


THE COMPLETE ROMAN ARMY 
Adrian Goldsworthy 

The Roman army was one of the most successful fighting 
forces in history. Its organization and tactics were highly 
advanced and were nevc-r again to be equalled until the 
modern era. Spectacular monuments to its per.;e,·erance 
and engineenng skill are still visible today, most notably 
Hadrian's \\'all and the siegeworks around the fortress 
of ~!asada. This book full) dl'>iCribes the;e achievements 
and analy,;e; several key battles, including Pharsalus and 
Strasbourg. and their famous commanders. It is the first to 

examine in detail not iust the early impenal army. but the 
citizen's militia of the Republic and the army of the later 
Empire. The unprocedented S<X>pe and longevity of Roman 
military succcs.~ is placed in the context of ordinary soldiers' 
daily lives, whether spent in the quiet routine of a peaceful 
garrison or in arduous campaign and violent combat. 

'The Rcpub/1r011 Army· considers the earliest armies, 
offensive and defensive equipment, the creation of 
the Roman navy, and the militia army that conquered 
the !\1editerranean. 

'The Prof<'.~<tmtal Army' describt..,; the reforms under 
~1anus and his succt"'-'-Or.< and the creation of the new 
legionary structure that las!l'd till the end of the Empire. 

'The l;ifr of a Roman S,,/,ltcr' looks in detail at all aspects, 
from rec.Tuitment and daily routme- barracks life, training, 
parades, diet, discipline, medical care - to equipment and 
frontier and off-duty life. 

'The Army al lfor' reveals how the army operated on 
campaign and in battle, from grand tactics to hand· to-hand 
combat and siege warfare. 

'The Army of Lale Anltquily' examines the reorganization 
after the defeats of the 3rd century and the bitter struggles 
to maintain the Empire in the 4th century. 

The format of the b<X>k follows the highly successful, visual 
style of the other volumes in Thames & I !udson's bestselling 
'Complete' serit-s. lmpres,ive in ~pe and written for a wide 
general audience, The Comp!;te Roman Army draws on 
archaeology, ancient art and original documentary sources 
to pre;ent the most convincing picture ever published of the 
world's moo;t famous fightmg machine. 

With 215 illustrations, 107 in colour 
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Introduction: A Brief Survey 
of Roman History 

Rom" grt u· KraduallJ 111 $'11 
anJ sp/1111/our mo.\/ of IM 
nt1mum1 ntal slrur/1m·, t~1f>&' 
m 11" F11rum lt>da\', slimtn 
l>Llou·, u.·'- rt bud/ u1111' r II"' 
ruk of thump. mrx lforlan 
playrd a pmminrnt part rn 
Roman lus/ory, and a.~ llu 
city d111ng1:d, so du/ flu ann_v 
that/ou11ht to pmtrrt 1/. 

lfoman tradition held that their citv was founded b,· 
Romulus in i53 llC At first a mo;,;i..chr. the kini­
Wl're expelled and a Republic created near the end 
of the 6th century t..:. Rome gradually expanded. 
a!Nirbmg the other Latin-speaking communities 
and in time other Italian peoples.~ that by the early 
3rd ttntur} 1-.:, she controlled all of the Peninsula 
>outh of the Po. A long and arduous struggle with 
Carthage brought Rome her first overseas provinces 
and. by the mid-2nd century oc, undisputed domi· 

nann· of the .\ledittrranean world. Expam;ion con­
tinued. but the vast profits of foreign conquest 
plact>CI a great strain on the Republican system of 
government. t11usmg politic; to become increas­
ingly violent. The I st century oc witnessed a cycle 
of civil war and upheaval, ending only in 31 oc 
when Caesar's adopted -.m Octavian defeated his 
lastnval. 

Octavian. who later took the name Augustus, 
rt·plan>CI the Rl'publican sy>tem of government 
with a J>t.'<:llliarly Roman form of monarchy, known 
today as the Principate. Openly he presented 
h1m><:lf as the senior magNrate and servant of the 
state, but in reality he had taken over the power of 
all the olhl'r political institutions. including the 
St'natc and the Pl'Ople's Assemblies, and from early 
on m his rtign he began to mark out a succe;.<;0r. 
Augustus continued the expansion of the Empire 
and by his death in \IJ 14 it had in many places 
reached the frontiers that it would hold for several 
centuries. There were a few exceptions Britain 
was invadl'd by Claudius in AI> 43 and Trajan 
annexl'd Dacia in .\I> 101--06 but the great con· 



quests were ne\'l'l" repeated. The Principate gave 
Rome stability for over 200 years. and only twit-e, 
when emperors died without a clear su=ir, did 
civil war return. 

In the 3rd century All this changed, civil wars 
becoming as frequent as they had been in the last 
decades of the Republic. On average emperors 
lasted for no more than a few years, and the major­
ity died violent!>· as the army spent its strength 
in fighting itself. The Empire began to break up, 
"Orne rulers controlling only small sections of it. At 
the same time its weaknes.' encouraged foreign 
enemies and led to many defeat:;. In ume the Empire 
split, the western and eastern halves each havmg 
their own emperor or empt1'0n;. Long-term stability 
ne\'er returned, though Slime strong rulers created 
decades of relative peace, yet Rome's strength was 
still far greater than that of any of her opponents. 
The western Empire eventually collapsed in the 
5th century .\I>, but the eastern Empire with its 
capital at Constantinople endured, preserving many 
of Rome's military institutions until well into the 
Middle Ages. 

' 

The changing face of the Roman army 
The Roman army played a central role m the city's 
history, creating and maintainmg an Empire which 
came to encompass Europe, North Africa and the 
Near East. The popular image of the army is of a 
highly organized, rigorously profes.,ional and sav­
agely disciplined force run on remarkably modern 
lines. At least some of this picture is true for at least 
some periods of the army's exi,tence, but it 
conceals the massive changes that occurred in 
Rome's military institutions over the long centum"' 
of its existence. In this book we will examine the 
three central phases in the history of the Roman 
army. 

We shall begm with the miliua army of the Mid 
Republic (3rd to 2nd centuries Ile), for this is the 
period when our source; are sufficiently g1xxl to 
give us a clear impres.~ion of the Roman army. It 
was recruited from citizens who submitted to mili 
tary discipline for the duration of a war and then 
returned to civilian life. Soldiers were propertied 
men, usually farmers owning enough land to allow 
them to afford their own weapons and c'Quipment. 
For such soldiers service in the army was not a 
career, but a duty they owed to the state. It was the 
militia army that conquered Italy, defeated 
Carthage, and made Rome dominant throughout the 
Mediterranean. 

The second phase (1st century ltt to early 3rd 
century \O) began with the creation of the prof,.,_ 
sional Roman army. Continuing expansion 111(-ant 
that wars were being fought further and furthL'f' 
from Italy and created a requirement for lal'l(e gar· 
nsons in conquered territory. The militia system 
was not capable of coping with these new condi­
tions. Instead of a prosperous farmer scr.·mg for 

Homan soldiers lzaiV! often 
/Jcrn <kpictcd in ef>U films, 
alllwu11li /hi' accuracy of such 
rffonslrudimis has t'Oried 
rn.unnousl.r. TIUs sre1Jt from 
Gladiator !ihmL'S a senior 
offerer ridln11 btlwen Imes 
of l<J!lmwru:s and taslern 
ouxiliorv orrhers. Fmm o 
th.<tanre al kasl. IN 
tqwpmenl of I~ men 
apfl<ars lo be rttwmobly 
accurate and /he srflu 
ctrlamly l/fl~s a good 
unpn:ssimJ of flu_· grubby 
apfl<aranrt of soldiers on 
campaign_ 
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Introduction: A Bnef Survey 
of Roman History 

. 4 f!al( tl OJ lh11l 1s part o( 
thl'f:Cilnsnt 19/h-flnlur)' 
TfftHL"tru(·hon of lht Roman 
fort at ~wlburg m U. rmmn: 
."u,·h /JYrlJl d." 111n.1tahly 
npn ... tnt a romb11wt1on of 
b1mcnfi" ts n ron n d through 
rxcarat1o11 tmd a JlfNN/ dial oJ 
rull}l't lun It t.~ probablt tlu11 
Jiu /mt t rs 011 ntlu r !>"lilt uf 
/he gait m11:hl lo bit hight r. 
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short J)l:riods of tm1e out of a sense of duty to tht• 
Republic, the legionary was from now on usually a 
pwr man, l'iewing the army as a career. The rt.,,ult 
was a fundamental shift in the relatio1,,;hip bemeen 
the armi and state, making pos.'ible the m·il \\ars 
which dt'Stroyed the Repubhc. Eventually ..\ug1" 
tus l<x>k mre to make the army loyal ,,.,Jely to 
himself and his family, a practi~ follO\u'<l b) his 
sUt'l'<""'"' l'nder the Pnncipate the Roman army 
reached the peak of tts effitiency. completing the 
t1>nCJUl'St of the Empire and then preserving Roman 
rule. It is dunng this period that the Roman army 
C'Jme d<""-'St to its popular image. 

The final phase (3rd to 5th ~nturies \II) co\'ers 
Late Antiquay. when the profe&;ional army fart'<! 
intTeasingexternal threats whilst bemgcontmually 
ground down in civil war& New typt~ of units 
appeart'<l. different t'Quipment was adopted. and the 
strunure of the army changed as it struggled to 
COJk. Yt•t 111 spite of all this. much remained the 
same and there were greater differences between 
the :I.ltd Republican army and the army of the Prin· 
cipate than between the latter and the forces of the 
Late Empire. 

Sources of evidence 
Although the Roman army existed for an 
1mmensel) long J)t'rtod of 11111e, it disappeared 
nkm~ n·nturit.;-;, ago and ldt on)} trnces of tts 
pa~~ing m tht.' rt.·mam~ of ll:-. ba:-.c:~ and forts. the 
fra~'llll'nb of l'(IUipmtnt and tht.' dt~Tiptmn~ of its 
dtt:ds in the arrount:-. of ~on10:m and Grt·t'k \\litt·n-:.. 
Takl'n t<J):<·th<·r. \\C do ha<e a mns1dt·rable bod< of 
t·\·idt.·nl't.• with\\ hirh to n'(.l>n:-.trlll.1 the in:;titution:-. 
and daily hfc of the Roman militaq. but each ty"pe 
of ~>urce prt.~·nt:-. tt:-. 0\\ n prublem:-. of interpreta 
lion. It i:-. \\ orth pau:--mg bndl) to con.-..1der the 
naturl'of c>ur~>urn.~ 

1 /,1/,mlttrt: Poht1l-:-. and \\ar \\trt· tht• t\\o main 
cont't.'flb of Koman h1stonans. 1 listorv wa~ fin-t 
and foremost a branch of literatur~ and was 
expt'Cttd to displa~ high lewis of stylistic and 
rhetorical skill, sometimes at the exJ)t'nse of accu­
racy. Accounts of tht' army on rampaij.,rn tend as a 
result to focus most of all on the dramatic incidents. 
such as battks and siegc-s. There were also literary 
thl'tll(-s or set pit<\.,; (known as top111) that t'<lucatcd 
rt•adt•rs t.'Xpt•rtt'CI lo find in an historian\ . .; narrative . 



\t bt"'t this ll'<l tilt' \\ntl't to >1.·h·t appropriate sub 
Jt'l"b for indu:-.ion. but at \\o~t it could lt·ad to 
11utright 111\\'11lUH1 .• \lthf•Ugh thl· h1:-.t11rian:-. pn)\·1dt: 
man~ ::u.:t:ount:-.of thl arm~ at \\.ir, tilt'} Hrl' far 1~.., 
hkelr to dcxT1b1: till' n~>ll' munda1w da\'·tn-da\ 
"'l"~b of fruntit·r patrollmg, 1w1linng ~nd th~ 
man~ a<:tlVHlt~of peard1mc• 

\nother result of th< 11n1w1rtann· of 'tyle and 
n-adab1ht\ to ~llll,t'lll hi:-.ton<tn:-. m.amft..,..h it:-.t·lf in 
a rdurta~·" to mdude tm much tt'Chnrral mforma-
11011. Tc •pog:raphiral dt~Ttptton. t"\'t'Jl c>f katun-s of 
nnportc:m<·t.· to a ~J>t"t1h<" rmnpa1gn. h oftl'll brid 
and va)..'llt' llt·tailt-d information about th1: army·~ 
rt1mp1m:nt, c1rgan11 . .aticm. tartu.""S and lc1gi::-.1ical 
~~ :-.tt·m art· t'Xl't.:ptionall} rart·. and oftt·n t'Ull="bt of 
frni..•nwnts mt·nuont..:1 mcidl'ntall\ b\ an author. 
Sonll' \Hittrs mar have omitkd ~urh information 
simply bt,<lll>t' th<·; a"unwd that 1l \\ould all be 
1mnwdiat"1y familiar to tlwir audi<·nce. Julius 
Cm-,;ar, who left an imaluable account of the cam· 
pa1~'11sof hiscll\n arm). tt'lls us n·ry littleabout thl' 
structure of tht• legions or tlwir arms. ne\'cr once 
mentioning 1hat his nwn \\Oil' body armour, though 
\\t' knm\ from otht·r soun.'l-s that they did. 

-----~,~~~F~r~w~~~t 
. ..,....... 

llnal1011 

It is worth listing the main soun.\.'S for t·arh of 
our three periods and disn1'smg tht·tr relauve 
u:;efuln""'-'· For the r.lid l~epubliran army. our 
ma>t important account is provided by the Grl'l'k 
historian Polybius who wrote his work around till' 
I 10s BC i\ soldit•r himS<"lf. l'olybius was ongmally 
S(•nt to lfome as a hostage, wht·r<' Ill' lx·came an 
intimate of the Roman )(tnl'ral Scipio ,\l'milianus, 
accompanymg lrnn to the srege of C<trthai.r<' 111 

1 H 1.J6 BC l'olybius indudt'Sa dl'ta1it..:I dt"'Tipt1on 
of the Roman legions in this period. dt'S(Tibing th<·1r 
organization. equipnwnt and the l<t)out of thl'ir 
temporary camps. Tlw oth<·r m:1ior sourre for this 
pt:riod. the Roman historian Livy, \\Wle at th,· t'lld 
of the 1st fl'ntun 10: and is for 1,.,.., r<·liabk for 
milnary detail. Other sour<..._.,_ for thrs 1x-riod 1ncludt· 
the Greek hrstorian , \ppi;in and tht• biographer 
Plutarch, both of whom "rot< m the mrlr 2nd 
century \I> and ':'<•mt.·Uml':" pn .. "SC.·rn· infnr~latlon 
fn•m earlier ~·urrt-s which he.in• not survivt'd. 

1 /91/z-f( ntury d:af.(ram of 
tlu hml;.:1 rn11s/rudtd by flu 
U.'J.,11on:i lo span tlu: Rn·a 
Rlmu· m ,)5 JK. OOstd mJ 
}11/rus Cmsar:~ di·scription 
o/ tl11s struclun m hi:; Gallic 
\\ar.-; mlhtr than on direct 
arr·Juuo/111:1ml i11Jim11alio11. 
Our lib mry sourns pmrult 
a J:1H1d dial,~,- informnfi<m 
ahtmt tlu army. alt/wu~h t/U) ' 

do 110/ tU1mJ.~ .~«PP(\' U.I\ icith 
ll' much h'tim1<·al tf, Jail as 
rc'tmiglttmsli. 

9 



Introduction: A Brief Survey 
of Romon History 

Chronology 
of Rome's 
Wars 
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For the professional army, Julius Caesar's Gallic 
Wars of l11s campaigns in Gaul and the civil war are 
invaluable for understanding the army at war. 
Tacnus, who wrote in the early 2nd century .\D, 

provides us with much detail for the army of the 
Early Princ1pate. The Jewish historian Josephus. 
who had fought against Rome during the Jewish 
Rebellion of .\D 66 before changing sides, provides a 
more detailed account of a single conflict, as well as 
a de;cript ion of the armr mirroring the one pro­
vided br Polybius for the Republic. 

The literary sources for the armr in the 2nd and 
3rd centuries AD are few and rarely reliable. For part 
of the 4th century, Ammianus Marcellinus provides 

BC 
753 

509 

396 
3ro 
2M vs 
2&1 211 
225 
218-201 
211 205 
2!1() 1% 
19'2 1119 

172 167 
I 19-116 
112 106 
105 

10'2 
IOI 

91-&l 

AA 
&l-&5 
Kl !12 
&'82 
74 66 
73-70 
58-50 
SS 
S.1 
53 

52 
1~15 

11 

11 31 

31 

It; 15 
12 7 

Trad1t1onal date for foundation of Rome by 
Romulus.. 
Trad1t1onal date for expulsion of Rome's last 
King, Tarqumius Superbus. 
The Romans introduce pay for their army. 
Rome sacked by Gauls. 
War aga1n>t King Pyrrhus of Epiru_-;. 
Fu~t Punic War. 
Invading Gallic army defeated at Telamon. 
Semnd Punic War. 
Ftn-t Macedonian \\'ar. 
Second \lacedonian War. 
The Syrian \\'ar against the Seleucid King 
Ant10Ch0> Ill 
Tlurd ~ 1ac1'<lonian War. 
Third Punic War. 
War aga111>t Kingjugurtha of r\umidia. 
Cunbri and Teutone> destroy a large Roman 
army at Arausio. 
~Liri"" defeats Teutone; at Aquae Sexuae 
~ 1;in..,, and Catulus defeat Cimbri at 
\ 'en:ellae. 
The Soaal War. the last great rebellion by 
Rome's Italian alh"" 
Sulla marches his legions on Rome. 
Fir't ~hthridalic War. 
Civil War won by Sulla. 
Second Muhridauc \\'ar. 
Third \hthridatic War. 
Spartacus' rebellion. 
C..1t.-:-;ar's Gallic campaigns. 
Caes.1r'b first expedition to Britain. 
Ca.esar's second expedition to Bri tain. 
Cra,sus defeated and killed by Parthians 
under Surenas at Carrhae. 
\ 1aior Gallic rebellion led by Vercingetorix. 
Civil \\'ar between Caesar and Pompe)'. 
Caesar a,-;a~inated br conspiracy led by 
Bruttb and Ca~ius .. 
Repeated mil wars, first between Caesar'< 
supporters and the consprraton;. and then 
between Antony and Octa\·ian. 
Antony defeated by Octavian in na\'31 battle at 
\Cllum. Octavian (;;ooo to be given the name 

Augu_,tu_,) become; effectl\·ely the >-01• ruler of 
the Roman Prinapate of Augu:;ru; 
(ti OC-\ll 14) 
Conque.t of the Alpme tri~ 
Conque-t of Pannonia and Gennanr 

AD 
&-9 ~1ajor mult m l'annoma. 
9 Major revolt m Germany.\'~ and 

Legion,.,, X\'11. X\'111 and XIX ambushed and 
m:., sacred m tho. Teutoburg \\'aid. 

The Jullo-Claudlans: 
Tiberlus, Caligula, Claudius and Nero 
H Ji Principate of Tibenus. 
l·I 16 War again,t Armm1u" 
Ji--11 Principate of Ga1u' !Caligula). 
11-i>t Principateof Claudiu>. 
l3 lnva,1on of Hntam. 
i>t -{i8 Principate of :\em 
55-64 War with Parthia ovt'r runtrol of Armenia. 
6(H;I J<ebellion of Boudicca in Bntam. 

66-7·1 TheJewl'h Rebdlion. 
6!Hi9 Civil War 1"he Year of Four EmP""Jrs'. 

Ga Iba. Otho and V1tellius seize the throne m 
rapid "Ucet~sion, but war eventually won by 
\·t,pa,ian. 

The Flavlans: 
Vespasian, Titus and Domitian 
70-79 Pnn1:ipate of \ "'Pll'ian. 
70 jeru.'3lem raptured aft<,- a k>11g ,,.,,..,. 
'73-74 \lasada bo>1eged 
79 81 Principate of Titu. ... 
81 96 Pnnopate of !lnrmuan. 
85-89 War wuh Kmg Derebalu.,of I>ana. 

96-91l Pnoopate of :\en-.. 
91'-117 Pnnopattof Trajan. 
101--02 Tra)3n', Fir-t llan:in War. 



l<&-06 
113-17 
117-38 
122 
131-35 
13!\lil 
14(}-.l.1 
16HIO 
162-<iti 

167 -!10 

100-9'2 
193-97 
197 208 
211 17 

222 3.i 
235-38 
23S-ll 
21~ ~9 

21~51 

Zi(). i5 

Tra~1n'sS..<i"1<1 l~1rnn War 
Tr•~m's l'arthian \\ar 
l'nn1.1pateof I l1drian. 
Con,trur!lon of Hadrian's \\all begun 
Bar l\t<·hba Re\olt m judaea 
Prinnpatt" of \nt•>ninus PnL~ 
Cor1'troctto11 of .\nt1>011-.e \\'all beRun. 
Rt:1gnof \tan-us \urd1u:s. 
\\ar Y.llh ParchiacundtK"h.'CI and \\on hr 
\farru,' e<>rul..r, l.ucius \'erus. 
Almitit n1n:-.tant y.-arfan.- aJ,(ainst Gt-rman 
tritx~on the f)anubr. 
Reign of Commodu,;. 
Civil War. t'\t·ntually won by Se\·cru.' 
Rl:ign f)f Sl·pttmius Sc.·\cru:-; 
Caraatlb's n·ign t·nds with hi" murdt'T'. This 
1s fullowt'd by l\nc)thcrpt.-ri<Klt)f civil war 
Rt·ign of Si.·vl'rus ,\ll'xandt'I' 
Reign of Maxnrnnus t•nds \\1th his murdt·r. 
ReiWl of Gordian Ill t·nds with his murckr. 
Rt1gn of l'h1hp tht• ,\mb kil11-d by ll1:cius 
m battle. 
R1.:1w-i of J>t.,·ius t·nds when he is ddt.:atl'd 
and k1llt-d bv Goth• at forum Tn:bonll 
Rt•Ot.•\\al ,,( ~·ivil \\3T. 

Reign of \'ak-n.1n end' \\h<-n he j,captun-d 
bv the Pt-rsttn .... 
R~·1gn of Galht11us •.:nds \\uh hi:- murder. 
Rtl)tll of C~tudius 11 ·c~~h1cu> l'flds wh<rt 
h<· dies of disr:t,._ 
R<·l)tll of \urtli:m. Ile •uppre,...._-d the rt'.\olt 
of Ou= Zenobia of l'•lmvra, but 1, 

<:\l'lltualli munim-db) h~off1<.m­
Rl1j(Tlof T:.C.,tu"' 
Reign of l'rubus ends" 1th hi' murdl'r. 
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Rt'IJ.!fl of lht1";k1ian and the lTt3U1"1 of the 
TetrMchk ') 'lt"ltl. 1'hc Empin.· ss formall) 
di\·ided mtu ~'t'Sl and rast. \\1th a scmor 
Augu"'1u ... and JWUof Caesar rulmg m t-aCh 
half. Droclcttan <:\t'lltuall} rtl1n•I. but the 
s) "'tt11l m 1b. pure form did not mdure for 
long. 
UM1"'tant1us. ,\UJ...-rustusi•f the \\t'Sl. dies m 
foric The armi pmdaim his son Constant me 
Emperor. 
Con"'tantme deft':lt~ has ri\al '.\t.ixenllus at the 
battle of th< ~hl\•m llridl(l'outsi<lc R•>OX',and 
bt."l"'f>mt~Empc.:n1rt•f the\\t'St 
Reij.,'ll of 0Jn ... rant1nt" a..., und1 ... puttod rult'f 
of the t-ntin· Empin·. I It· g1\t"S 11ffirial 
M1tgnit1tin to Chri ... tL<1mty. 
War with I 't-rsia 
Julian the Apost<1tt• (O:ttstr Ill tht• \\ t""t) 

d<'foats the \lam.<mni ina pitrlwd battlt•at 
Strasi)()llrjr.(. 
Julk1n's Pi:rs1an t'Xpt"tlll1on. 
Battle of Frigidu ... \\11n by Tilt-111'.kisius. 
Gothir auxiliaril°:'\ ltod by . \laric.· s:1ck f<nnw. 
Vandal ... mvade and O\ t·rrun \frka. 
..\etiusturn~bac:k 1be11fft·ns1\t•c1( .\tt1la'ti 
Hun. ... at Ch!tlon:-. (Campi \launac.w) 
\i"'ij.!t)(h ... on1Tun Spam. 
1llt' 1a. ... t Empt."n 1r of the.· \\'\-St. R1 mu I us 
.\ugu,tu,.,dl'pc....-dbi Odo\,.l't'f\\ho<ttates 
tht'O.tm1ioth1C l\mgdomuf IG11). 
\\ar\\ uh Prr,,ia. 
War~ 1th J>t'l"Sa 
Emperor ju. ... 11nian am:mpts tore,unquer 
:'\orth Afnca and !tali 

Introduction: A Brief Survey 
of Romon History 

Fo001t111J! his cu11quu;t of 
/Jmia (mr><U rn-<.ia".' Romania) 
m Ali /06 tlzr Em'Pcror 
Tra;a11 ordat'd tlu 
nmsln1clion of a ,u·w/iJrum 
romp/am Homl', at Jiu· cnztn 
of wlrifh u·as Trajon"s 
Column. drmraltd uith 
sa ms Imm Jiu· u:ars. 
, lllhudf.!h styli.ud. tlu column 
pnwid1 :i a dt. taikd tuw of flu 
Hr mum army oj tlU' rarl_v 2nd 
n '1/ury AJJ tm campaign. In 
lhu sanr Rrmzan &KJrmaro.s, 
U'fan11g lhcfamrms 
segmi nit d arnwur. mi.'-" a 
flan/0011 bl'iJ/:f' u-a/dU'd"" 
I~ w;l by IM <f>ml or f(od of 
I~ nn' Al /hr Ju-a.I of I~ 
column an llu' mas.~J 
slandar~ 

I I 



Introduction: A Bnef Survey 
of Roman History 

A /au mas I: fmm a Roman 
ht/nut r:ccat'(]ftd at A·alknt~t 
i11 Gt.rmany, most pn1~1h/~ 
II~ stir of tlu> Trutohurl( 
UQ/d, u·lu n 011'11hr1 onm· 
of tlmt·lt'g1u11.11; U'll.'\ rnf:Jfiou/ 
m AfJ 9. Thi' onnly~., f~( fin1L" 
,,_r mihlaryrqur'f>mtnl hn." 
aD1,rc1d lht•rml'rgt111-rnf a 
much d~an·r p1dun' ol lht 
of>Ptamn,·r t~f Roman 
so/Jr't-rs. llou·t l'l'T, /Ju." dots 
nnl tm an /Ital iii." altt'O\':'i 
strmghOtmmrd lo inll ;p,, I 
llus eritlt1tt'e. lt 1111." mmn11Uv 
hf.' n assumt>d that fart· mn.;k:.; 
u:rri tm~}' u·orn 1111 °pnrad1· or 
liJr ctr/am ft n:monu ·"· and 
Yi t I his tltm u·as found mt a 
ballkfitld 

(Ri11hl) Aerial 1·u w 11/ llir 
Roman camp /Ocmg /lt1• Iron 
AJ.I(· ltiUforl at Burn.\·u·ark m 
Sl:olland. Sh11I jr11m arl1U1 ry 
and .f;liltl! b11/kl.~ tur1 fiumd 
around fill' gales of tlu 
JuUfiJrl. For a 1d11h a m4mlJt r 
t~( .srl114ors flT1(Uid that tl11s 
camp U"llS r.~lahlt.~lu d a.tit r th1 
hi0ti1rt hn1l l>t' 11 aho111/01u d 
anJ u·a ... u.,.td as a lrauuuK 
ana b)' lh.t. Roman anny. 
lfowt1tr, mils/ n1m· hchere 
that tlu..~ u·ns tl1l' s.zl' of a 
gt. 11u11U' Sl£A"<' atr,/ no/ sm1ply 
m"hllt /Tlllltllt/,! .\tu·h 
c11nln.JtY'T'5U .~ 1/111."lralt hot( 

diffiroll 1/ m11 bt /tJ m/t rpr, I 
an·Ju11 ologica/ rn'dl no. 
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an exceptionally detailed account of large.scale 
mvas1ons and sieges as well as relatively s1nall· 
~<ile raiding. A staff officer himself, Ammianus 
had actually w1tnes.-;ed ;;ome of the events he 
desc.Tibed. 

A genn.• d1>-nnct from history. though JUst as 
much con>-1dered primarily a form of literature, was 
the theon>tical manual, ,;e,·eral of which haw sur­
vived. for the armr of the Principate we have 
Fn>ntinus' S/ralai:i ms, a mllection of plors u.-;ed by 
!(enerals m the past. Arnan·s &Ille Onkr ai:amsl 
/111 A/ans and Tac/1cs, and Pseudo-Hygmus' 011 /Ju 
Cmzslmc/11111 r(f a Comp. :'\ear the end of the Ith 
century \ 'egt·tius pmduced his Co11ami11g .it1/i/ary 
Affairs which drew upon many earlier "mrc"' and 
presents an often confusing patchwork of different 
periods and perhaps o;ome pure invention. All of 
these soun.-e>; are useful, but it is important to 
remember that theoretical works were inclined to 
depict the army as it should ideally have been, 
rather than neces.-;ari ly as it actually was. 

2 Arrlwrnloi:y: Our literary o;ourrc>; have bcm 
known and studied for centuries. and it is nm• 
extremely unlikely that any new text will ever be 
d1S<."vered. By mntrnst. archaeological excm·anon 
offers an e•er-.,xpanding re>0urc-e and has nm­
tributed m:1s.-<1vely to our under.;tandin!( of the 
lfoman arm).,\ huge number of military sites hme 
bctn identifil'<I and many partially excavated. 
though few auxiliary forts and no legionar) 
fortr="-"' haw undergone full excavation. ~hlitary 
equipment and traces of the pr<Sence of >-0ldiers 
also 01x11r on sites les.'< immediately as.<0eiatc-d with 
thearmr. 

It is rart· to find much trace of the armv on 
campaign. still bs of the many battl;,,; ii 

fought and wry. \'l'r)' few battle sitl,,; can be 
P<"iti\'t'l)' identifi<'<I. though the recent 
ext~tvations of the disa>-ter in .\D 9 in the 
Teutoburg \\'aid in Germany are an excep­
tion. During s1egl'S, which lasted longer 

than battles. the army often con,-tructed 
~ub:-.tantial \\orks in the form of surround­
ing ditch<-s and ramparts. temIJ<>rary forts. 
or as.-;ault ram!J". and these have "'metimes 

survived. Such siege lin<-s haw been found 
at l\um:mua (Spain), Abra (Gaul). and 

Masada (Judaea} amoni.,'>'t other sites. A fe\\ 
plan-,, ha \'t' a !so rewa led evidence of the arm,·'s 

ftnw:Jt) when it l<lpturc-d an enem} stronghoid. 
most notably tht• grul.,.>mc skeletons found at 

\'alencia m Spam and ~ la1den Castle in Britain. 
Taken together. the archat~llogical evidence for 
the Roman army at \var is \'Cry ~Jim. 

Ardiat~>logy is far bctlt'r at re,·caling came<ki of 



lift.> in a n:rtain plan· at a rertain l)<.•riod. and taken 
togt·ther the evtdtnre from man)· sttt'S allows us to 
di,,..·crn longentrm trtnds. \ ;..olidly nm>tructed 
ba><· orrnpwd for (h<tdt.,; or en-n et•nturit'>' by the 
army will im.·\·1t.ably produr1..· far more evidence 
than a in.arching ramp occupiL>d for a smgle ni~ht. 
Ext':.t\·ation Ldll rl·\ l'al tht.~ '.'-tilt' and layout of a base. 
hopefull) the clatt• of Its founcl:tt1on and of any sig. 
niticant :--Ubsc."C)Ut'nt rt' ·bu1ldmJt" or rhanj.!l-S in its 
~tructUrl·. It will not explam wh~ tht.• sitl• was 
rh•N:n. wheth<'f' the bu1ld111i.,'S 11ert• ah\<t)., fullr 
occup1t"CI or what tht' J{ltrri:-ocm wasd<,ini:::. 

3 Sub-1111 mry si111rrts papyn mul 1m/111J! lab/ti,: 
Some tl'\ts hm <' sur•iwd clir .... 1ly from the ancient 
\\orld to bo.· d1,,..11wrt'Cl b) arrha .. 1logist;... unlike the 
\\orks of the ancit.·nt authors whit•h rxist becau~ 
the) have bem nipied wm• and agatn mu tht• cen· 
rurit.~ In the easttrn provinn·s, t:-o.pecially those 
with hot, dry c:limatt'S such as Egypt. many military 
documents and private letters to or from soldiers 

have been prt'>ien·ed on papyrus. In Europe similar 
documents are beginning to crop up on wooden 
"Titing tablets. most famously at the fort of Vin· 
dolanda in nonhern Britain. Tht"'l' texts are 
concerned primarily with day-to-d<1i· life and the 
routine of l'O!diering. Some are mnrerned with the 
administration of a unit. such as strength reports. 
inspections of equipment. or applirattons for leave, 
whibt others repre-.ent pnvate t1'rrt.,,pondence. 
:'\either these. nor the texts dealing with busin""'' 
transadions or legal disputl'>'. deal wtth the great 
events described b) the historian;.. or the long·t"1'm 
trends revealed by archaeology. In m•.,.,t t<t;..e:; the:-e 
were iso;uesand actions only of '1J.,'llificance to th<x-.e 
immediatelr invoh·ed. Yet more than anything else 
the:;e documents tell us what it was like 111 an army 
garrison. 

l Epigraphy: Another major source of evidence is 

provided by instTiptions 111 Greek or l.1t111 ert'Cted 
by units or individual soldiers. Official instTiptions 
were often set up to commemoratt• the completion of 
building work. and where we are fortunate enough 
to ha,-e these they allow us to date prt'Cisely such 
projects. Religious inscriptions. very often on altars, 
can tell usa good deal, and not simply about the sol· 
dicrs' beliefs. Individual> often mention their rank 
and unit and sometimes we abo have altars dedi 
cated by an entire unit led by its t'tnmnandtr as part 
of the army's formal religion. The other most signif­
icant type of inscription '' the tomb;..tone or 
memorial. manr of which li;..t a ,.,.,Jdi""'' untt and 
,,;ervice record and oct<1si01ially the details of his 
career. Much of our under.-tanding of tlic: rank 
strudure and system of promotion in the army 
comes from the ep1graphic rt'<~>rd. 

Care needs to be taken when mterpreting 
inscriptions as with any other sourt't'. They tell us 

Fragmtnls of a Jetter u:n'ttcn 
mt a mxulcn u:ntmg-tab/ct 
found al llw silt of thr forl 
at 1·111do/a11da and dalilll! to 
1111' urd of llU' Isl co1tury A./J. 

Sudt malt'niJJ u'lil 01zl\.' sun'frl 
m rrrtam cm1d1hons. -but 
aln adt,• similar doromcnls 
hnn b..cn/i1undolofhtrsilcs 
m northern Europe.. Tiu 
l uu/olanda tahlt.Js mr/ud, 

11.ffe01zl01ut unofficial 
comsjJmtdtncc of IM fart:'i 
n1mma11dml( officers, cs mil 
a.~ mam.· dommr11ts c1mrn"<lrd 
uilh /ht~ anrrJ 's admimslrohmt 

13 



... BRITANNIA 

Teutoburg 

... 

..... • GERMANIA Wald 
... , 

\ :-,Colon1a Agrippina (Cologne) 

: LOWER • 

\ ~=~~~~~\ 
\ BELGICA :: :1 

...... ,\·.. : /.. 
/ • ~" ,... aQ; ..... ,~ ,.. .... ~% 

··· ---~~:l~~~I~·-\ ... ,, <.;···~s-1--.:,,,, (~~~::·;:i,~;t~~: 
t-~=R~~~Y-.. --:::.......... : I . ,' l ,.... .. ........... J ........... --\- .............. .. 

Lugdunum (Ly"!ul,••' t / ALPE POENINAE \ PANNONIA 
, .................. ,,. .. ":, }' .... / Aquileia • ~ 
: ........ '~ ) ' ALPES COTII E : ............... ... 

I C: I I I ..... / l : , • Bonon1a (Bolog~a) • •• 

\...... : \ NARBONENSIS '\"'• \ ALPES MARITIMAE DALMA;" · 

.... : . 
.... .. 4 .. .... ___ _ __ Massilia 

·- (Marseilles) 

LUGDUNENSIS 

,_ f l A N T I C 

....... , ........ , __ &, .......... 
Salonae • 

!TALIA 

wm"". ) 
TARRACONENSIS 

................ .. ................ , .. 
/" BAETICA \ . . . . 
~ Corduba • : . : 

\ . . .... \ • Carthago Nova 

• Tarraco 

BALEARES 

CORSICA 

SARDINIA 

. 
MAURETANIA ,••' MAURETANIA :,'/ 
TINGITANA f-' CAESARIENSIS NUMIDIA '· ( ). ........ ......__ ' .--·-·-- / 
~--· ..... ·-·-· ·-·-· : 0 1t•ly ........... . , 

Rome e.a. 

Neapolis (Naples)e • • Benev•ntun 
PomP.!!11 

SICILY . . . Syracusae• 

\ Carthage 

LJ Roman.tc.qu1\ltt0nsto201 IC 

LJ Roman acqu111t1ons to 100 IC 

LJ Roman acqu1s1t1ons to 44 ec 

.,\ 

\ AFRICA 

\~-~OCONSULARIS 

LJ Roman acqu1s1uons to AD 96 

D Roman acqu1sibons to AD 106 

CJ Roman acqws1hons to AD 200 

... Legionary fortress - • - Roman Empire at 11.5 greatest extent 1n AO 200 

. 
'· "'"111c.i 
'· P11oc ...... ...._ 0NsulA. 

........ 1115 

0 
f--
0 

...... 
2S0km 

----,J 
ISOm1'n 

. , ., ., 



The Rise of the Roman E'lnpire 

~~·-"'\ , ....... ,. 
TI ......... , • ... ' 

. 
I •" DACIA ·~ .o.. . . ..; . -.-· ... 
\. ./ ... r·" " ;.~.,... . , S £ A 

'/ PARTHIAN 
/ • EMPIRE 

SimttUm e ""' \ .-• ,1' .......... ...... ,...'::t • ... 
~ .. .... .. ..... r•'"'"' "',, • . / LOWER 

' ; 't•"•····~... MOESIA 

, 

~-... UPPER \ •••••••• ----···· -····· 
' •, MOESIA : THRACE 

' ' ' ' ' ' \ , !,._ ...... 
_\.................... .. ... , .... Philippi 

... ... ......... .. ... 
MACEDONIA 

Thessalomca • 

.. ...................... 

EPIRUS \ 
~--- .... 

