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1 Introduction 
 

 
‘Beowulf got ready, donned his war-gear, indifferent to death. His mighty, hand-forged, fine 

webbed mail would soon meet with the menace under water. It would keep the bone-cage of his 

body safe. No enemy’s clasp could crush him in it, no vicious arm lock choke his life out.’  

Beowulf (c. 8th century AD)1 

 

 

Mail armour, made of countless interlinked metal rings that protect the body, is a highly successful 

piece of military equipment. In warfare, where innovation is crucial to stay ahead, the development of 

weaponry can happen relatively quickly compared to the rate of change in other realms of society. 

Despite the fast-paced arms race which has been going on since antiquity, mail armour remained 

basically an Iron Age technology until it fell out of use in the 19th century. This means that it endured 

more than two thousand years of evolution of military equipment and battle tactics. Its use spread over 

vast geographical areas including Europe, Asia, North Africa and even the Americas during the Early 

Colonial period,2 indicating that it was an extraordinarily effective piece of protective gear in all kinds 

of battle conditions, places, and periods.  

Although mail is no longer worn in combat, it continues to exist. Nowadays, its most common 

applications are in protective suits for scuba divers against shark bites, and in gloves or mittens to avoid 

injuries when working with sharp tools, for instance in professional kitchens. As a piece of defensive 

equipment, it lives in our collective consciousness as the archetypical outfit of military men from the 

remote past, and has been immortalized by popular culture appearing frequently on television, film, 

videogames, and literature. 

The long lifespan and success of mail armour as a defensive garment is, however, not reflected in 

scholarship, where there are surprisingly few works that deal with this type of armour in depth. The 

following section introduces some key publications that outline the state of the field in mail research, 

leading up to the aims of this study.  

 

 

1.1 PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 
Shortly after armour became obsolete on the European battlefields and turned into a historical item, 

studies of its development started to appear in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.3 These scholarly 

volumes looked mainly at the plate armour of the medieval knight and dealt with mail only in passing. 

One of the few exceptions was the work of Sir Samuel Meyrick in the first half of the 1800s,4 which 

due to its pioneering status still contains many misconceptions about mail. Meyrick only had access to 

historical armour, which is armour that has been passed down from owner to owner through history. 

These pieces are generally no older than the 14th century AD, so they just provide information of mail 

from the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern period. In Meyrick’s time, archaeology was a new 

discipline and finds of archaeological mail were rare, so they were largely ignored by him and his 

contemporaries. 

The first study to include passages devoted completely to mail is the Catalogue of the exhibition of 

ancient helmets and examples of mail by the baron De Cosson and William Burges, from 1880.5 

Although the main topic of the volume is helmets, the sections on mail provide detailed and thorough 

observations of the material available at the time (fig. 1.1). Inevitably this means that the text mostly 

discusses historical mail from Late Middle Ages and after, but for the first time it goes beyond Europe 

to include mail from other regions of the world. De Cosson and Burges were aware of archaeological 

 
1 Beowulf, lines 1142-1148; translation Heaney 2000. 
2 E.g. Absolon 2017, 292-296; Arkell 1956; Bivar 1964, 30-38, 59-66; Robinson 1967; Smith 1960a; 1960b; Terry/Terry 1961; 

Wedel 1975; Wood et al. 2013.  
3 E.g. Grose 1786; Hewitt 1860; Lacombe 1868.  
4 Meyrick 1821; 1824; 1846.  
5 De Cosson/Burges 1880, 563-570, 574-583, pl. 11-15. 
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Illustration previous page: Plaster cast of Trajan’s Column. Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden (photograph M.A. 
Wijnhoven).   



