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Alexander, Olympias and The Regicide of Philip II

Philip II ruled Macedonia for 22 to 25 years up until his assassination in October of 336 BCE
. His death marked the beginning of the reign of his son, known to history as Alexander the Great. The events leading up to Philip’s murder and the reasons why it took place have fueled a scholarly debate for years.
  Behind this debate is the question of who was involved in plotting this murder and why they wanted to kill the king? There are many possible players and each had his or her reasons for wanting Philip either dead or out of the way.  In this paper the different possible players will be presented along with the events leading up to the day of the murder and the possible motives behind it.  In the end this paper will try to show Olympias’ involvement in the plotting of the assassination and Alexander’s role in or at least knowledge of the regicide of his father Philip II.


To better understand the motives of the probable plotters behind the murder of Philip and the possibility of other conspirators, one must start by looking at the history of the throne of Macedonia and the reign of Philip II. Through out Macedonian history before the time of Philip, Macedonia was split into two regions, Upper and Lower Macedonia
. Upper Macedonia was a collection of different tribes with their own kings and royal families.  These tribes include the, Illyrians in the West, Lyncestis, with Orestis and Epirus forming the Molossian
. In contrast, one king ruled all the lands and tribes in Lower Macedonia.  There were great hostilities between the tribes of Upper and Lower Macedonia
. In 399 BCE King Archelaus of Lower Macedonia was murdered, plunging Lower Macedonia into forty years of chaos
.  Finally the Illyrian under tribute put Amyntas into the position of power.  King Perdiccas was the next to take over the position of King but his forces were defeated and killed by the Illyrians invaded again Lower Macedonia. This invasion led lead to more fighting over the throne and Philip II, the son of Amyntas, became king
through conquest.  It was only at this point that Upper and lower Macedonia began to unite. Through different political marriages Philip was able to secure his position as king of both Upper and Lower Macedonia.

One of these marriages, and arguably the most important politically
, was Philip’s marriage to Olympias, daughter of Neoptolemus the king of the Molossians. This marriage signified a link between Upper and Lower Macedonia
.  When Alexander was born he was a mixing of the two royal lines and seemed the perfect candidate to be the next king of a united Macedonia. Everything appeared to be moving smoothly for Philip and Olympias and the path seemed clear for a smooth succession for Alexander to follow his father and become the next king. One important note to remember was that in Macedonia there was no idea of a crown prince or heir apparent, so Alexander’s positions was always a tenuous one at best. 
 Everything was at peace until Philip fell in love with the young niece of Attalus, named Cleopatra.  Up to this point Olympias had a distinguished position within the collection of Philip’s wives because of her son Alexander and her connections with Upper Macedonia
, but Philip’s newest wife started a chain reaction. 

When Philip married Cleopatra, he took her as his primary wife
; he might have gone as far as divorcing Olympias. At a banquet to celebrate the marriage of Philip and Cleopatra, Attalus made a toast hoping that this new marriage would bring legitimate heirs for the throne
. This was a direct slap in the face of Alexander and another one for Olympias. Alexander looked to his father to rebuke the claim but Philip said nothing.  This started a heated argument between Philip and Alexander that ended up with Philip drawing his and lunging at Alexander. Luckily for the young prince his father was so drunk that he fell over
. Shortly after this event Olympias and Alexander left Philip’s palace and headed for Upper Macedonia. Olympias went back to the care of her homeland Oretis and to her brother’s protection. Meanwhile, Alexander went to the Illyrians to stay. It was not until Demaratus intervened that Alexander returned to Macedonia
. As an act of goodwill Philip offered his daughter by Olympias, Cleopatra, to Olympias’ brother Alexander for marriage. 
Philip met the end of his life on the day of celebration of the new marriage of daughter Cleopatra to Alexander brother of Olympias,
. As Philip headed into the stadium for the celebration, he told his bodyguards to stand away at a distance so that he could walk with his son Alexander and his brother-in-law cum new son-in-law Alexander
. As the three men walked through the tunnel into the stadium, Pausanias waited in the shadows, seemingly without anyone’s knowledge.  As Philip passed, Pausanias jumped out and stabbed the king through the heart, and then lay the body down, believing him dead
.  Quickly, Pausanias took flight to a team of horses as two or three bodyguards took off after him
. The bodyguards caught up with him and killed Pausanias
.  He was dead and Alexander now stood with his father’s dead body. Alexander of Lyncestis proclaimed for all to hear that Alexander, son of Philip, was now king of Macedonia
.  Now Alexander had to act quickly to secure his new throne. He saw the murder of Philip as a perfect opportunity to clean house and get rid of those who had favored Philip’s newest wife or were rivals to his place on the thrown. As a result the official version of what happened came out and was spread around the kingdom. Alexander’s first job was to find suspects who could be found to have motives and punish his father’s assassins.

