Alexander’s Grand Tactics at Guagamela: Prudence or Foolishness?

By Anatoly Ostrovsky

Alexander was arguably the greatest military strategist and tactician the world has ever known. A combination of analytical mind, physical endurance, charismatic rhetoric, moral purity, and uncompromising dedication, all embodied in one individual, turned the Macedonian army into the most effective military force of his time. This effectiveness was sufficiently demonstrated in the achievement of stunning victories, which acquired an empire in the East the likes of which none of Greek predecessors even dreamed of. Yet as we look at his battles in general and, in this case, Guagamela in particular, we are left puzzled what exactly was special about Alexander that enabled him to win, especially when we hear about Alexander’s seemingly senseless pursuit of Darius, which left the Macedonians without a commander. 

At Guagamela, all of the odds were stacked against Alexander. The terrain and position of the two armies gave Darius an ability to fully maximize upon the superior numbers and the maneuverability of his cavalry; Darius could have easily enveloped Alexander’s flanks and surrounded the Macedonians.
 So how can we account for Alexander’s victory, especially when Alexander exposed himself to immense danger? Was it luck and prudence that saved his life and eventually enabled him to win? Our wonder cannot be simply resolved by looking at the primary sources, because the sources leave many questions unanswered or when they do answer them, they contradict each other’s authority. This is partially due to the variance in the writers’ intentions; some wish to preserve the myth of a divine King (Plutarch), others wish to bring that myth down to Earth (Arrian), and then there are those who adopt an ambivalent middle stance (Curtius, Diodorus). Hence, none of them can give us the full story and we are bound to look for clues that will enable us to complete the picture of what exactly happened at Guagamela. The effort on our behalf is worth the time and energy, because behind the mist of history we find an Alexander that was indeed a masterful tactician, but his ambition exposed his army to immense and, one might add, unnecessary danger, as was the case at Guagamela. To save his army, Alexander had to resort to daring deeds, which put his own life on the line. The final success at Guagamela was achieved by a combination of Alexander’s virtue, the staunchness of his officers and his troops, and fortune, whose smile revealed itself in the ineptitude of Darius’ leadership.

To understand the battle itself, we must begin by looking at the primary sources. Each one of the writers reveals to us a different side of the battle. Plutarch, for example, in all his desire to record snippets of Alexander’s character tells us virtually nothing about the battle itself. We learn that Alexander performed ‘certain mysterious and sacred ceremonies’ with Aristander before the battle and refused Parmenio’s advice to attack Darius’ positions at night on account of not wanting ‘to steal’ a victory. Alexander then proceeded to take a long nap right before the battle.
 Upon being roused from his slumber, Alexander told Parmenio that they ‘have already won the battle.’ From Plutarch, one gets a sense of empty boasting on Alexander’s behalf, which leads us to either distrust Plutarch altogether or think of Alexander as a pious fool. The confidence and boasting, however, appears justified considering that the battle ends as soon as Alexander drives Darius from the field by personally leading a charge of his ‘Companions.’
 The only manifest dangers to Alexander’s army during the battle came from Mazaeus’ outflanking cavalry charge, which Alexander dismissed on account of not being concerned with ‘property and slaves,’ and the Persian attack on Parmenio’s wing, which seems to have dissipated once Darius fled. Consequently, Alexander appears to have won through sheer faith in success from pursuit of what is noble and honorable, namely a confrontation with Darius, while his enemies appear so inept that Parmenio was accused of being ‘sluggish and lacking spirit’ for appealing to Alexander for help, as if no serious threat ever came from the left flank. Was Alexander assisted by gods, who rewarded him with victory for his piety and valor? That is the question Plutarch desires to answer, but it appears that gods in Plutarch are not the answer, because his biography relies more than anything on the premise of either the assistance from the gods or sheer weakness of Darius and his legions in order to make Alexander not seem like an arrogant, but lucky milksop.

