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The Gothic Art of War: Part 1a
Organisation and Battle Tactics until the Time of Theoderic the Great
Michael Fredholm von Essen

r+ his is the first in a series of articles on the Goths. Later
rryﬁarticles will describe the military organisation and battle
Jtactics of the Romano-Gothic successor states, their
weapons and armour, as well as the history of their wars from
the emergence of the Goths as a people to the fall of the Gothic
kingdoms in Italy and Spain.

The Military Legacy of the Goths

When the Goths first appeared on the scene of European
history at the shores of the Baltic Sea, the time was long since
past when the Germanics, as other primitive peoples, would
merely form up in a vague line, hurl insults and throw weapons
at the enemy, and occasionally - a handful of self-appointed
heroes at a time - rush forward to try to kill a few enemies
before again withdrawing.! The centuries before the tribal
formation of the Goths had seen a considerable amount of
organised and very intensive warfare, against various Celtic
peoples, other Germanics, Sarmatian horsemen and Hellenised
soldiers as well as Roman legionaries. Besides, an increasing
number of Germanics experienced service as auxiliaries with
the Roman armmy. Such service was not limited to men from the
westem German tribes; finds of Roman arms and military
decorations appear as far north as Scandinavia and the Baltic
islands of Oland and Gotland.

This was the milieu in which the Goths (then known as
Gutones or Guti to Mediterranean writers) rose to prominence
by the end of the first century BC. They marched to the Black
Sea in the late second century and in time became the only
Germanic people to cross the Roman Empire from one end to
the other. The Goths were also the first Germanic people to
establish lasting kingdoms and the first to successfully create a
synthesis of Germanic and Roman elements. The Visigothic
kingdom did not fall until 711, and distinct Gothic settlements
survived for another millennium in the Pontic. Although the
Goths during these centuries lost a number of battles, in
particular against the logistically more advanced and typically
more numerous Romans, the very longevity of the Gothic tribal
history proves that they were far more successful - politically
and militarily - than many other Germanic tribes, the majority
of which just as soon formed as dispersed or amalgamated into
larger tribal confederations. Besides, their legacy lasted far
longer than their kingdoms. The Goths were not the first lance-
armed heavy shock cavalry in Europe, but they became so
noted for it that cavalry of the Gothic type achieved an
increasingly dominant role in all surviving Romano-Germanic
successor states. Without the Goths, the medieval knight as we
know him would not have existed.

The advantage that the Goths may have possessed as
compared to many other Germanic tribes was, perhaps, a
slightly more efficient command and control system, based on
the strong authority of Gothic hereditary kingship.? Although
the power of the early Gothic kings should not be exaggerated,
the king of the Goths may have enjoyed just that level of
authority and hereditary prestige that made his tribe less likely
to disperse after a serious military defeat. On several occasions
the Goths suffered severe losses only to rebuild their strength
around leaders who claimed - and received - authority because
of their blood ties to the traditional dynasties. Whether such
claims of kinship were always true are beside the point in a
historical rather than genetical sense; the fact remains that
kinship to the traditional dynasties was claimed, regarded as a
necessary qualification for kingship, and was accepted as such
by the Gothic atmmy and people.

Without evidence to the contrary, we must assume that the
early Goths relied on fundamentally the same military
organisation and battle tactics as other Germanics. The
problem is to identify the organisation and tactics used by a
people without written military manuals. To attempt this, we will
consult a number of sources from various times and places. To
extrapolate early tactics from events that took place in different
contexts or several hundred years later is obviously fraught with
danger as military procedures often change with time.
Nonetheless, this is the only approach that remains available,
and in fact | do believe that battle tactics and the realities of war
to a great extent remained fundamentally unchanged in the
time and place under consideration.

For some details on organisation and battle tactics as well
as arms and armour, it is useful to tum to Scandinavian
archaeological and literary sources. Not only did the Goths
originate in northem Europe and retain many cultural traits
from the north, they also in their tum served as a conduit to
Scandinavia for the dissemination of new ideas and technology
from the continent. Many of the Scandinavian military practices
known from the Viking Age derived from continental influences
received at the time of the earlier Gothic kingdoms.

Organisation, Command, and Control

Military Organisation

There are no written sources on the organisation or battle
tactics of the early Goths. However, as their equipment and
weaponry were very similar to westemn German warriors, whose
way of fighting was described by Roman sources, we can
assume that what Roman sources say about the westem
Germans at least to some extent will also apply to northem
tribes such as the Goths.

The early Germanic warriors can be assumed to have
fought in clan-based units or rather warbands of no particular
fixed organisation,® in the same way that many tribal groups
have fought wars into the present. Several Germanic traits such
as stubbomness in war and the ability to co-operate as a unit
were most likely developed out of the close clan ties within
each unit. A warrior surrounded by all his relatives and life-long
friends found it less easy to run away than one conscripted
among strangers. The warrior's main equipment consisted of a
spear and a wooden shield. There were no doubt also younger
warriors with missile weapons of various kinds who fought as
skirmishers. The warrior's weaponry - spear and shield -
indicates that he fought in a fairly close formation, which is
consistent with Tacitus’ claim that the Chatti (of course a
westem German, not Gothic, tribe) in his day knew “how to
keep rank” and seldom engaged in swift rushes or in casual
fighting, as they knew that too fast movements could easily tum
into confusion and panic among their own troops. While the
Chatti had a reputation as elite troops, it should be remembered
that the men Tacitus had in mind no doubt were the best armed
and trained among the Chatti.* Such men typically provided the
manpower for raids or expeditions to foreign regions and no
doubt existed among all viable Germanic tribes. The majority of
the Germanics were poorly armed and usually only levied in
response to sudden threats, for instance a Roman invasion
army. Tacitus’ description of the Chatti can probably be
regarded as valid for the experienced warriors of most
Germanic tribes - but not for those who spent their entire time
farming at home.
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Where did the early Goths learn military tactics and
organisation?

