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ABSTRACT

While ancient Greek weapons and military tactics changed dra-
matically over their long history, the one feature that remained con-
stant was the Homeric ideal of heroic warfare. Individual heroism
embodied Greek identity through 800 B.C. In the eighth century
B.C., Greek military tactics evolved. The highly successful hoplite
phalanx required foot soldiers to fight collectively in the service of
city-states. As a result, collective heroism replaced individual hero-
ism. However, Greek success in the Greco-Persian wars in the fifth
century B.C. came at a price. Contact with the Persians would pro-
foundly change the dynamics of hoplite warfare. The Persians em-
ployed combined-arms tactics, which for cultural pride, the Greeks
never fully embraced or mastered. This gave rise to the one city that
would: Macedon. King Philip II eventually conquered all of Greece
and brought a definitive end to classical Greek warfare forever.

Keywords: Polis, Synoecism, Hoplite, Phalanx, Combined-Arms,
Peloponnesian League, Delian League, Sarissa, Phalangites

La guerra terrestre griega desde la Edad del Hierro
hasta la toma de poder de Macedonia

RESUMEN

Si bien las armas y las tacticas militares de la antigua Grecia cam-
biaron drdsticamente a lo largo de su larga historia, la tunica car-
acteristica que permanecid constante fue el ideal homérico de la
guerra heroica. El heroismo individual encarnd la identidad griega
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hasta el 800 a. C. En el siglo VIII a.C., evolucionaron las tacticas
militares griegas. La falange hoplita de gran éxito requeria solda-
dos de infanteria para luchar colectivamente al servicio de las ci-
udades-estado. Como resultado, el heroismo colectivo reemplazd
al heroismo individual. Sin embargo, el éxito griego en las guerras
greco-persas del siglo V a.C. tuvo un precio. El contacto con los
persas cambiaria profundamente la dindmica de la guerra hoplita.
Los persas emplearon tacticas de armas combinadas, que por or-
gullo cultural, los griegos nunca abrazaron o dominaron por com-
pleto. Esto dio lugar a la tinica ciudad que seria: Macedonia. El rey
Felipe II finalmente conquisto toda Grecia y puso fin definitivo a la
guerra cldsica griega para siempre.

Palabras clave: Polis, Sinoecismo, Hoplita, Falange, Armas combi-
nadas, Liga del Peloponeso, Liga de Delos, Sarissa, Falangitas
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hile military tactics and
Wthe weapons the Greeks

used changed dramatical-
ly between the end of the Mycenaean
civilization around 1100 B.C. and the
Classical Age (500-336 B.C.), the one
overriding feature that bound the peri-
ods together and sustained the ancient
Greeks was the Homeric ideal of heroic
warfare. Individual heroism on the bat-
tlefield became part of Greek cultural
identity through the end of the Iron
Age (around 750 B.C.).! By the Archa-
ic Age in the eighth century B.C., mil-
itary combat had evolved to a new and
very regimented style: the phalanx and
hoplite system of warfare. Foot soldiers
no longer sought individual honor, glo-
ry, or heroism. They fought collectively
in the service of the newly established
city-states. As long as the Greeks fought
amongst themselves, this new hero-
ic ideal remained indomitable. It took
a formidable foreign threat in the fifth
century B.C. to introduce the Greeks
to a very different style of fighting:
the Persians’ combined-arms strategy.
Although the Persian combat system
proved to be no match against the Greek
phalanx during the Greco-Persian wars,
they laid the groundwork for radical
changes in tactical warfare that the
Greeks, out of cultural pride, refused to
embrace, and gave rise to the one city
that not only championed these chang-
es, but improved upon them: Macedon.

While the navies of ancient
Greece were an important element of
defense against enemy invasions, this
article focuses on land warfare to deter-
mine why the Greeks resisted modify-
ing their land-based combat strategies,
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thus paving the way for Macedon to
take over. In doing so, the Macedonians
brought a definitive end to Classical
Greek warfare forever.

