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I. “Now I depart less a kiss!”

In the year 327 BCE in the city of Bactra (modern Balkh in northern Afghanistan),

Alexander the Great reportedly survived an assassination attempt by staying out all

night drinking.

Members of the Royal Pages charged with guarding his chamber had nursed a grievance

after Alexander publicly shamed the ringleader Hermolaus (Plut. Alex. 55). In
1

Hermolaus’ defense speech in Arrian’s Anabasis he cites a litany of grievances that lay

behind the assassination attempt, including the deaths of Parmenion, Philotas, and

Cleitus, and the introduction of proskynesis (4.14.2). Under questioning, the

conspirators insisted that they acted alone (Plut. Alex. 55.2, 4), but some voices at

Alexander’s court whispered that they lied.

These whispers blamed the boys’ teacher, Callisthenes, who, they claimed, had told

them that the way to become the way to become the most glorious was to kill the most

glorious (ἄν ἀποκτείνῃ τὸν ἐνδοξότατον, Plut. Alex. 55.2).
2

Had he not brazenly defied the king months earlier by refusing to perform proskynesis?
3

It is thus often thought that the assassination attempt was just the pretense for

executing Callisthenes. In fact, the argument goes, he had sealed his fate at a drinking

party months earlier when he had attempted to receive the customary kiss without

having first performed the appropriate ceremony. This allegedly contributed to the

3
Justin 12.7.2 declares that this defiance led to Callisthenes’ death directly, omitting any mention of the

Pages Conspiracy.

2
This line echoes the question Alexander allegedly asked Callisthenes: “how does one become a god?”

(Arr. 4.11.2–3). Callisthenes also stood accused of informing the Pages that Alexander was weakened by

wound and illness. The question of what Callisthenes’ role was on the campaign is important, but will not,

ultimately, change my interpretation. The nephew or great-nephew of Aristotle (Plut. Alex. 52, 55.4),

Callisthenes is usually thought to have been a sort of official historian or propagandist whose hype

Alexander bought into, but the few surviving fragments attributed to him do not bear this out, causing

Milns 2006/7 to suggest that he was a tutor in Alexander’s entourage who owed his position to Aristotle’s

influence.

1
This was, as Elizabeth Carney (1981a: 223) points out, a thoroughly Macedonian conspiracy without

clear connection to the institution of court ceremony. Bosworth 1993: 118 doubts this slight was sufficient

cause, but the whole episode echoes the assassination of Philip, though the rape of Pausanias was a far

more egregious violation but was also visited upon one of these young men at court.
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growing resentment among the Macedonians that forced Alexander to suspend some

aspects of Persian court ceremony.

The most traditional biographies of Alexander closely follow the Roman-era sources,

using the death of Callisthenes to speak to Alexander’s megalomania, his pretensions of

divinity, and his orientalism. Recent scholarship, however, has begun to reconsider the

episode in productive ways. Waldemar Heckel, for instance, interprets Alexander’s

actions as a product of the demands of managing an enormous and wildly diverse

empire, but then concludes that proskynesis met with opposition because the

Macedonian soldiers opposed Alexander’s growing orientalism. Heckel also rejects out
4

of hand the theory recently put forward by Hugh Bowden that the entire proskynesis

affair was an invention of the Roman-era authors.
5

In this paper I offer a synthesis of these two recent positions. Restoring one plank from

Bowden’s argument — that the rejection of “barbarian” practices reflects a Roman

memory of Alexander’s reign — to Heckel’s thesis about Alexander’s attempts to govern

can open new avenues for understanding Alexander’s court. This reappraisal has two

broad advantages.

First, Alexander’s reign served as the interface that refracted the meaning of the word

proskynesis, merging two definitions that had previously been separate.

Second, stripping away a definition of proskynesis that can be associated with Roman

moralizing allows us to reconsider the affair within the context of Alexander’s court.

Rather than the product of cultural prejudice, the stakes of the conflict were power: in

replacing Darius, Alexander attempted to rule his conquered territories, but the steps he

took appeared to deprive his men of their rightful spoils of victory. What began as a fight

over the power structure of the Macedonian regime became remembered in the Roman

period as a cultural schism between East and West.

II. Defining Proskynesis in the Classical Period

The LSJ definition of προσκυνέω informs most interpretations of these events: “make

obeisance;” “esp. of the Oriental fashion of prostrating oneself before kings and

superiors.” This definition takes its lead from Herodotus’ description Persian cultural

practice that demanded ritual acknowledgement of the relative social rank of the

individuals (1.134.1):

When men happen onto each other on the road, it is easy to distinguish

whether the men who meet each other are equals: for in place of greeting,

they kiss the other on the mouth, but if the one is a little bit inferior, they

5
2013.

