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BATTLE DESCRIPTION IN THE ANCIENT HISTORIANS,
PART I: STRUCTURE, ARRAY, AND FIGHTING*

For Tony Woodman

When Endymion, king of the Moon, devised war upon Phaethon, king
of the Sun, he decreed that a race of spiders as big as the Cyclades
should weave a web between Venus and his lunar dominion, to serve
as the battlefield for their regal rumble. And in that region of the hea-
vens he arrayed his army: the king himself led his elite Hippo-vultures
in the clouds on the right wing, 80,000 strong; his other cavalry,
mounted on giant birds with wings like lettuce leaves, held the left.
The Moon’s stalwart infantry held the centre, posted on the spider
web: Millet-launchers and Garlic-fighters, and his light-armed
Flea-archers and Wind-runners, whose long tunics carried them about
like sailboats in the fierce winds of the celestial realm. To Endymion’s
Hippo-vultures, Phaethon opposed the Sun’s Hippo-ants (and near
two hundred feet long were the insects that bore these cavalry). On the
opposite flank of the solar array came the Air-mosquitoes and the formid-
able radish-flinging Air-dancers. The spears of Phaethon’s phalanx, in
the centre, were stalks of asparagus, and their round shields were mush-
rooms. Phaethon’s allies, the Cloud-centaurs, expected at any moment
from the Milky Way, had not arrived in time for battle.

Signals were hoisted; donkeys (serving as trumpets) brayed; and the
armies came together. On Endymion’s right his terrifying Hippo-
vultures turned their foes to flight before a blow was struck. But on
the far flank Phaethon’s Air-mosquitoes prevailed, and pursued the
Moon’s warriors towards the massed foot. There Endymion’s infantry
resisted stoutly, and there the Sun’s rampaging right finally turned their

* My thanks are owed to J. S. Clay, S. J. Harrison, J. Marincola, E. A. Meyer, H. Sidebottom,
M. Whitby, A. J. Woodman, and the editors of Greece & Rome, not least for giving a home to so
overgrown an article. Unattributed translations are my own, but I have inevitably in many cases
benefited from the work of previous translators.
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backs, hastened in their panic by learning of the flight of their friends on
the left. The victory was glorious, and many were taken alive and many
slain. So much blood was shed that the clouds turned red — rather like
at sunset, in fact, on earth.

But wait! Just as the triumphant army of the Moon was smugly erect-
ing two trophies, one for the cavalry battle in the clouds, and one for the
infantry struggle on the spider webs, scouts reported the coming of the
Sun’s belated ally Sagittarius, leading the gigantic Cloud-centaurs
(their human torsos were the size of the Colossus of Rhodes). The
Moon’s soldiers had left their ranks as they scattered to plunder and pur-
sue, and the formed Cloud-centaurs set upon them all disorderly, and put
them to flight. They drove Endymion back behind his lunar bastions, slew
his birds, threw down his trophies, and took prisoners — one of them the
second-century AD satirist Lucian, from whom we have this True Story
(Ver. hist. 1.12—18).

Lucian’s humour in this satire depends on his ancient reader being
familiar with — tired, indeed, to the point of irritation by — the conven-
tions of battle description in the historians of ancient Greece and
Rome: the pompous array of exotic troop types with curious attire and
equipment, the blare of trumpets, the contrasting fates of the flanks,
the reversals, the inevitable defeat of disorder by order.! And since the
great preponderance of our information about both ancient combat in
general and specific ancient battles comes from exactly those descrip-
tions of battles in the historians of Greece and Rome whom the satirist
was mocking, it is useful both for today’s student of ancient warfare
and today’s student of the Greek and Roman historical authors to
come to grips with the conventions of ancient battle description.

Accordingly, this article traces the evolution of the ‘battle piece’ in
the Greek and Roman historical tradition.? It begins with a rude con-
trast between modern historical and ancient methods of describing bat-
tle; then investigates why ancient conventions developed as they did
(a discussion split between Parts I and II); and finally considers how
those conventions worked (or failed to) when applied to battles at
sea. Like modern authors, ancient historians naturally differed in

! For Lucian and the history-writing of his time, and especially its backwards-looking quality
and loyalty to earlier models, see A. M. Kemezis, ‘Lucian, Fronto, and the Absence of
Contemporary Historiography under the Antonines’, APk 131 (2010), 285-325.

2 The term, and the contemporary consciousness of the non-fiction battle piece as an object
of study, goes back to J. Keegan, The Face of Bartle New York, 1986 [London, 1976']), 36-46,
62-73.
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their treatment of battles, and proper justice is hardly done here to their
idiosyncrasies (although these may be commented on in the notes) nor
to the different ancient genres in which the authors worked (so proper
‘history’ as the ancients knew it must muck in with Caesar’s
Commentaries): but distinguishing branching streams and creeks is eas-
ier once the course of the main river — the practice of the majority — is
understood.

The deeper question that this article addresses is the relationship between
the desire of ancient historical authors to tell true stories about the past and
the genre elements so prominent in their accounts of battles — genre ele-
ments some of which, as we shall see, became so powerful and entrenched
as to encourage authors to write accounts more true of battles in general
(broadly true) than true of the particular battle described, or sometimes
to write accounts that were, in part or all, not true.?

Some of the matter of this article will be familiar to or suspected by
specialists on the classical authors discussed; but such specialists may
nevertheless find use or pleasure in the collection and organization of
their insights. Historians of ancient warfare, in contrast, are likely to be
appalled — as was the author — by the degree to which ancient battle
descriptions turn out to be mummified by convention. To historians
this article is a cautionary tale, told by a resigned and disillusioned friend.

3> For the truth-orientation of ancient historical writing (sometimes denied in recent scholar-
ship, as is the notion that the ancients had a concept of truth similar to our own), see M. J.
Wheeldon, “True Stories”: The Reception of Historiography in Antiquity’, in A. Cameron
(ed.), History as Text. The Writing of Ancient History (London, 1989), esp. 41-50, 59-62;
M. Fox, ‘Dionysius, Lucian, and the Prejudice against Rhetoric in History’, RS 91 (2001) 76—
93; J. E. Lendon, ‘Historians without History: Against Roman Historiography’, in A. Feldherr
(ed.), Cambridge Companion to the Roman Historians (Cambridge, 2009), 41-61; C. Whately,
Battles and Generals. Combat, Culture, and Didacticism in Procopius’ Wars (Leiden, 2016), 18-20.
The actual credibility of ancient battle description, and the practical difficulties that even conscien-
tious historians in antiquity had in gathering and presenting information about the course of battle
(difficult even for participants, as remarked in Eur. Supp. 846-56), has been dealt with ably else-
where: N. Whatley, ‘On the Possibility of Reconstructing Marathon and other Ancient Battles’,
FHS 84 (1964), 119-39; G. M. Paul, “Two Battles in Thucydides’, EMC 31 (1987), 307-9; A. ].
Woodman, Rhetoric in Classical Historiography (London, 1988), 18-23; M. Whitby, ‘Reconstructing
Ancient Warfare’, in P. Sabin, H. van Wees, and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge History of Greek
and Roman Warfare, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2007), i.54-81; R. Bichler, ‘Probleme und Grenzen der
Rekonstruktion von Ereignissen am Beispiel antiker Schlachtbeschreibungen’, in M. Fitzenreiter
(ed.), Das Ereignis. Geschichtsschreibung zwischen Vorfall und Befund (London, 2009), 17-34; cf.
for the First World War, the classic account of P. Fussell, The Grear War and Modern Memory
(New York, 1975), 169-90. The present article concerns literary conventions guiding ancient bat-
tle description, and how they sometimes drew ancient historians to invent or falsify history: but
genre and convention per se are not obstacles to truth. All history writing (indeed all writing of
any type) relies on conventions, or sets of conventions (genre), to guide the presentation of
material.
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Battle description modern and ancient

Battle descriptions in today’s histories are usually written backwards in
a logical chain from the outcome of the battle. From the result of the
battle, then, proceed in reverse order the fighting that created that
result, the manoeuvres, the dispositions of the units of the armies
that did that fighting, and, first of all, the plans of the commanders
that disposed and set those units in motion (although the plans of
one commander can, if a surprise lies in the future, be held back for
dramatic effect). This strong logic disciplines the battle description:
we hear of the climactic engagement, not what happens elsewhere;
we hear of the units in at the kill, but rarely get a full account of the
forces of either army; the terrain is described where it bears upon
that decisive combat, but the rest of the battlefield is neglected.
Similarly, differences in numbers or equipment between the contend-
ing sides, matters of supply or weather or chance, the quality of troops
or weapons, or human foibles — stupidity, insubordination, over-
boldness, cowardice — tend to appear in the account only where the
main plot requires them, unless, of course, they offer comic anecdotes.

