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SIEGE WARFARE IN THE ROMAN
WORLD 146 Be-AD 378

INTRODUCTION

n th e decades following th e d efeat of Han niba l in 202 BC, va rio us
conflicts took Roman armi es 1;\1' and wide arou nd th e Mediterranean.
Th e siege war fare that they practised la rgely took the fo rm of th e

storming assa ult. But Ro me 's acquaintance with Macedon , as both
adversary a nd a lly, perhaps opened th e eyes of he r generals to th e
possibil ities of more sop h istica ted tacti cs. P. Sulpicius Calha. a ttem pting
to raise Philip V's siege of Echin us in 2 10 BC, wou ld undoubtedly
have be en impressed by th e Macc don ia n siege train . ' Twe nt y yea rs later,
~I'. Aciliu s Glabrio deployed substantially th e same kind of machinery
outside th e Greek town of Heraclea. Fo r 24 days, his men persevered
with 'siege towers, battering rams, and all th e o the r eq uip ment for
besiegin g a town ' (L ivy 36.22.9 ), before they were fina lly unleashed in a
terrifying escalade.

Circumstanc es had no t changed by the tim e of th e 1;\11 of Cart hage, half
a centu ry later. The sures t tact ic for cap turing fortified positions re mained
the storming assa ult, which Roman arm ies appear to have cond uc ted with
particular ferocity. The increasingly com mo n em ploymen t of machinery
did not guaran tee success, a fact th at pe rh aps indica tes a general absence
of artillery to provide covering lire. In 148 BC, lo r example, at Hip pagre ta
Ileal' Carthage , L. Calp urn ius Piso is said to have spent all summer
attempting to break into th e town, but th e defenders persisted in burning
his siege machines (App., PU ll. 110). Wooden machinery was always

1, SeeElite 121: Ancient Siege Warfare: Persians, Greeks, Carthaginians and Romans 546-146 BG, plate F and p. 63.

The 18th-century Chevalier de

Folard's engraving of Numantia

displays no ge ographical

kn owle dge of the site and little

consi derat ion of Appian 's

description , but demonstrates

how de Folard's contemporar ies

imagined a typical Roman s iege.

The mistaken belief that Roman

armies invari abl y attempted to

bl ockade their enemies w as still

common int o the 20th century.

(Author's collection) 3
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Herod the Great built a fortified

palace at Herodium (near

Bethlehem, Israel), crowning

a conical hill. The place was

equipped to withstand s iege.

Prominent among its defensive

arsenal were dozens of large

worked boulders, designed to be

rolled down the hillside onto any

attackers. (© Author)

susceptible to burning; this isa theme that
all siegecraft writers return to, aga in and
again. However, in later ages, artillery and
missile troops were deployed to provide
th e co n tinuous bombardment which
discouraged such incendiary attacks. At
Hippagre ta, Piso gave up, where a bette r
general would perhaps have persevered.

Events at Carthage neatly encapsulate
Roman siegecraft of th e period. The
co nsuls of 149 BC, ign orant of th e fact
th at th e demilitarised city was ac tively
re-arming, rash ly assumed that she would
easily fa ll to esc alade . Wh en several
a ttem pts fai led, th ey se tt led down to
co nstruct siege mach in ery. Appian records
the co nstructio n of ' two enormous ram­
carrying ma chi nes' (App., Pun. 98),
a lleged ly crewed by 6,000 men; thei r
deployment req uired the co nsolida tion of
a pathway along the edge of the sta gn ant
Lake of Tunis, which implies that they
were targe ted at the city's south wall. The
atte mpt was frus trated, however, when the
defenders not o n ly repaired any wall
breach es tha t the Romans man aged to
make, but also cre pt out by night and
set th e machines ablaze. Nothi ng was
achieved in th is first year of the siege, and
in the second the Romans co ncentrated
on Carthage's allies in the north African
hin terl and. In th e third year, 147 BC, a
mishandled escalade resulted in several

thousand Romans being pinned down in an area just inside the city; they
were ex tricated only by the timely ani val of Scipio Ae rn ilian us, who was
due to take up the co mma nd in 146.

Scipio restored th e m eri 's flagging morale by mounting a raid on the
leary Megara distri ct of Carthage. T hen , reviving a stra tegy fro m past
generations, he p ro ceeded to isolate the city by imposing a blockade.
No ne of the great sieges with in rece nt memory had u tilised suc h a
stra tegy, Bu t as the adopted grandson of the great Scip io Africanus, he
must have heard the sto ry of Orongis, besieged by Afri canus' brother in
207 BC; he re, th e town had been ringed with a double ditch and
rampart, before being subjected to full-scale assault (Livy 28.3.2-1 6).
Scipio had something similar in mind for Ca rthage .

First, he cut th e city'S land co mm unica tio ns with a huge earthwork
th a t simultaneously sealed th e 4 ~km-wide isthmus and pro vided shelter
fo r th e Roman siege troops.f T hen, he blocked the great harbour,
Carthage 's lifeline to th e Medi te rran ean , by cons tructing a mole ac ross
th e en trance. With th e city isola ted, th e assault co u ld co mme nce,

2. See Elite 121: Ancient Siege Warfare: Persians. Greeks. Garrhaginians and Romans 546-146 BG. plate G and p. 63.



and Scipio b rough t up battering rams to break down th e quay wall. In
desp erati on, some of th e Carthagin ians swam across th e harbour to se t
fire to th e Roman machinery, whil e o thers a ttem p te d to for tify th e quay
but were repulsed with ho rrendous loss ofl ife. Ap p ian (perhaps quoting
the eyewitness report o f Polybius) claims th a t ' the walkway was so
slip pery with blood, fresh ly and co piously spille d , th at [the Romans]
reluctantly abandoned the pursu it of those who were fleein g ' (App.,
Pun. 125). It o n ly remained to launch the sto rm ing assault, which had
sealed the fate of so many of Rome 's adversa ries, and afte r six days of
destruction th e city lay in ru ins.

SIEGE WARFARE IN THE LATE
SECOND CENTURY BC

The Mediterranean world,

showing some sites besieged

during the period 146-27 BC.

(l!> Author)

The Eastern Mediterranean, 163-133 Be
A genera tio n or two earlier, Rome had become e mbroiled in th e affa irs
of Macedon and Greece , and grad ually im posed her authority on both.
From there, it was a short ste p to Asia Minor, bu t for the tim e being, the
Romans stu d iously avoided military involvement farthe r eas t. However,
warfare co n tinued in her absence , notably in Judaea, where Judas
Maccabaeus led th e Hasm onean revo lt agains t Seleuc id overlords hip . In
163 BC, he besieged th e citadel at J e ru salem, the so-called Akra, and
ex pelled the garrison . It is clear that th e siegecraft practised by th e
J ewish forces was fully d eveloped : the h isto rian J osephus re ports that
J udas ' prepared machin ery and ra ised em ban kments' (AJ 12.363) , wh ile

5
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A sling bullet from Tel Dor, Israel ,

inscribed in Greek, announcing

'Try phon's victory' (Tryphijno(s)

n;k~, l ines 1-2). The remainder of

the message is unclear. However,

it was common practice to

insc r ibe taunting insults on sling

bullets, and the final line was

perhaps int ended to re ad 'Have

a taste! ' (geusai). (© Author)

o 2 3cm

an earl ie r acco un t em phasises the use of 'a rtille ry emplacements and
machines' ( 1 M ace. 6.2 0) . Wh en th e con flict flared up again in th e 140s
BC,Judas' brother J onathan 'brough t up many siege machines' agains t
the Akra ( 1 Mace. 11 .20) , wh ile Simon besieged Beth-Sura , one of th e
main ce ntres of Sele ucid power in Judaea; th e rapid construction of
embankmen ts and machinery th rew th e ga rriso n in to a panic, and they
withdrew under tru ce (j oseph ., AJ 13. I56) . Lat e r, a t th e siege of Gaza ra ,
Simon 'c ons tructed a helepolis and brought it up to th e town , battered a
tower, and ca ptu re d it ' ; th e fact that ' th e men in th e helepolis leap t ou t
into th e town ' ( 1 Mace. 13.43- 4) suggests that it was designed like a siege
tower, but the machine clearly incorporat ed a batte ring ra m .

J onath an was la ter killed by th e Seleuc id p retender Tryphon , who was
in tum besieged by the rightful king, An tioc h us VII, in th e coastal town of
Dora (Tel Dorin Israel) in 138 BC. T he Seleucid fo rces enc ircled th e town
to prevent any escape, and pro ceeded to atta ck the walls with machine ry.
However, Tryphon did not wait to see the outco me , preferring to flee by
ship to Apamea , where he met his end . Excavations at Tel Dol' th rough out
the 1980s unearth ed sling bulle ts, arrowheads and the ro unded stone
balls used by catap ults," as well as large r o nes wh ich must have been
intended for ro lling. An tioch us VII 's campaign to reco nquer Judaea
ultimately brough t hi m tole rusalem, which he surro unded with two deep,
wide d itch es, seven camps, and a hundred th ree-storey towers Uoseph.,
AJ 13.238-9); the city was starved into submission , despite th e defenders'
attempt to expel all who co uld not con tribute to th e defence.

6

Stone balls discovered near

the eastern (landward) gate of

Tel Dor. The smooth, carefully

dressed stones, ranging from

1kg to 26kg, were clearly

designed for use by stone­

projecting catapults. Some are

inscribed w ith an approximation

of their weight. (© I. Shatzman,

by courtesy of Prof. E. Stern

and the Tel Dor Project)

Rome's Spanish campaigns, 153-134 BC
All th is tim e, Roman arm ies were busy in Spain , where the defeat of the
Ca rthag inians had left a vacuum. In 195 BC, M. Porcius Cato ac h ieved
great successes in th e sou th, but when he claimed to have ca pt ured fo ur
hundred 'towns' (Plut., Gala Ma i. 10.3) he perhaps used the term loosely.
Similarly, in 181 BC, Q . Fulvius Flaccus was said to have captured 'many
forts ' th ere (Livy 40.33.9). At any ra te , Roman campaigns among th e
Ce ltibe rians of th e northern highl ands succeeded only in stirring up a
resen tm ent that would last fo r genera tio ns. In 153 BC, Q. Fu lvius No bilior,

wh ose fa th e r had besieged Ambracia in
189 BC,4 atte mp ted to cap ture th e Ce ltibe rian
stronghold of Numan tia, bu t failu re forced
his successor to co nclude a peace treaty. In
142 BC, it was the tum ofQ. Caecilius Metellus ,
who had ea rned th e sobriquet 'Macedonicus'
fro m his success against rebels in northern
Greece. His term of oflice is ch iefly remem­
bered fo r events at two Ce ltiberian town s. First,
in th e vi cinity of Con treb ia, Metellus devised
th e st ratagem of marching an d co u n te r­
marching in a desulto ry fashi on until th e
townsfo lk grew complacen t, at which point he
descended upon th em suddenly and captu red

3. See New Vanguard 89: Greek and Roman Artillery 399 Be- AD 363 ,
pp .20-21.
4. See Elite 121: Ancient Siege Warfare: Persians, Greeks, Carlhaginians
and Romans 546-146 Be. pp . 55-56.



Alto Real

Rio Duero
Rio Tera

Cast illejo

View from the hi li town of

Numantia (Spain), looking north.

To the r ight lies the site of the

camp at Castillejo, and to the

left is the hill of Alto Real; the

confluence of the rivers Duero

and Tera is in t he centre of the

pic ture. (© F. Quesada)

th e town by surprise (Val. Max. 7.4.5) . He insisted upon such sec recy that
not even his ofli cers were aware of his intentions, giving rise to th e sto ry
that, when asked for the next day 's orders, Metellus responded, ' if my own
tunic could tell, I would burn it ' (Frontin ., SIr. 1.1.12) .

The second town was Centobriga, and here Metellus deployed siege
machinery. The writer Valerius Maxi rnus, who com piled his Memorable
Words and Deeds for th e em peror Tiberius around AD 30, reco rd s th at
th e defenders se ized the ch ildren of a d eserter and 'exposed th em to
th e blows of th e machine ' (Val. Max. 5. 1.5) . Metellus immediately broke
off th e assa ult to spare th e boys' lives, where upon th e neighbouring
co mm u nities bowed to Rome , appare n tly overawe d by Metellus' honour
and clemency. Valerius Maximus seems to imply that the Romans were
using a ba tte ring ra m. But Livy's vers ion of the story specifies that ' the
people of Ce n to briga exposed the ch ild re n of th e d eserter Rethogenes
to th e shots of th e artillery' (Livy, Per. 53). It is true th at Vale rius
Maximus is often criticise d for inaccuracy, but it is co nceivable th at, o n
this occasion, both he and Livy arc co rrect, if the Roman batte ring
assa u lt was accom panied by an artille ry barrage .

Meanwhile , Numan tia co ntin ue d to defy Rome. Ad mitte d ly, th e
hilltop site was diflicult to appro ach, but th e historian Velleius Paterculus
(a so urce far superio r to his con te mporary Valerius Maxirnus) co uld
not d ecid e whether th e Numantine success was due to native co u rage
or Ro man in competence (Veil. Pat. 2.1.4). Metel lus ' successo r, Q.
Pompeius, resorted to diverting th e town 's water supply (App., Hisp. 78) ,
but his men were co nstantly harassed as th ey worked, and new recruits
sen t out to replace losses fell ill and di ed from dysente ry. In order to
co nceal th e fai lure of a campaign marked by defeat and humiliati on,
Pompeius made a pact with th e townsfolk, but almost immediately
reneged. It was left to his successor, M. Popillius Laenas, to co n tinue th e
war in 138 Be. T h is tim e, th e Numanti nes were d etermined to remain
with in th ei r forti fications, so Laenas trie d escalade. However, it seems
th at, fea ring a tra p , he cancelled the assa ult at the last moment, exposing
his re treatin g troops to attack in th e rea r and subjecting Rome to yet
another humiliatin g defeat (Fronti n ., SIr. 3.17.9) . H is successor's year of
office, 137 BC, was likewise marked by misfo rtune and defeat. Indeed,
matters were so bad th at C. Hostilius Mancinus abandoned cam p and 7



prepared to withdraw by night, but th e Nu mantines pressed his re treating
army so hard th at he sued for peace (Plu t., Ti . Gracch. 5. 1-4) . T he Senate
in Rome subsequen tly refused to ratify such a humiliating pact, and
eve n sent Mancinus back to th e Nu man tines, in sym bolic cancellatio n of
the trea ty.

Meanwhile , Mancinus' successor, M. Ae mi lius Lepidus Po rcina ,
turned h is attenti on to th e town of Pallantia . However, despite th e use
of siege machines, operatio ns dragged on so long th at th e Romans again
fell fou l of fami ne and disease, th e bane of any army making a lengthy
stay o n th e sa me spot. Lepidus was fo rced to adopt Mancinus'
reprehensible tactics, and with d rew under cover o f da rkness, leaving th e
sick and wo unded behind. H e was subsequently recalled to Rome and
fined (Ap p., Hisp. 82-3). His replacement, Q. Ca lp urn ius Piso , avo ided
Numantia altogether, preferring to tak e a small amou n t of plunder fro m
the exhaus ted Pallantines.

1

Plan of Numantia , showing the

locations mentioned in the text .

(© Author)
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The siege of Numantia , 133 Be
Such was the catalogue of di sasters faci ng Scipio Ae milianus, th e
destroyer of Ca rthage, when he arrived a t Numan tia. T he friends and
clien ts with whom he travelled perhaps included Polybius; although
this historian 's work terminat ed with th e eve nts of 146 BC, he was a
co mpan ion of Scipio 's, and is widely presumed to have been th e ultimate
so urce for Ap pian 's description of th e
Nu man tine campaign.

In a move whi ch was entirely cha ra­
cte ristic of Roman warfare , opera tio ns
began with th e siting of a cam p some
distance fro m th e town , before th e
tro ops moved up for the siege (Ap p.,
Hisp. 87). This cam p may have been
one of th e five wh ich th e German
archaeologist Adolf Sch ulten found
7km east of Numantia on th e hill of
Renieblas, but th e chrono logy of
the site has neve r been adequately
untangled. Having reconnoitred fro m
afar, Scipio th en es ta b lished two
camps outside the town, one under
hi s own co m man d an d th e o ther
under his brothe r, Q. Fabius Maximus
(App., Hisp. 90). Sch ulten 's in timate
kn owledge o f th e site, fro m exca­
vations co nd uc ted in the area between
1905 an d 1912 , led him to place Scipio
at Cas tilleja, a hill to th e north of th e
town; Maximus he placed to th e sou th,
o n th e hill of Pefia Redonda. Hi s
co njectu res stemmed partly from an
appreciati on of the topography, and
there is no d enying th at Cas tillej o
occupies th e prime strategic position,
separated from th e town by a kilometre8



View from Pena Redonda, looking

wes t towards the hill of Canal.

The ru ins of the Roman camp

can be seen in the foreground,

while on the right, the winding

course of the Merdancho can be

seen (ma rked b) . The distant hill

on the right is Dehesilla. (A.

Schu lten, Numantia: Die

Ergebnisse der Ausgrabungen

1905-1912, vol. III: Die Lager des

Scipio, Munich 1927)

o f rollin g co u ntryside . But th ere is no particular reason to place Maximus
a t Peiia Redonda . Its in acce ssible location e nsu red that the
a rc haeological remain s su rvived rel ati vely undisturbed, and th e d egree
of prese rvati on may have clouded Sch u lten's judgement. The big ca m p
a t Dehesilla is a better ca ndi date, com mand ing a n altogether easie r
a p p roach to Nu man tia and p roviding an overview o f th e wes te rn side to
co m ple ment Castille jos con trol of the north and eas t.

