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To my father, José Luis Rodríguez Martínez

In memoriam

Id regi omnium quae in vita pertulerat adversorum luctuosissimum accidisse certum habitur, eumque magnitude doloris in lacrimas et lamenta victum, multa animi de gradu deiecti argumenta edidisse.

–Quintus Curtius, History of Alexander, X, IV. 3
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1 Literary Preface “Like Alexander”

DOI: 10.4324/9781003428428-1


The chivalric novel, Tirant lo Blanch, written in Valencian by Joanot Martorell (1415–1468), was published posthumously in Valencia in 1490 at a time when the city was experiencing the cultural splendour of its transition from its gothic brilliance into a powerful Renaissance city. Subsequently, the novel was published in Castilian under the title Tirante el Blanco in 1511 in Valladolid, which served as the administrative centre of King Ferdinand the Catholic and where he had established his court (Figure 1.1).


[image: A page from the book “Tirant lo Blanch” by Joanot Martorell is displayed.]
Figure 1.1 Joanot Martorell, Tirant lo Blanch, Valencia, 1490. Biblioteca de la Universitat de València.

In the novel, its protagonist, having been educated at the English court and travelled to a number of Mediterranean ports, he then set sail to Constantinople in order to save the Byzantine empire, which was under threat from the Ottoman empire. In chapter CXXXII, Princess Carmesina, the emperor’s daughter, says to Tirant as he departs for the East leading an impressive troop of warriors and surrounded by imperial and noble standards: Prech al Senyor de tot lo món vos done victòria ab honor, axí como fon Alexandre en lahor (I pray God to give you victories, honour, and fame as great as Alexander’s).1 One of the flags displayed the emperor’s device: a silver tower of Babylon on a blue field divided by a sword clasped by a fist. Its motto, Mia és la ventura, inevitably recalls the classical saying Audentis fortuna iuvat (Fortune aids the daring), which Virgil included in the Aeneid.2 Previously, in his prologue Joanot Martorell had defended the need to preserve the memory of the deeds performed by heroes – “strong and courageous men”– as he does for Tirant, and he compares his task to that of the biblical, classical and medieval writers who, in ages past, had recounted the lives of Joshua, Judas Maccabeus, Scipio, Hannibal, Pompey, Mark Anthony, Octavian, or Lancelot, and of course Alexander. It should be recalled that Martorell was a knight, and his father and grandfather had held important posts at the court of the crown of Aragon.

A quarter of a century after the publication of Tirant, Erasmus of Rotterdam wrote his Institutio Principis Christiani (1516) in response to the commission he had received in Ghent the previous year from Jean Le Sauvage, chancellor of Brabant and preceptor of Charles of Burgundy and Habsburg, to act as adviser to the future emperor. This short work, which was finally published in Basel 1532, established, along with The Prince by Machiavelli – written in 1513 and also published in 1532 – the point of departure for humanist political theory, as well as the far-reaching Baroque and Renaissance literary genre of the mirror of the prince. In the prologue, entitled “To the most illustrious Prince Charles, grandson of the invincible Emperor Maximilian, from Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam”, Erasmus, recalled the meeting of Alexander with Diogenes, and the king of Macedonia’s admiration for the cynic philosopher before stating, “you, Noble, Prince Charles, are more blessed than Alexander, and will, we hope, surpass him equally in wisdom too”.3 What is certain is that in the early sixteenth-century manuscript by the chronicler Remy du Puys, La tryumphante et solemnelle entree,4 which describes the visit that Charles of Ghent made to the city of Bruges on 18 April 1515, one of the miniatures already shows the young Charles as a new Alexander astride Bucephalus riding amongst his enemies (Figure 1.2).


[image: The artwork depicts a man riding a horse with two soldiers standing beside the horse. One of the soldiers has been tripped and has fallen beneath the horse.]
Figure 1.2 Charles as Alexander. Remy du Puys, La tryumphante et solemnelle entree, 1515, manuscript. Open Access / Institut National d’histoire de l’art (Francia).

The emulation of Alexander proposed by Erasmus likewise echoed Machiavelli’s own positive view of the great conqueror, who he proposed should be imitated for his virtue as Caesar himself had done before him.5 And likewise that of Baltasar Castiglione who, in his Il cortegiano (Venice, 1528), gave Alexander precedence over all the other exemplary figures of Antiquity.6

