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LATE ROMAN CAVALRYMAN AD 236-565
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HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

The twilight of the Roman Empire saw a revolution
in the way war was waged. The drilled infantryman,
who had been the mainstay of Mediterranean armies
since the days of the Greek hoplite, was gradually
replaced by the mounted warrior. This change did
not take place overnight, and in the 3rd and 4th
centuries the role of the cavalryman was primarily to

support the infantry. However, by the time of

Justinian’s reconquest of the west, in the 6th century,
the situation had been completely reversed, and 1t
was the infantryman who found himself in the sup-
porting role.

The eques, or ordinary cavalryman, was in many
ways similar to his infantry counterpart. He was
more likely to have been a German, Sarmatian or
Hun than an Ttalian, and he had probably never seen

For centuries infantry had
played the central role in
Roman armies, with
cavalry supporting them.
Over the course of the late
Roman period the
importance of cavalry
grew, and eventually it was
the horseman who became
the central figure in

Roman armies. (Antonius
Pius relief, 2nd century AD)

Rome. He fought for pay or booty, and did not
particularly feel any great loyalty or sense of duty to
the empire he was defending. Unlike the infantry-
man, however, he formed the elite of the army, and as
time progressed his equipment and status improved
as that of the infantryman declined. He was the
precursor of the medieval knight who was to rule the
battlefield for centuries to come.

Cavalry reserve of the 3rd century
The 3rd century AD was a period of chaos. Civil war
and economic decline had greatly weakened the Em-
pire, at a time of increasing pressure on the frontiers.
Previously the Empire had been defended primarily
by infantry-based armies protecting the /imes, or
frontier zones. The problem with this system was
that when the frontier defences were penetrated, as
happened with increasing frequency in the 3rd cen-

tury, there were no troops in reserve to deal with the
invasion. Another problem was that such break-




throughs were often by fairly small, fast-moving
bands of raiders (particularly the Goths along the
Danube and the Franks and Alamanni along the
Rhine): by the time temporary task forces, or
vextllationes, had been drawn from the frontier de-
fences and dispatched to the troubled areas, their foes
had long since moved on.

One of the results of this pressure on the Em-
pire’s defensive system was an increase in the cavalry
arm. T'his was not because cavalry had proved them-
selves tactically superior to infantry, but rather be-
cause fast-moving cavalry had a better chance of
deploying quickly to trouble-spots. The emperor
Gallienus (253-68) took this one step further and
created all-cavalry reserve forces, which were based
at strategic locations in northern Italy, Greece and
the Balkans.

These reserves were probably created by with-
drawing the old 120-man cavalry detachments from
the legions and brigading them into new units called
equites promoti. T'hese in turn were supplemented by
light skirmishers recruited i Illyricum (equites
dalmatae) and North Africa (equites maurt), possibly
together with heavier units of equites scutarir. oventu-
ally these new units came to be collectively referred
to as equites tyriciant or as vexillatio, a term which
had originally meant a detachment drawn from the

4

Modern reconstruction
with Jrd-century
equipment. The man on
the left 1s wearing a
panoply of fine bronze
scales based on the Battle
of Ebenezer fresco from
Dura FEuropos in Syria.
Similar hooded armour is
depicted in the 4th-century
Vergilus Vaticanus
manuscript, and may have
been worn in the eastern
frontier regions. The man
on the right is wearing
more conventional
equipment, representative
of western cavalry units.
(Author’s photo)

frontier legions. The new vexillationes also enjoved
higher status than the old auxilhiary cavalry. A unit at
full strength was about 500 men.

The central cavalry reserve was mstrumental 1n
the success of the Illyrian emperors (Claudius,
Aurelian, Probus, Carus and Diocletian) in restoring
order in the latter part of the 3rd century. However,
in the relative calm of Diocletian’s reign (284—-305)
there was a partial return to a forward defensive
strategy along the frontiers. Diocletian probably
maintained a small central field army (comitatus)
which included two vexillationes (promoti and comites)
and three legions (lanciarii, ioviani and herculiant),
but the bulk of the eguites illyriciant were distributed
along the eastern frontiers, and never quite regained
their former status.

Reorganisation in the 4th century
The 4th century saw a complete reorganisation of the
army. Constantine enlarged the comitatus to include
five cavalry vexillationes, five legions and ten new
small infantry units called awuxifia. The comitatus was
were given higher status and privileges than the static
frontier forces. In keeping with a trend that had been
established by Gallienus in the mid-3rd century and
reflecting the increasing importance of their role, the
cavalry were ranked as senior to the legions and



auvilia. Constantine also disbanded the Praetorian
Guard and replaced it with the scholae, an all-cavalry
force which included units of scutarii and gentiles.

A single centralised field army could not, how-
ever, cope with the frequent emergencies that
erupted simultaneously at various points throughout
the Empire. Constantine’s successors, therefore, in-
creased and divided up the comitatus to form several
regional field armies (comitatenses) to act as reserves
in Gaul, Illyricum, Thrace and the east, and gave a
new designation (palatini) to the urits of the emper-
or’s central field army. Before long, units of
comitatenses and palatini became mixed in the same
armies, although the palatini continued to have
higher status.

At some point the field army was split between
the eastern and western halves of the Empire. This
probably occurred in 365, when the Empire was
divided between Valentinian and Valens. Many units
were divided in two, keeping their original names but
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adding the designation seniores or iuntores to distin-
guish between them. It is quite possible that the two
halves of a unit were not each recruited back up to
their former strength but remained at a strength of
about 300 — a unit size which carried through into
Byzantine times.

We have a fairly good 1dea of how the army was
orgamised from the Notitta Digmitatum, a contempo-
rarv document which lists all units at the end of the
4th century for the west and the beginning of the 5th
century for the east. Several different tvpes of cavalry
are listed in this document, and 1n many cases we can
deduce their role and equipment from the unit name.
Units of mauri, dalmatae and cetrati were probably
licht, fast-moving javelin-armed skirmishers. The
development and
equipment of Roman
cavalry. (Deutsche

Archaologische Institut,

Rome)

Captured Sarmatian arms
and equipment from the
base of Trajan’s Column,
From the 2nd century
onwards the Sarmatians
heavily influenced the
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would be kept to a
minimum for speed and
stealth. (Arch of
Constantine, Deutsche
Archaologishe Institut,

Rome)

On campaign, cavalrymen
played an important role
scouting ahead of the
army and screening its
movements. When
deployed on such duties,
equipment and armour

many equites sogittarii, or horse archers, were prob-
ably also light cavalry, although some, such as the
Sagittarii  Clibanarii, would have been heavily
equipped. Fully armoured lancers, modelled on
Sarmatian, Parthian and Palmyran lancers, also
formed part of the 4th-century army and were called
catafractarii or clibanarii.

The majority of cavalry, however, were probably
little different from the auxiliary cavalry of the earlier
Empire, and were trained and equipped for close
combat and for skirmishing from a distance with
javelins. Such conventional heavy cavalry probably
included units styled as promoti, scutarii, stablesiani,
armigert, brachiati and cornuti as well as those bearing
Germanic or Gallic tribal names or named after
reigning emperors. A few senior cavalry units were
comites rather than eguites, and some of these were
further distinguished by a descriptive name (Comites
Alant or Comutes clibanarii, for example); the title was
probably honorific.

6

All of these cavalry types could be found in the
static frontier forces (/imitanei and ripenses) as well as
in the field armies. Some were the descendants of the
old auxiliary a/lae; others included i/lyriciani, conven-
tional equites, catafractarii and sagittarii. These were
further supplemented by ‘native’ cavalry or equites
imdigenae, of which both sagittarii and promoti are
recorded on the eastern frontier. Elsewhere, particu-
larly on the Danube frontier, could be found units
called cuner equitum, who may also have been semi-
irregular, locally recruited cavalry.

Armaies of the warlords

T'he aftermath of the disastrous Persian and Gothic
campaigns of 363 and 378 respectively saw another
change in the organisation of the Roman army.
Heavy losses resulted in the transfer of many units of
limitanei to the comitatus (where they were given the
title of psuedocomitatenses). This probably resulted in
a weakening of the frontier defences as well as a
degradation in the quality of the field army. Roman
commanders turned more and more to bands of
barbarians to fill the ranks of their mobile field
forces. Theodosius, for example, is reported to have
employed 20,000 Goths at the battle of Figidus in AD
394. These barbarian allies (foederati) were given land
to settle i return for military service; however, they
fought together under their own leaders and were
only nominally Romanised.

Increasingly, as the reliability of the regular field
armies decreased, military commanders and even
wealthy individuals began to hire bands of private
retainers or bucellarii. The great warlords of the 5th
century, such as Stilicho, Aetius and Aspar, all main-
tained large personal followings and came to rely on
them almost exclusively. In AD 444 Valerian, a
wealthy magnate in the east, is recorded as overpow-
ering the local governor with a ‘great horde of barbar-
1ans’, and in the 6th century Belisarius employed as
many as 7,000 bucellarii. Attempts were made to limit
such private armies, including a law of AD 476 which
made it illegal for individuals to maintain ‘gangs of
armed slaves, bucellarii or Isaurians’. However, it
seems that the practice remained fairly common.

By the 6th century the bucellarii had been insti-
tutionalised and Roman field armies had evolved into
large followings of mounted warriors who owed alle-
giance to powerful warlords — direct ancestors of the
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feudal host. The old comitatenses were reduced, like
the /imitanei, to static garrisons, and the cavalry had
become the arm of decision. Weapons too had
changed: the typical Roman cavalryman now carried

a bow as his principal weapon (probably as a result of

Hunnic and Persian influences). Shock cavalry was
provided primarily by the German foederati, who by
the mid-6th century had evolved into regular units of
lancers.

CHRONOLOGY

Major Battles in bold

236-268 Franks, Alamanni and Goths

Rhine and Danube frontiers.

Roman army defeated by Goths at Forum

Terebronii.

258-261 Persian War. Romans defeated at Edessa;
Fmperor Valerian captured.

253-268 Reign of Gallienus. Creation of a central
cavalry reserve.

268-280 lllyrian emperors restore the frontiers.

271-273 Aurelian’s successful campaign against
Palmyra.

OVvVerrun

251

Hadrian’s Wall, the most
famous of Rome's frontier
defences. The frontier
zones were manned by

static garrison troops
known as limitanei.
(English Heritage)

284-305 Reign of Diocletian. Complete reorganisa-
tion of imperial administration.

J12 Constantine defeats Maxentius at Milvan
Bridge.

313 Edict of Milan brings recognition for
Christianity.

324-337 Constantine sole emperor. Construction of
new capital at Byzantium (Constantinople).

337-350 Inconclusive war with Persia.

351 Constantius’ eastern army defeats the west-

ern troops of the usurper Magnentius at
Mursa.

355-360 Julian’s successful campaign against the
Franks and Alamanni in Gaul.

357 Roman victory over the Alamanni at Stras-
bourg.

363 Failed campaign against the Persians.

368369 ‘Barbarian conspiracy’ of Saxons, Picts and
Scots overrun Britain; order restored by
Theodosius.

378 East Roman army destroyed by Goths at

Adrianople; Emperor Valens killed.
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Reign of Theodosius. Some semblance of

order restored.

Theodosius’  eastern  army,
20,000 Goths, defeats the western army of
Arbogast at Frigid River.

Inconclusive campaign of Stilicho against
Alaric.

Vast German migration led by Radagaisus
defeated by Stilicho at Florence.

Vandals, Suevi, Alans and Burgundians
cross the frozen Rhine and overrun Gaul
and Spain.

Roman troops leave Britain.

Alaric sacks Rome.

Visigoths establish independent kingdom
in southern Gaul.

Moderately successful campaign against
Persia.

Vandals and Alans cross from Spain into
Africa.

Failed joint cast-west Roman campaign
against Vandals in Africa.

Campaigns of Aetius against Visigoths,
F'ranks and Burgundians in Gaul.

Hun invasion of the east. Romans defeated

including

447

451

455

476

492496

507-512

Sarmatian ca taphracts
from Trajan’s Column.
These formed the model
for the equites
cataphractarii introduced
into the Roman army in
the 2nd century, probably
recruited from Sarmatian
settlers in Gaul, The skin-
tight suits of scale armour
are a flight of fancy on the
part of the artist,
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)

in the Chersonese Peninsula:; Balkans
ravaged. Romans agree to pay tribute.
Second Hunnic invasion of the east bought
off by the Romans.

