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Characterising the End 

• When did the Ancient world come to an end? 
 

• Labels of convenience - Later Empire, Late 
Antiquity, Byzantine period, Medieval period. 
 

• Edward Gibbon Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire – debasement of earlier Empire, negative 
impact of Christianity. 
 

• Continuity / transition rather than a radical 
break? - Catastrophism vs. Continuity. 



• Increasingly weak central government – 
increasing power of great landowning families. 
 

• West more affected by third century crisis 
than the East. 
 

• Unity and diversity – can we still speak of a 
Roman world after the fifth century AD?  
 

• Many of Roman elite survived into successor 
kingdoms.  

 

 



Sources 

• Ammianus Marcellinus – served as an officer in Gaul 
and on Persian expedition of AD 363. 
 

• Greek east – continuation of histories written in 
classical manner, e.g. Procopius Wars.  
 

• Calendars and chronicles combining in schema 
secular events, Christian history and hagiography, 
proceedings of major church councils.  
 

• History of Goths – Cassiodorus Variae; Jordanes. 
 

• Law codes of Theodosius II and Justinian.  



The Fourth Century AD 
• Civil war between Constantine’s sons (and 

Magnentius), until Constantius II emerged as sole 
emperor in AD 353 – holds an Arian position. 
 

• Last pagan emperor Julian (AD 361-63), dies 
campaigning in Persia – major strategic consequences 
for Roman Empire. 
 

• Valentinian I (AD 364-75) and Valens (AD 364-78) as 
co-emperors, Gratian son of Valentinian also made 
emperor in AD 367.  
 

• Valens killed fighting the Goths at Andrianople (AD 
378). 
 



• Power of bishop Ambrose of Milan – forced 
Theodosius to seek penance for actions of 
Imperial troops at Thessalonica – advocates 
against Symmachus’ request to restore the 
statute of Victory to the Senate House in Rome.  
 

• Theodosius I (AD 381) restores the Nicene 
formula.  
 

• Series of laws passed by fourth century 
emperors laying increasing restrictions and 
penalties on pagans, Jews, “heretics” and 
apostates.  

 



Break of West and East 
• Death of Theodosius I in AD 395 -  Arcadius becomes emperor 

of the East – Honorius emperor of the west. 
 

• By fifth century AD Ravenna becomes main Imperial centre in 
the West. 
 

• Greek east and Latin west – “official” language of military Latin 
until sixth century AD. 



“The Empire now devolved upon 
Arcadius and Honorius, who, 
although apparently the rulers, were 
so in name only: complete control 
was exercised by Rufinus in the east 
and Stilicho in the west… all senators 
were distressed at the present 
plight.” – Zosimus New History 
5.1.9. 



 
 

 
“Barbarians” and the Empire 

 



• Sources often present contrast between civilised 
Romans and barbarian ‘others’ – Jordanes Getica 
creates mythic Scandinavian genealogy for the 
Goths.  
 

• Scholarly reaction against term “Germanic” – 
development of identities through interaction 
with the Roman Empire. 
 

• Non-western emperor succeeds in establishing 
strong government after Theodosius I – often 
puppets of military commanders. 



Late Roman Army 

• Poor performance attributed by contemporary 
sources to recruitment of “barbarians”. 
 

• Also billeting soldiers in towns (softness) – 
payment in supplies as well as cash. 
 

• Bucellari as de facto retains for generals.   
 

• Barbarian generals serving in the role of magister 
militum (e.g. Stilicho, Odoacer). 
 

• A variety of different units without unity or 
structure? 



• Archaeology indicates watch-towers and fortified 
store-bases to secure supply system to forward 
troops and to watch barbarians in Roman 
territory. 
 

“Constantine destroyed this security [i.e. 
Diocletian’s supposed strong frontier defences] by 
removing most of the troops from the frontiers 
and stationing them in the cities which did not 
need assistance, thus both stripping of protection 
those being molested by the barbarians and 
subjecting the cities left alone by them to the 
outrages of the soldiers, so that henceforth most 
have been deserted.” – Zosimus New History 2.34.   



Foederati 

• In earlier period foederati (federates) were foreign 
troops called upon irregularly to aid campaigns. 
 

• By the late Empire term came to mean barbarian 
troops settled upon Roman land in exchange for 
military service – reliability variable. 
 

• Grants of land undermining Roman control and 
reducing the Roman tax base. 
 

• Difficult to recruit men from Roman population – 
power of landlords unwilling to relinquish labour. 
 

• Use of archaeology to determine “barbarian” 
settlement patterns? 



Abandonment of Britain 

• Britain formally 
abandoned by Honorius in 
AD 410.  
 

• Bulk of troops had already 
left - some troops who 
had supported usurpers 
prior to AD 406 remained. 
 

• Increasing raids from 
Saxons. 
 

• Town in Britain rapidly 
disappear. 

• Rescript of Honorius. 
 

“Thus happened this revolt or 
defection of Britain and the Celtic 
nations, when Constantine 
usurped the empire, by whose 
negligent government the 
barbarians were emboldened to 
commit such devastations … 
Honorius, having sent letters to 
the cities of Britain, counselling 
them to be watchful of their own 
security…” – Zosimus 6.175, 177.  



Sacks of Rome 

• Visigoths led by Alaric 
invade Italy but after 
defeated by Stilicho. 
 

• Invade again in AD 
408, and capture 
Rome in 410. 
 

• Alaric dies shortly 
after sack of Rome. 
 

• Rome again sacked in 
AD 455 by the 
Vandals.   

