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ROMAN BATTLE TACTICS 
1 0 9 B C - A D 3 1 3 

INTRODUCTION 

Legionaries of the 1st century AD 
in battle, from a column base 
in the legionary headquarters 
building at Mainz, Germany. Note 
the typical sword-fighting stance 
of the leading legionary, while his 
comrade - still holding a pilum -
lifts his shield to block a blow or 
intercept a missile. (Photo 
Jasper Oorthuys) 

he study of Roman battle tactics has been likened to crossing a 
minefield. Doubt has been cast over previous attempts to 
reconstruct the 'battle mechanics' of the cohortal legion - the 

principal Roman unit of our period - because its size and organization, 
command structure and methods of deployment are imperfectly 
understood (Speidel 1992, 6; Wheeler 1998, 649). This book will focus 
on the tactics of the legion, because that is the formation for which we 
possess the most evidence, especially the legions of the Late Republic. 
The tactics of the auxiliary infantry cohorts and cavalry alae of the 
Empire will be considered where appropriate. 

The time span of this book has been chosen to reflect the period in 
which the cohortal legion dominated the Roman battlefield. In 109 BC 
the last vestiges of the manipular legion can be discerned in the battle 
fought between Metellus and Jugurtha by the River Muthul; and AD 313 

saw what was perhaps last great encounter of legion against 
legion (or at least of legionary 'vexillations' - detachments 

of one or two cohorts) near Adrianople. Soon after 
this date the legion was greatly reduced in size 
and status by the army reforms of the emperor 
Constantine. There are few detailed literary 
accounts of the legions of the late 3rd and early 
4th centuries AD in action; but the evidence 
of inscriptions indicates the continuity of 
traditional centurial and cohortal organization, 
and we can assume that many of the tactics and 
manoeuvres carried out by the legions of Julius 
Caesar (our principal source for such matters) 
were still practiced. 

During the 4th century AD the formation 
that had conquered the Roman Empire, and 
had successfully defended it for centuries, 
was whittled down to a unit of c.400 men. The 
reasons for this decline are outlined in my 
Imperial Roman Legionary, AD 161-284 (Osprey 
Warrior series 72). Yet even in this reduced form 
the legion lived on until the 7th century AD. 
When the Muslims invaded Syria and Egypt 
in the 630s and 640s, the Roman armies that 
met them at Yarmuk, Heliopolis and Babylon 
(Cairo) were composed, in part, of legions or 

units descended from them. 3 



A legionary of the 1st century 
BC, from the so-called Altar of 
Domitius Ahenobarbus. Note the 
tall bronze helmet of so-called 
Montefortino type, the mail shirt, 
and the oval scutum shield with 
a central boss and reinforcing 
ridge. (Steven D.P.Richardson) 

The size and organization of the legion 
The size of legions varied considerably. The preferred number of soldiers 
in the legion of the Late Republic (the period c. 133-31 BC) was 5,000 to 
6,000, the latter being an optimum figure and probably seldom realized 
(Serv. Aen. 7.247). During the course of an extended war the effective 
fighting strength of a legion would fall dramatically. In 54 BC Julius Caesar 
marched with two legions to relieve the camp of Quintus Cicero, which 
was besieged by the Nervii, with two legions that totalled 7,000 men 
(Caes. BG 5.49). At the battle of Pharsalus in 48 BC Caesar's legions were 
even more reduced: having fought through the Ilerda and Dyrrhachium 
campaigns, the average strength of a legion was 2,750 men. The legions 
of the opposing Pompeian army were each about 4,000 strong (Caes. 
BC 3.88-89). Following Pharsalus, Caesar pursued the fugitive Pompey 
to Egypt with two legions, but their combined strength amounted to only 
3,200 men (Caes. BC 3.106). One of the legions was the Sixth, recruited 
by Caesar in 52 BC; it suffered yet more casualties in Egypt, and arrived at 
the battlefield of Zela in Pontus (47 BC) with less than a thousand men 
(Anon. BAlex. 69). If legio VI had been raised with a strength of c.5,000, it 
had lost more than 80 per cent of its effectives in six years of campaigning. 

The legions that Mark Antony took to Parthia in 36 BC, including a 
replenished Sixth (which by then bore the title Ferrata- 'Ironclad'), had 
an average strength of 3,750 each (Plut. Ant 37.3) In that year, however, 
the legions of Lepidus were only 'half full', so with c.2,500 to 3,000 men 
per legion, and potentially even fewer if they were only half the strength 
of the fuller legions of the period, i.e. those approaching 4,000 effectives 
(Veil. Pat. 2.80.1). The two legions with which Lucullus won his great; 
victory at Tigranocerta (69 BC) were each a little over 4,000 strong -
powerful units by the standards of the day (Plut. Luc. 27.2). 

The Imperial legion had a paper strength of about 5,000 soldiers, but 
again, actual numbers were often far below this. During the early stages 
of the Illryian Revolt (AD 6-9) the Twentieth Legion was at only half 
strength when it won a striking victory against 20,000 of the enemy (Vell. 
Pat. 2.112.2). 

What we can say with certainty of the legions of both periods is that; 
they were divided into ten cohorts, and that each cohort was made up of 
six centuries divided between three maniples (cf Aul. Gell. NA 16.4.6).1 

In the Early Imperial legion the century numbered 80 men, divided 
into ten contubernia (Hyg. De. Mut. Castr. 1). The eight soldiers of a 
contubernium formed a mess and tent group, and it has been suggested 
that they would form a file in the battle line, but there is no ancient 
evidence to confirm this. 

The manipuiar legion 
The legion that preceded the cohortal formation was composed of 30 
maniples and divided into three battle lines each of ten maniples. The 
first and second battle lines - the hastati ('spearmen', although by now 
they fought with heavy javelins called pila), and principes ('best men') -
were organized into maniples each of 120 or 160 men. The triarii 
('third line men') - veterans equipped with thrusting spears - were: 
always organized in maniples of 60 men. Each maniple was officered by 

Cf= compare with 4 



two centurions (centurio - 'commander of 100'), one senior and one 
junior. The senior centurion was in overall command, but in battle the 
control of the left side of the maniple was delegated to the junior, who 
would assume complete command if the senior was incapacitated or 
killed. As well as two centurions, the maniple had two optiones to keep 
order at the rear of the maniple, and two standard-bearers (signiferi) 
(Polyb. 6.21-25). 

The maniple would also have had at least one trumpeter. The standards 
provided a visual focus for advance or retreat; the trumpet provided 
audible signals and relayed commands from the general's trumpeters to 
the standard-bearers. Despite the duplication of officers and 'NCOs' (this 
term is convenient, though not really appropriate for the Roman army), 
the maniple was not divided tactically into two centuries: it was a single 
fighting unit. Polybius emphasizes that the pairing of officers was so that 
the maniple would never be without a leader. 

