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A Sasanian Equestrian Muzzle from
Roman Augusta Vindelicum (Augsburg)?

Paul A. Yule

During his Heidelberger years from 1989 to 2001 and after, Felix Blocher proved
not only to be an excellent Near Eastern archaeologist, but also was a true friend.
His integrative nature made Felix a model of collegiality. Not contributing to his
Festschrift would certainly incriminate me as being ungrateful. I dedicate this note
for his intellectually open spirit in the field of ancient Near Eastern archaeology.

Introduction

In Greco-Roman times incipiently and recently much has been written about how
to train aggressive horses and protect other horses and persons from them (e.g.
Lawson 1978; Moore 2004; Garcés / Graells 2011; Giannelli 2015, 110-112; Yule
2019). Regarding this topic the range of human imagination is endless. Roman
serial finds of horse tack, such as bits and nose bands abound, but exotic equip-
ment also occurs. Legionary cavalry (comprised of citizens) existed in addition to
auxilia (comprised of non-citizens) cavalry units recruited in and outside of Italy
(e.g. the Numidian or the Pannonian cavalry) partially explains the variety in the
find inventory. Excavated in Bavaria, a rare piece of protective horse equipment
(Fig. 1a & 1b) resembles finds known from the Sasanian Fars in terms of form
and purpose. As excavated, no bridle was preserved. In a dissertation on Roman
horse tack (Simon Ortisi 2003, 45, Abb. 64), citing the basic work on ancient Near
Eastern horse tack of Potratz of 1966, the subject of this note first was assigned
to the category Maulkérbe (muzzles, chamfrons), an artefact class which emerge
in different parts of southern Europe centuries before the Roman period. The
Augsburg horse muzzle differs from other early examples in different ways. First,
it has neither a bowl-like basket which encloses the animal’s muzzle, nor does it
protect the eyes. It is formed of a simple vertical band framed by flanking side
struts. The band which fits over the bridge of the animal’s nose, closes its muzzle
and is suspended in place by means of a leather band fitted to two flanking slots,
right and left.
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Description of the muzzle

This ferrous equestrian muzzle (width 20.5 cm x height 23.1 cm X pres. breadth
6.8 cm, original breadth c. 12 cm, 293 g), is smithed, not cast. The iron ranges
from 0.3 to 0.5 cm in thickness. Originally, the two side struts joined the vertical
one. The back area of the muzzle at the animal’s throat is broken and incomplete.
The right strut is broken and is shorter than the left one; both bend to the left. The
muzzle was pressed together laterally, as evidence by a fold. No traces of decora-
tion, gilding or use-wear are extant, but the surface originally may well have been
polished, as was the habit with armour (Matyszak 2018, 56). The surface is intact.
This artefact was freed of corrosion products. Evidently the workmanship is of
good quality. The iron is homogeneous. The inv. no. of the find: is 1987,2951.
Presently, it is stored in the Archdologisches Zentraldepot Augsburg.

Find circumstances

In 1987, while a biotope was being built in the south-eastern part of Stephans-
garten in Augsburg, the Stadtarchdologie salvage-excavated several rooms of a
stone house which yielded Roman mosaics. Excavation took place in the Ausseres
Pfaffengidsschen 23. The context consists of a deep pit, most likely around a
cistern or a well (however, in this area of the city, the groundwater is only reached
at a depth of about 10 m). The pit first was seen as a discolouration from about 1
m below the present surface. Overall, it was excavated to a depth of 5 m; its lower
edge was not reached. The muzzle was recovered at 3 m depth in spit (Planum)
15 in the excavation surface (Fldche) 1C. Spits 16 to 20 lay below this. Excavation
find no. 1126 was excavated 20.11.1987.