The main exception to this strong causal chain occurs when a con-
temporary author digresses to recount the experiences — the triumphs
and tragedies — of single named soldiers or small groups of individuals,
whose personal stories the author may know from letters or diaries or
interviews, and whose adventures the author is likely to have been fol-
lowing from earlier in the narrative. The modern art of battle descrip-
tion consists particularly of the skilful mixing of shots from an
imaginary camera hanging in the middle air that records the motions
of the units whose fighting decides the battle — divisions, regiments,
companies, platoons — and a lower-hanging camera that records the
deeds of those individuals or small groups: enough shots from above
to keep the reader oriented as to the general progress of the fighting,
and to explain the result, but enough low camera following individual
soldiers to provide human interest and prevent the account from
becoming distant and abstract.* A camera hanging high in the heavens

4 The same mix of camera-work was frequent in older fiction, but there has been a strong ten-
dency in US fiction since Vietnam, in imitation of Tim O’Brien, intentionally to exclude the help-
ful, orienting, middle-height camera and describe only the subjective experience of the fighters,
either rejecting an orderly context as false in principle (G. Packer, ‘Home Fires: How Soldiers
Write their Wars’, New Yorker 90.7 [7 April 2014], 71) or so that the reader, as confused as the
soldier-characters about the wider context of the fighting, will share the experience of the soldier
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that can encompass the deeds of whole armies is available to the con-
temporary author, but is not frequently used: often just to record the
strategic results of the battle, the casualties of both armies, and the
retreat of the losers.

The battle descriptions of classical antiquity were very different.>
And the most important contrast is that the modern logical chain is
lacking, or attenuated; the elements that make up the account are pre-
sent for their own purposes and do not drive, or discipline, each other.¢

The first structural element in an ancient battle description is not the
general’s plan but (as in Lucian’s battle in the heavens) the arrays of the
armies, which can be highly detailed. Sometimes the array is attributed
to a general’s plan, or presented as a reaction to the array of the enemy,
but for the most part it is simply told for its own sake, and has no rela-
tionship to the enemy array.” Nor does the modern discipline operate
that encourages the author to describe only the units he will need
later in the battle narrative. Most contingents in ancient arrays (as
again in Lucian’s battle) are described there only, and play no role in
the action that follows. There is a real sense that an array in an ancient

and feel the same alienation from the everyday: S. M. Braswell, ‘War Stories: “Truth” and
Particulars’, War, Literature, and the Arts 11.1 (1999), 154, calls this a ‘confined perspective’.

> This article treats chiefly the fully worked-out battle piece and its conventions in the classical
historians. But ancient historical authors very often described battles in a more summary way
(although using many of the same elements as in fuller descriptions; see below), and scholars in
the 1930s strove to develop a rough system of classification of battle descriptions by their length
and features: see E. Gaida, Die Schlachtschilderung in den Antiquitates Romanae des Dionys von
Halikarnaf3 (Breslau, 1934), esp. 6, 29-30; H.-G. Plathner, Die Schlachtschilderungen bei Livius
(Breslau, 1934), 10, 50; and recently J. Bartolomé Goémez, Los relatos bélicos en la obra de Tito
Livio (Estudio de la primera década de Ab urbe condita) (Vitoria, 1995). D. S. Levene, ‘Warfare in
the Annals’, in A. J. Woodman (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Tacitus (Cambridge, 2009),
225-38, considers why so many of the battles described in Tacitus’ Annals are reported in sum-
mary form (and why others are not).

° For literature on battle descriptions in individual ancient authors, see the Appendix to Part IT
of this article. P. Sabin, Lost Battles. Reconstructing the Great Clashes of the Ancient World (London,
2007), 4-5, offers a brief account of the conventions of ancient battle description, and Gaida’s
(n. 5) typology of battle types and genre elements in Dionysius of Halicarnassus is valuable for
the whole tradition. For ancient discussions of ancient historians’ methods in describing battle,
see V. D’Huys, ‘How to Describe Violence in Historical Narrative’, AncSoc 18 (1987), 209-50,
drawing especially on Polyb. 12.17-22, 12.25 f., and Lucian, Hist. conscr. 49.

" Lucian, Hist. conscr. 49, urges that the array be made subordinate to the general’s thinking,
but such a structure is uncommon enough that actual instances surprise (Amm. Marc.
16.12.21-3; Procop. 1.13.19-23, 5.28.29; for Diodorus, see M. Alganza Roldan and M. Villena
Ponsoda, ‘La descripcion de la zdxis en Diodoro de Sicilia’, in J. Lens [ed.], Estudios sobre
Diodoro de Sicilia [Granada, 1994], 237 [first published in Florllib 2 (1991), 21-32]); and arrays
planned in reaction to an enemy array are just as rare (Arr. Anab. 2.9.1-3, 3.12.1-2; cf. Heliod.
Aeth. 9.16). But an author’s need to describe a military trick (e.g. Polyb. 3.71 =Livy 21.54;
Caes. B Gall. 2.17) can place a planning passage before the description of the array.
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battle description is an independent work of art, a passage of prose to
be admired for itself, not to be put to work later.3

Usually after the array (but sometimes before), the author can write
for one or both opposing generals speeches encouraging their troops.°®
And that, and no more, is what those speeches usually do. Generals’
speeches (written in the author’s own style with no, or only the slight-
est, nod to making them sound as if they were spoken by, for example, a
Spartan or Carthaginian), adhering to loose, little-changing formulae,
list the reasons why the soldiers should be confident of victory and
urge them to fight hard. ‘Fight for your hearths and families!” the defen-
ders are told. ‘There is no place to retreat to!’ the aggressors are
reminded. ‘Remember your ancestors!” ‘Remember your past victor-
ies!” ‘The gods are with you!” Where both opposing generals are
given speeches, they only rarely answer each other, as do the speeches
historians write for political debates; nor does the author regularly fore-
shadow the outcome of the battle by giving the general who will win a
more effective speech than the general who will lose. Sometimes the
author mentions the effect that a speech had on the troops to whom
it was addressed, but usually not.!® A German scholar counted some
seventy-five major battle speeches in the Greek and Latin historians
from Thucydides to Procopius.!! But after Thucydides there is a desperate
sameness to the sentiments rehearsed in these speeches and many modern

8 Bartolomé Gomez (n. 5), 137-40, collects the arrays in Livy, Books 1-10; Plathner (n. 5),
50-1, lists the arrays in Livy, Books 21-42; G. S. Bucher, ‘Fictive Elements in Appian’s
Pharsalus Narrative’, Phoenix 59 (2005), 52 n. 8, collects arrays in Appian.

° Battle speeches (their topoi and relationship to reality are treated in detail in Part IT of this art-
icle) can be staged in various ways: presented as given directly to the troops at an assembly, given
to the troops arrayed in line of battle (either from a central position or by the leader riding along
the ranks — an epipolesis), given to a portion of the army only, conveyed by messengers, delivered to
officers, etc. D. Carmona Centeno, M. L. Harto Trujillo, J. C. Iglesias Zoido, and ]. Villabla
Alvarez, ‘Corpus de agengas en la historiografia grecolatina’, in J. C. Iglesias Zoido (ed.),
Retorica e historiografia. El discorso militar en la historiografia desde la Antigiiedad hasta el
Renacimiento (Madrid, 2008), 537—64, categorize surviving speeches by how they are staged.

10 Effect on the listeners: in Tacitus and Livy especially, see Tac. Ann. 2.15.1, orationem ducis
secutus militum ardor (‘the speech of the general inspired a fiery enthusiasm in the soldiers’);
Ann. 14.36.3, 15.12.4; Agr. 33.1 with A. J. Woodman, Tacitus: Agricola (Cambridge, 2014), ad
loc.; Agr. 35.1, finem orationis ingens alacritas consecuta est (‘after the speech was finished a tremen-
dous zeal gripped [the soldiers]’); and alacritas is the usual term for the troops’ reaction in Livy —
S. P. Oakley, A Commentary on Livy Books VI-X, 4 vols. (Oxford, 1997-2005), ad loc. Livy 7.33.4,
collects instances.

17, Albertus, Die I[IAPAKAHTIKOI in der griechischen und romischen Literatur (Strassburg,
1908), including (quite properly) some speeches which use the zopoi of battle speeches, but do
not strictly occur before battles; M. L. Harto Trujillo, Las arengas militares en la historiografia
Latina (Madrid, 2008), 28, conveniently reproduces his list. Including briefer remarks by leaders,
Carmona Centeno ez al. (n. 9) assemble some hundreds of instances.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231

BATTLE DESCRIPTION IN THE ANCIENT HISTORIANS 45

readers find them among the most ungratifying products of ancient litera-
ture. The tradition of ancient battle speeches is like Saehrimnir, the Swine
of Asgard, from whom chops are cut each day to feed the heroes who feast
in Valhalla, and who puts forth new chops the next day: Ever generous of
his meat is Saehrimnir, but the meat is always pork.

