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At the legionary fortress Novae on the Lower Danube 
in modern day Bulgaria, a large number of stone pro-
jectiles was found throughout the years of fieldwork. 
As with most other places, where such were discove-
red, no remains of the actual machines that might 
have once hurled theses stones have been found in the 
permanent quarters of the Legio I Italica. After all, Ro-
man artillery was essentially made of wood with a just 
a few metal elements, but another reason for this is 
the fact that a majority of the stones was intended for 
throwing, not shooting. 

Knowledge in this matter is heavily based on the re-
maining theoretical works by ancient authors1, but sti-
ll the mere stone projectiles do provide us with some 
useful general information as well as particular hints 
regarding the defense of Novae. Data on many of the 
mentioned finds is often limited though, and not all 
potential projectiles made it into the documentation 
through nearly 50 years of fieldwork. 

At Novae, concentrations of stone projectiles have been 
located in two places within the castra premises: the 
principia and sector II (Fig. 1). Loose finds occurred 
practically in all spots where fieldwork was carried out 
on a wider scale. 
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SECTOR II

Sector II (Fig. 2) was among the first locations where 
excavations were undertaken at Novae. Fieldwork here 
was started in 1960-1962 and continued in 19772. It 
belonged to a number of trenches set up on the western 
defensive wall and focused on the area around the first 
bastion to the south of the western gate. In 1961, 13 
stone balls (Fig. 3) were found on the inner side of the 
defensive wall, in squares 159 and 219 (cf. Fig. 2), close 
to the east wall of the bastion3. 4 more balls were found 
in 19624. The balls were found at a depth of around 1.6 
m, in a layer with significant amounts of ash. Anot-
her bastion to the south also on the western defensi-
ve wall was discovered in 1977 (Ha. XV, squares 339, 
340, 358-360. cf. Fig. 1). There, a stone strengthened 
pit was found, initially used for the storage of lime and 
filled with layers of charcoal and ashes. The pit mea-
sured 5 x 5m and was 2,50-2,90m deep. At the bottom, 
5 stone balls (weighing respectively 4,05, 1,90, 2,18, 
1,33, 1,80 kg.) were discovered5. The layers around the 
bastion and the lime pit are dated around the late 3rd - 
early 4th century.

1 BAATZ 1978, 1

2 DYCZEK 2008, 34
3 ARCHEOLOGIA 13, 75
4 ARCHEOLOGIA 14, 164
5 ARCHEOLOGIA 30, 204
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Projectiles from sector II

No. Inv. No. (year) Diameter in cm Provenience

1 102/61 12 II, XV, 219

2 103/61 17 II, XV, 159

3 104/61 10 II, XV, 159

4 105/61 11 II, XV, 159

5 106/61 11 II, XV, 159

6 107/61 14 II, XV, 159

7 108/61 10 II, XV, 179

8 148/61 11 II, XV, 219

9 149/61 16 II, XV, 219

10 152/61 15 II, XV, 219

11 153/61 8 II, XV, 139

12 155/61 13 II, XV, 199

13 157/61 11 II, XV, 219

14-18 n/a n/a II, XV, 339, 340, 358-360

Fig. 1. Early stages of excavation at Novae. Dyczek 2008, 56

6 Sarnowski has argued the principia suffered destruction in 316/317 
(1979, 119)
7 In 1979 Sarnowski suggested the projectiles here came from hosti-
le bombardment, supporting this view with the lack of ashes among 
the destruction layers of the principia pointing at a mechanical de-
struction. Theoretically, barbarians here could have possessed (cap-
tured) artillery; sources confirm the possibility [SARNOWSKI 1979, 
123]. In this case the scholae would not necessarily have held the 
armamentarium. However, he has since withdrawn this view, also 
given the fact that the stone balls were explained to him as being 
unfit for artillery [128]. 
8 Speidel points out that the abbreviation “c” from the inscription 
might also stand for conductor armamentarii (SPEIDEL 1978, 154). 
This distinction only concerns the personal weapons of the soldiers 
and has no importance for the issue at hand.
9 KOLENDO 1994, 69, No. 32
10 SPEIDEL 1978, 360

