How Did Obsession and Exposure to Myths Shape Alexander the Great’s Own Self-Image as a Hero?




	Alexander the III of Macedon, more commonly referred to as Alexander the Great, was born to Philip II and his wife Olympias in 356 BC.[footnoteRef:1] As a young child, his mother taught him of Greek myths and heroes and to believe that Zeus was his true father. Alexander’s love of myths and stories such as the Iliad, with inspirations such as Achilles and Heracles from his childhood, surely would have influenced his actions and beliefs as an adult. His long campaigns and chain of successes may have only increased his belief in his ancestry, and, with that, his right to rule other civilisations.[footnoteRef:2] When someone is as influential and omnipresent as Alexander the Great, it comes as no surprise that there is a great deal of fluctuation amongst those writing about him throughout history. Both ancient and modern sources alike have their own hugely biased views of Alexander’s actions and impacts in history and this amount of variation can lead to issues with determining legitimacy. We need to attempt to decide which stories are closer to reality than others – whether he was a truly great and prolific man in history worthy of heroism, or if he was a malevolent subjugator who wished to trample the cultures of defeated civilisations. By analysing Alexander’s upbringing and beliefs, we can attempt to be more understanding of the decisions he made during his time as king and why he has remained such a prominent figure in history.  [1:  Heckel 2006: 329]  [2:  Renault 1975: 25-28] 

	From the very beginning of his life, Alexander was taught to believe that his family had incredibly significant ancestral ties to historical figures. This tradition was common amongst high-born children. Not only was it meant to raise their standing in the minds of others, but also to cement the idea that greatness was expected of them from a young age.[footnoteRef:3] His mother Olympias and her family claimed descent from the Greek hero of the Trojan War, Achilles, and her insistence of this played a huge role in her share of raising Alexander.[footnoteRef:4] Olympias was the princess of Molossia and was married to Philip II for what can only be assumed to be purely political reasons. In fact, no evidence can be found to suggest the couple ever had true feelings for each other aside from an apparent cease of sexual attraction due to a snake being in Olympias’ bed, thus implying there was attraction at one point.[footnoteRef:5] The fondness that Olympias is said[footnoteRef:6] to have felt towards snakes is probable due to the commonality of snake-handling cults in Molossia.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Renault 1975: 24]  [4:  Renault 1975: 22-23]  [5:  Carney 1992: 170-171]  [6:  Plut. Alex. 2.3-6, and Alexander Romance I.6]  [7:  Stoneman 2008: 7] 

	Alexander spent much more time during his childhood with Olympias, which led to him greatly favouring her over his father. Due to Philip constantly being away on campaign, Olympias played a much larger and more influential role in Alexander’s childhood.[footnoteRef:8] While a very intelligent woman, Olympias had a habit of letting her emotions get the better of her and is described as a very angry, jealous, and spiteful woman.[footnoteRef:9] These attributes only worsened Alexander’s relationship with his father due to his mother constantly winding him up and encouraging him to take her side in all things, thus resenting Philip more and more.[footnoteRef:10] Olympias was not shy about her mission to turn Alexander against his father, and went as far as to insist to him that Philip was not truly his father.[footnoteRef:11] In The Greek Alexander Romance, Nectanebo said to Olympias that she, “must have intercourse with an incarnate god, become pregnant by him and bear his son and bring him up. He will be your avenger for all the wrongs Philip has done you” (I.4). Thus in Olympias’ mind, Alexander served her purpose for revenge against her husband.  [8:  Renault 1975: 23]  [9:  Renault 1975: 23, and Plut. Alex. 9.3]  [10:  Plut. Alex. 9.3-4]  [11:  Renault 1975: 24] 

	There was a great deal of myth surrounding the conception and birth of Alexander, including dreams from both Olympias and Philip. It was said that Philip had a dream that he was pressing a seal with the emblem of a lion on Olympias’ womb before Alexander was born.[footnoteRef:12] Additionally, in The Greek Alexander Romance, it is written that Philip rejected Alexander as his own son, stating, “…he was not my own offspring … now I see that he is the seed of a god and the birth has been signalled by the heavens” (I.13) and allowed him to live.  [12:  Plut. Alex. 2.3-6] 

	She would explain to Alexander that his true father was Ammon or his Greek manifestation, Zeus. It is possible that Alexander believed this in his youth, but if he did not the stories were so prominent in his mind that at the first chance he had, he took his expedition to the Oracle of Ammon at Siwa to seek truth about his father. Apparently whatever answer he received there was what he wanted to hear.[footnoteRef:13] Ultimately, Olympias was successful in creating a significant rift between Alexander and his father which climaxed when the two engaged in a very public and intense argument at a party. Upon Philip’s new marriage to Cleopatra and the birth of another son, Cleopatra’s uncle implied that Alexander was not, in fact, the true heir to the throne of Macedonia. Philip did not speak up against him, despite having the potential future king of Macedonia publically scrutinised. Alexander, having had enough of the encounter, mocked his father for his drunkenness and left Macedonia with his mother.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Stoneman 2008: 8]  [14:  Carney 1992: 175] 

