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FIRE FROM HEAVEN

A little over a hundred years ago there was almost nothing to see of one of antiquity’s greatest cities. Pella had been destroyed by an earthquake early in the first century BC, reduced to a cemetery of tiles. Only a few areas remained occupied until they too were abandoned, whereupon the great metropolis was lost and then forgotten. ‘Few cities as important and as rich in memories have left fewer traces of their existence,’ remarked one nineteenth-century visitor.[1] Besides a local spring known as the ‘Baths of Alexander the Great’, a few plundered tombs and an assortment of ancient finds, gathered from the fields by farmers along with their crop, there was scant trace of the glory that had once been Pella. Excavations began immediately after Macedonia’s incorporation into the Greek state following the Balkan Wars (1912–13). Two field seasons (1914–15) revealed sections of late Hellenistic houses, the remains of a fountain and some small finds, but the First World War brought a premature close to the investigation; Pella slipped from memory once more.

The major breakthrough came in early 1957, when a local family began to dig a cellar for their village house in what is now Old Pella, the modern settlement that overlaps the ancient one.[2] They hit some Ionic column drums and called in archaeologist Photios Petsas, who was already investigating the lost city. He quickly realised the significance of the find and managed to secure some money for a small exploratory excavation. The column drums were found to be still in situ, and more appeared to extend beyond the boundaries of the would-be basement. Over the following months, the archaeologists slowly revealed the building’s plan as courtyards, walkways, antechambers and banqueting rooms began to emerge from the sun-baked earth. It was a massive Hellenistic house, one of the largest ever discovered, occupying an entire city block. Among the finds were a stunning set of river-pebble mosaics, some of them displaying geometric patterns. Others were of pictorial scenes from myth, including Dionysos riding a leopard – the mosaic that gives the house its modern name, the House of Dionysos. But one of them stood out as different; rendered in white pebbles and outlined in terracotta tracery were two men in heroic nudity, their bodies almost luminescent against the dark background, hair and lips picked out in hues of orange and red. With billowing cloaks and weapons raised, they confront a muscular lion at the centre of the composition, ready for the kill. Petsas would later suggest that the scene represented Alexander and one of his Companions on a royal hunt; here was no mythical event but one rooted in real life.

It was an extraordinary discovery. The excavations had, in a matter of weeks, revealed one of Greece’s greatest treasures. There could be no more fitting introduction to the archaeological richness that lay just beneath the soil. Roof tiles bearing the stamp ‘Of Pella’ put the identification of the city beyond doubt and excavations continued until 1963. They resumed in 1976, lasting up to the present day. The combined toil and endeavour of generations of archaeologists, conservators and stonemasons have now succeeded in resurrecting the ancient city. Their work has brought Pella back from the dead.[3]
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The remains that can be seen today, including the House of Dionysos, mostly date to the Hellenistic period (323–31 BC), when the city was redeveloped and enlarged with riches acquired during Alexander’s conquests. It was organised according to a Hippodamian plan – a design accredited to the ancient civic planner Hippodamos – with city blocks and public buildings set within a neat grid of avenues and roads. Water pipes spread out underfoot like the veins of a leaf, while the streets were crammed with shops, shrines, bathhouses, and private residences of varying size and grandeur; the bare Greek light reflects harshly off their friable white limestone remains. A massive agora or marketplace, the commercial heart of Pella, dominates the city; an expansive rectangle of open land enclosed by colonnades with rooms behind, where roads and people converged, it is the largest known forum complex from antiquity. At its zenith, Pella rivalled those other great beacons of Hellenistic civilisation, Pergamon, Alexandria and Antioch. It was the capital of Macedonia, but is better known today as the birthplace of Alexander the Great.

The Pella that Alexander knew, however, was much smaller and has proved harder to trace. It has only been uncovered in a few areas, where archaeologists have been able to delve below the later layers or investigate plots still under cultivation. Excavations have established that it was laid out on a grid plan from its foundation. A Classical cemetery was discovered under the eastern parts of the agora, and, along with a surviving section of the northern fortification wall, the core of the early city has been placed further to the south, on the fringes of what was once a large inland lake, which by the early twentieth century had become a sprawling swamp and was subsequently drained, the land being turned over to agriculture. A fortified islet known as Phakos, now a low bump in a farmer’s field, was located just offshore; connected to the mainland via a wooden bridge, it functioned as a citadel, prison and royal treasury. An outlet of the river Loudias provided access to the Thermaic Gulf and the Aegean Sea. Pella was originally a port city.

On a normal day, some 2,300 years ago, the surrounding harbour would have been alive with activity. The sound of hammer and saw emanating from the ship sheds, piles of Macedonian timber stacked high along its length; fishermen setting out onto the lake with their flat-bottomed boats, casting nets for the daily catch, perhaps tossing a morsel or two to the pelicans that also called Pella home; flocks of glossy ibis occasionally rising from the surrounding reed-beds, painting the sky with their iridescent wings. In the city’s many workshops, men set to work fashioning pottery or huddled around their forges, ready to mould, bend and temper their metal products. Women cloaked in colourful shawls could sometimes be seen venturing out from their houses, carrying offerings to the sanctuaries of the local healing god Darron, or Athena Alkidemos (Defender of the People). Boys played at knucklebones under shaded eaves, merchants hollered from their market stalls, men clustered together in the public spaces, ready to exchange gossip or talk politics, stray dogs picked at stinking middens. Outside the cocoon of the city’s walls, families could be found among the cemetery mounds and thickets of gravestones that bore the names and images of the dead, saying prayers to the departed and leaving graveside gifts to sustain their beloved’s lives in the next world. Around them lay extensive vineyards and water-meadows, the ponding of rivers and protective marshes serving to shield Pella from potential invaders; one Roman general later commented that it had not been chosen as the capital without good reason.

