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Abstract: A long and well preserved sword was brought to light in 2006 during the archaeological excavations carried out by the Soknopaiou Nesos Project (University of Salento, Lecce) in the temenos of the main temple in Soknopaiou Nesos, modern Dime. The current state of research would suggest a classification as a Roman, or at least Roman influenced, weapon of the late Republican period. However, some peculiar elements of this sword seem to point to an oriental or Egyptian final assemblage. It thus may give a new impulse to the still open discussion about the appearance of Hellenistic swords starting from the period of Alexander's Successors. The weapon can have been used by soldiers of the late Ptolemaic period as well as by members of the Roman army. The question whether the sword ended up in the temenos as part of local defensive arms or as a votive object will largely remain speculative, as its find context is not stratigraphically reliable.
Library of Congress Subjects: Dīmay (Extinct city). Military history, Ancient.
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I. Introduction (P. Davoli)
The Soknopaiou Nesos Project (SNP), directed by Mario Capasso and Paola Davoli, started working at Dime es-Seba, the Graeco-Roman Soknopaiou Nesos, in 2003.1 The kome (ca. 600 x 320 m) was one of the numerous settlements founded during the regional project of land reclamation realized by Ptolemy I and II. It is located in a desert area, north of Lake Qarun, and its function was mainly religious and commercial (Fig. 1). Archaeological evidence attests to the presence in this area of settlements, tombs and other features datable from the Neolithic to Islamic periods. The local landscape has undergone several drastic changes during this long period of time, from a wet to a hyper-arid environment. However, there is a strong possibility that one of the reasons for a new foundation or refoundation of a settlement at the beginning of the Hellenistic period was the presence of a revered sanctuary on top of a natural hill. In fact, below the Hellenistic period temple dedicated to the god Soknopaios, features of a previous phase have been found but not yet precisely dated.2
Fig. 1. Satellite view of Lower Egypt and Fayyum (drawing by Bruno Bazzani; satellite image courtesy of NASA - Jacques Descloitres, MODIS Land Science Team).
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At the end of the Ptolemaic period or beginning of the Roman period the temple was renovated and the dromos restored and extended toward the south, probably twice. Also the settlement was enlarged and the houses aggregated in blocks to accommodate an increase of the population. The abandonment of the kome is dated to the mid-third century AD, but the reasons are so far unknown. However, people returned to live in the temenos area between the fourth and the seventh century.
The archaeological excavation carried on by the Soknopaiou Nesos Project is mainly concentrated in the temple area, where no previous scientific work was carried out. The sacred area, dedicated to the god Soknopaios, is enclosed by a temenos wall (ca. 88 x 125 m) and is in general quite well preserved across its elements, i.e., the main temple, chapels, houses and service buildings. Despite natural erosion, the spoliation of the limestone blocks and illicit excavations, the temenos area is an interesting context to study and one of the better preserved in the Fayyum (Fig. 2). A considerable number of papyri has been found by treasure hunters in the temple precinct at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth; these are now preserved in several collections. Basalt statues were also found in a good state of preservation, but it is not clear where they were found, whether inside the temenos or on the dromos, the ceremonial road that crosses the settlement from north to south and connected the temple with the edge of the town.3
Fig. 2. Soknopaiou Nesos: view of he temenos from south-east (courtesy of SNP).
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Fig. 3: Soknopaiou Nesos: plan of the temple area, 2012 (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 4: Soknopaiou Nesos: view inside the temenos: the area west of ST 20, with building ST 21 (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
Topographic and geophysical surveys have been carried out in the settlement during the regular excavation seasons; these have allowed a better knowledge of the archaeological site. Two methods have been followed in the geophysical survey,4 magnetometry and electrical resistivity, but they did not produce the expected results because the difference in the magnetic fields of the materials used in the buildings and the sand that covers them is too small. However, it was possible to establish the presence of buildings buried by sand and debris in different areas, and of some highly magnetic zones. These can be interpreted mainly as ovens or fireplaces in domestic buildings, but two strong positive peaks suggested the presence of anomalous materials. One of these is located in Area 1 of the geophysical survey, which is located inside the temenos (Fig. 3, Fig. 4), west of building ST 20 under excavation. The anomaly revealed the presence at a shallow depth (calculated between 50 and 80 cm) of an “object” about 1 meter long, south of the standing walls of a building (labelled ST 21) built with local stone and mud brick and with the same technique as the Ptolemaic temple ST 18. Our first hypothesis for the interpretation of the magnetic anomaly was the presence of a basalt statue, which would have been a common occurrence in a temple area. It was then decided to open a new sector in building ST 21 to verify this supposition. In fact, the finding of a statue in context would have probably shed new light on those found in the past and of which the place of discovery is still unknown. However, the magnetic anomaly turned out to be something completely unexpected for a temple context: a complete iron sword (ST06/338/1474+2557) (Fig. 5, Fig. 6).
Fig. 5: Soknopaiou Nesos: Saggio 1 (south part): the sword ST06/338/1474 as it was discovered (courtesy of SNP).
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Fig. 6: Soknopaiou Nesos: detail of the sword in situ (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
Its first appearance was of extreme fragility, and thus we operated with a first consolidation before starting its removal and transfer to the Supreme Council of Antiquities general storehouse at Kom Aushim. Aly Taha Omar, from the Egyptian-Italian Center for Restoration and Archaeology in Cairo, consolidated the sword and the sand below it with sprayed paraloid and prepared a wooden box for its transportation (Fig. 7). In 2008 Mohammed Ahmed, a freelance conservator, removed the paraloid and proceeded with the cleaning and consolidation of the sword. The rusted iron that covered completely the object turned out to be from the scabbard and not from the blade, which is perfectly preserved, along with the final part of the scabbard, where the iron sheet is thicker than in its upper part. Every iron piece has been maintained and consolidated. The ebony pommel did not need any treatment and is still very solid and unchanged. In contrast, the padding of the grip made with a red textile was found in very fragile condition and only partly preserved. It has also been treated in order to preserve it to the maximum extent possible.
In 2012 a series of X-ray images was taken in the storehouse by means of an old portable X-ray machine from Medinet el-Fayyum.5 The results, however, are not useful for a detailed study of the manufacture of the object.
At present the sword and all its related pieces are stored in a wooden box, with foam supports shaped to fit, in the SCA general storehouse of Kom Aushim (Fayyum); they are registered in the SCA official register as no. 159.
Fig. 7: Soknopaiou Nesos: the sword after consolidation in situ (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
II. The archaeological context (P. Davoli)
The trench, called Saggio 1, was initially 4 x 3 m; it was then enlarged to 10 x 6 m to cover the area of building ST 21, which was only partially visible at the beginning of the excavation. The area had a slope down toward the east and was covered by sand mixed with mud brick debris in varying concentrations.
