
50 

lessi macedoni, cioe nel la grande, ma non certo esclusiva, parte che eser­

citano le idee di lsocrate e anche confrontando la rozzezza del le pretese 

egemoniche e depredatorie della alta ufficialita, cioe_della aristocrazia ma­

cedone. 

Tuttavia I' intero problema viene spesso visto nel solo ambito de Ila po­

litica macedone, la quale, d'altra parte, non si puo ancora dire perf~tta­

mente nota·, almeno dal punto di vista delle interrelazioni giuridiche e di 

poteri rispettivi fra basi leus e aristocrazia. Deve invece essere tenuta an-, 
che presente la posizione del I' elemento greco, sia dal punto di vista ideo-

logico, ben oltre ii contrasto fra Demostene e lsocrate, sia dal punto di 

vistc~. dei rapporti econom ici e cultural i greco-persiani. Per quest_o, v. ora,. 
I 

in "lranica antiqua", XI (1976) e XII (1977), _ii lavoro di Ch. G: Starr, 

Gr-eek and Persians in the fourth Century B. C. a story of cultural con-

trasts before Alexander, (XI, pag. 39 e sgg.) e 11 (XII, pagg. 49 e sgg.). 

Lestaw MORAWIECKI 

FOLIA ORIENTALIA 
Tome XXIV 1987 

PL ISSN 0015-5675 

HERCULES AS A SYMBOL OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT 'S 

PERSIAN WAR 

In his preface to Flavius Arrianus' Anabasis 1 Professor' Jozef Wolski 

stresses the interes,t in the history of Alexander the Great, which was a­

roused in the second century A. D. when the Roman Empire was facing 

armed confrontation with the Partbian state. At that time., "Alexander the 

Great became the.symbol of Roman policy following in the footsteps of 

this conqueror". Five centuries earlier Alexander the Great was looking for 

a symbol to express his intent ions. He found it, it seems, in t,he figure 

of Hercules 
2

. 

Such an interpretation of the figure of Hercules, is particularly inte­

resting when confronted with the representations on the coins of ~lexan-

• der the Great. Alexander's most popular coins were silver tetradrachms 

with _the image of Hercules's head covered with a lion's skin on the ob­

verse and the figure of a seated Zeus Aetophoros on the reverse 3 . They 

appeared at the v\ery beginning of Alexander's reign and were already 

struck in Pell'a in 336 B. C. 
4

. An attempt to shift this date, undertaken 

recently by G. Kleiner, who related the coins as Reichsmunzen to the pe­

riod after 331 B. C. , has proved unsuccessful 5 . 

However, the results of such analy 1sis of the meaning of monetary in­

terpretation are less certain. On the one hand, attemps are made to pre-
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sent Hercules as the ancestor of the jV\acedonian kings, whereas on the other 

hand he is interpreted as a panhellenic hero attributed to Alexander!s per-
6 \,· 

. son 

Alexander's personal ties with Hercules have induced further investigat­

ions. It is emphasized that the siege and conquest of Tyre in which Hercu­

les played a decisive part became the turning point in their relationship 
7 

The agor.iistic element which was developed by Alexander who wanted to e­

qual and excel Hercules is also of great importance 8 . This could provide· a 

motive for the siege of Aorme, a fortress w_hich Hercules himself was not 

able to Conquer 
9

. Particularly close connections have found their expression 
10 

in the sacrifices offered to Hercutes by Alexander , as well as the fact 

that he gave his son, born of Barsina, the name of Hercules 
11 

Alexander 

himself even started to wear a lion's skin 
12

. 

Hercules also played a significant part in the process of' Alexander the 

Great 's deification 
13

, since he was the link between earth and heav~n as 

the only hero possessing a dual nature, both divine and human 
14 

He oc­

cupied a very special position on earth as "the best of men" 15 

The image of Hercules on coins, which has been elaborated, according 

to M. Bieber, by· Apelles and Pyrgoteles '
16

, has assumed some char;acteris­

tic features which permitted the formation of the hypothesis that it repre­

sents Alexander the Gr~at as Hercules 
17

. All this has prompted V. Ehren­

berg 18 t'o propose that at \he beginning of his reign Alexander identified 

himself with Achilles, the after the conquest of Tyre with Hercules and 

finally at the end of his _reign, with Dionisos. 

