
LYCOPHRON’S >ALEXANDRA< RECONSIDERED: 
THE ATTALID CONNECTION

Lycophron’s >Alexandra< remains the most obscure and enigmatic literary 
work of the Hellenistic period and indeed, it could be argued, of the entire 
Antiquity. Scholars have been puzzling for centuries over the work’s interpreta
tion, but few of the theories that have been proposed so far regarding its problems 
have been convincing. Some aspects concerning this work, particularly with 
regard to its poet, his strange partiality for the Romans, and the purpose and 
occasion for its composition, are addressed here, and a new theory is proposed 
associating the work with the literary tradition of the Pergamene court of the first 
half of the second century B.C. and the Attalid patronage.

The poem, composed of 1,474 trimeters, has the length of a tragedy and the 
form of an inflated, tragic messenger’s speech. The action takes place on the day 
of the departure of Paris for Greece and for the rape of Helen, during which an 
unnamed slave of king Priam of Troy, reports to his master the incomprehensible 
prophecies of his daughter Cassandra, after whose obscure name Alexandra, the 
poem is named. The prophetess predicts the Trojan War and its aftermath and, 
amidst a formidable and overwhelming quantity of, mostly rare, myths whose 
protagonists are never disclosed directly, she foretells the evils that would befall 
both the Trojans and, especially, the victorious Greeks as a result. The prophecies 
culminate to the prediction of the eventual triumph of the Romans who claimed 
descent from the Trojans. >Alexandra< has been associated with the literary 
production of Lycophron of Chalcis, a famous tragic poet of the third century 
B.C., who lived at the Alexandrian court in its heyday, under Ptolemy II Philadel- 
phus, and worked alongside Callimachus. The poem’s authorship had been dis
puted already in antiquity, however, according to an anonymous ancient scholiast, 
and since then, several scholars, headed by Niebuhr, preferred to attribute the 
work to an, otherwise unattested, homonymous poet, possibly a grandson of the 
tragedian, who presumably lived and worked in the first half of the second century 
B.C. A brief overview of the arguments of both sides concerning the date of the 
poem is in order before new possibilities are examined.

After a long account of the triumph of Italian heroes and the wandering of 
Greek Homeric heroes in Italy, Cassandra predicts a Roman military supremacy 
over the entire world:

Tevoxx; 8e Ttdraicov xcov epcöv aufhc; k^oc, 
peyiaxov aü^ijoonaiv apvapoi rcoxe, 
aixpaiq xö rcpcoxo^eiov äpavxet; oxetpoc,, 
yfjt; Kai f>aXdacrr|<; öKTpcxpa Kai povapxiav
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k\)5o<; papav-dev £yKaxaKpi)\|/£i<; ^ocpcp. 
xoiobaS’ Efioc; xic; o-uyyovoc; Ä£i\|/£i SutAoöc;
OKnpvouc; Aeovxoc;, e^o^ov pcopp yEvoc;,
6 Kaoxviac; x£ xpc; xe XEipaöo«; yovoc;, 
ßoiAatc; äpioxog, oüö’ ovooxoq ev palate;.

(v.1226-1233)

The ancient scholiast, whose report is traced back to the Alexandrian Gram
marian Theon (first century A.D.), states that: evxeoOev TUEpt' Pcopaiov XEyEi, 
Kai AoKÖ(ppovo<; £X£pou vopiaxEOv eivar xo noiripa, oü xoü ypai|/avxo<; xpv 
xpayco51av owndric; yap (öv xco Oi^aÖE^cpcp oök äv 7i£pt xcov' Pcopatcov öt£Ä£y£- 
xo1. Although no further information is given about the ancient philological 
debate surrounding the problem of the authorship of >Alexandra,< it seems that the 
poem was usually attributed to Lycophron of Chalcis, the protege of Philadelphus, 
a tradition which is also reflected on the Suda entry on the poet. It surely belongs 
to the tradition of Callimachus’s >Aetia<, in all probability postdates it, but has 
nothing of the other work’s freshness and ingenuity. Indeed, the poem has always 
been particularly difficult to read without the help of a commentary, and this 
undoubtedly makes it an especially forgetable work. It therefore would come as 
no surprise that, although the work itself was handed down to posterity as a 
curiosity, its poet may soon have been forgotten or even confused with a more 
famous and successful namesake2.

Scholars who support a revisionist, second century B.C., date for >Alexandra< 
have pointed out several elements in the poem which make a third-century B.C. 
dating problematic: In addition to general references, amidst the mythological 
narrative, to the rise of Rome as a great power in the Hellenistic world, specific 
Roman successes, particularly against the Macedonians, are hinted at, while a 
certain hostility towards the residents of that region, indeed against the Greeks in 
general, is widespread in the poem and is intensified in verses 1446-1450:

to Si) p£0’ EKxriv yEvvav abOatpcov £|iö<;
Etc; tic; TtaAmoxiic;, oupßaÄtbv ä^Kpv öopöc;

1 A. W. Mair, Lycophron’s Alexandra (Cambridge, 1921) 482; E. Scheer, Lykophrons 
>Alexandra<, vol. II (scholia) (Berlin, 1908) XXXII; K. Ziegler, Lykophron, in Pauly-Wissowa 
XIII 2355. The Byzantine scholiast Isaakios Tzetzes preferred to dismiss ancient attempts to 
redate the poem without as much as dealing with the problem critically: ad loc. rcepi ’ Pcopcdcov 
evteödev öicAagßävei. ret 8e Aoinä xoö cxoA.iou YC^-oicc cpaal yap AuKotppovoi; exepou elvai 
xö Ttotripa ... Ste^eyexo.