The Mycenaeans were the first
characteristically Greek civilization of
mainland Greece. They prospered be-
tween 1600 and 1100 B.C. An associa-
tion of palace-centered states, the My-
cenaeans were a wealthy, warrior elite
society. The importance they placed on
hegemonic rule over the Aegean is ap-
parent in the evidence excavated at My-
cenae and other surrounding locations.
These include painted pottery, which il-
lustrate battle scenes and types of weap-
ons used, Linear B tablets* which record,
among other things, the construction
and use of the composite bow, and hun-
dreds of battle armor and weapons bur-
ied with their respective warriors. This
evidence offers an overwhelming im-
pression of a fierce, warlike people.

By 1200 B.C. archaeological
evidence indicates that a wave of dev-
astation had befallen the Mycenaeans,
leaving behind vacant palaces, evidence
of mass migrations, and abject poverty.
The details for this fall are lost to histo-
ry, but the fiery destruction of the pal-
aces precipitated the downward spiral.’
The absence of written evidence in the
aftermath of this period suggests that
this society had lost their technical and
writing skills. Trade declined, making
the natural resources necessary to cre-
ate bronze scarce.* This forced Greek
craftsmen to cultivate the technology of
iron making, since iron-ore was plenti-
ful throughout the Mediterranean.’ But
the complete shift to iron, which would
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give rise to the Iron Age (1200—700
B.C.) in this region, would take a few
hundred years. Eventually it would trig-
ger more rapid material development in
the Aegean around 900 B.C.

It was within this period of re-
covery that the Greeks began to look
back to the glorious Mycenaean culture,
redefining it as a heroic age to emulate.
Small settlements began to take shape
with simple governing procedures. Re-
newed contacts with the outside world
enabled the Greeks to regain many of
the skills they had lost. Most signifi-
cantly, the Phoenicians provided them
with a new alphabet. In all likelihood, it
was around 800 B.C. that Homer com-
posed his epics—tales of valor and glo-
ry in warfare.®

Although the Homeric poems
represent tales of heroic warfare, they
are not, by themselves, the proper
source to determine what kind of ar-
mor, combat techniques, and weapons
the Greeks were using at this time. The
intention of these poems was to re-in-
troduce the glory of Bronze Age war-
fare to the Greeks, but they seem to il-
lustrate a rather confused combination
of Bronze Age and early Iron Age weap-
onry and combat strategies. The poet’s
main objective was likely to illustrate
heroic prowess, not battlefield tactics.
However, historian Michael M. Sage
asserts that the heroic style of the Ho-
meric poems would have a lasting im-
pact on Greek notions of combat. “[T]
he dominant warrior on the battlefield,”
he says, “was the heavily armed infan-
tryman who was also to be the deter-
mining factor in Classical warfare.”
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In the meantime, scholars can
more safely reconstruct warfare of the
early Iron Age from painted pottery and
compared with the Homeric epics to
determine what kinds of weapons and
battle tactics warriors were using during
this period. Between 900 and 700 B.C,,
artistic representations on vases show
an early stage of massed fighting al-
though not necessarily a specific type of
battle formation. In the Odyssey Homer
comparably reveals that, “[m]eanwhile
the Cicones went and called to other
Cicones who were their neighbors, at
once more numerous and braver than
they—men that dwelt inland and were
skilled at fighting foes from chariots,
and if need were, on foot.”®

Iron Age weapons sometimes
show contrasting evidence with the
Homeric poems. Vase illustrations and
Homer’s epics both demonstrate the
use of javelins and swords, but only vas-
es depict the practice of archery.” Ho-
mer deemed archery shameful, since
the archer, being able to shoot from a
distance, avoided the bravery involved
in close hand to hand combat. In the
Iliad, Homer states, “blunt is the dart
of one that is a weakling and a man of
naught”'® This suggests that Homer’s
epics are in part responsible for the
subsequent rejection of this weapon
and puts Homer right at the threshold
of societal change brought about by the
extraordinary recovery of the Iron Age.
Referred to as the Greek Renaissance,
these changes brought about the hero-
ic revival of Greece and ushered in the
Archaic Age (750-480 B.C.).

Around 750 B.C. Greeks began to
feel like they belonged to a shared heri-
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tage of language, customs, and religion."!
This cultural rebirth encouraged unity
among the Greeks and led to the creation
of city-states: social and political organi-
zations known as polis. The Greeks re-
ferred to this kind of unity as synoecism.
However, the city-states had no common
version of synoecism; each had their own
interpretation of unity, so cultural and
political concord never fully developed.
While they were economically interde-
pendent, politically they remained inde-
pendent. The political independence of
the polis created much social unrest and
would eventually generate the biggest
change of the early Archaic Age: new
military tactics and weaponry which
would give rise to the hoplite soldier and
the phalanx formation.