Hi s predecesso rs had tried every stra tagem known to them, so Scip io
se tt le d o n the cons truc tio n o f an am bitio us se t o f siege-works. Ap p ian
d escribes a se q uence com p rising the in itial two cam ps, followed by the
siting o f seven forts a rou nd the town ; then , be cause th e nearby rive r
Duero cou ld not be bridged, 'he se t two forts alongside it ' as th e anchor
points for flo ating obs tacles (Ap p., Hisp. 91 ). Besides Cas tille jo, Pefi a
Redonda and Dehcsilla , Schulten id en tifi ed another four, far less well­
preserved cam ps, to a rrive a t a tota l o f seven, and postulat ed a further
two ' r iverban k forts' ; this scheme has remained largely uncontested.

There can be little doubt that a 7ha siege cam p sat o n th e hill a t
Cas tillejo; b eside s sporad ic remains o f limestone foundations,
correspo nd ing to barracks a nd possibly a h eadquarters buildin g , there
were finds o f Roman po tt el y, coins and weaponry. Similarly, a t Pefia
Redonda , the o utline o f an 1 I ha cam p is clea rly marked by the
foundations of a 4m-th ick sto ne rampart; exte ns ive remains of barracks
an d othe r bui ldings can still be seen, and the site produced th e sa me
kind o f finds as at Castille ]o. South o f Cas tillej o an d about half a
kilometre due eas t o f Numantia, Schulten postulated a cam p on the low
h ill of Vald evol' ron. Alt hough a perimeter rampart was not loca ted , the
site turned up ceram ic evidence and some small finds including a
Roman coin; th e terrain would have permitted a cam p of up to 9ha. The
sizeable gap to th e north was closed by a cam p at T ravesad as, situa te d o n
a 4ha plot of low-lying grou nd. H ere , th e remains of buildings and
spo rad ic traces o f the defences were u nearthed , a lo ng with pottery and
small finds. Schulten also fo und pottery a nd traces of sto newo rk o n the
hi ll of Valdelilo , but he co ns idered its position dangerously close to
Nu m a n tia, so he excluded it from co ns ide ra tio n . 9
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Sch u lten bel ieved tha t
Scipio must have p lace d a
ga rriso n at the so u the rn e nd
of Nu m a n tia , but a ll h e
found on the hill o f Raza
was a 300m stre tch o f wall
with two lilllllls-p ro te c te d
ga tes." Mo re rece nt field­
work the re fai led to recover
any a rc haeo logical m at erial
wh atso ever, but Spanish
resea rch ers have reported
ce ram ic evide nce a nd po­
ssib le tra ces o f defences o n
the n ei ghbouri ng h ill of
Ca nal, wh ic h com m a n ds
views ove r th e e n tire siege
co m plex. Clea rer evidence
was found o n the riverside at
Molino , whe re th e founda tions o f o ne o r two possible barracks were
fou nd , a lo ng with pottery a nd sm all finds in cludin g a Roman dagger.
Sch u lte n took th ese to be evi de nce of a small fort, a nd identified a
seco nd o ne fu rthe r north a t Vega, where the remains were fa r less
co here n t but the tell -tal e pottery pointed to a Roman presence .
Curio us ly, Sch u lte n treated th ese two ' rive rban k forts ' se paratel y from
his mai n se ries of seve n cam ps. Vega , o f co u rse , wo uld have been a n
idea l spot for Scipio's river-b lock in g measures, a t the co n flue nce o f the
rive rs Due ro and Te ra; a bar rie r he re would have caugh t any su pp lies
befo re th ey d rifted down past the town."

Schulten was co nfide n t that a ca m p lay o n Alto Real , a low hill
overlooking Vega , but he «HInd o n ly tumbledown walling and , despite
small quanti ties o f pottery, it is debatable wh ether o ne o f Sci p io 's forts
stood here . (Interestingly, Sch u lte n pronounced tha t the remain s were
unwo rt hy o f Roman workmansh ip , and co u ld o n ly have been built by
Ibe rian auxilia ries ' ) By co n tras t, th e re ca n be no d oubt abou t the
remains a t Dehesilla ; a lthough ploughing had destroyed the in te rio r,
Sch u lte n was ab le to trace the co m ple te pe rim e ter of a 14ha e nclosu re .
Between th e two , o n the h ill of Pell a del Judfo , he suggeste d th e siting
o f a tower, but wall foundations we re «HInd cu rving around th e hi ll in a
suggestive manner, and th e associated pottery scatte r hol ds out the
possibility o f an e nclosu re o f up to 4ha.

Scip io 's siege-wo rks co ns isted o f m o re tha n j ust cam ps a nd forts.
Appian notes that ' he re Scipio first, I suppose , e nclosed a town whi ch di d
not refuse open battle ' t H isp. 9 1) . In fac t, this was precisely th e tac tic he
had used at Carthage, aga in as a last resort. ( In claim ing a n in novatio n
at Numan tia, Appian is perhaps co nscio us of the fact th at Ca rt hage was
not strictly 'e nclosed ' , but cu t 011'; a lso , u nlike the Nu man tines, he r
defende rs had been in no hun)' to take the field agai ns t Ro m e.) Appian

5. Titulus is the name given to a length of rampart and ditch lying some distance outs ide a gap in the defences; this
was the standa rd Roman method of protect ing an open gateway_
6. In fact, Schulten proposed two river barriers. at Vega and Molino, but Appian's descript ion is ambiguous; he
could mean two forts, opposite one another, supporting a single barrier.
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re lat es that Scipio proceeded to surround Numantia with a ditch and
palisade , th en another ditch not far behind, and finally a wall 8ft wide
and lOft high (2.4 x 3.0m), with towers at intervals of I plethron (3 1m ).
Although Sch ulte n fai led to locate any ditch, he found traces of Appian 's
penteidusmos, o r walled enc ircle men t, at various spoL~ around Numan tia,
The short length identified between Castillej a and Travesadas was badly
ruined, su rviving only as a limesto ne fac ing with a metre of rubble
backing. H owever, a substan tia l length was uncovered on e ither side of
Dehesill a , where it was found to com p rise an inner and an outer sto ne
fac ing, sandwiching a rough , sto ny in/i ll ; th e overall width was
approximately 35m . And o n th e stre tch running up to Pefi a Redonda,

an extra laye r had been added to
th e sa ndwich, resulting in an avemil
width of 4.7m . Sch ulte n reasoned
th at, from th ese massive foundations,
th e wall must have been ste pped at
th e rear, in order to arrive at a 2.4 m­
wid e wallwalk (co r respond ing to
Appian's reported width of 8ft) . He
calcu la ted tha t a com p le te circ uit
would have measured aro u nd 9km;
but, as th e stre tches he uncovered
totall ed o nly 1,680m, it may be th at
other parts were never built in sto ne .
The absence of a ditch he explained
by reference to th e rivers, proposin g
that it had only eve r existed on th e
eas te rn side, wh ere th ere was no river
to screen th e siege-wo rks.

Only limited tr aces of Ap pian's
interval towe rs we re found . First ,
so uth of Dehesill a , Schulten th ought
he cou ld discern a trio of Srn-wide 11
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guard rooms tacked o n to th e rea r of the siege wall, and spaced a t
rough ly 25m intervals. Howeve r, th e re mains are ra the r e p hemera l.
Another pa ir of simi la r an nexes, furt her so ut h nea r Molino , was bette r
p reserved. But more striking we re th e massive , stone-reve rted post­
hol es whi ch Sch u lten found, immediat el y behind th e siege wall , o n the
sa me stre tc h near Dehesill a . I-Ie beli eved th em to be sockets for th e
co rne r posts of App ian's wat ch towers, a ltho ugh no clearly d efined se t
of four ca me to ligh t. Ne ve rthe less , h e d ecided that, o n th e
Dehesilla-Molino stre tch, towers with a floor area of around 5m x 5m
we re positioned at roughly Sm intervals. For th eir appearan ce ,
Sch ulten favoured a two-sto rey timbe r-built design , with th e front
uprigh ts bu ried in th e siege wall (se e illus tratio n o n page 53); but the
a rti llery expert , General Erwin Schram m , prefe rred th e safety of a
posit ion e n tire ly behind th e wall, wh e re he p roposed a frees ta nd ing
three-storey design , with o ne o r two light ca tap ults above wallwalk leve l
and a signalling mast o n th e upper floor.

Sch ulte n beli eved that Scipio cons truc ted a full circ umvallatio n,
linking seven cam ps (C as tillc jo , Travesadas, Valdevorron , Pcna
Redo nda , Raza , De hesilla and Alto Real ) and two ' river fort s ' (Vega and
Molino). A strict reading of Appian requires two ca m ps, seven forts and
another two river barrier fo rts . \Ve have seen th at , o f Sch ulte n 's
p roposed sites , Raza p robably ough t to be re placed by Ca nal, and Alto
Real by Pell a d elJudfo , whil e Molino shou ld be ra ised to the status ofa
fort; the less subs ta ntial remains a t Vega might have been linked with
Scip io 's river ba rrie r. If we designat e Cas tille jo and (arg uably) Dehesilla
as ca m ps , this leaves o n ly six forts, and it may be th at Valdelilo was
Scip io 's seve n th . At any rat e , it must be ad m itted th at th e archaeology
does not sit happi ly with App ian's d escription .

A worker stands in one of the

post-holes which Schulten
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SIEGE WARFARE IN THE AGE OF
MARlUS AND SULLA

The war against Jugurtha , 111-105 Be
On th e death of Micipsa, th e philo-Roman ruler of Numidia (north
Africa ) , his adopted son, jugurtha, challe n ge d the rightful heir,
Adh erbal, and besieged him in th e town of Cirt a. The writer Sallust
describes how, after an initial assault 'with sh elters, towers and machines
of all kinds ' (Jug. 21. 3), Jugurtha e ncircled th e town with a ditch an d
palisade , and erected watch towers. The blockade co n tin ued fo r fou r
months until the townsfolk su r re nde red, ap pealing for Roman
arbitra tio n. However,jugurtha took th e opportu n ity to kill h is rival an d
slaugh te r a ll th e men in th e town . Sallus t exp lains th at jugurtha had
reso rted to blockade 'because its natural stre ngth prevented hi s taking
Cirta by sto rm' (Jug. 23.1). It may be more than co inciden ta l th at
jugurtha had se rved as a Roman ally at Nu mantia, where he saw Scip io
blockade a similarly unassailable town.

Wh en Rome tri ed to restore order, su ccessive consul s fail ed to
captu re Jugurtha, including th e nephew of th e Met ellus who had
achi eved su ccess in Spain 35 yea rs earl ie r. (Nevertheless, in th e tradition
of his fam ily, thi s Q. Caecilius Metellus took th e so b riquet 'Num id icus' .)
In 109 BC, he surrou nded Zama with picke ts o f troops and a ttem p ted
simulta neously to undermine and to scale the walls, under a barrage
provided by slingers. But the defence was fe rocious: havin g lin ed th e
walls with artillery, th e townsfolk rolled down boulders, th re w sharpened
stakes, and poured a burning mi xture of pitch and sulphur onto th e
Romans. In th e following year, a t Thala, Metellus surrou nded th e town
with a ditch and palisade, perhaps deliberately em ulating jugurtha's
tactic at Cirta. However, he th en construc te d an emban kmen t to ca rry
battering rams up to the wall and, in th e sixth wee k, broke through th e
defences. Unfo rtu nate ly, weeks earl ier, jugurtha had slip ped ou t of th e
town unnoticed, and th e townsfolk, in desp era tion , burned th ei r
valuables an d th rew th emselves o nto the bonfire .

Metellus ' successor was C. Marius, a 50-year-old so ld ie r of humble
origins, who had earlier se rved with distincti on at Nu mantia. He
famously swelled hi s ranks with the landless poor, placed under th e
watchful eyes o f reli abl e time-served vete rans. Afte r storm ing severa l
minor towns, just to blood his new troops, he decided to cap tu re th e
desert town of Capsa, whi ch was 'protected not only by its ramparts and
weapons and men, but still more by the diffi culty of th e surrounding
country' (Sall., j ug. 89 .4) . Indeed, th e remoteness of some north Africa n
towns presented Roman armies with major logisti cal p roblems. At Thala ,
the sup ply of d rinkin g wate r had been Metellus' primary co ncern, until
a chance downpour simu lta neously so lved hi s d ifficulties and convinced
his troops th at th ey were u nder d ivin e p rotect io n . Sim ila rly, Ca psa's
inaccessible location demanded special tactics. Marius d ecided to d rive
catt le alongside his marching co lum n, so that his troops at e fresh meat
for a wee k and saved th e hides to manufacture wate r skins for th eir
march across the d esert. Three days from Capsa, th ey em barke d on a
series of night marches with minimal equ ip men t and, wh en th ey arrived
un expectedly before th e town, th ey quickly se ized th e ga tes. Although 13



th e populace p romptly su rre ndere d, Marins' troops sac ked th e place,
killing all th e ad u lt males. Sa llus t explains that th is was to denyJugurtha
a strong base , and shou ld not be taken to im ply greed or brutali ty on
Marins' part.

A second major siege co nd uc ted by Marius reli ed o n audacious
assa u lt. The target wasJugurtha 's treasury, loca ted in an isolated fort on
a rocky hill near th e Muluccha river. Accord ing to Sallus t, 'the place
was unsuitable for em ban kmen ts, siege towers, and other machine ry'
(Jug. 92.7) , and th e o nly approach road was narrow and precipitous.
Hurling sto nes and fire , th e defenders eas ily destroyed the shelte rs th at
concealed Marins' adva nci ng troops. However, by chance, a Ligurian
auxilia ry co llecting snails for his su p per stu mbled upo n a hidden pa th
to th e rea r of th e fort. Immed iate ly realising th e pot ential for a ru se ,
Marius sen t a small task force of trumpeters and centu rions by thi s
a lternative ro u te, whil e he himsel f launch ed a fu ll-scale fro nta l assa ult
under a testudo of sh ields, sup ported by ca tapu lts, a rche rs and slingers.
T he defenders were so su re of thei r superio ri ty th at they had left th e
sh elter of th eir walls ; but th e blasts of th e trumpeters, when Marius' task
force reach ed th e rear of th e fort , sent th em into a panic, and they were
easily defeated.

Dozens ot lead sling bullets

discovered in the vicin ity ot
ancient Asculum (Ascoli Piceno

in Italy) attest to the bitter

fighting there, around 90 Be.
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names ot the competing generals

and their legions. Th is one

carries a message in vernacular

Latin, to the effect ot 'Take that! '

(© Author)
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The sieges of the Italian Wars, 91-88 and 83-80 Be
Several towns were besieged during th e Social War of th e legitimate
Roman govern ment against rebel elements in Central Italy, who were
see king th e righ ts of Roman citizens hi p. Unfo rt u nately, the re is no
detailed accou n t of th e uprisin g, but h in ts are prese rved especially by
Appian and Diodorus Sicu lus. Even ts began a t Ascu lum , where all th e
Romans in th e town were slaugh te re d . T he reafte r, rebels attacked th e
Roman co lony a t Aese rn ia, and beat off the cons ular a rmy th at
attempted to reli eve th e town. Diodorus Siculus claims that th e
townsfolk expelled all of th eir slaves to red uce th e number of hungry
mouths, a measure which p rominent Romans exp loi ted to make th eir
escape. As co nd itions worsened, the townsfolk reso rted to ea ting dogs,
and were finally starved into subm ission . Venafrum fell to treachery,
No la was betrayed, and the sack of Nuceria persuaded the neighbouring
co mm unities to ca pi tula te and pro vide tro ops fo r th e rebels.

Meanwhile , another rebel force besieged th e co lonyof Alba Fucens
and defeated th e co nsul P. Rutilius Rufus, who was carried back to Rome
'd ripping with blood ' (Flo rus 2.6 .12) . His deputy, Cn. Pompeius Strabo,
was besieged in Firmum, u n til a re lievin g force arrived and, together,
th ey chased th e rebels to Asculum, which in turn
came under siege. Another rebel force, led by a
native of Asculum, succeeded in breaking into th e
town , whereupon th ei r co m mander os te n tat iously
com m itted suicide, d esp airin g of hi s fe llow
townsmen's performance in the siege. T he town
fell to Roman fo rces a year later, in 89 BC.

Aro u nd the same tim e, L. Cornelius Su lla, who
had served under Marius (us ually ungraciously) ,
marched agains t th e town of Aeclan um. The a 1 4 em
townsfolk ho ped to sta ll him , but hi s troops 1:::1=== = = = :::::f===±:= = ::::I1

14 proceeded to pile firewood aro u nd th e timber
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fortifications a nd se t them ablaze; the town promptly surre nde red,
but Sulla looted th e pl ace as a punishment. The details of how
o ther towns, suc h as Can us iu m a nd Pompeii , fell to sie ge in 89/88 BC
remain shadowy.

T here was more siege warfa re in 83 BC, wh en Su lla, returning
fro m hi s ca m paig ns in the east, was in te rce p ted by the arm y o f Marins'
son ( the o ld m an had di ed in 86 BC, having stirred u p Ro m e against
Sulla ). Sulla 's battle-hardc ned leg io ns drove the yo u ngc r Marins '
m e n to take sh e lter in P rae n cste , wh ich they p roce e d c d to invest
with a wa ll a n d ditch , to prevent a ny suppl ies ge tt ing through; eve n
worse , as Sulla d efeated successive re lievin g forces , h e paraded the
h eads o f thei r gene ra ls a rou n d th e town to d emoralise the besieged.
When the townsfo lk fin all y gave in , Marins hid in a tunnel a nd
com mi tted su ic ide .

