Battle of Guagemela 331 BC

Arrian BK 3.8, Plutarch 31-34, Lloyd pages 36-42

Context 

Alexander left Egypt and went back to Tyre.  He stayed there for 3 months and dealt with the organisation of the territory.   He then set out east with his army intending to do battle with Darius.  He crossed the river Tigris without opposition making his way towards the Persian army.  There was an eclipse of the moon which was seen by Aristander as a sign of disaster for the Persian army.   Alexander advanced and scouts reported that there was Persian cavalry ahead.  Alexander took the Royal Squadron and attacked, many flee and others are taken prisoner.  

Darius

Darius has rebuilt his army.  Arrian says 1 million infantry, 40,00 cavalry, 200 scythe-chariots and 15 elephants.  This huge number is more than likely an exaggeration.  He camped at Guagemela and waited for Alexander to arrive.  He had drawn cavalry from the NE and E under Bessus, and cavalry from the central satrapies. The scythed chariots had blades sticking out the hubs of the wheels.  For better use of his chariots Darius had the ground levelled out.  

Alexander heard news of Darius’ whereabouts from the prisoners he had captured. He stayed where he was for 4 days resting his army then he assembles his force at night and advanced in battle formation.  The two armies were now 7 miles apart.  Parmenio then advised Alexander to scout out the whole area in case there was anything suspicious, hidden obstructions or fences.  Alexander followed this advice, they set up camp there and the area was scoured.

Alexander then delivered a speech of encouragement to his officers and pointed out that now they were fighting for the whole of Asia, this battle would settle who the ruling power would be.  Then he gave orders for the army to eat and rest intending to go into battle at dawn. Plutarch says that in contrast Darius kept his men awake Parmenio then advise him to attack that night.  Alexander did not agree and said it was disgraceful to steal victory.  Arrian agrees with Alexander’s decision.  He points out that Alexander was showing simple common sense – it would be too risky to attack at night.  If Darius was beaten he would say it was because it was an unexpected attack and not poor general ship.  If anything were to go wrong in the dark they would be surrounded by enemies who knew the territory well whereas the Macedonians did not.

Plutarch also writes about this and says that Alexander would not allow Darius to blame darkness and night for his failure as he had blamed the narrow mountain passes and the sea at Issus.

 Alexander then slept soundly for the rest of the night in his tent and had to be woken by his officers.  On the morning of the battle, Alexander prayed to Zeus and immediately an eagle appeared and hovered over his head and then made straight for the Persian lines – an excellent omen.

Battle lines
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The battle of Gaugamela





DARIUS

1. Darius was positioned in the centre of the second line surrounded by the royal Persian bodyguard and infantry and archers.

2. On Darius’ left was the Bactrian cavalry under Bess’s with some infantry units.

3. On Darius’ left was the cavalry under Mazaeus

4. On the right facing Alexander’s cavalry Scythian cavalry.

5. To their right 100 scythe chariots, elephants, war chariots,

6. On the right 50 scythe chariots and Armenian  and Cappadocian cavalry. 

7. The back line was composed of Asiatic infantry.  


ALEXANDER


1. On the right wing was the Companion cavalry, under command of Philotas son of Parmenio. This unit was led by the Royal Squadrom under command of Cleitus. Alexander supreme leader.

2. Next to them were the Guards (infantry) under Nicanor.

3. Infantry phalanx Simmias.

4. Thessalian Cavalry extended to the left wing under general command of Parmenio.

5. In addition Alexander posted reserve formations in second line of phalanx  in order to have infantry to meet possible attack from rear.

6. In front of Alexander Argrianians and archers.

7. On each wing at an angle extra cavalry and on right more Agrianians and Archers.  

Alexander realised that he would be outflanked and was ready to meet an attack from any direction. He placed cavalry at each flank at an angle, the phalanx at the front would be ready to exploit any gap in the enemy line and he also posted a second line of phalanx to meet a possible attack from the rear - making the line up  ‘box-shaped’.  

Accounts of the sources.


Arrian


1. Alexander moves his troops right until he is almost clear of the ground levelled by the Persians.  

2. The Persians moved left to counter this and attacked the Macedonians right, there was fierce fighting, but the Persians were held.

3. Darius realised that once the Macedonians reached rough ground his chariots would be useless and launched his scythe chariots in the direction of Alexander, but the Agrianians and javelin-throwers launch volley of javelins.  They also get hold of the reins and pull down drivers.  Any of the chariots that did get through, but men simply moved sideways as they had been ordered to do.

4. As the Persians moved left trying to outflank the Macedonian right a gap opened between the section under Bessus and Darius’ central units.

5. Alexander formed a wedge with the Cavalry Companions and infantry and moved into this gap.

6. A gap develops in the Macedonian line as Alexander’s attacks moves right and Parmenio’s defenders stay firm.  The Indians and Persian cavalry pour into this gap.  Simmias forced to stand his ground unable to get to Alexander.  Here the Macedonian line was broken. 

7. The Persians who get through make their way to the baggage and pack animals.

8. Phalanx at rear turned around and killed Persians – many fled.

9. Alexander was now moving towards Darius.

10. Darius fled under pressure and was pursued by Alexander.

11. Parmenio sent a message to Alexander asking for help.  Alexander got the message and returned to the battlefield to save Parmenio.

12. Bessus then fled

13. Before Alexander arrived the Macedonian left defeated the Persian right victory for the Macedonians followed.

14. Alexander started on his pursuit of Darius – failed to capture him. Alexander took Darius’ shield and bow for second time.

15. Parmenio went on to take possession of the Persian Camp, baggage, elephants and camels.

 Plutarch
says very little about the battle – basically Alexander attacks and pushes back the Persians – Darius flees and Alexander would have caught Darius if it had not been for the message from Parmenio.  He accuses Parmenio of being sluggish and lacking in spirit. After the battle he records that the authority of the Persian Empire now regarded as being completely overthrown and Alexander was proclaimed as King of Asia.

Alexander’s tactics

Men were well rested
Box shaped formation worked really well

When Alexander moved right to move from ground prepared for the scythed chariots, Darius moved right to counter this.  This allowed Alexander to exploit the gap that developed by making an attack in wedge formation.  This attack was unlike the Great Theban general Epaminondas who originated the frontal wedge attack, where the phalanx would form up and attack in wedge formation.  Alexander would according to Arrian form a wedge in the midst of battle and drive it at any weakness in the opposition line. 

Darius possessions were captured, money, chariot, shield and bow for the second time.

Arrian records that 100 of Alexander’s men were killed, 1000 horses lost.  Persian dead estimated at 300,000 and many prisoners taken. About 60 of Alexander’s Companions were killed; among the wounded were Coenus and Hephaestion.  

 Aristander’s prophecy had come true, that in the same month in which there was an eclipse of the moon the battle would take place and Alexander would win.


 

