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INTROduCTION and ACKNOWLEdGEmENTs

In every time period and every region of the world, soldiers must be equipped at least with the 
basics in terms of clothing, armour, and food supply. �e Roman army was no exception, and as 
it successfully evolved into a more and more professional force stationed both within the Empire 
and on the borders, an adequate and functioning logistic strategy for provisions in clothing, rations, 
and equipment became vital. Research on the Roman army has been extensive, even fostering 
specialist journals. However, these have primarily focused on military strategies and the technicality 
of weaponry and armour, while the supply of clothing in particular has often been neglected. 
 	T extiles played an important role in the defensive equipment of the Roman soldier. �ey were 
used for primary as well as secondary protection of the head, torso and extremities. Defensive 
armour in Antiquity, like that of today, was intended to protect a soldier’s body. �e armour could 
be composed of organic and metallic components: basketry and fabric, leather, metal and even 
wood were joined and attached for complex functional purposes.
 	E ven though the Roman army demanded large amounts of standardised textiles throughout a long 
period of time, there are only very few archaeologically preserved cloth remains that can de�nitely 
be identi�ed as parts of military equipment. It is therefore a challenge to relate the archaeological 
remains with the written and iconographical sources in order to answer questions concerning for 
example the colour of the tunic of the common soldier, or the presence and size of purple clavi 
for senators and knights, serving as o�cers.
 	I n Roman iconography Roman soldiers are often depicted as fully-armed often grim-looking 
combatants, wearing helmet and armour and sporting appropriate weapons. �ere is some logic to 
such representations, and it is therefore not surprising to �nd them replicated in modern images 
and reconstructions. Nonetheless, a survey of the literary, documentary and archaeological evidence 
in this volume suggests a far more detailed and context-related picture of the Roman soldier’s 
every-day appearance. 
	I n this present volume a number of scholars in the �eld address these gaps in our understanding 
of the materiality of the Roman soldier’s clothing and the textiles associated with his armour. To 
this end the elite symbols and insignia of the o�cers’ ranks are investigated in the paper Late 
Antique Egyptian Military Garments? by Annette Paetz gen. Schieck (Reiss-Engelhorn-Museen, 
Mannheim). �e self-representation, and hence the self-awareness, of the Roman soldier and of 
today’s idea of the ideal Roman soldier is discussed by Michael Speidel (MAVORS, Basel) in his 
paper Dressed for the occasion. Clothes and context in the Roman army. His paper is an important 
key to both the methodology and the interpretation of Roman military dress. �e scholar and 
gifted artist Graham Sumner (UK) in Painting a Reconstruction of the Deir el-Medineh Portrait on 
a Painted Shroud and other Soldiers from Roman Egypt challenges the traditional views of how we 
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can use artistic representations to gain a wider understanding of the Roman soldier and his self-
perception.
 	 Using the impressive corpus of epigraphical evidence preserved from Egypt, Kerstin Droß-
Krüpe (University of Marburg) investigates the economic contexts in which textiles are made for 
the Roman army in her paper Purchase Orders of Military Garments from Papyri of Roman Egypt. 
She discusses the existence of the markets and the private/public spheres of the Roman economy 
in�uenced by army procurement. �e economic impact the presence of the Roman army had on 
the border regions of the Empire is indeed not to be underestimated. 
 	 �is trickled through to the outskirts of Empire, all the way to North, where the in�uence can 
be detected in dye colours and styles of garments in the archaeological remains. Hence we get a 
glimpse of military textiles and clothing for non-Roman warriors in the �rst centuries AD, through 
the study of textile remains from the weapon deposits in bogs throughout southern Scandinavia 
and Northern Germany, in Scandinavian Warrior Costume in the Iron Age Weapon Deposits by Susan 
Möller-Wiering (CTR). 
 	O ver time the Roman army became a conglomerate of troops who displayed their di�erent origins 
through particular types of clothing. Not only in the North were the local regiments distinctive. 
For example, Iberian military units were distinguished by the use of such important elements as the 
falcate, a short sword of extremely good quality, as well as by their special linen cuirasses. Another 
paper deals with the use, fabrication and symbolism of the origin of linen corselets: Linen Corselets 
in Etruscan Culture by Margarita Gleba (CTR and UCL). She presents convincing evidence of the 
use of linen as armour drawing on both artistic representations and textual sources. 
 	 Linen is evident itself in the archaeological record, for example, at Masada, were some unusually 
thick linen fragments, including carbonized examples, have been analysed by Hero Granger-Taylor 
(London) and identi�ed as parts of pteryges, “�aps”, the narrow hanging elements attached to the 
shoulders and waists of traditional corselets and breastplates. She presents her results in the paper 
Fragments of Linen from Masada, Israel – the Remnants of Pteryges? – and Related Finds in Weft- and 
Warp-twining including several Slings. In this context, Masada is an exceptional site yielding various 
types of textiles used in the army and its dress. �e paper also considers the very large number of 
wool textiles from Masada, among which there are many that can be identi�ed as coming from 
semi-circular cloaks of the type known in Latin as paenula (Greek phailones). �e distribution of 
fragments of these brown cloaks suggests an association with the Roman army. 
	 Stefanie Hoss (Universität Köln) explores a particularly prestigious part of the military dress – the 
belt – and its connotations and functionality in �e Roman Military Belt. �e belt was not only 
a practical part of a soldier’s dress but had double function as social marker as well. �e question 
of how to obtain belts and other markers of this type to enhance the individual’s social status is 
examined in the paper of Jinyu Liu: Clothing Supply for the Military. A look at the inscriptional 
evidence. 
 	W e would like to express our thanks to all the participants at the international conference on 
‘Roman Military and Textiles’ held at �e Danish Research Foundation’s Centre for Textile Research, 
in Copenhagen. �ey have contributed to this voyage into the material and immaterial world of 
the Roman soldier. 
 	 �e conference was held in collaboration with the European Education, Audiovisual and Culture 
Executive Agency and its research and exhibition project Clothing and Identities in the Roman World 
on May 20, 2008, in Copenhagen. �e positive outcome also owes much to the collaboration 
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1. DRESSEd FOR THE OCCASION. CLOTHES 
ANd CONTEXT IN  THE ROMAN ARMY

Michael Alexander Speidel

Modern images and reconstructions of the Roman 
soldier’s appearance nearly always show a fully-
armed, often grim-looking combatant, wearing 
helmet and armour and sporting several weapons. 
Such images have heavily influenced the way 
in which we think of R oman soldiers and the 
Roman army. �ere  is, of course, some logic to 
these representations, as they immediately reveal 
the person’s military profession. It is therefore not 
surprising to �nd  them in use already by the Roman 
soldiers themselves. 

Images of fully armed soldiers of all ranks 
can be found in large numbers on gravestones 
throughout the �rst  three centuries AD (Fig. 1.1). 
�ey  supplement the information given by the 
inscription and add splendour to the tombstone and 
the memory of the deceased soldier. �e  context, 
however, is that of a monument, designed to 
impress the onlooker. As the design of gravestones 
was based on choices made by individual soldiers 
these monuments can therefore serve as a guide for 
the importance R oman soldiers attributed to the 
composition of their last appearance as well as for 
the meaning conveyed by such images. 

Several obvious reasons may have led soldiers 
to choose representations of themselves in full battle gear for their gravestones: Such images would 
show the deceased to have been a professional soldier with the Roman army, which means that 
during his lifetime he had been an agent of the emperor, representing Roman imperial power, and 
therefore a person to respect (if not to fear). Such images would also serve to impress the onlooker 
by the wealth and success the soldier had achieved during his time on earth: a splendid appearance 
in shining armour, perhaps further embellished by military decorations betraying his bravery on the 

Figure 1.1. Fully armed legionary. 1st c. AD 
(Wiesbaden). 
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battle�eld.� �ose  who had received promotions could show the insignia of higher ranks, revealing 
their proven capability to be a leader, trusted by their superiors and respected by their comrades, 
devoted to duty and ready to �ght  for the Roman empire. 

Surprisingly perhaps, the actual act of killing the enemy was, on the whole, rather unpopular on 
soldiers’ gravestones, as it occurs on only one particular type of image, which shows an armed Roman 
horseman riding down a barbarian and aiming his spear at the fallen enemy while looking straight 
ahead (Fig 1.3).� �is  image was chosen primarily (yet not exclusively) by Roman cavalrymen on 
the northern frontiers. It has recently been recognized, however, that in several cases the enemy, a 
(half-) naked Germanic warrior, is not necessarily fallen, but has willingly dived beneath the horse 
to stab it from below.� �at,  of course, makes the �ght  more equal. Perhaps the original meaning 
of the scene was to show the Roman horseman and his mount jumping over the Germanic horse-
stabber rather than riding him down. If correct, jumping, throwing a spear at the enemy underhoof 
and concentrating on the foe ahead all at the same time is an image which would serve to prove 
the impressive skills and the courage of the deceased. However, this image also came in less cruel 
versions, either without the barbarian, or with military decorations or (since the late second century) 
a wild boar in his stead (thereby turning the picture into a hunting scene). Hence, the emphasis of 
the message was not so much focussed on the soldier’s professionalism at killing but much rather 
highlighted his heroic and victorious bravery as well as his extraordinary skills as a horseman.4 �at 
was what he wanted to be remembered for. 

�e  same message as with full portraits of the armour-clad soldiers could also be transmitted in 
a less martial setting by displaying only selected items of military equipment or military decorations 
(Fig. 1.4).5 Again, this type of image was not restricted to any particular rank within the Roman 
army or any particular frontier. It is revealing that even images of the emperor could make use of 
the same set of symbols when they were to emphasize the ruler’s role as commander-in-chief of 
the Roman army.6 Images of the emperor in military dress or in armour were designed to promote 
the understanding, that the vigilant ruler successfully used his military power to secure peace and 

�.	S hining armour and weapons were a soldier’s pride and the o�cers’ responsibility: Jos. BJ 5, 9, 1. Arr. Takt. 38,3. 
Veg. Mili.  2,12. 14. M. P. Speidel 2006a, 35. Experimental archaeology and re-enactment e�orts have added much to 
our understanding of Roman military equipment and of aspects of its use, but, naturally, cannot provide insight into the 
symbolic meaning of the Roman soldier’s dress within any of his contemporary contexts. �e  following pages therefore 
primarily intend to contribute to this generally neglected aspect of Roman military dress, rather than to the practical 
functions of the soldiers’ garments and armour.
�.	F or such images see Schleiermacher 1984, passim. See also the many examples in M. P. Speidel 1994a. 
�.	M . P. Speidel 2006b, 151�.
4.	 Dio 75, 9. For hunting boars and other wild animals as a popular show of skill, bravery and manliness amongst 
soldiers and o�cers and suiting even for emperors see SHA Hadr. 2,1. ILS 9241. RIB 1041. M. P. Speidel 1994a, 7. Idem 
1994b, 131. 145. It is certainly telling that although boar-hunting was, since the late second century, a very popular scene 
on gravestones of the equites singulares Augusti at Rome, only one known gravestone bears the scene of a horseman of the 
emperor’s guard aiming his spear at a kneeling enemy warrior: M. P. Speidel 1994a, no. 540 (the warrior in this case is 
armed with a sword and aiming to hit the guardsman’s horse). 
5.	F or examples cf. Keppie 2003, 31–53. CSIR Carnuntum 319. CSIR Deutschland II 5, no. 134 (Mainz). Etc. North-
African examples are quoted by LeBohec 1989, 104. For both weapons and military decorations on one monument: Keppie 
1983, pl. I c (Ateste). 
6.	C f. e.g. RIC II 582. BMC Trajan 911 for a dupondius showing only Trajan’s cuirass on the revers side. RIC III 545. 
567. 1404 are examples of coins showing on their revers sides the emperor Lucius Verus on horseback aiming his spear at 
a fallen Parthian enemy. For the same scene with Commodus and a Germanic warrior on a gem from Biesheim cf. M. P. 
Speidel 2000a, 193–197.
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prosperity for the Roman Empire. Of course, such images were not carried by gravestones but by 
di�erent media, such as statues, reliefs or coins. �eir  messages, however, were much the same: Armour 
and weapons were used as symbolic representations in public displays of a successful, responsible, 
and heroic military service for Rome and empire-wide peace by all members of the Roman army, 
including equestrian and senatorial o�cers and generals as well as emperors.� 

A second style of images on gravestones, which were also produced throughout the �rst  three 
centuries AD, shows soldiers without armour, wearing only a belted tunic and a cloak (Fig. 1.2). 
Weapons and other military attributes could also be added. �e  character of these images is obviously 
less martial in its general appearance and was certainly intended to preserve a memory of the soldier 
in a context which was not battle or war. It was with great disgust that Tacitus described Roman 

�.	F or statues of Roman senators habitu militari see CIL VI 1566. ILS 1112. CIL VI 41145. Statua armata: CIL VI 
41142 = ILS 1098. CIL VI 41141 = ILS 1326 (this inscription also mentions a statua loricata). For equestrian o�cers 
Devijver 1989, 416�.  Idem 1992, 298�.  305�.

Figure 1.2. Soldier and his wife in civilian clothes. 3rd c. AD (Augsburg). 
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soldiers without helmet and body armour in the cities of Syria as sleek money-making traders.� 
Tacitus and other Roman aristocrats may have scorned the peaceful appearance of the army in 
the provinces,� many soldiers, however, consciously chose such images for their gravestones. It is 
therefore certainly revealing, that the images of soldiers wearing only belted tunics and cloaks became 
ever more popular and �nally, by the third century, clearly outnumbered the representations in full 
armour.10 �is  must surely be taken as a sign of the soldiers’ increasing will to be remembered not 
so much as battle-hardened warriors but rather as fellow citizens, or even, when shown with wife 
and children,11 as fathers and family-men.

If soldiers more and more preferred not to be seen, on their gravestones, as heavily armoured, 
battle-ready �ghters, they would still regularly choose to show the insignia of their profession and 
their power, and thereby remind us of their former importance in society. On principle, these insignia 
included belt and cape. By contrast, the soldiers’ servants are never shown with swords, although 
they are known to have joined the soldiers in training and battle.12 Soldiers with higher ranks would 
�.	T ac. Ann. 35.
�.	O f course, Tacitus was of an entirely di�erent opinon when soldiers in Rome were concerned. �eir  appearance in 
armour was a frightful sight to him: Tac. Hist. 2,88. Cf. also below. 
10.	F ranzoni 1987, 139. Ubl 2006, 262 with n. 11. Coulston 2007.
11.	E .g. CSIR Schweiz III no. 65 (Augst). CSIR Deutschland I,1 no. 31 (Augsburg). Wagner 2001, 454 Abb. 167 (Graz). 
CSIR Carnuntum 317. Nagy 2007, 117 Nr. 123. CSIR Mogetiana 112. M. P. Speidel 1998, 203f. (Zeugma). Images 
with belted tunics could even be chosen for gravestones of soldiers who died and were buried during military campaigns: 
cf. e.g. Facella and Speidel (2011).
12.	M . P. Speidel 1992, 345�.  For clothing in the Roman army in general cf. e.g. Sander 1963, 144–166. Fuentes 1987, 

Figure 1.3. Auxiliary horseman and horse-stabber. 1st c. AD 
(Glouchester). 

Figure 1.4. Legionary centurion’s military equipment, 
servant and horse. 1st. c. AD (Carnuntum)
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also not shy away from showing their badges of o�ce.  Such details added information and therefore 
played an important role in the composition of the images of soldiers. Hence, under-o�cers and 
o�cers, dressed in tunics and cloaks, could be shown holding a set of writing tablets or a scroll in 
one hand, and either lanceae,13 standards,14 a fustis,15 a hastile,16 or a vitis17 etc. in the other. �e 
tablets were surely meant to portray the soldiers’ writing-skills and therefore appear to indicate that 
at some stage in their career they had held positions involving administrative tasks.18 Lanceae and 
standards, however, were carried in battle and during manoeuvers, the fustis was a nightstick which 
was used as a police weapon, the long hastile was the typical sta� of an optio, with which he was to 
keep discipline and order amongst the soldiers in the battle lines, whereas the vitis, a vine cane, was 
the badge of o�ce  of centurions and evocati and their sign of authority with which they could beat 
and punish insubordinate soldiers.19 In some instances such combinations of writing-material and 
di�erent types of sta�s could serve to illustrate the soldier’s rank (signifer, bene�ciarius, optio, etc.) 
by showing typical items of their o�ce.  Obviously, however, both instruments were never used at 
the same time. Such cases must therefore serve as a warning, not to interpret these images as snap-
shots of a former reality. �ey  were not composed as guides to the appearance of Roman soldiers 
at any particular occasion.20 We should much rather understand the images on soldiers’ gravestones 
as sources for the symbolic meaning of their (often very accurately shown) military equipment and 
dress. �is  has, perhaps, not always been fully appreciated, but the point is worth making, as we 
need to assume that during the soldiers’ life-times, too, their dress was often consciously chosen 
with the intent to express certain messages. 

Obviously, war and battle was the main occasion to wear full battle gear. Military training and 
manoeuvres, such as the ambulatio, were another,21 although there was also special training equipment 
occasionally used for weapons-training. Finally, a number of festive parades and military shows could 
call for full battle gear. �e  most frequent amongst these was the pay parade, which took place three 
times per year and which was, at the same time, a weapons and armour inspection. Titus deliberately 

41–75. Bishop/Coulston 1993. Sumner 2002, 9f. Idem 2003, 7�.  Goldsworthy 2003, 118�.
13.	E .g. the �rst-century gravestone of P. F lavoleius C ordus from M ainz: cf. M . A . S peidel 1996, 6 0 Bild 2 7.
14.	E .g. the �rst-century gravestones of L. Duccius Ru�nus from York and of Oclatius Carvi f. from Neuss: cf. M. A. 
Speidel 1996, 62f. Bild 29 and 30.
15.	E .g. the �rst-century gravestone of C . Valerius Valens from C orinth: cf. M . A . S peidel 1996, 5 9 Bild 26 .
16.	E .g. the second-century gravestone of the optio Caecilius Avitus from Chester: cf. M. A. Speidel 1996, 61 Bild 28.
17.	E .g. the third-century gravestone of the centurion Vivius Marcianus from London: RIB 17. �e  sign in line 3 of this 
inscription has been interpreted as a hedera distinguens (the only one in this inscription). It was, however, clearly intended 
to represent the sign for centurion, 7(centurioni) leg(ionis) II Aug(ustae), as the rank of the deceased is to be expected before 
II Aug. and would otherwise be missing. �e  image of the deceased con�rms this reading.
18.	 �is  has occasionally been doubted: cf. e.g. Haensch 1997, 124 n. 23 with further literature. However, the symbolic 
meaning of all other prominently shown items strongly suggests that writing-material, too, was depicted to convey 
information relating to the military service of the deceased soldier. Any of the countless writing-tasks in the Roman army 
may have justi�ed the representation of writing-materials. �e  tablets and scrolls themselves, therefore, cannot be taken 
to indicate any particular rank. It may even be, that in some instances they relate to administrative responsibilities the 
deceased soldier had held earlier in his career.
19.	F or lanceae, standards and the hastile see M. P. Speidel 2002, 125–143. For the fustis: idem 1993, 137–149. �e  vitis 
as a badge of o�ce:  Dio 55,24,8. Euseb. HE 7,15. Beating: Tac. Ann. 1,23. Dig. 49,16,13,4. Cf. also Apul. Met. 9,39 
where a civilian was beaten with a vitis by a legionary whose rank is not mentioned.
20.	 �at,  however, was the understanding of Sander 1963, 144–166, and others, and still seems to be that of �orne 
2007, 227.
21.	H erod. 6,8,5. Veg. 1,27. SHA Max, 6,2. Tert. Ad Martyras 3.
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held such a parade in view of the enemy for four days during the siege of Jerusalem in order to awe 
the Jewish defenders with the shine of so much gold, silver, armour and weapons.22 In AD 14, on 
the other hand, the mutinous legionary soldiers in Pannonia met Tiberius’ son Drusus, according 
to Tacitus, ‘not as usual with glad looks or the glitter of military decorations, but in unsightly 
squalor’. �us,  the condition of a soldier’s dress was understood to re�ect the state of his morale 
and discipline, ‘for who would believe a soldier to be warlike, when he carelessly lets his arms get 
stained with dirt and rust’.23

For the performance of certain cavalry shows it was o�cially  recommended not to wear armour, 
for full battle gear would have taken away from the intended elegance and grace of the manoeuvres.24 
�is  was also true for the horsemen riding in funerary decursiones as the ones shown on the base 
of the Antonine column.25 Whether military parades were held in full armour or not, was often a 
political decision made by the emperor. Vespasian, for instance, had his unarmed soldiers dress in 
silk for his triumph in AD 71,26 which put the emphasis of the victory-parade on the peaceful and 
prosperous times he was promising for the future.27 Nero, in AD 66, on the other hand, ordered his 
praetorians to appear on the forum in full and shining armour for Tiridates’ coronation. As Nero 
himself was wearing his triumphal out�t  he had obviously (and successfully) set the scene to impress 
the Armenian king with Rome’s military power. Tiridates was duely frightened and the cheering 
crowds were delighted.28 

Tiridates’ coronation is just one example which shows that the shine of weapons and armour 
was also intended to ‘strike terror’ into the enemy.29 �e  appearance of fully armed soldiers outside 
the appropriate contexts must therefore have been a fearsome sight to the civilian population of 
the empire as well. If we are to believe Apuleius, even a single soldier travelling on his own in the 
provinces could instil fear into unlucky passers-by, simply by tying his shiny helmet, shield and 
weapons ostentatiously to the top of his luggage.30 To Pliny the Younger, for one, it was certainly 
a truly comforting fact well worth mentioning in his praise for Trajan that this emperor and his 
soldiers, when entering Rome in 98, were hardly discernible from the inhabitants of the capital due 
both to their civilian dress and their orderly behaviour.31 Vitellius, on the other hand, is reported 
to have entered Rome in quite a di�erent style in the summer of 69: with trumpets sounding and 
surrounded by the standards of his troops Vitellius, armed with his sword, appeared together with 
his companions, all wearing their military cloaks. His soldiers are described as a frightful spectacle, 
as they were fully armed, aggressive, and moving about the city in haste and in large numbers.32 

Under normal circumstances, the heavy armour and most deadly weapons (apart from daggers 

22.	 Pay parade and inspection: Jos. 5,9,1. Arr. Peripl. 6,2. 10,3. �ree  times per year: M. A. Speidel 2009, 349f. Titus: 
Jos. 5,9,1.
23.	M utinous legionaries: Tac. Ann. 1,24. Dress and morale/discipline: see above n. 1 and Onasander 10,14. 28. SHA 
Sev.Alex. 52,3. Maurice, Strat. 1,2,25. ‘Dirt  and rust’: Veg. 2,14.
24.	A rr. Tact. 34,6. M. P. Speidel 2006a, 9. 14f. 37f. 61�.  91.
25.	 Koeppel 1989, 26�.  60�.  M. A. Speidel 2009, 451–462.
26.	 Jos. BJ 7,5,4. 
27.	 Jos. BJ 7,5,6f.
28.	S uet. Nero 13. Dio 63,4f.
29.	 Veg. 2,14: Plurimum enim terroris hostibus armorum splendor inportat. See also Jos. BJ 5.9.1. Ps.Quint. Decl.mai. 
3,12. Amm. 18,2,16. 27,2,6. 31,10,9 and Veg. 2,12. Amm. 31,12,12.
30.	A pul. Met. 10,1,2.
31.	 Plin. Paneg, 23,3: nam milites nihil a plebe habitu tranquillitate modestia di�erebant.
32.	Tac. Hist. 2,88. See also Suet., Vit. 11.
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and swords) of the Rome cohorts were locked away.33 Hence, ancient reports of fully armed troops 
in the streets of the imperial capital are set in narrative contexts which aim to illustrate events of 
illegal or inappropriate violence.34 �e  weapons city-Roman soldiers would normally use within the 
city were the fustis-nightstick, a virga-rod, the butt of spears or the bladeless hastile, all of which were 
intended for non-lethal police duty.35 Only as a last resort were iron weapons used against civilians.36 
Even issuing axes to the city-Roman soldiers for breaking into the houses of suspected criminals 
was seen as the decision of a tyrant emperor.37 While on duty within the city, the soldiers of these 
units normally wore the toga, a belted tunic38 or a subarmalis, the felt shirts originally designed to 
be worn underneath the cuirass.39 Whereas many reliefs show soldiers wearing belted tunics, images 
of soldiers wearing just the subarmalis do not appear to have been deemed worth recording for 
eternity. However, the fourth-century Anonymus, De Rebus Bellicis recommends wearing a leather 
shirt over the felt-made thoracomachus (his term to describe the subarmalis) in bad weather in order 
to protect it from getting wet and heavy in the rain.40 �e  subarmalis, therefore, must also have 
regularly been worn without cuirass. �ick  felt was lighter than armour and would yet have o�ered 
some protection. A subarmalis was therefore an ideal garment for police duty. An incident reported 
by the Historia Augusta can be understood to show that the subarmalis was indeed a standard 
garment of the Praetorian Guard at least on certain occasions:41 when Septimius Severus reached 
the gates of the imperial capital in 192, he ordered the praetorians to come out and meet him cum 
subarmalibus inermes, ‘wearing only felt-shirts and unarmed’. It was Severus’ intention to assemble 
the guardsmen only to send them home in dishonour for their involvement in the murder of the 
emperor Pertinax and their disgraceful conduct in the events which followed. As the praetorians 
were fearing that Severus might punish them, he took great care not to arrouse any suspicion of his 
true intentions.42 Had it been entirely unusual for praetorian soldiers to leave their camp unarmed 
(i.e. without swords) and dressed only in subarmales (not tunics), they would surely have recognized 
the plot immediately.43 �e  contrary must therefore be true.