The figure of Zeus is, in turn, commonly interpreted as an expression 

of panhel lenic tendencies 
19

, and G. Kleiner rightly stresses the rei1ations·­

hip with Hercul~.s 
20

. After having defeated the Geths on the lstrus in 335 

B. C., Alexander gave thanks to goc;J lstrus and to 

He did likewise ten years later after his victory, in 

21 
Zeus and Hercules . 

K
' . 22 
armania 

Alexander the ,Great himself was painted by Apelles with a thunderbolt 

in his hand, a divin,e symbol of Zeus 
23

, and Pyrgoteles was the author of 

a sculpture with a similar theme 2~. A sculpture depicting Alexander the 

Great as Zeus was put up in Corinth in 324 B. C. 
25

. Alexander was de­

picted in the same way in a gem from Iv th -111rd Century B. C. 26 
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All these significative aspects of the figure of Hercules and Zeus are 

very important for the definition of the ideological implications of coins 

struck in the later years of Alexander the Great' s reign. They cannot, ho­

wever, help decisively to determine the role and importance of the issues 

which were struck just ;:ifter his ascension to the throne. Therefore, only 

through analysing the meaning of Hercules and Zeus and by the process of 

elimination, will it be possible to trace those elements which decided the 

character of the first issues. Here we should take into account the Mace:­

donian coin-tradition and the tendencies of contemporary propaganda, which 

are known mainly from literary sources 

The first al I us ion to Hercules can already be found on the coins of king 

Alexander the First struck in the years 480/479 - 477/476 B. C. On the ob­

v.erse of these heavy tetrobols, there appears a horseman holding two spears 

and on the reverse a lion's head, or its protome, placed in 'quadratum in-
27 

cussum The issue of this type of coin was renewed in the years 450.:451 

B. C. 
28 

as wel I as during the rei~n of the subsequent ruler, 
· 29 

Perdiccas . 

During the last years of his reign an issue•of trihemiobois ·was also struck, 

depicting for the first time on the obverse a typical· representation of Hercules' 

head covered with a lion's ·skin. The symbols, a bow and a club, were on 
30 

the reverse Si'nce that time, Hercules' head, together with a club, a 

bow, or a wi Id boar 
31

, appeared quite often on coins of the Macedonian 

kings. We can no;ice its absence only on the coins of Amyntas the Second 32 

and Pausani.as 
33

. Sometimes it appeared together with representations of a 
34 

horse or an eagle 

It is commonly accepted, that the representation of Hercule~ was con­

nected with the ancient myth, according to which the Macedonian kings we­

re descended from the house of Temenids of Argos 35 Its founder was Te­

menos, one of the Heracl ids. 
36

. The reference to this myth was to stress 

the hellenic ancestry of the royal family and thus to strengthen its posit-

ion 
37

. The same meaning, however, is ascribed to the symbol of i3 lion, in 

this way identifying it with the representation of Hercules himself 
38

. This 

is a little doubtful especially if we compare the latter issues on which the 

Hercules' symbols serve as some kind of a complement to his representation. 

The appearance of the lion itself has r;iot been adequately explained so far. 
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.D. Ray m on d , who rightly doubts if it could happen under the influence 

of Herodotus who had spoken about the attack on Xerxes' trains b);' a pride 

of lions 39. Since th~ chronology of the coins struck on these territories is 

still lncertain, it is also difficult to say that the appearance of the lion's 

representations on Alexander the First' s· coins has been caused by borrowing 

of this motif. 

It ls possible, although I stress that it is only my supposition, that the 

lion was in this case the symbol of the Macedonian royal· family. We know 

from Plutarch that Philip the Second possessed a ring with a representation 

of a lion 
40

. We also know that a famous fortune-teller, Aristander, who 

was also mentioned by Aristotle, compared Alexander's nafo1r'e to that of a 

lion 
41

. Thys it is possible that a lion was the symbol of the whole family 

of Tem~nids. If this was the case, it was in the fir~t place a proprietary 

or a distinctive sign, and its -connection with Hercules would have been de­

rivative in ~haracter. 