4
2020: 211–16.
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kiss on the cheek. If the difference is great, the one who is lower born falls

to the ground and prostrates himself before the other.

ἐντυγχάνοντες δ᾽ἀλλήλοισι ἐν τῇσι ὁδοῖσι, τῷδε ἄν τις διαγνοίη εἰ ὅμοιοί
εἰσὶ οἱ συντυγχἀνοντες: ἀντὶ γὰρ τοῦ προσαγορεύειν ἀλλἠλους φιλέουσι
τοῖσι στόμασι: ἤν δὲ ᾗ οὕτερος ὑποδεέστερος ὀλίγῳ τὰς παρειὰς φιλέονται:
ἢν δὲ πολλῷ ᾗ οὕτερος ἀγεννέστερος, προσπίπτων προσκυνέει τὸν
ἕτερον.

Since the king was the highest-ranking person in the empire, then one might assume

that most people who approached him would have to prostrate themselves on the

ground. Never mind that this does not seem to be a hard and fast rule.

The histories of Herodotus and Xenophon are indeed peppered with accounts of this

behavior among the barbarians (Hdt. 1.119; 8.118; Xen. Anab. 1.6.10), and Greeks of the

Classical Period considered this specific act of abasement a barbarian custom.
6

However, προσκυνέω also had a second definition by the Classical Period: to perform

an act of reverence for a god or divine force. At issue is the relationship between these

two definitions.

The scene Xenophon’s Anabasis where Xenophon gives a rousing speech and takes

control of the expedition illustrates the issue. Almost as soon as he begins speaking,

someone sneezes and, “hearing this, all the soldiers at once paid homage to the god

[Zeus]” (ἀκούσαντες δ᾽οἱ στρατιῶται πάντες μιᾷ ὁρμῇ προσεκύνησαν τὸν θεόν, 3.2.9).

The sneeze was an inopportune omen that they aimed to counteract with their

proskynesis, but the act did not involve their throwing themselves on the ground.

Rather, it involved rounding a thumb and forefinger and blowing a kiss to the god —

Bowden describes the act as saying, “God bless you,” but one might also think about

gestures such as making the sign of a cross.

And yet, when Xenophon resumes speaking, he invokes the term once again, this time

drawing a parallel between behavior toward the Persian king on the one hand and the

gods on the other (3.2.13).

The trophies of these [victories] are proof we may still see, but the greatest

witness is the freedom of the cities in which you were born and raised, for

you pay homage to no human despot, but only before the gods.

6
E.g. Demosthenes in his prosecution of Meidias in 346 declared: “For if anyone should while

trying to help himself against the outrages of Meidias contrary to all of the laws also suffer these

other outrages [i.e. as I have been treated], then he ought to prostrate himself before the offender

as among the barbarians, and not mount his strongest defense” (εἰ γάρ, ἐάν τις παρὰ πάντας τοὺς
νόμους ὑβρισθεὶς ὑπὸ Μειδίου βοηεῖν αὑτῷ πειρᾶται, ταῦτα καὶ τοιαῦθ᾽ ἕτερ᾽ αὐτῷ παθεῖν
ὑπάρξει, προσκυνεῖν τοὺς ὑβρίζοντας ὥσπερ ἐν τοῖς βαρβάροις, οὐκ ἀμύνεσθαι κράτιστον ἔσται).
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ὧν ἔστι μὲν τεκμήρια ὁρᾶν τὰ τρόπαια, μέγιστον δὲ μαρτύριον ἡ ἐλευθερία
τῶν πόλεων ἐν αἷς ὑμεῖς ἐγένεσθε καὶ ἐτράφητε: οὐδένα γὰρ ἄνθρωπον
δεσπότην ἀλλὰ τοὺς θεοὺς προσκυνεῖτε.

Some historians connect these two meanings, suggesting that it originally referred to

ritual practice of honoring the gods. However, Xenophon’s account of it being
7

performed between Persians beyond the presence of the king seems to contradict the

notion that Greeks understood it in inherently religious terms.
8

Nevertheless, biographies of Alexander often draw a bright line between the two

definitions. Peter Green offers the usual formulation: “To the Persians [proskynesis]

was normal prescriptive etiquette…to the Greeks, however, proskynesis, if practiced at

all, was a gesture reserved for the adoration of a god.”
9

Roman-era authors like Plutarch conflated the social ceremony with the religious

overtones. In his biography of Themistocles, Plutarch presents a drama between the

exiled Athenian and the Persian king Artaxerxes (27.3). Themistocles is told that he

must prostrate himself before the king “as though before an eikon of the god who is the

savior of all things” (καὶ προσκυνεῖν ὡς εἰκόνα θεοῦ τοῦ τὰ πάντα σώζοντος). At the end

of the story, Themistocles declares that not only will he follow the Persian practice since

it amounts to divine will, but also that his example will induce more men to do likewise.