Ovid, while in exile at Tomis, was terri�ed at the daily sight of local tribesmen entering the city 
in arms, ever-ready to get into a �ght. 44 I n Ovid’s judgement, therefore, daily life in Rome was, 
in general, less violent than in some far-away frontier cities. However, with very few exceptions, it 
was the responsibility of the local magistrates to organize and to equip their own police forces and 

33.	T ac. Hist. 1,38. 80. Cf. SHA Sev. 6,11 and Herod. 2,13,2 and 12 with the text to n. 41 below.
34.	E .g. Tac. Ann. 14,61. 16,27. Herod. 2,5,1�.  For soldiers in Rome not normally wearing heavy armour cf. also Herod. 
4,5,1. 7,11,2.
35.	S uet. Cal. 26. Davies 1989, 88. M. P. Speidel 1993, 137–149. Idem 1994b, 33f. 130f.
36.	C f. Tac. Ann. 14,8. 14,61.
37.	H erod. 2,4,1. 2,6,10. Juv. 16,7�.  PMich. VI 425. Jos. BJ 2,306. M. P. Speidel 1994b, 52f.
38.	T oga: Tac. Ann, 16,27. Belted tunics: Herod. 7,11,2. Koeppel 1986, 2�.  21�.  (Anaglypha Traiani. No swords are 
shown, and only very few daggers). Cf. also SHA Marcus 27,3.
39.	 AE 1998, 839. Tab.Vindol. II 184,7. 17. 38. SHA Sev. 6,11. SHA Claud. 14,8. SHA Aur. 13,3. Martianus Capella 
De Nupt. 5,426. Ubl 2006, 262–276. M. P. Speidel 2007, 237–240.
40.	A non. De Rebus bellicis 15. Ubl 2006, 270�.  M. P. Speidel 2007, 238f.
41.	SHA Sev. 6,11.
42.	 Dio 74,17,3. 75,1,1. Herod. 2,13,1�. 
43.	C f. above n. 34. Severus Alexander, when speaking to his soldiers, also appears to have had them assemble unarmed, 
even during expeditions: Herod. 6,9,3f. (cf. above n. 11).
44.	O vid., Trist. 5,7,11f. 5,10,44. It should, however, be remembered that Ovid’s account was not free of exaggeration 
and �ction.
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militias.45 (Ovid was less than enthusiastic when he had to join the militia of Tomis).46 According 
to Aelius Arisitides, soldiers of the Roman army were employed as police forces in urban centres 
of the provinces only ‘if anywhere a city is so large that it cannot police itself ’.47 When on duty in 
such cities as Alexandria, Carthago, Lugudunum, and a few others, or in the provincial hinterland, 
soldiers would again regularly use wooden rods, clubs or nightsticks for riot-control and for punishing 
individuals.48 �e  normal dress for such duty was again the belted tunica with a cloak or perhaps 
also the subarmalis.49 �e  latter certainly belonged to a soldier’s standard equipment in the provinces 
by the end of the �rst  century at the latest, as a military document from Carlisle reveals.50 �e 
same document also shows that the cavalry soldiers at Carlisle each seem to have had at least two 
subarmales minores, perhaps one made of felt, the other of leather.51 �eir  description as minores 
makes sense, as one would expect the subarmales of horsemen to be shorter than those of footsoldiers. 
Horsemen may also have worn subarmales without cuirass for military training and there may even 
have been di�erent kinds, either for training, police duty and battle, or for summer and winter. For 
the countless other non-combat duties of his military service, a Roman soldier would normally just 
wear a belted tunic and perhaps a cloak. If he carried any weapons at all, he may have been armed 
with just a dagger or perhaps with a dagger and a sword.52 On the whole, therefore, soldiers wearing 
full armour must have been a much rarer sight than suggested by the images on gravestones and 
other monuments, let alone Hollywood productions or most documentaries on television. And even 
if soldiers were clad in armour, it might not have been obvious from afar, as weapons and armour 
were often hidden by protective coverings and coats.53 

Still,  even if unarmed, soldiers could be recognized by their clothing and their behaviour, habitus 
atque habitudo, as Apuleius put it.54 �us,  the evidence leaves no doubt that the military belt, balteus 
or cingulum militare (as it was later called), was considered to be a distinctive mark of military service 
and it was therefore regularly shown on soldiers’ gravestones.55 Images on gravestones also commonly 

45.	E .g. ILS 6087,103. CIL XII 3296. See esp. Apul. Met. 9,41,3�.  where even soldiers turn to the local magistrates 
after having been robbed. �e  magistrates then sent lictores ceterique publici ministerii to search the house of the accused 
and �nally to arrest him. �e  soldiers, in this incident, took no part in the local police work. Cf. also Plin. Ep. 10,19f. Sel.
Pap. II 254 reports the story of two guards unlawfully �ogging a veterean with rods at the orders of the strategus Hierax 
in the village of Philadelphia in Egypt. Local police in Asia Minor used clubs and maces: M. P. Speidel 1992, 190f. For 
armouries in provincial cities see e.g. Strabo 14,2,5. Dio Chrys. or. 77/78,12. Tac. Hist. 1,57,2. 1,66,1. 2,52,2. See also 
Brélaz 2005.
46.	O vid. Trist. 4,1,71f.
47.	A rist. Or. Rom. 67.
48.	 Jos. BJ 2,9,4. 2,15,5. Apul. Met. 9,39f. Acts 16,22. 22,23�.  Tab.Vindol. II 344 (virgis castigatum esse). ILS 6870 = 
Hauken 1998, 2�.  no. 1 II 11�.:  missis militib(us) / [in eu]ndem saltum Burunitanum, ali/[os nos]trum adprehendi et vexari, 
ali/[os vinc]iri, non<n>ullos cives etiam Ro/[manos] virgis et fustibus e�igi iusse/[rit]. M. P. Speidel 1993, 141�.  Naturally, 
whenever an uprising was suspected and Roman control was seen to be threatened, the authorities would order the use 
of deadly iron weapons. �is  is well illustrated e.g. in Josephus’ account of the events leading to the Jewish revolt of AD 
66.
49.	 Jos. BJ 2,12,1.
50.	 AE 1998, 839. Tab.Vindol. II 184 i 7. i 17. iii  38.
51.	M . P. Speidel 2007, 238.
52.	T ac. Ann. 11,18. Jos. BJ 2,12,1. Amm. 28,2,8. See e.g. also the scenes XCII, XCVII , CIII on Trajan’s column, and 
above n. 38.
53.	 Plut. Luc. 27. Cf. Cras. 23f. Jos. BJ 5,9,1. Ubl 2006, 262 with n. 15.
54.	 A pul. Met. 9,39. Cf. Also Petr. Sat. 82. Plin. Paneg. 23,3. Veg. 1,6.
55.	 Petr. Sat. 82. Tac. Hist. 1,57. 2,88. Herod. 2,13,10. Servius Aen. VIII , 724: omnes qui militant, cincti sunt. Cod.Just. 

1,1,4,3. Suda, s.v. �¡�Þ�¨�¥�­�´���³�¡�­�´�¡. Isid. Or. 19,33,2. Etc.
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show soldiers wearing cloaks: either a heavy hooded cloak for cold and rainy weather56 or a light cape 
for the warmer seasons.57 Neither type of cloak, however, seems to have been worn in battle.58 Still, 
such cloaks were a distinctive sign of military service, for ‘taking the cloak’, as a �gure of speech, 
meant ‘going to war’, just as ‘wearing the cloak‘ was an expression for ‘being at war’.59 Hence, 
Vitellius and his companions were not forgiven for entering Rome in their military cloaks, whereas 
the emperor Marcus Aurelius (according to the Historia Augusta) was praised because he would not 
allow his soldiers to wear their military cloaks in I taly.60 Finally, the hobnailed military footwear 
was also speci�cally related to the army. Petronius, in his Satyricon, tells the story of Encolpius who, 
by girding on a sword and putting on ferocious looks, tried to disguise himself as a soldier but was 
soon unmasked because of the Greek slippers he was wearing.61 

On rare occasions, soldiers could also be ordered to dress as civilians so they would not be 
recognized. �us,  Pontius Pilatus fearing an unruly crowd at Jerusalem, once had his soldiers disguise 
as civilians. Armed with hidden swords and wooden rods they mixed with the locals who were 
gathering around Pilate and beginning to shout in anger, because he was planning to use the temple 
treasure to build an aquaeduct for the city. When riots broke out he gave his soldiers a sign to draw 
their rods and to restore order.62 Epictetus reports another occasion (from the reign of Domitian?): a 
soldier in civilian dress sits down next to someone in Rome and starts to revile the emperor. As soon 
as that person, unaware of his interlocutor’s military profession, begins to join in on the abuse, he 
is immediately arrested.63 It appears, however, that the use of soldiers disguised as civilians for such 
sinister purposes was a rare exception. On other occasions, a soldier’s public appearance without the 
insignia of his military service was due to entirely di�erent reasons. For soldiers and o�cers could 
be ordered to line up in front of their comrades with unbelted tunics as a form of punishment for 
cowardice.64 Extreme disgrace, considered ‘worse than death’ was Julian’s punishment of a cavalry 
unit which had �ed during battle: for such cowardice the soldiers were ordered to march through the 
camp in women’s clothes.65 Pride, honour and shame played an eminent role in the community of 
the Roman army.66 Hence such sentences, which aimed to publically humiliate cowards, reveal the 
great symbolic importance attached to the soldier’s dress and to the insignia of his military service. 
Belt, cloak, sword and shoes belonged to the o�cial  military equipment for which soldiers had to 
pay.67 �e  symbolic act of publicly laying down these insignia or being ordered to hand them in 
meant leaving or having to leave the army.68

56.	 Dio 57,13,5. SHA Hadr. 3.
57.	C f. SHA Trig. Tyr. 23,5.
58.	M .P. Speidel 1994b, 103. Sumner 2002, 15.
59.	F or saga sumere, ad saga ire, or in sagis esse see e.g. Cic. Ver. 5,94. Cic. Phil. 5,31. 6,9. 8,32. 12,16. 14,3. Vell. 2,16,4. 
Cf. also Dio 50,4,4. 
60.	S uet. Vit. 11. SHA Marc. 27,3. 
61.	 Pet. Sat. 82.
62.	 Jos. BJ 2,9,4.
63.	E pict. 4,13,5. Incidentally, the story proves, that a soldier could normally be recognised by his clothes. Contra: Sander 
1963, 153.
64.	S uet. Aug. 24,2. Front. Strat. 4,1,26�.
65.	 Zos. 3,3,4f. Cf. also BHL 7599.
66.	C f. e.g. Lendon 1997, esp. 237�.
67.	M . A. Speidel 2009, 360�.
68.	S ee e.g. Dio 75.1,1f. (weapons, horses, belts). Herod. 2,13,10 (daggers, belts, clothes and other military insignia). 
Tertullian De Corona 1,3 (cloak, sword and shoes). HA Sev.Alex. 54,4 (weapons and cloaks). For military equipment 
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Colours, of course must have played an important role as well, but the evidence is scanty and 
di�cult  to interpret. Although we know of striped tunics,69 for example, it has so far remained 
impossible to recognize whether the stripes or their colours carried any meaning at all. Next to their 
normal tunics made of wool or linen, soldiers may also have had a special red battle tunic (tunica 
russa militaris).70 It is certain, however, that every soldier and o�cer  possessed an additional shining 
white tunic, a tunica alba, which must have been a bleached tunic. Such tunics belonged to the 
soldiers’ standard out-�t,  as is shown by a pay-receipt on a papyrus from Masada, where a tunica alba 
is listed among the items for which money was deducted from the soldier’s pay.71 �e  tunica alba was 
worn by all ranks for special, festive occasions such as victory games or religious ceremonies.72 �e 
emperor, too, had a vestis alba triumphalis.73 Equestrian o�cers are also known to have had white 
capes as well as a special dinner tunic, a tunica cenatoria.74 Its appearance is unknown, but judging 
by its name, it must have di�ered from the o�cer’s usual tunic. Caligula was ridiculed by Suetonius, 
because during his northern expedition he ordered his o�cers, who had stepped in to report the 
safe return of a group of soldiers, to join him for dinner immediately, clad in armour as they were.75 
�e  story implies, that for the o�cers of the Roman army, it was normal, or generally required, to  

have the appropriate dinner dress even when on campaign. Common soldiers also wore tunics for 
dinner, though whether they di�ered by name or by looks from those they wore for work is not clear. 
(It is, however, probably safe to assume, that they did not normally wear the same tunics on both 
occasions.) �e  funeral banquet scenes on many gravestones of Roman soldiers show the image of an 
ideal dining scene, which celebrated the good moments of the soldier’s life, moments the deceased 
was hoping to continuously repeat in his after-life. �ese  scenes show the dining soldier lying on a 
couch, wearing a tunic and a cloak.76 �at  must therefore have been the appropriate dinner dress 
for a soldier, at least when he was attending an elegant banquet. �e  Historia Augusta adds a curious 
detail: in the second half of the third century, a Roman general supposedly ordered his soldiers to 
appear at dinner (convivium) in a warm cape (sagum) in winter, and in a light one in summer, in 
order to prevent the lower parts of their bodies from getting exposed.77 �e  story is �ctitious, and 
it remains unclear whether the order was issued mainly out of concern for the soldiers’ health or to 
enforce appropriate table manners. At any rate, it is revealing that the funeral banquet scenes on 
soldiers’ gravestones always show legs and hips covered by a cloak.

�e  evidence leaves no doubt, that it mattered to most soldiers to be wearing what was considered 
to be dashing dress. �us,  military tunics ordered in Egypt for the Cappadocian army were to be 

identifying Roman soldiers see also Bishop and Coulston 1993, 196�.
69.	F or the sticharion see Sheridan 1998, 76f. For stripes and other decorations cf. also Sumner 2002, 9f. Idem 2003, 
7�.
70.	SHA Claud. 14,5. SHA Aur. 13,3: tunica russa ducalis. Isid. Or. 19,22,10.
71.	 P. Yadin 722. A white belted tunic for the army in Cappadocia is also listed in BGU 1564 = Sel.Pap. II 395. Hoewever, 
it is not clear in this case, whether the tunic was simply to be left undyed or whether it was to be bleached.
72.	M . A. Speidel 2009, 455–457.
73.	 ILS 1763.
74.	T ab. Vindol. II  196 with Birley 2002, 138f. Cf. SHA Max. 30,5 (vestis cenatoria). White capes for the army in 
Cappadocia are also listed in BGU 1564 = Sel.Pap. II 395. 
75.	S uet. Cal. 45.
76.	M . P. Speidel 1994a, 5. Idem 1994b, 145.
77.	SHA Tyr.Trig. 23,5: nec inferiora nudarentur.
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‘from �ne, soft, white wool without any dirt, well-woven and well-edged, pleasing and undamaged’.78 
Egypt is known to have been a major source for military clothing.79 Gaul, which was also famous 
for its extensive range of dyestu�s,80 appears to have been another.81 With the increasing numbers 
of soldiers from outside Italy serving in the Roman army on far-away frontiers, the preferences for 
certain styles of clothing also began to change. In AD 69, the Roman general Aulus Caecina, arriving 
from the frontier on the Rhine, shocked the toga-clad Roman citizens of Northern Italy by wearing 
Germanic trousers and a cloak of various colours.82 It still did not pass unnoticed in the early third 
century, that the emperor Caracalla preferred to wear the same Germanic out�t  when he took the 
�eld. �at  eventually gave him his nickname, as the word caracalla denotes a Germanic cloak. Dressing 
like his soldiers on the northern frontier (or more precisely: like the German soldiers he had raised 
for his bodyguard from north of the frontier) was a strong message, that he wanted to be seen as 
their comrade, and by continuing to wear such dress (as well as a blond wig in German hairstyle) 
in Syria and Mesopotamia, Caracalla may indeed have been the one responsible for making this 
style of dress popular with soldiers throughout the empire.83 At any rate, long-sleeved tunics, tight 
trousers and brightly coloured cloaks, all previously considered e�eminate and barbarian, became 
the new third century dress, worn in all branches of the Roman army.84

By the late third century the soldier’s taste for luxurious clothes had reached a point where a heavy 
coloured cape cost more than a �ne war horse and the élite soldiers of the emperor’s bodyguards 
would wear capes embroidered with threads of gold and silver called barbaricae.85 Yet even in the 
preceding centuries, ordinary soldiers would have needed to spend a considerable percentage of their 
pay for clothing. In the case of one auxiliary soldier in AD 81, the expenses for clothing reached 
245.5 drachmae.86 �at  was nearly one third of the soldier’s annual pay.87 What type of clothes he 
bought is not known, but the money would have been enough for nearly ten woollen tunics88 or nine 
linen tunics89 or 12 sagacia cloaks.90 It is true, of course, that the amount of such payments varied, 
depending partly on personal needs and tastes, but also on the soldier’s type of unit and his rank. Pliny 

78.	 BGU VII 1564 = Sel.Pap. II 395.
79.	E .g. BGU VII 1564 = Sel.Pap. II 395. P.Ryl. II 189. P.Oxy. LXIV 4434. Cf. in general Sheridan 1998. 
80.	 Plin., NH 22,2.
81.	F ink 1971, 63 ii 18. Tab. Vindol. II 255 + add. = III  p. 157 with Birley 2002, 101 and idem 2007, 320f. Cf. also 
Tab. Vindol. II 154 + add. = III  p. 155 with Birley 2002, 79.
82.	T ac. Hist. 2,20. For a Roman description of Germanic clothes see Tac. Germ. 17 (cf. also 6).
83.	S ee esp. H erod. 4 ,7,3. C aracalla as ‘fellow soldier’ etc.: Dio 77,13,1. 77,17,4. 78,3.1f. 78,9,1. 78,16,7. 
78,24,1. C f. H erod. 4 ,4,7f. 4 ,7,4�.  SHA Carac. 2 ,1. 2 ,3. 9,3. 11,5. M . P. S peidel 1994b, 65 . 104. C aracalla’s 
portraits as sole ruler regularly show him wearing a military cloak. E ven his �erce looks (cf. also Dio 78,11,12f.) 
should be understood to show him as a soldier. C f. Petr. Sat. 82. A pul. Met. 9,39. and esp. H erod. 7,1,12 
likening the emperor M aximinus’ frightening appearance with that of a barbarian élite warrior. C ompare also the 
facial expressions of the R oman soldiers on the Great Trajanic F rieze. O n the subject see L eander Touati 1991.
84.	E �eminate and barbarian: cf. e.g. Cic. Fam. 9,15,2,6. Verg. Aen. 9,615. Gell. Noct. Att. 6(7),12,3�.,  compare also 
Suet. Div. Iul. 45. �ird  century dress: M. P. Speidel 1994b, 103f. Even at the end of the third century the pretender 
Allectus was accused of wearing Germanic dress and long hair: Paneg. Lat. 8,16,4.
85.	L au�er 1971: sagum: 4,000 denarii and equus optimus militaris: 3,000 denarii. Bullion capes (barbaricae) worn by 
the emperor’s bodyguard since Caracalla: Herod. 4,7,3. M. P. Speidel 1997, 231–237. 
86.	F ink 1971, 68 iii.
87.	F or soldiers’ pay (and stoppages) see M. A. Speidel 2009, 349–379; 407–437.
88.	25 drachmae (= sestertii) each (= 6.25 denarii): BGU VII 1564.5.
89.	 7 denarii each (= 28 sestertii): P.Yadin 722.
90.	5 denarii (= 20 sestertii) 2 asses each: Tab.Vindol. II 184.
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the Younger, for example, helped out a friend of his who needed 40,000 sesterces to buy a centurion’s 
out�t. 91 �at  sum would have equalled over 33 annual salaries of a legionary soldier or well over 
twice the centurion’s own annual salary.92 Soldiers, under-o�cers and centurions in particular also 
had to pay for their servants’ clothes.93 �us,  a centurion at Vindolanda ordered six sagacia-cloaks, 
an unknown number of saga-cloaks, seven palliola-cloaks and �ve or six tunics for his servants.94 

�e  conclusion to be drawn from the evidence presented above is that the Roman soldier’s every-
day appearance was more varied, more context-related and more capable of expressing symbolic 
meaning than has so far generally been recognized. Taken together, the evidence clearly shows, 
that Roman soldiers needed a substantial number and variety of clothes for summer and winter,95 
di�erent weather and various occasions both for themselves and for their servants. I t is hardly 
surprising, therefore, to �nd  clothing playing such a prominent role in both private and o�cial 
military documents, and to see this particular need of the Roman army leading to the creation of 
the vestis militaris – tax.96 

91.	 Plin. Ep. 6,25.
92.	C f. M. A. Speidel 2009, 407–437.
93.	F or soldiers’ servants see M. P. Speidel 1992, 342�.
94.	T ab.Vindol. II 255. Birley 2002, 101.
95.	C f. P.Oxy. LXIV 4434, a receipt from AD 154 (?) issued by Claudius Germanus, optio legionis III Cyrenaicae (based at 
Bostra in the province of Arabia) for 55 Syrian winter cloaks to �eon,  the representative of ‘the makers of thick garments’ 
at Egyptian Oxyrhynchos, who had previously received, by Claudius Germanus, a public contract for their production.
96.	S heridan 1998. F or the importance of supplying the army with clothing see SHA , Sev. Alex. 52 . C f. also Veg. 
3,2. etc. F or earlier imperial contributions towards the soldiers’ expenses for clothing (or for demands thereof ) 
cf. e.g. T ac. Hist. 3,50. S uet. Vesp. 8,3. SHA Sev.Alex. 4 0,5. I n general: M . A . S peidel 2 009, 360�.  4 07–437.



2. PURCHASE ORDERS OF MILITARY GARMENTS 
FROM pApYRI OF ROMAN EGYpT

Kerstin Droß-Krüpe

In every time period and every region of the world, soldiers who were supposed to serve loyally and 
dutifully had to have access to the bare necessities of a soldier’s life. �ese  necessities were food and 
clothing. At the very latest with the conversion of the army from the Roman militia to a standing 
army that was stationed at the borders of the provinces – a process that was accomplished by the 
Augustan reforms – the army needed a functioning network of supply lines to provide what was 
necessary. It is impossible to give an exact number of soldiers that the Roman state had to pay for, 
but current guesses range from 250,000 to 450,000 people.1 �ese  troops were spread across the 
whole Imperium Romanum: supplying them required the creation and consolidation of a functional 
infrastructure, an e�cient  administration, and arrangements with local suppliers in the regions.� 
�e  close connection between organizing troop supplies and the creation of economic structures is 
obvious. �us,  many historians have analyzed the supply of the soldiers to gather information about 
ancient economy. Special emphasis has been put on the organization of food supplies, while the 
process of purchasing clothing for the troops had been neglected by historians.3 �is  is mostly due 
to the small number of historical sources which provide information on the supply of fabrics and 
their distribution to the troops. Ancient military authors as Flavius Vegetius Renatus or Aelinanus 
Tacticus dealt with recruiting, military training, the organization of the army and battle tactics, but 
tell us little about the actual processes of supplying the troops.

Texts which allow an immediate insight into ancient matters turn out to be more useful than 
mere literary texts. �e  Greek, Latin and Coptic papyri found in Egypt provide a unique insight 
into the everyday life of people living in this area between the conquest of Alexander the Great and 
the Arabian conquest. �e  material encompasses not only private correspondence, but also proof 
of economic a�airs and retailers, legal transactions, verdicts, administrative �les, as well as literary 
and religious writings.

�e  papyri from Egypt do provide information about the process of supplying the army. I n 
this case, we are especially interested in the necessary fabrics for the army during the Early Roman 
Empire. �e  fact that providing the soldiers with clothing was the responsibility of the state is not 

1.	L e Bohec 1998, 24 and 36–37 argues for 250,000 men; 300,000–400,000 seen by Drexhage, Konen, Ru�ng  2002, 
40–41; 400,000–450,000 seen by Wesch-Klein 1998, 9.
�.	F or the di�erences between the supply of a marching and a forti�ed army see Groenman-van Waateringe 1997, 
263.
3.	M ittof de�nes army supply as follows: “Unter Heeresversorgung wird ausschließlich die Versorgung der Soldaten 
mit Grundnahrungsmitteln und der Reit- bzw. Saumtiere des Heeres mit Futter verstanden” (Mitthof 2001, 4).
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in question. P.Gen.Lat. 1 col. I shows a calculation of the salary of two soldiers in the years 80 and 
81.� It also shows subtractions from the salary for the goods these soldiers received. �e  largest sum 
of these expenses was 240 drachmae per year for food. Subtractions for clothing are only shown 
for the �rst  and the third stipendium and vary in their sum. While one soldier received clothing 
for 60 drachmae, his comrade received fabrics for 100 drachmae. �e  sources do not state whether 
the di�erence of the subtractions was due to the fact that these two soldiers held di�erent ranks or 
whether they had di�erent demands. Without doubt, this source shows that the Roman state of the 
early principate took care of its soldiers’ clothing.

