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Discuss Philip’s portrayal in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander.

Plutarch’s Life of Alexander is part of his large collection of biographies, including of Caesar, Brutus, Pompey, and Themistocles.[footnoteRef:1] Plutarch was writing his Lives collection supposedly in the last twenty years of his life, dying in 125 AD.[footnoteRef:2] He wrote Alexander’s biography with an introduction explaining he writes about the people, he is not a historian.[footnoteRef:3] Plutarch had every opportunity to select from a vast array of sources to portray the character of Philip according to his desires. His agenda focused on Philip as a king rather than a father figure to Alexander and he chose, quite logically, to give Philip a supporting role to the main character of his biography, Alexander. Plutarch minimises Philip’s qualities and achievements in order to promote Alexander’s. In order to emphasise how great Alexander was throughout his life, not just as king, Philip will be minimised throughout and compared as much as Plutarch can. The portrayal of Philip in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, must be seen in relation to other depictions of Philip in ancient sources in order to fully appreciate the particular choices made by Plutarch in presenting his version of this character. Scholars such as Bosman and Gabriel demonstrate how Plutarch’s depiction of Philip is one of many possible ways of showing this important historical person. Plutarch’s portrayal says more about his own purpose, aims and audience than about the truth of Philip’s life and character.  [1:  Plut. Brut.
Plut. Caes.
Plut. Pomp.
Plut. Them.]  [2:  Biography: 2019.]  [3:  Plut. Alex. 1.1-2.] 


Plutarch’s Life of Alexander is, according to Plutarch himself, a biography showing ‘character’ rather than focusing on great events.[footnoteRef:4] Focusing on Alexander as a character involves telling of events that shaped him into the leader he became, both political and personal. Plutarch shows both, and Philip features in both the personal events and the wider political events. [4:  Plut. Alex. 1.1.] 


Plutarch, in writing his Life of Alexander, had a great number of sources to choose from, according to Bosman.[footnoteRef:5] This tells us that the portrayal of Philip is purposeful and selective. He could have chosen to portray Philip in a number of different ways, but chose this particular way. [5:  Bosman 2012: 92.] 


Philip is presented in relation to his more famous son, Alexander. As already mentioned, Philip is not going to be the main aspect of Plutarch’s work with it being a biography of Alexander, and this has clearly affected the portrayal. Bosman states there were plenty of sources for Plutarch to use, and that the author is true to his sources, however this does not stop Plutarch from picking the sources that would benefit him the most.[footnoteRef:6] With many ancient authors, including Theopompus, Calisthenes, Onesicritus, and Nearchus offering depictions of both Philip and Alexander.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Bosman 2012: 91.]  [7:  Bosman 2012: 91.] 


The depiction of Philip is designed to support a portrayal of Alexander as a unique and historically important leader. The supernatural events surrounding Olympias’ pregnancy show Philip’s piety and reverence for the Gods – even to the point of giving way to his marital ‘rights’. Plutarch explains how Philip stopped sleeping next to his wife after she became pregnant, either due to a snake appearing next to her, or he was worried the gods were involved in the conception of Alexander, and the possibility that ‘some spells and enchantments might be practiced upon him by her’.[footnoteRef:8]  The divine intervention at the very start of Alexander’s life needs to be explained, and Philip’s role in that episode is important for preserving this idea that Alexander was divinely conveived. Philip’s piety in this event sanctions what would otherwise be an adulterous act or one that would delegitimise Alexander. [8:  Plut. Alex. 2.4.] 


Omens continue to feature heavily in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, and single Alexander out as somehow unique and divinely chosen. One important feature of the supernatural references is the semi-divine nature of Alexander (fathered by Zeus) – this further side-lines the role of Philip within Plutarch’s work. 

Philip’s father role is not particularly celebrated in Plutarch. There is one event, however, where Plutarch shows Alexander being praised by his father, who celebrates his success. Alexander had just won his first battle at aged sixteen, and Plutarch writes that Philip ‘rejoiced to hear the Macedonians call Alexander their king, but Philip their general’.[footnoteRef:9] Here Philip’s role is to promote and support a heroic depiction of Alexander. [9:  Plut. Alex. 9.3.] 


Plutarch focuses on Philip’s role as king rather than father. Alexander took an interest in military matters after reading The Iliad with his teacher, Aristotle. He kept the annotated book with him and slept with it under the bed.[footnoteRef:10] This military inspiration could have come from Philip with how he expanded Macedon and restored the military, but this is not how Plutarch chooses to portray Alexander’s growing interest. Fredricksmeyer discusses the education of Alexander, stating that Philip and Olympias agreed completely on how Alexander would be taught, that he needed a role model.[footnoteRef:11] It is perhaps strange and noteworthy that Plutarch does not choose to show Philip’s role in inspiring his son, but rather emphasises the mythical Achilles as the one for him, rather than Philip. However, Alexander was inspired by reading the Homeric The Iliad, something that may inspired Alexander to not only go into military matters, but also learn to possibly ‘improve’ Philip’s ways. Gabriel describes Philip’s Macedon as isolated society that ‘retained a number of practices that were Homeric in origin, form, and function’.[footnoteRef:12] But he then continues to say that ‘Philip’s view of war as distinct from personal bravery was decidedly un-Homeric’,[footnoteRef:13] as he constantly in battle. [10:  Plut. Alex. 8.2.]  [11:  Fredricksmeyer 1990: 304.]  [12:  Gabriel 2010: 6.]  [13:  Gabriel 2010: 7.] 


