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       Can we be confident of Arrian’s Anabasis of Alexander being an accurate report on the conquests of Alexander the Great?     
The most influential biographer of Alexander the Great was probably Arrian. This essay considers whether we can be confident of Arrian’s interpretation of the events of Alexanders life.
The historian known as Arrian of Nicomedia lived between 86 AD and 160 AD
. Born in Nicomedia, he died in Athens at a time when the Roman Empire experienced a height of peace and prosperity. 
With his full name given as Lucius Flavius Arrianus, he became Consul in 130 AD
. His name suggests that whilst coming from a province in modern Turkey, he was a Roman citizen (but also Greek from the then Greek world with the name of Ἀρριανός or Arrianos) and his career would have made him very well connected. 
To achieve the role of Consul his education would have been the best possible. We are informed of his consulship by a tenth century Byzantine document known as the Souda
. This document remains a valuable source of information which also provides details on other historians such as Polybius and Josephus.
Arrian became Consul through his friendship with Hadrian 76 to 138 AD who was emperor 117 to 138 AD. Arrian went on to be appointed legate (governor) of Cappadocia in 132 AD for six years during which he defeated an attack by Alans (a Germanic nomad people from the steppe land of southern Russia).

The relative importance of this may have been over exaggerated by Arrian because military forces stationed by the Roman Empire in Cappadocia were limited at this time. There were no legions at this time stationed in Cappadocia and the attack may have been just a seaborne raid across the Black Sea which was small in scope.
The period Arrian covered within the Anabasis of Alexander was the reign of Alexander from 336 to 323 BC, although the Anabasis is primarily concerned with the conquest of the Persian Empire. We cannot be certain of when Arrian composed the Anabasis of Alexander although we can be sure that it was 422 years after Alexanders reign commenced that Arrian was born. 
Arrian was still engaged in his political career as Governor of Cappadocia up to 138 AD. It is reasonable to date the authorship of the Anabasis to after the date when he began his studies at Athens under Epictetus
 given as 117 AD until 120 AD. 
We can assume that the period from 336 BC (when Alexander became king) to 120 AD (Arrian completed his education with Epictetus) is the time when events occurred and Arrian wrote about them. Having 456 years of time before writing is quite remarkable because Arrian has been seen as the definitive source on Alexander and even the most modern interpretations of Alexander derive from Arrian
. Arrian was as removed from the events of Alexanders time as we are today of the events of the Spanish Armada 1588 AD.
One of the most important primary sources regarding the campaigns of Alexander is Callisthenes. Callisthenes was appointed as court historian by Alexander and wrote two major documents, the History of Alexander and the Hellenica
, very little of which have survived from either record. Callisthenes was the great nephew of Aristotle. Aristotle had been Alexanders teacher appointed by Alexanders father Phillip II of Macedonia 359 to 336 BC. Callisthenes was probably murdered by Alexander for being the one person who refused to prostate himself in the Persian fashion
, which was how Persian monarchs were approached by their subjects. This ritual was introduced after the Macedonian conquest of Persepolis when Alexander could consider himself the ruler of the Persian Empire.  
In the first sentences of the preface to Anabasis of Alexander, Arrian tells us that the sources he used were Ptolemy 367 to 288 BC and Aristobulus 375 BC to 301BC 
. It seems probable that Ptolemy was influenced by the accounts of Callisthenes because Callisthenes wrote prior to Ptolemys’ writings. 
Ptolemy was a friend of Alexander and accompanied him on his conquest as one of his somatophylakes (one of seven bodyguards). He was a general, and later, one of the Diadochi (Successors) becoming King of Egypt. He later was to steal Alexanders body after his death on the return journey back to Macedonia. 
Ptolemy’s’ account was intended to promote himself both politically and diplomatically. Arrian tells us that the work of Ptolemy was the one "whom I chiefly follow”
. R M Errington believes that there was significant bias in Ptolemy’s 
work. For example, Antigonus Monopthalmus was minimised in the accounts of Ptolemy because he was later to become a rival of Ptolemy. However, Joseph Riesman has swung the debate back in regard to Ptolemy being considered a credible source
.
