 Callisthenes and the Pages Conspiracy:  References Arrian IV 11-14









Plutarch 53 - 55

After the death of Darius Alexander had assumed Persian protocol as a matter of political expediency (convenience).  He wore Persian dress, and also showed favour to the Persians by promoting them with appointments.   Alexander had used an oriental form of punishment against Bessus – Alexander was the successor of Darius and so had to look on the crime as a crime against himself.

There were problems with Alexander’s attempt to adopt a common court ceremonial, that of ‘prostration’ to the king.  In Greece prostration was only paid to the gods, but in Persia it was more of a social gesture seen as honouring the king.  

Callisthenes was a nephew of Aristotle and had joined the army to compose a history of the campaigns of Alexander.

There was an attempt to introduce the custom of ‘prostration to the court.  Callisthenes voiced his opposition to the matter of ‘prostration’.  Anaxarchus the philosopher is reported to have said that Alexander should have divine honours paid to him while he was alive as he was descended from a god anyway.  Callisthenes voiced his opposition to this in a very outspoken way and said that there was a difference between worshipping a god and honouring a man.  Arrian records that Alexander was annoyed by his speech but not the Macedonians – Alexander was aware of this and told the Macedonaians to forget the matter.  Leonnatus a member of the Companions laughed at a senior Perisan whom he thought was making a mess of the bow, again Alexander was annoyed.  This incident highlights the Macedonians reaction to the idea of prostration before Alexander. 

Another story is told by Arrian and Plutarch that Alexander sent round a golden cup, around the court. The men were supposed to drink and then prostrate themselves and then receive a kiss from Alexander.  But Callisthenes drank and did not prostrate himself.  Alexander had not observed this but was told by one of his men, and so Alexander refused to kiss Callisthenes.  Callisthenes exclaimed “I must go back to my place one kiss the poorer”.

Arrian comments that this shows ‘Alexander’s growing arrogance’ and also Callisthenes ‘bad manners’. 

Was Alexander growing arrogant or was his orientalising policy a tactic to enable him to administer effectively the conquered land?

The Pages conspiracy

The pages were sons of Macedonian nobles (15 yrs) who were employed as personal attendants on the king.  They were entrusted with the general care of his person and also guarded him when he was asleep.  When he went riding they helped him mount.  Arrian records that one of these boys Hermolaus had a grievance against Alexander.  Hermolaus also was a pupil of Callisthenes as he had an interest in philosophy.  The story told by Arrian is that whilst out hunting, Alexander was charged by a boar and before Alexander could strike Hermolaus killed the boar.  Alexander was furious and ordered the boy to be whipped.


Hermolaus was bitter about this treatment and vowed to get revenge.  He got the support of other boys Sostratus and Antipater and three others.  The decided to murder Alexander when it was Antipater’s turn to guard Alexander.  But on the night Alexander stayed up drinking ‘til

Dawn.  The plot came to light and Alexander had all the boys arrested, under torture they admitted their guilt.

Arrian reports that Aristobulus and Ptolemy say that the boys said that Callisthenes urged them to commit the crime.  But Arrian also says that most other commentators make no mention of this, that Alexander was ready to believe the worst about Callisthenes because at this stage he already disliked him and also because of his association with Herlomaus, he taught him philosophy.  

Plutarch reports that Alexander in a letter which he wrote immediately afterwards to Craterus, said that the boys had confessed under torture that the conspiracy was entirely their own and that nobody else knew of it.

Or given the evidence that Callisthenes was outspoken in his dislike of adopting Persian customs and Callisthenes connection with Aristotle whom Alexander had fallen out with “ I shall not forget those who sent him to me” revealing his hostility for Aristotle– was this the reason that Callisthenes was implicated in the plot to kill Alexander?

Arrian says that some writers report that at his trial Hermolaus declared that it was no longer possible for an honourable man to endure Alexander’s arrogance, spoke about the lawless killing of Philotas and Parmenio, the murder of Cleitus, his assumption of Persian dress and prostration.  

Antipater’s father had been sent back to Macedonia a month before stripped of his position in order to fetch reinforcements, another conspirator was son of the former satrap of Syria who also had lost his position.  Could this be the reason for their actions?

