
EMBOAON: A STUDY IN TACTICAL TERMINOLOGY 
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T he term embolon (wedge) appears in a military context most often in 
relation to the tactics of Alexander the Great, but also to those of Philip II 
of Macedon, the Theban general Epaminondas, and the horsemen of the 
Scythian tribes. In Xenophon's account of the battle of Mantineia, it is 
applied first to the infantry of the Theban left (Hell. 7.5.22) and then to a 
formation of Epaminondas' cavalry mixed with supporting light infantry 
(7.5.24). Polybius (1.26.13, 16) uses it of a formation taken up by the 
Roman fleet at the battle of Cape Ecnomus in 256 B.C.1 However, it is only 
in three later authors-Asclepiodotus, Aelian, and Arrian2-that the term 
receives any detailed exposition. From Aelian (Tact. 47.4) and Arrian (Tact. 
11.2) taken together, we learn that Epaminondas employed a wedge- 
formation at the battle of Leuctra as well. Arrian, moreover, uses the word 
three times in his Anabasis Alexandri: of a formation taken up by the 
Macedonian phalanx at the battle of Pelion during Alexander's Illyrian 
campaign of 335 (1.6.3); of a Persian cavalry formation at the battle of 
the Granicus (1.15.7); and of the formation into which Alexander threw 
his Companion cavalry and part of his infantry phalanx at the crisis of the 
battle of Gaugamela (3.14.2). The more theoretical Asclepiodotus confines 
himself to distinguishing two variants of the wedge-formation: the cavalry 
wedge, invented (he says) by the Scythians and Thracians and later used by 
the Macedonians (Tact. 7.2-3, 6-7); and the larger-scale wedge formed 
from the infantry phalanx (11.5). The same distinction between the cavalry 
wedge (Arr. Tact. 16.1, 16.6-8, 17.3, Ael. Tact. 18.1, 18.4, 19.5, 
40.2-4, 40.6) and the allegedly derivative infantry wedge (Ael. Tact. 
47.3-5, 37.6 = Arr. Tact. 29.5) is made in virtually identical terms by 
both Aelian and Arrian. 

'For detailed discussion of this defensive-offensive naval formation, see F. W. Walbank, 
A Historical Commentary on Polybius 1 (Oxford 1957) 85-87 with 84, map 1. 

2The main works to be referred to here are as follows: Asclep. Tact. = Asclepiodotus 
TEV77) TaKTLKV; Ael. Tact. = Aelian TaKTLKI) Oewpia; Arr. Tact. = Arrian Tixvrl 
TaKTtLK7; Arr. = Arrian Anabasis Alexandri. On the relationship of the Hellenistic tactical 
manuals, see now P. A. Stadter, "The Ars Tactica of Arrian: Tradition and Originality," CP 
73 (1978) 117-128, especially 117-118: "Aelian and Arrian . . . derive independently from 
a common source. Asclepiodotus' treatise is distinct but closely related .... it is likely that 
all these works go back, directly or through an intermediary, to Posidonius' book." Cf. A. 
Dain, Histoire du texte d'Elian le tacticien (Paris 1946) 26-40, especially 39 (stemma); and 
R. Forster, Hermes 12 (1877) 426-449. Asclepiodotus' work belongs to the first century 
B.C., Aelian's treatise is dedicated to Trajan (praef. 1-2), and Arrian's Tactica can be dated to 
A.D. 136/7 by a reference at Tact. 44.3 to Hadrian's twentieth regnal year. 
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The A-shaped cavalry wedge has often been discussed.3 The ancient 

descriptions are highly stylized, coming as they do from the pens of 

"philosophers" rather than soldiers-Arrian himself being only a partial 
exception here.4 His account (Tact. 16.6-8) is marginally more informa- 
tive than the others: 

"We hear that the Scythians especially have used wedge-shaped formations, and 
likewise the Thracians, having learnt it from the Scythians. Moreover, Philip of 
Macedon trained the Macedonians also to use this formation. Now, this formation 
seems useful because the leaders are posted in a semi-circle (ev KVKXC)), and the 
front narrowing down to a point makes it easy to break through every enemy 
formation, while permitting rapid wheeling and withdrawing movements. For 
square formations are difficult to manoeuvre; but the one that is pointed, even if it 
advances in depth, yet, by wheeling with its leading point within a small arc, 
renders the entire formation easy to manoeuvre."5 

The parallel passage in Aelian (Tact. 18.4) adds little to this, aside from a 
somewhat more explicit statement of Philip's role in the adoption by the 
Macedonians of this type of formation.6 Asclepiodotus, with a keener sense 
of imagery but with some inaccuracy, compares the arrangement to a flight 
of cranes (Tact. 7.3). Arrian himself has nothing more to say of the 
cavalry wedge other than the oft-repeated (but only geometrically correct) 
assertion that the embolon is half of a rhombos (Tact. 17.3 = Ael. Tact. 
19.5, Asclep. Tact. 7.7), the diamond-shaped cavalry formation said to 
have been invented by Jason of Pherae and favoured by the Thessalians (Arr. 
Tact. 16.3 = Ael. Tact. 18.2, Asclep. Tact. 7.2).7 Finally, Aelian repeats 

3See, for example, E. W. Marsden, The Campaign of Gaugamela (Liverpool 1964) 
68-73; Griffith in N. G. L. Hammond and G. T. Griffith, A History of Macedonia 2 
(Oxford 1979, hereafter HM) 413-414; and Droysen, RE 5.2 (1905) 2492, s.v. embolon 
no. 2. 

4Stadter (above, note 2) 118-119; Dain (above, note 2) 15-21; F. Kiechle, "Die 'Taktik' 
des Flavius Arrianus," BRGK 45 (1964) 109 and 113-114; and A. B. Bosworth, "Arrian's 
Lit:rary Development," CQ N.s. 22 (1972) 163-185. Add now A. B. Bosworth, A 
Historical Commentary on Arrian's History of Alexander 1 (Oxford 1980) 1-7. 

