OTHISMOS: THE IMPORTANCE OF THE MASS-SHOVE
IN HOPLITE WARFARE

RoserT D. LuGINBILL

As A RESULT of recent work on hoplite tactics, the traditional notion that
othismos (&Bwopdg), or literal shoving, played a decisive role in hoplite bat-
tles has been called into question.! Since this long-standing idea has come
under attack as a theoretically improbable tactic, it seems appropriate, after
a brief examination of the traditional view and the objections lodged against
it, to offer some arguments of a likewise theoretical nature in support of the
assumption that hoplite battles were generally decided by a mass-shove.

I THE TRADITIONAL VIEW

A brief survey of the contemporary historians yields a fairly persuasive
prima facie case for the traditional assumption that hoplites pushed en
masse to punch through an enemy phalanx. Herodotus characterizes the
struggle which occurred over the body of Leonidas at Thermopylae as “a
great shoving” (d8wopdg moAAdg, 7.225), and his description of Marathon ar-
gues for the mass-shove, for he attributes the success of the Greek flanks to
their mass and depth (10 8¢ xépag Exdrepov Eppwro nAbei, 6.111; cf. 6.113).
Literal pushing is also evident in Thucydides. At Delium, swollen tor-
rents prevent the flanks of either army from engaging, but the centers col-
lide in a “fierce struggle and pushing of shields” (xaptepd pdxn xai GOopd
donidwv, 4.96), while at Anapus, breakthrough occurs only after the Ar-
gives and Athenians have “pushed back” the Syracusans opposite them
(doapévav, 6.90). We get much the same picture from Xenophon, who tells
us that at Piraeus, part of the Athenian line was actually pushed into the
marsh of Halae (¢§edfnoav, Hell. 2.4.34), that at Leuctra the Spartans were

1The latest attack on the significance of othismos has been launched by G. L. Cawk-
well in “Orthodoxy and Hoplites,” CQ Ns 39 (1989) 375-389. Expanding arguments
first made in his Philip of Macedon (London 1978) 150-157, Cawkwell claims that in-
dividual weapons-play was the heart of hoplite warfare, and that othismos would be
used (if at all) only in the later stages of a battle. Other important opponents of the
traditional view are A. D. Fraser, “The Myth of the Phalanx-Scrimmage,” Classical
Weekly 36 (1942) 15-16, and Peter Krentz, whose article, “The Nature of Hoplite Bat-
tle,” CA 16 (1985) 50-61, finds othismos to be little more than a metaphor. Those tak-
ing a more traditional approach include J. Lazenby, “The Killing Zone,” in V. Hanson,
Hoplites (London 1991) 87-109; V. Hanson, The Western Way of War (Oxford 1989);
W. K. Pritchett, The Greek State at War (Berkeley 1971-85) 1.175; 4.65-73; J. Buck-
ler, “Epameinondas and the Embolon,” Phoenix 39 (1985) 134-143, at 141-142; J. K.
Anderson, “Hoplites and Heresies: A Note,” JHS 104 (1984) 152; and A. J. Holladay,
“Hoplites and Heresies,” JHS 102 (1982) 94-103.
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“shoved back” by the mass of the Theban phalanx (dnd 10d 8xhov @Bodpevor,
Hell. 6.4.14), and that at Coronea, the opposing sides “set shield against
shield and pushed” as they “fought, killed, and were killed” (copBeidvieg
106 donidog éwbobvro, Eudyovro, dnéktewvov, dnéBvnoxov, Hell. 4.3.19). While
it may perhaps be possible to interpret the “pushing” in these and sim-
ilar passages as metaphorical, or to see it as something less than deci-
sive, the reason for the longstanding assumption about the primary impor-
tance of othismos in hoplite battles should be clear: it flows from a nat-
ural reading of the best available contemporary witnesses to this sort of
combat.?

