Give a detailed account of Alexander’s relationship with Bagoas in the sources and include analysis of reasons for the differences.

The story of the relationship between Alexander the Great and Bagoas is told by various writers and in differing ways according to which writer we read- although the basis of who Bagoas and Alexander were and the very basic background of their relationship seems to be quite similar regardless, there is variation in how the nature of it is implied, whether it be a romantic/sexual relationship or something else.

Firstly, Quintus Curtius Rufus in his History of Alexander tells that Bagoas was a eunuch that was successful in winning the regard of Alexander through his prostitution. Bagoas was given to Alexander by Nabarzanes and was allegedly a former favourite of Darius who had allegedly also had a relationship with the eunuch. 

However, Alexander’s relationship with Bagoas is not necessarily presented as romantic, as might first be suggested- this can be supported by Alexander’s actions in honouring only ‘friends of the king, not his harlots’[footnoteRef:1]. This could potentially imply that the relationship between the two is not one that Alexander regarded highly. Alexander also claims that it is not Persian custom to ‘mate with males who made females of themselves’[footnoteRef:2] suggesting that there may not have been a relationship of any nature. Although, it is still plausible that the two had a sexual relationship of some form. Curtius does, in fact, at one point explicitly state that, in reference to a relationship with Bagoas, ‘Alexander soon had one’[footnoteRef:3] which further backs the implicated sexual or romantic nature. Ogden tells that we are significantly reliant on Curtius in gaining a more in-depth account of this relationship as other sources such as Dicaearchus and Plutarch are considerably less thorough in their description or ‘proof’ of a sexual relationship. [1:  Quintus Curtius Rufus 10.1.22-42]  [2:  Quintus Curtius Rufus 10.1.22-42
]  [3:  Quintus Curtius Rufus 6.2.22-3, Ogden 2011] 


It could be argued that regardless of whether the nature of this relationship was romantic or not, he still had a significant influence over him or was regarded at least highly enough by Alexander that he listened to him. This can be seen in Bagoas’ persuading of Alexander to kill Orxines; due to him giving Bagoas nothing when giving presents to Alexander’s friends after his pillaging of Cyrus’ tomb. Curtius demonstrates this influence, ‘the eunuch directed the power he had attained’[footnoteRef:4] and also by claiming Bagoas ‘inflamed the king’s love for him’[footnoteRef:5]. This could suggest that although there are romantic connotations to what Curtius says, the relationship was based more so on Bagoas’ thirst for power and the knowledge that being of importance to Alexander would help with this substantially. [4:  Quintus Curtius Rufus 10.1.25-7, Ogden, 2011]  [5:  Quintus Curtius Rufus 10.1.29, Ogden, 2011] 


Plutarch writes of a different event in the relationship between Alexander and Bagoas; his main focus is an alleged kiss between the two which took place during singing and dancing contests that Alexander was viewing. In this account, Bagoas is referred to as ‘his favourite’[footnoteRef:6] which would support Curtius’ mentioning of the same relationship. According to Plutarch, Bagoas won the song and dance prize and so sat by Alexander’s side in the theatre where the Macedonians allegedly loudly cheered that Alexander should kiss Bagoas for being the victor, Alexander in the end ‘kissed him tenderly’[footnoteRef:7]. The connotations of this are strongly supportive of the romantic- the use of ‘tenderly’[footnoteRef:8] would imply care and likely a loving relationship, particularly when referring back to the early reference of Bagoas as his ‘favourite’[footnoteRef:9]. With the presence of this adjective it seems difficult to suggest the relationship was platonic. [6:  Plutarch Alexander 67]  [7:  Plutarch Alexander 67]  [8:  Plutarch Alexander 67]  [9:  Plutarch Alexander 67] 


Tarn dismisses Plutarch’s account, claiming that he is ‘demonstrably wrong’[footnoteRef:10] as the event is claimed to have taken place within a theatre, ignoring that this Eastern region did not have theatres. Tarn continues on to claim that this shows his account was in fact ‘written by a Greek’[footnoteRef:11]. Tarn ultimately rejects Plutarch due to the claim that the story is inconsistent with Alexander’s characteristics. This would make Plutarch’s account unreliable; however, we can see an overlap with the account given by Dicaearchus. [10:  Badian, E, 1958]  [11:  Badian, E, 1958] 


In Athenaeus’ Deipnosophistae, Dicaearchus speaks of the same event as Plutarch, however the account differs slightly. Dicaearchus claims that ‘Alexander repeatedly kissed Bagoas’[footnoteRef:12] as opposed to Plutarch’s implication that it was only after Bagoas’ victory that this kiss took place. This would denote that rather than this being simply a victory kiss, there may have been more to it- which supports and overlaps with Plutarch’s implications. Dicaearchus further implies this by claiming that not only did Alexander kiss him repeatedly, but also ‘deeply’[footnoteRef:13] and that he was ‘enthralled by the eunuch’[footnoteRef:14]. Dicaearchus therefore alludes to a sexual relationship, similarly to both Plutarch and Curtius. [12:  Athenaeus 603B]  [13:  Athenaeus 603B]  [14:  Athenaeus 603B] 


However, Dicaearchus provides a significant lack of ‘proof’ that any of this actually took place; in fact, Ogden asserts that there is ‘no known history of eunuchism at the Macedonian court’[footnoteRef:15] which suggests he may not even have existed, however we must take into account that Bagoas is named in multiple accounts of Alexander’s life which implies there is some truth to this. The amount of ‘proof’ from each account is what separates each one, Curtius’ account offers more alleged proof and we therefore hear about Bagoas and the relationship in more detail whereas Dicaearchus and Plutarch offer less proof and therefore a less in-depth account. [15:  Ogden, 2011] 


Overall, it is quite difficult to contextualise the relationship between Bagoas and Alexander as we have minimal evidence about not only the relationship but also about who Bagoas actually was. We are told that he was a favourite of Darius later handed down to Alexander and soon became a favourite of his too, however, we lack much else. This in turn makes it difficult to know for certain the nature of the relationship between the two. However, judging by the overlap between authors and the differing amounts of ‘proof’ and detail we have access to, it is likely that it was of a sexual nature. 
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