Raising an army was a costly affair
that many city-states could not afford.
The hoplite armor was very expensive,
hence only wealthy men could afford it.
To make up for the shortage of wealthy
hoplite soldiers, citizen-farmers—al-
beit the more affluent ones—joined
the ranks. The poorest citizen-farm-
ers could not join the army since they
did not have the means to pay for their
own armor."? Once the city-states raised
their armies, they took to the fields and
battled each other over the plains, trade
routes, and their borders.

The hoplite army clearly exem-
plified the polis ideology of the “citizen
as slave for the common good.” Once
on the battlefield, wealth and cultur-
al ranks disappeared. The Greek poet
Callinus stated: “for by no means may a
man escape death, nay not if he come of
immortal lineage.”"
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Hoplite soldiers fought in tight-
ly packed lines several rows deep called
the phalanx. Protected by their shield
(known as the hoplon), they pointed long
spears (their main offensive weapon)
overhead while charging toward their
enemy. The objective in hoplite warfare
was controlling the plains, which con-
tained the most wealth." Herodotus
says, ‘[w]hen they have declared war
against each other, they come down to
the fairest and most level ground that
they can find and fight there””” Phalanx
warfare made level fields necessary; the
warriors could only form an unbreak-
able, tight line and storm an enemy on
even terrain. It is probable that hoplite
phalanx warfare—also called shock war-
fare—developed and became successful
because of this. All hoplites charged
their enemy in tight formation to break
the opposing ranks.

While Greek culture among the
city-states was not unified, their battle
tactics were identical throughout most
of Greece. The hoplite soldiers had to
be well-trained. Any soldier who fell or
mishandled his spear during a charge
caused confusion and mayhem in such
tight ranks. To keep up their morale,
and to encourage and motivate each
other, they sang war songs.'® Heroism
was no longer a singular affair, the
way Homer exemplified it in his epics.
Warriors sought courage and valor as a
group in the service of the city-states.
They may have been fighting for con-
trol of the plains, but each city-state ul-
timately fought for the preservation of
their respective culture and way of life.
Indeed, the hoplite system was synony-
mous with citizenship. Fleeing the bat-
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tle brought the contempt of the whole
polis."”

Archery continued to be shame-
ful since it lacked the courage demand-
ed by the soldier to fight in close hand
to hand combat. The Greeks also did not
have an effective cavalry unit because
their breed of horses was much smaller
and less adept in battle than, for exam-
ple, the Persian horses. This forced the
unit to limit the armor carried by both
horse and rider. These are likely the rea-
sons heavy infantry evolved into such
a formidable fighting machine. Both
the breastplate and the concave wood-
en shield provided corporal protection.
With the shield, says historian Victor
Davis Hanson, the soldier effective-
ly “became a human battering-ram”'®
The front ranks had the more danger-
ous position since they faced the enemy
up close. Their job was to stab the foes
with their spears, aiming at enemy body
parts that were unprotected by armor.
All ranks behind the first line shoved
up against those in front of them and
used their weight to disrupt the enemy
ranks. While the battles were aggres-
sive, they were usually very brief, some-
times lasting no more than an hour.
Large massacres were rare because the
main objective was to break and scatter
the enemy line and force them to flee.

No matter how effective the
shield was at physically protecting the
hoplite warrior, culturally it had a more
significant meaning—it was more im-
portant than the breastplate. Socially,
the Greeks did not even regard it as an
element of protection for the individu-
al warrior. In observing their collective
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approach to warfare, Plutarch said they
wore the breastplate “for their own sake,
but the shield for the common good of
the whole line”® As such, it became
unlawful to discard the shield. Indeed,
they risked punishment by disenfran-
chisement.