P.Ross.Georg. 5/61, a much later papyrus from the 4th century, which is closely connected to 
this topic, shows a list of payments made by an o�ce  for supplying the troops originating in the 
Herakleopolites. �e  largest sum mentioned are the expenditures for clothing, in particular the money 
for �·�«�¡�¬�	�¤�¥�². �us,  it can be assumed that the Roman state was still responsible for supplying the 
soldiers with fabrics during the Late Roman Empire.

In the following paragraphs, we will have a look at those texts which provide a basis for forming 
hypotheses about the Roman troops’ provision of clothing during the Early Roman Empire:

�e  earliest text which shows the administrative side of the Roman state’s organization of providing 
its soldiers with clothing is dated from 128 AD (P.Ryl. 2/189). Dionysius, son of Socrates, and a 
group of men, describing themselves as receivers of public garments (�°�¡�±
ª�¡�«�§�°�´�¡�����¤�§�¬�¯�³���¯
ª�	�µ) �Ã�¬�¡�´�©�³�¬�¯
ª�i
ª 
[l. 1–2]), con�rm that the weavers of the Egyptian village Soknopaiou Nesos correctly delivered 19 
tunics and 5 cloaks. �e  receivers of the cloaks are named in the text: they were soldiers in Iudea. 
Accordingly, the editors of this papyrus suppose that the tunics may be assumed to have been intended 
for the military guards, but they cannot show any proof to con�rm that idea. Which units in Judea 
were to obtain the cloaks cannot be decided explicitly. It is conceivable that those cloaks were meant 
for the legio VI Ferrata, which was transferred to Judea in 123 AD.� �e  presence of the cohors I 
Hispanorum and the cohors I �ebaeorum during those times in Judea is also possible.� 

Only ten years later a similar transaction was recorded in a small village in the Egyptian Fayum: 
�is  papyrus – BGU 7/1564, dated September 138 AD – is an order for an advance payment. A 
group of three men, who called themselves receivers of public garments, asked Heracleides the banker 
to pay the rate of 28 drachmae in advance to the weavers of the village Philadelphia.� �e  fabrics were 
not to be used in Egypt, but by the soldiers in Cappadocia. Furthermore, some of the fabrics were 
transported to a �eld hospital (�´�¯�i��� �­���´�¸���“�¥�¢�¡�³�´�M���°�¡�±�¥�¬�¢�¯�«�	�M�
���ß�£�©�¡�³�´�¥�±���¯�µ��[l. 7]), but it is unclear 
whether this place was also situated in Cappadocia or whether it was in Egypt. 

Again, shipments for troops outside of Egypt are mentioned in this text. Concerning this matter, 
some historians supposed that “the placing of these orders in other provinces must be the result of 
problems in the provinces in which the armies were stationed”.� However, in the above-mentioned 
cases no major problems were known in the target provinces. �us,  it is fair to assume that it was a 
well-established procedure to order supplies for the army. �e  existence of an excellent infrastructure 
and of a noteworthy network of trade routes has been widely acknowledged and needs no further 

�.	F or the dates see v. Premerstein 1903, 1–46. For the controversial discussion about the text see Watson 1956, 332–340 
and Fink 1971, 243–249.
�.	C ampbell 1999, 17.
�.	S paul 2000, 112–113 and 456–457.
�.	O f these 28 drachmae, 6½% (= 6 drachmae), are deduced as tax for the state.
�.	A lston 1994, 111.
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discussion.� �us,  the existence of shipments of fabrics across the provincial borders could be an 
example of R oman trade in general. �e  ongoing academic controversy between the so-called 
“Substantivists” and the so-called “Formalists” cannot be discussed at this point. I only want to 
mention their basic ideas: While the “Substantivists” deny the existence of interdependent markets 
and economic market regulation policies and postulate a unity of place production and consumption, 
the “Formalists” postulate the existence of market economy and accordingly use modern methods of 
economic analysis in their studies. In our examples, however, it has to be emphasised that we deal with 
interregional transactions, meaning that the place of production was not the place of consumption. 
�ese  places were even divided by the sea. I will get back to possible reasons for this later. 

Another document from Philadelphia is directly connected to the last example (BGU 7/1572 = 
Dupl. P.Phil. 10). It depicts a petition which has to be dated 15 months later (December 139 AD). 
In this text, the weavers of Philadelphia ask the strategos not to detach further workers for public 
services, because they fear that they will not be able to deliver the ordered clothing. �us,  they 
directly refer to BGU 7/1564, because they mention the money paid in advance for army services, 
so it is probably the same transaction. In total, four weavers were sent to Alexandria, while eight 
of them stayed in Philadelphia. �e  order had been given to twelve weavers in total and could not 
be completed – or only with serious problems – by only eight people. One has to bear in mind 
that the order says that the textiles (1 tunic, 4 cloaks and a blanket) had to be produced quickly 
(� �­���´�ÿ�·�¥�©��[l. 13]). In the light of this apparent urgency it seems astonishing to see that the weavers 
announce their inability to complete the order 15 months after the order had been placed. Since 
it is hard to believe that the production of six pieces of fabric would require such a long time, it 
could be assumed that, apart from the o�cial  order, they were working to produce cloth for sale at 
the market as well. �e  public order, which had already been partially paid, does not seem to have 
had a special priority.

At a �rst  glance, the number of weavers in a comparatively large village like Philadelphia seems 
to have been relatively small. �e  population of the town during the second century – the time 
both documents originate – is usually estimated to have been between 3,000 and 4,000 people.10 
A tax list from Philadelphia from the early 1st century lists 88 weavers [P.Corn. 23 (a)]. A later tax 
list from the year 94 AD shows 38 weavers [P.Lond. 2/257 (p. 19)]. Tax receipts from the second 
century show a further reduction of weavers. P.Phil. 23, a text written in 123 AD, only lists 11 
people with this profession. A list from the same year records 12 or 13 members of the weavers’ 
guild (BGU 7/1591). �us,  the number of 12 weavers in the years 138 and 139 AD shown in 
the two corresponding documents mentioned above mirrors the image we have of Philadelphia. 
Considering the much bigger village of Oxyrhynchos, which is supposed to have about 25,000 
residents,11 recently a number of 1 ,100 weavers has been suggested,12 which means that almost 
5% of the village population were weavers by trade. Applied to Philadelphia, this would mean one 
could expect 150 to 200 weavers in this village. As the numbers are so much lower, we either face a 
complete di�erence in the economic structure or we might have to reconsider the expected quantities 
of textile workers in Oxyrhynchos.

Comparing the documents from Soknopaiou Nesos and Philadelphia, the comparatively small 

�.	R athmann 2002, 1134–1160; Kolb 2000, passim.
10.	E iling 2001, 32 in note 161.
11.	R athbone 1990, 103–142, especially 120–121; Krüger 1990, 68–69; Alston 2002, 332, table 6.3.
12.	R u�ng  2007, 43–44.
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amount of cloth and number of garments ordered attract attention. Even the demand of a small 
military unit must have been signi�cantly larger. �e  high demand was probably not restricted to 
one central producer, but distributed among several ones. A group of 13 texts from the archive of 
the strategos Damarion,13 dating from 184 to 186 AD, shows that this practice was actually used 
when supplying the troops. �ese  texts originate in the Hermopolis district and show the process of 
shipping grain to the troops in Egypt. �e  largest part of these documents consists of receipts for the 
public purchase of barley. �e  administrative procedure can be summarized as follows: �e  praefectus 
Aegypti ordered the requisition of 20,000 artabs of barley for one year for the ala Herculiana, which 
was a horse cavalry division stationed in Coptos. �is  order was not restricted to the area were the 
troops were stationed, but rather distributed among di�erent villages even in districts that were 
further away. �e  strategoi of these districts were told the amount of provisions they had to gather. 
�e  administration of the districts then distributed the weight among the villages in the districts. A 
total of 12 villages had to produce the amount of barley ordered. �e  contribution of each village 
was between 15 and 430 artabai. Furthermore, the papyri show that the people who contributed 
were paid by a commission from the state’s treasury. A similar procedure could have been applied 
to the acquisition of clothing. �is  would explain why the amount of cloth appearing in our texts 
is relatively small, even if the total demand of the Roman army for fabrics of all kinds had to be 
much higher.

A text from the second century shows how large the orders placed by the Roman state could 
be (P.Oxy. 64/4434). In this case, 55 ‘Syrian’ coats were ordered in Oxyrhynchos for the legio III 
Cyrenaika in the adjacent province Arabia and, according to the contract, were handed to optio 
Claudius Germanus. Unfortunately, the value of the clothes was not mentioned. I n this context 
another papyrus from the early third century can be cited (P.Oxy. 4/735). In this text, a soldier, who 
also held the rank of an optio, accepted a shipment of wheat for the army. 

A papyrus from the British Museum shows that soldiers sometimes had to act independently to 
acquire necessary goods.14 �e  text was written during Trajan’s Dacian wars and shows the annual 
report of a military unit – the cohors I Hispanorum vetera – from the province Moesia inferior.15 �is 
papyrus is quite important for the understanding of organizational structures of the military, because 
it shows how some soldiers of this troop were travelling in other provinces to gather supplies. Under 
the headline ex eis apsentes, we �nd  a soldier who was travelling through either Gallia or Greece 
(the actual name of the province cannot be read properly), to acquire clothing and food grain for 
his cohors (II ,17–19).

Also other paryri show that the Roman state had to cover a high demand for textiles and thus 
placed large orders to produce them. P.Oxy. 36/2760 from the year 179–180 AD is a petition to the 
praefectus Aegypti by Dionysios Amyntianos who was a member of the ala Apriana and transported 
775 blankets from the district of O xyrhynchos to A lexandria on o�cial  orders. �ese  blankets 
were supposed to be given to the legio II Traiana Fortis. �e  text does not state where the blankets 
had been produced, but the expressions used imply that it was a shipment from several villages in 
Oxyrhynchos.

Even larger amounts are recorded in P.Bodl. 1/16, a papyrus from 342 AD. �is  is a receipt for 

13.	 �ese  texts are BGU 3/807, P.Amh. 2/107–109 and 173–178, P.Bodl. 1/14, P.Ryl. 2/85 and 274–275. See also Mitthof 
2001, 43 and 317–319 with further references.
14.	 ChPA 3/219
15.	F or this text see Hunt 1925, 265–272; Fink 1958, 102–116; Gilliam 1962, 747–756.
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the payment of an arranged sum of money for the production and shipment of 3,500 tunics.16 �e 
expressions used show that the order must have been placed by the authorities because it mentions 
a payment made by a banker who administrated the public �nances (�°�¡�±�þ���´�s
ª�­
ª���´�¯�i���­
ª�¯�¬�¯�i
ª���¤�§�¬�¯�³
ª��
ª�¹
ª�­��
�·�±�§�¬�ÿ
ª�´�¹
ª�­
ª���´�±�¡�°�¥�¦�©�´�s�­��[ll. 5–7]). �e  large number of tunics suggests that they were intended to be 
given to the soldiers. Furthermore, it can be ascertained that the responsibility for the acquisition 
of clothing changed during the centuries. At �rst,  the troops participated in the order and provision 
of the garments needed. Afterwards, direct orders of the government (at nome level) to private 
entrepreneurs were placed.17

A text from Hermopolis (P.Lips. 1/57) from the year 260–261 AD has to be mentioned in this 
context, as it also documents the shipment of a large amount of clothing. I n this text, Aurelios 
Achilleus promises the acquisition and transaction of garments. �is  is also a task on public behalf. 
Aurelius Achilleus commits himself to transport 147 tunics, 87 “Syrian” coats as well as an uncertain 
number of other garments to the responsible authorities. �ese  textiles are not for the Roman army, 
but for the gladiators of Alexandria. Nevertheless, a similar procedure as seen before was used: Again, 
a central institution was responsible for the organization of the material needed and, after calculating 
the demand, gave the order to an entrepreneur – in this case Aurelios Achilleus.

�e  analysis of the texts mentioned provides an insight into the routines behind the supplies of 
the Roman troops with textiles during the Principate. �e  state, which was responsible for the food as 
well as the clothing of its soldiers, ful�lled the need for clothing by ordering di�erent textiles. Small 
amounts are recorded as well as very large amounts. One might assume that earlier the acquisition 
of the garments was in the hands of the troops, who appointed representatives from their own ranks. 
�e  papyri might furthermore be interpreted in such a way that later development brought the 
task of ordering and shipping into the hands of entrepreneurs. It is probable that the orders were 
given to a central administrative institution which distributed the demand among the districts and 
villages, as it was the case with the provision of grain. �e  state paid for the fabrics ordered. �us,  it 
was no forced tribute paid in natural produce that the weavers had to pay representing their nomoi. 
�e  small number of historical sources and the lack of comparable numbers do not allow us to say 
whether the state paid the full market price for the goods. It is possible that the weavers pro�ted 
from the public orders, because they had a guaranteed income due to a guaranteed sales agreement 
that was not dependent on the �uctuations of the market. Some papyri suggest the conclusion that 
the public orders did not have to have a higher priority. In contrast to Lothar Wierschowski’s thesis 
that a principle of regionalism and short trade routes dominated the system – a view that supposes 
that the supplies for the troops came from the surrounding region18 – the fabrics were not always 
produced in the region, but also ordered from di�erent parts of the empire. �is  observation can 
lead to two hypotheses: on the one hand, they were trying to �nd  special fabrics that were not 
available locally. However, the everyday vocabulary we �nd  in the papyri does not provide a basis 
for this assumption.

One the other hand it stands to reason to take Ronald Coase’s theory of transaction costs into 
consideration.19 �is  theory suggests that e�cient  and rational economic business operations go along 
with the minimizing of costs referring to initiating and processing a business transaction. Morris 

16.	M itthof argues for another reading: instead �„�¶��(= 3,500) better �‚�¶ (= 1,500). Mitthof 2003, 423 with note 1.
17.	S ee Salomons 1996, 39.
18.	 Wierschowski 2001, 58.
19.	C oase 1937, 386–405.
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Silver has shown that this theory of transaction costs can be used for ancient economies as well.20 
Applying this approach to the purchase orders from other provinces, it would simply mean that this 
kind of transaction was cheaper than producing the required garments in the immediate vicinity. 
�is,  in turn, implies accepting a quite modern economic approach that is subject to market-oriented 
structures and the according ideas of heading for a maximum of pro�t  by reduction of expenditure. 
�us,  this hypothesis is directly contrary to the substantivists’ point of view. Which one of the two 
hypotheses was in fact true might have been dependent on the single case. An excellent infrastructure 
and heavily used naval trade routes suggest that relatively cheap and quick transport from the place 
of production to the place of consumption was in fact possible.21 Maybe the edition of further papyri 
will enable us to see things more clearly and to con�rm some of the generated hypotheses.
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3. CLOTHING SUPPLY FOR THE MILITARY.
A LOOK AT THE INScRIPTIONAL EVIDENcE

Jinyu Liu

As already mentioned in Kerstin Droß’s article in this volume, the supply of military clothing has 
remained a rather marginal interest in the discussion of the logistics of the Imperial Roman army 
or military supply in general, the focus of which has, not surprisingly, always been food – especially 
grains.1 Granted, the ancient writers hardly informed us of the supply system. Strabo stated that 
the emperor’s procurators of the equestrian rank distributed to the soldiers in Iberia the materials 
(ta chr�mata) that were necessary for the maintenance of their lives. Presumably, these materials 
included food, clothing, and other supplies. But the organization or process of supply was not 
mentioned.2 Vegetius only discussed provisions in the context of siege warfare. According to Vegetius, 
food, sinews, water, and salt were of tantamount importance for the survival of a besieged city.� His 
attention was directed toward how to improvise when supplies for these goods were running low. 
Although Vegetius mentioned various protective coverings (centones) for military machines and so 
on,4 how the army obtained these coverings was not a subject for discussion. �e  importance of 
out�tting  the military, however, was clearly understood by the Romans: clothes were listed along 
with armour, shoes, food, and money as the essentials that would keep a soldier content. 5 Indeed, 
military accounts from the Imperial period show that a large percentage of a soldier’s stipendium 
went to clothing.6 J. P. Wild’s (1976) study of gynaecea, or state-run establishments for woollen 
production,� and J. A. Sheridan’s (1998) investigation of military clothing requisition in Egypt are 
the only works that are directly relevant to clothing supply. �e  former focused more on the late 
antique period (after the 3rd century AD), while the latter focused on Egypt, leaving geographical 
and chronological gaps to be �lled.�

�is  paper looks at the clothing supply for the military during the �rst  three centuries in the 

1.	 �e  literature on military supply is vast. Kehne 2007, 337–38 has a helpful annotated bibliography. �e  sixth volume 
of the Impact of Empire series (de Blois and Lo Cascio eds, 2007), for example, focuses on the impact of the Roman army 
(200 BC–AD 476); none of the 30 articles discuss textiles. 
2.	S trab. 3.4.20.
�.	V egetius 4. 7–11.
4.	V egetius 4. 14,15,17,18.
5.	 Miles non timendus si vestitus, armatus, claciatus et satur et habens aliquid in zonula (SHA, Alex. 52).
6.	A n often cited case is Rom.Mil.Rec. 68 = P. Gen. Lat. 1 recto (AD 88–90). Cf. Sheridan 1998, 82; most recently Herz 
2007, 309–310. For various deductions, see also Tac. Ann. 1.17; MacMullen 1960, 24; Speidel 1992, 131; Campbell 
1994,22, 25–26; Whittaker 2002, 207–208; Rathbone 2007, 159–165.
�.	A ccording to Wild (1976, 53), one of the factors that seemed to have determined the siting of the Western gynaecea 
was ‘the disposition of military �eld-forces in the frontier provinces’. 
�.	S ee also Wild 2002 on the connection between the textile industry and military supply in Roman Britain.
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West from the epigraphic point of view. It must be emphasized from the outset that there are many 
missing links in our understanding of this issue for the West. Since much of what we know about 
clothing supply comes from papyri, it would be helpful to summarize the main points that have 
emerged from the papyrological evidence. 

First, clothing was not necessarily supplied locally. Egypt, for example, supplied not only garments, 
tunics, and blankets, but also raw materials, and not just for local armies, but sometimes also for 
those in Judaea, Cappadocia, Arabia, and so on.� I t seems that Egypt mostly served the Eastern 
provinces. Goods for military were exempt from internal customs in Egypt. Second, in the �rst  three 
centuries, the main source for military clothing was civilian textile workers, who took orders from 
the military or the government, rather than tax in kind. Supplies could be obtained in a variety of 
ways: by requisition, by compulsory purchase, or by purchase at market.10 �e  civilian suppliers may 
be granted exemptions from liturgies.11 �ird,  after the third century, the general pattern of military 
supply experienced signi�cant changes in that direct contact between the military and the producers 
gradually ceased. A cash tax called vestis militaris was introduced, and the burden of supply shifted to 
the communities.12 State run establishments such as gynaecea, liny�a, and ba�a may also have been 
closely connected with military clothing supply.13 Despite increased central planning and control, 
however, civilian craftsmen remained important suppliers in the fourth century.14 

Are these observations based on papyri also borne out by the evidence from the Western provinces, 
where the most relevant evidence comes from inscriptions, and wooden tablets? Before discussing the 
mechanism of supply, it is quite relevant to take a look at the magnitude of the military’s demand 
for textiles in the West. 

Demographically, there was a concentration of armies in the R hine regions and Britain in 
the �rst  century AD. A total of about 100,000–120,000 soldiers were stationed in the Germanic 
provinces and Roman Britain in the �rst  century, and around 55,000 in the second century and 
third centuries.15 In the second century, the concentration of military shifted from the Rhine to the 
Danube, with about 100,000 soldiers being deployed in the Danubian provinces. Apart from the 
soldiers on the Rhine and Danube frontiers, in the city of Rome, 10,000 strong troops needed to 
be clothed in the �rst  two centuries AD. �is  number increased to more than 35,000 in the third 
and early fourth centuries AD.16 Whether in times of peace or war, the military’s need for clothing 
would have been staggering. Composed basically of tunics and cloaks (saga, paenulae), the Roman 
military costumes lacked uniformity in terms of colour or design. Additionally, they were not always 
easily distinguishable from civilian clothing.17 Apart from the regular clothing, there was also a special 
type of padded or layered garment (thoracomachus) worn beneath mail or scale armour to protect the 

�.	S ee P.Ryl. II .189 (AD 128), BGU VII .1564 (AD 138).
10.	S heridan 1998, eps. 84; BGU III . 814; Sheridan 1998, 80, citing P.Mich. VIII . 467–468.
11.	 P. Phil. 1 and 10. See also Kerstin Droß in this volume.
12.	S heridan 1998; Lee 2007, 94.
13.	 Wild 1976, 53–54; Lee 2007, 94.
14.	S ee, for example, P.Ryl. 654, L. 6.
15.	V erboven 2007, 303–304. For di�erent estimations of the military strengths in Britain, see also Breeze 1982: 148; 
Anderson 1992, 89; Davies 2002, 169.
16.	 Busch 2007, 315–16; Southern 2007, 115–20. 
17.	F or descriptions of the Roman military clothing, see; Sheridan 1998, 73–80; Summer 2003 passim; Bishop and 
Coulston 2006, 184, 224–225, 253; Southern 2007, 152–55; and Speidel in this volume. After the third century AD, 
see Southern and Dixon 1996, 121–123; Stephenson 1999, 29–31, 99–101. 
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body from the friction of the armour, counteract its weight, and help absorb force of blow. Although 
the thoracomachus was only mentioned in De Rebus Bellicis, which described many fantasy objects, 
it is reasonable to think, as do Bishop and Coulston, that such a padded garment would have been 
worn under the armour in all periods. 18 Apart from out�ts, there would also have been demands 
for a wide range of other textile products such as bedding, arming caps, “felt” socks (udones),19 bags, 
horse saddles, protective coverings for war machines, and so on. As far as fabrics were concerned, the 
Western armies tended to use wool more, while linen was more prevalent in the East.20

Suppose each solider needed two sets of clothing and two sets of undergarments under their armour 
each year, and additionally allow for some other textile products, about 440,000–520,000 pieces of 
textile articles would be needed by the military in the Rhine provinces, Britain and Rome annually 
in the �rst  century. In the second century, the military in the Danube provinces alone would need 
at least 400,000 pieces of clothing per annum. �ese  are just the bare minimums, based on relatively 
low estimations of the military strength in these regions and individual demand for textile products. 
Nor have extraordinary needs for special occasions been taken into account. A lthough soldiers 
only constituted perhaps 1% of the total population of the Roman Empire, they represented ‘large 
concentrations of non-producers…whose demand often exceeded the capacity of local producers.’21 
�e  papyrological evidence seems to suggest that after the end of the third century, Egypt had to 
supply about 9,000 items of clothing annually.22 If this is of any guide, then, the demand of the 
armies in the West must have been satis�ed by an area �ve times the size of Egypt.

Unlike papyri, the writings on wooden tablets, metal, or stone usually lack details in terms of the 
quantities and qualities of the clothing, and the procedure of clothing acquisition for the military. 
Although the inscriptional evidence contains nothing contradictory to the information provided 
by the papyri, the inscriptions usually only provide indirect and circumstantial evidence to the 
mechanisms of military supply, and leave much room for speculation and interpretation. One thing 
seems clear, however, that is, supply over long-distance was by no means surprising. Seen from the 
so-called Hunt’s Pridianum, the Coh(ors) I Hispanorum Veterana, which was stationed in Stobi and 
had many of its soldiers on detachments in Moesia and other places, sent some soldiers to Gaul or 
Greece for the purpose of procuring clothing: 

17 ex eis apsentes 
18 in Gallia (or Grecia) uestitum.23 

�e  connection between Gaul and military supply may also be seen on a tablet from Vindolanda. 
�e  tablet (T.Vindol. II  . 255) is a letter from Clodius Super, who may have been a centurion (l. 
20), to Flavius Cerialis, the prefect of the Ninth Cohort of Batavians. It mentions a person called 
[V]alentinus who just returned from Gaul and had ‘approved’ some clothing. 