Sulla and Mithridates, 88-85 Be
Sulla had been absen t from Rome for four years, on acco u n t o f th e First
Mithridatic 'INa I'. In 88 BC, King Mithridat es VI of Pon tus overran
Ro m e 's possess ions in Asia Minor; addi ng ins u lt to injury, h e
humi liated the Roman com m issio ner there , M'. Aq ui llius, by parading
him around o n an ass befo re pourin g molten go ld down his throat to
punish Ro m e 's avarice. Mith ridates then turned hi s at te n tio n to the
we a lthy trading city of Rh odes, wh ose inhabitants imm ediatel y
strengthened their d e fences a nd ' e re c te d wa r machines everywhere'
(Ap p., Ali/h. 24). An e p ic ma rit im e siege e nsued, but Mith ridates '
secre t weapon , a fearso me con tra p tio n kn own as the sambuca, proved to
be a di sappointment when it colla psed under its o wn weight. It is like ly
th at the fir e , reportedly hurled down upon the machine by the goddess
Isis, really came from Rhod ia n ince ndi a ry mi ssi les. Meanwhi le , th e
proficiency of th e Rh odi a n fleet kept their Pontic aggrcssors from
e n te ring the harbour, and Mithridates withdrew in exaspera tio n. 15
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Sen ding his forces ove r to Gree ce , th e kin g
install ed hi s favo u rite , Aris tio n, as d esp ot of
Athens, while his genera l Archelaus took cha rge of
th e port of Piraeus. By sum mer 87 BC, Sulla 's five
legions had arrived to besiege th e divided Pontic
forces. At Athens , Sulla was co nten t to have his
m en co n ta in th e situatio n until he cou ld
pe rsonall y cap tu re th e stra tegica lly importan t
Piraeus; but the ladde r parties th at he threw at th e
walls in a lightning assault were repulsed. The
artillery sch o la r Eric Ma rsde n th ought it an
extre mely op timistic attac k, but he was perhaps
in fluenced by Appian's exagge rated cla im th at th e
walls of Piraeus were 40 cubits ( 18.5m ) high
(App., Mith . 30). At 30 cubits (14 m ), th e walls of
Te ichos, ncar Dyme , were th ought to be unusually
strong (Po lyb. 4.83.4), and few city walls would
have exceeded 10m. In any case , to a ttempt an
escalade was a perfectly respectable tactic; afte r all,
in itial a ttacks on Cart hage and Numantia, for
exam ple, had been based on esca lade, and th e
Romans had o ften profited fro m such a bold
approach.

Nevert heless, for a well-defended town to fall
required either luck or a full-sca le mechanised
siege . Sulla d ecided upon th e la tt e r. Afte r
prevai ling upon the neighbouring Gree k towns to
provide equipmen t, including ca tapults, he se t his
men th e task of construc ting siege machines; Plutarch makes th e
asto nish ing claim that ten thousand pairs of mules were in daily service ,
presumabl y hauling th e raw mate rials (PltIL, Sulfa ] 2.2) . Meanwhile ,
Sulla's legionaries th rew up an emba n kmen t with ea rt h, timber and
masonry robbed fro m the ruined Long Walls th at once linked the port to
Athens. A sto ry told ce n turies late r, that one of Sulla's men was struck
down by a thunderbolt whi le bringing up eart h for the embankmen t, is
perhaps a ga rbled report of th e sling bullets which must have filled th e air.

The ballista belonging to

the Ermine Street Guard

re-enactment group is the

optimum size to launch stones

weighing around 4 Roman pounds

(1.3kg). Even such a lightweight

catapult requires considerable

space to operate efficiently.

(© Ermine Street Guard)

LEFT The largest of the stone

missiles d iscovered during

Schulten's excavations at

Numantia (here labell ed 1 and 3)

have a diameter of 16cm, and

weigh around 4kg (approx. 12

Roman pounds). Number 6 , found

in the town of Numantia, weighs

1.3kg; Schulten suggested that it

had been shot from a 41b ballista.

Numbers 10 and 11, weighing

370g and 225g, were probably

intended for throwing by hand.

(A. Schulten, Numantia: Die

Ergebnisse der Ausgrabungen

1905-1912, vol. III: Die Lager

des Sc ipio , Munich 1927)



Catapult arrowhead (length,

12cm; weight, 94g) found in

the ditch of Caesar's small camp

at Gergovia, during the 1996

excavations. (J . Ward; @ ARAFA)

But Arc helaus proved a formidable foe . Building up a siege towe r
opposite the Roman wo rks and send ing his men o n mi dnight so rties to
burn th e Roman equ ipmen t, he even managed to unde rmin e the
em ban kmen t, and when Sulla se nt sappe rs to tu n nel their way into the
town , th ey were inte rcepted unde rground and beaten back . The siege
con tin ued th rough th e winter and into th e foll owin g yea r. Fin ally,
co nstan t bombardment by Su lla 's arti llery di sabled Archela us ' tower, and
battering-rams positioned on th e newly repaired em ban kment broke
through; for good measure, th e Romans also undermined a length of th e
town wall. Howeve r, although Sulla se n t in tro ops in rotation , th e Pontic
garriso n was st ill numerous eno ugh to repulse h is a ttacks.

All th is time, Sulla had been int e rcepting supplies sent fro m Piraeus to
reli eve the beleaguered garrison of Athens. Co nsequen tly, hemmed in by
Roman troops who had latterl y cut a d itch all around th e city, the
inhabitants were weak from starvatio n; their only sustenance came from
wild plants and boiled leath e r, and so me had alleged ly turned to
ca n nibalism. Wh en a poorly gua rded stre tch of wall came to Sulla 's
att ention , he o rde red a nocturnal escalade and unleash ed his fru strated
soldiers on the defenceless inhabitants, For this, he earned the disapprova l
of th e later write r Pausanias, who co mmented that Su lla had been 'more
savage th an one would expect fro m a Roman ' (Pans. 1.20.4). Pausanias
must have kn own that it was standard pract ice to kill the males of sword­
bea ring age, but he perhaps expected the women and ch ild ren to be sold
in to slave ry, as Murnmius had done at Co rin th in 146 BC (Pa us, 7.16.5) .
Instead , Su lla orde red a wholesale massacre, wh ich Plutarch could only
explain as retribution for th e insul ts and obscenities that had been thrown
at Sulla's wife fro m th e wall s, Return ing to unfinished business at Piraeus,
the Romans attacked th e walls with suc h renewed enerb'Y that Arch elaus
was dumbfounded by their persistence , and evac ua ted th e town by sea.

We have no Numantia for this period, no site where archaeo logy and
lite rature com bine to illuminate one another. Many sieges a re known
o n ly from a brief notice in th e so u rces . Frontinus mentions th e ca ptu re
of a town called Isaura in 75 BC by P. Se rvi lius Vatia, wh o em ployed th e
well-worn stratagem of di ve rting th e tow n's wate r su pp ly ( .'III: 3.7.1) . A
fragment fro m Sa llus t's H istori ae seems to d escrib e th e same even t: it
tell s of townsfolk mounting a nocturnal so rt ie , in th e mistaken belief
that th e Ro mans had abandoned th ei r fo rt ifica tion; ' the ditches' , writ es
Sa llus t, 'we re h alf filled with th e bodies of th e sla in ' (Sa Il., f-I. 2 frg. 87) .
The chance find of an inscription in th e wilds of Turkey not only
con fi rmed th e loca tio n of the tow n, but preserved the text of a
dedication by Servilius, fulfi llin g a vow made to so me de ity for th e
suc cessful o utcome of th e siege (AE 1977, 8 16) .

Lucullus, Pompey and Mithridates, 74-71 Be
T h e two consu ls of 74 BC, M. Aure lius Cotta and L. Licinius Lu cullus,
we re keen to resume the war agains t Mithridat es; the former lost n o
tim e in beginning naval o peratio ns , but was soon bo ttled up in
Chalcedon an d had to be rescued by his colleague.

From Chalc edon, Mithridates moved to Cyzicus, nowadays a peninsula
bu t in an tiqu ity an island co nnected to th e main land by a bridge. Plu tarch
records that 'Mithridates besieged the people of Cyzicus on both sides:
by land , encom pass ing th em with ten cam ps, and by sea, blocking up 17
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with sh ips the strait that separates the mainland from the town ' (Plut.,
Luc. 9.3). Appian adds th e detail that, 'as he possessed man y sold iers, he
pressed on with all the siege-works, walling off the [residen tial?] quarter
with a double wall and surrounding the res t of the town with a ditch '
(App., Mith. 73) ; embankments were also raised to carry battering rams.
Meanwhile, the Pontic fleet brought siege machinery up to the walls
(see Plate A), including a 10O-cubit high (46m) wooden tower that carried
catapults and missile tro ops. However, Mithridates was no more successful
here than he had been at Rhodes 15 years earlier. All of h is mach ines, ' the
marvellous works of Niconides th e Thessalian ' (Plut., Luc. 10.2) , were
wrecked in a storm, and when poor sanitation brought disease to his siege
camps Mithridates was finally persuaded to give up.

Lucullus' strategy of attritio n, which Plutarch poetically rendered as
' thumping Mithridates in th e belly' (Plut., Luc. 11.1) , was unpopular
with his legionari es, who were th ereby d enied th e opportunity for
plunder. Perhaps responding to thi s disaffection, Lucullus threw his
troops en thusiastically at Themyscira ; emba n kments were raised for siege
towers, and tunnels were dug 'which were so large that, in them, a
multitude could attack one another under th e ground ' (App. , Mith. 78).
However, th e siege appears to have been aban doned when th e defenders
discovered the tunnels and inserted bears and o ther wild animals,
including swarms of bees. Subseq uent operations at wealthy Amisus
(presen t-day Samsun on Turkey's Black Sea coast) took th e form of
repeated esca lade, suggesting th at Lucullus' tro ops had perh aps lost
th eir appetite for digging full-scale siege-works. When a Roman assault
finall y caught the guards unawares, Callimachus, th e king's deputy in
Amisus, set fire to th e town to cover his own flight, and succeeded in
creating th e maximum of confusion. Lucullus strove to save the place
fro m destruction while his men rush ed to ransack the burning buildings;
next day, he is said to have wept as he surveyed the destruction, just as
Scipi o had done at Carthage (Plu t., Luc. 19.4; cf. App., Pun. 132).

In th e meantim e, Co tta was engaged further west at Heracl ea Pontica,
where 'he devised machines, suc h as th e tortoise, which he thought
would be most terrifying to th e besieged' (Memnon 34.1). But when his
siege equipmen t failed to achieve resul ts, spitefully he burned it and
beheaded th e engineers. The subsequent blockade provoked treach ery
in th e starving town , and Mith ridates' ga rrison commander opened th e
ga tes to th e Romans. However, th e victory almost turned sour, as the
first Roman troops to en ter seized th e booty, den ying a share to their
comrades back in the cam p; violen t disagreement was avoid ed only by
gathering all th e valuables into a common pool and dividing th em
equitably. At Tigranocerta, where Lucullus finally tracked Mithridates
down in 69 BC, th e town was so rich that, besides whatever trinkets
th e individual soldiers could gather for themselves, eac h man received
800 d rachmas from th e sto re of booty (Plut. , Luc. 29.3). And althoug h
mutiny in the ranks prevented Lucullus from landing th e kille r blow on
Mithridates, he was permitted a triumph at Rome, embellished with 'the
weapons of th e enemy, being very numerous, and th e royal siege
machinery' (Plut., Luc. 37.2) .

The coup de grace was left to another of Sull a 's proteges, Gn aeus
Pompeius (the self-styled 'Po mpey th e Great'), before he moved on to
Judaea to se ttle a successio n crisis in 63 BC. Althoug h th e two



quarrelling brothers, Aristobulus and Hyrcanus, agreed to abide by
Pompey's arbitrati on , Aristo bulus' followers seized J erusalem and took
refuge o n th e fortress-like Temple platform. Pompey approach ed fro m
the north, and had an emba nkmen t cons truc ted to fill th e huge
defensive ditch, 60ft deep and 260ft across (18 x 77m).Josephus claims
that gre a t progress was made o n Sabbaths, when th e J ews were
forbidden to work and thus could not hinder th e Romans (Joseph.,
~J 1.146) . Machines were requisitioned from Tyre to batter th e wall and
bombard th e rebels , and after three months th e Romans broke into th e
sacred Temple. Out of respect for th e sanc tity of th e place, Pompey
disallowed his troops from their usual plundering, but he himself co uld
no t resist th e sac rilege of en te ring th e Holy of Holies.

SIEGE WARFARE IN THE
LATE REPUBLIC

Caesar's Gallic sieges, 57-51 BC
By th e tim e of Caesar, th e legio ns had long been noted for th eir skills
in field engineering, best illustrated by th e ca mp th ey traditionally
entre nc hed after each day's march . Besieging armies are o fte n men­
tioned building suc h a camp , or sometimes a pair of camps as Scipio
had done at Numan tia. However, th e Ge rman scholar Willy Liebenam
believed th at he could discern a particular style of siegecraft th at
dispensed with all p re pa ratio ns in order to deliver a sudden and
un expected atta ck. Ironically, his inspiration ca me fro m th e siege of
Go m ph i, a town in Greece wh ich Caesar subjecte d to repentina
ojlpugnatio (' vio len t assault') in 48 BC, when it shut its gates against him.
But even here , th e legionaries ' first ac t was to build a camp ou tside the
town, and th ei r second was to co nstruc t ladde rs, shel te rs and screens
(Caes., BCiv. 3.80); th e assault, when it came, was certain ly swift, but
Caesar's preparati ons had been thoro ugh. The situatio n at Ce nabum
(modern Orleans in France ) four yea rs ea rl ier was very similar. Having
arrived too late in the day to organ ise an attack, Caesar's tro ops se tt led
down and pitched ca mp. However, when the town sfolk attempted to
flee in the dark , th e legionaries sprang into ac tion; firing th e town
gates , no doubt to illuminate th e chaotic sce ne, th ey se t about looting
and burning th e place (Caes., BCall. 7.11 ).

No fewer than 17 sieges are kn own to have been prosecuted by Caesar
himself, and many involved th e constructional skills of his soldiers.
Nowhere is this clearer than at Avari cum (modern Bourges) , a town
almost en tire ly surrounded by marsh es, except to th e sou th , where th e
only approach ro u te was obstructed by a deep gully. When he besieged
the town in 52 BC, Caesar had to co nstruct a great emba nkmen t so that
he could bring ove rwhelmi ng numbers of men across th e gu lly and up
to the walls; in 25 days, th e massive structure, 330ft wide (98 m) and 80ft
high (24m) , was com ple te (see Pla te B). A similarly breathtaking feat of
engi neering was accom plished in the followin g year at Uxellod unum
(Puy d 'lssolu) , where Caesar o rdere d the co nstruc tion of a 60ft (18m)
embankmen t, from which a ten-storey ar tille ry-arme d siege tower co uld
target th e fresh-water spring th at was sustaining th e inhabitants and
prol onging th e siege. 19
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More usually, em ban kments served
as nmways along which heavy siege
machinery co uld approach the walls of
the besieged town. Sulla's embankment
at Piraeus h ad fulfilled th is function,
as had Lucullus' at Themyscira an d
Pompey's atJemsalem. Caesar's emban­
kment at Noviodunum in 57 BC was
of this sort: 'after th e shelters were
speedily brought up to the town , an
emba nkmen t thrown up, and towers
erected, the Gauls were amazed by the
size of the works, whose like they had
neither seen nor heard of before, and ,
perturbed by th e speed of th e Roman s,
they sent re presen tatives to Caesar to
discuss surre nder ' (Caes., BGalL 2.12) .
Similarly, 'when [th e Atua tuc i] saw a
siege tower erected in th e distance ,
afte r shelte rs had been brought up and
an emba nkment co nstruc ted, they at
first j eered from th eir walls and
ridiculed why suc h a machine had been
built so far away' (Caes., BGall. 2 .30 );
but their sco rn turned to alarm when
th e tower began its steady progress
towards their walls, and they promptly
sued for peace.

In all of these cases, for the chosen
strategy to succeed , certain to po­
graphica l features, suc h as the gully
at Avaricu rn, made an emba nkment
essen tial. Unde r differen t circumstances ,

an assault could be accom plished without one. Fo r example, in 52 BC at
Gergovia, atop a formidable hill accessible o nly from th e sou th , Caesar
decided to creep forward ac ross th e d ifficult terrain , co nso lidating
ground as he went. From. his initial encampment below and to the east
of th e hill , he seized th e Roch e Blanch e, a small hill to th e west , and
'carried a 12ft double ditch from th e larger cam p to the smaller, so that
even individuals could pass back and forth , safe fro m a sudden attac k of
th e enemy' (Caes ., BGall. 7.36). Unfortunate ly, hi s plan s were botch ed
by th e im pe tuosity of his troops, who were caug h t on di sadvantageous
terra in and repulsed; during th e fighting withdrawal, no fewer than
46 ce nturions fell. In 1862, th e archaeological remains of Caesar's
earthworks were uncovered by Colo nel Eugene Stoffe l, during a
programme of archaeological excavations sponso red by apoleo n III to
provide information for his H istoire deJules Cesar. More recent work by
th e Associatio n pour la recherche sur l'Age du Fer en Auvergne
(ARAFA) has co nfirmed th e ex iste nce of Caesar's two camps; but, at
several poin ts along the presumed co urse of th e double d itch , only a
sing le ditch was found, 1.70m wide and 1m d eep, ra ising th e possibility
that th e earthwo rk was no t of uniform character over its entire length.
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During Caesar 's siege of

Uxellodunum, the Gauls set

fi re to barrels filled with pi tch,

grease and wood-shavings,

and rolled them down onto the

Roman embankment. Napoleon

Ill's investigations at Puy d 'issolu

in 1865 led him to place the

scene of this event on the

western slopes, where he

claimed to have found traces

of burning. (Napoleon III , Histoire

de Jules Cesar, 1/: Guerre des

Gauls, Paris 1866)
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Details of Co lonel Stoffel 's

excavations at Gergovie in 1862.

