A Tale of Two States

To what extent can the study of the states of Soissons and Dalmatia provide
insight into the state of the Western Roman Empire in the period around its
fallin476 AD?
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Chapter One — Introduction

The study of the decline and fall of the Western Roman Empire inthe mid to late 400s AD is
one of those periodsin history to which atremendous amount of research and writing has been
devoted, nodoubtfuelled by the still ongoing debates regarding particular what the cause of said
fall was. One need only think of Gibbon’s seminal The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire from the eighteenth century to realise what a hold this period has on the minds of many an
ancient historian. Inthe last ten years four prominent booksin particular have been published
seekingto explain the fall of Rome from Heather, Ward-Perkins, and Goldsworthy."” None of these
scholars however pays particular mind to the Roman states outside of Rome, save to paintthem as
continual victims of barbarian attack, eitherfrom the perspective of the Italian based Western
Roman Empire or from that of the barbarians themselves often without even namingthose
individuals involved.? It seems strange that with the vast wealth of literature available discussing the
state of the Western Roman Empire in this period quite solittle attention appears to have been paid
to the various Roman rump states outside of the Empire itself such as Soissons and Dalmatia. Given
this seeminglack of interest one could even be forgiven forassuming that such states did not
matter; they only existed forashort period afterall, surely they could not provide us with anything
of importance?

Fortunately howeverthis has not always remained the case and there have been
intermittent studies conducted on the two regions. Any study of Soissons appearstorunintothe
perpetual problem when attempting to analyse the state; the lack of available primary sources.
Gregory of Tours is effectively the sole source on Soissons and he was writing from a Frankish
perspective overacentury later. This Frankish perspective is fairly apparent when one considers
Gregory’s account of the war between Soissons and the Franks under Clovis I.* That said books eight
and nine of his History of the Franks do contain fragments of texts from supposedly more
contemporary writers to the period which could have indicated that this was something that
Gregory was inthe habit of doing throughout his writing of it. This dearth of primary source material
for the state of Soissons naturally goes some way to explaining perhaps why it has not been studied
in great detail. The lonely position of Gregory as a primary source may also have been the reasonfor
the placing of Soissonsinto the narrative of Clovis’ Frankish expansioninthe firstreal piece of
literature to tackle the region;J.B. Bury’s 1924 article ‘The End of Roman Rule in Northern Gaul’.”
Thisideaor interpretation of Soissons being more of afoil to show the rise of the Salian Franks
under Clovis as the Franks were now strong enough to conquera Roman state would appearto have
pervaded several of the other works covering Soissons and its region. Whilst this likely Gregory and
Bury inspired viewpoint of course makes sense in Geary’s Before France and Germany: The Creation
and Transformation of the Merovingian World itis perhaps less understandablein atext with a title
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such as Anthony King’s Roman Gauland Germany in which Aegidius and Syagrius rule covers only
two pages.®

More recent studies of the state have departed from this Frankish viewpoint however.
Fanning’s chapterin Fifth Century Gaul: A Crisis of Identity actually focusses specifically on the state
of Soissonsitself, ratherthanitsinteraction with external states. In particular the chapterfocusses
on the aspects and nature of the leadership of Aegidius and Syagrius in Soissons.” The focus on this
in particular may well have been caused by the fact that aside from the two leaders of the state little
isactually knownregardinglife insideit orundertheirrule. In any case this approach to analysis of
the state was also undertaken by Penny MacGeorge in her monograph Late Roman Warlords. By far
the most extensive study of the state of Soissons MacGeorge manages to bring togethervarious
fragmentary pieces of informationin orderto attemptto build an impression of the state and its
workings from a top-down perspective in terms of governing of the province.® MacGeorge’s work
alsogoesa longway to critiquing and dismantling the assertion in Edward James’ The Franks that
the state of Soissons did not actually exist and that Syagrius was actually ruling a Frankish province in
the name of Childericand Clovis|.? Assuch | will not delve too deeply intoJames’ arguments, given
that MacGeorge isable to counter mostif not all in her monograph.

The study of Dalmatiais likewise heavily framed by the perspective of approach beingatthe
top level of the government. Much of the work regarding the state of Dalmatiafocusses primarily on
the character and actions of itstwo leaders Marcellinus and Julius Nepos. MacGeorge herself
approachesthe twofiguresin much the same way as Aegidius and Syagriusin the Dalmatian se ction
of her Late Roman Warlords book; with her eye firmly on their governing of the region. ™ This s true
of many of the works covering either one or both of Marcellinus orJulius Nepos; said texts focus on
themratherthan the actual state of Dalmatia. Thisis somewhat understandable given the fact that
the primary sources available to us, as with Soissons, come from outside the state itself. Naturally
those inbordering states would be principally concerned with the actions of the leaders of their
neighbours and as such this will shape the perception of the state for historians. Those who have
studied the state such as MacGeorge have therefore had to combine the separate perceptions and
interpretations of Dalmatiafrom Western and Eastern Imperial Roman sources. Actual studies of the
state itself aside from that of MacGeorge are not numerous, historians of the period have generally,
perhapsthanks to its geographical location, included the state of Dalmatia with their examination of
the Western Roman Empire properratherthan as its own separate state. As such those works, for
example Bury’s History of the Later Roman Empire, focus on the roles of Julius Nepos and
Marcellinus more as opponents of Ricimer, his puppet emperors and then Odoacer ratherthan
actively on their state of Dalmatia.'" Research into more specificaspects of the state of Dalmatiais
more helpful however; given Dalmatia’s less isolated position compared to Soissons the greater
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number of available primary sources for aspects of more daily life has allowed some historians such
as Glicksman toform a perception of these aspects such as trade in the state. ™

It does not howeverappearthatany of these historians have approached in any great detail
the focus of my thesis question; that of the extent to which these states caninform us of the
condition of the Western Roman Empire inthe period. There have been studies of the states
themselves and studies the role and relation between the Western Empire and these states but
none of these really seek to explore what these states can tell us about the Empire from more
isolated and independentregions of it. Itis surely inthese states that such aspects of the Western
Empire as structure, governance, and culture would be most tested. By examininghow these fared
hereitis myhope that this can then be extrapolated to provide aninsightinto what was happening
inthe Western Roman Empire at the time aside from simply looking at the political struggles and
military aspects of it from within part, nominally or formerly, of the Empire itselfratherthan a truly
external perspective such as that of the Eastern Roman Empire. The situation of the three states
could be seenas somewhat similar politically in terms of their neighbours albeit on alarger scale
with the Western Empire. All three states were threatened by Gothickingdoms, Soissons and the
Western Empire by the Visigoths and Dalmatia by the Ostrogoths, although admittedly the
Ostrogoths appearto have beenless maraudingthantheircousins, perhaps partly due tothe
Dalmatian geography makingit difficult toinvade."® Both Dalmatia and the Western Empire were
involved in the political machinations and movements involving the Eastern Roman Empire. **
Soissons and the Western Empire shared the situation of being effectively surrounded by either
outright enemies or threats looking to take advantage of any perceived weakness. **> With these
similaritiesin situationin mind the states of Dalmatiaand Soissons should be able to providean
insightintothe less obvious aspects of the Western Roman Empire and go some way to bridgingthe
gap betweenthe two aforementioned approaches to studying these statesin this period.

Given the approach of those writers focussing on the states of Dalmatia and Soissons as
beingaimed atthe leadership of the states thisis, by necessity, the approach | too shall have to
adopt with regard to examining these states myself. In orderto tackle what insight the study of
these two states can bringfirst| shall have to examine both. Given the top-down approach to the
states that | have had to take this examination of the states will have to be through the focus of their
sources and representation of power. By examining these aspects | will be able todraw and infer
furthermeaningandideas of what the state was like at otherlevels. These will then feed into my
examination of whether or not these states were actually Roman. This may seem like a fairly
straightforward question but when considered with the various sources and representations of
powerand theirimplicationsit develops in complexity. Asisolated statesitisimportantto examine
thisidentity of the states before trying to use themto gaininsightinto the Western Roman Empire;
if they had seemingly completely abandoned Roman customs, practices and policies they could
hardly be useful in this regard. Finallyin the last chapter|shall return to the original question of this
thesis now armed with the information and conclusions that the previous two chapters have given

12 ¢ Glisckma n, ‘Internal and External Trade in the Roman Province of Dalmatia’, Opuscula Archaeologic,
Papers of the Department of Archaeology, Vol,29, No.1, December 2005 (University of Zagreb, 2005) p.203
B Wozniak, ‘East Rome, Ravenna and Western Illyricum:454-536 AD’, Historia: Zeitschrift fiir Alte
Geschichte, Bd.30, H.3, 1981 (Franz Steiner Verlag, 1981) p.354

" Ibid. p.353

1 MacGeorge, Late Roman Warlords, p.94



me regarding the states of Dalmatiaand Soissons and theirstatuses. In this conclusion | shall
compare and contrast the two statesto a degree, as the differences and parallels betweenthem
may lead toinsights onits own regarding the state of aspects of the Western Roman Empire andiits
people asgeneral principles and themes. The conclusion will also consist of a comparison of the
situations of not only Dalmatiaand Soissons but also the Western Roman Empire of the perioditself.
From this again similarities and differences between the three states can be highlighted. Given the
analysis of the two smallerstates as beingfocussed around theirleadership and governmentitis
with these aspectsin mind that | shall attemptto use themes and differences between Soissons and
Dalmatiato gaininsightinto the state of leadership and governmentinthe Western Roman Empire
of the time. Howevershould themes outside thisfocus be uncoveredinthe course of my research
these too could be applicable to the Western Roman Empire, again through further comparison and
contrasting of the three states. It isworth clarifying now thatin this comparison | will primarily be
focussed on the Western Roman Empire as it was under Ricimerin the lead up to Odoacer’s
conquestin476 AD. Whilst discussion of Odoacerand his state are relevantin the examination of
Soissons and Dalmatiain orderto answerthe thesis questionin my conclusion | will have to consider
the state of the Western Roman Empire around its fall. Since Odoacer’s conquestin 476 AD is one of
the most populardatestodefine thisfall as beingit seems unnecessary toinclude Odoacer’s state;
clearly by 476 ADthe fall of Rome had already been headed towards. Given thatitisthe leadership
and government of the Western Roman Empire that seems to be if not mostknownthen at least
most written about by historians of the perioditis my hope that itis these potentiallatterinsights
outside of this focus that| am mostkeentoinvestigate.