Readers should also note that the manipular legion did not have a 
commander in the modern sense. Its six tribunes were men of extensive 
military experience and were far superior in rank to the centurions, 
but they did not have specific command functions (the same was true 
of legionary tribunes during the Empire). The only officers with clear 
command and tactical responsibility were the centurions (Isaac 1995, 
23-24). Our instinctive need to interpret ancient organizations and 
ranks in familiar modern terms is often an obstacle to understanding; 
our distinctions between field and company officers, warrant officers and 
non-commissioned officers simply have no direct Roman equivalents. 
The essential fact seems to be that the legion was an organizational entity 
rather than a strictly 'pyramidal' fighting unit. It deployed in three 
mutually supporting lines, and its size might suggest a parallel with a 
modern brigade, but this resemblance is more deceptive than helpful. 
That the manipular legion functioned perfectly well without a 
commander indicates thorough standardized training, throughout its 
constituent sub-units, in relatively simple drill and formations. 

From maniple to cohort 
The cohort was a tactical grouping of three maniples: one of hastati, one 
of principes and one of triarii, the latter being brought up to a strength 
equal to that of the others. Cohorts of this type are first attested in 
the 3rd century BC, more than a hundred years before they became 
a permanent feature of the legion's organization (Polyb. 11.23.1). The 
Middle Republican cohort was an ad hoc grouping of not quite 500 men, 
a sort of 'miniature task force' to be employed in tactical situations 
that were unsuitable for a complete legion, but too demanding to be 
handled by a single maniple of perhaps 160 men. The later integration 
of the cohort into the formal organization of the Late Republican 
legion was a reflection of the many tactical situations in which the legion 

The typical formation of the 
manipular legion, allowing 
maniples to advance and retreat 
through intervals in the battle 
lines. Note the smaller relative 
size of the maniples of triarii in 
the third line. (Author's drawing) 

Hastati 

Principes 

Triarii 
5 



might find itself, ranging from full-scale field battles to circumstances 
that required the legion's manpower to be divided up and dispersed 
over quite a wide area, yet still in useful concentrations. 

The permanent adoption of the cohort into the organization of the 
legion took place in the final decades of the 2nd century BC, and led to 
the division of the maniples into centuries: i.e., a withering away of the 
distinction between the three maniples forming a tactical cohort, and a 
new emphasis on the distinct identity of its six centuries. These centuries 
retained the old manipular designations of hastatus, princeps and pilus 
(another title for the triarius), and were further distinguished by the 
terms prior ('front') and posterior ('rear'); for instance, as late as c.AD 300 
the epitaph of Aurelius Justinus of legio XI Claudia identifies his century 
as that of the hastatus posterior (ILS 2332). These titles suggest that pairs 
of centuries of the cohortal legion could form up one behind the other; 

This may perhaps be confirmed by the formation of Arrian's army 
against the Alani in AD 135: four ranks of legionaries armed with heavy 
pila (prior centuries?) were backed by four ranks of legionaries (posterior, 
centuries?) who threw light javelins over the heads of the leading 
ranks into the enemy cavalry beyond (Arr. A des Contra Alanos 16-18). 

Funerary memorial raised by 
his brother to Marcus Caelius, 
53-year-old senior centurion of 
the Eighteenth Legion, killed 
in the battle of the Teutoburg 
Forest (AD 9). Note his numerous 
military decorations, especially 
the civic crown of oak leaves, 
awarded for saving the life 
of a fellow-soldier in battle. 
Decorations were habitually 
worn in combat; we read that a 
courageous centurion who was 
killed while restoring a buckling 
Caesarian battle line at Munda 
(45 BC) went to his death in full 
insignia, and was stripped by the 
Pompeian legionaries after he 
fell. During the same campaign 
the aristocratic officers 
Pompeius Niger and Antistius 
Turpio advanced from their 
respective battle lines to fight 
a single combat 'with their 
shields and battle decorations 
shining' (Anon. BHisp, 23, 25). 
(RHC Archive) 

6 



Yet Arrian's array may not have been an arrangement of prior and 
posterior centuries. Caesar's report of the battle that he fought against the 
Belgae at the River Sabis in 57 BC could point to centuries fighting side 
by side. At one stage Caesar found that his hard-pressed troops had 
become bunched up and had no room to use their swords effectively. He 
accordingly gave the order 'Manipulos laxare - 'Open up the maniples!' 
(Caes. BG 2.25). This may have meant no more than 'open up the 
ranks'; but because of the circumstances of this battle - Caesar had been 
ambushed, and his army was formed into a loose single line - it seems 
probable that the centuries were drawn up side by side and, through a 
combination of enemy pressure and growing panic causing the troops 
to draw close to one another, the usual intervals necessary for unit 
cohesion had disappeared. 

While not necessarily signifying fixed relative positions in the battle 
line, however, the terms prior and posterior do seem to indicate the close 
co-operation of two centuries in combat, one supporting the other. 

Grave stele of a tesserarius of 
legio II Parthica, 3rd century AD. 
Note that like the more senior 
optio, the centurion's second-in-
command, this third officer of 
the century carries a long staff, 
possibly used in battle to shove 
soldiers back into line - like the 
halberds or half-pikes of NCOs 
in the 17th-19th centuries. 
(Steven D.P.Richardson) 

The cohort's command structure 
It has been suggested that the senior centurion 
of a cohort, the pilus prior, had command of the 
cohort (Goldsworthy 1996, 15-16); but there is 
no evidence whatsoever for this. The pilus prior 
may have had seniority, but this status was not 
a separate rank distinct from that of the other 
five centurions in the cohort. Because of ancient 
Rome's strictly classified system of social class, 
centurions could not command bodies of men 
larger than a century. The simple fact is that the 
legionary cohort of the Late Republic and Early 
Empire did not have a commander; and this is 
supported by the fact that neither did it have 
its own standard or genius ('spirit'). Each century 
had its own standard, which as well as being the 
essential focus of direction in battle was viewed 
as a divine totem embodying the genius of the 
century - j u s t as the genius of the entire legion 
resided in the aquila (eagle standard). There are 
many instances of legionaries celebrating and 
worshipping the genii of the legion, and of their 
individual centuries; but there is no evidence at 
all for the genius of the cohort. 

In his Commentaries, Caesar speaks of battle 
lines composed of cohorts or of groups of cohorts 
performing manoeuvres, and sometimes of single 
cohorts making charges. The cohort is therefore 
regularly described as the principal tactical unit 
of the Roman army; but how could it function as 
such without a commander? The cohort in action 
was much like the old manipular legion in action: 
its constituent units were trained to act in close 
co-operation, all of them probably responding 
to a fairly limited set of trumpet signals. 7 



Methods of defending the 
intervals within a cohort, with 
its centuries arranged in two 
possible variations of prior (front) 
and posterior (rear) order. The 
posterior centuries advance 
to cover the intervals, while 
the outside files of the prior 
centuries turn to face the 
attackers. (Author's drawing) 

The cohortal legion did - eventually - have a permanent commander, 
called a legatus; but individual legionary cohorts never received 
commanders unless they were on detached operations. This seeming 
anomaly - the absence of 'middle management' from the legion - is 
logically explained by the limitations of communication on the 
battlefield. Once battle was joined the first battle line was often beyond 
the control of the general and his legates (cf Caes BG 1.52); the 
centurions each led as many soldiers as could be effectively commanded 
by a single man in the chaos of battle. 

