The development of the Macedonian phalanx and its use in the battles of Alexander the Great

The Macedonian phalanx was a heavy infantry section of the army meaning that the troops were heavily equipped. It was first developed in Macedon and then used by Alexander the Great.[footnoteRef:1] It was an impressive fighting force and it was unique as it featured ranks of men with sarissas, spears nearly six metres long.[footnoteRef:2] It has been suggested that the Macedonian phalanx was deployed at the battle of Chaeronea under the command of Philip II, King of Macedonia, with Alexander his son however this view is not accepted by everyone. When Alexander succeeded his father he went on to use the Macedonian phalanx in later battles such as the battle of Issus with great success.[footnoteRef:3] During his campaign he increased the numbers of his phalangites to help succeed against larger enemies.[footnoteRef:4] The Macedonian phalanx and the hoplite phalanx were considered different in a number of ways, including the most particular detail of the Macedonian phalanx, the use of the sarissa. A sarissa was heavier and longer than the spears the hoplites used, it was also speculated that it was double ended, so had a ‘spear butt’ to put into the ground when the sarissa was not in use.[footnoteRef:5] Questions still arise about the development and implementation of the Macedonian phalanx under Alexander the Great and this is the topic under discussion in this research. The sources do not provide a clear account of Alexander’s adoption and development of the Macedonian phalanx. However, there is sufficient evidence to argue that, impressed by his father’s use of the Macedonian phalanx in the battle of Chaeronea, Alexander continued its use and developed it further to the point where, at the battle of Issus, it is noted as a significant and decisive force on the battlefield.  [1:  Markle, 1978.]  [2:  Matthew, 2012. ]  [3:  Markle, 1978.]  [4:  Hammond, 1992.  ]  [5:  Sekunda, 2001. P35.] 

The Macedonian phalanx was specifically Macedonian, and Alexander inherited it from his father.[footnoteRef:6] It most certainly had a visual impact on the battle field and this factor coupled with its Macedonian identity may well have been a key aspect in its adoption and development by Alexander. Alexander used the phalanx in the centre of the battlefield to dissuade his enemies from facing it straight on. The Macedonian phalanx was undoubtably unique and brought new advantages on the battlefield particularly in terms of the reach and density of the sarissas. Alexander chose to continue and increase its use throughout his campaigns and clearly found it of value.[footnoteRef:7] Perhaps as well as its effectiveness on the battle field, it was its unique and dramatic visual impact and its Macedonian origin and identity that appealed to Alexander when he set out to conquer the known world. Although there is no evidence of what appealed to Alexander about using the Macedonian phalanx, it is evidential that he did decide to use the Macedonian phalanx. This study argues that the Macedonian phalanx suited Alexander’s military style and that its strategic and tactical use served Alexander’s needs throughout his campaigns.  [6:  Markle, 1978.]  [7:  Markle, 1978.] 

Several scholars stand out in the field of study concerning Philip and Alexander’s armies and the Macedonian phalanx. Christopher Matthew has made an in depth study on the Hellenistic pike phalanx[footnoteRef:8] and written an article on the length of the sarissa[footnoteRef:9] which have been useful for this research. His 2015 work on the pike phalanx is an invaluable resource for the depth of information he provides about how the pike phalanx worked in action. It also discusses the scholarly debates surrounding the origins of the Macedonian phalanx and the logistics of the pike phalanx formation in terms of adjustability and flexibility. Scholarship by Markle has also been extremely useful for this research. Markle’s work focuses on the sarissa armed soldiers and how it can be argued that Alexander received a well organised and efficient army from his father king Philip of Macedon. Markle makes a study of the sarissa armed men of the Macedonian army under the rule of Alexander the Great. In this research I used two articles by Markle, both focus on the element of the sarissa. He investigates the use of the sarissa by Philip II and Alexander [footnoteRef:10] and also provides a study on Macedonian weaponry and armour.[footnoteRef:11] Hammond’s work on Alexander’s charge at the battle of Issus[footnoteRef:12] provides a fascinating analysis of the ancient textual sources of the battle, of particular value in my research was his insightful evaluation of the various sources that enabled a clearer understanding of the nature of the evidence available. A study by Schwartz was used for the material regarding Hoplites. His work has a clear focus on the Hoplites and their arms, armour and phalanx fighting.[footnoteRef:13] This helps when looking at the differences between Hoplite and Macedonians. The first section of this research examines the origins and features of the Macedonian phalanx referring to work by Matthew, Markle, Hammond and Schwartz. The second section analyses ancient sources for the use of the Macedonian phalanx at the battles of Chaeronea and Issus using the works of Arrian, Polybius, Curtius and Diodorus.  [8:  Matthew, 2015.]  [9:  Matthew, 2012. ]  [10:  Markle,1978.]  [11:  Markle, 1977.]  [12:  Hammond, 1992.]  [13:  Schwartz, 2013.] 


