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			INTRODUCTION

			Victor Davis Hanson

			We owe to Plutarch the famous stories about Alexander that have done so much to enshrine the myth of the near-divine warrior-humanist on his great quest to bring civilization eastward to the barbarians. The teenaged prince tames the wild Thessalian horse Bucephalus (“Ox-head”), in between his shady walks and tutorials with Aristotle. On reaching Cilicia in southern Asia Minor, the young Alexander impatiently hacks apart the legendary Gordian knot—all the while sleeping with Homer’s Iliad tucked under the pillow.

			Plutarch was clearly impressed with the philosopher-general who bantered with wise men (“If he were not Alexander, he would choose to be Diogenes,” Plutarch declares) and saved the descendants of the poet Pindar from the Armageddon he unloosened upon the hallowed Greek city of Thebes. Such anecdotes all reflected Alexander’s romantic verve and professed humanity, in a way that was untrue of later Hellenistic warriors such as Pyrrhus and Demetrius, and perhaps explains why The Life of Alexander the Great is one of Plutarch’s most fascinating, lengthy—and frustrating—biographies.

			Plutarch himself was born into a prosperous family sometime around A.D. 45 in Chaeronea, a small hamlet in central Greece about sixty miles north of Athens. Nearby was the expansive plain of Boeotia, the “dancing floor of war” where most of the Hellenic world’s greatest battles had been fought and Greek freedom had at times been both won and lost. Although he made frequent trips to both Athens and Rome, Plutarch spent most of his approximately seventy-five years in the backwater where he was raised. Without much of a library, never quite fluent in Latin, and isolated from the Mediterranean intelligentsia of the empire, he exchanged ideas instead in dinner conversations with small-town dignitaries and family members.

			Yet despite his supposed parochialism, Plutarch was a scholar of real erudition and energy, and thus somehow managed to quote more than 150 historians in his Lives—a third of whom wrote in Latin—nearly of all them now lost. Indeed, Plutarch’s Alexander is a careful compilation of anecdotes from at least five critical Greek sources: the now-forgotten historians Callisthenes, Aristobulus, Chares, Onesicritus, and Cleitarchus, all of whose works survive in just a few fragments but seem to have offered widely diverse views of both the achievement and morality of Alexander.

			If, despite his hard work, Plutarch’s biographies neither appeal to sophisticates, then or now, nor offer systematic histories of the times, they nonetheless possess a natural simplicity and timeless charm that have captured millions of readers from Machiavelli and Shakespeare to nineteenth-century Victorian generals and contemporary American college students. And if there is nothing in the Alexander like the discussion of realpolitik in Thucydides’ “Melian Dialogue” or Polybius’s excursus on the Roman constitution, generations have still found endlessly riveting this ancient Kipling’s stories of outnumbered Macedonian armies victorious on the edge of the Punjab, the swashbuckling and often severely wounded king slashing through hordes of enemies, and Greeks fighting elephants on the Hydaspes River.

			Plutarch, of course, did not invent biography, but he surely enriched the genre that dated back at least five centuries, to Xenophon’s account of the Spartan king Agesilaus, Theophrastus’s moral sketches in his Characters, and the De Viris Illustribus (About Famous Men) of Cornelius Nepos, the Roman biographer who in the first century B.C. wrote in Latin lives of twenty-three famous foreign generals. Yet in comparison to the systematic Plutarch, both earlier and later biographers appear dry and do not to the same effect use their subjects for wider lessons about morality. Thus, general readers today who know nothing of Xenophon or Nepos are nevertheless likely either to have read Plutarch or to know some of his better-known stories through subsequent literature, whether Shakespeare’s burnished love barge of Antony and Cleopatra or a few lines in the most recent spate of Hollywood cinematic renditions of Alexander the Great.

