
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Late Roman recruiting practices

Crawford, Peter

Award date:
2011

Awarding institution:
Queen's University Belfast

Link to publication

Terms of use
All those accessing thesis content in Queen’s University Belfast Research Portal are subject to the following terms and conditions of use

            • Copyright is subject to the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988, or as modified by any successor legislation
            • Copyright and moral rights for thesis content are retained by the author and/or other copyright owners
            • A copy of a thesis may be downloaded for personal non-commercial research/study without the need for permission or charge
            • Distribution or reproduction of thesis content in any format is not permitted without the permission of the copyright holder
            • When citing this work, full bibliographic details should be supplied, including the author, title, awarding institution and date of thesis

Take down policy
A thesis can be removed from the Research Portal if there has been a breach of copyright, or a similarly robust reason.
If you believe this document breaches copyright, or there is sufficient cause to take down, please contact us, citing details. Email:
openaccess@qub.ac.uk

Supplementary materials
Where possible, we endeavour to provide supplementary materials to theses. This may include video, audio and other types of files. We
endeavour to capture all content and upload as part of the Pure record for each thesis.
Note, it may not be possible in all instances to convert analogue formats to usable digital formats for some supplementary materials. We
exercise best efforts on our behalf and, in such instances, encourage the individual to consult the physical thesis for further information.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/e4a5716d-9c04-404e-94e1-7d03f8052e36










Late Roman Recruiting Practices

Peter Thomas Crawford BA, MA

I declare that this thesis is my own work and that it complies with 
the University’s rules regarding the conferring of a Doctorate of

Philosophy.

School of History and Anthropology 
Queens University Belfast

2011



Acknowledgements

I would like to give thanks those who have contributed in some way to the 
production of this work.

To Professor Brian Campbell for his guidance throughout my postgraduate studies 
and in particular during the last four years. Your insight and construct criticism have 
been invaluable.

To Doctor John Curran for always having time to listen and offer advice.

To Doctor Doug Lee for scouring these pages and giving invaluable help in the 
revision stages.

To all the staff, past and present, at Queens University, Belfast and Dalriada School, 
Ballymoney for all the time and effort you have put in to help me get this far.

To all my predecessors and peers whose works have been consulted, digested and 
cited within.

To my friends who have helped me stay sane.

And to my family for putting up with me for so long, particularly my mum to whom
I owe more than can ever be repaid.

gratias vobis ago



Late Roman Recruiting Practices

Acknowledgements 

Contents
Preface i
Sources for the Late Empire iv
Historical Outline: Recruitment from Augustus to Diocletian xv

I: Diocletian, Constantine and the New Roman Army
1.1 Diocletian

(i) Recasting the Empire: Tetrarchy and the Limites 1
(ii) The Size of the Army 3
(iii) The Composition of the Army 6

1.11 Re-organising Recruitment: Cajoling and Coercion

(i) Conditions of Service 10
(ii) Systematic Conscription and Barbarian Service 14

1.111 Constantine

(i) The Impact of a Central Field Army on the Frontiers 17
(ii) The Size and Composition of the Army 22
(iii) Constantinian Recruiting 27

I.IV Concluding Remarks 31

II: Constantine to Adrianople: Revolt, Invasion and Migration
11.1 Internal Dislocation

(i) The Effect of Regionalisation and the Scholae on Casualty Levels 33
(ii) Mursa: its Consequences for Recruiting and the Rise of Julian 36
(iii) Procopius: Recruiting Benefits of Dynastic Loyalty and Money 40

11.11 External Threats and Their Impact on Recruiting

(i) War with Shapur II: Limiting Casualties or Alexandrian Dream? 44
(ii) Barbarian Incursions in the West 50
(iii) Valens, the Visigoths and the Growing Need for Foreign Recruits 52

11.111 Fourth Century Recruiting

(i) Citizen Recruitment pre-375 56
(ii) Barbarian Recruitment pre-375 60
(iii) Recruiting Problems: Avoidance, Incentives and Corruption 64
(iv) Valens ’ Recruiting Law of 375 69

II.IV Concluding Remarks 74



Ill: The Impact of Adrianople and Civil War on Recruiting
III.I Theodosius

(i) Rebuilding the Army Post-Adrianople 78
(ii) The Visigothic Foedus of 382 82
(iii) The New Role of the Foederati 86
(iv) Civil War Recruiting: Foederati and Frigidus 90

III.II Stiliclio and the Continuation o f Theodosian Policies

(i) Stilicho, Recruiting and Upper Class Opposition 95
(ii) Internal Discord and the Collapse of the Frontiers 101
(iii) Stilicho’s Downfall: Divided Attention and Lack of Numbers 103

III.III Concluding Remarks 107

IV: The Barbarian Triumph in the Fifth Century West
IV.I The Devolution of Western Imperial Recruitment

(i) Barbarians, Usurpations and the Emergence of Constantius III 111
(ii) The Rise of Aetius and the Increasing Role of Barbarians 114
(iii) Catalaunian Fields and the Roman Army 120
(iv) The Last Magistri and the Balancing of Conflicting Interests 122

IV.II Non-Imperial Recruiting: Privatisation, Integration and Feudalism

(i) Regional Self-Help: Local Magnates and Militarised Landowners 125
(ii) The Origins, Composition and Threat of the Bucellarii 129

IV.III Recruiting in Barbarian Kingdoms

(i) The Precedents of Alaric 137
(ii) Barbarian Numerical Strength 144
(iii) The Recruiting of Romans by Barbarians 146

IV.IV Concluding Remarks 148

V: Recruiting in the Eastern Roman Empire
V.I The Eastern Military

(i) Eastern Military Strategy 152
(ii) Size and Composition of the Eastern Army 156

V.II Citizen Recruiting during the Fifth Century East

(i) Continued Existence of Conscription and Hereditary Service 162
(ii) Conditions of Service and the Return to Volunteers 167

V.III Barbarians in the Fifth Century Eastern Army

(i) The Gai'nas Affair and the Debarbarisation of the East 172
(ii) Military Domination and the Threat of Foederati 175



V.IV Recruitment from Justinian to Heraclius

(i) Justinian’s Wars and Sixth Century Barbarian Service 180
(ii) The Effects of Plague and Financial Crisis on Eastern Recruiting 185
(v) Recruiting Post-Justinian 194

V. V Concluding Remarks 196

VI: Recruiting: Long-term Factors

VI.I Barbarisation and its Impact on Roman Recruiting and the Army

(i) Problems with the Sources: Stereotyping and Expendability 200
(ii) Un-Romanisation and Formulaic Barbarism as Military Fashion 205
(iii) Consequences of Barbarisation 212
(iv) Concluding Remarks 215

VI.II The Impact o f Christianity on Military Service

(i) Early Christian Opposition to Military Service 216
(ii) Christian Soldiers: The Military Martyrs and Roman Opposition 220
(iii) Christianising the Army: Help or Hindrance? 223
(iv) Concluding Remarks 230

VI.III Manpower Shortage

(i) Extrapolating Demographic Data 231
(ii) Potential Causes of any Decline in Roman Population 236
(iii) Evidence for Decline in Late Roman Military Demographics 240
(iv) Concluding Remarks 243

Conclusions 246

Bibliography

Abbreviations 251
Primary 242
Secondary 261



Preface

Despite her substantial advances in law, technology and learning, Rome remained 

essentially a militaristic empire that depended on her army for stability. The Roman 

army holds a special place in the annals of military history. The organisation, 

flexibility and discipline of the legions combined with specialist units from her allies 

has fascinated scholars for centuries. However, much of this fascination has been 

with the army and the army of the Republic and the Principate. The Late Roman 

Empire and its army were largely ignored. The famous work of Edward Gibbon and 

interest from German scholars remained much in the minority. However, the second 

half of the 20th century saw giant strides towards rectifying that imbalance. This is 

due in no small part to A.H.M. Jones whose seminal work of 1964, The Later Roman 

Empire 284-602, still towers over the subject. Its interaction with myriad primary 

sources and a vast array of topics is still unsurpassed. Contributions from the likes of 

R.C. Blockley, Hugh Elton and Wolfgang Liebeschuetz to name but a few further 

highlighted that the Late Roman Empire was worthy of extensive study. The 21st 

century has seen a further blooming with Peter Heather (2005) and Bryan Ward- 

Perkins (2005) bringing the fall of west to a wider audience.

Since the publishing of Jones (1964), Roman recruiting has attracted some valuable 

attention. G.R. Watson (1969) looked at the career of the Roman soldier, including 

how he might gain a position in the legions. J.C. Mann (1983), building upon the 

work of Giovanni Forni (1953; 1974), explored the origins of Roman legionary 

recruits and the effects of Romanisation on military enthusiasm while the works of 

M.P. Speidel (1975), Pat Southern (1989) tracked the development of non-Roman 

units and their recruitment into the Roman army. Perhaps of most importance was 

P.A. Brunt’s article of 1974 which focused on the nature of recruiting and whether 

conscription was more widespread than had previously been given credence.

However, while these works provide a good outline of the recruiting processes under 

the Principate and give a firm basis from which to approach the late imperial period, 

they did not deal directly with Roman recruiting post-third century. For the most 

part, recruitment and the evolving make-up of the Late Roman army have been



relegated to single chapters or smaller articles within larger collections (Brewer, 

2000; Swain and Edwards, 2006; Erdkamp, 2007; Bragg, Hau and McCauley, 2008) 

or as a branch of a more general work (Elton, 1996; Lee, 2007). Much of the more 

recent scholarship tends to be divided between three genres -  specific interactions of 

the Empire with certain groups such as the Goths (Kulikowski, 2006), the Alamanni 

(Drinkwater, 2007) or powerful non-imperial individuals (MacGeorge, 2002); 

specific reigns such as Diocletian (Rees, 2004) and Valens (Lenski, 2002) or the 

aftermath of the fall of the west (Moorhead, 2001; Smith, 2005).

This is not to say that some excellent work on Roman recruiting has not been done. 

Elton (1996) espoused that barbarian recruits were not as numerous in the Late 

Roman army as first thought while Guy Halsall (2007) developed the idea that 

barbarisation of the Roman army did not necessarily mean more soldiers of barbarian 

origin. The work of Noel Lenski, Constantin Zuckerman and Michael Whitby can be 

used to suggest that fourth century recruiting was perhaps not as systematic as Jones 

(1964) might suggest. Whitby has also advocated the continued use of conscription 

in the Roman system even after the Adrianople and Gothic crises and the collapse of 

the west to the remodelling of the eastern Empire after the Islamic conquests. 

Demographics also play a major role in the study of manpower resources available to 

the Roman Empire could call upon both from within and without and, even if there is 

a reluctance to put any real figures forward for the populations of late antiquity, 

Walter Scheidel has led the way in investigating many of the factors involved.

Yet, even though such illustrious academics have focused on recruiting issues, how 

the Romans recruited men over a prolonged period of time has rarely been tackled as 

a subject in itself. Despite looking at recruiting, Nicasie (1998) focused more on the 

military of the fourth century as a whole while Elton (1996) looked at warfare in the 

late fourth/early fifth century. Noel Lenski has tackled the important recruiting 

reforms of Valentinian and Valens and the discovery of the Isaurians as a military 

asset but again has mostly limited his study to these specific periods. The works of 

J.F. Haldon do provide valuable insight into the army of the Eastern Roman Empire 

but only on the later sixth/seventh centuries as addenda to the medieval Byzantine 

military, and while Michael Whitby’s articles cover large parts of the late recruiting, 

on their own they do not tackle recruiting over the entire period of the Late Roman
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Empire. Doug Lee’s work of 2007 touched on several of the factors that influenced 

recruiting -  barbarisation, Christianisation, military loyalty, manpower -  but in the 

setting of an overall social history of late antique warfare.

This lack of a monograph specifically dedicated to how the Roman Empire recruited 

men for her armies from its citizenry and allies throughout its later period somewhat 

belies its importance. Recruiting practices directly shaped the future of the Empire as 

they controlled who was charged with its defence, its expansion and upholding its 

laws. Therefore, this piece aims to present a detailed focus on the evolution of Late 

Roman recruitment in a central role over an extended period of time and its 

subsequent ramifications for the Late Roman army and the Empire as a whole. The 

factors associated with the decline of the Empire and their effects on the operation of 

the army and the success of recruiting drives will be highlighted: how social changes 

such as Romanisation and prolonged local recruiting affected enthusiasm for military 

service; how economic factors impacted on a soldier’s pay, reduced the financial 

attraction of a military career and encouraged military defections and privatisation; if 

the conversion of the Empire to Christianity had an effect on recruiting zeal; how 

internal and external strife could initiate abnormal recruiting patterns with men 

transferred across the Empire and substantially increased casualty rates, and if the 

increasing influx of barbarians affected the make-up and performance of the army.

In order to focus on late recruitment, it was expedient to explore the state of the 

source material available on the period and the approach to recruiting before 

Diocletian in an introductory section. This allows for a comparison between the 

practices of the Republic, the Principate and the Late Empire and the identifying of 

any themes, consistent or otherwise. Chronologically, this study begins in earnest 

with the accession of Diocletian, whose reforms mark new eras for the Roman army 

and recruiting. Originally, the terminus of this study was to coincide with the 

cessation of the Roman army’s existence in the west and the deposition of Romulus 

Augustulus in 476. However, this would have omitted the continued existence of 

Roman recruiting in the east. Therefore, this study will begin with the Roman Empire 

as a united body and following the death of Theodosius in 395 it will deal first with 

the last decades of the Western Empire and then turn to the east, terminating with its 

reorganisation in the wake of the Arab conquests in the mid-seventh century.
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Sources for the Late Empire*

(i) Ammianus Marcellinus

Given the lack of reliable evidence for the chaotic third century, it might be expected 

that the stability of Diocletian’s reign would provide a greater variety of source 

material. However, while it is the case that the growth and promotion of Christianity 

opened up a new genre of source material and information can be gleaned from other 

sources either fragmentary or later, the study of the first half of the fourth century has 

been left with no surviving contemporary history. However, following Constantius 

II’s defeat of Magnentius, the century long fog that had descended over secular 

history was finally lifted. Having been a junior staff officer to the magister equitum, 

Ursicinus, a survivor of the Persian siege and sack of Amida in 359 and a participant 

in Julian's ill-fated Persian campaign, Ammianus Marcellinus was an eye-witness to 

many of the events recounted in his surviving books. Despite some criticism 

regarding a lack of technical terms or specific information and a reliance on the 

literary stereotypes dictated by his classical style, particularly with regard to battles, 

Ammianus used his personal experience and years of research to compose for a 

Latin-speaking audience an account of military, political and religious matters.

The most authoritative study on Ammianus is still Matthews (1989) although for the 

purposes of this work the focuses of Crump (1973) and (1975) on Ammianus' 

depictions of the late Roman army and as a military historian are of particular 

interest. Barnes (1998) takes a more sceptical approach towards an historian who is 

usually noted for his neutrality not only commenting on his bias towards his hero, the 

emperor Julian but also what he saw as Ammianus' veiled criticisms of Christianity 

and even the military skills and religious beliefs of Julian, warning any student that 

the Roman world presented in Ammianus' history could be more a depiction of his 

imagination than of reality. More recently, Kelly (2008) presents a third option 

between Matthews' mostly taking Ammianus at his word and Barnes' claims of 

unreliability as an imaginative work of fiction. He views Ammianus as adhering to

* This summary was composed using many of the secondary sources listed in the bibliography 
although special thanks go to Jones (1964) for the summaries he provides at the beginning of each of 
his chapters and Lee (2007), 14-18.
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the conventions of the classicising literary genre complete with all of its positives 

and negatives. The collection of articles edited by Drijvers and Hunt (1999) also 

provide analyses and interpretations of more specific sections of Ammianus' work.

However, aside from any accusations of bias or novelisation of events, perhaps the 

biggest problem with the work of Ammianus is the state in which it has survived 

down to the present day. Unfortunately, despite being effectively a continuation of 

Tacitus’ work both in terms of style and chronology, only the eighteen books 

covering the period 354-378 have survived intact. Therefore, before the defeat of 

Magnentius and after the battle of Adrianople, the study of the fourth century is 

lacking a contemporary secular historian. That such a complaint can be made and the 

chapters chronicling the 250 years between the accession of Nerva and the battle of 

Mons Seleucus are so missed not only speaks to the state of Roman historiography 

during that period but also to the scale of Ammianus' literary achievement; an 

achievement that should be ranked amongst Rome’s greatest histories.

(ii) Zosimus and the Importance o f  Christian Scholars

However, after the battle of Adrianople, historical sources fall back into their pre- 

Ammian malaise, and the only full narrative comes from Zosimus, an advocatus fisci 

to the imperial treasury in Constantinople in the late fifth/early sixth century. His 

work was divided into six books although the sixth book appears to be been 

unfinished with the narrative breaking off, rather frustratingly, just before the 

crescendo of Alaric's sack of Rome in 410. Zosimus himself claimed to be producing 

a mirror image of Polybius' account of the growth of the Roman Empire by 

describing it's decline and fall and what he saw as the reason behind her collapse - 

her abandoning of her pagan past and the ancestral rites that came with it. He is 

thought to have relied heavily on the histories of Dexippus, Eunapius and 

Olympiodorus - perhaps slavishly so as the rather dramatic shift in style, tone and 

even opinion suggests with the depiction of Stilicho between the negative pre-404 

Eunapian section and the favourable post-407 Olympiodoran section a prominent 

example. The brief gap between the works of Eunapius and Olympiodorus perhaps 

reveals something about Zosmius' skills, or lack thereof, as an historian as his record 

of the period 404-407 is particularly garbled.



Despite his lack of literary flair or preservation of otherwise unknown historical 

information, Zosimus’ conservative paganism provides an invaluable counter-weight 

voice to the flattery heaped upon emperors such as Constantine and Theodosius by 

Christian panegyrists and ecclesiastical historians. However, his fervent anti- 

Christian stance means that he must be treated with caution. Even with his faults, the 

incomplete nature of Zosimus' account or perhaps more precisely his preservation of 

Olympiodorus and any historian he might have used to carry on his work up to his 

present day in the late fifth/early sixth century is a great loss. Goffart (1971) offers 

an insight into his motives and influences but the best modern commentary on 

Zosimus is the French work of Paschoud (1971-1989) which as yet has no English 

equivalent with Ridley (1982) offering a good translation but only a brief 

commentary and bibliography. Blockley (1981) provides some invaluable insights 

with its collection of the works of Eunapius, Olympiodorus, Priscus, Candidus and 

Malchus which only survive in fragmentary form.

During periods such as the early fourth and much of the fifth centuries when a 

secular history is lacking, unearthing of information and trends from less military 

sources becomes of paramount importance in order to supplement any physical or 

non-contemporary such as Zosimus. The most prolific literary sources of such 

extraneous information are the adherents of Christianity. Its promotion to the 

political mainstream led to an increased number of ecclesiastical histories, letters and 

biographies, very few of which are directly relevant to the military sphere and even 

fewer deal with recruiting. Sources like the Acts o f the Christian Martyrs or the life 

of a saint might give some recruiting information but their authors would most likely 

be writing about institutions, regulations and practices about which they had little 

knowledge. However, there does not mean that they are devoid of usefulness to the 

military sphere. Despite writing from a wholly Christian point of view, the Syriac 

chronicle of Joshua the Stylite provides some excellent first-hand knowledge of the 

late fifth/early sixth century eastern frontier, as well as some rather vicious criticism 

of the Roman response to Persian aggression (Trombley and Watt (2000)).

A great deal of caution must also be used when dealing with religious sources due to 

any bias not just with regard to military service and recruiting but in a more general
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sense; for example Lactantius blamed Diocletian for the Empire’s woes while 

Zosimus blamed Constantine. However, despite their outward polar opposition, 

Green (1974) suggests that the literary traditions and historiography of Zosimus and 

Christians such as Orosius are far more similar than they might seem, both being 

products of the Roman world. The sheer abundance of Christian material when 

joined together with other sources can make up for the lack of a contemporary 

secular historian such as the reign of Theodosius. They can also be the only 

significant material to survive from a certain period such as the poetic panegyrics and 

letters of Sidonius Apollinaris from the last years of Roman Gaul (Harries (1994)).

(iii) Procopius and the Eastern Historians

However, while the history of the collapse of the Empire in the west is clouded by 

poor source material, the east maintained most of its cohesion and in the process 

produced retained a rich array of historical writings - the most important of which 

come from the Palestinian scholar, Procopius. Unlike Ammianus, Procopius was not 

a solider; however, due to his classical and legal training, he served as secretary to 

the illustrious eastern general, Belisarius, and was therefore an eye-witness to many 

of the great battles and campaigns of the reign of Justinian. His main work on those 

wars are normally separated into three separate sections - the first two books known 

De Bello Persico, dealing with the conflicts against the Persian kings Kavadh and 

Khusro, the latter's sack of Antioch, the Nika riots and the eruption of plague; the 

second two books, De Bello Vandalico, cover Belisarius' conquest of Africa and the 

remaining three books, De Bello Gothico, cover eastern attempts to retake Italy from 

the Ostrogoths. Procopius also produced works on that emperors' building 

programme and on his own disillusionment with the Empire and its leaders, which 

can give some useful information on military fortifications and what he saw as the 

poor treatment of the soldiery. Procopius’ interest in the fate of the west as a 

prologue to Justinian’s wars, along with the work of Cassiodorus (O’Donnell (1979); 

Soby Christensen (2002)) gives some information about an otherwise obscure period.

Although focusing less on his military aspects than Ranee (2005), Cameron (1985) 

remains the most detailed study of Procopius and his corpus; it is suggested that any 

argument that Procopius' work should be seen as part of a classical revival under
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Justinian has to take into account the change in popular beliefs by the sixth century. 

This further suggests that a classicising work in the mould of Thucydides, Tacitus or 

even Ammianus may not have been possible or even truly aimed at by Procopius. 

Greatrex (2003) lays out much of the modem work on Procopius while Kaldellis 

(2004) revives more pre-Cameron ideas of Procopius being an accurate, sophisticated 

and articulate critic of Justinian rather than a blind polemicist.

Procopius also seems to have inspired others as for the rest of the sixth century a 

succession of historians took up his mantle. Agathias continued on from where 

Procopius left off to the arrival of the Kutrigurs along the Danube in 558 and 

attempted to emulate the Procopian style although Cameron (1970) notes that while 

Agathias might be stuck in the shadow of his more illustrious predecessor, his work 

and literary style might be more in-keeping with Christian-influenced sixth century 

classicism. Agathias was in turn followed by Menander Protector, a military officer 

at the court of the emperor Mauricius, who extended the Procopius-Agathias 

chronology from 558 to the death of the emperor Tiberius II in 582. As an eye

witness to some of the events he describes, Menander is considered trustworthy and 

even in its fragmentary state, in the hands of Blockley (1985a), his work is one of the 

most valuable authorities for the later years and aftermath of Justinian's reign.

The final historian in this almost century long record was Theophylactus Simocatta. 

The bulk of his work focuses on the reign of the emperor Mauricius (582-602) but 

also is an important source of information for the Empire's interaction with Slavs and 

Persiansin the early seventh century. That he mentions the war of Heraclius against 

the Persians, but not the rise of Islamic Caliphate suggests that he was likely writing 

in the late 620s or early 630s. Indeed, his treatment of Heraclius and his family 

somewhat harkens back to Ammianus and Julian. Frendo (1988) focuses on the 

literary influences on this treatment of Heraclius and suggests that while 

Theophylactus may not have fully lived up to Procopius' stylistic example, he was a 

more subtle interpreter and indirect panegyrist that he is normally given credit for 

while Whitby (1988) approaches Theophylactus' skills in reporting warfare during 

the reign of Mauricius, noting in particular the lack of a proper chronology and the 

muddled nature of the sources that Theophylactus himself used. Whitby (1992a) 

gives a critique of all three of these post-Procopian historians.
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(iv) Military Treatises

A number of military treatises survive to illuminate what the Romans themselves 

thought about military service, strategy, tactics and organisation. The first of these is 

the De Rebus Bellicis from an anonymous source, writing probably in the years 

before the battle of Adrianople with the emperor Valens as the most likely recipient 

(Thompson (1952); Hassall (1979); Astin (1983)). While the author seems to have 

fancied himself as a political activist, tax reformer and inventor, he does seem to 

have identified what he saw as weaknesses in the Roman military establishment and 

was suggesting ways to improve the organisation of the army.

The second major military treatise of the fourth century is perhaps the most famous 

and was widely used throughout medieval history. Written after the death of Gratian 

in 383 and probably under the emperor Theodosius, the Epitoma Rei Militaris of 

Vegetius provides a methodical of the organisation, training and tactics of the late 

Roman army. He was clearly a traditionalist as he consistently recommends a return 

to the practices of not just the early Empire but also of the Republic. By contrasting 

these two periods, Vegetius can demonstrate some of the major changes that had 

come over the Roman army, and not always for the good. However, if he has a 

drawback it is that he spends so much time eulogising about the past and its military 

practices and procedures that it is sometimes difficult to ascertain what the army was 

doing differently in the late fourth century. The excellent Milner (1996) translation 

and its accompanying historiographical notes has recently been joined, perhaps even 

improved upon, by Reeve (2004). Barnes (1979) and Charles (2007) discuss the date 

of Vegetius and the identity of the emperor he dedicated his work to while Schrader 

(1981) investigates the influence of Vegetius' work.

Perhaps the closest to a military handbook comes from the late sixth century - the 

Strategikon supposedly written by the emperor Mauricius is anything but the modest 

and elementary handbook it purports to be in its introduction. Split into twelve 

books, it reveals much of the inner workings of the late Roman army with regards 

pay, recruitment, strategy, tactics, training and organisation. It also explains the 

ethnography and military threat posed by the enemies of the Empire and may be the

ix



first evidence of any kind of combined arms tactics before the twentieth century. As 

with many works attributed to a reigning emperor or king, there is debate as to 

whether the Strategikon came from Mauricius himself or whether he simply 

patronised it. Members of his family and his court have been suggested as a possible 

author but no evidence beyond the anecdotal has yet been found. As influential as 

Vegetius was in the Latin world, the Strategikon was perhaps more so in the Greek 

east with treatises of later emperors Leo VI and Nicephorus Phocas deviating little 

from its core teachings and only updating terminology. Dennis (1984) provides not 

only a translation but also a good section situating the Strategikon in its literary and 

military milieu while Ranee (2008) christening the Strategikon as a “Roman art of 

war” perhaps says more about the nature of this work and its influence than anything.

(v) Governmental Sources

The imperial law codes assembled in the fifth and sixth centuries under Theodosius

II and Justinian respectively can provide information on the conditions faced by a 

potential soldier, recruiting procedures and eligibility for military service. Issued in 

438, the Codex Theodosianus was divided into sixteen chapters and included 

constitutions from as early as the reign of Constantine a century previous. Chapter 

VII deals with affairs of the military and more specifically VII. 13 deals directly with 

recruits; although helpful information pertaining to or affecting the army can be 

found throughout the other chapters. The Codex Justinianus, commissioned in 529 

and published in 534, reordered the Codex Theodosianus into twelve chapters and 

added in those constitutions promulgated in the century between the 430s and 530s.

However, these codes must also be used with discretion. While they can give precise 

dates and how the emperors proposed to deal with problems, the repetition of laws 

and severe punishments could also suggest that the will of the emperor was not fully 

respected. It is also not known how widespread the implementation of many of these 

laws was supposed to be. Laws promulgated in the east might not have had much 

bearing on the west. However, the most discretion is needed with regard to the 

heavily truncated nature of the vast majority of the legislation, with much of the 

introductory information that highlight the circumstances of a law’s issue missing. 

The Novels, new constitutions of Justinian and some of his successors are preserved



in full including their prefaces which provide some insight into the circumstances 

and motives behind their publishing, further highlighting the potential pitfalls of the 

main codices. This is one of the major warnings that Matthews (2000) issues 

regarding the usage of the Codex Theodosianus, with the laws needing to be taken in 

their immediate historical context. However, when used carefully late Roman laws 

can illuminate dark times. Robinson (1997) provides a good overview of the 

problems facing the study of Roman law. Harries (1999) demonstrates the interaction 

of late Roman law with socio-political life while Honore (1998) attempts to identify 

those who constructed much of the legal documents and in doing so adds a more 

personal and perhaps social aspect to the understanding of Theodosian law-making. 

Unfortunately, the Codex Justinianus has yet to receive the same kind of attention.

The Notitia Dignitatum presents a different kind of official document. This registry 

of dignitaries lists the senior civilian and military officials of the Empire along with 

the staff and units under their command. It is divided into two sections - one for the 

eastern half of the Empire that does record anything much beyond the reign of 

Theodosius (died in 395), if at all, and one for the western half that seems to reach 

the life or reign of Valentinian III (born in 419 and became Augustus in 425). While 

the Notitia reveals a lot about military dispositions and organisation, it must also be 

treated with caution. Such a document would need constant updating to be 

representative of the whole Empire but because the text is compiled from various 

times it does not embody any one period of the army in the late fourth/early fifth 

century. Also because the Notitia does not record contingents recruited from 

barbarian tribes, it is not a comprehensive list. This also impacts on its usefulness for 

recruitment. As well as not knowing the origins of many barbarian recruits, the 

make-up of individual Roman units and how they were recruited is also not recorded.

The exhaustive study of the Notitia by Jones (1964) has yet to be replaced, only 

updated and expanded upon. Kelly (1998) presents a good overview of the problems 

involved in using the Notitia and recent scholarship while Goodburn and 

Bartholomew (1976) edited a collection of articles looking at various aspects of it. 

Peter Brennan has done a lot of work on the Notitia, giving an in depth analysis of its 

nature and history (Brennan (1996)) and presenting a case study in its usage as an 

historical source and the three general problems of date, purpose and evolution
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(Brennan (1998)). Kulikowski (2000) argues that while the eastern half of the Notitia 

offers some useful information regarding the military establishment of the mid 390s, 

the western half, due to its constant amending and updating and the disturbances in 

the west, declines greatly in its usefulness.

(vi) The Physical Evidence

Physical evidence surviving from late antiquity comes in varied shapes and sizes and 

when properly used can provide useful information on the military. Straddling the 

boundary between literary and physical material are the surviving papyrus 

documents, from the deserts of Egypt and the Levant and even Ravenna in Italy. 

They mostly deal with military infrastructure and administration, although the 

correspondence of officers such as Abinnaeus, praefectus of Ala Praelectorum V 

stationed at Dionysias in Egypt sheds light on the day-to-day lives of soldiers and 

veterans and their involvement in collecting the recruiting tax and enforcing 

obligatory military service. The papyrus collection is also an ever-expanding source 

as it is continually being updated with more being uncovered. Another evolving 

source of physical information for the Late Empire is inscriptions. While not as 

plentiful as in the Principate, the epigraphic evidence remains large and varied. As 

well as preserving imperial decrees, they can document events not thought to be 

important by literary sources. They also provide a valuable insight into the army with 

the preservation of soldier’s epitaphs, detailing troop movements, career progression, 

fortifications and the general funding of the individual or the army as a whole.

As coins were principally issued by the government to pay its soldiers, their 

circulation implies how well the Roman military economy was operating, while a 

large amount of coins in a particular area is a good indication of a strong military 

presence at a particular time. As well as providing an insight into imperial 

propaganda from a specific reign, they can also elucidate the relationship between 

the emperor and his soldiers. Knowing where and when a coin was minted and what 

it was made from can highlight the state of imperial finances at a given time. The 

Roman Imperial Coinage remains the most useful collection for Roman numismatics, 

while sixth century eastern coinage has been catalogued by Bellinger (1966).



General archaeology can also provide information regarding who was serving in the 

army, where they served and the conditions they faced. Military equipment shows 

how Roman the army remained or how barbarised it became, while the remains of 

buildings and forts can show the extent of the Roman military presence in a certain 

area and when that presence ended. Skeletal remains can describe the stature, health 

and cause of death of an individual, while pottery, clothing and other utensils can 

illustrate the quality of a soldier’s day-to-day life. However, even the contemporary 

physical evidence is limited in its usefulness and a certain amount of discretion is 

needed in using it. While it can provide specific information about a particular time, 

event, person or geographical location, they afford very little regarding their 

historical context, overall recruiting trends or the system as a whole. For the 

Approaching the Ancient World series has provided some general overviews for 

Bagnall (1995) on papyri, Bodel (2001) on epigrahy, Howgego (1995) on 

numismatics and Biers (1992) on archaeology.

(vii) Overview o f the Sources for Late Roman Recruiting

That the overview provided by Treadgold (2007) can peruse a vast array of 

historians, religious and secular, from Eusebius in the early fourth century to 

Theophylactus Simocatta in the early seventh century and yet not consider Eutropius, 

Aurelius Victor (Bird (1984)), Jordanes (Mierow (1960); Goffart (1988)) or some 

others demonstrates the wealth and diversity of the historical record for late 

antiquity. That being said, there are some definite ups and downs in the surviving 

source material. For every period of great illumination such as the detailed history of 

Ammianus, the profusion of sources for the sixth century east led by Procopius, there 

is a time when the historical record becomes increasingly thin and information has to 

be eked out from other non-literary sources or non-contemporary sources, 

particularly much of the fifth century. Fortunately, there are numerous other literary 

sources of material to add to this already colourful tapestry, whether it be the 

correspondence of men like Symmachus and Synesius; the speeches, orations and 

panegyrics of Themistius, Libanius, Ambrose of Milan and even the emperor Julian; 

poetry from Priscian, Claudian and Sidonius or the Armenian chronicler, Sebeos.



However, perhaps the biggest problem that the sources present to the study of Roman 

recruiting is their somewhat tacit acceptance that the recruiting system, if there ever 

was one, was working. Despite the varied nature of the sources on the Late Empire, 

specifics on how men, Romans and barbarians alike, were recruited are a rarity. Most 

historians seem to have thought that regular conscription by taxation, hereditary 

service and volunteering replaced retirements and casualties that could range into the 

thousands, even though that same system had difficulty maintaining the army during 

peace time. This attitude is particularly pronounced in the aftermath of civil wars. 

When the Empire was reunited by Constantius II in 353 and by Theodosius in 388 

and 394, the sources seem to think that the victor would simply replenish his losses 

from the forces of his defeated opponent despite both armies being part of the Roman 

establishment. Even Ammianus gives little hint as to how the massive losses of 

Mursa and Julian’s Persian expedition were dealt with. This forces any student of the 

late army into educated guesses and extrapolation for some impression on how well 

or inadequately Roman recruiting was working.1

1 Various entries in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 1-200 from Bagnall, Bodel, Harries, Hurst,Metcalf 
and more give a good account of the types of source material surviving from the ancient world, as 
well as their uses and potential drawbacks.
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Historical Outline: Recruitment from Augustus to Diocletian

(i) Republican Recruiting

Under the Republic, all Roman citizens and subjects were liable for military service. 

All able-bodied men under forty-six years old2 not holding an office or priesthood 

were expected to turn out for the dilectus, where each Roman tribe would provide a 

quota. However, as the Empire expanded, a larger and less-ephemeral army than was 

allowed by the traditional service by class system was needed.4 This was achieved by 

Gaius Marius allowing the capite censi to enlist. By abolishing all property 

qualifications for military service,5 Marius removed the main prerequisite for the 

division of legionary infantry. This standardisation based on the principes6 and the 

influx of smaller farmers and landless classes meant that military service began to be 

viewed more as a career rather than an obligation.

The legions were bolstered by socii units drawn from “the towns of Latium, Latin 

colonies and Italian allies”7 who served under formal foedus treaties. However, with 

the spread of Romanisation and the increasing role of allies in the army, this socii 

system began to unravel. Fuelled by political upheavals, the socii began a campaign 

for political equality. Despite Rome’s victory in the Social War, all Italians were 

granted Roman citizenship. This eliminated the socii as a category of soldier and left

2 Technically, in the early Republic, a man had to serve in the number of campaigns prescribed by 
law, twenty in the infantry and ten in the cavalry, and could be excused service after having completed 
them. However, as campaigns became more numerous this became impractical as Rome could not 
afford to have soldiers in their prime exempt from service and it fell out of practice.
3 Exactly who had the authority to call a dilectus Empire is discussed at length in Brunt (1974b), 161- 
185; a similar levy called the supplementum was also used to bring existing legions up to strength.
4 Circumstances dictated that the dilectus system not remain a rigid institution. Even in the earliest 
days, the proletarii were not completely ineligible, as in the case of the centuria adcensorum 
velatorum. Its members would arm themselves with the weapons of the dead and were conscripted 
directly into the legions in times of emergency such as the war with Pyrrhus (Aulus Gellius, Attic 
Nights XVI.10.1; Brunt (1971), 402). Due to the success of the proletarii in the legions the property 
qualification for the assidui, a term used for those available for military service, was dropped around 
the same time if the literary sources can be trusted. The Second Punic War saw not just proletarii 
serving in the army since two legions of enfranchised slaves known as volones were enrolled to 
protect Italy from Hannibal (Livy XXIV. 10-16)
5 Keppie (1984), 61 reports that the qualification limit had been gradually lowered throughout the 
Rome’s history; Livy 1.43.8 and Polybius VI. 19.2 mention considerably different minimum levels; 
Cicero, Rep. 11.40 suggests that the last change before Marius may have been instigated by Gaius 
Gracchus.
6 Heavy infantry armed with chain mail, helmets, scutum shields, pila javelins and glad ms swords.
7 Keppie (1984), 22.
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the Roman army tactically unbalanced. Therefore, it became customary for a Roman 

army to be assisted by local tribes, mercenaries or client kings. The recruiting of 

these auxilia still depended on their relationship with Rome although while in theory 

Roman demands were limited to the terms of the original foedus , 8  in practice Rome 

could exert pressure to obtain as many soldiers as she required. That this 

arrangement rarely resulted in any major dispute is a testament to the ease with 

which the Roman military system assimilated neighbours and former enemies.

The final years of the Republic saw the raising of legions and auxilia on an 

unprecedented scale. Because they were cut off from the Italian peninsula 

commanders like Pompeius Magnus, Julius Caesar and Marcus Antonius enrolled 

Romanised provincials and peregrini into the legions.10 As “most of these peregrini 

were... volunteers”11 their commanders probably offered them Roman citizenship, a 

reward that Augustus did not dispute.12 However, the number of men under arms in 

31 BCE cannot be solely attributed to volunteering; some soldiers must have been 

conscripted. However, it is impossible to determine the ratio of volunteers to 

conscripts for at no stage did the Romans record whether a recruit had volunteered or 

been drafted. The terms used in relation to the levy do not indicate conscription. 

Supplere means ‘to fill up’ or ‘to make whole;’ conscribere ‘to write’ or ‘to 

compose’ while dilectus denotes ‘choice’.13 However, despite their apparent 

neutrality in translation, it is possible that such language insinuated compulsion.14 

This ambiguity suggests that the character of the dilectus was intentionally vague so 

it could be interpreted differently according to the situation. Such flexibility was 

needed with the extension of citizenship beyond Italy. Specialist officers known as

8 Cheesman (1914), 57.
9 Goldsworthy (1996), 68.
10 Cicero, Phil. 1.20; IV.12; XIII.3, 37; Bell. Alex. 34; (Caesar, BC 11.20; B.Hisp. VII.4; X.3; Brunt 
(1971), 698.
11 Mann (1983), 49.
12 Augustus, Res Gestae III.3 on theprinceps giving land to 300,000 men. A significant portion of 
these men may have been newly enfranchised peregrini.
13 Brunt (1971), 635.
14 Brunt (1974a), 90; the linguistic complexities become even more contrived during the imperial age. 
Fronto uses conscribere with no hint of compulsion (Fronto, Epistuale ad Anton, de eloqu. 2) while 
the emperor Trajan clearly distinguishes between voluntarii, lecti and vicarii, with lecti being 
conscripts and vicarii being substitutes provided by those wishing to avoid conscription, a distinction 
that would be reiterated a century later under the Severans (Pliny Ep.X.29; Dig. XL. 12.29,
XLIX.16.2.1).
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conquisitores held local levies and should enough volunteers come forward, the 

dilectus would serve as a large-scale probatio establishing the legal status and 

physical fitness of a recruit.16 However, if not the conquisitores could apply 

conscription; an alternative that might have been more widespread than usually 

thought and could be extremely unfair since it tended to occur in regions where 

volunteer numbers were high and resembled nothing more than a press-gang.18

(ii) The Augustan Army

The professionalization of the Roman army begun by Gaius Marius was completed 

by Augustus. Having inherited over 50 legions, the new princeps had to find a 

balance between defending his territory and what the resources of Empire could 

maintain. He settled for twenty-eight legions manned with professional soldiers and 

personally loyal to Augustus himself.19 This loyalty was expanded by numerous 

military victories, extensive propaganda, the extension of the oath of allegiance20 and 

by the establishing the aerarium militare to provide for discharged and incapacitated 

soldiers. Augustus maintained the size and structure of the legion that had been so 

successful in the last century BCE -  around 5,000 men subdivided into ten cohortes, 

with each cohort divided into six 80-man centuries.21 The success of Augustus’ 

legions can be seen in their longevity. Eighteen of the original twenty-eight were still 

in operation in the third century while V Macedonica served in the sixth century.22

15 Livy XXI. 11; Cicero, pro Mil.25.
A recruit for the legions was expected to hold Roman citizenship but exceptions became 

increas ingly common with the sons of soldiers bom out of wedlock around the legionaiy camps and 
peregrini serving in large numbers in the east. Once the recruit passed the probatio, he received an 
advance of pay of three gold pieces, was posted to his unit, where he would take the military oath 
(Polybius VI.21, 1-3; Paulus, epist. Festi 250) and officially become a soldier of the Roman Empire- 
Watson (1969), 38-44 on recruitment process.
17 Brunt (1971), ch. XXII.
18 Mann (1983), 50.

By the death of Augustus this number had fallen to 25 following the loss of three legions under 
Quinctilius Varus in Teutoberg Walde -  three in Spain, eight along the Rhine, four in the Danube 
provinces, three along the Adriatic, four in Syria, two in Egypt and one in Africa.

Syme (1939), 438 citing Tacitus, Ann. 1.7.
The only difference may have been the reintroduction of 120 Roman cavalry as dispatch riders and 

scouts (Josephus, SJIII.6.2) and some doubt has been cast on the uniform ity of this by Dixon and 
Southern (1992), 27. The cohors prima of each legion may have been reorganised to consist of five 
double centuriae of 160 men giving a total of 800 ([Hyginus], De Munitionibus Castrorum III.4; 
Vegetius 1.5). Caesar (BC III.91) may have used an enlarged cohors at Pharsalus as a centurion 
advanced with “ 120 volunteers from his own centuria.”
22 Jones (1970), 110.
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Augustus continued to send government officials to carry out local levies although he 

replaced the conquisitores with dilectatores.23 With twenty-five legions in permanent 

service after 9, the total number of legionaries was probably around 130,000. A 

conservative replacement rate of 5%, not including losses through disease, desertion 

or battle, would require 7,000 Roman recruits each year just to sustain numbers. 

Quite how successful these recruiting officers were at attracting volunteers or 

applying conscription is difficult to ascertain although the consistent need to fill up 

the ranks before any campaign suggests that the army’s strength was not maintained. 

This was not helped by the Italians becoming less disposed towards a military career. 

During the crises of 6 and 9 Augustus was unable to raise sufficient Italian 

volunteers and was forced to enlist freedmen.24

The Augustan auxilia was organised in a similar fashion to its Republican 

predecessors -  cohortes peditatae, cohortes equitatae and alae. The exact strength of 

each of these units is nowhere firmly attested25 and while the Augustan legions were 

probably accompanied by similar numbers of auxiliaries26 for a total of around

300,000, this may suggest a more rigid auxiliary recruiting system than was the case. 

While Augustus retained some permanent cavalry auxilia,21 most auxiliaries were 

raised for a specific campaign. While there were volunteers, most were conscripts 

between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five28 with little evidence for any rewards.29 

Therefore, because many allies were being forced to risk their lives for little or no 

personal gain, the chance that they would be posted far from their homeland could
30cause uproar. To prevent such dissatisfaction, the emperor Claudius regularised the 

auxilia. He instituted a fixed term of service of twenty-five years and the reward of

“3 Tacitus, Ann. XIV. 18 records a governor of Cyrene accepting bribes to “falsify the recruiting rolls”
that he was presumably in charge of compiling; an action that got him expelled from the Senate 

Dio LV.31; LVI.23.
25

However, it is possible to extrapolate their size with the suggestion that Augustus modelled his 
auxiliary cohortes on those of the legions -  480 (Davies (1967), 110; Holder (1980), 8). That these 
units were later called quingenaria, literally ‘five hundred strong’, backs up this hypothesis. It appears 
a cohors equitata was made of a cohors peditata of 480 men and four turmae of cavalry giving a total 
of around 600 men (Holder (1980), 8; Keppie (1984), 183). Some operations required larger auxiliary 
units leading to the introduction o f ’1,000 strong’ milliaria units late in Nero’s reign (Jospehus, BJ 
111.67; CIL VI.31032 provides evidence for a milliaria unit in 81.
“6 Cheesman (1914), 53 citing Tacitus, Ann. IV.5.

Keppie (1984), 151 on ala Scaevae, ala Agrippiana and ala Siliana.
28 Holder (1980), 124.
29 Keppie (1984), 152.
30 Tacitus, Ann. IV.46.
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Roman citizenship at the completion of this service.31 Therefore, much like the 

legions, a “yearly intake of recruits [was] worked out according to a fixed annual
32scale” provided permanent auxiliary units. However, large scale use of auxiliaries 

could lead to accusations that large numbers of auxiliaries were used in order to 

minimise citizen casualties in battle,33 while a particularly useful tribe such as the 

Batavi could come under social and economic pressure due to over-recruiting.34

The major issue with regard to legionary recruitment throughout the first century CE 

was the decline of the Italian legionary.35 Despite Augustus’ attempts to treat them 

well by not imposing conscription,36 epigraphic evidence suggests that the ratio of 

Italian legionaries dropped to under 50% by the time of Nero and continued to fall 

until their numbers became negligible.37 To off-set this slump, recruitment was 

intensified in Romanised provinces such as Narbonensis, Spain and Africa. However, 

“the conditions which deterred Italians from legionary service apparently had the
5?38same effect” in these regions too. Narbonensis provided recruits in ever decreasing 

numbers, while Spain and Africa soon supported men solely for their own
• 39garrisons. This trend would last as long as the Empire with recruiting grounds 

infiltrated by Romanisation seeing a drop in martial fervour.

Such local recruiting became prevalent throughout the Empire as hereto unused 

regions began to provide troops for their garrisons. Clodius Macer raised I Macriana 

in Africa, Vespasian enlisted Syrians en masse40 and Trajan possibly raised II

31 Cheesman (1914), 69.
32 Webster (1979), 144.
33 Tacitus, Agr. 35.

Trajan may have assembled up to 55,000 auxiliaries for his campaign against Dacia and perhaps 
around 40,000 for his Parthian War, including Palmyrenes, Getae, Daci, Britons, Cantabri, Itruraeans 
Commagenes, Cretans and Moors ([Hyginus], De Munitionbus Castrorum 19, 43; CIL XVI.57 163 
Dio LXVIII.32).

Perhaps two centuries of constant empire-building had taken its toll both psychologically and 
numerically (Brunt (1971), 512). Tacitus, Ann. 1.17 suggests that the Pannonian revolt was caused by 
poor pay and rewards and length of service (Parker (1958), 212-214).

That some men would rather go to prison (Suetonius, Tiberius 8) or amputate a thumb (Suetonius, 
Augustus 24) than serve in the army suggests that they could be conscripted. Tiberius used 
conscription to bring up legionary strength (Tacitus, Ann. IV.4). However, as Tacitus, Ann. XIII.7, 35; 
Hist. II.93-4,111.58 and Suetonius, Vitellius 15 all mention the dilectus as voluntary, a vaguely defined 
system must have continued.
37 Fomi (1953), 187-212; (1974).
38 Mann (1983), 54.
39 Mann (1983), 54.
40 Tacitus, Hist. 11.82.
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Traiana and XXX Ulpia in Spain.41 This localisation was not universal but most 

legions became representative of the area they were stationed by incorporating local 

Roman citizens or peregrini. This willingness to accept non-citizens into the legions 

is perhaps best seen in the establishment of I Adiutrix and II Adiutrix by Galba and 

Vespasian from the sailors of the Misene and Ravennate fleets, who were peregrini 

and perhaps even slaves.42 Perhaps also linked to this decline in available citizen 

manpower was the increasing use of vexillationes. These were legionary detachments 

of 1 -2,000 men formed into task forces when the dispatching of an entire legion was 

logistically or strategically unwise. Not only were they militarily useful but they 

were also used to find recruits for road construction or military service.43

(iii) Second Century

Trajan put major emphasis on restoring discipline and initiating a recruitment drive 

to repel the indifference, disobedience and fear instilled by Domitian’s tyranny.44 He 

made some changes to military procedure, although their exact nature is lost45 He 

also decreed that the anomalous wills of soldiers sworn before witnesses would be 

fulfilled, allowing their peregrini wives and children to be heirs and legatees.46 This, 

combined with allowing mono-testicular men to serve,47 may have been an attempt to 

increase recruiting numbers. However, there is no suggestion of Trajan imposing 

compulsion and under Hadrian volunteers were supposedly still available as the 

growth in localised recruitment had offset the decline in the Romanised areas 48

The localised legions proved up to the tasks of conquest, preclusion and peace

keeping asked of them and the annual levy soon ceased to call upon Italians.49 New 

legions may have continued to be raised in Italy with a dilectus held by Agricola

41 Bennett (1997), 99; Mann (1983), 55 suggests that II Traiana and XXX Ulpia may have been raised 
in Italy.
42 Starr (1941), 66.

AE, 1951, 88 on vexillationes of III Cyrenaica and XXII Deiotariana conducting a levy in 
Cyrenaica.
44 Pliny the Younger, Pan. 18.6.2.13.5; Ep. VIII.14.7.

Vegetius 1.8; Bennett (1997), 211 suggests that they may have had something to do with raising 
numeri as regular units, reforms to the imperial horse guard and in restoring military discipline.

Gaius, Institutes 11.12.
47 Dig. XLIX.16.4.
48 Arrius Menander, Dig. XLIX.16.4.10.
4Q

Mann (1983), 63.
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maybe raising IV Flavia and XVI Flavia exclusively from Italian recruits,50 while 

three original recruits for XXX Ulpia Victrix can be identified as Italians.51 In the 

160s a dilectus was held in Italy to raise the new II and III Italica. Due to the 

increasing rarity of Italian legionaries by this time, it is possible that both legions 

were named Italica because they were predominantly made up of Italians. 

However, these examples are tenuous. It is not certain that Agricola was involved in 

raising the Flavian legions; three soldiers hardly confirms the origins of XXX Ulpia 

Victrix whilst the two Italica legions of Marcus Aurelius could have been named 

after where they were serving rather than where they were raised.54 A dilectator 

regionis Transpadanae55 can be linked to the raising of Severus’ three Parthica 

legions56 but the only real evidence for Italians in any of the Parthica legions is in II 

Parthica, which was stationed at Alba.57 Italians may also have been recruited into 

IV Italica by Severus Alexander for his Persian War in around 23 058 while the 

Senatorial party held an Italian dilectus in 238 to resist Maximinus.59

Perhaps the most important second century military developments came during the 

Severan dynasty. The combination of localised recruitment and stationary garrisons 

saw the settlements arising around these bases provide an important source of 

recruits from the families of veterans. Although little attention was paid to this, their 

illegitimacy technically disqualified these soldiers from legionary service.60 

However, service in the legions gave these illegitimate men an avenue to attain the 

status of their fathers as well as providing a large number of recruits for the legions. 

So widespread was this practice that Septimius Severus allowed serving legionaries 

to contract legal marriages. However, it was not all-encompassing. It is likely that 

legal marriages only extended to marrying Roman women as there is no evidence

50 Tacitus Agr. 7.
51 C ILV.2391; 3105; 5010.
52ILS 2287.
53 Mann (1983), 63.

SHA Marcus XII. 13; II and III Italica were also raised by emergency decree so their recruiting was 
not typical of normal procedure.
55 C /I X. 1127.

This militarising of the Empire was further supplemented by the increasing of the Praetorian Guard 
to around 8,000. The urban cohortes were also expanded from 2,000 to 6,000 while the vigiles were 
doubled from 3,500 to 7,000 (Birley (1988), 22).
57 Brunt (1974a), 99 n.47; Fomi (1953), 217.
58 SHA Maximinus V.5; Herodian VI.3.1; ILS 1173.
59 Herodian VII.12.1; ILS 1188; CIL VI.3836.
60 Campbell (1978), 159.
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that the right of conubium with peregrini women was conferred. The reason for this 

may have been to retain a proportion of these illegitimate soldiers. Had marriage to 

peregrini been recognised the main reason for these men to volunteer would have 

disappeared and recruitment numbers would have subsequently suffered. The 

dangling carrot of Roman citizenship still remained.

By the second century, the regions of the Rhine and Danube had been Roman for the 

best part of a century and as a result their warlike qualities and non-Roman tactics 

were starting to disappear. This forced the Romans to look to barbaricum to find “the 

clan spirit of uncivilised tribes.”61 These men were not promised any reward aside 

from an allowance of com and the opportunity to fight62 and were encouraged to 

retain their native fighting styles and gods.63 They became somewhat regularised as a 

subgroup of the auxilia known as the numeri.64 It is even possible that the numeri 

was further subdivided into nationes and symmacharii,65 with the former including 

various ethnic groups and the latter perhaps being a motley crew of allies or local 

militias.66 However, it may be appropriate for “each unit to be judged on its own in 

such matters as origin, recruitment, composition, strength, organisation, command,
67pay, conditions of service, permanence, status [and] tactical function.”

The main attraction of the army for non-Romans remained the Roman citizenship.

However, a problem began to arise. Citizenship was not just conferred on the soldier
68but also his children whether they were born before or during their father’s service. 

Over a century, this increased citizen numbers and with no new internal recruiting 

grounds being conquered, the Rhine and Danube regions became “over- 

citizenised,”69 leaving the auxilia under-manned. To prevent this, the Roman 

government altered this reward. After 140, “diplomas no longer had retrospective 

force, and existing children ceased to receive the citizenship,”70 while children born

61 Cheesman (1914), 90.
62 Webster (1979), 150.
63 Arrian, Tactica 44.
64 Southern (1989), 82.
65 [Hyginus], De Munitionbus Castrorum 19; 43.
66 Speidel (1975), 207 -  these symmacharii could be linked to the t o  aDmiaxot of Arrian, Ektaxis 7,
14 which were clearly irregular.
67 Speidel (1975), 208.
68 Watson (1969), 136.
69 Smith (1972), 491.
70 Watson (1969), 136.
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after the soldier’s discharge would. Therefore, should the son of an auxiliary wish to 

attain his father’s status, he would have to join the army. This remedy appears to 

have worked for by the reign of Marcus Aurelius auxiliaries seem to have 

outnumbered legionaries by up to 20%.71

(iv) Third Century

The Severans also set a disastrous political precedent. Severus made no attempt to 

hide the fact that his power derived from the army, casting aside the illusion that the 

emperor ruled by popular consent.72 That the army recognised its new found status 

exacerbated the problem. With emperors leading the army in person throughout the 

second century,73 the importance of imperial military success increased but so was 

the exposure of the emperor to the fickle whim of disgruntled legionaries. Following 

Severus’ death the problems of the militarised Empire were clear to see. With the 

backing of the army,74 Caracalla indulged himself while the Empire was ruled by his 

sycophantic officials. His Constitutio Antoniniana extended citizenship to all 

freeborn men in the Empire in 212, increasing those available for legionary service 

and helped sustain volunteer levels throughout the early third century.75 However, 

any positives from this decree were overshadowed by Caracalla’s hands off approach 

to government. This style of leadership was copied by Elagabalus while Severus 

Alexander lived in the shadow of his mother and advisors. Such rule by proxy 

backed by the army undermined imperial authority and emboldened military 

commanders and Alexander’s willingness to buy off enemies sparked the army into 

mutiny. The subsequent fifty years saw over twenty men claim the imperial title with 

few reigning for more than five years and even fewer allowed a natural death.

Information on recruitment during the third century is scant with even the usually 

reliable epigraphic sources becoming erratic.76 However, they do show that the

71 Cheesman (1914), 56-220,000 auxiliaries to 180,000 legionaries in 30 legions after the raising of 
the II and III Italica in c.165.
72 Severus’ advice to his sons reflects this -  “Be harmonious, enrich the soldiers, and scorn all other 
men” (Dio LXXVII.15.2)
73 Campbell (1994), 234 -  Maximinus became the first emperor to fight in battle.
74 Herodian IV.4.7 records a 50% increase in soldier’s pay under Caracalla.
75 Dio LXXVIII.9.4 insinuates that Caracalla extended the citizen franchise just to fuel his luxury by 
increasing those liable to pay Roman taxes.
76 Fomi (1953), 187-212; (1974).
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Danube provinces became increasingly prevalent in providing recruits, sending men 

as far away as Britain and Arabia.77 That these regions provided recruits in large 

numbers suggests that Romanisation was more limited in these regions. The 

reasonably peaceful conditions that prevailed in the early second century “produced a 

surplus of population that found an outlet in military service.”78 This prominence of 

the Danubian provinces in recruiting became even more pronounced as the army 

increased in power and numerous Illyrians and Pannonians became emperor. 

However, just because the government had found new areas to recruit from does not 

mean that normal procedures were still being used all the time. During periods of 

peace year-by-year recruitment will have taken place, but in the third century peace 

was in short supply. Civil wars and rebellions caused enormous casualties and 

runaway inflation, undermining a soldier’s pay and the “virtual abandonment of any 

attempt to make the actual pay more than nominal.”79 This forced army commanders 

to recruit men wherever and whenever they could. This required compulsion in its 

most unfair form, the press-gang. Not even Italy was exempt.80 Large numbers of 

non-Romans probably were enrolled directly into the legions but it is impossible to 

approximate the numbers of these peregrini.81 It is also possible that civil war meant 

that recruiting took a back seat to coercing existing forces to switch sides. The 

fragmentation of the Empire in the 260s also meant that Roman authorities lost 

access to recruiting grounds in the east and along the Rhine.

The legions were still capable of defeating its enemies in battle but the sheer number 

of incursions along the 4,000 kilometres of the Rhine-Danube frontier created a 

“necessity for rapid movement.”82 To this end, Gallienus deployed an increasingly 

large and independent cavalry wing. Little is known about the make-up of this 

cavalry although Gallienus appears to have chosen Moorish and Dalmatian 

detachments from the mounted auxilia. Legionary cavalry may also have been

77 Mann (1983), 66.
78 Mann (1983), 66.
79 Watson (1969), 91.
80 Herodian VII. 12.1 and CIL XIII 6763 -  Pupienus and Balbinus; CIL VI 3836 -  Aemilia; CIL VI
37207 — X Gemma.81Dio LXXIII.2 mentions Commodus’ levying of Marcomanni and Quadi; Todd (1992), 150 explains 
the recruiting of Goths into the army in the 240s; Res Gestae Divi Saporis 1.6.7 recalls Gordian Ill’s 
use of Goths and Germans during his Persian War.
82 Southern and Dixon (1996), 11.
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used.83 Together with several vexillationes, II Parthica and the Praetorian Guard, this 

cavalry force helped Gallienus defend Italy from barbarians and usurpers, possibly 

providing a blueprint for the field armies of the fourth century. These changes 

restored the Empire’s integrity. Aurelian used Moorish, Dalmatian and 

cataphractarii cavalry and recruited large numbers of Germans through a tribute 

system. This use of German leaders coupled with Gallienus’ creation of a permanent 

staff of generals began the promotion of individual Germans.84

(v) Conclusions

The ambiguity of Roman recruiting mechanisms in integrating volunteers and 

conscripts from Roman and non-Roman sources has caused difficulties calculating 

the ratio of volunteers to conscripts and of citizens to peregrini. Conscription may 

have been more frequent than usually thought85 but ancient sources such as Vegetius 

and Arrius Menander86 suggest that “the bulk of recruits to the Roman army were in 

fact volunteers and not conscripts.”87 This gives credence to the argument that while 

“recruitment to the Roman army was theoretically based upon conscription... the 

typical soldier was the volunteer.”88 The combination of volunteers and the dilectus 

with the occasional resorting to conscription seems to have been more that capable of 

providing enough legionaries for the army up until the late second century.

However, the social processes that necessitated the localisation of recruiting and 

limited provinces such as Spain and Africa to producing soldiers only for their own 

garrisons continued to spread. With Romanisation and over-citizenising causing 

martial enthusiasm to drop, the fact that the Empire had ceased expanding and its 

recruiting grounds had moved adjacent to the frontiers meant that new avenues for 

the recruitment were limited. Even with Caracalla’s extension of citizenship and the 

tapping of the Danubian and Rhenan provinces, the dilectus proved unable to find 

sufficient Roman soldiers either through volunteers or conscripts. This forced

83 De Blois (1976), 27.
Watson (1999), 169-170 for Aurelian’s use of cavalry and recruiting and promotion of Germans; 

Zosimus 1.40-41, Zonaras, Epitome XII.25 and SHA Gallienus 14-15 and de Blois (1976), 26 for 
Gallienus’ staff of generals.
85 Mommsen (1884); Brunt (1974a).
86 Vegetius II.3; Arrius Menander, Dig. XLIX 16.4.
87 Birley (1952), 235.
88 Watson (1969), 31.
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imperial recruiting to become less conventional. Conscription became more unfair 

with regions that had provided large numbers of volunteers being targeted. Germans 

were settled in Roman territory in return for military service and peregrini served in 

the legions throughout the third century. With the growing trouble of furnishing the 

legions with recruits, the auxilia became more important. However, the reward of 

citizenship gradually diminished the ability of the auxilia to sustain its numbers 

while Caracalla’s extension of the franchise eliminated internal peregrini. This 

forced the Romans to look beyond the frontiers for men with increasing regularity.

These problems were accentuated by the third century crises. While population may 

have shrunk due to plague and continuous warfare, this does not mean that there 

were insufficient reserves of manpower available to the Empire. However, as 

imperial infrastructure and finances shuddered under the weight of aspiring 

emperors, usurpers and invaders, men were recruited on an almost ad hoc basis either 

by bribing an opponent’s forces to defect, employing conscription or relying upon 

external manpower. Gallienus and Aurelian cobbled together an army capable of 

bringing the Empire back together but a coherent and organised recruiting system 

could not be achieved until prestige and longevity were restored to the imperial 

office. A contemporary would have been forgiven for thinking that Diocletian would 

just be another short-lived Augustus. However, his reign would mark a new epoch for 

the Roman army and for recruiting. While only minor or ephemeral alterations had 

been made to the Augustan army by 284, Diocletian would apply the structural and 

recruiting lessons of the third century to create a new army for the Late Empire 

manned by what appears to be a more structured and formalised system of recruiting.
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I: Diocletian, Constantine and the New Roman Army

I.I Diocletian

(i) Recasting the Empire: Tetrarchy and the Limites

By 284, the Roman Empire had endured fifty years of instability. The determination 

and martial prowess of Gallienus and Aurelian had reunited the Empire, purged it of 

invaders,1 sacked the Persian capital and annexed Mesopotamia2 but the financial, 

structural and military problems had yet to be addressed. Despite his charisma and 

leadership, Diocletian realised that this was too big a job for one man.3 To this end, 

he promoted Maximian first to Caesar and then to Augustus and in 293 extended the 

arrangement to include two Caesares, Galerius and Constantius. All four emperors 

were Illyrians with successful army careers and they quietened the frontiers and 

eased internal pressures.4 “To reduce the possibility of military rebellions,”5 

Diocletian doubled the number of provinces6 though a “drastic policy of 

subdivision.”7 As each governor now oversaw a smaller area and four prefectural 

capitals at Nicomedia, Sirmium, Mediolanum and Trier8 attained closer imperial 

supervision, local administration was tightened and tax collecting made more 

efficient.9 Each prefecture was run by a Praetorian Prefect, who answered only to the 

tetrarchs. A prefecture was subdivided into provincial groups called dioceses 

controlled by a vicarius while each province had a civilian and military governor.10 

This separation of military and civil affairs fitted in with Diocletian’s “policy of 

giving officers carefully defined, more manageable areas of responsibility, and of 

avoiding wide discretionary powers”11 and was completed under Constantine.

1 SHA Probus XIII.7.
2 SHA Carus, Carinus andNumerian VIII. 1.
3 Cameron (1993), 30.
4 Barnes (1976), 176 notes that Diocletian’s imperial title suggests that between 284 and 301 there 
were six victories over the Germans, four over the Sarmatians, two over the Persians and one each 
over the Carpi, Armenians, Medes, Adiabenes and Britons.
5 Jones (1964), 43.
6 Lactantius, DMP VII.4.
7 Jones (1964), 43.
8 Lactantius, DMP VII.4
9 Ferrill (1986), 41.
10 Jones (1964), 608 -  this was not a universal change as some governors retained military commands.
11 Williams (1985), 108.
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Diocletian then turned to recasting the frontiers, using a mixture of aggression, 

reorganisation and deterrence. A series of wars reinforced the imperial frontiers in 

Europe and Africa, while Galerius’ victory at Ctesiphon in 297 pushed the eastern 

border back to the Jabal Sinjar-Khabur-Tigris salient. However, Diocletian was not 

above utilizing strategic withdrawals. No attempts were made to reconquer Dacia or 

the Agri Decumates, while the Egyptian frontier was withdrawn to the first cataract

of the Nile. There is also “ample archaeological and epigraphic evidence for his
• 1 ̂  activity in building strategic roads and fortresses” and such was the rigour of this

building programme that it was claimed “who can count the numbers of forts of

cavalry and infantry that have been rebuilt along the whole length of the Rhine, the

Danube and the Euphrates.”14

The bulk of the army dispersed along the frontiers in huge fortresses gives the 

impression of the linear preclusive strategy of Hadrian, perhaps highlighting an 

innate conservatism in Diocletian’s strategic ideas.15 However, the reality is less 

straightforward. Diocletian proved willing to abandon conservatism in favour of new 

ideas.16 This has led to suggestions that he opted for “heavily fortified battle
17zones.” However, to speak of defence-in-depth under Diocletian is to go too far.

Instead, a combination of perimeter defence built on new style permanent fortresses
1 &supported by small mobile armies behind the frontiers is more likely. However, the 

pragmatic Diocletian did not rely solely on fortifications or Roman reputation. As the 

army was at the upper limit of what the Empire could sustain, he found alternative 

sources of manpower. The Franks proved able defenders of northern Gaul while the 

Nobades operated as a deterrent to the Blemmyes on the Nile.19 The overall idea was 

that Roman frontier forces or barbarian allies would repel small-scale raids and hold 

up a larger scale invasion long enough for the mobile armies to arrive.

12 Williams (1985), 96.
13 Jones (1964), 55.
14 Eumenius 18.4; Zosimus 11.34.
15 Jones (1964), 57 -  II Parthica was transferred from Italy to the east, a development which may 
highlight the continuing decline in importance of Italy.
16 Williams (1985), 9.
17 Williams (1985), 96; Luttwak (1976), ch.3.
18 Williams (1985), 93.
19 Williams (1985), 96.
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That this rationalising of imperial territory was “chosen solely on grounds of 

defensibility”20 has caused great debate as to whether Diocletian or any other 

emperor ever adopted a grand frontier strategy.21 His combination of innovation and 

conservatism served Diocletian well in formulating the size, composition and 

structure of the military presence on the frontiers. However, such a strategy was not 

necessarily defensive. Using these fortifications and supply lines as bases, static and 

mobile forces could combine for punitive raids or large scale offensives.22 However, 

the overarching reason behind Rome’s newfound stability proved to be the strength 

of personality and charisma of Diocletian himself and on his retirement much of his 

frontier system began to unravel.

(ii) The Size o f the Army

While extrapolating some of Diocletian’s frontier arrangements is possible, the poor 

state of the evidence makes it difficult to investigate his army. Some information
23 •survives on the legions but evidence is extremely poor on other units. What is 

certain is that Diocletian required a force of different size and composition than the 

traditional Roman army. Many of the legions inherited from the third century were 

mere shells due to casualties and vexillationes. Rigorous recruiting particularly in the 

Balkans restored many of these units to some semblance of fighting strength they 

were still insufficient to defend the Empire.24 New legions were raised but the exact 

number is unknown with anything from fourteen to thirty-five new units being 

suggested. Almost seventy legions in the field would have put a huge burden on the 

manpower of the Empire, while even the lower estimate of fifty-three could have
0 Arequired the recruiting of up to 80,000 men.

20 Williams (1985), 96.
21 Whittaker (2004), 28-49 summarises much of the argument.
22 Lactantius, DMP VII.9 on there being numerous arms factories at key strategic points suggesting 
that the army was active along the frontiers.
23 Jones (1964), 56.
24 Nischer (1923), 2.
25 Williams (1985), 97 suggests 14 new legions as a bare minimum while Nischer (1923), 8 has 34 
new legions from 235 to the abdication of Diocletian in 305. Jones (1964), 59-60 goes further to 
suggest that there were at least 35 new Diocletianic legions stating that this “figure is more likely to 
err on the low side.”
26 Williams (1985), 97.
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However, it is unknown if more legions meant more men. The sheer implausibility of 

these figures is perhaps the best reasons assuming that legions of the fourth century
• 97were smaller than their predecessors. A smaller legion would fit in with a policy of 

rationalisation but could Diocletian have overcome his conservatism when it came to 

the legions? The only evidence for the size of the legion under Diocletian comes 

from less than straightforward records on vexillationes. Ancient sources “point to
• i 98500 as the nominal strength for a vexillatio” but their size varied. Vexillationes 

styled as milliariae did exist29 while an analysis of Egyptian pay-receipts30 shows 

1,109 men serving in a vexillatio of II Traiana and two separate vexillationes of III
'X 1Diocletiana at 1,716 and 1,035 strong. Despite opposition, “the conclusion is 

hardly avoidable that these were all parts of legions, not full legions.”32

However, due to their role in Diocletian’s subjugation of Egypt in 297, these 

detachments were likely atypical vexillationes. Also to conjecture that 1,000 was the
33 •norm is to go beyond the evidence. Only some vexillationes were styled milliariae, 

suggesting that the distinction was needed as 1,000 strong units were uncommon. 

The presence of two vexillationes of III Diocletiana in Egypt totalling 2,751 men 

demonstrates that any institution of a 1,000 strong legion was not all-encompassing. 

The distribution of detachments of III Diocletiana to five different parts of the 

Empire in the Notitia Dignitatum would suggest that 1,000 strong legions were not 

all-pervading even by the fifth century.34 The appearance of smaller legions may be 

explained by the detaching of vexillationes. Part of Diocletian’s Egyptian expedition 

in the 290s, vexillationes of V Macedonica and XIII Gemina, were still there a
o c

century later while thier parents remained on the Danube. Such units gradually 

became identified as legions in their own right but were never brought up to 

traditional strength, while parent legions shrank as vexillationes were not replaced.

27 Coello (1996), 15.
28 Duncan-Jones (1978), 553; [Hyginus], De Munitionbus Castrorum 5; John Lydus, De Mag. 1.46.
29 ILS 2726; 531.
30 Duncan-Jones (1978).
31 Casey (1991), 14; Cameron (1993), 34; Treadgold (1995), 89.
32 Williams (1985), 247, n.6.
33 Jones (1964), 680.
34 Williams (1985), 97; Ferrill (1986), 42.
35 ND Or. XXVIII



Therefore, the reign of Diocletian seems to represent a transitional period for the 

legion. The detaching of vexillationes reduced the size of ‘classic’ legions until they 

were too small to detach anymore men without compromising security. A lack of 

manpower meant that any new legions were not anywhere near traditional size. 

However, it is wrong to speak of a standardisation of legionary strength to match the 

1,000 strong auxiliary cohortes. It is more likely that “size-regulations had given way 

to a wider range of big and little regiments [with an] almost entire lack of
36consistency.” This makes it difficult to ascertain the size Diocletian’s army. It is 

impossible that 70 legions were modelled on those of the Principate, as that would
' I  *7

require a doubling of the Severan army. Even the lowest estimate would still 

require a 50% rise. These numbers also do not take auxiliaries into account although 

there is little reason to expect that Diocletian altered the usual 1:1 ratio.38 This would 

place the highest estimate for the army at a fantastic 800,000. Only the ludicrous 

assertion of Lactantius that Diocletian quadrupled the army surpasses this.39

That such an absurd figure cannot be entirely discounted is a testament to the lack of 

evidence as only later sources put forward a number for Diocletian’s army. Agathias 

suggested 645,000 while John Lydus suggested 389,704 plus 45,562 in the navy.40 

The former is usually thought to be too high and cannot be specifically attributed to 

Diocletian as Agathias only mentions “emperors of former times”41 while the latter is 

either admired or derided. It is not overly high or low but the unusual accuracy raises 

suspicion. However, such an accurate figure could have come from a military census 

taken soon after Diocletian became emperor42 and, having attained high office in the 

early sixth century east, John Lydus may have had access to such official 

documents.43 The army of Severus is usually accepted as being around 400,000 in 

size. Six new legions and a similar number of auxiliaries would likely make up for 

casualties producing a number close to 400,000 for the army Diocletian inherited.

5

36 MacMullen (1980), 459.
37 Jones (1964), 59.
38 Nischer (1925), 10.
39 Lactantius, DMP VII.4; Rostovtzeff (1960), 282 suggests that second century army of 500,000 “at 
least doubled” by the fourth century.
40 Agathias V. 13.7-8; John Lydus, De Mensibus 1.27
41 Agathias V.13.7; Jones (1964), 680 suggests that such a figure must have been from a period before 
the division of the Empire in 395.
42 Treadgold (1995), 44.
43 Coello (1996), 14n.6.



6

However, even if Lydus is accepted for the size of the army in around 284, it still 

leaves the problem of how large the army was when Diocletian abdicated. While he 

may have kept the army at the same size and merely reorganised it,44 there is much 

evidence for expansion.45 Due to the many unknown variables, modem estimates 

vary from 400,000 to 1,000,000.46 If large numbers of troops were posted on the 

frontiers and new legions were raised by Diocletian, it would not be beyond the 

realms of possibility that the number of legionaries doubled.47 A similar amount of
A O

auxiliaries would approach the estimate of Agathias. However, this would mean 

that the army doubled in size in twenty years. Such an increase would have required 

rampant conscription; something that the sources would have commented on more 

widely than a fleeting mention in an anti-Diocletian polemic.49 Therefore, if the army 

of Diocletian was bigger than its predecessor, it was not significantly so with a more 

feasible increase of around 25% bringing the total to around 500,000.

(iii) The Composition o f  the Army

Infantry remained the backbone of the army. However, due to the mixture of static 

and mobile forces, a division within the infantry began to appear. The first group 

contained the mobile legions and new crack units such as the Ioviani, Herculiani, 

Diocletiana and Maximiana50 serving twenty years while the second class contained 

frontier troops serving twenty-five years. The roots of this division were the strength 

of the new fixed defences, which when well supplied, did not require a first rate 

garrison.51 Consequently, less physically fit or imposing recruits were sent to the 

frontiers while the better ones joined the mobile forces. The proximity of the 

mobile and guard units to the emperor also enabled them to extract more privileges.

44 Cameron (1993), 33.
45 Zosimus 11.34; Aurelius Victor, Caes. XLI.12; Lactantius, DMP VII.
46 MacMullen (1980), 451-460; to make matters worse it is more than likely that most estimates are 
based on paper strength, so even if a long-lost papyrus emerges to confirm the size of Diocletian’s 
army it is more than likely that it will be a best case scenario size.
47 Jones (1964), 59.
48 Williams (1985), 97.
49 Lactantius DMP VII.5; Jones (1964), 60.
50 Rees (2004), 17; Cameron (1993), 33.
51 Williams (1985), 96.
52 Jones (1964), 57.
53 G/VII.64.9; X.55.3.



However, infantry no longer provided the offensive power. Many different types of 

cavalry were now deployed such as the traditional equites, the heavier contarii, 

cataphractarii and clibanarii plus horse archers and horse skirmishers. These cavalry 

contingents came to be known as vexillationes and were probably 500 strong. This 

enabled them to work independently, in concert with the legions or deployed at 

strategic points.54 The exact numbers of these units is unknown but their total 

number could have rivalled the legionaries.55 As the Romans were traditionally poor 

horsemen, this increase in cavalry required an increase of national groups in the 

army, such as Moors, Sarmatians, Alans and later Huns. However,, Diocletian was 

conservative in his employing of foreigners with few barbarians joining the legions 

or reaching the upper levels of command. Non-Romans only appear in numbers 

amongst the frontier troops. “On different frontiers were posted units whose names 

read like a list of Rome’s enemies: Saxons, Vandals, Goths, Alamanni, Franks, 

Sarmatians, Quadi, Juthungi, Sugambri”56 as well as “Atecotti from Ireland or 

Scotland... Lazi, Tzani, Iberians, Armenians and other Caucasian peoples [and] 

Persians.” These non-Roman contingents served beside the army rather than in it.

Another contentious issue concerning Diocletian’s army is burgeoning importance of 

the comitatus and whether it was the blueprint for Constantine’s comitatenses.58 

Improvised field armies of large concentrations of cavalry at strategic points, 

supported by the legions, ready to intercept any foreign incursion or internal revolt 

had been the backbone of the defensive wars of Gallienus.59 However, these mobile 

forces were formed at the nadir of Rome’s fortunes and by 285 had to be re

evaluated. Gallienus’ forces “may already have disappeared, in which case 

Diocletian simply did not bother to recreate it, or perhaps, if it still existed, he 

disbanded and dispersed it by placing detachments along the frontiers.”60 The 

appearance of Aurelian’s Dalmatian and Moorish cavalry on the frontiers supports

7

54 Williams (1985), 97; Cameron (1993), 34.
55 Williams (1985), 97.
56 Williams (1985), 98.
57 Jones (1964), 619.
58 Southern and Dixon (1996), 15.
59 Williams (1985), 93.
60 Southern and Dixon (1996), 15.
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this.61 Therefore, Diocletian may not have had a permanent mobile striking force.62 

When an important expeditionary force was required, it was formed in the normal 

manner of assembling units and detachments from across the Empire.

However, surviving epigraphic and literary material confirms the existence of a 

Diocletianic comitatus. A body of cavalry in Egypt is listed as comites;64 a soldier of 

IX Claudia was lectus in sacro comit[atu] lancarius65 and a Dalmatian cavalry unit is 

described as ‘comit. ,66 Dion, proconsul of Africa, stated that there were Christians 

serving in the sacred comitatus in 295. The comitatus may even have existed before 

Diocletian. A certain Victor claimed that his grandfather had served in a comitatus 

and as Victor was a grammarian and reader by 303, his grandfather probably served 

in the comitatus before Diocletian’s accession.69 However, the term comitatus 

appears to have evolved over time. It is anachronistic to apply what it became under 

Constantine to an earlier period. Under the Republic and early Empire, a magistrate’s 

entourage was called comites while the emperor’s advisors were comites Augusti and 

served in comitatu principis. An official meaning appeared in the third century, the 

sacer comitatus; a body of men who accompanied the emperor on campaign.

Speculation that the sacer comitatus became the basis for the comitatenses comes 

from the numerous units that Diocletian attached to it; all of which were the elite of 

the Roman army. Crack infantry units such as the Ioviani, Herculiani, Diocletiana
n i '■7'}

and Maximiana and the lanciarii, selected from the best legionaries, all served in 

the Diocletianic comitatus. Elite cavalry like the equites Mauri and equites Dalmatae

61 Zosimus 1.52; Jones (1964), 55.
62 Ferrill (1986), 42.
63 Jones (1964), 54, 608; Southern and Dixon, (1996), 17; Treadgold (1995), 9.
64 P.Oxy 1.43, col. 2, 24, 8.
65 CIL III 6196 = IL S21U .
66 CIL III 5565 = ILS 664; Hoffmann (1969), 257-258; Southern and Dixon (1996), 16.
67 Acta Maximiliani II.
68 Optatus Milevitanus, Against Parmenian.
69 Jones (1964), 53.
70 Southern and Dixon (1996), 15.
71 Jones (1964), 53; Cameron (1993), 33; Rees (2004), 17.
72 Casey (1991), 10-12; promotion to it from the legions was seen as the natural progression to joining 
the Praetorian Guard (Jones (1964), 52) and the status of the lanciarii improved sufficiently that they 
would replace the Praetorian Guard in 312 (Southern and Dixon (1996), 16).
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also served.73 However, these two units exhibit two different types of recruiting. The 

Mauri were raised from Mauretanian tribesmen who due to their “immense 

reputation for gallantry and cruelty... [had become] the Empire’s elite mobile 

cavalry par excellence.”74 The Dalmatae were named for the province they served in 

and were probably a conglomeration of troops already in service. This explanation is 

favoured by “the insignificance of the Dalmatian contribution to the Roman cavalry 

until the third century [making] it hard to believe that now all of a sudden there 

should emerge from that province alone such a prodigious member of first-rate 

horsemen.”75 Other cavalry units assigned to the comitatus were the equites
76 77promoti and the schola gentilium and scholae Scutariorum.

Another major part of the comitatus was the protectores. This title was not originally 

a separate rank, merely a distinction given to “men of military experience who had a 

close bond with the emperor.”78 However, the appearance of one Valerius Vincentius 

as quartermaster for the protectores at Diocletian’s imperial residence79 suggests that 

they had grown large enough to be organised into a corps that accompanied the

emperor. They were not strictly an imperial bodyguard but because they were a
80select group who after a few years would be posted to equestrian commands, the 

protectores appears like an officer training school or staff college.81 However, the 

comitatus remained a small body under Diocletian.82 He may even have reduced it by

73 Jones (1964), 53; the same Victor mentioned above records that his family was of Moorish origin so 
it is possibly that his grandfather served in the comitatus as part of a equites Mauri unit; CIL III.5565 
= ILS 664 records the building of a temple by a praepositus of equites Dalmatae who is styled ‘comit’.
74 Speidel (1975), 212; since their service in the Dacian and Parthian Wars of Trajan, Moors had been 
an integral part of the Roman army, a role increased by Antoninus who more than likely exacted 
tribute from Mauretania in recruits following their rebellion in the 140s. They would later be seen 
serving during Caracalla’s Parthian War (Dio LXXVIII.32), Severus Alexander’s German campaign 
(Herodian VI.7.8), Philip the Arab’s Carpi campaign (Zosimus 1.20), Gallienus’ campaign against the 
usurper Ingenuus (Zonaras, XII.24) and Aurelian’s Palmyrene campaign (Zosimus 1.52).
75 Speidel (1975), 225.
76 Jones (1964), 53.
77 That is if their formation is traced to Diocletian. This idea is backed by the Christian saints Sergius 
and Bacchus serving in the schola gentilium at the time of their martyrdom in 303 (Passion o f St. 
Sergius and Bacchus 1-2) and Maximin Daia having served in the scholae Scutariorum before 
becoming Caesar in 305 (Lactantius, DMP XIX.6).
78 Southern and Dixon (1996), 14.
79 ILS 2779.
80 ILS 2781 on the career of Valerius Thiumpus.
81 Jones (1964), 54; Southern and Dixon (1996), 14; this was a good starting point for a career (De 
Blois (1976), 85, 106), a suggestion borne out by Diocletian, who had been leader of the protectores 
domestici when he was acclaimed emperor (Aurelius Victor, Caes. XXXIX. 1; Zonaras XII.31).
82 Jones (1964), 54.
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sending some units to the frontiers.83 It is unknown whether each tetrarch had a 

comitatus although the stressing of partnership suggests that Maximian had a similar 

follwoing to his colleague84 while the two Caesares had a less prestigious following.