5(6) rats 8e 8r l3oXoetXOSo-E Tadfecrt KV0I(Oa KEX(pcrOaL FiLdXLo-Ta dKOVo/EV, Kai 
EpQKaCY, &TTO 6ZKV06&V iaO6V7Ta. FiXLr7TTO' 8E 6 MaKE&a) Kai MaKE86varS TaVCT "T TRd(e 
XpfcrOatL ErTacKra1crEV. (7) c\igXtIo0 86 Kai aviiT 8OKEL T &tgL , 6OT EV KVK\X OtL 7YE/LoVE; 

Terayf/iEVOl ELLi, KaL TO /.LeTITTOV q 6OV) a&rokXyov EV)ITT&er 7Tr&oav rd6tV TroAke.iav 

&LaK67TTELV 7rapEXEL, Kai Trd? TCMopo0ciS TE Kai dvao-rpod6i 6ofEiag TroiteloOat 8iLo6tLV. 

(8) aOl ydpp TrepdyOYvot rdTeftLs 8voTEpLdycuyoi EloLV- 7/ 8' ei O6V ) 7Tpo7y/iEV L', el Kai Trpo- 
Lovooa e E f3dRo TrpOXwpEZ, dXX' av'TY yE d&PX, 

' 
6Xiyov 'rtoC7rTpovo-a rTV 

rTacoav TdLtv eVf,uap& efEhL(TtrotoLEvrv 7rapiXeTat. 
6For parallel texts of Arr. Tact. and Ael. Tact., see H. Kochly and W. Riistow, 

Griechische Kriegsschriftsteller 2.1. (Leipzig 1855) 240-470. The belief of H. Kochly, De 
libris tacticis, qui Arriani et Aelianiferuntur, dissertatio, Index lectionum (Zurich 1851), that 
Arrian and Aelian are merely two recensions of a single work has been decisively refuted by 
Forster (above, note 2) 426-449 and Dain (above, note 2) 26-40. 

7The rhombos is described in detail by Asclep. Tact. 7.5-9, Ael. Tact. 19.1-4, and Arr. 
Tact. 17.1-2. 
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much of his exposition of the theme at Tact. 40.2-6, in the context of his 
discussion of the a&vriaoroto St4aXayyia as the riposte appropriate to an 
attack by a cavalry wedge on infantry.8 

Yet, despite all this attention to the cavalry wedge, it is rather the 
evolution of the "infantry" wedge which marks a revolution in the history 
of tactics. Regarding this latter formation, Arrian unfortunately says only 
(Tact. 29.5), 

"Whenever, in the case of an ducio-'TooL &48tcaXayyia, the leading ends are joined 
together and the rearward ends set apart, the resulting formation is called a 
'wedge. '9 

Asclepiodotus (Tact. 11.5) is somewhat more illuminating: 

"And when the wings in oblique order are put together, they have two options [as 
regards formation]. For either the left is advanced on the left side and the right on 
the right side and the whole formation is called a 'hollow wedge,' or the reverse is 
the case and is called a 'wedge'... ."10 

Aelian deals with the topic twice. In one place (Tact. 37.6) his discussion is 
almost verbatim the passage from Arrian (Tact. 29.5) quoted above. 
Elsewhere (Tact. 47.3-5) Aelian provides us with an account that is of the 
utmost importance for a full understanding of this tactical concept and its 
early historical development: 

8Ael. Tact. 40.1: aVTi-TO/,LO 8tL4haXayyLia, 7TL TOViS r'6Y yE6vaS OVKTtL &KTO'; ev rrap- 

ay'/yai;, &dX' evr6' ET?EL &"T' evavriaq adXXhvXtv 7raparerayEfdvov', rots 86 olipayovi EKTO6, 
r70T) Jev Ev 86et Trapay/cyf, Trov) 6e ev efoviv3y6 ("an avTiOryOALOq &L)aXayyia is a 
formation which, in marches-in-formation, has the file-leaders posted not on the outside, but 
on the inside, in juxtaposition with one another, with the file-closers marching in formation, 
one half on the right, the other half on the left"). The formation envisaged is thus a pair of 
infantry columns advancing, of course, with the eventual files functioning as ranks, but 
with the file-leaders, who are to constitute the two fronts in battle-order, marching on the 
juxtaposed sides of the two columns. The employment which Ael. Tact. 40.2-5 prescribes 
for this kind of formation amounts to making enemy cavalry wedges "run the gauntlet." 
Another application, specified by Ael. Tact. 37.7 and Arr. Tact. 29.6, is the formation of 
the KoLX/AJ3PoOV, or "hollow wedge:" cf. Asclep. Tact. 11.5. 

9 "OTav oE rj a/.L4OLiTotLoo 6LYaXayyia TOr a ev r1vyovieLvar Trepara d&XXrXOLt crvvad-C , rd 86e 
eTr6oLeva b&aarro7-r, r6 ro TOfO V eu,8oov KOKaeTraL. Cf. Arr. Tact. 29.2: 68tuaXayyia 8E 
afilicrrTO-LO, 7TTL Ev' Tf T OpElia TOViS 7ryEuL6va; EiXeL 'd EKaTrEpOV TWV tepWV v v rap- 
aywoya; rTEray/txvovq, roVi); iiv 8ev ELta roV)< SE 8 v e'Vov1j3, l, TroV; 8& oovpayovt) eoco 
TEray,uevovs ("an &atioroxoa SticaXayyia is formed when on the march the file-leaders 
from each part in marches-in-formation are posted, one half on the right and the other half 
on the left, with the file-closers stationed on the inside"). This arrangement is merely the 
reverse of the avTiro70Lo^ SL4aXaXAyyia (above, note 8), that is, a marching formation of 
two parallel columns, whose outer sides are to constitute its eventual fronts in battle-order. 
For the definition of frapaywyoyr as a "march-in-formation," see Asclep. Tact. 11.1, Ael. 
Tact. 36.3, and Arr. Tact. 28.3. 

'0Kai rd Xofd 68 covvrtLOeeva 8trrd& 'Xovo-r &aOopad' j/ yap Xawov ev XaLa rTarerat 
/CLpeL Kai 6efLV Ev SEve,L Kai KaXhelat ai 6 hr KOLef,i3oX0o , Tj avdr7raXtv Kai Xeyerat 
f,u/3oXoO . 
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. . the infantry formation called the 'wedge', which has all of its sides made up 
of heavy infantry. This type of formation is derived from the cavalry wedge, but 
whereas in the case of the cavalry wedge one man is enough to lead the attack, three 
are required in that of the infantry wedge, one not being sufficient to engage the 
enemy alone. By this device, Epaminondas the Theban, fighting the Spartans at 
Leuctra, defeated a very large force by compacting (TvKvojo-aq) his army into a 
wedge. It [sc. the wedge] is formed when the at1xio-Touoq 8toaXayyi'a in 
marching joins its wings together in front, while holding them open in the rear in 
the shape of the letter A."' 