Hun 1nvasion of the west checked by

Aetius at Chalons.

Vandal sack of Rome.

Itahhan field army overthrows Emperor
Romulus Augustulus. End of western em-
pire.

Isaurtan War. Primarily Gothic
der Anastasius defeats Isurian partisans of
Longinus.

Anastasius fortifies the frontiers against the
Persians and Slavs.

army un-

524-531 Justinian’s first war with Persia; ends in-

532

533-534

534-554

539-562 Justimian’s second Persian War;

conclusively.

Nika riots 1n Constantinople;
people die before order is restored,
Flast Romans under Belisarius

Africa from the Vandals.

Gothic War. A devastated Italy restored to
the Empire.

30,000

recover

typically
inconclusive.



CONDITIONS OF
SERVICE

Recruitment

[n many ways recruitment was similar to that of the
infantry. The military profession, like others, was
partly hereditary: sons of soldiers and veterans, in-
cluding officers, were expected to serve unless physi-
cally unfit. There were some volunteers, particularly
from Germans living outside the Empire, and some-
times bounties were offered to attract them. How-
ever, military service was very unpopular, and
hereditary and voluntary enlistment were not enough
to fill the ranks, so many soldiers were levied by
conscription.

As the elite of the army, the cavalry were better
paid, had higher social status and led a better life than
the infantry, and as such would have had the pick of
recruits. According to the Sth-century writer Flavius
Vegetius Renatus, promotion to the cavalry was
through the infantry ranks, but other methods of
entry were also possible. Laws from AD 326 state that
‘Sons of veteran cavalrymen can go straight into the
cavalry if they have a horse” and ‘If any son of a
veteran shall have two horses, or a slave and a horse,
he shall serve in the rank of circitor [the lowest non-
commissioned rank|’. Presumably other recruits of
higher social standing or with riding experience
might also have been able to get into the cavalry
without being sons of veterans. Barbarian recruits
from areas noted for their horsemanship, or who
brought their own horses, were probably also consid-

ered.

The traditional recruitment system seems to
have broken down in the 5th century. Although the
recruitment of individuals continued, 1t became 1n-
creasingly common for Roman armies to hire whole
bands of barbarians in return for money or land to
settle. Powerful warlords would recruit their own
common unit colour. This
conjectural reconstruction
shows that the owner was
a follower of Mithras, the
most popular soldiers’
religion until well into the
Christian period.
(Author’s photo)

We do not know much
about shield designs from
the Jrd century, but finds
from Dura Europos
indicate that mythical
scenes were popular, They
could well have been
individual designs painted
on a background of a

private armies, and use them to further their own
causes or hire them out to the government. "T'hese
private retainers, or bucellarii, became the mainstay
of 5th- and early 6th-century armies. They were
exclusively cavalrymen, and could be recruited from
the tough frontier arcas of the Empire or from
outside barbarians. In the 5th century most would
have been Germans or Huns; in the 6th century
Procopius ~ mentions Cilicians,
Cappadocians, Pisidians, Isuarians, Thracians, Huns
and Persians. The Strategikon recommends that
units be formed of a mixture of veterans and recruits,
‘otherwise the older men, if formed by themselves,
may be weak, and the younger, inexperienced men

Armenians,

may turn out disorganised’.

In the east, after the fall of the western empire,
recruitment again became centralised and seems,
surprisingly, to have become entirely voluntary. The
Justinian Code makes no reference to hereditary
enlistment or conscription. The static units of
limitanei (and comitatenses, who had become static by
the 6th century) were recruited locally. Men volun-




teered for these units knowing that they would not
serve away from home and could pursue a fairly
comfortable career, with opportunities to conduct
other business. Volunteers for the field armies, which
were quite small by earlier standards, could be found
in the mountains of the Balkans and Asia Minor. For
example, 1 AD 549 Germanus went on a recruiting
campaign in the Balkans and ‘by handing out, with-
out stint, the large sums of money he had received
from the emperor, and more from his own pocket,
was able in a brief space to collect a surprisingly large
army of good fighting men’.

Provision of horses

The individual soldier was only half of what was

needed to make a cavalryman: larger numbers of

horses than men were required to keep a cavalry unit
operating. A Roman cavalry horse has been estimated
to have had a useful life expectancy of about three to

five years on active service. Animal casualties would
probably have been higher than rider casualties, since
not only is the horse a larger and easier target, but
injuries, whether in combat or on long marches,
would have been more likely to make 1t unusable for
further service. A strong remount industry was es-
sential, therefore, to keep mobile the relatively large
number of cavalry in the late Roman army.

Some horses were provided by recruits them-
selves, and a few others might have been captured in
battle, but this would only have accounted for a small
fraction of the number required. In the 3rd and early
4th century remounts were collected as a levy on
provincials and were drafted into the army 1n much
the same way as a conscript. A law of AD 369, for
example, states that a comes (count) had to supply
three horses every five years. Before long this levy
was commuted into a cash tax. Another law of AD 369
states that persons subject to the tax were to pay 23

A selection of Roman
spear-heads. Cavalry
spears were usually fairly
light, and could be thrown
or kept in the hand for
close combat. (National
Museum of Scotland)




A close-up view of the
spangenhelm-style
helmets worn by the
Sarmatians on Trajan’s
Column. This helmet
style spread from the
Danube regions
throughout the Roman
and Germanic world to
become the most popular
helmet type. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Rome)

Below: A similar close-up
of Roman spangenhelms
being worn two centuries
later by soldiers on the
Arch of Galerius.
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)

solidi per horse and that cash was to be paid rather
than horses. From this money the comes stabuli,
whose job it was to collect and examine horses for the
government, drew a fee of 2 solidi per horse. At the

end of the 4th century soldiers were given 7 solidi to
buy their mounts. If this was the actual price of a
horse, the government must have been making a tidy
profit out of the tax.

Other horses were obtained by breeding, on large
stud farms. Perhaps some of the cash obtained by the
horse tax went to offset the cost of running them. A
good cavalry horse who had been mnjured or was too
old for military service could still have many years
producing offspring for the army.

The Romans’ criteria for a suitable horse 1s not
known. Laws from the mid-4th century state that
‘horses shall meet certain requirements as to shape,
stature and age’, but unfortunately these standards
are not specified. There was certainly room for
corruption on the part of the comes stabuli and other
officials: the temptation to collect taxes in full and
then purchase inferior cheaper horses and pocket the
difference must have been great. Ammianus
Marcellinus, writing in the 4th century, tells us:
‘Constantin, a riding master, who had been sent to
Sardinia to inspect cavalry mounts, took the liberty
of exchanging a few of them and was stoned to death
at Valentinian’s command.” Ammianus uses this as
an example of Valentinian’s cruelty, implying that
low-level corruption was normal, and unofficially
accepted.



TRAINING

‘Constant drill 1s of the greatest value to the soldier,’
says the Strategikon, and training in the cavalry
seems to have been fairly rigorous throughout this
period. While Vegetius complains that training and
discipline in the infantry had greatly declined by the
dth century, he implies that in the cavalry it had
improved.

Training a cavalryman had always been more
complex than training an infantryman, since in addi-
tion to learning basic soldierly skills, a good cavalry-
man needed to form a real partnership with his
mount, which in turn had to be trained as a war
horse. The practice of recruiting cavalrymen by
promotion from the infantry, in which case the new
cavalryman would already be a skilled soldier, or
from men who owned a horse, which meant they had
riding skills, made sense. What remained was to
bring soldierly skills and horsemanship together.

The new cavalryman had to learn and perfect
weapons-handling skills using swords, javelins and
light lances while both mounted and dismounted,
and from the mid-5th century archery also became a
required skill. The Strategikon, for example, tells us
that the soldier should ‘shoot rapidly mounted on his
horse at a run, to the front, the rear, the right and the
left’. Learning to mount and dismount quickly (with-
out the aid of stirrups) was also practised. Arrian, in
his Tactica, written just before this period, says that
skilled cavalrymen would demonstrate *how a man
wearing armour can leap on to his horse when it is

running’. A few centuries later Vegetius recom-
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mends setting up wooden horses and teaching re-
cruits to ‘vault on them at first without arms, after-
wards completely armed’. He goes on to say:

Such was thewr attention to this exercise that they
were accustomed to mount and dismount on either side
indifferently with thewr drawn swords or spears in thew
hands. By assiduous practice in the leisure of peace, their
cavalry was brought to such perfection of discipline that
they mounted their horses i an instant even amidst the
confuston of sudden and unexpected alarms.’

After mastering the basic skills, the cavalryman
would need to learn how to jump obstacles, ride over
uneven terrain, and to execute circles, turns and fast

Above: Examples of
Roman ring mail, the
most common form of
body armour for
cavalrymen, particularly
in the west. (National
Museums ol Scotland)

A close-up of Roman mail,
showing its construction of
alternating riveted and
welded rings. (National
Museums of Scotland)



stops. Vegetius tells us that the cavalry trained on 20-
mile marches three times a month, practising their
evolutions, pursuing, retreating and charging over
varted terrain. Stmilar exercises in varied conditions
and terrain are also recommended by the Strategikon:

Ut 15 essential that the horses become accustomed not
only to rapid manoeuvring in open level country, but also
over hilly, thick and rough ground and in quick ascend-
g and descending of slopes . . . The men who spare their
horses and neglect drills of this sort are really planning
thetr own defeat. It is also a good idea for the troops to
become used to doing this work in hot weather, for nobody
really knomws what situations may arise.’

Once both horse and rider had been trained
individually, they had to learn how to operate as part
of a larger formation. In the Tactica, Arrian describes
numerous complex manoeuvres, carried out by cav-
alry display teams, which mirrored the requirements
of the battlefield and emphasised fluid skirmishing
tactics. Arrian stresses the importance of standards in
keeping units together while executing these rapid
Manoeuvres:

Standards do not merely provide the eye with a
pleasurable thrill, but they also serve a useful purpose in
keeping apart [the units involved in] the charge and
preventing the ranks from tangling with each other. For

Equipment found in a
Roman cavalry fort in
Germany (Biriciana). Mail
and scale have often been
found in the same

location, implving a lack
of uniformity within units.
Note the studs on the sole
of the sandal. (Author’s
photo)

those who bear them are the men most skilled in doubling
back and wheeling, and when they choose to make
continually new circles and one direct charge afier an-
other, the body of the troops only have to [ollow their
own standards. Thus the succession of various kinds of
wheeling, of manifold types of doubling back and of
charging in different ways nevertheless causes no confu-
ston i the ranks.’

T'he skills taught to 6th-century units are similar
to those described by Arrian, and indicate that al-
though weaponry had changed, basic unit drill had
not. Drills including opening and closing ranks,
charging, pursuing, turning and wheeling; as the
following passage shows, cavalry manoecuvre re-
mained fast and fluid.

If a single bandon |unit of 300 men | is to be drilled
by itself, most of the men should be formed in extended
order. On the same line with them about ten horsemen
should be drawn up in single file on each flank in close
order. A few other soldiers, about ten, should take their
position on the opposite front to represent the enemy so
our men can give the impression of directing their charge
against them, When the advance begins, the troops in
extended orvder separate from their close order support
and move out rapidly as though for combat. After riding
steadily formard for a mile or two, they then turn back




about half that distance, make three or four quick
charges to the right and to the left, and then circle back
again. After all this they gallop back to their original
position 1n the area between the two close-order groups,
and together with them they ride out as if to encounter a

pursuing enemy.’