Once array and speeches have been presented, it is time for the actual
fighting. Ancient authors and readers preferred a low camera matched
with a higher camera than today’s authors use: the deeds of whole
armies, mixed with the fates and deeds — ideally the heroic deeds — of
named individuals.!? Depiction of the motions of the contingents so lov-
ingly drawn up in the array — with the middle height, unit-manoeuvre-
recording camera modern authors depend on so heavily — is not
unknown (Polyb. 5.82-5; Procop. 1.14.44-7), but it is not common,!3
and when it does happen, the motion of a contingent is frequently
made the function of a named individual who heroically leads it into
action: ‘at this point one may without question call Agesilaus brave’.!4
Sometimes, indeed, a battle description is no more than a series of epi-
sodes involving the fates and heroics of individuals,!5 but, even if not,
there is at all times a strong tendency to make as many greater events
as possible hang upon the acts of great personages.!® The proper parallel
is to the depiction of pre-gunpowder battles in film: the armies charge in
masses but, once contact is made, we are shown only small-scale com-
bats, usually involving the movie’s main characters.

Despite Polybius’ insistence (in denouncing an earlier author,
12.25e.1) on the necessity of the historian’s possessing, and giving, a

12 E.g. Polyb. 2.67-9, 16.3-6; Caes. B Gall. 7.47, 50; Tac. Hist. 3.23; Procop. 4.20.18-20, with
Whately (n. 3), 169—71. Lucian (Hist. conscr. 49) urges upon the historian a view of battle like that
of Zeus in Homer, i.e. what I have called ‘high camera’.

13 Even though Polybius (12.17-22, 12.25 f.) is delighted to denounce his colleagues for their
failure properly to report manoeuvres; cf. Lucian, Hisz. conscr. 29, 37.

14 Xen. Hell. 4.3.19; cf. Diod. Sic. 18.17.4, 19.30; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 6.11-12; Cato (Peter
F83 = Cornell F76, although, to make a point, Cato does nor name the hero); Livy 9.40.7-14,
10.28, 27.48.13-14; Tac. Ann. 2.20.3; Amm. Marc. 15.4.10-11. For the depiction of the com-
mander’s role in fourth-century Bc and Hellenistic battle description, see P. Beston, ‘Hellenistic
Military Leadership’, in H. van Wees (ed.), War and Violence in Ancient Greece (London, 2000),
325-8. D. Nolan, ‘Caesar’s Exempla and the Role of Centurions in Battle’, in J. Armstrong
(ed.), Circum Mare. Themes in Ancient Warfare (Leiden, 2016), 56—7, argues that heroic individuals
represent and characterize the soldiers they lead.

15 Diod. Sic. 18.30-1; Livy 2.19-20; Procop. 5.18.4-15. Gaida (n. 5), 22-5, lists heroic inter-
ventions in the battle descriptions of Dionysius of Halicarnassus; cf. Whately (n. 3), 169-71, for
Procopius. Tac. Hist. 2.43 depicts individual legions fighting each other as if they were heroes
in single combat, illustrating the power of that model.

16 See Oakley (n. 10), ad loc. Livy 6.8.1-4; Whately (n. 3), 188-90.
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good sense of topography, discussion of battlefield terrain is rare, even
in Polybius. Where it does happen (because a detail of terrain was
highly important to the unfolding of the battle: Polyb. 3.83—4; Caes.
B Gall. 2.18), the reader is usually told only the minimum needed to
make sense of the account.!” Here the methods of the ancients and
the moderns are close, but not their motives. For, while an extensive
general discussion of topography is driven out of modern battle
descriptions by the discipline enforced by the logical chain of cause
and effect, it is likely driven out of ancient battle description by a strong
literary preference for single combats and depiction of small-scale epi-
sodes in the battle that allow for enargeia (‘vividness’, ‘immediacy’),
excitement, fine writing, reversals, paradox, and, where possible, ele-
phants.!® And if the ancient author has no data amenable to such treat-
ment, and is not inclined to make any up (as at App. Pun. 45-6; cf.
Ach. Tat. 4.14) or borrow appealing ‘fighting filler’ from another
author (both extremely common practices, alas), the actual description
of combat can be extremely terse. ‘Putting shields against shields they
pushed, they fought, they killed, and were killed’ (Xen. Hell. 4.3.19).1°
A striking disproportion in length between the pre-combat material
(array, speeches) and the fighting itself is often, to the puzzlement of
the modern reader, the result.

Where the depiction of the fighting is extended, patterns can some-
times be discerned. Local triumphs on one side can alternate with local
triumphs on the other, allowing an exciting see-saw effect (as in
Lucian’s fantasy battle).2® Or the army from whose point of view the

7 On the general indifference of ancient authors to accurate topography, see N. Horsfall,
‘Illusion and Reality in Latin Topographical Writing’, G&R 32 (1985), 197-208; on battle topo-
graphy in Thucydides, and how he ‘limit[s] himself to what is absolutely necessary for events to be
understood’, see P. Funke and M. Haake, ‘Theatres of War: Thucydidean Topography’, in
A. Rengakos and A. Tsakmakis (eds.), Brill’s Companion to Thucydides (Leiden, 2006), 383; cf.
T. Rood, ‘[Space in] Xenophon’, in I. J. F. de Jong (ed.), Space in Ancient Greek Literature
(Leiden, 2012), 165-6, 171-2, and idem, ‘[Space in] Polybius’, in ibid., 182, for Polybius’ criti-
cism of other authors, and 190-3 on Polybius’ own practice; Levene (n. 5), 234—7, on Tacitus. For
an exception, where a wider description of landscape about to become a battlefield is given, see
Sall. Iug. 48.3-4. A. M. Gowing, The Triumviral Narratives of Appian and Cassius Dio (Ann
Arbor, MI, 1992), 210-11, 218, 220, argues that Appian offers other exceptions.

18 E.g. Thuc. 7.70-1; Diod. Sic. 20.51; Polyb. 2.28-9, 5.84, 16.3; [Caes.] B Afr. 84; Amm.
Marc. 16.12.52-7, 31.13.2-8; and cf. Heliod. Aeth. 9.18. See Plathner (n. 5), 13, 51-2, for
such features in Livy. On enargeia in ancient critical assessments of battle descriptions, see
D’Huys (n. 6); A. D. Walker, ‘Enargeia and the Spectator in Greek Historiography’, TAPhA
123 (1993), 353-77; and esp. Plut. Vit. Artax. 8.1; Mor. 347.

19 Plathner (n. 5), 51, lists battle descriptions in Livy, Books 21-40, with no depiction of com-
bat at all.

20 Bartolomé Gomez (n. 5), 165-84, collects examples from Livy, Books 1-10.
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story is told can progress through the action, overcoming a series of steadily
more formidable obstacles, sometimes each with its own crisis — ‘here they
would have been defeated, except that’ —and dramatic reversal.?! This latter
especially happens where (as in Livy, or the Alexander historians) the
author chooses to tell the story of a battle strongly emphasizing the experi-
ence of one side (the Romans, the Macedonians), and so the account of the
action itself naturally follows the deeds of that side.

The internal patterning of the action, as well as the mix of very high
and very low camera that usually records the actual combat in ancient
authors, can also, to our minds, have the result of isolating in the nar-
rative the climax of the battle: the conventional moment when the
ancient author ‘weighs the events, as it were, in the scales’, and states
why one side won, why the opposing army was turned to flight —
when he thumps his finger down on the crucial quality that allowed
one side to prevail over the other.?2 This weighing is the point in the
whole battle description where the author is most likely to enter his
own text, appealing directly to his audience with his reasoning (Hdt.
8.86). But frequently there is no relationship between this climactic
comparison and anything that has come before in the battle description;
the author simply states that one side proved braver, or that the other
fell into confusion.?> Sometimes it develops in retrospect that a man-
oeuvre was decisive. But, if so, the author may simply incorporate a
description of that manoeuvre (and even introduce the contingent mak-
ing it) in his account of the climax (Tac. Agr. 37.2; Amm. Marc.
16.12.49-51). The accounts of the fighting and weighing can (to our
sensibility at least) conflict with each other: for where an author has
depicted the action in terms of one side overcoming a series of obsta-
cles, the modern readers (with their expectations of the natural result
of such a rising crescendo) can be quite perplexed when, in the end,
the side that has overcome ever-greater obstacles wins the battle for
reasons unrelated to those obstacles, or actually ends up losing
(Livy 22.4-7).

2l E.g. Tac. Agr. 35-7. This is a phenomenon of which, for Livy, D. S. Levene, Livy on the
Hanmbalic War (Oxford, 2010), 261-75, gives an excellent account, although our explanations
are different.

22 Quotation from Lucian, Hist. conscr. 49. For such moments, see e.g. Polyb. 11.13.3-11.14.2;
Livy 7.8.4, 7.33.17, 9.32.7-8 (and see Oakley [n. 10], ad loc. Livy 6.13.1); Sall. Tug. 52.1-4; Tac.
Ann. 2.20.3-2.21.2; cf. Ach. Tat. 3.13.