This piece of evidence for Epaminondas' tactics at Leuctra has remained 
unnoticed by modern scholars, in spite of the fact that it is corroborated and 
amplified by Arrian (Tact. 11. 1-3): 

"The phalanx is drawn up . . . in depth where a more compact order is required, as 
when it is necessary to dislodge the enemy by sheer compactness and force-just as 
when Epaminondas at Leuctra drew up the Thebans themselves, and at Mantineia all 
the Boeotians, making, as it were, a wedge and leading it against the Spartan 
formation . . . . And 'compacting' is the contracting from a more open to a more 
compact order as regards both rank and file, that is, in both length and depth."'2 

Thus it is clear that, while the A-shaped cavalry wedge belongs exclusive- 
ly to the sphere of minor tactics, since it constitutes a way of forming and 
manoeuvring individual units of cavalry (i/ai), the infantry wedge can be 
used in grand tactics, as it can be applied to the movement and manoeuvre 
of the large-scale components of armies. This latter type of formation, 
whose characteristic shape is that of the open-based letter A (as opposed to 
the solid A of the cavalry wedge) is ultimately not confined to infantry, but, 
as we will see, also constitutes the conceptual basis for very large-scale 
formations involving mixed forces of cavalry and infantry. 

Before moving on to discussion of this formation's role in the history of 
grand tactics, we must clarify one point which has led to confusion 
amongst modern scholars. J. K. Anderson, for example, writes; "Arrian 

says that Epaminondas formed his hoplites in an d143oXov at Leuctra 

11(3) . . . 06aXayf TefLK4W, 7 KaXLTatL E/43Xo3 Kai E)ELXeTavT ra Tl TXEVp6z if OITXuLT( 
TreTay/Eiva- ELX77Tat S r6 oXI~,ua E'K rCw &inT 7K(V 44316XcvW , a'XX' iTi /LEV TO)V Li?TITE&V 
ELc 7rpoTp X,v E 'apKEL, iTLi Sc T&JV TTE4COV TpEZL, W1 OVK 6Vraq Ev6, LKavoIJ iTpoo/38aXeiv 
,robq ITOAE.ioLv. (4) ofrrwo, yoDv 'EiTagtvc6v8a,; O 06 q8aiog 7rp6k AaKE5CL/JOViOV ,LuaX6/LEvo, 
ev A6KKrp0L, irVKVOJ-alg dt" 4 g,oXov rd orp6rrevtaa KaToWKP6rlTW irXeiarn Svvap6teol. 

(5) yiverat Sd, &5'rav 7j a',u0?oLtOLoq T7~ 7Topeiaq SLtaXayyia T& pLiv e/LlTpo06Ev KEpara 
avv6i/qt, T& Se 07TTO-oEV SLtao7urom'v UXiV UaTt TofI A mroqdLXELOV. 

12(1) TaCrTETatL Sd q' 06iXay . . . Ka-a 36Ooq Si 6iiov 7rVKVvoTdpav [SC. Xprj TETaXOaL], 
ELL avrj Tl ITVKv6OqL Kati rfl 'lj/q7 roi- 7TOXE1/iovq 4?;oxaL SEoL, (2) KaOaTrep 

'E7TraALvdv;Sua ' i T7E AeiiKTPOLv av"roi)19 oT01 0rlf3aiov' dreaeE Kai 7rp6-; MavrLvdia' roi' 
1r6&wrTa Botomot, coo.IEp e.q3oXov 7ToLT0-ag Kai fy7Twi-liUV r7a TCefL 7rw AaKEe5L/LOViWOV 

.. . (3) Kai e`TTL 7TVKVO&)0T9 & 71, EK T ol aipaLoTipOV Ed' TO 7rVKv6rePOpv wVvaywJy KaTra 
TapaTarqv r KC E Ka`t dLaMrc7v, 67Tep eO-rTL Kama /L)K6O ic KCai /866o-. 
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and Mantinea (Tactica 11.2), and is here speaking of deepening the phalanx 
and not of a wedge .. ."13 This is a plausible exegesis of the text until it is 
compared, as above, with Aelian Tact. 47.3-5, from which it is plain that 
the forming of a wedge is properly deemed a mode of TTvKvWOvLV. Its 

forming would certainly exhibit the two characteristics of "compacting" 
cited by Arrian (Tact. 11.3): troops being withdrawn from the flanks to 
give a narrower front, and the ranks drawing closer together to form a 
keener cutting edge for penetrating the enemy's formation. 

I THE BATTLE OF LEUCTRA 

Although Aelian (Tact. 47.3) claims that the infantry wedge was derived 
from the cavalry formation, this seems unlikely since the Macedonians 
under Philip II are the first civilized people known to have adopted the 
latter, while Epaminondas' employment of the former is attested by Xeno- 
phon, Aelian, and Arrian. In fact, it appears almost certain that it was 
Epaminondas himself who devised this tactical form and put it into effect 
for the first time at the battle of Leuctra. 

Xenophon, the best and fullest source for this battle,14 does not mention 
the wedge in this context, but both Diodorus (15.55.2) and Plutarch (Pelop. 
23.1) speak of a XAoNr: axdaye. Diodorus' account is straightforward: he 
refers to Epaminondas "making the phalanx oblique" (XofrW v TtrofO-aag r'v 

4&hXayya). Plutarch's version is more ambiguous: Trov 'ETra/ELtvcoV8v T7'v 
4a&Xayya Xoqrjv Tr ei T6 eowvJov eXKovroV . Though this statement has been 

interpreted as meaning simply that Epaminondas marched the Theban 
contingent leftward at a slight angle to the enemy's front,15 this exegesis 
seems to miss the point of the assertion, since an oblique march to the left 
could be expected simply as an economical method of approaching the 
enemy. It would, in any case, result in Epaminondas' formation being 

13Military Theory and Practice in the Age of Xenophon (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1970) 
327, note 3. Anderson's interpretation is accepted, for example, by Stadter (above, note 2) 
123-124. 