Conditions, pay and rations

T'he late Roman soldier was allowed to marry, and his
family was usually maintained at public expense.
Sons of soldiers (who were obliged to follow their
father’s footsteps) were entered on unit strength and
drew rations. Although in AD 381 Libanius com-
plained that soldiers were no longer receiving main-
tenance for their famihies, laws from the early 5th
century detail ration allowances for soldiers’ families.

dominated the late
Roman period. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Rome)

A cavalry mélée between
Romans and Persians
from the Arch of Galerius,
Various wars with Persia

In addition to maintaining a family, many soldiers
had slaves or servants. The 6th-century Strategikon
indicates that the use of servants by the soldiers had
become formalised and that they had specitfic duties:
“Those men, especially those recerving allowances for
the purpose, should certainly be requived to provide
servants for themselves, slave or free, according to regu-
lations in force. At the time of distributing pay, care
should be taken, just as with the soldiers, to register the
servants and their arms . . . If some of the men are unable
to afford servants, then 1t will be necessary to require
three or four lower-ranking soldiers to join i maintam-
ing one servant . . . There should be enough servants for
each section to take care of their horses, in proportion to
the differing vank of the units or the number of horses.”
We get glimpses of routine daily life for a caval-
ryman from surviving unit and personal records,
mostly from Egypt and in the main describing duties
carried out by static troops. The duties carried out by
the Ala Quinta Praelectorum, a unit of Egyptian




Horse armour, because of
its weight and expense,

was probably quite rare.
Examples of full scale
horse armour have been
found at Dura Europos,
but their use was probably
limited to the clibanarii of
the eastern regions.
Chamfrons like this one,
although thought to be
designed for cavalry
games, may have been
more widespread and used
in combat by western
cataphractarii. (National
Museums of Scotland)

limttanei in the mid-4th century, include policing,
routine patrolling, tax collecting and even providing
nets to catch gazelles. The work of such static cavalry
units in peaceful regions probably equates more to
that of a modern border police than a regular military
unit.

As time progressed these static units increasingly
took on the appearance of part-time militias. Laws
from the 5th century onwards indicate that many
men of the /imitanet, and later the comitatenses as well,
took up other occupations. Many farmed their own
land, others worked the land of powertul landowners,
and some had private businesses. An order from the
emperor Leo in the mid-5th century informs the
patrician Aspar that soldiers should be occupied with
public duties and not devote themselves to cultivat-
ing fields or looking after animals or to commerce.

They were in future not to be seconded to the service
of private estates, and were supposed to remain with
their units to drill each day. Despite official displeas-
ure these practices continued. One soldier in 6th-
century Alexandria is recorded as spending most of
the day weaving baskets and praying, only joining his
unit for military duties in the evening. Other records
from Egypt show that many soldiers had extensive
business dealings and openly carried out other occu-
pations.

Soldiers in field army units, with no fixed base,
would have had little opportunity for other occupa-
tions. This, however, was balanced by high status,
better pay and plenty of opportunity for battlefield
loot. The field army soldiers led a more dangerous
life than their counterparts in static units, as they
were far more likely to be called on for serious
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combat. They could also be posted from one end of
the Empire to the other. Being moved far away from
their home areas caused great resentment among the
soldiers, even if they were allowed to bring their
families. In AD 360, for example, the Gallic field
army mutinied when faced with an order to move
cast to Join a campaign against the Persians.

Field army soldiers were billeted on the local
population and were given allowances to purchase
food and other necessities. On campaign they might
live under canvas and be supplied with hard rations,
but this was not always the case. Describing the
occupation of Carthage by Belisarius’ troops, for
example, Procopius tells us:

‘The clerks drew up their lists of the men and
conducted the soldiers to their lodgings as usual, and the
soldiers themselves, getting thewr lunch by purchase from
the market, rested as each one wished.’

EQUIPMENT

Issue and supply

In theory the soldier received his clothing and equip-
ment from the state, but in the anarchic period of the
ird century there was no centralised supply system.
Soldiers were supposedly supplied from workshops
attached to their fort, but many units, particularly
cavalry, were almost constantly on duties elsewhere,
and rarely saw their home base. Re-supply, therefore,
would have had to come from a variety of sources:
battlefield salvage, pillage, local purchase or official
re-supply from locations other than the soldier’s
home base. The result would have been that rarely
would two 3rd-century cavalrymen have looked alike,
and might have had serious equipment deficiencies.

The creation of state-run arms factories
(fabricae) at the end of the 3rd century may have been
an attempt to find a better way of supplying soldiers
who were constantly on the move. Even then, there
was no concept of uniformity in the modern sense:
fabricae continued to build on local traditions, so that
a workshop in the east might produce scale armour
while a similar one in the west produced mail. Since
the field armies were mobile, individual soldiers in
the same unit could wear a variety of styles of
equipment, reflecting a variety of supply sources.
The 4th-century soldier was probably better and
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more efficiently equipped than his 3rd-century pre-
decessor, but except in static units he would still not
have presented much of a uniform appearance.

Central re-supply began to break down again
towards the end of the 4th century, and equipment
issues were replaced by allowances from which the
soldier was expected to equip himself. A law of AD 375,
for example, states that recruits were to be given 6 solidi
to buy clothing and for other initial expenses. By the 6th
century even horses, weapons and armour were sup-
plied in this way, although the powerful warlords of the
5th and 6th centuries sometimes supplied their retainers
out of their own pockets. Procopius, for example,
praises Belisarius’ generosity in replacing arms and
horses lost in battle by his men at his own expense.

An attempt at the end of the 6th century to
replace the allowance system with uniform and arms
issues caused great resentment in the army, which
suggests firstly that soldiers did not spend their full
allowances on equipping themselves, and further that
equipment varied greatly between units and even
within the same unit.

Basic clothing and equipment

The soldier’s clothing, probably bought on the local
market, would have reflected the civilian fashions of
the time, and should not be thought of as “uniform’ in
the modern sense. The basic dress was a very loose-
fitting long-sleeved tunic decorated with contrasting
coloured bands at the cuffs and neck, and discs on the
shoulders and skirt. Most tunics would have been
made of undved wool, linen or a wool-linen mix, and
they might have been bleached white or left a natural
light beige. Wealthier soldiers, or those who wished
to present a more military appearance, might have
purchased red dved tunics which had long been
considered a military colour. Other colours — blue,
green and yellow — were less common but are shown
on some mosaics and paintings from the period.

Ieg-wear varied according to the region and the
season. In cold climates breeches or long trousers
were worn, usually of dark brown wool, although
some cavalrymen may have worn leather breeches.
The lower legs were often covered by knee-high
socks bound up with laces in a cross-garter pattern,
or with wrap-around puttee-like bindings. In warmer
climates the lower leg coverings were often worn
without breeches or trousers.



To keep out the cold and wet, each soldier had a
thick wool cloak, or sagum. Dull yellow or reddish
browns seem to have been the most common cloak
colours, but richer soldiers and officers might have
worn brighter hues. When not in use, the cloak was
rolled up behind the trooper’s saddle.
Strategikon (a 6th-century military manual) states
that soldiers’ cloaks should be ‘large enough to wear
over their armaments’ so as to protect them from
dampness. It explained other benefits too: ‘Such
cloaks are also necessary in another way on patrol, for
when the mail is covered by them, its brightness waill
not be seen at a distance by the enemy, and they also
provide some protection against arrows.’

[t was the soldier’s equipment, not the colour or
style of his clothing, that set him apart from his
civilian counterpart. The most basic military item
was a wide leather belt decorated with bronze
stiffeners and studded with various straps and fasten-
ers to allow the attachment of extra personal equip-
ment such as a purse or knife. The long sword, or
spatha, was worn on the left side, usually suspended
from a baldric over the right shoulder, but it could
also be worn from the waist-belt. Most cavalrymen

The

carried a spear, or hasta, as their primary offensive
weapon, but they supplemented it with several light
javelins which might be held in the left hand behind
the shield or in a javelin case behind the saddle.

The shield
The most important piece of defensive equipment
was the shield. This was the only part of their
cquipment where pains were taken to provide some
degree of uniformity as a means of 1dentification.
The 5Sth-century writer Flavius Vegetius Renatus
tells us that each umit had a distinctive shield em-
blem. This 1s substantiated by the Nottia
Dignitatum, which hists the shield designs of most
units at the end of the 4th century, and by later
Byzantine manuals, which suggest that each unit
should be identified by a common shield and colour
of helmet plume. This does not imply that all men in
the unit would have carried elaborately painted
shields; after a battle, damaged shields would have
had to be replaced from battlefield salvage or perhaps
from a central reserve, and 1t 1s highly unlikely that a
soldier on campaign would have had the time or the
paint to reproduce some of the highly detailed de-

Right: Additional leg and
arm defences, like this
example from Scotland,
would have been worn by
Roman cataphracts. A
unit of cataphractarii was
stationed in north Britain
during this period.
(National Museums of
Scotland)

Far right: A modern
reconstruction of a
laminated thigh guard.
(National Museums of

Scotland)
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signs shown 1n the Notitia before his next engage-
ment. At best, he might have managed a quick coat of
paint in the official unit colour.

With the possible exception of some specialised
skirmisher units, Roman cavalry wore some form of
armour. |'he helmet was almost universal, although
stvles would vary greatly, even in the same unit.
Monuments and gravestones from the 3rd century
onwards tend to depict soldiers, whether infantry or
cavalry, without armour. "T'his has led many modern
authors to believe that except for cataphracts, late
Roman soldiers were unarmoured. Literary evi-
dence, however, indicates that cavalry armour be-
came more complete in the later Empire, and that the
average trooper would have worn at least a light mail
shirt similar to that of the auxiliary cavalry of earlier
periods.

Cataphractarii and clibanarii
While most Roman cavalry performed almost a light
cavalry role, some units were specially armed and
equipped as shock cavalry. These had the generic
name of cataphracts (cataphractarii or cataphracti).
Their name stems from the word ‘cataphracta’,
which 1s repeatedly used by Vegitius to describe
armour of any type, whether worn by infantry, cav-
alry or even elephants. Some of these heavily ar-

moured units were also known as clibanarii. A de-

scription by Ammianus, for example, describes com-
pletely armoured lancers as ‘cataphracti equites (quos
clibanartos dictitant)’ — ‘cataphract cavalry (which
they call clibanarii)’. The fact that the terms
cataphractari and chibanarin were loosely and some-
times interchangeably applied by ancient writers has
caused no end of confusion among modern scholars.
Both tvpes were clearly more heavily armoured than
conventional cavalry, and any difference between the
two most likely stems from their origins rather than
their role.

Lguites cataphractari were first introduced 1n the
Roman army by Hadrian in the 2nd century. They
were modelled on the Sarmatians, and as such would
have worn complete scale coats and
spangenhelm helmets, carried a long lance (contus) 1n
two hands, and had no shield. The horses of these
cataphractarii may or may not have been armoured.
Some literary descriptions mention horse armour;
others do not. Monuments are equally vague: I'rajan’s
Column depicts Sarmatians riding elaborately ar-
moured horses while later funeral ste/ae of members
of the Equites Cataphractarii Pictavenses and Equttes
Cataphractartt Ambianses show armoured riders on
unarmoured horses. One thing 1s clear, however:
cataphractarii were more heavily armoured than con-
ventional cavalry, and fought with a long lance rather
than the traditional lighter spears and javelins.

fairly

When on campaign in
hostile territory, soldiers
of the field army would
have lived in leather tents
like this modern
reconstruction. (Author’s
photo)



Many Sarmatians were settled i Gaul 1n
return for military service, and it is interesting to
note that most of the known cataphractarii units
have Gallic- or Celtic-sounding names such as the
Biturigenses, Ambianenses, Albigenses and Pietavenses.
These names suggest that the cataphractarii can be
linked back to the Sarmatian military settlers in
Gaul.

The clibanarit, on the other hand, have Persian
or Parthian origins, and were probably not intro-
duced into the Roman army unul the 4th century.
Persian armoured cavalry and their Roman derivative
inspired awe in 4th-century writers. Along with the
detailed description of them as very heavily ar-
moured lancers, this indicates that their armour was
more complete and more impressive than that of the
Sarmatian-style equites cataphractarit who had been
around for centuries. The term ‘clibanarius may
derive from ‘cltbanus’, meaning ‘baking oven’ — an
appropriate term for a heavily armoured man fight-
ing in the hot climate of the Middle East. 'The men
who fought in these units were probably of Persian or
Middle Eastern origin, and their equipment would

Soldiers of the mitanei
lived in fixed bases along
the frontier, like this fort

at Chester which originally
housed a cavalry unit,
(English Heritage)

have shown Persian rather than Sarmatian origins.
While 1t 1s quite hikely that clibanarii would have
ridden horses covered with armoured trappings simi-
lar to those discovered at Dura Furopos, several
descriptions by Ammianus are notable in that they
oive great detail about the rider’s armour but do not
mention the horse’s.