Actium e / ACHAEA 

CRETE 

S EA 

• Cyrene 

CYRENAICA 

,rQ,.0~'\..;i'> ,..: CAPPADOCIA ~l/ ~ 
~.,,.. ........ r ~ 

~~~ .. -----~:: ., 
• Nowmedia /~cyra (Ankar;}· ;. ... :._) _,,,. • • ..-

/ . .. .- -. 
· ···-·· · ···-··(' _..•" • MESOPOTAMIA , 

\ ..... ~ ..... ........ , / . 
ASIA .... ~ ..._, ,.. ~ ....... ( • t 

/ GALATIA ' •,'. ...... J'' \ . c:.rm. 

' . 
' ' ' ' ' ' ' . 
' ' ' . 

......... \ .. ~ .... '-! 
............. >" TarslH / ~~ .· "-. ... . '--. 

: LYCIA AND"•,, _. ••• .- Antioch... .,,... 
i.PAMPHYLIA \, CILICIA e Palmyra ,; • -. 
- SYRIA r 1·--· . i 

. 
I 

io-..... , ---------. 

: ( ... ,! 
\ 

JUD,t\EA •, • 

... \ l 
...... --.1 I 

' . 
/ ARABIA / 

,/ ,,,. 

CYPRUS 

. . . . ..... : -·-·~·-· \ ·-·--·-·-·-· --., 



16 

definitely no more and no le!<s than their text, that 
such and such a unit built a new gateway. th.at an 
offin:r dl'<lil'ated an altar to a local deity, or that a 
man dil"<l at the age of so many years after a period 
of militarv ,,.nice and served in this unit and that 
rank. Frn~1 tvidence of this sort we try to mftr 
manr thin~'>'. for instance the idtntity of the unit in 
garri><>ll at a fort. or the tthnic backgmund of us 
sold1trs. based u"ially on their name and JJ<·rhap:­
the w><I or g1>ddes,; they cho:;e to wnerate. Yet much 
of th1' must reniain t'>11Jectural. and all we n·ally 
h.;l\t' i:-. atlt':"tation that a unit trtnied out a task in 
that plat1' whtn this is specified. or that an individ­
ual had an altar l'rl'<'tl"<l or died in that plat1'. 

1 '' /JrJ trom 1111 t arlr :!nd 
t111/11n U> Tri1pmum Tm;111u 
aJ 1dmnl;/Lcy, m /(ommua 
:t/wu111g llt strmdan/. 
bean rs. FarJi 111011 ltV'ars mail 
arm ur, aml t&ro <tlrn a 
squarr '""llurn Ml!. ·.,JUJ, 
thr man 111 lh1 1·111/re t>rars a 
SIJ..~UD\ Th< s1gnum U'tJS IM 
/andanl a '11/ury and 

UY!.( rarn1-d by an o a·,. 
Im nc11 as a slJnlifcr Tiu.} 
11 11umt1U u·as con.. .. /nll:ltd bl· 
th1 army 1ts.'(f mul rndu./r.<t 
mmt~ d1 lads tJ) th1 1'Q111/m14 11/ 
a tuallv muse rulht'r than tlu 
m r1 t.il alutd P<>rlrm/:!I of 
oli/11 ~ in such ofjirod 

m11mm1111t o Tm11m's 
t•'l/.mm. 

(/(ll:lJIJ 111 llll'ruq'fiJ/., 1m1 

of u1/ormalwn rmt<1 mmg 
mi/1/an tqiupmN1l n_mu'." 
nm Jiu dt/nt fl 1 :t of w/.lu·n 

011 lllt'lr tombs/ n~ ~ flus 
SloM fQtmnt/IU)rfZ/t J 
Flannu.s.. a slu11d11rd-bcar1 r of 
tlu. \la I~ lnana. m11i u umr 
m 11.xham 1hll<·1' 
\'or//umrbrrlamt 11' is slwu11 
1't"an1:g am ..;/rd 11</nu I, and 
rnrrmrg a "tandflrd. 

5 ,lrl 011d sru/f>l1m: Archaeology has pro\'1ded 
us with many l''\ampk~ of some typt:s of Roman 
l'QUipmt·nt. :\lt·tal pitn-s helmets. armour. 
wtapons, bl'lt burklt'S. harntss dl'O>rJllon. ttc. are 
mmparatiwli pll'nt1ful, but ltatht>r items, for 
m:-.tance boot:-. or bt:lt~. arc rnrcr. sur\'i\'ing onl} in 
o:rtam l'1ndition:-.. Textiles. induding clothing of 
all t)"J)<'S fmm rh1b to tutllt'S to ><1t·ks. hardly ever 
sun iH' and th~n onh in the ~t frJ~•mentary 
form. Tht rl'fon\ 111 ordt·r to wun a dearer pit1Urt> of 
\\hat Rnn~m ><•ld1t·rs artu:illv kMJked like. we need 
tc, t'tnpl( ·~ I he im;:1J,::l ~of '."'( >ld1~·rs dtp1rtt:d m vari1 >Us 
fonns of art. fmm n~"''""' and 11all-paintin~'>' to 
~i.1lptt'<.I fiJ.i,'llfl":"Ol1 t"nm:-.and mcmuments. 



Trajan's Column was crl'cted 111 Rome to com· 
memornte that Empt:ror's virtorr over thr Dacians 
m \I> I 06 and is irN.Tibc:d wtth sa:nt-s forming a 
narratiwof thecampargn,;. h isacl'lebrationof the 
army as much as of tht• Empt.'mr who It'd it and 
depicts an idt·al Roman army. the diffm:nt tn•>P 
typt.'S all in their regulation uniform,;. Thl' t~mtem­
porary Tmpaeum Traiani at , \damkli'"'' 111 Romania 
was built by one of tht• pmvmc:ial armies that had 
taken pan in the ,;ame st·t of wars and depicts their 
part in it. This is n-ri different Ill style fmm the 
more "'phisumted column in Rome, showing l<M.-al 
variations m weapons and t-qu1pment. and pmba· 
bly more rloscli deprcts "hat the "'ldiers at1uallr 
looked like. Other rnlumns and archt-,; deprctmg the 
army have survived. though none quite rival these 
for detail. accuracy and high state of preservation. 

On a smaller srnle, but no k.,_s important. are the 
many repn><;t·ntations of "'ldicrs such as thclSl' 
found on some tombstorws. These present the 
image that thl' soldier or his commemorators 
wished to project, which is not always the same as 
the official vitw st:·t~n on the largt.•r monument& In 
><nne ca'l'S equipment ts repn·st·nted in great detail. 
though in others the nwn rhctse to be shown in 
undres .. -; uniform without armour or wl'apons. 

Bringing the sources toge the r 

The different sources together providt· us with a 
great body of information. from which we can 
attempt to build up a picture of tht• Roman army. 
However, we should never forget that our evidence 
represent~ a tinr fra<.1ion of what ww-. once avail· 
able. The maj<iriry of histom.,,, b101,'ldphits and 
military manuals \\Trtkn in the Roman pc:nod have 
not survived even in a fragn-.,n1ary form. The sub­
literary texts hint at ma:-.sin: amoun1s of \\Tittt>n 
military records and thnnng exchanges of 
corre:'pondence. but preserve onl) a stat1,1tt<tll) 
in:<ignificant sample of thi,;. Though \\e ha\"e a 
good number of m>litary tomb>tonts. infinitely 
more men who scrwd in the Roman arnw left no 
such n-.,morial to thtmselve,;. Exca\"at1on° of mili· 
tary base; has tended to deal with only a small 
proportion of each site and some widtr proiects 
ha\"e proved very surprising in what they rc\l·aled. 
The study of any aspect of life in the ancitnt world, 
including the llornan army, involves making the 
best of a limited amount of information. 

Nor is this information evenly spread. Litl·raturt• 
lea,·es almost blank the greater part of the 2nd and 
3rd centuries \fl. The archaeological ,.,·idmce, 
along with the epigraphic rt.'<.-ord, tl"nd> owrwhelm· 
ingly to con-., from the professional armr of the 
Principateand. toa much lesscrdegrt-e. t~1te Antiq­
uity. The militia ;;oldiers of the ~lid Republic \\ere 
still the Roman pt.'Ople undt·r arms. ,\t the end of the 
mmpaign they rentrned to normal life not to 
purpose-built barracks. and blended back into the 
wider population. Such a fom~ left linle distinct 
trace archaeologirally. 

Each type of sotTCI' pm\"idt.,; us with a slightly 
different perspt.'Clive on the Roman army and tllll· 
tributes towards the creation of a broader pit1ure. 
However. we should not expt.'<.1 thedifft·rent typt.'Sof 
information always to fit togcthtr neatly and seam· 
lessly. It is certainly a mistake to inttrpret one type 
of source from the pt.'r>;pt.>cti\"e of another. The dif· 
ferent phase; discerned in the layout and size of a 
fort should be elated and explainl'd on their own 
merit and not forced to conform to some wider view 
of policy within that province. Where such corre· 
spondence does appear to emerge, it is best that the 
complementary interpretations grow up indeptn 
dently. It is salutary to recall that lladnan"s \\'all, 
probably the most substantial and certainly the 
most intensively studied frontier monument of the 
Roman army, i,; n-.,ntioned only a handful of times 
in extant Greek and Latin literature, and its purp<tse 
never clearly explained. The Roman army was a 
large instinttion that remained in existent-e for 
many cenntries. \\'e should not be dismayed if dif· 
ferent sour= appear to sugge:'t ver)' diffemll 
practices within it. It ts doubtful that we can l(\kS-' 

at the real complexity and at the great \"ariations 
o,·ertin-.,and in difft'!"l'nt parts of the Emprreof the 
real thing. 

Introduction: A Bnef Survey 
of Roman History 

17 







The Origins of the 
Roman Army 

(J/11:ht) Tlr1_., l::Jrusmn Ji, bm I 
of the i 'iUnmwan patt, rn rm., 
fi11md at Tarqumrn. Sud1 
lwlmch ft nJ to oo ur m 
jroU'mT)' nmll .r/., ''"Ill ti, 
Ythto i'lltanturk:. Ill. m 
1wrllu nr and o 11/ral Italy. 
TM ta8 n nlm/ plate dot..'i 1101 
apf>car/11hm·1 ."l.n'tdam• 
pmd1m/ purpo.,,-., 

(()p/'f-1,,ill £.fl), 1 twmor 
Ji.pitltd flll 0 IJh-fl II/UT)' /I( 

1t'11r)' p/(lqu, ji1uml at 
Pall's Irina, shmrn tn a ring a 
typical hop/ill P<mof>{ll. I It 
tnars a uu ta/ pn1bah{r 
brmw nuras.~. hrmw 
cnstcd lu lmd and gr1 at'' s, 
and has a rowul shit Id at Ins 
sule. His mam amuum 11/ 
consists t~( a htat'.~' lhrttslinR 
spear. 
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The earliest armies 
Rome grew m ~1ze ~lowly. and was for centurit::; a 
\'er) small mmmumty who:;e war.< were fought on a 
s11ni~1rlr small "-<lie. Later memorie:; of thi:< period 
SU)(J.:l>st frequent hostility \\ith their dose neigh­
bours. as ri\'al aristo<.Tats led their warrior bands on 
plundl•ring raid:<. There is little reliable literary evt 
denc'l' for the early periods of Rome'> hhtori. 'inCT 
1t \\as not until the \'ery end of the :lrd century 111,, 

that the flomans themselves began to wnte history 
and even they had comparatively few sources avail­
able. The stories of the kings and the tTeation of the 
llepublic may mntain elements of true events and 
rl'al Pl'>ple. but it is impossible now to separate fact 
from myth. There is no way of knowing whether 
lfomulus actually existed. and if he did, whether he 

really had a bodrnuard of 300 warriors known as 
cdt n s. Even apparently plau;;ible incidents in the 
early narratives of Livy and Diony:<ius of llalicar· 
na""'· both of whom wrote in the late !st century 
Ill.., <<innot snnply be accep!l'CI as fact, or rational­
in'CI to prodUl'l' a more 'plau,ible' ,.l-rsion of e\·ents. 
\\e simply cannot know. 

, \n-hal'<>lolo(y at least helps to give us some idea of 
the \\eapot1' and <qutpment available at this time. 
lmn was at first mmparativdy rare. and only grad· 
uallr \\ere bmnze spearheads. daggen; and swords 
replat:l-d. Hdnl<:ts \'aried in pattern. but tended to 
pro\'lde 111<i:;t protl'Ction for the top of the head and 
did not )et P<"-""'' significant neckguards or 
chl't'k·p1t'C<:s. The \'illanovan pattern is probably 
the most visual!)' 1111prt.,;,,ive, t'Onsisting of a bowl 
made from two halves, the join being decorated 
wnh a tall. arrow-shaped plate standing up from it. 
Of little or no practical value. this pattern did make 
the wearer l<x>k considerably taller and thus more 
frightl'lling to an enemy. Other types of helmet, 
such as tht• 'bell' type, lacked the high metal tTest 
but were otherwise similar in shape. Rody armour 
remaml'CI fairly simple, usually consisting of metal 
Pl'Ctoral plates. A gcx>d deal of our evidence is sup-



plied by objects dcJ)O>'ited as part of funerary 
riruals both cremation and inhumation being 
known although this is ,;upplementt'CI by some 
arti,;tic rcprc.,;entations of warrior,;. It is 1mportanl 
to remember that the l.(cxxls depositl'd in a grave 
may not nca..,;_•,arily repr"""nl th<..., normally in 
use. At the very least thcr will tend to show the 
eqmpment of th.e \\ca Ith)', but tt is also J)<,,;,;ible that 
certam ob1ec1s \\tre cho,..·n or even sJ)t'l1ally made 
for theie rit<"'- for instance. the solid bronze shidds 
discu,·ered in Ital) and elsewhere clearly rnnnot 
have b..'t'.n intmdt-d for a<.1ual use in war. since the 

thin metal of these would split so l'asily, and may 
have been used for ceremonies or as spectacular 
grave goods It is Jogirnl to a"umc that they 
reflected the design of more pral1iral w<xxlen 
shield;;, but ;;mce these have not survivt-d "e cannot 
bc;;ureprecisely what they l<M>kl'CI like. It is as prob· 
lcmatic to estimate just how many warrio~ in a 
band may have C"drried swords or \\orn armour as it 
i$ to sugg~t how numen,u:-. such band:-. wt.·re 

Farmer and soldier: The 'hoplite revolution' 
At some point the Romans adopted the hoplite 
phalanx, which had probably first been mtrodut1.-d 
to Italy by Greek colonists. lloplitcs were ht·avili 
armed spearmen. who:;e name dcriH'CI from the cir· 
cular hoplon shield, some 90 cm (3 ft) m dianwkr 
and made of wood covert'CI with a sht'l·t of bronze. 
Such shields offered excellenl protec·11on al the cost 
of being ,·ery heavy, and had to b..• hdd not simply 
by a handgrip but also by a strap faslemng to the 
elbow of the left arm. Addi11onal prolt'Ction came 
from a bronze helmet, some versions of which 
covered the face as well as the top of the head, 
grcavcs fitted to the lower legs and a cuiras.' t•ither 
of bronze or stiffened linen. A fl•\\ men were abo 

The Origins of the 
Romon Army 

(/ltlmr/, t bn"1li. muS<k 
rmra..:s found in !tab·. but 1101< 

m /Irr Bnh.~h .\luslum, that 
couM rnsilv Jwn bun u·orn b~· 
a hophlt s~milnr to /he mw · 
sh11lm m tlu· prn1nus 
plwtogrnplt. Armour of I/tis 
~}'/H t~{Jt rt d good protection, 
but u·as hl'at'.\'. uncmnfortabll' 
am/ tX/X nsu•r. As thr army 
fX/'Olldfll in ,r;;i.z.r lo include 
many k.~~ rcxa//hy soldiers. 
solul armour of this sort 
~mm< ran. · 
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(Right) A dt/a1Jfn•m a ·Ith· 
century BC 1t·aU·{>amhng f"und 
Nor Sap/c.s shoicmg a man 
u·ranng on Italian t· .. ~on of 
/hr A/hr ht/nu:/. In ma11y 
rrs/J«/s - /hr fa" prol«ltd 
only by chrtk·fn«es and /hr 
tars It/I tx{>a.<td this """1J(11 
has much m commo11 u1/h 
later hrlmtli Thr ust of 
feathers as a f>/ume tMs 
common rn tJui Roman anny 
of Pvlyb1us' day. 
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able to afford arm and shin guards. The main off en· 
sive weapon was a spear, 2.45 m (8 ft) or so in length, 
used for thrusting and not throwing, and provided 
with a butt spike both as a munterweight and as a 
weapon should the head break off. A sword, usually 
one of the short slashing or thrusting types, was 
carried as a semndary weapon. 

Hophtes fought in close formation, the men 
standing close together so that their unguarded 
nght side was offered at least a little protection by 

their neighbour's shield. Their aim was to close with 
the enemy and force the battle to a swiftly decisive 
t'Onclusion, jabbing with their spears at opponents 
no more than a pace or w away to fight their way 
into the enemy formation. Although his shield, 
helmet and armour offert'CI a hoplite very good pro­
tection, such determint'CI, close·quarter fighting 
was mevitably very dangerous. especially when 
fighting another similarly equipped and aggres.•ive 
enemy. The hoplite phalanx M;t appeared in 



Greece, perhaps in the 8th century uc though debate 
still rages about this, and it seems that even a victo­
rious phalanx suffered on average five per cent 
casualties. r.Jost of these losses came in the front 
ranks of the formation. So stressful was hoplite 
fighting that 11 was considered necessary to make 
phalanxes very deep, Oi<l that it was rare to deploy in 
fewer than eight ranks and there are cases of forma­
tions as many as 10 deep. ~!en in the second rank 
had some opportunity to stab their spears over the 
shoulders of the men in front, and also replaced any 
casualties. but the men m the ranks behind this 
could not join the fighting. Their role was primarily 
to prm·ide moral support for the fighters. The mass 
of men packed behind an attacking line helped to 
intimidate the enemy, ideally persuading them to 
flee before the appalhng clash of two phalanxes 
occurred. Even more importantly the phy,ical pres­
ence of the rear ranks prevented the men in the 
front line from running away. Dense formations 
such as a phalanx inevitably collapsed from the 
back when the men in the rear, and thus furthest 
from actual danger, panicked and tied. Deeper pha­
lanxes had more staying power in combat. 

A phalanx was intended for massed fighting 
between large groups of densely packed men. 
There was far Jes.~ scope in battles of this sort for 
displays of conspicuous bravery by individual aris­
tocratic heroes. The adoption of this style of 
fighting at Rome, as in other cities, was not simply a 
matter of military evolution. but was part of major 
'<lcial and political change. llophtes needed to 
pro\"1de themselves "ith expensive equipment and 
therefore were men of wme property. In nearly 
ever} state the hophte was a landowner, a farmer 
who fought well because he had a vested intere;t in 
the state. The development of the phalanx marked 
the growth of Rome's population and was also a 
sign that a significant part of that population 
owned land. In the past the leaders of warbands 
owed their power within the community to their 

(Above) Tlus painhng is based 
upon the 7th-cn1tury BC Cliigr 
vase, U'lrich pro'1des one of 
the few depictions of hop/rtr 
pha/mJxes in battle. In o 
similar u·oy to tltt &yeux 
Taprstry, dmse blocks of men 
are shou·,, as soldiers 
on:rinppmg earh other. Tht 
spPar/.,ads appramrg ahoi·e 
thR lwp/ites actuo8y fighting 
may be an attempt to 
rrpresmt the ranks btlund.. 

(Right) A man reprr.<mting 
a Greek lwp/11•. IU'anly 
prot«led by a IU'bntl uluch 
"'"'"most of las /arr. a 
bronzi. cu1rass and bmnu 
grra1'tS rcluch c/11> onto his 
cakes &suk /um is 11" 0.9·m 
(3jl) u1de bronu faud sl11eld 
or hop/on. 

prowess in war. The military role of farmer.5 as 
hoplites was accompanied by greater political 
influence. 

The phalanx was a formation for fighting pitched 
battles in open country. To a great extent hoplite 
equipment was tailored to this particular type of 
fighting, although it is clearly an exaggeration to 
state that helmets, armour and even the heavy 
shield were useless in more open fighting. Even 
after it is clear that the Romans p<»>.-;essed a hophte 
phalanx, our sources continue to speak of raid' and 
skirmishes as well as battles. Frequently this 
smaller scale of fighting seems to have involved 
aristocrats and their bands of warriors and 
kinsmen. The adoption of the phalanx did not mean 
a complete break with earlier pattern' of warfare. 
Rome remained a comparattvely small community 
engaged in local squabbles "ith other similarly 
small neighbours. 

23 



21 

The Ort91ns of the 
Romon Army 

The Comitia Centuriata and the Servian reform 
01w tradnion claims that the Romans adopted thl' 
phalanx afkr they had encountered Etru,;can 
hoplitt':', and in this way were e\·entually able to 
defeat them. This is plausible enough, as is the 
mmmon a>-,umpuon that the Etruscans had in turn 
lrarnt thbe tactic-; through contact with the Greek 
t"lonll.,. in Italy. When a hoplite army appeared at 
lfome is much harder to estimate. especially since it 
no\\ set:ms likely that there was not an immediate 
switch fmm noble warbands to a citizen phalanx. 

The Romans tTt'Cltted Servius Tullius. the sixth of 
thm seven king>i (578-53-1 nc) with a major reform 
of the Roman army. Whether or not St'rvius actu· 
ally existl'd, trncl'sof an earl) military organization 
were prt':'l'n·ed oown to the end of the Republic in 
the structure of the Comiua Centuriata, one of the 
n1<"t important votmg a"--.emblies of the Roman 
Pl"Ple. 

Livy and Dionysius dt>s<.Tibe the Senian srstem 
111 gft'at detail. difkring only on minor points. A 
t-.:1i-us of all adult male otizens recorded the value 



The Infantry 
in the Servian 
System 

Thi~ l·han :--hems tht 
--1m1ul\" ot the ~T\ ian 
..,, ... tt'ITl. ;\II male Ron\an 
tiltzt.'fh \\t'ft' d1\ 1ckd mh, 
f.!fl'.JU}h acl.-urding to thrir 
propt1"t~ rating. and the.• totals 
gi\ t1l htff indiratt• numbt.1"' 
of n.·ntunt~. The 'l/.t' of 
lndi,idual l"l•nturit""' '.1.rit>d 
ron ... 1derabl~. and t:ac.:h da ...... , 
"-a." dindt."CI into "'t'Olor and 

aass l'rof>1 rty (asses) 

IW,Cffl 

II 75,(XJ() 

Ill :iO.(KKI 

I\' 25,(XJ() 

\' 11.001 

SUPt'f'OUnll'f"'drit.~. 
18t"'t·nturn.-sof cavalry 
2of t'Oj{IOt't'l"S 

2 of musa.·i.ans 

Equipment junum_s Scniorcs Total 
- ---

Helmet. round shield, greavt~. cuiras..,, sPt"ar, sword 10 10 80 

Helmet, oblong shield, g"'aves, spear, sword 10 IO 20 

I lelme~ oblong shield, spt>ar. sword IO 10 20 

(Oblong shield m I.ivy). spear. J<Wtlin 10 JO 20 

Sling. stones. (javelin) 15 15 :II 

Infantry Total: 170 

l pmlt lam (mp1h" rt n.si or head count. Citizens who k1ckl-'d pmpt'l"tf suffo.:ttnt to pm' 1de them with even the Jll06t 

rudimentary t'CJuipment. They were not obliged to ':"it'rve and \.\.l'l"t' li~ted only a!'i a total numbt:r). 

(A/>t1n-) Tiu st /Jm, .figuns 
)orm Jiu hmu11' of lite tu/ 
from a nst .fo""d in /7arncsle 
and J>robab(~· da/mJ! lo lite late 
Ith ff1tlt1n' IK.: AU /lira mt11 

tt'far rntrr;.~sl'.iil mndt• from 
many .~t cfwm raf/1a than lltl' 
solid mus<"k rntra."'.q s slum:n 
t L~1 tdu r1 Thnr J!Tt at'l'S .<:( fllt 

to/)( of fhf Gruk slyk. u·lzich 
dip~ d onto tlu rnlns and did 
11111 rrqum_ to bt /u d mp/arr. 

(/1JIJ..1 ><•llC /rum //II! 4/h· 
'' 11/ury /fl.. tumb }rt.~'"' s from 
J>ai '\/um ... /Joinnl( a m,1u11/td 
u amor. I h LO\ 1monnourfd 
and u1111rmrd. mul .~i ms lo 
hf n,/mg bartbtHk. 

of their property and divided them accordingly into 
classes. These classes were in turn divided into 
centuries, which may or may not have ever been 
intended to number I 00 men. Each class was 
obliged to provide itself with a minimum panoply 
of equipment, so that the wealthil'!it (rqu1/rs or 
equestrian order) serced in the 18 centuries of 
cavalry. Class I appears to "'present fully equipped 
hoplites. and some have speculated 1hat these men 
formed the original phalanx. theotherclas.'it'S being 
added as population and prosperity contmut-d to 
grow o,·er the years. 

The \·ersion of this sys1em pronck.'CI by our 
sources appears decidedly odd. The differenre; m 
equipment between Cla.'C'ieS I 111 (and p<,,,,;ibly I\') 
are 100 minor to have had rt'.al >ignificance, 
although the use of different)) shaped shields in 
1he same army appears to be confirmed by the 
figures on the Certo,;a situla. More important!)·, it 
makes little sense for any society to have had the 
majority of its population in the hight-,;t property 
grouping, since Clas.' I almost equals the total 
number of the rest of the infantry. It is more than 
probable that Livy and Dionysius, or perhaps their 
sources, were working from the known structure 
of the Comitia Centuriata and creating a military 
system from that. The Romans felt it to be proper 
for the wealthy to have a disprop<1rt1onately strong 
say in state affairs. and therefore each century 111 

Class I contained fewer members than the lower 
classes. so that the \'Ote of each man coumed for 
more. 

The Servian reform certainly suggests the exis· 
tence of a hoplite armr. for the link bet\\ttn 
citizenship. property and military role are funda· 
mental elements in such a sys1em, but it would be 
rash to put too much weight on any of the details. 
It is not until the 1\hd Republic that we can finally 
describe the Roman army with confidence. 
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The 'Polyb1an . 'Legion 

The consular army 
deployed for battl• 

• ••• ••• "o •• • ~ ... ••• ••• ••• ••• ••• • • • ••• 
·:-.0~·:·:·· ....,,£>; ••• ••• •• • ••• ••• • • • ••• 

·~<:-.·:·:·· ....,~ ... ••• ••• ••• ••• ••• ••• ·'"' ... •• • I 
T" ••• •• • •• • ••• •• • •• • •• 

legions in the There were two as well as 
full consular army, nts of allied 
two alo~(continge ·u of 
so4d1ers), and two uni 
cavalry 

. description of the 
. s wrote his de~atled he mid-2nd oentury 

Polyb1u 's organizatton mt . h' his work to R 
man army · · ed wit m \' 

0 

h it is position c~~ d Punic \ ar. nc, althoug . nt of the .,.,,,vn. !most CCO
mpany his accou to ha,·e believed, a had 

a h' tonan seems . hanges 
The Greek 

15 
, t few sigmficant c · the 

oertainly correct!), tha .. basic structure smoe 
rred m the army s . . 

occu oc . mihtla, early 3rd oentury . remained a temporary th suffi-
The Roman army ed those citizens "' . .,. 

us record . 'bl to sen e. • o and the oens to make them eligi_ e o man was 
cient property f 'litary sen1oe, n · or 
hare the burden o mt re than 16 campaigns! f 

s ·e for mo . r couna o obligedEat~h~r the Senate - the_:;~er.; to raise 
years. . decided how man) 
the Republic - ~ o 

---~ "'~1. ~.910,, 1' 

" • ~ " •• " •• " •• I 
\ 

I " •• " •• " •• manlples in 
There were t~n ee lines of the each of the t r 
leg Ion 

The trlorll, at ~~;e:i~st. 
recruited from ed sok:tlf'fS 
most expenencly 

60 
men 1n 

Thefe were on 

" • • \ ·-~·· " • • :;:.:;:=~ 
•• each triort1 man1ple 
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and where they would be sent. Armies were com· 
manded by elected magistratl"' who held power 
(impcrium) for 12 months, although the Senate 
could choose to extend thi;;. The two consuls elected 
each year were the senior magistrates and given the 
most important military tasks. Smaller·>;ealeopera· 
tions could be entrusted to praetor.;, the next 
magisterial college in seniority to the consuls. The 
number of praetors ro»e from one per year to six 
during the course of the Punic Wars. When Rome 
was a small community it had usually sent all its 
men to fiitht a sinitle conflict. but the growth of the 
state and the increasing number of military prob­
lems required the division of military effort. Legion 
(Latin /cgio) had originally meant 'levy' and referred 
to the entire Roman people under arms. but by 
at least the 4th century oc 1t had come to mean 
the mo:;t signifkant unit of the army. In Polybius' 
day it was normal for a consul to be given an army 
of two legions, whilst praetors more often led 
only one. 

One maniple, the ba:MC tacbcal 
unit of the army, cont.+ning 
120 ""'"· Evtry manople 
con.sisted of two centuries of 
60 ~. eac:h with its own 
ctntunon, standard.bearer 
and optlO 

The standard legion consisted of 1,200 infantry· 
men and 300 cavalrymen. As before. the wealthiest 
men formed the cavalry (1quitrs) and were divided 
into 10 troops (turmat) commandl'<l by thrl>e decuri· 
ons or 'leaders of 10'. The nucleus of the cavalry 
remained the 18equesrriancenturies the centuries 
consisting of the wealthiest l,tllens all of whom 
were entitled ro have the cc"'t of their horse 
refunded by the "ate should it be kilk'<l m battle. 
but by this period large numbers of other wealthr 
men \-Oluntarily served in this war Polybius tells us 
that that the equill.< had long since adoptl'<l lid· 
lenistic·style equipment, but, as,;ummg that his 
audience was familiar with this. dol-:; not bother to 
describe 11. Howewr, we rnn deduce that Roman 
cavalrymen fought in cl<,,_.. order, were arml'<l with 
a spear and sword and protectl'<l by helmet, rnira'-' 
and circular shield. 

The infantry of the legion were allocated to their 
roles according not just to their property, but also 
their age. The poorest citizens. who stlll owned 
enough to make them eligible for service, unlike the 
capite cc11si, acted as light infantry (l'd1/ts), as did 
men too young to fight in the mam battle line. The 
t•c/ites were equippc'<l with a bundle of light 
javelins. a sword (at least from the early 2nd century 
oc and probablr before) and a round ,J11eld. Some at 
least wore helmet" and all were suppo"'-'<l to wear 
pieces of animal skm, t-:;ixx-ially wolf 'k'"'· 
attached to these or their rnps. Poly bi us tells us that 
this was intended to alk1w their offa-.,r.; to identifv 
them in ban le and reward or punish their behavio~r 
accordingly, but it may originally have had '<llllC 

totemic significance. l'sualli thrre \\t·re 1.200 
velites in each legion. but we do not knm' how they 
were organi2ed or commanded in any detail. 

The main strength of the legion lay m its cJ,,,_... 
order infantrymen, who were formed into three 
distinct lines. The first (hasta/1). nmrest to the 
enemy, were formed from the young,·r men proba· 
bly in their late teens or early 20s- lkhmcl them were 
the principes. men in their later 20s or early :!(},;, a 
time considered to be the prime of hfe. In the rear 
were the triarii, recruitl'<l from the olde,;t and most 
experienced soldiers. There were normally 1,200 
each of the hastati and priw1prs. but only 600 
triarii. Each line was divided mto 10 mam11k-,; and 
these were the basic tactirnl unit. llowever, for 
administrative pu~ the manipk• was d1vidt'<l 
into two centuries each commandt'<l by a centurion. 
supported by a secnnd-in-command (optio). 
standard·bearer (sig11ifi r). and guard commander 
(tesserarius). The centurion of the right·hand 
century was appointed to his mmmand and was the 
senior of the two. taking chary.,'<' when both were 
present. lie thench~theman tos•:rwas thNcntu· 
rion for the left-hand l1'ntUr)'. Polybms tells us that 
centurions were chosen to be l"'JXX-ially steady and 
determined leaders, men who would stay with their 
troops and not charge off on their own. The legion 

The 'Polyb1an' legion 

(/,,.ft) The drpl0)>7lel1I of 
1111! mnnipulnr kg'i<m i11 
batik. Th< fonnatwn of thR 
mm tip/i's u:as ffry fl,t xihlt . 
far more S-O than the solid 
pholanx fawured by 
Ht flt ms hr annWs. It aDmet d 
llv Romon.~ f11 mot't arro.f.S 
u1un n terrain ultlwul faOing 
mlo saiou.s Jis11rdn and alwJ 
p._nnitttd nadu"T mxtion /11 
a dt et/oping crisis during 
a batik: 



Tht 'Polyb1on' ltgion 

A S«>lt frvm /hr l .<IW1/ury 
BC a/Jar of Gnatus IJmmhus 
Ahe11obarbus 5Jtim·t1l/1 lltl> 
lcgwnoncs m /he lyPi<al 
umfonn of lh< last 200 ywrs 
of /ht Repubilt. Earh ma11 
uxars a /'t1onltforlmo-.'i/yh 
he/me/ topped by a ftuu>rlJ(, 
horst-hmr ms/. Tlu·v u-lar 
mail armour /astcm;l./( Ol'l r 
the shoulders 011<1 r1 ar/111111 
dmrn lo U'cU Mow /Ju· 1111>~ 
The shield 1S the oira/ scutum 
co11s/rocted from plywood 
coverrd with /ealhrr lo J[lt'<' it 
both slrc11gth a11dfb1b1bty, 
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itself did not have a single commanding officer. 
Instead there were six military tribunes, and 
command rotated between pairs of these officers. 

The legion did not need to number precise])' 1,200 
foot and 300 horse to function properly. Sickness 
and ca.'ualties inevitably eroded a unit's strength on 
campaign. The Senate might also decide to form 
e-pecially strong legions if they felt that the mili­
tary situation demanded it, and we hear of legions 
with between 5.000 and 6.000 men being raised at 
time;; of particular crisis. Both the rquitrs and the 
lrian1 were recruited from a limited pool. so when 
larger legions were formed the extra men were 
divided equally amongst the /ws/ah. prinaprs and 
t•rltlrs. In the field each legion was abo supported 
by a similarly sized contingent of allied soldiers. 
known as an ala or 'wing', recruited primarill' from 
the Latin peoples. An ala normally had as many 
infantr)' as a legion but three times the number of 
cavalry. It was subdivided into cohorts, but it is 
unclear to what extent these were tactical units, 
how many there were to each ala and whether they 
were of a fixed size. This may simply have been a 
vague term meaning contingent which referred to 
<ill the troops provided by a single Latin colony. 
Allied cohorts are recorded numbering 40<Hi00 
men and their size may ha,·e varied with the size of 
the ala. The ala was commanded by three prefects 
(/>r!lcfafi socionm1) who were invariably Roman cit­
izens. In battle the legions formed the centre of the 
army whilst the afar were formed on their flanks. In 
a consular army of two legions and two afar the 

latter were known as 'Left' and 'Right' respectively. 
The pick of the allies were separated from the afar 
to form the cxtraordmam. a force of ca\·alry and 
infantr)' at the immediate d"posal of the consul. 

In this period none of the armi• officers were 
profe-.,ional soldiers. The magistrates commanding 
the armil"S and the tribunl-s were elected. and the 
otht-r offia.1' appointed, and neuher experience nor 
ability were nl'l.="1fily of pnrnary importance in 
their select ton. 

Weapons 
Tiu p1/11111 Polybius tells us that each IU1sta/11s and 
pn11Ct'ps mrned two heavr javelins. one hem·ier 
than the otht'f. The,;e "ere the famous pi/a which 
remained m the arsenal of the legions for o,·er fa·c 
centurit"' A pi/11111 cons"ted of a wooden shaft, 
some 4 ft ( 1.2 m) or"'> in length, joined to a thin iron 
shank, )X'fhaps 2 ft (60 cm) long, <ind topped by a 
small prramid-sh<iped point. A p1J11111 was heavy, 
and all of its weight when thrown was cont-entrated 
behind its small head, giving it tremendous penetra· 
tive power. When 1t punched through an enemy's 
shield. the Jong, thin shank slid readily through the 
hole and had the reach to strike the man's body. 
En·n when the man avoided a serious wound, the 
pr/11111 was difficult to dislodge and weighed down 
his shield. ~fodern tests of rl'l.'Onstructed pi/a ha,-e 
sugl{ested that ther had a maximum range of about 
I 00 ft (30 m), wuh an effective ran!,<e of perhaps half 
that. Tht.,;e tl'sts also confirmed us great penetra­
tJHl pc:l\\..,·r. 



Tiu• g/adius: At i;ome point m the 3rd or ,·ery early 
2nd centuries llt. the Romans adopted the 'Spanish 
sword' (J!ladius /11spomws1s) as their principal 
sidearm, n·placing the various short. thrusting 
types in use before thi,,, Copied from a Spanish 
dc.,,1gn, the Romans may have tir.-;t come acm-s this 
weapon when facing Iberian mercenanes in 
Carthaginian employ during the First Punic \\'ar or 
when the first Roman armies campaigned in the 
Spanish peninsula during the Se<.~ind War. It was a 
point of pride for the Romans to be willing to cop)' 

and emplo)' the effective tactics or equipment of 
their enemies, and this was not the only example of 
this practice. '.\lail armour, C<l\'lllry harnes.'ieS and 
saddles and some tactics were all to be mpied from 
the Gauls. Debate continues to rage over when the 
Romans adopted the Spanish sword and pf"t'(isely 
which type of native weapon was copied. 

Only a ,·ery small number of Roman swords 
dating to the :\lid Republic have been di><0vered. 
The sample is really too small to make it certam that 
this was normal, but all are somewhat longer than 

The 'Polybian' Legion 

Legionaries of 
the Late 3rd 
Century BC 

Ttus ~"t'ne show:-. a group of legionaril""S on campaign 
at the bo:gmning of the Sl'Ct>Jld Punic \\'ar (218-201 Ht). 

L1kt• ,.,fd1crs throughout history, Roman legionanes 
doubtft•,., spent much of their time waiting, and this 
gmup arc playing dice- a common passion amongst 
Romans of all l'las.'ieS for many c-enturies. On the left 
1s a hn!}/a/rt.'i or pnnccps, standing beside him h; a 
"'""'·while a veteran of the lriarii kneels on the right. 

Tht"SC short-term titizm soldier.; prO\·ided their own 
t-quipment and th('f'efore show considerably more 
varmtion in clothing, armour and weapons than 
troops of the later profes.,ional legions. However, 
cv1dcnt·e for l'QUipment and dress in this period is 
comparatively poor and much of this illustration 
remains t'OOJ('{"tural. 

Pflum: This pilum is based 
upon examples found at 
Talamonaccio in Italy and 
Smihel 1n Slovenia_ IU iron 
head 1s much shorter than 
those of later"''°· and has 
a tang which slotted into• 
groove in the wooden shaft. 
The head is also considerably 
larger than woold lattr be 
common. 

Helmet This man wears a 
helmet ol th<! typt known 
today as the Montefort1no 
The tall helmet bowl gav• 
good pmtechon to the top 
of th• h•ad. but had only a 
narrow neckguard. In this case 
the helmet is not plumed, but 
a crest of horsehair or three 
feathers was usually flttt'd 

Pectoral plate: Polybius tells 
us that soldiers too poor to 
afford a mail cu1rass would 
instead wear a .simple plate 
.strapped across the ch~st 
T~se were most probably 
etther rectangular, as shown 
here, or round 

Sword It is not entirety clear 

~.!:s~=~~'.~ / 
h1.sponieoJJ.s). The ~apon may 
woll hav• been c~ from 
those used by lbenan 
mercenanes fighting tor 
Carthage '" the Purnc Wars 

Javelin: Velites carried several Helmet This man wears a 
javelins apiece. In this case the simpler ~rsion of the 
man hok:ts a comparatively long Montefortino helmet whKh 
tavelin JOined to its shaft by a lacks cheek-pieces. A piece of 

Polybius tells us that the velites 
decorated their headgear in 
this way so that their officers 
could recognise each man as 
an indivtdual. socket and has two smaller wolf fur is tied around the 

iavehns with broader h<!ads held bowl of th• helmet. 

beh. ind his shield. Polyblus v tlls 
us that each vtles earned a 
SPilrnsh sword, but this may not 
nually have bttn common 
and this man has only a .short 
<logger. 

/ 

Shlekt The wtic~ fought as 
.skum1.shers for whom the 
heavy lCUlum would have been 

/

fa. r too cum~. Instead 
they earned • small..- and 
light., round shield. 

Helmet This triorius wears an 
Etru.sco-Connlhian helmet. a 
type which Sttms to have been 
almost as common as the 
MontefOftlno. It is crested with 
three feathers, which were 
ftther purple or black 
according to Potyblus. 

Shield: The shi~d is a falrty 
standard oval scurum, it.s rim 
protected at top and bottom 
by bronze binding. The central 
spine is remforced by a metal 
sh1ekj bos.s. Reconstrucbons of 
sh1ekb of this type are very 
~avy, weighing in at some 
10 kg (22 lb). B<!h1nd the shield 
this man has rested his 2-4-m 
(s.tt) thrusting-sptar. 

Mail cuirus: 'Healthier 
sold~ wore mail armour, 
wtoich may have been copted 
ong1naDy from the Gauh. The 
shoulder doubling fastened 
the cutrass into place and also 
gave added protection to thi.s 
part of the body. 
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The 'Polyb1on' Legion 

A s/afut of a yotml( (;a/lir 
11obl£ma11from iadurr.-.;in 
sou//u rn Frmrt<". pnwi,fmll a 
grH>d imaJ:t' of llu· Cnu/,., ""'' 
fimKhl a1:ainsl and as 
ou~·i/iaries u1th Romon 
an11i1 s.. It is quilt po,.;:;rb/1 tlu1/ 
Jiu Roman ... cop1td lltt '"- swn 
tif !ht mm/ ruiro.'s {mm ti~ 
Gaul", for //U' fi a Jun.~ slwtm 
(/, arfr "4 rt 1wtablv Jlu­
shouit, r 1/oubl111g ·an· 
chaructlnsl1tof /ht mm} 
1mrn by lhr R"m1111 arm"- Tht 
/orqur u·or11 as J~:«m1fw11 
onmml tlw 11uk wuukl "111 r /M 
a,/11p1td a ... 011 au·nrrl fur 
bra1v. I")' by lhr Roman ann:..:. 
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the tyJX':i u,ro by the later professional army. They 
are well-balanced blades, primarily designed for 
thrusting but abo capable of delivering an effective 
slash. Livi claims that in 200 llC a Macedonian 
army was dismayed to see corpses of men killed 
wtth the Spanish ;word. and describes horrific 
wounds, such as heads and limbs severed from the 
bodi. all of which were the result of cul!<. 

The pugio 
Some Roman soldiers carried a dagger (J>ugio) as 
well as a sword. Although Polybius does not 
mention daggers, examples h3\·e been found in 
what ts pmbably a 2nd-century nc context in Spain. 
The pugio provided an additional weapon, but was 
pmbably more often employed in the day-to-day 
tasks of Jiving on campaign. T he later practice was 
to wear the pugio on the left hip and the g/aditts on 
the right. 

The spear 
Although l'olybius tells us that the first two lines of 
infantry were equipped with the pi/11111, the third 
line, the lnarii, still employed the old hoplite spear. 
This was a heavy weapon, intended for thrusting 
and not throwing. On one occasion in 223 11c the 
lriants spears were taken from them and issued to 
the //as/afi, who then kept in close formation to 
11eathcr the imt1al storm of a Galliccharge. Diony­
sm' of 1 lalicarna>.sus claims that in the war with 
Pyrrhus the princif>ts had also used speai;;. which 
the\ wielded l\\o-handed. This is '"'mewhat 
str:;nge, for it is difficult to see how a man equipped 
with such a weapon could also ha\"e used the 
normal Ruman shield. but some scholai;; ha\"e taken 
thi, to nwan that the adoption of the p1/um was a 
gradual pnx.=s and that all three lines had origi­
nally !ken spearmen. The evidence i.' t<X> poor to 
rt.,.>lw this question. 

Defensive equipment 
/Jm/1• armour: Several types of bod) armour were 
in u>e at this period. The most expensive and best 
was mail, con"sting of a cuirass made from linked 
mm rings. T his offered good protection and was 
flexible t•nough to permit relatively easy m01·ement. 
Its only disad\"antage was that it was ah;o heavy. 
\1ost of the weight fell on the wearer's shoulders, 
although a belt helped to spread this Mail appears 
to hme lx•tn copied from the Gallic tribes of north· 
ern Italy, and may have been a Celtic 111\·ention. 
Roman and ><•me Celtic mail >hirts were reinfon:ed 
by a double layer on the >houldei;; to pmtet1 ai:ainst 
downward l1.lts. 

Sonlt.' men ma} ha\'e worn scale armour ronsi~t· 
ing of small bmnzc plates. 1.,es., flexible than mail, 
such a nnra"' could be polished to a high sheen to 
look mort:' impn~..;.ive. ~ lany men \\Ore a greave to 
pmtt"l.1 their left leg, the one neare;t the enemy. 
S<:mor offict"' and '°me cavalrymen appear to have 

used various forms of muscled cuirass. probably 
usually of bronze. Some form of jerkin. probably 
padded, was worn lkneath all types of metal armour. 

Not all men could afford any of these alterna­
tives, and l'olybius tells us that instead these wore a 
pectoral plate. Usually round or rectangular, these 
bronze or imn pk1tes were fastened with straps onto 
the fmnt of the chest. 

//rlmlls.· A numlkr of helmets survi,·e from this 
period. although in most ca>*S we cannot associate 
them wtth the Roman army with absolute certainty. 
Since each soldier pronded his own equipment it 
was inevitable that there was no single standard 
pattern of body armour or helmets in use. The com­
mone;t type of helmet was the l\.lomefortino 
helmet, a high domed pattern topped by a crest 
knob. with a stubby nl'Ckguard and hinged cheek­
piece;. Another type was the Etrusco-Corinthian, 
which appears to have developed from the 
Corinthian-type hopli te helmets. T hese had covered 
the face, obscuring hearing and allowing vision 
through small eye-holes, but could be pushed back 
and worn on top of the head more comfortably 
when not at1ually in combat. The Italian develop­
ment of this was always worn in this way, though it 
pri::;crved the eye holes for deturation. Some Attic 
types were n-rtamly in use in southern Italy and 
were probably abo employed by the Romans or 
their allies. All of these helmets were made from 
bnmze beaten into shape. 

The !\lontefortino was of Gallic origins, as were 
the s1m1lar though usually lower Coolus types 



which appear in the Late Republic. The Romans 
also began to copy some iron Celtic helmets, such as 
the Agen and Port types. These fitted better to the 
head and had broader cheek-pieces which offered 
superior protection co che face. The design of Roman 
helmets unril Late Antiquity would owe much to all 
these patterns already in u;;e in the Republic. 

Cavalry seem to ha\'e worn most or all of these 
trpes. However, Boeot~1n helmets. a Greek design 
specificallr intended for horsemen, seem also to 
ha\·e been in use. 

The shield (scutum). Polyb1us describes the shield 
carried by the heavy infantry as semi-cylindrical 
and about l.2m (I ft) in length and i6an (2ft6in)in 
width. Sculptural evidence shows that It was nor· 
mally oval in shape. It was made from two larers of 
plrwood, the boards laid at right angles to each 
other, and the whole thing covered with calfskin. 
This combination gave both strength and ftexibil· 
ity. Iron binding protected the top and bottom to 
prevent the layers from splitting as a result of 
blows, and in the centre was an iron boss. 

The only example of a shield of this pattern was 
found at Kasr el·Harit in Egypt. It is probably, 
though not certainly, Roman. It does not have a 
metal boss. but a wooden, barley-corn-shaped boss 
OO\'ering the horizontal hand-grip. A reconstruction 
modelled on this example weighed JO kg (2'2 lb), 
heavier e\·en than the bulky hoplon, and unlike the 
hop lite shield all of the weight was supported in the 
left hand as there was no shoulder strap for use in 
battle. 

Leather sheet stitched to u~ar 
of shield board overlaps meet 
covenng the front 

Three layen of wooden 
strips glued together. Middle 
layer is laid at right ang~ to 
the front and back layers 

Leather 
outer layer 
held in 
place by 
stitching 

Roman ca'-alry employed significantly smaller 
and lighter shields, which appear to have been 
round. Rather unhelpfully, Polybius dt>i<-ribl"" an 
obsolete pattern of ca'-alry shield, but not the t>-pe 
actually employed by the cquitcs in his day. 

The 'Polyb1on' Legion 

11 dial{ram ~1i11ui1tl( /Ju· 
ffmslrudim1 of a shield 
(>CUtum) ba."d 011 the 
rxompk fi•u11d 111 Fg;pt 01ul 
Ilk ck~nphan !(in 11 in 
HJ/_1·rnu~ Altlwu11h iu"m)·, /hr 
or'OI '<lltum offered 1·cry· good 
pn1tr<·h011. fl could also M 
u .... r1l offt n_qf('/\.' /O lmod dou-n 
or u11b..1"111rt d11 of>f>rmenL 

(&!mt) A badly corroded 
rclil'f from /he Acmilius 
PauUu.i; monumail at Ddplu 
commemorating the Romans· 
dclial ~( Kmg Perseus of 
,Uaadrm un 22junt 168 /JC. 
011 thr kfl of tlw picturt /1ro 
Romon horsemen charge min 
co11tad m't/r .\fac,_donian 
carolrymtn, u11c of u·/wsc 
ho™·" rs rollnp~m1: T~ 
Romans 1nar mail annour 
t't.1)' similar in design lo llrat 
of JIU' lixhtns irom'or. 
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The 'Polybian' Legion 

(RIK/ti! This plo11 ~f Camp Ill 
al Rcmrhlas near /Ju stli of 
flu 5icgt of .\'11ma11tia. Spam, 
fo/Unttd Schul/4 tr:.; rxroral1ott'i 
111/lu rorly2lfflto11lury. 

(lkfou·/ Srltullrn cla1mrd /Ital 
/hut' forts zn rr O'J,'(JllLUd 
sunilarly to flit• marrlu11g 
camp drsmbrd by H.(Ybtu., 
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(/,;fl/ A dragram basrd upo11 
H>lyb1u.< · drsrripli1m of lhr 
manhm1r camp lazd out 
hy a com11/ar army of two 
f4_-grot1.'\ and tun alae. Earll 
~aho1111f /h, k-gion - IM 
lhrl'f lml s of heal)' 111/011/ry 
and lhrcara/ry- ocrufJird its 
on 11 on a . • 4 :tt-n(s of /illus 
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aU11m d llw /mop.~ to fonn 
upmsrl)! 



The camp and military life 

The militia army was always essentially imperma­
nent, and it seems that, even when legions remained 
in existence for some time, they were re-numbered 
at the beginning of each consular year. Men were 
enrolled, and served usually for no more than the 
duration of a campaign and returned to civilian life. 
The Romans had instituted pay for their soldiers in 
396 BC, but this covered no more than basic living 
expenses and was not a significant source of 
income. The prospect of booty may have attracted 
some soldiers, especially when the enemy was per­
ceived to be wealthy, for plunder was supposed to 
be fairly distributed throughout the army. However, 
most citizens served because they clooely identified 
themselves with the state. For the duration of their 
military service, Roman cittzens willingly submit­
ted to an extremely harsh system of discipline, 
losing most of the legal rights which protected 
them in civilian life. Soldiers could be flogged or 
executed on the command of their officers. Cow­
ardice brought the death penalty, as did sleeping on 
guard duty, and also such crimes as theft and 
sodomy within the camp. Both legally and ideologi­
cally, a marked distinction was maintained between 
the status and appropriate behaviour of Romans at 
home (do1111) and at war (mibliae). Enrolment into 
the legions took place on the Campus Manius or 
'Field of Mars', outside the formal boundary of the 
city to signify this change. The legions were only 
permined into Rome ilbelf on the day of a general's 
triumph, when he and they paraded through the 
streets to mark their victory over the enemy. 

The temporary camps constructed by the Roman 
army srmbolized the ordered existence of citizens 
whilst they served m the legions. Polyb1us describes 
in some detail the design and construction of the 
marching camps. At the end of each day's march a 
Roman force followed a standard plan as it laid 
down streets. tent-lines and horse-lines surrounded 
by a ditch and rampart. Each maniple knew where 
it would sleep and what duties it would perform, 
since fatigues were alloc'ated according to a regular 
system. Pyrrhus is supposed to have realized that 
he was not dealing with mere barbarians when he 
saw the order of the Roman camp. 

Archaeology has discovered very few temporary 
camps from this period. I lowever, a series of camps 
around the Celtiberian stronghold of Numantia 
(near modern-day Burgos in Spain) appear to date 
to the 2nd century oc. Several camps were evidently 
occupied for more than just a night or two, for they 
show traces of simple internal buildings, corre­
sponding to the tents of an ordinary marching 
camp. The best-preserved camp of a series at 
Renieblas can with the eye of fa 1th be seen to reflect 
some features of the Polybian camp, with the 
legions divided into lines and maniples. 

The marching camp offered protecuon against 
surprise attack. Day and night pickets were main-

tained at a set distance beyond the ramparts to 
warn of any attack and slow the enemy down. 
Troops performing this duty were bound with a 
solemn oath not to abandon their position. 1\'or· 
mally the rampart and ditch surrounding the camp 
were sufficient only to delay attackers and not to 
stop them, although if the arm}' remained m the 
same camp for some time then its defences muld be 
made far more formidable. The Romans rarely, if 
ever, planned to fight from inside the walb of their 
camp, but to advance and meet the enemy in the 
open, relying on the resilience and tactical strength 
of the legions. Between the ramparts and tent-lines 
of a camp was a wide open area known as the infer· 
val/um, which ensured that the tents were out of 
range of missiles thrown or shot from outside the 
camp. More importantly, this spat-e allowed the 
army to form itself up ready to deploy into battle 
order. Three columns would be formed, wtth some· 
times a fourth for the cavalry. Each column would 
become one of the three Jines, and the mamples 
were positioned in the order they would take up in 
the lighting line, with the unit that would form on 
the right heading the column, and the one on the left 
at the rear. Each column would march from one of 
the four gates of the camp to the poc;1t1on where 
battle order was to be formed. The temporary camp 
played a vital role in allowing Roman armies to 
enter battle in an organized manner. 

A .<J'Clwn of lhL rr/U'f from 
thL IJwniliu.s Ahmoborbu.s 
monument shou'ing a }igurt -
possibly mllndrd to repn·sm/ 
llU' 1eor god Mars -drrsstd m 
ti~ u1Ufonn of a snn·or offiar 
of //rt RtfJublican ann;: Tiu 
.~ix tnbunes icho rommamkd 
rach mampulor kgion u:ould 
probably hat'<! closely 
rrscmbkd tJuS man. 
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The Roman Navy 

A nhc/ 1LJ>trb11ga Romon 
1mn-hip m/11 a lmr oJ .w$/r, rs 
ml duk. f/ U'tl.~ (0111/llf)ll 

J>rarl11t l><fon a major batik 
lo embark lofJ(F 11m11Pt rs of 
lmf1ps (Jll bdard r111h1!.t11lry lo 
... lrt171!tlu 11its1111mw/ 1n1e. 
lh~bulkuf u'11m11nrt m1c1n-. 
Slup ... mn mu'tdhJnun 
drarm from thr poor1 s/ 
c/a . .;su; 1~( cilut n..; or from 
au;,:;. Onb.· Oil a hand tu/ ot' 
dts/)4 rolt · otrnsim1s m 1·c· 
slau ,., tmph~r' 1/ in Jlus rolt 

3-1 

Origins 

For ,1 lonl( llml' the Roman; fdt little net.'<! for a n.11·), 
-mn· 1·n,·mit"' in Ital) muld all be fou).lht and 
ddeall'd by thl' ll'i.,~ons on land. In 311 H( tht• 
Republic m•att'<l a b<1.1rd of two officiab (dwmn) 
11 tth r<.,,ponsib1lit)' for con,;tructing and mamtain· 
m~ war.--hips. Each duumrir commanded a 
squadron of I 0 ships. which were most probably 
trirl'l1ll~. or 'thn..)e~· (three banks of oan-men: st'e 
bdo11). \\t• lwar 1-er) little ab<Jut the activ1tit•,; of 
tht.,,., squadrons. apart from when the Romans suf· 
fen"<! a humiliating defeat at the hands of the 
Tarantine navv in 282 nt. On the rare occasions that 
greater fore..; were required, the Republic Gtlled 
upon allit-d cit1l'S with strong maritime traditions. 
so that thtse. the na1·al allies (sorii namlcs). were 
oblig1'CI to suppl) them with ships and crews rather 
than ,.,Jdit·1'. 

In:!(;;; BC the Romans sent an expedition to Sicily 
whtre it "'·iftly came into conflict with the 
Carthal(imans. Carthage posst"S.'ied the larg""t and 
hl"'t ·tr::uned tleet in the western \fediterranean, 
makinl( it d1ffimlt for the Romans to mamtam and 
suppl) forl't'>' on the island. The Romans abo s<Km 
n·alin'<l that the l'ncmy's mam srrength and rn.1rtial 
pnde 11as1111·,.,_tt'<l in the na1·y. and that the defeat of 
this would be a far gn-:Uer blow than any succeN'S 
ach1en'<l on land. In 261 the Republic ordered 
the mnstrut1ion of a fleet of 100 quinquereme;. or 
'fi1t'S', and 20 triremes. It was the beginning of 
a mas..-..ive programme of ship construction as. 
through dttcrmmation in spite of appalling lclS.se;; 
to bad weather, the Romans confronted and 
dt.,.troyl'CI Punic naval power. 

Battle at sea 
The warships in ancient fleets were oared galleys, 
their narrow hulls carrying a 1·ery high number of 
crewmen in proportion to their size. Although some 
of the larger ships carrit'<l artillery, this was not of 
sufficient destructive forl'e to sink or cripple an 
t·nem) ship. Instead there wen· two basic methods 
of naval combat. rammmg and b<nrding. 

En·ry warship 11as fitted wuh a metal ram 
att:1cht'<l to the fn111t of Us keel at or JUst below the 
waterline. This newr fnrrnt'd an actual part of the 
keel since this would haw tran:.;ferred too much of 
the forl'e onto the structu~ of the ramming ship. A 
rammmg atwck was bbt ddiwred against the side 
or sttrn of the target H'S.sci. p~ferably at a shallow 
anglt• sint't'othenvise there was a risk of dri1·ing the 
ram so dt'l'ply mto the enemy's hull that it would be 
impossiblt• to extricate 1t. Instead the aim was to 
rupture tlw timbl·rs of the enemy ship. Another 
method of using the ram was to row at >peed along 
the side of the targt•t ves.sel. shearing off its oars. 



11 l>rrnw ram c/afmR ffJ !hr 
3rd f"( nlury IK.., found off f/i( 
promontory of Athbt ,,; f.,·rolf 
and,,,,,, m llu .\fan/mu 
\lu.,r11111 in I lnik1. All hough 
from a I h 01 m.,/1,. 1mr.;hip. ii 
1~ u11J1kdv 111111 J/11 J, s11m of 
Homan ;t1ms 1lrff<n1/ m our 
'l.Rltl./h·1ml 1n1y. TIU' rum 1s~ 
rdnl11·dy b/11111, suu·, th~ 
al/ad;mg slup 4/Ul not Ul-"lr 
Jt t11 /:Jf.'t1m~ ft;,.J }1rmly 
1111bf. d,/1 ti m/o I/rt lu1D o) 
llrrt11rgtl. 

but this required an exceptionally high standard of 
skill from the attacking tTe" and captain if ther 
were not to suffer damage to their own oars. 

Boarding in\'t>lved coming alongside !ht• t·1wmy 
ship and firmly grappling 11. Then. mannl'" muld 
fight their way on bmrd and ,dze t'llllml. Sl1t't'.r 
numlx:rs. aided b) skill and aggn..,..,iun. 1wrc the 
decisiw factors in this 11-pe of lii;:hting. Ramming 
was be:;t practised bi fast. h1i;:hl~ rna11<><:U1 r.1blt• 
ships and very well traint-d tTt"W" lhtrdini;: 
favoured larger ships carrying more lllt'.n. 

The corvus 
In 261 nt the crews of the newly construclt'<i Roman 
ves.'<els lacked the trainmg of thl'tr Carthaginian 
cnumerparts, making them clearly slower and far 
Jes,; manoeuvrable. Tru.sting in,lt-ad lo the k'l{iunarit,,.. 
drafted on board to serve as marinl's, the Romans 
sought a way 10 force the e1wmy to light on their 
terms. The result was the ra,·en (rmTus). an · f>.:18 

The Roman Navy 

TM o 1n u. ... (IT b1.>tml1111: 
brkf1.,'f. 111 ar/u11L lfari11J! bet I/ 
,/n1pf>t*d :w that ti~ _..p;l:t 011 
1t$ 111t.I hm ,>;j>iand into 111' 
,J,,.,.1;: of a Cartlial(ininn ship. 
till" H11num _.;0/1/u rs Jft>t,)f/ 
at·niss lhr hn"d>tt anJ takt the 
t m my /l'lilt)' b,\· boardi11~ In 
sptlt of" 1tsxnaltrskillal 
S( aman>;Jup. tlu Carthaginum 
ltflt)' pron,/ unahk to dt1't.~~ a 
pradtml nsp011st to tlu' 
n1rvu~ throu}(luml thr flrsl 
l'umr uar. 
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The Battle of 
Ecnomus 
256 BC 

In 264 ltc the Roman Senate despatched an army to 
Sicily and came into dire:! conflict with the powerful 
merc:intile Empire of Carthage. During the cour.;e of 
this long and ro.-tly Fin;! Punic \\'ar the Romans 
m·ated a navy to counter the massive Punic fleet. In 
256 the rival fleets clashed off the coa><t of Sicily near 
~fount l"'°omus as the Carthaginians tned to stop a 
Roman fled mlent on mvadmg Africa 

The forces 
I The Romans:~ galleys (mostly quinqueremes or 

'fin::;°. but wuh at least two 'sixes' and pnibably a 
number of smaller '"""°"'Is). Each quinquereme was 
manned br 3()0 crew and 120 marines, giving a 

grand total of some 110,000 men. In command were 
the consuls Lucius Manlius Vulso and Marcus 
Atiliu., Regulus. 

2 The Carthaginians: c. 350 galleys (again mostly 
'fives') c:irrymg '°me 150,000 men. The fleet was 
controlled by I lrurnlcar. the senior commander of 
all land and sea forces m Sicil)'. 

The fighting 
The Roman flM divided into four squadrons. the first 
two deployed ma wedge shape, the thrrd behind these. 
towing tran,port ships. and the fourth (nicknamed the 
lnari1) co,·cring the rear. The Carthaginians formed a 
wide line angling forward at the point nearest the 
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coast. Hamilcar hoped to break the Roman fleet up 
into small groups and allow his faster and more 
manoeuvrable ships to destroy them separately. 
The baule opened when the consuls led the first 
and second Roman ,,quadnms against the Punic line. 
whose ships at firsi backed away to dra" the enemy 
on. By the time that the ships came into contact m this 
area other Carthaginian ships had surrounded the 
tlun:I and founh Roman squadnms. However. m spite 
of the success of his pL1n, Hamilcar\ men failed to 
find an answer to the ron·u.< the boarding bridge 
earned on the prow of every Roman ship. \\'hene,·er a 
Punic vessel attacked a Roman galley, the con·us was 
dropped to spear through the enemy deck and pm the 

A nh<f from Prarneste, 
pmhab(v tlahnl( lo the lair I st 
rflltury Ht, diPtch11g a Roman 
tmrship rrt'tt'ld by legionaries. 
Near /hr pruu• of the ship is a 
filf/Jhnjl louxr. from 1durh rneu 
would be obit• to throw missiles 
dmm 011/0 /hr enemy deck. 
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two ships together. In a series of confused actions that 
developed it was the Romans who had the better of 
almost every encounter. The consuls managed to keep 
more control over their ships and at the critical 
moment led the victorious first and second squadrons 
back to the aid of the rest of the fleet 

Casualties 
I Roman: 2 I ships sunk. but oone captured 
2 Canhagiman: 9-1 ships lost. 30 sunk and &l 

captured. 

Results 
The Roman flett had won a clear victory, but was for 
the moment tired and returned to Sicily. Shonlr 
aftt'l'wards the mva'l•m force sailed across to Africa 
unopp<N.-d. 

... Punic left squadron (Carthaginian) 

... Hamilcar's fleet (Carthaginian) 

p Hanno's fleet (Carthaginian) 



The Romon Navy 

(/k'lou·J A cnn"td rrluj /nm1 
a 'Slln·uphaJ.(11.Cf shou111g 11 
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innovative type of boarding bridge which was 
fittl-d to each Roman ve:;sel. These consisted of a 
walkway, onl' end of which was hoisted to the top of 
a mast-like pole mounted on the deck. Beneath this 
raiSl'<l end was an iron spike. \\'hen an enemy ship 
came close. or deli\ered a rammmg attack. the 
l'Orvus was dropped, the spike impaling the planks 
of the enemy deck. Firmly pinned and unable to 
""'-~lpe, the enemy ship was then promptly bo.,rded 
by Roman legionarit.'» and captured. From its first 
app.:arance at the battle of ~lylae in 260 I!<: the 
mrrns pmwd spectarnlarlr succes.,ful. L' nab le to 
!ind a means of dealing with this new tactic, the 
Carthaginian navr suffered defeat after defeat. 
managing to win only a !:'ingle important battle in 
two da·adl.,; of conflict. In the end the Romans 
abandoned the boarding bridge, and it has been 
plausibly l~mje<:tured that its weight made the 
Roman \'l'S.-Cls unseaworthy and contributed to the 
appalling losSl'S they suffered as a result of bad 
weather. lly the time that this occurred the rorl'Us 
had already served its purpose, for the Roman navy 
had gamL'<i valuable experien<:e. In the final, deci­
si'e battle of the First Punic \Var. at the Aegat...,; 
Islands in 241 11<:. it was the Roman crews who dis­
played sup<:rior training and handled their ships far 
better than a weary Punic enemy. 

Oared warships 
There is sttll mu<:h that we do not understand about 
the mrc'<l warships of the Cla,.,ical world. Remains 
of such n>sse1'. as opposed to mt1'Chant ships, 
which Wl"" often primarilr p<m ert4:1 by sails, are 
exceptionally rare, only twoexampksfoundoff the 
a•N of \la"-ala (ancient Lilybaeum) in Sicily 
being known from the entire J)<.'T'iod covered br this 
b<x>k. Cla'-'l-S of warship were named after the 



number in the basic team of rowers managing a set 
of oars on one side of the V""--.els. Therefore a 
tnreme or 'three' had tlm>e banks of oars each 
rowed by a single oar--man. :-ming on benches one 
alxiw the other. Follm\ ing the mnstruction of a full· 
S<.ale n·plica of a trirl'lllt' and its exten~ive sea trials, 
\\e knm1 more about this tHJe of warship than any 
other. The rt"<~lllstructt-d triremt• prm·<-d exn·ption· 
allr manot'U\Tabk• as well as fast. capable of a 

speed of 8 knots in short bursts, such as would be 
suitable for delivering a ramming attack, or under 
sail. 

Triremes wt:re ramming \es~·b par t'\t't.'llent-e, 
but b\' the time of the Punic Wars th<~ were tm 
snklll. to stand in the main Im<' of battlt• and had 
been repk~cro by qumqul·mm.,. or 'fiV<.,,'. Tlw dt"'>f..'ll 
of these """-"'Is is still a subJ<'t:l of ddxne. but 
they were clearly higher. prubabl) a little • p. I:! 

The Roman Navy 
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The Battle of 
Can nae 
2 August 2 16 BC 

Part of a century long-struggle between Rome and 
Carthage. the Second Punic War (218-201 oc) began 
when the Carthaginian general Hannibal 1m<1ded 
Italy. I le defeated a Roman army at Trebia in 218, and 
in the following year ambushed and destroyed another 
at Lake Trastmene. ln 216 the Roman Republic 
mu,tered an unprecedentedly large number of 
>old1~ to confront the enemy at Cannae. 

The forces 
1 The Roman:< eight legions and eight allied aloe 

totalling 80.000 infantry and 6.000 ca\<1lry under 
the command of the two consuls. Lucius Aerni Ii us 
Paullus and .\1ami:; Terentius Varro. 

2 The Carthaginians: 10,000 infantry -a rmxture of 
Libyan,, Spamarcb and Gauls and 10,000 
\um1dian. Spanish and Gallic cavalry under the 
command of Hannibal. 

Phase one 
The Romans were aware that Hannibal's cavalrymen 
were significantly superior to their own horsemen 
in both numbers and quality. Therefore, 
they chose a narrow battlefield 
between the River Aufidius 

and the high ground around the abandoned town of 
Cannae. This was intended to protect their flanks from 
envelopment by the enemy cavalry. The battle was to 
be won by the heavy infantry in the centre, and these 
were massed in a very dense and deep formation. 
abandomng the oormal flexible manipular tactics. 

Hannibal hoped to turn the Romans' own strength 
against them. I lis heavy Cl\<llry w<IS mas.<;ed on the 
left, facing the Roman horse. On the right he stationed 
his Numidian light ravalry, with orders to keep the 
opposing alhed horsemen oa:up1ed by skirmishing 
with them. The main line ronsi.ted of the Spanish and 
Gallic foot. with the centre advanced to draw the 
Roman infantry quickly into the attack. Behind each 
flank of this line was stationed a body of highly 
disciplined Libyan foot, who were equipped with 
raptun.'CI Roman weapons. 

Phase two 
The fighting opened wnh indecisive skirmishing in 
front of the main lines. Then, the Punic heavy cavalry 
led by I lasdrubal charged and smashed through the 

Roman horsemen led by Paullus. In the 
meantime the Roman infantry had made 

contact with the Spanish and 
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Gallic foot. After a struggle the Carthaginian foot in 
the advanced centre of the line gave way uncrer the 
massive pressure. The legionaries streamed through 
the gap. all formation and order being lost as the 
troOps degenerated into a huge crowd Suddenly this 
mob was attacked on etther flank by the Libyans. 
giving time for the Gauls and Spaniards to rally and 
rejoin the fight. The Romans were stopped in their 
tracks. unable to react to this™"' thttat. Meanwhile. 
Hasdrubal had rallied his cavalry and moved round 
behind the Roman line to attack the alhed hor.;emen in 
the rear, dnving them from the field. I le then turned 
hts men against the rear of the Roman infantry. These 
were surrounded and. in a prolonged and blood) fight. 
massacred. The Roman army was virtually destroyed. 

Casualties 
I Roman: 15,500 infantry and 2,700 cavalry killed. 

along with the consul Aemtlius Paullus. and some 
18,700 captured. 

2 Carthaginian: c. 5,700-8,000 men killed. 

Results 
Cannae was an appalling disaster for the Romans. 
which led to the defection to the enemy of most of 
their allies in southern Italy. However. Hannibal was 
unable to turn his tactical victory into long-term 
strategic success. and the Romans continued to resist. 
eventually winning the war. 

A bus/ tho/ purports lo sl1<m 
Hannibal i11 /a/er life Al 
Cannae the Cartmigmzan 
general was shJJ a young 
man, although disease /zad 
already robbed him of the 
use of one eye. 

HANNIBAL (c. 247-188 BC) 
The eldest <on of Hamilcar Barca who had fought ";th 
~>me !'.UC'l't"S....., aga1n... ... t the Romans m the First Punic War 
(26.5 U I oc). Hannibal is <aid to have mhented his father's 
enmity IO\\<tr<b R<.ne. When the Serond Punic War btjian. Hannibal led an army from htS base in Spain 
through Gaul and across the Alps mto Italy. Once there be 
inflicted a ""1es of de\astatmg defeats on the Romans at 
Trebbta m 218 and Tra'unene in 217 as well as Cannae m 
216. Till'!l<! 'tctones peN13ded much of southern Italy to 
defm to Carthage, but m 'Pile of tht> Hannibal was 
unable to force R1.ne to ,.,.,k peace. For more than a 
decade h~' army remained m Italy and was never defeated 
m a "'fi<Ju.' action. but m 203 he was recalled to defend 
Carthag. itself from a Roman mva,ton. In the follo\\;ng 
iear he wa' beaten by Sctpto Africanus at the battle of 
7~1ma and the Carthaginians were forced to make peace. 

Aftt-r the war. Hannibal's skilful administration con­
tnbuted much to h,. city's rapid economic recovery, but 
eventually he was forced into exile by pohtical rivals sup­
ported by the reoewed antipathy of the Roman Senate. He 
became a merceMry commander al the court of the Seleu· 
cid King Antiochus Ill, but was given a subordinate role in 
the latter's um;uet't~s.ful war with Rome. Forced to flee, his 
>teps dogged by Roman agents, one of the greatest gener­
als of Antiquity was finally forced to take his own life. 
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brmder and perhaps somewhat longer than 
triremes. The most probable distribution 
of the team of five rowers has them 
working three banks of oars. two men 
on each of the highest and middle 
bank and a single man wielding 
the lowest bank. Quinqueremes 
11 ere les.' manoeu\Table than 
trireml,,., but their larger hulls 
11 ere strnngrr and they were 
capable of carrying sub>tantially 
larg,·r cnmpkments of marine;. 
At the battle of Ecnomus m 256 oc, 
Polybius tells us that the Roman 
quinqueremto; were lTewed by 300 
men. prnbabli about 20 deck crew 
and the remainder rower.;, and carried 
120 marines. 

Tlw Grt't'k historian also claims that the 
tir.;t Roman qumqueremes were mpied 
dim:tly from a Carthaginian warship which 
had run agrnund and been captured. the fir.;t fleet 
being built in just 60 days. Although sometimes in 
the past d ismis.'ied as unlikely, this story has 
recently recei\'ed strong support from the discovery 
of the remains of two sniall Punic warships on the 
seabl'() off Sicily. The t imbers of the better-pre­
serH'd ship revealed much about its mnstruction. 
!\umber.;, and letters from the Punic alphabet, had 
been markt'd along the keel showing where the ribs 
were to be plau'(), and other instructions marked 
where joints or cuts should be made. This ship was 
rk·arly the product of a highly organized system of 
mas.-; production to a standard design. It was proba­
blr this tl'('hnique. as much as the particular sailin,I( 
quali!lesof the ves.-el. that the Romans copied. 

Naval strategy 
\\'ith such a large crew in proportion to its size, the 
oart-d war.;h1p had a very limited strate,l(ic range. 

There was very litt le space for carrying provisions. 
t"pecially of fresh water which would be needed 
in great quantitit>s by rowers labouring in the heat 
of a Mt'diterranean summer. Neither the rowers, 
nor any 1naruu" carril-d on board. muld be allowed 
to move around much during a \'Oyage without 
seriously upsettm,I( the ship's tnm. for the men'> 
wei,l(ht formed a SJ!,~Hficant proportion of the 
ballast. For thl"" r,·a,,..ms it was rare for ancient 
fleets to re1nain at sea for much more than three 
clays. ln,tead th<·y would either put mto port or 
beach their ves.sels. allowing the m:ws to rest 
and prnvisiuns to be taken on board. Control of 
good harbours. or at the very least of the coastline. 
was vital if na\'al power \\as to be proiected owr 
any di:->tance. 



The militia system workl'd wl'il until the middle of 
thr 2nd century Ill.. It had two l(ft'at advantage-,, 
l>\l'r ri\'al military sy:-•tt:ms. Tht.• first was man­
power. As the Roma11' had t•xpanded throughout 
Italy their citizl'n popula11on had gnl\\ n. Some 
rommunitit.>S \\c.1\' t.'\t:ntuall~· gr.intt.--d citiztmship. 
whilst c,thl'rs rt•ft·i\t"Cl Latin <ff lt.~~r -.;tat us but still 
had an obligation to provide tm•1:r-. J>olyb1usclain» 
that jusc before tht• 11,ir 111th Hannibal. the Roman 
Republic and its allit-,, h:1d owr /00,(XX> men 
regiscered '"of !ht• agt• and 11 ith sufficient prolJt'rty 
rnserw m 1hearmy.()nl) a pn•ponionnf these men 
was retTU!led al any om· tmw. but these huge 
.....,.,r.,.._.,, of 1ru111po11l'r allowed the Republic to 
atN>rb th<' appalling ''"'"" of the s. ... ,md l'umc 
\\'ar and still eml'rgt' vil'tonous. :\o othl'r rnntempc~ 
rary state could han• dont.• this and time after time 
the Romans forrt'CI l'lll'ntil" to Gtpitulate after 
inflicting far lowl'r los><."' upon tht•m. The """"nd 
great advantai;:e of the militia system was the 
willingnes.' of Roman ritizl'ns and a Ilic-,, to submit 
to the army',; dist·iplinl' and formal mmmand 
structure. \\'lwn fiN r<'<'rlnll'd the legions and alac 
fl'Quirt'<I t.1x1t.·ns1n• 1raining. Thl' longt.·r that a Homan 
armv f('lnairlt'd in :-.t.:rvice. tht.• mort.' efficient it 
bt~me. The ar1111t'S of the last )"a" of the Sernnd 
Punic \\'ar and the next fl'\\ dt"<.<ldl's \\l're compci:-ed 
of very expc:ril'nl~'Cl and \\l'll·trained men. the 
match in battle for any profl'ss1onal sold1e1'. 

Yet the miliua ') stl·m abo had Its weaknes . ..,.,.,., 
chief amongst thl':-t' bt·mg Its essential unpc:rma· 
nence. \'l'tl'ran armit-,, Wl'rt·dischargt'Cl at tht• tnd of 
a conflict and t'lll'h tmw a Ill'\\ arrnr ''as rai~ it 
had to be traint'Cl and gain )'l'31' of eXIJt'rienl'<' 
before II reacht'Cl th<' !)l'ak of l.ffic1l'nc·)'. There was 
no real way of pn::-.t.:n ing t.·xpt:rtt.·nn~. sinre even if 
men were enn)llt.-'d again thty ,,·ould n,,t be sen ing 
with the same <'•mradt-s, uncll'r thl' saml' offil'l:1' 
and in the sanw u111ts as before. Manv of Rome's 
defeats ""n' dUl' to rnnsuls ginni;:. lx11tk· with 
rt-cently raist'Cl and insuffiril·ntl) traim'Cl armies. At 
the same ume tht• syskm had no rt•al plare for SIJt'· 
cm list tn•1ps or offil'e..,;, surh as tho"'' 1w1u1red for 
engineering or siege works. Thl' army showl>d little 
aptllude for besieg111g ntil'S in this JX'riod. 

Expansion outs.ell' Italy brought problems of its 
own. \fa..,; wert' now bt•mg fought furthl'r and 
further afll'id and might last for many \l'a1'. whilst 
st'\t'ral ovt.·rst'as pn1vincts n.:<1uir~-d· pt.-rmanent 
gam,;<ms. Thl' formt1' who forml'Cl tlw bulk of 
n'CTulls for the main lx1ttk· lin,.,.of the ll'gions were 
taken from tht"ir land for ~t·ars on tmd. rausing: 
gn·at hardship and "'m<:tmll"' l'\l'n rum. ~111itary 
service might now mt.·an a dt,tldt.• of garn~.n dut} 
and savage sk1rmish1ng Ill Spam \\1th littll' glor)' 
or pc:..,;onal gain anarhc>d. instl'ad of a s11 ift and 
profitablt• t<Unpa1J.,'ll Ill Italy. St"r.·1l'l: was bt,i>mmg 
ll>s.. .... attracci\"e and at tht> Sl.l.Bk' tnnc tht.• Romans 
belil'\ ed that th<· numbt·r of nwn eligiblt• for ser.'ICe 
was dt'(.·lining. On ~·\t:ral oc.1-asion~ tht~ minimum 

The Militia Army: 
Triumphs and Decline 

property qualification was rt-drn:.:d witht>Ul ~ij..,TJ1ill· 

cantly stopping this trend. A 1wriod of mmparatl\l' 
peace between 180 and 1 fi5 II<. n~lun~I thl' rnllt'l't 1ve 
experience of the pm! of ml'n m ailabll' to It-ad 
and >;erve in till' legions. The llrnru111s rl'1mml'Cl 
ronfidtnt. convim~'Cl that thdr victorv 11<is 

inevitabll' in any war and forgl'lllllg th·,. hard 
preparation and careful train111g \\hirh had unclt-r­
lain earlier triumphs. From thl' middll' of tlw 2nd 
n·ntury nearl} e\"ery conflict lx.·Jr,tan with Roman 
disasters. man) of thl'lll humiliating. Th" Romans 
still won all of these nmflirts, dt.,.patdung mort' 
troops and n1on• n·sourn-s to tht• C.trt"f.l until tht 
enemi 11 as 01 "rn hdnk'Cl, but th<" militia tt'11 
wa' clmrl) <'>ping badh "1th the ne11 '1tuat1on. 
t:ltimatel} this wa~ to lt:ad to tht• abandonnk·nt of 
the militia sp•tem and tht• lTt'lttmn of tht pmit-s· 
sional army. 

• llll11m;:h mn·td san:opha~i 
Jn q1a nfb' mdudf sCftU s of n 
martial naturf, artistic 
rrmn 11/i1m t nsund that tlusc 
mn nmb'affumtc Tlris 
l If ff of a rnrnlnwm1 .~!IOU'.~ 
/nm m nrm1: a ,;rusd(. d 
cwmss and ornall ..tlhr 
lit/me/. II 1.~ crlrt1ml~· unliktfr 
tlu1t sudr cqwpmrnf-UVls kY.,;11 

b\· mon tlum a homiful of 
scmor offit t rs. 
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The Post-Marian 
Roman Army 

A legion <reploy<d 
for battle 

// // 

/ 
The size of the gaps betwttn 
the cohorts of each line, and 
between the lines themselves, 
is largely con1ectural 

One cohort 

~6 

/

There were ten cohorts 1n 
a legion. formed mto thrtt 
Imes 

Marius and t he capite censi 
The <Tl'ation of a pmfe,"ional army has often been 
attributt'Cl to Caius .\larius_ In 107 Ile he was elected 
mn:.ul and st·nt to replare the mrnmander in the 
~umidian \\ar in spitt' of strong opposition fn•m 
tht• St·natt•. I >.:mt'<I the n11ht to rai,... new lcg1ons to 
:.trcni..>thcn the army rn Africa. ~larius was only 
JX'l'mitkd to takt• \olunkt:r> with him. In an 
unprt"<.'l'Clt·ntt'Cl n~""· he ap!><'aled to the pmrest 
citin·ns, 1m.:n \\.ho larkl'Cl sufficient pos ... ~1ons to 
qualif) fnr militar) ,,.,nitY. The-.e. the 'head count' 
(l'flP/11 n IN), n.,.ponded wtth enthusiasm and 
pmu 'Cl themselv."' to be fine ,.Jldien;. The link 
Ix·t11t·en pmpt.'l't~· and militari sen·1t1' was broken 
for ever. rt'<.TUtts now needed only to be citizens and 
came imTeas1ngly fn•m the poor. 

It 1s poss1bte that sometimes 
all soi standard bearers were 
group«! togeth« on the 
centre of the lule, rather than 
1n front of ~ach c~ntury as 
shown h«• 

--
There ~e ~x centuries in 
a cohort, de~oyed in line 



The l'hang(' may no! have been quite as 
sudden as 1h1s. Some sl'holar,; arl(Ue 1hat ;\larius 
merelr llllldt.• opt.•n admis:-;ion of a practice that 
was alreadr common. Ct.·rt;tinly the minimum 
qualifi<~llion for '<"!"\'ll'l' had Ix-en lowered. and 
1hert' is a li11le t»idenn• for pwn·r volunteer,; 
'<·rvmg "ilh 1he k·gui11' in man) campaij{lls and 
cffl'ct11 dy bc.·oimmg rnn·er soldier,;. although we 
do not knm1 how many of lh<-se men thert' were. 
En·n ~>. \ 1ariu:-.' n·form was certainly an 
importanl -:-;tagt• m the transition fnnn militta to 
pmfK.,.ional arm}. Soon afkn\ard:-. the last great 
rebellion of Rom6 Italian allies. an extremely 
brutal rnnlli<1 known as the Sci<·ial \l'ar. led to the 
granung of l'illztnsh1p to \'lrtuall)· all of the 
mmmunnit.,, south of 1he River l'o. The ainl' 
disappean'<l, and no" all trmp' were re<n1ited into 
legionsorganizt'<I in tht•s.an\t.' way, 

The new legions 
Although many of 1he traditions of 1he militia 
legions were prt•St..·rn•d, tht• 1ww proft~...;ional or 
semi profl•ssional units were fundamentally differ· 

One century of 80 men, 
d~ 1n four ranks. 
The greater ~ze of md1vldual 
centunes made them better 
suit~ to independent 
opt<•toom th.In the smaller 
man1ptes of the earlier penod 

ent in their spirit and tactics. Tht• 1ww kgions were 
much more permanent, keepmg !Ill' "'1me nanw and 
number thmughout their existcnt'e. ln the past t•ach 
legion had carried five standards, an l'agle. h<>T>'l'. 
bull, wolf and boar, but \ lariu, l('Jve each lei..~on 
a single silver eagle as !ls standard. Legionar· 
i~ who viewed the army as a C'an?t:r. not 
simply as an interruption to normal lift.'. 
came to identif)' \'ff)' strongly wi1h th<·ir 
legion. and these umts dewlop<'<l 
tremendous corporate spirit. Skilful 
leaders such as Caesar would play on 
soldiers' pnde in their legions and 
ri\·alry with other units in the arm). 

Soldiers no longer pm\'idt'<l their own 
equipment, instead being 10N1t'<l w11h 
weapons. armour and clothing by !ht slale. The 
differences be1 ween the various clas"-"' in the legion 
\'ani,hed. the cavalry and light infon1ry disappear· 
ing with them. All legionaries Wl'rt' now heavy 
infantrymen. armed a like wi1h pi/11111 and 1tlad/11s. 
The men were still organized inlo l'enluries. !hough 
these were now all 80·mcn strong, and a pair of t'en· 
turies composed a maniple. I lowcvtr, the mample 
was replaced as the basic tactical umt by the larger 
mhort. This consisted of thrt-e m;rnipk'>. one fmm 
each of the old lines, whose names wen· Prt"'<'ned 
in the titles of !he l1'nturions, and mustt-rt-d 180 
men as 'paper slrcngth' Allied mmingems had 
been organized into mhorts for 'ome tune. and 
Polybius twice rnenuon, the fnrm.ation 111 use wnh 
the legions in Spain dunng 1hc S..'1.'Und Punic \\'ar. 
On one of the:;e ocuisions he '<'l'lllS to s<l)' that a 
cohort consisted of three mampJt.,,. although !he 
text is a little ambiguous. It mar be !hat t'>hort was 
the term employed for anr temporary umt larger 
than a maniple bu1 smaller 1han a ll'g1on. It 1s also 
plliSible that conditions in Spain enrnurag<'<l ib u"-' 
at certain times by the legions fighting thl're, but 
there is no good reason 10 believe !hat all legions at 
all times were orl('Jnized into cohorts as well as 
maniples before Marius. 

The cohort offered SC\'eral advan1agt>s O\'er !he 
same number of men organized m10 maniples. In 
the first place it was a uni! used 10 working logether 
and must certainly have had its own (X>mmandcr, 
although none of our sources tell us 1his t•xpli('ltly. 
He was most pmbably one of the six cemunons 
commanding the centuries. One or several cohorts 
made up a coherent and eff('('tive detachment if a 
force was required for an OJXrnlion not sufficientlr 
large to warrant the use of an enlire legion. In 
battle, the legion still most comrnonl~· deployed into 
the tripil'x acirs formation. four mhort' m lhe fnmt 
line and three in the middle and rt'ar lmcs. llm\<'\t'f, 
each cohort was 1he same size and t-arned idmucal 
equipment. Such a legion etiuld ju,1 as easil\ form 
in two or four lines if this suited the ta<11<-al situa· 
tron. It was also far t-asrer for a <'>m1nander to 
control. sint'e now he had only to mn,·e) his mstruc· 

Tht Post-Marion 
Roman Army 

,11 szk£rdtn.ariu.-.; nun/rd 1n 
l!J tll. slunnng a ll'gionary 

w11!1 (aquila) flanked by tu·o 
crntmy standards (:;igna). 
Han·us 1s crl'llilrd uith hatwl( 

}{lffll weir u_.gion a sing/J. 
1 aRk' as 1/s pnnopa/ standard. 

(IA fiJ .t1 lt·1:1m1 of JO cohorts 
tAp/1')"t d fi1r boll/, . AD cuh"'rls 
U"( rt l'QUIP/:>t'd and lrait1'.·d lo 
fi1:Jrt m 1111 same lt'O): l4'hlrl1 
mtanl llial 111£\· did not hart 
to 1>1:rupy a fi.r~d f>u:-.lhon /lJ bt 
tffechr·r. 
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A rl'((mstntrho11 of tht siege 
Imes built by Julius Carsar 's 
anny al Ak.W m 52 BC, 
gimll( a gr>Qd 1mJ>ressUJn of 
/ht high ln'tls of mginrmng 
skiO romnum rn /ht 
1>rofissw11al kl/IOllS. At Aksia 
/ht Romans constntcted lu'O 
such lints - one faang 
111u:ards to11-ards the dcfwded 
tou·n a11d the other faci11g 
outu·ards to guard agamst the 
GaUic nlrrf am1y - each mare 
than J 7.5 km (I I miles) long, 
111dud1111( 23 forts and 1<1/h 
/ou:er< at mtrn'Ols of c. 24 m 
(l:IO ft) aln11g /ht rom/>Qrl. 
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tions to 10 cohort commanders instead of the 
leaders of 30 maniples. Cohorts were not forced to 
move onlr with the rest of the line, but could be 
shifted as individual units. The legion of 10 cohorts 
was far more flexible tactically and strategically 
than its predece;sor the manipular legion. 

Professionalism and the new permanence of the 
legions brought other advantages. Experience and 
technical knowledge was more easily preserved and 
passed on to the next generation instead of being 
lost each time the army was disbanded. During the 
1st century oc the Roman army first began to 
display a mastery of engineering works unrivalled 
by any of its opponents. Legions contained special­
ists and skilled craftsmen as well as soldiers who 
willing!)' provided a labour force. Julius Caesar's 
army included men capable of building a bridge 
across the Rhine, of constructing and repairing a 
fleet of ships, of building ramps and engines to 
storm Avaricum or lines of fortification to blockade 
Alesia into submission during his Gallic cam· 
paigns. These craftsmen were only formed into 
separate teams for the duration of a task. otherwise 
remaining dispersed throughout the cohorts and 
performing the same duties as the other soldiers. 

The best legions produced by the militia system, 
hardened by long service and trained by experi­
enced officers, had been very good indeed, perhaps 
as confident and tactically skilled as even the finest 
of the later professional legions. However, the new 
professional units were on average better trained 
and disciplined than their predecessors, simply 
because they were more permanent. The Romans 
believed that it took many years of successful fight­
ing for a unit to reach the peak of its efficiency. One 
of Caesar's officers contrasted a legion in its eighth 

campaign in Gaul and showing great promise, but 
still not quite as good as the veteran units of the 
army. 

Under gifted and ambitious commanders the 
well-trained professional legions undertook the 
most intensive period of conquest in Rome's history. 
Lacking integral light infantry or cavalry, Roman 
armies now relied on allies, often locally raised co 
provide these supporting arms, but it was always 
on the legions that the brunt of any operation fell. 
Men such as Marius, Sulla, Pompey, Lucullus and 
Caesar demonstrated the flexibility of the cohort 
legions time and again. In Europe, North Africa and 
the Near East the Romans took on very different, 
and often far more numerous, enemies and 
destroyed them, often wnh contemptuous ease. 
Overconfidence contributed much to the disaster at 
Carrhae in 53 oc, when Crassus' army was virtually 
destroyed by the Parthians. 

Professional officers 
The legion of JO cohorts still lacked a permanent 
commander. However, it became increasingly 
common for one of the governor's deputies (kgah) 
to be placed in charge. When fighting the German 
King Ariovisrus in 58 oc. Caesar placed hisquaeslor 
and five kgati in command of his six legions. The 
quaestor was an elected magistrate, a senator at an 
early stage in his career who was supposed to 
administer the finanoes of the province and act as 
the governor's deputy. The legati were not elected 
but chosen by the governor from amongst his 
family, friends and political allies. Some of these 
might be former governors and army commanders. 
providing experienced, if still temporary, leader· 
ship at this level. 



There were also still six tribunes in each legion. 
Some of these were still young, inexJX'fienced aris­
tocrats embarking on a political career. but an 
increasing proportion were from the equestrian 
order (the class was named afttr its original role as 
C3\"3lrymen). Many of the latter were as profes­
sional as the men 111 the ranks. for it seems to have 
become common to stn·e O\"er long periods of time. 
The frequency of foreign wars and the not-uncom­
mon outbreak of civil conflit1 in the bt century oc 
allowed many offin,,.;; to see aln""'t continual ><'rvice. 

Another imponant fat1or in pr.,..•rving collected 
experience and skill in the army was the rise of the 
profes:;ional centurion. A I though Polyb1us com­
mented on the care taken to select determined 
fighters to fill the ranks of the centunonate, it is 
only in the l~~te Republic that these men be<:ome 
more prominent. In Caesar's narrati,·e of his own 
campaigns, it 1s the centurions more than any other 
grade of offict·r who ret-e1ve attention and praise. 
both collectively and as named individuals. Men 
like Sextus Baculus in Gaul and Crastinus at the 
battle of Pharsalus in Gret>ce (18 tK., where Caesar 
defeated Pompey) art• depicted as heroic figures, 
who inspired the ~lldiers under their command. On 
several occasions Caesar nott.,, that he promoted 
gallant t-enturions from lower grades in veteran 
legions to higher p<»-imms 111 recently raised units. 
Only once in the ennre Caesarian Corpm; 1s a man 
specifically mentioned as hav111g nsen to the centu­
rionate from the ranks of the legions, and the 
individual in question was serving with Pompey 
not Caesar. Otherwise we have no real clue to the 
selecuon of tht~ officers and whtther they entered 
the army as officers or were promoted from the 
ranks. \\'hat is clear is that ona> a man joint'CI the 
L-enturionate. he bt~-a1ne an 111dividual of some 
status and m time often wealth. 

Professional soldie rs 
The post-Manan army was in many ways a more 
flexible and effetiive forl't than its predet-essor. Its 
relationship with the Republic was also very differ­
ent. To a great extent the old militia army had been 
the entire state and people under arm8. Men were 
granted varying degrees of political influent-e in 
relation to the capacity with which they served in 
the army. !\1ilitary service was :;ometimcs glorious 
and sometimes profitable. but generations of citi­
zens were will mg to serve out of a sense of duty to 
the Republic wuh which they strongly identified. In 
essence the old hoplite ideal was preserved, sint-e 
the men fighting for the state were the ones who had 
a greatest stake in u. 

The professional soldiers came overwhelmingly 
from the poon.,;t cla,,.-,e,., whose dir111 political 
influence was negligible. The army fed and clothed 
such men. giving them an income and a >ense of 
purpose. All of this was lost as soon as they were 
discharged. The Senate refu..-;ed to acknowledge 

that the army was no longer a militia of the proper­
tied classes, instead of a fort-e of ~)ldiers dependent 
on the army for a Ji,·elihood. The ~>ldiers therefore 
now looked to their commanders to provide them 
with some means of suppon, usually a grant of 
farmland, when they returned to civilian life. ,\ 
good general, one who had campaigned long and 
successfullywithanarmy,t'>ipetiall1onewhowasa 
gifted leader. was now able to create an army whose 
loyalty was to himself far more than the state which 
ignored the ,;oldiers' problems. It 1s a stnking 
feature of the l~1te Republic that the times of great­
est conquest were mtermcsht'CI with returrent civil 
wars. Legion turned against legion with much the 
same ruthles:; efficiency that they had shown fight­
ing foreign opponents. The great mnquerors were 
the major leaders in these internal t'Onflicts, as time 
and again legions were marched on Rome to seize 
political power by force. The professional army was 
a major factor in making p<>Ssible the upheavals 
which in time destroyed the llepublican system of 
government and led to the creation of the l'rinci­
pate, a monarchy in all but name. 

The Post-Marian 
Roman Army 

.-1 mtmonalrommnnorahng 
\farrus Cadtu.s Rufus. a 
... lmor <£11/urion of lcgio 
XII.'( and t1rn of las 
fn·rdmm Cadtus 1cas laikd 
at the al/( of .'i.1 tclu:n las 
k'J(loll and tim others untll'r 
lilt command of Pub/ius 
Qumchlius iams u·ere 
ambuslu·d and destroyed m 
Clrma1lvin.4.D9. Tiit 
tlJS(riphQn condudrs by 
J(ranting penn;ssion/or Iris 
runams lo be deposited here 
1/ tluy u·crr et•er found. 
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The Army of the 
Principate 

Romtm ... ob.Jun lial/ a $11t1t 

ann11t1U\' ,14. dm It d tr,,,, thtir 
/Jt1y lo Pmt1'/1 fi_1r tlu- t ust" of 
lunrmlonnu•nU.'- /lcJ1«1.1r, 

0

tluscl11J'1(f tl1""nofy,mto 
hart. cortrtdmntluugmori 
than /ht moM mdmu ntar_v of 
uuirkt rs for tht ararr, a111/ 

mmn 1mltmlual" .,., I 
ac/J1/umal mmuy a.,1dr lo pm· 
for mon. subslanlwl 
m' monaL"- F:n n n smtp!, . 
unadorm ti msrn'pf11m Ilk< 
tlus lt'ottltl IUtt"l t·,pr'·'' nlt<l ll 
swab/, mff.'i/m1 nl. 
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The legions 
By !ht• chuh of Rome's tin;t Emrxmr .• \u1:1.1s1us, m 
111 11 lht Rnman army had bt·comt a full) pmft"' 
sional and permanent m~titution. The ht·art of 
the arnt) rt111.ained the legion<. manr of which 
\\ould t.·ndurt.' for centuries. \-ani:->hing only wht"n 
dt.~tn1)N.I in act um cff. tm>re rarely. di:->b..lnded in di~ 
gr.in·. \ uj{t.1:->tus had inhl'rited a force of O\"l'r 60 
kgions bi lhl'l'nd of lht•ci\'il wan;. bul rt'<ltll't'<I this 
lo :al. This lotal was onh· 10 fluctuate a li11k· abo\l' 
or belm\ 30 for the next :im yea,-,;. Each k•gion was 
l•.tfrt.~n a numbt.·r and most rapidly acquired n.anws 
and tltlt.·s as well. T he ~y~tem \Vas ne\"er entirt>lr 
logiral. sugg(:sting that there was strong resistance 
from ,;imw t•xisting k-gions to give up their identity . 
.i\s a n."!"ult ~·vt·ral numbers \H~re duplicated and 
tlll'rl' \\Wl' no fewtr than three third legions. Tht• >ll· 
uation bt."'tc.mw even more apparently confusing as 
lakr emJ~.:nirs raised new lehrions m st"QUtnCt":'i 
'l:trttnl.( al 'one'. l"nckr Au!,'Ustus the higlwsr-num· 
lx·n<I lt'l{lon "·" XXll lleiotanana. This h;1d an 
unu:-;.ual ong-in. sinct· it was formed fnml tht arm\ 
of tht• Calauan Kini: ll..-iotarus. \\ho had t'QUIPJ><'<I. 
orgamzed and traint'<l his ,;i1ldit'fS on the Roman 
modl'I. The onl.(mal n.uuits aprxar to han· lx·t·n 
g1n·n Rrnnan citizen:-;.hip. but ~oon the legion was 
rl'\TUlled fmm men who already pos . .....,,_sed thl' fran­
c hist• and trt:"Jled m exactlr the same way as all the 
othtr legions. Other untt titles prt">er\'ed "'me trace 
of lht·tr origms. Three legions, X. XIII and XI\', 
\\t'rt' knm\n as Gt:mina or 'Twin', suggt':"ting that 
they Wl'rt' originally formed by the amall,'amation 
of two units. 

Some legion;.; had developed a distinct 1dm11tr 
and reputation in the post-1\.larian army. but !he 

~\Uk7\.lstan rl'forms inslltutionalizt.'CI this trl'nd. 
Tlu-ir 11;1mt.~ soml'l1111t.~ t.•xpre:->sl'd martial \·irtU(.....,, 
'uch as Ft·rrata llnm,idt>S) or Fulmmaw (Thun· 
dt·rt·r), or comml'morated reg-ions \\here the umt 
h:1d 1>rt"umabl\ ,.,-rn'CI w11h di,tint11on. Tradittolb 
\H'rt' llt:I\\ pa, ... .c:d \\ 1th111 a legion fmm ont:' gt'nera 
lion of soldit·rs lo the..· 11l'Xt. l..t.•){ion:tnt'"S Wt'rt' pmud 
of tlwir un11 and <'>nlt·mptuous of othen;. The stan­
dards and tht· ') ml~1ls on nl(•n's shitlds. as ""II 
quite pos ...... iblr as otht.·r pc.:'\1lliaritit"'.:'I of drt'"' and 
muttllt', ni;1de each it-j,(lon unique. Even on shon 
tllS<.Tipti4Jlls, and t~pc..-..:iall~ cm 1mponant onC'S :->urh 
as t·pttaph..... lt•Jf1onaries u:-;ually mt'ntion their 
ll'g1nn. Ernrxm,-,; rnrdullr granted the right to 
tilll's to win th<· fa\'our of thl'ir ,;iildien;. Therefore 
aftt·r tht·tr prormnl'nt mlt• 111 1hr ddl'at of BoudicL'a 
111 111 t~l. 1'l'ro addt-d the narnt" \lartia \"irtnx 
(\lar\ own. tlw rirtorinus) to thl' full ttl le of Legio 
XI\' Ccmma. Trajan. whose full name \\.'a:-> !\larrus 
Ulpius Traianus. named Legum XXX lllpia \"ictnx. 
~ot all bonoun- wert.• \\·on in war. Claudius granting 
lht• 11tk· Claudia p1a fidelis (Claudius' own, pious 
ancl faithful) to Lt•gio \'II \1an'<lonirn and Legio XI 
whm thl') rt.fust'<I lo follow thtir commander in an 
attl'mptt'Ci l~>up. 

Thl're had bten no stt term of ser\'1ce even after 
1lw \ larian rdorms. although the traditional 
m.axunum of l()rmnpaij{flsc1r }"t'ars ma~ have con· 
tllllll'CI to apply, l;:ginns ,;i11llt't1mes served for the 
durntion of a ronlhct. but many rl'mamed 111 s.,r.trn­
·son at a \\ar·s l'nd. \UJ.,'lt:-.tus establi:->ht."CJ the length 
,,f ~·'l(:rnn· in h1:-. nt.•\\, pc.:rmant:nt lt.'J..'lon~ a~ 16 yl'ars 
with a funht·r four as a wtl'ran. \",·tt-rans r.,maint'<I 
wtth thl'lr ltj,(lon. but were excused guard duty and 
fatii.,'Ul-s and in lheon onli· obliged to fight m 
deft·nw of the ltl.(lon ·, ba"' or rnrnp. llowe1·er. a 
shortagt.> of rt.'lTUits re:-;.uJted. later in Augu:-;tu:-;' 
rc.·ign, in tht.' l'~ttnsion of st-r\."ice to 20 years with an 
additional five as a vctl'r.111. Although the change 
was at fiN bitt<•rly r'""'ntt'<I. 1t rtrnained standard 
thmughout the Prmcipalt'. 

Uncltr ,\ugtbtu' th<• command structure of the 
legion was laid out more clearly and a permanent 
rnmmancler appointed. This was the /1·1ta/11s le1tin-
11is, a senator, usually in his earlr 30s. The 
M.'<:Ond-111-command \\:as the only other senator in 
till' llllll, lhl' /nb111111s /atidal'ius. a man usually in 
his late rems or l'arli 20s and with little or no prior 
military (•xrx:ril'net.•. Third·in·command was the 
firm}< flus rn.,/rorum. or Camp l'n>fc'<-1. who was an 
expmtitct'<I forml'r chief cmturion and had pmba· 
bl) 'iXnt 111<.,.t of his adult life m the army. The 
l'rdt"Ct sterns to haw bt·en rt.-sponsible for man) 
a~pc.."'l·t:-; of administnttu>n which n·quired ~>me 
t"·hnit-al knm• k'<li:e. There were abo li\'e tribunes 
rt,,TUltt-d fmm tht' t'Qut-,.tr~m orckr, /rihrmi a111t11slt· 
rlm·ii. \\ho 1~ ... rfornlt..-.O \\halt"\ t1' ta."'ks were 
allocmed to them but t»mmandt'<I no sptcific 
st'<'linn of !ht• kgion. llt·n<•alh lht-,.c \\t-re the centu· 
ri<ms. six tc, e-arh eohc>rt. wh'~ titlt.-s prt~·t'CI the 



Legions of the Principate 
/.Jgrtm 

IGt't"manica 
I \d1atm pta tidd1' 
I ltalic:i 

l\L1oia1ia 
I Fla\ m \Im< n "' pL1 ltddi' 
I Parth1ra 
II \uJ.,•ti-ta 

II \diatnx p•t tideli> 
11 ltalica 
lll':trth1ca 
II Traiana ft1rti ... 
Ill \ugusta lllll lidt•lis 

Ill Cyrenaica 
Ill Gall1ca 
Ill ltalicar<mr<)r.-. 
111 l'arthira 
1111 \ 1artilonira 
1111 Flavia f.•lix 
llll Snth1rn 
\' ,\la;ICkt<' 
\' ~lart"<l<>nica 
\ ") Ft-rrata tidt·lis n1n .... ta1i.' 
\'I \"i,1rix 
\"II CL1ud•1 pia tidd1' 
\"II Gt11111ta 
\'Ill \uJ.,•ti-ta 
IX (or \"l lllJ fl i-pana 
XFrt:'tt.-n ... 1:-. 

\Gt·mina 
XI Claud•• p1a hddi­
.\11 Fulmir.lla 

F11nmd 

l.ll<'R<·1iublir 
\t·m 
~t.."fO 

\'.t.m 
l>onllltan 
Sl•\t"fU.., 

l.1tt• R<·publir 
.\ugu ... tus 

.\"~:m 
\I \un·liu' 
St:\t·ru ... 
Tra1an 
Latt• Rt·publir 

,\ugustus 
l•tll' lkpublir 
C:H-s<tr 
~ I \url'lius 
St-\·t.·rus 
Cal'sar 
\ 't· ... µ:1sian 
\1 \nton\'? 
Ci:u.·~\r · 
I.it<' R<·pubhr 
t;.1t"sar 

Latt Republic 
C.u.·sar 
Ga Iba 
l.11t Republic 
l•ll< Republic: 
l.1te Republir 
C:u:sar 
Latt• Republtr 
Cat'Slr 

I )i slri~w d!d1sba11drd 

di:-.. \11/0 

dt:--, \IJ 00--70 

d,tr. under [)om11ian? 

d,tr. under I ladnan' 

.\'ofl.'i 

[)i,bandt-d aftt·r Cinli,' r,·mlt 
On~>inally fnmwd from nt<·n draft<'<i from tilt' !leet 
Rai"''C! 111 Ital) .. \II tlk• oni.:1nal rt'l.TUl1' alt' supp<......O to haw lx'l'n 

l.Hm(6fl)tall 
Short·lin.-d. rivil war kJ{l<>ll 
Tit It-:-. 3\\nrdt-d ft•r k>\itlt\ to llrnm1t10m 
Rai~ for hi'.'\ Parthi.;n t·~ped1tion 

Pmbablr ong1r.11ly ,.,.11, ... 1 <:allit-a 
On!{inally fnrm<'C! from nwn draftt'l.I fmm the Ile< t 
Probably formt'C! 111 1!1 lti.'i 
Raised for hh Parthian t'XJ~:chtion 
~trong', prob.1bly "'"'rck'C! for S<:mr< m Ilana 

'l'n1tl'<l'. probably formt'l.l 111 111 165 
Rai"''C! for his l'arthtan l'Xll<'l.litton 
Disbanded for deh·tion to Civilis 
'Lucky'. formt'l.I from the lt·1110n' disbanded 111 111 70 

The ·1...arks', origin.1lly raist-d Ill Tran:-...1lpirw Gaul 

The 'lrons1db', faithful and ronstant 
•\'ictoriou'.'I' 
Givt"tl tit It.~ for n·m.1mmg loyal toClaudlU'.'I in \I> 12 
·T,\111° probably rdorn1t-d fmm t\\o lt:Jr!tothr. \1170 

p,.,._-1bly ck-,.tmy<'C! during th,· Bar l\oc:hba rebdliun 111Judaea 
Fn.-ten~j..., was tht· ~trait bt"l\\ten ltah and Sicilv 
'Twin', formed frum ama)jr..tm<.11100 <~f tw11 umt~ 
Given utlt."S for n·rn.iining loyal to Claudilh m \I> 12 
The 'lightt:ning-thnmt-r' 
twin'. formt'CI fmm amalgamation of t\\o unit~ \ Ill Gt·m11ta pta tideli, 

XI\' Gem1r.1 Marua \"irtrix 
Latt· Rt·publir 
I.at< Republic Anothtl "twin' Othtr llllt"'.'1 awardt-d for ~upn~"'ing Boudicca's revolt m 

X \'.\poll man' 
X \' PrimiJ.,!cnia 
X\ I Gallica 
XVI Flavia Firma 
X\'11 
\\' Ill (or XllX) 
XIX 
XX \'alrria \' ictrix 

~\ugu ... tu ... 
Cah11ula 
.:\U.f..11.IStan 
\'l'spasian 
Augustus 
.\ugustus 
.\ugustus 
,\ ugustus 

dis. \1170 
dt>. \1>70 

d~tr .. \n9 
dstr .. \1>9 
dstr. \119 

\[)6(). 61 
Au!{llstu, ck11med a spt'l.'tal n·kt11onsh1p with the god .\p<1llo 
Disbanded for ddt'l'tton to Ctnhs 
Disbanded for dtf,~·t 1un t0Civ1hs 
Reformed as new umt from XYI Calli<'1 
l){o;troy<~l m Gmnany 
Destroyed in Gennany 
I lestroy<'d in Germany 
Probably awarded tult" for st11>Pl"<'Ssing the Buudiccan revolt in 

\ll60 61 
.\XI Rapax 
\ \ II l>eiotariana 

,\ ugustus 
.\ugusllls 
Cali!{llla 
Trni<111 

dstr. under Domitian? 
dstr under lladrian? 

'Grasping·, i.e. greedy for victory 
Formed from the army of the Galatian l\ing l><·1otarus 

XXll l'nm1gema pi;i ticldi, 
XX.\ l'lpia \"irtrtx 

traditions of the old mampular lewon. In aS<.-ending 
order of S<:niority thl'Sl' \Wre mllt-d hnstntus posic· 
rior. has/a/us pnor, pm1nps pos/c nor, pri11aps 
pnor. p1/us p11.<l1 rior and p1/us pnur. Hlus was an 
alternallw name for lnanus. 

.\legion pos.-..-:-.-..-d a small ravalry for~ of some 
120 men. but tts main ti11htmg strenl.(1h remained 

Rai:-.t..'Cl for thr I>acian \\a~ dunnli{ whi(·h 1t \\on the utle ·victorious' 

the IO cohorts. Each con'1,tt-d cm paper of 480 men. 
divided into six l't'ntunes earh l'Ollllllandt'<I bv a 
centurion. There were 80 men in a cc.·mur\·, dl\i&.'<I 
into ten sections of co11tui>< min of l'ight .men. The 
co11/ubcmium shared a tent on t-ampatl.(ll, and a pair 
of rooms in a bmTark blork. linng and t•atmg 
togtther. Such conditions Mlded to fc.,tt'f a wry • p..> I 
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The Defeat of 
Boudicca 

In .\ll 1:l the Emperor Claudius invaded Britain. The 
mo:;t serious rebellion the Romans were ever to face 
m the island came almO!'t a generation later in \D 60. 
It was led by Boudicca. widow of King Prasutagus of 
the Iceni tnbe (who lived in the area of modern-day 
:\orfolk) and was prompted by the brutal behaviour 
of a:rtain Roman officiak The Queen rallied many 
supporters fmm her own and neighbouring tribes, 
sacked Camulodunum (Colche;ter). \ 'erulamium 

AD 60 
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SO mt~ 

BRITAIN 

(St .\!bans) and Londmium (London). and defeated 
a \cxillation of Legio IX Hispana. When the revolt 
erupted the governor of the provin<:e, Caius Suetonius 
l'auhnu.s, wa; campaigning m north Wales. I le hastily 
Murnro and confronted the rebels at an unknown 
loC".J.llon. 

Ni ES 
,, oVP.. 

i RI •' 
Camulodunum • 
(Colchester) 

Verulamoum (St Albans) • 
• Lond1mum 

(London) 

( NGLISH CHANNll 

The forces 
I The Roman_, most of Legio XIV Gemma and part 

of Legio XX, supported br auxiliary infantry and 
cavalry. In total around 10.000 men commanded by 
the legate Suetonius l'aulinus. 

2 The Britons: there are no reliable statistics for the 
Bnush army, but It was evidently several times 
largt'r than the Roman force. 

Aware that he was heavily outnumbered. but that his 
ln<'fl " ere far superior in training, equipment and 
discipline. Suetonius l'aulinus deployed his army ma 
defile. wnh his flanks and rear protected by high 
ground and woodland The legions were in the centre, 
the auxiliary m horts on either side and the cavalry on 

~ Auxiliary cavalry (Roman) 

• Auxiliary infantry (Roman) 

D Roman legionaries 

e British wagons 

Ill Britons 



the wings. lloud1cca relied on her army's size rather 
than any subtle tactics to crush the enemy. Behind the 
ma..'\Sed warrior.; was a !me of wagons, from which 
the men's wives watched the fighting. The Romans 
waited for the Bntons to advance, but counter· 
attacked when they were very ckx;e. After heavy 
fighting the Bntons were routed with great Jos:;. 

Casualties 
I Roman: around .tOO killed and "<>mewhat more 

wounded (c. S-10 per cent). 
2 Bntoru;: one source claims as many as 80.000 were 

killed. and certainly their los.-;e:; were very hea,·y. 

Results 
The rebellion was deci.,vely defeated although 
further operations were required to siamp out its last 
embers. Boudicca is believ<'<l to have despaired and 
iaken poison. 

A heaiuy romantmzcd 19th 
century statue of Boudl(CO 
nding in her scythed dJOnot 

Britons retreat 
with huge losses 

The Romans gradually 
force their way into the ;l¥1:s';f ;"~ 

BOUDICCA (died c. AD 60--61) 
Boudict.'a \\3s wife of Kmg Prasulagus of the Iceni. who 
had made his peal"e wJth 1he Roman.' soon afler 1he 
Emperor Claud ill> invaded Bniain in All 43. Briti>h 1nbco. 
often had mo~ than one king at a time and 1l 1~ probable 
1ha1 Prasuiagusruk'donly onesectJOOorclanof the loeru 
Boudicca", name \\'3s probably dawed from l:louda. a 
Celuc ~'of victory. \\'hen l'ra>uiagus died in >J> 60 
beqUt'athmg hL' P'"''"'""'ns iomliy to his daughlet"' and 
the Emp<.ror r\tro, !he Roman Procurator DeciamL> Cane' 
(an offidal m cha~ of pronnaal tioance;J plunderro h"' 
kmgdom. I hs m.n fl<'IW'd lloud1cca and raped her daugh­
tl'r'-. <.,tral1'-'" llih1ch imm.dtatdy prompled rebellioo. 

The h1,torian l>io Ca"'"" wriung a century and a half 
!alt'!', <k-...Tibed Bc.,d1cca as veri tall. wllh long red hair, 
p1en.1ng e}t":'> and a har;.h voice a picture which may O\\e 
more to 1he stereotype of the northern barbarian 1han the 
Queen's :tl1ual appearane<. He also says that she hab11U­
ally wore a many coloored dres.' (probably tartan or 
checked). a golden lorque amund her neck. and a Jong 
ch1k pmn<'<l m place w11h a brooch. 

• t 
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The Army of the 
Pnncipalt! 

Legionaries in 
the Teutoburg 
Wald, AD 9 

Masked helmet. Although 
conventionally dismissed as 
parade armour, a face- mask 
from a helmet was found at 
Kalkriese suggesting that it was 
worn 1n batUe. The tombstone 
of one signifer appears to show 
him wearing such a helmet 

Signum The es~tl.JI OOHJn 
of the CMtury standttrd 
appeian to have changed htl~ 
over the centunes The num~ 
of discs may have 1nchcatfd the 
identity of the CMtury, whde 
the hand was perhaps 
ong1rwfly auocklted with the 
maniple. Not1c.e the pro,«ltng 
hand gnp low down on the 
~ft Standards were often 
~anted in the ground and 1t 
reqwred some force to pull 
them out again. 

Scale armour· This s;gnder 
wears a cu1rass of bronze 
scales. When polished such 
armour would contribute to 
the splendid appearance of the 
man carrying this symbot of 
the century's pride. 

Shield Roman army \t-indards 
were heavy obte<ts, O\pt<ially 
the 119no which often urned 
large amounts of dKorabon It 
was therefore tmp<IKtKal for a 
standard-bearer to carry a 
nonnal-siz~ Kulum, and they 
mstead s.e-em oftt-n to havt h~ 
a small round shteld 

dose bond between its members, of the type 
observable in the small units of modern armies. 
Co11/11bl mo/is developed as a word for close 
comrade and was uSffl by officers and men alike. To 
""'isl the centurion in running the century he had 
the same gmup of subordinate officers (pri11cipo/cs) 

At the t-nd of tht· I st centul) llC th<- Emperor 
\uj..'U,tu:-.' rommanckrs undertook tilt- ronqm~t of a 

nt·\\ pmvmc.Tof Germanr.co\t=ringthearea bt"tWt't"O 
tht• Rhnwand the Elbe llowev.r. m .\U9a ma)Or 
rd>t.•lhon \\.a .... Jt:'CI bv Arminiu=->. a chieftain of tht· 
Cht·ru"-1 tnb.-. FetKomg loyalty to Rome until the last 
mmute. he lt<l lhe pmvmcial legate, Publius 
(.)u1oc·tiliu .... \'aru:->. mto an ambu~h. The Roman army 

rotbtsllll!(of Legtone,; X\'11. XllX and XIX. 
sup1>orlt<i bi three cavalry a/ac and six infantry 
cohort~ of auxiliaries was lured into the woods and 

as the old Republican army, the optio, sig11ifcr, and 
lt.~srranu~. 

Tht• first cohort appears to have been different. 
At the wry least by the later 1st c"nturr \ll, some, 
and perhaps all. lei.,~ons had a fir>t cohort broken 
mto five instead of six ct·nturi"" Each century was 

tn:tr-ht,of the l't'lllnburi: \\aid "lx·re n ""' 
ck""tm~ .. -d m ~'\l1"31 da~:-.of blttt'f tightmg. \'aru. .... 
n•nmlltl1l ,;u1<1<k· before th< <nd and rnily a handful 
of hi-. men 1nana).!rti tot·~:ap.:. Tht~ )cJ:'. .... of a tt>nthof 
till· t:ntirt• Roman arm~ pmH-d a tt>rriblt> blow to the 
3,l{t'lnK. \ugu .... lu:-., who i:-. :-..;.ud to ha\ l' v. anderfti 
around his palare bangmJ{ his hl'ad aJ.,,ram:-;t the walls 
and shoUttn!(OUl '(~lllCllitU> \'arus, gi\'e me back m)' 
lt·g1em:-.'' ,\Jth•mgh C)thtr R•}man armies \\tre sent 
against Arminiu!'I and mtlictt-d some rt'vc~-s upon 
hun. th<')' proved unable to rt'<.11\'er the lost province. 

Animal skin helmet cover: 
Another or the marks of a 
standard-bearer was the 
adornment of his helmet with 
an animal skin including the 
head and forearms. This 
contributed to his spectacular 
appearance, but appears to 
have onginally had anoent, 
totemic stgnificance, 

Imperial Galllc helmet This 
centurion who could easily 
be Caelius Rufus whose 
memorial is shown elsewhere 
1n the book - has a tall 
transverse crest as a badge of 
rank. He 1s wearing an lmpena1 
Gallo< helmet, ol a type that 
would be common by the 
mKidlt of the 1 s.t CMtury. 

Culrass and harness: The 
centurion wears mail armour, 
over which is a leather harness 
supporting his decorations, 
including phalerae and 
torques. In Caesar's day it was 
common to wear medals in 

~We and this practice may 
have Pf'rsisted into the 
Pnnopate. 

Coolus helmet . This sotdier 
wean. a bronze helmet of the 
Cooius pattern_ This okter 
design would s.oon be largely 
su~seded by lmpenat ltahc 
and GallK types. hke that wom 
by the CMturion. 

Segmented armour Part of a 
cu1rass of lorKa ~mentata was 
found at KalkrteSe, making this 
the e.uhest known example of 
this type of armour, which had 
previously not been attested 
before the middle of the 
1st century AD. 

Sword This legionary wields a 
glod1us with a Mainz.styte 
~ade. In contrast the 
centunon has the newer 
Pompeii type. 

Scutum This man crouches 
down behind his rectangular 
scutum to qa1n the maximum 
protection. The shield devKe of 
L~K> XllX 1s unknown and this 
p..ittern 1s taken from Tra,an's 
Column. 



double the normal strength at 160 men.,., that the 
entire mhort mustt·rtd &Xl. In ast~nding order of 
~:niority, its <.'t:nturions \H'l"C known as has/a/us 
posfl n11r. lla.,/alus,pm1nps posh nor, pm1nps, and 
pnmus pllu.,, ,\II of th<"'' ranks, and t-,;pt>Cially the 
primus pi/us. t·njo}t.id 1mmt.·n~· pn~tigt.'. their 
holder» living in substantial houS<-s rather than 
barrack nx•ms in a permanent camp. In the Late 
Roman manml of \'<·gelllL,, the author claims that 
the llJt•n of the tiN t>ihort \\ere supp.No'd to be 
tallt-r than the lll<·n of tht l"ht of the legion. A 
n~>dt·rn sugg,.,,tu>n is that the mhort includt'Cl the 
lt,{ion's \t:tt:ran:-.. E1tht.·r ''·'Y· tht~ mi~ht ~uggt.~t 
that tht· liN t»hort pm\"ld<'<i a strong. t•lit<· force 
wuhin the legion. Yet th<• <·vidmce is by no means 
g1x>d enough to tell us whether all legions were reor­
~-anized in this wa} or only "'me. One P<"sibility is 
that for rea'4ms of pr,-stige. or perhaps the st<Jle of 
the lot<JI military problem, ctrtam legions were 
sel~tL'<i to Ix· enlargt'Cl m this way. 

The professio nal ouxilio 
The llomans had ah,ays rt'iit•d !wavily on allied 
><>ldiers to sup1>lement their armit-s. These were 
known generally as the1111xi/111, s111c-., the) aided and 
supp.irtt'Cl till' cit11.<·n k-gions. In the \lid Republic 
each legion \las supp.•rted by an ala. and many 
armit.-s al:-;.(l induclt:d contmlo{t·nts of non·ltalian 
all""· oftt-n lighting 111 tht·ir nall\e style. lJsually 
thL"'' nwn \\<-rt' dra\\ n fmm tht• thmtn· of op<-ra­
tion~ in whu.:h thl· rampaiJ..'11 \\a:-o. bt.·ing \\aged. 
During the Punic \\'ar» Rom;m armies in Sicily 
\\ere supplemmtc'Cl by tnx•ps fnm1 the Greek cmes 
of tht• r<·~~nn, th<"<' m nnrth<·rn ltalv rec·ei\'ed aid 
fmm thl' local Callit• 1rib1. ..... thl' fo;.n.,, 111 Spam 
u,ualli mrluded larg1.' numbt·r» of lbt'l'ian and 
Cdtibo:rian tribt-,,im·n. and the· final deft·at of 
Hannibal 111 '.\orth , \fn<.<l O\H'CI much to Rome's 
~umidian allit~. l;x.-..11 al111,-:-; \\t:n• a U:->t.'ful ~ource of 
addirumal number-.. but \H•rt• oftl'n t"Vt>TI more 
imp.•rtant 111 pmv1ding soldier» wh1...e lighting 
styles wert• particularly ~u1k<l to tht• conditions 

Known Auxiliary Regiments 
lnitmmu ldd1/um11l/il/,s 

of the re~~on. llowe\'er. such allic-,, were not 
always reliable. and a major disaster <>t't'Urrt'CI m 
Spain in 212 111.: '"htn a Rom:tn :irmr \i.as 
abandon<'Cl bv its Celtibt·nan allit-s and then 
o\·erwhchm'CI by nunwncally supt11or Carth;1ginian 
forces. 

After the Social \\'ar the Italian alli<.,.. (or .<om) 
wde ab:-Orbed mto the le~~ons, redt•:mg th<• pmp.1r 
tion of ~m-<.illzen ,.,Jdil.'r» in n~,,..l Roman fidd 
armies. However, the pra1.1in• of t·mplo) mg mntin· 
gl'nts fn>m outs1dt• Ital~ f'ontmued and in many 
ways bt.'Came mon• important. The post ~larian 
legions lacked intl'gral ra\alr) and hi:ht infantry. 
~> it was nrt~-.ary for t·ommandL·r.-- to tind such 
troops from other ~·,ourn-:-.. I >unng thl· ramJXllW'J:-. in 
Gaul, Julius Caesar supportt'Cl his il'gions with 
Gallic. German and Spanish rnvalry, and :\umichan. 
Cretan and German skirmisher». ( >ne of the rt·asons 
for 1he disaster at Carrhae 111!;.)11c "as that Crass us 

St1nd 

The Army of I he 
Prmc;pate 

11 lsl"t:tllluryAl>nlirf from 
/hr lu adquarlt rs r~f /Ji, 
i.J.,'lonaryforlrt's.'i ol .\!ainz 
sl1tmWJ( an auxiliary 
mlan/nman. Ht brandislu·s a 
jr;1·tlm,i11 l11s n°Khl ham! am/ 
has /u·o num held behind Iris 
1/atom/slmllf. 

.\L1 I Bntt1mum 
Cohor~ I s~:plllrna Bdg;:1rum 
(ohnr.-; I Brit:mni(<I 

\"l•tt·r.ma rivium R'•manorum 
l'CjUltilta 

l)omi11an? 1>annonia lnfr-rior. Svria? 
lall' 1st n·ntury? I>ahn .. 1tia. Gt:rmani; lnfcno~ 

Cohor.-. I Brit1onum 

Cohors II Bntannorum 

\tilliaria L'(IUltata nv1um Roma1lf1rum 
\hlharia l lp1a Torqu;1ta Pia Fiddi, 

li\IUITI H:cm1anorum 
\l1lh.;1ria n\ twn Rc1manorum Pia Fiddi~ 

Cohon; II Flav1a Bntlonum t"<Jlllt.:1ta 

Cuhors II \ugust.1 ~<T\1'1 l':in'IMs \hll•1na llnttonum 
Cohors Ill Britannorum 
lohors Ill Bnttonum \'t tl'r:ma t'Qll!l.lla 
Lohors \ l lln11<•1u111 «1u11ata 1'1a ~ 1deh' 

• .\ llri1.Ji ~~n for th1S unn has b<.'t'll sugi.,'l."1..d. but «moot be pl"\J\l'fl. 

ClauditL'-'' ()r I lc-1nut1an P.mtK1111a. l 'pp~:r \fc~1a. I>aria 

\ 't-spa .... ian? 

' 
Flm1.an.~ 

Trapn 
Fl:nian? 
Fl:l\lan' 

\oncum. l'antl<>nia. ~ltJt.':'13, Daria 
C1t"fm:11na lnft"rlor. \1'-.""'1a, I>ada 
\lot •1 lnfenor 
J•anfll:mia. llaCla 

~~~1 Supt•nor 
Lapp:ickna' 
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(LR/I) 71w lombslone of 
Cutia/is. an imaglnifer 
(bcarrr of llU' imag< of the 
emperor - probably Onudius 
111 this cast) in Coho"' \'II 
Raetorum Thr ammo/ sktn 
drap.-d orcr hlS le/I shoulder 
zcas probab{~· usualJJ 1t·onr 
onrliis lzl'lm'-1. Hedudat tltt 
Ofl< of 35. han11g ."1t•d 111 
/Jw am1y fi'r 1.1 J't arx. 

