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1. Drawing of a horse in armour on a 5th-century brick in central Spain 
 
The archaeological site of Cerro de la Muela (also known as El Pulpón) is lo-

cated in central Spain, in Carrascosa del Campo, Cuenca, on a hill at 894 m. It 
lies next to the Roman road that connected the cities of Segobriga (15 km to the 
SE) and Ercávica (50 km to the N) (fig. 1, red point). The site was brought to light 
thanks to the work carried out in 1973-74 by a team from the University of 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada (Sadek 1976). These excavations had little impact on 
the historiography of the region, and the site was almost forgotten until a new 
project was launched in 2014 under the direction of C. Urquijo and D. Urbina. 

Professor Sadek’s research focused on the top of a hill where a rectangular 
building measuring 91 x 75 m was discovered. It has four towers, one in each 
corner, measuring 10 x 10 m. The exterior walls are made of opus caementicium, 
although they are not very thick: 70 cm, except for those of the towers, which are 
1.2 m thick. In certain sections, the remains of these walls are over 2 m high. In-
side, parallel walls have been discovered, forming 12 m wide corridors on all four 
sides. In the eastern part, aligned stone pillars have been preserved, which were 
used to support a pavement of more than 6,800 m². The main entrance opens in 
the south wall, facing the Roman city of Segóbriga. A settlement surrounds the 
building, its archaeological remains scattered across an area of 50 hectares. 
This remarkable structure was built sometime during the first half of the 1st cen-
tury CE and was subsequently reused until the late 4th or early 5th century, al-
though its main structure remained unchanged (fig. 2). 
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Fig. 1. The sites in Iberian peninsula.

Fig. 2. Drone picture plant of a large building at the Cerro de la Muela site (2019).

Cerro de la Muela

San Vicente de Rio Almar



The east wing pillars that supported the pavement are constructed with ash-
lars measuring 1.5 x 0.6 x 0.7 m. They were later reused as cornerstones of 
rooms approximately 3 x 5 m. In one of these rooms, E-5-6, during the 2018 ex-
cavation campaign, a fragment measuring 25.2 x 21.8 x 6.3 cm was identified 
among a group of bricks from the surface level of room E5-6 (excavated in 2015). 
This fragment bore an engraved design, made with a sharp object before firing. 
These bricks appeared in the surface level (above UE50), which consists of com-
pacted clay from the collapse of walls corresponding to the buildings from the 
site’s final occupation period. This layer shows signs of human activity but retains 
small areas in their original state. Among the materials found are open-rimmed 
cooking pots with molded lips, dated to the late 4th century (Vigil-Escalera 2013, 
p. 22, fig. 11; Zarzalejos 2002). Alongside these are fragments of late terra sig-
illata, essentially 37- Hispanic form flakes decorated with large circles, grooves, 
saws, and wheels (Juan et al. 2012). In the habitation level preceding this period 
(UE50), three coins were found: an antoninianus of Claudius II Gothicus and two 
half centenionals of Constans, dating to the mid-4th century AD (the latest coins 
found at the site are two centenionals of Magnus Maximus minted in Lugdunum, 
belonging to the series of “Hispanic imitations” from 383 to 388 AD). In the ad-
joining rooms, small, unaltered areas from this final period have been isolated 
without alteration. In addition to fragments similar to those described above, 
smooth, thin-walled bowls of the 8/Palol 56 type Hispanic sigillata have been 
documented, together with large bowls of the 73, 74, 75 and 77 types, associat-
ed with fragments of African D bowls, especially Hayes 59B, 61A and 62. These 
assemblages date from between the second half of the 4th century and the first 
half of the 5th century (Paz 2008) (fig. 3). 

 
 
2. The engraving 
 
The engraving was made with a punch while the brick was drying in the sun 

before being fired in the kiln. The drawing suggests the crudely rendered silhou-
ette of a horse. It features hatched lines on the neck and other crossed lines in 
a diamond pattern on the head. Taken together, the lines appear to represent a 
piece of cloth or leather covering for the saddle. Two lines converging at the 
mouth can easily be interpreted as the horse’s reins. Slightly more than half of 
the horse’s body, including its two front legs, is preserved, all in a very simple yet 
effective design. Although the lines of the drawing are very crude, probably due 
to the artist’s lack of skill and the difficulty of drawing precise features on this sur-
face, we believe that the animal can be identified as a horse without any doubt. 
In this sense, the similarity in terms of the lengthening of the head and the 
schematism of the body is significant, in the drawing of a quadruped (in this case 
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a deer) drawn on a wall of the rock church of Peña Hueca, Loza, Álava (fig. 5.1), 
of uncertain early medieval date. 