Fig. 8: Soknopaiou Nesos: Saggio 1: Plan of ST 21 (drawing by S. Alfarano; courtesy of SNP).
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Fig. 9: Soknopaiou Nesos: view of building ST 21 from south (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 10: Soknopaiou Nesos: view of building ST 21 from north (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
The excavation was limited to the surface layers that covered the upper part of the subterranean rooms of ST 21. In fact, the building is almost completely destroyed in its ground floor, and only parts of the north walls survive. It is actually composed of two structures built in two different phases: the most ancient one is called ST 21 I, while the most recent is ST 21 II (Fig. 8, Fig. 9, and Fig. 10). The two buildings seem to have been part of one structure, of which only part of the underground rooms and walls survives. In fact, the south wall 339 seems to be part of the second phase (ST 21 II). The technique and building materials are different and not uniformly used: the walls of the underground rooms are built in mud brick, while the perimeter walls are made with a mixed technique, with rough slabs of local brown limestone at the base and mud brick on top.
Seven underground rooms have been recognized, of which at least five were originally covered with barrel vaults, all oriented north–south and made in mud brick. The exploration of these rooms has been postponed till after the end of the excavation of the main temple ST 20, for logistical reasons.
Room A (2.0 x 0.90 m) was a cellar, accessible through a shaft located in the southeast corner, and was originally covered by a vault.
Room B (2.5 x 0.80 m) was a L-shaped cellar covered by a vault, and with the entrance shaft probably located northwest of it.
Room C (2.10 m long) is a cellar with its original vault completely preserved. This is covered with part of the mud-brick floor of the upper room. The entrance vertical shaft is at its north side and is still well preserved (53 x 45 cm).
Room D (1.70 x 0.64 m) was also a barrel-vaulted cellar, but its north end is not preserved.
The central, irregular space G was probably not a cellar but only a space full of sand in the foundations of the building. The sword and a castanet half were found on top of it. The sword was lying 80 cm north of the stone wall ST06/339 and immediately to the east of the vault of room C (ST06/374).
Rooms E and F are part of the second phase building (ST 21 II). E was a cellar (1.70 x 0.90 m) with a sort of niche on its east wall, while it is not clear if room F (1.48 x 0.92 m) was used as a cellar or if it was a space in the foundations.
The stratigraphy covering the building (average thickness 60 cm) is unreliable, and the objects in it are certainly not in their original contexts.6 The surface deposits were made of wind-blown sand and debris (ST06/336),7 and of a concentration of mud bricks (ST06/337). These two units covered a layer of sand with mud brick rubble and organic materials, such as seeds of different fruits (ST06/338) and straw. In the surface layers ST06/336 and 337 a broken pottery statuette (ST06/336/1395),8 three bronze coins, including one of Ptolemy VI (ST06/336/1447) and two drachmae of Antoninus Pius (ST06/336/1455, 1456),9 a fragment of a capital made in plaster (ST06/337/1419), a wooden bolt (ST06/337/1729), a complete lamp (ST06/337/1587),10 and a blue glass bead (ST06/337/1755) have been found. The iron sword, with a knob in ebony (ST06/338/1474) and the terminal part of the scabbard (ST06/338/2557), was found lying horizontally oriented north–south, at an elevation of 26 m asl (Figs. 5, Fig. 6). It seems an artificial deposition, at about 50 cm below the surface, but a depositional pit cutting DSU ST06/338 has not been recognized. Other items found in the same DSU are a fragment of a wooden seal (ST06/338/1390), an iron blade of a knife (ST06/338/1462), a bronze needle (ST06/338/1472), an illegible coin (ST06/338/1473), a wooden knob for a box (ST06/338/1479), a wood castanet half (ST06/338/1688),11 and a bead in blue faïence (ST06/338/1751).
III. The sword (Ch. Miks)12
1. Description of the find
The sword (ST06/0338/1474) was found near structure ST 21, which was revealed in Saggio 1 (season 2006). At the time of the deposition, it was still stuck within its scabbard (ST06/0338/2557). Unfortunately, despite the arid climate the preservation of all components of the weapon was not good enough to conserve them permanently in their original position. Even upon restoration a certain reduction of material is to be observed. The following analysis essentially draws upon the blade with the pommel and parts of the grip as well as remains of metal components of the suspension and the lower end of the sword scabbard (Fig. 11).
Fig. 11: Soknopaiou Nesos: the sword and its accessories after restoration. Photo and drawing (courtesy of SNP; drawing by C. Caputo).
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With the exception of a few nicks, the iron blade is fully preserved. It weighs around 1.3 kg (including the pommel and grip). From the point to the remains of the peened over/riveted end of the tang it measures 945 mm, consisting of the 172 mm long tang, 13.7 mm wide at its lower end, and the 773 mm long blade. The latter is characterized by slightly declining shoulders and waisted contours, that is to say, a partially arched indentation in the course of both cutting edges, and an extremely long point. Accordingly, its width changes significantly. It reaches 58 mm at the shoulders, 41.9 mm at the waist and 56.8 mm again at the transition to the point. The cross-section of the blade is of a flattened rhombic shape with a clearly accentuated central ridge. The strength of the blade along this central ridge also varies from 7.8 mm at the start of the tang, which demonstrates a rectangular cross-section, to 5.5 mm at the transition to the point of the blade. A particular local thickening of the point is not found. Its final area is once more accented by a slight kink in the blade’s edges. Without a metallographic analysis we cannot attempt any conclusions on the forging technological composition of the blade. Neither an optical nor an X-ray survey, the latter realized in adverse circumstances, yielded structures which might suggest the composition of different iron/steel elements with potentially varying degrees of hardness.13
Fig. 12: Soknopaiou Nesos: details of the sword hilt: 1. side and frontal view of pommel and grip. 2. upper side of the pommel with the rivet head on the end of the tang. 3. bottom side of the pommel with entrance point of the tang (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
The single entirely preserved element of the former hilt is a dominant pommel, which remains applied to the end of the tang of the sword (Fig. 11, Fig. 12). According to P. Davoli, it is made of a piece of ebony. It is 95.7 mm wide, 81.7 mm high and 66 mm deep. Deep indentations divide its body clearly. Basically, the central design element is a ball, which sits on a central base protruding to its front and rear. At the same time, each side has an “inserted”, or annexed, cylindrical or spindle-shaped element. The pommel is vertically drilled through with a conical drill hole that allows it to be slid onto the tang. On its bottom side, the shape of the drill hole is adjusted to the rectangular cross-section of the sword’s tang, which is still around 8.5 mm wide at the point of entrance (Fig. 12.3). At the point at which it exits on the top of the pommel, the end of the tang is peened over to a mushroom-shaped mere approximately 6.5 mm wide and about 3 mm high, through which all of the hilt parts of the sword would formerly have been fixed to the tang to prevent them from slipping (Fig. 12.2). The fact that the rivet head lacks an additional metal plate to ensure a sufficient pressure of the riveting denotes the density and hardness of the wood of which the pommel was made.