During the winters, fog could quickly envelop the land, bringing days without dawn, dank and muffled mornings, life trapped in vapour; snowfall could often be heavy, a blanket of white stretched over terracotta roofs and open spaces, an icy wind that barrelled down the Axios valley chilling residents to the bone. Spring, and the welcome return of swallows, brought a resurgence of life, the opening of the sailing season attracting new people and wares to the city. With the hottest months came swarms of insects, thick as altar smoke, plaguing the horses of the royal stud and herds of cattle. The locals were then surely thankful for the nearby streams that stayed cool despite the rising temperatures, while those rich enough headed out to their country estates; the city turned drowsy towards the dog days of summer. Standing on the southern edge of the archaeological site, with fields of cotton and wheat extending into the distance, the views bisected by a modern motorway, it can be hard to reimagine the scenes, but hidden below the dusty plain lies the memory of this rich waterfront city, the place that Alexander once called home, where he was born and grew up and which, in 334 BC, he left never to return.[4]

Pella had emerged as the new centre of Macedon towards the end of the fifth century BC.[5] Aigai, identified with modern Vergina to the west, remained the ancestral and ceremonial capital, but because Pella was better situated to exercise control over the kingdom, it became a co-capital, an administrative and military hub; its name was likely derived from the ashen coats of the local herds, the image of a grazing cow being stamped onto the city’s coinage and official clay seals.[6] It quickly grew into Macedonia’s greatest city, and was further enlarged by Philip.[7]

The move from Aigai to Pella is usually attributed to a previous Macedonian king, Archelaos (413–399 BC), who did much to develop the infrastructure of the kingdom.[8] One of his royal projects was a new palace, decorated by Zeuxis, the most celebrated painter of the day, and such was its magnificence and fame that people apparently came to Macedonia to see the palace rather than the king.[9] Although it is not specifically stated by the sources, it is generally believed that Archelaos’ palace was built at Pella, and that it was the principal royal residence for his descendants for much of the fourth century BC, including Philip and his family. It remains the most likely candidate for Alexander’s birthplace and childhood home.

The Classical palace has so far eluded firm identification. It may have been close to the waterfront, where the Loudias flowed into Pella’s lake. One Athenian visitor was accused of attempting to hold secret talks with Philip by taking a canoe along the river; others ridiculed the king’s court as a dwelling in an outflow of slime.[10] Another possible location is further to the north, on the site of the later Hellenistic palace that crowns the heights of a low hill overlooking the city. For many years it remained closed off to the public, the shaggy grass growing up around metal canopies that sheltered the exposed remains, a playground for butterflies and other insect life, the understorey patrolled by tortoises, going nowhere slowly. Areas have recently been renovated and opened to the public, allowing the visitor to walk the corridors of power and to admire the regal views across the land, the sparkling waters of the Thermaic Gulf lying in the distance, Mount Vermion and the Pierian range scoring a jagged line across the western sky which the eye can trace south towards the peaks of Olympos, home of the gods.

During the Hellenistic era, the palace was a labyrinthine complex, stretching across some seven hectares; buildings were terraced into the hill at various levels, linked together by corridors, halls, gateways, courtyards and stairs. Its grand façade towered above the rest of the city, a bank of bright white stucco, rich colours picking out the decorative architectural details. The roof was of strong Macedonian timber and held the great weight of large terracotta tiles that are now stacked in piles across the site, patinated with lichen and bleaching under the sun; when the clouds above began to boil and bruise, the weather breaking like a fever over the plain, the rain beat down upon them, the water gushing out of marble lions’ heads positioned along its length. A monumental entrance afforded a carefully controlled passage into the palace, each of the interior buildings being based around a central courtyard, the spaces subdivided and given over to specialised functions – meeting halls, feasting rooms, private residences, an exercise yard and service quarters. It has been suggested that the palace’s core may reflect the original blueprint of Archelaos’ building, but the dating remains uncertain.[11]

The beginnings of Alexander’s life, his earliest years, are similarly difficult to retrace. Besides his birth, they are not alluded to in any of the surviving accounts. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that the most enduring portrait of the infant Alexander comes from a writer of fiction: Mary Renault. In 1969 her novel Fire from Heaven was published, in which she imaginatively recounts Alexander’s journey from boy to man. Some fifty years after its publication, it still has the ability to transport the reader into the past, helping to place the young Alexander back into Pella’s forgotten spaces. Renault begins her story in the private apartments of Archelaos’ palace, when a silent intruder stirs a four-year-old Alexander from his sleep:

The child was wakened by the knotting of the snake’s coils about his waist. For a moment he was frightened; it had squeezed his breathing, and given him a bad dream. But as soon as he was awake, he knew what it was, and pushed his two hands inside the coil. It shifted; the strong band under his back bunched tightly, then grew thin. The head slid up his shoulder along his neck, and he felt close to his ear the flickering tongue.[12]

Renault’s Alexander is a strange and extraordinary child, with pale white skin, blond hair that would not hold a curl, and a unique, adventurous spirit. He is different from other children, not afraid of snakes in the dark. This portrait was the result of Renault’s lifelong fascination with Alexander. She had first come under his spell in the 1920s when she encountered a plaster-cast bust of him in Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum. She later confessed to her friend Kasia Abbott that this face had come to haunt her, ‘the amazing eyes, the way his hair springs from his brow, and what must already early in his twenties have been his weather-beaten beauty, his skin burnt almost black and his hair almost white with sun.’[13] A postcard of the original bust was one of her most prized possessions and took up permanent residence in her beachfront cottage near Cape Town.

Sadly, Renault never managed to visit Alexander’s homeland. Two previous trips around Greece and the islands, undertaken in 1954 and 1962, had been enlightening but also exhausting. She was in her early sixties when she started work on Fire from Heaven. There was talk of a visit but it never materialised. Instead she began collecting archaeological reports and articles, anything that could help enrich the novel’s setting. Her study, with views of the rolling Atlantic surf, became crammed with research material: ‘There was literally a book behind a book and behind that there were books again,’ reports one of her biographers.[14] At the same time, she pored over the ancient sources that detailed Alexander’s life, of which there is a small collection of surviving accounts.[15] The earliest – provided by Diodorus Siculus – was produced in the first century BC, some three hundred years after Alexander’s death; the rest appeared during the Roman Empire. But they all drew on earlier works and it has been the task of historians to peel back the layers of rhetoric and propaganda in order to get closer to contemporary views.

Two in particular deal with Alexander’s youth. The fictionalised Alexander Romance, attributed to an anonymous author referred to as Pseudo-Callisthenes, provides a fantastic version, where Alexander is the son of the last Egyptian pharaoh and sorcerer: Nektanebo II. Fleeing a Persian invasion, Nektanebo leaves Egypt and takes up residence at Pella, where he manages to seduce Philip’s queen, Olympias, by disguising himself as the god Ammon of Libya. Alexander is born to great claps of thunder and streaks of lightning, the world shaken. Alexander later kills Nektanebo, who with his dying words reveals that he is his true father. He is buried in Macedonia, enabling the author to reflect on the remarkable proof of divine providence, whereby an Egyptian is buried in a Greek grave while Alexander would be laid to rest in an Egyptian one. The prince goes on to tame a man-eating horse, and compete and win at the Olympics games, before becoming king. Despite these questionable historical details, the Romance does preserve unique information pertaining to Alexander’s youth, such as a list of his various tutors, and is therefore of some value, but it is the other source that provides the basis for any real reconstruction.

