
Abstract
Learning to fight with a sword is not a straightforward task: it takes years and 
intense practice to master a fighting discipline. Although having previous 
knowledge on how to use a different sword can be useful, it does not guaran-
tee quick learning. In the case of warrior societies, investing into the training 
becomes a matter of survival, as warriors entrust their weaponry with their lives.

Around the end of the seventh century BC, a radical change in sword typol-
ogy involved most of Central Italy. Although the area of origin of these new 
objects is still unclear, they soon appeared all over the region under examina-
tion. In this paper, I will investigate the mechanisms of reception, appropriation 
and local adaptation of a communal and widespread combat style in order to 
outline their role in the definition of Central Italian pre-Roman identity/identities.
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Introduction
Learning a martial art is a long process of trial and error, intense practice 
and rare (but rewarding) satisfaction. In addition to commitment, 
this strenuous and time-consuming training requires a transfer of 
knowledge from an experienced coach to one or more pupils. Looking 
at the past, this means that the spread of a type of weapon presumes 
the spread of its fighting knowledge and of specialists who own it.

In this paper, I will focus on double-edged swords of Iron Age Central Italy, 
where at the end of the seventh century BC, a radical change in sword typol-
ogy changed the rules of fighting. Prior to this period, the most common 
blade was a short and compact dagger, whereas in the Archaic (mid-seventh to 
mid-fifth century BC) period the blade became longer and slightly expanded 
towards the point (D’Ercole 2011: 151–162). The functional homogeneity 
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of these weapons was the material outcome not only of a thick tapestry of 
technological connections but also of a widespread knowledge of the fighting 
techniques related to them. Given the cruciality of the Archaic period (see 
below), this case study allows exploration of the circulation of a specialistic 
know-how and the complex role of fighting training in the formation of identities. 

When revising the archaeological literature on European Prehistory and 
Protohistory, one can realize that warriors, as well as their weapons, have 
been great gaps in our understanding. Although broad narratives of warrior 
societies and aggressive appropriation of territories have traditionally occu-
pied a large part of Prehistoric scholarship, a detached approach has always 
been preferred. This left the unpleasantries of war blurred on an indefinite 
background of ritualized practices and elite display (Dolfini et al. 2018). 
However, what has become clear after over two decades of theorization (for 
a detailed review of the history of the literature on the topic, see Dolfini et al. 
2018 and Vankilde 2014) is that archaeology needs to avoid mythizations 
and stereotyped figures. It should instead focus on the multiple implications 
of complex activities grouped under the general label of ‘war’ and on what 
impact they may have had on societies and their members. This is the case, 
for example, of physical and psychological violence, deprivation, physical 
pain, social destabilization, post-traumatic stress, etc. (Vankilde 2003, 2014).

In the pre-Keeley literature (Keeley 1996), weapons were approached from an 
exclusively typological basis, relegating their functionality to a collateral feature 
and giving priority to aesthetic and symbolic elements such as decoration 
and style. While the symbolic impact of weapons–especially swords–cannot 
be denied and should not be underestimated, their primary role as functional 
objects should not be forgotten (Gener 2018). Recent trends in combat studies 
have indeed taken this later approach further by focusing on the experimen-
tal dimension of weapons and their practical features (Gentile and van Gijn 
2019; Hermann et al. 2020a, 2020b). Elements such as weight, balance, point 
of rotation and focal point are increasingly being involved in the technical 
discussion surrounding weapons and are revealing a much more complex 
world beyond the undeniable aesthetic beauty of these objects (Denny 2006). 

Experimental studies have demonstrated that some functional parts of a 
weapon can be useful to infer their broad use (Dolfini et al. 2018; Molloy 
2008). Any change in these key features also changes the wealth of knowledge 
related to their fabrication and use. Mastering such tools is not as intuitive 
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nor immediate as it can appear to a modern eye. These are functional tools to 
be mastered and to be trusted in the delicate and decisive moments of physi-
cal violence. As complex objects, they embed many layers of knowledge and 
know-how, technological and technical. Moreover, the interaction between 
these two features constitutes the very core of change in fighting and warfare. 
Focusing on fighting technique for the purpose of this article, its knowledge 
becomes a distinctive trait of those trained in the use of a specific weapon. 