 

 
 

Database 
 
 

The database consists of four catalogues that complement each other. These are: 
 

1. Catalogue of mail armour 
2. Catalogue of hybrid armour 
3. Catalogue of isolated finds of fasteners and fixtures 
4. Finds excluded from the database 

 

The catalogues have the same structure, but are unique. This means that each find will feature 
only once and never in more than one catalogue. The catalogues are arranged around the place 
where an artefact was found. Some places have rendered more than one find. In such case, a 
number is added behind the place name. The numbers continue throughout the four databases. 
For example, Xanten 1 and 2 concern mail and are located in appendix 1. Xanten 3 is hybrid 
armour and features in appendix 2, while Xanten 4 and 5 are fasteners presented in appendix 3. 

An entry in the database does not necessarily equate to a single mail garment. The entries are 
very much the product of the level of detail available from the literature and from personal 
examination. For example, an entry can describe various mail coats that are mentioned together 
in the literature without much further information. Moreover, it is important to stress that mail is 
often fragmentary. When multiple fragments are found, it is not always easy to determine if these 
come from one single mail garment or actually represent multiple examples. 

The type of information recorded in the database is elaborated upon below. Only the applicable 
information is included for each find.  
 
Country 
All catalogues are ordered alphabetically by country. Unprovenanced finds with information on 
their country of origin are located under that country with the name ‘unprovenanced from…’. 
Finds without a country of origin are placed under ‘Unprovenanced’. 
 
Findspot  
The findspots are arranged alphabetically 
within each country. Some findspots are well-
known in the literature for their ancient names, 
such as Vindonissa in modern Windisch. The 
use of a modern or an ancient name for 
findspots in the database has not been applied 
categorically. The choice for modern, ancient or 
both is mainly a reflection of the literature 
describing the find in question. 
 
Date 
This concerns the age of the artefact as 
indicated in the literature. The date can be 
expressed as a period, for example ‘La Tène D’ 
(LT D) or as an absolute date, such as ‘1st 
century BC’. Based upon the analyses done in 
this study, it has been possible to determine 
with more accuracy the date of various 
artefacts. In these cases a refined date is 
presented after the general date from the 
literature.  
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Description 

The description of the artefact is done from generic to detailed. First the artefact is identified (e.g. mail 

coat, mail aventail, hybrid armour, fixture), followed by an indication of its condition. Then there is 

specific information on the construction and the individual components of the armour. The former may 

include weaving patterns and the use of tailoring. The description of the mail rings follows the method 

presented in box 11.1. The description of scales follows that proposed in Wijnhoven 2009b. The terms 

‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ in the description of riveted rings always refer to the ring being observed with 

the overlap facing North.  

 

Fixture 

Mail can have fixtures and fasteners. When still attached or associated to mail or hybrid armour, these 

are included in appendix 1 or 2. These catalogues have an extra heading labelled fixture. Fixtures that 

no longer associated to their armour are listed separately in catalogue 3. The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ in 

the description of fasteners refers to that as observed by the viewer, not by the wearer.  

 

Inventory 

This sums up the artefacts found in the same context. It can also contain information that the closed 

context has been disturbed, for example by grave robbing. When the closed context is unknown or 

unspecified in the literature, general finds from the site in question can be mentioned here.  

 

Remarks 

This heading contains additional relevant information. It also states whether the author has personally 

examined or observed the artefact.  

 

Material 

Description of the type of metal used for the armour and/or its associated fasteners and fixtures. The 

results of scientific analysis on the metal’s components are also added here. The terms ‘iron’, ‘copper 

alloy’, and ‘white metal’ indicate that this is based upon visual examination only. 

 

Location 

The current or last known location of the artefact is mentioned under this heading. When known, an 

inventory number (abbreviated as ‘inv.’) is added. 

 

Literature 

This heading sums up the relevant literature consulted by the author. When the artefact is unpublished 

the heading is omitted entirely.   
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APPENDIX 1. CATALOGUE OF MAIL ARMOUR  
 

 

ALBANIA 
 

Selca e Poshtme 

Date: 250-200 BC.  

Context: funerary - tomb 3. 

Description: mail armour. 

Inventory: gold earrings, necklaces, pins, rings, belt 

fitting, silver ornament depicting a battle scene, 

spearheads, 30 ceramic vessels.  