2 For an overview of the debate concerning the date of the Alexandra, see: Ziegler (above n. 
1) 2354-2381; idem, PhW 48 (1928) 94; S. Josifovic, in Pauly-Wissowa Suppl. XI 925-930; 
idem, Zur Quellenkunde von Lykophrons Alexandra. Das Dichtwerk als Resultat und Quelle, 
Jhb. d. Phil. Fak. Novi Sad 5 (1960) 283.
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tcovtot) t£ teal yfig K£ig öiaMiayag \xoXti)v,
7tp£aßtaTog £v (pi/loiaiv öpvr|df|G£Tai,
OK-utaov a7iapxag Tag 5optKTf|Toug A,aßcov.

Such an assessment of Roman power at a time predating the First Macedonian 
War and active Roman involvement in the East, seems to be premature and 
unjustified. Moreover, the commission of a work by the Ptolemaic court in praise 
of the Romans is inexplicable and totally out of place in the third century B.C. 
There is no doubt that Egyptian-Roman ties were initially forged in 273 B.C., 
under Ptolemy II, but they remained for many years nothing more than a series of 
friendly exchanges on the diplomatic level, an amicitia which did not call for any 
commitments or obligations3. It was only during the second century B.C., after a 
series of weak and decadent monarchs left the state a shadow of its former self, 
that Egypt became dependent on Rome and repeatedly resolved to flattering 
Roman politicians. Based on these considerations, a number of scholars have 
therefore plausibly chosen to associate the composition of >Alexandra< with the 
military success of the Roman general T. Quintus Flamininus over Philip V of 
Macedonia at Kynoskephalai, which, if correct, would then give 197 B.C. as a 
terminus post quem for the composition.

The attribution of >Alexandra< to a poet who worked at the Ptolemaic court, 
and therefore was obliged to support state propaganda, is also problematic. Very 
puzzling is the poet’s total lack of reference to the Ptolemaic kingdom. Such a 
reference would be expected of a protege trying to associate current events with 
the mythological past, a practice that was used in abundance by other Alexandrian 
scholars. Even if the occasion did not call for a direct flattery of his patron, it 
would be inconceivable for a Ptolemaic subordinate to refer to another contempo
rary power as holding »the sceptre and monarchy of earth and sea« (v. 1229), 
while leaving his master completely out of the glory. One would expect that, in a 
text full of the obscurest legends, the poet would surely find ample opportunity to 
praise his masters’ deeds, as well as include the state mythology, and in particular 
recently developped myths with which the early Ptolemies, including Soter (283 
B.C.) and the highly popular Arsinoe II (276 B.C.), were elevated to the status of 
heroes, or even gods.

The cryptic and ambiguous style of the text far from offers any solution to the 
problem of the date and occasion for the poem’s composition. Traditionalists 
prefer to rely on the majority of ancient reports which identify Lycophron with the 
Alexandrian scholar of the third century B.C., mostly in view of the fact that 
arguments supporting a second-century B.C. date are largely circumstantial. They 
are careful, however, not to dismiss sensible opposite views as >y£A,oia< and 
xpA/uapia< like the Byzantine scholiast Tzetzes had done. Their efforts have

3 Livy, Per. 14; Dio, fr. 41=Zonaras, 8.6.11; Appian, Sic.l; Eutropius, 2.15; E. Gruen, The 
Hellenistic World and the Coming of Rome (Berkeley, 1990) 62-63.
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mainly been concentrated on explaining obscure passages by associating them to 
lesser historical events4; discussing the poet’s sources for the myths concerning 
the »Italian« adventures of Homeric heroes; reconciling inconsistencies, frequent
ly by discarding entire passages as suspected later interpolations, mostly on 
account of their being irreconcilable to a third century B.C. date5; and on even 
attributing Lycophron formidable powers of clairvoyance which supposedly led 
him to foresee Rome’s potential in power politics and to predict the events which 
led to the Roman supremacy of the second century B.C.6

Since the debate on the date of the >Alexandra< appears to be deadlocked, and 
both sides can be argued with great sophistry and almost as effectively, other 
possibilities should be examined. That the poem has probably been transmitted 
without later interpolations is very possible, since scholars of both sides agree that 
its composition appears to be homogeneous. Moreover, the references to Rome’s 
glory seem to be consistent to the abundance of »Italian« myths that form an 
integral part of the text. Besides, since > Alexandra< is classified as a rather second- 
rate work, one can only wonder why a later Roman poet, expert in imitating great 
Greek literary works of the past, would select to this, a particularly unreadable and 
unpalatable text, as vessel for Roman propaganda. As a study of Lycophron’s 
language reveals nothing beyond the poet’s love for rare words (ctrca^ 7,£y6peva), 
it is only > Alexandra’s< content which may offer insights as to the date, meaning, 
and the occasion for the composition of the work.