Princess Carmesina’s admiring invocation of Alexander the Great as a precedent for Tirant – reinforced by the imperial emblem with its motto taken from Virgil and the allusion to Babylon – was not made by chance; following the Macedonian king’s death in 323 BC, and over the next two millennia, generations of heroes, both real and fictional, sought to emulate Alexander, and this unending process above all flourished during the Renaissance. In 1490, almost four decades had passed since Constantinople had fallen into the hands of the Turks, but Martorell’s novel – “the best book in the world” wrote Cervantes in Don Quixote, his words uttered by the village priest, Alonso Quijano – expressed a desire to recapture this city, and it went still further: it declared a wish to defeat and conquer the Orient as Alexander had once done. Similarly, Erasmus’s aspiration that Charles of Habsburg would in time surpass Alexander of Macedonia in wisdom not only established a subtle comparison between himself and Aristotle as the respective preceptors of the two princes, but also gave a defence of regal wisdom. Since the time of Solomon, and bolstered by the figure of Alexander no less, this notion had imbued the political thought of Antiquity and the Middle Ages, and it continued to do so during the fascinating and convulsive time that was the early sixteenth century; the same year that Erasmus wrote his text, Thomas More published his Utopia, and the following year Luther set out his famous ninety-five theses in his Disputatio pro declaratione virtutis indulgentiarum.

In 1611 Sebastián de Covarrubias Horozco published his Tesoro de la Lengua castellana o española (Madrid, 1611), and his entry for Alexandro provides an overview of how the Macedonian king was perceived in Spanish Golden Age culture, and in Europe more broadly at that time:


many have had this name, but it above all evokes Alexander the Great – son of Philip, King of Macedonia – who ruled over most of the world, and he made everything seem a minor affair to him, and in the end he had to settle for a tomb seven feet long.7



Aside from his evidently Baroque outlook, Covarrubias’s words display the limitless admiration for Alexander. The lexicographer went on to highlight how the Macedonian was a passionate reader of Homer, envious of Achilles, and had his portrait painted by Apelles, Lysippos and Pyrgoteles. He concludes by saying that his name is synonymous with liberality and generosity.

During the Renaissance admiration for Alexander was, as has been seen, encountered in the sphere of fiction and chivalric culture, as well as political thought and Humanism, yet the subsequent and still wider projection of this sentiment over the centuries that followed was not always kept alive with equal intensity. In 2014 the authors of this book published a study entitled Napoleón y el espejo de la Antigüedad. Arqueología de las imágenes del poder (Napoleon and the mirror of antiquity: An archaeology of images of power, Universitat de València), in which we analysed the construction of the Napoleonic image by tracing the classical and early modern iconographic models that underpinned it. In the epilogue to this volume we expressed our sense of surprise at having found that amongst all the models of great statesman and generals of antiquity who were venerated in the early nineteenth century there was one major absence, Alexander of Macedonia, who was nonetheless historically the most important of them all.8

We were struck by the fact that while the great conqueror of the ancient world had been admired by Julius Caesar, Pompey, Crassus, Mark Anthony and Augustus, and of course also by General Bonaparte, he was nonetheless not a referent for the emperor of France at the height of neoclassical culture. Not a single image links Napoleon to the son of Philip of Macedonia, even though the illegitimate son born to the Corsican ruler and Maria Walewska was baptised with the name Alexander. However, the explanation for this occlusion had already been set out by scholars whose work had proceeded our own, and which underscored how a second facet of the hero led to him being ignored during the age of revolutions: Alexander’s progressive moral decline and lapse into tyranny following his capture of the Achaemenid empire. Of these two aspects of his character, it is the second that we consider would have carried greater weight in the mind of Napoleon, given that nothing held him back from forgiving Julius Caesar for the former lapse. As a general, Bonaparte admired Alexander as a conqueror, but once he had crowned himself emperor, he saw him as a dangerous referent for his own ambition.

It should be recalled that Châteaubriand himself disdained Alexander as he considered him a precedent for, the at first praised and later stigmatised, Napoleon. In the pamphlet he wrote in 1814 – entitled De Buonaparte et des Bourbons – with the intention of preparing the return of Louis XVIII and establishing a constitutional monarchy, he attributed to Napoleon “the grandiose Saturnalia of royalty: crimes, oppression, slavery marched at the same pace as madness”. And comparing him with Augustus’s successor he stated that “Tiberius never mocked humankind to the same extent”. Finally, he added with severity that “beneath Caesar’s mask and that of Alexander is to be found an insignificant man and the descendant of an obscure family”.9

Napoleon, the great reader of classical sources, above all knew of Alexander through the Greek historian Plutarch of Chaeronea, who wrote his Parallel Lives in the first century AD, during the reign of the Emperor Claudius, who was also an historian. In this work, as is well known, Plutarch created a set of comparative biographies that paired together Greek and Roman historical figures, who were analysed in detail and scrutinised for their shared virtues and defects. Of the twenty-three pendants of Hellenic-Roman biographies that have survived the passage of time – in addition to four unpaired biographies – evidently that which is of special interest to us is the pair of biographies dedicated to Alexander and Caesar, the two greatest generals of Greco-Roman antiquity, and none less than the first accounts to open Plutarch’s series of lives. If we bear in mind that these biographies were published at an early date in France (Vitae graecorum romanorumquae illustrium autore Plutarcho…, Paris, 1532), that Jean-Jacques Rousseau himself was a keen reader of the Lives, and that Plutarch is considered to have been the most widely read author during the French Revolution, we can grasp the major impact this work would have had on Napoleon’s thinking.