Parts of the grip immediately below the pommel had originally been preserved (Fig. 12.1). They did not consist of firm hilt plates or of a grip sleeve but of a red textile, which was wrapped tightly around the tang as a thick bundle. When the sword was found, it remained on three of the four tang sides with an approximate length of 61.5 mm. In contrast to the length, the width discernible at the time of about 29 mm and the depth/width (including the tang) of a maximum of ca. 27 mm, will have been quite close to the original dimensions of the grip.
Fig. 13: Soknopaiou Nesos: lower end of the scabbard frame with preserved terminal knob (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
The well preserved sword blade and pommel stand in stark contrast to the scanty remains of the scabbard (ST06/0338/2557). The best-preserved fragment is a 215 mm long piece of a metal binding of the lower end of the scabbard (Fig. 11, 13). This constitutes the parts of two channel-shaped edge bindings made of a 2 mm thick iron sheet. In the area of the former point of the scabbard they are merged within the nozzle-shaped neck of a separately manufactured spherical terminal knob (diameter 20 mm) with a horizontal groove all around. The internal width of the binding’s channel is 14.5 mm at the most and conveys a vague idea of the thickness of the former organic scabbard body at its lower end. The organic parts of the scabbard have disappeared, and therefore it is not possible to determine what material it was made of. Given the dimensions of the binding’s channel, however, the scabbard could very well have been supported by a thinner wooden body. Numerous metal fragments, which the restoration process separated from the blade, could indicate that the edge binding once continued above the area of the scabbard’s point, and thus that once a complete scabbard frame may have existed (Fig. 11.1). Among these there are four 22 mm wide strip-like fragments of 2 mm thick iron sheet, possibly originating from horizontal frame- or carrying-clamps (suspension bands). The remains of four simple iron rings (diameter 19 mm) further indicate the former existence of a corresponding suspension of the scabbard. They are made of 3.5 mm strong rod material with circular cross-section.
2. The blade
The waisted blade of the sword with its long extended point doubtless places the present weapon alongside comparably shaped Roman or at least Roman-influenced swords from find contexts of the Late Republic and the beginning of the early Roman Principate. With its 773 mm long blade it can be classified as a long sword. At least this is what an analysis of preserved sword blades of the Roman Principate suggests, according to which the transition between short swords (gladii) and long swords (spathae) is to be estimated at a blade length (without the tang) between 550 and 600 mm.14 To what extent this statement can be transferred to the swords of the Roman Republic is, however, the subject of controversy.15 This is due particularly to a group of blades that was identified by the majority of scholars in the past two decades16 as belonging to the type described in ancient literature as the gladius hispaniensis.17 According to a text, the authorship of which is assigned to Polybius (ca. 200–120 BC),18 the Roman army adopted the gladius hispaniensis at the end of the third century BC from Celtiberians and apparently adapted the foreign weapon to their own technical abilities or ideas of forms as they existed already at this date. The written sources describe this kind of sword as relatively short and handy. Unfortunately, there are so far no unequivocal indications from “pure” Roman contexts that might permit an absolutely certain archaeological identification of this standard weapon of the Roman army in late Republican times. In any case, the body of Republican militaria, for which the use by regular Roman soldiers can certainly be proven, is minimal. Thus, those blades, which are favored by scholars as evidence for the gladius hispaniensis (e.g., Fig. 14.1–2, Fig. 15), of which the waisted blade shape after all shows a strong relation to early Roman Imperial short swords of the Mainz type,19 are in their large majority from sites in contact areas between the Roman sphere of influence and the late Iron Age societies of Central and western Europe.20 In these areas, Italo-Roman imported goods were frequent components of representative behavior of higher social classes.21 Nevertheless some of the mentioned societies had independent, highly evolved traditions of sword making.
Fig. 14: Swords from late Iron Age and Hellenistic find contexts: 1-2. hoard or votive finds (?) from Alesia; terminus ante quem around 52(?) B.C. (redrawn after Rapin 2001, pl. 6). 3. from a grave filling near the hippodrome on the Tel es-Samarat in Jericho (West Bank); ca. first half of the 2nd century B.C. (redrawn after Stiebel 2004, fig. 266). 4. found beneath a layer of destruction debris in the « Maison de sceaux » (Quartier de Skardhana) on Delos; terminus ante quem 69 B.C. (redrawn after Siebert 1987, fig. 19).
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Fig. 15: Swords from South Alpine graves of the late pre-Roman Iron Age: 1. San Bernardo in Ornavasso (Italy), grave 31 (after Bianchetti 1895, pl. 4,5). 2. Giubiasco (Canton Ticino, Switzerland), grave 471. 3. Giubiasco, grave 71. 4. Giubiasco, grave 108 (nos. 2-4 after Ulrich 1914, pls. 78,6.8; 86,3-4).
Full size image here ↗
Keeping the above in mind, we have to assume a use of potentially Roman imported swords alongside native products that adapted an originally Roman design for locally preferred longer blades.22 The putative identified gladii hispanienses, with their blade lengths ranging between 590/600 and 700 mm, and in individual cases achieving significantly greater lengths, thus also clearly contrast with the Roman infantry’s short swords of the Roman Principate, with blade lengths mostly below 550 mm. When it comes to the above mentioned length analysis of predominantly Roman Imperial blades, the supposed gladii hispanienses must thus be classified as long swords (spathae). This apparent contradiction has raised doubts in recent literature about the accuracy of using the length 550/600 mm as the dividing threshold between short and long swords.23 However, a closer examination reveals that there is no such contradiction. The linguistic/academic distinction between gladius, alias short sword, and spatha, alias long sword, common today, essentially relies on a passage of Tacitus (Annales 12.35). In this source of the late first century AD the term spatha, which is used literarily for the first time here to characterize a specific kind of sword, is contrasted with the term gladius, which was well established in literature, without any further explanation. According to Vegetius (Epitome 2.15.4),24 who refers to older written sources, the spatha is merely a gladius maior. This insight allows us to understand the specific text passage in Tacitus as offering a contrast between short and long swords. At the same time, the term gladius maior also means that while the basic word gladius referred to a “sword”, it need not necessarily have specified a short one. It is the adjectives added to the primary word or the literary context that allow for a more precise definition. However, in the case of the gladius hispaniensis, literary sources25 just reveal that the weapon should have been shorter than contemporary Gaulish swords.26 Their blade dimensions, between 700 and 900 mm, frequently range at the upper end of the spectrum of lengths which is ascertainable for Roman Imperial long swords.27 In the early Roman Principate, i.e., in the period in which Tacitus wrote, the longest blade normally even reached the shorter length, or at the most the lower end of the described range.28 It thus appears conceivable that the gladius hispaniensis was not an explicit short sword even by ancient or at least Roman Imperial standards, but instead was a gladius maior (=spatha) with a comparatively short blade.29 At least this would be valid for the majority of the sword finds which currently appear as gladius hispaniensis in recent literature. The above-mentioned contradiction would thus have been solved.