Chapter Two — A Lonely State

2.1 - Sources and Representations of Power in Soissons

As coveredinthe previous chapter, discussion of the state of Soissons under Aegidius and
Syagriusis somewhat problematicgiven the relative lack of primary sources focussed on the state
itself. Thisis notto say that investigating the sources of Aegidius and Syagrius’ powerisimpossible
however. The most obvious source of their powerin the state of Soissons came from the positions
and titles of Aegidius and Syagrius themselves. Both fatherand son nominally atleast held the office
of magister militum, the late Roman provincialtitle, although only Aegidius was actually appointed
to the position in the time of a Western Roman Emperor (Majorian).® Although theoretically a
military based title it does seem that some degree of political oradministrative power came withit,
giventhateveninthe time of Majorian Aegidius was able to exercise some degree of autonomous
powerinworking with the Franks under Childericto try and secure his position against the Goths. Of
course perhaps the ultimate example of the potential power a magister militum could wield is
Ricimerwho useditto control the Western Roman Empire behind puppetemperorsinthis period.
Thisrenders the thought that it was through this powerthat Aegidius retained authority in Soissons
hardly a stretch. Regarding the continued use of the magister militum titleitself Aegidius hadlong
beena known and outspoken supporter of Majorian and so perhaps his continued use of it following
the emperor’sdepositionand death in 461 AD could be a symbol of a stubborn loyalty to his former
emperor. Thistiesintothe suggestion that Ricimer may have attempted to appoint a new magister
militum; as well as a show of loyalty Aegidius’ retention of the title was a means of annoying his
enemy."” Of course it could also have been to simply retain symbolicties with the Western Roman
Empire, despite Aegidius’ near completesevering of them following the death of Majorian and
Ricimer’s subsequent actions."® Aegdius had been heavily involved in campaigns against the
Visigothsinsouthern Gaul with Majorian and so may have hoped the continued use of the title
underwhich they had been victorious could have served as a cautionary reminderto the Visigoths
and any other would be attackers, as well as of course being an outward show of a continued united
frontwith Rome.

Aegidius’ continued use of the title of magister militum also ensured his position as the
focal point of any Roman support or grievancesinthe broad area of northern Gaul; if otherstried to
challenge him he could simply reference his official title as proof of hisleadership credentials. This
role of the title as beinga focus forRoman interestsinthe regionis perhaps best demonstrated by
the fragmentof a letterin Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, known as ‘The Groans of the
Britons’. This letter petitioned aRoman commandernamedinitas Agitus foraid following Rome’s
withdrawal of support for Roman Britain following 410 AD. There has been some scholarly debate as
to the identity of the Agitusinthe petition; the majority of scholars have concluded thatitrefersto
Aetius, Aegidius’ father, pointingtothe reference to his third consulship as a means of dating the
petition. Others such as Leslie Alcock however have suggested thatin fact the Agitusinthe textisa
corruption of Aegidius’ name."® Whilst current belief seems to lean in favour of Aetius the precise
identity of the recipientis notas importantto this thesis as the fact that both of the men debated as
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being Agitus held the same position of magister militum. Thisis aclear indication of the focussing
nature of the title; the Roman Britons wrote to a magister militum for aid despite him being
stationed across the sea because he was their nearest centre of Roman authority and power. It
servestodemonstrate the potential poweracross the region that Aegidius could retain with the
title.

Syagrius’ theoretical continued use of the title of magister militums less straightforward.*
He would nothave beenregardedin any sense as an official appointeeto the post; the title was
traditionally notinheritable.”* Whilst the fact that Syagrius inherited and built upon his father’s
powerinthe region seems without doubt.?” At first glance however his continued use of the title
itself, ratherthanretaining the powerithad bestowed and letting the title diewith hisfather may
seemunusual. Of course Aegidius’ father Aetius had also held the position, however Aegidius had
been appointedtoiton meritratherthan simplythroughinheritingthe title. One relatively
straightforward explanation forthe use of the title itself was that it gave Syagrius’ governance added
legitimacy despite its uninheritable nature. By tying his rule to his father’s it gave Syagrius’
assumption of power asense of stability; there would presumably be no great changes between the
leadership of fatherand the son he raised as implied by the son assuming his father’s mantle. The
earlierpointsasto Aegidius’ use of the title being both something of afocal pointfor the region as
well as a security measure are again relevant to Syagrius, the latter of these arguably even more so.
This was due to the fact that whereas the mainthreat to his fatherwas the Visigoths to the south,
Syagrius also had to contend with the rising strength of his father’s Frankish formerallies to the East
underthe leadership of Childericland Clovis | which would eventually culminatein the invasion and
conquering of Soissons by the latterin 486 AD.”***

Of course withthe fall of Rome to Odoacerin 476 AD the ideaof the title of magister
militum tying Syagrius and Soissons to the Western Roman Empire decreasesinrelevance givenits
much weaker state; it was hardly the fearsome deterrent of old. Indeed Gregory of Tours went as far
as to ascribe an entirely new title to Syagrius, that of ‘rex Romanorum’. Historians have long taken
issue with this title citing principally the deep seated Roman aversion to any forms of kingship since
the reign of Tarquinius Superbus. This mistrust overthe attribution of this title led to the
Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire to revise the initial translation of Gregory’s title as king
followingits first edition and instead refer to Syagriusasa ‘Romanruler’ in subsequent editions.”
Whilst at the time this could have been asimple meanstoavoidthe issue of referring to a post-
Tarquinian Roman as a king. However subsequent work by Fanning has suggested that this
interpretation may bear more merit, referringto other examples of the use of ‘rex’ without negative
connotations as lending weight to the use of ‘rex’ as a referral to rulership or leadership ratherthan
overtkingship.’® What s particularly interesting in the context of this thesis howeveris the
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‘Romanorum’ in thistitle. Unlike the magister militum title this does not solely apply tothe regionin
Gaul butinstead tothe Romans as a whole people. Much like the magister militum titlewhen the
Western Roman Empire properstill existed, the rex Romanorum title if Syagrius was usingit could
have been a source of power by acting as a draw for any remnants of the empire that wished to
continue their Roman way of life and feared outside invasion and conquest.

Naturally fora state with such dangerous enemies as the Visigoths and laterthe Salian
Franks to name those most prominent threats military might played alarge part inthe leadership of
both Aegidius and Syagrius. Whilst these twofoes were those whom sources suggest were most
commonly campaigned against, Soissons isolated position from the rest of the Empire (whilst it still
lasted) leftitvulnerableif notfull scale invasions then raids and forays from other nearby non-
Romans such as the Burgundians to the South East.”” The only direction of respite for Soissons was
the north due to the states coastal border. The magister militum position that both Aegidius held
was of course by nature a military one and Aegidiusin particularhad alongand distinguished
military career priorto takingit.”® Naturally this brought a deal of skill to military affairs, not to
mention givingthem command of all remaining Roman forces in Gaul.?’ Indeed this military might
was such that it may have prompted Ricimerto bribe the Visigoths into attacking Aegidius’ defences
when he threatened a military invasion of the Italian peninsula rather thanrisk any kind of
engagement with Aegidius’ forces.** No actual figures exist documenting the strength of the state
but giventhe position and status of Aegidiusitis likely thathe commanded asizeable and loyal army
thanks to his title and personal military history.>' One need only look at famous Romans such as
Julius Caesarto see the loyalty that success could buy a general.