The Origin and Features of the Macedonian Phalanx
Philip II of Macedonia is accredited with first developing a phalanx using the six-metre long sarissa. Both of these scholars argue that the sarissa was first used by Philip in his cavalry.[footnoteRef:14] This would mean that although the sarissa was said to have been used in the early battle of Tribali in 339 BC it is not clear as to when the sarissa was then used in a phalanx.[footnoteRef:15] Markle considers two possibilities about when the sarissa was first used in the phalanx. He writes that it may have been ‘…by Philip between September 338 and his death in late summer 336,..’.[footnoteRef:16]  Alternatively he considers that it can realistically have been  ‘…by Alexander during the eight months from his accession until his campaign across the Danube in spring 335,..’. After this point the sarissa-armed phalanx is known to have been used in the later battles for example the battle of Issus.[footnoteRef:17] Due to the fragmented history of Philip II’s reign it is often difficult to define the exact timings of events. It may never be known if it was Philip who decided to arm his phalanx with a sarissa however, it is now clear that at the turn of the fourth century a new fighting force, the Hellenistic pike phalanx, was introduced and dominated battle fields for two centuries.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Markle, 1977.]  [15:  Markle, 1978. P489]  [16:  Markle, 1978.]  [17:  Markle, 1978. ]  [18:  Matthew, 2015. ] 


Much of the debate surrounding the origin and use of the Macedonian phalanx has been addressed by Matthew in his holistic investigation. Matthew suggests that writings by Harpocration on Anaximenes' Philippika show that a commander named Alexander organised his troops into companies and named one company the pezhetairoi 'Infantry Companions'.[footnoteRef:19] The pezhetairoi are understood to be the name given to the pike phalanx in the army of Macedon. There are three possible contenders for this first implementation of the pezhetairoi pike phalanx all named Alexander; Alexander I (495-450BC), Alexander II (370-368BC) and Alexander III (336-323BC).[footnoteRef:20] Matthew makes an extremely detailed analysis of the arguments presented by numerous scholars and makes reference to many different ancient sources to conclude that Alexander II was the Alexander in Anaximenes' Philippika and that the Macedonian phalanx used by Alexander III evolved from earlier developments during the rule of Alexander II.[footnoteRef:21] This view seems creditable as it draws together and builds on previous scholarship to present a realistic incorporation of innovations over time by successive leaders that resulted in the Macedonian phalanx used by Alexander.   [19:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 1.]  [20:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 1.]  [21:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 1.] 


The Macedonian phalanx was different from the hoplite phalanx in a number of ways, including the different weaponry the phalangites used that the hoplites did not use. Schwartz details the different weaponry used by the hoplites including their ‘hoplite shields’, spears and swords.[footnoteRef:22] The hoplites carried both a sword and a spear so, that in battle if the spears were broken, they were able to continue the fight with the swords. [footnoteRef:23] The looser formation that the hoplites had compared to the phalangites of the Macedonian phalanx meant that close hand to hand fighting with a sword was possible when needed. The hoplites also carried small round shields, which were used as their main defence and their namesake.[footnoteRef:24]     [22:  Schwartz, 2013. 25-54 ]  [23:  Schwartz, 2013. 81-86]  [24:  Farrington, 2019. ] 