Plutarch’s Life of Alexander forms part of his series of Parallel Lives – twinned biographies of famous Greek and Roman individuals – that were produced in the late first and early second century AD. Alexander’s Life is coupled with that of Julius Caesar, and the author was able to draw upon a number of lost sources that dealt with his upbringing.[16] Plutarch was not so much concerned with Alexander’s military achievements as with those stories that illuminated his character, reminding the reader in the introduction to the work that he is writing lives not history.[17] It was an approach that chimed with Renault’s interests and she relied heavily upon his account, finding much of interest within it. She shared her excitement with a long-time correspondent in America, Jay Williams: ‘They [historians] say again and again how he [Alexander] was enigmatic and complex and contradictory; yet the little that Plutarch has space to say about his youth, is enormously significant in itself, and very much more so if one takes the trouble to line it up against contemporary history … I may have got the answers all wrong, but I have never studied anything more interesting.’[18]

By the late 1960s, Renault had already written four other books of historical fiction.[19] She was a deft hand at rooting stories in the strange and alien ancient world. Her meticulous research made many believe that she had an almost psychic understanding of life in the distant past. Fire from Heaven remains important for many reasons. Not only is it an enthralling read but also, by reimagining Alexander’s early life, Renault forces the reader to consider the realities of the time along with the influences that shaped his personality. Central to this understanding was Alexander’s relationship with his parents, Philip and Olympias. Renault introduces them in dramatic fashion.

Alexander, believing the snake to be one of his mother’s pets, sneaks out of the nursery, leaving behind his slumbering baby sister and nanny. He ventures down the dark palace corridors, past the on-duty guard and up the stairs to his mother’s chamber. They lie together alone in the royal bed, snuggling up to each other, Alexander asking her who she loves best. He shows her the snake, but she does not recognise it; she says that it is Alexander’s daimon, an intermediary between gods and men that can help guide an individual’s fate. He calls it Tyche or Fortune.

This idyllic world is suddenly torn apart by the entrance of a drunken Philip. The door flies open. Without even looking at the bed, he starts to undress, making ready to take what is his by marriage. Alexander cowers under the blankets, his blue-grey eyes wide with fear. Through a peephole he observes his father naked and aroused, pockmarked with scars, one eye blinded by an arrow. Olympias protests at the intrusion and the two exchange insults: ‘you Molossian bitch,’ he says; ‘you wineskin,’ she counters. Philip lunges at her – like the mythical cyclops Polyphemos on his prey – but he reels in shock when he discovers Olympias’ pet snake, Glaukos, sleeping at her side. ‘How dare you,’ he shouts, ‘when I forbade it, bring your filthy vermin into my bed? Sorceress, barbarian witch …’ His one good eye then comes to rest on the child. Father and son exchange steely looks. He notices Alexander’s snake-daimon, still wrapped around his waist. ‘What’s that upon the boy? … are you teaching him now? Are you making him into a back-country, snake dancing, howling mystagogue?’

A heated argument erupts over their respective ancestry and experience, each one trying to trump the other’s claims to Greekness. Philip moves to strike his wife but little Alexander stands up on the bed, coming to her defence. ‘Go away! She hates you!’ he cries, jabbing with his tiny fists at Philip’s outstretched arm. ‘Go away! She will marry me!’ He ends up being thrown from the room by his father, like a rag doll tossed aside by squabbling children.

In just a few pages Renault encapsulates one of the strangest family dynamics in history, a dysfunctional father-mother-son relationship as tempestuous as a winter’s sea. This is not all fiction; ancient sources attest to difficulties between the family members, albeit from a later time when Alexander had grown to adulthood. The lives of Philip and Olympias have long been overshadowed by their famous son, but there’s no doubting that they were two extraordinary individuals, and that their influence on Alexander went way beyond mere genetics; they would both leave their own indelible impression on his character and life. Any story about the young Alexander must begin with his parents.

INTO THE MYSTIC

In antiquity, the island of Samothrace (or Samothraki) was famed for three things: onions, flat-horned goats and the mysteries of the Great Gods – a strange religious cult that was only accessible via a secretive initiation ceremony.[20] It was forbidden to divulge any information about the mysteries and, as such, very little is known about them. Even the identity of the Great Gods remains enigmatic. One Hellenistic scholar records that they were four in number, Axieros, Axiokersa, Axiokersos and Kasmilos, chthonic or underworld deities, whom he identifies with Demeter, Persephone, Hades and Hermes.[21] A central role in the cult was also reserved for a Great Mother figure, a goddess of fertility, who is depicted on local coins. Collectively they are called Kabeiroi on the mainland but inscriptions on Samothrace refer to them only as ‘Gods’ or ‘Great Gods’ (Megaloi Theoi), and anonymity may well have been part of their appeal. What is known is that they appear to have had the power to avert shipwreck, and promised to make initiates more pious, more righteous – just better in every way.[22] For the ancients their lure was strong, and despite the island’s remote location, the mysteries possessed a lengthy list of famous initiates, including Jason and the Argonauts, the travelling hero Odysseus, the historian Herodotus, and, in the mid fourth century BC, the parents of Alexander the Great. According to Plutarch, it was here that they first met.

The event probably took place in 357 BC. Philip, son of Amyntas III, was then in his mid-twenties, and had come to power some three years previously. His brother, the former king Perdikkas III, had been killed in battle against the Illyrians, along with over four thousand of his men. He left behind a son, also named Amyntas, but he was too young to rule. Although the situation is debated by scholars, it seems likely that Philip first became guardian of Amyntas and that no new king was proclaimed.[23] With rivals and enemies appearing from every direction, Macedon was on the brink of collapse, but Philip managed to rescue the situation. Using a mix of speed, diplomacy and cunning, he brought valuable time to consolidate his position and build the army. As a boy, he had spent time as a hostage in both Illyria and Thebes – the dominant city-state in Greece at the time – and these experiences endowed him with a shrewd understanding of Greek and barbarian mentalities, as well as fostering new military ideas. Within a year he was ready to go on the attack. He defeated the Paionians to the north (in today’s North Macedonia), securing their allegiance, and then marched his new model army west, towards the Illyrians. After a grudge battle against the veteran king Bardylis, Philip emerged victorious. The Illyrian threat was, for the time being, nullified; it was the biggest shift in the region’s power dynamics for over a generation.[24] In the aftermath, he managed to unite the various independent cantons of Upper Macedonia under his rule, effectively doubling the size of his kingdom. In Thessaly, he re-established good relations with the city of Larissa, helping to resolve a dispute with their neighbours – the tyrants of Pherai – and then turned his attention to the east. The key port of Amphipolis, situated on the river Strymon close to the eastern borders of Macedon, had been an Athenian foundation but had declared its independence during the Peloponnesian War. The Athenians, who occupied various ports along Macedonia’s seaboard, were desperate to reclaim it. Philip indicated that he would help them to do so, and a lengthy siege ensued, but once the city had fallen he decided to keep it for himself. In a short span of time Philip had proved his credentials and it is likely around this date, either late 357 or early 356 BC, that he was acclaimed king by the Macedonians. It was now his sons, if he could produce them, who would succeed, should the circumstances allow. There had been ancient prophecies that Macedon would achieve great things under one of the sons of Amyntas III, and these were finding their fulfilment under Philip.[25] It may well have been after the great victory at Amphipolis that he headed to the island of Samothrace, a day’s sail away. Here he would meet a young princess from the kingdom of Molossia, in north-western Greece. She was called Polyxena and also Myrtale (Myrtle), but would later become known as Olympias.[26]

