Review of “Alexander’s Return of the Tyrannicide Statues to Athens” by Jennifer Finn


	
	In Jennifer Finn’s article, “Alexander’s Return of the Tyrannicide Statues to Athens,” she makes the argument that Alexander’s true motive in returning the statues of Harmodius and Aristogeiton was more complicated than it originally appears. She suggests that based on Alexander’s admiration of Persian and Eastern kings before him, he returned the statues to Athens in order to create his own individual identity as a king in the East. This comes as a separate motive than was suggested by scholars Flower, Bosworth, and Baynham[footnoteRef:1] that Alexander was merely upholding his Panhellenic policies and promises. Finn invites us to look deeper into Alexander’s Eastern ideals and see that Alexander aimed to emulate Mesopotamian practices, and that the alignment with Panhellenic goals was a bonus. My suggestion is that both of these motives are true, and while I agree with Finn that Alexander wished to emulate kings before him, I disagree on the specific ways in which she believes Alexander did this. My opinion is that Finn began to direct her reasoning in a slightly wrong direction when delving deeper into Assyrian traditions and practices.  [1:  Flower, Bosworth, and Baynham 2002: 98] 

	The statues in question are those of Harmodius and Aristogeiton, the two men who, during the Panathenaic Festival in 514 BC, plotted to murder the tyrants Hippias and Hipparchus.[footnoteRef:2] Though they were successful in the murder of Hipparchus, his older brother Hippias was unharmed. As a result, Harmodius was killed and Aristogeiton was arrested, tortured, and later killed.[footnoteRef:3] The matter of motive has been questioned, first by Thucydides who stated that Harmodius had rejected romantic advances from Hipparchus and thus feared what the consequences of doing so would be.[footnoteRef:4] The same fears were shared by Aristogeiton, Harmodius’ lover, who reportedly felt personal insult at the persistence of Hipparchus.[footnoteRef:5] Despite these private motives, the people of Athens soon adopted the two men as their saviours from tyranny. The reign of Hippias became more unacceptable to the Athenians following the murder of Hipparchus,[footnoteRef:6] as they had begun to view Harmodius and Aristogeiton as role models.[footnoteRef:7] Despite this, Hippias would reign for a further three years until being overthrown by the Lacedaemonians.[footnoteRef:8] [2:  Stein-Hölkeskamp 2006: para.1; Thuc. 6.53-57]  [3:  Thuc. 6.57.4]  [4:  Thuc. 6.54.3; Aristotle (Const.Ath.18.2) claimed that the true motive for murder was anger as a result of being insulted by Hipparchus’ sister. Aristotle states that following the many unsuccessful advances on Harmodius, Hipparchus began to grow bitter and resentful which led to his sister calling Harmodius “effeminate.”]  [5:  Thuc. 6.54.3-5]  [6:  Thuc. 6.59.2]  [7:  Stein-Hölkeskamp 2006: para.1]  [8:  Thuc. 6.59.4] 

	In return for the act of killing Hipparchus, the Athenians honoured Harmodius and Aristogeiton with statues which they placed in the agora.[footnoteRef:9] In addition to statues, many songs were written inspired by the two men, one of which became an Athenian national anthem of sorts.[footnoteRef:10] The anonymous author penned the lyrics, “Your fame shall live on the earth for ever, dearest Harmodius and Aristogeiton, since you slew the tyrant and established Athenian democracy.”[footnoteRef:11] The lasting and meaningful image of these men in Athens is evident, and therefore it is easy to imagine the insult and urgency caused when they were removed by Xerxes in 480 BC, only 30 years after their erection. In fact, their loss was so heavily felt that construction of replacement statues began soon after. Upon the return of the original statues by Alexander, both sets were placed together in the agora.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  Garland 2003: 14]  [10:  Garland 2003: 162]  [11:  Garland 2003: 162]  [12:  Finn 2014: 393] 