{R1J?lit) An cnhre qumgt mflry 
ala of camlry lx·gim1i111( lo 
de/>10)( Then art 16 turmae 
of 30 men, each led by o 
slandard·bearer. Al the front 
of the entire formation is /ht 
pnftct and lhl' ala's s/andartl 
It is 1111/ikcly that a 111111 u«mld 
ncluaUy fight m such a di rp 
fon11atio11. 

lacked sufficient horsemen and missile.armed foot 
10 combat the Parthian horse archers and cat· 
aphract,;. \'ery little is known of the allies of this 
penod. so that we cannot tell to what extent the-.e 
were trained and di:iciplined. At least some of theie 
unib remained essent~11ly the personal followings 
of a tribal war·leader. fighting for him in the same 
way that they would have done in inter-tribal 
warfare. 

Under Augustus and his immediate successors, 
the auxilia were turned into a much more regular 
and professional force. Significantly they were not 
organiud into formations of equivalent size to the 
legions or old Italian alae. but into units of roughly 
cohort strength. One reason for this was that it was 
far easier 10 shift such small units around the Empire 
as the situation required. Perhaps as importantly, 
the higher le'el of the legionary command structure 



gave the citizen soldiers a marked advantage in 
pitched battles should the foreign auxiliaries ever 
rebel. 

There were three types of atLxil~try unit - infantry, 
cavalry and mixed. The infantry Wl'l'C organized 
mto cohort". euher qumgenarr (500 strong) or mil· 
liary (1,000 strong}. In spite of their names, a 
quingenary cohon normally consisted of 180 men 
divided into six centuries of !lO. whilst a milliary 

cohon mustered 800 men divided into I 0 centuril.,. 
of 80. The cavalry were abo organizl-d into quinge­
niary and milliary units, although in this case thl'se 
were known as aloe rather than rnhort:;. A qumge­
nary a/a consisted of 512 lll<'.n divided into \6tn•>J)S 
(turmae) of 32 men. A milliary ala fielded a formida­
ble total of 768 men in 32 tun11ar. The organll.3tioo 
of the mixed unit". or mlwrll's rquitatae. i~ far I~ 
certain, but the most pmbable interpretation is that 
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The Army of the 
Pnncipott 

...J. mt lo~ /rum /ht' 1 arl) 2nd 
o nlury All Tropm um Trt1t11111 
al A(/amkli.~-'' m Ro111111u(1 

shou'lltJ( llm 1 ou:r1lmn• 
mffl11/r)'lll1n.11/J mar mml. 
earn om/ shit Ids and l11m 
smi~Js in llu ir n):ltl lumd."i. 
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thl"'<' had till' "lllll' number of infantrymen as an 
orchnary mhort and addl'd 120 carnlry and 210 
l1l\alr~ for a quingeniary and milliary unit rt~(X'\'· 
t1wly. Tiu"" r:m11rymen were not as well mount<'CI 
or <'(JUIP!lt'd "'the men in the speciali" cavalry aim'. 

The auxilia provided the imJ>t'rial army with thl' 
va .... t ma1orit\" of its t'7:t\'alo: It also pro\'idl'CI mt•n 
arm<'CI with lonl(l'Hani:ed mi"sile weapons than the 
pilum. mdudirl,I{ umts of foot and ho""' ar.-he,.,... 
Tiu rl' \H'f<' al"' sling<'"' amongst the auxilia. 
althouJ.?h a~ ~l't Wl· know of no unit txclu:->i\'l'I~ 
armed \11th this weapon. and it i, P""'iblt• that 
small contin~'t!nt~ Wl're mcluckd in other unit~ Our 
likr:tr)' "'urL't'S state that some mhons \\l'"' lightly 
arnk-d, .1lthoui:h none is speciftrally attested 
•·pii:r:tphirallr. \lc"'t auxiliary infantry w"r" clos1:­
ordt:r troop~\\ ho fought in a mannl'r \l'f~ similar to 
the ll'l(ions. Th<·\' 'supported' the il'gions morl' by 
prm iding thl'm with l'Xtra manpo\ll'!" rathl'r than 
novel nwthods of lighting. The smaller units of thl• 
mni/1a W<'l"l' '"IJL'-"ially useful in providing a 
rhmper and more llexible force for frontier policini:. 

Troops stationed in Italy 
It \las not until thl' \"l'ry (•nd of the 2nd century 111 
that a ll'l-(1011 '"" IX'rmant·ntly stationed within 
Italy ltsdf. \ugustu, and hi, sum.~S<>rs had not 
wisht-d tht·tr rdiann• on military support to ti., tcX> 
blatant. :\'l'\l'rthdes, s.•llll' tnK>ps we"' n'(Juired by 
thl' t·mp<rnr m Ronw and Ital). and this led to the 
fc1rmati11n t1f tht prac-tt11i.an and urban cohc>rt~ 

\Jany Roman L'Mmnandt1" had mumained a body­
j.,'1.l<trd unit kncm n as tht prat·torian mhon after the 
head<1u:trtt·r.-< (prm foniun) in a camp. Augustus 
maintauwd surh a forn: t'\l"n aftt'f the end of tht.' 
ci\ 11 \\,lrs. Its sizt• \\ll:-. kt.'pt at nint.• c.:nh1>rts of -t80 
nwn. JUst smalll·r than a ll'l(ton. At tir.;t onh· thr"" 
tl>horts did dut) m Ronw at any one time. bui under 
Til>c.:rtth all nint.: rnhorts Wt'rt." concentrated in the 
Ill'\\ I) built harrarks (tht w.,/m pratloria) on the 
t:dg-t•t1f tht.• rit). l..;1tt.·r t:mptrors would al~> increase 
tht sin· of t•arh rohort to milliary strength. Each 
mhort was mmmandl~I b) a tribune and the entire 
pral'torian j.,'ti:trcl by two prl'ftcts. \ II of these offi­
C:l'r-i wen.• mt.•mbers (>f the t."<1m-strian order. 

Tlw pral'torian guard ga\l' tlw emperor thl' 
rnparlty to t'llforn• his will on the population of 
lfonw. Thl'y s.•111 arquirt-d a grim reputation for the 
arn.~t and l'\t.•('lltion of l~oman noblemen suspected 
of plottini: ai:ainst thl' t·mpt:ror. Thi' support of the 
j.,'Uard nmld makt• or br,·ak an l'mpt:ror. Claudius 
""' di"'oH·r<'<i hidmg bt·hind a curtain after the 
a~···.as ... inatlon of CaliKUla by the pr.idorian:-.. \\ho 
furn-cl a rduft;111t Srnatt• to grant him the thronl'. 
~l·n>':-. position only bt>t.dlllt:' hopeJes.. ... when tht.• 
!,'\~1rd-nx11 abarx~Mk-cl h1, rause. In \I> 193 the power 
of the.· pr.1t•tonan:-. ,,, .... ('\ t·n nl4'1n• b1atanth ckmon· 
str.11<,I. I la' mg murdtn'CI the EmPt1l>r Pertinax. the 
pr.u:torian pn:fl'l1 3lll11om1t off tht• throne to tht' 
hii:h<'Sl b1ddt,. fmm till' wall, of tht· ms Ira pra1 Iona. 

The prat.·torian:-. \\t:n• exJ~'l1t·d to uccompan} the 
t·mpt.·mr to \\ar. Thi:-. was rart• in the I st rtntury. but 
Jx-..,,,.:unt.• irn.Tt·as.ingl\' common later. As a militan 
forrl' tht• prattoriari":-. \\t•re tramt'CI and t'Quipped a~ 
ll'gionarit.-s. although some of thl'ir gear was con­
s.1dl'rabh mort• ornate. \ \'e hear of praetorian 
mhort, lx·mi: allm1lil to lmd their heavily det·orated 
standards onto park animals when their bearers 
had d1ffin1ltr rarryini: them on a long march. 

Attarht."CI to tht.• pral'torian guard was a ca\'alry 
forn· whirh stt.·adily J{l't'\\ in size. \\·hirh along with 
1ht.•t.1llJ>t.•rnr's ho!"-{' J...'1.J.art.l"' (t quilts si1l/.fu/11ns. lURUs/1) 
rt·arhl<i a l>t·ak of 2,IKXl nwn at the end of the 2nd 
l't·ntur, 111. Thts.t' m1·n \\ti-., spet·1ally cho""n from 
th•· au\lliar,· <m.1lr) .111d tramt-d to a very high 
standard. 'l'hlTt· \\t•rt• .11:-;,(, ,,,,, parnmilitaQ fort't'S 

m Ronk' Tht• thrt't' (L11l'r h\d urban 01horts acted 
a:-. a polkt• fon·l'. as \\di <b pnl\·iding one unit to 
guard thl' im!Jl..-i:tl mmt at Lui:dunum ILyon.s) m 
Gaul. Tht1"l' \\t.1't· al~1 ~'\t·n Cf1hort~of rtJ!ills. who 
at1t"d "' a hre brigade and night police fom: in 
Ronw it,..,·lf. Both groups onh· <'H'f took tht> field at 
Umt.,;of l'Xt!"l1llelTlsi,__ Usually prt>\oked by civil war. 



...t dost up r·u if t~I 
prm ton·mrs mt ti ri /u/ /1111111/ 
in Ron1t and proh<1M\' dllfllll( 
lo /hi tar/\ :!nd n 11l11n· 4/J. 
Tlusr mt;1 lunc llu1·k ;.,,st~ 
m/1111/{frt.,f·bt1.l1'Sfilt1d/u 
the lop 11/ tlznr dn ........ Kal 
ht/uu/s. 

1 xmup t~f snldu rs td111 
uwy it'< U ~ prm lontms 011 

Trmm,.s Column Tiu·'' m111 

lu1n smm tdzal .,m11U1 r a1 '!:/.,· 
tlum tlwst sl1mrn ahtm 
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Senatorial Officers under 
the Principate 

(AIM<) A n/1tf }rom llo/lond 
<k/wh1111 th, Emt>rmr 
T1hf nus offi mrl{ o n'tunl 
popnnum rokr in sarritit:l". 

10/>J>t•.q/t) In thvs S<tll<' /mm 
Trojan's C.olumn, /he 
EmjKmr TrO}an i.~ 5/,ou·rt 
m thl' unifi>rm of a $4. mar 
sma/unal offerer on 
rompmgn 

Whilst the creation of the Principate robbed the 
Senate of any real freedom and independence, sena­
tor.; as individuals continued to play a central role 
in the running of the Empire until well into the 3rd 
century, providing the OYerwhelming majority of 
provincial go,·ernors and senior army officers. A 
few .en·ed in office; which had long existed under 
the Republic, although most were in newly created 
J><»'t' which made explicit the fact that their author­
ity came from the Emperor. All now operated in a 

completely different political environment which 
restricted their freedom of action. Men were no 
longer elected to magistracies which brought them 
civil and military responsibilities. A successful 
career depended primarily on influence and patron· 
age and most of all required imperial approval. 
This was especially true for the more important 
military commands, for no emperor wanted to give 
control of legions to a man who might become a 
rival. 

A senator"s son who aspired to a public career 
normally served as a junior magistrate in his late 
teens. Moo;t became one of the 'board of 20' (t;gin­
tum) in Rome, before receiving their first military 
experience as a tnbunus /alic/aiius in one of the 
legions. It seems to have been fairly common for 
men to serve in a unit stationed in a province 
governed by a family member or close friend. It is 
distinctly possible that governors were allowed to 
request such postings, for we certainly know that 
they were able to appoint men to many lesser posi­
tions. Usually a minimum of one year was spent in 
the post. A minority served for longer than this, and 
cases are known of men serving in several legions, 
invariably stationed in different provinces, in suc­
cession. Later, usually at 24, although some men 
were granted exemptions and achieved the distinc­
tion al a younger age, a man would be formally 
enrolled in the Senate and might gain the quaestor­
ship. This involved administering the finances of a 
settled province and with very few exceptions did 
not include military responsibilities. In subsequent 
years a man might hold a succession of magistra­
cies which retained only a shadow of their former 
importance and involved mainly ceremonial duties. 

The next military post was to become a kgatus 
legionis in command of a legion, usually achieved 
around the age of 30. As a kgatus or 'representative' 
these officers were clearly marked out as deputies of 
the emperor acting on delegated authority. These 
commands were certainly not at the disposal of 
each province's governor, and were instead direct 
appointments of the emperor. Some men remained 
in command of a legion for six to seven years, but 
the average tenure seems to have been nearer three. 
It was very rare for a man to be appointed to the 
legateship of more than one legion. Following this 
post, a man might go on to govern a settled province 

one without a significant military garrison - as a 
propraetor, before returning to Rome to hold the 
consulship. 

The culmination of a man's career was usually 
the post of /ego/us Augusli proparetore in charge of 
one of the milirary provinces of the Empire. The 
limited number of such posts and their importance 
ensured that the majority of senators never 
achieved this high rank. On average men served 
about three yean; in such a post, but there were 
many exceptions. Tiberius became unpopular with 
the Senate because he kept governors in office for 





Senatorial Off1ctrs under 
tht Principott 

(Rig/ii) ln uisrnph1m {mm 
G1fsorta 1111 till' mast nf 
Judata n tOrdmg the 
r11mtrudiN111/ a bwld11u: 
,J, 1hml1 d Jo lh1 /:'mp. r"r 
71/J(n11.Jh\'/',,11fm.)/Vt1t1 Jiu 
t (/Ill 'ifnm1 J:Ot't mor of Jiu 
pmtinu /"'r/1Jl1St1//1 ''/{11111 
as flrt/tt I (pr;il'ft,:lu ... J. hut hy 
tlu r1 IJ.:'1 nl Cbmdtu'i 
1qm .~tn1m }.fon n101~ "' r1 
kflotU/ ll.'i pm(UltJlor., nu~,, 
the 1111~r 111sa1fll1011 111 un1t 
from Pilati :S JO u11r 11 mm 
m}udaaL 

6~ 

t·\rl'ptlonallv Ion.'-! pt.·riod:--. frustrating thn:-'t.' 3!--pir· 
1111( to 1)11, rank by r<>clU1.in1: the num!Jt.rof a'nilable 
n>mm .. 'lncb .. In the 2nd n.·ntur) \IJ it \\as not 
unu-..ual for a man to ~->f\·t> in a ~mailer nulitar) 
pm' mn· ht-fort' gaining command of one of the 
lafl(t'SI armi<.,. in Britain. l°ppt'r Pannoma or Syna. 
At llllle' of m'" ex1Xnenn>cl and h>) al men mil(ht 
ht· >cnl to take rnrnrnand of an area fa<ing a rd>d· 
lu>n orc>tfll'r~rious pmbh:m. 

Only two pro' inn~ which contained a lcgumary 
garrison wtre not gon·rned by impC'rial leJ.f<lk:-o.. 
Th~ tir>t. E1.o pt. \\TIS an equestrian mmmand and 
will be dealt with in the next s<."t"tion. The ><'<»nd. 
Afnca. '"" th<• only province admmistered bi tht• 
St:natt' to c:·ontain a legion and its gon·rnor \\W" a 
J)f<)(."Onstil who po~st.~sed imperium in his own 
right. ,\hhoul(h this man wascho;en and appointed 
by tilt' S1:nate. it is clear that they were expect<'CI lo 
><'lt'<·t >'<>mmne of whom the em]J{'ror approved and 
under Cali~rula this ~natorial proconsul ''Hls 
rqilaced by an imlJ"rial lel(ate. 

Competence, experience, merit and 
patronage 
il<·fort· bt·ml( placed 111 command of an army. a 
pn>\ mnal lt).!ate had l'Xpt."'l"ience of x·rving a~ a 
mihtan tribune and lt'!,>ionary legal<'. Pliny the 
Youngt·r appears to h~n e :->~nt mo=--t of his tenun· 
a... tribune '" ith a lt1-,rion in S} ria in nmtine 
achmmstratmn, in particular involving- a thon>ttR:h 
lll'JX"\1ion of umt at'l..'ounts m that pmvinn-. 
I lo\\c..'\(:r. l'lin) was n~:n·r to st:n·e with tht: arm} in 

r<>ppostlt l1ftJA11 imcriptimr 
·"I up in JJ01w11r 1~{ tlu li'Ralf 
n1mm11ndm)! /LJ{in II 
111).!11.;Ja, Td" r:u'i Oaudius 

/'t-111lln11.;, pmr11'111R s111m 
,ff tazl~ f>/ Jw torur. 111~ r 111~ 
It mm as It-gr nary fi'Jffllr. hr 
tra.-c /mlf. nsul of<'"' of lh1 
<41€ pronna" am/ then 
rmpmal kga/, '" a1Wflu r 
Thu mommu nl probably 
,Ja1, s lo lxfert AIJ 2:...>t J. ft1r i11 
that \"f '" Hmlinus. bt.·ramt 
~Hu ... \uJ..~"'tl of L.mtrr 
/In/am .. 

(Oppo_,,,, rtKhlJ Trajan':­
Culumnjornud flu nnln 
flt! n lo tlu Forum wmflli x 
'omfrurlt d Jo rmmm nwraf! 
1111 Hmf>t mr's r•rtfory rn 
l>ana. //1s /fJ(JJ<,mwn f(rl 
h1J.!h r:..~u~ m or !J'i_I/ .4 ~fl) 
mu/ was 1m1..1111nQ_r topprd by 
a sla/I(( of Traum 

an} 1non.• ~·nior rapanty. Tat·titu:-. claims that hi:--. 
fattwr-m la\\. ,\grio,Ja. \\a~ unlike most military 
tnbunt~ tn tlktt he did not Wd~lt' his time a:-. tribunt' 
m cldxmrh«r). but t<•>k the post ""i'>U'ly and wa, 
J..~'"n SIJ..'llilicant n-,.pcin,ibilitt"" \luch mu,-1 ha'e 
dt·pt·ndt'CI on a nL1n·, kmperarnent, that of hi; 
,.._.nior offin·r.-. and the local situation during hi> 
} t'ar or mon.• of ~·n·in•. ~lliis is al:-'(> true to a fa tr 
exll-nt of lel(l<>lklr) leJ,.'<lll"· although their rt.'>'pc>nsi· 
b1lilll.,. "'"" sii..~1ilicantly l(reater. By modern 
standard:-. tht.• gtntrals of the Roman armr were 
am.atturs. 

Some S<.·holar.- haw argt1L'CI that from the ver) 
bt.·gmnmg of an aristocrat's career his behaviour. 
loyah; :ind ability were closely scTutmized and hi' 
suitability for higher office judgL'CI. This created a 
group known as the t'iri mililarcs or 'military men' 
who \\l'rt• markl'CI out for the most important 
prov111dal commands. 'There is no real evidence to 
su1>pc1rt thi> "'""· or any mdication of just who 
tht.,,.,' b<~1rd> of "'"""'r.-; muld ha\'C been. A> far as 
we l'an tell, it \\~Is patronal(e more than anything 
el~ \\hich chl1atl'CI whethl'r an indi,·iduars am>c-r 
.-ndt'CI prt·llkllur,·ly or \\ould ewntually include the 
hil(ht-,.1 offin"' L...iter.- of n·commendation are by 
far th(· ffK>~t t'C>llltllc>n f(>rm c>f dcx'UJlll·nt to survi\·e 
from the Roman \\orld. The Roman, did not am· 
~1der th1 ... to bt• l-c>rruption. newing it as both logical 
,md pro1Xr that a man should u,,.• his authority tu 
bt·ndit hi, fnend>. Pliny the Y<>Unger exp""'-~ the 
Rom.an au itudc in a letter \\ rittt·n to a gon'.'rnor of 
c1nt'.'of thl· major military pmvmt~ 



"hir Nnn:a~11t."' I ha\t' !'lllj.!'.lt'tl )oU tM.11 toupprnach with 
a n"Q\lt'"t \\h1~:h I am tl1'1!<!t an\kM.1~ 11, l>t> 1:rankd. Y11\1r 
rommand of a ~ll)!l' cmm gi\t'S mu a plt·ntiful snurn•of 
ix"nt tits 10 ronft"r .• mrl k'l'nndl). )our h'nun• ha:-. bt.'t"fl 
lungt'llfllJRh for \1M.J to 11.1\l" pn1\ 1dt1l (or \0Ur1)\\fl 
'rimds. Turn to millt lht"} aJt nut mam • 

Th<' 1·111p;-ror wa' thl' uh11mt1· "~irt:l' of all P'llmn· 
a~c..· and. as \\ c..• hm c..· st·t:n. his fa\ our\\ as lll"l_'l':'">:-Oary 
to st-"lUn· ;:1ppomtnlf'nt a ... a l<"g~mary k,.r.He or 
pm\'1ncial J..~)\c..·rn••r. l~mpen,rs nc.·t'<ll--c1 t"f:1pable men 
tu rurmnomd tlwir armit.':" and rule.· thl·ir pm\'inn.':', 
but a ddit<lll' balall(·.- h:1d tn ht ,.truck fur thl') did 
not \\ 1sh to grant 1>«>\\c..·r to nlC·n who \H·n· too able 
and S(J ri~k lTc....:tting a n\'al. Tiu~ acti\·1t1ts c>f gt•\·er~ 
nors \\ 1·r1• far mnrt• rlo:-d) su1><:r\'l>'t'd than had ever 
b..~·n thl' <~1st· unclt·r 1h1· l{l'publir. :'IUl(lblu,; urgcil 
caution on hb rommandt:rs mtd atll'mptl'd to n1rb 
the traditional!~ aJ.U{rt"S. ... l\t.' tt.'ndt·n<.:1l's of Roman 
aristolTats whtn plan-<I at thl' hl'ad of an arm}: 
Claudius r1·callt~I llw lt•J.(att• of '"'"'r Germany, 
wlwn thl' latter had begun ~111 in\'a:--.ion of a Cerman 
trib<· lo the l'asl of the llin•r llhint'. Tht• k'gatr. 
Gn:wus I>omitius Corbulo. one of the mo .. ..;,t famou~ 
gl'neral:-1 of thl' I st <.'t:ntury. c.:omml'nted on how for· 
tunate the f{t'Jlt'rals had lx·l'n undl'r the l{epublic 
bt:foreobeying<1rdt·r,.;and rl'lurning tc> his prnvinre. 
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Under 1he Republic there had been very few 
opportuniue; for equestrians to rise 10 positions 
of aU1hori1y in 1he army or provinces. This was 
all to change under 1he Principale, when Auguslus 
and his suct.""'-.'il>rs created an enormous range of 
posls for members of the order. This not only 
provided the Emperor with a far greater number of 
representatives than lhe Senate alone could ha\·e 
provided. but it helped 10 secure the support of 
the knighls for 1he new regime. Membership of 1he 
orck,r was open to all citizens ~-ing the 
required value of property and. as the franchi,;e 
was extended 10 a growing number of pro,·incials, 
over time 1he ari:;tocratic families of much of the 

Empire became equestrians and were able to have 
public careers. 

There were far more equestrians 1han senators. 
and they were able to hold a wider variety of posts 
in 1he army or i.,•uvernmem. As a result, there was no 
single eques1rian career pattern in 1he same way 
1ha1 1here was a senmorial career. It is worth consid· 
ermg the various posts open to equestrians. 

Auxiliary commanders 
With the formation of the regular auxilia a; 

mfamry cohorts or cavalry alae. se,·eral hundred 
p<»-ts came imo bemg. A few ca\·alry aloe are knO\m 
to have been led br former legionarr centurions in 
the ver)' early days of the Principate. but this prac· 
tice was ,.JOn abandoned. Otherwise all auxiliary 
units were commanded br equestrians. The com· 
manding officers of quingenary cohorts and aloe 
were known as prefects (/Jraefcc/1). Milliary units. 
and also cohorts bearing the title cit'ium Romano· 
rum, were led b)' tribunes. (The cohortes cit'ium 
Nomanorum had originally been raised by Augus· 
tus from fret'Ci slaves during the military crises of 
\ll 6 and 9. Slaves automatically received citizen· 
ship on manumbsion, but the Emperor had not 
wantl'Ci these men to serve in the legions. After the 
original 11.'t.Tuits had been discharged the unit' 
became ordinarr auxiliary cohorts, recruited from 
non-citizens ewn though they retained their titles.) 

Auxiliary urn ts often acted independently, gi,·ing 
their commanders considerable freedom and oppor· 
tunitics to di,play their mniati,·e. Garn>OO 
command<'l'>i were often the most senior representa· 
t1ve of Roman p<>wer for some distance around and 
as a n..,,uJt might become mvolved in many a;;pecb 
of local admmistrallon. 

Legionary officers 
There were five equestrian tribum angusticlatii in 
each legion, performing a variety of staff functions. 
They might also be app<>inted to command sizeable 
detachments (vexillations) of soldiers sent to under· 
take a projl'<.'t or join a field army. Each legion also 
had a c.imp prefect who was a member of the eques· 
trian order, ~we in cases where more than one unit 
occupied the ~me fortress in which case there was 
only one post per camp. \\'e also hear of equestrians 
who were directly commissioned as legionary cen· 
tunons and followl'Ci a career within this grade. 

Troops in Rome 
The loyalty of the military and para·m1litary unit' 
m Rome was of fundamental importance to any 
emJ)l'l'Or. Ra1her than cntru>t command of such 
units to senators who nught easily see themseh'es 
as rivals, they were officered by equestrians. Each 
cohort of the praetorian guard was commanded by 
a tribune. With only a few short·lived exception,;. 
the g\tard as a whole was led by two praetorian pre­
fects, since few emperors were willing to grant thb 



much power to a sin11Je man. l'\'l'n if hl' were only an 
l'QUl>Strian. The command structure of the urban 
coh<,rtsand the 1·iJ.dh s was snnilar. though each had 
onl) one prl'h·t and both hl· and the tribune; 
ranked helm' thl·tr praetorian l''unterparts. 

Equestrian provinces 
.\ul(Ustu' l.,;tabh-hl'd "'lllt.' pro\'inn-s to which he 
•P1>omtt-d <qut-stn:rn l(o\-ernors. \\uh the one 
exc-.:ptlon of E11ypt, tht-sc• \\ert' "'"1ller areas than 
the pro,·inws 111n-n to "'-'natorial le!('Jtl'>< Thei were 
not usuall\ frontil'r provinn-s and. although :;ome 
wen~ w.1rrisoned by auxiliary units. none containOO 
legion,;_ One example was Judaea. althou11h after 
the rebl'lhon under :\cm m 111 66 this was felt to 
rt:'Quirc a legi,111ar} garri:-tc:m and was turnt:'Cl into a 
~·natorial legattship. Equt."'Strian govl'rnors were at 
first known as prl'fl·cts, but thts ttlk was changed to 
pm:urator bdorl' lhl' middle of lhl' I st centur) \I>. 

For much of t hl' Principatl' Egypt was not fat't.'Ci 
with significant external thr(•at:;_ J Jowewr, its popu­
lation was sometimes unruly and a garri~n of two 
legions was mamtaint.'CI. \\:hich was concentrated 
outside Alexandria. a frequent >">Urce of unre;l. A 
hi11hly organizl-d agnl'tlltural s) stem based arnund 
the annual inundation of till' l\i le produced a 
lll.1'-'i,·e agricultur:1l surplus, so that in time Egypt 
came to supply a hil{h proponion of the gram con­
sunltd b) Italy and Rome usl'lf. ,\ul(Uslus appointed 
an equt.-:-.trian prt.>ft."(:t to gon·rn th1~ important 
pmvmct', and forbade anr :-:.t·nator fmm evt:n vi~it­
mg Egypt without cwn"'-' permi>si<m. Even"" the 
first prdt'<.1, Cornelius Gallus, t'"nnutted suicide 
when acnN.'CI of lfl'ason following his ext"""i\'e 
celebration of his own military achievements. 

L'niqudy. a lc11ion stationl'CI in Egypt had neither 
a ltga/us not a lrib111111.< k11idam1s. Instead it was 
mmmandc'CI by an l'((Ul-strian f>rll<}idus k!(inn~'· 
whoperformc-d exactl) the same rnle as his senator· 
ial counterpart. 

Equestrian careers 
Eque;trians who o;<>ughl military posts included 
men born into eque;trian families as well as those 
who had been admitted to the Order al a later 
stage of their life. A legionary primus pi/us. most 
probably at least m his 1(k;, normally bt'C3me an 
cque;trian after his year in the post and could go on 
to hold senior position" Other men entered the 
Order al various agc-s a> they acquired sufficient 
wealth. Felix. who bt>t<1me procurator of Judaea 
under Claudiu,, was one of the Emperor's freed 
sla\'C'- Equt.,,trians therefore entert'CI the army at all 
son of agt.,; and with varil-d ambmon,;. 

The most com1non ran:t:r for a man born into 
an tquestrian family was the 'three po:;ts' {Ins 
mi/i/wl'): 
(i) l'reft'<.1 of an auxiliarv infantry cohort. 
(ii) Tri/>unus angu.<lidoi·;u.< ma legion. 
(iii) Prefect of a l<1valry ala. 

The Emperor Claudius decidl~I to increase the 
status of the legionary tribunate, and for a while 
made this the third. most senior position. but thl' 
practice was unpopular and stK>n abandont'CI .• \ 
Gl\·alry prefect was usually allmn-d much 1oofl' 
independence than a staff officer with a k·l{ulll and 
there was a degree of glamour a'-'<>Clatt-d with mm· 
manding horsemen, ewn if th.,,_., were not Citizen,;_ 
There was also the simple fal1 that the army 
required more legionary tribunt.,; than it did pre· 
fet1s of aloe. "° that even m nom1al circumstann.,, 
,;ome tribunes were unable to 111.1ke the next step. In 
the 2nd century. probably under I ladrian. the can."t:r 
pattern was relined still funher and a founh )><l>'t 
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created, as commander of a milliary ala. There were 
never more than a dozen or so of these prestigious 
units in existence, so that such commands were 
reserved for the ablest, or best-connected, officers. 

Unlike ordinary soldiers, who frequently include 
their age and length of service on their monuments, 
equestrians rarely mention such things unless they 
died whilst actually serving in a post. Such as it is, 
the evidence seems to suggest that many, perhaps 
most, men from equestrian families began their mil­
itary careers at the age of 30 and served from three 
to four years in each post. These men had already 
served as local magistrates before entering the 
army and some would return to such posts after one 
or more military appoinnnems. Other men spent far 
longer with the army, and might serve in several dif-

ferent appointments at each level, although in most 
cases such moves were to a unit in another province. 
Former chief centurions (a group known collec­
tively asprimi pi/ares) who had been admitted to the 
Order rarely became auxiliary commanders after 
the early !st century AD. Many went on to serve as 
camp prefects, to posts with the Roman units, and 
appointments as procurators. 

Patronage was as important in an equestrian as a 
senatorial career. Pliny, whilst serving as /egatus 
Augusti in Bithynia, wrote to Trajan recommending 
a certain Nymphidius Lupus, son of a former 
pmnus pi/us who had entered the equestrian order 
and been serving as an auxiliary prefect when Pliny 
had been a tnbu11us laticlat1us some years before. 
Lupus had already completed a term as a praefeclus 
cohortis and evidently hoped for a further position. 



It was probably patronage that allowed one l'ublius 
Aelius Tiro to command a cohort at the age of 14. It 
is hard to know whether this post was purely 
nominal, allowing the youth to draw the pay and 
gain the prestige without attually spending time 
with the unit. Men who lacked such influential 
patrons had far more d1fficulty. The future Emperor 
Pertinax tried and failed to gain a commisoion as a 
legionary centurion in his youth. It was not until his 
mid·30s that he was made prefect of an auxiliary 
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cohort instead. In the event he proved a very 
capable soldier, serving in increasingly senior posi· 
tions until he was enrolled in the Senate by Marcus 
Aurelius. Other men, perhaps finding it impos.~ible 
to ad,·ance in the normal way, abandoned the 
formally equestrian posts and were transferred into 
the legionary cemurionate. The most prt:><tigious 
positions. commands in the units m Rome. and 
especially provincial commands. were reserved for 
especially favoured men. 
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There\\ ere many ranks below the le\"elsexcltt-i\ d) 
held by senators or equestrian>. The mc"'t impor. 
tant \\t'~ tht~ l"t'nturions, of whom there wt·rt• 59 
or I~) m each legion and altogether '-Orne l,!'.00 
legionary and at lea~t as manr again auxiliary 
n·nturions thmu11hnut the Empire. The ~nturion 

commanding each century in a legion \10:as as.. ... isted 
by an optw. siJ.tnit(r and lts.-;1rariw;, who collec­
tivel) wer1• knn\\ n as the prmtipaks. There were 
also a number of staff p<"ts. such as hbrarius and 
mn11mllln11s with the HQ of the lei.,'lon or attached 
t'' tht: govt·rnor·...,,,taff.as \\t•ll a:-. rnnks~uch as/)(. m· 
"tu111n11s, \\ho usu.:ilh· sen 1-d on detacht-d duty. 
\lam otht:r p:~b.. var, mg fnm1 weapons' instruc­
tors to tortur1·rs. are atk:-tt-d. but it is difficult to 
kno\\ \\ ht·tht:r tht-se appointrt1l·nts \\t'ft' a~"'-x.iated 
\\uh sJ><,·itir ranks. In addition a sold1cr could be 
rJtt:d as an unmunis. which meant that he wa..' 
exempt fmm many ordinary duties and fatigues. 
Othernise 111111111111 s do not appear to hm·c P<"'· 
st~~-ct any mon.• authority than ordinary soldiers. 



\!any of the,._. p<>sts and gradl.,,, though b\ no 
means all. are attc.·sted undt.·r the s.1meor an equiva· 
lent tu le in the nux1/in. 

The owrwht•lming """'' of our cndL·n~ for 
understanding rank strudure and careers at this 
level mml"' fmm tht• cpigraphic rt'l·ord. >tnce iumor 
offiet-rs and ordmarr ,.,JdiL·rs ha\l' left httle trJL't' in 
the literary reciird. liistorit"' llt•rt•wnttcn b)· and for 
the due in socit·t), and prc..,..·nt an often mnll'mptu· 
ou:", and alwa~ s stt1"l'otypt.'CJ. view of thl'ir soc.;al 
mfenors. Thl' l{fl'at clangers of rt'lllnstrumng 
rareer pattt'l'ns primaril) fmm epigraphy are that 
we impose an artificial orcll'r on th!! l"Vid('nt"l: or 
fon-e it to conform with our own prt-'t.'om:eptmns of 
what an arm) should be likt•. It 11as no mincident't' 

that the German scholars who pionl'l·rt-d 1lw rt'Con· 
struction of the Roman army's rank structure in the 
late 19th t't'ntury creatl'd an mmgt• of a force that 
was remarkably similar to tht• Prussian and 
German armie> of tht·ir own days, l'SJX'Cially m the 
great variety of '\CO ranks Lakr, Bntish scholars 
were inclined to"'-'<' s1milarit1l'S to the Bntt>h arnw. 
coming to view centurions as smular to the t'X(>-.:~i­
enced warrant offiL't'r.<. \\'e nL·l-d to bt• both vcn· 
careful of imposing anachmnistic cultural as.sump· 
tions on the Romans and 3\\an> that tht1l' an· manr 
things which our ev1dt·nrt• cannot tdl us. 

Legionary centurions 
Centurion is better thought of as a grade or type of 
officer. rather than a sptt:ific rank. Tht• centurions 
of the first cohort. mllet·t1wly known as the />rmu 
ordi11cs. were certainly of higher status than the 
other centurions of the k•gion. Thl' relationship 
between the centurions in the othL·r nint• mhorts of 
the legion is Jes., cll'ar. \\'e know that the n>mman 
dcr of each of the six centurit'S in a mhort had a 
different title and can infer that lo "''me t•xtcnt the 
differences in seniority b<·twN·n thl' thrt•e linl"' of 
the Republican army 11<·rt• prt•,•:rwd. Much admm· 
istration wa' carril-d out at the level of the century, 
and ooldiers 11ere morr likelv to dl'SLTibc them· 
se)n,,; as members of a parti~'Ular a:ntury than a 
particular mhort. I lowever. the mhon was the basic 
tactical uni1, as well as playmg a siJ.,'llificant mlt• in 
building projects. and rannot ha\l' funmont<l dfrc· 
tively without a commandt·r. Tlll're is no ev1denL't' 
for any rank equivak·nt to tht• aux11iar) prdec1. and 
the mnclusion must bc that ont• of the L't'nturions 
acted as cohort mmmandtr. The p1/11s prior. o•n 
mander of the stnior centun·. \\ould "-'tm the most 
probable candidate for this ~ole. but it "al:-o po'''' 
ble that ~iority and hence lllmni;md ""'s insttad 
based on length of serviL't'. 

Caesar talks of promotin.L{ l"t:nturmn~ fmm a 
lower grade in an exix·rit·nn-d lt•J.,<ion to a higher 
grade in a newly rt'tTuitl-d unit. implymg a rise in 
statm;, responsibility and pl'rhaps pay. though not 
admission to the first mhort. The l~1te lloman thl1" 
rist Vegetius claimed that promotion for centurions 
and all other ranks in the legion involn~J mmmwnt 
between cohorts as well a~ ctnturiL~ According to 
him the first rnhort was "'-'nior, follmn<l by the 
second. third and so on. On promotion a man \Vf.ls 

m1mt'diately posted to the tenth rnhort and had to 
begin to work his way step by stt·p back up the 
order of seniont). 'J1lt'rdorc.• some st·holars bdit\t-d 
that a man would nornmllv work his wav fmm 
being lu1s/n/us posit nor or' tht• tmth mhn~t. and 
hence the junic1r C't."nturic>n in tht.• t·ntirt• ll'gicm. ~t1ge 
by >tage unttl he r~achl-d the po't of pn11111s pi/us in 
the first. Ytt It is \'er) diffirnlt to "-'l' ho" this 
'ystem could pns.sibly haw \\orkL<l. l"nk.,._, such a 
proces.s took an inm.'Cliblr king tulll'. thl'll no 01w 

could haw servt'd for more than a ft·11 n~>nths m 
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any of these capacities. An alternative view was to 
see the six century grades in cohorts two to ten as 
equal, so that promotion was either to a senior 
century in any cohort, or eventually into the 
privileged ranks of the primi ordines. Other 
commentators have gone further and denied that 
there was any distinction between centurions 
outside the first cohort. This seems too extreme, 
and whilst we must admit that we do not fully 
understand the system, it is clear that one existed. 

Becoming a centurion 

We know of three basic routes to appointment as a 
legionary centurion; 

(i) After ~·ice m the ranks. as apmu:ipalis or in a 
)unK>r ,taff J>O>l m the legion; it ha, been ""llmated 
that on av~ It took a man 15 to 20 years to 
become centurion in this \l."'3}'. 

(ii) Aftt'r or in the c.·ou~of servil'e in the praetorian 
guard: praetorians "'1"ved for only 16 year.;, making 
their vetl'ran.-; !"01newhat younger than their 
leg1onary counttrpart~ 

(iii) Dirt'Ct crnnmis._ ... ion: oome equestrians were 
appornted in this way. Other men who were less 
wealthy, but stlil relatively well off, gained 
appointment~ afu:r 5£.'rvice as magistrates in their 
local city. 

All three methods are reasonably well attested 
throughout the I st and 2nd centuries. Unfortu­
nate))', it is very difficult to asses:; which method 
was lllO>'t common. One of the first scholars to 
study promotion in any detail argued that most offi­
cers came fmm the ranks of the praetorian guard. 
This allowed the emperor to ensure that the bulk of 
the centurions m the legions were men promoted 
lx.'Clluseof their loyalty to him. However, since a dis­
proportionately large part of survi,·ing inscriptions 



come from Italy- the main recruiting ground for the 
praetorians but not the legions it is likely that 
Italian centurions, and therefore former praetori­
ans, are too highly represented in the record. Few 
scholars now accept this view and most instead 
assume that the vast majority of legionary centuri­
ons were promoted from the ranks. Directly 
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commissioned men are assumed to have been only a 
small proportion of the total even if, with their 
superior connections, they had a greater prospect of 
reaching the highest posts. 

Yet, even though this view is now generally 
accepted, it rests on very slender evidence. The 
overwhelming majority of cenrurions attested 
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make no mention of any service prior to that rank, 
as indeed many primi pi/ares fail to mention any 
more junior P<»'lS. It is conveniently as.;umed that 
this was brt-ause men wished to conceal sen·ice as 
ordinary ~ldiers once they· had risen to higher 
station. Whilst this is JXl"'ible. it is equally plauS1-
ble to sugg,-,.t that those men who specifically 
mentioned rismg from the ranks did so because 
thl·y \\ere wry proud of what was a rare and diffi· 
cult achievement. 

The status of centurions 
Centunons were extreme!) important indi,·iduals 
who might be given positions of considerable 
rl'>'JJ<lllsibility. Some were appointed to administer 
regions of a pro\'ince where they were the m<>:.t 
senior reprt.,;entam·e of Roman rule. Such dutil'>', as 
well as the routine administration required in the 
daily life of their unit. meant that centunons 
required a high level of literacy and numeracy. It is 
very hard to know just how high a proportion of 
ordinary recruits to the legions were sufficiently 
well educated. The most senior might have e,·en 
greater rl'>'ponsibilities. and we know of at least one 
fmmus p1/us who was sent as ambassador to 
Parthia. Ret ired centurions were abo important 
men m th~ir own cities, to\l.:ns or ,·illages. 

Rates of pay for centurions, and indeed many 
other officers. are not known with certamry. but 
were clearly su!>:.tantially more than those of the 
ordmary >'<>ldiers. Pliny the Younger, having 
!'(.'lUrt'Ci a cnmmi~ion as a centurion - pr~umablr 
dirt'Ctly fmnH·ivilian life- for one of his clients, pro­
vided the man with 10.000 sesterces to pro\'1de 
himself with the nece;:;ary uniforms and equip­
ment. At a time when ordmary legionaries ret'Cl\'l'd 
1.200 sestert'ei a ) ear. thb was more than they 
would haw earnl"<l in their entire 25 years of 
service. Centurions were clearly men of great 
status. ewn if they were still le:;,; influential than 
l'<iUl'>'lrian and senatorial officers. The shl't'r fact 
that "''me equestrians chose to become centurions 
is an indication of their importance and prestige. 
On the whole it seems more likely that m<»l 
centurions were directly commis.,ioncd or promott'd 
after a mmparati\'ely short time. probably ha\·ing 
sern'd as a principalis or in a junior staff post. \\'e 
kno\\ of one centurion who was only 18 when he 
dil'd. which suggests that patronage had securt'd 
his appointment. As with the more senior officers, 
connti:tions pmbably did more to shape tht• spet.'d 
and sUl'l'"'-' of a man's career than simple ability 
or expenence. Yet. as with the highl.,- !X"ts. the 
system was not "'' ngid that able men could not 
make their" ay in spite of their lack of connections. 
~kn \\l're able to progress to become primi pi/ans. 
a fe\\ i)l•rhaps even of the;e having first iomed in 
the ranks. and thus enter the equesman ordl.,­
and hold some senior eque>trian posts. Their sons 
were able to pursue a full equestrian car..'l'f, in 

the >arnc way that "'"ne equestrian familie> were 
C\'Cnluall) able to enter the Senate. C>'uall)' >'UCh 
advancement was spread over a generation or ro. 
although m a few rare cases 111d1\'iduab were able 
to do this. Social mobility wa' always possible 
at Rome. 



Two Examples 
of Centurions' 
Careers 

A: The career of the centurion Petronius 
Fortunatus (late 1st/ early 2nd century AD; died 
aged 80 years) as recorded on his tombstone 
found at Lambaesis in North Africa: 

I Enli-ted m l.t'W'1 I ltalica (l ower \ h-,,i;;). 01t·r 
four~ l·ar;. hdd m !-<UO.~ ... um thl' ~ts of llbmr111.l. 
/('SJ4 mnu ..... oPfio, and st>:nifi r. 
2 Prumott:d to n·nturion in tht" ~une lt'j..'}(m b} tht.· 
\oh· of hL ... comradt-s. 
3 The1wxt toiear,;>pt'nt3>ITntunon wnh l.t1110 \"I 
Ferr.Ila tmS)nal. I ~ Imm ia (Ul\\erGt'm1any). \ 
<rt-nuna ll°pJlt'f Pan11011iaJ. IJ ..\ui.,'11.-ta tBntamJ. 111 
.\ UJ.,'!Na (:\um1d•1). lll Gallica (S)Tla ai.,'l!m). \\\ 
l lp1a (LO\\l'r Germany again). \ ' f \ "k1rix (Hritain 
agam). Ill Cyr..naica (.\ rabia). \\' Apollin.1n> 
(Cappadooa). II Parth1ca (probably Italy). I Adunrix 
(l-1tht·r l ·ppl'ror Lower Pannonia). Durmg th1 ~ time ht 
wa" dt-..:on.Ht:d \\ ith a mural crown (given to tht• first 
man m l'r tht' wall of an enemy town), as well asoth~:r 

dtf'( ffati1m-s including torqm.->:-i and phnlt rm· 

(/.;jl) A 2ml«mlury tr1 r1 Iii/ 
fnmr Turin app.t_arilll( lo sl1mt· 
aa11turio11 tWf( tlu su'fml 
1'onrm1thtli'ft andmwtlur 
..;14'/u r. His a,:,nour i.s either a 
tradihmral mu..;rk d ruirass or 
rcas 11ngmnlly pomtcd silr·, r 
lo si~ :ol nwiL Hl t."i 

rorr_\'1111( ulwl apf>tar to 
br llnlmg tahl1 ts. 1drid1 
S/IKj!C . ..;f_..; hr /111d 011 

a1/m11a...;lmfil'f' mlt. 

Auxiliary centurions 

I I Ii~ tomb ... trnw al~1 nwnt1oned a ~m. who died 
(lJ.:t.'CI :~and had ~·rvt-d for ~t\ year.-. as a renturion in 
thl' army land"'" th<rdore pnibably directly 
rc1mm1,qorn.1:1l, "lk'\l."'"'i't'h with l.t-gio X..Xll 
l'nnu :u1rn and 1, l(IO II \u)(lbta. 

B: The career of Caius Octavius Honoratus 
(1st/ 2nd century AD; age at death unknown) 
as recorded on his tombstone found in 
Thuburnica in Africa: 

1 I )1n<t:tlr l'nmtm~ .. 11M.-d a .... <."t'nturion from the 
<'<11K'Slr1.11; ordtT m l.t"J..'ln II \UJ.,•\Ma (Brirain). 
~ St"•<'<' suc.n-ssl\d) 111 l.('1(1<1 \'II Claudia pia 
hddis (l"ppt·r \lot..,1a). X\ .I Fla,·ia firma (Syria). X 
(;t·mina (l pf>\:r l>i1nnon1a). Endt.-d his~n: ireasa 

prmn ft':'. po~/, nur {tht· fourth ~·nior grade of 
n·nturion man ordinarv cohort) m the fifth cohort of 
x c;t:mina. :\o dt.·ta1 \:-. c1f agl'or lt'ngth of service giwn 
on monunwnt. 

Far le;,, is known about centurions in thl' nu.11/ia, 
althoul(h again it has of kn l~en assuml'CI that they 
were promoted from the ran ks and t lwrl'forc usua II y 
of the same ethnic barkground as their men. Thert' 
is ~m1e e,·idence from papyri to sUl.{J.{l-st that a man 
u>ually bernme a dcrurion in char)(<' of a turma of 
cavalry after bt-tw, ... ·n eight and 23 )«·ars in the rnnk" 
Howewr. m.1n~ a·nturions do apJJ<·ar to haw been 
diret."tlv mmm1>,imu'CI and to ha\l' n1me from the 
wealthier familil.,, and lo1:al ari-to1.r.Kil>S. Thi> m:t) 
well hmd:it.'{'11 tht.· m ... 1 mnunon prJ<11<."l'. llll'e\'idt1lrt• 
suggt>Sts that a s1j..,rnificant proportion of auxili.ary 
soldiers were illiternt<'. makml( them un>u1tabll· for 
promotion. As far a:-. we.• ran tdl nont.' of tht.· text~ 
from \ 'indolanda nmr lladnan·~ \\'all \\l1\' writtt'n 
by anyone lower in rank than apn1111pn!t.<. 

1111.~ nu monnl to tlu'family 
11/ ii1n1mus from flu GJ/onia 
• luJ(usla Eml nla (mod' m­
d11y ,\hrida m .i..,Pom) mnkts 
110 II/( 11/um af any c1mmct1011 
trtllr flu anm: Hmn n r. ah11t'( 
lhl' iu.~cnptu;n tlu n i....; a 
d1p1ctw11 of a ff11lun"011' . ..; 
lrarms.~ mu/ lffo lyf>ts of 
m1iltary drn1raho11- forqt11 s 
a11J/ armillac. II is thn1fon· 
probohk that somtmU' m /Ill' 
family /rad,._, n"td as. a 
ttnlunon. 
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joining the Roman Army 

:\lost rl'lTUth to the arm) of the Principale \\en• 
rnlunl<t'T' 1-"f.,'lllly. all Roman citi1.ens \\ere still 
obligl'<I to undergo military ><:rvtc:e \\ henl·n-r lhl' 
stall' R'QUtn-d. but omscription was hugdy unpop· 
ubr, l>sf)l'Ctally in Italy .. \ugustus hdd a levy 
(di/1 r/us) on only two 1x-c:"ions. following disasters 
in l'annonia in \ll 6 and Germany in \I> 9. There 
were many anempls lo avoid enlistment and the 
Emperor >'llld one l'QUl'>itrian into slaver) for 
rulling the thumbs off his two sons and"' making 
them mt'<lic;illy unfit for service. In the main, 
J\Uj..'l.IStUs' SUC('('S...'i()f"S avoid<:d impo:;ing ('()llSCnp­

tion on Italy. Elsewhere. the method was sometimes 
used to raise auxiliary forces. and there ar<• ocrn· 
sional references lo a dike/us being held lO bring the 
legions of a province up to strength. almost always 
in preparation fora major war. It is difficult to know 
wht·ther this meant a full or partial mnstTiption of 
t•ligtble nltZl"'" in the area. or simply a more 
acti\l~ rt..'tTuitlng drin· using more normal 
methods. 

Whilst ,..,n·ing as gm·ernor of Bithynia and 
J>omus. Pliny the Younger was faced with the 
problem of t\\o slaves who had illei.,-ally 
enlislt'<I in lhl' arm). and \\n>te to the 
Empm>r Traian st·eking advice. Trajan's 
replr made tl dt•ar that there were three 
mtt·i.,~mes of nuuils. rnlunteers (c11/1111tari1), 
l1>llstTtpts (/cc/1). and substitutes (l'icari1). The 
mnstTipls seem to have been chu;en either by· 
Roman officers senl to suix:rvisc a levr. or by tht• 
lol:al authoriltes wuhin a provinc:e. although it is 
also po~siblc that at timt.>S ~)lnething as simple as a 
prt"' gang may haw operated. Substiluks "ere 
prt'SUmably prondcd by unwilling conscripts, or 
lht•ir familil'S, as the price of their discharge. l'rl'pa 
rations for Trapn"s planned Parthian ex!>('Ciition 
wt·re a lmost certainly already taking place in these 
y~an-. and it may be that the Emperor was a'"'ilrt' 
that levit-s of consc..Tipts were being raised to bring 
th<' units in the eastern province:i up to strength. Yet 
tl ''a-rtainly an indication that forms of thedtlfflus 
still prnvid<'<I lht• army with some of ns manpm1er 
llowevcr. the army of the Pnncipale was tiny in 
mmpan,.>11 to the population of the Empire. and 
tl dol>s seem that the number of rnlunteers wa, 
adequate to supply tl>' needs lllO>l of the time. 

The attractio ns of a soldier's life 

In the main. ,.,.,n·ice m the ranks seems to have been 
mo~t attractive to the pc:x>rer sections of ~»Cll'ty. 



(/.J.10 1 lmmlt .1'/lllllllf' 
appan ntfr di f>1rlmg ti "'" 
K°'-1mtlu·11111ff1rm 11/ a 
Rmm111 /(gr01111ry Thi' 
srgm111ft d nura .... 'I. ts htwnly 
~rrtzzrd 

(RtJ.!hl) .-111 m.,fnptum 
prot·tdm;: tit tail ... of t/11 nm 1 r 
of (,)11111/11;.; J'om/'f ms Fnko, 
ll'IUI ll'(IS k·J{atU" \Ul{U""tl o/ 
Hntnm m 1111 t nr{\· n llr ... of 
Hadnlm':-. r1'1J:"- 1111 

ap. ru 1u-1 of urdmory 
5'J/A/Ur.-;1nl1 .. tmgmtlirnnm 
"-'l'fryd1ffin11trrr..111 lhal 
of a st 1111/onal o/fi«r h lw~ 

nuiltan ,\4 ""'' 1nu 
mu rsPu'$.t d 1n1h niil "''"'i. 

The arnw a'-'Ur<-d a man of f<.,d. clothing. better 
llll-dical farili1ws than he mule! pmbably otherwise 
hal'c affordt-d. and a steady \\age. The >«>ldier's 
salary was not t-sJX,;1ally high, and an unskilled and 
uneducal<-d labourl'r ma) 11ell have been able to 
earn as much or mor<'. '"'JX'<:ially 111 the big c111es. 
Yet such work was by its naturt• u11twtam, whibt 
the army offered !he M't'Unty of a definite annual 
mcome. For those wuh ability and sufficient educa­
tion, there was the pros1x..:t of promotion with the 
bcller pay and conditions which this brought. and 
perhaps el'en for >«>eia l adl'ancemcnt. Financial 
records presern-d on papyrus sugg<'St that at least 
some soldien; \\:ere able to amas.."'i considerable sums 
of money. All soldiers had certain advantage; 
under the Jaw, a Iheme taken up by the late lst­
century satirisl Juwnal. who spoke of the difficulty 
for a ci,-iJian 10 gain r<-dr<"'-' for abuse>i mmrmtted 
by a soldier. Soldiers \\er<' uniquely permitted to 
make wills cwn if their father was sllll alive nor· 
mally all pn>JX'l1} of any children was legally 
as.-umed to belong lo their father. On di>£harge 
fmm the army. legionaries u'ually rt'<"l\'ed either a 
bounty or the grant of a pint of land_ 

Yet ahhough the ,.,.,Jdier enjo)<-<l these adl'an­
tages, ther came at the price of 2.') ) (•ars of S<nice. 

During that time they were subJrt1 IO an extremely 
harsh system of discipline. both ti>CJX>ral and 
t'3pital punishment being imposed almost at the 
whim of their commanders. l'robabli for this 
reason, desertion seems 10 haw been a mnstant 
problem. Promotion was ixi:-sible. but r<-quired a 
level of education and influence which many 
recruits may have Jacked. Nor was the legal )Xi:-1!1(>11 
of soldiers unambiguou<ly favourable. They were 
forbidden to marry. and any marriage con1ractt-d 
prior to service was declared illegal on enlistment. 
Even so, many men clearly did develop long-term 
relationships and begin to raise a family during 
service. This was one of the main reasons for allow· 
ing soldiers to make wills. for this was for a long 
time the only way they could bequeath pmperty 10 
their children or "' ife·_ Yet 111 the eyes of the l:I\\ 
such children remamed illeg;11mate and therefore 
were not entitled tocllizenship_ 

The standard of recruits 
\'egetius descnbed the ideal re<Tu1t m >«•me yetail, 
although some of his views had more to do with the 
racial prejudice; and mt-dical myths of his dar. 
Therefore men raised in a tem)X'rme climate, rather 
than the hotter eastern prol'inct'>'. \\Cresup\)<N.-d to 
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pm\'e steadier soldiers. The preference for recruit· 
ing men from rural areas rather than the towns was 
in part a legacy of the old hoplite ideal of a farmer 
soldier, but also had some practical basis. Soldiers 
raist-d in thl'country had generally led a han;her life 
and bl'come aa:ustomed to hard physical labour, so 
that tt was net-es.-;arv for recruits drawn from the 
tciwns to undergo a ;,,uch longer period of time;., 
training before their proper military training could 
begin. The former profession of a potential >-01dier 
was t'QlJall) important. and \'egetius claimed that 
more physical occupations such as those of the 
huntt-r, butcher, or blacksmith should be preferred 
to the unmanly tasks of pastry-OJOks, weavers or 
fishermen. RetTmtmg officers were to examine each 
man's size and physical fitness very closely. Height 
was 1111portant. 

Traditionally and probably Vegetius is here 
rdernng to the Principate recruits for the first 
cohort of a legion or a cavalry ala were to be, in 
Roman measurements, 6 ft, or occasionally 5 ft 10 in 
tall Gust over 5 ft 10 in (1.77 m) and 5 ft 8 in (1.7 m) 
by modern measurements). I lowever, he argues that 
shorter men of good build could also be accepted, 
since strength was more important to a soldier than 
mere height. Some educated recruits were also 
dl.,;irabll', for the army needed a great number of 
derks and admimstrators at all levels. \'egctius 
sa)s littlt• about the age of recruits, but other cvi· 
dent-., suAAl"'ts that the vm;t maionty were in their 
~llt' tt't·ns or earli to mid·20s. 

Some scholars haw rather naively assumed that 
the \ ast ma1oriti· of recruits actually met \'egetius' 
hil'(h standards, but theoretical manuals are danger· 
ous guidt.,; to the normal. The Emperor Tiberius 
onl1' ll11nplained that the legions \\ere having 
trouble finding retTUlts of sufficient quality, and 
that m I tali only the poore;t \'llgrants were drawn 
to military ,_..rvice. l\len who had been condemned 
to be thrown to the wild beasts, deported to an 
"land or exiled for a fixed term not yet expired were 
barred fmm joining the army and, if discovered in 
thl' ranks. were to be immediately discharged. The 
saml' was true of men who had joined up to avoid 
prost>cution. It is noticeable that only men convicted 
of the m<»t ;;erious crimes were barred from 
;;erv1ce, and there may ha,·e been many petty crimi· 
nals m the ran ks of the legions. 

The enlistment process 

Rl'CfUttmg parties appear to have been supervised 
by the governor of a pro,·ince. The first stage, or 
prnbalio. mnsisted of an inspection of the potential 
retTUlls. Each man's legal status was supposed to 
be made clear at this point, for only citizens were 
pennml-d to enlist m the legions, and slaves were 
not allo\\l-d to join any part of the armi• under 
normal cirnm1»tana:s. \\'hen Trajan replied to 
Pliny's letter concerning the two sla\·es found to 
ha\ e enlisted. he stated that the men would be 

subject to full punishment if they had falsely 
claimed to be free men. However, if they were sub­
smutes, then the blame rested with the men who 
had provided them, and if conscripts then the 
recruitmg officer was at fault. Citizenship and 
status were very important in the Roman Empire, 
but records of such things were not al\\'llys readily 
a•'llilable. An Egyptian pap~Tus dating to AD 92 
record.' the ca.~ of an opho in Legio Ill Cyrenaica 
who was accused of not being a Roman citizen. and 
thus fal'ed at the wry least di;missal. The man cited 
three witne:;,,e; to prove his status, two of them 
legionaries from other centuries and the last a 
veteran. 

The probatw also involved a medical examina· 
tion. Another papyrus records the discharge on 
24 April \IJ 52 of a l-ertain Tryphon, son of 
Oionysius, weaver, due to weak eyesight caused 

t1 s(( nr frmn TrOJ{ll(s 
C.olumn .r::ltountg a J(muf> of 
amhas.r::ad1>rs from a rangt of 
di.&t rwl bor/xma11 tw<>flU'-' 
Smm hott hair Imo/_..;, a 5f)'~ 
assorialrtl u1/h /ht (~nnanu· 
Sutbi. uhU.. lhmt on the kfl 
ha" llu fang. ka.fla11~1kc 
robt .s rharu<ttrishr of /Jw 
Sannofi1111s. Romon· 
au.rilwrir.r:: 1t'l"1'l' ncn11I• d 
from a broad rtml(t of fKofl/• s 
u'illu11, anti .><01m hmts out:.-uk 
tMpmnnl"l'.'\. 



by a cataract. In this case it is not certain that 
Tryphon was being discharged from the army, 
rather than some other form of service, but it is 
unlikely that a military discharge on medical 
grounds would have been very different. The 
late 3rd-century AO account of the Martyrdom of 
.'1axm1ilumus probably gives a fair reflection of the 
normal process of a probalio, although in this 
case it was clearly a matter of conscription. 
~Iaximilianus was brought before the representa· 
ti,·e of the governor, and it was formally stated 
that he had the required qualities for a soldier and 
that his height, 5 ft 10 in (1.77 m), was satisfactory 
and that therefore he ought to be enrolled. Through· 
out, Maximilianus claimed that as a Christian his 
beliefs did not permit him to serve as a soldier or 
do any evil. It was for this repeated refusal that 
he was eventually executed. 

A more enthusiastic recruit to the army could 
find his path greatly eased by bringing letter.; of 
recommendation. The higher the status of the 
referee and the closeness of the bond between him 
and the presiding officer added to the power of such 
documents, so that Juvenal could joke about a 
recruit armed with a letter from the goddess Venus 
to her lover, the war god Mars. Letters could make 
clear a potential recruit's status and abiliues, and 
might lead to rapid promotion. In \fl 107, a certain 
Julius Apollinarius enlisted in a legion and was able 
to gain an almost immediate appointment as a clerk 
(librarius). In a letter to his father he congratulated 
himself on being able to work at such light duties 
whilst his fellow recruits were outside breaking 
rocks. presumably for some building project. On the 
other hand, unsatisfactory recommendations could 
lead to disappointment. Around the same period 
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Claudius Terentianus tried and fai led to enlist ma 
ll'gion. before Joining the far l~" pre;tig1ous navy. 
Even there he was dismntented with his pn,,.pe'<1s. 
and mmplaim>d that ·nothing could be done wuhout 
mone~. nor will letters of recommendation be of 
any u"". unit''" man helps himself. 

\fter the pmbalio. those rcnuib aet'l'Pt<'CI for 
,...,.,... ire would be sent on to their unit. Probably at 
thi:-. time Lhl'Y \\t:n· gin:n the si1t110<1,/um. an 
tnsc.Tibed lead tablet worn aruund the· neck m a 
leatht·r pouch which served much the same fun<11on 
as the identity disks of modern soldier>-. Alread) 
the f<'<TUlts had probably taken the military oath 
(sarra111mt11111). "'·earing loyalty to the empc·ror. 
Tlwn they recm·ed travelling money (1iat1cu111) 
which ~ems always symOOlically to h..1\e consistt'CI 
of three gold coim•. whose total value was 75 
d111am. Although a substantial sum of mone)'. 
much of this was consumed during their journey. 
and relieving the reo·uits of their new wealth ma) 
well have been one of the ~rks of the regular,.,,. 
d1ers t"'-'.orting the party. On average a large part)' 
of rtxTu1ts who arriH'<l to join Cohors I l.usitano­
rum m \I> 117 had k's., than a third of their 1·iaticu111 
left tu deposit with the sigmfas of their centuries. 
\nother document d=-Tibes a draft of recruits: 

O:ip~ <..:. ~11mKm:-- ltalu'.'> ll•Cd:--1anus 
(;1\t' 111 ... tnll1101t. ... that th~: ~i' 11.'lTUih appruH"<I br mt' for 

thC'l·nhorl undl"I" \'tlUro•nunand bt:enttf....don t~ rrt."urd ... 
\\llheff{'(1 Imm l9Febr\IM\ I ha\C3J>ll<'lldc.<lthar 
names and di .. tnlK\Ji...htOJ(·mark:-. to this lettt,-. 

C \l'luriu.~(~llu ... a~'l'<i21 nc, di:-tmgui .... h1Tlj( 
mark ... 

C. l..AKt){1nu ... J'ri~u .... aged22 ...car on left 
e~ebrow 

C Juhu ... !\1axunu~ aged25 no di:-tinf..l'\Ji ... hmg 
mark.., 

. Juliu:-. ~,i,mdu:-. <ll(t'<l20 no distmj.,'llL ... hing 
marks 

C.Juhus Saturninus aged 23 scar on left hand 

\I . Antonius Vall'llii aged 22 :;,c;.ir on right side 
of forehead 

Rl'l't'tn'<12t February .\I> 103. through Priscus, smgulnn·:i. 
I. \\ 1diu'.'. Arrianu:o., wrnicu/nn.usof Cohors Ill 
llur..it1.>rum . ..;ta tr that the original lettl1" i"' in the rt'C'C'>rd:-. 
offu.'t'of thecohort. 

These were re<.Tuits to an auxiliary cohort, and 
therefore unlikely to have been citizens. but nen·r· 
thelt-s.' all are listed with three 'Roman· nam1:s 
and \\l>Uld be referred to in this way in all the vast 
dnl'un~ntatinn which would accompany them 
thnmghout thtir military career. An Egyptian 
l':.tlled Apron who had enlisted in the fleet and been 
posted to ~hsenum m Italy wrote to his family to tell 
them that he was now to be known as Antonius 

.\laximus of the Athenonican century. The same 
man assurl'CI his father of his g<M><I health. and 
thankt'CI htm for givmg him an education which 
should be a great as:-.t.·t in his rart't'r 

On arrival with a unit. the recTuits would be 
added to u' nnmrnal mil and all<"-<ltl'd to a centur) 
or turmn. but \\ould undl'rgo a J)l'riod of rigorou:-. 
trnining bdor<' bt'<.11mmg a ·ull) qualified ,;<>ldier. 

Auxiliary recruitment and the ethnic 
composition of units 
All lt·J{lnnanes wt-re supposed to be Roman c11izcn,, 
although in a fo:w. e\l't:ptional rasesat times of civil 
war or military lTi:--1~. foreignt:n- were permitted to 
enml and gi' en an nnmechall' grant of citizen:;hip. 
t\uxiliarie"' were normal!) non-cuizens. and gained 
cit11ensh1p onl) at the end of their 25 years of 
service. ~l<"'t auxiliaf) umts included a regional or 
t'thnic distinction in tlwir title. This name usual!\ 
rdt•rrc'CI to the· L'>1t1pos1tion of the unit when fi..,;t 
raist:d, but thl:' l~omans ~em to have made no par­
ticular effort to rnntinue finding recruits from the 
same l'thnir group. Wherever pos.,ible. the army 
rl'<.TUltt'<l from the nearest a\'ailable sources of 
1mn1>mH'f This was true to a great extent of the 
lt•gions. as during tho: Principate the number of 
reCTuits fnnn Italy stl'adilr declined. ln,lead citi-
7.t•ns wt:re found fnm1 the communiti~ in pro\·inct":" 
nl'arer to each l<•gion's home base. The same wa,; 
true of the1111xi/ia. If they happcne>d to remain sta· 
lloned near their plal't' of ongin. then a cohort or ala 
might well mntrnue to be pr<'Clominantly mm~ 
of me'll frum that '311~ r<-g;on. Otherwi,... they would 
over llme marnly be l'>mJ><....<1 of men from th,• 
mo:.;t k.:al re<.Tuiting ground,;. Some units. C>ipt.'Ciall) 
ont-s whit:h \\t-rt• mo\"ed fmm pm,·inc~ to province. 
might mntarn soldiers from a mixture of different 
re1,~ons and pcopk'S. An rns<.Tiption from 1 ladrian\ 
\\'all singles out the Germans within a partirnlar 
•~•hurt. It is hard to tell whethl'f the different group' 
\\OU Id be formt.>d into distinct centuriesor>imply be 
mixed up. The word of mmmand. and the language 
of the administration which ran the army. was m 
Latin. l~e'<.TUtls would have to acquire at least a rudi­
mentary understandmg of the language. although 
it is much harder to estimate how many auxiliaries 

or mdt•t'CI lt·g1onane;; were literate. 

Bask training 
A rt'O'urt's trammg at first focused on physical 
litnl'Ss and al·customing the new soldiers to disci­
pline. Cl<~<•rdcr drill was an e;;pecially important 
elt•mcnt. and the mo:n were taught to march in step 
and keep formation. They also underwent route­
marcht~ tu impmn~ their stamina \"egetius daim~ 
that they were e\pec1ed to mmplt·te a march of ~ 
Rormn m1lt-s in five hours at the ordinary pace. and 
21 milt"' in the samt• trnw at the quil'k step. There 
,.,, as a1so great emphasis on running and jumpmg. 
\t lt·asl some of these exercises were performed in 



full kit and, m the case of the marches, often carry­
ing packs and extra gear. 

\\'capons' training employed a system copied 
from the gladiatorial scll<~>ls. A 6-ft (1.82-m) po;;t 
was erected and the re<.TUU taught to fent-e by 
aiming blows at it. I le was issued with a wooden 
sword and a wicker shield, both of the normal size 
but considerably heavter than the real thing. 
Therefore, as he practised the regulation cuts, 
thrusts and parries, the he:1vy equipment also 
helped to stren!,'lhen his arms. Pila would also be 
thmwn, using the post as a target, and it is possible 
that there was basic instruction in other weapons, 
such as slings, bows and the various forms of 
artillery. \'egetius also rernmmended that all tmops 
be taught to ride and swnn. 

The level of tranung gradually increased. 
Recruits would then bt·gin to fight mock battles, 
using practit-e weapons or real weapons 11 ith their 
points co\·ered with leather di'°' to pre\"cnt serious 
injuries. At fiN pairs would fight each other, and 
then larger groups until exercises inml\"ed entire 
units. In all. basic training pmbablr lasted for 
,,;e\"eral months. until the l"l'CTuit bt'Came a fully 
qualified member of the unit. Training did not end, 

(Abot'f) Tm> n-cnadon; ~hoil 
hmc Ruman lmop ... m n ,~n, n 
rxcrrised by fi ncinl[ tt'l/lt 
blunt-li/>/>t:d 1t·1·apm1.'i. In tlu 
early f>hasl'::s of /rai11in/,!. 
't'C"'it::s used U"f>odnr ... mm/s 
and cam"rd u1·ckrr shit/d1; -
both /Jca1icr //Jan /Ju 
equipment aclual/y ustd in 
bollle. Later /hey u·oukl 
employ propa kit, the lips of 
u·eapons being made saff by 
ka//tcrtips 

(Righi) An ar skuUJi•w1d at 
i ·;m/olnnda. l 'i~ihW an a 
number of ."Quart w ch'on 
lwks made by bolls Jivm a 
light balli>ta. '"1111• s/11111 //wl 
llu skuO lrod bt rn use1l for 
torRt I /)radin. by :w/Ji~rs. 

but was a continuous amvit)' throughout the 
remainder of his service. and Roman mmmandtTS 
were supposed to keep their units well drilled and 
prepared for actual war. 

joining the Roman Army 
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\lurh of a "'ldtds life was spent in barracks. and ll 
1:-. worth no\\ t"onsidering this environment. For 
rt~Tuits from the town,; and cities. life in a <Towded 
military bast: will not have been entire!) unfamiliar. 
Those men from rural areas. ""pecially many aux ii· 
mrit.~ whc) came from the I~ settlt'CI pm\'tnet:.-s, n1n 
onl} ha\t' found it a new and !:'trangeplace. 

It is rnn\'entional to refer to the largest of the 
arm\'

0

s pt:rmanent bas<,,.. and in particular the 
t.-stablishments capablt· of housing an em ire lej:!ion. 
as fortress<.,,. whilst the smaller installations "tit· 
able for a s111glc auxiliary unit are referr('d to as 
forts. Trmpontr) bases. regard!""' of size, are 
known as camps. None of the:;e terms is entirely 
appropriate. and they conceal the enormous variety 
of function within each group. Fortr""-< and fort 
ml'vtlabl) sug)(t-st a pt»-ition which was pnnk1nly 
defl·nsive, sonwthing akin to a medie,·a) t1lstle. In 
fart. th<' army's bas<.,; were rare!) providt'Cl wuh 
t-spt._"'l·iall~ strong fonifications. Instead they \\en• 
fit~t and fon·most barrJcks providing accommoda­
tion for large numbt,rsof soldiers and storage spare 
for the supplies requu"l'd to support them. 

The Legionary Fortress 

Even after the .\larian reform. the Roman army did 
not h:t1e permanent bases. It was still es.sencially a 
fi<·ld army, designed to carry out mobile operations. 
This was a lime of mnquest, and the Empire contm 
ut'Cl to expand rapidly until .\ll 11. Yet acti\'e 
<~tmpai~'lling was normally confined to the spring, 
summer and early autumn. for it was exceptionally 
difficult for armies to find adequate food and forage 
Ill the winter months. At the end of each season of 
operation, a legion would retire and settle into 
\\ inll·r quarters (ltibtma). In urbanized areas this 
might mean being billeted on a town or city, but 
l'ls<·where 1t mrnl\'ed the construction of a far more 
substantial version of the nk1rching camp. The for· 
tilkations were made more formidable. the earth 
and tim!Jt,r ramparts made higher and mengthened 
with tmwrs. whilst tents were repk~ced bi huts. 
Such Gimps pro\'ided the troops with a tlkasure of 
comfort during the winter months, which should 
haw resultl'Cl in lowering the !°"<es to sickness. 
Tht» abo often had a stratl'!(ic function. s.:rving to 
hold down re..vntly conquered territory or ptl>'illon· 
Ill)( the arm) m readines.s for the next sea><m"s 
campail(ll. 

l nder ,\uj{Ustus tht' army took on a new perma­
nenc.:t• and. v~ hilst l'Xpansion continued. many 
legions began to spt:nd longer periods stationed in 
tht• same part of a pronnce. Over time, the old 
wintt1' quarters ,.,·o!n'Cl into more permanent 
lxN-s. whirh artt'Cl as the legion's depot, hou,-ing 
murh of it:-. rt-•t:nrd~ and adnuni:-.tration. even if the 
bulk of tht• unit w-as away on rampaign. At fi~t 
such ixN-s \\ere simply slight I) better mnstrurted 
H·r--1ons of tht: wintl'f ramp. with timber buildings 
and t·arth ramparts, but over time these were rebuilt 
m more substantial form. E\'entually, tiled roofs 
replan'Cl tl1<1trh. and 1nxl(!en walls were replaced b) 
stone. The r.·buildmg in stone usually occum'Cl in 
stagt-s, and the choice of buildings reflected a unit's 
1mmt'Cliatt priontit"' The pace at \\ hich this procbS 
, .. ·cum'CI was influenrt'Cl br tht• state of the existing 
timber structures and thr lt .. ·al availability of suit· 
able masonry. 

