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This volume, edited by Hannah-Marie Chidwick, opens with its main point: “War is about 
bodies” (1). Despite the impression that we may get from some ancient textual sources and 
modern scholarship, the human body is the essential element of ancient warfare; it is the human 
body that enables warmaking, not just as an instrument but indeed as a conduit for conflict 
between states (5). The authors who contributed to this volume use a variety of sources—literary, 
material, and bioarchaeological—to re-humanize and re-incarnate ancient warfare, broadly 
conceived to include preparations for war, active combat, and second-phase warfare, as well as 
military communities not actively engaged in conflict. 

The volume is divided into three sections. The first section, “Brutality in the Field,” begins with 
artwork and photographs created by Helen Snell. Snell combined her artworks with excerpts 
from Vegetius’ 4th century CE Roman military manual, and the pieces set the tone for the rest of 
the volume, foregrounding as they do bodies at war and the effects of war on bodies. The second 
chapter in this section, by Fiona McHardy, explores representations of mutilation, especially 
decapitation, in ancient Greek texts. By focusing on the figures of Tomyris, the queen of the 
Massagetae, and Achilles, McHardy explains when and why mutilation occurs and shows one 
way that we can trace intense emotions in warfare scenes. Closing out this section, Rebecca 
Redfern and John Pearce use epigraphic evidence alongside skeletal remains, identified through 
the concept of injury recidivism, to offer a more nuanced perspective on the lives of soldiers in 
Roman Britain from the 1st through 4th centuries CE. Where epitaphs that detail rank and years of 
service elide or erase the trauma of war, the skeletal remains remind us of the realities of military 
life. 

The second section, “Embodying Soldierly Identity,” considers the ways that soldiers identified 
themselves and were identified by others. Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones focuses on clothing worn by 
Parthian mounted archers, exemplified by bronze statue known as the Shami Prince. He uses the 
concept of a body schema to argue that ancient Parthians were deliberate in designing their 
clothing to optimize functional mobility, tactile sensitivity, and protection. Danijel Džino and 
Ewan Shanks Coopey likewise address military clothing in their chapter. Through 
archaeologically recovered objects and sculptural depictions of particular items of military dress, 
including belts and brooches, associated with the Roman garrison at Tilurium (Dalmatia), the 
authors argue that dress and ornament helped assimilate soldiers from across the Empire into a 
unified military community. Finally for this section, Hannah-Marie Chidwick approaches the 
question of gender norms in ancient Roman warfare. She argues that the figure of Camilla in 
Virgil’s Aeneid embodies traditional military virtues typically attributed to Roman males and that 
Camilla is a paradoxical figure because of just how clearly she exposes the expectations to 
perform that are imposed on soldierly bodies. More than any other figure, Chidwick suggests, 
Camilla shows how bodies both make war and are themselves made in war. 

Opening the final section of the volume, “The Post-Combat Body,” Lucia Nováková looks at 
heroic bodies on Greek military monuments. A change occurs in such representations, Nováková 
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argues, during the Peloponnesian War, when Greeks did not fight non-Greeks, but rather each 
other. While these depictions often show fighting bodies, the bodies can be understood at the 
same time as representations of the landscape in which the fighting took place: like the bodies of 
warriors, nature is bloodied and scarred by warfare. Next, Hannah Sorscher presents 
inconsistencies in the imagined fates of Astyanax in Homer’s Iliad. The divergent fates spoken—
and some left unspoken—by the boy’s parents in the poem expose the risks of second-phase 
warfare, include systematic rape, murder, and enslavement of conquered peoples. Sorscher 
reminds readers that soldiers are not the only people affected by combat, as women and children, 
among other members of an ancient community, likewise experienced the transformative bodily 
violence of war. Finally, Jane Draycott discusses bodies fundamentally physically altered by war 
and the use of prostheses to repair and reconstruct them. Such prostheses, rare though they are, 
highlight the potential for ancient combatants to create new narratives for themselves and their 
bodies after war. 

In the conclusion to the volume, Annemarie Ambühl summarizes the question at the heart of 
these essays: how was war embodied in the ancient world? Altogether, the authors provide 
models for understanding the practice and effects of war on individuals, including not just their 
physical bodies, but also their mental faculties, families, and communities. War may be declared 
between states, but it is fought by humans, whose bodies enact war and live—or die—by its 
effects. Given my own specialization, I was surprised that disability and disability theory were 
not more prominent in a collection of essays dedicated to the topic of the body. Disability as a 
subject is largely relegated to Draycott’s chapter, where it appears only as a feature of the post-
combat body; all other chapters seem to assume able-bodiedness in their combatants and 
noncombatants alike. Nevertheless, the volume provides an important foray into the task of 
showcasing the role of the body in ancient warfare and shining new, embodied light onto old 
conflicts. 
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