			Plutarch is best known for his Parallel Lives. We know these biographies originally in English through Sir Thomas North’s landmark 1579 translation from the French version of Jacques Amyot, who published them in 1559 as Les Vies des hommes illustres Grecs et Romains. While Plutarch left a vast body of work (his Moralia consists of some seventy-eight extant diverse essays), he spent the last twenty years of his life on the Lives, publishing the collection sometime between A.D. 110 and 115. All but two of these fascinating portraits survive (some forty-eight individual lives in all), and the work as a whole centers on twenty-three paired biographies that compare famous Greek and Roman statesmen and generals over some seven centuries of Mediterranean history. Plutarch’s ostensible intent was to remind Greeks, in their third century of relatively humane Roman rule, that even if their once-populated countryside was now deserted and their cities were often in ruins, their own more spirited ancestors of centuries past had matched and indeed often surpassed the achievements of the Roman ruling class.

			Thus, Alexander’s life was matched with that of Julius Caesar, the greatest Roman of them all, and these paired biographies are the longest and most comprehensive of Plutarch’s entire corpus—not surprising given the near-mystical hold that each man exercised on generations of Greeks and Romans. Indeed, unlike many of Plutarch’s other subjects—Pelopidas or Nicias, for example—Alexander the Great simply offered any would-be biographer too many stories and too many achievements to summarize easily, even if the final sketch is one of Plutarch’s longest essays, at well over twenty-five thousand words. Although we lack the short concluding comparison (synkrisis) of the two revolutionaries, to Plutarch both men were ambitious, far-seeing leaders whose generosity and moderation warred with their tempers and similar desire to end consensual government. And perhaps the pairing also served as a reminder to Plutarch’s Greek readers that Alexander’s long-ago Macedonian conquest of Persia and the ensuing creation of the Hellenistic world overshadowed even Caesar’s annexation of Gaul and the transformation from republic to principate.

			Plutarch, of course, wrote almost four hundred years after Alexander’s death, as distant in time from his subject as we are from the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock. Indeed, Plutarch’s contemporary world of Roman Greece during the second century A.D. under the reigns of Trajan and Hadrian was without much civil strife or costly foreign wars—the Golden Age of the Antonines, between 96 and 180, which Gibbon praised as “the period in history of the world during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous.” Yet if Plutarch appears at times nostalgic in his era of serenity and occasional boredom, he voiced no desire to return to the more dangerous past he wrote about. He seems instead deeply appreciative of the stability and order of the relatively enlightened Roman principate of his own times, which has been enriched by Greek learning—without the license of the old tumultuous and autonomous Greek city-states.

			Plutarch showcased his Alexander—subsequently the most popular of his biographies—for personal reasons as well as those of innate interest. His own schoolhouse on the slopes of Chaeronea overlooked the great killing field of 338 B.C. There, more than four hundred years earlier, Philip II and the eighteen-year-old Alexander had crushed Thebes and Athens, and so ended four centuries of Greek liberty. Indeed, as Plutarch wrote his Parallel Lives he gazed down at “Alexander’s oak,” the hallowed tree under which the young prince supposedly had once camped, the group burial mound of the Macedonian dead from the battle, and the resting place of the three-hundred-strong Theban sacred band, which had been obliterated by Alexander’s cavalry charge.

			Plutarch’s interests were moral as well as antiquarian, befitting an adherent of Plato who quoted the philosopher some 650 times in his various works, believing that we all have imperishable souls whose fate in the next world is predicated on the lives we craft in the present. Thus, to emphasize the importance of moral character, he often accentuated small and seemingly irrelevant incidents from his subjects’ youth that might offer valuable portents of later success or failure—the practice in all the Lives of more or less telling the great man’s story in chronological anecdotal fashion from youth to death. An early theme of his Alexander is the struggle of the tutor Aristotle to channel the young prince’s youthful exuberance into a regimen of philosophy, medicine, literature, and philosophy that would ensure his emerging talents were guided by reason rather than emotion.