Napoleon conc luded that 't he

communicatio n between the

great and li ttle camps was

composed of a pa rapet, formed

by the earth thrown out of two

adjacent ditches, each four

feet in depth [1.2m] and six

in breadth [1.17m], so that

the b readth of the two together

is twelve f eet ' . (Napoleon III ,

Histo/re de Jules Cesar, 1/:

Guerra des Gauls , Paris 18 66)
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The earthworks at Ge rgovia
were o n a fairly small scale, and
have more in common with field
fortificati ons (fo r exam ple, th e
ditches and artille ry positi ons
supporting th e battle line at
the Aisne in 57 BC; BCalL 2.8),
than with siege-works. However,
Caesa r's ge neral read iness to

throw a ra m part around an
ene my town is su rprising, fo r
the technique of periteichismos
practised by Scip io at Numantia
had not been used (as far as we
know) for 25 yea rs. Its last
proponent had been Sulla, at the
siege of Praeneste , when he 'cu t
off th e town at a great distance
with a ditch and a wall' (App.,
BCiv. 1.88); four years earlie r, at
Athens, he had 'commanded the
army to surround th e town with
a ditch, so that no one migh t
secre tly esca pe' (App., Mith. 38 ).
The tactic presumabl y appealed
to Caesar in th e 50s , as it had to
Sulla in th e 80s. Perhaps suc h
large-scale earth-moving exercises
helped main tain d iscipline amid
the tedium wh ich so metimes
acco mpanie d siege warfare .
Certain ly, Plutarch claims th at,
when M. Licinius Crassus confined
Spartacus ' slave army in th e toe of Italy in 71 BC by walling off the
peninsula, part of his reasoning was ' in order to keep the sold iers busy'
(Phlt., Crass. 10.7).

Eq ually, ex perienced sold iers like Sulla and Caesar must have
apprecia ted the demoralisin g effec t that enc ircle men t had on an enemy.
In 52 BC, afte r Caesar spent two days surro und ing Vellaunodunum,
'o n th e third day, ambassadors were sent from th e town to surrender'
(Caes ., BCali. 7.11 ) . If th ey had not, it is likely th at Caesar would have
lau nch ed an assault. This was ce rtain ly th e case in th e following year at
Uxellodunum. Prior to Caesar's arrival, h is legate C. Caninius Rebilus
plan ted three cam ps o n the su rroundi ng hills and 'proceeded to carry
a rampart around the town ' (BCali. 8.33); but it was Caesar 's attack o n
thei r water supply that led to th e townsfolk's su rre nder. Years earlie r, in
order to keep th e Atuatuci within th eir walls whil e his emba n kment was
under cons truc tion, Caesar had surrounded th e town with 'a rampart
15,000 feet [4.4km] in circ umfere nce, with closely-spaced forts' (Caes.,
BCali. 2.30). Here , th e investm ent was sim ply a prelude to an aggressive
assault. Caesar's con te mporary, th e proli fic le tter-writer Cice ro, claimed
to have used a similarly aggress ive technique when he besieged



Pindenissus in 5 1 BC; sum marising th e who le opera tio n in a letter to his
fr iend M. Porciu s Cato, he wro te : ' I su rrou nded th e tow n with a ra m part
and ditch; I penned it in with six fo rts and large cam ps; I a ttacked it with
emban kments, shelters and siege towers' (AdJam. 15.4 .10 ).

The siege of Ales ia, 52 BC
Iro n ica lly, rather th an Cice ro's dynamic assau lt o n Pindenissus, it is
Caes ar's blockad e of Alesia that has often been taken to represent the
Roman style of besieging. Topographically, Alesia , situated o n the
plateau of Mont Auxois, is str ikingly similar to Numan tia, and Caes ar's
chosen stra tegy was virt ua lly identical to Scipio's; by maintaining a close
blockade , he starved th e defenders in to subm ission . Caesar d escribes
th e sequence of eve nts as follows: first, th e army was encamped at
co nven ien t places; then 23 forts were cons tructed in a ring, to mainta in
a watch o n th e town; finally, siege lin es were thrown arou nd th e site to
co mple te the blockade. Co lonel Stoffel 's excava tions between 1862 and
1865 were never published in full, as they were sim ply in tended to
co rro bo ra te Caesar' s d escrip tion of the siege for Napoleon's Histoire de
[u les Cesar, but parts of the siege-works have now been stud ied usin g
modern arc haeological techniques by a Franco-German team d irected
by Michel Redd e.

Napoleon decid ed on a seq ue nce of eigh t camps, designated A to D, G
to I, and K. There were sou nd archaeological reasons for placin g A and B
on th e Montagne de Flavi gny, and C on th e Montagne de Bussy; indeed ,
in the I860s, the ramparts of Camp B were appare ntly still sta ndi ng, and
a campaign of air photography between 1986 and 1995 revealed Camp C
in amazing detail. However, the re is little to recommend Napoleon's

ABOVE North ditch of Caesar's

large camp at Gergovia. The

classic V-section of the ditch,

approximately 1.1 m wide and

O.5m deep, is v is ible in the

s ide of the excavation trench.

The hill of Gergovie can be

seen in the background.

(Y. Deberge; e ARAFA)
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Plaine de Gresigny

Montagne de Flavigny

Montagne de Bussy

o, 1km

Plan of Alesia , showing features

id ent ifi ed arc ha eologically

or from ae rial photography.

Napoleon Ill's original scheme,

identifying features by letter

o r number, has been retained

for clarity. (© Author)



Aerial view of Mont Au xo is

(ancient Alesia) f ro m the south,

with t he Montagne de Bussy

behind. The course of the

Ozera in can be seen in the

foreground. (© Archeologie

aerienne Rene Goguey)

placing of Camp 0 at the foot of Mont Rea. Stoffel co uld trace only a few
disj ointed length s of ditch , but 1 apoleon co nj ure d visions of th e
desperate defence of a camp here; he clai med that the hotchpotch of
discarded weaponry and domestic refuse , which included potte ry and
millstones, 'would lead us to suppose th at th e Romans threw upon th e
assai lants everything th at ca me to hand ' . Based on suc h fee ble and
circu mstan tial evidence, Ca mp 0 has long been doubted.

No ne of Na poleon's other camps demonstrat es a close relationship
with th e siege-works. The enclosure on th e Plaine de Gres igny, which he
labell ed Ca mp G, lies in an ex posed position far beyond th e siege lin es,
as do th e fea tures on the Plain e des Laumes which he proposed as
Ca m ps 1-1 , I and K. Indeed, rece n t excavatio ns have shown th at Ca m p I
was post-Roman in dat e , a find ing th at recom men ds ca u tio n in assuming
a Caesarian o rig in fo r th e o thers.

apoleon's 23 'redoubts ' fare even worse , as eve n he ad mitted that
only five actually existed, whil e th e o thers had been pencill ed in 'a t th e
most conven ie n t places' in a ring around Mo nt Auxois. Of the five
ge nu ine sites, o n ly Napoleon 's no. 10, o n th e northern slope of th e
Montagne de Flavigny, is co nvinci ng as o ne of Caesar 's cas/ella. No. 22,
ex posed o n th e he igh ts of Mont Rea, is ac tually a prehistoric enclosure,
and th ree o the rs, situated on the Montagne de Flavigny (no. II ) and th e
Montagne d e Bussy (nos. 15 and 18) , are likely to have been among th e
ca mps which Caesar ini tially established.

Military o peratio ns were res tric te d o n th ree sides of Mont Auxois by
river valleys, but th e open meadow of th e Plaine d es Laumes to th e west
offe re d a likely route , e ither for a massed erup tio n from th e town or for
th e approach of a rel ieving force. So Caes ar secure d it with a ditch ,
allegedly 20ft (fim) wide with perpendicu lar sides. Stoffe l loca ted thi s
feature , running in an arc from river to river, but its dimensions may 23



have been more modest than Caesa r cla imed; a sec tio n cut ac ross it in
1996 reveal ed a flat -bottomed trench , so me 3. 1m wide and 1.3m dee p .

Caesar d escribed his main siege lines, 11 miles ( 16km ) in circ u m­
fe rence , as consisting of two ditches, th e in ner o ne fill ed with wate r, and
a pal isaded rampart with turrets every son (24m) (see Plate C) .
Excavatio ns in th e 1990s on the Plaine des Laumes co n fi rmed th e bro ad
outline of Cae sa r 's sch eme , wh ile em p hasising d ifferences of detail. Fo r
exam p le, th e wid th of th e in ne rmost di tch , nea rest th e enemy, varied
between 4m a nd 605m, and nowhere was it was fo u nd to be deeper than
105m; Caesa r had specified 15ft wid e by 15ft deep (4 .5 x 4.5 m) . Five
metres fu rt h e r out from th e e nemy lay a seco nd ditch , co nsiste n tly 2.7m
wid e but aga in n ever d eeper than 105m. Su rprisingly, 15m beh ind th ese ,
a th ird d itch was di scovered, im medi ately fronting th e rampart; it
flu ctuat ed between I . l m and 3.2m wide and 0.8- IAm dee p . T he
ram part itse lf had bee n fu rnish ed with four-posted tu rre ts at ro ugh ly
15m inte rvals. Minor differences o f deta il we re d iscovered o n th e Plaine
de Grcsigny, whe re no th ird ditch was found, and traces of a wicke r
fe nce ap peared in the strip between th e first and second di tches.

Cae sa r claim ed to have ad d ed fu rth e r o bstacles , 'so tha t th e
fortificat ions co uld be defended by a smaller number o f troops' ( BGall.
7.73): rows of five cijJjJi ('graves to nes') , or tree-trunks with sharpened

LEFT Aerial view of Camp C at

A lesia, viewed from the east.

At 7.8ha, this is the largest of

Caesar's camps. (© Archeologie

aerlenne Rene Goguey)

OPPOSITE Napoleon Ill 's

interpretation of the Alesia

siege-works, reconstructed at

the Archeodrome near Beaune

(France). On the left can be

seen the 12ft-high (3 .5m)

palisaded rampart, with

sharpened branches (cerVll

projecting from the base of

the wickerwork battlements.

On the right, beyond the two

ditches, Caesar's obstacle field

starts with the entanglement

of sharpened tree-trunks known

as cippi. (© Author)

BELOW Roman pilum head found

in a shallow ditch within

castel/urn 11 on the Montagne

de Flavigny at Alesia.

(© M. Joly I Ph. Barral)
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branches, su n k into 5ft ( l.5m) ditches; e igh t rows of lilia (' lilies'), o r
sha rpened stakes se t vertically in 3ft (0 .9m) pi ts, stagge re d in a quincunx
pa ttern an d concealed by brushwood; and stimuli ('spurs ') , or barbed
spikes fixe d in foot-long (0.3m) lumps o f wood and buried a t random.
Arc haeological invest igati ons o n th e Plaine des Laumes turned up
subtle varia tio ns : six rows of small post-h ol es, only 1ft (0 .3m) in
diamete r, filled th e wide strip between th e second and th ird d itches in a
staggered formati on, like Caesar's lilia but fa r smaller. An d where th e
line turned arou n d Mont Rea , although th e excavato rs found o n ly a
single ditch , it was fronted by six o r seven rows of small post-hol es, again
in th e fam ilia r stagge re d pattern .

Farther eas t, o n th e Plaine de Gresign y, th e in ner ditch was fronted
by two parall e l SIO L~, 1.5m apar t. If th ese a rc th e foundati on trenches for
CiplJi, as th e excavato rs suggested, th en th ey represent an o ther su btle
departure from Caesar 's descr ip tio n. Caesa r stipu la tes 'rows of five ' , bu t
it has n ever been clear wh e th er h e meant five ditches, o r five lin es of
tree-tru n ks per ditch . Na poleon favoured th e first interpret ati on,
which has colo ured all subse quen t recons truc tio ns of th e Ales ia siege­
works, but th e classicist Thomas Rice Holmes beli eved th at th e secon d
in terp re ta tio n better su ited Caesa r's La tin . Unfo rt u nate ly, th e tr enches
on the Plaine de Cresigny, each arou nd 25cm wid e and 20c m deep, are
too small to have accom modated multipl e rows of tree-tr u n ks.

Havin g laid out one lin e of siege-works, Caesar th en co nstructed
another one, co m p rising 's imilar fortifications of the same kind, faci ng the
othe r way agains t th e enemy outs ide' (BGall. 7.74) . The excavatio ns on th e
Plain e des Laumes found th at th e outer rampart was fro n ted by a 3.5m­
wide d itch, an 8m ga p, and a 5.7m-wide ditch. This line , too , in corporated
obstacle fie lds be tween th e ditches and beyond th e oute r d itch . T he
researcher a n d illustrato r Pete r Co n nolly h as coined the term 25
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Iron point discovered in situ
in one of Caesar's li/ia ('lilies'),

which formed an obstacle field

in front of the ditch on the

Plaine de Gresigny at A lesia.

(© M. Redde)

Schramm's reconstruction of the

famous Ampurias catapult. The

original iron spring-frame was

discovered in 1912 at the

anci ent site of Emporion (Spain).

It is thought to date from the

later 2nd century BC , but similar

machines were used from the

days of Marius and Sulla right up

to t he Jewish War. (© D. Baatz)

'b icirc umvallat ion ' for double siege lines, one facin g inwards and one
facin g outwards. Something similar had first appeared at Agrigentum in
262 BC and again a t Capua in 212 BC,7 and th e arra ngement was
em inen tly sensible when attack might be expected from without, as well as
from within. However, it must stand as testimony to th e efficiency of
successive Rom an arm ies th at th ey rarely found th emselves in this position.

One feature of th e siege-works a t A1esia remains to be mentioned,
namely th e fort ifica tio n discovered within th e siege lines on the Plaine
des Laumes; it has been named '4 bis' , as it lies near the point where
Na poleo n placed castellu m 4. Parallel ra mparts were found to have
closed off a com partmen t, roughly 100m square, between th e inner and
outer lines; eac h rampart was fronted by a ditch, 3.8 m wide by LIm
deep, and access to th e resulting e nclosure was via a gate , positioned
where each ra mpart butted agains t th e main siege lin es. T h is seems a
prime ca nd idate for o ne of Caesar's forts, and others perhaps remain to
be di scovered in sim ila r positions arou nd th e siege-works.

The sieges of the civil wars, 49-31 Be
Caesar's co nq uest of Gaul was substantially co mple te by 50 BC; alarmed
by th e in creasing hostility of his e rstwh ile ally Pompey, he resolved
to march o n Rome. The ensu ing struggle between th e Caesarian and

. Pompeian facti ons sp read across th e Ro m an world and resu lted
in several well-known sieges. Most str ikingly, Caesar con tinued
to em ploy hi s familiar e nc ircl ing technique. For exa m ple, a rriving
before Co r fin iu rn in 49 BC, hi s forces encam ped o n opposite sides of
th e town , before surrounding it with a rampart and forts; to prevent any
escape, troops were deployed ' in a continuous ring of sentries and
pickets, so that th ey touched each o the r and filled up th e whole
fo rt ifica tio n' (BCiv. 1.21 ) . In th e eve nt, the town was betrayed withi n
seve n days; much too early fo r us to decid e wh ether Caesar planned to
blockade it , as a t Alesia , o r take more ac tive measures, as for exa mple
a t th e town of th e Atuatuci .

A blockading strategy was ce rtainly preferred on a
few occasions. In 49 BC, as Pompey prepared to
evacuate hi s troops from Italy using th e port o f
Brundisiurn , Caesar attem pted to blockade th e harbour.
Again, his legionari es showed th eir engineering skills,
exte nd ing breakwaters fro m either shore and linking
th em with a substan tial turreted pontoon bridge. But
Pompey's heavy transport vessels were able to infiltrate
th e still-unfinished barrier, an d he evacuated his troops
just as Caesar e ntered th e town by escalade. In th e
following yea r, Caesa r caugh t Pompey on the Adria tic
coast, and tried to prevent him fro m reaching his supply
base at Dyrrachium (mode rn Durres in Albania) by
throwing a rin g of ea rthworks around his position .
Pompey's response was to begin hi s own ring of
earthwo rks inside Caesar's, forcing his ene my to exte nd
th e ou te r lin e until it stretched for 17 mil es (25km).

7. See Elite 121: Anc ient Siege Warfare: Persians, Greeks. Carthag inians and Romans
546-146 Be . pp . 49 and 52.



'This was a new and extrao rd inary method of making war' , writes Caesar,
'as much for th e number of fo rts, as for th e exte n t and size of th e
fortificati ons, and the whole man ner of th e blockade ' (BCiv. 3.47) . After
frequent skirmishes, Pompey saw th at Caesar was wea kes t in th e south,
where he had completed his ring by running twin ra mparts, 600ft
(\ 75m) apart, down to the sea, but had no t yet linked th em along th e
coast. (Once co m pleted, it would have resembled one end of Scipio's
works at Carthage, in mi n ia ture, and is re minisce n t of the co mpartment
at Ales ia.) A co ncerted am ph ibious assa ult by Pompey ove rwhelmed
Caesar's fo rt ificati ons, an d he abandoned the operatio n.

Most inte resting of a ll, th ough , is the case of Q. Cass ius Longinus,
Caesar's general in Spain. In 47 BC, havin g quarrell ed with his quaesto r,
M. Claudi us Marcellus, he encam ped outside Ulia, hoping to benefit
from th e tow n's p rotecti on. However, bo th he an d th e town were
hemmed in by Marcellus, whose siege-works were perhaps co nceived as
a miniature versio n of Alesia , as a su bs tantial relief fo rce is said to have
been repulsed from th e 'ou te r fortificati ons' (BA lex. 62) . Caesar's
governor in th e provin ce , M. Ae m ilius Lepidus, duly a rrived to a rbitra te,
and ordere d Marcell us to d ismantle th e siege-works.

