ROMAN REPUBLICAN
LEGIONARY 298-105 BC
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Rome resumed the struggle (316 BC). Despite a number of setbacks and
punishing defeats, Rome at length emerged triumphant (304 BC). It now
controlled nearly all Samnium and had planted a handful of colonies in
southern Campania and western Apulia.

This war with the Samnites had been one of attrition, and in this sort of
grinding affair the advantage lay with the men of the stony mountains, who

Colossal marble statue (Rome,
Musei Capitolini, inv. MC 0058)
of Mars ‘Pyrrhos’, found in the
Forum of Nerva and dated to
the end of the 1st century Ap.
Befittingly, it stands 3.6m tall.
By far the best of the mercenary
condottieri whom it was Taras’
habit to employ, the question
of what would have happened
if Pyrrhos had managed to
defeat Rome is one of those
fascinating ‘what-ifs’ of history.
(Andrea Puggioni)
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At the dilectus, height and age arranged the citizens into some semblance
of soldierly order. They were then brought forward four at a time to be
selected for service in one of the four consular legions being raised that year.
The military tribunes (tribuni militum, ‘tribunes of the soldiers’) of each
legion took it in turns to have first choice, thus ensuring an even distribution
of experience and quality throughout the four units. They then ordered the
soldiers to take a formal oath, which was called a sacramentum. Though the

Rating himself as third after
Alexander and Pyrrhos,
Hannibal was overly modest.
His victories over the Roman
legions were certainly more
impressive than those of
Pyrrhos, and his strategic focus
in Italy was much clearer.
Though Alexander achieved
spectacular far-reaching
conquests, he did so using the
superb Macedonian military
machine created by his father,
whereas Hannibal achieved his
continuous run of successes
with an ad hoc collection of
polyglot, multicultural
mercenaries. Neoclassical
marble statue of Hannibal
(Paris, musee du Louvre, inv.
MR 2093) by Sebastien Slodtz
and Francois Girardon, dated
between 1687 and 1704.
(Fields-Carre Collection)
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Mausolee de Glanum, Saint-
Remy-de-Provence, a funerary
monument of the lulii dated to
30-20 8c. In this relief (pedestal,
east face) we see a battle based
on the Trojan War (struggle for
Patroklos’ corpse). Of interest
are the variety of helmet
patterns. These reflect those
worn by legionaries of our
period, namely Attic,
Montefortino, Etrusco-
Corinthian and Boiotian.

Note the more exotic

crests crowning some

of the helmets. (Maarjaara)

28

The nasal guard also became smaller and disappeared entirely from some
helmets, giving rise to the Attic style in which the only vestige of the nasal
piece was an inverted ‘V’ over the brow. This type was extremely popular
throughout the Italian Peninsula. Crests, if worn, were most often white,
red-brown or black, made from natural horsehair, but could also be dyed.
The Montefortino pattern evolved around the turn of the 4th century BC
and was to prove extremely popular with the Romans, probably being
adopted by them from the Senonian Gauls (Cascarino 2007: 104). The
bulbous-shaped helmet was held in place by leather thongs that ran from
rings under the protecting neck guard, crossed under the chin and attached
to metal loops, hooks or studs on the lower part of each cheek piece. Though

FIRST-LINE LEGIONARY, HASTATUS

In this reconstruction we show a hastatus, in fighting order, from the time of the Pyrrhic War.

He is a citizen of few means: he wears an unadorned Montefortino helmet and possesses no body
armour, no greaves and is barefooted. A bronze pectoral plate (about 20cm square) is strapped
across his upper chest. He carries an oval-shaped body shield, or scutum, with metal binding on
the top and bottom and a sheet-metal boss plate (copper alloy or iron), which reinforces the
wooden spindle boss. He is holding two pila, one heavy and one lightweight. An Iberian-pattern
cut-and-thrust sword (a straight-bladed, sharp-pointed weapon from which the celebrated
Roman gladius Hispaniensis would evolve) is carried in its scabbard high on the right hip.

He wears an undyed woollen tunic. It is threadbare and patched.

It is worth noting that the term hastati, spearmen, should be taken to mean armed with throwing
spears, namely pila, instead of thrusting ones. This is, after all, the sense it bears out in our earliest
surviving example of it, in Ennius’ line ‘hastati spargunt hasti’, meaning ‘hastati who hurl hasti’
(Annales fr. 284 Vahlen), and their name probably reflects a time when they alone used pila.

