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CHAPTER 45

ODRYSIAN CAVALRY ARMS,

EQUIPMENT, AND TACTICS

TheOdrysian Army

Although by Strabo’s time Thrace had been devastated to an
exceptional degree, he said that the region as a whole could
sendinto thefield 15,000 cavalry and 200,000 infantry.t This
would corroborate Herodotus’ statement that there were about
amillion Thracians, which allowsan army 100— 200,000 strong.
It also makes creadible Thucycidides’ claim that when the
Odrysian king Sitalkes called up all Thracian troops south of
theDanube, 150,000 warriorspoured “like a cloud of locusts™
into Macedonia, carrying all beforethem. Nowonder Herodotus
saysof theThraciansthat “were they under one ruler, or united,
they would... beinvincibleand thestrongest nation on earth.”®
However, the army was not paid, but lived on booty, and the
majority of troops would have supplied their own equipment.
Consequently armies dissolved quickly if not succcessful .4

The Odrysian army was composed mainly of peltastsand
cavary, the remainder being lighter infantry (javelin men,
archers, and dingers).® In Sitalkes’ army, these warriors came
from the Odrysai, Getae, eastern Paionians (Agrianians and
Laeseans), Treres, Tilateans, Apsinthii, Krobyzi, Dii (plusBess
and other mountain tribes), and Thyni. Noneof thetribesfrom
the Aegean coast (Edoni, Bisaltae etc) joined Sitalkes. Greek
mercenarieswere occasionally hired to make up for the lack of
heavy infantry. | phicrateshad 8000 men in Thrace at onestage,®
but we cannot besureif thiswaswhen hewasin Kotys’ service
or when hewascampaigning in thesameareaon Athens’ behalf.
Many of Iphicrates’ victories were gained using peltasts as the
main arm, but what Kotys needed was hoplites, and these
probably formed the mainstay of his mercenary force.
Unfortunately, when the Macedoniansinvaded, the Thracians
had no such infantry capable of defeating the Macedonian
phalanx.”

! Strabo Geography 7.f47.

2 Aristophanes Acharnians, 145 — this was in autumn 429.

3 Herodotus V.3.

4 This might be one explanation for the brevity of Sitalkes’ campaign
against Macedonia

5 Thucydides 2.100; Head, AOTMAPW, p 29;Head D., TTT, ppl4-17.
5 Polyaenus 111.9.46. This would be the largest body of mercenary
troops who fought for the Thracians.
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Tribes fought together as well as alone, but large
agglomerations were rare. More typical were the four tribes
that attacked Romanswith 10,000 men in amountainousdefile
in 189, or the Triballi’s lone defence against Alexander the
Great. Tribal fragmentation meant that most Thracian armies
would have been 10-20,000 men strong.

Oneof themast powerful of these appeared in 400, when
Seuthes|| hired the 6,000 or so survivorsof Xenophon’s army
toget hisown domain ontheBlack seacoast.® They weremainly
hoplites, but included nearly 1,000 peltasts, javelinmen, and
dlingers, and 50 cavalry®. Xenophon says simply that Seuthes
had an army larger than the Greek army; and that it tripled in
size as the news of its success spread. This could mean that
Seuthes’ army grew to a strength of around 20,000 men,
including the Greeks. *° The Thracian contribution to thisarmy
would have been around 4,000 Odrysian light cavalry, 500
heavy cavalry, 500 archers and dingers, 7,000 peltasts, and
2,000 javelin-armed lighter infantry.®

The army was organised along tribal lines, with each
contingent commanded by itsown princeor hisrdatives. Since
theleaders expected to bein theforefront of battle, they would
have had littlecontrol over their armies once battle wasjoined.
In Sitalkes’ case (when fighting the Triballi), this also meant

"eg Arrian, 1.2 — 1.4.

8 Op.cit. VII,7,23; 1,7 — before the battle of Cunaxa there were 10,400
hoplites and 2,500 peltasts, but when they get to Thrace D. Head, in
“Thracian Troop Types’, in Singshot, September 1979, p 21 and J.GP.
Best, Thracian Peltasts and their influence on Greek warfare, 1969,
p76 wrote their number had dwindled to 6,000. While Anabasis VI,
2 “...and with Xenophon there were about seventeen hundred hoplites
and about three hundred peltasts. Xenophon was the only one who
had cavalry, aforce of about forty horsemen.” Diodorus Siculus XIV.
31.5 says 8,300 survived to reach the Bosphorus but they then split
up.

9 Xenophon, Anabasis Ill. 3.16; Anabasis VII. 3 also says “Seuthes
then went off, and Timasion, with about forty Greek horsemen, went
with him.”

10 X enophon, Anabasis 7.5.15; 7.4.20.

1 Thesefigures are based on the assumption that cavalry formed about
onethird of the army, peltasts formed the bulk of the troops, and the
remainder were lighter infantry, with archers predominating over
slingers.
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the death of thecommander and loss of the battle. Commands
weretransmitted by trumpet calls.*? Thracian musicians used
hornsfor giving signals, and al so trumpets of raw ox-hidethat
coud play musiclikethat of aharp.®®

It is probable that different Thracian tribes favoured
different fighting styles and had different proportions of troop-
types in their armies. For instance, in the Iliad, Euphemes
arrayed the Ciconians, men of the spear'4, and Pryaechmesled
Paeonians, armed with the bow. Mountain tribes were more
warlike and favoured infantry, while those from the plains
favoured cavalry. The Odrysai fielded 8,000 horse (28%) and
20,000 foot against Lysimachos.®> A detachment of Odrysians
sent by Seuthes to aid the Spartans in Bithynia in 398 was
composed of 200 cavalry (40%) and 300 peltasts.’® Thucydides
saysthat the Getai and their neighboursby theDanubewereall
mounted archersin the Skythian style.” However, Alexander
faced a Getic army of 4000 horse and 10,000 foot, or about
28% cavalry.®® Seutheshired 2,000 Getic light troops for use
againg the Atheniansin the Thracian Chersonese,™® which shows
they may have been aregular component of Odrysian armies.
So an Odrysian royal army might contain between 25% and
40% cavalry, whilethe army of a single tribe or group of hill
tribes might have much less.

TheOdrysian Cavalry

Horseriding epitomised the Thracians. Euripidesand Homer
called the Thracians “a race of horsemen”, and Thrace, “the
land of the Thracian horsemen”.?® This description seemsjus-
tified, as even though the cavalry only madeup asmall propor-
tion of their army, they were quite numerous. For instance,
although Sitalkes’ army was only one-third cavalry, this repre-
sented about 50,000 men. The mgjority of thesewere Odrysians
and Getai.?* Thusthe Odrysians alone could outnumber all the
fifth-century Greek citiesand other tribal kingdomscollectively
in cavalry forces.? However, Macedonian heavy cavalry op-

12 Xenophon, Anabasis, 7.4.19.

2 |bid, 7.3.32.

1 Illiad, Chapter 2.

5 Diodorus Siculus XVI11.14.2.

16 Xenophon, Hellenica 111 2.2.

1 Thucydides 2.96.

8 Arrian, 1.4 —1.5.

% Polyaenus, Sratagems of War 7.38.

2 Euripides, Hecabe, 7-10 (Penguin)

Polydorus: “To Thrace, to the palace of his old friend Polymestor,
who farms the fertile plain of this peninsula and rules over a race of
horsemen with his sword.”

p 84: (707-709) Hecabe: “It was my own trusted friend; the Thracian
horseman, to whose house Priam had sent him secretly.”

Homer lliad 13.1 (Loeb)

Now Zeus, when he had brought the Trojans and Hector to the ships,
left the combatants there to have toil and woe unceasingly, but him-
self turned away his bright eyes, and looked afar, upon the land of the
Thracian horsemen,Homer, Iliad, X1V

Venus now went back into the house of Jove, while Juno darted down
from the summits of Olympus. She passed over Pieriaand fair Emathia,
and went on and on till she came to the snowy ranges of the Thracian
horsemen, over whose topmost crests she sped without ever setting
foot to ground.

ZAThucydides 2.100.

2 Archibald Z., op. cit. p 204.
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erated against them with impunity when Sitalkes invaded
Macedonia. “The Macedonians... made cavalry attacks on the
Thracian army when they saw their opportunity. Whenever they
did so, being excdlent horsemen and armed with breastpl ates,
no one could stand up to them...”% This happened again dur-
ing thebattle of Lyginus between Alexander and the Triballi.?

Thecavalry were chiefly unarmoured javelin-armed skir-
mishers, with relatively few armoured cavalry forming a body-
guard for the king.® This might explain why Sitalkeshad no
troops able to stand up to the heavy Macedonian cavalry.
Against the Greeks, though, they seem to have had more suc-
cess, with several Greek armies being wiped out during
colonisation attempts. Perhaps the best evidence for the suc-
cess of Thracian cavalry isthe way that the mainland Greeks
took up Thracian cavalry dress, and horsemanship. Athenian
riderswearing Thracian boots and/or Thracian headdress can
be seen on the Parthenon frieze, and wearing Thracian cloaks
on Athenian pottery.?

Horses were very important to Thracians, and seem to
have been of good quality.?” Studies of Thracian horses from
fourth century tombs show that they were larger than steppe
poniesand at least comparableto the breedson the Greek main-
land, which reached 1.34m or 13 hands. They had along thick
mane, ashort tail, and carried their heads high.® Thebiggest
would have been between 1.36 and 1.44m, or 14 hands at the
withers, similar to stallions of the Przewalski horse® This
size, between that of amodern pony and ahorse, isnow called
aGalloway. It wasstill small enough that riderswhorodewith
their legs straight barely kept their feet off the ground.

Horses were trained and bred for racing, a prerequisite
for successful cavalry warfare. Xenophon rates Thracian horses
to be as good as Persian and Greek horses, and says that the
Odrysians habitually ran their horse races downhill.* In the
Iliad, aTrojan spy reports that the Thracian king Rhesus has
thefinest and strongest horseshe has ever seen, “whiter than
snow and fleeter than any wind that blows.”®! The Megarians
asked an oracle who were better then they. The extraordinary
reply received was: “Better than all other land is the land of
Pelasgian Argos, Thracian mares are the best, and the
Lacedaemonian women.”*? Vergil describes three Thracian
horses: One had whitefetlocksand “a snowy star” on the fore-
head; another was a piebald, while a third was dappled with
white. Horsesin the Kazanluk paintings do not have any mark-
ingsand aredifferent shades of brown, except for asinglewhite

2 Thucydides 11, 100.

2 Arrian, 1.2 — 1.4.

% Head, AOTMAPW, p 29; Head, TTT, pp 14-17.

% Archibald Z., ibid pp 204-206; see Fig. 1.