PRINCIPIA 

The largest concentrations of stone projectiles were 
discovered at various parts of the principia, predomi-
nantly in layers from its later phases6. This is no sur-
prise, since a legion’s armory was traditionally loca-
ted in the headquarters7. The existence of such can 
be assumed as granted, but at Novae it is additionally 
proven by an inscription dedicated to Mars and the ge-
nius armamentarii by the keeper of the armory (custos 
armorum)8 (Fig. 7), Valerius Crescens9. Apparently, the 
armory could have had a genius, just like many other 
installations within a fortress10. 

In 1973, 158 balls were found in the principia (Ha. 
XVII, squares 371, 372)11. In 1977, 39 stone balls were 
found, 1 in the aerarium, 3 in the aedes, the rest outside 

the aedes wall, all in layers of leveled rubble12. Alto-
gether, a total of 211 balls was found in the aedes, its 
vicinity and the scholae13. (Fig. 4 shows a selection).

Projectiles from the principia 1973-1977, by weight (not all 
finds were weighed) and diameter:

Weight 1-3 kg 3-4 kg 4-5,5 kg

Amount 42 13 7

Diameter 9-13 cm 14-16 cm 17-18 cm

Amount 42 151 18

In later years, another 169 balls (Fig. 5, selection) were 
found in the principia, in layers of debris dated around 
440 AD or later14.

Principia later years (west tribune & “room Cz”)

Diameter <13 cm 13-16 cm >16 cm

Amount 74 65 30

A number of isolated stone projectiles was documen-
ted, mostly during fieldwork within the valetudinari-
um (sector IV).

11 ARCHEOLOGIA 26, 143
12 SARNOWSKI 1979, 122
13 SARNOWSKI 1979, 124
14 Prof. Sarnowski kindly provided me with the unpublished docu-
mentation, prepared by Wojciech Rybicki.
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Documented loose finds

No. Inv. No. (year) Diameter, ca. Provenance

1 162/61 9 V, 25

2 98/87 14 IV, III, 

3 68/89 32 XI, XVII, 337

4 2/90 25 XI, XVII, 280

5 2/90 21 XI, XVII, 280

6 148/98 18 IV, III, 287,

7 258/01 10 IV, III, 375

8 25/04 14 IV, III, 393

9 297/01 15 IV, X, 46

10 98/04 16 IV, X, 14

11 49/06 17 IV, III, 354

12 315/77 25 IV, II, 298

15 which were actually designed for a given caliber of missile, CAM-
PBELL 2003, 17
16 SARNOWSKI, 124
17 BONDOC 2002, 641 
18 MARSDEN [1969, 192] points to an inscription on a bronze votive 
plaque [Fig. 8] from “a vexillum”, found at Novae and dated A.D. 300. 
The first editor Kubitschek proposed to read this inscription as a de-
dication by Priscinus, a ballistarius of legio I Italica. If so, Marsden 
continues, he must have been one of the last ballistarii in an ordinary 
legion. However, the said inscription is far from being indisputable. 
Rostovzeff and Dessau propose to read the line in question: Bάλη(ν)
ς τεσ(σεράριος) - Vale(n)s tes(serarius). In this case, an officer by the 
name of Valens was tesserarius, responsible for the transmission of 
orders. This version is highly preferred by A. Breson and Th. Drew-
Bear. Summary: KOLENDO - BOZILOVA 1997, 176, no. 174. 

This data totals 410 documented stone projectiles dis-
covered at Novae.

The projectiles were made of limestone, sometimes 
sandstone. Some were well rounded and fabricated 
(Fig. 6) suitable for a ballista or onager15 others were 
made with much less care, sometimes “recycling” arc-
hitectural elements or objects, such as a mortarium16.