Quintus Curtius Rufus gives us a less triumphantly one-sided picture of the battle. For example, we find out that indeed Mazaeus revealed his ineptitude when he missed an opportunity to inflict ‘a terrible disaster’ upon Macedonian ranks, as Alexander’s troops became overawed by panic at the sight of Darius’ troops.
 And it was precisely the sight of these troops that worried Parmenio, against the threat of which he proposed a night attack.
 Alexander rejected the suggestion not simply on behalf of empty boasting, but by virtue of the fact that Darius posted watches, expecting an attack in the middle of the night.
 Alexander, in other words, rejects Parmenio’s advice not simply for the sake of honor and glory, but on behalf of prudence.
 J.F.C. Fuller rightfully points out, ‘Alexander was far too good a general to not realize the impossibility of directing a great battle in the dark.’
  Yet Fuller’s explanation raises another no less interesting question: why did Parmenio, an old time veteran of Macedonian army, suggest a move that would certainly have put an entire army in danger of a rout. Or must we adopt a more sensible alternative of sources perhaps trying to portray Parmenio in a bad light, considering Parmenio’s eventual disagreement with Alexander? 

Parmenio, however, was correct in his assessment of Macedonian morale, as the troops spent the night terrified of the Persian night attack. It is to allay these fears, as Curtius subtly points out, that Alexander carried out religious ceremonies.
 Alexander’s own worries were not assuaged, as he could neither sleep nor relax at the thought of upcoming battle.
 He knew that Darius’ army posed a serious challenge and that because the positions of the armies ‘reached the stage where only victory would allow either army to retire without incurring disaster,’ he would either have to win the upcoming battle or face a certain defeat.’
 His mind was busy contriving a solution to a potentially fatal outcome, and finally, it was fatigue that made him collapse into deep sleep.
 When nervous Parmenio woke him up, Alexander assured him that he settled his mind on the most important matters before going to sleep.
 And as Curtius again subtly notes, Alexander kept this bravado precisely to cheer up and reinvigorate his troops, his officers, and even Parmenio himself.
 We are thus presented with a portrait of a leader who is profoundly aware of his situation and does everything in his power to conceal the truth of danger from his men, or at least carry himself in such a manner as to have his men maintain their faith in him.

As to the battle itself, Curtius is quite sparse on detail. We find out for example that the battle began in a defensive formation in order to prevent encircling.
 The scythed chariots nevertheless inflicted heavy casualties upon Macedonians and Mazareus was able to pillage the baggage train and free Sisigambis.
 The battle degenerated into confusion that was finally resolved by a combination of ‘an infallible omen of victory,’ a hovering eagle, and Darius’ chariot driver falling in battle, who was mistaken for Darius himself.
 The Persian troops and Mazaeus, thinking that their King fell in battle, quickly abandoned hope, while Alexander and his ranks were only encouraged to finish the job.
 There is no account of how exactly Darius became exposed to danger, or what prepared the Persian defeat. We do learn, however, that the only thing that prevented Alexander from engaging in a pursuit of the Persians was Parmenio’s distress signal, as if Parmenio prevented Alexander from capturing Darius himself. But does not the fact that Alexander broke off his cavalry from the critical juncture of the battle to chase Darius and abandoned Parmenio reflects poorly on Alexander’s leadership abilities? In other words, how can a leader leave an undecided battlefield to settle a private feud of honor?  Was he not in fact obligated to stay close to Parmenio and aid his captain when the latter called for help?

Diodorus Siculus adds little to our insight of the general nature of the battle but he does add certain elements to the story that intensify our skepticism towards Alexander’s leadership. We learn that, once the chariots and Mazaeus attained success against the Macedonians, Alexander personally took matters into his own hands and charged Darius, flinging a javelin at his chariot and killing Darius’ driver.
 The effect was the same as in Curtius’ account; the Persian ranks quickly disintegrated except for Mazaeus’ cavalry, which was still able to put enormous pressure on Parmenio. The discrepancy appears when we learn that the latter’s appeal for help did not reach Alexander who was still pursuing Darius at that time. Parmenio, however, was able to eventually extricate himself from his precarious position. If in Plutarch and Curtius, Alexander at least remains close enough to his army to receive the message, in Diodorus’ account, he abandons his army altogether beyond the reach of communication. Furthermore, Alexander exposed himself to reckless danger by almost single handedly charging into Darius’ ranks in order to kill Darius himself. What if someone was able to hurl a javelin at Alexander? The battle would certainly have been decided on the spot. In other words, Alexander allowed the battle to degenerate to point where a single javelin could have decided the outcome. The risk can only be justified if indeed it was a necessity Alexander could not avoid, but Diodorus does not give us this justification.