The rider is depicted in an even more schematic way. In fact, he is only 
sketched with a vertical line that ends halfway up the horse’s belly and is finished 
with a curved stroke perpendicular to this line. Despite the crudeness of the draw-
ing, the most plausible interpretation is that this stroke represents a stirrup, as it 
aligns with the end of the body representation, which, at that point on the horse’s 
belly, can only correspond to the rider’s leg and foot. If this interpretation is cor-
rect, its significance would be enormous, as we would be looking at the oldest 
known representation of a rider with stirrups in Western Europe to date (fig 4). 

There are a number of depictions of this type of mount with a style relatively 
similar to the engraving at El Pulpón. A graffito drawn on a plaster wall in Avdat 
(Israel) shows an Arab warrior mounted on a horse, wearing a cuirass rendered 
with crossed lines in a manner very similar to that of our example. It is dated to 
the 2nd century CE (fig. 5.5). A drawing on a tile found in the city of Madara (Bul-
garia), dated to the 7th century, also depicts a warrior wearing a cuirass similarly 
represented with rhomboidal crossed lines. In this case the similarities are clos-
er, since it is a drawing, incised on fresh clay, just like ours (fig. 5.4). Although 
over time the representations tend to be more realistic, while heavy cavalry has 
become the norm, all those made with incisions on hard surfaces like the rock 
engravings of the Solà de Saurí site (Pallars Sobirà) or Castell d’Oroners, or with 
charcoal on soft surfaces such as gypsum (Calatrava la Vieja Castle (Ciudad 
Real). The similarity to the Roman brick representation is still evident. The essen-
tial features – head, neck, body, legs, and reins – are alike (fig. 5). 
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Fig. 3. Place where the brick was found.
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Fig. 4. Brick fragment, picture and drawing of the horseman. 

Fig. 5. 1. Deer figure from Peña Hueca, Loza, Álava. Spain; 2. Horse from Solà de Sauri, Vall d’Assua, 
Pallars Sobirà, Lérida, Spain, XIV-XV c.e. 3. Ostracon from Khumbuz Tepe. IV-III a.c.e. (IVANOV 2012, 
fig. 1); 4. Warrior with lamellar curiass in rooftile, Madara (Bulgaria) (NICOLLE, MCBRIDE 1990, p. 22); 
5. Arab graffito in plate wall, Avdat, SE. Israel, s. II c.e. 



The diamond shapes on the head and the oblique lines on the neck must be due 
to the desire to distinguish two different types of defenses: chamfrons and crinets, 
we would therefore be looking at the representation of an armored horse, typical of 
cataphracts or clibanarii. Probably the oldest representation of a horse with some 
type of armor is that of the vessel found at Khumbuz-tepe (Chorasmia, Uzbekistan), 
dated to the late 4th-early 3rd century BCE. It depicts a horse with armor represented 
in the form of squares, with a rider also protected by armor on his body and legs 
(fig. 5.3) (Ivanov 2012, fig. 1; Nikonorov 1997, fig. 4.g). Another armored horse and 
rider appears in one of the paintings from the palace of Khalchayan (Denov, Uzbek-
istan), dated to the mid-1st century BC (Nikonorov 1997, fig. 31.a). On some bone 
plaques horses and armored riders reappear on a belt buckle from the cemetery of 
Orlat, near Samarkand, dating from the 1st to 3rd centuries BC (Nikonorov 1997, fig. 
43.a). From the 2nd century AD, we have the famous graffito from Dura-Europos, as 
well as the cuirass found at the same site and the depictions of Sarmatian cat-
aphracts on Trajan’s Column (MacDowall, Hook 1995). We conclude this brief 
overview with the pair of horsemen from the petroglyphs of Charchad, Mongolia, 
dating from the 6th and 7th centuries AD (Nicolle, McBride 1990, fig. 57g). 

Basically, horse armor consisted of three elements: chamfrons, or armor cov-
ering the horse’s forehead; crinets, or protection for the mane or neck; and 
bardes, breastplates and armor that protected part or all of the animal’s body 
(Soria 2012, p. 136). These defenses were usually made of fabric and leather, al-
though chamfrons could be made entirely of metal (Wilcox, McBride 1986; 
Nicolle, McBride 1990, 1991, 1996; Peers, Perry 1995,1996; MacDowall, Hook 
1995; Brzezinski, Mielczarek 2002; Farrokh, McBride 2005). Typically, the riders 
of heavy cavalry were partially or fully clad in articulated plate armor combined 
with steel mail defenses (Arrian. Ars Tactica, IV, 1). 