This approach to warfare—heavy
infantry against heavy infantry—is
what sustained the Greeks from the
eighth century B.C. through the fifth
century B.C. The developments of the
fifth century B.C. ushered in the Clas-
sical Age of Greece, which refers to the
period between the Greco-Persian Wars
(499 B.C.-449 B.C.) and the death of Al-
exander the Great in 323 B.C. The clas-
sical period was an era of war and con-
flict—first between the Greeks and the
Persians, then between the Athenians
and the Spartans—but it was also a time
of extraordinary political and cultural
achievements: Greek tragedy, written
history, the practice of medicine, and
philosophy. The Classical period also
witnessed Greece’s most lasting contri-
bution to the modern world: the system
known as demokratia, or “rule by the
people”

The Greco-Persian Wars intro-
duced the Greeks to a very different
type of combat. The Persians made use
of a combined-arms military, which in-
cluded a cavalry unit and light infantry,
both armed with bows and spears. Their
cavalrymen were experienced archers
and javelin throwers. The role of the
Persian cavalry was to charge the ene-
my. In the mad rush of horses, cavalry-
men and light infantry would discharge
a barrage of arrows to cause confusion,
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Clay tablet (PY Ub 1318) inscribed with Linear B script from the Mycenaean palace
of Pylos. This piece contains information on the distribution of bovine, pig and deer
hides to shoe and saddle-makers. Linear B was the earliest Greek writing, dating
from 1450 B.C., an adaptation of the earlier Minoan Linear A script. The script in-
cludes of 90 syllabic signs, ideograms and numbers. This tablet is on display at the
National Archaeological Museum of Athens. Licensing: This file is licensed under

the Creative Commons.

after which the heavy infantry would
step in for fierce hand to hand combat.
2! Persian combined-arms tactics meant
that all units had to play their part at the
right time to be effective.

At the Battle of Marathon (490
B.C.), the Persians outnumbered the
Greeks with an army that totaled
roughly 20,000 in infantry and cavalry.
On the Greek side, the Spartans were a
no-show because of a law that required
them to wait for the full moon. Fortu-
nately, roughly 1,000 hoplites from Pla-
taea joined the Athenians. This raised
their total number to 9,000 or 10,000.%
Despite their sizable disadvantage,
Greek tenacity and bravery in the face
of a much larger adversary, helped them
win the battle.

In the Histories, Herodotus intro-
duces the Persian cavalry to the reader,

but subsequently neglects to give them
a significant role in the actual battle,
leading some scholars to believe that
the Persian cavalry was only partially
present—that unknown circumstances
may have caused a delay. “The conse-
quence of Herodotus’ silence,” says his-
torian Harry C. Avery, “is that we can-
not know for certain the whereabouts
of the cavalry”* Nevertheless, certain
passages in Histories can provide evi-
dence to assume that the Persian cav-
alry was indeed present in its entirety.
Herodotus mentions that when the Per-
sians saw the Greeks charging at them,
they thought they were “absolutely cra-
zy”** Only a fully present Persian cav-
alry would watch a fast-moving wall of
long spears coming at them at full hu-
man speed and feel confident enough
to believe that the Greeks had lost their
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Armour of an ancient Athenian Hoplite Li-
censing: This file is licensed under the Cre-
ative Commons.
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minds. Since the Persian cavalry’s role
was to break the enemy line, it is unlike-
ly that they would have left themselves
so vulnerable as to arrive for battle with
only a portion of their men. As histo-
rian Richard Billows states, the Persian
cavalry was “very important to the Per-
sian system of battle”> Herodotus also
mentions that the Persians chose Mar-
athon as the battleground because the
earth was level and thus “most suitable
for riding horses”* Neither the Persian
cavalry nor the Greek phalanx could
storm an enemy on uneven terrain.

The wicker shields carried by the
Persian infantry were less effective than
the heavy wooden ones used by the
Greeks. The Persian heavy infantry’s
short spears were also less efficient than
the Greek spears, which were six and a
half to ten feet in length and which they
could thrust to inflict deadly damage
while preventing the enemy from get-
ting too close. The 15-pound weight of
the hoplite shield along with its double
grip might have increased the burden
of the wearer, especially since it was
not possible to switch arms as easily as
it had been with the earlier single grip
shields. However, the revolutionary
concave design resolved this issue—it
allowed the warrior to occasionally rest
the shield on his shoulder.”” Deflecting
the enemy arrows was more feasible
since the warrior would not need to
repeatedly change his shield’s position,
which would have left him momentar-
ily vulnerable each time. Protected also
by metal helmets the hoplites became
one enormous, cohesive, well-protect-
ed and confident fighting machine that
rendered the Persian cavalry nearly
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useless. The frightened horses would
have likely been incapable of breaking
the hoplite line, since horses will not
readily run into a wall of spears, partic-
ularly a charging one.

