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PROLOGUE
QUANG TRI PROVINCE,
VIETNAM, 1967

ordy, Lordy, it’s July the Fourth. Here we go again. Hot dog. Hot
time in the old town tonight. Bet we make big contact. 'm sure

we’re going to have an exciting day of fireworks.”
“Fuck you, Hatfield, we don’t need that.”
At dawn on the Fourth of July, two battalions of U.S.
Marines began to advance cautiously into the elephant
grass south of the DMZ. The regulars of the North Vietnamese army
were waiting for them. The Vietnamese were dug in, well concealed, and
supported by heavy artillery from North Vietnam, only a few miles to
the north. And so it was, that as the Americans pushed forward into the
rising heat, Marines began to die. First to fall was Lieutenant Anderson
of Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 9th Marines, shot in the head leading
his troops forward as they opened the battle by walking into an ambush.
Anderson had never been much for taking cover: “It’s okay. God’s going
to protect me.” By 1115, when it pulled back two hundred meters and artil-
lery was called in to sweep the front, Kilo Company had suffered twelve
killed and seventeen wounded. They had not seen a single enemy soldier.
As Captain Giles prepared to withdraw, a marine lying in front of his
hedge, thought to be dead, sat up slowly and lit a cigarette.

“Are you okay?”

“No, sir, ’m just having a cigarette before I die.”

“What I want you to do is roll over on your face and crawl back to-
ward us.”
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“No, sir, just leave me alone. Don’t come and get me. Leave me alone.
I’'m dyin’, and I just want to have my last cigarette.”

After more futile coaxing and agonizing as to whether to send soldiers
out to get the Marine — covered by an enemy sniper, he could not be res-
cued without exposing other Marines to fire — Captain Giles and his men
left their wounded comrade to his fate.'

Captain Giles’s decision to abandon the dying Marine seems peculiar
in light of the purpose of Kilo Company’s advance. For the objective of
the Marine attack was not military in the strictest sense: it was to recover
the dead bodies of thirty-one Marines abandoned on the field after an
engagement two days before. But in pulling back hastily to allow a bom-
bardment by artillery and airstrikes (during that four-hour interlude some
of the bombs fell short, wounding and killing Marines), Kilo Company
had abandoned its twelve new KIAs in front of its lines: now its first task
was to recover them. In the process, the company took fire, and the com-
pany on its flank took casualties: two dead, four wounded.

“We’re taking too many casualties. We’re going to pull back.”

“Bullshit. P'm giving you a direct order under combat conditions to
continue to move.”

Once the fresh corpses had been secured and manhandled back, the
Marines withdrew for the night to the line they had held during the
American bombardment. During the morning of July s, six Marines were
wounded by enemy mortar fire, and American artillery and airstrikes
pounded the area in front of their lines; now the Marines began to creep
forward once again, toward the original bodies. But, as so often in Viet-
nam, this was to be a battle without a climax. The NVA had withdrawn
during the night, and the battered bodies of the Marines killed three days
carlier were recovered without further incident. They were bagged by
Marines wearing gas masks against the stench, piled high on tanks, and
dispatched, by stages, upon their dolorous journey back to the United
States.?

“We don’t leave our people,” Lieutenant Howell told the New York
Times about the operation. “I'm sure they’d do the same thing for me.”
Insistence on the recovery of their dead has long been part of the code
of the U.S. Marines, and this creed has spread through the American
armed forces to become a characteristic feature of the American way of
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war. It is not unusual for the recovery of dead bodies to generate more
dead bodies, as it did in Quang Tri Province. Enemies quickly learn that
Americans return for their dead: as the Combat After Action Report on
this battle observed, “NVA forces seem to be fully aware of the Marine
tradition to remove all wounded and dead from the battle field. Evacuation
efforts were covered by enemy artillery, mortar, and small arms-fire.” This
predictability gives the enemy the initiative: baiting ambushes with the
corpses of American soldiers or booby-trapping them was perfectly usual
in Vietnam and has remained so in subsequent American campaigns, in
Somalia, in Afghanistan, and in Iraq.?

Soldiers explain the imperiling of live soldiers to bring in the bodies
of their dead comrades as fundamental to morale and unit cohesion: it
is the pledge of the group to the individual, which allows the group to
demand in return that the individual risk his life. This is ample justifica-
tion, but the practice nevertheless depends upon a particular set of beliefs
about the sanctity of the human body (even if the spirit has fled) and of
the soil of the United States. “We needed to find this man,” said a Marine
about the body of an admired sergeant later in the Quang Tri battle. “We
needed to make sure that this man came out unmutilated. That’s what
the enemy did with our Marines, they mutilated them. The most impor-
tant thing was to find this great Marine and bring him home to the U.S.A.”
The bodies had to be recovered, even if —given the American reliance
on artillery, bombs, and napalm to clear the ground before the infantry
advanced — the process of recovering them frequently mangled them far
more than the most fiendish enemy could.*

American concern for the prompt recovery of soldiers” dead bodies
is hardly unique, but it places Americans in the company of peoples with
whom they might be surprised to be classed: the Homeric and Classical
Greeks, for example (the Romans were far less concerned about recover-
ing their dead), and the warlike tribesmen of highland Papua New Guinea.*
These are peoples who fight wars in ways we call ritualized, meaning they
allow their beliefs to dictate a mode of fighting less ruthlessly efficient
than we could devise for them. There are other ways, too, in which be-
liefs draw modern armies away from purely efficient methods of killing:
the reluctance, since World War I, of many armies to employ poison gas
and the practice of preserving the lives of prisoners. Such restraints are
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powerfully reinforced by the scorpion sting of the Golden Rule: soldiers
do not want to be gassed themselves, and they want their own surrenders
accepted. But such restraints are grounded also in shared belief: the belief
that war has rules, however fragile, and that there are appropriate ways
of killing and methods of killing too horrible to be used. Where such be-
liefs are not shared, as in the Pacific theater in World War II, for example,
fighting achieves a singular brutality. Nevertheless, from the perspective
of several thousand years in the future, an observer might conclude that
our contemporary methods of fighting are scarcely less ritualized than
those of Greeks and tribesmen of New Guinea. However primitive or
sleekly modern the machinery of war, the idiosyncratic beliefs of the men
of every time and place play their role in how war is fought.°



INTRODUCTION
MILITARY CHANGE IN
CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

he shrine began as a bubbling hot spring in a peat bog,

draining down a gully to the river Avon, and sacred to the

Celtic goddess Sulis. When the Romans ruled Britain a

great temple was built there, and Sulis, in the comfortable

ancient way, was identified with Minerva, the Roman

Athena. But amidst the pompous Roman building, the

old spring remained the ear of the goddess, and folk threw their coins in
tor luck and wrote their curses upon sheets of lead and cast them into
the water: “I curse him who has stolen my hooded cloak .. . . let the god-
dess Sulis inflict death upon Maximus and allow him neither sleep nor
children now or in the future, until he has returned my hooded cloak!”
And when their prayers were answered, the votaries of Sulis threw offer-
ings into the spring, a cup or a comb or an earring or a ring or a breast
modeled in ivory, to thank the goddess for a divine cure. One day, it
seems, a jeweler came into the shrine and cast a whole bag of handsome
seal-stones into the spring. Had he been set upon by thieves? And had
he vowed his stock of goods to the goddess if she delivered him? And
one day a soldier came, and he too cast into the spring a precious votive,
a washer from an army catapult, slightly more than three inches across.
Of all the military machines the Romans used on land, catapults were
perhaps the most sophisticated. They worked by torsion — by the force
produced by the release of twisted cords woven of sinew or hair. The
cords had to be kept loose when the catapult was not actually in use, and



Bronze catapult washer from the Sacred
Spring at Bath (Institute of Archaeology,
University of Oxford. Photo: B. Wilkins).
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the tensioning and untensioning of the cords was the vital function of
the washers. The Greeks had reduced the building of catapults to an exact
science. The size of the projectile to be thrown defined the diameter of
the skein of twisted cords (which was also the diameter of the interior of
the washer, through which the cords passed). Every measurement of the
catapult was in proportion to that module. With their table of proportions
in hand, military artificers could produce a range of catapults, from those
lithe and light enough to be carried by one man to gigantic engines casting
a stone of two hundred and fifty pounds. The catapult for which the
washer dedicated to Sulis Minerva was made was small: the kind of weapon
the ancients called a hand ballista (manuballista in Latin, cheiroballistra
in Greek), operated by one or two men.”