Lyncestian Brothers


This official version
 pointed to the three sons of Aeropus, Arrhabaeus, Hermoenes and Alexander, from the house of Lyncestis
.  Alexander was quick to charge the three brothers as part of a conspiracy,
 but this Alexander was spared for two reasons. First he was spared because he had been the first to recognize Alexander as the new king of Macedonia back at the stadium the day of Philip’s murder
. The second reason, which seems like the greater motive, was the fact that Alexander of Lyncestis was Antipater’s son-in-law
.  The new king Alexander out of respected for his good friend Antipater, did not want to insult or hurt him by killing his new son-in-law. 
 There are two possible motives given for why the Lyncestian Brothers would want Philip dead.   The two motives were that firstly, they wanted the throne for themselves, or secondly that they were part of a conspiracy to insure that someone with connections to Upper Macedonia ruled all of Macedonia. 


 As Bosworth puts it “they probably intended to be king-makers, giving their support to the ultimate victor of the power struggle.”
 He goes on to point out on that they were successful in doing this.  The major fault that the two others brothers had made had been the fact that they did not ally themselves with the new king Alexander as quickly as their brother Alexander had
. But why did they want things to change and why would they want a new king?  One possible reason was the new son just born to Philip and Cleopatra
 and the comment that had been made by Attalus
. This new son was fully Lower Macedonian and had no real blood links to the tribes of Upper Macedonia.  With this child there was “no longer a blend between east and west but a dynasty of the plain, the Upper Macedonians… may have felt threatened.”
  The brothers knew that in the past such murders had plunged the country into chaos with different forces fighting for the throne
. It might be, as the first accusation, that the brothers wanted to win the thrown of Philip for themselves and take over the thrown of Philip, but their claim would have been a very weak one as long as Alexander was still alive. Develin points out the fact that Alexander had neither been attacked personally nor was he the victim of this plot. Clearly, there was no reason for the brothers to hope to have any claim to Alexander’s thrown
. So maybe it was more as Stoneman stated, that the brothers wanted to oust Cleopatra’s new son before the babe even had a chance to have the throne claimed in his name and put Alexander on the throne
.  Alexander, having blood ties to the Upper Macedonians through his mother made him more appealing as the ruler to the Lyncestians. It would not be hard to see that Olympias, herself from a royal family of the Upper Macedonia, might have banded together with the Lyncestians to plot the murder of the husband who repudiated her so that her son could be the next ruler of the united Macedonian kingdom.  The two tribes from the upper lands had been linked before in history and now seeing that the South might rule over them, they banded together to put Alexander in power. 

If this is the case that in the end benefited Alexander, why then did he have the brothers killed?  This is slightly problematic, but can be answered through the idea of having a scapegoat and so this was the official story. Heckel notes the fact that this version of the story came out only after Alexander was securely on the thrown and had established his place in history
. Also using the sources, Alexander’s quickness to find someone to blame shows that he was trying to move the spotlight on to Pausanias and away from his mother and maybe even away from himself
.   

Pausanias:


It is clear that it was Pausanias who actually held the knife that killed Philip. There are many issues surrounding Pausanias, his motives and if he was acting alone or was he part of a greater conspiracy. What would drive a man who was a beloved bodyguard of Philip to become an unstable mind, and then to lash out and commit such a heinous crime was the stuff of fiction or perhaps a Greek tragedy. 