“The siege of the city was lifted only 
after five thousand pounds of gold, 
thirty thousand pounds of silver, four 
thousand silken tunics, three 
thousand scarlet-dyed hides, and 
three thousand pounds of pepper had 
been paid. Statues were stripped of 
their decorations and, when that was 
not enough, those of gold and silver 
melted down. When further 
negotiations regarding a homeland for 
the Goths broke down, Rome again 
was besieged and, this time, sacked…” 
- Jerome, Letter 127 (To Principia). 

 



The Huns 
• A peoples originating from steppe-lands (probably in 

modern Khazakhstan). 
 

• Ammianus believes arrival of the Huns forced the Tervingi 
and Greuthingi to cross the Danube into Roman territory.   

 

“[The Huns] are abnormally savage. From the moment of 
birth they mark they make deep gashes in their children’s 
cheeks… they have squat bodies, strong limbs and thick 
necks… live on the roots of plants and half-raw flesh… 
Being lightly equipped and very sudden in their 
movements they can deliberately scatter and gallop about 
at random, inflicting tremendous slaughter… they are 
totally ignorant of the distinction between right and 
wrong…” – Ammianus Marcellinus 31.2. 



Attila the Hun 

• Attila the Hun already 
receiving large subsidies, 
crossed Danube the 
early AD 440s. 
 

• Defeats two Roman 
armies. 
 

• Defeated by collation of 
Roman soldiers and 
foederati at the 
Catalaunian Fields (AD 
451). 

“Attila's residence, which was 
situated here, was said to be 
more splendid than his houses in 
other places… many persons who 
had lawsuits with one another 
came up and received his 
judgment… When the hour 
arrived we went to the palace, 
along with the embassy from the 
western Romans, and stood on 
the threshold of the hall in the 
presence of Attila…” – Priscus 
(part of embassy in AD 448/49). 



“Fall of the Western Empire” 
• AD 476 – Romulus Augustus, last emperor of the West is deposed by 

Odoacer who takes the title rex – social and economic changes more long-
term.  

 

“And in proportion as the barbarian element among them became strong, 
just so did the prestige of the Roman soldiers forthwith decline, and under 
the fair name of alliance they were more and more tyrannized over by the 
intruders and oppressed by them; so that the barbarians ruthlessly forced 
many other measures upon the Romans much against their will and finally 
demanded that they should divide with them the entire land of Italy. And 
indeed they commanded Orestes to give them the third part of this, and 
when he would by no means agree to do so, they killed him immediately. 
Now there was a certain man among the Romans named Odoacer, one of the 
bodyguards of the emperor, and he at that time agreed to carry out their 
commands, on condition that they should set him upon the throne. And 
when he had received the supreme power in this way, he did the emperor no 
further harm, but allowed him to live thenceforth as a private citizen. And by 
giving the third part of the land to the barbarians, and in this way gaining 
their allegiance most firmly, he held the supreme power securely for ten 
years.” – Procopius Wars 5.1.5-6. 



• By sixth century AD – Merovingian Franks in 
France; Visigoths in Spain; Ostrogoths in Italy; 
Saxon incursions in Britain. 



 
 

 
Late Roman Society 

 



Picture of Decline? 

• Earlier scholarship emphasised problems of over-
taxation and decline in capacity and willingness of 
elites to maintain urban lifestyle.  
 

• Sources impressionistic – complaints about taxation 
and billeting.  
 

• Theodosian Code – repeated legislation to keep 
decurions in their towns and coloni on estates in 
which they are registered. 
 

• Imperial posts seen as highly attractive.  



“This man [Diocletian], by avarice partly, and partly 
by timid counsels, overturned the Roman empire. 
For he made choice of three persons to share the 
government with him; and thus, the empire having 
been quartered, armies were multiplied, and each of 
the four princes strove to maintain a much more 
considerable military force than any sole emperor 
had done in times past. There began to be fewer 
men who paid taxes than there were who received 
wages; so that the means of the husbandmen being 
exhausted by enormous impositions, the farms were 
abandoned, cultivated grounds became woodland, 
and universal dismay prevailed.” – Lactantius On the 
Death of the Persecutors 7.  



Labour 

• General decline of large-scale slave ownership. 
 

• Servus et colonus (both a slave and a colonus) – state 
legislating in an attempt to control the tax base. 
 

• Serfdom? – is life radically different from earlier 
periods? 
 

“…a law instituted by our ancestors holds tenants 
down by a kind of eternal right, so that they are not 
allowed to leave the places by whose crops they are 
nurtured or deserts the fields which they have once 
undertaken to cultivate…” – Codex Justinianus 9.51.1.  



Elite 

• Senatorial class no longer tied to Rome – expanded 
by Constantine – classes tied to office holding 
clarissimi, spectabiles, illustres. 
 

• Fourth century villa boom in the West. 
 

• Archaeological evidence for long distance exchange 
in Mediterranean – gift-giving or transferring goods 
among the elite? 
 

• Increasingly wealthy and powerful church hierarchy 
– proliferation of large churches and pilgrim centres 
– Melania the Younger and Pinianus. 

 



Urban Life 

• Public buildings often failing out of use and 
stone being recycled for fortifications. 
 

• Archaeological picture generally indicates 
urban contraction (picture varies across 
Mediterranean) – decline quicker in West.  
 

• Houses sub-divided and shops and workshop 
encroaching onto streets.  



Education and Learning 

• Less literate society? – fewer circulating texts, less 
familiarity with Classical literature. 
 

• Classical style education continues to be undertaken by 
the elite – law, oratory, rhetoric, philosophy. 
 

• Monastic centres become places of learning – greater 
concern in Christian literature to appeal to all classes of 
society. 
 

“So that the illiterate who are unable to read the Holy 
Scriptures may, by gazing at the pictures, become mindful of 
the manly deeds of those who have genuinely served the 
true God and may be roused to emulate those glorious and 
celebrated feats.” – Nilus of Sinai (fifth century AD). 
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