14For an assessment of Xenophon's value as a source for Leuctra, see Anderson (above, 
note 13) 198-205. 

15Cf. Anderson (above, note 13) 218 and 324, note 60: "This does not seem to mean the 
same thing as the apparently similar phrase in Diodorus .... I believe that Plutarch may be 
keeping more closely to the original sense, and that in Diodorus the sense has been changed to 
make it fit the technical meaning given to loxe phalanx by the later tacticians." Cf. the 
definition of Xofr) &dXayf at Arr. Tact. 26.3: Xofr 8 6o vou/dieeTraL dbhaye r T6O ILeV EpOV 
KEpaq, 6OTorepov 6iv 6 orpaTr^yo6s ,ovA7XTra, roL 7TrokXexioL 7Tre6Xov 4ovo-a Kai avr4 oL6vq 
&dywvLo,uLv7r, 6TO &Epov 86 St' V7roaoToXh to a ovo-a. ("that formation is called Xoei in 
which one wing, whichever the general decides, is advanced against the enemy and alone does 
the fighting, while the other is held in reserve"); cf. also Asclep. Tact. 10.21 and Ael. Tact. 
30.3. 
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Xoer. 16 Furthermore, Diodorus uses the significant word 7nvKv6rT') of the 
Theban phalanx at 15.55.4. 

There appears, in fact, to be a close relationship between the terms, or at 
least the concepts, that correspond to "wedge," "oblique phalanx," and 
"compact formation:" Asclepiodotus (Tact. 11.5) states that an embolon is 
formed from two oblique lines (r& XoeAo) in apposition, Arrian (Tact. 
11.1-2) cites Epaminondas' formation of wedges as an instance of 
7TKVC(oo-iS, and Aelian (Tact. 47.4) speaks of Epaminondas "compacting his 
army into a wedge" (TrvKv6o-acX EL epf3oXov 6TO -rpa6evita). But while this 
evident connection between these terms can hardly be used to show that 
Diodorus is here making a veiled allusion to a wedge as such, it does suggest 
that his source contained an account of the battle which was in more 
obvious agreement with that fragmentarily preserved in Aelian and Arrian. 

Even more problematical is the issue raised by Xenophon's statement 
(Hell. 6.4.12) that the Thebans were drawn up "not less than fifty shields 
deep." The number of Theban hoplites present at Leuctra is uncertain, but 
the totals in Diodorus (15.52.2-"not more than six thousand men alto- 
gether") and Polyaenus (Strat. 2.3.12-4,000 Thebans, including 400 
cavalry) make a figure of the order of four or five thousand probable. 17 In 
the block-formation envisaged by most modern commentators,'8 such a 
force would present a front of no more than 80 or 100 men. A formation 
of this type, with its narrow front,19 could be easily enveloped by the 
necessarily much longer Spartan formation, which was only twelve deep 
(Xen. Hell. 6.4.12). Ingenious solutions have been proposed for this 
difficulty: the posting of the Sacred Band in rear of the main body to act as 
a concealed flank-guard at the crisis of the battle has been a particular 
favourite.20 There is, however, no evidence for this view, and the natural 
inference to be drawn from Plutarch (Pelop. 19.3) is that the normal 

16Cf. H. Delbruck, Geschichte der Kriegskunst im Rahmen der politischen Geschichte3 1 
(Berlin 1920), translated by W. J. Renfroe as History of the Art of War within the 
Framework of Political History 1 (Westport and London 1975) 170, note 4 (all references to 
Delbriick will be to this translation). 

17Cf. N. G. L. Hammond, A History of Greece2 (Oxford 1967) 493 and 663, who 
estimates that the Boeotians as a whole mustered 6,000 hoplites; Anderson (above, note 13) 
197 and 321, note 26, though he does not commit himself, favours a figure of 4,000 as a 
total for the Theban hoplites. 

'Cf., for example, Anderson (above, note 13) 402-403 fig. VIII a and b. 
'9Some 80-100 yards in normal battle-order; cf. Asclep. Tact. 4.1-3 and Ael. Tact. 

11.1-2. 
20Cf. H. Kbchly and W. Rtistow, Geschichte des griechischen Kriegswesens (Arrau 1852) 

171 ff.; H. Droysen, "Heerwesen und Kriegftihrung der Griechen," in K. F. Hermann 
(ed.), Lehrbuch der griechischen Antiquitaten (Freiburg 1888-89) 99; the view has recently 
been revived by Anderson (above, note 13) 217-219, with 402-403 fig. VIII a and b. 
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position of the Sacred Band was in the van of the attacking wing.21 
Furthermore, it is unclear what possible benefit there might be in a hoplite 
formation fifty deep. The Thebans are known to have been experimenting 
with unusually deep formations for some time-at the battle of Delium in 
424 they were drawn up twenty-five deep (Thuc. 4.93.4; cf. Diod. 12.70), 
while at the Nemea in 394 they disregarded their own convention of a 
phalanx sixteen ranks deep (Xen. Hell. 4.2. 18: we are not in fact told what 
their actual depth here was)-but their efforts had met with only limited 
success. A formation of infantry, it should be remembered, is not a solid 
object, and the living flesh of which it consists can bear only so much 
physical pressure in any push forward. Aside from the obvious vulnerabil- 
ity of the deep flanks, the vast numbers of men in the interior files and the 
rearward ranks of the formation would be unable to come to grips with the 
enemy or give effective support to their comrades in the front ranks or in 
the flanking files. Thus the factor of inherent military probability itself 
weighs heavily against the conventional "literal" interpretation of Epami- 
nondas' fifty-deep formation.22 

I propose the following tentative interpretation: Epaminondas' embolon 
was not a solid block-formation, but a literal wedge, fifty echelons deep. In 
fact, it would have been a wedge in the shape of a A, formed from two 
oblique "wings"-the aC oioT roTot 8tLfaayyia of the tactical authors-of 
Theban hoplites, held together at the "joint" by the Sacred Band drawn up in 
a solid A-shaped wedge so as to provide a point for the great wedge- 
formation as a whole. The two "wings" of hoplites would, to begin with, be 
drawn up some distance apart in conventional Theban battle-order, sixteen 
deep, with the Sacred Band posted between them. The infantry line as a 
whole would initially be screened by the well-trained Theban cavalry, which 
could be trusted to make short work of the qualitatively inferior Spartan 
cavalry (Xen. Hell. 6.4.10-11). Then, under cover of the anticipated 
opening cavalry action, taking place between the opposing lines of infantry 
(Xen. Hell. 6.4.10, 13),23 the Sacred Band would form itself into a 

21Delbriick (above, note 16) 1.167-168 is of the opinion that the Sacred Band fought at 
the head of Epaminondas' formation, and observes that if the Sacred Band's role had been 
that of a flank-guard, it "would not have been placed at the tail of the column but would, as a 
withheld echelon, have been stationed to the side of the column .... "(168). 

