How and why has Alexander been used as a figure in Latin texts which treat ruling and power?

Introduction:
In the Latin texts, Quintius Curtius Rufus’ Historiae Alexandri Magni and Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis, Alexander the Great is treated as a political symbol reflecting ideologies about ruling and power. Curtius Rufus focuses on the moral decline seen with the increase of power and Walter of Châtillon focuses on the divine intervention that led to an increase in power. Both treat Alexander the Great as a powerful ruler but show the effects and reasons for this power differently.

Quintius Curtius Rufus as moral decline:
Quintius Curtius Rufus portrays the decline of morality in Alexander as his power grows. The turning point in his History of Alexander could perhaps be his murder of Clitus.[footnoteRef:1] In this scene, Alexander is overtaken by wrath, not aided by his overconsumption of wine at the banquet he is attending. Curtius Rufus states that Clitus says “it was a bad custom of the Greeks to inscribe on their trophies only the names of kings; for the kings stole the glory won by the blood of others.”[footnoteRef:2] This may be a reflection of Curtius Rufus’ opinions on Kingship. Crucially, Alexander entirely loses his temper at Clitus “mocking the oracle of Jupiter, whom Alexander claimed as his father”. Before Clitus is killed as “the king ran the lance into his side”,[footnoteRef:3] Curtius Rufus makes sure to note that “his ears were closed, deafened by wrath”[footnoteRef:4]. This may be to show how Alexander is ruled by his pride and is easy to be overcome with wrath to the point of murder. Quintus Curtius Rufus may be writing Alexander’s moral shortcomings in this way in order to reflect the political climate of the time he was writing. While the exact years that Curtius Rufus was writing in are unknown, most scholars believe that he was writing at some point during the first century A.D. J.R. Hamilton believes that Quintus Curtius Rufus was most likely writing during the reign of Emperor Claudius.[footnoteRef:5] If this is the case, then Emperor Caligula would have reigned just before Quintus Curtius Rufus was writing and the horrors that the Roman people underwent under his tyrannical reign would have still been fresh in the memories of both Curtius Rufus and his readers. Granirer states that the assassinators of Caligula were “motivated to assassinate the emperor after Caligula’s harsh treatment of others led them both to fear for their lives”[footnoteRef:6] If this banquet scene in Curtius Rufus’ History of Alexander is a reflection of the political climate of the time then Curtius Rufus may be attempting to compare the figures of Caligula and Alexander the Great in this scene. This is something that contemporary readers would have certainly picked up on and therefore shows that power has made Alexander into a tyrannical ruler just as it did to Caligula. It is clear that Quintus Curtius Rufus is attempting to show the tyrannical quality of leadership that both Alexander the Great and Emperor Caligula share in order to have his readers draw comparisons between the two of them. [1:  Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus: Book VIII: Chapter II’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d., p. 247 <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/quintus_curtius-history_alexander/1946/pb_LCL369.247.xml> [accessed 4 March 2026].]  [2:  Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus’, n.d., p. 241.]  [3:  Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus’, n.d., p. 247.]  [4:  Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus’, n.d., p. 245.]  [5:  J. R. Hamilton, ‘The Date of Quintus Curtius Rufus’, Historia: Zeitschrift Für Alte Geschichte, 37.4 (1988), pp. 445–56.]  [6:  Jonathan Granirer, ‘Absolute Power and Unsustainable Tyranny: Seneca’s Depiction of Nero’s Power in De Clementia | The Arbutus Review (TAR)’, n.d., p. 35 <https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/arbutus/article/view/21368> [accessed 4 March 2026].] 