Indeed, the propagandistic construction that Napoleon undertook of his own myth is in essence Plutarchian. In the first of paragraph Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, he stated that it was not his intention to address all the great conqueror’s deeds:


For it is not Histories that I am writing, but Lives; and in the most illustrious deeds there is not always a manifestation of virtue or vice, nay, a slight thing like a phrase or a jest often makes a greater revelation of character than battles where thousands fall, or the greatest armaments, or sieges of cities.10



In the official account of Napoleon’s life statements and gestures were granted the same importance as battles, and his biographers compiled numerous sayings and celebrated anecdotes, both real and invented, which contributed decisively to establish Napoleon’s legendary status. The Life of Alexander raises another important consideration, one which would surely not have gone unnoticed by Napoleon. Plutarch criticised the portraits Apelles made of the Macedonian king because he painted him with dark skin, when according to his contemporaries, his complexion was white and ruddy. In contrast, he praised the work of Lysippos:


The outward appearance of Alexander is best represented by the statues of him which Lysippus made, and it was by this artist alone that Alexander himself thought it fit that he should be modelled. For those peculiarities which many of his successors and friends afterwards tried to imitate, namely, the poise of the neck, which was bent slightly to the left, and the melting glance of his eyes, this artist has accurately observed.11



The importance that Plutarch claimed Alexander gave to the artistic immortalisation of his image undoubtedly provided a stimulus for Napoleon. Both he and his artists worked arduously to create an iconic image of him, just as the sculptors of antiquity had done for the king of Macedonia.

Nonetheless, it must be underscored that Napoleon avoided any symbolic identification with Alexander. Francisco Javier Gómez Espelosín explains how Emmanuel Las Cases, in The Memorial of Saint Helena, compiled Napoleon’s critical comments on Alexander concerning the latter’s moral degradation, as well as his statement that he preferred Julius Caesar as an exemplar.12 However, Caesar’s private life was as questionable for a man of the nineteenth century as Alexander’s would have been; both were renowned for their abuse of carnal pleasures – and nor should we overlook the erotic intensity of the private life of the emperor of France.13 For Napoleon, as we have already discussed, it was the shadow cast by Alexander’s tyranny, a concern that was diluted evident in the life of Julius Caesar after the Ides of March, that rendered Alexander inappropriate as a model for his own career.

Aside from Napoleon’s contradictions, at the outset of the modern world Alexander emerged as a forceful exemplar once more. He had always been there, from the reign of the diadochi up until the Roman Empire, and subsequently throughout the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the Baroque. However, with the discovery of Pompeii heroes of antiquity – and amongst them Alexander – came back to life once more, and the neoclassical era fostered a new sense of prestige for the king of Macedonia. One testimony of the revived admiration for Alexander during the Enlightenment is an engraving by P.A. Maffei in D. De Rossi, Raccolta di statue antiche e moderne… (Roma, 1704): plate CXLVI depicts a statue Alexander the Great, who is shown semi-naked and armed with a lance. The statue belonged to Carlo Cairoli and later on Cardinal Alessandro Albani, but it has today concluded its journey from collection to collection and can be found in the Skulpturensammlung in Dresden (Figure 1.3).14


[image: The painting depicts a statue of Alexander the Great. In the painting, Alexander is depicted as partially undressed, with his robe slipping down from his lower body. He is also shown holding a spear and a helmet.]
Figure 1.3 P.A. Maffei, plate CXLVI in D. De Rossi, Raccolta di statue antiche e moderne… (Rome, 1704). Open Access/Heidelberger historische Bestände, University of Heidelberger Alemania.

Subsequently, nineteenth-century Romanticism and Historicism further embellished the Alexandrian myth – consider for example the series of 36 engravings devoted to the life of Alexander the Great that was produced between 1898 and 1899 by the French artist and illustrator, André Castaigne – and it has proved to be invincible up until today thanks to popular culture.