22Cf., for example, Anderson (above, note 13) 209, 212, 216-219, 402-403 fig. VIII a 
and b; Hammond (above, note 17) 494, however, conscious of the difficulty, speaks of "the 
massive spearhead of the Theban infantry." 

23As Anderson (above, note 13) 216 cogently argues, "Cleombrotus proposed to march in 
column to the right and, when he was well clear of the Thebans, wheel left and form up at 
right-angles to his original front. He did not want the Thebans to realize what he was doing; 
and therefore interposed his cavalry between himself and the enemy." In essence, this would 
be a repeat of the manoeuvre that had produced the Spartan victory at Nemea (Xen. Hell. 
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A-shaped wedge24 and move directly forward. Meanwhile, each "wing" 
would form itself into a column, advancing obliquely inward to link up 
with the rear of the Sacred Band. A final partial turn by each file as it came 
up would bring it into alignment with the ranks of the Sacred Band. Thus 
the original files of the "wings" would become ranks, with the file-leader 
(Xoxay6o) as the exposed part of each echelon.25 

The attested strength of the Sacred Band is 300 (Plut. Pelop. 18. 1), and a 
A-shaped wedge sixteen ranks deep would contain 288 men (3 + 5 + . . . + 
31 + 33). The remaining 34 echelons would appear on each limb of the A, 
and these 34 ranks (= the original files) would give each limb a strength of 
544 men (34 X 16). The total strength of the great wedge as a whole would 
thus be 1,376 (288 + 544 + 544).26 The remaining 3-4,000 hoplites of 
the Theban army would be drawn up in conventional order, sixteen deep, to 
the right of the embolon so as to act as a tactical reserve for it.27 

This is an entirely plausible arrangement from the tactical standpoint. 
Unlike the block-formation usually envisaged by modern commentators, the 
wedge would present no exposed and vulnerable flank to the enemy. Its great 
depth of fifty echelons would give it an internal "reserve" of thirty-eight 
echelons after it had achieved a complete breakthrough of the twelve-deep 
Spartan phalanx (Xen. Hell. 6.4.12). Not only would such a wedge 
facilitate the concentration of force at its apex, but the flank of each 
echelon would be covered in turn by the echelon in right or left flank rear 
of it (depending on the limb of the wedge on which it was located). In 
breaking through the enemy phalanx, the foremost echelons would tend to 
pull in behind one another and then, if necessary, could face about and push 
outward, thus giving rise to the classic "thin end of the wedge" effect. 
Moreover, the psychological impact of a formation that looked much 

4.2.19-21), and could be anticipated by Epaminondas, who would likewise have a 
manoeuvre-the formation of the wedge-that he wished to conceal. Xenophon's apparent 
belief that the posting of the Theban cavalry in a forward position was merely a response to 
the prior appearance of the Spartan cavalry in such a position is indicative of nothing more 
than the historian's essentially Spartan perspective. For a detailed discussion of the cavalry 
battle, see Anderson (above, note 13) 213-216. 

24None of our sources describes the drill procedure for forming a A-shaped wedge, but a 
number of methods can be hypothesized. The most probable are (1) forming, rank by rank, 
forward of a set rear rank, and (2) forming, rank by rank, behind the front rank. The 
essential prerequisite would, in any case, be a clear understanding on the part of the individual 
soldier of his own prescribed position within the wedge. As tlite hoplites, the Sacred Band 
could be drilled to change formation with an economy of movement. 

25See Fig. 1. 
26See Fig. 2. 
27Cf. Anderson (above, note 13) 203, 208-209, and 402-403 fig. VIII a and b. 
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Figure 1: Epaminondas' wedge at Leuctra being formed from an aio-iroToo 

&LtaXayyia 

more solid and numerous than it really was would be an appreciable asset. 
Nor would the element of surprise be lacking, for (as we have seen) the 
evolution into wedge-formation would have taken place under the cover of a 
cavalry engagement (Xen. Hell. 6.4.13). Employed against an enemy 
occupied, as the Spartan army was, in opening out its right wing and 
moving round to attempt an envelopment (Plut. Pelop. 23.2-Trd ef6ov 
averrTvo-crov Kat 7mpLpyOV &? KVK0XWO-6/LEVOL KOi 7TEpL3aXhoVVT8e VO7T6 7rTXrovg 
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Figure 2: Epaminondas' wedge at Leuctra fully formed 

r6v 'ElraiELtvobv8av), its effect would be, and was, both devastating and 
tactically decisive.28 

II THE BATTLE OF MANTINEIA 

Xenophon records the formation of two separate wedges at Mantineia: 
one of infantry (Hell. 7.5.22), also attested by Arrian (Tact. 11.2), the 

28Cf. Anderson (above, note 13) 211-216; and above, note 20. An interesting modern 
parallel can be noted in the battle of Salamanca in 1812, where Wellington defeated 
Marmont by throwing his own right-wing brigades into oblique order, so as to exploit a gap 
which had appeared in the latter's left wing as a result of the French attempt to outflank and 
envelop the British right: see Sir Arthur Bryant, The Age of Elegance, 1812-1822 
(Harmondsworth 1958) 45-50. 



other of cavalry mixed with light infantry (for which Hell. 7.5.24 is the 
only evidence). The formation of the former is described as follows: "it was 
not until he [sc. Epaminondas] had wheeled the lochoi marching in column 
into a front, and made a strong wedge about himself, that he gave the order 
to take up the arms and led off."29 Xenophon's account of the formation 
of the latter is as follows: "Epaminondas by contrast made a strong wedge 
out of the cavalry as well, and drew up together with them supporting light 
infantry .... "30 

