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Thesis Abstract

This thesis is an interdisciplinary study of medieval and early modern staff
weapons, with the goal of creating a new typology and classification system. For
the purposes of this thesis surviving material culture and iconography from several
museums and collections have been examined and compared. The largest number
of objects studied belongs to the Royal Armouries, where I had the privilege of

closely examining key examples.

In contrast to most previous studies that usually approach the subject of
the typology of staff weapons from a perspective of linear evolution, this thesis
attempts to revisit and re-examine the relationships of different weapon groups by
thoroughly investigating their forms and how they affected their function. A new
typological system of categorization is suggested by combining previous
scholarship and new ideas for easier identification of different staff-weapon groups
and sub-groups whilst at the same time keeping it as simple, descriptive and precise
as possible. The design of this new typological system relies on the use and

comparison of iconography and surviving weapons.

This thesis also makes use of disciplines such as physics and materials
science to better understand how certain technical feature affected the use of staff
weapons. Disciplines that have not been widely used in this field can produce new
data on the construction and function of the examined objects. Non-destructive
experimentation and metallurgical analysis are used to analyze technical
characteristics of staff weapons that have hardly been considered in previous

scholarship.
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The overall aim of this thesis is to create a typology that can be used as a
reference point for future investigation of staff weapons. The alternative disciplines

introduced and used will hopefully inspire new perspectives and further research.
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Chapter I: Introduction

1.1. Initial Information

This thesis examines the different forms and uses of staff weapons which
developed and were wielded throughout the fifteenth and first half of the sixteenth
century in central and Western Europe. Through the study of surviving weapons
and artistic representations, an interpretation of their use will be attempted. This
will culminate in a typology of staff weapons. A classification of the different types
of this group of weapons will be made, and the complexity and confusion caused
by previous studies and organizational systems will be discussed. Considering their
military importance and the number of surviving examples from the late Middle
Ages and the Early Modern period staff weapons have been largely understudied in
modern scholarship. Both brief and lengthy works tend to assess the form of
smaller groups of staff weapons from an evolutionary perspective, ignoring the
realities of their use. The aim of this research is to bring together previously
studied topics, address problems, and introduce an interdisciplinary approach in

order to investigate details of this important weapon group.

The choice of the timeframe is influenced by the fact that although the use
of staff weapons increased in the early fourteenth century, as can be seen in
contemporary art, as well as in surviving material culture, the peak of their use and
production came later in the fifteenth and eatly sixteenth century. This increase is
connected to the changes of military organization and conduct of war, which
influenced the technological production of weapons and vice versa. These changes
were integrated in the martial culture of the examined geographical area even

further in the fifteenth century, as the production of artistic depictions of staff



weapons in addition to surviving examples increased significantly. In the sixteenth
century weapon forms developed further, always as part of ever-evolving warfare,
and military themed artistic production focused often on the soldier, with a variety
of staff weapons being illustrated. As a weapon group staff weapons are part of the
equipment used by infantry. The examination of the wider use of staff weapons
can be better understood considering that the context is the major conflicts that
took place within the aforementioned geographical and chronological boundaries,
such as the second half of the Hundred Years’ War, the Hussite Wars, the Wars of
the Roses, the Burgundian Wars, the German Peasants’ War and the Italian Wars
(sometimes also referred to as the Habsburg-Valois Wars because of the opposing
forces in its their later years). Most of the conflicts mentioned triggered some form
of artistic production, often literary or pictorial in nature, and in these survive
several depictions of staff weapons across the wide chronological spectrum studied
herein. Because the examination of material culture and consistent iconography is
necessary for this research, the starting point will be the eatly fifteenth century.
Earlier examples from most weapon categories are scarce and the artistic mediums
and techniques do not depict weapons with a level of detail that is sufficient to
produce solid observations base on art-material culture comparison. Artistic
production flourished in fifteenth century Europe and artistic techniques
progressed often towards the direction of realism, which makes the study of
objects in the more precise. This continued in the eatly sixteenth century, and after
the spread of printing, artistic mediums such as the woodcut, detailed-based
iconography became common even outside the boundaries of painting. The bulk
of surviving staff weapons is roughly dated after the middle of the fifteenth century

and especially after the first quarter of sixteenth century. The examination of



weapons is paramount to this research and the lack of material examples in certain

weapon categories will be addressed.