Clibanarnn units were senior to cataphractarii.
T'here was one unit n the scola (guards) and the
remainder were palatim (cavalry of the central field
army), while the cataphractarii units were either
comitatenses or lomitaner. 'This lends weight to the 1dea
that ¢/ibanari might have been a newer, more com-
pletely armoured, version of cataphractara. It should
also be noted that there were four fabricae devoted to
producing clibanaria, so the clibanarii probably had
some form of special armour.

One unit of elibanarii does not fit the contempo-
rary descriptions of fully armoured lancers. This 1s
the Lquites Sagittarit Clibanarn, listed in the Notitia
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Dignitatum as part of the North African field army.
T'his unit mav have been modelled on Persian ar-
moured horse archer units, which by the 6th century
had become the standard Roman cavalry type, but we
have no wayv of knowing if thev rode armoured
horses. Some modern authors have taken the evi-
dence of this one unit to suggest that all ¢/ibanari
were armed with bows and were lighter equipped
than cataphractarii, but the fact that this umit 1s
specifically designated as ‘sagittari’ indicates that 1t
was an anomaly rather than the norm. Furthermore,
contemporary descriptions of Roman clibanarii or
Persian-style cataphracts usually have them as
lancers.

Horse archers
Horse archers had always formed part of the Roman
army’s cavalry force, particularly in the east, but

lack of armour for other
troops was an artistic
convention. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,

Rome)

The destruction of the
Practorians by
Constantine’s cavalry at
the Bartle of Milvan
Bridge. The scale armour
for the Praetorians and

! T
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their importance increased greatly throughout this
period. Although they were traditionally hght
skirmishers, probably without armour, at some
point, probably in the 5th century, the standard
Roman cavalryman evolved into an armoured horse
archer capable of skirmishing from a distance or
fichting in hand-to-hand combat. We have already
discussed the possible Persian influence in the devel-
opment of at least one unit of 4th-century armoured
horse archers, and this, combined with nfluences
from the steppe peoples such as the Huns, may have
led to the transformation of the Roman cavalryman.
It was probably a gradual process, and may have
occurred between AD 430 and 450, when Aetius held
power in the west and used large numbers of Huns in
his army.

The armoured Roman horse archer of the 6th
century who formed the basis of Belisarius™ army 1
clearly described by Procopius:

“The bowmen of the present time go into batlle
wearing corselets and fitted out with greaves which
extend up to the knee. From the right side hang thewr
arrows, from the other the sword. And there are some




These very classical style
Attic helmets worn by
many troops on the Arch
of Constantine were
probably another artistic
convention, although it is
likely that a different styvle
of Attic helmet was worn
during the late Roman
period, especially in
Hellenistic regions.
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)

who have a spear also attached to them, and at the
shoulders, a sort of small shield without a grip, such as to
cover the region of the face and neck. They are expert
horsemen, and are able without difficulty to direct thew
bows to etther side while riding at full speed, and to shoot
an opponent whether in pursuit or in flight.’

THE EXPERIENCE
OF BATTLE

Skirmish tactics
Before the 5th century Roman commanders expected
to win their battles with a decisive infantry clash.
The cavalryman’s job on the battlefield was to sup-
port the infantryman and to provide the circum-
stances that would allow the former to do his job.
Most Roman cavalrymen fought using skirmish tac-
tics, and although they might have worn armour,
they could be considered as ‘light cavalry’. On the
march they might act as scouts, forage for food, lay
enemy territory to waste or protect the flanks and
rear of the column. When the army formed up for
battle the cavalry would be called on to screen the
deployment, hamper enemy deployment, protect the
flanks of the infantry, defeat enemy cavalry and

pursue broken opponents. They were not expected
to deliver the crushing blow that would defeat the
enemy army; that was the job of the infantry.

The best surviving account of 3rd-century cav-
alry in action comes from Zosimus, who clearly
describes the skirmish tactics employed by Aurelian’s
cavalry against Palmyran cataphracts in AD 272:

‘He [Aurelian| ordered his cavalry not to engage
immediately with the fresh cavalry of the Palmyrans,
but to wait for their attack and pretend to flee, and to
continue so doimg until excessive heat and the weight of
their armour had so wearied men and horses that they
had to give up the chase. This stratagem worked, as the
cavalry adhered to the order of the emperor. When they
saw their enemy tired and that the horses were scarcely
able to stand under them, or themselves to move, the
Romans drew up the reins of their horses and, wheeling
around, charged the enemy, trampling them as they fell
from their horses. A confused slaughter ensued, some
falling by the sword and others by their own and their
enemies’ horses.’

Zosimus goes on to describe the several follow-
on engagements in which the infantry form the main
battle line ‘with shields close to cach other and n
compact formation’ and named units of equites
ihyriciant (dalmatae and mawri) employ the same hit
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and run light cavalry tactics, but this time with less
SUCCESS:

At the commencement of the engagement, the Ro-
man cavalry made a partial withdrawal, in case the
Palmyrans, who outnumbered them and were better
horsemen, should surround the Roman army unamwares.
But the Palmyran cavalry pursued them so fiercely,
though their ranks were broken, that the outcome was
quite contrary to the expectation of the Roman cavalry.
For they were pursued by an enemy much superior in
strength and therefore most of them fell. The infantry
had to bear the brunt of the action. Observing that the
Palmyrans had broken their ranks when the cavalry
commenced their pursuil, they wheeled about and at-
tacked them while they were scattered and in disarray.

Accounts of cavalry tactics from the 4th century
Roman horse harnesses were heavily decorated with

gilded and silvered phalerae, fasteners and pendants.
(National Museums of Scotland)

present a similar picture. Ammianus Marcellinus
describes a cavalry action as ‘not a pitched battle but
a succession of quick skirmishes’. When the army
deploys for battle it 1s still the infantryv who are
expected to form up in the centre to fight the main
action — ‘their flank covered by squadrons of cavalry’.
T'his 1s how the Roman army deployed for the Battle
of Strasbourg in AD 357 and at Adrianople in AD 378,
Although the infantry were expected to bear the
brunt of the heavy fighting, the success of the cavalry
in protecting the flanks and defeating the enemy
cavalry could decide the action. At Adrianople, for
example, Ammianus tells us:

‘Our left wing penetrated as far as the Gothic
wagons, and would have gone further if it had recerved
any support, but it was abandoned by the rest of the

cavalry, and under pressure of numbers gave way and
collapsed like a broken dyke. This left the infantry
unprotected.’
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Formations

According to Arrian:

“There are various formations of cavalry of many
binds, some square, some oblong, some rhombus-shaped,
while others are brought together in a wedge. All these
formations are good when adopted at the right time, and
one would not pick out one of them and judge it supertor
to the others, since in another spot against different
enemies and on a different occasion one muight find
another formation more usefiel than the one for which one
had adopted.’

The wedge (and the rhomboid, a diamond-
shaped formation) was particularly suited to fast

The emperor surrounded
by his guards, from the
Arch of Constantine. After
the destruction of the
Praetorians at Milvan
Bridge, Constantine
created an all-cavalry
guard known as the
Schola. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Rome)

skirmish action. With the leader and standard bearer
at the point, command and control of the unit be-
came simple, as all the troopers had to do was
conform to the movement of the standard. These
formations allowed ‘the carrving out of sharp wheel-
ing movements . . . for it is hard to wheel about with
square formations’. Furthermore, as Vegetius tells
us, a wedge ‘pierces the enemy line by a multitude of
darts directed to one particular place’. The cavalry
wedge, therefore, was naturally a preferred formation
of light horse archers such as the Scythians and
Huns, and should not be confused with the Ger-
manic wedge which was more like an attack column.
(See Warrior 9, Late Roman Infantryman.)
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A Roman cavalryvman
hunting. The Strategikon
recommends hunting as a
form of training for the
cavalry. The man’s
clothing — red tunic with

purple decorative patches
and bands; and knee socks
bound with thin laces — is

tvpical of the late Roman

period. (Piazza Armerina,
Sicily)

The square and oblong formations would be
used when complicated manoeuvre was less impor-
tant than the ability to deliver an effective charge. A
square was usually four ranks deep. Arrian tells us:

‘Cavalry drawn up in depth do not afford the same
assistance as do infantry in depth, for they do not push on
those in front of them, since one horse cannot push against
another wn the way that infantry push on with therr
shoulders and flanks. Nor when they are contiguous with
those drawn up in front do they constitute a single massed

weight for the whole body of troops; on the contrary, if

they mass and press against each other, they rather cause
the horses to panic.’

The author of the Strategikon made the same
point, saying that four ranks was enough and that
extra depth added nothing. However, he conceded
that the number of good soldiers capable of fighting
in the front rank were limited in his day, making it
‘necessary to regulate the depth of the formation
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according to the type of unit’. The better units could |
be formed five or seven deep and the worst up to ten
deep.

The mounted warrior of the 5th—6th centuries

While infantry remained the decisive arm of the
Roman army through the 3rd and 4th centuries, the
situation began to change as Roman warlords sur-
rounded themselves with bands of mounted retain-
ers. By the 6th century the Straregikon recommends:

“The general would be well advised to have more
cavalry than mfantry. The latter 1s set only for close
combat, while the former is easily able to pursue or to
retreat, and when dismounted the men are alf set to fight
on foot.’

The 6th-century soldier was in fact much more
than a cavalryman: he had become an all-round
mounted warrior. With his bow he could skirmish at
a distance, but he was also heavily armoured and well
equipped for close mounted combat. When a steady
force was needed to hold ground, he was quite happy
to dismount and fight as a heavy infantryman. On
many occasions Belisarius took only cavalrymen with
him, and when Narses needed steady infantry, he
dismounted his cavalry.

With most armies based on cavalry, battles took
on a much more fluid appearance than when infantry
had formed their backbone. Procopius’ battle de-
scriptions are full of fast-moving actions by small
groups of mounted men, so much so that they take on
an almost ‘heroic’ flavour, with individual champions
challenging one another and performing deeds of
daring. The character of these cavalry engagements
1s brought out by Procopius when he describes a
battle against the Persians: ‘And both sides kept
making advances upon their opponents and retiring
quickly, for they were all cavalry.’

While Procopius’ battle descriptions seem to
emphasise heroic individual deeds, there may be a
certain amount of author’s licence as he tries to
portray his warriors in a Homeric light. The
Strategikon presents a more disciplined view of 6th-
century cavalry, and constantly stresses the impor-
tance of maimntaining order. For example, it recom-
mends against using trumpets and battle cries:

“The better silence 15 observed, the less disturbed will
the younger men be and the less excited the horses . . . The
battle cry “"Nobiscum ™, which 1t was customary to shoul




when beginning the charge, is in our opinion extremely
dangerous and harmful. Shouting it at that moment may
cause the ranks to break up. For because of the shout, the
more timid soldiers in approaching really close combal
may hesitate before the clash, while the bolder, roused to
anger, may rashly push forward and break ranks. The
same problem occurs with the horses, for they too differ
m temperament. The result s that the battle line 15
uneven and withoul cohesion; in fact, 1ts ranks may

well be broker even before the charee, which is very
dangerous.’

Roman cavalrymen of the 3th and 6th centuries
employed a mix of skirmish and shock tactics and
were effectively equipped for both. When fighting
from a distance with bows, their tactics would not
have changed much from those described by
Zosimus. 'They would ride up to their opponents 1n
open order and probably i wedge formation to

This gravestone of a
avalryman from an
arlier period shows fairly

complete scale armour

which would also have
been worn throughout the
later Empire. Gravestones
from the Jrd century
onwards tended, however,
to depict soldiers without
their armour; if anything,
cavalry armour became
more complete in the later

Empire. (Colchester and

Essex Museum)
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facilitate manoeuvre. They would discharge their
arrows and, 1f they made no impression or if faced
with a stronger opponent, would wheel away, con-
forming to the movement by their standard, to with-
draw beyond bowshot and then wheel back to face
the enemy again. If, on the other hand, their charge
and arrow volley caused their opponents to flinch,
they would continue to charge forward into close
combat.