A legionar; fortres.s was big, covering some 
50 60 acres (20 25 ha). A small number. such as 
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\'etera (modt•rn clay Xantl'll) on tlw ~hine, were 
t.'H'n bigger, housing t\\11 lt.·gions on tlw :-.c.1mt• sitt..•. 
\Ian~ 1t:gionary fortrt>:-ist.~ nm\ lie bt..·ntath modern 
town:-.. surh as Chcskr or York m Bntam. and this. 
<lnnbinl'd "1th tlu·ir 'hl't·r 'tze. ha' meant that 
cktailt-d ""~"at ion h:i- onl) bt·t·n '""'ible m >mall 
fractions of rnost :-.itt"S. Thts mf·ath that our picture 
of a lt·¢onar~ fortn~ .... mu .... t to a grt·tu t·xttnt be an 
arnalj{am of m.any difft-rt·nc silt."'.'\.. Smet· thtn• 

apJ't'ar.-. to haH• l)\.·t:n a grt·at dt·grt·t· of uniformity 
m phm and layout, thb !lkt) not pf"l.>:'l'nt t<•• much of 
a pmblem, but ll l> important to re~mbto' that each 
site ~· far t·xc.tl\ att-d has displayt--d a ft·w pt:'culiar 
ft-aturt-s. Somt• \\t•rt• oo.i.1pil'd for ~n·ral centurie-1 
and during that ttmt• pa,>t-d thmugh numerous 
pha"" of dewlopml'nl 

IA.-ftll<.'l' was ran,;I~ of prime concern in the sitmg 
of IL·gion:ir~ fortn.-sst-s. It \\:as far more unportant 
for tht~· ba~-s to han· at'<."l~s to \·t:ry good cornmu-
111rn11ons by n~1d. and t"Sj)l'<.'ially by water.>"> most 
are located next to na\'igablt• rivl:'rs. ThHe is ~ome 
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variation in the earliest period, but virtually all 
fortres.>t-somform to thedaS>ir playmgt~1rd 'ha1x• 

a rectangle wnh mundl'll cornt·rs mmmon lo 
marching camp:-.. T\\O roads Wtfl' n·ntral to the 
layout of any Rom.1n ba"'- Tht• first, or l'lfl prmn· 
pa/is, ran between !ht• gall'way m t·arh of the lnngl'r 
:;ides of the fort.Joinmgth1, at a nght an1:lt· ""'the 
l'IO prailona, whirh led fmm thl' mn'l imJ)<lrtant 
gate of the ramp, the por/a pra<111na, up to thl' 
headquarters building or pmrripw \\ hirh hi)' 
behind the tia prmnpw. Thl·re '"'"' other n~1d, 
within the fortres...._ n."t notably the l'IO tit ru111a11a, 
which led fmm be)ond tht· range of bu1ldmi.."' 'llr· 

rounding the pn11cip1n out to tht p11rl11 dm11111111a 
gate in the rear wall. 

Internal buildings 

T/11· prmcipia. The headquartl'rs was the admmis­
lrati,·e and spiritual !wart of tht• legion_ Its mam 
entrance, usually construrtt'Cl on ;1 monumental 
s<.<1le, lay on the line of the t'lfl prart111w. This 
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1/Motdtfli ,-\ pbm of tiu 
if'J(l1•1rary fortn~' at lnd1/uthil 
111."ltctlo111/. u-lud1 "''·'/null tn 
/Mlnlt lstonlur)'AI>and 
1J/1(]11dm111/ bcjim it had bet 11 
fomp/fttd. 

(/Mou'} A p/1111 ·~{ llu-
lt l(lu1111T)'forlrt."S at Cm rlr1m 

(f.,,·a .\tlunon) m South HOits 
ims ot.u1Pit d /(1r mort thnn 
tm>ontum.~ by lcg10/I 
-1111.:usta_ Tiu n an many 
sm1;/nl1/u .~ mth tlu layout 11/ 
/11d1tuf/11l, but 1w tu:o 
}or/rt .'St's apprnr to!>.. 
ahso/ultl\' it!tntical 

N 
~ 
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°'"of //ir rmit'flled borrark 
blocks al Uurlt>o11 .. \'rart...:.I lo 
lllR ca11u ra is thr bma,/ ranl(t 
of mom...:. that prond4. d 
arrommoJa/iun fi1r /ht> 
cerllunmt j>f·rl111ps alst1 fur 
smnt t~f //U' otlu·r pnnc.1palt.".'o. 

and afo1 pmbahly ... owt 
admmL"lrat1rt sfk1r·r. /11 lht 
distann an• tJu parrx oj 
n'<n11s, 'arh of u·h1rh tms 
aUotalt'd lo OtJ t'i/fh/.man 
contubernium 

opened into a colonnaded courtyard, usually pa\"ed, 
surrounded br rooms which may ha\"e ,.;en;t:d as 
office<. Behind this was an enormous tranSl'el"e 
hall or basilica. some 30-IO ft (9-12 m) wide with a 
double mw of mas,;ive columns running along its 
leni..>th to support the high roof. There is e,·idence 
fmm exca,11tions at Caerleon and \'Ork that the hall 
often contained larger-than-life-sized statues of the 
emperor and members of his family. This area 
appear,; to have been used for formal parades and 
ceremonil.,; and at one end there was a raised tri­
bunal from which the senior officer presiding over 
such affairs could addreo;s the gathering. 

In the centre of the far wall was the entrance to 
the shrine (aedes or saceUwn) where the legion's 
standards. the 59 or flJ signa, the imagi11es (busts) of 
the imperial family, the t'exiUa (flags) used by 
detachments and most of all the aqui/a or eagle, 
were kept. Screens, often in part of stone, separated 
the shrine from the main hall, but still allowed the 
pn.>c1ous standards to be glimpsed. On either side of 
the shnne were ranges of offices. whilst beneath 
was often a t-ellar housing the legion's treasury. 

Although the actual dimensions and details \<lry 

fmm site to site. 1t seems that the pri11cipia in most 
fortrt::<'l'S mnformed to this panern. One exception 
was at Lambaesis. the depot of Legio Ill Augusta in 
North .\frica. where the functions of the main 
hall were fulfilled instead by an open colonnaded 
square. 

Tiu pral'lunum. The commander of a legion. wuh 
the ext-eption of the unus stationed in Egypt who 
were led by equt.,;trian preft'<.1s, was a Roman 
senator, and thus a man of mnsiderable wealth and 
standing. The act.ummodation pro\"ided for the 
legate. along with quite Jl<"''ibly his \\ife and 
family and t-ertainly a large household of slaves and 
freedmen. had therefore to be on a grand scale. Th.: 
legate's house. or practurium. was modelled on a 
Roman aristcx.Tat's town house and mnsisted of a 
range of buildings amund a central square court· 
yard. which provided rooms for public and social 
functions as well as private living space. Quite often 
there were other small courtyards. and the legates' 
houses at both Xanten and Caerleon had on one side 
a long colonnaded area with semi-circular ends. 
most pmbably a garden. These houses were luxuri­
ous. with under·ftoor heating and their own bath 
houses, and were also \"ery big. 1;;,-11mates of the 
:size of the practonum al Caerleon suggest that it 
was substantially larger than the biggest house in 
Pompeii, which was in keeping with the status of 
legionary legates as senators, members of an impe­
rial elite numbering a few hundrt:d. Their hou>es 
were also unequi,·ocally Roman in design and style. 
even when the legionary fortrt::<, la) in regions with 
a very different climate from the \lt:diterranean. 

Other houses: The other senior officers of a legion 
were also pmvided with houses of their own. Th.: 
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(/.;11) Th, prinapia at 
Loml>at sis m .\'orlh AfrUo ts 
om_ uf 111£ btst-pnsrrnd 
c.mmp/;s of /fuse buildmgs 
u-hkh fomitd !Ill' spmtual and 
admmistraht't Marl of a 
k111011. C1dikc tlll' . 
ht-01/quarlrrs in t/Jc roldl'r. 
tlamfKr c/1matcs of Eumf>t, 
murh of llll' spore l«as taken 
up by an of>t1i-01rcourtyard m 
u'/1irh pomdes C<1uld M held 

(lltlm1-) A SCC111' slrmnng till' 
fort al Vuutolanda as ii u:ould 
/um· appcan:d near tire rnd of 
/hr 2nd crnlury AD. In front of 
lhr galfu:a_v is the vicu~ the 
cil'ilian seltlcmtnl that grew 
up lo support any pcrmanrnl 
army bas£~ Xolice /he desi/fl1 
of tlu· stnP houses, whose 
t'(f)' namm front faang the 
mad u·as mlcndrd lo protlde 
a.~ ma"y du:cUmgs as />Qssiblc 
U1/h rood arrcss. .\tony of 
tlrt.\l' bu1Ulmgs may hare had 
shops or bars in frrmt. 



Doily Routine 
lnbtmus lalidadus was also a senator, and lived in a 
smalltr ve~ton of the Italian courtyard house. 
Similar. if P<>,»ibly slightly le;:; fine. accommoda· 
lion was pnividcd for the equesuian tribun'-"", and 
pmbabh the pr11</i.du.< cas/rorum. The ct·nturions 
of tht• fiN mhort, theprim1 ordi11cs, m turn cnioyt'CI 
a higher status than the C'-""t of the centurionate, 
and were allowed to li\-e in sniall hou.'it'». rather th.an 
a suite of rmms at the end of a barrack block. 

1111 bflrmrks: The most common type of building 
\\ tthm the fort""-' \\as the barrack block, prm·id 
mg accommodation for a century of 80 men and tt:-. 
offin:~ . . \ lcgionarr fort""-' would <~>ntain 60 such 
blo<·ks.or&I if its fi~t cohort wasmilliarr. Ina tern· 
porary camp each century pitched its tents in a line. 
and the long thm barrack buildings preserved this 
arrangement. Instead of a tent, each eight-man co11-
l11bl rmum (squad) was given a pair of rooms. One 
seems to have provided living and sleeping quar­
tl'~. perhaps m bunk beds although there ts no 
dirt'Ct el' idencc for this. The other room. probably 
u"-'CI to store <'<1uipment, was about the sanw size, 
around 50 s<1. ft ( 1.6 sq. m) or a litt le >mailer. There 
was no internal rnrridor, but a rnlonnade rJn along 
ihe front of the building with perhaJki a dlm for 
each pair of rooms. Finds of window glas.."i are rea· 
sonably rnmmon amund barracks. suggesting that 
m<"t had windows, but it is probable that the inside 
of tht-se buildings was gloomy. This was esp..'Cially 
trut.• of the rooms at the rear, since it was common 
for two blncb to be built back to back separated by 
a l'err narn"' aller. 

,\t the end of each block was a wider range of 
room:-.. whose plan varies to a far greater extent 
fmm site to stte. These set:m to have pmvidl'CI smw 
offit~ ;rnd admmistrative space for the dail) 
running of tht.• t'\:'nturr. and abo a ~uite of moms for 
tht• n·nturion. There is some c,;dence that th<"'' 
nffit-.:~ lived in a degree of comfort, with the wall, 
of their rmms pl<i>tered and painted in decnrnti\'e 
patterns. They also usuallr included a pri,·ate lava. 
tory and wa~h room with its own under.floor drain. 
Usually ii seems that the bigger and better nxmis 
were at the end of the block furthest fmm the main 
stret•I and so pn.,,umably a little more peaceful. 

Th"m•tic-Jlly each barrack block ought to haw 
rnnsist<'CI of the centurion's rooms and offices. and 
10 pai~ of nxmJS for the IO c011/11bt.mia. llowever, 
excal'ated blocks rarely if e\·er have IO pat~ of 
n .. ms. and 11 or 12 is far more common. The 
puri><..e of these extra rooms is uncertain, and 
variou'.'i u~ such as storagt.> ~pace or accommoda· 
tion for the pri11npall.< ha\'e been suggestl'CI. The 
fmnt nwnn m ""llC b.~rrack blocks '""" prol'tdt'CI 
with ht~trths, although at other fortres.'h'. soch a' 
Caerlmn. ovens were built into the inner side of the 
mam ramparts. \\'hen units were at foll streni,>1h. 
life in barrnck blocks may well ha,-e been nuwded 
and glmmy. but soch living conditions \\erl' 

unlike)\· to haw been much wo~ than those of 
J><K>n·r ~·i\'ilians li\'ing in the blocks of flat8 (im11/ac) 
of the cit it.~. 

11u ilosp1t11/ (mt. tudman11111J: Another of the 
largt·r butldini," m the fortn.,-., was the h<,,.pital. 
built to mnform wtth the mt'Cltl":tl wisdom of the 
dar. Ont~ again. these tended to be rectangular 
buildings based around a l~ntral munrnrd. At 
lnt"htuthil 1n St'•tland the h<,,.pttal measu~ed some 
31'.Xl ft by JUst unckr 200 ft (91 by 56 m). It was 
di\'iCk:d into t>t wards. each about the size of a rn11· 

lul• rmum nwm1 in a barrack block. If. like the latter. 
these..• mom:-. \H'rt.' t'XPf.."Ck-d to arcummodate fmm 
four to eight s1ld1e~. then this would ha-e meant 
that the h<,,.pital was c:1pable of mping with a 5--IO 
per cent sickn<.,.s or m1urr rate for the entire legion. 
The wards were built in two separate ranges. one 
inside the other. joint'CI at intervals by short corri­
dors. llospital buildini,'S found in fortresses in 



fRrf!/tl} TIU' rt romtrurf' d 
hmht r J:rmwry al llu /st 
n'1lt1ryA/Jl~mtforl mar 
G.11-.11/rv. .\'aft th« tn'ttdotn In 
pmrnf, n n/1/a/11111and1111' 
rm.std floor. 

f/kW.c) 11zr gmnan• ~al 
H11u.;;rslt ad:<> fort 1m 
Hadnan's Ui10 slt01t" """of 
tlw nu thutl" of rarnng flit' 
jlt.:H1r 14 rt I of :;ud1 b111/1/t11J:S lo 
flmlm/ Jiu 1' mpt. mlurt of 
.'i/11rt d J..lfl(kl'i mu/ pr11/4, 11114 m 
fmm n rmm . .\"oliff tlu J!Yt al 
tlurkms.~ 11{ thr rm/ls. 
Cranan·rs m n f'Xln mt/~· 
$Uhslanlwl lmiMms::i.. · 

Germany lack this detail, but an.· oth<·rnN' similar. 
although the onb at :-leu"' and Xanten also haw a 
single largt:'r room at th~1r main tntrJnn• 

Tiu· grananis (lwma): .\!though <'OO\ent1onalh 
referred to as granari<.,,, thbe ffk1"-'"'' building,; 
were in reality ~tort>hou~~ runtainmg a rtllll{t! of 
foodstuffs and other ikm' apart fmm gram. Their 
remains are distinl1lw, blu1u"· 1m~1r~1bh th,· llc.>r 
was raised above gmund len.J. euher b) .lo\\ walls 
or row,; of posts or p1lla"" Thi' helpt~I to make the 
::-.torcd food It.~"" acct:-;.sibk• to n:rmin. and t'n·n mort' 
importantly, along wuh n-ntilators Sl't mto the 
walls, permitted a freer !low of air. In stone gra 
naries the walb are usually buttrb'l-d. in part a 
retlection of the height of the building, but proba­
bly al'i<> an indication that the mif proje<:lt-d for 
wme distance bt>yond till' "all. !wiping lo <·nsurr 
that rainwater drained away from th<· building. In 
these ways the grain was kl'pt t'Mll and dry, allo\\ 
ing its storage for long pt·riocb without sis.,rnitirant 
Jos..<. 

Tiu· bath hnusr: .\ bath hou"' \\as rnrir,• than 
simplr a place to wash for tht• Romans, u "as an 
important social envtmnmt:nt. Snmt• of tht• most 
sophi:<tirated technolog)' l'\'l'r de1 elopt-d b) the 
Romans was employed m rtf.,'Ulatmg the ll'mJ><:ra· 
tures of the different n••rns m a bath houst ,\II 
military bast; had a bath house. and in the c:1se of 
legionary fortn.;.;..--.es th~ \\t•re t·(m:-.tructt'<i cm an 
enormou." ~le, being ~>1nethmg akm to modl'rn 
~ports centrt:"S. 
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T~ r«mislrucltd slt111t' 

galeu:oy ut Arb.in /i.lrl 
(modrrn-da" :;,,uth SlurM' 
Ot't rliH1hnR. tht' mouth t~f /11r 
Tynt) u·as built 011 /lu 
fimndalimrs of tlu.· on"t:inal 
Roman ... trnr/urt~ Rarntfr 
discm·rrfd l't1.drnnfnm1. 
F.gypt suggt.'il.'i that the lmt·t r.; 
probab(~· ltad an utra sltm-y 
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Otha b11i/di11gs: Legionary fortres.-;es were very 
large and included a range of other buildings. At 
lnchtuthil a large workshop ifabrita) was discov· 
erecl. At Lambaesis a building was tentatively 
idt·ntitied as the scholai or guild hou>es as.-;ociated 
with particular ranks such as centurions. A number 
of buildin~'>' are known only through their plan 
re\ealed by excavations and it is m1possible to 
do more than gues.' at their funcuon. A strJnge 
elliptical building has been disco,·ered in the 
fortrc"'' at Chester which is unlike anr structure 
known fmm etther ci,·ilian or military rontexts 
el,;cwhere. In some case; there were large open 
spaces. perhaps because the original plans were 
altered. Although man) legionary fortn>s.'iCS were 
<>t't.upied by the army for several centuries. this 
does not mean that all parts of the base were 
constantly maintained to a high standard. At 
Chester for instance, much of the fortress was 

abandoned during the 2nd century AD, with 
buildings in some areas being demolished, before 
the fortress was subsequently reoccupied. T here 
is no rea8!m to suppose that this was unique. 

Fortifications 

The walls surrounding a Roman base were not 
espec1all)· high or formidable. In the 1st and 2nd 
centurit::-> \II. t<mers normally did not project 
beyond the wall and so could not be u:;ed to deliver 
enfilading fire a~'<!inst attackers pl'C&'ing the 
mam wall. The height of walls is difficult to 
cakuL~te. but the walkway was probably not more 
than 12 15 ft (3.6 1.5 m) above ground. The towers 
may well have been twit-e as high again, or higher, 
and it is certain that the tower,; forming part of the 
mam ~'<lteways were deliberately made tall and 
imprb..'-'ive. 

Outside the walls was mvariably at least one 
ditch. and it was rare for auxiliary forts and other 
small outposts to have fewer than three ditches. 
Thtse were usually v-shaped m set1ion, wme 6 ft 
(2 m) in depth, and with a small rectangular trench 
at the bottom to facilitate cleaning out spoil as 
well as making it easy for anyone attempting to 
tTOs.' to twist their ankle. In rome cases the area in 
front of the ditcht.,; was covered with concealed 
pits, each with a sharpent'CI stake in the middle, 
known to the soldiers as 'lilies' (/ilia). 

The defenet.'S of most Roman forts would 
have posed few problems for an army with some 
knowk-dgt• of siege..Taft. I lowever, for much of 
the Principate only the Romans pos.'il'!;Sed this 
technology. Agamst a les.' skilled opponent, the 
ditcht::-> and other <ih>taclt-s would certainly have 
served to slow down and break up an attack, 
rubbing it of momentum. All the while the defend· 
ers would also have been bombarding any attackers 
with a hail of mi,,_,jfl.,.. from javelins and arrows 
to simple hand-thrown stones. Experiments by 



modern re-cnactor.; have suggestl'CI that ditches 
were sighted so that they could be roven.'CI by 
thrown mis.,iles from the walls and tower.; of a fort. 
Some bases may also have included artillery a' part 
of their defence.,;, although this perhaps only 
lx.'Clme more common in smaller forts during the 
3rd century. 

The Romans JX"'-""'-Sl'CI the knowledge and skill 
to construct far larger and greater fortifications 
around their bas<'>', but under the Principate 
chose not to do ro Ewn so, an attack on a fort 
would have been a difficult and risky operation for 
most of Rome's enemie;. The dcfcncc:; were not 
made even stronger. brt1iuse the army remained 
primarily an army for mobile operations. The 
Romans expel1l'CI under most circumstances to 
move out from behind their fortifications and 
defeat the enemy in the open. 

(A/lm•r Ir/I) The irwn.<tnirtrtl 
gatmay /1111// at tlw J.11111 /i>rt 
giti's an unpn·ssimz of Jiu• 
tnlrm1rrs to rarlh mu! ltmha 
fart.< Onr<' agam tlie 111111/it llf 
the origmal slntrltm ;." 
un/>ossiblt to t slahli."h 

(A/lot« right) A p/n11 llf tlu 
f(1rlalH011."tslla1fson 
lladnn11» llaU.111m111al(<••I 
1mpn . .;sion "f thr layout of 
auxilwrJ/orls m11J thnr SfO/J 

U1 n1mfJ4ri.son tu /hr t·a.'\/ 
llf(W1U1ry· fi1rln fii."l s. 
/Joust ... tra1L.; rw ... a ltlllt. 
big;:!t. r thmt some au.nhary 
j1rls; 11 opf>t ors tu hnt·r b.. l " 
con . .;frut"frd fi1r a milt0r)' 
mhurl . 

. 1n at rial p/11>/ol(mp/J ol 
H111rnslta1L'\ todll\':>.lum:i tlu 
practorium. prinr.~pia a111/ 
lu.•s/)llaJ m //t, N nln'. ..t }tu 
bmlt/111J:.'i of llU' nrilinn 
'KU..., arr n .. q/Jlr outsidt ti~ 
ROtumy, but tlus 51111' rm flt 
•at'> m ffld far btl:}..'t r, 
mrmng mm•/ of thl' slope lo 
/ht• suulh and m ·"'-

Hadrian's Wall Hadrian's Wall 

Barracks 

Ba tracks 

N 

A 
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Auxiliary Forts 

In man; respects auxiliary forts were a smaller· 
S<.<1le n-rsion of the great legionary depots. Their 
pk1n was es...,ntially the same, with the main t-ifl 
prm tonfl and tw pn11cipa/is meeting at a t·junction, 
b..fond which lay the principifl building, itself a 
'mailer wrsion of a legionar; headquarters. !~:side 
this was the pradorium. in size more like the 
tribune's hou""" in a legionar} base, and probably a 
smaller vers10n of the hClt'p1tal. ><>metimes as a 
smgle range of rooms rather than a courtyard 
building. Barrack blocks were much the same size 
as tht:ir lt:gionary equivalents, but there were fewer 
of them a mere six for a quingeniary cohort 
and JO for a milliary unit. ~ fixed cohorts and a/(1( 
aJ,., added stable blocks. roughly similar in dimen· 
sions to the barrack buildings. Bath hou>es were 
al><> smaller and normally lay outside the walls of 
the fort. 

Barracks Life 

Like many other standing armies throughout 
history, the lfomam; believed in keeping their >'<>I · 
diers bus)·. The mas.,h·e military bureauCTacy, of 
which only the mci,;t minute fraction has survived, 
r<·mrded where each ,.,Jdier was and what he was 
domg .. \ duty !"ll>ter sun·in~s for a century of one of 
the Egyptian legion>. perhaps Legio Ill Cyrl'naira. 
fmm the lare !st centur; '.!>. Covering the first 10 
days of the month of October, it lists the tasks 
a"'1gned to each of the 31 legionaries available for 
dut;. T<1'ks rani.,"' from guard duty at the Principia. 
on the gates and rampart of the fortres...,, to patrols 
around and outside the base. At different times, two 
nll'n sP<:nt a day wuh the artiller;-, although 
whl'ther this mvoh-ed traming in its use or simply 
dt•aning the weapons and their ammunition is 
m1pti,;sibk to know. There were also fatigut.,;, such 
<1' bc111g assigned to the bath house, presumably 
assisting in its running and maintenance rather 
than enioying its facilities. and, even less pleasantly, 
cleaning out the latrines. Some men were assigned 
to 'bmts'. which either meant looking after their 
own kit. or perhaps ><m1e role in repairing the 
century·~ footwear. A~1gnment to clean the centu· 
rion's boots most probably inrnlved acting as 
batman. and the mm 'in century' may simply haw 
bcm at the immediate disposal of therenturion and 
f>rmcit>aus. 

In many ways this duty n"'ter would be readily 
familiar to the soldiers of many regular armies. It 
should not >urprisc us that the century appears to 
haw done littk· or nothing as a unit whilst in ramp. 
The nwn Wt.'r\' assigned as individual~ to whercn·r 
thei were n'Qmn'CI. Several were J)<»'ted to other 
Ct>ntunons for tasks both mside and oubide the 

camp. lnnially there were 31 men available for duty. 
although this was sub,;('(jlltntly incTeased to 3S. 
The reonaming nine >'<>ldiers of the century, which 
was thus at little mcm• than half its theoretical 
strength of 80, were 11111111mcs or exempt from 
normal dutll"'- Th..,., were al;;o listed along with 
their specialist tasks, indudmg a wagon repairer. 
kt:ept:r of wtapons. and a range of administrat1\"e­
i><"'l"- ~ ltn with >Ut'h pt>Sll10ns.justa.,Juli1L'i ,\ptilli· 
narius had glt-efulli written to his father. were able 
to arnid heavy k1bour and many of the more 
unpleasant tasks. It was al"'> rct'O!,'llized that in 
many units some soldiers brilx.'CI their centurions to 
avoid any disagreeable duty. Though ob,·iouslr 
detrimental to d1sciplme, this problem appears 
never to ha\e lx.·en wholly eradirnted. 

Some documents listed the al1ivitics of every 
soldier in the unit. Documents survi,·e listing the 
namt.o:; of e\'ery "'>ldier in Cohors XX Palmyreno­
rum al Dura Europus and listing their current 
as.s ignments. Onn• again, men tended to be posted 
as individuals to perform a very wide range of 
tasks, rather than operating in their centuries or 
w11/11/>trnia. Units al"'> appear to have kept records 
of Cat'h indi\'idual. listing periods spent away from 
the umt. Anoth<·r late 1st-century pap)TUS from 
Egypt nxwcls the a!N-nces of four soldiers of 
Legio Ill Cyrenaira mw the cour>ie of seven years 
During this lime ~larcus l'apirius Rufus had been 
st·nt twit-., to the granary m the \ fercurium quarter 
and on<'t' to the granary at !\eapolis in Alexandria 
,\notht·r m.1n, Titus Fk1vi1Ls Saturninus. had spent 
"''1ne llnlt.' dn'C!ging a harbour. and then bet-n 
as.-..ij.,,'f'lt:'CI to tht.• n·ntunon Tinumus, and ~U~· 
qllt'ntly the fn:t.'Clman \ laxunus. 

Pa rades and religious ceremonies 
A !though soldiers spcnt much of their time 
assiS.,'lll'd as mdi\'iduals to specific task>. the rorpt> 
rat<' lift• of the unit continued. once again much as it 
does in many mncll'rn armies. When in barracks. 
the day ,;('l'ms to haw begun with a muster parade. 
when the rol l was ralk'<I. Clune probably a 5enior 
officer would deliver the orders for the day, perhaps 
from the tribunal m the prmcipta. As men were then 
despatched to tht•ir tasks, other parades took place 
aflt'r which men wereenrollt'<I as sirk or returned to 

normal dutot-s. ,\ t ><>me P<>int the 1-,'llards through· 
nut tht• <«mp \\ould be changed and a ne\\ 
password for tht• day i'-'UL'Ci. It seems probable that 
this pnK"l-ss imoln'CI considerableL't'remony. 

On "'me days further parades were required to 
mark important ()(t'(lsi(m~ One d<K.ument, known 
as the Ft na/1 l>11rm111111. fmm Dura Europu>. lists 
the formal calmdar of Cohors XX Palmyrenorum 
m thl' late II> 220,.. \\'ritten in Latin. the calendar 
mcludt-s lllitn\ traditionallr Roman ft.-sti,·als, \\hen 
nffenngs "'.;.._. made to .the Capitoline triad of 
Jupiter. Juno and \lmerva, as \\ell as other impt>r· 
tant Rmnan d<·illt-s, such as the war god ~tars. 



Duty Roster for a Century in Legio Ill Cyrenaica, Egypt, Late 7 st Century AD 

CI lumlllll' Cck-r 

l At:mihu"' \'altns 

L Julius \'a ll'Os 

L Jul1th!ktavianus 

\l.\mu<\1j({'r 

LSt:\tihu:- c;t·rmanus 

CJuliusF 

() CaS>nis Rufus 

CJulius I.ongusSiclo 

C Julius IJ111gus ,\ v>-0 

T Hmus J'n,...us 

T Flanu"' :\igt:r 
\ 1 \ ntontu:- (n:-.pus 

\ ! !\um .. 

(~ J>t·tn 1n1us 

Car s 

C \<·m1hus •. . 

C \"almus. 

T F~l\1US. 
~----

(, Fahiu' Fal .. ·r 

\ I \ lan.ius Cll"nlt"!b 

C \ ill<·n us Fdl\ 

C Ct:rtic.:1t1s F U:-;(1.JS 

T Furius •• 

LCall. . 

Q \nnius 

("'···'" 
\I Lon~'lnu ... 

\I Dumitlus .. 

\ I IJ>nl(llllh .\ .• 

\ IJuhus Fdl\ 

T Fla\'ius \'alt·ns 

C Sossius Celt:r 

L \'1. .t'llls S-.·n•nus 

\l juhus I J>n~"" 

l Ott. 

Art> a' 
tram mg 

a::o. befon• 

:! (J.t. .. Od. J()d 

Batnmn 111 I ld1us 

Tmn:r? Drainage Boots 

, ){)("( 

l .. atrint-:-.? 

,\nrnlUf ) 

In Baths 
ct:nturr 

/().-/. !IOr..T. 

Cotton . \rmoury Bath:-s 
~'tmd' 

Baths Orck-rli In 

HQ 
~wrd 

n·ntury 

Rmd In 
Pa1rol o.:ntury 

/IJIJrl. 

In l't:ntury .. or with 
('attll'? 

Baths 

Camp m.1rkl't du1r' Cate 
l(Uard 

I ldtus' boob 

In l't'Tltury l>uty 11~he Ii~ sidestn"t.'hof tht.· rmnp ______ _ 

Gak 
Guard 

~tan<~irdsllalhs Tow..r' Dul) m J) I l\uius' remury 

,\ rulk-ry? \\'atch tower I >uty wllh n-nturr of St·renus 

Island 

Camp markt"t duty? In rtntliry of I ldius 

As bt'f<)n• ()n d<:tachment with ,\:-.iniu:-. f1)r bc.:>ts? 

Ramp;irt Guard 

Left wnh tnburw 

Stn.·td>t·,.,, ln !'lam In Tribune's l~"orl 
l'l:'ntury clotht.-s n·ntur~ 

On gu;ird al prm11pia In rcnturr Rmd 
Pat ml 

fa;,(,:ort to n:nturion St:renus 

Esc.."'ort to pnmu:-. p1lus 

Baths 

Bath.-

Camp ~1arkei duty' 

Lamp market duty' 

Duty Ill[) ll<uius" t't·muri 

c;atl· f..'Uard 

On ck·1;u:hmt·nt tt• ha b,ur.-. with :\elius ur d1~:hargl-<l <lfl nk-dlt.'·al gnxmd~? 

Dut~ tn n·ntuf) of C.tl.,,.·11iu. ... ? 

Gate~wrd 

Road patrol In 

l~llhs 

In 
n•ntury n·ntury 

lnn·ntlir) 

..\rmoury 

lnn:ntu11 

Towt·r? Rc.1d patrol 

Stn·t·t rlc .. an1nl{ 

0nf.,wrdatpr111<1p111 Gatel(Uard 

On dt:ta(hlllt'nt to tht' granant"s .H ;\t:apoli-.. 

l.atrint.":'I 

Catt•Jtuard 

ll<X>IS 

In l't'ntury 
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(R1g/Jt) A l'U'll' O(f'O.li.\i II~ !nit 
I :o;/'("t n/ury ·W fi1rt Jf11tmlmg 
"" dcsoJnlt I lonllwoll Po.'"' m 
llu Lnk, /Aslnd Swrfs/ to 
tlw comrro L,. /ht xronary 
nult 1111' thu'k. bu/In ~ ... rd u:aOs 

uluk bqr:md L..: /hc 
pnnapia. 

(&Im<') Outs1dt l/ardbwtl 
fflrl, t.t lzu·h nm br "It 11 m thr 
dLdam·,, L" a rnd( art a ol 
ftattrnt,J /.and. ttlndt ap/,cars 
lo luire fimnrd //U' /tf1rnso11\· 
parmil' xromlli. 
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E\·ents of purely military significance were rare. 
being limited to the day of lumcsta missio, or demo­
bilisauon. on 7 January. and the rosaliae sig11orum, 
ord«.'OrJtion of the standards. on 10and31 May. A 
high pniportion of f~tivals were a&iOciated wuh 
the imperial famil). in this ca~ the Se\·eri. and evi· 
dently intended to remind the soldier,; of their 
loyalty. Deified emperors such as Augustus. 
Claudius and Trajan were also remembered, as was 
the divme Julius Caesar and, curiously enough, Ger­
manicus the grandson of Augustus who died in \ll 

19 and was neither emperor nor deified. but 
extremely popular with the army. Most of the:;e 
occasions are likely to have required a formal 
parade of most or all of the unit and were aocompa· 
nied by a sacrifice, usually of bulls, cows or oxen. 
Probably this was followed by feasting, when the 
samficial meat was eaten, a practice certainly fol· 
lowed when Titus and hts army t'l'lebrated the 
capture of Jeru,..1lem in \1>70. 

Unit training and exercises 

\'egt'ltus dt'Clart>d that soldier» should tram con· 
stantly '" that they were always prepared for war. 
Jc...ephus also mntrasted the never-ending and 
arduotL' exercise; underi;,~me by the Roman army 



with the lack of preparation of all other nation;;. So 
hard did the Roman armr train and so perfect did 
their skill and discipline lx>t,m1e, that the Jewish 
historian claimed that 'it would not be wrong to 
de><.Tibe their drills as blmdJec, banb, and their 
battles as bl<xxly drills'. It was al>-0 one of the most 
important features of the ideal Roman commander 
that e\'en in peattt1me he imposed upon hi; men a 
hard programme of fitnec' training and drill. 

The rt-alirr often failed to live up to this perfect 
image. A common theme in the literature of the 
period was the belid that the army in the eastern 
provinre-. lived a luxurious and 'iOft life in garri'iOns 
in or around the pn.sperous cities of the area. so 
that its wldier> were ill·discipltnl'<l and utterly 
unprepart'<l for the rigour> of campaigning. T his 
was largely a myth. but what was l'ertainly the ca»e 
throughout the Empire was that the army's other 
duties frequently hinden'<l tts training for war. \\'e 
have already seen that surviving duty rosters 
suggest that soldier> spent little time withm their 
uni t training together. but were assigi1l>d to a host of 
tasks in and out of the camp. Other surviving docu 
ments, whil'h we shall t•xamme later. confirm the 
picture of an army whose units were often divided 
into many penny packets (:.;mall detachments), 
which can only have rt'<lul'ed the opportumty for 
them to drill toi(l'thtr, mnfirming the bonds, trust 
and mutual undtr>tanding bctwetn offic-ers and 
men. The arm)' was requirt'<l to fulfil very many 
roles and at timl'>', the-e could bel»me more impor­
tant than maintaining a thorough preparation for 
war, Even '<>a guod provincial governor. and the 
offiL'el'> in the hit·rarchy at all ltvels. were expected 
to find the time to en:.;ure that military training did 
occur on a regular basis, and most Eml)t'rOrs made 
11 clear that this was an important part of their task. 
Some went !J<,yond admonition. I ladnan s1iem 
much of his reigi1 touring the provinl'.,,,, tnsf)('Cting 
the army in each area and lmkingclosdy at its slate 
of training, drawmg upon hts own extensi\'e knowl­
edge of weapons and tactil's. 

In Ill 128, I ladrian visttl'<l the army in North 
Afrka, and obser\'l'<l a series of large·sc~tle exer­
cises performl'<l by Legio Ill Augusta and the 
auxiliary units of the pmvince. Afterwards, the 
Emperor addre><Sl>d the army at a formal parade 
and an inscription bearing the text of his highly 
complimentary speech (adlorulio) was subse­
quently ..:t up to commemorate the event. The 
language and style of such pep talks has changed 
little O\U the centuril"'- Hadrian spoke in a direct 
manner. rcfcmng to ·my legate' and 'mr legion', and 
showed detailed awareness of the unit's rec.-ent 
history. I le mentimu'<l that one mhort was awar on 
detached servi<'l' with the pmmnsul of Africa. and 
that two year> mrlier another cohort, along with 
four men from every other century, had been sent to 
reinforce another 14-io Ill either Galik-a or C}Te­
naica - and so they were under strength. In addmon 

the legion had recently shifted its base on at least 
two occasions, and spent a lot of its time dispeN'CI 
in small outposts. llaving dl-clared that thl'>'t' 
factors could have provided an l'XCuse for p<W>r per· 
formance, Hadrian said that no exc.1.1~ was 
necessary for he was entirely ..:1tisfil'<l 111th them, 
paying particular compliments to the pri1111 ordi11ts 
and other centurions Throughout the spel'l'h tht• 
Emperor was e><f)('Cially keen to prai,., his officer>, 
and the diligence of the L1:gatus Quintus Fabius 
Catullinus was contmuallr nott'CI. 

In front of Hadrian the .\la I l'annoniorum had 
performro a series of manot·u,·res. the cavalrymen 
demonstrating their skill at throwing different 
t)'pe>; of ja,·elin. They llt'l'e folh>wed b) the ca1·alry 
contingent of Cohor> \'I Commagenorum. who. in 
spite of their fewer numbt1"S and h1wt1"grade 
hol"CS and eqmpment, still al'qUtttl'<l them""l"es 
well. There were occa~i<>nal tiitid~m:-;, f,>r in:-.tance 
that some of the cavalr) had chargt'<l and pur>lK.'<l 
too rapidly and '° fallen into disorder, but on the 
whole the comments were extremely posttiw. 

The exercise had includl'CI elements of a mock 
campaign and battle. Hadrian mmplimentt'<l a 
cohors l'quilaln on moving to a position. rapidly 
constructing a camp, using stom\ for the walls and 
hewing out the ditch in hard ground, setting up its 
tent lines and C<X>king a meal, before forming up 
again and moving off once more. St·\·tral sites in 
Britain, notably at Llandrind<xl Common in the 
Breron Beacons where at least 15 small l'amps have 
been located, have revealed tral'cs of ttmporary 
camps which were alm<.st ctrtamly dug by tnx>ps 
on exerc;se. There is thtrefore at ll'ast soml' physi· 
cal e,·idence for milttary training, but we cannot 
know how common training at unit and arm) ltwl 
was. !\luch must have dept'.lldl'CI on the in<.<tl s1tua­
tion and con~entiousnt-s.' of umt l'ununandt·r.-. 
and provincial governors !\lost if not all camps had 
a parade ground outside thl'ir pt'riml'ler. but largt'I'· 
scale exercises were carnt'<l out elsewhere. pc.·rhaps 
in designated training art-as. 

Daily Routine 

At naJ l1l u· of lfodcn /..111r 

lall.torl, .Votfa11tL Tht Roman 
ramp.\ and sil'l:flCmts oulsid~ 
t)us /nm .11Kt srtlh mrnt lun-e 
t·ariously btt 11 inlt rprt ted as 
tratt .~ t~f lrami1ll( cxt·rcisrs or 
a1.:1mmu sug1. 

Unit Exercises 

·1t 1 ... di;fo .. ult fortht:C3\alrv 
of alntL\.t-d)cohontoput. 
on a pk-".t.'.'inR: di~play 
anp\df, and e-peciall) 
diffirult "'~to di,plea...., 
after an txen..,:'-C' perform:d 
b\' an ala; the la11<1· fill, a 
~"3tt.'fexpan:-.ec1r plain. 
ha:-. mo~ ricit:r.-. lo thmw 
.)<tvditt-... make-; freqUl"llt 
wht"t+ .. to the right and 
perform~ the Cantabrian 
ridt' in ckN: formation. and. 
m kt't'pin~ with tht'ir hi~ht·r 
pay. ha:-. ~uperior horst."S 
and tint'r t>quipntt:nt. 
I fm\'l'wr. you have 
(l\."l'ff(>JT1l'the~ 

di~1dvantages by ck>ing 
l'\l'r)'thing you ha\"l' donl' 
t'lll"l'J{l'tirnlly, in spite of the 
hot ktnJ)l'raturc: .\ddt:'d to 
thi:-., you ha\t' shot sto~ 
fn1m.slin,.,rs and fought with 
ja\dinsand t'Wrywht.'ft.' 
mountt.'CI quickly. 11w 
spt:'lial ldfe takl'll b~· my 
k:J,!atl' Catullinu:-. i:-. \"t'ry 
ob\1CJU:-. .• .' 

Pan of th<" Empt"ll,.. 
l ladrian ':-. :-.pt.''t.i.:h to Cohor.-. 

\"I Comm..1J:t111)fumaftt.'f" 
t''-t'f\'J~. :\orth Afri.._a, 

Al> l:!ll 
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Pay Parade, AD 70 

F()r tb:· appri1mt"d <~1~ 
ha\"ing :t.m\rtl for the 
dl .. tribution of the soldten0" 
(><I). heorden.1.l hi'.'<o utlK."tTS 
to parnde tht• forns .m<l 
count out thc.· mnnt·\ lo t-afh 
man in full 'tl'\\ of -the.• 
t·ntmy. So tht• tnups. a.~ 
''·h thl'ircu;-.1(1m. drt•\\ 

forth tht'1r arm:-. fmm tlw 
Gl:o.t.-"S 111 which till no\\ tht·} 
had b(:t·n l'flvt·rt-d and 
advann'Cl dad in mail. tht· 
Gwalry lt.·:1d1ng tlwir h01'N..~ 
which wen- richly 
raparisont_'()_ Th~· an-a m 
front of tht> rit~ J,!:k-:1mt-d far 
and \\ldt>\\lth siht1"and 
,._,uld, and nothmJ{ was mun• 
gr'altf}lll~tothc.· Romans.or 
mort'a\\c.' mspinnJeli•thc 
""'1Tl) than thm spatadt' 

j<N:phus, 7111: f<l<TSh 
llar 5. :~m 351 (I,. b 

1ransbt1,»11>. 

jtk'-t"phu.-.' af\'1"-'0I t>f I~ 
Rom.an arm) 08 pay par.ulc 

durmgthc~~'\"of 
Jt'fu .... ikm. Ali 71) 

/11 t/tt~ -~H II(' fn.1m fra}Dll's 

G"l/Jmm tire Aln1>4 mr u shou 11 

n1mnJmg a11.ri/111n· $0/tlu r.i. 
/f.1r ((lllS/>fCllOlh 54 rtll I ( ""' r 
/hr Jh11cipat1 aD J«ora/ums 
rmn' 11£111m111D_\• /nm1 lh1 
f)np. ror frt u 11 lhry Ui n 
aduall)· pn "'' 11/1 d It)· /ht 
pmnndal kgah 

Legionary pay 
Traditu>11 mamtaintd that the Roman Republic tiN 
b1:gan to pay ib "'ldiers during the IO.year siege of 
\"e1i at the be)(inning of the 4th ~ntur) Ill. Polybius 
pm\"ldL'>' us wtth the rate:; of pay for Roman ca,·al 
rymt·n and infantrymen in the mid-2nd century Ill' 
Cavalrymtn rL't'elH>d higher pay than the infantry, 
whirh m part rtfle<:ted their higher statu~. but was 
abo mtmdtd to mwr the cost of fodder for their 
hoN>, for soml' pay was deducted to cover the cost 
of !(ram ossuL>d to rach man. Allied soldieoo were 
not paid by Rome, but received their grain ration 
free. Polybius gives equin1lcnt values in Greek cur· 
rt.->nt'\. and savs that a centurion recci\'cd 1 obols, an 
infa1;1ryman· 2 obol~. and a ca,·alryman 1 drachma 
1wr cla)·. It is now very diffirnlt to calculate the origi­
nal sums in H:oman coinage. since we do not kmm 
on what basis l'ohbius made hi~ calculation, but it 
ts P""'ible that he.assumc>d a rate of I drachma = I 
d111an11s. This pa) was not intended to prO\·icle a 
soldit·r with his mam manne, but to CO\"t'f hi:-. 
e\P<'IN:s until he Murned to civilian life. 

CaL-sar doubled the pay of his legionariL'>' '"that 
th<'Y n.'t'<:ivt>d 2'25 'ilver di 1wrii (9 gold aum) a year, 
which 1mplits that before this reform ther were 
TL't"el\"ln!( "'"ncthing like 112.5 dcnarii. The rnte set 
by Catsar was maintamcd until the end of the J ,t 
renturr \I>. It wa~ i~"'ued in thrl'e in!'">talments 
(sllp111d1a). each of 75 1/J.11nm (symbnlicallr 3 gold 
rnins or mmi, but pmbably paid in more practical 
>1lvcr). probabl)'on I January. I ~lay and I Scptem· 
lx·r. On <~lmpaign such regular i,;,;ues were not 
always possible. but Titu:; called a pause in thl' 
siege of Jerusalem in Ill 70 to pay his army. This 
was done with great ceremony, the troops parading 
in their finc,,;t equipment, and lasted for four days, 
one for each of the four legions in the army. The pay 
wa' 1>robably overdue. for the parade was held at 
the end of May and beginning of June. It occum>d 
11htn a senc,,; of reveooes had shaken the legionar· 
ic< mnfidence and was intended to boost their 
mt)ralt• . 

• \t thetnd of the !st ~ntury Domitian intTeased 
k•gionari pay to 300 dmarii (or 12 auru). Thi, 
pmbabl)· inrnln>d adding a fourth sl1Prndia. Just 
O\"l'f a ct·ntury later. &ptimius Se\"t~rus increased 
ltgion:ory pa) onL-e again. perhaps to 450 di 11am. 
11 hid1 "'ems to have been paid once agam in thrc-e 
slip1111/w. lfh "'"· CaraL<llla. inm~a>ed pay b)' a 
furthc'l' 50 p.:r L'elll. an mdication of the spiralling 
111tla11on of the 3rd L'entury \t>. 

The 1>ay m:tived by offtcen; of all ranks in the 
legion is not known with any ctrtainty. Dio tells us 
that undtr AuKtJstus praetorian guards.men 
rt'<.'l'ill'tl double the >alary gi,·en to lt·J.,~onaries. but 
it is mor1• than iJ<"'s1ble that this is a mugh approxi-
1nat1on. 

Auxiliary pay 
It is dear that not all auxoliarv ,.,Jdiers were paid at 
the "tone rate. We kno11 that a rnvalryman ra-ein.'<l 
hightr pa)' than :m infantryman. "' that a rransft.1" 
to the Gl\"al11 ~ticm in a rolwrs l'QUilala wa~ 
C<>nsickrt'<l promotion. I ladrian's speech from 1A,n1-
ba1.,;is furtht·r ll'lls us that the men of an ala 
m:e1ved higher \\,1gt'>' than the hoooemen of a 
nuxL'<l rnhort. Somt• m1·n, mcludmg the pri11cipn/c, 
and th1;.,e m othl'r JLmior p<.,,t>. rL'l-eiwd pay and a 
half (snq111p/1mri1) or double pay (duplicaru). 
I low1·wr, thert• is no clear l'\"ldt•nce for the amount 
of basic pay for any branch of tht• aux ilia. Opinion 
is divided OH'r wht.>ther non citizen infantrymen 
f('f.'<'ivt'Cl the smne ~1lary a!-1 leJ{ionaril~. or were 
paid ltss. Orwof the most ra-ent studies arguing for 
a lower rat1' of pay suggt-sted that under Augustu>. 
when a legionary r1u·1VL'<I 2'l5 duwni per year. an 
auxiliar) infantrym:m got 187.5tit11ani. a cavalry-
1nan 111 a cohort 2'25 dl·1zarii and a lfl\·alryman in an 
ala 262.5 d11wn1. A II mmmentatooo '('em to belie\f 
that 1·arh branrh of the au.nlw the cavalry in an 
11/11, tht• hoN·m1·n of a tnoxL>d mhnrt and the orch 



nary infantryman \\.'ere paid at a universal rate 
throughout the Empire. This may have been true. 
but II is abo possible that ratl'> of pay sometimes 
raried from unit to umt, and was influenced by each 
unit'sorigins. 

Stoppages and savings 
\II of thl""' fi~n-s repr,.,,.,nt gn""' pa), and the 
amount actually rt'l.'CI\ t-d by the ,.,Jdier was consid­
erably Jes.-;, In Tacitus' dCSL'l'iptoon of the mutiny in 
the Rhme army following the death of Augustus in 
\II 11. he has the mutineers mmplain of their low 
pay, fmm which was dt'<llKtt-d charges for ch1thes. 
equipment and tent,;./\ small number of surviving 
ckx.-uments dl'aling with the pay. stoppages and 
savings of individual ,;i1ld1ers pnw1de moremncrcte 
exampk,,;, One of the IJl:st -preserved documents 
lists the accounts of two ~oldil'rs m Egypt m the 
year 11> 81. Tht'ir unit is unknown. but it is usually 
as....;umed that they were auxiliaril-s. ~ince each 
instalment of pay 1s less than a legionary 
sfl/Jl'lu/ium. Payment was madt' in drachmas, one of 
which was probably <'<tt1ivalent to I Sl'SI< r/1us. This 
has been taken to mt'an that their standard 
stipmdium was 250 scslnn s (or 62.5 dmorit), but 
that 2.5 scstarcs were deducted as a charge for mn­
vcrting the pay into lo1:all) used drachmas. The 
acmunt of the first man is as follows: 

In theo:11bul-.h1p(>f l..u..1u~ .\-.miu-. ( \ 1181) 
QU:\Tl'~·>]l'Lll S l'Rtx:t Ll s fmm ll.\\l.\SClS 
rt."l't"i\t'd tht-ti~t ~tlan ms1alment nf thl: th1ni \t."at of 
the EmJl<'fl>r, 24i .5 d,.,;chma.." ,..,t of 11 hk·h: . 

hav 
fo~f(wld 
tx.~, & ,trap,. (J><>•<.<. ,.><k-1 
Saturnalia of tht: rnmp , 
tXJ)("nditun> = 
baL1nt't' d..-posnt-d to hi:-. an:ount 
and had fmm h<:for< 
m.1king a total of 

!Odr.Khffia., 
~)drachma.' 
12dr.tdunas 
20 dr.1chma' 
60dr.u:hma:-. 
182 dr.1chmas 
65.5 dr.whmas 
136 drachma' 
201.5 drachmas 

rrt:eived tht.• st•cond inst;.1 \tm:nt of thl• ~m1e yt>ar 247.5 
drachmas, out of whirh: 

hay 
for f(xKI 
boots & straps. (pos. ..... '.'o<:k-.;) 
to the -.;tand1rd:-. 
t'Xpt>nd1turt.>= 
balance dt•p<J:-olll'(I to h1-. a(.'l"ount 
and had fmm bt:fult-' 
making a toial of 

IOdn1rhmas 
&>drachmas 
12drachma' 
1drachma-.; 
IOOdrarhmas 
I t 1.5 drachmas 
201.5 dr•chnl<ls 
31:1 drJchnl<ls 

rt'l~l\-t'CI tht• third m .. talnwnt of the: ""-1mt' \l"ar 2-i7.5 
drat:hma, out of \\ hKh: · 

b.: .. ts. & -.1ra~ (Jll:~' ~x:k-.) 

f1>r ck>th<--
t:\~irun:-
balalll't: ck:-p«J'.'-llt'CI to hb <k"l"OUnt 

to drachma' 
ll!I drJchma.' 
12dra('hmas 
I 1:i.5 drachmas 
217.'.l drJchmas 
313 drachma.-

The other man's account is similar, but he suffl'red 
an additional charge of IOO drachmas for clothing 
in his fir>;t s/1pc11di11m, and al,;i1 stam-d off with It'"' 
money saved ~that his final savmJ.."' were only I &l 
drachmas. \ lost of the othl'r l'ntrit'> were idmtirnl, 
which sugg<-,;ts that the charg'"'· such as 80 drach­
mas for food per st1p111d111111, were standard and 
incurred by all ,.;oldieK It is unclear "hr the men 
paid for hay. since they do not appt·ar to have been 
rn,·alrymen. Perhaps it wa, u,.,'() for bt-dding, as in 
><>me form of palha""'· or n>quired by the n111/11· 
bt mit11't's mule. Both men paid 115.5 drachmas for 
clothing in the third stip111di11111. whil'h sugJ,,'l-sts 
that certain items were is.,Ut'CI annually in the 
exp€Ctation that they would Wl'ar out in this timl'. 

A similar dornment was found at l\ lasada m 
judaea and appears to m.~>rd the expt·1N-s mcurred 
by a soldier serving as part of the fortres.' garri-.m 
after its recapture. The man. Caius \ 1es,.,.ius. was a 
Roman citizen. m<l!it probably servmg in l.eg10 X 
Fretensi" In this a1se all sums are in drn11rll. 20 of 
which - equal to 80 drachmas were dedurtl'Cl for 
food. which once more suggests a standard rate. 
The document also appears to remrd th!' purchase 
of items. in oneaisea cloak and in theothl'ra white 
tunic. from other namt'CI individuab. probablr 
fellow soldier,;. The man al,;i> paid for barll·y. which 
has led some to belie\'e that he was a lt'gionarr t'd\' 
alryman. although it mar instead t'(jl~tte to the hay 
in the Egyptian papyrus. \\'hat is curious is that his 
salary is listed as 50 dutont m thl' first mstalml'nt 
and 60 in the second. This has ,·ariou,)y been mter 
preted as referring to the total ck-du<"tions. or 
implying earlier stoppages made Ill.fore the unit's 
sig11ifi r came to i,;.,ue mone). Both vil'ws are plausi­
ble enough. but this oddit)' should warn us against 
generalizing about pay from a tiny sample of spe­
cific documents. 

Domitian banned ~ldiers from banking more 
than 250 dl'ltoni with the unit funds. afll'r a pronn 
cial governor had tried to emplo) lht-se to fund a 
rebellion. Other records on papyrus sugg<-st that at 
least some men were able to save as large. or ewn 
larger, sums, and it is more than probabk• that this 
restriction soon lapsed. 

Donatives 
On his death. Augustus bt'Qucatht'CI 2':>0 drnam to 
every praetorian, 125 to soldiers 111 the urban 
mhorts, and 75 to legionarit>s and the ml'mbers of 
the rolwrtcs rit-111111 Romm111rum (unns of frel-dmm 
raIBed in the crises of 1u6and 9). Sul'l't-s.'i'eempcr­
ors repeated this practice, and othl'r substantial 
donath·es were made on aet.'t.-s.. .... ion or to mark kt.•\ 
e\·ents. The loyalty of the praetorians wases.....,1lt~1i. 
and as a n:o;ult these mm always n .... 'CiH'CI l~>li:<tck-r­
ably more money than any other part of tht• :!rm)". 
Claudius owed the thronccntirdy to the praetorians 
and as a result gaw each guardsman 3.750 d111ortt. 
In the second half of the 2nd l'entury. :0. larcus ,\ure-
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lius and Lurius \'erus marked their aa:cs.,ion and 
mnfirmed the support of the praetorian guard by 
pr"""nting them with 5,000 dcnarii apll'Ce. The 
amounts g1wn to legionaries increased. though not 
as rapidlr. Aux1liarits seem to haw been excluded 
from such bountil'S until Late Ant1qu1ty. 

Decorations 

Not all rewards given to soldiers were financial. 
Polybius belit'vt'd that one of the most important 
reasons for Rome's military success was the care 
she took to reward brave soldiers. At the end of a 
campaign the army was paraded and the general 
addrt'>''<'<I them fmm a tribunal. He then 'calls 
forward thl>:'e he mnsiders co have shown ext-ep· 
Ilona) courage. lie praises them fin;t for their 
gallantry in action and for anrthing in their previ· 
ous mnduct which is particularly worthy of 
mention and then distributes gifts.' Josephus 

Tlrr lsf.cc11fuf)' At>b>mbslom 
of Cnatus .Hustus, aquilifer 
(ea11le-bearcr) of /.;gw XIV 
Gflni11a, slum:s ltim u·t tm.n/.f a 
ltarntss dicoralt d tnHt a lllrl(f 
munbtr 11/ dona, mdudmJ( 
phalerae and /orquu .. 

described how Titus pre-ided at such a parade after 
the fall of Jerusalem in rn 70: 

'Calling up each br name he app~1udt-d thcm as the) 
came f11rward. no k.-...... ... exultant c1\t1' ttk.1r t>xploits than if 
tlky were hi::-. own. He tht.'11 pktl'\."C! lTI1wn:o. of gold upon 
therrhca<b. P""'"nted them "Ith ~-.Iden n«.·k<hain,_, 
lmle golden spears and standard:-. made of siln.,.-, and 
pmmoted each man to a higher rank; ht- further assibrned 
to 1hem out of the !'J>Oil:-\ :-ilver and f..'t>ld and raimenb and 
othl'r booty in abundance.' (Loeb translation) 

Listed are some of the nl<J:<t common decorations 
(dona), including the blunt·headed, miniature spear 
(has/a p11ra). the miniature standard (t•cxiUum). and 
a torque worn around the neck. Smaller. torque. 
shaped medals. along\\ llh di><:-shaped decorations 
(/Jhail rar). were often worn on a harness over a 
man's armour. whilst arm·bands (armillar) Wert' 

worn on the \\TisL'<. The most important decora­
tions were various types of crowns The oldest, and 
most hallowed, was the civic tTown (corona ciiua), 
which was awarded for saving the life of a fellow 
citizen. Traditionally. that man had to acknowledge 
the debt he owed to his comrade. and himself make 
a simple crown from oak leaves. The siege crown 
(corona obsid1ona/1s). made fnim twisted grass, was 
only awarded on a handful of occasions to men who 
had relieved a besieged garrison. The other crowns 
were of gold the mural crown (corona 11111ralis) 
and the rampart tniwn (c1mma mUaris). given to 
the first man over an enemy wall or rampart respec· 
tively. Leadmg an as.o;aultmg party on an 
enemy·held fortification """extremely dangerous. 
but brought a man mnsiderable fame. After the 
capture of :-lew Carthage in 209 oc. Scipio 
Africanus had to arbitrate between rival claims 
fmm the fleet and legions that one of their men had 
been first over the wall. L 1ttmatelr. he gave both 
claunants the crown. 

It w·Js extreme Ir ra"' for the Romans to make an) 
sort of posthumous award. although Caesar seems 
to have honoured one of hos ctntunons who fell at 
J'harsalus in 18 uc A '°ldier had normally to 
survive to claim a tangible reward. Perhafl' 
inevitably, officers were more likely to receive recog­
nition for their bravery. The regular pattern of 
awards to senior officers such as tribunes and 
legates under the J'rintipate suggests that !llO>t 
were automatic decorations and did not require any 
conspicuous behanour. 

At Jerusalem. the ><>ldim; rL'<"l'iving decorations 
\\Cre abo promoted and given a larg<'f share of the 
spoil. These tangible rewards wt"' doubtless very 
important, but we should not undere:;timate the 
deep emotional importanc-e of the medals them­
selves. Soldiers who won such aw·ards had proved 
their gallantry and rc>eeived the respect and admira· 
tion of their comrades. In 47 Bt, durmg the civil war 
between Caesar and his enemies, the general '.\!etel· 
Jus Scipio initially refused to present gold armillat 



to a cavalryman because the man was an ex-slave. 
The soldier's immediate commander, Labienus, 
offered to reward him instead with gold coins. When 
the soldier refused this, Metellus relented and 
delighted the man by pre;enting him with silver 
armiOae of considerably less intrinsic worth. Do11a 
were important, so much so that they were fre­
quently mentioned, and often physically depicted, 
on the recipient's tombstone. lJndt:TStanding the 
deeply emotional imponance of decorations. all 
emperors ensured that the;e were pre;ented in their 
name, helping to confirm the loyalty of the army. 

By the late 1st century Al>. decorations were 
rarely if ever pr.,,;ented to ordinary soldiers in aux­
iliary units, although they were still received by 
officers. Instead. conspicuous gallantry was 
rewarded by honours paid to the unit. In some cases 
the soldiers received Roman citizenship before their 
discharge, as happened with Cohors I Brittonum 
milliaria after active service in Trajan's Dacian 
Wars. Such units usually kept the title ciioium 
Roma11on1111 (of Roman citizens), even after all the 
men who had actually re<.-eived the grant had left 
the army. Several of the ballle honours awarded to 
auxiliary units echoed the names of individual 
do11a, so that units receivt'<l such titles as lorquala 
or bis lorqua/a, armiUata, or coram laudata (usually 
abbreviated to C.L.). The unit of Britons mentioned 
earlier e\·entually gathered a long list of such 
honours, to become Cohor.; I Briuonum milliaria 

Ulpia torquata p.f. (pia fidelis) c.R. (civium Romano­
rum). 

Diet and rations 
During a campaign. the need to keep his army ade­
quately supplied was one of the greatest concerns 
of a Roman commander. Even m peacetime, consid­
erable effort was needed to provide for the army in 
its garrisons. As we ha,·e seen. the cost of his food 
was a standard deduction from a soldier's pay, and it 
was important both for morale and the health and 
efficiency of the army that proper rations were actu­
ally issued. Literary sources suggest that the basic 
components of the military diet were grain (usually 
wheat), meat (especially bacon), cheei;e, and sour 
wine (ace/um) as opposed to proper, vintage wine 
(ti1111m). often vegetables and notably lentils. 

Much of the ration was issued unprepared. for 
there were no real equivalents to the communal can­
teens or mess-halls of modern armies. Soldiers were 
issued with their individual ration and then pre­
pared it with their co11tubcmi11m, either in ovens set 
into the fortress walls or built into the barrack 
blocks. The army had two basic meals in the day, 
breakfast (prandium) in the morning and dinner 
(cena) at the end of the day. The grain ration was 
usually issued in its basic form although on cam­
paign it might be provided m the form of hard-tack 
biscuit (buceUalum), and was then ground by the 
soldiers into flour. The Emperor Caracalla was 
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1/w north-east corner of tlw 
li'gio11ary /orlress at Caerl£011. 
On till! right is a ba"ack block 
and 011 the li'ft th£ ramjJ(lrl, 
bttu·ce11 them I~ roadu:ayor 
mtervallum Set into th£ 
rampart arf' OL'l!nS u:hik in 111' 
con1tr is a lou"er. 
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, l srrm /rum Trman's 
Q)/.um11.sliu111111( n mu 
of Roma11 /orlh Is and 
1ratd1lv1n n; olml/{ lhl' Ru·; r 
Dmw,.,, 011 /hi' k1111rn 
ouxihnrit.' 1mload slortsjrom 
a bt1al. In llU' 011ao1/ 1a.irM 1/ 
U'tl.S usuaOr far ~<1s1('r lo 
/r011...;jH1rt b~lk)' 114 "'·' O'f't r 
u·a/rr llin11 (Jn la11,f. 

eager 10 live the simple life of an ordinary soldier 
when on c~impatgn, and it is said that he u;;ed an 
army hand mill to grind his own grain raiion. Quern 
sl<lnes have been found at some military siles. Once 
turned ml<l flour, the ration was frequently baked 
into wholemeal bread (pa11is militaris). A bread· 
stamp fmm the legionary fortres.~ at Caerll~m 
~Uj.!j.~l~t~ that a baker and two assistants were 
r<.,;pon>ible for making a century's bread in an oven. 
Thtn' seems abo to ha,·e been a higher·qualitr mili· 
tary loaf. which was perhaps eaten by officen;. 
Ahernatt\'ely. the grain ration could be used 10 

make porridge or soup. the latter po;sibly in <:umbi· 
natton wuh wgctables and meat. or turned mto one 
of the forms of pasta known from Pompeii. 

There is an enduring myth that Roman !iOldiers 
were essentially vegetarian. It rests largely on the 
misreading of a few passages where a hisiorian 
notes that Roman soldiers were reluctantly forced to 
exist on an O\'erwhelmingly meat diet. Yet it is clear 
!hat whene\'er possible the troops wanted a bal· 
ann'CI and varied diet. Bacon and pork are often 
ment ioncd in our literary sources, and formed an 
important part of the diet of Italian civilians. lnter­
e;;tingly, pig bones turn up far more frequently in 
the excavation of legionary fortresses than auxil· 
iary forts, especially in northern Europe, which 
>ll/.(gL-sts that c1t1zen soldiers had a greater fond· 
nL-ss for this meat. They are especially common in 
l·arly legionary bases such as Nijmegen m Holland, 
ocrupil-d under Augustus, when the legions con· 
sumed pork m similar quantities to Italians. 
Thereafter, probabl} reflecting the ckcline m the 
number of Italians serving in the legions. the pro­
portion of pig bones from legionary sites drops, 

although it rarely falls below 20 per cent and on the 
Upix:r Danube tends to be mnsiderably higher. 

Instead of pork, the legionaries seem to ha\'e 
eaten a good deal of beef. Cattle prodded not only 
meat, but leather which the army required for a 
range of purl)O><..,,, m<l't notably the manufacture 
and repair of tents. The bone finds from auxiliary 
forts al'° suggest that these troops consumed large 
numbtrs of cattle. but there is usually a much 
higher pmportion of shltp and goat bones from 
these sites m <:umparison to legionary bases. It may 
be that this difference had as much to do with avail 
ability as dietary preference. In Britain the 
inhabitants of the simpler villages and farm., which 
changed little from the pre-Roman Iron Age seem to 
have kept and eaten more sheep and goats. whereas 
the more 'Romanized' -tions of the population 
dwelling m towns or \'illas ate far more beef. Auxil· 
iary forts tcndl'CI to be located m the less developed 
areas and the meat mmponcnt of their diet reflected 
that of the local population in type, although it was 
usually greater in quantity. It is also probable that 
the difficulty of transporting pigs, as opposed to 
cattle or sheep, over long distances made these more 
readily available m the centrally located legionary 
bases. 

The rations is.,ul'<l by the army appear in general 
to have been adequate, if inclined to be somewhat 
mcmotonous, and were evidently often supple­
mented by pnvate purchases. Food is a common 
theme m the surviving correspondence of Roman 
soldier.-. One document from \'indolanda appears 
to be an account from a firm of a\'ilian traders who 
supplied both grain and loaves to unit> and indi\'id· 
uals. both military and civilian. Letters from Egypt 
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reveal soldicn; writing to their families requesting 
that they send them extra food. Food is the main 
theme of the many os/raka (potsherds with mes­
sages on tht·m) written in the I st century by soldien; 
garrisoning the rather de>-0late post at Wadi 
Fawakhir on the road from Coptos to the Red Sea. 
The;e mention bread. barley, oil. various vegeta­
ble.,;, mcluding onion" radish"" and cabbages. 
salted fish, wine and meat. lnernably officen; with 
their h1s:hcr pa) were able to purchase a great 
number of luxurv nem,.., from ovsten; to sauce; and 
line" mes. Some. of the \'indolanda tablets give an 
impres.<1on of the requirements of the household of 
a senior officer. although the actual purchasing was 
usually the task of slaves. One slave. St:verus. wrote 
to another slave, Candidus ownt'Cl by the prefect 
Genialis, arranging for him to purchase goods 
which included radishes. Another Jetter, again prob­
ably from slave to slave. gave instructions for the 
purchase of a range of goods needed by a large 
household, including 'bruised beans, two modii 
[17.5 litres, or 30.8 pints], chickens. twenty, a 
hundred apples, if you t-an find nice ones, one 
hundred or two hundred egR". if they are for sale at 
a fair pnce ... 8 sextarii [U litres, or 7.7 pints] of 
fish sauce .. . a mochus of olives ... : 

Apart from purchase. additional food could be 
supplied by hunting and there is considerable evi­
dence for !'l>ldien; indulging in this. Deer. especially 
red and roe dear and elk. wt-re commonly hunted for 
food as well as spon m the northern provmt'CS. The 
German pro' met.,, seem to have offered better 
hunting grounds than Bntam. for the bone evidence 
from military sites in this area attests to the huntmg 
of a very wide range of animals. many of which, 
such as bear, wolf and aumchs. are now extinct in 
the region. Fishmg was another source of addi­
tional food, and bones and fishhooks have been 
found at a number of sites. 

Beer (crrt•rsa) is mentioned on several occasions 
at \'indolanda, and may well have formt'Cl part of 
the basic ration. There is "'>me evidence to suggest 
soldiers brewing beer at Caerleon, and this drink 
was probably very common, especially in the north· 
ern and western provinces. It is likely that there 
were other regional and period variations affecting 
the military diet, but such trends are hard to 
discern. Certain foods may have been taboo on reli­
gious grounds to men recruited from some ethnic 
groups. The garrison of Bearsden on the Antonine 
\\'all appears to have eaten little meat, but we 
cannot say who they were or why this was so. 

Apart from the soldiers, the army had also to 
meet the needs of the many animals they main­
tained as mounts or beasts of burden. A late 
I st-century,\[) document Imm Carlisle lists the allo­
cation of wheat and barley to the 16 /urmac of a 
cavalry ala. \\'heat was intended for the soldiers 
and the barley for their hon;es. The huge quantities 
of grain. as well as meat. required by the army were 

provided from a range of sourct'>'. which included 
taxation. Local supply was not always possible, and 
indeed could rarely provide all the rt'Quirements of 
a unit, and large quantitit.,; of gram and other mate­
rial were often transported considerable distances. 
Depots, consi>ting primarily of rows and rows of 
large granaries, were often t-,;tablished at port,, or 
on na"igable riven;, such as the base at , \rocia 
(South Shields) near the mouth of the Tyne m the 
2nd and 3rd centuries. From such pomts, gram 
could be distributed as required to md1v1dual umts. 

Health and medical facilities 
The continued good health and fitnes.s of it,, "'>I· 
diers \\<IS es.-;ential for mamtammg the army's 
effectivenes."- Roman bases and tcmporarr camps 
were supposed to be sited in as health) a location as 
possible. Bath houses were pmvidt'Cl to keep the 
soldien; clean. and drains and latnnc-s to ensure 
reasonable standards of hygiene. The latrine at 
I lousesteads is particularly well preserwd. ~Jen sat 
on wooden seats above stone lavatorit.~. the waste 
dropping into a drain which was kept constantly 
flushed by flowing water. Other channels of 
flowing water were provided to wash out the 
sponges which the Romans used instead of lava­
tory paper. 

Some temporary camps mar have included a 
sizeable tented hospital. usuall) laid out as a >quare 
around a central open space. a dt-si!,'ll which was to 
a great extent prt::il'n·ed in the permanent buildings 
of the later fortres.~ Ewn when there was no 
large-scale campaigning, the base ho:-pitals '(:Ctn 

often to ha\'e been occupied. A strmgth report of 
Cohors I Tungrorum stationed at \'mdolanda 

Tht Rewards of Service 

A nnc of the mltmnl 
bwlt/mgs at HaU!"iS/l'Ods. 

slrou·ul/( /}11 hospital mr /ht 
far n11M. A <Irr 11J!f/i nport 
from nearby 1 'im.lolanda 
mclT11/i. s "" 11 hu . .;prla/iud 
i>fxousr of uns/>fYl/1'.·d 
libu.ss1s,eyeinflammatim. 
a11J wunJ.s. 

99 



Tht Rewards of Strvtet 

(lhght) A ro11gt of Ruman 
m<di<al equ1pmml. Svmt 
anny docton ,,...,,. highly 
skrJ/td by tht standards of tht 
day, and /ht Medical Manual 
of Celsus con/ams much 
information about ti~ 
trtatment of U'Ounds. Sold1rrs 
rtceiL'td btttcr medical cart 
than was am1iabli! to the 
poorer classes m on/ion ltfe. 

(Below) In one of Ilic bottle 
scenes 011 Tra;an's Column, a 
kgionary and an auxiliary are 
slwu'tf hanflg llWtr wounds 
trratcd by mrd1cal orrkrl1C1 
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around \ll 90 listed 31 men as unfit for duty, namely 
15 sick, six wounded and 10 suffering from inflam· 
mation of the eye,;. This represented almost 12 per 
cent of the 265 men actually at the base, and just 
over four per cent of the entire unit. Records from 
unib eh;ewhere usually include a number of men 
mcapacitated by disea-.e or wounds. One of the 
letters written by the legionary Claudius Teren· 
tianus to his father apologized for failing to meet 
him. lie explained that 'at that time so violent and 
dreadful an attack of fish poisoning made me ill, 
and for fil'e days I was unable to drop you a line, not 
to speak of gomg to meet you. Not one of us was 
able to leave the camp gate.' After returning to duty 
he seems to have been injured whilst policing a riot 
in Alexandria and returned to hospital. 

There were a range of medical staff supporting 
the legions. The most important was the doctor 
(medicus), at least some of whom seem to ha"e 
ranked with centurions (medicus ordinarius). A 
good number of these men appear to ha,·e been 
from the I lellenis!tc provinces, and some at least 
were highly skilled. The great medical writer Galen 
mentions with approval a headache cure devised by 
an army do<.ior called Antigonus, as well as an eye. 
salve made from a range of ingredients including 
mercunc sulphide which was the work of an oculist 
in the Hritish fleet (classis Bnlanmca) named Axius. 
Another army doctor. Pedanius Dioscurides, had 
wrinen Malena Jfcdica, a text which was cited by 
Galen and used for a considerable period of time. 
Such men were clear!)' amongst the best arm)' 



doctors, and the skill of the average medicus may 
well have been far lower, although another medical 
wnter. Celsus. notes that they, like the surgeons at 
the gk1diatorial schools. had far more opportunity 
to study anatomy than their civilian peers. 

Beneath the medici were a range of personnel, 
including the opho 1•akludinarii, who seems to have 
ov~n the administration of the hospital. Men 
known as capsarii, after the round first-aid/bandage 
box or capso, provided more basic treatment than 
the senior medical staff. Celsus' manual provides 
detailed descriptions of treating various wounds, 
methods which were only a little less advanced than 
any employed until recent centuries. Some surgical 
implements have also survived and atcest to qmte 
'<>phisticated operations. The army provided a level 
of medical care which was far greater than that nor­
mally accessible to poor civilians. 

Discipline and punishment 
The Roman army's system of discipline had been 
severe even when the legions were raised from 
wealthy citizens serving out of their sense of 
loyalty to the state. If anything, its punishments 
became e\·en more brutal when the army became a 
profe;;:;ional force. From the very beginning of a 
recruit's training, the army made it clear how they 
expected a soldier to behave. Those who conformed 
to this pattern of behaviour were rewarded. but 
those who failed to do so faced punishment. A 
Byzantine military manual, the Strategikon. dates 
to well after our period but preserved drill com­
mands in Latin which probably had changed little 
from the days of the Principate. Silence and rigid 
discipline were constantly stres.<;eef, and the 
ophones walking behind the rear rank of the forma­
uon had long staffs with which to strike any man 
who dropped out of place or spoke. The nlis. the 
centurion's vine cane, was frequently used to inflict 
beatings. leaving scars on many a soldier's back. 
Thi> corporal punishment appears to have been 
inflicted entirely at the whim of these officers. and 
such martinets were invariably the first targets in a 
mutiny. Tacitus tells us that in AD 14 the mutinous 
legions on the Rhine lynched a centurion nick­
named 'Fetch me another!' (redo a/trram) from his 
habit of snapping his cane over a legionary's back 
and bawling out for another to continue his punish­
ment. 

The death penalty probably required the sanction 
of more senior officers, but was inflicted for a range 
of offences. Sentries found asleep on guard- the old 
soldiers' trick was to prop up their long shield with 
their pi/um and then lean on it, dozing off whilst still 
standing up were, as under the Republic, clubbed 
to death by the comrades whose lives they had put 
at risk. Soldiers who fled from battle could be con­
demned to be crucified or thrown to the wild beasts, 
penalties reserved normally for criminals from the 
lowest sections of society, and not inflicted on 

ollzens. Probably the lllOOit famous punishment 
was decimation imposed on a unit which had fled 
ignominiously from battle. One tenth of the soldiers 
were selected by lot for execution. The remaining 90 
per cent of the unit suffered a more symbolic 
penalty, for they were ordered to set up their tents 
and sleep outside the rampart of the camp, and 
were issued barley instead of wheat. As with the 
medals which demonstrated a man's \varrior status, 
these public humiliations were deeply felt. Augus­
tus is said to ha\'e punished not only soldiers but 
even centurions, by ordering them to stand at atten­
tion outside his tent for an entire day, wearing only 
their unbelted tunic and perhaps holding a pole or 
clod of earth. 

Soldiers had no opportunity to appeal against 
any penalty. In the 4th century AD the historian and 
soldier Ammianus Marcellinus claimed that avoid­
ance of punishment was the commonest reason for 
a man to desert. This may well have also been true 
under the Principate, and certainly our source; 
attest to desertion as an ever-present problem for 
the professional army. Many enemy leaders. includ­
ing jugunha, Tacfarinas and Decebalus are said to 
ha\·e recruited their be:;t men from Roman desert­
ers. In the 1st century \D Corbulo, renowned as a 
strict disciplinarian. routinely executed men cap­
tured after deserting for the first time. Normally, 
only men who had run two or three times suffered 
the death penalty. Yet even so, he did not eradicate 
the problem altogether. and his army simply suf­
fered a lower than average rate of desertion. 

Tht Rtwords of Service 

An altar dedicated to 
Disc1plma. the personified 
dt1ty of mtlitary d1sciplint, by 
/.A'gio II Augusta. Thuult of 
D1sciphna j/Qurislu:d for a 
tclult m !tnme prrninas 
dun"l! tlu. 2nd m1tury. 
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(Ri;:/t/J A s/onr found llt ar 
lht' /orln. ss at Corrkmt 
commo1111rah111t a soldirr's 
tnll. Tadm \flDnumu.\. uhu 
di~d at /ht age of ti), a~ u·1 0 
as hlr s1111 Ta1'1m E.xu~ ra/11.li. 
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.lmoJx'r 111 Ala I Ast11n1111 Tire 
high qualify "f Jhr lombstonr 
suKJ.[e.~ts .\'mm nan us' 
affl•ctfrm for his /rt nlmnn 

Off Duty 

Marriage and fam ilies 
From Aui,'llstus onwards. Roman soldiers were for· 
biddt·n to marry. lf already married when they 
)<lined the army. then the union was immediately 
doclared invalid. The slate felt that armies would 
operate more effectively if unencumbered by sol· 
dim;' families. and even more importantly was 
reluctant to accept any responsibility for these 
dependants. This ban endured for more than two 
centuries. until it was finally lifted by Septimius 
Severus. although the procise nature of this reform 
is uncertain. Yet soldiers served for 25 years. the 
bulk of their active adult life, and it was unrealistic 

to expect them 10 wait until discharge before 
forming a long-term liaison with a woman. In fact. 
in spite of the official position, there is ample evi­
dent-e to show that soldiers took women as their 
'wh·es' and raised families in a union which both 
parties considered to be a proper marriage. Proba· 
bly always common. this practice became even 
more so as the army's um ts sen led into more perma· 
nent f.,'llrri"'n' by the late Isl and early 2nd 
cmturies. ~lany of these women were natives of the 
provinces. and not a few were former slaves. freed 
and then married by their soldier owners. By the 
2nd centurr Ill a growing number of soldier; 
declared themselves a' ha\'ing been born 'in the 
camp' (in caslns), showing that they were offspring 
of just Mich a rt'lat1onship. A tombstone found 
outside the fortrt"'-' of Legio II Augusta at Caerleon 
commemoratf.'S not only a woman. Tadia Vallau 
nius. but her soldier son, Tadius Exuperatus, who 
had died on a military campaign in Germany. The 
monument was erocted by her daughter. Tadia Exu· 
perata, and mentions that it lay next lo the tomb of 
her husband, himself perhaps also once a soldier. 

The reality of the situation was tacitly acknowl· 
edged by the wording of the d1p/omala presented to 
auxiliary soldiers at the end of their 25 years 
service. This granted Roman citizenship not only to 
the soldier, but to his wife and children or. if he was 
still smgleond1scharge, toa wife(bul only one wife) 
married sub>.equently. On some early diplomata the 
"''ldier. his wife and children are all specifically 
named. Bv the middle of the 2nd centurv IV the 
wording changed and the grant of citilinship lo 
childrt·n was no longer included. 