Dating

The filling of the pit can be dated to late antiquity mainly because of three strati-
fied datable coins. The most recent coinage, a nummus of Galerius Maximianus
(inv. no.: 1987, 3080), gives a terminus post quem of 299 for the backfilling. Also
coins of Probus (1987, 3106) and Aurelian (1987, 3097) are certainly from this
context, because at this depth there was only this pit / cistern. The late-antique
dating also fits the salvaged pottery. L. Bakker’s preliminary report of 1987 refers
to the entire find spectrum of the excavation. At that time, he did not present an
evaluation of individual findings. The localisation of the Roman forum (which
originated after the end of the fort in 69/70) goes back to A. Schaub (2001), who
published the results of a 1997/98 sounding and his research of older excavation
documentation (the older research located the forum near the later cathedral). The
find-spot lies in the southern part of Stephansgarten (Schaub 2001, 36 fig. 8.3).
Stone robbery can be observed in the entire Roman city (Gairhos 2016, 116). In
the same essay he also mentions the forum again (ibid. 120—121).!

! Present whereabouts: temporary exhibition “Rémerlager. Das rémische Augsburg
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Xenophon’s mention of a stall muzzle

Archaeologists and cultural historians are well aware of ancient mention of the
horse muzzle, prominently in the 5™ chapter of Xenophon’s (c. 430—c. 353 BCE),
On horsemanship. This treatise belongs to the earliest extant works on horse care
and training in any literature, obviously pre-dating the publication by B. Hrozny
in 1931 of a Hittite ritual training text, that by the trainer Kikkuli of the land of
Mittani (regarding what must have been a chariot horse: Starke 1995, Nyland
2009). Several terms, both ancient and modern, have survived to refer to a muzzle,
with different shades of meaning and for different purposes (Yule 2019, 191—
192). Xenophon advises to place a Knudg on the animal’s head during stable
grooming (depictions and discussion in Greek vase painting see Moore 2004).
That particular tack has a different purpose than the Augsburg muzzle.

Sasanian comparanda, the context in Susa

The muzzle under discussion finds its closest parallels in the Fars (Fig. 2a & 2c).
R. Ghirshman explained that he began to clear a broad surface in Susa, where
in 1950 he reached niveau / couche IV of the Ville Royale, secteur ouest (1952a,
7-9 & 1952b, 2 map, no. 5) which he assigned to the early Sasanian period.
Ghirshman divided level IV into phase IVb, which is early, and IVa, which is
late. Only the remains of a horse's head were preserved and near it a bronze
and an iron muzzle (“licou” and “tétiére” (i.e. bridle / halter), G.S. 2425 &
G.S. 2428). In addition, a leverage bit (G.S. 2426), sword, lance head (G.S.
2427: Ghirshman 1977, 3 fig. 1) as well as a large belt buckle came to light,
these four in iron (idem 1952b, 9; Steve et al. 2005, 509). Ghirshman sums up,
that near the ramparts the team excavated an interred war horse (1952b, 9), but
the finds are not identifiable in any plan, profile or field photo (including the plan
in Steve et al. 2005, 511-512 fig. 8). He assigned the horse tack to level IV and
attributed its destruction to Sapir II, whose long reign extended from 309 to 379
CE (ibid. p. 7-8).

While completing the drawing of the plan of the Parthian residence of the Ville
Royale chantier A level IV in Susa H. Gasche re-dated this level to the late Par-
thian period (Gasche 2002, 184 fig. 1b; 185 fig. 2a). He rightly held Ghirshman’s
level IV Sasanian graves (such as the horse grave, the finds of which are repre-
sented in Fig. 2) to be intrusive into the walls and debris of the Parthian residence
(ibid., 183; Steve et al. 2005, 511-512 fig. 8). ““... the end of the Parthian epoch
... witnesses no doubt the last combat at Susa before the abandonment of (this)
part of the city” (idem 2005, 508—509). And the horse burial with its tack seems
best to be attributed along with the other Sasanian grave intrusions into the
Parthian residence.

in Kisten” in Augsburg’s Zeughaus, Zeugpl. 4 (http://kunstsammlungen-museen.au
gsburg.de/roemisches-museum).
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The function