This contrasts with the infantry cohortes and cavalry alae of the 
auxiliary branch of the army; as they evolved during the 1st century AD, 
each of these was a distinct permanent unit within no permanent higher 
formation, and thus had its own commander, a praefectus or prefect 
(and therefore presumably its own standard). In modern terms, if 
we compare the legion to a division, then the auxiliary cohorts might 
be called 'corps assets' or 'divisional attachments', outside the formal 
divisional order of battle. 

Basic battle formations 
The Romans had a consistent and practical approach to the battle array 
of their armies. The formation employed against the African rebel 
Tacfarinas in AD 17 was typical (see Plates D/E): light infantry cohorts 
were arranged on either side of legio III Augusta, while cavalry formed 
the wings - hence ala ('wing') as the title of Imperial cavalry units (Tac. 
Ann. 2.52). This formation was used by the Pompeians in their final 
battle against Caesar at Munda in 45 BC, but on a much greater scale, 8 



as no fewer than 13 legions formed the centre (Anon. BHisp. 30). The 
formation was still current in the 3rd century AD, for example at the 
battle of Nisibis (Her. 4.15.1). 

Sometimes the formation was simply cavalry on the flanks and heavy 
infantry in the centre, as at Mons Graupius (AD 84), where the fearsome 
Batavian and Tungrian auxiliary cohorts formed the centre of the line 
(Tac. Agric. 35). A variation on this basic theme was to mix light and 
heavy infantry in the centre; this was achieved by simply placing the light 
troops in the intervals that separated the sub-units of heavy infantry -
as at the River Muthul in 109 BC (Sail. ,BJ 49.6), at Chaeronea in 86 BC 
(Front. Strat. 2.3.17) and also at Nisibis in AD 217 (see below, under 
'Intervals in the battle line'). Light troops, or at least soldiers equipped 
with long-range missile weapons, could also be posted behind the heavy 
infantry in order to keep up a continuous 'fire' over the heads of the 
men in front - as in Arrian's array against the Alani in AD 135, or by 
both Roman armies at Issus in AD 194 (Arr. Ectaxis 17-18, 25; Dio 
74.7.2-4; cf Plut. Sulla 18.4-6 for Chaeronea) 

If one of the wings of an army was anchored on a natural or man-made 
obstacle, i.e. something that would prevent enemy outflanking 
manoeuvres, then cavalry would form only on the exposed flank of the 
infantry - as occurred at Pharsalus (48 BC), where Caesar's left and 
Pompey's right were secured by the steeply banked River 
Enipeus (Caes. BC. 3.86). At Uzitta (46 BC) the left wing of 
the Pompeian infantry extended to the walls of Uzitta town 
itself, requiring cavalry to be positioned only on their right; 
similarly, Caesar's opposing right was secured by fortified 
lines, and all of his cavalry was posted on the left opposite the 
Pompeian squadrons (Anon. BAfr. 59-60). On rare occasions 
Roman armies could be composed almost entirely of cavalry, 
and so both the centre and wings of a battle line would be 
formed by horsemen, as at Ruspina in 46 BC (Anon. BAfr. 13). 
Cavalry could also be used to form the centre in order to 
conceal the presence of infantry, as by Pompey the Great 
against the Albanians in 65 BC (Dio 37.4.2, see below) 

Intervals in the battle line 
Such intervals were necessary to maintain the cohesion of 
the units forming battle lines and to prevent them dissolving 
into a disorganized mass. It was easier for battle lines to 
advance and maintain formation if this was carried out by 
small mobile units acting in unison, rather than by a huge 
and unwieldy continuous line. 

Intervals allowed light troops to make sallies against 
the enemy and then retreat to safety (Plut. Ant. 41.4-5). 
Intervals could also allow cavalry to pass through the ranks 
of the infantry and make frontal charges against the enemy 
(Front. Strat. 2.3.17 cf Livy 10.41 for this as the decisive 
tactic against the Samnites' elite Linen Legion at the 
battle of Aquilonia in 293 BC). At Nisibis (AD 217) the 
non-continuous battle line allowed the heavy infantry units 
(legions, praetorian and auxiliary cohorts) to maintain 
a strong defensive formation, while the light troops 

Gravestone of Gnaeus Musius, 
aquilifer (eagle-bearer) of the 
Fourteenth Legion, Gemina 
Martia Victrix; in some 
inscriptions the number is 
rendered as legio XIIII instead of 
XIV. The aquila was the sacred 
embodiment of the genius or 
spirit of the legion, as the 
signum embodied the spirit of 
the century. Ancient sources 
frequently mention ritual honours 
being paid to these standards; 
the tack of any similar mention 
of legionary cohort standards 
is one reason to doubt that the 
latter was normally a recognized 
level of command. The eagle was 
sacred to jupiter, and Musius' 
shield is emblazoned with a 
winged thunderbolt, another 
symbol of the god. (RHC Archive) 

9 



The epitaph of Aurelius Justinius 
of legio XI Claudia, c.AD 300. 
Even at this late date the 
inscription refers (lines 4 to 5) 
to his cohort and century -
that of the hastatus posterior. 
(Stephen D.P.Richardson) 

postioned between them were free to make opportunist 'marauding 
sorties' against the Parthian archers and armoured cataphracts (see 
Plate G), some of whom were mounted on camels (Her. 4.15). 

It might be wondered if an army maintaining gaps in its battle 
line did not run the risk of the enemy pouring through the gaps and 
surrounding individual sub-units. However, enemies who charged into 
an interval might find themselves caught in the 'crossfire' of missiles 
thrown by light troops (cf Livy 30.33.3); and - because legionaries 
were trained to fight as individuals, and to turn and meet attacks 
from all directions (Polyb. 18.32.10-11) - the files on either side of the 
penetration could simply turn inwards to face the danger and attack its 
flanks. Also, if the Roman army was drawn up in more than one battle 
line, the penetrating enemy would face an immediate counter-charge 
from the front Of course, this all depended on the Romans holding 
their nerve and fighting back in an orderly fashion; if an enemy 
succeeded in establishing a penetration amongst the ranks, panic could 
quickly take hold. Even veteran legionaries found it disconcerting to be 
threatened on their unshielded (right-hand) side (Caes. BC1A4). 

Sometimes the enemy were actually lured into entering the intervals 
in the battle line, which would close up behind and trap them (e.g. at 
Chaeronea, App. Mith. 42). In 65 BC, Pompey exploited the gaps in 
his legionary lines to destroy the army of Oroeses, king of the Asiatic 
Albanians. Oroeses' army was not as big as Pompey's, but he did have 
more cavalry than the Roman general. Fearing that Oroeses would 
withdraw if he saw the full extent of the Roman army, Pompey advanced 
with only his cavalry and formed it into line. Oroeses made ready to 
attack the Roman squadrons before the infantry could be brought up; 
but unknown to him, the legions had already arrived, their progress 
being concealed by the cavalry lines, and with their helmets covered 
to prevent them glinting in the sun. The legionaries halted a little way 
behind their cavalry and knelt down in close order. 