Given his earlier career, Themistocles likely would have had to perform his submission

before Artaxerxes, but the only near contemporary account of these events, emphasizes

the cleverness of Themistocles in ingratiating himself at the Persian court. In that

version, Thucydides entirely omits any conflict in performing the court ceremony (Thuc.

1.137–8).
10

10
I take this to mean that even though the Greeks might decry the practice as slavishly barbarian, it was

not intrinsically problematic until it gets taken up by Roman moralizing that conflates the social practice

with the hubristic intent of the recipient. Cf. A similar drama involving Conon and his attempted audience

9
Green 1991: 372–3. For a fuller bibliography of historians who treat this distinction as gospel, see

Bowden 2013: 56 n. 2.

8
I suspect that Xenophon was not alone in having greater awareness of these cultural practices, at least

among Greek elites who were at least aware of the broad contours of Persian customs.

7
Balsdon 1950: 374, following Horst and Schnabel. Badian 2012 argues that Alexander imposed a

version of the practice that demanded prostration, though he does not specify whether this was an

evolution of the ceremony or Alexander’s innovation. Lane Fox 1973: 320, believes that one could

perform proskynesis while upright. Certainly, prostration is likely what is meant by the earliest

reference to proskynesis in a fragment of a poem by Hipponax (Loeb F 47): “After awaiting

white-robed day beside him | you will do obeisance before Hermes of the Phlyesians" (παρ᾽ ᾧ σὺ
λευκόπεπλον ἡμερην μείνας | πρὸς μὲν κυνήσεις τὸν Θλυησίων Ἑρμῆν). Bowden 2013: 61

suggests that by the late fifth century it might have indicated an “extravagance of action or

excessiveness of reverence.” Proskynesis had entered Athenian consciousness at least by the

middle of the fifth century when it appears in numerous dramatic contexts that range from

mockery as in Aristophanes’ Wasps (516–519) to bowing before necessity in Aeschylus’

Prometheus Bound (οἱ προσκυνοῦντες τὴν Ἀδράστειαν σοφοί, 936).
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And so, we return to the so-called “Proskynesis Affair” and the death of Callisthenes.

The histories of Alexander both offer a key to understanding how the two definitions

became inextricably intertwined by the Roman period and further complicate the

understanding of proskynesis in the Classical period. On the one hand, Alexander’s

conquest brought together Persian court ceremonies with the appearance of pretensions

to divinity, making it understandable that these actions might stem from the same place.

On the other hand, every extant history of Alexander’s reign comes from a world

dominated by Rome and thus responded to their contemporary audiences.
11

III. Oriental Decadence and Prejudice: Roman Memories of Alexander

For the Roman elite, Alexander was both the ultimate role-model and a cautionary tale.

The histories of Alexander follow a common pattern wherein his early successes grind to

a halt and things turn sour sometime after he assumes the mantle of King of Asia. The

inciting incident in each case is that Alexander had begun to adopt barbarian customs

and gives in to pleasure. Most famously, Curtius Rufus declares that Alexander was
12

better able to cope with war than with peace (6.2.1).

Among the signs of this decadence is that Alexander adopted Persian royal symbols and,

allegedly, began to insist that all members of the court perform proskynesis. We will

return to the nature of these changes below, but, for now, suffice to say that they did not

sit well with the Macedonians who had previously enjoyed relatively easy access to the

king. Thus, grievances about Alexander’s decision to favor the Persians, if not

proskynesis itself, appear in accounts of crises at court such as the death of Cleitus (e.g.

Plut. Alex. 51.2).
13

Bowden’s study of proskynesis makes two arguments. First, he demonstrates that the

Roman-era sources inject a religious debate about the rituals for heroes and the rituals

13
Carney 1981b: 156–8.

12
This transition is most pronounced in the history of Curtius Rufus who favorably contrasts Alexander to

Darius in the first pentad only to see that good king morph into a destructive tyrant in the second pentad,

see Baynham 1998. Roman authors often associated the East with corrupt decadence, see Spencer 2002.

11
See e.g. Baynham 1998; Leon 2021.

with Artaxerxes found in another Roman-era source, Nepos (Conon 3.3). This time, Conon explicitly says

that proskynesis is not something that bothers him, but that his city state might object. I believe Heckel

2020: 212 is too confident in regarding this as representative of the Greek attitudes toward all examples of

proskynesis.
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for gods. (In Alexander’s time, there was no distinction.) Second, Bowden argues that
14

the accounts of the affair are too disparate to have developed from a historical kernel.

Certainly, Bowden is correct about the discontinuities.