>Alexandra< as a Product of Royal Patronage

There can be little doubt about the fact that the >Alexandra< is a product of 
Hellenistic royal patronage. Following the collapse of the Greek polis and the 
emergence of the Hellenistic kingdoms in the fourth century B.C., the evolution of

4M. G. Ciani, Scritto con mistero (Osservazioni sull’ oscuritä di Licofrone) GIF 25 (1973) 
132-148.

5 S. R. West, Lykophron Italicized, J. H. Stud. 104 (1984) 127-147.
6 Alfred Körte associates the Roman successes mentioned in the poem with the third 

century Roman military effort against Pyrrhus of Epeirus. And he arrives at the astonishing 
conclusion stating that: »We can only believe, therefore, that Lycophron possessed discernment 
unusually keen for his period in that he foresaw the great future of the Roman people, which had 
just then turned the eyes of the Greek world upon itself by its long and finally victorious war 
against Pyrrhus. [...] The closing verses, then, are truly a prophecy. The poet could safely predict 
events six generations after Alexander or four after his own time, without fear of being contra
dicted. Indeed it seems to me quite in keeping with the character of the entire poem for 
Lykophron to close his long series of enigmas with a final riddle which even the cleverest 
contemporary could not solve, but for which a distant future had or might have the answer.« A. 
KÖRTE, Hellenistic Poetry (New York, 1929) 275-276. A similar opinion was expressed in the 
19th century by R. P. Knight in a letter to P. Whitehall: Mair (above n. 1) 308.
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36 Elizabeth Kosmetatou

sciences and learning was left almost entirely to the new absolute monarchs who 
turned their capitals into focal points for cultural development7. Indeed the 
intellectual achievements of the Hellenistic period confirmed Plato’s statement on 
the natural compatibility of wisdom and power8. The new political reality left 
intellectuals only one way for advancement in the employ of kings. Royal patron
age of the arts and learning was certainly not new in the Hellenistic period. Early 
Greek thinkers like Thales from Miletus and Solon of Athens, historians and poets 
like Thucydides, Euripides, and Agathon, and philosophers like Plato, Aristotle, 
and Anaxarchus from Abdera, had all enjoyed royal protection at some point in 
their career. Alexander bestowed his patronage on several scholars of his time, 
and his successors zealously followed his example9.

Hellenistic intellectuals considered themselves as »citizens of the world« 
(KoapoKoXtxat), and employment in the ivory tower of a Hellenistic court, was 
particularly advantageous. It brought them prestige, wealth, tax exemption, as 
well as unlimited financial resources and unique research facilities in the vast 
royal libraries10. Their patrons had also much to earn in return. Scholars provided

7 P. Green, Alexander to Actium. The Historical Evolution of the Hellenistic Age (Berkeley, 
1990) 8Off.

8 Plato, Epist., 2. 310E.
9 Thales mainly lived in his native city of Miletus under the protection of the tyrant 

Thrasybulus, but he also visited Egypt and studied under the priests there. He became famous for 
measuring the height of the pyramids by the shadow they cast, taking the observation at the hour, 
when his shadow was of the same length as himself. See Diogenes Laertius, 1. 22, 27. After he 
passed his famous legislation in Athens, Solon travelled for ten years for »commerce and 
philosophy«. He also studied under the priests in Egypt and enjoyed the patronage of Croesus, 
king of Lydia for a while. See Herodotos, I. 30-33; Plutarch, ZoVov, 14.2; 17. 1-7. Thucydides, 
Euripides, and Agathon lived late in their lives in the court of king Archelaus of Macedonia, an 
important patron of Greek culture. Cf. Pauly-Wissowa entries on Archelaus, Thucydides, Eurip
ides, Agathon. For more on the tragic poet Agathon, see also Plato, Z-opnoatov and npcoxayopag. 
Plato enjoyed the patronage of the tyrant Dionysius of Syracuse and of his son, successor, and 
namesake. See Diogenes Laertius, 3. 9, 18-23. Aristotle was invited to the Macedonian court by 
Philip II to tutor his son, Alexander. See Plutarch, Alexander, 8, 53-55, 77; Diogenes Laertios, 5. 
5-6, 11; Aristotle, Fr. 666 (Rose). Anaxarchus from Abdera was an astronomer and mathemati
cian who studied under Democritus and belonged to Alexander’s entourage. Court life did not 
suit him, and he abandoned it, but his end was unfortunate: When he defied a tyrant on Cyprus, he 
was tortured to death. See Ammianus Marcellinus, 15. 1. 4; Diodorus, 17. 112. 4-5; Justin, 12. 
13; Plutarch, AAL^avSpog, 8, 28, 52; Diogenes Laertius, 9. 58-60, 63.

