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PREFACE 

This is one of many books on the frontiers of the Roman Empire. What justifica­
tion is there for adding to the substantial, if not uncontrollable, literature? My 
answer is simple. Much of what is published in the name of Roman frontiers is 
misguided. The inspirational moment for me in writing this book was attending 
a conference on the Desert Frontiers of the Roman Empire at Rewley House in 
Oxford in 1992, concerned almost totally with military architecture. This 
approach is not untypical of the way many of the existing studies of the frontiers 
of the Roman Empire are directed. 

For many Roman historians and archaeologists, Frontier Studies are equated 
with fortifications. This point of view is best shown by the series of Limes vol­
umes, alternatively titled 'Roman Frontier Studies'. Although their subject is 
nominally the frontier, a more accurate title might be 'Roman Fortification 
Studies'. This is not to devalue the work, only to question the identification of 
frontiers with fortifications. 

A second conference, on Comparative Frontier Studies, in the spring of 
1993 at Norman, Oklahoma, provided a distinctly different perspective on 
frontiers. None of the papers had anything to say about military architecture, 
suggesting the limitations, rather than the \'irtues, of this sort ofwork. Other 
papers taught me much about approaches to frontiers, while the location in 
the American West provided much food for thought on frontier issues from 
another society. 

In broad terms, this is what has shaped this book: an intent to present a per­
spective on frontiers of people, not that of bricks and mortar. It reflects a feeling 
among some Roman historians that military architecture studies are not the only 
way to interpret the frontiers of the Roman Empire. I am particularly struck, 
working as I do in a History department, by the need to justify this approach to 
Classicists, but not to historians of modern Europe. Nor am I alone. Over the 
past decade, a growing body of work has sought to place a higher priority on the 
role of the people living in the frontier zones, extending even to the Limeskon­
gresse, which in the most recently published proceedings trom Canterbury in 
1989 included papers on 'Native Life'. However, much of this work is confined 
to periodicals and there is no synthesis. Having originally written this paragraph 
in the spring of 1994, I now find myself faced with Dick Whittaker's Frontiers of 
the Roman Empire, which does in fact provide such a synthesis, though his per­
spective differs from mine in many ways. 
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PREFACE 

This book seeks to examine this concept of 'frontier' within the Roman 
Empire, from the first century AD to the sixth. The focus, above all, will be 'how 
did the frontier work?', i.e. how it affected life for all those in the frontier zone, 
not just the Roman army. Each chapter outlines a major problem or problems, 
then illustrates this by examples from different regions and periods. In the hope 
that this will be of use to students, I have been generous in quoting from primary 
sources- in most cases, the words of participants describe past events better than 
I can. Many of the details are well known, but I think their arrangement is new, 
and there is still much that can be wrung from Tacitus. In the same vein, I have 
not provided exhaustive citations and I have tried to keep the bibliography short 
and in English. Translations from Greek and Latin are mostly taken from the 
Loeb Classical Library, occasionally modified; other sources are acknowledged 
where quoted. No attempt has been made to provide a narrative, in part because 
this is not what the book is about. 

It remains to thank colleagues in the History departments at Rice University 
and Trinity College, who have been unfailingly supportive. Katherine Drew, 
Talya Fishman, Ira Gruber, Tom Haskell, A.J. Hood, Mike Maas, David Niren­
berg, Susan Pennybacker, Pat Seed, Julia Smith, Rich Smith, Kim Steele, Matt 
Taylor and Sam Watson have patiently answered idiotic questions and given 
good advice. I have also been helped by John Drinkwater, Andy Fear, Chris 
Howgego, Simon James and WolfLiebeschuetz. Two scholars have been partic­
ularly important in inspiring this book, Phil Freeman who will recognize many of 
our conversations (and deserves thanks, and none of the blame, for reading the 
book in a draft state) and Roger Batty, who has challenged many of my precon­
ceptions about how the Empire worked; I hope neither of them will be 
disappointed in this. I would also like to thank Michael Fulford for suggesting 
that I write this book in the first place and Peter Kemmis Betty for his patience 
with its prolonged gestation. The last words belong to my wife Krista and our cat 
Cooper, both of whom have suffered too much neglect recently, without whose 
support this book could never have been written, never mind finished. 
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Hugh Elton 
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Theory 