The sources tell us of a sordid tale that had led Pausanias to the crime
.  The different versions contained players that included Philip, Attalus, another Pausanias and this Pausanias himself.  For the sake of telling this story and keeping it a little less confusing Pausanias the murderer will be referred to as Pausanias I and the secondary Pausanias will be referred to as Pausanias II. Pausanias I was from the Upper Macedonian district of Orestis. He was a bodyguard of Philip, and his beauty was so great the Philip took him as a lover. This affair lasted for a while then entered Pausanias II, who became the new lover of Philip. This young man was very beautiful and deeply loyal to Philip.  Pausanias I was outraged by the fact that Philip had rejected him and taken a new lover and verbally attacked Pausanias II. He called him things such as a hermaphrodite and accused him of going to bed with anyone who wanted him.  Pausanias II took all this in silence without lashing out once.  Slowly everything that Pausanias I had said about him slowly ate away at his mind. 

One day Pausanias II decided he could not take it any longer. He went to his friend Attalus and confided in him about the great mental strife he was going through. During their chat Pausanias II told Attalus his plan to end his life by protecting Philip in battle.  At the next battle Pausanias II stood in front of Philip and took every hit that was aimed at Philip, and it ended his life in the manner he had foretold to Attalus. 

News of Pausanias II’s death reached Attalus and caused him great sorrow.  Attalus knew who was to blame for his friend’s sorrow. He invited Pausanias I over to his house for dinner one night.  Once there, Attalus made Pausanias I drink unmixed wine until he was drunk and passed out.  Attalus and his guests in turn gang-raped Pausanias I,  passing him around “like a prostitute”
. When Pausanias I finally woke he was destroyed by what Attalus had done to him.  He went to Philip to plead for help and justice against Attalus and his comrades in crime for what they had done to him, but Philip did nothing.  Philip really could not do anything because he had just sent Attalus off towards Asia as one of his generals and Attalus was now his uncle-in-law through his marriage to Cleopatra. In turn Philip gave Pausanias I honors for all his loyal service, but this did not help to settle Pausanias’ mind. Slowly his hate and anger for Attalus shifted onto Philip because Philip did not help him.

There are many different versions of what had finally led Pausanias to murder Philip. The first theory was that the murder was purely driven by this offense
. Because there was no way to reap revenge on Attalus, because he was in Asia, Pausanias went after the next best thing, which in his eyes was the man who refused his pleas to avenge his rape in the first place, Philip.  This seems to be a somewhat unlikely motive if the murder actually took places, as Badian says
, eight years after the rape.  Why would he have waited this long for revenge?
 What is clear is was the fact that the rape and its aftermath shook him to the core and he became unhinged afterwards.  

 The next explanation of what pushed Pausanias to commit the murder came from Diodorus. He told us that Pausanias had been the student of a sophist by the name of Hermocrates
. After the rape happened Pausanias went to Hermocrates and  asked his teacher how he could become famous? Hermocrates answered, “It would be by killing the one who had accomplished most, for just as long as he was remembered, so long his slayer would be remembered.”
  Pausanias decided that he was going to murder Philip because he was the most accomplished in their world. In Pausanias’ shaken mind this would lead to his being remembered forever.  It appears that Pausanias thought that he could get away  with this murder since he had an escape planned and there were horses posted outside the walls waiting for him.  This planning makes it hard to believe he was just doing this to be remembered as a suicide mission.

With both of these versions Pausanias was actually acting alone. Hermocrates may well have put the idea into Pausanias’ head but at the same time it is hard to prove Hermocrates knew that Pausanias would plan to murder the King just to be remembered. With the fact that Pausanias had horses waiting outside the stadium walls for him to use for his escape makes it hard to believe that a truly deranged man such as Pausanias could have planned this all out by himself. Also the fact that the murder took place at such an advantageous time for Alexander seems a little more than coincidental
.

Another issue that makes all of this more that a bit suspicious is what happened to Pausanias right after the murder.  The fact that the bodyguards killed the Pausanias as he attempted to flee. This appears in both Diodorus and in Justin making it believable that it did take place
. What makes this so interesting is the fact that bodyguards who killed Pausanias were Alexander’s bodyguards not Philip’s
.  This might suggest that Alexander wanted Pausanias dead before he could tell who was behind the murder
, showing that he might have known about the plot.

