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THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT
OF SASSANIAN HEAVY CAVALRY

The Sassanian heavy cavalry was a direct continuation and development
- of a similar formation from the times of the Arsacids, known to the an-
cient world as "equites cataphracti” or "cataphractarii” (Greek kalwd o ktog
"covered, shut up" from Kacw¢p&66‘w "fortify, protect") 1. Relations of an-
y cient sources concerning the Romans’ military operations in the East - first
against the allied forces of the sovereign of Pontus, Mithradates VI Eupa-
| tor, and the king of Armenia, Tigréhes Il, in 69 B. C., and then against
ih the Parthians in the battle of Carrhae in 53 B. C. - yield certain details
of the armament of contemporary cataphractarii. According to Plutarch the
Parthian horsemen of Carrhae wore iron helmets and armours made of iron
or untanned leather. Their horses were protected by bronze or iron cover-
‘ings. The only weapon was a long spear (Kov't:o'g).. Talking of the heavy-
-armed soldiers of Tigranes, Plutarch adds that their legs were the only ex-

_ posed parts of the body 2. Most probably it was connected with keeping

position on hqrseback and riding horse without a saddle and stirrups.

Dio Cassius generally defines the Parthian horsemen as mounted arch-
ers and spearmen, usually armoured (To 910AA& KoaTappakcor). He also
stresses the lack of shields 3. Brief informations in Justin’s Epitome and in

fragments of Sallust’s Histories supplement Plutarch’s and Dio Cassius’re-
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lations with a very important detail - they speak there about scale armours
which cover the rider and his horse from top to bottom 4. In Suidas’ lexi-
con we find a fragment (which is frequently attributed to Arrian) relating
to the late Arsacid period, with a detailed description of an armour shield-
ing the whole body, arms, legs and the head of thechorseman. A covering
for the horse is also mentioned 5.' The above data permit to assume that
the Parthian cataphracts represented a type very close to the early Sassa-
nian cavarlyman known from detailed accounts.

It is difficult to state unequivocally from where the Parthians adopted
the idea of using heavy cavalry on a large scale. Traditionally the Parthians
relied on their swift light cavalry with bow as the main weapon. The battle
of Carrhae is the first case, as far as we know from the sources, that they
employed the cataphractarii units. :

The tactics of the heavy cavalry attack .in close order were prébably
known and used in ancient Chorasmia. As the Soviet scholar Tolstov
suggests 6, the background against which these tactics were elaborated, was
the permanent contact of the settled Massageto-Chorasmian inhabitants
with the nomads who constantly invaded the agricultural areas’of the Cho-
rasmian oasis. The local heavy cavalry was in fact to be a counterpart of
the classical infantry phalanx, created under 'special circumstances - in the
face of the necessity of fighting against light and agile cavalry in steppes.
The horse and horsman’s armour had to compensate for the tactical super-
iority of the nomad bowmen who used to fight on horseback.

However, the scantiness of information in our sources does not allow
to reconstruct the armament and tactics of the Chorasmian cavalry - among
the details interesting to us, Herodotus mentions armours (XaAkgoe Ga’)pr)uat)
covering the Massagetan horses’ breasts, and Strabo describes the cuirass
(Gafpag) as one of the elements of the armour which wore the Massagetan
foot and horse soldiers 7. Nevertheless, it is known that it was just from
Central Asia, that heavy-armoured cavalry spread further to.the East, re-
placing in China, at the beginning of the Han epoch (206 B Q. .~ 221 A.
D.), previous infgﬁtry units and chariots. At the same time it .was adopted,
probably directly from the Massagets, by some Sarmatian tribes, particular-

ly the Roxolans, in the steppes of south - eastern Europe. The typical Sar-
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matian equipment was a scale armour in the shape of a short—sleeved tu-
nic reaching down to the knees, a conical helmet of iron and a long heavy
In hand-to-hand fighting they used long swords with sharp points.
8. Did the Parthians

also undergo the influences from Central Asia and adopt a ready pattern of

spear.
The part played by bow and arrows was quite secondary
armouring and elaborated tactics, as Tolstov suggests? g. One should allow
for such a possibility. There are however some facts that speak for another
eventuality.