It is to restore our faith in Alexander that we finally turn to Arrian; with his guidance, we enter a completely different world, devoid of oracle mongering and pious fantasies. Unlike other historians, Arrian does not concern himself with inserting speeches into the mouths of his characters. Rather, he gives us as clear of a military account regarding the general battle as possible. We learn that Alexander first reconnoitered the battlefield area and got a full view of his enemy’s position.
 In other words, he made sure to gain as much knowledge as possible of Darius’ intentions. Furthermore, we find out that Alexander’s rejection of Parmenio’s advice was due to ‘confidence in danger’ of a night attack, as opposed to simple vanity.
. His sound sense warned him against engaging in night combat for the danger involved in it for both sides. He knew it was bound to fail, but instead hid his true answer behind valiant rhetoric, especially for the sake of younger commanders that were present in the meeting with Parmenio.

 When the battle began, we learn that Alexander’s army, as it advanced upon the Persians, inclined its line slightly to the right. Darius immediately countered the move by sending mounted troops, which Menidas was ordered to destroy.
 This Fuller acknowledges was a crucial mistake, because instead of most of the cavalry of the Persian left wing being directed against Alexander’s Companions, the entire cavalry swung towards Bessus.
  A cavalry battle ensued, in which the Macedonians were able to eventually make headway against the Persians.
 As the Macedonians repelled the Persian advance, a gap was created in the Persian ranks, which Alexander utilized to his maximum advantage by charging Darius himself at the head of his ‘Companions.’ Darius, seeing the danger to himself, simply turned around and fled. Arrian is reluctant to assign reckless dashes to Alexander; instead, he decides to portray Darius as a complete coward. 

The same assessment Arrian does not extend to Darius’ captains. There was indeed a cavalry breakthrough during Alexander’s charge, but the cavalry appears to have concentrated on attacking baggage-trains and then turned on Parmenio, who became encircled from two sides.
 Parmenio sent an urgent message to Alexander, to which Alexander promptly reacted by breaking off ‘the pursuit.’ On his return to Parmenio, Alexander became involved in a bitter cavalry battle, which took the lives of sixty ‘Companions.’
 By the time he came to a position from which he could rescue Parmenio, the situation had already been resolved and the Persians began to flee. We are thus left with a ‘realistic’ account of the battle when compared to those of other writers, but we are still left puzzled why exactly did Alexander leave the battle field to pursue Darius, especially when latter’s cowardice made him irrelevant to the outcome of the battle?

To vindicate Alexander from this serious charge of negligence, we ought to attempt to reconstruct the general order of battle to see its developments and what factors contributed to Alexander’s victory. The battle itself, as suggested by G.T. Griffith, may be divided into three phases: the defensive battle, the offensive battle, and local success transformed into a general victory.
 Fuller deciphers these stages as follows: in the first phase, the formations approached one another in defensive ranks. The second phase consisted of drawing the Persian wings out by a leaning Macedonian right flank, which would create gap in the center, as was the case at Issus. In this case, however, the right would have to be stronger than the left because its task would have to be to press forward.
 Dodge rejects this account in favor of Alexander’s ardor, compared to Parmenio’s negligence. His claim is that the ardor, which Alexander had put into the work of his right wing and the fact that the left wing did not keep its pace with him transferred what began as a parallel order into a semblance of oblique order.
 In other words, the oblique line maneuver, as Dodge suggests, was an accidental outcome. In this, he appears to not give enough credit to Parmenio. To vindicate Parmenion, we must look at the third phase, where finally, once both left and right wings contained the Persian outflanking maneuvers, Alexander’s cavalry executed the charge in the center. Given the sophistication and complexity of such a maneuver, we may rightfully assert that it demanded the most exact timing and outmost cooperation from all of the supporting elements.