27 Although J. K. Anderson (Ancient Greek Horsemanship, Univ. of
Cadlifornia Press, Berkeley, 1961, p22) deems the Thracian horse to
have been “a compound of all possible faults”, I have not found any
ancient sources that agree with him. His theory is that as Thrace had
been scourged by numerous wars and invasions, whatever was good
in the equine sense was stolen or destroyed. The same argument
would make possible an improvement via a mixture of breeds from
Asia; the argument about wars etc probably only applies after the
Macedonian conquest.

% CAH Vol VIII, page 542.

% Achibald Z., op. cit, p 205.

30X enophon On Horsemanship VIII.

3 Homer, lliad, X

%2 Theocritus Idyl xiv. 48.
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Figure 1. 5th century Thracian light cavalryman with zeira, boots, fox skin cap, two javelins and a pelte ung on
his back. Note the small size of the horse (From a red figure pelike found near Sozopol).
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Figure 2a. Recongtruction of silver gilt harness ornaments 1 to 4, left to right. 1. 4th century, from Smeonovgrad, near
Haskovo HM Haskovo P49. 2. 3rd or 2nd century, from Ravnogor, near Pazardzk (found with a hair from the forelock in
the hollow “horn”), HM Pazardzik A4646-4652, 4707, 157. 3. c¢. 400 - 350, from Letnitsa 4.4th century, from the Lukovit
treasure. Archaeological Museum, Sofia. © Linda Dicmanis 2001

Figure 2b. Reconstruction of some other harness ornaments, by Linda Dicmanis. © Linda Dicmanis 2001. 1. Kralevo
treasure, Targoviste region, turn of 4th-3rd centuries BC (probably Getic). HM Targoviste 2298-2306 2. 4th century
harness ornamnents from the Lukovit treasure, Archaeological Musuem, Sofia 3. The silver headstall from Mramor
Moglia Panagyurishte district, 350-300., previously thought to have been a shield applique. It was found with five
circular ornaments. Archaeological Museum, Sofia. It is 32 cmlong, which Linda Dicmanis found to fit exactly onto
a horse’s head. © Linda Dicmanis 2001
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Figure 3. Triballi or Getic horsemen on Silver-gilt jug from the 4™ century Rozogen treasure,
National Museum of History inv. No22459. Note the saddle and chest strap decorations, and the
“horn” on the horses’ heads.
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Figure 4. The tombstone of a 1st century AD
Thracian auxiliary cavalryman, from Gloucester.
He uses a lancea, but may also have had a case of
javelins. The details of his clothes and armour
were probably painted on, but have now disap-
peared. The inscription reads: “Rufus Sita, caval-
ryman of the 6th cohort of Thracians. 40 yearsold
and 22 years of military service. His heirs erected
thisstoneinaccordancewith hiswill. Herehelies.”
Author 5 photograph.

Figure 5. The Alexandrovo tomb, 400-375. It consists of two rooms - a rectangular entryway and a round chamber with a
high dome. Both rooms are covered with murals: men, animals, plants and geometric motifs. Note the unusual shape to
the spears, the similarities to the Kazanluk paintings, the horse trappings, and the Greek costumes.



ObRysiAN CAVALRY ARMS, EQUIPMENT, AND TACTICS

Fugure 5 (Continued).
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Figure 6. Silver-gilt fourth century Thracian (probably Triballi) horse
ornaments from Lukovit. The rider wears a draping chlamys and a
tunic reaching to his mid-thigh. Note the bridlerings and chest strap
decorations. Archaeological Museum, Sofia, No. 8214.

horse. White horses were evidently special, as one was pre-
sented to Seuthes|| at the banquet attended by X enophon.® In
the Alexandrovo tomb, the horses are wholly painted grey,
white, brown, or yellow.

Itisinteresting to notethat Thracian horses seem to have
been larger than Skythian and Saka horses, which were of the
Przewalski type - small, stocky ponies with naturally short
manes and long tails. Scythian horses found in permafrost
graves were chestnut, browns, bays or jet black. None were
dapple grey, mottled bay, skewbald, roan or grey. White
patches, which are common on modern brown horses, were
absent. It isthought the Skythians avoided light coloured or
whitemarked horses, asthey had acorresponding light col oured
hoof that was easily injured. So apparently, it wasnot until the
invention of the horseshoe, that we start to see white patches
on horses extremities.®

Thehorsetrappingswerewd | crafted and highly deco-
rative, and horseswearing al theitemsdiscovered in Thracian
tombs must have made afinesight.*® A variety of harnessing
methods was used, some of which resembled Skythian and
Persian practice. Leather bridlesin red or dark brown colour
consisted of side-gtraps, nose bandswith or without chinstraps,
often forehead-straps and throat-lashes. Reins were the same
colour. The harnessfittings (most often disks or rings,) were
made of a mixture of iron, bronze, gold, and silver, or bronze
andsilver.

Harness fittings were adorned like the those of the
Skythians, featuring real or fantastic animals, but many fea-
tured distinctive anthropomorphic motifs, including the

3 Xenophon, Anabasis?.3.34.

% http://members.ozemail.com.au/~ancientpersial.
cavalry.html, 20/12/01.

% See fig. 2.
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Thracian horseman and Thracian mythology. Sometimeshun-
dreds of exquisitely crafted ornaments were used on asingle
horse. “There was a separate native tradition which neverthe-
lessgrew closer tosimilarly evolving Royal Skythian schemes
during the fourth century. At the sametime, Greek influences
becameincreasingly more prominent.”* The meaning of these
ornaments has often been discussed, but apparently not their
usage. Thehorse decorationspainted in the Alexandrovo tomb
now show definitely how they were worn — one on the nose,
one on theforehead, and two on each side of the head. Except
for the nose decoration, the Alexandrovo paintings confirm
positions shown in the Kazanluk tomb paintings, which show
disksintheselocations.

Therearealot of similaritiestotheKazanluk figures: the
poseof the horses, fancy saddl ecl oths, clean-shaven faces, and
the low shoes. The nose and forehead ornaments in the
Alexandrovo tomb are significant in that similar decorations
have been found in other tombs but their use had not previ-
ously been illustrated. Where more than six appliques have
been found, the most likely location for the adornmentswoul d
be on the chest strap and along theforehead strap. Horseswith
the most basic ring decorations generally only had them on
each side of the head.

250 silver appliquesfrom Vratsa, 206 of which weretiny
heads, might have been attached to thereins, or sewn onto a
saddle cloth. Apart from the use of the saddle cloth, horses
wereridden bareback, asstirrups, horseshoes, and saddleswere
yet to be invented. Although horses are often shown without
saddle cloths, this may have been artistic convention, meant to
show off the lines of the horse’s body. Xenophon says a man
may ride bareback, but assumes saddlecloths are standard, at
least for war. Most clothsweres mplerectangles. The Scythians
used what was essentially a cushioned saddle cloth. Leather
covered cushions, stuffed with deer hair or straw, werestitched
with sinew thread with wooden supports. Xenophon recom-
mends athick quilted saddlecloth, and the pad may derivefrom
this.

The southern Thracians learned of the simple Skythian
saddle through their northern cousins, and it seems the
Odrysianswereusing it by thethird century. Oneof thehorses
fromthe Kazanluk paintingshasalow dark brown saddleon a
cream and brown cloth. The 3rd century Sveshtari tomb shows
a Hellenised king of the Getai sitting on a richly decorated
saddlewith four long pendants, painted red.

Many brightly coloured saddlecloths are shown on the
Kazanluk and Alexandrovo paintings. Oneisred with yellow
decoration, except that thetasselson therear pointsarewhite.
Others are straight-edged and plain red. In the Alexandrovo
tomb, the saddle cloths are coloured blue and red, blue and
white, or red and white. Animal-skin saddle clothswere also
used.¥”

All have simple geometrical patterns - none show the
elaborate decorations used by the Skythiansand Persians, who
included birdsand flowersin their designs. Thematerial used
for Thracian saddleclothsis unknown, but Skythian and Per-
sian clothswere made of felt, sometimeswith |eather edging or
backing. Wool and hemp are other possibilities. They were

% Archibald Z. , op.cit., pp 247-251.
%" Head D., AOTMAPW, pp 127-128, 173-174; Webber Ch., op. cit.,
loc. cit; one is shown on the dome of the Kazanluk tomb.
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Figure 7. Tombstone of a mercenary Thracian cavalryman from
Abdera, dating to the second or first century. His equipment is typi-
cal of Thracian cavalry of the late Hellenistic period. He carries a
thureos, a long sword and a spear, and wears trousers, tunic and
cloak. National Archaeological Museum Sophia Inv. 84009.

held by breast and girth strapsthat wereknotted around toggles
or spacers, buckles being unknown.

TheAlexandrovo and Kazanluk tomb pai ntings show that
carrot-like tassels sometimes hung from the chest strap. The
chest strap was al so often decorated with metallic disks of one
sort or another. In addition, The Lukovit applique shows a
chest strap decorated with aseriesof “X”’s. An interesting deco-
ration isworn on the forehead of two Triballi or Getic horses
on a silver-gilt jug from the Rozogen treasure.® This looks
like a unicorn horn bent backwards, and is similar to decora-
tionsused by Skythians. Thesamehorseasohasa saddle, and
metallic ornaments on the cheek and throat straps.

Most Thracian bits were quite severe and consisted of
two S-shaped branches with two or three rings or holes con-
nected by achain. Thesecan be seen on the Alexandrovotomb,
though on the Kazanluk tomb the outside branches are straight
with curved ends. Thracian bits are usually made of iron, or
iron covered with silver fail, although somemay a so have been
of bronze. The extent to which the Greek type (the ‘hard’ bit)
replaced or supplemented the native onesin Odrysian territo-
ries has still to be clarified, but this bit was rarely used before
themid-fourth century. The Greek bit usually consg stsof bronze
partsfitted around an iron core with bronzelinks. It helpsthe
horseto salivate and makesit far easier to manoeuvre. *

% National Museum of History inv. No. 22459 (AG plate 83; AG
Helsinki No. 33); See Fig. 3.
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L ater cavalry developments

The fourth century saw the start of many changesin cavalry
dressand equipment. Thedigtinctive Thracian dresswasdis-
carded, additional armour of new typeswasworn, shieldsand
saddlescameintouse, and light infantry wastrained to support
cavalry. Light cavalry was now likely to have the basic pro-
tection of helmet and shield, while heavy cavalry took to wear-
ing iron helmets and composite corsel ets.

Early 2™ century Thracian noble cavalry had a force of
light infantry attached to them.** Thesemay have beentrained
tofight alongsidethe cavalry and to hamstring the enemy horses.
Bithynian cavalry too seem to have been closely supported by
attached infantry. This is not recorded before the early 3rd
century and is probably a result of Hellenistic influence, as
Greek and Macedonian generals were using light infantry in
close support of their cavalry long before.*?