Literature: Rustoiu 2006, 49. 

 

ALGERIA 
 

Es Soumâa  

Date: terminus ante quem 130-118 BC. 

Context: funerary. 

Description: two large mail fragments measuring 59 x 15 

x 6 cm and 18.5 x 17 x 4 cm. Current weight c. 5 kg. In 

solid corroded condition. 4-in-1. Rings: outer diameter 

hardly larger than 3-4 mm; X-rays indicate the presence of 

rings with a 7-9 mm diameter; cross-section circular.  

Material: iron. 

Inventory: helmet, sword, scabbard, eight spearheads, 

bronze bench, gilded silver medallion, silver bowl, 

drinking horn, silver plate, at least three amphorae.  

Remarks: cremation remains of two individuals (c. 60 

years and c. 20 years). Possibly the burial of Micipsa, king 

of Numidia. 

Location: Musée National Cirta, Constantine. 

Literature: Bridoux 2008, 410; Gerresheim et al. 1997, 

353-354, fig. 218; Hansen 2003, 65-67, 164 (cat. no. B1); 

Künzl 2002, 127; Mordvintseva et al. 2012, 324; Müller 

2003, 432; Pernet 2010, 51; Rustoiu 2006, 49; Völling 

1999, 95; Waurick 1979, 318-332 (cat. no. 1). 

 

AUSTRIA 
 

Biberwier  

Date: 4th century AD. 

Context: isolated find near the Via Claudia Augusta. 

Description: mail aventail, measuring 18 x 17 cm, 

attached to a helmet. Mail is in good condition and partly 

flexible. 4-in-1. Alternating rows of riveted and solid 

rings. Riveted rings: outer diameter larger than solid rings; 

overlap clockwise; paddle-shaped overlap; round rivet 

heads; cross-section flattened. Solid rings: square cross-

section; rings have burrs and deformations indicating that 

they were punched from sheet metal.  

Material: iron. 

Inventory: helmet with aventail, stored in a textile bag.  

Location: Institut für Archäologien - Universität 

Innsbruck. 

Literature: Fischer 2012, 159, fig. 194.1; 2019, 120, fig. 

194.2; Miks 2008, 12-13, fig. 20; 2014, 223, pl. 70-72. 

 

Carnuntum 1 - Bad Deutsch-Altenburg 

Date: 1st century AD. 

Context: Roman fort - ‘Waffenmagazin’. 

Description: 17 mail fragments. 4-in-1. Rings: outer 

diameter 5-7 mm, inner diameter 3-5 mm. 

Material: iron, copper alloy. 

Inventory: 121 scale armour fragments, 302 lorica 

segmentata fragments, ten armguards fragments, 62 

shields fragments, 58 helmet fragments, 13 sword 

fragments, five dagger fragments, 38 pieces of shafted 

weapons, eleven pm fragments, 40 spear butts, 209 

arrowheads, 166 miscellaneous objects.  

Remarks: Von Groller described one fragment as riveted, 

another as butted, and mentioned the possibility of welded 

rings. He also refers to fragments of ‘wire armour’ which 

he differentiates from mail. All the fragments are most 

likely regular mail armour made from riveted and solid 

rings.  

Location: Museum Carnuntinum, Bad Deutsch-

Altenburg, inv. 18469-18175. 

Literature: Bishop 2015b, 6; 2015c, 2; Bishop/Coulston 

2006, 265, fig. 51.2; Boube-Piccot 1994, 55; Buetler et al. 

2017, 265-266; Burandt 2017, 41; Hansen 2003, 77, 173 

(cat. no. C67); Kelly 1931, 269; 1934, 206; Matešić 2015, 

211, 218; Novichenkova 2009, 285; 2011, 279; Richter 

2010, 193; Robinson 1975, 171; Rusu 1969, 289; 

Travis/Travis 2011, fig. 31; Van der Sanden 1993, 4 (cat. 

no. 1); Von Groller 1901, 114, pl. 20.1-5; Wijnhoven 

2015c, 25; 2017, 186, 192. 

