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Preface to Paperback Edition

In the preface to my earlier biography of Alexander (see next page) I thanked many people, and I would like to express my gratitude once again to all of them.

I am especially indebted to Heather McCallum at Pearson, who first suggested a paperback version of this biography and then allowed me to revise the book and to add material. I am also grateful to her and to Pearson for contracting me to write a biography of Alexander’s relatively neglected father, Philip II, to appear in 2005.

Finally, I am delighted to be able to dedicate this book to my daughter Rosie. Like her brother, she burst into the world two days late, but about two months too late to be named in the hardback book.

Ian Worthington

University of Missouri-Columbia

May 2004


Preface to Hardback Edition

Of all the figures from antiquity Alexander the Great of Macedonia is arguably the best known, and the one who most excites the imagination. Reared on the heroic idealism of Homer, Alexander waged war as a Homeric hero and tried to live as one. He conquered territories on a superhuman scale. He extended the empire of Macedonia, created by his father, Philip II, from Greece in the west to Asia Minor, the Levant, Egypt and Central Asia to what the Greeks called India (Pakistan and Kashmir today) in the east. Some of his subjects even worshipped him while he was still alive. But Alexander was more than a conqueror. He was an intellectual, taught by Aristotle, who spread Greek culture in the areas through which he travelled.

Alexander was king for only 13 years (336–323 BC), and he was not quite 33 years old when he died. His achievements are even more astonishing given his short reign and his age. He was at the height of his power when he died in June 323, and he had already put into action his next major project, the invasion of Arabia. Only death stopped him.

Yet, every coin has two sides. Alexander combined ruthlessness with heroism to a degree that today would cause concern. He fought battles that showed his genius as a general, and he was prepared to sacrifice his own men as well as himself, but not always for the greater good. As his reign continued, he thought himself a god on earth, the son of Zeus. His belief did not sit well with his men, but disagreement was often fatal. He engineered the executions or murders of even his close friends and generals whom he suspected of conspiring against him or who simply criticised him. Copious drinking fuelled his violent outbursts when reason gave way to emotion. Those at his court lived in an atmosphere of fear. When he died, the Macedonian empire died with him. His generals carved it up, and for several decades after his death they and their families battled for supremacy. The Macedonian throne became no more than a pawn in their power struggles.

It is easy to see why Alexander was called ‘Great’ by posterity, given his phenomenal military successes. He was the type of man of whom legends are made, and therein lies the problem. Much of Alexander’s image today is the product of later generations, and one of the thorniest problems is separating the historical Alexander from the legendary. I deal with this problem in Chapter 1.

Alexander was not just a general, though. He was a king, and a Macedonian king was a warrior king, a general, a leader, a diplomat and a statesman. The bulk of the book is a narrative of Alexander’s reign that treats him as the ‘package’ that is a king. In the process a different Alexander from the one of legend arises. Worsening relations between Alexander and his father made him desperate to outstrip Philip at all costs. Military conquest was not enough, but deification was a different matter. As Alexander’s reign progressed, he came to believe that he was a god on earth. My approach to Alexander is that his pretension to personal divinity is the key to the motives and actions of his reign.

This book is a serious and authoritative one that is accessible also to a non-specialist readership. My publisher does not want notes that are monographic in style or go into detailed discussion and points of interpretation. Hence, my notes are deliberately kept to a minimum, and are meant to provide references to ancient sources, and where necessary to specific further reading. When I quote a source my preference is to give a contemporary account rather than a later one (see Chapter 1). The bibliographic essay at the rear of the book discusses the ancient sources and some of the important modern works on Alexander. There are many biographies of Alexander, and I hope that mine is less pompous in style than some, and less dry than others. By far the best in terms of attention to detail, discussion and citation of ancient sources and modern scholars’ works is A.B. Bosworth, Conquest and Empire. The Reign of Alexander the Great (Cambridge, 1988). My reliance on Bosworth’s writings will be obvious.

Having said all that, my book is also meant to contribute to Alexander scholarship. Where there is room to expand or discuss a particular problem or controversy in a new light I have done so. Not everyone will agree with what I say, or with my Alexander, and there are bound to be many who will take comfort in disputing the content of nearly every page. However, let me say at the outset that I intend to be provocative and to challenge traditional approaches to Alexander, for that is the only way to do a figure such as him justice.

All dates are BC except where indicated.

I have many people to thank. First, Heather McCallum at Pearson, who invited me to write this book. I have been working on Alexander and on fourth-century Greek history for many years, but I never thought of writing a biography of Alexander until she asked me. She is the editor par excellence: always willing to act as a sounding board, diplomatic in her comments, supportive and only cruel to be kind in order to ensure the timely delivery of the manuscript.

Second, Melanie Carter and Helen Marsden at Pearson, and Penelope Allport of Penelope Allport Editorial Services, for their amazing patience and hard work.

Third, a group of colleagues from my own department whom I am happy to call friends for their company on our regular Friday evening get-togethers, and for putting up with my talk about Alexander.

Fourth, the students I have taught over the years, especially the ones at Missouri who were inflicted with more Alexander than usual as I worked on this book.

Fifth, the scholars and friends who, over many years, have put up with me, talked Alexander with me and from whom I have learnt so much: Ernst Badian, Liz Baynham, the late Peter Bicknell, Brian Bosworth, Craig Cooper, Bob Dise, Jack Ellis, Ernst Fredricksmeyer, the late Nicholas Hammond, Phillip Harding, Waldemar Heckel, Mark Golden, Stanley Ireland, Robin Lane Fox, Marianne McDonald, Bob Milns, Peter Rhodes, Joseph Roisman, Tim Ryder (who introduced me formally to Alexander when I was an undergraduate at the University of Hull), Richard Stoneman, Carol Thomas, Peter Toohey and Pat Wheatley.

Last, but by no means least, my wife Tracy and son Oliver. When I finished the book there was the loudest sigh of relief I have ever heard from them that I could return to being a father and to doing household chores. The final six weeks or so as I worked on the book were especially intensive, and they had to endure my constant disappearances into my office and my whingeing. They bore all of it with goodwill (most of the time), and for their support, I am, as ever, more grateful than mere words can say.