The role of the comitatus under Diocletian was varied and, much like the legion, it 

was going through a period of transition. It could serve as an imperial bodyguard, 

while the protectores provided skilled generals and on occasion future emperors. It 

could act as a small but elite field army or as the nucleus of an expeditionary force. It 

also included representatives of the imperial bureaucracy and the personal household 

of the emperor,85 giving it the look of a “peripatetic court of a medieval king.”86 

However, despite not being treated differently in law,87 the tendency for the best 

units of the army to be drafted into it meant that a transfer to the comitatus was a 

promotion. Also as the transfer was usually permanent, this gave the comitatus the 

look of a blueprint for the comitatenses of Constantine. This division in the status of 

military units saw potential recruits either encouraged by the chance of promotion or 

discouraged by a potential posting to the frontiers.88

I.II Re-organising Recruitment: Cajoling and Coercion

(i) Conditions o f Service

By enlarging the army, Diocletian put increasing strain on the manpower of the 

Empire.89 With replacement rates ranging from 5 to 20%, anywhere between 25,000 

and 100,000 new recruits would be needed just to maintain numbers.90 While the

83ILS 664 -  equites Dalmatae Aquesiani comit serving under the local dux in Pannonian and 
Noricum; ILS 2792 -  vexillatio equitum Dalmatarum comit. Anchialitana permanently stationed in 
Thrace; the Notitia Dignitatum also mentions several units of lanciarii that had local names 
suggesting that at some stage they were stationed there -  lanciarii Comaginenses (Or. VIII.44), 
lanciarii Lauriacenses (Or. IX.36), lanciarii Stobenses (Occ. V.152), lanciarii Savarienses (Occ. 
V.259) and lanciarii Augustenses (Occ. V.260).

Hoffmann (1969), 155-158 -  Maximian may have been instrumental in forming the auxilia palatini.
85 Southern and Dixon (1996), 17.
86 Southern and Dixon (1996), 16.
87 G/VII.64.9; X.55.3.
88 Tacitus 1.17 on disparity between service in the Praetorian Guard and the legions in the Principate. 

Williams (1985), 97 suggests that Diocletian may have recruited heavily from his fellow Illyrians, 
who had proven so useful in the third century but no ancient source corroborates this.

Elton (1996a), 128 suggests that a replacement rate of 5% was needed just to cover discharges.
Boak (1955), 91-94 suggests that if full strength were to be maintained then up to 96,000 recruits were 
needed per year, assuming a 19.2% replacement rate; however, the modem British army usually has a
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infrequency of desertion and treachery suggests that once posted to his unit, a recruit 

could forget his past quickly,91 the harsh discipline and constant training of the 

Roman military could deter potential recruits.92 This will not have unduly worried 

Diocletian as those put off for these reasons were not wanted in the army anyway. 

However, it was those willing to serve but put off by other factors that caused 

concern. Diocletian’s financial reforms suggest that poor pay was one of these issues. 

Despite reaching 1,800 denarii a year,93 “it is clear that in Diocletian’s time, basic 

pay had not kept pace with inflation”94 and had ceased to be anything more than 

nominal for the ordinary rank and file.95 While Julian’s complaints that his men had 

not received their annual pay in years96 could suggest that stipendium was still 

valued, the fact that these men had survived without it suggests that not receiving it 

was not seriously detrimental. The stipendium was probably discontinued by the fifth 

century and the lack of any recorded protest may give further credence to its lack of
97  •value. This depreciation of the stipendium meant that the soldiers needed other 

sources of income. These were provided by the annona -  rations and uniform in kind 

-  and the donativum -  an occasional donative in gold and silver.98 The exact rate of 

the annona has been the subject of some discussion, although whether it was 662/i 

denarii every four months99 or 200 denarii every four months,100 it was an 

insignificant amount. However, the regularity of commutation of the annona for such 

a limited amount of cash demonstrates how desperate the soldiery was becoming.101

recruiting target of 25,000 per year for an army of 150,000 which equates to a 17% replacement rate. 
Therefore, in a time of extremely poor medical knowledge and of perpetual warfare, the Roman army 
compares well to that of modem times.
91 Lee (2007), 51-66 on strategies for inspiring and maintaining a soldier’s loyalty; Elton (1996a), 140 
on non-Roman recruits forgetting their barbarian past.
92 Training recruits -  Zosimus IV. 12.1; Vegetius 1.9-18; regular training -  NTh XXIV. 1.1 [443]; 
Ammianus XIV. 11.3; Zosimus V.20.2; Claudian, BGet. 250-51; De IV Cons. Hon. 320-23; Libanius, 
Or. XII.44; exercises -  Zosimus IV.23.1-4; battle drills -  Mauricius, Strat. III.5, 6; XII.8.24.

Duncan-Jones (1990), 106 -  “basic rate of army pay was probably six times higher under 
Diocletian than at the end of the first century AD under Domitian,” who had raised pay to 300 denarii 
a year although it had reached 675 denarii by Caracalla (Watson (1969), 91).
94 Duncan-Jones (1990), 115.

Watson (1969), 91; however, officers are seen receiving substantially more. A praepositus of the 
equites promoti o f II Traiana is recorded receiving 18,000 denarii in stipendium, probably only for a 
period of four months giving a total of 54,000 denarii per year. (P. Beatty Panopolis 2; Jones (1964), 
1257-1258 n.31)
96 Ammianus XX.8.8.
97 Elton (1996a), 121.
98 Jones (1964), 441.
99 Jones (1964), 623.
100 Duncan-Jones (1990), 108.
101 Jones (1964), 676.
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This left the donativum as the main source of army pay. Donativa had been used to 

reward,102 bribe103 and even buy the imperial title104 but by the fourth century, it was 

an integral part of military pay and, therefore, more systematic. Its distribution was 

associated with the anniversaries of an imperial birth or accession with a standard 

rate of 2,500 denarii}05 With the assumption of four regular donatives a year, this 

gives a total of 10,000 denarii106 before taking into account any other special 

occasions, such as the consulship of a Caesar,107 It is possible that “from 360 to

578... the accession donative remained stabilised at a fixed sum, five solidi and a 

pound of silver,”108 with the five solidi alone worth perhaps 5,000 denarii. The size 

of these donativa made them very important to the ordinary soldier, “increasing the 

moral dependence and loyalty of the troops to the emperor.”109 Other payments could 

come in incentive bonuses. Julian promised his men a reward for any barbarians they 

killed at Argentoratum110 while later he promised a reward of 100 silver pieces for 

bravery against the Persians.111 Other bonuses for military service were exemptions 

from poll tax112 and the praemia militiae discharge bounty, which by the fourth 

century increasingly came as land allotments and the tools needed to farm it.113

Through the combination of stipendium, annona and donativum, a legionary might 

expect 12,400 denarii a year plus 30 modii of wheat.114 However, despite sounding 

significant,115 “its real value must have continued to sink as the denarius depreciated 

yet further.”116 Diocletian protested that due to price rises “a soldier is sometimes by 

a single purchase robbed of his stipendium and donativum,”117 While an 

exaggeration, this hints at the underlying problem faced by the soldiery. The collapse

102 Suetonius, Augustus 101 on Augustus bequeathing 1,000 sesterces to each Praetorian, 500 to each 
of the urban cohorts and 300 to each legionaiy.

Suetonius, Claudius 10 on Claudius bribing the Praetorians with 15,000 sesterces each.
Dio LXXIV.l 1.5 on Didius Julianus giving each Praetorian 25,000 sesterces to become Augustus.

105 Duncan-Jones (1990), 109.
106 Duncan-Jones (1990), 116.
107 Duncan-Jones (1990), 109 suggests that such an occasion warranted a donative of 1,200 denarii.
108 Jones (1964), 360.
109 Elton (1996a), 140.
110 Libanius, Or. XVIII.45.
111 Ammianus XXIV.3.3.
112 CTh VII.13.6[370].
113 CTh VII.20.3[320/326].
114 Duncan-Jones (1990), 116.

Southern and Dixon (1996), 79 on the suggestion that because many soldiers were able to keep 
slaves and attendants while providing for their families perhaps they were not that badly off.
116 Jones (1964), 623; Duncan-Jones (1990), 106.
117 ILS 642.
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of the silver coinage forced salaries to be paid “wholly or mainly in kind;”118 a 

system that “was bound to be unreliable, clumsy and extremely burdensome.”119 

Therefore, it has been suggested that “the main reason that Diocletian had trouble 

attracting recruits was probably that he had paid them rather badly.”120

Postings and accommodation could also affect military zeal. The growing divide 

between field and border troops saw a difference in lodgings. The temporary billeting 

of field troops in cities was a long-standing custom but became more prevalent in the 

fourth century.121 This accommodation, organised by officials called mensores,122 

was provided by private householders and innkeepers who had to provide one-third 

of their home for their guest.123 This was an onerous burden that opened citizens “to 

the outrages of the soldiers,”124 such as claiming salgamum (provisions of food, oil, 

wood etc.) or cenaticum (paying for the soldier’s supper), demanding baths or being 

carried back to their lodgings on the shoulders of passers-by.125 These abuses were 

outlawed by imperial decrees but were not rigorously enforced.126 Such was the 

weight of this burden that exemption from it was considered a privilege.127 However, 

resorting to abuses might suggest that this system of billeting and inadequate pay 

exposed soldiers to poor conditions128 and spread dislike for military service. This 

may have been a reason why a recruit asked to be sent to the limitanei instead of the
129comitatenses. Service in frontier units was far more relaxed in its rural setting than 

the more hectic urban lifestyle of field troops as a soldier lived a sedentary existence 

in a fort or camp with his family nearby.

118 Jones (1964), 396.
119 Cameron (1993), 36.
120 Treadgold (1995), 154.
121 CTh VII.8[361 -435]; VII.9[340-416]; XII.3.3[333]; XVI.2.8[343]; C/XII.40[393-530]; NTh. 
XXV[444]; Zosimus II.34.2.
122 Jones (1964), 582.
123 CTh VII.8.5[398],
124 Zosimus II.34.2.
125 Ammianus XXII. 12.6.
126 Salgamum -  CTh VII.9.1-4[340-416]; VII. 11.2[417]; centacium -  CTh VII.4.12[364]; baths -  CTh 
VII. 11.1 [406],
127 Armourers {CTh VII.8.8[400/405]); painters (CTh XIII.4.4[374]); clergy (CTh XVI.2.8[343]); 
doctors and teachers (CTh XIII.3.3[333]; 10[370]; 16[414]; 18[427]); synagogues (CTh 
VII.8.2[368/370/373]); workshops (CTh VII.8.5[398]).
128 Billeting in the cities could also have a negative effect on the morale and discipline of the soldiers. 
The majority of the field troops would have been quartered in the city suburbs, “dispersed over a wide 
area to ease supply,” (Elton (1996a), 235) perhaps damaging the “elitist, corporate spirit of the units” 
(Southern and Dixon (1996), 85).
129 P. Abinn. 19 -  he may have been the son of a limitanei veteran.
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(ii) Systematic Conscription and Barbarian Service

Risking life and limb for inadequate pay and poor living conditions prevented large 

numbers of Roman volunteers coming forward. Even Diocletian’s attempts at fixing 

prices130 proved unable to alleviate the financial plight of the soldiery. Therefore, he 

was forced to overhaul the recruiting system by invoking the obligation of citizens 

and subjects to serve in the military. This was enshrined in a “new and drastic system 

of conscription”131 under two general headings -  conscription by family and 

conscription by taxation. The first was achieved by Diocletian’s forcing the sons of 

soldiers to follow their fathers’ profession.132 The rationale was that a good 

percentage of soldier’s sons would be of similar fighting skill to their father. All had 

to enrol unless over age or physically unfit, as the law was universal.133 This was 

modified in 326 when sons of veterans were given the choice of either joining the 

army or enrolling in their local curia,134 although this concession did not last.

Conscription by taxation135 was accomplished by linking the obligation of service to 

the capitus tax.136 An individual’s land was assessed and then equated to the value of 

a recruit. Because only the largest landowners would be assessed at one or more 

whole recruits, smaller landowners were grouped together in bodies known as either 

temones or capitula to provide one recruit.137 In each group landowners took it in 

turn to be the capitularius or temonarius who provided the recruit; this duty, known 

as protostasia or prototypia, was considered a heavy burden, exemption from

ILS 642; Lactantius, DMP VII.6-7.
131 Jones (1964), 60.
132 CTh VII.22.1 [313].
133 Jones (1964), 615.
134 CTh VII.22.2[326],
135 It is worth noting that the attributing of conscription by taxation to Diocletian is not universally 
accepted. Mommsen (1889), 244-248 suggests that the traditional system of the dilectus was retained 
until 375. This thesis was defended by Brunt (1974a), 113-115 who suggested that while Diocletian 
may have associated conscription with the capitus tax, his system was by no means new. Diocletian 
may have merely reactivated the long standing military duties of the cities, which may have lapsed 
during the third century (Zuckerman (1998), 120). The word ‘dilectus’ itself was still used in official 
government laws in reference to the levy (CTh VII. 18.10[400]). Whitby in Cameron (1995), 61-124 
maintains that a system similar to the dilectus was maintained in the east up until the reign of 
Heraclius.
136 Ammianus XXXI.4.4.
137 Jones (1964), 615.
138 Zuckerman (1998), 105-108 highlights the uncertainty about the exact meanings of these two terms 
and how they were used.
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which was considered a privilege.139 The burden was somewhat reduced since a 

capitula did not have to provide a recruit every year. A tax, aurum tironicum, would 

be exacted instead and later commutation for the value of the recruit in either cash or 

kind was accepted. However, this relief helped undermine the system as many 

landowners preferred to spend money or resources than lose a worker.140 Later 

landowners offering a vagrant, fugitive or son of a veteran as payment of this tax 

became widespread enough for Valentinian and Valens had to legislate against it.141

This conscription tax was collected city by city by officials called procuratores 

tironum.142 However, when it came to the obligation of veteran’s sons to serve, there 

was “no regular machinery for enforcing the rule.”143 A father could be expected to 

present his son for service when he came of age. Martin, bishop of Tours, was 

presented for military service by his father in the hope of drumming his Christianity 

out of him,144 while Maximilian’s father, Fabius Victor, was responsible for bringing 

his son before the proconsul.145 This lack of machinery, periodic edicts and 

numerous laws may suggest that a number of veteran’s sons were shirking their 

responsibility with protectores and tribunes rounding up evaders.146 Some sons of 

veterans were so intent in avoiding military service that they cut off a finger.147

There were still specific requirements that needed to be passed in order for a recruit 

to be enrolled -  age, legal status and physical fitness were measured. In 326, a recruit 

had to be at least twenty years old,148 although this was reduced to “their nineteenth

Jones (1964), 615.
140 Williams (1985), 97 -  this system of conscription could also have inadvertently accelerated the 
decline of volunteer numbers as landowners could have attempted to encourage potential recruits to 
represent them as part of the conscription tax instead of simply volunteering.
141 CTh VII. 13.6[370]; Williams (1985), 98 suggests that Diocletian may have imposed direct 
conscription on the vagi such as the idle mobs of Rome, Alexandria and other cities who lived on the 
com dole and that this proved so unpopular that it led to the widespread amputation of thumbs, 
suggesting that this was not the best source of brave recruits. However, the only real evidence of this 
comes from the beginning of the fifth century rather than the time of Diocletian and Constantine (CTh 
VII. 18.10[400]; 17[412]).
142 Jones (1964), 615; these men were likely of curial rank (P. Oxy. 1190)
143 Jones (1964), 615.
144 Sulpicius Severus, Vita S. Martini II.
145 Acta Maximiliani I; Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 57; Zuckerman (1998), 136-139.
146 CTh VII.18.10[400]; 17[412],
147 CTh VII.22.1 [313/319]; not just sons of veterans -  CTh VII. 13.4[367]; 10[381]; Suetonius, 
Augustus 24.
148 CTh VII.22.2[326],
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year” by 3 53.149 An upper age limit of around thirty-five may also have been 

established.150 The appearance of German legionaries shows that Roman citizenship 

was not always necessary, although there are no figures to suggest if peregrini were 

enrolled through a shortage of recruits, or as payment of the conscription tax. Aside 

from being fit, the only other physical requirement was height, which under the 

Tetrarchy was set at five feet ten inches,151 although this was also later reduced.152

While Diocletian wished to find the bulk of recruits from within the Empire, the 

Roman citizenry could not or would not provide enough men for the army. While the 

Constitutio Antoniniana of Caracalla had aided legionary recruitment, it extinguished 

the internal peregrini who had comprised the auxilia. This forced the establishment 

to look increasingly to barbarian communities to fill the gaps in recruitment
153quotas. The same pay and living conditions that Roman citizens abhorred “must 

have seemed luxurious [to many barbarians], with ample food and fine clothes and 

equipment and arms, and occasional payments of gold and silver coins.”154 Barbarian 

prisoners of war, hostages and dediticii155 became a valuable source of manpower, no 

longer to be wasted as slaves or gladiators.156 Levies of soldiers were also imposed 

on defeated enemies, either as a one-off measure or as an annual obligation.157

However, the principal use of barbarians was the laeti. This was the settling of 

barbarian families within the Empire, who along with their descendants were liable 

for military service. “Originally the laeti may have been prisoners of the tribesmen 

brought back into the Empire.”158 However, the system quickly evolved into 

plantations of tribal groups.159 This was not a great breakthrough160 -  merely the next

CTh VII. 13.1 [353].
CTh VII.22.4[332] -  this suggests that a recruit is no longer liable for military service if he has 

evaded call up for sixteen years after he became eligible, which when coupled with eligibility from 
“their nineteenth year” gives an age of between 34 and 35.

Vegetius 1.5 -  the Roman foot was about a third of an inch less than the modem measurement so 5 
feet 10 inches Roman equates to about 5 feet 8 inches.
152 CTh VII. 13.3[367],
153 Cameron (1993), 36; Williams (1985), 97.

Jones (1964), 619; Speidel (1975), 229 on some elite barbarian units being paid at least the same as 
a legionary in 293.

Zosimus V.26 -  prisoners; Ammianus XX.7.13 -  dediticii were those who surrendered themselves.
156 Williams (1985), 98.
157 Ammianus XVII. 13.3; XXVIII.V.4.
158 Liebeschetz (1990a), 12; Southern (2001), 264; Grosse (1920), 208-209.

Jones (1964), 620 -  not all laeti would have been considered quite so barbarous as groups of 
Batavi, Nervii and Lingones, some of whom would have been Roman citizens, were settled in Gaul.



17

step in the Empire’s Romanising of barbarians. It was well established by 296161 and 

became far more systematic thereafter with land in Gaul and Italy known as terrae 

laeticae set aside for them,162 while settling them on the frontiers opposite their 

countrymen could ease external pressures. The laeti were also used to help alleviate 

any land desertion.163 These groups would be organised into corporations to provide 

taxes and produce as well as recruits.164 The success of this system is witnessed most 

clearly in the case of the Franks. Constantius I settled large numbers around Trier, 

Amiens and Langres from where they kept the peace in northern Gaul for a 

century.165 These men had no problem with their dual identity as Frankish citizens 

and Roman soldiers, as they could retain a tribal way of life without it interfering 

with their Roman loyalties.166 Gradually, they became integrated with the Gallic 

provincials as the barriers between Germanic and Roman culture began to blur.

I.III Constantine

(i) The Impact o f a Central Field Army on the Frontiers

The campaigns and reforms of Diocletian may have brought stability to the Empire 

but the Tetrarchy proved unable to survive its second generation. It had relied too 

heavily on the personality of Diocletian himself and the adoption of experienced and 

capable men as Caesares. The abdication of Diocletian and Maximian in 305

160 Augustus settled 50,000 Getae in Moesia (Strabo VII.3.10); Tiberius allowed 40,000 Germans to 
take up residence in areas of Gaul and the Rhineland (Suetonius, Augustus 21; Tiberius 9; Eutropius, 
Brev. VII.9; Augustus, Res Gestae 32; Orosius VI.21.24); Claudius allowed Quadi to settle in 
Pannonia (Tacitus, Ann. XII.29-30); under Nero, some 100,000 Transdanuviani may have been 
transferred to Moesia (CIL XIV.3608 = ILS 986), while a similar feat might have taken place in 
Pannonia under Vespasian (CIL X.6225 = ILS 985); various barbarian settlements are recorded under 
Marcus Aurelius -  Vandals (Dio LXXI.21.1), Cotini in Pannonia (CIL VI.32542), 5,500 Iazyges sent 
to Britain (Dio LXXil6.2), 3,000 Naristae (Dio LXXI.21) and Marcomanni in Italy (SITA Marcus 
XXII.2) to name a few; Commodus settled 12,000 Dacians (Dio LXXII.3.3); Severus Alexander 
settled 400 Persians in Phyrgia (Herodian VI.4.6; Zonaras XII. 15); Gallienus gave part of Pannonia to 
the Marcomanni ([Aur. Vic.], Epit. XXXIII. 1; Aurelius Victor, Cues. XXXIII.6); Claudius II settled 
Goths as farmers (SHA Claudius IX.4; Zosimus 1.46.2); Aurelian settled defeated Carpi in Thrace 
(Aurelius Victor, Caes. XXXIX.43; SHA Aurelianus XXX.4; Lactantius, DMP IX.2); Probus settled 
Burgundians and Vandals in Britain (Zosimus 1.68.3) and Bastamae in Thrace (Zosimus 1.71.2; SHA 
Probus XVIII. 1); de Ste Croix (1981), Appendix III 509-518 on barbarian settlements.
161 Pan. Lat. IX 21 .§ 1.
162 CTh XIII. 11.10[399],
163 Williams (1985), 98.
164 Williams (1985), 97.
165 Southern and Dixon (1996), 48.
166 C /I 111.3576 = 7152814.
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removed its guiding influence while the promotion of Severus II and Maximinus 

Daia as Caesares ignored the talented progeny of Constantius and Maximian. The 

former’s death led his army to proclaim his son Constantine Augustus and before 306 

was out Maxentius had revolted in Italy. When a conference at Carnuntum, presided 

over by Diocletian, failed to solve the problems, the Tetrarchy was in irretrievable 

meltdown. Two concurrent civil wars saw Constantine emerge victorious over 

Maxentius and Licinius defeat Maximinus Daia. The inevitable conflict between the 

two winners left Constantine as the undisputed master of the Empire in 324.

Understanding Constantine’s reforms is “rendered difficult... [by] the unsatisfactory 

nature of the surviving literary evidence.”167 The exact dates of many reforms are 

difficult to corroborate, with many belonging to earlier or later periods. This problem 

was exaggerated by the contrast between the pagan Diocletian and the Christian 

Constantine portrayed in the sources. Christian apologists revelled in criticising the 

persecutory Diocletian while pagan writers attacked Constantine, who they saw as 

bringing chaos to order. These literary deficiencies are particularly bad with regard to 

Constantinian secular policy. An effort to disparage Constantine by pagan sources by 

not reporting his secular achievements or by shifting praise to his predecessors or 

successors is possible. As for the Christian sources, their silence perhaps was a 

conscious choice, focussing on religion and Constantine himself.

This has had a detrimental effect on the comprehension of Constantine’s reign. 

However, as a product of the Tetrarchy, Constantine’s “secular policies, and even 

some aspects of his religious ones, should be seen as continuing the general line 

established by Diocletian.”168 Constantine is also usually credited with significant 

changes to the army and a new strategy for the frontier zones. Again, the lack of 

evidence makes it difficult to provide a chronological sequence or full understanding 

of what he did. “Some accounts give the impression that the late Roman army sprang 

up, fully fledged and instantly operational, on the morning after the battle of the 

Milvian Bridge.”169 While facets of the comitatenses can be traced to Constantine’s 

campaign against Maxentius in 312, most had antecedents. Epigraphic and legal

Cameron (1993), 32.
168 Cameron (1993), 32.
169 Southern and Dixon (1996), 18.
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sources can provide an outline of when Constantine began his reorganisation of the 

army. A bronze tablet found at Brigetio puts the terminus ante quern in 311,170 while 

a law puts the terminus post quern in 325171 by distinguishing between comitatenses, 

ripenses and alares and cohortales. However, how much thought was put into these 

changes is debateable. A gradual evolution of the army and strategy through a series 

of independent choices is more likely than sweeping overnight changes.172 However, 

no matter how unstructured his reforms were, Constantine’s changes to the 

positioning of the army greatly impacted its recruitment and make-up.

The cornerstone of Constantine’s reforms was his expansion of the comitatus.173 

Utilising the composition happened upon in 312, Constantine collected a large 

central field army around his person. Under his direct command, this force allowed 

for “occasional aggressive pre-emptive defence across the frontiers.”174 This was 

similar to Diocletian’s use of static defences and strategic mobile armies although 

Constantine probably saw his comitatenses as something more offensive than that of 

Diocletian.175 However, such a large central army affected much of the military 

strategy of the Empire as Constantine relied on it to reach flashpoints quickly, with 

cavalry allowing for greater speed of movement and decreased response times. 

However, “the difficulty of shifting troops from a central reserve to a trouble spot on 

the frontier was greater than most modern analysts assume.”176 Roman soldiers were 

trained to march thirty-two kilometres a day.177 This is backed up by the presence of 

oxen and bullocks,178 which can only travel thirty-two kilometres per day. Uneven 

ground would reduce this daily distance.179 Therefore, it could be two months before 

the main body of the army in Italy arrived on the Rhine.180 Therefore, Constantine’s

FIRA21.93.
171 CTh VII.20.4[325],
172 Ferrill (1986), 45.
173 Zosimus II.34.2 controversally railed against what he decided was Constantine’s removal of large 
numbers of troops that Diocletian had stationed on the frontiers. This could be linked to Constantine’s 
expansion of the comitatus but outbursts such as “Constantine was the origin and beginning of the 
present [Zosimus was writing in the late fifth/early sixth century] destruction of the empire” are a 
warning towards accepting Zosimus’ views without scepticism.
174 Southern (2001), 276.
175 Blockley (1992), 9.
176 Ferrill (1986), 46.
177 Vegetius 1.27.
178 Sallust, The Jugurthine War 29, 90-91 and Caesar, BG VII. 17, 56; BC  III.47-48 show them during 
the Republic while the columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius depict pack animals.
179 Goldsworthy (1996), 110.
180 Ferrill (1986), 46.
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central army was probably no more mobile than its predecessors. This has led to 

suggestions that the comitatenses were more suited to large civil war battles rather 

than frontier conflict.181 The failure of barbarians to exploit this weakness suggests, 

perhaps wrongly, that the new system was a success.182

The most regular accusation regarding Constantine’s reforms is that he stripped the 

frontiers to create his comitatenses.183 A high proportion of Constantine’s central 

army came from Gaul and the Rhineland, suggesting that they had been on frontier 

duty.184 Several field units shared names with frontier units,185 while some 

comitatenses, later labelled pseudocomitatenses, were promoted frontier forces. 

Some Danubian forts had their cavalry regiments removed to the field armies, with 

the gaps being filled by the division of the legions.186 However, contrary to claims 

that the frontiers were significantly weakened, “archaeological evidence... [shows] 

that the army maintained a strong presence along the rivers throughout the fourth
187century.” Eutropius records the Christian emperor strengthening the Rhine 

fortifications after defeating the Franks and Alamanni188 and he also refortified the 

Lower Danube against the Goths.189 Therefore, while Constantine did remove 

soldiers, he was far from negligent with the frontiers.

However, this does not exonerate Constantine as there is considerable reason to 

believe that his grand strategy was defective.190 His expanding of Diocletian’s 

comitatus and stationing it in cities further widened the status gap between field 

armies and limitanei and ripenses191 as the former attained greater privileges than the

151 Grant (1993), 74.
182 Williams and Friell (1994), 78.
183 Zosimus 11.34.
184 Jones (1964), 97.
185 Southern and Dixon (1996), 20; although some field troops could have been transferred to the 
frontiers.
186 Southern and Dixon (1996), 34.
187 Lee (1993), 70.
188 Eutropius III. 10.
189 ILS 8942; ILS 696; Kulikowski (2007), 83; Wolfram (1988), 61
190 Ferrill (1986), 25.
191 The exact meanings of these terms appear to have been less straight forward than simply ‘river 
patrol’ or ‘boundary patrol’. The former seems to have been applied to all higher stature frontier 
troops including legions, equites, cunei equitum and auxilia, all of whom received some privileges 
similar to the comitatenses (CTh VII.20.4[325]). The latter term seems to have had two meanings. 
Originally, limitanei embraced all frontier troops who defended the limes. The other meaning may 
belong to a later period as the limitanei became identified with those legally bound to serve as a 
militia, defending and cultivating their land (CJ 1.27.2 §8[534]). It is likely anachronistic to impose
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latter. This created a class divide in the military.192 Such a split could have caused a 

dramatic reduction in Rome’s “effective combatant manpower.”193 If the 

comitatenses did all the serious fighting, relegating the limitanei and ripenses to 

more of a regional police force,194 this could have had a detrimental psychological 

effect. If frontier troops were not expected or equipped to defeat or even hold an 

enemy, then would they not avoid battle altogether? L ess than fifty years after 

Constantine’s death, the frontier forces were treated with inferiority in status that 

became inferiority in ability. By 372 superior recruits were sent to the comitatenses 

and mediocre ones were sent to the frontiers.195 This lack of expectation and 

privileges may have deterred potential recruits from enlisting.

However, this bleak outlook on the skills of the limitanei appears to unnecessarily 

pessimistic. The adoption of limitanei into the field armies as pseudocomitatenses 

suggests that there were not as poor a quality as usually believed.196 They continued 

to receive their pay in cash and kind and laws were encoded granting them land.197 

The latter “would be an odd extravagance if they [limitanei] already held 

allotments”198 and devolved into a peasant soldiery. Indeed, “if the limitanei were so 

useless, then at least one emperor between Constantine and Justinian would have 

noticed and applied some thought to the matter”199 and the sources would have 

mentioned any systematic failure on the part of the frontier troops. It is also 

questionable as to whether the Empire could ever have supported a frontier army 

large enough to hold a barbarian attack anywhere along the limites.200 Constantine 

might have reduced frontier forces and contributed to the lowering of its quality in 

the long run but blame cannot be laid completely on him as the frontier troops 

remained a substantial force long after his reign.

the latter definition of limitanei as closer to peasant-soldiers than full time professionals that Malalas 
XII.308 would have understood on the reigns of Diocletian and Constantine.
192 CTh VII.20.4[325],
193 Ferrill (1986), 46.
194 Ferrill (1986), 49 on “the evidence for their tactical deployment [being] nearly non-existent.”
195 CTh VII.22.8[372],
196 Jones (1964), 612; 649-651.
197 CTh VII.20.3[320] is addressed “ad universos veteranos" while CTh VII.20.8[364] granted them 
“omnibus benemeritis veteranis.”
198 Jones (1964), 650.
1QQ

Southern and Dixon (1996), 37.
200 Jones (1964), 100.
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(ii) The Size and Composition o f the Army

The sources for Constantine’s army are poor and speculation on its size and structure 

from the Notitia Dignitatum gamer protest.201 The Constantinian system evolved 

throughout the fourth century so the army of Julian would have looked different to 

that of Constantine. It seems that for Constantine’s field army, “early organisation 

may have been flexible, so that it could be changed on an ad hoc basis to meet the 

needs of the moment.”20" This would fit in with his needs as he had access to limited 

resources. The comitatenses of the fourth century army likely started out as a single, 

comparatively small army with Constantine’s comitatus providing “the nucleus of a 

field army which [he] merely altered slightly and augmented substantially.”203 The 

core of his force was the British legions responsible for his elevation, to which he 

added soldiers stationed in Gaul and Germans from beyond the Rhine.204

Constantine’s army that invaded Italy may have been quite small due to the necessity 

of leaving enough troops on the frontiers to prevent an attack.205 This may be backed 

up by the report that Constantine only used a quarter of his total forces against 

Maxentius, numbering under 40,000.206 Zosimus suggests that Constantine had

98.000 men while Maxentius had 188,000.207 If these figures are to be reconciled 

then they must represent a total.208 This would give a basis for the claim that 

Constantine was outnumbered by 100,000 men, making his victory look 

miraculous;209 however, Maxentius did not have all his 188,000 men in Italy. 

Invasions from the east and revolt in Africa forced him to spread his men out and a 

total of 80,000 is usually accorded to his forces in the peninsula. It is conceivable 

that the orator’s 100,000 for Maxentius in Italy210 is an acceptable exaggeration of

80.000 while a quarter of Zosimus’ 98,000 would equate to fewer than 40,000 for the 

army of Constantine. The combined forces of the combatants amount to around

201 Nischer (1923); c/Baynes (1925).
202 Southern and Dixon (1996), 18.
203 Southern and Dixon (1996), 16.
204 Zosimus 11.15.
205 Southern and Dixon (1996), 18.

Pan. Lat. XIII.3 on Constantine only using a quarter of his forces while invading Italy and Pan.
Lat. XII.5 on Constantine’s army being under 40,000.
207 Zosimus 11.15.
208 Jones (1964), 1084, n.45.
209 Southern and Dixon (1996), 18.
9 1 a  x  '

Pan. Lat. XII.5.
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286,000 for the west, which could perhaps mean a total of over 500,000 for the entire 

Empire, and when the naval forces are added a total nearing Agathias’ 645,000 is 

reached. These totals could be subject to exaggeration, while Agathias could 

represent a paper-strength that bore little resemblance to the true army.211

After defeating Maxentius, Constantine is said to have enlarged his field army 

considerably, reputedly collecting 120,000 infantry and 10,000 cavalry for his war 

with Licinius212 and after Chrysopolis, it appears that he kept this field army together 

for a new empire wide frontier system. This force may have been upwards of 

100,000213 and stayed close to the emperor as he toured the Empire.214 However, one 

field army could not keep the peace, and under Constantine’s successors, regional 

field armies coalesced in Gaul, Illyricum and the east. These were commanded by the 

new magistri and probably brought up to strength by men taken from the limitanei to 

serve as pseudocomitatenses. The division of the Empire on Constantine’s death 

helped these regional groupings to become permanent. This may have minimised the 

risk of heavy losses caused by war on two fronts, but it exposed the Empire to 

increased external pressure and left little capacity for offence.215 Cautious use of the 

Notitia Dignitatum suggests that earlier field armies consisted of legions, cavalry 

vexillationes and new infantry auxilia.216 Constantine probably continued the 

growing tendency towards smaller-sized legions, by dividing existing units.217 He 

also deployed a new type of cavalry with cunei equitum replacing vexillationes in 

Scythia, Dacia and Moesia. While their first recorded appearance is in 375,218 this 

did not mean that the cunei superseded the vexillationes for in Pannonia the two unit 

types appear side by side although with older titles such as promoti, Dalmatae, 

stablesiani and sagittarii, many cunei were likely reorganised vexillationes,219

211 Jones (1964), 683-684.
212 Zosimus II.2.
213 Ferrill (1986), 43.
214 This would add another level of privilege to the field armies as the imperial comitatenses were 
styled as ‘palatine’ (CTh VIII. 1.10[365]). This was not attested until 365 but it is likely to have been 
used before then.
215 Blockley (1992), 98.
216 Jones (1964), 97.
217 A good example is the Divitenses which likely evolved from a detachment of II Italica known as II 
Italica Divitensis, stationed at Divitia on the right bank of the Rhine opposite Colonia Agrippina with 
on the tombs of men of II Italica Divitensis found in Italy (ILS 2346; 2777).
218 CTh VII. 13.7[3751.
219 Jones (1964), 100; although the ala does not survive at all in the Danubian provinces (Jones 
(1964), 99).
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After making use of Franks and other Rhineland peoples during his bid for power, 

Constantine also recast the foreign auxiliaries.220 The old cohortes were almost 

completely replaced by a new style of auxilia infantry unit.221 Mostly recruited from

laeti or beyond the Rhine, Constantine’s new auxilia became very important to the
222army. The recruiting of so many new auxilia means that the army as a whole must 

have increased in size but perhaps not as much as usually thought, perhaps “well 

under 25 per cent.”223 This growing dependence on mobile infantry, rapid cavalry 

strikes and non-Romans may have undermined the “traditional Roman infantry 

tactics, driven by harsh discipline and constant training.”224

Constantine also overhauled the imperial bodyguard. In 312, among his most 

determined opponents was the Praetorian Guard.225 However, during the subsequent 

battle, many of the Guard died at Milvian Bridge226 and seeing the remaining Guards 

as a menace, Constantine disbanded them.227 They were replaced by the scholae 

palatinae “a select force which developed out of Diocletian’s comitatus.”228 The 

exact dating for the establishment of this new Guard is uncertain.229 It could have 

been founded in 312230 as much of the early scholae came “from the barbarians he 

[Constantine] had subdued, of both Germanic and Celtic tribes.”231 However, 

Constantine would likely not have trusted his personal security to a brand new unit232 

and he must have had a bodyguard from the moment he was elevated by his soldiers

2Jl There is some suggestion that some of the auxilia palatina of Constantine’s field army may have 
been originally been raised by Maximian -  Hoffmann (1969), 156-157.
221 Jones (1964), 99.
222 These units were named sometimes for the provinces they served in such as the Dacisci, Moesiaci 
and Scythici but most often they bore the name of their tribe -  Comuti, Bracchiati, Petulantes, Batavi, 
Tungri, Nervii, Celtae, Heruli, Salii, Tubantes. Some units grouped with the new auxilia had titles 
such as superventores, praeventores, insidiatores but these may have been local irregulars instead of 
regular army units (Jones (1964), 100).
223 Jones (1964), 98.
224 Ferrill (1986), 47.

By instituting the Tetrarchy, Diocletian had reduced its importance almost to the level of just 
another garrison force. By reinstating Rome as an imperial residence and restoring prestige and 
privileges to the Praetorians, Maxentius made them his staunchest supporters (Frank (1969), 47).
226 Eusebius, HE IX.9.5.
227 Zosimus II. 17.2; Aurelius Victor, Caes. XL.25.
228 Frank (1969), 47.

Southern (2001), 272.
230 Hoffmann (1969), 281.
231 Zosimus 11.15.
232 Southern and Dixon (1996), 18.
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• 233in 306. The Arch of Constantine in Rome shows the emperor surrounded by 

“unhelmeted guards carrying large shields... [which] resemble in every way later 

representations of scholares.”2M However, this is not as useful in dating the 

scholares as it appears. The appearance of these guards might support some version 

of scholares before 312 but because as the arch was not dedicated until 315, the 

sculptor may have placed the scholares beside Constantine anachronistically. The 

only definite date for the scholares comes from 330 when Constantine is seen 

conferring the annona civica upon scholae Scutariorum in Constantinople.235

The strength of the Constantinian scholae is not known but later units were 500- 

strong elite cavalry units, with perhaps an accompanying infantry regiment.236 Aside 

from the emperor himself, the scholae palatinae had no single commander, removing 

the threat of a powerful individual in close proximity to the emperor. This 

arrangement was made more personal by the predominance of German tribesmen 

bound to Constantine and his successors through loyalty and their kratocratic 

instincts. This personal allegiance is highlighted by many tribesmen and scholares 

adopting the emperor’s nomen, explaining the number Flavii serving the house of
237Constantine. These scholares served as the emperor’s bodyguard and took care of 

important prisoners while the protectores domestici served as the emperor’s staff 

officers.239 Following their establishment, “the scholae stood at the top of the 

military hierarchy and were quite separate from other units.”240

Although palatini were considered soldiers in status,241 there was a distinction made 

between palatine civil servants and palatine soldiers.242 Field units serving directly

233 A precursor for this new guard is likely, for it appears that all palatine coips were modelled on the 
schola (Frank (1969), 48). One Valerius Maxentius, an eques ex numero lanciariorum, also served in 
the iscolaequitum (CIL VI.32965). This was a cavalry schola attached to lanciarii that may have 
served as a nucleus for the scholae palatinae (Baynes (1925), 201-204; Parker (1933), 175-189).
234 Frank (1969), 48.
235 CTh XIV.17.9[389]; 10[392],
236 Wolfram (1997), 52.
237 Frank (1969), 51.
238 The scholares were responsible for the executions of rebels such as Martinianus (Zosimus 11.28) 
and Eugenius (Sozomen 7.2.4).
239 Frank (1969), 82.
240 Frank (1969), 49.
241 CTh VI.35.1 [319].
242 CTh XII.1.38[357],
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under the command of the emperor were styled ‘palatine’243 while magistri would 

add in praesenti or praesentalis to indicate that they served under the emperor.244 

The preferential treatment of troops around the emperor led to the creation of a new 

military nobility with the scholae palatinae at its core. This corps of officers, made 

up of barbarian nobles and commendabiles, young men recommended by their 

father’s reputation, began to exert greater influence over the course of the fourth 

century. By 363, powerful individual German generals were able to elect a 

commendabilis, Jovian, to the imperial purple.

The emperor’s personal command of the scholae palatinae and the gathering of 

forces around him illustrate the militarization and centralisation of the Constantinian 

dynasty. Any vestiges of rule by the first citizen were brushed aside. Evidence of this 

continued militarised centrality is seen in Constantine’s separation of military and 

civil powers. The military role of the Praetorian Prefects was given to the magister 

peditum and magister equitum. No magistri of Constantine’s reign are known but as 

several were decorated with ordinary consulships by his sons this suggests that the 

office ranked “almost, if not quite, on a par with the Praetorian Prefecture.”245 The 

Prefect remained the supreme civil authority, retaining responsibility for the post, 

public works and provincial governors as well as recruitment and supply for the 

army.246 Constantine charged the duces with inspecting all recruits and weeding out 

any who were unsuitable,247 while the magister officiorum dealt with foreign affairs, 

diplomacy, arms factories and the limitanei,248

This increase in officials required a large source of capable men. The clarissimi 

could be relied upon to run the upper levels of government to some extent249 but 

many of the most important positions needed a trained professional. Constantine 

found these in the protectores of his expanded schola.250 So while Diocletian may

243 CTh VIII. 1.10[365].
244 Southern and Dixon (1996), 19.

Jones (1964), 97; Zosimus 11.33; one of the earliest known magistri was Sallustius who served as 
consul in 344 alongside Leontus, a Praetorian Prefect; Sallia, magister equitum was consul in 348 with 
Philippus, also Praetorian Prefect (BG U 405); Eusebius served as consul in 360 after being ex consule 
et ex magistro equitum etpeditum (CTh XI. 1.1 [360]).
246 Zosimus 11.33; Jones (1964), 371.
247 CTh VII.22.5[333],
J48 Lee (1993), 41.
~49 Williams and Friell (1994), 27.
250 Williams and Friell (1994), 80.
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have initiated this process, it was Constantine who brought it to full fruition. The 

continued reduction in power of governors and generals made rebellions less likely, 

while the disbanding of the Praetorian Guard, the emperor’s sole command of the 

scholae and the enlargement of the comitatus, can all be seen as parts of a policy of 

centralisation. However, this militarised centrality did not necessarily mean produce 

a better overall army.251

(iii) Constantinian Recruiting

After Constantine’s defeat of Licinius, some semblance of normality was restored to 

recruiting perhaps for the first time since the Severan dynasty. However, aside from 

making the duces responsible for recruiting, little is known of Constantine’s policies 

towards citizen recruitment. He likely retained the system of Diocletian but without 

any corroborating sources on how it dealt with nearly two decades of intermittent 

civil war, how Constantine replaced the losses of Milvian Bridge, Hadrianopolis and 

Chrysopolis is not recorded. He may well have had trouble finding enough recruits as 

he established exemptions from capitatio for veterans, their parents and wives252 and 

may even have intended “to absolve veterans from all public charges.” 253 

Constantine also had to reissue and enforce laws on groups excluded from military 

service and others trying to avoid their obligations. One such group which 

consistently ignored their exclusion were the decurions. The privileges of army 

service such as military rank, annona and sportulae fees proved so attractive that 

municipals were “running away to the legions.”254 The sheer number of laws 

collected in the Codex Theodosianus on this specific topic shows that the decurions 

continued to try to gain exemption or shirk their obligation. Perhaps in an attempt 

to offset these numbers, Constantine forced voluntary amputees to serve on the city 

councils.256 However, a new avenue of dodging municipal and military duties arose

251 Ferrill (1986), 50; MacMullen (1963a), 176-177; Wolfram (1997), 1.
252 CTh VII.20.4[325]; VII.22.2[326]; XIV. 17.12[393]; Valentinian and Valens later reduced the 
exemption to just the veteran himself and his wife -  CTh VII. 13.6[370]; Goffart (1974), 53-60 on the 
nature of exemptions from caput and capitatio.
253 Goffart (1974), 25 n. 13.
254 CTh XII. 1.13[326].
255 O f the 192 laws on the decurions, ones such as CTh XII. 1,10[325]; XII. 1.11 [325]; XII. 1.13 [326] ;
XII. 1,38[357]; XII. 1.88[382] and XII. 1.147[416] and others all mention that these potential civil 
servants were more willing to join the army than to serve on municipal councils.
256 CTh VII.22.1 [313/319].
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as “Constantine from his conversion onwards showered privileges and money on the 

church... [including] immunity from curial charges to all clergy.”257 This resulted in 

decurions and many others flocking to take holy orders out of a desire for the 

privileges and exemptions that came with joining the clergy. Constantine was 

therefore forced to order that clergy would only be ordained to fill a vacancy and ban 

decurions from taking holy orders.258

The area of recruitment that Constantine is most remembered for is his use of 

barbarians. Non-Romans had always formed part of the Roman army and 

Constantine is recorded recruiting from amongst the Germanic tribes beyond the
259Rhine. ' However, how many barbarians he used and how many joined the legions 

rather than the auxilia is unknown but the numbers were probably increasing. 

Constantine does seem to have altered how these Germans could serve. “Earlier 

Roman traditions had rigorously excluded barbarians from any share in the command 

of regular army units”260 but Constantine “did more than anyone else to advance the 

already existing tendency to appoint German generals.”261 This was not a conscious

change in Roman policy but rather a consequence of Constantine’s improvisation in
262 • •312. While the army of 312 had included a core of traditional legions, large

numbers of tribesmen were recruited from the Rhineland. Individual barbarians may

have been promoted to command Roman units and even entire armies out of

necessity. As with the comitatenses, his success against Maxentius and Licinius may

have encouraged Constantine to continue to employ similar forces.

Constantine’s favouring of individual Germans is perhaps more apparent than his 

barbarising of the army. He “kept many foreign nobles around himself at court. Some 

were sent as hostages; others had been induced to enter his service by splendid gifts 

and high honours.”263 Barbarians served at all levels and even though no 

Constantinian magistri are known, with a leading general such as Bonitus the Frank

257 Jones (1964), 89; for the immunity of the clergy see Eusebius, HE X.7; CTh XVI.2.1 [313]; 
XVI.2.2[313];XVI.2.7[330],
258 CTh XVI.2.6[326]; XVI.2.3[320],
259 Zosimus II. 15.1.
260 Frank (1969), 63.
261 Grant (1993), 68.
262 [Aur. Vic.], Epit. XLI.3 on the role of the Alamannic king Crocus in Constantine’s elevation in 
306, possibly providing an early example of a barbarian noble holding high military rank.
263 Eusebius, VC IV.7.
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serving under Constantine,264 the jump to a barbarian magister is not so significant. 

The scathing attacks launched by Julian on his uncle for recruiting, subsidising and 

promoting barbarians suggest that Constantine appointed non-Romans to high 

office. 5 However, attempts to calculate the exact numbers of barbarians in imperial

service are undermined by poor sources and the possibility that they took Roman
266names. From 350 to 476, only twenty-one magistri are known to have been of 

definite barbarian origin while another twenty-four may have been.267 This represents 

less than a third of the magistri known from the period. However, with some 

assuming the nomen of the emperor or latinising their own names these numbers are 

more likely an underestimate rather than an exaggeration.268 This possibly explains 

that while the number of Germans serving in the army may have increased, the 

number of obvious German magistri remained in the minority.269 Julian also accused 

Constantine of being a novator turbatorque priscarum legume (an innovator and 

destroyer of hallowed laws and traditions),270 but so ingrained were the recruiting 

practices of Constantine that Julian found himself unable to reverse them.271

Constantine also fostered good relation with entire tribes. Expanding on Constantius 

I’s deploying of the Franks along the Lower Rhine, Constantine’s use of 

Rhinelanders formed a major part in the general shift towards the recruitment of 

Gallic and Germanic tribesmen.272 The Cornuti seem to have featured prominently in 

the campaign of 312 with them possibly depicted on the Arch of Constantine wearing 

Germanic helmets with goat-homs.273 Their importance is further shown by the fact 

that the Roman army adopted the Cornuti barritus.274 Such was the success of these 

Rhinelanders that on at least two other occasions, Constantine extracted soldiers by 

way of tribute.275 Constantine also developed a relationship with the Goths. A

Ammianus XV.5.33.
265 Julian, Caesar 329b; Ammianus XXI. 10.
266 Jones (1964), 1084 n.46.
267 Elton (1996a), 273.
268 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 8.
269 Hoffmann (1969), 145.

Ammianus XXI. 10.
271 Ammianus XXI. 1.8 on Julian promoting Nevitta to magister equitum and then to the consulship.
272 Zosimus II. 15.1; Frank (1969), 221.
273 Alfoldi (1959).
274 Tomlin in Wacher (1987), 111.
275 Kulikowski (2007), 80-81; this service of the Franks lasted throughout the length of Constantine’s 
house and beyond. By the mid-fourth century they were powerful enough for one of them to be briefly 
recognised as Augustus and for ‘anti-Frankism’ to appear (Ammianus XV.5-6). At least two Frankish
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punitive campaign in 332 brought large number of recruits.276 The same deal may 

also have seen up to 40,000 Tervingi settled along the Danube to keep the peace in 

return for annonae federaticae 211 This gave Constantine the excuse to claim that he 

had regained Dacia, even if this was not the case.278 This treaty of friendship was 

long-lasting and “the Goths gave to the house of Constantine a loyalty that outlasted 

the dynasty itself.”279 The usurper Procopius based his claim to imperial office on his 

Constantinian affiliation and gained Gothic backing against Valens.280 European 

barbarians were not the only non-Romans employed by Constantine. Moors are 

depicted on the Arch of Constantine, while the Nobades were still employed on the 

Egyptian frontier. In the east, Constantine made frequent use of indigenae, such as 

Arab auxiliaries281 and Iberian peoples from the Caucasus.282 Roman invasions of 

Persian territory brought other non-Romans into the service of the emperor, such as 

an ala from Corduene and a cohort from Zabdicene.283 Hormisdas, a son of the 

Persian king, served Julian and likely brought some Persian soldiers with him.284

Constantine’s father was highly praised for employing large numbers of Franks not 

just as a source of recruits but also of income both in cash and kind285 and 

Constantine continued to accept barbarians into the Empire as supplicants. Perhaps

30,000 Sarmatians, if not 300,000, being settled in Thrace, Scythia, Macedonia and 

Italy, probably as laeti286 while others were tied to the land in an “unfree, serflike, 

semi-slave status,” such as coloni or inquilini2%1 This combination of barbarian 

volunteers, prisoners of war, laeti and dediticii “led to a considerable barbarisation of

commanders of the scholae, Malarich and Mallobaudes, are known (Ammianus XXV.8.11,
XIV.11.21, XXXI.10.6-7), while Gratian’s election was instigated by a cadre of Frankish generals 
(Frank (1969), 65). The daughter of one of the Frankish magistri militum, Bauto, married the eastern 
emperor, Arcadius (Bauto -  PLRE 1.159; Aelia Eudoxia, empress of Arcadius -  PLRE 11.410); CTh 
III. 14.1 [368]).The importance of the Franks was still remembered over 600 years later (Constantine 
VII Porphyrogenitus, de administrando imperio 13).
276 Eusebius, VC IV.6.
277 Jordanes, Getica 112, 145.
278 Blockley (1992), 8.
279 Eutropius X.4.
280 Eunapius fr.37; Blockley (1992), 9.
281 Jones (1964), 57; Lee (2007), 53.
282 Socrates 1.20; Sozomen II.7.
283 ND Or. V.40, VI.32, 40, VII.32, XXVI.34, 36.
284 Zosimus 11.17; Ammianus XXIV. 1.
285 Pan. Lat. VII.6; Alfoldi (2001), 167-172 on the Lyon medallion showing the emperors receiving 
supplicants from across the Rhine.
286 Anon. Vales. 32; Eusebius, VC IV.6 -  30,000; Ammianus XVII. 12.17-19; Zosimus 11.22.1.
287 Williams and Friell (1994), 109 although the suggestion of Jordanes, Getica 115 that Constantine 
installed Vandals in Pannonia as subiecti is suspect.
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Roman areas even before the actual tribe migrations got under way.”288 It has been 

suggested that “the inhabitants of the northern provinces saw in every twentieth man 

the example or descendant of these migrations.”289 Such large numbers diminished 

the power of Romanisation for while the machinery necessary to Romanise a 

barbarian could be found in his military or civil career, it could not extend to his 

private life, because he would bring all his possessions and his entire family with him 

as he crossed into the Empire.290 The force that had brought Italians, Greeks, 

Africans, Spaniards, Orientals and Gauls together in a vast multi-national entity, 

failed to fully integrate the new batch of barbarians as part of Roman society.

I.IV Concluding Remarks

Through a wide range of reforms Diocletian was able to complete the work begun by 

Gallienus and Aurelian and set the Empire back on track. Together with Constantine, 

he initiated the final phases of the transition towards an emphasis on movement and 

punitive strikes to deter enemies rather than vast, unwieldy campaigns of conquests. 

The army was expanded to include more cavalry and mobile infantry and the 

frontiers were reorganised with a combination of perimeter defences and strategically 

placed battle groups. Diocletian also regularised Roman recruitment, perhaps for the 

first time. By integrating the traditional obligation of citizens to serve in the army 

into a tax based system of conscription and tying sons to the profession of their 

fathers, Diocletian made recruiting more regular and structured than the dilectus had 

ever provided. When coupled with the direct conscription of vagi and the inevitable 

volunteers of both Roman and barbarian origin, the ancient sources seem to think 

that this system had no problems providing enough men for the army.

However, there is evidence that even during Diocletian’s reign that the new system 

was not fully successful in attracting soldiers into the army. The emperor himself felt 

the need to improve the conditions of service in the army. His Edict on Maximum 

Prices tried to control the inflation that had made a soldier’s pay increasingly 

worthless while donatives, the major part of a soldier’s pay, were made more

Wolfram (1997), 56. 
MacMullen (1976), 50.OQfi x '

MacMullen (1976), 50-54.
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systematic. Permanent garrisons and deployments along the frontiers meant that 

some recruits could be posted among their friends and family in what became the 

limitanei. By attempting to make a soldier’s living conditions better, he also 

attempted to curb the extracting of salgamum or cenaticum. However, these financial 

reforms were also a failure. Soldiers continued to demand payments and by fixing 

prices, Diocletian only encouraged the growth of the black market and hoarding.

His wish that volunteers alone would fill the ranks of the army also proved 

unrealistic as the spread of Romanisation continued to undermine enthusiasm for 

military service. The increasing role of non-Romans in the fourth century army 

provides perhaps the most obvious evidence that Diocletian’s recruitment of Roman 

citizens by taxation was not completely successful. Had the system of capitula been 

able to raise large numbers of internal recruits in quick time, Constantine would not 

have needed to use an army that relied so heavily upon barbarians. Under 

Constantine, recruiting non-Romans became a much more viable avenue of 

manpower. Laeti, dediticii and external barbarians provided increasing numbers of 

the Roman army’s manpower. Soon entire units were made up of the same tribe and 

tribal influence within the Roman army grew, with individual Franks, Goths and 

Alamanni reaching the highest military and civil offices. Such large numbers of 

barbarians taxed the Empire’s ability to Romanise and integrate them.

Constantine also expanded the comitatus to include more elite units and eventually 

form the nucleus of the fourth century field armies. Such a collection of units around 

the emperor saw the removal of many regular Roman units from their bases in 

Britain and along the Rhine, putting pressure on those frontier and garrison forces 

that remained. However, the most unforeseen change to the Empire instigated by 

Constantine in the early fourth century that had an impact on military service and 

recruiting was in the religious sphere. Less than a decade after the Great Persecution, 

Constantine was victorious at Milvian Bridge under the banner of Christianity. The 

spread of this new state religion and the increasing use of barbarians in the army 

would have vast consequences for the Roman army and would play a major role in 

the development of recruiting practices throughout the fourth century.291

291 See below Chapter VI.I on Barbarisation and Chapter VI.II on Christianity.
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II: Constantine to Adrianople: Revolt, Invasion and Migration

II.I Internal Dislocation

(i) The Effect o f Regionalisation and the Scholae on Casualty Levels

The fourth century resembles the third as a time of barbarian intrusion, Persian 

belligerence and usurpation. These events caused sizeable casualties; casualties that 

the recruiting system was expected to replace.1 Due to the lack of evidence to the 

contrary and the lack of significant changes to recruiting mechanisms, it is assumed 

that Diocletian’s conscription by taxation, hereditary service and employing of 

specialised foreigners coped with these losses. By the 330s, forces were dispersed 

along the frontiers with a single, central field army around the emperor. However, 

this began to change at the death of Constantine. A massacre of Constantius Chlorus’ 

family left Constantine II, Constantius II and Constans as the reigning Augusti2 Such 

a tripartite division of territory, resources and the army stretched the logistics of the 

Empire. Each son of Constantine appointed their own praetorian prefects and 

magistri and had their own comitatus. The enmity between the brothers suggests that 

an even distribution of new recruits was unlikely. This most worried Constantius, 

who had inherited war with the Persians and because the east was not renowned for 

its recruits, he had to rely on Thrace.

The conflict between Constantine and Constans in 340 somewhat reduced the 

recruiting burden. The limited information about the clash suggests that Constantine 

II was killed before serious casualties were suffered. The reduction of the field

1 Nicasie (1998), 83 on replacement rates; see above Chapter I.II, 10 n.90.
2 Zosimus II.40.3; Eusebius, VC 61.3; Aurelius Victor, De Caes. 41.15; it appears that Constantine 
intended to divide the Empire between his sons, and his nephews, Dalmatius and Hannibalianus, 
although the official account was that he only wanted his sons to succeed him (Eusebius, VC IV.51,
58; Gregory of Nazianus, Or. IV.21). Egged on by rumours that Dalmatius and Hannibalianus may 
have poisoned Constantine (Zosimus II.40.2; Philostorgius 11.16; Eutropius, Brev. X.9.1; [Aur. Vic.], 
Epit. De Caes 41.18), the army stepped in. Constantius II is blamed for the massacre (Julian, Ep. 
270C) and the promotion of two generals, Flavius Ursus and Flavius Polemius, to the consulship of 
338 give credence to the army’s role in the massacre (Potter (2004), 461).
3 Constantine II had received Gaul, Britain and Spain and apparently some semblance of pre-eminence 
as the eldest (Jones (1964), 112; CTh XII.1.27[339] was issued by Constantine II and Constans, with 
the former’s name given first). However, he appears to have resented his share ([Aur. Vic.], Epit. 
XLI.l; Eutropius X.9; Zosimus 11.41.1) and was perhaps provoked into action by Constans and his
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armies to two may have relieved pressure on the recruiting system as Constantine II’s 

men were incorporated into the forces of Constans. Distracted by the Persians, 

Constantius had to accept this new arrangement and, although it is speculative, it is 

not a stretch to suggest that Constantius received western recruits or some of 

Constantine IPs men in return for this recognition. However, this cordial agreement 

could not hide the fact that in less than three years the house of Constantine had 

resorted to civil war. It would not be the last time.

This was assured by the regionalisation of the Empire. Constans continued to appoint 

a Praetorian Prefect to administer Gaul and by 355 there were three clear prefectures 

-  east, west and central.4 The field armies were also subdivided into regional 

groupings, putting skilled individuals in powerful, independent positions. While 

Constans commanded a field army in Gaul, his magister peditum, Vetranio, 

commanded another in Illyricum and Constantius employed his magister equitum to 

command a “regional group of cavalry and infantry.”5 The institution of the comites 

rei militaris further highlights the subdivision of the field armies.6 These regional 

field armies were maintained even after Constantius reunited the Empire and 

demanded the military hierarchy be flexible. The irregular assignments of Ursicinus, 

who remained magister equitum per Orientem even when he was in the west7 and of 

Ammianus illustrate that “the needs of the state transcended any inclination to 

maintain administrative regularity.”

This multiplication of regional forces saw them limited to geographical areas9 and 

short on resources. The promotion of limitanei as pseudocomitatenses, the transfer of 

comitatenses units to the frontiers and to the palatini10 and the service of palatine

officials (Jones (1964), 112). His subsequent invasion of Italy in 340 was defeated and Constantine II 
was killed at Aquileia ([Aur. Vic.], Epit. XLI.21; Zonaras XIII.5.7-14).
4 Nicasie (1998), 84 suggests that praetorian prefects were ultimately responsible for the supply of 
recruits to the Roman army.
5 Jones (1964), 124; Socrates 11.13; Sozomen III.7; Ammianus XIV.9.1-3.
6 Jones (1964), 124.
7 Crump (1973), 94-95.
8 Crump (1973), 97, 101-103 suggests that using the Codex Theodosianus and the Notitia Dignitatum 
may provide a far more rigid military establishment than was the case.
9 Ammianus XXIV.8.4; XXVI. 10.4 show that during the revolt of Procopius regional field armies 
could move beyond their geographic limits.
10 Ammianus XVIII.9.3; XX.7.1; Crump (1973), 93; the garrison of limitanei in Africa was 
permanently reinforced by units of comitatenses leading the commanding officer to be promoted from 
dux to comes Africae (Ammianus XXI.7.4; CTh VII. 1.4[349]; CTh VIII.7.13[372]); Ammianus
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units in regional field armies suggests that these armies were at the limits of their 

manpower. This means that regionalisation compromised the Empire’s ability to 

mount offensives into enemy territory, eroding support for the emperor and making 

usurpation and rebellion more likely. It also could mean that regional forces could 

not defeat a foreign enemy. This may have contributed to the proliferation of sieges 

and skirmishes as set piece battles encompassed too high a risk of heavy casualties.11 

The conclusion may be that the later Roman army could only exclude invaders and 

regulate internal disturbances.12

This indictment was aimed at Constantius, who is accused of having “never defeated 

any foreign people that made war on him, nor did he ever stand in the first line of 

battle, nor add to the territory of the empire.”13 This is an unfair if not incorrect 

accusation. Civil wars were a considerable undertaking and had to be fought to 

maintain the current regime’s reputation. Constantius also had to face the extremely 

capable Shapur II with less than half of the Empire’s resources.14 Despite this, it did 

not mean the end of offensive campaigns. Constantius and Julian advanced into 

Persian territory and across the Rhine and Danube on numerous occasions. The 

regional field armies of Gaul, Thrace and Illyricum had good supplies of recruits 

while in the east Constantius found reliable cavalry and bowmen in Armenia15 and 

good infantry in Isauria. Therefore, regionalisation was not overly detrimental to 

recruiting or on the ability of the army to press its agenda abroad.

However, regionalisation did have an indirect effect on recruiting. Putting sizeable 

armies in the hands of regional commanders increased the likelihood of usurpation.

XIX.5.2; XIX.6; Elton (1996a), 212-213 highlight an overlooked complication in the separation of 
comitatenses and limitanei with Gallic comitatenses being blamed for the fall of Amida due to their 
inability to cope with defensive siege warfare, presumably because of “their lack of training for this 
role, rarely required in the west.”
11 Wardman(1984), 225.
12 Wardman (1984), 228, 232.
13 Matthews (1989), 234; Ammianus XXI.16.15.

The disastrous defeat of Julian by Shapur II vindicates Constantius’ decision to rely on his cities
rather than his armies to keep Persia at bay. Constantius’ biggest mistake with regards to Shapur may 
have been relying upon his generals because Roman reverses only occurred when Constantius himself 
was not in overall command. He is sometimes accused of being distracted by debates over Christian 
doctrine when he and his personal field army should have been attending to the eastern frontier (Potter 
(2004), 505). However, despite calling many councils, he cannot be accused of letting his ardent 
Arianism get in the way of the needs of the Empire (Lee (2007), 209); Philostorgius II.5; Jordanes, 
Getica 267; Thompson (1966) 96f on his accepting of Ulfila and his flock into Roman territory. 

Expositio totius mundi et gentium XLIII.
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An emperor being seen to share the military burden became paramount to 

maintaining loyalty16 but in the process amplified the need for an effective and loyal 

scholae and candidati17 to protect the emperor. While the meritocracy of Diocletian 

and Constantine made assassination less likely,18 there were drastic consequences. 

Even the most martially inclined emperor could not thwart a determined usurper who 

exploited regional tensions without military action. The increased security offered to 

both emperors and usurpers by their scholae and candidati meant that fourth century 

civil wars were fought to a sanguinary conclusion. The uniformity of the recruiting 

system meant that civil conflicts would be won by the larger army, leading to 

massive recruitment drives at their outbreak19 and casualty lists of tens of thousands.

(ii) Mursa: its Consequences for Recruiting and the Rise o f Julian

Just how sanguinary civil war had become was demonstrated by the usurpation that 

Constans precipitated by favouring his Danubian forces over those of Gaul.20 In 350, 

a conspiracy formed around Flavius Magnentius, the commander of the Ioviani et 

Herculiani in Gaul21 and Constans was abandoned by his army and executed.22 The 

unpopularity of Constans is further highlighted by the concurrent usurpations of 

Julius Nepotianus in Rome23 and the magister peditum in Illyricum, Vetranio.24 

Nepotianus was only a minor nuisance but Vetranio proved a more capable foe for he 

commanded the Danubian comitatenses. By concentrating his forces, bringing them

16 Ammianus XIV. 10.11-14 on Constantius referring to his men as commilitones; Zosimus III.9.1; 
Ammianus XVII. 1.2 on Julian being popular for sharing the burdens of his men; the emperor’s field 
army was commanded by a magister peditum and magister equitum, styled in praesenti or 
praesentalis to differentiate them from the other regional magistri (Jones (1964), 124-25, 1089-91 
n.26 on Constantius II’s magistri using Ensslin (1931), 107ff).
17 Ammianus XV.5.16; XXXI.13.14; XXXI.15.8; Jerome, Vita S. Hilarionis Eremitae 22; Ammianus
XXV.3.6 demonstrates the importance of the candidati as Julian had become detached from his 
bodyguard when he was killed in Persia; CTh VIII. 1.10[365] reveals the elevated position of the 
scholae and of the emperor’s personal army itself with the distinction between these palatini and those 
serving in the comitatenses.
18 Wardman (1984), 221.
19 Ammianus XXI.6.
20 He was also uninterested in ruling and caused the ruin of cities (Zosimus 11.49.1; Julian, Or. 2.96A).
21 That Magnentius was possibly of barbaric or laeti origin (Zosimus 11.54; Julian, Or. 1.34A; 
Themisitus, Or. III.43a; VI.80c; Aurelius Victor XLI.25; [Aur. Vic.], Epit. XLII.7) may demonstrate 
the growing acceptance of barbarians in imperial service. However, Drinkwater (2000), 138-145 casts 
doubt over these accusations, suggesting that “Constantian court-propaganda” had succeeded in 
sullying Magnentius’ name.
22 Zosimus II.42.2-5.
23 [Aur. Vic.], Epit. XLII.3; Zosimus II.43.2-4; Socrates 11.25; Sozomen IV. 1.
24 Julian, Or. 1.27C, 30B; Peter the Patrician, fr. 16, FH G IV; Zosimus 11.44.3-4; Zonaras XIII.7.18- 
20
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up to strength through rigorous recruiting and increasing their immunity to bribery 

by issuing an accession donative, Vetranio left military action as Magnentius ’ only 

avenue to get to the recruiting grounds of the Balkans. This stand-off was further 

complicated when Constantius arrived in the Balkans at the head of the eastern field 

army. A three-way civil war was only averted by a curious chain of events.25 

Constantius and Vetranio met at Serdica with the latter agreeing to surrender his 

forces and abdicate. This may have been a stroke of luck but claims of a ‘strategic 

usurpation’ to deny the 20,000 men of the Danube army and the Balkan recruiting 

grounds from Magnentius appeared. Such an ingenious plan concocted by 

Constantius is unlikely but not impossible.26

While Vetranio was dealt with without bloodshed, dealing with Magnentius was a 

much more chaotic affair. Constantius felt that he needed a substantial numerical 

advantage and to achieve it he employed every recruiting technique in the book. As 

well as incorporating Vetranio’s army, Constantius brought a large force of eastern 

cavalry, probably Armenians, with him. He bribed Silvanus, the Frankish 

commander of Magnentius’ schola armaturarum with a promotion to defect.27 He 

also encouraged the Alamanni to invade Gaul in order to force the usurper to split his 

forces: a dubious accolade.28 In response Magnentius raised at least two new legions 

and hired Franks and Saxons.29 The extent to which he stripped the Rhine frontier 

attracted ridicule30 and may suggest that Magnentius had trouble raising troops. The 

subsequent battle at Mursa was a disaster for the Empire as it turned into a bloody 

affair with Constantius winning an almost Pyrrhic victory.31 No contemporary 

numbers survive for the Mursa campaign but one later source32 suggests that despite 

possibly being outnumbered by 36,000 men to Constantius’ 80,000, Magnentius was

25 Zosimus 11.44.
That Vetranio was allowed a quiet retirement complete with a pension in Bithynia may back this up.

27 Ammianus XV.5.33.
“8 Julian, Ep. 7 [279AB]; Drinkwater (2000), 142 suggests that this may have encouraged some 
historians to formulate Magnentius’ barbarian origins in order to paint him as leading the Alamanni 
into the Empire rather than the Roman emperor encouraging them to invade.
29 Ammianus XVIII.9; Julian, Or. 2.98D.

Julian, Or. 1.28, 35A.31 •
Eutropius X.12; Elton (1996a), 233 on Constantius’ eastern cavalry playing a major role in his 

victory.
Zonaras XIII.8.17; Zonaras was a twelth century chronicler and while his distance from the actual 

events significantly reduces his reliability, the possibility that he had access to and used sources from 
the mid fourth century that are now lost means that his figures are worthy noting. Banchich and Lane 
(2009), 8-11 on Zonaras’ sources.
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able to inflict up to 30,000 casualties while receiving up to 24,000 himself. This 

could have cost the Empire up to 50,000 men, who “would have been adequate for 

any number of outside wars and could have won many triumphs and brought 

peace.” Such a slaughter and the likelihood that Magnentius had left a significant 

number of his forces in the west meant that Constantius ’ final victory was not 

achieved until 353 at Mons Seleucus.

Nowhere do the sources record how Constantius made up for these casualties. Again 

due to the lack of evidence to the contrary, it is usually assumed that the recruiting 

system coped with these losses. However, the Empire was still feeling the effects of 

Magnentius’ defeat nearly five years later when Julian could only muster 13,000 men 

at Argentoratum.34 The actions of Constantius in the aftermath of Magnentius’ defeat 

cannot have helped. His adherents played on the emperor’s pathological hatred of 

political dissent and his temper35 to further their own ends.36 Treason trials ruined the 

structure of the army in Gaul as anyone suspected of connivance with Magnentius 

was banishedt or executed.37 The loss of officials and generals, including Silvanus,38 

put further strain on a recruiting system already stretched by casualties.

The defeat of Magnentius and its reprisals left the army trying to rebuild whilst 

facing the fallout of Constantius’ controversial encouraging of the Alamanni to 

invade Gaul. When these incursions continued after the civil war, coupled with the 

‘revolt’ of Silvanus and a Persian attack on Batnae in 354,39 Constantius decided he 

needed an imperial colleague, despite the trouble caused by Gallus.40 This led to the

33 Eutropius. X.12; Zosimus II.51.1.
There were other mitigating political circumstances for the size of his army and of course he was 

still victorious over the Alamanni.
The fears of Constantius were not entirely irrational or imagined. The recent revolt of the western 

provinces and the “growing doubts as to the intentions of Gallus Caesar” (Matthews (1989), 36) 
provide some vindication of Constantius’ suspicions. Therefore, to link him to the unjustified treason 
trials that were rife under Tiberius, Caligula, Domitian and Commodus is to go too far (Ammianus 
XIV.5; Matthews (1989), 33).
36 Ammianus XIV.5.4.
37 Ammianus XIV.5; Matthews (1989), 33.

Ammianus XV.5 -  Silvanus’ intention to rebel was likely invented by his enemies and when it 
became clear that Constantius believed it, the Frankish officer had no choice but to usurp.
39 Ammianus XIV.3.

Gallus used his military ruthlessness in civilian affairs and quickly gained a reputation for cruelty, 
particularly during a food riot in Antioch (Ammianus XIV.7). News of Gallus’ “notoriously swollen 
pride” (Ammianus XIV.9) reached the ears of Constantius and it soon became clear to the emperor 
that Gallus was not fit for authority. Constantius, in a move that foreshadowed his dealings with 
Julian, gradually replaced any ministers loyal to Gallus and withdrew military units to lessen the
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elevation of Julian to Caesar41 whose “initial function, though nominally military, 

was really that of a figurehead”42 to be used as an overt symbol of Constantius’ 

authority.43 However, military victories and his sharing of the burden with his troops, 

made Julian popular. This piqued Constantius’ paranoia and he ordered Julian to 

send his Herulian, Batavian, Celtae and Petulantes units, the pick of his Scutarii and 

Gentiles, together with 300 men from every other army unit to the east.44 This was 

likely a call for reinforcements but it could also have been a move to weaken a 

potential opponent. However, the Gallic troops were “reluctant to leave their beloved 

commander and families”45 and proclaimed Julian Augustus in 360. Despite his show 

of resistance, Julian may have orchestrated this revolt as pro-Constantian officers 

such as Lupicinus had been sent to Britain while disgruntled troops were directed 

through Paris, where Julian was able to meet them.46 The unwillingness of Gallic 

troops to go east now must be queried for they marched to Constantinople and later 

into Persia without any quandary.47 Personal loyalty to Julian may have inspired 

them but the rewards of successful campaigns against Constantius and Shapur II 

were a powerful incentive. Another civil war was only avoided by Constantius 

naming Julian as his successor on his deathbed.48

Julian’s usurpation demonstrates that securing the loyalty of serving soldiers through 

military victories could be as important as raising new recruits or foreign 

mercenaries. Julian’s charisma also aided the transfer of supreme authority while 

Constantius’ officials may have been convinced by his showing in Gaul and his 

pledge to deal directly with Persian belligerence.49 However, it would be naive to 

assume that the successes of Julian and Magnentius were based solely on their

chances of a rebellion. Finally in the autumn of 354 Gallus was recalled and executed. (Ammianus
XIV. 11; Jones (1964), 116). Whether or not this headed off a potential civil war may be to believe 
Constantius’ propaganda, although the testament of Ammianus is enough to suggest that Gallus was 
capable of causing trouble.

This was welcomed by the army at Milan suggesting the continuing love for the family of 
Constantine despite the support for Magnentius and Constantius’ trials (Ammianus XV.8.4, 9-11).
42 Blockley (1972), 446.
43 Julian, Ep. 277D-278A; Eunapius fr. 14.2; Socrates III. 1; Sozomen V.2; Libanius, Or. XVIII.42
44 Ammianus XX.4.2.
45 Jones (1964), 120.
46 Zonaras XIII. 10
47 Blockley (1972), 450-51.
48 Ammianus XXII.2.1; Matthews (1989), 105.

Ammianus XXI. 15 records that a few tentative suggestions were made about electing a new 
emperor but the imminent arrival of Julian in Asia Minor deterred this. It could therefore be said that 
Julian’s lightning march through Italy, Illyricum and Thrace to be near Constantinople at the time of 
Constantius’ death saved the Empire from a further civil war.
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military records and dislike for the reigning emperor. Some ulterior motives were 

involved. Their continued poverty may have “increased the moral dependence and 

loyalty of the troops to the emperor”50 but should the emperor ignore a regional army 

this dependence made usurpation more likely. Regional officials could expect 

preferential treatment from the new Augustus while the rank and file would receive 

the mandatory accession donativum.51

(iii) Procopius: Recruiting Benefits o f Dynastic Loyalty and Money

The usurpation of Procopius in 365 highlights many of the same problems. It also 

proved that the Constantinian dynasty was still popular and that mass mobilisation of 

civilians, barbarians and veterans could be done quickly. Procopius appears to have 

been a relative of Julian,52 although the exact link is unclear.53 There was also a 

rumour that Julian, disturbed by dreams forecasting calamity in Persia, marked 

Procopius as his successor by giving him a robe of imperial purple.54 However 

tenuous his claims to authority were, Procopius thought that they were strong enough 

to risk a revolt against the new regime of Valentinian and Valens. In Thrace, he 

seduced a force of cavalry and infantry, which included the Divitenses et Tungrecani 

Iuniores,55 with the promise of a massive donative.56 Further bribery brought the 

entire Thracian diocese, its recruiting grounds and army over to his side.57 

Communications were closed with the seizure of the harbours of Constantinople.58 

However, Procopius could not extend his influence beyond northern Greece as the

50 Elton (1996a), 140.
51 Ammianus XX.4.18.
52 Ammianus XXVI.6.1, 18; XXVI.7.10, 16; XXVI.9.3; Libanius, Or. 24.13; Philostorgius IX.5; 
Eunapius fr.34.3; Zosimus III.35.2; IV.4.2, 7.1; Zonaras 13.16.
53 Themistius, Or. VII.92b mocks Procopius’ claim to Constantinian ancestry; Ammianus XXVI.6.1 
uses the term ‘cognatus, ’ a term usually reserved for maternal relations (Lenski (2002), 69). It is most 
likely that he was a maternal cousin of Julian and therefore had no blood ties to Constantine. “This did 
not, of course, deter him from asserting one. On the contrary, his supposed Constantinian connections 
became a cornerstone in the fabric of his revolt” (Lenski (2002), 69).

Ammianus XXIII.3.2; XXVI.6.2; Philostorgius IX.5 record this claim as a rumour probably put 
about by Procopius himself; Zosimus IV.4.2-3 regards the story as the truth; Libanius, Or. XVIII.273; 
Ammianus XXV.3.20 record that even on his deathbed, Julian refused to name a successor;
Ammianus XXVI.6.3 states that a false rumour spread in the army that Julian had nominated 
Procopius with his dying breath.
55 Ammianus XXVI.6.11-12.

Zosimus IV.5.3-4; Ammianus XXVI.6.13; the lack of a garrison at Constantinople to defend the 
emperor’s position made the city a perfect place to begin a revolt (Lenski (2002), 72).

The Thracian comes, Julian, remained loyal to Valens and was arrested, but his army joined 
Procopius (Ammianus XXVI.7.5).
58 Themistius, Or. VII.91d-92a.
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comes per Illyricum, Equitius, proved steadfast in his loyalty to Valentinian, killing 

Procopius’ envoys and sealing off Illyricum.59 The importance of this cannot be 

underestimated. Procopius had proven capable of raising support but not being able 

to tap into the recruiting potential of Illyricum meant that he had to rely on Thrace 

for his new recruits and on soldiers who had proven to be of questionable loyalty.60

Despite this, Procopius “did a remarkable job of compensating for his deficit”61 in 

manpower. The seduction of the Divitenses et Tungrecani luniores brought him little 

over 2,000 men. The size of the Thracian army is unknown, but was probably not 

that substantial if Valens felt the need to reinforce it.62 Other cavalry and infantry 

units of unknown size are recorded joining the revolt.63 Procopius also persuaded the 

Iovii et Victores luniores to join him, probably a similar size to the Divitenses et 

Tungrecani luniores.64 Numerous barbarian auxiliaries sided with Procopius 

including some 3,000 Goths who were attracted by the name of Constantine, 

although they did not arrive until after his defeat.65 Procopius also drafted slaves and 

the urban rabble into his army.66 This could suggest that, despite his bribery and 

recruiting among Thracians and Goths, Procopius was having trouble finding men to 

challenge Yalens. However, it was typical for historians to claim that rebels and
f \  7usurpers employed slaves and vagrants when their revolt ended in defeat.

Despite its rag-tag composition, Procopius’ force proved itself a viable threat to 

Valens. Cities such as Nicaea, Chalcedon and Nicomedia fell to the usurper68 and 

Valens’ general Vadomarius was defeated while Valens himself narrowly avoided 

capture near Chalcedon. The withdrawal of the emperor left all of Bithynia and the

59 Ammianus XXVI.7.11-12.
60 The actions of Equitius, which later saw him promoted to magister (Ammianus XXVI.5.11-12) 
negated the question as to whether Procopius, a native of Cilicia (Ammianus XXVI.6.1) could have 
persuaded the Pannonians and Illyrians to join him against their imperial kinsmen.
61 Lenski (2002), 75; Ammianus XXVI.7.8; Zosimus IV.6.4, 7.1; Eunapius, fr. 7.5.2; Sozomen VI.8.6; 
Socrates IV.3.1; Themistius, Or. VII.85d-86a, 97d all comment on the rapidity of Procopius’ building 
an army capable of challenging Valens.
62 It is unlikely that the Thracian field army in 365 was as large as the 20,000 strong force recorded in 
the Notitia Dignitatum.
63 Ammianus XXVI.7.9.
64 Ammianus XXVI.7.13.17; Zosimus IV.7.1.
65 Ammianus XXVI.10.3, XXVII.4.1, 5.1, XXXI.3.4; Eunapius fr.37; Zosimus IV.7.2, 10.1-2 claims 
that 10,000 Goths were sent to Procopius; Ammianus XXVI.8.5; Zosimus IV.7.1 on other barbarians.
66 Ammianus XXVI.7.1, 5, 7, 14; Zosimus IV.5.5; Themistius, Or. 7.86d.
67 Lenski, (2002), 75n.41.
68 Ammianus XXVI.8.1-2.
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Hellespont to Procopius and opened the way into the diocese of Asiana.69 While this 

might illustrate the strength of Procopius’ forces, it may instead show the lack of 

men available to Valens and his underestimating of the revolt. The bulk of field army
• 70was at Antioch at the outbreak which may account for only the Iovii et Victores 

Iuniores being sent to face Procopius and that a mere garrison commander, 

Rumitacla, could defeat Vadomarius. This situation changed when Lupicinus arrived 

at Ancyra with part of the eastern comitatenses. That Arinthaeus was able to 

persuade part of Procopius’ army to defect highlights the problem of relying on 

soldiers who had been bribed.71 While trying to win support from wealthy 

individuals and undecided cities, Procopius’ heavy-handed tactics also drove 

Constantius’ retired magister equitum, Arbitio, into Valens’ camp.