Naturally such military strength solidified Aegidius and Syagrius’ powerfromthe
aforementioned external threats. The state of the Roman army however was, by this period, hardly
the seemingly unstoppable juggernaut of old and whilst the forces of Soissons proved effective at
repellingenemies the same could not be said forany expansive efforts. Aegidius in particular, once
an alliance with his Salian Frankish neighbours was established, appears to have attempted to renew
the earlier campaigns against the Visigoths to the south.*? In terms of battles Aegidius seems to have
had some success, but no lasting territorial gains could be made nor could he significantly damage
the Visigoth forces.* Despite this it would be somewhat unwise to conclude that Aegidius’
campaigns had no longerterm effects beyond the battles themselves. By conducting these
campaignsinforeign territory and being successfulatleastin battle Aegidius would have been
enhancingthe perception of the military prowess of Soissons. Whilst this would have been unlikely
to preventany outside aggression outright such victories would have given foes cause for caution,
particularly interms of overcommitting theirforcesin case Soissons crushed themin battle and
crippled them. Syagrius would appearto have dropped the more aggressive policies of his father.
With the alliance with the Salian Franks no longerin effect following his father’s death sinceit was
tied to him personally, combined with a continually weakening and introspective Western Roman
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3435 . .
Consolidation

Empire the reasons behind a much more defensive military stance seem obvious.
of powerappearsto have something of atheme in Syagrius’ rule. Under him the state of Soissons
was much more clearly defined and established as opposed to the relatively loose leadership of his
fatherwho seemed to use Soissons as a base of power for his army ratherthan a state at times.>®*’
The value of the military in terms of maintaining powerin Soissons for Aegidius and Syagrius has not
been loston historians, with Elton even remarking that the borders of the state of Soissons were
‘probably not much biggerthan a day’s march from theirarmy’.*®

At firstone may consider Elton’s statement to be referring to simply the threat of external
aggression;the armies of Soissons would have to swiftly react toanyinvasion hence the idea of the
borders extendingas faras an army could march in a day. With threats surrounding the state quick
responses were necessary so as to dissuade any others from taking advantage of the preoccupied
military. Such a situation appearsto have been the subject of attempted exploit by the Visigoths on
at least one occasion.>” Howeveron furtherinspection Elton could just as easily have been referring
to the borders being maintained ata day’s march due to internal pressures. Particularly for Syagrius’
rule the powerand influence of the Western Roman Empire was fading even priorto Odoacer’s
conquest. Assuchthose informerstates of the empire such as Soissons may have felt that perhaps
theirbestinterestlayinleavingthe smallerstate and throwingtheirlotin with would be conquerors
rather than waitfor the seemingly inevitable. As such the military would again have been avaluable
vessel for maintaining power for Aegidius and Syagrius’ within their borders too. Should any region
or significantly large area or population attemptto break away from Soissons or revoltit was
imperative that military intervention was able to reach the problem quickly soasto preventany
exploitation of the trouble as well as quelling the issue before it could draw more support. Of course
the use of military might to retain and solidify power was not a new conceptto Romans howeverin
such an isolated and relatively small state there were no established supply lines or networks of
fortifications to supportlongterm engagements. As such this military organisation may have
appeared differently to that of Roman forcesin the past; necessity forced achangeinthe

applications of the military in Soissons evenifitsactual role was a familiar one.

The infrastructure of the city of Soissons itself, formerly known as Novidunorum, cannot be
overlookedin anydiscussion of powerin the state. Since its capture by Julius Caesar during his Gallic
conquests the city had beenaRoman possessionand would appearto have grownin stature over
time. Itdeveloped into one of the principal settlementsin northern Gaul and indeed of the whole
Gallicregionfollowing the Battle of Lugdunumin 197 AD which would cripple influence of the latter
city and capital of Roman Gaul. As such upon his appointment to magister militum Aegidius
established Soissons as his base of operations asit were; from hisfoundations here he could strike at
the Visigoths and other factions encroaching on Roman Gallicterritory.*° Naturally once disillusioned
and seekingameasure of independence following Majorian’s death Aegidius returned to the city
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and established itas a centre for his continued campaigns in Gaul.** Given the isolated situation that
the state of Soissonswasinitis onlylogical that Aegidius would have selected a city well suited to
beinga stable and secure base of operations. With the isolation in mind he would have required a
city that could fulfil all the myriad needs such arole would demand inasmallisolated state such asa
capacity for trade, administration, and military presence. Since Soissons was the city selected itis
onlylogical to conclude thatit had these features; fora smallisolated state astrong capital was a
must as it would be central to securing powerin the region. This viewpointis supported by the
somewhat more independent minded Syagrius establishing the city as a fully-fledged state capital as
part of his consolidation of power.** With the various aspects of state control based in the capital it
centralised power for Aegidius and Syagrius and strengthened their position; evenif an outlying city
were to fall to invasion their capital would still givethem asolid foundation to strike back from.

Infrastructure inthe region as a source of poweralsoincludes the payment of the military
that maintained the borders of Soissons. Naturally as a prominent city Soissons would have been
capable of generating considerable wealth forits holder, allowing for the maintaining and satisfying
of an army. There are some historians such as Demougeot who suggest that coinsinthe name of the
emperor Majorian mintedin this period were done so underthe orders of Flavius Aetius in his offi ce
as magister militum.*® This has then led to some numismatists such as Grierson and Blackburn, citing
the work of Lafaurie, expanding upon thisideafurther with their suggestion that Flavius Aetius’
minting of coins as magister militum may have meantthatinthe same role Aegidius and possibly
even Syagrius would have had access to the same minting capabilities, citing the same coins
produced in Majorian’s name at this time.** Whilst they appearto be in the minority opinionin this
regardit is worth considering the implications in terms of powerthataccess to a mintwould bring
Soissons, and that neitherleader of the state of Soissons appeared to have many problems
controllingand therefore payingtheirarmy. This also tiesinto the discovery of seemingly unofficial
yet Roman coins discoveredin Northern Gaul which MacGeorge outlines, already suggesting that
these may have been produced by Aegidius and Syagrius.*> Any lingering doubts over the value of
Soissons asa city are nullified when one considers the actions of Clovis |. Following his successful
invasion of the state in 486-7 AD Clovis established Soissons as part of the centre of poweraround
his new capital city of Paris; clearly it must have beenvaluableinorderforhimto have includeditin
the formation of his the heartland of his new kingdom. *® Clovis even used the city as his capital prior
to Paris.*’ Clovis’ decision here highlights Soissons as a seat of powerin the state and wider region.
The considered value of Soissons as a city was highlighted again upon Clovis’ death whereupon
Soissons was distributed as the head of one of the fourkingdoms that were divided between his
sons alongwith Rheims, Paris, and Orléans.*® The city of Soissons therefore seems to have had the
capacity to bestow powerbothinthe literal and physical sense of it beinghome to a developed
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infrastructure, butalsointerms of it beinga symbol of power. Whilst of course notinthe same
league as somewhere like Rome itstillstood outinits state and so would confersymbolicpowerand
authority uponits holder.
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2.2 - Soissons: A Roman State?

Soissons under Aegidius and Syagrius was clearly astate with troubles. As hasbeen
documented and explored inthe previous subchapterthe threat of the various peoples around them
seemsto have been near constantand the isolated position of Soissons from the rest of the Westem
Roman Empire hardly alleviated the situation. There are several points from the sourcesand
representations of powerinthe state that could suggest a movement away from the model of a
Roman state in the period towards somethingelse. The first such pointregards the use of titlesin
the state by Aegidius and Syagrius. Aegidius’ use of the title of magister militum atfirstis not
particularly troubling; he was appointed toit by the emperor Majorian as was properand served the
postin its traditional capacity. However it would seemthat upon his apparent departure from the
Western Roman Empire with the death of Majorian Aegidius retained and continue d to use the title
openly.*’ This appears somewhat at odds with its traditional structure as beinga position
appointable only by emperors; Aegidius took it upon himselfto bear the title. Issues with the use of
the title are onlyincreased upon the assumption of leadership of the state of Soissons by Syagrius.
Syagrius’ adoption, arguably inheritance, of his father’s title of magister militum seems particularly
problematic. Whilst adoption of the title by asucceeding generalmay have been somewhat
permissible the factthat Syagrius was Aegidius’ son makes itappearto be much more akinto an
inheritance. Inheritance of atitle that had by then seemingly developed to imply rule overthe state
(givenitstransference fromone rulerto another) combined withit passing down the family tree
beginstoresemble the despised hereditary rule of the Tarquins and therefore that most hated form
of governmentto Romans: kingship. Clearly the possible adoption of a system similarto that so
reviledin Roman culture can hardly be seen as an action of a truly Roman state. Gregory of Tours
description of Syagrius as ‘rex Romanorum’ therefore does not help matters, with his ascription of
that so detested word to a man who had taken command of the state following his father’s death. If
Syagrius was using this title perhaps it would have been better if he had simply declared himself king
of Soissons or Northern Gaul and formally cutall tiesto Rome. This could have been preferablein
Roman eyesto a man calling himself king of the Romans; something that wentagainst seemingly
theirwhole identity and history. Some have suggested that thisisin fact what Syagrius did, with
there beingvarious sources describing his actions as representative of such a mentality.”*

Furthersissuesarise when one considersthe actions of Aegidius and Syagrius when ruling
regarding theirmilitary actions. Whilst the defence of the state of Soissonsis naturally self -
explanatoryinorderto preserve themselves against foreign threats the actions of bothleadersin
terms of military offensive actionis not. Aegidius had long been campaigning against the Visigothsin
southern Gaul; howeverthat had been forthe Western Roman Empire. With the establishment of
the state of Soissons and the continued ascendency of hisrival and enemy Ricimerin the Western
Empire Aegidius had been operating on significantly diminished relations with the Western Empire.
This howeverdid notseemto dissuade him from these campaigns and the first few could simply be
explained by Aegidius attempting to both continue his old battles and drive the Visigoths away from
Soissons’ borders. The lack of noticeable gains in terms of land against his Visigothicenemies did not
howeverseemto persuade Aegidius that the adoption of amore defensive mind set was wiser

* Ma rtindale, The Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire, Volume 2, p.12
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instead his successinindividual battles seems to have both won him recognition and spurred himto
keep pushing.’*> When Romans in the past had reached across the Danube and made no real
ground the legions had retreated back across the riverand then fortified Roman lands alongit
againstthe Germanictribes. Aegidius howeverratherthan protecting the land and people under his
command kept attemptingto push. When one considers the isolated position of Soissons the
decisionto keep attemptingtotake more land rather than securingthe Roman lands and citizens
already controlled smacks more of awarlord on conquest for personal riches and glory ratherthan a
Roman leader primarily concerned with the consolidation of Roman lands and the security of the
Roman citizens within.