We must furthermore remind ourselves that this victory was achieved in the face of an enormous numerical disparity. The Strength of the Macedonian Army was, as stated by Arrian, at 7,000 cavalry and about 40,000 infantry. As regarding the numbers of the infantry, Arrian quotes a million, accompanied by 200 chariots, and fifteen elephants. Diodorus gives 200,000 calvalry, 800,000 infantry, 200 charions, Curtius 200,000 infantry and 200 chariots.
 Two things are manifestly clear, that the Persian line was significantly greater than the Macedonian one, and that the Persian front’ superiority in cavalry and chariots made it predominantly an offensive formation.
 The tactics in fact did not differ drastically from those at Issus. On the Persian left Bessus was to absorb the Alexander’s charge and, if possible, destroy the ‘Companions,’ while on the right, Mazaeus was to outflank Parmenio.

The defensive battle opened up by a Persian attempt to overlap the enemy from the right, which Alexander was able to contain by moving his cavalry for reinforcement.
 Tarn suggests indeed these reinforcements consisted of Alexander’s ‘Companions’ and, therefore, Alexander himself. Griffith, however, maintains that flank guards repulsed the attack, and that Alexander remained in the center, waiting for an opportune moment to attack.
 As Griffith suggests, having been denied the initial outflanking maneuver, Darius now decided to lead an all out charge engaging the flank-guards, the Macedonian cavalry, and the phalanx itself.
 There was, however, a gap created by Aretes, which Alexander immediately took advantage of by personally charging with his Macedonian ‘Companions.’ The offensive phase of the battle began with Alexander personally leading the charge of his ‘Companion’ cavalry, which apparently broke through the Persian line and put Darius into flight. This movement gave the entire right an advantage as it began to exploit the gap in Persian ranks. On the left, the Macedonian phalanx was actually battling the Persians to a standstill, and for this reason could not adjust the maneuvers created by the right flank. In turn, a gap was created in the left-center, which the Indian and Persian cavalry exploited by charging straight for the ‘rifle camp.’
 Furthermore, the left was under a threat of being itself encircled by the cavalry of Mazareus.
 It is at this point, that Alexander turned his minor exploit of driving Darius off the field of battle into an all around victory by using his ‘Companions’ to relieve the embattled left wing, receiving a call from Parmenion. As Griffith notes, however, the pursuit was broken off and renewed as the situation on the left, under Parmenion’s guidance, improved. Griffith wonders however what does ‘pursuit’ in this context mean?
 Judging from the previous context it would seem that Alexander was pursuing Darius, the original target of his attack. But that justification for Alexander’s move appears unjustified, since if this were the case, Alexander would be literally leaving the battlefield, to settle a private feud, before the general situation on the battlefield was conclusively resolved in his favor, especially on Alexander’s right flank. As Griffith sarcastically adds, ‘The premature pursuit after a local success was one of the surest and most attractive ways of losing a battle.’
 Was it the case that by that point in the battle Alexander was sure of his victory, hence, he could engage in a leisurely pursuit of settling a private honor feud with Darius? If that were the case, then what happened to the Persian horde that was fighting the phalanx to a standstill? Or the case may be that Alexander made a mistake by pursuing Darius, a mistake that was thankfully rectified by his captains? But then we are left wondering what exactly was it that allowed Macedonian captains to achieve eventual victory? 

The right flank appears to have been saved by Aretes, but Griffith refuses to accept this as a valid explanation of the matter at hand, because the Persian right consisted almost of the half of the Persian army, whereas Aretes had meager force of about 800 Thracian Lancers, plus some 1500 cavalry and perhaps 6000 infantry.
 These forces, Griffith maintains, cannot be expected to even have held out against the Persians, let alone putting the Persian left to flight. But is Griffith himself underestimating the power and the importance of morally on the battlefield? Surely the news of the King’s presumed death would have a shocking affect on Persian troops. Theodore Dodge supports this view by pointing out the quickness, with which Bessus withdrew his charge.