When Oroeses' cavalry charged the Roman troopers retreated 
before them; exultant at their easy victory, the Albanians thundered 
on in confident pursuit. But the legionaries had now risen from their 
concealed position and formed a battle line with intervals; the turmae 

(cavalry squadrons of 30 riders) at the 
centre of the Roman cavalry line passed 
through the intervals - and so did a 
considerable number of pursuing 
Albanians, who were duly surrounded. 
The rest of Oroeses' cavalry drew rein 
before the Roman infantry, but before 
they could re-form they were attacked 
from behind by those Roman turmae that 
had formed the left and right wings 
of Pompey's original cavalry line. These 
troopers had not gone through their 
infantry formation but had ridden down 
its flanks; they now wheeled about, 
and hit Oroeses' bewildered horsemen 
as they milled in confusion (Dio 37.4 
Front. Stmt 2.3.14). 10 



The size of intervals 
When the old manipular legion formed up for battle, the maniples were 
separated by intervals probably equalling the frontage of a maniple -
if a maniple of 120 men formed six ranks, then c.60ft in close order, 
and 120ft in open order - the gap being covered by the maniple in the 
following line (Polyb. 15.9.7-9). The result was a quincunx or chessboard 
formation. Intervals were maintained between legionary cohorts (cf Caes. 
BG 5.15, where the implication of the passage is that the interval was 
much smaller than usual), and there must also have been intervals 
between the centuries, to maintain their individual cohesion. The 
manipular legion had a system for replacing exhausted battle lines: 

When the battle formation of the army was completed, the hastati 
were the first to engage. If they failed to repulse the enemy, they 
slowly retired through the intervals between the maniples of the 
principes who then took up the fight, the hastati following in their 
rear. The triarii, meantime, were resting on one knee under their 
standards, their shields over their shoulders and their spears 
planted on the ground with the points upwards, giving them 
the appearance of a bristling palisade. If the principes were also 
unsuccessful, they slowly retired to the triarii, which has given rise 
to the proverbial saying, when people are in great difficulty, that 
'matters have come down to the triarii'. When the triarii had 
admitted the hastati and principes through the intervals separating 
their maniples, they rose from their kneeling posture and, 
instantly closing their maniples up, they blocked all passage 
through them, and in one compact mass fell on the enemy as 
the last hope of the army. The enemy who had followed up the 
others, as though they had defeated them, saw with dread a new 
and larger army rising apparently out of the earth (Livy 8.8.9-13) 

Battle of Ilerda, 49 BC. 
(1-2) Caesar's legio XIV attempts 
to capture the hillock between 
Pompaeian camp and Ilerda 
town, but is repulsed. 
(3) Caesar's legio IX intervenes 
and pursues Pompeians to 
Ilerda, but becomes stranded 
on approach to city. 
(4) Reinforcements from 
Pompeian camp engage legio IX. 
(Author's drawing, after Veith, 
1906) 
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The testudo 
We have already encountered the testudo ('tortoise') at the battle of 
Carrhae. This archetypal Roman formation was widely employed in both 
sieges and pitched battles to protect soldiers from hails of missiles. The 
testudo could be formed by any number from a mere handful of soldiers 
- as at Saguntum in 75 BC, when legionaries surrounded the wounded 
Metellus and carried him to safety (Plut. Sert. 21.2) - to a complete army, 
such as Mark Antony's during the retreat from Media in 36 BC (see 
below) The interlocked roof of shields of a large and properly formed 
testudo was supposed to be strong enough for a horse-drawn chariot to 
be driven across it (Dio 49.39.3) 

It was strongest when it was static, but was frequently employed for an 
advance on enemy fortifications or battle lines. When a testudo reached 
an enemy wall the formation could be sloped down by the ranks 
kneeling and stooping from the rear, thus forming an assault ramp, or 
at least reducing the distance to the top of the wall (Livy 44.9.6). The 
rebel Batavian cohorts used this tactic when attacking the legionary 
fortress of Vetera in AD 69 (Tac. Hist 4.23). 

At the battle of Issus (AD 194) the army of Pescennius Niger was 
formed high up in the Cilician Gates pass. His main battle line was 
composed of legionaries, but behind them were ranks of javelineers, 
stone-throwers and archers, 'so that the front ranks, fighting at close 
quarters, should hold back the enemy, while the others from a distance 
should bring their strength into play by hurling their missiles over the 
heads of those in front' The opposing Severan army had a similar array, 
legionaries at the front and light troops following (perhaps both armies 
could be described as being in duplex acies), but they had to climb 
and endure bombardment. When they advanced 
into missile range the Severan legionaries formed 
testudines, and so eventually came to close quarters 
with Niger's line; but in the hand-to-hand fighting 
the Severans had the worst of it - no doubt weary 
from their advance, and still under a missile 
barrage from Niger's light troops. Lobbing their 
weapons downhill, Niger's javelineers and stone-
throwers would have had the advantage over the 
Severan light troops. Sulla had used a similar 
tactic at Chaeronea (86 BC) the Pontic phalanx 
collapsed under the double pressure of the 
frontal assault of the legionaries, and the 
continual hail of javelins and fire arrows from 
the light troops positioned immediately behind 
the legions (Plut. Sulla 18.4-6). 

At Issus a timely thunderstorm, driving rain 
into the faces of Niger's troops but only onto the 
backs of the Severans, lessened the resolve of 
Niger's men, and the cry went up in the Severan 
army that Jupiter had sent the storm to aid them. 
Modern readers might scoff at such a reaction, 
but divine intervention was very real to the 
Romans. The Severan legionaries redoubled 
their efforts, and the enemy began to fall back. 

Testudo of the type described 
by Livy, acting not only as a 
defence from missiles during the 
approach to defended walls but 
also as a ramp for other assault 
troops to climb. Unless the 
soldiers were trained acrobats 
it seems unlikely that several 
successive ranks could have 
stood on each others' shoulders 
to reach the parapet, and the 
effect shown here could only 
have been achieved if this 
testudo somehow sheltered 
scaling ladders - which might 
be feasible? (RHC Archive) 

53 



Then the Severan cavalry - detached earlier in the day to find a way 
round Niger's position - slammed into the rear of his army, and this 
decided the day (Dio 74.7; cf Her. 3.7.3-6, for the Severans' employing 
the same cavalry tactic at Lugdunum in AD 197). 

Returning to the testudo: while the emperor Aurelian was in pursuit 
of the Palmyrene general Zabdas, he found his route blocked by 
a substantial force of Palmyrenes occupying a hill above Daphne 
(AD 272). Aurelian ordered his soldiers to form a testudo, advance 
straight up the hill and take the position: 'The testudo will shake off 
any missiles or stones thrown at it' (Zosimus 1.52). And so it did, on this 
occasion; but the testudo was not invulnerable, and could be dismantled 
by those who knew how - other Roman soldiers. Following their great 
victory at the second battle of Cremona (AD 69), the Flavian legions 
moved on the Vitellian camp, determined to take it: 

The soldiers [of legio XIII Gemina], raising their shields above 
their heads, advanced on the rampart in a dense testudo 
formation. Both sides used typical Roman tactics. The Vitellian 
legionaries rolled down heavy stones, and when they had split and 
loosened the overlapped shields, they thrust at the testudo with 
lances and pikes until they broke up its close structure and hurled 
their dead and mangled foes to the ground with great slaughter 
(Tacitus, Hist 3.Z7). 