I OBJECTIONS TO THE TRADITIONAL VIEW

The Press of Arms

Could hoplites really fight and shove? Later sources attest to the fact that
in post-Classical times, at any rate, massed infantry formations did employ
the tactic of generating force by the bodily pressure of rank upon rank.?
Polybius (18.30.4) explains that “by the very weight of their bodies” (abt®
Ye phy 1® 10D odpatog Béper) the rear ranks of the Macedonian phalanx con-
tribute to the battle by “pressing the forward ranks in the charge” (obror
Tobg MPONYoLpévovg Katd Thy éraywyiiv melodvieg) and thus “lend impetus to
their advance” (Biaiav piv mowdor tiv podov). Arrian’s comments are sim-
ilar (Tact. 16.13-14).* In his opinion, one cannot gain the same advan-
tage by massing cavalry in depth as one can from massing infantry. For
by melding with those in front, he says, the infantry forms a single cohe-
sive mass from many parts (cvvexeig yryvéuevor 10lg npd cedv TeTaypévorg Ev T
Bapog t0d mavtdg mAABovg dmotedodowv). It is clear, moreover, that this “ad-
vantage” of infantry over cavalry is one of increased physical pressure pro-
duced through pushing, for, as he tells us, it derives from the fact that cav-

2Arnong military historians of the pre-war era, there is general agreement on the
importance of literal shoving in battle. H. Delbriick, for example, in his Geschichte der
Kriegskunst im Rahmen der politischen Geschichte 1: Das Altertum (Berlin 1920; new
ed. by K. Christ, Berlin 1964) 32, refers to the “physical” contribution of the rear ranks
in pitched battle, and sees the force so developed as a basic principle of hoplite tactics.
J. Kromayer and G. Veith, although viewing othismos as a tactic used toward the end
of a battle, nonetheless see it as decisive (Heerwesen und Kriegfiihrung der Griechen
und Rémer [Munich 1928] 85). See also H. Droysen, Kriegsalterthiimer (Freiburg 1888)
90-103, and F. Lammert, RE (1938) 1637 s.v. Phalanx.

30n the value of later tactical writers for hoplite issues see E. L. Wheeler, “The
Occasion of Arrian’s Tactica,” GRBS 19 (1978) 351-366; idem, “The Legion as Pha-
lanx,” Chiron 9 (1979) 303-318; and idem, “The Hoplomachoi and Vegetius’ Spartan
Drillmasters,” Chiron 13 (1983) 1-20.

*The citations in this article from Arrian’s Tactica follow the edition of A. G. Roos
(Leipzig 1967).
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alry cannot “press” (&repeidewv) horse to horse or “shove” (émwBodot) those
in front as infantry can.

Despite this testimony, however, the feasibility (and, therefore, the im-
portance) of literal othismos in the Classical period has been questioned
on precisely these grounds. The press of so many men in a true othismos,
so the argument goes, would knock the front ranks off balance, making it
virtually impossible for them to make effective use of their weapons.® How-
ever, Arrian’s description of the manner in which the physical pressure is
applied (Tact. 16.13-14) helps to explain how such force might have been
exerted without robbing hoplites of the stability necessary to manipulate
shield and spear. Arrian tells us that infantrymen do not stand with shoul-
ders squared to the fore;” rather each soldier “presses” on the shoulder and
side of the man in front (xatd tobg Bpovg kai Tog Thevpdg ai évepeideig yiyvovran
tdv nefdv), not on his back. This explanation of the mechanics of pushing
is consistent with Xenophon’s description of the Egyptian phalanx in the
Cyropaedia (Cyr. 7.1.33). He tells us that the Egyptians’ shields (donide)
“are an aid in pushing” (npdg 10 @BeicBon covepydlovion) when they are set
on the shoulder (npdg toig dog odoot).® These passages suggest that push-
ing could be accomplished without a “shove in the back,” and the implica-
tions for hoplite warfare of the Classical period are significant. For if the
hoplites of this time also stood at an angle, not parallel, to the enemy line,
and received the “push” in the side (or right shoulder) instead of in the
back, they would be better able to brace themselves against the surge from
the rear, thus keeping their balance.

There is, in fact, substantial evidence to suggest that hoplites routinely
adopted just such a posture, commonly known as the “striding stance.”®

5Compare Mauricius’ remark about the comments of “the ancients” on this same
point: oddt yap dg ni tiig melichig tdlews, dx t@v Smobev 514 T0d PdBovg dbropdg Tig yevésBon
Sdvarar, iva xai &xovreg ol mpatocTdton Ty dpuiv &l & mpdow morodvran, ST uh mepdxacwy ol
{nnow peth tiig Syeng odtdv ovpgdvag, dx ol nefol, dBelv todg EpnpocBev (Strat. 2.6).