When Valens ventured into the field again in early 366, the presence of Arbitio, 

Arinthaeus and Lupicinus proved to be the catalyst in the downfall of the revolt. At
79Thyateira near Sardis, the emperor’s force met half of Procopius’ men, the latter 

commanded by a certain Goamarius, an old friend of Arbitio. Valens urged Arbitio to 

speak to Goamarius and the aging general persuaded Goamarius and his army to 

desert. A second confrontation at Nacoleia had a similar result as Procopius’
• 7 "3magister peditum, Agilo, was also persuaded to abandon the usurper. In less than 

two months, Procopius’ army had gone from one of significant power commanded 

by two respected generals to just two attendants. Even they proved disloyal as they 

brought Procopius to Valens, who executed him.74

Procopius demonstrated that a sizeable force could be raised in very little time. 

Discontent with Valens, Procopius’ skills in manipulation and propaganda and
• • • 7Stiming played a part but the real reason for his transient success was money. His

69 Ammianus XXVI.8.1-10.
70 CTh VII.22.7[365] records Petronius assembling recruits in Antioch in April while Theodoret, HP
XIII. 15 records the presence of Lupicinus, magister equitum, in Antioch and his efforts requisitioning 
provisions presumably for the army that was already present or soon to be.
' Ammianus XXVI.10.4; Lenski (1999a), 313 n.21 on Valens drafting garrison units such as the I 

Isaura (ND Or. VII.56) into his field army, highlighting his need for men of some military experience.
72 Zosimus IV.7.4-8.2.
73 Ammianus XXVI.9.7; Zosimus IV.8.3.
74 Ammianus XXVI.9.9; XXVII.2.10; the revolt continued in Chalcedon under Procopius’ relative 
Marcellus, who had supposedly been invested with imperial authority (Zosimus IV.8.4), however, he 
was captured by Equitius, who had him flogged and executed (Ammianus XXVI. 10.3-5).
75 MacMullen (1985), 70-72.
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raising of an army was primarily through bribery.76 Constantinople gave Procopius 

access to the eastern treasury and a mint, allowing him to issue his own coins 

publicising his link to Constantine77 and “to recruit troops from among the urban- 

masses... buy officials... [and] co-opt other army units.”78 His short term success 

was more impressive as it happened in the east. “Usurpations usually took place 

where troops were available, mobile, and isolated from imperial power, [therefore] 

every major fourth century usurpation except that of Procopius occurred in the 

western half of the Empire.”79 That Procopius cobbled together a coherent army from 

limited recruits, barbarians and deserters is a testament to his resourcefulness. With 

more time Thrace would have provided good recruits, Goths would have flocked to 

his banner and the Constantinopolitan fleet could have brought more allies. However, 

by deploying even his limited forces, Valens deprived Procopius of sufficient time to 

raise and train more men and Equitius ’ loyalty forced Procopius to rely on 

unpredictable and tardy allies and Roman units of suspect loyalty. Dependence on 

deserters critically undermined Procopius’ chances of success, which was a blessing 

for the Empire. The eastern army had not recovered from Julian’s Persian campaign 

but the rapid responses of Valens and Equitius confined Procopius to a relatively 

small area, limiting his resources and the damage to imperial manpower. Procopius’ 

only impact on recruiting was compelling Valens’ to fight the Visigoths, which 

prevented recruitment from amongst them.

The Empire also faced numerous revolts by peoples from within. Reticent in their 

acceptance of Romanisation and perhaps sheltered from it in their mountainous 

abodes in Cilicia, the Isaurians proved a “profound security threat.”80 They caused so 

much trouble for Gallus, Constantius and Valens81 that southern Anatolia was

transformed “into a militarized zone that regularly diverted imperial troops and
82  • • attention” with Valens even exempting them from paying the vestis militaris in an

attempt to maintain order.83 Arab tribes along the Strata Diocletiana also posed a

76 Ammianus XXVI.6.13-14, 18; Zosimus IV.5.4.
77 Themistius, Or. VII.91C-D.
78 Lenski (2002), 83; Ammianus XXVI.7.8, 11; Zosimus IV.6.4.
79 Lenski (2002), 82.
80 Lenski (2002), 197; Lenski (1999b), 431-446.
81 Ammianus XIV.2; XIX.13.1-2; XXVII.9.6-7; Zosimus IV.20.1-2; Eunapius fr. 43.4; Basil of 
Caesarea, Ep. 200, 215, 217.
82 Lenski (2002), 199.
83 CTh VII.6.3[377],



44

• • R4military problem. One moment they could be serving the Empire, the next they 

could be hampering it and one of their number may have been responsible for the
o r

death of Julian. Valens faced Arab raiding as far as Sinai, which even the magister 

equitum et peditum per Orientem could not defeat.86 Gallus was also faced with the
o n  t

Jewish revolt of Patricius while a group of bandits called the Maratocupreni raided 

Syria and were only defeated by an intervening imperial army in the 360s.88 

However, despite diverting resources that would perhaps be needed elsewhere and 

disrupting the recruiting system of the eastern provinces, these revolts brought the 

martial abilities of certain groups to imperial attention. Arab units are attested 

serving at Adrianople and beyond,89 while the Isaurians would become a prominent 

source of recruits.90

II.II External Threats and Their Impact on Recruiting

(i) War with Shapur II: Limiting Casualties or Alexandrian Dream?

The fourth century eastern frontier was dominated by the Persian king, Shapur II. 

Numerous emperors faced this long-lived and capable leader in encounters resolved 

only through significant casualties. Constantine’s proposed Persian campaign was 

called off in 337 but Shapur II saw the crowning of Hannibalianus as king of 

Armenia as a declaration of war and invaded Mesopotamia. The three-month siege of 

Nisibis in 338 and the Persian withdrawal due to famine and plague provided a 

template for Constantius’ eastern strategy91 -  a strategy criticised for being too 

defensive.92 However, with only a third of Empire’s resources available to him, 

Constantius had little room for offence. Diverting Shapur’s energies into expensive

84Ammianus XXIII.3.8; Julian, Or. 1.21B.
85 Ammianus XXV.6.9-10; Philostorgius VII. 15.
86 Rufinus XI.6; Socrates IV.34-36; Sozomen VI.38; Theodoret, HE IV.23; Theophanes, AM 5869; 
Bowersock (1994).
87

Socrates 11.33; Sozomen IV.7.
88 Ammianus XXVIII.2.11-14; Libanius, Or. XLVIII.36.
89 Ammianus XXXI.16.5-6; Socrates V .1.4-5; Sozomen VII.1.1; Eunapius fr.42; Zosimus IV.22.1-3.
90 See below Chapter II.Ill, 60 n.212; IV.III, 176-180.
91 Jerome, Chron a. 2354; Theophanes, Chron a.m. 5829, Chron ad a MCCXXXIV, 121; the speed 
with which Shapur II was able to put an army into the field capable of invading Roman territory and 
besieging Nisibis has been suggested as proof that he had already planned an invasion therefore 
prompting Constantine’s preparations for an eastern campaign (Matthews (1989), 499 n.15). 
However, Shapur could have been reacting to Constantine’s military build up, not vice versa.
92 Julian, Or. 1.18A-20A implies that Constantius had not done well out of his dealings with Shapflr.
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and unproductive sieges of well fortified cities93 was all he could do. This proved 

successful at the cost of few resources.94 Between 338 and 348, the conflict became a 

war of attrition, highlighted only by Shapur’s second attempt on Nisibis in 346.95 

Eastern warfare had often been as defensive as it was offensive96 and the use of cities 

in a frontier system was not a new development97 and Constantius strengthened 

eastern defences even before his father’s death. This included Amida, which was
98expanded to accommodate rural communities in the event of a Persian invasion.

Despite his success, due to the Roman psyche of offence, opinion was always against 

Constantius and detrimental to his military reputation.99 Not making any real attempt 

to relieve Nisibis and leaving the Persians unhindered in Roman territory further 

damaged Constantius’ standing. However, he did retain some offence in his eastern 

strategy. The army was enhanced with cataphractarii, Gothic auxiliaries and Arab 

allies.100 Raw recruits are recorded at the battle of Singara so Constantius had found 

men from somewhere.101 The Roman army also advanced into Persian territory on at 

least one occasion102 and Constantius perhaps fought nine battles against the 

Persians.103 However, Shapur II proved to be at least the equal of Constantius. He 

inflicted heavy casualties on the Romans at Singara by luring Constantius into a trap 

with a feigned retreat. That Singara proved a bloody affair104 reveals the prudence in 

Constantius’ reluctance to fight a pitched battle.105 However, despite being caught in

93 Matthews (1989), 499 n.15.
94 Lee (2007), 30.
95 There is a suggestion that in 343 that Constantius won a victory considered worthy of a triumph and 
the taking of the title Adiabenicus (ILS 732; Julian, Or 1,21b-22d, 2.74b; Libanius, Or. LIX.82-85; 
Blockley (1989), 466).
96 Isaac (1992), 187.
97 Isaac (1992), 254-255; however, the legions stationed in eastern cities had a historical tendency to 
fall into ill-discipline (Tacitus, Ann. XIII.35).
98 Ammianus XVIII.9.1; Theophanes, Chron a.m. 5832.
99 Eutropius, Brev. X.10.1; Ammianus XXI.16.15; Libanius, Or. XVIII.205-7; expectations were high 
for Constantius highlighted by the comparison of him with Alexander the Great by Aphrahat, Dem. V, 
Julian, Or. 1.10B, 17C-D, 41C-D, 43C-D, 45D-46A, 2.96B and Flavius Polemius, Itinerary o f 
Alexander.
100 Julian, Or 1.21B-22A; Libanius, Or. LIX.92-93.
101 Ammianus XVIII.9 states that the Superventores and Praeventores that later comprised the 
garrison of Amida had been raw recruits at the battle of Singara.
102 Potter (2004), 468.
103 Festus, Brev. 27.
104 The casualty figures at Singara are not recorded for either side but it was bloody enough for 
Constantius and Shapur to agree to a temporary ceasefire (Blockley (1992), 16).
105 Constantius himself blamed the overzealousness of his men for the casualties and pointed to the 
death of a son of Shapur as a sign that the rumours of a Roman catastrophe were exaggerated (Julian, 
Or. 1.24A-25B).
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a trap, Singara suggests the Roman army was still capable of inflicting heavy 

casualties.106 A third attempt on Nisibis in 350 was also repulsed with heavy losses. 

Constantius had fought Shapur to a stalemate but while his strategy had succeeded, 

the losses at Singara and Nisibis were unwelcome. It is not recorded how Constantius 

replaced these casualties although the importance of Thrace and its recruiting 

grounds must have figured in his rebuilding while he could have received western 

recruits in return for accepting Constans’ control of two-thirds of the Empire.

• 107It was a decade before open warfare erupted again. Despite the casualties inflicted

by the Persians and Magnentius, Constantius brought together a reasonable force for

the defence of Mesopotamia. Again there is no clear evidence of where or how these

men were raised although some were transferred from the west with the garrison of

Amida during its seventy-three day siege in 3 5 9108 including two Gallic legions. 109

However, that this garrison plus the citizens of the town itself and the surrounding

countryside only amounted to 20,000110 suggests that the legions present were either

vexillationes or that the legion had shrunk considerably below the traditional level.111

It could also suggest that Constantius could not find sufficient men to defend his

frontiers. The siege of Amida was another bloody affair. The size of Shapur II’s
112forces is not recorded but Persian losses may have amounted to 30,000. Roman 

losses are not recorded but a large percentage of the 20,000 occupants probably did 

not escape as “the unremitting courage of the besieged set death at defiance.”113

106 The casualties inflicted on the Persians may have been exaggerated as they were strong enough to 
launch another attack on Nisibis in 350 (Potter (2004), 468).
107 Ammianus XIV.3 records a Persian attack on Batnae in 354, but Shapur seems to have been 
sufficiently distracted by the invasion of his Transoxianan and Bactrian provinces by eastern nomads, 
possibly an offshoot of the Huns, allowing Constantius to face Magnentius without worrying too 
much about the eastern frontier.
108 Ammianus XIX.9 records that the garrison consisted of V Parthica, XXX and X Fortenses, 
Superventores and Praeventores under the comes Aelian, the greater part of the household archers 
comprised of free-born barbarians and a “respectable detachment of native horse.”
109 That these legions were blamed for the fall of the city (Ammianus XIX.5.2) may suggest that 
Constantius’ ordering of Julian to send him so many men (Ammianus XX.4.2) was based more on a 
want to weaken a potential usurper than a need for men who were lacked the training for eastern 
warfare. However, Constantius may have been in dire enough straits to demand men from any and all 
parts of the Empire, regardless of their training.
110 Ammianus XIX.2.14.
111 Isaac (1992), 169 highlights that vexillationes were used in the east since long before Diocletian so 
the shrinking of the legion in the fourth century would have had little impact; Ammianus XXI. 11-12 
records that the garrison of Aquileia that revolted from Julian contained two legions, a regiment of 
cavalry and a regiment of archers which amounted to around 4,000 men (Elton (1996a), 262).
112 Ammianus XIX.9.9.
113 Ammianus XIX.8.2.
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The fall of Amida saw complaints regarding Constantius’ strategy. Ursulus 

commented on “what courage our cities are defended by men whom resources of the 

empire are denuded to supply with pay.”114 Complaints about the difficulty in raising 

money to pay the troops from the overtaxed provinces were also made.115 Even 

Ursicinus, one of Constantius’ more trusted generals, was critical of his emperor, in 

particular his tendency to listen to sycophants who knew nothing of war.116 

Ursicinus’ claim that even Constantius himself and the best units would not save 

Mesopotamia proved prophetic for 360 saw the destruction of Singara and the loss of
117Bezabde. However, it must be remembered that if eastern fortresses were well

supported and Constantius himself remained in command the system had been
118 • successful. Even the loss of Amida proved beneficial to the overall strategy for

after being tied down for seventy-three days, Shapur was obliged to retire.

Given its unpopularity and the reverses of 359 and 360, Julian renounced 

Constantius’ strategy and launched a campaign of Alexandrian dimensions.119 65,000 

men were mobilised from the eastern comitatenses, Julian’s personal comitatus and 

the limitanei}20 To aid his recruiting drive, Julian drastically reduced the Constantian 

bureaucracy.121 However, while the mobilising and recruiting were meticulous, it 

was Julian’s strategic aims or lack there of that doomed the enterprise. The

114 Ammianus XX. 11 .5 - this was a little unfair after the heroic defence of Amida and Ursulus paid 
for this insult when he was lynched by a group of soldiers at Chalcedon.
115 Pan. Lat. III. 1
116 Ammianus XX.2.2.
117 Ammianus XX.6-7.
118 Ammianus XX. 11.32 seems to disagree stating that “it seemed to be ordained by the stars that 
when Constantius fought in person against the Persians he should always be worsted,” although there 
is a difference in Constantius leading the army in person and controlling eastern affairs in person.
119 Despite Julian’s devotion to the Persian campaign, the specific motives behind it, aside from his 
Alexandrian dream, are not recorded anywhere. There is some suggestion that Roman interests 
beyond the Tigris were being threatened (Matthews (1989), 136-38). However, the most likely 
explanation was that because the latest round with Shapur had not gone well, “a victorious campaign 
was doubtless desirable to secure a favourable peace” (Jones (1964), 123).
120 Zosimus III.12.5-13.1 states that Julian took 65,000 men against Persia and left 18,000 with 
Procopius and Sebastian; Elton (1996a), 210-211 suggests a total of 83,000 but Jones (1964), 684 
thinks that the 18,000 sent north under Procopius were part of the overall total instead of in addition to 
the 65,000. Ammianus states that Procopius and Sebastian were given 30,000 men (Ammianus 
XXIII.3.5), suggesting that 65,000 is the lowest estimate for Julian’s army with 95,000 as the upper 
estimate.
121 Julian witnessed the corruption such a bureaucracy could breed first hand in Gaul (see below 
Chapter II.III, 68-69) and his response was to cut down the bureaucracy to a more controllable size, 
perhaps aiding the flow of recruits (Libanius, Or. XVIII.130,11.58; CTh VI.24.1 [362]; CTh 
XXVII.2[363]) although he is accused of being so severe as to reduce the dignity of his imperial 
office (Ammianus XXII.4).
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expectation that all Persia would become part of Rome’s empire, subject to her laws, 

receive her governors and pay its taxes was unrealistic.122 Once the Romans reached 

the Persian heartland it was obvious that Julian and his generals had not learned from 

the past. Shapur had no intention of meeting the Romans in battle, making the 

thoroughness of recruiting and preparation moot. The campaign quickly became a 

fiasco as experienced soldiers and large numbers were no contingency for Persian 

tactics of scorched earth, feigned flight and hit and run attacks. As Julian struggled to 

extricate his army from enemy territory, the Persians bled the Roman army of men 

through constant harassment. The final straw came when, in pursuit of a fleeing band 

of Arab auxiliaries in Persian service,123 Julian himself was killed.

Surrounded by a devastated countryside and an elusive enemy, it would not have 

been surprising had the now leaderless expedition capitulated. However, it is a 

testament to Roman discipline and morale that this did not happen. Despite being a 

“nonentity”124 selected only due to his father’s reputation,125 Jovian realised the 

importance of extricating the army from Persian territory. Given the chance, the 

Roman army would have fought to the last man but while this would have been an 

honourable and glorious defeat, it would have been to the severe detriment of the 

Empire. The ferocity of the Roman rearguard action made Shapur II willing to 

negotiate and Jovian took this opportunity. The subsequent treaty was considered 

“shameful”126 even by the usually level-headed Ammianus for Jovian signed away 

150 years of Roman expansion in Mesopotamia. The five Transtigritane territories -  

Arzanene, Moxoene, Zabdicene, Rehimene and Corduene -  as well as fifteen 

fortresses including Castra Maurorum, Singara and Nisibis were all ceded to the 

Persians.127 Rome also surrendered her interests in Armenia, which saw the annexing
_ , ? o

of a considerable slice of Armenian territory by Shapur.

Libanius, Or. XVIII.282.
123 Ammianus XXV.6.6 reports a rumour that Julian was killed by a Roman weapon while Gregory of 
Nazianus, Or. V.13, Sozomen VI.2 and Libanius, Or. XVIII.274 all suggest that it was a disgruntled 
Christian who dealt the death blow. However, Libanius later said, recorded by Philostorgius VII. 15, 
that it was a Arab, possibly confirmed by Oribasius, who had personally examined Julian’s wound; 
Bowersock (1978), 116-118.
124 Jones (1964), 138.

Ammianus XXV.5.4 relates how Jovian’s father was a distinguished comes called Varronian who 
had only recently retired.
126 Ammianus XXV.7.13.
1?7

Ammianus XXV.7.9.
n o

Ammianus XXV.7.12.
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It is unknown how extensive Roman recruiting had been in these territories, but it 

must have represented a decrease in eastern manpower. The withdrawal from 

Armenia cut off Rome from the cavalry and bowmen the region was known for.129 

The loss of the fortresses in Mesopotamia meant that any Roman attempt to regain 

these lands would involve a large deployment of forces and the likelihood of heavy 

casualties. However, despite the unpopularity of this treaty, Jovian returned to 

Roman territory with perhaps 50,000 men.130 Had these men been lost, the entire 

Roman east would have been open to Shapur. The recruiting system had enough 

trouble replacing the 15,000 men that were lost, never mind over treble that number, 

coupled with the likely loss of more territory in the wake of a Persian invasion.

The treaty of 363 gave Rome time to rebuild her forces. By 370 Valens was able to 

deploy 12,000 men in Iberia under Terentius,131 a similar force to Armenia under
• 132 • • • •Arinthaeus and a third in the Caucasus while retaining a substantial field army 

under his command.133 The defeat of Shapur by Traianus and Vadomarius at 

Bagavan in 371 demonstrated that Roman military strength was not on the wane. 

However, this victory and the cessation of hostilities exaggerate Rome’s strength. 

Recruiting drives across the Empire had come up short and Valens’ reward for 

closing down a troublesome frontier was to send 16,000 men to Valentinian to fill 

gaps in the military establishment.134 The loss of these men tipped the balance in the 

east as Valens could not take advantage of Persian preoccupation with the Kushans 

and was hard pressed when Shapur tried to avenge his defeat at Bagavan. Valens’ 

response was to threaten an invasion with three armies in 377, one less than he had 

had in 370.135 That Valens merely threatened rather than marched into enemy 

territory betrays that he had reached the limits of his manpower. Shapur approaching 

70 years-old and his armies weakened from fighting the Kushans probably saved the 

Romans from another costly war.

129 Expositio totius mundi et gentium XLIII.
130 Hoffmannn (1969), 306-308.
131 Ammianus XXVII. 12.16.
132 Ammianus XXVII.12.13.
133 Themistius, Or. XI. 149b.
134 Lenski (2002), 311 suggests that they were needed to defend Illyricum, the army of which had
been sent to Africa to deal with the usurper Firmus.

Ammianus XXX.2.6
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(ii) Barbarian Incursions in the West

The Persians were not the only force that the Romans had to deal with. After a quiet 

start to the fourth century, whether they were taking advantage of Roman 

ineffectiveness as a result of Magnentius’ usurpation and apparent weakening of the 

Rhine frontier136 or simply following the terms of Constantius’ controversial
• 137 •invitation, in the 350s Roman Gaul was confronted by the westward movement of 

the Alamanni. Whatever the motives, there were clashes between the migrating 

Alamanni and local Roman troops, who were either defending Roman territory from 

an invader or were perhaps feeling put out for having to discard a trans-Rhenan 

policy and accommodate barbarians. While not causing significant casualties, these 

collisions had the potential to erupt into something more dangerous and perhaps 

disrupt Roman administration, including recruiting, in an important region. The 

elevation of Julian was an attempt to rally Roman resistance138 despite him having 

“hardly seen an army in his life”139 and considered “to be not at all a serious or 

talented general.”140 This suggests that the army was willing to overlook a lack of 

obvious ability so long as the individual had a popular ancestry. Julian’s naivety was 

demonstrated when he led cavalry and artillery into wooded country and nearly lost 

two legions in enemy territory.141 However, due to fair treatment and sharing 

soldiery burdens, Julian quickly became popular with the army in his own right.142

His confidence and leadership skills were most evident at Argentoratum. The 

machinations of Constantius’ representatives and a lack of co-operation from 

Barbatio left Julian seriously undermanned facing the Alamanni. Chnodomarius, 

leader of Alamanni, informed by a deserter that Julian had only 13,000 men, decided

Elton (1996a), 54.
Drinkwater (2007), 218-219 points to Constantius’ hopes of receiving a new recruiting resource 

from amongst the Limigantes (Ammianus XIX. 11.7) and that he perhaps had similar asperations 
regarding the Alamanni.
n o

Ammianus XV.8.4, 9-11.
n o

Matthews (1989), 84.
140 Julian, Ep. 278C-D.
141 Ammianus XVI.2.

Drinkwater (2007), 219 suggests that Julian may have seen the opportunity to make a name for 
himself against the Alamanni and throughout his treatment of Julian’s Gallic campaigns (Drinkwater 
(2007), 217-265), he depicts Julian as the aggressor and therefore the instigator of the Alamannic 
alliance under Chnodomarius and ultimately the battle of Argentoratum.
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to attack.143 Before the battle, the magister equitum Severus, having survived 

Barbatio’s defeat at Augst,144 may have brought an additional 2,000 men. This would 

agree with reports that Julian had 15,000 men under his command, although he may 

have summoned men from the limitanei. He may have also ordered a major 

recruitment drive upon his arrival in Gaul145 but the small size of his forces may 

demonstrate not just poor relations with Constantius but also the poor state of Gaul. 

It is unlikely that Julian incorporated raw recruits directly into his comitatus, which 

was composed solely of palatini, at a time of military alert. Any new recruits were 

more likely used to reconstitute the limitanei. Even on the eve of battle, Julian was 

overruled by the praetorian prefect, Florentius, when he wanted to delay combat to 

rest his troops.146 In spite of this friction, by 357 Julian had become a capable leader, 

able to raise morale and effectiveness. His encouraging of his men to decapitate any 

barbarians they killed for a reward was considered proof of this ability147 and, 

coupled with martial skill, enabled him to defeat the Alamanni at Argentoratum.148

After Argentoratum, Constantius campaigned against the Sarmatians, Quadi and 

Limigantes while Barbatio repelled the Juthungi in Raetia. Julian cleared Gaul of 

Frankish and Alamannic invaders before crossing into enemy territory, where he 

“burnt up the fields, carried off men and beasts, and cut to pieces without mercy any 

who offered resistance.”149 By bringing the Franks and Alamanni back into a pro- 

Roman alliance, Julian’s campaigns re-established the security and administration of 

Gaul. This allowed the government to reinstate the instruments of recruiting in the 

Gallic provinces and to recruit men from the defeated tribes. However, it could be 

suggested that Julian’s campaigns sturred up the barbarian nest. What may have been 

a peaceful arrangement between the Alamanni and Constantius with potential 

recruiting benefits had now been turned into a string of confrontations that bled 

soldiers from both sides without any decisive conclusion being reached.

Ammianus XVI. 12.2.
144 Ammianus XVI. 11.14.
145 Zosimus 111.67.
146 Ammianus XVI. 12.14.
147 Libanius, Or. XVIII.45.

Ammianus XVI. 12; Constantius attempted to deflect the glory of Julian’s victories over the 
Alamanni onto himself (Ammianus XVI. 12.68-70), however, despite criticism, Constantius was fully 
justified in claiming credit for a success achieved under his auspices, even if he failed to show any 
magnanimity in regard to the exploits of Julian (Lee (2007), 38).
149 Ammianus XVII. 10.6-7.
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Following Julian’s death, the Alamanni entered Gaul again150 and as the Gallic 

comitatus had not yet returned, the initial the Roman response was poor. The lack of 

coordinated defence led to the deaths of Julian’s barbarian hunter, Charietto, and his 

colleague Severianus before the magister equitum Jovinus retrieved the situation.151 

Another Alamannic invasion that plundered Moguntiacum in 367 needed Valentinian 

to gather a large force to defeat it at Solicinium.152 A later Saxon invasion of Gaul 

was also defeated.153 This allowed the refortification of the Rhine with camps, forts 

and watch-towers154 and the construction of forts in Alammanic and Quadic territory 

to check trouble.155 These victories suggest that the repatriating of the Gallic 

comitatus and Valentinian's recruiting provided a considerable force.156 They also 

gained Valentinian a reputation as a disciplinarian and a skilled commander.157 

However, these campaigns also revealed that Valentinian was not above flattery. 

While he maintained discipline in the ranks, Valentinian failed to keep officers under 

control bestowing honours and wealth that elevated the military beyond a position 

that was good for the state. 158 His leniency may have contributed to the ‘Great 

Conspiracy’ in Britain and the revolt of Firmus in Africa159 and the growing power 

of these generals, encouraged by regionalisation, was a warning of things to come.

(iii) Valens, the Visigoths and the Growing Needfor Foreign Recruits

While the Franks, Alamanni and Quadi were cowed in the west, the trouble brewing 

beyond the Lower Danube was on a much greater scale. Constantine’s victory over

150 The supposed reason behind this new invasion was the magister offwiorum Ursatius insulting the 
envoys of the Alamanni by giving them smaller and less valuable gifts than they were accustomed to 
(Ammianus XXVI.5.7).
151 Ammianus XXVII.2.
152 Ammianus XXVII. 10.6-17; it is notable that Ammianus XXVII. 10.6 records the comes Sebastian 
commanding “Illyriis et Italicis numeris.” These Italicis could have been the remnants of one of the 
four recorded legions named Italica, which would have probably meant that there would have been 
few if any Italians serving in them. However, given the zeal for recruiting that Valentinian repeatedly 
demonstrated, it is not impossible that he could have conscripted enough Italians to form a unit.
153 Ammianus XXVIII.5.1-3; XXX.7.8.
154

Ammianus XXVIII.2.1; this building of large fortifications along the Rhine and Danube suggests 
that the idea of preclusive limites had not been completely abandoned (Halsall (2007), 143; Elton 
(1996a), 155-174; Southern and Dixon (1996), 127-147).
155 Ammianus XXVIII.2.5-9; XIX.6.2-3.
156 Lenski (2002), 57.
157 Ammianus XXX.9.1, 4.1

Ammianus XXVII.9.4
159

Ammianus XXX.9.1.
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the Tervingi in 332 meant that “neither Constantius, nor later Julian, ever felt the 

need to campaign along the ripa Gothica of the Lower Danube.”160 However, 

Constantine’s peace of 332 and Constantius’ campaigns laid the foundations of 

future trouble. The peace gave the Tervingi access to Roman technology and trade161 

and the suppression of the Sarmatians and Limigantes allowed the Tervingi to regain 

and consolidate their power. The Romans were oblivious to this with Julian ignoring 

the growing threat of the Tervingi because he was “looking for a better enemy.”162 

This oversight was only understood when Valens found the Tervingi army a tough 

proposition in the aftermath of Procopius’ usurpation. It took three years of hard 

campaigning before Valens could claim victory. “New Danube forts strengthened 

Roman defences and the ability to project imperial power against the Goths.”163 

However, this success had severe repercussions. The campaigns severely weakened 

the Tervingi164 and while ostensibly a positive, it meant that they were no longer a 

viable recruiting resource nor would they be able to handle the approaching storm.

A century of expansion had split the Goths into two groups -  the Greuthungi and 

Tervingi.165 The latter had settled along the Lower Danube in the former Roman 

province of Dacia. The former, later called Ostrogoths, drove east towards the 

Crimea. Under the leadership of Ermanaric, the Ostrogoths conquered a swathe of 

territory supposedly from the Don to the Baltic,166 leading to comparisons with 

Alexander the Great.167 However, in the early 370s, this expansion provoked a 

vicious riposte from the Huns. Defeated in battle, Ostrogothic refugees fled to the 

territory of their Visigothic cousins. The economic depredations of Valens’ 

campaigns left the Visigoths unable to deal with the influx. By 376, the entire 

Visigothic people asked Valens for sanctuary within the Empire.

160 Kulikowski (2007), 106; Julian, Or. 1.9D; Eusebius, VC IV.5.1-2; Aurelius Victor, de Caes. 
XLI.13; Eutropius X.7 on Constantine’s victory still being celebrated a generation later.
161 CIL III.3653 = ILS 775; Kulikowski (2007), 106.
162 Ammianus XXII.7.8.
163 Kulikowski (2007), 116.

So effectively had Valens shut down the frontier during the war that the shortage of Roman goods, 
more so than battlefield defeat, had forced the Tervingi to sue for peace (Themistius, Or.X. 133A; 
Ammianus XXVII.5.7). This hardship was lessened at the end of the war by the reopening of 
Romano-Gothic trade but it was restricted to just two unnamed cities (Ammianus XXVII.5.10; 
Themistius, Or. X.135C-D; Zosimus IV. 11).
165 Heather (1991), 331-333 on the lack of ancient evidence to equate the Tervingi and the Greuthungi 
with the Visigoths and Ostrogoths who established kingdoms on Roman territory in the fifth century.
166 Bums (1984), 37-38; Wolfram (1988), 86-89.

7 Jordanes, Getica 116.
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Valens jumped at the chance to incorporate these refugees into the Empire. The 

treaty of 369 had forbidden the Visigoths entry in the Empire, perhaps excluding 

Gothic recruits from the army.168 His failed attempts at encouraging Roman 

recruiting encouraged him to allow the Visigoths to cross the Danube.169 Their 

arrival in the Empire was extremely fortuitous. With the Persians a constant threat 

and containing campaigns being waged against the Isaurians and Arabs, Valens was 

happy to accept this new source of recruits. However, in reality Valens was left little 

choice. The Visigoths would have tried to cross the river with or without permission 

and the inevitable battle would have drained already stretched Roman forces. Even 

with a supervised crossing, it became obvious that Roman information had 

underestimated the extent of the exodus. The sea of humanity alarmed local
170commanders. Once the Visigoths were ferried across, the border was closed, 

patrolled by the fleet and the desperate Ostrogoths were told to wait their turn.171

The lack of available manpower soon began to tell. While the Thracian field army 

and local riparian forces were strong enough to escort Fritigem’s partially disarmed 

Visigoths to their new pastures,172 they were not numerous enough to defend the
1 '70 # #

Danube from the Ostrogoths simultaneously. Indecision increased the pressure on 

the Danubian provinces, which proved unable to feed the Thracian army, the 

Visigoths and the Roman citizenry, while local commanders proved unscrupulous in 

supplying the Visigoths.174 Growing unrest compelled the Romans to act and an
1 7Sattempt was made to escort the Visigoths to Marcianopolis. However, as soon as 

the Thracian limitanei moved away from the Danube, the Ostrogoths poured across

168 Zosimus IV.11.4; Themistius, Or. 10.135BCD praises the peace terms as merciful and beneficial to 
the Empire for, as Kulikowski (2007), 117 suggests, why should a subjugated people be destroyed 
when they can provide military aide on the battlefield? This would suggest that there was no such 
arrangement that prevented the employing of Gothic recruits by the Roman army.
169 Ammianus XXXI.4.1-4; Eunapius fr.42; Socrates IV.34.3-4.
170 Halsall (2007), 175 suggests 20,000 warriors. The only figure mentioned by an historian on the 
size of the Visigothic nation is Eunapius fr.42, who gives 200,000 as the number of men, women and 
children who were ferried across the Danube. This number has drawn derision (Heather (1991), 139 
n.44; Nicasie (1998), 244-245) and support (Jones (1964), 195; Bums (1973), 337).
171 Ammianus XXXI.4.12; 5.3.17?

Eunapius fr.42; Zosimus IV.20.
|73 Halsall (2007), 177.

Lupicinus and Maximus are accused of providing dogs as food in return for Visigothic children 
(Ammianus XXXI.4.11). However, Bums (1973), 341 brings up the point of how “could a people 
who would trade a son for a dog also maintain a vast herd of horses,” although it was the Ostrogoths 
and Alans who would provide a large amount of cavalry during the Gothic war of 377-382.
175 Ammianus XXXI.5.2.
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the frontier unhindered.176 After a botched attempt to kill their leaders,177 the 

Visigoths rebelled and joined up with the Ostrogoths. Together they defeated 

Lupicinus and began plundering the Balkans. Valens detached some field units from 

the Persian frontier but these proved unable to decisively defeat the united Goths at 

Ad Salices, when the Goths resisted the Roman attack from within a wagon laager.178

The Gothic bands raiding all over Thrace forced the Romans to conduct an attritional 

campaign against these raiding parties.179 This strategy suited the relatively small 

numbers of Roman soldiers available and would have forced the Goths into 

submission through starvation. However, such tactics were decidedly un-Roman. 

Bringing the Goths to battle would have resulted in a decisive Roman victory had 

Valens co-operated with Gratian.180 Valens however decided to fight without his 

nephew for no better reason other than “personal jealousy.”181 His rashness saw the 

two armies blunder into each other near Adrianople and skirmishing begin before 

either side was ready.182 This impatience proved fatal as the Romans failed to deploy 

even a rudimentary scouting party which would have detected the arrival of Gothic 

cavalry. The subsequent battle also shows that the Romans had not learned from Ad 

Salices. By attacking the circular laager, the Roman line was stretched as the legions 

pressed their advantage. The rout of the Roman cavalry on both wings left the 

infantry completely surrounded and such was the throng that superior Roman skill 

and discipline were negated.184 The combination of cavalry charges, a hail of spears, 

javelins and arrows185 and the “tremendous crush of the countless Goths”186

Ammianus XXXI.5.3.
177 Ammianus XXXI.5.5-8.
178 Ammianus XXXI.7; Fritigem was further reinforced by Goths already in Roman territory 
(Ammianus XXXI.6.1-4) and even some Thracian miners and slaves (Ammianus XXXI.6.5-6).
179 Zosimus IV.22; Bums (1973), 341.
180 Gratian, senior western emperor since 375, was more than willing to aide his uncle. Some 
Pannonian and Gallic units under the dux Frigeridus and a larger force under the comes domesticorum 
Richomer had been sent east by 377. Frigeridus was able to inflict a defeat on the Goths (Ammianus 
XXXI.9) and Gratian himself was prepared to move east to join up with his uncle for a joint attack on 
Fritigem. However, an Alamannic imperial guard who had returned home on leave mentioned 
Gratian’s imminent move to join Valens to his countrymen (Ammianus XXXI. 10.3). The subsequent 
invasion by the Alamannic Lentienses delayed Gratian’s departure to the east (Ammianus XXXI. 10).
181 Bums (1973), 342.

The Romans had yet to fully deploy their infantry and cavalry and would have to fight in 100 
degree heat without a midday meal (Ammianus XXXI.12.13); Fritigem needed time to recall his 
Ostrogothic and Alan allies who had gone foraging (Ammianus XXXI.12.17).

Bums (1973), 343; the haste of the Roman deployment also created a gap between the infantry and 
the cavalry on the left (Ammianus XXXI.12.12); a gap which the Ostrogoths and Alans exploited.
184 Ammianus XXXI.13.7; Bums (1973), 344.

Ammianus XXXI. 13.2 records Visigothic archers reeking havoc on the mass of Romans.
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overpowered the Romans. The sources record the infantry’s resolve to sell its 

existence at great cost187 but this cost Rome up to 40,000 of its best soldiers.188

The speed with which the straightforward transfer of willing tribesmen turned against 

the Romans demonstrates that the migration of the Visigoths could not have come at 

a worse time. With Valens attached to the eastern frontier and other field units 

tackling the Isaurians and Arabs, Thracian forces were inadequate to deal with the 

scale of the problem. Any state would have trouble fighting on three fronts but the 

transfer of 16,000 men after Bagavan left Valens exposed. Casualties inflicted by the 

Goths before any decisive action was taken exacerbated the problem. By the time 

Valens reached Thrace, the limitanei forces had either been destroyed, deserted or 

were cut off189 while eastern field army units had taken a mauling at Ad Salices.190 

This scramble for troops, recall of veterans and employment of ethnic units in 377 

makes Valens’ decision to rush into battle at Adrianople even more nonsensical.191

II.III Fourth Century Recruiting

(i) Citizen Recruitment pre-375

The catastrophe that engulfed the eastern field army in 378 has been considered one 

of the great turning points of history; the victory of cavalry over disciplined infantry. 

However, in the context of the fourth century, Adrianople was just another episode 

that caused severe casualties to the Roman army. The combination of Mursa, 

Adrianople and Julian’s Persian campaign alone accounted for up to 100,000 

soldiers. Such casualty figures put considerable pressure on the recruiting resources

18,1 Bums (1973), 344.
187 Ammianus XXXI. 13.5-6.
188 Ammianus XXXI. 13.18 claims that a third of the army escaped; Bums (1973), 344; Heather 
(1991), 146-147; (1996), 134-135 on casualties at Adrianople; Halsall (2007), 179 suggests that “it is 
more significant to note who died than how many. The regiments that suffered worst at Adrianople 
were the best eastern Palatine and comitatensian units. These troops could be replaced in quantity but 
not quality. Crucially, many of the army’s leading officers were also slain.”
189 Socrates IV.48.2; Sozomen VI.39.2.1QO

Ammianus XXXI.7.1-2.
191 Eunapius fr.44.1; Ammianus XXXI.11.1; 12.1; Zosimus IV.23.3-4; the Armenian tribunus 
Barzimeres probably had a contingent of Armenians under his command (Ammianus XXXI.8.9-10); 
Iberians probably served alongside the Iberian prince Bacurius (Ammianus XXXI.12.16); Themistius, 
Or. XV.189D, 16.207A, XXIV.20A mention Arabs, Assyrians, Armenians and Iberians; Ammianus 
XXXI.16.5-6; Socrates V.l.4-5; Sozomen VII. 1.1; Eunapius fr.42; Zosimus IV.22.1-3 on Arabs 
serving during and beyond the Adrianople campaign.
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of the Empire. Despite scant information on citizen recruitment and how the 

recruiting system coped with this strain, there is some evidence of a manpower 

shortage. Despite raising at least two new units,192 stripping the Rhine frontier and 

hiring Franks and Saxons, Magnentius was still outnumbered at Mursa while Julian 

could only muster 13,000 men in 357. “The immense waste of Julian’s Persian 

campaign, which had left his successors] short of troops and the money to recruit
193 • •and pay them” forced Valentinian to employ barbarians in the west, while Valens 

had trouble finding sufficient troops to face Procopius and later the Visigoths. The 

interchange of units between the palatini, comitatenses and limitanei suggests that 

the Empire was having trouble maintaining the strength and size of the army. 

However, this evidence is far from conclusive as Magnentius left significant forces in 

Gaul under Decentius when he moved to face Constantius.194 Political machinations 

and a civil war hangover could explain Julian’s lack of manpower in Gaul for at the 

same time Barbatio was commanding an army of perhaps 25,000 in Raetia195 and 

Constantius was fighting along the Lower Danube with an army at least that strong. 

Julian’s Persian expedition also demonstrated that the Empire could still bring 

together a considerable number of men for a large foreign campaign.

Despite this lack of evidence, Diocletian’s recruiting system may have had long term 

defects.196 If the Empire was usually capable of replacing retirees, wounded, 

deserters and casualties, then where were these men coming from? Despite the 

inclination towards recruiting barbarians during times of emergency, “the majority of 

Roman soldiers came from within the Empire.”197 It has been assumed that “under 

normal circumstances, reasonable numbers of volunteers are usually likely to have 

been forthcoming to supplement those recruited through conscription.”198 However, 

that large scale “recruiting took place to bring units up to as near full strength”199 

before any major campaign suggests that the system was having trouble maintaining 

the army even before heavy casualties were sustained. While this could be “due to

“ Ammianus XVIII.9.3.
193 Matthews (1989), 239.
194 Zosimus II.53-4.
195 Ammianus XVI. 11.
196 Vegetius 1.17 on the capitula of landowners not providing good recruits.
197 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 167.
198 Lee (2007), 83.
199 Elton (1996a), 235.
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unattractive conditions of service [rather than] a demographic downturn,”200 constant 

pressures on the same groups of people to provide replacements through 

conscription, hereditary service and volunteering could denude a region of suitable 

Roman recruits. Therefore, when a military crisis occurred the system proved unable 

to handle such an increase in demand.

This was exacerbated by the increasing reliance on specific regions to provide the 

majority of recruits.201 While the Principate had seen local recruitment offset the 

decline of the Italian legionary, the third century saw the rise of specific regions, 

particularly Pannonia, Dalmatia and Illyricum, as the primary imperial recruiting 

grounds. This reliance was originally cultivated during the Gallic and Palmyrene 

secessions but once these men reunited the Empire, they became the favoured 

recruits of the late third century. It helped that these regions produced the vast 

majority of emperors from the middle of the third until the late fourth century. 

Perhaps the most obvious preference for these troops came from Valentinian when 

he and Valens came to divide the remnant of Julian’s expeditionary force in 364. It is 

entirely possible that Valentinian saw the need for a large number of good recruits in 

order to produce two respectable forces from the army that Jovian had paid a heavy 

bounty to extricate from Persian territory. Therefore, instead of dividing it on the 

eastern frontier or Constantinople, Valentinian waited until he had reached Naissus 

close to the recruiting grounds of Illyria.

That Valentinian did make good use of Pannonian, Dalmatian and Illyrian manpower 

is perhaps borne out by the appearance of a considerable number of military units 

with the title of either ‘seniores ’ and ‘iuniores.,2°2 While an epitaph from Nacoleia 

dedicated to a soldier who served in the Io[vii/viani] Corn[uti] sen[iores\ firmly 

dated to 3 5 6203 and an inscription from as early as 227 mentioning a unit of mauri 

iuniores attest to the pre-existence of the terms,204 that does not mean that 

Valentinian was not responsible for their widespread use post-364. However, despite

Lee (2007), 80.
Expositio totius mundi et gentium mentions that the inhabitants of Gaul (LVIII), Britain (LXVII), 

Thrace (L) and Galatia (XLI) were well-known for their martial prowess.
202 Tomlin (1972); Nicasie (1998), 24-35.
203 Drew-Bear (1977), 269.
204 CIL VIII.20996; Nicasie (1998), 27-30.
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iuniores frequently being applied to ‘recruits’ or ‘young soldiers,’205 they cannot 

have been used to describe veterans and recruits for had the iuniores been made up of 

raw recruits, it would have left the east significantly under-protected when they 

returned there with Valens.206

The terms may originally have been used in a military context to describe the father-

son relationship between two legions; the iunior or ‘younger’ unit may have been a

vexillatio of its senior or ‘elder’ unit.207 This kind of split may have taken place in

364 with some units and their officers being divided in two and then bolstered with

some local recruits and the seniores units going west with the senior Augustus,

Valentinian and the iuniores going eastward with the junior Augustus, Valens. This

mixing of inexperienced recruits with experienced soldiers was recommended by the
• 208ancient sources but whether such a division of the army occurred in 364 on a large 

scale is somewhat unlikely. Ammianus suggests only a “division of the the troops 

between the two emperors”209 while to rely on a specific region to replace up to

15,000 casualties would have been unrealistic. Indeed, while these regions continued 

to provide good recruits for the Empire, an over-reliance on a specific region could 

be potentially disastrous. Should that region fall to an enemy, then the Empire would 

have to look to less reliable sources of manpower. It was not impossible for the fate 

of Procopius to be experienced by the Empire.

An emperor’s support for a region was also not guaranteed. Civil wars pitted region 

against region and an emperor had to rely on the region he controlled rather than that 

of his birth. This is best shown with Constantine, who was of Illyrian stock but relied 

on Gallic troops to unite the Empire.210 He singled out the Gauls for special praise 

and heavily recruited from amongst them.211 However, that Constantius relied more

205 CIL VI.31747; VIII.7036; CTh VII. 13.1 [353]; 6[370]; 7[375]; 10[381]; 12[397]; 15[402]; 18[407] 
while Vegetius used iuniores to describe recruits on numerous occasions (1.7, 9, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 26, 
28; 11.3,5,6, 18, 23; 111.14).

Tomlin (1972), 261.
2°7 Tomlin (1972), 262.
~08 Vegetius III. 10; Mauricius, Strat. II.7.
209 Ammianus XXVI.5.3.

Ammianus XV. 12.3 mentions with great hyperbole that the warlike qualities of the Gauls had not 
been diminished by Romanisation. It is worth noting that the Gallic experiences of Constantine and 
Ammianus were largely in its more northern and easterly regions along the Rhine, where contact with 
non-Romans could have helped assuage the effects of Romanisation.
211 Caldwell in Bragg, Hau and Macaulay-Lewis (2008), 228,231.
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on Illyrians, Thracians and Danubians suggests that defeat in civil war could lead a 

region, in this case Gaul for its support of Magnentius, to fall out of favour despite its 

continued military prowess. In the east, the Isaurian brigands subdued by Gallus had 

proven to be worthy foes and Constantius began to channel their natural abilities into 

the legions.212 However, the splitting of the Empire made finding recruits more 

difficult, particularly in the east which, outside of the Balkans, was not renowned for 

the number or quality of its recruits.213 This explains the appearance of Armenians, 

Iberians and Arabs in the eastern army and why Valens jumping at the chance to 

incorporate the Visigoths in 376.

(ii) Barbarian Recruitment pre-375

The deficiencies of the Roman recruiting system are best show by the increasing use 

of barbarians by the Empire. The military traditions of tribesmen made them 

excellent fighters and combined with Roman discipline could have produced a high 

quality army. Barbarians were not recruited solely due to any perceived superiority to 

Roman recruits. Necessity could force a general to employ barbarians as there were 

no Romans available or a general could prefer experienced barbarians to raw Roman 

recruits during a crisis. Roman leaders could also use barbarians due to their 

expendability. Exploiting barbarian manpower in battle would limit Roman 

casualties and simultaneously drain manpower from potential enemies.

Whatever the reasons, the precedents of Constantine were built upon by his 

successors. Constantius allowed the Gothic Christians to settle at Nicopolis in 

Moesia in around 348214 and while inherent military service is not mentioned, it is 

unlikely that the calculating Constantius would not have benefitted. He also hoped to 

settle the Limigantes on imperial territory in 359 to “compel a very strong force of 

recruits.”215 Despite looking “like the opening move against Gallus,”216 Constantius’ 

request of troops from Julian betrays a respect for the abilities of these mostly

212 -
The Eastern Empire would later make good use of Isaurians. Leo I formed the 300-strong 

Excubitores bodyguard in 461 from Isaurians, while one of them, Tarasicodissa, became emperor. 
~13 Zuckerman (1998), 80.
2|* Thompson (1966) 96-97; Wolfram (1998), 79-80.
15 Ammianus XIX. 11.7.

216 Jones (1964), 120.
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barbarian units.217 Magnentius also made good use of barbarians hiring Franks and 
2 1 8 *Saxons. Julian launched scathing attacks on both Constantine and Constantius for 

their recruiting, subsidising and promoting of barbarians.219 However, he himself 

made wholesale use of barbarian soldiers, valuing the laeti and dediticii particularly 

highly. He saw adulescentes laetos220 as worthy of service in palatini units, an 

indication of their military prowess.221 After a swift military action, Julian was more 

than willing to allow the Franks to remain on abandoned Roman land as long as they 

provided soldiers and produce.222 He also thought it a huge concession to provide 

Constantius with laeti and dediticii for his scholae,223

The extent of barbarian service in the Roman army is shown by the positions they 

began to hold. Promotion to the scholae was a reward for distinguished conduct and 

was only for the most loyal of soldiers. As early as the reign of Constantius, this 

bodyguard seems to have been reserved almost completely for men of German 

extraction as the bulk of names mentioned as scholares were either Frankish or
224 •Alamannic. Agilo the Alaman, the Germans Nevitta and Gomoarius, Victor the 

Sarmatian, Hormisdas the Persian and Silvanus the Frank all served as magister 225 

Dagalaif was appointed commander of the domestici by Julian in 36 1226 while 

Theolaif and Abigild served as comites under Constantius.227 Julian also allowed 

Nevitta to assume the consulship,228 while Silvanus was accepted by his Romans 

troops as a potential emperor. Perhaps the most telling episodes of the growing 

power of non-Romans were the elections of Jovian and Valentinian. Of the four men 

named as instrumental in the choice of both, Arinthaeus, Nevitta, Dagalaif and

217 Ammianus XX.4.2; Constantius also hired Goths and Scythians (Libanius, Or. XII.62; Ammianus
XX.8.1.
218 Julian, Or 2.98D.
219 Julian, Caesares 329B; Ammianus XXI. 10; XXIII.2.2; XXIII.5.1; XXXII.2.1-2.
220 Ammianus XX.8.13.
221 Simpson (1977b), 519.
222 Ammianus XVII8.3-4.
223 Ammianus XX.8.13.
224 Jones (1964), 613-14, 1253 n.12.

Agilo -  Ammianus XIV.10.8; Nevitta-Ammianus XXI.8; XXI.10.8; Gomoarius -  Ammianus
XXI.8.1; Victor -  Ammianus XXXI.12.6; Hormisdas -  Ammianus XVI.10.16; Silvanus -  Ammianus
XV.5.11.

Dagalaif was powerful enough to suggest to Valentinian that “if you love your kin you have a 
brother, but if you love the state look carefully for a man to invest with the purple” (Ammianus
XXVI.4.1) without recrimination.
227 Dagalaif -  Ammianus XXI.8.1; Theolaif and Abigild -  Ammianus XXI. 15.4.
228 Ammianus XXI. 12.24.



Victor,229 none were Roman.230 While the promotion of these non-Romans does not 

necessarily highlight the widespread recruitment of barbarians, it does show that the 

Empire was willing to promote foreigners on merit.

Vadomarius highlights just how varied a barbarian’s Roman military career could be. 

As king of the Brisigavi, Vadomarius raided Roman territory on numerous occasions 

before being captured and Julian sent him to Spain to ensure he did not disturb the 

peace. This was not an unusual tactic for Vadomarius may have been useful to keep 

the new king under control. However, he is later found serving as dux Phoeniciae, 

playing a significant role in the defeats of Procopius and Shapur II at Bagavan in
231 •371." Another curious use of barbarian manpower came in the form of Charietto 

who made a career out of killing German raiders in Roman territory. So successful 

was he that he was brought to the attention of the local commander and later Julian, 

who had Charietto and his head-hunters enlisted as an irregular army unit. Continued 

success saw him promoted to comes per utramque Germaniam in 365 before he was 

killed in battle against the Alamanni.232 There is some evidence of a backlash against 

this promotion of barbarians. The plot against Silvanus was described as ‘anti- 

Frankism.’233 However, that Silvanus briefly was recognised as Augustus suggests 

some acceptance of some barbarians as appropriate candidates for imperial power.

The majority of the barbarians seen serving the Empire came from the west as the 

east was poor at producing large numbers of barbarian recruits. The root of this lies 

in the nature of the eastern frontier. Long-established kingdoms such as Persia and 

Armenia, small confederations of Arabs and minor kingdoms such as Iberia had their 

own defined nationalities and would therefore be more likely to serve in their own 

armies. This demonstrates the importance of the Goths to the east. Licinius had 

competed with Constantine for the manpower resources of the Lower Danube and 

did have some Goths in his army.234 Valens’ lack of barbarian resources was

Ammianus XXV.5.2.
230 Jones (1964), 135, 142 -  Arinthaeus, Nevitta and Dagalaif were German while Victor was a 
Sarmatian.
231 Ammianus XXI.4.1-6; Zosimus III.4.2; III.7.6; Aurelius Victor, de Caes. XLII.17; Hoffmann 
(1981); PLREl, ‘Vadomarius’; Elton (1996a), 139.
232 Ammianus XXVII. 1-2; Zosimus III.7; PLRE I, ‘Charietto’; Whittaker (1994), 163-4, 193.

Ammianus XV.5-6.
234 ILS 696, 8942; Kulikowski (2007), 82.
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deepened by his three campaigns against the Visigoths235 and ultimately helped set in 

motion the series of events that led to the disaster at Adrianople and the crisis that 

followed. However, during the civil wars of the fourth century, it was the eastern 

emperor that usually triumphed. Constantine was the only western emperor to win a 

civil war through military victory. Therefore, while the diversity of the western 

frontier provided more barbarian recruits, it also required more men to marshal it, 

draining potential soldiers from battle.

The supposed prominence of barbarians has led to accusations of “the estrangement 

of the soldiers as a class from the traditional ideals of Graeco-Roman civilisation 

[and] a gradual approximation to the culture of the tribes beyond the frontier.”236 

However, claims that the army of Julian was “half-imported”237 from ill-disciplined 

barbarians or that contemporary references to barbarisation are “superfluous”238 are 

not backed up by the source material. Ammianus and Vegetius nowhere suggest that 

barbarians undermined the performance of the army.239 This should not be surprising 

as the army had always recruited from rural and upland areas regarded as less than 

civilised by the urban population. Furthermore, most barbarian units were recruited 

for single campaigns and due to local recruitment, any permanent units such as the 

Taifali Iuniores,240 while originally populated by men of their titular tribe, would be 

mostly comprised of Romans within two generations. However, while regional 

forces remained mostly Roman due to local recruitment, praesental forces and field 

armies which garner the most attention from the sources had a larger proportion of 

barbarian troops, exaggerating the extent of barbarisation. “Barbarian names stand 

out in descriptions of soldiers... and give the impression of being preponderant”241 

although perhaps 75% of senior army officials in the fourth century were Roman.242

Furthermore, non-Romans who achieved high office were thoroughly Romanised. 

Many other barbarians made it into the lower echelons of the Roman command 

structure but due to the poor state of the evidence, it is impossible to even guess at

Kulikowski (2007), 115-116.
236 Speidel (1975), 203.
237 MacMullen (1988), 176.
238 Ladner (1976), 8.

Elton (1996a), 137; Vegetius 1.28 suggests that it was cheaper to recruit Romans than barbarians.
240 ND Occ. VI.59.
24' Elton (1996a), 137.
242 Elton (1996a), 148; Nicasie (1998), 102-3; Whitby in Cameron (1995), 103-10.
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their numbers aside from a few names. The crux of barbarisation therefore is not 

whether the army used large numbers of non-Romans,243 but whether it retained the 

ability to Romanise them. With frontiers more zones of interchange than boundaries, 

most outsiders came from areas affected by Romanisation to some degree through 

decades of contact with the Empire. However, as the Empire came into contact with 

less-Romanised tribes such as the Vandals, Saxons, Thuringians and Huns, the 

Empire’s ability to control and then Romanise them was undermined.244 The 

Constantinian dynasty may therefore have overseen the beginnings not of the army’s 

barbarisation but its ‘un-Romanisation.’245

(hi) Recruiting Problems: Avoidance, Incentives and Corruption

While specific information on how the recruiting system coped during the fourth 

century is inadequate, there is plenty of evidence regarding the impediments faced in 

finding sufficient soldiers. The literary sources from 364 to 378 along with the Codex 

Theodosianus highlight that finding recruits, forcing men to take up their obligations 

and accruing the finances to pay for the army were major issues. Valentinian and 

Valens went to great lengths to reiterate the obligation of sons of soldiers to serve,246 

such as entering them “on military rolls several years before they were old enough to 

actually serve.”247 Valentinian also lowered the height standard for recruits from 5 

feet 10 inches to 5 feet 7 inches and decreed against men suitable for military service 

becoming camp followers.248

The prevalence of conscription in the recruiting system seems to have encouraged a 

rise in deserters. Despite there being no surviving laws on desertion pre-3 65,249 it is 

unrealistic to assume that it suddenly arose as a problem. “Desertion is inherent in 

any army structure, whatever the method of recruitment.”250 The series of measures

MacMullen (1976), 50.
244 MacMullen (1976), 50-54.
245 MacMullen (1964), 446.
246 CTh VII. 1.5[364]; VII.1.8[365]; VII.22.7[365].
247 Frank (1969), 73; CTh VI.24.2[365]; VII. 1.11 [372].

CTh VII. 13.3[367] on height standard, with the new limit equating to the modem measurement of 
about 5 feet 5 inches; CTh VII. 1.10[367] on camp followers and a reward for any soldier who turned 
a shirker in.
249 ^ .

Dig. XLIX. 16 is the only legal text to mention it.
' 50 Zuckerman (1998), 111.
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post-365 merely proves that Valentinian and Valens were the first to attempt to 

remedy a long-standing issue. Punishment was meted out not just to the deserters but 

also their harbourers; the latter could face forced labour in the mines or the forfeiture 

of property.251 There is evidence from other sources with Basil of Caesarea 

commenting on the large number of deserters in the east.252 Perhaps due to the 

proclivity of new recruits to disappear during the journey to their units, to go along 

with the presence of 7ip07i0|j,7id<; xipcovcov and similar officials to escort them,253 the 

practice of imprisoning them each night may have arisen.254 Marking soldiers more 

permanently with a tattoo like criminals rather than the more traditional signaculum 

dog tag may have grown out of a need to help identify deserters.255 Conscription may 

also have led to an increase of intentional amputation. Constantine ordered any such 

sons of veterans to serve as a decurion;256 a punishment reaffirmed by Valentinian in 

367.251 However, when sufficient recruits were still not found,258 his temper saw him 

order anyone found to have mutilated his body to avoid call-up to be burned alive 

while the amputee’s master would face punishment for not preventing it.259

Valens also viewed ascetics and monks as shirkers and ascribed them the same

punishment as deserters: the fustuarium or being “beaten to death with cudgels.”260

However, the pragmatism of Valentinian and Valens saw them follow Julian’s 
261 • •example by using conscription and service in the mines to control the numbers of

251 CTh VII. 18.1 [365] -  it is perhaps evidence of the Empire’s financial plight that even the fiery 
tempered Valentinian was willing to accept financial restitution as a punishment instead of something 
more extreme.
252 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 268.25-3 .

Arcadius Charisius, Dig. L.4.18; P.Lips. 35.1.5; Basil of Caesarea, Ep.200; AE  (1990), 854; SEG 
39 (1989), 456; Jones (1971), 45-48

Vita S. Pachomii 7-8; Gregory of Nyssa, Homily on the Forty Martyrs, PG 46.784bc suggests that 
new recruits were put in jail to protect them from regular soldiers who tended to be violent towards 
them perhaps in some sort of initiation.

Vegetius II.5; Jones (1964), 617 suggests that branding recruits was used by the end of the third 
century; however, Zuckerman (1995), 184 n.5 suggests that branding with a hot iron would not have 
happened. CTh X.22.4[398] mentions that recruits being given a stigma was a pre-existing practice.
256 CTh VII.22.1 [313/319].

CTh VII.13.4[367]; Ammianus XV. 12.3 records that the practice still took place in Italy, again
suggesting that recruiting took place there.

Any manpower problem faced by the brothers at this time may not have been acute for C7XI.68.3
requires any slaves or coloni who had enlisted to be discharged -  although the Roman army was not
above allowing traditional conservatism to override common sense even in times of need.

CTh VII. 13.5[368/370/373] -  perhaps because the guilty persons are expected to have a dominus 
may suggest that the majority of those found to have done so were coloni working on the estates of
landowners (Pharr (1952), 171 n.16).
60 Jerome, Chron. s.a. 375.

Julian, Ep.205; Sozomen V.4.4 on and Julian conscripting clergy of Caesarea into the army.
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monks. Numerous examples survive of men avoiding military obligations by 

joining the church or seeking an ascetic lifestyle.263 Gregory of Nazianus asked an 

acquaintance to allow the son of soldier to join the church instead of the army264 

while Basil of Caesarea encouraged a certain Firminus towards a life of asceticism 

rather than a military career in 3 7 2 265 However, Basil also reprimanded 

Cappadocians for avoiding military service by joining the clergy.266 The brothers 

also legislated against decurions and others joining the clergy instead of following 

their obligated career.267 “The tug of war between a monastic and military career was 

thus very real in the 370s and was probably precisely what Valens hoped to control 

with his law ordering monks to serve.”268

262

With numbers of men trying to avoid a military career, incentives had to be provided 

for recruits. Valens offered immediate exemption from the capitus-. a bonus that, 

after five years of service, was extended to their wives.269 So attractive was this 

exemption that it may have been the reason why many decurions were joining the 

army. Fathers would not let their daughters marry a decurion which forced many of 

these men to join the army in order to gain the tax exemptions that could help attract 

a wealthy wife.270 This practice became widespread enough for Valentinian and 

Valens to legislate against it by allowing the city councils to remove these decurions 

from the army unless they had served for over five years.271 The sons of these 

decurion soldiers were not permitted to follow their fathers into the army,272 although 

sons of military veterans were allowed to serve as decurions on city councils.273

" ~ Lenski (2004), 99.
John Chrysostom, Adv. Oppug. 3.12; Sulpicius Severus, Vita Martini II. 1-4.9; Historia 

Monachorum in Aegypto 23; Sozomen, IV.27.4; Palladius, Z//XLIV.1-2; Pachomius had been a 
recruit before his conversion (ODB 3.1549-1550); Augustine of Hippo, Confessions 11.39-42; Lenski 
(2004), 107-113 on Isaac and Dalmatus, leaders of a monastery at Constantinople, being part of the 
army at Adrianople.

Gregory of Nazianus, Ep. 225.
Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 116-117; Firminus seems to have been unsuccessful as Libanius, Ep. 1048 

records him only retiring from the army in 392.
‘66 Basil of Caesarea, Ep.54.
267 CTh XII. 1.59[364]; XIII.3.7[369]; XVI.2.17[364]; XVI.2.19[370]; XVI.2.21 [371]; CJ 
X.53.8[369],
268 Lenski (2004), 103.
2® CTh VII. 13.6[370].
~70 Libanius, Or. 11.36, 45, 72; Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 116.
271 CTh VII.1.6[368/370/373] -  this actually relaxed an earlier law from Julian (CTh XII.1.56[362]) 
which set the recall term at 10 years.
272 CTh XII. 1.64[368/370/373],

3 CTh XII. 1,78[372].
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However, the financial incentives to join the army remained poor.274 The stipendium 

is difficult to assess as there is little evidence for it. It did exist in 360 when Julian 

complained to Constantius about not being given the necessary money for wages for 

several years.275 However, it is not directly recorded after this date and was probably 

discontinued by the fifth century.276 The poor level of pay saw recruits join the army, 

receive the enlistment bonus and then desert, only to join-up again in another 

province. This “bounty-jumping,”277 along with dishonourable discharge, explains 

laws disallowing veterans to re-enlist278 and the introduction of tattooing. Despite 

this lack of direct pay, regular donativa, enlistment bonuses, annonae, equipment, 

discharge bounties and exemptions from poll tax still existed. From the time of 

Julian, it is suggested that the accession donativum remained fixed at five solidi and a 

pound of silver279 until the late sixth century. However, the continuing poverty of 

soldiers made them more susceptible to support usurpers because of the 

accompanying donativum and possible bonuses if their candidate won.280 Other 

bonuses are unlikely to have kept pace with inflation and may have reduced soldiers 

to a subsistence level. This may have encouraged troops permanently stationed in 

forts or on the frontiers to move towards agriculture, providing a starting point for 

the supposed deterioration of these forces into a local militia.

The disparity in privileges between the different branches of the army may also have 

impacted on enthusiasm to serve. While the dispersal of many comitatenses units

throughout the provinces and in cities may have brought them closer to the limitanei
* 281 • •in terms of quality, there is no denying that the rewards received by frontier troops

282were lower. However, the separation from families could also be a factor

See above Chapter I.II, 11-13.
Ammianus XX.8.8.

276 Elton (1996a), 121.
277 Dig. XLIX. 16.4.9.

Nicasie (1998), 86; G/XII.44.1[420]; XII.60.2[395]; XII.60.5[429]; however, veterans are
recorded as re-enlisting (Ammianus XVI.2.1; XXXI.12.1; Musurillo (1972), 260-265 records that the
Christian martyr Julius was a veteran who had re-enlisted).
279 Jones (1964), 360.
' 80 Ammianus XX.4.18.281

Lee (2007), 165-166 on the evidence for field armies being billeted in cities; Wheeler in Humphrey
(1996) refutes the idea that this reduced their military effectiveness.
282 CTh VII.20.4[325],
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regarding where a recruit would want to serve.283 Because they could be posted 

anywhere, some recruits may have refrained from joining up so as to avoid a distant 

posting. During the reign of Constantius II, a soldier’s son is recorded asking to be 

sent to the limitanei rather than a field army.284 This may have affected recruiting 

figures enough for the government to make concessions. Constans set aside 

unspecified aid for helping wives and children to join their husbands and fathers on 

campaign,285 while Julian granted them the use of the imperial transport system.286

Because the government decided whether a particular province would provide 

recruits or money for the year, the recruiting system was open to corruption. “Tax 

collecting was a profitable occupation for those who were in a position to bring 

undue pressure on the taxpayers, and the officials of the provincial governor and 

even the praetorian prefect had formed the habit of interfering in the levy, which 

properly fell to the suspectores appointed by the curia of each city.”287 Unscrupulous 

officials manipulated the tax assessment, demanding cash payments rather than 

actual recruits to skim the excess. The “potential for the use of compulsion, force and 

even violence in the recruitment process”288 in official documents highlights not only 

the dislike of a military career but also a reaction to corruption from the taxpayers. 

The army still required recruits and many areas may therefore have been subjected to 

conscription despite having already paid more than their original tax assessment.

Julian encountered corruption of this kind during his command in Gaul. The 

praetorian prefect, Florentius suggested that an additional levy -  conquisita -  was 

required because the normal system had failed to produce enough men.289 He was 

accused of corruption on at least one occasion290 and may have hoped to exploit the 

levy financially.291 However, Julian personally undertook a review of the levy in

Ammianus XX.2.10; Libanius, Or. XVIII.95.
~84 P. Abinn. 19.
285 CTh VII.1.3[349].
286 Lee (2007), 151.
987

Jones (1964), 119.
288 Lee (2007), 79.
289 Ammianus XVII.3.2.
290 Libanius, Or. XVIII.84 -  on the one recorded occasion that he was accused, Florentius asked Julian 
to try the case, a request that Julian refused.

Constantius himself was accused of not caring about the oppressive nature of supplementary levies 
(Ammianus XXI. 16.17). However, two laws of 356 (CTh XI.16.7[356]; 8[356]) show that he was 
aware of the growth of unnecessary levies.
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Gallia Belgica II, proving that if the recruiting tax was collected fairly “there would 

be no arrears and the yield would be sufficient.”292 Other evidence of corruption or 

misuse of recruiting law was that Constantius had to reiterate the age limit of 

eighteen for military service. This could suggest that procuratores tironum or the 

consortia of landowners were getting desperate enough to put teenagers forward to 

fulfil their quota.293 Constantius also had to remind his praetorian prefects to ensure 

that men of supposed decurion rank had not assumed that role in order to avoid 

military service 294 This perhaps suggests that potential recruits were using influential 

acquaintances to avoid the draft.

Repetition of laws on deserters, sons of veterans, mutilation and corruption has led to 

discussion on how effective late Roman law was. The consistent repeating of decrees 

on specific topics would suggest that they were often ignored.295 However, it has 

been argued that some laws were reissued because they were working296 as a new 

emperor would adopt successful laws as his own by reissuing them. However, “the 

conditions and circumstances which generated the recruitment laws do suggest that 

the system was coming under severe strain at specific periods in the late fourth
9Q7century.” Therefore, military crises such as Julian’s Persian campaign and 

Adrianople would facilitate the repetition of laws as the need for men was more 

immediate and the dangers of military service were clear.298

(iv) Valens ’ Recruiting Law o f 3 75

A large number of the laws promulgated by Valentinian and Valens in the 370s 

regarding recruitment may have proven somewhat successful in the short term, but 

that they still felt the need to launch a large recruiting drive on the eve of major

292 Jones (1964), 119-120; Julian also refused to issue tax write offs given when tax arrears had built 
up over time. They benefited the bigger taxpayers who would have had the influence to postpone 
payment, while the lesser taxpayers had to pay on time. By stopping this practice, the flow of 
resources into the treasury was steadied and the tax burden regulated. The caput tax may have inflated 
to twenty-five solidi and that Julian could reduce it to seven without undermining the treasury or 
recruitment highlights corruption (Ammianus XVI.5.14-15; XVII.3.4; Blockley (1972), 449).
293 CTh VII. 13.1 [353].

CTh VII.13.1 [353]; this same law provides evidence that recruits would rather serve in cavalry 
units than infantry (Pharr (1952), 170 n.6).
29S MacMullen (1988), 93-96, 168.
“ Harries (1999), 77-88, 212 -  this may not be appropriate for the military sphere of law-making.
~97 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 170.
298 CTh VII.22.9[380]; VII.22.10[380]; VII.22.11 [380],



campaigns299 could suggest that the Diocletianic recruiting system was either 

unwilling or unable to maintain the army in more peaceful times. However, these 

laws should probably not be seen as affecting long term alterations of the Empire’s 

recruiting processes but rather a series of superindictions that were relaxed after 

conflict subsided. The most notable of this kind of recruiting law came in response to 

another military crisis in 375.300 When, after dealing with the Kushans, Shapur 

contested the outcome of Bagavan, the Isaurians revolted and rumblings of trouble 

beyond the Danube had begun to reach the Empire, the loss of a third of his mobile 

forces left Valens in a difficult spot.301 With the west faced with trouble from the 

Quadi and Sarmatians and the continuing revolt in Africa, Valens could not expect 

any aid from Valentinian and because of the mammoth effort needed to produce the 

force victorious in 371, it was unrealistic that Valens would find another 16,000 men.

The east did not have a good reputation for providing large numbers of Roman 

recruits and the exemptions granted to inhabitants of Constantinople further reduced 

the number of citizens available for military service. This was further exacerbated by 

Constantius’ expansion of the eastern Senate302 as all senatorial property was exempt 

from the recruiting tax.303 This combined to cause financial as well as military 

problems for Valens as some potential volunteers seem to have recognised the 

strength of their bargaining position, demanding more than the prescribed figure for 

the recruiting bounty.304 Attempts were made to regulate this by reducing the cost of 

recruiting for landowners by cutting the aurum tironicum sometime between 372 and 

3 73.305 However, landowners, private estates and villages still had to supply recruits

Lenski (2002), 310.
300 CTh VII.13.7[375].
301 See above Chapter II.II, 49.
302 Themistius, O.XXXIV.13.
303 G/XII.1.4[346-349]; imperial estates were also exempt although Valentinian and Valens required 
their lands to provide commutation money in lieu of recruits (CTh VII. 13.2[370]).
304 P. Oxy. VIII.1103; XLVIII.3424; Anonymous, De rebus bellicis 4.5; P.Abinn. 35 has been 
suggested as an example of a community trying to get away with paying only two solidi and 50 talents 
of silver instead of the full commutation rate. However, it is more likely that this smaller amount 
should be seen as a bribe to Abinnaeus to prevent the conscript of the irenarch. The accepting of this 
small amount may be seen as attempt to keep the peace and should therefore be seen as a policing 
matter and not one of recruitment. This opinion may be backed up by the presence of a praepositus 
pagi, “the magistrate personally responsible for filling the municipal quota for recruits, would be the 
last person to exempt a draftee” (Zuckerman (1998), 85).

Themistius, Or. XI.143c-144a; P.Lips. 35 records a possible reduction of the recruiting allowance 
from 30 to 10 solidi', failure to pay to the enrolment gold could lead to agitation (P.Oxy. XLVIII.
3401; P.Nag.Hamm.66)\ Lenski (2002), 314-316.



with food and travels expenses.306 These costs and wanting to avoid losing a tenant 

or worker encouraged landowners to offer a vagrant, fugitive or son of a veteran, 

men who should already have been in the army, when it was their turn to serve as 

capitular ius? 01 In the past, when faced with such obstacles in citizen recruiting, 

emperors would have looked to external manpower to supplement the Roman army 

temporarily but, aside from the Persians, the eastern frontier was populated only with 

small Arabic and Iberian tribes while Valens had removed the one avenue of 

significant non-Roman recruits through his punitive campaigns against the Visigoths 

after the defeat of Procopius. With such problems finding new recruits is it 

unsurprising that Valens started looking for alternative sources such as monks.308

Most importantly, Valens resorted once again to the kind of superindictive legislation 

that had been so successful in rebuilding the Roman army in the aftermath of Julian’s 

Persian Expedition. However, on the surface of things, the law of 375 seems to be a 

lot more than merely an addition to existing recruiting processes. Perhaps for the first 

time, it made the payment of the recruiting tax universal and regular.309 Exemptions 

were eliminated, making recruitment a patrimonial charge that everyone, senator, 

decurion and plebeian, had to pay.310 Senatorial estates not big enough to provide a 

recruit by themselves were incorporated into a consortium with other landowners, 

with the cost of the recruit divided proportionally in a procedure called |i8pia(.io<;
311

xipcovcbv. They would then take turns in providing a recruit with the other 

members of the consortium.312 While these changes were initiated in the east, they 

were only partially applied in the west perhaps showing the influence of western 

senators or how eastern senators were used to bowing to imperial prerogative.

To regulate the recruiting tax, the aurum tironicum  was fixed at thirty solidi with 

another six for the vestis militaris, with the capitularius being reimbursed by his

P. Oxy. LXIII.4373; P.LondV. 1655; 5G C /I21 ,11.11-13; III.4; O.Leid. 342.
307 CTh. VII.13.6[370]; see above Chapter I.II, 14-15.
308 Lenski (2004).
309 Ammianus XXXI.4.4.
310 Zuckerman (1998), 108.
311 Zuckerman( 1998), 95.

'  This was contrary to CTh XI.23.1 [361 ] which omitted senators from having to associate with 
landowners of a lower class. Some senators must have felt aggrieved by the arrangement for less than 
a year later they were given the right of direct appeal to the emperor (defensores) if they felt 
discriminated against by the fiscal arrangements (CTh I.28.3[376]).
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fellow capitularii. This reduced the likelihood of extortion and corruption. The 

combination of a fixed rate and a yearly tariff perhaps provides the first example of 

regular, annual conscription. Valens’ law also signifies the last step in a wider 

process that transferred the duties of the curiales to local landowners.313 Previously, 

recruitment was organised through the major settlements by the curiales, who would 

identify suitable recruits or pay bounties to elicit volunteers.314 The laws of the 370s 

may have started as attempts to increase the efficiency of the recruiting system but 

they resulted in the removal of the cities and most curiales from the process.315

However, even with the elimination of exemptions and the reduction of corruption 

that the law of 375 represented, problems still arose. The changes proved to be unfair 

as the power of the capitularius to choose the recruit undermined the quality of 

soldiers. Recruits, previously depicted as volunteers attracted to military service by 

fiscal advantages,316 were now treated as conscripts by the capitularius and no longer 

received the enlistment bounty. Also because the landowner chose the recruit, it was 

more likely that that he would be someone whom he had no use for, increasing the 

likelihood that the recruit would be unsuited to military service and therefore 

potentially increasing the problems of desertion and the quality of recruits. The law 

also proved inadequate financially. Valens’ valuation of a recruit and his expenses at 

thirty-six solidi was too realistic. As the capitularius was directly reimbursed by his 

fellow capitularii rather than by the provincial treasury for providing the recruit, the 

recruiting tax resulted in no net profit for the state.317 This could suggest that Valens 

was more interested in protecting his tax base from the kind of unscrupulous 

corruption that Julian had faced318 rather than an overhaul of the recruiting system.

However, the law of 375 also highlighted a solution to the problems it caused. While 

it may have been unable to force good recruits from uncooperative landowners, it 

could be a great success in generating cash for the state if applied correctly, while 

remaining fair to the tax payer. The widespread commutation of actual recruits for 

their monetary value -  adaeratio -  could reduce the burden of prototypia  as the tax

313 Liebeschuetz (2001), ch.3.
314 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2006), 170.
315 Zuckerman (1998), 120.
316 CTh VII. 13.6[370].
317 Lenski (2002), 313.
318 See above Chapter II.III, 68-69.
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payer would only pay a set “amount of money in proportion to the size of his 

holding”319 rather than occasionally providing an actual recruit. Valens could then 

use the cash raised to pay for recruits when they were needed, bypassing the undue 

influence that landowners could have on the standard of recruits. However, for 

adaeratio to generate any monetary surplus for the state whilst still being used to pay 

for recruits, it required an inexpensive and ready source of recruits.

The fortuitous appearance of the Visigoths along the Danube provided just such a 

resource. These barbarians would almost certainly accept enlistment bounties, 

clothing allowances and provisions at a lower rate than a Roman citizen, especially if 

they were willing to accept settlement on Roman land in return for military service. 

This would allow adaeratio to be stretched further and any surplus to be channelled 

elsewhere. The possibility of using these barbarians to reinvigorate any deserted land 

and providing taxes and produce must also have been considered by Valens and his 

advisors when the frontier was opened to the Visigoths in 3 76.320 So successful was 

this mass commutation that Valens virtually abandoned the levying of goods and 

services in kind, with the vest is militaris commutated for gold in the east in 3 77.321

It has been argued that despite Diocletian’s reorganising, “fourth century curial 

recruitment remained as sporadic as it was before”322 and that the idea of a static 

process should be substituted “by a model allowing for a slower structural evolution 

culminating in a series of reforms”323 with recruits being levied when needed rather 

than on a regular schedule or system for dividing the quota uniformly.324 While this 

might be a more accurate appraisal of the Diocletianic recruiting system, despite its 

success, the law of 375 was not the culmination of a conscious effort by Valens to 

alter the underlying philosophy regarding recruiting from building a core of Roman 

soldiers through volunteers and conscription to relying on non-Roman manpower 

hired almost as mercenaries. The demanding of Roman citizens for military service 

through the recruitment tax may have been relaxed with aurum tironicum levied in

3'9 Nicasie (1998), 95.
Ammianus XXXI.4.1-4 on the Romans discussing the benefits of allowing the Visigoths into the 

Empire; Ammianus XXXI.3.8 has the Visigoths deciding on Thrace as their preferred new home 
because it was fertile, presumably because they expected to farm the land.
321 CTh VII.6.3[377],
3“  Zuckerman (1998), 101.
323 Zuckerman (1998), 121.
324 Zuckerman (1998), 100.
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cash from landowners en masse325 but mandatory service amongst Roman citizens 

was not abolished. Hereditary service would continue to be employed and as no 

emperor would ever abolish the eligibility of citizens for military service, 

conscription was still a power that the Empire could call upon.326

Rather Valens’ recruiting law of 375 was just another law that was hoped to 

maximise the recruiting potential of the Diocletianic system by eliminating 

exemptions at a time of military emergency. It was a serendipitous benefit that it 

made Valens aware of the manpower and tax-collecting benefits that the aurum 

tironicum and vestis militaris could provide in the light of the Visigothic migration. 

Using an argument of silence from the sources, and in particular the Theodosian 

Code, to suggest that Valens meant to abandon the Diocletianic recruiting system and 

conscription in particular can be dangerous but equally so can the suggestion that that 

they did not change anything about Roman recruiting.327 While Valens may not have 

been attempting to revolutionise the recruiting system, he did highlight the rapidity 

with which adaeratio could accumulate cash for the Empire given a ready supply of 

barbarian recruits. This precedent would be used by Valens himself and after the 

interruption caused by Adrianople by Theodosius and Stilicho “to build a barbarian 

base for recruitment.”328

II.IV Concluding Remarks

In spite of the fourth century being a particularly bloody period for the Roman army, 

recruiting from Constantine’s death in 337 to Valens’ disastrous foray against the 

Visigoths in 378 is clouded by the scarcity and ignorance of the sources. The division 

and regionalisation of Constantine’s field army intensified provincial rivalries and 

the increased security offered by the scholae led to large Roman armies inflicting 

horrendous casualties upon one another. External enemies were also active. 

Ammianus comments on how “practically the whole Roman world heard the

325
Ammianus XXXI.4.4; Sozomen VI.37.16; Socrates IV.34.4-5 suggests that Valens raised the 

aurum tironicum as high as 80 solidi.
3“6 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2006), 172; Whitby in Cameron (1995), 75-87; See below Chapter 
V.II.
327

Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2006), 171 accuses Zuckerman (1998), 116-117 of this but then 
seems to follow a similar path by invoking the Jones (1964), 619 in suggesting that “the absence of 
laws from the fifth century may indeed mean that 'the routine was operating smoothly.'”
28 Lenski (2002), 319.



trumpet-call of war, as savage peoples stirred themselves and raided the frontiers 

nearest to them”3"9 while the eastern frontier saw numerous sieges and battles. 

However, not even Ammianus goes into detail on how the recruiting system dealt 

with the enormous casualties of the fourth century.

Despite the poor record, some recruiting patterns can be conjectured. Large Roman 

armies are recorded throughout the fourth century such as Constantine’s central field 

army, the 96,000 men that comprised the two armies at Mursa,330 Julian’s Persian 

expedition of up to 95,000331 and Valens leading at least 48,000 men against Shapur
• 332II in 370. The sources seem to assume that the Diocletianic system of recruiting 

through taxation and obligation was responsible for producing armies of this size. 

However, this was almost certainly not the case. Such large armies were the 

exceptions rather than the rule for the fourth century and must have stretched the 

Empire’s resources even before the colossal casualties they were to experience. The 

raising of such forces must have involved the large scale transfer of men, 

conscription and the employment of barbarians. The increasingly regular split of the 

Empire saw both halves struggle to find enough men to deal with regional enemies. 

In the west, both Julian and Valentinian had trouble finding enough men to face the 

Franks, Alamanni and revolts in Britain and Africa while Persian belligerence, 

Isaurian revolt and Danubian tribes vexed first Constantius and then Valens. After 

Julian’s disastrous Persian expedition, Valentinian and Valens had to resort to 

numerous laws to enforce exisiting recruiting practices in preparation for military 

campaigns while the latter was encouraged by the laxity of internal recruits and 

financial resources to accept the Visigoths into the Empire in 376.