Olbricht (2010, p. 75) concludes that “…It can be stated with certainty that in the 
4th and 3rd centuries BC, the Khorasmians had armored cavalry (which, after the in-
troduction of the long pike, could be called cataphract cavalry), as well as light cav-
alry with long lances”. Thus, heavy cavalry developed, eventually becoming the 
shock force in all Western armies. This is not the place to elaborate on the birth and 
evolution of this new tactic, about which there is abundant literature, including: Az-
zaroli 1985; Wilcox, McBride 1986; Nicolle, McBride, 1990, 1991; Mielczarek 1993; 
Peers, Perry 1995, 1996; Vicente 1999; Brzezinski et al. 2002; Farrokh, McBride 
2012; Soria 2012; Lazaris 2012; Anderson 2016, D’Amato, Neguin 2018. 

 
3. The stirrup controversy 
 
As we noted earlier, in the El Pulpón engraving, the rider is represented by a 

simple vertical line that ends at the midpoint of the animal’s belly. It is finished with 
a curved stroke. With this stroke, the artist seems to have indicated that the body 
(that is, the foot) rests on something that appears unfamiliar. This level of detail, 
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despite the schematic nature of the representation, is consistent with the lines de-
picting the horse’s neck and head guards. If this is not a random stroke (and there 
appears to be nothing random about the drawing), the curved line must represent 
a stirrup. Perhaps a spur, although the drawing does not focus solely on the back 
of the rider’s foot, and spurs had been used in cavalry for centuries. Therefore, we 
believe the most logical conclusion is that it represents a stirrup. 

There are numerous studies on the emergence of the stirrup and its qualities 
for horse riding, including: White 1962; Bivar 1995; Curta 2008; Ivanišević, 
Bugarski 2012; Lazaris 2005; Quesada 2005; De Vries, Smith 2012, pp. 99-114; 
Conyard 2013; Coulston 2013. Along with the saddle, the stirrup is one of the 
most effective tools for enhancing rider stability, as it improves balance while 
providing a secure point of support during cavalry charges. Therefore, its use 
should be linked to the popularization of heavy cavalry. It was even suggested 
that the stirrup was the main cause of the emergence of heavy military cavalry, 
responsible for the birth of feudal society (White 1962, pp. 28-38). We have seen 
how there is evidence of “defenses” on horses and riders from at least the 4th 
century BC (Olbricht 2010). However, these models represent isolated cases 
that will not spread to other regions. According to Arrian (Tact., XLIV), Hadrian 
was the first to introduce cataphracts to the Roman Army, undoubtedly influ-
enced by the knowledge his predecessor Trajan gained in his wars against the 
Parthians. But nothing is said about the use of the stirrup. 

There seems to be unanimity regarding the Chinese origin of the regular use 
of the stirrup, around the 2nd century BC. From there it spread to Kora and Cen-
tral Asia, where it was used regularly in the 4th and 5th centuries, reaching Europe 
between the 7th and 9th centuries (Dien 1986; Olbrich 2010; Neguin, D’Amato 
2020; Suhr 2020). There is also a degree of agreement in attributing the popu-
larization of the stirrup from the Eurasian steppes to the Avars (Pohl 2018; 
Neguin, D’Amato 2020; Suhr 2020). In this regard, the absence of literary refer-
ences or iconographic representations prior to the 6th century AD seems to be a 
very convincing argument in favor of a late adoption of the stirrup. 

From an archaeological point of view, evidence has been provided the an-
cient Avar custom consisted of part of the military equipment that usually includ-
ed stirrups, horse bits and spearheads (Daim 2003, p. 468). This led to the belief 
that the use of stirrups had been introduced to the West through contact be-
tween the Germanic and Hun peoples and the Avar horsemen who had arrived 
from the Asian steppes (Bishop, Coulston 2006, p. 123). However, archaeologi-
cal evidence of the use of stirrups among the Avars does not seem to go beyond 
the 6th century AD (Kazanski 2012, p. 196.f; Curta 2013). 

The absence of literary references is not a definitive argument since, for ex-
ample, in China, the first closed stirrups appear to have been recorded in the 
mid-4th century AD, yet there is no documentary evidence until the end of the fol-
lowing century (Dien, 1986, pp. 34-36). Today, despite the reluctance shown 
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decades ago, the idea of early use of stirrups among the Avars (and also other 
steppe peoples such as the Huns) is gaining ground among researchers (Que-
sada 2005, p. 141.f; Olbricht 2010). For some authors, the use of stirrups among 
the Huns had already become widespread in the second half of the 5th century 
AD, to the point that they consider it the cause of this people’s superiority in their 
confrontations with the Sassanid Persians (Anderson 2016, p. 97.f). In fact, many 
researchers have revised the date of the stirrup’s appearance in the West and 
suggest that it was used in the Battle of Adrianople (378 AD), in which the Alan 
and Roxolani cavalry contingents played a decisive role in the victory over the 
imperial army (Amm. 31. 12–13. 5) (Barbero 2005; Zaroff 2017, p. 234). There are 
even those who argue that the development of heavy cavalry from the 4th century 
onwards was nothing more than a consequence of the spread of the use of stir-
rups (Azzaroli 1985, pp. 157-159). 