$The point is made by Krentz (above, n. 1) 58 f.; Cawkwell, Philip of Macedon
(above, n. 1) 151-152; Fraser (above, n. 1) 15 f.; and A. W. Gomme, Essays in Greek
History and Literature (Oxford 1937) 135.

"Compare Tact. 3.5, where Arrian speaks of “the leg which is thrust forward in
battle” (tfig xvipng tfig &v taig pdyong mpoPoaiiopévrg).

8While Xenophon means that the shields are set on each soldier’s own left shoulder,
the fact that the Egyptian infantry lead with their left shows that we are to understand
an oblique stance of the type Arrian described: i.e., the left shoulder and shield are
placed against the right shoulder and side of the forward rank.

9Many contemporary bronzes, friezes, and vase paintings illustrate this posture: the
bronze warrior statuette from Dodona, G. Richter, Sculpture and Sculptors of the Greeks
(New Haven 1929) 379, fig. 100; the warrior reliefs on the east frieze of the Siphnian
treasury at Delphi, S. Meletzes, Delphi (Munich 1964) 39-50; the Nereid monument
from Xanthus, J. K. Anderson, Military Theory and Practice in the Age of Xenophon
(Berkeley 1970) plate 13; and the collection of military scenes on vases and aryballoi
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In this oblique stance, a most natural one for men marching forward in
ranks,!® the left leg and shoulder were advanced toward the enemy, the
right leg and shoulder were drawn backward to the right, and the shield
was angled forward to the left. The resulting “open v-shape” of this stance
enabled front-rank hoplites to hold their opponents at a greater distance
than they would otherwise have been able to do with shields parallel and
shoulders squared.!’ Advancing left shoulder first with the shield thrust
forward at an angle, a hoplite could more easily avoid being thrown off
balance, while at the same time directing the pressure from behind forward,
thus transferring the shock of the push to the enemy line with the edge of
his outstretched shield.!2

Phases of Battle

Was the pressure generated by othismos then continuous, or was othismos
a tactic used primarily in the final phase of battle? The “final phase” theory
of othismos rests heavily upon Herodotus’ account of Plataea (9.62).!3 Here
Herodotus describes the battle between the Spartan and Persian infantry
after the collapse of the wall of shields (t& yéppa) as fierce and protracted
“until they came to othismos” (& 6 émixovto ég @diopdv). This has been
taken to mean that the Spartans engaged in loose-formation single combat
with the Persians until, suffering the loss of their spears, they resorted
to the “tactic” of othismos. It is unlikely, however, that the Spartan line
found itself in any position to engage in such individual combat during
this second phase of the battle, because it must have already been formed
into close-formation to push down the Persian barricade during the first
phase. Herodotus’ narrative suggests as much, indicating that after the
battle opened with a struggle for this defensive barricade, the wall of shields
“fell down” as a result of the fight (énentdxee). The clear implication is that
the Spartan line pushed it down in the course of their attack in the same
way that, at the battle of Mycale, the allied force broke through an identical
Persian shield-wall by physically knocking it over as they advanced in ranks

collected by H. L. Lorimer, “The Hoplite Phalanx with Special Reference to the Poems
of Archilochus and Tyrtaeus,” ABSA 42 (1947) 76-138.

10As noted by P. A. L. Greenhalgh in his Early Greek Warfare (Cambridge 1973) 72.

11 this way the outstretched shield could also be used either to deliver blows in the
manner of a “left jab,” as in the depiction of the battle between the Greeks and Amazons
on the Mausoleum, Richter (above, n. 9) 588, and in that of the falling warrior on the
Siphnian frieze, Richter (above, n. 9) 391. The shield might also be used to ward off
spear thrusts with a sweeping motion, as is illustrated by a red-figured hydria in A. D.
Trendall, The Red-Figured Vases of Lucania, Campania, and Sicily (Oxford 1967) vol.
2, plate 129, fig. 5.

12y, Hanson in “Hoplite Technology in Phalanx Battle,” in Hanson, Hoplites (above,
n. 1) 63-84, argues that the hoplite shield was designed in a concave shape to keep
weight off the left arm, increase frontal protection, and facilitate pushing.

