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This thesis has three parts which can be briefly described as the
nature of the threat, the instrument of response and the method of
response. -

Before discussing the military system of the Roman empire, it is
necessary to examine its enemies, to see how and why they fought. The
first part of the thesis looks at the limitations of the evidence
concerning barbarians. It then discusses the social and economic basis
of barbarian life, showing their potential for war and the type of
threat presented to the Roman empire. The next section deals with the
types of conflict between Rome and the barbarians and the reasons for
it. There then follows a detailed discussion of barbarian armies and
their equipment, strategy and tactics when fighting the Romans.

The second section discusses the Roman army. Initially, the
organisation of the army is examined, then its troop types and their
equipment. This is done with regard to both land and naval forces. Then
the sources of soldiers and the problem of barbarization are discussed
in some depth. Lastly, the types of fixed defences are briefly
examined.

Having examined the instrument of response, the third section
discusses how it was used. It starts by examining the conditions
affecting decision-making at this period, then discusses foreign
policy, i.e. whether to use force or alternative methods, with regard
to both barbarians and internal enemies. Strategy, i.e. the type of
operation employed to defeat the enemy, is then discussed with regard
to defence against barbarians, attack against barbarians and against
internal enemies. The following part, on operations, discusses how the
army performed in the field and analyses tactics for fighting field
battles, naval battles and sieges.
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PREFACE

This thesis discusses aspects of military practice in Roman Europe,
AD 350-500. The geographical area covers relations with all °’Germanic’
barbarians as well as those from the steppes or in Britain. The
chronological period starts with the Roman empire as the dominant power in
Europe and ends with it dominant only in the Balkans.

Although the late Roman and early medieval periods have seen much
attention in recent years, the field of military history has been somewhat
neglected. Though detailed discussions of many aspects of the late Roman
army are available, there is still no comprehensive modern account of the
Roman army of the fourth and fifth centuries AD. This thesis is not
intended to be such an account, but instead attempts to provide the
background that will allow such a work to be written in the future. As
such, it does not attempt to be exhaustive, but tries to provide some
coverage of most relevant aspects of the subject. The result is a type of
*handbook’ describing the ’normalities’ of warfare in the late Empire. More
could be said about almost any issue covered, but more work on one subject
would inevitably mean less on something else. The frequent cross-references
between sections show the extent to which the areas considered are linked,
and illustrate the problems involved if only certain aspects of military
practice were considered. As it is, the whole is larger than the sum of its

parts.

The approach I have taken may appear uﬁ%ual and I will attempt to
explain it here. It is certainly not what I thought I would be doing when

I started work four years ago and is almost certainly not the way I would



approach the subject now. No attempt has been made to provide a narrative.
Having tried to write one, I feel it would add little to what is done here.
In any case, I am not as interested in how particular operations were dealt
with as the principles and strategies used in different types of
operations. With such broad aims, it seemed necessary to cover large
geographical and chronological areas in order both to gain enough evidence

and to understand the ’'big picture’.

'How effective was the late Roman army?’ is the underlying question
running through the thesis, though not determining its shape. Such a
question is complex and very difficult to answer for any army, even in
periods where more information is available. For the late Roman army it is
almost impossible. However, unless some judgement has been made on the
effectiveness of the army, it is difficult to write anything meaningful
about fifth-century politics and the fall of the western Roman empire. This
thesis is an attempt to provide at least part of the answer to the question

of the army’s efficiency.

It does not, however, provide a complete answer. What has not been
done? As already stated, given the range of topics covered here, the depth
of coverage is obviously less than desirable in some places. Many topics,
e.g. Roman foreign policy, barbarian military equipment and Roman
fortifications, deserve considerable attention (and have been the subject
of doctoral theses in themselves). I have done little more than skim the
surface here and am well aware that more could (and perhaps should) have
been written. It is hoped that the general nature of the arguments advanced

here should not be affected by such shortcomings. Furthermore, it is



difficult to see which sections of the thesis could be removed to provide
further room for discussion of other aspects.

The thesis does not deal with Roman operations within Africa (as
opposed to operations launched from Europe) or east of the Bosporus. This
choice was made because the types of enemy faced by the Romans in these
areas and their objectives were both very different from the European
barbarians. Though this limits, somewhat, coverage of the Roman army
itself, the 1inclusion of these areas would necessitate too much
diversification.

Since the main concern of the thesis is the Roman Empire in Europe,
the coverage of barbarian kingdoms of the late-fifth century is somewhat
uneven. More, for example, could be said about the army of the Ostrogothic
kingdom in Italy, but this would require extensive discussion of the sixth

century and move too far from the Roman army.

Throughout the four years I have been working on this thesis I have
received enormous assistance from many people. First and foremost are my
two supervisors. John Matthews guided my initial steps into research and
helped reform my prose style, though he is not responsible for its
continued shortcomings. Roger Tomlin helped refine an unwieldy collection
of material into something more tightly structured and has eliminated a
number of careless errors. Fergus Millar has been a support and an
inspiration, and I have received much encouragement from John Drinkwater.
Several friends have read some of my material and provided many useful
comments: Roger Batty, John Curran, Phil Freeman, Peter Heather, David
Jennings and Simon Loseby. Phil deserves particular mention for his
support, friendship and criticism. These friends, and many others, inside

and outside Oxford and higher education, have provided assistance and
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reassurance above and beyond the call of friendship. For endless chats,

cups of coffee and pints of bitter I remain intensely grateful.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis has three parts; the nature of the threat; the instrument
of response; the method of response. These three parts are briefly
summarised here.

Before discussing the military system of the Roman empire, it is
necessary to examine its enemies, to see how and why they fought. The first
part of the thesis looks at the limitations of the evidence concerning
barbarians. It then discusses the social and economic basis of barbarian
life, showing their potential for war and the type of threat presented to
the Roman empire. This is expanded in the next section which deals with the
types of conflict between Rome and the barbarians and the reasons for it.
There then follows a detailed discussion of barbarian armies and their
equipment, strategy and tactics when fighting the Romans.

The second part discusses the Roman army. Initially, the organisation
of the army is examined, then its troop types and their equipment. This is
done with regard to both land and naval forces. Then the sources of
manpower and the problem of barbarization are discussed in some depth.
Lastly, the types of fixed defences are briefly examined.

Having examined the instrument of response, the third part discusses
how it was used. It starts by examining the conditions affecting decision-
making at this period, then discusses foreign policy, i.e. whether to use
force or alternative methods, with regard to both barbarians and internal
enemies. Strategy, i.e. the type of operation employed to defeat the enemy,
is then discussed, first with regard to defence against barbarians, then
attack against barbarians, then against usurpers and rebels. The following

part, on operations, discusses the implementation of the strategy, i.e. how

12



the army performed in the field and the last section discusses tactics for
fighting field battles, naval battles and sieges.
The conclusion brings together points from all three sections to

assess the effectiveness of the Late Roman army.
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PART I
THE BARBARIANS
The first section of this thesis deals with the enemies of the Roman
empire in Europe between 350-500. Firstly, it examines the evidence used,
then discusses barbarian economies and society. After this barbarian
motivations for waging war are analysed before a final chapter details the

ways and means by which barbarians actually fought.
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ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

In the late-fourth century AD various barbarian tribes lived on the
borders of the Roman empire in Europe. The orthodox view of these
barbarians sees the small Germanic tribes combining into large
confederations in the third century. Thus the Bructeri, Chatti, etc. were
replaced by the Franks on the lower Rhine. These Franks were distinct
socially and politically from the Saxons to the east and the Alamanni to
the south. On account of their size, these confederations posed a greater
danger than their predecessors to the Roman empire. Though the first wave
of attacks in the third century was eventually defeated, continuing
invasions in the fourth and fifth centuries inevitably overloaded the
defences of the empire. This allowed barbarian tribes to move into the
empire, a movement encouraged by pressure from the tribes further east,

such as the Huns.!

The literary and archaeological evidence suggests that barbarian
society was uniform and no significant differences in material or socio-
political culture existed between the various groups living along the
frontier. Although it cannot be proved that all groups were identical, it
seems reasonable to follow Roman sources and treat all as ’'barbarians’, in
general indistinguishable from one another, except by their membership of
a political grouping. Throughout this thesis ’barbarian’ is wused to
describe all non-Roman European enemies of the empire, including Huns and

Alans.

1 e.g. Demougeot, E., La formation de 1'Europe et les invasions
barbares (Paris, 1979); for a good discussion of the historiography of the

invasions, Goffart, W., Barbarians and Romans (Princeton, 1980), 3-35 and
'Rome, Constantinople and the Barbarians’, AHR LXXXVI (1981), 275-306
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With this in mind, we can examine the archaeological and literary
evidence. A cursory examination of the archaeological evidence suggests
that there were no major differences in barbarian lifestyles along the
frontier. The same types of artefact, pots, brooches, etc. are found
everywhere, suggesting a common level of technology, with only local,
differences. Material is also found in similar quantities. No barbarians
produced large quantities of glass or built whole villages of stone houses
for example and groups lived in small villages, not large towns.

But archaeology cannot be used to distinguish between these groups.
Although distributions differ for specific types of artefacts, these
distributions overlap to such an extent that they cannot reflect political
boundaries, although they may reflect regional customs (Figure 1).2

This is, of course, to simplify matters drastically. Not all
barbarians were identical and, for example, barbarians from the lower Rhine
and middle Danube (admittedly on the evidence of funeral deposits) seem to
have worn their brooches differently. But these sorts of distributions do
not suggest radically different societies, rather local variation. It seems
likely that such features had no significance at any level other than of
local fashion. A man or woman would not belong to a particular political
group simply because they wore a particular type of brooch on the right or
left shoulder. Such rare detailed instances illustrate the problems in
describing barbarian society. The differences that did exist were very
subtle and though they may have been apparent to contemporaries, they are

lost to us. More worryingly, Romans seem to have been similar, at least in

2 artefact distribution is conveniently mapped in northwest Europe by
é&me, H., Germanische Grabfunde des 4 bis 5 Jahrhunderts zwischen unterer
l1be und Loire (Munich, 1974), e.g. Karte 15
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Figure 1: Overlapping artefact distributions, from Bohme




archaeological terms, to barbarians (below p9o).3

It is rare for political groupings to be directly related to cultural
assemblages. Anthropological fieldwork in North America has recorded two
Indian groups in the same region which are identical in terms of material
culture (i.e. archaeologically), yet socially and linguistically distinct.
Similar situations could easily have existed outside, or even within the
Roman empire, and we would be unlikely to know about it unless we had a
literary account. This is a problem which must be considered when working
with archaeology, but the paucity of 1literary evidence means that
archaeology is often the only source for socio-political differences.
Despite the differences between these two Indian societies, they were still
essentially similar and would probably appear identical to an untrained
observer. It is assumed that this would also be the case in any similar
situations among the barbarians on the Roman frontier.*

This situation is so common that it is now accepted by archaeologists
without question that ’archaeological cultures clearly cannot be correlated
in any mechanical fashion with societal groupings such as tribes, bands or

nations’.’

Most literary accounts of barbarians present the same picture as the
archaeology, i.e. of peoples with few differences. But this evidence cannot

be immediately accepted at face value. Firstly, the difficulties faced by

3 archaeological differentiation, éﬁme, H., Germanische Grabfunde

des 4 bis 5 Jahrhunderts zwischen unterer Elbe und Loire (Munich, 1974),
158-165; cf Burns, T.S., A History of the Ostrogoths (Bloomington, 1984),
115-117; James, E., The Franks (Oxford, 1988), 46

4 Hodder, I., °'Simple correlations between material culture and

society: A review’, The Spatial Organisation of Culture, ed. I. Hodder,
(London, 1978), 3-24 at 15-16

° Trigger, B.G., Time and Traditions (Edinburgh, 1978), 116 and passim
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many Romans in obtaining information must be taken into account. According
to Cassius Dio in the second century

in Rome, for example, much is going on, and much in the

subject territory, while, as regards our enemies, there

something is happening all the time, in fact every day, and
concerning all these things no one except the participants can
easily have correct information, and most people do not even

hear of them at all.®
These problems would have been faced by fourth- and fifth-century writers
too, or at least by those who did any serious research. Most poets and
orators, one suspects, would not devote much time to this, with the result
that their accounts would reflect only information easily available (at
court), not necessarily the truth.

Secondly, literary stereotypes are frequent in descriptions of
barbarians, to the extent that some descriptions were repeated almost
verbatim from earlier authors. The problems of stereotyping can be
minimised in three ways. Firstly, the author concerned can be checked for
internal consistency. Secondly, their account can be checked against
archaeological evidence. If there is a strong divergence one should be at
least wary of the literary material. Thirdly, an attempt can be made to
find the source of the literary stereotype.

These points are particularly relevant to the Huns in the fifth
century, usually seen as an exclusively horse-riding pastoral nomadic
society (below p38). But firstly, their recorded actions are not consistent
with this picture. Secondly, the archaeological evidence from the region
of the Theiss, controlled by the Huns in the early-fifth century, shows no
marked change from the fourth century in types of artefact. Thirdly, it is

clear that the accounts of the Huns given by Jerome and Claudian are based

on Ammianus Marcellinus’ account. This suggests that Jerome and Claudian’s

6 pio LIII.19.5; cf Eunapius fr.50, 66.1-2
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accounts cannot be used to confirm the details Ammianus provides of the
Huns.

But not all literary accounts are stereotyped and some Romans
recognised the differences between various groups. The sixth-century
Strategikon of Mauricius divides the enemies of the empire into four major
groups, the Persians, the Scythians, i.e. Avars, Turks and other ’Hunnic’
types, the western barbarians (specifically Lombards, Suevi and other fair-

haired races) and the Slavs and Antes from the lower Danube.’

Though stereotyping was frequent in descriptions of barbarians, it
is hard not to accept the basic impression given by contemporaries. All the
societies are described in the same way, as farmers or shepherds, living
under kings, economically primitive, and having no roads, towns or
literature. Given the range of possible descriptions, it is interesting
that Roman writers never strayed outside these limited alternatives. In
comparison, descriptions of the Arabs stress that they lived in tents,
treated their women as communal, were shepherds not farmers, did not stay
in one place but moved their settlements around, had chieftains etc. They
are distinctly different in description from European barbarians. Roman
descriptions of the Sassanid Persians and Moors are again quite

different.8

This hypothesis that barbarian groups seemed similar to the Romans

all along the frontier can also be tested by producing evidence which shows

7 Mauricius, Strat. XI.1l-4; below p53

8 stereotypes, Shaw, B.D., ’'"Eaters of Flesh, Drinkers of Milk" the
Ancient Mediterranean ideology of the Pastoral Nomad', Ancient Society
XIII/XIV (1982/1983), 5-31; descriptions of Arabs, AM XIV.4; Persians, AM
XXII1.6.75-84; Mauricius, Strat. XI.l; Moors, Procopius, BV IV.vi.10-13

20



whether barbarians could easily be distinguished from each other. The
problems in distinguishing these peoples are illustrated by a passage of
Cassius Dio, describing a Roman treaty with the Quadi in the second

century.

However, the right to attend markets was not granted to the
Quadi, lest the Iazyges and Marcomanni, whom they had sworn
not to receive, or to allow through their territory, should be
mixed up with them and, passing themselves off as Quadi, might
spy on the affairs of the Romans and buy supplies.’

From this it is clear that the Romans could not be sure of
recognising neighbouring barbarians and distinguishing between them if they
didn’t declare themselves. Procopius in the sixth century recorded

there were many Gothic people (&€6vn) in earlier times, as
there are now, and the greatest and most important of them all
are the Goths, Vandals, Visigoths and Gepids...[3] all these,
while they are distinguished from one another by their names,
as has been said, do not differ in anything else at all. [4]
They all have white bodies and yellow hair, are tall and
pleasing to the eye, they use the same laws and practise a
common religion. [5] For they are all of Arian belief and have
one language, Gothic. And it seems to me that of old they all
came from one people and later were distinguished by the names
of those leading each tribe.l®

This was the picture in his own day and suggests that there were few
distinctions visible to most Romans between barbarian groups then and
probably earlier. From this account one would expect the Romans to have
difficulties in identifying peoples. It is 1likely that Procopius’

assessment that the names of leaders determined groupings was a means often

9 Dio LXXII.11.3

10 Gothic similarity, Procopius, BV III.ii.2-5; Alans described as
Goths, Procopius, BV III.iii.l; other confusion, Priscus fr.22.3 [= Suda
M.405] showing Attila angry at Roman paintings depicting barbarians giving
tribute to the emperor, presumably because they looked like his own people

21



used by Romans to identify barbarians, i.e. they were assumed to be of the

same tribe as their leader.!l

It is accepted that the extensive argument from silence renders this
approach methodologically weak. However, not only is there no evidence for
great variation in way of life, artefacts etc. or for identification of
political groups with cultural assemblages, there is no reason to expect
any. This approach avoids unnecessary repetition in descriptions of various
peoples. This is not to deny that variations existed between barbarian
groups. They undoubtedly did, though they would not be detectable to the
Romans. But these variations would rarely affect Roman military relations
with the barbarians on anything other than a tactical level. To reiterate,
the point is not whether there were differences between barbarian groups,

but whether there were militarily significant differences.

In this thesis various facets of fourth- and fifth-century barbarian
society and their relations with the Romans are compared with those of the
Pathans on the north-west frontier of British India in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. In both societies scattered tribes, economically weak
though rarely overpowered by superior opposing technology, were
continuously in close contact, both hostile and friendly, with the border

forces of a large empire. The similarities between the two frontiers are

11 ¢f early Anglo-Saxon groups named after a leader, Haestingas,

Oiscingas,etc., Myres, J.N.L., The English Settlements (Oxford, 1986), 36-
44; problems in attributing race, Reynolds, R.L. and Lopez, R.S.,
'Odovacer: German or Hun?’, AHR LII (1947), 36-53; MacBain, B., ’'Odovacer
the Hun ?’, Classical Philology LXXVIII (1983), 323-327
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sufficient to shed some light on barbarian society and motivation of their

relations with the Romans.!?

12 pDyson, S., °'The Role of Comparative Frontier Studies in
understanding the Roman Frontier’, Actes du IXe Con 5 International
D kudes sur les frontf&es Romaines, ed. D.M. Pippidi (Bucharest, 1974),
277-283; Kirk, W., °'The Making and Impact of the British Imperial North-
West Frontier in India’, Invasion and Response, BAR 73, eds. B.C. Burnham
and H.B. Johnson, (Oxford, 1979), 39-55
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BARBARIAN SOCIETY

Having considered these points, we can now attempt to reconstruct
barbarian society. This reconstruction uses literary and archaeological
evidence from different regions. It is not intended to give a full
description of barbarian society, but to show how the structure of
barbarian society influenced, if not determined, their military relations
with the Roman empire. Factors which do not affect this significantly are
therefore not discussed. Barbarian society is examined first in terms of
their economy, then in increasing sizes of political units, villages,

optimas-groups and pagi.!3

ECONOMY
Barbarian economies can be divided into two main groups, east and
west, with the dividing line coming on the Danube bend around Budapest
where the Great Hungarian plain began. Local variations would have always
existed, but do not affect the overall picture presented here. The major
groups of western barbarians were the Picts, Scotti, Franks, Saxons,

Alamanni and Quadi.

PICTS
The Picts lived in lowland Scotland north of Hadrian’s Wall. This
region was a large plateau over 200 m high which began sloping gently

towards the sea approximately 15-25 km from the coast in most places. The

13 recent surveys, Thompson, E.A., The Early Germans (Oxford, 1965);
Todd, M., The Barbarians (London, 1972) and The Northern Barbarians?
(Oxford, 1987); Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The World of the Huns (Berkeley,
1973); Wolfram, H., History of the Goths (London, 1988); see also entries

in Reallexicon der Germanische Altertumskunde?, at present extending to
Email
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plateau is
broken by a
large number of

streams and

QUADI

small rivers,
mostly running
a l ong a
southwest-

northeast axis. }47

This pattern

continued as far %

north as the

ALAMANNI

Forth-Clyde

isthmus, beyond

SAXONES

FRANCI

which the ground
climbed more
steeply. The
border itself
was marked by
Hadrian’s Wall.