From the late fourth century onwards, Odrysian cavalry
operated mostly as allied or subject troops. In particular,
Thracian troops were critical to the success of Alexander the
Great. They formed about one fifth of his army (25% of the
infantry and 20% of the cavalry to begin with) and took partin
almost all hisbattles. Of theforcesthat crossed to Asia, there
were 7,000 Odrysians, Triballi and Illyriansplus 1,000 archers
and Agrianians (a Paionian tribe) out of atotal of 32,000 foot
soldiers.”® Therewere also 900 Thracian and Paeonian scouts,
out atotal of 4,500 cavalry. A further 500 Thracian cavalry
joined Alexander’s army while it was at Memphis.* A body of
Odrysian horse (probably heavy cavalry), commanded by
Sitalkes, an Odrysian prince, was likewise present.”® 600
Thracian cavalry and 3,500 Trallians joined Alexander after
heleft Babylon.*

At the battle of the Granicusin 334, Alexander deployed
the Thracians on hisleft flank, but they were not engaged dur-
ingthebattle.*” Thracian cavalry took part in Alexander’s rapid
march to Miletus,® and Thracian javelinmen screened the
Macedonian left flank in battle against the Pisidians.®® Before
the Battle of 1ssos (333) we find Alexander using the “light
armed Thracians” to reconnoitre the mountainous surround-
ingsof theCilician Gates.®

At the subsequent battle the Thracians were initially in
the van of the army,*! then they were again posted on the | eft
wing, brigaded with Cretan archers.52 They were also on the
left wing at Gaugame a(331), when the savage Thracians(cav-
alry and infantry) hel ped beat off a sustained attack by superior
numbers of Persian cavalry.® However, the Thracian infantry
had mixed success defending the baggage against the Indian

% Archibald Z. , op.cit., pp 247-251.
“ Head D., AOTMAPW, pp 51, 127- 129.
4 Livy XLII.52.

“2 Head D., AOTMAPW, p 51.

“ Diod. Sic. 17.17.4.

4 Arrian 3.5.

% Arrian 3.13.

% Diod. Sic. 17.65.1.

4 Arrian 1.14.

4 Arrian 1.18.

4 Arrian 1.29.

50 Curtius 1. 4.

51 Curtius 111.9.9.

52 Arrian 2.9.
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cavalry. Although many other troops were allowed to return
homebefore or during themarch tolndia, the Thracians sayed
on. 3,000 infantry and 500 horsemen would be left asagarri-
son on thelndusriver near the present day city of Rawalpindi.>
At the battle of the Hydaspes (326 ), the Thracian light infantry
attacked the Indian elephants with “copides” (curved swords
or rhomphaias).® TheAgrianiansin particular weregiven many
critical missions.®

Many other battles in the struggle for Alexander’s em-
pireinvolved Thracian troops. Eumenes deployed Thracians
on his l€eft flank at the battle of the Hellespont in 321.5" At
Paraitakene (317), 500 Thracian cavalry fought on one side
and 1000 cavalry fought on the other (possibly colonist
Thraciansversesnative Thracians— the native Thracians won).%®

Thracian cavalry next roseto prominencein thewarswith
the Romans. In 171 Perseus was joined by Kotys, king of the
Odrysai with 1,000 picked cavalry and about 1,000 infantry.>®
Perseus already had 3,000 “free Thracians under their own
commander” in his forces.®® These fought “like wild beasts
who had long been kept caged”® at the Kallinikos skirmish
that year, defeating the Roman allied cavalry. They returned
from battle singing, with severed heads astrophies. Their per-
formance at the Battle of Pydna (168) was less remarkable —
they are only mentioned when running away® Thracian cav-
alry arerecorded switching sidesin 109, when two mercenary
sguadrons were bribed to let Jugurtha into a Roman camp.®
The last significant instance of the use of Thracian horsemen
seemstobe in 71 - whileL uculluswas campaigning in Pontus,
he used Thracian cavalry to successfully charge Armenian
cataphractsin theflank.®

However, Thracian cavalry continued in use. In 48 at the
Battle of Pharsalus, Kotys, the Odrysian king sent around 500
cavalry with hisson Sadalasto join Pompey’s army in Greece.
Among Pompey’s infantry were members of the Bessi tribe,
some of them mercenaries, others conscripted or volunteers.
Pompey’s camp was “zealously defended by the Roman cohorts
left to guard it, but more fiercely still by the Thracian

% Arrian 3.13 - 3.15.

% They remained in India until 317, after which they came back to
Asia Minor, where they joined the mercenary armies of Alexander’s
successors. Forov & Forov, op. cit. p 47.

% Curtius VIII. 14, 24-30

% gg the flank attack on the Persian Gates (Arrian 3.18); During
the siege of Tyre Alexander took only “the shield bearing guards
and the Agrianians and set out to Sidon” (Arrian 2.19). They were
also on the right flank in nearly al the battles, usualy brigaded
near the Companions or Royal Guards.

57 Diodorus XVIII 30-32; Plutarch, Eumenes.

%8 Diodorus Siculus, X1X. 27.5 and 29.3. At the same time,
Diodorus XIX 14.5 says that Peucestes, Satrap of Persia had 600
Greek and Thracian cavalry.

% Livy XLII.52.

 1bid.

& Livy XLII.52.

2 Livy XLIV, 42: nevertheless, the cavalry (deployed on the
Macedonian right) survived the battle virtually unscathed, which
means that they either ran away without a fight, or must have made
a good account of themselves, as they were outhumbered and
probably had to face the more heavily armoured Pergamene cavalry.
8 Salust, Jugurthine War, XXXVIII. There are severa other
recorded instances of Thracian troops switching sides in the middle
of a battle,

8 Plutarch, Lucullus.
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auxiliaries.”® but Pompey was defeated by Caesar. 2,000
Thracian, Illyrian, Parthian, and Thessalian cavalry were at
Philippi in 42,% while Thracian mercenaries and allies also
participated on the losing side in 31 at the Battle of Actium,
when Octavian defeated Mark Antony.®”

After Thracebecameaprovincein 46 AD, troopsraised
there fought throughout the Roman world, including Britain.
Thetombstone of a1% century AD Thracian cavalryman, Rufus
Sita(presumably hehad red hair likehisancestors), wasfound
in Gloucester and is now on show in the city museum, and a
Thracian shrinehas been excavated in Dorset. Another Thracian
cavalryman has his tombstone from Wroxeter on display in
Shrewsbury’s Rowley House museum.® At the other end of
theempire, in the Crimesa, Ludci us Furius Seuthes| eft hiseques-
trian tombstone.®

Costume

From the 7" to the 4™ centuries, Thracian light cavalry wore a
tunic, cloak (zeira), cap (alopekis) and boots (embades).”
Thracian warriorswith thisdress are common in 6th-5th cen-
tury Greek art, and still described by Xenophon in the early
4th.™ Other less sophisticated examples of Greek pots show
Thracian cavalry dressed very Smply in apointed hat and long
flowing tunic, and they are indistinguishable from Skythian
cavalry. This costumewould probably still bein usein middle
of thefourth century, asthe costumeis<till worn by theThracian
warrior goddess Bendis on an Athenian relief of about 350 —
though newer styles had already begun to supplant it.”? Some
4th century Thracian metalwork shows the cavalryman bare-
headed and with barefeet, amedium length flowing cloak and
simple tunic. The exact colours of earlier Thracian costume,
although described as brightly coloured, are unknown. The
tomb paintings use rather dull colours, and are not much help
prior to 350. Thracian clothing was made of hemp, flax, or
wool and was well regarded for its fine quality and texture.”
Outer garments were sewn, naturally or artificially dyed, with
woven or embroidered decoration. Theway in which theclothes
were worn depended on the season and on the type of work
practiced, with certain regional differences.” The northern
Thracians wore narrow trousers and a short shirt tucked into
them, combined with an outer tunic, tied at thewaist.” Over

8 Caesar, Civil Wars, 11.95

% Appian, The Civil Wars, IV, X1, 87-88; Kotys, king of the
Sapaioi, hedged his bets on this battle — he sent one of his sons,
Raskos, to the camp of the Caesarians, and the other one,
Raskouporis, to the republicans.

57 Plutarch, Mark Antony: King Sadalas of Thrace came to his
support, but Dicomes, king of the Getae only promised his support.
King Rhoemetalkes supported Octavian at this battle.

% See Fg. 4.

% Sokolov G., Antique Art on the Northern Black Sea Coast,
Leningrad, 1974, Fg 172.

" Herodotus VI1.75; see fig 1.

™ Xenophon, Anabasis VI1.4.

2 See fig. 5. None of the people painted on the walls of the
Alexandrovo tomb wear this costume.

8 Herodotus |V, 74; Euripides, Hecabe, 1153-1155 p 98 (Penguin).
™ Georgieva R., Spiridonov T., & Rekho M. Thracian Ethnology,
Univ. Press “Sv. Kliment Ohridski”, Sofia, 1999: English summary
a http://members.tripod.com/~Groznijat/thrac/ethno/
thrac_ethnol.html.
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thisclothing, cloaks, fur coats and the characteristic Thracian
zeirawere used. Thesewere decorated with fibulae, leather or
textile bdls, and various other articles of adornment.”® The
total effect was quite impressive — Plato says he thought the
Thracian contingent marching in an Athenian religiousfegtival
put on a better show than the citizens (they must have |ooked
really good, as thisis saying that barbarians are better than
citizens, evenin asmall way).”

The cap was called al opekis, meaning fox-skin, in Greek.
Art showsawidevariety of Thracian caps, inthreemain styles.
One was clearly made of afox’s skin, its face perched above
thewearer’s forehead, with neck- and cheek-flaps of patterned
cloth. A second style shows the same neck- and cheek-flaps
attached to a low-crowned cap of cloth or felt, or sometimes
perhaps dappled cowhide. The third style is a simple high-
crowned “Phrygian” cap, again with neck and cheek-flaps all
apparently made in one piece.”™

Noble Odrysian cavalry may haveworn tattoos. Tatooing
was a sign of birth, though there is no evidence that it was
practiced by Odrysian men.” Noble Thracian women showed
off their status by wearing richer and more brightly coloured
designs, some of which are shown on the Vratsagreave.® They
were tattooed on their faces and with spots on their arms,
supposedly to commemorate the murder of Orpheus (by
Thracian women).8! Although there are no known depictions
of tattooed Thracian warriors, thenoblemen may have adopted
this pracatice, for the Agathyrs (a Skythian tribe near the
Thracianswith some Thracian customs) aresaid to havetattooed
both their faces and their limbs with distinctive tribal marks.
The sort of tattoos worn were probably similar to the spirals
and animal motifsworn by Skythian chiefs® The Getai, being
under heavy Skythian influence, are especially likely to have
followed this custom.