This contrasts greatly with the image of Alexander the Great that Quintus Curtius Rufus give earlier in his History of Alexander. Specifically, Alexander’s treatment of others is vastly different. In this first scene, Alexander treats the figure of Cleitus exceptionally maliciously, considering that Cleitus is an ally of Alexander. In contrast, in book III of the History of Alexander, Alexander the Great treats Darius, his enemy’s, wife with exceptional kindness. Curtius Rufus states that “he so conducted himself that he surpassed all former kings in continence and clemency […] he was so far from violating, that he took the greatest care that no one should make shameful sport of her person while she was a prisoner.”[footnoteRef:7] To change as a character so wildly shows that something major must have happened to this character. To go from respecting your enemies, the people whom you are meant to oppose, to making enemies of your allies over a mere insult clearly insinuates that Quintus Curtius Rufus’ attitudes towards the character of Alexander have drastically changed. If the Hamilton’s theory that Quintus Curtius Rufus was writing during the reign of Claudius can be taken as truth,[footnoteRef:8] and that Caligula had already reigned by the time of Curtius Rufus’ writing, then it can also be said that Alexander’s characterisation in this scene may be in direct contrast to Caligula’s treatment of his sister Agrippina the Younger. Winterling states that “Lepidus, Agrippina, and Livilla were found guilty as accessories to the plot to assassinate the emperor […] the two sisters were banished”[footnoteRef:9] as well as “Caligula forced Agrippina to take an urn with the ashes of her lover Lepidus back to Rome, carrying it against her body for the whole journey”[footnoteRef:10] Alexander’s acceptance of the wife of Darius III is wholly unlike Emperor Caligula’s treatment of Agrippina the Younger. Where Alexander treats Darius’ Wife with respect and is kind and caring towards her, while keeping her reputation intact, Caligula treats Agrippina with aggression and cruelty that characterises him as a tyrannical leader. Quintus Curtius Rufus may be portraying Alexander in this way in order to show the dichotomy between Alexander’s original kindness and good morals, and the terrifying nature of a tyrant emperor. This only further emphasises Alexander the Great’s moral decline throughout the History of Alexander and show his descent into a more tyrannical figure such as Caligula. Quintus Curtius Rufus is clearly attempting to show the obvious decline in Alexander the Great’s morals throughout his History of Alexander, which is undoubtedly clear when comparing these two scenes.  [7:  Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus: Book III: Chapter XII’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d., p. 143 <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/quintus_curtius-history_alexander/1946/pb_LCL368.143.xml> [accessed 5 March 2026].]  [8:  Hamilton, ‘The Date of Quintus Curtius Rufus’.]  [9:  Aloys Winterling, Caligula: A Biography (University of California Press, 2011), p. 210.]  [10:  Winterling, Caligula, p. 210.] 

In further contrast, Quintus Curtius Rufus himself comments upon the contrast between the scene where Alexander meets the Wife of Darius as well as the mother of Darius, Sisigambis, and the scene where he murders Cleitus at the banquet in “Then he would surely have mastered pride and wrath, faults which he did not conquer, thus he would have refrained from murdering his friends at banquets,”[footnoteRef:11] which he mentions in the scene with Darius’ wife and mother. Clearly Quintus Curtius Rufus is commenting on the distinct contrast between Alexander the Great early in his career and later in his career. This may be to show how power has corrupted him and caused his moral decline, especially when looking at the quotation “But not yet had Fortune overflooded his mind”[footnoteRef:12] which is stated in the same paragraph as the earlier quotation. This therefore shows that Curtius Rufus is definitely commenting on Alexander’s corruption due to power as he explicitly states the fact. Using Hamilton’s theory that Curtius Rufus was writing during the reign of Claudius, [footnoteRef:13] it could be said that Curtius Rufus could be using Alexander’s character as a way of warning Claudius against the tyranny of his former emperor, Caligula. He is using Alexander as a moral allegory to aid Claudius’ reign and warn against the corrupting nature of power.  [11:  Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus’, n.d., p. 143.]  [12:  Manuwald, ‘Quintus Curtius Rufus’, n.d., p. 143.]  [13:  Hamilton, ‘The Date of Quintus Curtius Rufus’.] 

