When Push Comes to Shove: What Was the "Othismos" of Hoplite Combat?
By Christopher A. Matthew. A Reply. 
The mechanics of hoplite warfare have long been the subject of academic discussions. The lack of detailed contemporary descriptions of the method of the clashing of large phalanxes, a problem when considering any aspect of Archaic and Greek warfare, is exacerbated by the technical nature of combat throughout history. The word othismos frequently appears in texts which follow battles of these periods - yet poses another issue when studying Greek battles. The definition of this word, although commonly rendered as to push, can vary wildly in translation and usage; from Homer’s imagining of Sisyphus thrusting his stone towards the top of his hill, to Pausanias’ depiction of men physically pushing ‘one another into the water’.[footnoteRef:1] This lack of a concrete definition for the term has led to a debate surrounding its usage in ancient texts – in particular whether it denotes a physical push, with men shoving back their opponents, or a more figurative term used to describe concerted efforts to force movement on the battlefield as a whole. The objective of providing a definition, on either side, is the subject of much scholarship, and with that objective in mind the many translations of these texts further bring this into a debate surrounding the interpretation of the use of the word othismos. Christopher A. Matthew’s contribution to this pantheon of discussion is the article When Push Comes to Shove: What Was the Othismos of Hoplite Combat – and his summation is that of the middle ground. Matthews throughout aims to strike a balance between the literal and figurative interpretations: the strength and legitimacy of this balance therefore will be examined in this reply. [1:  Hom. Od. 11.13 (trans. Butler); Paus. 3.14.10 (trans. Jones and Ormerod)] 


The first element in this reply to Matthew’s article must be a summary of his work and findings, along with examining the evidence used. He begins the piece with an observation that the partisan nature of the academic discourse is clear evidence that the nature of hoplite warfare is ‘far from comprehensively understood by modern scholars’, before stating that his approach to the debate shall be guided by the two forms of evidence available – the terminology used by ancient authors, and the understood mechanics of hoplite combat.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Matthew 2009: 396] 

Matthew begins by making the statement that literary evidence for the idea of a physical collision, the literal othismos, is lacking. This is due to the fact that the multiple phrases which are often translated as “shield against shield” have two functions dependent on the author and situation: to describe the action of two blocks of men actually colliding, such as in Aristophanes’ Peace when the clashing of shields is mentioned; and to describe a close order shield wall, which in many examples is used to describe soldiers waiting for battle – the phrase mentioned therefore cannot be attributed to combat.[footnoteRef:3] There is also reference made to several instances of men engaging at ‘spear thrust’,[footnoteRef:4] mentioned in Xenophon. Matthew then makes a brief case for the literal othismos, using passages of Thucydides, Xenophon, and Plutarch in support – yet proceeds to apply a figurative interpretation of the word to the examples given.  His discussion then moves to the ambiguous nature of the term’s definition. For this, more is drawn from Thucydides, specifically from Books 4 and 7, and Herodotus, in an examination of the use of the word as a manner of ‘driving’ an opponent back, or gaining ground at the point of the spear, all suggestive of a word in a more figurative sense.[footnoteRef:5] The conclusion of this segment examining the literary sources judges that neither side of the debate – literal or otherwise – always apply, and that context is required when considering each use of the word. [3:  Arist. Pax 1274 (trans. O’Neill); Matthew 2009: 397]  [4:  Xen. Hell. 4.3.17 (trans. Brownson)]  [5:  Matthew 2009: 399] 

The then much larger section of Matthew’s article is the use of art, in conjunction with a study of reconstruction and biomechanics, to explore how hoplites would actually engage in combat. He begins with a discussion of the two major methods of gripping the hoplite spear, overhead and underarm, as exemplified on many amphorae.[footnoteRef:6] This briefly explores the problems surrounding the interpretation of these images: the lack of the counter balance, the length of the spear, and the way the warriors depicted hold their weapons are all important factors in a physical othismos being possible. This is then followed by an analysis of the formations described by the literary figures, and the featuring of several photos of reenactors demonstrating both the formations and mechanics of wielding a spear. A catalogue of battles in which hoplites engaged in looser and closer order formations complete his engagement with the literary sources – before Matthew concludes that in close order formation the othismos would have been conducted at the ‘deadly “no man’s land” of spear range’, whilst in an intermediate formation a mass push would have been more plausible.[footnoteRef:7] In short, Christopher Matthew has taken the middle ground, with the comment that neither side (literal or figurative) can be totally correct, and that the definition should be revised for each instance. [6:  Ibid.: 401-2]  [7:  Ibid. 414.] 