2 Plathner (n. 5), 12-13, lists passages — and the reason Livy gives for victory and defeat — in
Livy, Books 1-10; cf. H. Bruckmann, Die romischen Niederlagen im Geschichtswerk des T. Livius
(Bochum-Langendreer, 1936), 44-7, 104-12, 118-20.
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Once one side has been turned to flight, the author describes the bat-
tle’s results. The mass pursuit (as in Lucian’s fantasy battle) is usually
dealt with briefly and from a high-camera perspective, although the
camera can swing down to record an adventure or tragedy of small
groups or individuals (such as the capture of Lucian).2* If the historical
combatants had a formal way of indicating victory in battle — among the
classical Greeks, the losers appealing for a truce to recover the bodies of
their dead and the victors erecting their trophy — that process is usually
explicitly recounted, even if those formalities have been told many
times before in the author’s descriptions of other battles, and even if,
from a standpoint of strict narrative economy, the result of the battle
is already obvious to the reader. It is far more common to give numbers
of dead in a battle than to give the number of those who came to fight;
both the Greeks and the Romans tallied the dead, and these numbers
were thought worth reproducing (or sometimes inventing) as indicators
of the magnitude of victory.

Although not all were used in every battle description, it is easy to
enumerate the structural elements from which ancient battle descrip-
tions were assembled: array, speeches, action, weighing, results. But
what needs re-emphasis is the logical independence of each part from
the others. The speeches rarely explain (or even discuss) the array, or
drive or help to explain the subsequent action. The details of the
array only rarely have significant consequences in the action, and
even less frequently in the weighing. The action can, but need not,
have a causal connection to the weighing; and although the weighing
logically decides the battle, and so causes the results, the results are a
structural element all their own, and the author usually stops and
draws breath before recounting them as a sounding coda, rather than
making his story flow directly from weighing to result. There is, in gen-
eral, a great deal of standing up and taking deep breaths, and rather
obvious and ceremonious transitioning from one stage of the battle
description to the next. We moderns value a seamless description of
battle, a jazz battle; even the transitions from the middle-camera tactical
chain that leads back from the results of the battle to low-camera
human interest we prefer to be accomplished as invisibly as possible.
But Greek and Roman battle description was like a classical symphony,

% E.g. Tac. Ann. 2.17.4-5; Hist. 3.25.2-3; Amm. Marc. 16.12.57-60.
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where the orchestra goes quiet between clearly defined movements, giv-
ing the audience time for a good cough.

A literary history of ancient battle description
Fighting

Homer, of course, was at the root of both the Greek art of war and the
Greek art of battle description.?> His cultural authority was supreme,
and a great part of the Iliad is given over to descriptions of fighting.
The Iliad was thus the inevitable model when later Greeks wondered
how to describe combat in writing; we could guess its influence even
if we could not see it so clearly in early Greek prose, as we can, for
example, in Herodotus’ account of the Battle of Thermopylae.2° And
we could guess the same even if we did not notice Homeric habits lov-
ingly reproduced in historians’ battle descriptions for nearly a millen-
nium: indifference to terrain, for example, and the emphasis on the
din of battle — the trumpets, war cries, paeans, shouting, screaming,

% For Homer and the Greek art of war, see J. E. Lendon, Soldiers and Ghosts. A History of Baitle
in Classical Antiquiry New Haven, CT, 2005), 36-8, 66—7, 84—5 (with n. 11 for later Greek refer-
ences to Homer as a guide to warfare), 96-7, 115-39, 146-9, 157-61. A history of the art of battle
description from Homer to Thucydides, but with a different emphasis, is given by J. de Romilly,
Histoire et raison chez Thucydide (Paris, 1956) 107-79 (trans. E. T. Rawlings as The Mind of
Thucydides [Ithaca, NY, 2012]). For military topoi in Greek and Latin poetry, see F. E. Erbig,
Topot in den Schlachtberichten romischer Dichter (Danzig, 1931), and P.-J. Miniconi, Etude des themes
‘suerriers’ de la poésie épique greco-romaine (Paris, 1951) (the latter with a magnificent index of zopoz).

26 For Homeric elements in Herodotus’ account of Thermopylae, see M. Flower, ‘Simonides,
Ephorus, and Herodotus on the Battle of Thermopylae’, CQ 48 (1998), 365-79; Lendon (n. 25),
65—7 with references; and generally on the relationship of the fighting in Herodotus to that in
Homer, D. Boedeker, ‘Pedestrian Fatalities: The Prosaics of Death in Herodotus’, in P. Derow
and R. Parker (eds.), Herodotus and His World (Oxford, 2003), 17-36. Lucian, Hist. conscr. 45,
urges the spirit of poetry upon historians describing ‘arrays and battles and sea-battles’.
A. Foucher, Historia proxima poetis. L’influence de la poésie épique sur le style des historiens latins de
Salluste a Ammien Marcellin (Brussels, 2000), emphasizes the power of epic over the Latin tradition,
but S. Hornblower, ‘Warfare in Ancient Literature’, in Sabin, van Wees, and Whitby (n. 3), 1.39-
49, notes the limits of the debt to Homer: some aspects of Homeric battle description — like the
graphic descriptions of wounds to individuals (a tradition that flourishes in later poetry) — were
not picked up, as far as we can see, in the prose historical tradition until Procopius in the sixth
century AD (e.g. 6.2.15-17, with Whately [n. 3], 161-8, and then only in the Gothic Wars, 163;
but see Lucian, Hist. conscr. 20; Lib. Prog. 12.1.7 [Foerster viii.462]). For the relationship between
battle descriptions in Latin poetry and history, selecting from much writing, see R. Ash, ‘Epic
Encounters? Ancient Historical Battle Narratives and the Epic Tradition’, in D. S. Levene and
D. Nelis (eds.), Clio and the Poets (Leiden, 2002), 253-73; A. Rossi, Contexts of War.
Manipulation of Genre in Virgilian Barttle Narrative (Ann Arbor, MI, 2004).
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clash of weapons — taken over from Homer’s noisy engagements.2” As
such, it is natural to begin an account of the evolution of the battle
pieces in the ancient historians at the point of greatest Homeric influ-
ence — the depiction of combat — and proceed to lesser: first to
Herodotus’ transformation of the Homeric catalogue into the array;
then to Herodotus’ independent invention of the weighing passage;
then (in Part II of this article) Thucydides’ creations of the battle
speech and the results-of-battle passage. But this is not a history of
authors imitating and adapting and innovating in a world purely of
words, of birds twittering by a watering hole. The crocodile of reality
often rises from beneath brown waters and sets the birds to flight.

The Iliad is the story of heroes, and much of the depiction of combat
in the Iliad is that of a single hero against another — or a chain of others,
or (more rarely) a messy mass of minor opponents. But the poem also
values the context of these fights, so from time to time the camera rises
up from the individual duelling to take in the wider battle, and, once
the listener is properly oriented, swoops down again into the fighting
of individuals.?® Here lies the origin of the favoured ancient way of
depicting the action of combat: as a sequence of close-ups of the
deeds of individuals, interleaved with orienting shots from a lofty vant-
age — the mix of very low camera and very high.2

27 On indifference to terrain in the Iliad, see 1. J. F. de Jong, ‘[Space in] Homer’, in de Jong
(n. 17), 24. On noise, see Thuc. 7.70-1; Polyb. 2.29.6, 15.12; Amm. Marc. 16.12; cf. Lucian,
Ver. hist. 1.36-8; Heliod. Aeth. 9.17. V. D’Huys, ‘XPHZIMON KAI TEPIINON in Polybios’
Schlachtschilderungen. Einige literarische Topoi in seiner Darstellung der Schlacht bei Zama
(XV 9-16)’, in H. Verdin, G. Schepens, and E. de Keyser (eds.), Purposes of History (Louvain,
1990), 270-7, draws the connection to noise in Homer and gathers many instances; see esp.
Lucian, Hist. conscr. 22, and Polyb. 15.12.9 (where the Homeric link is explicit). Representing
the noise of battle was a considerable theme of First World War poetry too: see A. D. Harvey,
A Muse of Fire. Literature, Art and War (London, 1998), 164-70.

% For Homer’s camera work (as it were), see J. Latacz, Kampfparinese, Kampfdarstellung und
Kampfwirklichkeit in der Ilias, bei Kallinos und Tyrtaios (Munich, 1977), 68-74; H. van Wees,
‘Kings in Combat: Battles and Heroes in the Iliad’, CQ 38 (1988), 1-24; and esp. H. van
Wees, ‘Homeric Warfare’, in I. Morris and B. Powell (eds.), A New Companion to Homer
(Leiden, 1997), 673—4. The battle descriptions in messenger speeches in Greek tragedy (Aesch.
Pers. 249-514; Eur. Supp. 650—730) use the same mix of high and low camera, helping to confirm
the Homeric origins of the practice in prose. Where did Homer get his conventions? For what it is
worth, A. Kelly, ‘Homeric Battle Narrative and the Ancient Near East’, in D. Cairns and R. Scodel
(eds.), Defining Greek Narrative (Edinburgh, 2014), 40-54, argues for dissimilarity to Ancient Near
Eastern texts.