The main issue that this study has to face is the problem of terminology.
When it comes to the identification of weaponry both modern scholarship and
primary material often use unidentifiable generic terms and generally do not go
into detail regarding the use of weapons. Classification systems are necessary
artificial concepts that help in the study of objects. Because of the chronological
spread of the relevant scholarship and the lack of communication and
consideration within the current terminology and classification varies in different
works. This thesis will bring together previous scholarship and new ideas and will
create a new system for the categorization of staff weapons. The terminology that
will be used for the different groups and sub-groups will be a combination of new

ideas and well established terms.

The structure of this thesis is based around the directly connected dipole of
form and use. The first chapter provides a brief survey of previous research on
staff weapons, a description of the methodology to be followed in the thesis, and a
brief overview of the military background of the period as discussed in secondary
literature and how it affected the spread of staff weapon use. The following
chapters will revolve around the classification and the technical characteristics of
staff weapons, which are amongst the usual themes explored in pre-existing
scholarship but usually separated examining only smaller groups or aspects of staff
weapons. Additionally, certain mechanical aspects of the weapon will be discussed
through the lens of physics and materials science in order to better understand

more of the weapons and their use, through an approach that has rarely been used



before. The final chapter is a case study on a specific staff weapon that will serve as

an example to apply the different theories explored in this thesis.

The combination of iconography, science and surviving weapons
facilitates the investigation of the development of staff weapons and their use.
Expanding the potential of research by approaching the form and use of staff
weapons via different perspectives and disciplines such as archaeology, art history,
physics, mechanics, and kinesiology, can produce answers and results that have not

been considered by previous research, or in some cases at least raise new questions.

1.2. The Staff Weapon (1400-1550)

A staff weapon is a two-handed weapon used on foot, which depending on its type
can have different offensive uses such as thrusting, cutting, pulling, throwing and
bludgeoning. It can be edged or blunt. It mainly consists of two parts: a long
wooden shaft surmounted by a metal head. Additional parts are sometimes added
on the shaft as part of a finishing process such as reinforcing metal strips, called
langets. On occasion the shaft is made of steel or other metals, and the head can
sometimes include wooden parts. The length of the shaft varies depending on the
category of the staff weapon and can be from one up to six metres. Additional
parts might be attached to the weapon such as a spike on the lower end of the
shaft, protective hand-guards, or mechanisms to safely secure the head on the
shaft. The utility of staff weapons revolves around the reach they can provide to
the user as well as the different offensive potential based on the technical
characteristics of the weapon’s head. Their versatility depends on these

characteristics and can potentially allow the user to perform a succession of hits



with the consecutive use of different features, or complex actions such as
disarming, tripping, tangling and pushing. The aim of the wielder is to increase his
threat at range and by an increased power deriving from the kinetic energy
produced through perpendicular thrusts and centrifugal strikes. Staff weapons can
be devastating against both infantry and cavalry, as most were designed to
penetrate armour. Their length allowed the user to fight enemies on foot from
distance and to be able to withstand a cavalry charge, or to cut down a mounted
opponent. At the same time the increased length was also their weakness as they

could not be used effectively in close quarters combat.

Simpler staff weapons used for thrusting, such as the spear, have been in
use for thousands of years. Variations of long spears of up to six meters long have
been used in antiquity, as well as throwing spears and javelins in Europe, the Near
East and the Mediterranean. However, most of the weapons examined and
included in the aforementioned definition are more complex than their
predecessors and many of them initially originated from agricultural tools or other
weapons with the addition of the shaft. This will have to be addressed individually
for each weapon category. Before most staff weapons became obsolete in warfare,
after the examined period, certain types became heavily decorated and were used

for display, which signaled their decline.



