Critically discuss the types of evidence we have available for understanding hoplite warfare in the Archaic and Classical Greek world [engage with any controversies in interpretation].

A hoplite is a heavily armed ancient Greek foot soldier[footnoteRef:1]. Their name is commonly thought to come from the type of shield they carried called a hoplon, a round, concave, double-grip shield[footnoteRef:2]. The name only works if two assumptions are correct; firstly that hoplon was the most common name for the shield used, and secondly that the word hoplite derives from it[footnoteRef:3]. Both of these ‘assumptions have actually been proved wrong’[footnoteRef:4]. This assumption has been traced back to Diodorus stating that they were named after their shields similarly to the peltasts[footnoteRef:5].  [1:  Hoplite, English Dictionaries ]  [2:  Runciman. 1998. P732]  [3:  Echeverría. 2012. p293]  [4:  Echeverría. 2012. p293]  [5:  Echeverría. 2012. p293] 


Discussions on the origins of hoplite warfare and the phalanx have been essential in trying to understand the Archaic period for a number of scholars[footnoteRef:6]. There are generally two types of evidence available for analysis of hoplite warfare, these are archaeological evidence and textual evidence. Archaeological evidence includes items such as; pottery, weapons, artefacts of war (armour), paintings[footnoteRef:7]. Textual evidence would include literary works from the Archaic and Classical Greek world such as works of literature and histories, also included would be writings such as inscriptions[footnoteRef:8]. These are primary sources and provide a plethora of material for scholarly analysis.  [6:  Echeverría. 2012. p291]  [7:  Echeverría. 2012. p291]  [8:  Echeverría. 2012. p293] 


Debates in scholarship have emerged perhaps due to difficulties arising in the nature of the evidence available[footnoteRef:9]. Echeverría describes the evidence as ‘scattered piece of literary, iconographic, and archaeological evidence’. Scholars ‘have tried to make sense of the scarce, scattered, and at times contradictory pieces of evidence, and offer alternative explanations to the Greek military evolution in the Archaic period that imply a reconsideration of the nature and the role of the phalanx’. To do this scholars rely heavily on the definition of the terms phalanx and hoplite to classify their findings. The review of sources is required to objectively define these terms and the correct use of them[footnoteRef:10]. Modern scholars apply the term hoplite much more freely than the Greeks were likely to as what is commonly considered a hoplite may not have been recognised by ancient Greeks[footnoteRef:11].  [9:  Echeverría. 2012. p291]  [10:  Echeverría. 2012. p293]  [11:  Echeverría. 2012. p293] 

Iconography on pottery such as Attic Kraters and aryballos has provided visual imagery of hoplites in battle which is extremely useful in understanding details of fighting techniques and weaponry[footnoteRef:12]. Artefacts are not always easy to interpret and sometimes this leads to disagreement among scholars. In Brouwers writing he criticises another scholars analysis of an Attic krater[footnoteRef:13] and its significance in the changes in battle style over time; disagreeing with the suggestion that the use of horses in battle died out around the 7th century BC, rather suggesting it remained until the 5th century[footnoteRef:14]. Evidence of Corinthian aryballos showing soldiers on horseback have been dated to around 700 BC, which agrees with both arguments that soldiers still rose horses during that time. As lots of archaeological evidence is very small and damaged these interpretations of them are extremely difficult and allow for ranges of disagreements about the details which they show. Brouwers is a good example of the controversies in scholarship as he analyses the interpretations of others and discuss why agrees or disagrees with them, creating an in depth analysis of the various interpretations of evidence on hoplites and hoplite warfare.  [12:  Brouwers. 2007. p308]  [13:  Brouwers. 2007. p308]  [14:  Brouwers. 2007. p308] 



Scholarly debates have persisted over many years over the precise nature of hoplite warfare and two positions have emerged known as the orthodoxy and the heretics[footnoteRef:15]. The orthodoxy way of thinking is traditional in its views of hoplite warfare. It maintains that they were the dominant type of soldier on the battlefield[footnoteRef:16]. They were reasonable equipped infantry soldiers that used a spear and a sword as a last resort. Orthodoxy has been criticised by a number of scholars that are called the heretics[footnoteRef:17]. These two opposing views mean that there are many controversies within scholarship surrounding hoplite warfare which allows for there to be many investigations into the fractions of evidence we have available.  [15:  Brouwers. 2007. p305]  [16:  Brouwers. 2007. p306]  [17:  Brouwers. 2007. p306] 


