime proconsul of Africa.?® Sent to the vast country estate of his

family in Bordeaux in Gaul when he was two years old, he grew up in the

% Sivan (1993), 49-73.
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comfortable yet modest lifestyle in the countryside the provincial Roman aristocracy
enjoyed: ‘a house equipped with spacious apartments and at all times suited to meet
the varying seasons of the year, my table lavish and attractive, my servants
many...the furniture abundant...plate more preeminent in price than poundage,
workmen of divers crafts trained promptly to fulfil my behests, my stables filled with
well-conditioned beasts...state carriages to convey me safe abroad’.?’” The
movements of Athaulf’s Goths into Gaul in 411, their involvement in Jovinus’
uprising and Gallic affairs in general put an end to this prosperous lifestyle. As
previously seen, the mechanisms of the accommodation of barbarians under the
hospitalitas are these days widely disputed; according to Paulinus, though, this
system had its advantages in serving as a certain level of protection for the Roman
owner against potential plunder because the Gothic lodgers too depended on the
economic prosperity and continuation of the Roman estate. Unfortunately for him,
Paulinus did not have such lodgers — presumably his involvement in Gotho-Roman
politics as a member of Attalus’ court had granted him exemption from that — which
resulted in 414 in the loss of a substantial part of his inherited estate and of his
mother’s property in Bordeaux to Gothic looting.?® Although the loss of property
cost Paulinus dearly, none of the members of his household suffered any injury,
deportation or got killed; though Paulinus’ account is by no means the only decisive
account of the nature of Gothic looting, there was far less open bloodshed than some
of the other contemporary accounts make us believe. There were undoubtedly several
cases of imprisonment and at times deaths of aristocratic landowners, yet most of
these fatalities were often the bitter result of failed political ambitions and

involvement on the wrong side rather than the result of any sort of deliberate Gothic

27 paulinus, Euch. 72-80,114-7,143-8, 194-201, 205-12, 413-9, 435-7. For comparison with other
Gallic aristocrats’ lifestyle, see for example Sid. Ap., Ep. 1.6.2, 1.9, 12.1.
%8 paulinus, Euch. 239-41, 286-90, 316-9, 329-31. McLynn (1995), 468-9, 473.
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policy to kill as many Romans as possible. One of Paulinus’ two sons did die from
his active involvement at the Gothic court but Paulinus himself did not blame the
Gothic authorities for this but rather his son’s failed political ambitions.?
Furthermore, as previously discussed looting had been part of Gothic strategy for
some time as a tool to pressure the imperial government into negotiations and to gain
access to supplies; it would be foolish to minimise or neglect its impact on the
Roman population (both poor as well as aristocratic) yet it is important to distinguish
between a policy of raiding with the deliberate aim of destroying Roman culture, and
looting as an inevitable side-effect of politics. The notion of a deliberate motive on
the Gothic side to enter the empire only for plunder and killing is a distorted if not
altogether wrong picture; it is based very much on the accounts of contemporaries
like Hydatius or Victor of Vita who were writing in general from an ecclesiastical
point of view and were thus interpreting contemporary events with specific religious
motives in mind which might have had very little to do with actual political reality.
The Goths fought with the empire for the recognition of their political independence
and in that process raiding became a tool to pressure the imperial government,
precisely because of its effect on the Roman population, which in turn could move
the imperial authorities to counteract this impact by entering into negotiations; thus
the disruption of provincial life by barbarian raiding was the inevitable result of the

establishment of Gothic independence.

From his account it would be easy to portray Paulinus as the innocent victim of
Gothic vandalism who had nothing to do with them and who lost everything to the

machinations of Gothic politics; however, Paulinus’ involvement with the Goths was