In spite of Diocletian’s attempts at reform, military service remained unpopular. 

Instances of desertion, intentional mutilation and dodging of military obligations 

were common place enough for the practice of tattooing recruits for identification to 

increase. The duty of protostasia remained extremely unpopular with landowners,

329 Ammianus XXVI.4.5-6.
See above Chapter II.I, 37-38.

331 See above Chapter II.II, 47 n.120.
332

'  Valens could send 12,000 men into Iberia under the comes Terentius (Ammianus XXVII. 12.16), a 
similar force into Armenia under another comes Arinthaeus (Ammianus XXVII.12.13) and a third 
force into the Caucasus while maintaining a substantial field army under his direct control 
(Themistius, Or. XI. 149b).



“who operated a kind of press-gang system, combining incentive payments with 

coercion, to induce a few individuals to enrol.”333 Due to this continued downturn in 

military enthusiasm, the replacing of such casualty figures as the reported 54,000 

suffered at Mursa must have required Roman conscription and the large scale 

recruiting of barbarians. The need for rapid response along the frontiers may also 

have contributed to the increasing use of barbarian units as their experience in 

warfare meant that they required less training time than raw Roman recruits. By 

reducing the burden and recruiting men from outside the Roman system, Valens and 

his advisors thought they could balance the numbers of consumers and producers334 

while accepting cash from landowners filled the imperial coffers.

The system was, however, not above corruption. As seen with Julian’s dealings with 

Florentius, unscrupulous officials could manipulate the system for their own gain. 

Local government may also have realised that by allowing local citizens to enlist 

they would lose tax income due to the exemptions a recruit and his relatives received. 

This could lead to more barbarian recruits as landlord consortia did not wish to lose 

their tenants and fellow taxpayers.335 Protracted warfare also saw experienced 

barbarian mercenaries becoming more preferable to raw Romans recruits in terms of 

expedience while adaeratio saw barbarian recruits become particularly sought after 

as a cheaper alternative. When combined with the increasing imperial tendency to 

promote men on merit rather than background, more non-Romans were seen 

attaining positions of power and influence within the army.

However, a lack of Roman manpower and an increasing use of barbarians in the 

army was not necessarily a negative. The natural military prowess of Franks, 

Alamanni and Goths was at least the equal of many Romans. When combined with 

the training and discipline of the Roman army, these barbarians could be as useful as 

or even more so than those produced by the internal recruiting system. Julian’s force 

at Argentoratum, although small, contained the best regiments of the army. All were 

palatini with an awesome combat reputation336 with a substantial proportion of

Liebeschuetz (1990a), 19-20.
334 Matthews (1989), 281 using Ammianus XXXI.4.4.
335 Ammianus XXXI.4.4; 14.2; Goffart (1974), 60.
336 Ammianus XVI. 12.43.



Germanic origin.337 Despite the possibility of some split loyalties,338 Julian’s 

Germans were fiercely loyal and reliable. This is evidenced by the fierce alacrity of 

Julian’s troops to engage the enemy at Argentoratum and the determination with 

which they fought.339 Some instances of betrayal are recorded such as the Alamannic 

officer who allegedly alerted members of his own tribe that Julian was planning a 

campaign against them and the Alamannic guard who reported Gratian’s imminent 

move to join Valens to the Lentienses340 but in the vast majority of cases, regimental 

loyalties quickly replaced shared ethnicity.

Mursa, Julian’s retreat from Persia and Adrianople may have been disasters for the 

Roman army but they do “not necessarily reflect the quality of the army.”341 The 

fourth century army was still a capable force. Most of the battles of this period show 

that the Roman infantry continued to be a force to be reckoned with. Shapur II’s 

resorting to hit and run tactics and lack of interest in a direct confrontation with 

Julian provides proof. The slaughter at Mursa was almost certainly brought about by 

the predominance of Roman infantry in both armies while Argentoratum was won 

almost completely due to Roman infantry. Even in defeat the infantry retained its 

reputation. At Singara, Amida, Adrianople and Jovian’s retreat from Persia, the 

legions are recorded fighting to the death.342 However, while the regular Diocletianic 

recruiting system and the ability of the army to integrate non-Romans were still able 

to provide an army of superior ability, there were worrying signs for the future. The 

casualties suffered in the period between the deaths of Constantine and Valens 

caused great damage to internal recruiting pools, further depleting citizen resources 

already undermined by apathy. When there was little let up in the external pressures, 

the Roman army had no option but to resort to ever increasing numbers of non- 

Romans. Should these non-citizens continue to be used in such numbers, the Empire 

would quickly lose its ability to Romanise and control these outsiders.

337 An analysis of known names of officers and men in auxilia palatina infantry suggests that 
anywhere between a third and a half of the effectives were barbarian, compared to 25% in the late 
army as a whole (Elton (1996a) 148, 151).
338 Ammianus XVI. 12.2.
339 Ammianus XVI. 12.63 on three of the four tribuni killed at Argentoratum having barbarian names.
340 Ammianus XXXI. 10.
341 Southern and Dixon (1996), 39.
342 Ammianus XXXI. 13.



Ill: The Impact of Adrianople and Civil War on Recruiting

III.I Theodosius

(i) Rebuilding the Army Post-Adrianople

The battle of Adrianople marked a watershed for the Roman Empire. Its significance 

“does not lie in any tactical innovation, for the victory was essentially infantry over 

infantry,”1 but in the casualties that it inflicted upon the Roman army.2 “The 

sweeping follies of Valens ’ grand decisions were now having to be paid for... [and] 

the losses suffered in first-class trained troops, the temporary loss of nerve in the 

survivors and its inevitable effects on other parts of the army could not be repaired 

overnight,”3 particularly as the Visigoths tried to follow up their victory.4 The 

immediate concern was who was to take charge of this ongoing crisis. Gratian was 

embroiled in fighting the Alamanni5 and Valentinian II was only seven-years old. 

The magister militum per Orientem, Julius, impressed with his massacre of Goths 

employed in Roman service,6 but Gratian’s choice fell upon Flavius Theodosius, who 

was appointed magister militum in late 378 and then elevated to Augustus in 379.7

Theodosius faced a daunting task before him. Goths, Huns and Alans raided freely 

throughout the Balkans, cutting him off from Constantinople and the invaluable 

recruiting grounds of the Lower Danube. Given the extent of the crisis, “it was not 

surprising that Theodosius’ strategy of recovery was one of marked pragmatism, 

opportunism and caution.”8 Recognising this recruiting handicap, Gratian added the

‘ Bums (1973), 344.
2 See above Chapter II.II, 56 n. 188.
3 Williams and Friell (1994), 28.

Ammianus XXXI.16.3-7; Sozomen VIII.1; Socrates V.l on the Gothic siege of Constantinople.
5 Socrates V.6.2.

Zosimus IV.26; Ammianus XXXI. 16.8 describes this as a “swift and salutary deed... a wise plan 
carried out without fuss or delay”, although Ammianus’ claim that “the provinces of the East [were] 
saved from great danger” is scrutinised by Speidel (1998), who suggests that these Goths were not 
necessarily soldiers; Wolfram (1988), 130 following Zosimus IV.26.2 suggests that this massacre took 
place after the accession of Theodosius and that it cost Julius his position.
7 Pan. Lat. II.10-11; Theodoret, HE V.5-6; Sozomen VII.2.1; Orosius VII.34.2-5; Epitome de 
Caesaribus 47-48; Theodosius’ highest rank before 378 had been that o f dux Moesiae (Ammianus 
XXIX.6.14-16).
8 Williams and Friell (1994), 28.



dioceses of Dacia and Macedonia and perhaps even Pannonia to Theodosius’ realm.9 

“Crisis-management demanded flexibility of approach, and the transfer of the 

administration of the war-zone in Illyricum to the supreme commander in the war 

was a good beginning.”10 With these potential recruiting grounds under his 

command, Theodosius cobbled together a force of experienced soldiers and western 

officers to lead, train and recruit the new army. The remnants of Valens’ army may 

have provided up to 10,000 men but to fill the ranks, Theodosius re-established the 

practices that Valens had abandoned in favour of adaeratio.

The Codex Theodosianus indicates that after trying to make do with existing 

manpower and finding recruits locally throughout 379,11 a military setback in early 

380 forced Theodosius to use the legislative powers of his office to find enough 

recruits to face the Visigoths. The sons of soldiers and veterans were removed from 

town councils and their father’s farms12 while deserters and their harbourers were 

hunted down.13 Theodosius overlooked the desertion of raw recruits provided they 

rejoined their unit for “to have imposed vigorous military law on these waverers 

would have resulted in a small, highly disciplined force, but not the large army that 

Theodosius needed to assemble if he was to wrest the initiative from Fritigem.”14 

Valentinian I’s decree of death on those who mutilated themselves was also relaxed. 

Their punishment would be to serve in the army anyway as well as live with their

9 Sozomen VII.4; Socrates V.2.3; Sidonius Apollinaris, Carm. 5.107 mentions Theodosius’ magister 
militum, Maiorianus, controlling Aquincum suggesting that parts of Pannonia were also given to 
Theodosius.
10 Errington (1996), 1-2; 22-27 on the status of Illyricum in the late 4th century; Kulikowski (2007), 
150-152 suggests instead that Gratian made no attempts at helping Theodosius because Illyrian 
generals had forced Theodosius’ elevation upon Gratian. The western generals Bauto and Arbogast 
drove the Goths out of western territory (Zosimus IV.33.1-2) but they may not have ventured into 
Theodosius’ territory doing “no more than bar the western provinces to the Goths while leaving the 
eastern Balkans to suffer.” This would not be that surprising for Gratian had already had Valentinian
11 foisted upon him as co-Augustus by his generals in 375.
11 Themistius O.XIV.261(181B); Libanius, Or. 11.251; XXIV. 16 suggests that Theodosius mobilised 
local farmers as soldiers and transferred gold miners to iron working for military applications by the 
summer of 379; Libanius, O .XXIV.38 also notes that units had been withdrawn from the frontier.
12 CTh VII.22.9[380], 22.10[380], 22.11[380]; XII. 1.83[380]; XII. 1.89[381 ]; Theodosius also reissued 
a decree on the registering of infantes andpueri for future military service (CTh VII. 1.14[394]) which 
had originally been issued as CTh VI.24.2[365] and VII. 1.11 [372]; Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 519 
suggests that because membership of a military unit continued to offer better status and opportunities 
to exploit civilian and defeated populations, “hereditary service could be a privilege as well as an 
obligation” although this might apply more to the east or other more peaceful provinces.
13 CTh VII. 18.2[379]; VII. 18.3[380]; 18.4[380]; 18.5[381]; 18.6[382]; 18.7[383]; Theodosius may 
also have been willing to accept a drop in physical fitness and training among his raw recruits.
14 Williams and Friell (1994), 30.



self-inflicted disability.15 The forcing of digitally impaired men to serve and leniency 

towards deserters suggests the desperation of the recruiting situation. However, not 

all of Theodosius’ laws demonstrate a lack of manpower. Numerous decrees set forth 

“the terms under which men could be brought into the army, tightening up the 

standards, so that people who were regarded as being ‘bad stock’ as soldiers should 

not be sent forward.”16 The traditional ideas of unfit professions for military service 

or recruits from unsuitable regions were restated, as was the ineligibility of slaves,17 

suggesting that they had been coming forward for military service.

Vegetius laid out the ideal stock from which a recruit should be levied. Those from 

more temperate climates were to be preferred as they combined the intelligence of 

those from warmer areas with the bellicosity of those from the north while lacking 

the respective drawbacks of each. The rural population is also to be preferred as they 

were already rough, healthy and steadfast while city dwellers had to acquire these 

traits through training and discipline. Vegetius also thought men from certain 

vocations were preferable such as masons, blacksmiths, wainwrights, butchers or 

hunstmen while others were not such as fishermen, fowlers, pastry-cooks, weavers, 

and anyone with any contact with textile mills. “The safety of the state [was] based 

on recruits being levied who are outstanding in both physique and moral quality.”18 

Had the Empire briefly embraced these undesirables then a concerted effort of 

conscription would have easily provided the army with sufficient recruits.

However, once the threat of the Visigoths had passed, Theodosius returned to 

adaeratio, which he expected to produce enough money to attract volunteers and 

mercenaries.19 This suggests that the Empire hoped to dispense with conscription 

aside from during a crisis. However, especially after Valens’ reforms of 375, “in

15 CTh VII. 13.10[381] -  the same law also allowed any payer of the recruitment tax to put forward 
these self-mutilators as recruits but at a price of two to one.
16 Potter (2004), 549.

CTh VII. 13.8[380] on the ineligibility of slaves, tavern workers, cooks and craftsmen;
VII. 13.11 [382] on penalties for offering slaves as potential recruits; VII. 13.9[380] on the demand of 
recruits from “suitable regions”; VII. 19.9[380] demanded recruits of good character.
18 Vegetius 1.1-7.

That Theodosius rarely had to return to these recruiting problems following 382 -  CTh 
VII. 18.7[383] is likely to have concerned a local problem in Pontus (Errington, (1996), 7) -  suggests 
the extent to which the Gothic crisis had affected recruitment; it might also suggest that the pre- 
Adrianople system of adaeratio was working or was at least an efficient enough way to deal with the 
enrolment of Goths for Theodosius to reinitiate it.



practical terms conscription and volunteering [were] not such opposites as they might 

seem, since the former depends on a willingness to come forward, the latter on a 

degree of ‘encouragement’ for the volunteers to emerge.”20 The tendency to see 

conscription as an unfair press-gang may cloud its true nature. With the potential 

financial power of adaeratio, it may be more correct to see Roman conscription as 

finding a price that a ‘conscript’ would accept to serve in the military. “It is by no 

means inevitable that such a system of recruiting would produce bad soldiers, but it 

must have been extremely difficult to raise large numbers of troops in this way.”21 

The Notitia Dignitatum confirms that new standing army units were raised by 

Theodosius.22 However, it gives no insight as to when these units were raised. Many 

could be units renamed after Adrianople instead of new units so the recruiting of 

Theodosius perhaps does not represent any significant growth of the army.23

New recruits would take time to become useful soldiers and time was a commodity 

that Theodosius did not have sufficient reserves of. Public outcry over Adrianople 

and unchecked raids must have pressured the new emperor into military action. To 

do so he needed trained soldiers and to that end he brought limitanei into his army24 

and recruited large numbers in the frontier zones and beyond the frontiers.25 The 

fiercely anti-Theodosian Zosimus accuses him of freely enrolling barbarians by 

offering them easy conditions of service26 to such an extent that Goths became the

20 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 68.
21 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 20.
22 Jones (1964), 160; Table I-II, 1429-1430.

Errington (1996), 7; legion names such as Honoriani found in the Notitia Dignitatum (Occ. V.239, 
247) can give a vague time of their foundation/renaming as it must have happened after the birth of 
Honorius in 384.
24 Jones (1964), 649-654; Luttwak (1976), 170-173, Southern and Dixon (1996), 35-37 all highlight 
the continued usefulness of the limitanei until the sixth century, despite the suggestion of a purely 
defensive role because the limitanei and ripenses were shown as permanently garrisoned in forts and 
fortress cities in the Notitia Dignitatum (Or. XXX-XLII; Oc. XXX-XLI).
“5 Themistius, Or. XVI.207 on Celts, Assyrians, Libyans, Iberians; Themistius XXXIV.20, XV.189D, 
XVIII.219B on Armenians, Iberians and Tigritane soldiers; Claudian consistently describes the army 
that Theodosius left to Stilicho as a mass of different national and tribal units (In Ruf. II. 108ff; III 
Cons.Hon. 68ff; B.Gild. 1.243ff; Cons Stil I.155ff); Hoffmannn (1969), 467-468 shows that few of 
these units appear in the Notitia Dignitatum but that does not mean that the rhetorical Themistius and 
poetic Claudian are wrong as many of these units may have been foederati contracted to serve the 
Empire for only a short period of time, while those that served for longer periods were simply not 
entered on the Notitia as they were not considered part of the Roman military establishment.

Zosimus IV.30-31 suggests that a barbarian recruit would be allowed to return to his tribe even after 
enrolling provided a substitute was found.



majority in Theodosius’ army.27 Such soldiers would not have been as ill-disciplined 

as Zosimus records and any potential disloyalty may have been quickly forgotten as 

they were incorporated into regular Roman units.28

With this hastily reconstituted force, Theodosius, in concert with Gratian, imposed a 

settlement on a group of Ostrogoths, Huns and Alans that had invaded Pannonia. The 

Ostrogoths were settled in Pannonia Prima, the Huns in Pannonia Secunda and the 

Alans in Valeria and would provide valuable recruits.29 However, the victory over 

this modest coalition cost Theodosius more casualties than he could afford. Forced 

by a Visigothic raid into Greece, the eastern emperor threw his raw recruits into 

battle. They “promptly failed in their first combat, the barbarians amongst them 

going over to the victorious enemy, the others deserting en masse.”30 Such a defeat 

must have awakened Theodosius to the fact that his initial policy of driving the 

Visigoths back across the Danube was unrealistic unless he was prepared to accept 

massive casualties.31 Due to the unwillingness of the Visigoths to fight a pitched 

battle, the colossal victory to bring them under the Roman yoke was not forthcoming. 

With the military solution discounted, Theodosius had to turn to the two remaining 

dynamics that remained squarely in his favour -  Roman logistical superiority and the 

fractious nature of barbarian society.

(ii) The Visigothic Foedus o f 382

By resorting to blockade and starvation, Theodosius indicates “how acutely aware he 

was of the military manpower shortage”32 and in light of the casualties suffered in 

Pannonia and the the need “to avoid pitched battle if possible, since it was 

unpredictable and dangerous.”33 He had to find a resolution that benefited the Empire 

without compromising the defence of the entire east, even if it meant “a piecemeal

27 Zosimus IV.28; Jordanes, Getica 21, 111 ridiculously claims that even by the year 300, the Roman 
army found it difficult to fight without Gothic assistance.

Zosimus IV.30.1 does state that Theodosius did send some of the new Gothic recruits to the east to 
replace the Roman forces he had taken from there.
29 Jordanes, Getica 140; Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus XII.32; Bums (1984), 41.
30 Kulikowski (2007), 151.
31 Themistius Or.XV.286 (199a); Errington (1996), 10-13.
3'  Williams and Friell (1994), 30
33 Elton in Erdkamp (2007), 536.



affair, unstructured, without great events”34 against the Roman traditions of seeking 

total military victory. A concerted effort to prevent the Goths from obtaining supplies 

was made throughout 381. Backed up with limited military action in Macedonia and
35 •Dacia, the Visigoths were driven back to Thrace. A year of blockade forced a 

stalemate. Theodosius also made significant progress on the political front. The lack 

of unity amongst the Goths allowed him to enlist large numbers, including a certain 

Modares who may have been a kinsman of Athanaric.36 This high birth might explain 

how Modares became magister militum in such a short time and why he fought so 

hard against the forces of Fritigem. Before the Visigoths had entered the Empire in 

376, there was a bitter contest between Fritigem and Athanaric for leadership. 

Theodosius seized on this dispute by welcoming Athanaric to Constantinople and 

then giving him a magnificent funeral when he died soon after. This demonstration 

impressed many of Athanaric’s followers, who took up Roman service.37

Theodosius had realised that the integration of the barbarian invaders was the best 

bet for the Empire in both the short and long terms. He also realised that the 

agreement with Athanaric’s followers and the blockade imposed on Thrace had 

undermined Fritigem,38 making the majority of Visigoths willing to come to a
39compromise. However, so scarce is the information about the subsequent ‘treaty’ of 

382 that doubts are raised over its existence.40 The ‘treaty’ might have consisted of a 

series of deditiones with several groups rather than a single foedus.41 Contemporary 

sources were too busy fawning over Theodosius’ victory, attempting to mask the 

unpopularity of a negotiated solution,42 or being overly critical of the abject

34 Errington (1996), 15.
35 Zosimus IV.31, 33.

Zosimus IV.25.2; IV.24.3; IV.25 records a victory of Modares over a Gothic raiding party in 379.
37 Blockley (1992), 40.

Wolfram (1988), 133 remarks on how Fritigem’s name does not appear during the subsequent 
negotiations. His absence could mean that he was either not privy to them, he did not support them, he 
had fallen from power or that he was dead.

Maenchen-Helfen (1973), 36-37 suggests that a Hunnic crossing of the Danube in 381 may have 
further encouraged Theodosius to find an accord with the Visigoths.

Halsall (2007), 185 suggests that the ’treaty’ of 382 could be an historian’s construct to help explain 
how the nature of the Visigoths had altered between 382 and 395 through military service, 
Romanisation and settlement.
41 Halsall (2007), 180-182; Bums (1994), 75; Themistius, C?r.XVI.208b-209b on Theodosius not 
negotiating the settlement in person, overturning Valens’ meeting of equals with Athanaric, although 
this could just have been a vain attempt to retain some superiority in a situation that was a stalemate.
42 Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus. XII.32.3-4; Themistius, Or.XV.



surrender to the Visigoths43 to describe the provisions of the agreement. Later 

sources can be used to reconstruct an outline but only on the “assumption that later 

treaties were attempts by the Goths to improve upon the terms of the 382 foedus.”44 

The Romans were not keen to advertise the lack of a Roman military victory. 

Visigothic leaders had not submitted while large numbers of Goths had not been 

massacred on the battlefield or sold into slavery.45 It also demonstrates a new Roman 

attitude to her barbarian foes. Theodosius was reluctant to annihilate those who could 

be useful to the Empire’s farming, taxation and manpower.

The ‘treaty’ of 382 was “the first foedus to establish a semi-autonomous non-Roman 

group on imperial territory... the Goths were given land to settle upon and farm; 

their tribal structure was left intact and the Goths continued to live by their own laws; 

in return they were to provide troops for the Empire whenever needed but these 

would serve under their own leaders.”46 However, the exact nature of the new 

position of the Visigoths is difficult to extrapolate. The ‘treaty’ was based not on 

Roman strength but on Roman weakness. The Empire had failed to find and train 

sufficient forces to defeat the Visigoths and was forced to allow them to settle in the 

provinces from which the Romans had failed to oust them. It was hoped that the 

Visigoths could bring land back into production, leading to increased trade and 

taxation, while providing soldiers, obeying Roman laws and Romanising.47

This had led to some suggestions that “the relationship was one of patronage after 

deditio, not that of equal partners negotiating a foedus”4& or that the Visigoths were a 

privileged laeti, to whom Roman citizenship would be granted for those serving in

43 Zosimus IV.30-31; Synesius, De Regno.
Halsall (2007), 180; this suggestion might be given some credence by the complaints of the 

Visigoths that they were exploited by Theodosius, due the heavy losses they suffered at the battles of 
the Save and Frigidus rivers. The desire for a less oppressive arrangement prompted Alaric’s long 
search for security and territory for the Gothic remnant (Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 165); 
however, the treaties are poorly recorded as the only historian to mention foedus treaties is Jordanes 
{Getica 19.106, 21.112, 27.139, 28.145, 32.164, 34.177, 57.290) and he sees the treaties chronicling 
the gradual synergy of Romans and Goths which ended with Justinian’s conquest of Italy in the 550s 
and the marriage between the imperial prince Germanus and the Gothic princess Matasuentha.
45 Heather (2006), 184.
46 Halsall (2007), 180; Themistius, Or XVI. 11.27, XXXIV.227ff; Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus
XII.22.3 and Synesius, De Regno 29 (1093B) on the Goths being settled as farmers; some Visigoths 
settled in Moesia Secunda, where many of them had spent considerable time during the previous few 
years and some were still seen there over 150 years later (Jordanes, Getica 267).

Themistius, Or.XVI.211-212 hopes that the Visigoths would be integrated into the Empire in the 
same way as the Galatians had been.
48 Errington (1996), 22.



the army.49 However, while the Visigoths were under overall Roman command, their 

day-to-day lives did not change much and they retained their own leaders.50 This was 

one of the many obstacles to their integration into Roman society. Not being 

dispersed across the Empire allowed internal structures and Visigothic tribal identity 

to remain while the right of conubium was not granted.51 Perhaps most importantly 

during the reign of the staunch Nicene Catholic Theodosius, the Visigoths were 

Arian Christians, and many Catholics saw heretics as being as bad as pagans.

The lack of assimilation at a social and religious level left the army as the only 

institution that could integrate the Visigoths. However, even the nature of Visigothic 

military service prescribed by the agreement of 382 is ambiguous. It is entirely 

possible that “their military obligations to the Empire were not to supply recruits who 

would be integrated into the Roman army structure, but to fight en masse when 

required as a national contingent under their own leaders.”52 Two standing units 

recorded in the Notitia Dignitatum, the Visi and Tervingi,53 were almost certainly 

raised from Visigothic troops but “there is no evidence that these [units] resulted 

from the legal obligations of a treaty rather than from moral and economic pressure. 

Service in the Roman army could be lucrative and honourable, and was by no means 

necessarily unattractive to young Goths.”54 Theodosius nurtured the idea that young 

Visigoths not content with farming could enlist in the regular Roman army.55 Gothic 

families seem to have been settled like soldiers in the homes of Thracians and 

Macedonians, the same way that field army units had been settled in the past.56

49 Cesa (1994), 45.
50 Synesius, De Regno 1091; Bums (1973), 345; Wolfram (1988) 133; Heather (1991), 162; Halsall 
(2007), 180; Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 505.
51 Eunapius fr.59.
52 Williams and Friell (1994), 34.
53 ND Or V.61; VI.61; Demougeot (1979), 154 suggests that the Visi came from Fritigem’s men and 
the Tervingi from those of Athanaric; these two units, which Jones (1964), 680-682 suggests 
contained 2,000 men in total, cannot have accounted for the Gothic casualties recorded at Frigidus 
(Zosimus IV.58; Orosius VII.35 on 10,000; Jordanes, Getica 145 on 20,000); this suggests that most 
Goths and probably barbarians in general were enrolled in units not listed in the Notitia and were 
disbanded following the campaign they were raised for; the lack of cavalry units recorded in the west 
also suggests that few western regions provided cavalry for the army forcing the recruiting of 
barbarian cavalry units which would not appear in the Notitia (Hoffmannn (1969), 243ff).
54 Errington (1996), 22.

Zosimus IV.31; Tacitus, Ger. 14 on Germanics not liking a sedentary life; Jones (1964), 448-460 
and Liebeschuetz (1990a), 40 on annona in drawing barbarians from their sedentary lifestyle as it “to 
earn their livelihood in this more honourable manner.”
56 Synesius, De Regno 15; Themistius, Or. XXXIV.24.228; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 29; evidence of 
barbarians claiming viaticum-  SHA, Firmus, Saturninus, Proculus andBonosus 15.6; Ammianus 
XXXI.6.1; Zosimus IV.40.1; Jordanes, Getica. 141.



However, such was the success of these arrangements, it is claimed it had a major 

effect on the identity and traditions of the army.57 It is fair to say that adaeratio and 

the national contingents stipulated by the ‘treaty’ of 382 gave the field armies of 

Thrace, Illyricum and even the praesental forces a Gothic flavour. However, despite 

the possible predominance of Visigoths in Balkan armies, the obstacles to integration 

and some troublemaking,58 Theodosius’ arrangement seems to have worked well.

However, this was nearly undone in 386 by the arrival of more Ostrogoths north of 

the Danube. This remnant of Ermanaric’s empire petitioned for entry into the Empire 

under a similar arrangement as the Visigoths. When Theodosius refused to grant 

them entry, the Ostrogothic leader Odotheus prepared a forced crossing. Together 

with Visigothic allies and the Danube fleet, Theodosius’ general, Promotus, 

ambushed and massacred the Ostrogoths as they crossed the river.59 The survivors 

were transported to Phyrgia where they were settled to provide soldiers and were 

probably the men who later mutinied under Tribigild in 3 98.60 This incident raises 

questions concerning Theodosius’ recruiting policy. The Ostrogoths posed a threat to 

the delicate balance that had been struck with the Visigoths but they also could have 

provided recruits for Theodosius’ inevitable conflict with the Magnus Maximus. 

Massacring the Ostrogoths may therefore have been a lesson to the Visigoths and 

others on the recovering strength of the Empire or to any who might have questioned 

Theodosius’ handling of the Gothic crisis and the usurpation of Maximus.61

(iii) The New Role o f the Foederati

The ‘treaty’ of 382 marks a new era for the foederati. However, the term itself was 

not a new one. Under the Republic it was used for “allies of Rome with whom a 

foedus of either limited or unlimited duration was agreed upon that included certain

57 Jones (1964), 157; Liebeschuetz (1990a), ch.l; Southern and Dixon (1996), 50-51; Whitby in Swain 
and Edwards (2004), 164.

A limited revolt in the city of Tomis was quickly suppressed; some Goths may have intrigued with 
Maximus and fled to the marshes of Macedonia with other Germanic troops to cause problems for 
another three years (Zosimus IV.45.4; Bums (1984), 44-45; Wolfram (1988), 136).
59 Zosimus IV.38-40.
60 Zosimus V.13.

The demonstrations against Theodosius in Alexandria and Antioch in 386 and 387 were probably 
based more on the heavy taxes he imposed to rebuild the army instead popular support for Maximus.
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sacral elements such as invoking curses on oneself if one violated it terms.”62 This 

continued under the Empire as “the Romans saw in these foederati separate and 

independent political entities and counted them among the gentes externae [who] did 

not form a part of the Roman Empire proper.”63 However, “no certainty can be 

attained as to whether the term foederati really describes a coherent concept... that 

was universally employed for the integration of barbarian soldiers into the military of 

the late Empire.”64 Foedera were negotiated individually meaning that any military 

service varied from tribe to tribe.65 Constantine’s agreement with the Goths, imposed 

following their military defeat,66 is described as a foedus that improbably required 

the Goths to provide 40,000 men when needed.67 Other sources suggest that the 

Goths had been foederati of the Empire for most of the century.68 The retaining of 

defeated tribal kings had long been part of Roman foreign policy and remained so 

during the fourth century as long as the tribal chieftain remained cooperative. The 

Romans also encouraged high ranking barbarians to serve in the army to help bind 

their interests to those of the Empire, as well as possibly bring sizeable numbers of 

followers into the army. However, the accession of a belligerent king such as the 

Alamannic Macrianus could alter a situation. Valentinian’s negotiations with the 

Alamanni were very different from those of Julian a decade previous.

The only historian to tackle the nature of the foederati is Procopius, who describes 

them as those “who had come into the Roman political system not in the condition of 

slaves, since they had not been conquered by the Romans but on the basis of 

complete equality.”69 This definition does not refer to the fourth century.70 It requires

62 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 495.
63 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 495.
64 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 509.

While Ammianus does use foedus most frequently with regard to the diplomatic agreements with 
defeated barbarians, he also uses it indiscriminately with no strict meaning, including Jovian’s treaty 
with Persia, which involved no submission.
66 Anon. Vat. 5, 21, 27; Eusebius, FCIV-V and Libanius, Or. LIX, LXXXIX use the language of 
slavery -  SouXeusiv -  towards the Goths after 332.

Jordanes, Getica 21, 112 is obvious hyperbole for the Goths could probably never have sent 40,000 
men anywhere -  the 3,000 men sent to aid Procopius (Ammianus XXVI. 10.3) was perhaps the more 
usual magnitude of Gothic assistance to the Empire.
68 Libanius, Or. LIX, LXXXIX (348); Ammianus XX.8.1 (360); XXIII.2.7 (363); Libanius Or. XII.62 
claims that Constantius tried to mobilise the Goths to fight Julian; Julian, Caesares 329A records 
“tribute of some kind” being paid to the Goths while Themistius, Or. X reports that money, provisions 
and clothing were regularly handed over to the Goths -  this could suggest that the Goths did fight for 
the Empire as foederati in return for payment and access to Roman trade for long periods of the fourth 
century, even if Jordanes exaggerates the scale of their commitment.
69 Procopius, B Kill. 11.3-4; IV.5.13;fiG VII.5.13-14.



recognition of parity that the Romans were not prepared to give.71 However, despite 

this anachronism and that “scholars differ over details, there is nevertheless a 

consensus that these regulations were new and rather special.”72 Past foedera treaties 

were used to maintain foreign relations beyond the frontiers,73 but that of 382 settled 

an undefeated tribe on Roman territory. By continuing to call these Visigoths 

foederati, the term therefore took on different connotations.

Service in the foederati exposed many barbarians to the pay and rewards of military 

service. This could persuade many to stay on after the prescribed campaign making 

foederati units more permanent. The varied nature of late Roman recruitment will 

have altered the make-up offoederati units, as recruits came from within and without 

the Empire to serve. As the creation of the Roman army instead of chieftains or kings 

by the early fifth century the term foederati “had lost its sense of being applied 

exclusively to barbarians”74 as Romans are seen serving amongst them. That mixed 

units continued to be useful is a testament to the continuing ability of the Roman 

army to instil discipline and camaraderie. However, the idea of submission continued 

to provide “a comforting framework within which foreign affairs could be safely and 

reassuringly discussed in front of important sections of the landowning taxpayers of 

the Empire. Foedus, foederati and deditiio were part of sustaining the myth of eternal 

victory, and not an accurate description of the reality of Roman foreign policy.”75

70 See below Chapter V.IV, 183.
Fourth century panegyrics viewed an act of submission by a tribe, however transparent, as the tribe 

becoming part of the Empire as dependent subjects (Pan. Lat. II[10], 7, 2ff; 2 [10], 9, 1; 3 [11], 5, 4; 
4[8], 1, 4; 4[8], 10, 4; 5[9], 21, 1-3; 2 [10], 10, 3ff.; 3 [11], 5, 4; 7 [6], 12, Iff.; 9 [12], 22, 3; 9 [12],
25, 2); once they had submitted, a people remained part of the Empire regardless of provincial 
organisation or pre-existing social order (Pan. Lat. II[10], 10, 3ff.; 3 [11], 5, 4); Julian told his men 
that land belonging to those who had submitted was to be treated as Roman (Eunapius fr. 18.1); 
Ammianus records the negotiations between Julian and the defeated Alamanni as called foedera 
leaving established kings in place (Ammianus XVII.10.3-4; XVII.10.6-9; XVIII.2.16-18; XVIII.2.18- 
19; XVIII.2.16 on Hortarius as rex foederatus)\ however, there are examples of the Empire being 
more open to the idea of equality -  Constantius drew up a treaty “according to the rites of the 
Alamanni” (Ammianus XIV. 10.16) while other Alamannic kings “took oaths in words formally drawn 
up after the native manner” after being defeated by Julian (Ammianus XVII. 1.12-13) while Valens 
met Athanaric in the middle of the Danube (Ammianus XXVII.5.9; Heather (1991), 118-120).
72 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 505.
73 Heather in Pohl (1997), 57.

Whittaker (1994), 272; Olympiodorus fr.7.4 claims that the origin of the term ‘federate’ was a 
mixed unit during the reign of Honorius but the poor sources for the late fourth/early fifth are not 
specific on federate types.
75 Heather in Pohl (1997), 74.



The Visigoths were not the only barbarian group to be employed under Theodosius. 

Almost every people that came into contact with the Empire provided recruits for the 

army, even if they were not incorporated into the army.76 The Franks continued to 

defend the Lower Rhine,77 while Saxons and Alamanni were still employed in the 

western armies. Alan cavalry were used following their settlement in Valeria,78 

although Gratian’s preferential treatment of Alans may have contributed to his
79downfall. The laeti continued to provide recruits, although there is some suggestion 

of them trying to avoid their military obligations.80 Other groups such as dediticii, 

and gentiles also provided manpower.81 The exact distinctions in origin, legal status 

and military deployment between these groups are not clear.82 The dediticii may have 

been prisoners of war unable to gain citizenship while the gentiles, who have been 

recorded in Gaul as early as 232, may have been similar to the laeti.83

However, despite their presence along the Danube, in Thrace and Pannonia by the 

380s, the Huns are conspicuous by being largely absent from the Roman army.84 

Unlike the other non-Roman tribes, the Huns saw the Empire as an enemy rather than 

a potential employer. They “did not want to establish any friendly long-term relations 

with the emperor and were even less interested in the prospect of integration into the 

military or civil structures of the Empire... [maintaining] a sharp separation between 

themselves and the Empire.”85 The Huns extorted vast amounts of money from the 

Romans to keep the peace, which they used to tighten their grip on tribal politics.

76 The usurper Maximus instigated Juthungi raids into Gratian’s territory (Ambrose, Ep. XXV- 
XXVIII) while it is possible that Theodosius encouraged the Franks to invade northern Gaul during 
his campaign against Maximus.
77 Orosius VII.40.3; Gregory of Tours, HF II.2.9.
78 Orosius VII.37; Ambrose, Expos. In Luc. X.10; Ammianus XXXI.3.1; Bachrach (1973), 28, 33. 

Zosimus IV.35.2; [Aur. Vic.], Epit. 47.6; Gratian appeared in public dressed as a Scythian, which
was unpopular after Adrianople; other allegations of greed, corruption and anti-pagan measures such 
as the withdrawal of the traditional subsidies for the Roman priesthood, relinquishing of the title 
pontifex maximus and the removal the Altar of Victory from the Senate must have played a major part 
in the revolt against him (Sulpicius Severus, Chron. 2.49.3).

CTh VII.20.12[407] has laeti as one of the groups possibly trying to avoid the military levy; CTh
XIII. 11.10[399]; CTh VII.20.11 [400]; NServ II[465] on the provision of terra laetica for their 
settlement, which was probably some kind of ager publicus under the jurisdiction of a city; the laeti 
did not always serve in the same units -  Ammianus XX.8.13 has them in the scholae while XXI. 13.16 
has a unit called Laetr, CTh VII.20.12[407] on laeti joining the legions.
81 Ammianus XVII.13.3, XXI.4.8, XXVIII.5.4, XXX.6.1; XXXI.10.17; Zosimus III.8.1, IV.12.1, 28, 
31, 34; V.26.5; Chronica Minora 1.243; Orosius, VII.34.7; Themistius, Or. XVI.256.7, 211, 
XXXIV.22; Procopius, BG IV.5.13; Pan. Lat. XII.22.3, 32.3-4; Synesius, De Regno 19-21.
82 Elton (1996a), 129-34; Whittaker (1982).
83 Ulpian, Reg. VII.4; CIL XIII.6592 = ILS 9184;
84 Maenchen-Helfen (1973), 30.
85 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 503 using Priscus fr.2.



This aggression impacted Roman frontier recruiting. With the example of 

Ermanaric’s demise, other tribes either had to accept Hunnic hegemony or migrate. 

Neither benefitted the Romans. The former over-extended Roman frontier strength 

by reducing available recruits while increasing the number of enemies. The latter 

could have recruiting benefits for the Empire should a tribe request asylum though 

multi-faceted Roman incompetence could lead to another Adrianople while those 

tribes refused entrance could take an aggressive stance such as those who invaded 

Raetia, Noricum and Gaul.86 “In the face of such a sudden and massive threat the 

existing defence system... failed.”87

(iv) Civil War Recruiting: Foederati and Frigidus

It has been suggested that the Empire “brought destruction on itself from outside by 

wilfully indulging in conflicts within; ...that the path of the invading barbarian was 

eased by the loss of Romans who died in resisting one another instead of the 

outsiders.”88 The casualties inflicted by usurpations and civil wars were as high as 

those suffered against external enemies. If the sources are to be believed Constantius 

II’s battle against Magnentius at Mursa was one of the bloodiest battles in Roman 

history causing up to 54,000 casualties.89 The civil wars of 388 and 394 were of a 

similar sanguinary nature and tested Theodosius’ recruiting policies. These 

internecine struggles “were in no small measure attributable to the emperor’s youth. 

Gratian acceded at the age of sixteen and, after Maximus’ execution, Valentinian II 

became sole western Augustus at seventeen.”90 Spurred on by his father’s promises 

that he would conform to “the reputation of his family and the glorious deeds of his 

forebears... [and] achieve distinction”,91 Gratian had shown some early promise with 

his campaigns along the Rhine and Upper Danube. However, by his mid twenties he 

seems to have lost interest. This lethargy coupled with his anti-pagan and pro

barbarian bias led to growing opposition to his rule. In 383, the British army 

proclaimed their commander Magnus Maximus as Augustus and crossed to Gaul,

86 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 503 on the Huns preventing other barbarians from enlisting in the army 
by force.
87 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 503.
88 Wardman (1984), 220.
89 Zonaras XIII. 8.17.
90

Halsall (2007), 188.
9'Ammianus XXVII.6.8.



where it faced imperial forces outside Paris. What followed stirred memories of the 

third century as “one of those fluid, crucial scenes, enacted so often before, when the 

disputed and very marketable loyalties of the troops came to the fore.”92 Negotiations 

between the two armies lead to the mass desertion of Gratian’s forces.93 Again an 

emperor’s ability to command the loyalty of his soldiers was more important than his 

ability to raise recruits. Gratian retreated to Lyon where he was betrayed by the 

governor and later executed by Andragathius, Maximus’ magister equitum.

Distracted by the Visigoths and the perennial Armenian debate,94 Theodosius was 

forced to accept Maximus.95 However, Theodosius was only biding his time to build 

up an army capable of defending the east while campaigning in the west.96 During 

his brief reign, Maximus was regarded as “an energetic and honourable man worthy 

of being emperor, if he had not broken his oath and become emperor by 

usurpation.”97 He seems to have relied heavily on Germans, “exacting tribute and 

military service from the most monstrous German tribes,”98 and supposedly told 

Ambrose of Milan that he had thousands of barbarians in his service.99 Maximus also 

made considerable use of the manpower of Britain, so much so that the island was 

left vulnerable to invasion from Piets, Scots and Saxons.100

92 Williams and Friell (1994), 36.
93 Prosper Tiro, Chron. s.a. 384.

The problem was solved by the splitting of the state into pro-Roman and pro-Persian parts. This 
annexation brought a small but significant pocket of potential recruits into the Empire as the east 
would make good use of Armenians, although for the time being the new territories were not made 
part of the normal provincial system, with the Armenian satraps allowed to rule their people according 
to Armenian laws and to maintain their own armies (Jones (1964), 158).

CIL VIII.27 is an inscription honouring Valentinian II, Theodosius, Arcadius and Maximus from 
Municipium Gigthense in Tripolitana, a region loyal to Valentinian II; RIC IX.233 records a coin 
minted in Constantinople depicting Maximus.

While preparing for the inevitable confrontation with Maximus, Theodosius extended his political 
power in the west by appointing Neoterius as praetorian prefect of Italy, Illyricum and Africa in 385, 
Gildo became magister utriusque militae in Africa and Promotus became comes of Africa (Symm. 

3.59, 61; 5.46; Rel .9; Matthews (1975), 179; McLynn, (1994) 168-169).
Orosius VII.34.9; Sulpicius Severus, Dialogues III. 11.2 suggests that he was “a good man in other 

respects, but corrupted by the advice of bishops.”
98 Orosius VII.35.4.
99 Ambrose, Ep. 24.4

Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae II. 14 -  despite the vehemence and likely exaggeration 
of Gildas’ polemic, he may have accidentally stumbled upon some semblance of fact with Maximus’ 
usurpation an important step in the reduction of the Roman garrison in the late fourth century; 
Faulkner (2000), 241 suggests that this “was how regional usurpations worked... [rising] from 
resentment of the centre’s neglect. But to defeat the centre, men and material were needed... sucking 
troops out of the periphery.”



The subsequent civil war in 388 again demonstrated the lack of Roman recruits in the 

east, although it is claimed that Theodosius did not resort to conscription, perhaps 

satisfied with the size and composition of his forces.101 With very few new regular 

units being raised,102 the army that Theodosius took west was heavily based on 

Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Huns, Alans, Iberians and Isaurians.103 Hunnic and Alan 

cavalry was thought to have been especially important to Theodosius’ success as 

they increased his rapidity, enabling him to catch Maximus unprepared on the Save 

river.104 Further victories by the magistri Timasius and Promotus over Andragathius 

and a “stubbornly contested”105 battle at Poetovio facilitated the capitulation of 

Maximus, his capture and execution.106 The rapidity of this conclusion is hardly 

surprising as many of Maximus’ men were of tenuous loyalty and Theodosius had no 

trouble restoring Valentinian II or integrating the western army into his own 

forces.107 Theodosius was now in a position to rebuild the eastern army with western 

units and it is the resultant forces that are recorded in the Notitia Dignitatum.108

However, the minority of the western emperor had not been addressed. When 

Theodosius returned east in 391, Valentinian II was still only nineteen. His years 

living under regency had not prepared him for the role of emperor and he remained a 

puppet for the duration of his life. After campaigns against Maximus’ son and the 

Franks,109 it was clear that western authority rested with the army and its Frankish 

commander, Arbogast. The matter came to a head when Valentinian, who had been 

held under virtual house arrest,110 tried to dismiss Arbogast. However, Valentinian

101 Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus XII.32 although as a panegyric it is possible that the lack of
conscription is untrue so as to make Theodosius seem more benevolent than he actually was and to
suggest that he inspired so many to volunteer that conscripts were not needed.
102 Hoffmannn (1969), 467.
103 Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus XII.32.3-4; 33.4-5; Ambrose, £/?.40.22; Bums (1984), 41 on a 
contingent of recently defeated Ostrogoths as well as those settled in Pannonia early by Gratian and 
Theodosius.
104 Maenchen-Helfen (1973), 45; this importance of cavalry in an eastern victory in civil war mimics 
that of Constantius II over Magnentius.
105 Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus. XII.35-36.
106 Pacatus, Pan. Theodosio Dictus XII.38.4-42.

Salway (1981), 405 with Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae 11.15 suggests that the 
Britons may have negotiated with Theodosius for the reinforcement of their frontier and the defence 
of their coast in return for their recognising of Theodosius.
108 Hoffmann (1969), 481-516.
109 Zosimus IV.47.1; 53.1; Orosius VII.35.12; Philostorgius X.8; Gregory of Tours, HF II.9; [Aur. 
Vic.], Epit. XLVIII.6; Prosper Tiro 1191; Hydatius 17; Paul Mil. VitaAmb 30; CIL XIII.8262 = ILS 
790.
110 Gregory of Tours, HF  II.9; John of Antioch fr. 187; Zosimus IV.53.



made “the bitter discovery, to be repeated by other western emperors in the course of 

the next century, that his generalissimo was too powerful to be thus shaken off.”111 

The magister militum tore up the dismissal letter, retorting that only Theodosius had 

the authority to dismiss him.112 Upon this background of open hostility came the 

mysterious death of Valentinian II in 392. It was likely suicide but the suspicion of 

foul play could not be completely removed. Arbogast sought negotiations with 

Theodosius, suggesting that the eleven-year old Arcadius be proclaimed Augustus in 

the west with Arbogast retaining the position of magister militum. These talks prove 

fruitless and Arbogast was force to elevate the rhetorician Eugenius to Augustus.113

After a brief interlude where it looked like Theodosius might accept this new 

arrangement, the eastern army mobilised. The campaign was led by Theodosius, 

Timasius and a part Vandal member of the imperial family, Flavius Stilicho.114 The 

massive size of Theodosius’ army may have left the east undermanned as seen in the 

actions of Rufinus along the Lower Danube. As the bureaucrat left in charge at 

Constantinople, he was forced to promise gold to Huns and Alans in return for 

military service.115 This hiring of mercenaries shows not just that Theodosius had 

stripped the region of men but that by the 390s the Empire was having trouble raising 

enough troops for major campaigns while defending other parts of the Empire.

The make-up of the army that faced Arbogast differed little from that which defeated 

Maximus. Several barbarian officers are recorded commanding foederati forces -  

Gainas, Saul, Alaric and Bacurius -  suggesting that barbarians made up a significant 

portion of Theodosius’ army.116 The transfer of western units to the east may have 

failed to supply a more ‘Roman’ army, although this is not necessarily the case. 

Specialisation meant that many non-Roman units were chosen for important actions 

attracting disproportionate attention from the sources. The prevalence of non-Roman

111 O’Flynn (1983), 9.
112 Zosimus IV.53.2-3; John of Antioch fr. 187; Gregory of Tours, H F II.9.

Croke (1976) comes down firmly on the side of suicide.
Theodosius had taken a liking to Stilicho, promoting him above his experience and allowing him to 

marry his beloved niece and adopted daughter, Serena.
115 Claudian, In. Ruf. I.II.308; II.II.268.

Zosimus IV.57; Eunapius fr.60; John of Antioch fr. 187; Saul was an Alan commanding the 
Ostrogoths, Huns and Alans of Pannonia; Bacurius is recorded as being Armenian (Zosimus IV.57) 
but is more likely to have been an Iberian; Ga'inas and Alaric (Socrates VII. 10; Zosimus V.5.4) 
commanded the Visigothic contingent from Thrace although it is possible that Gai'nas was an 
Ostrogoth due his kinship with the Ostrogothic chieftain Tribigild.



forces could be explained in terms of expendability and availability rather than 

quality. Theodosius may have foreseen the bloodiness of the conflict with Arbogast 

and therefore planned the make-up of his army accordingly with barbarians 

absorbing the majority of casualties. This was in keeping with the Roman policy of 

taking every opportunity to reduce barbarian numbers while at the same time 

preserving Roman regulars. Whether it was pre-planned or not, the foederati bore the 

brunt of the fighting at Frigidus. The Visigoths made two suicidal human wave 

charges against the densely packed lines of Arbogast, sustaining horrendous
* 1 1 7 *casualties. The timely intervention of the Bora wind saved the day for Theodosius.

Arbogast’s defeat not only cost the Visigoths dearly, it virtually destroyed the army 

of Gaul.118 A large recruitment drive was needed to fill the gaps but instead a mass 

transfer of troops from Gaul and Britain was employed. Such transfers increased the 

decay of the governmental presence, thus depriving the Empire of recruits and 

undermining the west’s ability to manage the flow of barbarians into the army. By 

maintaining administrative infrastructure, the Empire could have tapped the vast 

number of barbarian tribes bordering the Rhine effectively. Instead, the west relied 

upon large bands of unconquered barbarians just to be able to field a viable army.119 

A strong emperor who commanded the loyalty of the generals could have restored 

the integrity of the Rhine frontier. While not the most gifted militarily or politically, 

Theodosius could be decisive when it mattered, inspirational to his men and had 

considerable experience in dealing with barbarians. Together with his protege 

Stilicho, he could have rebuilt the Rhine army and brought stability to the region.

However, fatally for the west, Theodosius’ time was running out. His reign had been 

a difficult one, characterised by two civil wars, conflict with the Visigoths and a 

growing manpower deficit. While he had had success on all three fronts, the 

combination of casualties and the agreement with the Visigoths would be disastrous 

in the long run. It solved a short-term recruitment problem but could not be relied 

upon in the long-term as it would cause a fundamental shift in the make-up of the 

army. The east largely managed to avoid this fate through limited ‘debarbarisation’

117 Perhaps as high as 10,000; Orosius VII.35.11 suggests that Arbogast used Frankish auxiliaries.
Gregory of Tours, H F II.9 using Sulpicius Alexander records an earlier heavy defeat of the Rhine 

army near Novaesium by the Franks in the late 370s.
119 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 165.



and demilitarisation120 but in the west casualties, constant military activity and 

Roman apathy maintained its reliance on foederati so long that a more traditional 

approach could not be re-established. Another legacy of Theodosius’ recruiting 

policies was the unwillingness to destroy a barbarian tribe as they could later be used 

as a military resource. This was seen in 391 when Alaric and his polyglot foederati 

advanced on Constantinople. Stilicho was charged with reining in these raiders and 

appears to have done so with little fuss121 but Theodosius ordered Stilicho to let 

Alaric go, initiating a cat-and-mouse game that was to cause irreparable damage to 

the west. The mercy shown to rebels like Alaric and the armies of Maximus and 

Arbogast suggests that Theodosius could not afford to punish them as he did not 

have sufficient men to replace them. Unit transfers without replacement became 

common place, leaving important regions such as the Rhine and Lower Danube

undefended while others such as Britain and the Lower Rhine fell out of the imperial
122system. " But even these transfers did not provide Theodosius and his successors 

with sufficient regular units, further increasing the reliance on barbarians.

III.II Stilicho and the Continuation of Theodosian Policies

(i) Stilicho, Recruiting and Upper Class Opposition

Theodosius’ death continued imperial rule by minors at a time when the “imperial 

system relied upon adult emperors who moved about the Empire, distributing and 

redistributing their patronage and demonstrating through military success their ability 

to defend both the Empire from the barbarians and, by implication, themselves from 

Roman rivals.”123 Neither the seventeen-year old Arcadius in the east nor the ten- 

year old Honorius in the west “ever attempted to exercise any personal control over 

affairs of state. Themes of late antique panegyrics suggest that the two might have 

been redeemed before popular perception if they had ever led their own armies in the 

field, but this they failed to do.”124 This left imperial government open to domination 

by powerful non-imperial individuals. In the east, power devolved upon bureaucrats

120 See below Chapter V.II.
121
122 Zosimus IV.50-51; Claudian, Stil. 1.94-115; In Ruf. 1.314-322, 350-351; III Cons. Hon. 147-150.
~ Faulkner (2000), 242 suggests that “Britain in the 390s already had little about it that was 

particularly Roman” while the defence of northern Gaul was largely left to the Franks.
“  Halsall (2007), 188
4 Cameron and Long (1993), 4.



while in the west it came to the magister militum. A skilful military or civilian leader 

could rule almost as effectively as an adult emperor but there was a gap in legitimacy 

to be exploited, particularly if that leader was perceived as a non-Roman.

This situation was further complicated by the position entrusted to Stilicho by 

Theodosius. It seems that Stilicho was being promoted to a position similar to that of 

Arbogast -  “something much more than merely a senior military commander.”125 

With his supreme military command, Arbogast had brought the entire western 

administration under his control and Theodosius was to blame for promoting 

Arbogast beyond the control of Valentinian, undermining the authority of the 

western emperor. He now did the same with Stilicho. His adopted son-in-law was 

magister utriusque militiae by 393 and took command of both the eastern and 

western armies following Frigidus.126 Theodosius was proven correct in his choice of 

Stilicho, who maintained his loyalty to Theodosius and his dynasty right up to his 

death. However, the real controversy that was to distract the Empire for the best part 

of two decades was Stilicho’s claim that Theodosius had appointed him parens -  

guardian -  of both Honorius and Arcadius. While this was not completely 

impossible, the lack of any witnesses created doubt -  doubt that was seized upon by 

the eastern court. If Arcadius needed a guardian would Rufinus, the man who had 

ruled the east during Theodosius’ absence, not be the more likely candidate?127

As supreme commander of all Roman forces, Stilicho inherited the recruiting 

problems Theodosius had faced and many of Stilicho’s actions have their roots in the 

continuing struggle to procure enough men to defend the Empire. Despite 

commanding both the eastern and western field armies, “Stilicho’s difficulty in 

obtaining an adequate and fully coherent force of reliable troops hindered his 

military efforts.”128 The importance of existing manpower “made him reluctant to 

engage in major battles until the time came when he was forced to fend off invasions 

of Italy itself.”129 As the west was less wealthy than the east, the lack of cooperation 

from Arcadius’ government forced Stilicho to reduce costs. This was achieved by

n <
Williams and Friell (1994), 138.

126 Hoffmann (1969), 30.
1-7 Zosimus IV.57; John of Antioch fr. 188, 190; Eunapius fr.62-63; Orosius VII.37; Williams and 
Friell (1994), 219 n.6.
128 O’Flynn (1983), 33.
129 O’Flynn (1983), 33; Hoffmann (1969), 30.



employing smaller field armies and a higher proportion of foederati who were only 

paid for the campaigns they went on and were not eligible for retirement benefits.130 

This reduction was successful as long as the government could pay the regular 

subsidies to the barbarians and could afford to leave a frontier undefended while 

campaigning on another.131 However, faced by a multitude of military challenges 

from Alaric, Radagaisus, Constantine III and the Vandals that “often presented 

themselves with little or no forewarning, making it increasingly difficult to meet 

them with armies that had been regularly recruited and equipped,”132 Stilicho and his 

successors were unable to maintain a centrally controlled army of any size.

These smaller standing armies contradict the Notitia Dignitatum, which suggests that 

the military establishment at the turn of the fifth century consisted of up to 600,000 

men -  352,000 in the east and 248,000 in the west.133 However, the Notitia 

represented a paper strength while regular strength was not maintained. The only 

western field army capable of opposing barbarians and usurpers was that in Italy.134 

While this reduction in field armies trimmed the military budget, it left the western 

establishment crippled militarily and reliant on men who could improvise a viable 

force. Stilicho proved to be a master at this kind of improvisation, bringing together 

armies to check Alaric and Radagaisus. He seems to have been content with manning 

his army with Vandals, Goths and Alans.135 His campaigns along the Rhine and the 

Danube in 396 and 401 brought substantial numbers under his banner,136 while his 

defeat of Radagaisus in 405 may have added 12,000 men to his army.137 It is claimed 

that by 408 “barbarian units were recognisably a distinct division of [the] army, with 

distinct leaders, and political attitudes different from those of Roman units.”138

Jones (1964), 635-636.
131 Croke( 1977), 347-367.
13‘ Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 506.
133 Jones (1964), 682-683; 1417-1450 has the eastern military made up of 248,000 limitanei and 
104,000 comitatenses while the west had 135,000 limitanei and 113,000 comitatenses, not including 
the scholae bodyguards of the emperors, each probably around 2,500.

According to the Notitia Dignitatum, Alaric should have faced up to twenty-six field army 
regiments supported by limitanei during the campaign of 397 but in reality he met with very little 
resistance (Zosimus V.4-7; Claudian, In R uf II.36f).

The Alans under Saul were particularly prevalent in Stilicho’s army, serving at Pollentia, where 
Saul was killed (Claudian, de Cons. Stilic. 1.11), Verona and Faesulae (Zosimus V.26).
36 Claudian, IV  Cons Hon 439-459; 485ff; Cons Stil 1.188-240; In Eutrop 1.378; B.Get. 105-106; 278- 

414; 463-466.
137

Orosius VII.37.14-16; Olympiodorus fr.9.
38 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 36.



While their specialisation made them more prevalent in the sources and they were 

not overwhelmingly superior, barbarians were probably comparable to Romans 

numerically.139 That barbarian families were supposedly recognisable as the 

foederati families140 suggests that the ability of the Empire to Romanise foreigners 

was beginning to wane. The potential unreliability of barbarian troops was also 

highlighted on occasion.141 This may reflect badly on Stilicho’s barbarian recruiting 

policies and his ability as a military commander. He may have recognised the 

potential dangers of being dependent on barbarians for while he “sought 

reinforcements and enrolled eager volunteers... [he kept] their numbers within 

sensible limits so that they should not be a burden.”142 Some offers of barbarian 

recruits were turned down.143 Stilicho also used these foederati to bear the brunt of 

any fighting with the mutual slaughter of barbarians benefiting the Empire.144

Stilicho also tried to entice more Roman recruits by promising a reward of ten 

solidi:45 while his motivation for gaining control of Illyricum could have been 

gaining access to its recruits. Despite this, Stilicho continued to have trouble finding 

recruits and in 406 he encouraged slaves to enlist,146 a move which Rome resorted to 

only at times of crisis.147 This highlights the resistance of landowners and senators to
• • 148 •recruiting. Chronic shortages in public revenue saw “wealthy landowners stop 

providing recruits for the army for fear of weakening their own economic 

situation.”149 A string of legislation from Stilicho and Honorius highlights the

Zosimus V.33.
140 Zosimus V.34, 35.5.
141 Zosimus V.7.2-3 on the Balkan campaign of 395; Claudian, Bell Goth 580-599; Orosius VI1.37.3 
on Alaric being allowed to escape at Pollentia due to the recklessness of Stilicho’s Alan cavalry, 
which attacked Alaric’s camp instead of cornering the remainder of the Visigothic army.
142 Claudian, B. Get. 278-414.
43 Claudian, I  Cons. Stil. 234-235; Synesius, de Regno 1097BC records Goths demanding to be 

enrolled suggests that their enrolment had been rejected at some point, otherwise they would not now 
be demanding it.

Orosius VII.37.2 on the heavy casualties of Stilicho’s foederati at Pollentia.
CTh VII. 13.17[406]; however, this law also contained the admission that this enrolment bonus for 

free men would not be paid until rebus paratis or “affairs had been settled.” Presumably this meant 
that Honorius and Stilicho did not have the money to pay these new recruits at the time of their 
enrolment and hoped to use the booty from a military victory to do so.
146 C77z VII.13.16[406]; CTh VII. 18.10[400] and VII. 18.17[412] attempt to press vagi into the army.

Livy XXIV.10-16 on the volones fighting under Tiberius Gracchus at Beneventum in 214BCE; 
Augustus had been forced to enrol former slaves in the army in 6 and 9 (Dio LV.31; LVI.23); Starr 
(1941), 66 on the possible slave status of the legionaries of I Adiutrix before the legion was 
established by Galba from the Misene fleet.
148

Matthews (1975), 268-269.
149 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 506; Vegetius 1.28; Symmachus, Ep. 6.64.



obstinacy of the landowning classes to providing recruits for the army.150 The 

collection of the recruiting tax in actual men in June, 397151 led to such uproar152 that 

before the year was out two laws had been passed granting the Senate “the power to 

choose the method which seems advantageous to it... either fumish[ing] recruits 

suitable for military duties or... pay[ing] twenty-five solidi for each recruit.”153

Landowner obstinacy impacted on another perennial recruiting problem facing 

Stilicho -  desertion. Between 396 and 406 seven laws were issued on deserters and 

their harbourers.154 A harbourer would “obtain pardon for his crime, even though it 

be of long standing”155 should he present the deserter to the authorities but for each 

deserter found on his land, he would be fined “either two pounds of gold in addition 

to each deserter, or two recruits of strength and stature suitable for military service, 

and he shall be debarred from all hope of defending himself.”156 While repetition of 

laws does not mean that they were not working, so many laws appearing in so short a 

period, including four in the same year, suggests that Stilicho was not only having 

trouble finding recruits but also keeping them in their units.

Despite trying to avoid it,157 Stilicho lost the support of the Roman upper classes. He 

came under heavy attack for constantly resorting to barbarian soldiers and was even 

suspected of collusion with Alaric.158 However, “what could he do in the face of the 

sheer absurdity of intelligent men like Synesius... [who] demanded that Rome 

employ no Goths or Huns but instead send all philosophers, craftsmen, merchants 

and idle circus spectators to serve in the army?”159 This intransigence was 

exemplified by the senatorial response to the defection of Gildo, magister utriusque 

militiae per Africam, to Constantinople.160 Despite the Senate declaring war on

CTh VII. 13.12-21 [397-410].
151 CTh VII. 13.12[397].
152 Symmachus, Ep.V 1.13; 64; X.10.
153 CTh VII. 13.13[397]; 14[397],
154 CTh VII. 18.9[396]; 18.10[400]; 18.11[403]; 18.12[403]; 18.13[403]; 18.14[403]; 18.15[406],
155 CTh VII. 18.9[396].
156 CTh VII. 18.9[396].

Claudian, B.Get. 463 suggests that Stilicho did not impose conscription on Italy in 402, perhaps 
bowing to the wishes of the landowners.

Orosius VII.38 is particularly hostile.
159 Whittaker (1994), 198-199 on Synesius, De Regno 14.

The defection of Gildo also highlights the lack of legitimacy for Stilicho. No matter how successful 
he was in dealing with foreign crises he was always open to internal threat and his ‘failure’ to defeat 
Alaric led to him seeking a military success elsewhere, claiming credit for the defeat of Gildo, despite
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Gildo, its members refused to provide men from their estates even when imperial

estates were not to be exempted161 and continued to do so throughout the reign of
• 162Honorius and the remaining history of the Empire in the west.

Under Valentinian III, a penalty of ten pounds of gold for non-compliance to a new 

levy was introduced.163 In 444, the levels of recruiting tax had to be reissued and 

possibly reduced for those illustres and the clarissimi who were inactive -  

vacantes.164 The continued exemption of these classes165 from providing recruits 

shows that Italian aristocrats remained a separate, over-privileged group whose 

power demonstrates the “vicious cycle”166 that dogged the western government. The 

disintegration of governmental control caused by unchecked barbarian invasion 

removed tax revenues, exacerbating an already chronic financial situation. This 

forced Stilicho, Honorius and their successors to rely on Italian aristocrats for 

financial and recruiting support. These landowning nobles were eager to take 

advantage of this position, extorting more exemptions from numerous taxes, in return 

for aiding the government. Therefore, while the government was receiving financial 

help from Italian aristocrats, it lost access to other revenues and internal recruiting 

manpower, which forced it to spend this aid on foreign mercenaries.

Stilicho, Honorius and their successors also did not help themselves when it came to 

recruiting by retaining the ineligibility of numerous groups. Any decurion found in 

the army “would be absolved from his military oath...and... recalled to his 

compulsory municipal services.”167 Enrolled cohortales could be dragged back to 

their compulsory duties,168 while coloni adscripticii were exempted from military 

service in the financial interest of their landlord.169 Slaves remained ineligible except

never going to Africa himself (CIL VI. 1730; ILS 1277). This would have been acceptable for 
Honorius to do as emperors claimed military victory without being present, but for a half-Vandal 
magister militum to do so drew ridicule.
161 CTh VII.13.12[397],
162 CTh VII. 13.12-22[397-428].
163 AVa/VI.2.1[443],
164 NVal VI.3[444],
165 CTh VII.l 13.22[428]; NFa/V.1.2[440],
166 Zuckerman (1998), 118.
167 CTh XII.1.147[416]; cf. VII. 1.1 -192[313-436]; VII.2.1 [383]; VII.2.2[385]; VII.13.1 [353],
VII. 13.7[375]; XII. 1.154[397]; VII.20.12§3[400]; XII. 1.147[416]; XII. 1.181 [416]; G/XII.33.4[472- 
473],
168 CTh VIII.7.19[397]; VII.20.12§3[400]; VIII.4.28[423]; C./XII.33.4[472-473],
169 C/XII.33.3[395-402]; XI.48.18[426]; XII.43.1 [370].



in the most dire of circumstances170 and even if they had been freed, they were not 

permitted “to aspire to honours or palatine service.”171 Jews had had the choice of 

serving in the Roman army since the days of Julius Caesar172 but in 418 they were 

“barred from seeking entrance to the imperial service.”173 Honorius went further as to 

“prohibit those persons who are hostile to the Catholic sect [from] perform[ing] 

imperial service within the palace,”174 which must have prevented non-Catholics 

from serving in the imperial bodyguards or praesental forces. Other individuals were 

“excluded from military service by the disgracefulness of [their] occupation” such as 

innkeepers, cooks, bakers or those from the workhouses.175 Despite these groups 

representing a sizeable portion of the Empire’s manpower, the inflexibility of Roman 

conservatism and the elitism of the upper classes could not be overridden.

(ii) Internal Discord and the Collapse o f the Frontiers

This left Stilicho reliant on barbarians and on the already existing manpower of the 

Empire. When he was recruiting from the Rhine and Danube in 396 and 401, Stilicho 

probably incorporated several frontier units into his army to maintain a regular core. 

This wholesale transfer of men without replacing them continued until the defences 

of Gaul and Britain became virtually non-existent. These regions became isolated 

from central government, further reducing recruiting resources. The early fifth 

century proved how disastrous this deterioration was. The Rhine frontier came under 

scrutiny as earlier as 401 when the Asding Vandals attacked the Franks, prompting 

Stilicho’s Raetia campaign the same year.176 Then in 405, a Gothic leader called 

Radagaisus crossed the Danube and invaded Italy. The wild estimates on the size of 

his force of Ostrogoths, Vandals, Suebi and Alans demonstrate the panic his sudden 

appearance had caused.177 Stilicho scrambled together an army of thirty numeri plus 

some Huns under Uldin and Alans under Sarus to face Radagaisus at Faesulae.178

CTh XVIII.9.§3[396]; C/XII.33.6[529].
171 CTh IV. 10.3[426].
172 Josephus, A J X IV.223, 226, 228, 230, 234, 236, 237-40.
173 CTh XVI.8.24[418].
174 CTh XVI.5.42[408],
175 CTh VII. 13.8[380]; C/XII.34.1 [528-9]; see above Chapter III.I, 80.
™ Gregory of Tours, HF II.9; Heather (2006), 206.

The estimates on the size of Radagaisus’ force vary from 200,000 (Orosius VII.33.4) to 400,000 
(Zosimus V.26) suggesting that this was more of a migration than an invasion.
178 Zosimus V.26.3; Orosius VII.37.12.
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Estimates on what was meant by thirty numeri vary from up to 30,000 to less than 

10,000 with usually 15,000 settled upon.179 The claim that Stilicho’s victory over 

Radagaisus was mostly bloodless180 suggests that the 12,000 prisoners incorporated 

into the Roman army represented the majority of the barbarian force.181 The forces 

arrayed at Faesulae were probably quite large for the period and evenly matched.182

However, despite the warnings this provided, Stilicho turned his attention from the 

frontiers leaving them vulnerable to the continued migrations caused by the Huns. 

Mere months after the defeat of Radagaisus, the defence of the Rhine remained in the 

hands of the Franks and the Alamanni,183 backed by the threat of Roman reprisals 

rather than actual organisation and military strength.184 In late 405,185 Vandals, Suebi 

and Alans crossed the frozen Rhine into Gaul. The Franks, true to their century long 

agreement, fought furiously but were defeated. The Roman response to the migration 

characterises how Stilicho’s Italian field army had been prioritised over the defence 

of the frontiers. The Gallic army had become more of a group of armies than a single 

collective force186 with towns and regions trying to resist the barbarians 

individually.187 By ignoring the events on and beyond the Rhine,188 the central 

government allowed the northern frontier to be irrevocably shattered189 and the 

invaders tore out the heart of western recruiting as they ravaged Gaul and Spain.

With no help from the government, revolt and usurpation became inevitable and 

recruits found in northern Gaul, Britain and Spain were diverted from imperial 

armies. By 407 the Britons had disposed of two usurpers -  Marcus and Gratian -

179 Bums (1994), 198 n.53; Heather (2006), 512 n.16 highlights the uncertainty on the sizes of late 
Roman military units; Southern (1989) on the early etymology of the term ‘ numerus
180 Orosius VII.35.20.
181 THeather (2006), 198 suggests that Stilicho must have taken considerably more than 12,000 captive 
at Faesulae “for the bottom to fall out of the slave market when the remaining prisoners were sold 
off;” Olympiodorus fr.9; Zosimus V.26 on the 12,000 that Stilicho enrolled into his army being a very 
small proportion of the captives; Orosius VII.37.16 on the flooding of the Italian slave market.
182 Halsall (2007), 207.
183 Gregory of Tours, HF 11.2.9.
184 Claudian, IVCon.Hon. 439-458; B.Get. 423-429.
185 Kulikowski (2000a), 328-329 argues convincingly for 3 1st December, 405 instead of 406.
186 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 516.
187 Heather (2006), 207.

If Kulikowski (2000a) is correct that the invasion took place on the last day of 405, it would 
provide Stilicho with the excuse that he was still dealing with Radagaisus.

Orientus, Commonitorium II. 184 -  “All Gaul was filled with the smoke of a single funeral pyre.”
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before settling for Constantine.190 Taking his army191 to the continent, Constantine 

met no resistance and received recognition from Gaul and Spain. He achieved some 

success against the barbarians192 and may have partially re-garrisoned the Rhine,193 

suggesting even a limited Roman presence could defend Gaul.194 Visits from the 

emperor, redistributing patronage, may have maintained enough infrastructure to 

mount a proper defence of the Rhine in concert with the Franks and Alamanni. 

However, the imperial absence spread disaffection allowing barbarian incursions to 

loosen “the bonds that tied the north-western provinces into the Empire.”195 The 

usurpation of Constantine further undermined the ability of Stilicho to concentrate 

military strength. Some aid was found in Spain when relatives of Honorius, Didymus 

and Verenianus, revolted against Constantine.196 After some early successes against 

Constantine’s general Gerontius,197 the revolt proved to be short-lived as soon as 

Gerontius received reinforcements.198 However, that it had any success could suggest 

that the Empire was still capable of raising new recruits in exceptional 

circumstances; although the army of Didymus and Verenianus was likely made up of 

their dependents as they had little access to Spanish regulars.199 Therefore, instead of 

being evidence of the recruiting power of the imperial house, this revolt may 

illustrate non-imperial recruiting by powerful landowners.

(iii) Stilicho’s Downfall: Divided Attention and Lack o f Numbers

Stilicho’s manpower problems prompt the question as to why he was so willing to 

relinquish control of the eastern army in 3 95.200 His arrival in the Balkans at the head

Zosimus VI. 1.2; Olympiodorus fr. 13.
191 The involvement of an Honoraci unit in Constantine’s forces could suggest that Honorius and 
Stilicho were still recruiting and forming new units. However, it could have been raised by 
Theodosius some time after 384 and named for his younger son (see above Chapter III.I, 81 n.23). It is 
also possible that this unit was not new and was simply renamed after Honorius.
192 Kulikowski (2000a), 333 using Zosimus VI.3.3.
193 Kulikowski (2000a), 333.
194 With the Vandals, Suebi and Alans having vacated the banks of the Rhine, it may have become 
easier to bring a semblance of order to the shattered frontier. However, this does not seem to have 
been that successful for by 411 the Burgundians had also moved into a position astride the Rhine.
195 Halsall (2007), 214.
196 Orosius VII.40.5-8; Olympiodorus fr. 13.2; Zosimus VI.4-5.
197 Sozomen IX.l 1.4-12-1; Orosius VII.40.6-8; it is likely that this success came as Constantine was 
distracted by Sarus who had been sent to check the usurper’s advance by Stilicho (Zosimus VI.3.5).
198 Sozomen IX. 12.1.
199 Kulikowski (2000a), 335 n.64; although these relatives of Theodosius appear to have had up to a 
year to prepare for Gerontius, which would have been plenty of time to attract some volunteers.
200 Claudian, Cons. Stil. 11.95-96.
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of the combined army, ostensibly to cow Alaric but perhaps also enforcing his claim 

of guardianship over Arcadius, caused Rufinus to demand, through Arcadius, that 

Stilicho return the eastern field army.201 Without his massive numerical superiority, 

Stilicho had to return west, leaving Alaric undefeated. Why Stilicho acquiesced to 

this demand is multi-faceted. A personal incentive could be that Stilicho had initiated 

the muder of Rufinus.202 His loyalty to the Empire and an understanding of the east’s 

military jeopardy will also have played a part. He would also have realised that the 

west was having enough difficulty providing funds and recruits for its own forces, let 

alone both armies. A combined army was also unwieldy and difficult to control. 

When Stilicho moved against Alaric in 397, his army is accused of ill-discipline203 

and it is possible that he “had no more success in disciplining the Germans, whom he 

had recruited the previous year, than he had in 395 with the eastern forces that 

Theodosius had packed with barbarians. The transfer, in so short a space of time, of 

raw barbarian recruits from the east bank of the Rhine to the Peloponnese might have 

taxed the capacities of the most rigid disciplinarian.”204 The failure of Stilicho’s 

campaign in 397 may also have been due to the bribing of his forces by Alaric.205

A proven commander like Stilicho would not have given up the chance to defeat a

threat such as Alaric on the ill-discipline of his vastly superior army or the say so of
206 . . .Arcadius. An ulterior motive was in play -  “the faithful continuation of the policy

of Theodosius.”207 Stilicho’s patron had shown an unwillingness to risk heavy

casualties in a confrontation with an enemy who could be co-opted into an alliance.

Therefore, only a year after the horrific slaughter at Frigidus, Stilicho probably had

no wish to destroy Alaric. His two forays into the Balkans should be seen as attempts

to coerce Alaric back into imperial service. This approach further encouraged the

animosity between Stilicho and the eastern court and Stilicho must have considered

201 Zosimus V .l 1; Eunapius fr.74.
202 Claudian, In Ruf. 11.400-404; it is unknown whether this was the actual cause of Rufinus’ bloody 
end or if Stilicho took credit for a plot by Eutropius or a spontaneous uprising by Gainas and the 
eastern army.
203 Zosimus V.7.2-3; Claudian, In Ruf. 11.105-123; 235-239; Gild. 294-296; Cons. Stil. 1.151-169 
refutes this.
204 O’Flynn (1983), 34.
205 Cameron, Alan (1970), 171 using Claudian, B.Get. 87-88.
206 O’Flynn (1983), 31.
207 O’Flynn (1983), 56.
208 Halsall (2007), 202; this may have been the case for by 405 Alaric was in western service 
(Zosimus V.26; V.29; Olympiodorus fr. 1.2, 5.2; Orosius, VII.38.2) -  this agreement could have been 
reached following Alaric’s defeat at Verona.
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that leaving the Visigoths in the Balkans might lead Arcadius to call upon him for aid 

at a later date. What was made clear by the Balkan confrontations of 395 and 397 

was that “any coordinated policy by the two imperial governments aiming at 

integrating the Goths into the military and civil structures of the Empire from a 

position of strength was out of the question.”209

The consequences for this failure to cooperate were dire for the west. As long as 

Alaric remained undefeated, Stilicho had to keep an eye on him instead of focusing 

on re-establishing imperial control in Britain, northern Gaul and Spain. Without a 

steady flow of new recruits and cash, Stilicho could not commit all his forces to 

defeat Alaric when he threatened Italy. This preoccupation with Alaric was viewed 

with great suspicion in the east as an attempt to exert influence over Arcadius. 

Instead of backing Stilicho’s attempts to cow the Visigoths, Eutropius found another 

way of dealing with Alaric -  by giving him what he wanted and between 397 and 

401 Alaric held a military command in Epirus, possibly magister militum per

Illyricum. This was poorly received by Stilicho who coveted the resources of
• 2 1 0  . . . .Epirus. However, despite his dislike of this arrangement, it led to four years of

stability with Alaric part of the Roman military hierarchy.

However, this arrangement was disrupted by eastern developments. The revolts of

Tribigild and Gainas incited a mistrust of foreigners and undermined Alaric’s
• • 2 1 1position. What forced Alaric to abandon Epirus is unknown but in 400 he invaded 

Italy. Battles at Pollentia and Verona forced him back to Pannonia, but the extent to 

which western military resources were stretched was evident. Despite his invasion, 

Alaric was still viewed as a source of recruits and was reappointed magister militum 

per Illyricum, this time by Stilicho. However, this interaction with Alaric and 

Stilicho’s recruiting policies had sown discontent. Verona was the fifth occasion that 

Stilicho had failed to kill or capture Alaric, leading to rumours that Stilicho was 

plotting with his opponent to overthrow Honorius.212 This would seem to be

209 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 505.
210 Claudian, In Eutrop. 11.211-218; B.Get. 533-540 sees Eutropius as a traitor to the Empire for 
granting Alaric command over factories and cities he had recently plundered; Zosimus V.5.4 suggests 
that the eastern government was wanting to send Alaric against Stilicho although his melding of the 
campaigns of 395 and 397, having Rufinus still alive in 397, undermines his statement.
11 See below Chapter V.II1 on the revolt of Tribigild and Gai'nas and its consequences.

212 Claudian, B. Get. 11.580; Cons. Stil. 1.11.106.
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confirmed by Stilicho’s plan to use Alaric against Constantine,213 despite the latter 

having challenged the invaders of Gaul, something which Stilicho had failed to do 214 

Stilicho persuaded Honorius to agree to the bounty of 4,000 pounds of gold and some 

Roman soldiers that Alaric demanded.215 This plan followed the Roman tradition of 

playing the Empire’s enemies off against one another216 but a decade of taxation, 

invasion, usurpation and disintegration had spent Stilicho’s political capital. This 

huge bounty proved to be the final straw. Olympius, Honorius’ magister officiorum, 

spread the rumour that Stilicho planned to depose Theodosius II, triggering a 

massacre of Stilicho’s political and military supporters and then the general himself.

The power of Stilicho’s position did irreparable damage to the integrity of the 

Empire in the west. His succession of Arbogast made the role of magister utriusque 

militiae integral to western government. That such power was invested in a non

imperial individual split the loyalties of the army. In the past it was obvious that new 

recruits were fighting for the emperor but with Gratian, Valentinian II and Honorius 

unwilling to interact with the army, it was left to Stilicho to take full charge of the 

army and its manpower.217 This made him the focus of the army’s loyalty and the 

growing closeness between generals and their men meant that he could only be 

removed from this position through death. This was made worse by the increasing 

predominance of barbarians. These non-Romans gravitated towards the strongest 

warrior within their tribes and they carried this kratocracy into the Roman army, 

giving their allegiance to the strongest general who could provide them with food 

and rewards. This attitude could override the loyalty of the army to the emperor.

The extent of this splitting of military loyalty was only revealed following the 

murder of Stilicho. The majority of the Italian field army was loyal to Stilicho 

himself and for many their service to the Empire ended with his death. It is easy to 

criticise the subsequent actions of the western government in choosing to massacre

213
Zosimus V.27, 29,31; Alaric was well aware of the increasingly unstable political situation in Italy 

and decided to hedge his bets by moving to Noricum from where he could threaten Italy, move to join 
Constantine or hold the Alpine passes against him, whichever situation proved to be to his advantage.

O’Flynn (1983), 56 suggests that “Stilicho feared nothing more than an emperor with the capacity 
for independent action.”

Olympiodorus fr.7.2.
216 Kulikowski (2007), 172.
217 Claudian, IVCons Hon 485ff; B.Get. 105-106, 401-403, 463-466.
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the families of Stilicho’s barbarian soldiers,218 but the dispatching of a fallen 

general’s supporters was normally a prudent course. However, because of the 

kratocratic persuasion of barbarian soldiers and the weakness of the imperial military 

in Italy, Olympius’ natural reaction proved to be disastrous. Angered by the massacre 

of their families, the majority of Stilicho’s army joined the strongest general in the 

immediate area -  Alaric.219 The infiltration of kratocracy meant that in a sense the 

Roman army ceased to be the dominant force in the west. Recruitment became more 

about which barbarian chieftain a general could impress enough to support his cause 

rather than how many recruits he could bring into the regular army.

III.III Concluding Remarks

The generation following Valens’ catastrophic defeat at Adrianople had a profound 

effect upon the Roman military system. Before Adrianople, imperial power was 

dominant both within and without the Empire. Punitive strikes across the frontiers 

cowed Franks, Alamanni, Visigoths and even the great Shapur II. German migrants 

were carefully integrated into the tax system while non-Roman soldiers were 

incorporated into military command structures that were firmly Roman.220 However, 

by the end of the fourth century something had gone seriously, perhaps irretrievably 

wrong. Faced with the aftermath of Adrianople and the continued pressures the Huns 

had caused along the Danube, Theodosius was forced to enlist whomever he could 

find. With such ad hoc recruiting proving somewhat successful in forcing the 

Visigoths into the ‘treaty’ of 382, Theodosius continued to use this approach.