Thereare, however, lots of paintings of the Thracian tu-
nicand cloak. The Thracian tunic wasknee-length and sleeve-
less. It wastied at thewaist, and belt buckleswith wolf motifs
were common.® The tunic was frequently patterned like the
cloak, but sometimes was unmarked or patterned at the hem
only. The cloak (zeira) wasworn over thetop of thetunic and
was the most striking article of Thracian dress. The peltasts
and cavalry wore it, but probably not the lighter infantry. It
covered the whol e body like a blanket, and seemsto have been
of heavy material, since the paintings show it as stiff and not

" See fig. 3.

6 1bid.

" Plato Republic 327a.

" Head D., ‘Thracian Troop Types’, Singshot, No 85, September
1979, p 14 — only mentions two types but Duncan now agrees with
me that there were three. See www.the-thracians.com/appearan.htm.
™ Herodotus V.6.

8 | evi P, Atlas of the Greek World, 1987, P 127.

8 Head D., ‘Thracian Troop Types’, Singshot, No 85, September
1979, p 15.

8 Trippett F, The First Horsemen, Time Life Books, 1980, p 113
shows these tattoos, however M E Durham Some Origins, Laws &
Customs of th Balkans, London, 1928, (Figure 3, p 103 & figure 4, p
105) suggests that sun and moon symbols were the most common, as
sun worship was a prominent Thracian religion.

8 Paunova V., Warrior s Belt Appliques from Thrace (6th-4th Cen-
tury BC), , in Archaeologia Bulgarica, Vol 3, No. 2, 1999, pp 15-29..
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hangingin folds. Thiswould suit themountain tribes, who had
todeal with very cold winters and cool nightsduring the sum-
mer. It was very long, often reaching to the feet. The top
portion could be folded over asa sort of collar, or thetop cor-
ners could be turned in to hang over the chest or thrown back
over the shoulders. It washeld on by asinglefibula or brooch
at the left shoulder, and was often worn like a Greek cloak
(draped over theleft shoulder, leaving theright arm free). The
cloak was boldly patterned with lozenges, zig-zag and castel -
lated lines, and other geometricmotifs® Liketheclothesworn
by Balkan people until recently, the patterns probably indicated
the owner’s tribe and region of origin, and groups of warriors
from the same area probably woresimilar patterns(though this
is hard to establish as few Greek vases show groups of
Thracians).®

Thracian boots (embades) were another distinctive fea-
ture. Theyweremade from fawnskin, and (in contrast to Greek
and Roman styles) entirely covered the feet and part of the
lower leg. Thebootswerelaced up at thefront, usually with a
number of flaps hanging down from thetop. These bootswere
ideal for the colder climate of the mountains, or for cavalry
use. They may even have provided some protection for the
legsagainst wounds.®

Thracian costume of the Hellenistic and Roman er as

A dramatic change in appearance began during the fourth
century, reflecting Greek influence. The evidence comesfrom
wall paintings in tombs near Kazanluk (early 3 century),
Alexandrovo (early 4™ century), and Sveshtari (3" century).
Thesealso providethefirst colour references. They show that
the beards, tattoos, cloaks, boots, hats, and top-knots have all
disappeared. At thistimealso, archaeol ogical evidence proves
that some Thracians began to wear (usually three) bronze or
goldtorcsaroundther necks® Barefeet, sandals, or yellowish
or red-brown shoeswith turned-up toes replaced the boots. As
a result of these changes, the Thracians who fought for
Alexander would have been very similar in appearanceto the
Macedoniansand Greeksin hisarmy.®

Most tunics at Kazanluk are simple, single colour gar-
ments, either with patterned borders, or free of any decoration.
Someare short-sleeved, and others aresleeveless. In thelatter
caseit wasprobably fastened at the shoulder with pins, asitis
occasionally shown leaving theright shoulder and chest bare.
The colours of the cloaks and tunics at Kazanluk include red,

8 See Fig 1.

8 Herodotus V11.75; Xenophon, Anabasis VI1I.4; Duncan Head, op.
cit. p 15; Archibald, op. cit. pp 207-208; Warry, op. cit. p 50;
Georgieva et a. — summary.

8 Herodotus V11.75; Xenophon, Anabasis V11.4; Head, op. cit. p 15;
Archibald, op. cit. pp 207-208. Seefig. 1.

8 eg Marazov |. (ed), op. cit. plate 200 (p 234); Fol A. (ed) Ancient
Thrace, Gold and Slver Treasures from Bulgaria 5000 BC- 300AD,
(catalogue of the Helsinki exhibition) 2000, Item 40, p 80.

8 Zhivkova L., The Kazanluk Tomb, Recklinghausen, 1975, plates
14-18; A. Fol et a The Thracian Tomb Near the Millage of Sveshtari,
Sofia, 1986, pp 110-113; Webber Ch., ‘The Alexandrovo Tomb and
Other Recent Discoveries’, Slingshot 216, July 2001, pp 47-50;
www.the-thracians.com/alexandrovo_tomb.htm;http://
members.tripod.com/~Groznijat/thrac/aleksandrovo_1.htm; www.the-
thracians.com/kazanluk.htm. The Alexandrovo tomb is not yet pub-
lished. See Fg. 3.


http://www.the-thracians.com/appearan.htm.
http://www.the-thracians.com/alexandrovo_tomb.htm;http://
http://www.the-

540

white, red-brown, pale blue, palegreen, cream, light blue, and
off-white. At Alexandrovo there is one tunic that is brown
with two white vertical stripesdown both sides. It islike the
tunic of one servant on the dome of the Kazanluk tomb. Itis
red-brown with one white stripe on each sleeve and two down
each side. Another Alexandrovo cavalier wears ared tunic;
another wears awhite tunic decorated with afew vertical thin
orange lines, and a third wears a white tunic decorated with
thick brown vertical lines down the sides. They are clean-
shaven, two with short hair and onewith long hair. Thecaval-
ryman in the white tunic might have a Greek petasos hat on,
but itis morelikely just arandom white splotch instead. The
Sveshtari horseman (a Getic king) iswears an unmarked short
tunic and chlamys, but the colour cannot be determined. The
Thraciansat the battle of Pydna (168) wore black tunics.® Few
of the infantry at Kazanluk, and none of the figures at
Alexandrovo wear cloaks.®

Oneof theridersin the Alexandrovo tombwears along-
sleeved blue top under hiswhite tunic (which isdecorated with
afew thin vertical orangelines). Thisfigure’s combination of
long sleeves showing under the short-sleeved tunicis similar
to Dacian dress centuries later. It may have been inspired by
the Persians. On both the Alexander M osai ¢ and Sarcophagus
(including the Hunt Frieze from Philip I1’s tomb and several
other visual sources) long sleeved tunicsare shown being worn
by Philip, Alexander and aristocratic cavalrymen - thisisalso
repeated on bronze and terracottafigures. Such tunicsmay have
been borrowed by the M acedonian court, inspired or influenced
by high ranking Persian dress (along with purple cloaks). But
then again, perhapsthe Thracian noblestook thefashion from
thePersiansfirst, andit wasin turn taken up by their neighbours,
the Macedonians It seems that vertically stripped tunics be-
cameall therage during the4th century in thisgeneral part of
theworld. A figureon the Alexander Sarcophagus (often iden-
tified asa servant) wearsatunic with twothin vertical stripes-
and anumber of servants (and/ or grooms?) appear to the | eft
of thesolider sympaosium tomb painting from AgiosAthanasios
(near Thessaloniki) wearing similar tunics - not dissimilar to
thoseworn by figuresfrom both Kazanluk and Alexandrovo.*

Since the paintings are early 4th century, they help to
answer the perennial question of what Alexander’s Thracians
may have looked like— his armies are located chronologically
in between Kazanluk (and Sveshtari) and Alexandrovo. It looks
likethe Helleni sation of the Thraciansbegan much earlier than
previously thought, and had alonger timeto percolate down to
the lower levels of society.

Thracian heroesand gods carved in stone and metal work
during the early Roman era show that the Thracians took to
wearing Roman and Celtic dress. Some also wore trousers.
They had curly hair, may haveworn torcs, and atunic or cloak
held on by asinglecircular brooch on the | eft shoulder.%? The
tunicisin some casesfolded and pleated many timesvertically
and tucked in around the waist. The folds almost concealed a
belt that was won together with a baldric. In this case, the
length of the tunic was adjusted by pulling it up through the

8 Plutarch, Aemilius Paulus 18.

% Webber Ch. , op. cit, pp 47-49; Head, op. cit, p 17; Head D.,
AOTMAPW, pp 124-129.

! This information supplied by David Karunanithy from his research
for his forthcoming book on the Macedonians.

9 See above.
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belt.®
Armour

Armour wasinitially restricted to the noble cavalry, but in the
fourth century many troops began wearing hel mets, and peltasts
started wearing greaves. There was a marked difference be-
tween northern and southern Thrace, with the northern
Thracianswearing Skythian-style panoplies, and the southern
Thracianswearing Greek equipment (with Thracian alterations).
Thracian warriors commonly used armour that was older than
therest of their equipment, or a mixture of armour and weap-
onsfrom different stylesand periods.** Some types of armour
persisted long after they ceased to be used el sewhere. Assum-
ing burialsreflected actual practice, Thraciansin this period
often wore a mixture of Thracian and Greek equipment, and
only one or two pieces of armour, not a complete panoply.®
Finally, Thracian troops of the Thracian client-kingdom were
equipped “in the Roman style”,% which may have meant that
they wore Roman mail shirtsand helmets, and carried Roman
shields. They continued to use these when they became
Thracian auxiliariesin Roman service.™

Shields

Thracian light cavalry are sometimes shown with a pelte
strapped to their back.® Although Clement of Alexandria’s
Sromata® assertsthat the Thracianswerethefirstto useshid ds
on horseback, it is assumed that the shield protected against
attacks from the rear, as they are not depicted using them in
battle. Thecavalry only used their shields(if they had any) for
dismounted action, until the 3" century.X® Until then, it seems
even the heavy cavalry used a pelte.

The pelte® was usually crescent- shaped but which might
also becircular or oval.®? Greek pots provide our only visua
record of peltai. Some sources mention bronze and even gold
asmaterialsused in their construction.® However, for themost

% Barker Ph., Armies and Enemies of the Macedonian and Punic
Wars, 1t edition, 1971. Seefig. 6.

% Archibald Z., op. cit. p 197.

% lbid.

% Horus Il, XXVII.

97 Cheshire, op. cit p 13.

% eg 4™ century red figure vase from Sozopol shown on p 46, A

Fol, AT — see fig. 7.