Most of the

terrain was open Pjgure 2: Western Barbarians, c.350

moorland and
vegetation was sparse, though there were scattered areas of woodland.!*
The Attacotti were also a threat to Britain, but their homeland is

unknown, to the extent that it is only probable that they lived in

14 picts, Alcock, L., Arthur’s Britain (London, 1971), 270-277;
Pictish Studies, BAR 125, eds. J.G.P. Friell and W.G. Watson, (Oxford,
1984); LV XIII.3-4; AM XX.1.1, XXVI.4.5, XXVII.8.5
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Scotland. They may have been a subdivision of the Picts, but they are
hardly known, being mentioned twice by Ammianus, once by Jerome and not at

all by other writers. They also formed several auxilia palatina in the

Roman army.?!?

SCOTS
The Scotti from Ireland are similarly obscure. We know very little
about them beyond the fact that they had kings. Their territory does not
need to be described, since the Romans did not carry out any military
operations there. Several Irish kings in the late-fourth and early-fifth
centuries were famed for raiding England (capturing St. Patrick) and even

for settling in Wales.!®

FRANKS
In the fourth century the Franks occupied territory bordering the
Rhine from the North Sea coast to an area south of Cologne where they had
a frontier with the Alamanni. The area as a whole was known as Francia. On
occasion the area was referred to as Sygambria and Sygambri seems to have

been used, poetically at least, as a synonym for Franks. The island of

15 Attacotti, AM XXVI.4.5, XXVII.8.5; Jerome, Adversus Iovinianum,
IT.7, [=PL XXIII.308-309], Ep. LXIX; Bartholomew, P., ’'Fourth-Century
Saxons’, Britannia XV (1984), 169-185 at 173-177; units, ND Or. IX.29, Occ.
V.197, 200; CIL III.9538?

16 scotti, Alcock, L., Arthur’'s Britain (London, 1971), 254-270;
Bartholomew, P., ’'Fourth-Century Saxons’, Britannia XV (1984), 169-85;
Thompson, E.A., Who was St. Patrick? (Woodbridge, 1985); LV XIII.2; AM
XX.1.1, XXVI.4.5, XXVII.8.5; discussion of sources for Irish in England,

Dumville, D., 'Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend’, History LXII (1977),
173-192
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Batavia was also occupied by Franks, having been captured from the Romans
in the early-fourth century. To the east of the Franks lived the Saxons.!’
North of Cologne the Rhine valley runs through a large, low plain,
which rolls gently towards the sea. Much of this area is wooded, though
thinning out into heath and scrub as the coast is reached. Here there are
large areas of marsh and these areas are often affected by floods. Opposite
Cologne, and from there southwards, the terrain on both sides of the Rhine
is hilly, about 200 m above sea level. The river valley itself is lower,
bt between Cologse and Meiny ik is very averow, culbsy Qrousl phe
Pbut 3—4he Eifel. Further from the Rhine, between the Main and Lippe rivers,
the hills of the Bergisches Land, Westerwald and Taunus rise to 600 m in

places, and were heavily wooded in antiquity. These characteristics are

echoed on the Roman side by the high hills of the Eifel and Ardennes.!8

SAXONS

To the east of Francia lay Saxonia, though the boundaries between the
two are unknown and were probably not distinct. Saxons and Franks were
often referred to in the same breath by Roman historians, perhaps because
of uncertainty as to the origin of particular groups.!?

The Saxons lived mostly on the coast. It is possible that some did
not live too far from the Rhine since Magnentius hired Saxons for use
against Constantius II, though this may be another example of the lack of

difference between, and Roman inability to distinguish, Franks and Saxons.

17 James, E., The Franks (Oxford, 1988); Feffer, L.C. and Perin, P.,
Les Francs (Paris, 1987) summarize and refer to all earlier work; but see
also the more traditional approaches of Beisel, F., Studien zu den
fﬁﬁkischen-éﬁischen Beziehungen (Idstein, 1987) and lner, E.,
Geschichte der Franken (Munich, 1970); between Saxons and Alamanni, Jerome,
V.Hilarionis 22

18 character, Sulpicius fr.1,6; SA Ep. IV.1l.4

19 Bartholomew, P., 'Fourth-Century Saxons’, Britannia XV (184), 169-
185; Myres, J.N.L., The English Settlements (Oxford, 1986)
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From Bede and other later sources, we can deduce that some Saxons lived
between the Elbe and the Weser rivers in the seventh and eighth centuries
and they may have lived there in the fourth and fifth centuries. To their
north the Angles inhabited modern Angeln.

Between the Rhine and the Elbe the land is generally flat, less than
200 m above sea level, with coastal areas often being below sea level. It
is cut by numerous water courses, and off the coast are numbers of small
islands. The area is prone to flooding and contains numerous marshlands
even now. During antiquity, the region was similar, though probably wetter,
and the coastline was further inland than it is today. As in Francisa,

coastal habitation was probably concentrated in terpen.?°

ALAMANNT

The Alamanni inhabited an area which can be divided into several
regions. Their borders with the Romans ran along the river Rhine, from
Mainz as far as Lake Constance, the river Iller and the Danube as far as
Regensburg. North of the Main and the Taunus mountains lay the Franks, to
the west of Alamannia the Quadi.?!

Most of Alamannia is uplands, 200 m or more above sea level. The only
region that is lower lying is the Rhine valley from Colmar as far north as
Mainz, with short re-entrants off along the Main and Neckar rivers. The
valley is open and well-watered, well-suited for agriculture though narrow,

only 20 km wide on the Roman side, 10-15 km on the German. South of

20 saxon geography, Todd, M., The Northern Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987),
82; marshes, Orosius VII.32.10; terpen, Elder Pliny, NH XVI.1l.3

2l third-century Alamanni, I have not seen Okamura, L., Alamannia
Devicta (Michigan, 1984); fourth century, Tomlin, R.S.0., The Emperor
Valentinian I, unpublished D.Phil, (Oxford, 1975); Zur_ Geschichte der
Alamannen, ed. W. ﬁiler, (Darmstadt, 1975); see also the useful series
Quellen zur Geschichte der Alamannen, eds. C. Dirlmaier and G. Gottlieb
(Heidelberg, 1976)
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Karlsruhe the land climbs steeply on both banks, to the Vosges in the west,
the Black Forest (Hercynian Woods) and Swabian Alps in the east. Steep and
craggy, these are both heavily wooded, producing severe obstacles to
movement not overcome even today when both areas now contain extensive
national parks. Further north the ground is lower in height, but still
wooded and difficult. Along the Danube, conditions are similar, until the
Bohemian plateau begins to rise near Regensburg.??

Between the Alamanni and the Quadi the area of the Bohemian plateau
is only sketchily known. The Marcomanni seem to have lived in this region,
though they are rarely referred to. It is just possible that they were

called Alamanni or Quadi by some writers during this period.?3

QUADI

The Quadi lived across the Danube, bordering Pannonia I and the
northern reaches of Valeria, from Vienna to Aquincum. Their western
neighbours were the Alamanni, their eastern neighbours the Sarmatians.?*

Most agriculture took place in the Danube valley, a flattish fertile
area extending some 10 km north of the river at its narrowest, up to 60 km
at wider points. As in Alamannia, settlement seems to have been
concentrated in the river valley. Beyond this, the land climbed steeply and
was cut by the rivers and wooded mountain ranges of the Slovakian
mountains, containing upland meadows, villages and farmsteads. The eastern

extent of Quadia was marked by the range of hills some 200+ m in height,

22 Alamannia, snow, AM XIV.10.6, XVII.1.10; forest, AM XV.4.3,
XVII.1.8; Claudian, de Cons. Stil. I1.228-231; Jul. fr.2; high ground, AM
XVII.1.5, XXVII.10.9, XXXI.10.12-16; farmland, AM XVI.12.19, XVII.1l.8

23 Marcomanni, AM XXXI.4.2; Paulinus, V.Ambrosii 36; in Roman army,
ND Occ. V.198, 199, VI.65, VII.38, XXXIV.24

24 pittrich, U.-B., Die Beziehungen Roms zu den Sarmaten und Quaden
im vierten Jahrhundert n. Chr. (Bonn, 1984)
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running from the upper Danube bend to the Slovakian mountains. Though the
Quadi are well-known in the fourth century they disappear from record in
the fifth.?

The Burgundians were enemies of Rome in the third century, but are
hardly attested in the fourth before reappearing in the fifth. Earlier
clashes occurred around the upper Rhine. In the fourth century they lived
to the east of the Alamanni, but by the fifth century they were on the
Rhine and had begun to cross the river.?® The Vandals were similarly
obscure in 350, living to the north of the Quadi and had little direct

contact with Rome until the fifth century.?’

Most, if not all, western barbarians were farmers. This was a
subsistence economy and most people would have to spend almost all of their
time producing food to live off. Because of this we should not expect the
barbarians to have standing armies or to be available for long campaigns.
Many barbarian military operations took place in winter, while summer raids
tended to avoid harvest times (May-July for spring wheat, September-October
for autumn crops) (below pl10). The most common crop was cereals, pulses
and vegetables. Meat was provided by cattle and pigs, both of which could

be grazed in woodland, and sheep provided meat as well as wool.Z8

25 Quadic territory, AM XVI.10.20; mountains, AM XXX.5.13

26 Burgundians, RGAZ; Perrin, O., Les Burgondes (Neuchtel, 1968);
fourth century, AM XXVIII.5.9-14; Jerome, Chron. sa 373; fifth century,
Thompson, E.A., Romans and Barbarians (Madison, 1982), 32-37; a new book
on the Burgundians would be useful

27 vandals, Schmidt, L., Geschichte der Wandalen? (Munich, 1942):
Courtois, C., Les Vandales et 1'Afrique (Paris, 1955)

28 Todd, M., The Northern Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987), 100-114

Scotti, sheep/cattle, Patrick, Conf. 16; pigs, Muirchu, V.Pat. 11;
Patrick, Conf. 19

Franks, farmers, AM XVII.9.2-3; Claudian, de Cons. Stil. I.222-227
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EASTERN BARBARIANS

T h e

economy of
the eastern
barbarians
differed
significantly
from that of
western
barbarians.
The societies
in the area
from the
G r e a t
Hungafian
Plain as far
east as
Moldavia were
s e m i -
sedentary.
Social  units

did not

remain in one

Figure 3: Eastern Barbarian Tribes, c.350
a r e a

Saxons, fishing, Elder Pliny, NH XVI.l.4; cattle, horses, Van Es,
W.A., ‘'Wijster: A Native Village Beyond the Imperial Frontier’,
Palaeohistoria XI (1967), 574

Alamanni, farming, AM XVI.11.11, XVII.1.7, 10.6,9, XVIII.2.19,
XXVII.10.7; Lib. Or. XII.44,48, XVIII.34,52; cattle, AM XVII.1.7, 10.6;
Lib. Or. XVIII.45
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permanently, but moved from area to area. Their growing methods meant that
soil exhaustion would occur within a few years, forcing occasional
relocation and ploughs able to use the soil effectively were not developed
until the nineteenth century. These areas were thus not as effectively
exploited as similar areas in the Roman empire, e.g. the Thracian plain.
Sheep were much more important to these people than to western barbarians,
and these, together with cattle, were herded in larger numbers.
Transhumance activity took place, especially in the Carpathians. Large-
scale herding meant that horses also played an important (though by no
means dominant or necessary) role in the culture. Though it is an argument
from silence, the few accounts of Roman expeditions against the Goths do
not mention destruction of fields or houses, unlike attacks on western
barbarians. The relocations of these groups did not take place on an annual
or even a regular basis, but settlements would move to fresh areas every
few years. This, in outline, is what is meant by a semi-sedentary society.
But it conflicts with what is often written about Sarmatian and Gothic

society, so needs closer examination.?’

SARMATIANS
Sarmatia lay roughly opposite the Danube bend in the west and

extended down the Danube as far as the Iron Gates. The western neighbours

29 nomads as farmers, Hole, F., ’'Pastoral Nomadism in Western Iran’,
Explorations in Ethnoarchaeology, ed. R.A. Gould, (Albuquerque, 1978), 127-
167 at 152-154; devastation of Gothia, AM XXVII.5.4,6; economy in mountains
Jordanes, Getica 267,273; Batty, R., The Romans and the Danube, unpublished
D.Phil, (forthcoming); Liebeschuetz, J.H.W.G., Barbarians and Bishops
(Oxford, 1990), 83-85; for a different (and more traditional) view of

Gothic society, Heather, P.J., The Goths and the Balkans, unpublished
D.Phil. (Oxford, 1986), 64-76
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and occasional allies of the Sarmatians were the Quadi, while the Goths
lived on their eastern borders.3?

The territory occupied by the Sarmatians can be divided into two
areas, the plains of the Danube and the Theiss rivers, and the mountains
to the east of the Theiss. Between the Theiss and the Danube a low plain
rises out of the river valleys, about 20 km from the rivers themselves, and
rising to 200 m. Elsewhere the plain is some 100 m high, though irregular.
East of the Theiss, the plain, nowhere higher than 100 m, runs eastward for
100 km before slowly climbing into the Carpathians. Most of the lower-lying
areas around the Theiss and Danube are swampy and the floodplain of the
Danube extends up to 10 km from either bank. Swamps (or swamp forests) were
also found along the tributaries of these rivers, especially the Maros.
Further away from the rivers the plain was dotted with small woods.

The eastern region included the area known as Caucalanda, the western
end of the Carpathian mountains, lying opposite the Roman city of Ratiaria.
This area was heavily wooded, very different from the plains further west,
and similar to, though rougher than, much of the territory inhabited by the
Alamanni. These mountains rise to 2,500 m in some areas and effectively
separate the Great Hungarian Plain from the Wallachian Plain, Moldavia and

the Ukraine.3!

During the second century and before, the Sarmatians had been
pastoralists and a society of mounted warriors. But by the mid-fourth

century (and probably before), they seem to have fought mostly on foot and

30 pittrich, U.-B., Die Beziehungen Roms zu den Sarmaten und Quaden
im Vierten Jahrhundert n. Chr. (Bonn, 1984%)

3 sarmatia, extent, AM XVI.10.20, XVII.12.6, 13.20; mountains, AM
XviIi.i2.s, 13.22, XXXI.4.13; plains, AM XVII.13.22; marshes, AM
XvVI1I1.13.4,18,29; Priscus, fr.12.2.275-276; floods, AM XVII.12.4, 13.4
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in many ways were similar to the barbarians to their west.3? But some
evidence suggests that the Sarmatians were still nomads in this period.
According to Ammianus Marcellinus, the Sarmatians

travel over very great distances chasing others or themselves

turning their backs, being mounted on swift and obedient

horses and leading one or sometimes two, so that changing may

maintain the strength of their mounts and their vigour be

renewed by alternate rests.33
Though a description of a raiding party, this is often taken as conclusive
proof that all Sarmatians were nomads. But Ammianus also says that the
Quadi (who no writer suggests are pastoralists) and Sarmatians had similar
customs and equipment. Though he mentions that the Sarmatians owned horses
and used them while raiding, he does not say that they were all mounted
raiders. Nor is there any mention of horses in Ammianus’ detailed
descriptions of two sessions of negotiations with the Romans in 357 and
358. Horses (and wagons) feature in sixth-century accounts of Byzantine
negotiations with the Turks to the east of the Caspian Sea. If the
Sarmatians were nomads one would expect their horses to be a prominent
feature of accounts.3*

The Sarmatians also had a number of non-nomadic characteristics. They
inhabited villages, were found in forests and mountains and, like the
Franks and Alamanni, readily took refuge in marshes and mountains. They
were also accustomed to using boats. None of these characteristics suit a

nomad society. Lastly, Ammianus mentions the Huns and Alans as if nomads

were new to Europe, describing their lifestyle in detail, which suggests

32 pittrich, U.-B., Die Beziehungen Roms zu den Sarmaten und Quaden
im Vierten Jahrhundert n. Chr. (Bonn, 1984), 19-25

33 AM XVII.12.3; for Sarmatian cavalry and infantry, AM XVII.13.9

34 sarmatian negotiations, AM XVII.12-13, XIX.11l; Turks, Menander
fr.10.3
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that on their arrival they were markedly different from the Sarmatians he
had previously mentioned.3’

Since there is a strong body of evidence that suggests that the
Sarmatians were not a nomadic society, what is the evidence that has
suggested they were ? Four classical accounts, those of Tacitus, Pausanias,
Cassius Dio and Ammianus Marcellinus, describe the Sarmatians. Dio deals
with a single battle at length and mentions nothing about the Sarmatians
except that they had their own boats and horses. Tacitus, Pausanias and
Ammianus all focus on the armour of the Sarmatian cavalry, mentioning the
scales made of chipped bone or horn, the same image that appears on
Trajan’s Column. This was obviously a characteristic of the Sarmatians in
the first two centuries AD, and a stereotype on which Ammianus was drawing
(below p?). But none of these writers state that the Sarmatians lived from
herd animals, a characteristic necessary for (though not exclusive to) a
nomadic society, nor do they state, or even imply, that all, or even most,
were mounted warriors. If the Sarmatians had been nomads, it seems likely
that they would have been described as the Huns were. Only a single passage
from Ammianus suggests that some sections of their armies were for the most
part cavalry. Other sources do mention horses frequently and they seem to
have been a strong element in Sarmatian armies, but this is only to be

expected in a people living, for the most part, on flat river plains.36

35 characteristics, AM XVII.12.1-3; Crump, G.A., Ammianus Marcellinus
as a Military Historian, Historia Einzelschriften XVIII (Wiesbaden, 1975),
23-24; boats, AM XVII.13.17,27; refuge, AM XVII.13.18, XXXI.4.13; cf Dio
LXXTII.19.2; farming on Hungarian plain, cf Priscus £fr.12.2.264-280;
cavalry, AM XVII.13.9

36 Tacitus, Histories I.79 mentioning 9,000 cavalry is often quoted,
but see also III.5 where the Sarmatians ’'offered to raise a mass levy as
well as a force of cavalry, their one effective arm’'; cf Pausanias I.21.8

saying that the Sarmatians are nomads and most of their territory is
forests; Dio LXXII.7,16.2; AM XVII.12.2-3
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GOTHS

The Goths lived to the north of the Danube, controlling the area from
the Iron Gates to Moldavia. To the west of the Goths lay the Sarmatians,
to their east the Alans.3’

This large area can be divided into two major zones, the plains and
the Carpathian mountains. North of the Danube and east of the Iron Gates,
the Baragyan steppe extended up to 100 km north from the Danube into the
mountains. It was dry and generally unsuitable for farming though able to
support herd animals. Marshy areas alongside the river bank were also a
characteristic of the region, which had a wide flood plain prone to
flooding in spring, freezing in winter. Such floods stopped Valens from
campaigning against the Greuthungi in 368. But there were areas in the
region suitable for farming. The Slavs who succeeded the Goths were

described by the sixth-century Strategikon; ’they possess an abundance of

all sorts of livestock and produce which they store in heaps, especially
common millet and Italian millet.’38
Above the plains were the mountains, the south Carpathians (Montes

Serrorum or Nivium), whose foothills start rising about 100 km north of the

Danube. They reach a height of 2,500 metres and are heavily wooded,

creating difficulties for movement.3?

37 Burns, T.S. A History of the Ostrogoths (Bloomington, 1984);
Wolfram, H., History of the Goths? (London, 1988); Heather, P.J., The Goths
and the Balkans, unpublished D.Phil., (Oxford, 1986) and with J.F.
Matthews, Fourth-Century Visigothic Society (forthcoming)

38 panubian plain, Procopius, Buildings III.vii.1l3-15; Mauricius,
Strat. XI.4.5

39 panube floods, AM XVII.13.4, XXVII.S5.5; mountains, AM XXVII.S5.3-4,
XXXI.4.13; woods, P.S.Sabae 1IV.6; AM XXXI.4.13
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The Goths are usually assumed, from the limited evidence, to have
been sedentary farmers. It seems more likely that they were only semi-
sedentary, a condition forced on them by local conditions. The difference
between Gothic society as described here and orthodoxy is small, but it is
important. The frequent movements of groups of people in the lower Danube
region meant that any central authorities was less powerful than in the

west, while local authority, i.e. optimates, were stronger and more

independent. Individuals and groups drifted from leader to leader according

to his success (below p+5).%40

ALANS

To the east of Gothia lay Moldavia, an area inhabited by the nomadic
Alans. The area is a high plateau (over 100 m) which is flat and
inhospitable, but cut by numerous watercourses, not only of the Prut or
Dneister, but also of innumerable minor rivers. The soil was generally
unsuitable for farming using contemporary techniques. It was the European
end of the steppe corridor leading to the Don and the steppes of the
Ukraine. It is thus no surprise to find that the Alans hardly practised
agriculture.