Robust ferries now make the voyage between the mainland town of Alexandroupolis and Samothrace, their steel bellies transporting tourists rather than pilgrims to the island. Across the inky-blue expanse of sea, Samothrace rears its mountainous head, slowly shrugging off its ethereal haze and taking on crisp definition. As the ferry tracks west, towards the main port, Mount Saos sharpens into a fierce point, its surface as grey and foreboding as Athena’s eyes, the summit often haloed with cloud. It has an ominous aura. Lawrence Durrell, who wrote a travel book on the Greek islands, never managed to make it ashore but recorded his impressions from the sea: ‘It’s gloomy, it’s barbaric; I didn’t like it one bit; I felt the cannibals warming up the cooking pots.’ He opted to stay on board his ship.[27]

At first, the island appears inhospitable, a desolate chunk of rock amid the Aegean’s rippling waters, but then a shelf of surrounding land is revealed, extending out to north and west and providing space for yellowing pasturage and crop. Groves of olive, chestnut, plane and oak add welcome dashes of greenery, bunching around the base of the mountain and dissipating among the upper slopes where clusters of white houses cling like barnacles to the island’s sides. Its geology is known to have a magnetic quality; those with iron-rich blood can quite literally feel the pull of Samothrace on their bodies.

The arrival of each ferry breathes fresh life into the port town of Kamariotissa. Supplies are unloaded and cafés begin to hum with activity; one set of visitors is exchanged for another; a host of cicadas greet all newcomers with their deafening drone. Many of the new imports are teenagers. They colonise the island’s northern campsites in the summer, the holiday months passing in a carefree blur of firelit parties and twilight swims – a modern rite of passage for young Greeks. With its deep forests, spectacular waterfalls and long stretches of pebbled beach, Samothrace feels quite unlike anywhere else in the vast tapestry of Greek islands.
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The sanctuary of the Great Gods lies roughly six kilometres east from the port, buried in a cleft in the mountain’s side. The nearby ancient town of Samothrace – now known as Palaiopolis (Old Town) – functioned as the gateway to the site, spreading across an open slope of Saos, the fifty-acre space providing ample room for houses, shops and public areas. This was where the pilgrims relaxed and prepared before the excitement of the mysteries which took place at night; the blanket of darkness helped to enhance the disorientating otherness of the rituals; the secrets of the immortals were not to be given away easily. The Macedonian and Molossian parties may have arrived for the annual festival, believed to have been held in the summer, but if not, initiation was available at any time, in part due to the difficulty in reaching the island.

Little survives of the ancient town except for its impressive encircling walls, in places standing well over six feet high. The remains of gates and towers are dotted along its length, the local goats often using them as convenient perches to spy on visitors. One section of the defences trudges uphill towards the summit of Fengari – Moon peak – where Homer relates that Poseidon once watched the unfolding of the Trojan War. Every now and then colossal bursts of wind are dispatched from its heights, twisting the trees into strange shapes and imbuing the island with a raw, untameable character. Storms can blow up quickly here; in the past, those caught at sea would call on the Great Gods for deliverance. With hands raised to the sky on the decks of their pitching ships, they promised votive gifts and sacrifices in order to survive the ordeal. The sanctuary was littered with such memorials, although one cynic slyly observed that ‘There would have been far more, if those who were not saved had set up offerings.’[28]

With the Roman Empire’s official adoption of Christianity in the fourth century AD, the cult of the Great Gods withered and eventually died. The sanctuary was abandoned and fell into decay. It re-enters the history books in 1444, when Cyriac of Ancona, an Italian merchant and prodigious traveller, came to the island. He was part of the Renaissance’s humanist movement, and his life’s mission was to search out noble memorials of antiquity, to record and, where possible, to help preserve them; when once asked why he undertook such a task he replied, ‘to wake the dead.’[29] Cyriac was aware of the island’s connection to Alexander’s story and he set out to explore what was left of its ancient celebrity. In his diary, he recorded encounters with a distant age, including the city walls and the vast remains of a temple, which he ascribes to Neptune/Poseidon, along with ‘fragments of immense columns, architraves and statue bases and doorways decorated with garlanded boukrania [cattle skulls] and other very beautifully and artistically sculptured figures’, one of which he mistook for Aristotle.[30] With the island’s governor, he spent an October afternoon documenting some of his key discoveries, making sketches and transcribing inscriptions. In doing so he was pioneering a new discipline: archaeology. Other inquisitive minds have since followed in his footsteps. Greeks, Austrians, Germans, French, Czechs, and most recently Americans, have all contributed to disentangling the jumbled remains of the sanctuary.[31] Their work has made it possible to reconstruct elements of the initiation experience, to reimagine the circumstances that led to Philip’s fabled meeting with Olympias.

The prospective initiates and veterans of the cult gathered at the town’s western gate towards dusk. Together under an Alizarin-flecked sky they watched the sunset over the ravine that concealed the sanctuary, the pallid face of Lady Moon appearing overhead, climbing the peak that takes her name, bathing the land in a fragile, silvery glow. Finally, the signal was given. A line of torches and flickering oil lamps moved in single file through the narrow gateway, past a scattering of olive trees, and down towards a mountain stream that marked the boundary between the sacred and profane, the ice-cold water purifying all those who wished to enter the realm of the Great Gods. Not all were allowed to cross the threshold. There was first a sacred pronouncement that determined who was suitable to take part in the mysteries; the impure were barred from proceedings.[32] As part of the screening process, prospective candidates may have been asked to declare the worst thing they had ever done.[33] Philip was a typical Macedonian royal, with more than a few skeletons locked away in his strongbox. He may have sidestepped the awkward question by replying in the same manner as the Spartan Antalkidas: ‘If any such deed has been committed by me, the gods themselves will know it.’[34]