In any event, however, the constant association of archaeological finds with special terms from ancient literature is always risky, because it gives a scientific theory based on archaeological finds the appearance of being a statement of facts ascertained through ancient primary written sources. At the same time it forces a group of real objects into a literarily prescribed frame of historical development and use, to which future interpretations of archaeological evidence and finds are adjusted more or less consciously. The price of this framework could be a good degree of critical distance and academic objectivity. That is to say, if an object is described rather vaguely in ancient literature, and the situation of archaeological sources is not absolutely clear, the use of ancient terms should definitely be avoided and a neutral, purely find-material oriented description of types should be preferred. In the case of alleged finds of gladii hispanienses, regardless of the arguments pro and contra the accuracy of their designation,30 we are confronted with, first, the problem of an imprecisely defined or definable maximum length and, second, the problem of their relation to swords of the Roman Principate.
With respect to the first point, as indicated above, the group of supposed gladii hispanienses also includes blades that doubtless belong to its form typology, but contrary to literary descriptions, do not fall short of the contemporary “Gallic” spathae in terms of their length.
With respect to the second point it should be noted that blades of the group of supposed gladii hipanienses continue to be evidenced until the beginning of the early Principate.31 Then, as early as the Augustan period, their lengths at once stand in a strong contrast with the significantly inferior lengths of those infantry swords, the use of which by the Roman army for the first time is demonstrated by archaeological contexts. Whereas we lack finds that could illuminate possible intermediate steps, and the line of development to these typologically related short swords thus remains obscure, the length and some form elements of the presumed gladii hispanienses continue without a break until the early Roman Imperial long swords.32
In order to prevent typological confusion and a bias with regard to the gladius hispaniensis, I prefer to continue using the same terminology of sword types defined for the beginning of the Principate on a secure material basis, as also in the late Republican period, so long as no conceivable typological changes call for a different categorization.
Precisely in this sense, the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos can be classified as a spatha of the Nauportus type.33 This type comprises those long swords with clearly waisted blade (contours) and long points, thus closely related to early Roman Imperial short swords of the Mainz type (variants “Sisak”, “Mühlbach“ and “Classic”).34 While the tang length of the present sword corresponds to the usual value of this blade type, the 773 mm long blade clearly differs from most comparable examples, with the majority of blade lengths between 640 and 700 mm. The width, too, of 58 mm is somewhat above the common dimensions, which range between 40 and 55 mm. The dimensions of at least one of the two Nauportus type swords from Alesia (Dép. Côte d’Or, France [Fig. 14.1] with a possible terminus ante quem at 52 BC) are roughly comparable.35 This rapier-like sword blade tapers strongly to its point, though unfortunately only preserved in fragments, and displays a maximum width of 58 mm. Old photos allow its reconstruction to a blade length of about 735 to 760/770 mm (ca. 925 to 955 mm including the tang). The proportions of the weapon from Soknopaiou Nesos, however, find closer parallels in the second blade from Alesia (Fig. 14.2)36 or for example also in swords from graves 71, 119 and 471 of the cemetery at Giubiasco (Canton Ticino, Switzerland),37 even though the blades of the latter are only between 610 and 700 mm long (without the tang) and between 40 and 56 mm wide (Fig. 15.2–3). The three last mentioned grave finds already date to the second half of the first century BC and the early Augustan period.38 In any case, a closer examination of comparable pieces with similarly strongly, intentionally waisted blades,39 such as the example from Soknopaiou Nesos, discloses an essential concentration of find contexts in the first century BC and the Augustan period.40
3. The components of the scabbard
Together with the sword blade from grave 471 at Giubiasco, some traces of its wooden scabbard and large parts of the iron scabbard frame were preserved (Fig. 15.2).41 Along with the respective remains of horizontal strip-like frame clamps and carrying clamps (suspension bands), one of which included the fragment of a hooked-in carrying ring, the frame surely conveys a good impression of what we can presume to be the appearance of the scabbard frame of the spatha from Soknopaiou Nesos. Self-sustaining iron scabbard frames are generally assumed to have been used by the Roman army upon Celtiberian inspiration in context with the establishment of the gladius hispaniensis,42 and recur in Roman contexts until the general abandonment of so-called “frame-scabbards” around the mid-first century AD. Their evidence again concentrates in the first century BC, whereas the use of copper alloy was important for more recent frame-scabbards. With respect to the frame clamps and carrying clamps (suspension bands), the shift to non-ferrous metal had apparently concluded already in the early Augustan period. This observation is supported by the circumstance that most iron scabbard frames of Roman or Roman-influenced swords from the last third of the first century BC are already combined with bronze/brass clamps43 alongside the first completely non-ferrous metal frames, as for example the Nauportus type spatha from grave 119 at Giubiasco.44 Then again, a (Nauportus type?) spatha in grave 31 (La Tène D2) in the necropolis of San Bernardo in Ornavasso (Italy) has an iron scabbard frame (Fig. 15.1), probably combined with at least partially iron clamps and simple carrying rings.45 On the other hand, a sword from Delos), revealed beneath the debris of the destruction caused by a pirate attack in 69 BC, was equipped solely with simple iron frame clamps and carrying clamps (suspension bands), holding together a pure leather scabbard with a leather frame (Fig. 14.4).46 For a closer chronological classification of the scabbard frame that belongs to the spatha from Soknopaiou Nesos, its pure iron composition –so far as this is reconstructable – as well as the shape of its terminal knob can be taken into account (Fig. 11, 13). The separately produced spherical knob with a horizontal groove all round and the nozzle-shaped neck seem to vaguely anticipate the structuring or fastening traits common, although more elaborate and diverse, to many of the mainly non-ferrous metal terminal knobs of scabbard bindings of the early Roman Principate.47
To sum up, a date for the frame-scabbard from Soknopaiou Nesos to the period between the mid-first century BC and the early Augustan period seems plausible.
4. The hilt elements
Without doubt, the most remarkable elements of the sword presented here are the remaining parts of its hilt, i.e., the pommel and what is left of its grip.
Fig. 16: Bone grip sleeves of swords (1-2) and knives (3) from the Roman Principate: examples from the legionary fortress in Mainz (after Behrens 1912, fig. 20,1-2.4).
