
chapter 1

The High Command from Julian to Theodosius I
(361–395)

The traditional narrative of the late east Roman military recognizes two
major phases. In the first phase, the emperor Diocletian (284–305) codified
and expanded military innovations that had evolved during the series of
military and political crises that afflicted the empire during the third
century. The result was a new overall structure for the Roman military.
In particular, Diocletian is credited with initiating the division of the
Roman army into two broad groups: mobile field armies (the comitatus,
whose soldiers were the comitatenses) and frontier soldiers (limitanei).1 The
limitanei were intended to suppress small-scale raiding and generally
defend and patrol the borders of the empire, while the mobile field armies
represented the main battle forces of the empire and accompanied each
emperor during his travels along the frontier as he took on major invaders
and domestic usurpers.2

The second phase, still according to the standard narrative, begins with
the battle of Adrianople in 378, when the field armies of the eastern empire
were crushed by the Goths. After the battle, Theodosius I (379–395)
assumed the throne in the east and, allegedly, undertook a massive reorgan-
ization of the east Roman military, a snapshot of which is preserved in the
Notitia dignitatum, a list of offices, provinces, and military units broadly
agreed to date to the end of his reign or the beginning of that of his son
Arcadius (395–408). The Notitia system reflects a division of the comitatus
into five regional armies: Illyricum, Thrace, Oriens, and two praesentals
(i.e., “armies in the presence of the emperor”) that were likely stationed
around Constantinople, in eastern Thrace and Bithynia.3 This system is

1 Initially, the limitanei units were called ripenses. The former term appeared slightly later but is more
widely used in scholarship: Lee, War in Late Antiquity, 11; ripensis appears in 325: CTh 7.20.4;
limitaneus appears in 363: CTh 12.1.56.

2 Distinctions between the two types of units were not at first firm: Brennan, “Zosimos II.34.1.”
3 The seminal account of this process is Hoffmann, Das spätrömische Bewegungsheer, chaps. 9–10, on
which see Appendix 4.
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believed to have continued to operate in the east until the reign of
Herakleios (610–641) when the Avar and Slavic conquest of the Balkans
and the Islamic conquest of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria forced the east
Romans to radically reimagine their military system.
The reign of the emperor Theodosius I therefore plays an epochal role in

the history of the east Roman military. However, this reconstruction is
built on shaky ground. To begin with, our best guide to the Roman
military of the fourth century, the history of Ammianus Marcellinus,
a retired officer with a keen interest in military affairs, ends in 378 with
the battle of Adrianople. Our sources for the reign of Theodosius itself are
far less interested in, and detailed about, military affairs. We rely, for
instance, on court panegyrics to reconstruct basic information about that
emperor’s major Gothic war of 379–382.4 Militarily, therefore, the last
quarter of the fourth century is an obscure period.
Traditionally, scholars have looked to theNotitia dignitatum to illumin-

ate the changes taking place in this period and fill in the gaps, in particular
between Theodosius’ Gothic settlement of 382 and his departure for the
west in 394 to suppress the usurper Eugenius. Scholars who argue for an
early date for the Notitia and the military system it describes assign
responsibility for the major relevant reforms to Theodosius I. This assign-
ment is not driven by the testimony of the sources, whether explicit or
inferred from changing patterns in appointments, but is instead the result
of self-imposed necessity. The Notitia clearly does not reflect the military
system operating in Ammianus’ narrative, which ends in 378, while the
Notitia is dated by most scholars to 395 or shortly thereafter. Thus, scholars
assign the reforms to Theodosius I. This assignment is enabled by our poor
sources for the Theodosian army, which allows theNotitia to fill in the gaps
left by our otherwise meager evidence. Moreover, historians link this
alleged reform to a polemical passage in Zosimos, where they see
a reference to the establishment of the Notitia system. However, a careful
evaluation of the sources, one that does not assume an early date for the
Notitia, reveals that there is no evidence to suggest that anything like the
Notitia system was in place by 395, either in the offices of the Roman high
command or in the organization and deployment of the armies.
This book argues that there is no indication that the system described by

the eastern Notitia came into effect before the 440s and, moreover, that

4 Our chief narrative sources are Zosimos’ New History and the Ecclesiastical Histories of Sozomenos
and Sokrates. These are supplemented by the fragments of the historian Eunapios, the panegyrics of
Themistios, and the laws of Theodosius I preserved in the Theodosian Code, which was compiled
under his grandson, Theodosius II, in 438. For the reign in general, see Leppin, Theodosius der Grosse.
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there is much positive evidence that it did come into effect in that later
decade. This requires that the document be redated accordingly.5 In turn,
deprived of the evidence of the Notitia, the traditional understanding of
the Theodosian military reforms becomes immediately untenable. In fact,
pulling the Notitia out of the equation has profound consequences that
extend back well before the reign of Theodosius itself because scholars have
imposed aspects of the Notitia system even onto the army of Valens (364–
378). However, the contemporary sources for all these reigns – straight
through to the 440s – show that theNotitia structure was not in effect. This
chapter will, for the first time, present this evidence without trying to force
it teleologically into the mold of the Notitia.
As mentioned, the armies of the fourth-century Roman empire were

divided into mobile field armies and limitanei. The field armies were led by
the emperor or by top-tier generals, whose titles were magistri peditum
(“masters of the infantry”), magistri equitum (“masters of the cavalry”), or
the generic magistri militum (“masters of the soldiers,” which is first
attested in 349 and abbreviated here as MM).6 The field armies were not
tied to (or named after) specific regions but operated on an ad hoc basis
wherever there was need to repel an invader or suppress a usurper. They
might be stationed for long periods in regular trouble spots, but they also
expected to be moved around a lot, anywhere from Britain to Syria. Like
their armies, the field army generals were less often posted on a permanent
basis to specific regions than dispatched to deal with specific crises. They
too were transferred across the empire during their careers.7 To be sure,
some regions, such as Illyricum and Thrace, were frequent trouble spots
during this period, so the field armies were often operating there, but there
is no evidence that specific commands or armies were formally or regularly
designated for them, such as we find in the Notitia and in the command
system that was in effect after the 440s.
It is conventional in the scholarship to refer to the armies that accom-

panied the emperor as “praesental” or in praesenti (i.e., “in the emperor’s
presence”). The term is unobjectionable if used in a descriptive, nontech-
nical sense.8 The Latin participle praesens means “to be present,” or “here
and now,” as did the Latin adverb praesto. Thus, Constantine in 326

5 For the date of the ND Or., see Appendix 4 and Chapter 2.
6 See CTh 8.7.3 (of 349). The appearance of the later fourth-century title of magister utriusque militum
(“master of both branches of soldiers”) is discussed later in this chapter.

7 See, for instance, the career of Ursicinus, who served as a magister in the east, Gaul, and in the
emperor’s presence: PLRE I, 985–986 (Ursicinus 2).

