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ARMOUR OF THE GOTHS IN THE 3R°-7™ CENTURIES AD

The main sources of information for study-
ing Gothic armour are narrative, the surviving
artefacts are not numerous, the pictorial repre-
sentations are very rare and their application
questionable. The aim of this paper is to collect
information about Gothic armour given by late
antique authors and then to compare it with ar-
chaeological and iconographie data. No ancient
souree discusses the subject in detail. The relevant
knowledge is to be found in varlous works by
Greek and Latin authers: the biegraphy of the
emperor Claudius 11 (AD 268-270) by Trebellius
Pellie; the Seripienes historiar Augustar: contains
seme infermatien dating back te the third eentury;
the Greek seldier and Latin histerian Ammianus
Mareellinus mentioRs Gethie arms and armeur
at the end ef the 48 eentury AD; there is seme
data in The Wa¥s By the 6ih-eentury military
histerian Preeepius of Caesarea. The auther ef
Sirategicon ineluded a ehapter absut warfare of
the Blend-haired peeples. Aeesrding 8 Prosepius,
the Etif@}%@ﬁﬁ Blend-haired pesples ineluded the
Goethe’. The Russian sehelar B: Shuvalev, whe
studied the compegition of SHakedieyn, suggesis
that the chapter dealt with & part of the treatise By
the Reman general Urbieius, whieh H}E€§H§ that the
i@fBFHiéHBH HQ%@; Bagk o the fate 5" - the 8afly
g CERtHHES AR

There are some descriptions of the Gothic
panoply, a set of weaponry and armour. In his
letter found in Secriptores Historiare Aygusiae,
Claudius 1I describes the arms of the Visigoths
in the 3% century AD: their shields, swords, and
small spears®. There is no information about the

! Procop., Bel. Kand. 122-5.

2p_ V. S h u VallooMM@iglhppehiy ppor treidatPssey-
do-Weanviliiypa)), [in:] Zapiski Mostechnogo otdelemiiyar Ros-
stystoge arkheolagitheskbggo obsheltestiar, Vol. 1 (XXVI),
Sankt Peterburg 2002, pp. 448-449,

3SHA. XXV.8.5.

defensive arms. Of course, the majority of the
infantry, who were the most numerous and main
kind of the Gothic army in this epoch, wore no
armour and could only defend themselves with
their shields. Ammianus Marcellinus tells about
the same fanoply of the Visigothic footman in the
370s AD® The author of Strategicem notes that
the blond-haired people were armed with shields,
spears, and short swords®, As the above sources
tell us abeut the typical offensive and defensive
arms of the Goths, one can suggest that armour
was fet in widespread use in Gothie forees.

In his Pamegyriic to Ostrogothic King Theod-
oric the Great (AD 493-526), the bishop of Pavia
Ennodius describes the king’s arms®. The ruler
was protected by a suit of steel armour, greaves
and armed with a sword. The Panegyrit is a piece
of poetry and its contents depend on the author’s
literary aims and the rules of versification. On the
one hand, the author does not mention a helm, the
usual proteetive headgear of Gothic chiefs, but on
the other, he tell us about the greaves, which were
fiet a common type of armour used by barbarian
warriors. Theodorie could have protected his
shins with greaves, following the Reman military
tradition, he might have wera rich armeur, which
his efficers and seldiers did net wear. Being a
§ueeesser to the Reman emperors, he were late
Reman stately armeur, a seale eorselet, which was
represented on his geld medallien’.

In AD 681, the order of Visigothic King Er-
wig (680-7) told the magnates to arm their servants
with various kinds of arms: some of them had to

4 Amm. Marc. XXXL.5.9, 7.12.

5 Ps.-Mauric., Strat. X1.3.2 - Mauricius. Arta militard,
editie critica, traducere gi introducere de H. Mih&eseu,
Scripiaves Byzauiiini, VI, Bucuresti 1970.

¢ Ennod. Paneg. 8.42.