Ian Worthington

University of Missouri-Columbia

September 2003
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Alexander's Reign: The Main Events

	
336
	
Assassination of Philip II; Alexander succeeds to the throne of Macedonia as Alexander III; revolt of the Greeks ended by Alexander

	
335
	
Alexander campaigns in the north; revolt of Thebes, razed to the ground by Alexander

	
334
	
Alexander invades Asia; Battle of the Granicus River

	
333
	
Alexander conquers coastal Asia Minor; goes to Gordium; Battle of Issus

	
332
	
Sieges of Tyre and Gaza; conquest of the Levant; Alexander enters Egypt, which surrenders to him

	
331
	
Alexander founds Alexandria and visits the oracle of Zeus Ammon at Siwah; Agis III of Sparta’s war against Macedonia begins in Greece; Battle of Gaugamela

	
330
	
Alexander burns Persepolis; death of Darius III; executions of Philotas and Parmenion; defeat of Agis III by Antipater

	
329
	
Crossing of the Hindu Kush; capture of Bessus; revolt of Bactria and Sogdiana starts

	
328
	
Alexander in Bactria and Sogdiana; the murder of Cleitus

	
327
	
End of the Bactrian campaign; the attempt to introduce proskynesis at Bactra; the Pages’ Conspiracy; Alexander marries Roxane; Alexander marches to India

	
326
	
Alexander’s army crosses the Indus; Battle of the Hydaspes River; the mutiny at the Hyphasis River; start of voyage down the Indus

	
325
	
Alexander campaigns against the Malli; end of voyage down the Indus; the march through the Gedrosian Desert; voyage of Nearchus

	
324
	
Mass marriage at Susa; the issuing of the Exiles Decree; the mutiny at Opis; the banquet of reconciliation; death of Hephaestion at Ecbatana

	
323
	
Alexander goes to Babylon; debate in Greece over Alexander’s divinity; 10 June: death of Alexander the Great; Lamian War in Greece (ends 322); start of the wars of Alexander’s successors (end 301)



[image: ]Map 1 Macedonia and Greece Redrawn from Stoneman, R. (1997) Alexander the Great, published and reprinted by permission of Routledge.
[image: ][image: ]Map. 2 Alexander's empire Redrawn from Bosworth, A.B. (1988) Conquest and Empire: The Reign of Alexander the Great (pub Cambridge University Press), Map 1. © Cambridge University Press 1988, reproduced with permission.



Chapter One Introduction: Uncovering the Legend

DOI: 10.4324/9781315834962-1

‘“How can a man become a god?” was a question that Alexander once put to several Indian philosophers. They answered, “By doing something a man cannot do.”’1


Alexander III of Macedonia became king in 336 at the age of 20. What he did for posterity to call him ‘Great’ seems clear enough. By the time he died in 323 in his 33rd year, he had expanded the Macedonian empire from Greece in the west to India in the east. He conquered native peoples on an astonishing scale and in great battles and sieges. He brought down the Persian empire and subdued Egypt, promoted Greek education and culture in his new empire, and was even worshipped as a god by some of his subjects. He took scientists with him who recorded all sorts of information about the areas through which he marched, from flora and fauna to climate. He opened up a world that was much larger than Greece or even the entire Mediterranean. In the process, he introduced to the Greeks a sense of belonging to that larger world, and during the Hellenistic period that followed his death they took to that legacy eagerly. Moreover, he died young, at the height of his power, but he had not planned to return home after his conquests in Asia. When he died his next venture, the invasion of Arabia, was already in motion. His plan to conquer the western Mediterranean after Arabia was already hatched. Only death stopped him.

Alexander is arguably the most famous and most controversial figure from antiquity. Although other kings and generals won many battles and forged many empires, Alexander produced an empire that was, albeit briefly, without parallel. He was a legend in his own lifetime, and he remains one today. Appearance, though, is not always reality. Therein lies the problem: trying to separate the real or historical Alexander from the legendary.

Was he really the great general, whose genius lay on the battlefield? Was he the philosophical idealist, who integrated foreigners into his administration and army, seemingly as a way of uniting mankind? Was he really the bringer of Greek civilisation to so-called barbarian lands? Was he really a dashing, heroic king who ruled a great empire that led to the physical and cultural formation of the Hellenistic kingdoms? Or was he a paranoid, alcoholic megalomaniac who thought he was a god, was guilty of murder and genocide, who today would be tried for crimes against humanity, and who destroyed the Macedonian empire? Should he still be called Alexander the Great or, as the modern Persians call him, Alexander the Accursed?

Much of the Alexander that we admire, that we think is great, is the product of later writers and societies that attributed deeds, motives and feelings to him that were unhistorical. Here we reach the core problem with Alexander: the nature of our source material. All of Alexander’s most infamous actions added together are less controversial than the problems associated with the sources for him.

I deal with the following in more detail in the Bibliographic Essay at the end of this book.

It would be natural to suppose that with a figure like Alexander we would have a vast array of source material from his reign, and so have no problem in putting together a picture of it. Not so. It is not until centuries after his death that we start to get a connected narrative of the reign. The most important of these later sources are Diodorus Siculus (first century BC), Quintus Curtius Rufus (first century AD), Arrian (second century AD), Justin, who epitomised an earlier work (third century AD) and Plutarch’s biography of Alexander (second century AD). These are the ‘big five’.

We also have information on aspects of Alexander’s reign, though not in any connected narrative, in other sources. The most important are Strabo (first century BC) and Athenaeus (second/early third century AD). Athenaeus’s work was set at a banquet at which guests discussed various intellectual and artistic matters. Accordingly he is less interested in facts and more in anecdotes about people and places.

In a collection called the Moralia, which encompasses a vast expanse of topics, by Plutarch, we have numerous references to Alexander. In particular there is a treatise called On The Fortune or The Virtue of Alexander. It has had an undue influence on the historical Alexander (see below).