Once inside the sanctuary, the initiates descended onto the eastern hill that overlooked the valley, the cult buildings remaining hidden below. Following their trail, a mysterious saucer-like structure is the first to emerge from the gloom: the so-called Theatral Circle. The moonlight shines bright on the paved steps, where the initiates would have taken up their places, not sitting but standing. It is estimated that the circle could cater for around three hundred people, although smaller groups were more common.[35] The shared experience of being initiated on the same night served to bind them together – strangers from many distant lands became one community. The circle is a likely location for the sacred instructions for the mysteries that were to follow, where each initiate received a special cup for libations, the wine to be poured on the sanctuary’s many rock altars and ritual pits, portals to the underworld that punctured the sacred space. The ritual of enthronement (thronosis) may also have occurred here, the participants being seated on a special chair where they were surrounded by fearsome warrior dancers who whirled around them with sword and spear, their war cries, the clash of cymbals and beat of drums designed to terrorise and disorient.[36] One of the most famous Samothracian myths was the meeting and marriage of the Phoenician hero Kadmos to Harmonia, which took place on the island. ‘And even now in Samothrace they go in quest of her [Harmonia] in their festivals,’ says one ancient writer.[37] The initiates, re-enacting the myth, may have embarked on a sacred hide-and-seek in order to bring about the mythical union.

The Sacred Way leads from the Theatral Circle down into the sanctuary proper. The descent is hazardous, the sense of anticipation growing with each step. The sanctuary is cradled by the valley’s steep sides and cleaved by a mountain torrent. It is an intimate location, even more so at night. The silhouettes of ancient buildings are everywhere; they represent a mosaic of different ages, their broken forms emerging like monsters in the dark. The archaeologists’ painstaking work has helped to restore and date the majority. In the mid fourth century BC, there were only a handful of cult buildings. The most important was probably a rectangular hall or chamber that occupied the centre of the valley, underneath which the earliest ritual activity has been discovered – a layer of ash, pottery and burnt bone dated to the seventh century BC.[38] Its central location suggests that it was the final destination for the initiates.

Plutarch likens their journey to the flight of the soul at death: ‘In the beginning there is straying and wandering, the weariness of running this way and that, and nervous journeys through darkness that reach no goal, and then immediately before the consummation every possible terror, shivering and trembling and sweating and amazement.’ On entering the hall of initiation, they encountered an extraordinary light, where the reunion of Kadmos and Harmonia may have taken place. Plutarch continues, ‘there are voices and dancing and the solemn majesty of sacred and holy visions.’[39] The revelation of the ancient mysteries typically included ‘the things done, things shown, and things said’, whereby the initiates gained a deeper understanding of the cult’s secrets and saw the sacred objects.[40] The magnetic geology of the island may have had a role to play in the final rituals. The Roman writer Lucretius claimed to have observed ‘Samothracian iron dance, and at the same time iron filings go mad in a bronze bowl, when this magnet stone was applied underneath: so eager seems the iron to escape from the stone’.[41] To superstitious eyes, the act could easily be interpreted as a manifestation of the Great Gods’ power; a version of this simple trick perhaps constituted one of the ‘things seen’. Whether the initiates understood the stories surrounding these rituals can only be guessed. The priests used many archaic words during the ceremony which probably sounded like gibberish to the majority of the participants.[42]

A purple sash and iron finger ring were handed out to each new member, talismans that represented their new status as initiates of the cult. Celebrations surely followed, the air of intoxicating sanctity giving way to more music and dance, stamping feet throwing up clouds of dust illuminated by torchlight, bodies moving in time to cymbal, drum and flute. Feasting later took place on the western hill. Fasts were broken and much wine consumed, song, laughter and sexual chemistry mixing in the mystic night. The footprint of the earliest banqueting rooms can be traced along the banks of the mountain stream, sheltered by plane trees and home to swooping bats. It is a fitting location to consider the story of Philip and Olympias’ meeting, recorded by Plutarch: ‘And we are told that Philip, after being initiated into the mysteries of Samothrace at the same time with Olympias, he himself being still a youth and she an orphan child, fell in love with her and betrothed himself to her at once with the consent of her brother, Arymbas [= Arybbas].’[43]

The story has had its fair share of doubters, an island romance appearing a little too good to be true. There are certainly some elements that are suspect: the stated ages given by Plutarch are problematic and his introductory phase, ‘and we are told’, allows no scrutiny of the original source on which he drew.[44] The love at first sight drama may be an embellishment, but there is reason to believe the truthfulness of the Samothracian setting. Philip, like Alexander, took an interest in famous sanctuaries when in their vicinity, while emulation of the former heroes, who had also been initiated into the cult, could have been another strong motivator. The Kabeiroi/Great Gods had many followers in Thrace and the northern Aegean and, for Philip, it may have been a chance to broadcast his piety in an area where he was increasingly active. Moreover, Macedonia was one of the principal sources and exporters of ship timber. It cannot have hurt to have a ruler who was devoted to gods that promised salvation at sea.

The meeting had likely been arranged in advance, although it is unknown who initiated it. The Molossians had travelled the greater distance, for their homeland lay in Epeiros, a mountainous region to the west of Macedonia. They too had suffered from Illyrian aggression in the recent past. An invasion by Bardylis had forced the evacuation of many of the residents to neighbouring Aitolia, and it was only by employing guerrilla tactics that they managed to rescue the kingdom.[45] Some of the cantons of Upper Macedonia had been aligned with the Molossians and Philip’s policy of unification may have influenced their decision to seek out a new alliance. King Arybbas – Olympias’ uncle – probably made the journey to Samothrace in the hope of a more stable future; conversely, for Philip, it offered a chance to secure his western frontier.

Olympias was probably in her mid to late teens, a good marriageable age in antiquity. She belonged to the ruling Aiakid family – descendants of Aiakos, father to Peleus and grandfather to Achilles. Her mother may have been a Chaonian, another Epeirote people that traced their linage back to the kings of Troy.[46] Her DNA was distinctly Homeric. Neoptolemos, Olympias’ father, had shared the kingship with Arybbas for a time, until his death in around 360 BC. Olympias and her siblings – Alexander and Troas – had then come under Arybbas’ guardianship. He was married to Troas and now sought to use Olympias to help consolidate and expand his rule, but an enduring alliance would have hinged on her ability to produce children. Her feelings on the matter are not known. Marriage was often a traumatic experience for young maidens, wrenched from their family and left to make their own way in a strange household. But it also offered a chance to escape the shadow of Arybbas’ kingship, and to represent Molossian interests in a new society that was growing in power and influence. Philip was young and handsome, and there may have been some mutual attraction. The engagement was made and the two were to marry back in Macedonia – a new Kadmos had his bride.