 

Carnuntum 2 - Bad Deutsch-Altenburg 

Date: 3rd century AD. 

Context: Roman fort. 

Description: five mail fragments.  

Material: iron. 

Location: Museum Carnuntinum, Bad Deutsch-

Altenburg, inv. 18476-18482. 

Literature: Hansen 2003, 173 (cat. no. C68). 

 

Carnuntum 3 - Bad Deutsch-Altenburg 

Date: Roman period? 

Context: Roman fort. 

Description: seven mail rings. 4-in-1.  

Material: iron. 

Literature: Hansen 2003, 173 (cat. no. C69). 

 

Enns-Lorch - Lauriacum 

Date: Roman period. Refined date: end 2nd - 3rd century 

AD. 

Context: Roman fort. 

Description: two large mail fragments. 4-in-1. Rings: 

outside diameter 8-10 mm, inside diameter 7-9 mm. The 

iron rings have no longer morphological features, but the 

copper alloy ones do. Riveted copper alloy rings: 

clockwise overlap; shape overlap stumpy; round hole for 

rivets; round rivet heads; round cross-section wire. Solid 

copper alloy rings: square cross-section.  

Remarks: another three mail fragments probably 

belonging to the same armour. These have erroneously 

been described by Von Groller as ‘wire armour’, but 

concern regular mail.  

Material: iron, copper alloy. 

Literature: Hansen 2003, 77, 173 (cat. no. C65); Matešić 

2015, 211-212; Von Groller 1908, 101, fig. 45; 1910, 41, 

fig. 15; Wijnhoven 2015c, 25; 2017, 186, 188, 192. 

 

Faschendorf 

Date: LT D? Refined date: Roman Principate.  
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Illustration previous page: A servant or calo depicted on the funerary stele of Longinus Biarta, 80-90 AD. Römisch-

Germanisches Museum, Cologne (photograph M.A. Wijnhoven). 



Summary 
 

Mail armour is made of many metal rings that protect the body against trauma. For more than two 

thousand years it could be found on the battlefield. Despite this long time span, there have been few 

attempts to understand this armour in depth. The studies that do, focus mainly on well-preserved 

historical specimens that belong to the 14th century AD and later. There is not a lot known for the prior 

period. This study therefore looks at early mail armour, here defined as that from the 3rd century BC 

until the end of the Western Roman Empire, with some ‘excursions’ to the period up to the 10th century. 

Given that there is not much known about early mail, the main research question has been formulated 

generically, being: what can a systematic analysis of archaeological-, iconographical-, and classical 

written sources reveal about early mail armour? In order to answer this question his study makes use 

two analytical methods. The first concerns that of chaîne opératoire or literally the chain of operations. 

It allows for a reconstruction of technology as a ‘total social fact’ by tracing back the series of steps 

involved in transforming raw materials into artefacts. The operational sequences that turn a raw material 

into a finished product are specific to each society. Consequently, the work process of any craftsperson 

will be organized according to the internal logic of their particular society.  

The second concerns a multi-dimensional approach to material culture. The advantage of this method 

is that it allows the material to be studied from various perspectives and scales. It can be understood as 

taking a series photographs of the same object, each from a different angle and distance. Every picture 

reveals particular details, and the sum of the photographs give a more complete and clearer image of 

the actual object. This also allows for the predictions generated by information at one dimension to be 

tested by data obtained at another, making it easier to validate findings.  

This study scrutinises four main topics: the origin and dispersion of early mail, its use and name, its 

technical intricacies, and lastly its socio-cultural context.  

 

ORIGIN AND DISPERSION 

There have been several suggestions concerning the predecessors of mail armour. These forerunners all 

have in common that they are made of (interwoven) metal rings. However, examination of these ringed 

artefacts demonstrates that they differ in many key aspects from mail armour. Therefore, the supposed 

predecessors have been called into question. 