However, the recruiting policies of Theodosius were somewhat paradoxical as he 

raised large numbers of barbarians with some difficulty and expense only to let them 

bear the brunt of the fighting. This eliminated large numbers of potentially 

troublesome barbarians from both sides: a policy that had been used for centuries 

throughout the Empire. However, Theodosius expanded this practice to the degree

-18 Zosimus V.35.5.
219 Zosimus V.35.5-6 suggests that perhaps 30,000 men left Roman service to join Alaric. On the 
surface this would appear to be an exaggeration. However, if Stilicho took 12,000 soldiers of 
Radagaisus into his service in 406 and had a similarly sized force in order to defeat him then perhaps 
Zosimus’ suggestion of 30,000 may not be so far off the mark. Alaric certainly gained enough men to 
force him into invading Italy and besieging Rome due to the greater need of supplies. That these men 
did not return home to their ethnic tribes suggests that they now saw the Empire as their home
220 Williams and Friell (1994), 159.
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that “placed an impossible strain on the assimilating and civilising capacities of the 

Empire.”221 Theodosius also seems to have made little effort to return to a more 

organised system of Roman recruiting during the brief interludes of peace following 

the ‘treaty’ of 382 and his defeat of Magnus Maximus in 388. This failure to 

regularise recruiting again left the army almost completely dependent upon barbarian 

tribes to maintain its superiority. A modern term for this kind of recruiting would be 

outsourcing. While such a relationship could provide the state with high-quality 

recruits and limited financial obligations, it required the Empire to relinquish its 

monopoly on its own defence, endowing the tribal groups with almost a free hand.222

By relying on foederati, Theodosius caused considerable damage to the Roman 

army. The comitatenses became more of a static militia based in cities while the 

reservation of land in some frontier provinces for cultivation by limitanei suggests 

that their transformation into peasant soldiers was under way. The owning of houses 

and land and the closeness of families that came with prolonged service in cities and 

on frontiers made soldiers more reluctant to go to war, further increasing the reliance 

on foederati 223 These factors, as well as the apparent lowering of recruiting 

standards, led to contemporary criticism of the decline of the Roman infantry. 

Following the death of Gratian, traditional training apparently deteriorated, leading 

some to ask to be excused from wearing heavy armour.224 This affected the discipline 

and overall quality of the infantry and at a time when more barbarians were being 

enrolled in regular units, it undermined the Romanising potential of the army.

This relying on increasingly un-Romanised soldiers would only be successful if the 

emperor was able to retain authority over the arrangement. With Theodosius’ death 

in 395, the Empire was left with two minor Augusti at a time when it had yet to 

recover from two civil wars and the assimilation of the Visigoths had yet to be

“  O’Flynn (1983), 58; Jones (1964), 157.
" 2 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 521; Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 479.

Jones (1964), 662-664 -  this is did not necessarily reduce the fighting quality of these men when 
they did take the field but it reduced their mobility, which particularly in the face of Hunnic and Alan 
raiders, significantly reduced the strategic response of the Empire.

Vegetius 1.20; Milner (1993), 18 n.6 suggests that this might have been a specific incident amongst 
some of Gratian’s soldiers. However, Vegetius’ comments on how “even after so many defeats, which 
lead to the sacking of so many cities, no one was troubled to restore either cataphracts or helmets to 
the infantry,” while almost certainly exaggerated could still point to a more wide-ranging problem 
than simply a few men in the western army.
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achieved. As Honorius retreated from leading the army in person even when he came 

of age, Stilicho in his role of magister utriusque militiae was left as almost the de 

facto ruler of the west. The complete separation of civil and military administration 

made it difficult for someone without imperial authority like Stilicho to maintain 

control of either. Such an increased number of jobs with a stagnant population could 

have increased the number of men that Stilicho would have had to find to fill the 

military and bureaucracy. “The cooperation of local elites in provincial cities, towns 

and villages will have made the process of extracting recruits much easier,”225 but 

wealthy senators and landowners used their influence to obstruct rather than aid 

recruiting. This, coupled with general apathy and non-stop military action, left 

Stilicho with little choice but to follow Theodosius’ policies. He depleted barbarian 

numbers by instigating confrontations between tribes and transferred regular units 

from across the Empire to defend Italy. Such policies also undermined his position. 

Stilicho’s preference for barbarian recruitment and his failure to capture or kill Alaric 

made him unpopular with the upper classes that would not provide Roman recruits. 

His transfer of regular units without replacing them proved catastrophic as Britain, 

northern Gaul and Spain and their recruiting resources fell out of the imperial orbit.

Stilicho’s successors not only inherited his position but also these recruiting policies, 

which due to the constant military threats to the Empire had become virtually 

irreversible. Barbarian recruitment had advanced from a supplement to Roman 

military power to the crutch that maintained the Empire. With the ineffective 

Honorius still reigning in the west and Arcadius succeeded by the seven-year-old 

Theodosius II in the east, the murder of Stilicho left the Empire without “a strong 

army that was subservient to the interests of ruler and state”226 or a sustainable 

recruiting system. Therefore, late fourth and fifth century recruiting became about 

bribing opponents, offering a stable supply of food to tribesmen and the ability to 

command the personal loyalty of the men already serving. A strong and militarily 

proficient Augustus could have enforced the changes necessary to revive a regular 

recruiting system but increasingly the only men who could fulfil these criteria were 

the generals in direct control of the armies and not the emperor himself.

Whitby in Cameron (1995), 65.
226 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 186.
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It is difficult not to feel sorry for the plight of Stilicho. Stuck between loyalty to his 

patron’s policies and his duty to the Empire, he found it increasingly difficult to find 

sufficient manpower to turn back the tide of barbarian incursion and usurpation. 

Even though he allowed himself to be distracted by the east, his undivided attention 

may not have been enough to deal with the troubles he faced. Between 405 and 407 

the west was beset by a trilogy of invasions -  Alaric, Radagaisus and the collapse of 

the Rhine. Given this array of dilemmas, it is not surprising that Stilicho was 

reluctant to destroy barbarian foes when they soon could be his allies and it is a 

testament to his skills of improvisation that he cobbled together any coherent force. 

That it took all his skill just to mount a defence of Italy demonstrates just how dire 

the recruiting situation of the Empire had become. However, Stilicho must also 

shoulder a lot of the blame. He ignored the degeneration of governmental control 

beyond the Alps and made little effort to maintain the regular system of citizen 

recruitment despite recognising the continued effectiveness of Roman regulars. His 

reliance on barbarians continued to expand the power and influence that barbarian 

chieftains wielded while his inability or unwillingness to force landowners and 

senators to provide recruits further fragmented what was left of imperial authority as 

the upper classes began to look after themselves rather than the Empire.
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Chapter IV: The Barbarian Triumph in the Fifth Century West

IV.I The Devolution of Western Imperial Recruitment

(i) Barbarians, Usurpations and the Emergence o f Constantius III

The murder of Stilicho and the defection of his soldiers initiated a new phase in 

recruiting problems. A non-Roman outside the military hierarchy was now the most 

powerful man in the west. This did not have to be a problem but obstinacy and 

prejudice got in the way of an obvious solution. Alaric’s association with Stilicho 

meant that he was shunned by Honorius’ government. His proposed campaign 

against Constantine was abandoned as were the agreements on the supply of his 

forces. This soon forced Alaric into the desperate move of besieging Rome itself on 

and off for the next two years. The ease with which this was achieved demonstrates 

the perilous state of Roman army. However, Alaric had no intention of undermining 

the Empire; he wanted a position within it. If Honorius had appointed Alaric to 

succeed Stilicho as magister utriusque militiae and allowed his men to settle in 

Noricum, the Visigoths would have served as the military strength of the Empire. 

Even when Alaric acted against Honorius, he did so in a Roman way, crafting an 

imperial regime and elevating a senator, Priscus Attalus, to Augustus.*

The arrival of 4,000 eastern troops at Ravenna2 reinforced Honorius’ government 

enough for Alaric’s wishes to be rejected. This final rebuffing forced Alaric to again 

march on Rome and this time he negotiated his way into the Eternal City.3 The shock 

was felt around the Roman world but it changed nothing. No army loyal to Honorius 

dared face Alaric in battle but the Visigoth remained unable to force the government 

to provide his men with supplies. Alaric’s desperation led him to attempt a crossing 

to Africa but he died before the doing so in late 410. The two years following 

Stilicho’s murder had proved how vulnerable Honorius had become. While Honorius

1 Kulikowski (2007), 175; Attalus proved to be more trouble than he was worth for he failed to secure 
the African grain supply from the pro-Honorian comes Africae, Heraclianus, and even when Honorius 
agreed to share power with him, he refused (Olympiodorus fr. 14; Sozomen IX.8).
'  These troops had been asked for by Stilicho but had not been available due to the increasingly 
aggressive behaviour of Uldin and his Huns (Sozomen IX.4.8-5.1)
3 Olympiodorus fr. 11; Orosius VII.39.1-40.3.
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could point to how he had faced down Alaric, he had needed military reinforcement 

from the east to achieve that ‘success’ and even then Alaric’s army was left 

undefeated on Italian soil, transferring its allegiance to Athaulf, Alaric’s brother-in- 

law. Honorius needed an army to defeat the Visigoths and in 409 he reached out to 

the only other western commander with an army -  Constantine.

Honorius and Constantine shared the consulship of 409 and the now-recognised 

usurper prepared to march into Italy. However, his position proved to be less secure 

than it appeared. The Vandals, Alans and Suebi were a constant threat and his 

inability to defend Britain from Saxon pirates led to the expulsion of Roman 

magistrates from the island and some parts of northern Gaul,4 depriving him of their 

recruiting grounds. Soon Constantine’s authority was only recognised in southern 

Gaul and north-eastern Spain, and sometimes not even there. With such a reduced 

patronage, Constantine cannot have manufactured an army capable of interfering in 

Italian politics. The frailty of his position was further demonstrated by the revolt of 

Didymus and Verenianus and then that of his best general, Gerontius. That the 

Franks sided with Gerontius removed yet another potential recruiting resource. In 

less than a year, Constantine’s military power had vanished and it was not surprising 

when his invasion of Italy failed. This left any hope Honorius had of using him to re

establish imperial prestige a pipe dream.

There was a spate of other usurpations in the decade following Stilicho’s death. 

Gerontius raised a nonentity called Maximus to be Augustus in Spain; Gundahar the 

Burgundian and Goar the Alan elevated Jovinus in 412; the comes Africae, 

Heraclian, rebelled in 413 while Priscus Attalus achieved the rare honour of being 

elevated to the purple twice in 409 and 414. These rebellions again highlighted many 

of the recruiting problems facing the west. The lack of Romans and the reliance on 

barbarians of uncertain loyalties could make and unmake emperors in very short 

periods, undermining the prestige of the imperial office. However, these rebellions 

and barbarian invasions could produce some positives for the Empire. The usurpation 

of Jovinus presented an opportunity to end the stalemate with Athaulf. Honorius 

refused to recognise the Visigoths while they remained in Italy but once they moved

4 Zosimus VI.5.2; Chronica Minora 1.654.



to Gaul, the emperor was more amenable to a settlement. In return for defeating the 

usurper, Athaulf and his followers were granted the right of hospitalitas in 

Aquitaine.5 Despite a brief resumption of hostilities over the government’s failure to 

provide grain,6 Athaulf demonstrated the same willingness to serve as the imperial 

army as Alaric had done7 and for dealing with the Vandals in Spain8 the Visigoths 

received farmland in Gaul.9 The subsequent treaty of 41810 established them as a 

settled agricultural group, well on the way to establishing their own kingdom.

Another positive was that the Empire was forced to rely on its own armies which 

proved still capable of producing skilled commanders and in 411 the Italian army 

plunged into the melee between Constantine and Gerontius, commanded by a career

solider called Flavius Constantius.11 Defeating Constantine, Gerontius and later
12Athaulf made Constantius the natural successor to Stilicho. However, he now had 

to confront the same recruiting problems as his predecessors. Desertion,13 demanding 

adaeratio and exemptions from the recruiting tax14 remained pressing issues for the 

central government. One law in particular from 412 shows the number of officials 

granted exemptions.15 Constantius had to follow the military and recruiting policies

5 Paulinus of Pella, Eucharisticus 285ff, 294-301; Prosper Tiro 1254 s.a. 414.
Athaulf raided the recently pacified Spain and southern Gaul but the imperial response was more 

organised than it was in Italy 5 years previous and the Goths were blockaded into submission 
(Jordanes, Getica 164-165).
7 Orosius VII.43.4-6 puts a speech in the mouth of Athaulf concerning his relationship with the 
Empire -  “At first I wanted to erase the Roman name and convert all Roman territory into a Gothic 
empire: I longed for Romania to become Gothia, and Athaulf to be what Caesar Augustus had been. 
But long experience has taught me that the ungovemed wildness of the Goths will never submit to 
laws, and that without law a state is not a state. Therefore I have more prudently chosen the different 
glory of reviving the Roman name with Gothic vigour, and I hope to be acknowledged by posterity as 
the initiator of a Roman restoration, since it is impossible for me to alter the character of this Empire.”
8 Jordanes, Getica 165-166.
9 Olympiodorus fr.26.2; Philostorgius XII.4-5.

This agreement was made with Wallia, who established his court at Toulouse; Salvian VII. 7 on the 
Visigoths controlling Novempopulana as well as Aquitanica II; Thompson (1956) on the settlement of 
barbarians in southern Gaul.

Olympiodorus fr.39; Orosius VII.42.2-3; Prosper Tiro s.a. 411; Sozomen IX.4 - Constantius had 
fought for Theodosius and Stilicho before becoming magister militum around 411 (Demougeot 
(1951), 464 n.124).

Orosius VII.42.1-5; Olympiodorus fr.16; Sozomen IX. 13-15; Constantius may also have had 
something to do with the defeat of Jovinus’ revolt as he was the ranking Roman officer in the region.
13 CTh VII.13.21[416]; VII. 18.16[413]; VII.18.17[412].
14 CTh VI.26.14[412]; VI.30.20[413]; VII. 13.20[410].

CTh VII. 18.1 [412] lists praetorian prefects, magistri militum, comes of the scholae, primicerius 
sacri cubiculi, provosts, palace stewards, comes of the sacred imperial wardrobe and other 
chamberlains, magister officiorum, quaestors, comes of the imperial and privates treasuries, chief 
imperial secretary, comes of the imperial consistory, magistri of the bureaus, tribunes, imperial 
secretaries, comes of chief physicians, comes of imperial stables, palace procurators, scholarians, 
assistant magistri of the bureaus, comes of arrangements, palace decurions, magister of admissions,



of Theodosius and Stilicho, for it was unrealistic to surmise that the barbarians could

be forced from the Empire. The continuation of these policies was therefore “a

question of realities, not of personal inclinations.”16 Constantius did try to bring

together a coherent Roman army from the disparate comitatenses units scattered

across the west, supplemented with whatever recruits he could glean from the

recruitment system but using the barbarians to Rome’s advantage was the only

solution.17 However, when wielded by a competent commander barbarian soldiers

could produce highly favourable results like directing the Visigoths against the 
18Vandals. The use of entire tribes was also attractive to Constantius as the lack of 

Roman recruits meant that he had to avoid casualties, only committing to battle when 

the odds were heavily in his favour.19 He was successful enough to go on the 

offensive, keeping the Visigoths in check in southern Gaul and maintaining control 

of the land route to Spain. Continued victories coupled with his Roman origins 

further advanced Constantius and in 417 he married Honorius’ sister, Galla Placidia, 

before being elevated to Augustus in 421. This was a potential turning point as a 

strong emperor willing to lead the army in person could have reinvigorated the west.

(ii) The Rise ofAetius and the Increasing Role o f Barbarians

However, this proved a false dawn as Constantius died only seven months after his 

elevation. Without his leadership and the defeat of his magister militum Castinus by 

the Vandals in 422,20 Constantius’ Italian army disintegrated. The death of Honorius

other comes, tribunes and provosts as being exempt from the recruiting tax both during and after 
service.
16 O’Flynn (1983), 71.
17 Sometimes, as seen with the deployment of the Visigoths against Jovinus and the Vandals, an army 
in the service of the emperor could be made up entirely of barbarians (Orosius VII.43.13-15). The 
predominance and possible unruliness of these barbarians may have led to anyone sporting long hair 
or animal skins being banned from Rome and its environs (CTh XIV.10.4[416]) while two earlier laws 
(CTh XIV.10.2[397]; 10.3[399]) had banned the wearing of boots and trousers from in the city. The 
combination of these laws could suggest that barbarians were being banned from the city, however, 
the law of 416 could have been aimed specifically at the influx of disbanded soldiers who had settled 
in and around Rome following the defeat of Heraclian in 414 (Orosius VII.42.12-14; PLRE 11.540); 
see below Chapter VI.I, 209-210 on Roman soldiers dressing as barbarians.

So successful was this arrangement that most of Spain was cleared of barbarians with the Asding 
Vandals and Suebi confined to the north-west comer of the peninsula, possibly reduced to foederati 
status (Hydatius 49, 60, 63, 67-68 (Chronica Minora 11.18-19); Olympiodorus fr.31.
^  Oost (1968), 112.

This defeat was brought about by the combination of the the rivalry between Castinus and his 
military tribune, Bonifacius, who returned to Italy with his troops and the betrayal of Castinus’ 
Visigothic foederati (Hydatius 71, 74, 77, 86, 89, 90 -  Chronica Minora II. 20-21).
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in 423 made matters worse. He had been a poor Augustus but the focus of imperial 

power now fell upon Galla Placidia and her four-year-old son Valentinian. Placidia 

proved to be another in the long line of formidable Theodosian women and she 

embarked on a policy of preventing another general from becoming too powerful.21 

This might seem like a positive but without a strong emperor, the west depended too 

much upon the magister militum to bring together a coherent army. Without 

definitive leadership the inevitable happened. The remnants of Constantius’ army 

proclaimed the primicerius notariorum Ioannes emperor, leading to another civil war 

to drain the Empire’s already dwindling manpower. Such was the weakness of 

Placidia’s position that she and her son were restored to power only by the invention 

of eastern forces. The brevity of this struggle suggests not only duplicity within 

Ioannes’ army but also the sorry state of the western military.22

The unreliability of the Roman army and the importance of barbarians were again 

shown by the rise of the next heir to Stilicho. Valentinian III was too young to rule 

the Empire and even with Galla Placidia as regent, a military leader was needed. 

There were three main contenders -  Felix, magister militum praesentalis in Italy, 

Bonifacius, comes Africae, and Ioannes’ cura palatii, Aetius. The latter was the least 

likely to achieve prominence as he did not command an army. However, Aetius did 

have one advantage over his rivals. He had served as a hostage at the courts of two 

barbarian monarchs -  Alaric of the Visigoths and Rua of the Huns.23 Ioannes had 

exploited these connections by sending Aetius to enlist the latter’s support and while 

he was too late to prevent Ioannes’ defeat, the size of his force24 enabled Aetius to 

extract a military command in Gaul from Placidia. The resultant three-way rivalry 

between the armies of Gaul, Italy and Africa was the first civil war fought over who 

should be magister utriusque militae rather than emperor.

21 Possibly in the hope that her son Valentinian could prove strong enough to personally command the 
army, although it appears that he was not sufficiently exposed to the army or barbarians.
22 Olympiodorus fr.43.2 records Ioannes being executed in Aquileia having been deserted by his army. 
His magister militum Castinus probably suffered a similar fate.
23 Gregory of Tours, H F 11.8; Merobaudes, Carmina, IV.42-46; Pan. Lat. II.1-4, 127-143; Zosimus
V.36.1.
24 Prosper Tiro s.a.425, Chron. Gall. 452 no.100 on the preposterously high number of 60,000.
25 Frigiderius ap. Gregory of Tours, HF II.8; Philostorgius XII. 14; Prosper Tiro 1288 s.a. 425; Chron. 
Gall. 658.
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Little is known about the armies that fought in these struggles aside from the records 

of the Notitia Dignitatum. As magister militum per Gallias,26 Aetius perhaps 

commanded up to 32,500 men; as magister militum praesentalis Felix perhaps had 

26,500 while the comes Africae Bonifacius had around 15,000.27 The positions of 

these men likely encouraged other army groups to join them, making the conflict as 

much about regions as personalities. As commander in Gaul, Aetius may have had 

access to the regional forces of the comes Hispaniarum, dux Tractus Armoricani, dux 

Belgicae II, dux Moguntiacensis and dux Sequanici.28 Felix may have had access to 

the limitanei forces of the dux Raetiae, dux Valeriae, dux Pannonia I, dux Pannonia 

II and the field army of the comes Illyrici.29 Bonifacius could probably call upon the 

comes Tingitaniae, dux Mauretaniae and dux Tripolitania.30 However, the Notitia 

will not have recorded the damage done by the collapse of the Rhine frontier, the 

losses of Britain, most of Spain and Aquitania and any casualties.

It is probable that the strongest western force remained the Italian field army 

reconstituted by Felix. The Huns did not remain in the Empire after the agreement 

with Placidia, leaving Aetius to rely on his Gallic army, which was the worst hit by 

recent usurpations and invasions. However, Aetius was strong enough to inflict 

defeats on the Visigoths in 426 and the Franks in 428 and almost certainly 

incorporated some barbarians into his army.31 Despite having the smallest army, 

Bonifacius’ forces probably remained closest to their recorded size as “down to 429 

Africa had been spared invasion”32 and had had only to endure the limited revolts of 

Gildo and Heraclian.33 Africa was the richest province in the west, bolstering 

Bonifacius’ ability to raise new troops. He also controlled the grain fleet that 

provided provisions for large portions of Italy. Realising the importance of Africa, 

Felix risked his military superiority with an invasion of Bonifacius’ domain.

26 Prosper Tiro 1285 s.a. 428 has Aetius becoming magister equitum praesentalis in 429.
27 Jones (1964), 1076-1077, 1417-1450.
28 ND Occ. XXXVII; Occ. XXXVIII; Occ. XLI; Occ. XXXVI.
29 ND Occ. XXXV; Occ. XXXIII; Occ. XXXIV; Occ. XXXII.
30 ND Occ. XXV; Occ. XXX; Occ. XXXI.
31 Sidonius Apollinaris, Carmina VII.233ff; Hydatius 93 (s.a.430), 95 (s.a.431) have Aetius 
campaigning in Raetia and Noricum in 430 and 431.
32 Jones (1964), 190.

Bonifacius is accused of calling in the Vandals to help him against Felix’s forces but these 
accusations are from later sources (Procopius, BFIII.3.25; Jordanes, Getica 167-169) and have been 
mostly rejected due to the silence of the local sources Augustine of Hippo and Possidius; Procopius 
and Jordanes may have seen collaboration as the reason behind the rapid advance of the Vandals in 
Africa instead of having to accept Roman military weakness.
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However, without control of the seas, Felix’s expedition was a fiasco, squandering 

Felix’s political capital and severely weakening his military position. Ever the 

opportunist, Aetius moved into Italy and had Felix executed.34 Aetius then took 

control of the Italian army although the machinations of Placidia saw actual 

command transferred to Bonifacius.35 Crossing to Italy, Bonifacius defeated Aetius 

at Arminium but died three months later, presumably of a wound.36 Power passed to 

Bonifacius’ son-in-law, Sebastianus, but by leading another force of Huns into Italy 

Aetius forced Placidia to recognise him as magister utriusque militae.31

The rise to power of Aetius demonstrates not just the factionalism of the imperial 

court but also the importance of currying favour with barbarians. By the time Aetius 

took charge of western military affairs in 433, large sections of imperial territory 

were under the control of unsuppressed barbarian tribes. The government might 

entertain the notion that these settlements were an attempt to revitalise recruiting, tax 

and agricultural resources but in reality this was a piecemeal dissection forced upon 

Rome. Frankish influence spread unhindered across northern Gaul and when the 

Burgundians took Argentoratum, Borbetomagus and Noviomagus, the Romans 

proved unable to displace them forcing Honorius to cede these territories
10

retroactively. The Romans also had to accept the enclave of Vandals, Alans and 

Suebi in Spain39 despite later suggestions that the settlement had been organised 40 In 

410, Honorius told the Britons to organise their own defence in the face of Piets, 

Attecotti, Jutes, Angles, Saxons and Frisians, recognising the state that had existed 

since 407.41 Mauretania and Numidia were ceded to the Vandals in 435 after they 

had crossed the Straits of Gibraltar in 429.42 Even the settlement of 418 with Wallia 

demonstrated Roman weakness as the Visigoths assumed a vital role in western 

defence. Rome’s dependence on barbarians had gone beyond recruits or contingents 

as barbarian kingdoms and tribes were now providing entire 'Roman' armies.

34 Prosper Tiro 1303 s.a. 430; Hydatius 94; John of Antioch fr.201.3.
35 Heather (2006), 261; Oost (1968), 231-233 on possible anti-Aetius group in Italy.
36 Hydatius 99; Prosper Tiro 1310 has Bonifacius die only a few days after defeating Aetius.
37 Prosper Tiro s.a. 432; Chron. Gall. 452 no.112 (s.a. 433).
38 Prosper Tiro, a. 386.
39 Orosius VII.43.14.
40 Procopius, BVU1.33.
41 Zosimus VI.5.2.

Chronica Minora 1.474; Isidore, Hist Vand 74.
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The extent of the piecemeal barbarian settlement is highlighted by different branches 

of the same tribe fighting either for or against the central government across the 

Empire. The best example of this is the Alans. While some remained in their 

Caucasian homeland,43 many went west with the Huns. Alan cavalry fought at 

Adrianople and during the attack on Constantinople,44 yet simultaneously Gratian 

defeated another group in Dacia Ripenses, employing the survivors45 while 

Theodosius probably employed them as dediticii46 Stilicho used Alans against 

Radagaisus47 and Alaric48 yet both opponents probably had sizeable contingents of 

Alan cavalry.49 Many of the Alans in Italy were not merely mercenaries but were 

probably laeti committed to integration.50 Alans were settled near Toulouse to keep 

the Visigoths under control and in Armorica to cow the Bacaudae.51 Aetius turned to 

them when he lost his Hunnic allies52 while the emperor Majorian raised an Alan 

force for his campaign against the Vandals.53 Yet so many Alans joined the Vandals 

in crossing the Rhine and in Africa that the Vandal king was styled Rex Wandalorum 

et Alanorum.54 This demonstrates not only how a single people could be dispersed 

throughout Europe but how chaotic the period was and how sharply the Roman army 

declined. It could settle barbarians in Valeria and Armorica but failed to prevent the 

invasion of Gaul and Spain and the fashioning of kingdoms on Roman territory.

Aetius knew that these barbarian tribes could still be useful and by manipulating 

where many of these tribes settled he could give these tribes a vested interest in 

defending important parts of the Empire. Therefore, Alans were settled in southern 

Gaul and Armorica as a deterrent to the Visigoths and Bacaudae respectively while 

the Burgundians defended the Alpine passes into Italy. Integration was still perceived

43 From where they would project their influence both to the west and to the east for centuries to come 
and where they still survive today as Ossetians.
44 Ammianus XXXI. 12.17, 16.3.
45 Ammianus XXXI.3.1; Orosius VII.37; Ambrose, Expos. In Luc. X.10; Bachrach (1973), 28.
46 Bachrach (1973), 33.
47 Zosimus V.26.
48 See above Chapter III.II, 97 n. 135.
49 It is not inconceivable that Radagaisus picked up an Alan contingent as he passed through Valeria 
en route to Italy (Heather (2006), 193); Claudian, de Cons. Stilic. 1.11 on Alans in Alaric’s forces; 
Paulinus of Nola, Carmina XXVI.11.22-27 on Alan involvement in sack of Rome.
50 Claudian, Con.Hon. IV. 11.485 -  “Alans, you have adopted the customs of Latium.”
51 Paulinus of Pella, Eucharisticos, 11.395-398; Constantius of Lyon, Vita Germ. 28; Chron, Gall. s.a. 
440-442; Bachrach (1967); (1969); (1973), 32.
52 Bachrach (1973), 32.
53 Sidonius Apollonaris, Carmina 5.II.474-478; with the defeat of Majorian, the Alans raided Gaul and 
Italy before being defeated by Richomer (Jordanes, Getica 45; Marcellinus Comes 464).
54 Victor Vitensis 11.39, III.3.
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as a viable option as many barbarians still saw being part of the Empire as worth 

while. The Franks and the Burgundians styled themselves as descendants of the 

Romans or of Trojan origin,55 while the Visigoths aimed to renew the Empire’s 

fortunes. The combination of force and integration could still achieve positive 

results, for after Aetius used the Huns to annihilate the Burgundians in 435-437,56 the 

remnant became an integral part of his army.57 So well did this integration work that 

the Burgundian kings, Gundioc and Chilperic, were later rewarded with the title 

magister militum per Gallias58 while Gundobad became an important general in the 

last years of the west. The best example of Aetius’ policies of integration was the 

coalition of Visigoths, Alans, Saxons, Burgundians and Franks that joined the 

Romans on the Catalaunian Fields.59

However, these barbarian settlements had their drawbacks. The Empire could be 

defended by settled tribesmen and barbarian kingdoms only as long as both parties 

shared objectives. When they did not, the Empire found itself in severe military 

difficulty. Communications were so disrupted with outlying provinces as to 

accelerate the fragmentation of Roman administration, removing valuable tax and 

recruiting revenues from the central government. This disruption was most heavily 

felt with the Vandal advance during the 430s. The African provinces had long been 

“high on productivity and low on maintenance;”60 its large settled population 

providing grain, taxes and enough recruits to sustain its own garrison.61 This had 

made Africa of vital importance to the imperial treasury but other external threats 

and civil wars distracted the Romans from dealing with the Vandal advance. Even 

after the loss of Carthage in 439, an African expedition was prevented from setting 

sail by the activities of Attila the Hun.62

55 Ammianus XXVIII.5.11; Orosius VII.32.12; Ps.-Fredegar, Chron. 2.4-6, 3.2.
56 Prosper Tiro 1322 sa 435; Chron Gall sa 436; Hydatius 108, 110; Cassiodorus, Chron. 1226; 
Fredegar 11.51.
57 Jordanes, Getica 191; Chronica Minora 1.600 s.a. 443 on Aetius’ settling of the Burgundian 
remnant in Sapaudia.
58 Hilarius, Ep. 9.
59 Jordanes, Getica 36, 191.
60 Heather (2006), 280.
61 Pliny, NH  IV.33 claimed that at the time of Augustus that Africa contained up to 516 communities; 
Coll. Carth. 1.181-182 records over 500 episcopal sees in Africa; Jones (1964), Map V shows the 
numbers of civitates and native townships present in Africa in the middle of the fifth century.
62NVal IX [440],
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How devastating the loss of Africa was is difficult to quantify. Militarily, African 

manpower had never been vital but the loss of the Carthaginian fleet meant that 

Rome was no longer the dominant naval power in the west as the Vandals raided the 

entire Mediterranean. Financially, the Vandal conquest of Africa was a catastrophe. 

The monetary impact can be hinted at by the reported loss of seven-eighths of the tax 

revenues in Numidia and Mauretania Sitifensis.63 Not taking into account those far 

richer regions lost to the Vandals, this loss could possibly have paid for up to 18,000 

infantry or 10,000 cavalry every year.64 The ability of the Empire to recruit and 

maintain a viable army must have been severely depleted. Therefore, the failure to 

resist the Vandal takeover of Africa in favour of protecting Gallic landowners from 

Attila has been seen as Aetius’ gravest mistake.65 This vast fiscal decline meant that 

the Empire found it almost impossible to project authority outside Italy.

(iii) Catalaunian Fields and the Roman Army

Aetius kept particularly close ties with the Huns, sending his son Carpilio to Attila as 

a hostage.66 So dependent was he upon Hunnic support that his position was badly 

undermined when Attila became hostile to the Empire. However, Attila’s invasion of 

Gaul presented Aetius with an opportunity to strengthen his and the Empire’s 

position. Aetius had only maintained order by playing troublesome tribes off against 

one another. He had already used Alans and Visigoths against each other and
c n

orchestrated the Hunnic massacre of the Burgundians. Therefore, while stopping 

Attila was in Rome’s best interests and Aetius could not have the Visigoths or Franks 

win a crushing victory, the congregation of so many potential allies and enemies on 

the Catalaunian Fields was perfect for an evenly matched barbarian slaughter.

By depleting both the Franco-Visigoths and the Huns, either side would be a willing 

ally and source of recruits while providing an overt, but not overly powerful, threat 

to the Empire that would help Aetius maintain his position. This could help explain 

the lack of Roman action during the battle, leaving the two barbarian armies to

63 NVal XIII[445]
64 Heather (2006), 298 using the figures calculated for the upkeep a soldier by Elton (1996a). 120-125
65 Moss (1973).

Cassiodorus, Variae 1.4; Priscus fr.8.
67 Prosper Tiro 1322 sa 435; Chron. Gall, sa 436; Hydatius 108, 110; Cassiodorus, Chron. 1226; 
Fredegar 11.51.
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bludgeon each other. The outcome could not have been better for Aetius for not only 

was Attila checked, both armies took substantial casualties and the Visigothic king 

Theodoric was slain.68 Aetius may even have prevented a Hunnic rout by 

encouraging his Visigothic and Frankish allies to return home69 as the Huns could be 

his allies again soon as a balance to the Visigoths and Franks.70 Aetius’ plan almost 

worked perfectly but he underestimated the resolve and resources of Attila. By not 

finishing the job in Gaul, Aetius contributed to the Hunnic invasion of Italy in 452.

While the defeat of Attila in Gaul highlights how successful Aetius was in bringing 

together an army, it also uncovered the continuing degradation of what remained of 

the Roman army. While Constantius had tried to retain a core Roman element to his 

army, there is little evidence that Aetius did. There are some surviving laws from the 

period of his primacy regarding desertion and the scale of recruiting levies among the 

illustres and the clarissimi but not on the scale of the late fourth/early fifth century.71 

Conscription may have fallen out of use as Valentinian III had to “decree that the 

landholder must furnish recruits”72 suggesting that commutation had become 

widespread. Despite being recorded decades later, Attila’s encouraging of his troops 

to ignore the Romans and concentrate on the Visigoths and Alans may show the 

apathy felt for the once mighty Roman units.73 However, it is worth noting that Attila 

only gave this advice once the Romans had secured high ground. Instead of 

demonstrating its weakness, Attila’s orders could betray the continued ability of 

Roman-trained infantry as he realised the futility of attacking a Roman-held position.

That said, because such an able commander as Attila thought that the battle could 

still be won without confronting the Romans suggests that they did not hold an 

offensive threat to the Huns. Possibly due to his lack of numbers, Attila surmised that

68 The Alan leader Sangiban, who was thought to have tried to betray Aurelianum to Attila (Jordanes, 
Getica 194), disappears from history after the battle and may have also perished.
69 Jordanes, Getica 216; Gregory of Tours, HF II.7.
70 Fredegar 11.53.
71 NVal VI.3[444]; XIII. 1,3-4[445] records the continued use of the annona in Numidia and 
Mauretania, valued at 4 solidi per year. It also attempts to tackle price fixing; NVal V. 1,2[440] 
exempting the inhabitants of Rome from the recruiting tax; NVal VI.2.1 [443] ordering conscription.
72 NVal VI. 1 [440]; 2[443] also mentions a “previous pragmatic sanction that was issued with respect 
to conducting a new levy.”
73 Jordanes, Getica 204-205.



122

Aetius would have to retreat if his allies were defeated.74 The lack of a major battle 

against Attila in Italy may imply the paucity of even the Italian field army. Aetius 

may have decided that there was no value in risking the destruction of his army in 

battle against the vast Hunnic host. It is possible that he realised that the Hunnic 

Empire was based entirely around Attila and would not survive his death. It would 

have therefore been foolish to throw away what was left of the Italian army in a futile 

gesture of defiance. “The most terrible famine [that] raged throughout all of Italy” in 

451 would have further hindered Aetius’ efforts to raise an army.75 It is worth noting 

that Aetius was unable to reform the coalition that had halted Attila in Gaul to defend 

Italy. This suggests that the Visigoths and Franks only appeared on the Catalaunian 

Fields to defend their new homelands and not through any lingering imperial loyalty.

Not only did Catalaunian Fields prove how vital barbarian allies were to the survival 

of the Empire, the period 451-453 also demonstrated just how integral the magister 

militum had become. Aetius made or break alliances, settled peoples, received
76embassies and controlled the army. How integral he was was revealed by the rash 

actions of Valentinian III. After twenty years in the shadows, the emperor apparently 

killed Aetius with his own hand. However, because armies and allies were now loyal 

to the strongest, this sparked a massive diplomatic drive in Gaul to ensure that the 

alliances would survive his demise. Some of these agreements must have held, as the 

magister militum Avitus travelled to the Visigoths in 455 to ask for military 

assistance. However, not all of them did. Geiseric, king of the Vandals thought the 

deaths of Aetius and Valentinian III negated the treaty of 442 and by 455 the Vandals 

were camped outside Rome negotiating its capitulation with Pope Leo I.

(iv) The Last Magistri and the Balancing o f Conflicting Interests

The lack of a confrontation with Geiseric demonstrates the military shambles in the 

aftermath of Aetius’ murder. No powerful general emerged to inspire the loyalty of

74 Jordanes, Getica 196 suggests that Attila aimed at killing Aetius, further suggesting the general’s 
importance in the anti-Hunnic alliance.
J5 NVal XXXIII[451],
76 Hydatius 96, 98; Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae 11.20.
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Roman and barbarian alike and the imperial army almost ceased to exist.77 Only the 

proclamation of Avitus as Augustus by the Gallic army, supported by the Visigoths, 

reunited the forces of Italy. However, the defeat of Avitus at Placentia saw more 

Roman resources squandered. Something more fundamental had also changed. When 

the new Augustus Majorian moved against the Visigoths and the Vandals, he only 

did so under the auspices of the magister militum, Ricimer, completing the eclipse of 

the emperor. The primacy of Ricimer also inaugurated the final phase in the 

devolution of western recruiting. While their experience of non-Romans had aided 

the rise of Stilicho, Constantius and Aetius, barbarian allies would gravitate more 

towards barbarian generals. This is where Ricimer attained his power, for, as Suebi 

royalty and a grandson of Wallia the Visigoth, he was fully barbarian. While his 

heritage prohibited him from becoming emperor, it proffered Ricimer influence with 

the barbarian kingdoms of Gaul, Spain and Africa and the barbarian soldiers that 

made up the army remnant. Ricimer even moved his base to Milan to be closer to 

Burgundian and Visigothic allies. However, it must also be noted that aside from his 

ability to inspire the loyalty of Germanic soldiers, Ricimer gained much of his 

prominent position by fighting for the west. Not only had he won distinction under 

Aetius but he was the only general to stand up to Geiseric, winning a naval 

engagement and a battle on Sicily that retained the island for the Empire.

However, Ricimer’s grip on power led to problems. While not a deliberate policy of 

exclusion but a recognition of reality, under Ricimer any pretence of maintaining the 

Romanity of the army disappeared.78 Expedience took priority over Romanity as 

Germanic soldiers were more readily available than Roman recruits with the collapse 

of Attila’s empire leading large numbers of barbarians to appear Italy throughout the 

460s.79 Ricimer was also not above putting his best interests before those of the 

Empire. When Majorian proved too successful, Ricimer had him eliminated before 

he could reinvigorate the imperial office.80 Aegidius, magister militum per Gallias,

77 Such was the dilemma after 454 that Valentinian III was apparently told that he had “acted like a 
man who has cut off his right hand with his left” (Gibbon (1781), ch.XXXV).
8 None of the Novels of Majorian, Libius Severus and Anthemius produced during the primacy of 

Ricimer address Roman recruitment.
79 Heather (2006), 427.
80 Majorian’s Spanish campaign came to grief at Valentia against a Vandal army, possibly employed 
by Ricimer to get rid of the emperor. Ricimer’s closeness to Geiseric was noted on several occasions 
and they tried to force their own candidate upon Leo. Ricimer’s actions during the eastern expedition 
against Vandal Africa raised suspicion that he was partly responsible for its failure.
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refused to accept this and revolted forcing Ricimer to seek the destruction of this last 

Roman army in Gaul, promising the Visigoths Narbonne in return for doing so. The 

subsequent war demonstrates the degeneration of late western warfare. Aegidius 

repelled the Visigothic attack but suffered enough casualties to make any offensive 

impossible. The weakness of all parties resulted in a stalemate that left Aegidius with 

a rump state in north-western Gaul and removed any pretence of central authority 

beyond the Alps. Ricimer also faced ill-feeling from Constantinople with the 

emperor Leo elevating his own candidate, Anthemius. However, the extent to which 

the magister militum had surpassed the Augustus in terms of recruiting and the 

loyalty of soldiers was shown by the fact that the eastern-backed Anthemius could 

not stand up to Ricimer and his barbarian connections.

This demonstrates the damage done to imperial authority not just by the failure to 

defend the provinces but also the hands off approach of Honorius and Valentinian

III. The murder of the latter by retainers of Aetius demonstrated that loyalty to 

generals could exceed that to the emperor. Ricimer and his successors were in a 

position to make and remove Augusti at their whim. The Burgundian prince 

Gundobad elevated Glycerius, and Orestes82 raised his own son to the purple. 

However, the opposition of the east to these generals and its backing of Anthemius, 

Olybrius and Julius Nepos made the promotion of an Augustus a liability rather than 

a benefit. It was not surprising therefore that the combination of powerful generals, 

puppet emperors, barbarian infiltration and eastern interference proved too much for 

the crumbling western administration.

The end came in the 470s when the balancing act between the Italian aristocrats and 

the barbarian troops became impossible. Despite issuing new solidi from Arles, 

Milan, Ravenna and Rome,83 the magister militum Orestes faced a chronic resource 

shortage. The Italian field army probably “remained the single largest military 

formation in western Europe -  considerably larger... than the tax revenues of Italy

81 This rump state would survive longer than imperial government in Italy, only ending with the death 
of Aegidius’ son Syagrius at the hands of Clovis, king of the Franks (Gregory of Tours, HF 11.27); 
Elton in Drinkwater and Elton (1992), 172-173 on the position of Aegidius and the barbarians in Gaul.
82 Orestes, much like Aetius, had close ties with the Huns. When Pannonia was ceded to Attila,
Orestes joined the Hunnic, eventually becoming notarius in 449 and 452. He was also sent by Attila to 
Constantinople as an envoy on two occasions. This again demonstrates the interweaving of the Roman 
remnant and the burgeoning barbarian kingdoms.
83 RICX, 438-441.
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alone could support.”84 In lieu of cash, the barbarians demanded lands in Italy,

something that Orestes’ senatorial allies would not accede to. With the Empire

unwilling to pay them, the barbarian army turned to a leader who would not depend

on the cooperation of the Italian nobility: one of their own. After defeating Orestes,

the newly-elected Odovacar was left in supreme command of Italy. Having been

involved in Italian politics for a decade,85 Odovacar “had enough imagination and

intelligence to ... [understand that] trying to set up yet another short-lived regime was 
86  • •a waste of time” and that by giving land to his followers he would gain their

87allegiance. To that end he deposed and retired the western Augustus, Romulus, and 

was careful not to aggravate the eastern emperor. He sent the western imperial 

vestments to Zeno, swearing fealty to Constantinople. However, the hollowness of 

this promise was apparent. The Roman Empire in Italy had ceased to exist.

IV.II Non-Imperial Recruiting: Privatisation, Feudalisation and Integration

(i) Regional Self-Help: Local Magnates and Militarised Landowners

Traditionally, “the military power of the emperor was so overwhelming that no local 

magnate or even combination of magnates could think of challenging it.”88 Only 

successful generals or members of imperial families could hope to overthrow the 

reigning Augustus. However, the late fourth century saw a weakening of this
89 • •monopoly. This led not just to the rise of the magister militum but also the 

increasing privatisation of military forces under the control of landowners. Regional 

self-help became an integral part of local defence. There had always been wealthy 

landowners throughout the Empire but as imperial authority ebbed, such men began 

to exert a growing influence. The weakening of the military presence in the 

provinces left local authority in the hands of these magnates and the growing number 

of soldiers who had land near their military posting. The stagnation of the cities

84 Heather (2006), 428.
85 Odovacar had played an important role in the civil war between Ricimer and Anthemius and had 
served as comes domesticorum under Julius Nepos (Procopius, BG V.1.6), who seems to have given 
him the title of patrician (Malchus fr. 14).
86 Heather (2006), 428.
87 Procopius, BG V.1.8.
88 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 479.
89 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 479.
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further increased the power of these landowners.90 Many of those fleeing the cities 

joined their estates, bringing retinues with them. They were also joined by country 

populations hoping for protection from marauding bandits and oppressive taxation.91 

The amount of land and population that had become part of these large estates 

enabled these landowners to interfere with governmental attempts to call up the 

peasantry. Legislation demonstrates “the concern of the central administration 

about the growing independence and inaccessibility of rich estate owners”93 and their 

ability to “obstruct the provincial administration’s efforts to collect taxes or to recruit 

soldiers.”94 By acquiring barbarian recruits, Valens, Theodosius and the generals of 

the fifth century were capitulating to the interests of the landed aristocracy.95

The question could be asked as to why these landowners continued to obstruct 

recruiting even in the face of conspicuous danger. As the imperial army proved itself 

unable to protect the west, by not acquiescing to the levy, landowners maintained 

their own financial and military potential.96 As the economy and population 

stagnated, land and tenants became increasingly important to the power and wealth 

of an individual. These landowners may have hoped to come to independent
Q7 •agreements with invaders to secure their own interests. These concentrations of 

property and manpower also provided these landowners with a large body of 

dependants that could be mustered for military action. This militarisation of 

landowners “was accelerated by the growth of the twin process of soldiers becoming 

landlords and landlords becoming soldiers.”98

90 Jones (1964), 757 comments on how city councils “lost their richest and most enterprising 
members, as their revenues were curtailed, and as civic patriotism decayed, the cities lost initiative 
and vitality.” While the decline of these cities as thriving communities may not highlight any 
downturn in western population, the number of laws regarding the flight of decurions, curiales and 
collegiati (CTh XII. 1.146[395]; VII.21.3[396]; XII. 1.156[397]; XIV.7.1[397]; I.12.6[398];
VI.30.16[399]; VI.30.17[399]; VII.20.12[400]; XII. 19.1 [400]; XII.19.2[400]; XII.19.3[400];
XIV.7.2[409]; NVal XXXVA,§3[452]-NMaj VII. 1 ,§2-8[458]) explains the decline of city councils.
91 P.Thead. 17 records an estate owner giving protection to taxpayers and their families, presumably 
removing them from the tax base; Whittaker (1994), 263; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 21 n.85.
92 Vegetius 1.7 on landowners giving the poorest recruits for military service if they gave any at all; 
Jones (1964), 781-784; Wightman (1985), 263-266; Mocsy (1974), 299; Alfoldy (1974), 173.
93 Whittaker (1994), 263; CTh VII.13.12[397]; 13[397]; 14[397]; Symmachus, Ep. VI.58, 62, 64; 
Matthews (1975), 268-269; CTh VII. 1.15[396] banned soldiers from entering privatum obsequium.
94 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 490.
95 Potter (2004), 549.
96 Whittaker (1994), 262.
97 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 21; Zosimus IV.31.5 records Macedonian cities reaching agreements with the 
Goths; Eunapius fr. 47.1 on Nicopolis ad Istrum coming to an accommodation with invaders
98 Whittaker in Rich and Shipley (1993), 281-282.
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Soldiers posted in a region for long periods are seen purchasing land upon which to 

settle their families and supplement their inconsistent army pay." They also 

encouraged tenants and free villagers to become part of their o ik s t o u . By the fifth 

century, this practice had become a form of recruiting as words like o ik s x o u , onda 

and familia were identified with the semi-private armies of non-imperial 

individuals.100 Even during the reign of Constantius II, Flavius Abinnaeus, despite 

only being praefectus alae, was becoming a military landlord in Egypt. Among his 

surviving papers, there is the suggestion of a contract of service for a household 

retainer, known as an oucexsc;,101 as well as a suggestion of the power of Abinnaeus
• 109over his retainers. The orator Libanius’ uncle used his position as axpaxEyoc; to

101build an estate of ten o ik s x e c , while Rufinus, a dux limitis, is recorded as owning a 

considerable domain.104 Merobaudes and Arbogast founded powerful local families 

with the authority, wealth and land they achieved from serving as magister. Some 

magistri were powerful enough even to marry into the imperial family.105 Most 

western leaders were major landowners with their own private force of dependents, 

diverting manpower from the imperial army. This kind of patronage became 

widespread enough for it to be legislated against.106 Howeve r, soldier landlords 

continued to multiply and grow in influence for by 445 even at times of war soldiers
1 07were allowed to take leave to look after their “household and land.”

The influx of soldiers into the landowning class must have contributed to the 

militarisation of the estates in general. Civilian landowners armed their retainers not 

just against invaders but perhaps also with these aggressive soldier landlords. A 

Pamphylian estate owner resisted Tribigild in 399 by mobilising his o ik s x o u  and local

99 Drinkwater (1983), 67.
100 Procopius, Anecdota IV. 13.
101 P.Abinn.61; Whittaker (1994), 259.
'02 P.Abinn. 36 has Abinnaeus addressed as “master of my life... the owner of my strength” by his 
retainers.
103 Libanius, Or. XLVII.28.
104 CIL III.6660.
105 Bauto’s daughter Eudoxia married Honorius; Gildo’s daughter married the nephew of the empress 
Flacilla (Jerome, Ep.19.)] Constantius married Galla Placidia, daughter of Theodosius; Ricimer 
married the daughter of Anthemius (Sidonius Apollinaris, Carmina 2.484-486), Julius Nepos married 
a relation of the empress Verina (Malchus fr,10[14]).
106 CTh VII. 1.10[367]; I.29.8[392] sees this patronage - patrocinia -  as a form of brigandage; 
Ammianus XX.4.3 complains of Constantius II’s courtiers seeking “houses of marble.”
107 NVal XIII. 13 [445],
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farmers who “were trained in many battles with neighbouring bandits” while two 

brothers in Cappadocia created their own “army of manservants.”109 Even bishops 

are seen leading bands of armed retainers. Hilary of Arles controlled a “detestable 

irregular force”110 and Sidonius Appollinaris led the defence of Clermont in the 

470s.111 This was not an invention solely of the late Empire. The Gordianic revolt in 

238 had demonstrated the potential power of landowners and how their amici and 

clientes, together with aristocratic iuvenes and rural workers, could mount a
119rebellion. However, the decisive defeat of the Gordiani by III Augusta also

demonstrates the weakness of such untrained forces. Therefore, to convert large

estates into military power, a high command in the Roman army or tribal leadership
1 1 "2

was needed. Some had a combination of both. These positions gave a landowner 

access to Roman soldiers and tribesmen from whom a private army could be created.

However, in the fifth century “great landed wealth on its own was not convertible 

into military power. [They may have been] in a position to obstruct tax collectors and 

to exercise local leadership, but when it came to warfare on larger scale, whether it 

involved barbarian invasion or war between contenders for the empire, [these 

militarised landlords] were simply swept aside.”114 The landowners in Italy had no 

chance of standing up to Ricimer, Odovacar or Theoderic. Syagrius proved no 

obstacle to Clovis while the great Apion family in Egypt disappear following the 

Arab invasion. The military impact and the recruiting power of these landlords can 

be overstated. Reported cases of local aristocrats organising significant armies either
115to resist invaders or during civil wars are very scarce. These landlords may not 

have been overly organised militarily as few fortified estates and villas have been

1U8 Zosimus V. 15.5.
109 Gregory of Nyssa, V. Greg. Thaumat (PG 46.925d).
110 NVal XVII. 1 [445].
111 Whittaker (1994), 269 suggests that Clovis may have converted to Christianity due the 
considerable resources, including manpower that the church could offer him.
112 Herodian VII.4.5 says the Gordiani’s military support came mostly from their o i k e t c u .

113 Whittaker (1994), 265-269.
114 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 489.
115 The revolt against Constantine involved the dependents of Didymus and Verenianus (Orosius
VII.40.5-8; Olympiodorus fr.13.2; Zosimus VI.4-5; Kulikowski (2000a), 335 n.64); Eccidius and his 
friends broke the siege of Clermont Ferrand (Sidonius Apollinaris, Ep. 3.3.3-6); Synesius, Ep. 107- 
108, 122, 125, 130, 132-135; Catastasis [PG 66, 1572-1573] records local landowners resistance to 
nomadic incursions in Cyrenaica.
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found116 and of those fortified hill settlements discovered in the west which were

built by local landowners, few include aristocratic residences. However, the

aristocracy was remilitarising as men of high rank like Syagrius, Marcellinus, Avitus

and Anthemius had military careers.117 Such militarisation amongst the landed

classes and their tenants could be the origin of the “conflict between the central ruler

and local and regional magnates, whose power was based on the possession of large
118estates” in medieval Europe.

(ii) The Origins, Composition and Threat o f the Bucellarii

Aside from the interruption of Adrianople, the acceptance of gold commutation -

adaeratio -  instituted by Valens became widespread. It may not have had any great

impact on recruiting had it not been for other events. Constant warfare and territorial

losses greatly undermined the Empire’s financial and manpower resources.

Combined with numerous usurpations, this decreased the number of Roman troops

under the command of the emperor and his ability to reward those who remained.

“These developments increased the dependence of the soldiers on their commander,

and consequently their readiness to support him rather than the head of state.”119 This

dependence was further enhanced by barbarian recruits importing their kratocratic

nature into the Roman army,120 which encouraged the rise of the generals as the

focus of military authority. As a result “the power-basis of these powerful magistri
• • 1 2 1militum resembled that of the Germanic leaders like Alaric or Geiseric.” So long 

as they could pay and feed their army, their position was secure from rebellion.

The prevalence of such non-imperial individuals made it increasingly obvious that 

they could only be removed from office through death in battle or assassination. It 

therefore became imperative for them to have a loyal bodyguard. To this end, a new 

category of unit within the army appeared -  the bucellarii. This name came from the

116 Sidonius Apollinaris Ep. 2.9 does mention a fortified villa at Pontius Leontinus (Bourg-sur- 
Gironde) but this is far from the norm; Chavarria and Lewitt (2004), 28-29; Percival (1976), 174-182.
117 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 490 suggests on Malalas 18[442] suggesting that Justinian had 
senators and their followers garrison cities in Mesopotamia and Phoenicia; men of senatorial rank 
would fight for Alaric II against Clovis at Vouille in 507 (Gregory of Tours, HF 11.37).
118 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 479.
119 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 483.
120 See above Chapter III.II, 106-107.
121 Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 483.
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idea that the employer had to provide basic sustenance for his protectors. A

bucellarius literally meant ‘biscuit-eater’, derived from the hard-tack biscuit
122 • provided as campaign rations, the bucellatum. There are very few mentions of this

specific name before the collapse of imperial government in the west. The Notitia

Dignitatum mentions a unit of comites cataphractarii bucellarii iuniores, placing
• i . . .  official use of the term at the turn of the fifth century. It is unknown if this usage is

similar to its subsequent annotation or if it is something different.124 However, the

institution of private soldiers certainly did exist before the term bucellarii with a long
pr #

list of other names being used to describe similar arrangements. It is possible then 

to suggest that all the powerful individuals of the late fourth/early fifth centuries
• 127had a private bodyguard made up of what became bucellarii.

It appears that originally such units were made up of Romans as it was seen as a new
• . . .  128 development that by the reign of Honorius it applied “to some Goths too.” The

appearance of the bucellarii in the Notitia Dignitatum and the long list of Latin and

Greek names for the institution could suggest “that this precise type of following

must be of Roman origin.”129 The later barbarian kingdoms in the west also used

Latin names to describe this patronage. “Almost simultaneously with the last

imperial law against the institution of the bucellarii, Euric promulgated legal decrees
1 ̂ 0that institutionalized this form of warrior retainership as a Gothic practice,” calling

122 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 60.18.29 defined bucellarii as those “who eat the bread of someone, on the 
condition of becoming his trusty.”
123 ND, Or. VII.25.
124 If this was so then it could mean that the unit was supposed to be close to its commander or that it 
was formerly a bodyguard unit of a dead general that the military establishment had inherited. A far 
less likely scenario could be that ‘bucellarif was a nickname for this specific unit.
125 Diesner (1972), 322-323 lists amici, armigeri, comites, satellites, 5opixpopoi, U7ta07tiaiai, onaSoi 
and £710(1 evoi as alternatives.
126 Ammianus XXIX.5.3.39 uses the word satellites to describe the guards of Firmus, which could 
suggest that a kind of private bodyguard had been in effect since the mid-fourth century. However, the 
fact that Firmus was a usurper may suggest that his satellites were more akin to the imperial guard of 
an emperor rather than the bucellarii of a private individual. Even though Firmus’ revolt occurred in 
the 370s, this was before the recruiting law of Valens and the arrival of the Visigoths in the Empire. 
Therefore, the meaning of satellites may not yet have been used in referral to a private non-imperial 
bodyguard.
127 Stilicho (Zosimus V.34; Orosius VII.37.12; CTh IX.42.22[408]), Gildo (CTh VII.8.7[400]; 
IX.42.19[405]), Bonifatius (Augustine of Hippo, Ep. 220.6), Aetius (Gregory of Tours, W II.8 ; Add.it. 
AdProsp. Haun. 572 s.a. 455; Marcellinus Comes s.a. 455; Jordanes, Romana 334), Aspar (Malalas 
371) to name but a few.
128 Olympiodorus fr.7.4.
129 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 45; Bums (1994) 197-198 n.52 suggests that Stilicho employed Roman 
bucellarii following his defeat of Radagaisus.
130 Wolfram (1988), 240.
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131 • • 132it patrocinio constitutus while Frankish Salic law called it trustiones. However, 

it is possible that the Romans simply adopted the kratocratic tendencies of the 

barbarians and called the resulting affiliation by Latin and Greek names. The 

barbarians, basing much of their law codes upon those of the Romans, erected Latin 

inscriptions and ruled over large numbers of Latin-speakers and could have adopted 

the accepted Roman names for their own custom. Even if bucellarii forces were 

originally made up of Roman soldiers, their make up would mirror that of the regular 

army. As barbarian foederati began to form the elite of Roman armies, it was they 

who were recruited into these private bodyguards. Powerful leaders could also bring 

barbarians into their bucellarii directly from source. This was particularly evident 

when it came to the Huns. Stilicho, Rufinus and Aetius all maintained a Hunnic
n i

bodyguard employed directly from Hunnic tribes.

The bucellarii of Aetius provide a picture of the broad spectrum of who these 

bodyguards could be. Two of his bucellarii, Optila and Thraustila,134 demonstrated 

the length to which the loyalty to a powerful general could outstrip that to the
11S •emperor and survive death by murdering Valentinian III; Marcellinus became 

magister militum Dalamatiae136 and is recorded fighting in Sicily and Sardinia 

against the Vandals with an army of ‘Scythians,’137 suggesting that he himself had a 

barbarian bucellarii force; Maximianus was the main rival to Petronius Maximus for
• 138the imperial throne following the murder of Valentinian III. The make-up of 

Aetius’ bucellarii demonstrates not only his personal power but the lack of rigidity in 

the bucellarii system. While a local magnate could arm his slaves and tenants, a 

general could collect an eclectic cabal of barbarians and experienced Roman officers,
• 139who themselves commanded private forces who would be called up to fight.

131 Codex Euricianus fr.310, Leges Visigothorum, MGH legume section 1.18-19.
132 Whittaker (1994), 274.
133 Claudian, In R u f 11.76; Chronica Minora 1.650.34; Zosimus V.34; Gregory of Tours, HF II.8; 
Addit. AdProsp. Haun. 572 s.a. 455; Marcellinus Comes s.a. 455; Jordanes, Romana 334.
134 Referred to as ‘Scythian’ (John of Antioch fr.201.4) or ‘Hun’ but their names look Gothic.
135 John of Antioch fr.200-201.5; Gregory of Tours, HF II.8; Addit. AdProsp. Haun. 572 s.a. 455; 
Marcellinus Comes s.a. 455; Jordanes, Romana 334.
136 Damascius fr.155, 158.
137 Priscus fr.38.1.
138 John of Antioch fr.201.6 calls Maximianus a domesticus of Aetius.
139 Stilicho may also have had a similar arrangement within his forces for men such as Saul the Alan 
and perhaps even Alaric for a time could have made up his bucellarii officer corp.
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The Roman Empire in the west dissolved before the evolution of the bucellarii could 

be completed. Therefore, its development is best seen in the fifth and sixth century 

east. At some stage the eastern government realised that it would be more beneficial 

to embrace this institution rather than oppose it. These private forces “often formed a 

quite substantial part of the expeditionary forces which their employers commanded 

and were used just like regular troops.”140 The division between those in armies and 

those in the unofficial retinues of private citizens seems to have been blurred, 

particularly in regions such as Egypt where bucellarii were given positions within 

the army.141 Eastern bucellarii were attached to the sv86xoi o I k o i  as a kind of tax on 

rich estates. The incorporation of the bucellarii into the tax system meant that the 

“estates of rich landlords... had de facto  become centres of military organisation.”142

However, the government was careful to retain a role in their maintenance. While 

bucellarii swore an oath to their commander, this was only in addition to the 

sacrementum given to the emperor.143 Also while the individual commander was the 

immediate employer of these bucellarii, controlling day-to-day rewards, the emperor 

remained their paymaster.144 This link enabled the government to call upon these 

forces when needed, whether for a campaign abroad or local policing duties such as 

keeping order at the races or enforcing tax-collection.145 It also meant that “imperial 

loyalty might take precedence over the personal link, since it would be unprofitable 

to continue in the service of a disgraced commander”146 and there is evidence of 

favoured generals and heirs seducing troops from lesser patrons.147 However, if a 

popular and successful commander such as Belisarius chose to rebel, it would be 

naive to think that that his bucellarii would not have joined him. In such a situation, 

the oath to the emperor will have been of little relevance. A bucellarius could easily
• • 148choose to honour his oath to the man who fed him and delivered his pay.

14U Jones (1964), 666.
141 Gascou (1976), 146-147.
142 Whittaker (1994), 275.
143 Procopius, B V IV. 18.6; BG VIII.29.26-28; CTh IX.42.22[408] on a similar oath given to western 
commanders.
144 P.Oxy 2046, 2196 on bucellarii receiving annona.
145 Gascou (1976), 146-147, 150 on P.Oxy 156 demonstrates the bucellarii of the Apion family being 
collected together and placed at the disposal of the dux of the Thebaid.
146 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 118.
147 Procopius, BG VII.39.17.
148 Whittaker (1994), 273; Gregory, Reg. V.30, 36 on the importance of being the man physically 
handed rewards/pay to the troops even if he was not the source of such payments.



This regulating of private forces affected their make-up. By tying them to the great 

households as a tax, the eastern government made the institution more standardised. 

While their origins still varied,149 gone was the rag-tag bag of armed slaves, 

barbarians or Roman officers. A great household could sustain enough bucellarii for 

there to be an scpeax îxdx; xr| ouda (majordomo),150 an optio (paymaster)151 and a 

series of 5opi)(popoi (officers) and u7iaomaTai (privates). This hierarchy brought a 

professionalism to the institution, enabling detachments to be used “by themselves or 

in conjunction with regular units, for special operations of importance [while] their 

officers were frequently entrusted with such independent missions, either on their 

own or accompanying a regular office.”152 The ability for these bucellarii to operate 

without their commander is shown in Belisarius’ decision to leave some of his 

retainers in the east and in Africa.153 Therefore, not only did eastern bucellarii 

represent a private bodyguard and an elite battlefield unit, it also resembled the 

protectores of Gallienus as an officer training school or staff college.154

It is perhaps because of this professionalism as well as their closeness to their 

commander that eastern bucellarii served as the nucleus of their commander’s army. 

Belisarius used his bucellarii to restore order in Constantinople during the Nika 

riots.155 They also played an important part in his army that conquered Africa and 

Sicily and took Rome.156 The importance of bucellarii to Justinian’s conquests was 

further shown by the reinforcements sent to Belisarius during his battles with Totila. 

A total of 4,100 would eventually arrive, 1,000 of which were the bucellarii of the

149 Armenian (Procopius, BKIII.17.1); Cilician (Procopius, BG VII.36.16); Pisidian (Procopius, BG
V.28.23); Cappadocian (Procopius, BG V.29.20); Isaurian (BG VI.10.19); Thracians (Procopius, BV 
IV.28.3; BG VI.2.10, VI. 13.4, VI. 13.14; VII. 11.37); Huns (Procopius, B V IV. 10.4; BG V.16.1,
VI. 1.21, VI.2.10, VI.13.14, VII.30.6); Persians (BG VI.2.10, v n .  11.37).
150 Procopius, BG VI.28.8, VII.36.16; Agathias 1.19, II.8.
151 Procopius, B V \\\.\1 .\.
152 Jones (1964), 667; Soputpopoi in command of special detachments of mostly umcmGTcn -  
Procopius, BP 1.9.13,11.19.15,11.21.2; SFIII.19.23, III.23.5, IV.19.6; BG V.7.34, V.27.4, V.27.11,
VI.2.3, VI.2.10, VI.7.27, VII. 11.19, VII.34.1; Sopwpopoi becoming regular officers -  Belisarius was a 
bucellarius of Justinian when he first became magister milium while other imperial bucellarii such as 
Sittas, became magister militum in Armenia (Procopius, BP 1.12.21) and Chilbudius became magister 
militum of Thrace (Procopius, BG VII.14.1); Paul the Cilician had been Belisarius’ majordomo before 
becoming a tribune of cavalry (BG III.34.16); Peter (BP 1.18.6); Asbadus (BG III.38.5); Aigan (BV
1.18.6); Stephanus (Theophanes Simocratta 1.14).
153 Procopius, BG VII. 10.1, 12.10; SKIV.10.4.
154 See above Chapter 1.1, 9 n.81.
155 Procopius, BP 1.24.43.
156 Procopius, BV  III.9.1 -21; BG V.5.1-7, 12-16.



• 1S7  1S8magister militum per Armeniam, Valerian. However, these meagre numbers 

suggest that commanders such as Belisarius, Valerian and Narses had to find as 

many men as they could even if it meant their own retainers.159

It is very difficult to estimate the size of bucellarii forces or even to trust those which 

are recorded. When Belisarius invaded Italy, he is said to have had only 4,000 

regulars and foederati, 3,000 Isaurians, 200 Huns and 300 Moors along with his 

“many notable men as spearmen and guards.”160 Elsewhere, it is claimed that from 

his household he could arm 7,000 cavalry.161 Even if this figure is true, that he left
1 f \  9significant numbers of his bucellarii at home in the east and then in Africa has led 

to the suggestion that he only invaded Italy with about 1,500 bucellarii alongside the 

main army. It is possible that many of these men were not bucellarii of Belisarius 

himself but of other commanders and magnates who had been called upon to provide 

men for the expansion of the Empire. The concentration of bucellarii from various 

households under an overall commander could easily inflate the size of private forces 

that an individual such as Belisarius could support.164 That his supposed 7,000 

bucellarii could not maintain his command in the face of Theodora and Justinian’s 

opposition may further suggest that many of these men may not have been from his 

household.165 The inexact nature of the distribution of bucellarii forces is shown by a 

military commander such as Narses, who had only 400166 while the Praetorian
167Prefect, John the Cappadocian, is said to have had several thousand.

Procopius, BG V.27.1-3.
158 Procopius, BVWl.W  on only 10,000 infantry and 5,000 cavalry being sent to conquer Carthage and
later Italy, with insufficient reinforcements arriving only intermittently; Jones (1964), 273 suggests
that Belisarius’ bucellarii should be added to this number.
159 It was not just the major campaigns and prominent commanders who could be accompanied by 
bucellarii. Lesser eastern commanders such as Martin (Procopius, B V III. 11.30); Peter (Procopius, BP
11.26.26) and Theodore (Procopius, BFIV.18.1) had 5opwpopoi. The bucellarii of P.Oxy. 2046 
probably belonged to Athanasius, dux of Thebaid (cf. P.Oxy 1920) while Justinian had a Soputpopoq 
when he was still only a candidatus (Procopius, BG VII.38.5).
160 Procopius, BG V.5.4.
161 Procopius, BG VII. 1.19-20 and that he paid them for the rest of their lives but this is unlikely.
162 Procopius, BG VII. 10.1, 12.10; IV.10.4.
163 Hannestad (1960); Liebeschuetz (2006), 232 suggests that “casualties and detachments on garrison
duty” as well as his tendency to trust his 5opu<popoi with independent commands further reduced 
Belisarius’ effective field army so that by the beginning of the siege of Rome the 5,000 recorded by
Procopius, BG V.22.7 may have included fewer than 1,000 bucellarii.
164 Procopius, B V IV. 18.6-7 on the concentrating of bucellarii under Germanus; Procopius BG VII.39, 
IV.26 under Narses.
165 Procopius, Anecdota IV. 13-15.
166 Agathias 1.19.
167 Procopius, BP 1.25.7.
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In the west, the numbers of bucellarii may have been underestimated, as only the

high ranking members of the group instead of each individual’s retinue may have

been recorded. Ecdicius, dux of Auvergne and later magister militum, is said to have
168raised the siege of Clermont in 474 with a comitatus of less than twenty horsemen. 

Considering the enemy force included “thousands of Goths,”169 it likely that “no 

publicity was given to the far more numerous lesser clients, servi and coloni in 

attendance with each companion.”170 Such a differentiation was not uncommon. The 

forces of Firmus are distinguished between the plebs “hired for much pay” and the 

servis comitantibus171 while Saras the Goth is known to have had a following of 200-
• • 172300 but is recorded as only having 18-20 men in his fatal battle with Athaulf. 

While it would be difficult to apply a similar underestimation to the east and suggest 

that the bucellarii of Belisarius and Valerian contained a number of non-combatants, 

it does highlight the pitfalls in identifying the size of such semi-irregular forces.

However, in the east the success of integrating the bucellarii into the tax system 

enabled them to become an important part of the eastern army, not just as an elite 

unit on the battlefield but also as a training ground for future army commanders. 

“Kept up to strength by the recruitment of casual barbarian [and Roman] volunteers 

and gradually brought under the administrative control of their Roman paymasters 

and subjected to Roman discipline, [the bucellarii] ultimately emerged in the sixth 

century as regular foreign legions.”173 By the 640s, they had been almost completely 

fused into the imperial bodyguard. In the west, due to the fragmenting of Roman 

territory, the decline of imperial authority and finances, the government was unable 

to maintain a grip on these private forces. Militarised landlords such as Syagrius and 

Julius Nepos used their bucellarii to inherit what was left of Roman territory before 

succumbing to the barbarian kingdoms that were to shape medieval Europe. The 

integration of the bucellarii into barbarian laws codes has given rise to the idea that it

68 Sidonius Apollinarius, Ep. 3.3; Gregory of Tours, HF. 11.24.
169 Sidonius Apollinarius, Ep. 3.3 -  there may be more reason than usual to doubt the numbers 
involved in this event for despite being a capable commander Ecdicius was Sidonius’ brother-in-law.
170 Whittaker (1994), 273.
171 Ammianus XXIX.5.34-36.
172 Olympiodorus fr.18 -  although it is possible that by the time of his death Sarus’ following could 
have dwindled through a lack of resources, military defeat or seduction by other patrons.
173 Jones (1964), 666.
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encouraged the advent of feudalism.174 In particular, it is the personal oath of
• • 17Sallegiance to the commander or landlord that appears feudalistic. While it was 

supplemented by the sacramentum oath to the emperor176 and later subject to the 

barbarian tendency towards rule by the strong, it should be seen as the beginnings of
• • 177the decentralisation of military power from emperors and kings in the west.

Such forces could be viewed as a threat. While it may have had more to do with the 

recent murder of their patron rather than the institution itself, Stilicho’s satellites “vel 

iure vel corpore,,lls were viewed as such while Aetius used his Hunnic support to 

force his predominance on two occasions. However, “this institution presented an 

even greater danger in the hands of senatorial nobles or other wealthy people, even if 

they used it only to fill the vacuum in public authority left behind by the dying 

Roman state.”179 Such was the regularity of private individuals employing bucellarii 

forces that they could potentially overwhelm imperial forces. Valerian, a decurion 

from Emesa, overpowered the governor of Phoenice Libanensis with his “great horde 

of barbarians”180 while the Apion family controlled a sizeable estate in Egypt with 

armed adherents.181 They demonstrate another example of how bucellarii forces 

could be more loyal to their patrons than to the Empire. Such loyalty to the family 

patriarch could also be hereditary. Bonifacius’ forces were inherited by his son-in- 

law Sebastianus182 while Aetius may have inherited the loyalty of these same troops
• 183 i •as well as property by marrying the Bonifacius’ widow. Julius Nepos seems to

• 184have inherited the military command and bucellarii of his uncle Marcellinus. This 

suggests that the relationship between a bucellarius and his employer was one of 

client and patron.185 It did not dissolve at the end of a period of office, and could 

survive the death of both parties. This hereditary nature could remove large numbers 

of potential soldiers from the recruiting pool indefinitely.

Bachrach (1967); Gascou (1976).
175 CTh IX.42.22[408]; Procopius, fiFIV.18.6.
176 Procopius, B V IV. 18.6.
177 Whittaker (1994), 272.
178 CTh IX.42.22[408].
179 Wolfram (1988), 240.
180 NTh XV.2[444],
181 P.Oxy 156; P. Erlangen 67 on private bucellarii.
182 Hydatius 99.
183 Priscus, fr.30 John of Antioch fr.201; Marcellinus Comes s.a. 432.
184 G/VI.61.5[473].
185 Claudian, In R uf\\A 6\ Leges Visigothorum 216, 217.10.
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Later in the fifth century, the emperor Leo tried to limit the keeping of bucellarii by 

powerful individuals by forbidding their being maintained in cities and on estates and 

later forbidding private recruiting without imperial consent.186 However, despite this 

imperial opposition, the institution continued and by the reign of Justinian had come 

to occupy an important part of the army. Even Leo was keen to take advantage of this 

type of soldiers as seen when he invited Titus the Gaul and his bucellarii to the 

east.187 That a blind eye was usually turned to this ‘privatisation’ perhaps highlights 

the problems in finding large enough numbers of recruits. The establishing of a 

patron/client relationship with the most influential foederati could possibly allow a 

general such as Stilicho to bring more men into the military than normal recruiting.

Not only would barbarian chieftains bring their own retinue but to serve as bucellarii 

could provide longer term employment than merely being foederati for one 

campaign. The presence of more bucellarii could also mean that the Roman state 

would not have another expensive obligation foisted upon it, as the powerful 

individual would have provided a large proportion of a bucellarius’’ pay and 

provisions. The exact impact of this division of the army into two separate kinds of 

soldiers is difficult to determine. It could have had a detrimental effect on the 

ordinary rank and file as the bucellarii garnered greater privileges from their 

commander. However, the presence of a bucellarii unit within an army could inspire 

an ordinary soldier. By emulating the discipline and performance of the bucellarii the 

ordinary soldier could catch the attention of a wealthy individual willing to subsidise 

him -  in essence a promotion to the bucellarii.

IV.III Recruiting in Barbarian Kingdoms

(i) The Precedents o f Alaric

While the Romans had always had to deal with powerful private individuals exerting 

undue regional authority, the late fourth century introduced a new factor into the 

recruiting equation. The settling of the Visigoths on imperial territory had been seen

186 C J IX. 12.10[468]; XII.35.17[472]; Novel 116[542].107
Vita S. Danielis Stylitae 60-64.



138

as a short-term expedient that would provide recruits for the Roman army. However, 

a foreign group independent of central power provided an avenue of escape for those, 

Roman and non-Roman alike, who became disenchanted with life in imperial 

service. As the Visigoths were joined within Roman territory by more barbarian 

tribes, avenues for deserting the Empire increased. The number of men willing to 

join a roaming barbarian band depended on two factors -  the ignorance and inactivity 

of Roman authorities and the ability of the leader of such a band to provide rewards 

and sustenance. The growing inability of the Empire to protect its citizens from the 

plundering of barbarian raiders not only undermined recruiting into the Roman army 

but may also have encouraged some inhabitants of the Empire to join the barbarians.

Alaric was reinforced by groups that saw his army as more beneficial than continued 

service to the Empire. When he first raised the standard of revolt in the Balkans, he 

was joined by disgruntled auxiliaries, Gothic settlers and some Roman provincials as 

well as the obligatory slaves and deserters.188 When Alaric moved west, his brother- 

in-law and eventual successor, Athaulf, brought a force of Goths, Huns and Alans 

into his army,189 while deserters and slaves are said to have bolstered the Gothic 

force that besieged Rome.190 Instead of using Alaric as an instrument of imperial 

power against the rebellious western provinces, Honorius and his government turned 

Alaric into an even more potent threat whilst hobbling their own potential response. 

The murder of Stilicho and the families of his barbarian soldiers forced large 

numbers to defect to the Visigoths.191 Even when Alaric offered to return these men 

to Roman service in return for the command of the Italian field army and “a claim to 

billets and to supplies derived from the regular taxes in kind of the province 

[Noricum] -  and possibly a special issue of com to tide them over to the next 

harvest,”192 the government remained unrealistically stubborn.

188 The turmoil in the Balkans at this time was likely caused by bribes by Maximus (Zosimus IV.45.3; 
Kulikowski (2007), 159-160); all mentions of runaway slaves and deserters joining up with an enemy 
army should be treated with caution as it was a device of literary sources to show such disgruntled 
elements being traitors to the Empire.
189 Wolfram (1988), 200-202.
190 Zosimus V.42; slaves are also said to have opened the Salarian Gate to Alaric’s forces, although 
they seem to have been under orders from a Roman matriarch (Zosimus VI.6-13; Sozomen IX.8.9).
191 Zosimus V.35.5-6.
192 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 68.
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While prolonged campaigning may have eroded Alaric’s manpower, it also 

undermined the resolve of the Roman citizenry. Harsh taxation and treatment by 

central government caused disillusionment, so much so that it was suggested that
• 193“the enemy is more merciful to these [the provincials] than are the tax-collectors” 

and that provincials “seek among the barbarians the Roman mercy, since they cannot 

endure the barbarous mercilessness they find among the Romans.”194 A Roman 

merchant is recorded preferring to stay amongst the Huns who had taken him as a 

prisoner of war because “more painful conditions existed in peacetime than the evils 

of war, namely the more burdensome exaction of taxes.”195 This combination of 

maltreatment and poor judgement by the Romans meant that barbarian armies like 

that of Alaric could find themselves “joined by a varied group of the dissatisfied and 

dispossessed who saw in the rebellion a chance to better their condition.”196

However, most of a barbarian tribe’s extra manpower came from the weak position 

of the foederati. They had very limited chances of becoming a regular unit or being 

incorporated into one.197 Their future came to rely almost entirely on a leader who 

could provide them with pay, rewards and supplies. This bond between a 

general/chieftain and his men made all concerned anxious that the commander gain a 

rank in the Roman army to enhance his ability to requisition supplies and rewards. In 

Alaric’s case, when he first revolted in 395, his desire for a Roman command may 

have been for more selfish reasons after he had helped Theodosius become sole 

Augustus', however, after being pushed to the brink of total defeat on multiple 

occasions he found himself in need of a Roman command simply to feed his men.198

By straddling the boundary between ally and enemy, Alaric exploited political 

intrigues in Italy and the growing rivalry between east and west. Becoming magister 

militum per Illyricum gave Alaric access to armament factories, levies of iron and

Salvian V.7.28.
194 Salvian V.5.22.
195 Priscus fr. 11.2.
196 Kulikowski (2007), 165.
197 Orosius VII.40.7; Jones (1964), 38 n.62, 355 on western auxilia named Atecotti, Marcomanni, 
Brisigavi and Mauri; Hoffmann (1969), 503 on Theodosius filling up his praesental auxilia with 
federates and men from Maximus’ army.
198 Zosimus V.5.4, 31, 48.3; Claudian, B.Get 535ff.
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much needed supplies.199 He also settled his men like a field army in Illyrian cities

and it is likely that they received annona and maybe rudimentary army pay.200 The

long period of inactivity in Illyricum shows that Alaric and his Visigoths were
• • 201willing to integrate as long as Rome and Constantinople fulfilled their obligations. 

Such a prosperous position may have attracted more of Alaric’s countrymen to join

him as well as other foederati and Roman citizens. The incorporation of regular units
202into their army was another way to gain access to such supplies. It was likely 

thought that the Roman government would supply Roman troops with more urgency
• • 203than a force consisting solely offoederati.

Recruiting for Alaric and other barbarian forces relied heavily upon their successes 

and failures in pressing these claims. If they were cut off from the Empire’s 

resources, their situation could rapidly deteriorate, forcing them into conflict.204 The 

dependence of a barbarian force upon Roman supplies was shown by the state to
205which Alaric’s army shrank following his defeats at Pollentia and Verona.

Casualties incurred during the battles did play a part but subsequent defections and
• • • • 206 deaths due to hunger and pestilence made up the majority of the reduction. While

recruiting could mean that a barbarian force could extract their demands, larger

numbers also reduced the amount of time that they had for action. For Alaric, the

defection of the Stilicho’s foederati, Roman slaves and deserters forced him into

much loftier aims than accommodation. By 408, he negotiated more like a mercenary

than an ally,207 while the sieges and eventual sack of Rome were bom out of

increased material demands.

199 Claudian, In Eutrop. 1.214-220; B. Get 535-539 -  control of such resources will have enabled 
Alaric’s force to become more Romanised in terms of equipment.
200 Eadie (1982), 34.
201 Many barbarian commanders are seen seeking a Roman command for this exact reason -  Gai'nas -  
Zosimus V.13.1, 17.4; even Attila, from the base of power created by over 50 years of extortion, tried 
to get Roman military office for himself (Priscus fr.l 1.2 -  oxpairiyou Pwiialov) and even to marry 
into the imperial family (John of Antioch fr.l 99.2; Priscus fr. 17); although Claudian, In Eutrop.
II.317-321 has Tribigild rejecting offers of gifts and the title of magister militum with the suggested 
reason perhaps being his anger at not receiving these earlier in 11.178).
202 Zosimus V.5; Malchus fr.2.24, 18.4.
203 Zosimus IV.4.3; V.13.2 on large numbers of Alaric’s men being veterans of the Roman army.
204 Jordanes, Getica 146.
205 Claudian, B.Get 87-89, 98-99; VI Cons. Hon. 129-130, 309, 314-315.
206 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 76.
207 Alaric’s demand of 40001bs of gold (Zosimus V.29), instead of simple extortion, could be seen as 
compensation for Stilicho’s proposed campaign against the east that failed to take place or perhaps a 
pre-emptive payment for the proposed Gallic campaign against Constantine (Zosimus V.31). It could 
also be seen as arrears of pay for the time the Visigoths spent in Epirus.
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Alaric’s adventure marked a new development not just in Romano-Gothic relations 

but in Romano-barbarian interaction. While the combination of king and Roman 

officer was nothing new and most barbarians would technically still be integrated 

into the Empire, many would follow the precedents of Alaric in recruiting soldiers to 

their own banner and setting their own agendas. This new era and the new 

confidence of barbarian bands in Roman territory are shown by the events following 

the death of Alaric. His army did not breakup and under Athaulf and Wallia the 

Visigoths remained either a help or a hindrance to the Empire.208 Due to the military 

conflicts with Stilicho, Sarus, Jovinus and the Vandals and the hunger, pestilence and 

desertions faced during the struggles for supplies, a high attrition rate amongst the 

Visigoths would be expected. Only a small proportion of the force that set out with 

Alaric in 395 would have settled in Aquitainia in 418.

