Why was Philip II of Macedon so Successful Against Greek Armies?

Philip the Second of Macedon laid the foundations of the army that conquered most of the known world under his son, Alexander the Great. He did this through a series of brilliant military reforms to his infantry and cavalry that revolutionised ancient warfare[footnoteRef:1]. This essay shall discuss how these reforms fared on the battlefield and whether his reforms to infantry or his reforms to cavalry were more significant to his success over the Greek armies. [1:  Holmes, 2011.] 

Philip spent a large portion of his childhood as a hostage, first in Illyria[footnoteRef:2], then in Thebes where he was educated by Epaminondas, a Theban statesman and general.[footnoteRef:3] From him Philip gained an understanding of tactics and strategy. He also stayed with Pammenes, another general who was an innovator of the Theban sacred band, an elite corps of hoplites.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Howe, 2017 p.99-113.]  [3:  Dio Chrys. Dis. 49. 5.]  [4:  Murray, 2000, Homosexualities p.42.] 

After Philip had finally returned to Macedonia to ascend to the throne following his brother Perdiccas III’s death in 360 B.C[footnoteRef:5] he implemented many of the ideas he learned when he was in Thebes. Philip went on to transform the Macedonian infantry by changing their panoply of war, most notably Philip introduced the sarissa, a pike that could be anything from fourteen to twenty feet long[footnoteRef:6]. This innovation provided massive advantages over the dory spear of the Greek hoplites through being longer than every other spear used at the time. These pikes when used in the Macedonian phalanx formation would tear through enemies as the sarissa would reach the enemy before their shorter spears could. [5:  Cosmopoulos, 1992, p.30.	]  [6:  King, 2013, p.110.] 

In Philips new Macedonian army, it was not only the spears that received a change in technology, however the entire panoply. Each infantryman in Philips new phalanxes were equipped no longer with the large heavy hoplong, but instead with a pelta, a small buckler type shield that allowed for tighter formations[footnoteRef:7]. They were also equipped with a bronze helmet, usually a Thracian, or Phrygian styled helmet, these had a peaked top and optionally included cheek guards and were preferred for infantry, especially the men in the phalanx as they would provide extra protection for the men[footnoteRef:8]. The men were also equipped with bronze greaves to further the protection of their shins, tall leather boots and a thick linen tunic[footnoteRef:9]. The combination of the light armour, small shields and long pikes allowed for greater manoeuvrability in the Macedonian phalanxes, tighter troop formations and overall created what was one of the most effective soldiers of the ancient world for their time.  [7:  Anson, 1985.]  [8:  Connolloy, 1981. ]  [9:  Mattew, 2015, p.116.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk22312935]Another of Philip’s innovations was the introduction of the pezhetairoi, or foot companions, these men were veterans who were picked for their size, strength and prowess in battle. These were Philip’s only full-time professional soldiers; they were the best soldiers in his army and were comparable to the Theban sacred band[footnoteRef:10]. These pezhetairoi would be placed on the right flank of the battle line, the most prestigious place in the line. These warriors were thought to be equipped like Greek hoplites, with shorter spears (doru), a sword as a sidearm; either a xiphos or a kopis. They would also be equipped with larger hoplon round shields, a helmet and greaves as well as a tick linen tunic[footnoteRef:11]. These troops were more well suited for fighting on uneven ground and where fighting was most chaotic, hence why they were placed on the right flank to compensate for the unwieldly nature of the sarissa phalanx on such ground and in such conditions. [10:  Erskine, 1989, p.385-394.]  [11:  Heckel, 2006, p.41] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:12] [12:  Public Domain.] 







Above is a picture of a Macedonian infantryman, it is from the Alexander Sarcophagus located in modern day Istanbul. In the photo the soldier, likely a hypaspist of Alexander’s army, he is shown to wear a Phrygian helmet, a hoplon shield and a tough linen cuirass. 
[bookmark: _Hlk22327029]Another area which Philip reformed was his cavalry, his Macedonian cavalry was split in to two main branches, the companions, or hetarioi and the prodromoi, or runners ahead.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Hetairoi were composed of Macedonian and later allied landed nobility, their lands and wealth, along with the terrain of Macedonia would allow them to rear strong warhorses[footnoteRef:13]. They predated Philip and were the companions of Macedonian kings for many years before[footnoteRef:14]. They would use a xyston, a shorter spear than the infantry would use and a kopis or xiphos as a sidearm[footnoteRef:15]. This cavalry would usually be in a wedge formation and would be around 200 riders strong, these detachments were known as ilai[footnoteRef:16]. The wedge formation allowed the commander to lead from the front with every rider able to see him, this allowed the commander to lead and issue orders without having to speak, giving the Macedonians tactical superiority against less organised Greek formations that simply lacked such a seamless command system.  [13:  Roberts, 2007, p.342.]  [14:  Roberts, 2007, p.342.]  [15:  Brunt, 1963.]  [16:  Lendon, 2006, p.98.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk22327505]The prodromoi were lighter cavalry that were prmerally used as scouts, they wore linen tunics and the traditional Macedonian kauisa hat. They were more flexible and would use different weaponry according to what situation they faced, usually they would have javelins to harass enemy lines as fast skirmishers. Some prodromoi used a shorter sarissa in an anti-cavalry role as the longer reach allowed them to take out the horses beneath the riders. An example of this was the Battle of Gaugamela, where sarissa wielding prodromoi routed the enemy Persian cavalry[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Diod. Sic. 17,56-61.] 

The secret of Philip’s and later Alexander’s success lies not solely in the infantry or cavalry; instead it was the way they worked in tandem, without the cavalry the flanks of the phalanx would be dangerously exposed. And without the near unstoppable advance of pikes to apply pressure on the enemy provided by the infantry the cavalry would not be able to outmanoeuvre the enemy. 
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