18.	 De Rebus Bellicis 15 (dated to AD 366–378); Wild 1979; Southern and Dixon 1996, 123; Stephenson 1999, 29–31; 
Summer 2003, 37; Bishop and Coulston 2006, 63, 98, 208. SHA, Sev. 6,11.
19.	 P.Mich. VIII . 468.
20.	L . 9 of P.Masada 722 (AD 72 or 75), a soldier’s account, mentions tunica linia (denarii) VII; Amm. Marc. 19.8.8; 
P.Bodl. I 16 (AD 342), a receipt for 3,500 linen tunics doubtlessly destined for the army.
21.	E rdkamp 2002, 9.
22.	S heridan 1998, 88.
23.	 P.Lond. 2851=RomMilRec 63, col. ii. 18(=Campbell 1994, 114–15 no. 183). �e  reading of neither Gallia nor Grecia 
is certain, however. See Fink 1958, 106 for the reading Gallia and uestitum. Cf. Whittaker 1994, 105; 2002, 212; Elton 
1996, 115–116; Sheridan 1998, 82; Roth 1999, 133; Adams 2007, 228. 
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	 [Cl]odius Super Ceriali suo 
	 salutem 
	 [V]alentinum n(ostrum) a Gallia reuer- 
	 sum commode uestem adprobas- 
5 	 se gratulatus sum 24 

One may wonder, as does A. Birley, ‘whether adprobasse, rendered by the editors as “approved”, may 
in fact mean something di�erent, boiling down to “delivered” or “ful�lled  the commission for”?’25 
In other words, [V]alentinus may have been sent to Gaul to acquire clothing. He was very likely a 
soldier, as he was referred to as our [V]alentinus. Later in the letter, Clodius Super asked Cerialis 
to send him a number of cloaks (sagaciae, saga, [pallio?]la), and tunics, because he had had trouble 
obtaining the clothing for his boys (pueri). Here, pueri may well have referred to Super’s slaves. What 
we would like to know, but is not clear from the text, is whether the clothing that [V]alentinus 
‘approved’ was designated for the soldiers, and whether the clothing that S uper requested was 
supposed to come from that batch. In any case, the movement of goods from Gaul to Vindolanda 
can reasonably be suggested. �is  connection may also be seen in T.Vindol. 154, a strength report of 
the [Co]h(ors) I Tungrorum. At the end of line 12, allia viiii can be read. Here, allia may possibly be 
restored as [G]allia. If that restoration is accepted, nine soldiers were probably sent on some mission 
in Gaul. �e  fragmentary nature of this line, however, prevents further speculation. It should be 
noted, however, that certainly not all the textile products found in Vindolanda came from outside. 
Fiber-analysis has identi�ed locally woven woollen textiles.26

A silver plate (2.5 × 2 3cm) of unknown provenance, which is now in the S taatliche 
Antikensammlungen München, also has the potential to shed light on issues of clothing supply 
over long-distance, and/or Gaul’s importance in supplying clothing to the military.27 �e  following 
words are found inscribed at the inner bottom of the plate in two circles:

VEX.L.I.AD.AEMILIANO.C.AG.IN.GAL. (the outer circle)
VES.BENE.MERENTI.D.D. (the inner circle)

For a comprehensive discussion of the various aspects of this silver plate, I refer to Kruse’s article, 
which has also proposed to expand the inscription as such:

Vex(illatio) L(egionis) I Ad(iutricis) Aemiliano c(uram) ag(enti) in Gal(lia) 
vest(iario) bene merenti d(onum) d(edit).28 

Translation: �e  detachment of the First Legion the Helper gave this gift to Aemilianus, a clothes 
dealer taking care of business in Gaul.

Legio I Adiutrix was perhaps founded under Nero. Because of the absence of the honorary cognomen 
P(iae) F(idelis), which was awarded to the legion by Trajan, it is possible that the inscription is 
dated to the late �rst  century AD. �is,  however, is by no means conclusive, for even after Trajan, 
the cognomen P. F. was often omitted.29 �e  size of the detachment in question is unknown to us. 

24.	 Cf. Birley 1997, 278; 2002, 101; Whittaker 2002, 212, 222.
25.	 Birley 1997, 278.
26.	 Wild 1976, 55.
27.	I t now weighs 540.2g. �e  original weight may have been about 655g. It was purchased from a private collection 
(Kruse 2005, 115). 
28.	K ruse 2005, 127; AE 2006. 1827.
29.	 E.g., CIL III . 4289 =ILS 3656 (AD 269); CIL III . 4297 (under Severus).
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We know from epigraphic and literary sources that detachments from a unit had no standard sizes, 
although vexillations of 1,000 or 2,000 strong may be common.30 For my purpose, the following 
questions concerning the content of the inscription are of particular importance: What are the 
possible alternative expansions for Gal. and vest., and what may have been the implications if they 
can be restored di�erently? Was Aemilianus a soldier or a civilian? What was the relationship between 
Aemilianus and the vexillatio? Where was the vex(illatio) L(egionis) I Ad(iutricis) stationed at that 
time? 

�ere  is little doubt that Aemiliano was in the dative rather than ablative.31 I f, as Kruse has 
suggested, vest. stood for vest(iario). �en,  Aemilianus had no military rank but was a civilian wholesale 
dealer of clothing. �e  phrase c(uram) ag(enti), which agrees with Aemiliano, is a bit puzzling. As a 
title, curam agens, variably abbreviated as cur. ag., c. ag., c. a. and so on, usually referred to a person 
with military rank placed in charge of a unit or area. �e  title was usually followed by a genitive or 
genitives: frumentarius leg(ionis) I adiutricis agens curam carceris (CIL III . 433= ILS 2368 = IK XVI. 
2244), centurio curam agens stratorum et peditum singularium consularis (AE 1891. 146), and age/ntes 
curam leg(ionis) (CIL III . 10429 = ILS 2410 = AE 1944. 89), for example. Is it possible that Aemilianus 
was in fact a curam agens…vest(timenti), that is, a soldier or o�cer  with the responsibility to administer 
clothing supply for the vexillatio? If that were the case, it would have been the �rst  instance of such 
a title. Although the possibility cannot be safely ruled out, the lack of parallel references prevents 
us from going further. Another peculiarity is the phrase in Gal. that is inserted between c. ag. and 
vest. Curam agens in Gal. vest(timenti) would mean that Aemilianus was assigned the duty to obtain 
clothing in a speci�c region. Judging from Hunt’s Pridianum, several other papyri, and the wooden 
tablets mentioned above,32 however, there is nothing surprising about this arrangement.

As for what Gal. in the inscription may have referred to, it is entirely possible that it represented 
Gal(lia). Another possible expansion could be Gal(atia). �is  was suggested but quickly dismissed 
by Kruse based on Hunt’s Pridianum. Traces of the activities of the o�cers from Legio I Adiutrix 
in Asia Minor, however, are attested.33 In addition, Galatia was well-known for sheep rearing and 
textile production.34 I t would not have been surprising if some soldiers were sent to Galatia to 
acquire clothing. As far as the whereabouts of the Legio I Adiutrix is concerned, from the later �rst 
century to the third century AD, it was found �ghting or being stationed in Italy, Hispania, Batavia, 
Mogontiacum (Germania Superior, modern Mainz), Brigetio (Pannonia, modern Szöny), or Apulum 
(Dacia, modern Alba Iulia, Romania). For most of the time, the legion was located in the Rhine or 
Danube frontiers. �at  does not mean, however, that the detachment mentioned in the inscription 
was necessarily stationed in the Rhine or Danube areas. Detachments of Legio I Adiutrix have been 

30.	 CIL X. 5829; CIL VIII 2482; Tac. Hist. 2. 18. Gilliver 2007, 196.
31.	I t is best to take bene merenti as refering to Aemiliano. Aemiliano can only have been dative here but not ablative. If 
it were in the ablative, Aemiliano curam agente would mean that he took care of preparing this gift, and then bene merenti 
must either go back to vex. or vest. If it modi�ed vex(illationi), that would making vexillatio the recipient of the plate. 
But the di�culties  are that bene merenti is too far from vex(illationi), and that the subject of the phrase d. d. would have 
been inexplicit. If it modi�ed vest., which could be expanded as vest(iario), then it is strange that the ‘worthy one’ had 
no name but just the occupational designation. �erefore,  the best way to construe this sentence is to take Aemeliano as 
dative rather than ablative.
32.	 P.Oxy. IV. 735, LXIV. 4434, discussed in Kerstin Droß’s article in this volume.
33.	 CIL III . 265 (Ankara, Galatia): D(is) M(anibus) / Fl(avi) Audacis | (centurionis) / leg(ionis) I Adiutric(is) / nat(ione) 
Germanic(us) / vixit annis L / mens(ibus) III diebus / IIII Iulius Fortu/natus collega et procur(ator) eius / amico optimo; CIL 
III . 433= ILS 2368 (Ephesus).
34.	F oss 1977, 30; Levick 2004, 197 citing Expositio totius Mundi.
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found in Aquileia (Northern Italy) for instance.35 Soldiers in active service (milites) or o�cers of 
the legion have been found buried in places such as Seleucia Pieria (Samandagi, Syria), Caesarea 
(Mauretania Caesariensis), and Ankara (Galatia),36 and making votive dedications in Salona, Novae, 
and Burnum (Dalmatia).37 In Ephesus, a frumentarius Legi(onis) I Adiutricis agens curam carceris put 
up the tombstone for a frumentarius Leg(ionis) X Geminae.38 Regardless of whether Gallia or Galatia 
is the correct expansion, however, the very fact that the region was speci�ed very likely indicates 
that it was not the region where the vexillatio was stationed. In either case, clothing supply over 
long-distance can be deduced. 

�e  foregoing discussions do not establish a solid conclusion as to whether Aemilianus was a civilian 
or a soldier, or whether Gal. referred to Gallia or Galatia, especially since neither the provenance 
nor the date of the silver plate is known. Nor do we know the location of the vexillatio of Legio I 
Adiutrix. Aemilianus may have been a soldier or o�cer  who was responsible for procuring clothing 
for the detachment of Legio I Adiutrix. Or he may have been a civilian clothes dealer who took care 
of the acquisition and transaction of clothing for the detachment in question. If he were indeed a 
civilian, it is still not clear whether he himself was the contractor, or if he was head of an association 
of weavers or clothes dealers. It seems fairly clear, however, that Aemilianus played an important role 
in the process of clothing supply to a detachment of Legio I Adiutrix, which expressed its gratitude 
by presenting this silver plate to him. 

In what follows, we will explore the possible role of civilians in the supply chain as indicated by 
inscriptions. �ere  may have been big-time merchants who purchased products of all kinds in various 
places, transported them to the frontier and sold them to the soldiers.39 Some inscriptions seem to 
mention merchants with military connections. Titles such as negotiator castr[e]nsiarius (Mediolanum) 
seem to suggest that the merchant was associated with the military.40 In Vicani Marosallenses (Marsal), 
Belgica, a [negotiator] vestiar[ius] from [Germania] Superior made a votive dedication to Mercury 
(CIL XIII . 4564). Perhaps, he was purchasing clothing in Belgica to sell them to the Rhine armies in 
Upper Germany. In Augusta Vindelicorum (Augsburg), Raetia, Iulius Clemens, the standard-bearer 
([a]quilifer) of Leg(io) III Ita(licae), took care of burying his brother, I ulius Victor, a [n]egotiator 
[qu]ondam vestiarius (CIL III . 5816). It is possible but by no means certain that Iulius Victor may 
have had some connection with the military through his brother. Some veterans were known to have 
gone into business. From Aquileia, we know of a vestiarius who had served in the navy, vet(eranus) 
ex classe.41 Whether such veterans-turned-tradesmen had close connections with the military is not 
clear. But it is by no means unreasonable to suggest that it might have been easier for veterans to 
establish business relationships with the military. 

Not only individuals but also occupational associations (collegia) may have been involved in the 

35.	 CIL V. 954.
36.	 AE 1977. 819; CIL VIII . 21049; CIL III . 265.
37.	 AE 1989. 599; CIL III . 1909, 1910, 2823.
38.	 CIL III . 433= ILS 2368 = IK XVI. 2244.
39.	 Cf. Verboven 2007 for the negotiatores in Gaul.
40.	 T(iti) Ponti / Maioris / negotiatoris / lentiari et / castr[e]nsiari / Maria Iusti / Iacci �l(ia) / coniunx marit(o) / incompar(abili) 
/ et Gratus / Geminae �l(iae) / amic(o). (CIL V.5932 = ILS 7563; cf. AE 2000. 255 from Mediolanum). �e  absence of D 
M and the lack of tria nomina for two of the three people mentioned in the inscription point to a relatively early date, 
perhaps mid-�rst century AD.
41.	 CIL V.774 = ILS 3120= IA 3490 (cf. AE 1972.193): Domnab(us) / sacrum / Sex(tus) Baebius / Bai f(ilius) vet(eranus) 
ex classe / vestiarius / v(otum) s(olvit) l(ibens) m(erito).
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supply chain. In the city of Rome, one of the collegia sagariorum (dealers of saga/outer cloaks) was 
called collegium Herculis Salutaris c(o)hortis primae sagariorum. It may have been closely involved in 
supplying the Praetorian Guards with clothing, since it took Hercules Salutaris, the patron deity 
of the cohors prima of the Praetorian Guards, as its own patron god.42 Onomastic analysis points 
to a close connection between the collegium Herculis Salutaris c(o)hortis primae sagariorum and the 
collegium centonariorum. �e  Octavii seem to have been important in both collegia. M. Octavius 
Carpus was one of the curatores of the collegium Herculis Salutaris c(o)hortis primae sagariorum. �e 
freedmen of the L. Octavii and M. Octavii and their descendants played important, if not dominant, 
roles in the collegium centonariorum at Rome, at least during the period between the end of the 
�rst  century BC and the mid-�rst century AD.43 �e  collegia centonariorum have often been seen 
as �re-brigades in the Roman cities.44 At least as far as the city of Rome is concerned, however, no 
collegia seemed to have been connected with �re-�ghting  until the fourth century AD, when the 
vigiles were disbanded. It is commonly agreed that cento and centonarius are cognates. In the ancient 
literary sources, as woollen materials, centones were noted for their insulating and protective qualities 
including �re-resistant qualities.45 Dig. 33.7.12.18 (Ulpianus 20 ad Sab.), a passage attributed to 
the �rst-century jurist Pegasus listed centones along with vinegar (acetum), pumps (sifones), poles 
(perticae), ladders (scalae), mats (formiones), sponges (spongiae), buckets (amae), and brooms (scopae) 
as �re-�ghting  instruments. �e  centonarii may have played an important role in supplying the vigiles 
with both uniforms and mats made of centones as �re-�ghting  instruments. Since the vigiles were a 
large force of several thousand men,46 the demand from them alone would have been massive. Some 
rich centonarii, or textile tradesmen and/or workmen, such as L(ucius) Sextilius Seleucus, who could 
a�ord to make a handsome gift of more than 5,000 denarii to the collegium,47 may have acquired 
their wealth as contractors in this business.

Outside of Rome, the epigraphic references to the activities of the collegia centonariorum mostly 
come from N orthern I taly, S outhern G aul and the D anubian provinces. A n inscription, which 
preserved an imperial rescript from Severus and Caracalla, and which recorded 93 members of a 
collegium centonariorum was discovered during the excavation in Flavia Solva (modern Wagna) in 
1915.48 �e  size of the collegium is impressive. So is the fact that the rescript con�rmed its privileges 
which may have been granted under Commodus.49 Judging from the plural form of collegia in the 
Solva inscription, the rescript, though discovered in Solva, likely addressed the phenomenon of the 
collegia centonariorum in general. One of the bene�cia of the collegia centonariorum was speci�ed as 
vacatio (exemption), which is doubtless equivalent to the immunitas mentioned in Dig. 50.6.6.12. 

Privilegia/bene�cia were evidently granted to quali�ed collegia as organizations – in other words, 
only through membership in these collegia could one obtain these special arrangements. However, 
membership per se did not assure access to the bene�ts. �e  Solva rescript warned the governor (?) 

42.	 CIL VI.339=CIL VI. 30741=ILS 7315. Cf. MacMullen 1960, 25 with n. 23. 
43.	 CIL VI.339=CIL VI. 30741=ILS 7315; CIL VI. 7861, 7863, 7864, 33837.
44.	F or a more comprehensive treatment of the collegia centonariourm, see Liu 2009.
45.	F or a fuller discussion of cento, centones, see Liu 2009, 63–70.
46.	D io Cass. 54.2.3; see also CIL VI. 1057 and 1058; Rainbird 1986, 150–151. 
47.	 CIL VI. 9254 = ILS 7244.
48.	 AE 1916.45; AE 1920.69–70; AE 1966.277; ILLPRON nos. 1450–1458; RIS 149, with image; AE 1983. 731; 
Wedenig 1997, 224–29 S 25.
49.	A lthough the Solva rescript dates to AD 205, the wording of the rescript would suggest that the grant of the bene�cia 
might have been made by earlier emperor(s), perhaps Commodus, whose name was not to be mentioned.
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not to rashly take away the privileges of the collegia, and restated who among the members of the 
collegia centonariorum could enjoy privileges including exemption from munera (compulsory services) 
and who could not. Members could be disquali�ed from such privileges on account of irrelevant 
occupation, or ‘too much’ wealth. ‘Rich’ members in the collegium centonariorum, therefore, could 
not receive the bene�ts, nor could those who did not practice the arti�cium of the centonarii. All this 
was in line with Dig. 50.6.6.12 (Callistratus).50 Apparently, one of the problems that the governing 
authorities had to address was how to prevent people from joining collegia to escape other duties 
and/or from taking advantage of the privileges while not providing any of the services to which these 
privileges were attached. Examined alongside Dig. 50.6.6.12, the Solva rescript clearly indicates that 
the collegia centonariorum belonged to those legal collegia or corporations in which each member was 
enrolled on the basis of his craft (arti�cii sui causa) and those instituted to provide services required 
for public needs (necessariam operam publicis utilitatibus exhiberent). Both the Solva inscription and 
Dig. 50.6.6.12 suggest that, just like the title faber, centonarius was an occupational title, designating 
an artifex, or a craftsman, and that the centonarii were people who all practiced a certain arti�cium. 
�ere  may be outsiders (non-centonarii) in the collegia, but only the true (dumtaxat) centonarii, who 
were not considered rich by prescribed standard, could enjoy the privileges granted by the State in 
exchange for the necessaria opera publicis utilitatibus they provided. Although �re-�ghting  was one 
of the possible forms of public services for this type of collegia, other possibilities also existed. 

As far as Solva is concerned, I propose that this city (municipium), which had not been altogether 
a notable city in the �rst  two centuries and su�ered destruction during the Marcomannic War, 
gained new momentum after being resurrected perhaps under Commodus.51 �e  grant and the 
con�rmation of privileges such as exemptions from (other) compulsory public services can possibly 
be understood in connection with the intensi�ed needs for organizing military supplies in the frontier 
regions as a result of more frequent occasions of war operations after Marcus Aurelius’ reign. After 
all, the location of Solva in the plains and the slightly hilly country to the east was favorable for 
sheep rearing and wool production,52 and the evidence for textile production in the area is beyond 
doubt.53 Connecting the collegium centonariorum with textile supply to the military better explains 
the size and the privileges of the collegium in Solva. Transportation was available both by water (the 
nearby Mur river) and by roads: Solva lied on the eastern foot of one of the last ridges known as 
Koralpe. To the South, a road connected Solva with Poetovio in Pannonia Superior (modern Ptuj, 
Slovenia). A legionary base in the �rst  century, Poetovio still hosted legionary divisions after the 
second century. But more importantly, Poetovio was located on one of the main tra�c  and supply 

50.	 Quibusdam collegiis vel corporibus, quibus ius coeundi lege permissum est, immunitas tribuitur: scilicet eis collegiis vel 
corporibus, in quibus arti�cii sui causa unusquisque adsumitur ut fabrorum corpus est et si qua eandem rationem originis habent, 
id est idcirco instituta sunt, ut necessariam operam publicis utilitatibus exhiberent. Nec omnibus promiscue, qui adsumpti sunt in 
his collegiis, immunitas datur, sed arti�cibus dumtaxat. Nec ab omni aetate allegi possunt, ut Divo Pio placuit, qui reprobavit 
prolixae vel inbecillae admodum aetatis homines. sed ne quidem eos, qui augeant facultates et munera civitatium sustinere 
possunt, privilegiis, quae tenuioribus per collegia distributis concessa sunt, uti posse plurifariam constitutum est. 
51.	F or Flavia Solva in general, see Hudeczek 2002, 203–212. 
52.	I t must be noted that due to lack of archaeozoological data, sheep rearing in Noricum is not yet a well-understood 
subject. 
53.	 Cf. most recently, Kordula Gostencnik, Commercial textile production or household production for domestic use? �e evidence 
of textile-tools and written sources in Roman Noricum. Paper presented at DressID: Study Group E Meeting ‘Work and 
Identity: �e  agents of textile production and exchange in the Roman period’, Hallstatt, Austria, June, 2009. Gostencnik 
notes with caution, however, that although weaving was evidently done at a large scale in Solva, she could not establish a 
chronology for the loom weights, which has prevented her from determining when the peak in production might be. 
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routes.54 To the North of Solva, there was a road leading up through the Mur valley to Ovilavis 
(modern Wels, Austria), which was an important road junction in North-West Noricum, and the 
Danube frontier. �erefore,  it would not have been di�cult  to move goods from Solva to either 
Poetovio or the Danube limes.

Not only the origin but also the privileges of the collegia centonariorum, therefore, may have been 
due to their usefulness for military supply. It is, however, by no means my intention to suggest that 
the formation of collegia changed the basic organization of production. Rather, the Egyptian parallels 
suggest that associations of craftsmen and dealers could help facilitate the communication between 
the civilian suppliers and the military or governmental o�cials. It would be more signi�cant to know 
whether and how the collegia divided bulk orders and requisitions among the various independent 
workshops.55 Unfortunately, our sources do not provide ready answers.

In Ravenna, M. Caesius Eutyches, a decurio of the collegium centonariorum, and his wife stipulated 
a high �ne of 30,000 sesterces on violation of their tomb payable to the Imperial �scus.56 It was by 
no means rare to designate the recipient(s) of such �nes. �e  designated recipients may range from a 
collegium, a city, the aerarium, to the �scus.57 At least another nine epitaphs from Ravenna stipulated 
�nes ranging from 500 denarii to 50,000 sesterces due to the �scus in case of tomb violations.58 �e 
language of these nine epitaphs was, however, highly formulaic. �e  �nes were usually imposed 
if anyone should open the tomb, si quis hanc / arc(am) struct(am) aperuerit. M. Caesius Eutyches, 
however, stipulated that anyone who put or built anything else in front of their tomb should pay 
a �ne of 30,000 sesterces to the Imperial treasury, �scus Aug(ustorum) (nostrorum duorum). Would 
it be possible that Eutyches had a direct connection with the Imperial �scus under the joint reign 
of Marcus Aurelius and Verus, or else that of Septimius Severus and Caracalla? If so, perhaps his 
connection derived from his being a supplier of clothing and textiles to the �eet and being paid 
by the Imperial �scus. If that is accepted, the implications of this case are of great signi�cance for 
our understanding of the public service and business connection of the centonarii in Ravenna. �e 
collegium centonariorum was divided into at least seventeen decuriae, or about 400 members, in the 
late second century AD. �e  large size of the collegium may be due to the presence of the Imperial 
�eet, with its c. 5,000 marines, at Ravenna.59 It is quite plausible that the collegium centonariorum 
was used as a framework for supplying clothing and all kinds of textiles to the �eet.

CONcLUSION
�e  texts on inscriptions and wooden tablets only provide patchy and �imsy evidence of the supply 
of textiles for the military in the Roman West. What seems clear is that soldiers may have been 
directly involved in obtaining clothing, that legionary detachments may have needed to take care 
of their own supply, and that acquisition of clothing from some distance was not unusual. None 

54.	F or Poetovio, see Horvat et al. 2003, 153–189. It was a prosperous town on the amber route.
55.	 Wilson 2001, 291.
56.	 CIL XI. 125 =ILS 8242: M(arcus) Caesius Eutyches / dec(urio) c(ollegii) c(entonariorum) m(unicipii) R(avennatis) 
dec(uria) XVII / et Tullia Ferusa / coniux karissima / vivi sibi posuer(unt) / si quis ante hanc arcam quid / aliud posuer(unt) 
vel condider(unt) / dabit �sco Augg(ustorum) nn(ostrorum) HS XXX(milia) n(ummum).
57.	M illar 1963, 37–38. In the East, there are quite a few inscriptions that made the penalty for tomb violation to the 
�scus.
58.	CIL XI. 105–107, 119, 147, 191, 198, 349, 6755.
59.	F or the number of marines, see Starr 1941, 16; Saddington 2007, 209.



Jinyu Liu28

of these observations contradicts what we have learned from the papyrological evidence. As far as 
the West is concerned, what is more di�cult  to trace is the civilians’ role in supplying the military. 
Some craftsmen and tradesmen may have had close relationships with the military, as suggested 
by their occupational titles and social networks. But no details can be retrieved. �e  role of the 
organized textile dealers/workers in the clothing supply to the military is even more elusive. Quite 
often, we have to resort to hypotheses that the collegium sagariorum and the collegium centonariorum 
were closely involved in supplying the Praetorian Guards and the vigiles with textiles, and that the 
collegia centonariorum may have received their privileges due to their roles in military supply. �ese 
hypotheses, however reasonable, must stand up to the test of further evidence found in the future. 

