Iconography of battle: A comparative study of medieval and ancient Greek swordsmanship
Much has been written about the arms and armour of the Hoplites in the Archaic and Classical periods, as well as the methods with which these ‘men of bronze’ warred with each other,[footnoteRef:1] but comparatively little has been written about how a Greek might have used their sword, in battle, in a skirmish or otherwise. Indeed swords have been described as for “slashing”[footnoteRef:2] or strong downward blows[footnoteRef:3] but little further than this has been commonly explored. In contrast, studies in Bronze Age swordsmanship have progressed solidly in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:4] The focus has often been understandably on the spear-brimming phalanx,[footnoteRef:5] but the focus of this paper is on how swords could have been used in battle and other situations. Swords were the backup weapon of the Hoplite, a weapon of desperation in the frenzy of encounters like Thermopylae,[footnoteRef:6] and sometimes carried while traveling the country, according to Thucydides.[footnoteRef:7] The methodology for reconstructing the lost methods of combat is difficult, even when we have highly detailed sources pertaining to its use, unfortunately these do not exist for ancient Greek swordsmanship. Other efforts at reconstruction have been in the field of experimental archaeology,[footnoteRef:8] however, it is hoped the comparative methodology this paper uses would produce a more accurate picture of the realities of combat with Ancient Greek swords. If suitable comparative swords could be identified, and the sources that detail their usage interpreted, it should be possible to use that in conjunction with Classical Greek art to create a system of martial arts that has both some historical validity and of course martial validity. The work to resurrect the fighting styles of the past is known as Historical European Martial Arts and the primary work that will be used as a comparison is Joachim Meyers The Art of Combat,[footnoteRef:9] primarily because its Dussak and Rappier provide reasonably similar properties to a Xiphos or Kopis. Furthermore, the usage of one sword to teach skills applicable to other weapons is well documented in the treatises.[footnoteRef:10] This comparative theoretical approach will be supplemented by copious practical experimentation to ensure any recreated techniques are viable. This paper will examine the two most emblematic swords of the Classical period, the so called Xiphos and Kopis, with and without shields, in and out of armour. There are obvious drawbacks to this methodology, and working without detailed period instructions mean we can never be sure of the accuracy of an interpretation, but it should allow us to get as close as possible. It is also fortunate that in any kind of fencing there are certain rules one must abide by that transcend separate systems, and it is these that we must focus on, while more complex tactical and technical questions may remain unanswerable. Finally a comparison of the Hoplomachia[footnoteRef:11] and medieval fencing masters[footnoteRef:12] will be attempted to try to shed light on their part in the study of Greek swordsmanship.  [1:  Kagan and Viggiano 2013: xi-xx]  [2:  Gaebel 2002: 111]  [3:  Gaebel 2002: 163]  [4:  Bronze age Combat: An Expierimental Approach]  [5:  Kagan and Viggiano 2013: xix]  [6:  Hdt. 7.224]  [7:  Thuc. 1.6]  [8:  Such as the Athens Hoplite project or the Hoplite Association ]  [9:  Meyer’s 1570 treatise as translated by Forgeng in 2006]  [10:  Paurñfeyndt, Meyer 1570: 49]  [11:  Pleket 2012: 324]  [12:  Marsdon 2016: 141-195] 
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