% From Clement of Alexandria’s Sromata (“Miscellanies™), Chap.
XV1. The Inventors of Other Arts were Mostly Barbarians: “The
Thracians first invented what is caled a scimitar (arph [7]) - itisa
curved sword, - and were the first to use shields on horseback. Simi-
larly aso the lllyrians invented the shield (pelta)...and that Itanus (he
was a Samnite) first fashioned the oblong shield (thureous)...The
Carthaginians were the first that constructed a tritereme ...and the
Sidonians the first to construct atrireme...These things [ a whole host
of inventions are described, covering al manner of objects] are re-
ported by Seame of Mytilene, Theophrastus of Ephesus, Cydippus of
Mantinea, also Antiphanes, Aristodemos, and Aristotle and besides
these, Philostephanus, and also Strato the Periapatetic, in his book
Concerning Inventions.”

100 Head D., AOTMAPW, pp 127- 129 — the use of cavalry shields is
thought to have spread from the Tarantines.

101 1t was called the pelte (plural peltai) in Greek, or pelta (plural
peltae) in Latin.

102 Best J.GP, op. cit. pp 9-11; Head D., loc. cit .

103 Best J.GP, op. cit, p3; Grant Ch.,op. cit.; Archibald Z., op. cit.
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Figure 8. A Thracian cavalryman with a large ribbed circular shield, from the Pydna monument.

part these small shields lacked a rim or any kind of bronze
facing, and were made of perishablematerias (generally awood
or wicker frame covered with goat or sheep skins).** Traces
of such a shield made of some organic material, fixed with
bronze nails, have been found in a tumulus near Debnevo in
the Lovech district.1%

Most vase-paintings show the pelte decorated, either with
a simple face, animals, or with more complex designs quite
different to those on hoplite shields.*® The pelte was usually
carried with an arm-strap and a leather or cord handle at the
rim, or slung on the back using a back strap.*” Although the
arm-strap is sometimes shown as indistinguishable from the
bronze porpax of the hoplite shield, this could be aheroic ar-
tistic convention on the part of Greek vase painters.’® The
single central grip would then have been more common.
Xenophon describes a Thracian whose slung pelte caught be-
tween the stakes of afence he wastrying to clamber over.®

Thracian cavalry appear to have followed the Greeksin

pp 203-204.

104 Warry J., pp 50-51, 61.

105 Archibald Z., op.cit. pp 203-204.
106 See Fg. 8.

17 Head D., loc. cit.

108 Connolly P, op. cit. p 48.

109 X enophon, Anabasis 7.4.17.

adopting shiddsaround 275.1° Cavalry shieldscould beround
with a central boss,(shown on 1% century carvings of the
Thracian hero) oval like the thureos (shown on the Abdera
tombstone),™* or very largeand circular with a spineboss (the
style on the Pydna monument).*? Greek hoplite shields were
rarein Thrace. Parts of only two have been found: a bronze
rim and pal metto-decorated handgrip were found in a fourth
century tomb near Topolovgrad, and a fragment of asimilar
rim (plus armour) was in a grave at Svetlen.** Thelatefifth
century silver-gilt belt from L ovets apparently depictsarmoured
riders carrying hoplite shields, but it ismorelikely that these
arejust dentsor other damage.

Other large circular shields are shown on ardief from
the Apadana, Persepalis, on a stag head gold rhyton from the
Panagyurishtetreasure, and on aBithynian coin. None of these
are shown in use by cavalry. The Persepalis shield is very

10 Head D., AOTMAPW, p 127. Thracian cavalry on the Pydna monu-
ment, the Abdera tombstone, and some (later) depictions of the
Thracian hero al carry shields. All these artifacts are dated to the 3
century or later.

M SekundaN., The Seleucid Army, Montvert Publications, Stockport,
1994 , pp 72, 17-18, and fig. 7.

12 See Ag 2.

13 Archibald Z., op. cit. p 204.



542

CHRISTOPHER WEBBER

Figure 9. 5th century silver gilt belt from Lovech depicting heavy cavalry in leather armour with pteryges. The
left-hand rider appears to be wearing a Corinthian helmet and carrying a shield, though the latter is unlikely as
he would be carrying it in his right hand. Archaeological Museum Sofia inv. No. 6617. Drawing © Daniella
Carlsson 2001

Figure 9 (Continued).

Figure 10. Reconstruction of a late 5" century Thracian noble cavalryman in bell
cuirass and Chalkidian helmet, © Johnny Shumate 2001.
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Figure 11. The procession drawn on the lunette (back wall) of the 3rd century Sveshtari tomb. Thedrawing isin charcoal, as
the tomb was unfinished. It shows a Hellenised king of the Getai being crowned by the Thracian mother goddess. Therichly
decorated saddle hasfour long pendants, painted red. The horseman iswearing a short tunic and chlamys. Hisright hand is
outstretched towards the Goddess. Behind his ear thereisa ram’s horn, like those of other 3rd century monarchs. Two men,
probably servants, walk behind the horseman. The first man, wearing a strange hat that may be a helmet or pilos, carriesa
long spear over hisleft shoulder, while his right hand holds a scabbard, from which dangles the shoulder-strap. The second
man, dressed in a knee-length garment, holds a shield in his right hand.
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Figure 12. Kazanluk tomb.

convex in section, and apparently made of uncovered wi cker. 4
TheNikomedes| (279-255) Bithynian coin showsalargeround
shield, slightly smaller than an aspis, carried by the goddess
Bendis, along with twojavelinsand astraight sword with scab-
bard and baldric. Theshield iseither decorated with circlesof
rivets, or perhaps has an embossed metal facing.*> Athena’s
circular shield on the rhyton (circa 300 BC), has a sunburst
design, and awiderim similar to an aspis. Thisindicatesthat it
isa standard depiction of Athena, who wears Greek dress, so
this probably does not indicate Thracian use (even though two
other figureson therhyton wear Thracian or Phrygian dress).16
The thureos may have been borrowed from the Illyrians, who
had been carrying similar shieldsfrom at least the 7th century.®”
The Kazanluk friezes, which predate the Cdtic invasionsin
279, show several examplesof long flat oval shields being used

4 Head D., TTT, p 15.

5 Davis N. & C.M Kraay, The Hellenistic Kingdoms, Thames &
Hudson, London,1973, plates 186, 187, 190.

16 Venedikov 1., op. cit. No 363 and Marazov |., op. cit. Plate 73.
See www.the-thracians.com/armour.htm (shields).

7 Head D., AOMAPW, p 126.
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by Thracian foot warriors. One of these hasthedistinctiverib
of the thureos, but the othersdo not and it is possible they may
represent aflat riblessshield. A large, flat, oval-shaped fourth
century shield found near Kyustendil was faced with bronze,
which glitters even today.**®* This may have been the type of
shield carried by the Kazanluk men. Alternatively the K azanluk
shields might have been wicker, as they are painted rimless,
wicker- coloured and flat. They havethreeloopshanging down
ontheingde, used for asingle hand grip, or perhapsfor dinging
on the back.

The thureos shown in use by the cavalryman on the
Abdera tombstone was made of wood, with a central wooden
spineand usually aniron boss.*® It could be oval or rectangu-
lar in shape, covered in leather, and painted. The thick rim
sometimes depicted was probably theleather covering doubled
over at theedges. The shield’s strong construction and central
handgrip may have allowed it to be used as aweapon to crush
an opponent.® Sekunda'? saysthat a mid-2™ century version
of this shidd from Sidon seemsto have had a metal rim (per-
haps bronze, not iron) and with ametal spineon top of, or even
replacing, the wooden one. However thereisno evidencethat
the Thracians used thislater type, which would have made skir-
mishing difficult. A c. 2nd century stele from Phrygia shows
twomorelikely possibilities.*? It displaystwo men who have
been killed by the Bithynian Menas. One has a conventional
ribbed oval thureos, while the other has a ribbed rectangular
thureos. One of these two men, but we don’t know which, is a
Thracian. Another grave stone from Bithynia also shows

18 |n the Kystendil museum, where | found it. See www.the-
thracians.com/armour.htm (shields).

19 Connally P, op. cit. pp 118-120.

120 | gained this insight from discussions with dark age re-enactors,
who used similar shields for this purpose.

121 SekundaN., The Ptolemaic Army, Montvert Publications, Stockport
1995, p 22.

122 Bar-Kochva B., ‘Menas’ Inscription and Corupedion’, Scripta
Classica Isrealica 1, 1974, p 14 .

ey,

Figure 12a. The Chariot horses from the dome of the Kazanluk tomb. Note their harness ornaments.
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Bithynian infantry with the oval thureos, sothe oval shieldis
morelikely.}2 A 2™ century Bithynian warrior °s tombstone from
Alexandriaal so showsa (yellowish or white) oval thureoswith
aspine boss.'* Menas’ stele is close in date to the battle of
Pydna (168), so perhapsthe Thracian infantry at Pydnacarried
one of these types of shield.

Helmets

Themost important Thracian helmets styleswere Chalkidian,
Corinthian, Thracian, Attic, and Skythian (or Northern).'®
Helmet styles continued in usein Thrace after they had gone
out of fashion elsewhere, and it took some time before newer
versions were taken up by Thracian troops. A lot of helmets
found in Thrace show signs of repeated wear and tear, with
riveted inserts and tenons.*?* Many hybrids and variants also
occur; one Thraco-Boeotian model, from Moldavia, has the
skull of the former and the downswept brim of the latter.*”
Helmetswerelined in felt or leather, or worn over caps, asthe
remains of afelt cap have been foundinsidea Thracian helmet
from Pletena, and |eather remainsinside other helmets.’2
The Chalkidian helmet (in two modes) was the most

12 Rumsheid E & W. Held ‘Erinnerungen an Mokazis’, 1stMitt 44,
1994, pp89-106, Tafel 20. Thisshows an early 2nd century Bithynian
funary banquet, battle scene, and hunting scene on a grave monument
for members of an indigenous family of notables, with Thraco-
Bithynian names. It was found under 8m of sediment at Adliye on the
Sangarius, thought to be the site of ancient Tarsos.