8 For example, Elton, Warfare in Roman Europe, 208 and in many other places in the book.
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referred to his elite soldiers as “always present” with him (praesto sunt
semper).9 In 398, Arcadius issued a law in Constantinople restricting the
side-jobs that soldiers could undertake “who are present (praesentes) in our
divine following (obsequium) . . . when our court (comitatus) is present
(praesens) in this City.”10 This use of the participle was not technical, as
shown by the fact that the emperor uses it both for the soldiers (present at
the court) and himself (present in the City). Likewise, Ammianus could
refer to the praetorian prefects attached to the emperor’s court as praesens.11

This remains a descriptive usage and he never uses the term praesentalis.12

Before the 440s, the term praesentalis does not appear in these officers’
titles, for example, when those titles are attested in the laws.13However, the
term suddenly appears in that way in the 440s as part of a military
reorganization in the east, as we will show in Chapter 2.
Until the reign of Constantius II (337–361), the offices of magister

equitum and magister peditum were separate and singular, that is there
was never more than one magister equitum and one magister peditum for
each emperor, though Constantius’ cousin Julian appears to have had only
magistri equitum during his time as Caesar in Gaul in the 350s (and only
one at a time).14 Moreover, despite their titles, which distinguish between
infantry and cavalry commands, it does not appear that, by the reign of
Constantius II at the latest, the magistri commanded only cavalry or
infantry units, at least not when detached from the emperor’s presence.15

It is not clear if this was also the case under Constantine I.
The structure of the high command began to shift again during the reign

of Julian (361–363). During his march eastward to confront Constantius II

9 CTh 3.26.1. 10 CJ 12.35.13.
11 Ammianus Marcellinus, Res gestae 14.1.10 (Thalassius) and 23.5.6 (Sallustius).
12 Although the term praesentalis appears in the chapter description of Ammianus Marcellinus, Res

gestae 20.2, neither the chapter divisions nor these headings are original: Kelly, “Adrien de Valois.”
13 Pace Jones, Later Roman Empire, 124, 340, 342, 373, 609; and Southern andDixon, Late Roman Army,

19: the generals “added the words in praesenti or praesentalis to their titles to indicate that they served
directly under the Emperor” (also 58). On the same page (19), they say that “in the west, themagister
peditum praesentalis held the title Patricius from 416 onwards,” citing CTh 15.14.14. The law is
addressed to the patricius andMMConstantius, to whom Southern andDixon give the titlemagister
peditum praesentalis, which is not present in the law and unattested for that Constantius (= PLRE II,
322–323). For the top general in the west holding the court rank of patrician, see Jones, Later Roman
Empire, 176, 343–344, 241, 243–244.

14 Jones, Later Roman Empire, 124–126. We follow here the reconstruction of offices of the PLRE I,
1113–1114, which is based on the firm evidence of Ammianus. The singularity of the offices is implied
by Ammianus, who explicitly frames new magistri as successors, for example, Ammianus, Res gestae
15.5.21, 16.2.8, 18.2.7, 18.5.5, 20.9.5.

15 See, for example, the magister equitum Arbetio’s campaign against the Alamanni in 355: Ammianus,
Res gestae 15.4.
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in 361, Julian appointed twomagistri equitum, Nevitta and Iovinus.16 As no
magistri peditum are attested under Julian, it appears that the total number
of magistri continued to be two.17 Let us focus, then, on Nevitta and
Iovinus. After the death of Constantius in November 361, Nevitta
remained at Julian’s side through to the Persian campaign of 363, while
Iovinus was given a sequence of two regional commands, first in Illyricum
and then in Gaul, whose nomenclature (at least as conveyed in Ammianus’
literary narrative) anticipates, but is not identical to, that of the regional
field armies found later in theNotitia. Specifically, Ammianus calls Iovinus
magister equitum per Illyricum and then magister armorum per Gallias.18

Ammianus does not explicitly say why Julian needed a more-or-less desig-
nated commander for those regions, but their strategic sensitivity for the
emperor is apparent. Illyricum was the crucial node between the western
and eastern empires, where the civil war between Julian and Constantius II
had largely played out. Julian had massively overextended his forces in
Illyricum, partly under Iovinus himself, in order to surprise his cousin. As
soon as the war was over, Julian needed to lock that region down. As for
Gaul, Julian, who intended to stay in the east without a western co-
emperor or Caesar, needed a reliable general there. Unfortunately, we
have no indication as to the size and nature of the forces that Iovinus
commanded in those two posts.
Despite the relative continuity and stability of these offices, their precise

nomenclature was in flux during the second half of the fourth century. In
Ammianus, who often employs an informal military argot in place of
technical titles, we find several generals with the title magister armorum,
which is unattested in official sources such as the Theodosian Code but
demonstrably equivalent, in Ammianus’ usage, to magister equitum.19

16 Nevitta: Ammianus, Res gestae 21.8.1 and 3; Iovinus: ibid. 21.12.2.
17 Zosimos lists an additional three officers who managed the retreat of Julian’s Persian expedition and

are thought to be magistri by modern scholars: Victor (στρατηγός τοῦ πεζοῦ, which is taken to be
magister peditum) and Hormisdas and Arinthaeus (στρατηγός τῆς ἵππου, which is taken to be
magistri equitum): Zosimos,NewHistory 3.13.3. However, Zosimos is either mistaken or, more likely,
is using the term στρατηγός loosely. Ammianus, who was an eyewitness and participant in these
events, never gives these three commanders the title of magister. Moreover, Ammianus’ description
does not suggest that they held top-level commands. Hormisdas and Arinthaeus were jointly in
command of cavalry forces, suggesting that they did not each hold the top post, while Victor is given
equal billing with Dagalaifus and Secundinus (the dux of Osdruena). Later in the campaign,
Ammianus calls Victor a comes and dux, which does not suggest a magister command: Ammianus,
Res gestae 24.4.13, 24.4.31, 24.6.4, and 24.6.13. The PLRE interprets dux as a generic term for
commander and makes Victor a comes rei militaris: PLRE I, 957–959 (Victor 4).

18 Ammianus, Res gestae 22.3.1 and 26.5.2, respectively.
19 Equivalent: Ammianus, Res gestae 21.8.1 and 3. See also our discussion of Traianus on pp. 106–109.