Accounts of the reign were written in Alexander’s time and in the generation or so after him, but they have not survived in their entirety. We know of around two dozen authors, including Callisthenes of Olynthus (the court historian), Alexander’s general Ptolemy, and Nearchus of Crete, who sailed the Indian Ocean. To these we can add other contemporary sources, such as the Ephemerides, the Royal Diaries, supposedly a daily journal of the king’s activities. This probably did not cover the entire length of the reign but just the last few days since it recorded mostly Alexander’s drinking habits and how he died. However, what remains of all these early works (the ‘fragments’) is quoted only in the much later narrative histories.

Since we do not have the contemporary works in full, the problem starts to be obvious. Did each one deal with the reign in full or concentrate on only aspects of it, and how accurate are they? For example, the authenticity of the Ephemerides is suspect. It was probably written by the royal secretary, Eumenes of Cardia, after Alexander died. How much importance can we therefore attach to it? Another example: How can we be sure that Ptolemy, who was an eyewitness to Alexander’s actions, does not get something wrong or (even more likely) slant his account in his own favour? He probably wrote his account shortly after he seized Egypt in 323, and elevating himself and his achievements during Alexander’s campaigns would have given him more of an edge in the wars of the successors that broke out on Alexander’s death. Another source, Aristobulus, tended to overlook the downsides of Alexander’s reign and focus on portraying the king in as flattering a light as possible. These earlier sources’ shortcomings are vividly summed up in the Preface to Arrian’s narrative: ‘Different authors have given different accounts of Alexander’s actions, and there is no one about whom more have written, or more at variance with each other.’

Then we encounter the problem of the later narrative sources (the ‘big five’), which must have been affected by the differences among the contemporary writers. We know, for example, that Nearchus’s account of his voyage along the Makran Coast was used extensively by Arrian. Two other major sources that Arrian used were Ptolemy and Aristobulus, and mention of their shortcomings has already been made.

Cleitarchus was the principal source for Diodorus, Curtius and Plutarch, and often what is detailed in Curtius (such as matters of geography and topography) can be found in shorter form in Diodorus. Plutarch was not a historian but a biographer. He was more interested in Alexander as a person and in his system of values and beliefs than in historical accuracy, and although he refers to 24 earlier writers in his biography of Alexander, many have shortcomings. Hence, we may ask similar questions of all these later sources: How accurately did they reconcile conflicting earlier information? How and why did they decide that one account was to be preferred over another? To what extent did they impose their own moral judgements and backgrounds on their subject matter? These questions we cannot always answer.

The later legends and stories about Alexander affect the historical king. His larger than life persona lent itself to manipulation and embellishment in his own time and throughout the ages. In the third century, the Alexander Romance was begun. This is a stirring account of Alexander’s reign that is mostly fictitious. It was rewritten and added to many times over the centuries, and had a massive influence on many cultures. For example, in Hebrew literature, Alexander was a preacher and prophet, and in Persian literature he is Sikandar, sent to punish the impure peoples. Since the Alexander Romance was expanded over the years, deeds were attributed to Alexander that are unhistorical. The stories attached to Alexander became fodder for the illuminated manuscripts of the mediaeval period. For example, there is Alexander’s voyage to the bottom of the sea in a glass bathysphere along with a cock, a cat and a dog, in a version copied in Flanders in 1340 (see Plate 1).
[image: ]Plate 1 Alexander the Great being lowered to the sea-bed in a glass cage where the fish crowd round him and pay homage. From ‘L'Histoire du Noble et Valliant Roy Alixandre le Grant', French, 1506, Bibliotheque Royale de Belgique, Brussels, Belgium / Bridgeman Art Library.
In the dark depths of the ocean, the cock’s crowing would tell Alexander when it was morning, the pure breath of the cat would provide clean air, and if he got into difficulties he could kill the dog and float to the surface. These sorts of stories and images, like Alexander’s encounter with the tribe of headless men, we can dismiss, but what about all of them?

In the second century AD, we have a treatise supposedly by Plutarch called On The Fortune or The Virtue of Alexander. Influenced by his own intellectual and political background, Alexander is depicted in this work as an action man and a philosopher-king, whose mission was to impose Greek civilisation on the ‘barbarian’ Persians. The work is rhetorical, but that aspect of it came to be disregarded as time continued. Late antiquity and the mediaeval era welcomed the warrior-king who combined military success with wisdom and unification. In the Middle Ages’ world of chivalry, warriors and great battles, the historical Alexander faded faster into the invincible general. Artists over the centuries kept his military side, but at the same time he became a symbol for piety, for virtue, for excellence, for unity. It is no accident that his bust is on the modern Greek 100 drachma coin.

The ancient sources portray a variety of Alexanders for a number of reasons. So also do modern scholars, who are equally affected by the source problem, and especially by their own political and cultural backgrounds.

For example, Alexander was a unifier of the world with divine sanction (Droysen, in 1877), an immoral imperialist out to found a new World Order akin to the Nazis (Schachermeyr, in 1949), a ruthless imperialist who found out that absolute power was lonely (Badian, in 1958), a philosophical idealist, who strove to establish a brotherhood of man (Tarn, in 1948), a Homeric hero type (Lane Fox, in 1973), a successful king for the most part, but who had many downsides (Bosworth, in 1988) and, simply, a genius (Hammond, in (1997).

The problem of separating the legendary Alexander from the historical affects our evaluation and appreciation of him. In this book I present my Alexander. He was a genius when it came to strategy and tactics. He was a fierce and unrelenting fighter, an inspiration so often to his men, a conqueror of enormous territories and an intellectual. However, he was not just a general. He was a king, a statesman, a political leader. Everything was concentrated into his hands, and so he needs to be treated as this ‘package’. He was also a man who had his demons. He had many influences playing on him, from his ethnic background, to his mother’s complaints about his father, to his father himself. His motives for what he did in his reign show its downside, and his downside as a person.

The bulk of my book is a factual, narrative account of Alexander’s reign and his exploits, in which I have followed the accounts of ancient authors that today are accepted as generally reliable. Where there is room to expand or discuss a particular problem or controversy within the narrative in a new light I have done so. Two thematic chapters follow. I believe that worsening relations between Alexander and his father, Philip II, made him desperate to outstrip Philip. Deification afforded him the means to do this.