In any case, it seems clear that the popularisation of the stirrup is related to 
Chinese heavy cavalry units. Horses with armour and larger weapons, such as 
lances and composite bows, optimised the use of larger animals and pieces that 
provided better support for the rider, such as the saddle and stirrup. But all of 
this depended on a military tactic involving the use of heavy cavalry. For this rea-
son, the stirrup took some time to be assimilated in other places. The emergence 
of the cataphract seems to be the result of the fusion of the achievements of Cen-
tral Asia and, in a broader sense, of the Achaemenid military traditions with those 
of Macedonia. From the end of the Achaemenid period onwards, the importance 
of heavy cavalry in the military art of Western Asia began to grow, reaching its 
peak during the Arsacid period, when the tactics of cataphracts and horse 
archers were successfully employed in battle (Olbricht 2010, pp. 81-82). These 
traditions set the tone for many trends, including the development of armour for 
horses. Archaeological evidence confirms this existence (Neguin, D’Amato 
2020; Suhr 2020; Bayarsaikhan et al. 2023). 

 
 
4. The meaning of the drawing 
 
The above lines are merely intended to explain the context in which the 

drawing of the horse found at the Cerro de la Muela site is inserted. We do not 
wish to force the sources in order to chronologically fit the line that could corre-
spond to a stirrup. In the chronological context in which the El Pulpón brick is 
included (late 4th-early 5th century CE), heavy cavalry units, recruited in imitation 
of the Parthian and Sassanid armies, were a relatively widespread phenomenon 
in the Roman army, especially in the east and in units close to the imperial en-
vironment. Therefore, there is nothing strange about the drawing of an armored 
horse on the brick from Cerro de la Muela, beyond the exceptional nature of the 
drawing itself.  
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The engraving was undoubtedly made by someone with no experience in 
drawing. His intention seems to have been to show others something he knew, 
either because he had seen it in an area close to where he lived, on some of his 
travels (if he made any) or perhaps because he had taken part in a battle where 
the elements he depicted on the horse were used. Certainly, the cataphract cav-
alry must have made an impact on those who saw it in battle or on parade. 
Plutarch tells us about the battle of Carrhae (Crassus, 25.1) that the Parthian cat-
aphracts were sometimes used as a means of inspiring panic rather than as an 
effective weapon of combat. 

One hypothesis is that the author was a soldier who had participated in bat-
tles, both on the eastern borders and in the West, as these types of mounts with 
defenses were becoming common in all armies. In Hispania, there were situa-
tions of instability, such as in 384, when the usurper Magnus Maximus dominated 
Hispania after taking control of the prefecture of Gaul, a year earlier (remember 
that two coins belonging to this figure have been found in Cerro de la Muela). In 
407 Constantine III took power in Britain and extended it to Hispania, not without 
encountering some resistance. It was precisely the fear that Theodosius’ rela-
tives would join forces with Honorius that led the proclaimed emperor to appoint 
his son Constans as Caesar of the diocese and send General Gerontius to His-
pania. Over the next two years, a civil war took place on our soil, as Theodosius’ 
relatives, Didymus and Verinianus, assembled a private army in Lusitania to fight 
the army of the usurper of the Diocese, Constantine III, commanded by Geron-
tius (Arce 1986, p. 151; Arce 2007, chap. I). 

Despite having been reused for almost four centuries, the praesidium of 
Cerro de la Muela retained the general lines of its structure until its final days, 
including the four towers, the outer walls and the four buildings inside each of 
its wings. Despite the reuse of the ashlars from the east wing, the building con-
tinued to look like a fort until the end. This meant that it could be used as such 
again whenever necessary. In the absence of a detailed study of the findings, 
some of the items found in the excavations can be interpreted as belt pieces, 
similar to those found in neighbouring Huete or villages from in Mesa de Ocaña 
(Aurrecoechea 1999). Likewise, the chronology of the building’s layout shows 
great structural similarities with the castra and castella of the North African and 
Middle Eastern limes, especially with the so-called centenaria or quadriburgia 
of Diocletian’s time (Southern, Dixon 1996, pp. 27, 130-139). It is true, however, 
that the typology of these forts has hardly changed since the beginning of the 
Empire (fig. 6). 

In any case, we believe that the evidence of the drawing and the depiction of 
a horse with protective coverings cannot be ignored, as it constitutes one of the 
few examples from this period, and perhaps, given the graphic evidence of a 
stirrup, would make it the oldest in Europe. But with this, we only intend to reiter-
ate that archaeological finds represent only a small percentage of the materials 
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that once existed. With them, we try to reconstruct the past, and sometimes a 
small detail can drastically change our perception. That is the value we place on 
the drawing from Cerro de la Muela. 