Contemporary researchers’ negative readings of Alexander’s ethical behaviour, based on twentieth and twenty-first-century moral and political principles, cannot escape being the product of the anachronic presentism of our time. And the critical references made to Alexander’s anger with reference to the destruction of Thebes in 335 BC – the city was demolished to its very foundations and its inhabitants sold as slaves, the capture of Gaza in 332 BC – all the men were executed, and the women and children enslaved, or the pillage and razing of Persepolis in 330 BC, being formulated twenty-three centuries after the events took place can only make one blush at the imbecility demonstrated by attempts to judge events from such a remote past according to a declaration of human rights that has not even existed for a century and a half. In Baroque culture the most debatable episodes of the Alexandrian imaginary were integrated into art without any difficulty, although it is true this was not done with great frequency. Perhaps the most noteworthy painting in this sense, and it is still little-known, is Alexander Slaying Cleitus (Ferens Art Gallery, Hull) by the Dutch painter and architect Daniël de Blieck (c. 1610–1673), which he painted in 1663; although this painting was clearly an excuse for an imaginative reconstruction of an ancient Greek palace, it shows the moment when the king of Macedonia, furious and drunk, kills one of his most faithful companions for merely speaking to him with sincerity. We will return to this artwork below.

From antiquity onwards, and up until the Modern era numerous kings, generals and statesmen have taken Alexander the Great as a model for their own political projects and sought to emulate his deeds and vision. Cesare Ripa in his Iconologia (Siena, 1613) gave a description of the allegory of emulation, in which he drew on Aristotle’s Rhetoric to explain the meaning of his concept: the pain and stimulus we undergo on discovering in our character some honourable aspect that we lack yet are capable of achieving. A second allegory, “Emulation, capacity and stimulus to achieve glory”, is described as carrying a palm leaf with ribbons such as was presented in classical culture to a conqueror, “thereby symbolising how emulation stimulates us to achieve the highest of glories, spurring us on with the desire to obtain the first of all prizes”.15 Suffering, anguish and aspiration to the highest ideals thus characterised emulation in a broad sense, just as it undoubtedly also does in our contemporary sense, and not imitate – a synonym of copying – and we are convinced that the sense given to the imitatio Alexandri in both the classical world and at the courts of the Early Modern Era – and we will return to this issue in the opening chapter – was closer to the contemporary sense of emulation.

In 69 BC, when still only a quaestor, Caesar wept before a statue of Alexander in the temple dedicated to Hercules-Melqart in Gades (Cadiz). His tears were prompted by the thought that at his age the Macedonian king had conquered the world; this offers an unrivalled testimony of the anxiety that accompanied emulation.16 The sculpture was conserved for over 1700 years in Cadiz, if we believe Juan Bautista Suárez de Salazar, who in the early seventeenth century discussed it in his book Grandeza y antigüedades de la isla y ciudad de Cádiz (Cadiz, 1610), which also includes a woodcut print of the statue (Figure 1.4).17


[image: The exhibit shows a statue of Alexander the Great wearing body armor. However, the illustration does not depict his hands and legs.]
Figure 1.4 Statue of Alexander in Cadiz, in Juan Bautista Suárez de Salazar, Grandeza y antigüedades de la isla y ciudad de Cádiz (Cadiz, 1610). Biblioteca del Banco de España.

According to the myth and explanations recounted by Roman geographers such as Pomponius Mela (Chorographia I, 5, 27), in antiquity Cadiz was the site of the columns of Hercules that defined the limits of the known world: non terrae plus ultra. Centuries later Charles V would transgress these limits when his ships sailed the Atlantic to conquer America, and this deed was recorded by the motto Plus Oultre (Further beyond). As we will explain in greater detail in a later chapter Julius Caesar wept out of impotence because he was unable to emulate Alexander;18 Charles I did not emulate Hercules, instead he surpassed him by bettering the hero’s achievements. The aim of both – Caesar and Charles of Habsburg – was the conquest of the world, just like Alexander.

These examples of how Alexander’s deeds were perceived and used are clearly linked to the cult of past heroes, as well as the glorification of the past and its transformation into myth, whereby, as Olaf B. Radar has stated, it mattered little what was true and what was fiction.19 Radar’s analysis of mythological military heroes rightly underscores the fact that myth and fact become entwined because myths provide a foundational, original and legitimising “historical” account. Furthermore, myths exist in three forms, as narrative, ritual and icon. In this book we focus on the third form, and we examine a range of images, symbols and monuments, which are the fundamental elements used to develop an historical legitimisation for social identities.20 Alexander the Great was frequently used as a myth which provided legitimacy, in other words, as a history of the past intended to legitimise a situation that had arisen in the present.21 The history of Alexander was enriched as it was retold in medieval accounts by authors whose historical outlook was presentist, acritical, anecdotal and moralistic. The medieval world proved fundamental for the transmission of a number of images of Alexander the Great. Subsequently, the Renaissance introduced a critical approach to writing history in conjunction with a scholarly revision of mythology,22 whereby artists began to use classical sources when composing their representations of the Macedonian. Claudia Daniotti’s book Reinventing Alexander. Myth, Legend, History in Renaissance Italian Art traces the representation of Alexander the Great in Italy between 1450 and 1580, which was a period in which images based on the legendary narratives of Pseudo-Callisthenes were all but abandoned for scenes inspired by classical sources, and this culminated in the adoption of Alexander the Great as a model for governors in the final decades of the Renaissance. Daniotti has discussed how in the case of Alexander there was an inevitable blurring of legend and history and this endured in a number of Renaissance picture cycles.23