However, as his reign progressed, he came to believe that he was a god on earth. How his belief affected him and his reign is examined in Chapter 14. I consider Alexander the ‘package’, his positives and negatives, in Chapter 15. As reason gave way to delusion, his paranoia, murders and belief that he was a god on earth would prove disastrous for himself, his throne, his empire and everything that Philip II had worked to build. Given this downside, should we still call him Great? The final chapter (16) is a general conclusion.

As I said in my Preface, not everyone will agree with my approach and what I say. My aim is to be provocative, to challenge some of the traditional approaches to Alexander, and in so doing to present a less ‘heroic’ (in the modern sense) Alexander than is the norm.


 Note 

In the following chapters, I have decided to quote from the surviving fragments of the otherwise lost, contemporary sources rather than the later, narrative ones. I realise that my approach has its limitations, given the fragmentary nature of the evidence. However, I want to show what ancient writers in and around the time of Alexander actually said, for it is truly from them that Alexander comes alive. For a full narrative of the reign it is essential to read the ‘big five’.

All of the contemporary sources (over 400 of them) are collected together in a volume of a multi-volume work by F. Jacoby, Die Fragmente der grieschischen Historiker (The Fragments of the Greek Historians), commonly abbreviated as FGrH. This has a Greek text of the fragments with a commentary in German on them. The fragments of the Alexander historians are in Volume IIB, nos 117–53 (Berlin, 1927) and the German commentary on them is in IID (Berlin, 1927), pp. 403–542. A few extra of dubious worth are in Volume IIIB, nos 742–3 (Berlin, 1930). The Alexander historians are translated in C.A. Robinson, The History of Alexander the Great 1 (Providence RI, 1953), and about a third are reprinted in my Alexander the Great: A Reader (London and New York, 2003; repr. 2004).

In Jacoby, each ancient author has his own number (thus, Onesicritus is Number 134), and each fragment of that author is numbered from one. My notes give the references to the sources as in Jacoby followed by the later writer who quotes them for readers who wish to follow them up. Thus, for example, a reference in a note to ‘Onesicritus, FGrH 134 F 38 = Plutarch, Alexander 8.2’ would be to the Onesicritus, whose number in Jacoby’s FGrH is 134, and to Fragment Number 38 of Onesicritus’s works. What Onesicritus says there is quoted by Plutarch in his biography of Alexander at Chapter 8, Section 2.

See the Bibliographic Essay for details of the other ancient sources who are cited in the notes.



Chapter Two Alexander's Inheritance

DOI: 10.4324/9781315834962-2

Alexander’s homeland, and especially his father as a man and his exploits as a king, influenced him to a far greater degree than is often seen.1 These need to be set in context at the outset in any attempt to understand Alexander as king and why he did what he did with his father’s brilliant legacy.

Macedonia, Alexander’s home state, was situated north of Mount Olympus (see Plate 2), the home of the gods, which served as the frontier in antiquity between it and the Greeks to the south.
[image: ]Plate 2 Mount Olympus. Whole massif. AAA Collection Ltd.
As well as a geographical line of division between those who lived south of Mount Olympus and those who lived to its north, there was an apparent racial one. The Greeks to the south called the Macedonians ‘barbarians’, a word that was used as late as the last quarter of the fourth century. This does not mean that the Macedonians were uncivilised in our definition of the word, but that the Greeks did not see them as Greek. The word ‘barbarian’ comes from bar-bar, the noise of a sheep. That was how anyone who did not speak Greek sounded to the Greeks, hence such people were not Greek.

But were the Macedonians really not Greek, and if so, what were they? The ethnicity issue has been much discussed.2 There is still no consensus, and there probably never will be. The Greeks south of Mount Olympus did not think the Macedonians were Greek, but then they were their enemies so perhaps their attitude does not mean much. What are perhaps the most telling indicators are things like the proper name for the Macedonians, which was ‘Makedones’ or ‘highlanders’. The name is Greek. Moreover, the gods whom the Makedones worshipped, the names of their months, the names of the people and the names of their towns were all Greek. Royal (and perhaps wealthy noble) Macedonians participated in the Olympic Games. For that, a competitor had to be Greek.

It would seem that the case is closed. However, this last argument (participation at the Olympic Games) is tenuous. It is anchored on the tradition that at some time a new dynasty of the Macedonian royal house came from Argos in Greece, the Temenids. The first king was Perdiccas, and because of this link Alexander I competed at Olympia some time before his death in 452. He was allowed to run in the foot race.3 Even if we discount the Olympic Games argument, there is still more than enough evidence and reasoned theory to suggest that the Macedonians were racially Greek. They spoke Greek; after all, Euripides wrote in Greek, and Socrates spoke it, and it was pointless for Archelaus to invite both men if no one, or only the educated nobility, would understand them (see below). Moreover, according to the Athenian orator Aeschines (3.72), Macedonian ambassadors appeared before the Athenian Assembly, attended by all male citizens over the age of 18, without the need of interpreters.

We know that the people also had a local, Macedonian dialect. Alexander spoke it, one time, when he murdered Cleitus (see Chapter 10), and he referred to it in the trial of Philotas (see Chapter 9). This dialect is hardly a surprise, and was probably generated by the numerous tribes living on Macedonia’s border who were in contact with the people. That had to have an influence on language, and Macedonian may even have had in it a number of loan words from those living on the borders. That would have made the Macedonian dialect hard to understand to those Greeks to the south of Mount Olympus, and hence they simply looked down their noses at their counterparts to its north.

To avoid confusion in this book, when I refer to ‘Greeks’ I mean the people who lived south of Mount Olympus, and when I refer to ‘Macedonians’ I mean those living to its north. I do not mean to suggest any difference from this designation other than the geographical one.

Unlike Greece, Macedonia was ruled by a monarchy and was rich in natural resources, such as silver, gold, copper and iron, and especially timber, but these were not fully exploited until Alexander’s father, Philip II, became king.4 The Macedonians preferred to barter than use coinage. They worked the lands themselves or were pastoralists rather than making use of slave labour, as was the case south of Mount Olympus. Their practices were viewed contemptuously by their southern counterparts, who also thought those who lived under a monarchy were too stupid to govern themselves. This attitude had to have influenced both Philip and Alexander.