2 For battle description in Homer, see G. Strasburger, Die kleinen Kampfer der Ilias (Frankfurt,
1954); B. Fenik, Typical Battle Scenes in the Iliad (Wiesbaden, 1968); Latacz (n. 28); van Wees (n.
28 [1997]); O. Hellman, Die Schlachtszenen der Ilias (Stuttgart, 2000); J. S. Clay, Homer’s Trojan
Theater. Space, Vision, and Memory in the Iliad (Cambridge, 2011).
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In Homer the camera does not usually focus upon the events
between the scale of the individual and the army because groups of war-
riors smaller than entire armies are usually brought on stage as a func-
tion of an individual hero who leads them into action; and upon that
heroic leader, rather than his followers, the camera remains.?° In likely
consequence, the narrative dependence of the group on the individual
was always, in a stronger or weaker form, characteristic of later ancient
prose battle description, and later writers reproduce the tendency for
contingents, when they are singled out during the action, to be led
by a named individual. Thus the activities of the unit as unit, the
group of ten, or the group of fifty, rarely feature: of the Spartan enomo-
tia, or ‘sworn band’ of perhaps forty, we see nothing in battle descrip-
tions, nor of the Roman contubernium (‘tentful’ of eight), nor of the
Roman century, and we see very little of the Roman maniple of 120.
The camera simply does not hang at that middle distance over the bat-
tle, following the deeds of units. And this ancient narrative habit has left
us in profound ignorance of the mechanics of ancient combat, as mili-
tary historians are quick to complain.3!

There are, of course, scenes of mass fighting in Homer, and they,
too, left their mark on the battle descriptions in the historians. In Homer
the presentation of mass action is usually generic, generalizing — ‘now as
these advancing came to one place and encountered, they dashed
their shields together and their spears, and the strength of armoured
men in bronze, and the shields massive in the middle clashed against
each other’ (Il. 4.446-9; trans. Lattimore). And so too in Tacitus:
‘sometimes, in the way of cavalry fights, there were alternate attacks
and retreats; sometimes, as if they were fighting in a proper line of
battle, with bodies and the press of weapons they pushed forward
and were pushed back’ (Tac. Ann. 6.35.1).32

Evident in that same passage of the Iliad is the way in which masses
of warriors in Homer tend to behave like robot soldiers all performing
the same martial deed at once (see also II. 11.67-91). This Homeric

30 Van Wees (n. 28 [1988]), esp. 15-22.

31 Or express relief: Sabin (n. 6), xv, refers to ‘the “black box” that mercifully conceals from us
the horrendous experience of massed close quarter combat’.

32 On this passage, about which we can be relatively sure Tacitus had no authentic details
because the clash was between non-Roman armies in Armenia, see R. Ash, ‘An Exemplary
Conflict: Tacitus’ Parthian Battle Narrative (Annals 6.34-35)’, Phoenix 53 (1999), 115. Tacitus
seems to have adapted his wording from Sallust: see A. J. Woodman, The Annals of Tacitus.
Books 5-6 (Cambridge, 2016), 240; cf. Tac. Hist. 2.42.2.
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narrative habit, mass action portrayed as the simultaneous deeds of the
members of those masses — ‘now our men resisted, now they gave
ground, and the most experienced of the barbarian warriors tried to
force the enemy back by the pressure of their knees, but with supreme
stubbornness they fought hand to hand, and shield-boss thudded on
shield-boss’ (Amm. Marc. 16.12.37) — is exactly the habit we often
find in the descriptions of combat in later authors. Later authors
could, of course, have produced generalizing, robotic accounts of com-
bat without Homeric influence, but Homer rode the historians like the
parrot on the shoulder of Long John Silver: when money came to the
pirate’s mind it was apt to be ‘Pieces of Eight!’3

Finally, as he does with the passage above, Homer repeats his
descriptions of mass fighting (see also II. 8.60-3), and as an oral poet
he endlessly repeats the same words and phrases in his depictions of
single combat.3* Licensed by this, we guess, and by the generic, gener-
alizing quality of Homeric scenes of mass combat, battle scenes in the
ancient historians were subject to being stuffed with generic, generaliz-
ing ‘fighting filler’ — sometimes borrowed like old clothes from other
authors, or even (as in Homer) from other passages in the same author,
or from half-remembered rhetorical training in boyhood, where ‘battle
description’ was a topic (briefly) taught in school — to make the action
longer, fuller, and more exciting.?® The modern reader is best advised
to accept such passages in the spirit in which they were written, as offer-
ing at best broad accuracy, rather than a linked-to-time-and-place
account of actual events. So when Tacitus describes Rome’s Batavian
cohorts at the Battle of Mons Graupius striking the Britons with the

3 For similar fighting filler in battle descriptions in messenger speeches in tragedy, tending to
confirm the origins in Homer of those in prose as well, see Aesch. Pers. 278-9, 411-26, 459-64;
Eur. Supp. 674-9, 684-94.

3 Cf. II. 13.131-3 =16.215-7; for more such repeated formulae, see W. K. Pritchett, “The
Pitched Battle’, in The Greek State at War, 5 vols. (Berkeley, CA, 1971-91), iv.27-9. For the depic-
tion of single combat in Homer, see Fenik (n. 29).

% For topoi and generic fighting filler, see Paul (n. 3), 309-10; S. Gerlinger, Rémische
Schilachtenrhetorik. Unglaubwiirdige Elemente in Schlachtendarstellungen, speziell bei Caesar, Sallust
und Tacitus (Heidelberg, 2008); A. J. Woodman, ‘Self-Imitation and the Substance of History:
Tacitus, Annals 1.61-5 and Histories 2.70, 5.14-15’, in Tacitus Reviewed (Oxford, 1998), 70-85
(first published in T. Woodman and D. West [eds.], Creative Imitation and Latin Literature
[Cambridge, 1979], 143-55, 231-5; about Tacitus borrowing from himself); Gowing (n. 17),
212-16; Whitby (n. 3), 57-8; Whately (n. 3; Procopius borrowing from himself), 203-9; and
see especially the magnificent catalogues of Livy’s military zopoi in Oakley (n. 10), i.84, and the
general indices of Oakley’s four volumes s.v. ‘zopoi and commonplace ideas’. For battle description
as a school exercise, Woodman (n. 3), 89-90 with n. 78; Harto Trujillo (n. 11), 84; Whately (n. 3),
15-18.
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bosses of their shields (Agr. 36.2), a deed we encounter frequently in
other Latin authors, today’s reader is far safer accepting such buffeting
with shields as something Roman soldiers in general did in combat,
rather than something that necessarily happened at that moment during
the real Battle of Mons Graupius.3¢

If Homeric camera work had powerful consequences for later battle
descriptions, so did other aspects of Homeric narrative. Just as in
Homer, later battle description betrays a certain intolerance of going
back in narrative time to pick up another strand in a story — ‘they
had prevailed upon the right, but before that, on the left’. This quality
of narrative in Homer — known as Zielinski’s Law — was certainly sub-
ject to exceptions, as scholars have pointed out. But its equivocal status
as an iron law need not detain us: it was at least a Homeric habit.?” Did
the same habit in the ancient historians result from imitating Homer, or
did Homer and the historians find the same solution to a similar literary
challenge? No matter. But certainly events in ancient battle descrip-
tions, and especially in the action itself, do tend to be presented as hap-
pening in a sequence one after another (the action in Lucian’s battle is
typical), even when, if we think about it, they must have been happen-
ing simultaneously (Xen. Hell. 4.2.20-3, 4.3.17-19). Even when simul-
taneity is asserted (‘meanwhile’), the author still behaves as if events
came in chronological sequence — subsequent, non-simultaneous
events nearly always following from the last of the ‘simultaneous’ events
(Polyb. 1.27-28; Caes. B Gall. 2.23-7).38

Other features of the structure of the action in the historians have
Homeric resonances as well. An alternation of successes in historians’
accounts of the combat recalls the alternation of heroic killings in
many Homeric battle scenes, and the competing narrative habit of
depicting one side overcoming successive obstacles evokes epic’s way

36 Qakley (n. 10), ad loc. Livy 8.38.11, and S. Koon, Infantry Combat in Livy’s Battle Narratives
(Oxford, 2010), 13 n. 91, for the zopos of striking with shields; for the broad truth of such descrip-
tions, see ibid., 27-8.

37 T. Zielinski, ‘Die Behandlung gleichzeitiger Ereignisse in antiken Epos’, Philologus Suppl. 8.3
(1901), 407—-49. For the state of the Zielinski controversy, with sound criticism, see Clay (n. 29),
30-6.

38 P. G. Walsh, Livy. His Historical Aims and Methods (Cambridge, 1961), 197-8, noticed this
habit in Livy, but the pattern applies more widely through ancient battle description. There are
exceptions: in Diod. Sic. 19.40-3 (the Battle of Gabiene), the flying column that Antigonus
sends against Eumenes’ baggage (19.42.2-4) is forgotten when the narrative turns to other things
(a cavalry combat, an infantry combat), but turns out later in the battle description (19.43.7) to be
decisive; cf. Polyb. 1.27.6-1.28.7, 3.71-4; Livy 10.29.8-11.
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of depicting the aristeia of a Homeric hero.? But here again it is hard to
say whether later authors were imitating Homer, or just drawing, in
common with Homer, on story-telling modes. Very likely both.