Syagrius at leastappeared of a different mind than his fatherin terms of military emphasis,
focussing on defence far more than offense forthe majority of hisreign, again returningto the
theme of his consolidation and cementing of powerin the state of Soissons. When he lost the final
formal tiesto his father'sold ally inthe Franks with the death of Childericand accession of Clovis |
one may have thought that Syagrius would have given up on Soissons and attempted to make for
the relative safety of Italy or the Eastern Roman Empire. At least he may have been able to find
potential support or sanctuary there for him and his subjects ratherthan facing the now far more
overt threat of invasion manifested. However Syagrius stayed, fought, and lost, personally escaping
to the VisigothicKingdom only to then be surrendered to and executed by Clovis .>* Whilst it may
seemoverlycritical, aretreat could have been attempted given the tremendous odds Syagrius
seemedtoface in attemptingtoretain the state of Soissons. The threats he faced intakingsucha
course of action were surely at most equally dangerous to remainingin Soissons. Asitis his attempt
to stay andfightina clearly desperate situation seems more like the actions of adesperate leaderor
warlord or even king tryingto clingto his personal lands and subjects, ratherthan the actions of a
Romanleaderwiththe bestinterests of hiscitizens at heart.

Thisis not, however, to say that Aegidius’ and Syagrius’ rule in the state of Soissons was an
affrontto Roman sensibilities. Indeed there appears to be evidence toin fact suggest quite the
contrary. Their continued use of the title magister militumis one such example. Although the issues
with their practical usage of the title are explored above itis the title itself which isimportant here.
To continue usingthe title itself, uynmodified oramended, at least suggests an attempttoremain
tied to the Western Roman Empire throughit.>® It was originally conferred on Aegidius by a Western
Emperorof course and so gave the bearera legitimacy of command; something which would
immediately have been lost should the bearer have attempted to elevate themselves to the level of
the Emperor. The continued use of the title then indicates that no matter the practicalities Aegidius
and Syagrius both wanted people tostill consider them Roman provincial governors and leaders.
Giventhe lack of civil unrestintheirstate it would seem that the people withinit were happy with
this representation. The attribution of the title ‘rex Romanorum’ to Syagrius by Gregory of Tours is
therefore worth reconsiderationin this light. Whilst there is much debate stillongoing overthe
precise meaningand implications of the ‘rex’ portion of the title, such as whetherit was simply the
Frankish interpretation of the position, orifitinfact indicated ruler ratherthan specifically king, itis

>2 Ma rtindale, The Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire, Volume 2, p.12
>3 MacGeorge, Late Roman Warlords, p.101

>4 Gregory of Tours, Historia Francorum, 11.27,transl. Brehaut, pp.36-38

>3 MacGeorge, Late Roman Warlords, p.93
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the ‘Romanorum’ partthat is particularly interesting. It would seem that Syagrius and likely Aegidius
too were still presentingthemselves as Roman citizens in charge of other Roman citizens; they were
beingdescribed as king of the Romans ratherthan kings of Soissons oranythingelse toindicate a
desire fornew identity. Given that this view comesfrom the Frankish formerallies of Soissons one
can assume that thisis the perception thatthe twoleaders were giving to those outside the state. Of
course, if thisis what they were indicating tothose outside the state itis likely whatthey were
attemptingto portray within the state too. To avoid the accusations of kingship they retained the
gubernatorial title of magister militum and given the lack of apparent civictroubles and unrest it
would appearthatthose within the state of Soissons accepted this and considered themselves still
Romans lead by other Romans. This presentation of Soissons as beinga Roman state may even have
reached across the seato Britannia. If Aegidius wasindeed the intended recipient of the Groans of
the Britonsthenit indicates a perception of Soissons as being a Roman state; the petition was after
all requesting aid for the Roman Britons from other Romans. >

Whilstthe use of the military to maintain Soissons bordersis something akintothe actions
of awarlord it was hardly a new conceptto the Romans. The military was one of the pillars upon
which the empire had been builtand, referring back to the earlierexample of the Danube
fortifications, the use of the military to defend against external threats was not a novel concept. The
ideathat the boundaries of the state extended as far as its army could march in a day was not so
much a centralisation of powerforawarlord but rathera necessity given the large number of
surrounding threats to the state and its relatively smallsize.’” The actualities and realities of power
inthe state of Soissons being different from the presentation of poweris anideathat appears
frequently. The actions, uses, and sources of power appearing somewhat unusual foraRoman state
and in Aegidius’ and Syagrius’ case appearing more suited to awarlord than the provincial governor
that they purportedto be is a recurringtheme . Howeverthe relevance of the geographical and
political situation that Soissons was in cannot be overlooked. Isolated and surrounded by warlords
and tribal kings Soissons could have fallen much quickerif itattempted to act as a normal Roman
province but withoutthe supportfromthe Western Empire and herlegions. Instead ashift can be
seenvery quickly after Aegidius’ settling in Soissons and his establishing of the state. To explore this
it isworth once again returningto the use of ‘rex Romanorum’ by Gregory of Tours, this time to
considerexactly whoitwas who made this description. Given the Frankish basis of Gregory of Tours
it isreasonable to assume that this came from a contemporary Frank to Syagrius who would have
been beingruled himself atthe time by likely a tribal king, and Childericor Clovis of the Salian Franks
at that. Assuch this description would seem to indicate thatthe one makingitviewed Syagriusin the
same way that they viewed theirown leader; atribal king.”® Thisinitselfindicates agreat deal about
the reality of powerin Soissons. Surrounded by the threats from tribal kings and warlords Aegidius
and Syagrius had had to adapt. In orderto survive surrounded by tribal kingdoms Soissons had had
to become oneitself. The conflict with the presentation of power isthen apparentthrough the
above pointsregarding both Aegidius and Syagrius, as well as of course the citizens within Soissons,
seemingly still considering themselves Roman provincial leaders and citizens.

M. Miller, ‘Bede’s Use of Gildas’, The English Historical Review, Vol.90, No.355, April 1975 (Oxford University
Press,1975) p.247

>’ Drinkwater and Elton, Fifth Century Gaul, p.173

P James, The Franks (Blackwell Press, 1988)p.71
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Ultimately therefore Soissons might appearto have been atribal kingdom masqueradingas
a Roman state.’® However by seemingly going so far to stress the fact thatit was a Roman state and
the people withinitappearto have vieweditas such one mustask whichis more importantto how
a state isdefined; the realities of its power or the perception of it both internally and externally. In
the case of Soissonsitwould seemthatitisthe perception of powerthat has a stronger case; the
changesto the structure and governing of Soissons were effectively forced uponitorrisk
destruction. Wheninthe face of these changes and a lack of support from the Western Roman
Empireitself the leaders and people of Soissons still proclaimed themselves Romansitis easy to
suggestthat despite any realities of power Soissons was a Roman state.

>? H. Wolfra m, The Roman Empire and Its Germanic Peoples (University of CaliforniaPress,1997)p.203
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Chapter Three — A Balance of Power

3.1 - Sources and Representation of Power in Dalmatia

Akinto Aegidiusin Soissons, Marcellinus’ split from the Western Roman Empire had
occurred prior to the actual fall of it. Upon the murder of Flavius Aetius (Aegidius’ father
incidentally)in 454 AD Marcellinus rebelled against the Western Empire and using the forcesthat he
was leadingin Dalmatia at the time seized control of the region.®® From the outset of the formation
of the state it was clear that military might was goingto be a prominent factor inany discussion of
sources of powerinthe region. Howeveritdid notappearto be quite sokey a factor inthe retention
of powerinthe state. Marcellinus was willing to pledge allegiance to the Emperor Majorian and
campaign for himinSicily where he was appointed magister militum, suggesting that he was able to
leave the Dalmatian state toitself without fear of invasion ortrouble.® In pledging allegiance to
Majorian it does not seem that Marcellinus actually sacrificed any autonomy in Dalmatiaand
following Majorian’s death he simply left Sicily and returned to his state. Following this point
Marcellinus and Dalmatia’s military strength does appearto have been of more importance in
retaining his power as more of a deterrentfactor to any potential invaders ratherthan any outright
extended conflicts. Whilst the state was bordered by the Ostrogothic Kingdom and this was the most
overtthreat of military actionthere does notappearto have beenan overtly convincing attemptat
conquest of Dalmatia. Naturally, the repelling of any inquisitive Ostrogothicincursions across the
border by Dalmatian forces would have dissuaded such a course of action. The state of Dalmatia’s
tieswith both the Eastern and Western Roman Empires further made this a daunting prospect. A
pointis often made of describing Marcellinus’ forces as ‘well-equipped’ which Wozniak suggests may
have actually come about thanks to the mines and factoriesin Dalmatia; the prospect of such a well-
equipped army can hardly have increased the chances of an attempted invasion.®” MacGeorge
furtheridentifies the origin of this description as being Damascius.®* The highlighting of such a factor
can hardly be overlooked; if writers of the time were making anote of it any erstwhile conquerors of
Dalmatiawould be sure to have noticedittoo. Thisidea of the army being more of a deterrentis
broughtabout in part due to the political situation surrounding Dalmatia, particularly when
combined with the unfavourable terrain of Dalmatia mentioned in chapter one of this thesis.