While most of the stones were quite light (another 
fact that points at these projectiles being intended for 
throwing, not shooting), some stones of heavy caliber 
were also found, such as a ball weighing 17 kg found in 
north part of the Building with Porticoes (315/77). 

Regardless of the fact, that a large number of the 
presented finds was not intended as ammunition for 
an onager, there still is no doubt that heavy, stone 
throwing artillery was located at Novae. Artillery units 
operating in this area, that is Moesia Inferior, but also 
the nearby detachments beyond the Danube, in Dacia 
are relatively unknown17. Except for the stone balls, 
there is little information we have at Novae, still one 
of the best researched sites on the Lower Danube Li-
mes18. 

Nevertheless, the presence of stone projectiles seems 
highly appropriate. For one, Novae were the perma-
nent quarters of the Legio I Italica and we know that 
each legion was equipped with a certain amount of 
artillery. Especially in later times, beginning with the 
barbarian raids towards the middle of the 3rd century, 
the thought of the mixed military and civilian inhabi-
tants of Novae defending themselves against invading 
barbarians with stone projectiles seems plausible. The 
dating of the discovered arsenals supports this view. 
Novae is interesting with regard to the impressive amo-
unt of not entirely spherical projectiles. The technique 
of hurling stones at enemies from the walls seems to 
have been quite popular and effective19. These finds 
are not uncommon, but rarely published. Documented 
finds have occurred on the Lower Danube at Abrittus20, 
Sucidava21, Hinova and Bistret22 and in a somewhat di-
fferent context at Maldegem-Vake in Belgium23. 

19 And by no means new: cf. CAMPBELL 2005, 14. I wish to thank 
Dr. Duncan Campbell for his suggestions. 
20 IVANOV 1980, 62-63
21 BONDOC 2007, 247-256
22 BONDOC 2002, 641f. The existence of artillery at Hinova is con-
firmed by spherical projectiles inside the fortification Those might 
have been thrown from war machines which were possibly placed on 
the towers. At Bistret also missiles were found. As for Dafne (across 
Transmarisca, probably destroyed by the Danube), the Notitia Digni-
tatum mentions Constantini Dafnenses and Ballistari Dafnenses regi-
ments.
23 DHAEZE - DE PAEPE 2004

Fig. 2. Sector II in 1962, Archeologia 13 (1962), p. 67
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The work required to prepare the stones is smaller 
compared to the perfect - “caliber-ready” - ballista 
balls, but still, some time and effort were needed to 
fill the arsenal. Also, given the danger of out-of-the-
blue barbarian attacks, throwing stones at them must 
have been a standard and successful technique. In the 
late Roman period, fortifications north of the Danube 
often used artillery, which could compensate a small 
number of defenders24. The occurrence of these pro-

24 BONDOC 2002, 645

jectiles is in accordance with the tendency towards de-
fensive warfare on the Danube limes, which included 
civilian sites as well. During the 3rd century, the larger 
towns that previously had not been fortified at that 
time, were equipped with defenses. Novae was under 
attack a number of times, especially during the Goth 
raid in 240, when Kniva’s army besieged the camp and 
destroyed the canabae structures outside the walls, but 
was unable to overcome its defenders25. 

25 KOLENDO 2008, 128-130

In this context, the concentrations of projectiles wit-
hin Novae seem logical, too. The finds at the principia 
point at the arsenal, while the bastions were the ide-
al place to store the balls while preparing for battle, 
no matter if they were intended for an onager on top 
of the tower26 or simply for throwing. Moreover, gi-
ven the naturally defensive topography of the fortress, 
with the Danube shielding its north side and the Der-
men Dere valley reducing accessibility from the east 
and south, the relatively flat plain to the west was most 
open to attacks27. 