Asfundamental as Homer was to setting the conventions for the literary
depiction of combat, he had a co-conspirator, and that co-conspirator was
the reality of ancient fighting. Later ancient authors’ tendency to describe
the action of armies as unities also reflected the fact that, more often than
not, ancient armies really did operate as unities, and the individual contin-
gents of which they were made up did not manoeuvre independently. Any
student of military history can think of ancient land battles where a gen-
eral’s deployment or manoeuvring of his army proved important or
decisive — Epaminondas at Leuctra, Hannibal at Cannae. But our ability
to count up such commanders’ battles on our fingers reveals how rare they
actually appear to have been.* For the most part, from the fifth century Bc
to the sixth century AD, ancient armies, deployed in a line before the action
commenced, simply walked or ran straight ahead at the signal, and each
soldier fought the enemy soldier he met. Manoeuvres ordered in mid-
battle — such as Alexander’s turning around his cavalry at Gaugamela
(Arr. Anab. 3.15.1) or the Roman flank attack at Cynoscephalae (Polyb.
18.25)%! —are even rarer, and were usually a desperate reaction to looming
disaster. No ancient general wanted to manoeuvre his army dynamically,
commanding new motions during the course of the fighting. And for the
most part, too, the various contingents of which an ancient army was
made up shared each other’s fate. For, although it might be possible to
point out where in the great line a rout began, when a rout did begin, it
tended to infect the whole army and carry all contingents in flight from
the field. Again, stories survive of exceptions — contingents hanging on
grimly as their comrades fled around them (Thuc. 4.96.3; Xen. Hell.
4.2.20) — and sometimes the right flank of each army would rout the
other army’s left, producing a pin-wheel effect.4? But such outcomes are
marked as unusual.

% For these structures in Homer, see Latacz (n. 28), 77; M. Mueller, The Iliad (London, 1984),
95-101.

40 An illustration is the limited number of examples available to Sabin for analysis under the
rubric of ‘manoeuvre’ in P. Sabin, ‘Land Battles [in the Hellenistic World and the Roman
Republic]’, in Sabin, van Wees, and Whitby (n. 3), 1.409-13. But ancient generals’ interest in tac-
tical deployment and aggressive manoeuvre was itself a historical phenomenon, subject to waxing
and waning over time. The era of Justinian may witness an increase: see e.g. Procop. 1.14.44-7,
with Whately (n. 3), 190-5.

41 See also Polyb. 2.67, 5.85; Dion. Hist. Ant. Rom. 9.11.

42 Qakley (n. 10), ad loc. Livy 6.8.6.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231

BATTLE DESCRIPTION IN THE ANCIENT HISTORIANS 55

There were good practical reasons for the fact that an ancient army
usually acted as a single vast organism, bent upon the simplest possible
frontal attack on the enemy. Communications were poor, and chains of
command weak or nearly non-existent in some armies. Not all ancient
armies were formally trained, or trained well, and even in those that
took systematic training — the Spartans, the Romans of the empire —
the degree of mass drill (rather than individual fitness or weapons train-
ing) and the standard of drill achieved may have been substantially
lower than that of European armies after 1500.43> But it is easy to
make too much of the practical obstacles to dynamic command in
antiquity. European generals faced many of these same difficulties in
pre-twentieth-century Europe but, despite them, Europe evolved the
culture of aggressive manoeuvre to which we are heir.

In fact, the major reasons why the ancients usually fought simple bat-
tles were probably less practical than cultural and intellectual. First,
most ancient generals participated in the expectation of most ancient
warriors at all periods that battle was, at root, not a contest of intellect
but a contest of courage, and so yearned, as Livy has a Roman general
express it, ‘to fight on a clear and broad field, where, without any fear of
ambush, the affair could be conducted on the basis of true courage’.** A
battle fought otherwise — with manoeuvres and cunning stratagems —
deprived soldier and general alike of the chance to display their courage
and that of their city or nation, and victory by such means might leave
the losers without a psychological sense of their own defeat, and so
deprive the victory of its wider significance.*® “Who wins is not a victor
unless the defeated admits it’, as the poet Ennius put it.%°

Ancient commanders also dreaded lest their armies or fleets fall into
disorder (ataxia in Greek). They feared this on the basis of experience,
but also on the basis of their reading. “The whole Punic army fell into

4 The implications of Onasander 10, who concentrates narrowly upon drill, conflict with those
of Veg. Mil. 1.9-19, 1.26, and 2.23, where drill is just one small part of a long programme of train-
ing, and seems to have no precedence over swimming, slinging, etc.

4 Livy 24.14.6 and see Oakley (n. 10), ad loc. Livy 7.12.4 and 8.36.9. See also Livy 42.47.5;
Polyb. 36.9.9; Tac. Ann. 2.5.3, 2.88.1; Arr. Anab. 3.10.1-2.

% There was an ancient controversy about the value of winning by stratagem: see Lendon
(n. 25), 86-8, 207-8; J. E. Lendon, Song of Wrath. The Peloponnesian War Begins (New York,
2010), 81-2, adding Polyb. 3.81. The tactical ambitions of ancient generals were further reduced
if the general himself decided to fight with his own hands and display his own courage, which nat-
urally reduced his ability to control the battle after its opening (Onasander 33). On this habit, see
below, n. 52.

4 Enn. Ann. 493V, with A. J. Woodman, Velleius Paterculus. The Caesarian and Augustan
Narrative (2.41-93) (Cambridge, 1983), 264, for many parallels, adding Livy 9.6.13.
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disorder’, wrote Polybius, ‘and there was an utter rout’ (1.19.10-11).
Ataxia is the most common cause of defeat in Thucydides, and remains
an overwhelmingly common peril in subsequent Greek and Roman
accounts of battles, so common as to be mocked by Lucian in his fan-
tasy battle.4” Disorder was a physical getting-of-things-out-of-place in
an army or fleet, but it led by an almost ineluctable process to dire psy-
chological consequences, to flight and defeat.*® The ancient conception
of tactics — of military ‘ordering’ in Greek — was primarily defensive: not
a matter of getting the better of the enemy, but of preventing your own
army from falling into disorder. Tactics are like music, a Greek military
writer might muse: their purpose is to produce harmony (Onasander
10.3). In the Roman Vegetius, too, tactics are about preventing dis-
order, preventing panic (1.9, 1.26). The surviving Greek tactical man-
uals spend very little time on teaching their reader how to manoeuvre
against the enemy, and mostly discuss how an army ought to be subdi-
vided (and the terminology for those subdivisions and their comman-
ders), and give instructions for putting troops into formations and
the proper commands for changing those formations in place: instruc-
tions, in other words, for avoiding disorder.* Generals’ fear of disorder
covered the ancient battlefield with mental molasses, and made ancient
commanders extremely reluctant either to dispose their troops on the
battlefield in an unusual way or to attempt to manoeuvre their troops
in action — to inspire, as they would think, intenrional disorder in
their forces.>°

Practicality in a world of — to our minds — often undertrained and
under-officered armies; cultural preferences for ‘straight-up’ battles of
courage against courage; and a dread of disorder and its consequences:
all these things combined to make the reality of ancient land battle

47 On disorder, see B. Goldmann, Einheitlichkeit und Eigenstindigkeit der Historia Romana des
Appian (Hildesheim, 1988), 69-70; J. E. Lendon, ‘The Rhetoric of Combat: Greek Military
Theory and Roman Culture in Julius Caesar’s Battle Descriptions’, Cl4Anz 18 (1999), 282-3,
287; P. Rance, ‘Narses and the Battle of Taginae (Busta Gallorum) 552: Procopius and
Sixth-Century Warfare’, Historia 54 (2005), 459; F. Echeverria Rey, Ciudadanos, campesinos y sol-
dados. El naciemiento de la ‘polis’ griega v la teoria de la ‘revolucion hoplitica’ (Madrid, 2008), 170,
172, 177, 180; Whately (n. 3), 26, 89-92, 203; cf. Lucian, Ver. hisz. 1.18.

4 Thuc. 5.10.6; Diod. Sic. 14.104.4; Livy 29.2.12-13.

% On the tradition of Greek tactical writing, see E. Wheeler, ‘Aelianus Tacticus: A Phalanx of
Problems’, ¥RA 29 (2016), 575-83. In the first century Bc, Asclepiodotus (drawing, it is believed,
on the lost tactical work of the second-century Bc Posidonius), in the most accessible edition
(Illinois Greek Club, Aeneas Tacticus, Asclepiodotus, Onasander [Cambridge, MA, 1923]), out of
some forty-four pages of Greek, only has five pages (313-23) actually addressing moving troops
over ground.

%0 Thuc. 5.71-2; Xen. Anab. 3.4.19; App. B Civ. 4.111.
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surprisingly simple by modern standards. Ancient armies did for the
most part act as unities, and ancient habits of battle description,
which usually depicted them that way, only reflected that greater truth.