At the beginning of the first century, the Lugian tribal
confederation of which the early Goths formed a part had fallen
under the control of the Marcomanni king Maroboduus (r. 9
BC-18/19 AD), who had enjoyed a Roman education and may
have been awarded Roman citizenship.> Maroboduus was an
extremely powerful ruler and even claimed to negotiate with
Rome on equal terms.® Maroboduus also reformed the army,
teaching the men to “follow the standards, keep troops in
reserve, and obey commands.”’ His army grew yet more
experienced in his long wars against Rome. The example of
Maroboduus must have made an astounding impression on the
Germanic nobles, which no doubt helped him to assert his rule
over so many different tribes.

The soldiers of Maroboduus had apparently leamt from the
Roman example how to form up in battle formation and
support and secure it by means of reserves, that is, a second or
several echelons. They were not alone in this; the same is said
about the Cherusci of Aminius who likewise had leamt from
Roman experience® This is not unexpected; countless
Germans, princes as well as common warriors, served or had
served in the Roman military and knew well its strengths and
weaknesses. To form a battle formation in the Roman manner,
or at least inspired by the Roman manner, was simple. The
commander merely had to order the individual clans to form up
one beside the other. A clan was not that different in number
from a Roman century. Several echelons or a reserve could be
formed in the same manner. The Roman command structure
and tactical flexibility was of course not as easily copied, but its
superiority should not be exaggerated in the kind of wars fought
among the Germanics.

If we can assume that the followers of Maroboduus could
form up in the Roman manner, we do not need to doubt the
possibility that the early Goths could do likewise. They had,
after all, been exposed to Maroboduus’s fighting methods both
as his enemy and overord. Moreover, individuals or small
groups of Goths may well, like other Germanics, have entered
the Empire long before the tribe as a group came near it, either
for trade or more likely for service with the Roman army. This is
certainly evident during the later periods, at least. An inscription
at Auranitis (Hauran), Syria, dated 28 February 208, testifies to
a commander of an auxiliary unit in Roman service stationed at
the fort there, who together with his son had Gothic names.®

The adoption of reserves and/or several echelons of the line
of battle could be yet another explanation of the Gothic
successes, especially those against enemies not yet exposed to
such battle tactics.

The Gothic people (Gutthiuda) consisted of several sub-
tribes, and ammies were raised by the individual sub-tribe as well
as the overall king. When there was no king, such as among
the early Visigoths (by then known as Tervingi), intemal wars,
fought with small armies, could occur between sub-tribes. By
the fourth century, Roman slave-traders participated in and no
doubt encouraged such intemal conflicts by acquiring those of
the defeated who fell into slavery.'°

Apart from the fact that the Gothic army consisted of tribal
levies and noble retinues (see below), we know little about its
organisation before the time of the later Visigothic law codes,
unless we search the ancient Gothic epics where a few clues
can be found.

The tribal army (harjis; Old Norse her, modem German
Heer) of the Goths was usually not very large. The number
three thousand is commonly used by our sources to describe its
(or indeed any Germanic ammy’s) strength, although in 271 the
Gothic commander Cannabas is supposed to have been slain
along with as many as five thousand warriors, a disastrous
event.!' Three thousand was also the number of men that the
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early Visigoths sent into Roman service as foederati, for instance
to Procopius in 365/366. The same number appears when the
Ostrogothic king Theodahad (r. 534-536) in 535/536 offered
the Roman emperor an army of three thousand men as a
condition for a peace agreement. '

A sub-division of the army was the hansa. We know nothing
of its size, if indeed it had a specified size, which seems unlikely.
The term can refer to military units as diverse as the Roman
maniple and cohort.'? In later Gothic law codes, the Gothic term
thiufa appears. As the later Gothic as well as Vandal army was
divided into units known as “thousands,” both thiufa and hansa
may refer to such a formation.

It follows that the three or five thousand men fielded by the
early Gothic kings may not refer to the army’s actual number
but its number of “thousands.” If so, this fits very neatly with the
Gothic (and incidentally Hunnic) military organisation
preserved in the concluding section of the Scandinavian
Hervarar Saga, the Hunamal (“Song of the Huns").' A Gothic
armmy is described as consisting of 2,880 men, divided into
twelve cavalry “hundreds,” each of 120 men and horses, and
twelve infantry “hundreds,” each of 120 men ammed with
shields.'” It is interesting to note that this number cormresponds
to the most common number mentioned in Roman sources for
a Gothic army (3,000 men), although the Htinamal seems to
be dealing with only two “thousands.”

However, the Hunamal also describes the Hunnic army
facing the Goths. Although its numbers are of epic proportions
and not credible, the division into units appear reasonable and
may reflect Gothic and Hunnic military organisation. The song
describes an army made up of six main groups which probably
reflects the peoples or tribes of which the Hunnic army consists.
Each such group is made up of five units (perhaps
corresponding to what is known about most later Inner Asian
cavalry armies: vanguard, main force, rearguard, and two
wings) known as “thousands,” each consisting of thirteen
“hundreds.”’® An organisation of five “thousands” echoes the
army lost by Cannabas.

That the Gothic military organisation was not derived from
Roman practice is supported by an observation from 467, when
a Hunno-Gothic unit was comered by the Romans in the gorges
of the Balkan mountains. Its organisation was observed as
differing significantly from that of the Roman army, although
exactly how is unknown. '

The Gothic nobles furthermore maintained personal
retinues. A retinue (comitalus) was a group of swom followers
of the noble.'® In Visigothic Spain, the members of the king’s
retinue were known as gardingi, which seems to be derived
from an originally Gothic word gards, meaning “home” or
“family”. Gardingus then means “man of the house” or
housecarl. The gardingus was the personal retainer of the king.