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What is unusual about the grip is the fact that it is simply made of cloth wrapped around the tang (Fig. 12.1). Judging from other swords of the Roman Principate, one would most probably have expected a Roman or Roman-influenced sword to have a solid, tube-shaped, wood or bone grip sleeve, slid onto the tang (Fig. 16.1–2).48 Among the earliest archaeologically attested Roman grips of this kind are cylindrical to barrel-shaped grip sleeves with their surface decorated with parallel grooves/cannelures running along the axis of the grip or spirally around it (Fig. 16.1). A relatively homogenous group of similarly produced grips, with a certain chronological concentration in the Augustan and Tiberian period, presumably draws on Republican traditions.49 The census-relief of the so-called Ara of Domitius Ahenobarbus in Rome (late second to first half of the first century BC)50 shows Roman soldiers, and a depiction of a sword grip with similar cannelures (Fig. 17), possibly supporting the aforementioned hypothesis. On the other hand, we cannot exclude that the spiral groove of this stone relief may just mean a simple textile or leather band wrapped tightly around the blade tang. Ultimately, it is conceivable that even the similarly arranged groups of grooves on the surface of the solid grip sleeve at the beginning of the Roman Principate represent an abstract decorative adaptation of an originally real wrapped feature. If we accept this last suggestion, the singularity of the remains of the sword grip from Soknopaiou Nesos could simply result from a modern research gap caused by the perishable character of the wrapping material.
Fig. 17: Soldiers on the «Census-Relief» from the so-called «Ara of Domitius Ahenobarbus» in Rome (Musée du Louvre Paris); late 2nd century to first half of the 1st century B.C.: details of the sword and full view (left image after Miks 2007, pl. 294,C; right image after Michon 1909, fig. 1).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 18: Grave stela from the Certosa necropolis in Bologna; second half of the 5th century B.C.: detail and full view (after Morigi Govi, Sassatelli 1984, pl. pp. 312/313).
Full size image here ↗ Fig. 19: Arms reliefs on two screen panels of the porticus ballustrades in the sanctuary of Athena from Pergamon; around ca. 183 B.C.: full view and details of the swords (after Droysen 1885, pls. 43-44,1).
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Fig. 20: Epitaph of Minucius, a Centurio of Legio [M]artia, in Padua; ca. 44-42 B.C. (after Franzoni 1987, pl. 13).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 21: Depiction of riders (detail) on a relief of a pillar tomb from Arlon (Belgium); ca. third quarter of the 1st century A.D. (after Junkelmann 1992, fig. 163).
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Fig. 22: Examples of hilt elements with “knobbly” structures in sword finds from the late Hallstatt and Latène period: 1. from grave 1 of the Saint-Maur-des-Fosses necropolis, Dép. Val-de-Marne, France; ca. second quarter of the 3rd century B.C. (redrawn after Leconte 1990-1991, fig. 5.1). 2. from the river Saône near Mâcon, Dép. Sâone-et-Loire (France; after Ferry 1870, pl. 41,2a-b). 3. so-called « Knollenknaufschwert » from the Danube near Ulm, Baden-Württemberg (redrawn after Richter & Jahn 1925, fig. 1).
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Fig. 23: Detail of a funerary monument from Soliceto Panaro, Comune di Modena (Italy); ca. second half of the 1st century B.C. (after Franzoni 1987, pl. 14,3).
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Fig. 24: Relief plate from a monument for tribunus militum Lucius Appuleius, integrated in secondarily use in a building on the Piazza Garibaldi in Nomentum (Italy); ca. 40-30 B.C. (after Zanker 1975, fig. 44).
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Fig. 25: Fragment of a funerary stela from Kadiköy/Chalkedon, Istanbul (Musée du Louvre Paris); ca. early 1st century B.C. (after Pfuhl & Möbius 1979, pl. 321,2272).
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Fig. 26: Relief plate with the divine triad Baal-Shamin, Aglibol and Malakbel, found on the Bir Wereb in Wadi Miyah near Palmyra (Musée du Louvre, Paris); ca. first half of the 1st century A.D. (Photo: © 1997 RMN / Hervé Lewandowski; source: http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/divine-triad; used under the terms noted at http://www.louvre.fr/en/conditions-use-images).
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Fig. 27: Soknopaiou Nesos: votive (?) miniature sword made of lead, found near the southern temenos wall in the temple precinct (courtesy of SNP).
Full size image here ↗
Lastly, the classification of the pommel made of ebony is no less problematic (Fig. 11, Fig. 12). The contours of its front side present a shape that is so far mainly familiar from ancient reliefs. Worth mentioning are, for example, the early hilts of Celtic warriors on Etruscan monuments, as for example a stela from the Certosa necropolis in Bologna, ancient Felsina, ([Fig. 18] second half of the fifth century BC);51 or the hilts of captured Galatian arms on the balustrade screens in the Athena sanctuary from Pergamon ([Fig. 19.2–2a] around 183 BC),52 and finally representations of swords in the context of late Republican to early Imperial Roman army equipment, as for instance on the epitaph of the centurion Minucius in Padua (Fig. 20, ca. 44–42 BC)53 or the relief blocks of a pillar tomb with the scene of an equestrian combat from Arlon (Belgium [Fig. 21] ca. third quarter of the first century AD).54 Both the latter monument, possibly representing Gaulish auxiliary cavalry of the Roman army, and the Pergamene arms reliefs or monuments such as the stela from Bologna, which ought to be considered alongside further Italian representations of barbaric warriors with similar sword hilts,55 could support the hypothesis that such hilts were inspired by Celtic armament. This had similarly structured metal hilt elements, both three-dimensional objects (Fig. 22.2)56 – especially on the so-called “Knollenknaufschwerter” with knobbly pommels (Fig. 22.3)57 – as well as riveted elements on the front side combined with hilt components made of organic material (Fig. 22.1),58 as is evidenced already for the late Hallstatt/early Latène period. Irrespective of the fact that the so-called gladius hispaniensis is the adaptation of a special blade shape from Celtiberian armament, it seems questionable whether Celtic hilt forms developed such a great impact as to have the centurion Minucius in Padua (Fig. 20) and numerous other Roman officers be depicted on Italian funerary or honorary monuments of the first century BC with similarly designed sword- or dagger-pommels.59 Examples are, among others, the reliefs in Modena (Italy; [Fig. 23] ca. second half of the first century BC),60 in Mentana (Italy; [Fig. 24] 40–30 BC),61 in Isernia (Italy; around 27 BC)62 or