It is with catapults and the technical treatises describing them that
we seem to get closest in antiquity to a modern conception of military
technology. But then the catapult washer dedicated to Sulis draws us up
short: there is something profoundly alien about this soldier’s relationship
to technology. However expert an artilleryman he may have been, he re-
mained a Roman and regarded technology through Roman eyes. Weapons
were often dedicated as offerings to the gods. Why not, then, a catapult
washer?

Unexpected too in his attitude toward catapults is Frontinus, an ex-
perienced Roman general and the author of a military treatise in the first
century AD. “I leave aside siege works and engines,” he wrote, “human
invention having been exhausted in this realm long ago: I see no basis
for further improvement.” And Frontinus was right. In all their centuries
and in all their wars, the Romans made only the slightest advances on
Greek catapult technology, just as they made only slight advances on
Greek naval technology and upon the technology of fighting battles in
the open field.?

In the twentieth century, warfare changes so quickly that a soldier taken
prisoner in 1942 could not recognize the uniforms and equipment of his
rescuer in 1945: “I said, ‘Hey, who in the hell are you?’ The guy had the
funniest uniform on, with a funny-looking cap, and he was carrying some-
thing that looked like a grease gun, like he was going to grease up a car.
He said, “We’re Yanks. Get your ass out the main gate.” This guy is trying
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to save my life, and I’'m sitting there carrying on an argument with him. I
said, ‘No Yank ever wore a uniform like that” He said, “The hell we don’t!?>+

In classical antiquity, by contrast, technological progress was very
slow, and progress in military technology little faster. A soldier who went
to sleep in his war gear in the fifth century B¢ would have been able to
fight at no disadvantage in that equipment if he awoke in the fourth cen-
tury AD, eight hundred years later. Imagine, by contrast, how confused
—and soon how dead —a knight of AD 1200 would be if he blundered
into a contemporary battle.

There were some slight technological advances in ancient land warfare:
the Greeks invented a shield with a double grip, which moved the weight
of the implement from the hand to the shoulder (see figures, pp. 54, 64);
the Macedonians invented a long pike, the sa7issa, which gave Macedonian
spearmen a longer reach (see figures, pp. 122—23); the Romans invented
a heavy, powerful, short-range javelin, the pilum. Each of these innovations
was used successfully for centuries, but none was so emphatic an improve-
ment that all nations were obliged to adopt it or fight at a severe disadvan-
tage, the situation created in modernity by the firearm and then again by
the machine gun.’

World-changing improvements were rare and were imported from
beyond the Greco-Roman world. In very early times the riding horse
and its tack were introduced, freeing Greek warriors from their rattling
chariots. Around 300 BC chain mail was invented, perhaps by the Celts,
was widely adopted, and was never out of use after. There were less fun-
damental imports too: from the Celts also, the Romans seem to have bor-
rowed their legionary helmet and the four-horned saddle that made using
weapons from horseback without falling off easier in a world without
stirrups. From the East came the powerful wood-and-bone composite
bow of the steppe nomads.*

Some inventions, moreover, were used for a limited time and then
mysteriously abandoned: the formidable Roman banded legionary plate
armor, for example —known to us as the lorica segmentata — appears
around the turn of the millennium, is seen on Trajan’s Column (see figure,
PP- 244—45), and then vanishes in the mid—third century Ap. Other inven-
tions went in and out of use, such as bolt-throwing artillery on the battle-
field, first seen in the late fourth century B¢, not much used in the Roman
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Republic but widely attested in the Roman empire. Imports too had the
same inconsistent history: Hellenistic armies set elephants on their foes,
and so did the Romans for a period in the Republic, but then they aban-
doned them. The man-and-horse armor of the heavy cavalry cataphract,
borrowed from the East by the Hellenistic Seleucid army, was revived
by the Romans in the second century Ap and was in slowly expanding
Roman use thereafter.”

Other inventions still, like the sling-dart, seem to have had only a
single outing. Sometimes the reason for an innovation’s short life is re-
ported: once upon a time a king clad his soldiers in spikes and set them
to fight against elephants, but the elephants trampled them all the same.
Finally, some proposed inventions were never tried at all, or so one hopes:
the chariot that mechanically lashed forward the horses that drew it, the
giant squirt-gun that shot poison into the noses of enemy mounts, or
the wolf vertebrae cast in front of enemy cavalry that tripped up the horses
by their well-known magical vigor.®

Allin all, there was far less technological change in the eight hundred
years from 500 BC to AD 400 than in the forty years from 1910 to 1950;
far less technological advance in any ancient century than in one year of
cither of the World Wars. But if the tools —feet and horses, spears, swords,
shields —did not change much, the ways of using them did, if slowly.
Horsemen wielding long spears earned a place for themselves beside the
javelin-armed. The Greeks learned to fight in a bristling block, with shields
and spears: the phalanx. The short-speared Greek phalanx yielded to the
longer-speared Macedonian, the Macedonian phalanx to the javelin-and-
sword Roman legion. But it is unnerving to find the Romans of the fourth
century AD reverting to a spear-and-shield-wall style of infantry fighting
that recalls that of the Greek fifth century Bc. In technology, then, little
change and even less patent progress. In method, more change, but not
the kind of unequivocal progress that made older methods unequivocally
obsolete.

Nevertheless, ancient people were perfectly capable of thinking of
military progress much as we do, with new, better military methods re-
placing obsolete old ones. Writes the late Roman military author Vege-
tius (c. AD 400), “On cavalry [the old books] provide many precepts.
But since this branch of the service has moved forward in its drill, the
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nature of its arms, and the quality of its horses, I think that there is nothing
to be gathered from books, since current ideas are adequate.™ The Greeks
and Romans understood that some armaments and methods of fighting
had an advantage over others and that some might be better suited than
others to given circumstances. They understood also that new methods
might be adopted (temporarily or permanently) in response to particular
threats and that new and better methods of fighting could be copied from
foreign peoples: indeed, observers thought this copying a particularly
Roman trait, attributing Roman shields and javelins to the Samnites, the
Roman short sword to the Spaniards, and Roman cavalry equipment to
the Greeks.™

More broadly, the ancients understood technological progress: “For
it is a rule that, just as in crafts, the new always prevails.” They understood
that such progress was driven by individual invention, a principle the
Greceks hallowed in their myths through such figures as Prometheus and
Daedalus, and in myth they applied this theory of progress-by-invention
to warfare: “Proteus and Arcisius invented shields when they fought
against each other, or perhaps it was Chalcus son of Athamas. Medias
the Messenian invented the breastplate, and the Spartans invented the
helmet, sword, and spear.”™ Such improvement by invention, they be-
lieved, continued in their own day too. So an ancient historian might
stop to praise an early fourth-century BCc Greek military innovator by
the name of Iphicrates: “He is said to have been a man of extraordinary
acuity at generalship and to have been by nature fruitful of useful inven-
tion. As a result, having had long experience of military affairs in the Per-
sians’ War [in Egypt, in the 370s BC], he invented many things useful in
war, and was especially ambitious in the realm of armaments. . . . Practical
use confirmed the initial impression and from the success of the experiment
won great fame for the inventive genius of the general. . . . He also ex-
pounded many other improvements to warfare: it would be a great deal
of work to write about them.” The reformer is described as introducing
new equipment, perhaps on the basis of his overseas experience, equipment
found to be superior to the old when tested in practice. An ancient author
could describe even an entire military technology, catapults, as evolving
by human ingenuity responding to successive needs and overcoming suc-
cessive difficulties.”
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Given so much ancient encouragement, it is hardly surprising that
modern students quietly assume that familiar and contemporary mecha-
nisms of change are adequate to explain transformations in the style of
ancient land warfare. Therefore new methods of fighting, whether invented
or imported or adapted in the face of new threats, prove more efficient
than old methods; then newer, better methods still come along to super-
sede them. The tale of Greek phalanx, Macedonian phalanx, and Roman
legion becomes parallel to the tale of knight conquered by pike, pike con-
quered by musket, musket by rifle, and rifle by machine gun.