Before Philip Macedonia was split into two parts, Upper and Lower. Upper Macedonia was separated from Lower Macedonia by the Pindus mountain range. It was divided into a series of cantons in which lived a number of tribes ruled by their own kings. Some of these the Macedonian kings had fought and to some extent conquered, but mostly they were independent of the king at Pella. Most prominent were the peoples of Paeonia (around Skopje) in the north and Lyncestis to the west. Those living in Upper Macedonia practised transhumance, moving their flocks of sheep, goats and cattle to different pastures for food. Lower Macedonia, by contrast, had very fertile soil, and the people grew grain and vegetables. Its warmer climate also allowed those in the upper region to move their flocks south during the harsh winters.

The topography of Macedonia was rugged, making travel and communication difficult. The royal capital (originally at Aegae, then after 399 at Pella) was situated in Lower Macedonia, but the independence of the tribes of Upper Macedonia led to tension and even warfare. To make matters worse, the Macedonian throne was subject to dynastic upheaval on the death of virtually every king.

Macedonia was prone to foraging invasions from neighbouring tribes to the north such as the Illyrians, as well as from incursions by the Greeks south of Mount Olympus. To the east, there were guarded relations with the kings of Thrace, the Greek cities of the Chalcidice region, and, to Macedonia’s west, the kingdom of Epirus. The Macedonian army was largely a conscript one of citizen farmers, who had little formal training. For the most part the army fought for survival against invading foes, not for expansion. Thus, for much of its earlier history Macedonia was weak, economically backward and lacked unity.

In 413 Archelaus became king, and set out to promote the power of the monarchy over both regions. He did so by introducing economic and military reforms, and moving the capital from Aegae (modern Vergina) to Pella (a little over an hour’s drive west of the modern city of Thessaloniki) in 399. The new capital was to be a cultural one too as part of Archelaus’s wish to elevate Macedonia in the eyes of the Greeks. The tragic playwright Euripides was invited there, and wrote the Bacchae and Archelaus (which is lost) during his stay. Socrates too was invited, but chose to stay in Athens. Philip would extend the size of Pella (see Plate 3), and state patronage of artists and writers increased during his and Alexander’s reigns.
[image: ]Plate 3 Cobbled floor and ruins at Pella. © John Heseltine/CORBIS
Art and artwork were exquisite and of the highest standard. Archelaus’s palace was decorated with frescoes by Zeuxis from Italy, the leading fresco painter of his day. He established a School whose designs influenced painters in the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Silver drinking vessels and containers have been found all over Macedonia, along with gold artefacts and jewellery. Bronze and iron arms and armour are of the highest calibre, and in Philip’s tomb (see below) were found miniature ivory heads that the Greeks could not even make. The magnificent mosaics from the early Hellenistic period that were discovered at Pella are also testimony to the quality of the Macedonian artists (see Chapter 3). There is no question that the Macedonians were genuine lovers of art in all of its forms.

Archelaus’s good work was undone in the reign of Amyntas III (393–369), thanks to serious threats from the Illyrians, the Chalcidian League and the Athenians. The same is true of his two sons, Alexander II (369–368) and Perdiccas III (365–360).5 When Perdiccas and 4,000 Macedonian soldiers died in battle against the Illyrians in 360, the heir to the throne, Amyntas, was only a minor. Then, like vultures hovering over a corpse, some of the northern tribes, the Thracians and the Athenians, prepared to invade.

The vultures were chased away by the new king, Philip II (see Plate 4). Given the desperate situation facing Macedonia, it was decided to bypass the legitimate heir, Amyntas, because of his age, and elect his uncle as king. The people could not have made a better choice, as history would prove.
[image: ]Plate 4 Gold medallion with the head of Philip II of Macedonia c. 4BC. Akg-images.
In 360 when he became king, Philip faced a grim situation.6 The neighbouring tribes of the Illyrians and the Paeonians were preparing to invade. The King of Thrace was supporting a pretender, Pausanias, to the throne. Finally, the Athenians also were backing a pretender, Argaeus, who had landed at Methone on the Thermaic Gulf with 3,000 men. The Athenians had created a League in 378, and by 360 it had become a powerful empire with the strongest fleet in the Aegean. Philip would have to act fast.

Although the details are unknown, he must have concluded a treaty with the Illyrians, for he married an Illyrian wife, Audata (the first of seven wives), and Illyria stayed clear of Macedonia. He ended the threats from the Paeonians and the Thracians simply by buying them off. To counter the Athenian threat he offered to withdraw the Macedonian garrison from Amphipolis. This was an Athenian colony, taken by Sparta in 424, which the Athenians were desperate to recover. Sparta had abandoned it in 421, but Amphipolis had refused to rejoin Athens’s empire. Now, the Athenians believed that Philip’s move meant that he was returning their colony to them, and so they withdrew their support of Argaeus. He attempted to seize the throne by himself, but the Macedonian king defeated him.

Within a year, Philip had countered the very real threats to Macedonia. He did so by a diplomacy that included deceit, bribery and political marriage, and speed, a pattern that characterised the rest of his reign.7 It was time to turn to other things, the consolidation of his power and border security.

A Macedonian king wielded immense power in the state.8 He was one half of the Macedonian government and perhaps even enjoyed semi-divine power. His person was protected at all times, and to ensure this he was always accompanied by a royal bodyguard of seven trusted men. Among his duties were conducting domestic and foreign policy, making wars, performing state sacrifices, leading processions, organising festivals and acting as final judge in cases of appeal. He was the commander of the army, and expected to lead it in battle.

The king had an advisory council of Companions, but he did not have to follow its counsel. Nor was he bound to follow the decisions of the other half of the government, the Assembly. This was composed of male Macedonian citizens, predominantly the soldiers. Although there is some controversy as to what the Assembly’s powers were, it seems to have met to discuss policy and to hear the king on matters of importance. It also acclaimed a new king and may even have had the power to judge treason cases (although the king’s presence probably ensured a vote his way). It was convened by the king or, if he was overseas or a minor, by his representative. The Assembly had bypassed Amyntas in favour of acclaiming Philip in 360. Clearly, it was a powerful organ, but it was the king who had the final say in all matters. Alexander would avail himself of this prerogative all the time, even when it came to committing murder.