Double edged swords in Archaic Central Italy: Function and 
distribution
War, and hence warriors, are in many aspects an endemic feature of the Central 
Italian Archaic period from the end of the seventh century to the first half of 
the fifth century BC. This is one of the most dynamic periods in pre-Roman 
history, with different dynamics operating at the same time in a relatively small 
area. While the western side of the Peninsula was undergoing a major change 
in power organization towards the establishment of urban centres and their 
ruling elites, the eastern side of the Apennines was a complex social landscape of 
tribes and clans on their way to becoming the cultural and political districts cap-
tured by classical writers (Bourdin 2019; Fulminante 2016; Riva 2012). Here, 
landscape played a major role as its variations in harshness/mildness and the 
associated differences in climate dictated tactical and technical choices at various 
levels. This is the case of social organization, military layout and settlement pat-
terns. Considering the later, for example, it is possible to see how sometimes 
settlement patterns prioritized the exploitation of arable lands (e.g. Umbria 
and Picenum) and other times the control and defence of the territory (e.g. 
Abruzzo and Samnium) (Malone and Stoddart 1994; Scarsella 2020; Scopacasa 
2015: 57–64; Vermeulen et al. 2017: 112–147). Within this framework, armed 
conflict and its associated knowledge are key to control and protect the terri-
tory. Swords are without any doubt the most telling material outcome of this.

It is important to note that the panorama of Central Italian weapons between 
the second half of the seventh century and the first half of the fifth century 
BC is highly diversified and includes many different shapes and lengths. 
Although this paper deals with double-edge swords, other weapons such as the 
machairai were also in use. The machairai are the most distinctive and prob-
lematic kind of weapon, mainly for a lack of systematic and comprehensive 
publication (Colonna 1973; Stary 1981). Thus, this paper will be focused on 
double-edged swords, mainly due to the good quality of the current publications. 
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Central Italian Archaic swords (mid-seventh to mid-fifth century BC), in 
line with the historiography of combat studies, have only recently captured 
the attention of scholarship in terms of their function. Nonetheless, they 
have been catalogued and organized in typologies and seriations since the 
beginning of the twentieth century. An early typology was made by Paribeni 
in 1906 based on the finds from Capena1 (Paribeni 1906). Other classifica-
tions followed since the 1980s, mainly thanks to the monumental effort by 
Stary (1981) for central Italy and Bottini (1982) for southern Italy. For the 
purpose of this article, I will use as a starting point the latest typology made 
by Weidig on the base of the finds from Bazzano, Abruzzo (Weidig 2014: 
95–125). This specific typology has been chosen here for being tighter than 
Paribeni’s one. Functionally, there are some parameters to keep in mind that 
can aid in understanding the actual use behind the types defined by Weidig. 
The elements that will be relevant in this analysis are the pommel, the guard, 
the ricasso (upper unsharpened part of blade) and the blade (fig. 1a) (for 
a functional description of the parts of a sword, see Gener 2018: 154). 

The functionality of double-edged archaic swords, as of other prehis-
toric weapons coming from funerary or ritual contexts, has often been 
questioned (for a discussion see Tagliamonte 2003). However, in the case 
study of Archaic Central Italy, the osteological analysis made by Gentile 
et al. (2018) strongly indicates an actual use of one-handed weapons. The 
humeral lateralization detected on the armed male skeletons of the Iron Age 
Abruzzi cemeteries suggests a reiterated use of the right arm muscles since 
young age, which is consistent with weapon training (Sparacello et al. 2015). 

