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I. Brief summary of the dissertation 

This dissertation mainly takes a thematic approach to the violent strategies employed by 

those wishing to become the most powerful western Roman magister militum in the fifth 

century. Despite the chronological termini given in the title, it mostly – but not exclusively - 

centres on the careers of Aetius and Ricimer (c. 425-472 CE). 

II. Brief overall evaluation of the dissertation 

The candidate claims in his abstract that “violence on political level [sic] in the fifth century 

Roman west... has so far enjoyed no systematic inquiry”. I fear that this was already mostly 

done in my own doctoral dissertation at University College Cork in 2014, which analysed all 

major incidents of political violence in the western Roman army not aimed at usurping 

imperial power c. 395-480. Effectively, this covers the same ground. That said, the candidate 

takes a different approach by looking at how the Romans themselves approached political 

violence and developing a thematic approach (akin to Hebblewhite 2017 on Late Roman 

emperors and their armies in the third and fourth centuries). If the argument is not novel, at 

least the method is.  

III. Detailed evaluation of the dissertation and its individual aspects       

1. Structure of the argument 

The structure of the dissertation is certainly well-designed and lucid. This is the greatest 

contribution of the candidate‘s research, as exemplified by chapters 1 (‘The Anatomy of 

Political Violence‘) where he first looks into Roman political thought on violence, and 3 

(‘The Paraphernalia of Political Violence‘) where he takes a diachronic and thematic 

approach to former imperial key-traits that were now mimicked by the aspiring 

generalissimos.  Within the aims he sets out, he narrowly succeeds in the objects of his 

thesis, though not with as much novelty as he claims.  

2. Formal aspects of the dissertation 

Prima facie the dissertation visually seems well-presented and well-formatted. There are a 

few issues with the bibliography, however. The candidate has a tendency not to signal 

unpublished doctorates in his bibliography, but lists them as regular monographs (e.g. Bayless 

1972 [not 1985]; Coulon 2000; Clover 1966; Max 1985; Tomlin 1973). There are also a few 

errors when listing authors’ names (e.g. Boudewijn Sirks’ 1991 monograph is listed both with 

his first and family name as two separate entries). Some very old works are listed as much 

more recent publications than they truly are (e.g. Beccaria’s 18th c. treatise; Delbruck’s early 
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20th c. work on warfare, etc). More problematic, however, is the English which leaves much 

to desire. It is often – but not always – grammatically correct, yet struggles with idiom 

resulting in linguistic infelicities galore. Ideally, this document should have been proof-read 

by a native speaker or at least a copy-editor with the appropriate training. Last but not least, 

there are a few cases where the candidate duplicates material both in footnotes and the main 

text (e.g. pp. 118-119). 

3. Use of sources and/or material 

The candidate has a rich bibliography, which covers all the major languages for the study of 

Ancient History, and has gathered some of the most essential sources and scholarship for the 

topic under consideration. He is clearly sufficiently versed in Ancient Greek and Latin. That 

said, he has missed several essential pieces of recent literature that are pertinent to his topic. 

Given the great emphasis on Ricimer, one would have expected to see engagement with 

Friedrich Anders’ monograph on Ricimer (2010). Similarly, neither Fabrizio Oppedisano’s 

monograph on the emperor Majorian (2013) nor his edited volume on Anthemius (2020) have 

been consulted. On the intrigues surrounding the elevation of Valentinian II in 375, Gavin 

Kelly’s 2013 seminal article is missing (which vastly reduces the power attributed to 

Merobaudes). On the buccellarii, one should now consult Oliver Schmitt’s 1994 article and 

Noel Lenski’s 2009 chapter. On the Aquitanian Goths, Christine Delaplace’s 2015 monograph. 