The followers of the nobles were in the fifth and sixth
centuries of two types known by different and probably later
names, the buccellarius (a Latin word then in common use)
and the probably unfree saio. We leam something of them in
the code of King Euric (r. 466-84). The former, being a free
man, was at liberty to change lords whenever he wished, but if
his lord gave him weapons or any other gifts he had to retum
them when he went to serve a new master. If he had won booty
or the like while serving his original lord, half of it would be
under the control of the lord, and the buccellarius had to retum
that one-half when he left his master’s service.” The original
Gothic gardingus probably served under similar terms.

Command, Control, and Intelligence

By the time the Goths had reached the Pontic region, there
is literary evidence for what we could only infer for earier
periods: the Goths had developed what today would be termed
command and control. It is noteworthy that in 251 the Goths at



Abrittus were divided into several tactical units, with which the
Gothic commander Cniva successfully encircled the Imperial
troops. He apparently also maintained sufficient tactical control
over his forces to lure the Romans into a marshy area.”

In the fourth century, too, Gothic commanders continued to
display a competent level of command and control. Most telling
is perhaps the Hadrianopolis (Adrianople) campaign in 377-
378. Despite the fact that the war began as an uprising in which
the majority of the Goths were neither armed nor properly
organised, the Gothic noble Fritigem soon assumed command
and brought some order into the chaos. Fritigem, for instance,
led the Goths in “a rapid march to Constantinople, keeping in
regular formation for fear of surprise.” This, together with the
accompanying descriptions of Fritigem’s march prior to and
after the battle of Adrianople in 378, indicate that the Visigoths
kept a fairly good march discipline.?'

The Goths also made good use of intelligence. For obvious
reasons, less is known about the Goths’ sources of intelligence
than their march discipline. The Goths certainly sent out
reconnaissance patrols to determine the movements and
positions of the enemy, although it appears that the frequency
of such patrols very much depended upon the ability of their
leader. They also must have interrogated prisoners.” The
Goths furthermore appear to have maintained networks of
informers within the ranks of the Roman army. Fritigem’s Goths
were generally well informed through their fellow tribesmen
serving there. Such newly-raised recruits in the Roman army in
fact seem to have regularly deserted to the Fritigem Goths, no
doubt bringing important intelligence in the process.” In the
spring of 380, Fritigem's Goths in a deliberate raid in
Macedonia no doubt based on sound intelligence almost
captured the emperor Theodosius, who only escaped through
sheer luck.? If the Goths also deliberately planted informers in
the Roman forces is anybody’s guess. While a forceful and
skilled leader such as Fritigem easily might have been capable
of doing so, we have no evidence one way or the other. Later
Gothic leaders too such as the Ostrogothic king Baduila (or
Totila as he is better known; r. 541-55222 successfully employed
secret agents for intelligence purposes.

Morale

The fourth-century Roman army customarily opened battle with
the barritus, an originally western Germanic battle roar adopted
by the Roman army that began quietly and gradually swelled to
a thundering roar, created by the soldiers holding their shields
in front of their mouths to amplify the sound.?® The purpose
was to inspire confidence among one’s friends and terror
among the enemy. The Goths may have followed the same
custom, as they were reported to have raised a “wild and
doleful yell” at the battle of Adrianople, while the Romans
formed up.?’ They are also known, not unexpectedzgy, to have
aroused each other by brave shouting during battle.” However,
more typically Gothic appears to have been the custom to sing
battle songs. This, no doubt a much older Gothic battle
practice, is first attested from the Adrianople campaign when
the Goths in 377 before the battle of Ad Salices sang a song in
praise of their ancestors.”

The Goths also sometimes, “according to their custom,”
before a battle bound themselves on oath (aiths) to come to
one another's aid. This happened before Ad Salices.*® Another
custom apparently was to swear sacred oaths never to make
peace or co-operate with a foreign enemy, for instance the
Huns. Such sacred oaths may well have reinforced Gothic
morale before a battle or war, but like political promises, they
seldom lasted longer than one campaign.®! The fighting spirit
and enthusiasm of the Gothic rank and file cannot be doubted,
however, and often proved difficult to control, as is again shown
by events during the Adrianople campaign.® Although the
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Goths in this campaign realised that they lacked the equipment
and know-how to reduce fortified cities, yet on occasion their
enthusiasm led them to attempt costly attacks. This eagemess
of the Gothic warrior characterised his actions also during later
centuries.

As for national characteristics, it may be noted that
Themistius regarded the Goths (traditionally referred to as
Scythians) as “stubbom.” In the same breath, he described the
Alans as “reckless” and the Huns (“Massagetae”) as afflicted by
“madness.” The words of Themistius perhaps confirm what
history otherwise shows: the Goth was an enthusiastic warrior
during offensive operations but under the right leaders he also
had the stamina and steadiness to conduct efficient defensive
operations.