2 paulinus, Euch. 512-5. Sid. Ap., Ep. 111. 8, VI11.9.20. Gregory of Tours, Hist. Franc. 11.20. Orosius’
description of the sack of Rome and the civil behaviour of the Goths especially in regards to the
Roman churches (echoed in one of St Jerome’s letters to Marcella, Ep.127) should be treated with
caution though as it was most likely inspired by religious argumentation.
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certainly more complex than that. The loss of his property was by no means only the
result of Gothic looting but was the outcome of a feud between him and various
members of his family, among them his brother, over the inheritance of his father
and the grant of annual income to his mother. It seems that some of his relatives had
used the political turmoil to help themselves to parts of Paulinus’ possessions, which
left him unable to reclaim them — a phenomenon which seems to have been common
practice for some time.*® McLynn argues that Paulinus’ sons might have persuaded
their father to give them his Gallic estates and in return would have offered him a
revenue from some of the income from these estates; but the sudden death of one of
them and the ultimate death of the other due to his involvement at the Gothic court in
Bordeaux left Paulinus’ former properties in the possession of his relatives.** Equally
the loss of his property in Marseilles was not the result of a deliberate Gothic looting,
but Paulinus’ endeavour to find a new means of income had failed and he himself
had sold it to a Goth; although the offered price for this property was in Paulinus’
words inadequate, it was nevertheless accepted by him, and there is nothing in this
transaction which would have suggested a form of force or threat on the Gothic side.
The inadequacy of the price seems to imply that the market at that point was
swamped with too many similar properties — perhaps a sign that there will have been
many more people like Paulinus who had suffered from the difficult social/political
situation and had lost possessions or were forced to sell them in order to counteract
poverty; the other possibility is that Paulinus desperately needed the money and was

selling his property for an inadequate price rather than waiting for another buyer.*

% Informers who exploited the prevalent political instability between various barbarian kingdoms and
the empire continued to exist even into Sidonius’ times, see for example Sid. Ap., Ep. V.7. In
Paulinus’ case the situation was rather a family quarrel than a case of courtly interference.

31 Added to this was his failure to go to his Greek properties in Epirus as well as the demands of parts
of his family to maintain them. Paulinus, Euch. 246-70, 422-30, 459-62, 482-95, 500-7, 512-5.
McLynn (1995), 469-70, 475-7.

%2 paulinus, Euch. 422-4, 502,552-3, 556-60, 575-81. McLynn (1995), 478-81. His mother’s property
in Epirus is not mentioned again and must have passed to another relative after her death as he would
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Paulinus’ problems with retaining a continuous income based on his real estate were
therefore as much part of the interference of his relatives as part of Gothic looting;
the Gothic presence in Gaul played a disruptive role in Paulinus’ life but not
necessarily a purely destructive one.

Although he does not mention it in any great detail, Paulinus was in fact by no means
completely unacquainted with Gothic politics and the Gothic relationship with the
Gallic aristocracy or with politics in general. Even if Paulinus’ own description of his
upbringing and youth in the Eucharisticon gives the impression that he had never
displayed any political ambitions nor that had he been groomed or pushed to enter
any imperial office as his father and grandfather had done but had rather preferred to
spend his youth in pursuit of luxurious leisure, he was nevertheless not completely
unacquainted with the political world. Indeed he later became one of the ministers of
Attalus’ government, which certainly confirms that Paulinus was directly involved in
Gallic politics and had moreover a very close relationship with Attalus and thus

ultimately with Athaulf.®

The reason for Paulinus’ lack of holding public offices or
any serious education had been ill health in his youth, which was cured by a vigorous
devotion to hunting although he returned to literature in old age. Yet the pursuit of
hunting and other matters related to the countryside and the management of his

estates were not a negative activity as Paulinus effectively worked to improve the

estates, which essentially provided him and his family with food and above all with

have been solely dependent on his Gallic properties; the mentioning of his sons (‘nati’) in this context
is difficult as both his sons were already dead, so either he had more sons who were never mentioned
in the text or he was referring to other relatives as ‘nati’ as the term can also mean offspring and could
therefore refer to other male relatives. There is also the possibility that the loss of Paulinus’ property
was due to Paulinus’ support of Attalus, and that the imperial authorities had confiscated his property
as a subsequent punishment, which left his land/property even readier for distribution among Gothic
settlers; this could also explain the involvement of the Goth in the payment for the remaining interest
of Paulinus’ former Aquitanian properties (his two sons had tried to reclaim part of the lost property
but there was also a Gothic claimant to this, who might have been interested in buying the rest once
Paulinus’ sons had died), see Mathisen & Sivan (1999 c), 26-7.