Whilst some would seek to denigrate such an argument, it must be understood that there are examples throughout history of the figurative translation of othismos. For example, accounts of the Battle of Waterloo often mention that the Prussians ‘pressed’ the French out of their positions in Plancenoit, despite the fact that this cannot refer to a physical action.[footnoteRef:8] Likewise, there are identifiable examples in several ancient texts which must be treated as evidence of a more figurative othismos. There is frequent reference made to being at spear range, as in this extract from the Hellenika: ‘and when Archidamus led the advance, only a few of the enemy waited till his men came within spear-thrust’.[footnoteRef:9] Peter Krentz notes that even Xenophon when describes a fictional battle, he clearly states the advantage that ‘strong and long’ spears gives the Egyptians – with the observation that if said advantage is to be gained from a longer weapon, then the rear ranks must have given the front ranks the room to level their spears.[footnoteRef:10] This specification for engagement at the far end of spear reach corresponds well with the evidence Matthew presents in relation to the reconstructions. An overhead grip allows hoplites to thrust over the top of their shields, and to gain a far but practicable reach with which to attack their enemy.  [8:  Hofschröer 1999: 124]  [9:  Xen. Hell. 7.1.31 (trans. Brownson)]  [10:  Krentz 1985: 56.] 

Furthermore, at spear range one can conceivably still maintain an offensive capability upon one’s opponent. In Thucydides’ Book 4, he remarks that ‘on the right, where the Thebans were, they got the better of the Athenians, pushing them back step by step at first and keeping up their pressure.’[footnoteRef:11] Many other translations use the word shoving, in place of pushing, however this would make Pagondas noticing this movement of these troops in the next line more unlikely – soldiers in close formation would move slowly, if being pushed physically step by step, as opposed to a steady maintenance of attacks forcing a block of men rearward. Thucydides uses this image again, when in Book 2 he mentions that a formation was ‘seen to give way’.[footnoteRef:12] If these men were packed in close, the giving way of a formation would have to be profound to be remarking on and would cause a greater collapse of the larger battle line. Since neither applies in this instance, those engaged in combat must be at a further range – most likely at spear length. [11:  Thuc. 4.96.4 (trans. Crawley)]  [12:  Thuc. 2.81.6 (trans. Crawley)] 

It is also important to look for evidence in non-military texts of a non-physical othismos, as Hans van Wees does by using Plato’s description of a war dance:

Eluding all kinds of blows and shots by swervings and duckings and side-leaps upward or crouching; and also the opposite kinds of motion, which lead to active postures of offence, when it strives to represent the movements involved in shooting with bows or darts, and blows of every description.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Plat. Laws 815a (trans. Bury)] 


These dances mimic actual combat, and so the above depiction of dodging in and out of weapon distance implies, as van Wees observes, a correlation between this performance and reality of the space required in actual battle to fight. How can an actual shoving match take place if each warrior requires the room to leap to the side, or to execute any sort of blow with their spear?

Yet for many years the traditional view of a physical othismos was dominant, and for good reason. There is much evidence throughout the sources available to suggest that hoplite warfare was primarily composed of two close order formations engaging in a pushing contest, to force the other backwards. This overwhelming amount of literary description, however, is put at risk by the image of the 20th century ‘rugby scrum’ othismos, and so arguments for a more literal interpretation are dismissed for two reasons, despite the simple rebuttals.
The first reason is, as van Wees states, that if it is supposed that battles were largely decided by sheer pushing power, then the sheer weight of numbers present at battles should be the deciding factor.[footnoteRef:14] The example given is from Xenophon’s Hellenika – whereupon 50 ranks of Theban warriors are pushed back and defeated by 12 ranks of Spartans.[footnoteRef:15] Van Wees’ analysis concludes that the physical othismos cannot therefore have taken place. It must be argued that this completely ignores the facts we are given about Spartan martial prowess compared to the other city-states: that the Spartans march to the sound of the flutes, giving their formations a coherent unified step; and that many other poleis did not provide state training on the same level as the Spartans, leading to a potential lack of order amongst enemy formations.[footnoteRef:16] The second reason for dismissal is that the othismos is often applied to naval engagements, where logically the battle cannot consist of ships just shunting each other over the waves. This does not, however, take into account that the strategy in naval warfare was to ‘break with their firm and thick beaks the hollow and infirm foreparts of the galleys of their enemies'[footnoteRef:17] – actual contact must therefore have been a staple of conflict at sea, and it must be concluded that the push would therefore be an entirely reasonable description of these collisions.  [14:  Van Wees 2015: 190]  [15:  Xen. Hell. 6.4.12-14 (trans. Marincole)]  [16:  Thuc 5.70; Xen. Mem. 3.12.5; Xen. Hell. 6.4.14 (trans. Crawley; Marchant; Marincole). N.B. In this second reference, it is the Athenian lack of state training, although not specified as Athens. It is safe to assume that this does not just apply to Athens.]  [17:  Thuc. 7.36.3 (trans. Hobbes)] 