Griffith suggests three possibilities to resolve the matter: the right wing could have held out against the Persians, the Persian left could have been abandoned by Bessus, as soon as he saw Darius take flight. Griffith, however, dismisses this possibility on the grounds that there is no mention of this treachery by historians. His justification is that, if Bessus’ treacherous behavior was recorded later on, then why should it not be recorded now. This explanation on Griffith’s behalf, however, is not sufficient given the possibility that the sources may very well be interested in portraying Alexander’s victory as more glorious than it actually was. In other words, they may be interested in attributing the success of the battle to Alexander’ virtue, as opposed to the vices in the ranks of his enemies. A victory over a strong opponent is more glorious and honorable, as opposed to the victory over the ‘barbarian horde’ of weaklings. Besides, it is Guagamela that decides the outcome of the war and Bessus betraying Darius outside of the battlefield does little dishonor to Alexander. We cannot exclude the possibility that Bessus indeed took to his heels, turning the entire Persian left wing into an uncontrollable mass of lambs ready for slaughter. Darius’ flight may have left him angry and resentful towards the formers’ cowardice and de facto betrayal of his entire army. The problem then is whether Alexander was aware of the impact upon morale of the Persians and, especially, their captains that Darius’ flight would produce? Given the experience at Issus, where Darius’ army was put to flight once their commander fled the battlefield, it would seem that Alexander would have factual evidence upon which to build precisely this strategy.
 In other words, after having driven Darius off the battlefield, he would probably expect the same outcome to take place, as happened at Issus. If we combine this knowledge with Alexander’s natural self-confidence and belief in the prospect of divine favors, it is no wonder that he would casually proceed to pursue Darius, leaving the Persian flanks to collapse on their own.

Griffith leaves the suggestion of Bessus’ flight as a possibility, and proposes an alternative; namely, that the right flank was in fact reinforced during the battle by Alexander himself, seeing that his reserves were heavily engaged with Persian cavalry breakthrough to the camp.
 In this respect, he arrives at the same conclusion as Tarn, only he suggest that Alexander reinforced his right wing after the Darius’ flight. Griffith justification for this movement is that Alexander ‘wheeled to the right with his ‘Companions’ in order to deal with that sector of the battle which he knew to be in danger and in order to relieve the only group of his forces which he knew, at that moment, to be in some need of relief.’
 We may object that, if indeed Alexander wheeled around to encircle Bessus’ contingent, then why Bessus himself and his Bactrians managed to leisurely leave the battle undefeated?
 Griffith appears to reject this suggestion on behalf of the fact that Alexander, turning around to save his right flank, would come facing the extreme right of the Persian left flank, as opposed to the extreme left of the Persian left flank, where indeed Bessus was attacking. This objection, however, undermines Griffith’s own proposition that Alexander knew where the threat to his army was. Indeed main threat, and Griffith acknowledges this, was coming from Bessus’ flanking maneuver that was bound to overlap the Macedonian right flank. Why would Alexander not swing over the entire Persian left wing to arrive at the very far left behind Bessus’ contingent? Griffith does not entertain this possibility, which is the necessary outcome of Alexander knowing whence the real threat to his ranks was coming from. Dodge acknowledges our objections by suggesting that indeed Bessus was seriously threatening the Macedonian right.
 Indeed, Griffith’s third possibility may be properly reduced to the following: Alexander seeing a gap in Persian ranks proceeded charge right through it, and once he drove Darius of the field, he continued to exploit the gap. We may, therefore, raise the following objections to Griffith’s claim: why is the story of Alexander’s aid is not accounted for and if the situation on his right flank was as bad as Griffith makes it out to be, then why didn’t Alexander attempt to aid his far right flank?

But let us take the argument thus far and accept the premise that indeed the wheeling movement did succeed and Bessus was eventually driven off the field. Then we must qualify the ‘pursuit’ of Alexander as a pursuit of Bessus, which had to be broken off because of Parmenion’s distress call. Upon receiving his message Alexander, taking Menidas’ contingent with him, proceeded to come to the aid of his left wing. Griffith makes a good point that the death of Koinos and Menidas occurred from the cavalry action.
 This, as Griffith suggests, must have resulted from the cavalry action as the Persian horse was trying to flee through the gap created in the lines, after having failed to take the Macedonian camp by surprise, which would support his claim that Alexander indeed turned around before he continued his pursuit. We must be careful, however, to support this claim as those deaths could have occurred precisely due to Bessus’ actions, and that he was indeed creating havoc in Alexander’s flank.