�ere  is also the question of whether doing business with the military was always lucrative 
or desirable. �e  actuality may have been complicated. We cannot assume, for example, that the 
payments to the civilian suppliers were always satisfactory or timely. Indeed, P.Cair.Isid. 54 from 
Karanis indicates that the payment for twenty-two tunics and eight cloaks, which constituted the 
village quota of a requisition of military clothing for the year AD 310/311, was not received by 
the o�cials of Karanis until three years later in AD 314. Unfortunately, the incriptions tended to 
record positive interactions and happy stories, which makes it di�cult  to use inscriptions as sources 
for possible discontent.
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4. THE ROMAN MILItArY BELt

Stefanie Hoss

How do you recognize a Roman soldier for what he is – when he’s on the street, alone and without 
his weapons and armour? �e  written sources attest that the soldiers were indeed identi�able: �e 
narrator of Apuleius’ satirical novel �e Golden Ass describes a man as being recognisably miles e 
legione (a soldier and legionary) and he also tells us how he recognized this: �rough  his habitus 
atque habitude (dress and manner).1 �is  and other writings in a similar vein make it quite obvious 
that soldiers were easily recognizable, even when they were not wearing full armour.2 In this article, 
I will not speculate on the ‘manner’ of the soldiers setting them apart from the average Roman man 
on the street, but instead concentrate on the dress.3

 	I n Rome, a man’s dress and his social, cultural and political identity in Roman society were 
directly connected; the toga was both the prerogative and the iconic symbol of the Roman male 
citizen.� In a similar way, other sartorial choices spoke clearly of the status and station in life of the 
wearer. What then, was the distinguishing dress of the Roman soldier? We know that in Apuleius’ 
time unarmoured soldiers usually wore a belted tunic, nailed sandals and a long, heavy cloak, �xed 
on the right shoulder with a �bula.5 Neither the tunic nor the cloak seem to have di�ered much 
from average well-o� civilian clothing.6 �e  truly distinguishing factor of the military dress were 
the sandals (caligae) and the military belt.

WrIttEN SOUrCES
Legally, the wearing of arms – especially a sword – at all times in public de�ned the soldier as such.7 
By extension, the belt to which the sword was fastened became a distinguishing feature of soldierly 
dress.8 It became invested with meaning to such an extent that taking away the military belt of a 

1.	A pul. Met. IX, 39. 
2.	 With ‘Roman soldier’, I would like to indicate all ranks from centurion downwards here.
3.	 For the manner of the soldiers, see James 2001 and James 2006, 253.
�.	E dmonson 2008. �e  female counterpart of the toga was the stola, to which only married (female) Roman citizens 
were entitled.
5.	 �e  tunic was fairly short and had short sleeves, the soldiers having exposed arms and legs. �is  dress can be observed 
on most military gravestones. It is likely that soldiers wore this sort of dress most of the time when not on campaign. In 
Roman military archaeology, it is usually called ‘camp dress’. Speidel 1976, 124; Bishop and Coulston 2006, 253.
6.	C oulston 2004, 142. See also the article of A. Paetz gen. Schieck in this volume. 
7.	 Brunt 1 975. C ivilians were allowed weapons to defend themselves in dangerous situations, for instance while 
travelling.
8.	 �is  also had a practical reason: the scabbard was �xed to the belt in a way that was durable (but not completely 
permanent). If one wanted to take o�  the sword – and not wear the belt with the empty scabbard – one had to take o�  
the belt (or later on the baldric). �is  practicality has remained more or less the same until today (for dress swords). It is 
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soldier in public for hours or days was a humiliation used as a disciplinary measure by their superiors.� 
Taking away the military belt permanently after a capitulation or during a dishonourable discharge 
from the army seems also to have been practised.10 �e  signi�cance of the belt as a symbol of ‘being 
a soldier’ continued well into the late empire as is demonstrated by the symbolic act of Christian 
soldier-saints openly refusing to remain in the army by throwing o�  their military belt in public.11

 	 �e  military belt of the Roman soldier can therefore be de�ned as a symbolic object, both an 
article of clothing and a piece of military equipment, setting the soldier apart from civilian men and 
marking him as a miles.
 	 �e  term cingulum for this belt has become customary in Roman archaeology, but it is unlikely 
that this was the name of the waist-belt before the third century.12 Most ancient sources seem to use 
the noun balteus when speaking of the military belt, a term which in Roman archaeology has been 
used to indicate a di�erent kind of sword belt that was in use from the 2nd century AD onwards.13 
�is  leather band ran from the right shoulder across the body to the left hip with the sword hanging 
from the lowest point at the hip (see Fig. 4.8). �e  use of the term balteus for this shoulder belt 
(or baldric) is undisputed, as is the use of cingulum militare for the waist-belt from the 3rd century 
onwards.14 It seems likely that the term balteus switched from the waist-belt to the shoulder-belt 
when the sword was carried on the latter instead of the former. �is  could indicate that balteus was 
the word for a sword-belt while cingulum indicated just a regular belt
 	I nterestingly, the waist-belt kept its symbolic meaning even after the sword was carried on the 
baldric. It is used even more frequently as a ‘marker’ piece of equipment on funerary monuments 
of soldiers in the third century than in the previous two. �is  is con�rmed by the name of the belt 
at that time, cingulum militare.
�e  military belt was decorated with elaborate buckles, metal plates, strap-ends and other attachments, 
which made it heavy, eye-catching and jingly. Together with the crunch of hob-nailed sandals, the 
jingling of the metal belt pieces must have given soldiers a distinctive ‘sound’, announcing their 
presence.15 
 	I n addition to that, experimental archaeology has shown the heaviness of the military belt favours 
a peculiar manner of standing and walking.16 �is  was reinforced by the heavy cloak and the sword 
(either on the waist-belt or later on the baldric). All of the above is commented upon as compelling 
the wearer to stand upright and move in a characteristic way, as well as hindering violent movement 
(especially running).17 From both these modern �ndings as well as ancient comments on the posture 

con�rmed by the so-called Herculaneum soldier, who carried a sword with a belt wrapped around it while trying to �ee 
the city. Bishop and Coulston 2006, 107.
�.	L ivius XXVII , 13, 9; Frontinus, Stratagemata IV, I, 26–27, 43; Valerius Maximus II , 7, 9; Plutarch Luc. 15; Suet. 
Octavian 24.
10.	H erodotus Hist. II , 13, 8–10; Festus 104; Codex �eodosianus XII , 1, 181 §1.
11.	 Woods 1993, 55–60.
12.	While the term balteus is more common as a noun, the verb-forms derived from the term cingulum (cingere, accingere, 
discingere) are used with regularity by the ancient writers. Hoss (forthcoming); Müller 1873, 6.
13.	 Bishop 1989, 102–103; Bishop and Coulston 2006, 106.
14.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 106.
15.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 110.
16.	 Petronius, Satyricon, 82; Bishop and Coulston 2006, 254; James 2006, 257.
17.	 James concedes that this posture would “go out of the window in combat”, but that it was highly in�uential for the 
manner of standing and walking a�ected by Roman soldiers when not wearing arms (James 2006, 257). �is  stance was 
also an integral part of the soldier’s identity (see James 1999).
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and deportment of soldiers, it seems that Roman soldiers were prone to a somewhat swaggering, 
wide-legged manner of standing and walking. 
 	A s to the question of ownership of the belts, papyri and literary sources prove that, at joining 
the army, one set of standard equipment was given to the soldiers out of a unit stock depot 
(armamentarium).18 �ey  had to pay for it by deductions from their pay, which probably helped 
to ensure they took good care of it.19 A similar system seems viable for the military belts, especially 
considering that they were made in the camps themselves (see below). As with the other equipment, 
it was possible to add to this stock and buy your own, perhaps reselling your old equipment to the 
unit.20 Tacitus writes about some soldiers who gave their belts in lieu of money, which proves that 
they must have been both valuable and the personal property of the soldiers in question.21 �e  �nds 
of buckles and plates of military belts in graves further proves this point.22 As the military belts 
probably were taken away at a dishonourable discharge, having your belt as a veteran might have 
been one of the outer signs of a honourable discharge.23 

DEpICtIONS Of ROMAN SOLdIEr’S bELtS 
One of the main problems posed by the Roman military belt is the reconstruction of the precise 
form and location of the metal parts on the leather of the belt and of the manner it was worn by 
the men. Finds of complete sets of military belts from graves are quite rare. Most �nds of metal 
belt pieces were made individually, the pieces having been lost or broken and either thrown away 
or put aside for recycling in antiquity.24 Consequently, the reconstruction of the appearance of the 
belt relies to a great extend on the evidence of representations of military belts. 
 	S oldiers and their belts are depicted regularly on o�cial  Roman triumphal ‘propaganda’ reliefs and 
on the private funerary monuments of the soldiers.25 �e  latter group is the largest by far, including 
at least some 750 monuments.26 
 	 While the problems around the accuracy of those depictions of equipment are manifold, it can 
be said in general that the depictions on the o�cial  ‘propaganda’ reliefs are better executed from 
an qualitative point of view, but tend to have more stylized depictions of soldier’s equipment, even 
using outdated forms of equipment in a sort of visual conservatism.27 Equipment was also often 
depicted smaller than in reality in order to be able to place more emphasis on the body, an important 
principle in Hellenistic artistic tradition.28 �e  private monuments on the other hand place a greater 

18.	 Breeze et al. 1976, 93.
19.	 Tact. Ann. 1,17.
20.	 Reselling certainly happened on death or retirement. See Breeze et al. 1976, 94. 
21.	 Tact. Hist. I, 57.
22.	C ontrary to weapons, belts are sometimes found in graves (see Breeze et al. 1976). On belt �nds in graves as a sign 
for veterans see Mackensen 1987, 158–159.
23.	A military diploma in bronze was one of the possible o�cial  proofs of a soldier’s honourable discharge, but there 
must also have been records held by his former unit (see van Driel-Murray 2003, 211). 
24.	 While re-melting old artefacts for their metal was common practice in antiquity (and later), some large military 
waste dumps prove that the Roman army was not always so thrifty. Examples of such waste dumps are the river dump of 
Alphen aan de Rijn (NL) and the ‘Schutthügel’ of Vidonissa (CH). In the latter, almost 500 belt pieces were found. 
25.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 2.
26.	 �is  is a minimum number, as many are unpublished yet and more are found every year. Coulston 2007, 541, note 57.
27.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 2–9.
28.	C oulston 1983, 24–26, 34.
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emphasis on the accuracy of the depiction of the equipment while often being of a lesser quality in 
workmanship. Here, some symbolic pieces of equipment (sword, decorations, etc.) were sometimes 
enlarged to make them stand out more.29 In addition to that, ‘shorthand’ decorations seem to have 
been used sometimes. One example is the common depiction of rosettes on belt plates. �ese  are 
unlikely to be a correct representation of reality, as such belt plates have not been found yet among 
the ample archaeological �nds of 1st century belt plates. I t seems viable that these rosettes were 
a ‘shorthand’ decoration chosen for the double merits of being fairly simple in execution while 
conveying an appearance of lavish decoration on the belt plates. 
 	 Both ‘propaganda’ reliefs and funerary monuments have in common that at �rst  glace they 
impress with the apparent realism of their depiction, but that the viewer is disappointed after a 
more thorough examination: Almost always, the exact construction of a piece of equipment cannot 
be reconstructed from the relief.
 	A part from non-iconic monuments, the gravestones of the soldiers could depict the deceased 
either in a relief with a civilian subject (e.g. in the so-called Totenmahlszene) or as a soldier. When a 
military setting was chosen, cavalrymen usually were depicted in pro�le on their horses, riding down 
an enemy.30 Both the position in pro�le as well as the proportionality of the composition (requiring 
a fairly small representation of the person) severely limit the information that can be gained on the 
belt from these monuments.31 Infantrymen and marines on the other hand were shown standing 
frontally, usually unarmoured, but with the belt and sidearms prominently displayed (see Figs 4.1 
and 4.2).32 
 	 �is  motif �rst  appears in Italy and is transferred with the troops to the Rhineland, where it was 
very popular in the Tiberian period.33 From there it spread to Britain and in other provinces, but 
became rare during the 2nd century AD, when non-iconic monuments and those with civilian subjects 
were preferred. From the Severan period onwards, funerary monuments depicting the deceased as a 
soldier again became more common, ultimately even resulting in the fact that the number of funerary 
monuments depicting soldiers dating from the 3rd century is much larger than the number from 
both the 1st and 2nd centuries together (see Fig. 4.4).34 From the late 3rd century onwards, these 
funerary monuments again became rare. Contemporary triumphal reliefs are even less informative, 
due to the re-use of older relief pieces, and the depiction of outdated forms of equipment.35 In both 
groups of monuments from that period, the quality of workmanship and/or conservation is often 
too poor to allow any conclusions on the belt beyond it’s mere existence. Exceptions are the cuirassed 
Tetrachs form Venice and two cloaked (chlamys) statues from Ravenna and Vienna.36 
 	O n the other hand, mosaics and wall-paintings from this period do give some important 
information on the military belt, especially on the possible colours, demonstrating that the belts 

29.	C oulston 2007, 532–533.
30.	H oss 2010.
31.	 �is  changed in the third century, when cavalrymen also preferred stelae with full-length depictions of frontally 
standing men. See Hoss 2010.
32.	S ee for instance the catalogue numbers 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10 in Boppert 1992 and the catalogue numbers 5, 6, 7, 8 in 
Bauchhenss 1978.
33.	 Boppert 1992, 48–50; Coulston 2007, 544.
34.	C oulston 2007, 335–544; 549.
35.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 6–9; Coulston 2007, 142–143.
36.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 9, �g.  142.



334.  �e Roman Military Belt

Figure 4.1. Photo of the funerary monument of Firmus, auxiliary 
infantryman. Found in Andernach, today at the Landesmuseum Bonn 
(D). Photo © P. Franzen.

Figure 4.2. Detail of Firmus monument. Photo © P. Franzen.
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were often dyed red.37 �e  most important of those are the so-called Terentius painting from Dura 
Europos – a wall-painting depicting an act of sacri�ce of a tribune surrounded by his men – and 
the mosaics of the Villa del Casale at Piazza Amerina, Sicily, which show soldiers catching and 
loading/unloading wild beasts.38 

THE MEtAL bELt pIECES 
Metal belt plates have two general uses: �e  �rst  is to sti�en the belt and prevent curling of the 
leather, especially with heavy loads worn on the belt. �e  second is the same as with other decorative 
items worn on prominent areas of the body and involves a complex set of messages to the viewers 
which include enhancing the wearer’s status and con�rming his a�liation  to certain groups – both 
important parts of identity. In ancient societies (as in modern ones), artefacts are not purely functional, 
but rather “active elements in the very construction of […] identity, its physical experience, and it’s 
visual signi�cation”.39 �e  notion that identity is constructed and negotiated through the use and 
experience of objects has been widely accepted now in theoretical archaeology.40

Most of the metal parts of the belt were made from copper alloys.41 Some were made from silver, 
gold or ivory, which were more expensive than copper alloys, while the pieces in bone and iron can 
be seen as cheaper versions. Especially in the 1st century, belt pieces were regularly tinned or silvered, 
later it is more of an exception. 
 	O n the whole, the metal belt pieces were made with two di�erent techniques, casting (lost mould 
or two-part mould) or embossing, or a combination of both. Ivory or bone would be simply cut. 
�e  surface of the metal plates could then be further decorated by engraving and cutting or by using 
niello or enamel decorations.42 While many early belts seems to have had metal plates on the entire 
front side of the soldier, it is thought that there were no plates on the soldier’s back.43 
 	 �e  military belt of the ‘typical’ infantryman during the pre-Flavian 1st century consisted of two 
rather narrow belts worn crossing at mid-body, ‘cowboy-fashion’ (see Fig. 4.2).44 �e  leather was 
completely covered with metal plates on the front at least. �ese  plates were rectangular and either 
silvered or both decorated with niello and silvered. A third type had large round boss-like protrusions 
and a forth was decorated with embossed �gurative decorations (see n. 83). �e  belt plates were 
�xed to the leather of the belt by rivets driven through pre-drilled holes. 
 	E xcept for centurions and standard-bearers, the soldier wore one sidearm on each belt: his short 
sword on the right hip and a dagger on the left.45 While the sword was �xed to the belt in a durable 

37.	 While most belts pictured in colour in either mosaics or wall-paintings are brown, some are red (Hoss, forthcoming). 
�e  Terentius painting shows belts that seem to be dyed on one side only, see James 2006, 61.
38.	 Terentius painting: James 2006, 39, �g.  18; Mosaics: Caradini et al. 1982, �gs 17, 119, 121, 122, 125, 126, 130.
39.	 James 2006, 257.
40.	S ee for instance the section on the identities of Romano-British artefacts in G. Davies, A. Gardner and K. Lockyear 
(eds) (2001). TRAC 2000: Proceedings of the Tenth Annual �eoretical Roman Archaeology Conference, University College 
London, April 2000, Oxford.
41.	E ither called bronze or brass according to the various alloying agents, such as zinc, tin, lead, etc. (see Brown 1976, 
25–26). �ey  were used fairly indiscriminately and are all referred to as ‘bronze’ in Roman archaeology.
42.	H oss, (forthcoming).
43.	 �is  is con�rmed by the �nd  from Velsen (Morel and Bosman 1989) and contradicted by the �nd  from Herculaneum 
(Bishop and Coulston 2006, 107).
44.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 106; Hoss, forthcoming.
45.	C enturions and standard-bearers wore their sword on the left hip. 
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fashion, the dagger was easier to take o�  the belt, being �xed with leather straps to special attachment 
plates with protruding buttons, so-called ‘frogs’, which were �xed with hinges to the belt plates (see 
Figs 4.2 and 4.3, Velsen belt). 
 	 �e  belts were closed with D-shaped belt buckles, decorated with volutes and also �xed to the 
�rst  belt plate with a hinge. �e  belt buckles were usually worn in the area of the belly button or to 
the right or left of the apron (see below). �e  strap-ends issuing from the buckle were sometimes 
decorated with hangers. 
 	 But the most intriguing detail of this belt was the so-called ‘apron’, a set of four to eight leather 
straps decorated with narrow plates and disc-shaped studs and terminating in leaf-, heart- or moon-
shaped hangers.46 As far as can be seen on the monuments, the straps were �xed (riveted or sewed) 
to the inside of the lower of the two belts (see Fig. 4.2).47 �is  ‘apron’ has often been argued to 
have been used as a real or psychological protection of the wearer’s lower abdomen and groin area. 
Experimental archaeology has proven the contrary, namely that during violent movement (e.g. 
running), the weighted straps swinging between the wearer’s legs are apt to form a risk to the groin 
area.48 It seems more likely that the apron had no practical use, but has to be interpreted as a mark 
of status for the soldiers, maximising the characteristic jingling.49 
 	A  simpli�cation of this set is worn from the Flavian period onwards: a single belt with both the 
sword and the dagger hanging from it. �e  apron is wrapped around the belt from behind to the 
fore, perhaps to shorten it.50 �is  manner of wearing the belt continues into the �rst  decades of the 
second century, the visually most important change being the introduction of enamel decorations, 
which made the belt quite colourful. 
 	 During the Antonine period (138–161 AD), a complete change of the metal decoration of the 
belt takes place. �e  carriage of the sword changes from the waist-belt to the shoulder-belt. �is  may 
have been occasioned by the change from two belts to one.51 Another possibility is for the baldric 
to have become necessary because of the introduction of a longer sword and/or a change of tactics, 
making it possible to draw the sword across the soldier’s front. �e  latter would indicate, that the 
soldiers did not �ght  in as tightly massed ranks as they had before.52 
 	 �e  fact that the waist-belt – which no longer gets its signi�cance from the fact that the sword 

46.	 With two exceptions, the metal apron plates, rivets and hangers have been found as individual �nds, resulting in a lot 
of discussion as to which types were used on the ‘apron’ and which on horse harness. One exception is a �nd  from a grave 
in Tekije (SRB), the other a 19th century �nd  from the Rhine at Mainz, a single apron leather strap (c. 20 cm), decorated 
with 11 studs with round, �at  heads and a leaf-shaped terminal hanging from a rectangular piece of metal encasing the 
whole strap (see Bishop 1992, 94–96). 
47.	A ccording to the depictions, the apron was �xed to the lower of the two belts, which at the same time usually was 
the inner belt and the belt on which the dagger was worn. It seems possible that this was done on purpose to be able to 
minimize the jingling by simply removing the dagger belt. Because the dagger sheath was �xed to the belt with frogs, it 
could fairly easily be removed. (Hoss, forthcoming). 
48.	 Bihsop and Coulston 2006, 110.
49.	 Bishop and Coulston speak of the “impossibility of stealth” while wearing an apron, but stress that a whole legion 
marching past must have made quite an impressive sound (Bishop and Coulston 2006, 110).  
50.	S ee for instance two funerary monuments from Greece (von Moock 1998, no. 85, 241) and the signi�er on the left 
side of the Great Trajanic Frieze on Constantine’s arch (Koeppel 1985, cat no. 9, �g.  15).
51.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 83.
52.	 �e  shorter 1st century sword was probably drawn with the right hand by dipping the mouth of the sheath forward 
with the thumb and then extracting the sword with the right hand (Hoss, forthcoming). �is  was necessary in the tightly 
massed formations of the 1st century, minimising the danger of the soldier’s inadvertently wounding their fellow-soldiers 
standing in front of them. Drawing the sword with the right hand from the left hip needs more space in front.
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Figure 4.3. Ensembles of waist-belts from the 1st and 2nd centuries found in graves. 
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is carried on it – continues to characterize the soldier (as proven by the fact that it still features 
quite prominently on the funerary monuments of soldiers that date from this and later periods) is 
a testimony to the conservatism of soldiers as a group. 
 	 During the same period, the apron vanished and the attachment of the belt buckles to the belt 
changed: �e  new buckle type has a key-hole form; with a C-shaped buckle and a roughly triangular, 
open loop at one end. �e  buckles were fasted to the belt by passing a metal tongue through this loop 
and then �xing the tongue on the backside of the belt through the leather to the �rst  belt plate.53 In 
a simpler and cheaper version of this method, the leather of the belt itself probably passed through 
the loop and was then �xed by sewing or riveting it on the belt (in e�ect forming a leather loop). 
�e  dagger fastenings also changed from hinges to a loop. In addition to that, the belt plates were 
no longer fasted by individual rivets put through pre-drilled holes. Instead, short studs with little 
round ‘feet’ were cast onto the belt plate. �e  belt plates could then be ‘buttoned’ on to the belt by 
sliding the ‘feet’ through little slits in the leather. �is  also ensured that the plates could be retrieved 
easily.54

 	 �e  whole ‘look’ of the belt changed as well. �e  belt decorations up to then had been solid 
metal plates, mostly tinned or silvered, completely covering the leather of the belt on the front side 
of the soldier, giving the belt a shiny, silver look. Now, the design changed to an interaction between 
‘golden’ openwork plates with the tanned (and perhaps coloured) leather visible through them, the 
whole accented in some types by colourful email.55 In addition to that, more valuable materials like 
silver seem to be used more often. But this impression could also be falsely created by the increase 
of belt �nds from inhumation burials from this period 56 Because of their material value, silver belt 
pieces usually were more carefully recycled than cheaper metals and thus hardly ever turn up from 
refuse dumps. 
 	I n general, it can be said that the styles of this period show great variation, with many di�erent 
types of belt plates being in fashion at roughly the same time (see Fig. 4.3): Some types of openwork 
belt plates were still rectangular, but others had more open forms – rounded and inspired by a revival 
of so-called ‘Celtic’ motifs, which have been indicated to have been inspired by forms common in 
the Danubian provinces (see the examples from Kristein and Faimingen, �g.  3).57 
 	A nother remarkable style of the period is the fashion for belt plates spelling out mottos (see the 
examples from Lyon, Fig. 4.3). �ese  were usually fairly simple wishes, the most common being 
Utere felix (use in happiness). �ey  were either spelled out on the belt in single letters or worked 
in openwork into a rectangular belt plate.58 From the archaeological �nds, it seems that belts with 
mottos are more concentrated in the region of the Middle and Lower Danube and Dacia.59 But 

53.	S ee Hoss 2006, 239, �g.  1.
54.	O ldenstein 1976, 60.
55.	 �e  plates were no longer tinned or silvered as a rule and they were most likely polished to make the bronze shine 
golden (Hoss, forthcoming).
56.	 �e  funerary habit slowly changed from cremation to inhumation during the 2nd century (Toynbee 1971, 40). In 
an inhumation grave, a belt would stay preserved, while it would usually be burned on the pyre as part of the deceased’s 
dress during cremation.
57.	O ldenstein 1976, 204, Anm. 687; James 2006, 247. �e  most famous of these designs is the so-called ‘trumpet’-
design. �e  open forms make it even more di�cult  to distinguish between belt plates and plates used on other leather 
items, e.g. bags.
58.	H oss 2006, 244. 
59.	H oss 2006, 246–249.
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mottos were a fashion not con�ned to waist-
belts, as the shoulder-belts or baldrics of the 
same period also had metal plates often bearing 
mottos in openwork, both belts being most likely 
conceived as a set. I n addition to that, similar 
mottos were also common on other objects 
of daily use such as rings, �bulae, spoons and 
drinking vessels, to name a few.60 
 	O n most types of belt plate sets of this period, 
rings pointing downwards were attached to one or 
two plates, to facilitate hanging a leather pouch, 
a knife or other utensils on the belt.61 Another 
common marker was the long strap-end of the 
belt, tucked into the belt on the wearer’s right 
side and hanging to the knee. �e  ends were slit 
into two long strips and decorated with intricate 
hangers with hinges in many di�erent forms.62 
�ese  would jangle together when the soldier 
moved, making a noise comparable to a bunch 
of keys – less impressive, but analogous to the 
‘sound’ of the 1st century apron.63 Audible signs 
of the soldier’s approach which had their best 
e�ect in large groups – but were also recognizable 
when a single soldier passed – were thus still very 
much in favour. While the precise dating of these 
types generally is di�cult,  most of them seem to 
have been in use until the mid-3rd century.64 

 	A s mentioned above, the number of funerary monuments with depictions of soldiers in military 
dress (‘camp dress’) increases enormously at the beginning of the 3rd century (see Fig. 4.4). �e 
depictions are quite stereotypical in content, with infantry and cavalry soldiers dressing the same, even 
though there are of course many variations in quality. A substantial increase in body-coverage from 
the 1st century is noticeable: Instead of a short-sleeved and fairly short tunic with naked arms and 
legs, the soldiers wear a long-sleeved, belted tunic falling to the knees and long tight trousers under 
it.65 A cloak is �xed with a �bula on the right shoulder and folded back over the left shoulder, it falls 
to the knees and is sometimes decorated with a fringe along the lower edge. Not all depictions show 
the soldier with the sword, but in those that do, the sword is worn on a broad baldric on the left hip. 
Very often the baldric is covered by the fall of the cloak, but in some rare cases, the baldric decoration 

60.	H oss 2006, 237 (footnote 3 and 4), 244; Bishop and Coulston 2006, 162–163, �g.  100, 101
61.	S ee letter E on the Lyon set, �g  2.
62.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 182. 
63.	 James 2006, 61.
64.	 �e  exact dating of these belt types is hindered by the fact that the border situation of the Roman empire had 
consolidated in the second part of the 2nd century. Most forts remained intact until the mid-3rd century, which leaves a large 
group of types of military equipment dating ‘between the mid-2nd and the mid-3rd century’ (Hoss, forthcoming).
65.	 James 2006, 246, 249.