The rivalry of the two halves of the Empire is well documented, and there was something of
a personal enmity between Ricimerand Marcellinus given Ricimer’s unsuccessful attempted bribery
of Marcellinus’ Dalmatian forces whilst Marcellinus himself had been in Sicily.®* This meant that
Marcellinus still retained his full forces to potentially resist aninvasion from Italy and Ricimer, whilst
at least guaranteeingthat such a conflict would not be over quickly; a prolonged engagement would
likely have been susceptible to some form of intervention from the Eastern Empire. Dalmatia’s
geographical position between the two great powers accurately reflected its political one, something
which actually helped Marcellinus secure his powerthere as the two halves of the Empire faced off
around him; he could be seen as something of a bufferstate and by setting the two sides against
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each otherhe could remain relatively troublefree.®” Wozniak further explores this idea with the
suggestion thatthe presence of Marcellinus in Dalmatia and his cooperative attitude actually gave
the Eastern Roman Empire their best platform from which to interfere with the Western Roman
Empire foryears.®®

This political situation of course shifted heavily between 468 and 475 AD, firstwiththe
death of Marcellinusin Sicily in 468. His nephew Julius Nepos then assumed control of the province
of Dalmatiaasits governor. Whilst not much is known of Nepos’ time in charge of the province as
governor he had clearly done enough to earn the attention of the Eastern Roman Emperor Leo who
appointed Neposto overthrow Glycerius, the usurper of the throne of the Western Roman
Empire.®”*® Initially successful, driving Glycerius from the throne and assumingit himself with Leo’s
backingin474 AD, Nepos himself was subsequently overthrown by Orestes and forced to flee back
to Dalmatia.®® The presence of Julius Nepos upon his, admittedly rather forced, return lent the semi-
independent stance of Dalmatia much more credibility and power. Although now deposed Nepos
still nominally held the position of Emperor of the Western Roman Empire once Romulus Augustus
was usurped. As such his continuation of his uncle’s stance of Dalmatia theoretically being a part of
the Western Roman Empire but in actuality acting mostly independently gained weight. Of course as
a now deposed emperor he would wantto act in his owninterests rather than those of his usurpers.
Nepos now had a more official reason and authority to rule Dalmatia as he did when compared with
his uncle; he was still Emperorin name and so his actions gained a certain weight; it was nota rogue
general operatingin Dalmatia now it was the Western Roman Emperorhimself. Whilst this helped
shore up Nepos’ powerin Dalmatiawith regardto external threatstoit, itdid of course aidhimin
increasing his powerinternally within the state. Before his Imperialappointmentin 474 AD any
potential opponents of Nepos within the state would have had to contend with him as a governor
and the military that supported him. Following his deposition however opposing Nepos now meant
not only facing off against him, but theoretically ‘his’ entire Western Empire, notto mention his
Eastern Empire allies. Hardly an enticing prospect made all the less tantalising by the fact that even if
such oppositionto Nepos succeeded his victorious opponents would presumably have to soon face
invasion from Odoacer who hadlongbeen seekingto regain Dalmatia’s mines and factories. Such
considerations would have secured Nepos' power following his return to Dalmatia; the odds of a
successful coup would hardly be in his opponentsfavourand in fact the latter factor of Odoacer’s
invasion actually came to pass after Nepos’ assassinationin 480 AD. On top of Nepos’ own personal
rightto rule thanksto histitle was the fact that he had been chosen forthe position by the Eastern
Roman Emperor Leo through his right to choose his counterpart emperor. Although brief, Nepos’
time as the Emperortherefore would appearto have had much strongerlegitimacy than that of
Orestes’ short-lived appointment of his son Romulus Augustus. Whilst Romulus Augustus’ own
deposer Odoacerfrom 476 AD was not in quite such a tenuous position, following his recognition as
Patricius by the Eastern Roman EmperorZeno, he was not formally allowed to hold the title of
Western Roman Emperoritself. This, Zeno insisted, still belonged to Julius Nepos.”°
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At first this may appear to have been somethingof alimitertoJulius Nepos’ power. The
intervention andinsistence of Zeno could well have given the impression that he was nothing more
than a dummyrulerforthe Eastern Roman Empire. While the using of Nepos to affectinfluence
withinthe Western Roman Empire may well have been Zeno's intention Nepos does not to appear
have takenit as such and in fact used this supportto both hisand the state of Dalmatia’s advantage
With Zeno'sinsistencethat Nepos be placed as Western Roman Emperorit gave the impression that
interference with Nepos meantinterferinginthe interests of the Eastern Roman Empire. As such
Odoacerwould have been farmore reluctant to take action both against Nepos and his state of
Dalmatiaas it meantaction againstZeno. Indeed, as discussed later Odoacer seems to have
attempted to show publicsupportfor Nepos, almost undoubtedly for Zeno’s benefit. Thisideais
supportedinthe aftermath of Nepos’ deathin 480 AD; only a few months later Odoacer usesthe
pretext of Nepos’ deathtoinvade and subjugate Dalmatia with no objection from the Eastern
Roman Empire.”* Zeno’s endorsement of Nepos may also have further enhanced Nepos’ personal
power. Although he was of course merely the Western Roman Emperorin name not practice the
personal support of the Eastern Roman Emperorfor Nepos to be his counterpart must have
increased his personal standing. Whilst his time as governor of Dalmatiahad convinced Leotoselect
himin the first place the endorsement of another Emperorserved as furthertestament to Nepos’
character and ability; the Eastern Roman Emperortheoretically considered Nepos as being worthy of
beinghisequal. Thislentfurther weightto Nepos’ words and actions even when he was relatively
powerlessin actuality outside of his Dalmatian state.

Nepos’ position as Western Roman Emperor may also have created a source of powerfrom
any unrest or disaffected peoples, ironically, within the Western Roman Empire. Given the upheaval
regardingthe rapid changing of, whilst not always emperors in name, those in power of the Empire it
is easy to imagine dissatisfaction with lifein the Empire building. Afterall, one need only point to the
aforementioned succession of leaders to highlight the fact that people in the Weste rn Roman
Empire were not happy with its direction. As such, the stable and apparently good rule of Neposin
Dalmatia must have seemed ratherappealing, particularly when considered with the fact that he
was still Emperorin name; he could be a powerful potential ally. As such Nepos may have garnered
physical supportinterms of migrants fromthe Western Empire joining himin Dalmatiaas well as
political supportacross the Empire with those disillusioned by the currentrule. This was likely only
increased as a source of power for Nepos upon the adoption of the title of King by Odoacer.”> Those
who still considered themselves Roman would presumably have felt at odds with such a decision and
with Julius Nepos as the remaining symbol or representative of the Western Roman Empire as it had
beenand so turnedto him.”

The minting of the coins of Julius Nepos as Western Emperor was one of the methods
alludedto earlier with which Odoacerappears to have been tryingto convey his support for Nepos
to the Eastern Roman Empire. They were certainly commissioned by Odoacer at least; the mints
from which the coins were produced were all in regions under his control.”* However they could
have been a source of powerina similarmeans as the mere title inthe above paragraph. The use of
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coinsto convey political messagesis well documented, with rulers throughout the history of Rome
commissioning new coins to commemorate events or portray themselvesin acertain way. Since
Nepos was not actually the one behind the creation of his coinsitis unlikely that any overt message
was meantto be carried inthem; indeed those found of him appearfairly similar to those of recent
previous Western Roman Emperors.”” However the mere fact that these coins were distributed
bearing Nepos as the Western Roman Emperorin particularlike those before was a source of power
for him. It cemented his position between Odoacerand Zeno fora start; Odoacer certainly could not
take overtaction withoutZeno beingable tointerfere now that Odoacer himself seemed to have
recognised Nepos as Emperor. Furtherto this the circulation of coins as a pseudo messaging service
would have meant that many people would have seen this apparent acceptance of Nepos as
Western Emperor.”® Whilstitis unlikely that many truly believed he was the manin charge of the
Western Roman Empire at this pointitdid nevertheless tie Nepos to those illustrious emperors who
had come before himinRome’s glorious past through histitle. As such itagain limited the open
actions Odoacer could take against Nepos; it was one thingto invade anindependent region to
guashthe threat of a false claimant to his powerbut quite anotherto do it against the man that he
himself had legitimised as the Western Roman Emperorthrough these coins. Since he himself had
established Nepos as the Western Emperorinthe minds of the people any actions Odoacer took
against Nepos could have caused rumblings and questioning of his leadership amongst the peoplein
the Western Roman Empire. The threat that the people would pose if they no longerwanted hisrule
was far greaterto Odoacer than that of the relatively neutered Nepos. Odoacer would infact later
use this legitimisation and apparent acceptance of Julius Nepos as Western Roman Emperoras the
primary cause for hisinvasion of Dalmatiain the wake of Nepos’ assassination.’’”® However whilst
Neposremained alive and Western Roman Emperor the production and distribution of these coins
helped Nepos maintain power by limiting Odoacer’s options in controlling or opposing Nepos due to
threats at home and abroad.