1.3. The Military Context of the Use of Staff Weapons

1.3.1. A Time of Wars

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were a period of conflict across Europe. It
was also a time of innovation and transition in technology, which affected military
technology. New instruments of war in combination with further developments in
military thinking changed the conduct of war. War changed significantly both on
land and at sea, possibly reflecting the socio-political changes in the organization of
different European forces of this time." It is pointless to argue, at least in the
context of this research, to what extent military technological changes such as the
extensive use of artillery or the development of specific staff weapons affected the
conduct of war from a technologically deterministic point of view or if these
weapons were developed to fit into a certain military way of thinking.” What is
important is to construct an initial framework for the better understanding of the

historical context in which staff weapons were used.

The importance of infantry warfare was not something that occurred only
in the examined period. Already from the late thirteenth century the role of
infantry was increased and the equipment used was often specialized to fight
against cavalry.” Changes in warfare such as the increased use of combined arms,

that is to say infantry, cavalry, and artillery working in conjunction, become

! Frank Tallett and D.J.B. Trim, “Then Was Then and Now is Now’: An Overview of Change and
Continuity in Late-Medieval and Early-Modern Warfare’, in Exropean Warfare: 1350-1750, ed. by
Frank Tallett and D.].B. Trim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 1-26. The article
discusses changes in warfare, and problems that arise discussing them, such as cultural differences,
technological determinism, and state problems in the funding and organization of an army.

2'The interpretation and importance of technological determinism in military history is a lengthy
subject which will not be discussed here, because of the lack of space and due to the factor that it
remains a topic of subjective approach for modern academics.

3 John France, Western Warfare in the Age of the Crusades: 1000-1300 (London: UCL Press Limited,
1999), p. 28.



discernible from the early fourteenth century onwards.* Through several battles
such as Courtrai (1302), Bannockburn (1314), Morgarten (1315), Laupen (1339),
Morlaix (1342) and Crécy (1340), infantry forces started to demonstrate their
importance in determining the outcome of a conflict.” This was a major change
that ended the dominant role of the cavalry on the battlefield.® The shock caused
by the charge of the cavalry often lost its effectiveness against the thicket of long
staff weapons. Through several successful battles infantry forces started claiming
their importance to the outcome of a conflict, alongside the cavalry, which had
previously been the decisive factor of a battle. These changes kept developing and
becoming more and more evident as many European forces were tangled in a
situation of near-constant war, and with the technological improvements brought

into warfare, the face of battle kept changing.

The fifteenth century not only saw the continuation of the Hundred Years’
Woar which lasted for the better part of it, but major conflicts were fought
throughout Europe as borders kept shifting and forces were reshaped. Great
conflicts of the fifteenth century that reflect these changes in warfare include the
Hussite Wars (1419-1434), the Old Zirich War (1440-1446), the Revolt of Ghent
(1449-1453), the Thirteen Years War (1454-1460), the Wars of the Roses (1455-
1487), the Swiss-Burgundian Wars (1474-1477), the War of Ferrara (1482-1484),

the Swabian War of 1499, the German Peasant Revolts (1524-1525) and many

4 For the study of the evolving importance of infantry in warfare see Kelly DeVties, Infantry Warfare
in the Early Fourteenth Century: Discipline, Tactics and Technology (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2000).
The author discusses the increasing involvement of infantry in decisive victories, and its value and
use as a disciplined defensive line, in period when the composition of the troops would not be
completely professional. DeVries tackles problems of studying narratives that discuss the battlefield,
the number of participants and their positioning. The study focuses on the ability of infantry to
counter opposing cavalry forces through positioning, choice of battlefield and disciplined tactics.
One of the few drawbacks of this study is the lack of addressing the infantry equipment, but
perhaps this is entwined with the lack of information from primary sources.

5> Chatles W. C. Oman, A History of the Art of War: Middle Ages from the 4th to the 15th Century
(London: Methuen, 1924), pp. 426-27.