26 At Drobeta the intermediary towers of square shape between ga-
tes and corners were considered to be built for ballistic machines 
[BONDOC 2002, 644]
27 STANEV 1988, 31; LEMKE 2008, 297 Fig. 3. Stone projectiles from sector II, Archeologia 13 (1962), p. 73

Fig. 4. Stone projectiles from the principia, Archeologia 26 (1975), 
p. 143

Fig. 5. Stone projectiles from the principia (Photo T. Sarnowski)

Fig. 6. Well rounded projectile (Photo J. Recław)

Fig. 7. Altar dedicated to genius armamentarii, Kolendo 1997, No. 
32

Fig. 8. Bronze vexillum, Kolendo 1997, No. 174
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Römische Helme gehören bekanntermaßen im Bar-
baricum zu seltenen Ausnahmefunden. Daher ist es 
umso erstaunlicher, dass an dem Waffenopferplatz 
Thorsberger Moor bei Süderbrarup Zierbeschläge von 
sogar mehr als einem römischen Helm gefunden wur-
den. Die Erforschung dieses Fundplatzes reicht bis in 
die 50er Jahre des 19. Jahrhunderts zurück, als bei 
Torfsticharbeiten nach und nach immer mehr Funde 
der römischen Kaiserzeit zu Tage kamen. Eine wis-
senschaftliche Untersuchung durch Ausgrabung nach 
Entwässerungsarbeiten erfolgte in den Jahren 1858 
bis 1861 unter der Leitung von Conrad Engelhardt1. 
Ausgerechnet die meisten Helmfragmente gehören 
zu den frühen Torfstichfunden, die unbeobachtet ge-
borgen und an den Sammler und Apotheker Mecklen-
burg in Flensburg veräußert wurden. 1856 konnte En-
gelhardt einige Funde von Mecklenburg für seine im 
Aufbau befindliche Sammlung nordischer Altertümer 
in Flensburg erwerben, womit sein Interesse an dem 
Fundplatz Thorsberger Moor geweckt wurde und die 
damit verbundene Forschungsgeschichte ihren An-
fang nahm. Einige weitere bislang unpublizierte Helm-
Fragmente konnte Engelhardt 1859 seiner Sammlung 
hinzufügen, wiederum aus dem Privatbesitz Mecklen-
burgs. 
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Nach einer erneuten Fundaufnahme kann die bisheri-
ge Helm-Rekonstruktion in einigen Details korrigiert 
sowie um weitere Fragmente ergänzt werden2. Als Re-
sultat lassen sich die erhaltenen Zierbeschläge von rö-
mischen Helmen aus dem Thorsberger Moor in einem 
Fall sicher und im zweiten mit großer Wahrschein-
lichkeit dem Typ Auxiliary Cavalry H nach Robinson 
zuordnen, für welchen der zentrale Knauf auf der 
Helmkalotte und die meist aufgelöteten Zierbeschläge 
charakteristisch sind3. Waurick sieht in dem Typ auch 
richtig eine Variante von seinem Typ Niederbieber 
(Var. III: verzierte Helme)4. Aufgrund seiner Ähnlich-
keit mit einem Helmfund aus Nida-Heddernheim, fin-
det sich auch Typ Heddernheim in der Literatur5.

Bei den Thorsberger Fragmenten muss es sich ur-
sprünglich um mindestens zwei römische Helme vom 
Typ Heddernheim gehandelt haben. Dies belegen die 
beiden rautenförmigen Knaufplatten, welche in der 
Regel nur bei diesem Helmtyp nachgewiesen sind. In 
der heutigen Rekonstruktion des vollständigeren Hel-
mes (Abb. 1 links) findet sich zwar eine von zwei run-
den Rosetten appliziert anstelle eines Knaufes, dies 
kann jedoch auf einen Fehler in der Rekonstruktion 
zurück geführt werden. Auf der Unterseite der rauten-

1 ENGELHARDT 1863.
2 Eine genaue Beschreibung der Korrekturen sowie Ergänzungen 
siehe MATEŠIĆ 2011.
3 ROBINSON 1975, 100-103.
4 WAURICK 1988, 338-341.
5 JUNKELMANN 1992, 194 Abb. 144 und 172.