At this point it is curious to discuss Parmenion’s message itself. There is a discrepancy in whether the message was at all even received, as Diodorus acknowledges that it was not.
 But if the message were not delivered then it would be indeed impossible to make sense of the sixty fallen compatriots that ended up swinging left in order to relieve Parmenion.
 Griffith resolves the discrepancy by a rather charitable and appropriate move – he gives Diodorus the benefit of common sense. Namely, Griffith suggests that Diodorus knew that, if indeed Alexander was pursuing Darius, no messenger could have possibly reached Alexander from Parmenion by either having to make a wide trip around the left flank, or travel through the gaps of retreating and confused Persian cavalry. Regardless of whether the messenger would be able to survive such a passage on his own, it is still doubtful that the message could have reached Alexander in time. Diodorus, in other words, makes the only logical conclusion by taking Alexander’s pursuit as a pursuit of Darius, whereas Griffith suggests that the only way to make sense of the message is to assume that Alexander was indeed not riding fast behind enemy lines, but actually was engaged in saving the right flank.
 

But if we praise Alexander for exploiting a successful opportunity, we must at the same time blame his opponent – Darius. Darius generalship, even in light of Alexander’s somewhat good luck, appears less than competent. The attempt by Persian cavalry to rescue King’s family from Alexander’s camp did nothing but waste a tactical surprise. The Persian cavalry could have easily turned either upon either wing of the Macedonian phalanx and perhaps could have reversed the battle. Yet, it appears that salvaging royal prestige was more important to Darius than winning the battle hence a political objective was pursued while the prospect of the military one waned into the background.
 If this is so, then we begin to see Guagamela not simply as a singular battle, but rather we begin to see in a context of series of battles. In other words, the advantage of capturing the Royal Family at Issus gave Alexander an enormous advantage in prestige over the enemy at Guagamela. Darius reveals himself as a captain who was not capable of reacting prudently and leading calmly his soldiers into battle, because he was focused on his prestige. And we do have evidence that Alexander was indeed waging what today has become known as psychological warfare, or simply – psych ops. The most telling example of the psychological drama appears in the letter exchange between Darius and Alexander. Darius proposes ending the conflict on equal terms, and he is not only rejected, but is rather humiliated by Alexander. When one is in position of a tyrant, as was the case with Darius, one rarely encounters reproach or rejection, and get quickly accustomed to their opposites, namely praise and acceptance. To receive such treatment from Alexander must have had a devastating effect on self-confidence and determination of the King. The pay off, however, was seen in the outcome of the battle, as Darius fled at the first sight of danger to himself. 


Fuller, however, rejects this criticism of Darius entirely. First, he argues that the camp holding the Royal family was located about five to seven miles in the rear, which is exactly the distance Alexander advanced to meet Darius.
 The Persian cavalry would have had to travel at least ten miles to the Macedonian camp. What the Persians do appear to have ended up looting was the first line of transport. Fuller does not expand on the idea of why we do have an account of Persian reaching the royal family in the sources. His argument may contain military wisdom, but he refuses to engage the sources on this point. In defense of Mazaeus, he argues that the task of Bessus and Mazaeus were identical.
 In this he rejects the authority of Tarn who, by interpreting the speech Darius gave to his troops in Diodorus’ account of the battle, has argued that the task of Mazaeus was to rescue the royal family.
 Fuller claims that if Bessus did not interpret Darius’ speech as such, then why then should Mazaeus?
 To raise two objections to this claim; first, Mazaeus indeed could have interpreted the speech as a call to rescue the Royal family even if Bessus did not, or perhaps, he wanted to please the King by delivering the Royal family and proceeded to disobey Darius’ orders. Secondly, Bessus never got the chance to completely outflank Alexander, whereas Mazaeus did achieve a cavalry breakthrough on the Macedonian left. Fuller, in this case, appears to make a virtue out of necessity. Regardless of what Mazaeus did or what mistake he may have made, a serious opportunity to harass Alexander’s center by Persian cavalry appears to have been wasted. Whether it was Darius’ call or whether it was a personal initiative of Mazaeus, it seems that the defeat at Issus greatly affected the Persian concentration on the most important elements of the battle.