			“It must be borne in mind that my design is not to write histories, but lives,” Plutarch warns us at the outset of his Alexander. And indeed ancient biography in Plutarch’s hands—itself confined to men who were preeminent in politics or war—seems not just a compilation of facts or even an effort to place the subject in the wide canvas of history, but rather an attempt to ask what sort of man Alexander was in moral terms—and thus what we ourselves can learn from his life. Consequently, one gathers little of battle tactics or any great detail about his four great victories at Granicus, Issus, Gaugamela, and Hydaspes, the horrific sieges of Thebes, Tyre, and Gaza, the messy accounts of his dirty wars in Afghanistan and Bactria, or his disastrous and unnecessary march across the Gedrosian desert. Much less is the Alexander an analytical account of the transformation from Hellenic polis to the Hellenistic kingdom.

			While Plutarch notes the near-pathological nature of Alexander’s anger—to the biographer the most pernicious of all the unchecked emotions—it is more in the context of a world leader with the burdens of empire on his shoulders or a personal flaw that alone has the power to mar Alexander’s otherwise admirable commitment to reason. Crimes are to be understood as the exception rather than condemned as routine, and surely pale in comparison to the achievement of spreading Hellenism beyond the Mediterranean.

			In two auxiliary essays, “On the Fortune and Virtue of Alexander the Great,” Plutarch argued that Alexander was the greatest of all Greek philosophers, inasmuch as he was no idle theorist, but through his courage, talent, and education saw his utopian dreams of imperial conquest realized in 331 B.C. with the end of the Achaemenid Dynasty in Persia and his promises to craft a new hybrid inclusive culture devoted to ideals that transcended race, religion, or nationalism. Accordingly, Alexander, the universal citizen who had evolved beyond the world of the Macedonian barracks, not only spared but honored the family of the defeated Darius III, arranged the mass marriages of Easterners and his own Macedonians, recruited thirty thousand Persians to serve in his army, and was at home with Persian dress. To Plutarch the gesture, the ostentatious sign of magnanimity, outweighed the messy details of counting corpses.

			Yet a systematic collation of parallel extant sources of Alexander’s life—the historians Arrian, Curtius Rufus, and Diodorus—fleshes out a much different and chilling story behind Alexander’s proposed “brotherhood of man.” Upon assumption of power, Alexander leveled the hallowed city of Thebes—twenty thousand enslaved, six thousand butchered—killed thousands of free Greeks, and brutally put down rebellious subjects in Macedonia and Thrace. After arriving in Persia in 334 B.C. he executed more than fifteen thousand captive Greek soldiers after the battle of Granicus, and killed even more civilians during the sieges of Miletus (334), Halicarnassus (334), Sagalassus (333), Tyre (332), and Gaza (332). Years of dirty warring between 331 and 326 in Afghanistan and Bactria left hundreds of thousands dead, and Alexander’s army was nearly destroyed in a foolhardy and wholly unnecessary march through the Gedrosian desert that cost more lives than all those lost to the Persians in battle. Plutarch mentions many of these miniholocausts, but it is from other sources that we can surmise that Alexander’s army killed more than two hundred thousand enemy soldiers in battle, among them more than forty thousand Greeks—probably more lost than all those killed by the Persians in a century and a half of war.

			As Alexander drank more, increasingly surrounded himself with sycophants, and grew more convinced of his own godhead, he liquidated many of the Old Guard of Macedonian generals who brought him victory: Cleitus was murdered in a drunken rage; Philotas was tortured and then executed after a show trial; seventy-year-old Parmenio, anchor of the Macedonian left wing in battle, was beheaded; and the generals Cleander and Sitalces, along with six hundred of their soldiers, were done away with. In addition, Alexander had hundreds of Macedonian pages murdered; he introduced crucifixion and decimation (inflicted on an entire corps of six thousand) into the Western world; and he had men of learning, such as the philosopher Callisthenes, executed for voicing concern over Alexander’s embrace of Oriental absolutism. Much of this Plutarch notes, but he either ignores or slides over its obvious moral ramifications.