The term is also used by Cassiodorus in the sixth century when referring to high-ranking
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During the same period, official sources begin to mention individual
generals with the compound title magister equitum et peditum (“master of
the cavalry and infantry”). Silvanus, for example, is addressed in nearly
contemporary laws of about 350 as both magister equitum et peditum and
magister militum, and he appears by implication in Ammianus to have been
magister armorum, as that was the title given by the historian to his
“successor” Ursicinus.20 These titles seem to have been used interchange-
ably. Iovinus is likewise called magister armorum in Ammianus, but
addressed by two laws of 365 as magister equitum and magister equitum et
peditum, and again in 367 as magister equitum.21 It is noteworthy that in all
of these cases, the new and enhanced titles are given only to generals whose
base title was magister equitum and never to those whose base title was
magister peditum.22 It therefore seems likely that the new compound title,
magister equitum et peditum (or, colloquially, magister armorum), was
introduced in the mid-fourth century and was equivalent in rank to
magister equitum. Still, as we will see, both magistri equitum and magistri
peditum continue to be attested separately into the late fourth and early
fifth century.
Although the magistri sat atop the military hierarchy of the later fourth

century, there was, just below them, a corps of senior officers known by the
title comites rei militaris or “counts of military affairs.”23 Although their
responsibilities could vary widely, many of these men were senior military
commanders whose remit placed them just below the magistri.24 For
example, Sebastianus and the future usurper Procopius were both comites
when they were given charge of an army of 30,000 men during Julian’s
Persian expedition in 363.25 Comites also occupied regional commands

commanders in the fourth century: Cassiodorus, Tripartite Ecclesiastical History 6.1.24 (translating
Sokrates, Ecclesiastical History 3.1.32) and 10.24.2 (translating Sozomenos, Ecclesiastical History 8.25).

20 Magister equitum et peditum: CTh 7.1.2;magister militum: CTh 8.7.3;magister armorum: Ammianus,
Res gestae 15.5.21, 24, and 36.

21 Magister armorum: Ammianus, Res gestae 26.5.2; 365: CTh 7.1.7 and 8.1.10; 367: CTh 7.1.9–10. The
manuscripts for CTh 7.1.7 and 8.1.10 read Iovio and there was a Iovius who served as quaestor under
Julian, however we follow the PLRE in amending these references to Iovinus: PLRE I, 462–463
(Iovinus 6) and I, 464 (Iovius 2).

22 Ursicinus would later become magister peditum under Constantius II, but this was a demotion
brought about by his enemies at court, and Ammianus, his partisan, continues to refer to him by the
presumably higher rank of magister armorum: Ammianus, Res gestae 31.13.18.

23 The first attested comes rei militaris is likely Gratianus, the father of the emperors Valentinian (364–
375) and Valens (364–378), though Ammianus reports his office as comes praefuit rei castrensi per
Africam: Ammianus, Res gestae 30.7.3.

24 For the range of their responsibilities, see Jones, Later Roman Empire, 125 n. 26.
25 Sebastianus: Ammianus, Res gestae 23.3.5; Procopius: ibid. 26.6.2.
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along the frontier, a role that anticipated the MMs who oversaw regional
field armies in the Notitia, and this was sometimes reflected in their titles
(or, at least, Ammianus’ descriptions of their responsibilities).26 The
comites rei militaris introduced flexibility into a military system dominated
by the two magistri, and allowed emperors to place multiple independent
armies in the field simultaneously, when necessary.
The picture so far presented accords generally with the scholarly consen-

sus. Our reconstruction begins to diverge, however, in the aftermath of
Julian’s Persian expedition of 363. Our sources report that Julian invaded
Persia with an army of roughly 65,000 soldiers, a number that is credible,
though just barely, for the mobile forces at the empire’s disposal. This was
quite possibly the largest army ever fielded by the late Roman state.27Despite
this massive army, the expedition ended in disaster with the death of Julian
in battle and a hasty peace arranged by his short-lived successor Jovian (363–
364). After Jovian’s death, the army chose Valentinian as emperor (364–375)
and he subsequently elevated his brother Valens (364–378). The brothers
then divided the empire and the army. Unknown to them, they were laying
the foundations for the distinct military establishments that would develop
in significantly different directions in the eastern and western halves of the
empire over the coming century:

Iovinus, who had already been promoted tomagister armorum per Gallias by
Julian, went to Valentinian, whose decisions in these matters were final, as
did Dagalaifus, whom Jovian had made a rector militiae. As for the east,
Victor, who had also been promoted by the decision of the aforementioned
emperor [i.e., Jovian],28 was appointed to follow Valens, and Arinthaeus
went with him. For Lupicinus was guarding the eastern districts having
already been promoted to magister equitum in the same way by Jovian.29

Ammianus is here somewhat imprecise about the offices of the high
command. Iovinus is called magister armorum, that is a magister equitum et

26 Comes per Thraciam/Thracias: Ammianus, Res gestae 21.12.22 and 26.7.5; comes in charge of the army
in Illyricum: ibid. 26.5.2; Prosper, a comes, pro magistro equitum . . . militem regens in Gaul: ibid.
24.11.5 (comes) and 15.13.3 (pro magistro equitum).

27 Zosimos,NewHistory 3.13; for estimates of the size of Julian’s army, see Paschoud, Zosime, vol. 2, pt.
1, 110–111.

28 Proximity points to “the aforementioned emperor” being Jovian, according with Ammianus’
description of the Persian expedition, which should be preferred over that of Zosimos: see note
17. Pace den Boeft et al., Philological and Historical Commentary . . . XXVI, ad 5.2.

29 Ammianus, Res gestae 26.5.2: Et Valentiniano quidem, cuius arbitrio res gerebatur, Iovinus evenit
dudum promotus a Iuliano per Gallias magister armorum, et Dagalaifus, quem militiae rectorem
provexerat Iovianus: in orientem vero secuturus Valentem ordinatus est Victor, ipse quoque iudicio
principis ante dicti provectus, cui iunctus est Arintheus. Lupicinus enim pridem a Ioviano pari modo
promotus magister equitum partes tuebatur eoas.
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peditum, but Dagalaifus’ office is more obscure. He is called a rector militiae
(“overseer of the soldiery”), which is not an official title, but it does parallel
the title that Ammianus gives him earlier in the same book, rector equestris
militiae (“overseer of the cavalry soldiery”), which is apparently synonym-
ous with magister equitum.30 Thus, there appear to have been two magistri
equitum or magistri equitum et peditum under the emperor Jovian (363–
364), just as there had been during Julian’s revolt, though it is possible,
given Ammianus’ imprecision with titles, that Dagalaifus was, in fact,
a magister peditum.31 Both of these men went west with Valentinian as
his two magistri. But Jovian had apparently introduced an innovation: in
addition to those two generals, he had appointed Lupicinius as magister
equitum with a command that Ammianus marks out as exceptional, for he
was specifically responsible for the “districts of Oriens” (partes Eoae). The
historian here uses a transliteration of ἐῴα, the Greek term for Oriens,
making Lupicinus a forerunner of the magister militum per Orientem,
which, as we will see, was the first of the regional field army commands
listed by the Notitia to be implemented in the eastern empire (though this
happened a generation after Lupicinus’ command).
The ranks of Victor and Arinthaeus are not explicitly mentioned in the

passage quoted above, but for the year 366/7 we receive explicit confirm-
ation from Ammianus that Victor was magister equitum and Arinthaeus
magister peditum.32 It is thus likely that both men held these offices
beginning in 364, when we have a law addressing Victor as magister
militum.33 Thus Valens, like his brother, also had two top-level magistri
with him, but he also inherited Lupicinus’ third command “in the east.”
The high command of the brother emperors in 364 anticipates the lines

along which the Romanmilitary would evolve in the coming century. Each
of the two emperors continued to be served by two magistri – Iovinus and
Dagalaifus in the west, Victor and Arinthaeus in the east. At the same time,
the central command was beginning to be supplemented by regional
magistri, with Iovinus posted to Illyricum and Gaul under Julian, and
Lupicinus posted to Oriens under Jovian and Valens. We should not, of
course, understand Ammianus’ geographic descriptions as accurate reflec-
tions of official titles or strictly delineated areas of responsibility. That is,

30 Rector equestris militiae: Ammianus, Res gestae 26.4.1; magister equitum: ibid. 26.1.6. Ammianus uses
the term rector for a range of offices: see also Appendix 1 on the offices of Traianus and Profuturus.

