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Introduction:

In 535 A.D, the Roman emperor Justinian (r.527-565) sent his general Belisarius
(505-565) to fight against the Goths in Italy. Nearly twenty-years later, another general,
the eunuch Narses, ended the war. This twenty-year long war drained resources from the
Byzantine Empire, weakened the Italian infrastructure tremendously, and, finally, opened
the Balkans to various barbarian groups such as the Slavs, the Bulgars and the Avars as
well as Italy to the Lombards.' Through the Italian Wars, Justinian attempted to restore
the old Empire but weakened the Byzantine Empire. Most importantly, immediately prior
to the Italian Wars, the Goths became barbarian enemies to be fought. With the death of
Ostrogothic Italy, the assimilation of barbarians into the Roman ideology had ended.’

For nearly fifty years prior to Justinian’s declaration of war, the Ostrogoths, a
loose coalition of ethnicities, ruled Italy. This was the longest period of time that Italy
had known unhindered peace in over a hundred years. Theodoric (r.489-526), the king of
the Ostrogoths, had been sent exactly for this purpose by one of J ustinian’s predecessors,
the emperor Zeno (r.474-491), and had been\ recognized by the emperor Anastasius
(r.491-518). For fifty years, a group of barbarians that increasingly adopted a Roman
identity professionally administered Italy.

Why did Justinian choose to make the Ostrogoths enemies and attack them? Why

did he invade the Ostrogothic regnum? Scholars originally proposed narrow sets of

! Walter Pohl, “Justinian and the Barbarian Kingdoms,” The Cambridge Companion to the Age of
Justinian, ed. Michael Maas (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp.448-477.

2 For Imperial Policy towards barbarians see Dauge, Le Barbare (Bruxelles: Latomus, 1981), pp.307-380,
esp. 308: “Si Rome veut survivre, et elle le veut désepérément, il lui faut absorber des masses de plus en
plus importantes de barbares, et les intégerer assez vite pour pouvoir les retournere avec efficacité contre

ceux de Pextérieur.”
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to assert his own authonty independent of Impenal authonty. In doing so, he then became

a traitor and was treated as a usurper.

Theones developed for the study of borderlands and identity formations offer a
deeper insight into the problem. Rather than focus on Amalasuntha's death as the real
casus belli, these theories will help us show that the war grew out of problems linked
with Theodoric’s administration. Theodoric had made it a point to keep the
administration of his regnum (kingdom) as neither Roman nor Gothic. However, he
underestimated the potential for dissent amongst ‘his followers and amongst Romans.
Having Ostrogothic rulers in Italy was good to the emperors in the East as long as
Ostrogoths pretended to be Romans; once they ceased to do this, they became barbarians
in the eyes of the emperor and lost their claim to rule. The failure of Theodoric’s efforts

to blur the distinction between Roman and Goth is the underlying cause of Justinian’s

[talian Wars.
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well as Romans :
as under the rule of law. Theodoric named this policy civilitas.* While 1n

ke carly: years of his reign thik policy appcared to funcuion, increasingly, Goths became

weary of the Roman habits (heyr king forced them to adopt, especially as second-

generation Goths increasingly looked (o their roots as Gothic, not Roman.

The end of Theodoric's reign brought conflict between the Roman rulers and their
Gothic masters. The deaths of the Senators Boethius and his father Symmachus in 527
show the extent of the failures of the policies of Theodoric. He thought that, through his
rule, he would attach the loyalties of Romans and Goths alike. In fact, if Goths still had
some allegiance to him, Romans clearly saw that their allegiance lay with the Senate and
not the Gothic king. After summarily conducted trials, Theodoric put Boethius and
Symmachus to death and confiscated their estates.” He died shortly after this trial, leaving
the rule to his infant grandson Athalaric.

Athalaric could not rule on his own, and thus, the Goths recognized his mother,
Theodoric’s daughter, Amalasuntha as regent. She ruled until her own death in 535. She
attempted to follow in her father’s footsteps, and enhanced the rule of law tremendously.
She even sought to incorporate Goths into Roman administration when she nominated the
Goth Tuluin to become Patrician as well as generalissimo of the Italian armies.'® It was
her overt policy o push towards an increased Romanization of the Goths, to which they
responded rather unfavorably. She was the victim of at least three coups between 527 and

535, in response to which she executed some Gothic notables, among which the General

: Herwig Wolfram, History of the Goths, tr. Thomas Dunlap (London: University of California Press,
1988), p.290.

? Procopius, Wars V.1, p.13.

10 cassiodorus, Variae VIIL.9-12, tr. Thomas Hodgkin (London: Henry Frowde, 1886), pp.352-358. Since I
will use both the translation of Hodgkin and of Bamish, the default translation will be Bamnish's. When |
use the Hodgkin translation, I will add “Hodgkin" at the end of the citation.
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Italy as a Borderland fro

(i)
t to understand what is a borderland, and what living in a

It becomes importan

borderland entails. In its simplest meaning, a borderland is ‘‘a region in one nation that is

significantl i i e i 1
gnificantly affected by an international border.”'’ Applying this exact definition to the

case of Italy in 476 would be anachronistic; the concepts of “nation’” and “international”

11
Procopius, Wars V.24
. el i .24, pp.15-43; see also P
Tbid, V.4, p 35, ’ so Peter Heather, The Goths 1
:: i V5 Ear.0, oths (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996). p.261.
Ibid, V.3, p.29.
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are relauvely modem consinyeyg th
al were abs
sent in

the world of the fifth century ltaly
up unul the late mneteent)y century was poy
0

a4 naton. But lustonans and anthropologists

ave used the concept of *bo .
tderlangs more broadly to indicate a region where different
ups-cthnicities religions ]
Rrouj BIONS, cultures-have accommodations with each oihier. In the time
period we are concerned with,

laly exhibited the characteristics of the borderiand,
namely inter-ethnic contact,

and ethnic boundaries.'® From 476 (o 535, Italy was a

politically disputed area in which Romans were coming in direct contact with Goths, and
both needed each other to succeed.

One key aspect of the Borderland is the presence of a border. But borders are
political constructs, that can be very different from the actual reality.'” When, in 476,

Odoacer deposed the last Emperor Romulus Augustulus, he took on the official role of

I8 . 4
regent for the Eastern Emperor," implying that Ttaly was still within the territorial

construct of the Roman Empire, an abstract concept at odds with the reality that Italy was
an independent entity under QOdoacer, Despite the legal fiction, contemporary historians
and chroniclers were aware of the reality. For instance, Procopius argued that Odoaver
was more of an independent ruler than a regent.'® If Odoacer really were a regent, then he
would have had to comply when Zeno asked him to facilitate the return of Nepos, who
was, In the Emperor’s eyes, the legitimate ruler of the Western Empire.”® This Odoacer
did not do. Therefore, the accession of Odoacer to kingship in Italy allowed for a very

strange boundary to be drawn: if Italy was still within the construct of the Empire, it was

an autonomous entity, and its ruler was Odoacer.

'° Frederik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Boston : Little, Brown and Company, 1969), pp.11-17.
'” Michael Baud, “Towards a Comparative History of Borderlands,” p.211.

'* Malchus, fr. R.C. Blockley (Liverpool : F. Cairns, 1981-1983), Testimonia XIV.3.
¥ See footnote 8.

2 Malchus, Testimonia, XIV .3, p-421L.
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