plutarch the life of alexander

Plutarch the Life of Alexander is an essential biographical work that provides a detailed
account of one of history's most remarkable figures, Alexander the Great. Written by the
Greek philosopher and biographer Plutarch in the first century AD, this narrative not only
chronicles the life of Alexander but also delves into his character, motivations, and the
impact he had on the ancient world. Through a combination of historical fact and moral
philosophy, Plutarch offers insights into Alexander's achievements and failures, framing him
as both a brilliant military leader and a deeply flawed individual. This article will explore the
context of Plutarch's writing, the life of Alexander as depicted in the text, and the broader
implications of his legacy.

Context of Plutarch's Writing

Plutarch was born around 46 AD in Chaeronea, a small town in Boeotia, Greece. He lived
during the Roman Empire, a time when Greek culture still held significant sway over the
intellectual landscape of the Mediterranean. Plutarch was not only a biographer but also a
priest at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi, which reflects his deep interest in ethics,
philosophy, and the complexities of human nature.

The Parallel Lives

Plutarch's work on Alexander is part of a larger collection known as the "Parallel Lives,"
which pairs biographies of Greek and Roman figures to highlight their virtues and vices. The
structure of these biographies allows readers to draw comparisons between the lives of
historical figures, ultimately serving as a moral guide. In the case of Alexander, Plutarch
pairs him with Julius Caesar, emphasizing the traits that both leaders shared while also
pointing out their differences.

Purpose of the Biography

Plutarch's primary aim was not to provide a dry historical account but to explore the moral
implications of life decisions made by his subjects. He sought to inspire his readers by
presenting characters who embodied virtues such as bravery, wisdom, and justice, while
also warning them of the dangers of hubris and excess.

Key Events in Alexander's Life

Plutarch's biography of Alexander the Great is filled with significant events that shaped his
life and ultimately his legacy.



Early Life and Education

- Birth and Heritage: Alexander was born in 356 BC in Pella, the ancient capital of
Macedonia, to King Philip 1l and Queen Olympias. His lineage placed him in a position of
power from birth.

- Education: At the age of 13, Alexander was tutored by the great philosopher Aristotle, who
instilled in him a love for philosophy, science, and rhetoric. Aristotle's teachings played a
crucial role in shaping Alexander's worldview and ambitions.

Ascension to Power

- King of Macedonia: Following the assassination of his father in 336 BC, Alexander
ascended to the throne at the age of 20. He quickly moved to consolidate his power and
eliminate rivals.

- Conquest of Persia: One of his most significant military achievements was the conquest of
the Persian Empire. Starting in 334 BC, Alexander launched a campaign that would last for
over a decade, leading to notable victories at battles such as Granicus, Issus, and
Gaugamela.

Personal Traits and Leadership Style

Plutarch provides a nuanced portrayal of Alexander, highlighting both his strengths and
weaknesses.

- Charisma and Leadership: Alexander was known for his ability to inspire and lead his
troops. His charisma was a crucial factor in maintaining loyalty among his soldiers, even in
the face of overwhelming odds.

- Ambition and Hubris: Plutarch also warns of Alexander's excessive ambition and hubris,
which ultimately led him to make decisions that would have dire consequences. His desire
to be seen as a god and his relentless pursuit of glory contributed to his downfall.

Military Campaigns and Strategies

Alexander's military campaigns are a focal point of Plutarch's narrative, showcasing his
tactical genius and innovative strategies.

Major Battles

1. Battle of Granicus (334 BC): This battle marked Alexander's first significant victory
against the Persians and set the stage for further conquests.

2. Battle of Issus (333 BC): Facing King Darius lll, Alexander's forces achieved a surprising
victory despite being outnumbered.



3. Battle of Gaugamela (331 BC): Often regarded as Alexander's greatest triumph, this
battle led to the fall of the Persian Empire.

Innovative Tactics

- Use of Cavalry: Alexander effectively utilized cavalry in his military strategies, often
leading charges that would turn the tide of battle.

- Adaptation of Strategies: He demonstrated an ability to adapt his strategies based on the
circumstances of each battle, learning from both victories and defeats.

The Legacy of Alexander the Great

Plutarch’s biography not only documents Alexander's life but also explores the legacy he
left behind.

Influence on Future Generations

- Cultural Exchange: Alexander's conquests facilitated a significant cultural exchange
between the East and West, leading to the Hellenistic period, where Greek culture spread
across the known world.

- Military Tactics: His strategies and tactics have been studied and emulated by military
leaders throughout history, from the Roman Empire to modern military academies.

Moral Lessons

Plutarch uses Alexander's life as a vehicle for moral instruction. He emphasizes the
importance of virtue, humility, and the dangers of unchecked ambition. Readers are
encouraged to reflect on Alexander's choices and the consequences that followed, serving
as a cautionary tale for future leaders.

Conclusion

Plutarch's "Life of Alexander" is more than a mere historical account; it is a rich exploration
of character, morality, and the complexities of leadership. Through his detailed narrative,
Plutarch captures the essence of Alexander the Great, highlighting both his extraordinary
achievements and his tragic flaws. The work remains relevant today, offering timeless
insights into human nature and the enduring lessons that history has to teach us. As we
reflect on Alexander's life, we are reminded of the delicate balance between greatness and
downfall, ambition and responsibility, making Plutarch's biography a crucial read for anyone
interested in history, philosophy, and leadership.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Plutarch, and why is his work on Alexander
significant?
Plutarch was a Greek biographer and philosopher who lived in the first century AD. His work

‘The Life of Alexander' is significant because it provides a detailed account of Alexander the
Great's life, character, and accomplishments, combining historical facts with moral lessons.

What are some key themes explored in Plutarch's ‘'The
Life of Alexander'?

Key themes include the nature of leadership, the balance between ambition and morality,
the effects of power on character, and the contrast between heroism and hubris.

How does Plutarch portray Alexander's character in his
biography?

Plutarch portrays Alexander as a complex figure, highlighting his military genius, ambition,
and charisma, while also examining his flaws, such as his impulsiveness and tendency
towards tyranny.

What impact did Plutarch's biography have on later
perceptions of Alexander the Great?

Plutarch's biography shaped the legacy of Alexander the Great, influencing how later
historians, writers, and artists viewed him, often romanticizing his conquests and portraying
him as a larger-than-life hero.

How does Plutarch compare Alexander to other
historical figures in his writings?

Plutarch often compares Alexander to notable figures such as Julius Caesar and Cyrus the
Great, using these comparisons to draw moral lessons and highlight different aspects of
leadership and virtue.

What literary techniques does Plutarch use in 'The Life
of Alexander'?

Plutarch employs various literary techniques, including anecdotes, dialogues, and vivid
imagery, to engage readers and provide a more personal view of Alexander's life and
personality.



What sources did Plutarch rely on for his account of
Alexander's life?

Plutarch drew on a variety of sources, including earlier historians like Arrian and Diodorus,
as well as oral traditions and possibly firsthand accounts, although he often emphasizes
moral interpretation over strict factual accuracy.
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