31 This is the reconstruction of the PLRE, but Dagalaifus’ office is not explicitly attested after 364:
PLRE I, 239 (Dagalaifus 2). He is called onlymagister militum in the one law addressed to him, which
dates to 366: CTh 7.20.9.

32 Ammianus, Res gestae 27.5.1, 27.5.4. 33 CTh 7.4.12.
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we cannot reconstruct the precise remit of Lupicinus’ command or the
extent to which Iovinus’ command was geographically delimited (if it was
at all). But Ammianus’ testimony does offer us insight into the perceptions
of this system held by an informed and interested contemporary observer,
and it is clear that he understood certain magisterial commands to be
linked, at least de facto, to specific regions.
Victor continued in his position as magister equitum until at least 378,

but the final secure attestation of Arinthaeus is during his consulship in
372, when papyri show that he was still magister peditum.34 Lupicinus,
meanwhile, is last attested in office during the revolt of Procopius in 365–
366 and was certainly replaced by 371, when one Iulius is explicitly attested
as magister equitum et peditum by a firmly dated inscription in the east
(Palestine).35 Iulius continued to serve until the battle of Adrianople in 378
and beyond, assuming that he is to be identified with the Iulius whom
Ammianus, in another nontechnical descriptor, callsmagister militiae trans
Taurum (“master of the soldiery beyond the Taurus”). In the aftermath of
the battle, Iulius coordinated the ambush and slaughter of many Goths
serving in Roman armies throughoutOriens (orientales provinciae).36 Iulius
was thus the successor to Lupicinus’ ad hoc eastern command. This, then,
was the shape of Valens’ high command when the Goths arrived on the
Danube in 376: the highest-ranking general was the magister equitum
Victor, a long-serving veteran who had occupied the post for at least twelve
years; the post of magister peditum appears to have been left vacant follow-
ing the death of the equally experienced Arinthaeus; and the eastern
frontier, though under Valens’ direct supervision in 376, retained
a distinct military apparatus under Iulius, a regional magister equitum et
peditum.
In 376, a group of Goths, under pressure in their homeland from the

recently arrived Huns, famously approached the Roman limitanei on the
Danube and petitioned to cross into Roman territory. These Goths sought
lands and safety in the empire in return for providing military service to the
emperor, a trade that Germanic tribes had been making with Rome for
centuries. The emperor Valens, preoccupied with a war against Persia and

34 Μαγίστρος τῆς πεδικῆς δυνάμεως: see the papyri cited at PLRE I, 103. He had been deployed to
Armenia the previous year: Ammianus, Res gestae 27.12.13. For his death, see Appendix 1.

35 Lupicinus: Ammianus, Res gestae 26.8.4 and 26.9.1; Iulius: CIL 3: 88. Iulius was in Palestine
overseeing a construction project by the Equites VIIII Dalmatae, a unit that is later found under
the command of the MMP I in the Notitia: ND Or. 5.37.

36 Magister militiae trans Taurum: Ammianus, Res gestae 31.16.8; for the slaughter, see also Zosimos,
New History 4.26; Zuckerman, “Cappadocian Fathers,” 480–486.
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an uprising in Isauria,37 granted them entry, whereupon mismanagement
and exploitation by imperial officials drove the Goths to armed resistance.
More Goths crossed the destabilized Danube defenses, and disaffected
members of Roman society (such as slaves) made common cause with
the invaders. The result was widespread destruction in Thrace.
By 377, Valens had sent hismagister equitumVictor to sue for peace with

Persia in order to lead his forces west and deal with the Gothic threat.38 In
the meantime, Valens sent on ahead two commanders, Profuturus and
Traianus, and he wrote to the emperor of the west, his nephew Gratian
(367–383), asking for reinforcements.39 Those reinforcements came under
the leadership of Richomer, Gratian’s comes domesticorum (i.e., the captain
of the soldiers assigned to the imperial household). After joining forces
with the east Roman taskforce under Traianus and Profuturus, Richomer
fought a bloody battle with the Goths near the town of Ad Salices. The
result was indecisive. Richomer returned west to seek further reinforce-
ments, while Profuturus and Traianus withdrew to Marcianopolis, where
they were subsequently reinforced by the comes Saturninus, whom Valens
had sent ahead with a force of cavalry.40 Despite these reinforcements, the
Romans felt that they could not hold the passes through the Haemus range
and so withdrew to the south of Thrace to await the arrival of Valens with
the main Roman battle force, effectively abandoning most of the Balkans
to Gothic raids.
In the meantime, Valens, who marched in person to Thrace, continued

to appeal to Gratian for reinforcements, while his generals, during the
campaigning season in 378, organized ambuscades with picked forces in
preparation for a major confrontation with the Goths. That spring,
Gratian set out with an army to assist his uncle, only to be delayed by an
ad hoc campaign against a group of Alamanni. Gratian’s delay prompted
Valens to seek battle without western reinforcements and, on August 9,
378, a hot and dusty summer day, the east Roman field army marched out
to meet the Goths near the city of Adrianople. The Romans were defeated
and took massive casualties.
The size of Valens’ army and that of the Goths at Adrianople is

unknown.41 Ammianus reports only that Valens “was leading many units
that were neither contemptible nor lazy, especially because he had added to

37 Isauria: Zosimos, New History 4.20. 38 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.7.1.
39 For the ranks of Profuturus and Traianus, see Appendix 1.
40 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.7; for Saturninus’ rank, see Appendix 1.
41 We do not, as most recent scholarship has done, follow the estimates of Hoffmann,Das spätrömische

Bewegungsheer, because we believe that his reconstructions of the Roman field armies rests on too

10 The Field Armies of the East Roman Empire, 361–630

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009296892.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009296892.003


these many veterans.”42 This is, unfortunately, our most detailed report.43

Ammianus’ vagueness about the size of the Roman army at Adrianople, in
turn, makes it difficult to quantify his claim that “it is agreed that scarcely
one-third of the army escaped.”44 However, as we will see, the damage to
Romanmilitary manpower must have been severe, because for a generation
afterward the east Roman army looked very different from its pre-378 form.
Extensive also was the damage to the officer corps: two senior generals in
Valens’ entourage were killed in action, as were Traianus and Sebastianus;
thirty-five tribunes, both many without specific assignments (vacantes) and
many commanding units (numeri); the officials in charge of the imperial
palace and stables; and most famously the emperor himself.45Despite these
losses, the Roman high command survived Adrianople: Victor escaped the
battle, while Iulius continued to serve in the east, where he responded to
news of the disaster by organizing the massacre of Gothic soldiers by their
Roman counterparts.46 It was Victor who brought news of the battle to
Gratian, who was at Sirmium.47 This is Victor’s final attested act in office
andmarks the end of a career spent in the shadow of two epochal failures of
Roman arms, Julian’s Persian expedition and the battle of Adrianople. He
was still alive, and in retirement, in 380/1.48