Arrian used Ptolemy as a secondary author and source along with Nearchus, Alexanders Admiral 360 to 300 BC, whose written works are now lost and whom Arrian used as the source of another work The Indica. Whilst Arrian does not mention Nearchus in relation to the Anabasis of Alexander, he was clearly aware of the work and role of Nearchus because of The Indica.  The third source used by Arrian but influenced by the work of Callisthenes was Aristobulus of Cassandreia 375 BC to 301BC, whose works have also been lost
. When Arrian uses sources apart from Ptolemy or Aristobulus he introduces the item with “they say”, indicating that he may not give credence himself to the item discussed.
The work of Callisthenes also influenced Clietarchus who wrote a History of Alexander which has also been lost but there are thirty references in later works by authors such as Strabo and Aelian. One account states that he may have been the tutor to Ptolemy IV 221 to 205 BC but other more accepted accounts place him in the late fourth century BC at the court of Ptolemy and so closer to the timeline and events of Alexanders life. Clietarchus may also have had access to eye witness stories at Alexandria and his work also influenced Diodorus, Curtius and Plutarch. The work of Clietarchus is sometimes referred to as the “vulgate” tradition rather than the Arrian “good” tradition
 which derives from the works of Callisthenes and Ptolemy who were recording and transmitting the official story and propaganda of the Macedonian King, therefore may have been subjective in favour of the king. Clietarchus had access to soldiers’ stories as evidenced in the tale he delivers of Alexander being corrupted over time by continual success. This would not have been the authorised and approved in the records of Callisthenes.
Hammond considers it certain that Curtius, Polybius, Diodorus and Justin used Callisthenes as their source
. Although Curtius and Diodorus had access to another source.
The vulgate version is also found transmitted in the works of Curtius and Diodorus and are based on the work of Clietarchus. Clietarchus’ father, Dinon of Colophon, had been a historian himself and had produced a work known as Persian History which has not survived. However, given this subject, Clietarchus would have been assisted in his work on Alexander with background knowledge of the Persia Empire from his father and working within his own family trade he would have learnt the skills of a historian. Clietarchus style is considered flamboyant and unnatural but his work was very popular in the Greek and Roman worlds. 
Cicero did not have a high opinion of the work of Clietarchus and states that his account of the death of Themistocles is wrong
. Bosworth considers that Arrian’s work may well have had the objective of countering the Clietarchus account of Alexander, the Anabasis of Alexander being more sober and circumspect in its reportage
. This may be one intention of Arrian. There may have been others, including the references to being a new Xenophon, writing a work which praised strong leadership which in turn benefited the then authoritarian leader worship and veneration of emperors in the second century AD; and also linking back to a Socratic/Platonic tradition which had influenced Xenophon, a philosophy of putting the state and its leadership first which transcended morals or behaviour or the ordinary people. If this is so, then the Arrian version may be a subjective version of history in praise of the philosopher king rather than the populist warts and all version by Clietarchus.
The probably date of Clietarchus work is between 309 and 301 BC
. This obviously places its composition within the life time of people who accompanied Alexander. Including Ptolemy, who may have advised Clietarchus on the works composition
. Clietarchus probably lived for a time at the court of Ptolemy. Residing in Alexandria, Clietarchus would have also have had access to soldiers and others who had accompanied the Royal Macedonian Army or been witnesses to the events in the Alexander story. From this source it is probable that the more lurid aspects of Alexanders campaigns emerge rather than the circumspect official records of Callisthenes. 
After the capture of Tyre in 332 BC, which was at that time probably the greatest city on the Mediterranean Sea, Diodorus (xvii. 46) and Curtius (iv. 19) tell us that two thousand people were hanged by the sea because Alexander was frustrated that the city had withstood the siege for nine months. Curtius version adds that Alexander also used crucifixion as a punishment. Arrian does not mention this event at all. 