I 

INTRODUCTION 
TO FRONTIERS 

As a historical subject, frontiers have attracted much attention and have generat­
ed extensive theory. One of the most famous of frontier theories is the 'Turner 
thesis', the creation of Frederick Jackson Turner, though it was never codified in 
such a form. Turner worked on the effect of the Western frontier on the democ­
ratic institutions of the United States, arguing that the lack of civil institutions on 
the frontier forced the development of individual rights and self: reliance. 

Other studies of the American West have different emphases. In extremely 
crude terms, these theories can be synthesized into a colonial frontier character­
ized by the movement of settlers onto an under-exploited landscape, whose 
inhabitants are to be destroyed, so that the settlers can have farms. Turner's fron­
tier theories thus had nothing to say about the indigenous population, a feature 
which has drawn criticism from ancient historians. 1 

Another important frontier theorist, this time in Asian studies, is Owen Latti­
more. He hypothesized three zones: a core, a transitional zone (=frontier) and 
the other ( = barbarians). 2 This framework is also used in core-periphery theory, 
as exemplitled by Immanuel Wallerstein. His work deals with the creation of a 
world economy in the sixteenth century in an attempt to explain the dominance 
of Europe over other regions. Wallerstein's model is explicitly built around one 
core, Europe, and the rest of the world is peripheral in varying stages. As he 
makes clear, this differs from the Roman Mediterranean in a number of ways. 
Though the Roman Empire is supertlcially similar, the ancient world cannot be 
safely viewed in capitalist economic terms, which is the driving force ofWaller­
stein's arguments.3 

None the less, this core-periphery model has been recently exploited by a 
number of ancient historians, both in conference papers and books. Of particular 
importance is Barry Cunliffe's recent Greeks, Romans and Barbarians. However, 
the simple application of these models has been doubted by some, for example 
Greg Woolf, who suggests a need tor further work. Other details of Lattimore's 
theory, such as the existence of separate military, civil and economic zones, 
appear to have been overlooked.4 



INTRODL'CTIO:S TO I'RO:STIERS 

The theory of Roman frontiers 

With the exception of the economic sphere, few such theories have emerged with 
respect to Roman frontiers. Most effort seems to have been devoted to the prob­
lems of 'frontier policy', usually interpreted in terms of fortification placement. 
Aside from the military burden placed on the trontiers of the Empire, and the 
dire consequences should the defences fail, the social and economic problems are 
also important. The physical presence of most of the Roman army, a force of per­
haps 400,000 men, in the frontier zones permanently altered economic patterns, 
in both manufacture and exchange. At the same time, a new social hierarchy was 
created, resulting in differences between Roman cities in the frontiers and in the 
hinterland. Justifying the study of the frontier is simple, producing a methodolo­
gy more difficult. 

To show the complexity, I will mention three points of view as to how the 
Roman frontier might work. The massive presence of the army cannot be 
ignored, and this has created the conventional interpretation. According to 
Hanson, 'Roman frontiers were undeniably military in character; they were built 
and operated by the army and housed the troops who defended the empire 
against external threats.' For Hanson, a frontier is explicitly military and he does 
not mention civilians, natives or barbarians." 

Even when the people living beyond the Roman border are considered, it is 
often in simplistic terms. Most tamously in this respect, Alfoldi in 1952 wrote 
that 'the frontier line was at the same time the line of demarcation between two 
fundamentally different realms of thought, whose moral codes did not extend 
beyond that boundary'. He argued that this moral boundary explained Roman 
atrocities and examined the difterence in Roman activity on either side of 
the Danube.6 

Thirdly, I recall a discussion after a paper at All Souls College, Oxford, in 1989, 
with Roger Batty and Malcolm Todd. The question was raised that, if one were 
dropped by parachute in the fl.rst century AD into what is now Czechoslovakia, 
would one be able to tell if one was in the Roman Empire or not? The conclusion 
was that one probably couldn't. 