10 The term Koapo7toXiTr|9 was invented by the philosopher Diogenes from Sinope. See 
Diogenes, 6. 63, 69; J. J. Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic Age (New Haven, 1986) 10-11; Green 
(above n. 7) 57. Some of the most famous scholars who worked at the Library of Alexandria or at 
various Hellenistic courts were: Theophrastus, head of the Peripatetic school (late fourth century 
B.C.) who enjoyed the patronage of both Cassander and Ptolemy I (Diogenes Laertius, 5. 37); Stra
to, successor of Theophrastus (286 B.C.) and tutor of Ptolemy II (Diogenes Laertius, 5. 58); 
Demetrius of Phaleron who worked at the court of Ptolemy I (Diogenes Laertius, 5. 77-78); his 
friend Theodoros of Cyrene who also stayed in Alexandria and was sent on a diplomatic mission to
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the ideological ground for the monarchic institution and promoted dynastic prop
aganda, thereby boosting their masters’ prestige1 L It must be stressed, however, 
that intellectuals who worked at royal courts had to give up their freedom of 
expression in return for patronage. Some of their most famous works were nothing 
more than vessels for dynastic propaganda. Historians, epic poets, and philoso
phers were frequently asked to praise and celebrate the life and deeds of their 
patrons, their family, and their legendary ancestors. They had to follow certain 
guidelines and give priority to the demands of the court. There was no way out of 
this situation, in view of the fact that to their patrons, these intellectuals functioned 
as precious collectors’ pieces that were carefully kept and displayed on occasion. 
Disobedience was interpreted as ungratefulness and could be punished severely, 
as is immediately clear from the tragic fate of Aristophanes of Byzantion, one of 
the greatest scholars to head the Library of Alexandria, who was put to death by 
Ptolemy IV, because he reportedly wished to desert to Eumenes II of Pergamon12.

king Lysimachos of Thrace (Diogenes Laertius, 2. 102-103; Athenaeus, 12. 61 IB; Cicero, Tusc. 
Disp., 1. 102); Ctesibius of Cyrene who was sponsored by Antigonus Gonatas (Athenaeus, IV. 
162E-F); the latter appointed the Stoic Perseus as governor of Corinth (Diogenes Laertius, 7. 9, 36; 
Athenaeus, 4. 162B-D; 13. 607A-F; Plutarch,'Apaxog, 18, 23); the Stoic Sphairos composed pro
paganda tracts for king Cleomenes III of Sparta, Ptolemy III, and Ptolemy IV (Diogenes Laertius, 7. 
177, 185; Plutarch, KAeopevp«;, 11). The following philosophers also had special relationships with 
several monarchs: Euphantus of Olynthus with Antigonos Doson (Diogenes Laertius, 2. 110); the 
Platonic Arcesilaus with Antigonus Gonatas and Eumenes I of Pergamon who also sponsored 
Lycon of the Peripatos (Diogenes Laertius, 4. 38-39; V. 67); Euphemerus with Cassander (Diodor
us, 5. 46. 2-7; 6. 1. 1-10); the architect Deinocrates with Alexander the Great (Vitruvius, 2. praef. 
1-4; Strabo, 14. 1.23); Archimedes with the Ptolemies and king Hiero II of Syracuse (Diodoros, 1. 
34. 2; 5. 37. 3-4; Vitruvius, 9. praef. 9-12; 10. 6. 1^1; Strabo, 17. 1. 52; Plutarch, Marcellus, 14); 
Theocritus, Euclid, Aristarchus, Eratosthenes, Herophilus, Erasistratus, Timon of Phlius all worked 
at the Ptolemaic court (Theocritus, 14. 59; Athenaeus, 1. 22D); the engineer Sostratus of Cnidus 
built the famous d>cipo<; of Alexandria for Ptolemy II (Athenaeus, 5. 203C-E).
Some of those scholars were cynic about their patrons. Ctesibius of Chalcis once said that 
philosophy was an ideal occupation in view of the fact that it offered »free dinners« (Athenaeus, 
4. 162E-F). The poet Theocritus hailed Ptolemy, his master as »the best paymaster a free man can 
have« (Theocritus, 14. 59). Not everybody was like that though. Menander, the comic poet, 
refused Ptolemy I’s invitation to join his circle of intellectuals. Stilpo of Megara reportedly had to 
go into hiding in order to avoid Ptolemy I’s envoys who were ordered to carry him off to Egypt. 
See Diogenes Laertius, 2. 115.

11 Most notably, Euphemerus promoted Cassander’s ruler cult by publishing his views on 
»divine monarchy«. The traditional gods according to his theory, had in reality once been great 
rulers and patrons of the arts and sciences who were eventually deified. He also compared 
Ptolemy’s kingdom and patronage of the arts and science to the legendary court of Osiris and Isis. 
Diodorus also compared the privileged status of physicians, who took part in the Trojan War and 
served Agamemnon, to that of the Hellenistic intellectuals. See Diogenes Laertius, 5. 46. 2-7; 6. 
63, 69; Diodorus, 1. 15. 4; 4. 71. 4; Pollitt (above n. 10) 10-11; Green (above n. 7) 57.