Greek victory, says historian
Everett L. Wheeler, “vindicated Greek
belief in heavy infantry’s superiority
to mobile combat with the bow, cav-
alry and light infantry”?® According to
Herodotus, “[i]n the battle at Marathon
about six thousand four hundred men
of the foreigners were killed, and one
hundred and ninety-two Athenians.”*
Eventually the Greeks went on to van-
quish the Persians altogether.

However, it is necessary to keep
in mind that Herodotus tended to ex-
aggerate. Indeed, all throughout antiqg-
uity, ancient writers tended to fabricate
and embellish their accounts—each for
their own specific reasons. Anthony J.
Spalinger, observes that no matter how
reliable the sources are, scholars need to
be wary of the “numbers of dead ene-
my, captured soldiers, and booty (char-
iots and horses in particular) unless the

account appears logically reasonable”*

Greek hoplite and Persian warrior
fighting each other. Depiction in ancient
kylix. 5th c. B.C. National Archaeo-
logical Museum of Athens. Licensing:
This work is in the public domain in its
country of origin and other countries and
areas where the copyright term is the
author’s life plus 70 years or fewer.

Herodotus’ exaggerations were two-
fold in significance. The first was to
teach future Greeks the value of hero-
ic courage despite all odds. The second
was to advocate democratic rule over
tyranny.”’ By mentioning that Sparta
(a monarchy) set out to join Athens (a
democracy) to help them fight the Per-
sians, only to arrive after the Athenians
won the battle, Herodotus put Sparta
in an ignominious position. According
to Herodotus, democracy’s anti-aristo-
cratic arrangement promoted cooper-
ative decision-making in the interest
of the community. This freedom en-
couraged soldiers to become willing
participants in warfare. Victory was
not always in Athenian hands since the
Spartans were, as Sage states, “the most
fully articulated of any Greek state”*
But to Herodotus—a staunch supporter
of democracy—fighting in the interest
of the community rather than for the
pursuit of one self-serving monarch
promoted a collective commitment to a
cause.” No matter what the sizes of the
armies were, what history does confirm
is that the Greeks did, indeed, win the
war against the Persians.
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Macedonian Phalanx. Licensing: As a work of the U.S. federal government,
this image is in the public domain in the United States.

However, Greek success in the
Greco-Persian wars came at a price.
Contact with the Persians unavoidably
and profoundly changed the time-hon-
ored dynamics of Greek warfare. For
centuries, the Greeks had fought each
other—hoplite against hoplite, phalanx
against phalanx. As long as they fought
each other it was easy to perfect and
preserve their military tactics, which
had helped them to maintain their cul-
ture and way of life for centuries. But
growing Athenian wealth and suprem-
acy in the wake of Greek victory over
the Persians became a threat to Spartan
hegemony. In the History of the Pelo-
ponnesian War, Thucydides states, “the
growth of the Athenian power, which
putting the Lacedaemonians into fear,
necessitated the war”** That necessity
came to fruition in the Peloponnesian
War (431—404 B.C.), which pitted
Sparta and their allies—a confederation
of city-states known as the Pelopon-
nesian League established in the sixth
century B.C.—against Athens and their
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newer confederacy known as the De-
lian League, established in fifth century
B.C.** Athens was aware of the differ-
ence in military might between them
and their Spartan rivals. Sparta was a
monarchy—a militaristic society with
a very large slave population. To keep
their slaves, the helots, under control,
Sparta needed to militarize boys from
a very young age, in the event of a slave
revolt. Boys joined military school at
around seven years of age and attend-
ed until they were twenty, at which time
they joined the Spartan army where
they remained active until the age of
sixty. The Spartan agoge™ trained their
warriors well. In Moralia, Plutarch
writes that when someone asked King
Agesilaus why the city of Sparta had no
city walls to protect against enemy inva-
sions, the king pointed to his army and
said, “[t]hese are the Spartan walls”

The Athenian hoplite force, on
the other hand, was not as specialized
as that of Sparta.’® Athens had been a
democracy since the sixth century B.C.
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and since their slave population was
much smaller, the need for militaristic
control was not nearly as vital. Boys
went to school until eighteen years of
age, at which time they could choose
to go to the military for two years or
pursue another career. Hence, to beef
up their strength against Sparta, Ath-
ens reluctantly included a limited com-
bined-arms infantry.