These three different interpretations of the same frontier systems are revealing 
in themselves. There is no contradiction between them, and this has allowed 
those concentrating on military architecture to co-exist with those focusing on 
cultural interchange. But accepting any one of these stances as a starting point 
will lead to different results from one's work. Should one look at the frontier as a 
military affair, as a way of showing the difTerences between Roman and non­
Roman societies, or as an arbitrary line in the distribution pattern of cultural 
artefacts? 
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INTRODUCTION TO fRONTIERS 

My response is to pick a way between all of them, and to attempt to discuss 
how lite on the frontiers of the Roman Empire might have worked. This is a huge 
subject, and there is undoubtedly much relevant material that I have missed. 
None the less, I feel the attempt is worth making. 

Coneepts of frontiers 

Modern borders are usually represented on maps by a single line, often red or 
dotted, providing a break between one administrative body and another. In 
Britain, county boundaries have been the delimiters for police work, parishes, 
and thus registration of births, marriages and deaths, county councils and their 
services and parliamentary seats. In the United States the situation is similar, 
though individual states set their own income and sales taxes, have independent 
armies (in the form of the National Guard), state prisons, car licensing and road 
regulations. These activities are administered by the county or state government 
and their competence ceases beyond the border, which is the same for all areas of 
responsibility.? 

Not all activities are circumscribed by these borders. Trade and business car­
ried out freely across local government borders, though different jurisdictional 
units may have different regulations on, for example, when alcohol may be sold. 
The provision of a common currency allows goods to be bought and sold any­
where within the boundaries of the nation. Regulations seldom determine 
whether individuals must work in the same boundary area in which they live. 
Though local police competence is limited by these boundaries, they can, in 
appropriate circumstances, act across such. Borders between modern nations are 
administered in a more rigid fashion. Across the border, laws, institutions and 
currencies are usually different, documentation is often required for crossing and 
certain goods may not be sold if they do not meet the standards of the importing 
country. 

This mental framework is often applied to historical frontiers, but the colloca­
tion of government functions on the same borders need not be considered 
normal. In a paper on eighteenth-century France, Sahlins cites a committee 
report from 1790: 

The kingdom is divided into as many ditlerent divisions as there are diverse 

kinds of regimes and powers: into dioceses as concerns ecclesiastical affairs; 

into governements as concerns the military; into generalites as concerns 

administrative matters; and into baillialJesas concerns the judiciary.8 

Here we see the state's administrative zones divided by types of government, 
rather different from a modern state. Furthermore, modern political boundaries 
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1:-.ITRODUCTI0:-1 TO fRO:-;;TIERS 

do not affect all facets of lite. Language is not the prerogative of any particular 
nation and often crosses boundaries. Moreover, it allows links between commu­
nities, particularly where the border has been moved in recent history. Religion 
also achieves the same links, while recent events in eastern Europe show that 
people's definitions of their own ethnicity often clash with the desires of their 
governing body. Enclaves ofBosnian Muslims and Bosnian Serbs clearly demon­
strate the problems in creating viable political boundaries. 

How should the Roman world be seen? In the Roman Empire, as in the unfor­
tunate case of the region which was once Yugoslavia, political, social, ethnic, 
religious, linguistic, economic and military boundaries all o\·erlapped. This is the 
perspective that I wish to use throughout this book, the concept of a frontier, not 
as a line or simple zone, but as a series of overlapping zones. 