Legionaries were already citizens and so recei,«-d 
no grant of the franch1,,.. at the end of their rime in 
the army. Many had begun to rai,,.. a family. but the 



legal )JO:'ition of both wife and children was highly 
insecure. :'> lost wi\'l'S were non-t·itizens. and even if 
they were the marriage was not recognized and so 
the children were legally illegitimate and would not 
gain the franchise. It was often difficult for families 
to inherit. In many fl'Spt.'(.1s a .. itdier's lei,'31 status 
was ptCUliar. Forbidden to marry. he was liable to 
the penahies imp<N.'<l upon citizens who had no 
children until Claudius exempted ,.,ldiers from 
these Ja"s. .\pprl'Ciating the desire of soldiers to 
lkqueath pmp<:rty to their families. and yet reluc· 
tant to remove the ban on marriage. suCl-es::.ive 
empemrs granted them conl-es.sions, allowmg them 
to make wills- '°mething not normalh· J>O:>Sible for 
a man whilst his father was alive, smce technicallv 
the latter owned all the property of his household. 
Hadrian confirml'<l this right, allowl'<l soldiers to 
make bequests to non·citizens, and even permitted 
soldiers' children to make claims on his property if 
he had died without making a will. Papyri from 
Egypt attest the deep concern felt over many of 
these is.~ues. One, dating to .Ill 131, consists of a 
declaration by Epimachus, son of Longinus. that 
the baby girl Longinia born to his wifelconcubine, 
Arsus, was his daughter. Such formal statements of 
paternity, made before witnes.'i<'>', could help the 
child to prove her identity and suLu'ed in any 
claims on inheriting her father's property. The diffi­
culty of R'l."Uring such rights 1s demonstrated by 
suniving legal decisions. In 11> I I 7 the 'widow' 
Lucia J\ lacrina tried to rt.'1.'tl\·er money from her late 
husband's t-state br appealing to the prcfl'l.1 of 
Egypt. The latter, dt'Cidmg that the money she had 
gi\'en to her soldier husband was understood as a 
dowry, but knowmg that legally a soldier l'OUld not 
marry, rdused toallo" its "turn to her. A few years 
before, a Roman c1t1zen scrvmg in an auxiliary 
cohort who was l'Ohabiting with a citizen woman 
and had had two >1ms by ht·r, tril'<l to get them the 
franchise. The prefect permittl'd the boys citizen· 
ship but refust'CI to remove their status as 
illegitimate. In another case, the woman Chrotis 
>1iugh1 n>cog;11tion for her ,.>n by the soldier 
lsodoru~. who had made the boy his heir without 
formally d(>clanng lrnnself the father. The prefect 
once again stres.<;<'CI that a ,..n·mg ,.,Jdier could not 
have a legitimate child. but was willing to allow the 
boy to inherit since he had been named in lsodorus' 
will. The lef.,'<11 situation of soldien;' families was 
confused and prt'Clrious at Ix-st. 

Although we knm' that a high prop<1rtion of ,.,,. 
diers some scholars have t-stunated as many as SO 
per cent marrit'<I and startt'<l families, it is not at all 
clear where tht'S<' familit-s actually lived. It has been 
cnnventional to as.sume th.1t the women and children 
dwelt in the ca11abm around a fort. which would pre· 
sumably mean that marri<>d men were able to spend 
a gc~><I deal of 11me. and perhaps slet-p. oubtde the 
ramparts. flowc\'er. there is "ime e\'idence. chiefly 
consisting of finds of artifacts and clothing as.'-Oci· 

ated with women or children inside excavatt'CI 
barrack blocks. which 1nay mean that wivt.,; and 
children li,·ed ms1de the fort with thm husbands. 
A I though to the modern mind this would suggest 
that the co11/ubcr111um nx>ms were terribly crowded 
and that families had no privacy, such practices 
were common in many European armies until wdl 
into the I 9th century. Families may not ha\'e been 
the only civilians to Ii\ e within military bast."S. Some 
soldien; kept sla\'es as personal ser\'ant-;, whilst the 
army owned many more. known as galwri1 {or 
'helmet-wearers"). who wore a simple uniform and 
performed sen·ice functions such as mntrollini: the 
baggage and pack animals on campai)(T1. 

Officers' wives 

The ban on marriage did not apply to senior officc:rs 
from the senatorial and equestrian dasst.~. nor to 
legionary centurions, and probably not to auxiliary 
centurions and perhaps also dl'<."Urions. Tht•re is cer­
tainly some evidence to suggl'St that tht'Sl' auxiliary 
officer.; were also permittt'CI to marry. During his 
term as governor of Bithynia and l'ontus. the 
Younger Pliny SUl'Cessfully entreatt'<I the Emperor 
Trajan to grant citizenship to tht• daughter of an 
auxiliary centurion and there is no mention of any 
bar on his ha\'ing marrit'<l. llc.'CUrions' win-s ><1me· 
times appear on inS<..Tiptions, for instatKl' At"iia 
Comindus who died at the age of 3'2 and was 
commemorated b~· her husband :\obilianus at 
Carrawburgh on Hadrian's \\'all. Anotht·r d<'l."Un<1n. 
Tiberius Claudius \'aleriu.s, who died at the age of 
SO after 30 years ser\'1ce with Ala II H1sp:1norum t·t 
Ara\'l!corum, had his tombstone st·t up in I rutn· 
burgium in Pannuma by his wift• and daul(htt'f. 

Senators, and many t'<jllt>Stnan officers. spent 
onl)' part of their public career with the army. 

Off Duty 

.11 /a/, 2nd-<t ntun· UJ 
monumcnl frvm Gtrma11y 
nmunonorah'ng a sailor's 
daughle< 111wtrn:r tlw 
11/fioo/ al/1/11de /ormrds 
military (xrso1111d raisml( 
fa1111lil's. tlu troops tlu:mscit'fS 
th arh• fook such bond.'i t•crv 
stn·o;cs(\'. . 
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Off Duty 

(lhghl) A rounMI brantlJ{ 
portro1ts of ti~ Emprror 
&phmius &rm1s, his u~fe 
Julia Dumno, and''"' son.< 
CaroraOa and &ta. Srt'tr'UJ 
ro~ lo potcrr through nn/ 
war and ofl<n/.1· admu1<'4 dged 
Iha/ his posihon was based 
upon mlitlary support. As 
port of liw /m>pogmula 
programme Msrgned lo 
mom/am liw loyalty of /ht 
soldiers, ltJs 1n/t: u·as knozt'll 
as the 'MotlU'r of the Camp· 
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Although it appears to have been normal for their 
wives and children to accompany them during their 
military service, it is very rare for the presence of 
the latter to be recorded unless they or their hus­
oonds died and were commemorated. Rufinus, 
prefect succe;;sively of Cohors I Augustae Lusitano­
rum and Cohors I Breucorum died aged 48 at High 
RllChester. The memorial to her 'well·deserving 
husband' was set up by Julia Lucilla, herself from a 
senatonal farnil)'. An altar found outside the fort 
demonstrates that the couple were accompanied 10 

the frontier by their household le was set up b)' one 
of their freedmen, Eutychus and his family, fulfill­
ing a vow to the god Sih·anus Pantheus, to whom he 
had prayed for the welfare of his master and mis­
tress. The Vindolanda tablets help to give some idea 
of the social life of the wives of garrison comman­
ders. One of the most famous is an invitation sent to 
the wife of Fla vi us Cereal is, the commander of Vin­
dolanda, by the wife of another auxiliary prefect: 

'To Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of Cereal is. from Severa. 

'Claudia Severa lo her Lepidina greetings. On 11 
September, sister, for the day of the celebration of my 
btrthda}'. I give you a warm invitation to make sure that 
)'OU t·ome to us. to make the day more enjoyable for me by 
)'O\Jr arrival, if you are present ... Give my greetings to 
yourCerealis.My Aeliusandmylinleson send him ... 
thetr greettngs. I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, 
my dearest ><JUI, as I hope to prosper, and hail.' 

Although the main text was doubtless written bra 
slave or freedman, the last line was added in 
Severa's own hand. In another letter, Severa men­
tions having to ask her husband's permission to 
visit Lepidina, reflecting the dangers of travelling 
on the exposed northern frontier. 

Senatorial and equestrian officers were expressly 
forbidden to marry women from the province in 
which they served. but the same did not apply to 
centurions, many of whom married locals. Depend­
ing on the size of the garrison, the community 
formed by the officers' wives might be substantial 
or tiny. In an auxiliary fort only the commander's 
wife was an equestrian, and the perhaps half-dozen 
or so centurions' spouses were her clear social infe­
riors. In a legionary fortress, both the legate and the 
senior tribune were senators, and if married their 
wives would come from a similar background. 
There were also the equestrian tribunes and their 
families, the camp prefect and senior centurions 
who achieved equestrian status during their career, 
as well as a large number of centurions, many of 
whom were probably married. At times the provin­
cial governor - or even occasionally the emperor 
and empress - and his family passed through a mil· 
ttary base or came to one of the towns in the area, 
either on a tour of inspection or to oversee a cam­
paign. Septimius Severus' wife Julia Domna 
accompanied her husband to Syria, where she was 

granted the title 'Mother of the Camp' (mater cas­
trorum) in 11> 195, and also to Britain. From AD 14 to 
16 Agrippina and her children lived in the army 
camps whilst her husband Germanicus, the 
Emperor Tiberius' adopted son, campaigned across 
the Rhine. The couple dressed their young son 
Caius in a miniature version of the soldier's 
uniform, earning him the nickname Caligula or 
'little boots'. Agrippina took her role very seriously, 
visiting the sick and wounded in hospital and e\·en 
famously taking charge of the Rhine bridges when 
false rumours spread of a disaster. 

G<J,·ernors' wives did not always behave in such 
exemplary f~hion. A few years later Plancina, wife 
of Lucius Calpurnius Piso. a Syrian governor sacked 
by Germanicus and rumoured to have subsequently 
engineered the latter's mysterious death, had 
presided over military exercises and tried to build 
up a body of supporters amongst arm)' officers. 
However, when one senator tried to ban governors' 
wives from following their husbands to their 
provinces, he found little support for the measure. 

Alongside the formal military hierarchy, anny 
bases of any si1,e also enclosed the narrow world of 
wives and families. Sometimes large, sometimes iso­
lated, this community was also at times rocked by 
scandal. During Caligula's reign the wife of the legate 
Calvisius Sabinus began an affair with the tribu11us 
lat1clam1s and noted rake Titus Vinius. On one occa­
sion she disguised herself in military uniform and 
accompanied the tribune as he inspected the guards 
on duty in the fortress that night. The couple were 
later discovered to ha\·e gone on to make love inside 
the pn11ripia. Although \'inius was arrested on 
Caligula's orders, the latter's as."'s.,ination soon 
afterwards brought him pardon. The Younger Pliny 
was involved as a pl"O>ieCUtor in a trial resulting 
from another such scandal. in this case when Gallina 
a tribune's wife, had carried on an affair with one of 



the centurions under his command. The centurion 
was dismis..<ed from the army and exiled. whilst the 
husband, who according to Pliny was 'apparently 
satisfied once he had got rid of his rival', was reluc· 
tantly forced to divorce his wife. 

Canabae and vicl 
Ci,·ilian settlements quickly grew up around allllilit 
every Roman base. Caesar's de>iCTiption of a sur· 
prise attack on one of his legion's winter camps in 
53 oc mentions as an aside the prl>SCnce of traders 
camping outside the fonifit-.itions. The little stone 
huts scattered outside the Roman siege camps at 
\lasada in Judaea may show that merchants and 
camp followers stayed with the army during the 
siege in .111 74 even in the harsh conditions of the 
desert. These temporary settlements were known 
as canabae. We cannot kno" if this was where sol· 
diers' families lived, although 1t Sl.>ems most probably 
that this was the case until barracks were built in a 

substantial and permanent fashion. It is certain that 
the people who followed the army and lived around 
its bases provided many s<:rv1cc·mdustnt.>s for the 
troops. Merchants could sell them additional f<xid or 
drink to supplement their rations, and many of the 
other luxuries which could make a soldit.'f·s life 
more pleasant. Paid rt.'j..'lllarly Ill min, military gar· 
risons provided a readr market for a whole range of 
goods and services. The ra11ah0< al'° provided 
entertainment ranging from musk to bars and 
brothels. One veteran of Le~~o II ,\ugtMa paid to 
set up a monument to a t.-ertain Polla \latidia, also 
knmm as Olympia, a dant'l:r or entertainer at 
Asciburgium in German}. Titus Aelius Justus, a 
musician from Legio II Adu1tnx skillt.'CI on the 
water-organ, was married to Aelia Sabina. herself a 
singer and musician, and even better playt'f. 

At first the settlements around t.-amps appear as 
shanty towns, and suggest a ,;i1mewhat n>ugh-and· 
ready frontier community. One of the houses near 
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the !'<>uthern gate of Housesteads fort was discov­
ered to have had the skeletons of a man and woman 
buried beneath its floor, something which only the 
builder can have done. In time, most ca11abae grew 
into something more formal, and villages or 11n 

were established. The ordered plan of many rrd 
suggests that the army was im·oh·ed in at least 
some stages of their initial planning. Usually the 
>ettlements are linear or ribbon-like in shape, wtth 
rows of houses running along a road near, leading 
up to or surrounding a base. In a number of sites an 
existing road was widened to create an open area 
which probablr ser..-ed as a market place. Space 
along the roadsides was at a premium and most 
buildings are strip houses, narrow-fronted but verr 
long, of a t}-pe known from many Roman towns. 
Usually the front of the house was partially open 
providing a commercial space, probably a shop or bar. 

The l'icus and the fort had a symbiotic relation· 
ship benefiting both parties, but it is clear that the 
t•icus was seen as a community in its own right and 
may have had magistrates overseeing its affairs. 
The populations of thCRC settlements were often 
highly cosmopolitan with soldier-,;, serving and dis· 
charged, locals and traders from all over the Roman 
world rubbing shoulders. Barates, a native of 
Palmyra, the great oasis city on the silk road in the 
far east of the Empire, set up a memorial to his wife 
outside South Shields fort on the northern frontier 
of Britain. She was a Briton, although from a tribe 
livmg m the south of the island, and once his slave, 
but then freed and married. Barates himself mar be 
the same man who;e tombstone was found furthtr 
along Hadrian's Wall at Corbridge. where he is 

dt.,.;cribed as either a standard-bearer or, less pL1usi· 
bl)'. a selltr of Rags. Whether soldier or merchant. 
this famil)' tt.,;tifies to the considerable mobility of 
some parts of the population of the Roman world. 

Entertainment 
There was usuallr an amphitheatre outside any 
legionary fortress. and in a few cases even outside 
the much smaller auxiliary forts. These structurt.,; 
were built by the army primarily for its own use and 
in some cases a timber structure predates a later 
more permanent stone arena, suggesting that these 
were often constructed in an early phase of the 
base. Excavations at the amphitheatre outside the 
ba>e of Leg10 II Augusta at Caerleon revealed cen­
tunal stones marking out sections of the building 
built by a particular t-entury. One, commemorating 
the 'Century of Rufinus', was especially finely 
carved and clearly mtended as a permanent displar. 
This practice of d1vidmg the task up between 
working groups based on the units was commonly 
employed m major projects. most notably the 
construction of lladrians \\'all. The Caerleon 
amphitheatre measures 81.4 m (267 ft) along its 
longest axis and 67.i m (222 ft) in width. A massive 
and heavily buttr<ssed external wall, l.i m (5 ft 6 m) 

thick, supported the earth bank on which the 
seating was built. Estimates of the original height 
of the titrsof >eats suggest a seating capacity of at 
least 6,000, so thm It muld haw accommodated 
more than the tnt1re legion at full strength. Other 
l~~onary amphithl'atn..,;, for instance at Chester 
and especiall)· Carnuntum on the Danube, were 
ewn b11t1:c-r than this. 

.\inphithtatn.,,, were pnrnarily designed to 
mount the range nf spt.'<."tacular blood sports which 
">fascinated thl' population of the Roman Emp1rt: 
It h unlikt•ly that pro,·i1mal l-,'<lrri"1ns could afford 
the ma"'iw displays stagc'd at Rome. and there 
were in fart limits on the amount communitib 
elsewhere were permitttd to spend on such enter· 
tainment, although the military arenas doubtle:;, 
put on periodic gladiatorial bouts or beast fight>. 
The amphitheatre al"' provided a stage and 
v1ew111g am1a for other activu1es, including formal 
parades and displays of drill and weapons' han· 
dling put nn by the legion 1t>elf. 

Baths and bathing 
The bath house providt'd a range of sen·ices far 
beyond simple h)wene. for the Romans bathing 
was an important ritual. a pnx.-e:;s which in\'Ol\'ed 
paS-,inl( through a -.enes of bathing areas main· 
taint'd at diffl'nmt tl'mp<:ratures. There was the cold 
nwm1 Vn.flidnnum) wtth tts plunge bath, hot room 
{lnmmrum). warm ,ll'am nX>m Cl1P1dari11111) and the 
hot steam nw•m (rnldnn11111). Tl'mperature was regu· 
lated b~· a combination of undt-rfl<MJr heating and 
hot llut-s in,ide the wall:.. Exca,<1tions at \'in· 
dolanda n·\'l'all'd w<xiden sandals worn to protect a 
batht:r's fl'et from the often t<X> hot fftMJr in parts of 
the bath. Batht-rs rubbed dnwn with oil and then 



scraped off the dirt using a l<K>l called a slrif(il. 
1~1king a bath was an ex1>t!ricnce to be ,;avoured 
and not hurried. but ewn after a "'>ldicr had bathed 
he might ch<XJ!'e to remain m the bath hou><'. In the 
larger L">'tablishmcnts there were facilities for 
further exerdse, but m all baths there was space 
and opportunit~ for relaxt'CI scK·ializmg. ~kn rould 
drink and talk. or play at the various gambling 
games. most of all dice. wnh which the Romans 
\H-rt'O~<t'd. 

Apart from the bath hou><..,; built by the armr 
itself. there were often otht·r baths in the rici. At 
Caerleon a bath house "as discc'O,·ered near to the 
amphitheatre. It is impc"'sible to krxiw whether 
these t-stablishments were ewr frequented 
by troops as well as t'l\'ilians. Finds 
from se,·eral military baths show that 
the:>e were u><.'CI by wonwn as well as 
soldiers. although it is pos.sible that 
there were set timc:; for different gn>ups. 
The Roman army abo appears to have 
taken a keen interest in the development 
of baths at spa sitL.,;, such a" Bath (J\quae 
Sulis) in llntain. This t'>mplex was con· 
structcd relatively ,.Km after the rnnquest 
of the area and n is likely that the legumary 
garn><ms at Exetl'r and Glout't-skr were 
closely involved m Us mnstrut1ion. The 
healing p<l\\er of hot sprinf.," was highly 
valued by the Romans. and ahn<>:'t certainly 
employed for aiding the ret1>wry of the sick 
and woundt'CI. One altar fmm Bath n'Ct>rding 
the reconstrudlnn of a 'religious place' 
(locus religi<>:'Us) was set up bv Cams Sev· 
erius Emeritus. a Cl'ntunon chal')(ed with 
the administrauon of a region. 
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Religion 

Official religion 
Mention has already been made of the fl nak 
D11ra1111m. the calendar of Cohors XX Palmyren<~ 
rum milliaria ;;aginariorum equitata, a text found 
at Dura Europus and most probably dating tor. \I> 

22.'>-27. The following are some extracts from the 
ll'xt which give an mdication of the variety of 
fl.,_tivals marked by the unit: 

.1 jmuwry. Bl'G.lUSl' \"Ows are fulfilled and made both 
for the welfan.•of our lord ~larru:-; Aurelius Se\.erus 
\lex;mder Augustus and for the eternity of the Empire of 

thl• Roman Pt..•ople, to Jupiter Optimus Maxim us and ox, to 
QuctnJunoa cow. to Minerva a cow, to Jupiter Victor an 
ox, tojunoSospesa mw . ... to Father Mars a bull, to \1ar.-; 
tht> \' irtor a bull. to Victoria a cow .. 

I!~ ,\farrlt For the festival of the Quinquatria, a 
'.'Uppliration; ~1milar supplications until 23 \1arrh ... 

I, I/ml for the birthday of the dinne Antoniou.' 1he 
(,n.--Jt, lt> the divine Antomnll!i an ox .. 

.'I .4pn1 For !he 1m"""3t power of the d1nne J>iu, 
St•\t'flL' tc> tht> d1v1ne PilL' SeverlL~ an ox._. 

:!/ lpnl forthe foundat•>n day of the Eternal City of 
R1ITTX", h> the t'tt.'rnal City of Rome a a>w ... 

The Quinquatria was a ceremony dedicated to 
Minerva and she. along with the remainder of the 
Capitoline triad of Rome's most important deities, 
Juno and Jupiter. fil(Ure prominently in the calendar. 
Many of the f<.,_uvalssuch ~this and the celebration 
of Rome's foundation had no specifically military 
as.-;ociations and were simply part of the normal 
Roman year. No local de1t1e:; are mentioned in the 
text. nor anything else specific to Cohors XX, and it 
is gt>nerally supposed that army units throughout 
the Empire cekbratl'd the same round of sacrifices. 
supplications and feasts. Apart from the dates asoo­
c1ated with sulN.'Quent emperors, especially the 
current dynasty, there is httle m the calendar which 
muld not have been e:;tablished by Aul(Ustus. 

Whether or not the fl na/e Dura1111m in its pre­
served form was followed by every unit in the army, 
it is clear that many of the festivals mentioned were 
cclebratl'<I elsewhere. Outside the fort at Marypon 
on the Cumbrian coast in northern Britain, a series 
of altars was discovered buried near what is 
thought to have been the garri!<()n's parade ground. 
No fewer than 17 were devoted to IOM - Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus or 'Jupiter Best and Greatest'. 
The texts carved onto the stone are very similar, for 
instance To Jupiter Optimus Maximus. the First 
Cohort of Spaniards (Cohors I Hispanorum), com­
mandl'<I by ~ 1arcus \1aemus Agrippa. tribune, set 
this up' or 'To Jupiter Optimus :\laximus, for the 
welfare of Antoninus Aul(U,;tus Pius, Postumius 
Acilianu,;, preft..t.t of the Fir.;t Cohort of Dalmatians 
(Cohors I Delmatarwn), set this up.' \1aenius 
Agnppa appmrs on three altars as leader, whibt 
Postumius Al'ilianus figures on two. Other com­
mandingofficersoccuronly once, whilst the tribune 
Caius Cabilhus Pri"'-'US dedicated four altars. It is 
mo:;t likely that this senes represents annual dedi­
cauons of an altar to Jupiter for the good of the 
emperor, quite pos:;ibly on 3 January as at Dura 
Europus. As an aside, this then gives some idea of 
the lcni,'lh of postings held by equestrian officers 
with auxiliary units. 

At such ceremonies the commanding officer rep­
resentl'<I the unit and his name is the only one to 
appear on the altar. but it is clear that he acted on 
behalf of the entire cohort. A fresco from Dura 
Europus seems to depict a ceremony of this sort. It 
shows a file of ooldiers on parade, watching as their 
tribune, Julius Terentius, satTifices before three 
stalUl"'- ,\!though the latter have sometimes been 
ident1fil'<I as local deities, it seems more probable 
that they are members of the imperial family. The 
occasion appears much hke a modern-day military 
church parade, an important means of confirming 
the ffildiers' sense of corporate identity as much as 
purely an act of \\11rship. The days when the unit's 
standards were formally de<.'Orated were another 
confirmation of espnt de corps. and the earl)• Chris· 
tian writer Tenullian felt that the army's veneration 
of its standards amounted to religious worship. 
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The regular marking of dates significant to the 
1mp<-rial familr. and the close as.-.ociation of the 
familr with the worship of Rome's traditional gocb 
and goddt.,;.~. was obviously intended to mnlirm 
the loyalty of the soldiers. In the first half of the 
2nd century All, a cult to military discipline (/)isci­
p/i11a) developed, quite possibly introduced by 
Hadrian during his inspections of the provincial 
armies. Such abstract concepts were not infre· 
quently the object of formal worship in Roman 
>0eiet)', and m this case it was clearlr expt'Cted lo 
promote not merely loyalty, but al,;o miluary effi­
cimcy. The military oath (saera111111/11111) had 
distmctlr religious associations, so much so that the 
spirit of the oath [genius sacrammlt) was occasion· 
ally ,·enerated. 

Personal re ligion 

Religion was everywhere in the Roman world. to a 
degree that is difficult to imagine from a modern 
perspective. Many activities of dail) life involved 
some form of worship or ritual. Apart from the 

many god~ and i..~>C!des..,.,,,, mcluding the deities of 
such abstractions as Fortune or Health. Romans 
might also rewre even ,·aguer spirits, such as the 
genii or guiding spirits as.-;<iciated with a plac-e. an 
occupation or, m the case of the army, a unit or rank. 
In the main our evid<'nn• for this important aspt'Ct 
of life comes from the physic-.il remains, temples, 
altars with their inS<T1ptions, and dedicated items. 
Whilst these tell us a great deal about the range of 
deities worshipp<'CI by soldiers, they are far Jes., 
revealing about just what such cults meant to the 
participants. It ts also e,·ident that only the wealth· 
ier soldiers could afford to perform such rituals; and 
II will be \'irtually impos.,ible to detet1 the presenre 
of cults whose practit-es did not produce any phy,;. 
cal remains. 

Although soldiers t<~>k part in at1s of worship 
organized by their unit, they enjoyed a goc>C! deal of 
freedom to perform religious acts as indi vidual~. 

The Roman form of polytheism was very open, and 
able to accommodate without difficulty most other 
cults it enmuntert-d. including \'try often the reli· 

109 



.-1.1111/Jar tk du·u/1 ,/Jo lhr 
J.,'fJtb.ltss Cotn nlma 111 honour 
uf a t'ot( mad, by <.:osnonu.s, 
tlU' pn:fi c I of Colton I 
8alar11rum. 

1 JO 

l(ionsof l1>11qut·rc'C! peoples. It was not infrcqumt to 
mmbine a d<'C!ication to several deities. so that for 
instanl'e an altar set up at House,;teads by a detach· 
m<·nt of l.el(io II Augusta was to 'Jupiter Optimus 
\lax1mu,, the !(<id Cocidius. and the Genius of this 
place' Cc1<·id1us was frt'(juently wor-hipP<'(l on 
lladr~m·s \\all. and appear.; to have been a Celt1r 
war !(lid. "'mcti111<.-,, 3"-"0ciated with .\la"- lndivid· 
u;1ls "•mdilll<>S of their own accord took part in 
what \\l' might om!->ider as official cults. a!'>sociating 
thcm"'lws dc..elr with Rome. ib leaden;, and the 
l(uidmg spirits of the armr A remarkable ><:ries of 
four altar.; was ere.1ed in the st't.'Ond half of the 2nd 
,·,·nturr m Smtland b} the same centurion: 

'Tojupitt1' ()ptimu-.. \1aximu-... and to \'ictorious \'icton· 
for the.• \\dfon-o( our Empt1'or and the wdfareof him~lf 
and h1-.. famil}. \lan.l.1-..C.:on.'t"iu-.. FirmU!-, t't.'Tlturion of 
(;.·~oo II \u)IU-13. [,.,t lhi' upt' 

'T1> lli;1na and ,\pi1llt1, \L.1rn.1-..CA.K."\~1u-.. Firmus, c:enturioo 
of Lc:g-10 II \u.gu ... 1a.[~·t 1h1-.. upi· 

''T1> tht-Gt1l1usuf the.· Landc•f Hntam. \tarcu~Coccen.1-' 
F 1rmtL'it l't.11tunun oi I .t-gio II . \ugu-..ta, (set thi.....;. up r 
"To \tir-, \l1n<na, 1heGodck.~"-"'of 1he P..irade-ground . 
I lt:'f1.1.Jles. Ep.•1ia. and\ k11,r~. \lan'U. .... Con"e1us Firmu~. 
<"'11Urionof l.1.·11••11 \u,'\Ha("<tth1,upi· 

(),'C!icaticms were made by soldier.; to an immen>e 
variety of l'Uits. Some men ch<»;e to worship es..o;en. 
Hally Roman l(cids. whereas others worshipped 
deities 1<1<111 to the plact.,; where they were stationed. 
or omtinued to revere the gods of their own home· 
land. \'arious aspc'l:ts of ~la rs the war god were 
commonly worshipp<'C!. as were other local deitie:; 
associated with martial virt11es. Hercules enjoyed a 
particular popularity in the 3rd century AD, but 
was worshippc'<I in various forms for most of the 
peri<id as a pcrsonifirnlion of manly virtues of 
strenl(lh and courage. There is e,·ident-e for Roman 
soldier.;, both legionaries and auxiliaries. making 
dt'C!irntions at the Batavian temple of Hercules 
~ lai.,'Usanus at Em pd. Yet at other times soldiers 
wor.;h1ppc-d )(<ids and widdes..-.es with no ob,·iou,;ly 
military as,.,x:iations. The cult of CO\·ventina. ba,.ro 
around the !(liddes<s satTed spring, was revered by 
many >'<>idicr- fmm the l(:trrisons in northern 
Britain. The armi appear.; to haw made little or no 
attm1pt to n."'trict this religious ac11vit)'. and sol· 
dier- \\t'fe fn.'t' to wor.;hip as they wished in private. 
as km!( as they pamctpated in the corporate reli· 
gious life of the unit. Cult praL1ices common in the 
pre·Roman Iron Age. such as the offering of pieces 
of metalwork. often military equipment such as 
helmers. by t<lstinl( them into rivers or lakes, appear 
to have mntinued into the Roman period and been 
practis<'C! by soldiers. The burying of ritual objects. 
often in disus<'C! grain pits recorded at pre.Roman 
sites, for instance in the hillfort at Danebury in 
Britain, has parallels in l~oman army bases such as 
Newstead. The practit-e of religion in the Roman 
world was extremely diver.;e. 

Sometimes an ethnic group from within a unit 
ch<»;e to worship together. Amongst the altars set 
up by Cohor.; II Tungrorum at Birrens fort in south· 
\\tst Scotland was a dt'C!irntion to ·~tars and the 
Empmir's \'ictory' by the 'Raetian tribesmen'. 
anotht'f to the g<iddes.' Rirnl(:tmbeda by the ·men of 
the \'ellavian district', and one to the goddes.' 
\ 'iradt'Cthis by the soldiers from the 'Condructian 
distrit1'. Both Ricagambeda and \'iradecthis were 
Gt.'fman deities. wor.;hipP<'(l in the homelanc:b of 
the two l(mups. At Carrawburgh in northern 
Bntain an altar was en.'Cled 'To the Genius of this 
place (by) the Tcxandri and Sm·evae, from a detach· 



mmt of m hon- II Nerviorum.' It is intere-ting to 
note that w11hin a single auxiliary cohort there was 
a range of sub-groups rom;isting of men fn>m the 
-ame ethnic group:;_ An earl)' 3rd-renturr 11> altar 
found near 1 lou:;e;teads was set up b> the German 
tnbt..,,men of Twenthe 'To the god :\Jars Thint'l<US 
and the two ,\laisiagae. Beda and Fimmilena. and to 
the l:>..'lty of the Emperor.' 

Eastern cults and mystery religions 
A number of cul l~ which on ginated in the easll'rn 
~ tediterranean spread remarkably widely through­
out the Roman Empire. The storm god Dolichenus. 
worshipped since the I hmti:s at the cult centre of 
Doliche in Commagene (in modern Turkey). was 
as:;ociated with Jupiter by the Romans. A great 
number of inscriptions were set up to the god by 

Religion 

Auxiliary 
Cavalrymen 
of the Late 7 st 
Century AD 

Mall culrass This man wears 
a mail shirt with shoulder 
doubling 1n the more 
trad1t1onal style copied 
from the C.iuls. 

Helmet This 1ron 
helmet is ~m1lar to an~ 
fotn:fat~in 
Gtrmany. It provides good 
protection to the face with very 
wlde cheek-pieces which cover 
the ears - 1n a whirhng meltt 
when two cavalry units inter­
mingled, a rider might well 
come under attack from the 
stdes or rear 

Mail culra.ss This soidier 
wears a shirt of mail (lonco 
hamota) whoch ,.aches down 
to his thighs. T~ bottom and 
the arms of tM coat end in a 
decorative 1agged fringe, a 
style deptcted on Tra1an's 
Column. Mail was widely worn 
by all units of the army of the 

This scene shows three auxiliary horsemen making 
an off,·nng of an ornate helmet toa local deity in 

fulfilment of a vow. The practice of dedicating objects 
by thrcm mg or pL1cmg them mto water - pcrhai>' a 
river. lakt". pool or ~pring was common amongst 
many Celtic and Gt'rmanic peoples in the late, pre· 
Roman lmn . \gt•, Only rarely did the Roman Empm.' 
acuvely '"PP"'"'' any rdigion. and 11 seems cltar that 
man~ aux1harie~ cuntmued to follow the cult actlntic..-s 

of their own societies. A very high proportion of 
existing Roman helmets have bt.'Cn found in ri\'el'S. For 
a long time such find> were explamed as due to 
accidental I°"-<. but it seems mon• probable that they 
were deliberately thrown 11110 them-er as part of a 
ritual. Althoogh the practice was probably initially 
more rommon amongst non-citizen soldiers. thi~. 
along wnh many othtr rdigi<IU> practices, seems in 
ume to have spread more widely throughoot the army. 

Spear The main armament of 
most cavalrymen was a spear 
thrust over-arm. LightH 
javelins wtre also earned for 
throwu-.g. A small proportion 
of units were armed instead 
Wlth the bow, or a two-handed 
spear known as 
the comus 

Helmet ; Many cavalry 
helmets are decorated with a 
representalion of curls of hair 
Often this takes the fOf"m of 
thin tinning OVff the bronze 
bowl . A small numbtt of 
hefmeU have been found with 
real animal hair replacmg this 
decoratt00. This may have 
been a fashton peculiar to 
Germanic aux1har~ such as 
the Batavians 

Helmet: This iron helmet is 
based on an example found at 
Ely 1n East Anglia. It is ornate 
and covers the ears, but, like 
that worn by the standing 
sold•tr, •t has no extra 
protKbOn for the front or top 
olth<! h<!ad 

Scale culras.s This son of scale 
armour 1s very similar in basic 
shape to the mail shirt worn by 
the cavalryman from the ala. 
Scales from such shim are 
comparatively common finds, 
and vary m size and detail 
Scale armour was leu f~xible 
than mail, but looked very 
1mpresStVe. It seems to have 
been worn by cavalry in the 
cohoru and ol<N, aod also m 
some mfantry units. 

Pnncipate. ~ 

Helmet This helmet W1th 

Shield This soldi~ carries a 
flat oval shield w1th insignia 
taken from Trajan's Column. 
Some cavalry units carried k>rlQ 
h<!xagonal shoelds. 

a face mask and hair 
decorating tht top is of a type 
usually conSfdefed to have 
bttn fmploy<d solely for 
paradts Of the' cavalry sports. 
H~. 1t 1s more than 
possible that h<!lmeu fitted 
with ma'>ks were more widely 
used for general sefVice by 
sok:tiers and perhaps 
especially officers - who 
wished to cut a dash. ~ ...... 
Such an expemive and 
magnif1Cent object \. 
would appear a likely 
1t~ for sawfice . 

Tunic: This tunic has long 
slttves, a rath~ Callie style 
wh!Ch IS d<ptcte<f 00 the 
tombstones of a number of 
cavalrymtn. H1.s comrades' 
tuntes confonn to the more 
conventt00al military desfgn. 

Sword Both of the kneeling 
soldiers are shown with spotho 
swords worn on their left hip. 
In spite of their length - up to a 
foot mOfe than the gfadius 
such weapons are also shown 
being worn on the nght hip. 
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Religion 

TJ,., \ hthrneum (lnnf>I• '" 111' 
roslt m dt'l'fr '11lhn1s) al 
Carrau bur]:lt cm /1adna11 's 
ntUI Ju ... a sh11rl ihsla11a 
oul:sflL llU' ramports of tht. 
fart. Tlli' tlrru altars alllli' for 
t'lld UY'n' ra1·h dt!tllcah d bv /Ju> 
'-qUf: ... trum co11mu111J• no O; 
lhtgom.wn. 
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units and ""P€<-ially individual soldien; in the 2nd 
and early 3rd centuries .\I>. The cult seems to have 
reached the height of its popularity under the 
Se"eri. It is difficult to say how it was originally 
intn>duo.'CI and spread, but it is clear that venera­
tion of Jupiter Dolichenus went far beyond troops 
M.Tmted fmm Commagene. 

,\ numbt,r of eastern cults required adherents to 
underi..~1 a seri"" of initiation ceremonies and bound 
them by ,.,Jentn oath never to tell of the mysteries of 
thdr 11orship. Of these 'mystery' religions, several of 
which. for instance the cult of Egyptian Isis and 
St:rapis, 11on man) con\'ertS through<xit the Empire, 

the cult with greatest appeal lo soldiers was that of 
Mithras. Like many of these cults, Mithraism 
appears to have offered a stronger promise of an 
afterlife and enmuraged a very personal relation­
ship with the god. Also like the other mystery 
relii.,~ons. the bar on recounting any of its mre 
beliefs makes II very difficult to reconstruct the 
cult's theo~Jg)', alth<X!gh this ha;; not stopped variou> 
..cholars fmm attempting to do this. Jl1ithras was an 
Iranian god, normally depicted wearing a phrygian 
cap and as. .. x:iated with the sun. Apparently with 
the as.-istanceof several creatures, which later gave 
their names to the grades of devotees in the cult, 



Mithras killed a bull in what appears to have been a 
creation myth. Temples, several of which have been 
discovered outside Roman forts, were poorly lit, 
narrow buildings constructed to resemble caves. 
Strength, courage and endurance were important 
aspects of the rites, and had an obvious appeal to 
soldier.<. A high proportion of kno\\11 altars were 
set up by officer.<. notably the eque;tnan comman­
ders of auxiliary units. and it is quite likely that 
~1llhraism was often the p!hel"Ve of senior ranks. 
Apart from its religious importance for these men. it 
may also have helped to develop friendships and 
connections useful in their caree~ 

TIUs nconstruction of a 
\hthraeum gi1.-s somt 
impru:sinn of /he cal't'./ikt 
rnlerwr of th£w /JuildJng~ 
Tli;, mmhip of .\11thras rcas 
a mysflT)' cull, its adhurnls 
bound or sob. mn oaths not lo 
rt l'i:al ii~ pnuhrrs. CJn, rrsult 
of /his rs Iha/ 1tt hart only /hi 
ski tcluts/ idea of its d1>dri~s 
ondnluais. 
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After Service 

A/1u ~ n1u ouxi/1ant~ u·u1 
irattlf ,J Ho1t1tlll n'tiz, 11Jlup. 
pn,.>f of rt lnd1 cnmt m /ht 
form of Ilk' dip~1ma. o lmmb' 
ropy of lht i/ocum111/ 
rt'l:L"ft'nllK tlu"ir n/u., ml11p m 
Rome. Tiu.'\ om tm~~ />n "f nli cl 
to a '.pamsh mrnlrym1111. 
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The Roman army roo>gnized three different typto:; 
of discharge. Sold1t>JO who became unfit for service 
thmugh 'icknt'S.' or injuries were rdeased fmm 
'l'rvit'l' (1111ssw causana). This was not done lightly, 
but only after thorough medical examination had 
mnlirmed that II was extremely unlikely that they 
would ever remver sufficiently to serve again. Dis· 

honourable discharge (missio ignominiosa) was the 
penalty for >llldiers committing a serious crime. 
Such men were barred by Jaw from living in Rome 
itself or fmm entering imperial sercice in any form. 
and may at >">me periods hm·e been branded or tat· 
t<x>ed with a symbol of ignominy. In addition they 
en)Oyed none of the r;ghts and privileges granted to 
soldiers honourablr d1:;charged (hones/a missio) at 
the end of their ~nice. In rno:;t respects men dis· 
charged for medical rea><>ns were treated as 
honourably d1,;charged. although the size of any 
granb made to them wa.'< usually scaled in accor· 
dance with their length of service. 

Thomugh documentation accompanied a soldier 
thmughout his m1htary career and inevitably 
marked this final transition back to civilian life. The 
type of discharge was marked against a man's 
name in his untt's records as he was remO\·ed from 
their strength n»;ter. The soldier probably recei1·ed 
a written statement of his release from military 
service. such as the statement found in Egypt and 
dating to 4 January \!) 122 mnfirming the discharge 
of Lucius Valerius Noster, cavalryman from the 
lunna of Gavius in Ala Vocontiorum. There were 
abo cases when an entire group of soldiers dis· 
charged at the same time chose to commemorate 
this important e1·ent by erecting a monument. Such 
mscript ions list from around I 00 to some 370 names, 
and \<ll'~>U~ calculations ha\·e been made in anernpt>i 
to 'how what percentage of legionaries Ji,-ed long 
enough to leal'e the army. Unfortunately. the sample 
of evidt:nce " tmy, and anyway so many factors 
dett1'm1ned the number of men eligible for discharge 
in a 'ingle year that 1t would be rash to generalize. 

Praetorian guardsmen and men from the auxilia 
each received a copy of a bronze diploma, which 
listed in detail their new legal status as veterans 
Legionaries did not receive similar tablets, but it 
was ,·ery important for all men to hm·e proof of 
their membership of a partitular branch of the 
service and honourable discharge from it, to ensure 
that they actually gained the status and legal rights 
to which they were entitled. The text of a petition 
recording the case of 22 Egyptian veterans in 
\IJ 150 has been found at Cael;area inJudaea. These 
men had originally enlisted in the fleet, but had at 
some point been transferred to Legio X Fretensis 
perhaps when it was in need of manpower during 
the Jewish Rebellion under Hadrian. The men 
wanted and were granted written confirmation of 
their servtl'e m the senior branch of the forces, for 
legionaries enjoyed far higher status than sailors. 

At Mme periods discharged soldiers, especially 
legionaries, were settled together on land in military 
mlomes. Augustus claims in the ResGestae-a long 
inscription set up outside his Mau.--0Jeum recount­
ing his great achievements - that he serried some 
300.000 wtt-rans in colonies or sent them back to 
their home communities. Such massive pro­
grammes of settlement were required to ensure that 



the vast numbers of troops raised during the civil 
wars could be re-integrated mto etvilian society and 
'° did not threaten the stability of the Augu,.tan 
regime. The limited archaeological evidence for the 
colonies of this period suggests that hou>tng l'On· 
sMed of small blocks or iJL<ttlar of the t)-pe 
common in Roman towns. each divided into several 
flats occupitd br an indi,·idual veteran and his 
family In many cases the colonists lived not m a 
central selllement, but on individual farms. In some 
rL'<.-ently conquered areas, colonies served a strate­
gic purpose. During the initial stages of the 
conquest of Britain under Claudiu-. the tribal 
capital at Camulodunum was one of the army's 
most important targets. After its occupation a 
legionary fortres.-; was built nearby to control the 
region. but when this unit. Legio XX. was moved 
west to reioin the field armies in the late .11> 10s. a 
veteran colony was established to take its place. 
There is ,;c>me evidence to suggest that barrack 
blocks were rebuilt to provide housing for the veter­
ans. Something similar may well have happened at 
Gloucester. where another colony was created on 
the site of a legionary base. although the chronol· 
ogr and relationship between the two is unclear. 
Farms were provided for the veterans br surwrors 
dividing the land into large square-, a rraduional 
Roman practice known as cenruriation. One of the 
complaints of the mutineers in the l'annonian 
legions in Ill 11 was that when finally dischargl'CI 
ther were given a farm consisting of swampland or 
barren mountain. In most cases the land had been 
confiscatl'CI from the conquered peoples and its loca· 
tion was not necessarily determined by its 
suitability for agriculture. Inevitably. the Roman 
veterans were resented by the native population 
which had suffered defeat and the requisition of 
their territory. When the British tribes rebelled 
under Boud1cca m .\D 60. the first target of the Tri· 
novantes was the colony of Camulodunum 
established m their land. The town was burned to 
the ground and the settlers massacred. 

Twenty-five years of military service represented 
at least half the lifetime of most soldiers, and even 
the shorter 16-year term served by praetorians was 
still a major part of their lives. Such long spells in 
the army, linng within a closely defined hierarchy, 
his daily routine closely regulated and ordered, must 
have had a big impact on a man. Certainly, veterans 
rontinued to define themseh·es as members of their 
old unit even when they li,·ed on for sewral d('Cade,,. 
A good number of men lived near their old b.1se. 
taking up re;idence in the tims. Since soldiers often 
married l<><:al women this acted as another incentive 
to remain in the province where they had served. 
Often their sons went on to join the army, their 
daughters to marry soldiers or veterans. I lowever, 
in other cases men did return to their homeland. 
This trend is especially visible in Egypt bl'Cause of 
the survival of correspondence and reoords from 

several villages. Such a move was obviously espe­
cially likely for men who had corresponded with 
their families during S<·rvice. Army veterans had 
some privilegt'>'. for in.,cance exemption from certain 
t}l>es of punishment and re,tril1ions on their liabil· 
it)' for public sen·ice m the local communities. and 
were also Roman citizens. To an extent ther formed 
a privileged sub-group w1thm the wider population. 
but in most cases they were not the only such privi­
leged group. The society of the Roman world was a 
good deal more complex and multi·layered than 
many modern l'Ommentators allow. 

Auxiliary veterans 
Much of what has already been said applies as 
much to auxiliary soldiers as to legionaries. Such 
men acquired Roman citizen>hip as a re<ult of 
service and tended to be drawn fn>m the less urban· 
ized and developed parts of the Roman Empire, and 
in some cases from tribe,; out'1de the formallr orga­
nized province:;. Servil-e m the Roman army can 
only have been a dramatically different expenenre 
from their former lives, and many scholars have 
wondered to what extent they became 'romani1,ed' 
through this experience. If they returned home 
after discharge as many, perhaps most, appear to 
have done, they would return as citizens, a distinc· 

Tiu· /ombs/ont of /,,,()ngzm1s 
rd llU' .1/.a Su/puia tfrium 
Rommwrum slrou·:o. tlu> soldu r 
n rlmml( cm a wurh in lltt.• 
Hmmm mamra lltmathi.' 
01rotlt1rso11t .i:/Jotnnx him 
u11lkml( bf·JU11d his hors~ and 
fOTT)'lll/{ /M'fJ S/>fOTS. Thr tap 
11f lu.< hr/nu/ appmrs lob.. 
sl111Pt1l ma stylizld porlrayo/ 
of hmr. a fiatrm: of many 
.~urnt·t1lJ( ca miry hr/mets. 
1111 ltor<f '.< Mdd/c and 
harm·ss 1s sltuwn l'l'ry 
cu ar/y 1111 //us rditf 

115 



116 

(LR/I) T/,, tombslo11e, from 
.\.fauu. of Lucius VOkrius 
itrecundus, u:ho sen·ed in 
till' first colwrt of till' j/cel 
a11d dll'd all/,, ai:e of 25 
after four years sen-ire &:en 
surh comporaht·el)• s11nfk 
m011uma1ts as tltis u:ere 
tXJN'ltSlt-c items. 

(Righi) A 3rd-century 
monument from tire proinice 
of Dada shouwg /ht rehrt'd 
soldier reclimng on a couch 
al a feast. The spots 011 the 
gannc1J/ draped around him 
may be intended lo rcprrstnt 
some kind of animal fur. 

lion which was likely to have been rare in their 
native communities. Auxiliary recruitment could 
then be setn as a means of spreading Roman 
culture and idtas throughout the provinces, and so 
helping to consolidate Rome's power. It is possible 
that u did, consciously or not, perform such a role, 
although the evidence is really insufficient to reach 
a firm conclusion, but II would be unwise to see this 
as the main purpo:;e of the auxilia. These existed 
because the army needed manpower to serve as an 
cfk'<."tivt fighting force. Yet in one respect the 
Romans were convinced that service with the 
arwlia changed a man and that was b)' giving him 
an understanding of the Roman way of warfare. It 
was a common Roman conceit that their most dan­
gerous enemies were men who had served with their 
own armies. Arminius and Gannascus in Germany, 
Tacfarinas and jugurtha in North Africa, and even 
according to one source the leader of the slave rebel­
lion Spartacus, learned their trade with the auxilia. 

Death and burial 
One of the deductions from a soldier's pay was a 
standard contribution to the burial club organized 
by the C('ntury, a highly important ritual for most 
ix~>ples in the Roman world. Should the soldier die 
during service. this would then cover the costs of a 
basic funeral. After a major battle, the need to 
dispose of large numbers of corpses normally led 
lO the mass cremation of the bodies, but in peace­
time a greater o:remonr was observed. A funeral 
prore-.,ion. carrying the corpse on a couch, would 
leave the fort or camp, for like man)' contemporary 
"'1Citties the Romans insisted that burial take place 
outside the settlement. Once outside, and often on a 

site running alongside the main road leading to the 
fort, the corpse would be laid on its couch on top of 
a funeral pyre. There it would be burnt and, once 
consumed by the flames the ash of both corpse and 
pyre gathered into a funerary urn, made sometimes 
of marble or metal, but most often of glass or 
pottery, which was then buried. Around the gra,·e 
site the mourners took part in a funeral banquet. 
Thi~ was a common form of ceremony during the 

Principate, but the arm)· included men from many 
cultures and with an immense range of religious 
beliefs. and there was a considerable variety in 
funeral practices. In Eg)'pt the practice of mummi­
fication continued throughout this period, and in 
general inhumauon became more common than cre­
mation m Late Antiquu:y. The chief mourners were 



a man's comrades and, as the practice of taking an 
unofficial wife became w1dt-spread, his family. It is 
doubtful that the burial club paid for more than the 
most rudimentary of markers for the gra,·e. but 
many soldier.; set aside money to pay for expensive 
stone monuments. :.!any tombstones state that they 
were erected by a man's hein; in accordance with his 
will. Some consist of a simple inscription, which 
often details a man's age. rank. unit and length of 
service - details which even ,·eterans frequently felt 
appropriate to add. The ~t elaborate were carved 
with a picture of the soldier. There is considerable 
variation in this, with legionaries tending to have 
th~lves shown with minimal military equip· 
ment, whilst auxiliarit-s, especially auxiliary 
cavalrymen, are shown armed for battle and in 

warlike ))O!ieS. A common type of cavalry tomb· 
stone shows the decea~ riding a rearing hor>e and 
brandishing his weapons as one or more semi· 
naked barbarians cower beneath its hoofs. Some 
monuments also depict a man's slaH.,. or freedmen. 

Some things are rarely mentioned on a man's 
tombstone. The cause of his death, whether battle 
or sickness. is usually omitted, making it especially 
interesting when this detail is included. The senior 
centurion Marcus Caelius Rufus died with \'aru:;' 
army in the Teutoburg \\'aid in .\ll 9, and was corn· 
mernorated m a lavish monument by his brother, 
who added on the inscription the clause that 'should 
they ever be found, his bones may be interred here'. 
Later in the I st century \ll Aul us Senti us. veteran of 
Legio XI, was killed in the territory of the Varvarini 
in Dalmatia, although it is unclear if he was a dis· 
charged veteran or still serving his five years with 
the legion when this occurred. Lucius Flaminius of 
Legio Ill Augusta was killed in battle in North 
Africa at the age of 40. A fragmentary tombstone 
from Chester commemorates an optio marked out 
for promotion to the centurionate (optio ad spcm 
ordinis) who had drowned in a shipwreck. There is 
also an intriguing reference on another tombstone 
from Britain to a soldier killed by an enemy in the 
camp, which could mean either by a sudden attack 
which penetrated the fort or murder bra comrade. 
Yet such details are so rare that we cannot J)<,,...-ibly 
calculate the chances of a man being killed in action 
or dying of illness or accident during hi, tt-rm of 
service. Probably, with the exception of Ol'l.'a,ional 
major disasters and in common with all armies until 
the 20th century, the latter was always far more 
likely. 

.\1111/ary lombst01ies rarrly 
rr:cord hou• the man died. but 
tlus /ra11111mlary tombstone 
Jrvm O,,strr to an optio from 
legw XX l'<Ucna > 'idnx teUs 
us that m died ma slupu:rrdt 
Tlus er<11t rut .<lwrt o 
pnmuszng canrr, fi1r lhL man 
u:as au·mhng a t'Ol'Onl)' as 
et nlMrion (optio ad spem 
ordimsJ. Allm11<11h th€ man's 
lllJIM has /Jttn /osl. l/ie 
surtmng part of thL 
m .. vription slatts that M u·as 
/mm /Ju> ernlury of !..Ma/ius 
/nginuus 
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Equipment 

oh 011 numy mil1lary 
/0111hslm1ts, this 11um .. \lan·11,. 
juilu . .; Sabm1011u'\, lS 1kp1d1 d 
m undrt "-" 11111fi1nn. '' 1thout 
lwlm1 t orrwro..-. .;. but 
rarryml! 5/ul'/d 0111l 1n apma 
Ht l('OS a ~ailur m thl' ltal11m 
tftt/ . ..-/oliunrdal \f1 . ..-1mon. 
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Legionary Equipment 

Clothing 
Tiu· /um(: In the Grt'CO-Roman world the principal 
garment of a male c1v11ian was a short-sleeved, 
knee-length tunic, since tr0u.-.ers were considered a 
b.~rbarian fashion. In the old militia army, soldiers 
provided their own clothes as well as their own 
armour, making It unlikely that the legions of this 
period displayed much uniformity in dress or 
equipment. Gradual!)'. as the arm)' became a profes­
sional force. the state began to issue clothing, 
armour and weapons to the troops, and by the 
early Principate regular dedut1ions were made 
from a soldier's salary to mver the t"OS! of each of 
these items. A document survives from Egypt 
which mentions the army ordering large consign­
ments of clothing from civilian suppliers and 
insisting on a standard design and quality. A 
version of the civilian tunic remained the normal 
dres.~ of the Roman soldier until the beginning of 
the 3rd century 11>. 

The military tunic was somewhat longer than 
the rype normally worn by civilians, stretching 
halfway down a man's calves. Normally, however, it 
was gathered up by a belt :;o that It hung above the 
knee. There seems to have been a fashion at some 
pcriods for gathl-ring the sidt:>i of the tunic higher 
than the fmnt and rear, so that irs bonom edge 
forms a curw. The tunic» dt:>ii!,'11 was simple, con­
sist mg es-.ent1ally of two matching squares of 
makrial - usually wool or linen - se\\11 together at 
the sides and shoulders, whibt leaving openings for 
the arms and neck. Some tunics had sleeves, usually 
fairly short, although some depictions of cavalry­
nll:n suggt,,;t that their tunics were long-slee,·ed. At 
least :-<.nw infantry tunit> muld be worn with the 
right shoulder and arm left b.>re. which appears to 
have been more rnmfortable for heavy labour. 
Tunk-,; of this sort had a slit down from the neck 
opcning at the centre of the b.~ck. l\ormallr this 
was tied into a knot by a leather thong, or occasion­
ally pcrhaps held by a brooch, and only unfastened 
when the soldier wanted to free his right arm. 
:\lodcrn re-enactors have found that this knot can be 
uncomforrnble if this type of tunic is worn with 
armour. Evidence is lim1ted, but it is possible that 
each ,,.,1d1er pos.'it'>'sed more than one pattern of 
tumc. different patterns being worn for specific 
a("t1vities. 

Ooaks and roP<s: Tht-re were two basic patterns of 
ch1k \\Orn b~ ordinary >'<lldiers. The first was the 
.<a;:um, a simple rectangle of hea'1 \\OOI, although 
>'<>metimt,,; its fringe was dl'<.-orated. The two sidt:>i 
of material were held together by a brooch on the 
right shoulder in a war that left a man's right side, 
and his sword-arm, free. T he alternative to the 
st1)(11111 was the pawula, worn more like a poncho. 



In this sccnr from Trn)an's 
C.:11/umn, tltt Em/X mr and a 
grmtP t~f ~tnior ofjicfr.; an 
shou·n mt campblJ(ll, tnflt 
cloaks Ol't r tlu1r orttn/1 

ro1ra ... ~s. Tiu rlook im.~ /ht 
"'!tUm. a <11npk r1 <1an11& 
of malt r111J faslrnrtf at mU' 
Jhnu/J' r talh a bmo<h. 
Tiu. sP could be 1<·orn in 
rorious slyl.ts. 

It was probably oval in shape. wuh an opening for 
the head, and someiimt"S an anached hood. The 
front of the cape fastened with a row of bunonsand 
toggles. so that it could be ldt panially open. The 
llt'Ck opening tended to be l•~~-fining, so that a 
><:arf was es."'mial m cold or w1:t weather. Senior 
officer-., including the Emperor Traian. are some­
timt"S depicted wearing a version of the sagum. 
although 11 seems more than likely that such gar­
ments were of superior quality to the ones worn by 
the ordinary soldiers. On other oc'a!sions, officers 
frnm the centurionate upwards are shown wearing 
the more formal pa/udammt11m. which could be 
worn draped over the left arm, rather like the formal 
civilian toga. 

&Its: The military tunic required a belt to be worn 
properly, so much so that Aus.,'llstus was known to 
have symbolically punished centurions by making 
them stand at anention outside his tent without 
wearing their belts. A "1ldier's belt, from which his 
sword and - at least at some periods dagger were 
suspended. was al:;o an important symbol of his 
identity. Even in undres.' uniform, "ithout armour 
or helmet, the belted tunic marked a man out as a 
,.,Jdier. This was reflected in the ornate plates and 
buckles which cowred the functional leather belts. 
In the early I st century at lea.st two belts were nor­
mally worn, one for the sword. who.e scabbard was 
fNened to it by cords from the four scabbard rings, 
and the other for the dagger who.e scabbard 

hooked onto a frog on one of the belt platl"- 'Ille two 
belts were worn in a cris.,-rnis.' pattern, rJther like 
the double holster of the gunfighters depit1ed in 
man}' Western movies. By the end of the 1't 
century. fashion chang<'CI and u was mon• common 
to wear a single, broader belt supponing both 
sword and dagger. E\·en so, "'me men appear to 
ha\·e continued to wear multiple belts and one 
soldier on Trajan's Column is shown with no Jes., 
than fOill_ 

During the 1st and 2nd centuries \I>, an apron 
was often attached to a M>ldier's belt. This might 
consist of from one to nine straps, usually studded 
and with decorative metal terminals. Four to six 
such straps are most common_ Tht"St' may have 
served a defensive function. evm if the prott'Ctlon 
offered to a soldier's groin was more psychological 
than reaL 1 lowever. the experience of modern 
re-enactors has suggested that they muld be a hin­
drance to a running man if allowt'CI to swing freely. 
The aprons certainly made the "'ldi1:r's bdt t'V('n 
more decorative and al"> jingled as he mon-d. 
adding to a soldier's prescnce. 

Boots: Apart from the tinkling of apron fittmgsand 
the noise produced by any metal armour, the sole of 
the military boot (ca/iga) was heavily studdt<d ln:-.e­
phus tells us that 1he centurion Julianu" was 
pursuing the enemy atT<"'s the Temple Court in 
Jerusalem in \I> 70 when the metal stud" of his 
boots skidded on the flas.,"-tont.,; and he fell. only to 
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Tl~ tombstor11. fmm .\fam.z. 
of PublIUs Flat·olaus Om/us, 
a soldier m UJ(IO XIV 
Gemma. The sub)ttl is mire 
agam shou·111i·eanng rmly a 
tunic It dearly shmcs /us 
Sl<'Ord on his nglzt Side and 
dagger on his /Rf/, 1d11/e he 
holds a pilum m his ri/(hl 
lumd and has an ot'al shield 
on lus back. He holds a scl'Q/I 
in his IR/I hand uhich ma.Y 
mdli:ale Iha/ he held a c/Rricai 
post. Hanng scnv:d /<IT 23 
yrars, Cordus u·as not loo far 
au'Oy from disdt0rge u·hen ht 
died oged ·1.1, m the rarly I.</ 
century All 
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be surrounded and killed by the enemy. This was a 
po>sible danger. but in most circumstances and on 
Je>;s smooth suriace;, the stuck ga\·e the boots 
better gnp. The studs tended to wear out and 
needed to be replaced. On one occasion \'espasian 
recei"t.'d a demand from sailors of the Italian fleet 

for a larger allowance of boot·money (calciarium) 
bccaui'C of the wear suffered on frequent long 
marches from Puteoli or Ostia to Rome. In reply the 
Emperor ordered them to march barefoot, a practice 
which appears to have continued at least to the end 
of the century. 

Although the open appearance of caligae makes 
them look rather like sandals. their construction 
was considerably sturdier. l\1ade in three pans - a 
sole, insole and upper - the straps could be tight· 
ened to fit more cl<kiely. The apparent lack of 
protection against the weather is also deceptive, 
since It seems clear that ca/1gae were normally worn 
with socks, and one monument depicting praeto­
rian guardsmen actually shows an open-toed and 
open.heeled "'x:k being worn on parade. During the 
2nd century \ll, other types of footwear with more 
enclo..ed uppe~ appear to have become increas­
ingly common, and may well have supplanted the 
traditional pattern of caligae altogether. Most, if 
not all, fr~itwear worn by the army continued to 
have hobnailed soles. 

Other clolhrs: One of the most famous letters from 
Vindolanda r<"<-'Ords a soldier being sent some 
'pairs of socks (udrmes) from Sattua, two pairs of 
sandal;J~lippers (sokae) and two pairs of under· 
pants (sttbligarcs) ... '. This is one example of the 
ample evidence which is gradually eroding the 
persistent myth that Roman soldiers spent their 
time in northern Bntain wearing garb more suited 
for the Mediterranean. Instead, troops adapted to 
the local climate, however extreme. Breeches and 
especially amongst ca\'alry. longer trousers were 
\\'Orn beneath the tunic, as were socks and perhap:; 
leggings of \-arious sorts. 

Lalrr c/10111.(rs. Both civilian and military fashion 
began to change agam in the 3rd century .\D. From 
this period a long-sleeved tunic became normal. 
Depictions m wall-paintings and mosaics suggest 
that tht,,;e often had a different coloured border and 
sometimes round or lozenge·shaped decorati\'e 
patches. Sleeves were usually fairly tight to the 
wrist. Examples from Dura Europus suggest that 
these woollen garments were woven in one piece. 
with a slit for the neck and sometimes also on each 
hip. Trousers. usually tight fitting, also became 
mcreasmgly common. In many respects these scyles 
endured until the collapse of the Western Empire 
and for much longer in the East. 

The problem of colour 
Fabrics such as wool, linen and leather survi,·e only 
under exceptional circumstances in the archaeologi· 
cal record. \1uch of our evidence for military 
costume comes from the depictions of soldiers on 
great monuments such as Trajan's Column and on 
the funerary memorials left by soldiers. Originally 
these reliefs were brightly painted. a colour often 



being used to indicate detail which was difficult to 
carve, such as mail armour or wcks. but the-.' pig­
!ll(:nt,; ha,·e not survived in anr useful way. Some 
Roman sites have produced colourful m0!;3io; or 
wall-paintings but in the main these have rarely fea­
tured extensive scenes involving soldiers m the 
uniforms of the day. Our literary sources rarely talk 
m much detail about clothing or equipment either, 
and on the rare occasions when colour is mentioned 
1t "' hard to be too specific about shade. Therefore. 
although we can with some confidence reconsrruct 
m<"'t aspects of the appearance of Roman !iOldielb, 
we can be far less cerrain when it comes to the fun­
damental question of colour. Reconstructions of 
mihrary scenes, whether by artists or re-enactment 
gmups, inevitably involve a fair degree of coniec­
ture in this respect. 

It is often assumed that all !-Oldiers wore tunio; of 
a standard colour. In fact there is no PQ$itive evi­
dence for this and it is pos.sible that different colours 
as well as different patterns of tunic were employed 

for different orden; of <Ire&< It is equally P<N>ible -
though there is no positive eviden°' for this that at 
!iOme periods >;<>me units wore disllnl1ively 
coloured runic,;, either through choice or booluse of 
local availability. There is !iOme direct evidenl'e for 
soldiers wearing white, or off-white tuniL"S, and a 
little, thouith far less, for red. A papyrus from 
Egypt records a unit ordering pure white tunics for 
its use. and white is the most common colour for sol· 
diers appearinit m paintings or on 111<...aic;. lindyed 
tunics, which would therefore be anythinit from 
white to light grey to liitht brown in shade, were 
probably also the most common form of civilian 
dress. Soldiers may well have worn a purer white 
woollen tunic than could normally be afforded by 
poor civilians. Tacitus' description of the triumphal 
march of an army into Rome during the civil war 
followinit the death of l'\ero speaks of camp pre­
fects, tribunes and senior centurions m dazzling 
white uniforms, which suggesrs chat the higher 
ranks had brighter, better-quality tunio; than ordi­
nary soldiers. This is similar to the system in the 
19th-century British army, when the soldier's 
redcoar was a duller shade than that worn by a 
sergeant, which in turn was le-.s briitht than, and a 
different cut from, an officer's µcket. An alternati,·e 
suggestion i, that centurions were marked out from 
ordinary soldiers hr wearing red as opposed to 
white tunie>;. Althou!(h this is po,;.sible, it does seem 
to go against the evidence of Tacitus. 

Cloaks are normally shown in painunw.; as a dull 
yellowish brown. They were es.'i<."ntiall} practical 
item,;, intended to guard against the wind and 
weather, >;<J :.;uch an unimpressive cokiur is less sur­
prising. However, several funerary P<>nraits from 
Egypt dating rn<J>,t probably to the 2nd century .\D 

show bearded men wearing sword belts. These men 
may well have been veterans or, since the quality of 
their burial su!(gests a degree of wealth. former 
officers. All wear white tunie>;. but cloaks range in 
colour from dark blue to dark olive gn"\"n. It is there­
fore poe;;ible that individuals or parucular ranks 
may have had cloaks in differing shades and that 
the apparent uniformity of yellow-brown is decep­
tive. It is also known that Roman generals normally 
wore a red cloak as a mark of rank, and in the !st 
century At Crassus caused a stir when he appeared 
wearing a black cloak, since the colour was consid­
ered to be unlucky 

Legionary helmets 
The study of Roman helmets, as with many other 
types of military equipment, has often been hin­
dered by emphasis on external fitting>; which have 
more to do with decoration than either dt':'i!(n. man­
ufacture or function. :\lost British scholars follow 
Rus .. 'iell Robinson's categorization of helmets 
aa:ording to type and pattern. whereas th<"<' on the 
continent employ a completely different labelling 
system as.<;0eiatt-d with find spots. Therefore the 
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T~ lombs/0111 of an optio 
/mm Uu:.,/cr shou·s mm 
u't'anng a paenu\a cloak and 
hok/11111 ltil hastile staff The 
pa111/ 1s m11dtrn, alllwugh 
/rot'r.'i of paml u·._ rr fuu1'd 
on flus /umbstmtt and ii ts 
proba!W Iha/ mnsl ICt" 

of11{1111i!Jy f>amltd. ThR 
111srnph1111 rt'ad": 'To tM 
stnnts of llu: departed: 
Carn/1Us Antus, from 
Emtrila Augusta {tn()(_fl'rn 
day .\11nila111 Spam]. opuo 
of f~"J,~O X}( \Qkna \'ir/nx, 
of 15 _,,..,,. sm1rt. diRd Ollt d 
34; Ju., hnr /rad this trrcltd. ' 
TM trxts of mo.i;t military 
lumb ... tmvs art txfrtmtl).· 
fim11ula1r. 
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The Soldier 
of the 
7 st Century AD 

Apro n; A soldier's belt was an 
important symbol of his status, 
marking him out from civilians. 
Most were highly ornate and 
had an apron form~ by 
several straps attached to 
them. 

Pilum'. Standing upright with 
its butt spike dnven into the 
ground, the iron ~ad of this 
pilum 1s attacMd to the 
wooden !Nft by• wid• tong 
It 1s based on exam~ found 
at Oberaden dating to the 
earty 1st century N>. 

Sh ield (scutum) This soldier 
" pulling the loather 
cover over h1.s shield 
Vis1~e is the symbol of 
his legton, based on the 
tombstone of an oqu1f1ftr. 
The legion's numeral was often 
written on inscrip tions as Xllll 
instead of the more normal XIV 
and is shown in this form 

Socks and boots· For additional 
warmth, th~ soldiers wtar 
socks. Once again these are 
mentioned 1n the Vindolanda 
tablets Toe-less socks may 
also ~ shown on a 
monument depcting 
a parade of praetonan 
gwrdsmM. By the 2nd 
century AD the open coltgeW 
boou...,,, gon«•lly to h...,. 
been replocod by von<>u> typos 
of Mekned boou in the cokttt 
pt0V1nC.1tS 
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,;ame helmet would be either an Imperial Gallic 
Type A according to Robinson's system or a helmet 
of the \\'eisenau/l\ijmegen type under the continen· 
tal system. However. m most respects. there is broad 
agreement between the two schoob over the devel· 
opmcnt of Roman infantry helmets. 

In the last century of the Republic the most rom· 
monly used helmets were all deri\·ed originally from 
Galhc d""1gn:;. At first. the most frequently used 

Thh ~"t.'nt• ~tw>w:-. two legionaries fmm l .t>~o XI\' 
(rl:mina on campaign m Bntain in \H 60 during tht: 
~uppn':"-~ion of Boudicci 's n·bellion. Thi~ lt.·J.,.Tion 
pla} t'CI a d1~tmgui~ht>d mle in Rome's en·ntual victory 
and was awardt'd the utb ~L1rtia \'ictrix by a 
dehghtt'<I Em!X'n>r Nero. Both men 11ear st.·gment<'<i 
cuira:-.:-;t.-s (lori,-a Sl'!(mrnlala) and helmets of the type 
known a~ Imperial Gallic. The conditions of active 

pattern was the Montefortmo which had been in use 
sint~· at least the 3rd e<:ntury BC Over time the neck­
guard on this pattern graduall) bro!me larger. The 
Coolus helmet was very similar in appearance and 
by the end of the I st century He had supplanted the 
other type m popularity. ~lo..-t. though by no means 
all. ux>lus htlmHs had a tT""t knob or spike on the 
top of the bowl. They also tended to have wider 
neckguards than Montdortino helmets and from 

'.".l"rvin• an· hkt."h to hm t• n~uht..od ma somewhat 
d1ffm·nt ap!J<'a~Jn<·e fnim the d1,,,,ic nnage of Roman 
soldiel". Th<.,... nwn have slightly ragg<'<i and patcht'd 
runic.":-'. and ha\ t' ~\daptt.-d thl'ir uniform to make u 
mort.• suita.blt.· to a north EumPl'an climate. Some of 
th<' dl't:tils shown rentun conJectural. but all are based 
on intt.·rpn:Wtion~ of tht ~urviving evidence. 

Such straps ended in a metat 
pendant and were decora ted 
with a row of dtKS These 
f1t11ngs rattled and clinked 
when a man moved, adding to 
h is pre~nce. However, they 
may have been impractical and 

awkward and this man has 
rolled them around his belt for 
convenience rather than 
letting them dangle freely. 

Pack Unlike modern soldiers, 
the Roman infan tryman's pack 
was not fitted to his belts and 
worn on his back. Instead 1t 
was suspended from a po~ 
which he earned over his 

shoulder. One theory 
suggests that the pole 

may have been tied to the 
shaft of the pilum on the march 
as is shown here. The precise 
shape and design of the pack is 
unknown, as is the method of 

:>-.. ..... <:,llf,i& ~e~~~"?,,:~ ~~~~:~"!ha~ 
a bronze cooking pot (trollftls) 

,.-'-'- ""' tied to the cross shaft of the 
carrying pole. 

leather shield cover'. Shields 
normally had a leather cover, 
which was only removed in 
battle or for a formal parade. 
A number of examples of such 
covers have survived, 
providing us with valuable 
information regarding the size 
of Roman shields. Many have 
$Orne form of decoration, 
usually shaped pieces of leather 
sewn onto the main cover 
Apart from the name of his 
legion, there are two 
capricoms, symbols of 
Augustus who founded 
XIVGem1na, 

Breeches Underneath thetr 
tumc. these sokhers wear 
woollon b<ttehe>. Such 
garments a~ deptcted on a 
numMr of monuments and are 
mentt0ned in the Vindolanda 
tab'ets. 



the middle of the I st century BC most had a reinforc­
mg peak mid way up the front of the bowl. By this 
time both patterns of helmets had acquired brooder 
chttk-pit't't'S offering more protection for the face. 
These ;;eem to have developed from patterns of 
Gallic inm helmets. such as the Agen t)'pe. 

Both the Montefortino and Coolus helmets. as 
well as the later Imperial types, had the helmet bowl 
and the neckguard made from the same piece of 

This example of a late-pattern 
( 1st century k) Montefortino 
helmet has wider cheek pieces 
and a br~ neckguard than 
earher types. It offefed 
rHsona~e protKbon from a 
blow to the top of the head. 

In the Imperial Gallk helmet 
(middle to late 1st c~tury AD), 
the trern:h ~1dent 1n the 
Montefortmo and Coolus 
helmets are taken further. The 
neckguard 1s not only broader, 
but it is now k>wer, ribbed for 
greater strength and angled to 
deflect a blade. 

This Iron helmet found at 
Heddemhe1m in Germany was 
probably used by a 
cavalryman, but shows many 
of tM s.ame trends apparent in 
1nfantty helmets 

metal. There were two principal methods of manu­
factu re, forging, which involved beating the metal 
into shape over a former, and spinning, where the 
metal was shaped using a revolving former (a 
shaped piece of wood or stone). Iron helmets could 
only be beaten into shape. because the iron available 
to the Romans was not sufficiently pure to undergo 
the spinning proces.~ without cracking. However. 
the alloy a mixture mostly of copper with about a 

The Coolus-pattern helmet 
(early 1st century AD) was in 
many ways similar to the 
Montefortmo, but tended to 
ha~ ~ wtder cheek p;ec.es 
and neckguard. It also added a 
retnfomng peak to the front of 
the helmet to ward off an 
attack from this directton. 

The Imperial IUlic helmet 
(early 2nd century AD) doffe<ed 
only >lightly from the GallK 
types on >hape, althoogh t hey 
are usually less ornate. Many 
later e)l(amples have reinforcing 
cross pieces over the top. 

The lntercisa· type helmet 
differed rad ically from earlier 
helmets 1n design. The bowl 
wu composed of two separate 
sections toiMd by the ndge in 
the middle, ~II neckguard 
and no retnforcement to the 
front and top of the helmet. 
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In CatstJr's day 11hotfb..t11 
nonna/ to u.·ear m·s/.'i om/ 
plumes m bollk. bul llus 
prochce opf>tars lo Iran 
bcrnmr rare m thr ann.v of 
lilt Pr111Ctf>Olt. f lnwtt'l'r. 
111011y ht/mets could />r fillrd 
with crrsls and such 
ornmntntahon was shU 
common for paradrs and 
cert monies. A Jf''"'" of 
"-NUlClors d1S/"'1_v a range <if 
difh rrnl drcorahons It> lhnr 
fmJ>tnalC'.oll1dulmr1., In llrr 
n nl" Ilk· rcnlunJ.m:~ 
lm11srt 1"5l' m st (U'lruh u'O.~ 
PnihoNJ uvmi t'ft n 111 bnltk) 
matks lum ''"'as an offi1·t r. 
II tS not knotm u·hrthtr <1/lu:r 
ranks, !'urh as opt1on1.~ u·t rt 
also drshlll(UJ.</u d by m·sl.< 
andp/umt5<1f .</>tCtllohap.s 
or a>lt~un, as L'i SUJ:J.'f-'S/t•d 
hi. n. but ii LS rerlamlv 
plou.q/>k llrol l/rry u·en: 
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quarter zinc - used in bronze helmets could be spun, 
and this production method became common for 
Montcfortino and Cool us helmets in the I st century 
ttc. The metal in the bowl of a spun helmet was not 
as well hardened as in a forged helmet and proved 
brittle, surviving examples often showing damage 
to this area. It may be that the addition of a peak to 
the Coolus pattern was at first an attempt to coun­
teract this weakness. although it clearly also 
conformed with the longer-term trends in Roman 
helmet design. 

Later-pattern Coolus helmets had increasmglr 
wide cheek-pieces and neckguards. These trend>, 
combined with others taken from the tradition of 
tron Gallic helmets, eventually produced the Imper­
ial Gallic and Imperial Italic helmets, the vast 
ma)Onty of which were made of iron. The earliest 
tyPt.'S of Imperial helmets have cut-0uts for the top 
of a soldier's ears, which soon developed into ear 
guards. Neckguards soon ceased to project straight 
out from the back of the helmet and became increas­
ingly lower and deeper, the guard itself at the same 
time becoming wider. In time these offered some 
protection not just for the back of the neck. but also 
for the shoulders. Rows of ribbing usually strength· 
ened the back of the helmet. The front of the bowl 
was protected by a peak, much like the Coolus pat­
terns, but inm~asingly thick. Imperial helmets 
might be made of either bronze or iron, although the 
latter is far more common for the Imperial Gallic 
type. The principal differences between Gallic and 
Italic helmets is stylistic, although the quality of the 
latter's finish is also generally superior. Distinctive 
features of Imperial Gallic helmets are the heavily 
stylized raised eyebrows on the front of the helmet 
bowl. the brass piping edging much of the helmet 
and the brass or enamelled bosses used as decora· 
uon. Neither these, nor Italic patterns, tend to have 
crest knobs. and instead crests were slotted into 
forked crest holders. In the late Isl century .In, 
further efforts were made to strengthen the front 
and top of the helmet. Two reinforting bands were 
attached, in some cases to existing helmets as well 
as in new models, forming a cross on the top of the 
bowl, so that sometimes this pattern is referred to as 
the 'hot-<.-ross bun' helmet. 

Whilst it would probably be wrong to depict 
the development of Roman helmets as a steady 
evolution, the long-term trends do reveal the preoc­
cupations of the makers. Protection to the top of the 
head was always the highest priority. This area was 
exposed to the enemy. especially an enemy armed 
wuh a slashing weapon such as a sword and able to 
mt down onto the top and front of the bowl. The 
peaks on the front of the helmet, as well as the thick 
reinforcing bands, were all intended to protect 
agamst such blows. Equally interesting is the 
development of deeper and broader neckguards. 
An enemy in front aiming a blow at the top of the 
helmet could very easily miss or find his blow 

deflected down. Nt-ck guards not only protected 
the neck itself. but also gave some defence to shoul· 
dent Another notable feature of all Roman infantry 
helmets before the 3rd t-entury \U was that they left 
the face and ears uncovffed. It was important 
for a soldiff to see what was going on and to be able 
to hear ordt'n', and both vbion and hearing were 
seriously impaired by closed helmets such as the 
Corinthian helmet associated with Greek hoplites 
or the Great Helms of the :\liddle Ages. However. 
as much protection as po:;:;ible was offered b) 
the large cheek-pieces and earguards on Roman 
helmets. 

Helmets, crests and ranks 
According to \'egetius. centurions were distin­
gtnshed from ordinary soldiers by wearing a wide 
transven;e cre;t. Although depicted on only two 
monuments. and not yet t-onfirmed b)· any extant 
example of such a helmet. it is generally accepted 
that this applied throughout the Late Republic and 
Principate. Standard-bearers wore animal skins 
over their helmets. and it is just possible that this 
practice was also followed by some auxiliary units. 
In Caesar's day u was clearly normal practice for 
soldiers to mount ti-ests or plumes in their helmets 
during a battle, for he mentions an occasion when 
the suddenness of an enemy attack denied the sol· 
diers time to do this. as well as remove the leather 
coven; from their >hield,., Man)' helmets until the 
end of the I st rentury 111 were fitted "ith the 
mountings to take a crest. Some helmets. especially 
of the Coolus pattern. additionally ha\·e tubes on 
either side of the bowl which presumably sup­
ported ta II plumes. It is unclear whether the;e 
represented a badge of rank, perhaps for optio11~s. 
or were the insignia of a particular legion or 
lcg;ons, or cwn of a sub-unit within the legion. 
Julius Caesar formed a legion from Gallic recruits to 
whom he subs<.'(juently gave Roman citizenship. 
There is an attractive, if unsubstantiated, sugges· 
tion that this u111t, Leg10 \' Alaudae or 'the Larks', 
may have worn larks' feathers either side of their 
helmet in this fashion. On Trajan's Column, and 
other contemporary monuments, crests are rare, 
as."Oeiated only with parades. The reinforcing cross 
bars on the tops of helmets made it impossible to 
mount a crest in any of the traditional ways. but 
whether this, or simply fashion. was the reason for 
this change in practit-e is unclear. 

Linings and headgear 
Some surm·mg Roman helmets. for instance an 
Imperial Gallic helmet frnm Brigetio. show traces of 
a lining inside the bowl. This ensured that the 
helmet was a more comfortable fit and was most 
likely padded "° that It helped to cushion any blow 
delivered to the helmet. Such cushioning was essen­
t~1l if the wearer was not to be at least stunned, and 
possibly more seriously injured by non-penetrating 
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strikes to the helmet. If the helmet lacked an inte· 
gr.ii liner. then the soldier would certainly have 
worn some sort of headgear beneath it to perform 
this function. 