Such a solution accounts_ for the occurence of both symbols on one coin. 

For example, we may mention the issue of gold hemistaters which had Her-
. 42 I cules' head on the obverse and the lion's protome on the reverse n 

this case, the image of Her~ules points to the be,ginnings of the royal fami­

ly, and the lion is probably Philip's seal. It is difficult to interpret the lion 

as a symbol connected with Hercules, since on the issues of gold coins with 

a nominal value ot' 1/8 stater, there appears ,the same type of obverse, whe­

reas on the reverse there are various ,symbols which are not connected with. 

Hercules, although we know little or nothing about their actual meaning 
43 

It is also doubtful that Hercules' head stressed- exclusively the Hellenic 

ancestry of, the Macedonian royal house 44 . By way of example, we may 

take the mintage of Philip ,the Second which w~s used as a vehicle. for the 

king 1s political programme, making use of the representation of Hercules as 

a form of ideological influence. His head _was depicted on the obverse of the 

coins struck after 348 B. C. at Phi I lppi, whereas on. the reverse, we can see 

a tripod, an attribute of Apollo of Delphi. This issue is in memory of the 
. . . 45 

myth of the fight for the Delphic tripod between Hercules and Apollo 

We cannot put forward a clear interpretation of various didrachms and 

drachms which have the head of Hercules on the obverse, and an aphebe 
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on horseback 
46 

or a gal loping two-wheeled cart on the reverse 47 The 

iconographic motifs of these reverses were repeated on the other issues, the 

obverses of which depicted the head of Zeus or Apollo 48 . Some scholars 

connect them with the victory of Philip's horses in the Olympic games, but 

others see in these. coins traces of prohel lenic slogans p~opagated by Phi-

1 ip 49 

When we take into account the whole body of politica.j ideas propagated 

by means of the coins struck by Phi I ip the Second, we can see that in no 

case the contents of the coins depicting wtq_re the head of Hercules exclusi­

vely connected with the ancestry of the royal family or the question of its 

Hellenic "origin, but have alway_s al lude'd to the trends in the actual propa­

ganda. 

This tendency can be. more easily noticed in literary sources. The exam­

ple of Hercules, as ·Philip's .ancestor, has never been used to stress this tra­

dition~ but,. on the contrary, it has al ~ays· served as a justification of Phi-

1 ip' s, and later on Alexander's ·political endeavours. Thus lsocrates exhorted 

Philip to follow in his divine ancestor's wake and to march out with all the 

Greeks against those, whom he, as Hercules' descendant, should fight with 50 

He meant, of course, a campaign against the Persians. Both Phi I ip and 

Alexander_ justified it as a revenge for the insults_ the Greek gods suffered 

during the occupations of Hellad by the Persians. At the same tim_e in ac­

cordance with lsocrates' instructions 
51 

they changed this war into a univer­

sal campaign of reconciled Greeks against the barbarians. Thus, Alexander'·s 

Persian war was the fight of the coalition of Europe against Asia, a fight 

in which, as in Homer, the gods were to take part as wel I. At the head of 

them was Zeus, as the highest authority among the Panhellenic gods and Her­

cules, who was the first to have attacked Asia 52 

This· event remembered b>' lsocrates who quoted the fact that Hercules 

had reconciled the Greek states which were fighting each other, and had set 

an example for future generations to show them whom they should fight with 

and against. It was P-ie who had set out against Troy which at that time was 

the greatest power in the whole of Asia. He had conquered it, killed Ant­

heus, and helped Priam to ascend to the throne 53 . According to Saint ·Hie­

ronymus, this event took place in 1244 B. C. 54 . 
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Since that time, the motif of this first Trojan expedition spread among 

the Greeks a? a symbol of a fight against Asia and was accordingly treated 

in Greek art. 

In thE;! years 490-480 B. C. , Hercules was depicted fighting with the 

Trojans in the east pediment of the Temple of Athena Aphaia. It was un­

doubtedly an allegory expressing the victory of the Greeks over the Persians 

during recent fights 
55 

Another monument, described by Pausanias 
56

, expressed the same idea 

in another way. The painting from the Stoa Poikile showed the respective 

phases of the battle of Marathon, in which Marathon, Theseus, Athena and . 