For all their military 
professionalism, the Romans 
were superstitious; they both 
believed in, and solicited, divine 
intervention in battle. This is the 
'Rain Miracle' depicted on the 
Aurelian column, which refers to 
an action in AD 172 beyond the 
Danube. In hot summer weather, 
a Roman force surrounded by 
Quadi warriors retreated into 
a close formation with locked 
shields, perhaps an orbis or 
testudo. After their direct attacks 
failed the Quadi were waiting for 
thirst and exhaustion to weaken 
the Romans, when a sudden 
torrential thunderstorm not only 
allowed the legionaries to fill 
their helmets with water, but 
caused a flash flood that swept 
many warriors away. Here a 
weird deity made of flowing 
water is shown sheltering 
mail-clad legionaries as enemy 
warriors and their horses 
are drowned. (Petersen, Die 
Marcus-Saule, 1886) 54 



The agmen quadratum and testudo 
In 36 BC Mark Antony invaded the Parthian empire 
in a long-delayed mission to avenge Carrhae. (Julius 
Caesar had been preparing for the war when he was 
assassinated in March 44 BC by Brutus, Cassius and 
the other 'Liberators'.) But Antony was deserted en 
route by his Armenian allies, whose cataphracts and 
horse archers he had hoped to employ to contain 
the Parthian cavalry; his siege train and two legions 
were surrounded by the complete Parthian field 
army, and destroyed. Without the means to capture 
cities and running out of supplies, Antony decided 
to retreat from Media back into Armenia. The 
retreat lasted 27 days, during which time his army 
fought 18 battles against the Parthian pursuit force 
of 40,000 cataphracts and horse archers. Despite 
the length of the retreat, Antony held his army 
together by using the agmen quatratum and testudo 
formations, and by expanding on the tactics 
successfully used against the Parthians by Ventidius 
Bassus two years before. 

As he retreated, Antony used his slingers, javelineers and cavalry 
in combination against the enemy. Whenever the Parthian cavalry 
threatened his battle lines or agmen quadratum, the slingers and light 
troops would sally out through the intervals in the formation and 
bombard them. While the Parthians were so occupied, Antony's 
predominantly Gallic cavalry would mass together, charge and scatter 
the enemy, b u t - unlike Publius Crassus at Carrhae - they did not pursue 
them far. The light troops and cavalry would withdraw and the smarting 
Parthians would turn and pursue, only to find themselves being drawn 
into range of the massed pila of the legionaries. 

These tactics worked well until the fifth day of the retreat, when 
Flavius Gallus, the commander of the light troops and cavalry at the rear 
of the agmen quadratum, refused to withdraw in the face of the enemy, 
believing that he could rout the Parthians in hand-to-hand combat. 
Ignoring the pleas of his officers to retreat while they still could, he 
was gradually surrounded. The legionary commanders at the rear of 
the agmen then sent troops to relieve him, but instead of advancing the 
complete rear line they sent out only a few cohorts at a time, and these 
were defeated piecemeal. It was only the arrival of Antony with legio III 
Gallica from the front of the agmen that prevented a complete rout. The 
legion advanced through the Roman fugitives and presented an orderly 
battle line to the Parthians before they could charge into the disordered 
rear of the square. 

The Parthians were encouraged by this success - Gallus' 
misjudgement had cost 3,000 Roman dead and 5,000 wounded - and 
attacked on the following days with vigour. The Romans reverted to 
their own hit-and-withdraw tactics; but when the agmen quadratum had 
to negotiate a steep descent and its progress was reduced to the slowest 
pace, the Parthian horse archers loosed volley after volley into the 
square. Antony sounded the halt and gave the order for a testudo to be 
formed (see Plate B): 

Portrait bust thought to 
represent the emperor Aurelian -
L.Domitius Aurelianus (r.AD 
270-275). A soldier of humble 
birth, and a firm but just 
disciplinarian, he was acclaimed 
by the army on the death of 
Claudius II Gothicus, and proved 
one of the more successful of 
the many emperors who vied for 
power during the chaotic 3rd 
century AD. Before assassins 
ended his short reign he 
destroyed the armies of two 
separate rivals for the throne; 
drove the Goths back over the 
Danube; secured the Rhine 
frontier during hard campaigns 
in Germany; then turned to the 
Middle East, defeating the forces 
of Queen Zenobia of Palmyra. 
While campaigning against the 
Palmyrene general Zabdas in 
AD 272 he successfully attacked 
an enemy-held hill at Daphne by 
forming testudo. (Author's photo) 
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The emperor Severus Alexander 
(r.AD 222-235), who was doomed 
by his defeat at the hands of 
King Ardashir in AD 233, when 
the Sassanians managed to 
destroy a testudo or agmen 
quadratum formation. He was 
already despised by the soldiery 
for his effeminacy, and his failure 
during the Persian war caused 
burning resentment. When in 
AD 235 he tried to avoid a war 
against the Alamanni - an 
emerging Germanic confederacy 
- by paying them a subsidy, 
he was lynched by legionary 
recruits, and the general 
Maximinus was hailed as 
emperor. (RHC Archive) 

The legionaries wheeled about [i.e. those on the 
flanks and rear of the square, so as to face outwards], 
enclosing the lighter armed troops within their 
ranks, while they themselves dropped on one knee 
and held out their shields before them. The second 
ranks held their shields up over the heads of the 
first, and the next rank likewise. (The resulting 
appearance is very much like a roof, it is an 
impressive sight, and is the most effective protection 
against arrows, which glance off it.) The Parthians, 
thinking that the Romans dropping on one knee was 
a sign of fatigue and exhaustion, put away their bows, 
grasped their lances by the middle and charged to 
close quarters. But the Romans, with a full battle 
cry, suddenly sprang up, and thrusting with their pila 
slew the foremost of the Parthians and put all the 
rest to flight. This happened also on the following 
days as the Romans, little by little, proceeded on 
their way (Plutarch, Antony 45.2-3). 

The Parthians eventually gave up attempts to come to close quarters 
with the Romans and simply harassed them with showers of arrows, 
especially at the rear of the marching square. The enemy did make one 
last major attempt to break the Roman formation as it was about to cross 
a river, but again the light troops sallied out, while the legionaries at the 
rear formed testudo (presumably retaining intervals for the light troops' 
to retreat into), and the Parthians declined to assault it. Meanwhile 
Antony saw to it that his wounded were first to cross the river and 
drink - hunger and thirst were now the main enemies of the Romans, 
accounting for half of Antony's losses; then he came up with all the 
cavalry to act as a screen while the infantry crossed. The Parthians did 
not attack; close as they were to the border with Armenia, they unstrung 
their bows and saluted the Romans. Six days after this - the eighteenth 
battle of the retreat - the Romans were back in friendly territory (Plut. 
Ant 41-50; Dio 49.24-31). 