 
 
5. The Visigothic slate of San Vicente (Alconada, Salamanca) 
 
The collapse of the imperial administration in Hispania in the 5th century led 

to the emergence of regional cultures that are often difficult to trace archaeolog-
ically. Fortunately for us, the south of the province of Salamanca is one of the 
areas that has provided the most abundant archaeological data, thanks above 
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Fig. 6. Late Roman Fortresses. Plans of late imperial Roman camps in the eastern delta of Egypt and 
the limes arabicus. 1. PEREA 2003, p. 139. 2. BREEZE, REDDÉ 2021, fig. 137. 3. RUSHWORTH 2015, p. 125, 
fig 10.2.  



all to the large number of slate finds (Velázquez 1989, 2004; Morín 2003). Among 
all the documented material, we are particularly interested in one specimen with 
a strange drawing. The slate measures 47 x 36 x 2.5 cm and was found in San 
Vicente de Río Almar (Alconada), a site (fig. 1, blue point) that has also yielded 
a Roman tombstone and some remains of Roman and Visigothic settlements, in-
cluding a necropolis and slates. It is very possible that the slate comes from the 
latter site (Santonja, Moreno 1991-92; Morín 2006) . 

The piece in question was studied by M. Santonja and M. Moreno (Santonja, 
Moreno 1991-92; Santonja, Velázquez 2006). To briefly summarise the findings 
of the aforementioned study, we can say that the engraving depicts four figures: 
two standing human figures, both facing forward, one of them superimposed on 
a horse in profile, and finally, a snake descending diagonally into the main scene 
from the upper right corner (fig. 7). 

The first character, located on the right side of the scene, is dressed in a 
long-sleeved tunic with his right arm extended towards the other human figure. 
The garment has lines that suggest a padded gambeson-type tunic with rein-
forced or decorated bands on the collar and sides. A series of zigzag lines 
drawn on the neck seem to indicate a mesh ruff. 

The second figure is also depicted facing forward, with arms outstretched, 
dressed in a long-sleeved tunic fastened with a belt. The filling of the tunic fea-
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Fig. 7. Salamanca Museum. San Vicente del Río Almar (Alconaba, Salamanca). Slate decorated with 
drawings. M. Santonja and M. Moreno, 1991–1992. 



tures a design of lines that seem to correspond to some type of defensive attire. 
It also shows what appears to be a ruff, although this time the filling is formed by 
a latticework similar to that of the belt he wears. The author has shown great in-
terest in the representation of this last object: the drawing allows us to appreciate 
the curved edge as well as what appear to be two lateral appendages. The face 
of this second character has circular eyes below the eyebrows, and a nose, both 
framed by a double oval filled with lines. Above, the artist drew what appears to 
be a headdress that falls on both sides of the face. Another interesting detail 
worth noting is that the nose is also lined. 

Second figure appears superimposed on a horse. Although difficult to see, it 
is possible to make out the animal’s bridle and reins, as well as part of what ap-
pears to be a chamfron. A series of lines in the area of the cape seem to suggest 
some kind of defensive fence. Santonja and Moreno considered that the author 
of the drawing wanted to represent figure B mounted on the horse, but the truth 
is that this intention is not very clear in the drawing. 

The last figure in the scene is a snake moving diagonally downwards from the 
upper right corner of the slate towards the horse. Although the figure is incom-
plete, it is possible to make out the scales and a kind of beard or hair sprouting 
from the animal’s skin. 

 
 
6. Interpretation of the San Vicente slate 
 
At the time, Santonja and Moreno defended the hypothesis that the engraving 

reproduced the famous apocalyptic passage of the Whore of Babylon and the 
Beast (fig. 8). However, we have elsewhere set out our objections to this inter-
pretation, objections that can be summarised as the absence of the seven heads 
and the chalice held by the harlot, as well as the appearance of the serpent in-
dependently of the beast, something unusual in the manuscript tradition (Barroso 
et al. 2025a). Another argument against this interpretation has to do with the 
strange belt worn by character B. It is interesting to note the striking morphology 
of this belt, as it is very reminiscent of military-style belts (baltea) also used in 
gladiatorial games (Wisdom, McBride 2001). The two appendages of the belt 
probably correspond to some type of heraldic appliqué similar to those found on 
the “multiple” belts of nomadic cavalry (Paulsen, Schach-Dörges 1978; Kazanski 
2012, p. 196; Sasse et al. 1995) (fig. 9). 