In conclusion, we may rightfully agree with Griffith that there was no pursuit of Darius at Guagamela. Indeed, Alexander wheeled around to the right, for only this explanation provides for the encounter with the returning cavalry and best explains the possibility of a delivery of Parmenio’s message. It is also the only account that vindicates Alexander from the accusation of ‘ abandoning the role of commander in chief for that of a brigadier.’
 Alexander reveals himself to us as focused character and rational general, acting prudently by seizing the right moment in heat of a battle. Alexander was in danger of losing his own life and that of his army, but he utilized the opportunities that he created to his own advantage and that of his army. The only luck we can extend to Alexander is certainly the ineptitude of his enemies, but as we have already intimated, that ineptitude itself appears to be a product of Alexander’s psychological pressure exerted upon Darius through the letter exchange. Meanwhile, one may say that we have yet to account for Bessus’ mysterious action on the far left flank, whether indeed he retreated and the entire front collapsed, or whether the front collapsed from Alexander’s flanking maneuver. The only arguments we can make in this department is guesswork, which will get us nowhere. We don’t exactly know what kind of an effect Darius’ flight would have produced given the information we have; we may only infer this from comparing this battle to other battles where similar circumstances occurred, namely where Darius fled the battlefield, as was the case at Issus. But this point sees largely unimportant considering that it is doubtful that Bessus would have achieved much success even if he did continue to fight to the end. His attack would probably have dissipated as was the case with Mazaeus and Parmenio.


There is one last charge against which we cannot vindicate Alexander from – the irresponsibility of driving at the head of his ‘Companions’ straight into Darius’ center. We simply do not know how much Alexander risked his life or whether he indeed came close enough to cast a javelin at Darius’ chariot. Although, at the same time, we cannot exclude the possibility that Alexander, in all his furious piety, would be willing to risk the lives of his army for the sake of private glory and honor. It suffices to recall a rather sort but furious cavalry engagement at Granicus. The outcome of the battle was secured by a short, but bloody engagement and Alexander was exposed at Granicus to immense personal danger. According to Arrian, had Cleitus not been able to cut off Spithridates arm, Alexander would certainly have been mortally wounded.
 As A. R. Burn rightfully asks, ‘How much difference would it have made to history if Cleitus had been too late?’
 The same instance of carelessness to personal security could have manifested itself at Guagamela; a random javelin or an arrow could have struck Alexander and finished the Macedonian army. Consequently, we cannot dismiss the role of pure chance that aided Alexander in his battles.

Being a brilliant general that he was, he almost certainly knew the risks he taking. Yet, his ultimate reasons lay where reason cannot enter, in the realm of longing for the divine. Divine rewards are distributed according to honor, while does depend on private virtue, especially on the kind of virtue that manifests itself on the battlefield. But when an individual is a general, his private virtue decides the fate of his soldiers. The accumulation of private honor must be sacrificed in pursuit of public or common honor. In other words, the highest honor a general can achieve is by winning battles and preserving his army, and not by exposing his life to dangers by doing the job of an average soldier or a cavalryman. Perhaps it is this distinction that Alexander could never understand and is the reason why he failed to establish an empire beyond his death. He could never have been too concerned with the public realm because piety or faith resides in the private realm. It is this piety that ultimately drove Alexander to his victories and turned him into a myth. Philip once said to Alexander that Macedon was too small for him.
 We may heartily add that our modern world, devoid of pious glory, is also too small for the soul as magnificent as that of Alexander.  Perhaps it is ultimately for this reason that Alexander will unfortunately always remain a most curious enigma. And will we never understand what exactly it was that made him all so Great.
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