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The Late Antiquity in Europe is often seen as a transformative period in our shared history, an era in which new peoples and cultures arose from the shadows of a weakened, ailing Roman Empire. It is an age in which those who had previously been oppressed now began to seek their own future and their own new beginning, through whatever means possible. These tribes began moving throughout the Roman Europe, starting a broad movement of peoples that is today known as the “Migration Period.” Lasting for roughly three hundred years, this era saw the emergence of peoples previously unheard of, subjugated by the Romans for many generations. These were the Vandals and the Goths, the Suebi and Marcomanni, Burgundians, Alans, and the Alemanni; Huns and Magyars, Slavs, Avars, and Bulgars - and many more. All of them suffered from the same oppressive Roman yoke, from which they were so eager to be rid. As Roman fortunes shifted, theirs became suddenly brighter. Amongst these peoples, the enigmatic Visigoths emerged among the most powerful and influential. Ethno-linguistically considered Germanic, their destiny saw them move throughout Europe, before they at last settled in the Iberian peninsula, where they formed a thriving kingdom that endured from 418 AD to 721 AD. Their story, and their ultimate fate, both remain a major episode in the collective histories of Europe and Spain.

The tale of the Visigoths is often perplexing - they cannot be seen neither as “barbarians,” the bitter enemies and destroyers of Rome, nor as straightforward founders of Spain. Instead, in many ways, they can be seen as inheritors: Germanic “outsiders” who migrated, ruled, and persevered. Warriors and lawmakers, the Visigoths came out on top of the shifting waves of migratory peoples, skillfully adapting their old ways to the tried and tested principles of the Romans. In this way, they paved a way for several generations of Visigothic Kings - whose vast Iberian kingdom held an important position in early Medieval Europe. 
In their migratory ways, the Visigoths became a powerful “emporium” of diverse ethnicities. Thus, their very name can lead to a misunderstanding. Hearing it mentioned, we can often erroneously believe a singular large tribe, migrating across vast distances, remaining intact and undisturbed over generations. But, alas, history is seldom as simple as that. The Visigoths that emerged in Iberia were a people distinctly shaped by centuries of warfare, migration, diplomacy, and assimilation of other peoples and tribes. Thus, they were in no way a singular people, even if in their earliest beginnings they might have been. It is exactly because of this shifting and shaping of identity that the Visigoths are a marvel to be constantly studied and understood by historians across generations. In many ways, the Visigoths were a result of centuries of interactions between numerous Indo-European peoples: they emerged from the wider world of the Goths, who themselves had already interacted with the Sarmatians, Huns, Slavs, and, of course, the Romans. By the time they began entering the Roman Empire in large numbers, they were already a distinct culture, part of a rapidly changing frontier society in which unique cultures blended as much as they clashed.

Of course, it is now certain that the rise of the Visigoths, and the many neighboring Germanic tribes, was directly connected to one of the greatest crises that the mighty Roman Empire endured at that time. Long a dominant power in Europe, Rome was under incredible strain - both from external pressures and internal instability. The enigmatic, conquering Huns had arrived from the East, setting off a chain reaction of migrations - frightened peoples fleeing across the borders of the Roman Empire to whatever fate awaited them beyond. Amongst these peoples were the Goths, a Germanic tribe that would play a big role in the centuries that followed. From humble origins, they moved onward, growing bolder, stronger, bigger, and, ultimately quite powerful. Powerful enough to challenge Rome itself. The Goths sought a new home and a new beginning, and ultimately they found it in Iberia, nestled between their pagan past and Christian future. So how did they become the noble Visigoths? And what was the character of their vast Visigothic Kingdom? Germanics among Iberians? Or something wholly different?
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Before delving into the vibrant history of these people, we should first address a potential conundrum: their actual name. For much of their history, the Visigoths were never really called thus until much later. They were, for all intents and purposes, simply Goths in origin. Only much later, when the Goths were essentially separated into two distinct powers, did the Visigothic name emerge and become widely accepted by their contemporaries. So, naturally, we must reflect on this Germanic identity. The Goths are today classified as one of the Germanic peoples, specifically of the East Germanic group. They were first mentioned around the 3rd century AD by Greco-Roman authors, who observed them living north of the River Danube, in vast plains and hilly regions of what is today Moldova, Romania, and Ukraine. They were among those “barbarian” tribes, such as the neighboring Vandals and Burgundians, who conducted raids across Roman borders and, over time, began settling there, even joining the Roman military. 
Today, the exact meaning of their name remains uncertain, although some similar forms of it are attested all across the Germanic world. In their own language, the Goths were called Gut-þiuda ('Gothic people') or Gutans ('Goths'). We can find parallels among the Gutones, a Germanic tribe mentioned in the 2nd century AD (a likely earlier attestation of the Goths themselves), the Gutes tribe from Gotland in Sweden, or the Geats (known also as Goths), also from Sweden. It is thought that most of these names stem from the Proto-Germanic verb geuta-, meaning “to pour”, or possibly “to spawn”.

Of course, the earliest history of the Goths is difficult to reconstruct, namely because of a distinct lack of written material so early in European history. Thus, historians are left to study archaeology, oral tradition, and often-biased mentions by Roman writers. To make matters worse, the Goths themselves left few written records of their own, especially during these early beginnings, when they were still, for the most part, Pagans. Considering all these facts, it becomes clear that everything we know about the early history of the Goths comes from outsiders and their enemies - Roman historians, Christian missionaries, and chroniclers, or some other similar and obscure source. So, where did the Goths come from? 

Contemporary authors often offered confident answers, but, viewed through the lens of a modern historian, these quickly become ambiguous. Around the 6th century AD, the Eastern Roman author Jordanes, who himself was of Gothic descent, compiled a quite important work, Getica, the history of the Gothic people up to that point. Today, it remains one of the most important surviving sources for modern historians studying the Goths. Interestingly, this ancient manuscript claimed that the Goths originated in Scandinavia, which Jordanes, at the time, called “Scandza,” naming it a “vast island in the northern sea.” The facts that he provided simply cannot be confirmed as the truth, but it is nonetheless a very important source for studying Gothic history. He claimed that the Goths migrated southward, led by a King named Berig, crossing into the lands close to the Baltic Sea, and eventually ending up near the Black Sea coasts. It is quite likely that there is truth in Jordanes’ writings, as many proposed Gothic lands essentially follow that migratory route. First, it is proposed that they settled just south of the Swedish island of Gotland, on the Baltic coasts, in the basin of the Vistula River. Here, it is mentioned that they came into conflict with the Germanic Rugi and the Vandals as well. Their presence in the wider Vistula Basin directly correlates with the presence of the influential Wielbark archaeological culture that flourished in the 3rd century AD, roughly corresponding to these Gothic migrations. What is more, most historians connected the Wielbark culture with the early presence of Goths. A hundred years later, the Goths were present as far south as the Black Sea, living in modern-day Ukraine, Moldova, and Romania. This also correlates to the Chernyakhov culture, also connected to the Goths. Thus it seems that Jordanes wrote actual historical facts about his people, shedding some much-needed light on their Germanic origins. It is, nevertheless, certain that even if they did originate in Scandinavia, the Goths changed over the centuries of migration, forming their own distinct Germanic dialect, as well as their unique culture. What is more, we must acknowledge that Jordanes wrote in the sixth century AD, hundreds of years after the proposed events took place. Also, he leaned heavily on the previous
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