Only a small part of these peoples live on the fruits of the

earth; all the rest roam over deserted wastes, which never

knew plough nor seeds... their dear ones, their dwellings and

their poor belongings they pack upon wagons covered with the
bark of trees.%!

“° most recently, Liebeschuetz, J.H.W.G., Barbarians and Bishops
(Oxford, 1990), 83-85; above p3l

41 AM XXI1I.8.42
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The Alans rapidly lost their nomad characteristics once they left the

steppes .42

HUNS

It was in this area that the Huns first appeared. The Huns had
migrated from east of the Black Sea and had entered western Europe in the
early 370s, crossing the lower Don and Dneister and following the coast of
the Black Sea into Moldavia and Wallachia. They drove out or incorporated
many of the Alans.*3

Ammianus Marcellinus describes Hun society at this date. They herded
sheep for meat and wool, cattle for milk and meat. They were not tied to
any particular area of land, but moved from pasture to pasture in wagons.
Most Huns rode horses, easing the problems of controlling large herds over
great distances. They spent so much time on their horses that their gait
was often affected, like cowboys of the American west. Huns thus possessed
considerable strategic and operational mobility and this was used to good
effect in their early campaigns against the Goths. At this point they were
similar to the Alans that they supplanted.®*

The Huns are described in these terms for the late-fourth century,

and it is generally accepted, following Thompson and Maenchen-Helfen, that

the Huns remained as nomads throughout the fifth century and that their

42 aAlans, Bachrach, B., History of the Alans (Minneapolis, 1973) is
less wuseful than its title suggests; AM XXXI.2.17-24; recorded as Goths,
Procopius, BV III.iii.1l

43 Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The World of the Huns (Berkeley, 1973);
Thompson, E.A., A History of Attila and the Huns (Oxford, 1948); Altheim,
F., Geschichte der Hunnen (Berlin, 1959-1962); a new book on the Huns is
badly needed, since Thompson and Altheim are badly dated and Maenchen-
Helfen’s work was never finished

44 Huns, AM XXXI.2.1-11; Richter, W., ’Der Darstellung der Hunnen bei
Ammianus Marcellinus (31.2.1-11)’, Historia XXIII (1974), 343-377; gait,
Zos. IV.20.4; AM XXXI.2.6; traditions, Procopius BV III.xviii.1l3-14
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society did not change at all. The principle reason for this is the
apparent unanimity of the sources. Almost all writers who describe the Huns
write in terms similar to Ammianus and Eunapius. Jerome, Claudian and (via
Claudian) Sidonius Apollinaris used Ammianus as a source for their
descriptions of the Huns and Zosimus and Jerome used Eunapius as a source
for their accounts. But once we get away from this group of late-fourth
century inspired sources and once the Huns left Moldavia, the picture is
somewhat different.%’

In our other sources, e.g. Priscus in the fifth century, horses are
mentioned in Hunnic contexts as often as they are in Frankish, Alamannic
or Gothic contexts. Thus Attila received Maximinus’ embassy in 449 in a
building with chairs and couches, whereas in the sixth century, a Turkish
leader received a Byzantine envoy in a tent on a wagon, though he later
also received them in a building.*®

If the Huns were a purely pastoral society, one would expect accounts
of their actions, especially their military exploits, to be similar to
those of the fourth-century Gothic wars and Mongol campaigns. Accounts of
the Mongols stress their strategic and tactical mobility, mounted archers,
horses etc., but those of the Huns in the fifth century do not.
Furthermore, though many of the Mongol actions can or must be attributed
to their horses, nothing that the Huns are recorded as doing after 376 is

obviously the work of a mounted army, though their battles with the Goths

4 Ammianus as source for Claudian, Cameron, A., Claudian (Oxford,
1970), 333; Maenchen-Helfen, 0., ’'The Date of Ammianus Marcellinus’' last
books’, AJP LXXVI (1955), 384-399; for Jerome, Maenchen-Helfen, ibid.;
Cameron, A., review of Syme, Ammianus and the Historia Augusta, JRS LXI
(1971), 255-267 at 259; Claudian as source for Sidonius, Carm. II1.243-269,
Loyen, A., Sidoine Apollinare I (Paris, 1960) 173n38; Eunapius, as source
for Zosimus IV.20.3-4, Paschoud, F., Zosime II2? (Paris, 1979), 372nl42;: for
Jerome, Banchich, T.M., 'Eunapius and Jerome’, GRBS XXVII (1981), 319-324;
Eunapius fr.4l

4 couches, Priscus fr.13.1.28-40; Turks, Menander fr.10.3
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had involved such manoeuvres. The only occasion where they might have been
involved in long-distance high-speed movement is in 388, during Theodosius’
pursuit of Maximus. The logic of many historians is succinctly described
by Lindner,

Huns were present, Theodosius seems to have brought cavalry

along, the Hun auxiliaries must have been mounted (because

they were Huns), so the Huns’ horsemen won the battle.

This victory may have been the result of Hunnic cavalry, but the evidence
does not prove this.*’

Secondly, the archaeology of nomads differs 1little in type of
artefact, though greatly in scale, from that of more settled peoples.
Characteristics of nomad archaeology are herd animal remains and seasonal
occupation of non-permanent dwellings (usually singly rather than multiply-
roomed). Nomads did farm and use pottery, both on a small-scale, and
neither of these find-types can be used to identify archaeological
materials as 'non-nomadic’. The available archaeological evidence from the
lower Danube region concentrates on villages and cemeteries and is similar
in character during both the fourth and fifth centuries. In this context
it is the evidence for the rank and file that is important. Finds of horses
show little, as most are from aristocratic burials and most nobles had
horses. The relevant material is to be found in settlement types and

patterns, not in distributions of prestige items or cranial deformation.*8

47 Gothic war, AM XXXI.3.6; fighting necessarily by mounted troops,
AM XXXI.3.5-8; Lindner, R.P., 'Nomadism, Horses and Huns’, Past and Present
XCIT (1981), 1-19 at 7; Mongol campaigns, e.g. Marco Polo’s account; cf
sixth-century raiding, Agathias, Hist. V.11-13, 19

“8 problems in identifying evidence, Hole, F., 'Pastoral Nomadism in
Western 1Iran’, Explorations in Ethnoarchaeology, ed. R.A. Gould,
(Albuquerque, 1978), 127-167 is useful; Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The World of
the Huns (Berkely, 1973), 169-171; Pdrducz, M., Die Ethnischen Probleme der
Hunnenzeit in Ungarn (Budapest, 1963); fifth-century Moldavia, Teodor, G.,

The East Carpathian Area of Romania V-XI Centuries AD, BAR S81, (Oxford,
1980), 3-56
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Thirdly, much of the area occupied by the Hun empire was best suited
to agriculture and herding, as shown by the Sarmatian and Gothic way of
life. If the Huns remained nomads they were presumably not making the most
effective use of their environment, a hypothesis hard to sustain. Such
economic sacrifice would be understandable if carried out for military
purposes, i.e. to maintain an effective cavalry force, but there is no
evidence for this being done on a large scale, if it occurred at all.*?

It thus seems more likely that Hunnic society in the fifth century
was much more sedentary than was argued by Thompson et al.. Hunnic villages
were plentiful on the Hungarian plain and were well-supplied with millet,
grain and barley. Even in Moldavia agriculture and fixed settlements had
some role, though a minor one, to play.”®

Although the Hunnic empire was not a pastoral nomad society in the
fifth century, this is an economic judgement. It does not mean that horses
did not play a major role in society and their skills on horseback seem to
have been preserved. Many of them were excellent mounted warriors.
Furthermore, Hun society was not identical in all areas and the Moldavian

steppes continued to be inhabited by pastoralists throughout the fifth

century.>}

49 Huns not farming, Priscus fr.49; AM XXXI.2.10

30 Hunnic villages and crops, Priscus fr.12.2.264-280; Moldavia,
Teodor, G., The East Carpathian Area of Romania, V-XI Centuries A.D., BAR
s81, (Oxford, 1980), 3-55

°! nomads in Moldavia, Menander fr.2; sedentarization, Anderson, P.,
Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism (London, 1974), 217-218; Matthews,
J.F., The Roman Empire of Ammianus (London, 1989), 355
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CONCLUSION

The basic conclusions drawn here, of sedentary western barbarians,
semi-sedentary Goths and changes in Hun society, differ somewhat from
orthodox opinions.

It should be remembered that economic characteristics were a product
of the environment, not an inherent proélty of a people. Therefore, as
peoples moved their economies would change. The Goths were only semi-
sedentary while living in the Danube basin. Once they were settled in
Aquitaine and Italy they became farmers, living in permanent settlements,
like the western barbarians.

In all cases, these were subsistence communities. This to some extent
determined military relations with the Romans. There was a large pool of
manpower available for military purposes, but it could only be used at
certain seasons without disrupting food production and threatening famine.
Military operations initiated by barbarians would therefore be of short
duration, probably measurable in months. The more mobile nature of eastern
European groups meant that it was more difficult for the Romans to engage

them at home or to destroy their livelihood.
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Now that we have examined the economies of various barbarian groups
we can look at the structure of their societies. Barbarian society was non-
urban. Most settlements were villages and though there were some small
hamlets or even isolated farms, especially in uplands and remote areas,
there were no larger settlements.

Pictish settlements are hard to describe since only stone traces
survive. Small villages seem to be most common, sometimes including sunken
dwellings and in general seem little different from villages in western
Europe.”?

Ammianus’ descriptions of the villages of the Quadi and Alamanni
suggest clusters of wooden huts with thatched roofs which were easily
burned and the same impression is given of Frankish villages by Sulpicius
Alexander. This literary evidence is confirmed by archaeology, e.g. the
well-documented villages of Feddersen Wierde, Wijster, Ezinge and, in
Britain, West Stow. Sometimes one large house dominated the village site,
suggesting one focus of authority in a small community. There were about
fifty buildings at Feddersen Wierde, perhaps supporting a population of
fewer than 500, though this cannot take into account dispersed settlement
around the site. Individual houses were of ’longhouse’ or ngenhaus
construction, sometimes sunk into the ground, with animals usually kept at
one end of the building. A few stone constructions, similar to Roman villas
are known in Alamannia and Quadia. Most villages appear not to have been
fortified, but some hilltop sites with stone walls are known, e.g. Glauberg

in Alamannia, which also had some stone buildings. Other villages could be

52 picts, Alcock, L., Arthur’s Britain (London, 1971), 272-275 and ‘A
Survey of Pictish Settlement Archaeology’, Pictish Studies, BAR 125, eds.
J.G.P. Friell and W.G. Watson (Oxford, 1984), 7-48; Watkins, T., ’'Where
were the Picts’, Pictish Studies, BAR 125, eds. J.G.P. Friell and W.G.
Watson (Oxford, 1984), 63-86
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fenced or palisaded, Wijster for example. On the North Sea coast, villages
were built on terpen, mounds increased, or created by, natural

accumulations of dung and debris and deliberate accumulations of clay.??

The same style of building, i.e. wooden construction with thatched
roofs, was used by eastern barbarians. It is described by Ammianus for the
Sarmatians and by Priscus for the Huns. The types of buildings differed
however, and instead of long houses, structures were smaller, often single-
roomed and less permanent. They were rarely defended. No provision was made
for keeping animals inside. Unfortunately the length of occupation of these
temporary sites cannot be determined.>*

Nomad habitations, for example in Moldavia, were less permanent and
some groups lived in wagons in a peripatetic lifestyle. However, other

groups lived in a semi-sedentary manner, constructing temporary villages.

33 yillages, Todd, M., The Northern Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987), 77-
100; Herodian VII.2.3-4; terpen, Pliny, NH XVI.1l.3; Franks, Sulpicius fr.1;
Saxons, Haarnagel, W., Die Grabungen Feddersen Wierde 2 (Wiesbaden, 1979);
Van Es, W.A., °'Wijster: A Native Village Beyond the Imperial Frontier’,
Palaeohistoria XI (1967), 49-124; Alamanni, AM XVII.10.7, XVIII.2.1l5;
farmsteads, RGA? vol. I, 149 d; in general, ibid., 156 c; AM XVII.1.7;
'Villas®’, AM XVII.1.7; Todd, M., The Northern Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987),
99; Quadi, AM XXX.5.14; °'villas’, Pitts, L., ’Roman Style Buildings in
Barbaricum (Moravia and SW Slovakia)’, Oxford Journal of Archaeology VI
(1987), 219-236

fortifications, Mildenburger, G., Germanische Burgen (Mnster, 1978);
hilltop sites, see map, RGA? vol. I, 146; Todd, M., The Northern
Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987), 98-9; Werner, J., 'Zu den alamannischen
Burgen’, Zur Geschichte der Alamannen, ed. J. Werner, (Darmstadt, 1975),
67-90; palisades, Van Es, W.A., ’'Wijster: A Native Village Beyond the
Imperial Frontier’, Palaeohistoria XI (1967), 44-48

>4 Ssarmatians, AM XVII.13.12-13; Danubian Goths, Teodor, G., The East
Carpathian Area of Romania, BAR S81, (Oxford, 1980), 6-9, n.b. 7 with
mention of seasonal dwellings; P.S. Sabae IV.5, V.3 (roof beam), though
reflecting Roman views of a Gothic village, not a contemporary description
of a Gothic village; Heather, P.J. and Matthews, J.F., Fourth-Century
Visigothic Society (forthcoming); Hun villages, Priscus fr.11.2.264-
280,356-373,551-556, 14.1.58-65; Jordanes, Getica 178-179
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The precise type of settlement probably varied according to climate and the

type of region currently inhabited.>’

SOCTAL STRUCTURE
Most villages or groups of hamlets had a dominant noble family or

families, described by the Romans as optimates, proceres, KEYLOTaVEG Or

AoyadEg. The relationship of these families with the rest of the village
is unclear, but their dominant position was probably the result of wealth
and tradition, not of any formal position. The Gothic pEyiroTavE¢ mentioned

in the Passion of St. Saba were able to impose their will on Saba’s village

by force, but it is clear that not all aspects of village life were
controlled from above, since the villagers were only prevented from
concealing Saba’'s Christianity from the wEyioTavEg by Saba himself. Saba’s

village shows that the optimates (the term used throughout this thesis for

barbarian nobility) were not resident in every village and suggests that

some optimates had power over several settlements, but resided in one only.

In times of war and when negotiating with the Romans optimates are usually

found accompanying their king and independent action seems rare.>®

A number of villages and their optimates formed a canton (pagus)

under a royal family. Cantons were probably formed by distinct geographical
areas, perhaps one valley per canton, but their composition may not have
been fixed. The more successful a king was, the greater his sphere of

influence and the more optimates would follow him. There is no evidence of

35 nomads, lack of villages, AM XXXI.2.4; wagons, AM XXII.8.42,
XXX1.2.10,18

6 Smith, C.A., °’Exchange systems and the spatial distribution of
Elites’, Regional Analysis 2, ed. C.A. Smith, (New York and London, 1976),
309-374 shows how much more we could know about social relations; Goths,
P.S. Sabae III.1l,4; in charge of several villages, Priscus fr.l14.54-56;
accompanying king, AMXVI.12.26, XVII.12.11, XXXI.5.7; independence, Hyd.92
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anything binding one optimas to a particular canton, and it is probable
that those on the fringes of royal authority might change allegiance from

time to time, or even not belong to a canton (Figure 4).57

KINGSHIP
Each canton was ruled by a king (or kings) from an extended royal
family. The kings were described by the Romans as reges, ¢viapyor or
BaoivA€r¢. Within a family some members (perhaps subordinate branches or
younger sons) had a lower status, only providing subkings (regulos or
subregulos). Other members of the family had royal status (regales), a term

which could also be used to refer to any or all of a royal family. These

57 model after Smith, C.A., ‘’Exchange systems and the spatial
distribution of Elites’, Regional Analysis 2, ed. C.A. Smith, (New York and
London, 1976), 309-374 at 318; individual kings gaining power, AM XXIX.4.2;
Malchus fr.18.1, 2.55-59
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distinctions are based on Roman historians (especially Ammianus) and
probably conceal a more complicated situation.?®

Most cantons had one king, but multiple kingship was not uncommon.
In some cases all the heirs of the old king succeeded, regardless of number
and it was the kingship, not the kingdom, that was divided. Thus in the
350s the brothers Vadomarius and Gundomadus both ruled the Alamannic canton
of the Brisigavi. Succession could be more complicated, as shown by the
brothers Attila and Bleda ruling the Huns in the 440s. Before this their
father Mundiuch and his brother Oebarsius were not kings, but two other

brothers, Octar and Rua, were. After Octar’s death, Rua remained as sole

OCTAR-RUA
\
RUA OCTAR —RUA MUNDIUC ——OEBARSIUS

ATTILA-BLEDA ATTILA——J——-BLEDA
I

ATTILA

Figure 5: Hunnic Kingship and Genealogy, Early-Fifth Century

king, before being succeeded by Attila and Bleda (Figure 5). Such a
confused situation is almost impossible to account for logically from the
evidence we have. The only way the rules of primogeniture could be applied
is if Mundiuc and Oebarsius died before Octar and Rua and if Octar, Rua and
Oebarsius had no children. But we know that Oebarsius was at Attila’s court
in 449, more than a decade after the deaths of Octar and Rua. It seems

likely that personalities and supporters played as strong a role as

8 kingship, Chaney, W.A., The Cult of Kingship in Anglo-Saxon England
(Manchester, 1970); Early Medieval Kingship, eds. P.H. Sawyer and I.N.
Wood, (Leeds, 1977); Wallace-Hadrill, J.M., Early Germanic Kingship
(Oxford, 1971)
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tradition and custom in resolving successions. Even in the late-fifth
century kingdoms within the Roman empire it was probably the kingship that
was divided, not the kingdom. Thus Clovis took ’the kingdom and treasuries’
(regnum et thesauros) from the Frankish brothers, Ragnachar, Riccar and
Rignomer when he killed them, though the brothers all had different
capitals. The division of Clovis’ kingdom between his sons in 511 appears
to be an innovation.?

Although division of kingdoms between sons did occur it was not
universal. In the 440s two sons of a Frankish king appealed to the Huns and
the Romans, each hoping to become sole king. The Visigothic kingdom passed
to the three sons of Theoderic I in turn after his death in 451,
Thorismodus, Theoderic and Euric succeeding in order of age according to
the conventions of primogeniture. However, the murder of Thorismodus by
Theoderic and Euric and Theoderic’s murder by Euric suggests some
discontent with the situation. We simply do not know enough about the
succession practices to generalise, but it seems likely that different
groups had different practices.®0

Minorities appear to have been rare events. The only known child‘king
is Gothic Viderichus, who seems to have been dominated by his guardians
Alatheus and Saphrax and quickly disappears from view. This is not

surprising given the violence used by rivals when competing for

kingship.6!