Walter of Châtillon and divine reverence
While both Quintus Curtius Rufus and Walter of Châtillon both treat the idea of Alexander as a powerful ruling figure that corrupts throughout his reign, Walter of Châtillon focuses more upon Alexander’s corruption as a result of religious failings rather than as a result of moral failings. Walter of Châtillon consistently uses divine imagery when referring to Alexander the Great, and while this imagery is most often associated with Jupiter and not the Christian God that Châtillon would have worshipped, the divine imagery is still relevant. A key example of this happens in Book 1 of Alexandreis, in “Bright Macedonian offspring of the gods, bravest of kings, upon whom smile the stars, to you the fateful sisters’ hastening thread grants all the climes of earth.” Here, Alexander is referred to as the “offspring of the gods”,[footnoteRef:14] a title that shows that he was clearly revered and worshipped for his divinity. Alexander may have seen himself as a god and been worshipped as such for many reasons. One such being the influence of other important figures in his life. Balsdon claims that Alexander the Great had definitely read the letters of Isocrates, [footnoteRef:15] and therefore would have definitely read Isocrates’ comment to Phillip II that “For then will naught be left for you except to become a god.”[footnoteRef:16] If it can be said that Alexander the Great had read this letter, then it would be logical to assume that as he had conquered “the eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, the Middle East, and parts of Asia”[footnoteRef:17] he felt that he had gained enough to be considered a god amongst men. We can also assume that as Walter of Châtillon had an extensive education, it was probably that he had also read Isocrates, [footnoteRef:18] and therefore would also compare Alexander the Great’s mass conquering to that of a god. Walter of Châtillon is clearly attempting to give the image of Alexander the Great as a god like figure within his Alexandreis, especially when focussing upon his leadership and ruling. [14:  David Townsend, ‘Book One’, in The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatilon, A Twelfth-Century Epic (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), pp. 5–22 (p. 15) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt18crxvp.7> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [15:  J. P. V. D. Balsdon, ‘The “Divinity” of Alexander’, Historia: Zeitschrift Für Alte Geschichte, 1.3 (1950), pp. 363–88 (p. 1).]  [16:  Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine Manuwald, ‘Letter 3. to Philip, II’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d. <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/isocrates-letters_3_philip_ii/1945/pb_LCL373.405.xml?readMode=recto> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [17:  ‘Alexander the Great’, n.d. <https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/alexander-great> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [18:  ‘CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPEDIA: Walter of Chatillon’, n.d. <https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15543c.htm> [accessed 7 March 2026].] 

Walter of Châtillon was also Christian, spending time working as secretary for the Archbishop of Reims; a post that he held from Henry, Archbishop of Reims and his successor, William, Archbishop of Reims.[footnoteRef:19] His religious background is exceptionally evident when writing Alexandreis. Firstly, Alexandreis itself was written for William, Archbishop of Reims and so would obviously have been impacted by their Christian worldviews.[footnoteRef:20] Secondly, Christ is mentioned within the Alexandreis itself. Châtillon seems to believe that a leader as great as Alexander could only have been provided by the good graces of the Christian God and, he mentions that “if pious prayers and tearful lamentation moved mercy from on high to grant the Franks a king like this, the True Faith would shine forth unhindered”[footnoteRef:21] This clearly shows that Walter of Châtillon believes that Alexander the Great was the template for how a leader should be, to the point that people would be blessed by God to have a leader as great as Alexander. Here, Walter of Châtillon could either be referring to the Frankish dynasties, such as the Carolingian Dynasty, the most notable of these being Charlemagne.[footnoteRef:22] Châtillon mentions Charlemagne, or Charles the Great, further along in this passage in “The penalties that Spain deserved to pay under great Charles would be exacted by cross’s banners, and every race and tongue would sing of Jesus,”[footnoteRef:23]. This may be relevant because just as Alexander the Great was referred to as ‘The Great’, so was Charlemagne. Walter of Châtillon may be attempting to draw comparison between the two figures in this passage.  [19:  ‘CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPEDIA: Walter of Chatillon’.]  [20:  ‘CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPEDIA: Walter of Chatillon’.]  [21:  David Townsend, ‘Book Five’, in The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatilon, A Twelfth-Century Epic (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), pp. 79–96 (p. 94) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt18crxvp.11> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [22:  David Nicolle, The Age of Charlemagne (Bloomsbury Publishing, 1984), p. 3.]  [23:  Townsend, ‘Book Five’, p. 95.] 