In Western Asia the heavily armed cavalry was used for the first time
by the Assyrians, later it appeared in the Achaemenian army, though in
any case it did not constitute the main striking force. In spite of only ca-
sual references concerning the Massagetan cavalry, we are provided with
quite accurate sourceé about the Persian horsemen. Xenophon mentions such
elements of their equipment as red-bronze corselets, helmets and thigh-
-pieces, short swords and spears (faATd). Horses also had bronze armours
consisting of three parts: frontlet (npopea:goaré&wv), breast-piece (7ipo6TEpv
¢tog) and thigh-pieces (mapap.r]pédm) 10 “As far as scale armours - so
‘characteristic for later cataphractarii - are concerned, Curtius Rufus speaks
about them quite clearly 11.

Similar units originating probably from Achaemenian tradition existed
in the Seleucid army - it is probable that they had been recruited from a-
mong the Iranians. Livy mentions the heavy cavalry units (loricatos quos ca-
taphractos vocant) in the armies put in the field against the Romans by An-
tiochus 1ll.. Polibius speaks about heavy cavalrymen (f) Kato’cqapouocog tanog )
on armoured horses in Antiochus |V Epiphanes’'army . It is here where we
should look for the prototype of the Arsacid cataphractarii, who appeared
after the Parthians had captured the Seleucid properties in the East in the
second half of the 2nd century B. C. - Western Iran and Mesopotamia. The
same Hellenistic tradition was continued by the heavy-armed cavalry in the
army of' Mithradates VI and. a mentioned above similar formation in Tigranes

13. The early cataphractarius worked out on the ground of this tra-

forces
dition represented a type related to the mounted hoplite, protected with a
sleeveless scale armour reaching down to the waist, combined with separ‘ate‘

elements shielding legs and arms. Further development was directed to com-
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pleting and improving the armour so that it would cover the horseman’s
whole body like a metal overall, without limiting his freedom of movement,
just as it is described by Arrian.

In the early Sassanian period there were no considerable changes in ar-
mours and fighting methods of the heavy cavalry. However, the most nume-
rous and detailed informations date from the 3rd and 4th centuries A. D.,
that is from the early period of tHe Sassanian rule in lran. The way of pre-
senting the Sassanian heavy-armed cavalry by the ancient authors as a kind
of military curiosum, gives the impression of something quite new. This can
be explained both by the intensification of the struggles of the Romans ag-
ainst their eastern neighbour since the time when the new dynasty had tak-
en over rule in lran, and by the introduction of heavy cavalry units into the
Roman larmy following the example of the Ea‘st 14. It ’wés not until then
that the Romans met directly and on a larger scale what was known to them
only from. relations of events taking place‘at the far ends of the empire.

At the same time in fourth century sources appears a new term for the hea-
vy cavalry and namely "clibanarii". lts etymology is usually derived from La-

15. The word "tan-

tin "clibanus" meaning "bread oven" then also "armour"
nar(a)" found in Syrian sources had similar: meanings, namely - "l 1. furnus
2. lychnus Il lorica" 16. Latin "clibanarius" in the meaning of heavy armour-
ed horseman was to be a loan translation from the supposed Middle Iranian
"tandrig", deriving from "tandr" - Iranian counterpart of Syrian "tanndr(a
However, as F. Rundgren proved, Latin "clibanarius" and Greek
"kALBaveLpLog” should be differentiated from "clibanus/, "kAtBavog " - "bread
oven". In fact the term for armour was spelled "clibanum", " Kl(’.ﬁocvov
(katBaveov)" and only later its meaning was to be attributed to "clibanus”,
"kalBovog". The very word "clibanum", "kA{Bavov" is treated by Rundgren
as an adaptation of Middle Iranian "grivpan, griv@ an" - "Halsberge" = "K&r-

"—arijus"

perschutz, Lebenschutz". So "clibanarius" was built by adding Latin
to *"cr‘Tbén"{ "grivbaf (grivpg @n)" or it is on the whole a borrowing of Iran-
ian "grivg an - var" with Latin "-ius" only added. On the other hand Syrian

"tannir(3)" in the meaning of "lorica" is derived by Rundgren from Iran-

ian *"tan-var" - "Ké&rperschutz" 18.