Such a fluid frontier concept is not always easily accepted, and many Roman 
historians seem to want a preclusive border, with a clear det1nition as to what was 
Roman and what was barbarian. Thus Willems wrote in 1983, with reference to 
north Gaul in the tourth century, 'it seems we will have to live with an essentially 
"fuzzy" zone in which, because of the decreasing imperial control and the grow­
ing number of Frankish settlers from across the frontier, a new regional structure 
was already developing'.9 Although torced to recognize that there was no clear 
boundary in the late Empire, he clearly teels unhappy with this and probably has 
in mind a strong correlation between a non-'ti.IZzy' zone and effective imperial 
control. Similarly, Oktm in 1989 was able to write 'because of the geographical 
limits of frontiers, which are identifiable and distinguishable, and their clearly 
deliminated [sic] temporal limits, frontiers are circumscribed units of study'. 10 

Although she concentrates on military frontiers, she rejects Whittaker's model of 
frontiers dividing homogenous economic groups, and consequently studies only 
the Roman bank of the upper Rhine, rarely venturing across it. 

This modern concentration on well-defined borders has its counterpart in 
ancient writers. Rivers were accepted as borders between the Romans and anoth­
er state or between Roman regions. In particular, the Euphrates was often a 
symbol of the limits of Roman and Parthian power (though Strabo does com­
ment that it was a poor boundary), while the Rhine and Danube were often also 
seen as border markers in Europe. There seems to have been no official nature to 
these characterizations, but they rctlect what many telt about political borders. 
Mountains seem to have had a lesser presence as such markers, probably because 
they were found less often on the ti·inges of the Empire, though they were widely 
seen as internal delimiters.'' 

Geography, however, was always overshadowed by politics and even such obvi­
ous boundaries as the Bosphorus, dividing Europe trom Asia, could be ignored. 
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INTRODUCTION TO fRONTIERS 

The city of Byzantium in the early second century was part of the province of 
Bithynia on the other side of the Bosphorus and we have a record of the Bithyn­
ian governor Pliny the Younger inspecting the city's accounts. This was the result 
oflands owned by the city around Lake Dascylitis in Bithynia. 12 With such situa­
tions as this existing, it is not surprising that many modern historians have 
become more receptive to the problems of boundaries and their definition. Mil­
lar has shown an unhappiness with the idea of fixed borders: 'Where the 
"borders", if that indeed is the right term, of the Nabataean kingdom, Herod's 
kingdom and the provincial territory lay at successive stages in the later first cen­
tury is often very obscure. ' 13 

Types of Roman Frontier 

In the Roman world there were a number of overlapping frontier zones. These 
frontier zones might be defined by four groups of people: Roman soldiers, 
Roman civilians, local natives and barbarians. Each group had their own bound­
aries of different types: political, social, ethnic, religious, linguistic, economic 
and military. These could, but did not have to, coincide with those of other 
groups. It was this mixture of boundaries which together made the frontier. 

These converging zones are well illustrated in the case of Antoninus, a Roman 
soldier who deserted to the Persians in 359. His story is retold by Ammianus 
Marcellinus, who served as an army staff officer in the east at this time. Antoni­
nus was a rich merchant who joined the staff of the governor of Mesopotamia. 
For unspecified reasons he fell into debt to certain powerful men and was unable 
to repay the money he owed. Therefore the debt was transferred to the imperial 
treasury. Antoninus promised to pay, but at the same time decided to desert to 
the Persians. He used his military rank to gather as much information about the 
Roman army in the east as possible, information of particular value since the 
Romans knew that the Persian King Sapor II (309-79) was preparing to go to 
war with the Romans. Antoninus then bought a farm at Iaspis on the Tigris. 
Since he owned this property, his creditors were not concerned that he was on 
the fringes of imperial authority or that he was accompanied by his family and 
household. Once here, Antoninus negotiated with Tamsapor, the Persian fron­
tier commander, whom he had previously met, and finally ferried his family and 
household across the Tigris to the Persians. Once in the Persian Empire, he was 
taken to the Persian court and acted as an adviser to Sapor, making use of his 
extensive knowledge of the region to guide the Persian attack. 