Only those two men, Victor and Iulius, are explicitly attested as holding
magisterial commands at the battle of Adrianople. Scholars have tried to
add to their number, producing in some cases a whole college of magistri
up to seven strong, most of whom fought at Adrianople. These other
officers, who are not explicitly attested as magistri in the sources, are
studied separately in Appendix 1, where we find that none of them were
likely to have held that rank. Historians have attributed it to them in order
to create a bridge between the two-magistri system that prevailed before 378
and the five-magistri system of the Notitia, which they believe was intro-
duced by the next emperor, Theodosius I. They are enabled in this by the
literary vagueness with which Ammianus sometimes describes their ranks,
but this vagueness does not authorize the highly specific attributions that

much arbitrary guesswork. For our critique of Hoffmann’s arguments, see Appendix 4. For
a narrative based on Hoffmann, see Lenski, Failure of Empire, 334–341.

42 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.12.1: ducebatque multiplices copias nec contemnendas nec segnes, quippe etiam
veteranos isdem iunxerat plurimos.

43 Less detailed: Zosimos, New History 4.24; Sozomenos, Ecclesiastical History 6.39–40; Sokrates,
Ecclesiastical History 4.38.

44 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.13.18: Constatque vix tertiam evasisse exercitus partem.
45 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.13.18.
46 Ammianus, Res gestae 31.16.8; Zosimos, New History 4.26.5–9.
47 Zosimos, New History 4.24.3. 48 Gregory of Nazianzos, Letter 134.
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have been postulated, far less the assumption that a proto-Notitia system
was in effect.
Even on its face, the proposed link between Adrianople and the

Notitia system does not hold up to scrutiny. The armies described by
the Notitia were formally established field armies with specific units and
regional remits. By contrast, the forces Valens poured into the Balkans
during the crisis were ad hoc deployments of units drawn from other
theaters, such as Armenia, and the comitatus, which followed the
emperor. These are not analogous structures and there is no reason to
believe, even if we were inclined to accept the proliferation of magistri,
that the command structure of 378 in any way anticipated or inspired
the later system. There is one more problem. If we accept the inflated
number of magistri whom scholars have imagined operating during this
period, at least four of them are explicitly attested with Valens at
Adrianople: Traianus, Sebastianus, Victor, and Saturninus. But there
is no parallel in Roman history, before or after Adrianople, for four
magistri militum being active at the same time in the presence of the
emperor, much less at the same battle.
We find that the high command of the eastern empire was not charac-

terized by radical innovation in the lead-up to Adrianople. Instead, it was
marked by continuity with established practice. This conclusion extends
the recent scholarly rehabilitation of Valens, whose reign has too often
been judged in the shadow of the disaster at Adrianople.49 Whatever his
other mistakes, we do not find Valens scrambling in the years 376–378,
multiplying generals without regard to their effect on the chain of com-
mand. Instead, we see an emperor responding to a major crisis as promptly
as the logistics of ancient warfare and diplomacy allowed.
After Adrianople, the Romans ceded the field to the Goths and it would

be years before they were able to successfully challenge them again in open
battle. Instead, the Roman military played to its strengths and confronted
the Goths from behind formidable walls and with the aid of advanced
artillery, seeing as the Goths were incapable of conducting effective siege
warfare. In this way, the Romans repulsed the Gothic attempt to take the
city of Adrianople after the battle, while a later assault on Constantinople
was defeated with the memorable participation of a recently arrived
detachment of Saracen auxiliaries.50

49 Lenski, Failure of Empire, began the rehabilitation.
50 Adrianople: Ammianus, Res gestae 31.15. Constantinople: ibid. 31.16.3–7; Sokrates, Ecclesiastical

History 5.1.
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We cannot track in detail the political aftermath of Adrianople or how
the Roman government responded to the disaster in the fall of 378. The
narrative of Ammianus ends just after the battle and our subsequent
sources do not give a clear account of what followed. All we can say for
certain is that there followed a series of intrigues at Gratian’s court that
resulted in the return from Spanish exile of one Theodosius, the son of
a general who had been executed for treason under murky circumstances in
375/6. Theodosius was sent to the Balkans to restore order and was made
co-emperor in January 379, perhaps after a minor initial victory.51

Ammianus’ account of Roman casualties at Adrianople suggests that
Theodosius’ immediate problem in 379 was manpower, and our other
sources confirm this picture. The Theodosian Code contains a flurry of laws
dated between 379 and 382, in which Theodosius addressed issues of
recruitment, desertion, and the failure of the sons of veterans to enroll in
the army, as was legally required.52 The penalties involved could be harsh –
estate managers were to be executed if deserters were found working under
their supervision – but they were matched by the desperate measures that
men took to avoid service, such as cutting off their own fingers to render
themselves ineligible; these self-mutilations are even attested in the
papyri.53 Theodosius responded by drafting these men anyway.
These new recruits were poor replacements for the experienced comita-

tenses lost at Adrianople, and contemporaries expressed pessimism about
the state of Roman arms: “the Goths have beaten us every time they have
fought us. But we die well, as is fitting for noble men.”54 Recruits had
always come overwhelmingly from the agricultural labor force, but now
their numbers aroused comment, and court propagandists attempted to
spin this in Theodosius’ favor: “you [Theodosius] make farmers fearsome
to barbarians.”55 The empire did not depend entirely on raw recruits,
however, as Theodosius transferred existing units from the east, from the
frontiers of Syria and from Egypt, to the Balkans.56 He made good these
transfers by sending back to those provinces new recruits from among

51 Our most detailed account is unfortunately in Theodoretos, Ecclesiastical History 5.5. Scholars agree
that this narrative cannot be accepted, but differ in their alternative reconstructions: Errington, “The
Accession of Theodosius”; Sivan, “Was Theodosius I a Usurper?”; McLynn, “Genere Hispanus,” 88–
94; Omissi, Emperors and Usurpers, 255–263.