in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston (ca. last quarter of the first century BC).63 It is striking that – apart from the relevant hilts – the other equipment presented on the mentioned monuments, or more precisely, the armament and the clothing (such as linothoraces or muscle cuirasses, pteryges and paludamenta) and – as far as identifiable – also the manner of bearing the sword on the balteus display unequivocal Hellenistic-Italic traditions. Occasionally, this connection is even unquestionable for the hilt of the sword/dagger, as for example on an Augustan epitaph in the Carlsberg Glypothek in Copenhagen.64 As on the above-mentioned relief from Mentana (Fig. 24), the officer is represented with nothing but a draped paludamentum in otherwise heroic nudity. He thus carries on the tradition of the idealized Hellenistic image of the ruler,65 which in this case is further emphasised by the hilt of a Graeco-Italian xiphos. Following on from the strong Hellenistic influences, evident in the aforementioned Roman relief depictions, we are confronted with the question whether spherical structured forms of pommels actually ought to be stressed as an element which emanates from Celtic influence, or whether Hellenistic armament can have had similar pommels. In the absence of significant archaeological finds from Eastern Mediterranean contexts of the third to the first century BC, we cannot give a secure answer to this question. At least the tang of the sword from Delos (terminus ante quem around 69 BC)66 mentioned above (Fig. 14.4), with its preserved mushroom- or ball-headed rivets from the fitting of a previously organic pommel, could represent a suitable clue, if we were to consider that the piece need not necessarily be an imported Roman weapon.67 We can perhaps gather the best impression of the former appearance of this pommel by consulting early Roman Imperial reliefs from the oasis town of Palmyra, which show armed gods in an hybrid Hellenistic-oriental style (e.g., Fig. 26).68 On top of the local costume, these gods wear pteryges, and finally also a muscle cuirass or, alternatively, an oriental lamellar armor resembling Hellenistic linothorax (including fascia and chlamys). According to oriental custom, the sword is mostly fixed to a narrow waist belt but has a frame-scabbard with two carrying clamps (suspension bands), corresponding to early Roman Imperial weapons. In so far as discernible, the hand-guards of these swords often demonstrate a more or less high angular shape, such as those represented already on Greek weapons on the balustrade screens (Fig. 19.2b–c) from Pergamon (ca. 183 BC)69 or on eastern Greek epitaph reliefs from the second to first century BC (Fig. 25).70 Most probably, the shape is to be interpreted as a reminiscence of the wide angular scabbard lockets of traditional Graeco-Italic xiphē.71 The oriental and Mediterranean details of costume and armor are now joined and complemented by “knobbly” sword pommels, which are represented en masse on Palmyrene reliefs of gods of the late first century BC to first century AD. According to the proportions of the individual “knobs” to one another, here, too, we can observe both depictions which – regarding the sword from Delos – could indicate an organic spherical pommel with a fitting of metal mushroom- or ball-headed rivets,72 as well as depictions in which the exterior contours and interior composition of the front side perfectly correspond to the preserved ebony pommel of the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos (Fig. 11, Fig. 12). The most striking examples in this context are provided by the much cited Palmyrene relief plate (ca. first half of the first century AD) with the divine triad Baal-Shamin, Aglibol and Malakbel in the Louvre in Paris since 1945 (Fig. 26).73 Although we cannot exclude the possibility that Celtic south-east migrations during the third century BC74 started a massive Celtic influence on Hellenistic sword equipment, possibly continued by the Galatian colonization in central Anatolia, it has little explanatory force for the concentration of “knobbly pommels” in divine depictions in a Hellenistic-oriental desert metropolis.75 Unfortunately, the Palmyrene wealth of significant sword depictions from the beginning of the early Roman Principate is unique in the Parthian Empire and its peripheral areas. Even from Ptolemaic to early Roman Egypt, no contemporary illustrations of swords seem to be available, as far as the authors know, which indicates once more that the “knobbly pommels” could have been usual elements of a late Hellenistic oriental form tradition or merely that they were frequently used in the region in question, respectively the Fayyum or even the closer surroundings of Soknopaiou Nesos.76 Related considerations notwithstanding, a miniature sword/dagger (Fig. 27; SO12/-/3852) of lead (length just above 6 cm) which evokes Celtic-influenced late Iron Age sword hilts (Fig. 15,4),77 was found near the Southern wall of the temenos in Soknopaiou Nesos and was possibly once donated as a votive.78 The bent design of its grip/hand-guard79 could serve as a reminder that the possibility of Celtic/Galatian foreign influences should not be ignored entirely even in the Fayyum.80
Fig. 28: Fragment of an assumed “knobbed mace-head” made of serpentine, found in grave 26 (Naqada II-period) in the pre-dynastic elite necropolis HK6 from Hierakonpolis; ca. first half of the 4th millennium B.C. (after Sievertsen 2008, fig. 2-3).
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Fig. 29: Alleged pre-dynastic “knobbed mace-heads” of quartz (1), calcite (2) and steatite (3) in the Egyptian collection of the University College London (inv.-nos. 15406, 15407 & 15408), purchased on the Egyptian antiquities trade (1-2) and in Upper Egypt (3), sites unknown (images 1a-3a after Petrie 1920, pl. 26,61.63.65; Photos 1b-3b: Petrie Museum © 2013 UCL [trimming and presentation under the terms of CC BY-NC-SA license, version 3.0]).
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Fig. 30: Presumed “knobbed mace-head” (Cairo Egyptian Museum J.E. 25554) made of serpentine(?), found in Luxor (Photos: © Ch. Eckmann [RGZM Mainz] by courtesy of the Egyptian Museum Cairo).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 31: Damaged, putative “knobbed mace-head” (Cairo Egyptian Museum J.E. 45047) made of ivory, found in Mit Rahina in 1914 (Photos: © Ch. Eckmann [RGZM Mainz] by courtesy of the Egyptian Museum Cairo).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 32: Presumed “knobbed mace-head” (Cairo Egyptian Museum J.E. 45047) made of horse (?) bone (with iron nails originally fastening now lost cover sheets/pieces), found in Mit Rahina in 1914 (Photos: © Ch. Eckmann [RGZM Mainz] by courtesy of the Egyptian Museum Cairo).
Full size image here ↗
Fig. 33: Knobbed mace-head, made of white limestone, found in regular excavations in the settlement of Susa, Iraq; final 5th/early 4th millennium B.C. (after De Morgan 1912, fig. 109).