Shock tactics were used by the foederati and
other primarily Germanic troops in the Roman army.
These soldiers, the ancestors of the medieval knight,
did not skirmish at a distance; armed with lances and
shields and perhaps supported by Roman or Hun
horse archers, they would charge directly at the
enemy and attempt to destroy him in close combat.
Such a charge 1s described in the Strategikon:

At the command *“Junge” | Close ranks!|, the sol-
diers close up from the rear for the charge. With the
troops marching in close formation, particularly after
they have closed in tightly from the flanks, the archers
open fire and the command is given:
| Charge|. The dekarchs and pentarchs |experienced
men 1n the front two ranks| then lean formard, cover
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“Percute’’

thetr heads with thetr shields, hold their lances high as
thetr shoulders in the manner of the [air-haired races,
and protected by their shields they ride in good order, not
too fast but at a trot, to avoid having the impetus of their
charge breaking up their ranks before coming to blows
with the enemy, which is a real risk.’

Cavalry against infantry

Usually cavalry fought cavalry, either on the flanks of
the infantry line or, by the 6th century, in all-cavalry
battles. They were not expected to charge well-
ordered infantry for the simple reason that as long as
the infantry held their ground, the cavalry would not
be able to force their horses to close. The best
cavalrymen could hope to do against steady infantry
would be to break their nerve through missile fire
combined with the terror of being charged by a mass
of horsemen. Against poorly trained foot soldiers
with low morale this could succeed. Belisarius’ infan-
try in the Gothic War, for example, usually broke
and ran as soon as enemy cavalry approached them.
But even second-rate infantry could easily fend oft
determined cavalry as long as their nerve did not
break. At the Battle of Sura in AD 531, for example,
Persian cavalry were unable to force their horses to
close against a line of unsupported Roman infantry:
“The foot soldiers, and a very few of them, were

fighting against the whole Persian cavalry. Nevertheless

the enemy were not able either to roul them or in any
other way overpower them. For standing shoulder to
shoulder they kept themselves massed tn a very small
space, and they formed with their shields a rigid, un-

yeelding barricade, so that they shot at the Persians more

conventently than they were shot by them. Many a time
after giving up, the Persians would advance against
them, determined to break up and destroy their line, but
they always retired again from the assault unsuccessful.
For their horses, annoyed by the clashing of the shields,
reared up and made confusion for themselves and their
riders.’ (Procopius)

On the rare occasions when Roman cavalry faced
steady infantry, they would employ typical skirmish
tactics: riding up, shooting, wheeling away, then
rallving back beyvond bow range ready to try again. In
horse’s mouth, ensuring
instant obedience.

(National Museums of
Scotland)

This bit from Newstead is
exceptionally severe. The
slightest pressure on the
reins would drive the
spoon into the roof of the



While mail was perhaps
the most common form of
protection, scale armour,
usually bronze but
sometimes iron, was also
frequently worn by

Roman cavalrymen.
Although not quite as
flexible as mail, its
inflexibility has been over-
stressed by some modern
writers. Reconstructions
have proved that when
constructed of small

scales, the armour could
bend freely with the
movement of the body.
(National Museums of
Scotland)

his description of 2nd-century cavalry games, Arrian
describes these tactics against a simulated infantry
target:

‘Charging in a straight line formards they then veer
to one stde, as though turning to make a circle. This turn
they make to their right, that is to the spear-thromwing
side. For thus nothing stands in the way of the javelin
throwing, and the shields afford protection to those
throwing them as they charge.’

The aftermath of battle

While in theory cavalry could cover the retreat of a
defeated army, this rarely seems to have happened.
Being more mobile than their infantry counterparts,
the cavalry would usually flee the field as soon as
things began to go wrong. For example, during the
retreat from Persia in AD 363, four legions are named
fighting off cataphracts and elephants in a rearguard
action with no mention being made of Roman cav-
alry; and at Adrianople, the Roman cavalry aban-
doned the infantry to their fate. When the battle had
been won, however, the cavalry came to the fore,
pursuing and harrying the broken enemy.

Like all soldiers after a successful engagement,
the Romans were eager to scour the battlefield for
loot. In earlier periods and in infantry-based armies
discipline may have been stricter and the men easier

to control, but in the multi-racial cavalry armies of

the 5th and 6th centuries Roman generals could
expect to lose control of their troops once the battle
had been won, as Procopius so vividly describes:

“They pursued the fugitives throughout the whole
night, killing all the men wpon whom they happened, and
making slaves of the women and children. . . . Belisarius,
seetng the Roman army rushing about in confusion was
disturbed [in case the enemy attacked while the men
plundered] . . . for the soldiers, being extremely poor
men, wpon becoming all of a sudden the masters of greal
wealth and of women both young and old and extremely
comely, were no longer able to restrain themselves . . .
For neither did fear of the enemy nor respect for
Belisarius occur to them, nor indeed anything at all
except the desire for spoils.’

The author of the Strategikon recognised the
obvious dangers of such behaviour, and advised that
the soldiers should be warned well ahead of time, as
is made clear in the military code, that they must
absolutely avoid such acts. One suspects, however,
that looting was commonplace, particularly in the 6th
century, when soldiers were expected to equip them-
selves from allowances.

One area in which the Roman army stood apart
from its opponents is the way in which it was able to
provide medical care to its soldiers. Procopius de-
scribes some amazing operations after a skirmish
during the siege of Rome (see Plate K), and the
Strategikon advises that ‘after the battle the general
should give prompt attention to the wounded and see
to the burying of the dead. Not only is this a religious
duty, but it greatly helps the morale of the living. In
fact, the Strategikon gives detailed instructions on the
use of battlefield medics, recommending that eight to
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ten men per bandon, ‘alert, quick, lightly clothed and
without weapons’ should follow behind their units "to
pick up and give aid to anyone seriously wounded in
the battle, or who has fallen off his horse, or is
otherwise out of action, so they may not be trampled
by the second line or die through neglect of their
wounds’.

THE SOLDIER ON
CAMPAIGN

We have already seen that during the 3rd and 4th
centuries the cavalry played a supporting role in
battle and on campaign. (For a full description of a
4th-century campaign see Warrior 9, Late Roman
Infantryman). This soon changed, and from eyewit-
ness accounts of Procopius we can see that by the 6th
century the cavalryman had become an all-round
warrior who could be employed in any variety of
tasks, from traditional reconnaissance missions to
fighting on board ships. Taking Belisarius’ campaign
against the Vandals (AD 533-34) as an example, we
can get a ghmpse of what life might have been for a
tvpical soldier engaged on an offensive campaign.
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The African campaign (AD 533-34)

The army assembled at Constantinople 1s recorded as
containing 10,000 infantry and 5,000 cavalry, the
latter consisting of regular horse archers and lance-
armed foederati. 'T'o this number were added 400
Germanic Eruli, 600 Hunnic Massagetae and an
unspecified but large number of Belisarius’ personal
bucellarii (possibly as many as 7,000). The troops
embarked on a flotilla of 500 ships. The cargo vessels,
carrying men and horses, were escorted by Y2 fast
fighting ships. It must have been bedlam at the docks
as this force, together with thousands of horses and
all their provisions, embarked. The loading must
have taken days, and everyone would have felt re-
lieved when “in the seventh vear of Justiman’s reign
[AD 533], at about the spring equinox’, they were
finally underway.

Difficulties at sea

A sea voyage was no casy undertaking mn those days.
There were delays due to lack of wind as well as the
threat of storms. T'here was always a danger that 1n
rough winds *‘many of the ships should be left behind
and scattered on the open seas’. Added to this were
the more mundane problems of seasickness and the
ditficulty of caring for the horses on board. Many
animals must have become sick and perhaps died on
the voyage. For those soldiers not chronmically sea-
sick, boredom would have soon set 1n, and there were
very few things more dangerous than bored soldiers.
During a four-day delay for lack of wind, ‘two
Massagetae killed one of their comrades who was
ridiculing them, in the midst of their intemperate
drinking, for they were intoxicated’. T'o lose control
of his men this early on would have been disastrous,
so Belisarius set a stern example by impaling the
culprits, and only narrowly averted a mutiny due to
the severity of the punishment.

1o make matters worse, disease soon began to
take 1ts toll, partly because the bread, which formed
the basis of the soldiers’ hard rations, had not been
properly double-baked to preserve it. Procopius says

It would usually be
attached to a saddle horn.
(National Museums of
Scotland)

This water bottle, similar
to those in use in the 18th
century, would have been a
vital part of the
cavalryvman’s equipment,



which should have stayed hard,
disintegrated and turned to a rotten, mouldy flour.

that the loaves,

‘And the soldiers, feeding upon this . . . became sick
and not less than five hundred of tht;':ﬂl died.' Fur-
thermore, by the time the flotilla reached Sicily, the
water of the whole fleet was spoiled.

If at this point the Vandals, who were reasonably
good scafarers, had attacked the Roman fleet, the
campaign would probably have been over. Not only
were the Roman soldiers ill and weary from their
but they were ‘in mortal dread of sea-
They had no shame in saying beforehand

journey,
fighting.
that if they should disembark on land, they would try
to show themselves brav
hostile ships assailed them, they would turn to flight;
- not able to contend with two
" Fortunately

for, they said, they were
enemies at once, both men and water.’
for the Romans they were not attacked, since no word

of their approach had reached the Vandals; they were

able to land on the African coast unopposed.

Infantry are predominant

in this siege scene from the

Arch of Constantine.
During sieges the cavalry
would usually be deploved
on foraging and scouting
duties. The helmets worn
by the men on the left are
the late Roman stvle Attic
helmets of single bowl
construction. They are

similar to the classical
Attic stvle, but different
enough to make artistic
convention unlikelv. The
men in the town wear
ridge-stvle helmets
which, unlike the Arttic
stvle, have been
confirmed by archeology.
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)

Establishing a base camp

Procopius recorded a speech by Belisarius which
describes the landing procedure:

¢ men in the battle, but if

‘We must disembark upon the land with all possible
speed, landing horses and arms and whatever else we
consider necessary for our use, and we must dig a trench
quickly and throw a stockade around us of a kind that
.. and with that as our base
must carry on the war from there. And if we show
ourselves brave men, we shall lack nothing in the way of

can contribute to our safety .
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provisions, for those who hold the mastery over the eneny
are lovds also of the enemy’s possessions.’

On their first night in an alien land, a long way
from home, the soldiers worked hard to set up an
almost text-book base camp. Procopius seems to have
been amazed that the trench and stockade were
completed 1n one day and that ‘the soldiers bivou-
acked in the camp, setting guards and doing every-
thing else as was customary’. One wonders, however,

how impressed Julius Caesar would have been if his

legionaries had taken all day to set up camp!

The advance to contact

With a firm base established, the Romans marched

out to meet the Vandals. We learn from the

rear and flanks of the
column. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Kome)

These troops, from the
Arch of Constantine, are in
tvpical undress clothing.
On the march the cavalry
would screen the front,

Strategikon that ‘troops moving from their base camp
up to combat should take with them spare horses,
small tents or a couple of heavy cloaks, the one for
covering 1f needed and the other as a tent or shelter’,
They were also instructed to take 20 or 30 lbs of
hardtack, flour or other provisions. The soldiers
would march out fully equipped, but being still some
distance from the enemys, 1t 1s quite possible that they
would not yet have been wearing their armour. The
Strategikon recommends leather or wicker cases for
carrving coats of mail behind the troopers’ saddles so
that ‘the mail will not be left unprotected and ruined
and the soldiers will not be worn out by the constant
weight of the armour’.

Belisarius established his order of march with
300 specially picked bucellarii in the vanguard. They
were to scout far ahead of the main body and report
anything they saw of the enemy ‘so that they might
not be compelled to enter into battle unprepared’.
‘The right flank of the column was protected by the




A close-up view, from the
Arch of Constantine, of the
typical late Roman pillbox
ap worn by soldiers of all
ranks and in all branches
of the army. (Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Rome)

coast; the Massagetae were detailed to guard the left;
and Belisarius himself commanded the rearguard.
Their march was unhindered for seven days, and the
soldiers would have been in a relaxed mood, helped
by the fact that they were able to supplement their
hard rations with food purchased at local markets and
which the inhabitants were all too happy to furnish
(see Plate J). However, Procopius tells us: ‘Gelimer
[the Vandal king] was following behind without
letting it be known to us, except, indeed, on that
night when we bivouacked in Grasse, scouts coming
from both armies met each other, and after an ex-
change of blows they each retired to their own camp.’