Montefortino helmet

bronze p=ctoral

two pila (one heavy, one lightweight)
Iberian-pattern sword

Italic scutum
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RIGHT

Based on a Celtic design,

the Montefortino helmet

was basically a hemispherical
bronze bowl beaten into
shape, with a narrow peaked
neck guard and an integral
crest knob, which was filled
with lead to secure a crest pin.
Such helmets also frequently
had large, scalloped cheek
pieces, as does this 3rd-century
example (Bologna, Museo
Civico Archeologico di Bologna
inv. 28233). It comes from a
burial site (Benacci tomba 953)
of a Cisalpine Gaulish warrior.
(Fields-Carre Collection)

FAR RIGHT

One of the commonest
designs throughout Italy, the
Montefortino helmet offered
good defence from downward
blows. Large cheek pieces
protected the face without
obscuring the wearer's vision the neck guard was narrow, a blow on the side would have knocked the

Orheanngdiandithoss °fthi5| helmet entirely out of place if it was not well secured. Cheek pieces were
R Al hinged. A crest, either a flowing horsehair plume or three upright feathers,

(Karlsruhe, Badisches i % 4
e Sasmuseum, nv.AG197) was attached by means of a pin to an integral knob at the apex with a hollow

are identical in design to the filial. This was filled with lead once the crest pin was inserted.
triple-disc cuirass peculiar to
an Oscan warrior. (Fields-Carre
Collection)

Hobnailed boots (caligae)

The standard form of military footwear for all troop types, caligae consisted
of a fretwork upper, an insole and a sole. The 20mm-thick sole was made up
of several layers of oxhide glued together and studded with conical iron
hobnails. Weighing a little under a kilogramme, the one-piece upper was laced

Reconstruction caligae,

worn by a member of legio XV
Apollinaris cohors I. Caligae
were heavy-soled hobnailed
footwear worn by all ranks up
to and including centurions.
Though they look to us like
sandals, they were in fact
marching boots. The open
design allowed for the free
passage of air (and water) and,
unlike modern military boots,
was specifically designed to
reduce the likelihood of blisters
forming, the bane of all fighting
soldiers, as well as other
incapacitating foot conditions
such as trench foot.
(MatthiasKabel)
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momentum to the thrust. Like the gladius, the Roman dagger was borrowed
from the Iberians and then developed further. It even had the four-ring
suspension system on the scabbard, characteristic of the gladius.

Body shield (scutum)

In an ideal world a shield should be large enough to cover the body, thick
enough to be impenetrable, and light enough to permit ease of movement. In
practice, of course, only two of these factors are achievable. The Romans of
this period compromised on thickness in order to give the legionary a large
manoeuvrable shield.
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Iberian straight sword (Madrid,
Museo Arqueologico Nacional),
from the necropolis of
Almedinilla, Cordoba, 5th/3rd
century BC. This Iberian pattern
was normally housed in an
iron-framed scabbard fitted
with three or four rings by
which it was suspended from

a belt or a baldric. The ring
suspension system, commonly
associated with the Romans
(see photograph on top of
page 38), allowed an Iberian
warrior to draw his sword
quickly in combat without
exposing his fighting arm.
(Luis Garcia)

The scutum, seen here on the
Altar of Domitius Ahenobarbus
(Paris, musee du Louvre, inv.
Ma 975), was large enough to
practically hide a legionary,
who probably seldom exceeded
1.65m in height. To give itan
effective mixture of flexibility
and resilience, it was
constructed of three layers of
plywood and covered in
calfskin. Plywood construction
imparted a greater degree of
resilience than its plank
equivalent. To prevent splitting,
copper alloy or iron binding
protected its head and foot,
while a sheet-metal boss plate
reinforced its wooden spindle
boss. (Fields-Carre Collection)
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An eques on the Altar of
Domitius Ahenobarbus (Paris,
musee du Louvre, inv. Ma 975)
wearing a mail shirt. The
downside of this armour was
its weight, around 15kg, and
so the belt would transfer part
of the shirt’s burden from the
shoulders to the hips. He also
wears a Boiotian helmet, as is
evident from its crinkly brim.
This was a popular style with
Graeco-ltalic horsemen of

the period as it provided

unimpaired vision and hearing.

(Fields-Carre Collection)
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Intriguingly the sword now carried by the equites appears to have been the
gladius Hispaniensis, for when Livy describes the horror felt by Macedonian
troops on witnessing the hideous wounds inflicted upon their fallen
comrades, the perpetrators were Roman cavalrymen. If true, then the gladius
used by the equites may well have been a little longer than that of the infantry.