However, by being able to provide military aid to the Empire and expand its own 

territory, the Visigoths must have been able to replenish their numbers with new 

recruits and gamer income from their new lands. From this healthy position, the 

Visigoths withdrew from the treaty of 418 and “soon there was no mention of Goths 

serving under Roman commanders any more, the sources instead indicating that with 

an increasing frequency Gothic leaders or kings sought a direct conflict with the 

Empire.”209 At the same time, the Franks began encroaching on northern Gaul, the 

Suebi had set up a kingdom in western Spain and the Vandals and Alans were 

making inroads in Africa. The example of Alaric had demonstrated to his fellow non- 

Romans that the combination of acquiescence and aggression, backed by adequate 

supplies and manpower could gain a beneficial settlement from the Empire.

That the Visigoths, Franks and the Vandals could bring together sufficient manpower 

to found lasting kingdoms goes against the traditionally held view that there is little 

evidence of Germanic national feeling.210 However, as Roman authority in the 

provinces ebbed through incessant warfare and maladministration, many barbarian 

groups may have realised their common bond. This was not just in terms of

208 Schulz (1993), 21-29 on the treaty of 418, settling Visigoths in Aquitainia in return for military 
service.
209 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 507.
210 Jones (1964), 621-622.
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immediate supply needs but also shared ancestry and experiences. Most of the 

barbarians that interacted with Rome in Europe, aside from the Huns, shared a 

similar sub-Roman tribal civilisation.211 “The ease with which men of different tribal 

origins fused into a coherent war band must have a basis in elements of culture 

shared by all these peoples, who had after all lived for a century or more next to each 

other and close to the border of the Empire.”212 Not only would Germanic heritage be 

shared but also the shared Romanisation that came from day-to-day trading and 

fighting within the Roman army. This cohesion of mixed ethnicities in Roman 

military units would have significantly increased the ability of the war bands of 

Goths, Franks, Vandals and Lombards to integrate all kinds of backgrounds.213

A large number of tribes would also be united through their Arian Christianity. Both 

the Visigoths and Ostrogoths converted when Arianism was in vogue and spread it to 

other tribes such as the Vandals, Suebi, Burgundians, Gepids and Lombards and had 

clung vociferously to it despite the dominance of Nicene Catholicism within the 

Empire.214 Such was the religious fervour in these doctrinal disputes that not only
• • 91Scould they lead to a disinclination for barbarians to fight against fellow barbarians, 

but for barbarian groups to be more willing to amalgate. In the specific case of

Alaric, the importance of the preservation of Gothic language and Ulfila’s translation
• • • 216 of the Bible in maintaining unity has been highlighted. However, as the force

became more multi-cultural, the Gothic language declined in importance as it would

have little effect on the synergy of other Germanic tribes and Roman provincials.

However, it could be suggested that the multi-lingual abilities of ‘Scythians’ could

bring together Goths, Huns and Romans.217 The combination of shared culture,

Romanisation and a common objective could make the scattered pockets of barbarian

laeti, dediticii and foederati across the Empire a useful source of recruitment for a

wandering war band or fledgling barbarian kingdom.

211 Bums (1984), 11-13; Wemer (1950).
212 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 39; Bums (1984), 11-12.
213 de Ste Croix (1981), 479-481; Ammianus XXXI.6.4-7, 7.7, 15.2; Paul the Deacon 11.26 records 
that the Lombard migration to Italy in 568 brought with it large numbers of Gepids, Huns, Sarmatians, 
Suebi and Roman provincials. However, it is possible that this ‘integration’ was not an example of 
ethnogenesis but more a marriage of convenience as all these groups were fleeing from Avar 
belligerence and the Lombards just happened to be the largest single group among a band of refugees.
214 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 53.
215 Malchus fr. 18.2 on the reluctance of Goths to fight against Goths.
216 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 76.
217 Priscus fr. 11.
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The charisma of men like Alaric and Geiseric must also have played a large part in 

moulding their disparate group into a coherent force. The same can be said for Attila. 

Through diplomacy and aggression, he brought his Hunnic brethren and the vast 

majority of Germanic tribes under his control, forging an empire that ranged from the 

Black Sea to the Rhine. So completely did Attila cut off the Romans from barbarian 

recruits that the imperial government was “in times of military crisis faced with the 

problem of hardly getting any troops at all.”218 Those recruits that would have been 

assimilated into the Roman army were now used for Attila’s invasion of the Empire 

and the list of peoples who fought for Attila on the Catalaunian Plains reads like a 

checklist of the inhabitants of barbaricum.219 The presence of some Romans at the 

court of Attila could be a sign of integration,220 but as these Romans were almost 

certainly hostages, this can mostly be discounted. The same could be said for the 

German tribes on the Catalaunian Plains. Their service to Attila came from the 

allegiance owed to their Hunnic conqueror rather than any assimilation. In many 

ways he treated the Germanic tribes in the same way that the Romans had done for 

centuries. However, this allegiance ended once Attila died, highlighting the reliance 

on his personal ability and charisma to hold it together.

The rebellion of Tribigild demonstrates many facets of the evolving relationship 

between the Empire and its barbarian soldiers in microcosm. It has been argued that 

for Tribigild to be able to raise a revolt of Ostrogothic foederati he himself must have 

been an Ostrogoth 221 However, it is possible that Tribigild was a kinsman of Gai'nas,

Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 503.
219 Jordanes, Getica 199 mentions the Gepids under Ardaric and the Ostrogoths of Valamir, 
Theodemir and Vidimer; Sidonius Apollinaris, Carmina VII.321-325 offers a more extensive list of 
Attila’s forces claiming that Rugians, Gepids, Gelonians, Burgundians, Sciri, Bellonotians, Neurians, 
Bastamae, Thuringians, Bructeri, and Franks living along the Neckar River were all present; however, 
some poetic has been used here as Thompson (1996), 149 suggests that “the Bastamae, Bructeri, 
Geloni and Neuri had disappeared hundreds of years before the time of the Huns, while the Bellonoti 
had never existed at all: presumably the learned poet was thinking of the Balloniti, a people invented 
by Valerius Flaccus nearly four centuries earlier.” However, despite the majority of Burgundians 
moving to Sapaudia, it is possible to explain their presence in Attila’s army. Because the Huns had 
been responsible for their annihilation it is possible that they took Burgundian prisoners, while not 
necessarily all Burgundians moved west of the Rhine (Socrates VII.30).
220 Aetius at the courts of both Alaric and the Huns -  Gregory of Tours, HF II.8; Merobaudes, 
Carmina, IV.42-46; Pan. Lat. II. 1-4, 127-143; Zosimus V.36.1; Aetius’ son Carpilio was also sent to 
Attila’s court -  Cassiodorus, Variae 1.4; Priscus fr.8; the future magister militum Orestes served as a 
notarius at Attila’s court between 449 and 452 and even went to Constantinople as a Hunnic envoy on 
two occasions.
221 Albert (1984).
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who was a Visigoth suggesting that kinship may not have been the reason for his 

leadership of the Ostrogoths. His authority may therefore have come from his Roman
999 •rank of comes militaris. In this capacity he likely served alongside the Ostrogoths

• • • l l ' Kduring Eutropius’ campaign against the Huns and much like Alaric in 395, 

Tribigild and his soldiers may have felt slighted by inadequate rewards for their
224 • •endeavours. While his force may have started with an ala of Ostrogothic cavalry, 

it incorporated other discontented elements such as slaves, deserters and possibly
• • 99SRoman provincials. He even subverted the loyalty of the barbarian element of the 

imperial forces sent against him. This may again show the importance of Roman 

rank amongst the barbarians as well as the potential recruiting power of a charismatic 

leader. Following his death, Tribigild’s army was inherited by the strongest general 

in the immediate vicinity -  Gainas -  showing the kratocratic nature of the force.

(ii) Barbarian Numerical Strength

While Alaric, Athualf, Wallia and Geiseric were successful in finding manpower,
• • 99“estimating the barbarians’ numerical strength is fraught with difficulties.” When 

“ancient authors give figures, [they] are estimates, or rather guesses, and are
997naturally for the most part grossly exaggerated.” The recorded strength of the 

Burgundians demonstrates the recklessness of some sources. While Jerome gives the 

size of the Burgundian nation at 80,000,228 Orosius, who used Jerome as his source, 

gives 80,000 as Burgundian fighting strength 229 Similarly Eunapius claims that
9 " 3  A

when the Goths crossed the Danube, they had 200,000 fighting men. This more 

likely “represents the gross total of both the Visigoths and the Ostrogoths... [and is] 

not an improbable estimate,”231 as it would fit with the Visigoths being able to

222 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 38 n.63; Zosimus V.13.2; Socrates VI.6.5; Philostorgius XI.8.
223 Albert (1984).
224 Claudian, In Eutrop. 11.178; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 38; Tribigild may have expected the position of 
magister militum that he later rejected (Claudian, In Eutrop. II.317-321).
225 Zosimus V. 13; along not the peasant militias of Asia Minor which gave him trouble or the oiketcci 
and local farmers of a Pamphylia estate owner which arrayed against him (Zosimus V.15.5).
226 Halsall (2007), 144.
227 Jones (1964), 194.
228 Jerome, Chron. 373; Chronica Minora 1.475,11.23 has 20,000 Burgundians being killed by the 
Huns between 435-437, which would account for the fighting strength of a barbarian tribe 80,000 
strong.
229 Orosius VII.32.11.
230 Eunapius fr.42.
231 Jones (1964), 195.
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9^9  •contribute up to 20,000 men to Theodosius’ army. Radagaisus’ horde is recorded 

as being either 200,000 or 400,000233 strong and that it suffered 100,000 casualties at 

Faesulae.234 “These figures are not wholly incredible”235 if they represent a total 

number rather than a fighting total, as Radagaisus may have combined a number of 

tribes and picked up more as he advanced. It is not just careless use of other sources 

that enlarged the size of barbarian forces. Blatant exaggeration could be employed 

for propaganda purposes. The ancient sources thought more enemies made a Roman 

victory more glorious and a Roman defeat more explicable.

Even without the sources’ tendency to exaggerate, making reliable estimates for a 

barbarian force would be very difficult. They fluctuated greatly in size depending on 

the success of its leader. One defeat could mean the desertion of not only individuals 

but whole groups. The scattered nature of some tribes increases the difficulty of 

counting them. Burgundians are found simultaneously in Sapaudia and east of the 

Rhine while Alans appear in Armorica, Spain, Valeria, Africa, Attila’s army and the 

Caucasus at the same time. The census of Geiseric is thought to be one of the few 

accurate records of barbarian numbers.236 When he crossed to Africa, Geiseric is said
9 0 7

to have had 80,000 Vandal and Alan men, women, children and slaves; a total that 

would provide a fighting force of 20-25,000. However, even this figure has drawn 

objections.238 Not only were both sources for this number written some time after the 

crossing,239 they also do not agree on what made up this 80,000 and when it should 

be applied to Geiseric’s followers. Victor Vitensis suggests that the 80,000 includes 

“every possible soul down to the newest-born infant”240 while Procopius applies the 

same number to able-bodied warriors but does not explain when he is applying this 

number.241 It has also been suggested that Geieric, a man known for his cunning, 

may have pulled off a ruse by appointing more chiliarchs than he needed “in order to 

deceive the Romans into believing that his forces were greater than they were.”242

232 Orosius VII.35 on 10,000; Jordanes, Getica 145 on 20,000.
233 See above Chapter III.II, 101 n.177.
234 Augustine of Hippo, Civ. Dei. V.23.
235 Jones (1964), 1107n.55.
236 Jones (1964), 194.
237 Victor Vitensis 1.1 seemingly backed by Procopius, SFIII.5.18; Anecdota XVIII.6.
238 Goffart (1980), 231-234.
239 Procopius was writing a century later while Victor was also writing in 484.
240 Goffart (1980), 232.
241 Procopius, Anecdota XVIII.6.
242 Goffart (1980), 234.
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The main reason for doubting the large numbers attributed to these tribes is that they 

were not urbanised societies and “settlements were, on the whole, small [with] the 

largest sheltered populations of only a couple of hundred.”243 The economies of such 

limited agricultures operated at subsistence level. Any surplus was not of a 

dimension to allow large numbers of people to remove themselves from their farms 

for extended periods.244 Even nomadic and pastoral groups cannot have mustered 

vast armies with any ease. It would take an enormous effort by a powerful local 

chieftain to mobilise an army in the tens of thousands. Therefore, the majority of 

barbarian armies that the Romans faced were either limited raiding parties or 

migrations of entire tribal groups that had abandoned their lands.

It would not be too far to state that “that the Empire possessed considerably greater 

reserves of manpower than the barbarians.”245 Even the large conglomerations of 

barbarians that appeared in the fifth century were still dwarfed by the manpower that 

the Empire could marshal. Despite the tremendous estimates for his force, 

Radagaisus was crushed by Stilicho’s force of thirty numeri,246 The Vandals, Suebi, 

Alans, Burgundians and other tribes who crossed the Rhine247 were gradually 

isolated and neutralised. Even with the force that Attila commanded, had the Empire 

not had other troubles, a vast mobilisation of western forces could have matched the 

Hunnic army. However, the crumbling of imperial administration demonstrates that 

the Romans had come to rely far more on their infrastructure with regards to 

recruiting and tax collection than their overwhelming superiority in numbers.

(iii) The Recruitment o f Romans by Barbarians

However, there are plenty of examples of Romans joining the fledging barbarian 

kingdoms in the west. As early as 405, Pannonian provincials joined the Vandals 

crossing the Rhine,248 while barbarian leaders like Alaric attracted Roman citizens to

243 Halsall (2007), 145.
244 Halsall (2007), 144.
245 Halsall (2007), 144.
246 See above Chapter III.II, 102 n.179.
247 Orosius VII.38.3, 40.3.
248 Jerome, Ep. 123.6.
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their banner. Gallo-Romans called Leo,249 Vincentius,250 Namatius251 and
9S9Victorius served the Visigoths while Roman ‘senators’ are seen fighting for Alaric 

II at Vouille in 507. Entire Roman units may have transferred their allegiance to 

the Franks and Visigoths as central authority collapsed.254 The best example of this 

Germano-Roman cooperation is the retention of Roman law, tax systems and the 

Senate by Odovacar and later Theoderic in Italy. Barbarian kings such as Clovis and 

his Frankish successors and the Vandals in Africa must have also made use of 

Roman recruits, both military and civilian.

But why were these Romans, who had shown little interest in the defending the 

Empire, willing to fight for their new masters? It is possible that a certain amount of 

fatalism had crept into the Roman population and the establishment of a series of 

kingdoms on former imperial territory may have renewed optimism. Aside from the 

ephemeral states of Syagrius and Julius Nepos, “members of the senatorial class may 

have seen the establishment of the ‘barbarian’ kingdoms as providing the opportunity 

to increase their own power and influence.”255 The normal Roman citizen may not 

have noticed any difference as his master will have remained his Roman landlord. 

The acceptance of this new arrangement may be explained by the gradual integration 

of Roman and barbarian cultures over the preceding centuries. Not only would 

Romanisation, no matter how limited, of barbarian soldiers have aided this 

integration but the opposite may also have played a major role. The presence of 

many barbarian groups within the Empire exposed the Romans to barbarian culture. 

While this is mostly seen in the Roman army,256 it made an impression on the 

ordinary population with complaints of Romans acting like barbarians by the
9^7 £ » 258sources and the taking of barbarian names by Gallo-Romans.

“ Sidonius Apollinaris, Ep. IV.22, VIII.3; Carm. XXII.
250 Hilarius, Ep. XIV; Chronicle o f511, 652-653.
251 Sidonius Apollinaris, Ep. VIII.6 records Namatius commanding Euric’s fleet against Saxon raiders.
252 Victorius fought for Euric with either the title comes (Sidonius Apollinaris, Ep. VII. 17) or dux 
(Gregory of Tours, LH  11.20).
253 Gregory of Tours, LH  11.37.
254 Whittaker (1994), 275; Wolfram (1988), 232-234.
255 Barnwell (1992), 78.
256 See below Chapter VI.I.
257 Salvian V.22-24; 37-38; Anon. Vales. 12.61; Ambrose, Ep. 10.9; Synesius, De Prov 1261; Priscus 
fr.11.2.
258 Moorhead (2001), 21; using the example of Lupus, his brother Magnulf and son Romulf (PLRE
III.798), Moorhead (2001), 78 suggests that “the indigenous population [of northern Gaul] began to
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The maintaining of Roman institutions also helped the integration of Roman 

populations into barbarian kingdoms. Shared Christianity and the church’s use of 

Latin, even with the possible doctrinal disputes between Catholics and Arians, will 

have helped assimilation. Barbarian legal codes such as the Codex Euricianus were 

heavily influenced by Roman law. Everyday life may not have changed much in 

post-imperial times. The make-up of society remained very similar with only the 

addition of new, rather small non-Roman elites. By the mid-fifth century the 

imperial armies were almost identical to those of the barbarians as Roman soldiers 

had taken to barbarian practices. Roman positions such as dux and comes, which 

evolved into the medieval duke and count, continued to exist while bucellarii-style 

institutions played important roles in the make-up of the Frankish and Yisigothic

kingdoms.259 This combination of Romanisation and barbarisation meant “the
260transition from late Roman to Merovingian times was a remarkably smooth one.”

IV.IV Concluding Remarks

The recruiting problems that faced the Empire at the end of the fourth century were 

never successfully addressed in the west. After the death of Theodosius, no western 

emperor wielded supreme authority for long enough to redistribute patronage and 

reimpose a coherent recruiting system. There were brief periods of optimism under 

Constantius III and Valentinian III and it is often overlooked that the west continued 

attempts to recover territory. Constantius III campaigned in Spain and Gaul, while 

expeditions were launched against Vandal Africa.261 However, nature restricted 

Constantius’ reign to seven months while the military buildup achieved by 

Valentinian Ill’s restoration was squandered by Aetius, Bonifacius and Felix. By the

430s, frontier policies of threats, concessions and promoting intertribal fighting were
262taking place on former imperial territory lost to those same tribes.

give their children Frankish names;” Moorhead (2001), 144 also suggests that while “poor Romans 
had previously imitated Goths, wealthy Romans were now imitating the Lombards.”
259 Whittaker (1994), 274; Wolfram (1988), 239-242 on patrons and retainers in Gothic society; the 
Visigoths also practiced commendatio which could incorporate almost anyone if they could be of use 
(Leges Visi V.3.1; C. Euric 310).
260 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 501.
261 NVal IX[440]; Prosper Tiro 1344 s.a.441; Theophanes, Chr. 5941.
262 Williams and Friell (1994), 159.
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These infiltrations further undermined the Empire’s already unstable financial and 

manpower resources. This decaying of imperial administration and the recruiting 

system placed an even greater importance on the men already under arms. However, 

as the Empire’s financial decline affected its ability to feed, pay or reward its 

soldiers, the army came to rely more heavily upon its commanders to provide for it 

through requisitions or plunder. This relationship further enhanced the progressive 

power of the magister militum. Stilicho practically governed the Empire between 395 

and 408 as his position of magister utriusque militiae gave him command of all 

western field army units and indirect control over the frontier troops through the 

duces. His successors inherited large parts of his authority with Constantius’ 

victories leading to his promotion to Augustus while Aetius and Ricimer ruled the 

Empire with puppet emperors. The west did rid itself of such overly-powerful 

generals on occasion but the murder of Stilicho saw the Alaric crisis escalate while 

the killing of Aetius was a diplomatic disaster that allowed Geiseric to sack Rome. 

That stability was only restored on both these occasions by other overly-powerful 

magistri -  Constantius and Ricimer -  suggests that by the fifth century the 

government “could not function without leadership of a powerful military figure.”

However, as the magistri replaced the emperor at the centre of western 

administration, the recruiting power that he was able to project gradually shrank as 

the processes of privatisation, integration and feudalisation diverted much needed 

manpower towards local landlords and tribal leaders. This left Italian landlords as the 

one remaining source of recruits and capital but neither Augusti nor magistri were 

unable to raise men or money from the estates of the western aristocracy without 

granting concessions that further undermined recruiting efforts.264 That such 

selfishness continued even during the deepest of crises raises the question of whether 

the Romans ever recognised quite how bad the recruiting situation had become. Their 

traditionalism will have told them that the Empire had survived worse threats: 

Hannibal, civil wars, Persian invasions and the fragmenting of the Empire under 

Gallienus had all been faced down. However, the crisis of the late fourth century was 

far more all-encompassing and deep rooted than anything the Empire had faced 

before and such a fractured Empire stood little chance of resisting the seemingly

- Liebeschuetz in Erdkamp (2007), 484.
264 CTh VII. 13.16-21 [406-416].
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unrelenting surge of Germanic migrants and Hunnic raiders. The remains of the 

regular Roman recruiting system in the provinces was either cut off from Italy, as 

seen in Aegidius’ rump state in northern Gaul and Julius Nepos in Dalmatia, 

inherited in part by the kingdoms or simply washed away by the barbarian tide.

With the recruiting grounds of Britain, Spain, Africa, most of Gaul and along the 

Danube outside of central control by 450 and the aristocracy unwilling to part with 

their manpower, it was unrealistic to suppose that the Roman army was still 

predominant or that the western government could hope to create an effective army 

without resorting to mass recruiting of barbarians. The Roman army may never have 

lost its martial superiority had it been allowed to fully amalgamate barbarian ferocity 

on the battlefield with Roman techniques. However, while suggesting that such 

barbarisation meant that the western army of the mid fifth century “had become little 

more than a barbarian army itself’265 is too sweeping a generalisation, it was almost

certainly a double-edged sword. It was an attempt to implement past policies of
266turning potential troublemakers into valuable assets but its successes led to normal 

recruiting practices being neglected and the chaotic series of forced migrations 

caused by the Hunnic arrival in Europe meant that “the skilful and previously 

successful strategy of assimilating Germanic and other peoples into the Roman polity 

was no longer given time to work.”

The legacy of Theodosius’ settlement with the Visigoths meant that many barbarians 

were no longer serving as recruits in the Roman army but alongside it as allies or 

even in place of Roman units. As long as they had a vested interest in the success of 

the Empire, these barbarians were willing to serve as the Roman army. However, as 

their employers proved increasingly unable to pay or supply them, the barbarian 

elements of the army followed their kratokratic instincts that had yet to be cowed by 

Romanisation. By siding either with a barbarian kingdom or tribe, joining the 

bucellarii of a high-ranking militarised landowner or promoting the strongest from 

amongst themselves, the barbarians contributed greatly to the fatal eroding of the

Ferrill (1986), 140.
266 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 499.
267 Williams and Friell (1994), 170.
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state’s monopoly on military force.268 Therefore, while the initiation of barbarisation
• • • 96Qwas not “a symptom of a decaying Empire in late antiquity,” continuous warfare, 

ineffectual government and growing provincial autonomy left the barbarised army 

remnant as the only instrument of Roman authority. Finally, when the need of the 

army for supplies, pay and land conflicted with the want of Italian aristocrats to 

retain their wealth and property, the foederati was forced to elect its own leader, 

Odovacar, who brought an end to the Empire in the west.

However, the fact that the East survived suggests that some kind of coherent Roman 

recruiting system or accommodation with the tribes could be reimposed given the 

correct circumstances. Geography and the maintaining of imperial authority in the 

personage of the emperor from the impregnable Constantinople played major roles in 

the survival of the East. However, during the fifth century it was perhaps the mixture 

of ruthlessness and apathy with which it treated its fraternal neighbour that served 

Constantinople best. Despite on occasion sending its armies west to shore up what 

was left of imperial administration, the East was not reticent in exporting its 

European problems westwards as well. In imitation of the long-established Roman 

policy of playing competitors off against one another, the East would encourage
970Alaric’s Visigoths, Attila’s Huns and Theoderic’s Ostrogoths to go west, where 

they would all play a part in unravelling the western recruiting system and wiping 

away any vestiges of Roman authority beyond the Balkans.

268 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 498.
269 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 499.
270 See above Chapter III.II, 105 n.210; V.I, 153 n.12; V.III, 179.
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V: Recruiting in the Eastern Roman Empire

V.I The Eastern Military

(i) Eastern Military Strategy

With the death of Theodosius, it is customary to address the two halves of the 

Empire as gradually separating entities. In the west, ultimate authority devolved from 

the emperor onto a series of powerful generals. In the east, the aristocracy coalesced 

into “a centralised civilian bureaucracy controlled by the emperor and his advisers at 

Constantinople.”1 The origin of this galvanising stems from eastern opposition to 

Stilicho’s claim of regency over Arcadius. However, civilian control in the east dates

back further than 395. When he moved west to deal with the usurpations of Maximus
• * 2  and Eugenius, Theodosius left the Praetorian Prefect in control of eastern affairs.

The role expanded beyond its traditional scope with Rufinus issuing laws in

Theodosius’ name,3 hiring a Hunnic bodyguard4 and having a violent altercation with

the magister militum Promotus in the emperor's presence without any retribution.5

Eastern government came from the consistorium, a body similar to the concilium of 

the Principate. As the head of the civilian and military branches of government, the 

final decisions on policy and action technically lay with the emperor. However, the 

two eastern emperors of the first half of the fifth century, Arcadius and Theodosius 

II, were personally weak and found themselves dominated by whatever official could 

wield the greatest authority within the consistorium. Civilian office holders including 

the praetorian prefect, comes et magister officiorum, comes et quaestor, comes 

sacrarum largitionum and comes rei privatae were all members of this council6 as 

were the comites domesticorum and the two magistri militum praesentales, later to be

1 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 93.
2 Matthews (1975), 224 on a certain Tatian serving as praetorian prefect with his son Proculus as 
prefect of Constantinople during the war against Maximus.
3 CTh V.14.34[394], XIII.8.1 [395]; Zosimus IV.57.
4 Claudian, In R u f 11.16', Chronica Minora 1.650.34.
5 He may have been responsible for Promotus’ death (Zosimus IV.51; Claudian, In R u f 1.3 16-317)
6 comes et magister officiorum — CTh XI.34.5[362]; comes et quaestor — CTh XI.34.5[362];
Ammianus XXVIII. 1.25; comes sacrarum largitionum -  CTh XI.34.5[362]; Ammianus XVI.8.7; CTh
VI.30.1[379];VI.30.4[378]; VII.8.3[384]; CJII.12.25[392]; comes rei privatae -  CTh VI.30.1 [379];
VI.30.4[378]; VII.8.3[384]; G/II.12.25[392]; Jones (1964), 1134-1135 n.28 mentions other potential 
members of the consistorium.
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joined by the comes excubitorum.7 This roster demonstrates how the civilian 

authority remained in control of the east. After Rufinus’ assassination, Eutropius, the 

eunuch and praepositus sacri cubiculi of Arcadius, took the reins of power.

This civilian control provoked conflict with the military; a conflict that would shape 

eastern military policy for much of the fifth century. In 395, the east was without a 

field army as it had yet to return from the defeat of Arbogast. On top of the 

traditional suspicion between civilian and martial branches, this extended stay in the 

west bred contempt for the military within the eastern aristocracy due to a supposed 

association with Stilicho. The murder of Rufinus when the army did return cannot 

have eased tensions. As the army had eliminated one minister there was little to stop 

a repeat performance. Eutropius’ successor, Aurelian saw the army as a threat to 

civilian control of eastern politics, “expensive to maintain, and impossible to keep up 

to strength without resort to the recruiting of unreliable barbarians.”9

In a bid to lessen this threat eastern leaders “were ready to risk military weakness if 

in this way they could avoid the danger to internal stability of a large army and 

successful generals.”10 They decided upon the kind of low-intensity warfare that 

Constantius II had employed against Shapur II,11 which relied as much upon static 

defences as it did the deployment of large forces. Rufinus had been forced to 

implement a similar strategy due to the absence of the eastern field army. His success 

in using the east’s financial power to neutralise potential threats through diplomacy 

or bribery, despite the bad press he received for his dealings with Alaric and the 

Huns,12 encouraged Constantinople to continue this strategy. This lessened their 

dependency upon the army and the threat to their political dominance.

7 comites domesticorum — C /X II. 16.1 [415]; magistri militum praesentales — Ammianus XV.5.8; 
Ambrose, Ep. 57.§3.
8 The extent of Eutropius’ dominance saw him choose the archbishop of Constantinople (Socrates
VI.2; Sozomen VIII.2; Palladius, Dial 19), lead an army (Claudian, In Eutrop 1.234-286), elevated to 
the rank of patrician (Zosimus V.17.4; Claudian, In Eutrop praef.2), granted statues and serve as 
consul (CTh IX.40.17[399]; Claudian, In Eutrop 1.8).
9 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 94.
10 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 127
11 See above Chapter II.II, 44-47.
12 Zosimus V.4; Claudian, In R u f1.28-36,270-271, 308, 319,11.9,501; John of Antioch, fr. 190; 
Orosius VII.37.1; Chronica Minora 11.64, 395.4; Socrates VI. 1-2; Sozomen VIII. 1.2; Jerome, Ep 
60.16; Philostorgius XI.8; Joshua the Stylite 9.
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Therefore, pitched battles were avoided as they were an unpredictable drain on 

manpower. Bribery and diplomacy were to be the new defensive weapons, while 

any wars were to be fought through sieges and skirmishes. Such a strategy required 

relatively few soldiers. However, so fully did the civilian authorities commit to this 

low-intensity defence that the eastern field army quickly became run down; offensive 

wars came to an end, any serious invasion or raid caused increasing trouble and 

accusations of treason aimed at quality generals like Timasius and Abundantius left 

the reduced army leaderless. The specific consequences of this anti-military stance 

on the recruiting system are unknown but if the army gradually shrank in size then 

some reduction in the use of the recruiting tax to pay for new recruits must have 

taken place. It is possible that volunteers and hereditary service may have been 

enough to maintain such a reduced military.

The overall consequences of this policy, both positive and negative, were highlighted 

by the Gainas affair.14 The army was unable to defeat Tribigild’s Ostrogoths and 

Fravitta only had a small force and the imperial fleet to face Gainas.15 However, by 

following the main strategic tenets of avoiding pitched battle16 and relying upon city 

walls to protect the Thracian harvest, disrupting Gamas’ ability to feed his army,17 

Fravitta was victorious. The defeat of the Hunnic/Sciri invasion of 408 was also 

achieved through diplomacy and bribery. However, despite these successes, this 

strategy was high risk. The army had such trouble dealing with raids by Huns, 

Isaurians18 and Ausurians19 that eastern control of the interior became increasingly 

weak. Regions such as the Balkans and Anatolia were regularly attacked by tribes 

who focussed more on raiding rather than conquest and therefore bypassed fortresses 

and avoided cities. The tendency of the reduced field armies to attack the raiders only 

as they were retreating from Roman territory laden with booty meant that the 

inhabitants of these regions came under severe pressure, damaging potential

13 The change of allegiance of the comes Africae, Gildo, was almost certainly due to eastern bribery 
(Zosimus V.l 1; Chron. Gall. s.a.397;Claudian, B.Gild. 66-67, 415; Chronica Minora 1.298, 528) 
while the complete lack of eastern assistance to Gildo in the face of Stilicho’s invasion highlights that 
this was merely a ploy to distract Stilicho from the Balkans.
14 See below Chapter V.III.
15 Socrates VI.6.
16 Zosimus V.20-21.
17 Zosimus V. 19.6-7.
18 Zosimus V.25.
19 Synesius, Catastasis 1569A.
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recruiting pools. The east was most fortunate that the Persian frontier was extremely 

quiet during the early fifth century as the weakened eastern army may have collapsed
• • 90under a Persian invasion.

Despite the displeasure that this low-intensity defence must have caused, early fifth 

century eastern policy is striking in its consistency and continuity even under 

different ministers. The civilian authorities were able to continue this passive and 

un-Roman strategy by using the Gai'nas affair to highlight the potential dangers 

posed by the army, leading to tighter control over recruitment and the acceptance that 

the exclusion of tribesmen meant a smaller, possibly weaker and perhaps a more 

expensive army, if large bounties had to be paid to find Roman recruits. There is 

some suggestion that a decade of following this strategy gave the east sufficient
• • • . . . . .  9 9 .stability and prosperity to follow a more ambitious military policy. Armies were 

sent to aid the west23 while numerous attempts to force religious unity upon heretics, 

Jews and pagans were almost certainly backed by military force.24 The pursuit of 

religious orthodoxy also led to a brief Persian War in 421. However, while the overt
9Scause was retribution for the execution of a Christian bishop in Khuzestan, it is 

likely that religious outrage was only used as a reason for the east to demonstrate that
96it was still capable of winning victories.

However, this increased military activity did not mean that the eastern government 

had surmounted its fear of an empowered army and begun recruiting more men. That 

the deploying of forces in 408, 421, 431 and 444 led to increasing Hunnic pressure

20 There was a threatened Persian invasion on the death of Arcadius in 408 (Sozomen IX.4.1; 
Procopius, BP 1.2.1-10; Theophanes a.m. 5900) but diplomacy and trade negotiations were enough to 
safeguard the eastern frontier (CJIV.63.4[409]).
21 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 132-145.
22 Holum (1982), 94.
23 Zosimus VI.8.2; Socrates VIII.10; Sozomen IX.9; Procopius, SKIII.2.32-36; Hoffmann (1969), 46- 
98 on six regiments of auxiliaries were sent west to aid Honorius against Alaric and Constantine in 
408; Olympiodorus fr.46; Socrates VII.23; Philostorgius XII. 13; John of Antioch fr.195 on another 
army being sent to Italy to replace the usurper Ioannes with Valentinian III in 424; Procopius, BV
III.3.35-36 on the vain attempt by Aspar to prevent Vandal expansion in 431; Chronica Minora 1.478; 
Theophanes a.m. 5941 on another African expedition in 441.
24 Heretics -  CTh XVI.5.48[410], 49[410], 50[410]; XVI.6.6[413], 7[413]; XVI.7.6[413], 7[413];
Jews -  CTh XVI.8.22[415]; XVI.25.2[423], 27[423], 29[429]; XVI.9.4[417], 5[423]; Pagans -  CTh 
XVI.10.21[415], 22[415], 22[423], 25[435], NTh III[438],
25 Socrates VII. 18-20; Theodoret, HE V.39; Theophanes a.m. 5918.
26 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 129.
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on the Balkans27 suggests that the east continued to rely on a thinly spread army that 

would be transferred to a flashpoint, leaving certain frontiers dangerously under

protected. There is also plenty of evidence that the low-intensity strategy was
28 •enhanced during the fifth century. The Danube fleet was enlarged, cities built 

fortifications with all members of society contributing in proportion to their 

property29 and the famous walls of Constantinople were begun.30 That eastern 

landowners built fortifications was an overt admission that the army could no longer 

guarantee their safety.31 As long as the cities and fortresses of the Empire could 

withstand sieges, the east left the interior to face the depredations of the enemy.

The field armies would only risk battle if the raiders were occupied with a siege or 

leaving Roman territory laden with booty. This strategy was most frequently used 

along the Danube where the fortresses and cities proved beyond the reach of the 

steppe peoples’ siegecraft. Barbarian armies were allowed to approach 

Constantinople virtually unhindered, so confident were the Romans in the security of 

their walls. With the Romans unwilling to face them in battle or capitulate to their 

demands, the tribes found that the potential profits of their raid were outweighed by 

their inferior logistics, the threat of counter-attack and losses through disease and 

starvation. Even against the siegecraft of the Persians, fortresses such as Dara were 

used to break-up or slow down invasions long enough for field forces to intervene.

(ii) Size and Composition o f the Eastern Army

The lack of detailed information on financial, manpower and recruiting numbers 

makes drawing any conclusions difficult. With such a low-intensity strategy, it would 

be expected that the eastern army of the fifth and sixth centuries will have shrunk in 

size. The only estimate is given by Agathias, who berates Justinian for allowing the 

army to contract to only 150,000 men.32 This would necessitate a drop of 50% in the

27 408 (Sozomen IX.5.2-7); 421 (ChronicaMinora 11.75 s.a. 422); 431 (Procopius, SFIII.3.35-36; 
Evagrius II. 1; Theophanes a.m. 5931); 444 (Chronica Minora 11.80-81; Theophanes a.m. 5942;
Priscus fr. 2, 3, 5).
28 CTh VII. 17.1 [412]; it might be expected that other eastern fleets were expanded around the same 
time as CTh XIII.5.32[409] gives some indication that the fleet in the Orient had fallen into disrepair.
29 CTh XV.1.34[396]; XI.17.4[408/407/412]; XV.1.49; CJX.49.1[408],
30 Socrates VII. 1.3; CIL III.7484; CTh XV. 1.51 [413]; VII.8.13[422].
31 C/VIII.10.10[420].
32 Agathias V.13.17.
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forces recorded for the east in the Notitia. The lack of elaboration on what this figure 

entailed makes it difficult to accept. It has been remarked that many eastern armies
-JO

remained similar in size to their Notitia counterparts. The immense 52,000-strong 

army that Anastasius sent against Kavadh I in 502, while thought to have been bigger 

than any “assembled by the Romans against the Persians either before or after that 

time,”34 was in fact smaller than is recorded for the same military commanders a 

century previous. In 395, the magister militum per Orientem and the two magistri 

militum praesentales commanded up to 62,000 men without taking into account any 

barbarian units, limitanei or scholae. The army that Belisarius commanded during the 

Iberian War was very similar to that of the Notitia -  around 20-25,00035 -  while the 

Illyrian army of 548 is recorded at 15,000 strong36 and around 17,500 in 395.37

However, that many of the main field armies were of a similar size in the sixth 

century to the fourth century does not mean that the army had not significantly 

shrunk. The expeditionary armies deployed in the sixth century were smaller and 

contained fewer regular troops than the main field armies. Belisarius had less than

16,000 men to conquer the Vandals, of which at least 2,500 would not have been 

counted as regular.38 The invasion of Italy was begun with less than half that39 and as 

the fighting continued the proportion of regular troops must have dropped as the 

majority of reinforcements were barbarian allies or mercenaries.40 Roman armies 

continued to reduce in size for the emperor Mauricius thought an army of 5-15,000 to 

be well-proportioned and 15-20,000 large.41 Some comitatenses units may also have 

fallen into disrepair by being permanently stationed in garrisons.42

33 Treadgold (1995), 47.
34 Procopius, BP 1.7.5; Joshua the Stylite 53.
35 25,000 Romans and allies at Dara (Procopius, BP 1.13.21-29) and 20,000 at Callinicum (Procopius, 
BP 1.18.5); Jones (1964), 1417-1450.
36 Procopius, BG VII.29.3; Marcellinus Comes 95.
37 It is a coincidence that sixth century eastern armies coincided with Vegetius’ advocating of a return 
to the Republican praetorian and consular armies of 10,000 infantry plus 2,000 cavalry and 20,000 
infantry and 4,000 cavalry, with mechanisms for “double” consular armies (Vegetius III. 1, 15).
38 Procopius, B V \.\  1.2-7 on 5,000 Romans, 5,000 ipoiSepaxoi, 1,500 bucellarii, 3,000 Roman and 
(poi5epaxoi cavalry, and 600 Huns and 400 Heruli horse archers.
39 Procopius BG V.5.1
40 1,600 Slavs and Huns under Martin and Valerian (Procopius, BG V.27.1-3); Narses’ 5,000 men 
included a proportion of Heruli (Procopius, BG VI. 13); Narses’ army at the battle of Busta Gallorum 
contained 9,500 regulars plus 8,500 barbarian allies (Procopius, BG VIII.26.7-13; VIII.31.5-6).
41 Mauricius, Strat. III.8, 10.
42 G/XII.35.18[492]; Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita S. Sabae 1, 9, 25 on Saba’s father Conon remaining in 
Alexandria for his entire military career despite being enrolled in the I Isaura Sagittaria, a field army
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However, the reduction of expeditionary forces would not account for a supposed 

50% drop in the military establishment. It is possible that the 150,000 of Agathias 

focussed solely on the comitatenses and guard units, omitting barbarian units and the 

limitanei. Since the expansion of the Roman army by Diocletian and Constantine, the 

main field armies had been supplemented by foederati allies and large numbers of 

troops deployed along the frontier. However, by the reign of Justinian, how barbarian 

units were incorporated into the military had changed. Barbarian recruits served in 

Roman regular units, regular (poiSspaxoi units, as <xo n^axoi/svottov5oi allies or 

simply as mercenaries. The (poiSspaxoi were likely counted among the regular units 

while the more temporary allies and mercenaries would not. It is possible that the 

numbers of limitanei had dropped considerably from up to 195,000 recorded in the 

Notitia Dignitatum in 395.43 It is usually thought that by the sixth century these units 

had gone into irrevocable decline, particularly those stationed in the chain of forts 

along the Persian frontier and were mostly abandoned by the reign of Justinian.44 It is 

said that Justinian even deprived them of their pay and status as soldiers.45

However, there is evidence to suggest the limitanei were still a valuable resource. 

Laws from the mid-fifth century on the limitanei were incorporated into the Codex 

Justinianus46 The annual reporting of the magister officiorum on their strength and 

the upkeep of their forts, the daily drilling carried out by their duces and the sanctity 

of their lands all continued.47 Under Justinian every frontier appears to have had a 

concentration of limitanei. In the east they were still used in Armenia, Phoenice, 

Palestine, Syria, Libya and Egypt48 while the limitanei garrison of Asemus was still

unit; Jones (1964), 661 n.123-124 on other instances of comitatenses units being deployed 
permanently for garrison or frontier duty.
43 Treadgold (1995), 48 map 6 using the same frame work in Jones (1964), 1417-1450 but reducing 
the size of limitanei units from 3,000 to 1,000.
44 Malalas 18[442] records Justinian demanding that eastern senators and their followers garrison 
cities in Mesopotamia and Phoenicia perhaps because the limitanei were no longer capable; 
Liebeschuetz (1977) on confirmation from Procopius.
45 Procopius, Anecdota XXIV. 13-14.
46 NTh XXIV[443],
47 C/I.31.4[443]; I.46.4[443]; XI.60.3[443],
48 Procopius, Anecdota XXIV. 12-14 on limitanei being used throughout the east by Justinian, although 
Procopius does mention that Justinian did not pay them for up to five years and then deprived them of 
any pay after the end of the war with Persia); Malalas 426 (Phoenice), 430 (Armenia); 7VJCIII
§3[536] (Palestine); Theophylact II.6 (Syria); SEC, IX.356§§11, 14 (Libya); Jones (1964), 662-663 
n. 126-129 on the papyrological evidence for limitanei in Egypt.
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capable of defending itself and its locale.49 Units in Moesia and Scythia along the 

Danube were receiving annona in 5 3 6.50 The most poignant evidence of the 

continued usefulness of limitanei was their reinstitution in Africa following the 

defeat of Gelimer in 534.51 Justinian ordered Belisarius “to recruit sturdy provincials 

or ex-soldiers of the Vandal kingdom and post regiments... to garrison the frontier 

forts... [with the] hope that the limitanei would be able to deal with local 

disturbances without help from the comitatenses.” However, the continued use of 

limitanei does not disprove that troop numbers had fallen. It would have been 

difficult for the Empire to maintain their numbers, particularly in the Balkans which 

were frequently raided by various barbarian groups, largely cutting off the Empire 

not just from the units themselves but also from the recruiting grounds that could be 

used to replenish casualties.

If Agathias did not include the limitanei, then it is possible to see his figure of

150.000 as reasonable. With the field armies of Thrace, Italy, the east and both

praesental armies taken to be around 20,000 strong, those of Illyricum, Africa and

Armenia to be around 15,000 and that of Spain to be about 5,000 a figure of around

150.000 is reached.53 The Empire should have been more than capable of

maintaining a force of such as size. Justinian’s use of audit-officers called XoyoOcmq 

to investigate individual army units may mean that his army may have been closer in 

size to its paper strength than many of the other late antique armies.54 However, there 

is room for scepticism. Not only are the numbers of missing limitanei impossible to 

estimate,55 but the armies of Italy and Africa at different times contained large 

numbers of short-term allies and mercenaries making an estimate of their size 

problematic. The establishing of additional field armies in Armenia, Africa, Italy and 

Spain may also have reduced the size of the other comitatenses and praesental forces.

49 Theophylact VII.3; Priscus fr.9.3.39-80.
50 A^JXLI[536].
51 C / 1.27.2 §8[534],
52 Jones (1964), 663.
53 Treadgold (1995), 59-64 achieves similar figures.
54 Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.5-11; BG VII. 1.28-33; however, allowing for some exaggeration on 
Procopius’ part, this position of ta>yo0£Tai; could easily be open to corruption for Justinian allowed 
them to keep a portion of whatever monies they collected.
55 Assigning a similar percentage drop to the limitanei to that experienced by the field armies from 
395 to 559, as Treadgold (1995), 63 has done, is highly speculative.
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Despite the lack of discemable and reliable figures, it does appear that the eastern 

army was reduced in size. A smaller standing army may have worked as a cost 

cutting measure as barbarian allies and mercenaries, as well as only being paid for 

the campaigns they went on, were not eligible for the retirement benefits of regular 

units.56 The eastern government seems to have followed this course, which was 

successful as long as the government could pay regular subsidies to the barbarians 

and could leave one frontier undefended while campaigning on another. However, 

the enemies of the Empire took advantage of this. There are even examples of 

inadequate defence even when there was no major fighting. A raid by Kutrigurs in 

559 demonstrates how the eastern forces were overstretched. Even though there was 

no fighting in Italy, Africa or against Persia at the time, there were still few troops 

available to defend the Balkans. The inadequate defence of Mesopotamia in the sixth
• 58century caused by this small standing army also roused tumult.

However, the composition of the eastern army remained consistent from the time of 

Constantius II to that of Belisarius. It continued to be made up of a series of field 

armies with limitanei deployed on the frontiers. The main comitatenses groups of 

Thrace, Illyricum, the east, and the two in the presence of the emperor at 

Constantinople still remained, interchangeably known as numeri, api0|ioi, K a x a X o y o i 

or layia-axa. During the reign of Justinian, these were joined by additional field forces 

in Armenia, Africa, Italy and Spain. These forces were bolstered by allied barbarian 

tribes and mercenaries and aided on the frontiers by the limitanei. Infantry units were 

around 1,000 strong and could be brigaded together. The equipment and tactics of the 

main battle line were also similar; men were armed with spears and swords, defended 

by mail, helmets, large oval-shields and greaves.59 Several generals are recorded as 

being stern disciplinarians.60 Superior Roman logistics in preparation and supply to 

ward off starvation, illness and disease were also retained.61

56 Jones (1964), 635-636.
57 Croke (1977), 347-367.
58 Joshua the Stylite 53, 81.
59 Mauricius, Strat. V.4; Elton in Erdkamp (2007), 541-542.
60 Belisarius is recorded punishing crimes such as murder by public impaling (Procopius, BV III. 12.8- 
9; Theophylact III. 12.7; Arrius Menander 23.3 on Justinian, son of Germanus, and Mauricius 
acquiring a reputation for training the new recruits; Mauricius, Strat. 1.6-8; V.4.
61 Procopius, BG VI.25.16-18; Agathias II.3.4-8 on Franks succumbing to disease in northern Italy 
while fighting the Romans.
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On the battlefield, Vegetius claimed that Roman infantry had been in decline since 

the late fourth century.62 Procopius also comments on the decline in usefulness of 

infantry63 and on one occasion goes as far to say of the field forces in Italy that “most 

of the regular infantry were now unwilling to remain in their accustomed condition... 

unable even to make a phalanx of any consequence, and had never had the courage to 

engage with the barbarians, but always turned to flight at the first onset.”64 The lack 

of attention to the infantry in the Strategikon could also be suggested as evidence for 

its decline in use. However, Vegetius’ sentimental longing for a return to the army of 

Augustus makes him unreliable while Procopius’ evidence is not conclusive as his 

examples come from the campaigns of Belisarius, a cavalry commander whose 

campaigns in Africa and Italy were about speed of movement. It is possible therefore 

that Procopius was influenced by Belisarius’ preference for cavalry.65 Mauricius’ 

lack of attention could mean that the infantry was still in good order,66 with its
67traditional training methods and techniques still effective.

The cpoiSspaxoi had become a regular force alongside Roman units and at times the 

bucellarii could be relied upon.68 This erosion of the (poiSspaxoi as a distinct 

category and the possible blurring of the lines between regulars, limitanei and 

bucellarii may have led to an increase in the number of elite units. In addition to the 

scholae and protectores, the fifth and sixth centuries saw the introduction of the 

excubitores and the optimates. The elite status of these units may be demonstrated by 

the fact that they were drawn up in shallower formations when they were deployed in 

battle.69 There are also instances of barbarian infantry being hired, adding a further 

dimension.70 However, due to the varied nature of enemies and terrain faced, eastern 

armies could not be completely reliant upon infantry. In the west, the Vandals and 

Visigoths depended on infantry and aristocratic cavalry, while the Ostrogoths relied

62 Vegetius 1.20.
63 Procopius, BKIV.2.1-2; IV.3.4-6.
64 Procopius, BG V.28.22-27.
65 However, the caustic nature of Procopius’ treatment of Belisarius in Anecdota I-V may make the 
possibility of the Procopius being influenced by the great general less likely.
66 Mauricius, Strat. XI.2.66-70, 85-89 on reliable Roman infantry being deployed against the Avars.
67 Mauricius, Strat. V.4.
68 See above Chapter IV.II, 129-137.
69 Mauricius, Strat. II.6.23-40.
70 Agathias III. 17.5 on the use of Sabirs as heavy infantry. This could demonstrate how the Romans 
continued to view infantry as important. However, it could also suggest that Roman infantry was not 
considered good enough or that not enough suitable Roman recruits could be found.
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on a similar arrangement with the addition of numerous cities and fortified 

settlements in Italy. The Kutrigurs, Utigurs and Avars in the Balkans, the Ausurians 

in Africa and the Arabs in the east relied on various types of fleet-footed missile 

cavalry with very few infantry. The Persians could produce large armies71 consisting 

of an elite core of heavy cavalry, the Immortals, allied or mercenary infantry and 

light cavalry and low quality local militias. With such an assortment of armies, the
72eastern army had to maintain a flexibility that would allow different configurations.

This preparation is revealed by the combined services in late Roman army. Infantry 

may have remained the core of the army and dominated the battlefields in terms of 

numbers but cavalry and other specialist forces had continued to increase. While 

other light infantry armed with bows, javelins, crossbows or slings were used to 

supplement the infantry and disrupt an enemy charge, it was the cavalry wing that 

saw the greatest increase. In low-intensity warzones such as Italy, Lazica and the 

Balkans infantry became more defensive. Cities and fortresses allowed cavalry to 

take on a more prevalent role. Belisarius’ campaign against the Vandal kingdom is 

another good example of this growing prevalence. The speed afforded by cavalry
73allowed Belisarius to defeat one Vandal army before another arrived. These 

mounted regiments normally were 300-500 strong with body armour, helmets and 

small shields. While most cavalry were armed with lances and swords, horse archers, 

heavily armed K axdcppctK xo i and light skirmishers armed with javelins are also 

recorded.74 The difference from the fourth century army was likely not 

overwhelming but the ratio of cavalry to infantry had improved by the sixth century.

V.II Citizen Recruiting in the Fifth Century East

(i) Continued Existence o f Conscription and Hereditary Service

With the reduction in reliance on the army and its subsequent shrinking, it is not 

surprising that there is little specific evidence concerning recruitment in the east 

following 382. This lack of information could mean that the “routine was operating

71 Procopius, BP 1.13.23; 1.14.1; 1.15.11 on 80,000 men deployed in in the east in 530.
72 Mauricius, Strat. XI.
73 Procopius BVIV.2-3.
74 Mauricius, Strat. I-II; Procopius, B V III. 1.12-15.
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smoothly.”75 Diocletian’s system was likely still intact and Theodosius re-established 

Valens’ regular recruiting tax and the associated adaeratio as soon as it was prudent 

to do so. The determination of the eastern civilian government to moderate its 

dependence on barbarians and the army may have seen it rely even more heavily 

upon this system. Roman recruits may have been preferred even more than in the 

past with the money garnered from commutation being used to pay bounties to find 

internal recruits. The potential applications of this gold tax, such as diverting its
• • 76revenues elsewhere towards diplomacy and bribery, were recognised by Valens. Its 

usefulness led to the combining of the aurum tironicum, vestis militaris, aurum 

primipili (provincial transport) and mularum fiscalium (animals of burden) into the 

aurum comparaticum -  ‘gold of purchase’77 -  and may have formed the basis for the
78 • • •sixth century gold tax, the canonica. How this approach worked in practice with 

regard to its producing of recruits is unknown as the eastern army of the early fifth 

century was not overly stretched, since the diverting of recruiting gold to diplomacy 

and bribery was successful in reducing conflict.

What can be observed from eastern legislation is that a large number of groups 

ineligible for military service were retained. Slaves, curiales, cohortales, coloni
79adscriptici and some heretics were forbidden to enlist. Men of undesirable 

professions were also still ineligible as a recruit should be ex genere oritur militari -  

of military stock. However, there does seem to have been some pragmatism with 

regard to who was allowed to join the eastern army. Arian Christians, Manichaeans,

pagans and Jews would have formed a significant portion of the eastern population
• • • • 80 and it would have been detrimental to continue to prohibit their serving in the army.

Much like the west,81 the east also recognised that in times of crisis that it would be

prudent to allow slaves to join up.82 Physical standards also seem to have been

maintained as an early sixth century recruit, Heracleon, was only to be enrolled if he

was physically fit and over the age of eighteen,83 although it is possible that these

75 Jones (1964), 619.
76 Ammianus XXXI.4.4; Socrates IV.34.
77 Carrie (1993), 117-128.
78 Zuckerman (1998), 108.
79 G /X II.33.2; 3; 4[472]; P.Ryl. 609.
80 C/1.5.12[527]; Kaegi (1981), 74, 85.
81 C77z VII. 13.16[406],
82 G/XII.33.6[529]; 7[531].
83 P.Ryl. 609.
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rules were recorded as common form and perhaps were not followed. However, on 

no occasion was its recruiting system called upon to replace casualties the like of 

those suffered at Mursa, Adrianople or Frigidus.85 That the east would resort to 

filling the ranks with barbarians at the time of a shortfall suggests that the recruiting 

system was only able to replace men lost through retirement and limited casualties 

and would struggle with large-scale mobilisation or replacing heavy casualties.

86No legislation regarding conscription or the protostasia survives after 396. 

However, this does not mean that conscription disappeared. No emperor would ever 

abolish the eligibility of citizens for military service87 and while it does seem to have 

fallen out of use by the late fifth century, there is some evidence that conscription 

was still employed. The specific exemption of those landowners who had accepted 

the newly settled Sciri as coloni from providing them as recruits in 409 suggests that 

protostasia conscription was still a requirement of most landowners.88 The enrolling 

of John, St. Sabas’ father, in 444 appears to have been conscription for he had to 

leave his native Cappadocia and his young son for a posting with an Isaurian unit in 

Alexandria.89 The citing of the army as the destination of vagi, a group targeted for 

conscription in the past, by Isidore of Pelusium suggests that it was still in use.90

It is possible that conscription had ceased to be an annual levy and required an 

imperial decree and that the lack of a specific law calling for such a levy may suggest 

that the government was happy to rely on a reduced army and barbarians. The 

continued existence of conscription can be suggested by the attention given to its 

mechanisms and potential consequences in the Codex Justinianus. Commutation was 

only guaranteed for imperial lands91 suggesting that recruits could be taken from all 

other lands and that the eastern government had kept landowners more under control

84

84 Jones (1964), 669.
85 Some eastern laws attempted to keep the recruiting system free from corruption -  CTh XI.23.3- 
4[396] on maintaining the collection of recruiting tax without corruption; VII. 1.15-17[396-398] try to 
bring back absentee soldiers back to their posts and punishing private individuals who take absentees 
into their employment; VII.4.21 [396], 24-25[398] attempt to keep soldiers from extorting those who 
delivered the annona.
86 CTh XI.23.3[396], 4[396].
87 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2006), 172.
88 CTh V.6.3[409]; cf. Zuckerman (1998), 116.
89 Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita S. Sabae I.
90 See below Chapter V.II, 168 n.l 15.
91 C J XI.75.3 [397-398].
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than their western counterparts. Exemptions from protostasia are also recorded92 

meaning that actual recruits could still be demanded from the capitula. However, it 

has been argued that these exemptions were another example of clauses being 

handed down from past generations and becoming more figurative rather than literal 

and therefore cannot be used to prove that this obligation continued.93

Justinian’s expansion of the Empire and other mounting military troubles may have 

forced a more widespread return to conscription. Not only were more men needed in 

Africa, Italy and Spain but increased warfare may have dissuaded potential recruits 

while plague reduced the population. While Justinian and his immediate successors 

moved more towards recruiting barbarians rather than conscription, by the late 580s 

Mauricius was forced to use conscription to field an army against the Avars and 

Slavs in the Balkans. The scribones, probably officers of the excubitores,94 accrued a 

fearsome reputation for enforcing the recruiting tax either in cash, kind or actual 

recruits.95 Such was the ferocity of the scribones that it led to a confrontation with 

Pope Gregory,96 as the emperor thought that the church was diverting potential 

soldiers away from the army since both shared recruiting resources in the peasant and
Q7 • •middle classes. Conscription could have contributed heavily to Mauricius’ eventual 

murder. He perhaps demanded more from conscripts, whose had already suffered a 

reduction in pay, than was prudent. That Gregory, patriarch of Antioch, had to 

attempt to quell a mutiny of recently enlisted men in 589 may also hint at harsh 

conscription 98 However, despite the decline in volunteers in the mid-sixth century 

and the return of conscription by the 590s, there are no laws recorded regarding the 

mutilation of fingers and thumbs to avoid military service. It could be argued that the 

Christianising of the Empire could have reduced such self-induced maiming, 

although it is more likely that Theodosius I’s removal of the exemption of such 

mutilators from military service brought an end to that practice.

92 G/X.42.8.
93 Haldon (1979), 21.
94 Jones (1964), 658-659.
95 Michael the Syrian, Chronicle XI.21.
96 Gregory, Registrum Epistolarum 11.38; III.61, 64.
97jVJCLXII[539]; Frend(1972), 10.
98 Evagrius VI. 11.
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Evidence for the continued existence of hereditary service in the east is equally 

periodic. With regard to the limitanei and in peaceful areas such as Egypt it appears 

that hereditary service did survive. It is possible that hereditary service had become a 

privilege rather than a burden among the limitanei99 Papyrological evidence records 

the family of Dios following his occupation as a vaur)<; and a possibly as a soldier 

too100 while the call up of a certain Heracleon to the Equites Maurii at Hermopolis 

seems to have been due to the service of his father Constantinius.101 A certain 

Paulacis served in the Armenii of Ravenna in the seventh century after his father 

Stephanus had been primicerius of a regiment at Verona102 while in Palestine the 

Theodosiaci at Nessana were filled by local and hereditary recruitment.103

However, there is some suggestion that hereditary service had fallen out of use. The 

future emperor Marcian, the son of a soldier, had to make a conscious effort to 

enlist104 while St. Saba was apparently under no obligation to follow his father into 

the army.105 These episodes cannot be taken as proof for the reduction in hereditary 

service. Marcian may have pre-empted his conscription by volunteering while Saba 

may have been fortunate to fall through the cracks due to the distance from his 

father’s unit in Egypt to where he lived in Cappadocia. However, Paulacis, the 

Theodosiaci in Nessana, Heracleon and the family of Dios may be examples of sons 

following their father’s profession out of choice rather than obligation, as soldiery 

remained a steady profession with privileges and exemptions.106 The enthusiasm that 

greeted Mauricius’ decision to allow sons of deceased soldiers at Asemus to enrol 

suggests that there been some impediment to these sons following their fathers’ 

occupation and that military service was still popular in certain places. It would be 

strange, though not impossible, for an institution that had worked in previous 

centuries and had continued amongst some units to not be used for others.

99 Jones (1964), 669 using P.Ryl. 609; Haldon (1979), 21.
100 P. Monac. 1-14; P.Lond. 1727-1737.
101 P.Ryl 609.
102 P.ltd. 22.
103 P.Nessana 15, 22, 29.
104 Evagrius II.l.
105 Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita S. Sabae 1.9.
106 G /X II.46; Digest XLIX.18; Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.2-4; Jones (1964), 675.
107 Theophylact VII. 1.7.
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As with conscription, while there is no detailed legislation regarding hereditary 

service beyond the fourth century, the Codex Justinianus does record some laws 

concerning specific aspects, such as how the sons of a centurion ought to follow in 

their father’s profession and that the eldest son of a dead soldier should not only be 

enlisted into the army but inherit his father’s position up to the rank of biarchus.m  A 

third more definitive law obligated the sons of members of any office to hereditary 

service.110 While it might be somewhat imprecise to regard soldiers as office holders, 

they were certainly adhuc sacremento tenentur making them applicable for 

hereditary service. However, even if this law does not lay out the continuation of 

hereditary service, the lack of a general law concerning its implementation does not 

mean that the practice had been abandoned. As with other aspects of the provision of 

recruits it may have become a fa it accompli no longer requiring legislation.

(ii) Conditions o f  Service and the Return to Volunteers

While the nature of recruiting in the fifth century east is mostly obscured by meagre 

sources, the sixth century is enlightened through the Codex Justinianus and literary 

sources. However, what is suggested by these resources is unexpected. By the time 

Justinian came to throne in 527, it would seem that “recruitment was entirely 

voluntary.”111 In a comparison between the Codex Theodosianus and the Codex 

Justinianus, the removal of most mention of conscription and hereditary service from 

the latter whilst preserving many of its predecessor’s laws on which groups were 

ineligible for service112 could be seen as a compelling argument for the re-emergence 

of volunteering. However, those sections of the Codex Theodosianus that deal with
• i * l  13 • • •recruitment and desertion are dominated by “crisis legislation.” It is not surprising 

that at times of military crisis an emperor would need to expand his manpower with 

threats and promises. Therefore, the comparison is somewhat inequitable.

U8 CJXII.47.2[380].
109 G /X II.47.3.
110 G/XII.47.1[331].
111 Jones (1964), 668; Haldon (1979), 20-21.
112 CJX II.33.2; 3; 4[472]
113 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 77; CTh VII. 13.2-6[367-370]; 18.1 [365] on Valentinian and Valens 
rebuilding the army after Julian’s Persian expedition; VII. 12.8-11 [380-382]; 18.2-8[379-383] on 
Theodosius dealing with the Goths; VII. 13.12-21 [397-410]; 18.9-17[396-413] on western attempts to 
deal with Alaric, Radagaisus and Constantine.



168

However, despite this wariness, it appears that volunteering did increase dramatically 

by the sixth century allowing Justinian to maintain and perhaps increase the size of 

his army without having to resort to conscription.114 A change in military policy may 

have helped as a large proportion of the army now consisted of static units, whether 

limitanei, comitatenses on garrison duty, or the guard units that surrounded the 

emperor at Constantinople. A return to local recruitment will have contributed to an 

increase in volunteers as it meant that men could serve near to their homes and not in 

some far-flung province. The incorporation of the Isaurians, who had been largely 

neglected by the government, may also have aided volunteer numbers. Once they 

were enrolled into the army under Theodosius II and then Leo, their martial abilities 

and willingness to serve came to the fore ensuring a steady supply of recruits.

The real catalyst behind this upsurge in volunteering was almost certainly economic 

reform. The promise of regular pay, bonuses and land allotments upon their 

retirement had always been incentives for potential recruits but rampant abuses and 

corruption had undermined the appeal of an army career. Isidore of Pelusium 

provides an example of the disdain with which military service was viewed in the 

mid-fifth century as he urged a certain Quintinianus not to send his son, a gifted 

student, to the army,115 although Quintinianus must have seen military service as a 

perfectly honourable career. It was this negative attitude and its effects on recruiting 

that encouraged Anastasius to address the conditions of service faced by soldiers. 

Measures were taken to prevent quartermasters cheating soldiers out of their pay, the 

fees paid by limitanei were more strictly regulated and regular and accurate records 

of rations were kept.116 He also investigated the tax system, particularly what 

proportion should be levied in kind or gold. Due to the unsystematic way in which 

concessions had been granted across the Empire, there was a considerable amount of 

waste where too much tax in kind was levied while in other regions there was not 

enough to supply the army. Anastasius’ reforms converted the majority of the land
• • 117tax to gold, taking only enough in kind to feed army units stationed in the area.

114 Jones (1964), 670; Haldon (1979), 20-21.
115 Isidore of Pelusium, Ep. 1.390; CTh VIII.2.3[380]; VII. 18.10[400]; VII. 18.17[412] on vagi being a 
major source of recruits, probably representing the only instance of true conscription in the Roman 
military -  cf. Tacitus, Ann. IV.4.2 on Tiberius not wanting Italian vagi in the army.
116 C JX II.37.16; 1.29.4; SEG IX.356.
117 Malalas 394; C/X.27.1[491], 2 §§5-10[491-505],
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This tax in gold also allowed Anastasius to replace the issues of uniforms and arms 

with cash allowances that allowed the soldiery to purchase what they needed.118 It 

has also been suggested that he increased pay by up to 50%,119 although 

documentary evidence for the actual stipendium stops by the mid-fourth century.120 It 

is difficult to prove when exactly the stipendium disappeared but by the sixth century 

military pay was given entirely in rations, supplies and fodder through the annona 

and capitus along with the occasional donativum. It is possible that this ‘pay’ 

increase refers to the first recording of the amount of five solidi for the quinquennial
• 191donativum under Anastasius. Other military remuneration such as grants of land 

and discharge bonuses seem to have disappeared, neither of which are mentioned in 

the Codex Justinianus. The promise of land free from imperial taxes had long been 

an essential part of the rewards for potential soldiers.122 Justinian revived this 

practice with the limitanei in Africa.123 However, land grants became used to attract 

barbarian rather than Roman recruits. Discharge bonuses may not have been needed 

as the age limit on military service seems to have lapsed.124 This was also helped by 

the introduction of a sliding scale so that the older a soldier got, the more he
125earned. It was thought even at the time, admittedly by a panegyrist, that the fiscal 

attention he paid to the army meant that “recruits now fill the regiments with sturdy 

soldiery.”126 To aid these troops on the eastern frontier, Anastasius also spent 

lavishly on rebuilding of city walls at Edessa and Batnae and building Dara,127 

suggesting that the idea of low-intensity warfare had not disappeared.

This success of Anastasius’ reforms may be demonstrated by the size of the forces 

deployed in 502 against Kavadh I. It is claimed that Aerobindus, magister militum 

per Orientem, had 12,000 men while the combined forces of the two magistri

118 Malalas 394; Evagrius 111.42; Treadgold (1995), 153; Theophylact VII.1 on the existence of arms 
and clothing allowance under Mauricius.1 1 Q

Treadgold (1995) 153-155.
Ammianus XV.6.3; XXVI.8.6 uses stipendium interchangeably with donativum.

121 Zacharias of Mytilene VII.8; Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.27-29.
122 CTh VII. 15.1 [409], 2[423]; NTh XXIV §4[443],
123 CJ 1.27.2 §8[534],
124 CJX II.46; Digest XLIX. 18; Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.2-4; SEG IX.356 §7 on Anastasius 
guaranteeing that the priores of comitatenses and limitanei were immune from being discharged 
through infirmity, unfitness and presumably age for up to five per cent of the unit.

Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.2-4; it would be tempting to attribute this sliding scale to Anastasius 
and his “parca subtilitas” -  economic ingenuity -  (CJ II.7.25[519]) due to the scope of his financial 
reforms, however, this would be to go beyond the available evidence into speculation.
126 Priscian of Caesarea, Pan. 204-205.
127

Joshua the Stylite 87, 89; Zacharias of Mytilene VII.6.
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militum praesentales, Patricius and Hypatius, amounted to 40,000 men. Normally, 

forces of this size are called into question by the likelihood of exaggeration. 

However, there is some corroborating logistical evidence. The requisitions of biscuit 

from Edessa by successive quartermaster-generals may have provided “active service 

rations adequate to feed from 32,500 to 40,000 men for six months.”128 However, a 

total of 52,000 men for combined forces of the magister militum per Orientem and 

the two magistri militum praesentales would represent a decrease in numbers from 

the previous century. In 395 the same commands came to a combined 62,000 men 

without taking into account any barbarian units or limitanei not included. The battle 

of Odessus is said to have involved up to 130,000 men129 although this figure could 

have been exaggerated or included large numbers of untrained Thracian peasants.

Anastasius’ generous use of remissions to rebuild areas ravaged by war nursed the 

Empire’s tax base back into good health. By the time of his death in 518 it was 

claimed that he left the imperial treasury with a reserve of 320,0001bs of gold130 and 

that his tax reforms enabled Justinian to collect a further 400,0001bs.131 Such 

amounts of ready cash enabled Justinian not just to build Hagia Sophia, the Church 

of the Holy Apostles, the Great Palace at Constantinople and the completion of San 

Vitale in Ravenna but also to recruit large numbers of men for his western campaigns 

by “handing out money lavishly.”132 The improved conditions of service instituted by 

Anastasius may have impacted the number of volunteers for up to 150 years, for 

when there was money available not only to Justinian but to Tiberius in 574133 and 

even Heraclius in the 620s, recruits seem to have been plentiful.134

However, there is no hiding the damage done to Anastasius’ reinvigorated army by 

the revolt of Vitalian. While the numbers may be inflated, the battles at Odessus in 

513 and outside Constantinople in 515 caused considerable casualties as Anastasius’ 

army of perhaps 80,000 was almost annihilated. Such was the military situation in

128 Jones (1964), 232; in 503, Apion demanded 630,000 modii of wheat to be baked into biscuit; his 
successor, Calliopius raised this to 850,000 modii in 504 while it was back to 630,000 the following 
year (Joshua the Stylite 54, 70, 77; Procopius, BP 1.7.1-5).
129 John of Antioch, Exc. De lnsid. 103.

Procopius, Anecdota XIX.7.
131 Procopius, Anecdota XIX.8.
132 Procopius, BG VII.39.16; VII.10.1-3; VIII.26.5.
133 Theophylact III. 12.8.
134 Sebeos 26; George of Pisidia, Expeditio Persica III.89-128.
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Thrace following the defeat of Vitalian that in 517 a column of Kutrigurs was able to 

cross the Danube and drive into Greece. The lack of response to this invasion 

enabled the Kutrigurs to carry off thousands of prisoners unhindered. The revolt of 

Vitalian also demonstrated that Anastasius’ financial reforms were not completely 

successful. Vitalian appealed not just to barbarians and those upset by Anastasius’ 

Monophysite beliefs but to regular troops with financial grievances.135 It was not a 

coincidence that Thrace, where the rebellion took place, was the only diocese where 

the practice of coemptio/ovva>\f\ -  compulsory purchase -  was still practised.136

The argument over when this increase in enthusiasm for military service in the east

occurred is less straight forward than simply attributing it to the reforms of

Anastasius. It has been suggested that, with “the overall prosperity of the eastern

provinces, and the density of settlement in the countryside... [providing] a surplus 
i

rural population,” enthusiasm for military service had remained high since the late 

fourth century.138 One ancient source suggests that volunteers were on the increase 

by the mid-fifth century, probably on account of the Isaurians.139 However, for a 

surplus to have continued from the late fourth until the sixth century must suppose 

that Leo and Zeno turned to Gothic, Rugian and Hunnic foederati despite Roman 

recruits being available. Since the government remained capable of preventing 

estates from sheltering recruits, eastern recruits were either not good enough or it 

was more expedient to utilise barbarian tribes than it was to professionalise citizens.

The employment of these barbarians, as well as the immediacy of the danger to the 

Empire, may also demonstrate how reduced the eastern army had become even 

before the arrival of the Ostrogoths. This reduction may also suggest that the upturn 

in Roman volunteers did not take place during this period. Contrarily, it has been 

claimed that the upturn in enthusiasm for military service did not appear until the 

reign of Justinian in the sixth century. In this model, the increase in volunteering 

stems from the decline of the rural economy sparked by the outbreak of plague. It

135 John of Antioch fr.214; Jordanes, Romana 357-358; Zacharias of Mytilene VII; PLRE II 1171- 
1176 ‘Vitalian.’
136 G/X.27.2 §§5-10; Procopius, Anecdota XXIII. 11-14; Agathias IV.22 on the abuses of 
coemptio/ovvowi].
137 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 172; Patlagean (1977), 232-235, 426-429; Banaji (2001), 
ch. 1 on healthy population in the eastern rural areas.
138 Zuckerman (1998).
139 Theodoret, EpAAA.
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would be expected that the population decline that accompanied plague would 

decrease the number of men available to serve in the army. However, the economic 

downturn left large numbers jobless, homeless and broke. The wage, lodgings, 

clothing and rations provided by a military career made it a more appealing vocation.

V.III Barbarians in the Fifth Century Eastern Army

(i) The Gainas Affair and the Debarbarisation o f the East

The east may have had an even more turbulent relationship with barbarians than the 

west. While the western army would gradually be subsumed by contingents from 

barbarian tribes and kingdoms, eastern policy towards barbarians deviated greatly. 

This inconsistency stems from Theodosius’ establishing of civilian control at 

Constantinople. The same tension between the eastern government and the military 

that led to the adopting of low-intensity warfare helped unleash some latent anti- 

barbarianism among the eastern ruling classes.140 It is worth remembering that it was 

the eastern army that was defeated at Adrianople and required the injection of 

Visigothic recruits from the ‘treaty’ of 382. Therefore, it is possible that the 

complaints of the eastern army being flooded with barbarians had some foundation.

The combination of inaction, reduced rewards and increased obstructions to 

advancement rankled with the army, in particular the foederati who relied more on 

bonuses and booty than regular troops. Alaric was first to react to this new eastern 

policy by devastating Greece and Epirus. However, the more serious reaction came 

from the general who had been largely responsible for the victory over the Huns in 

398 -  Tribigild. Passed over for reward,141 Tribigild raised the Ostrogothic troops 

under his command in revolt and although peasant militias hindered his progress,142 

the imperial forces that were sent against him proved to be a valuable recruiting 

resource. The barbarian core of the Roman army sent against him defected to 

Tribigild and defeated the remnants of the regular units that had remained loyal.143

Synesius, De Prov. 1245D-1247A
141 Claudian, In Eutrop. 11.178.
142 Zosimus V.15-16.

Zosimus V.17; Claudian, In Eutrop II.432ff; Zosimus V.13 on slaves, deserters and perhaps 
Roman provincials joining Tribigild.
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This defection and the fact that the revolt of Tribigild continued after his death 

further suggests the extent of the damage done to the relations between the 

aristocratic party and large sections of the military. Gainas may now have been 

forced into the rebel camp by the actions of Eutropius and the eastern government. 

For a few months, Gainas was triumphant and ruled the east much like Stilicho did 

the west. However, he was not the politician that Stilicho was and in response to the 

increasingly heavy-handed rule of Gamas’ Goths, the inhabitants of Constantinople 

embraced the anti-barbarian sentiments of Eutropius and Aurelian. Gainas abruptly 

abandoned Constantinople but his withdrawal was so clumsy that the population was 

able to trap and massacre up to 7,000 Goths within the city walls. That these 7,000 

Goths were suggested as only a fifth of Gainas’ total strength144 could be 

exaggeration or that the 35,000 included women and children.145 Gainas’ army was 

described as solely barbarian in contrast to the wholly Roman forces that opposed 

them;146 so much so that the revolt could almost be described as a civil war between 

the regular and foederati forces of the east.

However, this is far from the truth. While Gainas encouraged Goths settled in Thrace 

and Phrygia to enrol in his army,147 as the commander of the eastern field army, 

Gainas must have had some regular Roman troops under his command.148 Also, 

despite its increasingly anti-barbarian stance, the eastern government’s response to 

Galnas was marked by its pragmatism. There was no indiscriminate killing of 

barbarians, and only the supporters of Gainas were targeted. This was a sensible 

approach for there were still large numbers of barbarians in the army that had 

remained loyal to the Empire. It would have been potentially fatal to chastise Franks, 

Sarmatians, Huns and other Goths for the folly of the followers of Tribigild and 

Gainas. The appointment of the Visigothic leader Fravitta to the command against

144 Synesius, De Prov. II.2.
145 Albert (1984), 131 n.184; Synesius, De Prov II. 1; Sozomen VIII.4.15; this number could also be 
questioned by Gainas’ plan to attack the walls of Constantinople (Zosimus V.19.4) for why would he 
need to do so if there were already 7,000 men in the city? This could be explained by the idea that 
Ga'inas had made a colossal blunder by leaving the city.
146Zosimus V.17.1, 18.1, 19.1.

Zosimus V.21.9; Socrates VI.6; Sozomen VIII.8.1 on Gainas’ hands on approach to recruiting 
instead of under treaty from any local ruler.

Zosimus V.22.9; although the fact that Gainas thought it necessary to massacre many of his Roman 
followers suggests that he could not rely on their loyalty once he was ousted from Constantinople and 
declared a public enemy.
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Gai'nas further demonstrates this pragmatism and the likelihood that Fravitta’s army 

contained at least some barbarians further goes against the idea of a conflict between 

regulars and foedera ti,149

However, while the departure from using barbarian manpower was not total, there 

was a deliberate effort to keep Germans from powerful positions in the army. During 

this period the majority of eastern generals had Greek or Latin names.150 While this 

is not surprising as the number of foreigners holding Roman command was less than 

a third throughout the fourth century, in the east, with the removal of the Visigoths 

and split with the west, it seems to have dropped to around a fifth.151 Constantinople 

also appears to have helped prevent integration by maintaining the distinctiveness 

and inferiority of barbarians. Non-Roman officers did not necessarily become 

citizens and the prohibition of intermarriage between gentiles and Romans was 

enforced.152 Even a successful general such as Fravitta had to ask for special 

dispensation from Theodosius to marry a Roman.153 There may even have been an 

attempt to maintain the legions as strictly for Roman citizens only with non-citizen 

barbarians serving in foederati units. The majority of the barbarians that the east did 

use were from Armenia and Isauria, who by the fifth century had been longstanding 

inhabitants of the Empire and were therefore only barbarians in the loosest terms.

There was no real attempt to replace the gap left by the move away from barbarian 

soldiers and as a result the army was allowed to decline in numbers. The most 

striking example of this was the defeat of the Sciri as not only were they were not 

enrolled in the army or settled for future recruiting, they were specifically exempted 

from having to provide recruits.154 However, the limited remilitarisation following 

the death of Arcadius that saw the sending of troops to Italy and Africa and a minor 

conflict with the Persians155 did see the employment of more barbarians in important

149 The fact that the remnant of Gai'nas’ force was crushed by Uldin’s Huns (Zosimus V.22) further 
demonstrates that the whole affair was not a spontaneous uprising by foederati.

PLRE 11.1290-1293 -  again accepting that some barbarians may have taken Roman names.
151 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 103-110; Elton (1996a), 148 Table 4, 273 Table 7.
152 CTh III. 13.14[370].
153 Eunapius fr.60; Zosimus IV.56-57.
154 CTh V.6.3[409]; Sozomen IX.5.2-7.
155 See above Chapter V.I, 155.
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military positions.156 Plinthas the Goth served as magister militum praesentalis for
157 • •over twenty years and as consul in 419, while Ardaburius the Alan commanded

• • 1 • the army against Persia in 421, defeated the western usurper Ioannes with his son

Aspar159 and served as consul in 429. That these men of barbarian origin were

experienced enough to be appointed to high commands suggests that they had

considerable Roman service behind them. This in turn shows that even during the

period of debarbarisation the eastern army still employed non-Romans.160

(ii) Military Domination and the Threat o f the Foederati

Anti-barbarian and anti-military tendencies exposed the east to the same troubles that

had dogged the west. A reduced military was more open to domination by a skilled

individual, particularly if the emperor and the consistorium were unable to stand up

to him. This is what happened in the 450s and 460s. The primacy of Aspar,161 much

like Aetius, began at a time when both the eastern and western halves of the Empire

were being menaced by Attila. With such an enemy on its doorstep, the eastern army

may have been re-enlarged with numerous foederati who might have been willing to

follow a fellow non-Roman such as Aspar. The number of foederati also increased

following the death of Attila in 453 and the Hunnic defeat at the Nedao in 454.

Marcian took advantage of this by entering into alliances with many of Attila’s

former subjects granting some of them homes in Roman territory. Ardaric’s Gepids

and Valamir’s Ostrogoths moved into Pannonia; Alans and Sciri settled in Moesia

Inferior and Scythia; Huns and Sarmatians were planted in Scythia and Dacia

Ripensis while Theoderic Strabo’s Ostrogoths under Theoderic Strabo and some

Rugians settled in Thrace. This giving of land in return for military service had been

used in the past but had fallen somewhat out of use in the east since the trouble it

caused with Alaric and Tribigild. However, now it became a central part of eastern
162policy, eventually becoming part of the theme system of the seventh century.

156 Williams and Friell (1999), 30 attribute this change in policy to the removal of Anthemius as 
praetorian prefect and the growing influence of Theodosius II’s sister Pulcheria.
157 Marcellinus Comes s.a. 418; Socrates V.23; Sozomen VII.17.
158 Socrates VII. 18.20; Priscus fr.20; Evagrius II. 1.
159 Olympiodorus fr.43.
160 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 130.
161 Croke (2005) gives a thorough account of the background that eventually led to Aspar’s murder.
162 Malchus 18.3.5-11; 20.198-204 on the settling of the Ostrogoths of Theoderic the Amal; Procopius, 
BG VI. 14.33-34 on Justinian giving the Heruli “good land;” Sebeos 20 on Mauricius’ proposed
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However, Aspar was an astute enough politician to realise that if he used the 

barbarians to further his ambitions he would unite the entire eastern establishment 

against him. Aspar and his Germanic circle were so thoroughly Romanised and 

enjoyed so close a working relationship with the Theodosian house that it is unlikely 

that Aspar relied solely upon barbarian manpower. Like Bauto, Arbogast, Stilicho 

and Fravitta before them, Plintha, Ardaburius and Aspar did not try to mix Roman 

command with the leadership a barbarian tribe as Alaric and Gainas had done: they 

“were solely Roman military leaders, members of the Roman ruling class whose 

careers had been in the army and whose tribal identities had been left behind.”163

However, this did not prevent Aspar from cultivating links with Theoderic Strabo. 

The position of these Ostrogoths in Thrace, coupled with Aspar’s assumption of the 

role of king-maker by elevating Leo to the throne in 457 raised suspicion in 

Constantinople. When it became apparent that Aspar held dynastic intentions for his 

sons Ardaburius and Patricius,164 Leo felt it necessary to find a counterbalance. 

Paradoxically, the emperor turned to a man who did hold a Roman command as well 

as something of a tribal position -  the Isaurian leader Tarasicodissa. Despite having 

been part of the Empire for five centuries, the Isaurians had never been fully 

subdued. Regarded as internal barbarians and feared as brigands in Anatolia, these 

highlanders made excellent fighting material. In return for stopping the endemic 

raids, Leo raised Tarasicodissa to the new position of comes excubitorum in charge 

of a palace guard of 300 Isaurians. After exposing a supposed plot between 

Ardaburius and the Persian king, Tarasicodissa, now known as Zeno, was elevated to 

magister militum per Thracias and married Leo’s eldest daughter Ariadne.

Despite how damaging a conflict with Aspar could be and how unpopular Zeno was, 

Leo felt that the need for a new source of recruits overrode these considerations and 

large numbers of Isaurians were enrolled into the army under generous conditions. 