Following the end of the celebrations, the pilgrims began to file out of the sanctuary, leaving their ritual vessels at the Theatral Circle and heading back to their own lands. Philip took with him not only a new prospective wife but an enduring connection to Samothrace. Archaeologists have discovered that, in the middle of the fourth century BC (c.340), a grand structure with two deep chambers and a porch lined with Ionic columns was built in the centre of the sanctuary, incorporating part of the older cult building. This has been dubbed the Hall of Choral Dancers in honour of frieze depicting a line of dancing maidens that once girdled the upper exterior. The building was the first entirely marble structure in the sanctuary and has all the hallmarks of Macedonian-sponsored architecture. Philip is the obvious patron, while Alexander apparently later criticised his father for re-visiting Samothrace when he should have been busy with other things.[47] His investment caused a chain reaction of redevelopment on the island, later Hellenistic kings and Romans following his lead. The valley sprouted many more marble creations and votive gifts, including the famous Nike or Victory of Samothrace. The statue was most likely a gift from a forgotten victor, perhaps one that had benefited first-hand from the Great Gods’ power to aid those at sea. The now headless winged goddess resides in the Louvre, draped in diaphanous robes and standing on the prow of a warship, it had once overlooked the sanctuary’s theatre. The masterpiece has become the icon of Samothrace and it is difficult to pass any shop on the island without encountering one of its miniature progeny, jostling for the tourist’s attention on overladen shelves. The sanctuary became one of the most celebrated in antiquity, the mysteries second only to those in Eleusis near Athens. For Philip, it provided a stage on which he could display his burgeoning power; it was the beginning of a dialogue between a new and ambitious Macedonian leader and the outside world.

Philip and Olympias were married in one of the royal centres of Macedon, perhaps at the end-of-year festivals to Zeus that took place that autumn in 357 BC, a popular time for weddings. Set up in her new home at Pella, Olympias quickly became pregnant. As her belly began to swell, Philip remained active; the Samothrace pilgrimage and later celebrations had been but a short interruption in his continuing policy of expansion. He went on to claim the port city of Pydna on the Thermaic Gulf, taking it from the Athenians, and then formed an alliance with the powerful Chalkidike League, located on the three-pronged Chalkidike peninsula, close to Macedon’s south-eastern borders, and headed by the city of Olynthos.[48] As part of the agreement, he helped them capture Poteidaia, another Athenian-occupied stronghold that helped control the western stretches of Chalkidike. In the summer of 356 BC, on the very day he took the city, three messages arrived at his camp simultaneously. The first reported that his general Parmenion had defeated the Illyrians in another battle to the north, the second that his racehorse had won at the Olympic games; the third announced the birth of a baby boy, Alexander. The seers proclaimed that a son whose birth coincided with three victories (the Poteidaian, Illyrian and Olympic) would be invincible. Philip was undoubtedly having a good year and prayed for some minor setback in order to offset his lucky streak.[49] For the inhabitants of Asia, however, the omens were not so favourable. On the same day, a terrible fire was said to have consumed the temple of Artemis in Ephesos – one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. Hegesias of Magnesia claimed that such an accident was to be expected as the goddess was away in Macedonia overseeing the birth of the future conqueror. The local Magi believed it was an indication of the devastation to come.

GROWING PAINS

Alexander was born on the sixth day of the Macedonian month Loos, around 20 July, 356 BC.[50] It was believed that the three Fates (Moirai) visited the child soon afterwards, their task to assign mortals both good and ill, their destiny on earth. Ethnologists and antiquarians who visited Macedonia in the early twentieth century recorded the continuing rituals that may echo those of ancient times.[51] At midnight on the third day following the birth, the goddesses descended from Olympos to spin the child’s future. Preparations were made to encourage a favourable visit: dogs were tied up, furniture moved aside, offerings were laid out on a table in the nursery, a single light was left burning to allow them to find the cradle. On arrival, they fussed over the child, debating with each other about their night’s work. Klotho – the spinner – took out her wool and began spinning the thread. Lachesis – the apportioner – meted out the individual’s destiny, entering the prescribed details in a ledger. Atropos – the inflexible – the oldest and most terrible of the three, wielded the shears; it was she who decided where to cut, dictating when the individual would die. Alexander’s thread was strong, the strands promising fortune and glory, but his life, as Atropos had prescribed, would be short.

The days following the birth were a dangerous time for both mother and child. Many did not survive the first week, succumbing to disease or infection. Pella’s Classical cemetery, discovered below the Hellenistic agora and surrounding areas, has provided invaluable insights into the realities of the time. Female burials were twice as common as male, with children accounting for 35–40 per cent of the total number, the majority being babies up to a year old. Infant mortality was shockingly high by modern standards.[52] Many older children were buried with a large number of grave goods, especially terracottas, among them miniature cockerels, pieces of household furniture, nursing bottles, and figurines of wet nurses with babes in arms. The heartache is all too apparent in the possessions laid beside the dead; the Fates had woven sorrowful threads for these children. The fifth-century BC philosopher Democritus of Abdera perhaps put it best: ‘The rearing of children is full of pitfalls. Success is attended by strife and care, failure means grief beyond all others.’[53] Alexander was one of the lucky ones to survive.

Rituals and ceremonies helped mark the transformation of the liminal status of the baby into a recognised member of the family unit. Evidence of these customs from Macedonia is lacking, but they probably followed those practised elsewhere in the Greek world. They began moments after birth, the newborn being placed on the ground where it was examined for any sign of weakness. All being well, it was quickly picked up, being considered worthy of rearing, but if it did not cry, if it exhibited any abnormality or even if the family could not afford another mouth to feed, then rejection could follow. The baby would be exposed somewhere outside, placed in the hands of the gods, but this did not always mean death; adoption was commonplace, a practice that furnished many a poet and playwright with a popular plot device.[54] A formal ceremony of acceptance followed on the fifth or seventh day; this was the Amphidromia, whereby the baby was carried around the family hearth and a feast given in its honour. The naming ritual usually took place at the same time, or on the tenth day for those that could afford the extra celebrations.[55] Alexander – Alexandros in Greek – was a common name in both Epeiros and Macedonia, translating as ‘Defender of Men’. Two former Macedonian kings had carried the name: Alexander I, who was one of the most celebrated kings, and Philip’s elder brother, Alexander II; it came with its own weight of expectation.[56]

Olympias was fortunate to be part of the royal household, which gave her access to the best physicians in the land. An Akarnanian called Philip, from western Greece, is recorded as Alexander’s personal doctor from boyhood. Hellanike – Lanike for short – was appointed wet-nurse. She was a Macedonian woman, sister to one of Philip’s courtiers or Companions, Kleitos, a capable warrior. She already had children of her own, Proteas being one of them; from the little we know of him he was a larger-than-life character, and could drink more than any of his peers.[57] Breast milk was seen as the purveyor of strength and aggression for a baby boy and Lanike was probably selected as a wet-nurse for her family’s reputation, in the hope that certain qualities would be passed on to Alexander.