59 multiple kingship, Alamanni, AM XIV.10.1, XVI.12.17; Burgundians,
GT HF 1I1I.32; Huns, Priscus £fr.11.2.241-263; Franks, GT HF 1II.42;
Ostrogoths, II: Theoderic 2 and children, Theoderic 5 and Anonymous 123;
511 division, Wood, I.N., ’'Kings, Kingdoms and Consent’, Early Medieval
Kingship, eds. P.H. Sawyer and I.N. Wood, (Leeds, 1977), 6-29

60 primogeniture, Priscus fr.20.3; Visigoths, Thompson, E.A., Romans
and Barbarians (Madison, 1982), 54-56

6l minors, I: Viderichus; cf Croke, B., ’'Mundo the Gepid: from

Freebooter to Roman general’, Chiron XII (1982), 125-135
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Occasionally, individual judices are referred to who appear to be
similar to kings. These appear among the Quadi and Goths in the fourth
century, but are not heard of in the fifth. None of their actions appear
different from those of kings.®%2

Our sources occasionally mention sacral kingship, for example among
the Burgundians in the 370s, but this too would make little difference to
the issues discussed here, assuming that this passage is original and is
not derived from an unknown source.%3

Any sacral traditions that did exist appear to have been weak and
royal status seems to have been based as much on power as any tradition or
hereditary nature. The best demonstration of this is the ability of
optimates to become kings. Thus Singeric, brother of the exiled Gothic
optimas or dux Sarus, became king of the Visigoths in 415. The
uncertainties of succession are probably one reason why known royal
dynasties are not linked to each other and it is not until the
establishment of settled kingdoms in the west that we can reliably trace
royal genealogies through more than two generations.®
The links between a people and their kings were often so weak that

rulers from outside could be imposed on them, e.g. the Hun Ellac in the

62 juydices, Quadi, AM XVII.12.21; Goths, AM XXVII.5.6, XXXI.3.4;
Wolfram, H., History of the Goths? (London, 1988), 94-96, 98; Heather,
P.J., The Goths and the Balkans, unpublished D.Phil. (Oxford, 1986), 81,
84-86

63 sacral kingship, AM XXVIII.5.1l4; sacral kingship has attracted
excessive modern attention; Wallace-Hadrill, J.M., The Long-Haired Kings
(London, 1962), 153-158 and Early Germanic Kingship (Oxford, 1971), 14-15

64 optimates becoming kings, Singeric, Olymp. fr.26; in this context
Jordanes’ list of Gothic kings and Paul the Deacon’s list of Longbard
rulers are of little use, existing to legitimate a ruling family and
derived, in Jordanes’ case at least, almost entirely from material still
available to us; Heather, P.J., ’'Cassiodorus and the Rise of the Amals:
Genealogy and the Goths under Hun Domination’, JRS LXXIX (1989), 103-128
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440s ruling the Akatiri or the Visigoth Aioulfus becoming king of the Suevi
in Spain in the 450s.9°

In such a situation, any royal blood was important. Royal relatives
could be leaders of opposition and their frequent murder or exile may have
been a king’s way of dealing with threats to his power. Clovis certainly

took great care to eradicate all the relations he could find.%¢

If kings are seen as primi inter pares rather than as absolute

monarchs it helps explain the frequently troubled relations between kings

of cantons and their optimates, occasionally exploited by the Romans (below

p268). Factional strife perhaps led to the murder of Gundomadus in 354,
killed by his brother, but probably with the support of (some of) the
canton. Another case of factional strife is Fraomarius, ruler of the
Alamannic canton of the Bucinobantes. He was given the kingship by
Valentinian I after Macrianus, the previous king, had been expelled by the
Romans. But after a few years Fraomarius was withdrawn by the Romans
because the canton had been devastated by an unknown attacker. When we next
hear of the Bucinobantes, they are again being ruled by Macrianus, and it
is tempting to see him as the attacker who had reclaimed his kingdom after
making Fraomarius’ position untenable. A third case is that of Sarus, a
powerful noble in the Gothic confederation led by Alaric. At some point
before 405 he had left the Goths and worked for the Romans as a military
officer, though still leading his own bodyguard. He had a blood feud of
some sort with Ataulf, Alaric’s brother-in-law, and for both of them this

took precedence over the immediate political situation. Thus in 412

65 711: Aioulfus, Edeco, Ellac, Remismund

66 Clovis’ persecution, GT HF II.40-42; V.Remigii 15 for a surviving
relative

50



Ataulf’'s negotiations with Jovinus, a Gallic usurper, were broken off
because of the approach of Sarus to support Jovinus. The rivalry between
the two was only halted by the death of Sarus, who died fighting Ataulf’s
entire army with only his bodyguard. But throughout these disagreements,
Sarus’ brother Singeric remained a powerful figure among Ataulf’s Goths,

even becoming king in 415.¢’

With violence being routinely used to settle political disputes, it

is perhaps not surprising that kings and optimates had their own armed

retinues. These were called comitatus by the Romans, though barbarians had
their own terms, e.g. antrustiones among the Franks. These men were
supported by their lord in return for loyalty and military service and were
the closest most barbarian groups came to having any professional soldiers
until the late-fifth century. In 357 Chonodomarius had two hundred
retainers at a time when he was leading an alliance of Alamannic cantons.
This suggests that larger numbers would not be found until kingdoms were
established in the empire and more wealth was available. The comitatus of

less successful kings were probably smaller.®®

To support their comitatus and to reward their equals and followers

(and appease dissidents?), kings and optimates were expected to give gifts.

67 killed by royal relations, I: Gundomadus; II: Atakam, Bleda,
Chilpericus II, Frederichus, Maman, Recitach, Thorismodus, Theoderic 6;
other tribesmen, I: Viderichus?; II: Sarus; Claudian, de Cons. Stil. I.239-
245; expelled, I: Athanaric, Fraomarius; II: Sarus; Claudian, de Cons.
Stil. I1.239-245

68 comitatus, AM XVI.12.60, XVII.10.8, XXI.4.5, XXIX.4.5, XXXI.5.6;
Malchus fr.18.3.41; Olymp. fr.6; P.S.Sabae IV.5; SA Ep. I.2.4, 1IV.20.1-2;
GT HF 11.42; Wallace-Hadrill, J.M., Early Germanic Kingship (Oxford, 1971),
11-15; Thompson, E.A., The Early Germans (Oxford, 1965), 51-60
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These societies thus had a small, but constant, need for prestige items to

distribute.

Though we understand the mechanics, it is difficult to demonstrate
clearly the importance of gift exchange in fourth- and fifth-century
barbarian society. Sixth-century evidence is more common. An Avar king
claimed in negotiations that

I am ashamed and dishonoured before the tribes who follow me

in alliance if I should withdraw from this place having

achieved nothing at all and having brought myself no profit.

In order that I shall not appear to have made the attack to no

purpose and benefit send [me] some small gifts.

The custom is also shown by Hrothgar's speech to Beowulf.

So long as I shall rule the reaches of this kingdom

we shall exchange wealth; a chief shall greet

his fellow with gifts over the gannets’ bath

as the ship with curved prow crosses the seas

with presents and pledges.®’

The importance of the gifts in stabilising society adds significance
to Roman gifts or payments to kings who had made treaties with them. Such
payments allowed barbarian leaders to keep the peace without destabilising
society in the canton, allowing the dominant Roman-supported faction to
retain its position by providing gifts for distribution, without having to
go to war to obtain them. If the Romans had exerted influence without
payment, there would be a greater danger of an anti-establishment, and thus

anti-Roman, faction arising, possibly causing more attacks on Roman

territory (below p263).70

69 gift-giving, Menander fr.12.5; Beowulf 1089-1103; AM XXVI.5.7; GT
HF 1I.42; Menander fr.8; Priscus £fr.11.2.203-206, 244-250, 40.1; cf
Constantine Porphyrogenitus de Administrando Imperii I.1

70 impact of Roman gifts, Braund, D., 'Ideology, Subsidies and Trade:

The King on the Frontier Revisited’, Barbarians and Roman in North West
Europe, BAR S471, ed. J.C. Barrett et al. (Oxford, 1989), 14-26; Thompson,
E.A., The Early Germans (Oxford, 1965), 88-108
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Some cantons may have had some form of royal council since we often

hear of kings discussing matters with their optimates. However, we do not

know how formal this institution was, or whether kings chose to call a
council or were forced to take into consideration the views of their

regales and optimates. The latter seems more likely.’!

TRIBES

Until barbarian groups entered the empire there existed no political
groups larger than cantons. Tribal names such as Franks, Quadi etc.
referred nothing more than the area a barbarian group came from and Franks
only meant ’'lower-Rhine Germans’ and Quadi ’'middle-Danubian barbarians’.
As far as Roman writers were concerned, the important groupings were
barbarians as a whole, then regions and little notice was taken of cantons.
Roman triumphal titles were of the form ’Sarmaticus’, ’Gothicus’,
'Francicus’, 'Alamannicus’, or 'Germanicus’. No cantonal victory titles are
recorded, from either the early or late empire. Only major groups are
represented and there are no ’Saxonicus’, ’'Hunnicus’ or ’'Quadicus’ titles,
(though the absence of 'Hunnicus’ may be connected with the fact that no
emperor between Gratian and Justinian is recorded as having any victory
titles).’?

This does not mean that all Romans were unaware of the subdivisions.

Ammianus certainly recognised the importance of cantons as political

"l councils, Malchus fr.18.2.55-59; Priscus fr.2?; Claudian, de Bello
Gothico 479-482; SA Carm. VII.452-454, Ep. 1IV.22.3; AM XVII.13.21,
XXXI.6.4-5; Thompson, E.A., The Early Germans (Oxford, 1965), 29-31

72 triumphal titles, Kneissl, P., Die Siegestitular der rmischen
Kaiser (é&tingen, 1969) 7
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units.’3 The vagueness of many writers probably reflects their distance
from the frontier and lack of relevant experience. Roman officers on the
frontier would certainly be more knowledgeable if the parallel of the
northwest frontier of British India is anything to go by. The simple
'Pathans’ of contemporary newspapers were recognised by soldiers in the
field as being composed of numbers of subgroups, Wazirs, Mahsuds, Zhob,
Afridis, Orakzais, etc. Frontier officer knowledge had to be extensive.

Nor was it enough to know that...Gul Sher Khan was an Afridi;

one had to know whether he was, for instance, a Malik Din Khel

from the fiercely independent Tirah where no Faranghi had set

foot since 1897, or an Adam Khel from Kohat pass - Tribal

territory to be sure, but so accessible to troops and police

that he could almost be regarded as a Cis-frontier man. One

had to know whether an Orakzai was Sunni or Shiah. It was

sympathetic of [Frontier] Scouts’ attitudes that a Pathan was

seldom mentioned in reports or orders without his tribe, and
often his section being mentioned.’*

There is nothing to suggest that any of the cantons in a region had
any constituted authority over the others. When leadership over more than
one canton is found, it is the product of force, not of a position. Among
the Sarmatians in the 350s, the regalis Zizais was escorted by subreguli
and is described as potior, ’'more powerful’. In the only mention of the
leadership of the combined Alamanni at Strasbourg in 357, the kings Serapio
and Chonodomarius are described as ’greater than the other kings through
power (potestate)’. Though this could also be interpreted as ’through

authority’, this would make the Alamanni unique among fourth- or fifth-

3 the names of many Roman regiments in the Notitia are based on
cantonal (as well as tribal) titles, Visi, Or.V.61, Tervingi, Or.VI.61,
Salii, Or.V.51, Occ.V.177,210, Bucinobantes, Or.VI.17, Sugambri,
Or .XXXI.66, Iuthungi, Or .XXVIII.43, XXXIII.31, Chamavi, Or.XXX.61, Gaetuli,
Or .XXXv.32, Frisii, Occ.XL.36, Brisigavi, 0cc.V.201,202; Bructeri,
Occ.V.187

74 rrench, C.C., The Frontier Scouts (London, 1985), 59; see also the
useful table in Operations in Waziristan 1919-19202 (Delhi, 1923), 193-194
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century barbarian tribes in having some form of constituted higher
authority. In the early-fifth century, the Alans in Spain were described
as being ’'more powerful’ than the neighbouring Vandals.’?

Furthermore, the Romans never negotiated treaties with any ’high
king’ or with groups of cantons, only with the kings of individual cantons.
This was the case even after defeating a group of cooperating cantons. Thus
after Strasbourg Julian insisted on personal attendance at negotiations by
the kings of all defeated cantons. If they were not present they might not
consider themselves bound by the treaty. This can be compared with British
practice on the Northwest frontier of India. A Pathan malik was trying to
avoid meeting the British. It was reported that

"One of the [Pathan] leaders, however, has written to say that

he cannot come as his house has been bombed"... if he was not

present at negotiations he would not regard himself as being
bound by the resulting agreement.’®

Although cooperation between cantons was rare, it did occur.
Alamannic cooperation in 352 was the result of the ambition of king
Chonodomarius taking advantage of Roman weakness and encouraging the
Alamanni to settle in Gaul. At Strasbourg in 357 Alamannic cooperation was
again organized by Chonodomarius, this time to recover territory lost by
Alamannic cantons on the left bank of the Rhine because of Roman action.
This alliance was probably a continuation of earlier cooperation against
Magnentius and reflected losses suffered by several cantons. Alamannic
cantons also allied in 359 when the Roman army under Julian threatened to

cross the Rhine into the territory of Suomarius, an Alamannic king who had

> sarmatians, AM XVII.12.9-11,14; Alamanni, AM XVI.12.23; Alans,
Hyd.68

76 treaties with individual kings, AM XVII.12.12, XVIII.2.18-19;
Eunapius fr.18.6; Pathans, Lydall, E., Enough of Action (London, 1949), 164
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allied with the Romans in 357. Other Alamannic cantons wished to stop the
Romans crossing the Rhine into Suomarius’ territory, an event which would
be unopposed by him if they did not intervene. According to Ammianus they
warned Suomarius not to allow the Romans to cross the Rhine. Compelled to
accede to their demands, he let the other Alamanni into his territory to
resist the Romans. Had it not been for the intervention of the other kings,
Suomarius would have allowed the Romans to enter his territory and use it
as a base for offensive operations against other cantons. Like the
cooperation at Strasbourg, this seems to be for the general benefit of the
Alamanni since it was known that Julian was planning to attack several
cantons.

A similar alliance occurred in the 390s when the kings of two
Frankish cantons, Marcomere and Sunno, seem to have established some form
of hegemony over a number of cantons, at least the Ampsivarii and Chatti,
and possibly the Bructeri and Chamavi. They raided Gaul in 388 and
continued to cause trouble on the lower Rhine until dealt with by Stilicho
in 396. And in north Gaul in the late-fifth century the Frankish king
Clovis was able to secure the assistance of the canton of Sigibert in
different campaigns against the Visigoths and the Alamanni.”’

Cooperation was not limited to cantons from the same region or
tribe’. For example, in 357 Araharius led Quadi and Sarmatians against the
Romans and Huns and Goths fought together on a number of occasions.’® Even
when cooperation occurred it could be fragile. In 466/467 a Roman army

trapped a mixed raiding force of Goths and Huns in Thrace and blockaded

7 cooperation, Strasbourg, AM XVI.12.1,9,23-6; Suomarius, AM XVII.1l0
(357), XVIII.2 (359); Franks, Sulpicius fr.1,4,6; Claudian, de Cons. Stil.
1.239-245; Sigibert, GT HF 1I.37; Sarmatians, AM XVII.12.11-12

78 Quadi and Sarmatians, AM XVII.12.11-12; Goths and Huns, AM

XXXI.8.4; Priscus fr.49; Franks and Saxons, AM XXVIII.8.5; Sarpﬁtians and
Suevi, Jordanes, Getica 277
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them. The Romans were able to turn the Goths on the Huns by some astute
diplomacy. There was no love lost between allied barbarian groups and the

Romans not only knew this, but could exploit it (below p267).7°

Although cantons from the same region could cooperate against the
Romans, they could also fight each other, an example being the 357 attack
on the Salii by another Frankish canton, the Chamavi. On a larger scale
were the wars on the lower Danube, first to create the Hun empire, then
following the death of Attila when numbers of barbarian groups struggled
for dominance. There was no such thing as barbarian nationalism and
barbarians would fight alongside Romans against their own enemies. Thus in
358 the Liberi Sarmatae were allied with the Romans against the Limigantes.
In this operation the Romans also persuaded another barbarian group, the
Taifali, to fight against the Limigantes. Such hostility was not unique as
the affair of Suomarius (above p55) shows.3

Hostilities also occurred between barbarians from different regions,
e.g. the wars between the Ostrogoths and the Sciri in the late-fifth

century.8!

Cooperation between cantons, though often founded on mutual self-
interest, was dependent on capable individuals (below p72). Without them,
cooperation seems unlikely to have occurred. Thus Araharius was responsible

for the cooperation between some Quadi and Sarmatians in 357, Marcomere and

9 fragility, Priscus fr.49; RPF fr.2; So0z.IX.5.1-5; Paulinus of
Pella, Eucharisticus 372-375

80 intra-regional hostility, Franks, Zos. I1I.6.2; Huns, AM XXXI.3.3;
Jordanes, Getica 259-263; Sarmatians, AM XVII.12.18-19, 13.19

81 Franks-Alamanni, AM XXX.3.7; Goths-Sciri, Jordanes, Getica 129-130,
276; Priscus fr.45S
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Sunno for the late-fourth century Frankish cooperation, and the alliance
of various Frankish cantons in the fifth century was the result of Clovis’
ambition and leadership.

When we know of cooperation we often know the names of the leaders
involved. Where we do not know the names of the leaders, we should be wary
about attributing cooperation. The ’'barbarian conspiracy’ of 367 and the
Vandal-Suevic crossing of the Rhine are both occasions where cooperation
is not proven, and indeed seems unlikely to have taken place. The Vandals
and Suevi attacked at the same time, but over such a wide area (most of the
Rhine) that cooperation is an unlikely possibility. Barbarians did not need
to co-operate to take advantage of Roman weakness and no one has suggested
that the Goths and the Burgundians were allied in 436 when they both took
advantage of Roman involvement with bandits in Armorica - they were merely
seizing the initiative independently (below p72). Likewise, the Huns
invaded the eastern empire in 442 when the main eastern field army under
Aspar was in Sicily. The importance of strong leadership in such alliances
is shown by events following the death of Attila (above p59, below p59).
The Hun empire did not dissolve, it exploded.

The importance of barbarian leaders is also demonstrated by Roman
action against leaders (below p267). To some degree this could be
counterproductive, in that Roman pressure created leaders or reinforced the
authority of existing kings. The potential strength of a combined tribe
forced the Romans to divide and rule, dealing with the barbarians by
canton. The massive operation planned by Valentinian for 370 suggests that
he saw the Alamanni as a single threat, distinct from the Franks, that
could be dealt with in one operation, though each canton was attacked

separately. This conception seems unlikely to have been based on any
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differences between the Franks and the Alamanni, but on the geography of

the region, north and south of the Main river.®?

Longer-lasting than these groupings of fourth-century Alamanni or
Franks was the fifth-century empire of the Huns. The area north of the
lower Danube seems to have come under Hunnic control in the fifth century,
under the leadership of various Hunnic kings, Rua, Octar, Bleda and Attila,
all of the same family. This growth in power was gradual and still taking
place at the beginning of Attila’'s reign. We hear of Hunnic kings
(BaorArokor oxvOor) taking refuge in Roman territory from Attila and of
negotiations by the Romans with the Akatziri, a Hunnic people later
conquered by Attila, who placed his son Ellac over them as king. As well
as Hunnic groups, the empire incorporated a number of Gothic groups,
including the Greuthungi and the Gepids. The forced nature of the empire
is shown by events on Attila’'s death. A number of groups rejected Hun
leadership and defeated Attila’s sons at the battle of the Nedao in 454.
Immediately Hun dominance of the middle and lower Danube was lost and there
was a reversion to the situation of the early-fifth century with numerous
independent groups. It is only after Nedao that we hear of most of the
Hunnic cantons and they previously seem to have been under direct control
of Attila’s family with little independence and thus little presence in the
historical record.®3

Lack of a tribal structure is also shown by the ability of groups to
move from tribe to tribe. Thus Alans and Visigoths are found in the Vandal

kingdom in Africa and the Ostrogoths who invaded Italy included Rugi and

82 division, AM XXVIII.5.8-10,15

83 creation of the Hun empire, Priscus fr.2, 9.3, 11.2.241-263; Marc.
Com. sa 445; refugees, Priscus fr.l; disintegration, Jordanes, éﬁica 259-
267; Priscus fr.40.1-2, 45, 46, 48.1, 49
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Heruli in their number. The ease of assimilation suggests few differences
between groups and an informal political structure.®

It was not just barbarians who could change political affiliation.
Romans could also join barbarian groups. Thus in Italy in the 400s, Alaric
was joined by Roman deserters and runaway slaves. We also know of other
Romans joining dissident groups, both inside and outside the empire. The
anonymous Greek merchant living among the Huns is well known, but he was
only the tip of an iceberg of expatriate living, also illustrated by
Eudoxius, a doctor who was involved with the Bacaudae and fled to the Huns

(below pll2). The apparent ease of incorporating Romans into barbarian

groups suggests that barbarians would be absorbed more easily.®

CONCLUSION

The view of barbarian society outside the Roman empire presented here
is much more culturally homogeneous and politically diverse than the
picture often drawn by modern historians, but is drawn from the same
evidence. Its similarity in political terms to barbarian society in the
first and second centuries is interesting and suggests that some judgments
concerning the third century such as the development of large tribal
confederations did not occur in the same way as is often thought.

