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After my presentation on the history 
of the early Goths at the Society 
Virtual Conference in May, I received 
some questions on those aspects of 
the Adrianople campaign of AD 376-
378 in which I reject the traditional 
interpretation of events by Roman 
historians such as Ammianus 
Marcellinus. Since the key issue, 
our interpretation of Ammianus 
Marcellinus’s knowledge of barbarian 
affairs, also was raised in Simon 
MacDowall’s review of my Society 
publication The Goths in Slingshot 336 
and, before then, in Jens Peter Kutz’s 
article on the Gothic wagon laager at 
Adrianople in Slingshot 334, I would 
like to contribute the following research 
comments in addition to what I already 
included in The Goths.

On Ammianus Marcellinus
A literary source may be knowledgeable on 
some topics but ignorant on others. Although 
Ammianus Marcellinus knew the Roman Empire 
well and provides numerous details, some of 
which may have derived from official reports, 
it is undisputed that he, like many Romans 
of his time, disliked barbarians. Yet more 
importantly, he had little knowledge of them, or 
of events in the barbarian world. This is obvious 
from his description of the events which led 
up to the Roman defeat at Adrianople. For 
Ammianus Marcellinus, the battle itself was the 
important event. He felt that he had to provide 
an explanation for such a major defeat at the 
hands of barbarians. He believed that he had 
found it in the displacement of the Goths by

the Huns, through the collapse of Ermanaric’s 
Gothic state north of the Black Sea, and 
the subsequent flight of the, in his eyes, 
frightfully numerous Gothic people into the 
Roman Empire. For this reason, Ammianus 
Marcellinus first provides a long chapter 
on the Huns (Res gestae 31.2), all of which 
derived from then already classical literary 
descriptions of mysterious nomads far, far away. 
Ammianus Marcellinus merely re-packaged the 
information as a description of the Huns, of 
whom he clearly had no personal knowledge. 
Second, he falls back on the standard classical 
explanation of tribal dynamics on the steppe 
north of the Black Sea. The Huns suddenly 
arrive on the Pontic steppe, where they fall 
upon the Alans, who fall upon the Goths, who 
ultimately fall upon the Romans (Res gestae 
31.3). In Mediterranean literary circles, this 
was a model that went back to Herodotus, 
who already in the fifth century BC had 
imagined how ‘the nomadic tribes of Scythians 
who lived in Asia, being hard pressed by the 
Massagetae, were forced across the Araxes 
into [the lands of the] Cimmerians’ who then 
in turn must have abandoned their lands since 
they were not heard of again (Histories 4.11). 
Unfortunately, there is no evidence for such 
serial displacement of nomad tribes. Moreover, 
since it is apparent that Ammianus Marcellinus 
followed Herodotus and was himself followed 
by other historians, up to and including the 
authors of the cartoon Asterix and the Goths, 
I find it astonishing that most modern-day 
classical historians still repeat the age-old 
literary convention of serial displacement. Yet, 
as an explanatory model, it was certainly a 
popular one. Soon after Ammianus Marcellinus, 

Bishop Ambrose of Milan copied it, too: ‘The 
Huns overwhelmed the Alans, the Alans the 
Goths, the Goths the Taifali and Sarmatians; we 
are being forced out from Illyria by the Goths, 
forced out from our homes, and yet we cannot 
see the end’ (Expositio evangelii secundum 
Lucam (Commentaries to the Lucas evangelium) 
10.10).

Steppe Nomads
However, unlike the ancient Roman historians, 
we currently have more data at our disposal 
on the dynamics of nomad and semi-nomad 
societies such as those on the Black Sea 
steppes. For the last three centuries, scholars of 
Inner Asian cultures and history have learnt far 
more than was available to ancient historians 
such as Bishop Ambrose and Ammianus 
Marcellinus. To summarise the findings in an 
old academic paper of mine (Nomad Empires 
and Nomad Grand Strategy: The Rise and Fall 
of Nomad Military Power, c. 1000 BC - AD 1500; 
the expanded version of which I have offered 
the Editor for publication in Slingshot):

Following the rise of equestrian nomadism 
in c. 1000 BC, powerful nomad leaders found 
themselves able to form nomad empires, or 
more correctly, imperial confederations. A 
nomad empire was autocratic and centralised 
in foreign and military affairs but federally 
structured and at least to some extent 
consultative internally. A nomad empire 
typically had an upper tier, consisting of the 
imperial leader and his clan, and a lower tier, of 
the traditional, indigenous tribal leaders. At the 
local level, the tribal structure remained intact 
and the power of tribal leaders derived from 
local, not central support.

Soldier in Gothic dress as depicted on the Throne 
of Maximian, dated to c. 545-553, now in the 
Archiepiscopal Museum, Ravenna.



