Death of Alexander

Plutarch:  Plutarch records a number of bad omens or warnings concerning Alexander’s life.

Towards the end of 323 BC Alexander travelled to Babylon. 

· En route, he was joined by Nearchus who told him that he had met some Chaldaeans who had advised Alexander to stay away from Babylon.   Alexander paid no attention to this warning but continued on his way to Babylon. 


· When he arrived before the walls of the city, he saw a large number of ravens flying about pecking one another; one of them fell dead in front of him.  In ancient Greece the fighting of birds was seen as an ominous sign.


· Next he learnt that there had been a sacrifice made by the governor Apollodorus to learn what fate lay ahead for Alexander.  Alexander sent for Pythagoras the diviner to learn about the sacrifice.  He was told that the liver had no lobe, which Alexander saw as a threatening omen.


· Next a tame ass attacked the finest lion in Alexander’s menagerie and killed it.


· Another occasion Alexander took his clothes off to exercise and when he came back there was a man sitting on his throne wearing his clothes and crown. When questioned he said he was accused of a crime, brought to Babylon and kept in chains.  Then the god Serapis had appeared to him and freed him and told him to put on the clothes of Alexander.  Alexander had him put to death.


After this Plutarch tells us that Alexander began to lose confidence, believing that he had lost favour with the gods and became increasingly suspicious of his friends.  He feared Antipater (regent in Macedonia in Alexander’s absence) and in particular his sons Iolas who was his cup-bearer and Cassander who had recently arrived in Babylon.  Cassander laughed openly when he saw the Barbarians kissing Alexander and Alexander furious with him dashed his head against the wall.


Alexander then became obsessed by his fears of the supernatural and interpreted every strange or unusual sign as a portent (omen). He had the palace filled with all kinds of soothsayers and diviners.  Plutarch says that Alexander became a slave to his own fears.  

Arrian also tells the story of the strange man sitting on Alexander’s throne, which was intrepreted as a bad omen by the priests.  

· A few days later Alexander had offered his ususal sacrifice to the gods.  He was joined by friends and went on drinking late into the night.  After the drinking bout he continued drinking with his friend Medius. The next day he also drank late into the night with Medius. After this drinking party he was suffering from a fever.  




· Next day he was carried out on a stretcher to conduct the daily sacrifice, afterwards he lay in the men’s quarters and continued giving orders for the coming expedition and voyage.


· The next day he again sacrificed, went to his room and lay down. He continued talking to Medius and giving instructions.  He then ate a light meal, was taken back to his room but spent the whole night in a fever.


· Next day he again sacrificed, continued giving instructions to Nearchus for the coming voyage.  He was still in a fever.


· Next day, still in a fever he made the usual sacrifice.  He continued intructing his officers but by now was seriously ill.


· For the next two days he remained seriously ill, when his officers came in to see him he recognised them but could not speak.  His fever remained severe for the next two days.


· The soldiers were anxious to see him and pushed their way in to see Alexander.  He could not speak but raised his hand as they filed past, recognising each man as he file past.


· Some of the men spent the night in the temple of Serapis and asked the god if it would be better if Alexander was moved to the temple, but the god said it would be better to stay where he was.


· Not long afterwards Alexander died.



Arrian’s appraisal of Alexander

Arrian states that Alexander was 32 years and 8 months when he died and had been king for 12 years and 8 months.  He says that physically Alexander was very handsome, had great endurance and an alert mind.  He was outstanding in courage, ambition and ready to take risks.  He was also very religious.  He says that glory was his one big desire.  He was good at assessing any situation and knowing what had to be done.  He was a complete organiser and master at equipping the army.  He could raise the spirits of the army and drive away their fear by his own fearlessness.    He was brilliant at seizing an advantage, moving before an enemy had any suspicion of what was going to happen.  He was careful about spending money on himself but would spend money on his friends.

Arrian excuses Alexander’s mistakes made in anger and him behaving with foreign anger by referring to his youth.  He also said that men would always try to please a king and not necessarily do what is best for him and so will be harmful company.  He also says that Alexander’s nature led him to regret when he had done something wrong.

He says that Alexander used the story that he was the son of a god as a device to gain greater dignity in the eyes of his subjects.  

His wearing of the Persian dress he attributed to Alexander not wanting to seem alien to the Persians.  He says that, that is why Alexander drafter the Persian Golden apples into the Macedonian units.   

 All this he sees as good foreign policy.  He also states that Alexander was not a heavy drinker but drank because he enjoyed his friend’s company.  

He argues that when assessing Alexander’s career, one should first realise what sort of man he is, what luck he has personally enjoyed and then look at the man who has reached the height of achievement the undisputed man of both continents, who spread his name over two continents.

He says that there are some things that Alexander that he has criticised, but is not ashamed to admit his complete admiration for Alexander.  Arrian says he tried to write about the truth as he saw it.

Plutarch

Plutarch describes that death of Alexander in much the same way as Arrian, but he also writes about the possible cause of Alexander’s death.


· He says that according to some writers it was Aristotle Alexander’s tutor who advised Antipater to arrange the murder by providing the poison.  But he also says that most authorities consider this story as pure invention.  He says that afterwards when Alexander’s men were arguing about the body there was no evidence that Alexander was poisoned because the body remained pure and fresh.


· Roxane was expecting a child at his stage and had Alexander’s wife Stateira and sister killed.  She was helped by Perdiccas, who afterwards assumed power by using Alexander’s half brother Arrhidaeus to rule.  Arrhidaeus was mentally retarded and Plutarch argues that this was because Olympias gave him drugs, which damaged his brain.