	Whether Alexander truly believed in the divinity of his father, one thing that his mother unquestionably did was prompt a severe love and admiration of Achilles and the Iliad. His love was so strong that he slept with a copy of the Iliad under his pillow every night.[footnoteRef:15] Despite reading of Homer’s depictions of Achilles, it is possible that Olympias may have told her fair share of tales about their ancestor, some of which may have influenced Alexander more than the Iliad. One of Alexander’s teachers, Lysimachus, quickly became a favourite of Alexander’s when he referred to himself as Phoenix and to Alexander as Achilles.[footnoteRef:16] As will be discussed later, Alexander did not necessarily share too many common traits with Achilles which strikes me as strange. If Alexander had such a love for this story and a true belief that the protagonist was his ancestor, why would he then fail to mimic Achilles’ most notable attributes? Regardless, one notable act which provides proof of Achilles’ inspiration in Alexander’s life is his tribute to Achilles and Patroclus in Troy in which wreaths are laid on their tombs by Alexander and his closest friend, Hephaestion.[footnoteRef:17] Such a meaningful act would not have been done if something about the story of Achilles and Patroclus did not resonate strongly within Alexander.  [15:  Renault 1975: 28]  [16:  Hamilton 1965: 118]  [17:  Hamilton 1965: 118] 

	While Alexander seemed to greatly admire Achilles, the two had some very differing personality traits. Achilles demonstrated more self-serving qualities, while Alexander valued honour and camaraderie. Achilles was less likely to show mercy, while Alexander tended to act with more sportsmanship. Perhaps the biggest difference between them is Alexander’s lack of rage, in contrast to the incredible anger that Achilles was known for in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:18] There is no confusion in the Iliad over the fact that Achilles’ rage was the cause of most of the anguish that is faced during the events of the Trojan War. The very first line states, “…that destructive wrath which brought countless woes upon the Achaeans, and sent forth to Hades many valiant souls of heroes, and made them themselves spoil for dogs and every bird…” (1.1). The one main exception to their contrast is the act committed by Achilles in which he desecrated the body of Homer by dragging him behind his chariot after he was killed in duel.[footnoteRef:19] Seemingly taking inspiration from the Iliad, Alexander committed a very similar act to Betis, the general of Gaza. When Betis refused to surrender the city and bend the knee, Alexander reacted with anger and brutality, dragging him alive behind his chariot – an act even more severe and disturbing than Achilles’.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Renault 1975: 28-29]  [19:  Hom. Il. 22.395]  [20:  Curt. 4.6.29] 

	In addition to Achilles, Alexander greatly admired and attempted to emulate Heracles. He seemed to greatly chase after the achievements of Heracles, and in some cases was determined to do things that the hero himself could not. This may have been evidence of Alexander’s mission to be thought of as a hero himself. Achilles appears to have to influenced his private life, relationships, and smaller decisions more, especially in seeing himself as Achilles and his companion Hephaestion as Patroclus. Heracles appears to have been seen as a figure with challengeable milestones, something that Alexander could work towards in addition to conquering land. Achilles seemed to serve as something to admire and be a fan of, with Alexander going so far as to take a Trojan shield from the site of Troy as in some sort of version of cosplay.[footnoteRef:21] Heracles was seen as a competitor, like a pace keeper in a race to greatness. In his Indian campaigns, Alexander was able to take the Aornus rock, something that Heracles himself could not do.[footnoteRef:22] Like Achilles for Patroclus, Alexander cut his hair when Hephaestion died and held funerary games in his honour.[footnoteRef:23] When traveling through India, Alexander sought and found the location in which Prometheus was chained and later freed by Heracles, equipped with chains and an eagles nest.[footnoteRef:24] All of these actions that Alexander took following Achilles and Heracles may have been Alexander’s attempts to either become viewed as a hero, or to solidify the opinions of others that he already was a hero. Either way, the influences of two of Greece’s mightiest heroes is evident throughout all of Alexander’s campaigns and he certainly would have been a different man if it were not for the stories he heard and read in his youth.  [21:  Blanshard 2007: 31]  [22:  Arr. An. 4.30.4-7]  [23:  Blanshard 2007: 32]  [24:  Arr. An. 5.3.2] 