The meaning of these passages is something of a crux. Commenting on 
Hell. 7.5.22, J. K. Anderson adduces the context of Arrian's reference to 

Epaminondas' use of the wedge in support of his contention that Arrian "is 
here speaking of deepening the phalanx and not of a wedge."31 But, as we 
have seen, rrvKv^t)o(t means "compacting" rather than "deepening," and 

Epaminondas' formation of wedges is given as an instance of "compact- 
ing." Furthermore, "compacting" is not concomitant with "deepening," but 

normally occurs in opposition to it (cf. Arr. Tact. 11.3, where "compact- 
ing" is defined in terms of a reduction in a phalanx's length and actual 

depth). Compare Diodorus' description of Epaminondas' formation at 
Mantineia (15.86.4): "he [sc. Epaminondas] therefore immediately took 
the best troops and, after packing them close together, charged into the 
midst of the enemy." Anderson's exegesis is thus not a cogent objection to 
our interpreting Arrian Tact. 11.2 and Xenophon Hell. 7.5.22 to mean 
that Epaminondas at Mantineia again made use of the grand tactical, 
A-shaped, infantry wedge he had originally devised for Leuctra. 

The difficulty in interpreting Xenophon's statement (Hell. 7.5.24) that 

Epaminondas made a wedge of the cavalry and drew up with them 

supporting light infantry (-actLTTroL) is two-fold. In the first place, as both 
Aelian (Tact. 18.4; cf. 40.6) and Arrian (Tact. 16.6) say that Philip II 
introduced the cavalry wedge to the civilized world, it is improbable that the 
A-shaped, "Scythian" wedge is meant. It is much more likely that what we 
have here is a formation based, at least in general terms, on Epaminondas' 
own A-shaped tactical design. The force of cavalry in question-perhaps 
as many as 1,600 horsemen32-would in any case have been too numerous 
to draw up in a single A-shaped formation. The second difficulty is the 

29'E'rrEi ye t,krv Trapayay6tv 7rTOS E'ri KdEp(o 7ropEvotdvov' X6Xov; el .Ei rTonrov icrXvp6v 
eTotLtoraro Tr 7repi Eavr6ov e1,3ohov, T6Tre 8r avaXaf3elv rarpayyeiXaq ra' 6rra q7yerTo. 

30'0 8' 'ETra/CteLvbvSa' aCv KaXi Tro L3T7TLKOV e4joXov l(Tvpov dvropraaTo, Kati ao iTrTrov 

T7re?O;S Yrvv&tafev avTOl; .... 

31Anderson (above, note 13) 327 note 3. 
32Hammond (above, note 17) 509 estimates its strength at 1,600, on the reasonable 

assumption that it was more than half of the 3,000 cavalry (Diod. 15.84.4) available to 
Epaminondas at Mantineia. Hammond is, however, mistaken in interpreting, as he appears 
to do (509 and 508, fig. 28), the "mixed" cavalry and infantry wedge (and likewise the 
infantry wedge) as a solid A-shaped formation. 
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Figure 3: Epaminondas' "mixed" wedge of cavalry and infantry at Mantineia 

question of the position of the ay/.LTro within the wedge. It is clear from 
Xenophon Hipp. 5.13 that such a/.u7TTroL were to be posted, either individu- 

ally or in small groups, between or behind the horsemen in any given 
cavalry formation.33 Such an admixture of horse and foot would, of 
course, make a geometrically precise formation like a true A-shaped wedge 
impracticable, no matter how small its scale. Such an arrangement involv- 
ing 1,600 horsemen would fall apart almost immediately it began to move, 
since a mounted man has nowhere near the manoeuvrability of a foot- 
soldier. By contrast, a conventional square or rectangular formation 
composed of mixed cavalry and infantry could advance coherently, if not 
particularly rapidly, to the attack. Thus it appears most probable that this 
second embolon consisted of a number of conventional rectangular forma- 

33"Eor-T 8 7Tre;ovs ov ,o'vov VTo'6, a&X& Kai 67rTcrOev trTregowv arTOKpvztao-OaL' 7roX) yap 
,Lei ov 6 ITTrev Tov Tre4o?v. See Hell. 3.4.23 for Agesilaus' use of f/LTT1Tro-in this 
case, the youngest of the hoplites, together with the peltasts-at the battle of the Pactolus in 
395. Cf. also Hell. 2.4.32, 3.5.19, 5.4.40, 7.2.20, Thuc. 5.57.2. Note also Alexander's 
use of light infantry mixed with cavalry at the battle of the Granicus (Arr. 1. 16. 1) and at 
his forcing of the Jaxartes (4.4.6-7); cf. Arr. Ect. 29 for Arrian's own employment of 
this tactical device in his campaign against the Alani: on which, see now A. B. Bosworth, 
"Arrian and the Alani," HSCP 81 (1977) 217-255, expecially 252-253. 
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tions drawn up en echelon on two separate axes coinciding to give the overall 
shape of a A.34 

III THE BATTLE OF PELION 

Caught in a difficult position near Pelion during his Illyrian campaign 
of 335, Alexander mesmerized the Illyrians with a display of Macedonian 
drill, while at the same time preparing a tactical surprise.35 He began by 
drawing up his phalanx to a depth of 120 ranks, had it go through its 
standard drill, and then led it in the direction of either wing,36 thus 
extending it on both sides. Then, "making, as it were, a wedge of the 
phalanx on the left," he led it against the by now thoroughly confused 
enemy. 

What Alexander appears to have been doing here is carrying out the 
procedure for forming the A-shaped infantry wedge,38 which the Mace- 
donians had evidently learnt from the Thebans, doubtless through the agency 
of that erstwhile hostage at Thebes, Philip II. As at Leuctra, the wedge 
would have involved only part of the available infantry-here most 
probably only a single taxis (1,500 men) of Alexander's pezhetairoi. The 
phalanx's initial movements "in the direction of either wing" may well have 
been intended to separate the "wings" of the & iuoaro'oS 8ScaXacyyia as the 
first stage in the formation of the required embolon on the strict Epaminon- 
dian model. Indeed, it is probable that, at this early stage in his career, 
Alexander had not yet modified his tactical inheritance in any significant 
way. 