Infantry

The Attack Column

The tactical formation most associated with Germanic
infantry was the attack column, an assault formation called
cuneus by the ancient Romans. This term, which also was used
for the Macedonian phalanx and later acquired the meaning of
just about any crowd of persons or indeed things, is often
erronously translated as “wedge” as Delbriick has pointed
out® In fact, the word was frequently used in a general
meaning only, meaning nothing more than “band” or even
perhaps “line.” Ancient authors accordingly describe the
cuneus in a variety of ways. Vegetius, probably writing in the
late fourth century and most likely basing this part of his work
on Cato’s earlier, now lost De re militari, defines cuneus as “a
mass (that is, a distinct unit or force) of infantrymen, in a close
formation narrower in front, wider in the rear, which moves
forward and breaks through the ranks of the enemy.”* Vegetius
attributes this penetrative ability to the fact that a larger than
usual number of men thus can discharge their missiles into one
position, and goes on: “Soldiers call this tactic a ‘swine’s
head’ (caput porcinum).” Ammianus Marcellinus mentions
attacks in what the Germanic soldiers referred to as swine’s
head formation, “with its front ending in a point, which
formation simple soldiers call a ‘swine’s head’ (desinente in
angustum fronte, quem habitum caput porci simplicitas militaris
appeliat).>” Agathias reports that the formation (which he refers
to as embolon) of the Franks at the battle of Casilinum against
Narses in 554 had the shape of a triangle, and also mentions
the name “swine’s head” (suds kefalé)>® A similar name
(svinfylking, “swine formation”) appears in Viking Age
descriptions.™

A triangle might have been the appearance of the formation
when on the move, before all members could catch up with the
men in front. However, a better description of the formation in
question is found in the Strategikon generally attributed to
Emperor Maurice (most likely written in the early 590s"),
which points out that the Germanics attack in “even and dense”
formations that are just as wide as they are deep.!' Tacitus,
furthermore, points out that the experienced Batavian
auxiliaries in Roman service employed assault formations that
were “compact on all sides and safe in front, rear, and
flank” (densi undique et frontem tergaque ac latus tuti).*> What
we apparently are dealing with is not at all a wedge or triangle
but a formation in the shape of a rectangle, whose front is the
narrower dimension. The formation may still have as many
ranks as files, as on the move, after all, the interval between
ranks is about double that of the interval between files. The
leader and his personal retinue formed the first ranks, and we
can assume that the leader with his retinue behind or beside
him often moved out in front of the formation. He could lead the
formation efficiently only at the head, through his advanced
position, by pulling and encouraging the whole mass of men
behind him. The point in the “swine’s head” formation would
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accordingly not have consisted of only one or two men, as has
often been thought, but a leader with a few companions next to
him, as was the case with Ostrogothic king Teia (r.552) and his
companions at the battle of Mons Lactarius in 552.** Before the
leader and his companions make contact with the enemy, the
rest of the formation will have time to catch up and surge
forward with the leader, at the moment of impact, to give a
decisive punch as a unit, as the entire front side of the formation
strikes the enemy line at one time. For an observer, the general
impression, while the unit is on the move, would be a
rectangular formation with a point (the leader and a few men)
protruding at the front edge.

It is obvious that a close formation as deep as it is wide
could be used to break through a thinner linear formation,
something which was also demonstrated on many occasions in
earlier Hellenistic phalanx warfare, for instance at Mantinea in
362 BC. That this formation while on the move began with a
point and could be described (from the front) as a triangle is
equally clear. It made perfect sense for the Germanics to call
this formation a “swine’s head.” Anybody who has ever
experienced a boar attack knows exactly what this formation
would look like! Another, perhaps altemative, explanation may
be that some early Germans might have carried a sacred or
totemic boar-image preceding the formation. We do know that
they brought images and standards from sacred groves with
them to war.

As few men of the formation would have armour or good
protective arms, we may assume that those who did - who in
any case most likely would be found in the retinue of the
leader - were placed in the first rank. Ammianus Marcellinus
noted of the Goths who assaulted the city of Adrianople that
“the chiefs who filled the front ranks were on fire to lay hands
on Valens' ill-gotten riches, and they were closely followed ld)‘y
the rest, eager to be seen to share the danger of their betters.”

To summarise, the cuneus was a formation clearly designed
to deliver a decisive punch, breaking the enemy line through
hand-to-hand combat. We may, if we wish, call this formation a
wedge; however, it is actually a charging column. If the enemy
did not break at once, the formation would probably dissolve as
the outer files of the rear ranks surged outward, spreading out
to the flanks, if possible trying to envelop the enemy formation,
as soon as the front was engaged and immobilised by contact
with the enemy. This was a disadvantage rather than an
advantage, but such a move would give the impression to the
enemy that the attacking formation actually was more pointed
than it really was. The result was, naturally, that the formation
dissolved into a line, and the advantages of the attack formation
were lost. The two opposing lines would become locked in
combat, pushing “each other to and fro, heaving under the
reciprocal motion like the waves of the sea.”*

In a major battle, a number of these formations, each one
presumably composed of members of one tribe or clan, would
form up side by side. While charging at the same time, these
would, if the enemy did not break, by the surging forward
motion join into a more or less common battle line when
contact had been made with the enemy.

Germanic troops could move over broken terrain without
seriously falling into disorder.*® This is a natural advantage of a
column formation led from the front. There is less need for the
soldiers to practise formal manoeuvres, as compared to the
battle formations commonly employed by Greeks and Romans.
Having a relatively narrow frontage, the formation is
manoeuvrable and able to make changes of direction. The
experienced warriors in the front rank would have known how
to conform to the leader’'s movement, and the others, including
the novice warriors to the rear and in the centre, only had to
follow the men in front.

