Parmenio's Old Age in Arrian and Curtius Rufus

      
 In the Alexander historians, the Macedonian general Parmenio appears as a paradigmatic old man. Arrian's portrayal of Parmenio reflects a culturally Greek perspective on old age and old men which ultimately favors the young. Curtius Rufus' more sympathetic portrayal of Parmenio, on the other hand, is filtered through a Roman perspective on age and seniority.

       
While Alexander's conquests would have been extraordinary if he had begun his expedition as a middle-aged or older man, his historians dwell upon his youth when he  specifically exceeds, in either character or achievements, the expectations they place upon young men. Thus Arrian excuses Alexander's moral lapses and errors of judgment on the basis of his youth, while Curtius Rufus is additionally impressed by Alexander's precocious virtues and early won success.

       
The advancing age of Philip's officers, in contrast, suggests them as foils for the thematically youthful Alexander. None of Philip's men undergoes this treatment to such an extent as does Parmenio, the general who proves indispensable to Alexander's early campaigns and who is finally eliminated, at about the age of seventy, on a possibly preemptive charge of treason. Both Arrian and Curtius Rufus employ Parmenio to represent the perspective of the old guard, but also the perspective of an old man, as he repeatedly fails to appreciate the abilities and the ambitions of the new king. While it is accepted that the taint of execution has influenced the implausibly negative portrayal of Parmenio in our sources, no one has adequately examined the extent to which Parmenio's advanced age rendered him susceptible to this negative treatment.

       
Parmenio is characterized in Arrian's history as a generally cautious and conservative advisor, whose advice, sometimes good, sometimes bad, is usually ignored. In Arrian, Parmenio’s virtues follow the model of Nestor, and his vices agree with Aristotle's depiction of old age in the Ethics and the Rhetoric. Arrian draws little connection between this characterization of Parmenio and Parmenio's crucial role as an infantry commander. In battle, Parmenio typically acts with greater initiative and better cooperation than he does in the council scenes. Parmenio's career in fact exceeds the expectations Greek culture placed on old men, but while this is evident in Arrian's narrative, it is not recognized. Parmenio’s actions as an active and competent general and administrator are summarily referenced, but in the anecdotes that are fleshed out with dialogue and personal interaction, he functions as an aged advisor.


When Curtius Rufus relates the same stories, he elaborates in Parmenio’s defense. To take one famous example: while Parmenio is wrong to suspect Alexander’s physician, in Curtius’ account, he is correct in suspecting the medicine. Even when Alexander rejects Parmenio’s advice, Curtius imagines him considering and reconsidering it. Curtius dramatizes the battle scenes in a way that shows Parmenio’s active leadership in combat.  Alexander, while also impressive, is described as reckless and lucky. From Curtius’ Roman perspective, the chief commander should not be leading the cavalry, fighting in the front and risking his life. For Curtius, caution is not a vice of old age, born from an excess of bad experiences, but a virtue won through experience, which Alexander lacks.

Baynham (1998) has shown how entrenched Curtius Rufus’ history is in Roman historical and literary traditions. Rome’s great conquerors as well as its young generals were compared to Alexander, but the typical Roman general had advanced through the cursus honorum before taking command of a major campaign. Curtius portrays Alexander as the favorite of fortune, and delineates separately his good qualities and the effects of his good luck. Curtius’ eulogy of Parmenio, on the other hand, emphasizes that Parmenio was able to keep up with Alexander’s good fortune, implying that he did so by means of skill and experience. While Parmenio’s last words, in Curtius’ account, seek to moderate Alexander’s unremitting endurance in conquest, Curtius eulogizes Parmenio as possessing the strengths and virtues of a young general at seventy years of age. Curtius Rufus’ portrayal of Parmenio as an old man is idealized based on a Roman model of what old men can and should try to accomplish. Oddly enough, Curtius’ literary and inventive account may have come closer through this idealized portrayal to an accurate representation of Parmenio’s abilities and his role than the more conventional history of Arrian. 
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