The invention of mail armour has been attributed to various archaeological cultures during the last 

two centuries of research. A structured analysis of the archaeological-, iconographical-, and written 

evidence makes it possible to assign its origin to the Celts (La Tène culture) around the turn of the 4th 

to 3rd century BC. Within La Tène society mail pertains to the elite and it is their mobility and far 

reaching networks that are responsible for the rapid geographical dispersion of this new technology. 

Within less than a century after its invention it can be found in many parts of Europe and even beyond. 

This rapid dispersion makes it is impossible to pinpoint the origin of mail to a single region. The earliest 

finds are all found more or less along the Rhine-Danube corridor; a well-known ‘highway’ of contact 

between western and eastern Europe from prehistory onwards. 

During the 2nd century BC mail becomes somewhat more abundant in the archaeological record. It 

is also found outside of Europe, notably in Asia Minor and Northern Africa. It is probably also during 

this century that the Roman army adopted the mail coat. The 1st century BC demonstrates a steady 

increase in the number of finds in Iron Age societies, indicating that its use must have become slightly 

less exclusive.   

 

WEARING AND NAMING  

The design of the mail coat can be traced through time by looking at the representational and 

archaeological records. The early mail coat resembled the tube-and-yoke cuirass. This design contained 

two shoulder guards that as an extension of the back were fastened to the chest. Iconography shows 

many variants of this model, and surviving specimens of mail indeed affirm the presence of shoulder 

guards and fasteners. From the second half of the 1st century AD this design was increasingly abandoned 

and by the end of that century it finally fell out of use. From then onwards the design of all mail coats 

include sleeves. Initially these are relatively short, but from the 3rd century there is archaeological and 

iconographical evidence for full-length sleeves. During the Late Roman period the coat of mail covers 
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a large portion of the human body, being relatively long and wide. This period also saw the introduction 

of a new garment, the mail coif, which protected the entire head except for the face.  

Our modern idea of the coat of mail is mainly as a mere functional piece of equipment, but in reality 

there is more to them than sheer practicality. Many of the iron mail coats include copper alloy rings as 

a decorative feature. The earliest evidence for such decoration stems from the later part of the 1st century 

BC. The origin of the decorative use of contrasting copper alloy rings must be sought in the Roman 

army. The archaeological record demonstrates that especially the Roman army frequently invested in 

this type of embellishment.  

The use of a padded garment underneath metal armour is well-established practice for medieval 

times, but less acknowledged for the Roman period and the Iron Age. The combined insights from 

(experimental) archaeology, iconography and written sources demonstrate that such padded garments 

were also common in antiquity. This garment could be worn separately underneath the mail coat, but 

could also be integrated by sewing it to the mail rings. The available evidence indicates that a variety 

of materials was used to create these garments, such as felt, quilted textiles and leather.  

Lastly, various terms found in classical written sources have been proposed to refer to mail armour. 

The most popular of these, lorica hamata, is nowadays understood as the ancient term for a mail coat. 

An analysis of the occurrence of this term, the type of sources and its contextual consistency indicates 

that lorica hamata was not a standard expression. It must rather be understood as a loose description, 

mainly found in poetical works to highlight a certain characteristic of an armour. This could be mail, 

but in many cases could also be interpreted as scale armour. It appears that in antiquity there either was 

no standardised term for mail armour, it was never written down, or the written sources with the 

appropriate term(s) simply didn’t survive into modernity.    

 

TECHNICAL DETAILS 

Sources that inform about the craft of early mail making are few and far between. For antiquity, there 

is not even a single text or depiction of mail manufacture. Therefore, we must look at other periods that 

offer more information such as the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern period. Piecing together this 

evidence makes it possible to get an idea of the tools used in a mail workshop and understand the chaîne 

opératoire from raw material to finished rings.  