¢ Malcolm Vale, War and Chivalry: Warfare and Aristocratic Culture in England, France and Burgundy at the
End of the Middle Ages (London: Duckworth, 1981), pp. 100-105.



more. The Italian Wars (1494-1559), which can be broken down into smaller
conflicts depending on the shifting political and military alliances, were the greatest
conflict of the period. This is not true only in scale, as it involved all the great
European powers in one form or another, but also because its outcome had a
significant impact on shaping modern Europe.” Most importantly, for this research,
most staff weapons examined were produced and used during this time. This was a
result of the increasing use of larger and better equipped infantry forces. Besides
the increasing importance of infantry in battle the same period was marked by the
increasing use and development of artillery. Additionally, in contrast to what many
historians have supported even in this period, the role of cavalry was far from
being obsolete, and cavalry forces were often the decisive factor in major victories.”
The fifteenth and early sixteenth century are sometimes famous or infamous for
the decline of cavalry and the dominance of infantry and artillery, but the best way
to describe the changes in warfare in this period is by acknowledging the

combination of the aforementioned forces on the battlefield.

1.3.2. Professional soldiers and mercenaries

The fifteenth century also saw a drastic change in the composition of armies,
mainly through the transition to a wider use of professional soldiers. From the
middle of the fifteenth century the Holy Roman Empire, the Swiss Confederacy,
the Italian City States, France, Spain and Portugal started to increasingly maintain

standing armies composed of professional troops, auxiliaries, and employ foreign

7 Michael Mallett and Christine Shaw, The Italian Wars: 1494-1559 (Hatlow: Pearson Education
Limited, 2012), pp. 290-300.

8 Christopher Allmand, The Hundred Years War: England and France at War ¢. 1300 — ¢. 1450
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 66-67.



or domestic mercenaries, especially during campaigns.” Charles V of France (1338-
1380) was the first to start reforming his army to maintain permanent professional
cavalry after 1360." However, actual professional armies only started emerging a
century later with the aforementioned standing armies of Milan, Florence, and
Venice, maintained by the respective city-state to defend them or even seek
employment under third parties for local military needs.' Part-time service gave its

place to permanently stationed troops that would drill together.

Throughout the fifteenth century the Swiss would demonstrate an
important superiority over other armed forces. Swiss soldiers were well-trained as a
result of a localized military tradition. After the reform of the Swiss Confederacy in
the first decade of the fifteenth century, conscription became mandatory in the
Swiss cantons, which meant that most men had significant military training and
that every city always had a standing army, which also became the Confederacy’s
most popular export in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The frequent
campaigns and conflicts of the second half of the fifteenth century and the early
sixteenth century which involved different belligerents, and the constant threat of
war was what may have led to this new model of standing armies consisting of
professionals in long or permanent service. The increase in manpower that was a
result of unemployment and civic disorder lead to the increase of larger fighting
forces that would fight for anyone that was able to pay for their services.'? This
was augmented during the Italian Wars due to the fact that campaigns lasted longer
and the level of trained troops resulted in experienced soldiers of all sides. This

meant that the need for drilled professional troops escalated quickly after 1494. Of

9 Vale, p. 147.

10 Philippe Contamine, Guerre, Etat et société a la fin du Moyen Age (Paris: Mouton, 1972), pp. 3-131.
11 Michael Mallett, Mercenaries and their Masters: Warfare in Renaissance Italy (Barnsley: Pen and Sword,
2009), pp. 25-75.

12 Vale, pp. 154-55.
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course a standing force would only be a fragment of an army, and during a
campaign or defensive war more soldiers would be conscripted from amongst the
local populace or employed as mercenaries. Untrained soldiers of fortune were a
common thing in the second half of the fifteenth and the beginning of the
sixteenth century.” Many of the inexperienced soldiers that joined mercenary
armies stayed in service for long periods and their experience was reflected in
increased wages. The stability of service and the constant threat of war contributed
to military development in technology, tactics, and the general transformation of
war in ways faster than ever before. It is no wonder that contemporary vocabulary
started including specific terminology for the description of organized mercenary
companies that would act as regular armies once hired,