13GCawkwell, Philip of Macedon (above, n. 1) 152.
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(Srwcdpevor yop & Yéppa obtor gepdpevor éoénecov ahéeg &g todg Mépoag, 9.102).
The clause in question (&g 8 drixovto &g dBiopdv) is best taken as a description
of the eventual displacement of the Persian line through the continuing
pressure of othismos (present from the start). Understood in this way, the
clause would mean that after breaking down the wall of shields, there was a
long, fierce fight around the temple of Demeter “until [the Spartans] finally
reached the point of pushing-through.”'* The reference then would be not
to the commencement of othismos, but to the eventual Spartan success in
driving the Persians back.'®

The notion that the hoplites of that day had either the discipline or the
training to change from an open formation engaged in individual combat to
the close order necessary for a push has been justly criticized.!® It would
also have been impractical. No loose formation could hope to resist a mass-
shove. Since the first side to organize for othismos would thus necessarily
be victorious, there would naturally be a huge incentive to form up ready
to push from the very start.

The Question of Stamina

This brings us to a third objection to the traditional position on othismos:
namely, that since othismos could not be long sustained, it would not have
been a permanent fixture in pitched battle.!” While the length of hoplite
battles may bear upon this problem, it is important to note that protracted
combat and othismos were not mutually exclusive.’® In his description of

144Pyshing” is similarly equated with victorious displacement of the enemy in Aristo-
phanes’ Wasps: -“But nonetheless with heaven'’s help we pushed them back at eventide.”
(6N’ Bpag dnecwcbuecBa Ebv Béorg npdg Eonépav, 1085).

15This interpretation also makes the best sense out of the explanatory clause which
follows, since we can now take the Y&p as explaining the Persians’ tenacity in prolonging
the battle (xpévov éni moAAév). By breaking off so many Spartan spears, the Persians
blunted their opponents’ attack somewhat, and thus delayed the outcome. Since the
Persians were lightly armored (9.62-63) and particularly vulnerable to Spartan spear-
thrusts, Herodotus must have felt that the length and ferocity of Persian resistance after
the collapse of their protective barrier called for some explanation: it was a long time
before the Spartans could push the Persians back (&g 8 énixovto & @Biopdv), because the
Persians had broken off so many of their spears.

16Hollada.y (above, n. 1) 94-97. The Spartan attempt to make even less radical
adjustments to their line resulted in complete disaster at Leuctra. J. Buckler, “Plutarch
on Leuktra,” SO 55 (1980) 75-93.

17Cawkwell, Philip of Macedon (above, n. 1) 150-153.

18The evidence for hoplite battles of long duration is sketchy, as can be seen from
Pritchett’s chart (above, n. 1) 4.46-51. Statements in the historians to the effect that a
particular battle lasted “a long time” (e.g., Hdt. 6.29.1; Thuc. 4.44.1) may be relative to
the typical pattern of near immediate resolution such as we find at Mantinea in 418, and
at Cunaxa. This pattern is described by Polybius as a quick decision at the moment the
two opposing lines collided (elg xaipdg & kot Thv npdmy Epodov xai cduntecwy thg Suvdueas,
35.1).
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the battle of Delium, Thucydides relates that it ended at nightfall (voxtog
tmAafodong, 4.96); yet, as we have seen, he characterizes the battle as a
“fierce struggle and pushing of shields” (xoptepd péyn xai dhioud donidwv,
4.96).

A consideration of the possible mechanics of othismos may help to ex-
plain how its force could be sustained over prolonged periods. In cases
where the primus impetus did not serve to break the cohesion and shatter
the ranks of one of the two lines, we can surmise that the initial shock gave
way to a protracted struggle in which the tension caused by continuing
othismos would wax and wane as the individual hoplites relaxed or inten-
sified their efforts, much in the manner of a “tug of war” in reverse, with
the important provision that the very front ranks would be simultaneously
engaged in fierce combat. Fatigue, terrain, casualties, skill, courage, and
cowardice would doubtless all play a role in varying the amount of force
imparted by the leading edge of shields, but whenever two opposing pha-
lanxes “came to grips,”!° the physical pressure of othismos would normally
continue until one side literally pushed the other to the breaking point.
Polyaenus preserves a tradition which explains how Epaminondas broke
Jjust such a deadlock at Leuctra. While the issue of the battle was in doubt,
the Theban general encouraged his soldiers to push one more step forward
(v Phpo xapicocBs po, kai thy vikmy E€opev, 2.3). They did, the Spartan line
shattered, and the battle was won.?