The women’s quarters encompassed his world during those earliest years. They were usually located on the first floor of the household; it’s not known where Olympias lived in Pella, but very probably it would have been the palace’s private apartments. A communal courtyard offered an outdoor space where women could sit outside, talk to visitors and work the loom in the fresh air. The children, as in rural communities in modern Greece, were kept under constant supervision, the exploratory wanderings of toddlers guided with a helping hand. The birth of a healthy boy would have greatly improved Olympias’ standing in the royal household. As well as dealing with the demands of motherhood, she was also required to acclimatise to life in the Macedonian court. Medea, in Euripides’ eponymous play, recounted the challenges that faced a foreign bride on entering her new household: ‘We come to new ways of behaviour, to new customs – and, since we have learnt nothing of such matters at home, we need prophetic powers to tell us specifically what sort of husband we shall have to deal with.’[58] Things were probably not so alien for Olympias. Molossia and Macedonia were neighbours, both were ruled by monarchies and the people shared similar beliefs and values.[59] To further ease her transition, she was probably accompanied by her own handmaidens. Philip’s alliance with Arybbas also brought other Molossians to court. One of his bodyguards had a Molossian name, and Olympias’ brother, Alexander, later attended the king. Together they formed a Molossian faction in court, representing the region’s interests whilst also providing a support bubble for the newest members of the royal family.

In order to ingratiate herself with her new people, Olympias embraced one of the few outlets for female participation in public life: religion. Dionysos – god of wine, fertility, merriment and madness – was a popular god in Macedonia, and was worshipped under a range of different epithets including the False Man, the Savage and the Very Hidden.[60] He also played a role in afterlife beliefs, being the central figure in Orphic cults, the hymns, rites and rituals believed to have been handed down by mythical musician Orpheus. Initiates into his mysteries were buried with small gold tablets placed over the mouth, or elsewhere on the body, admission tickets for a happier abode in the underworld; several of these have been retrieved from Pella’s graves, inscribed with the names of the dead – Philoxena, Epigenes, Hegesiska.[61] It is generally believed that Euripides wrote his famous play Bacchae, one of the strangest and most terrifying of Greek tragedies, during his stay at Archelaos’ court. The descriptions of the Theban women’s devotion to Dionysos, their ecstatic and primitive rituals, may well have been influenced by the playwright’s experiences in Macedonia.[62] Plutarch, in his Life of Alexander, states that all women of these northern climes were addicted to the god’s rites and put on extravagant ceremonies, imitating those of neighbouring Thrace, which was also well known for its Dionysian worship. This typically entailed dressing up as maenads (mainades), ‘the raving ones’ – mythical female followers of Dionysos, the women wearing animal pelts and carrying branches or stalks of fennel twined with ivy and sometimes topped with pine cones (thyrsoi). Every two years they disappeared into mountain groves where they would perform dances in honour of the god, their hair loosened, dancing to the beat of Dionysiac, hand-held drums, letting out ritual cries of exultation – ‘Euoi!’ Poseidippus, a Hellenistic poet and native of Pella, names a Macedonian maenad in one of his epigrams, a teenage girl called Niko, whose early death reportedly plunged the city into grief.[63]

The groups of female worshippers (thiasoi) were divided into three, the Mimallones (formerly known as Klodones), Bassarai and Lydian women.[64] Each of these groups had its own leader and Olympias may have attained such a rank during her time in Pella. After Alexander’s death, she was able to gain Macedonian support by appearing to the troops in her maenadic costume, which helped to win them over; there’s also some evidence to suggest that she was a tall woman, making her seem all the more impressive.[65] Plutarch relates that she participated in the rites with particular zeal, even providing large tame snakes for her fellow worshippers. They would lift their heads from the ivy and sacred winnowing-baskets, coiling themselves around their ritual staffs and terrifying the onlooking men.[66]

The association between Olympias and snakes is an enduring aspect of her reputation and has been cultivated by authors and film directors, from Mary Renault to Oliver Stone. How unusual this was for the time is another matter. Snakes are mentioned in the Bacchae, where they accompany maenadic activity, sometimes worn as garlands and licking the cheeks of their handlers.[67] Their mythical association with Dionysian rites may have influenced contemporary practices in Macedonia; snakes are also mentioned playing a role in the cult of Sabazios – similar to Dionysos’ – in fourth-century BC Athens.[68] In antiquity, they were sacred creatures, believed to embody beneficent spirits of the departed, and were symbols of prosperity, fertility and healing. They could be kept as pets, as seems to be the case with Olympias, and were honoured as guardians of the house, helping to keep down mice and other vermin, a tradition still found in some Balkan communities.[69] Terracotta snakes, curled up like Cumberland sausages, have been found in sanctuaries across Macedonia, pressed close to the earth where they could act as messengers to the chthonic deities. Pella’s association with snakes continued into Roman times; the satirist Lucian records that during his day they had become something of a tourist curiosity. The city, despite becoming a small and insignificant place, was home to a number of large specimens that were quite tame; they were kept by the local women, and were even said to have slept with children.[70] Lucian believed that it was the predominance of snakes in the region that led to such customs, and that the practice influenced one of Alexander’s conception myths, that Olympias had lain with a snake – a god in disguise – and that Alexander was the product.

These stories portray Olympias as mysterious and exotic, a religious fanatic, addicted to weird rites, a lover of snakes. But considering the importance of Dionysian worship in Macedonia, coupled with the likelihood that royal women were heavily involved in its practice, perhaps occupying leading roles, they settle into a less extraordinary context. With a little extra information, even the snake stories do not seem so strange. Olympias’ willingness to establish herself in a new society through a religious role must also be considered against the background of the royal household, for she was not Philip’s only wife, but rather one of many.