"See AL wsthiimvemE bemg e with Minawesen
[in:] Realliexiidam der germmmissteer Aleriumidinade, hrg.
von J. Hoops, Bd. 111, Strasburg 1915-1916, Tabl. 17,14
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Fig. 1. Reconstruction of an Qstirogothic warrior (¢ 300 AD).
Dramsiingg by Oxana Gricik.

be equipped with two kinds of armour (zaba and
lorica), the majority of them with shields, swords,
bows, spears, and some with slings or other kinds
of weaponry®. According to the order, there was a
clear distinction between the armoured warriors
and the more numerous unarmoured soldiers, who
could only use shields as a protection. Most prob-
ably the skirmishers had no shields at all and the
Italian Goths did®.

¥ LV. X 2. 9((Leges Wisigattmrum cetiitit Zeaumess [in]]
Monumentia Germaniae historica. Legum Seetio I: Leges na-
tionum Germanicarum, {..1. Hiannoverae; Lipsiae 1202): pair-
tem aliquem zaibis vel loricis munitam, plerosgae vero scutis
spatiis scramis lanceis sagittisque instructos, quosdar etiam
find&mm instrumentis vel ceteris armis, que naoviesfersitan
unusquisque a seniore vel domine suo iniuricta habuerit,

privcipii duci vel comiti suo presentiare studeat.
% Procop., Bel. Goth. L.27.21.

54

\ \
| '

Fig. 2. Reconstruction of an Osthrogothic mounted chief (the
second half of the 4" century AD). Drawsiing by Jotm Karry.

The panoply of a common Gothic warrior
remained nearly the same for four centuries. As
the infantry were the most numerous armed force
of the Gothic army, one can assume that the above
descriptions deal with footmen. The arms set of
a Gothic infantryman was typical of ancient and
medieval Germans: shielded warriors were armed
with various kinds of spears and side arms, stich
as daggers and swords. Suits of armour are hardly
ever mentioned in historical sources, which, as far
as 1 know, reflects the historieal fact.

A shield was the main and often the only diefen-
sive weapon of a Gothic footman. Ittissunudtearwiteetiver
a horseman had a shield, like an ancient Germanic
cavalryman'®. Contemporary authors tell us nothing
about the armour ofthe Gothic horse. One can assuime
that in the 4" century AD, the Goths were influenced
by the Sarmatians, who were imounted lancers without
shields. Procopius notes that the Ostrogothic horse-
frien had Ao protection against Byzantine arrows'*, At
the beginning of the battle of Taginae (AD 552), the
mounted king Totila showed some military exercises
with his leng lance, holding it in his both hands. Con-
sequently, he cannot have had a shield'2, Maurice’s
mention of the use of shields by the blond-haired
people’s horsemen could have referred to othef
Germaic peoples and not the Goths™,

1 Tacit., Germanim. 6.2.

% procop., Bel. Goth. 1.27.27.

2 procop., Bel. Goth. TV.31.19-20.
8 ps.-Mauric., Strat. 111.5.6.
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Fig. 3. Reconstruction ofa Visigothic shield bearer (c 400 AD).
Drawviingg by Jotn Miamry .

What form did it have? Greek authors use
the word a@mi, while Latin sources refer to it
as seutami™. 1f we accept the literal meaning of
the Greek term, a shield was a large, round object
(especially a hoplite’s one), while according to
the Latin expression, a shield was oblong, oval,
or rectangular. However, the Greek and Roman
authors often used these words not as military
terms, but as general names of the shield. A
professional soldief, Ammianus Mafcellmus,
calls the Gothie shield a seviwm orparma’, The
former eould be a general name for the shield,
beeause the historian uses it referring to the arms
of beth enemies, the Remans and the Goths, but
the latter might be a proper neun. In the Reman
military terminelegy, the paima: was a round,
leather shield. Other Latin writers describe the
Visi and Ostregethie shield as a @hp@u@ the Latin
sguivalent of the Greek term aasne:'®. Therefore,
8ne 6an assume that the Gethie §Hiela was Feund.
indeed, diseussing the arms ef the Getenes
and Reighbeuring pesples, the fameus historian

W AGsTlic: s, freaym. 10D(@eotppi frragreental ifir):]
Histovizii Graeci minores, L. Dindorfius ed., Vol. 1, Leipzg
1870, p. 165-200); Procop., Bel. Goth. 129.35; 1V.5.19,
35.25, passim; scuttumz: Veget. Epitr., 120; SHA. XXV.8.5;
LV.1X.2.9, passim.