More than 260 years after Antony's abortive invasion of Parthia 
another Roman army advanced eastwards, making for Ctesiphon, now 
capital of the Sassanian Persian empire. The Sassanians had overthrown 
their Parthian overlords in c.AD 224, and almost immediately declared 
their intention to seize Rome's eastern provinces. Mesopotamia was 
overrun in AD 229; the Romans reconquered the province in AD 231, 
and in AD 233 sent three armies into Persian territory to extract 
revenge. One army, following Antony's route from Armenia into Media, 
caused chaos. A second followed the Euphrates towards Ctesiphon (just 
south of modern Baghdad), expecting to rendezvous on the way with a 
third army under the command of the emperor Severus Alexander, but 
he failed to leave Roman Mesopotamia. The Sassanian king, Ardashir, 
abandoned attempts to contain the Romans in the north, and gathered 
his forces (the usual cataphracts and horse archers) for an all-out attack 
on the second invading army. Ardashir found the Romans completely 
unprepared, and surrounded them. A testudo was formed but it did not 
save the Romans: 56 



Under missile attack from all sides, the Roman soldiers were 
destroyed, because they were unable to stand up to the superior 
numbers and were continually having to shield their exposed 
sides that formed a target for the enemy... In the end they were 
all driven into a mass and fought from behind a testudo, as though 
they were in a siege. Bombarded from every side, they held out 
bravely for as long as they could, but finally they were all 
destroyed. This terrible disaster, which no one cares to recall, was 
a setback to the Romans, since a vast army, matching anything 
in earlier generations for courage and endurance, had been 
destroyed (Her. 6.5.9-10). 

The Romans had been lulled into a false sense of security because 
their advance had so far encountered no opposition, but above all they 
believed that the emperor's main army had advanced and was no 
doubt trouncing Ardashir even as they moved on his defenceless 
capital. Evidently advancing without scouts, and not in a marching 
order that could readily form a line of battle, the Romans paid the 
ultimate price. 

EPILOGUE 

When the armies of the rival emperors Licinius and Maximinus Daia 
met in battle near Adrianople in AD 313, it was one of the last great 
encounters of legionary armies organized in cohorts and centuries. 
The armies advanced, centurions and standard-bearers leading the 
centuries, and came within missile range; but Daia's soldiers had 
already been unnerved by the sight of Licinius' army 
at prayer, and believed that their enemies were 
divinely inspired. The Licinians suddenly charged 
and, like Caesar's soldiers in the battle against 
Ariovistus, Daia's legionaries had no time to throw 
their javelins. As they struggled to draw their swords 
the Licinians were upon them, cutting down the 
leading ranks. At length Daia's men gave way, losing 
half their number (Lact. DMP 46-47) Lactantius' 
account of the battle is unfortunately brief and 
concerned mostly with the apparent inspiration of 
Licinius' men by the Christian god; but the elements 
of the old aggressive tactics are clear. 

After this the tactics of the Romans became more 
defensive in all situations, the running charge being 
dropped in favour of a static shield wall, and the 
devastating combination of pilum and gladius giving 
way to other weapons. But when led by an old-style 
commander the regiments of the Late Empire could 
still be inspired to fight in the old way. In AD 363, on 
the plain before Ctesiphon, a Sassanian Persian army 
awaited the advance of Roman infantry led by the 
emperor Julian 'the Apostate' - a pagan in what was 
by then a Christian empire. 

Maximinus (r.AD 235-238) was 
so called because he began his 
career as a common cavalryman 
but was promoted to the highest 
military commands - the name 
means something like 
'Greatest-Smallest'. He was the 
first emperor recorded as having 
fought in battle in person while 
holding the throne; his features 
present a striking contrast to 
those of Severus Alexander, and 
the soldiers revered him as one 
of their own. After taking power 
he crossed the Rhine, and during 
the ensuing campaign he found 
his battle line hesitant to follow 
the Alamanni, who were 
withdrawing into a marsh. 
'Maximinus plunged into the 
marsh on horseback (even 
though the water... came over 
the horse's belly), and killed 
many of the barbarians who 
resisted'; this example shamed 
his troops back into action (Her. 
7.2.6-7). Despite his courage and 
military charisma, Maximinus too 
would soon fall victim to the 
chronic instability of the 3rd 
century empire. (Author's photo) 
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Early 2nd-century AD legionaries 
and auxiliaries, including slingers 
and stone-throwers, assault 
a Dacian fort in a scene from 
Trajan's Column. Note, left, a 
standard-bearer, and auxiliary 
soldiers with scaling ladders. 
The former has a small, round 
shield of a type associated with 
standard-bearers, presumably 
to make it easy to sling and less 
awkward when handling the 
heavy standards. (RHC Archive) 

Following their emperor, the Roman infantrymen advanced 
slowly at first, swinging their shields as they came, as if to hypnotize 
the Persians. The Romans' helmets were crested and their armour 
polished, recalling the way that Lucullus' and Caesar's men went into 
battle in their finery. As they came within missile range the warcry 
was sounded and, like the legionaries of Lucullus and Ventidius, they 
charged at the run, getting inside the reach of the Persian arrows. 
The light infantry stung the Persians with javelins, the heavy infantry 
stabbed and hacked their way into the leading ranks of cataphracts 
with spears and swords. Julian cheered them on, and they barged 
their way through the overwhelmed cavalry and into the infantry 
beyond. The Persian infantry fell back, at first slowly, then turning 
to flight. The war elephants bringing up the rear of the Persian 
army did not come into action, probably having already turned back 
to the city. The Romans followed, slashing at the backs and legs of 
the fugitives. 

The city gates were open to admit the fleeing Persians, but as 
the Romans were about to enter the city the newly cautious and 
defensive mentality asserted itself. A general, ironically named Victor, 
sounded the recall, and threw away the best opportunity the army 
had to take the Persian capital. His intentions were good: his soldiers 
might have been cut off and surrounded in the narrow streets and 
slaughtered piecemeal (Amm. Marc. 24.6-8-13). But Julian's army 
did not have the numbers to properly besiege such a great city, 
and what followed was a disaster. The Romans were forced to 
retreat, Julian was mortally wounded in a skirmish, and only a 
shattered remnant of the army that had almost carried Ctesiphon 
made it home. 
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PLATE COMMENTARIES 

A: LEGIONARY CENTURIES IN CLOSE AND 
OPEN ORDER 
Two legionary centuries, one prior (front) and one posterior 
(rear), are depicted in close and open order respectively. The 
prior century is formed in eight ranks and ten files, each 
legionary occupying a space 3ft wide and probably 3ft deep 
(0.91m square). This spacing is given by Polybius in his 
account of the manipular legion, and appears to have remained 
standard into the Late Roman period (Poiyb. 18.30.6). The 
number of soldiers in a contubernium (tent or mess group) was 
eight, and scholars have suggested that the contubernium also 
formed a file in the battle line, but there is no ancient evidence 
to confirm this. In the battle formation that Arrian drew up 
against the Alani (AD 135), the legionaries did form eight ranks. 
However, when on the march Arrian's legionaries marched four 
abreast, so his battle line may have been formed by posterior 
centuries drawn up immediately behind prior centuries, each 
century formed in four ranks and 20 files. 