While in assault formation, the warrior’s shield too served as
an offensive weapon. Ammianus Marcellinus confirms the
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offensive value of the shields: “The barbarians hurled
themselves recklessly on our lines, dashing their shields upon
the bodies of their Sj)ponents and running them through with
spears and swords.”’ During the migration to the Pontic, the
Goths replaced any earlier rectangular shields with round ones,
each typically with a prominent and at times even spiked boss,
making it as much an offensive as a defensive weapon. A
shield with a spiked boss could only be used in the front rank; it
was a chieftain’s means of defence and offence. It was hardly
possible to use from the rear ranks of a closely packed
formation since the spiked shield could not then be used to
support the front ranks without injuring the men there. Most
Goths used shields with prominent although not spiked bosses.
Romans and Romanised Gemmans more commonly appear to
have used a rounded style of shield boss, which may indicate a
more static style of fighting, allowing rear ranks to push forward
on the front ranks with their shields. Towards the end of the
Migration period, the spiked boss eventually fell out of use. This
may possibly indicate a gradual move towards more static,
defensive tactics. Such a development may have occurred in
those parts of Europe where infantry was exposed to charges of
heavy cavalry. However, a change in fashion may be equally
plausible.

Gothic cavalry did not hesitate to dismount to fight on foot,
even after they had become the primary am of the Gothic
army. So did for instance the Ostrogothic king Theodemer
(died 474) in 470 wage a victorious winter campaign with an
“army of foot” against the Suebi.*® The late sixth-century
Strategikon, a Roman military manual, points out that the “fair-
haired peoples such as the Franks, Lombards and others like
them” which presumably includes the Goths, dismounted and
fought on foot should their horsemen find themselves in a
confined space.*®

The Defensive Shieldwall

The impression we get from Roman writers is that the
Germanics greatly preferred offensive rather than defensive
tactics. This suggests that the offensive attack column was
more often used than the fundamentally defensive, linear
formation which appears to have been typically used only when
one was outnumbered - and then preferably supported by a line
of wagons. However, if faced by a superior force, the shieldwall,
or skjaldborg as it later became known in Scandinavian
sources, was the obvious solution. [t was in use already among
the early Suebi.®® That the Goths too knew this formation is
shown by an incident during the Hunnic wars in which the
Crimean Ostrogoths, who had remained independent of the
Roman Empire, repulsed a force of Hunnic cavalry through this
means.”' As the Crimean Goths are known from other sources
to have used cavalry in the same way as other Ostrogoths, we
have to assume that the shieldwall was at least partly formed by
dismounted cavalry.

The shieldwall was designed for steadiness and protection.
The warriors formed up in a tightly compressed group, shoulder
to shoulder and with overlapping shields. The formation could
be several ranks deep, or if necessary perhaps facing out in all
directions, in effect forming a square. During the subsequent
Viking Age, archers would be positioned slightly behind the
front rank,”® interspersed with other men. It is likely that the
earlier Germanics did likewise, at least those in the north and
east where archery was commonly used in war.

There are no clear references to the shieldwall among the
Latin sources. Instead, there are continued references to the
earlier Roman assault formation known as festudo (“tortoise”)
in which the soldiers formed up in close order completely
covering their front, sides, and heads with their shields. This
formation, or at least a simplified version of the old Roman
formation, appears to have been used for instance when the
Romans assaulted the Persian city of Maiozamalcha in 363.>



Another example of the festudo being used in an offensive role
was against the Goths during the battle Ad Salices in 377.>
However, the term (festudo by then also appears to have been
used for a defensive formation, in what sounds suspiciously like
a shieldwall, for instance describing the Roman forces at
Argentoratum (Strasbourg) in 357.%°

By the sixth century if not before, this formation was also
known as fulcum, a name of Germanic origin related to the Old
Norse term fylking (“battle formation”). The formation is clearly
described twice in the late sixth-century Stralegikon:

“The first, second, and third man of each file interlock
shields, bracing their spears firmly in the ground, inclined
upwards and outside their shields. The third man, standing
upright, and the fourth man hold their spears like javelins.”

“The men in the front ranks close in until their shields are
touching, completely covering their midsections almost to their
ankles. The men standing behind them hold their shields above
their heads, interlocking them with those of the men in front of
them, covering their chests and faces, and in this way move to
attack.”®

The Strategikon recommends this formation when the men
in the front rank do not have armour. Although the fulcum
could be used to resist a cavalry charge, as in the first example,
the final words of the second description make it clear that it
was also regarded as little more than a variation on the attack
column. If so, why was the same term also used for defensive
formations?

As the lestudo or fulcum was never referred to as a “swine’s
head” formation (caput porcinum), it follows that it must have
been another type of formation. Later Scandinavian sources
just as clearly distinguish between svinfylking (“swine
formation”) and fylking (“formation”). The latter term is not
specified as being offensive or defensive but was also used to
describe the shieldwall (skjaldborg), just as the Roman terms
lestudo and fulcum by the fourth century could be used to
describe either an offensive or defensive formation, as long as
the men in it were protected by shields. It should be noted that
the term festudo in later Latin also had the meaning of “egg-
shell” or even “ice-cover,” that is, something protected by an
outer surface. This suggests that when later Roman sources, at
least from the fourth century onwards, refer to the festudo or
fulcum, some of these references probably indicate the use of a
shieldwall rather than an assault formation, especially when the
Germanic word fulcum is being used.

In this context, it might also be worthwhile to mention a
formation recommended by Vegetius against the attack
column. Vegetius advocates, based on Cato’s earlier, now lost
De re militari, a formation known as a “pincer” (forfex): “A body
of crack troops is formed into a letter V, and this receives the
cuneus, shutting it in on either side. Once this is done, it cannot
break through the line.”’