Of co urse, not a ll sieges of this period were co nceived as blockades.
Caesa r's attack o n Ategua in 45 BC, for example, resem bles his ea rl ie r
ope ratio ns a t Vellaunodunum and Uxello d u n um. The first stage was to
enc ircle th e Pornpeian-occupied town with earthwo rks; thi s was th en
followed by the co ns tructio n of an em ban kmen t, although work was
hampered by th e defenders' in cendia ry a ttacks. A sectio n of wall was
demoli sh ed, no dou bt by battering ra m (the text of th e Bellum
Hispaniense has been damaged a t th is poi nt) , but skirm ish ing co ntin ued
arou nd the siege-works, and Caesar was obliged to th row a ring of
sold ie rs aroun d th e town . The siege finally ended, no t with a stormi ng
assau lt, but with the surrender of the di sh eartened Ateguans.

A mo re spectac u lar exam ple of aggressive siegecraft is p rovided by
th e a ttack o n coasta l Massilia by Caesar's deputy, C. Trebon ius, in 49 Be.

De Folard's imaginative

reconstruction of the siege

of Massilia in 49 BC shows

the besiegers' brick tower

(left). However, it is clear from

Caesar's account that the 18m­

long gallery should extend f ro m

the tower right up to the town

wall, g iving complete protection

to t roops moving backwards and

forwards. The wheeled shed is

de Folard's own addition.

(Author 's collection)
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He began to co ns truc t two em ba nkments at different poin ts o n th e
landward side, but was seve re ly hindered by th e town 's ballistae, which
had allegedly been engineered to discharge 12ft (305m) iron-pointed
spears instead of th e usual rounded sto ne balls . The legionaries'
standard wickerwork sh elters could not stand up to suc h punishment, so
Trebonius arran ged for th e workers to be protected by galle ries made
out of timber 1ft thick (30cm). In additio n , he had a 30ft-square (gm)
brick refuge built close to the town , so tha t the wo rkers could shelter
within its 5ft-thick ( 105m) walls; but he quickly realised how useful a
tower would be in this location, and again exploited th e legionaries'
engineering skills to raise th e struc tu re, under constan t threat of enemy
fire, until it had six storeys. This opened up new possibilities, and
Trebonius o rdered a massive ga llery to be built, 60ft (I Sm ) long,
stretch ing from th e brick tower to th e town wall.f Realisin g the danger
posed by th e ga llery, th e Massiliotes tippe d blocks of masonry and
blazing barrels of pitch o n to it from th e battlements above. But th ey
were driven back by th e art illery in th e brick tower, and th ei r improvised
missiles were eas ily deflected by th e gallery's 2ft-thick (60cm) ga bled
roof, with its coating of padded rawhide over clay. Then, concealed
within th e ga llery, Trebonius' legionari es undermined th e town wall,
whereupon th e townsfolk lost hope and surre ndered .

Caesar's murder in 44 BC sparked off a new ro und of civil war
involvin g his adop ted so n O ctavian (the fu ture emperor Augus tus) and
his erstwhile lieutenant M. Anto nius (Shakespeare's Mark Antony) .
Again , a full range of siegecraft is in evidence. Fo r exam ple, late in
44 BC, Anto ny enc ircle d Mutina (now Modena in northern Italy) , where
one of Caesar's murderers, Decimus Brutus, had taken re fuge, but he
was increasin gly threatened by successive relieving forces and departed
in th e following spring. O ctavian perhaps d rew a lesson from Antony's
failure. Late in 4 1 BC, when he trapped An to ny's brother Lu cius in
Perusia (modern Perugia ) , he built an elaborate syste m of siege-works
'with two fronts, facing th e besieged and any coming fro m outs ide '
(App., BCiv. 5.33) . Lu ciu s was forced to surre nder, after failing in his
desperate attempts to break out. In 40 BC, when Brundisium (modern
Brindisi in th e heel of Italy) shut its ga tes against Antony, he cu t off th e
town with a wall and ditch and sum moned hi s siege machinery, but
Octavian encamped nearby and th e ge nera ls finally made peace with
one another.

Armies operating in th e eas te rn provinces were more ready to em ploy
the techniques of Hellenistic siegecraft, e ither because th e expertise
was available th ere, or th e soph istica ted town defences demanded
special measures. In 43 BC, another of Caesar's murderers, C. Cassius
Longinus, built a wall across th e neck of th e Laodicea peni nsu la,
trappi ng the governor of Syria, P. Co rnelius Dolabell a , in th e town
th ere. A naval defeat denied Dolabella an escape like th at of Pompey
from Brundisium, and Cassius p ro ceeded to threaten th e town wall with
an embankmen t, but th e town fell to betrayal. In th e foll owing year,
while Cassius moved on to besiege Rhodes, his co-co nsp ira to r, M.Junius
Brutus, assau lte d Xanthus. The townsfolk had demoli sh ed th e
ex tra mura l buildings to deny th eir use to th e besiegers as a source of

28 8. See New Vanguard 78: Greek and Roman Siege Machinery 399 Be- AD 363. pp. 35-6.



A selection of lead sling bullets

from the siege of Perusia, 411

40 Be. The thunderbolt motif,

which recurs on many bullets,

can be seen on no. 7. Some

bullets carry references to

legions and personalities,

such as no. 5, which names

Caesar's redoubtable centurion

Scaeva. Others carry insulting

obscenities, such as no. 2, which

names as its intended target

the sexual organs of Antony's

wife Fulvia. (C. ::!angemeister,

Ephemeris Epigraphica 6,
Rome & Berlin, 1885)

:::

.f.

6

timber; th ey took th e furth er precaution of di gging a 50ft ( 15m)
defensive ditch, but Brutus' troops wo rk ed n ight an d day to level out th e
te rrain , and th e Ro man siege machinery soon arrived at th e walls, wh e re
the townsfo lk lost no time in se tt ing fire to it. Plutarch claims that a
cha nge in th e wind blew th e flames back o n th e tow n, creating a
co n flagra tio n ( Brut. 30-3 1), but Appian writes that, when th e Romans
broke into th e town , th e inhabitants burned th emselves and their 29
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possessions on bonfires (App., BCiv. 4.80) . Wh ichever is true, the
destruction of th e town distressed Brutus, who had wanted only to extort
money and troops.

A full mechanised assa ult was necessary in 37 BC, when Herod th e
Great, in alliance with Antony's ge neral, C. Sosius, attempted to
recapture J erusalem from th e renegad e Antigonus. As in Pompey's siege
of 63 BC, em ba nkments were raised for th e advan ce of siege towers and
batte ring rams against th e city's formidable defences, a nd th e
fortificati ons of th e Temple platform were taken by escalade . An to ny
probabl y planned th e same kind of opera tio n when he arrived before
the Parthian capita l of Praaspa in 36 BC, but his 300 wagon-loads of
siege machinery lagged behind and easily fell prey to a Parthian attack.
Although he raised siege embankmen ts, perhaps hoping to use them for
an in fantry assau lt as Caesar had done at Avaricum, he was eventually
forced into an ignominious withdrawal, du rin g which he lost around
20,000 legionaries.

Earthwo rks and siege machinery captu re th e imaginati on, but Roman
armies had not lost th eir appetite for th e sim ple brutality of th e fron tal
assa ult. For exam ple, in 43 BC, P. Cornelius Dolab ella (destined to die
months later in Laodicea) took th e town of Smyrna in a classic COUI ) de
main under cove r of night; when th e ge neral in charge, C. Trebonius,
o rdere d hi s ca p tors to take him to Dolab ella, th ey replied that their
ge ne ra l wished to see on ly Trebonius' head (App., BCiv. 3.26) . In 35 BC,
O ctavian attempted a sto rmi ng assa ult a t Metulum, a town in present­
day Croatia , raising embankmen ts against th e walls and th rowing four
boarding bridges across; but when three of th em broke under the
weight of the intense hand-to-h and fighting, th e men refused to use the
fourth; until O ctavian himsel f ran ou t on to it. Although this one also
broke , th e townsfolk were sufficiently intimidated to surrender.

Rules of siegecraft?
Some scholars have argued that th e Romans were bound by law to spare
a town which surrendere d , but this is nonsense. It is clear that writers
like Sallus t and Appian expecte d an honourable commander to sh ow
some degree of mercy, but Mariu s' treatment of Capsa in 107 BC shows
that wider stra tegic re quire ments cou ld take precedence. As a further
exam ple , whil e th e Romans were engaged in se ttling a dynastic dispute
in Judaea in 57 BC, th e fortresses of Alexandrion, Hyrcania and
Machaerus were su rre ndered, yet th ei r defences were demolished, no
doubt to prevent th eir use by re bels. More usually, th e fate of a town
rested sim ply on the mood of th e co m man der, as with Sulla's sack of
Aecla num in 88 BC (see ab ove , p. 14). Praeneste provides a more
chi lling example : Sulla certainly spare d any Roman citizens among th e
population , but h e had all th e locals and th e hated Samnites
slaughtered, and plundered th e town 's wealth .

Another modern myth involves th e battering ra m as a sym bolic
initiator of th e siege. It has been various ly claimed th at, once th e
battering co m menced, th ere was no tu rning back; or th at th e op tio n of
su rre nder was rescinded as soon as th e battering ram touch ed th e wall.
This notion is easily dispelled by re fere nce to O ctaviari 's siege of
Me tulum , where hi s in iti al battering assau lt was foil ed by th e
co ns tructio n of a new wall behind th e breached wall ; when his attempt



to reach th e new wall by boarding bridge, th ough unsu ccessful ,
nevertheless alarmed th e townsfolk, he was happy to accept th eir
sur re nder. (In th e eve n t, th ey later reneged on th e peace terms and had
to be slaugh te re d.) But th e idea of the battering ram as a point of no
return derives from a misunderstanding of Caesar's ultimatum to th e
Atua tuci. He clearly implies that he will accept th eir surre nder, on ly if
they save him th e tro uble of bringing up his battering ra m; far from
obeying a fictional tenet of Roman law, he says th at he is doing this
'rather because it is his habi t [i.e. , to be merciful ] than because th e
Atua tuci might deserve it ' (Caes., BGall. 2.32) . Sch olars have also
pointed to Cice ro's ge nera l plea, th at mercy should be sh own, not o nly
to those who have been conquere d , but also to th ose who have
surrendered to avoid conquest, 'however much th e ram stru ck th eir
wall ' (Cic., Off 1.35). This is simply a rhe to rical flourish , and should not
be taken to pro ve th at th ere was a rule, whereby mercy was never shown
to those who su rre ndered during a batte ring attack.

SIEGE WARFARE DURING
THE PRINelPATE

When we turn to the Principate, th e period of Roman history that cove rs
the reign s of th e em perors down to AD 284, few sieges are kn own in
detail. Although O ctavian (known, from 27 BC, as the em peror Augustus)
continued to em ploy enc ircling tactics, for example at the mountain
stronghold known as Mons Medullius, greater emphasis was again given
to the storming assault. In AD 9, while cam pa igning in Dalmatia (an
area now encompass ing Croatia, Bosnia and Yugoslavia) , the armies of
Germanicus and the fu tu re em peror Tiberius stormed a succession of
strongholds (see Plate E). At Splonum, th ere is the curio us case of the
cavalryman who terrifi ed th e defenders by kn ocking down a sec tion of
parapet with a stone; and at Raetinum, the townsfolk waited for th e
Romans to break in, before setting fire to the place and fleeing to safe ty.

A generation late r, Cn . Domitius Co rbu lo, Nero 's successfu l general
(so successfu l that th e em peror had h im killed) , was famous for saying
tha t ' the pickax e was the means of vanquis h ing th e enemy' (Fron tin .,
Strat. 4.7 .2) . Although he might seem to have been advising the
reducti on of strongholds by di gging siege-works, Corbu lo was probably
advoca ting th e protection of a cam paig n ing army by carefu lly
entre nc h ing a camp eac h even ing. His dynamic style of siegec raft is
typified, not by earthworks, but by th e kind of storming assault
unl eash ed at Volandum in AD 58 . Having se t up a long-range barrage
from ca ta pu lts, slingers and sto ne throwers, he se n t one task force to
undermine th e defences, p ro tected by a testudo sh ie ld-formation, whi le
ano the r moved ladders up to th e wall ; ' the attack was so energe tic',
writes th e histo rian Tacitus, ' tha t within a th ird of th e day th e walls were
stripped of thei r defenders, th e barricades at th e ga te s were
overth rown, th e fortificati ons were scaled and ca p tu re d, and every
ad ult was butchered' (Ann. 13.39). Wh en his army subse q ue n tly arrived
outs ide Ar taxa ta, the townsfolk immediat ely su rrende red, th ereby
saving th ei r lives, a lthough nothin g co uld sto p Co rbu lo demol ish ing
their town . 31
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Aer ial view of Yodefat (Israel),

ancient Jotapata, looking south.

Archaeological investigations on

the northern slopes uncovered

mortar and rubble which perhaps

belonged to Vespasian's siege

embankment. Quantit ies of

arrowheads also came to li ght ,

along w ith two hobnails from

the sole of a leg ionary's boot.
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The Jewish War, AD 66-74
The readiness of Roman arm ies to storm fortifica tions is again appare nt
fro m the eve nts at suc h towns as J oppa, Gabara, J ap ha and Ge rasa,
during Rome 's First J ewish War. Typically, o nce th e defences were
sca led, a ll males of sword-bea ring age were slaugh te re d and th e
legio na ries were given free rein to plunder an d dest roy. But these ra pid
actio ns have been overshadowed by th e d etailed accou nts of mo re
e labora te operatio ns a t J otapat a , Ga mala an d J erusalem, and th e
spec tac u lar a rchaeologica l re mains a t Masada,

At J otapata in th e early su mmer of AD 67, after th e defenders had
end u red a week of assaults and had beaten each one back , th e future
emperor Vespasian decided to cons truc t an em bankmen t up to the walls.
His intention , like Caesar's at Avaricum, was to enable his legionaries to
sto rm across on to the battlements, but the d efenders foi led his p lan by
he igh tening th e town wall at this point. The h isto rian J oseph us, who was
present as th e d efending general, records th at Vespasian th en brough t
up a ba tte ring ram , under cover of a missile barrage (see Pla te D). But,
although the wall was fina lly breached, the Roman attack was repulsed
and Vespasian had no option but to in crease the scale of the operation,
yet again . T his tim e , three 50ft ( 15m) iron-clad siege towers were
co ns truc ted to overlook the town walls," whi le th e emba n kmen t was
again height ened. Finally, writes J osephus, 'on th e forty-seventh day, th e
Ro man embankmen ts overtopped th e wall' (HJ 3.3 16) ; th at night, th e
legionaries sile n tly crossed over into th e town and began th e slaug h ter,
sparing on ly th e women and ch ild re n to be so ld into slave I) '.

( roll / i ll IIn/ Oil /mKP4 / )

9. See New Vanguard 78: Greek and Roman Siege Machinery399 Be-AD 363. plate F and p. 46 for a similar machine.
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The ancient site of Gamala

(Israel), a steep-sided hill

accessible only from the east,

along a narrow neck of land

(bottom right). The town wall was

breached below the synagogue

(bottom left). Over the years,

archaeological work has

turned up huge quantities of

arrowheads and small ballista

balls. (© Author)

Some months la te r, at Gamala, Vespasian again countered difficult
terrain by bui ld ing an e m ban kmen t fo r battering rams. But when the
legionaries eage rly b urst in to the town, they were hinde red by th e steep,
narrow str eets, and presented a sta tic target for th e missi les of th e
d efenders, huddled high o n th e h illsid e. They withdrew as rapidly as
possible , but a second a ttack su cceeded, aft er one of th e towers o n th e
town wall was undermined. The legionaries se t about th e ir usual
business, and accord ing to J ose p h us (pe rhaps exaggera ting only a little )
' b lood, pouring downhill , flooded th e whole town ' ( BJ 4.72 ) .

The war reached its climax in AD 70 when, ye t again , a Roman army
arrived ou tside J erusalem. Vespasiari 's son, Titus, orchestrated a fu ll­
sca le siege, no doubt fu lly aware of previous Ro man operations he re. A~
Tacitus la ter com mented , 'all th e devices for conq ue ring a tow n, known
from th e ancients o r newly thought u p , were assembled' (His t. 5.13) .
Three em ban kmen ts were co ns truc ted to carry battering rams aga inst
th e outer wall , a new defence since th e days of Po m pey and Hero d ; a
seco nd wall was breached an d taken ; th en two pai rs o f em ba n kmen ts
were th rown up against th e Temple platfo rm. When o ne pai r co llapsed
to undermining, and th e o ther went up in flam es, T itus briefl y flirted
with th e id ea of blockading th e city, and had his men co ns truct a
40-stade (7km) encircling wall, com ple te with 13 forts. As usual with
major construction projects , th e work gangs vied with one another to be
fir st finished; ' the whole thing was built in three days' , writes J osephus
(Bj 5.509) ; ' fo r work wo rt hy of mo n th s, th e speed d efied beli ef
(prompting one translator to comment wryly, ' in deed it does!' ) . But, as 41



SO ofte n in th e past, no soon e r was th e e ncirclemen t co m ple te than th e
assa u lt began agai n in ea rnest. A new cm ban kmen t ca rried rams up to
th e formidable An to n ia fortress, which sa t at the corne r of the Te m p le
platform ; the demolit io n of th e fo rtress opened up a b ro ad asc en t o n to
th e pla tform itse lf, where th e Temple was finally d est royed, desp ite
T itus' protestatio ns. In th e days and weeks to fo llow, th e loo ting and
slaugh tc r spread d own in to th e city.