Figure 4.4. Drawing of the depiction on the funerary 
monument of the praetorian guard M. Aurelius Lucianus 
(3rd century) found in Rome (after Oldenstein 1976, �g. 
13,2).
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of round and square decorative plates can 
be distinguished (see Fig. 4.4).
 	C ontrary to the baldric, the waist-
belt always �gures on the depictions 
and both this and the fact that it is 
sometimes enlarged demonstrate that it 
was still a distinctive piece of equipment, 
distinguishing the soldier from his 
civilian counterparts. 
 	 �e  fairly wide belt (between 2, 5 and 4 cm) of the 3rd century was closed with a ring-buckle, 
consisting of a simple ring, worn at the area of the belly button. Rectangular openwork frame 
‘buckles’ with a curvilinear, so-called “Celtic” design in the middle ful�lled the same function as 
the ring-buckles (see Fig. 4.5). �ese  are depicted on just a few funerary monuments, while ring-
buckles are depicted on at least 120 monuments.66 Interestingly, the archaeological evidence is quite 
the opposite: Only roughly a dozen ring-buckles have been identi�ed so far, while almost 50 frame 
buckles from Austria, Britain, Germany, Hungary, Morocco, Romania and Switzerland have been 
published.67 It seems very likely that this disproportion is due to the fact that the simple bronze or 
iron rings were not recognized as ring-buckles.68 
 	 �e  leather strap of the belt was passed through the ring or frame from the back on both sides 
and back along the front. �e  strap was �xed by sliding fungiform studs �xed to the front of the 
belt (roughly equidistant between hip and belly button) through slits in the leather strap. While 
the strap was often (but not always) fairly short on the wearer’s left side, almost ending at the stud, 
the strap was longer and thinner on the right side. It could either fall to the knee from the stud, or 
– more often – was brought back in a long crescent loop to the belt and tucked behind the broad 
belt (sometimes this loop can be observed on both sides, see Fig. 4.4). As with the earlier types, the 
strap-end was often split into two and always decorated with hangers, dangling around the area of 
the knee. On some 3rd century depictions, the soldiers hold this end in their right hand and seem 
to play with it; thus directing the viewer’s attention to the belt as a distinctive piece of equipment.69 
�is  gesture may also be the shadow of a familiar sight in that period: soldiers twirling their belt-
straps on the streets.70 �e  origin of this belt has been previously assumed to have been Danubian 
or Sarmatian; a relatively new suggestion points to the Eastern provinces of the Empire. �ese  were 
almost constant theatres of war during the 3rd century, with many troops gathering and coming into 
contact with the enemy, facilitating the transfer and exchange of belt fashions from the latter and 
among each other.71 During the late 3rd century, a larger and more elaborate version of the frame 
buckle evolved, made from silver with intricate openwork decoration set o�  with niello.72 

66.	H oss, forthcoming.
67.	H oss, forthcoming.
68.	S uch rings are common in Roman period �nds and were used for a variety of purposes. It is thus quite understandable 
that buckle rings were missed in loose �nds. As rings of a similar size were often used on small caskets, rings found in 
graves were probably also often missed.
69.	S ee for instance the monument of an unknown soldier from Herakleia Pontica (Coulston 1987, pl. 4) and the 
monuments of two unknown soldiers from Perinthos (Sayar 1998, cat. nos 86, 87, p. 22, �g.  83, 84).
70.	O ral communication Jon Coulston and Simon James.
71.	 James 2006, 249–250.
72.	 Fischer 1988; Hoss, forthcoming.

Figure 4.5. Reconstruction drawing of a frame buckle (after Oldenstein, 
1976, �g. 9).
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 	I n the 4th century, the carriage of the sword seems to have 
reverted to the waist-belt. Unfortunately, not many depictions 
are known from this period (see above) and most of the 
information we have about the belts of that time comes from 
graves, which are very often insecurely dated.73 In the �rst  half 
of the century, the belts were closed with belt buckles often 
decorated with dolphins head-to-head and connected to an 
openwork belt plate with hinges (see Fig. 4.6). Next to this, so-
called ‘belt sti�eners’ in the form of a propeller were worn and 
along the lower edge of the belt, small round plates decorated 
with a rosette were �xed, holding a ring for hanging utensils 
or a leather pouch. �e  leather strap-end of the belt usually 
was decorated with an amphora- or lancet-shaped strap-end 
hanger.74 During the second half of the 4th century, the belts 
became even broader (5–10 cm) and were closed with buckles 
which were let into large, rectangular or pentagonal belt plates 
by hinges (see Fig. 4.6). �e  buckles were often decorated with 
two animals, but facing towards the hinge rather than towards 
each other. �e  actual leather strap passing through the buckle 
from behind the plate was much less wide than the belt itself. 

It was often quite long, though, wrapped around the belt several times and decorated with a strap-
end hanger. Belts could have several of the large plates alternating with propeller belt sti�eners and 
rosette-ring plates. All plates and the hanger were decorated in the geometric, so-called ‘chip-carving’ 
style (often enhanced with niello inlay).75 �is  type has long been thought to have been brought 
into the Roman army by German soldiers, who were either serving in the Roman army itself or 
serving as allied soldier-farmers (laeti). Some of the chip-carved belt plates also feature classical motifs 
which neither occur in the home regions of these German soldiers nor in their graves on Roman 
territory. Consequently, it seems likely that these must have been in use by the regular Roman army 
itself.76 James has lately pointed out that buckles with paired, confronted animals are known from 
the Iranian region, and that it might be possible that this style also emerged from the East rather 
than the North, as the East was a regular theatre of war for the Roman army at that time.77 Another 
possibility for the origin of this style of belt may have been a combination of Germanic and Iranian 
in�uences, by which the Germans in the Roman army in�uenced the form and the contact with 
both the Classical world and the Parthian and Sassanid armies had an in�uence on the decoration 
of the belt. �e  type stayed in use until well into the 5th century. 

73.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 218.
74.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 218–220.
75.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 220–224.
76.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 224.
77.	 James 2006, 251.

Figure 4.6. Reconstruction drawings of 
4th century belts (after Bishop/Coulston 
2006, �g. 141).



414.  �e Roman Military Belt

PrOdUCtION  ANd dIStrIbUtION
In the Mediterranean area, the production of the belt pieces was most likely in the hands of private 
workshops in the cities. When the Roman army conquered areas to the north of the Alps, it moved 
into a region that did not have an advanced enough bronze production to satisfy the enormous 
demand. Belt pieces were then produced by the army itself, a side-product along weapons and 
amour. Finds of moulds, embossing stamps and half-�nished products as well as literary, sub-literary 
and epigraphic evidence prove that the production was done in the army camps by the soldiers 
themselves – sometimes in large workshops turning out great quantities (fabricae), sometimes in a 
more haphazard fashion.78 While most evidence for military production comes from the 2nd and 3rd 
century, evidence for production in the towns and cities (vici and canabae) that developed around 
the forts and camps also starts in the 2nd century.79 It is still a matter of speculation if the latter 
was military or civil. It seems likely that the veterans settling near their old comrades in the direct 
environs of the forts and camps continued to work in the trades they had learned in the army.80 But 
if their workshops were really private or just moved outside the camp because of the �re  hazard is 
still a matter of dispute. It might also well be that the artisans worked on contract for the army, but 
could also be approached by private individuals.81 Another suggestion has been that the essentials 
of weapons and armour were produced by the army itself, while the decorative elements of the belt 
and horse’s harness were left to private workshops.82 
 	C ontrary to this, some exceptional pieces were most likely made centrally, in state owned 
workshops. �e  prime example is a Flavian type of rivet, decorated with �gurative relief, which 
according to the huge numbers found there (200 rivets), seems to have been made in one workshop 
in Besançon and – considering the motifs used for the decoration – given to the soldiers as a sort of 
propaganda.83 �ese  state-issued decorations probably were not pressed on the soldiers, but on the 
contrary could have been marks of honour much coveted by them.84 
 	 Di�erences in the military belts between the di�erent parts of the Roman army (legions, auxiliary 
infantry and cavalry and the navy), are di�cult  to prove, as most camps were occupied by di�erent 
unit types throughout their history, with vexillations of legions and ancillary cavalry or other auxiliary 
units being deployed as needed and thus ‘muddling’ the archaeological record. In addition to that, 
�nds from graves are rare and sometimes also confusing: �e  famous grave of Chassenard (Dept. 
Alliers), dating from the Tiberian period, is interpreted as the grave of a local nobleman, buried 
with his helmet mask (identifying him as cavalryman) and belt with an ornate gilded buckle with 
decorations of hunting scenes and three gilded belt plates with an embossed decoration depicting the 
head of Tiberius between cornucopiae.85 At �rst,  this seemed a con�rmation of cavalrymen wearing 
belts decorated with metal plates. Another possible explanation is, that the Chassenard soldier had 

78.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 233–240, �g.  149.
79.	 Gschwind 1997, 619–621.
80.	 Van Driel-Murray 2002, 111–113.
81.	 Van Driel-Murray 2002, 111.
82.	N icolay 2007, 157. �is  arrangement seems sensible, but has not been proven.
83.	 �e  four main motives are: Victoria navalis, Victoria on a chariot, eagle, male head with wreath. Feugère 1985, 123, 
125.
84.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 267. 
85.	S ee Beck and Chew 1992.
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been an infantryman at some point in his life, a career move that is known from other soldiers.86 
It seems more likely though, that he received the belt as a mark of distinction and/or imperial gift. 
�e  latter explanation would �t  with the interpretation of this grave as belonging to a high-ranking 
member of the tribal elite who had personally led an auxiliary cavalry unit of his tribesmen in the 
Roman army.87

 	 �e  best evidence for di�erences in the belts of di�erent parts of the army come from depictions 
on funerary monuments announcing the deceased’s career and thus a�liation  to a certain unit type. 
�ese  show legionary and auxiliary infantrymen as well as marines with the same type of belts. �is 
is remarkable, because the types of units otherwise di�ered in many aspects.88 It seems likely that 
practical matters were more important here, since the only di�erence in belt design that can be 
inferred from the funerary monuments is the one between infantry and navy on the one side and 
cavalry on the other. As a cavalryman had to sit on a horse, a belt decorated with in�exible metal 
plates was most likely simply impractical. In addition to that, the belt could not ful�l  its secondary 
function of enhancing the status and con�rming the a�liation  of the wearer if it was not seen and 
heard.89 It seems that – at least until the introduction of the ring buckle belt in the 3rd century – the 
Roman cavalryman wore a di�erent military belt from the infantryman, namely a belt without metal 
belt plates and just a simple belt buckle, perhaps with a single belt plate.90  
 	I ndicators for fashions in units or larger regional groups (e.g. the ‘Rhine army’) have been identi�ed 
only cautiously up to now, as much of the work to be done is still at an initial stage.91 One of the 
strong contenders is a type of belt piece with embossed �gurative decoration.92 �e  majority of 
these belt plates were found in Upper Germany, with some coming from along the Rhine in Lower 
Germany and from the south coast of England (see Fig. 4.7).93 �eir  dating and distribution pattern 
points to their (mainly) being used by the units of Upper Germany, who were part of the army 
invading Britain.94 
 	 Fashions in belt decoration probably developed in the lower ranks of the army (that is, from 

86.	A n example of this career move from a generation later is the famous Tiberius Claudius Maximus, captor of Decebalus. 
See M. P. Speidel 1970. 
87.	 Beck and Chew 1992.
88.	 �e  legionaries were Roman citizens, while the auxiliaries and marines were not, an important di�erence in legal 
status (Vittingho�  1986). In addition to that, the legionaries received more pay and had a di�erent social status (Speidel 
2000b). �ere  is some evidence that these unit types also had di�erent weapons and/or armour (Bishop and Coulston 
2006, 254–255). If the military equipment found round the bay of Naples indeed belonged to marines from the naval 
base at Misenum, their equipment – including the belt – seems not to have di�ered from the infantry (Ortisi 2002). �e 
same can be postulated for the Rhine �eet’s headquarters at Köln-Alteburg, where an assembly of military equipment was 
found that is familiar from contemporary infantry camps (Cahn et al. 2003).
89.	 But the cavalryman could – and did – use the horse’s harness for a display of his wealth, status and group a�liation 
by �tting  it out with decorative plates and hangers, blinking and jingling even more. See Junkelmann 1992, 76–88. 
90.	S ee Hoss 2010. �e  �nd  of a early 2nd century belt with a spatha (cavalry sword) and a belt buckle with only one 
belt plate in Koblenz-Niederberg proves that the belt was still largely without metal plates at that time (Jost 2007, 49–55, 
Hoss 2010, 320). Of course this does not imply that the cavalrymen’s belt had to be completely undecorated. �e  baldrics 
from Vimose moor in Denmark (although of a later date) are decorated with embroidery (see Grä�  2010, 133). Decoration 
by colouring or branding and cutting the leather are also possible.
91.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 260.
92.	 Four main types of decoration are known for this belt plate: A lotus �ower, a hunting scene, the Lupa Romana and 
the portrait of the emperor between conurcopiae. �e  motives of the latter two make it very likely that they were given to 
soldiers on special occasions as part of imperial propaganda. Künzl 1994, 43; Hoss, forthcoming.
93.	 Bishop and Coulston 2006, 260; Hoss, forthcoming.
94.	O ldenstein 1976, 76; Hoss, forthcoming.
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centurion downwards) without conscious organisation. As both the waist-belt and the shoulder-belt 
had to con�rm only to minimum standards of functionality, their decoration probably o�ered the 
best opportunity for any individual soldier to express personal symbolism and individualism. �is 
would argue for a wide variety of vastly di�erent belt decorations in use at the same time. In contrast 
to this, belt fashions exhibit a high amount of homogeneity across the whole Roman empire from 
Hadrian’s Wall to Dura Europos and from Morocco to Romania. �is  was most likely caused by an 
abstract idea of the Roman soldiers’ identity and worth, which also controlled the choices of belt 
design.95 According to a theory developed by Pierre Bourdieu, “[taste] functions as a sort of social 
orientation, a ‘sense of one’s place’, guiding the occupants of a given […] social space towards the social 
positions adjusted to their properties, and towards the practices or goods which be�t the occupants 
of that position”.96 In Bourdieu’s theory, symbolic capital (e.g. prestige, honour) is a crucial source 
of power, enabling the holder to exercise symbolic violence over non-holders. To attain this symbolic 
power, one must be able to conform to certain social expectations (the ‘right’ manner of speaking, 
walking, eating, dressing, etc.). While Bourdieu explored how parents would teach their children 
to conform to these expectations, it seems convincing that similar mechanisms take place in other 
social groups than the family. Tight-knit hierarchical groups like army units also constitute a group 
in which a certain set of rules is passed from a group of older and/or higher ranking men to a group 

95.	 James 2006, 261.
96.	 Bourdieu 1984, 466.

Figure 4.7. Map with distribution of �nds of embossed belt plates.
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of younger men. �is  set of rules naturally includes the ‘technical’ knowledge of the job; knowledge 
of arms, warfare, camp building and other necessities of army life, but it also includes ‘the right way’ 
of walking, talking, eating, dressing, etc. In a outwardly traditional society as the Roman, the older 
and/or higher ranking soldiers would ‘set the tone’ in their unit, establishing which fashions were 
acceptable and which were not, the verdict then being ‘executed’ by peer pressure.97 �e  surprising 
‘uniformity’ of Roman military belts was thus not forced on the soldiers from above, but rather a 
product of their own desire for conformity. 
 	I n a rare interaction between internal pressures to conform to tradition and custom and a desire 
for novel styles, belt fashions evolved to express the common identity and solidarity of the Roman 
soldiers.98 �e  immense �ghting success of the Roman army lay not in the ferocity of its �ghters 
outdoing each other in feats of daring, but in the co-ordinated co-operation of many individuals, 
making that success – and thus the survival of each individual – dependant on their solidarity and 
their feelings of communality. �e  Roman military belt was the outward manifestation of this and 
a central part of the Roman soldier’s identity. 
 	 �e  author wishes to thank the organizers of the conference for the inclusion of this article in 
the conference proceedings despite the fact that she was unable to attend the conference.

97.	 James 2006, 252.
98.	 James 2006, 261.



5. LINEN�ClAD ETRUSCAN WARRIORS

Margarita Gleba

Corselets made of linen have been known in the classical world at least since the time of the Homeric 
poems, yet few modern scholars have confronted the issue of how this type of military attire actually 
looked and functioned. Unlike other kinds of armour, made of more durable materials such as metal, 
linen corselets have not survived in the archaeological record and are known primarily from literature. 
Artistic representations do exist, but have seldom been identi�ed as such. I propose to examine the 
existing evidence for linen corselets in both Greek textual sources and Etruscan/Italic art.

TEXTUAl SOURCES
Our earliest source is the Iliad, where Ajax Oileus and Amphion are �«�©�­�¯�¨�¾�±�§�ª�¥�², ‘linen-corseleted’.1 
�e  same epithet is also applied to the Argive warriors in the seventh century BC Delphic oracle 
preserved in the Palatine Anthology, which referred to them as the best men of their day.2 Slightly 
later, at the beginning of the sixth century BC, the Lesbian poet Alcaeus included ‘corselets of new 
linen’ in his list of armour.3 Herodotus tells us that in the sixth century, the Egyptian pharaoh Amasis 
dedicated an elaborate linen cuirass in the Temple of Athena at Lindos and sent another one to 
Sparta.4 It has been suggested that these remarkable dedications bore reference to Athena’s aegis.�

During the Persian Wars in the �fth  century BC, linen armour was worn by the Assyrian and 
other Asiatic troops of Xerxes.6 �e  regular armour of the Susan king Abradates was made of linen.7 
Plutarch relates that even Alexander the Great wore an elaborate linen corselet captured from the 
Persians at Gaugamela.8 Another interesting reference to this armour type is given by Aeneas Tacticus, 
who mentions the smuggling of linen corselets into a besieged city, possibly with an implication that 
super�cially they would have looked like regular clothing and thus would have been easy to conceal.9

1.	 Homer Iliad II , 529, 830. Lorimer 1950, 210–211 suggests that the epithet is a seventh century BC interpolation. 
Strabo (13.1.10) and Pliny the Elder NH 19.VI.26 also mention Homer’s references to the use of linen corselets during 
the Trojan War.
2.	 Anth. Pal. xiv, 73.
3.	 Frag. 234; see Page 1955, with comments 215–216.
4.	 Herod. II , 182; III , 47. One of the current theories holds that the linen corselet was invented by Egyptians and 
adopted by the Greeks; see Lorimer 1950, 210, but also Anderson 1970, 23.
�.	 Moxon 2000, 125–133.
6.	 Herod. IX, 63; Xen. Anab. IV. 7.15 and V.4.13. Herodotus (I, 135), also claims that Persians adopted linen amour 
from Egypt.
7.	X en. Cyrop. VI.4.2.
8.	 Plut. Alex. 32.5. �e  armour worn by Alexander the Great on the Alexander mosaic found in Pompeii, has been 
interpreted as a linen corselet; see Pfrommer 1998, 19–24, who argues that the type was Macedonian and not Persian. 
See Granger-Taylor in this volume for further discussion and illustration.
9.	A en. Tact. 29.4. It is not known what city is described in the passage.
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Like other types of armour, linen corselets were dedicated at sanctuaries. Besides the already 
mentioned two items sent to Greece by pharaoh Amasis, Gelon of Syracuse dedicated three linen 
corselets at Olympia, to commemorate his victory over the Carthaginians.10 Livy also tells us that 
the linen corselet of Lars Tolumnius, the king of Veii, slain in battle in 437 BC, was dedicated at 
the Temple of Jupiter Feretrius, where it still could be seen in Augustan times.11

�us,  the picture we get from literature is that corselets made of linen were common enough 
military attire to be mentioned without explanation at least from the eighth century BC onwards. 
Anna Sacconi has argued that Mycenaean ideograms *162+KI and *162+RI indicate linen corselet, 
taking their use even further back in time, although she then assumed that it was worn in combination 
with bronze armour and could not be used for protection by itself.12 Archaeological and iconographic 
evidence however, indicates that linen corselets di�ered signi�cantly from linen chitons worn under 
bronze armour. �ese  sources also give us more speci�c information about how these items were 
constructed. 

LINEN CORSElET CONSTRUCTION
It is clear that, in material, construction and appearance, the linen corselet was distinct from the 
‘muscle’ or ‘bell’ breastplate, made of large sheets of metal or hardened leather and requiring careful 
�tting  to the individual owner, and from the scale armour, made of many small metal or leather 
pieces.13 I n most studies on Greek armour, the linen corselet is subsumed under the category of 
composite or shoulder-piece corselets, which became the most common type of cuirass during the 
Archaic period, alongside the muscle breastplate.14 Composite corselets were made of leather or 
linen. Metal was probably also used in their construction in the form of scales and laminae. But the 
fact that there are no composite corselets surviving in archaeological contexts indicates that they 
were made mostly of perishable materials. �e  one unusual example found in the so-called Tomb 
of Philip at Vergina in northern Greece is made of iron and gold.15 Peter Connolly has interpreted 
it as a translation of a linen corselet into metal.16

�e  most characteristic feature of a composite corselet, which appears in Greek artistic depictions 
by the sixth century BC, consists of two shoulder pieces (epomides), which were attached to the back, 
extended over the shoulders and fastened in front by laces. �e  corselet itself was made up of many 
rectangular sections of what was probably thick and sti�ened linen fabric, sewn together. �e  skirt 
usually had one or two rows of �aps (pteryges), or a thick fringe of plaited cords. �e  corselet was 
worn wrapped around the waist and fastened on the left side, as is seen in arming scenes depicted 
in ancient art.17

�e  protective quality of such linen armour had already been questioned during antiquity. 
Pausanias, who saw them dedicated at various sanctuaries, claims that linen corselets gave protection 
to hunters against animal bites but were useless against violent blows of a metal weapon, and assumes 

10.	 Paus. I.21.7.
11.	 Liv. IV.20.
12.	S acconi 1971, 49–54, 53.
13.	 For these and other types of body armour, see Jarva 1995. 
14.	 Jarva 1995, 33.
15.	A ndronikos 1984, 140–144. 
16.	C onnolly 1998, 59.
17.	S ee, for example, a Greek cup by Brygos painter in the Vatican, ARV2 373.48. Also, see reconstruction in Connolly 
1998, 58. For reconstructiono experiments, see Aldrete et al. forthcoming.
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that they were used only in hunting.18 Arrian however, suggests that linen corselets could be used 
by cavalry.19 By Roman times, mail and lamellar armour had replaced for the most part the linen 
kind but there is little doubt that, in the preceding centuries, linen body armour was ubiquitous. 
Development of defensive armour always follows the evolution of weapons and it is likely that linen 
corselets were no longer adequate to counteract the new types of arms.

