The hoplite: A Heavy=-Armed Greek Infantryman by R, L. FPorter

The anclent Greek hesvy=-zrmed infantryman 13 representative of a warfare in which
defensive capabkilicy 1s stressed over offensive power. In s=ome wavs the haplite was
similar to the pondercus knight of the middle agesg, the major difference being the lack
of a horse in the hoplite's case. Both these warrior types attempted to protect
themselves from injury with an all-enveloping screen of metal while making use of

their increased weight to bowl owver the cppeosition wsing shield and spear (properly

a lance in the kndght's case).

The hoplite of the Fifth Century BE.C. carried abowt 57 pownds of defensive armour,
plus a spear and sword weighing about 15 pounds, to make up a perapiration-evoking
load of approximately 72 pound=. Haturally thisz crwushing burden was only worn in
batcle, and, 1if possible, servants and donkevs were used to carry the equipment to
the barrlefield. In the event of a defeat, howewver, the hoplite might he In & rather
perilous glruation as he acctempted to make hig eszcape lugging such a weight, the
mdjor threat coming not from enemy hoplites equally burdened, but from back-stabbking,
fasr cavalry. In such an event an expensgive bronze sghield or a crested helmet or

an engraved iron breasc-plate might be jettiszened to speed the demoralized seoldier
ot his wav. The removal of the iren shin pretectors, called greaves, might just
invite a spear in rear as one bent over to unfasten them, and sc they were prebably
left on in a hurried retreat,

ifoplites fought in dense serrlied ranks of rectangular shape. Fighting shoulder to
shoulder in these phalanx formations, with cne man's shield cverlapping the exposed
tight side of his neighbour's body, certainly heightemed morale. In the Fifth
Century the average depth of the phalanx was about eight men, and it was as wide

as one could make it. The Athenian field army of 13,000 would ke sbout 1,825 pen
wide.

boplires attacked in line, op the run, to the shrill tume of the war flutes, and
ginglog the battle hymn, called the paean, Their spears, as evidenced by many vase
paintings, were nct held low as & pike; instead the six-foot-long ash shafts

were raiszed high for a possible neck wound while the shield was thrust forward to
bear down the epemy. The screams, curses, clanging of metzl on metal would have
made an 1Inecredible recar in the cpenlng moments

cf batcle and would have eontinued uwntill ocne side

gradually gave way.

For most of the Fifth Century these knights con
foot (recruited, however, largely from the
upper middle clasz) deminated the hattlefields
af Greece, In the Fourth Century the increased
vse of more complicated military tactics, the
prowing numbers of cavalry and archers, and the
appearance of a medium—armed infanteryman called
the peltast put the hoplite inte & declime from
which he never recovercd, until later men
thought tn place this type of scldier on a horse
and call him a knight.