Although the fall of J enlsalem signalle d the end of the war, rebels
still h eld three of the fort ified palaces origi nally built by Herod . At th e
firs t of th ese , Herod ium , we kn ow nothi ng of the siege . At th e seco nd,
Machaerus in prese nt-day J o rd a n , J osephus reco rds that , ' a fte r
reconno itring the vicin ity, [the Ro man co m man de r Sextus Lu cilius
Bassus] d ecid ed to make hi s a p proach by heapin g up [an em bankme nt]
in the eas te rn ravine , and se t to work, hu rryin g to ra ise th e em ban k­
ment swift ly a nd th e re by mak e th e siege easy' ( BJ i. 190) . The
a rchaeological remains show that, o n th e con tra ry, Bassus planned his
assault fro m th e west. It is on this side th at th e un fin ish ed siege
em ban kmen t can still be seen, and so me way behind it a sm all ca m p
of 0. 18ha , whi ch mi ght have accommoda ted 100 or so me n with in its
2.9m-th ick ra m parts. Anoth e r n in e or ten ca m ps , most of th em much
smaller, arc d otted aro u nd th e site , lin ked by th e d isjo inted Icngths of a
3km circ u m vallatio n . H owever, it was not by assa u lt tha t Bassus
co nq ue re d the place , but by a ruse : having cap tu red o ue of the rebe ls
trying to attack the Ro man lin es, Bassus th rea ten ed to crucify h im ,
whe re upon th e defenders su rrendere d .

The siege of Masada, AD 74
T he third of Herod 's palaces provid ed th e se tt ing for the most famous
siege of the J ewish War, pe rh aps the best-known siege of a ll, a t Masada;
alo ng with Numantia and Alesia , it offers th at ra rest of op portu ni ties,
the comb in ing of h istorical narrati ve with archaeology. Bassus had di ed
in office , so a new Ro man co m mander, L. Flavius Silva, was se nt out; the
evidence of in scriptions suggests that he was given th e J udaean

42 com mand some tim e in AD i 3, and must have arrived lat e in th e yea r to

ABOVE LEFT Scene from the Arch

of Titus (Rome), showing the

plunder from Jerusalem paraded

in the triumph of AD 71.

Garlanded men can be seen

carrying placards (left and

centre), probably describing the

indiv idual exhibits, and anot her

carries the seven-branched

candelabrum, or menorah, looted

from the Temple. (© R. Cowan)

ABOVE RIGHT Scene f ro m the

Arch of T itus (Rome), showing

the young Caesar (ri ght ) r id ing in

a four-horse chariot, w ith w inged

Victory standing behind. On his

return from the J ewish War in

AD 71 , Titus celebrated a joint

triumph with his father, the

reigning emperor Vespasian,

thus emphasising the dynastic

succession. (© R. Cowan)



begin preparations for th e siege. Like Scip io at
Numan tia, h e ' im media te ly se ized th e wh ole area
by establishing garrisons in th e most su ita b le
locati ons, th rew up a wall in a ring arou nd th e
whole fo rtress, so th a t it would not be easy fo r any
of th e besieged to escape, and di stributed men to
keep watch' Qoseph. , BJ7.275- 6 ).

Stu dying ae rial photographs of th e site in 1929,
the Brit ish arc haeologist Ch ris to p her Hawkes
bel ieved that Silva had first encam ped o n th e east
side in Cam p B, before transferring his legio n to

Cam p F in th e west. However, recognisin g a
paralle l with Nurnan tia, Sch u lte n realised that th e
two posit ions were co mple men tary. Silva was
sim p ly fo llowi n g the sta ndard practice o f
ens uring maxim u m visib ility of th e besieged
for tress; in this res pect, Ca m ps Band F fu lfil th e
same role as Castilleja an d Dehesilla (or Pena
Red on da ) a t Nu man tia, an d Ca m ps A (or B) an d
Cat Alesia . Once th e 4J.:!km siege-wall was laid o ut,
Camp C wou ld have p rovided the manpower to
patro l th e easte rn secto r; at 0.43ha, it should be
classified as a small fort but, lacking th e fo rt 's
usu a l ad m in istra tive bui ldings, it cou ld have
accom modated arou n d 500 men . The simi la rly
sized Cam p E probably fu lfilled th e sa me ro le in
the west. T he smalle r encam p men ts, A and D in
the east, G an d H in th e west , perhaps eac h held
200 to 300 men . Visitors to th e site ca n still
apprecia te the observa tio nal ro le of tiny Ca m p H , whose posItIon
perched hi gh o n th e sou thern cliffs parallels that of Ca nal a t Numantia.

Havin g encircled the enemy fo rtress, Silva began th e next phase of
assau lt by co ns truc ting an em ban kment. Aga in , th ese were tri ed an d

ABOVE Aerial view of Machaerus,

looki ng east across the fortified

palace (centre). In the foreground

lies the main Roman camp

(bottom right), and above it

there are faint traces of the

siege embankment mentioned

by Josephus. (© D. L. Kennedy.
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Camp C at Masada, viewed from

the west. Schulten int erp re ted

the rows of dry-stone structures

inside the camp as barrack

blocks, but the British

archaeologist Sir Ian Richmond

suggested that they were dwarf

walls on which the soldiers

pitched their tents to obtain

cooler accommodation w ith

less effort. (© Author) 4 :
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tested tactics, but the logi sti cal feat seems
in credible to th e presen t-day visitor. J osephus says
that Silva found only o ne p lace ca pab le of
supporting an embankme n t, namely Leuke (' the
whi te place ' ) , wh ich he describes as a 've l)' broad
rocky promi nence wh ich ra n far ou t, 300 cubits
[135m] below th e heigh t of Masada ' (llj 7.305).
When Sch ulte n exp lo red th e site in 1932, he was
accompanied by General Adolf Lamme rer, who
sus pected th at the Ro mans had simp ly built the
fra mewo rk of their emban kmen t o n to an existing
sp u r, j u tt ing fro m th e side of Masada. This has
n ow been p roven by the geologist Dan Gill, who
has estima ted th at th e bulk of th e presen t-day
ra m p is a natu ral cha lk o utcrop, topped by 4-5m
o f co m pac ted debris. The striking colo ra tion of
th e chalk sp ur suggests th at th is was J osephus'
Leuk e (although its base lies 300 [eet below th e
p lat eau, not 300 cubi ts) .

'Asce nd ing o n to it and occupyin g it' , writes
Josephus, 'Silva o rd e red hi s army to pil e up an
e mban kment. Workin g eagerly and with many
hands, th e em ban kme n t was firml y ra ised up to

200 cu bits [90 m]. But he though t that it was neithe r fir m en ough nor
su ffic ie n tly la rge to be a fo u ndatio n fo r machinery , so a layer of la rge
sto nes was fitt ed togethe r o n top, 50 cu bits [22m ] in breadth and
heigh t' (josep h ., BJ 7.306-7) . No ves tiges o f th is extra layer have ever
been fo un d . It is so metimes in te rpreted as a se pa ra te pla tfo rm at the
head of the e mban kmen t, bu t Silva 's siege tower required a smooth
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The largest ballista used by

Roman armies shot stones

weighing 80 Roman pounds

(1 talent, or 26kg). It was

probably a machine of this size

t hat, according to Josephus,

smashed the battlements at

Jotapata and knocked a man's

head cleanly off h is shoulders.

The experimental machine

depicted here was built for BBC

Television; it is probably set at

too hi gh an angle for optlmum

44 shoot ing. (@ A. Wilkins)

Plan of Masada, showing Flavius

Silva's circumvallation w ith

associated camps (labelled B

and F) and forts. The security

of the exposed eastern stretch

was t ightened by a series of

t ow ers . An earlier camp appears

t o underlie C, and may have

belonged to an advanced

reconnaissance party. (@ Author)



General Adolf Lammerer first

realised that the Roman siege

embankment at Masada was

bu ilt on an ex isting geological

spur, sloping up to the fortress.

His suggested gradient of 1go

required up to 20m of material

to be added (shown here as

a dashed line). More recently,

Dan Gill has suggested that

only about 1m has eroded from

the present-day surface.

(@ Author, after Lammerer)
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The stronghold of Bettir (Israel)

was blockaded by Hadrian's

general, C. Julius Severus,

during the Second Jewish War

(AD 131-35). The siege-works

are known only f rom fi eld-w alk ing

and aerial reconnaissance.

The double wall which Schulten

detected at the north-west

comer may simply be the result

of a realignment. (@ Author)
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runway right up to the wall. Hawkes' suggestio n of a sto ne ca useway
running up the crest of th e em ban km en t is th e most plausibl e , but
Josephus ' measurements are problematic, unless his '200 cu bits' refers
to th e original sp ur, and hi s '50 cubits' to the material pi led on top
by th e Romans. However, Gill has suggested that, originally, this
material averaged o n ly 8m in thickness (6m along th e crest, 10m on the
sloping flanks) , creating a smooth runway whi ch , a t its apex, fell 12m
sho rt of Masada's su m mit. Certa in ly, this would exp lain th e extreme
height whi ch J osephus a ttribu tes to Silva 's siege tower; but a t 60 cu bits
(27m), the top 10m o f the tower would still have overlooked th e
fortress battlements.

The iron-clad tower was reportedly eq uipped with ca tap ults, and
probably also held th e battering ram which Silva finally deployed against
the wall. However, it was well known that rams worked most successfu lly
against sto ne fortifications, by dis lodging individual blocks and shaking
the wall apart, so when the Ro mans brea ched Masada's wall, th e
defenders threw up a timber-laced earthwo rk, against whi ch the ram was
powerless. As J oseph us says, 'the blows of
th e machinery were weak from being
directed against material whi ch yielded
and se tt led with th e battering and became
more so lid' (llj 7.314). Accordingly, Silva
reso rted to the age-old exped ie n t of
setting fire to th e woodwork, but next day
when his troops en te red Masada they
found th at th e defenders had com m itt ed
mass sui cide.

Modern scholars often imagine that
th is period was th e hi gh water mark of
anc ie n t siege warfare , a lthough no
obvio us superiority ca n be di scerned over
th e siegecraft of Su lla o r Caesar. Marsd en
pointed to the 160 art illery pieces that
Vesp asian deployed a t J o tapa ta as being a
decisive fact or, a nd it is true that,
apart from th eir firepower, th e ir psych­
ologica l effec t must have bolstered the
army's performance whi le e ro d ing the
defenders ' confidence. But th e tacti cs



46

of th e period can readi ly be parallel ed li-OI11
the sieges o f ea rl ie r times. Th e massive
preparations at Jotapata re ca ll those of
Caesar a t Avaricum; th e d esp erate stree t
fighting in Gamala ca n be matched by
Caesar's repu lse from Ge rgovia ; and at
Masada, th e circu mvalla tio n is a di stant ec ho
of Scipio 's encirclemen t of Numantia , whi le
Silva 's tacti cs are th e direct d escendant of
Cice ro 's at Pindenissus .

Sieges of the second century AD
Even during th e periods of conquest th at
marked th e reigns of em pero rs like Tra jan
(r. AD 97-117) and Septimius Severus (r. AD
193-211 ) , reports of sieges are few and far
between. This is not to say th at no siege warfare occurred: only that th e
relevant h istorical reports have not su rvived . For exam ple, Trajau's
Colum n in Ro me shows scenes of Dacian tribesm en attacking Roman
fortifications, and Romans attacking Dacian hillforts, and th e Colum n of
Marcu s Aurelius has scenes of legionari es looting German villages . It is
particularly unfortunate that we lack a full d escription of th e ep ic siege
whi ch grip ped Byzantium between AD 193 and 195, as the d efenders
strove to repulse Severns' ge ne ral, L. Marius Maximus.

Siege warfare in th e Eas t was overshadowed by three unsuccessfu l
attempts on Hatra in present-day Iraq . First, Trajan attemp ted to capture
th e prosperous desert town in AD 117, but was almost shot wh ile
reconnoitring; poor weather and th e attentions of troublesome ins ects
fo rced h is withdrawal. Then, ca m paign ing in th e same area 80 years
late r, Septimius Severus twice lost his siege machine ry to the defen de rs'
incendiary a ttac ks (AD 198/199 ). On th e sec o nd attempt, he managed
to brea ch th e outer wall ,10 but even 20 days in th e stilling heat was too

10. See New Vanguard 78: Greek and Roman Siege Machinery 399 Be-AD 363. plate G and p. 47.

Selection of sling stones, roughly

6cm in diameter and averaging

250g in weight, recovered from

excavations at Tel Betar (ancient

Bettir). Ballistic tests show that

sling stones generally travelled

farther than the lighter clay

missiles, but fell far short of the

smaller, denser lead variety. Over

distances of around 80m, sling

stones could be quite effective,

although lacking the devastating

armour-piercing potential of lead

slugs. (© D. Ussishkin)

Corpse discovered in Tunnel 1,

behind Tower 19 at Dura

Europos. Presumed to have been

one of the besiegers, as he was

facing the town when he fell on

his ba ck, he was perhaps cut

down by Roman soldiers, int ent

on disrupting t he Persian siege

operations. He wears a ringmail

coat, and a Persian-style helmet

lay nearby. (© Yale University

Art Gallery)
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long for his Eu ropean vete rans, who were al ready resen tfu l afte r hi s
execu tion of thei r favourite offi cer; Severus, like Trajan , had to
acknowledge defeat at Hatra.

Sieges of the third century AD
Histo rical so u rces fo r warfare in th e thi rd ce ntury are even more
fragmentary than fo r the second, and modern co mmentators shy away
fro m discussion . Fo rtuna tely, archaeology has come to th e rescu e with
two sp le nd id siege sites, the first at Dura Europos in Syria and the
second at Crem na in south-west Tu rkey.

Around AD 256, th e Roman garrison occupying the d esert town of
Dura Eu ro pos began preparati ons to withs tand an im pend ing Persian
attac k. A~ the town was protected by natura l ravin es to th e north , so uth
and eas t, only th e western side required a tten tio n; here, th e Ro mans
shored up th e wall with great slopi ng banks of earth in fro n t and
be hi nd . This had less to d o with keeping siege mach in ery away from the
walls, which cou ld best have been ac h ieved by d iggi ng wide d itches, and
mo re to d o with tackling und e rmini ng; for, if the walls we re
undermined, the makes hift bu tt resses wou ld encourage slumping
ra ther than total co llapse. And, in deed, when th e Persians successfu lly
underm in ed Tower 19, midway alo ng th e town wall, o nly th is emergency
shoring p reserved th e d efences. However, th e subsequent abandonment
of th e town suggests that it was finally cap tured.

In the early 1930s, a Franco-American team ofarchaeologists discovered
a Persian tunnel (Tun ne l l), measuring approximately 1.20m wide by

Plan of the Persian siege­

works at Dura Europos. The

convoluted arrangement of

tunnels underneath the siege

embankment would benefit

from further archaeological

investigation. The feature

running north-west from Tower

13, once thought to be a Roman

countermine, is probably a

natural fi ssure . (© Author)
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I .75m high , passing under the comer of
Tower 19 and turning to n m beneath the
town wall for about 15m. Following a tried
and tested method, the Persian sappers must
have shored up their work as they proceeded,
so tha t the tower and adjacent curtain wall sat,
not on bedrock, but on timber beams, which
would subseque ntly be fired to bri ng down
the fortifications.11 Alerted to the Persian
mining operations, perhaps by the sound of
pick-axes or by the sigh t of the accum ulating
debris in the desert to the west, the Roman
defenders d ug th eir own countermine,
intending to forestall th e Persian plan (see
Plate F). In the event, the mine was fired , but
the Persians must have been dismayed to see
that the tower still stood.

It was probably at th is stage that they
bega n to co ns truct a siege embankmen t,
some way to th e sou th, beyond Tower 15.
However, it seems that th ei r work was
hampered by missile fire fro m Tower 14, the
southern most tower, sitting j ust where the
wes te rn desert wall turns and heads east
along th e b rink of th e so uthern ravine. To
neutrali se th is threat, the Pe rsians d ug
another tunnel (Tunnel 2), en te ring fro m
the concealmen t of th e ravin e and skilfu lly
directi ng its sinuous co urse right under th e
tower. An other smalle r tunnel branched off,
back to the ravine , perhaps as a ventilation
shaft for th e main co mbustion cham ber.

Aga in , th e massive buttressing of the wall prevented th e to we r 's
co mple te demolition, but its walls came apart as they sank into the min e.

We can only speculate as to the purpose of the curious knot of
tun nels which passed underneath the siege e mban kmen t. The
excavator, the Co m te du Mesni l du Buisso n , co ncl uded , from his study
of th e pick-marks in th e rock, that th e two main tunnels were dug by the
Persians. Accord ing to his scheme, as Tun nel 4 passed beneath th e town
wall, it was in te rce pted by th e Romans, who then pro ceeded to burrow
up in to th e embankmen t in th e hope of destabilisin g it. That th ey
succeeded , arg ue d th e Co m te, is proven by th e pronounced shelf which
can be seen half-way alo ng th e embankment; fu rth e rmo re , burn t areas
exposed during its excavation showed th a t, in th e Corn te 's opin ion, two
ga lle ries had been dug and fire d . In res ponse, th e Persian s dug another
tunnel (Tun nel 3) which , after passing und er th e town wall, tu rn ed
north and broke into a large chamber where th e Roman sappers were
alleged ly ga thering. Finally, having neutra lised the threat from Tunnel
4, the Persians used Tunnel 3 to invade th e town, d iverting attentio n
from their co lleagues sto rming up th e partly collapse d em bankmen t

Roman siege-works

Plan of the siege-works at

Cremna. The west wall of the

town (right), built in Hellenistic

t imes, faces a double line of

siege-works across the broad

natural valley that serves as

the town's forward defence.