In fact, there may have been not one but several ways to make linen hard and resistant to 
weapons. One theory is that the threads were unusually thick, twined of many yarns, which would 
explain the incredible thread count, 360, mentioned by Pliny the Elder for the corselet dedicated 
by Amasis.20 �is  technique, which makes the fabric much thicker than ordinary weaves, seems to 
have been used in the few examples of linen armour surviving from antiquity. While not a corselet 
and quite late in date, the shin guard of coarse undyed linen found at Dura Europos in Syria is of 
considerable interest in the context of the present discussion.21 �e  piece is 44.2 by 27 cm and is 
warp-twined to shape.22 �e  edging and heart-shaped attachments of straps are made of red leather. 
�e  remarkable aspect of the fabric is that it is woven of cords, which are plied of six threads in both 
directions. �e  guard has three pairs of red leather straps for tying it to the leg and shows both wear 
(surface felting) and evidence of use in combat (cuts). 

Hero Granger-Taylor reports the remains of several di�erent fragments of linen armour at Masada, 
di�ering in quality but probably made in the same technique.23 She convincingly argues that the 
fragments could be di�erent pteryges from the same piece of composite armour. 

Many depictions, in fact, show the corselets composed of narrow bands and it has been suggested 
that band technique or tablet-weaving may have been used to make the early Egyptian corselets.24 
Another theory is that linen corselets were made resistant by the use of many layers. Here we have 
some archaeological evidence as well, quite early in date, too. A fragment of linen fourteen layers 
thick was discovered in the nineteenth century in the Bronze Age Shaft Grave V at Mycenae in 
Greece, which may be a part of a linen corselet.25 

Sylvia Tørnkvist, on the other hand, brings in evidence from a much later period: Byzantine 
historian Nicetas Acominatos in a book written c. AD 1204–1210 describes the crusader’s way of 
making a linen garment protective against weapons by treating it with a mixture of vinegar and 
salt.26 �is  recipe is in agreement with Pliny the Elder, who mentions that Gauls and Parthians used 
vinegar for sti�ening wool.27 

18.	 Paus. I, 21.7. Pausanias’ claim is seconded by Bill Cooke: ‘Linen is characterized by high tensile strength and low 
breaking extension relative to most other natural �bres. �ick  linen fabrics would therefore be quite resistant to cutting and 
slashing especially if they were layers with a padding that could be �ax tow or wool. �ese  types of fabrics and padding are 
however less able to resist penetration when laid against the skin, i.e. the point forces the threads and the padding apart 
to allow penetration’ (personal communication 25 May 2002). Contra Pausanias, see Aelian (De Nat. Anim. 9.17).
19.	A rrian Tact. 4.
20.	 Plin. NH XIX, II .14. For the discussion of possibility of such thread count, see Granger-Taylor in this volume.
21.	 Yale no. 1933.481. See P�ster and Bellinger 1945, 59 no. 292, Pl. XXX; James 2004, 128–129 no. 448, �g.  73. 
James identi�es it as a greave liner rather than a shin guard. I am grateful to Susan B. Matheson at the Yale University Art 
Gallery for making it possible for me to examine the piece.
22.	 More detailed information and the photograph of the piece can be found elsewhere in this volume, in the article by 
Hero Granger-Taylor, to whom I am thankful for the technical information.
23.	S ee Granger-Taylor in this volume.
24.	 Jarva 1995, 42.
25.	S tudniczka 1887, 21–22, �g.  4. It is possible, however, that it was just folded cloth.
26.	T ørnkvist 1969, 81–82.
27.	 Plin. NH VIII , 192.
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Any one of these various techniques or their combination may have made linen quite resistant 
to weapons and this fact, in addition to it being light, �exible, and not requiring the more valuable 
metal, would have made it an attractive military garb. �e  question is, however: what did a linen 
corselet look like?

ICONOgRAphIC SOURCES
�e  earliest representational evidence comes from Greek vase painting, where linen corselets, however, 
have been identi�ed seldom as such because of the problem of distinguishing them from the leather 
ones.28 Eero Jarva points out that while in black-�gure vase painting this type of corselet is often 
painted white and, consequently, has been interpreted as linen corselet, in red-�gure painting, similar 
breastplates are depicted in red and have been identi�ed as leather.29 �e  images may re�ect more the 
technique of vase painting or artistic preference than reality and, in most cases, we cannot distinguish 
the linen corselet in Greek art, as neither sculptures nor vase-paintings indicate the material. 

Still,  as Anderson notes, the “colour doubtless has a meaning, particularly white”.30 Even if a 
linen corselet was reinforced with metal or leather, its external appearance nevertheless projected 
the look and feel of linen. Linen is notoriously di�cult  to dye, but when naturally bleached, it has 
a bright white colour, striking by itself, but even more so when decorated with, for example, bright 
appliqués or by other means. Hence another possible point of departure in the quest to identify 
linen corselets is their elaborate adornment. Herodotus mentions the luxurious appearance of the 
corselet dedicated by Amasis at Lindos.31 It is also the decoration that is emphasized by the artists 
depicting the garment, even in schematic representations, as attested by Greek vase paintings. Two 
criteria, colour and decoration, may thus be used to identify linen corselets in Etruscan and Greek 
art, as I shall now attempt to demonstrate.

Protective garments of the composite variety are found in Etruscan art as early as the sixth century 
BC: on bronze mirrors, cist urns, statuettes, and stone and terracotta sarcophagi.32 However, the 
most important body of evidence comes from the medium of painting and this is where I believe it 
is possible to identify linen corselets with a high degree of certainty.

One of the most detailed depictions of linen corselets appears on the walls of the fourth-century 
BC François Tomb at Vulci, the paintings now at the Museo Torlonia, Villa Albani in Rome.33 
�e  painting depicts a Homeric episode of sacri�ce of captive Trojans by Achilles (Fig. 5.1). �e 
Greek heroes in the scene are dressed in various types of armour. �e  bluish-white colour and the 
construction of the corselets worn by Ajax Telamonios and Ajax Oileus indicate armour of linen 
fabric (Fig. 5.11, top left and centre). Contrast to the undoubtedly metal ‘muscle’ cuirass worn by 

28.	 For an exhaustive compilation of depictions of composite corselet in Greek vase painting, see Anderson 1970, 267–269 
and Jarva 1995, 33–46.
29.	 Jarva 1995, 34, and in this volume.
30.	A nderson 1970, 44.
31.	 Herod. II , 182.
32.	 Mirrors: Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Belgique 1, no. 30; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Italia 1, I, no. 2 and no. 
40; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Vaticano 1, no. 11; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum USA 1, no. 15; Corpus Speculorum 
Etruscorum USA 3, no. 2; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1, no. 39; Corpus Speculorum 
Etruscorum Bundesrepublik Deutschland 3, no.15; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Bundesrepublik Deutschland 4 no. 15; 
Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum France 1, I, no. 11; Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum Denmark 1, no. 22; Corpus Speculorum 
Etruscorum DDR I, no. 30. For terracotta reliefs and bronze warrior �gurines, see a list in Jarva 1995, 46.
33.	 Buranelli 1987; Moretti Sgubini 2004.



495.  Linen-clad Etruscan Warriors

Achilles is quite clear. �e  corselets are made in horizontal bands and in one place the artist has 
carefully rendered what looks like stitches connecting them. �e  decoration is also carefully depicted 
(Fig. 5.11 top centre). As in other monuments, to be discussed later, the decorative geometric and 
�oral patterns are bright red. �ey  may represent leather elements, like the red leather edgings on 
the Dura Europos shin guard.34

�e  composition of the scene of the Trojans’ sacri�ce probably derives from another painted 
source, possibly originating in Southern Italy, ancient Magna Graecia, as the same subject appears 
on a number of Faliscan vases, Praenestine bronze cistae and Etruscan sarcophagi.35 Among these is 
a painted marble sarcophagus, the so-called Sarcophagus of the Priest, found in Tarquinia and dated 
to the second half of the fourth century (Fig. 5.2).36 �e  paint is badly worn but enough details 
remain to reveal the linen corselets, identi�ed by Horst Blanck, who published the paintings on the 
sarcophagus.37 �e  garments are of composite type, white with occasional red decoration. One of 
the long sides shows the sacri�ce of the Trojans with �ve Greek warriors depicted in linen corselets. 
In contrast to the François Tomb paintings, here even Achilles wears one, and I will return to the 
signi�cance of this di�erence shortly. �e  other long side of the Sarcophagus of the Priest shows a 
scene of Amazonomachy with four warriors wearing linen corselets as well. 

�e  Amazonomachy theme also appears on the so-called Amazon Sarcophagus from Tarquinia, 
dated to the second half of the fourth century BC (Fig. 5.3).38 �is  is probably our most informative 
iconographic source on linen corselets because of the relatively good preservation of paint and high 
degree of details in the painting. Warriors clad in linen corselets appear on all four sides of the 
sarcophagus. In two cases the artist carefully showed the fastening on the left side (Fig. 5.4). �e 
decoration of each corselet is individualized (Fig. 5.5, 5.6, 5.11 bottom), possibly re�ecting the real 
life practice. Buttons and the ends of shoulder pieces are rendered in yellow paint, as are the helmets, 
greaves and other bronze panoply of the warriors. �ese  details are especially important because the 

34.	I am grateful to Hero Granger-Taylor for this suggestion.
35.	 Holliday 1993, 179.
36.	N ow in the Archaeological Museum at Tarquinia (inv. RC 9871).
37.	 Blanck 1982, 11–28, and Blanck 1983, 79–84.
38.	N ow in the Archaeological Museum of Florence. See Bocci 1960; Bottini and Setari 2007.

Figure 5.1. Drawing of a fragment of linen 
from Shaft-Grave V, Mycenae, Bronze Age 
(After Studniczka 1887, �g. 4).
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Figure 5.2. François Tomb, Vulci, 350–330 BC.

Figure 5.3. Sarcophagus of the Priest, Tarquinia, 4th century BC (© Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome, Neg. 
80–1827).

Figure 5.4. Amazon Sarcophagus, Tarquinia, 4th century BC (© Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome, Neg. 
72–204).
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metal parts of linen corselets may provide 
a tangible way to trace this otherwise 
perishable armour in archaeological 
contexts. S urviving metal buttons and 
shoulder-piece ends may present a concrete 
evidence for linen corselets, especially in 
burials.39 

In some cases, the structure of the 
garment is clearly depicted in the form 
of horizontal sections consisting of 
rectangular, possibly reinforced, plates. 
�ese  same details are also visible in yet 
another Etruscan painting, in the Tomba 
del Orco II at Tarquinia. Here Geryon, as 
the guardian of the gates to Hades, wears 
a linen corselet (Fig. 5.7).40 

In addition to the examples found in 
monumental painting, white corselets 
with red decoration also appear on the 
painted architectural terracottas from 
various sites in central I taly, including 
Caere, Civita Castellana, Orvieto, Segni, 
Satricum etc.41 

Based on these de�nitive examples, 
it  seems likely that certain details of 
appearance, as well as distinctive decorative 
patterns, allow identification of linen 
corselets in other representations. T he 
corselet of the so-called Mars of Todi, dated 
to the late �fth–early fourth century BC,42 
has the same construction and fastening 
as the painted examples. S ame criteria 
can be applied to the more schematic 
representations in clay and bronze.

�e  fact that the linen corselet is so 

39.	 Miller (1993, 52 n. 99 ) reports on finds 
of metal appliqués from Macedonian tombs, 
which may have been attached to leather or linen 
armour.
40.	S teingräber 1986, 329, pl. 129.
41.	A ndrén 1940, 37 and pl. 11 B, 107 and pl. 
36, 174 and pl. 65, 396 and pl. 120, 461 and pl. 
141.
42.	N ow in the Gregorian Etruscan Museum at 
Vatican (inv. 693).

Figure 5.5. Detail of a warrior showing corselet fastening under 
the left arm, Amazon Sarcophagus, Tarquinia, 4th century BC  
(© Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome, Neg. 72–209).

Figure 5.6. Detail of a warrior showing corselet decoration, 
Amazon Sarcophagus, Tarquinia, 4th century BC (© Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut, Rome, Neg. 72–211).
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prominently depicted in E truscan art 
works showcasing armour-clad characters, 
indicates either its popularity in life or 
(and) its association with heroic qualities 
of the represented wearer. �e  detailed 
representations of the garment indicate 
an intimate knowledge of its appearance, 
which strongly suggests that linen corselets 
were indeed made and worn in Etruria. �e 
variation in design and decoration not only 
underlines the �rst-hand knowledge of the 
garment but also documents a changing 
fashion in models and decoration. Livy’s 
account of the corselet of King Tolumnius 
of Veii also corroborates the existence of 
such corselets in Etruria. 

Yet, the personages who wear such 
armour in Etruscan art are mostly mythical 
heroes. Was the linen corselet adopted by 
Etruscan artists as an important attribute 
of legendary warriors? And if so, does it 
mean that corselets worn in life had special 
signi�cance? �e  issue is complicated by 
the fact that Greek connections have been 
hypothesized for most of the E truscan 
painted monuments in which linen corselets 
appear. �is  warrants a further question: 
are we dealing here with Greek in�uence 
or a local tradition? �us,  in the case of the 
Trojans’ sacri�ce scene, for which a Greek 
model has been proposed, did warriors 
wear linen corselets in the original or is this 
a purely Etruscan addition? Earlier I have 

noted the di�erence in the representation of Achilles in the François Tomb, where he is depicted in 
muscle cuirass, and the Sarcophagus of the Priest where he wears a linen corselet. In addition to these 
two, yet another variation of the same composition occurs on the sculpted sarcophagus from Torre 
San Severo in Orvieto, dated to the end of the fourth century BC and now in the Museo Claudio 
Faina in Orvieto (Fig. 5.8).43 Here, Achilles and Ajax Oileus wear bronze muscle cuirasses, while Ajax 
Telamonios has linen armour. Finally, on the so-called Revil cist from Praeneste (Fig. 5.9), Achilles 
wears muscle cuirass, Ajax Oileus is clad in a composite corselet, while Ajax Telamonios is in the 
nude.44 �e  fact that in these four monuments, supposedly based on the same original,45 Achilles 

43.	S ee Cagiano de Azevedo 1970. On the authenticity of the sarcophagus, see Blanck 1982, 22 n. 39.
44.	 Bordenache Battaglia 1979, 112–115, pl. CXXXIX.
45.	 Holliday 1993, 179: ‘�e  composition … probably derives from another painted source, perhaps an original painting 

Figure 5.7. Geryon, Tomba del Orco II at Tarquinia, 4th century 
BC (© Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome, Neg. 72–634).
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and the two Ajaxes wear di�erent armour suggests that protective garments and linen corselets in 
particular may have been Italic or Etruscan additions. An exception may have been Achilles who is 
invariably depicted in muscle cuirass, possibly a reference to his divinely crafted armour. 

In fact, in Greek art, the special heroes in mythological and battle scenes are represented either 
nude or, according to A nderson, wearing the muscle cuirass.46 �e  representations of warriors 
dressed in armour on the Amazon Sarcophagus and the Sarcophagus of the Priest thus also re�ect 
an I talic tradition.47 I n E truscan art, Greek heroic nudity has been replaced by contemporary 
armour. �e  frequent use of fashion of the time in representations of garments in Etruscan art has 
been demonstrated by Larissa Bonfante and, in my opinion, seems to be applicable to depictions 
of armour as well.48 

A mixture of Greek and Etruscan/Italic traditions is observed in the painted tombs of Southern 
Italy, most importantly Paestum. Here we �nd  not only representations of mythological scenes but 
also depictions of the deceased. In most cases, the warriors are depicted nude, in a decorated tunic, or 
wearing a South Italian three-disc cuirass. In at least two tombs, however, no. 4 and 114 at Andriuolo 

from Magna Graecia’. On the composition of the original also see Buranelli 1987, 88 and Blanck 1983, 83.
46.	S ee Bonfante 1989, 543–570, on nudity as a costume. For use of the cuirass see Anderson 1970, 21. 
47.	O n Etruscan ‘rejection of heroic nudity’, see Bonfante 1978a, 14–26, esp. 14, and Bonfante 1989, 562–566, esp. 
565.
48.	 Bonfante 2003, 90 and throughout the book.

Figure 5.8. Sarcophagus from Torre San Severo, Orvieto, 4th century BC (After Cagiano de Azevedo 1970).
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Figure 5.9. Drawing of the Revil cist, Praeneste, 325–300 BC (After Bordenache Battaglia 1979, pl. CXXXIX).

(Fig. 5.10), there are corselets with shoulder pieces and pteryges, painted white and decorated with 
red ornaments. Angela Pontrandolfo and Agnes Rouveret call this type of armour Macedonian, and 
similar examples do, in fact, appear in the painted tombs of Macedonia.49 

Garments of the deceased on the façades of the ‘Great Tomb’ at Lefkadia and the ‘Tomb with 
Warrior painting’ at Vergina have been both identi�ed as linen.50 Similar corselets are represented 
in the Tomb of Lyson and Kallikles and probably re�ect the appearance of those employed by its 
occupant during life.51 Corselets in paintings of the Tomb of Lyson and Kallikles are also similar to 
the armour worn by Alexander himself on the Alexander mosaic found in Pompeii.52 

So it appears that linen corselets were worn in life in both Greece and Etruria but the representational 
evidence, in addition to being dictated by accidents of preservation and recovery, stems from di�erent 
traditions of funerary iconography: in Greece and South Italy we have representations of the deceased, 
while in Etruria we are left with mythological scenes.

CONClUSIONS
Literary and representational evidence demonstrates that linen corselets were known and worn in 
both Greece and Etruria from Archaic through at least Hellenistic period. In Greece, their use may 
go back to the Bronze Age. Literary sources also emphasize their use in the Near East and Egypt. 
Linen corselets can be identi�ed with high degree of certainty on E truscan and Greek painted 
monuments on the basis of their construction, colour and decoration (Figure 5.11). �ese  can be 
used to identify the type in works of other media and in more schematic representations. Certain 
details emphasized by the ancient artists, such as bronze buttons, may provide us with a means to 
identify the presence of linen corselets archaeologically. As far as the association of this armour type 
with heroic characters in Etruscan art is concerned, the limited amount and nature of the material 
does not permit de�nitive conclusions at this point but it seems that both real life warriors and 
painted mythical heroes were dressed according to the latest military fashion.

49.	 Pontrandolfo and Rouveret 1992.
50.	A ndronikos 1984, 180 �g.  151 and 176 �g.  147. For other representations, see Miller 1993, 52 n. 98, who also 
reports on remains of actual corselets in the tombs of Derveni and Vergina.
51.	 Miller 1993, 52–53.
52.	 Markle 1982, 87–111, 96; Pfrommer 1998, 19–24. See discussion and image in Grander-Taylor, this volume.
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Figure 5.10. Tomb 4, Andriulo, 
Paestum, 4th century BC (After 
Pontrandolfo and Rouveret 
1992).

Figure 5.11. Drawings of the corselets as they appear in the François Tomb, Vulci (top left and centre); Tomba del Orco 
II at Tarquinia (top right); Amazon Sarcophagus, Tarquinia (bottom) (Drawings by the author).
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ISRAEl �  THE REMNANTS Of PTERYGES? �  

AND RElATED FINDS IN  WEfT�  AND WARp�
TwINING  INClUDING  SEVERAl SlINGS 

Hero Granger-Taylor

INTRODUCTION
�e  existence in Antiquity of armour made of linen has always been known from texts. But recent 
research has concentrated more on military equipment found in excavations, this consisting principally 
of items of metal and bone. 
 	 �e  study in this volume by Margarita Gleba is a welcome return to the subject of textile armour 
in literature and art. Gleba is surely correct in interpreting armour represented in white paint as 
made of linen. Many of her examples are edged in red, a detail we can now understand as a binding 
of leather. 
 	A ctual examples of armour amongst groups of archaeological textiles have been unknown with 
the exception of one notable �nd  from Dura-Europos in Syria, a linen greave (shin guard) discussed 
below. �e  fragments from Masada which form the main subject of this paper are therefore an 
important additional discovery.
 	 Finally, textile slings of various dates throw light on the twined technique of these surviving 
examples of linen armour and are themselves a worthy subject of renewed examination. 

THE DATING  AND CONTEXT Of THE MASADA fRAGMENTS 
Masada is a hilltop fortress situated in the Judaean desert, close to the shore of the Dead Sea and 
within the modern state of Israel. It was there in 73 or 74 AD that the Roman army conquered 
the remaining elements of the First Jewish Revolt, the sicarii and their families who had occupied 
Masada since 66 and others who had eventually �ed there. �ese  events were recorded by the Jewish 
historian Josephus, whose written account in Greek has in most respects been con�rmed by modern 
archaeology.1

 	 �e  excavation of Masada took place principally from 1963 to 1965, under the direction of 
Professor Yigael Yadin of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.2 Much organic material was discovered, 
including many textiles, which had been preserved due to the arid and stable desert climate. �e 

1.	 Jos. Jewish War, especially VII , 275–406; Ben-Tor 2009, 281
2.	Y adin 1965; Yadin 1966.
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textile �nds have now been thoroughly studied and are the subject of a forthcoming volume in the 
Masada Final Reports series.�

 	 Masada is a relatively simple site in terms of stratigraphy and almost all of the �nds uncovered 
there belong to the main period of occupation, that is, from the point that Herod the Great began 
to spend longer periods of time there, in c. 28–26 BC, to the last evidence of a Roman garrison, 
around 115 AD.� 
 	O f the textiles discussed here, the �nd  which is least easy to place precisely is the single organic 
fragment, 1039–764/13. Its �nd  spot, locus 1039, known as the Casemate of the Scrolls, is a room 
within the casemate wall where a great heap of accumulated mixed material had been preserved. 
Textiles from this room include items which must date from the occupation by the sicarii and their 
families, for example, fragments of women’s head veils of local type, as well as �nds we can probably 
associate with Roman legionary soldiers, in particular o�-cuts of dark brown cloaks in �ne 1:2 twill 
weave made with Z-spun yarns.� We cannot know therefore whether the piece of armour from which 
this fragment came had belonged to a Roman soldier or to a defeated Jewish �ghter. 

�e  context is clearer in the case of the other fragments under discussion, which are all 
carbonised through burning and come from either locus 9 or locus 16, adjacent spaces on the 
lowest terrace of the Northern Palace, 9 being one of the rooms in the small bathhouse and 16 
being the staircase leading to it.� �is  area was found to be covered with fallen building stone and 
Professor Amnon Ben-Tor, who was in charge of the original excavation of this part of the site, 
is certain that the lower levels of this fallen masonry, including the barrel vault of the bathhouse 
itself, fell during the course of the siege, in 73 or 74 AD.� �e  range of discoveries made beneath 
this rubble supports this conclusion. It extends from parts of three unburied skeletons, the only 
human remains found on the site apart from a small number of burials in caves, to useful objects of 
some value, including many arrow heads and 435 bronze scales with expensive coloured �nishes.� 
�ese  objects would certainly have been looted by the incoming Roman soldiers, had they been 
accessible to them. 
 	 For the burnt fragments of twined linen the end of the siege in 73 or 74 therefore provides a 
terminus ante quem. What we cannot say is when they were made. �e  sicarii might have brought 
these elements of armour with them when they came to Masada from Jerusalem in 66 AD, or they 
might have pillaged them, or they might have found them amongst the stores which Josephus tells 

�.	 �e  present author is the principal author of the volume but much of the preliminary curating and cataloguing of 
the textiles was carried out by Tal Vogel. Granger-Taylor (forthcoming). We are enormously indebted to many people but 
among those not listed as contributors or editors in the Bibliography below I must mention in particular Tamar Schick, who 
has helped tirelessly with every stage of the work on the textiles, Olga Negnevitsky and Mimi Lavi, our two conservators, 
Orit Shamir, curator of the organic collection at the Israel Antiquities Authority, and Avigail She�er who was principal 
author of the Preliminary Report and who has done so much to encourage us since. Please also see She�er and Granger-
Taylor 1994. In addition to all my colleagues on the Masada textile project, I must thank in particular Margarita Gleba 
for sharing her research with me and Stephen Quirke for many years’ help with Egyptology. 
�.	 Bar-Nathan 2006, 13–36.
�.	 Fragments of veils are 1039–162/188, 1039–162/263, 1039–309/15, fragments of cloaks in 1:2 twill with Z-spun 
yarns include 1039–49/4, 1039–144/2 and 1039–162/105, 1039–162/31 and 189, 1039–309/28, 1039–309/18 and 42 
(Granger-Taylor 2008); the Roman legionary occupation was probably relatively short; after this, auxiliary soldiers would 
have been left at the site as a garrison.
�.	N etzer 1991, 163–167. 
�.	 Ben-Tor 2009, 64–65, 303–307 and personal communication (2007).
�.	Y adin 1965, 16–17.
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us had been left at the site since the time of Herod (died 4 BC): these stores included “a quantity 
of weapons of every kind, stored there by the king, (and) enough for 10,000 men”.� 
 	A  catalogue by Guy Stiebel and Jodi Magness of the non-textile military equipment discovered 
at Masada has recently been published, in volume eight of the Masada Final Reports series.10 Like 
the corpus of textiles, the military equipment is varied and well distributed across the site, but at 
the same time is all more or less fragmentary. Stiebel and Magness record only two armour types, 
laminated (or segmental) armour and scale armour. �e  laminated armour, which is represented 
by �ve fragments from �ttings, is interpreted by them as having belonged to Roman legionary 
soldiers.11

 	 �e  scales recorded by Stiebel and Magness are much larger in number and were found in a total 
of 50 loci (Fig. 6.9).12 In addition to the group of 435 from the bath house of the Northern Palace 
already mentioned, they include a collection of 650 matching scales from locus 162, apparently the 
remains of single piece of armour which had been deliberately buried, probably to prevent it falling 
into the hands of the Romans. �e  impression gained is that, while scale armour was by this period 
widely used by the Romans, most of the scales found at Masada should be interpreted as coming 
from the armour of the defenders.13

 	A ny elements of armour which came from Herod’s store at Masada would have predated the time 
of direct Roman rule in Judaea (from 6 AD) and would have belonged to a material culture where 
the Hellenistic in�uence was still stronger than the Roman.
 