Clietarchus tells the stories which soldiers repeated and passed on including the hardships fighting in the Hindu Kush, the punishment of the soldiers marching them through desert because they refused to march further into India. This is the story of hunger, deprivation, cruelty and hard marching which is more realistic on some levels as the true relating of the war; rather than the Arrian hierographic story of the brilliant genius of the king (Alexander) who wins an empire by leading a cavalry charge against the Persian king (Darius) against insurmountable odds at the battle of Gaugamela 331 BC and wins an empire. 
These former events of suffering as well as glory are reported by both Diodorus and Curtius so we can have reasonable confidence that they derive from the Clietarchus version. Curtius (iv. 60); Diodorus (xvii. 60) both report the attack on Parmenion on the left wing of the Macedonian Army at the battle of Gaugamela and both report that Parmenion drove off this attack before Alexander returned to the left wing after receiving a message for help from Parmenion’s son. Arrian leaves the reader to believe that the left wing was saved by Alexander. That Alexander had won victory on the Macedonian right wing, driven Darius from the centre of the battle and saved the Macedonian left wing. This approach by Arrian lowers the prestige of the other Macedonian generals and enhances that of Alexander. It is a hero worship which may belie the truth of what happened at Gaugamela.
Arrian consciously adopted the name the Second Xenophon
 or the Young Xenophon for himself. He consciously copied Xenophon who was a pupil of Socrates when Arrian became a student to the philosopher Epicetus who Arrian studied under at Athens. The Emperor Hadrian also studied under the philosopher before becoming Emperor. A number of Arrian’s works copied those of Xenophon in their themes. These include Techne Taktike written by Arrian in 136/137 AD
 on cavalry tactics. Xenophon wrote two similar works, the Hipparchikos on the roles of a cavalry officers written circa 350 BC and peri hippikēs translated on horsemanship written at about the same time by Xenophon. Arrian also wrote Kynēgetikos translated as the hunting man which again is based on Xenophon’s title of the same name which can also be translated as ‘hunting with dogs’. 
Most significantly Xenophon’s Anabasis composed around 370 BC was a source of inspiration to Arrian. This work by Xenophon was a well-known piece of literature in the Roman Empire of the second century AD. The direct translation means “march up from” but Xenophon’s work is more widely translated given its context as the March of the Ten Thousand or The March Up Country. Stylistically and structurally this provided the template for the Anabasis of Alexander by Arrian. Contextually it would have also have provided a template for the invasion of Alexander as Xenophon’s Anabasis records the march of Greek mercenaries in support of the rebel Persian Cyrus the Younger. They marched from the coast of western Anatolia and fought at the battle of Cunaxa in the heart of Babylonia in 401BC
. The battle was a defeat for Cyrus, who also lost his life. The Greek mercenaries who were undefeated in the battle and they began a long march back to the Black Sea and then home to Greece after not agreeing terms with the Persians. Xenophon was voted to be the new general as the previous generals had been slaughtered by the Persians during duplicitous negotiations according to the Greek or Xenophon version of events.
The bravado and military tactical success of this Greek force, although it was a strategic disaster, may have inspired Phillip II of Macedonia plan for a Greek/Macedonian invasion of the Persian Empire. Alexander inherited this political legacy and vision, which helped to unify the Greek world behind Macedonian leadership, from his father Phillip II
. Previous Greek victories and battles also inspired the Greek world, but the march of the Ten Thousand demonstrated that a Greek force could reach the heart of the Persian Empire.
Xenophon’s politics are generally perceived as being anti-democratic
. He worked for the Spartans whilst being Athenian and was exiled from Athens. His overall political approach was pro Spartan as was Plato who was also a pupil of Socrates like Xenophon. The return journey to Greece by the Greek mercenaries can be interpreted as a version of the Socratic republican principles but Xenophon’s views are not incompatible with the concept of the importance of great men
 who shape history, as almost Nietzschean ubermensch
.

Stylistically Arrian copied the Anabasis of Xenophon. He wrote in the same educated Athenian language as Xenophon and make chronological changes to the story of Alexander to fit stylistically into a flow and narrative which was artistically pleasing to him. Arrian brings together at 4.7-14 the death of Cleitus
, the proskynesis affair
 and the later death of Callisthenes and the pages' conspiracy. By doing this Arrian roles together a series of unattractive actions by Alexander into one event, making them more forgivable, rather than as a series of actions showing a declining path taking Alexander from a potential Greek philosopher king who would unify mankind and bring enlightenment to becoming a being who was an eastern despotic king which would have been abhorrent to Greek and Macedonian culture. This is the sub text of the Clietarchus version. 