Later developments in helmet design 
The 3rd century saw significant changes in many 
as~s of the Roman army's equipment. Whilst 
>iOme lmpenal-pattern helmets continued to be used 
m the first dl'<:<ldes of the a:nturr, a new type of 
infantry helmet. hea,·ily influenced by the design of 
cavalry helmet,, seems to have become common. A 
good example of this type was found at I leddern· 
he1m in Gerniany. Unlike earlier infantry helmets. 
the ears are almoot entirely covered and the neck· 
guard is steeply angled down. There were a few 
elements of continuity, notably in the continued 
manufacture of bowl and neckguard from the same 
piece of metal, but this tradition was soon 10 be 
broken by the adoption of several types of helmets 
made in sections which supersede most other types 
by the later 3rd century All. In simple designs such 
as the 'ridge' type found at lntercisa in Hungary and 
elsewhere, the top of the helmet consisted of two 
halves joined by a ridged strip across the top. 
Several examples show traces of a lining. Although 
generally cheaper and quicker to make, some of 
th~ helmets are decorated with false eyeholes. 
Many of the Heddernheim-type helmern were 
except1onally ornate, and this trend continued with 
>ome later de:;1gns, most notably the two examples 
from Berkasovo. The cheaper lntercisa·type ridge 
helmets or the equally crude spangenhelms - the 
bowls made from four pieces of iron - were proba· 
bly infinitely more common in everyday usage, 
especially by ordinary soldiers. The spangenhelm 
may well owe its origin to helmets employed by 
nomadic races from beyond the Danube, such as the 
Sarmatians and the related Alans. Such simple 
helmets were not of the quality of earlier types. 
Nevertheless, the Roman army's ability to provide 
all, or virtually all of its soldiers with such gear, 
continued to give them an advantage over barbarian 
peoples where helmets were the preserve of only the 
wealthiest warriors. 

Body armour 
Mail (lonca llama/a): Mail armour was in regular 
use by the Rontan army throughout the period 
covered by this book. In the 1st century AC the \'ast 
majority of legionaries wore a mail cuiras.•. and at 
least some continued to do so after the famous seg· 
mented plate armour came into use. Although some 
shirts may have been made of copper alloy, the vast 
niajority consisted of iron rings. on average about 
I mm thick and 7 mm in diameter. Each ring was 
normally mnnected to four others. the ring being 
either riveted or welded whole. It was common for 
legionary ntail shirts in particular to ha\'e shoulder 
doubling and extend down onto the hips. A mail 

A rl"sr·uP of an aux1lwry 
solditrfrom Tra1an's Column 
slwu111g lt1m tt·fannl( mat/ 
onnour, Ju /nut. /unit and 
bntchts, Tiu /umrtsolitt/J 
unusual m Iha/ 11~ lmur 
fnll/:t rs d1 coral( d, 1l"l11/, Ju . .; 
sl11n.,art canndmarmr 
of k a/IH <lnp, /..1kt aU 
auxtltant s 011 tlv Column. 
he co mt~ o /ft1t ot'al slw:M 

cu1rass is flexible and es.-;enually shapeless. fining 
more closely to the wearer's body than other types 
of armour. In this respect it is comfortable, whilst 
the wearing of a belt helps to spread its consider· 
able weight of 10-15 kg (22-33 lb) which would 
otherwise be carried entirely by the shoulders. Mail 
offered reasonable protection. but could be pene-



trated by a strong thrust or an arrow fired at effec­
tive range. 

Scale (lorica squa111ata): Scale a rmour was >lOme­
tunes employed by legionaries, and is shown 
several time; on the Adamklis.<i metolX'" in 

Romania. Unlike mail, which \las rdativelr easy to 

maintain and repair, =le was more prone to 
damage so that individual ocales appear relatively 
frequently in the archacologic-al record. Scalt-s were 
usually of copper alloy or occasionally of iron. The 
former might be tinned to present a silvery finish 
and this type of armour muld be polished to a high 
sheen. The siw of the individual scales varied from 
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shirt to shirt, although most were relatively small, 
no more than a few t"entimetres long and narrower 
than they were deep. Rows of scales were wired 
together and then sewn onto a fabric backing. The 
scale,,; them>'elves were thin, and the main strength 
of this protet1ion came from the overlap of scale to 
>'l<tle, which helpt'd to '-'Pread the force of the blow, 
or from the smooth surface deflecting a hit m the 
liNplace. 

Ptolt (lonro $(Jlml'lllala): The segmented plate 
t'Ulra"-' 1s the type of body armour most immedi· 

(Abm•e) /\tees of scak 
armour found al Neu·s/ead m 
.vol/and dale to tlw end of 
!Irr Isl cortury tD. Scales can 
ht_ fl/ mmorbru'1zt'a11dt·a1)' 
m sw, altlwugh Jlu·ir ha.sir 
di _,;If,, i." bn"1dly consistent. 
llmkt ll :;.calls u:crr less l'OS\' /o 
npair 1111111 n·ngs of mail, ~o 
/11"'-' vf brokr11 scaks on 
mon. common. 

lfLfll A d111)!rom slum?ng 
the cunslrudum of lorica 
"-1(Tllelltata bomi u[J<m ti~ 
/imL-, at G1rbridgt, south of 
l/,,drin11:< 1101/. /,,.allu:r 
strops suPPorl //u· orlinJahm1 
11( tlu: mm plait-., The many 
bnmu jlthngs fn>m these 
ru1rax.'itS u·tn.· ffry prone to 
bnaka/..1t' and arr romparohu.'/y 
cummon finds as a result. 

ately as.'iOCiated w11h the Romans, although it seems 
only to have bem in U>'e under the Principate. Part 
of an early version of this armour was discovered 
in the excavations at Kalkrie>'e. the probable site of 
Varus' military disaster m 11> 9, pushing back the 
assumed date of its adoption by about half a 
century. Its use bet<tme I.,,.; frequent in the 3rd 
century 111 and the type was soon altogether aban· 
doned. Although d~pictro on Trajan's Column, it 
was not until Rus.sell Robin>0n succt!S>'fully recon· 
strucll'<l the fragments of three cu1ras.'ieS found in 
the hoard of military equipment al Corbridge, south 
of lladrian's \\"all, that its design became intelligi­
ble. The cuiras.~ mru;ists of a series of iron plates 
articulated by leather straps runnmg underneath. 
E.~pt'Cially good prutet1ion was provided for the 
shouldt'f"- The irun plates appear not to have been 
hardml'<I br forgmg. prnbablr so that the ';;oft' 



metal ab:;orbed a blow, spreading its force. Modern 
tests have confirmed the efficacy of segmented 
annour, suggesting that it would deflect or stop 
m<>:;t strikes from arrows or spears. Weighing in at 
some 9 kg (20 lb), a segmented cuirass was a little 
lighter than mail armour, but its shape made it less 
comfortable to wear and could restrict deep breath· 
ing. The complexity of its design, with the 
numerous plates linked by copper-alloy buckles, 
hinges and hooks and the leather harnes.~ under­
neath presented many maintenance problems. 
Chemical reactions between the bronze fittings and 
the iron plates fostered corrosion, whilst many of 
the fittings broke or fell off far too easily. Fittings 
from segmented cuiras.'*'!; are fairly common finds 
on Roman military '1tl.,;. Although simpler versions 
of the armour were developed. for instance the 
':\ew,;tead pattern' named after the site in >'<•Uthern 
&-otland where the example was found. thhC prob­
lems were ne,·er adequately solved and, combined 
with the technological skill required to construct the 
armour in the first place. probably explain its even· 
tual fall from fa,·ourin the difficult conditions of the 
3rd l"entury AD. 

All types of armour at all periods would have been 
worn over some :;on of padded garment and not 
directly on top of the tunic. Little is known about 
this item, s ince it was certainly made of perishable 
textiles and no example or unambiguous depiction 
has survived. Apart from making the wearer more 
comfortable, this extra layer complemented the pro­
tective ,·aluesof each type of armour, and helped to 
absorb the shock of any blow striking the outer 
armour. Some of the>e icrkins may well have ended 
in a row of leather straps hanging down almost to 
the edge of the tunic and providing a measure of 
protection for the lower body and thighs. A very 
late, and generally unreliable !iOurce, refers to such a 
padck.-d garment as a llwramachus, whilst another 
History speaks of a s11bar11111/is. The second term 
probably appears on a text from \'indolanda 
de,;mbing some sort of textile, although a roughly 
contemporary document from Carlisle has confused 
the issue by speaking of a type of javelin known as 
a subarmalis. In some cases an additional, water­
pmof layer, most pmbably of leather, may have 
been worn either between the thoramadzus and the 
cuiras:; or on top of the armour to guard against the 
weather. 

The legionary shield (scutum) 
In many respects the legionary shield changed little 
from the Mid Republic through to the early 3rd 
centur)' AD. It remained a long, body shield. sem1-
cylindrical in shape and of pl)'wood construction. 
Before the Mari.~n reform legionaries carried an 
oval shield, both the tops and sides curving, like the 
example from Kasr el-Hant in Egypt. Oval shields 
of much the same pattern remained in use well into 

the Principate, both with the legions and. perhaps 
especially, the praetorian guard. Yet by the begin­
ning of the 1st century AD the ,·ast majority of 
legionaries carried rectangular shield,;. The>e were 
a little shorter, though of similar width to the earlier 
pattern. Most were flat-topped, with curved or 
straight sides, but a leather shield CO\'Cr from Caer­
leon was intended for a shield with a curved top and 
straight sides so there was evidently >'<>nle ,-aria­
tion. The evidence for the shape of legionary 
shields in the Late Republic is exl'eedingly poor and 
it is difficult to know when and why this change 
occurred. The shorter rectangular shield was a little 
lighter than the old oval type, and was perhaps 
more attractive to theprofes.<ional legionaries in the 
post-Marian army who had to carry their weapons 
and equipment on the march. This is con)l>cture. but 
there is equally little basis for the mmmon as.;ump­
tion that the n ... :tangular shield did not mme into 
use until the end of the I st century 11c 

No example of a legionary scul11111 survives from 
the 1st to 2nd centuries AD (although one lst­
century shield may now have turm-d up at Masada), 
but one well-pre.erved rectangular, semi·cylindrical 
shield was found with the 3rd-century ,\ll remains 
at Dura Europu,;. The ,;hield was 1.0'2 m (3 ft 3 in) 
long and 0.83 m (2 ft 8 m) wide. It was made of three 
layers of stri!>' of wood glued together, the back 
and front set laid at right angles to the longitudinal 
middle layer. Its thickness was about 5 cm (2 in), but 
unlike the Kasr el-llarit shield it was not thicker in 
the centre than at the edges. A rectangular gap in 
the centre of the shield had been prepared to take 
the shield bu:;.<, although in fact this had not been 
fitted. The back of the shield was reinfom-d with a 
framework of wooden strips glued or pegged into 
place. The shield had a horizontal handgrip. Both 
back and front were covered with a thin sheet of 
leather. over which were stitched reinforcing leather 
pieces for the corners and a wide binding to protect 
the edge. This appears to ha\·e been a later, cheaper 
alternati\'e to the bras:; binding which was nor­
mally used on tht.':ie shields. Examples of this metal 
shield trim are mmmon finds, suggesting that they 
were subject to frequent damage. A reconstruction 
of the Dura Europus shield with an added iron 
boss and bronze bmding weighed in at 5.5 kg (12 lb). 
A shield of the same dimensions but with the 
increased thickn""" of wood in the l<entre would 
have weighed something like 7.5 kg (16.5 lb). which 
was still lighter than the reconsrructed Kasr el­
llarit shield at 10 kg (22 lb). 

When not in use, shields were protected from the 
weather by leather shield cover,;, fragments of 
which ha\•e survived from several sites. The fnint of 
the shield was normally decorated with the unit's 
msignia usually in paint and :-.ome of these 
symbols were highly elaborate. The "-'lllptors of 
Trajan's Column took great care to carve devices 
onto shields, but it is now impo><sible to identify 
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thl'Sl'" ith specific unit>. and only a handful of uni t 
symbols arc dearly shown on tombstone!< It is not 
ckar whcthtr the entire legion shared a common 
shield dev1re. or whether each cohort was distm· 
gi.1i>hed in "'me way. perhaps u>ing colour. but u is 

dear that some sort of system exi>ted. Tacitus 

rernunts an incident dunng the civil war after 
:\em's death when two soldiers picked up shields 
from the l'ntm;· dead and. using this disguise, were 
able to infiltrate their position> and put a large cata· 
pult out of action. The Dura shield was painted a 
pinkish n'CI on both sidl's and the front decorated 

(f'nr~JIJ.I Clln.dol'a/ 
x"utum bast>d m1 the Kasrfi· 
Hant pml m Eg)pt U'lth a 
,Jv.v:n taken frvm the Anh of 
Oran~. sq111Jurn Frona (m 
u.q lnmi al U as/ the 3rd 
ctnlury· 11t}. 

(Ci ntrt /1Jli A cumd 
rr rlaJtJ:ular scutum bast don 
tlu uamplt jou11d al /Jura 
l:.i1mpus 011 the Rti·a 
F.upllrahs (lsJ~·ar(v3rd 
a11turyA1J). 

(l..1..:m ,1 81udd tntlt straight 
su/( sand cunv:d t mis. based 
mt a 1tumbt r of surritrnl[ 
.o.;/tuld n11•trs. It i.s 1mpos. .. ..;iblt 
to hD from thtsr tdtetltu lhl' 
$/tu.Ji tt'O.~ n1rt'td vr flat 
(hi :!mfrrnlury '4D). 

(Far ltftJ Tiu d1ml'llsio11s of 
this fiat om/ slzirld arr bostd 
an a sl11cld COt'fT cxcal'a/£'d at 
Vo/kwburg in Ho/Jand. If has 
a dts1J(n takc11 from mz 
ouxihao··s shield cm Trojans 
01/umn (Isl 3rd cc11Jurics :W). 

10 ntrt kJll .4 flat shidd 
bastd tm mt aamplr frm11d at 
/)omasf1 r. l 'nhkr most 
Homan sludds it ltas a l'Crhcal 
lumdgrip (ht cc11tury• ,-4.D). 

f/,rjl) An om/ slurld based 
m1 t'Xampksfi1und al Dura 
f:,,mpu, Ort thL onm111J/ the 
t/dm) of //,; /lllUrt S nglt/ 
hand L<> lo<>f a11J llu.s 
n.co11stmtf1on is c1m1cdura/ 
(.1ni Ith cr11/11rus .11'). 



11 uh a highly detailed geometric pattern. as well as 
the figures of a lion. eagle and twin victories. This 
\\as most probably the msignia of one of the 
lt·g1ons in garrison. Such delicate detail can only 
haw been subject to rapid wear, especially when the 
shit'ld was employed in battle. and it is quite possi­
ble that on campaign more basic decoration would 
haw been employed on replacements for damaged 
shit•lds. Yet unit insignia were obviously important. 
and even the leather coven; which protected shields 
on campaign ,;omctimes included decoration. One 
mid· ht-century \T> rectangular shield found in 
Holland belonging to a member of Cohors XV Vol­
untariorum civium llomanorum was decorated 
with twocapricorns. thesymbolsof Augustus, who 
onginally raised the unit. Even without heavy use. a 
'mgle wooden and leather shield was unlikely to 
last a >-0ldier for his entire 25 years service. unlike 
"'"'C metal gear. notably helmets which have some­
times shown signs of being owned by more than 
one soldier. 

Other armour 
\!though \'arious forms of muscled cuiraS>i - mo;;t 
pnibably metal - are depicted as being worn by 
s1:nior officers in Roman art. no example has sur­
rned from this period to confirm that this reflected 
actual practice and was not simply artistic conven­
tion. Similarly. it is now difficult to know whether or 
not the Romans employed any types of leather 
armour. 

The Adamklis,;i metopes show that Roman 
kgionaries in the lace I st or early 2nd centuries .rn 
"'mcumes felt the need for greater protection than 
that offered by shield, helmet and cuiras.<;, In all the 
scenes showing legionaries in combat these men are 
depicted as wearing greaves to protect their calves, 
and a segmented armguard or vambrace on their 
right arm. Many of their barbarian opponents carry 
two-handed, scythe-like fakes, long weapons 
capable of reaching round the shield to strike at the 
right arm or lower leg, and the extra protection can 
be :;een as a means of guarding against this specific 
threat. The armguard was constructed of articu· 
lated iron plates with leather harness underneath, 
m many respects similar to the segn1ented plate 
cuirass. Although plate armour is not shown on the 
Adamklissi metope;, where all legionaries wear 
st'ale or mail, an example of such a cuirass has been 
found associated wuh an armguard at Colonia 
Sarmizegethusa Ulpia, the capital of Roman Dacia. 
Yet finds from Newstead and more recently Carlisle 
m northern Britain have shown that this additional 
armour was not confined to the Danubian front but 
also employed in other areas. No example of Roman 
greaves clearly dated to this period has been found. 
but it is probable that, like earlier Roman examples. 
these were lined with leather and tied into place 
rather than clipping to the leg like tho:;e worn by 
Greek hoplites. 

Offensive weapons 
Tlze pi/um: The p1/u111 or throwmg-spear was used 
by most legionanes until it gradually fell from use 
in the 3rd century AD, its design changing only in 
small details from the weapons in use under the Mid 
Republic. Pilum heads survive from a good number 
of sites, whilst several examples from Oberaden in 
Germany were excavated with part:; of their 
wooden shah remammg. There were two methods 
of attaching the long iron head to the wooden shaft. 

fqwpmtnl 

A ddau fnim "'" of tlw 
mi lo~ s al AdamJ:/i.."51 
shmn1U( a kl(lonary· u..sml( tlw 
boss of hi.'\ ~tum lo pu11ch 
an rm '1H' m /hr faff mu/ 11101 
stabbtnR.hun m i1tc stomach 
11.:itlr lu.'i gladius. This is tlzr 
011/y drar drP,r/11111 of a 
soMin usinl( tlzis u·rD-alllS/ul 
.fi/::hling/idmiqur. 

.\fany of tlu· U:girmarics on 
tlu· Atlmnkli.'i.'ii mrlof)('s an· 
slzotm mrryml( pila u·ith a 
circular ob;l ct altadJCd just 
bt hiwl t/1. top of Ilk s/af( 
Tizz." t.'\ nwsl probably o tn1Jlhl 
mlt111ltJ/ommaYils 
pe11rtraht~ J>oin r trh€n 
/hroH?I. 
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Some of the iron heads ended in a socket, the joint 
remfon:t'd bran iron collet fitting over the top of the 
w<M>Clen 'haft, but the majority had a wide ra"tangu­
lar tang which slid into a groO\·e in the wood and 
was fastened into place by two rivet,;. One relief 
clearly shows a pi/um with a butt-spike. but it is not 
known 1f this was always a feature of this weapon. 
Other S<:ulptural evidence. most notably the Cancel­
lcria relief showing praetorian guardsmen, and the 
Adamklissi metopes, show a ball-shaped object just 
below the wider top of the wooden shaft. This was 
most probably a weight, perhaps in lead, intended 
to incrcao;e the penetrative power of the pi/11111 by 
focusing even more power behind its small head. 
One 3rd-century relief shows two of these weights. 
A p1/um's effe<."tiw range was about 15 m (50 ft), but 
such modifications may well ha,·e reduced this. 
This weapon was intendt'd first and foremost to kill 
or wound, punching through an enemy's shield and 
armour, but it required a high standard of discipline 
to refrain from using it until the enemy c:ame wichm 
effective range. A single early tombstone shows a 
legionary carry mg two pi/a. but, whilst it is pos.-.ible 
that two were carried on campaign, it is extremely 
unlikely that a soldier took more than one into 
battle. 

Spears and ;an ltm: Legionaries may ha,·e some­
tim<.,, cmployt'CI oth<'I' shafted weapons. The early 
2nd-<.-entury \I> Roman commander Arrian left an 
account of the formation of his army for an antici­
pated battle wllh the A Jans. a nomadic people who 
relied predominantly on heavily armoured carnlry. 
His leg;onarics were formed up very deep to meet 
the enemy charge. The first four ranks carried p1/a, 
but the fifth to eighth ranks seem to have had the 
lancca, a type of javelin, and were ordered to throw 
these over the heads of their comrades once the 
enemy closed into contact. Ultimately the use of dif. 
ferent types of throwing-spear can have required 
little re-trainmg, l-ertamly not in comparison co a 
modern infantryman being is:;ued with a new rifle. 
Therefore it S<.>ems likely that legionaries were 
sometimes <-quipped with jm·elins other than the 
p1/11111 if the parucular situation required it. A series 
of 3rd-century legionary tombstones from Aparnea 
in Srria suggl.,;t that Legio II l'arthica had men 
skilled in a wide range of weapons. including light 
jawlins (lanaac). Whether these spt.'Cialists were 
alway> equipped in this war. or only when required. 
is impos.-.ible to sa). 

Spear and iavelin heads are relati,·elr common 
find, fn>m Roman military sites. They vary consid-



!Rli/hll .4 seal<· Jra..-11111 
(ompon·ng IJ~ shnp.. ~ u.f. on 
!hi' Ir/I. a .\fm11z-(1p.• gladiu.." 
m the cenlrt Jlir Pompd1 type, 
tmd on tile n/.[ltl a lmiga 
~patha /11dinilun/ uamplcs 
uf wrlr f)'/H' mry lo -.omc 
d.r!(rre i11 dunt 11s11111.S. 

(Far nghl) The blotk t>/ a 
~p.atha/ound al Nru:stcad in 
.vat/and. 

erably in size and shape, and the few scholarly 
attempts to classify them have rarely employed 
u~ful criteria. It is usual!}' impossible to estimate 
the length of the shaft titted to any of the;e 
weapons. Th~ used for fighting would doubtles.~ 
hm·e been long. perhaps just under 3 m (9 ft), whilst 
tho::;e solely dt>Signed for use as missiles were much 
shorter at a little more than a metre (3-4 ft). 

Tiu· g/adius: Although the evidence for Republican 
swords is limited, far more is known about the side· 
arms of the Imperial army. In the early 1st century 
\Uthe dommant type wa~ the '\lamz' pattern. This 
has a slightly tapering blade and an exceptionally 
long point. The length of blade on surviving exam· 
pies varies from 100 mm (16 in) to 550 mm (22 in), 
and width from S.1to74 mm (2.1 2.9 in) at the top to 
18 to 60 mm (1.8-2.3 in) before the point. A shaped 
handgrip of bone was prote..1ed by a guard and 
pommel, usually of wood. The pommel also ,;erved 
as a counterweight and helped the balance of the 
weapon. Although especially suited to thnisting, 
with the long point sometimes as much as 200 mm 
(7.87 in) - intended 10 penetrate armour, the Mainz. 
pattern sword was also an effective slashing 
weapon. Latt-r in the !st century U>. ~lainz-pattern 

blades appear to ha1·e been la11(ely supplanted by 
the ·Pompeii' type. This was a straight-bladed 
weapon with a much shorter point. Blade lengths 
vary between 420 and 500 mm (16.S.-20 in) and 
widths between 42 and -15 mm (l.&-2.2 in). Even 
more than the :\1ainz pattern, the Pompeii-type 
gladius was a supremely well balanced and effe..1.ive 
weapon for both cutting and thrusting. In the bitter 
part of the 2nd century a similarly shaped pattern 
was introduced. The main difference was in the 
handle and fittings, for instead of the familiar 
pommel, the tang of the blade was extended into a 
ringof iron. 
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The glad111s of whatever pattern was inl'llriably 
worn on the right side, save by centurions, and 
perhap:; other senior officers. who wore their 
swords on the left. Although awkward to modern 
eyes, experiments ha,·e repeatedly demonstrated 
that these swords can easily be drawn when slung 
on the right side. and that this avoids any entangle· 
ment with the shield Analysis of several examples 
of Roman sword blades has shown that some were 
of wry high quality, consisting of both low-carbon 
mm and carburized steel. The better weapons 
had been quenched to harden the metal and 
tempered. Other examples were less sophisticated, 
but in general the quality of the army's weaponry 
\l'llsgood. 

Tltc p11g10: The military dagger (pugio) varied in 
blade length from 250 to 350 mm (9-14 in) and 
provided a stout backup to the sword for both 
legionaries and auxiliaries. Their scabbards 
were often richly decorated, adding to the 
splendour of a man's weapons' belts. Daggers 
remained in use for most of the Principate, 
although they do appear to have become signifi­
cantly less common in the 2nd century All and are 
not shown on Trajan's Column. The dagger was 
worn on the opposite side to the sword on the left 
for ordinary soldiers and one the right for centun· 
ons who wore their sword on the left. 

Standards 

Tltc cag/i. (aqui/a): The eagle standard was an 
ob)C.'<.1 of ma,,_i,·e reverence. Given this importance, 
it is not surprising that no example has survived in 
the archaeological record and that we must rely 
lari,'t'i)' upon sculptural evidence in reconstructing 
Its appearance. ~Janus is said to have issued each 
legion with a silver eagle, but by the Principate the 
top of the standard appears to have been gold or 
gold plated. Dc'COration was usually fairly simple 
and the eagle's staff virtually bare, although a 
figure on the breastplate of the Prima Porta statue 
of Augustus does show a row of discs like those 
normally associated with sig11a. 

Tltc s1g1111111 (pl. sig11a): The tradition of each 
century in a legion having its own standard 
(s1g1111111) appears to have continued throughout the 
Prindpate. Certainly, each century continued to 
have a standard-bearer (sig11ifer) amongst its pri11ci· 
pa/is, and it is normally assumed that these men 
actually carried a standard. Signa appear to have 
been top)>l'd either by an ornamental spearhead or 
an upra1~ hand. Their shafts were hea,·ily deco­
rated with croo;.,.pieces. wreaths, and from two to 
six large discs. The actual significance of any of 
these items 1s unknown. though it does seem proba­
ble that together they provided a srstem for 
identifying the particular century. The upraised 
hand may originally have been the symbol of the 

maniple, for the word probably derived from the 
Latin for hand, manus, meaning a small group or 
handful of men. 

Tlte 1·cxtU11111 (pl 1·exiUa): A range of flags were 
carried by different units of thearmr. Traditionally 
a distinctive 1u1U11111 or flag, usually in red, marked 
out the commander's pos1t1on in camp before a 
battle and on the battlefield. \'cxtUa abo pro,·ided 
the main standard for detachmmts of troops 
serving away from their parent unit. so that in time 
such detachments became known as vexillations 
(1•ex1Ua/11mcs). Roman Hags were suspended from a 
tTOS.,·bar to hang down in fn>nt of the main shaft. 
One example of such a banner has been found in 
Egypt and t<1rries the figure of a Victory on a red 
b.,ckground. 

Tlte 1mag111cs: Under the l'rincipate each unit also 
includt'd a serit'S of imagt>s of the emperor and his 
close family which were mounted on poles and kept 
with the standards. These served as a reminder to 
the soldiers of their oath and loyalty. Mutinous 
troops, especially those incited to support their own 
commander in a bid for the throne, usually began 
by tearing down the imag111cs. 

Tlte draco: Auxiliary standards seem in general to 
ha\·e followt'CI the patterns of th<...e used by 
legionaries. but b) the early 2nd century AD an addi­
tional t)'pe had !ken adopted by some cavalry units 
for u><e in parades and perhaps at other times. This 
was the dragon or draco. a bronze animal head w;th 
an open mouth and neck to which was attached a 
multi-coloured tube of material. When the stan­
dard-bearer moved quickly, the tube of material 
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am'<i like a wind·,;ock, streaming behmd the head 
and makmg a whistling sound. These standards 
,,.·em to haw bet,n copied from some of Rome's 
1>PP<•nmts on the Danubian fnmtier. 111<,...t notably 
tlw nomad1l' Sarmanans. and are dep1t11.'d on 
Traian 's Column flying over the enemy armil"'-

Tools 
On campaign a Roman legionary had to carry more 
than :-imply his armour weapons, ixmmal belong· 
mgs and food. J<»iephus, perhaps unconsciously 
tt:hoing the old joke about Marius' mules, compared 
the legionary to a pack animal, sayinlo( that each 
man carnL'<i a :;;iw. a ba:;ket. a pick and an axe, as 
\\ell as a strnp. a bill-hook and a chain. Whilst it 1s 
unlike!) that every man was equippt'<i "1th all of 
t~ items. it probably giw,; a fair impre;.sion of 
the range of tools a,·ailable to a cm1t11/1fr11i11111 of 
eight men. i\s one modern commentator pointed 
out, the profl"'-'ional legionary was as much combat 
engineer as infantryman. Gnaeus Domitius 
Corbulo, one of the most famous ge1wralsof the 1st 
""nturr 1n. is even reportl.'d to have declar<'<i that 
·1xmle,; were won with the pick.aw', The Roman 

military pick-aw, or do/ahra, was a well-dt.,;1gnl'<i 
implement, combining a cutting blade with a spike 
which could be u>«! to bn"ak up the earth or under 
mine an enemy 11all . .\not her type of tool blade 1, 
very similar in shai><• to a modern turf cutter. and i» 
usually as.sumt'<i to have performed a simik1r role. 
although its suuabiltty for the ta>k has been dts· 
puled. Controversy al"' surrounds the prl'l'ise use 
of the so-called w<K><ien 'palisade stakes'. Tradition· 
ally th~ were ec1uatt'<i wllh the two stakt.,; 
reportedly carried by each "'lditr and planted on 
top of an earth rampart to form a pali:;;ide. 
Rt>cently. one scholar has suf.?.l(t.,,ted an alternatin• 
in which three of th""' stakl.,; were tied together to 
form a >;(:If-standing barrier. Either interprerallon ts 
possible. but it must abo be admitted that \\l' m:iy 
have wrongly identified th"'*· items in the first 
place. In addition to the tmb and equ1p1llt·nt 
required in -;om(• qtu11111ties. more specialin'<i itt'ms 
were required for the men over~eing any prnJt'<.'t. 
Chief amongst tht>se was the l~oman surveying HK>I 
or groma, which L'Jllststl'<i of an upright pole. 
mounting a cruciform pil'l'e with a lead weilo(ht 
hanging from tht• t-nd of ea«h ""'lion. 

Equipment 
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Auxiliary Equipment 

It is in fact surprisingly rare that an excavated piece 
of military equipment can be incontestably as.--0ei· 
ated with a particular unit or branch of the service, 
since onlr a tiny fraction of sun·i,·ing finds carry 
such detailed identity markings. The distinctions in 
d"-"'' and equipment between legionaries and auxil· 
iaries have as a ,-e,.ult tended to be based primarily 
upon the depiction of soldiers on commemorative 
and funerary monuments. On Trajan's Column the 
clear distinction between the citizen legionaries and 
the native auxiliaries is maintained throughout. 
Legionaries wear the segmented cuiras.' and carry 
cun·t'<l rt~tangular shields, whilst auxiliaries wear 
longer mail shirt>. often wear breeches and have flat 
oval shields. Such a depiction is clearly stylized, and 
the mnternporary Adarnklissi metopes demon· 
strate that many legionaries in fact wore mail or 
scale armour. In spite of several attempts to argue 
that there were no distinctions in equipment 
between the two halves of the army, it does seem 
JJOS.'ible to state a few points. There is absolutely 
no evidence that auxiliaries ever wore lorica 
scgmcnlala, u.~ the pi/um or, with the possible 

(R111/1/) Tlw lombs/01,,. of 
.\faris, a lwrseorrltcr,fnund 
ot .\lainz. .\'ohl:e the s£n·anl 
.'ilandmg bchmd lum and 
lrnlding a sheotlr of o"mrs. 
&n·ants opf>tor on o 11umbt r 
of camlry tombstonl's.. 

exception of a handful of units called scutata, 
carried semi·cylindrical shields. Instead they 
appear to have carried spears or javelins, worn 
mail and probably scale, and had flat shields. 
The last may sometimes have been re<.tangular or 
hexagonal mstead of oval. Scholars have frequently 
as.<;0eiated simpler, less well·made or decorated 
items most notably helmet> as auxiliary equip­
ment. Although this is plausible enough, it must 
be emphasized that it does not rest on any solid 
evidence. 

The majority of auxiliary infantrymen wore a 
helmet and body armour. carried a shield and were 
equipped with one or more spears ia,·elins and a 
gfad111s. Although often described by modern corn· 
mentators as light infantry who fought in a looser 
order than the legions, this view must be treated 
with caution. Apart from the shield, which mar 



have been lighter than the scu/11111 carried by 
legionaries, au,,iliary equipment was of similar 
weight to that borne by their citizen counterparL'<. 
Our ancient ""1rces do refer to light armed units 
who operated as skirmishers in open order. but the 
bulk of auxiliary infantry appear to have fought m 
much the same way as legionaries. Whether the 
actual light mfantry were organized into separate 
units or were sub-units of ordinary mhorts is 
impossible to say. Nor is it clear precisely how the:;e 
men were equipped. Slingers appear on Traian·s 
Column, but no unit of slinger,; f/ullllilorts) is 
known. At Lambaesis in North Africa I ladrian L'Um­
plimented the cavalry of a cohort on their prow= 
with slings. so it is more than p<,,.sible that some 
umrs trained some or all of their men in the use of 
this weapon. ~loulded lead sling bullets, ,.,meumes 
wnh ob:;<:ene m=ageson them. have been found at 
many sites. especially those as.-ociared with the 
civil wars of the Late Republic. Stone pebbles may 
well also have been used as ammunition. 

Archers are depicted on Trajan's Column, some 
dres.sed in a caricature of eastern t'OStume with 
Jong Rowing robe:; and distinctive helmets. Many 
auxiliary units. both horse and foot, were formally 
ck"'ignated as archers (sagitarit), although even here 
the evidence is a little unclear, since a few of the:;e 
unns appear to have carried other weapons whilst 
,.,me units without this title employed bows. The 
Romans used a >iOphisticated recun·ed cnmposite 
bow (i.e. made of more than one type of wood). 
Since wcxKI rarely survives we have no example of 
such a weapon, but bone laths, which were fined to 
the grip and 'ears' or ends of the bowstave, along 
with arrowheads, occur with some frequency at mil­
uary snes. The vast majority of Roman archers 
employed what is known as the Mediterranean 
release, where the string is held in two finger,; and 
drawn back to the chin. A leather braCTr was worn 
on the inside of the left arm beneath the elbow to 
protect this from bruising as the released string 
whisked past. There is a little evidence to sugge;t 
that the alternative method. known as the Mongo­
lian release. which used a thumb ring to grip the 
bowstr ing, was practised by some units in the 3rd 
Cl'ntury \ll. 

Cavalry Equipment 

Helmets and armour 

Cavall")· helmets differ from th<~ used by the 
infantry m several imponant respects. In the first 
pk1CI! the !;Oldier's ears were almo:;t invariablr 
covered by extensions from the check-pieces. This 
t'lln only have impaired the wearer's hearing, and 
some helmets have small holes drilled in tht>se 
cheek-pieces to counter this. In a whirling cavalry 
melee, when two squadrons interpenetrated each 
other, a horsemen could easilr be attacked from the 

side or rear and '"' the extra protection to the face 
was clearly con,idered to be more important than 
some loss of hearing. The otht,r most ob\"ious difftr· 
ence to the patterns of helmet worn by Roman f(X)t 
soldiers is the much deeper but comparatively 
narrow neckguards on cavalry helmets. A wide pn> 
jecting neckgimrd could easily break a man's neck if 
he was to fall backwards fmm his horse. However, 
in many other rC»j)('('ts, including methods of con 
struction. Roman cavalry helmets mirror those of 
the infantry and. as we have seen, by the 3rd 
century the two styles drew even more cl!N'ly 
together. Some type:; of demration do appear 
unique to the mounted arm. for instance the >iCUlpt· 
ing of stylized hair on the helmet bowl. In a fow 
examples, real animal or human hair \\'llS attached 
to the helmet instead of simply being depiL1ed on it. 

Auxiliary cavalrymen used Rat shield» in a 
similar varietr of shaix.,; to their infantry counter· 
parts. The majority appear to have been oval in 
shape, but rectangular shields were used by some 
units. whilst others. including the cavalry which 
supported the praetorian guard, had hexagonal 
shields. A Rat shield was found in a !st-century \ll 
Roman fort at Doncaster in Britain and was proba· 
bly used by an au,xiliary. and quite possibly a 

Equipment 
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c:walryman. This example was large, measuring 
on-r 125 on (·1 ft) m length and 64 <m (2 ft) in width 
\\ tth straight s1dt."S and a curved top and bottom. 
Construction seems to have been ,·ery similar to the 
lei,>ionarr shields discussed above, with three layers 
of plyw<x>d mvered with thin leather, but unlike 
other Roman shields 11 had a vertical handgrip. A 
rernnslruct1on prnved almost as heavy as the 
Fayum shield, at 9 kg (20 lb), but was well balanced. 
The boss was slightly above the centre. which 
tended to make the shield's lower half angle back 
towards the legs, which may have been useful for a 
man on horseback. Oval shields of far simpler mn· 
strut11on, made from a single layer of w<x>den strips 
glued together, were found at Dura and similar 
tyJX>s may already hm·e been in use by auxiliarit."S 
ix-fore the 3rd century. 

Roman t<Walrymen wore cuiras.o;es of mail or 
S<.ale armour. One relief from Belgium appears to 
shm' a combination of the shoulder ""-1ions of 
ltmm s.1:111111/ala wtth a mail shirt, but this is the 
only endence for such a composite cuiras.-;. In the 
2nd century \I>. Hadrian raised the first known ala 
of Roman cataphracts. Ala I Gallorum et l'annonir> 
rum cataphrat1a. m which both horse and rider 

(/.A'}IJ TIU' llnf./1:1 ucs.~ slmu 
frrm1 flu· Anftmmr it·au 
portrays m1 ou.ultary 
rara/rymon ma post 
n mmi .. ,-, nt of nwn)' rum/I')' 
/11mh.~1<it1t., a.~ lie lrmnpks 
on r 1iakt d borbt1nmt.(,,, 
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lltcd b)' f araJry llU II. 

were heanly armourt'CI. \mon~t the armour found 
at l>urJ Eun1pu:-. was a ~:t of sc."31e hon-earmour. 

The spatha 
l{oman c.etvalry tmployt.'CI a loniwr. ~limnu:r sword 
known as thl' spailw. for a Gtrnlryman required a 
weapon with a longer reach. especially if he was to 
strike at an opponent on f<XJt. Blades range in length 
from r. (i5 to Hl.5 cm (26 to 36 111) with a width 
usually of under 1.1 rm (1.75 in). Pommel, guard 
and hand-gnp were generally similar to gladius 
I ypes. Like the 1tladius, th1.,;t• longer swords were 
usually also worn on the right side. 

Spears and javelins 
\ rang'l' of shaftt'CI weapons were employed b> 

Roman t'ahtlrymt:n. Tht~ lonRl~l was the con/us. a 
spear soml' 3.6.5 m (12 ft) 111 leni.,'lh and held in both 
hand" bi a shtddfl.,,, rider. This apJX-ars to have 
bt.·t·n hrst adopted 111 the 2nd rl'ntur} Ar> and only 
ewr t'Quipl)<'CI a small numlkr of specialist aloe. ft 
was a wt·ap.>11 for shock at11on, and c1>1Jld not have 
bt.>t·n thnl\\n \\Ith an) great effet1. ~lost cavalry 
carried a shortt-r. ont•handed fighting spear, and 
usually sewral smallt-r javelins for throwing. A text 
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rrt'Ordmg the inspt'l11otl of the weapons of a 
cavalry ala m northern Bntain in the late bl 
cmtury \ll speaks of fight mg spmr.; (/a11cias PuJ!· 
naturias) and the smaller javelins (mi1111rl'S 
subarmaks). Each man was sup!)<>st'CI 10 have one 
fighting ,;pear and two subarmaks, as well as a 
sword. This may ha\'C been the regulation l'quip­
menl for this spt'C1fic ala, for Josephus talks of 
Roman auxiliary cavalry with one long >pear and 
three or more short throwing ja\'elins carried in a 
quiver. 

The saddle and horse harness 
An idea frt'Quenlly enL1>unterL'Ci m older books on 
ancient warfare is the belief that lack of stirrups 
prc\'ented ancient ca\'alrymen from deliwnng an)' 
form of effoctive mounted charge and re:<lricted 
them to tentati\"c hara~:-;ing action. Thi:-; view wa:-; 
not reflected in our annent ">UrL't.':<. but the:;e were 
ignored. for it was bt'litn'CI Iha! without stirrups a 
hor>eman could not haw had a stable seat. It is only 
m roo:nt year.< that the rL'l1>nslrucuon of the Roman 
saddle, pinnt·L-rt'CI by Peter Connolly. and Its subse­
quent testing has tinally demonstrated that this 
wa~~imply untrue. 

(/.f'.fl) .4.11111/~r ramlrv 
fomb.~tmzc. frum Gloui·t .>:It r. 
Jlu.s hmt oi a horst mn11/rum 
a l'Ohors equitata and datm1-: 
It> the middlt• of llu hi 
cnrtury .-w. The 1mcnplim1 
n·ads 'Ru;l,s .)/.ta. mralryman 
111 Co/tors 17 Tliracum, Ill 
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His heirs t rfflrd this m 
arcordanre uilh Ju~,- rnU' 

(Righi) Gmus Romanius 
Capito u·11s a /rtH1"'- rm 111£' 
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The four-horned saddle w·as employed by the 
Romans and also the Gauls. Parthians, Sas>anid 
l'er.;ians and the Sarmatians, as well pcrhaps as 
othl'r races. It is not known who invenrtd it, 
although the Gauls must be prime candidatt-s, and it 
is more than likely that the Romans copil'd the 
d""i!{ll from their enemies, as they did with so man) 
otht>r ty))l':; of equipment. When the rider's \\eight 
is kl" l'rt>d onto this type of saddle, the four horns 
dosl' around and grip his thighs. This pro\'idt'S con­
s1dt1'lble support, allowing him to throw or thrust a 
sp.:ar and wield a sword effectively, e\'en leaning to 
one side and real\'t>r. 

'Parade armour' and the cavalry games 
Although the vast majority of Roman cavalrymen 
were not citizens. this arm of the atmlw enioyt>d 
considerable pre.;tige. Carnlry alae, most of all the 
small number of milliary aloe, were expensive and 
prestigious. pre.;enting an imposing sight on 
parade or in battle. Under the Principate the can1lry 
sports developed as spectacular public displays of 
the splendour and skill of the army's horsemen. for 
these events both hoioes and men were pro\'idt>d 
with highly ornate equipment. Most conspicuous in 
thl' archaeological r<'<'Ord are the 'parade helnwts'. 
Similar in basic shape to ordinary cavall) helmtts, 
these were often silvered and always far more elabo· 
rately dt'<\lrated and had a shaped face mask with 
l')'l' hol"" permitting \'lsion. Representations of hair 
wt>re e,·en more common and a significant numtJ...r 
of sur\'ivmg helmets have >trong female charact<1"· 
btics, p""'umably intended to allow their \\ earer.; 
to rep"""'nt Amazons. Arrian. the only >'<>llrt'<' to 
d=Tibe the;e °'remonies in any detail, says 
that the helmets were normally topped by a 
streaming yellow crest, although there d°"" 
not seem any obvious mounting for such a 
dt•coration on any surviving helmets. Horst"' 
wore leather-studded chamfrons (decoratl\'l' 
and protective head-pieces), an example of 
which was found remarkably well-pre­
served at Vindolanda. with dome-shaped grills 
to pmtect their eyes but sti ll permit ,-ision. The 
hor.;e's harnc•ss and saddle cloth, as well as the 
man's clothing, was brightly coloured and addi 
tional spectacle was added by the use of many 
standards, including the tube-like draco11rs. 

Aman appears to describe a standardizt>d 
n>r.;1011 of the games as set down by the 
Emperor lladrian, but claims that much of the 
display had \'ff~ ancient tradition,;, It began 
\\ ith a mixture of manoem·ring and charg<'S, and 
this was followed by individual and group ex<.,­
CIS<'S. l>i\'ided into two sides, the ca\'alrymen 
lobbt>d blunt-headed >pears at each other. aiming 
to strike the target's shield. Normal weapons \\<1"l' 
thmwn at targets at \'ariou~ speeds and from difft1"· 
l'nt dirt'<1ions. Dunng a ~traight charge acms., the 
display area a good soldier wa~ capable of hurling 

15 light javelins at the target. whibt a few of the 
very ~t managed 20. Though stylized. these exer­
cist'S reflt'l'tt>d many of the >kills rc'Quired in actual 
combat. 

Helml'ts cakgorizl'd b) archaeolngistsaq 'parade 
helmets' are common. s«m·dy Jes., >'<> than th°"" 
thought to have bt-en worn m battle. Although the 
C3\'all)· gamt.,. are well atte-ted and wt>re clearly an 
important phenomenon. \\e ha\·e perhaps lx'l'll 

//I. lotc) 1 ndlly drruratcd 
kollvr d111111/r<111 (horsr"s 
Ju>tbf·f>UH'} I~ Tt'COIJ'i/nt• ltd 
jn1111'1111:r11111p/A fimmlat 
i ·m,J,,/m1tb1 d11tmg lo tlu lt11t 
1st or 1 tir()' 2nd n 11/ur)' w. 



over-ready to a'lTib<> any highly decorated pil'l'e of 
equipment to the:«' sports. Roman military equip­
ment often rombmt'<I high lewis of ornamentation 
with practical u11lit~ and it is at least pc>S.stble that 
some helmets 11 ith fan• masks were worn in battle. 
Such a mask has bt·tn found amonl(St the equip­
ment thought to h;11 l' bc.'-·n l<l:'t by the Roman 
column during the \'ari:m disaskr in \II 9. sul(l(est· 
ing that tt was at 1<-ast taken on Gllllpail(ll. An 

admittedly badly preserved tombstone from 
Germany appears to show a legionary s11[11(f,·r 

wearing a masked helmet, ,;o such item~ may not 
have been re;;tTicted to the cavalry. The fixt'<I featun>s 
of a metal mask may have bet:n very intimidatmg, 
hiding the fact th;1t the wearer was simply an ordi­
nary man. Perhaps under some cirrumstanct.,, this, 
and the added protl'-1ion, wtre mnsidt-n'Ci more 
important than unimpaired visibility. 
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giu a good impression of 
/Ju s{>lmdour of llu Roman 
camlry Tlw stmuJard-btartr 
uv.'0'3 a lu:lml'I u"ith affu:t 
mask. but 111 other '' s/Jfc/s the 
mu.-uquipmnil is of the l)'f>t 
rcom m ac/wn. When taking 
port m parades or games 
Roman cal.'Olrymcn u·cre often 
dri:ssed ei•c11 more elaborate~v. 

Ill 



Peacetime Duties 

IRl/{hll Till'"'"'' of//., n/r 
of 4.pamtam,\lritJJ.(ltY."<1111' 
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m11dt po ... ~1b& by tlri 
tffert1n nrss oj llit• anm· m 
rontro/Iml( 01ul pro/, rbng /ht 
Jm.1"ntt''$. 

Distribution 
It is ,.er) ran' for our literar)" -.ourn>s to go into 
much detail about the location of the umts of the 
army at any fixed period. Ewn when they do ;;o, 

these author- tended to be mainly mncerned with 
the locations of the legions and are particular!)" 
vai,'Ue about the garrisons pniddl'CI b)" the auxilio. 
Any study of the army's deployment under the 



Principate therefore •«>sts lwa\'1ly on the e"idence 
pro\'ided b~· archat.,Jogy. ,\ large numbt'r of mili· 
tarv sites have been lcx:mcd and a reasonable 
nu~1ber partially e\cav<rted. although it should be 
nott'd that some rcii1uns. notably Bnta111 and 
Gt>rmany, han:• rt•fi.:i\t-d for rnon.• aw.:ntion. and are 
therdore much helter known. than other.-. The size 
of a military base prnvidt-,, '<>me 111dirntion of the 
type of unit for whi<·h it was nri1imally mtendt'd. If 
we are fortunate. then the al1ual name of the unit 
may be retwdt'd on instTiptions as,,.x.'tatt'd with the 
site. pcrhap' cwn m sub·literary material on 
writing tablets or papyrus. \\'here such evidenl-e 
can be datt>d. it sometimes seems pos.sible to tr.ll-e 
the different umts which rnme in turn to gam,;on 
the base. The mm·t·nwnt,; of le1iions. given their 
sheer size, status and frequent appearant-e in the 
epigrnphic n:rnrd. arc comparatively straightfor· 
ward to trace, although even"' there is often doubt 
about the circumstann>s 111 which a few of these 

'· 

units disappeared. ,\uxiliary umts are harder to 
track. but much useful information can be gleant>d 
from the d1Plumata issued to d1schargt>d soldiers. 
since these readily datable documtnts usually list 
not only the man's own unit, but all the other 
cohorts and a/at within the pronnce demobilizmg 
men in the same year. This information helps to 
build up a list of umts garri>o<mmg a prnvince at a 
set period. 

In general - and esp<:cially in Europe the 
Roman army was spread around the frontier 
prO\·inces. Deepest within the provint-e were often 
the great fortresses of the legions usuallr lying on 
the most important route of l~>mmuniauion. whilst 
allxiliary forts and smaller outpo:;ts were ma1111r 
dotted around the periphery. 

In the eastern provinces a significant number of 
military garrisons were based in or near cities. The 
two-legion garri>;<m of Egypt was rnnt-entrated for 
most of the Principate at :-Jikopolis just outside 
Alexandria. and significant detachments from the 
Syrian legions were often stationt>d at or near 
Antioch. After Rome, Alexandria and Antioch were 
by far the largest citil>s in the Empire. They were 
important political centrt>s with turbulent popula­
tions. and it was not uncommon for the ><Jldil'lb to 
be employed against rioters 111 these cittes. Yet in 
general garrison life around 'uch a great city was 
pleasant, for it gave the soldiers at'l-es.' to the many 
luxuries of urban life, hence the mmmon literary 
theme that "uch comfortable mnditions weakened 
military efficiency. It was not just les.,~ons which 
were stationed in mies. The garrison of Dura 
Europus in the 3rd century \I> was housed mainly 
in a military compound within the tity. although 
some troops mar Ii.we been billett>d in civilian 
housing. Until the rebellion of IH66 the garrison of 
the small province of Judaea was pr<'<iominantly 
stationed in the cities and town'< The cohort per ma· 
nently stationed in Jerusalem appears to have been 
quartered in the three great towers built by 1 lerod 
the Great near his palace (an area now known as the 
Citadel). When the equestrian governor vislled the 
city, usually during festivals such as the l'a;;,;over 
when the mood could become tense. he brought 
with him another cohort which took up re;idence in 
the fortress of Antonia adjacent to the Great 
Temple. \\'hen Pontius Pilate first visited Jerusalem 
in this way, an uproar was creatt>d because his 
escort had brought its standards, 111cluding the 
imagmcs, with them, thus bringing graven images 
into the Temple and offending Jewish law. After a 
period of rioting, Pilate backt'd dmrn and had the 
standards publicly remo,·t'd from the fortres.' and 
the city. Even in the western provmt-es there is 

growing evidence for S.,'llrrisons bemg mamtlllned in 
important town.'<, for instant-e the sizeable fort in 
Roman London. It is probably a mistake to >oee the 
internal areas of the pmvinct.,; as wholly demilita­
ri1,ed. 

Peocet1mt Duties 

(l..tf/) Tlit ruins of tire 
jurt11il'd n/y of Dura E.uropus 
011 flu. Euphrates. Excamho11.'> 
al this n/y him produrrd 
/a'l(c qua11hhl'S of military· 
tqu1/mu 111 as u.· .. 8 as a great 
drnl of olha mlcrrshnl[ 
motenaJ. including 1<oD­
pa111h1rgj and many military 
tt·xts mr papyrus. 
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Garrison routine 
Although we can locate the physical remains of many 
~oman military bases, it is much harder to deduce 
why the sites were cho;;en in the first place, how 
large the garri,.m was al any given time and what it 
was doing. Both forts and fortresses provided large 
amounts of accommodation, but it is only the rigid 
thinkmg of modern commentators which assumes 
that this must always have been occupied by sol· 
diers of a particular unit type and size. ,\ cooking 
pot of Ala I Thracum was found at the base of 

Legio II Augusta at Caerleon. which may suggest 
the pre!;ence of auxiliary cavalry at the base. There 
are hints in the Vindolanda material of legionary 
pen;onnel passing through the fort. Similarly, even 
though a unit may be attt.'>'ted on an inscription and 
then appear on another from the same site some 
dt'Cadl.,. latcr. this does not automatically mean that 
it remained in garri"in there throughout the inter­
vening period. Even if it had done so. this in turn 
oo...,. not rule out the possibility that the bulk of its 
manpower was actually serving elsewhere. 

The strength report of Cohors I Tungrorum 
found arnon!('t the \"indolanda tablets ga,·e its total 
nun1ber of cffl'<.'ti\'l"' as 752. including six centurion.« 
:->o fewer than 156 soldiers. and five of the centuri· 
ons, were absent from \'indolanda on detached duty. 
A large group of 337 men. probably commanded by 
two centurions. were no great distance away at 
Corbridge (Coria). but others were as far afield as 
London. Another. rather fuller strength roster was 
found in Egypt, although it refers to an auxiliary 
unit serving in Moesia on the Danube, probably in 
the ~·ear 105. Some fragments. especially numbers, 

are missing or unclear, but it provides an indication 
of >'l>me of che many duues performed by the army. 
The rohort was part ·mounted (cquitata) although it 
docs not sa} "'· and was also known as rcler011a. 
probably to diffm11tiate 1t from another, more 
recently raiSl'<I Cohors i I hspanorum in the same 
pro\'ince. 

\ luch of the cohort's manpower was dispersed in 
penny packet» inside and outside the pro,·ince. Only 



To/11/ of >oldu r.; 01131 !J.·cembrr 546 Fmm lhf.'\f, ahst nl 
lncludmg 6 centurion>, 1 decurions; 119 cavalry; In Gaul lo l(l'l rlothmg Strength 

Report abo induding duplicarii. 3 sesquiplican1. I infantrr Likt:wist• to gd grain _ 
dupl1carith, infantry sesquiplicarii. ,\ere,,., tht• River Erar (?)to get hol"CS, among them 

Strenl(lh Rtport 
(/>ntfimmm) of Cohor-: l 
Hi.;pallf•rum \.th.·r.i1ia 

quingt>naria. o>lllnLi1nck"CI 
by . \rrunuanus, prdl'Cl. 
llns is probably from 

1lro·ssirm ... aflfr I January 
_Faust mu~ tht.• 1£Wtk 

__ the stragglt:r-

2 
30 

1f>tal an~s1on~ 50 
Grand Mal 596 
lnduding 6 rm1urio11', 1 decurions; _cavalry; a1,.., 

ravalrymc:n 
At Ca;..trn in garri:-iOO, among tht>m 2 cavalrymen 
In lr.irdania at tht• mm<.,, 
li11al absent om,1de the pm\'inre. mduding 

<<Waln men 

/n.-.uh llu· Prrn1na 

Al> Ilk), althoul(h wt· rnn't 
ben-rtain. mdudmg 2 duplicani. 3 st:;quiplicani, infantry 

duplicariu;. _____ . 

Or&:rlies of Fabius lu,tus the l..egate. among them 
Caru~. dt.'<1.1rion 

In the offtt't' of l.atimanus, pmcurator of the Em~r 

From //wst are lust: 
Posted to the fte<>t by order of Fam;tinus the Legate 

by ordtr of lustu,; the Legate, including 
l cavalryman 

Sent bark to I lerennius Saturninus I+ 
Transferred to army of Pannonia I + 
Drowned I+ 
l\ilk'd by robbers, I cavalryman I 
l\1lled 
Total lost. among them 
rt·turned with the straggler>; 
:'\ET 

·\t Piroboridavn in j..'3rrison 
\t Burid.wa m garrison 
,\cross the Danube on an expt'<ltlion. mcluding 

_ s<-,,qu1plimni, Zl <-avail")'. 2 mfantri· 
sesqmphcarn 

Likewise across to defend the gram supply 
Likt.·wi~· N.'outing with the CT>nturion A uinus, 

mcludmg _ ravalrymen 
At lhl' gr.un slnps, includmg I decurion 
At headquarters with the clerks 
'li11he 1 lal·mus Mountains to bring call le 
On guard o\'er draft anirmls. including_ 

s<-,,qu1plit-arii 
Likt·wise cm J.{l.&ard ovt:r __ 
Total ;ibs.:nt of both catt·gories 

among thm1 6 centurions, 4 decurions; 110+ civalri~ 
indudmg 2 duplicarii. 3 ,;e;qmplicani. _infantry 
duphcan1. 6 infanrri· sesqu1plicarii mrludmg I rmturion. 3 dt'C\lnorb; _ Cl\'311")~ _: 

2 infantry s<-,,qmplicam 

one out of six l'enturions was serYing away from 
the main bod~" a1mpan.>d to the five out of six at 
\'indolanda. but three out of the four decurions 
were elsewhere. There is a good deal of e\·idence to 
suggest that such patterns were mmmon for army 
units under the Principate. In the early 2nd century, 
Pliny the Younger was sent as special Imperial 
legate to govern the province of Bithynia and 
Pontus (northern Asia Minor), and his correspon­
dence with the Emperor Trajan during this period 
was subsequently published. The province was nor· 
malty l'Ontrolled by a senatorial proconsul and had 
a minimal miliwry garrison. In spite of this, Pliny 
continually mentions small parties of soldiers per· 
forming a wide range of mies. fmm regulating 
traffic, to l.,;cortmg officials and guarding prisons. 
Throughout Pliny mentions the Empemr's desire to 
have as few men as p<.-sible serYing away from 
their units. Tra1an's replies mnstantly re-state this 
ambition, whilst in nearly every case instructing 
Pliny to leave that particular detachment where it 
was. Roman emperors governed with the aid of 
only a very small civilian bureaucracy, and fre­
quently called upon the army to perform many 
non-military tasks. simply btcause there was no one 
dsea\'ailable. 

Soldiers as administrators 
Republican governon; appear to have had staffs 
numbering no more than a few dozen. but by the 
Principate the situation had impro\'ed, and the 
legate of an imperial province had far more assi>· 
lance. His essentially military headquarters, known 
as the praelorium and usually commanded by a 
seconded centurion. and his hor>;e and foot body 
guards, the si111(11/ares chosen from the pick of the 
auxiliary units, were backed by the administrative 
officium. This was directly supervi~'CI by clerks 
(comiculari1) the post which Julius Apo!linaris 
had unsuccessfully sought soon after enlistment 
(p. 79) - and probably numbered se\·eral hundred 
men. All of its personnel was provided by the army 
and detached from parent umts. Amongst the offi· 
ciwn were commcritarirnsl's. who appear to have 
maintained the rerorcb of the pro\'mce. secretarie-; 
(excep/ores and 110/ari1), book-keeper..; and an:hi\'ists 
(librarii and exach) and as,;istants (adiulon·s). as 
well as more senior men who ranked as pri11cipalt·s. 
such as the bc11efician1, fru111l'lllarii. and s/Kp•la· 
lores. One of the principal wsks of the offici1m1 was 
the overseeing of the administration of the army 
within the pro,·ince. but it muld also be turned to 
any of the range of tasks likely to be encountered 
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by the governor. All appointments to it were at the 
disposal of the legate, but it seems unlikely that 
every new governor dismissed all prior appoint­
ments to replace them with his own men. This 
probably meant that there was considerable admin­
istrative continuity m the military pro,·inces. 

Soldiers were very ,-isible representatives of 
Roman power, and indeed in many rural areas prob­
abl)' the only agents of imperial government likely 
to be encountered. Officers in particular, whether 
the regional centurions or the eqll"5trian comman­
ders of auxiliary garrisons, seem commonly to have 
undertaken administrative work delegated from the 
provincial governor. Amongst the Dead Sea Scrolls 

pap)TUS documents found in caves near Khirbet 
Qumran in brae) was an archive of documents 
dating to the earl>• 2nd century belonging to a local 
woman named Babatha. The archi,·e includes a 
copy of a formal declaration made in December 127 
detailing her property around the town of Maoza in 
Arabia. The original document was presented to 
Priscus, a cavalry mmmander most probably a 
prefoct of an ala whose Latin receipt was trans­
lated into Greek to mnform with the rest of the 
copy. The declaration was pan of a census being 
t'3rned out by the gm·ernor of the province, with 
Prisl'Us at1ing as his representative in the area of 
:\laoza. Another fragmentary pap)TUS mntains the 
text of a similar declaration made to Priscus at 
:llao1.a by another person altogether, suggesting 
that this \\'3S not an isolated instance and that he 
\\'3S regularly im·olved in such administration. 

Soldiers as bu ilde rs 

The Roman army, especially the legions. contained 
large numbers of craftsmen and specialists such as 
architects and engineers. Military bases, from the 
ttmporary e<1mpo; constructed at the end of each 
march on campaign to the great stone forts and 
fortr~. were built b)• the soldiers themselves. 
Many inscriptions survive recording the original 
mnstruction or restoration of defences or buildings 
in and around permanent bases. Usually such work 
appears to have been undertaken by the unit in 
garrison. although the situation is less clear with 
auxiliary forts. The non-citizen units were much 
smaller than the legions and thus mntained fewer 
technicians. However, there is evidence for auxil­
iaries undertaking some building work, although 
perhaps it was common for these projects to be 
superv1st.'Ci by legionary engineers. 

\\'hen very large projects were undertaken. man­
power \\'as drawn from a number of units. The 
construction of Hadrian's \\'all required the partici­
pation of all three legions stationed in Britain, II 
Augusta, VI Victrix, and XX \'alena \'ictrix. Each 
legion \las allocated a stretch of the \\'311 to con­
struct and in turn allocated sections to individual 
centurit'>t Centuria! stones, marking the completion 
of a length of \\'311 by one of these units, are 

Tiu· Roman kgwnanrs 
on Trajan's Q>lumn art 
Jn qul 111/y ,i;hou·n umilrlaking 
major cmtslruffion projuts. 
as m /}us scrm 1du n a l(roup 
but/J a camp. 011 camf>01R11 
sok.tu rs m rt .tuf>f>v."t'd lo 
uv11* u·lule strD u·rnnng lh'-lr 
bvJy armour m CO:!>( of 
5uddu1 attack. /11 f'Jt'O<thmt 
such pn'fauhnft..'i iffn' 
umU'<t5.."0f)' but /JU' amt)' 

/uu11d 1/s. If co& d u/"'11111 
nm .... /rud a l't ry uidr rml,/..'t! 
of d~ffi r111/ sfrurlun ·"'·from 
ompluthwln.'i lo aqmducls 
and roads. 

common finds. The division of building works 
between the normal sub-units of the army appears 
to have been a standard practice Titus' army 
undertook the construction of lines of siege-works 
at the siege of Jerusalem in .U> 70 m this way, and u 
was believed to foster healthy competition between 
umL' to complete their task faster and more effi· 



cientl) than e\ eryone else. On I ladrian's \\'all there 
3"' Slf..'lls that each unit abo mtL'fJ)retL'<l the basic 
<b1gn slight!) different!)'. for mstance buildmg 
milecastles and turrets to d1ffermt patterns. 

Road build mg \\as al,,.> commonly undertaken 
by the army Such pmje<is benefited the civilian 
community of the pmvmt'l'. whilst pnmding 

the military with improved mmmumcations for 
mo,·ing men and material as required. As we have 
seen, most legions, and some auxiliarr uniti;, built 
amphitheatres out>ide their bases. However, there ts 
also ample evidence for the army undertaking pro­
jL'ClS for the civilian community. The aqueduct still 
visible outside the colony of Cat.,;area Maritima on 

147 



148 

the t'~1st of Judaea was restored by a vexillation of 
Legio X Fretensis, who left an inscription still i11 situ 
commemorating this. Other inscriptions record 
similar work on this aqueduct by other legions. In 
11> i5 vexillations from foor legions and 20 aox1l­
iary t'ohorts dug a 3-mile canal near Antioch along 
with bridgt.,; to cross it. As gO\·ernor of Bithynia. 
Pliny wTOte to Trajan proposing various engineer­
ing works. and mentioning others started by the 
local communities, but which had invariably failed 
or been abandoned. He asked Trajan repeatedly to 
instruct the governor of Lower Moesia, the neare;t 
provmt-e with a legionary garrison, to send hm1 an 
army engineer to supervise the proje<.1. In nearly 
every case Trajan refused, saying that there most be 
competent engineers and architects in Bithynia, bot 
Pliny's requests testify to the widespread belief that 
the best engineers came from the army. An inscrip­
tion from Lambaesis in North Africa seems to 
support the view. It reports the involvement of a 
veteran serving with Legio 111 Aogosta, a certain 
Nonios Da!Us. with a project to bore a tunnel 
thruogh a mountain to allow the flow of water to a 
town in the neighbouring province of Mauretania. 
Da!Us was reque;ted to retorn to the site on several 
occasions by the local authorities, who each time 
;-0ught permi§ion from the legate of the legion, bot 
does not seem to have stayed for any lengthy period, 
presumably because he had duties elsewhere. On 
one of his visits he took measorements of the two 
tunnels the workmen were excavating from oppo­
site sides of the mountain, only to find that their 
sum was greater than its total width. Such mistakes 
caused serious problems. For at least some of the 
time the laboor force was provided by sailors and 

Tiu: aqueduct at Cocsarca m 
modern /srall nms a!Ollf! the 
.lita short' and u·as mlrmled to 
pmndc the colony tt'ilh nmpk 
1Mlt r. It l('Os «'1L-;fructcd and 
mnmtauud b_\• llu army. 

ilk/mt') An mscnpt11111. shU 
m pkm.· 011 lilt Cacsarra 
aqurd1fff. records building 
imrk undtrfakcn bya 
t'(X11lalw11 uf U·gio X 
Frdt nsi.~ dunnl( the rriJ(n 
of Tra1a11. 

auxiliarie;, Da!Us exploiting the rivalry between 
the two groups to speed the work. 

Soldiers in industry 
Claudius awarded triumphal honours - the highest 
reward a general from outside the imperial family 
was permitted to receive to Curtius Rufus, who a' 
governor of Upper German)' had set his troops to 

mimng for sil"er in the territory of the Maniaci 
tribe. Tacitus cynically commented that the labour 
had been rna~ive and rewards insignificant, and 
'«!)''that the soldiers wTOte to the Emperor request· 
ing that he autornat1cally grant each new governor 
this honoor. so that they woold stop tr)-ing to win n 
with such arduous bot pointless exercises. Thi> 
case was exceptional, and It was common in m0>t 



pm\"inces for the soldiers to ~ in\'oh·ed in a ran~ 
of indtL,trial and manufacturing activities. In 
Wl'>itern Britain, Legio II Auguota supervised the 
lead mines in the l>lendip hills, as well probably as 
others nearer iL' base at Caerleon. The army ran 
quarries to provide the stone needed for its building 
pmjtrts. There were also military potteries, where 
not only cooking \'e:;sels net.'Cled by the troops 
were produced. but al,;o the vast quantities of red 
clay tiles needed to roof fort buildings. Tiles in 
particular were often stamped with a unit's name. 
but their use dot..,; not appear to have been exclu,ive 
to military buildings. for they turn up on some 
mil sites. A few ~ar graffiti. and similar idle 
carrn1gs on quarry walls, made by bored and 
weary soldiers. 

Larger military sites often contained substantial 
work,hops (fabncae). These were active in the pro­
duction and maintenance of weapons and military 
equipment. but seem also to have made many of the 
other items requirt.'CI by the army. One of the 
\'indolanda tablets concerns the allocation of 3-13 
men to the fort's workshops. Amongst the tasks 
mentioned in this fragmentary don1ment are shoe­
making, building a bath house, and uncertain tasks 
indi\"idually involvmg lead, wagons, the h0><p1tal, 
the kilns. probably digging clay, plastering, >;(Jme­
thing to do with tents, and gathering rubble. 

Soldiers as policemen 
The prO\·inces of the Roman Empire posses...,ro no 
equivalent to a police force, although in some areas 
there were small numbers of local village consta­
bles with limited authority. Soldiers were agents of 
the imperial gnwrnment, permitted to carry arms 
and employ \'iolenc force on command, and fre­
quently found themselves on policing duties. The 
duty roster from Egypt mentioned earlier as.<igned 
men to patrols in Alexandria and to the enigmatic 
'plain-clothes' duties. A long ,;ome of the r02ds in 
Egypt and other pro\'mces at fairly regular inter­
\'3ls were small guard towers, which can haw 
C'>ntained no more than a handful of soldien;. 
Clearly thl'>ie were not intended to meet any large­
,;i..,,Je military threat, but were to supervise traffic 
along the roads. :\!any legionary bc1wficiarii were 
as.,igned to way-stations (stali1111cs) where they 
acted as local rep,..,,..,ntati\'es of the go"ernor and 
muld be involvt.'CI in a whole range of tasks, includ­
ing making arrc.,;ts and carrying out the 
punishments meted out by the l'Ourts. Even more 
important 11-rrt• the regional centurions. and other 
offietTS who found themselves dotted around the 
pnl\·i~. for they were by far the most powl'rful 
officials encountered by most provincial civilians. 

Papyri from Egypt record many cases where 
provincials appealed to army officers, most often 
t'<nturions, seeking re&-e,;s for cnmes commmed 
agamst them. In 207 the woman Aurelia Tisais 
wmte ro the t.,;nturion Aurelius Julius Marcellinus 

saying that her father and brother had disappl'ared 
on a hunting expedition and that she feared they 
were dead. If this were so. Aurelia wanted the 
officer to find those responsible and hold them to 
account. Thefts of various ,.>rt were common 
causes of such appeals, and we hear of clothing, 
grain and animals amongst other property ~mg 
taken. Quite often the allcgt'CI thieves were named, 
and one letter lists six men. plus numerous accom­
plices and a ,.>ldier Titius whom the writer claimed 
had taken a large quantity of fish from one of his 
ponds. In this case, as in many others, the victim 
had !Jet,n thn:atened or actually assaulted. In 193 
the centurion Ammomus Paternus receivt'CI an 
appeal from a certain Syros, aged 17, who identified 
himself as having a scar on his right knee. Since he 
was illiterate, the letter was written by another man. 
Syros accused se,·eral collectors of a tax le\'ied on 
corn with having demanded more than thm due. 
and having attacked and robbed his mother, who 
was left ill m bed as a result. 

We do not know the outcome of most of these 
appeals, and whether or not any action was taken. 
The formulaic nature of >;(J many of these docu­
ments suggests that seeking redre;s in this way 
was a mmmon. and presumably effective, practice. 
One surviving letter was written by a centurion 
summoning a person accused in a dispute over the 
ownership of crops. If neces...;ary, a centurion muld 
despatch armed soldiers to bring an individual for 
judgment. Other documents record people effec­
tl\'ely standing bail for the aet.used. guarantt>eing to 
pay their fine if they failed to appear in court. 

Soldiers as an occupying force 
The Roman Empire brought peace and prosfX'rit)'. 
l'opulauons n»e and economtl'>i boomed in manr 
areas under Rome's rule. The benefits of the new 
regime were not shared evenly, and did not extend 
to some groups. but on the whole the majority of the 
Empire's population enjoyed a higher standard of 
living than ~fore the arrival of Rome. Yet, in spite 
of such trend:<, Rome was a conquering power and 
ultimately her rule was based upon military 
supremacy. At times that rule had to be enforced. 
and the agent of this was the army. Major rebdlions 
occurred in many pro,·inet.-s within a generation of 
their initial conquest. After this some 1tgions 
appear to have accepted Roman rule, h<men·r 
grudgmgly, but elsewhere sporadic and sometimes 
widespread outbreaks continued to occur. Strong 
military garrisons remained in \\'ales and northt'l'n 
Britain long after these had bel'n occupied and the 
frontier rnon'CI some distance away. l>lountamous 
or desert regions rarely became entirely settlt'CI ;rnd 
usually wquired a strong military presenn·. The 
violent elements inside the Empire were normally 
referred to as bandits and their attacks were more 
often directed against the settlt.'CI population than 
the arm)' as such. It is now \'Cry hard to sa)' what 
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motivated such activity and to what extent 1hese 
were political actions directed against Roman rule. 
Communities which had traditionally supple· 
mented their incomes through banditry ma} have 
seen no rea;;im to stop doing so with the arrival of 
Rome. but it is pos.-;ible that in some areas resis­
tance was provoked b}· the Roman presence. 

Infinitely more is known about this >'Ort of 
activity m and around the province of Judaea 
than any other part of the Empire. This material, 
derived from historians such as Josephus as well as 
the New Testament and the Talmudic literature, 
gives us an unrivalled view of Roman rule as seen 
from the perspective of the conquered population. 
However, we should be very cautious about 
assuming that similar activity went on in other 
provinces about which far less is known. The 
dictates of Jewish religion made it exceptionally 
difficult, perhaps impossible, for the Romans to 
ab,..irb the Jews into the social system of the 
Empire. The situation was not helped by the 
gmt111l difficulty for the polytheistic Romans to 
undelbtand the Jews, whose beliefs were considered 
"° perverse as to be akin to atheism, and the 
repeated appointment as gO\·ernors of Judaea of 
the most unsuitable individuals. ~ tajor rebellions 
erupted in the province under Nero and Hadrian, 
with another late in Trajan's reign amongst the 
laf!,>e Jewish population m Egypt, but these were 
merelr the highlights of fairly constant low-le\·el 
banditry and rebellion. 

The Roman response to resis1ance of any kind 
\\<Is usuallr brutal. In I Ul., when disturbances 
folk1wed th~ death of Herod the Great, the Syrian 
l>.'l>wrnor \'arus am.,,ted and tTucified se,·eral thou· 
sand suspt'l.1ed rebels around Jerusalem. In spite of 
such brutal nwasurt.,.. b.1nditry n=mained a con· 
:.;tam pn>blem and travel a dangerous prospect. a 
reality hmted at in the parable of the Good Samari­
tan and Josephus' t~tsual comment that the rigorous 
religious se<.1 t~tlled the E.-;.-;ent"' only carried 
weapons when on a journey. Christ was executed on 
the ordt·rs of the prefot1 of the pro,·ince. Pontius 
Pilate, the task being carried out by a parry of sol· 
dielb led by a centurion. Barabb.1s, the man whom 
Pilate released instead of Jesus, is des<.Tibed in 
~lark's Gospel as a bandit (lets/is) who had been 
impri"<med for leading a rebellion in Jerusalem. 
Josephus dt~nbes many other leaders who 
appeart'<l and were suppres.'ied by the Roman 
authoritit'S. I lis attitude towards most is hostile, for 
they challenged the authority of the high priestly 
familit"- to which the historian hinL-;elf belonged. 
The Talmudic literature, which mnsists primarily 
of stones and teachini.,'S about various rabbis. 
makl"' relatiwl> frequent reference to groups of 
men living outside the law. The attitude of the:;e 
texb towards such n=bels 1s much more ambivalent 
and "'metlmes positive. Archaeologists have dis­
covered on a numb.er of sue:; cave and tunnel 
compil'Xt"' from "hich such bands of terrorists (or 
fret'Ci<>m fighters or bandits, depending on an 



ob,_.,r.,.er's point of view) operated. In some cases 
military equipment, including helmets, have betn 
found in the;e hides, perhaps representing the 
spoibof a raid. 

Not all violence within the provinces was directed 
against Rome. In Judaea the Samaritans and Jews 
were not infrequently openly hostile both to each 
c~her and the Gentile communities within the 
rt:l(ion. Rioting between Jewish and Gentile commu­
niues periodically broke out in cities such as 
.\lexandria and Cm . .,;.1rea. The rebellion m Eg)'Pt 
under Trajan became virtually a war between Jew 
and pagan, and many Egyptian communities raised 
volunteer units to fight with the Roman army. 

Soldiers and civilian 
When ordered to do,;,), Roman army units appear to 
haw displared no qualms about arresting and exe­
cuung members of the civilian population, or 
burning down villag.,,;. Our sources also provide 
many instances of the brutal behaviour of ind1vid· 
1~11 soldiers. john the Baptist is said to have 
instructed soldiers to be 'mntent with their pay', 
rather than seizing what they wanted from civil­
•1ns. I le may well have been addressing D"OOi>' from 
I lenwfs army but, since the.e units were modelled 
on the Roman panern and subsequently taken into 
the regular auxiila. the distinction is minor. The 
brutal soldier was a familiar figure in Roman litcra· 
tun~. The hero of l'etronius' Satyrico11 is threatened 
and robbed one night by a legionary, whilst in 
..\pulctus' Go/ik11 As.~. a soldier attempts to steal the 
a"' and later, when he has been beaten up, his com­
rad<.,; seek revenge. Pap)Ti from Egypt make it 
clear that such abuse of power occurred in reality. 
Soldiers were permitted under some circumstances 
to requisition animals and property, but were sup· 
posed to gi,·e receipts so that the owner could seek 
compensation. Clearly this did not always happen, 
and 1t muld be difficult for a civilian to seek redre;., 
al(llinst a soldier. Private accounts suITive from 
Egypt m which brioc.,; paid to soldiers and other 
officials are listed along with other everyday 
expense;;, which may suggest how commonplace 
such things were. 

~1uch larger-scale contributions were often 
rl'(lutred officially by the state. Other Egyptian 
M'ords surTive recording the receipt of grain by 
><>ldiers on behalf of their units from individual 
L1ndowners or communities. For instance in 18.5 the 
dupl1canus Antonius Jttstmus of Ala lleracltana 
garrisoned at Copt°" in Egypt was sent to collect 
grain by his commander, the prefect Valerius Fron· 
unus. The prO\·incial governor had declared that 
20.000 artabas of barley were to be allocated to the 
unit from the year's harn.,;t. justinus took receipt of 
100 artabas of this, which was the share of this 
grain tax required from the ,-illage of Tenon Epa. 

lfoman troops could be the brutal enforcers of 
Roman power in the provinces. As bearers of 

weapons, individual soldiers ,;,>1netttnl'S abused 
their position to threaten ci\•ilians and extort money 
from them. The ancient world was often a cruel and 
violent place. However, this should not disguise the 
fact that many of the interactions between soldier 
and civilian were peaceful and beneficial to both 
sides. Soldiers could also be husbands and parents, 
customers of civilian traders, men who upheld the 
law, and provided the skills needed for the construc­
tion of valuable amenities. 

Ptoett1mt Dut;es 
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Frontiers 

Large ~ions of the Roman army were roncen­
trated near areas of political imponance, such as 
the big cit its of the east and, of rom~. Rome. for 
the praetorian guard and it~supponing unit:; steadil) 
grew in size. S<>me regions \\ithin the Empire were 
ne\'er fully under mntrol. \\ith resistance movemencs 
or persistent banditry. and also required substantial 
military garnsons. However, the bulk of the army 
lay in the frontier provinces. Under the Principate 
thtse ba!;(>s became steadily more permanent and 
substantial, so that eventually timber and thatch 
were rl•placed with stone and tile. Over the last 
century or so archaeologists have revealed many of 
the sites, and the distribution of the forts and 
fortresses seemed to indicate the priorities of the 
army 10 each frontier zone. l\lany units are attested 
at the same base for long periods, sometimes e,·en 
for centuries. Alterations in the number and type of 

units stationed in a province and the location of 
each garrison have often been interpreted as reflect· 
ing changes in the military situation. 

As we have seen, the presence of a unit's adminis· 
trauve headquarkrs and records at a site actually 
need not mean that the bulk of its manpower was 
thtre for all, or e\'en mc,,.t, of the time period, or tell 
us what u was doing. ~Ian)' units were spread out 
over a wide area in a number of detachments, per· 
forming all sorts of tasks. A fort orig;nallr built to 
house a quingtniarr auxiliary rohort was not so 
spt'Cialized 10 dl'>'ign that it rould not be employed 
for a range of pu~.,;. It might be garrisoned bra 
umt of the original type, though '°me or most of its 
personnel muld be elsewhere at any time. Alterna­
tively it might hou>e ,,.,,·era! vexillations from 
SC\'l'ral units of various types, including legionarie:; 
or irregulars. Save for short periods or at times of 
particular crisis. such a fort is unlikely to have 
housed substantially more men than the 'paper' 
strength or its original garrison without serious 
overcrowding. A II this was even more true or the 
much larger legionary fonres.~. For the entire 
legion to be physkally present in its fortres.<; at ani 
one time can only have been an exceptionally rare 
ocrurrtnce. once thl-se had ceased to be winter quar­
tl'rs where the unit rl'>'ted in the months between 



campaigning sea'-Ons. h made no st:ll'l' to keep 
bodies of 5.000 or"' men wa1tmg idli at their ba,.. 
until needed to fight a laf'l:t'·scale war. whm there 
were so many calls upon the arm)''s manpowt1'. 
Instead, legionaries were demched as adm1111stra· 
tors, builden<. engineers. polit'\:men, craftsm«n, and 
to garrison outlJO"ts or to serve as t'lltire cohorts or 
vexillations of other si?.t-s for actual mmpaigmng. 
Legions provided :<> many specialists of various 
sorts that the deci~ion to move one from a province. 
rather than simply send a strong \·exillation to 
wherever they were needed, was not taken lightly. 