IV THE BATTLE OF THE GRANICUS 

In his account of the battle on the river Granicus, Arrian (1.15.7) 
mentions a wedge of Persian cavalry: ". . . seeing Mithridates, the son-in- 
law of Darius, riding a good way ahead of the others and leading with him 
[sc. Mithridates] a wedge, as it were, of cavalry, he himself [sc. 

34See Fig. 3. Cf. Anderson (above, note 13) 222-223. 
35Arr. 1.6.1; correctly interpreted by N. G. L. Hammond, "Alexander's Campaign in 

Illyria," JHS 94 (1974) 66-87, especially 82-83. 
36Arr. 1.6.2 C'i L rT KepaTa &XXaOT dXX' 7rratpryaye. 
37Arr. 1.6.3 KarCY To6 evJC3WvAO ov o 'LSoov 7rotro-a rc< r7; dayyo5. Anderson (above, 

note 13) 327, note 3, endeavours, unconvincingly, to distinguish two "historical" senses of 
ict1oXov: the earlier, he thinks, is only a synonym for a "deepened" phalanx, while the later, 
Hellenistic sense denotes a literal wedge. He cites Arr. 1.6.3 as a possible instance of the 
latter. There is no justification for Anderson's claims that "this is another instance of a word 

acquiring in later tactical authors a precise technical sense unknown to Xenophon" and that 
"Arrian uses it in its old sense when writing of fourth-century battles." 

38This view is accepted and splendidly illustrated by N. G. L. Hammond, Alexander the 
Great: King, Commander and Statesman (London 1981) 52 and 55 fig. 4. 
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Alexander] also dashes out in front of the others and, striking him in the 
face with his spear, overthrows Mithridates."39 

Though we would naturally expect to find Alexander, and not Mithridates, 
leading a cavalry wedge, the fear that the text is corrupt at this point is, I 
think, unjustified. The formation conventionally used by the Persian cavalry 
was the square (rErpaywovov: Asclep. Tact. 7.4, Ael. Tact. 18.5, Arr. Tact. 
16.9), but it is certainly possible that at the Granicus some, at least, of the 
Persian cavalry were making use of a formation learnt from Scythian 
cavalry, whose presence at Gaugamela as allies of the Persians is attested by 
our sources (Arr. 3.8.3, 11.6, 13.2-4; Curt. 4.11.6, 15.12-13, 15.18; 
Diod. 17.59.5-8). This departure from convention was prompted, one 
would imagine, by intelligence gathered regarding Macedonian practice, and 
was meant as a response in kind. 

V THE BATTLE OF GAUGAMELA 

The most important instance of the employment of a tactical wedge by 
Alexander took place at the battle of Gaugamela. Narrating the crisis of the 
battle, Arrian (3.14.1-2) writes as follows: ". . . when [some of] the 
[Persian] cavalry had been sent to help those who were enveloping the 
[Macedonian] right wing, thus breaking [the continuity of] the barbarian 
front line, he [sc. Alexander], wheeling towards the gap, and making, as it 
were, a wedge of the Companion cavalry and of the phalanx posted there, 
led them at the charge and with a battle-cry towards Darius himself."40 

It is obvious that Arrian is not speaking here of either the A-shaped 
cavalry wedge41 or the A-shaped infantry wedge. To start with, the number 
of cavalry involved-the eight ilai of the Companions, together some 
1,800 strong (cf. Diod. 17.17.4, Arr. 6.14.4)-would have been too great 
to be effectively employed in a single minor tactical unit.42 In fact, it is a 

39. . i(8V MLOpLiTrqV T6v AapEiov yatjY3p6v i7oXi) i'p6 Trv &dXXwv 7Tpoir7TrevovTa Kai 

ETrdyovra dlia ot co7Trep )u,03oh ov TCvv IT7Tiov i ceXavvet Kai avrTO5 rpo T&V dAkXwv, Kai 
7raira es rT6 TrpotcoTrov T7) 86parT KaraLdCaXih T6O MtLOp6iTdrv. E. Badian's otherwise 
thoroughgoing study, "The Battle of the Granicus: a New Look," Ancient Macedonia 2 
(Institute for Balkan Studies 155, Thessaloniki 1977) 271-293, is flawed by the author's 
misreading of the passage as referring to a Macedonian wedge (291). The passage is corectly 
interpreted by Hammond (above, note 38) 74. 

40. . . T7i)V 86 eKo8077rT0davTWv I7T7TEOV TOI KVKXOVILJEVOIO TO KEpaq T6O 8eI6v 

7rapappr7)dvT)ov rT rT 7Trptr) i)d(X'ayyoS rT&v f3ap,fdpWv eriTLtTpcaI K KarTa T6 &tlXOV Kai 

corTTrp ,E3X3o0ov troL71cra rs re LiTTTOV 7rrq) EraipLK Kai r tdXaYO ayyo T rf avTa f 
Teray'LEvr1 e 97Y 

' 
p6oWu Te Kai dXaXayAxa &s e 7r' av6rov Aapelov. 

41Cf. the mistaken interpretations of J. F. C. Fuller, The Generalship of Alexander the 
Great (London 1958) 171 diagram 11; and P. Green, Alexander of Macedon (Harmonds- 
worth 1974) 291 (plan). 

42Cf. Marsden (above, note 3) 68-69 and 71-73 for plausible estimates of the numbers 
of horsemen contained in, and the space occupied by, such cavalry wedges. The limit for 
effectiveness would, in fact, be about 300 horsemen. 
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very reasonable assumption43 that each of the Companion ilai advanced to 
the attack in the (for them) conventional A-shaped wedge-formation. 
Moreover, it is clear from Arrian's description of the actual fighting at 
this point (3.14.3) that by "phalanx" he does in fact mean the hypaspists and 
the pezhetairoi44-an interpretation which seems to be confirmed by the fact 
that he goes on to say (3.14.4) that Simmias and his taxis45 were unable to 
take part in this great rupture of the enemy line,46 which of course implies 
that they had been expected to do so. The inference to be drawn from Arrian 
3.14.2-4 is that Alexander's wedge included, as well as the Companions 
themselves, the hypaspists and the four taxeis of pezhetairoi to the right of 
Simmias-in other words, at least 1,800 heavy cavalry and 9,000 heavy 
infantry. It is likely, furthermore, that the formation also involved 
Balacrus' javelin-men, Agrianians, and archers (Arr. 3.12.3, 13.5), whose 
function it was to screen the Companions from attack until they themselves 
were ready to charge. Balacrus' troops would constitute an additional force 
of, say, 1,500 light infantry.47 Given such a combination of troops of 
different arms, it is evident that Alexander's model here was the second of 
Epaminondas' wedge-formations at Mantineia. Thus, while the overall 
shape of the formation would approximate a A, the constituent units, 
arranged en echelon down either limb of the A, would, nonetheless, be 
individually drawn up in their characteristic formations. The /ao-LXLKh X7rl, 
at the apex of the A, and the remaining Companion ilai, forming most of 
the A's right limb and probably part of its left,48 would each charge in 
A-shaped wedge-formation, while the hypaspists and the taxeis of the 
pezhetairoi, completing the disproportionately extended left limb,49 would 
advance to the attack in the accustomed rectangular formation, eight ranks 
deep.50 Balacrus' light infantry, completing the right limb of the A,51 
would try to keep up with the Companions while advancing in loose 