Olympias and Alexander:


The timing is what makes this murder so suspicious and the events leading up to all seem to point to the involvement of Olympias and even more important Alexander. Both had motives driven by a sense of tarnished honor and both needed to act when they did to secure their positions of power. Yes, Pausanias was the one who physically killed Philip, but Olympias and Alexander pushed him to do the act for personal reasons
.


It clearly appeared that Philip and Olympias did not marry out of love but for political reasons
.  He needed a connection to Upper Macedonia and he saw this marriage as the necessary link. When Alexander was born, the bond was solidified between the tribes of Macedonia and helped to establish Olympias as the most powerful of Philip’s wives. As Alexander grew, it became apparent that he would be the one who was most likely to succeed to his father’s throne
. Philip and Olympias’ relationship was never a union of love. I was a political partnership of equal power players, but at one point Philip had fancied Olympias but this changed after several years.  One story said that Philip caught Olympias sleeping with a snake and this turned him from her bed forever. He found love in this new younger girl. It was not Philip’s new wife that had upset Olympias, it was the fact that he publicly rejected her to be with Cleopatra
, maybe going as far as divorcing her.  This was one horrible blow to Olympias’ honor; the next hit attacked both her and her son, Alexander.


At the dinner party for the new marriage Attalus set into motion events that would change history greatly.  Attalus was the uncle of Cleopatra and greatly pleased at her wedding of Philip. It is thought that Cleopatra might have been with child at the time of this celebration; this child was a daughter and may have been one reason for the marriage.
 Philip and Attalus, along with many of the party’s guests were very drunk
.  Attalus got up to make a salute to the newly weds calling upon the gods to bless the union so that they might bring forth legitimate heirs to the throne
.  By “legitimate”, he meant heirs who where the children of pure Lower Macedonian blood, a huge slight to Olympias who came from a tribe of Upper Macedonia and was thought of as  semi-barbaric
.  This statement was a direct insult to Olympias and in turn it was an attack on Alexander.  Alexander’s claim to the throne was never a certainty and any male child was born from this new marriage, it could seriously affect Alexander’s chances of succession
. The fact that Philip had not tried to quiet Attalus made Alexander and his supporters worry even more
. Doubts concerning his future started to creep into the young prince’s mind, he was outraged at Attalus for making such a public slur against his mother and for the fact that his father did nothing to confirm Alexander’s legitimacy. Alexander then turned his anger towards his father; a great quarrel subsequently broke out with a very drunk Philip growing angrier and angrier towards his son. Finally Philip had enough and charged at his son with a drawn sword, but do to his inebriated condition Philip lost his balance and crashed to the floor
.  Alexander was appalled by what he had just witnessed and even more he feared  of what might have just happened.  He was afraid  that his claim to the throne was now in jeopardy and his honor had been severely attacked. With his mother, Alexander took flight from Philip’s palace.



This event’s importance was due to the fact that this was first major rift that appeared between Alexander and Philip. It was also the first time his succession to the throne was put into question.  Olympias also was affected. Her power had already been compromised by the marriage of Philip to his new bride
, but if this new marriage produced a new son, her power would be almost non-existent.  Any new son would have a claim to the throne and the support of many powerful Lower Macedonians because the child would be almost pure Lower Macedonian
.  Olympias and Alexander both saw this possibility as a threat to their power
 and possibly their lives. When they fled they went to place that could help them regain the power and honor they had loss.


Olympias went to her home land of Oretis and Alexander went to the Illyrians
. Olympias went back home seeking the help of her brother to keep her safe and to re-establish her honor. Once there she started to plot and plan how she could regain prestige for her son and power for herself. This led her to ask her brother Alexander to lead an army against Philip
. The request put this Alexander in an awkward position. It was Philip who had made him king these lands. However, it was also his duty to protect his sister’s honor. Philip saw the position that Alexander was in and knew how he could use this Alexander for a power move.  As a gesture of goodwill, he offered Alexander the hand of Cleopatra, his daughter by Olympias. This move was orchestrated to tempt Olympias back to good terms with Philip but in actuality it was a way to bypass Olympias’ position as the only connection Philip had to Upper Macedonia
. This way he would have son-in-law who was a member of the  Upper Macedonian royalty.  This move must have greatly worried Olympias. This new marriage between her daughter and her brother was a way Philip could distance himself from her without any fear of retaliation from the tribes of Upper Macedonia. 