Hercules personally took part. Their appearance can be interpreted as the 

support o_f the gods of protection of the battlefield itself arid of the whole 

Attic land. But in the case of Hercules it seems more probable that the 

artist had in mind the fact that the hero was the first to set out against 

Asia and now he was assisting Europe against Asia's revenge. 

Such a motif of the conflict between Europe and Asia had already been 

spoken of by Herodotus and it is g·ladly accepted by modern historians. Thus 

they are of the opinion that the campaign ~f Hercules against Troy, and 

then the Trojan war itself, were the cause of the revenge of Asia which as-

,.:sumed the form of the campaigns of Darius and Xerxes. In turn, Alexander 

the Great's campaign was to take revenge for lhose who had been killed by 

the barbarians 
57

. 

Moreover, it should be stressed that Hercules being a symbol of the 

fight between Europe and Asia,. was at the same time an expression of Pan­

hellenic ideas. He was the only example of a her.o who had managed to o­

vercome the quer'rels dividing small Greek states since he became the com­

mon property of not only loca but al I the poleis. Thus his character was 

cosmopolitan and he personified, at least since the vth Century B. C., vir­

tutes which Achi Iles did not possess 
58

. 

This Panhel lenic aspect has also been emphatically stressed by lsocrates 

who considered the unity of the Greeks to be the most important condition· 

f th • ' 1· t· 59 or e campaign s rea 1sa 10n 

Here we sh6uld consider the possibility of influence· of lsocrates' theory 

upon Alexander. In. his argumentum to lsocrates' speech "Philippus" an un-

57 

knowri scholiast has written that Philip, having read this speech, did not 

obey lsocrates and kept delaying the outbreak of hostilities. Then the scho-
ct ~ , C C. ' l , 

liast added: o 6'C'epoi> of. o ITT'cx.Z5 o 'aOV ,c;ov ;A.A~ S 0(. \- 1 op of 

ailaJvOVf 'GOY AOJOV /(ex.~ epeJ&6-J.elf E,6CpcxJCW6e l(CX'Z:"0(. 

t10.petov rcov {;5,cl,pov 1<cx.l A.eJoµivov l'Oxov. 

Of course, such a statement cannot be taken at its face value. It was 

formed much later a posteriori. Professor T. S i n k o has written that ... 

Alexander preferred to read about .the Trojan War than about the Philocra­

tes! Peace, although the latter was to prepare the war with Persia 60 . It 

is quite possible. Neverthless, it is striking that al I the elements from the 

speech to Philip, namely Panhellenism, the campaign against Asia, the ex­

ample of Hercules, were used in Alexander's propaganda programme. The 

similarity was easy to notice even for a later scholiast and is still obvious 

today. 

One must also understand the conception of this Panhellenic idea. It 

has often been connected with the special position of Athens. It was Athens 

which have saved Greece in the wars against the Persians in the v th Centu­

ry B. C. and besides they were a model of the state whose characteristic 

features represented the Greek past. For Demosthenes and lsocrates panhel­

lenism, although different as far as contemporary Persia was concerned, 

has always been connected with Athens, being some kind of a continuation 

of former Athenian patriotism 6 \ ..., 

The idea expressed by Hercules, such as the idea of a campaign ag­

ainst the East, the Panhellenic idea and connected with in the special· role 

of Athens, were the main theme of Alexander's propaganda activity imme­

diately before going to war against Persia. It is especially evident when we 

compare the tetradrachms in quest ion ·with the . issues of gold staters which 

we.re struck at more or less the same time. On the reverse there was At­

hena's head and on the obverse Nike holding a sty I is 
62

. They are interp'ret­

ed exclusively in the context of Alexander's campaign and the presence of 

Athena is explained as an attempt to gain the -Athenians' favour. It found 

its expres~ion on the reverse where we find a representation referring to 

the victorious traditions of the Athenian fleet. v,;hich formed the essential 
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part of Alexander's naval forces. In 'this context, .it becomes quite under­