With that understood, an examination of the literary sources is necessary to an assessment of the physical othismos. This is an examination that Matthew fails to adequately perform, due to absence of many examples of hoplite combat which require a literal interpretation of the othismos. The first is the use of the wording “hand to hand”, or similar, in reference to the style of combat. Both Thucydides and Herodotus both use this wording when explaining the clash of troops: the former during the engagement at Solygeia explains in Crawley’s translation that the battle was ‘fought throughout hand to hand’, and in Hobbes’ translation that the battle was ‘hot and at hand-strokes’[footnoteRef:18]; the latter details how the Spartans and Persians ‘came to blows at close quarters’ around the Temple of Demeter after the ‘fence of shields’ had fallen.[footnoteRef:19] Luginbill raises this second example in his discussion of the othismos being a tactic used by a formation, as a phase during the battle – and therefore whilst not a direct argument for the othismos being the entire battle, this would mean that the word is still used in a literal way to describe how the two sides fought.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Thuc. 4.43.2 (trans. Crawley, Hobbes)]  [19:  Hdt. 9.62 (trans. Godley)]  [20:  Luginbill 1994: 54] 

The next examples to consider are those concerning the charge into battle. Thucydides, Xenophon, and Herodotus all detail how troops would close at a run, and then into a clash of arms. In particular, the Thucydidian description of the Battle of Delium which states that the Athenians and the Boetians were ‘closing at a run’.[footnoteRef:21] This is often used to dismiss the possibility of any semblance of a pushing action, for the soldiers would be approaching too quickly to actually push each other. In fact, Matthew mentions Delium as an explicit example that since the attack is made at the run, the engaging sides could not operate in anything better than an intermediate formation.[footnoteRef:22] However, the text later mentions the troops engaging ‘shield against shield’, and then describes how when other soldiers dropped back from the main battle line, those at the front were ‘surrounded in a narrow space’.[footnoteRef:23] This situation, of fighting in with shields resting against each other is possible in a looser formation, as Matthew suggests in Figure 8 of his article, yet anything other than a dense pack of hoplites would not form the narrow space which is then later discussed.[footnoteRef:24] Herodotus also writes about a faster paced charge, which should still be interpreted as an othismos – ‘[the Greeks] charged forward and pushed their way through the wicker shields, falling upon the Persians in a mass’.[footnoteRef:25] In another translation, this is rendered as ‘they charged altogether’, as opposed to ‘pushed their way through’[footnoteRef:26], and likewise gives the impression of a moving formation of men who, upon reaching their target, physically force their way through. Xenophon makes another addition to this subject when, in the Hellenika, he describes in graphic detail how the Spartans at Coronea ‘crashed against the Thebans front to front; and setting shields against shields they shoved, fought, killed’[footnoteRef:27] – this contains both a reference to a faster charge, and a physical shoving. Matthew regards this formation as being at intermediate order, and therefore unable to engage in the othismos. [21:  Thuc. 4.96.1 9 (trans. Crawley)]  [22:  Matthew 2009: 409]  [23:  Thuc. 4.96.2-3 (trans. Crawley)]  [24:  Matthew 2009: 409]  [25:  Hdt. 9.102.3 (trans. Purvis)]  [26:  Hdt. 9.102.3 (trans. Godley)]  [27:  Xen. Hell. 4.3.19 (trans. Brownson)] 


The other main subject of contention when considering the possibility of the othismos is that, as mentioned previously, several texts make mention to the soldiers involved engaging in combat at specifically spear range. Matthew does not directly address this issue: that if the authors specify being at the two-metre distance which spears create, then it implies that most combat was not at this distance. In the Hellenika, Xenophon states that ‘only a few of the enemy waited till his men came within spear-thrust' – yet earlier the text is clear in his descriptions of ‘close assault’.[footnoteRef:28] In this vein, Thucydides spends several lines detailing, as Hornblower observes, an explanation for the standard engagement procedure for hoplite armies. The fact that ‘all armies…are liable to push their right wing…every soldier individually fears for his exposed side’[footnoteRef:29] is presented as normal, allows us to understand that these formations would engage in a formation so tight that each man was protected by his neighbour completely. The point of interest Hornblower makes plain is that Thucydides wants the reader to know that this is the normal method for warfare of the time, and that anything else is atypical.[footnoteRef:30] If the two armies are that close, then use of a spear won’t be possible: the othismos is the most logical way for formations in this manner to engage in combat. [28:  Xen. Hell 7.1.32; Ibid. 1.3.14; Ibid. 2.4.34 (trans. Brownson)]  [29:  Thuc. 5.71.3 (trans. Hornblower)]  [30:  Hornblower 2010: 187] 


The othismos debate is one which has been a fixture of the study of Greek warfare for over a century now. Christopher Matthew’s article is one of the more recent trend towards a nuanced appreciation of the debate; that neither the literal nor figurative interpretations of the Greek wording is ever entirely correct, or entirely appropriate. And whilst this approach to such a complex historiographical problem may have some validity, it fails to fully analyse every example to which the othismos applies – and certainly fails to examine the literary sources with enough scope. For this reason, “When Push Comes to Shove: What Was The ‘Othismos’ Of Hoplite Combat?” brings some new evidence in the way of reconstruction, it does not fully appreciate the breadth of variety of writing, and interpretation, within this scholarly debate.
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