Alexander was making his own power moves at this time.  It was speculated that maybe while Alexander was up in with the Illyrians he was seeing who they might if Philip was removed from power and Alexander was made king. This was the time that he might have been in discussion with the Lyncestian brothers and talking about how any son of Philip’s new marriage would be a threat to Upper Macedonian power. In the end the reason for Alexander’s visit with the Illyrians can never be proven but if he were planning some action against Philip
, the backing of the Illyrians and other Upper Macedonians would be crucial.


Demaratus of Corinth finally attempted to repair the rift between Alexander and his father, but they were never totally reconciled
.  Between the time of Alexander’s return to Philip’s palace and the wedding festival of Cleopatra and Alexander there was another smaller falling out that just added to the rift between the Alexander and his father.  This had to do with marriage request of Pixodarus, who wanted to wed his eldest daughter  to one of Philip’s sons for political reasons. Pixodarus was just the satrap of Caria, so Philip decided to offer his son Arrhidaeus for the marriage
.  This would not have been a problem if not for Olympias and Alexander’s friends getting involved.  They pointed this out to Alexander that this was another slap in his face that his father had chosen another son for the marriage; Alexander subsequently thought his father was trying to cut him out of the succession again
. With the help of his friends, Alexander sent a letter to Pixodarus offering himself as husband to his daughter. Pixodarus was quite excited by the opportunity to have his daughter be wed to the favored son of Philip so he agreed to the marriage. Meanwhile, Philip found out that Alexander had gone behind his back to Pixodarus and became very angered.  Philip knew that this would be too lowly of a marriage for the future king of Macedonia; he stopped the marriage and punished Alexander by exiling four of his friends. These friends were Harpalus, Nearchus, Erygius, and Ptolemy who were not allowed to return until Alexander was king
.  The exiling of his friends left Alexander hurt, angered and alone
.


Olympias meanwhile was very busy trying to reestablish her son and herself in the royal house. She had pressured Alexander into writing to Pixodarus thinking Philip was trying to cut her son off of power
. The news of the rape of Pausanias entered into common knowledge
 and Olympias finally saw this as a tool she could use to her advantage to finally get her son back into the position of power she knew he deserved
. Both Olympias and Pausanias were from Orestis bringing a link between the two. Alexander and Pausanias were linked by their grievances against Attalus that Philip did nothing about
. Pausanias was just the ally they needed.  Pausanias was not of sound mind and that made him the perfect instrument for Olympias’ plan and easily manipulated
. 


When Cleopatra gave birth to a son, Olympias and Alexander knew they needed to act soon before this child could become a threat.
  The marriage of Olympias’ brother Alexander and her daughter Cleopatra was the perfect setting for the murder, Philip and the nation would be so wrapped up with planning of the grand event that no one would be expecting the plot.  Even though Philip had a couple of bad omens suggesting the murder, he saw them as omens of victory in his conquest of Asia
.   All this is great to speculate about but what evidence do we truly have of  Olympias and Alexander’s involvement?


There was evidence that Olympias had the horses prepared for Pausanias’ escape, showing that maybe Philip might not be the only target of her vengeance
. It is known that after Pausanias was killed she mourned his death as if he was a hero, placing a golden crown on his head and making yearly offerings to him at his tomb
. Also after Pausanias’ death Olympias killed Cleopatra’s daughter right in front of her, leading Cleopatra to  kill herself
, so the death of her husband seemed to be only part of her plan. Alexander was quite angered by his mother’s treatment of Cleopatra but never seemed to take action against her
.  Shortly after the assassination rumors started to fly and many pointed to Olympias because she had so much to gain by Philip’s death, even Alexander could not escape rumors of his involvement
. Pausanias’ death had opened up many question about possible conspiracies due to the fact that he was not alive to tell his tale of means, motives and possible co-conspirators. All the questions started to cast light Alexander even more.

