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Early portraits of Alexander were created with a specific persona in mind for the king: regal, powerful, and contemplative. These traits were reflected in the portraits in such standards as a neck with an S-curve, upward-gazing eyes, and an air of pothos.  In Greek and Roman portraits created after Alexander’s lifetime, these standards were maintained, making portraits of Alexander highly stylized and identifiable.  So, Alexander’s vision of himself as an ideal and omnipotent ruler was preserved in his portraits, and continued to influence artists’ ideas of him.  By studying these portraits and the recurrence of certain standard traits, we can see how his persona became incorporated into the collective psyche of the areas affected by his empire and was reflected in the religious, political, and private art of ancient Greece and Rome and in later Western art.  

Alexander’s Policies and Decisions 


Throughout his career, Alexander constantly made decisions that were designed to make him worshipped as a god or revered as an ideal leader.  He was fascinated by Herakles, for example, and believed himself to be his descendent.  He took many actions to further this idea such as issuing coins featuring him wearing Herakles’ lion skin helmet.
  His undoing of the Gordian knot, a legendary task said to identify the man who would rule all of Asia, was something he entered into enthusiastically, as he never publicly doubted his heritage, abilities or destiny.  Most importantly, Alexander routinely had himself crowned ruler of the nations that he 
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conquered.  For example, in Egypt he had himself declared pharaoh, and in Persia he wasted no time in assuming Darius’ royal robes and moving into his palaces—Alexander always behaved like a king and expected to be treated as such. These policies certainly served a strategic purpose, but also seemed to have reflected his idea of himself as an ideal leader whose destiny was to conquer the known world.  


One of the most famous pieces of evidence for aspirations to the divine was his trip to Zeus Ammon at Siwah.  At his coronation in Egypt, the priests declared Alexander to be Ammon’s descendant—an idea that he was eager to have confirmed by the oracle.  Of course, he received the answer that he desired to hear.  In his article “The Deification of Alexander the Great” Badian examines this trip and other attempts by Alexander to associate himself with the divine.  About this particular visit he writes,

The chief outcome of the visit [to Zeus Ammon] was the god’s declaration, or confirmation, of Alexander’s divine sonship.

Because this was a well-known—and heavily exploited—endeavor, the association of Alexander with Zeus Ammon grew in the minds of his soldiers.  This was not an unintentional result—Alexander wanted to be revered.

 At a later point in this article, Badian comments that,
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It is not the purpose of this study to speculate on Alexander’s psychology: to argue about why he wanted to be worshipped as a god or why he considered himself a god.  However, we must conclude by stressing that he did so.” 

Alexander seems to have internalized rumors of divine origin that surrounded him since his birth.  He also made his various obsessions with gods like Zeus Ammon, heroes like Heracles, and with domination of the known world well-enough known that they became a major part of his public persona.  Even as they were calculated political decisions, they were also related to his personal goals and desires.  All of this ambition and desire for regal or even divine status is reflected in his portraits.  

Artistic Portrayals of Alexander During and Immediately Following his Lifetime

Characteristics of Alexander Portraits

Because Alexander changed the world so profoundly, it is not surprising that his likeness would be a popular subject for artists for centuries.  Beginning in Alexander’s own day, sculptors and painters created countless portraits of him.  Rhomiopoulou writes,

Alexander’s personality shaped the most important political events of the Hellenistic period and at the same time became a legend that passed into the art and 
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literature of every succeeding generation in east and West alike.

The most important person to craft these influential images of the king was Lysippos, Alexander’s court sculptor.  Alexander believed him to be the only sculptor worthy to render his likeness
 and so entrusted him with creating sculptures that both benefited Alexander politically and also satisfied his desire to be portrayed as the ultimate ruler.  

Portraits traditionally said to be of Alexander have several distinctive characteristics.  Among the most readily identifiable are a turn of the head and neck, flowing hair brushed directly back, the face looking forward, eyes that gaze upwards,  a protruding lower brow, a creased upper brow (especially in later portraits), and an air of pothos.
  Though, as we shall see, there are problems with using only these qualities as criteria for identifying Alexander’s portraits, they are, historically the most accepted criteria.  Indeed, as we shall see in the literary evidence presented by Plutarch, there is some reason to believe that Alexander possessed many or all of them.  