On the [ir]relevance of 395 for a separation between eastern and western Roman empire, see 

Kai Sandbergs 2008 Arctos article. While my own PhD was never published as a monograph, 

most of the material has been published in various articles, book chapters, or transferred to 

my Bonifatius monograph. The author has generously engaged with most of my own work, 

but also relevant are my 2016 Brill chapter on Warlordism, my 2018 article on Stilicho, and 

my 2019 articles on Sarus and on the African grain supply during Late Roman civil war. Given 

the candidate’s emphasis on the strategic use of violence, he could have profited from Guy 

Halsall’s rich 1999 study on Early Medieval Violence. On assassination in Late Antiquity,  

The sources have not always been consulted in the most up-to-date editions. For Zosimus the 

edition by Paschoud is to be preferred over Ridley’s. Jan-Markus Kötter and Carlo Scardino 

have done new editions and translations in German of the fifth century western chronicles. 

For John of Antioch, one can consult the (sometimes diametrically opposed) editions and 

translations of Umberto Roberto and Serge Mariev. On Procopius there has been a deluge of 

new scholarship, since Averil Cameron’s 1985 work. Geoffrey Greatrex 2014 Histos article 

provides the most recent overview. For Late Antique panegyrics, one should now consult the 

work of Adrastos Omissi and Alan Ross.  

4. Personal contribution to the subject 

At a certain point, the candidate writes: “The argument is not new and was entertained 

previously by several scholars” (p. 161). As it stands, this could apply to the dissertation as a 

whole, which is not as original nor as systematic as the author asserts. It does not advance 

anything substantially new nor forces it us to revise our understanding of the period, when 

one puts it next to O’Flynn’s work on generalissimos, Whittaker and Liebeschuetz’ 

contributions on warlords, or my own. Similarly, while the PhD looks at a period ranging from 



3 
Jeroen W.P. Wijnendaele (Ghent University) 

Valentinian II’s elevation in 375 to the death of Anthemius in 472, the majority of incidents of 

political violence that are analysed pertain to the careers of Aetius and Ricimer. Much more 

could have been said about e.g. the various murders taking place during the reign of Honorius 

(some organized by the imperial court themselves, cfr. Eucherius). Yet at least the candidate’s 

approach is different to the aforementioned scholars, by first looking at how the Romans 

themselves understood political violence. The candidate demonstrates here a strong 

knowledge of Roman history far beyond the confines of his own topic, and affinity with the 

original source languages. The thematic approaches pursued in chapter three also add a 

different perspective than previous studies. In a nutshell, while the candidate comes to the 

same conclusions, he at least uses a different route.  

IV. Questions for the author 

 It is not clear to me whether these questions will be shared with the candidate in 

advance. I’d prefer not to, since I approach this as an examination. 

- What does the author understand by ‘monopoly on violence’? He cites Max Weber’s 

1919 essay, where the concept is coined, yet applies it to various individuals in his 

narrative. How can multiple commanders have a ‘monopoly on violence’? 

- How does the author see the evolution of the office of magister militum in the fourth 

century, especially considering the history of the office since its creation by 

Constantine I until the death of Valentinian in 375 (which he regards as a turning 

point)?   

- Political violence was just as much a problem in the Roman East in the period under 

consideration (e.g. Gainas and Illus’ conflicts with Constantinople, assassinations of 

Rufinus, Aspar etc.), which shared the same style of emperorship as the West. How 

does the author see the different trajectories in the management (or not) of political 

violence at the highest level here? 

- Very young emperors are not a novelty in Roman history and we come across 

examples throughout vastly different periods, such as e.g. Octavian/Augustus (27 

BCE-14CE), Alexander Severus (222-235), Constantine’s sons (337-363), or Constans II 

(642-668). What made “child-emperorship” so problematic in the fifth century West, 

compared to these earlier or later examples?  
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V. Conclusion 

I provisionally classify the submitted dissertation as passed. 

If the only two options are ‘pass’ or ‘fail’, I would provisionally let the candidate pass. 

However, if the system were to require revisions of the document before formally granting 

the title of doctor (cfr. the UK system), I’d wholeheartedly recommend this option.  

 

Ghent, 22.02.2022 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 
 