Ghirshman explained that the “licous” were worn, “... on the animal’s head”
when it was led into the stable by means of a rope, probably in reference to
Xenophon’s grooming description mentioned above. However, he then notes
that, “For this, the bridle / halter has a row of points which, when one pulled on
the line, stuck the skin above the nostrils and forced the horse to obey” (Ghirsh-
man 1977, 2). This description conflates his explained function of a halter, a
muzzle and the cheek pieces of a bit. The rows of points apply to those on a bit
with cheek-pieces at both ends (e.g. Littauer 1969, 290 fig. 1; Herrmann 1989,
760). Ghirshman illustrated the two artefacts from Susa upside down, because
he understood their basic function to be that of a halter instead a muzzle
(Herrmann 1989, 760), for which he used the term “muserolle”. Missing is the
noseband, as in our Figs. 2 and 3. In reality since one can wear such muzzles
only one way, this positioning in Ghirshman’s fig. 1 vexes. Although he cites
the Sasanian silver horse rhyton in the Cleveland Museum to support his in-
terpretation of the two muzzles from Susa as bridles, even his low resolution
photo clearly depicts a bridled horse with its legs folded beneath it which dons
a muzzle (Ghirshman 1977, pls. II & III; Herrmann 1989, pls. VI & VII). The
Augsburg and the two Susa muzzles all differ in function from a Roman or
Sasanian bridle noseband which is designed to prevent the horse from locking
its mouth open to avoid the bit and the hand (Littauer 1969, 292 note).

Confusing in Ghirshman’s essay is also the associated heavily corroded
iron leverage bit from Susa (Fig. 2b) which, like the muzzles, also is not de-
picted in the position in which it was used inside the horse’s mouth (corrected
in Herrmann 1989, 786 g 4d and in Yule et al. 2007, 542, and PI. 46b). Also,
at the upper end, next to the spoon, a ring is missing on both sides with which
to fasten the upper and lower reins. It is impossible to see if any stubs exist in
the corroded mass. Fig. 2d shows a complete example excavated from Noruz-
mabhale in northern Iran. Ghirshman published neither the bit nor the two muz-
zles to scale, and the sizes of all three are unknown. The dimensions would
give some idea of the size of the horse or at least its head. Compared to Fig.
3, how the leverage bit Fig. 2b from Susa functioned is understandable when
they are juxtaposed. Ghirshman states that the bit, G.S. 2426, might belong
together with the iron muzzle, G.S. 2428, but the meagre context documenta-
tion cannot support this notion (see above).

Horse muzzles originally made of metal appear in royal Sasanian reliefs at
sites including Naqs-i Rustam (Herrmann 1989, 783 fig. 1a=790 & pl. 1=791
pl. Il a) and at Darab of the 230's and 240's. L. Triimpelmann does not describe
one at Darab nor does it appear in his final drawing of this relief (1975, 13,
Taf. 1). G. Herrmann emends this relief description on the strength of Triim-
pelmann’s Taf. 7 and 8 which show a royal rider, his mount as well as horse
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tack including the muzzle just at the animal’s muzzle (Fig. 3). The local site
topography makes a detail photo of the relief inconclusive (Fig. 4).

Such horse muzzles are more easily recognisable in Sasanian silver depic-
tions including the aforementioned Cleveland rhyton (ibid. 795 pl. VI, citing
Ghirshman 1977, pl. 1I), a silver phiale in the Metropolitan Museum (Fig.
5=Herrmann 1989, 806 pl. XVII; Harper 1978, 28—30 cat. no. 7), another in
the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris (Ghirshman 1962, 212 Abb. 253), one in the
Forughi collection (Stollner et al. 2004, 797 cat. no. 519) and finally one in
the Smithsonian Institution (Harper / Meyers 1981, 216 pl. 15) which unfortu-
nately share only dealer provenances. On the strength of these and the Sasa-
nian reliefs Herrmann explains the bitting to consist of a dropped noseband/
muzzle (German: Zaum) and a cheeked bit (1989, 758). The metallic noseband
was attached to the cheek strap of the bridle. She identified the noseband and
cheeked bit in all of Ardasir’s equestrian reliefs (regarding the identity of the
rider cf. Levit-Tawil 1992, 165, 171). She distinguishes, “... an additional
strap running down the centre front of the horse’s nose” (1989, 758) which is
present most notably in the Naqs-i Rustam and Darab reliefs.