	Alexander the Great took great care in enhancing his campaigns by taking a personal interest in the lives, ideals, histories, and practices of those he conquered, the Persians in particular. Alexander appeared to have aimed to combine Greek and Persian customs so that the two would not be mutually exclusive cultures and ways of life. Taking a special interest in Asia, Alexander engaged in a variety of customs which allowed him to better understand the people whom he wished to rule, and in a way that would provide greater acceptance by the people. Finn altogether describes these traits as his “uniquely formulated royal identity” (Finn 2014, pp 386), a statement that I cannot agree with enough. 
	Finn relates many of Alexander’s actions to Assyrian and Persian kings before him, namely Cyrus the Great, who made it a point during his reign to return stolen statues to their rightful place.[footnoteRef:13] There are many similarities between rulers regarding their Babylonians and their treatment of those who have conquered the city. Citizens lined the streets to welcome their new kings, though their behaviour may simply be due to the fact that acceptance was the most strategic choice in order to assure the survival of the city and those inside it.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Finn 2014: 387]  [14:  Finn 2014: 391; Curt. 5.1.19 ] 

	However, in addition to Alexander’s eagerness to adapt to Asian culture as to unite Greco-Persian kingdoms, there was also a significant Panhellenic obligation that Alexander hoped to adhere to. Alexander sought to remove Persian influence and devastation from Greece, and so avenge the wrongdoings done by Xerxes.[footnoteRef:15] Alexander proceeded to free Greek cities in Asia, dedicate Persian goods to Athena, and forgive the burning of Persepolis in response to the Persians’ sacking of Athens. In Brunt’s list of actions that Alexander took in order to uphold his Panhellenic obligations, the return of the statues of Harmodius and Aristogeiton is included. This may mean that Brunt is in the camp that believes this action was merely to create strong connections to the Athenian people, a stark contrast to Finn’s persistence that the action was more cleverly and symbolically charged. Just as Harmodius and Aristogeiton were, Alexander was revered for his actions by the freed Greek states long into the Roman period.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Brunt 1965: 205]  [16:  Brunt 1965: 205] 

	Jennifer Finn’s main thought regarding a motive behind Alexander’s return of the statues stems from his desire to emulate the Mesopotamian kings of the past. One of Alexander’s first actions upon entering Babylon was to restore the Temple of Bel-Marduk, the chief deity of Babylon, which Xerxes had destroyed.[footnoteRef:17] While this was a kind gesture indeed, Finn points out that the restoration of significant temples was a tradition amongst Mesopotamians, not merely a favour from Alexander to the Babylonian people.[footnoteRef:18] While this may be the case, it was not thought to be a direct reaction to the negative propaganda surrounding Xerxes. Meaning that while Alexander was rectifying a decision that Xerxes made to destroy the temple, he was not attempting to buy the Babylonian’s favour by strictly acting against him. Regardless of Alexander’s primary objective in this act, the question of motive is just as prevalent here as it is in the return of the statues. Was Alexander attempting to uphold his Panhellenic obligations to undo the work of Xerxes, or was he attempting to emulate former Mesopotamian kings in their tradition of correcting fallen temples? It is clearly not a black and white issue.  [17:  Arr. Anab. 3.16.4]  [18:  Finn 2014: 389] 

	Finn goes on to explain the similarities between the reception of Cyrus and Alexander within Babylon. Both kings were well received by the Babylonian people, though, as stated previously, this could have merely been a strategy to ensure peace within Babylon. Certain traditions were maintained by both Cyrus and Alexander, including: interacting with local religious customs, rebuilding sanctuaries and temples, and thus being accepted as a Babylonian king rather than merely a conqueror.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Finn 2014: 391] 