However, the king was not king of all Macedonia because of the division between the Upper and Lower regions. The tribes of Upper Macedonia had their own kings, and cared little about the king in Pella. This nominal allegiance at the best of times was always a weakness in regal power and in state unity, as Philip recognised. Once he was undisputed king, he set out to establish unity in his state, a centralised monarchy and a feeling of nationalistic pride.

He achieved this by creating and exploiting a new army, establishing a dynasty, stimulating the economy, and forging an empire that was the most powerful in the Greek world on his death. Not only had it conquered Greece, but also it was set to invade Asia. He did all of this in a little over two decades. His legacy was brilliant, and it enabled Alexander to have the successes he did, especially in the military field.

It was to the army that Philip turned first.9 The peasant levies were untrained and poorly equipped, and could not effectively repel invasions by outside powers. It was also necessary to increase manpower as 4,000 men had died with Perdiccas in battle against the Illyrians in 360, probably forcing the king to hire mercenaries when he first came to power. Philip intended to create a new and larger army and, more significantly, one that was not merely defensive but offensive. He was spectacularly successful. When first he became king, the army numbered about 10,000 infantry and 600 cavalry; in 334, as Alexander prepared to invade Persia, the Macedonian contingent in his army was 12,000 infantry and 1,800 cavalry. He also left behind with Antipater 12,000 infantry and about 1,500 cavalry in Greece.

In his early teens (from about 13 to 15), Philip had been a hostage in Thebes, the principal city of Boeotia. The Thebans had defeated his brother Alexander II, and part of their terms was the surrender of a hostage. They were also at that time masters of Greece thanks to their brilliant generals Pelopidas and Epaminondas. Philip experienced at first hand what military prowess can do for a state no matter its size and the power of its opponents.10 This clearly encouraged his dream of establishing a Macedonian empire. He also learned much about military strategy from Epaminondas, and had also witnessed reforms to the infantry that would lead to spectacular Theban successes. When he became king, he put what he had learnt into practice, concentrating on tactics, speed and new weaponry.

First, he decided to introduce tactics that were radically different from standard Greek practice. He switched the main attacking arm of the army from the infantry to the cavalry. Thus, contrary to Greek military practice, the infantry now supported the cavalry. Philip would also feign a retreat in battle so that the enemy would come after him in some disarray. He would then wheel for a counterattack before the enemy realised it had been deceived. This strategy outfoxed the Greeks at the Battle of Chaeronea in 338.

At the heart of the Macedonian army were the massed infantry unit, or phalanx, and the cavalry, with its superb horses from Thessaly. Philip divided the cavalry, called the Companions, into territorial squadrons, (ilai). One contingent was called the Royal Companions, which fought next to the king in battle, and would time and again prove itself when Alexander was in Asia. The regular training programme was so arduous that the Macedonian cavalry became a formidable and feared force.

The infantry was also organised in territorial regiments (taxeis). Each man now carried a deadly new weapon, the sarissa. This was a 16-foot pike with a pointed iron head, and required both hands to hold and to use it. When marching, the men carried these weapons in an upright position, but when charging the first five ranks of the phalanx lowered their sarissas to a horizontal position (pointing forwards). Even if Greek hoplite soldiers did manage to kill Macedonian soldiers in the first line, they were likely to be impaled by the sarissas of the other lines. That probably explains why each infantryman carried a small shield slung over his shoulder and apparently did not wear a breastplate. He needed both hands to wield his sarissa and the phalanx line with its massed sarissas afforded him sufficient protection from the enemy.

Philip’s men must have been very fit and strong to wield such armaments and fight as they did. They must also have gone through repeated drilling in order to ensure that they could march and run as and when needed with the long, heavy sarissa at the ready. Moreover, Philip varied the phalanx infantry formation to meet particular situations. It ranged from eight (which seems to have been the usual number) to 32 ranks, and training must have been intensely rigorous so that the men could operate with ease at different depths.

The phalanx, with its massive array of deadly weapons protruding in front of the soldiers, must have been a terrifying sight to see (Fig. 1).
[image: ]Figure 1 A Macedonian phalanx formation carrying sarissas. From N.G.L. Hammond, The Genius of Alexander the Great (1997), p. 14
Philip also incorporated specialist and other troops into his army, mostly from subjugated peoples (who became his allies). These included the Asthetairoi, who were infantry units perhaps from Upper Macedonia, and the specialist javelin throwers of the Agrianians, who lived at the head of the Strymon River (west and south-west of Sofia). Thracian cavalry and javelin men became part of the army later in his reign.

In place of the conscript army of poorly trained peasants Philip created full-time regular soldiers, who would also receive regular pay (for the first time). He trained his men to carry their own arms, equipment and food, and he forbade wagons and women to accompany the army. This self-sufficiency meant that his men could march quickly and easily, especially through narrow mountain passes and over rugged terrain. The oxen or mules that normally pulled the wagons could stay in Macedonia and work the land, contributing to economic prosperity.

For most of his campaigning Philip did not use his entire army but mixed up infantry and cavalry and made sallies rather than large-scale invasions. As expected of a Macedonian warrior king, he led the attack and was always in the thick of fighting to set the right example to his men. Alexander would do likewise, often at his own peril.

Philip kept the army constantly on campaign because through challenge and victory would come unity and pride. That is what happened. The king was able to unite Lower and Upper Macedonia and to centralise the monarchy. Through the extension of Macedonia’s power in the Greek world an empire was created. At the heart of everything was the army. Philip never forgot this, nor did Alexander – at first. As his reign progressed and he lost touch with the rank and file, Alexander would find out how powerful the army was, to his detriment.

Within a year or so of Philip’s coming to the throne his new army was ready for battle. It was now time to protect his borders, and he turned first to the northern and eastern. His earlier deals with the Illyrians and Paeonians had bought him the time he needed. Now, in spring 358, he invaded their lands and defeated them. The Illyrians lost 7,000 men in a massive battle. An Upper Macedonia freed from Illyrian influence, and a second marriage alliance, this time to the Illyrian princess Phila, consolidated Macedonian influence in Illyria. Upper and Lower Macedonia were then united as never before.