Innovation, borrowing, and adaptation to new dangers certainly
played their role in changing military methods in classical antiquity. The
question is how large that role was, and what other forces may have been
at work. Diodorus, the very same author who describes the genius of Iphi-
crates, soon turns to a more important fourth-century B¢ military inno-
vator, King Philip IT of Macedon, inventor of the formidable sa7issa-armed
Macedonian phalanx. Philip got the idea, the author says, from Homer,
by looking back over his shoulder into epic. And much later, Vegetius,
who thought the late Romans had nothing to learn about cavalry from
the past, did not think the same about infantry: indeed his Epitome on
Military Affars is for the most part a program of reform for contemporary
infantry that proceeds by resurrecting the practices of the Roman infantry
of old. And Vegetius is not unusual, for most technical military writing
that survives from antiquity looks not into the future or even at contem-
porary methods, but into the past, whether the author collects historical
stratagems for the use of contemporary generals, bases a general treatise
on the art of generalship on centuries-old examples, describes Macedonian
phalanx drill to a Roman imperial audience, or reproduces the plans of
catapult designers of old.”

Innovating by attempting to recreate what has gone before — going
forward by looking backward —is, in fact, entirely characteristic of an-
cient habits of mind. For the Greeks and the Romans revered the past to
a degree that seems unfathomable today. Greek tragedy and vase painting
overwhelmingly depict not contemporary events but the age of heroes:
writers of tragedy chose settings from the past to treat even contemporary
themes, to provide a frame in which to puzzle over current problems of
politics and ethics. Much later, in the second century AD, the Greeks
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based their highest cultural form on reproducing the diction and vocabu-
lary of Athenian rhetoricians of the fourth century Bc. At Rome a young
man could be imagined to rise in the Senate and propose an idea that he
said he had inherited from his great-grandfather. The Romans never knew
a progressive notion: their political programs were all conservative —
keep things as they are —or reactionary —a return to an imagined past,
like the agenda of Tiberius Gracchus. In short, “we face the future reso-
lutely, and the past is behind us. It is noticeable that most modern travelers
prefer to sit in a railway carriage facing the engine, to see where they are
going; the ancients sat with their backs to the engine, looking at the land-
scape they had passed through.”™ In modern times the past is usually
considered a brake to military change; the cavalryman’s attachment to
his horse, for example, impeding the development of the tank and its
efficient use. Yet in a world in which technological progress was slow
(and ancient habits of mind helped to keep it slow) and the progressive
thinking that accompanies rapid change was far weaker than in the modern
world, a vision of the past could be a powerful engine for change. As we
shall see, inherited ethics could encourage soldiers to fight in ways loyal
to those ethics and discourage methods that conflicted with them. An
admired tradition could inspire military thinkers to imitate it in its details
and to advance real contemporary military science by solving the problems
presented by trying to imitate an ill-understood or largely imaginary
past. Reverence for the past could ease the acceptance of changes or im-
ports that were, or could be presented as, returns to the past, or the past
could compel ingenious compromises with imported methods. The past
could channel innovation in the face of military crises, offering practical
solutions to stark problems. And finally, blind adulation for the past could
encourage unwise reversion to the military methods of the past, with
somber consequences.”

In any society, a great many factors cause, hold back, or influence
the change of military methods over time. Advance in any given technol-
ogy may depend upon a host of other technologies, all of which have
histories of their own. Economics too plays a powerful role: a society
can have only the army it can afford. In Greece and Rome the poverty
of the age meant that cheap infantry always outnumbered expensive cav-
alry and that cavalry was only fleetingly a decisive arm in ancient warfare.
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So too institutions are important: the ability of governments to gather
private wealth for military expenditure varies drastically. The ancient
Spartans, who used no coinage at all, had to change their ways if they
were going hire mercenaries or rowers, who expected to be paid in good
silver. So too politics: the Greeks anticipated the American Founders’
suspicion of standing armies, and so the development of military training
was hindered. So too social structures: a proud aristocracy and the citizens
of a democratic city-state fought their wars differently. And legal struc-
tures: the absence of patent protection in classical antiquity encouraged
inventors to hide, rather than broadcast, their discoveries. And communi-
cations: where communications were poor, innovations were slow to
pass from place to place. Many of these considerations appear in the pages
that follow. But the overall interpretation of change proposed here pro-
ceeds from a conviction that warfare, although it has a melody of its own,
is a part of the wider symphony of the society of the combatants, and
that among the many themes of that symphony, the one to listen to most
closely in understanding military change is the relationship of the Greeks
and Romans to their past.






THE GREEKS

They built long citadels, the eldest of the Greeks, and they built them
low and strong, not thrusting into the sky but clinging to the rocks, with
walls of great stones piled up and cisterns dug deep. In time of peace they
laid up chariots in their magazines, their wheels detached, and in time
of war rode them forth by their hundreds. They wrought their swords
of bronze, these men we call the Myceneans, and they knew the spear
and the shield and the bow: all the important tools of ancient combat
except the riding horse. Their walls and their weapons and the records
of their arsenals reveal a warlike folk, and their relics show that they con-
quered the Aegean islands and Crete, home to the mellowed-wine civili-
zation we call Minoan. But how the Myceneans wielded their weapons,
how they arrayed themselves to fight, and the history of their battles,
what we wrest from the earth cannot reveal.

Iron weapons and the riding horse came into Greece in the centuries-
long winter after the Mycenean citadels were thrown down in fire. A few
weapons survive, and crude pictures on pots of warriors with spears,

swords, shields, and bows, but again, how the weapons were used in

15
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battle cannot be known, or even if the struggles of those hard days should
be dignified with the word battle. After 750 BC the familiar tools of Greek
infantry fighting begin to appear: the round two-handled shield, the all-
enclosing Corinthian helmet, and the metal leg protectors known as
greaves (see figure, p. 54). When, long after in the fifth century B¢, this
gear is described in use, it is borne by spear-wielding warriors, the so-
called men-at-arms or hoplites, tightly packed together in a block, the
phalanx. But this method of fighting evolved in a period from which
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written reports of fighting remain desperately scanty. There is rumor of
a major war in Greece around 700 BC, the Lelantine war between the
cities of Chalcis and Eretria on Euboea, which may have been resumed
a number of times in the following century. But there is little to be known
of it except a perhaps legendary treaty banning missiles and an obscurely
related scrap of poetry:

Not many will be the bows drawn back, nor many
slings, when Ares brings the toil of war together
on the plain, but the work will be of swords, much-sighing,
for that is the fighting of which they are masters,
the spear-famed lords of Euboea.’

Brave minds try to pierce the gloom by studying Homer’s Iliad, the su-
preme enigma of early Greek history. It tells the story of a Mycenean war
around 1200 BC, the attack on Troy, a city on the west coast of Asia Minor.
But the poem grew up by accretion over the centuries and may not have
reached its final form until around 700 BC (some would say later). The
1lind may combine material from more than five hundred years and so
presents the historian with one of the slipperiest documents in the Western
tradition. To mine out of the I/iad a convincing account of how men of
any specific historical period fought is impossible: here the I/iad is impor-
tant rather for how later men interpreted it.