124 Sekunda N., op. cit. Fig 77.

125 Archibad Z., loc. cit.

126 Archibald Z., op. cit. p 252.

27 Head D., TTT, p 18; Best J.GP, op. cit, plate 6. See www.the-
thracians.com/helmets_main.htm.

128 Salminen T. (ed), Ancient Thrace: Descriptions of the exhibits,
Exhibition in the Amos Anderson Art Museum, Helsinki, January 22-
April 16, 2000 p 13.
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common found in central and southern Thrace.’® Before 350
the most frequently used form was the smple version, with
engraved, stylised eyebrows. Thishasadlight ridge separating
the skull and sides, the neckguard recessed inwards; a curved
opening for the ears; deep, rounded cheekpi eces hammered out
from the sides, and ashort nosepiece. An advanced latefifth-
century version from Rouetshasarelatively high crown, longer,
sickle-shaped cheekpieces, and long, pronounced eyebrows
meeting in acurved “V”-shape across the front. Two bands of
engraved ornament separatethe skull from thesides™ Ancther
latefifth century example of unknown provenanceisdecorated
with griffinson both sides of the crown, and pal mettos on the
eyebrows. It may have had iron cheek pieces but it is badly
damaged and these have disappeared.**

After 350, anew version of the Chalkidian helmet came
into use. The new type had two variants, with fixed or hinged
cheekpieces.™® One fabulous example of this later construc-
tion is all bronze except for iron cheek pieces. It looks like a
Hollywood barbarian’s helmet, as it has tall bronze horns and
fittingsfor a Greek style horsehair crest. It wasfound in a4th
century grave at Bryastovetsnear the Black Sea.’®® In thefixed
form, “the neckguard, shaped to fit the back of the neck, ex-
tendstowardsthe shoulders, whilethe broad cheekpieceshave
vertical sidestoward the cheeks, curving up at the back and
over the ears. The brows are lightly profiled and thereis a
vestigial nosepiece. Thecrown israked back sharply fromthe

129 Archibald, op.cit, p 201

130 | hid.

131 National Archaeological Museum Inv. No. 4013; Gold der
Thraker No. 187.

232 Archibald, op.cit, p 201.

138 |, Venedikov, Thracian Treasures from Bulgaria, 1976, item.
246, p55; Gold der Thraker, 1980, item 242; Head, op.cit. p21.
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Figure 12c. The figure supposed to be Seuthes Il from the western
side of the dromos of the Kazanluk tomb — note how he holds his
spear.
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Figure 13. Phalera (bridle cheekpiece) 7cm diameter, from Letnitsa, mid-fourth
century BC. This shows clearly how horses were harnessed. Museum of His-

tory, Lovech, inv. No. 591.

sides.”** “On helmets with hinged cheekpieces, there is a high,
well-rounded crown from front to back. A gentle curve sepa-
ratesthe skull from the straight neckguard, shaped at thelower
edge, and thetongue-shaped cheekpiecesare longer.”*® These
more complicated helmets are likely to have belonged to the
noble cavalry and Thracian commanding officers, who also
wore elaborate Greek parade helmets, including a sheet gold
compositeversion found at Panagyurishte.**

After theMacedonian conquest, many of the hdmetsmim-
icked the Thracian caps, so that these helmets are known as
Phrygian (or Thracian) helmets. The “Thracian” helmet ap-
peared in Greecein themiddle of the 5th Century, but strangely
enough, although more of thistype have been found in Thrace
than anywhere elsg, it israrely found in Thracian burials be-
fore the Hellenistic era. ™" It was distinguished by a peak to
shadeand protect theeyes, ashort neck guard, and long cheek-
pieces shaped tofit theface, pointed at thechin, and was some-
times decorated with a stylised beard and moustachein relief.
The skull shapevaried enormously; sometimesit waslow and
rounded, sometimes conical, but the most spectacular and dis-
tinctive was the Phrygian type with a high, forward sweeping
metal ridge, very similar to the shape of the traditional cap.
They were made mostly from bronze (often in a single piece),
but some included iron. A Phrygian style helmet found at
Pletena, in the Rhodopes mountains of Bulgaria (with a
rhomphaia) was madewith a sheet of bronzeto cover thelower
face, moulded toimitate beard |ocks and amoustache. Thetop
part of the hel met was made of iron sheetsjoined together with

3 Archibald Z., op. cit. p 253.
%5 |bid.

% 1bid, p 254.

¥ |bid.

the aid of iron bands and rivets.*® Such helmets were often
crested and sometimes had extra crests or feathers as side-or-
naments. A recently discovered early 4" century Thracian ex-
ample from Pletena is also extensively decorated with silver
appliqués.*® In the Kazanluk tomb paintings, the Thracian hel-
met iscommonest but two warriorswear strangeyellow circu-
lar flat-topped hats. These may befroman unknown Thracian
tribe, but it is more likely that they are Macedonian nobles
wearing variantsof their distinctiveleather cap, the kausia.**®
One figure however is bare-headed and long-haired, like an-
other figureat Alexandrovo. Other infantrymenin the Kazanl uk
paintings wear bronze Attic helmets, most with a pale blue
crests.

Body Armour

Body armour israrein Thracian graves, althoughitisalsorare
intombsfrom coastal Macedoniaand Chalkidike, which clearly
doesnot match thereal-life situation there. ™ It waslimited to
Thracian commanders and nobles, such as Seuthes’ heavy
cavalry bodyguard, until the presumed wider introduction of
mail shirtsfor infantry by the Roman client-kingdom. There
were two traditions, from northern and southern Thrace.
Initially, the armour was made of leather and/or bronze, but

1% Salminen T. (ed), op. cit. p13.

¥ Fol A. (ed), op.cit, No. 34, p79.

140 Saatsoglu-Paliadeli C., “ Aspects of Ancient Macedonian Costume’,
JHS 1993, p 136; Head, AOTMAPW, p135, says the kausia —like
caps are painted in the ochre used for bronze, so they could be some
type of helmet, but this seems unlikely.

' Head D., ‘The Rhomphaia Lives!’, Singshot 77, May 1978, p 10.
142 Archibald Z., op. cit, p 204.
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iron armour started to appear in the fourth century.

Descriptions of Homeric Thracians, and archaeol ogical
evidence show that Greek armour was in usein Thrace long
before the classical period. Rhesus had “marvellous golden
armour, of the rarest workmanship.”'* His slegping bodyguard
laid their splendid armour on the ground beside them in an
orderly threerows. The“bell” corselet was used in Thrace until
the fifth century, when it was obsolete in Greece. The most
interesting exampleisafifth century bronze bell cuirassfrom
Rouets. It has an abdominal plate or mitre still attached by
means of silvered nailsto the bottom of the breastplate. This
attachment isuniquein Thrace; indeed it hasrarely been found
outside Crete. It is unlikely to have been used except for
dismounted action as the mitre would have made riding
extremely uncomfortabl e.*#

The primitive “bell” type made few allowances for
comfort and ease of movement. “The armholes were rather
sharp, and therewasa pronounced wai s band with rolled edges
projecting outwards at the lower end.”** They were decorated
simply, with the chest musclesending in three-petalled | otuses,
fish’s tails, or engraved marine monsters, and with other
anatomical details enhanced by seven- and nine-petalled
palmettoes. The marine monsters (ketoi) had a long snout,
snapping jaws, and spiky mane—rather like a chinese dragon.
Unlike Greek examples, which were worn with pteryges
attached to an undergarment, the Thracian cuirasseshavearow
of holes along the edgesto take a lining, which indicatesthey
wereworn without pteryges.#

Other, non-metallic armour wasin use at the sametime.
It is possible that groups of gilded silver appliqués found in
fifth century Thracian tombswereoriginally attached to aleather
parade corselet, amilar tothelater iron corseletsfrom Vergina
and Prodromion. These were decorated with sheet gold
ornaments(gorgonsand lions” head masks). Something similar
belonging to a composite outfit may have been found at
Panagyurishte. There, the armour had rusted away, leaving gold
stripsand studs, aswell as six rectangul ar silver appliqueswith
the head of Apoallo, and two low-relief silver discs showing
Heraclesand the Nemean lion.**” Ancther leather jerkin found
near Lovets had a belt to which were attached thongs for a
scabbard. Thiswasfixed with a bronze ring decorated with a
reclining doe*® A late 2™ century coin of Mostis, a Thracian
king, shows a smooth corselet with short deeves, but no other
detail is discernable.**® The mounted warriors on the 5" — 6"
century Lovech silver gilt belt wear leather armour with

% Homer, Iliad, X.

144 Archibald Z., ibid, p 198; Head D., op. cit, p19; National

History Museum, Sofia guide, 1986, No. 68; Venedikov I., op. cit.
pp 50-51.

145 Archibald Z., op. cit. p 197.

148 |bid., pp 197-198.

147 7. Archibald (pp 199, 256) does not show these, but mid 5 cen-
tury silver-gilt appliques from another suit of armour were found in
Golyamata Mound, Douvanli (north of Plovdiv) — 5 lions’ heads, a
gorgon’s head, and two showing winged Nike on a chariot. Ognenova-
Marinoval. “L’ Armure des Thraces”, Archaeolgia Bulgarica 3/2000,
pl6 has a reconstruction; while the best pictures of the appliques are
in Venedikov |. & T. Gerassimov Thrakische Kungt, Leipzig, 1976,
figs 226-228.

148 Archibald Z., ibid, p199, pp 256-257.

1 Youroukova Y., op. cit. pp 34-38.
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pteryges.™ Other warriorswore broad scaleiron belts, two of
which havebeenfoundin Thrace. ThesebdtsarelikeUratian
bronze belts of around 600, used later by the Skythiansand in
various parts of the Achaemenid Empire, so it may be that
Thracian warriorsworesomething smilar. They wereoriginally
fixed to some organic substance, either leather or linen. Itis
not clear whether such abelt would have been worn below the
cuirass, or asan alternativetoit.’* AttheBattleof Issus(333)
onetranglation of Curtius111.9.9 saysof the Thracians “’these
toowerein light armour”.* Thishasbeen used to suggest they
wore non-metallic corselets, but the Penguin trandation says
“who were also light armed”, which seems more likely.

Xenophon records Seuthes’ Odrysian cavalry “wearing
their breastplates” in 400.%%® This probably represents an
armoured bodyguard rather than suggesting that all Thracian
cavalry were armoured.’™ They most likely wore the late
improved version of the “bell” type bronze plate cuirass. This
wasused in Thraceuntil themiddle of the4™ century. Thewaist
band disappeared, replaced by anarrow out-turned flange, and
more carefully modelled anatomical relief lines. Instead of an
upstanding collar to protect the throat, the neck was cut 1ow,
leaving the upper chest exposed. Thiswas covered by acrescent
shaped pectoral of silver-plated gilded iron, decorated with
bandsof relief vegetal ornamentation.*® It had aforward collar,
and was held on by a narrow hinged strip fastened round the
back of the neck with someform of catchplate.**

Such iron-backed collars wereworn both in Thrace and
Macedon, but seem to have had a longer tradition in Thrace.
They were designed to be symbols of rank. There may have
been two types of collar, one for parade, and one for battle, as
agorget of sheet gold was found with aplain iron collar in a
Macedonian tomb at Vergina. Also, two other collars (from
the 4th century Mal tepe tumulus and Vurbitsa), were found
without cuirasses. At Gaugame aAlexander worean iron gorget,
quite probably of the sametype as these pectorals.*> A c. 350
advanced form of iron pectoral with sheet metal inlay from
Katerini was worn over a composite cuirass decorated with
gilded silver appligés. This contrasts to a more workmanlike
Macedonian gorget of bronze scales on leather that is dated
from around the same time.**® It is not known what armour was
worn when the“bell” style went out of fashion, but a composite
iron type with iron collar seems likely, to be replaced later
amongst officers by the muscled cuirass.**

Greaves

Only afew early Thracian cavalry (possibly only the officers)

1% Archibald Z., op. cit.; Marazov ., op. cit. p175; Venedikov I. &
Gerassmov T., op. cit. Figs 248 & 250; seefig. 9.