This discussion has concentrated on barbarian society outside the

Roman empire in the fourth century. However, society did not remain static

84 Alans, Victor Vitensis I1.39; Hyd.68; Visigoths, Possidius, V.Aug.
28.4; late Goths, Jordanes, Getica 283-284; Ostrogoths 489, Cass. Variae
1.42-44; cf Agathias, Hist. I1.6.3-4; Liebeschuetz, J.H.W.G., Barbarians and
Bishops (Oxford, 1990), 39-40; Ostrogoths to Visigoths, II: Beremud,
Vidimir

85 Roman deserters, de Ste. Croix, G.E.M., The Class Struggle in the
Ancient Greek World (London, 1981), 474-488; Alaric, deserters, Philost.
XII1.3; Zos. V.35.6; slaves, V.42.3; Liebeschuetz, J.H.W., ’'Alaric’'s Goths:
Army or People?’, GAUL; Greek, Priscus fr.11.2.407-435; Eudoxius,
C.Gall.452.133; AM XXXI.6.5-7

60



and there were two important developments during the fifth century. One was
the appearance of wandering groups within the empire, the other was the
creation of barbarian kingdoms on former imperial territory. But in many

areas, especially where the frontier did not move, barbarian society

remained similar to the fourth century.
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BARBARIAN GROUPS WITHIN THE EMPIRE

In the fifth century several groups of barbarians found themselves
inside the Roman empire, but without any formal recognition of their
presence and no fixed home. These groups had a peripatetic existence until
they were able to make an agreement with the empire or gain permanent
control over an area. Thus a Gothic group under first Alaric, then Ataulf
and lastly Wallia wandered through the empire between 395 and 418 with
only occasional agreements with the imperial government. The Vandal and
Suevic invaders of 406 until their settlement in 411. The Goths under
Theoderic the Amal and Theoderic Triarius in the 470s were in a similar
condition and Radagaisus and his followers may also come into this
category.

Without land to farm, these groups were in a parlous economic
condition. They had to forage continuously for survival (below pll5) or
else live off supplies negotiated from empire (below p4¥9. Herd animals
became particularly important in these circumstances. Lack of a homeland,
i.e. a secure rear area, also meant that these groups were always
accompanied by women, children, the aged, infirm and all the tribes’
possessions. These were transported by a train of wagons, a characteristic
of the Gothic peregrinations. One Roman strike against some Balkan Goths
in 479 captured 2,000 wagons.®%

Apart from this major change such groups differed little from groups

beyond the borders of the empire. Optimates were still found in these

groups and though their power was still probably based on wealth and armed

8 dependents, Malchus fr.18.2; Zos. IV.25.3, 39.4; herds, Malchus
fr.18.2.29-30; wagons, Zos. IV.25.3; Malchus fr.20.113-115, 228-231, 244-
248; Claudian, in Rufinum II.129, de IV Cons. Hon. 466, de Cons. Stil.

I.94-95; de Bello Gothico 83, 604; AM XXXI.S8.1
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followers. The small geographical area covered by these groups meant that
most members would be immediately affected by most royal decisions, perhaps
leading to the establishment of a form of court. This could strengthen
kingship since relations with the Romans tended to be channelled through

a single leader.

BARBARIAN KINGDOMS

During the fifth century barbarian kingdoms began to emerge within
the former boundaries of the empire. This could happen quickly, for example
after Theoderic's conquest of Italy in 493, or slowly, and Frankish
infiltration into north Gaul did not produce anything resembling a kingdom
until near the end of Clovis’ reign.?®

In most cases barbarians settled on the land to farm themselves
and/or to exploit the existing agricultural population. Suggestions that
nomad groups continued to practice a nomadic economy once settled in Spain
or Gaul seem unlikely and we should expect to see no more than transhumance
within the empire.®®

The small numbers of barbarians in these settlements, at least
compared to regional populations, and their privileged status in most areas
meant that they superimposed themselves on the existing urban and rural
habitations. Barbarians seem to have had no particular antipathy for urban
life, but no need for it unless they were using Roman administrative

institutions. Where they did employ these institutions, they adapted urban

life immediately, probably being supported by revenues from their

87 for the purposes of this thesis, Odovacer’s Italy is considered a
Roman state, not a barbarian kingdom

8 continuance of nomadism implied by Thompson, E.A., Romans and
Barbarians (Madison, 1982), 27, 156, 159
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controlled estates. Otherwise they lived in rural villas like the Roman
aristocracy.®

Barbarian use of urban centres and Roman structures gradually led to
centralisation of authority in one capital, Toulouse for the Visigoths,
Ravenna for the Ostrogoths, Paris for Clovis’ Franks, Geneva for the
Burgundians, Braga for the Suevi. The creation of a court increased royal
power as the king was the means by which Romans and barbarians interacted
in political affairs, similar in effect to royal leadership of peripatetic
barbarian groups.

Stronger kingship also meant more control over military affairs.
Warfare now became more firmly subordinated to political purposes and
raiding became less common as a spontaneous event, though it still had a
place within a campaign. It still occurred however, and Anaolsus’ raid on

Arles in 430 was probably not ‘approved’ by Theoderic I.9%°

CONCLUSION

This brief description of barbarian society gives a guide to what
should be expected in their relations with the Romans. It was extremely
fragmented and only posed any danger to the survival of the Roman empire
when several groups united. Actions by single cantons were a nuisance, but
in themselves unlikely to affect the long-term integrity of the empire.
These groups were divided internally and their leaders seem to have owed
their positions more to ability and wealth than to tradition and respect

for their office.

89 details of settlements are discussed in Goffart, W., Barbarians and
Romans (Princeton, 1980); Barnish, S.J., ’'Taxation, Land and Barbarian
Settlement in the Western Empire’, PBSR LIV (1986), 170-195; Sivan, H., 'On

Foederati, Hospitalitas and the Settlement of the Goths in AD 418°’, AJP
CVIII (1987), 759-772

% Anaolsus, Hyd.92
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BARBARIAN MOTIVATION FOR WAR
Conflict between Romans and barbarians was common, but the form it
took and the reasons for fighting are complicated and not clearly
understood. This attempt to distinguish between motives for different
groups shows that this conflict will not fit easily into convenient
categories. First, however, it is necessary to examine two features of
barbarian society, their perceptions of the empire and their martial

nature, which lay behind much of this conflict.

Many barbarians saw the Roman empire as a land of opportunity and
were impressed by the ease of life in the empire, the constant supply of
luxuries and the high standard of living. In Justinian’s reign, one Hunnic
king complained that refugees from his rule in the empire

will have the power to traffic in grain, and to get drunk in

their wine stores, and to live on the fat of the land. Yes,

and they will be able to go into the baths, and to wear gold

ornaments, the villains, and will not go short of fine

embroidered clothes.
Though a sixth-century report, this seems to be representative of views
held by barbarians earlier. Urban life particularly impressed barbarians.
As some Goths advanced on Constantinople in 378,

their courage was further broken when they beheld the oblong

circuit of the walls, the blocks of houses covering a vast

space, the beauties of the city beyond their reach, [and] the

vast population inhabiting it.9%!

But barbarians had another impression of the empire, that of an armed
camp, full of soldiers whom the Romans continually paraded before them.

Thus in 392

Eugenius led a military expedition as far as the frontier
marked by the Rhine. He renewed the old traditional treaties

91 luxuries, Thompson, E.A., Romans and Barbarians (Madison, 1982),
3-15; Hun, Procopius, BG VIII.xix.16-17; Constantinople, AM XXXI.16.7; cf
Priscus fr.11.1.22-29; Jordanes, Getica 143
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with the kings of the Franks and the Alamanni, and he paraded

his army, which was immense for that time, before their savage
warriors.

These impressions of strength and efficiency could be reinforced by

those barbarians who served in the Roman army and kept in contact with

their people, such as the anonymous Alamannic scutarius who returned home

‘on business’ in 378.92

These points of view were not held by all barbarians. Those who lived
on the frontiers were less easily impressed than those from the interior.

And indeed, Macrianus, having been admitted with his brother

among the eagles and standards, was amazed at the magnificent

appearance of the equipment and the men, which he first saw

then... But Vadomarius, familiar with us because he lived by

the frontier, admired the splendid field equipment, but

remembered that he had often seen such things since his

youth.%3

Once barbarians were settled within the empire, familiarity with
things Roman would diminish the wonder even more than contact along the
frontier. Thus Ataulf in the early-fifth century wished to destroy the name
of 'Romania’ and replace it with ’Gothia’, but realising the impossibility
of persuading Goths to obey the laws, decided to use Gothic arms to support
Rome instead. His comments on ’Romania’ and ’'Gothia’ show a desire to
exploit the empire, even if he had originally thought of destroying it. His

ambitions do not appear characteristic of barbarian actions, but it is the

only opinion we have recorded.%

The martial nature of their society meant that barbarians were

accustomed to military activity. It offered warriors a chance to display

92 Eugenius, Sulpicius fr.7; other examples, below p255; scutarius,
AM XXXT.10.3

93 Macrianus and Vadomarius, AM XVIII.2.17

% Ataulf, Orosius VII.43.4-6; Wallace-Hadrill, J.M., The Long-Haired
Kings (London, 1962), 25-48
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their prowess and engage in fighting. According to Ammianus, ’among the
Alani a man is judged happy who has sacrificed his life in battle’. The
prestige resulting from raids could produce a ’knock-on’ effect, creating
further raids. Social rivals in the same or another canton would be forced
to compete and the easiest way to do this would be to launch a raid of
their own into the empire. Even if a raid were a military failure, the
fighting could produce some prestige for its leader and those taking
part.%

Like many martial societies, it had an unwritten military code. This
could lead to acts of incredible bravery. The death of Sarus in 413,
fighting Ataulf’s entire army with only eighteen or twenty men, was the
death of a German hero and would not have been out of place in heroic
poetry. The Pathans on the northwest frontier of British India had a
similar martial code. This code, known as ’'puktunwali’, had three elements,
asylum, hospitality, and most importantly, vengeance.

Disputes over women, gold and land - zan, zar, zamin - lay at

the bottom of most blood-feuds... The Pathan may wait years

for his chance, but take it he must, sooner or later, or be

utterly shamed.?

The influence of things military meant that violence was a political
tool and was mastered by those who were successful. According to J.M.

Wallace-Hadrill, 'opportunism, short-sighted and ruthless, was

characteristic of every barbarian who made his way in the Roman world’.%’

95 prowess-based society, Cunliffe, B., Greeks, Romans and Barbarians
(London, 1988), 89-92; Alans, AM XXXI.2.22-23; cf AM XVII.12.21: Mauricius,
Strat. XI.3.4; SA Carm. V.249-254

% sarus’ death, Olymp. fr.18; cf Agathias, Hist. I.15; Cass. Variae
I.24,38 for Ostrogothic Italy; Pathans, Trench, C.C., The Frontier Scouts
(Oxford, 1985), 3

97 Wallace-Hadrill, J.M., The Long-Haired Kings (London, 1962), 166
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This warlike spirit meant that most barbarians did not hate the
empire, but merely attacked it because it was there. If the empire left a
city ungarrisoned, it was considered reasonable to attack it. In return,
it was accepted that the Romans had the right to cross the frontier and
administer some rough treatment occasionally. The result was a parasitic
relationship, though not a dependency, by barbarians on the Roman empire.

In Afghanistan the situation appears similar

there were certain features common to all frontier campaigns.

The first was that in the end the Sarkar [British Empire] was

bound to win; it was unthinkable that it should fail to defeat

a few thousand tribesmen and compel them to pay for their

misdeeds... both sides knew this perfectly well.
and

there was little ill-feeling between the two sides. The

tribesmen knew that, if they fought well they would not be

shamed even though they were sure to be defeated. Soldiers

were quite pleased if the enemy put on a good show. The enemy
in no way threatened the British rule of India.%®

Romans and barbarians probably saw the situation in the same light.
Barbarians probably never thought in terms of overthrowing the empire,
except perhaps in the west in the late-fifth century. It was too big and
their resources were too small, as Ataulf seems to have realised. Even the
strongest barbarian alliance, Attila’s confederation of Danubians, was only
able to challenge the empire as a regional power, not to threaten its

existence.??

A martial society, envious of the wealth of the empire, was likely

to come into frequent military conflict with the empire. We do not know how

% Trench, C.C., The Frontier Scouts (London, 1985), 144-145, 147

% oOrosius VII.43.4-6; cf Thompson, E.A., Romans and Barbarians
(Madison, 1982), 6-7
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frequent attacks were and are unable to present a 'feel’ for frontier life.
However, Ammianus Marcellinus’ history can be used to estimate frequencies
and sizes of attacks on the Rhine frontier for the period 354-378. See

Figure 6-Figure 8.

Severity of Raids
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Figure 6: Frankish and Saxon Attacks on the Roman Empire: AD 354-378

In these figures attacks are divided into three sizes, attacks
conducted only by one canton (arbitrarily given a value of 1 on the
vertical scale), those possibly by more than one canton (valued at 2) and
those definitely by more than one (valued at 4). Figure 6 and Figure 7 show
attacks on the North and South Rhine separately, and separate attacks
solely recorded by Ammianus Marcellinus and those also recorded by Ammianus
and other sources. The detailed nature of Ammianus’ account suggests that
he recorded all major attacks, a hypothesis supported by these graphs.
Figure 8 shows the whole Rhine frontier. These graphs show that recorded
barbarian activity was not an annual activity, but one that occurred in
bursts. The bad times were balanced by long periods of peace, probably

punctuated by minor (and thus unrecorded) incidents.
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This presentation of information gives the impression that frontier
life was dangerous and that trouble could always occur, but also suggests

periods of peace.

Raids

Barbarian attacks on the empire can be divided into three types,
raids, conquests and defensive wars. Raids intended to gain plunder were
the most common type. Constantius II described the problem in a speech to
his army in 357.

Our enemies in their madness were overrunning all

Illyricum...and in successive raids were laying waste our

furthest borders... they did not trust to engagements nor to

arms and strength, but as is their custom, in lurking

brigandage.!9°

Most raids were small affairs, carried out by a single canton with
several hundred men (below pl08). Small-scale military activity was common
and at one point Ammianus recorded

Besides these [actions], many other battles less worthy of

mention were fought, throughout various reaches of Gaul, which

it would be superfluous to describe, both because their

results led to nothing worthwhile and because it is not

fitting to spin out a history with insignificant details.
This can be compared with a seventh-century Anglo-Saxon law of King Ine,
'we call up to seven men ’thieves’, from seven to thirty five a ’band’,
above that it is an army’. Marine raids were probably the same size as land
raids and Hydatius records a raid by the Heruli on the coast of Spain in
455 involving 400 men from seven ships.!O!

However, other raids were carried out by groups of cantons. Alamannic

cantons combined against the empire in 352/353, 357 and 378 and a dangerous

Frankish confederation appeared in the late 380s and 390s.

100 AM XVII.13.27
101 small raids, AM XXII.7.7, XXVII.2.11; Ine 13.1; Hyd.171
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These large raids became more common during the fifth century,
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examples being the invasion of Radagaisus in 405, the Vandals and Suevi in
406 and the Huns in 422, 442, 447, 451 and 452.

Large raids and confederations depended on effective barbarian
leadership (above p57). The Huns made major attacks against the eastern
empire in 442 and 447, and in 451 and 452 they attacked the western empire.
However, these were only major attacks because of the unification of the
Danubian barbarians under a single leader. Before Attila, the Huns were not
strong enough seriously to threaten the empire and after his death the
Balkan provinces did not suffer from a major attack (as opposed to raiding)
until the Bulgar attacks of the 490s.

Although there were more larger raids in the fifth century, small
raids also continued. Raetia and Noricum seem never to have been disturbed
in the same way as Gaul during the fifth century, though they suffered

occasionally from the Alamanni across the Danube.

There were several reasons for the occurrence of individual raids.
The most common was taking advantage of Roman weakness. The timing of
barbarian attacks on the empire coincided too often with moments of
imperial weakness for it to be fortuitous. These attacks were more likely
to occur, to be successful, and thus attract the attention of
contemporaries at times of Roman weakness.

This weakness was usually the result of movements of troops from one
frontier to a crisis elsewhere. Thus the Hunnic attack of 442 was
occasioned by the absence of the eastern field army in Sicily, fighting the
Vandals. This weakness did not need to be actual, only perceived. The 378

attack by some Alamanni was a response to the news that Gratian was
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marching east, not to his departure. Romans were accordingly worried about
the consequences of moving troops from one area to another.!0?

The opportunities caused by Roman action elsewhere brought increasing
barbarian attempts to realize these opportunities and in turn created more
crises. Thus Stilicho’s measures to contain Alaric in Italy in the early-
fifth century involved weakening the defences of Gaul and Raetia, bringing
about the attacks of Radagaisus in 405, then the Vandals and Suevi in 406.
Similarly, the disruption caused in Gaul by the Vandal and Suevic attacks
and the usurpation of Constantine III allowed the Visigoths (by then in
Gaul) to take advantage of the disruption there and set up a kingdom in
Septimania while the Burgundians crossed the Rhine. And though the usurpers
were defeated and the Visigoths finally settled (under Roman control) in
Aquitaine, the diversion of Roman attention from the Rhine frontier to
central Gaul had allowed the Franks to make their way into the empire in
northeast Gaul. For the next twenty years Rome’s military efforts were
concentrated on defending what she controlled in Gaul, not on recovering
what had been lost.

Such a series of multiple crises was less common in the fourth
century, though it almost occurred during the usurpations of Magnentius and
Silvanus. If an unsubdued barbarian group had been present in the Balkans
at the same time, the results would probably have been similar to fifth-
century events. And from the 380s, failure to expel, destroy or disperse
the Goths in the Balkans meant that serious internal troubles were always
a possibility, increasing the severity of other crises.

A second reason for raids was Roman action. When the Romans murdered

the Quadic king Gabinius in 374, his canton (and others) responded by

102 timing, 442, Theoph. AM 5942; Marc. Com. sa 441; Theoderet, HE
Vv.37.5; 378, AM XXXI.10.3-5; others, 352/353, Zos. III.l1.1; 357, AM
XVII.2.1l; 360/361, AM XXI.3.1; 374, AM XXIX.6.1; 401, Claudian, de Bello
Gothico 278-280; 422, Theoph. AM 5943; Marc. Com. sa 422; 439, Prosp. 1339;
fear of consequences, Lib. Or. XVIII.95; AM XXI.4.6, XXXI.7.4
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attacking the empire. Similar in effect were Roman attempts to infringe
barbarian territorial rights, for example by trying to build a fort on
their territory. Attacks might also be caused by terminating or reducing
subsidies (below p263). It was the reduction of subsidies in 365 that led
to the Alamannic attack, though clumsy handling by the magister officiorum
exacerbated the problem.!03

Thirdly, raids could be brought about by problems in a canton, for

example a shortage of food or clothing. These resulted in Gothic attacks

on Balkan provinces in the 470s.10%

Raiders hoped to gain as much plunder as possible and then retire.
This plundering meant that barbarians were often described as
latrones.!%

Most raids did not penetrate very deep into the empire, which meant
that the frontier bore the brunt of attacks. Many of the battles fought
against the Alamanni in the fourth century took place in the Rhine valley,
e.g. at Brumath, Strasbourg and Argentaria. But on occasion raids struck
deeper, for example the Alamannic attack on Lyons in 357. Larger raids,
with less immediate fear of counterattack, might strike more deeply. Thus
the Alamanni in 366 seem to have headed directly west from the Rhine, with
fighting being recorded at Scarponne (on the Moselle between Metz and

Nancy) and Chalons-sur-Marne, the latter more than 300 km from the Rhine.

The Hunnic attacks on Thermopylae and the Chersonese in 447 also resulted

103 murder, AM XXIX.6.5-6; infringing rights, AM XXVIII.2.1-9,
XXI1X.6.1-16; cf Trench, C.C., The Frontier Scouts (London, 1985), 165;
reducing subsidies, AM XXVI.5.7; Priscus fr.24.2

104 food, Priscus £fr.37; Jordanes, Getica 283; Procopius, BV
IIT.iii.1; clothing, Jordanes, Getica 283

105 e,g. NVal IX (440); AM XVI.10.20, XVII.13.27, XXVIII.5.7;
Eugippius, V.Sev. IV.1; ILS 8913
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from deep penetrations. But even these large raids usually confined their
activities to frontier areas. Frankish attacks seem to have concentrated
on Trier, said to have been sacked four times in the first half of the
fifth century. Other Frankish raids are known against Cologne and
Toxandria, but until the late-fifth century the Somme seems to have been
the western limit of Frankish activity in Gaul. Though the raids may not
have penetrated deeply, raiding groups tended to split up and cover a wide
area, albeit in small numbers (below pll4).106

Marine raids could strike more deeply. The Heruli who attacked Spain
in 455 must have sailed from as far east as the Rhine and were probably the
Heruli who are mentioned by Procopius as living in Denmark. Saxons from
east of the Rhine threatened the Loire valley and the Visigothic kingdom
in Aquitaine. The long distance between marine raiders’ place of origin and
the areas they attacked suggests that knowledge of a short-term Roman
weakness or direct Roman provocation were not likely to be motives and that
raiders simply set out to plunder. Other naval raids were shorter in range,

e.g. those of the Franks and Saxons against north Gaul and Britain.!?’