5 Scutum: Amm. Marc. XXX1.7.12; parma: XXX1.5.9.

1 Merobaudes. 11.1158; Cassiod., Kaia. 1V.2.2; X.31.1;;
Julian., Hist. Wamb. 18.

Fig. 4. Reconstruction of two Visigothic infantrymen from
Spain (the 5%-7" centuries AD). A drawing from F. Ardanaz
Ardanaz, S. Rascon Marqués, A. L. Sanchez Montes, Armas

yopweraa en el mundb visigoto, [in:] Arqueolbgify, maleonto-
logia y etnograifa, vol. 4, 1998, p. 441, fig. 16.

Tacitus considers the round shield a kind of
weapon typical of the region'’. The round shield
is thought to be typical of the epoch of the Great
migrations™. The wooden find from the village
of Belenkoye of the Chernyakhov culture sug-
gests that the shield was round, 80 cm in diam-
eter, with a umbo, and a handle (the 4% century
AD)"¥, Besldes this find, other shields have also
been excavated. The shield from Novy Targ of
the Wielbark culture is rectangular in shape with
founded edges and the artefact from the village
of Oselivka has an iron binding™®. In fact, the
Latin terf sewitnn May be used to describe their
shape. Perhaps, both the forms of a large shield,
i.6. the reund and reetangular ones, eo-existed in
the first eenturies AD. Undeubtedly, the shield
of the Geths was big eneugh te f@ffﬁ their usual
battle array the “wall of shields**', and te pretest

7 Tacit., Germania. 43.6: rotunda scuta.

BE C ontam in, KoynawSredne wdia, BaritFRecar-
burg 2001, pp. 197-198 (Russian translation).

YA V. G u dikooviaa, Mogillil IV v. m.e.ws. Bektekies,
[in:] Nove issledovariyanoo arkheologiiy Severmoge Pricher-
nomoryja, T. L. Samojlov ed., Kiev 1987, p. 59.

BA.K ok ow sk i, L'art militaire des Goths ! [pagpue
romaine tardive (d"apress les données archéologiguesy), [in:]
L'Miméée romaire et les barbares du IV au WIF siécle, E.
Vallet, M. Kazanski ed., Rouen 1993, pp. 338, 350, Fig.
6a; B. .Magomedov, M. E. Levada, Qmzhye
eherryaliinieyy kulrury, [in:] Materiatly po arkheologiy,
istoriy i etnograiily Tawrly, Vol. 5, 1996, p. 307.

& Dexipp. fragm., 19; Amm. Marc, XXX1.7.12; Procop.,
Bel. Goth., 1.29.35; 1V.5.19.

55



ALEXANDER K. NEFEDKIN

Fig. 5. Drawing from the silver dish from Isola Rizza, Ialy
by R. Boss (the 6% century). The cavalirymam might be a
Byzamtiing, Ostrogoithiz; or Lowiband! weamrior.

King Teya in the battle of Vesuvius, where twelve
spears were stuck in his shield®.