The posterior century is depicted in open formation, the 
legionaries drawn up in four ranks and 20 staggered files. 
Again following Polybius (18.30.7), in this open formation 

each soldier occupies a space 6ft by 6ft (1.83m square). 
The number of ranks is also suggested by Arrian's formation 
against the Alani; while there is no direct evidence for such a 
chessboard formation, it has long been favoured by scholars 
because it would allow more soldiers to use their weapons. 

In both centuries the 'command group' of centurion, 
standard-bearer and trumpeter (centurio, signifer, cornicen) -
here keyed C, S & Tr - are located in the centre of the first and 
second ranks. Most reconstructions place the centurion at the 
right of the front rank; but we know that in Late Roman cavalry 
units the commander, standard-bearer and trumpeter were 
grouped together at the front centre {Strategicon 3.2-4), and 
this arrangement also seems sensible for the century. To the 
rear of the century are positioned the optio - here keyed O -
the centurion's second-in-command; and the tesserarius - T -
the 'holder of the watchword' Polybius tells us that the optio's 
place was in the rear, and the long staff with which he is often 
depicted suggests that he would shove soldiers back into 
rank (cf Strategicon 12.B.17; Speidel 1992, 24-26). Tesserarii 
are depicted with a similar long staff, and presumably aided 
the optio at the rear of the century when in battle. 59 



TOP Legionary helmet lost in the River Po during one of 
the battles of Cremona, AD 69. This rather crudely made 
bronze piece, now in the Museo Stibbert in Florence, was 
classified by H.Russell Robinson as Imperial Italic Type C. 
(Stephen D.P.Richardson) 

MIDDLE Suggested reconstruction by Robinson, from 
sculptural and fragmentary archaeological sources, of 
a 2nd century AD bronze auxiliary helmet, classified as 
Auxiliary Infantry Type C. (Stephen D.P.Richardson) 

BOTTOM Bronze legionary helmet contemporary with the 
battle of Issus (AD 194). This piece, marked to L.Sollonius 
Super of legio XXX Ulpia Victrix and found at Niedermormter 
in Germany, is the latest currently known example of the 
development of the so-called Imperial Gallic and Italic 
types. Classified by Robinson as Imperial Italic type H, 
it is now in the Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn. 
(Steven D.P.Richardson) 

B: THE TESTUDO 
The testudo ('tortoise') is famous for its use in siege warfare, 
but it was also widely employed in field battles, because it 
offered excellent protection against missiles. Here (1 & 2) we 
see part of the testudo formed by Mark Antony against horse 
archers during his retreat from Parthia in 36 BC. Antony's 
testudo appears to have been different from other such 
formations, in that all his legionaries knelt down; the first rank 
formed the shield wall, and the second and third ranks lifted 
their shields to create the forward-sloping roof (2). When the 
Parthians saw that the complete Roman army had halted 
its march and was kneeling down, they believed that the 
Romans had become too dejected to fight. The testudo 
formation protected them from the horse archers' arrows, so 
the Parthians gave up their hit-and-run tactics, took up their 
lances and attacked the formation at close quarters. This 
was exactly what Antony wanted: as soon as the Parthians 
came near, the legionaries leapt out of formation (1, centre) 
and finally got to grips with them (Plut. Ant. 45). 

At (3) we show a file in a fulcum, a late Roman variant 
of the testudo that was much used as a defence against 
enemy cavalry (Strategicon 12.B.16; Ranee 2004). 

C: THE CUNEUS AND 'P IG'S HEAD' 
Cuneus means 'wedge', but there is no evidence that the 
Romans used literally triangular-shaped infantry formations, 
Cuneus was a term applied to formations of various shapes 
- even squares or rectangular columns - in which the soldiers 
were formed in extremely close order (probably spaced 
1.5ft by 1.5ft), and were employed to create or exploit gaps 
in enemy battle lines. One cuneus tactic may have been to 
advance two columns of infantry at converging angles so that 
they would strike the enemy at approximately the same point 
- a similar tactic had been advocated for the Macedonian 
phalanx, called the embolon (e.g. Asclep. Tact. 11.5). Here 
we see such a tactic employed by two legionary cohorts 
against rebel troops drawn up in poor order. Even before 
the heads of the columns strike, the portion of the rebel line 
facing the advance of the cuneus begins to panic and flee. 
The legionaries in the columns are drawn up six abreast, as 
suggested by Josephus' description of Vespasian's marching 
order in Judaea in AD 67 (Jos. BJ 3.124). 60 



The insets shows a cohort of six centuries drawn 
up in three hypothetical interpretations of 'pig's head' 
formations. The pig's head was closely associated with the 
cuneus, and is vaguely described as being narrower at the 
front than it was at the back; the 'snout' of the formation 
was presumably flat. 

D/E: BATTLE ARRAY 
This reconstruction is based on the formation with which 
legio III Augusta and auxiliaries defeated the African rebel 
Tacfarinas in AD 17 (Tac. Ann. 2.52). The triplex acies (triple 
line) legionary formation was employed widely in the closing 
years of the Republic and presumably continued in use 
during the early Imperial period. 

Here we see a legion (centre) of 60 centuries and ten 
cohorts drawn up in triplex acies using a 4-3-3 arrangement. 
The first line consists of 24 close-order centuries (four 
cohorts); the second and third lines each have 18 centuries 
(three cohorts). At some time in the 1st century AD the first 
cohort, positioned at the right of the first line (near left, as 
viewed here) was increased in size over the other nine, to 
five double-size centuries. 

Reconstructions of the triplex acies often show the six 
centuries in each cohort formed up very close together, 
and with large intervals between adjacent cohorts. Here, 
by contrast, we show the centuries separated by an interval 
equalling the frontage of a century. This allows the first 
line of the legion to attack the enemy as a mass of small 
cunei, and if their charge is unsuccessful, the centuries of 
the second line can move forward to replace the leading 
centuries, or to fill the intervals between them. The third line 
of the legion is held as a reserve. 

The legate (legion commander), his vexillum standard and 
his six tribunes are positioned behind the first cohort, with 
trumpeters to sound tactical signals (inset 1); from here 
he can direct the action, and send his tribunes with orders 
to the various components of the army. The 120 legionary 
cavalry behind him (inset 2) serve both as a bodyguard and 
a reserve (Jos. BJ 3.120). We speculate that the legion's 
aquilifer standard-bearer and its primus pilus - the senior 
centurion of the first cohort, a soldier of great prestige and 
authority - would be stationed in the front rank of that 
cohort (inset 3). 

