The Battle of Issus 333 BC

Know the sequence of events leading up to this battle.

· Alexander’s Illness at Tarsus story of Philip the Arcanian.


· Alexander celebrates victory in Asia Minor


· Alexander delays further subduing the tribes of Cilicia


· Parmenio occupation of the Gates to Cilicia


· Darius’ position on the plain of Sochi, a site favourable for his large army to defeat Alexander’s much smaller forces


· The Persian King’s response to the bad advice of flatterers.  He ignores the advice of the deserter, Amyntas who knew that Alexander would seek Darius out.  Darius marched north along the eastern foothill of Mt Arnanos, to the town of Issus.  He kills the injured men that Alexander had left there.


· Alexander having recovered had gone south to link up with Parmenio, Darius failed in his bid to split the Greeks in two.  Darius heads south to the river Pinarus and takes up a defensive position.


· The Macedonian leader is surprised but not alarmed to discover that the Persian king is behind him in the narrow plain of Issus rather than two days march east of him at Sochi.  Alexander then realises that he can turn this to the Greek advantage, turns back quickly to engage in battle.


The Battle
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· The Plain of Issus is divided by a river, hemmed in by mountains in the east and the sea in the west.


· Battle formations Phalanx in the centre, Parmenio with cavalry on the left wing, Alexander on the right wing.  Extras on both sides.


· Big danger for Alexander was outflanking as he was heavily outnumbered.   In a way the tactic of the two commanders was quite similar, i.e to use their cavalry to rout the enemy’s right wing and from there to swing in to attack their centre.  


· Fighting begins with Alexander’s troops moving in battle formation together.  Alexander quickens the pace with his cavalry, seeing a weak spot on the Persian side opposite him.  

· He was successful on the Persian left, then aimed for the centre of the Persians where Darius was.  The Macedonian Phalanx in the middle got into some difficulty, the banks in the middle were steep and they were being repelled by Darius’s mercenaries and lost formation.  Alexander and his men  come to their aid.  Darius retreats, Persians begin fleeing. Alexander pursues, but does not catch him. Thessalian cavalry on Macedonian right are under huge pressure and there is a desperate cavalry battle until the Persians realise their king had fled. The Persian horses suffered badly and many Persian cavalrymen are trampled in their haste to flee the battlefield.  Alexander quite ruthless killed as many as he could.

· Capture of Darius’s family.  His mother, wife(also his sister) two daughters, infant son and Persian noble ladies are all taken prisoners.

· Arrian claims about 110,000 Persians fell, that their bodies filled ravines.  10,000 cavalry are killed, along with distinguished Persians such as Sabaces governor of Egypt.

· Alexander visited the wounded, splendid funerals, speeches and rewards.



Implications of victory for Alexander


· Prestige greatly enhanced


· Qualities shown by Alexander, coolness under pressure, tactical ability to assess enemy’s strength’s and weaknesses.  His own personal bravery too is shown as he was wounded in thigh and shoulder.


· The Royal prisoners put Alexander in a good bargaining position.  Capture of Darius’s family women and children weeping, so Alexander sends in Leonnatus to tell them Darius is not dead.  Family treated with respect.  Story of his visit to tent to visit Darius’s family.  The Queen mistakes Hephaestaion for Alexander and Alexander’s response.

“Hephaestaion is an Alexander too.”


· Huge wealth seized at Damascus by Parmenio  solves the Macedonians financial troubles


· The abandonment of the territory by the Persians allows Alexander to continue and complete his coastal policy. 

Behaviour of Darius


· Easily swayed by flatterers


· Mistake to abandon Sochi


· Cowardly flight from battle causes death and destruction to many Persians.  Failure to protect his family 


· It is possible to argue that he knew Alexander had split the army and was rushing to Issus to fight a much weakened army.



· Darius was afraid that Alexander would not come to fight him.  Illness (see above) delayed his march to battle with Darius.  Did have a good battle plan, to break the left flank of the Macedonian cavalry on the seaward side and come behind the Macedonians, Alexander saw this and reinforced the left flank with Thessalian cavalry with strict orders not to allow the Persians through.  They were having a tough time holding the left flank and it was Alexander’s actions that saved them.


· The Greek and the Macedonians soldiers better trained than Persians.
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