In the epoch of Caesar and Tacitus, body
armour was not in widespread use in the Ger-
manic land®. 1n the 3% and 4% centuries AD,
Gothic warriors seldom wore armour. According
to the data collected by A. Kokowski, B. V. Ma-
gomedov and M. E. Levada, there were no suits
of armour among archaeological aftifaets from
the Wielbark and Chernyakhov cultures®, The
Gothie horsemen must have been the first to wear
armeur, because they were tribal neblemen, whe
equipped themselves with boety taken in battle.
Furthermere, when they fought en hersebaek, they
were riot protected by shields and this is why they
feeded suits of armour. Diseussing Reman arms
and armeur, the military theerist Viegetius netes:
“nam lieek exemple Gotnorum ef AR, Hip-
NOFHMGAR 8 mqu armawmf&eéﬁmf pRAIRS; E0M-
stak 8558 Al % 1R the text, Viegetius contrasts
the Reman iﬁfﬁﬁtm whe had ne defensive arms,
with the eavalry wearing aremeur eepied from the

Z Procop., Bel. Goth. 1V.35.22-29.

3 Tacit., Germanmiia. 6.2.

%A K okow sk i, L'antr militaive. ..., p. 353-354; B.
V.Magomedov, M. E. L ewaddha, Oruzhye..., pp
304-323.

5 Veget. Epit,, 120. C. Zuckerman dates Viegetiius’
treatise at about AD 386/7, while W. Goffard thinks that it
was written during the reign of Valentianus 111 (AD 425-
455) (C. Zuckerman, Sur la date du traité militaire
de Mégéce et son destinainine: Maleatinien IT, [in] Seripta
elassiear Isveelina, Veol. XIII, 1994, pp. 67-74; W, G o f -
fardd, The Daie and Purpese of Megetius ' ‘De e militari’
[in:] Tradition, Vel. 33, 1977, pp. 65-100.
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Fig. 6. Late antique armour: 11— aifsinmeil; 22— ssedkeaarmurt;
3 — plate armour. A drawing from F. Ardanaz Ardanaz, S.
Rascén Marqués, A. L. Sanchez Montes, Arinas y guerra

en el mundip visigote, [in:] Arqueelagify, palkenindtoida y
etnograifiar, vol. 4, 1998, p. 433,

barbarian, viz. Gothic, Alanian, and Hun defemces.
We have no information about Gothic armour, but
Alanian armour was scale armour or chain mail,
The sources rarely mention armour of the
Goths. Describing the battle of Adrianopole (AD
378), Ammianus Marcellinus writes that battle-
axes broke the enemy’s colresets and helms: et
mutuis secuvilam ictibus galear nwﬁrwm@@ntuf
atque lorica?®™. At that time, Gothic warriors
could have worn armour carried off as loot from
battles with the Romans®, The Gothic commane-
ers frequently used Roman officers’ corselets.
Alarie and Theodoric the Great, whose portrait is
presented on the abeve- mentl@ﬂed gold medal-
lien, wore this kind of defence®®. Procepius often
faentiens armeur 6f Gethie ﬁ@BleFﬁ@ﬂ; @fﬁ@@f§;
and hersermen, but he Rever deseripes it™. In the
great migratiens epeeh, ehain Mmail, seale and plate
affeur was in widespreaded use in the barbarian
and Byzantine werlds. Prebably, plate shirts were
pepular in the Barbarieur. The eav @lfymaﬂ 8 the
dish frem 1sela Rizza (ltaly, the 6 eentury), the
guardians ef Lembardian King Agilulf; depisted
8n a helm, wear this king ef Bedy armeur. 1A &d-
ditien, a find esming from the Frankish tomB at
Krefeld-Gellep is 3 § ¥€8H§1§¥ gf abaut 1108
plates (Germany, EH%@ E@HEHBy’) HFing the war

%A.K.N e fedk i n, Podznamanesm drakona: Moyen-
noye delo sarmatow vo ILv. dom.e-Hv. m.e, Saikt Ratathug
2004, pp. 31-36.

¥ Amm. Marc. XXXI.13.3.

% Amm. Marc. XXXIL.5.5, 9, 6.3; Oros., Hist. VI11.34.5.

% Claud. XXVI (Bel. Goth.), 82.

% Procop., Bel. Goth. L1611 22.4,23.9; 11.5.14; 111.4.21.