DESCRIpTION  Of THE MASADA fRAGMENTS
All the textiles found at Masada are fragmentary and relatively small in size but they vary very much 
in texture. �e  di�erent texture types, when put together with other information, including any 
decoration, we have found to be a very good pointer to original function. Consequently, for the 
catalogue, we have been able to organise the majority of the textile fragments into categories according 
to the di�erent items from which they probably came – cloaks, cushion covers, sacks and so on.14 
 	 �e  great majority of the �nds are of sheep’s wool but some are of goat-hair, some of camel-hair 
and around 10% of linen. In general the linen textiles show less variety than those of wool and for 
this reason are harder to categorise. But the small group which is the subject of this paper has a 
quite distinct appearance: these fragments are particularly thick, are made with composite threads 
and have an unusual woven structure. 
 	 �e  non-carbonised example found in the C asemate of the S crolls, 1 039–764/13, measures 
approximately 4 × 5 × 0.5 cm and has no obvious front or back (Figs 6.1 and 6.2). Like the great 
majority of the Masada textiles, it has been extensively damaged by insects; beetle larvae were probably 
responsible for the drilled holes. But its condition is otherwise good. Where this fragment retains its 
original surface, it is very �at,  as if pressed or polished, and the weave itself is not easy to make out. 
Any loose �bres or “lint”  seem to have been incorporated into this smooth �nish and some kind of 

�.	 Jos. Jewish War VII , 295–299. 
10.	S tiebel and Magness 2007. 
11.	S tiebel and Magness 2007, 32.
12.	S tiebel and Magness 2007, 52–66.
13.	S tiebel and Magness 2007, 31–32.
14.	G ranger-Taylor forthcoming.
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Figure 6.1. Masada 1039–764/13, side a), linen, weft-
twined, c. 4 × 5 cm. Photograph Inbal Abergil 

Figure 6.2. Masada 1039–764/13, side b). Photograph 
Inbal Abergil

Figure 6.3. Masada 16–1174 and 1181/2, carbonised 
linen, weft-twined, the longest fragment c. 4.5 × 3 cm. 
Photograph Inbal Abergil 

Figure 6.4. Masada 16–1174 and 1181/2, detail of 
fragment with two selvedges, width 3.2 cm. Photograph 
Inbal Abergil 
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additional material appears to have been rubbed into it, this material now appearing whitish and 
powdery. 
 	 �e  weave has a super�cial similarity to twill but on closer inspection reveals itself to be a variety 
of “twining”, with the threads of one system twining (half-twisting) on themselves in pairs after 
passing around two threads of the other system.15 �e  twined or active threads are worked in staggered 
reversing rows, hiding the passive threads around which they twist, in principal as in the diagram 
in Figure 6.5.
 	 �e  yarns are also distinctive, having been made up from a group of individual threads, and can 
thus be described as “composite”. �e  yarn of the straight threads, identi�ed here as the warp, is 
S-plied from a group of S-spun elements, apparently four (ssssS); there are approximately 5 warp 
threads per cm. �e  yarn of the twined threads, identi�ed as the weft, is Z-plied from S -spun 
elements, apparently three (sssZ); there are 6 to 7 pairs of weft thread per cm. 
 	 �e  thick composite threads have been combined with a twined woven structure to produce 
a fabric which is not only exceptionally thick but which must also have been unusually �rm  and 
stable: by de�nition twined textiles are thicker than most standard weaves because at any point 
they are three threads thick rather than just two; twining e�ectively locks in the individual threads 
and so much reduces the fabric’s �exibility. In this variation of twining, the marked widthways or 
lengthways “ribs” which normally characterise twined structures have been eliminated by the use of 
staggered “binding points”. As a result, the surface here is more or less smooth. 
 	A  comparison of all the Masada fragments of this type as laid out in Table 6.1 shows that the 
yarns of fragment 1039–764/13 are not the same as the yarns in the carbonised fragments from 
loci 9 and 16; in the latter, the number of individual elements in each yarn is higher. But Table 6.1 
does make clear an overall pattern whereby the warp yarns are all plied in the S-direction and the 
slightly less thick weft yarns are all plied in the Z-direction.
 	 �e  carbonised fragments of this type are very fragile and in danger of crumbling to dust. But at 
the same time, because the burning has apparently destroyed their polished �nish and removed loose 

15.	 �e  terminology used here in most respects follows Burnham (1981) and Seiler-Baldinger (1994).

Figure 6.5. Weft-twined technique of Masada 16–1174 and 1181/2. Drawing James Farrant and author
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�bres, they are comparatively legible in terms of their structure. �e  material is still recognisable as 
having been linen. 
 	A s mentioned, these carbonised fragments are from two adjacent loci in the Northern Palace at 
Masada, 9 and 16. �e  three fragments from locus 9, all with paired warp threads, are clearly from 
the same textile and have been numbered 9–286/1. �e  �fteen or more fragments from locus 16 
have been divided on the basis of quality and structure into three di�erent textiles, 16–1174 and 
1181/1, 16–1174 and 1181/2, and 16–1174 and 1181/3.16 It is possible that 16–1174 and 1181 
/1, which also has paired warp threads, is the same textile is 9–286/1 
 	S everal of the carbonised fragments preserve a selvedge and from this we know for certain that 
the technique is weft twining. �e  largest fragment of 16–1174 and 1181/2 has a selvedge on both 
sides giving a complete width of only 3.2 cm (Figs 6.3 and 6.4). �e  diagram in Figure 5 shows the 
detailed structure of this fragment. �e  second largest fragment of 16–1174 and 1181/2 (Fig. 6.3, 
lower right) is very nearly of complete width; it just lacks the outer warp thread along the right edge 
as photographed.
 	O n this last fragment (Fig. 6.3, lower right), the warp threads emerging from the bottom of the 
web turn sideways so as to lie parallel to the lines of weft above them. �e  lower left corner is also 
slightly lifted. We may be seeing here the remains of some sort of braided transverse border preceding 
a warp fringe. �ere  are a number of techniques for �nishing o�  the warp of a textile which cause 
the warp threads to turn at right angles as they issue from the web. One is a three-strand plaited 
border with fringe which occurs on tabby weave linen textiles from Masada as well as from the Cave 
of Letters, Murabba’at and Palmyra.17 �is  plaited edge can be worked several times over and in fact 
all the Masada examples and probably many of the others are double, �rst  worked in one direction 
and then in the opposite direction.18 �e  fragment of 16–1174 and 1181/2 with two surviving 
selvedges (Fig. 6.3, lower left) is also distorted at the lower edge and perhaps was also �nished in 
the same manner. In any case, these bending warp threads can be contrasted with the very straight 
warp threads that emerge from the top of the same fragments and from the other Masada �nds of 
this type (Figs 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.6 and 6.7). 
 	O n the fragments making up 16–1174 and 1181/3 and 16–1174 and 1181/1 (Figs 6.6 and 6.7), 
the exposed warp yarn is noticeably shiny, as if it had been treated with some additional material. 
�is  material could have had the dual purpose of holding together the separately-spun elements and 
producing a smoother surface, thus making the compacting of the weft easier to achieve. But once 
these textiles had lost their original horizontal borders, the smoothness of the warp yarn undoubtedly 
encouraged the twined weft to slide o�,  a tendency which is unfortunately still very much present 
(it is due to this tendency that some of the fragments have also become distorted). 
 	A lso visible on all of the carbonised fragments are irregular patches of a light grey deposit. �is 
occurs on the original weft-faced original surface, but on one side only. It is particularly thick on the 
fragments of 9–286/1 (not illustrated) but is also very evident on 16–1174 and 1181/3 (Fig. 6.6), 
and on 16–1174 and 1181/1 and /2 (Figs 6.7 and 6.3). �is  deposit appears to have been more 
a�ected by the burning than whatever coats the warp threads. It seems to have run together and 

16.	 �e  secondary numbers – 1181, 1174 etc. – refer to the individual archaeological ‘baskets’ into which �nds were 
put during excavation.
17.	S he�er and Granger-Taylor 1994, nos 9(A), 38(A) and 102 (A); Yadin 1963 b, nos 75–77; Crowfoot and Crowfoot 
1961, no. 80; Schmidt-Colinet Stau�er and Al-As�ad 2000, nos 333, 335, 494, see also 25–26 and �g.  27.
18.	N o diagram published so far shows this double plait exactly. �e  closest is Bergman 1975, �g.  51, B8.
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Figure 6.6. Masada 16–1174 and 1181/3, carbonised linen, weft-twined, the widest fragment c. 6 x 4 cm. Photograph 
Inbal Abergil

Figure 6.7. Masada 16–1174 and 1181/1, carbonised linen, weft-twined, paired warp ends, the largest fragment c. 6 x 
6 cm. Photograph Inbal Abergil

become more globular as a result. It is possibly a burnt and congealed version of the surface �nish 
noted on 1039–764/13.
 	I n the future, it may well be possible to identify these additional materials, using scienti�c analysis. 
�e  �nish on the warp yarn may be some sort of “size”; traditionally it has been common to size 
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the warp with some form of starch when weaving with linen and other bast �bres.19 On the burnt 
fragments, the greyish material on the surface of the textiles looks like it was once wax. However, on 
the still-organic fragment 1039–764/13 the �nish now has a powdery rather than a waxy appearance. 
For the meantime, we must also bear in mind that any deposit on the surface of the textiles could 
be dirt and grease accumulated during use. 
 	T o recapitulate, in all the textiles of this type found at Masada, the warp yarn is S-plied and the 
weft yarn is thinner and Z-plied. In addition, the carbonised fragments all have yarns with the same 
structure: the warp is always S-plied from six S-spun elements (ssssssS) and the weft always Z-plied 
from four S-spun elements (ssssZ). 

Table 6.1 makes clearer the similarities and di�erences between these textiles. 

Di�erences in their quality and woven structure have allowed us to divide up the carbonised fragments 
into di�erent textiles as follows: 

•	1 6–1174 and 1181/2, with single warp threads; 
•	1 6–1174 and 1181/3 also with single warp threads but more weft-faced and with more widely-spaced warp 

threads than 16–1174 and 1181/2; 
•	1 6–1174 and 1181/1, with paired warp threads; 
•	 9–286/, also with paired warp threads and perhaps from the same textile as 16–1174 and 1181/1. 
•	1 039–764/13, the non-carbonised fragment, is the coarsest textile in the group with only 6–7 paired weft picks 

per cm. Here the yarns are made of fewer elements but the individual threads making up the composite threads 
are thicker than in the textiles from loci 9 and 16. 

It is useful also to consider the widths of the fragments. �e  widest part of fragment 16–1174 and 
1181/3 is 4 cm whereas the widest part of 1174 and 1181/2 – with two selvedges – is only 3.2 cm. 
Fragments 9–286/1 and 16–1174 and 1181/1, both with paired warp, occur as wider fragments than 
those with single warp threads, a maximum of 7 cm compared to a maximum of 5 cm preserved on 
the organic fragment 1039–764/3. We cannot know the original width of the textile where there 
are no selvedges, or only one selvedge. However, the impression gained is that none of these Masada 
twined linen textiles was ever very wide. 

IDENTI fICATION  Of THE fUNCTION  Of THE MASADA fRAGMENTS
�e  greave discovered at Dura-Europos, discussed below, is very valuable in providing con�rmation 

19.	 Baines 1989, 106–7; Koh 2007, 85.

���������	���� ���������!��
�	�����������	����������
� �����������	��������������
�������������
���	����������

�������������������� ���	�����	���
�	���� ���	�����!�������������	����
���������	����������������

���	����������

���	���������������� ����������������
����������������������

�����������������	����
��������������

�
���
������������������

�����������
���� ���	���������� ���������������� ���� ������������ ������������ ���� ����
�����������������
��
���������
��

���	�������	���������� ���������������� ���� ������������ ������������ ���� ����

�����������������
��
���������
��

������������ ���������������� ���� �������	���� ������������ ���	���� ����

�����������������
��
���������
��

���	�������� ���������������� ���� �����������	���� ������������ ���� ����

����������
�������
����

�������� ������������ ���� �������� ������������ ���� ����



Hero Granger-Taylor64

of the military application of thick linen textiles. But, while probably also twined, it does not, in 
its overall form, provide a direct parallel for the Masada fragments, which are much smaller, with 
a maximum width of only 7 cm. In the case of the narrower Masada fragments, the most obvious 
interpretation is that these are parts of what were known in Greek as pteryges.20 
 	 Pteryx, plural pteryges, has the primary meaning “wing”, but its secondary meanings include �aps 
and �at  appendages. In Antiquity the term was used in the plural for the �aps around the bottom of 
a cuirass or corselet. �e  clearest instance of this use of the word occurs in a passage in Xenophon’s 
Anabasis (4.7.15), where the author writes about the Chalybians or Chalybes, inhabitants of the 
south-east coast of the Black Sea: it can be translated literally as “having corselets of linen [reaching 
down] as far as the belly, [with], instead of (the) �aps, a dense [fringe of ] twisted cords”,21 i.e. 
Xenophon is contrasting the pteryges, which would normally have been attached to linen corselets 
in the Greece of his time (4th century BC), with the fringes of the corselets of the Chalybians. �ese 
fringes are perhaps an older form and it is notable that on the vase of the 12th century BC from 
Mycenae, decorated with a frieze of warriors, their body armour �nishes with a fringe.22 Pteryges 
could themselves have their own individual fringes and in Hellenistic and Roman art they are almost 
invariably shown with several comparatively thick coils of thread at the bottom of each individual 
pteryx, these fringes being usually preceded by a transverse border of some kind. 
 	C orselets of linen had apparently gone out of common use by the Roman period, at least as an 
outer layer of protection. But pteryges continued to be a very common accessory to body armour. 
�ere  are many Roman statues where soldiers, mostly apparently o�cers, wear cuirasses with pteryges 
at the shoulder and waist.23 �e  cuirasses by this time would have been made of bronze rather than 
the original leather, and it is not clear whether the pteryges were attached directly to the metal or 
to some sort of linen under-layer.  
 	 �ere  are also rarer representations from the Roman period of scale shirts equipped with pteryges. 
For instance, in a wall-painting of the mid 3rd century AD found in the Synagogue at Dura-Europos, 
in a scene now known as ‘Ezekiel, �e  Destruction and Restoration of National Life’, two soldiers 
in the background have scale body armour with pteryges attached.24 �ere  are also a few examples 
in Roman o�cial  art.25

On the evidence of works of art, pteryges continued to be used well into the Byzantine period, at 
least within the diminished boundaries of the Roman empire; in these later representations, pteryges 
occur most frequently in combination with scale shirts.26

 	 Perhaps the most informative coloured work of art showing pteryges is the Alexander Mosaic, 
where Alexander the Great himself is represented wearing an up-to-date Macedonian corselet of his 
time (Fig. 6.8).27 �e  scene represented is one of the battles fought by Alexander against the Persians, 
probably at Issus in 333 BC.28 �e  mosaic was found in the House of the Faun at Pompeii and is 

20.	I t is not here proposed to translate this word into English – ‘tabs’ perhaps gives the best impression, but historically 
‘bases’ is more correct, with ‘lamboys’ having been used occasionally. 
21.	 �¥�È�·�¯�­���¤�����¨���±�¡�ª�¡�²���«�©�­�¯�i�²���¬���·�±�©���´�¯�i���¶�´�±�¯�µ�
���–�­�´�����¤�����´�s�­���°�´�¥�±�	�£�¹�­���³�°�ÿ�±�´�¡���°�µ�ª�­�þ��� �³�´�±�¡�¬�¬���­�¡��
22.	I llustrated for example in Henrik Fich et al. 1999, 40.
23.	 For example, Bianchi Bandinelli 1970, �gs. 93, 197, 209, 256, 248.
24.	 Kraeling 1956, panel NC 1 section C, 194–202, pl. LXXII. 
25.	S ee tombstones and reliefs illustrated by Robinson 1975, 156–159, pls 442–444, 446–7, 449.
26.	 For example at Hosios Loukas, Liapis 2005, 55, ‘Saint Merkourios’.
27.	 Pfrommer 1998, 19–24. 
28.	D unbabin 1999, 41–43.
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thought to have been made when the house was constructed, in c. 100 BC. But it has long been 
recognised as a copy of a painting dating to the time of Alexander or shortly after.29 �e  depiction 
of the Greek and Persian armies and their equipment is unusually detailed and generally accepted 
as accurate.30 
 	 �e  precision of this work allows us to deduce many of the materials represented. �e  principal 
areas of Alexander’s composite corselet are evidently of metal in various forms. �e  shine on the band 
around the corselet at diaphragm level suggests it was made of iron. �e  sections over the chest and 
the shoulder pieces, in contrast, are duller and have moulded details more characteristic of bronze; 
the variety of colours used here, for example, a reddish brown for the hair of the Medusa head, point 
to specialised bronze �nishes. �e  scales in a band below the belt, greyish in colour, were probably in 
life bronze scales with a silvered surface. Some yellow details, including four circular details on the 
corselet and the small round brooch holding Alexander’s cloak, are no doubt intended to represent 
gold or at least a gold surface. �e  gold details on the armour are �xings for the ties which hold 
down the shoulder pieces to the body of the corselet. 
 	I nterpreting the red details as leather, the following were apparently made of leather: the sword 
belt, the scabbard, the horse’s neck strap, the edges of the corselet’s shoulder pieces and the ties 
holding them down. 
 	 �e  metal parts of Alexander’s body armour have similarities to the composite corselet of iron 
found at Vergina, in the tomb thought to be of Philip II of Macedon, Alexander’s father.31 �e  Vergina 
corselet, although it has lost its pteryges, does preserve on its inner side the remains of leather and 
textile.32 Some of the leather binding of the edges of the shoulder pieces is also still in situ and this 
is exactly similar to the leather binding depicted on Alexander’s corselet in the mosaic. 
 	O n the mosaic, a knotted belt runs around the corselet just above the band of scales.33 Obviously 
a narrow-width textile of some kind, the colour in this case is green, suggesting green wool. 
 	 �e  pteryges, attached to the shoulders and waist of the corselet, are shown as white, as is also 
the horse’s rein. �e  use of white here can surely once again be interpreted as representing linen. All 
the pteryges �nish in fringes. �e  darker lines just above the fringes could represent some sort of 
decoration but more likely are intended to indicate a plaited border of the sort which might once 
have been present on the Masada fragments 16–1174 and 1181/2 (Fig. 6.3). 

On the mosaic, the pteryges on the shoulders are fastened together by two red lines, probably 
leather laces; these appear to pass right through the linen, through holes presumably made by an 
awl or large needle. It is not clear whether there are one or two rows of pteryges on the shoulder. In 
contrast, the pteryges of the skirt are clearly in two rows are and are not joined together: one pteryx 
or �ap from the lower row has been able to turn back up on itself; the darker �aps in the middle of 
this row are presumably intended to be understood as in shadow. 

Of the pteryges attached at the waist, those of the lower row appear at �rst  glance to be wider 
as well longer than those in the upper row. But the greater apparent width could alternatively be 
explained by the circumstance that the lower �aps are spread out more and overlap less. It is quite 

29.	R obertson 1978, 168–170
30.	 Pfrommer 2001, 47, �g.  52; Connolly 1981, 72. 
31.	C onnolly 1981, 72.
32.	A ndronicos 1984, 138–144.
33.	 Belts in this position, commonly shown over corselets and cuirasses, are usually referred to by modern authorities as 
‘sashes’. Connolly 1981, 214, �g.  1.
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possible therefore that each row was made of the same textile strips folded down on themselves 
at the top, an impression given by many representations of pteryges of H ellenistic and R oman 
Republican date. �e  mosaic de�nitely shows three lines at the end of each of the lower pteryges, 
just above the fringe, as opposed to only two at the end of the upper waist pteryges. �is  extra line 
could represent an extra row of plaiting, perhaps added because the longer �aps would have been 
subjected to more wear. 
 	U sing all this information to interpret the M asada �nds, we might consider all the M asada 
fragments with single warp threads to be from pteryges: the fragments numbered 1 6–1174 and 
1181/2 and 3.2 cm wide where complete could be from pteryges from the shoulders of a piece of 
body armour; the broader fragments making up 16–1174 and 1181/3, with a maximum width of 
4 cm as surviving, could be from pteryges attached at the waist. 
 	 �e  fragments with paired warp, 16–1174 and 1181/1 and 9–286/1, at least 7 cm wide, have 
various possible functions within the realm of armour. One possibility is that the fragments with 
paired warp threads belonged to the body area of a rather antiquated piece of armour entirely of 
linen, that is, a linen corselet as discussed by Margarita Gleba, or another item, such as a greave. 
Peter Connolly has suggested that the Vergina composite iron corselet is a translation into metal of a 
construction type previously made completely of linen.34 If this is correct, because the Vergina corselet 

34.	C onnolly 1981, 58.

Figure 6.8. Alexander Mosaic, from the House of the Faun, Pompeii, detail showing Alexander the Great; c. 100 BC. 
Museo Nazionale, Napoli. Photograph Sonia Halliday.
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is divided up very clearly into panels, we 
could say that that none of the elements of 
a linen corselet was ever very wide, perhaps 
not more than 15 cm.35 Another possibility 
is that these larger fragments were part of 
a textile which lay under a layer of metal, 
perhaps the support textile to which scales 
were attached. 
 	I t is also necessary to consider whether 
the twined linen fragments belong with 
any of the other military equipment 
found at the site. Although much military 
material was found in locus 1039 it is too 
mixed to be associated with any certainty 
with the linen fragment 1039–764/13. Of 
more signi�cance is the fact that the carbonised fragments, from loci 9 and 16 on the lower terrace of 
the Northern Palace, were discovered in proximity to one of two larger groups of scales to have been 
found at Masada. �is  group consists of approximately 435 scales, all of bronze but of di�erent shapes 
and colours – they are either silvered or gilded or have a red �nish. �ese  scales were spread across 
four loci within and just outside the bathhouse, 8, 9, 10 and 16, the largest number (214) having 
been found in locus 8, the frigidarium, also the �ndspot of the three incomplete skeletons.36 
 	A lmost all of the Masada scales have four holes at the top of the scale and none has holes at the 
side (Fig. 6.9). �e  holes at the top would have been used to sew the scales in overlapping rows onto 
a support textile, possibly with cord reinforcements.37 At a site where so much organic material has 
survived it is disappointing for two reasons that no scales survive with any textile or sewing thread 
still attached: we cannot know exactly what type of thread and textile was used for this purpose; 
having lost their means of attachment, the scales are no longer joined to each other in any way (the 
scales at Masada were never linked directly to one another in rows by metal rivets through the sides, 
as was the case at the later site of Dura-Europos). In the case of the two large groups of scales, this 
loss of organic elements can probably be put down to �re: the group from locus 162, around 650 
matching scales, was discovered within a ‘burnt layer’;38 the group from across loci 8, 9, 10 and 16 
was also discovered in a context with much evidence of burning, as the carbonised fragments of 
twined linen themselves show. Judging by �nds from other sites, particularly Dura-Europos, both 
the sewing thread and the support textile would have been made of a bast �bre, probably linen, 
and, if so, highly �ammable.39 �e  twined linen fragments from loci 9 and 16 have perhaps survived 
only because they burned more slowly due to their density, and thus became carbonised rather than 
burned to ashes. 

Stiebel and Magness, drawing attention to the mixed shape and colour of the Northern Palace scales, 

35.	 Where Connolly is not correct, we now know, is in stating, in the same place, that linen corselets were made of layers 
of linen textile glued together.
36.	Y adin 1965, 16–17; Stiebel and Magness 2007, 52–61; Ben-Tor 2009, 243–4
37.	 Wild 1981; Brown 1936, 440, 442; James 2004, 111–112
38.	S tiebel and Magness 2007, 1.
39.	 Wild 1981; Brown 1936, 440, 442; James 2004, 111–112.

Figure 6.9. Selection of scales found at Masada loci 8, 9 and 16, 
after Yadin 1965 
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