III'  ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT OF THE TRADITIONAL VIEW

If it is true that the idea of a literal, sustained othismos poses problems of
a theoretical nature for adherents of the traditional view, it is also true that
there are certain elements of hoplite battle for which an actual, physical
pushing is the best explanation. These elements, then, to the extent that
they argue for the importance of mass, physically applied, advance the case
for othismos beyond the explicit literary evidence.

19This direct contact of two hoplite lines is commonly expressed by the phrase &g
xelpag or év yewot. In Thucydides’ description of Delium (4.96.2) the phrase means
“engaged in close combat.” At Delium, the extremities of the opposing formations
never came & xelpag because the terrain (swollen torrents) prevented it. It seems likely
then that “close combat” was the normal method by which hoplites did battle. If so,
the situation would be as Arrian explains it (Tact. 4.5; 4.9), when he distinguishes
skirmishers (éxpoBoAiotal) from heavy infantry by the fact the former do not come to
grips with the enemy (ol pf & xelpag i6vteg), but rather shoot at them from a distance
(8Ar& méppabev 8Eaxovrifovteg). For a different view, see Pritchett (above, n. 1) 4.54-57.

2%Lazenby (above, n. 1) 97, notes by way of comment on this anecdote that, while
one may wonder whether Epaminondas could have made himself heard by many of
his soldiers amidst the din of battle, Spartan soldiers apparently did normally expect to
receive orders in combat, as in Thucydides’ account of Sphacteria (4.34.3). The problems
of noise and distance might have been overcome by relaying the general’s commands and
exhortations down the line.
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The Importance of Order

As Aristotle points out, hoplites are useless “without good order” (évev
ovvtd€eag, Pol. 4.10.10, 1297b20). This judgment is confirmed by the his-
torians. Thucydides informs us that it was for the sake of maintaining espe-
cially tight and well-ordered ranks that the Spartans eschewed the charge,
and instead made a habit of advancing slowly into battle to the sound of the
flute (5.70). Moreover, his History is replete with instances in which a disor-
derly line brings about defeat.?! In one particularly notable case, he relates
how Brasidas assured his own outnumbered troops that their Lyncestian
opponents would not prove their equals in a fight, since they observed no dis-
ciplined order (obre yap té&v ¥xovreg, 4.126.5). Herodotus cites the Persian
deficiency in tactical skill relative to the well-drilled Spartans as a significant
factor in their poor showing at Thermopylae (v odx émotapévoror pdyesBon
¢€emotdpevor, 7.211) and their defeat at Plataea (dvemotpoveg ficav kai odx
dpotor tolot évavriowst coginv, 9.62). In both cases, this deficiency is made
manifest by the Persian tendency to break ranks in the heat of battle.?2
Xenophon is also concerned with good order, equating it with safety in his
initial harangue to the Ten Thousand (Anab. 3.1.38). At Leuctra, more-
over, it is the disruption of the Spartan phalanx which he sees as at least
partially responsible for the overall Theban victory (Hell. 6.4.13).

Since hoplites were notoriously vulnerable to attacks from the flank, an
unbroken line was a necessity under any theory of hoplite warfare. The
examples cited above, however, speak to the importance of maintaining
order within ranks. If hoplite battles were essentially a mass compilation
of monomachiae, as indeed othismos skeptics claim, a formation seven or
eight men deep would be unlikely to develop gaps in the line as a result
of confusion in the ranks. Once the two opposing lines were engaged, the
sheer mass and depth of the phalanx would tend to prevent the opening up
of holes through mere attrition. If, however, direct physical pressure were
to be brought to bear through othismos, a phalanx whose members were
not properly lined up in ranks one behind the other would find itself at a
considerable disadvantage in a mass-shove. The othismos, then, helps to
explain the emphasis placed by contemporary sources upon this principle.
With its ranks in disarray, a phalanx was “off balance”: that is, without the
physical cohesion necessary to withstand the shock of othismos and thus
more susceptible to being pushed back or ruptured by the physical pressure
exerted by an opposing line.

The Charge
One means of producing physical shock was the charge, a brisk advance

213uch as 3.108.3; 4.126.5; 5.9.3; 6.97.4; 7.53.2; 8.10.4; 8.25.3.