The plunder taken by the raiders tended to be confined to easily
movable items. Gold, silver and jewellery were probably preferred, though

they would rarely be available in large amounts unless towns were

sacked.108

106 depth, Lyons, AM XVI.11.4; Trier, Salvian, dGD VI.39; Anton, H.H.,
'Trier imibergang von der Emische zur frankischen Herrschaft’, Francia
X (1982), 1-52

197 Heruli, Hyd. 171; Saxons, GT HF II1.18-19; SA Ep. VIII.6; AM
XXVII.8.5, XXVIII.S5.1

108 Juxuries, Maximus of Turin, Sermo 18.3; Hyd.l1l4; AM XXVII.10.27;
Zos. V.5.6

plunder (unspecified): AM XVII.2.1, XIX.11.4, XX.1.1, XXI.3.1,
XXVI.5.9, XXXI.5.8; Zos. IV.33.2, 48.1-2, VI.3.1; Sulpicius fr.1l; Eunapius
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Cattle and sheep would be useful plunder in the short term, providing
food for raiders and essential supplies for groups wandering within the
empire. But the capture of herd beasts would have a dramatic reduction in
the mobility of the raiders, since cows and sheep cannot move more than 30
kpd, with no more than 15 kpd being recommended. Oxen have a maximum speed
of 25 kpd. This slowing of movement sometimes contributed to raiders being
caught while loaded with booty. Thus Frankish raiders retreating in 388

were caught in the Silvae Carbonariae because of their slow movement (below

pl17).109

A third type of plunder was prisoners (who could be ransomed later,
but were usually kepﬁ as slaves). When negotiating peace treaties, the
Romans generally demanded the release of prisoners, most of whom had
presumably been captured in raids (below p258). Prisoners would also slow
the movement of raids and increase the logistical burden by needing to be
fed.110

Food or drink was also plundered, and often consumed on the spot.
This occasionally lead to unfortunate consequences as the sated barbarians
were caught by surprise, as happened to Franks in 356, Alamanni in 366 and

Goths in 377.1%

fr.42.55-78; Jordanes, Getica 155, 271

109 jjvestock, Claudian, in_Futropium I.247-248; AM XVI.5.17,
XXV1I.8.7, XXI1X.6.6,8; Eugippius, V.Sev. IV.1, XXX.4; Malchus fr.18.2.29-
30, 18.4; Jordanes, Getica 273; slowed by booty, Priscus fr.9.3.46-55;
Sulpicius fr.1l; Zos. IV.23.4; cf Mauricius, Strat. X.2.2; sheep, goats,
etc., Dahl, G. and Hjort, A., Having Herds (Stockholm, 1976), 240; Manual
of Horsemanship HMSO, (London, 1937), 254

110 prisoners, AM XXVII.8.7, 10.2, XXIX.6.6,8, XXXI.6.7-8; Lib. Or.
XVIII.34; Maximus of Turin, Sermo 18.3; Eugippius, V.Sev. IV.1, VIII.12;
Claudian, in Eutropium I.245-246; Zos. V.5.6; CT V.6.2 (409), 7.1 (366),
2 (408); Jordanes, Getica 274; Hyd.1l31

111 food and drink, AM XXVII.2.2; Zos. III.7.4, IV.23.4; Malchus
fr.20.35-42
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Some destruction might take place in plundered areas and statements
about burning, especially in poetry, suggest this was common. Thus
Orientius characterised the invasion of Gaul in 406 by the line ’all Gaul
smoked as a funeral pyre’. Since many structures, especially in the
countryside, would be of wooden construction with thatched roofs,
accidental burning was probably common.!!2

Much of this plundering would go unrecorded in the archaeological
record and consequently we are dependent on literary accounts for this sort
of activity. It has been argued that the archaeological record in Britain
reflects the destruction of the 367 raids, though closer examination of the
quoted record suggests natural collapse or burning of different periods.
According to Evans, ’evidence of destruction deposits...has yet to be
demonstrated in the case of the ’'Barbarian Conspiracy’ in northern
England’. The plundering described here usually resulted from raiding, but

similar actions could occur during wars.!13

Conquest
The second type of attack was an attempt to settle within the empire,
by conquest if necessary. These attacks occurred in the fourth century, but
became more common in the fifth. If there was an opportunity to settle in
the empire, barbarians would usually seize it. One example was the invasion

of the Alamanni in 352-3, taking advantage of the near total collapse of

112 destruction, Orientius, Commonitorium II.184; AM XXIX.6.8,
XXXI.5.8; Malchus fr.2.18-19, 20.2-5,99-100; GT HF II.6

113 lack of archaeological impact, Whitehouse, D., ‘'Raiders and
Invaders, the Roman Campania in the first Millennium AD’, Papers in Italian
Archaeology IV, part iv, BAR S246, eds. C. Malone and S. Stoddart, (Oxford,
1983), 207-213; Britain, Salway, P., Roman Britain (Oxford, 1981), 374-384;
Evans, J., ’Settlement and Society in North-East England in the Fourth
Century’, Settlement and Society in the Roman North, ed. P.R. Wilson et
al., (Bradford, 1984), 43-48 at 44-45
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the Rhine frontier defences. This invasion probably started as a number of
raids, but rapidly developed into settlement when it became apparent that
there was no effective opposition. If land could be seized without fighting
this would be done, for example by infiltrating Franks in north Gaul in the
early-fifth century. As soon as barbarians settled on any territory they
began farming on it.1!

These movements into Roman territory were not always voluntary. The
Frankish Salii who settled in Toxandria in 358 were driven into the empire
by an attack of the Chamavian Franks and had to make the best of the
situation. This was similar to the Gothic crossing of the Danube in 376.
The Goths entered the empire as refugees from the Huns, not as invaders.
Some were accepted by the Romans, others forced their way across the
Danube. An attack of the Greuthungi in 386 is more difficult to evaluate.
Women and children were apparently present at this attempt to cross the
Danube and it seems that this was also an attempt to enter the empire by
a whole people. Their motivation was probably similar to that which
impelled them to try to enter the empire in 376, i.e. to escape from the

Huns.!13

For the settlements resulting from these movements to have any long-
term security they needed to be recognised by the Romans and have provision
for long-term security. Almost all the agreements which we know of between

barbarians and Romans involved either supply of grain or land for farming.

114 Franks, AM XVII.8.3; farming, Lib. Or. XII.44,48, XVIII.43;
Malchus fr.20.54-56

115 sa1ii, AM XVII.8.3; Zos. III.6.2-3; Goths, Eunapius fr.42; Zos.
IV.20.5; Greuthungi, Zos. 1IV.38-39
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Other terms included cash payments and Roman offices for barbarian
leaders.!16

Some kingdoms or settlements were created without imperial sanction,
as by the Salii Franci in 358, other Franks around 428, the Suevi, Alans
and Vandals in 411 and Theoderic’s Ostrogoths in Italy in 493. Such
settlements would create tension with the indigenous population, many of
whom would have to be dispossessed to provide land for the new arrivals.
The Romans counterattacked or forced the settlers to move on as soon as
they could. In the cases mentioned above, the Romans counterattacked almost
immediately in 358 and 428 and over a number of years against the 411
settlers.!!’

Other settlements were the result of negotiations between barbarians
and Romans on something approaching equal terms. These settlements were
those of the Visigoths in Aquitaine in 418, Alans in Gaul in 440-442 and
Burgundians in Gaul in 443 and 456. They are to be distinguished from those

imposed by the Romans on barbarians, as settlers or POWs, without their own

leaders (below pl177).118

116 Goffart, W., Barbarians and Romans (Princeton, 1980) discusses
legal basis of settlements and previous literature, but see also Barnish,
S.J., 'Taxation, Land and Barbarian Settlement in the Western Empire’, PBSR
LIV (1986), 170-195; grain, Zos. V.48.3, 50.3; Olymp. fr.22.2, 30; Malchus
fr.18.3.5-7; Philost. XII.4; land, Priscus fr.48.1, 49; Malchus fr.2.5-7,
18.3.5-7, 20.48-49; Zos. V.48.3, 50.3; no grain or land, Zos. V.36.1, 42.1;
payment, Priscus fr.48.1; Zos. V.48.3; Malchus fr.18.3.13-14,25-26;
offices, Zos. V.48.3; Malchus fr.2.5-7,22-28, 18.4.12-17; Claudian, de
Bello Gothico 535-536, in Eutropium II.320-322

117 jllegal settlements, Salii, AM XVITI.8.3; Franks, Prosp. 1298;
Suevi, Vandals and Alans, Thompson, E.A., Romans and Barbarians (Madison,
1982), 152-160; Hyd.49; Orosius VII.40.10; Visigoths, 413?, C.Gall.452 73;
Burgundians, 413, Prosp. 1250; Ostrogoths, Ennodius, V.Epiphanii 132-134

118 1egal settlements, Thompson, E.A., Romans and Barbarians (Madison,
1982), 23-37, 50-57, 251-255; now also Burns, T.S., The Settlement of 418
and the Failure of the Policies of Theodosius the Great’, GAUL; Nixon,
C.E.V., 'Relations between Visigothic and Roman Gaul’, GAUL
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These settlements were more secure than those made without imperial
sanction. Problems with local landlords could be ironed out quickly by the
imperial administration, reducing the effect of disruption. The government-
administered settlements of the Goths in Aquitaine and the Burgundians in
Savoy seem to have caused less trouble than the autonomous settlement of
the Suevi in Galicia. However, no writer in Gaul provided an account as
detailed as that of Hydatius in Spain.!!?

When negotiating these settlements, barbarian groups could carry out
their relations with the Romans (and each other) by ambassadors. This seems
to be a change in practice since the fourth century when the Romans tended
to deal with barbarian kings directly. Some barbarian kingdoms developed
diplomatic specialists. Thus in Ostrogothic Italy, Senarius represented
Theoderic the Great on twenty-five embassies, visiting Gaul, Spain, Africa
and Constantinople. Such diplomacy could also be carried out by
letter.120

As well as seizing opportunities, attacks could be made in an attempt
to force a negotiated settlement on the Romans. If the barbarians could
establish a dominant military or political position then they could force
guarantees from the Romans. Thus Alaric’s attacks on Rome and Ravenna in
409-410 were an attempt to compel Honorius to grant his demands. Gothic
attempts to move into Africa to cut off corn supplies to Italy had the same
objectives. Without a dominant position, Alaric was unable to compel

Honorius to do anything and without success was himself liable to lose

19 trouble in Galicia, Hyd.91, 96, 119, 123, 137, 140, 142, 168,
1797, 196, 202, 229, 233, 241; Armorica, Constantius, V.Germani 28

120 ambassadors, Ostrogoths, II: Faustus 9, Festus 5, Senarius;
Visigoths, II: Leo 5; Hyd. 97, 170, 172, 192, 197, 205, 219, 233, 237;
Jordanes, Getica 231; Huns, Jordanes, Getica 185-186, 225; Priscus fr.2,
11.1; Vandals, Priscus fr.36.1,2; Hyd.192, Malchus fr.17; Suevi, Hyd.226,
230, 245, 251; letters, Cass. Variae III.1-4; personal meetings, GT HF
II.35
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support through desertion. The conflict between Zeno and the Theoderics in

the Balkans in the 470s and 480s was also of this type.!2!

Self-Defence
The third reason for barbarian conflict with the Romans was self-
defence. The Romans often tried to destroy or coerce barbarian groups. Such
action could be direct, by military force, or indirect, blockading the
barbarians in an attempt to starve them into submission. Roman strategy was
the same whether attacking settled kingdoms or migratory groups. To avoid
defeat and possible annihilation barbarians would be forced to attack the

Romans, sometimes in disadvantageous conditions.

The types of conflict changed somewhat with the establishment of
barbarian kingdoms and their recognition by the Romans. Campaigns now
tended to revolve around the capture of a town, (the base from which
authority could be exerted on a region) and raiding seems to have become
less common. The 436-439 war between the Romans and the Visigoths, like the
clashes between 395 and 415, was won by the Romans. But unlike earlier
defeats the Romans did not force the Goths to leave Aquitaine and resume
wandering. Instead, the Goths made a treaty with the Romans and their
kingdom continued to exist.

However, where the resources were available and there was sufficient
will, the Romans might try to destroy barbarian kingdoms. Justinian’s wars
against the Vandals and Ostrogoths suggest that reconquest of lost areas
was possible inmilitary terms, and worth attempting politically. Likewise,

the expeditions launched against the Vandals during the fifth century

121 pringing to terms, Zos. V.37-VI.12; Malchus, fr.20; Heather, P.J.,
'The Emergence of the Visigothic Kingdom’, GAUL

81



almost certainly had reconquest rather than negotiation as their aim (below

p252).

CONCLUSION
Reasons for hostilities between barbarians and Romans are simple to
deduce, though it is not always possible to determine the precise reasons
for the starting of any particular conflict. Hostilities seem to have
become more common in the fifth century, though this was a barbarian

response to Roman weakness, not a change of any sort in barbarian society

or objectives.
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BARBARTIAN TROOP TYPES AND EQUIPMENT

Warfare was a prominent feature in barbarian society and is also the
element best recorded in their relations with the Romans. By the mid-fourth
century there had been intermittent fighting along the Rhine and Danube for
over three centuries without any ma jor developments in barbarian technology
or Roman military capability. Nor did any significant developments in
barbarian warfare occurr in the fourth and fifth centuries. Here, the types
of troops fielded by barbarian armies are discussed, then their offensive

and defensive equipment.122

TROOP TYPES
Barbarian armies were composed of two troop types, infantry and
cavalry.
The ma jority of barbarian soldiers were infantry, equipped only with

a spear and shield. Richer men, such as optimates, might add a sword.

Throwing weapons such as axes and javelins were common, long-distance
weapons such as bows less so. Armour and helmets were rare at all levels.

This simple panoply was necessary for a number of reasons. One was
a lack of skilled craftsmen and resources. Barbarian society may appear to
have had a lot of metalwork, but in comparison to the Roman empire it had
very little and most of this was confined to social elites. Armour and
weapons were expensive and even after the Roman period the costs of
equipping an infantryman with equipment beyond a shield and spear were

high. There seems to be no reason why the same restrictions should not have

122 discussions of barbarian warfare, Thompson, E.A., The Early
Germans (Oxford, 1965), 109-149; Todd, M., The Barbarians (London, 1972),
96-122 and The Northern Barbarians? (Oxford, 1987), 140-162; lack of
development, ibid. 161-162, but also 191-192
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applied in the fourth and fifth centuries. This problem was intensified by
Roman prohibition of arms exports to barbarians. Although the effectiveness
of such a prohibition is uncertain, making arms sales illegal would have
increased prices and decreased availability.!?3

Barbarian infantry usually fought in a dense mass, but could send out
parties of skirmishers armed with distance weapons before the main bodies
clashed in battle (below pl22). These skirmishers seem not to have been
organised into different bodies and their equipment probably differed

little from that of the men left in the main body.

In addition to their infantry, most barbarian cantons fielded some
cavalry, their numbers varying from canton to canton. Cantons living in
heavily wooded regions would obviously have fewer cavalry than those from
the plains. Eastern barbarians (Goths, Sarmatians, Alans and Huns), living
along the Theiss and the lower Danube seem to have had more cavalry
available and armies from barbarians on the steppes (particularly the Huns
and Alans), could consist entirely of cavalry. Otherwise, except in small
mounted raiding parties, no more than a third, and more probably no more
than a fifth, of any force would be cavalry. The only figures we have in
this period for the proportions of cavalry are for the Ostrogoth Pitzias’
expedition against Sabinianus in 505, when he led 2,000 fbot and 500 horse.

The numbers of cavalrymen available could change over time. Thus the
Visigoths probably possessed fewer cavalry in the period 380-418 than
before their crossing of the Danube, a result of the hardship of their

wanderings through Europe. Similarly, the Huns living around the Theiss in

123 prohibition of arms export, Digest XXXIX.4.11, XLVIII.4.1-4; CJ
IV.41.1-2 (455/457), 63.2 (374?), XII1.44 (420); CT VII.16.3 (420); shortage
of weapons, Menander fr.5.4; Kunow, J., ’'Bemerkungen zum Export ﬁhischer

Waffen in das Barbaricum’, LIMES, Studien zu den Miligﬁgrenzen Roms III

(Stuttgart, 1986), 740-746
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the fifth century probably had fewer cavalry than the Moldavian Huns of the

same period.!%

Because of the expense of owning and feeding a horse, cavalry tended
to be an elite and was generally drawn from the richer echelons of society,
the optimates and regales. This was especially true in the west, though
less so in the east, particularly on the steppes. Good cavalry horses
(14+h.) were expensive and probably a mark of status. The late-sixth
century Frankish Lex Ribuaria valued a stallion at seven solidi, a mare at
three for wergild purposes. By comparison, cows were valued at one solidus
and a helmet at six. Some steppe nomads may have had more than one
horse.1?>
Once barbarians had settled within the empire increased landholding
may have given some the resources to raise more cavalry, but a revolution
in the proportions of cavalry in barbarian armies seems unlikely. Wolfram’s
statement that

the evidence for the far-reaching transformation of the

[Visi-]Gothic army is clear cut: from this time [c.400] the

cavalry set the tone and made up a larger and larger portion

of the actual fighting force
has no basis in the evidence.!?6 In Africa the Vandal army is reported

to have mostly fought on horseback, but this seems to be an exaggeration.

However, the immense wealth of the region allowed numerous cavalry to be

126 numbers, Dexippus fr 6.1ff says 40,000 of 120,000 Alamanni were
cavalry, though numbers and proportions doubtful, Thompson, E.A., The Early
Germans (Oxford, 1965), 116n2; Pitzias, Jordanes, Getica 300

125 yalues, Lex Ribuariae XL.1l; multiple horses, AM XVII.12.3,
(though probably not relevant to the Sarmatians (above p33)); Mauricius,
Strat. XI.2.9-14; regales, AM XVI.12.34-35; Olymp. fr.26.1; optimates, AM
XXXI.5.7

126 Wolfram, H., History of the Goths? (London, 1988), 167-168 at 168;
cf Liebeschuetz, J.H.W.G., 'Generals, Federates and Buccelarii in Roman
Armies around AD 400’, The Defence of the Roman and Byzantine East, BAR
S297 eds. P.W. Freeman and D.L. Kennedy, (Oxford, 1986), 463-474 at 464
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fielded, though this was not a process that could be repeated elsewhere.
In the sixth century, Merovingian and Ostrogothic armies continued to be
composed of infantry for the most part.!?’

But though small in numbers, barbarian cavalry could be high in
quality. Vegetius remarked that Roman cavalry had benefited from studying
Goth, Hun and Alan cavalry. Even the Alamanni, whose home territory does
not appear at first sight conducive to horsemanship, were described by
Aurelius Victor as ’a people who fight wonderfully on horseback’ and at
Strasbourg they pushed back the right flank Roman cavalry. Marine raiders
such as the Saxons are not known to have taken horses on raids, though they
might, as the Vikings later did, commandeer horses after landing. But even
these people would have some cavalry available if attacked at home.!?8

Most barbarian cavalry were shock troops, fighting in close formation
with the primary function of defeating the enemy in melee. But some,
especially those from the east where cavalry were more numerous and often

bow armed, would act as light cavalry, with functions of skirmishing and

harassing the enemy. Both types were probably used for scouting.

A last troop type, probably never used, was chariots. They apparently
existed in Ireland at this date, but it is unlikely that they were ever
transported to the mainland of Britain on raids. They were probably not

used for military purposes.!??

127 numbers, Visigoths, Merobaudes, Pan. I, fr IIB, 19-21; Vandals,
Procopius, BV III.viii.27, though IIX.xix.15 and xxiii.7 suggest otherwise;
Merovingians, below p88; Procopius, BG VI.xxv.2-3; Ostrogoths, Jordanes,
Getica 300

128 quality, Veg. I1.20; Orosius VII.34.5; Alamanni, Aurelius Victor
Caes. 21.2; Strasbourg, AM XVI.12.21-22; Visigoths, Merobaudes, Pan. I, fr
IIB, 19-21; Vikings, ASC E 994

129 Muirchu, V.Pat. 16
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EQUIPMENT
The evidence for barbarian equipment falls into two categories,
literary and archaeological. Literary evidence gives only a general, though
consistent, impression which has to be supplemented by archaeological
evidence. There was little difference between the Romans and barbarians in
the quality of available equipment and captured enemy equipment was used,

on occasion, by barbarians.!3°

It is possible that 1literary evidence may be affected by
stereotyping, with authors writing in the classicizing tradition portraying
barbarians as howling half-naked savages (above pl9). However, the
consistency of the literary picture, especially when compared with material
written in a less classical tradition from the sixth-century, suggests
general accuracy, as does the positive correlation with archaeological
evidence. A third-century historian stated that

the [Roman] archers found the Germans’ bare heads and large

bodies an easy long-distance target for their arrows. But if

the ([the barbarians] charged into close combat, they were

stubborn fighters and often the equals of the Romans.