52 Recruitment: CTh 7.13.8–11; desertion: ibid. 7.18.3 and 5; sons of soldiers: ibid. 7.22.9–11.
53 CTh 7.13.10. Papyri: Zuckerman, “Two Reforms of the 370s,” 115–116.
54 Libanios, Oration 24.16: ἀλλὰ νῦν ὅσα ἐμαχέσαντο, τοσαῦτα νενικήκασι καλῶς μὲν ἡμῶν καὶ ὡς

προσῆκεν ἄνδρας ἀγαθοὺς ἀποθνησκόντων.
55 Themistius, Oration 14.181b: ποιεῖς δὲ ἤδη καὶ τοὺς γεωργοὺς φοβεροὺς τοῖς βαρβάροις.
56 Syria: Libanios, Oration 24.48; Egypt: Zosimos, New History 4.30.
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Gothic deserters. Ironically, the events of 376–378 had only increased
Roman dependence on barbarian manpower, but that dependence coin-
cided with a surge in anti-Gothic sentiment. During this period, Roman
citizens lynched a Gothic commander, while Roman soldiers repeatedly
and violently clashed with Gothic recruits.57

Despite these reinforcements, the east Romans were unable to openly
confront the Goths on the field during this period.When Theodosius tried
to do so in 380, using units brought from Egypt, his army was crushed and
he himself barely escaped.58 The emperor subsequently left the war to his
subordinates and retired to Constantinople, where he sought another kind
of victory by meddling in Church politics.
We can reconstruct only the broad outlines of the ensuing Gothic war.

The Romans relied on ambush tactics, diplomacy, and small-scale battles
designed to reestablish the Danube frontier.59 That is, they were fighting
a war of attrition that favored the resources and infrastructure of the
empire. In 380/1, the western empire intervened by sending an army
under the command of Bauto and Arbogast, which successfully drove the
Goths out of Illyricum into Thrace and to the negotiating table. The result
was a negotiated peace between an exhausted empire and an undefeated
but harried force of Goths. The MM Saturninus, one of the officers who
had survived Adrianople and had since been promoted, negotiated the
treaty for the Romans. In return for this service, he received the consulship
in 383 along with a panegyric that is one of our chief sources for the
settlement of the war.60

The terms of the treaty of 382 can only be vaguely recovered, but their
cumulative effect was to cede a portion of Roman territory to a semi-
autonomous Gothic statelet.61 This was a radical departure from estab-
lished Roman policy and can only be understood as an admission by the
emperors that the Roman military could not defeat the Goths after
Adrianople. This explains some of the terms of the treaty, in particular
the Gothic obligation to provide auxiliaries under their own commanders,
and the ability of Goths to enroll in the Roman army as regular recruits.
The Romans were playing for time to rebuild their forces. If they could

57 Lynching: Libanios, Orations 19.22, 20.14; clashes: Zosimos, New History 4.30, 4.40.
58 Zosimos, New History 4.31.
59 Ambush: Zosimos, New History 4.25; diplomacy: ibid. 4.33–34; Danube: ibid. 4.34.5–6.
60 Themistios, Oration 16.
61 For the terms of the treaty, using all available sources, see Heather, Goths and Romans, 157–181. For

an opposing reconstruction of the foedus: Halsall, Barbarian Migrations, 180–185.
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metabolize Gothic military manpower and grant tax relief to their citizens
in the meantime, all the better.62

We can discern little of the Roman high command or the organization
of the Romanmilitary in the era of Theodosius’Gothic wars. There is little
indication that the limitanei remained in control of the Danube border,
while the comitatus of the east appears to have been too badly mauled to
resist Gothic depredations. Yet in the second half of the 380s, the Roman
order can be seen reestablishing itself along traditional lines. By 386,
frontier defense had been reestablished on the Danube. In that year, the
general Promotus, either a dux or comes rei militaris, led a force of limitanei
and river patrol craft to a significant victory against a Gothic group, the
Greuthungi, who were trying to force a crossing. Theodosius celebrated
a triumph for this victory and settled some of the survivors in Phrygia.63 By
388, the eastern comitatus had likewise returned to its pre-Adrianople
structure. In that year, Theodosius confronted the usurper Magnus
Maximus (383–388), who had rebelled against Gratian in 383 and expelled
Gratian’s half-brother Valentinian II (375–392) from the west in 387. In this
war, Theodosius’ army was commanded by a magister equitum, the same
Promotus who had proven himself on the Danube in 386, and a magister
peditum, Timasius. The army was accompanied by the two magistri of the
western empire, Arbogast and Richomer, the latter of whom had been
among the survivors of Adrianople; obviously, these two western generals
were not commanding western armies, which fought for the “usurper”
Maximus.64 Overall, then, this was a traditional fourth-century structure
of command. Before setting out, however, Theodosius was forced to
suppress a conspiracy among the Goths in his army, some of whom had
allegedly been suborned by Maximus.65 The Romans thus continued to
rely on, and yet be suspicious of, Gothic manpower.
Theodosius spent the next three years in the west helping to establish

Valentinian II on the throne. By the time that he returned to the east in 391,
the situation in the Balkans had once again deteriorated. The origins of the
troubles are unclear – Zosimos blames it on the Goths who had survived
the purge of the army prior to the war with Maximus – and Theodosius’

62 Tax relief: Pacatus, Oration in Praise of Theodosius I, in Panegyrici Latini 2.32.3.
63 Comes: see Appendices 1–2. Battle: Zosimos, New History 4.35.1, 4.38–39; Claudian, Panegyric on the

Fourth Consulship of Honorius 623–637; Triumph and date: Consular History of Constantinople s.a.
386. Phrygia: Heather, “The Anti-Scythian Tirade,” 156–157.

64 Timasius and Promotus: Zosimos, New History 4.45.2; Richomer and Arbogast: Philostorgios,
Ecclesiastical History 10.8.

65 Zosimos, New History 4.45.3.
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returning army suffered a defeat. Once again, the emperor yielded com-
mand, this time to Promotus, and returned to Constantinople. It was in
this context that Promotus died in battle and Stilicho rose to
prominence.66

In the interval between the Gothic treaty of 382 and the civil war of 388,
Theodosius had managed to negotiate a peace with the Persians, in 387.
Tensions with Persia had been running high since the end of the reign of
Constantine I in 337, and it is unclear what arrangements were negotiated
by Victor prior to Valens’ departure for Adrianople in 377. However, we
know of no major military conflicts with Persia in the decade that followed
Valens’ departure, and, moreover, it appears that Theodosius stopped
assigning magistri to the region after Iulius left office.67 The treaty of 387
was built around the partition of Armenia and would initiate over a century
of almost uninterrupted peace with Persia.68 It is thus interesting that in
the run-up to Theodosius’ final civil war (against Eugenius in 394), he
created the office of magister utriusque militiae per Orientem which is first
attested, along with its first known occupant Addaeus, in 393.69 Although
not precisely the title found in the later Notitia, the post was consistently
filled after Addaeus and its title quickly took on the standard form of
magister militum per Orientem (MMO). There is even a law of 400 or 405
that discusses the command of the MMO as distinct.70

The MMO was the first of the regional commands attested by the
Notitia dignitatum to come into being, and it is interesting that it did so
in a region that was largely quiet by 393. This suggests that the office was
formalized not out of pressing military need, but largely due to logistical
realities. In 393, Theodosius was already preparing for his war with
Eugenius, for which he would depart the following year. So far during
his reign, he does not appear to have traveled east of Constantinople,71 and
yet, even with Persia quiescent, the region had perennial, low-level military
needs, such as defense against raids. Oriens needed a ranking officer able to
respond more quickly than the government in Constantinople. The wis-
dom of this approach was confirmed in 395/6, when Addaeus faced
a Hunnic raid from his base in Edessa, though his response appears to

66 Zosimos, New History 4.48–51; Stilicho: Claudian, On the Consulship of Stilicho 1.94–96, 1.102–103;
Against Rufinus 1.316–317.