22 At Thermopylae, they impetuously pursued the feigned retreats of the Spartans,
and at Plataea, they hurled themselves upon the Spartan line individually or in small
groups. Herodotus censures both practices.
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whose purpose it was to smash the mass of one’s own phalanx into the en-
emy line with maximum force.?? Marathon was, to Herodotus’ knowledge
(6.112), the first instance in which a Greek phalanx charged its opponents
at a dead run. Yet Thucydides’ characterization of the Spartan habit of
advancing slowly (Bpadéwg, 5.70) as exceptional among the Greeks suggests
that an energetic advance of the type employed by the Argives at Man-
tinea was the norm (&vtévag xai 6pyfi xopodvreg, 5.70). This initial, swift
advance did occasionally, however, develop into a run, as at Cunaxa, when
one part of the Greek line found itself lagging behind and began to race
forward, causing the entire phalanx to follow suit (Anab. 1.8.18). Thucy-
dides tells us that at Delium the Athenian line dashed forward against
the Boeotians “on the run” (4.96.1). Whether a particular “charge” was
delivered at a literal run (as at Marathon, Cunaxa, and Delium), or at
a rapid, forceful marching pace (as at Mantinea), vigorous assault was a
standard feature in hoplite battles.?* While a swift advance might convey
the additional benefits of enhancing morale and limiting exposure to en-
emy missiles,?® these factors alone cannot explain the development of the
charge into a hoplite convention, given that hoplites charged whether or
not missiles were a problem, and given that even short charges in heavy
armor were physically exhausting.?® The charge made a literal clash of
lines inevitable, since a rapidly advancing, heavily-armed formation of
hoplites eight ranks deep would have to halt abruptly in its tracks to
avoid a physical collision with an equally determined, advancing enemy
force.

Concentration in Depth

In the Classical period, we know of only a few occasions when a pha-
lanx of hoplites was drawn up for battle with a depth of less than eight
ranks.?” Since the length of the average hoplite’s thrusting spear mea-

23For the effectiveness of the primus impetus see Kromayer and Veith (above, n. 2)
84; Pritchett (above, n. 1) 4.72-73; and Hanson, The Western Way (above, n. 1) 135—
159.

24Consider Herodotus' account of the allied assault at Mycale (Srwodpuevor yop té yéppar
obror pepbpevor doénecov déeg &g Todg Mépoag, 9. 102).

ZDelbriick ([above, n. 2] 61) saw three reasons for the charge at Marathon: “die
Waucht des Anpralls moralisch und physisch zu bestarken und den Pfeilschub zu unter-
rennen.”

26W. Donlan and J. Thompson, “The Charge at Marathon: Herodotus 6.112," CJ 71
(1975/76) 339-343 and “The Charge at Marathon Again,” CW 72 (1978/79) 419-420.

2TPritchett ([above, n. 1] 1.135) has collected the data. Eight is the most common
depth. Of the four instances where phalanx depth is reported as less than eight ranks,
three refer to Spartan troops (one deep at Dipaea ca 471, Isoc. Arch. 99; four deep at
Athens in 408, Diod. Sic. 13.72.5-6; two deep at Thebes ca 394, Polyaenus 2.1.24). The
fourth instance cited by Pritchett (Xen. Anab. 1.2.15) is not a battle, but a description
of the Ten Thousand holding a military review. The tacticians consider eight ranks the
minimum standard depth (Arrian Tact. 5.5; Asclep. Tact. 2.1; Aelian Tact. 4.2). Arrian
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sured two to three meters overall,?® initially only the first (and possi-
bly the second) rank would be able to bring their spears to bear.?® The
additional ranks seem unnecessary, unless we understand that their pur-
pose was to lend weight for pushing. It is wrong to think of these addi-
tional hoplites as reserves, whose primary job it was to step in and re-
place their comrades in the front-rank as these were wounded or killed.2
While fallen front-rank fighters were replaced by those behind them, ho-
plite battles were not decided by attrition. Long before the number of
hoplites in the rear ranks of either side had been depleted, one phalanx
or the other would crack and flee.3! Nor should we see the purpose of
these multiple rear ranks as merely one of boosting morale by encourag-
ing those in front and preventing their untimely retreat.3? Soldiers take
encouragement from those who can actually render them direct assistance
(as the rear ranks could not in the absence of othismos). Furthermore,
the front ranks would be the last to take up precipitous flight, being the
elite of the army, selected for their courage, strength, and skill.3® In any

also notes that extending a standard eight-rank phalanx into one of four ranks results
in a phalanx “without depth” (&Bofiig  9éhayE).