¥ See p. 20.
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his wealth.** Besides, it was an activity that could be linked back as far as republican
traditions of Roman values with the concept that aristocratic wealth had to be based
on the possession and subsequently management of land. As will be seen further
below, engagement in farming remained attractive for many members of the
aristocracy: Sidonius had to remind some of his friends that they owed it to their
ancient name and family to get involved in politics and to leave the countryside at
least for some time.*® Furthermore, as a landowner and active manager of his estates,
Paulinus would have been closely involved in the workings of the civitas and local
networks which would have meant at least a minimal exposure to politics, which
most likely would have grown with the pressure the Gothic arrival added to these
networks and local administration and could have been part of his desire to work for
peace. Although Paulinus does not mention in the Eucharisticon how he met Attalus,
even before Attalus appointed him as part of his administrative team the two must
have been sufficiently acquainted with each other for Paulinus to receive this
position and Paulinus must have had serious political and/or local connections to
make him a valuable choice; furthermore, Paulinus was ambitious enough to become
involved in the regime of a usurper against Honorius; he himself admitted that he
entered into cooperation with the Goths because he wanted peace.®* Besides, it is
somewhat unlikely that Attalus would have appointed a complete political novice for
an office in the inner circle around an emperor, especially in a counter-regime, which
needed all the political support possible to survive. Yet even if Paulinus had never
been active in political circles before Attalus, his close family-relationship with such

eminent people like Ausonius surely would have counted in his favour in terms of

3 paulinus was very keen on estate-management and farming; even when living in reduced
circumstances in Marseilles he tried to turn a plot of land into a productive arable farm. See also
Drinkwater (2001).

% Sid. Apoll.,V.14; VI11.8.

% McLynn (1995), 470-1. Paulinus, Euch. 302-5.
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establishing and maintaining local networks and as such would have been of value

for Attalus.

Although Paulinus belittles his appointment as comes sacrarum largitionum, as an
office granted by an “operetta’-emperor whose puppet regime was entirely dependent
on Gothic power, it nevertheless meant that he had direct access to Gothic politics:
‘The tyrant Attalus burdened me in my absence with an empty title of distinction,
making me comes sacrarum largitionum, although he knew that this office was
sustained by no revenue, and even himself had now ceased to believe in his own
royalty, dependent as he was upon the Goths with whom he was finding protection of
his life but not of his authority, while of himself he was supported neither by
resources of his own nor by any soldiery.”®” This statement of Attalus’ dependence
on Gothic military strength suggests that nothing that Attalus was doing was without
explicit Gothic consent — thus Paulinus’ own office must therefore have met with
Gothic approval too. One of his attempts to regain part of his lost property and to
secure safety for his family was by directly appealing to Athaulf himself — again a
sign of Paulinus’ direct contact with the Goths.*® Athaulf was unable to grant his
request, in Paulinus’ words because he was pressured by his followers’ contrasting
political aims; whether that can be seen as a further hint of ongoing debates about
political conduct and leadership among the Goths, or whether it was Paulinus’
deliberate phrasing in order to gloss over his personal political failure, cannot be
answered. Of course it should be remembered that Athaulf was by then by and large
dependent on the distribution of supplies to which he had gained access through his
cooperation with the Gallic aristocracy; the full burden of providing these supplies,

however, rested on the civitates and unsurprisingly there was discontent against both

%" paulinus, Euch. 293-301.
% paulinus, Euch. 347, 355-72. Nixon (1992), 68-9.
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the Goths and also some of the Gallic nobles and their political mingling with
Athaulf. Paulinus was certainly caught up in this and his earlier involvement with
Attalus would have added to this. Bearing in mind that, despite his direct
involvement in Gothic-Gallic politics and the court of Attalus, Paulinus had suffered
from Gothic looting, a personal failure of his political conduct, which subsequently
left him exposed to Gothic incursions, could also be partly responsible. Besides, he
was directly involved in the turmoil surrounding the siege of Bazas where the Alanic
contingent, which until then had been in alliance with the Goths, eventually changed
over to the Roman side; Paulinus managed to extract himself from Bazas, although
he was threatened with death, but afterwards does not mention any further serious
involvement with Athaulf or Attalus, nor did he gain any advantages from the
turmoil surrounding the movement of the Goths across Gaul. Judging from this, his
involvement and cooperation with them was by no means straightforward and
perhaps had even suffered strains, as Paulinus gives the impression that he was never
really a firm supporter of Attalus or indeed the Goths. Paulinus gives the impression
that he was rather forced into cooperation by circumstances without having any
serious ambitions and that he personally had overall little political interest or even
the ability for diplomacy.®® Besides, after Attalus had been deposed, Paulinus was
apparently no longer interested in politics — at least the Eucharisticon does not
mention the holding of any further political offices or any involvement in imperial
affairs. Considering though how active the Gallic nobility generally was to promote
its own political interests, and furthermore its commitment and firm belief in the
essential necessity of the aristocracy to enter political offices, this is surprising; yet
Paulinus’ lack of any financial means could have been a serious obstacle to any

further political endeavours; also the fatal outcome of his son’s attempts at a political

% paulinus, Euch. 81-4, 258-70.