% See S. M. P erewad bovy, 1. L e bediinskk i, Les
comtpaitamss sarmatess at alains dans I'anméde romaine,
Saulcet 1998, p. 21,\Die Alamanrem, K. Fuchs, M. IKampa,
K. Redies, B. Theune-GroBkopf, ed. A. Wais, Stuttgart-
Ziirich-Augsburg 1998, p. 407, Fig. 461a;1.Lebedin -
sk, i, Armes et guervians barbaves au temps des Grandks In-
vasions (I au KF siécles @prés J.-C.), Patiis 2001, p. 11887,
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against the Byzantines, the Ostrogoths received
armour from the state armouries®, This is why
one can assume some sort of uniformity.

In the above-quoted order to arm the servants
issued by the Visigothic king Erwig, two kinds
of armour were mentioned: zaba and lorica. The
difference between the meaning of the Greek znd
Latin terms is unclear. E. Oldenburg thought that
one kind of armour was a leather corselet and the
other type an armoured shirt™. The aRa had been
known in Byzantine military literature since the
6% eentury AD. A. D. H. Bivar suggest that {0dfa
was a coat of chain mail, and R. Munoz thinks
that it was a scale shirt™®. A Byzantine Anony-
mous of the 6™ eentury notes that it was made of
gither leather or felt®. In his Tactica, the emperor
Lee VI (AD 886-912) notes that the corselets
(Pepnikia) were made of mall, horn, or leather™,
The Xepikiev and Loaba were synonyms in Leo’s
treatise”. One sheuld nete that there were no
helrms 6n the Erwig’s arms list theugh it included
suits of armeus, whieh were mere expensive and
Aot 8 widespread. Taking this into account, one
eauld assurme that Visigethie armeur had a kind
of heed made of mail. Mauriee argues that Byz-
antine armeur had a heed, Beeause Adamanni’s
c6at of mail had ene™. The twe kinds 6f armour
mentisned 1A Erwig’s erder were sither both made
gf mail o one 8f them was made of iren, probably
mail, and the gther type was predueed of a Aed
metallic material:

% Cassiod., Maria. 140; V.11; VII.18-19; Proecop., Bel.
Goth, 1.11.28.

BE. 0 | d e mtbunr g, Die Kriegsverfassung der Mesias-

ten Inaugural-Diiswmeation 2ur Erlangung der Dokiurwiirde
genefwiig von der Bfilosopphiischan Fakuis der Priedrich-
Wihelmus-Universitl zu Betin, Berlin 1909, p. 43
“A.D.H.Bivar Cavalry Equémﬁw el Traehics of
the Euphratss Evontier, “Dumbarton Oaks Papers”, Vel 26;
1972, p. 288; R. M u 1 0 7, £ éreito visigoal: desde $us
origenes a ia Batala de Guadalete, Madrid 3003, E: 27
* De re stateg. 169, €. Zuekerman argues that the
anonymous treatise De re strategica Was part f a 193t larger
work of Syrianus Magister, an auther ef the late 6" and early
7" centuries (G Zzwe k 6 rrimatn, The Military Compeh-
dium of Syriamus Magister; *Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen
Byzantinistik”, Bd. 40, 1990, pp. 210-224.
* Leo, Tact. Vi4: o ‘
Y €h. du € a n g e, Giessarvum mediae e infimes Lati-

nitatis, t. VIII, Niort 1887, p. 426, 5. v. zaba: . E H & 1o,

Some Aspects of Byzamiie Mifitary Technology A the
Sixth to Tenth Centuries, "Byzantine and Medsrh Greek
Studies”, Vel. 1, Lenden 1975, %
$redriie...., p. 198