The soldiers of the Macedonian phalanx were equipped with sarissas, larger shields and short daggers. The lengthy sarissa was the key innovation that change the nature of warfare in the 200 years following the rise of Alexander. Matthew 2012 examines in detail how the length of the sarissa changed through the Hellenistic period. He argues that it emerged in the 4th century BC and was altered progressively throughout the next two centuries.[footnoteRef:25] He writes, "the length of the sarissa altered across the Hellenistic period as army after army sought to gain an advantage over those employing similar methods and weaponry."[footnoteRef:26] This suggests that armies valued the extended reach of the long sarissa and entered into an ancient form of arms race, in which the sarissa was repeatedly extended to gain the advantage. His examination of ancient sources has enabled him to present a timeline of this development of the sarissa.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Matthew, 2012. P79.]  [26:  Matthew, 2012. P79.]  [27:  Matthew, 2012. (chart)] 


Matthew draws attention to the writer Theophrastus who, writing just after Alexander's death, gives the length of the longest sarissa as 12 cubits (an ancient unit of measure).[footnoteRef:28] This suggests, as Matthew points out, that there were other types of sarissa that were shorter. Other ancient writers, Asclepiodotus, writing in turn of the first century BC and Aelian, writing in early second century AD, both give measurements of sarissae 10 cubits long.[footnoteRef:29] Polyaenus, writing in the second century BC, states that sarissae of 16 cubits were used against Cleonymus of Sparta at the end of the fourth century BC, just twenty three years after the death of Alexander the Great.[footnoteRef:30] Matthew compares this to Polybius' writing in 168 BC in which he suggests that sarissa of 16 cubits were used in earlier times but at the time of his writing 14 cubits was the length used.[footnoteRef:31] Polybius was writing just after the battle of Pydna in 168 BC, which suggests that this was the length of the sarissa at this battle.[footnoteRef:32] At this battle the Macedonians were defeated by the Romans. These different accounts taken together show a pattern of the sarrissa being extended from 10-12 cubits in the early Hellenistic period to 16 in the mid Hellenistic period then in the mid-late Hellenistic period there is a reduction in the length of the sarissa to 14 cubits.  [28:  Matthew, 2012. P81]  [29:  Matthew, 2012. P81. ]  [30:  Matthew, 2012. P81.]  [31:  Matthew, 2012. P81.]  [32:  Matthew, 2012. P81.] 

 
What is clear from Matthew's study is that the different ancient sources provide different evidence for sarissas of different lengths throughout the Hellenistic period. In addition, the measurements used are by no means necessarily equivalent or standard measures. Although they all mention cubits, it is clear that each region used a different scale for the cubit, this makes it hard to compare to the modern measurements. Ancient writers may have also been unclear when referring to measurements in other sources which further adds to the confusion. Matthew makes the valid point that the modern scholarship has subsequently suffered from this lack of clarity in the ancient sources with scholars each choosing different figure for the cubit in which to base their work.[footnoteRef:33]   [33:  Matthew, 2012. P87.] 

 
There is much discrepancy in the ancient world regarding the length of the cubit however Matthew, using archaeological evidence of a metrological relief, found in Salamis, among other things, establishes through a very detailed discussion, that a cubit is most likely to measure 48.0 CM across most of Greece and Macedonia during the period these ancient writers were writing.[footnoteRef:34] Based on a cubit being 48 cm the smallest Hellenistic sarissa at 10 cubits would be 480 cm in modern times, the 12 cubit long sarissas would be 576 cm (nearly six metres long). The subsequent lengthening of the sarissa to 16 cubits in the mid Hellenistic would give a sarissa that was 768 cm long (nearly 8 metres). Then the reduction to 14 cubits would make a more manageable 672 cm long sarissa. From Matthew’s careful analysis of the sources and his discussion of the scholarly debate regarding the sarissa, he concludes that the consensus is that the armies of Alexander and Philip used sarissas of between 10 and 12 cubits in length.[footnoteRef:35] This seems a reasonable conclusion given the quality of evidence provided and shows that the sarissa would stand out on the battle field as even the shortest sarissa of just under five metres would be nearly double the length of a Hoplites spear.  [34:  Matthew, 2012. P89.]  [35:  Matthew, 2012. P81-82.] 