The kings of Macedon could be polygamous and Philip took the practice to new heights during his reign. A fragment from Satyrus’ lost biography of the king, written in the third century BC, lists seven wives.[71] For Philip, marriage was a useful means to form and preserve alliances, the high number of brides reflected his expanding influence in both the Balkans and Greece. By the time he met Olympias he already had three, possibly four wives. According to Satyrus, they included the Illyrian, Audata, probably from the family of King Bardylis; Phila, of the ruling house of Elimeia, in Upper Macedonia; and the Thessalians, Nikesipolis of Pherai and Philinna of Larissa, although Philip’s marriage to the former is sometimes placed later in the list by modern historians. An Illyrian, an Upper Macedonian, two Thessalians and a Molossian: Philip had an impressive array of trophy wives.[72]

Unlike their contemporaries in many Greek city-states, such as Athens, where women’s lives were strictly circumscribed, elite females from the north were afforded a greater degree of liberty. Illyrian queens fought in battle. Thessalians could control vast fortunes and were associated with myths of the first rulers. Molossian royal women acted as regents for their husbands and children.[73] Those from Macedonia have been compared to Homeric queens who were influential in both private and public spheres, perhaps helping to manage the palace during their husbands’ absence. On occasion, they may have joined in court banquets, and as Philip’s reign progressed, they appeared more often in grand processions and state ceremonies; bedecked in dazzling jewellery and colourful robes, they were the embodiment of regal finery and propagators of the royal line. Much of their lives were unknown and mysterious to ancient writers, therefore it is only at certain times, usually at moments of crisis, that they emerge from the shadows and into the historical record.[74]

The first Macedonian woman to do so was Eurydike, Philip’s mother, who was from Lynkestis, a canton in Upper Macedonia.[75] The sources present two differing portraits – the dutiful mother who protected and ensured her children’s succession during turbulent times or the adulterous harpy who plotted against her husband and later helped murder her sons.[76] Scholars generally favour the former opinion;[77] the hostile propaganda was likely put out by her court rivals during the contested reigns of her sons. Gygaia, another wife of Amyntas III, is a possible source. She had three sons who emerged as a threat during Philip’s early reign; the eldest was murdered while the others fled to Olynthos. Excavations at Vergina (ancient Aigai) have revealed a temple to Eukleia, the goddess of good repute, with statue dedications from Eurydike. Dated to the mid fourth century BC, they have been interpreted as political acts to help overturn her black reputation.[78] She was the prototype for later Macedonian and Hellenistic queens and probably lived well into Philip’s reign, the matriarch who all newcomers had to deal with, a distant version of the domineering mother-in-law that looms so large in modern Greek society.

The mix of high-status women in the royal household made it a competitive place. There is no evidence to suggest an official ‘chief wife’; the position relied principally on children, the significance of the regional powers the woman represented and Philip’s interests, which varied over time. Name changes could signal favouritism or might be used as a means to ingratiate themselves with the king. The Illyrian Audata may have taken the name Eurydike to honour her new mother-in-law on marrying Philip. Olympias, who had also been called Myrtale as well as Polyxena, probably adopted her new name to celebrate Philip’s Olympic victory, which coincided with her own domestic triumph, the birth of a boy.[79]

Olympias’ main rival for influence in her early years at court was most likely Philinna, a Thessalian noblewoman from Larissa. She had also borne Philip a son, Arrhidaios, perhaps a little before Alexander, but it soon became clear that there was something wrong with him. The ancient sources are vague; ‘he was afflicted by an incurable mental illness,’ says one historian.[80] Plutarch reports that, as a boy, he had displayed a noble disposition and was seen as gifted until the illness struck; he attributes this development not to nature but witchcraft, ‘afterwards Olympias gave him drugs which injured his body and ruined his mind,’ he writes.[81]

Belief in the power of magic was widespread in the ancient world. It could be used for protection – children commonly wore amulets to help protect them against the dreaded Evil Eye and a host of malevolent spirits – but also for harm, as instanced by the accusation against Olympias. This rumour found some fascinating context in 1986, when archaeologists discovered a curse tablet buried with one individual in Pella’s Classical cemetery.[82] It contained a ‘relationship spell’, composed by a local woman or someone else on her behalf, that was scored onto a small lead sheet and placed in the dead man’s hand. He was to act as messenger to the underworld. The woman calls on dark forces to help rid her of a rival for her partner’s love. Driving this act was fear of abandonment, that she would be set aside and grow old alone – a terrifying prospect in the ancient world. The tablet dates to the fourth century BC, to a time when relations in the royal household were also subject to the conflicting desires of its occupants, and provides the first evidence of the practice of magic in Pella. The accusations of Olympias’ witchcraft may well reflect a genuine belief that she was in some way responsible for Arrhidaios’ affliction.

With Arrhidaios sidelined, Alexander became Philip’s most capable son, and his status rose accordingly. By association, Olympias was able to establish herself at the top of the hierarchy. Her relationship with Philip is difficult to reconstruct. They had a second child together a year or two after Alexander, a girl named Kleopatra, but no more children are recorded, which suggests that the marriage ceased to be sexual. Renault’s reconstruction of their volatile relationship is based on later events, when Alexander had reached manhood and the introduction of another wife undermined his and Olympias’ position. There is scant justification, however, other than artistic licence, to down-date this conflict to Alexander’s childhood. On the contrary, it was essential for Olympias to retain a cordial relationship with Philip in order to secure her own position and Alexander’s future. The reality was probably much more benign than that represented in fiction, but it was also one of continual uncertainty. With Philip’s ever-expanding state programme, and the risks he took in battle, there was always the potential that things could change in an instant, as so nearly happened in 354 BC, when he took an arrow to the eye during the siege of Methone, another Athenian-controlled port on the Thermaic Gulf.[83] Philip’s nephew, Amyntas, was older than Alexander and for many years he may have been regarded as the most likely successor. Then there were the half-brothers of Philip, who had fled to Olynthos and remained a threat. Messages arriving in the dead of night, the silent footsteps of assassins down the palace corridors, the turmoil that came with any king’s death, were very real fears. Succession was not formalised; it depended on who had the strength and support to grab the opportunity, and was often highly contested. Alexander had to grow up fast.
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In this atmosphere Olympias was, understandably, fiercely protective of her children and loyal to her kin. Like Eurydike, she was the subject of character assassination by her later rivals. After Alexander’s death, she came into conflict with some of his successors and many slurs and lurid stories circulated. The ancient sources, therefore, present a largely negative portrait of Olympias; Plutarch calls her jealous and vindictive.[84] Antipatros, who administered Macedonia in Alexander’s absence, says that she was headstrong, with a sharp temper and interfering ways, in his opinion most unfitting characteristics for the mother of Alexander.[85] She certainly had a ruthless streak, especially when dealing with enemies; murder was part of her repertoire. But in this respect she was no different from the menfolk, although as a woman she was subject to a fair amount of gender stereotyping; ancient writers commonly portrayed powerful women as ruled by desire, fickle and utterly untrustworthy. Her devotion to her children often made her a controlling mother, sometimes overbearing. Alexander apparently berated her constant meddling





AUTHOR’S NOTE

The story of the young Alexander is over, but for those wishing to know more about his career and conquests in Asia – the events that seared his name into history – please read on. A summary of this time is provided in the following pages, along with a brief discussion of his afterlife in Greece and the Balkans.
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