3. , ,
.CoRtamin KWy

Gothic helms are rarely mentioned in writ-
ten records. Tacitus says that the Germans did not
often wear them®. As | said above, Ammianus
mentions helms of the Goths and the Romans
and Procopius says that Gothic warriors were
protected by armour and helms®. Written sources
do not inform us about the form of the helms,
while real artifacts and pictorial representations
provide some useful details. During the Great
migrations epoch, the typical form of a helm was
the Spangeniielim, a sort of metallic, spherical,
frame wrought headgear with cheek-pieces and
a bush in which the crest was placed. The Goths
used this type of helm. In Spain, Visigothic kings
were helms of this type as their status symbol in
the 6%-7 senturies AD, which can be seen on their
eoins’t. Anether example of such a helm was the
Baldeahein, knewa in Italy in the late 5% and the
first half of the 6 centuries AD®,

Defensive horse armour was not used by
ancient Germans, particularly the Goths, but
Procopius says that the Ostrogothic king Vitigis
arrived in Rome with 150 000 cavalrymen and
infantrymen in armour, “most of whose horses
had horse armour™?. The above text would sug-
gest that both the cavalrymen and their horses
were protected by some kind of armour®. To
make this information clear, we should compare
it with contemporary Byzantine sources. A Greek
filitary theorists recommended officers’ and
glite troopers® horses be armoured and have iron
or felt chamfrons, peytrals, and neck guards®. If
we eensider Proecepius® account as true, one can
assume that Gethie cavalrymen were armoured
with the same details which protected the most
vulnerable fore-part of a horse. Probably, pieces of

¥ Tacit., Germanwia. 6.2.

4 Amm. Marc. XXXI.13.3; Procop., Bel. Goth. 1.23.9;
11.4,21,

4y, R e i mhhaar t 1, Germanishe Hellwe in westgotishert
Miindbidiikery, “Zahebuch fir Numismatik und Geldges-
chichte”, Bd. 2, 11950-55, pp. 43-46.

4 v. Biertraanee 1, Die ostgotisctisrn Grab- und
Sehatzifingie in Itafiem, “Biblioteca degli studi medieval”, t.
7, Spoleto 1975, pp. 194-198, Eig. XXII,5; XXVI-XXVII;
LVIIL1; M. Kazariski, Les Goths (F*-Kilt aprés J.-C.), Pawis
1991, p. L14.

% procop., Bel. Goth. 1.16.11; nnfep 76 ke nedosxp
OUY aB@DV @ LOPRUGACD NEYTEHG. .. BERE MFFAYOPEYSLD;
xad awdiy teOoquakiaprivot Cov TOME SFFROKD ©
nA ol aaav.

H. W o WLffrraam, @uy, SariidtBesestnirgy 20608 mp 4835,
note 85 (Russian translation).

* De re stateg. 17,3; Ps.-Mauric., Strar. 1.2.6.
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horse armour were distributed among the troopers
from state armories. The aim of such distribution
is clear: The armour was to protect the horses from
arrows shot by Byzantine bowmen as the Goths,
following the Germanic military tradition, had no
effective archery. The Ostrogothic cavalrymen
were armoured troopers armed with lances, their
main offensive i, dhey rode on afimoured Hersss,
which means they were real cataphracts.

In general, following the ancient Germanic
tradition, the majority of the Gothic infantry were
shielded warriors armed with various kinds of
spears and side arms. A large shield was a reliable
protection. With the shields, the Goths formed their
atray called a ‘shield wall’, protecting them from

enemy missiles. The Ostrogoths developed their
cavalry under Sarmatian influence. They were
mouthed lancers in chain mail, scale or plate corse-
lets and frame wrought helms who did not carry
shields, which would have hindered them from
fighting on horseback. The cavalry battled with
lancers and swordsmen in close combat because the
Goths had a heroic ethes. In the 6% century AD, in
Italy the mounted lancers became real cataphracts,
because the Italian Gethic state started to distribute
suits ef armeur for the warriors and their herses.
The Visigeths preserved the Germanie tradition of
foet eombat. It was enly in fifth eentury Gallia and
Hispania that they improved their meunted ferees
and turned them inte skirmishers.