The introduction of light in-
fantry required the need for chang-
es in hoplite armor. Hoplite agility on
the battlefield became more import-
ant than corporal protection to fight
alongside (or against) the very nimble
light-armed troops. Consequently, the
linen corselet replaced the bronze tor-
so guard and shin guards fell out of use.
Athenian commanders began to deploy
light-armed troops along with the tra-
ditional phalanx.”® Special forces such
as archers and slingers were among
those included on the battlefield. Many
of these weapons inflicted devastating
damage to the enemy hoplites. One of
the first recorded battles of Greek com-
bined-arms tactics was the battle at
Sphacteria in 425 B.C. An exceedingly
mobile light infantry of over 1,000 war-
riors accompanied the Athenian hop-
lite army—mainly archers, slingers, and
javelineers. When the Athenian forc-
es killed the Spartan commander, the
Spartan infantry abandoned their post
and ran for the hilltops. The constant
barrage of arrows, slings, and javelins
came at them from all sides causing nu-
merous casualties.”” Thucydides states
“the light-armed soldiers kept them
oftf with shot from either side, and the
men of arms advanced not”*! Since the
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hill grounds were not level, the Spartan
phalanx was at a serious disadvantage.
Thus, they surrendered. Athenian vic-
tory at Sphacteria reinforced their belief
that phalanx warfare was not the only
effective military tactic.

After the battle, both leagues
agreed to a truce. Thucydides writes,
“[t]he peace shall endure between the
Athenians with their confederates and
the Lacedaemonians with their con-
federates for fifty years, both by sea
and land, without fraud and without
harm-doing™** Six years later, how-
ever, Athens broke the terms of the
truce. General Alcibiades convinced
the Athenians to attack Syracuse in a
battle known as the Sicilian Expedition
(415—413 B.C.), but the destruction of
statues of the hermai and the profana-
tion of the Eleusian Mysteries resulted
in charges against Alcibiades.” Hence,
they removed him from his post. After
fleeing to Sparta, Alcibiades requested
assistance from the Persians and joined
forces with the Peloponnesians against
Athens. In the end, Athens was not
able to vanquish the Spartans—not by
land, not by sea. The crushing defeat,
which incurred heavy Athenian loss-
es, had immediate consequences on
the strength of their democracy. In 405
B.C. at Aegospotami on the Hellespont,
backed again by Persia, Sparta delivered
a crushing blow to the Athenian fleet,
thus finally bringing an end to Athenian
hegemony and the Peloponnesian War.

The Spartans won the Pelopon-
nesian War at a time when Greece was
at its most vulnerable. Despite the in-
troduction of light infantry, the Greeks
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rejected the full implementation of a
combined-arms tactical system. Al-
though the Greeks began to see the
strategic efficiency of combined-arms
warfare, the phalanx, particularly on
the Spartan side, continued to domi-
nate. ** Sage states, “[i|ntegrated large-
scale forces of difficult arms were not to

evolve until the rise of Macedonia”*

By the fourth century B.C. in-
troducing further changes into Greek
warfare seemed futile. Many of the
city-states were gaining power and
clamoring for independence from their
respective leagues. Any hope for Greek
solidarity faded. The cultural ties asso-
ciated with hoplite warfare proved to be
too strong. They were rooted in the very
fiber of their being and were what made
the Greeks Greek. A complete adoption
of combined-arms warfare was tanta-
mount to renouncing their citizenship.
They had never really learned to sepa-
rate their long-established successful
phalanx tactical system from their citi-
zenship and their culture. For centuries,
they had only fought each other; only
one type of system, which had given
them ample time to sharpen their skills,
but Persian combined-arms tactics
jeopardized Greek hoplite skills. As a
result, Greek morale plummeted paving
the way for Macedon to take over.

