
OSTRICH-SKIN SHIELDS

In his fourth book, chapters 168-199, Herodotus gives an account of
the Libyan peoples amongst whom are the Macae. Of these, 175. i., he says:
~~ oe 'tOV 1tOAEiiOV o'tpoo9<iiv xtl't<Xy(J.llJJV aopOr.~ CPOPSOOOL 1tPOßA1jii<X't<X. A shield
made of ostrich skin 1) may be a diHicult thing to imagine, but it is not an
impossibility. At the present day handbags and shoes of this material are
occasionally to be seen. This llse of ostrich skin began in the 1930's; up until
1914 the ostrich was widely reared in South Africa for its feathers alone.

Mr A. D. H. Bivar of the Nigerian Museum in Lagos informs me that
the Nigerian Department of Antiquities has on display in the Premier's
office at Kaduna a shield which Professor J. E. Webb of the chair of 200­

logy at University College, Ibadan, has proved to be made of ostrich skin.
It was purchased from England, Mr Bivar continues, with a collection oE
Benin antiquities, but it must have come from the extreme North of the

3) B. A. van Groningen's Kapitel über das Scutum (La composition
litteraire archaique grecque, Amsterdam, 1958, 109 H.) bringt sehr wichtige
neue Gesichtspunkte zur Textkritik des Scutum. Er betont mit vollem Recht,
daß die elegantere Lesart nicht immer die ursprüngliche zu sein braucht.
Man wird dies Prinzip auch hier nicht vergessen, aber nach erneuter über­
legung sich doch für 'tw~ als ursprüngliche Lesart entscheiden, weil der Ver­
gleich, wie gesagt, im Hinblick auf die gesamte Situation konzipiert ist. Die
Annahme, daß erst ein späterer Rhapsode die reicheren Möglichkeiten, die im
Gleichnis latent waren, erkannt haben sollte, hat viel weniger Wahrschein­
lichkeit.

1) How and Wells in their note oddly take aopd~ as "wingsc
• Silius

Italicus, 3.275 H., introduces the Macae:
squalentia barba

ora viris, humerosque tegunt velamine capri
saetigero.

Here he may have read Herodotus' xa'tayallJJv as aly<iiv; - see P. H.
Damsre Mnemosyne, xxxvii (1909), p. 331.
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eountry. It is deseribed as a reetangular Saharan shield of the type usually
I'egarded as characteristie of the Tuareg, though sometimes used by other
adjoining nations. A discussion of such shields is to be found in F. R.
Rodd's "People of the Veil" (London, 1926), p. 235 (with plate 26).

Early travellers from Europe found the Tuareg to be a nomadie people
inhabiting a large area of the eentral Sahara from Southern Algeria and
Tripolitania to the middle Niger and the Northern bo~ders of Nigeria. The
Maeae with their hair worn in a erest (0'1 AO<pOll<;; xslpoV"tllL - Herodotus
Ioe. eit.) are, in this respeet at least, reminiseent of the Tuareg 2).

After wide enquiry the only ostridl-Skin shield of which I have learned
is the one mentioned, but its existence bears Herodotlls. out. Concerning
crane-skin shields, which he says (7. 70. 2.) the Asiatic Ethiopians used, I
have been unable to find any evidence 3).
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