(© Author)

48 11. See Elite 121: Ancient Siege Warfare: Persians, Greeks, Carthag inians and Romans 546-146 BC, figure on p. 60.



outside . Although plausible , th e en tire scena rio rests o n a rc haeological
evidence whi ch is ca pable of more than one in te rp re ta tio n . Only fu rt he r
investigati on will clarify the co urse o f even ts.

T he siege of Crem na in AD 2iS is more straightforward . The historian
Zosim us rela tes th at, when a Roman arrnv a rrived in th e area to deal with,
a ba nd it ch iefta in named Lydius, th e latter took refuge in th is well­
forti fied town , wh ich was d efended o n th ree sid es by impassable cl iffs.
His ploy to expel all those who could not bear arms backfired when the
refu gees were he rded ba ck int o th e town , so he tossed th em over th e
cliffs. Lydius is said to have re lied upon o ne man in particul ar, 'skilled in
the cons truc tio n of machines and capable of shooting missiles fro m
mach ines with great accuracy' (Zos. I.iO ) ; when th is art ille ryman was
punished for uncha racte ristically missin g his a im, h e de fected to the
Romans and used his skill to shoot Lydius as he stood at an ope n window.

Zosimus gives n o hint of th e siege-works whi ch came to light in th e
19S0s. Archaeologists fo und th e remains of two paralle l wa lls, ro ugh ly
250m a pa rt , running acro ss th e o n ly access route to th e to wn ; eac h was
equipped with a syste m of tu rre ts to ass ist in su rve illa nce . As th e o n ly
iden tifiable cam p, a tiny 0.1i ha enclosu re, was tacked o n to th e outside
of the o u te r lin e , th e excava to r beli eved th at the siege-wo rks fo rmed a
double wall facing th e town. Howeve r, th e orient at io n of th e tu rre ts
shows th at the weste rn wall faced o utwa rds in th e manner of a
bicircu mva lla tion . The b ulk of the troops wo uld have ope ra ted in the
area between th e wall s, like Scipio's a rmy a t Carthage. I :!

In time-honoured fashi on , th e co nstruc tio n of the siege lines was
followed by p repa rations for assault. T he most st rikin g feature at Crem na
is a huge artificia l mound that spans th e valley between th e siege lines
and the town wall. Although th is has been in terpre ted as an a rt ille ry
platform to e nable a short-ra nge barrage against th e defences, it bears all
the hallm arks of a n unfi nis hed siege em ba n kmen t. 0 doubt a batteri ng
ram stood by, ready to roll forward when th e remain ing 20m ga p was
fi lled . Ce rtain ly, th e response of the townsfolk was to thi cken th e town
wall at this point with a 15m-deep co un te r-mo und , obvio usly in tended to

12. see Elite 121: Ancient Siege Warfare: Persians, Greeks, Carthaginians and Romans 546-146 BG. plate G and p, 63.

The so-called siege mound at

Cremna, v iewed from the north.

The excavator interpret ed it

as an artillery platform, while

acknowledging that it might

eventually have carried a

column of storm troops over

the town wall. In fact, it bears

all the hallmarks of a siege

embankment, and was probably

intended to bring a battering

ram up to the wall. (© S. Mitchell)
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re in force th e curtain wall agains t the imminent
battering a ttack. However, the assassina tion of
Lydius must have led to th e town's surrender.

THE ELEMENTS OF
ROMAN SIEGECRAFT

The encampment
It was a matter of ro utine fo r a Ro man army to
fort ify a ca m p after each day's march. Suc h ca m ps
are explici tly mentioned at seve ra l sieges, and it
seems reasonab le to suppose th a t, in most cases,
the besieging general's first ac t was to provide sec u re accom modation
fo r h is men. Once the army had moved up for th e siege, new
e ncam pments were required. The h isto rica l sources suggest that it
was co m mon to establish two cam ps in co m plemen tary posit ions,
th us ens u ring co mple te visua l coverage of the enemy town. Often,
su p plemen tary guard posts were sited all around to keep a closer watch ,
in many cases linked by a co n tin uous barrier of so me kind . Vege tius,
writing p robably in the late 4th ce n tury, exp lains that ' besiegers make a
d itch beyo nd m issile range and fu rnish it no t o n ly with a rampart and
palisade but also with turre ts, so that th ey ca n withs tand so rt ies from th e
town; th ey call suc h a siege-work a loricula' tEp it, rei mil. 4.28).

The circumvallation
T he term 'ci rc umva llation ' is not fou nd in Latin lite rature. Anc ient
authors often use verbs with the prefix circum ('around') to indicate the
surround ing of a town: for example , circummunire, to surrou nd with a
wall, or circu muallare, to surround with a rampart. Bu t there was no
special word to replicate the Greek periteichismos. At Alesia , Caesar refers
simply to ' th e Roman fort ifications ' (BGali. 7.78) , and h is forts at
Dyrrach iu m were linked by 'continuous forti fications' (BCiv. 3.44).

The Persian siege embankment

at Dura Europos, viewed from
the south-west. Excavations in

the 1930s demonstrated that it

was piled up between twin banks

of mud brick, the right-hand one

almost 2m thick, which perhaps

continued above the level of the

causeway to form side walls.

Tower 15 can be seen on the

left. (@ M. C. Bishop)

Bumswark (Scotland), viewed

from the west. The magnificent

remains of two Roman camps

can be seen,

one on either side of the

besieged hillfort. The siege

is likely to have taken place

in the later second century AD.

(@ G. D. B. Jones)



H owever, in a rare excep tio n to the rule, h e refers to th e ra m part and
forts with wh ich he in vested Corfin ium as a circu mmunitio, which literally
means a 's urround ing fo rt ificatio n' (Beill. 1.19). More usually, in order
to indicate a circ u mvallatio n, writers em ployed a phrase suc h as Cicero's
d escription of Pompey at Brundisium, 'pen ned in with ditch and
rampart' (A d A lt. 9.12) . An d th e au th o r o f th e Bellum H ispaniense uses a
different circ u mlocution, when he writes that 'Caesar besieged Ategua
with fortifi cations, and began to draw arms around th e town' tBl-lisp.
6) .13 In rare cases like Alesia , with its d ouble siege lines, th e secon d line
was quite simply designated ' the o ute r fortificati ons' ( BGali. 7.77) .

In th e 19th ce n tury, Na poleon III confused th e issu e by re ferring to
Caesar's lin es of investment, for exam ple a t the town of th e Aduatuci , as
' con trevallations' . Wh en he turned to A1esia, he applied th e same te rm to
th e in ner lin e , and dubbed th e outer lin e th e 'c irconvallat io n ', T his was
th e traditional vocabulary used by French milita ry th eorists to describe th e
double lin es of eart hworks com mo n in 15th- and 16th-eentury siege
warfa re . However, Schulten deplored th e French te rminology, and
proposed reversing th e two te rms used by Napoleon , so that th e inner line
(indeed the only line , where a single siege wall was used) was th e
circumualiatio, and th e far more rarely used outer lin e was given th e
modern name of 'co n travalla tio ri '. French scholars traditionally retain
Na poleon 's termin ology for th e site of Alesia, but its use elsewhere should
be discouraged.

In te restingly, th e author of the Bellum Alexandrinum refers to th e
siege-works a t Ulia, wh ich may have been of th e bicircumvall ati on varie ty
(a bove, p. 27) , as both mu nitiones ('fortifica tio ns ') an d opera ('works'), in
th e sa me se ntence (BAlex. 63) . This is another problemati c te rm, as th e
anc ie nts drew n o di stinction between th e building of earthworks and th e
build ing of machin ery; both co uld happily be labe lled 'works' , and often

13. An individua l length of wall was often called a bracchium , 'arm ', or in Greek a sketos, ' leg' .

Plan of Narbata (Israel). where a

Roman c ircumvallation has been

recognised. The site exhibits

several peculiarities, such as

the small size of the three camps

(marked B, C and 0). only one

of which is attached to the siege

wall. The gaps in the north and

south-west sectors may have

been created by torrents in the

Wadi el-Jiz, but the encirclement

perhaps remained open to the

south. Camp A is purely

speculative. (© Author)
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only the co n text indicates th e author's intention. For example, writing
about th e siege of Arnbracia in 189 BC, Livy draws a distinction between
th e munimenta 'by which th e town was surrounded ' and th e opera 'whi ch
th e co nsul prepared to move up to th e walls' (Livy 38.5. 1); th e first are
fortifications, and th e sec o nd are machines. On th e other hand, when
Hirtius writes that, in 51 BC, Caninius constructed opera around
Uxellodunum (BGall. 8.37 ) , he is referring to the circumvalla tion .

T he d itch and palisade was probably the most co m mon fo rm of
barrier. Even when a so litary di tch is mentioned, as at Athens in 86 BC
or Tigranocerta in 69 BC, the upcast material perhaps formed a low
rampart. Of cou rse, a ditch on its own, eve n a substantial one , may not
seem a particularly secure barrier, but it would have served to apply th e
psychological pressure of con tainmen t. This was su rely a major part of
th e strategy behind circ umvalla tion. However, th e Austrian sch olar
Georg Veith, overly infl uenced by umantia and Alesia , co ncluded th at
Roman strategists must have favoured th e blockade . The maxim
attributed to Scipio Aemilianus, that on ly a reck less general would fight
before there was any need, became misinterpreted as meaning that a
good ge neral took no risks ; this in turn was taken as proof that the
Romans preferred to starve an enemy into submission than risk
shedd ing blood. Certainly, Schulten
believed that the siege of Numan tia
(and , by exte ns io n, Alesia) em bodied
th e famous strategy of sedendo et
cunctando (' sitt in g and waiting' ) ,
whereby Q. Fabius Max imus had worn
Hannibal down . Unfortunately, this has
led many modern scholars to attribute
an entirely imaginary policy of 'patien t
obstinacy and thoroughness' to Ro man
besiegers. But in doin g so , they ignore
th e many instances of towns taken by
sudden and bloody assau lt.

The siege embankment
As we have seen , th ere was ofte n a
requirement to pile up an emba nkme n t
against th e enemy wall, occasionally to
elevate infan try for a massed attack
across the battlements, but in most cases
to facilitate th e advance of wheeled
machinery ac ross rough terrain , or
where th e approach was im peded by
ravines o r gullies. It seems that all
manner of materi al could be used in
its cons tructio n; a Byzantine lexi con
defines a siege embankmen t as 'a device
of war erec ted from stones and timbers
and heaped-up earth' . The prevalence
of wood is confirmed by the many
occasions on which defenders atte mpted

52 to se t th em alight - for exam ple ,

Napoleon located the town of

the Atuatuci at Namur, and

suggested a likely course

for Caesar's siege rampart

(here labelled 'cont re vall at ion

supposee'), but it is considerably

shorter than the reported

15,OOOft (4Y. km). (Napoleon III ,
Histoire de Jules Cesar, II:
Guerre des Gauls, Paris 1866)



Avaricu m (see Plate B), Uxe llod un urn, Massilia, j o tapa ta (see Plate D) ,
j erusalem - a nd wood fragm en ts were found in th e em bankmen t a t
Masada. The poet Lu can describes Trebonius' em ban kment at Massi lia as
eart h and brushwood com p ressed by a timber framework at th e sid es.

Liebenam beli eved that, as a ge neral rule , th e siege em ban kmen t
advanced , laye r by laye r, u n til it reached th e top o f th e e nemy wall.
However, in d ivid ual d esigns vari ed. At Avaricum , Caesa r 's troops still
had to sca le th e wall, probably usin g lad de rs, whereas at jotapata
Vespasian was a im ing for th e battlements, before th e defenders
heightened th e wall; having modified h is tacti cs to allow a batterin g
attac k, Vespasian returned to hi s orig inal plan and th e em ban kment was
again ra ised to overtop th e walls. T h e topography at Gamala called for a
different approach ; he re , th e em ban kmen t sim p ly eve ned out th e rough
and broken terrain so that machin ery could be brought up to th e wall.
'I'Ve read of defenders attempting to un de rm ine em ban kments, whi ch
suggesrs that th ey could be substa n tial struc tu res , even if th ey did not
rise to battlement level. For exam ple, at Piraeus, the walls stood on a 2m
plinth of e no rmous square d blocks, so it is fa ir to assume that Su lla 's
em ban kmen t was in tended to ca rry batterin g rams above this layer.

Liebenam 's layer-by-laye r appro ac h is probably also mistaken. Stoffel's
alte rn ative suggestion is more att rac tive, that the work proceeded in huge
steps, eac h ga ining its max im um height before th e next was begun. In this
way, an unfinished em ba n kmen t would not resemble Liebenam's low
platform, which had achieved its desired length but not yet its target
height; on th e co ntrary, it would resemble Stoffel's mound, rising up in
steps to its intended height, but still some way from th e enemy wall. T his is
exactly what we find at Machaerus, where th e stead ily Jising em ba n kmen t
was halted 50m short of its goal. Equally, th e em ban kmen t at Cremna stops
20m short of th e wall; its excess ive width m ust have been caused by the
spread ing of th e constituent earth and stones down into th e valley.

Siege machinery
There was a lo ng tradition of writing instructions for besiegers an d th e
besieged , particularly concern ing th e co ns truc tio n of machinery. Unde r
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Schulten envisaged Scip io's

towers at Numantia as two­

storey, four-post structures,

boarded on the outside. He

int erpret ed the massive post­

holes, found behind the 4m-wide

siege-wall near Dehesilla, as

marking the rear of the tower,

and reasoned that the front

legs must have been planted

within the stone siege wall.

(© Author, after Schulten)

North-east corner of Camp C at

Alesia, viewed from the air. The

camp ditch presents itself as

a thick dark line, broken at the

12m-wide gateway. Two parallel

lines of defences lie beyond

the gateway, protecting it from

outside in the manner of a

titutus; also, the ditch can

fa intly be seen curving inw ard s,

covering the gate on the inside.

A smaller 'postern' can be seen

to the right, where the ditch

of the circumvallation meets

the corner of the camp.

(© Archeologie aerlenne

Rene Goguey) 53
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the patronage of the e m peror Augus tus , the a rc h itec t-engineer Vit ruvius
d evo ted book 10 of h is De architectura (' O n Arc h itecture') to machines
o f vari o us sorts, some of wh ich 'we re inve nt ed as a pro tection agai nst
danger a nd a necessity for safety' (De arch. 10.10, I ) , Much the sa me
g ro und was covere d by At he nae us , who wro te his Peri meclumematon (' O n
Machinery' ) for Augustus ' ne p hew a nd so n-in -law. Bu t the ir texts
conce n trate on Hell en istic siege machines, an d it is unclea r how
relevant th ese d escrip tio ns wou ld have been to Augustan wa r fa re .
Ce rta in ly, th e p hil osophe r O nasa nder, whose Strategilws (' T he Gene ral')
was add ressed to o ne of th e co nsuls o f AD 49 , recommended that the
siege co m m a nder sho uld be fam ilia r with a range of eq uipment, so that
he could make a n info rm ed cho ice; but hi s ow n in cl in atio n see ms to
have bee n fo r the storm in g assa u lt, del ive red in waves , p referably where
it wo uld be least expected , Sim ilarly, in h is Strategemata (,Stra tagems'), the
h igh-rankin g gene ra l a nd adm inistrato r Frontin us (a three-times co ns ul,
la tt e rly as th e e m pe ro r
Tra jau 's co lleague ) e n tirely
d isregarded siege-works
a n d m achi nery, in th e
be lief tha t ' the ir invention
was lo ng since co m ple te d,
and I see no substa nce for
furth er perfection ' (S tr.
3./m len,

Fro nt in us ' j u dge ment
was pre matu re , Besides th e
rad ica l overha ul of a rti llery
construction, ge nerally da ted
to the period around AD
100,1 4 we have th e work of

14. See New Vanguard 89: Greek and
Roman Artillery 399 Be-AD 363, plate E
and pp . 37 & 45.

View of Masada from the west.

The white mass of the siege

embankment is clearly visible

climbing the s ide of the

mountain. (© Author)

During a visit to Masada in

1932, Schulten's companion,

General Adolf Lammerer,

realised that timbers protruding

from the south side of the

siege embankment must

have belonged to the Roman

structure's f ram ew ork . (© D. Gill)



Apollodorus of Damascus, Traj a ri's architect and military e nginee r,
who was evide n tly invited to produce designs for new siege machines.
His text, entitled Poliorketika (' Siegecraft '), assumes that a tr ibal hil lfort
is th e fo cus of th e siege , rather than a fortifi ed town. First , he warns
th e reader against objects rolled downhill , a sce nario that reca lls th e
siege of Ande triu m (sec Plate E); but where Tiberius was prepared to
persevere with a sto rm ing assault, Apo llodorus recommends a system of
banks and ditches to divert th e hazardous boulders, tr ee trunks and
wagons, along with sheds specia lly designed to defl ect th ern .!" Then he
describes th e sheds th at will be n eeded, e ither to protect th e legio naries
during undermining work, o r to carry the battering rams against a tower,
a ga te o r th e wall itse lf. The n ext sec tio n conce rns th e constructio n of
a siege tower, followed by a nove l system of interlocking ladders. He ends
with a d escription o f a battlemented raft for assa u lting ac ross a river.
Some of th e in cidental e laboratio ns are a litt le far-fetched, suc h as th e
addition of a torsion-powered truncheon to th e end of a batte rin g
ram; a lthough some of these are thought to have been ad ded late r by
an en th us iastic ed itor, th e core of Apollodorus ' text provid es a selection
of machines whi ch are 'effective , protective and safe, and that as far
as possib le a re co ns tructed out of easily obtained mat erials' (J)raef. l
[137.8-9 ]) .

15. See New Vanguard 78: Greek and Roman Siege Machinery 399 Be-AD 363. plate E and pp. 45-6.

Aerial view of Machaerus,

looking north. The remains of

a siege embankment appear as

an elongated hump on the left.

