Siege Warfare in Ancient Greece:
Scholarship Review
Siege warfare is seen throughout the period of ancient Greece. This can be seen in many different times during this period as well as being a part of one of the most famous Greek myths that even to this day captivates people around the world, this of course is the siege of Troy and the story of the trojan horse. In this scholarship review we will be examining siege craft in ancient Greece and the evolving attitudes towards of this aspect of Greek warfare over time our main point of interest for this will be the Book “The Ancient Greeks at War” by Louis Rawlings also bringing in other sources to aid in our examination of siege-craft. First however we must understand what a siege is. A siege is where one army attempts to take over the fortified position of another army through elongated methods such as cutting of food supply to the fortified position in order to starve the occupants to surrender, or where a consistent barrage of attacks would drive away the occupants, however these tactics would be stacked as to achieve the most favourable outcome for those conducting the siege. 
Firstly, we will examine fortifications in the ancient world. Almost all of the Greek Poleis had fortified cities with stone walls covering the perimeter of the city, a notable example of this not being the case, however, is Sparta. In “The Ancient Greeks at War”[footnoteRef:1] there is mention of the earliest known Geek fortifications from the Mycenaean period. The author (Louis Rawlings) writes of the fortifications at the city of Mycenae, writing that the outer walls of the city would have been at an average 5 meters thick.[footnoteRef:2] This would have been a terrifying site for any invading army at the time as the technology of the time would not have been able to breach these with ease. The author follows this by detailing the doors to the Mycenaean city. The author describes it as being “A showpiece for attackers to admire.”[footnoteRef:3] This language tells us that this would have been an impressive sight for the time. They follow by detailing the gates defence system. It would have been constructed in such a way that while the enemy army was attacking and attempting to breach the gate, they would leave themselves vulnerable to attacks from the flanks as the gate was in between two defence towers leaving those attempting to breach the gate in a vulnerable position as their flank would be unprotected against attacks coming from one of the two towers on either side. The author also makes note of the lower quality of other fortified areas noting that this lower quality would have done little to the intimidation of the site due to its strategic position and natural defences such as a mounds and hills. This is supported by archaeological findings dating back to the 1930’s.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 128 - 142]  [2:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 128]  [3:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 128]  [4:  “Mycenae: An Archaeological History and Guide” A. J. B. Wace (1950). Pp. xviii 150; pl. 110. ] 

 further in the author addresses an issue with the information regarding the effectiveness of these defences against possible assaults weaponry and the evolution of said weaponry due to the lack of primary written sources. Next the author leads us to the potential that the story of troy and the trojan horse may have in this mystery of siege craft. The author writes that the story and other stories written by Homer such as Odyssey and Iliad may give us a good view to the potential siege weaponry used at the time. One example not mentioned is the extreme similarities that the trojan horse has to siege towers which were used in many ancient Greek sieges.[footnoteRef:5] The author carries on speaking of the siege at troy stating that the majority of the siege was much less sophisticated with many defences being little more than throwing rocks from the battlements on to the attackers below with very little in the ways of siege-craft.[footnoteRef:6] After this we see the author address other explanations for any possible over estimation of sophisticated siege-craft. This shows a clear attempt to have a wide range of sources within the work itself. The author examines these disparities through primarily primary sources and discusses the merits and flaws of these primary sources, they also outline possible explanations for these more fantastical stories, this being that they originate from the 8th to 9th century BCE during the Assyrian conflict.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  “siegecraft, Greek”. Lazenby, J, 2021, ]  [6:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 129]  [7:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 130] 

The author then goes on to mention the use of Hills and the terrain of Greece by giving examples of four Poleis that had structures on top of mountains or hills that would have been extremely hard to besiege and to attack these being Boeotia, Locris, Phocis, and Thessaly. The author makes good mention of these areas being easily defendable from attacks even mentioning the amazing strategic positioning of the Athenian Acropolis.[footnoteRef:8] This gives us an idea that the people of Ancient Greece would have a good knowledge of strategy from an early point due to the amazing positioning of many Greek cities some of which could have been founded hundreds of years before hand.[footnoteRef:9] So far, the Author has used many primary sources and discussed the merits and flaws of these pieces and has given a well-rounded unbiased and informed discussion on the topic in question. [8: . “The Mycenaean Acropolis of Athens. Athens: Archaeological Society at Athens”, Iakovidis, Spyros E, 2006.]  [9:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 130-131] 