The Roman army was dynamic and busy, its 
manpower performing a great range of roles. both 
military and civil. Knowledge of the locations of 
forts and fortres.o;e:; in a given period does not in 
itself tells us what the army of a provmre was drnng 
on a day-to-day basis. Even so, whilst :<>me lm>ps 
were posted long distant't-s away from their parent 
unit, the location of ><>many military ba.ses m frontier 
zones does suggest that the mam focus of the army's 
attention was often m these n.1,-ions. Con.sidt-rJble 
expen.o;e had been in\·ested in the ronstrutiinn of 
these bases. and even mire in some of the ma:-.....;.ive 
frontier barriers such as Hadrian's \\'all and the 
Antonine \\'all in northern Britain. Our lit<"rar)' 
><iurces tell us linle of atiivities on the Empire's 
frontiers. especiallr from the late 1st t't'.ntury .Ill 
onwards. \\'e are therefore fat't'<l with the task of 
understanding how the frontier" fu11<.11011t'Cl primarily 
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Frontiers 
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from the archaeological evidence, the few fragments 
prt.,..,rved 111 the literature and logical deduction. 

Strategy and grand strategy 
A surprisingly fierce scholarly debate continues to 
rage over the prtrise nature of the Roman Empire's 
frontil'fs.. One \"iew is to &>e Rome's overall aim as 
dt·f,·nsive. The arm1· was stationed on the frontll'l'S 
to counter the ma.nr external threats P'""'<i by 
neighbouring peoples, and so pre;en·e the Roman 
Pea,-., (Pax Romana) which allowed the sen led and 
m·ilized provinces of the Empire to prosper. It is a 
view apparent!)' supported by some ancient '<JUrt'l'>', 
for instan'" the Greek orator Aelius Aristides, who 
111 the 2nd t-.,ntury \I> compared the army to a wall 
runnmg amund and guarding the civilin'<I (and of 
mur.-e Roman) world. As early as Augusrus' mgn, 
the gmgrapher Strabo had argued that the Romans 
had already conquered the best parts of the earth 
and that further expansion was unlikely to be either 
worthwhile or profitable. After AD 11 Ro111anexpan· 
sion was far""'' concerted and the conquest of new 
provinl't.>s comparativeJy rare, which appean; to 
suppon the idea that emperors now thought more in 
terms of deft'nce and consolidation than expansion. 
If defence was the army's primary role under the 
l'rincipate. then 1t was a task which it performed 
ext-.,puonally well 111 the h;t and 2nd centurit.,, 11>. 

but far Jes., succe;.,fully in the 3rd t-.,ntury when the 
frontier was frt'Quently penetrated by invade.-,;. 
Scholars hm e atkmpted to reconstruct the sys km 
which undtrlay both the long period of effecti1 e 
ddent-., and the factors which caused thesub'<'Quc.~l! 
failun,,,_ The sites along each stretch of fnmtit'I' 
have been a>..ses.~ under the assumption that a 
logiral and. on the whole. efficient strategy lay 
bt:hind them. At the "ider level of the entire Empire 

where we would talk of grand strategy since the 
entire rtsource:< of the state were marshalled for its 
Jong-tmn benefit - the emperor and his advi,;ors 
t<trefully plannt'<I where and in what ways to mmmit 
their forc-.,s, balancing the needs of each region. In 
many ways this is to view the Roman Empire as a 
very 'modern' state, its main object ive to defend its 
territory and possessions against aggres.'i<lrs, 
whirh is the ultimate objective of modern demo<.Ta· 
c:ies. Rome's apparent surcess has been interpreted 
as providmg Jes..,..ms for the modern world. 

The opposite argument tends to emphasize the 
'primitive' qualities of the Empire, lacking as it did 
rapid mmmunications and an extensive bureau· 
<TJl')'. The Roman world was substantially a world 
without maps. and the ancient vie11 of geography 
was simplistic and <.Tude, making detailed plannmg 
extn:mtly difficult As such. it is argued that emper­
ors t'JUld not have implemented any grand strakg)·. 
cwn if they had been capable of devising one. 
ln!"tead their dl-"Ci~ion~ were almost invariabJ~· ~ac­
tions to an ewnt rather than part of a grand plan. 
At the lower strategic level on each frontier, the 

location of military bases was haphazard rather 
than the product of a system. Furthermore it is 
argut'<I that there is little evidence for the existence 
of a conet:rted external threat in many areas. Both 
the l'arthians. and the Sa>..sanid Persians who suc· 
ceeded them. rarely provoked a mnftict with Rome 
and were too weak internally to seize and hold sig· 
mficant areas within her eastern prO\·inces. 
EJ,..,where the tribal peoples were too disunited to 
pose a s..·rious military threat. except very rarely in 
the Ith century and slightly more often in the 5th 
century. It ts al'<l cla1m<'<i that, far from adopting a 
defensive p<isture, Roman emperors until Late 
Antiquity still hoped for further expansion, and 
ultimatcl) to fulfil the pmpaganda boast of limit· 
Jt.,..., EmpircJpowcr (11111>< num smc fine). Rome 
re1namt'<I aggn·'"''·e. and in many areas the army 
was stauont'<I in expectation of further mnquesl. 

As yet no widely accepted mnsensus has 
emergt'<I, but it is probably best to acknowledge that 
both interpretations have made some important 
points. The ancient sources suggest that there was 
no clear defensil'e or offensi\'e ethos, but a range of 
opinions. More importantly they make it clear that 
the Romans wtre more concerned with power than 
the physical Ot'l'Upaticm of land, and dealt with 
politirnl tnlltlt'S, statt'S, kingdoms and tribes, rather 
than simply areas of territory. The Roman Empire 
extendt'<i as far as lhe Romans were able to make 
peoples do whatever they de-ired or, perhaps more 
at'(Uratdy, dctt!f them from domg anrthing which 
the Roman, did not want them to do. The Roman 
ideology emphasized the need to maintain and 
prott'CI Rome's pow,.,. and rtputauon. Military 
defoat or (X'l'ceived weaknes.; damaged this and 
requirt'<I \'engeance. Roman campaigns were fre­
quentlr aggr..,..,11·e if emir because the army was 
simply more effeCU\'e whenewr it adopted the off en· 
sive than when It tried pas:;ively to defend - but a 
sut't·essful war did not always require permanent 
OC'l'Upalion of new territory. Rome was far more 
powerful than any other nation with which she 
came into contart. The frontiers OC'(Upied by the 
Romans certainly were intended to oppose attacks 
from outside, but were not set as limits to Roman 
power. Rome muld and did operate well in advance 
of these whenever she chose. The reality was that 
large sections of the Roman army remained based 
in the same regions on the edge of the Empire for 
long periods of time, and engaged in warfare with 
the peoples <lU!side the province. Some central plan· 
ning did oet'\lr, if only in such matters as how many 
units, and CS(X'l'ially legions. w<·re stationed in each 
provint-.,, but whether or not by modern standards 
this ccm,tituted grand strategy is questionable. 

Frontier zones 
The Romans did not reallr have a word equirnlent 
to our 'fmntier'. /.i1111s, a Laun word which used lO 

be understood in this sense. largely kept its real 



meaning of road. Roads were fundamental to any 
long-term military deployment, <"nnt'Cting individ­
ual army bases. G<x>d, all-weatlwr roads made 
J!O&'ible rapid and efficient mO\enwnt of troops and 
supplies. As stated earlier, Roman forts and 
fortTl'S."k>< \\l're not primarily defensive structUrl'>i 
in the sense that II was rare for thdr garrisons to 
fight from behind their walls. The army was usually 
better trained and disciplined, and had a more 
>-0phisticated command strut1ure, than its oppo­
nents and wasoftm also better equippro. This ga\"e 
considerable ad\1tntages in Oi>"n lightin11. which 
muld and did comp.:nsate for much smaller 
numbers. Therefore when attack<'CI. Roman units 
left their fortifications at ewry opportunit)' to fight 
the enemy in the open. The rood system facilitated 
the concentration of units to form a field force. 

Several frontier zonl.,; were bast'CI around sijlnifi­
t<Int geographit<tl feature;, if only because the;e 
had often determined pre-existing politit<II geogra­
phy. :\luch of the frontier in Africa was formed 
when the Roman province reached desert areas 
which were span;ely populatL'CI and difficult to 
tTOS.'< The Rhine and Danube m Europe. and 
Euphrate:; in Syria, formt'CI important parts of the 
frontier system in each area. Rivers were patrolled 
by Roman \"ts--els and transport of men and mater­
ial by water was often more rapid than O\"erland. 
They abo prt'>itntt'CI barriers to an in\"ader. espe­
cially since the army l<•>k care to guard any bridb""'­
A large army would be delayed b)· a ri\tT, since it 
would need to mrrv with it. make or gathtT many 

boats to ferry itself across. Any delay gave the 
Romans more time to discon.·r the incuf":'ion and 
gather a force to meet it. Only freak \\eathLT mndi­
tions, such as the O<."<.<Isional freezing of a ril'lT in 
winter, chan11ed this. Yet these same rivers did not 
form sijlnificant obstacles to the Romans. They mn­
trolled the bridi:es and m"'-'mg plaL"<.-s, and their 
na\')' was active on the water 11>o1:lf. ,\ Roman army 
faced little inmnvenience whenever it wished to 
ach<1nce >Uddenly and rapid))' am"'' a ri\"er line 
against the enemr. Frontier lines were es.-entially 
><>lid bases from which the arm) muld launch an 
offensive or counter-offensi\"e whtnt\'l'r it dt.~in'<I. 
not barriers to hinder movement m both d1n'Cl1ons. 

Auxiliary forts tend to be arrangt'CI in a line on or 
near the road running along the fringe of the 
province. Positions of obvious 1mportant'l', for 
instance mountain pas...-;es, watl'r sourl't.~ in dl>Sert 
areas. and river cros._..;ings, \\·ere usually protectt'CI 
by a fort. There was also a range of smaller military 
bases, from forts and fortlets for small vexillations 
to small turrets (lurres and b11rl{1) manned by no 
more than a handful of soldiers. The turrets were a 
feature along many lfoman fron tll'rs. as well as 
along important roads, and are depictL'CI on Traian's 
Column. In some rnses they appear to have been 
simply observation po:;t,;, pro\"iding raist'CI viewing 
platforms and abo mntributing to the army's 
visible pre:>ence to surrounding land. Such line" of 
towers ma) well have help<'(! to sugi:t-,,t that the 
army \\<IS watrhin11 what <M."<.urred. In some case:; 
the towers were part of a system for signalling 
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Linear fortifications ~ 
legionary fortresses C 

Auxiliary forts and fort~ts Iii a 
Probable sites of auxiliary foru and fortlets o o 
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'1mple m~ges, usmg either fire signals or ba,1c 
forms of >emaphore. Ob>en-ation from fixed points 
pnmded the army with "'"ie information. but far 
more a>Uld be ckri\'ed from parrols One rea<;<m for 
the high proportion of rolwrtcs l"Qllila/ai• in rclarion 
to purely infantry umts was thar rhe small. bal· 
anced force of foot !<lldiers and cavalrymen were 
""pecially well suited to the patrolling and ""'-'Ort 
duti"" required of fromier garrison:< In de>ert areas 
some mixed cohorts acquired a small number of 
camel riders (dro111cdari1), who were ""pecially 
suited for long-distance patrolling in the arid condi· 
lions. At least as important asanyrhing that parties 
of soldiers themselves saw or heard was the diplo­
matic activity which went on well beyond the 
milnary zone. Frequent embas.<;ies to and from 
Parthia and later Persia are mentioned, but we also 
read of centurions sining in on the gatherings of 
tribal chieftains in late 2nd-century Germany. 
Friendly leaders often received subsidies, and <;<>me, 
times military ad,·ice or actual aid. 

Linear boundaries 
The most spectacular examples of Roman frontier 
systems were the great boundary w-alls and ditches 
constructed in northern Bntain. Cpper Germany. 
Raetia. and sewral plan:s in the :\orth Afncan 
pmvmce:;. The u>e of sizeable linear obstacl"" was 
<x:casionally a feature of Roman campaigns. Ca""3r 

con,tructl-d 'uch a line to block the passage acros,, 
the Rh<me of the migrating Hdveui in 58 oc. whibt 
in 71 Ill cra,.,,u, had tril-d to hem Spartacus' sla\e 
army into the !<~ of Italy in a similar war. Sadly 
nont• of the more pt:rmanent frontier walls recei\'c 
much anention m our ">Um.-s. Most appear to date 
to 1he 2nd Cl'ntury 111. Yet even though the hu)lf 
effort requirt'CI to mn,trul1 such structure; may 
sug!(""I a growin!( realisation that the army was 
unlikely to move forwards agam. this is probably 
mistaken. l ladrian's \\'all was virtually abandoned 
withm a few dt'!.'adl-s of its building. when the army 
movt'CI further north to mnstruct and occupy the 
Antonine \\'all. This in turn was swiftly abandoned, 
and 1he more southt•rn line re-occupied. The army 
may !hen have mon'CI north to re-occupy the Am°' 
nine \\'all but, if so. this was "xm permanently 
abandoned. lladnan ", Wall then continued in u,;e 
for sewral t'<'ntum.,,, although it is possible that 
this might ha\c changl'CI had the Emperor Septim­
ius S..·\crus not dit'CI before the mmple1ion of his 
oix-rat1ons aga111't the Caledonian" Eiiher 1he 
cum·m Roman thinking on how lJt>st to deal with 
the militar} 'problem' in northern Britain. leading 
IO diff,·rem polici<.,_, or the situation itself had 
changt'CI and rt'Quired difforent soluuon,;, The dilch 
and wall lint.,; in :\umidia Ill.~} in turn have bttn 
,;i>lurion,, or anempted >0lut1ons. to 1mmedia1e 
lot.-al problcn1' at sped lie points in time. 



Hadrian's Wall 
Rather than attempting to d=Tibe each of the 
different linear boundaril"'- it is probably best to 
con(entrate on the bl-st known and pr..,;crved of 
them all in a little more detail. I ladrian succeeckd to 
the throne on the death of Trajan in 117, but the cir 
cumstances of his adoption as heir were somt:\\:hat 
suspicious and his posnion was initially in>«Ure. 
Abandoning nl<»'t of his pr<1lece&'i0r's eastern c:un· 
quests. Hadrian spent much of his reign touring the 
pro"int'es, takmg part1n1lar care to insl)t'<.1 the 
provincial armies and ensure their loyalty. It is pos· 
s1ble that there was an outbreak of serious fighting 
in northern Britain at the beginning of his reign. 
The Emperor visited the island in 122 and ordered 
the mnstruction of a great wall, according to his 
1th-<."ntury biographer. to ·separate the barbarians 
from the Romans'. Although influenced by the line 
of the exi:;ting 'Stanegate Frontier'. a line of forts 
and outposts running along an east west road. 
lladrian's \\'all lay in general a little further north, 
running along the higher ground, especially in such 
sections as the craggy \\'hin Sill. \\'herever P<"'-'1· 
ble. the wall ran along the crest of this and other 
ridge,;. stretching from one horizon to another. 
There 1s some evidence to sugge><t that the wall 
itself was originallr whitewashed. which can only 
have increased ns visible presence. 

Hadrian's Wall was 80 Roman miles in lmgth 
(73 modern miles or 117 km), extending from 

Burgh by Sands 
(Aballava) 

Drumburgh 
(Congavata) 

Bowness-0n-Solway (Maia) in the west to Wallsend 
(Segedunum) in the east. Over half of the wall 
was built in stone. but the westernm<"t section 
of some 31 Roman miles was originally a turf. 
and-timber rampart. This section was later 
replaced in stone. usually on the same line. although 
in one or two places this was altered. allowing 
us to see short stretches of the original turf wall, 
for instant-e to the west of Birdoswald. This was 
ju~t one of se\'er.tl major design changes made 
throughout the wall's life. At first the stone wall was 
planned to be 10 Roman feet wide (c. 3 m) and some 
stretches known to archaeologists as the 'Broad 
Wall' - were completed to this width. Elsewhere, 
only the foundations were laid to this size and the 
actual wall was narrower at 8 or even 6 Roman feet 
(1.8 m). In at least one place the foundations of the 
'Broad \\'all' were abandoned altogether and a nar­
rower wall built near the top of the crags. The stone 
wall always had a cobble stone foundation as did 
some stretches of the turf wall an inner core of 
rubble and outer faces of stone set in lime mortar. 
Its original height is unknown, nor is it certain 
whether or not 11 was :;imply a barrier wall as in 
Hadrian's German frontier system. or was topped 
\\ith a walkway and battlements along which 
patrols could move. 

The 'Broad \\'all' marked the original plan, and it 
was at this stage that the buildings originally 
intended to form part of the system were marked 
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(Abo<Y) lladnm1's lfollis 
J>robah(r flu most famous of 
aU /Ju forflfica/IQll.S buu/ b,> 
tlu- Roman anm:. fl U'as butll 
mid dtt</ofXd m·tr a bmg 
p.nod of /1mt, ltadi11g lo 
numrrous cJrm1gt•s in its 
de."gn. The function of fill' 
waU conli11urs to be hotly 
dtbatl'd. 

(/Lfi) T~ m1/tr0>/Jcs 011 
1/01/Tion's H'a// 1Ctre small 
slructurt.~ .tumlar to tht 
forth ts and outposts on other 
fnmlitr~ 
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out and p<N;ibly constructed. Every Roman mile 
thtre was a "nail fortlet, known today as a miletas· 
tie and mnventionally numbered from east to west. 
lktw,·cn each milecastle were two small turret,;. In 
several ca"'--s milecastles and turrets were clearly 
built with short sections of 'Broad \\'all' either side. 
long before the main ronnecting wall was mm· 

pleted to the narrower gauge. Milec-.istles tend to 
average some 18 sq. m (60 ;;q. ft) internally, but as 
already mmtioned. each of the three legions con­
structing the wall followed a slightly different 
ck,;1i.,'ll. The milecastil.,, of Legio II Augusta tended 
to be wider than they were deep, the opposite of 
those built b) the other two legions. All milecastlcs 



had a i.,'lltt:way in their southern wall and another 
leading north. The laner was topped by a tower and 
this mav al><> '°metimes have been the t"a;;e with the 
><>Uthl.,:n /.,'lltt·wa)'. The survi,·al of stone steps in 
the milec':lstle 48 at Polrross Burn demonstratt.'» 
that the walls within a milecastle did have walk­
\\a)'s, and suggt.,;ts a height of about 1 m (13 ft). 

(tlf>on J Tiu mi1'Yaslli' at 
Jhllros.'i /Jum contams our of 
flu j( tt' char tracrs of slont 
.'i/tps in /hf mstnUations along 
flu 1rnU. Thtsl' mah it char 
tlwl llh rt tras a u:aU..1t·av 
alo11g th1· 1rnO ui.<::idt a cflstlt. 
allhouxlr llu.'i Jots not 
11tt·, ~""1rily nu on that tlN'n. 
u-a' a s11111Jar "alkmn and 
(NJrof" / a/otl/( 1/1~ u-aD rt.« V: 

A dn . .;sic image of Hadnmi's 
HOU mUml( across tlzc craoo· 
lmufgapt, m thi'i case mar 
flt I Gap to Jiu u·, st of 
JfoU'it.'iftOd.'\. 
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In lite origmal tit s11:n llu'Tt 
U'l'Yt' no farts artua/Jy on flu 
line of tlte u.•all This 1ms 
cl1a11gcd before ronstntrhfm 
u·as rompll'tr mu/fort.~ u'tn' 
oddrd Al Hou.<rslrods lh« 
meant that the new u:a/J t~f 
the fort u .. ·m:; built m·rr a 
dtmolishtd tu"1 t. 
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M1k'<:astles in the turf wall were similar in basic 
design. Internal buildings seem to have been added 
after the original mnstruction and tend to be fairly 
tTude. As far as pos.,ible, positioning mnformed lo 
the original regular plan, with the result that oome 
of the;il' forllets were in highly unsuitable locations. 
The northern gateways sometimes opened onto a 
slope or cliff, whibt the entire milecastle might be 
set 11110 a sleep valley which dramatically reduced 
visibility from the tower. The same rigid adherent-e 
to a plan marked the location of turrets. At Steel 
Rigg a third. extra lower was added, probably to 
permit ob,;ervation into a wide area of dead ground 
left by the original design. 

In the original design, the bulk of the garri"''"' 
for the frontier zone were to remain in the existing 
forts along the Stanegate. a mile or more 10 the 
south. I lowewr. wnhin a few years this initial con· 
et:ption was altered and forts addt'CI to the line of 

the wall llself. In several cases this im·olved the 
demolition of existmg structures, for instance at 
Hou,;esteads where the north wall was built on top 
of an al least partially t11mplett>d turret. The forts 
on the wall added to the numberof gateways giving 
the army art'l''" to the north. Eventually there were 
15 forts actually on or very close to the wall, and 
other bases in advance of the line, behind it, and on 
both flanks. Some of the bases behind the wall had 
clear supportml( funrtion,;. The military mmpound 
in the town of Corbridge appears to have been a 
depot with significant storage space and workshop 
facililit's. South Shields (Arbe1a) fort ,;outh of the 
mouth of the Tyne was at one stage a mas.siw 
supply dump mntaininl( a large number of gra­
naril's. .\s tMial. most forts were '-urrounded by 
large civilian c1111ablu, and the impr.,,,,;ion gi\·en by 
msc.nptions is of a very msmopolitan community. 
The "'uthcrnmost boundary of the military zone 



was markl'd by the m/111111 a modern and some­
what inan:uratt.• tt.:rm whid1 has nevertheles:-; 
bt-<:ome CO!Wl'ntumal. Tht• m//11111 was a broad. nat­
bottomt~I ditch wnh a low mound running on either 
side of 11. Thl'rt• 1n·r<· two formal lTo'"mg placl'S, 
both o>ntrolkd by tlw army. 

The Cumbrian n1ot1st to tht.• \\t"'.'>l c.:ontamed what 
wa ... t'ift'\.·tiHh nn t.·,tt·n:-.ion of tilt' svstem. with 
forts, milt."l(L'llt.~ and turrt·ts. but no. connl'l1ing 
wall. ~ i..,.t of th<"'<' "It'' app.·ar to haw been 
abando1wd long bdore th<' .. nd of the 2nd nemury, 
pn.-,;umably whl'n tht• Romans' p.-rception of the 
military snuation had t·hang1-d. 

How did the wall work? 
It i,; clearly miswkt-n to 1mag111e vast horde,; of 
Caledonian or latt·r l'Ktlsh invadl'rs hurling them­
selve,; at 1 ladnan's \\'all as tht• lfoman defenders 
manned the battlements too1>P<hl' thl'm. Even if the 
wall did haw a walkway, thl' whok• structure was 
not intended as a lighting platform. It would have 
p1l'>l'ntl'd a large enemy army wnh a difficult. but 
not impassable barrier. Tlw wall could b<.• scaled 
wnh ladders. but this would b<.• a slow way of 
getting a largl' numlx•r of men atToss and obviously 
not practical for hors<.,,. It would be OCltl'r to 
capture a gateway. but furthtr progn~s for animal~ 
would be impeded by the rn//11111 unk-:-s one of the 
two mKsmg plan-s muld be taken. Any such 
ck lays only S{an· tht• R1>man:-. more time to as....;.emble 
a field force and n~•w to interl'<Pt thl' etll'm). This 
was itffariablr the objL'l·ti\ e h<re as on the other 
frontil'rs. to brinl( the entTn)' to b.1ttle and defeat 
th<m "1iftl\' and dt'l·i>in-11. Jn m<l:'t rnst-s the mus· 
tl'rmg of a ~ulJ,,tanual tn~1J army should have bt-en 
n·portcd bt:fore it had a chanl'e to make an attack. 
As on othL·r frontiers. diplomatic at·ti\'lty will ha\'e 
kept the northl'rn trib1-s undl'r obS<r\'atlon. The 
out])<>:-t forts also had an important role to play. 
llt-wrnstle ap1x·ars to han• beL•n built around a long­
L-stablishL-d natiw shrine. and ma)' haw allowed the 
army to monitor religious gathenngs amongst the 
trlbe-;men in that area. 

The mustl)ring<>f largL'nrmit-s \\·ould have been a 
rare octurrl.'nn•. Haiding, often on a very small 
scale, is likely to haw i>l'l'TI far more common. A 
legal text dot's refer to the rnse of a woman con­
demned to ])l'nal st·r\itudt·. but then captured from 
Roman north Britain 111 just such a foray. She was 
sub,,..quently sold back mto the pronnce and 
bought b)' a tvnturion namt-d Coc:cl'ius Firmus, 
quite Jl<"'-'ibly the sanw man" ho st·t up the altars in 
Smtland. The \'indolanda tablets pre-date 
lladrian·s \\.all. but it is \\orth rt"mcmbcnng the 
small numbt:r of wounded soldi<rs in the h<"'pital. 
as wdl as a frai.,'ltlt'ntari text dhtTibing the fight­
ing ,-har.Ktt·ri't"" of the lot·al ·little Bntons' 
(/lri/1mc11lt). whil'h dt-:-tTibl'S light h<>N'.men. 
Whilst n !'annot haw b<.·t·n t<M1difficult fora handful 
of ml'n to snL·ak am"'s the wall. they muld only do 

so on foot. and returning with any bulky plundt·r 
would have been difficult. Such small-st11k raids 
were extremely unlikely to be reported 111 our 
sour=. and the distinction between tht"se and 
violent crime was anyway indistinct. 

:\lilitary acti\'it)" wa' probably almost always 
on a \err small Sl'ale. but it is a mi,takt• to \'ie11 
this as utterly different and sepamte from l.arger­
,;cale attacks. \(any of the peopb of the .antient 
world. e:<!)t'.Cially the warlike tnbal sol'ietit-:-, 
\'iewed midmg and warfare as nonnal parts of life. 
\\'here they were stn>ng<.T than their neighbours. 
they did not need any greatt-r pnwocat1on to 
attack them. Sut'\.=sful raids won men plunder and 
gave them pre,;tige amongst their own Jll"ple. ,\ 
reputation for military might helpt'(! to dt•ter those 
neighbour.; from attacking. Some tribes, t-:-pt'l'ially 
amongst the Germans, took pride in the amount of 
land they muld keep unoc:cupit"<l around their 
border.;, for this demonstratl"<I their ferocity and 
frightened off potential enemies. ·fo such pmplr:.; 
the Romans would have appeared no different 
from any other neighbour.;. If the l~omans appeart"<I 
to be weak then they would be raidt"<I. Each 
succes.•ful raid added to this pt'rception of their 
vulnerability. and >i(J enrnuraged more frl'Quent 
and bigger raid" A small party m>ssmg into the 
Empire and rustling Gitt le or taking a fe11 n1ptin-s 
did not serious])" challenge Rome's authority. 
Howel'er. if this was allowed to happen fnequl'ntly, 
then aggre-.sion against Rome would hl«iate. 
Unchecked. then this L1>Uld lead to large·st«le 
invasion. 

Hadrian's \\'all and the other fnmtier sy>tems 
are best seen m this light. They helped to mark 
c>Ut Roman territory to any potl'ntial enemy, and 
contained large, imprl~-..iv~ strut.1un-s as demon· 
:;!rations of Roman might. Linear boundarit.,, in 
particular helpt"<I the army to rei.,'Ulate movements 
and trade acnJS>i the area. and made 1t difficult. if 
never impossible, for hostile gmups to raid sucn.,;s­
fully. Diplomatic activity and mtelligence gathering 
monitored events beyond the frontil'r and ideally 
gave warning of future danger. Yet ultimatl'ly the 
;;ecurity of the Empire restt-d more on Rome's repu­
tation for military strength and this was bt-st 
displayed when the army t<M>k the field. Jfoman 
frontiers were never intendt"<I to limit or restrict 
mo,·ements of the army. and always permitted 
punitive expeditions to attack the enemy whmcver 
it was considered na-,,,.sary. Every Roman l'ictor)' 
added to the aum of overwhelmmg and 1rrl-s1"lible 
fort-e which was the greate:<t prott"l'tion of the 
Empire. Any defeat. however small. dented this rep­
utation. Left unavenged. then the frontier bt.:ame 
liable to more attacks. It was no minlident\' that an 
initial defeat in a fnmtier zone \\as often followed 
by more failurc-s and a period of intensiw larg~ 
=le campaignmg to re,;tore the impre,;sion of 
Roman might. 
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On Campaign 

1~:1 n nluf) u1 '"'m ::on 
\'(OT:; a/It r ii ltYJ.~ 'YI ( ,, d. 
·f<1J11111,mom/111J!l/u d1fratoJ 
/JU' (Jm.bn am/ Ji "'°'Jn bv 
\fariu~ m IOI BC 1 Jus 

t1•11fl:tl U't1$ fo PmtY' lhl' /ml 
hmt J°vr many n nlunn tlwl 
Homt O/'/'(fJrt d lo bi' hghtmg 
fi'rlurttf)'t.ns/11111 agmml 
a forrrg11 rnt 110: 

f(Jpf>u.<1/•I In //us .<<11/ptur. 
frum N11111£ '''ft atr1/ 
bnrbanam btgjur mtnJ 
from tlu Emp. ror . \farm.~ 
Aurdru.'\. Tlw pr11/>f. r 1 nd to 
an;; Homa11 lrnr rmm id1111 
J/1; tmm\.·otln11Utdthl1al 
nm/ surr; mh r1 d. mn ptm).l 
1dwft l'f r ti mis Rrnm rllos1 lo 
impost on tluw 

1&1 

In tht• :lrd and 2nd centuries Ile the Roman' fan'<l 
~·H1t1l oppontnts \\ith n-gular armies \\hich \\l're 
ll<'tkr tr.llnt"d and di"·iplint'd. and somt"times bt:ttt"r 
k~I. 1han tht• lt'l(IOlts. l'yrrhu,;. tht' famous Grt~·k 
n•mni;mdt·r hirt>d br Tart"nturn to fight against 
Rome. ddt"att'd two Roni;m armies before fimlly 
surrumbing in a third. h<ird.fought battle. whibt 
llannibal's string of succ""""' restt'd as much on 
the hil(h quailty of his army as his tactical genius. 
Fortunntt'lv for the Romans. their main dasht.."S with 
~lart~loni~; and the Seleucid Empire came at a time 
when the legions were of exceptionally high 
quality, a high pmportion of both officer>; and men 
ll<'llll( vt•ll'rans of the Second Punic \\'ar. Tlw 

legions pmdun>d by this generation were as confi. 
dl'nl and t•xp<:riemwl as any proft.,,,;ional soldie1', 
many ha\'ing sJJl·nt murh of their adult life in the 
arm\. and th1' allmH'CI tht·m to t•xploit the greater 
tartir;1I tlt•xibility of tht• m.111ipular system in com· 
J>anson to tht• nl(id I lelleni,llc pike·phalanx. In thi, 
P<·nod. and thn>Ul(hnut the reni;1inder of Rome's 
h1:-.tor). htr arm1~ ab.o facrtl many oppo~nts from 
tht• tribal Pl"Pk>s. SU<·h armies were ><•llktimes 
larl('" but. "hibt the indi\'ldual fighting skills of 
tht·1r \\ arrio1' \\l're often hil(h. lacked di,ocipline and 
ll'lldt>d to bt.· dum,1 111 tht"ir movenu:nts. Against 
such arm"" the \i1d Republican legions usually 
t·njoy<'Ci a slil(ht, though by no means decis11e, 
advantagt-. 

Bv the time th<1t the Roni;ms had conwrtt'd their 
c1ti1..t:n militia mto a proft""ion.al army. most of the 
stall's wuh rci..'Ular armit'S had already been 
dl'ft•att~I. From tlw 1st cmtury II( onwards. m<ist 
Roman war.-1 Wl'rl' wagl~ against tribe; or king· 
doms wuh unsophisti1111ed military systems. Such 
forct'S often had only rudimentary supply systems. 
seriously l1111111ng tht• time which they could spend 
in till' lit•ld before harn1g to dispen;e. Most lacked a 
dt•ar command structure, and were capable of 
undt"rtakml( only the simplest strategy and tactics. 

This mc<mt that the pmfessiunal Roni;m army wa, 
almo:-.t ul\\ays m.arkt"Cll} superior to its opponent~ 
The Rom1111 "al of light111g had always tendt'd to 
bt.· wry <ll(l(rt>:-;iw. In thi' P<"riod 1t became C\'en 
mon• ~•. for Roman C'Ommandt·rs could be fairh 
cuntlck·nt of nctorr t:n_·n wht:n hea,·ily outnum­
bert>d or lightml( in unfavourable circum>tan<""-
1\'hen boldn'"'' and mnfidence became ra>hnes.' 
this 01uld lt"ad to dis:Mer. but m mo:;t case; it pn~ 
duct>d 'P<'<'tal'ular 'ut'l:<"'' 

Types of war 

\\.ht·nt·n·r the Romans fought a war. they fought to 
wm. pu1'L11ng total l'irtory with a ruthlessnes.' and 
relmtlt"''"'"'' that was un1>aralleled. llowel'er. the 
rnntcxt of the 111mpail(ll did much to determine the 
army's behaviour. For convenience we may divide 
lfoman campaiJ.,rns against foreign opponents into 
four basil' types: 

I. ~lflr.< 11( co11q11fsl: This was an attack upon a 
><lt:io·politir:1l group such as a tribe, kingdom, cit) 
or k•aS.,'lll~ c)f rit1l·s, <>r ~tate. \'ictory came when the 
llomans had rt>dured this entity. turning it into a 
dirt'('lly ruk'CI pml'ince or subordinate client state 
flow this \'irtory was achie,·t'd \<Jried from people 
to Pl"Pk>. If the inv;1dt>d 'tatt posses.'il'd a capital 

to11 n cuy 11 ith slnmg political or religious sig· 
nifit'anre tht"n ib capture might well 
prompt a surrender. Similarly the 
defeat in open battle or battles of 

the enemr field army might 
trigger such a collapse. 

llowel'l'r. many tribal peoples 





llOrfa,. 111 tk anafllt uwtd 
could oftrn Prv<V' Pn>fital>k 
In addition to p/u1ukr taken 
from tk enemy, capht'fs could 
l>e sold mtoslat't'l'}l]uilus 
Caesar is crtd1ted u1th hanng 
enslaud Ot'fr a m1Uion peopk 
during his GaJJ1c rampoigns, 
at tk end of whlf:h lw u·as 
one of the n(hest men m /ht 
u'Orld. This relit/ from tk 
principia al Maim shows 
barbana11 coPht~s chamed by 
tk hands and ntcks 
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lacked such an important centre and might not be 
able or willing to fight a massed battle. In this case 
the Romans had to adapt to fighting a lower level or 
campaign. Attacks could be made on individual set· 
tlements, however small, and less numerous local 
enemy forces brought to battle. In this case the 
enemy would be conquered after many much 
smaller reverses, rather than a single great defeat in 
battle or siege. 

The conquest of the Belgic tribes in 57 BC is an 
example of one such war. Prompted by an attack on 
a Roman ally, Julius Caesar led his legions against 
the army of the Belgic tribes of northeastern Gaul. 
The two sides confronted each other across a narrow 
valley for some days, but neither proved willing to 
abandon their own strong position and attack the 
enemy at a disadvantage. The stalemate was 
broken when the Belgians' food supply ran out, and 
their army dispersed, harried by Roman pursuit. 
Caesar advanced and ravaged the territory or each 
tribe in turn. It took some time before the Belgians 
once again mustered their main arm)', which 
promptly attacked the Romans as they were build­
ing a camp near the River Sambre. Despire initial 

surprise the Romans won a decisive victory, and all 
the tribes present at the battle swiftly capitulated. 
Contingent:; from some tribes had not joined rhe 
army in time and these peoples were defeated sepa­
rately, Caesar !Je,;ieging their main towns in turn. 

2. Tlw suppr.·ssio11 of nbeUw11: This represented a 
wartosuppress a people already within the Empire. 
Victory came when the rebels had been placed once 
again under Rome's dominion. At the beginning of 
a rebellion, the military initiative inevitably lay with 
the rebels. In nsearly stages a nsing would be weak, 
for in general much of the population would not 
join until some initial successes suggested that the 
rebels had a rea><>nable chance of victory. At this 
stage, even Roman inaction allowed the rebels' 
confidence to gro\\, for this suggested weakness. 
Therefore the Roman response to rebellion was 
always to mount a display or force as soon as possi­
ble. Whatever troops were quickly available were 
mustered and >;ent immediately to attack the centre 
of the rebellion. Such forces were often numerically 
weak, under·trained and without proper logistic 
support. tr they met strong opposition then this 
could frequently result in disaster. The Romans 
gambled that the rapid appearance or an army 
which appeared overwhelmingly confident of its 
success would O\'Crawe the rebels and stop the 
insurrection from gaining momentum. Where such 
initial n:,;ponses failed, it was usually a case of 
waiting to mu>ter a proper army and sending it to 
fight what Willi effoctivelr a war of conquest. 

The rebellion of Boudicca in AD 60 was 
suppres.'ied by the Romans. Enraged by the 
mistreatment of their Queen and her daughters, the 
Iceni tribe (who occupied an area roughly equiva­
lent to modern Norfolk) rebelled against Rome and, 
1omed by other tribes, sacked in succession the 
colony or Camulodunum (Colchester), and the 
towns of Verulamium (St. Albans) and Londinium 
(London). The first Roman reaction was to despatch 
200 ill-armed soldiers composed of men seconded 
from their umt to perform administrative and escort 
duties for imperial administrators. These were 
annihilated at Camulodunum. The second response 
was from a vexillation or Legio IX Hispana under 
the command of l'etilius Cerialis, which boldly 
attacked the heartland or the rebellion, but this 
force was also defeated and, with the exception or 
the legate and some cavalry, massacred. Finally, the 
provincial legate, Suetonius Paulinus. returned 
from campaigning in north Wales and brought 
Boudicca's ho!;t to battle. The Britons were defeated 
and, throughout the autumn and winter, the Roman 
armed launched a !;t!J'ie:; of brutal punttive actions 
against the rebellious tribes. 

3. f'lmi/11·r exprditio11s: This was an attack on a 
political group which was not intended to incorpo. 
rate them into the Empire in anr wa)'. Instead the 



object was to instil a fear of Rome's military might 
in the enemy. In some cases such expeditions were 
justified as revenge for attacks on the Empire. (In 
the earlier Republic the acquisition of plunder could 
be a primary aim, but this was very rare for most of 
the period.) Punitive columns moved rapidly, 
causing as much devastation to settlements and 
property as they could. In essence they were 
intended to show a people that they were vulnerable 
to appalling attack whenever the Romans chose to 
launch one. Sometimes such campaigns culminated 
in a pitched battle, often fought when the tribes 
attempted to block the Romans' path when the 
latter began to withdraw. Defeating an enemy army 
m this way could greatly add to Roman pre;hge. 
Howe\'el", on other occasions the Roman force 
deliberately moved so quickly to avoid any 
confrontation. Punitive expeditions might inspire 
fear. but they were only ever a temporary solution 
and needed to be repeated fairly often. The memory 
of massacred people, burned villages and stolen 
herds was as likely to sow the seeds of future hatred 
of, and conflict with, Rome. 

An example of punitive action occurred at Mount 
Amanus on the border between Cilicia and Syria in 
51 oc. The proconsul of Cilicia, Marcus Tullius 
Cicero more famous as an orator and author than 
a soldier - decided to punish the bandit tribes of the 
A ma nus area and put together a force of rwo under­
strength legions and some local allies. D1v1ding 
them into three columns, they suddenly attacked 
the tribes, capturing several of their villages. The 
Romans then spent 57 days besieging the tiny 
stronghold of Pindenissus, whose eventual surren-

der prompred the capitulation of another nearby 
fonified village. The operation was intended to 
show the tribes that the Romans were both capable 
of and willing to strike at their strongest places. 
However, when soon afterward» the Syrian govtr· 
nor launched a similar expedition in this region and 
suffered a defeat in a skirmish this impression of 
Roman might was greatly weakened. 

4. /11 respo11se to raidi11gli11vasio11: These were cam­
paigns fought to intercept and defeat hostile forces 
which had broken into the Empire. As already men· 
tioned, the Romans needed to stop or avenge each 
incursion into the province:; if it was not to encour­
age more attacks. The reaction was in many wars 
similar ro that inspired by internal rebellion. The 
locally a\·ailable Roman troops moved rapidlr to 
engage the raiders as !-O<ln as ther were reported. In 
most cases they were unable to prevent the bands 
from plundering, but the raiders' very success often 
made them vulnerable. Slowed down by booty, they 
were frequently caught as they retreated by swift· 
moving Roman columns and wiped out. 

In AD 50 there was a raid by the Chatti on upper 
Germany. Several groups of Chattan warriors 
crossed into the Roman province and began to 
plunder the countryside. The provincial legate 
Publius Pompomu..-; Secundus sent a small force of 
auxiliary mfanrry and cavalry ahead to cut off the 
raiders and to keep in contact with them while he 
mustered his main army. lie divided this into two 
columns, one of which swiftly came across a band 
of tribesmen, most of whom were drunk, and killed 
or captured them. The other Roman force encoun-

On Compo1gn 
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tert'd a more organized raiding party and defeated 
thtm in a pitched battle. Secundus then led his army 
on an invasion of the Chatti's own lands. The 
Gmnans dl'Ciined his offers of battle and cap1tu· 
latt'Cl. 

By their very nature wars of conque-t and pumnve 
expeditions were offensive operations. l lowewr, a 
striking feature of the Roman re;ponse to rebellion 
or rJ1ding was the dl.osire to seize the initiative and 
adopt the offtnsive as soon as pos;;ible. Rcnnan 
strategy was always bold This did not ~-;,.~ril) 
mean seekmg a massed battle. At times. Roman 
commanders were not confident that they could win 
such an engagement. Instead they chose to harass 
the enemy with small·scale raids or to besiege his 
strongholds. As significant was the flexibility of 
the Roman system. The army had many advantages 
in s iege warfare and large·scale battles. Even in 
Lale Antiquity. the Roman army won the vast 
majority of the battles in which it engaged. 
I lowever, when required, it could wage war al a 
lower level. the main army dividing into a number 
of columns. Such small for= could move quickly 
and fight by raid. surprise attack and ambush. It is 
certainly a 1mstake to claim that the profe>;:;1onal 
Roman army was unsuited to fighting enemies who 
waged i,'lltrrilla warfare and avoided open battle. In 
time. the Rrnnans were always able to adapt to the 
local suuanon. The sophisticated command struc­
ture, training and well-0rgani1.ed supply system 
l("JW them advantages in all levels of warfare. 

Field forces and army size 
The \ ltd Republican army had functioned best at 
the kwl of the twcrlegion consular force which. 
with a/{I( and Joe-al auxiliaries. numben:d some 
20.000 3(),000 men. This probably rcmatnt'Cl the 
opllmum army size for the profes.,ional army, and 
very few fidd force,; numbered more than 10,!XXJ. 
Sii,'llifil-antl) larger Roman armies had rather a 
p<m remrd. and it is probable that these were diffi. 
cull for a commander to control. 

The composition of a force varied from period to 
period and region to region. Small forces, especially 
those engaged in local punitive expeditions or 
cha,;ing barbarian raiders, might consist entirely of 
a11x1/ta, and indet'd a colwrs cqu1/ala was in es.-;ence 
a miniature army with a balance of ho= and foot. 
l\ualli. however. there was a legionary component, 
and lhl.,.., units, with their higher leH'ls of 
command 'tructure. grouped as they were m build· 
ing blocks of c. 5.000. provided the heart of most 
armies. Under the l'rmc1pate, three or four legions, 
perhap,; augmented bi vexillations from other,;, 
\\ere the largt.,;t fon:es likely to take the fidd 
together in anythmg other than a maior war led b) 
an t·mpcror in person. There doe; not appt:ar to 
haH' bl·tn ani· fixed complement of auxiliam-s to 
supp<irt a legion. Tacitus mentions eight cohort,; of 

Batavians, somt• apparently ro/wrlcs tquila/{I(', 
which had been attacht'd lo Leg10 XI\' Gemina 
during the Boudiccan Revolt and other campaigns 
in Britam. Bi mntrast. \'arus had only three alac 
and six rnhorts with his three ltgions when the>e 
were destro)ed in 11>9. The garri,.>nsof the eastern 
pro\'llll't>s appt."ar to ha\l' contained more unit~ of 



f1K1t and mount<'CI arrhe1", and lal"!(e numbo:1" of 
such mi~-..1le·anm .. -d tnx:>ps \\l'rt' l',~·ntial for facinl{ 
the a lmost exdus1vely cavalry armil.,, of the Part hi· 
ans a~ \veil :ts nomadic tri1)(:s like the Alans. Also 
partirularly mmmon in tht• east. l.,,pecially 111 the 
bt t..,ntury \P, llert• allied tnup, fmm the client 
kingdoms of the area. 

Log istics in the fi eld 
Etburing that hi, armv 11 .is adt-quatdy supplit'CI 
was a primt' concern for any R.oman commander. 
L'nder till' l~t·public a system evolved for shipping 
large quantities of f<•><I and material fmm distant 
provinch> to supply the m•ol>:-. in a war 1.ont•. \pan 
fmm the dt"tail' of how this 11as administert'CI. 

A. stvu• fnmi Traian's 
G,/_1111111 sh11tn1tl( tnn1p:; 
loadrn/,! supp/us onto a n·l·t r 
barge In ku f>tnJ.! u1th II~ old 
ad111[t' /1111/ m1 arm't man/11'$ 
an its stvmarh. tlW R1m11m 
anny tf, nt, d Jlr('(l/ adra11/agr 
1trt r almm•l t1D 1/s oppon• nts 
from 1/s lug/JI.\' 11rgmuZJ d 
systrn1 of .\upp~v. Tiu.~ al/om ti 
pn1j>(rfr pnpar1 d Roma" 
lt;.rium lo 11.JN rate uw.U r 
a1h'frst' ro111/ttums 011d 
s11rpnsr 11pp1mr11/s. 
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much the same thing continued to occur under the 
l'rincipate. 

In the field, army c-ommanders could carry neces· 
sary supplies with them, maintain supply lines to 
depots established in the rear, or attempt to forage 
for provisions from the land around. These methods 
were not mutually exclusive and Roman armies fre. 
quently employed a combination of them. Except in 
the won;t desert conditions, at least some provi­
>ions muld be foraged. Water was usually available, 
as was the firewood required to cook the army 
muons which were issued unprepared. Depending 
on the season. \'arying amounts of fodder for 
animab. and at har.,.est time considerable quanti· 
tie> of grain for human and animal consumption 
Wl're a\'ailable, whilst herds could be confiscated for 
meat. In winter there was little to be had, unless the 
storerooms of the nati\'e population could be found 
and seized. Foraging a150 had the disad\'antage that 
it took time, and could Jar the foragers open to 

ambush, but appears to have been practised on 
occasion throughout the period. 

Small amounts of food could be carried in the sol· 
diers' packs, but the bulk required transport by 
pack animals or in carts. The army placed great 
reliance on mules, but also employed other pack 
animals, whilst draught oxen were frequently 
employed to pull wagons. In peacetime only a small 
proportion of the animals needed to mobilize the 
army were kept, and the remainder were bought or 
reqmsitioned when needed, so that the choice of 
animal may have depended on what was available 
locally. All t~-pes of animal obviously needed to be 
fed, further adding to the army's total requirements. 
A basic equation determined how far any animal 
could travel before it would ha\~ consumed a 
weight of food equivalent to the amount it could 
carr)". Mules were perhaps the most flexible. could 
move as fast as a marching infantryman and go vir­
tually anywhere that he could go. Draught oxen had 
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considerable pulling power and could usually be fed 
by grazing. but were very slow, and ideally needed 
roads or tracks of a reasonable standard. A large 
army, e\•en one gathering some of its requirements 
through foraging, inevitably had a huge baggage 
train if it did not wish to be tied to supply lines and 
so carried the bulk of its supplies with it. Equally 
inevitably, such a large number of animals made its 
column exceptional big and so slowed the rate of 
march. Maintaining a clear supply line back to 
dumps of material still involved t'Onvoys of pack or 
draught animals going back and forth between this 
and the main army. These were vulnerable to 
attack. especially if the enemy was as mobile as 
some of Rome's opponents, most notably the Parth1· 
ans and Persians Therefore the need to provide 
guards for the supply line took manpower away 
from the main force. 

Caesar's campaigns in Gaul provide by far the 
most detailed account of the supply system of a 

campaigning army. During thto-<' years the Romans 
used mrious combinations of the thrtt oosic 
supply methods. Large supply dumps were estab­
lished, often with theaid of allied mmmunities. The 
army also carried a good deal of material, including 
not just food and equipment. but records and 
numbers of hostages. in its main baggage tram. In 
the campaigning area, it was not uncommon for 
Caesar to establish the train under guard and then 
lead the remaining legions out for short expedi· 
tions. During this time they moved quickly, 
carrying the barest minimum of supplies, a state 
known to the Romans as l'X/>edita. For one or two 
weeks an rxped1/a column was free to manoem-re at 
some speed and through diffit'ult terrain. providing 
that it returned to the main baggage train at the end 
of this time. 

Operating in winter was difficult for any army, 
and virtually impossible for many of Rome's oppo­
nents. Given time to prepare, the Romans were able 
to operate for a limited period in spite of the season, 
granting them a massive advantage. 

Marching camps 
At the end of each day'smarcha Roman force spent 
probably two to three hours constructing a formally 
laid out camp protected by a rampart and ditch. 
This was a routine procedure which differed only in 
its details from that followed by the army from at 
least the 3rd century nc. Some modern commenta­
tors have >{'en this as an indication that the Roman 
army was a slow-monng, inflexible force, capable 
of waging only a form of trench warfare. This is 
undoubtedly a mistake. for this was really little 
more than the equivalent of 'digging-in' for a 
modern infantr}man. The time and effort required 
to build a marching camp did not significantly slow 
the rate of march of a Roman t'Olumn, which was 
determined to a far greater extent by the speed and 
endurance of its pack train. The camp offered secu­
rity from surprise attacks there is no record of one 
having been successfully stormed unle,;:; the 
Roman army had already lx.-en defeated in the open 
field. 

The only detailed description of the layout of a 
temporary camp in this period is provided by the 
probably 2nd-century AD work normally attributed 
to Hyginus. This describes the area allocated to 
each type of unit in a highly varied field arm)', con· 
sisting of praetorian guard and guard cavalry, 
whole legions as well as vexillations, auxiliary 
units, detachments from the fleet and various allies. 
Only limited space is set aside forthe bagga~ train, 
and this may be the reason why Hyginus' camp 
seems comparati,·ely small for the number of 
troops, especially when compared to the size of sur· 
viving marching camps. :\!arching camps are rarely 
excavated in an extensive way, since if the army 
only stopped there for a night or two. 1t 1s unlikely 
that ther would ha,·e left much trace. The siege 
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<1lmP' ,1t ~ la>:1da and elsewhere )..~\'e more of an 
1ck"' of tht· actual layout of 'hon-term camp>. 
Th,.,._. \\ere O<'t.<1pil'd for ,..-wral month,, ">that the 
'oldie" built themselws low-walled hut,, u'ing the 
ttnt as a roof. Traces of thtse remain. and su,RJ{est 
that. as with more permanent bases. the layout of 
t1·mporar) l~llllJ" mried slightly. whilst bemg to a 
rl'<."(1gniz~1ble pattern. 

C.1111p' of various periods were frequently built 
on nrtually tlw same site_ Sometimes this ma) 
"mply haw bet·n beeau,;e the factors which origi­
nally made the loc<1tion a grxKI choice for a 
kmporary camp were still obviou~ in lattr cam· 
pa1gns. llowe\'er. it al:-0 emphasizt.,; the Roman 
knck·ncy to think in ll:rn1' of routes toa place. 

'A desolation called peace': winning and losing 

\lost """ 111 th1' pt:ncKI (and indet.'<l thrnughout 
history I l'll<k-d whrn one of the opposing sidl"S lost 
the\\ ill to light on and mnt't.-dt-d defeat. Rarelr \\'as 
it po,,,jble for a sick• to dt.,;tm) the <•ppo,ition's 
ab1l1ty to tight on. Roman strall'g) \\3s devoted to 
putting suffinmt P""'-'Ure upon their oppontnh to 
trigg,·r this collaJN• of wilt Thi' might inrnht• 

tRrghtJ J.jzd1 c.11111ul:>t1'nnun of 
rlJ,!liJ s1>lhas htt d ma & utlu r 
It 111 like //us r1'111ts/r111 /11/ 
1xnmph. 1·11r 111111' ulud1 
rarrti d the /111/ m1.; Ii tJu rt ti 
lo till' J.[romul /lfluud 1/. 

l~oman lorn.,, targd111g the enemy's field army, 
It~ major nty or t:itit.-:-.. or attacking its \-illage;. 
burnmg <TI•!>' and "·i1ing farm animal,;. \\'hen 
lighting against an 1·ntmy k'<l by a charismatic 
leadt'f, tht• Romans' m:un objt'<tive bt-<:ame to kill or 
rnpture that indi' idual. for \\ ith'IUI his presence 
rt"Sistance usually ml~iJ>Sl'<l. 

lle\'a,tation (ms/n/w) \\3s a frequent objett of 
pumtl\e exp.:diuons_ The area affet1ed was usuall) 
t»mparat1H·ly small. induding the area cm-ered by 



the column's marrh and ~•me rl'lati\'d\' short dis· 
tant.., either side. Tlw t•\p<:rit·nn• was u.ndoubwdly 
appalling for the mmmunitit.,, wnhin this zone. but 
others t'\'t'n a comparJtiH·I~ short disranre away 
>uffered no dirt.'<1 harm. In spite of thi>. the ability 
of the Rom:ms to strikl' suddenly, wht·rl'n-r they 
ch'""'· and with drt"adful force. instilltd a Sl'nSl' of 
their own vulnerabilit) on the inhabitants of a 
much broader region. The Roman army's methods 
were often brutal. Apart from tht• devastation of 

property and agriculture. enemy pmplt.,, fan-d n•1s 
>acre. ma>.'il'd nucitixion and l'lhlan·nwnt. , \ ftl'r 
the surrcnderof the Gallic town of r,ellodunum in 
51 1..:. Julius Caesar lfd\·e nrdl'rs for tht• d<·fl'nck·rs' 
hands to be cut off '" a warnmg to otht·rs. and 
during the siege of jeru,,.1lem m All iO, the leg1onar· 
''"' crucified pri,.mers w1thm sight of tlw wall,, 
,\trocilles were mnsidered atwptablc b) tht' 
Romans as long as thty arhJt·n"C.i ~1mt' practite:tl end 
and were not done simply for the "'kt• of tTudty. 

The Roman mcthod of waging war '"'' highly 
aggn~i\'C'. The initiati\'t" \\·as st·izt.ad as soun as po:-.­
>ible and m.1intaint-d. mntinut-d prt.,,sure bt·mg put 
upon the enemy until his will to rontlnue mllap'l-d. 
Even whrn faced with Sl'rious ren·rst-s in the lidd 
and an apparently hopelt·" military J><»ltion, the 
Romans were unwilling to admit till' J><»sibility that 
they might lose. Roman mmmandt'1' who pn"idt'CI 
over defeats sometimt.,; faced cri ticism. but the 
worst thing that any leader muld do was not to lose, 
but to admit that he and Rome had lost. Any negntl· 
ations or treati~ ending a \\ ar had to makl' cll'ar 
Rome's outright nctor). The Ulll'r rl'fusal to 
concede defeat - a Rom.an charactcristic which per· 
>i>tcd until well into Late Antiquity madt• u wry 
difficult for Rome to ''""'a war. In the md. pt·rsis 
tence and continued ajU{r~ .... ion ahl'MlSl ah\ays 
brought Rome vit1ory. Sometimes that '1t1or)" 
reduced a JX"ple to the P<"'ition of 'ubjet·t alht.,. or 
"'" their incorr<>ration into thc Emp1n·. Lt 'oftl"tl 
it fiaW the enemy's d~trut11on a:-. a pohtiral t1ltit~. 
At other times Rome's victory was mort• a que:--t10n 
of retrieving honour and pridt• lost in earlit-r 
defeats. 

(J\hol'd 1 Vtllf fnmt 
Trtl)llll\ G~111m sl11m:t11g 
Ro1111111 auxilUmo sdtmgjir, 
tu a f>al1l111 lou11, obanJtJncd 
by its ,U-frmU r..· irho rt In al 
rchilc /ooh11J! bad: to scr the 
dt strudiQn. ll<hind tlu m ts a 
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Battle 

The use of violent force to subdue an enemr ts the 
ulttmate function of any army, and the m<»t concen­
trated expre:;o;ion of this purpose was the clash in 
open battle of massed armies. The accounts of the 
Roman army's campaigns provided by our literary 
sources are dominated br descriptions of pitched 
banle. Although comparatively rare event:;, battles 
were spectamlar. intensely dramatic, and often 
decisive. When an opponent possessed a substan­
tial field army, its defeat in battle would often 
prompt capitulation. The wealth of evidence, as 
well as their intrinsic importance, make a detailed 
examination of battles worthwhile. 

Moving into contact 
Roman field armies rarely numbered more than 
10,000 men, and were more commonly half that size 
or smaller, as we ha,·e seen. Enemy armies may on 
0<."1.-asions have been significantly larger, although 
the figulb given br our ancient sources are 
inevitablr unreliable on this point. Rarely would the 
Romans have had precise information concerning 
the size and mmpc»ition of their opponents, and in 
many ca,;e,; the enemy leaders themselves may have 
had only the roughe;;l idea of the number of troops 
under their command. Apart from this, there is 
always the danger that enemy numbers were exag­
gerated to increase the glory of Rome's eventual 
triumph. 

~loving several tens of thousands of soldiers, 
along with their mounts. pack and draught animal~. 
servants and camp followers, across the country­
side was no simple task. The professional army 
placed great emphasis on preserving march disci-

',\ft1·r addre:-smg Legio X, Ca""1\f hurried to the right 
wing, wh<·re he saw his men hard pres.'il...:l. and the 
standards of Legio XII clustered in one place and the 
><>ld1ers"' m1wd1<l together that it impeded their 
fighting. All therenturions in the fourth rohort had 
fallen. the srl(mft r was dead and his standard 
raptured; in the rtmaining cohorts nearly every 
o:ntunon was e1th('r dead or wounded. including the 
pnmus pr/us St>xtus Julius llaculus. an exceptionally 
br.nt:' man. who" a-; exhau!')ted hr his manr ~ous 
wounds and nnild no lol\gl'T stand: the other ,;oldit-n> 
were ured and some in the rear. gh-ing up the fight, 
Y.l~ \\:lthdra" ing out of mi~~ile range: the enemr 
\h'Te 1-dging rJ,,,...,. up the slope in front and pressing 
hard on both flanks. I le saw that the situation was 

pline, and also on sending out scouts to reconnoitre 
the route which the column was going to take. 
When \'e-pas1an led his army into Galilee in AD 67, 
Josephus tells us that they marched in the following 
order: 

I Auxiliary light infantry and an:her>; sent ahead to 
t1"igger an> ambu~ht.~ and to txamme any C'O\·er, 
n<•ably \\oodland. in case 11 cunrealed the enemy. 

2 • \ cunungent of leg1onafff::-[or ck>-e ordel' auxiliarie!;] 
and heavy ca\'alf). 

3 Ten rn<:n from each centuf)', carrying thetr own kit 
and l'QU>pment for marlung out the ramp. 

I .\party of men carrymg tool" ta:-ked w11h 
straighten mg the ruad and clearmg an)· obstruction.« 
(In Hyginus' \lanual, tht, role was alloC3ted to a 
detachment of sa1lol".) 

5 Th<' army n•mrnander's baggage and his staff, 
e..com<I by cavalrr 

6 The t"mmander him..-.elf, his pe™>nal bodyguard and 
a p1ck1<l force of hor.,e and foot. 

7 The cavalry of the legions. 
8 The siege train. 
9 The legatl.,; of the legions, and the prefects and 

tribun1.,; bOOrted by picked tl'OOP" 
IO Each legion in turn, led by its eagle and other 

~tandard:-., the men man.:hing ~ix abreast. 
11 The allit-s and auxiliaries. 
12 A reaf'll\13rd of both light and heavy infantry and 

cavalry. 

\ 'e;pasian did not expect to encounter an enemy 
field army, but even so took precautions to meet any 
sudden attack. \\'hen there was a greater likelihood 
of encountering a numerous enemy force, the 
Roman column might march ready to deploy 
directlr into battle order, or. if the direction of 
enemy attack was unl"t:rtain. in hollow square. 

Great care was taken to gather as much informa­
tion about the enemr location, strength and 
intentions as pck•sible - a marked change from the 
old \ lid Republican militia, which had tended to 
blunder into ambush or contact with remarkable 
frequency. i{oinan generals often went out in person 
to reconnoitre, and supervised the interrogation of 
captives. 

criucal and that there was no other reserw available, 
took a shield from a man in the rear ranks - he had 
come without his own advanced into the front line 
and e<tllt<l on the t'mturions by name. encouraged the 
soldiers, and ordered the lme to ad\'ance and the umts 
to extcnd, '"that they could emplor thetr swords 
more easilr 111> amval brought hope to the soldier>; 
and rdn~hc.'Cl their spirits. t\'ery man wanting to do 
hi!oi bt~t in the sight of hi!oi gt:nt-ral e\'en in ~uch a 
<k:-perate slluation. Theenemr's ad\'ance was delayed 
for a while' 

Catsar. &Oum GaOirum 2. 25. 

Ca1.,;ar·, account of the battle of the Sarnbre. 57 oc. 



When and where to fight 
When a Roman army came into contact with an 
enemy force, it usually pitched camp, part of the 
army forming up to cover the men digging 
entrenchments. From the 3rd to 1st centuries llC, it 
was then very common to remain within a few miles 
of the enemy for days or even weeks before actually 
joining battle. On many of these days one or both 
sides would march out of camp and form up ready 
to fight, so that sometimes they were as little as a 
quarter of a mile apart. only to stare at each other 
for a few hours, and then return to camp. How far 
forward from its own camp and towards the enemy 
line an army was willmgtogodemonstrated its con­
fidence. Morale has always played a critical role in 
deciding the outcome of combat, but this was espe­
cially true in the ancient world where much of the 
fighting was hand-to-hand. Generals attempted to 
build up their men's morale before risking an actual 
cL,sh with the enemy. Skirmishes and single 
combats might be fought, especially by the cavalry 
and light infantry, and the outcome of these was felt 
to demonstrate the relative courage and prowtsS of 
the ri\'lll sides. The battles in this period were very 
formal affairs, the subtle manoeuvrings of the ri\'lll 
armies having an almost ritualized feel to them. The 
good commander ch<,,;e the ground on which he 
would fight a battle, seeking terrain which favoured 
his own forces more than the enernr. Then he also 
took great care in deciding when to push his men 
forward that little bit further so that the enemy 
would either have to fight, or retreat and demon­
strate their lack of confidence. 

There were long delays before many of Julius 
Caesar's battles, against both foreign and Roman 
opponents. After suffering a reverse, Caesar also 
frequent))• formed his men up in an exceptionally 
strong position and offered battle, knowing that the 
enemr would not risk fightmg at such a disadvan­
tage. Thus he was able to assure his men that the 
enernr were still frightened of them. 

None of our sources for the Principate mentton 
such long delays before a battle. Instead many of 
the army's battles occurred when the enemy were 
encountered on the march or, at the most, after 
haltmg and building a camp for the night. This may 
well be a reflection of a changing military situation 
when most campaigns were fought against less 
politically united opponents. Much of the fighting 
on Rome's frontiers "'llS on a smaller scale than the 
wars of earlier periods. Few enemies could muster 
armies which required large concentrations of 
Roman troops to be sent against them. However, 
much of the fighting occurred in areas where the 
terrain was difficult, and good roads rare. Supply­
ing an army operating in such conditions and 
simply finding the enemy were major problems. 
The Roman army \\'l!S so confident of its superiority 
over its opponents that it could afford to risk battle 
under circumstances that were less than ideal. 

The battle line 
The manipular legion of the Mid Republic had 
es.<;entially one battle formation. and variations 
on this were extremely rare. Only a few, highly 
imagmati\•e and gifted commanders. such as 
Scipio Africanus, at the head of very experienced 
armies were able to use anything other than the 
standard three lines (ln{>lex aries), with the legions 
in the centre. aloe on either side and cavalry on 
the wings. The Marian reform chang<.'<i thi~. and the 
greater flexibility of the legion based upon the 
cohort rather than the maniple resulted in far more 
\ariation. 

In most large-scale actions the terrain was fairly 
open. There were some exceptions to this rule, and 
at times Roman armies fought effecti,·ely through 
forest; and marsh if that was the only place where 
they could bring the enemy to battle. Forming up 
on a ridge or hill gave an army an advantage. 
though carried with it the danger that the enemy 
would decline to attack at all. Terrain features were 
often used to protect an army's rear or flank>. 
especially if the enemy was significantly more 

(hu '~' l/w .'\(u/pitJ rr/111~ 
from Jiu printipia ;,, llu 
/orltr.~· al \fmtu shmo luv1 
"!(imwntsmftl.!hluw 
po.'tifio11 .... Tiu man m .fnml 
rmudit\ do11. n lo gam lhi' 
maxrmum protatiou from lus 
n rtangular ~tum I /l."i. 
gladm~ is luM rtady to delinr 
011 u11d, r-arm thrust /11 lzis 
oppom nt. &:Ju11d him onothtr 
lt.·f(ionary lras Jus pilum sHU 
n .;;fing OJ!(li11st his ;-;hmdder. 
and holds lu~'i :-;t'\Jtum htKh lo 
pmtut lhr ollu r matt. fl L.."i 

uncltar u·J1rll11 r tins ftRun• 
arcurat1 ~~· npn sen ts the roU 
of /Ill'~ cmttl rank of a Jim 
duntt!( a comht.11, or u-hclht r 
he npn -"' nls in a /cs_.;; lituaJ 
5'.1L'\i' JIIL support gil ~ 11 to the 
fil(lzhu)(-line by the me" and 
colwrls b. lrind. 
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As the barbarian warband ts 
struck by the cohort's pda, the 
warriors bunch together, 
crouching k>w behind their 
shields as 1f walking into a high 
wind Mostly without armour, 
some warnors fall as the 
Roman mm1I~ punch through 
t~r Vltefds. 

An advancing cohort throws its 
ptfa at the enemy warband. 
Legionaries are shown here 
throwing their missiles as 
indrviduals. It is quite possible 
that a unit normally tned to 
del.ver its ~lo 1n a single volley. 

II i.s t .Tlrt 111d;y dtffintll form 
to imamni' t~ hat a bt11tJ. m lh1 
Romnn fJ< nod u·a.s llkt.. Tiu.( 
pvtun all( 111p1 ... 1" n amslru<I 
a S«tio11 of a baltU man 
tntotml• r A /lt'n 11 tire 
R11ma1u a1ul a "barbnnan" 
arnry. 
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Opposite the oncoming 
Romans a lone barbanan 
chieftain tries to impire his 
men to move forward into 
contact by a display of heroic 
bravado. 

Neartr the centre of the 
cohort, a group of centurions 
lead a surge forward mto 
contact with the enemy hne. 
This products a fttrce 
although probably rel.Jtovely 
short bur>t of h•nd·lO·h.lnd 
hghting Cawalty rat'1 wtre 
u>Wly d<>proporuonatoly hogh 
amongst CHltunom b«•u~ 
of the nttd to tead att~ ks 1n 
this way. 

Roman cavalry advance to 
threaten the enemy's flank 
Cavalry were rarely a~e to 
defeat confident and do~ly 
formed infantry ma frontal 
charge, but charge-s against 
the flank, or against di~sed 
foot so'd•ttS, ~re usually very 
effec-trve. 

. " ... ,. .. 

Part of th1) cohort 1s bfg1nn1ng 
to Wa'Vf'f'. a) leg1onant1 edge 
bac.kwards to get out of m1u1le C\~ 
range of the enemy. .Jlf ... 

-. .l_ 
),, ... 

~ •. .11. 
Men from the cohort m the 
second line of the Roman army 
wail for the order to move 
forward. It was important to 
prevent reserve units getting 
over~excited and surging 

forward prematurely to join m 
the comtxit. Under the 
Republic the tnoril would 
usually kneel or sit in rank to 
make it harder for them to lose 
control m this way. 

mobile or numerous. In Britain in rn 60 Su{·tonius 
Paulinus fought as.,'llmst Boudicca ·, hug,• rd)(•I 
army in a narmwing ravme. with his flanks and 
n·ar pmtl~1l'CI by the high ground and thick 
'""idland. In Cappadocia in the earli 2nd century 
111 •• \rrian planned to anchor his flanks on high 
gmund to pn-wnt the mobile Alan hoN.·men fmm 
thn-atening them. When- nature failed to offer such 
feature,;. the armr rnuld make its own. as for 
mstanct at Chaerunea in 86 llC when Sulla dug a 

st·ri<-s of r.omparts and ditche,; to gi.k1rd the 
flank> of his heavtly outnumb<:r<'CI legions against 
~lithrid1tl-sof Pontus. 

The ck·tails of the army·s formation depended on 
lb rnmpos1t1on and the l•1t"3l tart1G1I ~ituation. 

P'.'ually. a~ m t·arlit·r J~.:riod'.', the Gffalry \\a:-. 
dividt~I bl·t\ll'l·n th1 flanks of the lme. >"lllletime. 
with an addmonal fom: kept in n"<·rvc. Howewr. if 
the enem\ \\as owrwhdmingly su1i.:rior in hoN­
nwn then the Roman t<ivalry was either closdi 



A couner arrives to give 
a message from the army 
commander to the 
legionary legat• 1n charge 
of this section of the battle 
line. Despatch riders 
conventlOflally were 
d1stingu1med by a feather 
bed to the-tr spe-ar 

_vt_ .. 

The legionary legate directs 
the fighting from dose behind 
the hne. ll is his 1ob to move to 
each crisis point Wlthin his 
sector, encouraging the men 
and gMng orOOs to retnforce 
them W1lh reserves. Onty if 
things become extreme?­
de\f)erate will he pn the front 
rank and lead a charge or resist 
an enemy onslaught. 

_._ 

An opt1o uses his staff of office 
(host1W) to force the soldiers 
back into place. 

supported br stmng detachments of infantry or 
placed brhind a den:;e infantry !me. The entire 
army could form a hul(e square tf fact:d with a very 
mobile opponmt. Sometime; the auxiliary infantry 
was stationed on either side of a a:ntre formed br 
the lewons. but u could also form the fir:;t line and 
be supported by the citi1.en troop,;. The cohort 
legion lllO>'t often deployed in three line;, but there 
were many variations, and ><>met1me; entire legions 
were stationed in fl~·rYe. 

The royal commander in battle 
Before a battle a Roman gcntral summoned a 
council (co1~<ilium). Although often translattd as 
council of war, this was not a forum for ck-bate, but 
a gathering in which order:; wtre 1"ut-d and 
explained to the :;emor offin-r:; of the army. 
Legionary lei.:-Jte; and tribunes certainly attendt-d 
the consilium, and it is pmbable that auxiliary pre· 
fects and senior lej..rionarr l"\.'Oturions wtn• a1:'o4:, 
present. ls.<ue; covered includl-d the army' forrna· 
tion and tactit-s. and the ordtr:; nt'Cl"'-'ary to put 
these into effect. The offin-r:; present would thtn in 
turn go to brief their own subordinatts in similar 
sessions. Mo,·ing an army into position, and 
making sure that each unit reachl-d the right place 
at the right time and knew what it was supJ)<N.-d to 
do, was a major task. requiring d<~ suptrvision 
from all the officers of the army. includinJ( the 
general. 

Another important function of the rn11s1/i11m was 
to allocate commanders to each section of the battle 
line. Normally, each legion had its legate who auto· 
rnatically controlled the 10 cohort>. Legionary 
vexillations also usually had an acting commander. 
often one of the tribunes. Auxiliary a/a,. and 
cohorts were independent units and had no higher 
command structure. Sometimt-s indiYidual units 
were attached to a legion. but usually they were 
temporarily brigaded tol(ether and plat"t-d under the 
command of an officer. who was 111<»t often one of 

Tiu- commamla of a Roman 
army tms l'xfH_·ctcd to ht. n ''J 
acl1n bt.'}im. dun.,11: and after 
a hat/If. but tt'Os not narmaU\• 
tX{Jtxltti tofi!lhl. A /tfllcral · 
was tlltrf' to dirrrt mu/ llt.'ipin 
hrs nu 11. Other snrior officers 
Pt. rfimncd a similar fuuction 
m lhr stcforof /ht luu: plaad 
um/, r their durrgt. bl mo."t 
rast.<1 J.:tlllnlL" mmkl control a 
baltlt 011 lw~cbadt. maktnl! 1/ 

ta."itr for //1, m lo·"' t rrhnt 
rm.'i ~1m!( m1 and mon fmm 
0111 cnsis puint In thR next. 
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Battle 

A Rommiglm·ralu·as 
supposed lo act as a /U<ige of 
his ml n's belulliour, prmsuJ/( 
and rewardmg the brat.'£' and 
pums/111111 lite roward(~ Jn //us 
scene from Trajan:'. 0.J/umn 
auxiliary S()/d1crs pmml lite 
Emprror u·i/lr tlw Sl't'Cri d 
heads of /Jacian rc:arn·ors. 
Rmnt hod .mppn·.'·"·d Ju·ad 
hunhn.g u1tlun /Ju prvnna .~. 
but it .litl'm5 to hot·rcottlinmd 
lo fo1uri."h amongst a rlain 
auxiliary units. 
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their prefects. In the largest armies, it was some­
times felt necessary to impose a higher level of 
command over the c. 5,000-man blocks formed by 
the legions. Caesar routinely divided his army up 
into a right wing, centre and left wing, each under 
the control of one of his senior !Rgah', and this 
appean; to have been standard practice. 

All of these subordinate commanders were 
directly or indirectly responsible to the general. 
There was no fixed position which a Roman general 
was expected to occupy during a battle. In a few 
exceptional cases Roman corrunanclers chooe to lead 
one of the front-line units, fighting hand-to-hand 
with it after the manner of Hellenistic leaders such 
as Alexander the Great. Such heroic leadership 
could msprre the army, but a general wielding his 
sword in close combat had little sense of what was 
gomg on throughout the rest of the battlefield and 
was in no position to issue orders. This was a major 
disadvantage, because the Roman system of 
deploying in more than one line meant that a high 
proportion of the army began the battle in reserve. 
Slightly more Roman generals adopted the opposite 
style of command, establishing themselves well 
behind the army, preferably on higher ground 
which offered good visibility. From there they were 
able to observe the battle as a whole and react to the 
changing situation, issuing fresh orders by messen­
gers. Remaining in one place also meant that 
reports sent by his subordinates could reach him 

easily. Yet such a distant commander was unlikely 
to inspire his soldiers, and may not always have 
been able to Judge how the fighting was going until 
it was too late to do anything about it. 

The vast maiority of Roman generals adopted a 
style of command which was a compromise 
between these two extremes, keeping close behind 
the fighting lme, whilst not actually getting 
involved in the melee. From there, the general was 
far more able to judge how the fighting was going 
for the nearest units, since he was able to see if 
unwounded men were beginning to slip away from 
the rear of the line, and listen to the noise and 
observe how confident each side appeared to be. 
This allowed him to judge whether or not to commit 
troops from the reserve line, either to reinforce 
succes.~ or prevent an impending breakthrough. 
Reinforcements from the reserve lines were either 
summoned by mes.enger or the commander 
himself a>Uld ride over to them and lead them up 
into position. If he felt it necessary he could choose 
to lead such a unit or one already in the fighting line 
in a charge, actually fighting for a short time before 
re;uming his role directmg the battle. A general 
who kept c(05e to the fightmg was also able to 
encourage his men by cheering them on. He also 
acted as a witneso; to their behaviour, a witness who 
had the power to reward courage and punish 
cowardice. The Roman army was lavish in issuing 



decorations to murai..•t•otb mdi1iduab. but acts of 
brawry nerot'd to be notit'l.'d if they were to be com· 
mcndt'd. Roman "ildi~ \\ere thought to fight 
much better when the) belic1t'd that their comman· 
der was watching. 

The general was not tit'd to one particular pan of 
the battlefield, but able to move around. I le needed 
to anticipate where each crisis or critical point 
would occur and move to that spot in time to meet it. 
All along the line, the offia:rs in charge of each 
sector were doing much the same things as the com· 
mander-in-chief. The Roman style of command was 
highly effective, but also dangerou!'. Generals were 
conspicuous figures, marked out by their red cloaks, 
and often even more spectacular costume. Moving 
around only just behind the fighting line they risked 
bemg hit by missil~ There was also the danger 
that individual enemies would single them oul in an 
effort to win glory by killing the enemy commander. 

Unit formations and tactics 
\\'e do not haw a manual db<.Ttbmg the drills and 
tactit-,; of the profes.,ional Roman armi in detail. 
although to some extent Arrian's Taclica covers 
'"me aspects of cavalry tat1ics. Poly bi us appears to 
say that a Roman legionary Ol't.'Up1t'd 1.8 m (6 ft) of 
frontage and Ulm of depth in formation. In contrast 
\'eget1us. wntmg much later but employing earlier 
sourt~. says that the frontage per man was 0.9 m 

(3 ft) and the depth 2.l m (7ft). , \ depth of 1.8-2.1 m 
(6-7 ft) was probably cs.scntial to allow a "'ldicr to 
thmw his pi/um without striking the man behind 
him. A frontage of 1.8 m seems exctt'dmgly wide, 
and it is more probable that 0.9 m (3 ft) was the stan­
dard frontage, which was ctTtamly the case for 
other close-order infantrymen m the ancient world. 

Our sources occasionally provide "'me detail 
concerning the formations adopted by Roman 
troops. At Pharsalus in 48 Ill Pompey deployed his 
infantry IO ranks deep, because they were both 
more numerous and of poorer quality than Caesar's 
men. Josephus says that the Romans marched six 
abreast and mentions both infantry and cavalry 
deployed in lines three deep. This would appear to 
suggest a drill system bast'd on multiples of three. 
Arrian's infantry marched four abreast, and 
deployed in battle eight deep, which would then 
suggest a system bast'd on multiples of four, the 
number usually found in I lellenistic manuals. 
Perhaps the Roman army as a whole had adopted a 
new system of drill. but it may also be that such 
things '-aried in detail from legion to legion and 
period to period. 

Formation was in part dictated by practical 
factors. The wider a line was. the more likely It was 
to encounter obstacles as it moved. Gnll""' it 
proceeded slowly, constant!)' halting to reform, it 
would rapidly break up and fall into disorder. 

A pamhnJ( shou111.g /Ju· 
jonnahon Khi<h Afflan. 
kgalr of Cappaduna, m 
mt"'ltnt Turkey. durillK 
Hadnan's n'i/ln. ordmd his 
lo!101um·rs fo adopt btforc 011 
anhnj:Jalld lncounkr ll'i/11 /ht. 
·\/mt< Tik /a/Irr uxn a 
Samrahmr P.,opk, u}wst 
mam sin nf.!lh cmrsistrd of 
lu·milJ: annourt'd ca/op/Jract 
camlrv. In order In resisl lhnr 
attack. Arrian's legionaries -
l /nnrnls of XII Fulminala 
and XV ApoU11raris -
dtpfoyed in eight ranks, 
/lackrd by a nintlr rank of 
arc/rm and a /cnllr of horse 
arclrax Ranksfit•e lo eight in 
llu /1grons were armed u11/1 
lirl' /iglrlrr lanceajavc/m, 
ral/U'T /Iran lhc pilum lf7rdt> 
llU' jnml ranks packrd lrghl(v 
tugdiU'r, llwst b..lund <klug.d 
llU' A/ans 1cill1 missiks 
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(l.Rjt) Jfonnus 1ms an ordur 
m Colw~- I llurtu onm1 u-ho 
died al lhca111of.51!a//ir16 
\'(ors' sm·ict am/ htuct' had 
-1101 tnfi..'>ll'd until llu aJ,:t r~f 
34 .. \lam· of llu units anm d 
u1th btn;s 1~y rt uril(lnaOy 
lorml'd i11 tlu. rastcm 
pmtltucs sur/J a.~ lturuta 111 

.'·frria .. \f11nnus is _.;/ww'1 
I; •Mm~ /ti:; rtmtf>tJs11' /k11f 
and a bumlk· of am11c.'\. 

(R1g/JI) Although 110 au.ulwry 
rnltorl appears lo !tan bt.' 11 

ojfioally dcs1/:[nalcd as 
sli11w·rs (funditorr':"), 111.~ clwr 
that some soldil rs tf' n 
cqwpf'td u-ith I/us u·t·apon 
Tills sccncf'rom Tra;an'.~ 
Cdumn ~hoKs lm.1 sluw rs 
idw !tan a sf>i fin/J.i,.· adaplt d 
fi,/J lo their ltmirs aOu11i11K 
Jiu. m lo Jul/if a supply t~f 
ammu11itio11. S/i111? bulkls 
u·hcthcr . ..;mph f>tbbhs or 
moultkd ll:ad ammumlio11 -
l<Ut J1jfi(11// /u Sll Ill lf«h/ 
and aJUld cau_,, omrussw11 
rm11/ lheyfmk d lo pwdralt 
lhr largtt'.~ hl'lmrl oronnour. 