The Clietarchus history shows Alexander making bad choices and increasingly influenced by alcohol. In a good light, the proskynesis issue may demonstrate Alexanders attempt at cultural assimilation between conquerors and conquered which would be supported by Alexanders own marriage to a Persian, Statiera one of Darius daughters, and that of ninety of his Greek and Macedonian officers at the Susa Weddings of 324 BC
. 
However, another of Alexanders life themes, the search for a god like status would suggest megalomania behind the proskynesis matter. All of these wives were to be divorced following Alexanders death by those Macedonian and Greek husbands left alive at the time with the exception of Seluecus who was to use cultural assimilation to help in the creation of the biggest and greatest of the Hellenistic Successor states. These divorces demonstrate the unpopularity of Alexanders actions. That Alexanders actions were no longer supported by those he should have relied on, his own senior officers. The probable murder of Callisthenes as reported by Clietarchus unlike the mere death reported by Arrian demonstrates Alexanders paranoia, as does the Pages Conspiracy. Clietarchus shows Alexander acting as an eastern despot. Arrian excludes this information from the account of Alexander.
Arrian refers to Alexander using torture only once
. The Persian Magi who was tasked with protecting the tomb of Cyrus the Great was tortured for failing in this task. The torture was intended to reveal why he had failed in protecting the monument from the damage it suffered. From a Greek/Roman perspective this would have been more acceptable as the Persian would be considered barbaroi even if the Persians had come from a tradition and culture which pre dated that of Rome and Greece. Plutarch, informs us in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander of the Philotas Affair
… Philotas’ enemies brought innumerable accusations against him. He was arrested, interrogated and tortured in the presence of the king’s companions, while Alexander himself listened to the examination from behind a curtain.

… heard Philotas uttering broken and pitiful cries and pleas for mercy to Hephaestion…

… (Alexander) exclaimed, ‘Ah, Philotas, if you are so weak and unmanly as this, how could you involve yourself in such a dangerous business?’

Plutarch tells us again of Alexanders use of torture in the Pages Conspiracy which is corroborated in Curtis, it is probable that Plutarch is using Clietarchus as a source. 

… not one of Hermolaus’ accomplices, even under the stress of torture, denounced Callisthenes. Indeed, Alexander himself, in the letters which he immediately wrote to Craterus, Attalus and Alcetas, says that the youths had confessed under torture that the conspiracy was entirely their own and that nobody else knew of it.

Callisthenes life was not spared by Alexander even though he was not implicated in the torture confessions. 
We find here Arrian has avoided implicating Alexander in unattractive behaviour by engaging in torture as a means of state power. The atmosphere of the Macedonian court was a cockpit of intrigue, murder, assassination and power politics before and after Alexander. Torture would have been the norm to this world. Therefore, there is no reason to believe that Alexander was not involved in this behaviour. Arrian’s selective use of information on Alexander again shows a subjective interpretation. 
From the start of the Anabasis of Alexander Arrian’s approach seems to be as an apologist for Alexander. The first major action by Alexander recorded by Arrian is to undertake military campaigns against the tribal groups to the north of Macedonia in Thrace. For simple realpolitik reasons this made sense in the context of the kingdom of Macedonia. It secured the region to the north of Macedonia from the warlike tribes which had previously ravaged Macedonia. This preparation before Alexander left to go to Asia Minor and his war on Persia made sense. It gave him opportunity to lead the Macedonian army, to gain its support and confidence in him as a general and to provide experience to that army. It also helped to unite the kingdom of Macedonia behind the new king. Phillip II had died through assassination. Whilst Alexander may not have been involved in the assassination plot, he was the person who benefited most from the death of Alexander at that time, as he was at risk of being supplanted as heir to the throne in the power politics of the Macedonian court. However, Arrian does not cite any of these reasons for the conflict. Rather he gives the vague justification 
The spring following, he determined to march through Thrace, and so to penetrate into the countries of the Triballi and Illyrians, who he heard, were also plotting mischief
.