The fourth century Macedonian
army was the creation of King Philip II
of Macedon (r. 359-336 B.C.). His art of
war mixed military power with diplo-
macy. In his effort to maintain relation-
ships with foreign rulers, he engaged
in a string of marriages with foreign
women, one of whom was Alexander’s
mother, Olympia of Epirus.

Army and battle tactics under
Philip combined the best features of
Greek warfare with those of the Near
East. These included light infantry,
heavy infantry, and cavalry units. While
the light infantry unit experienced
few modifications, the heavy infantry
would undergo a pronounced transfor-
mation. However, the most important
contribution to Greek battle tactics was
the heavy cavalry. These horse-mount-
ed warriors carried nine-foot spears
with a double point called a sarissa and
a single-edged sword known as a kop-
is. Once the foot infantry had created a
gap in the hoplite ranks of the enemy,
the cavalry stepped in to break through.
For this reason, Philip gave them a sig-
nificant role in the Macedonian army.
Philip also employed light cavalry as
scouts and flank guards armed with jav-
elins to aid and protect the larger, more
invaluable units.

Groups of mercenaries called
phalangites made up the foot soldiers
of the heavy infantry phalanx. Protect-
ed at its flank and rear by light infantry
as well as heavy and light cavalry, the
heavy infantry phalanx was able to con-
centrate all its efforts on frontal attacks.
This new approach required changes in
weaponry and armor. The biggest dif-
ference with the Macedonian phalanx
was the thrusting spear (also called a
sarissa). While the spear of the Classi-
cal Greek hoplite was six to eight feet
in length (and the sarissa of the Mace-
donian cavalry, was nine feet in length)
the spear of the Macedonian hoplite
was between fifteen and eighteen feet in
length and weighed fifteen pounds. The
length and weight of the spear required
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the warriors to grasp it with both hands.
This meant that they could not carry a
shield. To keep their upper bodies pro-
tected, they suspended smaller rimless
shields around their necks. Breastplates
and helmets made of leather and other
composite materials replaced the heavi-
er bronze ones. Sometimes they aban-
doned them altogether. Thus lightened,
the warriors were able to march faster
and operate their weapons with greater
ease. The first five ranks extended their
spears past the bodies of the men in the
first rank, each row holding their pikes
gradually higher than those in front
of them. This created a dense, jagged
hedgerow of sarissas—difficult for the
enemy to penetrate.

Philip also significantly im-
proved the mobility of his army by re-
placing oxen with horses and camels as
beasts of burden. Horses were more ag-
ile over all kinds of terrain and needed
only half as much food as a team of oxen
did. This helped them to move from
one location to another more quick-
ly and easily. Philip also put an end to
the custom of allowing soldiers to take
attendants, wives, and concubines with
them on missions of war. He permitted
only one porter for every four soldiers.
Each soldier also had to carry his own
weapons, personal belongings—even
some of his own food and water. These
changes required a great deal of train-
ing prior to engaging in war on the
battlefield. Second Century CE author
Polyaenus writes,
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Philip accustomed the Mace-
donians to constant exercise, as
well in peace, as in actual service:
so that he would frequently make
them march three hundred fur-
longs, carrying with them their
helmets, shields, greaves, and
spears; and, besides those arms,
their provisions likewise, and
utensils for common use.*

Greek synoecism had never been
singular in design and the lack of a
central jurisdiction to draw the Greeks
together further weakened the pop-
ulation. This helped King Philip as he
marched south and defeated polis after
polis in the mid fourth century B.C.
The army that he had designed not only
changed the history of Macedonia, but
that of Greece as well. His military suc-
cesses laid the groundwork for Macedo-
nian supremacy over Greece that lasted
almost two hundred years and would
eventually allow his son Alexander
the Great to conquer the Persian Em-
pire, Africa, and parts of Asia. Phillips
conquest of Greece marked the end of
Greek hoplite honor and glory. These
endeavors exemplified the historic, cul-
tural tradition of phalanx combat tech-
niques, but the profound changes in
tactical warfare that the Greeks, for cul-
tural pride, refused to adopt cost them
their freedom. The era and greatness of
phalanx and hoplite warfare came to
an end and when it did, so did classical
Greece.
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