Therdore a narrnwcr. deeper formation could mo,·e 
and manoeuvre more quickly. Howe,·er. only troops 
111 the fnmt. and to some extent second. rank of a 
formation muld use their weapons in combat. The 
role of men in the ranks behind this was primarily 
psychological. To the enemy they made the forma­
tion l\Xlk more impressive and frighten ing. Their 
physical presence also made it \'ery difficult for the 
nwn 111 front of them to run away. I ligher-quality 
troops tended to form up in shallow formations. 
perhaps three or four deep. whilst less experienced 
or confident units deployed six. eighr. or 10 deep. 

Missile combat 
\lost Roman soldiers carried some form of missile 
weapon. whether it was api/w11 or lighter throwing· 
spear. .-\ smaller number carried longer-range 
weapons such as the bow or sling. Archers could be 
employL'<I in cl<N' formation. although it does not 
"'em to ha\"e been possible for them to defend their 
mm frontage simpl)" by firepower. and we read on 
"'wrnl ot.'t.-asions of archers being swept away by 
an enemy chaJ"!,<e. A more effective tacric was !O 

deploy a line of archers behind a legionary or auxil­
iary cohort. so that the bowmen could shoot over 
their heads. This was done during the Jewish Rebel· 
lion in .\ll 66 i3 when a three-rank formation of 
heavy infantry was backed by a single rank of 
archl"rs. In Cappaclcx.ia in \ll 135 Arrian's eight 
ranks of leg10nam.,. had a nmth rank of foot 
archers and knth rank of ho""' archers shooting 
owr thl"ir ht•ads. as well as artillery l'O"llioned on 
high ground. Clmrly. archers standing behind 
forrru:d infantry cannot hawSttn and thus aimed at 
tht·ir targt·ts. They were shmting blind. hoping to 
drop large numbers of arrows into a beaten zone 
enclosmg the attacking enemy. 

Slingers. some javelinmcn. and >-0mctimcs 
archers, operated in open order. skirmishing with 
the enemy. This allowed them to single out a target 
and ;nm. whilst the space also made it easier to 
dodge and avoid 111mming m1s.sil!.'>'. According to 
Vegetius, archers tramed by shooting at a post 
180 m (590 ft) away. The effective range of a bow or 
sling in battle is rather harder to estimate. since a 
great deal depended on the skill of the man employ-



ing the weapon. Skirmishers rarely proved decisive 
in the bank.,; of the period covered by this book. At 
bt'>t they could defeat their roumerparts and begin 
to haras.' the main line. but many skirm1'h combats 
app<·ar to ha,·e gone on for a considt:rable ttme 
without achieving much. Ancient miS>-iles all 
moved at a mmpararively low wlocit). Arrows and 
iawlins, though not sling bullets, were readily 
visibk Ill the air and so could be dodged. Casualties 
Ill skirmish mmbats appear generally to have been 
few as a result. 

\\'hen mis.,ik,,.; were directed at a body of troops 
m cl<"<' order. there was far k-s.' opportunity for 
them to avoid the projectiles and greater reliance 
was placed on l'hield and armour to stop these. 
, \rrows would normall} be stoppt.>d by a l'hield. 
ext~pt at very close range, but modern tests 
sugj(t'>t that they would readily penetrnte mail, 
though not segmented, armour at battlefield rangt.,;. 
Fatal iniuries would be rare, but wounds to the 
t'Xp<>:;l>d limbs fairly mmmon. 

Artillery (see p. 188) was comparatively rare on 
the battlefield, because of its p<>Or mobility. Its 

advantages were far longer range, greater a<niracy 
and far more penetrative p<>wer than other mi,,.,iJ< 
weapons. When a Roman field army dcplO)l-d 
artillery, espt.'Cially against barbarian opp<mcnts. 
they were able to single out and pick off conspicu­
ous enemies at ranges far beyond the opp<>Sllion',., 
ability to rt.,;pond. Art1llery probably would kill rel · 
atively few encm""'· but its p<iwer was such that it 
would do so in a spfftacular way, which could have 
a deep effect on enemy morale. 

Hand-to-hand combat 
Armies might begrn a battle deployed as clo,.,e as a 
quarter of a mile apart. After a period of skirmish· 
ing which could last ,;ome time but rarely ach1en-d 
a decisive rtsult, one or both of the opposing armi<-,, 
would advant-e and the major clash begin. It was 
very rare for Roman infantry to remain stationary 
and await an anack. although this was wmetiml'> 
necessary when facing large numbers of enemy 
cavalry. Caesar believed that it was a mistake for 
infantry to meet a charge al the halt, since advanc· 
ing troop< weremorcmnfident. • p./111 

Bottle 

~//hough arhllt ry uVIs 1111mtly 
11.~d m SlCJ:l s. till' Romall.'i 
' 1m. twu .\t mp/oy( J light 
balh-.tae or srorp11111s m bnttle.. 
."it1m of lht."f' l71Jfllll'S, hrorrn 
a..: rnrmballi~tae. mrt 
mounft ,/ mz earls drairn b\· 
mult ·' Thrst t nJ:incs fin ,j 
ho/I.~ mlh masszi·e force 
mpahli of Pt nl'lratmg sludd 
or arm11ur ifitlz great ca.q, 
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The Battle of 
Pharsalus 
9 August 48 BC 

Fourth hne 
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Dunng 19 IJL civil war had broken out between Caius 
ju Jiu, Caesir and his m-als in the Senate, Jed b)· Pompe) 
the Great. Caesar had rapidly overrun Italy and then 
dtfoatl-d the Pompeian armies m Spam whilst his 
oppont,·nts mas.."iC..>d their main strength in ~tacedonia. 
• \fter an mit1al ch!'Ck at Dynachium. Caesar 
confrnnted Pompey near the small town of J'harsaJu,. 

The forces 
I The Caesan>an': about eight llnderstrength legions 

totalling 2'2.000 men supported by 1.000 ca\alry. 
2 The l'ompe1ans: 11 strong leg;on,; 

totalling 15.<XX> men and 
7.(XJ() cavalry. 

The fighting 
Caesar had n-stt'<l his kft flank on the Riwr Enipeu:•, 
so Pompty rt-s1>ln-d to use h1:-. va:-.tly superior cavalrr 
to turn h1' opponent's right flank. Taking one cohort 
from the third li1w of t·ach of his legions, Caesar 
formed a fourth luw. angled back behmd his own 
cavall") on the right. The Pompeian cavalry led by 
J.ab1t'llu' atta<'kt"<l and dnJ\t back the Cae;armn 
horse. but m the pn><'t'S-' l•"'t much of their order. 
L"nexpectedlrcnunter-attacked by the fourth line. the 
milling ma"' of C3\alry """tampeded to the rear. In 
the nll'antime Cal'Sar's infantry had advanced to 
engage the mam tlll'lll)' hne. The Pompeians did not 
mon.• foru ard to meet them.~> Caesar's men checked 

• •••• ••••••••• •••• ••• ··~»~ 
••• ••• •• • !"\<'><' CihC>an 

• •• ••• • Leg1onand 
• • ·• Spanish 

•••• ••• • • .,<>~\o . Cohorts 
••• ••• •• Synan 

•• ••• •• Legions 

••••• ~ei 
O<:)> • • vo«' Lucius 
~\),"> Dom1tius 
• ,.'O\e<' 

1 
Ahenobarbus 

v- Cava ry 

ll'hcn tht Ci11J liar b.l.'On tn 
19 RC, Pompey ahtmdmU'd 
lta/\· /o mnsvlidalt• Ju.~ 
slr;11j!lh m .lfaculonza 
Cat'-"OT did 1wl attack unhl 
llk'follouin}{JtOT. 01ul 
Ttf(-it't'd a srr' rt rhukal 
DyrrMlukm, bt'forr k1m1111g 
a duiszt'l' l"irlury· al /'IUJr5ahu. 

Fourth line 



their charge and reformed before advancing into 
contact. A hard fight developed. Eventually Caesar 
ordered his third line to reinforce the fighting line and 
sent the fourth line against the exposed left Aank of 
the enemy foot. Pompey's army collapsed into rout. 

Casualties 
1 Caesarean: 30 centurions and about 200 legionaries. 
2 Pompeian: allegedly 15,000 killed and 24,000 taken 

prisoner. Nine eagles and 180 sig..a standards were 
captured. 

Results 
Pompey's main hope was destroyed. He fled to Egypt 
and wa' murdered there. The war might have ended 
at this point had not Caesar then spent half a year 
involving himself with Egypt's dynastic struggles 
and carrying on an affair with Queen Cleopatra. 

!!! 
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Syrian 
Legions 

Caesar's legions 

Caesar's cavalry 

Pompey's legions 

Pompey's cavalry 

Julius Caesar u·as u'idely 
acknou·ledged by the Romans 
llzcmselt~s as probably the 
greatest, and certainly the 
most successful, commandtr 
they ever produced. He also 
wrote commentan·es 01l his 
campmgn.s (Gallic Wars) 
wluch Prot'ide the most 
delaikd account of the kgio11S 
on camPai'gn. 

Six year.; older than uwsar, 
Pompey the Great had U'On 
wan; in Africa, Sicily, //aly, 
Spam and throughout the 
east, but had not seen aclit'e 
senice for ot'er a decade 
before the uni War. In spite 
of some initial successes, he 
was decisively defeated al 
Phar.;a/u• 

JULIUS CAESAR (c. 1 00-44 BC) 
Caesar wa' widely held to be the great°'! of all Roman 
commanders. I le was a member of a noble family which 
had enjoyed only minor political success in recent genera­
tions and, in spite of involvement in several public 
controversies. his early career was largely conventional. 
He then formed a secret political alliance with Pompey and 
Cras.-;us, which allowed him to gain the consulship in 59 
and brought him a five - later extended to lO - year 
command in Gaul during which his successes brought him 
fabulous wealth and mas..c;ive prestige. 

However, Crassus had been killed by the Parthians in 53 
and a breakdown of relations between Caesar and 
Pompey culminated in the Ci\'il War which began in 49. 
Caesar overran Italy in a matter of weeks, and then out· 
manoeuvered Pompey's commanders in Spain and forced 
their surrender just a few months later following the main 
confrontation at Pharsalus. The pursuit led Caesir ro 
Egypt where he found Pompey murdered. lie spent 
several months in Alexandria, conducting a highly public 
affair with Queen Cleopatra and defeating her rivals in an 
internal dynastic struggle. This delar in returning to 
Rome allowed the Civil \\'ar to fester on, and required 
Caesar to fight further campaigns JO Africa in 46 and 
Spain in 45. Although victorious in war, Caesar '"·as 
unable to win the peace, and he was murdered on 15 
March 44 by a senatorial con,piracy. 

POMPEY THE GREAT (106-48 BC) 

One of the most successful Roman generals, Pompey's 
career was highly unorthodox. He did not enter the Senate 
until 70 oc, despite having already held a long succ•ssion 
of military commands as a privatedtizen. He served in the 
Social War (90-88) under his father Pompei us Strabo, and 
supported Sulla in the Civil War. Following Sulla's victory 
in Italy Pompey wa' sent to re-take Sicily and Africa and 
was given the title 'the Great' (Magnus). In 76 he was sent 
to Spain to fight against Sertorius, but victory proved 
elusi\-·e until Sertorius was murdered by one of his own 
subordinates. In 71 Pompey returned to Rome and won the 
consulship for the following year. 

In 67 Pompey was given massive pQwer and resources 
to CO-Ordinate a campaign against the fleets of pirate; 
marauding through the Mediterranean. A highly talented 
organizer, Pompey completed the war within a single year 
and then went on to finish a major conflict against King 
Mithridates Vl of Pontus. During the course of his opera­
tions in the eastern Mediterranean, he was the first Roman 
to besiege and capture Jerusalem. Pompey did not serve in 
the field again until the civil war with Caesar in 49, when 
divided councils in the Pompeian camp eased Caesar's 
victory. After his main army was smashed at Pharsalus, 
Pompey fled to Egypt. where he was murdered on the 
orders of the young Egyptian king who hoped JO this way 
to win favour with Caesar. 
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The Battle of 
Thapsus, 
46 BC 

"CaNir ""'doubtful, 
n~i:-.tmg tht.·1r t"agl'r~' 
and enthusla:-.m. H·lling 
out that he did n<;t 
appm\eof fightmgbra 
ft'('klt":-':-.on:-.1aught. and 
holding back tht• lme 
agam and again. when 
suddtnlr on the nght 
wmg a /ub1a n. without 
orders fmm Cal"'-1r. but 
tncourag...d by the 
soldier;. b1:gan to sound 
his instrument. This wns 
repeated br all the 
cohorts, the line lx\l{i.ln to 
advance against the 
enemy, although th<· 
rt'nturions plact'd 
them~lvt·s in front and 
vamly tned to rl".'tram the.• 
,.,Jd"·" by fon.'l' and st<>P 
them attarking \\:ithout 
order; fmm the g1·m·ral. 

\\'hen Catsar 1><·rce1n'° 
that it was impo~~ible to 
~train the ".'•old1t·r~: 
ruu:-c.."<i spirit:--, he j(a\l' the 
watrh\\(1rd 'G<wd Lul·k' 
(Ftltn/as). spurr...d hi, 
horse at th•· l"nt·my fnmt 
rank~· 

Tiu Atnrmr liar, ii:! 83. 

IS.I 

..\rrount bv om.• of 
Cal""1r°s officer, of th•· 

start of th•• battlt•nf 
Tha1»1is. 16 Ill 

During the advance. each side hoped to intimi· 
date the enemy before they came into mntact. 
Individual appearance - plumes which added to a 
man's height. highly poli5hed armour and bright 
painted shidds hinted at the prowes.~ of each 
soldier. The 1mpres;ion created by the group was 
also vital. Large. deep formations were frightening, 
but ewn more imponant was the confidence with 
which they came on, the degree to which their ranks 
kept m g<•xl order, and the noise they made. A unit's 
battle lT) expr~ it:> confidence. to the extent 
that German tribesmen belie,·ed that they muld 
predict the outmme of a fight simply by listening to 
the banlus shout raised by the rival warbands. 
Many of Rome's opponents added to the shout 
r;iised by the warriors with drums or trumpets or. 
in some cases. tTowds of women screaming encour­
agement from behind the lines. This great barrage 
of noise was terrifying. but it also spread confusion, 
and tended to hasten the loss of order and contrnl 
that was mevitable under the pressure of combat. 

The old militia army had similarly been very 
noisy as it advanced. the legionaries yelling and 
banging weapons against shields. The profes.,ional 
army adopted a different approach, advancing 
slowly to maintain as good a formation as pos.<ible 
and maintaining absolute silence. Optio11es paced 
behind the line to prevent anrone from straggling or 
speakmg. \\'hen the enemy were close, perhaps as 
close as I 0-15 m (30-50 ft). a legionary mhort threw 
it" pr/a and only then rai5ed a shout, sounded their 
rnmu trumpets. and charged at a run. Th~ tactics 
were only made possible by the army's exception­
ally high standards of discipline. It took mas.,ive 
self l1>ntml to keep ach·ancing at a stead)' walk 
whibt a Ilk~'-' of ~aming enemies came running 
!ll\\ ard, }1>U. 1 luman instinct urged each man to do 
something to mpe with his fear, whether by 
running fornard to get the inevitable clash over 
with or bi thmwmg a weapon, even if the enemy 
wasstill out of effective range. Simply because such 
tactll'S were difficult to emulate, probably impossi­
ble for most of Rome's enemies, the eerie silence of a 
Roman attack was far more intimidating than a 
noisy advance. 

just before contact a Roman unit delivered two 
ma"ive shocks to the enemy the physical shock of 
a rnlley of pi/a, and the shock to their morale of a 
hitherto silent and slow·moving enemy suddenly 
launching into a RTeaming charge. Sometimes this 
was enough to shatter the enemy's mntidence and 
rout them before contact or after only the briefest of 
l1>mbats. Lt,,;s often it was the Romans who 
panicked and fled. overawed by the oppo:;ition's 
fnghtenmg apJ)(:arance. If neither happened then 
the two sides met and fought hand·to-hand. 

Tlus type of fighting has been rare in recent cen· 
turies and is espt.>Cially hard for a modern audienl't' 
to imagine act.-urately. Hollprnod images sugg.,,;t a 
frenzied mas.' of indi\"idual mmbats, each one 

ending in death for one of the participants, with the 
two armie:; inter.penetrating each other and no 
trace of units remaining. Such fighting does not tit 
with the dt'SlTiptions in the ancient sources and 
could not possibly have lasted for the two to three 
hours which were considm'° the tniical length of a 
battle m this JXnnd without far higher casualties 
than are recordl'°. Real combat appears to ha,·e 
been much more tentative, and Olx.-urred in short 
buN" after which the two Jin.,,; separated and. 
standing a short distanl't' apart. hurled abu5e or 
mis.,iles at each other until one side had built up 
enough enthusiasm to close once more. In the actual 
fighting the objt<.1ive was to cut an enemy down 
and then step mto his plaL't', breaking into their for­
mation. Once the opJ)<i.;mg side felt that there were 
enemiL'S amongst them they \\Ould become nervous 
and wry ~xm degenerate into flight. This was obvi­
ously extremely dangerous, and a man forcing his 
way into the enemy formation stood a good chance 
of being kilk'° by the enemies in the second rank. 
Few men would be killed in the actual fighting, but 
once a unit mllapscd. the men turning their backs to 
the enemy and running, then casualties among,;t 
the losing side would be huge as the pursuing 
victors were able to strike freely. 

Cl<,,.. combat was highly stre;,;ful and at any 
ume a unit could collapse. Men knew that this was 



the pomt when they "ere lllO>t likdr to be 
killed and that this fate would surely befall anyone 
who did not realize what was hap!X'ning and 
did not run quickly enough. Soldiers in the rear 
ranks of a formation. e>;ptC1ally a deep formation, 
could see little of what was going on, but had to 
judge the progrl"'' of the mmbat largely from 
what they amid hear and the sense of whether 
or not the unit was going forward. As a rombat 
went on. nervousness amonW't these men in the 
rear caust.'<l a unit lo waver. Soldiers would begin 
to edge backward" and if many started to do 
this then the ofi/w111's might not be able to re-train 
a ll of them. Routs usually began at the rear of a 
unit. \\'inning a close combat was a QUt.,.tion of 
both tndurance and agi.,'Tession. A unit needed 
the endurance to stay in the fighnng line for as 
long as was nen-s.<;ary, but simply outlasting 
the enemy was an uncertain path to victor; 
Aggrcs'ion was neces.<;ary to make the men 111 

the fnmt rank go forward to rene" the combat 
time after time as they became more physically 
and emotionally exhaustt-d. The Roman army's 
di,;ciphne and harsh sy>tt:m of punishment, 
combined with emphasis on unit sp1nt, was 
intended lo giw the men the stamina to slay in 
combat. The high quality of tls leaders. and the 
ena>Uragement and reward given to bold mdiv1du-

als. pro\'idt'<l the men who t1>Uld Ufl(c the line 
forward time after lime. At a higher lt•vel. the 
emphasis on n,.:•scrvl"S was nitical. Tht• Romans' 
multiple line formation provided hsh tnx>ps to 
feed into the fighting line, n·ne\\ mg its fornard 
impetus. 

The Romans had sii,'Tlificant ad\'antagb in balllt• 
and w1:rt: likely tn wm far more often than they 
lost. Yet. by its wry nature. hand-to-hand oimbat 
was es!)Kially unci:rtain and there was always 
an element of doubt. Roman mmmandt•rs riding 
behind the line had to 1udge vi:ry carefully when lo 
romm1t rcserws. T<Xl early and the;e fn.,;h tnxips 
might achiC\'e nothing whilst quickly bernming 
as tired as the men already in the fighting line. Too 
late and the first line might mllapse altogether. 
and perhap:; the pamc would spread to the rest 
of the army. Victorious armies usually suffered 
romparatiYely light casualtb, which might be as 
much as 5 per cent. but \H're u,;ually far Jes.-;. 
Defeatt'<l armies suffered many timb thest• lns,-;es. 
Roman doctrine emphasized the ,·aim• of an 
aggres.,1ve pursuit. led by the cm·alry, with the 
simple obJectl\'e of slaughtering as many of the 
fleeing «nemy as pos,;ible. In this way the defeat 
was lo be made w appalling that the enemy would 
be fora'<l to rapllulate or, at the \'ff)' least. dr~ad 
future amfronlatinn with Roman forces. 

(Far kfll ,1 11u loJXjmm 
Adamkli..o; ... , .~hou1111( a 
kgr,,,10ry usm}( hi.s pilum as a 
s/>(.ar. slohhtnJ[dmcmmnl.~ /ti 
ktll a barhana11 u·arnor. It 
1ros qmf, rumm1111 fi1r tnbal 
ant1its to b< Offumf>tuucd by 
Jiil' 1mmors' mr·t sat"/ 
chi/dn" nclmK m u·a;:rm.\ 

{IA.ft) /1101111/ltrr set nr tmm 
.ildllmkb:;.~1 a /t."J:i1n111ry 
iuannJ.! srnlt armour wubls 
Jus gladiu~ um/er-arm. I hs 
oppm11 uls, mu· <~f u·hnm hns 
lu·s l1111r dmw11 i11/o thr 
~"'mbinn Imo/ ,~tr/1·. ar1 anurd 
u'ith mrn cl lm;-lumdt '' 
su"Ords or fa lees. Tt1 r111mh r 
1111' long n arlt of lheM 
1n.apom tlu kl(immnrs at 
A.damkh .. s1 Wfar ;:rt ans and 
arlicu/af( cl armguards 1111 

their sword arms. 

(R111hll .'< r•tral of llw 
Adamkh~st mt lo/>f s, 
mdudmg tins mu. slwU' 
!(,,man rm alrymt 11 d1arJ(utJ( 
11110 halllt. r11cl1 of tlu 
horstmt n u·tars mail armour 
a11d rarro ... a 111 xaf.!tma/ 
shi,/d. C:unatt.'il'f' IWllttlPf>tor 
tohm·tlulmtls. 

Botti• 
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Siege 

Many Roman campaigns involved siege operations. 
Sometimes this involved attacking enemy forts or 
military strongholds, but more often than not it was 
a case of attacking fortified villages, towns and 
cities. Such places might posse>s sufficient political 
importance to warrant their capture in any case, 
and when they were strongly defended by nature or 
artifice their loss was an even greater blow to 
enemy pride. Where the enemy field army could not 
be forced into a decisive battle the capture of one 
fortified place after another weakened the prestige 
of their leaders, so that either their support base 
collapsed, or they were forced to risk a battle. In 
other circumstances, the defeat of the enemy field 
army in open battle was followed up by a drive on, 
and the capture of, his capital or main cities. Such 
concerted pressure was frequently sufficient to 
force his capitulation. 

Sieges were therefore often important compo­
nents of a war, serving either to win a victory, to 
complete one, or to force the enemy to alter his strat· 
egy and fight on Rome·s terms. As "';th battles they 
could vary tremendously in scale. Wealthier, and 
more politically centralized peoples were more 
likely to posses.~ large fortified towns, but a less 
united opponent could well posse>s large numbers 
of =II strongholds. In 51 oc Cicero spent 57 days 
be:;1eg;ng the walled village of Pindenissus dunng 
his punitive expedition against the warlike tribes of 
Mount Amanus of eastern Cilicia (southern 
Turkey). The siege of a substantial town or city 
often took even longer and its outcome was uncer· 
tain. To conduct the siege the Romans needed to 
remain in the same place for months on end, which 
inevitably created serious supply problems. Sources 
of food and fodder from the area around a city 
would quickly be exhausted, even if the defenders 
had not already removed or destroyed everything. 
Other important supplies could also run short. and 
Josephus tells us that in AD 70 the Roman besiegers 
of Jerusalem stripped the surrounding land for 
miles around completely bare of trees as they gath· 
ered timber for construction and firewood. A 
be:;ieging army had to devote effort to protecting its 
supply lines. especially if the enemy posse>sed a 
field army. 

Fortifications 
The defences surrounding Roman army bases in 
the !st and 2nd centuries AD were relatively modest. 
This was not through any lack of engineering skill. 

but a reflection of thetr function as barracks rather 
than stronghold" Roman military doctrine was to 
leave their defenre>; and light the enemy in the open 
wherever pcK~ible. On those occasions when a fort 
or fortress wa;; attacked, their simple ramparts, 
towers and ditches proved formidable enough to 
enemies lacking knowledge of siegecraft. as long as 



(Abort•) Tl~ forlr1 s.-.. at 
\1osa11a tho/ ram•· undt r 
>Ut.rf Ill A/) /.I (Sff /J. n#J/. 

a sufficient number of defendt·n; were prc~nt. 
Excavation at several arm;· bas1:s, notably in 
Britain, has revealed a layer of burnt material 
amongst the ocmpation levels. It is lal')(cly a QUl'S 

tion of academic fashion whether this i, interpreted 
as a sign of deliberate destruction whm the army 
decided to abandon the slle or the re-suit of enemy 
attack. 

Hellenistic styles of fortification alread) existed 
in much of the eastern ~lediterr:mean and tended to 
be employed thmughout the al't'.a until wdl into the 
Roman period. Client kings such as 1 lmld the Great 
m judaea constructed mas.,ive lint.,, of forutic'3· 
tions around important cities such as Jerusalem. 
where the steep terrain added to their streni.,'lh. 
Herod abo constructed luxurious plan-s of refuge 
such as Herodium. l\lachaerus and especially 
'.\ lasada, where a naturally stnmg p<»-ition was 
made apparently impregnable. In the larger projects 
the walls were solid and t1>mp<~-ed of very large 
blocks of drbsed stone. 

A I lellenistic inOuence was al>«iapparenl in some 
of the hilltop towns (oppidn) of Transalpine Gaul, 
such as Entremont where evidence has been found 
of a successful Roman siege in the late 2nd century 
IK:. However, in the main the stmngholds of north· 
ern Europe were construt'ted act'Ording lo local 
patterns. Caesar described the sll't'.ngth of the 
native mums GolllOL,, a type of stone wall given 
greater resilience by a box framework of ""•xlen 
beams. The fortifications built by the Kingdom of 
Dacia sugge;t a range of influences, rang;ng fmm 
Greek to Gallic and Roman. \\'alls of essentially 

Siege 

Tra1a11 '.s u·ars m Dacia 
t•11 IOl-02. 105--06) urn 
d111mnatcd by .'>wges. Damm 
$/ningliolds likr tlw 01u al 
/Jlularu combtm d Hr& ni...tir. 
Romon and nahrt mt tlwds nf 
fi•rt11i<ahon Utlh lhi' 110/urol. 

'trul/(/h •!f //w Carpathum.< 
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I lellmistir pattern. rnnsisting of two facing walls 
and a kx>R rubble core, were strengthened by Jong 
IHM><ll'll beams joining the two facing walls. Jn 
Bntam nati1e stone fortifications were rare. and 
most strongholds had earth and timber defentX'S. 
The grandl'>'t were the great multi-banked hill forts 
of the I>urntrig..,, in the South \\ht, where ditt'ht.,; 
and 11alb were arranged to permit the defenders to 
makt• m.1x1mum u~· of the sling. Thi=-> wa:-. bpe~ 
cially tru,· of the appmachl'>' to their gateways, 
where a mmplex system of ramparts and ditch<.,, 
tTeall.<J a winding path along which it 11aseas) for 
any attacker to l<>R his way. and where he would 
be constant!)' exposed to missik'S against his 
unshitldt-d side. 

Methods of attack 
Thert• 1wrc l"'stntlally three ways of capturing an 
<·ncmy stronghold: 

I Tliro11111t s/arl'Gfio11: This involved the blockade 
of the stronghold, preventing men or supplies from 
ll'avmg or mtmng. Jn time it was hoped that the 
defmdm; would consume all their provisions, or 
run out of an <·ssent1al such as water. and be fact..<J 
wtth a rhoice between surrender or death. Some­
tnn<.,; such dl.,;pt:rate 'ituations led to extremely 
brutal beha1iour. During the siege of Abia m 
n·ntral Gaul in 52 HC (p_ 192). \'ercingetonx. the 
Gallic rl'IJc:I kadt'f, cxpellt.<J all the civilians from the 
tm1 n so that the remaining food would only have to 
meet till' nl'L-<ls of his warriors. Cae:;ar refused to let 
th<· rt·fugl'l's through his siege linl'>'. so th.~t these 
unfnrtunatt"S were ldt to !'tan·e to death w uh in 
~1ght of tht" two armit."S. There werl' oftt.·n ruffH>Ur.-. 
of runnibali~m amon~t garri:'lms running out of 
fmd. for instant.., at :\umamia in Spain m 13-l Ill 
(p. 3°2). Stan·ing a garri~>n into submi~"i(m rl-qUirt.'<.I 
time, l"ll<.'cialli if the defenders had prepart.<J for 
the attark or P<"'-""'-.ed a port and so muld bring in 
'upplil"' by sea. Some c1t1.,,; were able to sun·ive for 
n·ar.-; on t.:nd. The \varehouses and cisterns tut into 
thl· nx:k at .\lasada (p. 190) to gather water from the 
\"t:ry nc<.c.1sional rainfall of the area \vere capablt..> of 
supportmg its garrison almost indefinitely. :\.Jain· 
taining a sufficiently dose blockade required a large 
number of tmt>ps to remain around the stronghold 
for a Vl'I")' long time. 

2 /11• slw///1: Some fortifications muld be taken 
by ,; surprise attack. If a small force was able to 
appn~1ch by skallh and get into a town. it <'mid 
tht:n :-.t:ize rontrol of key positions. most notably a 
gatt"\\ay. and admit the main bod}. Yt:"t this was 
n>k). for 1f the defenders became awart• of thl'ir 
prt'Sl'nce thl'n the "nail fore-,, muld easily be annihi· 
latl-<l. \t \mida in .\(..,.,>pt>tamia m Ill 3:J9. a 
rapturt.<J l'l\'ilian k'CI a group of 70 Persians by a 
~"(Tl'l t:ntranrc into thl' city. The Persians octupied 
a tm\t:r and wt·n.· ablt' to support a major as.. .. ·;.cmlt 

from out'1de. but when this failed they were 
dl.,;troyl'Ci. Such attarks were most likely to be 
'Ul't'l.,,sful 1f the bl'>'1egers posses_-.ed detailed infor 
mation about the defenc.,,; and defende!1', or were 
a»istt'CI by traitors w1thm the walls. Rarely could 
this bt· guar.mtl·t'CI. and surpnse attacks required a 
gcx>Cl dt:al of lurk. Capsa in :\umidia was taken 
whm a LiJ.,'llrian auxiliary hunting for snails dis­
t'U1ered a 1u1y up tht• cliffs behind the town and was 
abl<• to lmd a party of leg10narie" up there. The 
Roman:-- \\t:re n-adr to ~1ze any opportunity for a 
surpnst• attack. but did not rely on this method. 

:l /~r storm: The final meth<>Cl of t<1pturing a 
stronghold \las b) dlfl'<.'t attack. sending men over, 
through or undl'r tht• \\all to ovenl'helm the defend· 
ers. This was bv far the most mstlv method, for in 
an :1s.sault all the adrnntages lay w.ith the defender 
and it was likl•lv that casualties \\ould be high. Pen­
t'trating tht• m;un line of fortifit<1tions was by no 
means t'l'rtain. and en:n if the army managed to 
brt•ak in, therl' remamed the J>ili"ibility that the 
dl•ft•ndl'rs would rail) and drive them out. Street 
fightmg was l'<)mparati\'ely rare in the ancient 
world. but when it did orcur displayed all rhe bru· 
talit) of more 1rn>Clern ~ric>Cls. So traumatic was a 
faik.<J assault that it was usually impossible to 
make anothl'r attl'mpt for clays or even weeks. A 
largl' city like jl'rusall'm. divided into sewral dis­
trirt:; and quaners eat·h pm!t'l.'ll-<l by its own 
µt·rinlt'tl'f wall. n-quirt'CI the attackers to storm suc­
Ct"'-'l\·e \\alb. \ttarkmg a city dirl'l'lly was diffirult 
and rt'QUlrt-d not 'impl) mn,idtrable engineering 
skill. but a J.,~•><l dl·al of r.111 aMJrage and ,;a,·agef)-. 
This 11 a' the most mmmon method employed b) 
tlw p'11fl ..... :--ional army. 

Artillery 

Tht• Roman arm~ <><'l.<1sionally made use of light 
amlll'r) on the battlefield. Some. known as mr­
roh11U1:,1nc. lll'rl' mountl-<l uptm small mule-drawn 
carts to 11npro1<' tlwir mobility. However, the chief 
ust> of artillery <<lml' in the attack and defence of 
f(fftificati(>ns. 

Roman torsion artillery mnsisted of two basic 
typl's smgle and double armed. The single armed. 
a pattern which would remain essentially 
undiangt'<I throu1-:hout the Middle , \ gl'>', was rare 
bdon• tht• Ith n·ntury Ill. It h.1d a "ingle upright 
throwing arm and rould lob or shmt a stone 
with ronsidl'rablt• fom·. The Romans 
t<1lk.<J it thl• 1111111:1 r. or 
\\ilda:--s,be..,~lU:-<•>f the 
engine':; ptmerful kirk. 
.\mmianu:-. dt~Ti~ an 
fN.'G_h1on wht·n a misfiring 
111/tlf!< r killt'CI ont• of ib 
c.Tt·wmt·n m a grut.~nne 
rnannl'f. Ir was aiml'd by 
pt>mtmg the enure 



machine at the targl'l and was rea>0nabl} accurate. 
Far more common for m<,,;t of the period W•·re the 
more >«>phisticate<I l wo-armed engines or ballis/111 . 
Tht'SC.' lmk something likt• a missbow. although 
\\orking on diffort·nt principles. for the fom• was 
not deri\ed fn>m tht• tl'nsion in the arms. but. like 
the 1111111:rr. the tightnl"'-' of th~ mils of sin~\\ n>!)<' 

holding them. &U1s/ll( vam-d mnsiderably in,;,~. 
"'me bemg ,;mall enou!(h to be man portabl~ whilst 

othe!'i \\ert· ma"''""· and could firt• t·1ther bolts or 
stones With grt•at accuracy and force. The lightest 
ballislai• were often referred to as 'st,irpions' (scorpi-
011cs). 

Although powerful, even the larg,.,;t tol'iion 
engmes wert• int~tpable of breaching a well-built 
andsulJ,,tantial "01icoreanh wall. They l'lllld knock 
down thinner parJpets. or tempora11 structures 
added on or an>und pt:rmanent fonitiration:-. • p. /92 

R1 «'1U11 lors J, monstratmg a 
n fomlrur/1111111{ a ltffl· 

arm1 cl• ngr11t "' balli:--t<t t1 
mad1mr u,I Jiu.~ sort multi fm 
bo//\, foil was 1111m• nom111U~· 

t 111plar1 ti /rt ~hoot slo'1t btdls. 
l~dli>t<w roulti ii<' much /o~r 
/~ 011 lhi.s bu/ n lai11i'd the 

1111~ basil •14 'Sll!n 

(/'4loK1'·ttJ,\ r1roflslruflffm 
o{ a lt~hi balh:--ta uf /ht' lypt 
normally 1 mp/r~\·td as an anti· 
Pt nwmu I iffafxm. Till' boll 
tin ti by sud1 011 tnl(lnc cr111/t/ 
lratYl lf'rlli xnal orcurac.·• 
/unlruanJ lfrliil(noltr fom 
Jlum tlu- arm11 ,~,-on.\' arrlu. r. 

(/lt/mt'),1 r1tm1.,./ntdiu1t11I a 
smg/, -(/TU/f d f ngmt slroirmt.: 
tlu t'I ry drtii rt nl shaPt· 4 
suth tn apons. l\'wlflt lls lhl' 
ona~t1", or "tnltl ass·. frrim iJs 
ttolo 11/ l.:kk, mlof>ulls of 
1:1-.'\l1tl111Dr l/U' samt J, .-.v:n 
wllLI n mom comm•m 
tlmmghmtl tlU' ,\111/JJ..•. \J.!t s. 
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The Siege of 
Masada 
AD 73 

0 SO km 

f 
0 so 

l!Xl 

In \I> 66 the province of judaea rebelled agaim•t 
Roman rult•. Orw extremist faction of political 
a .... :"a:-;.. .... ms known as the Sirarii from 1he<.'Urn-d tlirk· 
knife they u,,._'() infiltrated and captured the fortn.,_, 
of \las.1da. built by I lcrod the Great asa luxuriou> 
plan• of n·fuJ{l'. In spilt• of initial sut'l~".c.~. tht• Jt·wi~h 
n:bt'llHm \\3s stampt'd t)Ut in ~\·t"ral years of heav~ 
t1ghtmg rulmmating in the storming of Jt-ru:-kllt:'m in 
UJ iO. Onl) a fo\\ stronghold~cuntinued ro hold out. 
and tilt-last of tht"St"tor~i~t was\lasada. lnAt>l..J 
the gtl\l1"1~•r of Judaca. Flaviu> Silva. led an arm) 
.:1gam ..... t tht fortn,, 

The forces 
l Ttw ~omans: Lcgto X Frl'lt:'nsis and an unkno\\ n 
num~·r of auxiliary units. Both the lt>gion and 
aux1li;lrll'S \\ere pmbably ~igniticantJ~· under 
'trerl!(th after yean; of campaigning and may have 
togl'tht·r mu,ten-d little nmre than 5.mo men. 

2 The S1rnrii (often. though mistakenly, ref em'() lo"' 
/.t'alol>): about 960 pt"ple including a signifit<tlll 
prop<1rti<m of non-combatants such as the elderly. 
wonwn and children. The dcfenden; were led by 
Elta1~1r lkn Yair. who came from a family with a 
tradition of militant n~i~tance. 

• Caesarea Mantima 

JUDAEA 

Jerusalem • 

Line of orcum­
vallation with 
towers and fortlets 

(/,1,11) Thl' main rcnlr1 of 
lhl' }l u'ish r1 /Jf Uion hntf 
btcn}ln.w1km. butnfau 
stmn;.tho!tf.-; likt \111sa,b1 rm 
tlrt "''st bank of the IA ad 
."i;i a mnhmu ti lo n 'ii...'>/ alf1 r 
tl"jnO. 

The fighting 
\1a><1c~11' sllu;llt'<l on a st<·t·p->ided. rocky hill. 
ac:n~:-.ibll' only by a winding and difficult pathway on 
tht• t·a,krn 'id..'. It was amply pruvidt'() wllh 
:-.ton·room:-. thtn· \\as al:-;i> :-.pant for ~>me rulti\·ation 
,,f <.TtJI~ c>n tlk• "-Untmit and had dttp ci:-.terns cut m 
tilt' rock to gatht·r and hold water from the rare 
rnmst11rn1S ,,f this an-a. Thl're \\a:-. tht.·refon· sufficit11t 
fmd and \\,lkr to 'upply the garri"'" for >ewral 
)'t-ars and tht• Ro1nan' l'l'31in1l that they could not 
hc)j)(· to stant• the t·rk111y into :-.ubmi:-.:-.ion. Since a 
dirt'l1 attat:k up the (':1:-.h;rn path wa:-. also unlikely to 

CampC 

Defenders led 
by Eleazar 
Ben Vair 

.. 
The Western 
Palace 

MASADA 

(Righi} Comp F mn.v hm.v 
h"usrd as. 1mu·h as half (}f 

LRgw X Frt It 11.sn lt 1...i; built "" 
a s/1 ep s/oJ>t 11mr llJI' /OOJ of 
fht>ramp. 



sU<u:ed. Silrn onkrt:d his men to begin the 
cun~lrut1ion of a ma~""t' t' siege ramp again ... t tht 
~httr Wl.ostern side of the hill To pren:nt any t.~tpt', 
and also as a stark rl'minder that they were no\\ 
surrounded, the Romans built a line of circumvallallon 
around the hill. strengthening it with six fort lets and 
a number of towers. T\\o larger camps were built 
behind the line. Wht·n the ramp was romplekd. a 
siege tower carrying a batl<'nng ram astl'nded u and 
battered a breach in the fonn;,__s's waU. Before tht· linal 
a"<auh could go in on the next day, the Simn1 killed 
thm families and committed suicide. 

-
Once the ramp 
was completed 
Legio X Fretensls 
stormed the city 

CampF 

Results 
The Jewish Rebelhon """over, and tht• Roman army 
had delinn'CI a stark warning to their otht'I' provincial 
subjects of the "'kn tit.,;,; punishment which awaited 
any rebels. A ~mall Roman garrison was stationed at 
Masada for some time after the siege. 

CampH 

/ 

CampG 

!&loll') The »wss1t·e s1e1?< 
ramp built by /he Romans at 
.\fasada tfas originally et'ffl 

liil//11 r, for lhL top uru 
m1U1U'dbl·a s«tUm 
r"'c<lrurltd from timber 

(Q nlrr l<llJ CA mp Cm 111" 
Rotnilll .Ql'CtUVlrb al .\fa..,ada 
!>hot,-' ~'"ll' /rarts of znlenUJ/ 
buti</1ng' .\'ute 111" ba."'s 
of ftltt't ~ un Jiu· lint of 
cirrnmr·aUation 

11411 A ni u· to llU' west from 
.\fasado 11,.,.if. kK•king dm111 at 
CAmp, 1. H -111< larger 
slructurr m thr centre of a 
sur r1m1porabk lo F - and C 
,\;,h thi lml' of an:umt'Olohon. 
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The Siege of 
jotapata, 
AD 67 

'( >nt· of the· IU~:n ... 1andmg: 
on the wall beside 
j.,._.·phu, had his lwad 
rarried 3\1."3) h\ a ... tone. 
and hi... ..,kull was -.hot, as 
fnHna ~hng, h1a dtstml<"t' 
of thrrt' furlong ... ; and a 
\\oman ''uh l·h1ld ".,.. .... 
'tnitk on the bdl) ju-t as 
she'' ,ts It .I\ mg hc-r h•MJ~· 
at darbn-ak. and tht• bah.· 
m her \\omb \\a~ !lung 
IL1lf a furlong '"'·IY· So 
mighty \\<IS tht• forn• of 
thl-:-.e !'tom··thrcJ\n·~. 
\ lore alarmingt'\'t•n than 
tht..'t'llgllll'S \\.IS tht:ir 
whirring drotw. mon· 
frightful than the: 1111~ ill-s 

was tlw crash.' 
J•»<·phu,, T/11}11nsli l\i1r 

:l. ~15 611..<k"b 
tran ... Jauon). 

J•.,.. phu,' de"4.'nplloll of 
the h.'mblt' ~)(1\\tT of 

m1--1J,.,. hurk<I b) tht 
lformn «llapult> at the 

~lt~t.·of Jutapata 111AJ16i. 
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to increast' their height or strengthen them in "line 
otbl'r \\:a}. I lm\l'n·r, their primary role '"·as a~ anti· 
pt:r-<mnt'I \\l'apon:< The attacker used his artillery 
111 an attempt to dnve the defenders from the walls 
and so pre\'l'nt them. and c:specially their own 
artillt-ry if they posst'Ssed an)', from hindmng the 
pmgres, of h1, '1egeworks or attacks by battering 
ram~ and ~it.>ge·tOWl'fS. .-\rtilll~y mi~..;.il~ pc:K..;.es_~ 
'."U<:h monk.:ntum that armour or other pn>tec..1in· 
gear\\ ,1s of little \'alue. The impact of a stone fmm 
a b<1U1s/a on a human body was esprtiallr appallmg. 
Jc>St:phu, tdJ, the story of a man being decapitated 
and his head flung hundreds of rards fmm the 
body. E\'l'n n~>re gruesome is his tale of the preg­
nant woman hit by a stone which tore her apart and 
thrt"' the unborn child some distance away. ,\t 
Jl"rusalm1 m \ll 70 the rebels began keeping a 
rart·ful watch for incoming missiles and calling out 
'baby rnnnng' as a warning. Observing this the 
Romans. who had probably been carving ammuni­
lICm frnrn the Ion1I light-coloured stone, began lo 
paint till' proj('ftilcs a darker shade. This mad(• 
thl"m far le"'' Visible as they approached and oner 
again increased lhe rebels" losses to artillery fire. 

,\n1>rding to \'egetius. each century of a legion 
\\lls supposc.'Cl to have been equipped with a mobile 
sc.1irpton (or mrrohaU1sla). whilst e\'ery mhort po>· 
sc.-:-sc.'Cl a larger hallista. Whether or not there was a 
li\l'Cl complmll"nt of artillery for a legion, it is pmb· 
abll' that the number taken on campaign varit'Cl 
amirding to the local nrtd. Artillerymen were 
dr;I\\ n fmm the ranks of the cohorts rather than 
fonmnga st•parateunit. The size of engine and skill 
of tllt"ir ere\\ s produo~ by each !"!(ion probabli 
'ariL'<l. and Josephus tells us that amonl(l;t the arm)' 
suppre:<,mg the Jewish Rebellion thooe of Leg10 X 
Frtte11'i' \\ere thought to be the best. There is no 
dirL'Ct e\'idmcc for auxiliar)' troops e\'er using 
art tiler}. but tt remams pos.~ible that at times some 
units did. 

Surrounding the enemy 
In 52 Bl, Cae;;ar pursued the army of \ 'ercingetorix 
throughout most of central Gaul before fina lly cor­
nering it outside the hill-top town of Alesia. During 
the previous few months he had successfully 
b(>siegt'Cl and stormed the strongly fortified town of 
Avaricum and failed lo take Gergo\'ia in a surprise 
attack. The Gallic army was large. making a dire.:1 
attack on its camp and the town of Alesia itself 
highly risk)'. Instead Caesar surrounded the hill 
with a nrt-ull wall 10 Roman miles long (known as a 
line of c1n-umvallation). inmrporating eight camps 
for h" tnups and 23 forts to s<reJll(then the position. 
Tm'"" wen• built along the line of the main earth 
and 11mbt:r rampart at 119-m (130-yard) intervals to 
pm"1de ci!Nn<ttion points and platfonns for throw­
ing or shmtmg missile:< T he wall itself was some 
12 Roman feet high (just under 4 m). had sharpened 
stakes sticking out fmm it to hinder anyone trying 

to climb over, and was protected by two ditches, the 
inn(·r one li llt'Cl with water. In front of the ditchl'S 
Wl·re rows of stakes and a checkerboard pattern of 
md1vidual stakes mncealt'Cl m round p1l>, a trap 
which the soldier>; nicknamed 'lilies' because of 
their ,Jial)<'. CaL>sar '"" a\\are that \ 'ercingetorix 
had S<'nt mL"-seng,·r>; to gather fort-es from all of the 
Gallic tribes to nian:h to his relief. Therefore. ont-e 
the Jin(•of cirrum\'alla11on was complete. Cae;arset 
hi, n)("n to buildmg another line of fortificat10n>. 
thi, tmw facmg outwards (and therefore known as a 
hne of mmra,·allation). extending 11 Roman mile:< 
Thu>. whibt Caesar blockaded \'ercingetorix inside 
,\lt'Sta, his own army was effec11vely under siege 
fmm the much larger Gallic force attempting to 
mme to the rebel leader's.aid. Fighting was fierce as 
the Romans struggled smmltaneousl} lo prevent 
the Alesia garrison from breaking out and the 
relieving army from breaking in. At times it looked 
as if the defences would be breached, but Caesar 
and his offiet•rs lt'Cl an aggressive defence. rushing 
reinforcements to threatened st>ctors and at limes 
lt•acling munterattacks against the enemy flanks 
outsidt• the Roman linl"'- \\"hen food finally ran out. 
\ 'en:ingelori" was fon't'CI to surrender. 

CaL-sar's army made use of extensive lines of 
fortifications at other times, mci,;t notably at 
l)yrrachium in 18 Ill dunng the ci"il war. There 
Caesar's arm)' attempted to blockade Pompey',; 
mort• nunwrnus fort-es. who m tum responded by 
bu1Idmg their own line of fortifica11ons to prevent 
this. In th1' """'it was Cae;ar who was eventually 
fon:t'CI to abandon his aim and withdraw. Lmes of 
cirt'"Umvallallon were used at other times in situa· 
lions which were more clearly tho:;e of siege rather 
than part of the mmplex manoeuvrings of field 
armil'"- In 13-l tll Scipio Aemilianu..-> surrounded the 
Ct'ltibt:rian town of :\umantia. m Spain. with a wall 
strengthen('Cl by forts, traces of which ha,·e been 
found b; archamlogist:< Interestingly enough. he 
did this lx't'3Use he preferred to avoid battle with the 
NumantinL'S and prcfern'CI to use his greatly supe­
rior number>; to impost' a blockade. 

Lmt'S of cirmmrnllation were not restricted to 
blockade, but were often used as part of a direct 
assault. At Jerusalem in \I> 70, the Romans suffered 
some initial reverx,,; when they tried to take the 
st>t.und of the three walls surrounding the city. 
Greal siege ramps built up against the fortre;,; of 
Antonia in 17 days of hard labour had just been 
destroyed by fire or undermining. At this point, 
Titus ordtn-d his nwn to construct a dry stone 
rampart surmunding the ctty. This huge task was 
complt-tt-d m iust tlu-ee days. the units competing 
with each other to finish their Sl'l"tton first. After 
this the Romans returned to preparations for an 
assault on .-\ntonia and over the next week.~ cap­
tured the remaining parts of the clly piece by pia-e. 
T he !me of C1rt-umrnllat1on served the practical 
purpost' of hindering any attempts by the defend-



A nrff of llrr rt ron.<truclum 
of UJl'Sllr '.<Im<.< of 
On"llmral/ahon al .1ll<suz. 
n 11t'r1Tt 'pos .... ibl. al /.rad"'" 

11f thr dlldtts ll'<l.'i fillt d 1nth 
wr1/1 r /JJthl balli:--tat· m 
.'irnrpions m rf morm/1 d m tlu 
lmn rs In shoo/ dmrn (IU ouy 
a/lad,·, rs, 

t1"S to bn-ak out. In addition it was abo a stnmg 
VMJal >tattment of thl· Rornan,· mtent. The dt'f,·nd· 
l'r.< had taken rt'fugt• bdund a wall for their own 
prott>etum. :'\ow tht• Romans had encirdt'CI tht·m 
with another wall to rnakl' l'l'rtain of tht•1r dl'stnll·· 
tion. The point \\as t·v1..·n mon~ cll.'ar at \1asada. 
wlwrl' the most compll'tt~ n·mains of a Ro1nan slt'){t' 

l~tn ~ ><"l'n on the ground today. At the bl·s.,-inning 
of the siege in \I> 73 Lq(10 X Fretensis <'•mplc·tdy 
surroundl'<l the hilltop form'' with a wall strt•ns.,'lh· 
enl'<l by th·e forts and a num~r of tO\wrs. In man) 
sections the wall ran a long the top of the cliff on the 

oppositt• sidl' of tht.> valle~. 3).{~Hlbl \\ hKh it was 
mmncc1v:.1blt• that the re~ls would tr\" to break out. 
The wall 1rns a rnnstam reminckr of ·tht• ddender,.;' 
isolation and hopdt·:" position. They IH"rl' trapped, 
and every cla)· till' sit•ge ramp which 1lw lfomans 
were constructing a.l{amst the hillsidt· grt•\\' a little 
bit higlwr "llll' psycholo!(iml 1m,,Urt• on the 
~ieged '"''ma"'''""· At ~lachat·rus. and pmbablr 
also :'\arbma. wl1<·n· tran"S of R1~mn siei:c Imes 
ha\·e abo IJ<~·n found datmg to thl']l'wlsh Rl·~llion. 
this grew ""much and promptt-d surrcndl·r ~fore 
the Romans launchl'CI their final assault. 

At 1Irstn /ht RomtJn.' dug 
/>IL\ /IX"/ n slrnrp. 11,,f slake 
m /Ju <rnlrr, nnd //u 11 rotnTd 
//um tJIYT 1n/h n:gr/atron. 
Ca•sar t18s 11$ /hal thR 
kgwnants 1otlJ their marabrr 
s1 "·'' of Jumwur 1ui·k11mm ii 
Jiu sr t;aps 'lilr1s·(lilia)fmm 
IJrtfrnrrulnr."luij>t. Tilt 
It dmu7ut U.'QS Qfh 11 uSt d lo 
pm/, cl otlu r army bast·s as is 

siu>U'n by I/us rompkx of li!U's 
from li•>Ugh Castl. m 
S. ollat•I 



(Abm·e) A scent from 
Trajan~ UAumn $/Jotnill( a 
group of k·gumoni s od11ph11/[ 
ti~ famou:i te~tudo or torlvi.q· 
fimnohm1. With tllfir shu h(, 
fl/led lo fonn 011 ourloppmg 
roof oboi·e lhcir head. /Ju 
soldil'rs ru·rt u·cU prottrttd 
from mnst mfr;silrs. This 
formatiou u·as oflrn ustd to 
approach and undfrmmf a 
u·aO u1/h crou-bars. 

(Ril!lllJ Rr-ennrtors fmm t/1f 

F.rnl11U' Slrl'f/ Guard form 
testudo dun11Jf a d1spla.1,. m lht 
ampluthcotn at Caukun. 
TIU' lus/11nan /.Jt-; clotm• d 
Iha/ lh• t"'tudo hod Jlrs/ bN-11 

dn~k>P<d a.• a sP<rlocu/or 
nrltrlammttrt /Jt._rf,,nntd at 
fi·s/im/.s in Rome. 

19-1 

Breaking into a fortress 
Since artillery was rarely capable of breaching a 
strong wall. other means had lo be employed. Some 
walls cuuld be undermined by men using picks and 
crowbar.;, as long as these were able to reach and 
work at the foot of a defended wall. It was in sirua­
tions like this. far more than open battle, that the 
famous Roman /cs/utl" or tonoise formation was 
most ofkn employed, with a ruof of O\"erlapping 
shields protecting the legionaries from enemy mis 
siles. During one siege in the civil war of AD 69, the 
defenders grew so desperate at their inability to 
break the combined strength of the /es/utlo with 
ordinary arrows and stones that they actually 
pushed O\"er the wall one of their own great cata· 
pulls. This smashed the interlocking shields and 
infltcted hea"y los.s. but abo took with it much of 
the rampart and opened a breach into the town. 

Although an es.wntially simple mncept, the bat· 
tering ram remained one of the most effective 
methods of knocking a hole through a wall. Sm·e in 
the simplest of fortifications, gateways were 
usually avoided sint-e, although wood t-ould be 
burned, the chief ingenuity of the defenders' engi­
neers had usually been exerci>ied to protect these 
spots. The army constructed massive rams 
mounted either in a wheeled shed or mobile tower, 
and consisung of a long beam. bound round with 
thick ropes to stop it from splitting. with an iron tip, 
u,;ually shaped like the head of a butting ram. Both 



rams and towers usually required the construction 
of huge ramps from earth, timber and rubble, to 
allow them to cross the defensive ditches and moats 
and reach the wall itself. 

Throughout the siege the defender would hope to 
hinder the progress of this work. Sallies were made 
to prevent the besiegers' working-parties from per­
forming their task, and to demolish or burn what 
they had already completed. Roman rams and 
towers were protected from fire by a covering of 
hide; or iron plates. Once the rams reached a wall 
then 1t was only a matter of time before breaches 
were made. Therefore renewed efforts would be 
made to burn these engines. At Jotapata in Galilee 
in \ll 67 the rebels managed to drop a large boulder 
and snap the head off one of the Roman rams. 
Another method was to lower sacks of straw over 
the wall and swing them onto the spot where the 
ram was expected to strike, deadening the force. 
Siege,; were often conte,;ts between the ingenu11y 
and determination of the attacker and defender. 

An alternative to breaching a wall by battering 
ram \V-ds to dig a mine beneath itand fill it with com­
bustible material. The props supporting the mine 
could then be fired, collapsing the tunnel and bring­
ing the wall down with it. To guard against this the 
defenders dug rounter-mme,;, judging the route of 
enemy tunnels from sound and vibration. These 
l'Ould be used either to undermine the attacker's 
ramps and other works, or to connect with the 

enemy tunnels and allow an attack upon their 
miners. Dura Europus' Roman garri,;on was 
besieged by the Persians in the 3rd century AD. 
Archaeologists d1smvered a Persian mine and a 
Roman counter·mme joining on to it. Inside were the 
bodies of Roman defenders and Persian attackers, 
killed in a gloomy skirmish or when the entire 
complex collapsed, undermining a section of the 
town's "-all and one tower. Tunnelling often carried 
risks for both sides. At jerusa lem the rebels 
managed by mining to destro}' Roman ramps 
approaching the fortress of Antonia, but were dis­
mayed when hours later the same tunnelling also 
caused the fortres.~ to collapse and opened a route 
into the Great Temple. 

The only other alternati,·e to breaching or under­
mining a \\"311 was to climb over it. At its simplest 
this meant an attack by escalade, the as.-;aulting 
troops putting ladders up against the wall and 
climbing them. This required careful judgment, for 
it was important to ensure that the ladders were 
long enough to allow them to reach the parapet. Sol­
diers climbing ladders were horribly exposed to 
missiles of all t}'PfS, and the ladders could be o,·er· 
turned or broken. Even if the men managed to fight 
their "<IY onto the \\"311 they muld easily be over­
whelmed, for it took time for more men to climb and 
reinforce them. For the same reason it was very dif­
ficult to retreat, and the leaders of such an attempt 

A ~rrn, fmm Tra1an's 
Q,Jumn 5/J11uwg lt·gumoru. :\ 
a1u/ ouxiliarits attcmphng to 
<lonn tlv /Jaoo11 cojJl/'11 II[ 
Sanma·gtllrusa by tscala1U·. 
()J1 flu· rxtrunf nght on 
auxiliary so/,fit., climbs a 
/adda and stnkcs of the 
f'IUmyuhik Ito/ding a St'nnd 
lk ad 111 lus ~fl lumd Abo 
no ha /Ju: laddt r-corrytnK 
party"" /Iv kJI. 
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Siege 
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\\('fl' alm<"t imariabh killed if it faill'd .. \ mor<• 
t'lft'\'ll\l' nwth<»el w~t':'i 1)fft:red b) ':'iies;w towt•rs \\hirh 
rnuld lmH·r a dr.m bridi:e onto the rampart and 
J><'rlllll nl<·n lo apprmch the wall in mver and climb 
onto 11111 l;1rJ.:<'r nu111Jie"' E\·en so the fii:ht111)( muld 
be:·\ ic10u ... a:-. tht' dt'ft'ndt'rs met the lllt'TI nos.,mg- tht• 
l' ~ 

The assault and sack 
\\ c •'\l' n <'t• id lht· attackers e111plo)t'CI lo 
a~u.i' .. stmn~hold. the actual ~tornung was an 
('\tl'l'llld) d1ffirult and dangemus Opt'ration. Tt"<.'h· 
nolog\ could make a breach or a~i=--t a ~-.oldier to 
dtmb a wall. and pt'rhaps help to supprt"S.s the 
dd .. ndt·rs. but ultim:itely the storming party had to 
dimh sword 111 hand up into the town. CasuaJttl.,, 
\H'rt• ofkn )wavy. esprt"iallr amoni,'St the bold<.,,! 
llll'll \\ho lt~I the \Ill). and the chance of failure was 
hi)(h. If lhe main line of defences were m"''<'<I and 
troops t'lllt'rt•cl the town then it was easy to bt.->t1une 

lost 111lht.• 1nazt.• of narrow streets compo~ing many 
annl'!ll s«ttlt·m(·nt:-. In rn 67. attacking the hilbtde 
town of Gama la on lhe Golan l le1ghts. the Roman 
trCX>ps had trouble making progrt.,,,, through the 
all""'· nl<"'t of which were iust wide enough to 
p.:rm1t pa,,;;1i.re of a donke)' with panniers. The 
il'J.:lonark" dtmbt'CI onlo the nufs of house; and 
bt')(an p11'htnJ.: up the slo!>t', by stTarnbling from 
on<' buildini: to th1• next. llowewr. the weight of 
m«n packt'CI onto thl' hothl.,,<<lUst'CI nx1f, and build· 
tn!,'S to mllaps<'. .h the anack lost momentum. the 
ddl'ndt·rs ralli1'CI and munt<'l<ltlacked. cha>ing the 
Romans back out of the t0\\11 .• \t jerusalem m \t> 70 
the Romans strui:J.:led for weeks to rnpture the 
Great Temple even after ther had managed to cro:,;s 
1ts outer w;1ll and J(ain a lt><IJ(emenl. The siege of a 
lar)(e ~nleml'nt defended by a delermined opp<>­
nent was a slow. J(ruellinJ.: busin=. which wore 
clown the soklitrs' moralt'. as one attack was fol­
lmH·d by anothl'r. 



\\'hen an army finally did capture a stmnghold. 
it:-; occupant:-;., c1Yilians a~ well as acun• ddt·ndt·r,.;, 
Wl'rl' subJt'Cted to a brutal sack. l'olybius rla11nl'd 
that thl' Romans deliberately caus1:d as much 
destruction as JX>ssible, slaughtering and disnwm· 
lx·ring a111mab as well as people, lo clt'll'r otht'r 
communilil--s from resi~ting Roman dtmands tosur­
n·ndt·r. Con\'l'lltion de,·eloped into a l:l\\ that the 
dt"fendt·rs \\l're allowed to ,;urrender on fawurable 
tm11' 1f tht·1· did '° before a Roman ram toucht'<l 
thl'ir" all. b~t that otherwi,;e they muld exp..1.·t hllk 
mt·n·1·. \ lalt" inhabitants \\ere usuallr slau11htl'n'<l. 
\\olllt·n r.:IJlt'<l. though only in exn·ptional cin'Uln· 
stancr,; killt-d in the initial org)' of dt.,;trut1ion. 
AfttT that. as lt'm1x•rs cook'<l and the clt.,.irl' for 
pmfit t<K>k Ol'l'r, prisoners would be takt•n for sale as 
!-i l avt~. though at times any considen.'CI t11 have a Im\ 
1mrket value. such as the very old. 11-ert•still massa· 
nt'<l. l;K>ting was wid~pn·ad. In thmry >t was 
organtll-d and the army p<x>led all us plundtT for a 
fair distribution, but the prnt1ice may not alway~ 
h;1w bet'll ,.o nt'al. Josephus tdls us th;n aftl'r thl' 
capture of jt"ru,,.1lt"m in \IJ 70 thl' prin· of )(nld was 
devalut-d throughout the eastt-rn pn>1·mn.,, '" the 
>">ldiers rt'lUrtll'd to their b.'""' and started dhpos· 
mg of their plunder. Amidst tht• burnt levels of 
arist<><.Tatic houses destroyed in tht• ""'k of 
Jerusalem an arm was found .. .\t Maiden Castle in 
Dorset thl'skulls of the defenders, mrludmg sevt'ral 
almtdy seriously wounded. were n•peatedly hackL'<I 
by the Roman allackers. Even more grut.,.>mt• e1·i­
dent't' of the hormr of a Roman sack was found m 

\'alentia in Spam. and pn1bably datt'S to the captun• 
of the town during tht• riv ii war in 78 11..:. Skt'll'tnns 
were found shtm:mg signs. not just of wound~ 
received in the fighting. but of tortun'. Ont' individ· 
ual appeart'<I IO haw ~l'll singled out for spt\'ial 
attention, having his arms llt"<I behind his bark and 
a pi/11111 thrust up his rl't'tlllll, l'l'rhaps a civil 11;1r 
tTeated sln>nl{l'r pas.:-.1ons and pwdun'CI su<:h 
atn>eities, but ll is important to n·nwmbt-r th:1t the 
ancient world was oft,·n an l'\t1tmt'i)' brural and 
unplea:>ant P~"" 

Roman siegecraft 
Sieges figun ht'<t1·ily Ill thl' propa)('<1nda of an<1l'nl 
culturt-s from Eg; pt and Assyria om\ards as 
amongst tht.• prnudt:st achien~ments of ·cn:nl 
Kings'. In part this \\~ts bt.•cause allacking fonlfit'CI 
plact.-s was always t'Xlll'mely difficult and tht• 
balance of ad\'anlal-(<' normalli lay with tht• 
deft·ndl'r. For tht• proft.,.sM~tl Ron~m arm\. al11x~t 
alone amonj.,"-I the fightmg forrr,; of the anmnt 
world. the b.>la1Kt' for a tune rhanged. Enj.,'lll<'<Tllls: 
skill. cumbint-d \\uh the army's chara<1ensllc 
dt·terminatton and a1r:u~ .... 1011. and a frt'Qllt'nt 
willin~rnt.-:-.s on 1he part of tbi conunand~ to 
an'f:pt tht.·t.~sualtit.-:-i inht·rt>nt m dinxt as~ult.,:m\e 
the Romans tht• ct1padt~ to rapture anr fonit\·d 
place. Mon• nftt'n than not they succeedt-d. eH·n 
against such appan·ntly impregnable fortrt'S,;t.,; 
as l\lasada. 'The army''."\ S{rt:at proficiency in siq{t' 
\\.·arfare ~~\l' it a markl-d advantage on·r all its 
opponents. 

TM phzlo.wphtrEmpcror 
\f,1m•.< tun11us 

fCJU/fll( '110"1/CJ Ja,'i f)anubtan 
111mpatJ(11,j ma mlumn that 
uwi al oJ/I'' mm~· $(\'/ih d and 
111 mrlll\' mn· . .; mrm hnttal 
tho" '/~a1mi ·s Column In 
t/u5 scene we $f'C Rmmm 
/mops bunung a nallCY' 
<ellkmcnt I h1 tlU' far n;:hl 
an auxibary· 111/mllr)·1N111 
pnpan s to llflu'tlda~duw 
I .t'nna11 raptm '/'hr prirt if' 
fll!hl1111t agamst Nome IC'tlS 
nlua1~ lugk 
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Changes in the Late 
Roman Army 

(.lbon:J Onrof flu- fn•· 
dt'jN<hon.~ of anollur 11alim1 
ln11mphing orcr /ht- R111111ms. 
I/us I~ n.-uzn rd1ef shon /hr 
.'Xlssnmd /\mg 'iharpur I mfh 
a raptured Romon tncdmg 
~fim /um. Slwrpur d.frofed 
a1zif k:Dr1f tlrt f )npcrur 
Gordian 111 AD21I01 lf 
\a/tritl11i11:!t~I 

(/.1.JO 111~ If tmrrlut ~\$(4 Ill 
1ro . .; crt alt d by f Jrodt-tian al 
tht-utdoj llit3rd1111lury \JI 

In· u.Jwh //1r Empm "as 
dind£d i11lo an msll m 1111'1 
ro:.'t r11.'i«hon. rarh 
rontrollcd by a Simor' m/H. r(Jr 
or -tugu:>tu', as.rutrd bva 
1umor Carsar: TIU" l<lral 
rrlatumslup ~llm 11 thRsr 
four m1,, aros sw11boltZCd bv 
flus J(T011p of sftJturs. 

Problems and changes 
\ugustus r<N.' to power through bloocbhed and 

t·ivil war. but th<· r<·g111w he t'>itablished gave Rome 
th<· mtm1al J)l•ace and stability which the I~1te 

Rt·public had l:tckt-d. :'\em \\as the last of Augus­
tus' <-xkndt-d famili to rule. and following his 
su1r1de in \II till. the Empire was wracked by civil 
war fciron·r a }t..·ar. unlil \'t..~pa~1an, the fourth man 
to occup} l~ thmne m just over 12 month:', was 
able to <Tt"at<' a stable re1,~me. Fmm \II 69 to 19'2. 
R<>mt•t·nJ<>)°t-d a J>l'riod of pmlonged J>1'3°'· prosper· 
II). and politi<~tl stabilit)". when attempb to usurp 
the thnmt• \\Ut' rare and lfJthered little momentum 
and m•"t t•mJ>l'rors died natural deaths. In 19'2 
Commodus. the dt11IOl(t'Ci son of the philosopher­
EmJ)l·ror Marcus \urclius. was strangled in a 
household co1bpirary ill\olving the commander of 
his prat·torian guard. I hs sucCl"'-'Or. Pertinax. lasted 
a mt·re thrt·t• months before he was lynched by the 
praetorians. having failt'<i to pay them the full dona­
ti\l' whirh lw had offered to gain power. The 
t~nnmanclt-rsof the l(llarcl then auctioned the throne 
off to the highest bidder from the walls of their bar­
racks in llome. The purchasc:r had little time to 
t•nJOY powt.·r, ~inn~ thl· la~t..-st provincial garri~Jns 
m the Empire. Britain. l1pJ>l'r Pannonia and Syria. 
earh rallit-d bt·hind their r<-,,pt<11ve governors m 
bids for suprt1m• power. It was not until 197 that 
Sept1mius S..·,erus had defeated all his rivals and 
bt,·an1t· undisputt'Cl EmJ>l'ror. 

In 211 S..·wru.' dll-d at York. ha'·ing spent the last 
ft·\\ ) t·ars of h" life campaign mg against the 
Calt-don~1n tribes of \\hat is now Scotland. He 
bt~tU<~ltht-d power jointly to his l\•o sons. but 
\\ 1thin a ft·w 01tmths the iounger of the two. Geta. 
h:td lx·t·n murd1·red bv hi- older brothl-r Caracalla. 
In 217 Carar<1lla wa:•."about to embark on a ma1or 
t·a~tt·rn \\ ar. '' ht·n ht• was stabbed to death by one 
of his ravalr) bodyi.,•mrds. The prJetonan preft'l.1. 
l\lamnus. st·tzt-d power, but \\as defcatt-d and 
killl-d b) a nval daimant !Jt,fore the year was out. 
Tht• 3rd n·ntury witm.,,st-d a cyde of civil wars 
whirh nvallt-d. and eventually out-:;tripJ)l-d the 
rhaotl(' last d"·acles of the Ilepublic. u,urpations 
wt:rt• common, but it was considerably ea~icr to 
rearh suprt•mt• power than to hold on to it. ~!any 
t·mpt·mr.-; laskd for no more than a fr·w month~. 
and n·1gn!"i <1f m•irt· than a dt•,,:adc were rare period~ 
of stabiht). ·nw vast majority of emperors met 
\'ioll'nt l'nds. u:-.ua11~ through assas.....,.ination, but 
sonwt11m-,, in b;utlt• lighting aiiainst Roman rivals 
or fort·11,•n t·m·n11t-,,. In 251 the EmJ>l'rur l"l..'l.ius 
and h1:-. son and hl'lr wt>re both cut down \\ ht:n 
tht·1r armv was dt"fcated b\· a fort't' of Goths. The 
S;L,-,;tnid .l't-rsians dcft::ttt-d a numlx-r of Roman 
exJ)l-dit~>1i-. and in 2hl> rapturt"d and executed 
tht• Em1><-ror \ "alt·nan. 1>1,,.>rdl-r 111thin the Empire 
t·ncouragt"CI attark:-. on ahncl!"t all tht: fronti~. 
11 ith barb;1rian raids drivinii deep into the 
pn1v1nn~. 



Yet m the main the Empire endurt'<l this long 
period of cha<,,;, and territorial Jos.'*"· such as tht· 
province of Dacia and much of Mt.,;tlpotamia, were 
comparatl\·dr slight. I Jowever, there were gmwing 
signs of political fragmentation. In tht• ~ .. :ond half 
of the 3rd L..,ntury tht'l'e was for mort• than a da<1de 
an independent Gallic Empire with it:; capital at 
Trier, whilst Queen /',enobia of Palmyra united for a 
while many of the eastern pmvinre-; into a kingdom 
for her infant >-0n . • \t ,-arious timt-s m the past. 
emperor:; had chosen to rule Jointly with a col­
league, or i;(Jmetimt'S been forced to acknowledge. 
at least temporarily. another man's right to rule part 
of the Empire. In the late 3rd century. the principle 
of having more than o°" man in charge of the 
Empire bt'<.<1me formally acceptt'<l. Diocletian 
(284 305) t<x>k this a stage further when he estab· 
lished tht• Tetrarchic system, where the Empire was 
divided mto an eastt'l'n and we:->tern part. ln each 
region a semor Augustus ruled with the aid of a 
iunior CaL-s:.1r. The system m its purt.,;t form did not 
long survive Diocletian's retirement. but in various 
modifit'<l forms it endurt'<l for over a century. Stmng 
ruler:; likt• Diocletian and Constantme did bring 
periods of stability, but u is only in aimpan,;on 
with the 3rd t..,n tury that the 4th appcws as a time 
of strong government, fret-dom from civil war, and 
greater sU('{"t"S.._"\ over fon.·1gn enemits. L'surpations 
remained conunon. and m a sen."' the Tetrarrhic 
system mcouraged such attempts. for it was now 
possible for a man to advance to imperial power m 
stages. 

The divi,1on of impc·rial power bet Moen se,·eral 
emperor:; was rdla'ted in a fragmentation of author­
ity at all levels. PrO\·inces became more numemus, 
but much 'mailer in o;ize, >;(1 that by the late 1th 
century earh pm,·int't' fmm the Principate wao; 
divided mto four or more 'mailer regions. \\'ithm 
these civil and military power was separated and 
there were no leader:; equivalent to the old provin· 
cial governors. Much of the military activity in tht• 
later Empire <X.'l'Um'<l on a much smaller >i<:ale than 
had been the rnse m the pa,t. with ewn empemr:; 
involving themselve:-- 111 mmor IOC<ll rnmpaigns. 

It was within this context of 1wakening central 
authority, frequent outbreaks of rivil war, and 
serious pmblems in man) fmntier areas that the 
army of Late Antiqully was forgt'<l .. \s ,.x:iety and 
the politit<ll system changed. so did the army, and 
by the ~th century many of its instllutions were 
profoundly different fmm earlit'I' periods. :-lot 
ewrythmg changed, and there was probably mort• 
continuitr than is at liN suggested by the many 
new ranks and unit typc.-s. whilst in other areas the 
shift was more one of emphasis than fundamental 
change. Many aspl'('ls of daily rout int• and militari 
ritual would still haw been recognizable to ,.>ldiL..-s 
fmm the Pnncipate. The army's strategic thinking 
continued to be dominatt-d by the offensi\•e, puni· 
tive expc-d111ons which were mountt'<l in much the 

,;ame way in the 4th century 11> as in the l't. Tht'l't' 
were somt.• tat1ical innovation~. but m hattlt· tht• 
later army continued to prove itself superior to lls 
forei1,'ll opponents, winning far mi>rt' battles than it 
lost, although it pmbably l'n"'11:<'<l m this ty pc.· of 
fightmg Jts., readily· than in tht· pa't. Similarly the 
basic methods of siege warfare remamed the sanM'. 
although it lx'<.<ltne morernmmon for the Romans to 
be the defender:; rather than the bt-,,1t·ge1'. 

~luch remained the "'mw. Thi' rhapter will cnn­
t..,ntrate on "'me of tht· chief difft·rttirt-s be!\H·en 
the later army and its bt:ttt•r~documt·ntt-d predect-s· 
sor, the arm)' of the early Empire. 

Commanders: the rise of the equestrian 
officer 
The intimate link betwt•en politit<ll and military 
leader:;h1p had been at the rnre of the Roman 
system since at least the early Republic. Senato1'., 
following a rnreer which brought thL·m m turn ci\'ll 
and miliwrr responsibilities. pm\'ldt-d the army 
with its commande1'., and wise emperor:; portrayt'<l 
themsel\'l'S as the most prominent member of the 
Senate. Jn Late .\ntiquit) this all changed. and sena· 
tors gradually ceased to have a military role. In the 
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IA'lfiO II Parlltira, mu· of 
lhrer 1111c· lq:w11s raised 
b:i Scptmuu' ."4.nrus 
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/.(Tat'f of Atmhus j\furitmu.,, 
u:lw u·as m1 tmlmrtnr m /11i 
'"''of tliroinng-.<prars 
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of II Part/um carmsan 
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..;j>triafL,.f.'iwt/holh"' 
m apc.,,,.s ..... uch a .... ti~ /Jou', 1tf1/ 

normall' 4$$()(1/l/i'd M'illr 
"'/!iona;,, ·'-It L" uncAar 1/ flits 
Y(lifrts a J:t m ml shift in till' 
t. quipmt nt mrnl·d by Jiu 
lc1!io115; "' 11 /brtlrim m 
parhrnfilr, ,,r u IKl/u-r a 11111/ 

as largr as " lrl(lon <~t/1 n 
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u·lajJtm.~ .~/>(nflltsls. 
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An mm lri lmrl found in 
Holland slh ntlu·d in "ilt't rand 
tkYoralt d ulllr ~mi·Pn riou.~ 
5/on1 .'i.. ~u-h an l xp. ns1t ·< 

/Jl1'rt 1~f 'quipm1 nl st 1 ms 
most hktlv lo Jun·,• b.t 11 u·oni 
b)• on o/ji;'t r. It tfott/J hm't' 
offi red J:Oflf.i pmln:hou, bu/ 
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2nd century "<.>me emperors, most notably ~tarcus 
Aureliu,, began to promote equestrian officers to 
command fir.-;r legions and then whole armi""­
l ',ually thl.,;e men were first enrolled in the senator· 
ial ordl-r lkfore being gi\·en such senior posts, but in 
the 3rd c-.,ntury this practice was largely dropped. 
An equestrian prefect replaced the senatorial 
h~atus a' the commander of a legion. and in time 
equestrians were appointed to command amltl':i 
and govern pnl\'inces. Most of these men were 
c<treer offic-.,rs, spending far longer \\ith the army 
than had senators following the traditional political 
mreer. They were probably more experienced than 
their senatorial predecessors, though it is much 
harder to iudge whether they were on average any 
more competent. At first it must have seemed to 
emperors that equestrian officers posed Jes.~ of a 
potential threat to them, for they lacked the political 
connecuons of senators. Yet at a time when the 
tmperor wai; required to spend much of his reign on 
campaign with the army, such factors became of 
It"-' sii,>'Tlificance. An officer who could secure the 
support of the other senior commanders in the 
army could readily arrange the murder of the 
current ruler and ;;eize power himself. The latter 
part of the 3rd century was dominated by a gn>up 
of equestrian officers from the Danubian provinces 
who made emperors from amongst their own 
number. and m some cases broke them as readily. 

The traditional rank structure of the army 
apl)l"ars to have been altered at all levels during the 
3rd and ~th centuries. Unit commanders had a 

range of titles, which do not always appear readily 
to conform to a fixed pattern. The rank of praeposi­
tus at first meant an officer temporarily placed in 
command of another unit, but swiftly became a per­
manent title. Many prefects and tribunes appear in 
our sources, often as unit commanders, but all three 
titles seem to have embraced a very broad range of 
responsibilities. Some tribunes and prefecrs were 
sometimes also referred to as praepositi. At a 
lower level were the ranks of primicerius and the 
junior (as well as intriguingly named) senator. 
Withm a untt there might be ducenarii, who 
according to \'egetius commanded 200 men. and 
beneath them w1tenarii. presumably comman­
ders of 100 or century sized sub-units. and so 
perhaps equivalent to the old centurions. Apart 
from their titles, even less is known about the 
various more junior ranks attested in the later 

Fie ld armies and static forces 
Alongside the changes which reduced the 
large provinces of the Principate to the more 

numerous but much smaller regional military 
commands of the 4th century, came another funda­
mental division between army units These were 
now either comitatc11ses, allocated to one of the field 
armies, or /11111ta11ci. assigned to garrison a particu­
lar area, usually on the frontiers. The comitatenscs 
were at the immedtatedisposalof one of the emper­
ors or his senior subordinates. The limita11ci were 
rommanded by the dux as:;igned to that region. The 
development of this system cannot now be traced 
with any certainty. In some respects it was fore­
shadowed by earlier developments, such as 
Septimius Severus' creation of a force based around 
the foot and horse guards and Legio II Parthica - in 
total equivalent to a strong provincial army - just 
outside Rome at the end of the 2nd century, or Gal­
lienus' formation of a powerful army, including 
especially strong cavalry forces, at Milan in the 
middle of the 3rd century. Important stages in the 
proces.~ appear to have occurred in the reigns of 
Diocletian and Constantine, although the details 
remain obscure. Our best evidence is provided by 
the Notitia Dig11itatum, which lists imperial posts 
and military commands at the very end of the 4th 
century. This was the system in its fully developed 
form and attempts to reconstruct earlier versions 
remain to a fair extent conjectural. In theNotitia the 
Eastern Empire mustered five field armies, two 
associated with the imperial court, whilst the \\'est 
had seven, three of which were comparatively 
small. 

The co1111tatmses have sometimes been seen as 
mobile strategic resen·es. which were able to mo,·e 
to each trouble spot as required. l\lost were cer­
tainly stationed well within the pro,·inces, in 
marked contrast to the deplo)-ment of the army of 
the Principate which was primarily spread around 
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