The formation of phalangites on the battlefield was different to that of the hoplites. This may be related to the difference in weaponry. A key difference was in the tight spacing of the formation of the Macedonian phalanx. Polybius gives a detailed account of the many factors that meant the formation was different between the hoplites and the Macedonians. 
A Well-Formed Phalanx is Irresistible
Many considerations may easily convince us that, if only the phalanx has its proper formation and strength, nothing can resist it face to face or withstand its charge. For as a man in close order of battle occupies a space of three feet; and as the length of the sarissae is sixteen cubits according to the original design, which has been reduced in practice to fourteen; and as of these fourteen four must be deducted, to allow for the distance between the two hands holding it, and to balance the weight in front; it follows clearly that each hoplite will have ten cubits of his sarissae projecting beyond his body, when he lowers it with both hands, as he advances against the enemy…[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Polyb.18.29] 

Polybius explains how closely the men of the phalanx stand together and that in this formation they present a wall of sarissa points that would almost impossible to fight. He goes on to explain how the close formation was even more fearsome because of the length of the sarissas.
hence, too, though the men of the second, third, and fourth rank will have their sarissae projecting farther beyond the front rank than the men of the fifth, yet even these last will have two cubits of their sarissae beyond the front rank…[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Polyb.18.29.] 

The sarissas of the first five ranks of the phalanx would all protrude, in a staggered fashion, beyond the first row of men. Each phalangites on the front row would in affect be presenting five sarissa points. This would make the overall phalanx look very intimidating to the enemies with the depth of spears. 

The Macedonian phalanx was a highly organised arrangement of phalangites drilled to use their sarissas in a particular way. The Macedonian phalanx was the first to be formally drilled since the Spartans did it in Ancient Greece. It is clear that for Alexander to use his phalanx effectively the men that were in the phalanx needed to be trained to walk, stand and lower the sarissas in formation. Chapter five of Matthew’s 2015 work discusses the idea of drilling the phalanx. The idea of ‘phalangite drill’ is difficult to find as both ancient sources and military manuals only give brief details of the movements of the phalanx and not usually include specific drilling, however it is clear that the sarissas were held in different ways so some drilling had to be involved.[footnoteRef:38] Matthew draws attention to sources that give specific words of command for phalangites that can be used  to imply drilling would have occured.[footnoteRef:39] Including the works of Aelian, Asclepiodotus and the maybe the best account of Arrian. In Arrian’s Anabasis, he includes a description of how Alexander the Great organised his men, during a demonstration of skill in Thrace, 335BC.[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 5 ]  [39:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 5]  [40:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 5] 

…and then he gave the infantry the order to raise their pikes vertically then, at the command, to extend them for battle, and now, by inclining to the right, closed up the spears, and then back again to the left.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Matthew, 2015. Chapter 5] 

This demonstration by Alexander in Thrace shows that his troops were drilled and trained to receive the commands and be able to execute them smoothly.  

To conclude, the Macedonian phalanx was different from the hoplite phalanx in many ways including the use of the sarissa by the Macedonians and the composition of the phalanx which changed the flexibility. Also, the difference in equipment that the hoplite uses compared to the Macedonians. Alexander establishes a new form of sarissa based phalanx section of warfare that was so successful that it continued after his death by different armies. Another difference between the older hoplites and the Macedonian phalanx is that the Macedonian soldiers were drilled so they were able to move as one. Therefore, it can be argued that the phalangites were more of a professional unit than the hoplites had been. The sarissa itself has been credited to have been first used by Philip II.[footnoteRef:42]  An example of an advantage of the Macedonian phalanx is the fear factor that it gives to the opposing side, with its five points to one man effect. There is also the discussion of how much the Macedonian phalanx was used in battle by Alexander the Great and therefore when the Macedonian phalanx was first used which will be exploded in the next section.  [42:  Matthew, 2015.] 