@ 7.
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This simple and reliable explanation allows to avoid rather queer argu-
mentations such as: "the "clibanarius", comletely encased in scale or chain
armour and riding to battle on the hot plains of Persia might well be term-
ed a mounted oven" 19.

In the ancient sources dating from the 4th century, beside the term new “cli-
banarii" the old one "equites cataphracti" or "cataphractarii" is still used.

As Rostovtzeff states 20 the term "“clibanarii" "was adopted by the official
language and the writers of the late Roman Empire... to distinguish the
"cataphractarii" of the Roman auxiliary forces from the real "clibanarii" of
the Persian and later Roman army... the "cataphractarii” wearing no hel-
mets and using horses not protected by armour as a rule". And then: ".
though in general the later "clibanarii" repeated the type of the earlier "ca-
taphractarii" of Surenas, some progress was made in their equipment: com-
bination of helmet and mask, skilful use of various types of metal work for
making an invulnerable cuirass, protection of the horse by a heavy coat of
mail 21.

As to the term "clibanarius", first it must have existed in the soldiers’
jargon and from there it was adopted by the official language. The different-
iation suggested by Rostovtzeff does not find reflexion in the Roman histo-
riography and it was never used in a consistent way.

But the official document, Notitia Dignitatum, separates explicitly "e-

22

"equites clibanarii

quites cataphractarii" from . The existence of those
two separate formations is characteristic for the Late Empire and is a con-
sequence of the Roman experiments with introducing various kinds of caval-
ry. There is no reason however to differentiate two individual types.of the
heavy cavalry in the Sassanian army - completely armoured "clibanarii" and
"cataphractarii”" "wearing no helmets and using horses not protected by ar-
mour as a rule' The Persian cavalry of that period was in fact a continuat-
ion of the Parthian "cataphractarii" and there were no significant innovat-
ions in tactics and equipment. All the more, the scale armours for horses
cannot be considered as a novelty characteristic only for the Sassanian ca-
valry (see above). So the terms "cataphractarii" and "clibanarii” used in
sources referring to the Sassanian army, should be treated as synonyms -
after all in this case we can rely on the explicit statements of ancient

authors &3 "
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We can find the most detailed descriptions of the Sassanian "clibanarius"
in Ammianus Marcellinus’ work, in Julian’s Orations and in Heliodorus® Ae-
thiopica. The latter account is the most thorough one and it is perfectly
illustrated by the famous graffito of a charging "clibanarius" from Dura
Europos 24 .

The armour protecting the whole body from head to foot was made up of
differently sized and shaped metal lamellas connected with one another and
attached to a leather tunic (lorica plumata). Among the finds from Dura
Europos ‘there are bronze and iron scales of different size and shape, most
probably belonging to one cuirass - the large iron scales used for exposed,
vulnerable parts of the body, the smaller bronze plates in those places whe-
re freedom of movement was necessery. Also a whole cuisse made of metal
lamellas fastened to one another with a leather band, was discovered 25.
Some parts of the armour were made of other elements - metal rings sewn
onto a piece of leather forming a kind of ring armour (lorica hamata) or
metal circles attached close one to another (lorica segmentata). Metal pro-
tections of this kind are shown on the early Sassanian reliefs and the pic-
ture of clibanarius from Dura Eﬁropos 26. According to Heliodorus the on-
ly unprotected parts _of the body were the insides of the thighs clinging to
the horse’s back. The whole was completed by a helmet with a cover for the
face in the form of a stiff metal "mask" (¢ Tpo6wmela) with holes for
mouth, nose and eyes 27. A horseman armoured in this way gave the im-
pression of a "living statue" - the term frequently used by ancient authors.
And here is one of the chara\cteristic fragments from Ammianus’ Res Ges-
tae: "... cataphractarii equites quos clibanarios dictitant, (personati) thora-
cum muniti tegminibus et limbis ferreis cincti, ut Praxitelis manu polita
crederes simulacra, non viros: quos lamminarum circuli tenues apti corporis
flexibus ambiebant per omnia membra diducti, ut quocumque artus neces-
sitas commovisset, vestitus congrueret iunctura cohaerenter aptata 28
Three

such coverings (two of them very well preserved) were discovered in the

Oof couf‘se‘, the horse was also protected by a special armour.