By the sixth century BC a picture of Greek city-states and their ways
and wars begins to coalesce: the Spartans, austere, brave, and cruel, with
their toiling helots; the men of proud Argos, votaries of Hera and Sparta’s
old rivals; the Athenians, who claimed to have slithered up, snake-legged,
from the ground when the world was young; and their neighbors to the
north in Thebes, sprung from dragon’s teeth. There are clearer glimpses
now, but still only glimpses, of the wars they fought against each other
and of some details of their battles. But it is with the two Greek wars
against Persian invasions in 490 and 480—479 BC, recorded by Herodotus
(c. 484—420s BC) in his Histories, that Greece enters what might strictly
be called its historical period. We see the Persians land at Marathon, and
the phalanx of the Athenians drive them back into the waves. We see the
vast army that Xerxes, Great King of Persia, sent ten years later to avenge
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the slaughter on that bloody beach; we see the desperate stand of the
long-tressed Spartans at Thermopylae, and the Greeks’ victory in the sea
battle of Salamis, the ship-wracking triumph foreseen by the oracle: “And
with oars will the women of Colias strand do their roasting.” In the next
year we see the final Greek victory on land at Plataca.

After the defeat of the Persians, a fifty years’ shadow covers the mili-
tary narrative until the detailed account of Herodotus’s great successor
Thucydides (c. 460—400 BC) begins in 435. Where Thucydides leaves off
in 411, the younger Xenophon (c. 428-354) takes up and carries the story
down to 362. Thucydides tells of most of the twenty-seven-year-long
Peloponnesian War (432—404) between Athens and Sparta, with its great
land battles of Delium in 424 and Mantinea in 418, the triumph of light
infantry over hoplites at Sphacteria in 425, and the Athenian disaster by
land and sea at Syracuse (415-413). When Xenophon takes up the story
it is mostly an affair of sea battles, of Arginusae in 406 and the final Spar-
tan victory at Aegospotami in 405. He goes on to describe with a soldier’s
eye the frequent wars and many battles of the period of Sparta’s ascen-
dancy in Greece and in Asia Minor, the generalship of Sparta’s greatest
marshal, Agesilaus (c. 445-359), the destruction of Spartan power by
Thebes at Leuctra in 371, and (bitterly, for the Spartans had been good
to him) the short supremacy of Thebes thereafter. Best of all, Xenophon
marched with and immortalized the Ten Thousand, the army of Greek
mercenaries that marched deep into the Persian empire in 401, then fought
its way free to the Black Sea. The changes in Greek fighting that occur
in the seventy-year period of warfare Thucydides and Xenophon describe
are not revolutions but subtle shifts of emphasis: more and better use of
light troops; a shift from the bow to the javelin; better use of cavalry and
in greater numbers. But the heavily-armed hoplite remained king of the
pride, even if the lesser lions were growing truculent and agile.?

When Xenophon flung down his pen in frustration after the Second
Battle of Mantinea in 362 — the battle that was supposed to decide every-
thing but decided nothing —another epoch of dimmer light descends, a
period that saw the growing power of Macedonia and the depredations
of its one-eyed King Philip upon Greece. Nearly lost in the murk are far
greater changes than in the times of Thucydides and Xenophon: the new
longer-speared Macedonian phalanx and Macedonia’s effective shock
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cavalry. But if the coming of the new Macedonian army is hard to see,
its use is not. For the lights come up again, with a glare, upon Philip’s
refulgent son Alexander (356—-323), who led his father’s army conquering
into the East: upon his victory over the Great King’s satraps at Granicus
River in western Asia Minor in 334, the triumph over King Darius him-
self at Issus in 333, the siege and capture of the island-city of Tyre and the
conquest of Egypt in 332, and his final defeat of Darius at Gaugamela
near the Tigris in 331. Then Alexander’s fate took him east into Persia,
into Afghanistan, and finally to victory over the Indian king Porus at the
Hydaspes River in 326. Both Philip’s defeat of the Greeks at Chaeronea
in 338 and Alexander’s successes in the East show that the Macedonian
army was better than the Greek armies that had gone before.

With the death of Alexander the narrative continues for a time. So
the great wars of Alexander’s generals over their dead king’s empire and
important battles like Paractacene in 317 and Gabiene in 316 are well re-
ported. But the record develops large holes after 302, and the battle of
Ipsus in 301, the climactic battle of this period, falls into one of them.
Thereafter, the evidence casts more shadow than light. After the conquests
of Alexander, changes in Greek ways of fighting involved for the most
part the integration of the conquered into the Macedonian system: their
weapons, their tactics, their sons. But to win their battles, generals after
Alexander relied most upon what they had inherited from the conqueror.
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FIGHTING IN THE ILIAD

THE NURSERY OF GHOSTS

t should have been a moment of high heroism in the I/iad, but

the gods had a different plan. The wrath of Achilles had set Zeus

against the Achaeans, and so the Trojans had driven them back

to their ships. As the ships began to burn, Achilles’ warmhearted

companion Patroclus borrowed the great hero’s armor and led

Achilles’ retainers, the Myrmidons, to drive the Trojans back.
Having killed Sarpedon, a great Trojan hero, and turned the Trojans to
flight, Patroclus harried them back to the walls of Troy, heedless of his
promise to Achilles that he would save the ships but do no more. Thrice
the god Apollo, who loved the Trojans, had to knock Patroclus back from
the wall of the city. Goaded by the god, Hector, supreme hero of the Tro-
jans, rode out upon his chariot to challenge Patroclus. But Patroclus killed
Hector’s charioteer and raged through the battle, cutting down thrice
nine men of the Trojans. It was then that Apollo struck Patroclus on the
back with the weight of his divine hand and splintered his shield and
knocked his armor off, stunning him. As Patroclus stood defenseless, Eu-
phorbos speared him in the back with a javelin and fled away. Finally
Hector drove his great spear into his belly.

“I with my spear am preeminent among the war-loving Trojans!”
crows the victorious Hector over the dying Patroclus. But the gods turn
heroism to farce as Patroclus disputes this claim from his bloody span of
earth, pointing out rather calmly that destiny and Apollo were chiefly re-
sponsible for his defeat, then Euphorbos, and vaunting Hector only third.

20



Fighting in the Iliad 21

He then prophesies that Hector will be slain by Achilles, as indeed soon
comes to pass. Only then does his great soul go down to the house of
death.'

It is not only the dying Patroclus who questions Hector’s heroism
in the killing. The thrower of the javelin, Euphorbos, a minor hero, has
the impertinence to claim Patroclus’s armor, thereby insisting he was the
chief killer:

Since before me no one of the Trojans, or renowned
companions,

struck Patroclus down with the spear in the strong encounter.

Accordingly, let me win this great glory among the Trojans.

But Euphorbos cannot press his title because he is cut down by the Achaean
hero Menelaus. And so Hector gets the armor. But the I/iad cannot resist
a last jab at Hector, when the god Zeus describes the Trojan’s taking of
the armor as unseemly.?

In the wrangle that breaks out here — this argument among men
about responsibility for a killing, an argument that even draws in a god
—there stands revealed a disagreement in the world of the Iliad about
what constitutes heroic behavior. Whose deed is higher, that of Eu-
phorbos, the wounder, or that of Hector, the killer? That there should
be such a conflict is hardly surprising. Real societies hardly agree on what
deeds are admired and to what degree. And the society of the I/iad is not
a real society, but a fictional, composite one, an epic never-never land
that draws elements from the era of the Mycenean kingdoms when the
poem is set (c. 1200 BC), through the long Greek Dark Ages, down to
the archaic period, when the poem reached its final form. And the Ilind
was not the work of a single poet laboring at a desk: before it was finally
written down it accumulated like coral over centuries through the recita-
tions of generations of bards: so one speaks of the poem rather than of
the poet. It is probably impossible to offer a fully satisfactory reconstruc-
tion of the real-world fighting that lies behind the poem. Instead the
1liad, and its contradictions, must be examined for other, no less compel-
ling reasons: because of the relationship of later Greek warriors to epic
fighting and the long-lasting Greek values that epic enshrined. The Ilind
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is the baseline for understanding the military ethos of the Greeks and
important for understanding the military methods of historical Greeks.
We mold an Iliad in our own image, a tragic poem of character and
humanity. We are fascinated by the intrigues of the all-too-human gods.
We remember the dispute of Agamemnon and Achilles, the prickliness
of Achilles and his proud refusal to fight. We love the compassionate Pa-
troclus, who goes out to stem the disaster that Achilles’ pride has caused.
We thrill to Achilles’ furious return to the fighting and mourn the inex-
orable doom of Hector, the family man. Finally, our hearts move with
Hector’s father, Priam, as he begs for the return of the body of his son.
But our Ilind, our 1lind of human feeling, occupies surprisingly little
of the poem: open the work at random and chances are you will come
upon the fighting of heroes. To our sensibility fighting is supposed to
move along the plot. But the fighting in the I/iad goes on for books and
books and is totally out proportion, it seems to us, to its significance to
the narrative. Evidently the description of the fighting has a purpose of
its own, quite apart from the plot. And even the most casual reader of
the Ilind notices that many of the episodes of fighting are very similar,
and the more perceptive reader notices that the fighting is described ac-
cording to patterns and rules: it is those rules that make most of the com-
bats much the same. Powerful invisible forces shape the descriptions of
combat in the I7iad, and identifying those forces is the key to understand-
ing not only the killing of Patroclus, but also why the I/iad describes fight-
ing the way it does and the legacy of the I/iad to Greek military history.