?8See P. Cartledge, “Hoplites and Heroes: Sparta’s Contribution to the Technique
of Ancient Warfare,” JHS 97 (1977) 11-27, at 14-15, and A. M. Snodgrass, Arms and
Armour of the Greeks (Ithaca 1967) 38,

2% Arrian Tact. 12.1 states that second-file men need a measure of courage second only
to the first-file men, because their spears also reach the enemy (Sevtépouvg &’ éni todtorg
xor' dpemhv xph elvon todg t@dv Aoxaydv émotdrag kol yap 10 tobtwv 80pv EEwcveiton Eote émi
Tobg moAepiong).

30See Buckler (above, n. 1) 141, n. 24. Arrian Tact. 12.4 stresses the importance
of this duty only in the case of the second rank (xoi megbvtog fyepdvog fi xai tpabévrog dg
andpayov yevésBo, mpormdiicag & npdrog émotdmg g Aoxayod v xai dEiwcw xatéom, xol
dpporyfi Thv nlioav pdAayye mapéoyeto; see also 12.1).

31Casualty figures for pitched battles in the Classical period simply do not support
the argument that multiple ranks were necessary to supply the losses resulting from at-
trition. In his article, “Casualties in Hoplite Battles” (GRBS 26 [1985] 13-20), P. Krentz
effectively challenges the assumption that casualties in such encounters were relatively
light. According to his data, the average losses for the losing side were 14%, and the
highest recorded losses are 20%. Krentz argues that in the small world of the Greek
polis, even a 5% figure would be a significant loss. This is undoubtedly true, but on
the battlefield, even the 20% loss figure would not seem to create a situation in which
the rearmost ranks of the phalanx would be needed as attrition reserves. Additionally,
many, if not most, of the casualties incurred by the loser of a pitched battle often came
in flight and pursuit after their phalanx had already been broken.

32Gee Krentz (above, n. 1) 60 and Pritchett (above, n. 1) 1.141.

33 Arrian Tact. 12.1-2 puts a priority upon the “size, might, and skill” of the file
leaders (&yaBov 8t elnep 1 &Aho xai Tobg Aoxaryod Todg peyioTovg te xai xpatioroug elvar kol tdv
xotd moAepov Sampoveotdrovg), and likens them to the “cutting edge” of a sword (v toov
mapéyeron dv Toig pdyong § T nep 10 orépwpa t@ oidipe). They are the “yoke” that holds the
entire phalanx together (to%to y&p 0 {uyov Euvéxer thv ndoav pdhayya). This last comment
suggests that Arrian did not envision the front rank being whittled down by attrition in
the course of a normal battle.
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case, multiple rear ranks dedicated exclusively to such purposes would be
superfluous.3*

Attempts to explain phalanx depth apart from the value of mass and the
shock which mass imparts seem particularly ineffective in the case of the
Theban phalanx which was 25 deep at Delium (Thuc. 4.93), and 50 deep at
Leuctra (Xen. Hell. 6.4.12), or in the case of the Boeotian phalanx at the
river Nemea, which Xenophon tells us was significantly deeper than sixteen
ranks (Xen. Hell. 4.2.18). Boeotian hoplites were not in need of greater
encouragement or coercion than their opponents, and any incremental psy-
chological advantage gained by this multiplication of ranks could not have
compensated for the very real danger of being outflanked (given that a con-
comitant shortening of the line would be necessary to produce such depth).3®
In each of these three battles, Delium, Leuctra, and the river Nemea, the
Theban and Boeotian hoplites did achieve significant breakthroughs, which
are best explained by the increased force of othismos which the additional
ranks produced.3®

Concentration in Width
In certain cases, the task of breaking through an opponent’s phalanx was
accomplished by concentrating one’s own formation not only in terms of
depth, but also in terms of width. Xenophon describes such a situation
in his account of the battle of Coronea (Hell. 4.3.16-19). The Thebans
contracted their interval before charging (cvoneipaBévreg &xdpovv éppapévag,
4.3.18), and as a result were successful in their attempt to break through
the Peloponnesian line. Thucydides (1.63.1) also describes a similar occur-
rence, reporting how Aristeus “drew his men together” (§uvayaydvei todg
ped’ tavtod @ &g EAdxiotov xwpiov) in order to force his way into Potidaea
on the run (3pépe PrdcacBor &g thv Moteidarav).3