Full size image here ↗
Irrespective of the above discussion, the choice of ebony as the material for the sword pommel of the weapon from Soknopaiou Nesos (Fig. 11, Fig. 12) does not seem to suggest an import from Europe or Asia Minor. A closer inspection reveals, in addition, that the model and comparable examples for its entire form can ultimately not be established in the La Tène milieu. This becomes apparent as soon as the pommel is regarded not just from the front, and the barely latènoide spindle-shaped/cylindrical shape of the lateral “knobs” can be appreciated more clearly. Viewed from above (Fig. 11.2, 12.2–3), the piece has contours rather like the head of a hammer. Surprisingly, an intensive review of Egyptian small finds has directed us to a group of rare objects, which are entirely or partially similar to the presented sword pommel, not just looking from the top, but also from the front. However, these small finds are manufactured of stone or of bone, and, according to W. M. Flinders Petrie,81 they are interpreted as pre-dynastic mace-heads. While many of these finds cannot be dated with greater precision, the damaged longitudinal half of a similar “knobbed mace-head” of green serpentine (Fig. 28), found in 2006 in grave 26 (ca. first half of the fourth millennium BC; Naqada period II) in the pre-dynastic elite necropolis HK6 at Hierakonpolis,82 seems to preliminarily confirm this dating. Three further “knobbed mace-heads” made of quartz (Fig. 29.1a–b; height: 47 mm), calcite (Fig. 29.2a–b; width/height: 77 x 70 mm) and of dark green steatite (Fig. 29.3a–b; width/height: 69 x 55 mm),83 were acquired on the Egyptian antiquities market in Upper Egypt by the Egyptian collection of University College London.84 They seem to be more of less exact analogies to the sword pommel from Soknopaiou Nesos, but made of stone. At least three further good parallels are stored in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.85 One of them (Fig. 30, J.E. 25554) consists of green-black stone (presumably serpentine; width/height/depth: ca. 72 x 55 x 49 mm) and was found in Luxor/Thebai. The other two old finds (J.E. 45047) are from Mit Rahina/Memphis (1914) and are made of ivory (Fig. 31; width/height/depth: ca. 67 x 56 x 44–45 mm) and bone (Fig. 32; perhaps horse bone; width/height/depth: ca. 80 x 75 x 54–55 mm). The remains of small iron nails and discoloration from corrosion in the latter example (Fig. 32) show that the cancellous bone protruding from both narrow sides was covered by non-ferrous metal sheets. Unfortunately, there is no further information on the find contexts of the three pieces in the Cairo Egyptian Museum, as was the case for the London collection. The “knobbed mace-heads” represent a comparatively insignificant number within the spectrum of the shapes of Egyptian mace-heads.86 Their appearance is attributed to Near Eastern influences in the first half of the fourth millennium BC.87 Literature, partly dating back nearly a century,88 has referred to the Near Eastern knobbed mace-heads from Susa, Iraq (Fig. 33; final fifth / early fourth millennium BC)89 and from grave 114 at Tepe Gawra near Khorsabad (Iraq, ca. 4000–3800 BC)90 as the ideal examples or predecessors of the Egyptian ones. However, these objects are essentially rather representatives of the large group of “pear-shaped mace-heads” with mainly smooth surfaces, including three to four semi-spherically protruding round to oval bumps, almost resembling applications. Even though a “pear-shaped mace-head” made of pink limestone and with three knobs from the Naqada-II-period grave 3740 at Badari91 may support the idea of the influence of these Near Eastern knobbed mace-heads on the Egyptian development of mace-heads, it does not suffice to determine a coherent line of development toward those Egyptian examples with more strongly subdivided forms like those in the sword hilt from Soknopaiou Nesos.92 Nevertheless, because of the mentioned fragments of mace-heads from grave 26 (HK6) from Hierakonpolis (Fig. 28) the appearance of this shape as early as the fourth millennium BC cannot be argued away.
In light of the above observations, we must of course face the question of how the existence of a sword pommel of identical design can be explained in an almost four millennia younger weapon.
Fig. 34: One of several miniature daggers, made of terracotta, found during excavations of a terracotta workshop (site n. 9 [5]) in ancient Naukratis near An-Nibayrah (British Museum London, GR 1886.4-1.1537); Ptolemaic period (after Walters 1903, fig. 53).
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An initially intuitive explanation could be that a mace-head that was already an antiquity in the Ptolemaic/Augustan period, possibly having been dug up from the ground, could have been mounted in secondary usage to a contemporary sword due to its pleasing form or other motivations. However, the numerous depictions of comparable pommels on contemporary Roman and Hellenistic/oriental monuments discussed above necessarily refute this explanation. What is more, a range of locally produced Ptolemaic to early Roman miniature swords/daggers of terracotta are known from Egypt, some of which present comparable pommel shapes to that of the sword of Soknopaiou Nesos, including an attached, horizontally ribbed grip (possibly imitating a wrapped feature?). The finds from an apparently Hellenistic terracotta workshop in the eastern part (site no. 9[5]) of the antique Naukratis near An-Nibayrah93 are just one example (Fig. 34). Bearing this in mind, we must rather question whether the one or the other object is similarly a pommel of Hellenistic to Roman dating, rather than, as interpreted so far, a pre-dynastic “knobbed mace-head.” Such a function is readily conceivable for the two bone examples from the Cairo Egyptian Museum (Fig. 31, Fig. 32), and it should not be entirely excluded even for stone representatives. This way, we can trace the use of sword elements made of stone (among others, scabbard-slides, hand-guards and pommels), which originate from middle- or east Asian influences, in the North Pontic, South Russian area and in the Near East throughout the entire Roman Imperial period.94 It is noteworthy that some of the presumably pre-dynastic Egyptian “knobbed mace-heads” contrast to the majority of the other forms of mace-heads by their common feature of a shaft hole, clearly conical to the upper point of emergence, and markedly angular to rectangular at the lower end. The majority have a pierced drill hole, which is straight, only slightly conical or even vaguely hourglass-shaped at the mounting, with a round cross section. This peculiarity could obviously simply be intended to prevent an arbitrary contortion of the “knobbed mace-head” out of its shaft because of its special, irregular design. Still, we must observe that these angular and conical drilled passages correspond to the ideal design of a tang’s passage on early to middle Roman Imperial sword pommels of Roman style. Such considerations notwithstanding, the question remains whether there were circumstances that induced the long survival of an evidently pre-dynastic form of mace-head until its deployment as a pommel for a late Ptolemaic to early Augustan weapon. The importance of the mace as a symbol of power and domination in the Near East and Egypt seems the only conceivable explanation.95 This role lies beind the use of the mace as a consistent component of the attributes of oriental deities.96 Assuming this much, there is finally the question whether the mace-head, the characteristic element of this symbol of power, was shifted from the shaft of a mace to the tang of a sword in the course of an iconographic change in the images of the gods. The accumulation of knobbly pommels or those similar to knobbed mace-heads could, in this term, be easily apprehended in relation with depictions of deities in Palmyra (Fig. 26). This does not necessarily imply that the actual transferral of the mace-head shape, as displayed by the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos (Fig. 11, Fig. 12), was really understood as a personal symbol of power for the respective sword-bearer. The possibly intentional divine reference could rather point to a military symbol of victory and/or assistance or an apotropaic function, as similarly discussed for Roman pendants and knife or sword hilts in the shape of “Hercules maces” (Fig. 16.3).97 On the basis of this interpretation, the cultural reciprocity between Occident and Orient during Alexander’s campaigns, or the subsequent empires of Alexander’s successors, might have facilitated an adaptation and western diffusion of the “knobbed mace-head”/knobbly pommel form by means of the Hellenistic sword armament, up to the depiction of “knobbly” sword hilts on monuments in late Republican Italy.