Plutarch was writing with the awareness that his audience would appreciate a message that the son could surpass his father.[footnoteRef:14] Plutarch uses Philip as a way of encouraging Alexander to be great. In the episode in which Alexander learns to control the wild horse, Bucephalas, Plutarch gives Philip the words: ‘My son, seek thee but a kingdom equal to thyself; Macedonia has not room for thee’.[footnoteRef:15] Here Philip is presented as a proud father, recognising the greatness of his son, but also implied is the rivalry of father and son in that they cannot share a kingdom. [14:  Plut. Alex. 6.5.]  [15:  Plut. Alex. 6.5.] 


In places Plutarch describes friction between the father and son, rather than Philip in a nurturing and mentoring role as could have been the case. Before their drunken brawl,[footnoteRef:16] Philip is seen praising Alexander for being so intelligent and mature, and Plutarch writes that Philip recognised that his son was ‘unyeilding and that he resisted compulsion’, and changed his method to raise him by using persuasion rather than commanding him.[footnoteRef:17] But when Alexander spoke out against his father at the symposia, it was a significant moment methods he recognised worked with his son. The drunken brawl that occurs in Alex. 9.4-5 is perhaps the ugliest depiction of Philip in the work. Alexander asks, ‘Dost thou take me for a bastard’,[footnoteRef:18] and continues to throw a cup at him. When Philip falls over trying to walk over to him with a drawn sword, Alexander mocks him and proceeds to say, ‘Look now, men! Here is one who was prepared to cross from Europe into Asia; and he is upset in trying to cross from couch to couch.’[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Plut. Alex. 9.4-5.]  [17:  Plut. Alex. 7.1.]  [18:  Plut. Alex. 9.4.]  [19:  Plut. Alex. 9.5.] 


The portrayal of Philip is in many places more domestic than focusing on major historical events, and this is in line with Plutarch’s aim to show the character of Alexander rather than the political events. While the drunken brawl was at what can be seen as a political event,[footnoteRef:20] it was a personal matter for Alexander, as he had always been legitimised with the idea that he was the son of Zeus, and had shown great leadership skills so far. Philip here is portrayed as the drunk other ancient authors perceive him as, such as Theopompus. Connor looks at the views people have perceived from the fragments of Theopompus’ Philippica, and states that ‘most of the fragments that in any way concern Philip are distinctly hostile to him’.[footnoteRef:21] There are sources that clearly pose Philip as an arrogant king who has a ‘fondness for alcohol an debauchery’.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Plut. Alex. 9.4-5.]  [21:  Connor 1967: 134.]  [22:  Connor 1967: 134.] 


The scenes with Philip appear chosen to provide an explanation for Alexander’s actions and choices, to justify them in a way that promotes Alexander’s character and demonstrates his path to leadership. When Philip is mentioned winning a battle or taking a city, Plutarch adds that Alexander would tell his friends: ‘‘Boys, my father will anticipate everything; and for me he will leave no great or brilliant achievement to be displayed to the world with your aid’’.[footnoteRef:23] With this Plutarch shows that Alexander had to achieve something greater than Philip did as a way of taking back what he was meant to have, therefore justifying Alexander’s need to conquer and expand Macedon even further. [23:  Plut. Alex. 5.2.] 


Plutarch does not emphasise any of Philip’s qualities of leadership, military prowess or expertise. The times Plutarch does mention Philip’s achievements, Plutarch writes that Alexander does not join in the celebrations, as he believes Philip is taking all his glory.[footnoteRef:24] This is yet again Plutarch showing the rivalry between the father and son, although more on Alexander’s end. Gabriel goes through all of Philip’s achievements as a leader, summarising at one point that Philip went through twenty-eight campaigns, eleven sieges, and captured fourty-five cities – based on Demosthenes[footnoteRef:25] – in his twenty-three year long reign.[footnoteRef:26] Philip saw that his position was ‘sustained by his dynastic lineage and reputation for bravery’.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Plut. Alex. 5.2.]  [25:  Gabriel 2010: 7.]  [26:  Gabriel 2010: 2.]  [27:  Gabriel 2010: 6.] 


Throughout this biography Philip is mentioned, as the king and the father of Alexander the Great. Other sources states Philip differently, as a leader with strengths, who also had many achievements like his son, including the creation of ‘Greece’s first federal constitution’, the ‘first national state in Europe’, as well as expanding Macedonia’s land and he ‘revolutionized warfare in Greece’ as Gabriel summarises among others.[footnoteRef:28] All of these are great achievements, however we do not see this side in Plutarch’s portrayal of the king. [28:  Gabriel 2010: 2.] 


When writing his Life of Alexander, Plutarch had many sources to choose from to tell the story of Alexander’s life however he wanted to, including how he would portray Philip. Almost anything Philip ever achieved in his life was overlooked as what could have motivated Alexander, instead it was a rivalry between the two and opportunities to let Alexander know Macedon was Philip’s kingdom. Understandably, Alexander was going to have the attention throughout as the piece is a biography of his life, but anything Philip did was minimised by Alexander. From the day Alexander was conceived he was special and unique in having a possibly divine parent, which helped solidify his role and position within Philip’s family and as an heir. His interest in military matters grew with his role model being Achilles, not his father, and Philip was just in Alexander’s way to success. Philip’s Macedon was Homeric, just what Alexander was interested in, but his military methods and matters were not, whch was probably what made Alexander so interested. Philip is portrayed as a drunk, jealous king who encourages his son to become a great king when it does not affect his position, telling Alexander he should find his own kingdom because Macedon is already Philip’s. This makes Philip seem useless to Alexander’s achievements, and that he did it in spite of his father having such a negative effect on his life. It can be seen that Plutarch’s work is for a specific audience and has been written so he can achieve his aims in writing this, and supplying evidence that Alexander was destined to be a great leader.
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