Philip now set his sights on his southern border, which brought him into contact with Thessaly. This was one of the few fertile areas in Greece and was famous for its fine horses, which he would use for his cavalry. Still in the same year, Philip made a pact with Larissa (the principal city of the Thessalian League) which was then involved in a dispute with another Thessalian town, Pherae. The pact was cemented by his marriage to a Larissan woman called Philinna. His moves in Thessaly meant that he had not merely secured his southern border but also extended it into Greece.

The following year Philip concluded an alliance with Arybbas, king of Epirus, to Macedonia’s west. Again, there was a marriage, this time to the king’s niece, Olympias – Alexander’s mother. The two had apparently met, some years before, when at the Sanctuary of the Great Gods (Cabiri) of Samothrace during a religious festival.

Thus, in 357 Philip’s northern, western, eastern and southern borders were now secure (for the present), his position as king was unchallenged and his army had more than proved itself.

He also had four wives by now, for he was polygamous and did not divorce one wife to marry another. Philip would marry seven times during his reign and, apart from the seventh, all the marriages were political. We know very little about Philip’s wives, apart from Olympias.11 She was the mother of the heir to the throne, who was born in 356. For that reason she may have enjoyed a more privileged position at the court. The others seem to have stayed in the royal palace and performed their wifely duties, which included cooking and keeping house. Olympias was certainly the most outspoken of the wives, and the one who meddled the most in political affairs. She seems to have practised a mystery religion that involved snake handling. This may have been the basis of the later story that a snake had impregnated her with Alexander (see Chapter 3).

When Philip first came to power he had bought off the Athenian threat by promising to withdraw the Macedonian garrison from Amphipolis. Now, in 357, the Athenians discovered how well he combined deceit with diplomacy because, despite their protests, he kept Amphipolis. They declared war on him, a reaction Philip must have known they would make. The scene was thus set for his involvement in affairs in Greece.

The following years saw the power of the Greeks diminish as Philip steadily pushed into central and then southern Greece. The war with Athens did not involve any lengthy campaigns or hard-fought battles because most of the states of central Greece and then Macedonia became embroiled in a Sacred War that broke out in 355 and lasted until 346. It was waged against the small state of Phocis by the Amphictyonic League, an organisation of Greek states charged with the upkeep of the oracle of Apollo at Delphi. Although it was an essentially religious body it wielded great political power in Greek affairs. Phocis had seized Delphi and used the temple treasuries to hire mercenaries in 356. This action was in protest against the Thebans, who had brought up the matter of a fine imposed on the Phocians by the Amphictyonic League that was still unpaid. Their sacrilegious action caused the League to declare war on them on behalf of the god, hence Sacred War.

Despite losing many of its commanders and suffering several reversals in battle, the Phocians fought hard against the armies of the various states. In 352 Thessaly called on its ally Philip for support, and to everyone’s surprise the Phocian commander Onomarchus defeated the Macedonian army. Philip was forced to withdraw north. However, he was back within a matter of weeks, probably this time with all his army, for it was essential to regain confidence after the earlier defeats, and to maintain the confidence of Thessaly. He defeated the Phocians and killed Onomarchus at the Battle of the Crocus Field.

An expansion east followed. By late 349 Philip began a campaign against the Chalcidice, the last independent Greek state on his seaboard. A year later, when its chief city, Olynthus, fell to him, the entire Chalcidice was his. He was eager to become involved in the Sacred War again because that would give him the chance to intervene actively in Greek affairs and to be known as the Saviour of Delphi. His opportunity came in 346, when a financially exhausted Thebes appealed for help. For the past few years the events of the Sacred War had centred on clashes between Phocis and Boeotia, and by 346 Thebes had had enough. The timing could not have been better for Philip, who was also working to bring the war with Athens to an end.

The Phocians’ position was desperate once the Macedonian army joined the Amphictyonic League. They appealed for help to Sparta and to Philip’s enemy Athens, and both states agreed to send help.

However, when it arrived the Phocian commander, Phalaecus, dismissed it. His action can only be explained by some tacit agreement reached with Philip, perhaps to moderate the penalty that would be inflicted on Phocis for seizing Delphi (being thrown from the top of Mount Parnassus). When Philip reached Phalaecus, he and his army were allowed to leave untouched. The state of Phocis surrendered to Philip, and the Sacred War was over.

So too would be the war between Philip and Athens. After various diplomatic exchanges between Philip and the Athenians, the war ended with the Peace of Philocrates in 346. This was a bilateral peace agreement between the two powers, with each side swearing on behalf of its allies. Despite Philip’s power, the Athenians did not suffer unduly. Perhaps this was because of their fleet, and the desirability of having the most powerful city in Greece as an ally rather than as an enemy. At least for now.

The Phocians may well have been prepared to throw in their lot with Philip and end the war in return for his support. If this scenario is true, Philip lived up to his word. At a later Amphictyonic League meeting called to discuss the Phocians’ fate, Philip was able to persuade the League to impose a series of punishments on them, including a massive fine and confiscation of their arms. But there was no mass execution.

The power of the Macedonian king in Greece was now shown. He had ended the Sacred War, he was the Saviour of Delphi and he was elected President of the Pythian Games, to be held in September at Delphi. Even more significantly, he was granted a seat on the powerful Amphictyonic League, one of Greece’s most hallowed institutions. The Macedonian empire was growing fast. Alexander was now ten years old.

The Peace of Philocrates did not last long. It was in trouble by 344, and in 343 the architect of the Peace, Philocrates, was impeached in Athens, fled into exile before his trial, and was condemned to death in absentia. This was also the period when the influence of Philip’s greatest opponent in Athens, Demosthenes, was at its highest.12 This orator and politician constantly urged warfare against Philip and exhorted the Athenians not to be apathetic but to put together a standing army that could be deployed at a moment’s notice. Unfortunately, the people did not listen to him until it was too late.