Due to the inherent instability of the nomad 
empire, it, or rather its leading clan, would rise 
rapidly and eventually fall just as fast. This did 
not signify a change in the ethnic composition 
of the nomad empire. To the outsider, the 
change of leadership gave the impression that 
a new nomad tribe had suddenly appeared, 
overwhelming the already known tribes, 
while the nomads realised that only the royal 
clan had fallen, and a new clan, henceforth 
insisting on the designation royal, had risen in 
its stead. In this way, to take but one example, 
the Scythians superseded the Cimmerians. 
The two peoples were, no doubt, one and 
the same. The first equestrian nomads were 
all Iranian-speakers, and they in many ways 
shared the same culture.

Unlike a sedentary state, the equestrian nomad 
empires thrived not because of their ability to 
extract resources from the peoples that formed 
part of the empire (taxation), but because of 
the subsidies that the nomads extorted from 
neighbouring settled states. This frequently 
took the form of ceremonies in which nomad 
chiefs seemingly submitted to sedentary 
overlordship but which in reality were occasions 
of exchanges in which the nomad chiefs 
invariably profited handsomely. The settled 
state needed to display its supremacy to its own 
citizens, although it in fact was militarily weaker 
than the united steppe nomads. This type of 
tributary relationship could be compared to 
trade or barter. The sedentary states in effect 
paid for protection, and these payments formed 
the chief income of the nomad ruler.

This sometimes resulted in the formation 
of a new hybrid frontier state with both 
sedentary and nomad population under the 
leading nomad clan. Those frontier states 
that successfully created a dual government 
system which combined the nomad army with 
a bureaucracy of the type employed by agrarian 
states were the most stable and successful state 
structures in the borderlands between the

steppe and the sedentary world. The first 
example of this was Arsacid Parthia, which 
for this reason came to exert a tremendous 
influence on the steppe.

Ermanaric’s Gothic empire was a hybrid 
frontier state, too, although its agrarian and 
administrative base could not compare to that 
of Persia. Besides, an empire of the nomad/
Germanic type was inherently instable. While 
its leading clan would rise to power rapidly and 
eventually fall just as fast, this did not signify 
a change in the ethnic composition of the 
empire. Certainly, Ermanaric’s royal clan fell 
in a Hunnic offensive, but this did not signify 
a serial displacement of tribes. There is no 
more evidence for a displacement of the entire 
Gothic population than there is for a previous 
displacement of the Cimmerian and Scythian 
populations, regardless of what Herodotus, 
Ammianus Marcellinus, and Ambrose might 
have thought had happened.

The Number of Goths in the Adrianople 
Campaign
Yet, quite a number of Goths did show up on 
the Roman border. The reason for this was no 
mystery. Roman Emperor Valens needed Goths 
as soldiers. Ammianus Marcellinus relates how 
Valens in 376 ‘began with all speed to bargain 
for the services of some Scythian [Gothic] 
auxiliaries’ for a planned invasion of Sassanian 
Persia (Res gestae 30.2.6). In short, following 
the example of many past Roman rulers Valens 
issued an invitation to selected Gothic leaders 
and their warriors to enter the Empire for 
service in the Roman army. And, because of 
internal dissensions among the Goths, many 
were eager to go. As a result, they appeared 
on the northern bank of the Danube in the 
autumn of 376, reporting for duty in the same 
manner that Goths had done many times in the 
past. However, unlike in the past, some brought 
dependents with them in the form of family 
members. Apparently, the Roman authorities

had not expected this. Soon supplies ran out, 
trouble emerged, and the rest is history.

We do not know how many Goths showed 
up on the Danube, nor do we have any 
information on how many crossed the river. By 
long traditions and, almost certainly, previous 
written agreements, the Goths were expected 
to provide a contingent of 3,000 armed men 
when the Empire called. It is likely that 3,000 
had answered the summon this time, too, 
but the number may well have been greater, 
because of the aforementioned domestic 
divisions in Gothic society. To this can be added 
family members and possibly other dependents 
as well (servants, slaves). Then, after the 
Goths had risen in rebellion because of poor 
treatment, yet more Goths crossed the river, 
with or without dependents. At that point, 
numerous Goths already in Roman military 
service deserted to join their compatriots. 
Ammianus Marcellinus, who is our chief source 
on these events and who was in a position to 
learn the Roman version of them, is in reality 
very brief when it comes to factual details. He 
paints an evocative picture of Goths crossing 
‘day and night, without ceasing’ (Res gestae 
31.4.5), but he mentions no numbers, and it is 
clear that what he really wants is to discredit 
the Roman administration which allowed 
‘innumerable multitudes of different nations’ 
to diffuse over the Roman lands (Res gestae 
31.4.8). Ammianus Marcellinus does mention 
that the Roman officials failed to count the 
Goths (Res gestae 31.4.8), which, unless this 
too is hyperbole, suggests that most Goths 
were not disarmed or enlisted into regular army 
units.