It happens again and again: a major hero encounters a minor hero of the
enemy. The minor hero is introduced, and then the minor hero is slain,
often with a gory anatomical description of the killing:

There Telamonian Ajax struck down the son of Anthemion,

Simoeisios in his stripling’s beauty, whom once his mother

descending from Ida bore beside the banks of Simoeis

when she had followed her father and mother to tend the
sheepflocks.

Therefore they called him Simoeisios; but he could not

render again the care of his dear parents; he was shortlived,
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beaten down beneath the spear of high-hearted Ajax,

who struck him as he first came forward beside the nipple

of the right breast, and the bronze spearhead drove clean
through the shoulder.?

The encounter between two warriors can be much elaborated. Upon
meeting, opposing warriors may exchange threats — “here you will meet
your doom!” —defiances — “bragging ox!” —and boastful genealogies.
The introduction of the victim and his death are often adorned with epic
similes, sometimes heartbreakingly beautiful:

He dropped then to the ground in the dust, like some black
poplar,

which in the land low-lying about a great marsh grows

smooth trimmed yet with branches growing at the uttermost
tree top.*

The victor may strip the armor of the vanquished and vaunt over his vic-
tim: “Carrion-eating birds will drag at you, beating their wings hard
about you!” In two cases combats are fought under conditions agreed
upon in advance — formal duels, one of which ends in a draw and an ex-
change of gifts. The most important fights, like the culminating combat
between Achilles and Hector, are drawn out to great length with circum-
stantial details and remarks back and forth, multiple similes, and divine
intervention.® Yet the one-on-one fighting can also be stripped of all
adornment and reduced to a mere list of the slain:

Who was it you slaughtered first, who was the last one,
Patroclus, as the gods called you to your death? Adrestos
first, and after him Autonods and Echeklos,

Perimos, son of Megas, and Epistor, and Melanippos,
and after these Elasos, and Moulios, and Pylartes.¢

The pattern of combat as a one-on-one affair is very strong. Even when
two warriors gang up to face a single enemy the fight tends to be described
as two separate and sequential encounters between individuals.”
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The heroic one-on-one fighting described in the I/iad is, as has long
been understood, closely linked to the heroic motives the poem attributes
to the fighters. Homeric heroes compete with each other and are conceived
as being ranked one against another in a competitive series, each yearning
“always to be the best and preeminent above others.” At the bottom of
the ranking stands the lame, hideous, and craven Thersites, “there is no
worse man of those who came . . . beneath Ilion,” at the top a man like
Achilles, “the best of the Achaeans.” Nearly every activity in the I/iad can
be imagined to be a competition. Soon after the poem’s opening the au-
dience meets the seer Kalchas, “by far the best of the bird interpreters.”
But by far the most important arena for competition is the individual
heroic fighting itself. It is in battle that a hero wins the admiration, the
glory —the kleos, the kudos — that conveys high rank, honor, worth, or
worthiness: zzme. In the epic formula, battle is “where men win glory.”®

Heroes compete in public performance in war and battle, performance
which is constantly evaluated by their peers. A hero’s high birth and high
deeds in the past create a favorable expectation in the eyes of observers,
but the hero must uphold his reputation by the continual display of merit
in action. Heroes compete in the display of Homeric virtues, aretai, which
include strength, skill, physical courage, and fleetness of foot, but also
cunning and wisdom and persuasiveness in council. The heroic epithets
the poem applies to heroes reflect many of the Homeric excellences:

. . . the son of Tydeus, the spear-famed, and Odysseus,
and Ajax the swift-footed, and the brave son of Phyleus.®

Some heroes excel more in one excellence than in others, like Achilles in
strength and Odysseus in cunning. The major Homeric virtues are dis-
played in fighting and planning for fighting. As heroes slaughter their
foes they demonstrate these qualities before their public, the other he-
roes on both sides, and so establish their claim to relative rank.'®

Thus, when the armies meet, the heroes compete to be the first one
to kill an enemy. To find enemies to fight, leading heroes run out far in
front of the rest of the army; to emerge first and run out farthest are com-
petitive acts in their own right. Competitive too are the remarks, the ex-
change of threats and insults and boasting, that often precede a one-on-
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one fight. A hero might boast of his ability in this competitive realm, for
this is a world in which a hero can be “best at abuse.” Simple numbers
slain, too, prove performance: a numerical score can be compared gloat-
ingly to an opponent’s inferior score. This is the purpose of mere lists of
names of those killed."”

Fighting an enemy warrior tests bravery and strength and skill. Only
if a god intervenes do “the weapons of all strike home, no matter who
throws them, good man [agathos| or bad [kakos]|.” A warrior like Achilles,
the best, is one whose “spear wings straight to its mark, nor gives out
until it has gone through a man’s body.” The ubiquitous gory anatomical
descriptions of killing that are such fundamental elements of the Homeric
battle pattern demonstrate the skill and strength of the victor:

Idomeneus stabbed Erymas in the mouth with the pitiless

bronze, so that the brazen spearhead smashed its way clean
through

below the brain in an upward stroke, and the white bones
splintered,

and the teeth were shaken out with the stroke and both eyes
filled up

with blood, and gaping he blew a spray of blood through the
nostrils

and through his mouth, and death in a dark mist closed in
about him.”

It foes flee they must be pursued, testing fleetness of foot. “Ajax the swift
son of Oileus killed the most, since there was none like him in the speed
of his feet to go after men who ran.” Indeed, an especially swift hero
might run through the midst of the battle just to show oft his speed —
and be killed by Achilles as he passed.”

Heroes compete not only in open battle, but ambushes and spying
expeditions and attacks by night also test strength, bravery, and fleetness
of foot as well as the cunning intelligence of which Odysseus is the avatar.
War in the Iiad also involves meetings, both mass assemblies and conven-
ticles of leading warriors, which give heroes the opportunity to compete
in giving good advice and in persuasiveness in council. Like battle, the
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assembly “where young men compete with words” is also “where men
become preeminent” and “where men win glory [kudos].”™*

Yet if gaining glory and thereby rank is a question of performance,
it is surprising to discover that heroes believe they have gained glory
when they kill unheroically, as when Hector kills Periphetes where he lies
helpless on the ground, having tripped on his shield while running away,
or when Deiphobos kills Hypsenor quite by mistake, having cast his spear
at Idomeneus. Sometimes the glory of the victor depends not only upon
his observed performance, but also on the excellence of the defeated; this
is a second, quite separate, mechanism for gaining glory in battle. Killing
an important opponent constitutes a ezxos, a “claim to glory,” in propor-
tion to the excellence of the hero killed: “We have won ourselves enormous
tame [kudos|; we have killed the great Hector whom the Trojans glorified
as if he were a god in their city.” To know how much glory killing a hero
brings, the audience must be introduced to the victim, and that is why
the poem so frequently gives details about the families and biographies
of minor heroes who appear only to be slain. Before Hector slays the
helpless Periphetes the poem says he was

beloved son of Kopreus, who for the lord Eurystheus
had gone often with messages to powerful Heracles.

To him, a meaner father, was born a son who was better
in all virtues [aretai], in the speed of his feet and in battle
and for intelligence counted among the first in Mycenae.
Thereby now higher was the glory [kudos] he granted to

Hector.”