The air of pothos is the most ambiguous of these characteristics, but it is the quality that best expresses Alexander’s beliefs about himself and about who he could and should become.  Ehrenberg describes pothos in the following way:
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The same idea of overcoming space and of exploring the unknown, combined with, and overshadowed by, the sensation of mythical analogy so characteristic of Alexander, drove him to conquer the citadel of Aornos as Heracles did, to go to Nysa and find memorials of Dinoysus, and above all to set out to the oracle of Ammon as Perseus and Heracles had done before him.  In these cases, the (((((((((((, the craving towards the unknown, is determined by yet another power: by a mythical and historical consciousness and pride which were deep-rooted in the innermost core of Alexander’s personality.

In portraits said to be of Alexander, the king’s pothos is implied by the physical characteristics of the images.  For example, the slight upward turn of the face and eyes in many suspected portraits of Alexander suggests both his awareness of higher powers (alluding to his purported divine heritage) and his intelligence (he always appears to be deep in thought).  The forward orientation of his face gives the impression that he is ready to take on the challenges of his chosen course and that he is constantly looking to the future.

Identifying Portraits of Alexander

A persistent problem in the study of Alexander’s portraits is a lack of archaeological evidence that allows us to be certain that only—or at least primarily—portraits of Alexander had these characteristics.  There are many questions; they concern issues like gaps in the archaeological record, doubts about sources, and a possible tendency among scholars to too readily admit portraits into the Alexander 
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canon.  Hartle wrote an article dedicated to this problematic topic in which he comments,

For a long time it was thought that it was relatively easy to judge which examples could be admitted into the canon [of Alexander’s portraits] and which should be excluded, especially the former.

An article on a suspected bust of Alexander at the University of Delaware relies on some of the traditional methods of classifying portraits that Hartle objects to.  Crawford has made several assumptions about Alexander and his portraiture that constitute exactly the sort of scholarship that must be avoided because it so easily leads to error:

The identity of the portrait seems in little doubt.  The anastole, facial proportions, turn of the head, upward glance, and muscular neck correspond to other Alexander portraits.

Hartle shows that some of these assumptions are not necessarily true.  In his article, he provides several examples of portraits that have many Alexandrian traits but that are known to be of figures other than Alexander.  For example, he refers us to a statue, labeled “Olganos,” of a river god that is housed in the museum at Verria.  Hartle argues that if this statue were not already historically accepted as a river-god, 
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many scholars might readily accept it as a bust of Alexander.  The sculpture has many of the standard criteria for Alexander portraits: upturned eyes, a curved neck, flowing hair, a jutting brow, and the resulting look of pothos and ambition.  Hartle concludes that at the very least this sculpture was a heavily influenced by Hellenistic portraiture of the same time of many Alexander portraits and could reasonably be re-labeled “Alexander-Olganos.”


It is problematic pieces like these that give Hartle and many other scholars pause and cause them to question much of what has traditionally been included in the canon of Alexandrian portraiture.  In his essay, Hartle quotes Havelock, who remarks,

Although material evidence may be abundant, the study of the development of Hellenistic portraiture is baffling and difficult.  We walk on a tightrope of conflicting theories, surmises, even guesses; a shred of new evidence can alter the balance overnight.

A major “shred of evidence” that remains controversial is the excavation site at Vergina, the location of tombs that seem to some to be of Alexander’s father Philip II of Macedon.  Many of the problems with portrait classification stem from our uncertainty about who was buried in these tombs.  It is not known whether they belong to Philip II or to his relative Phillip III Arrhidaeus.  This tomb is extremely important in the study of images of Alexander, because among the artifacts 
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unearthed at Vergina is a tiny ivory bust that seems to depict the king.  Though the portrait is only inches high and is somewhat decayed, it is obvious that it has the posture and facial characteristics that are typical of suspected portraits of Alexander.  Consequently, several questions surround the tomb, and many scholars have debated the various possible meanings of what has been found within.  