This need for new recruits was due not just to the threat of Aspar but also the

transfer of large numbers of Armenians to Thrace; John of Ephesus 111.26 on Tiberius giving land to 
non-Romans who enrolled during his recruiting drive in the 570s.
163 Williams and Friell (1999), 30; Jones (1964), 181-182.

Ardaburius became magister militum per Orientum while Patricius married one of Leo’s daughters 
and elevated to Caesar (Candidus fr. 1; Jordanes, Getica 239; Marcellinus Comes s.a. 471).
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proposed expedition against Vandal Africa in 468. Up to 100,000 men and a fleet of

1,000 ships are thought to have been mustered.165 With such a concentration of 

manpower, it would be feasible to think that Leo would have launched a large 

recruiting drive as well as courting the Isaurians. However, it appears that he 

depended on men already under arms, mustering them from across the Empire 

without going to much effort to replace them. His reliance on diplomacy and bribery 

to maintain the frontiers would explain the pressure to which they were exposed in 

the last years of the 460s. Valamir rebelled in Pannonia; a surviving son of Attila, 

Dengizich, forced his way into Thrace and was defeated only by the combination of 

the magister Anagast and the Ostrogoths;166 relations with Persia soured and an 

ambitious Arab king, Amorkesos, captured all of Arabia Petraea.167

The difficult military situation facing Leo was exacerbated by the disaster of the 

Vandal campaign, perhaps not in terms of manpower as heavy casualties are not 

recorded, but in terms of prestige. Despite the incompetence of the expedition’s 

commander, Leo’s brother-in-law Basiliscus, being to blame for the catastrophe, 

Aspar’s opposition to the expedition made him a target. After Aspar was blamed for 

a mutiny and assassination attempt on Zeno by Thracian troops, Leo had him and 

his son Ardaburius murdered.169 The emperor then resisted a large-scale killing of 

Aspar’s supporters by choosing to see this as an internal dispute rather than “a larger 

ethnic one.”170 However, while the domination of an over-powerful military leader 

had been averted, the murder of Aspar did end the matter. If anything, it escalated the 

problems that the devolution of eastern recruiting had created since the collapse of 

Attila’s empire.

Despite the anti-barbarian tendencies fostered following the Ga'inas affair, it is clear 

that by the late fifth century eastern recruiting was following a similar pattern to the 

west. The rise of Aspar had forced a clamp down on the keeping of sizeable forces of

165 Procopius, B V III.6.1; a portion of this 100,000 was provided by the western government -  
Marcellinus and his bucellarii o f ‘Scythians’ (Priscus fr.38.1).
166 Chron. Pasch. s.a. 468; PLRE 11.75 ‘Anagast’; PLRE 11.354 ‘Dengizich.’
167 Malchus fr.l; PLRE 11.73 ‘Amorkesos.’
168 Theophanes a.m.5961.
169 Candidus fr.l; Malalas 371-372; Theophanes a.m. 5963-5964.
170 Williams and Friell (1999), 181; Croke (2005), 203 describes this episode as being “not so much 
about competing ethnic groups of factions... more about the primal dynastic impulse of retaining 
power and securing succession.”
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171 • •  • •bucellarii and the forbidding of generals from enlisting soldiers without imperial
• • 179permission. However, despite these efforts, a clash between the state and its 

barbarian neighbours seemed inevitable. The maelstrom broke during Zeno’s reign. 

The Isaurian emperor was one of the most unpopular Augusti ever. Not only was his 

claim to the throne tenuous but his mother-in-law Verina despised him, the 

aristocracy saw him as an upstart and the people hated him as an Isaurian.173 These 

obstacles could have been overcome with the loyalty of the army. However, the 

Roman element of the army also detested him and he had made enemies of the 

Ostrogoths by being complicit in Aspar’s murder. It can have come as no surprise 

that a conspiracy between Verina, Basiliscus and the Ostrogoths forced Zeno to flee 

to Isauria in 475.

To regain his throne, Zeno had to rely upon many of the facets of recruiting -  a 

steady supply of reliable recruits from his fellow Isaurians; playing his opposition off 

against one another and bribery. A series of promotions quickly alienated the 

Isaurian general Illus and the magister militum Armatus from the conspirators. 

However, it was the two Ostrogothic groups that provided the greatest military 

threat. Reminiscent of Alaric,174 Theoderic Strabo and Theoderic the Amal wanted a 

Roman military command and farmable land with which to feed their adherents and 

both were willing to straddle the boundary between ally and enemy to get it. Again 

like Alaric, while these chieftains were successful, they attracted support from the 

multitude of barbarian tribes that were spread across the Balkan region. Therefore, 

these ‘Ostrogothic’ groups probably included Huns, Gepids, Alans, Sciri, 

Sarmatians, Rugians and Lombards,175 as well as disenchanted Roman citizens, 

deserters and runaway slaves. To buy their neutrality, Zeno promised them what they

1 G/IX.12.10[468];40[468],
172 G/XII.35.17[472],
173 Jones (1964), 224 -  it was almost certainly this unpopularity that led to the mutiny and 
assassination attempt in Thrace rather than Aspar’s plotting.
174 Williams and Friell (1999), 191 suggest that while Theoderic the Amal wanted better lands and 
larger subsidies and perhaps eventually a quasi-independent kingdom such as the Visigoths had 
achieved in 418, Theoderic Strabo wanted a place at the top table of Roman decision making and to 
eventually replace the Roman army with an Ostrogothic one. Neither of these men was out to destroy 
the Empire as they depended upon it for food and reward. However, men like Alaric and Athaulf had 
not wanted to bring down the west.
175 The eastern army probably had a similar make-up. On top of the Roman core of Isaurians, 
Armenians and other citizens, the eastern army would also have been able to recruit from the 
barbarian melting pot that the Balkans had become, particularly if the advances of the barbarians had 
been checked militarily or politically.
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wanted -  suitable land and positions within the Roman establishment. So successful 

were Zeno’s machinations that within two years he was re-established in 

Constantinople without any major conflict.

However, despite this victory, “the next twelve years were, politically, a turmoil of

semi-serious wars, feints, intrigues, attempted coups, treaties, betrayals and counter-
1 • • ■ -  betrayals.” To maintain the tenuous balance between Isauria and the Ostrogoths,

Zeno backed each of the three opposing military groups with an inconsistency that

verged on the ingenious. When one of the groups threatened, Zeno bribed another to

serve as the imperial army. He even employed the dubious tactic of encouraging the

Kutrigurs to cross the Danube to keep the Ostrogoths occupied. Eventually, Zeno

was able to eliminate his erstwhile allies/enemies one by one. Theoderic Strabo’s

Ostrogoths did not survive his death in 481 while a brief alliance with Theoderic the

Amal was enough to defeat Illus.177 This left Zeno with only Theoderic the Amal to

deal with, who had seen his power increase greatly following the death of Theoderic

Strabo due to the kratocratic instincts of the Ostrogoths. The emperor again relied

upon the long-established strategy of playing enemies off against one another to deal

with this enlarged Ostrogothic horde. The target was the new ruler of Italy,

Odovacar. It is unlikely that Zeno viewed Odovacar as a threat or felt the need to

punish him for the deposition of Anthemius and Julius Nepos. Sending Theoderic

west ostensibly to bring Italy back under imperial control was merely a useful

propaganda tool. The reality was that Zeno was removing a nuisance by giving the

Ostrogoth an imperial commission and good farmland. Even if Theoderic had been

unsuccessful in Italy and returned east, he would have been severely weakened and

more easily controlled.

However, despite Leo and Zeno’s efforts at regulating recruitment and finding new 

domestic resources, there had been significant damage done to the Roman recruiting 

system. While the harnessing of the Isaurians and Armenians, along with Illyrians

Williams and Friell (1999), 191.
177 Malalas 389; Theophanes a.m. 5976; Zeno had cleverly kept Theoderic in Constantinople (John of 
Antioch fr. 214.4); Illus sent embassies to the Persian king, the Armenian satrapies and even Odoacer 
in Italy (John of Antioch fr.214.2) but only the Armenians sent any help (Procopius, Aed. III. 1.24-26).
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• • 178and Thracians, provided a steady flow of internal recruits the prolonged presence 

of the Ostrogoths in the Balkans, coupled with the agitation of the Isaurians, meant 

that attaining and maintaining the loyalty of these barbarians took precedence over 

recruiting. The migration of the Ostrogoths removed a reserve of manpower that 

Constantinople had become dangerously dependent on while revealling a new 

danger. Since the collapse of the Huns there had been a build-up of barbarian tribes 

beyond the Danube -Rugians, Lombards, Gepids, Kutrigurs, Utigurs and later the 

Avars. The Ostrogoths had kept these peoples in check, but when they moved west 

the extent of the deterioration of the Roman forces along the Danube became clear. 

Large scale raiding took place during the 490s and both the magister militum per 

Thracias, Julian, and the magister militum per Illyricum, Aristus, suffered heavy
17Q • •defeats. The Isaurians became restless again as they had expected Longinus to

1 80succeed his brother Zeno. It became clear that the Empire had been overly 

dependent upon the Ostrogoths to provide its military striking power and had been 

neglecting its own soldiers and recruiting system forcing Anastasius into wide 

ranging reforms.

V.IV Recruitment from Justinian to Heraclius

(i) Justinian’s Wars and Sixth Century Barbarian Service

The upturn in eastern volunteers orchestrated by Anastasius’ reforms gave the east 

the ability to field armies of 52,000 against the Persians and up to 130,000 during the 

revolt of Vitalian. This suggests that the eastern army and the internal recruiting 

resources were in an extremely healthy state. However, the reality appears to have 

been somewhat different. These armies represented not just the vast majority of 

eastern forces but they included sizeable barbarian contingents such as the Heruli 

used by Anastasius181 and the Caucasian and Arab allies employed by Justin during 

the Iberian War. While this appearance of barbarians could be explained by the use

178 Isaurians -  Procopius, BP 1.18.5; BG V.5.2; V.10.1; VI.5.1; VI.12.26-27; VI.23.2; VI.27.5;
VII. 10.19; VII.20.4; VII.36.7; Armenians -  Procopius, BP 11.21.2; 11.24.12; BG VII.6.10; VII.27.3;
VII.27.10; VIII. 11.57; Illyrians -  BP 11.21.4; BG VII. 10.2; VII. 11.11-14; Thracians -  BP 11.21.4; BG
VI.5.1; VI.12.26-27; VII.6.10; Malchus fr. 15-16; Hopwood (1983).
179 Marcellinus Comes, 493, 499 (Chronica Minora 11.94-95); Theophanes a.m. 5994; PLRE 11.639 
‘Julian’; PLRE II ‘Aristus.’
180 Evagrius 111.29.
181 Marcellinus Comes 512.11; Procopius, BG VI.14.28.
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of specialist forces for particular types of warfare, there is a possibility that 

enthusiasm amongst Romans was already beginning to wane. This may be backed up 

by the casualties caused by the wars with with Kavadh I and Vitalian together with 

raids in the Balkans with little respite to recover.182 That this had taken its toll on the 

east’s manpower is clear by the forces deployed during the Iberian War.183

Justinian’s expedition to Africa also demonstrates this reduction in Roman 

manpower. The 15,500 men given to Belisarius to conquer the Vandal Kingdom 

were in stark contrast to the supposed 100,000 men sent to accomplish the same task
• 184 •in 468. It is possible that Justinian did not expect too much from the expedition, 

“recalling... the disaster of Basiliscus.”185 The subsequent success of Belisarius had 

much more to do with the commander’s personal ability and the good fortune of 

finding the Vandals distracted by a revolt in Sardinia than it did with the strength of 

the expedition. However, there does seem to have been some planning for the 

success. In an attempt to make-up for the small invasion forces, it is likely that 

Justinian foresaw the local populations of the west contributing to their own defence 

as the reinstitution of the limitanei in Africa would suggest. The formation of three 

new field armies186 in the re-conquered territories apparently formed with new 

recruits built around a nucleus of veterans from the armies could confirm this.187

However, buoyed and perhaps blinded by the ease of Belisarius’ victory over 

Gelimer, Justinian seems to have ordered the invasion of Italy without appreciating 

the levels of manpower needed to defeat the Ostrogoths. Belisarius’ army received 

little or no reinforcement188 and due to the necessity of leaving a garrison in Africa, 

the invasion of Sicily was carried out by around 7,000 regular and (poiSepaxoi. Again 

the abilities of Belisarius along with some luck allowed this small force to capture

Procopius, BG VII.40.5-6.183
Procopius, BP 1.13.21-29; 1.18.5 on Belisarius commanding eastern armies of 25,000 at Dara and 

20,000 at Callinicum.
184 Procopius, BV  III.6.1.
185 Procopius, S F III .10.2-7.
186 C J 1.29.5 on a fourth new field army being created in Armenia.
187 However, it would have been reckless for Justinian and Belisarius to have gambled the success of 
such an enterprise on the response of provincials who had been abandoned by the Empire over fifty 
years previous with regard to Italy and over a century in Africa.
188 There was a simultaneous invasion under Mundus and later Constantianus of Dalmatia, although a 
major defeat was suffered, resulting in Mundus’ death and perhaps the diverting of manpower that 
may have been more useful being given to Belisarius as he moved up the Italian peninsula.
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much of Italy. However, the size of Belisarius’ force meant that the Ostrogoths 

remained undefeated and along with their Frankish and Burgundian allies they posed 

a constant threat to the precarious Roman position. Justinian will have been shocked 

by how costly it became, causing him to become increasingly unwilling or unable to 

risk more men in the conflict. The devastation of Italy after decades of warfare also 

impacted on its recruiting resources. While Africa provided enough recruits to 

sustain its own garrisons as it had done in the past, constant warfare meant that the 

infrastructure required for recruiting was not fully implemented in Italy. The 

peninsula therefore became such a drain on resources without providing sufficient 

recruits that the success of Narses must have seemed like a Pyrrhic victory.

Even with the addition of recruiting grounds in parts of Lazica, Africa, Italy and 

southern Spain, Anastasius’ citizen army had become a victim of its own success. 

War against Persia, raiders in the Balkans, the Vandals and the Ostrogoths meant that 

the army was stretched beyond the Empire’s capacity to maintain its Romanity, 

forcing Justinian to turn to non-Roman sources of manpower.189 However, it would 

be wrong to ascribe Justinian’s use of barbarians solely to the period after the 

conquest of Africa and the outbreak of plague in the 540s. Anastasius and Justin used 

barbarians and the extent to which recruitment had deteriorated even by the 520s is 

perhaps best shown by the size and make-up of the forces Belisarius commanded in 

both the east and the west. The Roman armies at Dara and Callinicum relied heavily 

on cpoiSspaxoi while Huns and Heruli were needed to supply cavalry.190 Over half of 

the men used in Africa and Italy were (poiSspaxoi, bucellarii or barbarian allies.191 

The piecemeal nature and make-up of the reinforcements sent to Italy also highlight 

the trouble Justinian and his generals were having finding Roman recruits.192 

Contemporary writers showed interest in the composition of Justinian’s armies 

recording not just the regionality of Romans such as Isaurian, Phrygian or Thacian 

but also the origins of non-Roman recruits. A list compiled from these sources 

records almost every people that the Romans had ever come into contact with.

189 Teall (1965).
1 QA

Procopius, BP 1.13.21-29; 1.18.5.
191 See above Chapter IV.II, 133-134; V.I, 157 on Belisarius’ African and Italian expeditions.
192 Procopius, BG V.27.1-3 on Martin and Valerian arrived in Italy with a force of 1,600 Slavs and 
Huns; Procopius, BG VI. 13 on a large proportion of the 5,000 men that joined Narses were Heruli.
193 Huns, Slavs, Antae, Gepids, Lombards, Heruls, Bulgars, Avars, Franks, Burgundians, Anglo- 
Saxons, Arabs, Ostrogoths, Visigoths, Vandals, Berbers, Moors, Ausurians, Arabs, Armenians, Tzani,
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How these barbarians were recruited and deployed is somewhat jumbled. Although it 

is not documented, it is likely that barbarian recruits continued to be enrolled into 

regular units. How barbarian allies served is even less clear. Defeated enemies were 

still enrolled to serve elsewhere in the Empire such as the regiments of 

Iustinianivandali sent to serve on the eastern frontier.194 Ostrogoths defeated in Italy 

were also sent east while captured Persians served in Italy.195 Foreigners of status 

also served in the army, leading units of their own.196 These defeated barbarians are 

similar to the dediticii although there is no evidence of them being allotted land. 

Undefeated groups were also still settled on Roman territory,197 although it is 

unlikely that these men were laeti. They were more likely identified as foederati. 

However, this term had undergone some change since the late fourth century. By the 

sixth century it appears that cpoiSspaxoi198 did not have to be serving under a foedus 

treaty with the Empire. Recruits for this cpoiSspaxoi could include Roman citizens, 

although “the implication is... that most... were still barbarians.”199 These 

cpoiSepaxoi seem to have been usually made up of cavalry although instances of 

cpoi5spaxoi infantry are recorded.200 They also seem to have been treated as part of 

the regular army and were paid like the comitatenses and subject to the same 

discipline.201

This change in the meaning of foederati was likely due to the inability of the Empire 

to force subservience upon the larger tribes bordering or living on imperial lands. 

The maintaining of the term in both the west and the east, as well as being a long- 

established practice, continued to be a construct of imperial propaganda as it had 

been in previous centuries.202 Justinian also attached large pockets of potential

Iberians and Persians (Procopius, BG VIII.20.8-9, 28-29; Theophylact VI.2.10-16; Malalas 445.10-13, 
432.1-3,441-442; Sebeos 26).
194 Procopius, B FIV .14.17-18.
195 Procopius, BP 11.14.10; 11.19.25
196 PLRE III: ‘Aratius’; ‘Artabanes 2.’
197 Procopius, BG VIII. 19.6-8 on 2,000 Kutigurs being settled in Thrace in 551.

The Greek (poi5epaxoi is used herein with reference to the sixth century definition and to highlight 
the difference between the foederati of the fourth and fifth centuries.
1QQ

Jones (1964), 664 using Procopius, B V \\\.\  1.3-4.
200 Procopius, ZJFIV.3.2-10 may have the cpoiSspaxoi as cavalry; Procopius, B V \l\.\ 1.2-7; BG V.5.1 
has them as infantry serving alongside regular Roman units.
201 Jones (1964), 664.

See above Chapter III.I, 86-88.
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manpower to the Empire through courting good relations with barbarian leaders.203 

Under the names <y6p.(iaxoi or eva7iov5oi, these smaller tribes provided mostly 

cavalry units of Huns or Heruls204 in contingents that were more like earlier
205 • •foederati. The Romans also used mercenaries in the truest sense such as the 

Lombards that Narses paid off before the battle of Busta Gallorum because of their 

lack of discipline206 and the Sabirs who fought for Rome as heavy infantry in Lazica 

in 556 only to be found fighting for Persians the following year.207

Not only could small units such as these Sabirs turning up in enemy armies prove 

that Justinian’s dealings with barbarian allies were not fool proof but entire peoples 

could prove untrustworthy. This was most evident with the arrival of the Avars in 

Europe in the late 550s. Following traditional Roman practices, Justinian used them 

to subdue the unruly tribes north of the Danube and the Black Sea and then 

encouraged them to intervene in the conflict between the Gepids and Lombards. 

While it was after Justinian’s death in 565 before this collaboration was to bear fruit, 

it was to do so in an unexpected and disastrous way. The Avars intervened as allies 

of the Lombards and won a victory so decisive that the Gepids disappear from 

history. Justinian and his successor Justin II had probably hoped that Avar victories 

would allow the Romans to reoccupy territory around the Danube.

However, by backing the Avars against so many foes, the eastern emperors created a 

monster they could not control. The Avars turned on the Lombards and forced them 

to migrate, becoming undisputed masters of the Danube. Bolstered by the multitude 

of peoples they had conquered, the Avars then began to cause increasing trouble for 

the Empire. Worse was to come as the migrating Lombards appeared in Italy where 

they eroded Roman control over the next three centuries, forcing the Romans to 

commit more men and resources to the peninsula. The emperor Mauricius faced a 

similar turn around. In trying to destablise the Lombards, he paid subsidies to

Malalas 427.17-428.4 on Heruls; Procopius, BP 1.15.25; BKIV.14.17 on Tzani and Vandals.
204 Procopius, BP 1.13.16-21.

ouppaxoi -  Huns (Procopius, BV  III.11.11; BG V.5.4); Lombards (Procopius, BG VIII.26.12); 
Heruls (Procopius, BG VI. 14.34); Moors (Procopius, B V IV. 13.20, 28, 30); e v o jc o v S o i  -  Crimean 
Goths (Procopius, Aed. III.7.13); Heruls, Huns, Gepids and Lombards (Procopius, BG VIII.26.13); 
Moors (BP II.21.4).
206 Procopius, BG VIII.33.2

7
Agathias ID. 17.5; IV. 13.7-9.



185

Childebert II, king of the Franks, to induce him to invade northern Italy. However, 

Childebert sided with the Lombards leaving Roman Italy to face a combined threat.

(ii) The Effects o f Plague and Financial Problems on Eastern Recruiting

If declining numbers of citizen recruits was hampering Justinian’s efforts at

reconquest in the west and maintaining the frontiers in the east and along the

Danube, 541 must have brought them to breaking point. At the height of the

Empire’s military deployment, with Belisarius fighting Khusro I, the Ostrogoths

rallying under Totila, Africa confronting Berbers and the Balkans harried by

Kutrigurs, a far more serious calamity emerged for in that year, plague erupted into

the Mediterranean. The Eurasian steppe, northern India and the upper reaches of the

Nile in Africa have all been suggested as the origin of this outbreak. The steppe
• 208 •seems unlikely and while the Romans had trade connections with the Indian 

subcontinent,209 there is a lack of contemporary evidence for plague in that region 210 

Plague is also not recorded in China, a far more active trading partner with India, 

before 610211 nor is it recorded in Persia before its appearance in Roman territory. 

With the other suggestions largely dismissed and as the first appearance of the plague 

seems to be along the lower reaches of the Nile, specifically the city of Pelusium in 

Egypt, Africa would seem to be the most likely candidate. Evagrius suggests that it 

originated in Axum/Ethiopia,212 an area that had long been associated with plague 

and disease by numerous sources,213 although there is some suggestion that the 

original outbreak began as far south as Kenya, Uganda or the Congo.214 The close 

links between Constantinople and Christian Ethiopia in opposition to Persian 

influence in southern Arabia could easily see any infection travel up the water ways 

of the Nile and from there be transported by flea-laden rodents aboard grain ships.

208 Dols (1974) persuasively argued against the identifying of the steppe as the plague’s origin from 
Russell (1958) on chronological grounds.
209 Malalas XVIII.56 268-9 mistakes Ethiopia for India; Crone (1987), 31.
210 Allen (1979), 19; Sarris (2002), 171.
211 McNeill (1976), 128.
212 Evagrius IV.29.
213 Thucydides 11.48; Agathias V.10; Dols (1974), 372-373 on Arabic sources regarding Ethiopia and 
Sudan as centres of plague.
214 Evans (2001), 160.
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While demographic data from the sixth century is far from accurate, contemporary 

literary accounts, modern understanding of the disease and evidence from the Black 

Death pandemic sheds some light on the extent of the disaster. While there are some 

doubters as to the identification of the infection,215 the Yersinia Pestis bacillus would 

seem to be the causative agent of the Justinianiac plague, seemingly implying that 

the infection that exploded out of Africa in the sixth century was bubonic plague.216 

It has been suggested that the late antique Mediterranean was a good location for 

plague in terms of climate and rats.217 However, while bubonic plague may have 

been the main component of the pandemic, it was not necessarily the only one for the 

pneumonic and septicaemic variants of plague may also have been involved.218

'Whatever the origin or makeup of the plague, once it reached the trade routes of the 

Roman east in 541, it spread like wildfire. It seems to have reached the eastern 

frontier before the end of the year, playing a part in the lack of a decisive battle 

between the forces of Belisarius and Khusro I.219 By early 542, it had reached
' j ' j O  OOI

Constantinople; by 543 it was in Italy and Gaul and had perhaps reached Ireland
992by 544. The ancient sources agree that while plague affected everyone, even the 

emperor himself, it seems to have had been more vigorous in younger people 

while it is also suggested that pregnant women and their unborn child were
• • 224 . . . . .particularly at risk. This rapid dissemination, along with the large number of

. . 995sources commenting on it, gives the suggestion that the plague was a “hammer- 

blow”226 to the manpower resources of the Empire. However, caution is required 

when dealing with any population or mortality figures recorded by contemporary 

sources for while it is possible that they had access to some now lost census

Horden in Maas (2004), 146.
216 Procopius, BP 11.22.1-23.9; Evagrius IV.29; John of Ephesus fr.II.E-H on the symptoms.
217 Scott and Duncan (2001), 53-60.
218 Allen (1979), 7-10; Scott and Duncan (2001), 51-53; Sarris (2002), 170; Horden in Maas (2004), 
143-146.
219 Hughes (2009), 197-198.
220 Procopius, 5PII.22.7-11.

Marcellinus Comes s.a. 543; Gregory of Tours, HF IV.5.
222 Horden in Maas (2004), 134-139 on the spread of the plague; Russell (1958), 118-119; cf. Allen 
(1979), 15.

Procopius BP II.22.3; Agathias V.10.4; Theophanes 232, 14; Miracles o f St Demetrios 33.
224 Procopius BP 11.22.35.
225 Procopius, BP 11.23.1-3; Theophylactus VII.15.2; Theophanes, Chron. AM 6238; John of Ephesus 
[pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre] Chronicle 111.75; Evagrius IV.29, 177; Agathias V.10; Malalas 
XVIII.92; Gregory of Tours, HF  IV.5, 16; Conrad (1994) on Hassan ibn Thabit.
226 Sarris (2002), 173.
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information, the likelihood is that they were either using the unreliable estimates of 

others or were simply guessing.227 Also while there is some evidence of rudimentary 

knowledge of medical texts, such as that of Hippocrates,228 none of the ancient 

sources were written by trained doctors. However, this scepticism should not mask 

the potential devastation that a pandemic of bubonic plague could cause in a pre

twentieth century state.229 Without modern antibiotic treatments, the mortality rate 

for bubonic plague can be 40-60%,230 while untreated septicaemic and pneumonic 

plague kills 100% of the time and in anything from sixteen hours to four days.231

While the rate of infection is impossible to know or even estimate, any mortality rate 

in this range will have been devastating to the agriculturally based economy of the 

Empire. Much of the contemporary focus was on the devastating effects on 

Constantinople with Procopius suggesting that “the tale of dead reached five 

thousand each day, and again it even came to ten thousand and still more than
9̂ 9that.” While there may be some exaggeration in Procopius’ account, his recording 

of the over-flowing of Constantinople’s graveyards and the need for large mass 

graves in Sycae are feasible. Constantinople probably held a population of around
9 i i

500,000 and such a vast throng of people would have led to a high infection rate 

and with the most modest mortality rates of 40%, the eastern authorities may have 

been dealing with up to 100,000 bodies should half of the city be infected.234

However, it has been argued that the effects of the Justinianiac Plague have been 

overstated with the muted testimony of the contemporary non-literary sources given 

as evidence235 and while this approach might underestimate the effects of the plague

11! Stathakopoulos (2004), 138-139.
228 Hippocrates, Aphorism IV.55 - “All fevers complicated with buboes are bad, except ephemeral” - 
is mentioned by Agathias V.10 and Miracles o f St Demetrios §38; Procopius (BP 11.22-23) used 
Thucydides’ account of plague in Athens (11.47-54) as a model, which may have been bubonic plague 
but that is heavily disputed with typhus, typhoid and even Ebola being suggested.
229 Stathakopoulos (2004), 124-134 on modem epidemiology of the plague.
230 Dufel and Cronin (2009), emedicine.medscape.com/article/829233; Stathakopoulos (2004), 129 
n.74.
231 Dufel and Cronin (2009), emedicine.medscape.com/article/829233; Stathakopoulos (2004), 129 
n.76; 130n.81-82.
232 Procopius, BP 11.23.1.
233 Jones (1964), 698 n.23, 1287 uses Edict XIII §8 to suggest that the 8,000,000 artabae of the 
EnpoA.f| grain shipment for Constantinople under Justinian could feed up to 600,000 people for a year.
234 Bratton (1981) suggests 20% of the population of Constantinople may have been succumbed to the 
plague.
235 Durliat (1989); this work also inspired a great deal more work on the impact of the plague.
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on papyrological, numismatic and epigraphic sources,236 there are other avenues for 

doubting the impact of plague. Perhaps the most obvious is the lack of discovery of 

urban plague pits or improvised mass graves such as those mentioned by
• I'MProcopius in the archaeology of Constantinople or any other major city of the 

Empire and beyond. Another focus for the potential of a more limited impact from 

plague is the state of Roman Syria throughout the sixth and seventh centuries. It was 

usually thought that the combination of plague, earthquakes and warfare had taken a 

large toll with on Syrian settlements, institutions and demographics.239 However, this 

deterioration has been questioned240 and there is evidence of church-building in the 

southern part of the region, which could suggest continued prosperity,241 although it 

is possible that the building of such religious buildings was a last desperate act of 

prayer for divine intervention in the face of war, plague and other natural disasters.242

The continued success of the Roman military has also been seen as evidence for the 

downgrading of the effects of the sixth century plague.243 They were successful in 

the Lazic War of 541-562 against the Persians; the newly reconquered African 

province was defended against Moorish raiders; the Mediterranean coastline of Spain 

was taken from the Visigoths and the Ostrogothic resurgence in Italy under Totila 

was overcome. It has been suggested that these military successes may have come 

partially from the casualties caused by plague forcing eastern emperors into 

increasing reliance on barbarian recruits in the second half of the sixth century. 

However, such a sweeping statement is difficult to accept fully244 since as plague is 

indiscriminate in respect to its victims, the Empire’s Persian and barbarian 

neighbours would have been equally affected.245 This could decrease the number of 

non-Romans available for recruitment but it could also reduce the military strength 

of Constantinople’s enemies, perhaps accounting for the Empire’s continued military 

successes despite any damage done by the plague. It has been suggested that parts of

Horden in Maas (2004), 154-155; Kennedy in Little (2007).
237 Procopius, BP 11.23.10.
238 Stathakopoulos (2004), 149-150; McCormick in Little (2007).
239 Evans (1996), 225-240; Sarris (2002).
240 Whittow (1996), 53-68.
241 Foss in Humphrey (1995), 213-234.
242 See below Chapter VI.II, 229-230.
243 Horden in Maas (2004), 155-156.
‘44 Teall (1965); Whitby in Cameron (1995), 92-103; Lee in Maas (2004), 118.
245 Procopius, BP 11.24.8-12 on plague decimating the ranks of Khusro I's army.
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the war with the Persians were low intensity affairs due to the possibility of 

infection.246 The small forces deployed in Italy and Lazica by both the Romans and 

their enemies and the importance of having local allies during the Lazic War could 

also suggest that the plague had taken some toll on the military forces of both
247sides. Prolonged reoccurrences of plague and any accompanying damage to 

military manpower may help explain the failure of the Roman and Persian Empires 

to stem the tide of Islam in the mid seventh century for it is suggested that the plague 

left Arabia and its population relatively untouched.248

However, the impact of the plague on internal recruiting could perhaps be more 

complicated, coming in two stages rather than simply reducing available manpower. 

Any decline of the eastern economy sparked by the initial reduction in the rural or 

urban population may have forced men to enlist for the steady wages and conditions 

of army service, no matter how insufficient they may have been. However, as the 

enormity of the death toll unfolded, the lower people-to-land ratio, which may 

explain the famine in Constantinople in 545, put available recruits at a higher 

premium increasing their bargaining power. The stable but inadequate wage of the 

army will have been outstripped by inflated wages in other professions. The fact that 

money no longer went as far will have had drastic consequences for imperial 

finances and recruiting.249

The arguments of the plague taking a heavy toll on Roman military manpower are 

beset by suggestions of the continued health of eastern rural populations.250 Much of 

the basis for this argument comes from the suggestion that bubonic plague was not 

an infection of peasant farmers, sticking mostly to coastal and urban regions,251 

suggesting that “the overall effect of the Plague may have been to terminate a period

246 Hughes (2009), 197-198 suggests this specifically in the case of the confrontation between 
Belisarius and Khusro in the early stages of the outbreak.
247 Is it possible that the rugged and mountainous nature of Lazica and parts of Armenia could have 
sheltered the region and the armies deployed there from the infection.
248 Donner in Maas (2004), 519; Sarris (2002), 173, although once they moved into the infected areas, 
the Arabs will have been faced the reduction of their own forces.
249 Sarris (2002), 175-179 on increased wages, deserted land and the reduction of Roman gold coinage 
and maybe even copper issues.
250 Patlagean (1977), 232-235, 426-429; Banaji (2001), ch.l; Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 
172.
251 Horden in Maas (2004), 190; cf. Stathakopoulos (2004), 138 suggests that the plague did spread 
not just to coastal and urban areas but also to rural areas as well.
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of population prosperity, but without necessarily immediately introducing a dearth of 

manpower.”252 However, even if the plague itself did not kill large numbers of the 

more scattered rural population due to its limited contact with the trade routes along 

which the infection spread and the cities and towns which it ravaged, it may have 

reduced the resilience of those populations.253 Also by attacking army concentrations 

billeted in cities or in the field which will have received their rations of grain from 

rodent-infested ships, it will have put pressure on these rural communities. As the 

main source of military recruits, these farmers will have been called upon to refill the 

ranks should the army be heavily affected. The persistence of the plague and its 

numerous recurrences throughout the next two hundred years could therefore have 

put indirect but heavy pressure on these internal resources.254 A similar pressure 

could have affected the Roman’s external manpower resources as the plague reached 

barbarian tribes and if the plague caused heavy mortality amongst the eastern clergy, 

this pressure will have been further exacerbated as the church shared many of the 

same recruiting resources as the army.

The Justinianic Plague and subsequent reoccurrences must have led to at least some 

demographic decline but the extent of its long term effects are almost impossible to 

gauge whether they were significant damage to the rural population or a large swing 

from internal to external recruiting.255 However, as the Roman Empire seems to have 

been on the upper limit of its manpower resources since the military expansion and 

reorganising of Diocletian and Constantine, even with a very conservative estimate 

the death toll for the Justinianic Plague could have caused serious damage to the 

recruiting potential of an Empire that was already having trouble finding manpower 

to fight in Africa, Italy, along the Danube and in the east. It would seem to not be 

much of a stretch to suggest that the rise of Islam was at least partially aided by 

recurring plague.

Whitby in Cameron (1995), 97.
253 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 97.
254 Recurrences are recorded in 558 (Agathias V.10), throughout the 570s (Chronica Minora 11.213- 
214, 238) and would continue each generation until the mid eighth century, causing persistent damage 
to the recruiting resources of the Empire; Stathakopoulos (2004), 130 n.83 on there being no 
consensus on the potential for immunity to future infection in plague survivors.
255 Lee in Maas (2004), 118.
256 Sarris (2002), 173; Donner in Maas (2004), 519.
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Military service may also have become unattractive because it had forced “citizens, 

who have worn themselves out in toil for the sake of the state, to live in poverty and 

thus make others unwilling to serve.”257 This was echoed by Procopius thought that 

“the soldiers, robbed right and left, became the most poverty-stricken people in the 

world and lost all their appetite for active service.”258 That the anonymous author of 

On Political Science felt the need to give advice on rations and pay being provided 

promptly and increased according to years of service; special rewards and honours 

for distinguished conduct; pensions for retirees and the maintenance of children of 

soldiers killed in action or the parents of single soldiers would suggest that it was not
9 SOalready being followed. There are instances of desertion, disloyalty and apathy in 

Justinian’s reign due to lack of pay.260 Limitanei stationed at Beroe defected to 

Khusro I because Justinian “owed them their pay for a long time”261 and the revolt of 

Stotzas in Africa was partially due to pay arrears.262 Italy also saw problems caused 

by lack of pay and rations including the betrayal of Rome to Totila in 549.263

Justinian did try to alleviate some of these financial problems by carrying out a 

thorough audit of the military264 and made efforts to protect the peasantry as a 

valuable recruiting resource.265 Even before the plague, Justinian was worried about 

the depletion of the peasantry in the Balkans.266 In 545, he ordered soldiers collecting 

rations not to harm the farmers they were dealing with and relieved the burden on 

landowners to pay tax arrears on neighbouring properties left derelict by plague 

deaths.267 Justinian also attempted to address the growing indifference to military 

service due to the increasing wages in other vocations. He vetoed pay rises for
• • 9 6 R  •artisans, labourers and sailors and tried to curb the number of soldiers moving to 

private employment in bucellarii forces.269

257 Anonymous, On Political Science IV.73.
258 Procopius, Anecdota XXIV.8.
259 Anonymous, On Political Science IV.71-74.
260 Most are recorded by Procopius, however, his histories of the Persian, Vandal and Gothic wars are 
not as malicious towards Justinian as the Anecdota and may therefore be more trustworthy.
261 Procopius, BP II.7.37.
262 Procopius, BVIV. 15.55.
263 Procopius, BG VII.36.7; VII.6.6; 11.14; VIII.26.6.
264 Procopius, Anecdota XXIV; BG VII.1.28-36; Agathias V.14.
265 DeSte Croix (1981), 501.
266 Novel 32[535], 33[535], 34[535]; 17.10[535], 28.4[535]; JohnLydus, De Mag. III.70.1.
267 Novel 130 [545]; 128[545],
268 Novel 122[544].
269 Novel 116[542]; Fotiou (1988), 73-74.
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However, despite Justinian’s efforts, disciplinary problems due to poor pay 

conditions continued throughout the sixth century. Tiberius II found his position in 

Armenia undermined due to the ill-behaviour of his Roman troops who had not 

received their part of his accession donative in 5 79.270 The continuing financial 

predicament forced Mauricius to rein in spending. He reduced pay by 25% and 

temporarily removed Anastasius’ cash allowances for arms and clothing.271 He also 

left Italy and Africa to fend for themselves by establishing the position of ttapyoq in 

these regions, which combined the roles of military and civilian governor. These 

reforms do seem to have improved the performance of the Roman army with 

victories over the Avars and Slavs. Another army marched into Persian territory to 

restore Khusro II to his throne, who returned Dara and most of Armenia and Iberia, 

complete with their potential recruiting grounds. However, despite these successes, 

his financial reforms caused made Mauricius very unpopular. Money remained in 

short supply and further cost-cutting, such as permanently replacing cash allowances 

with issues in kind and ordering the soldiers to winter across the Danube to reduce 

rations, caused mutiny. In 602 the Balkan army marched on Constantinople and 

murdered the emperor.272 Heraclius also seems to have cut military spending by 

replacing the cash allowances in 616 but he did not face the same kind of backlash as 

Mauricius, perhaps because the situation he faced was far worse than the late 590s.

A lack of money and declining conditions of service may also be blamed for a more 

general problem of obtaining soldiers. Belisarius had problems raising recruits in 

both the east and the Balkans,273 while the Empire was constantly having to send 

reinforcements to Italy because the peninsula was unable to maintain its garrisons.274 

The rise of the bucellarii in the east could also have diverted potential recruits from 

the regular army. The increase in size of the Hippodrome factions could also drain 

potential manpower in the cities. By the time of Justinian, the Blues and Greens had 

become two rival militias fighting running street battles.275 Such was the size of these 

factions that when they united during the Nika riots of 532, military action by

270 John of Ephesus III. 11 on the troops eventually receiving nine solidi.
271 Theophylact III. 1.2; VII. 1.2-9; Evagrius VI.4.
272 Theophylact VI.7-11; VII.1-5; VIII.1-7.
273 Procopius, BP 11.20.19; BG VII. 10.1.
274 Elton in Erdkamp (2007), 535.
275 Anonymous, On Political Science V.105.
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Belisarius and Mundus was required to put it down.276 However, the ability to send 

reinforcements to Italy at frequent intervals and the rise of the bucellarii suggests 

that the manpower problems in the latter part of Justinian’s reign were not due to a 

lack of available men but a lack of money to induce them to enlist. This suggests that 

the traditional recruiting grounds of the Empire were still strong and that large 

numbers of recruits could be found if funds were available.277 However, there are 

examples of populations being transplanted to provide more recruits for the army. 

Thrace was a regular target for repopulation suggesting that these groups would also 

act as a buffer between the Empire and the tribes beyond the Danube.278

Successful leaders such as Belisarius, Narses, Tiberius, Mauricius and Heraclius 

could also recruit more volunteers due to the expectation of victories and the 

subsequent rewards that came with serving under a successful individual.279 

However, this kind of reverence may not produce the best soldiers. Belisarius 

described some Thracian volunteers as “a small and pitiful band... altogether 

unpractised in fighting,” although this may say more about Belisarius’ lack of time 

to train them rather than the lack of quality in these recruits. Generals could also use 

their own money to bolster their funds for recruiting. In 549, Germanus is recorded 

“handing out without stint the large sums he had received from the emperor, and 

more from his own pocket.”281 While a downturn in the Empire’s economic strength 

or an increase in what ‘volunteers’ expected from their enlistment bounty is more 

likely, it is possible that this need for individual generals to resort to spending their 

own money during a recruiting campaign came about because more volunteers than 

expected came forward to enrol.

Eastern recruiting potential still seems to have maintained its vitality despite the 

calamitous forty year period following the murder of Mauricius. Even in the

276 Procopius, BP 1.24.
277 Procopius, BG VII. 10.1-2; 32.38.
278 John of Antioch, Exc. de Insid. 100; Malalas, Exc. de Insid. 37; Theophanes a.m. 5985-5988 on the 
transfer of Isaurians to Thrace; Arrius Menander 18.5; 18.6.29-41 on Tiberius II transplanting 
populations; Sebeos ch.20 on Mauricius’ proposed transfer of large numbers of Armenians to Thrace.
279 Malalas 18.3.32-48 on enthusiasm to serve under Zeno; it must be assumed that non-imperial 
individuals such as Belisarius and Mauriciuss before his elevation must have had permission to accept 
recruits from the emperor if Leo I’s law on the issuing of probatoria was still in effect (CJ
XII.35.17[472]).
280 Procopius, BG VII. 12.4.
281 Procopius, BG VII.39.16; John of Ephesus VI.14; Theophylact III. 17.5.
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desperate times of Heraclius’ reign when Egypt, Palestine and Syria had been lost to 

the Persians, once the emperor was given access to church resources, he fielded an 

army of perhaps 70,000 at Nineveh in 627. This vitality may have continued had it 

not been for the emergence of a new threat. Less than five years after Nineveh, 

Heraclius was faced with the raging torrent of Islam. The tide of newly-converted 

Arabs brushed aside the regional armies and then crushed the main Roman army at 

the Yarmuk in 636, conquering the only recently retrieved territories.

(iii) Recruiting Post-Justinian

Despite a steady flow of casualties in Italy and mishandling of the Avars, Justinian’s 

recruiting policies reflected the needs of the Empire. Imperial finances and 

demographics could not provide enough internal recruits so non-Roman soldiers 

were required. This was highlighted by his successors. Justin II refused to employ 

large numbers of foreign troops and his army suffered for it. When supported by 

Armenians, Caucasians and Alans in Armenia, his armies achieved some success. 

However, the Roman position was seriously undermined by the departure of their 

Ghassanid Arab allies. By not accepting barbarian recruits, Justin made it difficult 

for his commander, Marcian, to field a suitable army to fight Khusro I in 572, forcing 

the conscription of labourers and herdsmen.282 While haphazard recruitment during a 

military emergency is not surprising, Marcian’s inability to prevent the capture of
• 90-2

Dara and Persian raids on Syria and Anatolia does suggest that not accepting 

barbarian recruits undermined the eastern army. For the eastern army to deteriorate in 

so rapidly suggests that a recurrence of plague may have wrought havoc. This would 

render Justin’s aversion to barbarian troops all the more extraordinary.

This reliance of the eastern military on non-Roman recruits was further revealed by 

the rebuilding of the eastern army under Tiberius II. He initiated the widespread
• 9 8 4  r»recruitment of not Romans but also of “the best men from tribes beyond the Alps 

in the vicinity of the Rhine, and from within the Alps Massagetae and other Scythian

Evagrius V.8.
283 Evagrius V.9-10; John of Ephesus VI.6; Theophylact III. 10.6-11.2.
284 Evagrius V.14 on the recruiting of men from Pannonia, Moesia, Illyricum and Isauria;
V.19[215.16-26] on a gradual repopulation of the east and a revival of agriculture from which larger 
armies of settlers could be raised.
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races.” Such imprecise and antiquated terms are not overly helpful for the identity 

these barbarians but it does suggest that he was happy to recruit anyone willing to
98take his money. Equally unhelpful is the fantastic number of 150,000 cavalry

• • • • 987recorded as the results of this recruiting drive and the suggestion of 60,000 and 

120,000 Lombard mercenaries in eastern armies during the 570s.288 A more likely 

figure arises from the connection of these recruits to the 15,000 strong force called 

the Tiberiani that served under Mauricius.289 However, Roman success still relied 

heavily on her Caucasian allies. The combination of a religious dispute290 and the 

poor behaviour of Roman troops alienated these allies and undermined the war effort.

Tiberius II had to rely upon traditional Roman tactics to diffuse the threat of the 

Avars. Much like in previous centuries, the Danubian fortresses proved beyond the 

reach of steppe siegecraft but the Thracian and Illyrian armies had proven unable to
• • 9Q1handle the Avars in pitched battle. In response to this renewed Avar offensive,

• • • 909 # .Tiberius attempted to play the Avars off against the Slavs and Lombards. Financial 

constraints seem to have forced Mauricius to turn away from foreign recruits and to 

enforce the recruiting tax and conscription. Few numbers are known for the 590s 

aside from the Roman force of perhaps 30-40,000 that was sent to help Khusro II
• • 9QO . .regain the Persian throne. Such a force must have contained non-Romans serving 

in regular units, (poiSspaxoi or as independent allies although the exact make-up of 

the force is unknown. The 70,000 men that Heraclius eventually brought together to 

face Khusro II in 627 must have also contained large numbers of foreigners as 

Heraclius was also not adverse to employing independent allies such as the Khazars 

and the West Turkic Khaganate. Even after the death of Heraclius, the Romans 

continued to employ foreigners. The doctrinal and political divisions of Islam 

allowed for Arab and Turkic forces to serve in the Roman army while Armenians,

285 Evagrius V.14; V.19; Theophylact III. 12.3-4; Menander Protector 22, 24 on Tiberius offering of 
gold to the Lombards.
286 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 89 on Franks, Burgundians, Goths, Lombards, Bulgars, Suebi and 
Gepids.
287 Evagrius V.19.
288 Evagrius V.14; John of Ephesus VI.8.
289 Theophanes, Chronographia 251.24-27; Cedrenus, Histarium Compendium 690.14-15.
290 The Romans may have attempted to enforce Chalcedonian orthodoxy upon the Monophysite 
Armenians (John of Ephesus VI.10; 11.23-24).
291 Menander Protector 12, 15, 24, 25.1.55-58, 25.2.11-17; the weakness of the European armies was 
due to the prioritising of the eastern frontier by Tiberius.
292 Menander Protector 21; John of Ephesus VI.30-31.
293 Theophylact V.9.4.
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Caucasians and Khazars also continued to provide manpower. In Europe, Avar, Slav 

and Lombard recruits were later joined by Bulgars and most famously the Vikings, 

Rus and Anglo-Saxons of the Varangian Guard.

V.IV Concluding Remarks

The fifth century is usually seen as a redefining period for the Roman Empire. At its 

outset, the final split between east and west had already taken place with the 

ambitions of Stilicho driving the two further apart. By its end, the western half had 

succumbed to the barbarian tide while many modem historians view the east as 

having transformed into the Byzantine Empire as if it was something that was no 

longer worthy of being considered ‘Roman.’ While this summation may be accurate 

for the west, it is a superficial and ultimately erroneous portrayal of the east. Despite 

the sources providing little detail on fifth century recruiting and becoming 

increasingly poor even narratively speaking as the century progressed, what 

information that does survive augmented by tentative use of fourth and sixth century 

material shows an administration continuing to follow a Roman approach to military 

and social problems.

Promises of land and Roman rank continued to be used to play renegade barbarian 

tribes off against one another or to harness their martial abilities alongside the regular 

army to deal with threats like the Isaurians or Persians. One need only look at Zeno’s 

reign to see not just the recruiting problems of the east in microcosm, but also the 

Machiavellian paradigm of Roman recruiting. Zeno played his myriad opponents off 

against one another weakening them while strengthening his own position. When he 

could not enforce his wishes or buy off opponents with land or rank, eastern wealth 

and influence was used to redirect potential dangers. That Zeno had reached the 

position of Augustus at all highlights the continued integration of non-Romans and 

that the Empire over-relied on such peoples.

By maintaining a civilian administration centred on the emperor and Constantinople, 

the east retained authority over its officials, politicians, church and most importantly 

the army in a fashion akin to the Principate. The impersonal and bureaucratic nature 

of the eastern government also enabled it to survive the deaths of emperors, civil
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wars and bloody conflicts. Therefore, the fifth century should be seen as a period of 

consolidation for the East; a period that allowed it to remain a bastion of ‘Romanity’ 

throughout the fifth and sixth centuries. It should be identified as the Eastern Roman 

Empire rather than the Byzantine Empire until the loss of territory suffered during 

the Arab conquests of the mid seventh century forced a major rethink in the structure 

of the Empire in the shape of the theme system.

However, its survival does not mean that the east had managed to solve the recruiting 

problems that it shared with its western counterpart. Barbarisation remained a 

double-edged sword. Visigoths and Ostrogoths allowed for the reducing of current as 

well as future enemies and could be financially beneficial but attempts to limit its 

effects were met with consternation and then revolt from Alaric, Tribigild and 

Gai'nas. The numbers involved in Ga'inas’ revolt demonstrate to what extent the 

eastern military relied on barbarians even during the first decade of the fifth century. 

The extent of this reliance was recognised and no witch hunt was initated after 

Ga'inas’ defeat, although there were further attempts to limit the influence of 

barbarians and of the army in general. However, this combination of debarbarisation 

and demilitarisation opened the east up to domination by any general who 

commanded the loyalty of the remnant or neighbouring tribes as Aspar did. To 

remove him, the east was forced to over rely on barbarian tribes to provide the 

imperial army with striking power. The extent to which they became 

Constantinople’s military crutch was demonstrated by the dire straits the east found 

itself in against Kutrigurs and Isaurians after the Ostrogoths were directed to Italy.

As regards regular recruiting, a system similar to that of Diocletian still existed in 

some form with volunteer, conscript and hereditary recruits still attested. However, 

the levy of volunteers and conscripts seems to have become less regular and finding 

enough recruits through this system continued to be a problem. It did not reach the 

magnitude that it did in the west but this was not because Constantinople was able to 

persuade more Romans to enlist but because of the reduced size of the eastern army. 

The maintaining of high standards regarding a recruit’s physical attributes, social and 

religious background could suggest that any shortage of recruits was either short 

lived or not considered overly desperate. However, the west also retained high 

standards even as the regular recruiting system disintegrated and the rapidity with
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which the east came to rely upon Ostrogoths and Isaurians in the latter half of the 

century suggests that the regular recruiting system had been neglected.

The successes of Anastasius’ reforms suggest that the main problems facing eastern 

recruiting were financial. The lack of enthusiasm for military service that had spread 

across the Empire since the reign of Augustus continued to affect the east and the 

government could not hope to overturn this trend if military service remained 

economically unattractive. The tackling of corruption and the regulating of military 

payments and supplies, together with the reintroduction of local recruiting and the 

harnessing of the Isaurians, enabled Anastasius to field sizeable armies against the 

Persians. Even though the eastern army incurred casualties of Mursa proportions at 

Odessus, Anastasius’ reforms held firm long enough for Justinian to recruit and 

finance an army with a robust core of Romans supported by barbarian allies capable 

of furthering his ambitions for reconquest in the west.

However, while the initial successes brought great glory to Justinian, they turned out 

to be disastrous for the financial and recruiting health of the east. Blame for this can 

be partly apportioned to the plague but as seen at Dara and Callinicum, Justinian’s 

army in the 520s already contained large numbers of non-Romans. However, the real 

damage to eastern finance and recruiting came when the Ostrogoths and later the 

Lombards proved far more resilient than Justinian and his generals had hoped. 

Constant warfare made a regular recruiting system proved difficult to reintroduce, 

particularly when attempts to collect the recruiting tax was opposed by the general 

population and the Papacy. Therefore, while Africa was able to once again provide 

men for its own field army through the reinitiating of the limitanei, large numbers of 

regular troops, barbarian allies and Roman money were sucked into the vortex of 

Italy, leaving other parts of the Empire under-defended.

However, in spite of the vast expenditures in wealth and manpower as territory was 

lost to Lombards, Avars and Persians and civil war broke out between Phocas and 

Heraclius, the east continued to bring together significant armies when needed. 

Despite being reduced to Africa, the islands of the Mediterranean, some small 

holdings in Italy and the environs of Constantinople during the 620s, the east 

continued to show military resilience. Whether through inducing aide from the
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Khazars or securing financial and spiritual aide from the church in reclaiming Syria, 

Palestine and Egypt from Khusro II, the eastern army continued to preserve the 

Empire. Even against the raging torrent of Islam, backed by the ever-evolving theme 

system, the Heraclian army managed to hold the line in Africa for another sixty years 

and in Anatolia for another four centuries.294

294 Brehier (2000); Charanis (1975); Cheynet (2006); Haldon (1979); (1984); (1990); (1995); (1999); 
Kaegi (1981); Pringle (1981); Treadgold (1995); (1997).
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Chapter VI: Recruiting: Long-term Factors

VI.I Barbarisation and its Impact on Roman Recruiting and the Army

(i) Problems with Sources: Stereotyping and Expendability

The Roman military had long used non-citizen recruits. Under the Republic half of 

the army was made up of Latins and Italians while peoples such as the Numidians 

and Celtiberians provided specialised auxiliaries. During the Principate, non-citizen 

auxilia continued to play a crucial role in supporting the legions. However, at a time 

of increasing military and social pressure, Caracalla’s Constitutio Antoniniana in 212 

removed citizenship as an incentive for non-citizen inhabitants of the Empire to 

enlist. The damage done to the Empire’s recruiting grounds along the frontiers by 

civil wars and foreign invasion during the third century forced the use of external

manpower.1 Diocletian’s reforms may have regimented citizen recruitment through
• 2  • taxation but “urgent demands for troops... were more easily met by turning to non-

'X •Romans than squeezing extra manpower from internal processes.” Constantine 

bolstered his army with Franks and Alamanni;4 Constantius II looked to use 

Sarmatians and Limigantes while Julian appointed non-Romans to high office.5 

Therefore, while the army remained predominantly Roman, barbarians came to 

occupy many of its top offices and constitute many of its elite units. Valens’ 

recruiting reform of 375 coupled with the disastrous defeat at Adrianople in 378 left 

Theodosius to accept the ‘treaty’ of 382, incorporating increased numbers of 

Visigoths into his forces. When these Visigoths were added to the laeti, dediticii, 

gentiles and other barbarians already serving, non-Romans may have composed a 

significant proportion of the soldiery, taxing the army’s ability to Romanise them.

However, as with almost every other facet of the Late Empire, any attempts to access 

the extent of barbarisation and its impact on the Roman army are beset by the poor 

state of the sources. However, the militarily experienced historians of the fourth, fifth

1 Speidel (1975), 203; Watson (1999), 169-170.
2 See above Chapter I.II, 14-17.
3 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 520.
4 See above Chapter I.Ill, 29-31.
5 See above Chapter II.Ill, 61-62.
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and sixth centuries do not mention barbarisation as a reason behind any poor 

performance of the army. Those contemporaries that did criticise the dependence of 

the Roman state upon barbarians6 were usually civilians with a political agenda.7 To 

this urban elite, the Roman army had always seemed barbaric and undisciplined.8 

The most influential of these civilian commentators is the pagan Greek historian, 

Zosimus. As the only non-ecclesiastical source for the late fourth/early fifth century, 

his account is responsible for much of the blame for initiating barbarisation of the 

Roman army falling upon Constantine and Theodosius. Zosimus saw their external 

recruitment as tantamount to treachery as “unreliable mercenary barbarians were... 

entrusted with the Empire’s defence, and their indiscipline and treachery contributed 

to Roman defeats.”9 Accepting Zosimus’ accusations has led to suggestions that, 

while Theodosius saved the Balkans, he had sown the seeds of later discord.10

However, the impact of Theodosius’ ‘treaty’ with the Visigoths can be overstated. 

Zosimus found it difficult not to allow his anti-Christian attitude to cloud his 

judgement and his knowledge of what would happen to the Empire in the fifth 

century motivated his targeting of Theodosius as being responsible. However, much 

had happened between 382 and Theodosius’ death in 395 to suggest that any 

barbarisation had not yet been damaging to the Roman army. That the eastern army 

was at least in part barbarised in the immediate aftermath of the settlement of the 

Visigoths is difficult to dispute. The loss of experienced Roman soldiers and officers 

at Adrianople forced Theodosius to rebuild with the most readily available source. 

By granting the Visigoths the lands that the Romans had failed to oust them from in 

return for military service, Theodosius removed a threat whilst provisioning the 

Empire with a new source of manpower. Large numbers of barbarians had been 

incorporated in the past,11 and while it may be true that allowing the largely uncowed 

Visigoths to live under their own laws, leaders and tribal structure on Roman soil 

was a break with precedent,12 it does not mean that the Romans had lost control.

6 Synesius, De Regno 22A-26C; 1089B-1093B; Catastasis on the Great Raid I.
7 Elton (1996a), 137.
8 Bird (1984), 41-52 on Aurelius Victor complaining that the imperial army was always prone to 
corruption, barbarisation and civil war.
9 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 520; Zosimus 11.15; IV.26-35; 11.33-34.
10 Ferrill (1986), 85.
11 See above Chapter I.II, 16-17 n.160; de Ste Croix (1981), Appendix III 509-518; MacMullen 
(1990), 49-50.
12 Jones (1964), 157; Halsall (2007), 180.
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Those who were enrolled in regular Roman units will have be exposed to discipline 

and training that, despite Vegetius’ claims of some decline,13 was still vastly superior 

to any tribal force. The infrastructure of the army will still have been able to 

Romanise small numbers of foreign recruits and the full-scale insertion of Gothic 

soldiers into regular army units may not have happened in the east until the mid-sixth 

century.14 This will have meant that the vast majority of soldiers in the comitatus and 

provincial garrisons remained citizens of the Empire. The large majority of 

Visigothic soldiers will have served as foederati “with rather than in the Roman 

army”15 and only when they were specifically called upon. Those barbarians who 

were to be called up to the foederati will have been settled in their own Visigothic 

enclave and at least partially protected from the effects of Romanisation from the 

surrounding population. While this may have limited their exposure to Roman 

military methods, it will also have limited any influence they could have had in 

barbarising the army. This influence will have been further limited by the spreading 

out of barbarian recruits and units throughout the east. Goths are mentioned being 

“transferred... to Asia, and dispersed in various cities and fortresses,”16 with a 

specific unit of ill-disciplined Goths being transferred to Egypt.17 Such a unit will not 

have retained its Gothic identity for long as local recruiting will likely transformed 

its ethnicity with two generations. Furthermore, even though Gothic chieftains were 

to command their own men, they were still integrated into the Roman military 

hierarchy and were likely given lesser Roman commands and therefore remained 

subordinate to Roman officers.18

However, it is very difficult to put any kind of numerical value to the size of the 

barbarian contingent within the Roman army. The source material is very limited; 

population figures are vague estimates while the sizes of barbarian tribes19 and the

13 Vegetius 1.20.
14 Zuckerman (1998), 117
15 Southern and Dixon (1996), 51.
16 Ammianus XXXI. 16.8.
17 Zosimus IV.30.4-5.
18 Wolfram (1988), 133; Heather (1991), 162; Ammianus XXXI.16.8 on Goths serving under Roman 
officers in the immediate aftermath of Adrianople, enabling the coordination of a general massacre of 
Goths in the east by the magister militum per Orientem, Julius.
19 See above Chapter IV.III, 144-146.
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• • 90Roman army itself are disputed. The most common type of information for the 

ethnicity of the Roman army is the personal names of individual soldiers. This record 

suggests that the number of foreigners holding positions of command in the Roman 

army did not exceed 33% throughout the fourth and fifth centuries and may actually 

have dropped to around 20% in the sixth century east.21 This suggests that despite the 

claims of barbarisation, “overall the majority of Roman soldiers came from within 

the Empire.”22

While these figures give a brief glimpse of the army’s ethnicity, they cannot be fully 

relied upon. They only provide a small section of the military demographic as it is 

only the names and ethnic labels of high ranking officers that are provided. Even 

these can be unreliable for personal names without a specific tribal label are a poor 

indicator of ethnicity,23 particularly with barbarians taking Roman names and late 

Romans giving their offspring barbarised names 24 Also, even though men like 

Silvanus the Frank and Victor the Sarmatian may have had attitudes and habits as 

Roman as the names they had adopted, they were still outsiders. Due to the 

unreliability of these figures and the contemporary sources’ lack of interest in 

exploring the ethnic make-up of the army, the true extent of barbarisation is 

impossible to calculate. It could have been more widespread in the ordinary rank- 

and-file than 33% but due to hereditary service and local recruitment, there were 

probably significantly fewer foreigners in provincial and limitanei units.25 As units

outside the field armies made up perhaps over 60% of the total size of the Roman
26army, the proportion of barbarians within the army may have been even lower than 

the figures that have been garnered from personal names.

How and when the Empire deployed its barbarian allies may also distort the extent of 

the barbarisation of the Roman army. Even if the proportion of Romans serving in 

the army had remained the same, the propensity for internal recruiting to produce 

poor and unenthusiastic recruits forced the authorities to look elsewhere for the main

20 See above Chapter I.I, 3-6; I.III, 22-23; III.II, 96-97; V.I, 156-162.
21 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 103-110; Elton (1996a), 145-152; 272-277; Nicasie (1998), 97-99; 
Janniard (2001), 351-361.
22 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 167.
23 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 520.
24 See above Chapter IV.Ill, 147 n.258.
25 Nicasie (1998), 105.
26 Jones (1964), 1449-1450.
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striking force of the army. While the Romans may have inherited their pejorative 

interpretation of barbarians from the Greeks, this should not be interpreted as a 

negative on the martial prowess of these ‘PapPapoi.’ To the contrary, men for whom 

inter-tribal warfare was a way of life were better raw recruits and quicker and 

cheaper to professionalize than conscripted Roman peasants. This stereotypical 

Roman view of barbarian ferocity possibly encouraged the viewing of barbarian 

recruits as superior to Romans. Therefore, if this stereotype was carried through, it is 

possible that barbarian recruits would be sent to serve in the comitatenses or 

palatina, while the inferior Romans recruits would be sent to the limitanei,27 Service 

in such high profile armies allowed more opportunities for advancement with 

barbarian names standing out more, giving the impression that they were more 

numerous than they really were.28

The Romans had long realised their own deficiencies in certain types of warfare and 

made good use of specialised auxiliaries. The Late Empire was no different. 

Constantius II used units of cataphractarii and Arab allies against the Persians in the 

Syrian deserts,29 as did Julian,30 who also employed Charietto as a hunter of German
31 •raiders. However, the specialist use of non-Roman units in prominent actions 

attracted the attention of the sources out of all proportion to their actual prevalence. 

This discrepancy was further amplified as the need for mobility led to an increase in 

the ratio of cavalry in Roman armies and as the Romans had always been particularly 

weak with regards to cavalry they looked to her allies to provide that wing of her 

armed forces. By the late fourth century, forces such as those of Tribigild and Gainas 

contained a high proportion of cavalry that was provided almost exclusively by non-
32Romans. When Stilicho faced Radagaisus in the early years of the fifth century, his 

cavalry was made up almost entirely of Huns and Alans.33 As cavalry were usually 

involved in the decisive action of a battle, such as the breaking of the enemy lines 

and the triumphant chasing of a routed foe, a casual observer might think that the

27 CTh VII.22.8[372]; while this law deals with the sending of unfit or short sons of soldiers to the 
limitanei, it is not impossible that this kind of segregation could be carried out on a wider scale.
28 Analyses of the surviving evidence by Elton (1996a), 151-152 suggests that at least half, if not three 
quarters, of the known members of the auxilia palatina and scholares were probably of Roman origin.
29 Julian, Or. 1.21B-22A; Libanius Or. LIX.92-93.
30 Ammianus XXIII.3.8.
31 See above Chapter II.III, 62 n.232.
32 Zosimus V. 15.5, 16.1; Synesius, De Prov II.1 (1260BC).
33 Zosimus V.26.
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army relied on non-Romans. It is also possible that the prominence of non-Roman 

units during major engagements was further skewed due to their expendability. 

Employing barbarian allies against barbarian enemies was a long-standing Roman 

policy to reduce the number of potential troublemakers along the frontiers.

The battle of Frigidus is the most obvious example of this, while also suggesting that 

the Visigoths were not as independent as the sketchy details of the ‘treaty’ of 382 

imply. By deploying perhaps 20,000 Visigothic foederati in repeated human wave 

attacks and suffering horrific casualties, Theodosius may have been intentionally 

thinning out the Visigothic ranks34 while dealing damage to Arbogast’s forces.35 If 

this was Theodosius’ plan, it worked well as perhaps up to half of the Visigothic 

contingent was slaughtered in the melee. That these Visigothic charges feature 

heavily in any retelling of Frigidus, the combination of stereotyping, meritocracy, 

specialisation and expendability may have made it appear to historians without 

military experience that barbarians were more widely used than they were in reality. 

However, such policies were not always successful. While, Theodosius and Stilicho 

possibly saw the danger of the over reliance on Visigothic arms and their effect on 

the Romanity of the army, and therefore approved thinning out their numbers to 

force the Empire to use its own manpower, such exploitation could lead to trouble. In 

the case of the Visigoths, heavy casualties, lack of reward and starvation forced 

Alaric to lead his men on a twenty-three-year journey in search of a more beneficial 

arrangement with the Roman government. By attempting to reduce their impact upon 

the Roman army, Theodosius and Stilicho created a multi-national army that would 

ravage the Balkans and Italy, undermine the Empire’s recruiting and become the 

largest single army in Europe, that would found an independent kingdom in Gaul.

(ii) Un-Romanisation and Formulaic Barbarism as Military Fashion

A major obstacle to the idea of the barbarisation of the Roman army is the ability of 

the Empire to Romanise the barbarians that entered Roman service and settled on 

Roman lands. The Romans were aided in this ability by the fact that most barbarians 

that enlisted were either laeti or dediticii already settled within the Empire or came in

34 Orosius IV.58.3; VII.35.19.
35 See above Chapter III.I, 95.
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small numbers from regions that had been in direct contact with Rome for 

generations.36 As long as they were divided up among several Roman units and 

mixed with experienced soldiers and trained by long-serving officers, even the most 

barbaric recruits could be incorporated. This changed with the appearance of the 

Huns as they forced larger numbers of barbarians, such as the Visigoths, to seek 

refuge in Roman territory. While the integrating abilities of the Empire may have 

been taxed by these new inhabitants, given time it will likely have succeeded for 

peoples like the Visigoths were “the most Romanised barbarians of [the] time.”

The Hunnic advance also forced other tribes such as the Thuringians, Siling Vandals 

and Rugians to move to the borders of the Empire. These tribes had far less exposure 

to Roman civilisation, presenting the Romans with more barbaric neighbours than 

they had had for centuries. The employment of Alans and Huns may also have 

altered the relationship between the Empire and its barbarian allies. Franks and Goths 

had lived a more sedentary existence before entering the Empire allowing the 

Romans to offer territory in return for military service. However, the Alans and Huns 

had little or no experience of a sedentary life and had little desire to be settled in
TO

towns or on farmland and were therefore not exposed to the Romanising 

capabilities of the Empire. Roman authorities were also unwilling to settle 

undefeated tribes that had entered the Empire without permission. These tribes were 

likely only offered short-term employment in the army, which will have limited the 

Romanising affects of Roman army service.

Even organised barbarian entry could tax the integrating abilities of the Empire. In 

the case of the Visigoths, the Romans were not prepared for the rapidity and mass 

nature of this migration. The settling of the Visigoths as one group with their tribal
• • • 39structure and leadership intact increased their resistance to Romanisation for while 

the mechanisms necessary to Romanise a barbarian were found in the army, the 

majority of these Visigoths served alongside the army, not in it. Therefore, not only 

were the Romanising effects of a military career reduced, they did not extend to a

36 Nicasie (1998), 114.
37 Wolfram (1988), 137.
38 John of Antioch fr.l 87; Eunapius fr.60.
39 Synesius, De Regno 1091; Bums (1973), 345; Wolfram (1988) 133; Heather (1991), 162; Halsall 
(2007), 180; Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 505.
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barbarian’s private life where he would be surrounded by family and fellow 

tribesmen.40 A similar argument has been made for other barbarian groups settled 

within the Empire. The clustering together of laeti or dediticii from the same tribe 

could help that small barbarian island ward off or limit Romanisation.41 Even those 

barbarians who enlisted in the regular army could have retained some of their 

barbarity as even regular soldiers were accompanied by significant numbers of camp 

followers that could easily include family and tribal members.42

Religion could possibly have been a barrier to Romanisation. Not only was paganism 

still strong amongst many barbarians, those Germanic tribes that had already 

converted to Christianity such as the Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Vandals and 

Burgundians had accepted the Arian doctrine favoured by the emperors Constantius 

II and Valens but not their successors. A staunch Nicene Catholic emperor such as 

Theodosius may have had as much prejudice against Arian heretics as against pagans 

and although it did not prevent the employment of Arians in the army,43 integrating 

such heretics into Roman society was far from desirable.44 The survival of Arianism 

in the face of imperial opposition has given rise to the idea that the Germanic elite 

deliberately differentiated themselves from the Nicene Catholicism of the Empire. 

This suggests that it was not just the Romans who might have opposed integration. 

The importance of these religious disputes is best illustrated by the fact that the final 

fusion of barbarian and Roman did not take place until the Franks under Clovis and 

later Charlemagne forced their Arian and pagan neighbours to accept Catholicism.

It has also been argued that resistance to integration was further increased when 

Valentinian and Valens deprived barbarians of the right of conubium.45 Withholding 

the legitimacy from any potential Romano-barbarian progeny would have been an 

obstacle to the integration of non-Roman populations, particularly as a Roman would 

not have wanted his children to be disqualified from the rights of citizenship.

40 MacMullen (1976), 50-54.
41ND Occ. XLIII.33-44; MacMullen (1963b).
42 CTh VII. 1.10[367],
43 It could be suggested that their Arianism was another reason why Theodosius was willing to accept 
such heavy Gothic casualties during the battle at Frigidus.
44 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 49.
45 CTh III. 14.1 [370/373]; Eunapius fr.59.
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However, the exact nature of and background to this law has been challenged,46 with 

the suggestion that instead of limiting intermarriage between Roman and barbarian, it 

was “regulating marriages between persons of different legal status.”47 It has also 

been suggested that since Caracalla extended citizenship to all freeborn residents of 

the Empire, barbarians “who did not have any restricting legal disabilities (for 

example, were not slaves, coloni, or disadvantaged freedmen) were as free to make 

use of Roman law as any other free provincials and thus ipso facto had the right of 

conubium.”48 This kind of “universal citizenship”49 and the perks that came with it 

could have encouraged barbarians to settle in the Empire while “facilitating the 

relative ease of assimilation of barbarians into the Roman world.”50

To discount Romanisation is to ignore the success of the barbarian tribes in moulding 

post-Roman Europe, which suggests that military cooperation and integration 

worked.51 However, the degree to which such integration remained strictly about the 

Romanisation of barbarians is open for debate. While the charisma of Alaric and 

Geiseric and Arianism may have brought together disparate groups,52 the unity 

displayed by the tribes is equally likely to have come from shared cultural 

similarities. This kind of ‘ethnogenesis’ coupled with kratocratic tendencies helped 

Alaric rebuild his following after the battle of Verona and to attract large numbers of 

Radagaisus’ former adherents after the down fall of Stilicho.53

Such ‘ethnogenesis’ would have been a barrier to the integration of Roman 

provincials had limited Romanisation of the barbarians54 and some ‘un- 

Romanisation,’55 not had taken place among the general Roman population. The

46 Mathisen (2009); Mathisen (2009), 151 suggests that this law referred specifically to those 
barbarians “living in communities of military gentiles under the authority of the Master of Soldiers.”
47 Mathisen (2009), 149.
48 Mathisen (2009), 148.
49 Mathisen (2006), 1040.
50 Mathisen (2009), 155.
51 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 501.
52 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 76.
53 Wolfram (1988), 167-170.
54 Priscus fr.l 1 suggested that “The Scythians [Goths] are a mixed people. In addition to their own 
languages they cultivate Hunnic or Gothic or Latin;” barbarian forces that spent time in Roman 
territory and fighting in and against Roman armies will have gradually Romanised in terms of 
equipment the longer they remained in Roman territory (Claudian, B.Get. 533ff); both the Franks and 
the Burgundians styled themselves as descendants of the Romans (Ammianus XXVIII.5.11; Orosius 
VII.32.12) or at least of Trojan origin (Ps.-Fredegar, Chron. II.4-6, 3.2).
55 MacMullen (1964), 446.
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origins of Roman internal recruits may have had played a role in the perceived 

barbarity of the army. As military enthusiasm dwindled in the more Romanised 

regions, recruiting focussed more on the less civilised inhabitants of the Empire such 

as the mountainous areas in the Balkans and the isolated hills of Isauria. Therefore, 

to a resident of Rome or Constantinople, an Illyrian farmer or an Isaurian herdsman 

was as barbaric as a German. However, “it is inappropriate to blame the peasant 

qualities of soldiers and their lack of appreciation for the benefits of urban life as 

causes for the problems”56 that the Empire faced as Rome had recruited the supposed 

under-educated lower classes since Marius abolished property qualifications in the 

late second century BCE and rural farmers for long before that.

This ‘un-Romanisation’ of internal recruits was aided by interaction along the 

frontiers of the Empire. Not only will Roman culture have spread into barbarian 

territory but barbarian practices will have permeated frontier zones.57 This is 

especially visible within the late Roman army. However, instead of highlighting an 

undetected infiltration, fourth century Roman forces may have intentionally 

constructed their identity around stereotypical barbarian imagery and custom.58 This 

barbarisation could have been due to the recruiting of actual barbarians. However, as 

the numbers of barbarians in the Roman army probably never exceeded a third and 

despite up to 70% of identified auxilia palatina and scholares being of probable 

Roman origin,59 there were still contemporary complaints that the imperial 

bodyguard was made up of tall men with blond hair who wore trousers and torques.60 

As there is no way to prove that such genetic characteristics were not found within 

the Empire, it is possible that that “barbarian appearance does not prove barbarian 

origin.”61 If any intentional ‘barbarism’ was prevalent throughout Roman units rather 

than just restricted to the imperial guard then it could have wide-ranging implications 

for the confidence placed in the archaeaological evidence. Indeed, it could turn out 

that the Roman army was far less barbarised than ever suspected or that it is very 

difficult to prove when or if it ever did barbarise

56 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 166.
57 Vetters (1950), 5 writes of a silent infiltration of non-Roman culture into the frontier regions.
58 Halsall (2007), 103.
59 Elton (1996a), 151-152.
60 Synesius, De Regno 18; Ammianus XX.4.18 on a member of the Petulantes giving Julian his torque 
highlights the importance of this seemingly barbarian item; soldiers so dressed are depicted on both 
the Missorium and Column of Theodosius.
61 Elton (1996a), 151.
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This intentionally ‘barbaric’ military appearance may have come from the gradual 

splitting of civilian and military life.62 Not only did this separation leave “more space 

for non-Romans to advance in the military arm,”63 but it encouraged the army to 

differentiate itself more clearly from the ordinary citizenry by altering its appearance. 

Such a differentiation could foster an esprit de corps through the distinctiveness that 

ethnic dress, equipment and customs could bring.64 The late Roman soldier wore 

trousers, a long-sleeved tunic and a belt, the buckle of which highlighted his rank.65 

Cloaks were also worn complete with a brooch that also highlighted his status and 

rank. Protection was provided by mail armour, a simple helmet and a circular shield 

adorned with a regimental pattern. The instantly recognisable gladius was replaced 

by the longer spatha while a greater array of axes, spears and throwing weapons was 

employed.66 The use of the whip by Roman officers to instil discipline was also 

thought to have been of barbarian origin.67 That the imperial cavalry improved 

greatly by learning the tactics and skills of the Alans, Goths and Huns68 could also 

suggest that they incorporated non-Roman weapons and armour. The criticism that 

the Roman infantry received from Vegetius following the death of Gratian regarding 

the removal of the traditional heavy Roman armour69 could well be linked to
• • 70Gratian’s extensive use and promotion of Alans and his appearing in public dressed

• 71as a Scythian. The position of the emperor as the supreme military authority may 

suggest that Gratian was dressing as the majority of his soldiers.

This intentional barbarisation may also be demonstrated by the tendency for many 

fourth century army units to bear barbarian names.72 While such units may have 

originally have been constituted by recruits from the their tribal namesakes it is 

unlikely that they will have remained so, as it unlikely that the Romans will have

62 Amory (1997), 27-32; Halsall (2007), 103.
63 Halsall (2007), 108.
64 Halsall (2007), 109.
65 The banning of long hair, animal skins, boots and trousers from Rome and its environs (CTh 
XIV.10.2[397]; 10.3[399]; XIV.10.4[416]) may therefore have been aimed at the soldiery in general 
instead of being specifically focused on barbarians.
66 Coulston (2002), 20-22.
67 Vegetius III.6.
68 Vegetius 1.20.
69 Vegetius 1.20; see above Chapter III.Ill, 108 n.224.
70 Bachrach (1973), 36.
71 Sulpicius Severus, Chron. 11.49.3
72 ND Occ. 5 -  Franci; Or. 5 -Saliv, 9 -  Sarmatv, 28 -  Attecotti; 31 -  Vesi (Goths).
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gone to the lengths of shipping Frankish recruits to Egypt to maintain the ethnicity of 

a Franci or Salii stationed there.73 Barbarian names may also have fallen foul of 

ethnic stereotyping due to the Roman tendency to associate ethnicities with the 

particular type of unit that they were famous for. Mauri may have become a byword 

for light cavalry with the Mauri Illyricani raised in the Balkans and probably not 

having too many Mauri in it while the mounted-archer units called Parthi74 certainly 

would not have had any Parthians serving in them by the late fourth century.75 Other 

Roman units may have taken their names from old ethnicities such as the Cimbri, 

Medii, Celtae, Latini, Sabini and Cornuti or from animal qualities such as the 

Leones, Petulantes and Feroces in order to promote a more ‘barbaric’ or warlike 

view of themselves.76 The promotion of this view may have been further enhanced 

by the adoption of the draco standard alongside the traditional Roman eagle.77

Sometime in the fourth century the Roman army also began using the barritus war 

cry.78 This was also seen as a practice of barbarian origin79 and therefore evidence 

for the barbarisation of the army. However, there has been discussion over the 

etymology of the word itself. Tacitus used a similar term, barditum, to describe the 

war-cry of one particular barbarian tribe,80 but this may have been an error as 

barditum may have Gallic instead of Germanic origins. Barritus may instead be a 

Latin word meaning the roar or cry of a barrus -  an elephant.81 If Ammianus used 

barritus as a simile for the swelling sound of an elephant rather than misquoting 

Tacitus, who was also probably mistaken then “the word is simply a descriptive, 

perhaps even onomatopoeic, word for a particular kind of shout and has no ethnic
89connotation at all.” It would not be overly surprising for men facing death to utter a 

primal scream. However, that many Romans including an experienced soldier such

73 Jones (1964), 620.
74 ND Occ. 6.
75 Some of these units that possessed non-Roman names probably descended from early auxiliary 
forces that had become permanent units such as the Batavi Seniores whose name was retained despite 
having lost any connection to the Batavians.
76 Another instance of barbarian nomenclature being absorbed by the Romans is a goldsmith and and 
his workshop becoming know as a barbaricarius (CTh X.22.1[374]) and a barbaricaria (ND Occ. 11) 
respectively.
77 Vegetius 11.13; Ammianus XVI. 10.7; Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems V.402-404; Southern and Dixon 
(1996), 126.
78 Ammianus XVI. 12.43; XXXI.7.11; Vegetius III. 18.
79 Ammianus XXVI.7.17; XXXI.7.11.
80 Tacitus, Germania 3
81 Vegetius III. 18; 111.24.
82 Halsall (2007), 103.
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as Ammianus thought that the war-cry was ostensibly barbaric may have prompted 

its usage by the Roman army as another stereotypically barbaric idiom. Another 

practice that may have been considered barbaric without actually being so was the 

raising of leaders upon a shield such as was done to Julian in Paris.83 Again Tacitus 

mentions this practice as a barbaric custom among the Canninefates in 69.84 No other 

tribe is known to have done this. It did however become a widespread practice in the 

later Empire and in the east and was claimed as an ancient barbarian custom.85

All of these measures give the impression of “an army adopting what it thought were 

barbarian styles and customs, but ones which are likely to have been inspired by 

classical ethnic stereotypes rather than actually being imported by the barbarians 

employed in the army.”86 The usage of barbaric names, weapons, clothing, standards 

and customs, no matter how stereotypical, will have made the late Roman army 

appear far more barbarised than perhaps it really was, particularly to the ordinary 

civilian or historian to whom already “any military unit... [appeared a] threatening 

and alien horde.”87 So successful was the intermixing of the military with barbarism 

that the terms miles and barbarus became almost interchangeable.88 However, with 

the army of the late fourth century resembling more the Empire’s enemies than that 

of the Principate, it will have made the army more susceptible to actual barbarisation 

by encouraging more non-Romans to enlist while putting off Romans.89

(iii) Consequences o f Barbarisation

Traditionally, barbarisation was seen as the root of the troubles that beset the Empire 

in the late fourth and fifth centuries. By assuming a more barbaric identity, the 

Roman army is supposed to have relinquished its superiority. Such barbarism is also 

accused of contributing to the decline of the traditional discipline that had long been

83 Ammianus XX.4.17.
84 Tacitus, Hist IV. 15.
85 Cassiodorus, Variae X.31; Gregory of Tours, HF 11.40; IV.51; VII.70; Corippus, In Praise o f Justin 
II, lines 137ff.
86 Halsall (2007), 105.
87 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 105.
88 Dauge (1981), 312.
89 Charanis (1975), 554 suggest that with fewer more civilised Romans enlisted then an under
civilised army could affect the whole running of the Empire as a large number of emperors were 
promoted from the ranks while the generals increased in power and influence.
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the cornerstone of the Roman army. However, that the barbarisation of the army 

“somehow undermined it effectiveness is not supported by the martial prowess of the 

peoples from whom such recruits were generally drawn, nor is there strong evidence 

for a lack of discipline or loyalty on the part of those troops.”90 An army based on 

Roman-trained infantry and specialised barbarian units may have been more 

effective than that of Augustus or Trajan. Even when the Roman infantry began to 

give way to larger barbarian contingents, there is no reason to expect that the better 

equipped, better supplied and more numerous Roman army would not have 

continued to dominate its barbarian enemies. Despite the influx of barbarian soldiers, 

when the late army fought in strength it maintained a high victory to loss ratio.

