Not One, But Three (Roman) Alexanders:  An evolution within the Roman portrayals of Alexander the Great

Alexander the Great is an enigma. There are no contemporary histories about his reign and the extant narrative accounts come from the Roman period. Alexander was a topic of discussion in Roman politics and literature and so the Alexander myth was fundamentally recast by Rome (Spencer 2002). Spencer points out that there is not a stable Roman Alexander, but attempts to produce a composite figure, which is the product of the cultural myth. She also speaks of the Roman emperors as a progression of Roman Alexanders (2009). But there is an even more seminal parade of Roman Alexanders: Alexander as depicted by the extant sources.

There are five main sources for Alexander: Diodorus, Pompeius Trogus/Justin, Quintus Curtius Rufus, Plutarch and Arrian. Diodorus wrote during the late Roman Republic, Trogus and Curtius during the early Principate, and Plutarch and Arrian in the high Roman Empire. Baynham (1998) has analyzed the text of Curtius as a Roman commentary on kingship; by applying the same method to the other sources, a pattern emerges. Each period had a distinct Roman Alexander that reflects the relationship with autocracy. In the late Republic autocracy was theoretical. Diodorus favored dictatorship (including favorably portraying Sulla and Julius Caesar), and therefore explained the benefits of autocracy. The Principate forced Romans to grapple with and create a viable form of autocracy, which influenced the Alexander of Curtius and Trogus. Some benefits of autocracy were shown, but the dangers of unrestricted power featured prominently. By the time Plutarch and Arrian wrote autocracy was expected, so much of the blame for Alexander's misdeeds was relocated from the autocrat to the aristocrats. 

Alexander is a shadowy figure surrounded by multiple layers of myth. This ambiguity and a plethora of contradicting examples makes it possible to envision Alexander in such divergent ways. The historians themselves may have adhered to their sources with admirable tenacity (Bosworth 2003), but the layers of commentary still serve to obfuscate Alexander. By contextualizing the individual authors, the influence of their contemporary situations becomes apparent. In the case of the five extant narrative accounts this can manifest as an evolution in Roman political thought in the portrayals of Alexander as king. It may well be that these are the only Alexanders we are capable of knowing.
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