This justification by Arrian is weak and notably so as Alexanders next actions were even less unjustified with the sack and destruction of Thebes in 335 BC. Thebes was the pre eminent political power amongst the Greek city states at that time having eclipsed the military power of both Sparta and Athens. The city sought its freedom from the Macedonia hegemony which Phillip II had placed on Greece. It revolted, Alexander returned to Greece from Thrace and after some skirmishing, he secured the city, sacked the city and massacred the people and sold into slavery those which had survived the sack and slaughter except for priests or those who had previously been pro Macedonian. The city was then levelled. Arrian tells us that this event shocked and subdued Greece and was considered at the time the worst event to have befallen Greece
. In Greek mythology and tradition Thebes had been the first Greek city. Yet Arrian then goes onto justify this event by the events of the Persian War
.
The sack and destruction of Thebes introduced to Greek politics a new way of conducting war which was to overawe the Greek cities before Alexander marched east. This was clearly its purpose, again showing the realpolitik of the Macedonian political and military control over Greece as well as the threat of complete punishment for rebellion. The Persian Wars which Arrian refers to were from 499 BC to 449 BC. One hundred and fourteen years had passed since the events Arrian was referring to and the sack of Thebes. 
Arrian would have been conscious of the later and similar destruction by the Republic of Rome of the cities of Corinth and Carthage in the year 146 BC as political acts to demonstrate power and subdue any further conflict by the Greek states or Carthage. Arrian was writing for a Roman audience and in support of authority, he describes the revolt of the Thebans as the old and specious pretence of liberty
. Arrian was writing at a time when the Roman world was ruled by a single autocrat, one of whom was to be his friend - the emperor Hadrian, and Arrian did very well out of being a member of the Roman establishment reaching its most prestigious post of Consul because of his friend Hadrian. This seems to have been an influence on Arrian’s interpretation of commentary of the Hellenistic world with Alexanders conquests. This is confirmed with Arrian’s opening statement when he considers that Ptolemy’s account is to be trusted more than any other because Ptolemy was a king
. The question or whether Arrian was naive or playing to the gallery is one which may not be possible to answer. What it does mean is that there is a bias to Arrian’s account. It is pro authority and pro omnipotent leadership whether that is of a Macedonian king or a Roman emperor. 
A good classical education was the route to career and promotion in the Roman Empire of the second century. To be able to write and speak in the correct manner and style opened doors to wealth and power. 
Arrian as we can see above excluded material which he would have been aware of. It is implausible that he did not have access to the Clietarchus account of Alexander or those writers who in turn were influenced by Clietarchus. Arrian may have considered that the literary product in its style and narrative was as important if not more important as historical accuracy. He was producing a piece of work to be read amongst a circle of friends and acquaintances who were the powerful leaders of that time, as well as a wider audience. This included the Emperor Hadrian. The imperial and elite audience of Arrian would have been uncomfortable with the story that Clietarchus told – that power corrupts, even those that have been educated by the best (Aristotle) and this leads to murder (Callisthenes), torture (the Pages Conspiracy), massacre (Tyre) and tyranny(proskynesis). Therefore, Arrian created a more palatable story for his elite audience.
Arrian directly copied the structure of the Anabasis of Xenophon. The work of Xenophon is structured into seven books
 and Arrian copies this structure of seven books with his Anabasis of Alexander. This direct copy of this structure would have been applauded by Arrian’s audience as it would have appeared to demonstrate Arrian’s literary credentials. However, it leaves doubt in the modern reader that content may have been sacrificed for style and material will have been used to fit a structure whose template had previously been established by Xenophon.

At the end of chapter twelve of the Anabasis of Alexander Arrian talks directly to his audience in the first person.

But who I am, that thus characterize myself, and what is my name, though that be far from obscure, concerns the reader but little to know; neither would he be any ways profited by an account of my family, my city, or what offices I have borne there. Let it suffice to him to know, that an extreme passion for letters, wherein I have always indulged myself from youth, has to me, been instead of my family, city, and magistracy, altogether. Wherefore I may, perhaps, be less worthy a place among the most celebrated authors of Greece, than Alexander among her most famous heroes.