Iron wire production has been widely discussed, particularly whether and how it was possible to 

draw iron prior to the Late Middle Ages. A systematic analysis shows that almost all wire employed in 

mail armour is made either made by wire-drawing or by strip-drawing. Throughout history, the two 

traditions existed side by side. The co-existence of these traditions could be due to a divergent scale of 

production with smaller workshops relying more on strip-drawing that required rudimentary tools, 

while larger or more specialised workshops were be able to invest in the mechanical aids needed for 

iron wire drawing.  

Another point of discussion has been the manner in which solid rings are produced. Two methods 

have been suggested in the past: punching from sheet metal and forge welding. This study concludes 

that both traditions co-existed, although the dominant tradition in Europe was the punched method, also 

during antiquity. Just as with wire-making, the choice of one over the other is likely related to the size 

and level of specialisation of the workshop. Larger and more specialised workshops can afford the 

specialised tools needed for punched rings, while smaller and less specialised workshops would opt for 

producing solid rings through forge welding.  

The literature describes besides riveted and solid rings, the use butted rings. These rings are simpler 

to make, but structurally weak. Especially Iron Age mail has often been considered butted, considering 

the evolution of mail from simple butted rings towards more complex riveted and solid rings. A 

reassessment of the finds described as butted proves that this notion is incorrect. From the start onwards 

mail always consisted of riveted and solid rings. There are three exceptions where butted mail is found: 

as decorative elements without structural function; as repairs; and as imitations of desirable objects 

when the knowledge to make true mail armour was still limited.  

Metal rings can be woven together in many ways to form a mesh and the possibilities are almost 

limitless. Nevertheless, mail in Europe is almost exclusively woven in a 4-in-1 pattern. This pattern is 

able to stretch with the wearer making it comfortable to wear. The 4-in-1 pattern offers a good balance 

between the protection, weight, and unobstructed mobility, which explains why this pattern has been so 

prevalent throughout the centuries. 
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Besides the weaving pattern, mail makers can use constructional techniques to tailor the mail coat. 

Our understanding of these techniques and their application is much better for well-preserved mail from 

the Late Middle Ages onwards. It is clear that by then mail garments contained a wide variety of 

construction techniques to tailor them. However, the examination of mail from the Late Iron Age and 

Roman period shows that most of these techniques are absent in antiquity. This should not be understood 

as a lack of ability or knowledge, but the result of the cultural context in which the mail coat was created. 

The design of the mail coat reflects that of civilian textile clothing throughout history. Since clothing 

during the Late Iron Age and Roman period had little to no tailoring, this is also not found in mail 

armour. By looking at the development of textile clothing it is possible to make predictions of the 

moment of introduction of constructional techniques in mail armour.   

The steps taken by the mail maker and the tools he uses will result in mail rings with slightly different 

characteristics. Many of these prove diagnostic for a certain period or region, which is especially useful 

for finds without a context. The ring characteristics allow us to identify different mail making traditions. 

The first, during the 3rd to 1st centuries BC, shows a lot of variation, akin to a new craft. In contrast, the 

mail making tradition during the Roman Principate is very much defined by standardisation, befitting 

mass production. In the Late Roman period there is a break from this tradition. Both written sources 

and the archaeological evidence coincide that by then much of the mail armour was being produced in 

centralised state-governed factories located throughout the Empire. Contrary to expectations the end of 

the Western Empire did not mean the end of this tradition. The Late Roman tradition continues into the 

Early Middle Ages, probably through the Byzantine Empire, until the start of the 7th century AD. From 

here on mail become scarce in the archaeological record. The few finds point to a break from the Late 

Roman tradition. Returning to the Roman period, but outside the Empire, ring characteristics clearly 

indicate the presence an autonomous indigenous mail making tradition that can be distinguished from 

the Roman one.   

 

SOCIAL CONTEXT  

During the Iron Age mail is most often found in funerary context, especially in Eastern Europe. The 

grave inventories indicate that the practice of depositing mail in burials was not for everyone, but 

exclusive to an elite. Mail armour was part of a set of high status grave goods that identified a deceased 

individual as a warrior from the top social strata. The fact the accompanying grave goods were quite 

uniform all across Europe reinforces the idea of long distance networks and high mobility among the 

upper layers of society. 