When examining Nepos’ power within Dalmatiaitselfitis worth considering the period
following Marcellinus’ death and priorto Nepos’ appointment to the position of Western Roman
Emperorby Leo. In terms of his governance of the province it would seem as thoughhe dida
particularly good job; it was afterall one of the driving factors behind his selection forthe role of
Western Emperor by Leo. Certainly this would have helped him secure the power that he already
held; a well-governed state is generally less likely to produce large amounts of dissent and
oppositiontoaruler. Howeveritisthe very start of hisrule in Dalmatiathat is of particularinterest.
Upon hisuncle’sdeathin 468 AD Neposinherited the control of the state. Howeverratherthan
simply inheritingthe leadership position his uncle had held and ruling the state asa governor Nepos
specifically inherited his uncle’s title of magister militum (by now magister militum Dalmatiae thanks
to the actions of Marcellinus).”® Much like with the situation involving the inheritance of this title
between Aegidius and Syagriusin Soissons this seems to have been adeliberate adoption of the
title. Presumably itaided Nepos’ position by tying him clearly to his uncle who had established
Dalmatiaas a state in a clear way; it tied him to Marcellinus’ powerand achievements and therefore
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increased his own appearance of power by associationinthe same vein as later the depiction of
Nepos on coins as discussed above would tie him to previous Western Roman Emperors.

As with Syagrius’ and Aegidius’ use of the title magister militum it alsotied the Dalmatian
state to the Western Roman Empire through its original awarding to Marcellinus by the Western
Emperor Majorian.®® Whilst Dalmatia was acting mostly independently at this time, afurtherlink to
the Western Empire to which the state nominally belonged would have been beneficialin a couple
of ways, particularly with the transition of power from Marcellinus to Julius Nepos in mind.*" First
was of course the fact that the continued use of the title whilst ruling would aid in offsetting any
potential fears or unrestfromthose people in the state who wished to remain attached tothe
Western Empire ratherthan truly independent.® Secondly the continued use of the title meant that
the ruler of the Western Empire could not use the apparent cutting of ties with the dropping of the
title as a pretexttoinvade and regain Dalmatia. In both cases the death of Marcellinus created
opportunities forthose looking to take advantage; with the man who established the state dead it
would be easierto take advantage of any poordecisions from Nepos as he presumably would not
have had quite the same supportbase. The use of the title that had been awarded by the Western
Roman Emperor would act as something of a counterto any significantinterestin the allegiance of
Dalmatiafromthe Eastern Roman Empire. If any overtures were made from the Eastern Empire
Neposwould be able to use histitle that had come from the Western Emperoras an argument
point. Theideabeingthat Neposand Dalmatia could notjointhe Eastern Empire whilstthe ruler of
Dalmatiaheld thistitle; to do so would be an antagonisticaction fromthe Eastern Emperortowards
his Western counterpart as he would be taking his land no matter how loosely affiliated it was. Once
againthe state of Dalmatiaseems to have been attempting something of abalancingact between
the Western and Eastern Roman Empires, with its continued independence relying on finding the
correct pointbetweenthe two.

The final point of note regarding Julius Nepos’ adoption of the magister militum concerns,
perhaps unsurprisingly, the military. The forces that Marcellinus had built up had formed the
backbone of his capture of Dalmatiain the first place and afterwards had helped himin the
establishingand consolidating of his powerin the region.®® As such, whilst MacGeorge asserts that
the title had come to imply certainlegal and civil duties and requirements, it was still the military
implication that was the mostimportantto Nepos and the state.®* The deliberate description of
them by Damascius combined with the targeting of the army by Ricimer as discussed earlier serves
to supportthisview. Naturally therefore, the continued support of his uncle’s forces would be vital
for Julius Neposinsecuringand maintaining power. Dalmatiaitself would have helped himin this
regard. Givenitsrich mines and arms factory Nepos would have been able to use this as the basis for
a fairly strong economy.?* He would have been able to keep his forces well-armed, wellfed, and
mostly of all for their morale and support, well paid. One need only consider the fates of significant
Roman figures of the past such as Ulpianto see what could happenwhen alegionrealised that those
incharge did not have the bestinterests of their purses at heart. By maintaining a well-paid military
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therefore Nepos could use themto secure his position even priorto using any ideological or
symbolical persuasivetactics on them. His adoption of the magister militum title therefore was
perhapsthe most significant of these symbolicactionsin orderto acquire or secure the support of
the army. For the non-Roman elements of the army especially, in particular thinking of the Huns
which were seemingly so worthy of note in Marcellinus’ forces, Nepos was providingaclearand
obviouslinkto hisuncle. By inheriting Marcellinus’ title Nepos was giving a clearindication to this
military force that he was aimingto continue commanding them like his uncle had; he was
continuing hislegacy. The importance of using the title specifically, ratherthan relyingon other
means of doing this meantthat it could be clearly understood by all members of the army; itwas a
statement of intent. Of course, Nepos did not have much choice with regard to other means of
demonstrating thisintent; unlike his uncle he did not have the option of conqueringaregion like
Marcellinus had, giventhe ever present threat of Dalmatia’s Eastern and Western Imperial
neighbours. The strength of Dalmatia’s Ostrogothic neighbours also negated this option; aninvasion
of theirlands would likelyhave resultedinalonga drawn out campaign, presenting the opportunity
to in particularthe Western Roman Empire to launch theirown invasion of the now relatively
unguarded Dalmatian state. The adoption of the title was likely therefore in this sense a piece of
propagandahowevergiven the earlier discourse onthe importance of the military to maintaining
Dalmatia’s positionitwas likely avital one.

21



3.2 - Dalmatia: A Roman State?

It may seem somewhatodd atfirstto question whetherastate that was led by the Western
Roman Emperor himself was truly aRoman state. Indeed situated as it was between both the
Eastern and Western Roman Empiresitis hard to imagine how a state in that position could be
anything but Roman. Howeveron closerinspection the definition of the state may not be quite so
apparent. Fora start, much like with Soissons, the actual formation of the state raises some issues.
When Marcellinus effectively invaded Dalmatia with hisforces he was notdriving back invading
forces and liberating Roman citizens. Instead he was conquering Roman lands using what was
effectively his personalarmyinrebellion against the Western Roman Empire following the murder of
hisfriend. Whilst he was willing to swear fealty to Majorian he did not return control of Dalmatia
and retained most of hisautonomy. Anindependent state borne of the personal grievances of a
general appears more like the origins of anindependent kingdom than a Roman state, despite
Marcellinus’ laterslight reconciliation.

Much like Soissons, the title of magister militum also highlights some problems. Whilst
Marcellinus’ acquisition of the title was straightforward he, like Aegidius, did not relinquish it even
afterthe death of Majorian, the Western Emperorwho had awarded it to him. Overtime italso
appearsto have changed during his life to that of magister militum Dalmatiae. Whilst this could be
viewed as a simple expansion to the title, given Marcellinus’ power base in the state it does carry
hints of a more separatist mind set. By including the state inthe title it sounds like anintended
hereditary title that now belongs to the leader of Dalmatia than an official office appointable by the
Western Roman Emperor. MacGeorge’s argument that the implications of implied power that came
with the title were expanded with this change goes some way to supporting this viewpoint.** Of
course the title of magister militum was inherited oradopted it was by Marcellinus’ nephew Julius
Nepos upon his death much as in the case of Aegidius and Syagrius in Soissons. Whilst there was the
long established Roman tradition of dynasticism and trying to keep titlesin the family this case
seems different. Marcellinus simply could have wished Julius Nepos to succeed him as governor of
the state if it was a case of putting his family first. Instead Nepos took the seemingly specifically
created title and role of magister militum Dalmatiae from his uncle upon the latter’s death.®” Whilst
the reasons for taking the title have been discussed earlierin te rms of power the discussion overthe
taking of this title with regard to being a Roman state is more problematic. Marcellinus had
seemingly created thistitle forthe purpose of indicating his rule in this state, and evenif he himself
had notactually createdit the inheriting of it by Nepos makes his perception of the title clear; it
indicated the right torule the state. If it had simply been the title of governor of the state itis likely
not much would be read into this decision. However the use of a specifically created titlethat
indicated the rulergivesit monarchical undertones. Afterall there was a perfectly good Roman title
that seemed to mean much the same thing (that of simply a provincial governor) butitwas
overshadowed by this new title; perhaps indicating the future of the state too.*® Thisseems
somewhat familiarto the discussion surrounding Syagrius and the magister militum and rex
Romanorum titles howeverin this case the inheritorJulius Nepos seems to have actively chosen this
differenttitle. The issues surrounding Nepos’ adoption orinheritance of this title are compounded
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by the argument by some historians that Julius Nepos was in fact Marcellinus’ son rather than his
nephew. Thiswould highlight the inheritable and monarchical nature of the created title all the more
directly and as such would intensify the questions overit. MacGeorge however asserts that this
identification of Marcellinus as being Nepos’ fatheris likelythe result of Marcellinus Comes being
quoted, ratherthan several differentsources and as such is rendered somewhat doubtful by the
higher number of sources available stating otherwise, although it should be noted that they are not

allinaccord as to the identity of Nepos’ father either.®*****

The stance of Dalmatiaregarding the Eastern and Western Roman Empiresalso seemsto be
somewhat troublesome. Whilst nominally part of the Western Roman Empire Dalmatia acted
effectively independently the vast majority of the time. This oftenled to strained relations between
the Western Roman Emperorand Dalmatia. Conversely however the relations between the Eastern
Roman Empire and Emperor and Dalmatia were frequently quite strong, with both Marcellinus and
Julius Nepos working closely with the Eastern Emperor Leo and then Ne pos subsequently working
with Leo’s successor Zeno too.’” One could have thought therefore that given the strained relations
between the Western Emperor and Dalmatia, ratherthanrisk its security Dalmatia would swear
fealty tothe Eastern Roman Emperorinstead. Howeverthe rulers of Dalmatia both seem to have not
even entertained the idea. Given Dalmatia’s supposed identity as a Roman state it may be thought
that surely being part of one of the two Empires properly would be bestforthe people. Instead it
appears as though the rulers acted somewhat selfishly, fighting any attempts from either Empire for
reconciliation or subjugation so as to preserve their own personal regional power. > There seemed to
be a directdisregard forRomaninterests when compared with their personal ones.