Preparing for battle

Now battle was imminent and the soldiers would
prepare for action. T'he Strategikon recommends that
first thing in the morning, when battle 1s expected,
the horses should be watered and each soldier should
carry a basic supply of rations 1n case the operation
should become prolonged. True to form, and again
recommended by the Strategikon, Belisarius gathered
the main body of his troops and made a speech of
encouragement. ‘After speaking these words and
uttering a praver after them, Belisarius left his wite
and the barricaded camp to the infantry, and himselt

set forth with all the horsemen.” This would not be
the last time Belisarius left the infantry behind and
fought with cavalry only, Apparently he regarded the
infantry as useless, except perhaps for guarding
camps. Much later, during the Gothic War, when he
was about to do the same thing, some infantry offi-
cers pleaded with him to allow them to take part in
the battle. Even they had to admit, however, that
infantry had done ‘little of consequence’ in the war,
and when they were deploved well to the rear to act
as a rallying point for the cavalry, they broke and ran
on first contact. Apart from his disregard for the
infantry, it 1s even more illuminating to note that the
general was accompanied by his wife. We know that
famihies often accompanied the men on campaign,
but although Procopius makes frequent references to
Belisarius’ wife, he does not mention any other
women, so we do not know 1if the common soldiers
did the same thing. Given the great distances and
logistical problems, one suspects not.

Unbeknown to the main body, the vanguard
of 300 bucellarii had already been heavily engaged in
combat. It 1s surprising that they had sent no word
back to their commander, particularly as their orders
had been to provide advance warning of the enemy
and not to become decisively engaged. This 1s just
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The insignia of the
Magister Equitum
showing the shield designs
of the senior western
cavalry units at the end of
the 4th century. (Notitia
Dignitatum, Bodleian
Library, Oxford)

1. Comites Seniores
2. Promoti Seniores
3. Brachiati Seniores
4. Batavi Seniores
5. Cornut Seniores
6. Cornutl Iuniores
7. Alani

8. Batavi Iuniores

9. Constantes Valentinianens
10. Armigeri

11. Prima Gallicani

12. Octavio Dalmatae

13. Dalmatae Passerentiaci
14, Maurt Alites

153. Honoriam Taifali Tuniores
16. Honoriani Seniores

17. Maun Feroces

18. Constantiani Felices

19, Scutarii Seniores

-

Purple

Red

Pale Blue
Medium Blue
Yellow

Black

White

Green



Illyrian soldier, 3rd century AD
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Cataphracts in action, Strasbourg, AD 357
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Individual training, 5th-6th century AD
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one of many instances where Belisarius’ troops, even
in elite units, showed a distinct lack of discipline and
professionalism. Marching blindly forward, with no
idea where the enemy was nor what had happened to
their advance guard, the Romans blundered into the
Vandals, who were equally lost. The battle developed
as a series of fierce skirmishes, with both sides
consisting entirely of cavalry. Initially it went well for
the Vandals, and they succeeded in routing 800
Roman bucellarii. However, they did not press their
pursuit vigorously enough, and Belisarius was able to
rally the survivors and hit the by now disordered
Vandals. The enemy army disintegrated and the way
was open to Carthage.

Follow-up actions

With this first major success the tempo of the cam-
paign slowed down. There were other battles, but
once the main objective had been captured and later
successfully defended, the soldiers of Belisarius’
army would have found themselves engaged in the
thankless task of pacifying the countryside. The
Vandals started to organise a guerilla war, ‘by distrib-

The Imperial Baths at Trier. Even the towns in the
frontier regions had reasonable facilities, making life
for the soldiers billeted in the towns fairly comfortable.
(Rahmel-Verlag GmbH)

uting much money to the farmers among the
Libyans. . . . These he commanded to kill Romans
who went out into the country, proclaiming a fixed
sum of gold for each man killed.. . . And they killed
many from the Roman army, not soldiers however,
but slaves and servants.’

Procopius
Belisarius’ aide, Diogenes, went out on a reconnais-

describes one ncident where
sance with 22 soldiers. They were seen by Libyan
farmers, but since they were too strong for the
farmers to kill, the soldiers' presence was reported to
Gelimer, who dispatched 300 Vandal cavalry with
orders to capture them alive. Diogenes and his men
were sleeping on the upper storey of a house when
the Vandals reached them at early dawn and sealed
oft the house. One of the Romans heard the Vandals
and quietly roused his companions. Procopius takes
up the story:

‘Following the opimion of Diogenes, all put on
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thewr clothes quaetly and taking up their weapons wenl
below. There they put the bridles on thetr horses and
leaped upon them unpercerved by anyone. And after
standing for a time i the courtyard entrance, they
suddenly opened the door there, and straiehtmay all came
out. And the Vandals inmmediately closed with them, bui
they accomplished nothing. For the Romans rode hard,

covertng themselves with therr shields and warding off

their assatlants with their spears. And in this way
Diogenes escaped the enemy, losing two of his followers
but saving the rest. He himself, however, received three
blowps in this encounter on the neck and face, from whicl
tideed he came close to dying, and one blow also on his
left hand, as a result of which he was thereafier unable to
move s little finger.’

[.ife for the soldiers so far from home, at risk
of assassination 1f they strayed from their units,
would have been hard to bear once the initial excite-
ment had worn off. Manyv deserted and others muti-
nied, but if they ever wanted to see their homes again
The head of a Draco
standard. Adopted from
the Sarmatians and
carrted by most late
Roman cavalry units,
standards plaved an

important part in
controlling the movement
of cavalryvmen.
(Staatlisches Amr fiir
Vorund Fruhgeschichte,
Koblenz)

thev had to continue with therr duties, since 1t would
have been impossible to finance a trip home inde-
pendently. We do not know 1f troops were rotated
after a certain period of time, but one suspects not,
and probably not many who set out on that spring
day m AD 535 ever saw Constantinople again. Some
may have remamed in Africa, but most probably
ended therr dayvs in Italy during the terrble Gothie
War which was to last another 20 vears.

Places to visit

Unfortunately there are very tew places to visit that
specifically relate to the late Roman pertod. Most
Roman sites and museum collections concentrate on
the High Imperial period, which has left more arti-
facts to posterity., The following suggestions, how-
ever, are worth a trip:
f;!'!‘c’J'.F{"{’,".'a"{’!‘, f.rT;"rHHt'::’:.T ersitire

Cormimum Museum.
Cologne, Gernany

Roemisch-Germanisches Museum.
Dover

Painted House Museum.
Ephesus, Turkey

Probably the best preserved Roman ruins of the
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period. The city was abandoned 1n the late Roman
period because of plague.
Chesterholm, Cumbria, Hadrian’s Wall

Chesters and Housesteads, Northumberland.
[stanbul, Turkey

Constantinople, the former eastern capital.
Krefeld, Germany

[ .1nn Romano-

Burg muscum. Finds  from
Merovingian graves.
Letden, Netherlands

Rijksmuscum. Magnificent late Roman helmets.
Prercebridae, Durham

Roman fort from the 4th century.
Ravenna, [taly

T'he Sth-century western capital; many mosaics.
Konie

Arch of Constantine; Aurehan walls: and Vatican
Museum.
Naxvon L"J‘,"IHH‘{’ Forts

Burgh Castle, Nortolk; Cardift Castle, S. Gla-
morgan; Richborough, Kent; Pevenseyv, Sussex;
Porchester Castle, Hants.
Strasboure, France

Musee Archeologique.
Lrier, Gerniany

One of the 4th-century capitals.
Yok

Yorkshire Museum; city walls.

THE PLATES

A: Equites illvricani (3rd century AD)
This man represents one of the Illvran soldiers,
recruited from the frontier regions ot the Balkans,

who formed the core of the central cavalry reserve of

the 3rd century. He is essentially a light cavalrvman,
and would perform traditional tasks such as patrol
ling, scouting and screening.

The soldier’s main defensive equipment was his
shield, which bore a unit design. T'he shield patterns
depicted in the Notitia Dignitatim (written more
than a century later) show those of the equites
dalmatae with similar box-like symbols, so this may
have been an earhier version. Both round and oval
shields were carried. "1'his oval version 1s based on
jrd-century remains found at Dura Europos. It 1s

about 1.1 m high and 90 cm wide, constructed of

century from an
mscription and some coins
found with it.
(Rijksmuscum van
Oudheden, Leiden)

This magnificent gilded
stlver helmet can be
identified as belonging to a
soldier of the Equites
Stablesiani in the mid-4th

I em thick wood planks, covered and bound with
lcather (Ala). A hollow 1ron boss, which could also
be made of bronze, covers the central hand grip, and
the rear of the shield 1s elaborately painted (Alb),
probably with an individual pattern rather than an
oftficial unit design. Carrving the shield and reins in
the same hand would have required considerable
skill.

In battle the equites tlyricanm used skirmishing
tactics, harassing opponents with javelins then clos
g 1 with spear and sword once they were suffi
ciently weakened. Javelins might have been carried
behind the shield, but 1t was less burdensome to draw
them from a case behind the saddle (A2). Such cases
are depicted on a number of gravestones, and may
have originated with steppe peoples such as the
Sarmatians, who introduced the windsock drace
(dragon) standard (A3) that was carried by units of
cquittes illyricant and later spread throughout the
army.

The soldier’s hight mail shirt provides a fair
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degree of protection without hindering his mobility.
[t may not have been issued to him but could have
been picked up as battlefield booty or bought. When
engaged in relatively safe tasks, the mail shirt could
be rolled up and strapped behind the saddle. Roman
mail (A4) was made with alternating rows of riveted
and welded rings.

The soldier 1s wearing a typical loose-fitting
long-sleeved tunic decorated with coloured bands
and discs (A5). Such patterns were worn throughout
the later Empire, by civilians as well as soldiers. This
one 1s based on one of the many surviving samples
from Egypt.

Although traditional helmet styles continued
(A6), the spangenhelm style, like the simple version
worn by the main figure, was probably typical for the
men serving in the Danube frontier regions. It too
was adopted from the Sarmatians and became n-
creasingly popular over the next few centuries.
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A nobleman’s country
villa. During the 5th
century the power of large
landowners grew to the
point where many
emploved their own
private armies. In
addition, poor soldiers in
static units sometimes
hired themselves out to
work the fields of these
immense holdings. Both
practices were officially
illegal but commonplace.
(Rheinisches
ILandesmuseum, Trier)

B: Cavalry reconnaissance (3rd century AD)
The cavalry were the eyes and ears of the army.
When advancing in enemy territory cavalrymen
would scout ahead, looking for signs of the enemy,
good routes, potential camp locations, river crossing
points, sources of food and water and so on. They
would also be used to screen the army from the eyes
of enemy scouts. Some might be employed as flank
and rear guards or foraging parties. On the defensive
cavalry would be used to locate enemy raiders and
perhaps impede their progress.

These men, possibly from a detached vexillation,
are observing the movements of enemy raiders. T'hey
are lightly equipped and working in small groups.
They rely on cunning and mobility to accomplish
their missions, rather than their ability to fight.
Consequently, any armour and helmets have been
left behind and their equipment is kept to a mini-
mum. Having located the enemy, some men would




be detailed to keep an eve on them while others
reported back to their parent body, who would then
try to bring up a force strong enough to destroy the
raiders. The increased demand for actions such as
these led to a growth in the cavalry arm during the
jrd century.

Perhaps typically for this anarchic period, the
men show few signs of uniformity. One wears the
pillbox-style pannonian leather cap which was a
universal undress headgear for all ranks from the 3rd
to the Sth century. Their clothes and the simple
shield design are taken from contemporary mosaics.

C: Cavalry equipment
T'he Roman cavalryman’s horse was smaller than
modern horses: somewhere between 130 ¢m and 150
cm high. Even horses described by ancient writers as
large’; such as Parthian, Sarmatian and Hunnish
breeds, rarely exceeded 155 ¢m, and would be con-
sidered of medium size today.