It was precisely the perception of Alexander as the first sovereign ruler of the world that led to him becoming an exemplar for the most ambitious kings and emperors over the centuries that followed. The conquest of the whole known world was an endeavour that was impossible even for him, and he certainly did not achieve it. Although it is true that he conquered the East in so far as its frontiers were known at that time; and it was only his sudden death that prevented the expedition he had planned for the conquest of the West, which would have led him into a confrontation with Carthage and Rome. Caesar also extended the limits of the Roman Empire beyond the known geography of his day, and as far as Germania, Britain, Egypt and Parthia. Charles V in turn added African territories, oceanic routes and an immense New World that had until then been unknown to his ancestors, who bequeathed him the huge Burgundian, Castilian, Aragonese and Habsburg inheritance. Following the model of Alexander, neither Caesar nor Charles V restricted their activities to incessantly fighting to conquer the world as it was known to the contemporaries; instead, they extended its limits beyond what could be imagined. That had been the destiny that Alexander chose, and it unfolded in his incessant advance across Asia: he pursued the horizon until he reached unknown frontiers. Before him the frontiers of the world, which was conceived as flat and being surrounded by Oceanus, the primordial river that was the source of all others, were fundamentally based on myth. However, as can be noted in the Homeric hymns and the poetry of Hesiod, this worldview with its absence of geographical references gradually became more precise once the ancient Greek world forged its identity through the polis, and regions such as India, Ethiopia, the Asian steppes and the western Mediterranean began to be integrated into the Greek cosmovision; these regions were described by Herodotus, although they continued to be identified as fantastic realms full of mystery.24 The route taken by Alexander across the plains and deserts of Mesopotamia, the mountains of the Hindu Kush, and the jungles of India, along with his discovery of the Indian Ocean made a fundamental contribution to the limited knowledge of these regions that had held sway until that time, and this reflects how his eagerness for universal domination went far beyond the mere conquest of kingdoms or neighbouring empires.

Setting aside the Alexandrian or anti-Alexandrian positions taken by kings, emperors and politics over the course of history, those who indisputably revered the king of Macedonia during the Early Modern Period were artists, because to celebrate his life was also to defend the first monarch who promoted the arts and their creators on a grand scale. Furthermore, Alexander’s special admiration for his court painter Apelles – to whom he gave his Thessalonian lover Campaspe, who had served as the model for the painter’s Venus Anadyomene (Venus rising from the sea) – became a reference for many court artists, and it established a, by no means disinterested, model of comparison between these two historical figures and between themselves and their respective patrons. Each time a painter, sculptor or engraver represented his ruler as Alexander it established an all too apparent parallel between himself and the almost mythical Apelles – no work of his is conserved today.25 Bénédicte Gady has listed a number of these correspondences: Charles V and Titian, Francis I and Leonardo, Philip IV and Velázquez, Charles II and Luca Giordano, Bernini and Urban VIII and Louis XIV and Charles Le Brun, but there are, of course, many more.26 It was not by chance that the visit of Alexander to the workshop of the Apelles was recreated by a number of artists such as Francesco Trevisani, Antonio Balestra, Nicolas Vleughels and Giambattista Tiepolo.

Rulers and artists’ shared fascination for the figure of Alexander, in conjunction with the patronage of the former and the creativity of the latter, led to the creation of numerous artworks exploring the subject of Alexander during the Early Modern Era – as had occurred during Antiquity and the Middle Ages – and the majority of these were produced in court contexts. As a result, a rich array of paintings, tapestries, armour, prints, decorative programmes and medals linked to Alexander may be found in museums, palaces, art collections and churches across Europe and America. Many have been exhibited as part of the diverse exhibitions that Alexander the Great’s grandiose destiny has given rise to over the past decades such as for example The Search for Alexander: an exhibition (National Gallery of Art, Washington, 1980; National Gallery, London, 1981; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1982), Alessandro Magno. Storia e mito (Palazzo Ruspoli, Rome, 1995), Alexander the Great in European art (Thessalonica, 1997), and Alejandro Magno. Encuentro con Oriente (Canal de Isabel II, Madrid, 2010). Their respective catalogues have provided a major academic advance for our knowledge of the Alexandrian universe.