Instances of closing ranks to increase shock-effect are also to be found
in later sources. Plutarch (Pel. 17.2) records that Pelopidas used the same

34The tacticians felt that the final rank, the “file closers” (odporyol), were sufficient
to the task of restraining sluggards in all ranks: tobg Aewotaxrtodvrag uix Sehiav elg téEwv
¢ndyorev, Asclep. Tact. 3.6. See also Aelian Tact. 5.5 and Arrian Tact. 5.5. Arrian also
recommends that the file closers be on a par with the file leaders (Tact. 5.6).

3%This is especially true in light of the very real disadvantages of such deep formations
discussed by V. Hanson in “Epameinondas, the Battle of Leuktra (371 B.C.), and the
‘Revolution’ in Greek Battle Tactics,” CA 7 (1988) 190-207.

36 Theoretically, a commander could increase the chances of a breakthrough by tight-
ening and deepening his phalanx, but, as Onasander points out (Strat. 21.1-2), this
would render the flanks particularly vulnerable to attack. A tactical stalemate thus
reigned until the advent of the Theban innovation. Better tactical conception and ex-
ecution, and better use of cavalry to screen the flanks eventually made greater concen-
tration a less risky proposition.

37E. A. Bétant explains Eovayayovr here as contrahere in Lexicon Thucydideum 2
(Genf 1847) 200.
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tactic to good effect at Tegyra where he drew his hoplites into a tight for-
mation (eig 6Aiyov ovviyayev) with the expectation that, in spite of the su-
perior numbers of the enemy overall (brepBdAhovrog nA#Ber Tobg moAepions),
his own highly concentrated force would thus be able to cut through at the
point of impact (¢AniCwv ke’ & npooPdAor péMata Sraxdyerv).>® The picture
given by Diodorus is similar. During the siege of Halicarnassus, Ephialtes’
forces won an initial success against the Macedonians by attacking in a
formation which was notably compact as well as deep (&v Pofeiq pdhaym
nenvkvopévev, 17.26.4), assuming that such mass would make them invin-
cible (36&avrag ua 10 Bépog dxataywvitovg elva, 17.26.4).%° They were only
defeated after the Macedonian veterans likewise concentrated and closed
ranks against them (ovva@poisBévieg xai suvoonicavteg, 17.27.2). Diodorus
also tells us that it was with a similar result that Epaminondas organized
a select group of hoplites into an unusually tight formation during the bat-
tle of Mantinea (GvaAaBdv tobg dpictovg kai petd todtov ovpepstag, 15.86.4),
and was then able to cut through the enemy phalanx with this concentrated
force (Siéxoye thv pdAayya t@v mohepinv, 15.86.5).

In each of the above cases, the tactic of massing hoplites into an unusu-
ally tight formation by reducing their file intervals provided some degree of
success. Given the increased difficulty a hoplite would have manipulating
his weapons in a restricted formation of this sort, such a tactic would seem
curious indeed, unless we understand that the concentration thus achieved
paid a direct and tangible benefit by increasing the physical pressure of
othismos.

Othismos helped to make the phalanx of the Classical period the success-
ful military machine it was. Until the advent of superior tactics, only simi-
larly armed and organized hoplites who were equally willing, in Xenophon’s
words, “to set shield against shield, push, fight, kill, and be killed,” could
hope to oppose it effectively.*?

DEPARTMENT OF CLASSICAL AND MODERN LANGUAGES
UNIVERSITY OF LOUISVILLE
LouisviLLE, KENTUCKY 40292

38 Though writing well after the event, Plutarch had good sources for this particular
battle, consulting, as he tells us, Ephorus, Callisthenes, Polybius, and “certain other
writers” (Pel. 17.2). See Buckler (above, n. 13) 75-76.

39The Halicarnassians were presumably still using classical tactics and formations.
Ephialtes and his men had assumed that “because of their mass” they could not be
stopped (36Eavtag S1é w0 Pépog dxatayaviorovg elvar, 17.26.4).

0 5upBobvreg Tiig domidag daBodvio, Epdyovto, dnéxtewvov, dnébvpoxov, Hell. 4.3.19.
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