Emphasis on battle conceived as an arena to display courage reminds
us that the literary habit of representing the heroics of individuals on the
battlefield was undergirded in every ancient generation by the fact of
real individual heroics performed on real battlefields, whether by
supreme commanders, officers, or common soldiers. All but the first
can be proved independently of the battle descriptions themselves by
mentions elsewhere in Greek writings of warriors receiving awards for
being the ‘best’ in battle and being honoured for courage, mentions
eventually confirmed by such honours appearing on the heroes’ tomb-
stones, and of Romans receiving decorations for valour — of which the
Romans evolved an elaborate hierarchy — or promotion in the army ‘for
courage’, awards mentioned here and there in surviving writings but
overwhelmingly confirmed by hundreds of Roman gravestones on
which decorations are boasted of or depicted.>! Scattered details — criti-
cism of the practice, a list of the eight wounds suffered by Alexander the
Great (Plut. Mor. 327A-B), Roman politicians’ habit of disrobing to
show their war wounds, and the legal right of Romans to hang on
their houses spoils they had personally taken in war, there to remain
even if the houses were sold — imply, again without reference to battle
descriptions, that high commanders often also fought in a heroic
mode.>? Nor should we be surprised: why should not Greek warriors
drink from the same spring of inspiration — the Iliad — as Greek authors?
And if the Romans were less likely to be influenced directly by the Iliad,
they had their own tradition of heroic single combat, also attested in
sources other than battle descriptions, and had a powerful culture of
creating, and then imitating, heroic exempla. Roman generals, if they

51 On Greek awards for courage, see W. K. Pritchett, ‘Aristeia in Greek Warfare’, in Pritchett
(n. 34), ii.276-90, with Lendon (n. 25), 403—4; on Roman, see V. A. Maxfield, The Military
Decorations of the Roman Army (Berkeley, CA, 1981), with Lendon (n. 25), 374 n. 23, 383 n. 19.

>2 Criticism of commanders’ fighting with their own hands, Lendon (n. 25), 148, 348 n. 10; on
Romans showing wounds, see M. Leigh, “‘Wounding and Popular Rhetoric at Rome’, BICS 40
(1995), 195-215; on spoils on houses, see E. Rawson, ‘“The Antiquarian Tradition: Spoils and
Representations of Foreign Armour’, in Roman Culture and Sociery (Oxford, 1991), 583-85.
Using evidence from battle descriptions in the historians, I follow others in thinking that personal
fighting by the supreme commander of an army was usual (if sometimes argued against) in Greek
and early Hellenistic armies, and I also think (controversially) that it became so again in later
Roman times: see Lendon (n. 25), 84-9, 119, 133-8, 259-60, 290-305, 360 n. 17.
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did not imitate Achilles directly, in some periods imitated him at
second hand by imitating Alexander the Great.5?

Array

The Iiad, too, is the origin of the battle array depicted in the ancient his-
torians, but in an odd and unexpected way. For Homer was never very
interested in offering systematic depictions of the relative positions of
his heroes during battles. Even when he divides up the Trojans into five
contingents to attack the wall around the Achaean ships (Il. 12.80-
107), he does not place them in space relative to one another, and it
takes a very acute reading of the attack itself to realize that the first-listed
contingent will attack the centre, the second, third, and fourth will be
on the left, and the fifth on the right.5* Epic exercised a severe discipline
over descriptions of the dispositions of troops (rather like that in our
own written battle descriptions): the listener was given what he needed
to know to follow the subsequent fighting, and no more.

When Herodotus, then, faced the prospect of describing the array of
the many Greek contingents at Plataea, he could not simply copy arrays
in Homer. He possessed a long list of the Greek contingents, their
respective numbers, and their places in the line, although he had no infor-
mation about the role, if any, that most of them played in the subsequent
battle. How much of that list to include? Herodotus put in all of it. For
there was another Homeric model available, one that Herodotus had
already borrowed for describing the army of the Persians that invaded
Greece (Hdt. 7.61-99), and for his list of states contributing to the
Greek fleet at Salamis (Hdt. 8.43-8). This was the Homeric catalogue,
and especially the long Catalogue of Ships (I. 2.494-759), with its list
of the number of ships each Achaean chieftain led to Troy.>

>3 On Roman single combat, see S. P. Oakley, ‘Single Combat in the Roman Republic’, CQ 35
(1985) 392-410, with Oakley (n. 10), ii.123-5, and Lendon (n. 25), 172-7; J. Martino, ‘Single
Combat and the Aeneid’, Arethusa 41 (2008), 411-44. For individual heroism, see
A. Goldsworthy, The Roman Army at War, 100 Bc-4ap 200 (Oxford, 1996), 264-82; G. Ward,
‘The Roman Battlefield: Individual Exploits in Warfare of the Roman Republic’, in W. Riess
and G. G. Fagan (eds.), The Topography of Violence in the Greco-Roman World (Ann Arbor, MI,
2016), 299-324. On exempla, see Nolan (n. 14). On Roman generals imitating Alexander, see
Lendon (n. 25), 259-60, 439-40.

>4 Clay (n. 29), 61.

% On Homeric catalogues, see B. Sammons, The Art and Rhetoric of the Homeric Catalogue
(Oxford, 2010), with 13-38 and 158-64 on individuals who appear only in catalogues, and not
in the narrative. On Homeric catalogues in Herodotus and Thucydides, see S. Hornblower, 4
Commentary on Thucydides, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1991-2008), iii.654-60. Aeschylus’ account of the
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Now the Iliadic Catalogue of Ships — closely followed by a shorter
Catalogue of Trojans (II. 2.815-77) — is a thing in itself, not subordin-
ate to what comes before and after it in the poem, its independence
marked by the poet giving it its own invocation to the Muses
(Il. 2.484-93). Although not entirely useless for orienting the reader
for events afterwards, that was hardly a catalogue’s primary purpose;
nor was there any expectation on the part of the listener that all of
the persons or contingents listed in a Homeric catalogue would
reappear later in the poem; nor did a catalogue react to another cata-
logue; nor did a catalogue move the story along. Indeed, when
Thucydides offered his own tribute to Homer by including a catalogue
of Athenian and Syracusan allies (7.57-8) as a prelude to the climactic
battle in the Great Harbour at Syracuse, he seems to have valued the cata-
logue in part for creating a tension-heightening delay in the action —
narrative retardation, as our literary colleagues call it.

The decision of Herodotus to model his Plataeca array upon a
Homeric catalogue had profound consequences for his narrative, and
for authors after him, either emulating him or drawing independently
upon Homer. For it established the array of contingents as a separate
and elaborate element of battle description, an element whose details
(the individual contingents) had no right to be mentioned subse-
quently, which was rarely related to the enemy array, and which was
quite independent of the fighting itself and not logically subordinate
to it: it removed the array from the Homeric discipline of telling the
audience only what they needed to know.

So it is that at Herodotus’ Plataea, the arrays of both sides (the
Greeks at length, the Persians more briefly, 9.28-32) are described at
a point a full ten days before the battle proper is joined — ten days
full of events, which take several pages to recount (9.33-50; cf.
Procop. 1.13.19-1.14.34). Last of those events is the decision of the
Greeks (denied access to the river for water, and their supply lines
threatened by the Persians) to withdraw into a protected position
between two branches of a river — and so to dissolve the very array
Herodotus had described (9.51). This they do at night, in grave confu-
sion, except that one Spartan contingent refuses to retreat, is set upon

Seven against Thebes in their stations before the gates of the city (Sept. 375-652), or some similar
passage in a lost tragedy, may constitute a bridge between the Homeric catalogue and the array in
Herodotus.
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by the Persians in the morning, and must be rescued by the rest of the
Spartans. That fight between the Persians and the isolated Spartans
decides the battle (9.52—-68). Of the twenty Greek contingents lovingly
catalogued by Herodotus during his array, only three — the Spartans,
their friends the Tegeans, and the Athenians (who are allowed their
own little victory over the Thebans, but the reader is not told where
it happens) — even appear in the description of the fighting (although
the Megarians and Phliasians are mentioned later because they come
to grief during the pursuit, and the Corinthians are alluded to as cow-
ering in the hills [9.69]).

Herodotus’ tale of the Greek array at Plataea is, then, a literary arte-
fact radically separate from the battle itself that follows.>¢ Even though
the Greeks do not, in the end, seem to have fought in that array at all,
Herodotus felt it worth recording for its own sake, just as Homer pro-
vided the Catalogue of Ships for its own sake.?” And what Herodotus
created, his successors received from him — or themselves borrowed
from Homer.58 A strict dependence of the array of contingents on the
subsequent action — the latter imposing a criterion of relevance on
the former — never developed. The phalanx of the Boeotians at
Thucydides’ Battle of Delium (4.93) is made up of eight contingents,
he tells us, but only two of them — the victorious Thebans and the
doomed men of Thespiae — are accorded any description of their con-
tribution in the fighting that follows (4.96). Xenophon draws up the
Athenian fleet at the Battle of Arginusae in twelve contingents, but
only one of them is named in his description of the action (1.6.29—
33; cf. 4.2.16-23, and Dion. Hal. Anz. Rom. 20.1-3). A battle descrip-
tion like that of Thucydides’ Mantinea (5.67), where, of the sixteen
contingents arrayed on both sides, ten are picked up again in the action
that follows, and the author gives the impression that he knows, and
cares, about their locations as the battle develops, stands out for its rar-
ity. Lucian’s fantasy battle, where, of eleven contingents described in

% Cf. Polyb. 5.53 for a considerable description of an array for a battle that never actually
happens.