The use of the Macedonian phalanx in Alexander’s campaigns 
The battle of Chaeronea was a battle that took place in a town called Chaeronea in 338 BC between the Macedonian king Philip II and the independent Greek states, in this battle Athenians and Thebans.[footnoteRef:43] The battle was won by the Macedonians when the right wing faked a retreat causing the Athenians to pursue them, this caused a gap in the line which was soon broken by Alexander leading a cavalry charge.[footnoteRef:44] This battle is an important battle as it ended the independent Greek states and was the start of Alexander the Greats military history.  [43:  Crawford and Whitehead, 2002/2017. ]  [44:  Crawford and Whitehead, 2002/2017.] 

 
The thought that Philip II of Macedon created the sarissa-armed infantry and before his death in 338 BC he used the new Macedonian phalanx with sarissas in the battle of Chaeronea, in this year is debated against by Markle.[footnoteRef:45] In Markle’s work he starts off by arguing that the sarissa itself could not have been used in either cavalry or infantry before the battle of Chaeronea. He uses the example of battles against ‘Olynthus’ to argue that the long sarissa lance was not used by either cavalry or infantry as early as 349 BC.[footnoteRef:46] This is proven by the lack of sarissas found in the archaeological evidence from these early battles. Following the same lack of archaeological evidence coupled with the topology flaws Markle argues that it is not logical for the Macedonians under Philip to use a sarissa at this battle.   [45:  Markle, 1978.]  [46:  Markle, 1978. P488.] 


The battle of Issus was one of the major battles that Alexander fought during his campaigns. This battle was on the fifth of November 333BC.[footnoteRef:47] At the battle of Issus Alexander the Great faced and defeated Darius III Codomannus of the Persian Empire.[footnoteRef:48] The battle was in South Anatolia near the city of Issus with the Payas river running through.[footnoteRef:49] Issus was the second of three major battles between the Macedonians and the Persians.[footnoteRef:50] This battle appears in many ancient texts and is even immortalised in a Roman mosaic which is thought to be a copy of a Greek painting, now lost. Many ancient sources give evidence of the presence of the infantry section called the phalanx and even specify that it was a Macedonian phalanx. The most important of these for this research piece are Arrian, Diodorus, Polybius and Quintus Curtius. These sources differ in detail, both Arrian and Curtius provide substantial detail of the battle whereas Polybius and Diodorus give a more brief description.  [47:  Lendering, 2018. Issus.  ]  [48:  Lendering, 2018. ]  [49:  Lendering, 2018. ]  [50:  Lendering, 2018. ] 


The Macedonian phalanx was used in the battle of Issus. Arrian’s Anabasis provides a remarkably detailed account of the battle including the battle formation of the different units of the army, as well as the terrain that they fought on. He also describes the movements of the different units and where the leaders of the two sides were placed.[footnoteRef:51] The first mention of the phalanx describes how Alexander’s army came through a narrow passage in column formation and then when the field widened out the troops were deployed into a phalanx formation ‘bringing up battalion after battalion of hoplites’.[footnoteRef:52] Polybius also describes this movement.[footnoteRef:53] This first mention suggests a hoplite phalanx rather than a Macedonian phalanx whereas later on Arrian mentions the Macedonian phalanx. Arrian appears to use the terms interchangeably. This highlights a common problem with the ancient texts which can sometimes be inconsistence in their terminology. Later in the battle Arrian writes ‘He posted the prodromoi under Protomachus’ command in front of the cavalry on the right.’[footnoteRef:54] Prodromoi were also known as sarissophoroi, they were a form of mounted solider who carried a sarissa. Both Arrian and Curtius appear to use these terms interchangeably.[footnoteRef:55]   [51:  Arr. Anab. 2.8.2-11.7]  [52:  Arr. Anab. 2.8.2.]  [53:  Polyb. 12. 19]  [54:  Arr. Anab. 2.9.2]  [55:  (Translation) Hammond, 2013. p264. ] 


The Macedonian phalanx was arranged in a tight formation and any movement of the phalanx as a whole would need to be made slowly. Arrian’s description of Alexander’s advance shows the phalanx moving forward at a slow marching pace, ‘...to avoid any part of the phalanx fluctuating in a more rapid advance and so breaking apart.’[footnoteRef:56] Hammond suggests that a slow moving advance such as this is evidence of the movements of the Macedonian phalanx.[footnoteRef:57]  [56:  Arr. Anab. 2.10.3]  [57:  Hammond, 1992. P401 ] 