12 Vita Aristophanis (West): 362: »AtaoKeuacOelc; S otxg ßoiAopevo«; rcpö«; Eüpevri (puyerv 
eqnAäx'dri ev EipKTtji xpövov xovä, fnpet-öp 8e Kal imö axpayYO'upia«; xeteuxät exp ßeßKOKcix;
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38 Elizabeth Kosmetatou

Smaller cultural centers, outside of the Hellenistic kingdoms, were rare, and 
their resources and horizons limited. Even in their case, cultural development 
frequently relied on private initiative which often included royal patronage. 
Athens was perhaps the most important of these lesser independent centers. It had 
reached the height of its glory in the fifth century B.C. and was now primarily 
known as a »finishing« philosophical school to which students, among them 
royalty, came mainly as pilgrims13. The old Classical culture had by now been 
overshadowed by the activity in the new centers for learning in Alexandria, 
Pergamon, and Antioch. A short cultural renaissance (avaveoxng 7iai5eiag) in 
centers of the Aegean and of mainland Greece exceptionally took place only 
during the second half of the second century B.C., a time when a great number of 
scholars fled Alexandria in order to escape Ptolemy VIII’s reign of terror14.

At the beginning of Lycophron’s >Alexandra,< it becomes evident that this was 
a work that was probably written at a Hellenistic court. A subtext, with which the 
poet humbly offers his work to his commissioning patron, may lie underneath the 
first three lines of the messenger’s speech.

Ae£,(o ret 7tdvxa vrixpeKtog, ä ji ioxopeig 
dpxilG arc’ citKpac;- rjv 5e ppKuv-dfi Abyog, 
auY'yvco'di, öecmox •

At first glance, these lines seem to represent the messenger’s address to king 
Priam of Troy who ordered the entire account of Cassandra’s activities. But upon 
closer examination, and after taking into account of the poem’s ambiguous style, 
as well as contemporary standard practices of scholars to open their works with a 
dedication to their patron, the text in question may have constituted a clever poetic

’. <TUYYp<XHH.aTa 5 auTOO navo noXXct«.-, P. M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria (Oxford, 1972) 
vol. I, 417, 461; Green (above n. 7) 67, 91, 358.

13 The intelligentsia of the fifth century B.C. gathered in the houses of wealthy private 
citizens who sponsored their visit to Athens. Sophists, like Protagoras and Gorgias, and thinkers, 
like Democritus and Prodicus, worked as private tutors and never gave public lectures. See Plato, 
npcotaYopag, idem, ropyiag. It is noteworthy that even the most famous philosophical discus
sions in Plato’s dialogues took place in the home of private citizens, like Callias, Agathon 
(lupTcootov), and Cephalos, the father of the orator Lysias (rioXrceia). About the special 
relationship between Athens and the Hellenistic kings see; C. Habicht, Hellenistic Athens and 
Her Philosophers (David Magie Lecture, 1988) (Princeton 1989); idem, Studien zur Geschichte 
Athens in hellenistischer Zeit (Göttingen 1982); idem, Athen und die Seleukiden, Chiron 19 
(1989) 17-26; idem, Athens and the Attalids in the Second Century B.C., Hesperia 59 (1990) 
561-577; idem, Athens and the Ptolemies, Classical Antiquity 11 (1992) 68-89; S. V. Tracy and 
C. Habicht, New and Old Panathenaic Victor Lists, Hesperia 60 (1991) 187-236, particularly 
216-217.

14 Polybios 34. 14.1-7; Strabo 17. 1.12 (C 797); Valerius Maximus 9. 2.5; Menecles FGrH 
270 F 9 (Athenaios 4.184b-c); Justin 38. 8.6-7; Diodoros 33. 6, 6a, 12; Green (above n. 7) 495, 
538, 555.
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acknowledgement of the authority who ordered and sponsored the work15. The 
same kind of address is repeated at the end of the >Alexandra/ in the messenger’s 
closing lines:

ooi xövöe pbbov Ttapflevou cpoißaoxpia<;,
£7t£i |i Lxa^aq (piAouca Xatvou ox£yr|<;
Kcd notvxa 9pa^£iv Käva7r£p7rd^£iv Xöyov 
Exrixupox; axj/oppov ooxpuvai; xpo%iv.

(v. 1467-1471)

It then remains to be seen who that patron was, and why he would sponsor such 
a work.

Lycophron’s >Alexandra< as a Product of its Time. The Attalid-Roman Alliance

The poet’s partiality for the Romans is a point of no dispute among scholars 
and has been repeatedly pointed out, as it holds a central position in the poem. 
Roman active involvement in the affairs of the Ptolemaic kingdom probably first 
occured in the first years of the reign of Ptolemy V (204-181/0 B.C.) and was 
intensified under Ptolemy VI (180-164, 163-145 B.C.), Ptolemy VIII (170-163, 
145-116 B.C.), and their successors. On the other hand, the unprecedented flattery 
of Alexandrians towards the Romans has been recorded as an initiative of Ptolemy 
VIE during his fight with his brother, Ptolemy VI, over the throne of Egypt. It is 
unlikely that any literary works in praise of the Romans were commissioned under 
Ptolemy VIII, however, since the ancient sources clearly state that the king of 
Egypt had expelled the entire Alexandrian intelligentsia, thereby putting on hold 
the literary production of his kingdom16,. As Roman relations with the kingdoms 
of Macedonia and Syria were particularly strained at the end of the third and early 
second centuries B.C., it is unlikely that Lycophron’s >Alexandria< may have been 
commissioned by any of the Antigonid or Seleucid rulers. It is only with the 
Attalid dynasty of Pergamon which rose from humble origins to the status of 
significant power during the reign of Attalus I (241-197 B.C.) that the Romans 
retained a consistently close, though often strained, alliance.