standable why at the beginning of his campaign Alexander offered sacrifices 

to Zeus, Athena and Hercules at the Hellespontus-crossing points 63 

To sum up, it seems that the representation of Hercules on the first 

issues of Alexander the Great, expressed first of al I the idea of the campa­

ign of the united and reconciled panhellenic forces against the East. All 

other aspects of this representation developed in a later period under the 

influences of Alexander's legend, which had already appeared during h,is 

lifetime, because of the differences in the philosophical interpretation of 

Hercules' figure as well as under the influence of his 'cosmopolitan chara­

cter. Hercules did not belong exclusiv~ly to the Greeks; in all eras and e­

very civilised part of the world there have been reflections of his image 

since he was identified With the Egyptian Shou or Khon~u 64 , Asiatic Bel­

-Marduk, Cylician and Lydian Sandon 
65

, Melquart of Tyre 66 and Celtic 

Ensus 
67
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Postscriptum 

M. J. Price's (Alexander's Reform of the Macedonian Regal Coi­
nage, "NC" 1982, pp. 180-190) and R. Ross Ho I Iowa y (Alexander the 
Great 's Choice of Coin Types, "Annali di lstituto Italiano di Numismatica", 
vol. 27-28, 1980-1981, pp. 57-60) pub I ications of the Alexander's coinage 
came out to late for me, since my completed typescript was already with 
the editor and I did not anyway learn of these r·eports until a considerable 
time late. 

M. J. Price and R. R. Ho I Iowa y accepted an opinion that the 
first tetradrachms emissions of Alexander the Great were issued in 336/335 
B. C. (against Z e r v o s ' opinion). According to P r i c e "it is Zeus and 
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Heracles therefore, and no other deities-, who feature prominently at the 
beginning of his (Alexander's) reign and it is clearly in their protection 
that Alexander had faith". In H o I I o w a y ' s opinion "the same heroic . 
genealogy which made the Macedonia Kings descendants of Heracles and 
Zeus was shared by another royal lineage who members had led the Gre­
eks in the Persian Wars [ .. ;] The propagandistic point to be made in 336 
was that another Heraclid, from Macedonia, was ready to lead the united 
Greeks against Persia". On the other hand F. De C a I I a t a y suggests 
that the first Alexander's attic tetradrachms appeared in 333 B. C. (La 
date des premiers tetradrachms de poids attigue emis par Alexander 1;­
Grand, "RBN", CXXVIII, 1982, pp. 5-25). 
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LES PREMIERS "OTAGES" PARTHES A ROME 

La prise d 'otages etait I' une des pratiques les plus frequentes de la di­

plomatie romaine dans le cadre des rapports avec les Etats et les peuples qui s'e­

taient trou~es dans I' orbite des interiHs de Rome, soit a la suite' d' une 

conquete, soit corn me resultat _de I' elargissement de la zone de ses influen­

ces. Ces otages qui etaient d'ordinaire membres de la famille la plus pro-' • 

che • du monarque de I' E tat dependant ou du chef d' une tribu vaincue, de-
' 
venaient garants de la loyaute de ceux-ci et de leur obeissance a I' egard 

de Rome. L 'efficacite de cette methode de protection des interet~ romains 
\ 

etait si grande qu' Auguste en fi_t I 'un des outils principaux de sa politique 

envers les voisins de I 'Etat romain._ Son application -eut pour ~ffet la pre­

sence permanente a Rome - a I 'epoque· de son regne - d'un groupe iinpor-
1 , 

tant d'otages . Vers l'annee 10/9 av. J.-C., ii s'accrut de quelques mem-

bres de la fam i I le des Arsacides 
2

. 11 est vrai que ceux-ci n' etaient pas 

des otages au sens propre du mot, neanmoins les Romains· les consideraient 
... 3 

comme tels . 

Ces membres de la famille des Arsacides n'etaient_ pourtant pas ses 

premiers representants qui se fussent trouves a leur insll dans la capitale 

romaine. Vers l'annee 31 av. J.-C. 4, une guerre·civile,eclata dans l'Etat 

parthe entre Phraates IV qui regnait et Tiridates I, us~rpateur soutenu par une 

partie de l'aristocratie 5 . Au bout de quelques annees, cette ~uerre se ter-