The victor may also vaunt with boastful speech over the body, claiming
the glory due him in proportion to the rank of his victim. “You shall
vaunt over the two sons of Hipassos, for having killed two such men and
stripped their armor.” These proud speeches can seem odd. Sometimes
the victor says little about his own achievement and a great deal about
the hero he has just killed:

“Lie there, Otrynteus’s son, most terrifying of all men.
Here is your death, but your generation was by the lake waters
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of Gyge, where is the allotted land of your fathers
by fish-swarming Hyllos and the whirling waters of

Hermos.”®

But since the victor’s glory depends so largely on the quality of the enemy
he has slain, it makes sense for him to add to the details the narrator has
given about his victim.

The two ways in which heroes in the Iliad compete for glory in fight-
ing — the slayer’s performance and the slain’s value — can produce quite
different estimates of the slayer’s glory. This is the conflict that drives the
dispute over the killing of Patroclus, for although Hector strikes the final
blow and can glory in the value of Patroclus (high, given his recent rout
of the Trojans), Hector’s actual deed is trifling, delivering the coup de
grace to a hero already stripped of his gear, stunned, and wounded. In-
deed, the Iliad stops to emphasize the special martial skill of Euphorbos,
who threw the javelin that wounded Patroclus before Hector reached
him:

He surpassed his generation
with the spear, in horsemanship, and with his swift feet,
and indeed he had already brought down twenty men from
their horses
since he had come with his chariot, a man learned in war.”

So the point is made that all the heroic excellence involved was that of
Euphorbos, rather than of Hector. It is the yawning gap between the dis-
tinction Hector earns for killing so successful a warrior — Patroclus’s value
—and the unimpressive way he killed him — his own performance — that
lends the force to Patroclus’s dying taunt.

These two potentially contradictory ways of evaluating a heroic killing
also pull the actual behavior of the heroes in contradictory directions,
the valuation of performance lending one-on-one combat in the Iliad
the curiously formal, chivalrous quality it sometimes exhibits. In the duel
between Hector and Ajax, the son of Telamon invites Hector to deliver
the first blow, and Hector replies by boasting of his performance in war
and proclaiming his refusal to fight by trickery:
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“I know well myself how to fight and kill men in battle;

I know how to turn to the right, how to turn to the left
the ox-hide

tanned into a shield which is my protection in battle;

I know how to storm my way into the struggle of flying
horses;

I know how to tread the measures on the grim floor of
the war god.

Yet great as you are I would not strike you by stealth, watching

for my chance, but openly, so, if perhaps I might hit you.”®

Yet Hector mentions the temptations of stealth and guile: since Ajax is
as great as he is, Hector can gain distinction by killing him even without
heroic performance. And since fighting Ajax is so dangerous, the prospect
of attacking him stealthily is extremely attractive. The valuation of killing
in proportion to the excellence of the victim, regardless of how the killing
is done, ensures that heroes are elsewhere delighted to kill by surprise,
to slaughter the distracted, the terrified, and the dazed, as Hector does
to Patroclus. Sometimes individual Homeric combat resembles a series
of formal duels, sometimes a wild mélée: the Ilind is struggling to ac-
commodate two different systems of evaluating human beings by their
success in combat. It is not that epic attributes to the warriors a system
of values that concords with their way of fighting; rather, they are depicted
as fighting in a way that accords with their ethics, the two (potentially
conflicting) methods they have of establishing relative rank by fighting.
Epic wraps a way of describing fighting around a set of beliefs, a set of
beliefs sometimes at odds with itself.

The poetic vision of battle as the struggle of individual hero against hero,
although overwhelmingly common, does not go unchallenged in the
1lind. Before the first general onslaught in the poem, Agamemnon, high
king of the Achaeans, circulates among his army, stirring up the Achaean
captains for battle:

There he came upon Nestor, the lucid speaker of Pylos,
setting in order his own companions and urging them to battle,
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tall Pelagon with those about him, Alastor and Chromios,

Haimon the powerful, and Bias, shepherd of the people.

First he [Nestor] ranged the mounted men with their horses
and chariots

and stationed the brave [esthloi] and numerous footsoldiers
behind them

to be the bastion of battle, and drove the cowards [kako:] in
between

so that a man might be forced to fight even though unwilling.

First he gave orders to the drivers of horses, and warned them

to hold their horses in check and not be fouled in the
multitude:

“Let no man in the pride of his horsemanship and his
manhood

dare to fight alone with the Trojans in front of the rest of us,

neither let him give ground, since that way you will be weaker.

When a man from his own car encounters the enemy chariots

let him stab with his spear, since this is the stronger fighting.

So the men before your time sacked tower and city.”™

Nestor’s orders are a severe and explicit rebuke to the way most of the
fighting in the I/iad is actually conducted. Depictions of heroes charging
out before the mass in pride of their manhood to fight their opposite
numbers — exactly the behavior Nestor forbids —occupy the great bulk
of Homeric battle descriptions. Cowards hang back. Chariots mingle
constantly with foot soldiers. Although warriors can throw or thrust
spears from their chariots, as Nestor urges, they usually dismount and
fight individually on foot, using their chariots for transport to and from
the field, as taxis and as ambulances. Fiercely critical of the epic practice
of one-on-one fighting, Nestor urges a way of war strikingly different
from that which dominates the battle scenes of the I/iad, and the poem
betrays its uneasy awareness of the contrast by having Nestor describe
the tactics he is putting into action as those of a past generation.*®

The way in which Nestor arrays a mass of men before battle is hardly
unique in the Ifiad. In a passage recalling Nestor’s orders, Ajax masses
warriors to defend the body of Patroclus, forbidding them to withdraw
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or to sally forth to fight in front. At Poulydamas’s suggestion the mounted
Trojans dismount from their chariots before the trench defending the
Achacan ships and the Trojans attack in five companies.** Achilles organizes
the Myrmidons to follow Patroclus likewise in five companies, and they
go out to fight in close order:

And as a man builds solid a wall with stones set close together

for the rampart of a high house keeping out the force of the
winds, so

close together were the helms and shields massive in the
middle.

For shield leaned upon shield, helmet on helmet, man against
man,

and the horse-hair crests along the horns of the shining
helmets

touched as they bent their heads, so dense were they formed
on cach other.??

But right after describing it, the I/iad forgets the wall-like assemblage of
the Myrmidons and compares them next to a swarm of wasps. And so
too is Nestor’s array instantly forgotten. Sometimes the heroes appear
as leaders marshaling and commanding soldiers. But most of the time in
the Ilind the heroes appear as fighters, not as leaders, and the mass of
warriors is invisible or maintains a shadowy existence behind the heroes.
In the Iliad’s formal introduction of the heroes on both sides — the Cata-
logue of Ships —we learn about the large retinues of followers the Achacan
heroes and the Trojan allies brought to Troy. But for the most part the
heroes fight each other one-on-one quite oblivious to their mass follow-
ings, and most acts of mass arraying have little or no consequence in the
subsequent battle. Heroes fighting as individuals and those same heroes’
role as leaders of men do not fit together well in the poem. With Nestor’s
complaint about how the heroes fight, the I/iad for a moment seems to
stand outside itself and criticize, in Nestor’s voice, the way things are
done within itself. As with the killing of Patroclus, epic seems to be worry-
ing at itself: Nestor’s orders seem to draw attention to the conflict that
exists between one-on-one and mass fighting in its narrative.?
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Yet just as the description of one-on-one fighting in the Iliad is gov-
erned by the values of the heroes, so is the mass fighting. In the first place,
masses of warriors commonly participate in the fighting of individual
heroes —serve as stage machinery in competitive heroic fighting — by
protecting a hero with their shields so he can ply his bow, by protecting
wounded heroes, and by forming a collective obstacle to throw back a
major enemy hero, often to bar him from the competitive success of de-
spoiling an enemy he has just killed. A hero can win preeminence in rank
by holding his ground alone against an anonymous mass. The breaking
of such a mass by an individual is a supreme heroic achievement.**