Antoninus' exploits thus demonstrate the mixing of several different types of 
frontiers. It was probably his career as a merchant which had led him to the 
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INTRODUCTION TO FRONTIERS 

acquaintance ofTamsapor, while it was his military experience which made him 
so valuable to the Persians. Antoninus was forced to use care to cross the border, 
since there were troops stationed there. Once across the border, he was immune 
from Roman legal action, and it was his personal financial problems as a civilian 
which caused his flight in the first place. He certainly knew the region well, prob­
ably as a result of his military service. In any case, his purchase of property on the 

banks of the Tigris was not viewed as abnormal by any means while the apparent 
ease of communication across the Tigris suggests that this was not a physical bar­
rier. Lastly, Antoninus seems to have fitted in well at the Persian court. He played 
a part in the debates of the Persians, because Greek was used at the Sassanid 
court, allowing Antoninus to talk to Sapor without an interpreter. 14 

Antoninus' story thus shows a number of ways of approaching the frontier. 
Traditionally, the study of Roman frontiers has been concerned with the Roman 
army and its fortifications. Since most of the army was stationed in the frontier 
zone, there is a strong justification for this point of view. However, the role of the 
army on the frontiers is a large and complex topic, in part because there were a 
number of differing objectives which the army tried to achieve. By defining 
these, it is possible to see how they affected the concept of a frontier. 

The most important objective was to maintain imperial security. Enemies 
could be defeated within their own territory or if they tried to enter Roman terri­
tory. If it was accepted that all attacks would be dealt with at the moment they 
entered Roman territory, then there could be a single military border. However, 

i 
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l Cautious Commander 
2 Aggressive Commander (outpost) 
3 Average Commander 

Fig l Intervention frontiers: a model 
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INTRODUCTION TO FRONTIERS 

it was preferable that attacks would be defeated beyond the borders of the 
Empire. This acceptance of military action beyond the territory of the Empire 
led to the creation of a military frontier which was different from that of occupa­
tion or garrison, a frontier of intervention (fig. l). Since the actions of the 
garrison were not determined by the positions of their fortifications, too close an 
association between defence policy ('frontier policy') and the physical location of 
forts should not be assumed. 

This intervention frontier can be seen on two levels: that oflocal intervention, 
which a commander could carry out witriout requiring authorization, and 
imperial action, which would require authorization from, and often co­
operation of, the emperor. The boundaries between these two levels of interven­
tion were unclear, and could result in political confusion. In 47 Corbulo was 
engaged in action across the Rhine against the Chauci and Frisii. Although 
he initiated a successful military operation, he was ordered to stop by Claudius 
and to withdraw beyond the Rhine. Though unhappy, Corbulo obeyed. The 
military frontier, instead oflying in the territory of the Chauci, was now moved 
back to the Rhine and a fort in the territory of the Frisii was abandoned. 15 

Even within an area of local intervention, differing levels of command, and 
more importantly, of commanders, would lead to differing areas of inter­
vention, in which the more aggressive commanders would have bigger areas 
of intervention. 

The Roman government was represented in the Empire by the army, but also 
by other bodies of administration. In addition to maintaining security, govern­
ment officials were also responsible for receiving taxes and administering justice. 
Each function was carried out by a different official. The provincial governor was 
responsible for justice, the procurator for taxes and imperial possessions. Both of 
these functions created their own borders, i.e. the point at which one magistrate 
ceased to exercise jurisdiction and another began. Customs duties, levied in 
supra-provincial zones, were generally collected by publicani, private contrac­
tors, though often assisted by the army. Thus the Gallic zone incorporated the 
provinces of Belgica, Lugdunensis, Aquitania, N arbonensis, Raetia and the 
Alps. 16 Since Roman administration was to a great extent dependent on local 
cities and their administration, use oflocal networks to enforce these standards 
led to city boundaries defining civil boundaries, which did not always coincide 
with all Roman administrative units. In Spain, the Turduli belonged to the con­
ventus of Cordoba in the province of Baetica for judicial purposes, but some of 
them lived in the neighbouring province ofLusitania. 17 

During the early years of the Empire, there was a significant difference 
between the indigenous population and non-government Romans, though 
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