Here, the artist seems to have misinterpreted the motif, although he undoubt-
edly showed great interest in depicting them because they must have struck him 
as a strange element of the rider’s attire. In any case, the belt on the slate shows 
a clear similarity to some strange objects found at various sites on the peninsula 
and in ancient Gothic Septimania, which were mistakenly catalogued as pruning 
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shears (Hierro 2018, pp. 180-184). These are obviously plated belts typical of 
cavalry, as demonstrated by the Alconada engraving itself and the fact that the 
lower part of these objects is curved in order to better fit the back of the saddle. 
The saddle itself, with its striped back and strange design on the head, as well 
as the particular shape of the ears, seems to suggest a mount with laminated de-
fences and/or padded breastplate and saddlecloth. 

In our opinion, all these details seem to indicate that we are looking at a rep-
resentation of a warrior wearing a helmet and chain mail, plate and chain mail ar-
mour, and a military cincture. What is truly interesting about this figure is that he 
is a special type of man-at-arms who, precisely because of his unique character, 
must have caught the artist’s attention. 
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Fig. 8. Madrid, National Library. Beatus of Facundus, f. 225v. The Prostitute of Babylon.



Indeed, the military equipment of figure B seems to indicate that we are look-
ing at a heavy cavalryman of the clibanarii or catafractarii type, typical of certain 
elite cavalry troops of the Late Empire (MacDowall, Hook 1995). Amianus Mar-
cellinus (c. 330-c.400 AD) described these magnificent warriors and the undeni-
able psychological effect that the sight of their splendid appearance had on their 
enemies (Vicente 1999). 

“... he was surrounded by dragons, woven from purple thread and tied to the 
golden, jewelled tips of the spears, with large mouths open to the breeze and 
therefore hissing as if excited by anger, and leaving their tails waving in the 
wind. And marching on both sides were twin lines of infantry soldiers with 
shields and crests gleaming with shining rays, dressed in shining chain mail; 
and scattered among them was the fully armed cavalry (which they called cliba-
narii), all masked, provided with protective breastplates and girded with iron 
belts, so that they could be considered statues polished by the hand of Praxite-
les, not men. Thin circles of iron plates, fitted to the curves of their bodies, com-
pletely covered their limbs; so that in whatever direction they had to move their 
limbs, their clothing fit them well, so skillfully were the joints made (Amm. 16. 10. 
7-8)” (italics are ours). 

Despite the fragmentary nature of the representation, the mysterious serpent 
waving above character B allows us to reasonably conjecture that it is a draco, 
the typical standard of the Sarmatian heavy cavalry, perhaps misinterpreted by 
the artist, since in all known representations and archaeologically documented 
examples, the head was usually attached to the pole. The artist’s confusion can 
be explained by the fact that he must have made the engraving from data he 
had previously memorised (fig. 10). Although they had been known since an-
cient times, wind sleeve-shaped standards, traditionally used by the nomadic 
peoples of the steppes and of disputed origin (Persian, Iranian or Sarmatian), 
were adopted by the empire’s heavy cavalry squadrons from the 2nd and 3rd 
centuries AD onwards as a result of Rome’s contact with the Dacian and Sar-
matian peoples (Coulston 1991, 2013; Brzezinski, Mielczarek, Embleton 2002; 
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Fig. 9. Multiple” belt plates 1 Saucedo (Toledo). 
2 Christlein (Sasse 1995). 



Vermaat 1999-2011; Kavanagh 2015, figs. 6-7). According to Vegetius (Epit. 1. 
20, 1. 23/ 2. 13), by the 4th century the draco had become widespread as the 
standard of the Roman cavalry (Epit. 2. 7). We have some notable graphic evi-
dence, such as the Chester stele (Mihailescu-Bîrliba 2009) (fig. 11) and the rep-
resentation of Saint Theodore Stratelates of Vinica (Viniĉko, Macedonia) (Proeva 
1994, p. 502f; fig. 7; Dimitrova 2012, pp. 221-229; Dimitrova 2013; Dimitrova 
2016, pp. 10-13 (fig. 12). 

The historian Arrian of Nicomedia (circa 89- circa 175 AD) vividly describes 
the use of dracontes or dragons by the Scythian cavalry: 

‘The Scythian standards are serpents (δράκοντες) of equal length held on 
spear shafts. They are made of pieces of coloured cloth sewn together, and the 
head and entire body down to the tail resemble snakes, so that they appear more 
terrifying. And when the horses are not trembling, the multicoloured bodies can 
be seen hanging down, but when they charge, they fill with air from the wind, so 
that they look more like beasts and even hiss when a strong wind blows through 
them with much movement” (Tact. 35. 2-4) (italics are ours). 