Weaponry and armour has been preserved from the Archaic and Classical periods in grave goods. Types of armour and weaponry are most useful in determining how hoplites engaged in battle. The pieces of evidence have most likely survived because they were either valued objects and protected or of little to no value so they were never stolen. Weaponry and armour are typically found in graves as it was common practice to bury those that died in battle with their armour. Swords found in graves indicate that they were an important piece of weaponry for geometric soldiers[footnoteRef:18]. Knowing specifically what types of armour and weaponry hoplites used tells us an immense amount of information about the styles of battle and the movements they were capable of doing, studying armour can cause disagreements about the types of battles they would have engaged in as the its protective nature may or may not have been adequate enough.  [18:  Brouwers. 2007. p306] 


The traditional view of the hoplite phalanx is that relied on the combined force of many working together in unison rather than on the skill of individual soldiers. Holladay (1982) describes the hoplite warfare as a line packed closely together in which each soldier relied on the man to his right for protection[footnoteRef:19], with the main aim being to break through the enemy line using the pressure of their ranks. This tactic is named othismos[footnoteRef:20] which was the final phase of hoplite battle[footnoteRef:21]. The first stage of hoplite battle was to advance in a solid line, this is called Pyknosis where each man would occupy three feet[footnoteRef:22]. During the second stage they would fight hand-to-hand in open order with each man occupying approximately six feet[footnoteRef:23]. Thucydides account suggests that in the phalanx formation they were not that tightly packed together as three feet was not enough room to effectively be able to engage in any form of single hand-to-hand battle[footnoteRef:24].  [19:  A J Holladay. 1982. p93]  [20:  A J Holladay. 1982. p93]  [21:  Krentz. 1985. p51]  [22:  (Krentz. 1985. p51]  [23:  (Krentz. 1985. p51]  [24:  (Krentz. 1985. p51] 


This formation is mentioned literary evidence by ancient writers such as Thucydides which provides helpful information about hoplite warfare. Another literary source is Plutarch (Niceas 6.4-5) who discusses the hoplite commander Nicias, whom halted his troops so that two bodies could be recovered after a victorious battle in 425[footnoteRef:25].  Plutarch’s example of Nicias shows a very real behaviour of ancient Greek hoplite commanders, it as a fairly common practice to abandon territory if it was not possible to recover the bodies of their dead[footnoteRef:26]. This could be due to the excessive funerary rites performed in ancient Greece as respect for their dead and to ensure them a safe passage to the underworld. These aspect of hoplite warfare are only mentioned in literary sources as there is no archaeological evidence of the hoplites need to recover their dead. This idea appears to be accepted by many scholars as there is not any disagreements amongst the works.  [25:  Runciman. 1998. p739]  [26:  Runciman. 1998. p739] 


One of the most useful types of textual evidence for hoplite warfare are the historical accounts by ancient writers in particular Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War of which classics scholars make extensive use of his account of the Peloponnesian wars (Echeverría, Holladay, Runciman, Anderson). Thucydides gives an account of hoplite behaviour in 5.71.1 where they are portrayed as ‘eager to cling to the protection of their neighbour in the line’[footnoteRef:27] although they were occasionally willing to leave the safety of the tine to engage in single hand-to-hand combat. This description suggests that for hoplite soldiers it was not only their safety in that moment that they were concerned about but also fought in a style that allowed to act within the best interest of their comrades as well. A lot of modern scholarship use this section as evidence towards their argument and typically agree with what it suggests about hoplites and their behaviour.  [27:  A J Holladay. 1982. p94] 


Overall there are multiple types of evidence available to aid us in our understanding of hoplite warfare in the Classical and Archaic period. The types of evidence each indicate different aspect of the fighting style and the disagreements between scholar’s show how little we found out so far and the difficulties involved in understanding the knowledge they have to offer. 
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