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PREFACE AND THANKS


The only purpose of this small work is to promote history in a pleasant and clear way. For this, I have chosen an abundance of graphical content that is visual and simple. It is not a learned or cultured work and it possibly has some flaws. I have only captured my personal knowledge in the best way I know, with drawings. It is almost like a children's book, if it weren't for the subject. The Late Roman Army, the one that fought for the Empire from the end of the 3rd until the 5th century, focusing mainly on the 4th. There are great works on the subject; detailed, extensive and which widely develop the complexity of the military world of the Low Roman Empire with extraordinary maps, illustrations and documents that will be able to satisfy the most avid researcher. For them we leave a list of bibliography at the end of the work. I offer you instead the recipe for the soldier's crackers, the BUCELLATUM!


As a reenactor I have had access to this knowledge and, when attempting to represent it faithfully, I have always wondered how wonderful it would be to be able to see everything behind those thousands of pages in pictures. And that is what I have tried to do in a funny and humorous way through dozens of cartoons. I have chosen this format to bring the backstage of the legions of the late antiquity to the widest possible audience. Where many see ridiculous people in little skirts and feathered helmets cursing the gods, reality shows a world as alive as the one we have today, except for the obvious technological and social differences. Mosaics come to life, statues speak, friezes come down from the walls and museum display cases whisper: “I was there, and made History”. We must understand that they were real people and empathize with them. If the next time you see a Late Roman soldier you know how to distinguish him from a high imperial legionnaire and not to confuse him with a Viking, the objective of this work will be more than fulfilled.


My greatest thanks to Ignacio Páez, president of the re-enacting association “Cohorts V Baetica Traditio Malacitana” (to which I belong) and “pater” of my Late Roman passion and which I have often consulted so as not to mess up. No promises though.


A thousand thanks to my friends: Javi&Olga, to my dear “Akelarre” (Davinia, Rocío&Martín, Patri&Ale, Bea&Javi) and to Joseffo&Sally for the amazing birthday gift of financing this book. My sincere gratitude to Andrea Höller, reenactor and patron of the arts, for promoting the English version of this book.


Last but not least, I dedicate the book to my MOTHER, who has always bought me everything I needed for my paintings.




INTRODUCTION


The image of the Late Roman army of the fourth century is that of an outdated, barbaric and decaying army. Eclipsed by the Principality's successful campaigns, such as the Dacian Wars, and the glory of emperors such as Augustus or Trajan while haunted by the 3rd century Crisis, the Late Roman army carries an undeserved stigma. However, two emperors, Diocletian and Constantine, reformed and restructured it entirely, with a complex organization, logistics, instruction, armament and command without precedent, that greased a war machine without which the Empire could not have survived as long as it did, given that the fall of the city of Rome or the last emperor of the West in 476 A.D. (end of the 5th century) are far from being the end of the Roman Empire.


The only classical sources that will be cited in this book, because they are widely accepted and are the descriptive basis of what I have tried to represent in my cartoons are:


Vegetius, a fourth-century imperial officer, compiles a compendium describing the Roman army as it must have been. However, he also provides his own criticism, therefore his “Rei Militaris” must be interpreted with care.


Ammianus Marcellinus was a military man, a contemporary and a witness to the events, so he is much more reliable. In his “Res Gestae” he vividly describes what happened.


The Notitia Dignitatum, as a list of positions for both civil and military personnel and of units with their deployments, is an invaluable source of knowledge about the army at the end of the 4th century; as a still photo of it, since the information could not be updated every now and then like the Wikipedia nowadays.


The Theodosian Code (Codex Theodosianus) is a compilation of the contemporary Roman laws during the Late Roman Empire.
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The Strategikon, an anonymous military manual (although it is attributed to the Emperor Mauritius) from the 6th century which, even though it is written after our period, is practical and not at all speculative.


The main archaeological, epigraphic and monumental sources are also well known and, alongside the classical texts, set the basis of the drawings in this irreverent volume:


The mosaics of the Late Roman villa at Cassale, 4th century. Piazza Armerina (Sicily). World Heritage Site since 1997.


The Arch of Galerius, 4th century. Thessaloniki (Greece). World Heritage since 1988.


The Arch of Constantine, 4th century. Rome. Arch of Triumph in honour of the Milvian Bridge victory.


Oh Hollywood, how much damage have you done to History! The wonderful film industry has transported us to the past with various levels of success and, although in recent years it has made an effort to be more accurate, it is hard not to find mistakes or anachronisms. Certain licenses can be tolerated for the sake of the script, but it is clear that, when it comes to the Roman Empire, a quite uniform and unique image of the Roman legionaries has been promoted, regardless the period of Roman history that is portrayed: Segmentata armour, imperial Gallic helmet, pilum, rectangular shield and sandals. The appearance of the Trajan's Column has been reproduced the most and it is the one known best by the general public. However, it is far from being the only one across the Empire and it is in no way representative of the Late Roman soldier. Let's get to know the Late Roman army.


← Previous page: “I am a soldier of Rome!” “Me too, don't forget it!”
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I. TETRARCHY


After the enormous crisis at the end of the third century, Emperor Diocletian managed to stabilize and strengthen the Empire. In order to distribute the difficult task of leading it, he divided his government into four: two Augusts and two Caesars, with equal power and competences. Unfortunately, differences of opinion and the desire to seize power soon arose, and eventually, conflicts broke out. Civil war was inevitable, Constantine I the Great came out victorious and his reforms changed the Empire drastically. This characterises the entire Late Roman Empire, from the perennial conflicts with external forces to the endemic civil war.


Although society tries to follow the classic imperial appearance, we see that they already wear long trousers or tights, closed shoes (calcei) instead of sandals, long-sleeved tunics, long swords, crossbow shaped brooches/fibulas and “panonio”; a military cap typical of the period, originating from ancient Pannonia (modern-day Balkans). Curiously Vegetius tells that this cap was used so that the troops would get used to have their heads covered and therefore be easier for them to wear their helmets.


← As you can see fashion changes, the “daggers” not so much...
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CONSTANTINE I THE GREAT


Constantine, the great victor of the civil war in the year 326 A.D. against the other suitors, saw the system of tetrarchy as unsustainable, with four co-rulers being three too many.


A great legislator, who carried out very important changes and undertook monetary reforms. He moved the capital of the Empire from Rome to Byzantium, which he renamed to Constantinople (city of Constantine in Greek; modern-day Istanbul).


He also reformed the army by separating civil from military positions, removing power from governors and generals and creating the Comitatenses armies (which we will see in the next chapter), reduced the size of the legions to 1,000 men and emphasized the importance of cavalry. He achieved victories on all fronts while dissolving the praetorian guard and replacing them with the scholae palatina as the imperial guard.
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