Although the army on the march would be ac-

companied by baggage wagons, cavalry would often
operate away from the main body. This horse (C1) is
loaded up for the march with everything the cavalry-
man would need to be self-sufficient. His shield,
javelin case, waterbottle, cooking utensils and rations
arc attached to the saddle, and his cloak is rolled up
behind. The need to carry such loads, as well as the
weight of an armoured rider, for long distances
meant that the ideal mount was not a fast, high-
spirited horse but rather a horse with high endur-
ance,

The cavalryman would be looking for absolute
obedience from his mount, since in battle the shight-
est mistake could cost him his life. To ensure such

nerve. Ifthis failed, they
would wheel sharply away
to the right, showering the
enemy with missiles, and
withdraw to bevond bow
range to try again.
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)

A cavalry charge depicted
on the Arch of
Constantine. Most cavalry
actions consisted of fluid
but controlled hit and run
tactics. The soldiers would
ride up to their opponents
hoping to break their
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obedience, some Roman bits, hke C2a from

Newstead, could be extremely severe. The shghtest

pressure on the reins would drive a plate into the roof

of the horse’s mouth, causing intense pain (C2b).
Such bits would not be allowed today, but for a
soldier whose life depended on keeping his horse
under control in the chaos of a battle while his right
hand wielded his weapons and his left held the reins
and shield, they were probably very necessary. C3 1s
an example of a softer bit, perhaps used by riders
better able to control their mounts. Although the
Roman cavalryman rode without stirrups, he did

A

have a well-constructed saddle that allowed him to
|

keep a fairly firm seat even when making f:nul'gtticl

upper body movements such as swinging a sword or [
hurling a javelin. Claims by some writers that cavalry
were ineffective prior to the introduction of stirrups |

have been disproved by modern tests using Roman |

equipment. C4 shows how the saddle in use at the
start of this period was constructed. It was built
around a wooden frame, with the four horns rein-
forced with bronze plates and then padded and |
covered with leather. The horns held the rider firmly
in the saddle as well as being useful for attaching

These soldiers
surrounding the emperor
on the Arch of Galerius,
although probably
infantrymen, show typical
Ird—4th-century full
equipment of
spangenhelm helmet, full
scale armour and large
round or oval shields. Note
also the typical round disc
decoration on the skirt of
the emperor’s tunic.
(Deutsche Archaologische
Institut, Rome)




equipment. In the 5th century a new form of wooden
frame saddle with quilted padding (C5), probably of
Hunnic origin, was gradually adopted, and remained
in use beyond the end of this period.

Roman horses were rarely shod at the start of this
period. Damage to the hooves was avoided by keep-
ing off roads. On the march they would usually go
cross-country, screening the front, flanks and rear ot
the column, and those not engaged in such tasks
would probably ride on the side of the road rather
than on the hard surface. When necessary, temporary
horseshoes like the one at C6 could be fitted, then

%

Although becoming
increasingly important,
fth-century cavalry still
acted primarily in support
of the infantry. (Arch of
Constantine, Deutsche
Archaologische Institut,
Rome)

removed when no longer required. Conventional
horseshoes were rare, at least prior to the 4th cen-
tury. C7 shows a hoof-cleaning tool being used.

D: Cataphracts in action (Strasbourg, AD 357)
In one of the few descriptions we have of Roman
cataphracts in action, Ammianus Marcellinus de-
scribes their defeat at the hands of the Alamannic
cavalry (who may have dismounted):

“The Germans rushed forward with more haste than
caution, throwing themselves upon our squadrons of horse

At the very crisis of battle, when our cavalry were
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bravely regrouping and the infantry were stoutly protect-
ing their flanks with a wall of serried shields, thick clouds
of dust arose and the fight swayed this way and that . . .
Our cavalry on the right unexpectedly gave way in

disorder. The first to flee, however, blocked the path of

those who followed, and when they found themselves safe
in the lap of the Legions, they halted and renewed the
fight. What caused this incident was that while their
ranks were being re-dressed, the Cataphracts saw their
commander slightly wounded and one of their comrades
slipping over the neck of his horse, which sank under the
weight of us armour. They then began to shuft each for
himself, and would have created total confuston by
trampling over the infantry had not the latter, who were
betng drawn up in very close order, held their ground.”
Typically Ammianus is vague about whether this
was a unit of cataphractarii or chibanarii, and he uses
both terms. Since cataphractarii, probably of Gallic
origin, are more likely in Juhan’s Gallic army, they
have been depicted here as such. Their equipment
shows Sarmatian influences: spangenheln helmets,
scale armour and the long lance, or contus, being
wielded in two hands, without a shield. Only a
minority of horses are armoured. Perhaps all should
have been, but for a second-rate unit in a regional
army, full horse armour would have been hard to
come by. Many of the horses here only have
chamfrons, which the archeological record shows as
being fairly common. Although they are often
thought to have been used only for cavalry games and
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Fanciful weapons like this
Currodrepanus
Singularis, a scythed
chariot driven by a
cataphract lancer, were
proposed by the
anonymous author of a
4th-century treatise as a
solution to Rome’s
military problems.
(Bodleian Library,
Oxford)

parades, it is highly unlikely that the Romans had any
equipment that was solely intended for parade use.
Modern tests have shown that horses are frightened
by the approach of other horses wearing chamfrons,
so they may have had benefits in addition to their
protection value.

The Notitia Dignitatum lists all cataphractarn
units except one as being stationed in the east by the
5th century. They may have accompanied Julian
from Gaul when he went east in AD 361 and never
returned.

E: Cavalry in pursuit (Milvian Bridge, AD 312)
In battle it was not the job of the cavalry to engage
infantry. Cavalry would be deploved on the wings of
the army to protect the flanks of the infantry and to
defeat enemy cavalry. If the opportunity presented
itself, they would try to hit the enemy infantry in the
flank after their cavalry support had been driven off.
Horses could not be made to charge formed bodies of
men on foot, but if the infantry lost their formation it
was a different story. Then, fighting as individuals,
the mounted men would have had a significant ad-
vantage. Once an infantryman lost his nerve and
broke and ran from his formation, he would be easy
meat for a pursuing cavalryman. Describing a battle
between Goths and Romans in AD 377, Ammianus
Marcellinus says: ‘... the fugitives on ecither side
were pursued by cavalry who hacked at their heads
and backs with all their strength.’




This plate, based on a relief from the Arch of
Constantine, shows the pursuit and destruction of

Maxentius’ Praetorians by Constantine’s heavy cav-
alry supported by horse archers. T'he Practorians are
retreating over a pontoon bridge which has suddenly
collapsed in the middle, throwing many of them into
the water. All semblance of order has been lost on
both sides, and in a clash of disordered individuals
the infantry would have had no chance.

The scale pattern depicted for the Praetorians’
shields 1s shown on a 5th-century ivory of Stilicho as
well as the Ist-century Cancellaria relief. Presumably
it was a traditional guards pattern that remained 1n
use over several centuries.

I: Equites Stablesiani (4th century AD)
This plate depicts a well equipped 4th-century caval-
ryman. He 1s probably a long-service veteran who has

had the opportunity to kit himself out with some of

the best equipment available. Some of it mayv be
booty, some gifts or awards from his supertors, and
the remainder purchased. His fine gilded helmet is
based on one found at Deurne in the Netherlands,
engraved ‘STABLESIA VI, so the owner belonged
to a unit of equites stablesiani. It can be accurately
dated to the first quarter of the 4th century from
coins of AD 319 found with it.

The cavalryman’s side-arm was the spatha (Fla),
a fairly long sword that could be used for stabbing or
cutting, This example has a fine pattern-welded
blade (F1b), made by iron rods twisted together,
hammered, cut up and then recombined.

This soldier’s closed sandal with spurs (F2) 1s
common footwear for cavalrymen of this period.

‘I'ypically tor northern chimates, he wears Germanic-
style long trousers with additional wool bindings
wrapped around the lower leg. Alternatively he could
wear woollen socks like F3a which come from
LLgvpt.

T'he fine tunic, made from a wool-linen mix with
wide loose sleeves (I'4), 1s based on an example found
in Egypt and now in the T'rier Staatsmuseum. Such a
tunic might have been a private purchase or a gift. Red
tunics had had military associations since Hellenistic
times and may have been sought out by veteran
soldiers to set them apart from the usual undyved
civilian tunics. Recruits, however, were probably 1s-
sued standard undyed or bleached white tunics with a
simple uni-colour trim. T'he elaborate decorative pat-
tern (F4a) would no doubt have been quite costly.
When the tunic wore out, which would not have
taken long on campaign, the decorative trim would
have probably been cut oft and stitched on to a new tunic.

Alternative helmet styles typical for the period
are shown at F5 and F6. The Berkasovo helmet (F35)
is a simpler version of the Deurne helmet worn by
the main figure. It 1s a ‘ridge’ helmet, formed by two
half bowls held together by a central ridge, with
cheek and neck guards added on. The style was
typical for the 4th and 5th centuries and probably
had Persian origins. The Der-el-Medineh helmet
(FF6), to the spangenhielm family. These helmets, of
Sarmatian origin, were made up of several plates
(usually six; sometimes four) held together by rein-
forcing bands. This example is similar to those worn
by soldiers depicted on the 3rd-century Arch of
Galerius, and the style remained popular, with varia-
tions, throughout this period and beyond.

This leather slipper-like
shoe is typical of late
Roman ftootwear and is
depicted on numerous
mosaics from the period —
worn both by soldiers and
civilians. (National
Museums of Scotland)
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G: Parades and processions (Clibanarii, Rome,
AD 357)
The emperor’s person was surrounded by purple banners

woven in the form of dragons and attached to the tops of

gilded and jewelled spears . .. On each side marched a
file of men-at-arms with shields and plumed helmets,
whose shiming breastplates cast a dazzling heht. At
imtervals were cataphracts, the so-calfed clibanarn,

wearing masks and equipped with cuirasses and belts of

steel . .. Their imbs were entirely covered by a garment
of thin circular plates fitted to the curves of the body and
so cunnnely articulated that it adapted itself to any
movement the wearer needed to make.’

The unit of armoured cavalry depicted here 1s
the Scola Scutariorum Chibanariorum, one of the new
guards units created by Constantine to replace the
Practorians, who were disbanded after Milvian
Bridge. Constantius (337-61) 1s credited with intro-
ducing Persian-style cataphracts (called clibanarii)
into the Roman army.

Given the occasion and the status of the unit, the
soldiers’ equipment, which shows Persian origin, is
far more uniform and elaborate than one might find
in a line unit on campaign. 'T’he Romans understood
the psychological importance of impressive military
displays. "T'he Strategikon, for example, notes that

54

‘the more handsome the soldier 1s in his armament,
the more confidence he gains in himself and the more
fear he nspires in the enemy’.

The body armour worn by the c/ibanarii 1s mod-
elled on the graffin of a 3rd-century Persian
clibanarius from Dura Europos, and the horse armour
from examples found there. Both bronze and 1ron
scales were used. A variety of helmets are shown.
They are all of the ridge style with additional face,
cheek and neck protection. The helmet worn by the
left hand figure is a reconstruction of a Persian
helmet found at Dura Europos.

H: Billeting the field army (Italy, 5th century
AD)

Units of the mobile field armies did not have perma-
nent quarters. When on campaign they would live
under canvas, and at other times they were billeted
on the local population. The ordinary citizen had to
surrender one-third of his house to a soldier, which
often resulted in friction between ‘host’ and ‘guest’.
Hosts were not required to provide anything other
than bare rooms, but we have many examples of
soldiers extorting food, bedding and oil, and even
ordering baths. These demands for extra services
were known as Saleamum, and a series of laws 1n the

The Roman saddle
through to the end of the
4th century was
characterised by four
horns reinforced with
these bronze plates. The
horns ensured the rider
kept a firm seat, and were
useful for attaching
equipment. (National
Museums of Scotland)



4th—6th centuries officially forbade it. A ruling in 340
states that ‘hosts’ could voluntarily provide such
things. Presumably it would have been fairly easy for
a soldier to create the circumstances by which a
householder might be persuaded to ‘volunteer’ more
than he had to. An account from Edessa between 503
and 505 tells of soldiers turning people out of their
homes, beating them up, stealing clothes and belong-
ings and exacting oil, wood and salt. An othcial
complaint to the local commander resulted m a
ruling that the soldiers were entitled to a bed, bed-
ding, firewood and oil — in contravention of the
imperial laws prohibiting Salgamum.