According to Curtius, Callisthenes’ rebuke took place at a public banquet where

Alexander, egged on by corrupted Greeks, invited Persian nobles (the enemy, according

to Curtius), and demanded that his upright Macedonians abase themselves (8.5.9–6.1).

By contrast, Arrian and Plutarch place it at a more private symposium where

sycophantic Greek courtiers alert Alexander to Callisthenes’ failure to perform

proskynesis (respectively: Anab. 4.11; Alex. 54). Thus, Callisthenes became transformed

into a defender of liberty and made an enemy of Alexander (cf. Justin 12.7).
15

I agree with Bowden that these accounts represent a Roman understanding of

Alexander’s reign and that it is impossible to simply triangulate a “real” history through

a careful examination of these sources. Callisthenes might not even have been the center

of the controversy, since Plutarch claims that his austerity and blunt manner

engendered among the Macedonians a bitter hatred of him (Alex. 53.5). Alexander

himself was said to not be able to stand the man (Plut. Alex. 53.4).

Where I diverge from Bowden is in the implication that we cannot therefore treat this

episode as teaching us anything about the evolution of Alexander’s court. It is to that

topic we turn to now.

IV. Revisiting the Evolution of Alexander’s Court

If the Roman-era sources overlay these events with contemporary discussion, what

might a reexamination of the proskynesis reveal about the evolution of Alexander’s

court?

After taking the mantle of King of Asia, Alexander appears to have broadly adopted

Persian court style. However, this does not necessarily mean that the choices were

opposed by the Macedonians. Bowden concludes, rightly, that most elite Macedonians

were more than happy to participate in Persian court culture that had broad similarities

to the Macedonian court.
16

16
Certainly, as Holt 2016 has shown, Alexander staved off disgruntled soldiers by lavishing them with

enormous riches and the problems grew more pronounced when the supply of booty to distribute dried

15
Diodorus Sicilus’ table of contents indicates that he addressed the Death of Callisthenes, but the

relevant passage falls into a lacuna in the text.

14
Especially Bowden 2013: 74–5, citing Ekroth 2002: 341 and other recent studies of heroic honors.

Ekroth 2002: 341 n. 88 suggests thatc the rituals for gods and heroes drifted apart during the Hellenistic

period and that is what is reflected in e.g. Arr. 4.11.2–3.
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Insofar as they went, these changes were successful. Heckel rightly notes that
17

proskynesis probably did not require the Macedonians to prostrate themselves on the

ground.
18

If a simple bow fulfilled the social expectations of proskynesis it can hardly be regarded

as demeaning. So why did it engender opposition among the Macedonians?

After his sensitive treatment of the subject, Heckel falls back on the standard

interpretation that while Alexander’s inner circle understood what was happening,

others regarded it as unconscionable. However, removing megalomania as the driving

force behind proskynesis while also maintaining that the bulk of the Macedonians

opposed Alexander’s attempts to blend the cultures seems to revive some of the more

fanciful ideas about Alexander’s intentions.

I suggest, therefore, that the root of the grievance over proskynesis lay not in its

perceived oriental servitude, but the introduction of the court ceremony and what it

represented for their place at court.

For Alexander, representing himself using the Persian idiom was the first step in

stabilizing his new kingdom. Alexander was a pragmatic king who had already often

reappointed local officials who acknowledged his conquest. He would eventually marry a

daughter of Darius. Appealing to centuries of royal style was just the latest step designed

to legitimize his rule and govern his new empire.

For the Macedonians, however, the comforts of the Persian court were their rightful

spoils of victory. Elevating Persians into prominent positions in the court hierarchy and

introducing practices that applied to everyone, regardless of whether those customs

were demeaning, appeared to be stripping away that which was theirs.

V. Conclusion

I will close with a glaring problem with my interpretation.

As a prominent Greek at Alexander’s court, rather than a Macedonian, Callisthenes was

only tangentially connected to the spoils of victory. In fact, while some sort of failure to

18
Heckel 2020: 214 n. 45, contra, e.g. Hamilton 1969: 150.

17
Heckel 2o2o: 214–215; Lane Fox 1973: 323.

up. Heckel 2020: 214 suggests that it was no coincidence that the reportedly stodgy Craterus was absent

from court when these events took place.
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perform proskynesis is indeed plausible, I am agnostic about whether his downfall can

be traced to a single incident.
19

How, then, does he become the central figure in this drama?

The answer, I believe, lies in the ambiguity of our sources. We know, for instance, that

Greek intellectuals received news of his death with a torrent of outrage, including a

dedicated treatise from Theophrastus. However, while Callisthenes fell afoul political

currents at court, we don’t actually know the charges or how he was executed. This
20

uncertainty created a tabula rasa onto which to project a debate that reflects both the

historical evolution of Alexander’s court and the Roman-era understanding of

proskynesis.

ThankYou
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