James Forder	1701007	HPHA6058: Assignment 3
“much of the fascination of ‘Alexander’ clusters around the diversity of narrative possibilities that his name opens up.” (Spencer). Analyse the function of two different narrative possibilities with reference to specific textual examples from works written in Latin.
The figure of Alexander can be used to create a large variety of narratives. This essay will focus on the use of Alexander as an example of leadership, both positive and negative, and the use of Alexander as a device through which contemporary issues can be discussed in the Roman and Medieval world. The sources which will be used in this essay will primarily consist of Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Historiae Alexandri Magni and Lucan’s Bello Civili/ Pharsalia for the Roman perspectives, and Walter of Chatillon’s Alexandreis for a medieval perspective, with some other supplementary texts. It will examine how they present the figure of Alexander, and the contemporary issues that they grapple with.
The first source that will be discussed is Curtius Rufus. Curtius’ portrayal of Alexander is that of an initially virtuous leader, who becomes a ruthless autocrat after being exposed to eastern wealth and luxury. Nudell describes this narrative structure as consisting of two ‘pentads’, representing Alexander before and after his moral decline, with its point of origin at the events in Siwah.[footnoteRef:1] Stewart also points to Siwah as the point of origin for Alexander’s decline.[footnoteRef:2] The confirmation of Alexander’s divinity marked a change from the traditional Macedonian leadership style, allowing his generals some autonomy, to a more Persian-style, demanding prostration, to which his generals protested.[footnoteRef:3] Following this, Curtius draws attention to issues such as Alexander’s heavy drinking, which although being a large part of Macedonian customs, is listed as being one of many Persian vices.[footnoteRef:4] This section gives the impression that, although Alexander had militarily conquered Persia, Alexander himself had been conquered by Persia, through giving in to their luxuries. According to Flower, the adoption of the luxuries of conquered people is typical for the portrayal of Persians within Greek literature.[footnoteRef:5] All of this together shows that Curtius presents Alexander as a once proud and virtuous Macedonian king who, through his conquest of the east, was conquered and driven into gluttony himself through the temptation of luxuries. [1:  Nudell 2011: 72-3; Curt. 4.7.6-32.]  [2:  Stewart 1993: 17-18.]  [3:  Nudell 2011: 73-4; Stewart 1993: 17-18.]  [4:  Curt. 6.2; Nudell 2011: 75.]  [5:  Flower 2007: 422.] 

Following the adoption of these luxuries, Alexander begins to act in a much more brutal way towards his own comrades. Two examples of this are the murders of Cleitus (8.1), and Callisthenes (8.6.1). The former of these is particularly important, as it was enacted under the influence of alcohol, one of the vices listed in 6.2. This further puts the blame for Alexander’s actions towards the eastern luxuries. This would have had contemporary significance, as similar worries of the potential harm of eastern influence in the Roman Empire are echoed in other works, such as Livy (Liv. 34.4.4-5). This could also be a reference to Caligula’s dreams of conquest and his corrupt rule,[footnoteRef:6] presenting Caligula as having all the negative traits of Alexander, without the martial prowess. [6:  Stewart 1993: 17.] 

Curtius’ work could also reflect the uncertainty of the relatively new imperial system, providing stability, but with the risk of collapsing into autocracy.[footnoteRef:7] In this context, Alexander could provide a good role model for military leadership and as a patron of arts.[footnoteRef:8] For the Roman state, Alexander’s empire could be used as a means of demonstrating that Rome at the time could have been seen to have surpassed Alexander through the conquest of the successors.[footnoteRef:9] Curtius also has sections which could act as a guide or warning for individuals within the Roman state for what to avoid when dealing with an autocrat. For example, the trial of Philotas (6.8-11), could considered a warning of dangers of competition between generals trying to win favour with monarchs.[footnoteRef:10] The execution of Callisthenes (8.6.1), could also be interpreted in a similar way, as a warning not to oppose autocrats too aggressively for the sake of self-preservation, regardless of the validity of the monarch’s actions.[footnoteRef:11] Nudell also interprets the ending of book 10 as a caution that, without a clear line of succession, the inevitable outcome of an autocracy is civil war.[footnoteRef:12] Overall, the main contemporary messages of Curtius’ narrative is that the Roman Empire needs to be careful not to strive for too much luxury and expansion or fall into tyranny. It also acts as an expression of the uncertainty surrounding the imperial system, perhaps intended as an example for the state and individuals to avoid, in order to prevent harm. [7:  Nudell 2011: 30-31.]  [8:  Champlin 2003: 111; Erickson 2018: 257.]  [9:  Erickson 2018: 257.]  [10:  Nudell 2011: 76.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Nudell 2011: 78; Curt. 10.5.37.] 