There is evidence that the tomb belonged to Philip II, but nothing yet has surfaced that provides us with any definite answers.  Green summarizes his opinion on the tombs in his article “The Royal Tombs at Vergina: A Historical Analysis:”

… while the case for Philip II is circumstantially stronger than that for Philip III Arrhidaeus, it cannot, yet, be regarded as proven.  Perhaps one tiny piece of evidence may help.  The rim of a silver strainer in Tomb II is inscribed “MAXATA”: Machatas.  The name, a rare one (it does not recur till the 2nd cent. BC) is that of Phila’s brother, Philip II’s brother-in-law.  That, together with the later completion of the antechamber, is about the strongest piece of specific evidence we have to go on until the final technical reports are out.  If I lean, as I do, towards Philip II, it remains on largely circumstantial grounds…

This suggests, then, that though there seems to be good reason to believe that this small portrait was meant to be of Alexander, we cannot know for certain at this time.  Unless better evidence that this was Philip II’s tomb is unearthed, we must examine 
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more qualities than just the physical features of portraits if we wish to know what Alexander looked like.

Plutarch: Literary Evidence

Fortunately, not all evidence for Alexander’s appearance is circumstantial or dependent on artistic standards.  We have some good literary evidence that, whether or not the head at Vergina was specifically meant to represent Alexander, his accepted portraits do resemble him.  Plutarch, a Greek living under the umbrella of the Roman empire in the late first century AD, apparently saw the likenesses of Alexander created by his court sculptor Lysippos and drew upon those images in the description in his Life of Alexander:

The best likeness of Alexander which has been preserved for us is to be found in the statues sculpted by Lysippus, the only artist whom Alexander considered worthy to represent him.  Alexander possessed a number of individual features which many of Lysippus’ followers later tried to reproduce, for example the poise of the neck which was tilted slightly to the left, or a certain melting look in his eyes, and the artist has exactly these peculiarities.
  

So, we have listed here some of the qualities for which Alexander portraits of antiquity are known.  If, as Plutarch implies, Lysippus accurately captured more subtle physical characteristics like a tilted neck and a specific look in Alexander’s 
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eyes, it seems likely that more obvious things—like the style of Alexander’s hair and the proportions of his brow—would have been accurately captured as well.  The resulting aura of pothos would have been both a natural result of certain combinations of these traits as well as something that Alexander actively requested and preferred in his portraits.  

Not only was Plutarch aware of Lysippos’ work, but a common image of Alexander was apparently in the minds of the Greek/Roman population when Plutarch was writing:

On the other hand, when Apelles painted Alexander wielding a thunderbolt, he did not reproduce his skin color at all accurately.  He made Alexander’s complexion appear too dark-skinned and swarthy, whereas we are told that he was fair-skinned, with a ruddy skin that showed itself especially upon his face and chest.

This suggests that educated people of Plutarch’s time had an idea about what Alexander was supposed to have looked like.  They could, of course, have been influenced by an erroneous and overly-stylized artistic tradition—but Lysippos’ portraits of Alexander were apparently still available at the time, which would have allowed people to contrast the legendary descriptions of the king with these apparently fairly accurate sculptures.  
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However, though Plutarch may not be giving us misinformation, we must be aware that his descriptions are by no means complete—they were not meant to be.  It must be remembered that Plutarch likely tailored his descriptions of Alexander to leave his readers with a certain impression of the general.  Schwarzenberg outlines the potential problems that one might encounter when using Plutarch’s biography as a source of information about Alexander’s image:

Since Plutarch is by far our best guide, since his descriptions enable us to identify portraits of the king, it would be foolish to forsake him when it comes to interpreting them.  Plutarch provides the best introduction to the study of ancient Greek portraiture, provided we read him the way he wants to be read.  He is not a historian but a biographer.  He only relates such episodes out of Alexander’s life as best reveal his character.  He believes that little intimate details tell us more about human nature than events that changes the course of history.  He paints the life of Alexander as an artist would a portrait.