The Wagon Fort

One type of infantry tactics that the Goths probably began
to use on the steppe was the wagon fort or laager to defend
against aggressive cavalry. The use of wagon forts already had
a long history. Germanic and Celtic tribes who had used them
included the Teutones, Ambrones, and Cimbri as well as Suebi
and Bastamae. Wagon forts were also used by Scandinavians
not long afterwards, at least if we can believe indications in
sagas written down later. On the steppe, the Iranian peoples
(Scythians, Sarmatians, Alans) as well as Huns used wagons
t00.® One would expect the wagon fort to have originated on
the steppe; however, the only sources specifically to mention a
military use of wagons concem the Germanic and Celtic tribes
as well as the Huns, who just as easily could have picked up the
habit from the Goths as vice versa.
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Among the Goths, the use of the wagon fort is confirned b%
events during the late fourth-century Adrianople campaign.
Fritigem’s Visigoths employed a fortified circle of wagons to
protect against surprise attacks and missile fire. The use of a
wagon fort was indeed considered such a typical element of
Gothic warfare that even the Gothic word for it, camago, has
been preserved. It appears to be a combination of the ultimately
Celtic carrus (cart), a word since long accepted into the
Germanic languages, and Germanic hago (“fenced enclosure”).
Vegetius went as far as to claim that “all barbarians spend
nights secure from attack behind their wagons linked together
in a circle like a military camp.”®

The wagon fort was essentially defensive and once set up,
immovable. It was devised for use when one’s own army was
not up to the task of facing the enemy in an open and more
mobile battle. As all purely defensive tactics, its use was
essentially hopeless against well-disciplined and able enemies.
However, if supported by a powerful and mobile cavalry force,
the wagon fort was a stratagem not to be despised, even
though wagons could only be used in reasonably open, not too
soft terrain.

The defence of a carrago also required warriors armed with
missile weapons, to prevent the enemy from coming to close
quarters. While Goths as well as other northemers had never
been averse to using the bow in war - longbows had been in use
in Scandinavia since the Neolithic - this may have been the
factor that encouraged the Goths to field large numbers of
infantry archers, a development otherwise unusual among the
Germanic tribes. Among the Goths, archers were an important
tactical asset already in 251, when Cniva’'s Goths defeated a
Roman army at Abrittus, killing Emperor Decius and his son in
the process. The younger Decius was specifically slain by an
arrow.

The transformation of the Ostrogoths from a close-fighting
infantry force into a large proportion of fast-moving shock
cavalry (armed with lance; we see no Gothic horse archers)
accompanied by a smaller number of foot archers to protect
the wagon fort may indeed have been a response to the light
horse archers of the steppe tribes. However, we know little of
the process in which this change took place. It could well be a
matter of individual wealth rather than tactical choice, with the
more wealthy Goths serving as cavalry while their poorer
compatriots guarded the wagon fort as archers.

The tactical use of wagon forts eventually became common
throughout the Eurasian continent. The later periods offer more
detailed descriptions on how the wagon fort was used in battle
than the sources contemporary with the Goths. Among the
fifteenth-century Hussites, for instance, each wagon was drawn
by four strong horses. When used for defensive purposes, the
horses were unhamessed and the wagons were formed into a
square or a circle, with each wagon-pole pushed above the
wagon ahead, or taken off. The wagons were chained together
and whenever there was time, a ditch was dug in front of the
carts. However, exits were always left at front and rear to allow
for sallies in force. These exits were temporarily blocked with
woodwork and chains until they were needed. The horses were
kept inside the formation, available for cavalry sorties. The
wagons were defended by men with missile weapons and long
pole amms. In addition, the Hussites “camped together with their
women and children in the open field, with lots of wagons which
they had fortified. ... The cavalry fought outside the wagon
castle, but if hard-pressed, moved back into the castle and
fought like from the walls of a beleaguered city. In this way they
won many battles and victories.”®'
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Cavalry

Shock Cavalry: Early Gothic Cavalry Tactics

Most early Germanic tribes used cavalry, generally armed
with light spears, javelins and shields.®> We know nothing of the
Goths in this respect, but it is likely that they were no different.
As cavalry typically was made up of the nobles, it is likely that
many of them would have some kind of ammour and helmets. It
was also common for Germanic cavalry to fight interspersed
with an equal number of picked light infantry attached in
support, each armed with several javelins and a shield. The
Goths may have done the same.®> This was also customary
among the Bastamae,® who lived close to the Goths at the
Pontic. The light infantry would hurl javelins at the enemy and,
while the cavalry kept the enemy busy, envelop his flanks or
pass through to hamstring enemy horses. Light infantry could
easily keep up with the cavalry, which generally relied on
horses that were neither very large nor fast. Running contests
between men on foot and those mounted on horseback in fact
remaigged popular in Scandinavia until well into the Middle
Ages.™

The early Germanic cavalry predominantly appears to have
served as primitive and not particularly well armed shock
cavalry, apparently not relying on any particular tactical
stratagems but a general willingness to take advantage of any
hesitation shown by the enemy, if so charging “straight ahead.”
This often necessitated some limited skirmishing or rather
probing before a general charge could be launched, a fact of
cavalry life that remained well into the nineteenth century.
While probing, Germanic cavalry were taught mainly to tum or
wheel to the right, so as not to expose their unshielded side to
the enemy.® The Goths probably did likewise. However, this
does not indicate any particular proficiency in skirmishing
tactics. The shock cavalry role is also suggested by the
willingness of Germanic cavalry, both early and late in the
period, to dismount and fight on foot, especially whenever no
supporting infantry was at hand or the men faced a hard fight.
This was no doubt in realisation that cavalry never was
particularly efficient against steady and ordered infantry in close
order, a description that fit most enemies of the early
Germanics.

Shock Cavalry: Gothic Steppe Tactics

By the time the Goths had reached the Pontic region
(c.170-200 AD), they had adopted certain new tactics through
their contacts with the peoples they had met during the
migration, and in particular the Sarmatians. This process had
primarily affected the cavalry. However, the changes in cavalry
tactics were in details rather than fundamentals. The Goths
continued to rely on traditional Germanic cavalry tactics, as
they, despite contacts with various nomadic and semi-nomadic
tribes, adopted few of the skirmishing tactics emphasised by
these peoples and never re-armed as horse archers.