67 See Appendix 2. 68 Blockley, East Roman Foreign Policy, 42–44.
69 CTh 16.8.9. We also find Gildo as MVM per Africam in 393 (CTh 9.7.9), but this position did not

have a meaningful impact on the development of the eastern Roman high command and is anyway
not part of theNotitia. It was an ad hoc creation, like most of the regional commands of those years.
See Appendix 1 for MMOs after Addaeus.

70 CTh 7.8.8. 71 Seeck, Regesten der Kaiser und Päpste, 251–287.
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have left much to be desired.72Unfortunately, we know nothing about the
internal structure of this new office or the number and nature of the forces
under its command.
Addaeus’ title reflects a broader shift in military nomenclature that

occurred during the late 380s. During this period, official use of the titles
magister equitum, magister peditum, and magister equitum et peditum
declined and the compound title magistri utriusque militiae (MVM) and
the simplified formmagistri militum (MM) gradually took their place. The
office of MVM is first attested in the western empire by an inscription
firmly dated to 370 and was interchangeable with magister equitum et
peditum.73 Senior commanders in the east are addressed as magistri utrius-
que militiae beginning withHellebicus in 383.74This title reflected the joint
composition of the forces that these generals commanded and suggests the
increasing obsolescence of the distinction between the equitum and pedi-
tum. The final eastern magister equitum attested in the Theodosian Code is
Timasius in 386,75 after which all magisterial generals are addressed as
MVM or MM. This was, however, a long process and it is possible that
a pair of generals, Varanes and Arsacius, were serving as magister equitum
and magister peditum as late as 409.76 Given the limitations of our sources,
it is impossible to know to what extent this overall titular shift corres-
ponded to changes in military practice. Magistri, especially those not
serving in praesenti, had led combined forces since the time of
Constantius II, so the new title may simply have been a belated acknow-
ledgment of the fact that infantry and cavalry commands were not practic-
ally separable, especially when detached from the comitatus. The
acceleration of this process under Theodosius may also have been linked
to his absence from all non-civil wars during his reign, requiring his field
generals to command both types of forces.
When Theodosius marched west again in 394 to defeat the new usurper

Eugenius and his military backer Arbogast, he took a large part of the eastern
field army with him. Unfortunately, we do not knowwhich armies, or units,
these were or how large they were. The literary sources indicate that they
contained large contingents of barbarian auxiliaries (or “federates”), a type of

72 Pseudo-Joshua the Stylite,Chronicle 9; Greatrex and Greatrex, “TheHunnic Invasion”; for a full list
of sources, see Greatrex and Lieu, The Roman Eastern Frontier, 17–19.

73 MVM: CIL 3: 5670a (Equitio comite et utriusquae militiae magistro); interchangeable: CIL 3: 10596
(Equitio viro clarissimo comite magistro equitum peditumque).

74 Hellebicus: CTh 9.39.1; other MVMs: ibid. 7.1.13 (Richomer), 12.1.128 (Abundantius), 7.4.18
(Abundantius, Stilicho, and others).

75 CTh 4.17.5. 76 See Appendix 3.
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unit that would not have been part of the regular command structure to
begin with (i.e., such units would not have been listed in the Notitia,
regardless of when it was drawn up).77 Zosimos reports that Theodosius
appointed two MMs, Timasius and Stilicho, to lead his “Roman armies”
(στρατόπεδα ῥωμαϊκά), while command over the auxiliaries was given to
the Goth Gaïnas, the Alan Saul, and Bacurius, a former Iberian king (i.e.,
from Georgia). These auxiliaries were mostly Goths, and a contingent of
them fought under the command of the young Gothic warrior Alaric.78

This heavy reliance on barbarian units in the eastern field army reflects
the losses incurred at Adrianople (in 378) and the subsequent treaty with
the Goths (in 382), while Theodosius’ choice to place his barbarian allies
in the front ranks at the battle of the Frigidus in 394, where they suffered
appalling casualties, reflects the Romans’ ongoing discomfort with this
status quo and their desire to shift the balance between Roman and
Gothic forces in the army.79

Theodosius remained in the west until his death in 395. He was the last
emperor to rule both halves of the empire in their entirety, so his death
marks the last point of common history between the military systems of
east and west. His two generals, Timasius and Stilicho, whose specific
offices are not identified in the sources, followed separate paths. Timasius
returned to the east, where he fell from favor and was exiled in 396 as
a result of the power struggles gripping the eastern court. Stilicho, mean-
while, remained in the west, where he pioneered a system of unified
military control over the imperial administration that would characterize
the politics of the western empire for the remainder of its existence.
Looking back from 395, we find that the history of the Roman military

in the later fourth century was a story of continuity rather than radical
innovation. The changes that followed the defeat of Adrianople did not
involve any large-scale reimagining of the Roman command structure
proper, but rather the coupling of the surviving Roman forces with semi-
autonomous Gothic auxiliaries. There is no evidence that the Notitia
system of three regional and two praesental Roman field armies was

77 Barbarian auxiliaries in Theodosius’ army: Zosimus, New History 4.57–58; Orosius, History against
the Pagans 7.35.11–19; Sokrates, Ecclesiastical History 5.25; Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History 7.24; see
Liebeschuetz, Barbarians and Bishops, 26 n. 9, 30–31, 33 n. 10.

78 Generals: Zosimos, New History 4.57.2–3; Eunapios, History fr. 60; Gaïnas’ background:
Anonymous, Funeral Oration for John Chrysostom 47, 50–51; Sokrates, Ecclesiastical History 6.6;
Sozomenos, Ecclesiastical History 8.4. Alaric: Zosimos, New History 5.5.4; Sokrates, Ecclesiastical
History 7.10.1.