Other Alexandrian artworks are, in contrast, less well known, remain out of sight, or have been dispersed, while still others have either not even been catalogued, or remain to be studied in depth. We are going to discuss and analyse many of these in this book; thus, it suffices for the present, as a form of prelude, to discuss a number of examples that are of especial interest in our view. For example, the exquisite relief portrait of the conqueror carved in marble by Andrea del Verrocchio (c. 1483–1485, National Gallery of Art, Washington) (Figure 1.5).


[image: The exhibit features a relief portrait of Alexander wearing body armor and a helmet adorned with a small dragon, all sculpted in marble.]
Figure 1.5 Andrea del Verrocchio, Alexander, c. 1483–1485, National Gallery of Art, Washington. Open Access / National Gallery of Art (Washington)

Likewise, the steel buckler that was embossed, incised, engraved, gilded and damascened in gold before being given as a gift by the duke of Savoy to Philip III in 1603; its central medallion represents the king of Macedonia charging into battle astride Bucephalus (c. 1585, Real Armería, Madrid, Patrimonio Nacional) (Figure 1.6).


[image: The exhibit showcases a circular steel buckler adorned with intricate designs.]
Figure 1.6 Anonymous, Alexander astride Bucephalus, buckler, c. 1585, Real Armería, Madrid, Patrimonio Nacional.

Then, there is the marvellous ivory with its relief representation of the battle of Gaugamela, which is attributed to the workshop of Franco Condado, who copied the design from none less than Charles Le Brun (eighteenth century, Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid) (Figure. 1.7).


[image: The exhibit features a stunning ivory piece with a relief representation of the Battle of Gaugamela.]
Figure 1.7 Anonymous, Batalla de Gaugamela, marble after a design by Charles le Brun, eighteenth century, Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid.

There are also two works from the Real Fábrica de Cerámica in Alcora that were overseen by the count of Aranda: one chinaware plate with scenes of the battle between Alexander and Porus based on designs by Charles Le Brun (1730–1749, The Hispanic Society, New York), and a small sculptural group with an allegorical theme that includes an equestrian portrait of the king of Macedonia (Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid).

Undoubtedly, the guiding thread for this study is the wealth of early modern artworks that represent Alexander the Great. Without them this book would be meaningless as it is above all an analysis of the visual construction of an historical myth. Over the course of recent years we have compiled a rich corpus of Alexandrian images and analysed them on an individual basis, and they are presented here grouped together in a series of thematic chapters that seek to provide a searching study of the significance of Alexander the Great in early modern visual European culture. Nevertheless, we also draw on our extensive research on Latin American art, and above all that of New Spain, to address the impact that European engravings of episodes from Alexander’s life had on the art produced in this colonial territory. The opening chapter focuses on deciphering the visual prototype of Alexander as the first sovereign of the world, and we explore the rich universe of late mediaeval illuminated miniatures that illustrated literary accounts of his life, as well some of the first early modern images, above all from the reign of Emperor Charles V. After the introductory survey of these early representations of Alexander, the chapters that follow address specific themes and facets of his life and legend, accompanied by an iconographic analysis of a range of Alexandrian images from the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Alexandrian images linked to the visual representation of the literary topos of the Nine Worthies; early modern hieroglyphs compiled in collections of armorial devices and emblem books; images that recreate Alexander’s military campaigns in Asia and construct his image as king and conqueror; representations of his clemency, an indispensable virtue for a warrior monarch; images of life at Alexander’s court that recount some of the most controversial episodes of his life; depictions of the architectural triumphs built under Alexander’s patronage, and in particular his relationship to the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World; and melancholic images, imbued with the spirit of the Baroque, that allude to the account of Alexander’s visit to the tombs of the Trojan hero’s, as well as the tributes Roman emperors paid to the corpse of the King of Macedonia himself. Having undertaken this journey through the dense array of images of Alexander that were created almost two millennia after his death, the closing epilogue moves back in time to stage a re-encounter with the great conqueror through what is perhaps the best representation of him to have been bequeathed by antiquity, albeit one that remained unknown for many centuries, including during the Early Modern Period: the Pompeian mosaic of the battle of Issus.

Finally, in this lengthy introduction, we must address a key issue: it is important to keep in mind that the emulation of and passionate interest in Alexander evolved over the course of centuries and was based on the Macedonian’s historical deeds and, above all, the legend his life likewise gave rise to. As Francisco Javier Fernández Nieto stated,


the most important challenge that confronts the recovery of the human dimension of the figure of Alexander continues to be the identification of which elements of the tradition merit our confidence, while others are seemingly self-interested or tendentious, and likewise which are contradictory and which form an instrumental part of rhetorical discourse.27



In contrast to the exemplary figures of the Early Modern Age and many of those of the Middle Ages, those that lived in antiquity are known solely through fleeting and not always reliable sources. With regard to Alexander, this problem is all the more apparent: very few of the classical writers who recounted his life were his contemporaries, still less were they objective or rigorous. Many offer barely reliable accounts, while the works of others have been lost and are only known through copies or unreliable translations.28