As he often did with his subjects,  Plutarch wished to convey a certain image of Alexander.  His biography is on the whole extremely flattering to Alexander, and the passages on his appearance are no exception.
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It is not that Plutarch’s descriptions of Alexander are inaccurate—they are, after all, based on the works of a sculptor who saw Alexander in person and was considered skilled enough to craft his likeness.  However, when we read these 

descriptions, we must remember that they have been passed through multiple cultural filters.


First, as we have seen, Alexander had certain goals and a certain self-image in mind.  He would likely not have allowed sculptures to be created that did not portray him in accordance with these ideals.  There are no portraits from antiquity in which Alexander looks anything but alert, intelligent, and ready to take on the world.  These qualities had been incorporated into Alexander’s mystique by the time Plutarch lived and wrote.  Though Plutarch might have gained a sense of Alexander’s features and some aspects of his personality from Lysippos, he would not have learned anything of the dark side of Alexander’s personality—and any blemishes or unattractive qualities would have been erased.


Secondly, there is Plutarch’s own bias.  As Schwarzenberg noted, Plutarch’s goal was not to give a historically accurate description of Alexander. 

When reading [Plutarch’s Life of Alexander], it is easy to forget that the potential to do evil was present in Alexander from birth.
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 His biography is designed to extol the virtues and accomplishments of a hero, and so all of  the details he includes are flattering.  Because Plutarch was writing four hundred years after Alexander’s death, he could not have had a very accurate idea of what Alexander’s face looked like from any source other than art, literature, and 

legend.  Additionally, though Alexander’s legend kept certain details of his appearance a topic of discussion, his extreme popularity at this time of the Roman empire probably caused people to concentrate only on his good qualities. Still, Plutarch’s words lend credibility to Lysippos’ statues. Therefore, the Roman copies of these statues and others that were made with the same features are likely to be at least somewhat accurate as well.  


[Plutarch’s] description of the appearance of Alexander was based on the portraits made by the court sculptor Lysippos…The original statues and paintings are mostly lost, but the copies are so reliable that they can take their place.

So, according to Bieber, we can be fairly confidant that the traditionally accepted portraits of Alexander do in fact look a good deal like him.  A Roman copy of a Lysippos sculpture like the one known as “Alexander with the Lance,” for example, has many characteristics of Alexander according to this scholar.  

Portraits of Alexander in Antiquity After his Lifetime 
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As Rome overtook Greece and Macedon within decades of Alexander’s death, much of Greek culture was adopted by the Romans.  This followed the era in which Alexander’s conquests caused another rapid spread of Greek culture:

Alexander’s lightning advance into South Asia and Egypt at the head of the forces of the Greek mainland paved the way for the propagation of the new forms of Greek art to the areas newly opened up where they were adopted and transformed according local cannons.

So, by the time the Roman Republic was well-established and ruling much of the Mediterranean, Greek culture had been widely assimilated into the cultures of many Roman territories.  Rome was one of the most important civilizations to be influenced by these artistic styles.


The Romans emulated Greek art in many ways.  First, after colonizing and taking control of the Greek peninsula, they began to collect Greek art:

After conquering the Greeks the Romans began to remove the works of art from their sanctuaries and cities.”

This evolved into a practice of copying Greek sculpture and paintings, many of which depicted Alexander who remained an extremely well-known and much-admired 
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figure in Greek—and then Roman—culture.  One of the most well-known examples of a Roman portrait of Alexander is the Alexander Mosaic.

The Alexander Mosaic


This complicated  mosaic was located in the House of the Faun in Pompeii.  It was apparently created around 120-100 BC, about two hundred years after Alexander’s death and about one hundred fifty years since Rome conquered Greece.  There is compelling evidence that this mosaic is a copy of a Greek painting depicting Alexander’s defeat of his rival, the Persian king Darius, at the battle of Issus.  In his book on the Alexander Mosaic, Cohen comments,

Despite the lack of ultimate proof, there are internal factors reinforcing the probability that this mosaic is an accurate copy and that it offers a reliable idea as to the composition, drawing, coloration and meaning of the original painting.”
  