	Alexander, though taking strong influences from Greek heroes and believing himself to be the son of a god, historically used intelligence and cleverness to combat his foes. This not only is a sign of the good his teachers did in educating him, but also his own volition in handling things more differently than Achilles and Heracles, both of which relied more heavily on strength and physical prowess. The Greek Alexander Romance outlines numerous examples of Alexander’s masterful and inspirational speeches and his strategies during battle. He convinced the older men in the Macedonian army to fight alongside the younger in order to demonstrate courage and raise morale (I.25). He convinced his army of their value when he talked them into eating their own horses in order to prevent themselves from starving to death (I.44). He ordered his army to deconstruct the bridge used to cross the Euphrates so that they had no choice other than to stand their ground and fight (II.9). All of these acts stand as Alexander’s alone, away from the direct influence from Achilles and Heracles, thus allowing him to separate himself as his own hero. 
	Alexander’s supposed descent, in combination with his proven victories, would have been likely to have greatly increased his troops’ morale and will to follow him for so long. Armies surely would have felt a more genuine desire to follow someone who, not only being their king, had true divine origins. Though there eventually was a mutiny in India in 326 BC, until that point his armies had remained true and loyal to him, perhaps out of fear of disappointing such a truly great man and leader.[footnoteRef:25] That’s not to say that there wasn’t any backlash from Alexander’s constant insistence of his heritage, as we see in the death of Cleitus. It was seen as such an insult to be accused of not being the son of Ammon that Alexander killed one of his truest and most loyal companions, Cleitus, who not only served under Philip II but saved Alexander’s life in battle.[footnoteRef:26] While this event certainly would not have raised morale amongst his troops, it is implied that this was not necessarily the general opinion of his army seeing as it was such a blasphemous thing to imply.  [25:  O’Brien 1992: 164]  [26:  Quint 1982: 52] 

	Raising the morale of his troops in general was something that Alexander excelled at. His ability as a leader, courage, and knack for motivational speeches encouraged his men to serve him as well as possible.[footnoteRef:27] In order to encourage his men before a battle with Darius of Persia, he explains to them, “Numbers are nothing against intelligence, and the flies are nothing against the wasps” (III.16). In fact, Alexander was so adept at this, Richard Stoneman describes his skill and manner of speaking as, “like Jesus.”[footnoteRef:28] His descent from divinity and the proof of its legitimacy from the Oracle of Ammon at Siwa allowed Alexander to be the legitimate pharaoh of Egypt when arriving there in 332 BC. Not only this, but later in 324 BC Alexander ordered his men to genuinely worship him as a god, something that did not necessarily sit well with all of his subordinates.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  Warry 1980: 72]  [28:  Stoneman 2008: 108]  [29:  Stoneman 2008: 8] 

	The propaganda opportunities for Alexander and his army would have been expansive due to his claimed descent from Achilles and Zeus. Whether Alexander explicitly knew that he was doing it during his lifetime, he created a legacy for himself that has stood the tests of time. His accomplishments and the stories surrounding them carried enough weight for him to ultimately be branded “the Great.” The various stories that citizens of the world must have heard during the time of his reign would have sounded incredible and truly divine. Word of a man descendant from Achilles and Zeus who was on a mission to conquer the world would have struck fear in the hearts of all those he targeted, even before he arrived. Not only this, but the positive view his own people would have had of him would have ensured that he always had supporters in Macedonia. Alexander once sent all of the recently married soldiers back home so they could be with their wives, thus allowing those men to spread the word of how gracious their king was.[footnoteRef:30] The smaller acts of Alexander may have carried just as much, if not more, weight as far as his image of a mighty ruler is concerned. For example, in the event of his breaking of the Gordion Knot, he was drawn to the task by the temptation of the reward it offered. It was said that whatever man who could untie the knot would go forward to rule all of Asia, a challenge that Alexander would have been keen to accept.[footnoteRef:31] After this event in 333 BC, he leapt into icy water to refresh himself after his hard work and fell ill from the shock. In a display of confidence in his men, he proceeded to drink medicine that he was warned was poisoned. Once Alexander was better, his men’s spirits were lifted and their morale boosted so much that they were prepared to carry on with their ventures.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  O’Brien 1992: 68]  [31:  O’Brien 1992: 71-72]  [32:  O’Brien 1992: 73-74] 

	It cannot be known whether Alexander ever felt any pressure from his supposed ancestry and his possible obligation to uphold the image that people had of heroes and gods. However, it can be assumed that he did feel a great deal of pressure to outdo his father in his achievements. Concerning the death of Cleitus, not only was Alexander being accused of being Philip’s true son, but it was also insinuated that Alexander wasn’t the man his father was and was not capable of the greatness of Philip II. Additionally, he exclaimed that Alexander didn’t truly deserve all the credit for his successes, as wars are won by soldiers, not kings.[footnoteRef:33] Whether the killing of Cleitus was done out of anger or out of insecurity resulting from these accusations is unknown, but it’s easy to believe that Alexander would have been under intense pressure regardless.  [33:  Quint 1982: 52] 