The earliest appearance of a longsword (i.e. longer than 50cm) in Iron Age 
Central Italy can be dated back to the second half of the seventh century BC 
in the Etrusco-Faliscan area and they were used for about a century (Mangani 
1984; Paribeni 1906; Stary 1981; Weidig 2014). These swords fall into Weidig’s 
type two (fig. 1b): they have a slightly rhomboid grip ending in a pommel made 
of perishable material (usually wood) and an expanded ricasso. The blade is leaf-
shaped, and it has a diamond-shaped section with a rib in the middle (Weidig 
2014: 99). This type is both typologically and chronologically close to the Latin 
swords from Osteria dell’Osa (types 67a and b) although some slight differences 
can be spotted in the configuration of the grip (Sestieri 1992: 405, fig. 42). From 

1 Paribeni (1906: 128) noted that a similar sword was part of the Naue collection and dated to the fifth century BC but, after 
comparing it to the finds from Alfedena, he opted to attribute it a higher chronology instead around the seventh century BC.
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a functional point of view, they have some key features that can help us formulate 
some hypotheses about their use. The wooden pommel, whose weight can be 
estimated around 40g,2 has the two main roles of adding weight to balance the 
sword and to provide a point of rotation for the hand during rotations and move-
ments (Denny 2006). This feature, combined with a long and expanded blade, 
suggests a point of balance towards the point rather than the hilt. As for the 
guard, it is essentially plain and it gives per se a faint protection to the hand. This 
role seems to be delegated to the ricasso, here thick and expanded. The general 
idea given by these characteristics is of a weapon efficient to perform slashes over 
thrusts, although the rigidity of the blade suggests that thrusts were not excluded. 

Around a century later, by the mid-sixth and until the mid-fifth century BC, 
Central Italian swords present the same general aesthetical outline but with 
some pivotal differences (conforming to type one according to Weidig’s 
typology; fig. 1a). While the rhomboid shape of the grip is more pronounced, 
with the result of being more ergonomic, the main improvement occurs 
in the hilt, implemented by a cross guard and reinforced by two additional 
layers of iron and wood. The expansion of the ricasso can still be found in 
some of the early versions of this type but it became less evident along with 
the leaf shape of the blade. The section remained substantially unchanged, 
while the length increased slightly, reaching up to c.80cm (Weidig 2014: 
97–99). While the general concept did not go through major aesthetic alter-
ations, the modification of the guard tells us a lot about an evolution of the 
fighting technique. The cross created a better protection for the hand and, 
combined with the shift of the point of balance towards the grip given by 
the extra layers of iron, allowed a better control of the opponent’s blade and 
more precision with the point (for an extensive dissertation about the point 
of rotation and balance, see Denny 2006). This did not exclude slashes since 
the length of the blade remained enough to be useful in both outcomes. 

Despite their aesthetic similarities, the functional details of these two types 
are indicative of a technical change in the fighting style. The key feature 
here is the protection provided by the hilt and the ricasso. While in the older 
swords (type two) protection is mainly given by the expansion of the ricasso 
and less by the guard, the contrary can be said about type one. As recently 
proposed (Hermann et al. 2020a), the addition of a cross guard can be 

2 This weight has been calculated on the hypothesis that the pommel was in oak or beech wood on the basis of the palaeo-
climate (Giraudi 2007).
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Figure 1 a) Type 1 sword from Fossa (courtesy of Vincenzo D’Ercole); b) Type 2 sword from Fossa 
(courtesy of Vincenzo D’Ercole); c) Type 3 sword from Alfedena (Mariani 1901).
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considered an element of simplification for less trained warriors but also a 
differentiation in weight distribution. As it stands, type two seems to be a 
weapon optimized for slashes and strong parries but much less reliable when 
trying to control the opponent’s blade. However, both weapons are versatile. 