course of the excavations at Dura Europos. On the ground of this find, an-
cient authors’ relations and iconography a complete horse armour from the

3rd century can be reconstructed. Its main part was a housing of scale ar-

the hand seizing the reins 0
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mour or mail (6%8’5!0&6}00&6&870651';\01(01/) for the horse’s body with an oval
hole at the place where the hdrseman was seated. There was also a cover-
ing for the neck, a frontlet (ﬂpop,ecwné&cov) of iron or cuir-bouilli for the
head and greaves (kvQuideg) for the horse’s legs 23

The main weapon of a Sassanian clibanarius was a long spear (kovfco'g i
he also used a sword or axe (KOJT(fg). According to Heliodorus, both ends
of the spear were fastened to the horse’s neck and back in order to keep
the balance of the long shaft. On one of the housings found at Dura Euro-
pos a very interesting detail was preserved - a combination of leather bands
and a wooden ring attached to the back part of the housing behind the hor-
seman. Perhaps this element was the mentioned by Heliodorus {3p0"xog used
30. With one hand the rider seized the
. As in the times of the Ar-

sacids, there were no shields in the equipment of the Sassanian cavalry,

to fasten the back end of the spear

spear while with the other he held the reins °

which is a fact often stressed by some authors as characteristic for this
type of cavalry 32.

The ancient authors assure that armour made properly in no way limit-
ed the rider’s freedom of movement, but they stress its weight which, ac-
cording tq Heliodorus, was so great that it did not allow the horseman to
mount the horse by himself. In addition to that there was no solid saddle

and no stirrups - accessories unknown to the ancient world. In this situation

 keeping balance called for a great effort on the part of the horseman, tho-

ugh a well-trained rider could in some degree compensate for the lack of
a stiff saddle by pressing his thighs to the horse’s back ir{ a proper way.
Probably the mane of the horse was used as an additional support, held with
. It should be remembered that this method of
mounting a horse had a long tradition and during the ages various ways and
habits, absolutely unknown to the modern cavalryman were invented. There-
fore it is difficult to estimate objectively the skills “of the ancient horseman,
who used quite different technics. We may guess however that because of
the greater effort (in comparison with the light cavalry) necessery to stick
on the horse, the freedom of handling the arms and possibilities of manoeuv-
re were limited. Hence the ideal method of fighting and the trump of that

cavalry were the "charge & fond" tactics aimed to break the enemy’s line.
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The impetus of the blow of the close order bristling with long spears was
guaranteed by the force of inertia multiplied by the weight of the armours
of running cavalry. So it was a highly specialized kind of armed forces, de-
stined to one purpose and not always working. The spacious plains of Meso-
potamia were an ideal field for its activities.

Fighting in the rénks of the Persian hea;/y cavalry was a privilege of
the nobles, .therefore its number was relatively small. Many authors howe-
ver state that the attack of the cavalry was supposed to be decisive in the
battle >*.

The direct reinforcement of the clibanarii units were mounted bowmen,
infantry and sometimes fighting elephants. In the early Sassanian army, just
like earlier in Parthian forces, the main and most numerous part of the ar-
my was the cavalry, explicitly devided into light - and heavy-armed. The
infantry was recruited from serf peasants and according to Ammianus’ ac-
count was used as an additional support and servants because of its medioc-
re value. Just this triple structure of the Sassanian army Ammianus means
when he writes that "rex Persarum gentis Sapor... erupturos in nostra ca-
taphractos et sagittarios et conductam misit plebem" 35.

Two centuries later Procopius of Caesarea who, like Ammianus, wrote
about events contemporary to him shows the Persian army in a quite differ-
ent way. The author does not give many details about the equipment of the
Persian cavalry and, what is worth noticing, never mentions special units
of "cataphractarii" or "clibanarii", which were described by Ammianus seve-
ral times. Certainly it was not caused by Procopius’ incompetence and his -
lack of knowledge or experience as he fought against the Persians by Beli-
sarius’ side. It seems that the author saw no necessity to provide his read-
ers with such details and this was caused among others by the evolution
that the Roman army underwent since the times of Ammianus.