The chief development was less in battle tactics than in
emphasis. Cavalry hence became the chief atTm among the
Goths living in the east. “There was a time,” complained the
Gothic commander Theoderic Strabo in 478, “when each
Ostrogoth had two or three horses, but now they have no
horses and walk through Thrace like infantrymen, just as if they
were slaves.” His statement, comparing the situation of the
Ostrogoths under Hunnic rule favourably to his present one,
when many Goths presumably served as infantry for the
Romans, is nonetheless telling of the Ostrogothic emphasis on
cavalry. It is noteworthy that the early light infantry that had
acted in a direct support role to the cavalry, probably used by
the Goths in northem Europe, apparently disappeared as an
increasing number of Goths took to mounted warfare. There is
no evidence for such light troops among the Goths in the Pontic
region, despite its use by the neighbouring Bastarae. Perhaps
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such men henceforth instead served as infantry archers
guarding the carrago, unable to afford a full set of horses and
accordingly suffering in status. The Goths from this time
onwards in fact do not appear to have fielded any dedicated
skirmishing force, on foot or mounted.

It appears certain that what can only be called a knightly
code of honour and superiority had begun to develop among
the Gothic nobles, who naturally provided the strongest
component of the cavalry. Similar sentiments were of course
part of the Germanic heroic ethos. The late sixth-century
Strategikon points out that the “fair-haired peoples such as the
Franks, Lombards and others like them” (which presumably
includes the Goths), if their friends fell, exposed themselves to
danger to avenge them. They, especially the cavalry, were
headstrong and despised strategy, caution, and foresight,
scoming every tactical order.®

Unlike the Sarmatians they encountered on the steppes, few
Goths appear to have abandoned their traditional arms of
spear, shield, and sword when fighting on horseback. It might
be conjectured that the Goths would re-arm following the
Sarmatian cavalry style, that is, without shield but with armour
and a long, two-handed lance. While it is quite conceivable that
individual Goths did so re-arm themselves, out of individual
preference or perhaps new family ties as some intermarriage
certainly took place, a wholesale adoption of a new cavalry
style would only occur if it was perceived as superior to what
the Goths were already using. This does not seem to be the
case, and there is in fact no evidence for any widespread
changes in the armament of the Gothic cavalry. The Gothic
horseman continued to use his traditional arms, as is shown by
both archaeological and literary sources. These weapons
already included long spears or lances as well as shorter
javelins. We do not know exactly how long - or how heavy -
those lances were, as archaeological remains from this period
only include the metal spearheads and the occasional butt-
spike and no actual spear shafts have been preserved outside
Scandinavia. The lances may have been as long as those used
by the Sarmatians. Danish finds (obviously not connected to
the Goths but at least part of the Baltic region) include several
spear shafts dated to various times from the late second
century to the late fourth century, varying in length from about
two to slightly more than three metres, with the majority falling
into the 2.5-3 metres bracket. Javelins too appear in these
finds, one mounted on a shaft 81cm long. We do not know
whether these weapons were used by cavalry or infantry, but as
cavalry frequently fought dismounted, the spears certainly
could have been used by horsemen as lances.®

This indicates that from the late second century, and
possibly earlier, Gothic cavalry was primarily ammed with
lances. Whether they brought them from the north or adopted
them from the Sarmatians is perhaps not as important as the
fact that the Goth continued to use his lance with a shield. The
sixth-century author Jordanes certainly refers to the Gothic long
spear as a confus and writes of it as the chief Gothic weapon.™
In Roman service, Ostrogothic cavalry brought to the Persian
front in 541 as part of Belisarius’ atmy charged “with long
lances in close formation.””! The horseman depicted on a
perhaps seventh-century funerary stele at Homhausen,
Germany, is thus armed with shield and lance.” In this context,
it is also worth mentioning a Scandinavian find variously dated
to the fifth to the seventh century: the memorial stone at
Mojbro, Sweden, which shows a horseman armed with sword
and shield.” The Gothic cavalry also continued to use javelins,
especially while probing enemy formations in anticipation of a
charge or in small-scale engagements.”

The one Sarmatian influence that did widely affect the
Goths was the introduction of the long, two-edged cavalry
sword. The Samnatian sword became the main Gothic sidearm,
replacing most earlier types of swords. The latter could still be



found in Scandinavia, but there too they were eventually
replaced by the Sarmatian longsword.

It is of course likely that the Goths also took advantage of
any new sources of arms and armour, even though they
retained their traditional fighting styles, for instance by
assuming control over already existing arms production
facilities in the Pontic cities.

The late sixth-century Stralegikon hints that the Romans
adopted some of their cavalry tactics from the Goths when it
recommends that Roman cavalry should “lean forward, cover
their heads and part of their horses’ neck with their shields, hold
their lances high as their shoulders in the manner of the fair-
haired races, and protected by their shields they charge in good
order, not too fast but at a trot, to avoid having the impetus of
their charge breaking up their ranks before coming to blows
with the enemy, which is a real risk.”’>

The Visigoths, living in and near the Carpathian forests, for
most part remained an infantry force. However, they too saw
the need for good cavalry and accordingly relied on the
neighbouring Taifali, a mounted tribe of unknown but possibly
Sarmmatian ethnicity, to provide an allied cavalry force. There is
no real evidence on what kind of cavalry they provided.
Besides, when Taifali cavalry by the end of the fourth century
no longer was available, the Visigothic leader Fritigem swiftly
called in Ostrogothic cavalry. Together the two Gothic forces
won the battle of Adranople in 378. Within a couple of
decades, the Visigoths too re-formed as cavalry.

