Allusions to Alexander in Heliodorus: Guiding the Reader's Expectations in Aithiopika 9.3-22


In this paper, I identify and interpret one of Heliodorus' rhetorical strategies by which he, in the  ninth book of the Aithiopika, guides the reader's moral interpretation of two previously unseen characters, Hydaspes and Oroondates.  Using allusions to Arrian's account of Alexander the Great, the narrator seems to offer an authoritative moral characterization of the men after several prior conflicting accounts.  These allusions to Alexander seem to resolve the uncertainty regarding the morally ambiguous king of Ethiopia and the satrap of Egypt, both of whom, until the ninth book of the Aithiopika, have been depicted (with one brief exception) in potentially unreliable secondary narration. Alexander the Great emerges in this section of the text as a sort of measuring stick against which the actions of Oroondates and Hydaspes can be morally evaluated.  


A number of modern scholars, including Reardon (1989), have identified in Book 9.19 a single allusion to Alexander's life in the narration of the battle. I wish to expand on this interpretation by identifying additional parallels in this section, and then explaining how this series of allusions functions in the text. I argue that these (mis)leading allusions are consistent with Heliodorus' typical narrative scheme of perpetual surprise and mystery, as discussed by Hunter (1998) and Morgan (1994), among others. In this instance, these allusions encourage the reader to compare Hydaspes favorably to Alexander, only so that soon afterwards the reader is shocked when it is revealed that Hydaspes himself will attempt to murder the main characters. 


In order to accomplish this, I examine five passages alluding to Alexander: Oroondates' flight from the battlefield (Bk. 9.19); Achaimenes' failed attempt to murder Oroondates (9.20); the meeting between the victorious Hydaspes and the imprisoned Oroondates (9.21); Hydaspes' manner of besieging Syene (9.3); and, lastly, Hydaspes' triumphant entry into Syene after its surrender (9.22). Although Hydaspes begins to besiege Syene before the battle begins (9.3), I suggest that the allusion here does not become clear until the passage (9.22) detailing Hydaspes' capture of the city. Moreover, these allusions are not static: Oroondates is variously compared to a failed Alexander, to Darius, and a cowardly Porus, while Hydaspes is likened to a more merciful and generous Alexander and a victorious Porus.   


If the reader understands the meaning of the allusions in this brief section, a strong expectation is created of Hydaspes' courage, nobility, and kind nature. It is this expectation of Hydaspes' moral superiority that so unexpectedly crumbles when he, soon after this section, unjustly sentences the main characters to death. The excessively generous and noble king who surpasses Alexander in his best qualities unexpectedly demands the murder of his own (unrecognized) daughter. This paradox lies at the core of Heliodorus' art: the Aithiopika is a text of mysteries, of perpetual surprise, and of adunata. This passage not only has all three, but also establishes the foundation for subsequent improbable surprises. 

Select Bibliography

Bartsch, Shadi. Decoding the Ancient Novel: the Reader and the Role of Description in Heliodorus and 
Achilles Tatius. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989. 

Hunter, Richard, ed. Studies in Heliodorus. Supplementary Volume No. 21. Cambridge: Cambridge 
Philological Society, 1998. 

Morgan, J.R., and Richard Stoneman. Greek Fiction; The Greek Novel in Context. London and New 
York: Routledge, 1994. 

Reardon, B.P., ed. Collected Ancient Greek Novels. Berkeley: University of California, 1989. 

Schmeling, Gareth, ed. The Novel in the Ancient World. New York: Brill, 1996. 

Swain, Simon, ed. Oxford Readings in the Greek Novel. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999. 