The second source is Lucan’s Bello Civili. For Lucan, Alexander is presented as an evil character, which ultimately makes him a successful king.[footnoteRef:13] This contrasts with Seneca, who had the same moral judgement of Alexander, but used him as an example of a bad king, rather than monarchs in general.[footnoteRef:14] This is similar to the way Alexander is used in Curtius, a warning for what the result of an unvirtuous monarch would lead to. Although the Bello Civili regards Caesar and Pompey, Alexander is used as an example of what Caesar and Pompey aspired to be, whereas Cato is deemed the antithesis of Alexander, fighting against monarchy.[footnoteRef:15] Lucan, therefore presents Alexander as the epitome of monarchy, seen as a form of government that only attracts, and allows for the success of, wicked people.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Celotto 2018: 326.]  [14:  Celotto 2018: 326-7.]  [15:  Celotto 2018: 333.]  [16:  Celotto 2018: 331-2.] 

One of the most important passages of Lucan is Caesar’s visit to Troy (9.950-1001). This is a reference to Alexander’s visit to Troy,[footnoteRef:17] in which Alexander visits and places a crown of Achilles’ grave. Whereas Alexander is presented in this episode as treating Troy with respect, Caesar is shown as being unaware of what he is looking at, seeing nothing but ruins and decay, requiring a guide to tell him not to step over Hector’s body.[footnoteRef:18] Caesar also does not pay homage to the heroes of the Trojan War, instead vowing to rebuild Troy in Rome’s image, a possible reference to rumours of Caesar planning to move the capital to Troy.[footnoteRef:19] This episode shows that Caesar, despite having the same tyrannical nature as Alexander, lacks the respect for history and memory that Alexander had. [17:  Diod. 17.7; Arr. Anab. 1.11-12; Plut. Alex. 15.]  [18:  Gowing 2005: 90.]  [19:  Suet. Iul. 79.3.] 

Though Caesar does not visit Achilles’ tomb, he does later visit the tomb of Alexander in Alexandria, neglecting the other monuments of the city.[footnoteRef:20] The portrait of Alexander in this passage is also intended to link Caesar and Alexander as a wretched tyrant, reinforcing the idea that monarchy inevitably attracts wicked people.[footnoteRef:21] In terms of contemporary issues, when applied to the time it was written, Lucan could also be seen to be an indirect invective of Nero. For example, the reference to Alexander’s lack of heir could allude to Nero’s own lack of children.[footnoteRef:22] When the aftermath of Alexander’s death is taken in mind, this could be a prediction of a civil war after Nero’s death, as Curtius warned of in book 10 of the Historiae Alexandri Magni. Another contemporary reference is the mention of Nero’s failed campaigns in the East (BC 10.47-52), in contrast with Alexander’s subjugation of Parthia described immediately prior in 10.46. According to Celotto, this presents Nero as a “2nd rate Alexander”, unable to conquer the east despite possessing equal ferocity.[footnoteRef:23] Though this is true, it also represents Nero as a second rate Caesar, meaning he contains all of the negative properties of the typical tyrant, while lacking the military achievements of either Roman or Greek exemplars. Overall, Lucan uses Alexander as a device through which to rally against the institution of monarchy, while also applying this to his own time to show that the tyrant to his contemporary was equally vicious as those he spoke against directly, while containing none of their achievements and glory.  [20:  Lucan BC. 10.20-46; Celotto 2018: 329.]  [21:  Celotto 2018: 337.]  [22:  Celotto 2018: 333; Lucan BC 10.44-5.]  [23:  Ibid. ] 

