Full Circle; A (slight) reassessment of the evidence regarding First Century gladius scabbard fittings
In an Exercitus article published in 1996 1, Martin White interpreted the Long Windsor evidence to create the
“simple” Pompeii scabbards that are still in use by the ESG. These were made with the top “locket” fittings about
60mm in width, when in reality these fittings are generally around 75mm.
The fittings which can be grouped together as a type are a top plate of thin copper alloy sheet which wraps around
the top of a scabbard, with legs that form a short guttering down to the uppermost of the scabbard’s cross hangers.
The decoration generally comprises of a pierced pattern embellished with scribed lines. There are several of these
top plates in existence, from Valkenberg, Long Windsor 2, Vindonissa, Budapest 3 and at least one other
unprovenanced (Balkans?) example. This group is now defined as Type Porto Novo by Miks. 4
Fifteen years ago, I suggested that some of this these top plates could have belonged to the Porto-Novo 5 type of
Scabbard (a Mainz type).
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Above: Top fitting plates of the “Long Windsor/Porto Novo” type. L-R from top: Nijmegen, Vindonissa, Long Windsor,
Budapest, Unprovenanced (Balkans) & Porto Novo. 6
At that time I did not know the Long Windsor fragments included a blade. Further research found another similar
example from the Netherlands (Lobith) which I had never seen before. Long Windsor is classified as a Pompeii sword,
but the pattern of corrosion in the drawing makes it difficult to definitively classify the blade as such.
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Above: The Lobith and Long Windsor swords. 7

Above: The Lobith top fitting.
The Lobith top plate is similar to the Long Windsor/Porto Novo type plates, comprising a single top plate with legs
either side. In this case the decoration is an engraved representation of the god Mars. The Lobith example is
interpreted/classified as a Mainz sword (a blade from Limberg 8 is similar and also classified as a Mainz. Both the
examples from Lobith and Limberg Mainz type swords are only 50mm wide at the top of blade, not 70-75mm as
often seen on other examples).

Above: Top fittings from the Porto Novo scabbard
A more complete example of this type of top plate and scabbard comes from Porto Novo. This has the top plate
complete with cross hangers and chape. 9
There is seemingly a relationship between the Porto Novo (Mainz), Lobith (Mainz) and Long Windsor (Pompeii)
blades and fittings. Seen next to reach other, they seem rather similar in many ways, and may represent a linear &
parallel evolution of both.
Another comparable example is from Bulgaria 10 (Rajkova-Mogila), which has a similar top fitting, and a complete
chape decorated in a very similar manner to the Porto-Novo scabbard. This is classified as a Mainz sword of the
Haltern-Camulodunum sub type. 11
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Above: Top plate fitting from the Bulgarian (Rajkova-Mogila) scabbard.
Regarding the chapes, the Porto Novo scabbard has decoration closely resembling the chape from Bulgaria (and,
indeed a chape from a Pompeii scabbard found at Pompeii). The shape of the chape on the Bulgaria example also
resembles that of a chape fragment from Hod Hill 12, and a spatha chape from Rottweil. We don’t have all the Long
Windsor chape surviving, but it resembles the top of the Porto-Novo chape, but it could have looked more like the
Hod Hill/Bulgaria example.

Above: Chapes (L-R) Bulgaria, Hod Hill, showing similarity in shape to Bulgarian example, Porto Novo and Long
Windsor showing similarity to Porto Novo. 13
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Above: A Pompeii scabbard chape from School of Gladiators Pompeii showing similar decoration to Bulgarian and
Porto Novo chapes.
Conclusion
The fittings do seem to fit a crossover point between the Mainz and the Pompeii patterns of sword as one merges
into the other, with the blade evolving at the same time as the fittings, over a time frame of 0-70 AD.
There is also an observation as to what is right or wrong reconstruction wise, and a possible new way to reconstruct
certain things, even challenging what type of sword should be in the reconstruction.
Many years ago (2002), I asked Peter Connolly about the School of Gladiators scabbard from Pompeii 14. I was, at the
time, looking for the simplest Pompeii scabbard. He told me the top of the scabbard, as shown in most known
photos of it at that time 15, was actually back to front. The scabbard had probably been in two pieces and been put
back together after discovery. This was not confirmed until Salvatore Ortisi kindly sent me images in 2008 that were
used in his research and publications on the military equipment from Pompeii 16.
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Above: The top fittings of the Pompeii gladius from the School of Gladiators, The right hand image is the view seen in
most older publications. This is why P Connolly said it was back to front. The left hand image is the front of the top
fitting. 17
The new images showed a plate similar in design to the top plates at beginning of this article, but applied to a much
narrower (approximately 50mm) scabbard.

Above: A closer view of the Pompeii School of Gladiators top fitting. The top cross hanger may have moved upwards,
as it obscures some of the faintly visible scribed decoration. Note that the top fitting has a leg surviving, like those on
Long Windsor/Porto Novo type. 18
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Above: Reconstruction sketches of the School Of Gladiators top fitting made by the author in 2008-9
The evidence reviewed here may help to close the circle mentioned in the title of the article: M White was looking
for a simpler Pompeii scabbard design; this type of scabbard fitting had originally evolved on scabbards for Mainz
type swords, and ultimately ended up appearing in a developed form on the narrower Pompeii type sword
scabbards.
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