Discussion

The Augsburg muzzle is paradoxical. On the one hand it is a simple piece of fer-
rous equipment; on the other, one expects a high quality horse tack since cavalry
is associated with the knightly class. While the Romans based much of their cav-
alry equipment on that of the Celts, local customs and styles easily could override
such influences. In any case, ancient riders, including Roman ones, loved impres-
sive, showy awe-inspiring equipment (Plutarch Life of Crassus 24). An unseemly
candidate as parade armour, the simple and functional Augsburg muzzle protects
others from being bitten and protects the animal's vulnerable mouth presumably
while riding from being slashed.

On stratigraphic grounds, the comparisons from Susa are considered to be of
Sasanian, not Parthian date, but for reasons slightly different than Ghirshman
cited. Roman coins stratified with the Augsburg muzzle provide a terminus for it
at the end of the 3™ century. The Susa and Augsburg muzzles are roughly con-
temporary.

Regarding if the muzzle was worn in the field, another earlier equestrian
bowl-like muzzle of ‘Apulian-Macedonian type’ (Yule ‘type 1°) is relevant to
the question of the method of wearing of early frontlets. Dated by its context
to the 4™ century BCE, it was excavated in a grave context in the La Pedrera
necropolis in Catalonia (Graells 2008, 136 fig. 48). The occurrence of a bit
together with the muzzle suggests that they might have been worn together
while riding. They appear to be locally made there, and were not bartered
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(ibid. 157). But such finds raise as many questions as they answer about the
use.

The muzzle from Stephansgarten is not a noseband integral to Roman or
Sasanian bridles, but rather is an accessory. In comparison to the overwrought
chamfrons of the 15™ and 16™ centuries (e.g. de la Boisseliére 2005, 154-163),
it is simple. It brings to mind the shiny metallic decorative muzzles worn by
draught horses at the Oktoberfest in Munich, but these are not aggressive war
horses. Practical experience shows that such horses pose no biting danger dur-
ing parades and their muzzles are only decorative.

How did it come to Roman Raetia Secunda? In the late 2™ and 3™ centuries
large forces such as the Legia Parthica I, Parthica II and Parthica III continu-
ally engaged Sasanian ones in Mesopotamia. Presumably, most of the legion-
naires derived from Syria and Mesopotamia. Highpoints of these wars include
the multiple Roman sacking of the Parthian capital, Ctesiphon (south-east of
present-day Baghdad) and later, the Shahanshah’s capture of the emperor Va-
lerian and his army at Edessa (today Urfa in eastern Anatolia) in 260. How-
ever, while we can cast the Roman military historical situation, the occurrence
and use of what seems to be a Sasanian import in Raetia Secunda depends on
the fate of an individual and many were highly mobile within diverse parts of the
empire.
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Fig. 1a: Drawing of the equestrian muzzle,

find no. 1126 from Stephansgarten, Augsburg; 1b: Photo (both Yule).
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Fig. 2: Muzzles and a leverage bit from Susa, Ville Royale chantier A, level IV,
a bronze, b and c iron (Ghirshman 1977, 3 fig. 1, 2b re-drawn, none to scale),
d Parthian-Sasanian bit from Noruzmahale tomb B-IV
(re-drawn after Egami et al. 1966, pl. XL18).

Fig. 3: The bridle and muzzle of ArdaSir’s horse at Darab
(re-drawn after Herrmann 1989, 784 fig. 2, horse head c. 1 m high).
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Fig. 4: Detail photo of the Darab relief
(E. Smekens, L. Vanden Berghe’s photographer).
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Fig. 5: Detail of a Sasanian silver phiale, mid-5"-mid-6" century
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1934, 34.33).