Soldiers had been allowed to marry since the
reign of Septimus Severus, and were accompanied by
their families, sometimes even on campaign. In this
scene a German soldier of the Italian field army,

together with his family, are extorting food from
their Italian host. The normal friction between host
and guest must have been greatly increased by the
fact that the vast majority of the soldiers, particularly
in the west, were Germans with different language,
customs and possibly religion. Great difficulties
arose, for example, when Julian’s primarily pagan
Celtic and Germanic troops were stationed in Greek-
speaking Christian Antioch.

I: Individual training (5th—6th century AD)

While horse archers had always been present in the
Roman army, they had been a small minority and
were typically lightly equipped skirmishers. During
the 5th century, under the influence of the Persians
and Huns, the cavalry began to adopt the bow as their
primary weapon, so that by the time of Belisarius’
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Closed helmets like this
example are described by
Arrian for use in cavalry
sports. Restricted vision
would have made them
less useful in combat, but

cataphracts mention face-
masks it is possible that
they were used in action.
(National Museums of
Scotland)

since some descriptions of
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campaigns of the 6th century the tvpical Roman
cavalryman had become a horse archer. Unlike ear-
lier horse archers, these soldiers were quite heavily
armoured and were capable of fighting hand-to-hand
as well as skirmishing. Some of them, probably the
better tramed bucellarii, could be armed with spears
as well as swords and bows. Individual traiming for
such all-round warriors would have been quite inten-
sive, The Strategikon gives us an 1dea of what the
individual cavalryman was expected to do:

‘On horseback at a run he should fire one or two
arvows rapidly and put the strung bow m its case, then he
should grab the spear which he has been carrying on his
back. With the strung bow n its case, he should hold the
spear m hus hand, then quickly replace it on his back and
grab the bow.’

Such exercises would have required expert
horsemanship as well as proficient weapons hand-
ling, and could have been expected only of the better
units. l.esser trained soldiers probably specialised
cither as horse German

archers or SPCArinci,
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foederati would have provided most of the spearmen,
We do not know how dual-armed soldiers attached
their spears to their backs; there was probably a loop
around the middle of the shaft that could be hooked
over an attachment to a baldric.

J: Camp life (Grasse, N. Africa, AD 533)
The rigid camp discipline of the earlier Roman army
had long been replaced by a more flexible and relaxed
approach. In hostile country, camps might stll be
fortified, but this was not necessarily routine. The
Strategikon recommends that fortifications be con-
structed ‘even though the army might stay there only
for a day’, but i1t 1s doubtful that this advice was
always followed. Temporary fortifications might be
little more than a wagon laager or a scattering of
caltrops around the perimeter. Procopius’ contempo-
rary descriptions of camps during Belisarius’ North
African campaign paint a rather relaxed picture:

‘We made camp as thoroughly secure as the circum-
stances permitted . . . The inhabitants furnished a mar-




This dth-century wood
carving from Egvpt
depicts Roman garrison
troops defending a town
against raiders. Only on
rare occasions did such
static troops have to
engage in combat. Most
actions were now fought
by the bands of mounted
warriors who formed the
field armies. (Musecuum
fiir Spatantike und
Byzantinische Kunst,
Berlin)

Making use of tools such
as these, armourers, who
were attached to most

Roman units, could repair

damaged equipment as

well as re-using battlefield

salvage to forge new
weapons. (National
Museums of Scotland)
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ket and served the soldiers in whatever they wished . . .

In that place was a palace of a ruler of the Vandals and a

park the most beautiful of all we know. For 1 is

excellently watered by springs and has a great wealth of
woods. And all the trees are full of fruit; so that each one

of the soldiers pitched his tent among fruit trees, and all
of them ate their fill of the fruit which was then ripe.”

It 1s interesting to note that the soldiers on this
campaign apparently had allowances from which
thev were expected to purchase food and supplies
from local sources. Some supplies must have been
carried: the ‘20 or 30 Ibs of hard tack, tlour or some
other provisions’, suggested by the Strategikon, for
example. If this 1s what constituted a campaign
ration, soldiers would have been eager to supplement
it from local market and very pleased to find such a
free supply of fresh fruit.

K: Medical treatment (6th century AD)

Fach unit had its own medicus (doctor), and medical
treatment was of a higher standard than at any other
time in Western history until the modern era. This
scene is based on descriptions by Procopius of the
treatment of three men wounded in a skirmish dur-
ing the siege of Rome.

The central figure, Arzes, was one of Belisarius’
Guards, who had been hit by an arrow between the
nose and the right eve. ‘The point of the arrow pen-
etrated as far as the neck behind, but it did not show
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through, but the rest of the shafi projected from his face.
... The physicians wished to draw the weapon from his
face but were reluctant to do so, not so much on account
of the eye, which they supposed could not be saved, but
Jor fear lest, by cutting the membranes and tissues such as
are very numerous in that region, they should cause the
death of a man who was one of the best of the household
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These triangular Roman
arrowheads attached to
reconstructed shafts
would have been able to
pierce armour at short
range. (National
Museums of Scotland)

During the 5th century,
under the influence of the
Huns and Persians,
archery became
increasingly important,
so that by the 6th century
the tyvpical Roman
cavalrvman had become
an armoured horse
archer. Roman bows were
of composite
construction; the arrows
often of cane or reed with
the feathers glued on.
(Dura FEuropos)



of Belisarius. But one of the physicians, Theoctistus by
name, pressed on the back of his neck and asked whether
he felt much pain. And when the man said that he did, he
inferred that the barb of the weapon had penetrated to a
point not far from the skin. Accordingly he cut off that
part of the shafi which showed outside and threm 1t
away, and cutting open the skin at the back of the head,
at the place where the man felt most pain, he easily drew
toward him the barb, which with its three sharp points
now stuck out belind and brought with it the remaining
portion of the weapon. Thus Arzes remained entirely free
[rom serious harm and not even a trace of the wound was
lefi on his face.’

In the background is Cutilas, a Thracian officer
who had a javelin embedded in the middle of his
head, and when the javelin was drawn rather vio-
lently from his head (for it was very deeply embed-
ded) ‘he fell into a swoon” (and later died).

The soldier being helped into the hospital room
is Bochas, whom Procopius describes as a ‘youthful’
Hun who had been wounded by one spear thrust
‘where his armour did not cover him, above the right
armpit, very close to the shoulder’ and another spear
thrust which had ‘struck him in front and pierced his
left thigh, and cut the muscles there’. (He died three
days later.)

L: 6th-century horse archer

Armoured horse archers formed the bulk of the 6th-
century armies. His equipment — bow and sword but
no spear, plumed ‘attic’-style helmet, scale armour
with pteruges (leather strips) covering the shoulders
and thighs, no shield — 1s from a contemporary
Egyptian ivory and is probably representative of
oarrison troops of the period. This helmet type is
very common in art from the 4th century on, but has
not been confirmed by archeological finds. It is quite
possible that armouries in Greek parts of the Empire
continued to produce helmets that followed Hellen-
istic styles, with single bowl construction rather than
the more common multi-part spangenhelm or ‘ridge’
styles. Scale armour had a long tradition in the east,
and was a fairly inexpensive form of defence. It was
less flexible than mail, however, requiring the addi-
tion of pleruges to provide some protection to the
vulnerable thighs and shoulders. Injuries such as
those sustained by Bochas (see Plate K) were pre-
sumably quite common with this form of armour.

Roman medical
instruments. The well
developed system of
medical care was
unrivalled in Europe until
the modern era. (National
Muscums of Scotland)
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The cavalryman’s main
side-arm was the fairly
long spatha, worn on the
left side suspended either
from a baldric or from the
waist-hbelt. This is a
surviving blade together
with a scabbard chape.
(National Museums of
Scotland)

This 6th-century Egvptian
ivory depicts a
cavalrvman equipped
according to the
description by Procopius.
He wears scale armour
with pteruges, a late
Roman Attic-styvle helmet
and carries a bow but no
spear or shield. Although

Procopius savs that some
cavalrvmen carried
spears as well as bows,
probablyv only elite units
like the Bucellarii
reached a sufficiently
high level of traiming to
handle both weapons.
(Rheinisches
lLandesmuseum, Trier)




The dismounted figure represents the same man
after some hard but financially successful campaign-
ing against the Goths in Italy. He carries much of his
wealth on his person, in the form of Gothic jewellery
looted from the battlefield, a fine Itallan-made
spangenhelm and new tunic and trousers. "The wide
trousers were popular with 6th-century soldiers and
probably originated on the steppes. They would have
been more comfortable than tight wool hose when
campaigning in hot climates. The soldier’s cloak and
armour are a bit the worse for wear, and no doubt he
would have been looking to replace them as soon as
possible. He still fights as a horse archer, but, having
being called on to fight in close combat on several
occasions, he has added a small shield to his defensive
equipment.

GLOSSARY

Alamanni A confederation of German tribes who
were one of Rome’s main opponents in this period.
Their descendants are the modern Alsatians, Swiss
(GGermans and inhabitants of most of Baden.

Auxilia A new type of unit created at the end of the
3rd century with a full strength of about 500 men.
Bandon A 6th-century unit of about 300 cavalry-
men.

Bucellarii Personal retainers of magnates and war-
lords.

Bucellatum Dried biscuit or hard tack which
formed part of the soldier’s field rations.
Cataphract A heavily armoured cavalryman mod-
elled either on the Sarmatians (cataphractarius) or the
Persians (clibanarius). His horse might also have been
armoured.

Comitatenses Line troops of the mobile field army.
Comites An honorific title given to some senior
cavalry units.

Dekarch Commander of ten men and file leader 1n
6th-century cavalry units.

Draco A windsock-style dragon standard, adopted

no neck guard. Many,
however, would have had
an attached mail aventail
to protect the back of the
head. (Museec
Archeologique,
Strasbourg)

This spangenhelm from
Alsace is tyvpical of the
style worn in the 6th
century by Romans and
Germans. It differs from
earlier examples by having
a smaller nose guard and

from the Sarmatians and carried by most cavalry
units.

Eques An ordinary cavalry trooper.

Equites The cavalry.

Fabricae State-run arms factories.

Foederati (federates) Foreign troops serving in the
Roman army under their own leaders.

Hasta A spear.

Illyria A Roman province roughly equating to the
former Yugoslavia. It was a major source of recruits,
particularly in the 3rd century.

Illyriciani (Equites illyriciani) Troops of the cen-
tral cavalry reserve formed in the 3rd century, and
consisting of promoti (former legionary cavalry),
dalmatae (recruited from Illyria), maur: (from North
Africa) and scutarii (probably heavier cavalry).
Isuaria A mountainous area of Asia minor and
source of many 6th-century infantry recruits.
L.ancea A light spear that could either be thrown or
retained for hand-to-hand combat; probably the pre-
ferred weapon of the later Roman infantryman.
[.imes Frontier zones.

6l



Limitanei Static border troops.

Lorica Armour. Types used in this period include:
segmentata (segmented plate armour); Aamata (mail);
squamata (scale); and flamellar (small vertical iron
plates).

Notitia Dignitatum A list of offices of the late
Roman administration, for the latter part of the 4th
and the early 5th centuries. It includes a fairly com-
plete listing of army units and shield designs.
Palatini Elite troops of the mobile field army:.
Pentarch Leader of five men, forming the second
rank 1n 6th-century cavalry units.

Phalerae Metal discs decorating the horse harness.
Psuedocomitatenses Limitanei transferred to the
field army.

Pteruges Leather strips covering the shoulders and
thighs. Part of an undergarment worn under armour.
Sagittarii Archers.

Salgamum The practice of soldiers demanding
more of their hosts than was required when soldiers
were billeted on the local population.

Scholae The all-cavalry imperial guards formed by
Constantine to replace the Praetorians.
Spangenhelm A conical segmented helmet of
Danubian origin worn throughout this period.
Spatha A fairly long sword that was the favoured
side-arm of the period.

Strategikon A military manual written at the end of
the 6th century.

Vegetius Flavius Vegetius Renatus. A 5th-century
writer who produced a military treatise lamenting the
demise of the classical heavy legions and urging
improvements in training and equipment.
Vexillatio In the 3rd century, a detachment of a
larger unit; later a cavalry unit of about 500-600 men.
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