Shock Cavalry: Gothic Cavalry Tactics within the Empire

After gaining access to the ams factories within the Roman
Empire, it became possible to arm and equip the soldiers both
better and more generally than before. The cavalryman
continued to carry his long lance, sword and shield.” It finally
became possible to armour the cavalry horses too (“most” of
the cavalry of the Ostrogothic king Vitigis (fl. 530-540; r. 536-
540) was armoured, as were apparently their horses),”’ unless
this single reference can be dismissed as propaganda or literary
embellishment.

The cavalry was always used for the the decisive stroke in
the battle, the cavalry charge “with long lances in close
formation.”™ The charge was always accompanied by great
noise and shouting to increase shock effect.” If the attack
failed, the cavalry would quickly retreat behind the lines of the
Gothic infantry - often positioned in the centre with the cavalry
on the wings - to rally and regroup for another attack, possibly
reinforced by reserves.

To soften up any steady enemy infantry, the Goths
employed various tactics such as feigned flights, which later
Byzantine writers too recommended for fighting enemies such
as the Franks.?' At the battle at campus Vogladensis (usually
identified as Vouillé but more probably Voulon) near Poitiers in
507, the Goths “according to their custom” fled, wrote the later
Frankish historian Gregory of Tours.*> While Gregory on this
occasion may only have wished to depict the Visigoths in a bad
light, he also mentions other battles in which the Visigoths used
such tactics and then with far more success, for instance in the
580s, when they wiped out a large Frankish force which they
lured into an ambush with a feigned flight. This battle also
illustrates another favoured Gothic stratagem: to attack the
enemy while he is having a meal.®® This was, for instance,
Baduila’s plan at Taginae in 552.% Other typical Gothic tactics
included swift cavalry charges launched from an ambush as
well as outflanking manoeuvres followed by a surprise attack,
often overwhelming enemy infantry from behind.®> These
tactics won several battles, among them Adrianople in 378,
Siscia (Sisak) in 388, where the Goths fought for Emperor
Theodosius, and Faventia (Faenza) in 542, where the Gothic
cavalry overwhelmed a larger force of Roman cavalry.® They
failed at campus Vogladensis in 507 and Taginae in 552, where
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the Goths planned a rear attack against the Romans but did not
succeed in taking a hill that dominated the only rear approach
to the Roman camp.?’

Cavalry remained ineffective against steady and ordered
infantry in close order. Procopius describes the skirmish for the
strategically located hill prior to the battle of Taginae, in which
Gothic cavalry unsuccessfully attacked a small infantry
detachment. The cavalry charged with great noise and shouting
in order to overrun the infantry in their first assault, but the
latter, shield to shield in close formation, held their ground, so
that the Goths, charging in haste, got in each other’s way and
were repulsed. At the same time, the infantry “purposely made
a din with their shields, terrifying the horses, on the one hand,
by this means, and the men, on the other, with the points of
their spears. And the horses became excited, because they
were greatly troubled both by the rough ground and by the din
of the shields, and also because they could not get through
anywhere, while the men at the same time were gradually wom
out, fighting as they were with men packed so closely together
and not giving an inch of ground, and trying to manage horses
that did not in the least obey their urging. So they were repulsed
in the first attack and rode back. And a second time they made
the attempt and retired with the same experience.”®®

The difficulties in charging steady infantry in close order
made the shock effect all the more important for the cavalry to
succeed. The defending infantrymen must perceive the
charging heavy cavalry as so frightening that they break and
run. If the charging cavalry shows any hesitation, this will only
reinforce the morale of the defending infantry, which is then
more likely to stand its ground. The Goths accordingly
emphasised the need to train their cavalry in shock tactics. A
cavalry shock was only ordered when it might become the
decisive stroke in the battle. It was then imperative that the
horsemen acted convincingly and actually charged all the way
into the encmy formation, so that the charge did not degenerate
into mere skirmishing.

For this reason, Gothic orders typically forbid the use of
missile weapons by shock cavalry. At the battle of Taginae,
Baduila ordered his men not to use bows and arrows or any
other weapon except their lances.®® A similar order (to use
swords only) was also given by the Vandal king Gelimer to his
cavalry at the battle of Tricamarum in 533.% The similarity of
these two orders indicate that there was a powerful reason for
them. The men had to come to close quarters with the Romans
and no one could be allowed an excuse for hanging back
during the charge. At both Taginae and Tricamarum, the Goths
and Vandals lost because they were too few, the enemy too
experienced, and their leaders fell. These disasters accordingly
were special situations, in which other factors than the
availability of horse archers or lack thereof proved of more
importance for the outcome.

The strengths and weaknesses of cavalry shock tactics were
well understood at the time, and remained essentially
unchanged as long as cavalry was fielded in war. Shock cavalry
was essentially a terror weapon. For armchair strategists like
Procopius who looked down on the inability or unwillingness of
the Goths to field horse archers, it would have been sobering to
know that the same cavalry shock tactics used by the Goths
continued to be used long after Westem cavalry units finally
abandoned the bow. William the Conqueror relied on the same
tactics at Hastings in 1066 as Baduila used at Taginae in 552.
Fortunately for William, his enemy lacked the experience
displayed by the East Roman ammy (certainly his victory
depended more on morale than the existence or lack thereof of
stirrups). In the seventeenth century, the Swedish shock cavalry
tactics proved far more deadly against infantry than the by then
prevailing caracole system in which pistol-armed cavalrymen
skirmished from a distance with the opposing infantry. Like
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