			Indeed, when we look to Plutarch the moralist for possible motives for such cruelty we hit a brick wall: Alexander drank only for reasons of conviviality; he claimed divinity not out of megalomania but because of political necessity; he looted and plundered, but largely to pay his army and satisfy the avarice of base lieutenants critical to his army; his savage outbursts were always followed by proper contrition and mourning. It is almost as if Alexander stands apart from the cataclysmic events he ushered in, the biographer hardly interested at all in Alexander as the initiator of a new bloody epoch in the eastern Mediterranean.

			What then are we to make of Plutarch’s portrait of Alexander, besides the obvious fact that it supplies a wealth of detail otherwise unknown from our other extant sources? A variety of factors cloud the issue, as we must avoid the easy practice of applying modern standards of morality to condemn our supposed moral inferiors of antiquity. Plutarch, despite his Platonic notion that one should follow reason to preserve the sanctity of one’s immortal soul, nevertheless largely embodies the traditional Hellenic moral principle of helping friends and hurting enemies—and Persians had a long history of enmity to Greeks, dating back to the battle of Marathon in 490 B.C., which naturally would invite justifiable retribution even more than a century later.

			In the Greco-Roman world of Plutarch, traits such as physical bravery, personal courage, and honor were far more important than showing mercy, ignoring slights, and preferring conciliation to war and conquest. True, real cruelty and killing are chalked up by Plutarch to Alexander’s impulsiveness and “anger,” but the reader regards these crimes as occasional character lapses of a great man rather than with empathy for the thousands who die as a result. In our postmodern world of Marx and Freud, which deprecates the desire for glory as either inherently exploitive or illustrative of some inner failing, it is hard to share Plutarch’s admiration for someone achieving near world conquest before dying young at thirty-three.

			So we more skeptical and cynical moderns can’t quite swallow Plutarch’s romantic apology for Alexander’s career—not when we look instead to the tally of corpses, suspecting that his grand achievement was mostly one of pillage and death, an empire fought over and divided by successors who provided only a thin veneer of autocratic Hellenism to what would remain an Oriental East. Greek-speaking elites, elegant temples, and amphitheaters from Egypt to Afghanistan did not translate into local councils of the polis or a shared notion of personal freedom for all. In some sense, Alexander’s real achievement was rather to leave the Greek world of the Mediterranean less free and more Eastern in nature than to hellenize, much less liberate, Asia. And like all megalomaniac conquerors from Caesar and Pyrrhus to Napoléon and Hitler, Alexander leaves us awed by the transitory achievement of military genius married to autocracy.

			After all the great cities conquered, the vast distances traveled, and the legions of fierce enemies and brutal weather overcome, we are left amazed but uneasy, asking, “What was it all for?,” this near-divine energy and talent that accomplished things we mere mortals could not—but also would not—do. We are not surprised when military victory of such a nature left no lasting civil society in its wake, despite the genius of a twenty-something youth who with no more than fifty thousand men destroyed a corrupt empire of a million square miles and fifty million subjects in less than a decade. It is precisely due to the seductive charm of Plutarch that we too are enthralled by the wit, courage, and sheer energy of his eternally young Alexander, preferring to dwell on what the conqueror professed about humanity rather than what he actually did to humans.

			—

			VICTOR DAVIS HANSON has written extensively on both ancient Greek and military history; his fifteen books include The Western Way of War and Between War and Peace. He is a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, and a professor of classics at California State University, Fresno.

		

	OEBPS/9781588363473_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						MAP


						INTRODUCTION


						THE LIFE OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT


						BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE


						BACKADS


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Table of Contents


						Cover


						Cover


						Copyright


						Start


						Title Page


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/Plut_9781588363473_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE LIFE OF
ALEXANDER
THE GREAT

W

MODERN /,& LIBRARY

Plutarch






OEBPS/images/9781588363473_title_page.jpg







OEBPS/images/Plut_9781588363473_epub_m02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Plut_9781588363473_epub_m01_r1.jpg