Its failure to protect the west lies as much, if not more so, in the political and 

infrastructural difficulties faced by those who exercised authority over the army than 

it does on its battlefield performance. The unwillingness of the Roman leadership to 

decisively defeat barbarian forces due to their perceived usefulness was to prove vital 

to the future of the army.91 Entire tribes began being used in conjunction with what 

remained of the Roman army, and since it had become militarily dependent on such 

contingents the Empire had to rely entirely on their goodwill92 When this aid was 

forthcoming, the Romans and their allies remained a potent force on the battlefield as 

the victories over the Vandals and Suebi in Spain and the defeat of Attila suggest. 

However, when the aims of the barbarian kingdoms diverged or even opposed those 

of the Empire, the Roman army found itself devoid of manpower.

It is also suggested that barbarisation made instances of barbarian disloyalty and in

discipline more frequent as many of the tribesmen serving in the army may have 

shared more in common with their opponents than with the Romans.93 During 

Constantius II’s march against the Alamanni in 354, suspicion fell upon high ranking 

barbarians about warning the Alamanni of the Roman crossing of the Rhine.94 

Ammianus also mentions the passing of important information by a certain Hortarius

90 Lee (2007), 12.
91 See above Chapter III.I, 95 n.121 and III.II, 104 nn.206-208 on the failure to fully defeat Alaric;
IV.I, 121 nn.69-70 for the possibility that Aetius refused to inflict a crushing defeat on Attila in 451.
92 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 507.
93 Bums (1984), 11-13; Werner (1950); Liebeschuetz (1990a), 53 on shared Arianism amongst 
Germans; Mauricius, Strat. VII. 1.15 recommends employing barbarian officers away from their own 
people.
94 Ammianus XIV. 10.7-8.
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to the Alamannic chieftain Macrianus95 and that an Alamannic imperial guard was 

thought to have prompted an invasion by leaking information of Gratian’s imminent 

move east to aid Valens in 378.96 Synesius feared that the presence of Goths in the 

army would lead to treachery.97 A Roman unit from Egypt confronted unruly 

barbarian troops in Philadelphia, where they “killed more than two hundred, 

wounded some, and compelled many of them to take refuge in the sewers, where 

they died.”98 Stilicho’s failure to completely defeat Alaric at Pollentia or Verona was 

blamed on the ill-discipline of his Alan cavalry who plundered the enemy camp 

rather than press the victory.99 The Roman patricius Castinus’ campaign against the 

Vandals in Spain was undermined by the desertion of his Visigothic foederati.100 The 

Alan king Sangiban is accused of planning to betray the Gallic city of Aurelianum to 

Attila but the Roman population seems to have prevented the opening of the gates,101 

while some Goths are recorded being reluctant to fight against fellow Goths.102

Other instances of barbarian disloyalty and ill-discipline are recorded103 but these 

were not the norm or noticeably more numerous than Roman examples.104 While 

there were some who were forced into Roman service, large numbers of barbarians 

who served were volunteers. Therefore, it is hard to see why they would betray the 

institution that was providing them with benefits that they would otherwise not have 

had. Also “it is hard to believe that the Romans would have recruited and promoted 

barbarians on such a scale as they are known to have done if the danger of treachery 

had been extreme.”105 The best illustrations of barbarian loyalty to the Empire are 

perhaps that only two of them ever made a bid for imperial power106 and that a leader 

such as Athaulf hoped to be the “initiator of a Roman restoration.”107

95 Ammianus XXIX.4.7.
96 Ammianus XXXI. 10.3.
97 Synesius, de Regno 1091.
98 Zosimus IV.31.
99 Orosius VII.37.3.
100 Hydatius 71, 74, 77, 86, 89, 90; Chronica Minora II. 20-21.
101 Jordanes, Getica 194; (/Gregory of Tours, HF II.7.
102 Malchus fr .l8.2.
103 Sidonius Apollinaris, Carmina 11.280-306; Jordanes, Getica 194-195.
104 Southern and Dixon (1996), 170-174.
105 Thompson (1982), 237.
106 O’Flynn (1983), 62.
107 Orosius VII.43.6.
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Discipline relied far more “on the quality and authority of individual leaders”108 than 

it did on the origins of recruits. The ability to instil discipline and loyalty had long 

been the most important part of a successful Roman commander’s skill set. Even 

armies of veterans could require reminders of the discipline that was expected of 

them.109 However, the amalgamation of the Roman command structure with the 

barbarian hierarchy altered the dynamic of leadership. Barbarian royalty such as 

Mallobaudes the Frank and Hariulfus the Burgundian held Roman commands110 and 

could bring more men into imperial service and defend the frontiers by indirectly 

extending imperial influence. However, these Germanic officer-chiefs could “use the 

prestige they had gained in the service of the emperor for either winning new 

followers or increasing an already existing following,”111 becoming powerful enough 

to influence the running of the Empire or even strike out on their own accord.

(iv) Concluding Remarks

The survival of the east with its partial debarbarisation in the early fifth century112 

could suggest that the decline of the west was in part due to its employing of 

barbarians. However, it is an unfair comparison. The geography of the eastern 

Empire did reduce the potential for barbarisation for on the eastern frontier there was 

only the scattered Arab tribes of the Syrian desert to contend with while along the 

Danube, the Ostrogoths had been cowed by Theodosius, Alaric’s Visigoths had been 

foisted onto the west and the Huns could be bought off with gold. The east was also 

able to maintain a civilian-based administration around the emperor in 

Constantinople meant that the military and the barbarians were kept under closer 

control than in the west. However, even with this limited and controlled exposure to 

barbarism, some barbarisation did take place in the east. Its army is recorded using
113the barritus war cry and the numbers associated with Ga'inas’ revolt suggest not 

insignificant numbers of barbarian soldiers within the Empire.

108 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 104.
109 Procopius, BV  III. 12.7-22 on Belisarius impaling two Huns before the African campaign to remind 
his men to keep their discipline; Procopius, B F ill. 16.1-8; Theophylact II.2.5 on exhortations to troops 
to maintain discipline and not ravage the countryside.
110 Ammianus XXX.3.7; XXXI. 10.6 on Mallobaudes being comes domesticorum\ CIL XIII.3682; ILS 
2813 on Hariulfus serving as a protector domesticus.
111 Stickler in Erdkamp (2007), 499.
112 See above Chapter V.III, 172-175.
113 Ammianus XXI. 1.13; XXVI.7.17; XXXI.7.11; Vegetius 111.78.



216

The alacrity with which the western army lost the ability to control its barbarian 

allies in the years before and after Stilicho’s murder and the rapidity with which even 

the centralised, civilian eastern government came to rely upon the Ostrogoths and 

Isaurians in the second half of the fifth century suggests that with barbarisation there 

was a fine margin between bolstering the army and doing it damage. It was a margin 

that the west paid the ultimate price for failing to maintain. However, that the eastern 

army overcame the damage done by the prominence of Aspar and the Ostrogoths and 

continued to use large numbers of regularised (poiSepaioi and allied 

ai3(i(j.axoi/8vo7i6v5oi throughout the sixth and seventh centuries114 shows that 

barbarisation was not a military policy that was fated to end in the ruin of the Roman 

army. That the barbarised western army failed to keep the Empire together was due 

to the breakdown of imperial, social and recruiting infrastructure rather than the 

influx of barbarian recruits.

VI.II The Impact of Christianity on Military Service

(i) Early Christian Opposition to Military Service

The four centuries following Diocletian’s accession may have seen considerable 

changes to Roman recruiting practices and to the Empire as a whole but perhaps the 

most important change came in the realm of religion. In the year 300, Diocletian and 

his fellow tetrarchs presided over a staunchly polytheistic Empire. However, by 324, 

the Christianising Constantine was sole ruler of the Empire and by the end of the 

century the transformation of Rome into a Christian Empire had been virtually 

completed by Theodosius. This not only had vast social consequences for the Empire 

as a whole,115 it may also have affected the recruiting power of the Roman army. 

Christian beliefs hardly seemed compatible with a military career and as the 

population Christianised quicker than the institutions of the army the numbers of 

men willing to enlist could have been undermined.

114 See above Chapter V.III-IV on eastern use of barbarians.
115 Not necessarily all good as Gibbon (1776), ch.XV-XVI controversially suggests.
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The most obvious tenet of Christian belief that appears to prohibit its followers to 

take up military service is the Commandment -  “You shall not kill.”116 However, 

even this seemingly simple order has caused debate regarding its exact meaning. The 

controversy lies with the translation of the original Hebrew word nx"i (retzach). 

While many translations consider it to mean ‘kill’, the Hebrew word for ‘kill’ is n n  

(harog). The word nsi {retzach), and its subsequent derivation nmn N1? (lo tirtzach) 

is better translated as ‘murder.’ While this may seem like trivial pedantry, it has wide 

consequences for the morality of a devout Christian entering military service. 

Because ‘kill’ is a far more general term than ‘murder,’ it could be suggested that 

any kind of killing is to be considered wrong. However, the connotations of the 

translation ‘murder’ are quite different. Would killing in war be considered 

‘murder’? If Christians living under the Roman Empire took the point of view that it 

was not then they would not be compromised morally by serving in the army.

However, that the meaning of even the seemingly most straightforward of commands

can be rendered ambiguous by the slightest deviation in the translation demonstrates

the potential pitfalls. While the Old Testament is used to counter Christian opposition

to military activity by Augustine,117 Lactantius claimed that there was “no exception

at all [as] it is always unlawful to put to death a man”118 and by making no reference

to the manner in which death is inflicted he appears stricter than Biblical

teachings seem to warrant. The New Testament also contains many ambiguous

statements regarding the morality of killing during military service. Passages urging

‘turn the other cheek,’ ‘love your enemies’ and ‘those who draw the sword, die by

the sword’ clearly seem to be in opposition to a military career.119 However, there are

other passages that could be construed as accepting military service as a necessary

part of society. Jesus interacted with Roman centurions and at no stage ridiculed their 
120career. John the Baptist went as far as to encourage baptised soldiers to continue to 

do their duty.121 Christians are also told to submit to worldly authorities,122 most

116 Depending on religion and denomination “You shall not kill” is either the Sixth (Jewish, Anglican, 
Non-Lutheran Protestants, Orthodox) or the Fifth Commandment (Roman Catholic, Lutheran).
117 Augustine of Hippo, contra Faustum 22.74-75; Ep. 189.4.
118 Lactantius, Divine Inst. VI.20.
119 Matthew 5.38-48; Luke 6.27-38; Matthew 26.52.
120 Matthew 8.5-13; Acts 10.
121 Luke 3.14.
122 Romans 13.1-6.
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famously with the advice “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”123 This is normally seen 

as encouraging Christians to pay Roman taxes but it could easily be construed as 

meaning that serving the Empire, including in the military, was part of a Christian’s 

obligation.

With Biblical ambiguities verging on the contradictory, it must have caused 

confusion among the burgeoning Christian community regarding a military service. 

At no stage did the Christian hierarchy get involved in the argument as Church 

infrastructure had not yet reached a level to present a united front for or against 

Christians joining the army.124 This left the conundrum in the hands of clergy and 

learned individuals of different theological presuppositions, leading to numerous 

regional interpretations. Many of these early Christian theologists such as Origen, 

Marcion, Montanists and Novatianists would have been considered heretics by the 

Church while the complexity of their teachings on the ethical and moral misgivings 

of war may have further complicated matters. However, none preached pacifism. 

While violence was seen as far from ideal, war was recognised as being not always 

avoidable and was perhaps inescapable. They also do not suggest that a Christian 

should not join the army because of having to kill in war.

Tertullian is a prime example of this uncertainty. In his early works, he saw the 

necessity of conflict and perceived Rome’s greatness as a spoil of war and because 

she had conquered such an empire God must be on Rome’s side. He could not
196 •foresee a world without the Roman Empire. However, he did maintain a consistent 

opposition to Christians serving in the army.127 Sometime in the early third century 

Tertullian converted to Montanism, becoming more opposed to governmental 

institutions including the military.128 As one of the few Christian scholars to have 

any real knowledge of the Roman army,129 Tertullian expounded upon the pagan 

rituals and idolatry as being particularly offensive to Christian sensibilities. Military

123 Matthew 22.21.
124 Lee (2007), 180.
125 Tertullian, Apol. 25.14; 26.2.
126 Tertullian, Apol. 32.1; De Resurrectione Carnis 24.18.
127 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 21-30 using Tertullian, De Fuga in Persecutione 13.3.
128 Ubifta (2000) 257-70; Barnes (1971), 132-135.
129 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 734.
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standards were venerated as much as deities130 and pay parades included sacrifices 

and iconography.131 As a major facet of Roman military service, Tertullian felt that a 

good Christian could not remain pure if he were exposed to these rites.

Capital punishment for breaches of military discipline was also seen as an obstacle to 

Christians serving in the army,133 despite Biblical passages to the contrary.134 The 

taking of the military oath, the sacramentum, required unquestioning obedience to 

the emperor as the highest authority in a civil, military and religious sense. This was
135deemed unacceptable as “one man cannot serve two masters”, as would the 

occasional oath to legionary standards.136 The discovery of the Feriale Duranum, a 

calendar of religious festivals, shows the extent to which everyday life in the Roman 

army was dominated by paganism and how impossible it would have been for any 

Christian soldier to escape this environment. Soldiers who partook in the idolatry or
• • 137give the sacrementum may have found themselves rejected by fellow Christians or

i • 138incorporating different convictions and practices into their own personal beliefs. 

However, it is difficult to say how representative men like Hippolytus, Origen or 

Tertullian were of the views of Christianity as a whole. It is possible that Christians 

in the army were not viewed any differently.

Christian opposition to military service and terminology was far from universal. 

Clement of Alexandria refused to demand that converted soldiers leave the army139 

while the New Testament and the Church used military analogies to describe the 

militia Christi. Faith in God acted as armour, shield and sword for the battle against 

the evil one.140 Clement of Rome and Cyprian spoke of how Jesus Christ was the 

imperator of a spiritual army and all Christians are his soldiers,141 while Ignatius of

130 Tertullian, Apol 16.8; De Idololatria 19; AdNationes 12.
131 Josephus, BJ5.349-351; Gregory ofNazianus, Or. IV.82-84.
132 Tertullian found this paganism so offensive and contrary to a Christian way of life that he assigned 
an entire exposition to it -  De Idololatria.
133 Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 16.17.
134 Gen 9:5-6.
135 Tertullian, De Idololatria 19; Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 17.
136 Brand (1968), 92.
137 Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 16, 17.
138 The most famous example of this syncretising of beliefs is the emperor Constantine following his 
‘conversion’ in 312.
139 Clement of Alexandria, Exhortations to the Greeks 10.100.2.
140 Ephesians 6:10-18; 1 Thessalonians 5:8; 2 Corinthians 6:4-7.
141 Clement of Rome, First Letter to the Corinthians 37:1-3; Cyprian, Ep. 10.
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Antioch wrote of how a Christian should “be pleasing to him in whose ranks you 

serve, from whom you receive your pay -  let none of you be found a deserter. Let 

your baptism remain as your arms, your faith as a helmet, your love as a spear, your 

endurance as your panoply, let your works be your deposits that you may receive the 

back-pay due to you.”142 The baptismal sacrament was also compared with the 

military oath, the sacramentum, while heretics and schismatics were considered 

rebels and deserters.143 This suggests that Christian ideology was not at odds with the 

Roman military but with the pagan and disciplinary practices that it observed.

(ii) Christian Soldiers: The Military Martyrs and Roman Opposition

Despite the potential polluting of an individual’s faith, it is clear that Christians 

served in the Roman army.144 However, it is very difficult to gauge their numbers 

due to the lack of soldiers’ epitaphs from the first three centuries CE containing any 

indication of their Christianity.145 Such a lack of epigraphical evidence could suggest 

that many Christians did not join the army.146 However, it may instead highlight a 

lack of Christians across the Empire as a whole147 or that Christians serving in the 

army were content “to remain silent during public ceremonies or clandestinely cross 

themselves,”148 given that proven Christianity could be a capital offence.149 Accounts 

of military martyrs also provide a testament to Christians serving in the army. The 

proconsul Dion knew of Christians serving in the imperial bodyguard,150 an assertion 

corroborated by Aurelius Gaius, who mentions his service in Diocletian’s comitatus 

in his wife’s epitaph, before bidding farewell to her “until the resurrection.”151 The 

Christian saints Bacchus and Sergius were senior members of the schola gentilium
i m

when they were martyred although the historicity of their passion is suspect.

142 Ignatius of Antioch, To Polycarp 6.2.
143 Augustine of Hippo, Ep. 185.1; Ignatius of Antioch, To Polycarp 6.2.
144 Tertullian, Apol. 5.6; 37.4; Eusebius, HE V.4.3-5.7 regarding Christians serving in XII Fulminata 
under Marcus Aurelius praying for and receiving rain and thunder to save the army; Helgeland, Daly 
and Patout Bums (1985), 31-34 dissects the evidence for the ‘Thundering Legion’.
145 Lee (2007), 178; Tomlin in Lieu and Monserrat (1998), 24, 43 n.22.
146 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 45.
147 Contra Tertullian, Apol. 37.3 who claims that there were significant numbers of Christians 
throughout the Empire in the late second/early third century.
148 Stoll in Erdkamp (2007), 471.
149 Musurillo (1972), 240-243.
150 Acta Mctximiliani II.8.
151 ^£(1981), 111.
152 Woods (1997).
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Due to their positions with their unit, Sergius and Bacchus, as well as other Christian 

martyrs such as Marinus, Marcellus, Julius and Dasius, must have all served in the 

army for a long period of time before their deaths.153 This flurry of willing 

martyrdoms could have had serious consequences for the army if large numbers of 

Christian soldiers had voluntarily died. The martyrdom of Maximilian perhaps shows 

that the idea of willing martyrdom had reached Africa, something which could have 

undermined the Empire’s attempts to recruit men from Christianised areas. If the 

Great Persecution had continued, large groups of voluntary martyrs may have 

appeared. However, this is speculative. These martyrs likely represent the minority 

opinion of Christians. They may even have been the object of ridicule, “headstrong 

and rash, too eager to die... [bringing] trouble on the bearers of the name” of 

Christian.154 Such voluntary martyrs brought other Christians under scrutiny from the 

authorities and could discourage potential Christian recruits from enlisting.

These martyrdoms not only show that killing in battle was not a problem for 

Christians but also that the army was more than willing to accept Christians in its 

ranks. The commanders, judges and governors who dealt with these martyrs tried to 

change the mind of the martyrs. Achaeus, the magistrate trying Marinus, “granted 

him a stay of three hours to reconsider”155 while the proconsul Dion remonstrated not 

only with Maximilian but his father Fabius Victor.156 Dasius’ commander Bassus not
• i • 157only offered him time to reconsider, he seems to have been willing to spare him. 

Maximus, the judge of Julius, offered the veteran a bonus if he were to sacrifice and 

did not care if Julius believed in the sacrifice or not, so long as he carried it out.158 

However, even Maximus, who understood the concept of sin, demonstrated a lack of 

understanding of Christian belief regarding sacrifice and iconography. Any 

interaction to these sacrifices and icons interfered with a Christian’s faith.

153 Marinus was about to be promoted to centurion (Eusebius, HE VII. 15); there are several 
manuscripts surviving for the martyrdom of Marcellus all of which are slightly different but all agree 
that he was already a centurion (Musurillo (1972), 250-259); Julius was a veteran who had served his 
time only to reenlist (Musurillo (1972), 260-265) and Dasius was well enough known and respected 
by his colleagues to be elected king of Saturnalia (Musurillo (1972), 272-279).
154 Tertullian, De Corona Militis 1.4-5.
155 Eusebius, HE VII. 15.
156 Acta Maximiliani II.
157 Martyrdom o f Saintly Dasius 10, 9.
158 Martyrdom o f Julius the Veteran 2 -  “If you think it a sin, let me take the blame. I am the one who 
is forcing you, so that you may not give the impression of having consented voluntarily.”



222

However, the Romans were not always so accommodating to Christians in the army. 

A devout pagan would have disliked a Christian’s avoidance of official pagan rituals 

and most Christian martyrs were killed for refusing to take part in such practices. In 

his Aoyoq AXr|0f|<;, Celsus attacked the Christians for their sedition and refusal to 

take part in civic as well as military life. He urges them to “not hold aloof from the 

common regime [and] take your place by the emperor’s side, [suggesting that] if all 

were to follow your example and abstain from politics, the affairs of the world would 

fall into the hands of wild and lawless barbarians.”159 These accusations encouraged 

Origen and Tertullian to advocate Christian prayer to “vanquish all demons who stir 

up war”160 and “for the subsistence of the Roman Empire,”161 while both Eusebius 

and Tertullian reaffirmed the loyalty of Christians to the Empire.162 Origen went 

further, stating that he did not oppose war fought for a righteous cause.163

However, Origen and Tertullian undermined their own arguments by over

emphasising the importance of prayer and the strength of the Christian community. 

By suggesting that a Christian’s role during war was not to fight war but to focus 

more on prayer, Origen was perhaps giving credence to Celsus’ claim that Christians 

did not serve in the army or undertake their civic duties. Tertullian went even further. 

Even with his apologetic and rhetorical style, he cannot have endeared himself and 

his fellow Christians to the Roman authorities with claims like the Christians “have 

filled every place among you [Romans],” 164 which sounds almost like an infiltration. 

He even toyed with one of Rome’s greatest fears -  armed revolt -  when he suggested 

that Christians were ubiquitous enough that “a single night with a torch or two could 

achieve an ample revenge.”165 While he dismissed the idea of a guerrilla 

insurrection,166 such seditious talk would have again brought unwanted scrutiny upon

159 Origen, Contra Celsum VIII.68.
160 Origen, Contra Celsum VIII.73.
161 Tertullian Apol. 32.1; 30.4.
162 Tertullian, Apol. 31.1; 37.4; the loyalty of XII Fulminata, a unit claimed to have had a number of 
Christians serving in it (Eusebius, FIE V.5.1-6; Tertullian, Apol. 5), in the face of Avidius Cassius’ 
revolt in 175, for which it received the title of certa constans could be seen as Christian loyalty to 
Marcus Aurelius.
163 Origen, Contra Celsum IV.80-83; VIII.73; ironically without Origen’s refutation it is unlikely that 
any record of Celsus would exist.
164 Tertullian, Apol. 37.4.
165 Tertullian, Apol. 31.3.
166 Tertullian, Apol. 37.5.
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the Christian community. These arguments also show the vagueness of Christian 

doctrine when it came to military service, allowing an individual to make his own 

choices regarding whether he could serve in the army. This ambiguity gave non- 

Christians an avenue of attack and those responsible for recruiting could find 

Christians unfit for military service, limiting a potential recruiting resource.

The third century crises intensified anti-Christian feeling enough for emperors such 

as Decius and Valerian to attempt to force religious uniformity across the Empire. In 

303, Diocletian began the purge of Christians from the army because the presence of 

“profane persons” at a sacrifice was thought to have inhibited its success.167 

Therefore, by the early fourth century Christians were a noticeable group within the 

army but their numbers could not have been “so substantial that their dismissal 

would compromise the army’s effectiveness.”168 As the number of martyrs rose, the 

number of devout Christians joining the army may have dropped considerably.169 

However, the extent of the Great Persecution varied across the Empire with the most 

ardent persecutors, Galerius and Maximinus Daia, ruling in the east, and Constantius, 

Maximian and Maxentius not instituting a widespread persecution in the west.170

(iii) Christianising the Army: Help or Hindrance to Recruiting?

A limited western persecution may suggest why Constantine thought it possible to 

unite his army under a Christian banner. However, “Christians were still a tiny 

minority... the Senate was and long remained a stronghold of paganism, the vast 

majority of the upper classes were pagans, and, what was more important, the army
171was pagan.” Constantine’s choice of Christianity therefore appears peculiar. It 

would have been even more so had Christians been “a religious community known 

for a refusal to fight... or for having members who refused to enlist.”172 Given

167 Lactantius, DMP X; Eusebius, HE VIII.8.
168 Lee (2007), 181.
169 What constitutes devout in this case would have been the willingness of an individual to sacrifice, 
in that a devout Christian would have declined to do so and therefore been refused entry into the army. 
Some Christian recruits probably did sacrifice but whether they and others who cooperated with the 
authorities should still be considered Christians caused the Church centuries of controversy.
170 Constantius Chlorus -  Eusebius, VC 1.13-17; Maxentius -  Eusebius, HE VIII.14.1; Maximian 
probably carried out a limited persecution in Italy, Spain and Africa (Lactantius, DMP VIII) but it 
only seems to have lasted around a year (Jones (1964), 74; Barnes (1981), 13).
171 Jones (1964), 81.
172 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 72.
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Constantine’s pragmatism and ambitions for supreme power this is unlikely. Short of 

a complete conversion, Constantine may have seen not just the favour of the
• • 17̂Christian God in his victory over Maxentius but a way to unite the Empire 

politically and religiously. The worship of Sol Invictus had become very popular with 

the army and Constantine may have identified the Christian God with this deity.174 

He may also have seen many similarities between Christianity and Mithraism, also 

popular with the army, including virgin birth on 25th December.175 These links may 

have led Constantine to see Christianity as a way of uniting all three under his 

banner. As long as Constantine remained militarily successful, the pagan mindset 

could accommodate the Christian deity as just another member of the Roman 

pantheon,176 while the introduction of a mobile church-shaped tent tended to by 

military chaplains into the army177 may have encouraged Christians to enlist.

This syncretism continued throughout Constantine’s reign and beyond. Even as 

imperial Christianity became more defined, pagan practices and iconography could
178 • <-» • • •not be forcibly removed. The veterans discharged after the defeat of Licinius

179 • •shouted ‘The gods preserve you, Constantine Augustus,’ showing that even if more

Christians were serving in the army, they were a long way off changing its pagan

outlook. However, that pagans and Christians coexisted within the army suggests that

even fervent Christian emperors such as Constantius II were pragmatic when it came

to the religion of the army. The lack of backlash to Julian’s return to paganism could

suggest that Christianity had yet to make major headway in the army. However, it
180may instead point to a “relative indifference to religious changes” within the army

181and that Julian was careful not to alienate his Christian subjects.

173 Eusebius, VC 1.28; Lactantius, DMP XLIV.
174 Chadwick (1967), 126
175 Tertullian, PraesAO; de Bapt. 5; Martin (1989); Nabarz (2005).
176 Lee (2007), 182.
177 Sozomen 1.8.
178 Zosimus 11.29.5.
179 CTh VII.20.2[326],
180 Nock (1952), 226; Tomlin in Lieu and Montserrat (1998); Tomlin in Brewer (2000), 166.
181 The Christian reaction to a return to paganism is hard to gauge. Had Julian not died in Persia, there 
may well have been a Christian backlash, but to suggest any effects this might have had on 
recruitment would be purely speculative.
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The adoption of “Christianity provided emperors with a further set of duties of 

considerable complexity.” These new complexities may not have undermined 

recruiting directly but they could affect how efficiently manpower was used. The 

internal problems in Christianity such as Donatism, Arrianism, and the councils 

called to deal with them could divert attention from military problems. Constantius II 

remained in the Balkans along with the bulk of his field army to supervise debates on 

Christian doctrine,183 instead of dealing with Shapur II’s invasion of Mesopotamia. 

The comes Leonas and the comes et praeses Isauricae Lauricus were both at the 

Council of Seleucia184 probably accompanied by military units and officers instead of 

being present at Amida. The first Council of Ephesus in 431 demanded the attention 

of the comes domesticorum, Candidianus, and his forces when an expedition to 

Africa was under way and the Balkans were being harassed by the Huns.

The careers of men like Athanasius and John Chrysostom further highlight this new 

distraction for the army.186 There are numerous other instances of military 

intervention in Church affairs187 and these diversions of manpower for doctrinal 

issues could have put unnecessary strain on the recruiting systems by forcing the 

state to find more men to fill in for those involved in religious squabbles. The 

doctrinal disputes themselves could cause problems for recruiting, especially with 

regards to barbarians. While the majority of Goths had accepted Christianity, they 

had done so under Constantius II who was a proponent of Arianism and they 

remained loyal to Arianism even after imperial support switched to Nicene 

Catholicism.188 However, it appears that pragmatism overruled religious conviction
• 189as allowances were made for Arian soldiers to worship as late as the sixth century.

182 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 184; as well as having to balance them with some decidedly 
un-Christian actions. This is perhaps seen with Constantine waiting until his deathbed before being 
baptised (Eusebius, VC IV.62).
183 Potter (2004), 505; Valentinian I, however, stepped back from religious affairs as he saw himself 
as lacking the expertise (Sozomen VI.21.7).
184 Socrates 11.39.
185 Procopius, BKIII.3.35-36; Evagrius II.1.
186 Barnes (1993), 37; Socrates 11.16 describes how the installation of Macedonius as bishop of 
Constantinople resulted in the deaths of 3,150 civilians when soldiers were forced to intervene; 
Liebeschuetz (1990a), ch.3 on Chrysostom; other occasions such as the destruction of the Serapaeum 
at Alexandria by Bishop Theophilius and the pagan shrines in Syria by Marcellus of Apamea during 
the reign of Theodosius I involved the participation of imperial troops and officers (Sozomen VII. 15).
187 Lee (2007), 200-201 table 7.1.
188Liebeschuetz (1990a), 145, 148 on anti-Arian legislation.
189Kaegi (1981), 74, 85.
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The gradual Christianisation of the Empire during the fourth century brought new 

challenges and moral dilemmas for Christians. Positions of authority exposed them 

to “the inescapable ambiguities involved in managing temporal affairs.”190 The 

presence of Christians in the Roman army now had to be accepted by those 

Christians responsible for running the Empire.191 However, the councils proved that 

they could be as ambiguous in their pronouncements as earlier scholars. The third 

canon of Arles denied communion to those soldiers who in times of peace “arma
192proiciunt.” The translation of this phrase can drastically change the meaning of the

decree. It could be seen as those “who throw down their weapons” and therefore a 

condemnation of deserters or it could mean those “who thrust out their weapons,” 

suggesting a condemnation of soldiers who use their weapons to disturb the peace.193

To back Christian military service, “Augustine of Hippo developed a theory of the 

complementarity of the earthly and heavenly cities which legitimated the waging of 

war by Christian rulers.”194 Taking up the idea that Christians should support “those 

who are fighting in a righteous cause,”195 in essence a ‘just war’, Augustine saw 

military service as vital for peace as long as it was waged for the right reasons.196 He 

persuaded the comes Africae Bonifacius to “serve God as a soldier in pacifying the 

barbarians and protecting the church”197 by encouraging him to see his martial 

abilities as a divine gift that was to be used to secure earthly peace. Other prominent 

Christians saw military service as a valuable contribution to society. Ambrose of 

Milan thought that “the kind of courage which is involved in defending the Empire 

against barbarians, or protecting the weak on the home front or allies against 

plunderers is wholly just,”198 while Basil of Caesarea saw it as the church’s duty to 

pray for “those who are enrolled in military service.”199

iyu Swift (1983), 82.
191 Lee (2007), 187.
192 Stevenson (1983) 322.
193 Lee (2007), 187; what is meant by “a time of peace” has also occasioned some debate as to 
whether it simply meant “peace as opposed to war” or possibly “peace from persecution” with the 
victory of Constantine at Milvian Bridge in 312.
194 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 73.
195 Origen, Contra Celsum VIII.73.
196 Augustine of Hippo, Contra Faustam 22.75; Letters 189.4.
197 Helgeland, Daly and Patout Bums (1985), 76; Augustine of Hippo, Ep. 185, 189; Brown (1969), 
366-369,381-389.
198 Ambrose of Milan, On the Duties o f  the Clergy 1.12.129; he also mirrored the Roman dislike of 
civil war in Apology for the Prophet David 1.6.27 and On the Death o f Theodosius 39.
199 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 155.



227

However, despite council resolutions and the support of men like Augustine of 

Hippo, “reservations about the compatibility of Christianity and military service 

clearly persisted.”200 Ambrose of Milan and Gregory of Nazianus could not fully 

support the Roman military due to its continued use of pagan emblems and rituals, 

particularly the eagle standard.201 The Christianising of the military oath recorded by
• 909 •Vegetius may not demonstrate the widespread Christianising of the army, as the 

majority of recruits came from the Gallic and Illyrian peasantry and barbarian tribes
• • • 90̂where Christianity had made the least headway. It may instead have come from a 

more confident Christian emperor like Theodosius I who was trying to press the 

Christianisation of the army by attracting more devout recruits.204 Others went as far
• • • 90Sas to encourage pious men to leave the army to take up an ascetic lifestyle. 

Paulinus of Nola stated that “if we love this world more, and prefer to be a soldier for 

Caesar rather than for Christ, we shall later be transported not to Christ but to
90  •hell.” While these men were probably more pro-ascetic than anti-military, this still 

resulted in a loss of recruits. Valens found this a widespread enough problem to deal
• 907with it harshly, first condemning monks as deserters and then conscripting them 

into the army and the mines.208 Basil of Caesarea reprimanded Cappadocian bishops

200 Lee (2007), 188.
201 Ambrose of Milan, Expositio Psalmi 118 sermo XXI.17; Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. IV.64, 82-84; 
Julian, Ep. 38; Libanius, Or. XVIII 166-68.
202 Vegetius II.5
203 Jones (1964), 137.
204 The dating of Vegetius and therefore the Christianisation of the sacramentum is heavily debated 
due to the dispute over which emperor the work is dedicated to. It could either be “To the Emperor 
Valentinian” or “To the Emperor Theodosius.” The last event alluded to in the text is the death of 
Gratian in 383 (1.20) which seems to rule out Valentinian I (unless Romans dedicated works to dead 
people). This mention of Gratian may suggest that Vegetius was writing in the west so that could rule 
out Theodosius II (408-455). However, this still leaves three possible candidates in Valentinian II 
(372-392), Theodosius I (379-395) or Valentinian III (425-455) and a period of 72 years during which 
Vegetius could have been writing.
205 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions 11.39-42 on two agentes in rebus abandoning their careers for an 
ascetic life; Sulpicius Severus, Vita Martini 2.1-4.9 on Martin refusing to fight in the army despite 
being the son of a veteran; Historia Monachorum in Aegypto 23; Sozomen, IV.27.4; Palladius, LH  
44.1-2; Lenski (2004), 107-113 on the monks Isaac and Dalmatus probably being part of the army at 
the time of Adrianople.
206 Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 25.1.3; Basil of Caesarea, E p .\\6 - \\1  encouraged Firminus to become a 
monk in 372, although he was unsuccessful as Libanius, Ep. 1048 records the same Firminus only 
retiring from the army in 392; John Chrysostom, Adv. Oppug. 3.12 records a youth running away to 
the desert to become a monk despite his father’s wish that he join the army -  youth is forced to return 
by the father’s threat to bring in the imperial authorities to prosecute the monks who were harbouring 
the youth.
207 Jerome, Chronicle s.a. 375.
208 Lenksi (2004), 99.
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for ordaining men as clergy to escape military service.209 Despite official Church 

condemnation, religious conviction feigned or otherwise remained an avenue to 

escape military service and enough men took advantage of this for the government to 

legislate against it.210 The expansion of Church lands, the clergy and monks has led 

to its criticism, alongside the aristocracy and civil servants, as an economically 

unproductive group of ‘idle mouths.’211 While some clergy were willing to provide 

for themselves,212 the majority posed a financial burden to the state.

However, Christianity could also bolster the military capacity of the Empire. 

Constantine and later Vetranio used the phrase hoc signo victor eris to unify their 

armies. The late eastern army in particular benefited greatly from the positive use of 

Christian beliefs and iconography213 and Christian holy men may have played a 

major role in the survival of the Eastern Empire.214 Christianity could also have aided 

the recruiting of barbarians and their integration into the Empire.215 However, this 

was not a universal feeling as Ambrose of Milan continued to consider Christian 

barbarians to be the enemies of Rome.216 Also many barbarian Christians continued 

to follow forms of Christianity that were considered heretical by the Empire. 

However, Ambrose was a friend of Arbogast, who was both a pagan and a barbarian. 

The mixed forces at Frigidus demonstrate that pagans, Arians, Donatists and Nicene 

Catholics were joining the army in spite of having to serve alongside each other. 

Christianity also proved adept at mobilising the citizenry to help defend the
* 2 1 7 *Empire and is “credited with bolstering local morale and hence the security of 

particular cities; because the defence of individual cities underpinned Roman control 

of frontier provinces, the Church and its hierarchy became vital elements in the 

maintenance of Roman authority.”218

209 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 54.
210 CTh V1I.20.12[400].

211 Jones (1964), 1045-1047.
212 Monks working the harvest -  Rufinus, Hist. Mon. 18; John Moschus 183; self-sufficiency of 
monastic communities -  V.Pachom 7, 25, 35; Palladius, L H XXXII; John Chrysostom, Horn. In Matt. 
LXXII.4.
213 Theophylact II.3.4-7; George of Pisidia, On the Persian Campaign 1.139-154, 2.86; Theophanes, 
Chron. 310-311.
214 Frend (1972).
215 Dauge (1981), 375.
216 Ambrose of Milan, Expositio Psalmi 118 sermo XX.24.
217 Isaac (1992), 252-255; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 145.
218 Whitby in Swain and Edwards (2004), 179; Ammianus XXV.8.13-14; 9.1-6; Theodoret, HE 11.30; 
Lightfoot (1988).
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However, while the sense of community that Christianity bred and the actions of 

individuals could be helpful to the Empire, the preaching of holy men and their 

actions could also be damaging. The attributing of all the Empire’s problems to sin 

could encourage the viewing of a military crisis as the wrath of God. This could be 

detrimental to recruitment as Christians might be more inclined to pray or look for 

the intercession of a saint instead of fighting as physical weapons could be seen as 

useless in the face of divine anger.219 Recruiting may have dropped not just because 

Christians felt that fighting God’s wrath was futile but as the state gave resources to 

the Church that could have been used to raise recruits and mercenaries instead.220 

The wealth of the Eastern Church is shown by its ability to bankroll Heraclius’
• • • 991campaign against the Persians. This demonstrates that, through tax exemptions, 

imperial favour, public and private bequests, the Church took financial resources out 

of normal circulation, draining those available for the state. The increasing influence 

of the Church could sway who was permitted to serve in the army. Even at times of 

great pressure on the Empire, the Church and state could be more interested in 

completing not just the Christianisation of the army, but its Catholicisation with 

pagans, Jews and non-Catholics all banned from service.222 While such decrees were 

not followed to the letter,223 they could have dissuaded members of these 

communities, both Roman and barbarians, from enlisting.

The potential double-edged sword of Christianity can also be seen in the east. Fasting 

before the battle of Callinicum in 531 possibly undermined the stamina of Belisarius’
224 •army. As “the fifth and sixth centuries marked the peak of the monastic

225 •movement,” complaints of much needed manpower and funds being diverted away 

from soldiery and farming to churches and monasteries are also found.226 This

2,9 Paulinus of Nola, Carmen 21; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 177 on Chrysostom’s advice during the 
Gainas revolt.
220 Various tax exemptions and privileges for the Church -  CTh XI. 1.1 [360], 33[424]; XI. 16.15[382], 
18[390], 21 [397], 22[397]; XV.3.6[423]; XVI.2passim [313-418]; C J I.2.12[451]; Theoderet, HE 
1.11; IV.4; Sozomen V.5; Lib. Pont. XXXIV.
221 Sebeos 26; George of Pisidia, Expeditio Persica III.89-128.
222CTh XVI. 10.21 [416]; XVI.8.24[418]; XVI.5.42[408],
223 Flavius Zeno (Theodoret, Ep. 71); Apollonius (Theodoret, Ep. 73); Litorius (PLRE 11.685); 
Marcellinus (MacGeorge (2002), 42-46); Kaegi (1981), 74, 85.
224 Procopius, BP 1.18.15.
225 Mango (1980), 112.
226 Anonymous, On Political Science V.69-71.
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expansion may have seen the sixth century clergy far outnumber imperial civil 

administration so that “the church’s salary bill was far heavier than that of the
• 227 • •empire.” The Church and army continuing to share the same peasant and middle 

class manpower resources228 led to a confrontation between Pope Gregory and the 

emperor Mauricius when the latter attempted to regulate entry into the church, 

suggesting that some were trying to avoid conscription.229 However, eastern 

resilience in the face of hardship during the 540s has been attributed to the “close 

interconnection of state and religion.”230 Clergy are recorded taking up roles in the 

defence of eastern cities such as Bishop Jacobus at Nisibis231 and a group of monks
• 232at Amida in 502. The eastern emperor was also able to remain at the centre of the 

state’s religious hierarchy and wield some authority over it such as the acquiescing to 

Heraclius’ request to use church resources for his military campaigns against the 

Persians and Arabs.

(iv) Concluding Remarks

It is difficult to come to any firm conclusions as to whether Christianity ever directly 

affected Roman recruitment. Despite the writings of pro- and anti-Christian scholars, 

there were only two things that could prevent a Christian from enlisting. The first 

was the Roman state. Up until 312, the Empire technically held an anti-Christian 

stance. However, on most occasions pragmatism overruled ideology and “many 

Christians for a long time had been able to find a way to exist inside the army 

structure without encountering trouble”234 Persecution was the exception rather than 

the rule and when it was enacted it was not due to Christians not serving in the army. 

Without the Great Persecution, Christian martyrs “would have completed their 

military careers and retired into oblivion leaving no trace, undoubtedly the case with
• • • 9̂ 5many Christian soldiers.” Once Constantine ascended the throne, Christians 

became an open and willing partner in the Empire and its army. Arguments regarding

227 Jones (1964), 934.
228 Af7CLXII.2[539]; Frend (1972), 10.
229 Michael the Syrian, Chronicle XI.21; Gregory, Registrum Epistolarum 11.38; III.61, 64.
230 Frend (1972), 5.
231 Theodoret, HE 11.30.
232 Chron. Edessenum 80; Michael the Syrian, Chron. IX.7.
233Lee (2007), 186.
234Helgeland (1979), 816.
235Helgeland (1979), 816-817.
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Christian non-violence and pacifism are beset by the bloody conflicts fought by 

Christian armies throughout the fourth and fifth centuries and the survival of the east.

However, the only consistent obstacle to a Christian serving in the army was his
• 236 • • • •conscience. While it is unlikely that Origen, Tertullian, Augustine, Ambrose and 

the martyrs could sway men already serving, future recruits could have been. Some 

may have agreed that “a just man may not engage in warfare.”237 The question of 

how representative of Christian opinion these scholars were will always remain. 

“The conflicts which the Christians had with the Roman army were religious, not 

ethical.”238 Killing in battle was not a reason for Christians to not serve in the army 

and the aversion to capital punishment must have dissipated as Christians began to 

fill positions of authority. The use of army organisation and vocabulary by the 

Church may have made it easier for a Christian to enlist and as the Empire and then 

the army Christianised, pagan idolatry and practice became less of an obstacle. Even 

if the army had not Christianised and men like Ambrose and Augustine had not 

endorsed ‘just war,’ given the problems that Rome faced in the fourth and fifth 

centuries, it is difficult to see how loyal Christians could have retained their mission
239as peacemakers. Also whether such moral thoughts were taken into consideration 

by the public at large during antiquity before the Church had assumed the all- 

encompassing position that it achieved during medieval times is impossible to fully 

ascertain. In the end, upon hearing the teachings of the Bible, even with regional 

variations in translation and interpretation, Christians would have to make up their 

own mind.

VI.III Manpower Shortage

(i) Extrapolating Demographic Data

While barbarisation and Christianisation could have positive effects on recruiting if 

applied and marshalled properly, manpower shortage is inherently negative. 

However, calculating any such manpower shortage is particularly difficult. The

236'Acta Maximiliana II.9 -  “they know what is best for them.”
237Lactantius, Divine Inst. VI.20.
238Helgeland (1979), 816.
239Swift (1983), 159-160.
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silence of contemporary sources regarding any possible decline in numbers, being 

more likely “to claim that soldiers were not doing their jobs, not that there were not 

enough of them,”240 has meant that the study of Roman population figures has rely 

not just these literary sources but also tombstones, censuses, archaeology, field 

surveys and palaeontology.241 This suggests that such an area of study has become 

far more scientific in nature, more in the interdisciplinary realm of demographics; a 

subject that is “highly complex and encompasses a whole network of interconnected 

variables”"42 and, despite the array of different source material, includes a vast 

amount of unknowns. The lack of information on population, productivity, mortality 

and fertility rates and other data forestalls a detailed empirical analysis 243 This 

explains the vast discrepancies in population calculations cities such as Carthage, 

Pompeii and Rome itself, areas like Etruria, Italy, Britain244 or groups such as slaves 

or Jews.245 Therefore, no real consensus on populations for certain areas, certain 

groups or the entire Empire has emerged.246 That a consensus for the size of the 

Roman army of almost any period has also yet to emerge,247 even for the period 

covered by such a document as the Notitia Dignitatum, further suggests the extent of 

the problem involved in the investigating the manpower available to the Empire and 

the potential for any shortage.

In spite of the dearth of information, continual depopulation has been described as 

“the most obvious element of weakness in the Roman Empire”248 and it has been 

postulated that the entire Mediterranean suffered a steady population decline between 

200 and 600CE.249 However, such sweeping declarations suffer under even the most 

superficial of scrutiny because the Romans themselves were not overly fastidious in 

recording population figures. The marked decline in public voting that came with the

240 Elton (1996a), 152.
241 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 64-72 on the demographics of late antiquity and the population 
decline, or lack of it in the Late Empire.
242 Scheidel in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 602.
243 Scheidel (2007a).
244 Hurst in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 96.
245 Harris (1980), 118; (1999), 65 on between a fifth and a sixth of the gross population being slaves; 
Scheidel (1997c), 158 suggests a slave population of about 10%; Noethlichs (1996), 10, 151-153 n.64-
68 on the estimates of Jewish population in the Empire; Wasserstein (1996), 309-314 against the usual 
total of nearly 7 million.
246 Beloch (1886); Corvisier (1991), 229-292; de Angelis (2000); cf. Sanders (1984) on potential 
margins for error.
247 MacMullen (1980); see above Chapter I.I, 3-6; I.III, 22-23; III.II, 96-97; V.I, 156-162.
248 Bury (1889), 25.
249 McEvedy and Jones (1977).
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death of the Republic meant that electoral registers also declined in usefulness while 

the mammoth size of the Empire meant that any comprehensive census would be a 

colossal undertaking. Furthermore, any surviving population records are “often of 

doubtful quality; rhetorical stylization and symbolic figures permeate ancient 

sources”250 and while the records of Greek poleis251 and imperial tax records may 

well have yielded reasonably accurate estimates for certain regions they do not 

survive and may never have been recorded by the literary sources.

Some reliable population figures in the census figures of the Republic and Augustus 

do survive and are therefore the focus of much demographic investigation. But even 

these are subject to contextual and interpretational issues.252 A traditionalist reading 

of the Augustan census figures could suggest an Italian population of 10 million and 

perhaps double that by the third century.253 However, the sceptical point out that this 

would represent a population density not replicated until after the unification of Italy 

in the nineteenth century,254 leading many to assume that the Augustan census 

figures record all citizens rather than just adult males.255 This would leave the citizen 

population of Italy under Augustus to a more believable 4 million; however, while 

“the balance of probability favours the lower estimate,”256 this interpretation has not 

met with universal acceptance.257 One such problem with the lower estimates with 

regard to the military sphere is that a total population of four million would represent 

an incredible level of militarisation to man the army of the early Principate. It has 

been suggested that those not liable to vote may not have been counted in the 

censuses, that is women, children, slaves and foreigners, which could bring the 

population of Roman Italy could have approached 15 to 20 million by the end of

250 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 42; Scheidel (2001b), 49.
251 Rathbone (1990) and Alston (2002), 332 on the papyrological evidence various cities, towns and 
villages of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt.
252 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001b), 52-57 provides an overview for many of the arguments for Italian 
population.
253 Brunt (1987), 60, 263; Morley (2001), 50-52; Scheidel (2004c), 6-7.
254 Scheidel (1996c), 168.
255 Beloch (1886), 370-378; Brunt (1987), 113-115; Morley (1996), 46-50; Scheidel (1996c), 167-168; 
(2004c), 2-7 cf. De Ligt (2004), 728-738
256 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 47.
257 Lo Cascio (1994a; 1994b; 1999b) argues that the high population densities required for the higher 
estimates were possible, did occur and were perhaps bigger; Kron (2005b) and Lo Cascio and 
Malanima (2005) suggest that the populations of Roman Italy and the Meditterranean as a whole were 
very large by pre-modem standards (cf. Scheidel (2008b)) with a correspondingly high agricultural 
output (Kron (2000))
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Augustus' reign.258 More recently, an intermediate number of about 11 or 12 million 

has emerged through the proposal that only the number of households, widows and 

orphans were counted.

The fact that these periods for which figures survive still remain obscure again 

suggests the extent of the difficulties involved in Roman demographics. Therefore, 

suggestions of Roman population after the Augustan period “range from rough 

approximations to probabilistic guesses.”260 Attempts at bolstering these surviving 

figures with hypothetical information gleaned “potential proxy data: smaller cities, 

abandoned land, smaller families”261 can also be problematic and unreliable. Smaller, 

more compact cities262 do not necessarily mean lower population;263 neither does the 

presence of agri deserti264 or migration, while reproductive performance is a total
265 •unknown. Other hazardous extrapolations have been made from the volume of 

water supply and the scale of the municipal benefactions, summae honoriae;266 

carrying capacity of certain regions267 and even the available seating at Roman 

theatres.268

On a more general scale, it could be suggested that the with the relative peace of the 

first two centuries of the Principate and the spread of more advanced Roman 

techniques through the Empire some significant population growth in Europe and its

258 Lo Cascio (1994a), Morley (2001), Kron (2005b); Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005); Salmon 
(1974), 29 n.17 on children not being included; Russell (1958), 72 suggests that perhaps only men and 
women over the age of seventeen may have been counted; Pieri (1968), 182 suggests that the 
Republican figures may not have included the proletarii.
259 Hin in de Ligt and Northwood (2008).
260 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 42.
261 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 64.
262 Lepelley (1992), 68; Liebeschuetz (1992), 25-35; Poulter (1992); Reece (1992); Cameron (1993), 
177-182
263 Scheidel (2001), 60 n.240; Woolf (1998), 137-138 on low densities in Roman Gaul.
264 Christie (1996) cautiously suggests evidence of some decline in urban and rural Italy in lat 
antiquity and beyond; see below Chapter VI.III, 240-241.
265 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 65.
266 Duncan-Jones (1982), 259-277.
267 This is the maximum number of individuals that the available food, water, shelter and other 
necessities of a given environment can support. McCown (1947); Broshi (1979) on Roman Palestine; 
cf. Safrai (1994), 436; Engels (1990), 76-84 on Roman Corinth being too big to feed itself.
268 Fussholler (1991) investigates the case of Thamugadi in Africa, dismissing the previous estimates 
of 16,000 in favour of between 4,000 and 6,000 but, as Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 60 n.240 asks, 
why would such a community build a theatre with seating for nearly every one of its inhabitants. The 
use of such ratios for theatre to population sizes is criticised by Gallo (1981), 272-274; Duncan-Jones 
(1982), 262 while Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 60-61 n.240 suggests that Fussholler (1991)
“illustrates the variety of obstacles to modem estimates of urban population size.”
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sparsely populated frontier zones may have been seen.269 Conservative estimates 

speculate that the total Roman population of MCE was around 45 million270 and 60- 

70 million by outbreak of the Antonine Plague in 165CE.271 While their extent is
272 • •unknown, the epidemics throughout the 160s-190s and again the 250s, when 

coupled to the military upheavals of the third century, will have arrested 

demographic development and may even have caused some contractions.273 

However, the difficulty in ascertaining demographic trends or an overall picture has 

led to suggestions that the Roman Empire suffered not from a population decline but 

from over-population.274 This would require a complete volte-face in the viewing of 

the material; plague, high fertility leading to high mortality; high urban mortality in 

crowded cities would therefore be demographic positives in redressing the imbalance 

between supply and demand. That such a viewpoint cannot be completely discounted 

again shows the problems of addressing the population of the Roman Empire.

Even if the overall population of the Empire were to shrink during the third century 

and beyond, it would not be foolhardy to assume that the Empire would still be big 

enough to provide men to fill the ranks of an army 500,000 strong. There is little 

doubt that the Romans enjoyed an overwhelming superiority in population over all 

her enemies since perhaps the early third century BCE and would continue to do so. 

However, compared with modem times, the Roman Empire was sparsely populated. 

An example of this is the population growth in what was Gaul. Under the Romans, it 

was one of the more populous regions of the Empire but its population probably 

never reached 10 million.275 Contrastingly, the states that are now found in the same 

area -  France, Belgium, Luxembourg and the German Lander states of North Rhine-

269 Frier (2000), 813-815; Scheidel (2001b), 63-64; Easterlin (1976); Vanlandingham and Hirschman 
(2001)
270 McEvedy and Jones (1978); Frier (2000).
271 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 47; Table III.I + II using McEvedy and Jones 
(1978) suggests 35-40 million in second century CE Roman Europe and 20-23 million in second 
century Near East with a split of 55-60% in Europe and around 20% each in Africa and Asia.
272 See above Chapter V.IV, 185-194 on the Justinianic Plague.
273 Gilles (1985), 86-87 on the repeated destruction of the hill-top settlements of the Hunsriick and the 
Rhineland in 275-276, 355 and 406-407; Lemerle (1954) and Velkov (1962) on problems along the 
Danube; Wightman in King and Henig (1981); Wightman (1985), 243-266 on depopulation in 
northern Gaul; Potter (1979), 139-145, Lloyd and Barker in Barker and Hodges (1981), Hodges and 
Whitehouse (1983), 36-46, Hodges and Mitchell (1985) and Barker, Lloyd and Webley (1987) on the 
decline of Italy as a population centre; Littman and Littman (1973); Duncan-Jones (1996); Scheidel 
(2002); Greenberg (2003); Zelener (2003); Rijkels (2005), 22-76; Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 31
nn.121-125; McNeill (1998), 103-109 on possible smallpox and measles outbreaks.
274 Frier (2000); Frier in Scheidel (2001); Lo Cascio (1994b), 119-125; (1996), 293-297.
275 Lewit (1991); (2003); Turchin (2003), 176 fig. 9.2.
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Westphalia, Rhineland-Palatinate and the Saarland -  contain a population of around 

100 million. While this is an unfair comparison due to the major advances in modem 

medicine, it does demonstrate the sparseness of the Empire’s population.

Very few of the speculative population figures for the whole Empire during any 

period approach the modern population of Gaul. Such estimates for total population 

include women and children and therefore do not represent a total for the available 

manpower of the Empire. If around 50% of the population was male and a population 

of about 60 million is accepted then 1.67% of the male population would be required 

to comprise an army of 500,000. The number of men available for military service 

would be reduced by those above or below the age of service and those from exempt 

or ineligible groups. Taking these into account may mean that those available or 

wanted for military service may have represented as little as a third of the total 

population of the Empire, although that is almost entirely speculative. With the 

bureaucratic mechanisms required to enrol such a percentage of a population so 

widely spread out across the Empire, it is not surprising that the emperor and his 

generals began to use the neighbouring barbarians in ever increasing numbers.

(ii) Potential Causes o f any Decline in Roman Population

However, “despite ancient and modem concerns about manpower shortage in late 

antiquity, the reality or extent of population decline is difficult to ascertain.”276 

Therefore, all that can be done “is to note certain demographic trends, and speculate 

about their causes”277 and potential damage to the manpower resources of the 

Empire. Proceeding with such a theory of depopulation and manpower shortage 

without reliable statistics or evidence can be treacherous.278 Even if it is accepted that 

there was an overall decline in population, it was almost certainly not steady, 

consistent or all pervasive. Archaeological studies suggest that Britain, Africa, Egypt

276 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 49.
277 Jones (1964), 1040; Liebeschuetz (1990a), 1.
278 The most famous example of this is Boak (1955) whose thesis, while praised for promulgating the 
importance of population to the Roman Empire, was criticised for his methodology and assumption of 
shared demographics between the Empire and perceived 'backward' nations from different periods of 
history in reviews by Jones (1956), Warmington (1957) and Finley (1958). However, Jones (1956), 
379 does point out that Boak (1955) was merely following the conclusion of Bum (1953), who used 
the ages recorded on Roman tombstones, regarding the similarities in life expectancy between the 
Empire and China and India.



237

and Spain maintained a stable population throughout the Late Empire,279 while 

Greece, Syria and Palestine may have even experienced growth.280 Wide scale drops 

in population may not have occurred until after the collapse of the western empire 

with the arrival of Justinianic plague281 and if the idea of population saturation in the 

east is accepted then the plague may therefore have acted as a Malthusian check. Any 

decline before the mid-6th century “was probably more pronounced in unstable 

frontier areas in the western provinces.”282 However, as these areas were the origins 

of the majority of the Empire’s internal army recruits, any decline in their ability to 

replicate their population could have contributed to the reduction of Roman citizens 

under arms in service to the Empire.

The reduction in population has been explained by the removal of land from 

cultivation, with consequences for food production. The expansion of the army and 

the imperial civil service by Diocletian contributed to this reduced harvest. A 

reduction of what for many of the peasant classes were already subsistence levels 

may have prevented them from raising large enough families to maintain the 

population.283 Even if fewer working hands meant fewer consuming mouths,284 a 

small reduction in the tax-paying population will have increased the burden on the 

rest, forcing those that remained to live on a diminishing quantity of food.285 These 

enlarged governmental services also exacerbated any shortage of rural workers, 

accelerating any downturn in agriculture. This demonstrates an unfortunate problem 

faced by the Empire in that three of its biggest employers, the army, the Church and 

agriculture shared a common source of manpower -  the peasantry.286 Diocletian’s 

expansion of the army and bureaucracy and Constantine’s embracing of the Christian 

Church increased the demands on the existing labour supply. Diocletian may

279 Britain -  Jones (1979); Africa -  Lepelley (1967); (1992); Pringle (1981), 112-113; Egypt -  Bagnall 
(1993); Spain -K eay  (1981); Banks (1980).
280 Bintliff and Snodgrass (1985), 147; (1988); Tate (1992), 273-342; Runnels (1983); Runnels, van 
Andels and Pope (1986), 120-121; Wightman (1980), 31-32; Safrai (1994); Foss (1995).
281 Christie (1996); Russell (1968); Biraben (1975), 25-48; Conrad (1981); Evans (1996), 225-240 on 
Syria; cf. Whittow (1996), 53-68; Foss in Humphrey (1995), 213-234.
282 Scheidel in Scheidel, Morris and Sailer (2007), 49; Lewit (1991); Whittaker in Finley (1976); 
Salmon (1974).
283 CTh XI.27.1 [315] has Constantine legislating against infanticide and although this was not 
uncommon in antiquity he may have felt the need to legislate against it as it had become more 
frequent.
284 Finley (1958), 162.
285 Jones (1948), 2; Boak (1955), 2; de Ste Croix (1981), 453-503 describes the decline of the Roman 
Empire in the west as a consequence of the pressure exerted upon the peasantry by the ruling classes.
286 See above Chapter VII.II, 230 n.228.
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therefore have tied sons to their father’s profession not just because they were a good 

source of recruits but also because of the competition between the army and farming. 

Contracting men to the jobs of their fathers for life, whether they were soldiers, 

miners, armourers, weavers or agricultural workers, may be an indicator of a labour 

shortage. The complete separation of civil and military administration will have 

increased the number of jobs, putting further strain on the Empire’s workforce.

Some blame has been placed on the recurrences of plague for demographic losses.287 

It is argued that the aforementioned outbreaks of 165-180 and in the 250s 

undermined the recruiting potential of the Empire, which may not have fully 

recovered a century later. However, it is counter-argued that because the fourth 

century was disease free, the Empire would likely have had time to recover by the 

early fourth century.289 Therefore, despite the military exertions of that century, by 

the death of Theodosius a slight increase in population might be expected.290 The 

fifth century, similarly disease free, may also have registered a slight increase. 

Plague did not resurface again until 541 and lingered until the mid-eighth century. 

However, Justinian’s ability to raise troops even in the face of such casualties 

demonstrates that plague and its concomitant economic crisis did not necessarily lead 

to a decline in recruiting since military service was one of the few vocations that 

came with a steady wage and food supply.

The kind of Malthusian population checks caused by such epidemics has also been 

applied to the processes of imperialism and urbanisation. The unification of the 

Mediterranean under the Roman banner and its accompanying spread of trade, 

communication routes and their footprints could have facilitated the spread of
291infection while the movement of people could have exposed migrant workers to 

microbes that they had little immunity to.292 The high population densities in major 

Roman cities could have provided further checks on population with regions such as 

Italy and Egypt seen as principal targets for what have been described as “urban

287 See above Chapter V.IV, 185-194.
288 Boak (1955), 113; Gilliam (1961); Salmon (1974).
289 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 69.
290 Treadgold (1995), 161.
291 Sallares (2002); Zelener (2003).
292 Scheidel (2003); Scheidel in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 601-602.
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seasonal mortality profiles.”293 Indeed, the population of Graeco-Roman Egypt may 

have fluctuated drastically between 4 and 7 million.294 However, it has also been 

suggested that areas such as North Africa and the Levant had reached their saturation 

point with regards population under the Roman Empire and they would not be able to 

permanently surpass it until the 19th century.295 Conversely, it has been suggested 

that in the Hellenised East, urbanisation is evidence of ongoing population growth 

and agrarian intensification.296 Civil wars and barbarian invasions could also have 

had severe consequences for regional populations. The devastation of the land caused 

by raiders or passing armies could have caused famine and death through starvation 

or disease in localised areas. Barbarian raids could also involve massacres of rural 

populations as well as the carrying off of prisoners. However, while some will have 

died in exile, many will have been ransomed, sold as slaves or simply escaped back 

to the Empire.

This kind of population attrition caused by war, imperialism, urbanisation and 

epidemics could have ensured some temporary growth in real incomes.297 However, 

the patterns in family life,298 especially the low average life expectancy, between 20 

and 30, regardless of social class,299 suggest that the Romans may have never 

embraced or even understood the basic family planning necessary to make such 

improvements, rendering any economic or productivity gains that could affect 

population ephemeral.300 This apparent lack of upward mobility in the Roman way of 

life when coupled with the dangers of birth could mean that fertility rates never 

substantially outstripped mortality rates with the result that any population increase 

may have been consistently low. This would also suggest the Roman population may 

not have been overly resilient in the face of plague or famine. This could have had 

drastic effects on military populations should they be over-farmed of recruits for a 

specific campaign or making good on large casualty numbers.

Scheidel (2001b).
294 Scheidel (2001a), 181-250.
295 McEvedy and Jones (1978) and Frier (2000), 814.
296 Alcock (1994), 187.
297 Scheidel in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 602; cf. Wrigley in Abrams and Wrigley (1978).
298 Flower in Barchiesi and Scheidel (2010), 521-522; Rosenstein (2004).
299 Scheidel (2001b); Scheidel (1999) highlights that in such a medically undeveloped society, wealth 
and status did not over affect mortality rates.
300 Frier (1994)); Scheidel (2007a) suggests that many of the incentives for doing so were absent while 
Caldwell (2004) suggests that family planning in elite circles may have been counter-productive.
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(iii) Evidence for Decline in Late Roman Military Demographics

The responses of the imperial government or lack there of to certain occurrences can 

suggest some movement in Roman military populations. The appearance of agri 

deserti could also suggest some problems with a reduction in population, particularly 

in the recruiting zones on the frontiers.301 That these laws were spread throughout the 

second half of the fourth century, into the fifth century and were later retained by the 

Codex Justinianus might suggest that this was a common problem. However, rather 

than evidence of a general population decline, this deserted land could have been that 

of landowners or tenants who disappeared during an invasion or civil war. In these 

cases, while the possible disruption to the recruiting potential of these lands came at 

inopportune time, it may only have been temporary.302 There is some suggestion of 

longer term land desertion such as the placing of a limit of two years on a land 

deserter reclaiming his plot303 and the increasing number of barbarian settlements in 

Gaul, Italy and the Balkans.304 The Roman government went as far as to declare 

itself to be “favourable” to individuals taking over deserted land “for private or 

public advantage”305 presumably as long as the new owner paid the concomitant 

taxes. Retired veterans, barbarian laeti and dediticii were also given these lands to 

bring them back into the tax system and provide men for the army.306

Not only were landowners taking over deserted land, they were also willing to accept 

barbarians onto their lands as coloni, which suggests a lack of tenants to cultivate 

their land. Landowners were also extremely unwilling to give up their tenants to the 

recruiting levy. Many would rather pay the 30 solidi for adaeratio than give up a 

colonus and in concert with the government they went to great lengths to make sure

301 Grey (2007), 363 n.7 on those who consider agri deserti to be a fiscal problem rather than an 
agricultural one and perhaps even a population problem as the amount of laws from the CTh and the 
CJ could suggest; East -C T h V .l  1.11 [386]; 12[370]; V.14.30[386]; 31[382]; 33[393]; VII.20.3 [326]; 
XI.20.5[424]; 6[430]; XII. 1.123.6[391]; Julian, Misopognon 370D; West -  CTh VII.20.8[364];
11[370]; XI. 1.10[365]; XI.28.12[418]; NVal XXXII §5[451]; XXXIV§3[451]; Grey (2007), 374 also 
suggests that perhaps a more specialist primary source such as the Opus Agriculturae of Palladius 
should be relied upon more for information on Roman agriculture matters than the drafters of 
legislation.
302 Whittaker in Finley (1976), 137-165.
303 CTh V.11.12[391],
304 See above Chapter I.II, 16-17 n.160.
305 CTh V.l 1.12[391].
306 CTh V.l 1.7[365]; Duncan-Jones (1990), 125.
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that those who strayed from their occupation or tenancy were returned. This suggests 

that the burden of serving as capitularius was not solely financial but related to the 

loss of manpower. This may explain why landowners were willing to harbour 

fugitives and deserters despite the heavy penalties. The continued importance of 

maintaining the coloni may be highlighted by the fact that at no stage were the laws 

tying coloni to the land relaxed. Indeed, Anastasius tightened them.307 However, 

shortages in farm labour and the increase in agri deserti do not indicate a population 

shift towards the towns and cities.308 Indeed, intensification or abating in agriculture 

is by itself not enough to indicate population growth or decline.309 Furthermore, had 

agricultural productivity remained somewhat constant, the contemporary sources 

may have been unable to see it as they tended to focus more on the colourful 

episodes such as invasions, migrations and contagions.310

The inability of the Empire to keep units at full strength has been considered 

evidence of a shortage of military manpower.311 However, it was usual for recruiting 

drives to accompany the planning of a campaign or the outbreak of war even at times 

when manpower shortage was not an issue. Therefore, it appears to have been more 

of a financial choice to not keep the army up to strength during times of peace. 

However, the collection of laws and edicts in the Codex Theodosianus may show a 

severe shortage of men as the Empire was consistently trying to squeeze recruits out 

of reluctant landowners although there is not enough evidence to estimate the scale 

of the problem.312 Contrarily, legislation could also suggest that there was no real 

desperate need for men. The government would not have allowed landowners to 

commute their recruiting tax obligations if there was a shortage of troops.313

Standards for army recruits also remained high as a vast number of categories of men 

were exempt, ineligible or unwanted for military service.314 A large number of social 

classes and lands exempted from providing actual recruits such as imperial estates,315

307 G/XI.48.19.
308 Jones (1964), 1042.
309 Horden and Purcell (2000), 265-266.
310 Whittaker in Finley (1976), 164.
311 Boak (1955), 100.
312 Elton (1996a), 153.
313 CTh VII. 13.2[370], XIII. 12[397], XIII. 13[397], XIII. 14[397],
314 See above Chapter III.I, 80; III.II, 100-101; V.II, 163-164.
3,5 CTh VII. 13,2[370] although this was later countermanded by CTh VII. 13.12[397],
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agentes de rebus,316 palatini311 and decurions.318 The extent of these exemptions is 

demonstrated by the extraordinary law of 412 listing those dignitaries whose lands 

did not have to provide recruits.319 Any conclusive arguments using these excluded 

groups and exempted lands are undermined by the lack of source material. How large 

a proportion of the land and population these exclusions incorporated is unknown 

and while it might be expected that these exemptions and ineligibilities would have 

been relaxed or even removed had there been a shortage of recruits,320 this argument 

is not altogether sound. Powerful, non-imperial individuals could have forced weak 

emperors such as Honorius and Valentinian III to accept the exemption of 

landowners and dignitaries from the imperial recruiting levy even if more recruits 

were needed. It is also possible that the Romans allowed traditional conservatism to 

override good sense.

It could be argued that barbarians would not have been recruited or settled on Roman 

lands if there had been sufficient Romans available. Even “if the government had 

ever hoped that the settlement of barbarians might eventually make the Empire self- 

sufficient in recruits,”321 that does not necessarily mean that there was a shortage of 

manpower within the Empire. Non-Romans had always been used by the Empire and 

even when emperors allowed large groups of barbarians to settle on imperial territory 

in order to “gain more people, and... be able to compel a very strong force of
• 322 • •recruits,” " a shortage of soldiers is not recorded. Military authorities may just have 

preferred barbarian recruits because they were easier and quicker to mould into 

professional soldiers than conscripted Roman citizens.

There may also have been financial reasons for the turn towards barbarians. By 

allowing tribal groups to settle in the Empire, emperors may not merely have been 

looking for more recruits but for more inhabitants to increase their tax base, 

agricultural output and income from adaeratio.323 This could have been a response to

316 CTh VII.27.13[403].
317 CTh VI.30.20[413].
318 CTh VI.23.2[423],
319 CTh XI. 18.1 [412]; see above Chapter IV.I, 113 n.15.
320 CTh VII. 13.16[406] did call upon slaves to join the army but this has been described by Elton 
(1996a), 154 as “a one-off measure, requiring special legislation.”
321 Liebeschuetz (1990a), 14 also suggests that this aim was not achieved.
322 Ammianus XIX. 11.7; XVII.8.3-5; XXX. 1.4.
323 Ammianus XXXI.4.4.
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any increase of agri deserti and any possible decline in population in certain areas. 

Further financial incentives for the enrolling of barbarians may have come from the 

idea that enrolment fees for non-Romans could be negotiated at a considerably lower 

level than that of a Roman citizen. However, again the lack of source material makes 

it difficult to estimate the numbers involved. From the meagre surviving 

archaeological and written records, it has been suggested that the number of non- 

Romans in the army may have approached around 33% during the fourth century and 

seems to gradually drop to around 20% during the fifth century.324 However, because 

so few identities of soldiers are known “any conclusions drawn from such limited 

data are not statistically significant.”325

(iv) Concluding Remarks

It is true that “complaints about shortages of resources, human or material, are 

characteristic of military organisations”326 as manpower is and always will be their 

lifeblood. This was particularly true in the pre-mechanised area of warfare. If a 

recruiting system could no longer provide a steady flow of recruits, it must be 

replaced or it would contribute greatly to the undermining of military effectiveness. 

Therefore, despite the lack of clear evidence regarding population decline, the origins 

of agri deserti and the reasons behind barbarian recruiting, a shortage of manpower 

or an inability to harness available resources certainly played a part in the decline of 

the Roman west during the fifth century and the replacing of a Romanised recruiting 

system with the theme system in the seventh century east. Majorian’s impressive 

victories over the Franks, Alamanni, Visigoths and Vandals even in the early 460s 

suggest that something other than a decrease in the fighting ability of the Roman 

army was responsible for the otherwise feeble resistance to the piecemeal 

dismemberment of the western Empire. Whether it was depopulation or the failure of 

the imperial government to find or attract enough men to enter into its service 

through a stable recruiting system or influence over the tribes, these amounted to a 

decrease in the manpower controlled by the western Augusti and their magistri. The

324 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 103-110; Elton (1996a), 148 Table 4, 273 Table 7.
325 Elton (1996a), 272.
326 Whitby in Cameron (1995), 102.
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lack of a climactic battle to save the west from dissolution in the 470s by Odovacar 

and his foederati suggests the size to which the Roman army had shrunk.

A different scenario played out in the east over two centuries later but still ended 

with the discarding of a recognisably Roman recruitment system through a lack of 

manpower. The return to volunteers proved a somewhat brief aberration as the 

casualties suffered under Anastasius and Justinian and the onset of plague forced the 

imperial government to again look to its Arabian, Iberian and Lazican allies in the 

east or barbarian mercenaries such as the Gepids, Huns or Lombards. The loss of the 

vast population centres of Syria and Egypt and access to Armenian and Caucasian 

allies to the Islamic conquests and the loss of virtually all of the Empire’s Balkan 

territories to the Avars and Slavs forced a massive rethinking of the structure of not 

just recruiting but also the tax system and much of the Eastern Empire as a whole.

Overall, “there is no compelling reason to assume that the gross population of the 

Roman Empire, or even its western half, was significantly smaller in the fourth 

century... nor is it obvious that any such population loss, had it indeed occurred, 

would have significantly contributed to the crisis of the fifth century.”327 This is one 

of the major limitations of the ancient literary sources with regard to the military 

decline of the Roman Empire. Their lack understanding of demographics can obscure 

the investigation of any potential Roman manpower shortage, particularly as they 

equated polyandria -  an abundance of men -  with economic prosperity and military 

strength and oliganthropia -  a lack of men -  with decline and military defeat.328 This 

thinking suggests that military strength is a direct mechanical function of population
• 329 • •size and while at times this may hold true, it is not a constant. The Roman Empire 

had held a substantial population advantage over all of its opponents since the third 

century BCE and continued to do so even when its decline began in the late fourth 

century. Therefore, Rome’s manpower shortage and military decline do not have to 

be directly concerned with any actual population decline. Instead, “military 

superiority is primarily a function of social organisation and economic

327 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 69.
328 Gallo (1980).
329 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 67.



performance.”330 Potential recruits could easily be dissuaded by “dangerous and 

unprofitable service,”331 while a decline in specific military groups due to over

recruiting or over-taxation could be concealed by a healthy overall population. A 

Roman population of 100 million rather than 60 million would not have been much 

more successful, if at all, in resisting what amounted to a couple of hundred thousand 

barbarians and their families if the social, economic and political infrastructure for 

recruiting had already failed.332

330 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 68.
331 Whitby in Erdkamp (2007), 518; see above Chapter I.II, 10-13; V.II, 167-172 on conditions of 
service.
332 Scheidel in Scheidel (2001), 68 n.276.
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Conclusions

Extensive mention has been made above of a Roman recruiting system; however, this 

seems to have been somewhat of a misnomer. Certainly before Diocletian’s reforms, 

there was nothing much systematic about Roman recruiting. Men were more likely to 

be enlisted when they were needed for a campaign rather than to keep units up to 

their full complement. In particular the dilectus seems to have been almost 

intentionally vague in order for them to be interpreted differently depending on the 

situation. Roman recruiting was therefore dominated by improvised practices that 

became accepted but never crystalised as an ever-evolving set of procedures rather 

than rigid policies devised under the Republic or early Principate. Diocletian’s 

reforms simply regularised many of these trends of recruiting such as that of sons 

following their fathers into the army. However, even post-Diocletian, without 

adequate elaboration from the sources, ascertaining how stringently these recruiting 

laws were imposed is difficult. Perhaps the overriding trend that can be gleaned from 

a study of late Roman recruiting is that the emperors and generals who presided over 

the both halves of the Empire were no more capable than their predecessors in 

imposing a formal system of recruiting upon their territories. It may have been too 

much to ask for any pre-industrial society to have had the infrastructure to impose a 

rigid set of recruiting practices capable of producing a large professional army on an 

area the size of Roman Empire.

While a systematic approach is somewhat inapt, consistent themes do run through 

Roman recruiting. The major theme at the beginning of the fourth century was the 

same as it had been since perhaps the establishment of the Roman army: finding 

Roman volunteers. Conscription was used but most Roman soldiers joined the army 

by choice and many conscripts simply needed more financial encouragement to enlist 

rather than being subjected to conscription of a more modern nature such as press- 

gangs or draft lotteries. Diocletian was set on continuing this central role of Roman 

citizen volunteers as his recruiting reforms reflect. However, the victories of 

Constantine over Maxentius and Licinius demonstrated that large numbers of 

barbarian recruits could be highly effective and that they were far quicker to raise
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and train to an effective level than raw Roman recruits. With this, imperial recruiting 

gradually began to switch from specifically wanting Roman soldiers to seeking out 

the most expedient and cost-effective manpower. As soldiers from within the Empire 

became harder to find, the cheapest manpower was whatever barbarian tribesmen 

were close at hand. As the century progressed, this approach became so widely used 

that Valens reorganised the collection and use of adaeratio to further expand it and 

provide the Empire with more useable capital. The opportunity to thin out barbarian 

numbers by placing them in conflict with one another was an added incentive for 

emperors and magistri to continue this theme.

With the size of the Empire, it is somewhat unexpected that it would face any 

difficultly finding enough internal recruits to serve in the army. Even when the lack 

of permanent conquests after the first century CE left the Empire with a finite area to 

obtain recruits from and with desertion, harbouring of fugitives and mutilation 

remaining perennial problems for the Roman military, careful regulation of where 

and when the recruiting burden fell could have prevented any over-farming. Perhaps 

even the massive casualties inflicted on the Roman army at engagements such as 

Chrysopolis, Mursa, Adrianople, Frigidus and Odessus could have been absorbed 

had such regulation been possible. However, this knife-edge balance was shattered 

by a side-effect of Romanisation. That such a seemingly positive phenomenon had 

such a negative impact on the Empire was due to the fact that the Empire had 

stopped expanding. The Romanising wave that spread out from Italy to its conquered 

territories also brought a gradual sapping of military enthusiasm in its wake. 

Therefore, without new, permanent conquests where the initial onset of 

Romanisation would produce a wave of eager recruits, the Empire was faced with a 

gradually reducing pool of willing manpower; a recruiting pool further depleted by 

the lack of cooperation from Roman landlords. The end to conquest and limited 

foreign excursions also removed a lucrative source of reward for soldiers, which 

when added to rampant corruption and the decline in the value of military pay due to 

inflation, made military service much less attractive. Therefore, despite the vast 

separation in time between the reported advice of Augustus to keep the Empire at its 

current size and the deposition of the imperial office in the west and the institution of 

the theme system in the east, the end of foreign expansion contributed heavily to the 

long term collapse of Roman recruiting.
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This downturn in Roman recruiting was by no means a universal pattern. Spain and 

Africa maintained their own garrisons while areas such as northern and eastern Gaul 

and much of the Balkans continued to provide large numbers of recruits for extended 

periods. It could be argued that their rugged terrain and interaction with non-Roman 

civilisations at the extremities of the Empire restricted the impact of Romanisation 

on these regions. That the Isaurians proved such a valuable recruiting resource 

despite having been technically incorporated into the Empire for over four centuries 

before they emerged further suggests that Romanisation could be resisted and that it 

was not necessarily accompanied by military apathy. However, despite the military 

apathy that accompanied over-Romanisation, integration remained an integral part of 

Roman recruiting. With only fleeting foreign conquests post-first century CE, the 

Romans relied heavily on being able to incorporate new sources of manpower into 

their body politic under their own terms. Exposure to Roman civilisation enabled a 

smoother path to the integration and mobilisation of barbarian populations.

However, when foreign campaigns, civil wars and usurpations sucked resources from 

the peripheral provinces along the Rhine and Danube, the Romans lost the ability to 

control access to the Empire. This led first to the string of German migrations 

following the arrival of the Huns in the 370s and then later to the Lombard and Slav 

migrations caused by the Avars in the mid-sixth century. Such was the flood of 

humanity during these periods that even limited Romanisation was impossible as the 

Romans could not sufficiently break up these groups for integration to take place. 

Therefore, instead of controlled migrations, these tribal movements were more like 

invasions and their settling on the land more like conquest. Uncowed, these tribes did 

great damage to provincial infrastructure and cut off large amounts of the manpower 

of Gaul, Spain, Africa and the Upper Danube from the Roman central authority in 

the west and northern Italy and the entire Balkan region from Constantinople in the 

east. When coupled with the heavy casualties incurred fighting against these tribes, 

the Persians and internecine struggles, the damage done to Roman recruiting was 

severe. The crumbling of the Rhine and Danube frontiers in the early fifth century 

left German barbarians as the only substantial recruiting resources available to the 

west. As its army was gradually outsourced, without extensive Romanisation to quell 

kratocratic tendencies or break tribal bonds, the last western magistri and their
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aristocratic allies lost control of and were then brushed aside by these barbarian 

mercenaries. While the east was able to retain its Romanity in the face of imported 

Lombard, Slav, Bulgar and Khazar mercenaries, the calamitous twenty-five years of 

constant fighting, civil war and territorial and population losses to the Persians and 

then the Islamic Arabs following the murder of Mauricius proved too much for 

Roman recruiting to survive. By the end of the seventh century, the east would 

continue to be recognised as a ‘Roman’ Empire but its recruiting had been replaced 

by the theme system.

Could anything have been done to prevent the collapse of Roman recruiting or was it 

inevitable? Despite the east surviving the extinction of its western counterpart, the 

chances of it retaining a loosely organised, thematic approach to recruiting was 

extinguished by the vast casualties and territorial losses incurred during Heraclius’ 

reign. Due to the political, military and manpower fallout of no longer being the 

dominant force in the Levant, the paci^sTi; of the Heraclian dynasty had to pursue a 

more structured and systematic approach. However, with the west, it is possible to 

view its recruiting problems as being at least partially of its own making. The west 

certainly faced its fair share of misfortune with the untimely death of Theodosius and 

the massive scale of the Volkerwanderung instigated by the arrival of the Huns. 

However, most of its problems were consequences of its own actions. Large casualty 

numbers generated by civil wars and ill-conceived bids for personal glory put 

immense strain on recruiting resources that were already on a knife-edge. The hiring 

of barbarian tribesmen was allowed to spiral out of control rather than resources 

being given over to attract Roman recruits. Such expedience was prioritised over the 

long term health of the recruiting situation as barbarian tribes were allowed to settle 

on Roman territory en masse without being broken militarily despite the opportunity 

to do so.

Even with this collection of mistakes, the situation might still have been retrievable 

had the emperor’s authority and patronage not been allowed to decline. What 

constituted the Roman army in the mid fifth century remained a potentially potent 

force and had that army and its generals remained subservient to the Roman emperor 

and been well provisioned with manpower then perhaps it could have been turned to 

the re-establishing of control on the territories and tribes that had drifted out of the
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imperial orbit. Even with this collection of mistakes, the situation might still have 

been retrievable had the emperor’s authority and patronage not been allowed to 

decline. As the Roman army in the mid fifth century remained a potentially potent 

force, if it had remained subservient to the Roman emperor and been well 

provisioned with manpower then perhaps it could have re-established control over 

the territories and tribes that had drifted out of the imperial orbit. However, the west 

was a victim of a vicious downward spiral. As the imperial prerogative lost its 

effectiveness, barbarian tribes and entire provinces escaped Roman control. This left 

the emperor and his generals with fewer resources forcing them to hire mercenary 

barbarians. Their incorporation into the army loosened imperial control over it and in 

turn this further weakened imperial authority. This continued until the Roman army 

was acting on its own sanction and imperial office was nothing but a pawn and then a 

liability to the magistri and barbarian commanders and was quietly shelved.
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