In the first half of the 4th century the main force of the Roman army
was still laid on the infantry, though new kinds of cavalry were being in-
troduced constantly, including the "cataphractarii" and “clibanarii". The dif-
ference between the Persian and Roman army resulting from it was well
understood by Ammianus who composed his narration in such a way that the

difference was emphasized 36.
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During the next two centuries the character of Roman army was com-
pletely chenged, mainly because of constant struggles with enemies who
mostly used cavalry - the Huns, the Goths and, of course, the Persians.
In the times of emperor Justinian the basic force was already cavalry. At
the same time the differences between various kinds of weapon known to
the ancient world - between light - and heavy-armed infantry, light and
heavy cavalry, bowmen and spearmen - were diminished. Almost every sol-
dier, both foot and mounted, was protected by a cuirass and almost each
had a bow, the weapon that started to play a more and more significant
role in battle. Even the distinction between cavalry, being the most nume-
rous and decisive formation, and infantry ceased to function the way it did
before. Depending on the circumstances, the horsemen fought on foot and

the foot soldiers mounted horses to fight on them 37

. At the very beginn-
ing of the "History of Wars" Procopius stresses the difference between the
army of the old type and the Justinian’s army contemporary to him, des-
cribing the outfit and the skills of Byzantine soldiers in the foloowing way:
"But the bowmen of the present time go into battle wearing corselets and
fitted out with greaves which extend up to the knee. From the right side
hang their arrows, from the other the sword. And there are some who have
a spear (85()1)) also attached to them and, at the shoulders, a sort of samll
shield without a grip, such as to cover the region of the face and neck.
They are expert horseman, and are able without difficulty to direct their
bows to either side while riding at full speed, and to shoot an opponent
whether in pursuit or in flight" .

Horsemen of this kind were capable of fighting both at close quarters
and from distance, they were excellent horse-riders and they used the bow
perfectly (the famous "Parthian shot"!). They constituted a swift and at the
same time, well-armed force, successful in attack and defence. g

Did then the Persian army undergo any considerable changes between
the 4th and 6th century, too? Seemingly not, since the cavalry constituted
"che greatest part of the army, and Procopius, like Ammianus before, speaks
scornfully about the Persian infantry 39. In fact there were significant chan-
ges in the armament and tactics of the Sassanian cavalry, similar to those

that took place in the Roman army. And so the difference between the
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light - and heavy—armed cavalry disappeared. A new, universal type of
heavy cavalry, similar to the Byzantine one, was created. The late Sassa-
nian cavalryman’s equipment, as described by Tabari, included a helmet,
a coat of mail, greaves, also a 'sword, spear, shield, a mace attached to
the belt, an axe, a quiver with 30 arrows, and two spare strings rolled
up and fastened to the back of the helmet 40. A statue of a horseman in
full outfit, preserved in Tag-e Bostan, standing in a niche of a huge cave,
attributed to Peroz (457-487) or Chosroes Il (590-628) illustrates Tabari’s
description very well. The fine coat of mail delicately carved in stone fits
close to the upper part of the body and hangs loosely from the waist down
forming a kind of skirt. The head is protected by a helmet with a piece of
thin coat of mail covering the face. On the horseman’s_right side there is
a quivér full of arrows. The spear rests on fhe right arm, and a small ro-
und shield is attached to the left forearm - it hides the hand holding the
reins. The horse also has an armour, made probably of metal lamellas, but
it is only partial and covers the thead and front part of the body. There can
be seen a stiff saddle and, though the lower part of the statue is damaged,
we may guess that there were stirrups. It is indicated by the firm settling
in saddle and the position of the legs, wﬁich are moved slightly forward and
not  hanging loosely down M. We can find similarly armoured horsemen be-
sieging a fortress on a silver vase from tl']e early Sassanian period (Sarre)
or from the 6th-8th century (Tolstov) 42. All riders have long armours rea-
ching down below the kness, similar to this of the Tag-e Bostan statue.
They carry swords, bows, and shields. Among the six horsés there is only
one protected by an armour. The type of the armours speaks for dating
‘the vase later. Analogies can be found in eastern parts of Iranian territor-
ies, in Central Asia - many of the 7th-8th century pictures found in Pan-
Jjikent are battle scenes. The images of heavy-armed cavalrymen with
swords, spears and bows prevail. Here also the lower part of thisar'mour'