This passage when taken in conjunction with the rest of the work shows that in writing the Anabasis of Alexander that Arrian was endeavouring to secure the fame and prestige in which Xenophon was held by following Xenophon in writing his own Anabasis.
This essay has considered the use that Arrian made of his sources and those that he chose not to utilise. These all come from the Greek and Macedonian account of the story. Arrian did not use any Persian sources as he may not have been aware of their existence. If Arrian was aware of them, he may have discounted them if they did not accord with those sources of the Greco Roman tradition which he was a part of.
The temple of Marduk in the Esagila temple complex was at the heart of the Persian empire in the centre of Babylon. This temple housed daily records of astronomical events, the rise and fall of river heights, food prices and political events from a contemporaneous perspective. They were recorded at the time of the event. There are inscriptions which have survived as a source of information recording events as they occurred, in the same way that a newspaper might be a primary source of historical evidence. The Astronomical Diaries provide a day by day account of events, these started in the reign of king Nabonassar of Babylon 747–734 BC. 
These include an interesting account of the battle of Gaugamela with the Persian army crumbling and deserting in the days before the battle
. This version of events is more credible than the conventional story told by Greek and Roman historians where a dramatic charge by Alexander made Darius flee. 
This repeats the events of the battle of Issus 333 BC where Darius previously fled the battlefield when charged by Alexander.  Darius fled once the battle was lost at Issus. It is probable that at Gaugamela the same occurred, that the poor-quality militia infantry deserted prior to and during the battle. The four versions of the battle that we have from Arrian, Diodorus, Curtius, and Plutarch derive from Callisthenes. Callisthenes as the official Macedonian recorder of events would have naturally have inclined to a more glorious interpretation favouring the Macedonians. It was this version which was to be the source of Arrian’s account of the battle of Gaugamela. In the confusion of battle, it could be understood how this was perceived. A collapse of morale in the Persian army prior to the battle and during, is a more plausible cause for the victory than one king charging and routing the other with a win against insurmountable odds.
Post-war historians have been more circumspect with the reputation of Alexander when interpreting sources we have of him from the ancient world. The recent scholarly opinion takes a more nuanced approach to Alexander
.  The more modern Persian historical opinion is that Alexander was a disaster to Persian culture as was his suppression of the Zoroastrian religion
. 
After 1939-1945, the idea that war could be waged for the benefit of mankind, was considered naive. Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler, and Joseph Stalin had started to influence the study of Alexander
.
Ernst Badian in 1958 was to depict Alexander as a ruthless killer, a paranoid autocrat and megalomaniac
. As part of his argument, Badian uses the example of a purge that Alexander introduced when he returned from the march back from the east through the Gedrosian desert
.  
To conclude, a cultural merging between the Greek and Persian world had been taking place over a long period prior to the conquest of Alexander
. Therefore, Alexanders conquest violently expedited this process which was already taking place. Professor Paul Cartlidge is of the opinion that Alexander the Great is the most well-known human who ever lived
. If this is so, Arrian has achieved his own place in history as the historian whose version of Alexander is the most influential. 
In achieving his objective, Arrian may have done future generations a significant disservice. He provides a blue print of the world’s greatest conqueror which is a sanitised account. This has encouraged later military tyrants by hiding the painful consequences of the pursuit of power. It removes the more unpleasant aspects of the Alexander story and it avoids the harsh nature of the Macedonian court and the brutal consequences of war. Badian interprets Alexander as being a brutal tyrant. In summary, the evidence supports that Alexander was the product of his time who made brutal decisions that were necessary to pursue his own personal dream of conquest. Arrian provides an apologetic version of that truth which hides the ugliness which results from the pursuit of total power.
Arrian provides only a partial account of what happened in Alexanders story. The over positive interpretation by Arrian has not explained the true costs and penalties involved in Alexanders pursuit of total power so we conclude that there is limited confidence in accuracy of his report Anabasis of Alexander.
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