In 539, Procopius described the Franks as they invaded Italy.

They had a small body of cavalry around their leader, and

these were the only ones armed with spears, while all the rest

were infantry with neither bows nor spears, but each one had
a sword and shield and axe.

The descriptions of barbarians in the sixth-century Strategikon of Maurice

are similar. Western barbarians, Franks, Lombards, etc.,

130 survey, RGAZ: Bewaffnung; Raddatz, K., 'Die Bewaffnung der Germanen

vom letzten Jahrhundert vor Chr. Geb. bis zur fikerwanderungszeit’, ANRW
II.12.3 (Berlin, 1985), 281-361; use of captured weaponry, Claudian, de
Bello Gothico 535-539; AM XXXI.5.9, 6.3, 15.11; Zos. III.18.6
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are armed with shields, spears and short swords slung from

their shoulders. They prefer fighting on foot and rapid

charges.
And the Slavs

are armed with short javelins, two to each man. Some also have

nice-looking but unwieldy shields. In addition, they use

wooden bows with short arrows smeared with a poisonous drug.
These accounts are similar and do not suggest great variety in barbarians
equipment . !3!

Archaeological evidence for equipment usually comes from graves or
ritual deposits. These finds give an idea of the equipment available and
its geographical distribution. The best way to assess barbarian equipment
archaeologically is to examine a number of cemeteries from different
regions. This geographical variation should enable the hypothesis that ’all
barbarians were the same’ to be tested.

This examination is necessarily sketchy and is based to a great
extent on secondary literature. Problems are created by the bias of work
(especially published work) towards western Europe, and by an eastern
European tendency to associate modern political groups and ancient material
cultures.

There are several important points to note about cemeteries. First
is the small number of burials with weapons, which indicates that weapon
burial was not practised by every family on the same site, even assuming
that weapon holding was universal. The second point is that we do not know
what determined the presence or omission of weapons and armour in graves.

Deposition was affected by ritual, social and economic considerations,

which makes reconstruction of typical barbarian military equipment from

131 Herodian VI.7.8 (natural reading of context, though there are
textual problems); Franks, Procopius, BG VI.xxv.2-3; cf Agathias, Hist.
IT1.5.3-4; western barbarians, Mauricius, Strat. XI.3.2; Slavs, Mauricius,
Strat. XI.4.11
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graves an impossible practice. For example, graves have been found which
contain a single francisca [Hemmingen, #16, 40; Gasseﬁéker #17], a weapon
which would have been of little use on its own in a battle. Regional
variations also occur in the type of burial and the grave goods deposited.
The motivation for burying weapons in Francia probably differed from that
in Gothia, but we have no idea as to why and little about how. What we do
know is that weapon burial was more common in Francia than in Gothia.
Thirdly, there is an almost total lack of body armour in graves and helmets
are rare. Lastly, the similarity of the equipment and weaponry to that of
Roman soldiers is marked and on the basis of military equipment alone, no
political distinction could be made.l32

The evidence from cemeteries can thus be used to show what material
was available (and probably used) in a particular area. However, absence
of material in graves cannot be used as an argument for the lack of a
particular type of equipment or its absence from a particular area. Nor can
the cemeteries be used to show weapon combinations or proportions of one

weapon to another or variations in these from one area to another.!33

The first cemetery to be examined is Peréﬁl, near Wittenburg, in

Mecklenburg, deep within the barbaricum. This was a cremation cemetery of

the late-third to fifth centuries. Of 429 adult cremations only ten

132 grave evidence, Halsall, G., 'The Origins of the Reihengrber:

Forty Years On’, GAUL; James, E., 'Cemeteries and the problem of Frankish
Settlement in Gaul’, Names, Words, and Graves, ed. P.H. Sawyer, (Leeds,
1979), 55-89 discuss some of the problems in using this material; bog
deposits, Hines, J., 'The Military Context of the adventus saxonum: some
continental evidence’, Weapons and Warfare in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. S.C.
Hawkes, (Oxford, 1989), 25-48

133 for examples of the misuse possible, James, E., ’'Cemeteries and
the Problem of Frankish Settlement in Gaul', Names, Words, and Graves, ed.
P.H. Sawyer, (Leeds, 1979), 55-89 at 78; Todd, M., The Northern Barbarians?
(Oxford, 1987), 142
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contained weapons, perhaps 5% of male graves. All of the weapons were
spears and light javelins, in numbers varying from one to eight per grave.
There were no swords, shield bosses etc., though their survival may have
been affected by cremation. There were no bows, armour or helmets
surviving. This site in the barbaricum, approximately 320 km from the
Rhine, differs little from other contemporary cemeteries in the same area
and is mainly distinguished from earlier cemeteries by the presence of
weaponry . 134

The second example is a late-fifth to early-sixth century inhumation
cemetery at Hemmingen, 15 km northwest of Stuttgart and approximately 80
km east of the Rhine, lying in Alamannia. The cemetery was small, with only
fifty-seven graves excavated. Of the adult burials, sixteen were of men,
thirty-one of women and two of unknown sex. There were three male child
burials, three female and two of unknown sex. Two of the three male child
graves contained weapons as did eight of the sixteen male graves. Of the
latter, four contained either a single francisca or javelin, one a single
spatha, one a sax and javelin, one a spatha and javelin, and the richest
grave (#2) a spatha, francisca and several javelins. Two of the graves with
spathae (but not #2) also had shield bosses.

Hemmingen can be compared with another inhumation cemetery of the
same date at Heidenheim-Grosskuchen, a village near Heidenheim in southern
West Germany. Of the twenty fifth-century burials, five were male, thirteen

female and two of unsexed children. Two graves of adult males contained

134 perzzhl, Schuldt, E., Perdhl (Berlin, 1976); cf Leube, A.,
’Arc@élogisc e Formengruppen im ntdlichen Elb-Oder-Gebiet'@ﬁrend des 1.
bis 4. Jhrhdrt’, Prace Archeologiczne XXII (1976), 355-370
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weapons, one a francisca (#17), the other a shield, spear and spatha
(#21).135

Both these examples had a greater variety of equipment than the
cemetery at Per;ﬁl, possibly the result of easier access to Roman traders,
though the fact that Peréﬁl was a cremation cemetery is important. It is
also important that peoples based in north Germany tended not to bury
weapons with their dead until the early-sixth century.

The third is example is from the eastern fringes of the barbaricum

at Leééni in modern Rumania, about 30 km east of the Prut and c¢.200 km
north of the Danube. It is a late-fourth century cemetery of the Sintana
de Mures-Chernjakov culture, with forty-eight graves, both inhumed and
cremated. Sixteen burials are cremations, thirty-two inhumations. Of the
latter, seventeen were female, five male, three adult and unsexable and
seven of children. It is characteristic of cemeteries east of the Danube
bend in having few weapons buried in it. Only two of the burials contain
any military equipment. One (#21) contained what might be a shield boss,
another (#25) a spear head. No other burial contains any weaponry and even
the knives so common in contemporary western cemeteries are almost totally

absent . 136

CONCLUSION
The evidence for barbarian equipment has to be used with care, but

it is adequate to show what was available to barbarian warriors. However,

135 Hemmingen, Mller, H.F., Die alamannische Grberfeld von Hemmingen
(Stuttgart, 1976); Heege, A., Grabfunde der Me;owinderzeit aus Heidenheim-
Grosskuchen (Stuttgart, 1987), 1-125 [=Gasserntker]

136 Blogiu, C., ’Necropola dia secolul al IV-lea e.n. de la Leé%ni
(jud. Iasi)’, Arheologia Moldovei VIII (1975), 203-280, with French
summary; details of other cemeteries in same region, Werner, J., °'Danfeny
und Brangstaup’, Bonner Jahrbucher CLXXXVIII (1988), 241-286

92



the distribution of equipment and weapon combinations cannot easily, if at

all, be deduced from the archaeological record.
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OFFENSIVE WEAPONRY

Weaponry used can be divided into distance weapons, used before
contact, and hand-to-hand weapons. Here infantry weapons are discussed
first, then cavalry weapons.

Missile Weapons

Missile weapons can be subdivided into two groups, long and short-
range weapons. The only long-range weapon used by the barbarians was the
bow. The most common type was the longbow, constructed from a single piece
of wood. Complete examples from bog deposits at Thorsberg are 1.65 m and
1.51 m in length, and one from Nydam measures 1.9 m. But bows of composite
wood and horn construction were also used, especially among those people
with steppe antecedents, the Alans, Sarmatians and Huns. Archaeological
evidence for bows is rare and they are not often found in graves. However,
iron or bone arrowheads and horn stiffeners often survive if they were used
(but being intrinsically undatable may not always dated correctly).
Ammianus says that the Huns used bone arrowheads, but none have survived
that can be assigned to the Huns. However, of 125 arrowheads from Nydam 14
were of bone, so barbarians did use bone for this purpose.!3’

Such missile weapons seem not to have been widely used and were
probably carried by only a few warriors, perhaps those in skirmishing

roles. Though archers do occur in literary accounts, only the Huns had a

reputation for numbers of bowmen. Some people even achieved the opposite

137 bows, Raddatz, K., Der Thorsberger Moorfund (Neumnster, 1987),
511, 512; Beckhoff, K., ’'Die eigenzeitlichen Kriegsbogen von Nydam’, Offa
XX (1963), 39-48; Raddatz, K., 'Pfeilspitzen aus den Moorfund von Nydam’,
Offa XX (1963), 49-56; bone arrowheads, AM XXXI.2.9; problems in survival
of archery equipment, Coulston, J.C., ’Roman Archery Equipment’, The

Production and Distribution of Roman Military Equipment, BAR S275, ed. M.C.
Bishop, (Oxford, 1985), 220-366 at 222-224
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reputation, Agathias stating that the Franks did not know how to use
bows . 138
Barbarians are not known to have used slings, though the cheapness

and simplicity of this weapon makes it unlikely never to have been

used.13?

Short-range missile weapons were usually spears. Literary accounts
stress the large number of spears thrown before contact, e.g. ’'hurling
weapons from all sides like hail’. Many graves contain more than one spear,
some of which may have been used for throwing (as javelins) and others
retained for hand-to-hand combat. Graves have been found with as many as
eight of these weapons [Perc}%l #382] which would suggest that some
individuals had considerable missile power, though the number of men so
armed is unknown. No differences exist which can be used to divide the
finds into throwing and melee weapons. The same weapons, or at least their
heads, were probably used for both purposes, though thrown weapons may have
had shorter shafts. Such javelinheads are often described in archaeological
reports as ’'pfeilspitzen’, although their shaft diameter, usually around
2 cm, makes most of them too large to be arrows, which usually have shafts

of less than 1 cm in diameter.!40

138 yse, Alamanni, AM XXVII.1.3, XXXI.10.8; Eunapius fr.18.6; Franks,
Sulpicius fr.l1 (n.b. poison, cf SA Carm. V.400-402; Pactus Legis Salicae
XVII.2; Mauricius, Strat. XI.4.11); Goths, AM XXXI.7.13-14; Orosius
VII.33.14; Veg. 1.20; Sarmatian bows, HA Triginti Tyranni X.12; Huns, SA
Carm. II.266; Olymp. fr.19; AM XXXI.2.9; Jordanes, Getica 128, 255;
Vandals, SA Carm. V.400-402; lack of use, Agathias, Hist. II.5.4

139 1ack of use, Agathias, Hist. II.5.4

140 thrown weapons, AM XXVII.1l.3-5; Lib. Or. LIX.131; Werner, J.,
'Pfeilspitzen aus Silber und Bronz in germanischen Adelsgf/bern der
Kaiserzeit', Historisches Jahrbuch LXXIV (1955), 38-41; volume of fire, AM
XIv.10.6, XVI.12.46, XXVII.1.3; multiples, Veg. I.20; Mauricius, Strat.
XI.4.11; AM XIV.2.7; arrow shaft diameters, Hardy, R., Longbow (Cambridge,
1976), 200-201, 5/16" = 8 mm; also Coulston, J.C., ’Roman Archery
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As well
as these
javelins,
short-range
missile power
could be
provided by
angons
[Hemmingen
{ 2 1 3] ,
franciscas
[Hemmingen #2]
or saxes.
Angons were
spears with
the initial
length of the
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metal sheath,
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Figure 9: Angons, Franciscas and Saxes in Europe in the
fourth and fifth centuries

(#1782]), but usually shorter. They may have been intended to stop the

spearheads being cut from the shaft by edged weapons. These were usually

Equipment’, The production and Distribution of Roman Military Equipment,
BAR S275, ed. M.C. Bishop, (Oxford, 1985), 220-366 at 264n, 266-267
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carried in addition to other weapons. Angons were also widely distributed,

being found in Alamannia, as well as deep in the barbaricum on the Elbe,

in England and modern Czechoslovakia (Figure 9). Agathias said that the

Franks had

axes with two edges and angones which they use for all

purposes. The angones are spears, not very small, but not very

big either, of a size both for throwing, if need be, and for

meeting charges at close quarters.l%!

Franciscas were throwing axes. Although franciscas are traditionally
supposed to have been a Frankish weapon, their find locations do not
support this theory. They are found in large numbers in Francia and in
Gaul, but are also to be found (in smaller numbers) in England, Alamannia
[Hemmingen #2, 16, 29, 32] and further east (Figure 9).1%2

A third type was the sax, a single-edged knife. They had a point but
only one cutting edge and were c.0.3-0.65 m in length. Although the Saxons
were supposed to derive their name from the sax, these weapons were found
throughout the barbaricum [Hemmingen #15](Figure 9).!43

In all three cases, the distribution of these artefacts probably
reflects the amount of fieldwork and publication carried out, as well as
the spread of material. However, the distribution is certainly wider than
would be expected if angons and franciscas were characteristic of the

Franks, as was suggested by contemporary writers.l4

141 angons, Schnurbein, S. von, ’Zum Ango’, Festschrift ff Joachim
Werner zum 65 Geburtstag, eds. G. Kossack and G. Ulbert, (M&chén, 1974),
411-433; Agathias, Hist. I.21.8, II.5-8; RGA?: Ango

142 franciscas, Agathias, Hist. II.5.4; SA Carm. V.246-249, Ep.
IV.20.3; Procopius, BG VI.xxv.2-4

143 Gale, D.A., 'The Seax’, Weapons and Warfare in Anglo-Saxon
England, ed. S.C. Hawkes, (Oxford, 1989), 71-83

144 gistributions plotted from ﬁhme, H., Germanische Grabfunde des 4
bis 5 Jahrhunderts zwischen unterer Elbe und Loire (Munich, 1974), Menghin,
W., Das Schwert im fﬁhen Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1983) and Germanen,
Hunnen und Avaren (Nﬁnberg, 1987). The intention is to show that these
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A last type of thrown weapon was the stone, a weapon of desperation
at times, but also one that was cheap, readily available and effective

against armoured troops, being capable of causing severe bruising.

Melee Weapons

The basic melee weapon of barbarian infantry was the spear, by far
the most common weapon found in graves. Spears were simple to produce and
an effective weapon when used by close formation infantry. The functional
nature of spears meant that there was little variety in the form of the
spearhead. Their length appears to have been c.2.5-3.5 m. The angons used
for throwing (above p96) could also be used in hand-to-hand combat when
their metal shafts would be of some value.l!’

Swords were much less common weapons than spears. Their production
was a skilled and expensive affair and swords were therefore rare beyond
the Roman empire, though they seem to have been relatively common within
it. Many barbarian graves found with swords also contain spears, which may
suggest that it was a status symbol as well as a primary weapon. These
swords were mostly long (c. 0.8-1.0 m), two-edged weapons with a point,
able to be used for both thrusting and cutting. They differed little from
the Roman spatha.

Swords may have become slightly more common during the fourth and
fifth centuries, though this cannot be deduced from our evidence. Any
increase in number was a gradual process, resulting from continued contact

with the Romans and increasing wealth as a result of settlement in the

weapons were used over a wide area and not to plot all known find spots;
it also shows the lack of readily accessible syntheses of Eastern European
archaeology and the rarity of weapon burials from this region

145 gpears, Swanton, J., The Spearheads of the Anglo-Saxon Settlements
(London, 1983); length, AM XVII.12.2; Lib. QOr. LIX.275
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empire. A small increase in the use of swords would not make any
significant difference to barbarian warfare. Although more swords would
make individual barbarian warriors more effective against armoured troops,
increasing the small number of men with swords would not allow the
barbarians to do anything they could not already do. The spear remained the
weapon of the majority throughout this period.!46

Saxes were also common hand-to-hand weapons throughout the
barbaricum. They were cheap to produce and were presumably used by less
well-off barbarians or as secondary weapons.!4’

Axes, clubs and warhammers were used on occasion, but do not appear
to have been common hand-to-hand weapons. No people achieved a reputation
for their use similar to that gained by the Franks for thrown axes. Many
of the axes and hammers found in graves may have been tools rather than

weapons . 148

Cavalry weapons were similar to infantry weapons, but the rarity of
archaeological evidence for weaponry that definitely belonged to cavalry
blurs distinctions between the two types. Therefore this section makes more
use of literary evidence than the preceding. Even when spurs or harnesses
are found in graves (rarely in the fourth and fifth centuries, though more

common later), the equipment may have been intended for use dismounted.

146 swords, recently, Menghin, W., Das Schwert im fﬁhen Mittelalter

(Stuttgart, 1983), though unfortunately limited to 5th-7th centuries and
some of western Europe; Lgpnstup, J., 'Das zweischneidige Schwert aus der
jhgeren fmischen Kasierzeit im freien Germanien und im ﬁhischen
Imperium’, LIMES Studien zu den.Miligﬁgrenzen Roms III (Stuttgart, 1986),
747-749; rarity, Beowulf 2047-2056; cost, (7 solidi), Lex Ribuariae XL.1l1

147 saxes, above, p96

148 clubs, AM XXXI.7.12; axes, AM XXXI.13.3; warhammers, Menghin, W.,
Das Schwert im fﬁﬁen Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1983), #39,44,45
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Missile weapons used by mounted troops were bows and javelins. The
bow seems only to have been used by individual cavalrymen in the west, not
by large numbers. This was probably an extension of the hunting use of the
bow described by Sidonius Apollinaris for Theoderic II. Cavalry deriving
from steppe peoples, the Hums and Alans (and perhaps the Sarmatians and
Goths), probably made greater use of the bow, though there is unfortunately

very little direct evidence. However, Hunnic foederati regiments in Roman

service were probably equipped with bows, reflecting equipment with which
they fought well. Short-range missiles were probably provided by javelins,
though numbers of missiles carried is unknown.!*?

Melee weapons were the spear and sword. Cavalry spears seem (at least
on the evidence of a seventh-century tombstone and late Alamannic graves)
to have been the same length as infantry spears. Analogy with Roman
practice and a seventh-century tombstone suggest they could be held
underarm and used as a lance, though overarm thrusting probably continued.
The use of swords was probably more widespread than among infantry, since
those rich enough to afford horses could probably also afford swords.!?

Lastly, a weapon occasionally used by cavalrymen was the lasso,
though its use appears to have been confined to those cavalry deriving from

the Danube basin.!3!

149 bows (above p94), Theoderic, SA Ep. I.2.5; Huns, AM XXXI.2.9;
Olymp. fr.19; Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The World of the Huns (Berkekly, 1973),
221-232; Jordanes, Getica 128, 255; SA Carm. I1I.266; Hun foederati, Zos.
V.45.6 and below pl62; javelins, cf sixth-century nomads, Procopius, BG
VI.i.8-10; Mauricius, Strat. XI.2.6

150 spears, Mauricius, Strat. XI.2.6; AM XVI.12.24; tombstone in Halle
Landesmuseum, Brown, P., The World of Late Antiquity (London, 1971) pl.80;
swords, Mauricius, Strat. XI.2.6

151 1assoes, Olymp. fr.18 (but see Blockley, Fragmentary Classicising
Historians of the Later Roman Empire (Liverpool, 1983), vol II for text
note); AM XXXI.2.9; Soz. VII.26.6; Malalas 364
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DEFENSIVE EQUIPMENT
Although the quality of barbarian military equipment was roughly
equal to that of the Romans, the quantity certainly was not. Nowhere is
this more apparent than in defensive equipment - shields, body armour and
helmets. The Romans themselves remarked on this shortage, which is also

very visible in the archaeological record.