Finally, a third type of sword, the short sword, that is shorter than 50cm, derives 
from the regions of Picenum and Samnium and has a much longer chronology 
(end of the seventh to the end of the fifth century BC). Swords that follow 
these characteristics are classified as type three according to Weidig’s typol-
ogy from Abruzzo (fig. 1c). Their features are closer to those of the Southern 
Italian and Greek xiphoi rather than the Etrusco-Faliscan early models. This 
is mainly because of the shape of their grip (ovoid rather than rhomboid) 
and their much more pronounced leaf-shaped blade but, above all, because 
of their short length (Weidig 2014: 99–100). These types, all of which can 
be grouped into a macro-type of Archaic short swords, had a greater success 
outside Italy than their longer counterparts, i.e. type two and one. In type 
three, length and an even distribution of weight play a major role in under-
standing functionality, since the shortness gives limited leverage for slashes 
and, on the other hand, the more pronounced guard allows a safer control of 
the opponent’s blade. Overall, it seems that type three was more effective 
for thrusting rather than cutting, whereas cuts are not to be excluded in toto. 

In terms of the origin of these weapons, there is not a clear place of innova-
tion; they seem the result of a continuous process of adaptation and change. 
Type two, in its Etrusco-Faliscan variant, has no clear connection with previ-
ous Etruscan short daggers and the same can be said of the Latin variant. The 
closest place to look for a longsword is in the Celtic area, although types here 
are formally very different (Lejars 2014; Millcent 2017; Pleiner and Scott 
1993). On the other hand, type one looks aesthetically very close to type three 
and to Greek xiphoi to such an extent that it is hard to deny any sort of con-
nection. Therefore, it could be argued that type one, as a type of weapon that 
mixes many features, seems to be the result of a dynamic adjustment of two 
different weapons: type two and type three. From this point on, it developed 
within the continuous interaction with other fighting styles and weapons. 

In Figure 2, some patterns in the distribution of these types can be seen, although 
they must be interpreted with caution. It is important to keep in mind that the 
period under examination involves part of the fifth century BC, with its crisis 
and its leges sumptuariae, which excluded weapons from the graves in Latium and 
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Etruria (Savio 1940; Smith 2017). With this in mind, the earliest evidence of 
longswords (type two) in Central Italy can be found in the Capenate area, Veii, 
Bazzano, Fossa and Campovalano, in Abruzzi. It is interesting to note that all the 
cases attested in Bazzano and Fossa are accompanied by imports linked to the 
Etruscan and Sabine areas: tombs 411 and 417 in Bazzano and tomb 121 in Fossa 
(D’Ercole and Benelli 2004: 52–54; Weidig 2014: 997–1004). Except for these 
three cases, all the other sites are on the right side of the Tiber. On the Latin side 
of the river, some swords of the local variant have been found in Osteria dell’Osa, 

Figure 2 Distribution map of the sword types mentioned in the text (elaborated in QGIS by the author 
based on Weidig 2014: 114).
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Colonna and Sermoneta-Caracupa, but neither the upper left side of the 
Tiber nor the Apennines in general seem to be involved in the use of this type.  

The pattern was inverted between the second half of the sixth and the first half of 
the fifth century BC, although this may be a product of the nature of the evidence 
(Weidig 2014: 114). Nevertheless, the number of swords falling into Weidig’s 
type one is much larger than type two. Indeed, the former is densely distributed 
in North and Central Abruzzo, Picenum, Umbria and even in one case, at Alaria, 
Corsica. The limit here seems to be the Aterno-Pescara river, with just one 
exception on its right side in Alfedena, at the modern border between Abruzzo 
and Molise. Within associated funerary assemblages, these swords do not seem 
to be systematically deposited with other particularly rich grave goods. The 
archaeological contexts vary, ranging from very wealthy tombs to more modest 
ones like most of the warrior graves in Bazzano. Short swords of type three 
partially overlap with longswords of both types two and one in Picenum and in 
one case in Bazzano (Abruzzo), while they are prevalent in the Samnite area. 

Transmitting fighting knowledge
To learn a fighting style the learner will need one or more mentors and a con-
siderable investment of time to practise. Looking at the historical record, 
fencing masters have often been travelling and are highly mobile individuals. 
Late Medieval Germany offers a good example with famous fencing masters 
such as Lichtenauer, Talhoffer and possibly even the anonymous sacerdos 
of the Ms. I.33 (Cinato and Suprenant 2015; Forgeng 2018; Kellett 2012). 