15 The work Kwvuca the mathematician Apollonius from Perge (ca. 263-200 B.C.) begins 
with a dedication to king Attalus I of Pergamon. See Eutocius, Commentary on the Conics by 
Apollonius of Perge, in Heiberg 1891-1893; Hultch in Pauly-Wissowa II (1896) 151-160, s.v. 
Apollonios (112); T. L. Heath Greek Astronomy (Oxford, 1932) 352-363; E. V. Hansen, The 
Attalids of Pergamon (Ithaca, 1971) 406-407; Fraser (above n. 12) 417; Green (above n. 7) 465.

16 See Diodorus 33. 28b. 1-3; Athenaeus 6. 273a; 549d-e; Justin 38. 8.8-10; Plutarch, 
Moralia 200F-201A, cf. 777A. Ancient reports relate the astonishingly warm and positively 
disgusting welcome that Ptolemy VIII gave Scipio Aemilianus in Egypt in 140/139 B.C.
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The alliance between the Attalids and the Romans was forged in the context of 
the Pergamene efforts to restrain the ambitions of Philip V of Macedonia and, 
later, of Antiochus III of Syria. It was during the reign of Attalus I’s son and 
successor, Eumenes II, that the explosive situation in the Hellenistic world, during 
which the Romans assumed the role of policing the East, culminated to war. With 
help primarily from the Pergamenes, and to a lesser degree from Greek city-states, 
T. Quintus Flamininus defeated Philip V at Kynoskephalai in 197 B.C. and put an 
end to Macedonian supremacy in Greece. Antiochus III was eventually defeated 
in 189 B.C. in Magnesia, and Philip’s successor Perseus in 167 B.C. at Pydna; 
during the entire war effort against ambitious Hellenistic dynasties and Greek 
factions, the Attalids of Pergamon stood by their Roman allies. Although the 
Attalid kings were always careful to stress that all their political and military 
actions were done in the greater interest of the Greeks and their culture, Eumenes 
II’s alliance with the Romans and his subsequent contribution to the destruction of 
the Macedonian kingdom, was viewed by many Greeks as treason, the product of 
his personal feud with Philip V, and his personal greed for power. Significantly, 
when the grammarian Daphitas reportedly compared the expansion of Pergamon 
under the early Attalids to the purple weals on the back of a whipped slave, an 
imprudent act which he was to regret, he probably voiced the feelings of a 
considerable percentage of public opinion17. For a king who valued his image at 
least as much as his ambitions, and who spared neither effort nor expense in order 
to boost it by patronizing Greek cities, Eumenes had to find a new subtle way to 
legitimize and explain his actions.

It is at that time that Lycophron II may have come into the picture. He may 
indeed have been a grandson of the more famous Lycophron I who lived in the 
first half of the third century B.C. After having been bred in the Alexandrian 
environment, he may have been lured away from it, like others, by Eumenes II or 
his father Attalus I, who had laid the foundations for the exquisite Pergamene 
library and its research center18 * *. There was a well-attested, centuries-long rivalry 
between the Pergamene and Ptolemaic kings for cultural supremacy, which, on at 
least one occasion, may have intensified so much as to have caused catastrophic

17 Livy 42. 6.3-5, 11.1, 5-9, 12-13; 42.30; Appianus, Macedonica, 11. 1-2; SEG 2 (1924) 
663; Hansen (above n. 15) 109, n. 126. Many Greek cities viewed Macedonia as a potential 
liberator from the influence of Rome and, to a lesser extent, of Pergamon. For the Daphitas 
statements and crucifixion see Strabo 647.

18 The attempted defection of Aristophanes Byzantius from Alexandria has already been 
mentioned. Apollodorus, son of Asklepiades from Athens (180-110 B.C.) was luckier; he studied 
at Alexandria under Aristarchus of Samothrace and successfully deserted the Ptolemies in order
to join the Pergamene circle. For the activities at the Pergamene library under Attalus I and 
Eumenes II cf. E. Kosmetatou, The Public and Political Image of the Attalids of Pergamon.
Studies on Inscriptions, Coinage, and Monuments, (Dissertation, University of Cincinnati, UMI,
Ann Arbor, 1993) 177-179, 188-189, where previous bibliography is cited.
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consequences for the transmission of the Aristotelian corpus19. This rivalry could 
turn ugly, as we saw happening on at least one occasion, when Aristophanes of 
Byzantium suffered horrible death in the hands of his possessive master Philopa- 
tor, following allegations that he wished to join Eumenes II’s circle. Egyptian- 
Pergamene antagonism ended in the 30’s B.C., a century after the Attalid dynasty 
had died out, when Marc Anthony transferred 200,000 rolls of papyri to the 
Library of Alexandria and offered them as a present to Cleopatra VII20. At any 
rate, once at the Pergamene court, Lycophron’s task would be to join forces with 
his colleagues there, in order to successfully argue Eumenes’s case by providing a 
context for contemporary events and particularly for choices in Pergamene policy; 
portraying the Romans in a favorable light; and, last but not least, promoting 
aspects of the Attalid dynastic propaganda which would justify their alliance with 
the Romans21.

