
Theoderic's Roman Imperial Restoration:
Unraveling the Intriguing Tale of a Barbarian
King

The fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476 AD is often seen as the end of the
Roman era. Yet, amidst the chaos and fragmentation that followed, a Germanic
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king named Theoderic would emerge as an extraordinary figure in history.
Drawing inspiration from Roman culture, he would embark on a journey to restore
the Roman Empire to its former glory. Let us explore the captivating story of
Theoderic and his Roman Imperial Restoration.

A Barbarian King with Roman Roots

Born into the Amali dynasty, a noble family that ruled the Ostrogoths, Theoderic
grew up in the midst of the shifting power dynamics in Europe. At a young age, he
was sent as a hostage to Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman
Empire. During his time in the East, Theoderic received a Roman education and
became fascinated by the grandeur of the empire.
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After years of exile, Theoderic returned to his homeland and claimed his position
as king of the Ostrogoths. But unlike other barbarian rulers of his time, he did not
seek to destroy Rome. Instead, he aspired to reconcile the traditions of his Gothic
people with Roman civilization, while aiming to restore the West Roman Empire
under his rule.

Theoderic's Vision: Fusing Barbarian and Roman Culture
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Theoderic's reign as King of the Ostrogoths marked a unique period in history
when a Germanic ruler embraced Roman culture and adopted Roman practices.
He sought to bring stability and order to his realm by melding Gothic and Roman
traditions, establishing a compelling example of cultural synthesis.

To achieve his vision, Theoderic launched ambitious building projects, erecting
monumental structures reminiscent of ancient Rome. The most notable of these
was his grand palace, which rivaled the imperial residences of Rome and
Constantinople. The palace became the center of a vibrant court culture, where
Roman and Gothic elites intermingled, fostering a sense of unity and shared
identity.

Furthermore, Theoderic implemented policies that favored religious tolerance and
encouraged religious harmony between the Goths and Romans. This approach
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stood in stark contrast to the Christian persecution endured by many barbarian
tribes. By treating both religions with respect, Theoderic demonstrated his
commitment to a harmonious coexistence of cultures and religions within his
realm.

Theoderic's Roman Imperial Restoration: A Political Maneuver or
Genuine Ideal?

The ultimate goal of Theoderic's rule was the restoration of the Roman Empire.
However, the nature of his aspirations remains a subject of debate among
historians. Some argue that Theoderic sought to establish a Gothic kingdom loyal
to the Roman emperor, serving as a bridge between the Roman past and the
Germanic present.

Others suggest that Theoderic had more ambitious intentions, aiming to reclaim
his Gothic people's ancestral lands within the boundaries of the Roman Empire.
By doing so, he sought to unite the East and West under his rule, creating a new
unified Roman Empire with a Gothic flavor.

The Legacy of Theoderic and His Roman Imperial Restoration

Unfortunately, Theoderic's dream of a restored Roman Empire was short-lived.
The successful coexistence of Goths and Romans under his rule faced immense
challenges following his death in 526 AD. Conflicts erupted between various
successors and eventually led to the collapse of his vision.

Despite its limited duration, Theoderic's Roman Imperial Restoration had a lasting
impact. It served as a testament to the enduring allure of Roman civilization, even
amongst those considered "barbarians." The cultural fusion and policies of
religious tolerance set a precedent for future rulers, demonstrating the potential
for unity amidst diversity.



Theoderic the Great stands out as a remarkable figure in history, an embodiment
of the fusion of Germanic and Roman cultures. His promotion of Roman
practices, construction of grand buildings, and pursuit of religious tolerance
showcased his vision of restoring the Roman Empire. Although the ultimate
success of his endeavors might be debated, his reign left an indelible mark on the
notion of cultural synthesis and cooperation within a diverse society.
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This book provides a new interpretation of the fall of the Roman Empire and the
'barbarian' kingdom known conventionally as Ostrogothic Italy. Relying primarily
on Italian textual and material evidence, and in particular the works of
Cassiodorus and Ennodius, Jonathan J. Arnold argues that contemporary Italo-
Romans viewed the Ostrogothic kingdom as the Western Roman Empire and its
'barbarian' king, Theoderic (r.489/93–526),as its emperor. Investigating
conceptions of Romanness, Arnold explains how the Roman past, both
immediate and distant, allowed Theoderic and his Goths to find acceptance in
Italy as Romans, with roles essential to the Empire's perceived recovery.
Theoderic and the Roman Imperial Restoration demonstrates how Theoderic's
careful attention to imperial traditions, good governance, and reconquest followed
by the re-Romanization of lost imperial territories contributed to contemporary
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sentiments of imperial resurgence and a golden age. There was no need for
Justinian to restore the Western Empire: Theoderic had already done so.
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