But more useful for understanding Nestor’s complaint is the fact that
one of the excellences, aretai, in which Homeric heroes compete is set-
ting troops in order for battle. “Never on earth before had there been a
man born like him for the arrangement in order of horses and shielded
fighters,” the poem says about Menestheus, leader of the Athenians;
“Nestor alone could challenge him.” So Nestor turns out to be outstand-
ing in this realm. And it is the poem’s desire to show oft Nestor’s pre-
eminence in this excellence that explains the depiction of him giving or-
ders, criticizing contemporary practices, and expounding unusual tactics.
The orders given, the array is instantly forgotten. Nestor has shown his
excellence by organizing his troops, and after that the poem turns to dis-
playing the different, usually more directly violent, excellences of other
heroes. The same oblivion awaits Achilles’ array, but the act of arraying
shows that he has “divided well.” Longest remembered in the poem is
the array of Poulydamas, the Trojan Nestor, repeatedly praised for his
wisdom. When Ajax masses the Achaeans to defend the body of Patro-
clus — “such were the orders of gigantic Ajax” — his array, unusually, has
immediate consequences in the battle narrative. The Achaeans drive off
the Trojan hero Asteropaios and

the ground ran
with red blood, the dead men dropped one after another
from the ranks alike of Trojans and their mighty companions
and Danaans also, since these fought not without
bloodletting,

but far fewer of them went down, since they ever remembered
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always to stand massed and beat sudden death from each
other.

What the Achaeans “ever remembered” were the admirable orders of Ajax:
the narrative bends around to signal the hero’s excellence in arraying.>

Epic conceives a hero’s assembling of an array as a form of competi-
tion with all other heroes who array troops. At the same time the array
itself can be envisaged as the setting up of a competition between those
who are arrayed. So Nestor advises Agamemnon:

“Set your men in order by tribes, by brotherhoods,
Agamemnon,

and let each brotherhood go in support of brotherhood, let
tribe support tribe.

It you do it this way, and the Achaeans obey you,

you will see which of your leaders is bad [kakos], and which
of your people,

and which also is brave [esthlos], since they will fight by

themselves.”?°

Arraying, then, tests both those who do the arraying and those who are
arrayed.

The depiction of battle in the I/iad stems ultimately from an epic drive
to represent, in the freedom of an unreal world, the heroes excelling in
the full set of Homeric virtues, some of them physical, some moral, and
some intellectual. The result is a confusion of fighting styles, as the poem
moves quickly from the representation of one kind of excellence to an-
other. Yet in its depiction of the wrangle over Hector’s killing of Patro-
clus and of Nestor’s admission that his orders do not reflect the practices
of his generation the poem signals that contradictions exist within the
ideals of one-on-one fighting and between the ideals of one-on-one and
mass fighting, between the consequences in the poem of the various kinds
of Homeric excellences. The poem simply chooses not to emphasize them.

Yet epic can choose to emphasize conflicts in the ethics of the heroes.
Indeed, the whole plot of the Iliad develops from a profound conflict
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between the implications of Homeric values. As the “best of the Achaeans,”
Achilles maintains that he should receive the most loot and be subject to
no man: any other arrangement dishonors him. Yet although an inferior
warrior, Agamemnon has other claims to precedence over Achilles. As
Nestor says to Achilles,

Nor, son of Peleus, think to match your strength with

the king, since never equal with the rest is the portion of
honor [timeé]

of the sceptred king to whom Zeus gives magnificence [kudos].
Even

though you are the stronger man, and the mother who bore
you was immortal,

yet is this man greater who is lord over more than you rule.””

Which one should go without his slave girl when the daughter of the
priest of Apollo must be returned to avert the plague the god has brought
upon the army? Agamemnon thinks Achilles, Achilles thinks Agamemnon.
Agamemnon has the power to enforce his will, and so the outraged
Achilles withdraws from the fighting and has his divine mother bring
great Zeus in on the Trojan side. The story of the Iliad follows from
Achilles’ and Agamemnon’s pressing of what each considers his legitimate
claim. Here the poem chooses to stress a conflict in the ethical system
because it is essential to the plot of the poem. But this prominent case
emphasizes that it is the privilege of a poem to make that kind of choice.
Conflicts in outlook do not need to be pointed up: different outlooks
can simply motivate different passages of text.

Such is the case with the heroic valuation of archery. Paris hits
Diomedes with an arrow and vaunts over him: “You are hit, and my ar-
row flew not in vain.” Diomedes answers,

You, archer, foul fighter, lovely in your locks, eyer of young
girls.

It you were to make trial of me in strong combat with weapons

your bow would do you no good at all, nor your close-
showered arrows.
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Now you have scratched the flat of my foot, and even boast
of this.

I care no more than if a witless child or a woman

had struck me; this is the blank weapon of a useless man,
no fighter.?®

Diomedes’ is not an isolated complaint. Elsewhere “arrow-fighters” is a
term of abuse, while “[those]| who fight at close quarters™ is a praising
epithet of peoples, and the fact that an individual fights close up, not
with missiles, is grounds for pride.*

Yet it never strikes archers in the Iliad to be ashamed of their craft,
or their friends to be ashamed of archers. Quite the contrary. Aeneas asks
Pandarus,

Where now are your bow and your feathered arrows;

where your fame [kleos] in which no man here dare contend
with you

nor can any man in Lycia claim he is better?*°

Despite the contempt in which using the bow is held by some heroes, it
turns out to be a heroic arete just like fighting with a spear. When Teucer,
“the best of the Achaeans in archery,” shoots down many Trojans, he is
said to be bringing glory to his absent father, Telamon, and Agamemnon
promises him a gift of honor. Archery is an event at Patroclus’s funeral
games; extreme accuracy is wondered at; in the Odyssey Odysseus slaugh-
ters the suitors with his bow, having proved his superiority over them as
the only man who could string it; in the Odyssey archery is a heroic achieve-
ment par excellence. In the I/iad, moreover, the heroic quality of archery
can be admitted even by those on the side victimized by an arrow in
battle. Pandarus breaks the truce surrounding the duel between Paris and
Menelaus by shooting Menelaus with an arrow. A healer is sent for to
attend Menelaus, “whom someone well skilled in the bow’s use shot with
an arrow, Trojan or Lycian: glory [kleos] to him, but to us a sorrow.”*
The poem needs to present both fighters with bows and fighters with
spears and swords in a suitably heroic light, and so the heroic evaluation
of archery is never settled. By having Diomedes denounce Paris, the Iliad
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betrays its awareness of the contradiction, but otherwise the epic simply
tolerates it.

Another unsettled tension, tolerated with an even greater sense of
discomfort, is that which exists between the heroes’ estimates of a hero’s
duty to stand his ground in battle. A host of Trojans approaches the lone
Odysseus. He wonders whether he should flee such long odds:

“Yet still, why does the heart within me debate on these things?

Since I know that it is the cowards [kakoi] who walk out of the
fighting,

but if one is to be preeminent in battle, he must by all means

stand his ground strongly, whether he be struck or strike
down another.”*

A clear statement, or so it seems: according to their code, major heroes,
the preeminent, must hold their position; that is what it means to be pre-
eminent rather than a coward. Elsewhere Diomedes echoes the same sen-
timent. Yet, in fact, major heroes are constantly shrinking back into the
mass behind them or fleeing wholesale along with their followers with
no sense that they are acting improperly. Epic does not decide whether
running away is unheroic or not. When Hector finally faces Achilles and
flees from him in terror, the poem seems to consider it a shameful act of
cowardice. But as the chase continues the poem compares it to a footrace
tor a prize and emphasizes Achilles’ inability to catch Hector. Running
at the same speed as Achilles, Hector displays the same fleetness of foot,
the same excellence as Achilles, whose superhuman speed the poem has
repeatedly emphasized. Here an honorable contest of fleetness of foot
has quietly displaced the ethic that fleeing is dishonorable. And the ethic
itself does not go unchallenged. Agamemnon, at least, actually denies
that fleeing is against the heroic code. Odysseus then argues the point
with him: once again the poem is aware of, and uncomfortable with, the
conflict over the valuation of standing one’s ground.® There is even an
attempt to finesse the contradiction. Nestor, in Diomedes’ chariot and
hoping to ride it to safety, is appalled to discover that Diomedes intends
to stand his ground during the Achaean rout because the younger hero
tears being mocked by Hector if he runs away, and says to him:
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“If Hector calls you a coward [kakos| and a man of no
strength, then

the Trojans and Dardanians will never believe him,

nor will the wives of the high-hearted Trojan warriors

whose husbands you hurled in the dust in the pride of their
manhood.”*

Fleeing, in other words, s disgraceful, but the heroic audience (here con-
ceived of as consisting of enemies) will consider the whole of a hero’s ac-
complishment, and Diomedes’ good performance will outweigh the bad.
Here again epic picks at a conflict of values like an itchy scab, betraying
a self-conscious awareness of it but tolerating it, letting contradictory
positions each play their part in different passages of the poem. Making
room for so much contradiction is the privilege of epic, which portrays
an ultimately fantastic world.