The legion is supported on each flank by two cohorts of 
auxiliary light infantry, with c.480 soldiers per cohort. The 
cohorts are in open order, appropriate to missile troops 
and skirmishers, with posterior centuries formed up behind 
the prior centuries. The second cohort on each flank is a 

Cornicen (trumpeter) and mail-clad signifer (standard-
bearer), depicted on the Great Ludovisi battle sarcophagus, 
c.AD 260; the helmets depicted (lower right) are of so-called 
Attic type, of which some highly decorative examples have 
been found. The armour and equipment of the legionary still 
echoed those of the great reigns of the previous century, 
and occasional victories were still won in the old style. 
However, during the usually brief reigns of some 24 
emperors between the mid-230s and mid-280s, all Rome's 
external enemies took advantage of the never-ending 
rebellions and civil wars which chronically weakened 
the empire's defences. (Author's photo) 

reserve. Our placing of a command group for each cohort 
beside its right front is speculative; we know that auxiliary 
cohorts - unlike legionary cohorts - had commanders and 
standards at this level, but not where they took position 
in battle. We have placed the auxiliary centurions and 
standard-bearers of the centuries in their front ranks 
(inset 4). 

On each flank an ala of auxiliary cavalry, c.500 strong in 
16 turmae or troops, completes the battle array; we have 
placed the commander, his vexillarius standard-bearer and 
tubicen trumpeter in the front ranks of the right hand 
turma; (inset 5) shows the command group of a European 
unit, Gallic or Thracian, and (inset 6) troopers of a 
Numidian unit. 

While the legionaries (inset 7) make a frontal assault, 
the light infantry will add missile support; the cavalry will 
attempt to knock out the light troops and cavalry of the 
enemy army, preventing any envelopment by enemy 
flanking attacks, and will then swing inwards to assault 
the enemy main body from the flanks and rear. 
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ABOVE Helmets of this general type - with a very deep 
rear extension, large face-guards, a deep, pointed 'peak', 
and crossed reinforces over the skull - were classified by 
Robinson as Auxiliary Cavalry Type E and dated to the 2nd 
century. More recently, however, comparison with the scarce 
sculptural evidence has suggested that they were used by 
legionary infantry in the 3rd century AD (e.g. the gravestone 
of Julius Aufidius of legio XVI Flavia Firma at Veria). 
Changes in the design of military equipment normally 
respond to practical needs; we may speculate about the 
apparent need for more fully protective helmets in this 
period. This example, from Heddernheim and now in 
the Frankfurt Museum, is of iron with bronze fitt ings. 
(Steven D.P.Richardson) 

F: LEGIONARY CENTURY CHARGING 
In the previous plate the legion's centuries were arrayed 
so as to form a row of cunel with the potential to puncture 
an opposing battle line. Here we see a late Republican or 
early Imperial century making a furious charge against the 
enemy. The leading two ranks have thrown their pila and 
sprint towards the enemy; the Roman soldier attempted 
to topple his opponents (Tac. Hist. 2.42), so speed was 
essential, and we can see here how the shield was used 
as a battering ram. Behind the sprinting swordsmen, 
the legionaries in ranks three and four have paused 
momentarily to hurl their pila over the heads of the leading 
ranks and into the enemy. The remaining four ranks follow 
up at an easy jog; while the preceding ranks have opened 
up, these legionaries retain good close order. As was 
typical in battles of the Republic, and presumably also the 
Empire, they drum their pila against their shields, and 

BELOW LEFT The legionary's deadly tool for close-quarter 
combat: a gladius of the late 1st century BC or early 1st 
century AD. This example belonged to a centurion, who 
had the hilt plated in silver. Personal displays of relative 
wealth by the decoration of weapons and other items 
seem to have been popular among Roman soldiers. 
(Steven D.P.Richardson) 

BELOW RIGHT Gladius from Pompeii, c.AD 79, stil l In its 
scabbard. This type, with its parallel edges and shorter 
'cl ipped' point, was the standard infantry sword from the 
mid 1st to mid 2nd centuries AD, and its shape suggests 
a weapon equally useful for both the cut and the thrust. 
(Steven D.P.Richardson) 

sing a paean to the war god Mars; the Romans believed 
that this gave the troops confidence and intimidated the 
enemy. The legionaries in the rear ranks do not throw their 
pila because of the risk of hitting their comrades in the 
leading ranks. 

The dust and hazy atmosphere is typical of Roman 
battles, which were usually fought in the summer months, 
so the volume of dust raised by thousands of feet and 
hooves was immense. At the battle of Vercellae (101 BC) 62 



there was so much dust that for a time the Romans could 
not see the huge army of the Cimbri, and when some 
Roman units advanced into the dust cloud they unwittingly 
marched past the enemy (Plut. Mar. 26.3). 

G: LANClARll ATTACK PARTHIAN 
CATAPHRACTS 
Here we see a century of lanciarii (inset 1) - light-armed 
legionaries equipped with lanceae - deploying from the 
interval between two centuries of heavy legionary infantry 
(inset 2), to swarm around a squadron of Parthian 
cataphracts in a battle of the 3rd century AD. Fooled by 
the tempting gap between the centuries of heavy infantry, 
the cataphracts - fully armoured cavalry (inset 3) - have 
charged on to a line of caltrops, leg-breaking pits and other 
booby-traps hidden in the sandy grassland before the 
Roman battle line. As the lanciarii bombard the stricken 
cavalry with their light javelins, another Parthian squadron 
wheels away before it hits the booby-traps. 

Similar tactics were successfully employed by the 
Romans against the Parthians at the epic three-day battle 
of Nisibis in AD 217 (Her. 4.15.1-4). Lanciarii belonging 
to legio II Parthica fought at this battle, but their exact 
function is debated. Here they are presented as 
skirmishers, like the velites of the manipular legion; but 
some suggest that the lanciarii were positioned to the 
rear of the battle line, hurling their javelins over a heavy 
infantry shield wall (cf the rear four ranks of Arrian's 
legionary formation against the Alani). 

H: CAVALRY WEDGE & TESTUDO 
Triangular wedge and rhomboid cavalry formations had 
been employed by the ancient Greeks and Macedonians. 
The 2nd-century AD Roman genera! Arrian commends 
the wedge in his Tactical Handbook, but it remains unclear 
if the formation was actually used by Roman cavalry (Arr. 
Tact. 16). This plate presents at (1) a 3rd-century turma of 
30 contarii (lancers) in a hypothetical wedge or cuneus of 

three ranks. The decurion (1D), 
commander of the turma, forms 
the point, and the draconarius 
standard-bearer (1S) rides in the 
rank behind him. Other under-
officers, including a trumpeter 
(cf Strategicon 3.2), were 
probably concentrated in the 
leading ranks, so that 'all of 
the leaders fall on the enemy 
together.' Behind the turma 
the decurion's servant - calo, 
often a slave (1C) - follows on 
one of the decurion's remounts 
and leads the other on a long 
rein; officers and under-officers 
went into battle with spare 
horses. The servant also carries 
a spare contus (lance) for the 
decurion. 

At (2) we show another 
variation of the testudo, here 
a loose shield wall formed by 
3rd-century cavalrymen, who 
have formed up in a slightly 
oblique rank, with the horses' 
heads turned in, so as to present 
their shielded side to the enemy. 
The oblique line means that 
each trooper's shield also offers 
some protection to the head 
of the horse of the next rider 
(Arr Tact. 36.1). 

Funerary portrait of a legionary 
of the early 4th century AD; 
the long-sleeved tunic, long 
trousers, sword slung to the 
left hip, oval shield and multiple 
javelins are typical. (Steven 
D.P.Richardson) 63 
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