IV. Conclusions (P. Davoli, Ch. Miks)
The shape and dimensions of the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos (Fig. 11) suggest a classification as a spatha of the Nauportus type. The design of the scabbard and hilt encourages a dating to the second half of the first century BC or, at the latest, to the Augustan period. According to current state of research, it counts as a Roman or Roman-influenced weapon. Nevertheless, the aforementioned conclusion has to be tempered by the fact that so far the development of Hellenistic swords during the last three centuries BC is quite unclear. Due to the lack of a solid amount of preserved real weapons our knowledge in that matter is mainly dependent on more or less detailed and sometimes quite fanciful iconographical sources in the fine arts. It remains substantially unclear how and when the design of Hellenistic swords possibly picked up certain developments and inspirations from the western Mediterranean area, particularly Spain and Italy, but also Gaul, and to which degree these inspirations were related to Greek traditions and potentially oriental influences.98 In this respect, we must be aware that the partial or full classification of a few swords found in East Mediterranean sites of the Hellenistic period, such as from a grave in Jericho (West Bank; [Fig. 14.3]; ca. first half of the second century BC)99 and from the settlement finds in Delos (Fig. 14.4; terminus ante quem 69 BC),100 as Roman gladii hispanienses is quite precarious.101 Otherwise the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos would now theoretically be the third contextualized “foreign find” of this kind in the eastern Mediterranean, while an example of the “regular” late Hellenistic swords, which should be used by the majority in that region during the mentioned time, would be so far completely unknown to scholarship. However, the blade of the weapon from Soknopaiou Nesos has the dimensions of a long sword, and even with the greatest tolerance, we can no longer assume its use by heavy Roman line infantry, i.e., by legionaries. We can consider that in the late Republican Roman army at least infantry or cavalry auxiliary contingents were mainly composed of allied peoples with still strong indigenous elements of costume and armament.102 An accurate analysis of the preserved hilt elements suggests that at least the “final mounting” of the sword from Soknopaiou Nesos presumably took place in an oriental, perhaps even Egyptian workshop. With regard to its postulated dating, it is also imaginable that it was used in the course of arming parts of late Ptolemaic troops. On the basis of this circumstance alone, special explanatory models of the sword’s arrival in the Fayyum are redundant. On the other hand, countless possibilities arise – even for a weapon from a Roman armory103 – in the context of Roman-Egyptian relations and conflicts as early as the period between the reinstatement of Ptolemy XII (80–51) in 55 BC, possible thanks to a Roman military intervention, and the establishment of Egypt as a Roman province in 30 BC.
Soknopaiou Nesos itself was, nevertheless, neither a settlement under military influence, nor one displaying evidence for a military installation in its surroundings, which could directly associate the sword with a garrison. The settlement was essentially inhabited by Egyptians,104 and most of the activities represented in papyri are related to the temple, trade, and the breeding of camels. Roman soldiers are mentioned in second and third-century AD papyri with the function of supervising affairs within the kome and of receiving materials for the army by the local priests.105 The last transactions are witnessed by regular receipts.106 A number of petitions from Soknopaiou Nesos (first to third century AD) are addressed to a centurio, but it is unclear where these centurions lived.107 The presence of soldiers in many villages of the Fayyum, both from the Ptolemaic period and the Roman Principate, is well known from papyri and other written sources. In this context, the find of a Hellenistic or Roman sword in Soknopaiou Nesos should not really come as a surprise, regardless of whether members of the army lived in the town or not. In addition, the place of discovery of the weapon, i.e., within the temenos of the main temple, could be significant for the question of the function it served in its last phase. It cannot be stressed enough that the find context was not reliable from an archaeological point of view, as the sword was no longer in its original place of deposition, but instead displaced secondarily, possibly even in recent times. The same can be stressed for the other archaeological contexts where a few other militaria have been found, like an iron and a bronze arrowhead (ST10/706/3346 and ST12/851/3991) of different shapes and dating, as well as the above mentioned miniature lead sword (Fig. 27; SO12/-/3852).108 It is nevertheless not questionable that all these weapons have been found inside the temenos.
In short, there are two possible explanations of the final function of the sword. Either it was an “active” weapon until its deposition somewhere in the temenos, belonging to the defensive repertoire of the settlement and/or the sanctuary, or it was a votive object dedicated to the temple, maybe exhibited for a certain time, and then stored in an adjoining building (ST 21?) or, perhaps, ritually buried.109
In the first case, we have to assume that the sword was discarded as an obsolete weapon, given its date and the long life of the settlement, which was abandoned in the mid-third century AD. Its deposition place was in the surface layer made of sand and debris and thus cannot be considered as a first century BC level.
In the second case, the sword must be classified as an individual votive offering rather than as part of a larger offering of war booty, due to the lack of other items of coeval armament. Depending on its original owner, it can thus have had a decisive individual symbolic value110 or have been of supra-regional importance.111 Assuming a certain time of use, it seems plausible that it was dedicated at the latest in the early first century AD. Nonetheless, this does not exclude the possibility of a much earlier date for its dedication and removal from the original exhibition place already during the renovation of the temple at the end of the Ptolemaic/beginning of the Roman period.112
All these considerations are merely speculative until future excavations will possibly yield new finds in more reliable contexts that can illuminate the meaning of the presence of weapons within the temple precinct, as well as the significance of the presence of soldiers in Soknopaiou Nesos.
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35 Rapin 2001, 31–56, esp. 44, pls. 2, 6,2 7,2 9,1; Reddé, Schnurbein 2001, 219, cat.-no 150,B pl. 53,149 (right).
36 Rapin 2001, 44, pls. 2, 6,1, 7,1, 8,1; Reddé and Schnurbein 2001, 219, cat.-no. 150,B, pl. 53,149 (left).
37 Ulrich 1914, 559, pl. 78,6 (grave 71); ibid., 585–586 (grave 119); ibid., 666, pl. 86,3–4 (grave 471); Pernet 2008, 276–277, figs. 3,2, 8,1–2; Pernet et al. 2006, 76–77, pls. Grave 71,1, grave 119,1, grave 471,1–2.
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67 A relation between the Italic pommel depictions and the riveted fitting from Delos is suggested also by Bishop and Coulston 2006, 56. Nevertheless, they directly classify the sword as a Roman gladius hispaniensis.
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69 See, e.g., Droysen 1885, 95–96, 111, pl. 44,1 (sword hilts in the right half of the plate of the screen).
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