Pausanias’ death and who killed him seemed to shine light the involvement Alexander had in the whole regicide.  It is difficult to know exactly how much of a role he might have played but it is clear he had some knowledge of what was going to happen
 and what steps were needed to cover up any trail leading back to him.  First there was Pausanias himself, who according to Plutarch Alexander encouraged to carry out the murder by quoting the Euripides’ Media by saying to the impressionable Pausanias, “The father, bride and bridegroom all at once.”
 This could have been a references to Alexander wanting Pausanias to kill Attalus, Cleopatra and Philip
. This appears to be part of Olympias’ plan.  

The fact that the bodyguards who killed Pausanias were actually Alexander’s guards raises another question
. Why would they bodyguards kill him unless there was something to cover up. Most likely, Alexander knew that Pausanias had to be silenced before he could speak so not to finger either blame Alexander or his mother
.  The killing of Pausanias does not mean that Alexander was part of the plot to kill his father but it does show he did have knowledge that it was going to take place. 

The last point that casts some suspicion on Alexander was his quick response to find others responsible. As Heckel, Develin, and Ellis all suggest the quick executions of the Lyncestian brothers was done to cast suspicion away from Olympias and Alexander who many were starting to question about involvement
.  The brothers might have been involved but in the end they were used purely as the perfect scapegoats because they were from a family that had resentment for Philip and might have had dreams of glory as kings
.  This made this version of their plotting was so easy for many to accept. The biggest problem about trying to find out if Alexander was involved comes from the issue of primary sources and the lack of the conclusive proof that he was involved and relying only on hinting.

Primary Sources:



When researching this topic it was very hard to find any primary source that will place total blame at Alexander’s feet.  Both Plutarch and Justin made reference to Alexander’s involvement but neither direct sites him as part of the plot
. Diodorus and Aristotle clearly pointed the finger at Pausanias and made no mentions of Alexander or Olympias’ involvement
.  This was due to several simple reasons and can all be traced back to the primary sources that do not exists anymore on their own.

One contemporary source on Alexander that our existing sources must have used for reference was Ptolemy. Ptolemy had been one of Alexander’s most loyal friends and generals; after Alexander’s death he became the first king of the Ptolemy dynasty in Egypt.  His account of Alexander does not exist today but it was pretty clear that Arrian used him as a primary reference and his writings were pretty close to the account given by Ptolemy
. It is quite possible that Curtius and Diodorus could have used his writing also
.  Ptolemy was writing about Alexander to help legitimize his own position as king of Egypt. He would not have wanted to question or discredit Alexander in anyway such as pointing to him as part of the plot to kill Philip, because this would have in turn discredit himself and his new position. This is why Ptolemy does not point Alexander as a conspirator.  He does mention Alexander’s suspicions of his father after his marriage to Cleopatra and his anger over the exile of his friends, this came through Arrian’s writings.

The second contemporary source of Alexander was his official historian Callisthenes. It is clear why he did not write about Alexander as a possible member of the plot.  He did not want to write something that would go against his employer and cast him in a negative light.  It is clear that Diodorus, Plutarch and Curtius, through Cleitarchus, drew from Callithenes’ reports.
 

Justin’s sources are hard to pin down. Originally his writings came from Pompeius Trogus but it is unclear what sources Trogus used
.  This fact can be used to discredit Justin’s version of events but one must not jump to that judgment quickly. It is clear that  Diodorus, Plutarch and even Arrain can backed up some of Justin’s version. The important thing to remember is the Justin did embellish some but if it is stripped down to the bare bones his version does hold some truth.

It will never be proven conclusively that Alexander was involved in the plot to murder his father Philip II. Alexander and his mother did benefit the most from Philip’s death and the timing of the murder begins to raise questions. It is clear that Olympias was directly involved and with this being so, it is probable Alexander would have had knowledge of what was about to happen.
 He took the appropriate steps to secure his own position and  remove all possible chances that any involvement could be traced back to him.  Pausanias got what he wanted in the end too: revenge for Attalus and his memory lived on forever. The murder of Philip II set the stage for one of the most powerful figures of all history, Alexander the Great.
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