560

561

562

563

564

565

566

567

568

569

570

571

572

573

574

575

576

577

578

579

580

581

582

583

584

143

career at the Gothic court might have added a component of reluctance to pursue any
further political involvement. It could also be that his only political ambition had in
fact been with Attalus and he had believed in cooperating with Athaulf (hence his
close connection with him), but that after that regime collapsed he had not harboured
any further political interest. The only problem with this is Paulinus’ own negative
account of Attalus’ politics. Yet there is another possibility for Paulinus’ behaviour
and that was the intention of writing the Eucharisticon: he wrote it as a religiously
inspired treatise, as the account of someone who had managed to overcome his
troubled life by devoting himself to a religiously inspired lifestyle. Worldly
ambitions stood in the way of achieving such religious devotion which had at its core
the belief in withdrawing from the world in order to devote the soul to heavenly
things, and therefore it could well be that Paulinus deliberately minimised his
political career and involvement with Attalus in order to highlight his ‘conversion’
and his attempt at renouncing his former life."> As will be discussed later, the
decision to enter ecclesiastical orders or the aspiration to follow a religious lifestyle
was a serious phenomenon at that time; Paulinus’ decision to try to enter some sort
of monastic order or at least alter his previous lifestyle in order to comply with semi-
monastic patterns was therefore perfectly acceptable.

Ultimately Paulinus’ numerous attempts to find a new way of living under Gothic
rule failed; his life is an excellent example of the potential limits of assimilation
between Roman population and the barbarian newcomers: that is not to say that he
did not try to find a level of cooperation or that assimilation was not at all possible
for him but rather that he personally failed in achieving any lasting success. Yet
Paulinus was not the only one of his family whose life had been altered by the Gothic

presence. If the identification of several of his family members is correct, then there

“0 paulinus, Euch. praefatio, 468-78, 573-81, 592-616.
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were some other of his relatives who had lost their properties due to Gothic impact
but had resettled elsewhere: Jerome wrote of a certain Julianus, perhaps a brother of
Paulinus, who had lost his Gallic property due to Gothic impact and had
subsequently resettled in Dalmatia where he supported monastic settlements.
Unfortunately there is no information whether his estate had been looted or whether
he had sold it to others much as Paulinus himself had done, and if he had sold it what
the precise reason for this was; an exchange of letters with someone as eminent in
ecclesiastical circles as Jerome would suggest that Julianus had somehow become
involved in religious circles.** Whether that was a result of his intention to withdraw
from a worldly career due to Gothic impact and to enter a religiously orientated life,
or mere coincidence is impossible to say. There is also no information whether
Julianus was involved in current political affairs, and how far that might have

influenced his life.

In the light of the effect the weakening of imperial affairs had on many Romans and
their conduct towards politics, it is surprising that Athaulf’s insistence on restoring
Rome’s former strength through Gothic power found so little resonance among them.
Of course it could well be that Athaulf’s alleged comment was taken far more
seriously as an actual political programme of the Goths than had ever been intended,
and that more historical weight has been put upon Orosius’ statement than it can
actually bear; as previously said, it has to be taken into consideration that Orosius’
writings were ecclesiastical texts and therefore written with a certain intention which
might have had little if anything to do with politics. It could also be that many Gallic
aristocrats, perhaps even some of those who were directly involved in Attalus’

regime and thus directly in contact with Athaulf, were simply not ready yet to accept

*! Jerome, Ep. 118, 122, 123. Paulinus, Euch. 410-1, 522-44, 557-60. Mathisen (1984), 163-4.
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a direct Gothic interference in imperial affairs or their complete political and military
independence. Even people like Sidonius Apollinaris, who was younger than
Paulinus of Pella and therefore had been much more exposed to Gothic power as an
established fact, still felt an enormous unease about the new Gothic lords, although
he came to accept their strength and cooperated with them. How much more difficult
the same process must have appeared then to Paulinus and his contemporaries, which
makes their unease to adopt Athaulf’s suggestion all the more more understandable.
Certainly Paulinus does not seem to have believed in any lasting strength of
Athaulf’s power although he must have been supportive enough of 