7 Herodotus’ interest in the Plataea array was augmented by the fact that the whole array was a
snapshot of the relative standing in honour of the Greeks allies: see Lendon (n. 45), 40-2, and the
argument of the Athenians and Tegeans over their places in it (Hdt. 9.26-7).

8 Continued Homeric influence is hinted at by the fact that a catalogue (i.e. a list of contingents
without their positions) can replace an array (Hdt. 8.42—-8 with 8.84-5; Xen. Hell. 4.3.15-21); and
that a detailed catalogue of troops, by armament and origins, but without locating them by their
place in the line, can precede a description of their positions (as in Polyb. 2.65-6, 5.79-82).
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the array, only two are named in the subsequent action, is far more
typical.

The most elaborated depiction of arrays tended to be driven not by
what the reader needed to know to follow the subsequent action but
(where a historian had the necessary information or imagination), at
least in part, by the presence of troops differentiated and exotic enough
to give his readers pleasure from hearing about them. Naturally, then,
the golden age of the elaborate array in the historians is the era after
Alexander, when the battles of his successors offered a crowd of strange
troop types from distant, wonderful places, with scythe-bearing chariots
and elephants, and at sea stately quadriremes and quinqueremes, sixes
and sevens.>® And this is, of course, the sort of long, loving array of curi-
osities that Lucian was parodying in his fantasy battle. On the other
hand, when an author chose strongly to emphasize the experience of
one of the armies at the expense of the other, that side might be
given a full array and the opposition a more cursory one, as sometimes
happens to Alexander’s opponents, despite their appealing exoticism
(Arr. Anab. 2.8.3-2.9.4, 3.11.3-3.12.5). A fuller array might be
given, too, when the historian felt that the dignity of the battle deserved
extended, solemn treatment — a principle well illustrated by the desper-
ate attempt of Diodorus to gin up a Macedonian array for the climactic
battle where Greek freedom was lost, Chaeronea (Diod. Sic. 16.86),
but where his sources provided no information, reducing Diodorus to
guessing that (er...) King Philip commanded ‘picked men’ on one
wing (but he does not say which one), and his son, Alexander, ruled
the other, assisted by (um...) ‘the most famous of his generals’, and
the (also unnamed) units of the rest of the army were stationed
(ah...) ‘where the occasion demanded’.®®

Homer’s catalogues were one fist of the one—two punch that gave his
literary successors the pre-battle array. The other is an unexpected
Homeric roundhouse that passed through reality on its way to thump
the historical tradition. Arraying soldiers is, in the Izad, an excellence
in which the heroes compete, an areté. Long did the Athenians gloat
that the poet had sung of Menestheus, the otherwise forgettable leader
of their obscure contingent against Troy, that ‘never on earth before

> Diod. Sic. 19.27-9, 19.82-3, 20.49-50 (on Diodorus’ arrays, see Alganza Roldan and
Villena Ponsoda [n. 7]); Livy 37.39—40.

% For the ancient sense that the length of a battle description ought to be in proportion to the
importance of the battle, see Dion. Hal. Thuc. 343.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383516000231

62 BATTLE DESCRIPTION IN THE ANCIENT HISTORIANS

had there been a man born like him for the arrangement in order of
horses and shielded fighters. Nestor alone could challenge him, since
he was far older’ (ZIl. 2.553-5, trans. Lattimore). And in generations
after, when tradition or a system of precedence among contingents
did not tie their hands, commanders continued to compete in the
heroic quality of arraying, leaders in the wars of the successors to
Alexander ‘vying with each other in this skill’.®! It was thus by mention-
ing the act of arraying or depicting the array that an ancient author dis-
played the general’s skill in ‘tactics’ — ‘ordering’ — one of the two main
branches of ancient military thinking.? For an author to depict an array
in high detail, therefore, was not merely decorative, but, where a gen-
eral had planned it, the account of the array displayed to the reader
the excellence of the general.%> A great captain such as Philip II simply
had to be seen to array his troops for his greatest battle, Chaeronea. So
Diodorus invented an array for him.

Weighing

After array and action comes the climax of the battle, the weighing, the
moment where one side is said to defeat the other, and where very fre-
quently the author intervenes in his text to give a summarizing reason
for the victory. We see such interventions first in Herodotus, at
Salamis and Plataea (Hdt. 8.86, 9.62—3).%* In this Herodotus did not,
probably, borrow from Homer. Since in Homeric narrative the actions
of masses are usually dependent on the actions of heroes leading them
or fighting against them — for the most part the masses are stage
machinery for the heroes — in Homer it is the heroes who cause the
great changes in momentum in the battle.®> Thus Homer usually has
no need to stand outside his own account and argue that, despite the
heroism of the warriors on both sides, the Greeks prevailed because
of their better order (at Salamis) or superior equipment and experience

! Hellenistic generals, quoted in Diod. Sic. 19.27.1. For Homeric arraying, see Lendon
(n. 25), 28-32; for subsequent competition in arraying, see ibid., 84-5, 105, 144-9.

%2 For the tradition of ‘tactics,” see Lendon (n. 47), 282-5.

9 Woodman (n. 10), 268; Oakley (n. 10), ad loc. Livy 9.17.15.

% Or the author can intervene explicitly to declare a draw: Hdt. 8.11, 8.16; Dion. Hal. Anz.
Rom. 2.54.4. In a variation, Procopius puts a weighing passage in the mouth of a character,
Belisarius (5.27.25-9).

% Van Wees (n. 28 [1988]), esp. 15-18.
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(at Plataea), or to note that Spartan bravery prevailed over the superior
tactics of Sparta’s enemies (at Mantinea; Thuc. 5.72.2).

Herodotus needs to weigh the two sides because what has passed
during the action of the battle as he has described it — for the most
part a series of small-scale adventures — is viewed with too low a camera
to account for the outcome of the battle on a larger scale. The weighing
can thus be elided in an account where the battle result flows more eas-
ily from the action (as at Marathon, Hdt. 6.111-13, where the successes
of the Athenian flanks prove decisive; compare Dion. Hal. Anz. Rom.
6.33; Polyb. 1.26-8), or from a military trick.®® Nor is the summary
comparison needed where an author pursues the Homeric course of
granting to small-scale adventures the power to decide the battle,
when the heroic deed of an individual, for example, produces the snow-
balling rout of an entire enemy army.%” Nor yet is a weighing needed
where the author wishes to imply a cosmic level of causation — fate,
the will of the gods, the destiny of the Romans — operating at a level
above the details of the battle, as sometimes appears to be the case in
Livy.o8

But the place and continuing importance of the weighing in the canon
of elements of the ancient battle description are emphasized by its prom-
inence in the ‘short-form’ battle descriptions of the historians — those
countless passages where an author chooses not to present a full account
of a battle. Here the author usually does no more than state the fact of the
battle, and that one side defeated the other — but he frequently adds a few
words about the reason for that defeat: that one side was braver, or more
experienced, or greater in number.% Even when the battle description is
compressed nearly to nothing, the notice of why one side prevailed over
the other is one of the last things to be squeezed out.

The weighing did not, however, need to be brief. In the hands of
Polybius (also the author of a lost book on tactics), it can grow into a
long passage of technical military analysis, and (as at Drepanum
[Polyb. 1.51] or Clastidium [Polyb. 2.33; cf. 1.33-4, 1.61, 2.30]) can

% Gaida (n. 5), 9-13, gathers battles won by tricks in Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Appian was
particularly fond of relating stratagems (see I. Hahn, ‘Appianus Tacticus’, AAntHung 18 [1970],
295-7), as was Procopius (see Whately [n. 3], 100).

7 E.g. Arr. Anab. 1.16.1; Diod. Sic. 20.52.2; Dion. Hal. Anz. Rom. 6.12.5; Procop. 1.14.50; cf.
Plathner (n. 5), 12-13, for Livy.

% Levene (n. 21), 266-95.

% Gaida (n. 5), 8, makes a list of such cases in Dionysius of Halicarnassus. For Livy, see
Bartolomé Gomez (n. 5), 100-9.
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swell to dwarf the rest of the battle description, and metastasize through
it and into the tissue around it. Polybius’ famous contrast of the
Macedonian phalanx and Roman legion (18.28-32) is just such a
weighing passage, appended to his description of Cynoscephalae, a
weighing passage that has grown so out of proportion to the battle
description itself that Polybius (including a much briefer weighing pas-
sage in the battle description proper, 18.25) has to put it in afterwards,
which in turn requires him fastidiously to re-end the battle when he is
finished with his long comparison (18.33.1). And other authors, too,
found uses for weighing passages outside the climax of the battle as a
whole: in an action sequence where a number of incidents are related,
some can feature weighing passages of their own.”

‘Battle Description in the Ancient Historians, Part II: Speeches,
Results, and Sea Battles’ will appear in Greece & Rome 64.2.

JON E. LENDON

lendon@yvirginia.edu

0 E.g. Livy 21.55.8; Tac. Agr. 36.1-2; Amm. Marc. 16.12.47-8.
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