151 Archibald Z., op. cit.

182 Grant Ch., ‘The Thracians’, Military Modelling, December 1976.
152 X enophon Anabasis 7.3.40.

% Head D., TTT, p 18.

1% See www.the-thracians.com/armour.htm (click on Body Armour).
1% Head D., AOTMAPW, p 128; D Head, TTT, p18; Archibald, op.
cit. p 198.

187 Plutarch, Alexander, 32 (Penguin trandation) says it was a steel
gorget set with precious stones.

1% Archibald Z., op. cit, pp 255- 257; Head D., AOTMAPW, p 128.
% |bid.
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woregreaves. Thereisno evidencethat any Thracian infantry
woregreaves until thefourth century. One pair wasfound near
Kyustendil with fourth century infantry gear (including an oval
shield), and probably belonged to a Thracian mercenary, or a
Macedonian.® Greaveslater becamemore popular - At Pydna
(168 ) “First marched the Thracians, who ... inspired... the
most terror; they were of great stature, with white [or bright]
and glittering shields [thureoi] and black tunics under them,
their legsarmed with greaves.”®

Thereweretwo types of greave found in Thrace- the na-
tive and Greek types. Two elaborately decorated silver gilt
Thracian ceremonial greaves havebeen found, oneat Vratsain
Triballian territory, and oneat Agighiol, on Geticland.*® They
show theface of the Thracian mother goddess at the knee. An
armoured Thracian horseman wearing the same greavesison
onedf theLetnitsaplaques. Asthesegreavesgleam with white
and glittering metal, “white and glittering shields (thureoi) and
greaves’ could possibly mean that both the shields and greaves
worn at Pydnawerefaced with polished white metal - silver or
tin laid over the bronze.’® A pair of 5" century greaves found
at Starosel in 2000 (possibly in Sitalkes’” tomb) were decorated
with double axe-heads, the symbol of royalty.*®
Greavesof Greek typewererarer than other piecesof imported
armour. Only four pairshavebeen found in Thrace. Two pairs
of these greaves (from different | ocations) had been repaired.
One pair had been lengthened in the process, and the | eft one
had originally been made for theright leg. Thispair had also
been fitted with iron chains at the back.’®® Most wereheld in
place by their own elasticity , except for some Hellenistic
examples, which were strapped.’® A 4" century pair from
Pletena hastraces of thetying straps bel ow theknee and above
theankle.®

Weapons

Spears

Thracian cavalry would be mainly armed with sword, (usually
the kopis) and 2 cornel wood javeins, or the composite bow
(kept in aleather gorytos) if they were Getai.*® They are al-
ways illustrated with only one or two javelins, but it is clear
from battleaccounts that theinfantry carried more, the number

180 This is the pair | photographed in Kyustendil museum; it is not
mentioned elsewhere - the description comes from Evgeni Paunov,
and another description of the associated helmet in the Helsinki
exhibition catalogue.

161 Plutarch Aemilius Paulus 18.

B2l A, T&TT, pp 41, 87, & 96; www.the-thracians.com/
greaves_main.htm; Archibald Z., op. cit. p255; items 151 and 152
from | Daci; D Head, TTT, pp18-19.

185These suggestions and alternative translations were supplied by
Duncan Head during discussion about this book.

164 Webber Ch., ‘The Alexandrovo Tomb and Other Recent
Discoveries’, Singshot 216, July 2001, p 50; www.the-
thracians.com/alexandrovo_tomb.htm; http://www.geocities.com/
vakarr.

185 Fol A. , AT Helsinki, Nos. 38-39, pp79-80; Archibald Z., op. cit,
p 255.

166 Snodgrass A.M. , Arms and Armour of the Greeks, John
Hopkins, Baltimore, 1999, p 53.

187 Archibald Z., op. cit, p 255.

1% Head D., AOTMAPW, pp 127- 129; Head D., TTT, pp 17-20;
Grant Ch,, loc. cit; Barker Ph., op. cit, fig. 5.
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depending on their length (between 1.1m and 2m).%%° Odrysian
Cavalry javelinswere 1.5 to 1.8 metres in length, and tipped
with iron or bronze heads. They could bethrown immediately
before contact or used as a thrusting weapon. Xenophon ap-
pears to have favoured this arrangement -two short javelins,
one to be thrown, and the other kept for hand-to-hand com-
bat_170

Therearereferencesin Greek textsto “Thracian spears”, "
but theseare unfortunatey not further described. Most warrior
burials contained multiple spearheads with blades of varying
lengths. Theprincipa formswerederived from older Iron Age
types, though thetotal length is often equal to or smaller than
the blades of their early predecessors. Sixth-century and later
examplestend to be much shorter and narrower. Javelin heads
tended to besmaller, thinner, and longer than other spear heads,
though often thereis no difference. Some javelin heads were
obvioudly specifically designed for throwing rather than used
hand to hand.*"

Threeprincipal shapeswerein use between thefifth and
third centuries. The straight -sided type had a pronounced
midrib, the blade base jutting sharply away from the socket.
This was the commonest form used by the Getai. With the
| eaf-shaped type, the blade base curved smoothly into the socket.
The third type was the barbed Skythian type of javelin head.
The number and range of types increased in the later fourth
and during thethird century.'®

Xenophon says that the javelin should be hurled from
horseback asfar away aspossible, in order to give enough time
for the horse to turn around and for the transfer of the second
javeintotheright hand. “The horseman should throw forward
his left side, while drawing back hisright; then rising bodily
from the thighs, he should let fly the missile with the point
dightly upwards. The dart so discharged will carry with the
greatest force and to the farthest distance; we may add, too,
with thetruest aim, if at the moment of dischargethelanceis
steadily eyeing the mark at the instant of discharge”'™
In the Alexandrovo tomb, the riders are armed with asingle
knobbed spear (with a butt spike) and a straight sword, hang-
ing fromtheleft hip. All thespearsarewielded over arm. The
presence of the butt spike is really interesting as it indicates
that thisspear was not meant to bethrown, but used in hand-to-
hand combat, likethe M acedonian xyston or the Greek kamax.1®
Two such weapons, about 2m long, one possibly with a butt
spike, are also held by a helmeted groom painted on the dome
of the Kazanluk tomb. Alexander at the battle of the Granicus
isdescribed as using the xyston, which had anarrow bladelike
a spear and had a butt spike which could be used in apinch if
the spear was shattered in combat.!”® Heisdescribed asusing
thexyston overhand much likethe Hoplitefighting styletothrust
at the necksand faces of hisfoes. The (probably Macedonian)

169 Warry, loc. cit.

170 X enophon, On Horsemanship, XII.

11 eg Euripides Hecuba 1155.

172 Archibald Z., op. cit., p 202.

178 |bid., pp 202-203, 257.

174 X enophon, On Horsemanship, XII

%% Spence |.G, The Cavalry of Classical Greece, Oxford, 1995,
p53. It is possible that this was a special spear used for the boar
hunt- the closeness implied by its use being a suitably heroic
climax to the hunt.

176 Arrian 1.15.


http://www.the-thracians.com/
http://www.the-
http://www.geocities.com/
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cavalry on theleft-hand S deof theeastern frieze of the Kazanluk
tomb dromos are all armed with this weapon, wielded under-
arm. Theother cavary figuresin thedromospaintingsall bran-
dish their spears overarm except for the figure supposed to be
Seutheslll, whowiddshisspear underarm. Unfortunately the
presence of butt spikes can’t be determined due to position of
thefiguresand the poor state of the painting.

Theknobbed spear shaftsarenew - they look almogt like
cane. A similar knobbly-shafted javelin can be seen on the
Alexander Mosaic, fallen totheground.*” That isusually iden-
tified as Persian, but the prevalence of these weapons on the
Alexandrovo paintings means the mosaic javelin could have
belonged to one of Alexander’s Balkan troops. However, the
mosaic javelin looks quite different — it is thorny, not knobbly,
sothisishighly speculative. One of the gold amphora-rhtyons
from the 4th century Panagyurishte treasure shows similar
knobbly philosopher’s staffs, but otherwise these types of spear
shafts are unknown. Probably they are till made from cornel
wood, known for its exceptionally strength and durability
(though apparently it was best used after nine years’ season-
ing). Thecornel treeis short but long enough to be used for
spear shafts.t® Perhaps only cornel wood trees from the
Alexandrovo area producewood with this knobbly appearance,
or else the spearshafts shown were produced in a hurry, per-
hapsduring thehunt. Hawthorn is another possibility.

Swords & Knives

The Thracians were famous for their forward curved swords,
but they also used along sword and the Skythian akinakes.*™
Swords were most often only secondary weaponsand to begin
with, only nobles could afford them; therest of the troops made
dowith curved daggers. Later on, though, swordsbecamemore
common. From an early date there was a typically Thracian
sword known for being longer than other swords.*® Thelliad
says. “Helenus then struck Deipyrus with a great Thracian
sword...”*! Thelliad also mentions a“silver-studded sword-
agoodly Thracian sword”*¥? and Ovid says that Polydorusis
killed, disfigured with deep wounds of Thracian swords.””*
An unpublished fourth century Thracian tomb excavated
near Shipkain Bulgariain 1993 contains paintingsof two long
straight swords that would be good candi dates.*® Theselonger
swordsmay haveinspired I phicratestointroduce longer svords
for his Greek troops. Despite the apparent similarity to Celtic
swords, and thelarge numbers of long Celtic swordsin Bulgar-
ian museums, it is unlikely that the Celtic swords influenced
the Thracians.®® Length or the curved blade may bewhat dis-

177 This was brought to my notice by Duncan Head, author of
AOTMAPW.

178 Horov I. & N. Forov, the authors of The 3000 year old hat, in
an email received 26 November 2001.

1 See www.the-thracians.com/swords.htm

180 C S Grant ‘The Peltast” Singshot 51 pp 9-17 & 20-21.

181 Homer, Iliad, XIII.

182 Homer Iliad 23.805.

18 Ovid Metamorphoses 13.778.

18 This information was supplied by Evgeni Paunov during a visit
to the area. He said that unfortunately a large number of tombs that
were excavated decades ago till have not been published.