(© D. L. Kennedy. APA98 I 29.37 I
17 May 1998)
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A reconstruction of t he

ra m tortoise described by

Apollodorus of Damascus. The

outer c la dding of t imber and

w ickerwork, covered w ith a

fireproof layer of clay, has been

omitted , so that the frame and

undercarriage can be seen.

(© P. Slisz)

EPILOGUE

The siege warfare of Rome's enemies
T he sto ry of siege warfa re from 146 BC to AD 378 large ly co ncerns
Roman armies besieging no n-Romans or o ther Roman armies. At the
sta rt o f this period , Rome was th e virt ual ru ler of the Medite rranean ,
having grad ually absorbed th e d eclin ing Hell enistic kin gdoms of the
east. Mith ridat es VI of Pontus was the last easte rn potentat e with the
wealth and sop h istica tio n to field a siege train ; even Herod th e Great
required Roman assistance to ret ake J e rusalem in 37 BC. In AD 5 I when
another Mithridates, thi s tim e the king of Armenia, was attacked by his
neighbours from Iberia (presen t-day Georgia), he took refuge with th e
Ro man garriso n of Gorneae . T h is episode prompted Tacitus' di sdain ful
co m men t, th at ' there is noth ing of whi ch barbarians a re so ignorant as
mach in ery and th e craft of besieging, but to us that asp ect of warfare is
well kn own ' (A n n. 2.45 ).

It was co m mo n knowledge th at the Parthians, who had in herited
much of the old Se leucid te rri to ries in Iran , were equally in ept at
besieging. Du ring th e inte rminable ga me they played with Rome, each
seeking to exe rt auth ority ove r th e other by changing th e ruler of
Armen ia, the em pero r Ne ro propped up his nominee , Ti granes V, with
a Roma n garrison; the Parth ians promptly besieged them in the ro yal
city o f T igra nocerta, bu t even usin g ladde rs and o ther machine ry they
failed. T he ir cava lry a rmies we re mo re su ited to the hi t-and-run tact ics
that d estroyed An to ny's siege train in 36 BC.



T he German ic tribes are also ge nerally charged with in competence
in siegecra ft . Although Tacitus kn ew of two occasio ns on whi ch German
had besieged German, th ey re lie d o n weigh t of numbers rather than
technol ogy or tactics. In AD 69, when a coalitio n o f Ge rmans , stiffe ned
by renegade Batavian auxiliary troops, besieged th e legio nary cam p at
Vete ra (Xan te n in Ge rmany), th eir makeshi ft siege machines were easily
broken u p by th e defenders o n th e wall, and th e arriva l of a re lievin g
force was e nough to scare them off. Sim ila rly, the Ga u ls who attacked
th e ca m p of Caesar 's lieu tenan t, Q. Cicero , in 54 BC fled a t the
app roach of Caesar 's a rmy. Aston ish ingly, during the precedin g wee ks,
they had imitated the Caesarian practice of circu mvalla tio n an d had
erecte d a siege tower, under instructio n from Roman prisoners. It is a
salu ta ry reminder th at, eve n if the Romans had a peculiar affin ity with
siege warfare , th ey d id not h old a monopo ly o n th e constructio n an d
use o f machin e ry, wh ich co uld be achieved by non-Roman cra ftsmen
and workers, given p roper guidance.

Siege warfare in the fourth century
In AD 356, the future em perorJ uli an was win te ring in a Ga llic town with
a small entou rage when th e German ic Alaman ni a ttacke d, but th ey were
unable to ge t through th e locked gates . Amm ianus Marcellinus, a
participant in the mi lita ry affairs of the day an d a first-rate histo rian , says
that, 'afte r forty days, the barba rians d eparted, grumbling th at it had
been fu tile and fo olish to co nsider the siege of a town' (16.4 .2). T he
Germans' co n tin uing lack of success in siege warfare perhaps had more
to d o with th e ir temperament than with any technological infe rio ri ty. A
rebe llious un it of Goth ic aux ilia ries, ex pelled from Hadrianopolis

Hatra, viewed from the north­

east. The town is surrounded by

a siege wall, which can be seen

crossing the photo from left to

right and running off into the

distance. No associated camps

or guard posts have been

identified, and it may have been

the work of Persian besiegers

in AD 240. (© Author)
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(present-day Ed irne in Turkey) in AD 376, threatened to besiege th e
town , but were driven off by th e defenders' arrows and sling sto nes. Two
yea rs late r, foll owing th e di sastrous ba ttle in th e neighbourh ood, a
Goth ic ho rde again a ttemp ted a siege, but were entirely unabl e to make
any headway (see Plat e G).

Only with the rise of the Sasa n ian Persians did Rome encou n te r an
enemy eq ually skilled in siegecraft. T he scourge of the eastern p rovinces
during th e late r third ce n tury, when th ey ca p tured Du ra Europos,
Nisibis, and even Antioch , th ey co n tin ued to be a th orn in Rome 's side.
Am m ian us d escribes th e Persian siege of Am ida in AD 359. The
aggressors appare n tly used artillery and machin es ca p tu re d from th e
Roman garriso n a t Singa ra , and began pi lin g up em ban kments under
th e protection of iron-clad siege towers. The fightin g con tin ued day
after day, without e ithe r sid e ga in ing th e advantage, u n til a huge
ea rthen buttress whi ch th e defenders had built to strengthen th e ir wall
sh ifte d forwards, breaching th e defences and cre a ting a bridge with th e
Persian emban kmen t outside. Am mian us d escribes th e horrific sequel,
as th e Persians sac ked th e town : 'armed and unarmed, irresp ective of
ge nder, were slaugh te re d like ca tt le' (19.8.4) . T he Persians enjoyed
sim ilar success in th e followin g yea r a t Singara and Bezabde with the
same ra nge of siege machine ry and artillery.

Modern com mentators ofte n hold up th e firs t century AD as a golden
age of siege warfare , claiming that it declined the reafter. T he bel ie f is
prevalent that later armies were less skilled in the besieging a rt, having
forgotten how to co ns truc t an e mbankment o r design a siege tower. This

58 is pat en tly false . In th e fourth ce ntury, Ro man and Persian armies a like

The Arch of Constantine, erected

in Rome in AD 312, depicts

troops attacking a town wall.

Earlier in the year, Constantine

had attacked Verona, held by

his rival Maxentius' praetorian

prefect, Ruriciu s Pompeianus.

Rather than stand siege,

Pompeianus decided to take his

chances on the battlefield and

was killed. (© R. Cowan)



achieved th e same degree of soph istica tion as th e armies of Caesar o r
Vespas ian. For example, in AD 324, having tra ppe d his rival Licinius in
Byzantium, Co nsta n tine (later kn own as 'the Great') erected siege
towe rs to ove rlook th e walls and protect his men as th ey constructed an
em bankmen t; when th e batte ring rams were ready to advance, Licin ius
fled and the townsfolk su rrendered . Here , Co nstan tine deployed the
fu ll ra nge of devices familiar to earlier ge nerations of besiegers.

O f co urse, availability of equipmen t was no guaran tee of success. In
AD 360, Constantius II, one of Co nstantine 's sons, mounted a fu ll-scale
attack o n Persian-occupied Bezabde in present-day Turkey. However, the
Persians pu t up a more spi ri ted defence than Constan tine had met a t
Byzantium. First, Co ns tan tius' hopes of undermi ni ng th e walls were
crus hed when the defenders dro ppe d huge j ars, millstones and co lum n
drums down on to th e sappers' shelters. Then, afte r th e Roman s had
th ro wn up an embankment and brought a giant battering ram up to
the wall, th e Persians unleashed a hail of fire-arrows; although the
machine 's fireproof coating kept it undamaged, it was effec tively
paralysed when th e ram head became ensnared in a lasso . It was only
with great difli culty that th e Romans salvaged it, after th e Persi an s had
doused it in boiling pitch and pelted it with iron baskets of flaming
brushwood. Finally, when th e Persians surre ptitiously se t fire to the
Roman e m ba nkmen t with hot coals, Co ns ta n tius abandoned th e
en terprise in frus tration.

Just as there was no noticeable superio rity in th e siege warfare of the
early empire, so th e later period brought no parti cular decline in
Roman compete nce; a lthough th e co nduct of a siege was th eo reti cally
influenced by th e co m mander, it depended largely on the defensive
capabil ity of th e town and th e measures employed by its defenders. In a
period that saw no major technological in novation, J ulian 's conduct at
Maiozamalcha (AD 363), for example, where he raised embankments,
deployed arti llery and batte red down th e wall with rams, would have
been entirely familiar to Scip io , Su lla and Caesar.

FURTHER READING

The re are few ge ne ra l discussions of Roman siege warfare . Paul
Bentley Kern 's A ncient Siege Warfa re (So uve n ir Press, London, 1999 )
terminates a t AD 70, and treats th e period from 146 BC on ly
summarily. The co nc ise overview of 'Fo rtifi cations and siege warfare'
in Peter Co n nolly's Greece and Rome at War (2nd ed n, Greenhill Books,
London , 1998 ) simila rly takes as its limit th e First J ewish Revolt,
but Roger Tomlin appends a brief description of 'Siege warfare ,
4th ce n tury' .

Although most of th e historical sources can be found in the Loeb
Classica l Library, th ere is no English translation of Apollodorus.
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COLOUR PLATE COMMENTARY

A. MITHRIDATES VI BESIEGES CYZICUS, 73 BC
This scene depicts Mithridates' assault on Cyzicus from the
sea. Pride of place among his siege machinery went to the
shipborne tower, 'out of which, when they brought it up to
the wall, a bridge sprang from under the machine' (App .,
Mithr. 73). This description calls to mind the machine known
as the sarnbuca, which Mithridates emp loyed 15 years
earlier at Rhodes. Fortui tously, the historian Polybi us
descr ibes in detail the version used by the Romans at
Syracuse in 213 BC, perhaps the machine's debut, and that
machine is the centrepiece of the scene.

Appian records that the defenders were driven back and
four of Mithridates' soldiers managed to set foot on the
battlements, but they were killed and the attack petered out.
As nothing is know n of the ancient walls of Cyzicus , a
scheme of closed battlements and shutte red windows is
suggested, as at Heraclea-by-Latrnus. Such a fortificat ion
would have been difficult to capture by esca lade, and might
explain Mith ridates' failure.

B. CAESAR'S SIEGE OF AVARICUM, 52 BC
This scene depicts the construction of a massive siege
embankment, designed to level out the steeply shelving
terrain outs ide Avaricum. Caesar's intent ion was to enable a
massed infantry assault on the Gallic rampa rts , but similar
structures were used on other occasions to bring battering
rams up to the walls of enemy towns. Two siege towers were
erected, in order to command the batt lements and provide
the workers with covering fire, and the workers were
protected by lines of shelters , as they moved backwards and
forwards along the embankme nt.

The Gauls erected turre ts on their ramparts opposite the
embankme nt, as it drew ever closer; from there, they shot
arrows and sling sto nes at the working legionar ies, and
pelted them with fire-hardened stakes and boulders. The

work continued to comp letion, but Caesar then writes that
'the embankment was observed to be smoking, for the
enemy had set fire beneath it via a tunnel' (BGal/. 7.24). The
blaze was quickly extinguished, but the story emphasises
the fire risk posed by the timber con tent of the structure.

C. CAESAR'S SIEGE OF ALESIA, 52 BC
This scene depicts an assault on Caesar's inner line of siege­
works. The Gauls had manufactured quantities of wickerwork
panels, and equipped themse lves with ladders and grappling
hooks. The panels were for bridg ing the ditches, along with
earth infilling; the ladders were for mounting the rampart , and
the hooks for pulling down the Roman parapet. The assault
was supported by Gallic slingers and archers. Caesar records
that the Romans drove back the Gauls 'with slings throw ing
11b stones, as well as with stakes wh ich had been distributed
within the siege-works , and sling bullets ', and adds that 'many
missiles were discharged from the artillery' (BGal/. 7.81). Many
who survived the barrage trod on the spikes or stumbled into
the lily pits in Caesar's obstacle zone, and the assault
finally failed.

The most recent findings have been incorporated to give
an acc urate picture of Caesar 's fortifications on the Plaine
des Laumes; note , for example, the close ly spaced turrets
and the light fences screening parts of the inner ditch. Most
interesti ng of all is the compartment between the two siege
lines (known as '4 bis '), whic h has been reconstructed as a
castel/urn, with tented accommodatio n for around half of a
legionary cohort.

D. VESPASIAN 'S SIEGE OF JOTAPATA, AD 67
This scene depicts a battering ram at its action station, at
the head of the Roman siege embankme nt at Jotapata. The
embankment was originally intended to elevate the
legionaries to parapet level, but when the to wnsfolk
cunningly heightened the wall to 20 cubits (9m), the
Romans had no option but to break through, and the
embankment becam e the runway for a battering ram. As
Josephus comments , 'the Roman commander resorted to
this plan, in his eagerness to take the town by storm'
(BJ 3.218).

Catapults, archers and slingers maintained a constant
barrage , so that the defenders would stay under cover and
not interfere with the ramming work. But some, venturing
onto the battlements to disrupt the operation, lowered sacks
of chaff in front of the ram- head to deaden its blows; others
rushed out with firebrands to set the Roman siege-works
ablaze. Altho ugh one Jew managed to drop a boulder onto
the ram and break its head off, the machine was soon
repaired and the battering resumed .

The strong defences of Ceramus (Turkey), probably

constructed in the later second century BC, seem never

to have been tested in siege warfare. Sulla gifted the town

to neighbouring Stratoniceia in 81 BC. IA. W. McNicoll,

Hellenistic Fortifications from the Aegean to the Euphrates ,

Oxford, 1997. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University

Press and Ms T. Winikoff) 61
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Diorama of Caesar 's siege-works at Avaricum, following the

design proposed by General Verchere de Reffye, Napoleon

Ill's artillery expert. His design was later criticised by

the Comte du Mesnil du Bu isson, fresh from his 1930s

invest igation of the Persian embankment at Dura Europos.

Pointing out the fi re risk, he likened de Reffye's design to

a 'funeral pyre'. (© West Po int Museum Collections, Un ited

States Military Academy)

E. TIBERI US' SIEGE OF ANDETRIUM, AD 9
A band of tribesmen have taken up position outs ide their
fortifications in order to hurl stones and other missiles at the
attacki ng Romans who are struggling up the rugged slope.
When the future emperor Tiberius was sent to Dalmatia to put
down an uprising, he trapped Bato , the ringleader, in the
hilltop fort ress. Contemptuous of his barbarian adversaries,
Tiberius ordered an uphi ll assault, while he watched from a
platform. (It was usual for a general to observe in this way, so
that any acts of bravery would be witnessed and rewarded.)
The place was finally captured when a detachment of
Romans made a wide detour and surprised the defende rs by
appearing on their flank.

The historian Cassius Dio reports that the tribesmen
'hurled down many stones, some from slings and some
rolled down, and others let loose wheels , whole wagons full
of rocks, and the circular chests native to that vicinity packed
full of stones' (56.14). It was a common tactic , where the
topography allowed it, for the besieged to roll heavy objects
downhill; on other occasions, we hear of tree trunks and
flaming barrels being used.

F. PERSIAN MINING AT DURA EUROPOS,

AD 256
This scene depicts an underground encounter between
Romans and Persians, both engaged in mining operations
beneath the desert wall of Dura Europos. The archaeological
evidence suggests that the Persians, having undermined
Tower 19, had shored up the foundations ready to be
fired, when the Roman defenders broke into their tunnel via a
countermine. The Persians must have prevented the
Romans from interfering with the ir mine , which was
subsequently fired, causing the north-west corner of Tower
19 to subside noticeably.

Mystery surrounds the precise course of events. According
to the interpretation followed here, the Persians succeeded in
conf ining the conflict ent irely within the Roman countermine,
which archaeologists found intact. At some point, the Roman
end of the countermine was sealed up, whether by the
inhabitants, alarmed by the sounds of underground batt le, or
by accidental cave-in is not c lear. Having repulsed the Roman
tunnellers , the Persians sealed up their end also, leaving one
of their number dead on the ground. The other corpses in the
mine, a dozen or so soldiers huddled in the corner, perhaps
choked on fumes, for the hardwood posts supporting the
ceiling woodwork here showed signs of scorching.

G. GOTHS BESIEGE HADRIANOPOLIS, AD 378
The scene depicts the defence of a late Roman town against
an attack by barbarian Goths, intent on looting the imperial
treasure that they imagined lay within. The historian Ammianus
Marcellinus describes the preparations of the townsfolk to



Roman legionaries assault an enemy wall. The famous

testudo sh ield formation gave protection against missiles and

objects t hrow n from above, represented here by a sword, a

wheel and a firebrand. (E. Petersen, A. vo n Domaszewski &

G. Calderini, Die Marcus-Sliule , Munich, 1896)

stand siege: 'on the inside, the gates were blocked with large
rocks, insecure walls were strengthened , and in order to shoot
darts and stones from all sides artillery was deployed at
suitable places' (31.15.6). The townsfolk joined the garrison in
their efforts to repel the attackers , some of whom were
preparing to scale the walls with ladders. Besides various
missile weapons, the defenders dropped masonry and
column drums over the battlements onto the Goths.

Details of the town defences are unknown, so it has been
reconstructed according to the second-century remains of
Xanten's south wall , with the addition of projecting gate
towers. As the wallwalk would have been too narrow to
accommodate the large one-armed catapult known as the
onager, ad hoc th ickening of the rampart backing is
suggested. At the height of the drama a large onager hurled
a huge stone into the Gothic horde, failing to crush anyone
but terrifying the bystanders.

Tower 14 at Dura Europos, viewed from within the town.

The Persian attackers successfully undermined the four

walls causing the tower to come apart, thus preventing its

use as a platform for catapults and archers. The buttress

is a modern addition. (@ M. C. Bishop)
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