Shields were the most common type of defensive equipment,
complementing the spear and probably used by most warriors. There are fewer
surviving examples than weapon graves or spears, though the majority of the
(earlier) pictorial evidence shows barbarians with shields and no late
antique author suggests that shields were lacking, though they do mention
the lack of armour. Shields were probably not placed in graves in large
quantities.

Preservation was also affected by their construction. Shields were
made from wood or hide with a metal boss, though some first-century AD
shields from bog deposits were constructed from wood alone. Some third-
century shields had metal bindings around the rim and this may have been
common, with a fifth-century example being known from Skedemosse in
Denmark. Tacitus notes that shields were painted and it is probable that
this was also the case in the fourth and fifth centuries, similar to the
shield from the ninth-century Gokstad ship. Surviving shields were circular
and a third-century example from Thorsberg was around 1.0 m in diameter,
though oval shields similar to Roman examples were probably also common.

One Hun is described as having a habit of leaning on his shield, suggesting
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a height in excess of 1 m. Some spiked shieldbosses have been found

suggesting a function as a secondary weapon.!>?

Though shields may have been plentiful, armour was not common in
either the literary or archaeological evidence. Literary evidence suggests
very little armour was available. In all Ammianus’ descriptions of the
Alamanni, only one man is mentioned who wore armour and a helmet, king
Chonodomarius at the battle of Strasbourg. In the fifth century Sidonius
Apollinaris’ description of Sigismer, a Germanic prince, includes an
extensive description of his and his bodyguards’ arms, including shields,
but no mention of their armour. Even though Sigismer was on his way to be
married, one suspects that he would have worn armour if he had owned
any. 153

Archaeologically, an idea of the rarity of armour can be provided by
Bhme’s synthesis of Germanic graves of the fourth and fifth centuries
between the Elbe and the Loire. In a list of over 100 weapon graves, none
of these beyond the Rhine contain either a helmet or body armour. This
point is reinforced by Menghin’s study of early-medieval swords, which
lists only two helmets and no body armour in a sample of 100 spathae finds,
mostly from graves, of the fifth and early-sixth centuries. Owners of
spathae would tend to be rich and most likely to own any defensive
equipment available. Even the grave of Childeric I, the Frankish king

buried at Tournai in 481 seems not to have contained any defensive armour,

though it is one of the richest barbarian graves from the fifth century.

152 shields, bindings, Raddatz, K., Der Thorsberger Moorfund
(Neunjhster, 1987), #298-309, 311, 313, Taf. 29; SA Ep. IV.20.3(7?);
Hagberg, U.E., The Marsh of Skedemosse (Stockholm, 1967), #847, pl.19;
painted, Tacitus, Germania VI.3; Hun, Soz. VII.26.6

153 Chonodomarius, AM XVI.12.24; Lib. Or. XVIII.61; Sigismer, SA Ep.
IV.20; cf Herodian VI.7.8
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There is some archaeological evidence for mail shirts, but this is
mostly confined to the Baltic coast, and as far as is known there are none
attributed to the fourth and fifth centuries close to the empire. Even the
rich bog deposits of the late-second and early-third century at Thorsberg
contained only four small pieces of mail.l5*

Finds of armour and literary mentions are usually mail. The only
other type mentioned is the scale armour of the Sarmatians. The manner of
description in a clearly derivative passage suggests this is a topos, and
similar armour is mentioned by Pausanias (above p35). However, some scale
armour is known from eastern Europe at this period and though it was

uncommon it was not totally unknown.!?3

Once barbarian groups had settled within the empire armour may have
become more common, though its expense meant that it was still usually
confined to the nobility. Among the Ostrogoths in the sixth century only
their nobles had armour and Agathias could describe the Franks at the same
time as totally lacking body armour. The late-sixth century Lex Ribuaria
valued a mailshirt as twelve solidi and a helmet as six solidi for wergild

purposes, when a cow was valued as one solidus.!76

1“‘2&me, H., Germanische Grabfunde des 4 bis 5 Jahrhunderts zwischen
unterer Elbe und Loire (Munich, 1974); Menghin, W., Das Schwert im £ﬁﬁen
Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1983); Raddatz, K., Der Thorsberger Moorfund
(Neu@hster, 1987) #407.1, 408, 415, 416

155 gcale, AM XVII.12.2; Pausanias I.21.8; Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The
World of the Huns (Berkeley, 1973), 241-251

156 yalue, Lex Ribuariae XL.1l; armour, Mauricius, Strat. XI.2.6; GT

HF V.48; Agathias, Hist. II.5.3; Paul the Deacon, Historia Langobardorum
I1.20; nobles only, Procopius, BG V.xxiii.9, VII.iv.21; cf MGH Legum Sectio
ITI, Capitularia Regum Francorum I, 44.6 (805), 77.9 (801-813); lack of
armour, Procopius, BP II.xxv.27, BG VII.xiv.26; Mauricius, Strat. XI.4.15-
16
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The rarity of armour can be shown by evidence from a slightly later
period. The (originally) sixth-century poem Beowulf gives the impression,
unique among literary sources, that armour was widespread. However, poetic
heroes seem likely to have had the best equipment technologically
available, so the poem probably does not reflect contemporary distribution
of equipment, only technology. Indeed, its constant stress on the armour
worn by protagonists suggests that armour was rare. Beowulf himself was
equipped with a chain shirt, but his request to Hrothgar before fighting
Grendel shows its value

But if the fight should take me, you would forward to Hygelac

This best of battle-shirts, that my breast now wears,

The queen of war-coats, it is the bequest of Hrethel

And from the forge of Wayland.

This tradition of handing down armour may account for its rarity in graves.
Armour could also be burnt on the pyre of a dead hero.

The pyre was erected, the ruddy gold

brought from the hoard, and the best warrior

of Scylding race was ready for the burning

displayed on his pyre, plain to see

were the bloody mail-shirt, the boars on the helmet
The same poem describes the death of king Hygelac, ’the king’s person
passed into Frankish hands, together with his corselet’. Its loss was worth
mentioning. These two mechanisms could account for the lack of armour in

the archaeological record, but they would only have evolved if there had

been a shortage of armour.!>’

Helmets were also rare, though they appear to have been more common
than body armour. Some have been found in graves beyond the Rhine and

Danube and a few examples have also been found in cemeteries within the

157 handed down armour, Beowulf 452-456, 2615-2624, 2809-2812; cf
Maenchen-Helfen, 0., The World of the Huns (Berkeley, 1973), 241;
destruction on pyre, Beowulf 1107-1113, 3136-3139; Hygelac, Beowulf 1210-
1211
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empire. Nevertheless, they were probably owned mostly by the rich. Like
swords and body armour, helmets probably became more common as barbarians
settled in the empire. By the late-fifth century the Ostrogoths in Italy
had taken over the Roman fabricae (below pl52) there and were using them
to produce some equipment. The helmets known to us are metal, but it is

possible that some men wore leather helmets which would be unlikely to

survive archaeologically.!?®

During the sixth century some rich individuals obtained almost
complete sets of armour, but even as late as the ninth century full armour
was worth remarking on as a description of Charlemagne shows.

Then came in sight that man of iron, Charlemagne, topped with

his iron helm, his fists in iron gloves, his iron chest and
Platonic shoulders clad in an iron cuirass.!?®

158 helmets, Werner, J., 'Zur Herkunft der fghmitteraltlichen

Spangenhelm’, P%is@ische Zeitschrift XXXIV-XXXV (1949-1950), 178-193;
literary references are rare, AM XVI.12.24

159 Charlemagne, De Carolo Magno.l7, MGH Scriptores II (Berlin, 1829)
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BOATS

The boats used by barbarians living by the North Sea were probably
similar to the clinker-built long boats of Scandinavia, e.g. the
contemporary Nydam boat, as well as the similar, though later, Sutton Hoo
(seventh century) and Gokstad (ninth century) ships.

These longboats were oar driven, having no keels and thus no place
for a mast. Although Sidonius suggests that Saxon ships had sails, we do
not know if he had ever seen a Saxon vessel. Such longboats had a shallow
draught and could manoeuvre in shallow waters and up rivers, as well as
being easy to beach. We do not know whether these boats could carry horses,
though the sixth-century vessels recorded in Beowulf could, suggesting that
small numbers might have been transported at this period. The boats used
by the Scotti to raid Britain were probably similar.!®?

The Vandals in the Mediterranean used different types of boats.
Though the evidence is limited, it seems probable that the Vandals used
galleys for their expeditions. Several naval battles are recorded, showing
their ability to fight at sea, something that would be unlikely if they
were using transport vessels. Some ships may have been able to carry
horses. They also used fireships. The fleet created by the Ostrogoths in

Italy was probably similar and is recorded as having used galleys.'®!

160 poats, Hodges, R., Dark Age Economics (London, 1982), 94-97; Nydam
boat, Shettig, H., ’Das Nydamschiff’, Acta Arch. Copenhagen I (1930), 1-30;
SA Ep. VIII.6.15; Procopius, BG VIII.xx.31l; Scotti, Alcock, L., Arthur’s
Britain (London, 1971), 265-266; horses, Beowulf 1896-1898

161 yandal ships, Procopius, BV III.vi.21-23; Theoph. AM 5961; horses,
SA Carm. V.398-399?; fireships, Procopius, BV III.vi.17-20; Ostrogoths,
Auct. Haun. sa 493 (dromones)
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CONCLUSION
Although reference to earlier sources has generally been avoided,
Tacitus’ description of barbarian equipment in the first century is
particularly illuminating.

Only a very few [barbarians] have swords or spears. The
spears that they carry, frameae is the native word, have short
and narrow heads, but are so sharp and easy to handle that the
same weapon serves for fighting hand-to-hand or at a distance.
The horseman demands no more than a shield and spear, but the
infantry has also javelins for throwing, several to each man,
and can hurl them to a great distance... few have breastplates
[loricae], and only here or there a helmet of metal or hide...
their strength lies in their infantry rather than cavalry.!62

There was no significant change in barbarian equipment from Tacitus’

time until the sixth century.

162 Tacitus, Germania VI.1-2
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BARBARIAN OPERATIONS
Operational aspects of barbarian armies have been greatly
understudied and little work has been done on the subject since Gundel’s
dissertation of 1937.!63 Many general accounts have been coloured by the

belief that most barbarian armies were mostly cavalry.!6

DEPLOYMENT AND MUSTERING
In the fourth century, the only bodies of standing troops among the

barbarians were comitatus (above p51), so before fighting an army had to

be mustered. Though small numbers of men could be brought together swiftly,
assembling warriors from a number of cantons would £ake longer. However,
the martial nature of society meant that most men would have weapons close
to hand. Thus if the Romans could catch barbarians at home by surprise then
they might be able to defeat them in detail.

Evidence for the size of attacks is extremely sketchy and there is
not enough evidence from which to draw firm conclusions. Most raids seem
to have been conducted by a single canton and appear not to have been much
bigger than 2,000 men. Most were smaller than this. The size of these
groups seems to have remained roughly constant over the fourth and fifth
centuries. In the winter of 357, a group of Franks occupied a deserted fort
on the river Meuse. This band was recorded by different sources as 600 and
1000 strong. A century later, Majorian defeated a band of 900 Alamanni who
had crossed the Alps. In 378 raiders of the Lentienses, having broken

through the border troops, were defeated by an auxilia palatina brigade,

163 Gundel, H.G., Untersuchungen zur Taktik und Strategie der Germanen
nach den antiken Quellen (Marburg, 1937)

164 Wolfram, H., History of the Goths? (London, 1988), 167-168;
Liebeschuetz, J.H.W.G., Barbarians and Bishops (Oxford, 1990), 33-34
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a force no more than 2,500 strong.!®® Estimating the size of larger
attacks is impossible. Many figures given by our sources are unbelievable,
i.e. armies over 100,000 men. But occasionally we hear of smaller totals
which may be accurate. At the battle of Strasbourg in 357 the kings of four
to six Alamannic cantons led 35,000 men, who included some mercenaries and
some lent (by other kings?) as a favour. These groups seem not to have been
organised in any formal manner and leadership was the duty of kings and
optimates .66

Estimating tribal strength, i.e. the number of barbarians in a
region, is obviously difficult, given the problems with estimating cantonal
size and numbers of cantons. The best evidence for the size of tribes is
provided by the Alamanni. The three largest Alamannic armies that we have
evidence for in this period are recorded by Ammianus Marcellinus. Two were
35,000 in 357 and 40,000 strong in 378. A third was in three divisions in
366, of which one was over 10,000 strong.

Comparisons with earlier barbarian tribes such as the Helvetii and
their allies in 58 BC would suggest that approximately 20-257 of the
population were able to fight as warriors. This would give the Alamanni a
minimum population base of around 150,000. This figure is roughly
comparable with the strength of the Tervingi in 376 who are recorded by

Eunapius as having a population of 200,000 when they crossed the

Danube . 167

165 gjzes, Meuse, Lib. Or. XVIII.70; AM XVII.2.1l; Majorian, SA Carm.
V.373-380; Lentienses, AM XXXI1.10.4; cf Eugippius, V.Sev. IV.2-4, XXVII.2-3

166 Goffart, W., Barbarians and Romans (Princeton, 1980), 231-234;
size, Strasbourg, AM XVI.12.4, 24-26; Cannabaudes, HA Aurelian XXII.2

167 Alamanni, 357, AM XVI.12.26; 378, AM XXXI.10.5; 366, AM
XXVII.2.4,7; population size, Caesar, de Bello Gallico I.29, 92,000
warriors from a population of 368,000, a suspiciously exact ratio of 1:3;
Tervingi, Eunapius fr.42.4-5; cf Dexippus fr.6 mentioning 120,000 Iuthungi
in the third century
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In the late-fifth century some of the barbarian kingdoms began to

create small standing forces, in addition to comitatus. Standing forces are

known at the Visigothic court in the late-fifth century, in Ostrogothic
Italy and perhaps in Vandal Africa. These were not standing armies like the
Roman army, but garrisons placed at strategic points. The Ostrogoths placed
some on the borders of their kingdom, others were concentrated in royal
courts. These armies never became very large (for financial reasons) and
for large campaigns armies would have to be levied from the population as
a whole. Some formal units began to appear, or at least leaders such as
yvAiapyar or millenarii, suggesting some organisation, though probably not

a sophisticated one.!6®

PLANNING

The amount of planning involved in raids appears to have been minimal
since they were simply intended to gain plunder (above p#). These raids
could take place at any time of year. If there was no Roman opposition as,
for example, when troops had been removed from Gaul in 351, then raids
might take place at any time. If they were responding to a Roman weakness
this inevitably determined their timing, though no seasons seem to have
been avoided. Raids frequently occurred in winter, e.g. the attack by a
group of Franks in 357 or the raid of Beorgor, defeated near Bergamo in
early February 464 .7

Once it had been decided to launch a raid, it was necessary to choose

an area to attack and keep an eye out for the Roman army. Both choices

168 standing armies, Visigoths, SA Ep. I.2.10; Vandals, Malchus fr.17;
Ostrogoths (training), Cass. Variae V.23, 26-27; Ennodius 263.83-86;
Frankish muster parade (?), GT HE 1II.27; staff?, II: Phocas 2;
organisation, Burns, T.S., The Ostrogoths (Bloomington, 1984), 176,197

169 winter raids, AM XVI.4.1-4, XVII.2.1-4, XIX.11.4, XXVII.1l.1; Marc.
Com. sa 464; Hyd.140
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depended on local intelligence, though it does not seem likely that raiders
planned their attacks in great detail. One exception is the attack of Rando
on Mainz in 368. This was launched when he knew the town was ungarrisoned,
but he also attacked during a Christian festival. While in the field,
raiders were self-sufficient, so supplies would not affect planning (below
pll4). Many raids may not have been planned or controlled by kings, but
took place without their knowledge. Kings could at least claim this, even
if it was not always true.l70

Invasions were similarly badly planned. The frequent lack of a single
leader made control and organisation more difficult and it was only with
a capable leader that any centralised activity could take place. Alamannic
operations in the late 350s under Chonodomarius’ leadership contrast
markedly with the confused Gothic actions of the 370s-380s. Supply
considerations were rarely taken into account and hardship was frequent in
these situation (below pll5).!7!

The development of stronger kingship in the fifth century meant more
planning took place before attacking the Romans. The clashes between the
Hun empire and the Romans involved some planning, possible because of
Attila’s autocratic position. Thus in 451 Attila made a deliberate decision
to attack the western rather than the eastern empire since ’it seemed best
for him first to undertake the greater war and march against the west’. The
objectives of the campaign are unclear to us.!’?

These large attacks could also take place in winter. Thus Alaric

crossed the Julian Alps and threatened Milan in winter 401 while the

170 jack of control, AM XVI.12.17; Rando, AM XXVII.10.1-2; Hyd.192?

171 jnvasions, RPF fr.2

172 Attila, Priscus fr.20.1l; Clover, F.M., ’Geiseric and Attila’,

Historia XXII (1973), 104-117 overestimates the planning carried out by
Attila
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Vandals, Alans and Suevi crossed the Rhine on the last day of 406.
Similarly, the Vandal kings probably decided which kingdoms were to be
attacked, though marine raids would probably not occur in winter.l73

The kingdoms of the late-fifth century also benefitted from taking
over Roman institutions and officials. Many ex-Roman subjects, some of whom
were aristocrats, joined barbarian armies. Many of the aristocrats acted
as commanders, participating in planning etc. Most of these are known from
the Visigothic kingdom, for example Namatius who under Euric was appointed
to defend the coast of Aquitaine against Saxon raiders or Vincentius who
fought for Euric in Gaul and Italy.l74

Similar use was made of skilled Romans among the Ostrogoths in Italy
and in the sixth-century (and probably fifth-century) Frankish and

Burgundian kingdoms.!7?

STRATEGIC INTELLIGENCE
The success or failure of attacks was often determined by the
available intelligence. This intelligence could be extremely accurate. Thus
Rando’s attack on Mainz in 368 took advantage of the absence of its
garrison, as well as attacking on a Christian feast day. Likewise good
intelligence led to the attack on and siege of Julian at Sens in winter
355-356, when the Alamanni knew he had only a few troops with him. In 442

the Huns attacked Thrace knowing the Roman field army was absent in Sicily.

173 winter attacks, 401, Fast.Vind.Prior. sa 401; Claudian, de VI
Cons. Hon. 442-444; 406, Prosp. 1230

174 yisigoths, Apollinaris 3, Arborius 1, Calminius, SA Ep. V.12;
Hispanus, Leo 5, Namatius 1, Nepotianus 2, Burgess, R., ’'Gallia Romana to
Gallia Gothica: the view from Spain’, GAUL; Vincentius 3, Victorinus 4

175 Ostrogoths, Aemilianus 5, Cyprianus 2, Liberius 3; Franks,

Aredius, Aurelianus 7 ?; Burgundians, Aredius, Laconius; Vandals,
Sebastianus 3
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And in 459 the Vandals were sufficiently aware of Majorian’s plans to take
extensive countermeasures to defeat his attack, salting the wells in
Mauritania and preparing a fleet for a pre-emptive strike.!76

But where good intelligence was lacking, disasters could occur. The
failure of the Greuthungi to discover Promotus’ deception in 386 was
catastrophic and during the 440s bad Frankish security led to a wedding

party being attacked by the Romans at Vicus Helena.l7”’

There were several ways in which the barbarians could obtain their
intelligence. They used spies, though the professionalism of some of thesg
men was minimal, if the behaviour of a Gothic spy in 391 is anything to go
by. The emperor Theodosius ’was lying in a room of the lodgings when he saw
a man who said nothing and looked as if he wished to escape notice’.
Information was often received from Romans, usually civilian criminals or
deserting soldiers, generally men facing punishment rather than hoping for
a better life with the barbarians (below pés, p202). Information could also
be transferred through events of every day life, since merchants crossed
the frontier regularly and there would also be frequent contact in the
ma jor cities along the frontier. To be included in this category is the
information gained by the Lentienses from the Alamannic soldier home on<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>