THE ILIAD AND THE GREEKS

The Homeric poems have bieen called the Bible of the Greeks, an analogy
that has lost much of its force in an agnostic age and that was never quite
right in the first place. Scripture is far more imperious than epic. No
Greek would imagine a duty to regulate his life exactly by the splenetic
remarks of the feuding, fallible, lying gods of the poems. Yet as early as
can be traced, Homer was the foundation of Greek education — indeed,
epic may have constituted nearly all of Greek intellectual education down
into the fifth century Bc. Homer was “the teacher of Greece,” memorized
and recited and in later times read and reread with a concentration that
no modern system of education devotes to a single set of texts. In the
late fifth century it was the sign of a man of standing to be able to recite
the Ilind and the Odyssey by heart, and that fact is evidence that these two
epics had already achieved a canonical position quite separate from and
above the rest of the prequel-and-sequel Epic Cycle and the swirling
clouds of nonepic Greek myth. And at least by Hellenistic and Roman
times (when the papyri of Egypt reveal such things) the I/iad had estab-
lished dominance over the Odyssey as a teaching text. In all periods Greek
authors quote, echo, and allude to Homer in a manner that assumes a



Fighting in the Ilind 37

warm familiarity in their readers. Homer gave the authoritative account
of Greece’s early days: epic was the ancient history of the Greeks.*

Yet Homer was more, read not only as a way of teaching reading and
writing, as a stylistic model, and as what we call literature, but also as a
moral text: “One should arrange one’s entire life according to this poet.”
The ultimate origins of the ferocious competitiveness of the Greeks —in
human biology? an inheritance of Indo-European codes of masculinity?
— cannot be discovered. But without doubt the cult of Homer perpetu-
ated in Greece the competitive ethics embodied in the poems, while the
epics remained fundamental educational texts because the poems reflected
those familiar, undying, admired principles: epic and Greek competitive
ethics walked like conjoined twins through the centuries. And this congru-
ence of Homeric and later Greek ethics ensured that the heroes were not
only old, but also admirable, and so the past of the Greeks was not inert,
but to be imitated by the men of the present. The heroes of epic always
sat invisible upon the shoulders of the Greeks, whispering their counsel.*®

Yet at the same time the later Greek relationship with Homer gave
them a past that was fundamentally textual, fundamentally fixed. A great
confection of fast-changing myth could be whipped up around epic, often
involving other adventures of the gods and epic heroes; the text of epic
could be argued over (of course), and epic could be interpreted (of course).
But at the bottom of the Greek past was a little-changing, hallowed set
of words. It is notorious that when the Romans, who lacked their own
1liad and Odyssey, looked into their distant past, their present often looked
back at them — later Romans projected their contemporary political prob-
lems into the time of their ancestors, about whom they had little au-
thentic information. But epic made the Greek past irreducibly past, and
so rather than envisaging the past as the present, they tended rather to
understand the present by means of the past. When a Greek sculptor
wished to allude to the great wars between Greeks and Persians, he tended
instead to depict the combat between the Greeks and Trojans or between
Greceks and Amazons, mythic warrior-women, or the combat between
the Greek Lapiths and the bestial Centaurs, themes elaborated from epic.
Greek tragedy often treated contemporary themes, but with a tiny number
of exceptions the plays themselves were set in the heroic era. The Greek
epic past, unlike the distant Roman past, had an independent existence
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outside the needs of the present, and so always exerted a powerful indepen-
dent traction on the Greek present.

Epic helped to convey the competitive values of the Greeks (older
even than epic) down the years. As such, epic was the underlying melody
of Greek civilization, for the most part so deep within the symphony of
civilization that the Greeks themselves were unconscious of it. Yet where
there were ugly clangs and dissonances in the secret melody, epic being
so much more forgiving than reality, real Greeks had to work them out
in their lives. And so the story of the evolution of warfare in historical
ancient Greece is in part the story of the consequences of these epic con-
tradictions in the real world. On the conscious level, moreover, when a
Greek faced a puzzle of ethics or writing or even a practical way of doing
something, it was to epic he first applied for a solution: the poets (and
“Homer is their leader”) “know all the crafts.” Epic was the “encyclo-
pedia” of the Greeks, and the ways of epic were the good ways. So Greek
civilization, and Greek soldiers, also consciously reached back into epic
for inspiration. Part of the military history of the Greeks is no more than
a particular instance of this pervasive pattern of epic recollection.?”



Il
THE LAST HOPLITE

THE ORIGINS OF THE PHALANX

iomedes was lord over Argos, sang the poet, and Mene-

laus ruled Lacedaemon across the hills. And the two

princes went forth to Troy with Agamemnon, high

king of Mycenae. But this friendship was not to en-

dure, and Argos and Lacedaemon (we know it as Sparta,

from its capital) became rivals for the lordship of Pelo-

ponnese and long, intimate enemies. Ever jousting for the heirship of
Agamemnon, the two proud cities fought many bitter wars against each
other, and they battled especially over Thyrea, a bloodstained scrap of
land on the coast where their territories met. In the most famous of these
meetings, the Spartans and Argives made a covenant that their strife
should be settled by a battle of champions, by the clash of three hundred
picked men from each city. The rest of the armies, Spartan and Argive
alike, retired into their own countries, that none should be tempted to
interfere. The champions fought, but neither side could gain the advan-
tage and drive the other from the field. At fall of night only three men
still lived: Alcenor and Chromius of the Argives and the wounded Spar-
tan Othryades, lying unnoticed among the corpses. The Argives ran to
report their victory to Argos. But the lone Spartan staggered to his feet
and stayed upon the field, despoiling the Argive dead of their armor and
carrying it back to the Spartan camp. According to one tradition, Oth-
ryades, leaning on a broken spear, erected a trophy from the armor of
the slain (such was the Greek custom) and inscribed it with his blood.

39
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A poet imagined the return of the two Argives with their army the next
morning:

These arms new-stripped: who nailed them to this oak?
Who inscribed this Dorian shield?

For this land of Thyrea o’er spills with the blood of comrades
and we twain alone are left from the Argives.

Seck out every fallen corpse! lest one, still left breathing,
bedizen Sparta with a bastard glory.

No, stay! For the victory of the Spartans cries from the
shield with the clots of Othryades’ blood,

and nearby gasps he whose agony wrought this.

Dawn and the return of the armies to discover the outcome found Othry-
ades standing quietly in his assigned place in the ranks, his rank-mates
stretched corpses on either side, a single live soldier in a battalion of the
staring dead.’

Of Othryades’ fate the legends are various: perhaps he died after in-
scribing the trophy. Perhaps he committed suicide on the battlefield. The
Argives denied he had survived the fighting at all: according to them,
Othryades had been killed by an Argive warrior, and they had a statue
of his killer to prove it. In Herodotus’s version the Argives and Spartans
tell to wrangling about who had won: two of ours survived, the Argives
claimed; yours fled while our man held the field and plundered the bodies,
the Spartans replied. Hot words became blows, and there was a great
battle between the armies assembled. The gods vindicated the claims of
t