Now that two Roman approaches to Alexander have been discussed, we will now deal with a medieval example; specifically, Walter of Chatillon’s Alexandreis. While the Alexandreis primarily draws from Curtius Rufus, it omits many episodes which were popular during his time, such as the taming of Bucephalus and his marriage with Roxane.[footnoteRef:24] Alexander is also portrayed in a much more positive light in Walter’s work than in the Roman examples, only ever seeing him as a commander after his mentorship from Aristotle, although he is not represented with as much grandiosity as medieval heroes in chanson de geste literature, for example.[footnoteRef:25] One example of the improvement in his character is that he treats Darius’ captive wife, mother and children with courtesy, stating that he is not there to fight with women and children.[footnoteRef:26] Walter also omits all but one reference to Alexander’s corruption by eastern influences (3.250-2).[footnoteRef:27] An interesting addition absent from Curtius is the admiration of Alexander from Babylon at the start of book 6. With Babylon having biblical connotations of corruption, it is implied that it was specifically Babylon’s luxury that broke Alexander’s virtue.[footnoteRef:28] Another difference is that Walter only discussed the deaths of Cleitus and Callisthenes in a few lines (9.3-8), rather than the in depth telling in Curtius. According to Dionisotti, it also draws a different moral, that friendships of kings do not last,[footnoteRef:29] although as discussed earlier, it is very possible to come to the same interpretation from Curtius. [24:  Morris 1986: 62-3]  [25:  Morris 1986: 63; Dionisotti 1990: 79.]  [26:  Walt. Alex. 4.144-151; Dionisotti 1990: 79.]  [27:  Dionisotti 1990: 82.]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Dionisotti 1990: 83.] 

There are a few reasons why Alexander could be presented in a more positive way in the Alexandreis. The first reason is involved with the historiographical methods of the time, drawing from a concept of a universal, God-ordained history. One example of this is the depiction of the tombs of Darius and his wife (7.379-430 and 4.176-275, respectively). These tombs, commissioned to a Jewish artist named Apelles, represent the history of the world from creation up to the time of Alexander. This places Alexander’s victory into God’s divine plan for creation, an agent of God’s will.[footnoteRef:30] This, combined with the idea of Babylon’s corruption, could be an expression of Augustine’s concept of “divine punishment”, as outlined in City of God.[footnoteRef:31] In this work, Augustine describes how those who do not use material goods in a manner in which God intended will be punished by an agent of God’s will. In this case, Alexander was used by God to bring down the corrupt Persian leadership until he himself was eventually corrupted and punished by God in the same manner. This is perhaps intended to be interpreted as showing the pagan Alexander lacking the understanding of Christian faith to achieve the medieval idea of “true wisdom” through faith.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Dionisotti 1990: 78-9; Parsons 2016: 177; Velte 2019: 262, 266; Wright 2001: 26.]  [31:  Augustine, City of God 19.13-14.]  [32:  Bonaventure, Collates in Hexaemeron 1.10; Lafferty 1998: 172.] 

Perhaps the most explicit reference to contemporary issues of the sources discussed, is the section from 5.510-20, saying that if France had a king like Alexander, Christianity would again be dominant in Parthia, Carthage and Spain. The references to these places are, of course, references to areas under Islamic influence at different compass points.[footnoteRef:33] Taken with the context of the time period, the aftermath of the disastrous Second Crusade, this is a call for the new king of France to fight a crusade to retake the lands his father lost.[footnoteRef:34] For this reason, Alex has been described as a “proto-crusader” by various scholars,[footnoteRef:35] with Alexander’s victory over the corrupt east mirroring the campaigns by the crusignati to the East to spread Christian rule to its geographical origin. Therefore, if Alexander’s military example is followed by a leader who has the wisdom through faith mentioned earlier, he could become an “agent of God” himself, without succumbing to the same vices of Alexander and, by behaving as God intended, as described in Augustine, could spread Christian rule over the world without the risk of being divinely punished himself. This is perhaps alluding to the idea that the Second Crusade failed due to the leaders succumbing to the vices of the east the same way as Alexander. This idea has been slightly disputed by Bridges, who says that, while it does reflect the realities of failed crusades, it also calls the idea of “Christian Imperialism” into question.[footnoteRef:36] However, I think the speculation of Alex being the king of France is far too explicit to justify challenging the notion of it supporting the spread of Christian rule to the east through the French king. Overall, the Alexandreis uses the narrative of Alexander to show a positive role model for the king of France to follow, while also placing Alexander into the medieval Christian historiographical framework as an agent of God’s will, urging the spread of Christendom to the east by following Alexander’s military example, while avoiding falling into the same temptations. [33:  Dionisotti 1990: 87.]  [34:  Lafferty 1998: 17.]  [35:  Morris 1986: 63; Wright 2001: 26.]  [36:  Bridges, Gloria fallax imperii.] 

All in all, Alexander has been used by Roman and medieval writers to show Alexander as an example of leadership that is to be both followed and avoided, depending on what aspects of his person are being discussed. It has also been used as a way to discuss contemporary political issues. In the Roman context, this would be the consolidation of the Principate and the challenges that come from it, such as the establishment of autocracy. In the medieval context, this would be the failure of the Second Crusade and the discussion of how to regain the lost territories through following Alexander’s example.		Word Count: 2273
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