Mail armour finds are mostly absent for the Roman Republic. The low number of finds should not 

be taken for an absence of armour, but rather the absence of the deposition practices that would have 

allowed mail to become more visible in the archaeological record. Insights into these practices, 

combined with written sources and iconography indicate the use of mail armour. While it was still an 

exclusive item of militaria in the 2nd century BC, this was no longer so during the 1st century BC.  

From the Early Principate onwards the archaeological evidence of mail becomes very abundant. This 

is due to an unique combination of factors. There is the location of permanent military forts along the 

northern Roman border, located far away from traditional production centres. In order to mitigate this 

the Roman army became self-sufficient in the production of military equipment, including mail armour. 

It is clear that (ex-) soldiers played an essential role in this production, providing its main labour force. 

Mail armour of the Principate was mass-produced and hence accessible to all soldiers in the Roman 

army with a tactical function that required (mail) armour. The army not only produced, but also recycled 

the military equipment when no longer serviceable. The disposal of scrap metal upon abandonment of 

a military fort accounts in large part for the observed abundance of military equipment in the 

archaeological record.  

The traditional view is that the heavily armoured infantrymen of the Principate were replaced by 

lightly armoured foot soldiers in Late Antiquity. There are indeed much less finds of mail armour for 

this period. However, the distribution and contexts of Late Roman mail suggest that the processes 

behind the deposition differed substantially from previous centuries. These changes also explain the 

marked decline in the number of finds. Large part of the military equipment was now produced in 

central state factories in the hinterland of the Roman Empire. Mail continues to be mass-produced and 

accessible to many in the Roman army.  
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The idea that all mail from the Barbaricum must be of Roman production has long predominated. 

Only recently has the all-Roman provenance of mail been questioned, and the possibility of autonomous 

native Germanic manufacture been reconsidered. The collective evidence presented in this study, 

indeed, demonstrates that there was an indigenous mail production in the Barbaricum.  

The grand majority of mail found outside the Roman Empire comes from burials. And although mail 

is commonly associated with men, the archaeological record offers many examples where mail is found 

in burials of women or children. These burials do not have a martial character: their grave inventories 

do not contain any other item of militaria and the mail remains only concern one or several small 

fragments and not a complete garment. These small fragments must probably be understood as 

apotropaic objects to deter danger or evil in life or in (the journey towards) the afterlife. It then seems 

that mail armour had transcended its status as an actual protective object and took on a symbolic 

protective function in the social and ritual spheres as well.  

The case of the female and infant graves clearly shows that the presence of mail does not necessarily 

mark the deceased out as a warrior. This also applies to male burials. Analysis of the grave goods in 

male burials demonstrates that it had two main manifestations. The first resembles the burials of women 

and infants, and involves graves of a non-martial character. These weaponless graves normally contain 

only one or a handful of small mail fragments. Contrarily, in the second manifestation the body is 

accompanied by various military objects, often forming a complete warrior’s panoply. These grave 

goods portray the deceased as a military man and the mail garment is almost always complete when 

placed in the grave.  

The weapon graves with mail indicate that this piece of military equipment pertained only to the 

socio-economic elite. All burials are richly furnished, often both the quantity and the quality of the 

objects accompanying the body are very high. However, the weaponless graves with one or several 

small mail fragments appear to belong to a different social tier. Taken together, the grave goods can 

still represent a considerable value, but they do not reach the levels of the average weapon grave. The 

practice of accompanying the deceased with one or several fragments of mail in weaponless graves is 

clearly aimed at a different social stratum than the weapon graves.  

 

FINAL CONSIDERATION 

The multi-dimensional approach presented in this study holds much potential for archaeological and 

historical research, especially in material studies. It is certainly not limited to the realm of military 

equipment studies and may be applied to any artefact category. It is my hope that this study will serve 

as an example of its potential.  
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