A Mythological Context for the Attalid-Roman Alliance

In his attempt to explain the reasons for the conclusion of an Attalid-Roman 
pact against Greeks, > Alexandra’s< creator used mythological resources in order to 
address two points: First he attempted to portray the Attalid-Roman alliance as an 
integral part of Alexander’s legacy, which aimed to unite the Greek and non- 
Greek world on the basis of their shared values of Greek civilization. Secondly, he 
placed the Pergamene and Roman supposed historical ties to the remote mytho
logical past, thus claiming that they had legitimately existed for a considerable

19 Our reports on the transmmission of the Aristotelian corpus are confusing and contradict
ing. Aristotle’s personal library was reportedly bequeathed to Theophrastos. See: Athenaeus 1. 
3a-b; Strabo qe 1.54; Diogenes Laertius 5 11-17 on the other hand who preserves Aristotle’s will, 
does not mention any provisions for his books. Upon his death, Theophrastos left these books to 
Neleus, whose heirs hid them in a cellar for fear of the collecting mania of the Attalid kings. They 
were eventually acquired by Apellikon of Teus who brought them back to Athens in the early first 
century B.C. See: Strabo 13. 1.54; Plutarch, Sulla 26.1-2. According to Athenaeus 1. 31-b, 
Neleus sold Aristotle’s books to Ptolemy II Philadelphus when the latter set up the library of 
Alexandria. These confusing reports may, however, preserve the memory of an extreme compe
tition between the Alexandrian and the Pergamene court to acquire Aristotle’s books, whose 
victor was surely not prepared to allow copies to be made for the benefit of his rival and thus share 
knowledge. See also: H. B. Gottschalk, Notes on the Wills of the Peripatetic Scholarchs, 
Hermes 100 (1972) 335-342; C. Lord, On the Early History of the Aristotelian Corpus. AJPh 107 
(1986) 137-161; Kosmetatou (above n. 18) 181; S. V. Tracy, Athenian Democracy in Transi
tion. Attic Letter-Cutters of 340-290 B.C. (Berkeley 1995) 50-51.

20 Dio Cassius 42.38.2; Aulus Gellus 7. 17.3; Seneca, De Tranquilitate Animi, 9. 5; Plutarch, 
Anthonius, 58; Fraser (above n. 12) I. 334-335, 2. 493-494; Green (above n. 7) 667, n. 151.

21 Musaeus of Ephesus worked at Pergamon during the reign of Attalus I and was charged 
with relating to the world this king’s deeds against the Gauls which, according to the Attalid 
propaganda, saved Hellenism. Cf. infra.
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time. In doing so, he incidentally also promoted certain foundation myths, that the 
Attalids used in order to establish links with the Greek and Anatolian mythologi
cal past. The Anatolian heritage was usually synonymous with Trojan associa
tions, and non-Greek rulers often appropriated it during their war efforts against 
Greeks22. Significantly, these points which are part of Lycophron’s hidden agenda 
in writing the >Alexandra,< are easily identifiable in the composition, as they also 
constitute the only direct allusions to contemporary events that can also be 
convincingly associated with the Attalids.

Towards the end of the >Alexandra,< Cassandra places the Trojan War, and by 
extension all other future fictional and actual conflicts between the East and the 
West, in the context of a legendary centuries-long rivalry between Asia and 
Europe (v. 1283-1450). This idea was not new, and the earliest surviving refer
ence to it is in Herodotus (Hist. 1.1), according to whom this conflict commenced 
following the abduction of Io, the legendary princess of Argos and mistress of 
Zeus, by the Phoenicians. The Greeks allegedly soon followed suit by abducting 
Europa, a Phoenician maiden, an act which triggered a chain reaction of similar 
childish retaliations from both sides, that would sometimes culminate to more 
serious conflicts like the Trojan war. In the end, these hostilities allegedly led to 
the Persian Wars of the 5th century B.C., from which the Greeks emerged 
victorious, and to which Lycophron refers directly:

Ob pdv meidet y ij ’mpT|d£(o<; xokc«;, 
äXX dvxl 7tävT(üv nepaEOx; eva ortopac; 
axe^et yiyavxa, xto ddXaaoa pev ßaxri 
7ie£c5 7tox egxcci, yp 8e vauod^codfiaexav 
pfioaovxt 7rr|öoI<; xepaov. oi 5e Aatppiac, 
oikoi Mapepoaq, fjdaA,cop£VOi (p^oyi 
ovv Ka?iivoioi xeixecov 7tpoßÄ.f|paGi, 
xöv ^priap,o/Veo%T|v aixidoovxai ßA,dßr|(; 
xpaivovöa f>£G7u^ovxa riA,ouxo)vo<; A.axpiv.
Gxpaxco S dptKxq) näoa pev ßpcodijoexai,
(pAoiCOXlV EKÖVVOVGCt 5l7t?UXKa GK£7triV,
Kaprcoxpocpog 5pü<; dypidg x 6p£tdaA,fi(;. 
ä7ta<; S dvaupcov vacpcx; aüavdfiGExai,
Xavööv K£A.aivfiv 5i\j/av aiovcopEvcov.