An Ostrogothic eagle-shaped fibula, AD 500, 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum Nuremberg



In an attempt to link the arrival of 
these alleged multitudes with what 
the Huns were doing on the quite 

distant steppes north of the Black Sea, 
Ammianus Marcellinus focuses on the 
so-called ‘dread’ inspired by the Huns 
and how this caused demoralising 
rumours (Res gestae 31.3.2). Upon 
closer inspection, this alleged Hunnic 
scare is very hard to explain and begs 
disbelief. The scare did not at all afflict 
the eastern Goths, who although 
defeated militarily by the Huns do 
not seem to have had any particular 
feelings, positive or negative, about 
them. Even the defeated eastern 
group of Alatheus and Saphrax did not 
hesitate to bring Hun allies as part of 
their force. As for the Goths north of 
the Danube, if we choose to believe the 
Roman historian and his followers, the 
alleged Hunnic scare apparently only 
afflicted the party which already was 
on its way to sign up as Roman soldiers, 
and not those who chose to remain at 
home in the forested valleys north of 
the border.

Probably Visigothic guardsmen in Roman service as depicted on the Missorium of Theodosius I, 
dated to 388 (in this case a copy in the Museo Nacíonal de Arte Romano, Mérida, Spain).
The Goths can be identified by their long hair, lack of beards, and gold torques.

Where does this leave us with regard to army 
strength? Literary sources offer only one 
confirmed figure for the number of Goths 
at Adrianople (and none at all for the earlier 
phases of the campaign). This is the Roman 
reconnaissance report which mentions 
10,000 men, which likely relates to the men, 
mostly infantry, with the Gothic wagon train. 
To this I would suggest an estimated 2,000 
to 3,000 cavalry who were away at the time 
when the Roman scouts assessed the Gothic 
manpower. Can we also estimate the number of 
dependents? Some Goths would have brought 
their families. However, many would have 
been young men or deserters from the Roman 
army who may not yet have had dependents. 
In addition, the Goths by this time retained 
their base at Nicopolis ad Istrum north of the 
Haemus (Balkan) mountain range and probably 
also the one at Ulpia Augusta Traiana or Beroe 
on the southern side of the range. Some would 
presumably have left their dependents there. 

As a result, even if we accept the often-
assumed tribal ratio of warriors to non-
combatants of 1:4, we cannot assume that all 
non-combatants were in the wagon fort at the 
time of the battle . Besides, for the reasons 
mentioned above, I suspect that the Goths 
during this campaign had a higher share of 
fighting men than what could be expected 
had they been an entire people on the move. 
Perhaps a later analogy is helpful. The armies 
of the seventeenth-century Thirty Years’ War 
commonly included more camp followers than 
soldiers, with the supply train including wives, 
children, servants, and widows. Yet, even in 
an old and well-established regiment the ratio 
was about 1:2, and in more recently enlisted 
regiments there were usually more soldiers 
than dependents. Certainly, the core of the 
Gothic army at Adrianople consisted of armed 
and experienced warriors, not a rabble. This 
would give us an estimated 12,000 fighting men 
and, at most, 24,000 non-combatants,

Gothic Connections

Finally, a few minor comments to issues raised 
elsewhere. Certainly, the Goths adopted 
Roman-style oval shields while in Roman 
service, in the same manner that they also 
adopted Roman military belts and Roman 
swords. However, there is no evidence for 
the large, oval Celtic-style shield used in 
the Baltic region in the last centuries BC. 
Incidentally, readers of The Goths will notice 
that Scandinavian styles remained common in 
Gothic dress and armament. This is attested by 
archaeology. Female dress styles, in particular, 
remained fundamentally unchanged into 
the fifth and even sixth century. We should 
remember that the Pontic and Transdanubian 
Goths were not cut off from the north. Trading 
and other links continued, and there is evidence 
for such exchanges well into the sixth century. 
These links constituted a two-way street, and 
Pontic and Mediterranean influences reached 
the Baltic region as well. More on this will 
follow in Volume 2 of The Goths. It will also 
give some more data on the division of the 
Goths into Visigoths and Ostrogoths, an issue 
which I think scholars have agonised over 
unnecessarily. There were more similarities 
than differences between the different strands 
of Goths. While some scholars have suggested 
possible ways in which certain Gothic groups 
combined, the data only becomes interesting 
(and valid, I believe) if we undertake as full 
a mapping as possible of how the various 
known strands interrelated with each other 
over time. Such a mapping, which I have 
undertaken, shows that western and eastern 
Goths, both inside and outside the Roman 
Empire, frequently associated and disassociated 
themselves with one another. Nonetheless, 
they all remained Goths.
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 some of whom would be able to assist in 
defending the wagon fort with whatever 
weapons or implements were at hand.