18 There are also many fine, long, bronze rapiers and other bronze
age swords.
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tinguished Thracian swords from other early (Greek) swords.
Thegraight Greek xiphoswas commoner in Thraceduring the
fourth century and was widespread in soldiers’ graves of the
third. In the Hellenistic period, a straight Macedonian style
was al so widespread — this had a bone or ivory handle, and the
hilt and pomme were cast in one piecewith the blade.*® Swords
would probably be worn from a baldric.*®

There are a few instances of Thracians using swords as
thelr primary weapon, instead of just asasdearm. TheDii hill
tribesmen are always referred to by Thucydides as “swords-
men” or “armed with swords” (machairophoroi).’® The only
other time that Thracian swordsmen are mentioned is when
Croesus hired “many Thracian swordsmen”*® for the Lydian
army. Thracian infantry probably continued to use avariety of
native sword styles until the Roman conquest.

Thracian cavalry, however, are always shown on metal-
work, tomb paintings, and reliefs with long, straight swords
(probably the xi phos) from around the 3 century onwards. For
instance, in the Alexandrovotomb, therider in thewhitetunic
hasalong, straight sword in ascabbard of aridiculoudy large
size. Thisscabbard isvery like thosefound elsewhere with the
xiphos. The bulbous shape of the xiphos meant it worked rea-
sonably well both asa dashing and stabbing sword, in contrast
to the curved sword, which could only be used for dashing.
Nevertheless, the change to the straight sword is curious.
Xenophon recommends the kopisfor cavalry use, and modern
experimentshave shown that the chief advantage a caval ryman
hasover aninfantrymanisin thedownward stroke of hissword,
which has greater force with a curved blade.**®

For fighting other cavalry it seemsthat swordswereonly
used asalast resort. Livy relatesthat the Macedonians were
surprised and disheartened when they saw the unusually se-
vere wounds caused by the Roman “Spanish” swords to
Macedonian cavalrymen — “They had seen wounds caused by
spears, arrows, and rarely, by lances, since they were accus-
tomed to fighting with Greeks and Illryrians”. *** It is quite
likely that the Thraciansfought in thesamestyleasthe Greeks
and IlIryrians.

The Machaira, or Kopis, and Other Thracian Curved
Swords

The kopis, or machaira, was a heavy slashing sword with the
cutting edge on theinside of along, dightly curved, blade. It
cameinto general usein Greece early in thefifth century.12 A
wel |-preserved exampl e equipped with an ivory-decorated hilt
was found near Duvanli. % However, this sword was rarein
classical Thrace. Only two other pre-Hell enistic exampleshave
been found there. During that time this weapon was reserved
for use by the noble heavy cavalry, and had considerable pres-

18 Archibald Z., op. cit, p 257-258.

%" Head D., AOTMAPW, p 126; Snodgrass A.M., op. cit p85.
188 Thucydides 2.98, 2.100, 7.27.

18 X enophon, Cyropaedia 6.2.10

1% X enophon, On Horsemanship XII.

191 XX XI1.35, 200 BC.

192 Sekunda N., ‘Greek Swords and Swordsmanship®, Osprey
Military Journal Vol 3, Issue 1 2001 pp 34-42; Snodgrass A.M.
pp84-85; Connally P, op. cit. p63; Archibald Z., op. cit. p203.
192 82 cm long, from the Golyana tumulus a Douvanli. Archibald
Z., loc. cit; Hodinott R.F, op. cit, p63, figure 4.
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tigevalue. One 3" century kopisfound in Thraceis46¢cm long
and 5.5cmwide. It isdecorated with alongitudinal groovein
the centre and aband of engraved circleswith central dotsar-
ranged between the groove and the outer edge.***

Mercenary Thracian cavalry of the late Hellenistic pe-
riod also used thesica, alarge curved sword. Thisseemsto be
the Roman namefor any curved sword or knife, asit wasalso
used for the sword of the Thracian style of gladiator, and for
Cdltic knives, so the cavalry sica was probably like the kopis
or thetraditional Thracian curved swords. In 130 a Thracian
caval ryman fighting for aPergamene pretender cut off the head
of the Roman consul Crassuswith asingle blow from hissica.
In 163 at the battle of Marissa, a Thracian cavalryman (prob-
ably using asica) chopped an arm off a Jewish rebd, alsowith
asingle blow.*®

Several stylesof curved blades have been found all over
Thrace. Similarly, the Kazanluk paintings show a mixture of
strange long curved swords being used by infantry- perhaps
these are what Thucydides is calling “machaira”, that being
the nearest Greek equivalent. These swords are curved both
ways, and look unlike any other Greek or Roman sword (some
may in fact be rhomphaias).

Thelight cavalry were probably armed only with curved
knives astheir secondary weapon, at least until the end of the
classical era. Knivesarenot often depicted in art, but themost
common found in Thrace are the curved, tanged dagger and
the T-shaped knife. Thesingle-edged curved knifewas apopu-
lar weapon that even penetrated into the Pontic regionsin the
second half of the fourth century.%

Tactics & Formations

Not much is known about Thracian cavalry tactics. Xenophon
describes how the cavalry was moved to the rear for a night
march, and al so how the cavalry charged totherescuewhen he
wasattacked, trumpet sounding. |phicrates describesOdrysian
cavalry being kept back by torches being put into the horses’
faces. . Iphicrates switched sides, and was soon carrying off
agreat deal of oot from Odrysian territory, pursued by alarge
cavalry force. Having few horsemen himself, he gave them
burning torches and told them to charge the Thracians. The
Odrysian horses could not stand the flames, and fled.*%
Thracian cavalry in Macedonian service were usually
deployed on thel eft flank, but when fighting for their own king
it can safely be assumed that the king and his bodyguard fought
on the right flank like Alexander, with the lighter cavalry
forming up on both flanks of the army where terrain permitted.
Thracian cavalry were skilled in both skirmish and close
combat fighting. When skirmishing with theenemy, small in-
dependent squadrons would ride along the front or flanks of
the enemy discharging volleys of javelins, then wheel away to

4 Fol A., AT Helsinki, Item 45, p81.

1% Sekunda N., op.cit., p18. He suggests that the sica may
have been similar to the Rhomphaia when used in Thracian
hands, but the rhomphaia would have been too unwieldy for
cavalry use, so a curved sword ismore likely.

1% Archibald Z., loc. cit.

7 Demosthenes, Against Aristocrates 8.

1% Polyaenus Stratagems 3.9.60
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return to their battlelineand replenish their ammunition. When
engaging both infantry or cavalry in hand tohand combat, they
formed closaly packed formations, several ranks deep and
charged the enemy. When fighting against other cavalry the
Thracians would advance and retreat alternately, discharging
their weapons and then retiring'®. Alternatively, the heavy
cavalry may have thrown one javelin, then attacked with the
kamax..

The Thracianswere exceptionally mobileand abletorey
on heavy javelin and some archery fire.2® At the battle of the
Hydaspes, Curtius says “Alexander sent the Agrianes and
Thracian light-armed against the el ephants, for they were bet-
ter at skirmishing than fighting at close quarters. Theserd eased
athick barrage of missileson both e ephantsand drivers...”%*
Hencetheir preferred tactic wasto skirmish; their wooded and
hilly terrain waswell suited to this ploy.2®? Thesetacticswere
often successful, mainly when their opponents lacked light
troops, they outhumbered their opponents, or caught them in
suitableterrain. They liked ambushes like that on the Roman
column after Magnesia, or night attacks under cover of dark-
ness, likethat on Mardonius’ Persians.

The encounter between Xenophon’s 10,000 and a com-
bined Bithynian-Persian army in 4012® i sanother good example
of the strengths and weaknesses of Thracian armies. In this
battle, the Greek peltastswere placed on theflanks of the pha-
lanx, but charged ahead of the main body. They were met by
Persian cavalry and the Bithynians (petastsand light cavalry),
and driven back. However, when the hoplites came up, sang
the paean, and rai sed ashout asthey brought their spearsdown
for theattack, the Bithyniansand Persians ran away.

Little is known about Thracian formations and
deployment. The cavalry formed into awedge, which madea
chargemoreeffective. TheThracianslearnt thisformation from
the Skythians, and the Macedonians learnt it from the
Thracians.®* In onebattle, the Triballi drew up their forcesin
four ranks. In thefirst rank were placed the weaker men, and
behind them, the stronger men. The cavalry formed thethird
rank but the rear rank was of women, who, if the men wavered,
rallied them with criesand taunts!?®

Night attackswere afavourite Thracian tactic. TheBrygi
night attack on the Persians® was so successful that (in
combination with the loss of the Persian fleet) it induced the
Persanstoretreat. It seemsto havebeen aThracian custom to
march to battledrunk, aswell.

“Clearchus... encamped near the mountains of Thrace.
When the Thracians gathered, heknew that, drunk and rushing

199 | ivy XXX1.36; athough this describes later Macedonian cavalry
it is likely that Thracian cavary used the same methods.

20 Cheshire I., op. cit. p15.

21 Curtius VI111.14, 24-30.

22 Cheshire I., ibid; Head D., AOTMAPW, p 51; regarding the ter-
rain, Livy XL,22 (181 BC) says that Philip V tried to climb Mount
Heamus but “as they reached the high levels they were increasingly
faced with wooded and often impassable ground. Eventually they came
upon atrack so shaded that it was scarcely possible to see the sky for
the density of the trees and the interlacing branches.”

23 X enophon Anabasis VI.5.

204 Arrian, Taktica 16, 6-9.

25 Nicolaus of Damascus in his Collection of Strange Customs [Nic.
Damas. Mor. Mirab. frag. 116J].

26 Herodotus V1. 46.
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from the mountains, they would attack at night.”?”

Polyaenus mentions many stratagems employed by
generals such as Iphicrates and Clearchusto defeat Thracian
night attacks.?® One of these included the Thracian practi ce of
banging your weaponstogether even when engaged in anight
attack.?® Xenophon also says that Seuthes regarded night
marches as commonplace. However, healsorelatesthat even a
small force of Thracians that marched at night would often
become disorganised - the cavalry would get separated from
theinfantry.?° It may bethat their successled to the adoption
of this tactic by the Greeks, and the disastrous (but almost
successful) night attack on Syracuse by Demosthenes.

The Roman client-king of Thrace, King Rhoemetal ces,
accustomed the Thraciansto the use of Roman weapons, mili-
tary sandards, and di scipline?2 Assuming that hisinfantry were
trained as Roman-styleauxiliariesrather than legionaries, they
may have practiced amoredisciplined verson of the samebasic
tactics. Only aproportion would havereceived such training —
therest would have remained untamed savages. An account of
Thracian auxiliaries destroying a Gallic force on a mountain
top shows that they retained their effectiveness whilein Ro-
man service.?®
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