The aforementioned and widely read Plutarch of Chaeronea lived four centuries after the King of Macedonia (I-II AD). It is true that Alexander’s life was recounted by a further four biographers from the classical world, but all but one lived much later: Diodorus Siculus, Quintus Curtius Rufus and Arrian.29 Diodorus Siculus, who was born in Sicily a century and a half after the death of Alexander, devoted various volumes of his Library of History to an account of the life of the Macedonian king; Quintus Curtius, who is the author of what is today an incomplete work written in Latin, History of Alexander – of its ten books two have been lost along with various sections of a further three, lived somewhat earlier than Plutarch (first century AD); Lucius Flavius Arrianus, hereafter Arrian, wrote the Anabasis of Alexander (second half of the second century AD), which is the latest of these sources.30

There were other contemporaneous chroniclers of Alexander – Ptolemy, Onesicritus, Nearchus, Cleitarchus, Aristobulus of Alexandria, etcetera – but their texts have been lost or else have been considered as barely credible, even in antiquity. It is for this reason that today a number of historians call into question the official account of the Macedonian king: because the reliable information we have about him is so limited. Some even consider that the widely accepted accounts of Quintus Curtius Rufus and Plutarch are also questionable.31

Another account that must be considered is that of Callisthenes of Olynthus,32 who stands out for having known the great conqueror in person; he went on to become both his opponent and victim – he was executed in 327. He was also either a nephew or grandson of Aristotle, as well as sophist and the official chronicler of the Asian campaign. However, his text was rewritten over the course of a succession of transcriptions and translations, whereby scarcely a few fragments of the original have reached us today.33 Then, there is the Deeds of Alexander ascribed to Pseudo-Callisthenes. It was composed during the Hellenic period and no later than 300 BC, but medieval tradition went on to attribute the text to the aforementioned Callisthenes. However, the Deeds of Alexander is a distinct text that contains historical and geographical errors. It was based on an unidentified Hellenic account of the Macedonian king’s life, as well as other sources of varying authenticity, and the known facts were embellished to achieve greater narrative effect. It went on to become one of the most important and widely circulated sources and went on to give rise to many of the imaginary legends and representations of Alexander the Great, such as his meeting with the Amazons, all of which had a special resonance in the Middle Ages thanks to the numerous texts known as the Alexander Romance.34

The most complete compilation of Alexandrian sources has been provided by Robin Lane Fox, in regard to which he provides the prescient reminder that the only original sources that shed light on the true Alexander are those of Callisthenes, Ptolemy, Aristobulus, Nearchus and Onesicritus – friends or servants of the Macedonian king – but we do not know these sources directly, only through citations and references made by historians who lived and wrote various centuries after the death of Alexander during the Roman Republic and Empire.35

Other renowned European historians, such as Pierre Briand, an expert on the Achaemenid empire, have dedicated studies to Alexander. Briand has written a number of books on the historical perception and ideological appropriation of Alexander’s deeds. In his most recent publications he has also addressed the origins of the development of the literary, non-iconographic image of Alexander, and his wide-ranging study discusses the successive transformations, circulation and integration of this “image” into different contexts during the Enlightenment; however, he overlooked the perception of Alexander by Iberian scholars and in the Mediterranean region more widely.36 Mention must also be made to the magnificent collection published by Brepols devoted to Alexander redivivus, which has dedicated a special focus to Alexander’s importance and reception in Late Antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Era.37 For example, in this collection Catherine Gaullier-Bougassas and her team of authors have rigorously addressed how Alexander is perceived in European literature and culture.38 Other researchers who have focused on the medieval literature devoted to Alexander include Corinne Jouanno,39 Agnieszka Fulinska and Davide Amendola.40

Likewise, Francisco Javier Gómez Espelosín has devoted his most recent book on Alexander to addressing precisely this historiographical issue, and lucidly sets out the difficulties faced when trying to uncover this charismatic, multifaceted and polemical figure: there are no Macedonian sources and the Greek sources are partial and biased; furthermore, the construction of a mythic biography of Alexander was initiated in his own lifetime; indeed Alexander encouraged it himself, whereby many of the anecdotes are invented, his life fictionalised, and his deeds reinterpreted in terms of later moral conventions.41

With regard to the representation of Alexander in artworks, the original portraits of him made by Leochares, Apelles, Lysippos and Pyrgoteles have been lost, whereby the images that have survived are copies of these, or copies of copies, or works by inferior or later artists, which deny any certain knowledge of Alexander’s real physiognomy. We have assumed that he was beardless, and had curly leonine hair styled with a fringe, and that his gaze was passionate, but the only certainty recalled by these artworks is his timeless youth and beauty, meanwhile the literary sources concur on his slight stature. The image we have of him today is derived from sculptures produced in the Hellenic or Roman era, such as the busts The dying Alexander (Galeria degli Uffizzi), Head of a statue of Alexander the Great (Acropolis Museum), Alexander as Helios (Musei Capitolini, Roma) (Figure 1.8), as well as similar sculptures conserved in other museums (Archaeological Museum of Pella, Musée du Louvre, British Museum, Glyptothek, Munich, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen, etcetera).42


[image: The exhibit showcases a portrait statue titled “Alexander as Helios,” portraying the man with shoulder-length hair.]
Figure 1.8 Anonymous, Alexander as Helios, Musei Capitolini, Rome.