The primary reason to suspect that this mosaic was an emulation of a piece of Greek art is that there are several similarities between the content and composition of this mural and of paintings from Macedon in the fourth century BC such as one found at the tomb at Vergina.  These paintings featured numerous figures, a clear narrative, and symbols meant to identify important figures such as kings, just as the Alexander Mosaic does.  If hypothesis that the mosaic is a copy could be proven true, it would be an important step in the search for information about Alexander’s appearance.  
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Even if the mosaic is not a copy of any piece of Greek art, or if we never learn its origin, it is still extremely important.  Its existence reminds us of how much Alexander’s life influenced and inspired other people long after his death.   At the time that this mosaic was created, the story of Alexander’s life was apparently on the minds of people living in Greece and Rome:

There can be no doubt that Alexander’s accomplishments were known and remembered in the second century BC.  In fact, after the defeat of Macedonia in the second century BC, Macedonians fought in the Greek army and would have kept his memory alive.  It has also been observed that the work of the Greek historian Polybios, who wrote in the middle of the second century BC, not much earlier than the mosaic was created, implies the expectation that his Greek audience was aware at least of the broad aspects of the history of Alexander and could follow allusive points…At the simplest level of signification,  a member of the Roman culture could appreciate the Alexander Mosaic by virtue of Alexander’s continued fame and participation in historical memory as a ‘great man.’”


Later on, Alexander’s story was the subject of much fascination during the time of the Roman Empire.  We saw some evidence of this with Plutarch, but historians and biographers were not the only people interested in Alexander—the governing emperors were fascinated by his story as well:   

[The Roman emperors] adopted all his titles and promoted him as their model and exemplar, honouring him as true descendant of Herakles and worshipping him as a true son of Zeus Ammon.  
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Alexander’s example was followed and as early as the reign of Augustus the emperors began to impose their own divinity on their subjects and were worshipped as sons of gods.  The memory of demi-god Alexander remained alive until the end of the Roman Empire.

So, until the end of antiquity, Alexander’s story persisted as something to admire and aspire to.  For the Romans, as direct inheritors of Greek culture, his story provided a way to connect themselves to something higher than themselves that was still connected to their cultural roots.  When the Roman Empire ended, Alexander’s legend again evolved.  This time, the focus on historical accuracy was minimal, but the familiar desire to depict and understand Alexander as a great hero remained.  

Later Western Art


After the end of the Roman Empire, interest in the historical facts of Alexander’s life waned.  His story had always been adapted to fit the needs and ideals of different cultures and eras (as we saw with Plutarch, for example), but during the middle ages his story truly became legend for many people, and ideas about Alexander often had little basis in reality.  Yalouris writes, 

With the passage of time, the historical reality began to fade and the figure of the invincible general and indefatigable explorer passed into the realm of legend.
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In the middle ages, for example, the concept of chivalry emerged.  Alexander’s legend was adapted to fit with this ideal, and so he was commonly portrayed as a knight.
  During the Renaissance, when a revival of interest in classical antiquity occurred, Alexander was again portrayed with historical figures—but the paintings were not made with any real attempt at historical accuracy.  The figures stand in the midst of unrealistic landscapes and were clothes that were not seen in antiquity.  For example, a LeBrun portrait of Alexander with Porus has these qualities.  Even in the present era, images of Alexander are still being created.  In 1982, Andy Warhol created a screenprint of Alexander in psychedelic colors—the image of the king, still a source of inspiration for artists, has once again been adapted to suit the interests and styles of a new era.  

Conclusion

Even if Alexander’s portraits are not entirely accurate, we may gain much from studying him.  His art has both reflected and furthered his legend.  Alexander’s ambitions and ideas about himself directly affected the portraits of him produced by Lysippos which in turn seem to have influenced other artists of the era.  Consequently, a style and standard for Alexander portraits developed that included some strikingly expressive qualities that influenced other portraits of Alexander in antiquity.  Partially because these portraits were so striking and partially because Alexander’s life story is so compelling, generations of people became fascinated by 
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Alexander’s story and kept studying him and creating portraits of him up to the present day.  As a result, Alexander’s legend continues. 
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