The learning process itself is highly complex, involving the body and the 
brain at many different levels. It has been observed that in comparing a 
beginner and a senior fencer, the key difference between the two is the level 
of perceptual skills (Borysiuk and Waskiewicz 2008; Roi and Bianchedi 
2008). These skills allow the fencer to select and respond to the opponent’s 
signals, telling apart the relevant from the distracting elements and allow-
ing them to focus on the strategy of the match without wasting time and 
energy in useless and dangerous parries. It is, after all, a matter of efficiency. 

This efficiency is directly related not only with the ability to detect these stimuli 
but also to the re-creation in the agitated moments of the fight of patterns 
of movement acquired during training. The key elements in the acquisition 
of these skills to be a successful fencer and then survive in a real-life scenario 
are practice and repetition. In his ethnographic study, Spencer (2008) studied 
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the environment of mixed martial arts, where techniques are practised for 
their effectiveness, rather than just for the sake of their reproduction accord-
ing to the written texts, as it is the case of many eastern historical martial 
arts. In an interesting passage, he reports the coach saying “[A parrot] does 
not think, it just does it. Just do the move, don’t think” (Spencer 2008: 128). 
Repetition then is the key to create a mechanism of automatization of the 
movements that compose the technique: when the fight comes, the body 
has a range of reactions stored in its proprioceptive memory (Featherstone 
2006) and, if well trained, it can quickly select the appropriate solution.

With few exceptions, practice requires at least one sparring partner, which 
creates a special relationship between fighters. In the modern case inquired by 
Spencer, these ties result in a sense of belonging to the club. Looking at the past, 
the role of violence and warfare in the strengthening of social bonds has been 
convincingly argued by Keeley (1996: 8–22) and Armstrong (2016: 5). Another 
interesting case has been made from a re-reading of the historical written 
sources about Early Rome, geographically and chronologically close to the case 
study inquired below, where it is clear that the idea of a non-literal meaning of 
‘brotherhood’ and ‘fraternity’ was known to the Archaic populations of Central 
Italy. This may have been the case of groups of sodales, such as those mentioned 
in the Lapis Satricanus3 and even of famous twins such as Horatii and Curiatii, 
and Romulus and Remus (Armstrong 2013). Along with a certain degree of 
equality, this special form of brotherhood came with conflict and includes 
fighting in the same or on different sides. The real nature of the bond was in 
sharing the battlefield, rather than just the blood (Armstrong 2013: 64–66).

This sense of belonging can be extended to a wider community, culminating 
in the ‘warrior identity’ often invoked (Iaia 2013; Sherratt 1987; Tagliamonte 
2003; Treherne 1995), a concept that is nuanced and problematic (for a full 
and updated discussion of the topic see Frieman et al. 2017). That Central 
Italian Archaic warriors were active practitioners is in part supported by the 
osteological analysis mentioned above (Gentile et al. 2018) but otherwise we 
do not have a clear picture of the rites and the practices in which they were 
involved during their lives. Our current understanding is essentially based 
on later written sources, where fighting is only one element of the picture. 
Consequently, there are elements that can be clearly recognized outside of the 

3 Inscription: “[---]uiei steterai Popliosio Valesiosio / suodales Mamertei” (Stibbe et al. 1980). It must be said here that a 
religious interpretation of the inscription has been also proposed (Fiori 1999: 101–103).
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warrior group. These can be strictly symbolic, such as tattoos, uniforms and the 
allowance to wear weapons on special occasions. On the other hand, they are 
also the result of intense physical practice and manifest themselves as a spe-
cific shape of the body, a targeted development of some muscles rather than 
others or simply a general attitude that makes the warrior easily recognizable by 
other warriors and by the rest of their community  (Spencer 2008: 135–138). 