	It is not unbelievable that various authors and historians have extremely differing accounts and opinions of Alexander’s conquests and rule. When a man becomes as powerful and successful in his endeavours as Alexander, there will be disagreements over whether he was a brilliant ruler or a brutal tyrant. While writers such as those of The Greek Alexander Romance are more likely to paint Alexander in a heroic and sympathetic light, there are others such as Spanish historian Paulus Orosius who view him as a true villain of the East. Orosius dubs his campaigns as, “Alexander’s wars, or rather of the ills that the world suffered because of them”[footnoteRef:34] and describes Alexander as a man who “always thirsted for fresh gore.”[footnoteRef:35] Orosius in particular is ceaseless and consistent in the horrible light that he shines on all of Alexander’s actions, most notably in India. Ultimately he believes that Alexander’s death is righteous in that he still thirsted for blood and thus was killed by drinking a poison. While his opinions are strong, they are not necessarily from an unbiased standpoint at their origin, as Orosius is a Christian advocator attacking the pagan model.[footnoteRef:36] [34:  Oros. Hist. 3.7.5]  [35:  Oros. Hist. 3.18.10]  [36:  Fear 2007: 41] 

	A writer such as Arrian tends to paint Alexander in a light much more sympathetic to the mythological side of his conquests. Arrian, who was writing primarily in the 2nd century AD[footnoteRef:37] had a more recent account of Alexander’s life and conquest and was not researching Alexander through a Christian eye. If the East and its identity were altered so greatly by Alexander, it can be debated whether that change was truly for the good of those civilisations, or if Alexander simply bulldozed over their cultures and replaced them with a Greek one. It is important to acknowledge the changes that occurred in these places as something that may not have been truly for the better, despite the significant mythic connotation that followed Alexander. Myths can be used as a cop-out to explain the ways of the world at a certain time, and they can also be used as a cover up for some of the more brutal acts of violence against a civilisation such as India.[footnoteRef:38] Such is the case with The Greek Alexander Romance where Alexander’s actions are, quite literally, romanticised into an image of divine right and inspiration. The authors of the text are altogether unknown, as is the exact date that it was written. The most of what we do know is that it was likely written in the 3rd century AD, some 600 years after Alexander’s death, and most likely by a number of authors until it was all edited together.[footnoteRef:39] The obvious issue with this is being that there multiple writers, some may be more historically accurate than others and using different sources for their information. Either way, what we do know for certain is that it is mythologically inclined and displays the deeds and conquests of Alexander as something truly heroic and justified.  [37:  Bosworth 2014]  [38:  Blanshard 2007: 38]  [39:  Stoneman 1991: 8-9] 

	Something else that should be taken into consideration is the possibility that geographical factors may play a role in how the histories of Alexander are written. Regardless, we cannot assume that the positive or negative responses to his campaigns are necessarily more or less accurate than the others. It is likely that someone such as Arrian with more exposure to Western rule under Rome would have favoured their view points. Seeing that Arrian ultimately retired to Athens, it is reasonable to believe that he was more sympathetic to Greek ideals.[footnoteRef:40] Contrary to this, the Iranian accounts of Alexander are much less favourable, going so far as to name Alexander as the “accursed” and an “evil destined and raging villain.”[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  Bosworth 2014]  [41:  Lendering 2000] 

	Alexander’s legacy has remained relevant to this day and his acts and stories have even been mimicked by later rulers. Two Roman figures, Emperor Augustus and general Scipio Africanus, are both said to have been fathered by a serpent in the same manner as Alexander was.[footnoteRef:42] He remained so influential, in fact, that Geoffrey Chaucer wrote of Alexander in his Monk’s Tale[footnoteRef:43], a story which outlines the lives and deaths of famous historical figures.  [42:  Stoneman 2008: 7]  [43:  Chaucer 7.6.14] 

	While it cannot necessarily be known how Alexander the Great truly felt about himself, we have ample evidence that he not only greatly admired the Greek gods and heroes, but tried to emulate them in the best ways possible. He drew inspiration from Achilles in a way that he was able to directly relate to him through his relationship with Hephaestion, and Heracles was able to set bars for Alexander to reach for. Alexander’s (what appears to be) genuine belief that he was descended from Zeus was made evident in his conquests and pursuits. Ultimately, his childhood would have played a huge part in why Alexander acted the way he did and believed what he did. Such an ego would have helped to give him the confidence to attempt the feats he did, and in overcoming challenges he was granted a higher sense of purpose and success. I believe that it is possible that Alexander truly believed himself to be a hero and he never ceased trying to prove to other and again to himself that he had every right and ability to conquer that which he did. 
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