	The issue of the statues comes about in Arrian and Pausanias, who give conflicting accounts of when they were returned to Athens. According to Arrian, the statues were sent back to Athens by Alexander in 325/4 BC.[footnoteRef:20] However, Pausanias states that Alexander himself did not return the statues, but instead were returned by Antiochus after Alexander’s death.[footnoteRef:21] Regardless, it is generally agreed that Alexander at least made the promise to return the statues in his lifetime.[footnoteRef:22] While Alexander was in Babylon, he seems to have taken an acute interest in the policies Cyrus the Great. The Cyrus Cylinder, which was found at the location of the Temple of Bel-Marduk, outlines the belief that it was the duty of Cyrus to return the gods found in Babylon to their rightful place.[footnoteRef:23] In Assyrian culture, a statue of a god symbolised the god itself, thus when a statue was taken to another city, the god was stolen and offered as a dedication to the local temples. Cyrus aimed to return these “stolen gods” back to their original home.[footnoteRef:24] It is easy to believe that Alexander may well have read the text on the Cyrus Cylinder and taken inspiration from it. Finn states this as perhaps one of Alexander’s primary reasons for returning the statues to Athens in an attempt to emulate Cyrus the Great and return the stolen gods back to their original city.  [20:  Arr. Anab. 7.19.2]  [21:  Paus. 1.8.5]  [22:  Finn 2014: 395]  [23:  Cyrus Cylinder. 30-34]  [24:  Finn 2014: 398] 

	In general, I mostly agree with Finn’s assessment that Alexander aimed to emulate Mesopotamian kings of the past. However, Finn’s attachment of Alexander to Cyrus becomes a bit problematic to me, especially in the specific reasoning of the Mesopotamian belief in “stolen gods.” If Alexander truly wished to emulate Cyrus, I do not believe that returning the statues of Harmodius and Aristogeiton would be the primary means of doing so. 
	First and foremost, I do not believe that Alexander would have ever thought Harmodius and Aristogeiton were gods. It is clear that Alexander knew of the statues, otherwise he would not know to return them to Athens. As a boy, Alexander received tutelage from Aristotle, who would have been sure to educate Alexander in the history of Greece.[footnoteRef:25] Given Alexander’s belief that he was descended from Zeus, he would have taken a particular interest in the gods, and would have been incredibly familiar with the gods of Greece. Not only this, but two men as significant as Harmodius and Aristogeiton would not have gone unnoticed by Alexander. He would have known them as heroic men, not gods. In addition to this, if Alexander wished to maintain the belief of Cyrus to return captured gods, I would expect this to be done with more haste than Alexander apparently exhibited. Whether or not it was Alexander or Antiochus who returned the statues, it did not seem to be a priority.  [25:  Cummings 1940: 53] 

	Furthermore, the concept of undoing the acts of Xerxes seem to align more with Panhellenic interests than with Mesopotamian. The idea that the statues were stolen by Xerxes creates a more personal problem than simply the desire to emulate Asiatic kings. The actions that many Babylonian conquerors take in order to become viewed as Babylonian kings do not include the return of stolen statues. While it is possible that Alexander had his own take on the expectations of kings entering Babylon, personal avenging appears to lean more on the side of Panhellenic traditions. Alexander’s emulation of Mesopotamian kings was not exclusive to Cyrus, and this particular act which quite similarly familiarises itself with Cyrus’ tradition of returning gods misses the most key factor in that tradition. 
	Finn does a fantastic job in outlining the various ways in which Alexander wished to create a distinct identity for himself as a king in the East. It is clear that Alexander desired to eliminate the divide between “West and East” and the kings that ruled in each respective place. He took care to fulfil his obligations in the West while seeking to appreciate the traditions and cultures of the East. In this particular case, it is my belief that the sole decision to return the statues of Harmodius and Aristogeiton to Athens was more aligned with Panhellenic customs and interests. While Alexander was sure to draw inspiration from Mesopotamian kings before him and take part in many of the same traditions, I do not believe that Finn presented the appropriate evidence to correlate the return of the statues to Mesopotamian beliefs. It is certainly possible that Alexander hoped to “return stolen gods” and there simply weren’t any statues of Greek gods available to him in Babylon. However, I believe that it is much more likely that Alexander simply wished to build good will with the Athenian people in the return of the statues of two of their most beloved heroes.
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