With regard to this description, we must remember that the variety of colours 
on the banners was due to the need to distinguish between the different cavalry 
units, as well as to signal manoeuvres on the battlefield. This would explain, in 
our opinion, the legend of the coloured spears that preceded Eurico’s royal in-
vestiture (Hydatius 243; Isidorus Hisp. HG 35) (Barroso et al. 2025a). 
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Fig. 10. Koblenz. Landesmuseum. Draco of Niederbieber. Wikimedia CC/C. Raddato. 
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Fig. 11. Chester. Grosvenor Museum. Funerary stele depicting a draconarius. Wikimedia CC/ W. 
Sauber. 

Fig. 12. Vinica (Viniĉko, Macedonia) Plate of Saint Theodore Stratelates (DIMITROVA 2016). 



7. Conclusion: the Alan presence in the Iberian Peninsula 
 
In summary, we believe that the San Vicente slate seems to fit into a group of 

representations of heavy cavalry horsemen that is relatively well known in the 
world of the Iranian-Sarmatian steppes (Brzezinski, Mielczarek, Embleton 2002; 
Wilcox, McBride 1986). In most cases, these representations were the result of 
the impact that these types of warriors, due to their rarity and spectacular nature, 
had on the people who watched in awe as the horsemen and their mounts pa-
raded by (fig. 13). 

To date, representations of this type have hardly been documented in the 
western part of the empire. The engraving on brick found at the Muela del Pulpón 
site, which we have analysed previously (Barroso et al. 2025b), would also be-
long to this group. The chronology of the find (late 4th-early 5th century AD) is 
consistent with the proposal defended here for the Salamanca slate and would 
fit within a general historical framework determined by the collapse of the empire 
and the establishment of the first barbarian settlements. 

We have more doubts when it comes to determining when the representation 
of the knight on the slate should be included, given the absence of a precise ar-
chaeological context. Based on the chronology of the Salamanca site and the 
phenomenon of the slates themselves, we believe that this is an Alano-Sarmatian 
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Fig. 13. Draconarius. Roman Festival at Augusta Raurica Roman Cavalry Reenactment. Wikimedia 
CC/ B. Codrin. 



cataphractarius and not an imperial clibanarius, as most of the latter were de-
ployed on the eastern borders or alongside the emperor (Duarte 2007; Neira 
2005). 

Literary sources and, increasingly, archaeological research report the arrival 
in Hispania of large contingents of Alans and Sarmatians, as well as the pre-em-
inence of the Alans over the Suebi and Hasdingi Vandals (Hydatius 68). This pri-
macy gives some idea of the importance that the Alan element must have had, a 
circumstance that, incomprehensibly, has been relegated in research in favour of 
the Suevi and Vandals (Bachrach 1973; Alemany 2000; Zaroff 2017). Neverthe-
less, we consider it very likely that most of the finds from level I/level D2-D3 of 
Tejral discovered on the peninsula should be attributed to this Alan horizon (Bar-
roso et al. 2006). In general, this type of find (the Beja sword, the Albaicín neck-
lace, the Beiral ring and necklace, the Cacabelos comb, etc.) is usually associat-
ed indiscriminately with the Suebi or Vandals (Arezes 2018; López 2001; Pinar, 
Ripoll 2008), although, archaeologically speaking, they find their closest parallel 
in the fashion of the nomads of the steppes (Kazanski 1996). Without a doubt, the 
princely female burials documented in recent years in Mérida, which are consid-
ered to be Suevi (Heras, Olmedo 2015; 2018; 2018-2019; Mateos 2023, p. 275), 
but which display a feminine style typical of steppe populations (Kazanski 1995) 
(fig. 14). The lavish burial of a warrior excavated a few years ago in Torrejón de 
Velasco (Madrid) would point in the same direction (Barroso 2018, pp. 101-108). 
The same phenomenon should also be associated with the reoccupation of 
Roman villas such as El Val in Alcalá de Henares and Tinto Juan de la Cruz in 
Pinto (Barroso et al. 2001, pp. 197-202), as well as certain anomalous burials in 
the Madrid necropolis of Gózquez and the huts associated with them (Vigil 2000; 
Morín, Barroso 2025). It is also possible that some unusual finds can be explained 
– at least indirectly – in this way. This would be the case of the bracteae from the 
Martí Esteve collection at the Museum of Valencia (Barroso, Morín 2014) or the 
jade claw-shaped pendant and cylindrical jug from the Villaverde y Pasaconsol 
necropolis kept at the Museum of Cuenca (Barroso, 2019, p. 235f). 