The position of the phalanx at centre right seems like the most logical position as it would deter the enemy from attempting to outflank Alexander’s forces on the hill slopes on that side of the battle field. Curtius writes that ‘Alexander had stationed the phalanx, the strongest part of any Macedonian army, in the van’.[footnoteRef:58] Here Curtius adds strength to the argument that the Macedonian phalanx was present rather than a hoplite phalanx by emphasising the Macedonian nature of the army. The Macedonian phalanx would certainly have an imposing physical presence on the battle field with its close packed formation and its long bristling spears. Curtius gives a insight into how Alexander used the Macedonian phalanx in his battle strategy. The fear factor of this uniquely Macedonian force would be maximised in a central position in the vanguard of the army. Darius thought that the Macedonian phalanx was the ‘main strength of the Macedonian army’, according to the accounts of Curtius.[footnoteRef:59]  Darius placed Greek mercenaries facing the Macedonian phalanx. This choice may reflect a unwillingness to place his own forces against such formidable force. Curtius writes that Darius’ plan was to make it a cavalry battle and describes attempts to outflank Alexander’s forces on both sides.[footnoteRef:60] In any case Alexander’s placement of the phalanx at the front centre right of the battle field appears as a strategic move to dictate the course of the battle.   [58:  Curt. 3.9.7-8]  [59:  Curt. 3.11.1]  [60:  Curt. 3.11.1-2] 


In the works of Diodorus he describes a very brief layout of Alexanders army. In his account the cavalry is in front and the phalanx is behind ‘to remain in reserve’.[footnoteRef:61]  Hammond  is dismissive of Diodorus in this aspect describing this idea as ‘ludicrous’.[footnoteRef:62]  To place the cavalry in front of the phalanx would certainly lessen the strategic effect of the phalanx as an anvil and even potentially put the cavalry in danger of being impaled themselves should they be driven back.    [61:  Diod. Sic. 17.33.1]  [62:  Hammond, 1992. P397.] 


The ancient evidence that has been used can be analysed and questioned based on when they were written and what sources that were able to used. Once again, the scholar Hammond can be used to analysis the ancient sources. Arrian’s account of the battle of Issus according to Hammond includes the account of Ptolemy who was at the battle but his account has since been lost.[footnoteRef:63] Due to this Hammond decides that Arrian’s account is the more reliable one out of the four ancient writers used in this research. He also argues that some of the works of Curtius can be used but only if the parts are different to Diodorus. This is because Hammond regards Diodorus work to be ‘ludicrous’.[footnoteRef:64]  As for the works of Polybius Hammond once again has an issue especially when it comes to the figure of the number of troops the two sites had. This is because Polybius uses the work of Callisthenes who was ‘Alexander’s mouthpiece’ at the time who did not always report correctly and is a ‘propagandist’.[footnoteRef:65]   [63:  Hammond, 1992. P405.  ]  [64:  Hammond, 1992. P397.]  [65:  Hammond, 1992. P396. ] 


To conclude there is many scholarship debate over the sarissa, including who was the first to use it for either cavalry or infantry to form the Macedonian phalanx. The sarissa itself changed in length throughout the 4th century this had an effect on the development of the Hellenistic pike phalanx to the successful Macedonian phalanx that has been remembered in history. It is clear that Alexander the Great used the Macedonian phalanx in the battle of Issus and later in history the Macedonian phalanx was used until it was defeated by the Romans in 168 BC. The development of the phalanx is also included in historical debates as from the hoplite phalanx consisting of Greek warriors with spears, to the Hellenistic pike phalanx which used the sarissas and consisted of Macedonians as the Macedonian phalanx. The two phalanx were different in a few ways, including formation, drilling, weaponry and the purpose they were used for. The Hellenistic pike phalanx is argued to have been in development since Alexander the second, however it is argued that it continued to develop under Philip II and his son later on Alexander the Great. 
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