Alexander’s enduring myth

Alexander the Great is acknowledged as one of the greatest commanders in

world military history. But it’s not just his battle conquests that have made him

legend. Tutored by Aristotle, raised amid palace intrigues, twice
married but with a reputation for treating his various lovers
well, Alexander’s life off the battlefield was as adventurous.
But what is it about his life-and especially his death—that

holds our fascination? Kathryn Koromilas looks for the
answers into two new books about the legendary king

and conqueror.
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fall the great historical heroes it is Alexan-

der the Great who remains the most in-

triguing. The genius of his military achieve-
ments informs and inspires contemporary warfare,
but it is his superhuman character—romantic, mul-
tifaceted and mysterious—that keeps the myth on-
going.

Two new books—one, a fictional account of
his invasion of the Afghan kingdoms in 330 B.C.,
and the other, a non-fiction chronicle of the mys-
tery surrounding his final burial place—wrench
Alexander out the history books and transform
him into unputdownable reading.

The first is Steven Pressfield’s The Afehan
Campaign. Pressfield capitalizes on the easy paral-
lels drawn between Alexander’s invasion of what
is now modern-day Afghanistan and the problems
encountered in the area today “This war is exact-
ly like the war our troops are fighting today in
[raq,” Pressfield notes in an interview available on
Stevenpressfield.com. “Same tactics, same pattern
of conflict, same West versus East dynamics.”

Pitched as “required reading for anyone who
wants to better understand what American and
Coalition forces are up against in one of history’s
most tribal and troubled regions,” the novel ex-
amines the predicament of war via the Green per-
spective of first-time soldier Matthias who's just
joined Alexander’s army. Matthias takes part in
Alexander’s glorious campaign and undergoes a
violent coming-of-age when he confronts the bar-
barism of the Afghans, embarks on an affair with
an Afghan girl and witnesses the brutality of war-
fare, brutality in which he participates. “Those of
us who came out from home as boys,” he says,
“have become first men and then something clos-
er to beasts or devils.”

Pressfield asserts that Alexander’s Afghan in-
vasion is the “absolute prototype for the wars

we're fighting
Middle East.” Alexande
was the reigning superpower
prior to the Afghan inva- ..
sion and Alexander “was at
the peak of his power and self-confidence. Just
like us before we invaded Iraq.” Alexander be-
lieved he could easily “tame” the “savage beasts,”
in the same way the U.S. was convinced it would.
Both armies underestimated their enemies.

While history is often called upon to be the
teacher that inspires ethical debates on the dilem-
ma of war in the hope that the horrors of the past
are not repeated, Pressfield’s novel is more action-
packed adventure than anti-war polemic. “This is
what war is,” Alexander says, “...we've all done
things we’re ashamed of.” Despite the horrors, of
course, Alexander surges forward. It is what all
military leaders do.

Nicholas J. Saunders, in Alexander’s Tomb:
The Two-Thousand Year Obsession to Find the
Lost Congqueror, chronicles the search for
Alexander’s tomb from antiquity to the present
day. The story is a fascinating one of body re-
moval and reburying, tomb plundering, and ex-
travagant archaeological theories. Pharaohs,
Christian emperors, and archaeologists around
the world are embroiled in the post-mortem tale
of the great Alexander.

Alexander is the most often-buried figure in all
of history, but with no less than five tombs his final
resting place still remains a perfect mystery. The
story of burial and reburial begins some time after
his death with a power battle amongst Alexander’s
generals in Babylon 321 B.C. Ptolemy hijacks
Alexander’s mummified body only to transport it
first to Egypt’s Memphis for burial, and then later
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