o This

type of armour, considerably different from the previous one, characteris-

is in form of a long, loose skirt reaching down below the knees

tic for the early Sassanian "clibanarii", reached Iran from Central Asia and
it. might have originated in Massageto —Chorasmian tradition. Besides, the

technics of making armours was improved - beside scale armour and ordina-
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ry ring armour made up of rings fastened to some backing of leather or
cloth, used for a fong time, in the late Sassanian period chain mail made
up of rings themselves forming a completé corselet appeared. Some remna-
hts of a construction made up of metal rings, dating back to the 3rd cen-
tury A. D. were discovered at Dura Eurqpos. If they are a fragment of
chain mail (which is probable) they could be the earliest example of using
armour of this kind. It can be also seen on the Tag-e Bostan statue. In
comparison with scale - and ring-armours this new type of armour was
lighter and at the same t?me stronger and more durable M‘. Another signi-
ficant innovation of the end of the Sassanian period in Iran, was the intro-
duction of saddle and stirrups which guaranteed the horsman more stability
and consequently allowed him to handle his weapons, especially bow, spear
and shield, easier and more efficiently 45.

In the late Sassanian period the social structure of Persian army -chang-
ed, too. Fighting in the ranks of the heavy-armed cavalry ceased to be
the duty and privilege of the Persian "nobilitas" who fought using their own
equipment and at their own charge. The base and the most numerous part
of army was the heavy cavalry recruited from among small land owners -
the "déhkans" - who, at least since the tax and military reforms carried
out by Chosroes | (531-579), get financial support for the war eqipment
from the king’s treasury 46. Thus the social basis of heavy cavalry became
wider as well as its number increased while ousting previous light cavalry
units.

Generally speaking if we follow the development of the Persian heavy-
-armed cavalry in the Sassanian times, we should distinguish two main sta-
ges: the period of continuation the tradition of the Parthian "cataphractarii®
when the heavy cavalry was a specialized formation in the Sassanian army,
and the second stage, in the late Sassanian period when the previous sepa-
rate “cataphractarii® and "sagittarii" units were replaced by swift and uni-
versally armed heavy cavaﬁry, intended for numerous tasks, wide spread in
Iran as well as in Central Asia. Anyway the -armours show signs of Central
Asian influence - perhaps the result of frequent struggles with the Hephtalit-
es throughout the Sth century A. D. As at the same time the "barbarizat-

ion" Sf armament and tactics of the Roman army was taking place, in ef-
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fect the differences between the two armies, so explicit in the 4th centu-
ry, practically ceased to exist. Both armies, similary armed, used similar
tactics - fighting from a distance using a bow played a more and more si-

gnificant part bl .
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LES LIMITES COGNITIVE DE NUMISMATIQUE

Les thémes cultuo-religieux sur les monnaies de |’Alexandrie

d’Egypte | au lll siécle de notre &re

Le sujet du present article est formée par les thémes cultuo-religieux,
qui apparaissent sur les monnaies de I’ Alexandrie d’Egypte a la periode ro-
maine, et qui expriment les essences profondes de la tradition égypto-grec-
que, trés vive encore a cette époque.

Les sources numismatiques de la periode romaine ont pour cette pro-
blématique une importance d’autant plus grande, que, a I’inverse des mon-
naies ptolémaiques et d’une minime partie d’autres ténﬂoignages aussi bien
ecrits que matériels, elles éclairent certains aspects de la vie religieuse de
|” Alexandrie antique, aujourd’hui encore insuffisamment étudiés, d’une lu-
miére un peu plus vive. La litterature du sujet se rapportant aux proble\ames
religieux de la metropole eégyptienne, excessivement pauvre, contient de nom-
breux moments discutables résultantsle plus souvent de la maniére de trai- °
ter sur un mé&me plan les cultes alexandrins et ceux de la Chora égyptienne.
L’un de ses postulats les plus ifnpor‘tants est également I'élar‘gissement
trés sensible des etudes sur la periode romaine :

Les cultes alexandrins de cette époque se reliaient, il est vrai, aux pra-

tiques ptolemaiques, y trouvant de nettes analogies, mais ils subissaient peu.