His features are also found on coins minted long after his death by the diadochi and epigoni upon which the vague recollection of his physiognomy is contaminated by rhetoric.43 During the Renaissance and Baroque centuries there are abundant portraits of kings and statesmen in which they are represented as Alexander the Great: Alexander Farnese, by the brothers Otto and Gisbert van Veen (1587, Museo de Arte del Condado de Los Ángeles (LACMA)) (Figure 1.9); Christina Alexandra of Sweden, by G.F. Travani (c. 1665); Louis XIV, by Ganiere (c. 1648–1650, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna) (Figure 1.10); and Aleksander Sobieski, by J.E. Siemiginowski (c. 1690, Muzeum Narodowe, Warsaw) (Figure 1.11).


[image: The exhibit displays a framed painting featuring a portrait of a man accompanied by a brief description in text.]
Figure 1.9 Otto and Gijsbert van Veen, Alexander Farnese, 1587, Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA).


[image: The exhibit displays artwork depicting a woman in armor, wearing a feathered helmet, with a sword at her hip, and holding a rolled scroll.]
Figure 1.10 Ganiere, Louis XIV, c. 1648–1650, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.


[image: The painting shows Aleksander Sobieski holding a shield in one hand and a staff in the other.]
Figure 1.11 J.E. Siemiginowski, Aleksander Sobieski, c. 1690, Muzeum Pałacu Króla Jana III, Wilanów.

However, these assimilations were based less on any claim to, or search for physiognomic similitude, but rather the incorporation of supposedly Alexandrian iconographic elements, and in particular his helmet, armour and weapons.44

With this critical reflection on the doubtful reliability of the antique sources and images of Alexander we seek to underscore how Alexander is not solely a historical figure, but also a cultural myth that has grown and evolved over the course of time. The success of this myth in the Early Modern Period is inextricably linked to the legends and topoi that obscure and confuse the real person; as Wolfgang Will rightly stated the life of Alexander never came to an end as it has continued to be written up until today.45 However, for us, the legends and topoi that circulated in the Early Modern Period are nonetheless highly relevant as original sources, because without them it is not possible to understand the iconographic motifs of Alexander used during this period. And that is precisely the aim of this book, to analyse the diverse facets of Alexander’s image during the Renaissance era and on through the subsequent two centuries by drawing on the extensive corpus of early modern representations of Alexander which, despite being infused with Alexandrian “myths”, legends and history, offer unequivocal testimonies of how the image of the Macedonian king was understood in early modern Europe.

We bring together in this book a series of studies that have been published over recent years and which address the projection of Alexander in the Early Modern Age, in addition to a number of unpublished studies.46 Over the course of the pages that follow we address three centuries, from the evocation of the great conqueror in the works of Joanot Martorell and Erasmus of Rotterdam up until Napoleon ascended the imperial throne, when his feelings for the classical hero switched from admiration to distrust. Each projection of the image of Alexander from the Renaissance up until the present day is a product of culture, and undoubtedly the charisma Alexander displayed during his lifetime became greatly enhanced following his death. His legend triumphed over history during the Middle Ages and even antiquity. It is for this reason that to study representations of Alexander is above all a task of deciphering an archetype, a model or an exemplary prototype that was born to be emulated over centuries.

We like to express our thanks to Antonio Gozalbo, Teresa Sorolla, and Sara Huertas, and especially to Eva Calvo and Nathan Sola for their assistance with the preparation of this book. Likewise, we are especially grateful to the Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades del Gobierno de España, for having funded the Research, Development and Innovation project “Arte, realeza e iconografía heroica. La proyección mítica de la Monarquía Hispánica, siglos XVI-XIX” PGC2018-097059-B-100, which has supported the research undertaken for this book. Over the course of this book, we do not seek to provide fresh knowledge on Alexander the Great and his era, nor provide new data on one of the most relevant figures in the history of humanity. Instead, we decipher how he was assimilated and interpreted eighteen centuries after his death in the context of the culture of the Renaissance and Baroque courts, and on up until the age of revolutions when citizens came to substitute kings in the heroic pantheon.
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