Howevertosimply brand the state of Dalmatia as completely non-Roman would be
oversimplifying things. Although perhaps not quite so obvious orapparent as the aforementioned
points there are some factors which highlight the possibility of Dalmatiainstead beinga Roman
state. Most overtly there is the fact that despite acting more or lessindependently in the state both
Marcellinus and Julius Nepos were willing to at least nominally remain a part of the Western Roman
Empire.> This lack of a true declaration of independence could be seen as an active willingness to
still remain Roman politically and therefore atleast nominally. Whilst of course the actuality of the
state could have been not Roman at all the fact of this action and affiliation does suggest that
Marcellinus and Nepos wanted Dalmatiato be considered and perceived as a Roman state. Of
course some might suggestthat this was merely the only option available to Dalmatiato truly
cementits position, bordered as it was by the Eastern and Western Roman Empires; any true
declaration ofindependence would have led to justified conquest from the Western Empire oran
opportunist Eastern Empire. Whilstitis certainly true that this was a significant and very useful
benefit of swearingnominal fealty to the Western Roman Empire to state that it was the sole
motivation forthis action seems somewhat overly simple. Afterall, if the swearing of fealty wasjust
to retaina measure of secure independence then one mustask why they swore ittothe Western
Empire who both Marcellinus and Julius Nepos had had issues with in the past. The Eastern Empire

89 MacGeorge, Late Roman Warlords, p.29

% Ma rtindale, The Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire, Volume 2, p.778
* Drinkwater and Elton, Fifth Century Gaul, p.24

%2 O’Flynn, Generalissimos of the Western Empire, p.116

3 Wozniak, ‘East Rome, Ravenna and Western Illyricum’, p.359

2 O’Flynn, Generalissimos of the Western Empire, p.116

23



had longbeen afriend and something of an ally for both men, who had worked closely with Eastern
Emperors. As such swearingthis nominal fealty to the Eastern Empire instead may have beenan
easierand saferoption. Itisin examining why both Marcellinus and Julius Nepos did not do this that
anotherargumentinfavourof themandtheirstate still being Roman develops. Whilst there were
political motivations forJulius Nepos not to following his deposition as Western Roman Emperorin
that he did not wantto risk losing hisimperial claim, for both men as magister militum Dalmatiae
leadingthe state priorto this the same reasoning does notapply. There seems to have beenlittle to
stopthemdeclaringtheirloyalty to the Eastern Roman Empire instead; the only real threat was that
the Eastern Empire would attemptto truly subjugate their state which was athreat that they faced
inthe Western Roman Empire anyway. Marcellinus, accordingto O’Flynn, actually made asimilar
swearing of fealty to the Eastern Emperoras he had done to the West.*® It is with thisin mind
therefore thatone can start to view the decision to remain specifically part of the Western Roman
Empire as perhaps beingindicative of both the wishes of Marcellinus and Nepos and therefore likely,
giventhe lack of any significant trouble with theirrules, the wishes of the peoplein Dalmatia too.
They did not wantto be viewed as just any kind of Roman; to their mind despite being a mostly
independent state they werestill citizens of a specifically Western Roman state inthe Western
Roman Empire.

The next pointis something of a counterpointtothat regarding the use of the magister
militum Dalmatiae title ratherthan acompletely new idea. The title itself was specifically Romanin
originandso tiesto the previous pointregarding the self-identification of those within Dalmatia.
With the title of the rulerbeing overtly Romanin originit could have alleviated some of the fears of
those who wished to remain aRoman state and part of the Western Empire, which as the previous
paragraphs suggests, was likely a majority of the citizens in the state. Much like the use of the
magister militum title in Soissons it gave the changing and evolvingleadership position of this new
state a clearly identifiable tie to Rome, invaluable in persuading doubters of the intentions of the
leaderand the future of the state.”

It iswith regard to what the title had actually meant priorto the inception of the Dalmatian
state that is a true counterpointto the earlier argument of the monarchical implications of the title.
Marcellinus had been appointed magister militum initially by Majorian in the specifically military role
that it had fulfilled in the Western Roman Empire. The holding of this title led him on campaignsin
Sicily and otherregions around Italy and of course tied his own personal prestigeand fame to that of
the title itself. The fame of Marcellinus was also reflected on his troops who, as discussed previously,
were vital in both his taking and holding of the Dalmatian state and they were renowned for their
more exoticcomponents (the Huns that Ricimer attempted to bribe) and their equipment.®” As such
with both theirprestige and Marcellinus’ growingitis easy to see that the forces under his command
may have come to regard the title of magister militum Dalmatiae as being that specifically of the
man worthy of commanding them; no othertitle would take precedence. Certainly the fact that
these men remained specifically loyalto theircommanderin hisindependent state ratherthan
servingthe Western Roman Empire as a whole would seem toindicate such aloyalty to the man and
his title. With thisin mind the inheritance oradoption of the magister militum Dalmatiae title by
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Julius Nepos would appearto have taken ona new interpretation, again linking tothe ideathat
MacGeorge pushed.”® The idea of the title as being monarchical in this lightis thereforeirrelevant;
Nepos’ only choice was to take the title because of the implied leadership of the forces that his uncle
Marcellinus had established. Given the importance of this military in securing powerin the state
bothinternally versus dissenters and externally as a deterrent for both the Eastern and Western
Roman Empiresit is easy to see why Nepos placed the satisfaction and fulfilment of the demands of
his military before any other considerations regarding his actionininheriting his uncle’s title;
withoutit his powerand the position of Dalmatiaas an independent state would be much more
precarious. Of course this would suggest that the military was key to power inthe state; such a
situation may be more reminiscent of tribal kingdoms and warlords who retained powerthrough
military might and fear, ratherthan of a Roman state.”® However the use of the military to secure
powerwas hardly an alien conceptto Roman sensibilities; one need only think of Julius Caesar
crossingthe Danube in order to build anidea of the weight the presence of a military force could
carry in the political landscape.

All of thistherefore frames the state of Dalmatiain something of asimilar way to Soissons
regardingthe question overwhetherit wasa Roman state. Againit would have appeared that the
actual realities of the sourcing and maintaining of powerin the region were somewhat removed
from what one might expect of a Roman state. However again, like in Soissons, the presentation and
perception of the identity of the state and its people was of them being Roman, from both an
internal and external viewpoint. The question of Dalmatia beinga Roman state therefore would
seemto have highlighted the same conflict between the realities of poweras opposed tothe
representation and perception of astate as was found in the earlier examination of Soissons. The
actuality of power was often borne out of necessity, forexamplethe prominence of the militaryin
holding powerinthe region beinglinked to position of Dalmatia betweenits two threatening
Imperial neighbours. Unlike Soissons howeverthe shift this caused in Dalmatia as a state is not quite
so overt; it was not surrounded simply by aggressive militaristictribes but rathertwo large and
complex empires. As such Dalmatia appearsto have had to adapt to be something of abalancing
pointbetween the East and West; rather than apingtribal neighbours like Soissons Dalmatia had to
ape the complex political machinations of its two neighbouring empires. However much like Soissons
those in charge and seemingly the citizens of the state believed that they were still a Roman state,
and again the strength of this beliefand its manifestation inthe presentation of the state leads to
the conclusion that this belief bears prominence overthe actualities of powerinthe region;
Dalmatiawas a Roman state.
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Chapter Four

Conclusions

Both Soissons and Dalmatia as states seem fairly connected with regard to theiridentity as
Roman. Both had had to adapt the real structure and sources of their powerand government due to
the threats of theirneighbours yet both still retained the beliefand the presentation that they were
stillRoman states. Howeverthe precise way in which the two states went about these things
differed. Soissons always appeared more immediately vulnerable to external threat than Dalmatia;
the threat of tribal conquest was a constant presence and the military wasindeed actively used to
fend off incursions from neighbours. Dalmatia’s threat meanwhile was less militaristicand more
politically involvedin the constant struggle and plays for prominence between the Eastern and
Western Roman Empires. As suchit shifted to being something of abalancingact between the two
Empiresinorderto preserveits owninterests. Despite these actual shifts being different in nature
whatis not differentisthe cause forboth. In the cases of both states it was the surrounding political
landscape which shapedtheirchanges and in most cases appears to have made said changesa
necessity for survival ratherthan simply an option. Asit was the states of Soissons and Dalmatiaon
inspection do notseemall thatalien to Roman history. Soissons seems to be somewhat similarto
the structure of the early Roman state. It was surrounded on all sides by threats and enemies and
had to adapt militarily in orderto combat these and defend itself principally. In spite of these
similarities with theirneighbours both the early Roman state and Soissons retained the belief that
they were Roman whichinitselfimplied asense of superiority to those that they were inreality
actually apinginterms of power. Dalmatiatoo seems somewhat similar to Rome in the past,
althoughinthis case a precise timeframe is harderto pin down. Instead Dalmatia seems fairly
indicative of the factional and dynastic struggles of Imperial Rome. Julius Nepos himselfwas
representing hishome state and family andin orderto secure theirsurvival had to play the two
much largerand stronger factions of the Eastern and Western Roman Empires against each otherfor
the benefit of Dalmatia.