In fact, in 411, the barbarians made a pact that established the respective 
areas of activity for each people: the Suebi settled in southern Gallaecia and the 
Vandals in northern Gallaecia (Hasdingi) and Baetica (Silingi). For their part, the 
Alans were assigned to settle in Lusitania and inland Carthaginia (Hydatius 42 
and 49). Hidatius himself points out that the Alans established their own kingdom 
in Lusitania. This is an important fact because it gives an idea of the Alans’ war-
rior potential, something that, as has been said, has been systematically under-
estimated by most authors. After several defeats at the hands of the Goths of 
Walia and the death of their king Addax (Alemany 1993), the Alan kingdom finally 
collapsed in 419 and its survivors were integrated into the gens of the Hasdingi 
Vandals (Hydatius 68; Isidorus HG 22). Over time, as would later happen with the 
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Fig. 14 Late Roman necropolis of Mérida (Heras Olmedo, 2015 figs 15.5 and 15.7g). 1. Gold plates 
from the burial of a young woman (grave 1). 2. Gold deposit: necklace, pendants, spherical beads 
and two pins with polyhedral ends (grave 2). 



Siling Vandals, these Alan-Sarmatian populations would eventually be absorbed 
by the predominant Suebi and Visigoth groups, until they disappeared complete-
ly as an independent gens. In fact, this submission has been one of the reasons 
for their neglect in research. However, the testimony of Hydatius cited above is 
very categorical in measuring the Alan superiority over their neighbors. 

However, once the Addax kingdom collapsed, the integration of the Alans 
into other ethnic structures was not complete, nor did it prevent some of its mem-
bers from remaining faithful to their ancestral traditions, even preserving a par-
ticular funeral ritual that is a simplified reproduction of the pit and chamber buri-
als documented in the Eurasian steppes, as can be seen in some graves in the 
Gózquez de Arriba necropolis (Kazanski 2017; Barroso 2018, pp. 96-101). 

Literary sources also attest to the presence of Alan-Sarmatian populations 
years after the disappearance of the Alan kingdom. An analysis of Visigothic-era 
names suggests a possible Alan-Sarmatian origin for some of the bishops of the 
time. Names such as Atala, Attila, Audax, Armenius, Asiaticus, Sarmata, etc. 
(García 1974, n. 461, 635, 566, 480, 564, 373) should be linked to the presence 
of Alan-Sarmatian and Hunnic populations still present at the end of the 6th cen-
tury and in the 7th century. 

If the interpretation defended here is confirmed, the slate from San Vicente 
would be an important testimony to the presence of these Alan-Sarmatian ele-
ments in the kingdom of Toledo, which would have to be added to the archaeo-
logical and literary evidence analysed here. All of this would fill an archaeological 
gap in Hispania, which contrasts with what research has revealed for other 
provinces of the Roman West (Bachrach 1967; 1973; Kovalenskaja 1993; Kazan-
ski 1996; 2013; 2020; Mastykova, Kazanski 2006; Alemany 2006). 

 

Dionisio Urbina Martínez, Rafael Barroso Cabrera, Jorge Morín de Pablos

198



Forgotten horsemen of Hispania: Alan-Sarmatian legacies in the Late Roman West

199

Abstract 
As far as archaeological research is concerned, the century and a half that elapses 
between the end of Roman domination in Hispania and the consolidation of the Visigothic 
kingdom of Toledo remains to this day one of the least known periods in peninsular history. 
The lack of archaeological data underlines the importance of the two popular testimonies 
that we present in these pages. These are rare finds in the western European panorama 
and, even less so, in the Iberian Peninsula: an engraving on brick from La Muela de El 
Pulpón (Carrascosa del Campo, Cuenca) and a drawing on slate found in San Vicente del 
Río Almar (Alconada, Salamanca). These two interesting finds and the historical context in 
which they are placed will serve as an excuse to address some problems posed by this 
dark period, especially in relation to the presence of heavy cavalry units and Alan-Sarmatian 
contingents in the western part of the Empire. 
Keywords: stirrups, standards, draco, draconarius, cataphractarius, clibanarius, Alans, 
Visigoth slates. 
 
Per quanto riguarda la ricerca archeologica, il secolo e mezzo che intercorre tra la fine 
della dominazione romana in Hispania e il consolidamento del regno visigoto di Toledo 
rimane ancora oggi uno dei periodi meno conosciuti della storia peninsulare. La mancanza 
di dati archeologici sottolinea l’importanza delle due testimonianze popolari che presen-
tiamo in questo contributo. Si tratta di reperti rari nel panorama dell’Europa occidentale 
e, ancor più, nella penisola iberica: un’incisione su mattone proveniente da La Muela de 
El Pulpón (Carrascosa del Campo, Cuenca) e un disegno su ardesia rinvenuto a San Vi-
cente del Río Almar (Alconada, Salamanca). Questi due interessanti reperti e il contesto 
storico in cui sono inseriti serviranno da spunto per affrontare alcuni problemi posti da 
questo periodo oscuro, soprattutto in relazione alla presenza di unità di cavalleria pesante 
e contingenti alan-sarmati nella parte occidentale dell’Impero.  
Parole chiave: staffe, stendardi, draco, draconarius, cataphractarius, clibanarius, Alani, 
ardesie visigote.
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