However, there is also another group of people known as the Franks that are more relevant to the time of Walter of Châtillon’s writing. The Franks of the Levant, who were ruling Jerusalem. During the time of Châtillon’s writing in the 1170s, the Franks of Jerusalem had undergone much political turmoil. Amalric of Jerusalem died in 1174 and left his 13 year old son, Baldwin IV in charge of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:24] Baldwin IV suffered from Leprosy and was therefore not well-accepted by the people of Jerusalem. Although Baldwin IV was King of Jerusalem, many other figures attempted to insert themselves into the ruling of Jerusalem and the rest of the Crusader States. These figures were generally split into two parties, one comprising of the Hospitallers and the native Barons and the other comprising of the Templars and the newcomers from the West. The first was generally led by Raymond III of Tripoli, William Archbishop of Tyre, and the Ibelin brothers. The second was generally led by Agnes of Courtenay, Sibyl, Guy of Lusignan and Gerard of Ridefort.[footnoteRef:25] If it is these Franks that Walter of Châtillon is referring to then it may be as a political warning to Baldwin IV of Jerusalem. A way of warning the young king towards being a good leader, like Alexander the Great and not to allow others to impact his ruling. It may also have been in reference to Pope Alexander III’s disregard for the Crusader States, his focus being much more upon Henry II and the Thomas Becket Controversy during the 1170s.[footnoteRef:26] Walter of Châtillon, in his quotation “if pious prayers and tearful lamentation moved mercy from on high to grant the Franks a king like this, the True Faith would shine forth unhindered”[footnoteRef:27] may have been surreptitiously giving advice to the young Crusader King that should he be a ruler of similar esteem to Alexander the Great then he may gain the acknowledgement and aid of the pope.  [24:  T. A. Archer, ‘On the Accession Dates of the Early Kings of Jerusalem’, The English Historical Review, 4.13 (1889), pp. 89–105 (p. 93).]  [25:  Bernard Hamilton, The Leper King and His Heirs: Baldwin IV and the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 2.]  [26:  William F. Hodapp, AN INTRODUCTION TO PUNISHMENT, PENANCE, AND REWARD: THE CASE OF THOMAS BECKET, n.d.]  [27:  Townsend, ‘Book Five’, p. 94.] 

The mere reference to Jesus within Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis suggests that the life of Christ has already taken place before the events of the Alexandreis. This, of course, is not possible as Alexander the Great died in 323 BC,[footnoteRef:28] and Jesus was not born until 4 BC.[footnoteRef:29] Perhaps, Walter of Châtillon did this to regain favour with his patron, William Archbishop of Reims, after having outed the archbishop’s relationship with the cleric, Berterus, of which Walter was jealous.[footnoteRef:30] If this is the case, then Walter of Châtillon may have placed the life of Jesus before the life of Alexander the Great in order to aggrandise himself in the eyes of William, Archbishop of Reims, whose religious background would have played a great roll in his reception of the work. Clearly, Walter of Châtillon was using his religious background to benefit his portrayal of Alexander who is placed among great figures such as Jesus. He mentions that the people “would sing of Jesus”[footnoteRef:31] if they were to be given a leader such as Alexander. Townsend claims that Walter of Châtillon compares William, Archbishop of Reims’ “virtues to those of Alexander”[footnoteRef:32]. This means that Walter of Châtillon is using the great leadership skills of Alexander the Great to reflect positively on William, Archbishop of Reims, in order to regain favour with the man.  [28:  ‘BBC - History - Alexander the Great’, n.d. <https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/alexander_the_great.shtml> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [29:  Megan Sauter, ‘When Was Jesus Born—B.C. or A.D.?’, Biblical Archaeology Society, 27 December 2025 <https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/people-cultures-in-the-bible/jesus-historical-jesus/when-was-jesus-born-bc-or-ad/> [accessed 7 March 2026].]  [30:  David Townsend, ‘Introduction’, in The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatilon, A Twelfth-Century Epic (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), pp. xi–xxvi (p. 13) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt18crxvp.4> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [31:  Townsend, ‘Book Five’, p. 95.]  [32:  Townsend, ‘Introduction’, p. 13.] 


Conclusion:
To conclude, Quintus Curtius Rufus explicitly shows Alexander the Great’s moral decline throughout his reign, this may be as a reflection of Emperor Caligula who reigned during a similar time to when Quintus Curtius Rufus. However, Walter of Châtillon uses the figure of Alexander the Great to show religious impacts on leadership and also may be commenting upon the global politics of the time he was writing, most notably the crusades. 
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