Demosthenes (see Plate 5) has been seen as the ultimate patriot who saw in Philip the end of Greek freedom and preached resistance to him at all costs. He has also been seen as a cynical opportunist who exploited the threat from Philip for his own political career. Whichever of these is true, Athenian policy after the mid-340s was Demosthenes’ policy. When the Athenians refused to attend the Pythian Games in 346 because Philip was President, the king sent an angry letter to Athens. It was Demosthenes who, in his speech, On The Peace, persuaded them to go. The Peace might be a bad one, he said, but the Athenians needed to adhere to it or face Philip’s wrath. When Philip proposed changes to the Peace in 344, it was Demosthenes, in Philippic 2, who successfully opposed them. In 341 Philip complained of Athenian activity in the Thracian Chersonese, and again it was Demosthenes who blasted him in Philippic 3 and On The Chersonese, probably his two finest and most fiery political speeches. Even after Philip’s death, Demosthenes remained influential in Athenian political life, though his resistance to Alexander was far less overt.
[image: ]Plate 5 Marble statue of Demosthenes, the Athenian orator and politician. © Bettmann/CORBIS.
With the Peace of Philocrates in tatters by 342, Philip moved east and campaigned in Thrace. This represented a direct threat to Athenian interests in that area. Moreover, the Greek cities of Byzantium, Selymbria and Perinthus were worried in case he came after them as well. They were right to be worried, for in spring 340 he besieged Perinthus. For once Philip was unsuccessful because of the defences of Perinthus and its support from Persia. He turned to Byzantium, and the Athenians mobilised help. Byzantium was one of the key strategic towns on the Hellespont, through which the Athenian fleet bringing corn from the Black Sea sailed every summer. The Athenians were dependent on imported corn for their survival, and the massive fleet was protected by a flotilla of war vessels. If the Hellespont were blocked to it, then the Athenians would be in dire straits. It was therefore imperative for them to make sure that Byzantium (originally an ally and now independent) did not fall into Philip’s hands.

The Macedonian king was well aware of Athenian concerns and how they would react. By now, summer 340, he was looking for a pretext to deal with the Athenians once and for all. When Athens agreed to support Byzantium against him, Philip seized the corn fleet in retaliation. Demosthenes had no trouble in persuading the Athenians to declare war on him. Alexander was now 16 years old. He was about to become regent while Philip campaigned further in the east, and during this time the young Alexander would successfully put down a revolt and found a city (see Chapter 3).

The new war with Athens lasted two years and it would end in Macedonian victory. Philip did have two setbacks in 339. On his way back to Macedonia the Triballi, a Thracian tribe, defeated him, a loss that must have given the Greeks some cause for hope. Then Demosthenes scored a major diplomatic success when he engineered an alliance with Athens’s longstanding foe, Thebes. This combination, which was supported by Achaea, Megara, Corinth and several islands, posed no small threat to Philip, and both he and the Greeks staked all on one last-ditch battle. This would be the Battle of Chaeronea (in Boeotia), fought on 1 September 338. If Philip won, Greece was his. If he lost, he lost everything.

He did not lose. The Athenians alone had 1,000 killed and 2,000 taken as prisoners. The heir, Alexander, proved his battle prowess by commanding the left flank of the Macedonian line and annihilating the 300-strong Sacred Band of Thebes. The Sacred Band fought to the last man, and a tribute to the Sacred Band’s bravery, a statue of a lion, was erected over the spot where they allegedly fell. It can still be seen today.

The Macedonian king was now master of Greece, for Greek autonomy ended at Chaeronea. It was therefore one of the world’s decisive battles. Alexander was now 18 years old.

Philip treated the majority of his Greek opponents harshly. For example, he imposed a Macedonian-backed oligarchy and garrison in Thebes. The Athenians expected the worst. Demosthenes prudently left the city on the pretext of securing corn in case Philip besieged Athens. Yet Philip did not besiege Athens. The Athenian empire was dissolved, but he did not order the surrender of any opponents (like Demosthenes), nor did he impose an oligarchy or garrison in the city. In fact, he returned the Athenian prisoners from Chaeronea unransomed. Moreover, Alexander, the heir apparent, and Antipater, Philip’s key general, brought back the ashes of those who died in the battle.

The Athenians awarded citizenship to Philip and Alexander. This was a token gesture, for Demosthenes was chosen to give the funeral oration to honour those who died at Chaeronea, and some Theban refugees who fled to Athens in the wake of Philip’s purge were also made citizens.

That winter, Philip summoned embassies from the Greek states to meet him at Corinth. Only Sparta declined because it refused to acknowledge Macedonian power. At this meeting the Greeks found out how Philip intended to treat them. He announced a Common Peace, in which each state made an individual treaty with Macedon.13 Under this arrangement, no state could go to war against another or cause trouble for another. If this happened, all the other states combined to retaliate against it. This was a brilliant plan, and showed how well Philip knew the Greeks. The animosity that the various states felt for each other meant that they would relish the chance to attack (legally) a state that jeopardised the peace and security of the Common Peace. This was the deterrent to ensure peace and stability. The League would be under the leadership of a hegemon (the Macedonian king), and the Greeks swore an oath of loyalty to Philip and, significantly, his descendants.

The Macedonian hegemony of Greece was formalised in what is called the League of Corinth.14 Moreover, the oath of loyalty to the king and his descendants showed not only that Philip had established a dynasty but also that it was here to stay. He had come a long way in the 23 years since becoming king.

Soon after, probably late winter or spring 337, Philip called a second meeting at Corinth. Here he presented his plan to invade Persia. One source says that Philip had set his eyes on Persia at the time of the Peace of Philocrates in 346.15 However, he may not have considered invading Persia until as late as 341 or so, perhaps when Persia assisted Perinthus against him.

Why Persia? Philip’s motives were varied.16 There was the thirst for more personal glory, the need to keep the army on campaign, punishment for helping Perinthus against him and the need to increase state revenue. These were all Macedonian reasons, and had nothing to do with the Greeks. Since he needed the Greeks to ensure the success of the proposed invasion, how could he persuade them to accept the plan and fight with him? The answer is that he made the war against Persia a Greek one. This was to be a war of liberation and revenge. The Greek cities of Asia Minor were to be freed from Persian influence and the Persians were to be punished for their sacrilegious acts in Greece during the Persian War of 480–479.

The Persian empire (which the Greeks called the Empire of the Medes) was vast.
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