Contrary to popular belief, the lack of stirrups was not a major handicap
to ancient horsemen, especially those like the Numidians who were born
among horses and spent their lives with and on them. Moreover, Roman
cavalry of the time were perhaps already using the Celtic four-horned saddle,
which provided an admirably firm seat. When a rider’s weight was lowered

MOUNTED LEGIONARY, EQUES

In this reconstruction we show an eques standing beside his mount, fully equipped for campaign,
from the time of the Third Macedonian War. He is an aristocratic youth. He wears a Boiotian
helmet with a horsehair plume, which is dyed red. He has equipped himself with a short, iron
mail shirt with cape-like shoulder doubling and a slit at each side of the bottom edge, giving
ease of movement when mounting and dismounting as well making for an easy mounted seat.
He carries a large round, flat shield made of wicker and covered in hide, complete with a wooden
spindle boss reinforced with a sheet-metal boss plate and plain, painted face. He has a cavalry
spear with a small, socketed iron spearhead and butt-spike. A long, straight Greek-pattern sword -
a slashing weapon with a longer reach than the gladius - hangs at his left hip from a baldric.

He wears a woollen tunic dyed red, and Thracian-style boots. His mount is equipped with a Celtic
four-horned saddle, which sits on a tasseled saddlecloth, plain leather reins and bridle, an iron
snaffle bit and a plain leather harness. Slung behind the saddle is his campaign equipment, which
includes a rolled paenula, mess tin, camp kettle, water gourd, leather satchel and a feed bag for
the horse.

=

Boiotian helmet
Attic helmet

short, iron mail shirt
Thracian-style boots

Greek-pattern sword

N

Celtic four-horned saddle

































Polybios, in an excursion dedicated to
the comparison between Roman and
Macedonian military equipment and
tactical formations, says the following:
‘According to the Roman methods of fighting
each man makes his movements individually: not
only does he defend his body with his long shield,
constantly moving it to meet a threatened blow,
but he uses his sword both for cutting and for
thrusting’ (18.30.6). It appears, therefore, that the
tactical doctrine commonly associated with the
Roman legionary of the Principate was already in
place during Polybios’ day. Having thrown the pilum
and charged into contact, the standard drill for the
legionary of the Principate was to punch the enemy in the
face with the shield boss and then jab him in the belly with
the razor-sharp point of the sword (Tacitus Annales 2.14,
21, 14.36, Historiae 2.42, Agricola 36.2).

In his near-contemporary account of the battle of
Telamon (225 BC), Polybios tells us that ‘Roman shields...
were far more serviceable for defence and their swords for
attack, since the Gaulish sword being only good for a cut and
not for a thrust’ (2.30.8). Soon after, when he covers the tumultus
Gallicus of 223 Bc, it is disclosed that legionaries, ‘instead of
slashing, continued to thrust with their swords, which did not bend,
the points being very effective. Thus, striking one blow after another
on the breast or face, they slew the greater part of their adversaries’
(2.33.6). In a much later passage, he hints that they were trained to
take the first whirling blow of the Celtic slashing sword on the top edge
of the scutum, which was suitably bound with an iron or copper alloy
octal strip (6.23.4).

An interesting argument for why the republican Roman army had
adopted this tactical doctrine of ‘punch-jab’ comes from the Augustan
historian, Dionysios of Halikarnassos. Having derided the Gallic manner of
fighting, whereby the Gauls wielded their long slashing swords ‘like hewers
of wood’, Dionysios (14.10.2) continues with a description of the art of
swordsmanship as practised by legionaries:

Celtic long slashing sword

in its copper alloy scabbard
(New York, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, inv. 1999.94
a-d), mid-1st century BC.
Though modern analysis

of Celtic blades suggests that
they were very well made, with
a good double edge and great
flexibilty, the iron sword itself
was not contrived for finesse
but was a weapon designed
to hack an opponent to pieces
or to beat him senseless. Many
a legionary fell bludgeoned
beneath a sudden arc of iron
slashing through the air.

The anthropoid hilt of this
particularly fine example was
probably intended to enhance
the power of its bearer and
serve as a talisman in battle.
(PHGOM)

The Morelli Cassone depicting
the Gauls defeated by Marcus
Furius Camillus (main panel),
Italian School (15th century).
As the most experienced
general of the day - he was to
be elected dictator five times -
Camillus (d. c. 365 Bc) was the
one to whom the Romans
turned in times of dire need.
He is also accredited with the
introduction of the stipendium,
the pilum, the scutum and
manipular tactics. Apparently
he had studied the Gallic art

of warfare and thereby devised
the panoply and tactics to
cope with their maniacal
charge. (© Courtaulds Art
Gallery / Bridgeman Art Library)
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