A tale of mercenaries and fighters 
It is clear that the three areas outlined so far included in them many different 
people (fig. 2), all of which have been defined by distinctive material culture 
and cultural features. Although Roman written sources can be politically and 
culturally biased when describing these groups of people, the Archaic period 
is considered a phase of formation of these cultural compounds and of high 
connectivity. The circulation of people, products and ideas is a fundamental 
aspect in the formation of Central Italian identities (Stoddart 2014) and the 
mobility of swordsmen and professional fighters is indeed part of the picture. 

The practice of recruiting mercenaries is well attested in pre- and early Roman 
times. This is the case of Celtic troops hired by many, that brought not only 
wealthy prizes but also foreign habits and customs back home. A good com-
parative case is analysed by Cherici (2006), who identifies examples of 
mercenaries in the statues of Cerrillo Blanco (Porcuna, Spain), Roquepertuse, 
Nîmes and Glanum (France) and even in the warrior of Glauberg (Germany). 
Although the existence of Celtic mercenaries is in part supported by written 
sources–as in the case of Herodotus writings about the battle of Himera (480 
BC)–the absence of reports about Italic mercenaries should not be enough to 
discard this idea. Indeed, as Tagliamonte has effectively argued and as recent 
studies are starting to recognize, Italic mercenaries can be found all around the 
Mediterranean, as it is the case of the Mamertines (Crawford 2007; Tagliamonte 
2013). It is plausible that along with their practical services, they transmitted 
their know-how in matters of fighting. On the other hand, the mobility given 
by this system creates the conditions to learn different techniques and fight-
ing styles, and to   adapt them and bring them back home. Italic mercenaries 
indeed, moving around Central Italy, could have spread their own knowledge 
and then, those who made their way back may have introduced into their home 
areas an enriched experience of fighting, giving life to a dynamic dialogue 
between communities and cultures beyond local territorial definitions. In spite 
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of this mobility, some limitations seem to apply in the process of crystallization 
of these fighting techniques and hence the adoption of their relative swords.

Conclusions
If we compare the pattern outlined so far with other archaeological 
datasets, some observations can be made. Firstly, these three areas cor-
respond to different cultural compounds: the Tyrrhenian, the Apennine 
and the Samnite region. Each of these areas, although divided in many 
sub-areas, followed separate historical trends and they are defined by dis-
tinctive archaeological features. Although none of them can be considered 
isolated, neat boundaries are impossible to trace and their differences must 
have been enough to induce the adoption of different fighting techniques. 

To conclude, the knowledge-scape of sword-fighting gives an impor-
tant contribution to the study of the construction of identities in Archaic 
Central Italy. The adoption and crystallization of different fighting tech-
niques reflect on historical, cultural and political entities (Roller 2017). 
Future analysis should focus on the reasons for this phenomenon, although 
it is possible to preliminarily say that the different degrees of exposition 
of these territories to Greek and Celtic influences may have played a role. 

The circulation of groups of mercenaries and their return to their home 
regions could have affected different geographical and cultural areas, intro-
ducing or bringing back different influences. It has been argued above 
that the introduction and the modification of a new weapon and its recep-
tion required strong specialist knowledge and an investment of time and 
resources within the community. Change in this sense should not be con-
sidered as the result of mere taste fluctuations over time but rather as a 
deliberate and strategic choice, as the most efficient weapon can mean 
the difference between life and death of the individual and potentially the 
destruction of their clan and/or tribe. Mercenaries, as (aware or not) agents 
of this change, would have played a pivotal role in the whole framework.

A last brief consideration should be made about the cross-cutting iden-
tity of those communities sharing a common fighting technique. As argued 
above, sharing a training ground and battlefield, whether on the same side or 
not, creates a strong shared psychological experience that can be expressed 
in various ways according to different cultures. In Archaic Central Italy, 
the role of warriors and their codified apparel in death was widespread 
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beyond political and geographical boundaries. Local differences, if helping 
the modern eye to draw lines between people, are still a minimal part in 
a wider common background in which the role of travelling groups or 
single specialists spreading their knowledge should not be underestimated. 
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