79 Zosimos, New History 4.58.2; Orosius, History against the Pagans 7.35.19 (10,000 of them); compare
Jordanes, Getica 28.145 (Theodosius took 20,000 Goths with him).
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introduced by Theodosius I or his immediate successors. Although our
sources are poor, whenever they do shine a light on the armies and generals
of the eastern empire, we find these operating in the samemode established
by the Constantinian dynasty. Thus, when Theodosius led his comitatus
west in 388 and 394, his army was commanded by twomagistri and, at least
in 388, we know that these included onemagister equitum and onemagister
peditum. The distinction between the comitatenses and limitanei continued
to be maintained, with local frontier forces responsible for river defense in
386, just as they had been in 376. We find no conclusive evidence for the
supposed proliferation of magistri that is attributed by scholars to Valens
and Theodosius (see p. 20 for the passage in Zosimos).
Our survey has focused on generals rather than armies because our

sources preserve much more evidence about offices than they do about
the size and nature of the imperial field armies. How many field armies did
the eastern empire have in the fourth century? If we define a field army by
the standards of the Notitia (and the attested practice of the later fifth
century) as about 20,000 men,80 it is unlikely that the fourth-century
eastern empire had more than two such armies, matching the two magistri
who commanded them. Put differently, the military structure of the
Tetrarchy still remained in force. Moreover, these two armies would
probably not have operated at full strength, as units from them were likely
dispatched to the provinces on special assignment or placed under the
command of the magistri who were occasionally posted to Illyricum or
Oriens (Iovinus, Lupicinus), where they were joined by upgraded limitanei
forces (sometimes called pseudo-comitatenses). Thus, if Valens marched to
Adrianople with the equivalent of one and a half field armies, the ensuing
battle caused the destruction of one field army equivalent (two-thirds, as
Ammianus says). These losses required Theodosius to supplement the
remainder (possibly still divided formally between two armies) with bar-
barian auxiliaries. Of all eastern emperors, Theodosius was the least likely
to have been responsible for creating the three regional and two praesental
armies that are documented in the Notitia, requiring 100,000 Roman
soldiers in total. He simply did not have the resources, and for years after
his death, as we will see, the eastern empire relied on a mix of depleted
Roman and unruly barbarian forces. Nor is there any evidence that
regional magistri were created for Illyricum or Thrace during this period,
whether on a permanent or temporary basis, though a regular command
for Oriens was established in about 390.81 In sum, there is no way to

80 See p. ix. 81 See Appendices 1–2.
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reconcile what we find in the sources for the reign of Theodosius with the
military organization described by the Notitia.
This last point is important because scholars have often placed great

weight on a passing polemical comment by the later pagan historian
Zosimos about the high command under Theodosius, an emperor whom
he hated on largely religious grounds:

[Theodosius] created more commanders of the soldiers than there were
before. Although previously one man had been the cavalry commander and
one man had been placed in charge of the infantry, he distributed these
offices to more than five men, and in this way he burdened the public
finances with the greater cost of their supplies.82

Scholars have traditionally understood this passage as proving the estab-
lishment of the regional commands listed by the Notitia. But even on the
face of it, Zosimos does not claim that Theodosius appointed five generals,
as in the Notitia, but “more than five.” In fact, Zosimos is being both
rhetorical and polemical.
Zosimos’ digression is not so much about the command structure of the

Roman military as the proliferation of magisterial offices (ἀρχαί) and the
ensuing financial cost. In other words, the issue is not that there were too
many generals in the field, but that there were too many generals drawing
a salary. Understood in this way, Zosimos’ comment can easily be recon-
ciled with our available evidence, but at the cost of its offering any support
for the implementation of the Notitia system under Theodosius. For
example, in 388 we know of at least five active magistri in the eastern
empire: Timasius and Promotus, who were in praesenti under Theodosius
himself (we use the term descriptively, not in a technical sense); Richomer
and Arbogast, who were in praesenti for the fugitive Valentinian II; and
Hellebicus, who was returning from an investigation in Antioch. It is also
possible that men such as Saturninus, who is reported to have been
continually influential at court throughout Theodosius’ reign, continued
to enjoy the benefits associated with their former rank as magistri.83 It
would not be surprising if all of these men received salaries appropriate to
their rank. Thus, we can easily explain Zosimos’ comments without
recourse to the eastern Notitia. Moreover, a similar situation occurred

82 Zosimos, New History 4.27.1–2: τοὺς δὲ τῶν στρατιωτικῶν ἡγουμένους πλείονας ἢ πρότερον
εἰργάσατο. Ἑνὸς γὰρ ὄντος ἱππάρχου καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν πεζῶν ἑνὸς τεταγμένου, πλείοσιν ἢ πέντε
ταύτας διένειμε τὰς ἀρχάς, τούτῳ τε καὶ τὸ δημόσιον σιτήσεσιν ἐβάρυνε ἀρχάς, τούτῳ τε καὶ τὸ
δημόσιον σιτήσεσιν ἐβάρυνε πλείοσιν.

83 Zosimos, New History 5.9.3.
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about 393, when Richomer was once again in the east, Timasius and
Stilicho were assigned to the army that Theodosius would take west, and
Abundantius and Addaeus were also in office, the latter in Oriens.84When
added to the proliferation of honorary appointments attested during this
period, Zosimos’ complaint makes perfect sense and accurately reflects the
shifting nomenclature of generals, but offers no insight into the formal
organization of the Roman high command.85 Zosimos is polemically
comparing the minimum number of active generals under Theodosius’
predecessors with the maximum number of titleholders under that
emperor.
Yet despite the broad continuity we observe during this period, our

sources preserve evidence for three major innovations in the reign of
Theodosius. The least important of these is the changing nomenclature
of magisterial commands, which by 395 were generally called MVM or
MM rather than by the branch-specific designations found in earlier
periods. It is important to note that these offices were qualitatively different
from those of the same name found in the west after 395. In the west, the
MVM became a supreme commander-in-chief, as demonstrated by the
career of Stilicho and the sequence of generalissimos who followed him as
the effective heads of state, often acting behind weak emperors. In the east,
however, these commands were more numerous and under civilian
control.86

Theodosius’ second innovation was the creation of a formal command
for Oriens. Although emperors had been appointing generals to ad hoc
commands in the region since at least the reign of Jovian, it was Theodosius
who gave this office its first official form and, in so doing, established the
template for the regional commands that are characteristic of the (much
later) Notitia system. While it is inaccurate to claim Theodosius as the
father of the Notitia system, it would be fair to understand him as its
grandfather.
The final innovation of Theodosius’ reign was a product of necessity

rather than policy: his dependence on barbarian manpower. To a large
extent, this was not Theodosius’ fault. He inherited a shattered army in
an empire that lacked the infrastructure necessary for the rapid, mass
mobilization that had characterized the Roman military in the

84 For these appointments, see Appendix 1. Admittedly, we cannot be certain that Stilicho was made
MVM prior to Richomer’s death in 393; for the date, see PLRE I, 764 (Richomeres).

85 Honorary appointments: CTh 8.5.44.
86 Numerous: CTh 7.4.18; civilian control: Zosimos, New History 5.9. See also Chapter 2.
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Republican period. The eastern empire of the fourth century was never
going to recover quickly from a defeat such as Adrianople. In response to
this reality, Theodosius temporized, fighting a war of attrition, seeking
political settlements, and finding opportunities to co-opt and erode the
military capacity of the Goths. It was a sound strategy, one that played to
the structural advantages of the Roman state. And it ultimately worked,
as least for the east. It also, however, established the dynamics that would
define the next phase of the eastern Roman military, which was marked
by under-militarization on the Roman side and by violent, ethnically
inflected tensions between the Roman civilian administration and the
Gothic military forces that it ostensibly commanded.
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