43Made by Marsden (above, note 3) 68-73 and diagram 2, and by the present author in 
"Grand Tactics at Gaugamela," Phoenix 29 (1975) 374-385, especially 377 fig. 2. 

44Wrongly excluded by A. B. Bosworth, A Historical Commentary on Arrian's History of 
Alexander 1 (Oxford 1980) 307. 

45For the position of this unit, see Arr. 3.11.9 with Devine (above, note 43) 378, 381, 
377 fig. 2. 

46Devine (above, note 43) 381. 
47Cf. Marsden (above, note 3) notes on diagram 2, and 67. 
48Devine (above, note 43) 380, 384, 377 fig. 2. Cf. now Bosworth (above, note 44) 307. 

The /aarLXLK-) ir'X, initially posted to the right of the other Companion ilai (Arr. 3.11.8), 
would doubtless have changed post to leftward as soon as Alexander had determined the 
location of the weak point (in this case, the gap) in the Persian front. 

49Devine (above, note 43) 380-381, 384, 377 fig. 2. 
50Polyb. 12.19.6. 
51Cf. Bosworth (above, note 44) 307, who believes these units alone comprised the right 

limb of the wedge. 

EMBOAON 215 



skirmishing order.52 With perhaps as many as 12,300 troops involved, 
Alexander's wedge at Gaugamela would represent a very daring and signific- 
ant tactical advance over Epaminondas' modestly sized "mixed" wedge- 
formation at Mantineia, which can hardly have contained more than two or 
three thousand cavalry and -/Lr77T7TOL. But, to Epaminondas' original genius 
would still belong a great part of the credit.53 

Indeed, Arrian's terminology at 3.14.3 (71 T?E 4C&Xay 7 MaKESOVIKrj TTVKV71 

Kai Tal acO-apito--aLg TreqpLKVLa E/LeLP3XjKEL "jS7 avTo~l) recalls, with TrvKvr, 
his own reference at Tact. 11.1-2 (as well as that of Aelian Tact. 47.4) 
to Epaminondas' wedge-formations at Leuctra and Mantineia, while 
4,Je3E3X7rKeL looks forward to his description (5.15.2 KCT' i'Xa 
El,/3,BhE7KX )54 of Alexander's attack at the battle of the Hydaspes with his 

cavalry in wedge-formation. 

CONCLUSION 

Aside from the naval instance in Polybius, the three types of formation 
to which the term l 3oXov refers are: 

(1) the solid A-shaped cavalry wedge, invented by the Scythians, employed by the 
Thracians and other tribes of mounted warriors,55 adopted by the Macedonians 
under Philip II, and utilized by them throughout Alexander's campaigns; 
(2) the hollow A-shaped infantry wedge, devised by Epaminondas himself, and used 
by the Thebans to break the Spartan phalanx at the battles of Leuctra and Mantineia, 
but also adopted by the Macedonians56 and used by Alexander at Pelion; 
(3) the grand tactical, roughly A-shaped, wedge, composed of troops of more than 
one arm, apparently invented by Epaminondas, and utilized by him in his final battle 
at Mantineia, but developed and perfected by Alexander for use at least in the battle 
of Gaugamela.57 

52Cf., for example, Arr. 1.2.4-5, 6.7, 6.9-10, 28.4-5, 2.9.4, 3.13.5-6, 4.26.3, 
Curt. 3.4.13; and above, note 33. 

53These conclusions are in general agreement with my initial reconstruction of Alexan- 
der's wedge at Gaugamela-(above, note 43) 379-381, 384, 377 fig. 2-which was made 
without the benefit of reference to the tactical manuals of Aelian, Arrian, and Asclepiodotus. 
It must be conceded, however, that I there underestimated the influence of Epaminondas: cf. 
Devine (above, note 43) 384. 

54Correctly interpreted by Griffith, HM 2.413. 
55Cf. Ammianus 31.2.8 for the application of the term cuneus to the fighting formations 

of the Huns, whom Ammianus indeed regards as "Scythians" (31.2). Curt. 7.7.35 in fact 
uses cuneus of formations of Scythian Dahae cavalry. 

56It is probably in this sense that Curt. 3.2.13 applies the term cuneus to the Macedonian 
phalanx: cuneos . . . ipsi phalangem vocant; cf. the probable source for this observation, Livy 
32.17. 11: cuneum Macedonum--phalangem ipsi vocant. 

57Cf. Livy's use of cuneus to describe the grand tactical formation of Hannibal's centre 
in its initial convex posture at the battle of Cannae (22.47.5, 8). 
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Yet, despite this dramatic divergence in scale, content, and precise form, all 
three formations are essentially offensive in character and properly belong 
to the sphere of tactical penetration. That they share the name of embolon 
thus serves to emphasize their common conceptual origin in one of the 
simplest and most ancient of human tools, the wedge.58 

GONVILLE AND CAIUS COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE 

UNIVERSITY OF TRANSKEI, UMTATA 

58The research for this paper was made possible by a grant-in-aid from the David J. 
Brown Foundation for Research in the Humanities. I am greatly indebted to Mr G. T. 
Griffith, and Professors N. G. L. Hammond, F. W. Walbank, and J. K. Anderson, as well 
as to the journal's referees, for their valuable comments on earlier drafts of this study. 
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