Now the author begins to move towards the Peloponnesian wars first focusing on the Athenians rolls in removing many of the Persian garrisons from the Aegean through their use of sieges and blockades with their considerable navy that would have been a major power in the Aegean at the time. The author moves on to speak of the Athens using its power and siege techniques on many of the other Poleis in Greece. This would have been a part of the Delian leagues expansion across the Mediterranean and their attempt to gain control of all of Greece as an Athenian empire it is actions such as these and the creation of the Peloponnesian league by Sparta that would lead to the second Peloponnesian War. Further in the Author tells us of new developments for the Peloponnesian league in siege technology such as ramps for battering rams. The author cites one notable piece of primary sourcing from Thucydides. The author also makes comments towards one of the Athenians largest advantages when it came to a siege on the city, this was that there stood a large wall directly from the City of Athens itself to the docks this would have rendered a siege of Athens somewhat pointless as the Athenians would be able to get supplies through the sea. This wall would be instrumental to the strategy employed by the then Athenian general Pericles. This strategy would entail the walls leady to the docks and the considerable power of the Athenian navy to resist a blockade as the allowance of ships in and out would be the supply line for the Athenians who were under siege.[footnoteRef:10]The author gives good background knowledge on this and even states that this may have been an Athenian policy before the time of Pericles some 30 years beforehand during the first Peloponnesian War. However, it must be noted that the author makes little to no mention of another common tactic used in an ancient Greek siege, the destruction of local food supplies. This was a common practiced employed by all differing sides of the war. For example, during many of the Spartan Sieges on Athens the Spartans would often head to near by farms and either take the resources for themselves or they would burn anything useful to the Athenians to the ground.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 130-135]  [11:  “Thucydides and the History of his Age” G.B. Grundy, 1961 , pg 247-248] 

The Author moves on to speak of later developments in siege warfare whilst also re-affirming that the Athenians for decades to come would rely upon their naval prowess and their near impenetrable walls as a means for their continued survival. This can be seen well in history as Athens would continue to stand even after the decline of Sparta after their defeat by the Thebans in 371 BCE.[footnoteRef:12] This can be seen as the author writes of another Athenian plan to have many fortresses on the land border of Attica in order for the people of the Polis to have more defences from land attacks. However, the Author does also state that this may also have been a previous policy as there are similarities between the story told by Thucydides and Xenophon. The author also states that this theory was thought of by J. Ober writing in 1985[footnoteRef:13] and has been considered controversial among on its legitimacy due to disparities in the primary sources.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  "CHAPTER EIGHT. The Collapse of Spartan Hegemony". Agesilaus and the Failure of Spartan Hegemony” Hamilton, Charles D, pg 215-251.]  [13:  “Fortress Attica: Defense of the Athenian Land Frontier 404-322 B.C” Ober, J. 1985]  [14:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 137-138] 

Next comes the developments in Siege tech such as siege towers as tall as six stories in height and new developments in catapult technology. This technology would have been the most advanced siege craft at the time with the catapult technology designed to shoot arrows could be considered the origin of the Crossbow which many credit to the medieval French. These weapons would pave the way for the siege weaponry that would dominate for nearly the next two thousand years such as the trebuchet and designs such as the primitive flamethrower which would be used by many civilisations throughout history from the ancient Greeks to the Vikings and even the Chinese dynasties. These developments would also lead to the many tactical writings too in order to each the next generation of commanders to learn and use the tactics devised by their predecessors. The author uses “Siege Defence” by Aeneas Tacticus[footnoteRef:15] as an example. This would tech those who required it the necessary tactics for both the defensive and aggressive nature of a Siege in the ancient world.[footnoteRef:16] The conclusion of this sees the author yet again re affirm the position that without these developments in siege weaponry the wars we have all come to learn of would not be the same as many of the machines devised by the Ancient Greeks where used by many civilisation throughout history with the designs becoming more complex and yet their designs would change very little at the core making the developments in siege technology during the Archaic and classical periods of Greece some of the most important innovations in weaponry.  [15:  “Siege Defence” Aeneas Tacticus 400-300 BCE]  [16:  “The Ancient Greeks at War” L. Rawlings, 2007, pg 139-142] 

To Conclude Louis Rawlings’ “The Ancient Greeks at War” gives a good overview of the types of Siege weaponry that were used during the archaic and classical periods as well as the tactic employed across the Greek world in order to defend against a siege alongside conducting a siege also. The Book uses many historical arguments and shows the merits and flaws of many theories surrounding the development of siege warfare throughout the period making reference to archaeological theories and theories surrounding siege warfare. As an example, we have examined the theory put forward by J. Ober as well as the potential that the Periclean strategy may not have been devised by Pericles. Rawlings also displayed good use of primary sources as well as examining possible inconsistencies with stories told between different Authors and historians from the time such as Thucydides and Xenophon as well as providing many useful primary sources for those who are investigating this period and type of warfare. In conclusion then “The Ancient Greeks at war” is a well thought out and well written piece of academic literature and does well at attempting to put forward and informed and unbiased argument on siege warfare in ancient Greece. 
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