This clash between the reality of powerin orderto survive and the presentations and
perceptions of these statesis acommontheme when examining powerin both states; despite the
changesalmost forced upon the states they retained the belief of being Roman states. Thisinitself is
an interesting point when one broadens the scope and examines the Western Roman Empire itself
at the time. On closerinspection this state too appearsto have been havingissues regarding the
clash of the reality of poweragainstits perception. The succession of Western Emperors who were
effectively puppets of Ricimeris the most obvious example of this. Due to his Germanictribal
heritage Ricimer could not assume the mantle of Western Roman Emperor himself and soinstead
used his military strength to place puppet rulers on the throne.**® Underthese emperors the
Western Empire was effectively amilitary dictatorship under Ricimerwhen one considers the
realities and actualities of powerinthe Empire; Ricimer’s unpopular elevation of Libius Severusin
461 AD for example brought open hostilities between him and the prominent West Roman generals
in Aegidius and Marcellinus who both threatened him with war overthe issue.'®* However thanks to

his personal military strength combined with that of his now puppeted Western Roman Empire
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Ricimerwas able to retain power effectively through the military might protecting him and his
puppets alone.*® In spite of this Ricimerand his puppets seem to have still endeavoured to retain
some outward display of a continuation of normal Western Roman political practice; the
appointment of Western Emperors still theoretically had to be sanctioned by the Eastern Emperor
for example. Even the motivations forassuming powerin this mannerappearto be somewhat
similartothose in Soissons and Dalmatia. Although it cannot be argued that Ricimerwas notacting
inself-interest he did seemtofill something of anecessary role for the Western Roman Empire’s
continued survival. His military strength of course was important with regard to physically defending
the Western Empire fromthe Visigoths howeverthis necessity was not solely physical. When one
inspects what happenedin the Western Empire following Ricimer’s deathin 472 AD the changein
stabilityinthe Empire is clearly apparent with arapid turnover of Western Emperors none of whom
could effectively consolidate power like Ricimer had.'?* As such perhaps Ricimer could be viewed as
something of anecessity forthe Western Empire at the time; without a unifyingleaderlike himthe
Empire would have beenin much greatertrouble and the rise of such a figure was a forced and
necessary change in government and power forthe Empire’s survival. The ascendance of the military
in Ricimer’s Western Roman Empire also mirrors the situation in both Soissons and Dalmatia. In all
three cases the states were held together seemingly principally by the strength of the commander
and theirmilitary forces. Inthe cases of both Dalmatiaand Soissons this has already been examined
and identified as a necessary shiftin the emphasis of power. With Ricimerand the Western Roman
Empire the aforementioned pointregarding him and the shiftin powerbeinganecessary change for
the survival of the Empire againisrelevant. Without Ricimer’s strong military he could not have been
the centralising and consolidating force that he wasinternally in the Western Empire, nor could he
have adequately defended the Empire from the many enemies that now surrounded it like the
Visigoths. Again, much like in Soissons and Dalmatia these changes were born of necessity for
survival. Itiswith all of these pointsin mind therefore that one could suggest that the states of
Soissons and Dalmatiaactually provide something of a microcosm of the problems and necessary
changesoccurringin the Western Roman Empire inthe same period. All three states appearto have
undergone anecessary and similar shiftinthe sourcing of powerin orderto survive, and yetall three
still portrayed themselves as the same Roman states as before. Whilst differentin the actual
specifics all three states seemto have developed along parallellines regarding the overall themein
all three of the realities of powerversus its representation.

Whilstthisinitselfisanimportant conclusiontodrawitis not the only one. The examination
of the Roman identity of Soissons and Dalmatia on a state level also appears to provide an
interesting insight. Soissons would appear to have gone to greatlengths to emphasise the ‘Roman-
ness’ of the state. When compared to Dalmatia there seemto have been strongerattempts to
portray this Romanidentity for example the continued use of the magister militum title even when
effectively abandoned by the Western Roman Empire, the possible use of the ‘rex Romanorum’ title,
the use of Soissons the city as a traditional Roman provincial capital. All of thesethings give the
impressionthatthe presentation of the state and therefore its people as being Roman was very
importantto those living within and leadingit. It was the aspects of the state and government that
provided clearlinkstothe Western Empire that were most frequently presented across and out of
the state. Those arguably less traditionally Roman factors such as the emphasis on the military as the
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state’s source of power were not emphasised at all, despitethe fact that they were usually
necessary forthe survival of the state. The adherence to the show of loyalty to the Western Empire
may even have brought Soissons more negative than positive outcomes; no supportfromthe
Western Empire was received and the Visigoths who had been makingincursionsinto the borders of
the Western Empire properwere now presented with another Roman targetisolated north of them.
Thisis something of a contrast with Dalmatiain which the emphasis on the state as being Roman
does notappear to have been quite such a priority. Whilst the state, as discussed in chapter 3.2, did
appearto attemptsome displays of Romanidentity such as the use of the magister militumtitle and
the reluctance tojoin the Eastern Roman Empire these do notappear to have beenasovertasin
Soissons. Romanidentity was much more of a seemingassumptionin thisstate;itdid notneedtobe
restated repeatedly, of more importance was its distinction and balancing between East and West
Rome. The action of both states with regard to Roman identity provides two conclusions. The firstis
that the presence of non-Romans appears to have intensified the need to stress the state’s own
Romanidentity in Soissons. Dalmatia was bordered by the two Roman Empires and as such was not
ina tremendous amount of doubtregardingits broadly Roman identity. Soissons however was
surrounded by hostile tribes and had had to adaptto some of theirwaysinorderto preserve the
state. The same need of Soissons to emphasise this Roman identity appearsto have been similarto
that of the Roman Moors in North Africainthe same period thatretained theirLatinnamesasa
means of separation fromthe various tribes around them, particularly with regard to the inscription
in Altavadescribingthe ruler of the city, Masuna, as the king of the Roman and Moorish
peoples.'®'% It would appearthat Soissons and Dalmatia therefore provide an example of the
‘Other’ acting as a catalyst for self-identification; Soissons felt more need to clarify itsidentity due to
its surrounding non-Roman cultures than the Roman surrounded Dalmatia. This appears similarto
the approach that Gruen finds presentin Tacitus’ examination of Germanictribes; by examiningthis
‘Other’ one learns more about oneself.**®

The second conclusion that can be drawn regards the actual meaning of Romanidentity for
these states. Both professed to be and gave the outward impression that they were Roman states,
regardless of the actualities of their powerand governmental structures. However both exercised an
incredibleamount of autonomy and independence from the Western Roman Empire and therefore
Rome itself. Inthe past profession of being Roman without any actual ties to the city and state
would have been seen as something of an oxymoron; how could one be Roman without being part
of Rome? Aegidius and Syagrius were seemingly Frankish Gauls in origin (Wolfram describes Aegidius
as such in his History of the Goths) and Julius Nepos likely came from an established Dalmatian
family. All of them had fairly understandable motivations if they wanted to cut ties with the failing
WestRoman state and their Romanidentity given that they held powerintheirhome regions.
Howeverall three seemto have done the opposite and emphasised the Romanidentity of
themselves and their particular state, even after the Western Roman Empire had fallento Odoacer
in476 AD. This would suggestthat by now Romanidentity was nolongertied tothe city itself atall;
instead being Roman now meantan entire culture. When the city of Rome fell to Odoacer Rome did
not truly fall, onlyits political state did in the shape of the Western Roman Empire. Rome now lived
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on throughits people andtheir culture and traditions. This change in culture allowed Rome as a
conceptto survive through the fall of its physical state, and Soissons and Dalmatia can be something
of a focus regardingthis point.

In conclusion therefore thereis much in the way of insight that the study of the states of
Soissons and Dalmatia can provide as to the state of the Western Roman Empire inthe period of its
fall. The conclusions regarding the changing of whatit meantto be Roman are of course important,
as is the example of the ‘Other’ influencingidentity when comparing Soissons and Dalmatia.
Howeveritis within the context of the realities of powersetagainst the presentation of it that |
think the mostimportant conclusion can be drawn regarding the importance of Soissons and
Dalmatia. The parallel development of these two states along with the Western Roman Empire
underRicimer’s control is fairly remarkablein their similarity. Survival appears to have been the
primary motivation forthese changes, the increased emphasis on military strength equating to
power, and then the eventual downfall of all three states when an aspect of this shiftin power
structure failed them. Inthe case of Soissons this was the loss of the Western Roman Empire and
Childericas potential allies, for Dalmatiait was the scheming of dissenting factions within the state
(admittedly possibly on Odoacer’s orders), and forthe Western Roman Empire it was the loss of
Ricimerandthe failure toreconsolidate power as he had been able to. With the persistent theme of
all three emphasising that they were Roman states itappears to me that the study of Soissons and
Dalmatia as microcosms of the Western Roman Empire and the development and troubles the
Empire facedin the period around its fall is by far the most useful and importantinsight thatthe two
states can provide.
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