22 Philetairus, the founder of the Attalid dynasty, came from Teion, a small Paphlagonian city 
and began his career as a eunuch of Antigonus I Monophthalmos and a treasurer of Lysimachus 
and, later, of Seleucus I. His mother, Boa, was reportedly a flute-player courtesan. Eumenes I was 
the son of a carriage builder. See Dio, Ilepi Toxn1; Aebxepoq, 23; Athenaeus, 13. 577b; Lucian, 
Mcncpößioi, 12; Pausanias, 1. 104; Strabo, 12. 2. 8; 13. 4. 1. The dynasty was hellenized in blood 
when king Attalus I married Apollonis of Cyzicus, a Greek woman who belonged to the city’s 
middle class. About Apollonis see: Polybius, 22. 20. 1-8; Plutarch, Piept (piXa5eA.(ptac;, 5 (480C); 
H. Van Looy H., Apollonis reine de Pergame, Ancient Society 7 (1976) 151-165.
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Kixpe^a 8 law xr|A.6t>£v poi^oupEVCDv 
TJ7i£p Kapa Gxf|GO\)ai, KippEpog # orccog,
GKia Ka^i)\j/£i 7t£ppav, äpßMvcov GE^ag.
AoKpöv 8 orcoia xcavpov äviTf|Gag pööov,
Kai Tudvia cpAi^ag, (dgxe KayKavov cxa%\)v, 
aiWkg 7ta^i|i7tXcoxoio yEVGExai cpuyflc;, 
poGGfiva (priyoxEDKXov, cog A.\)KO\j/iav 
KÖpri KVEtpaiav, dy%i 7tap.(pa>xop£vog,
XaX.KriX.dx(p kvcoSovxi SEipaxougEvri.

(v. 1412-1434)

Finally, the Persian campaign that was carried out by Alexander the Great, a 
Greek king with mythological Asian links, and which was backed up by the 
intellectuals of the fourth century B.C., put a fair end to the long conflict between 
the East and the West23:

noMoi 8 aycovEg Kai cpovot p£xaixiaior 
A/ugougiv dvSpwv oi p£v £v yala n&Xaq 
ÖEivaioiv äp%aig aptpiSripuopEvcov, 
oi 8 £v p.£xacpp£voiGi ßouGxpocpoig xdovo<;,
Ecog äv aidcov EÜvdar] ßapuv kä,övov, 
cm; AiaKoü xe kcoto AapSdvou yEycog 
ÖEGTtpcoxög äptpco Kai XataxGxpalog ^ecov,
Ttprivi) d’ öpaipcov Ttdvxa K\md)Gag 5öpov 
dvayKaGp Trxr^avxag ApyEicov 7tp6poug 
Gpvar raAdSpag xov axpaxtiAxxxriv A/6kov 
Kai GKrjTixp’ opE^ai xfjg KaA-ai povap^iag.

(v. 1435-1445)

Alexander’s description as »dti AiaKoü XE KÖ7TO Aapöävoi) ysycog 0£G7tp(O- 
xög äptpco Kai Xa/UxGxpaiog A,ecdv« is a direct reference to the Greek and non-

23 Isocrates wrote a series of speeches and letters addressed to Philip II of Macedonia, urging 
him to unite the Greeks and attack the Persian empire in order to avenge past wrongs. His ideas 
had definitely a following to judge from the popularity of the Macedonian king in various city- 
states of Greece.
Holzinger’s thesis (C. Von Holzinger, Lykophron’s Alexandra [Leipzig, 1895]) that the reference 
in 1435ff. is to Pyrrhos rather than Alexander, and that the wolf of Galadra is Demetrios Poliorketes 
is very tentative. The image of Alexander as the peacemaker who bridges the conflict between 
Europe and Asia was carefully cultivated during his lifetime and was widely accepted after his 
death. It would seem strange that his importance would be completely overlooked in favor of 
Pyrrhos and Demetrios who, after all, are totally irrelevant to the Greek-Persian conflict described 
in the previous verses. The interpretation of 1435ff. as a reference to Alexander was first put 
forward by U. Von Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, Hellenistische Dichtung (Berlin 1900) II. 160-164.
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Greek links that the Macedonian king claimed during his lifetime, for the purpose 
of providing divine ancestry for himself from both sides of his family. In addition 
to following the line of propaganda of his predecessors, who traditionally traced 
their descent from Zeus, father of Heracles and patriarch of the Argead dynasty of 
Macedonia, Alexander also actively promoted his mother’s family’s links to king 
Aeacus, another son of Zeus and brother of Heracles, who was at the same time the 
great-grandfather of Alexander’s favorite Greek hero Achilles and great-great
grandfather of Neoptolemus. Neoptolemus’s perils in Epeiros and his association 
with the Trojan heroes Helenus and Andromache there, which constituted part of 
Epeirotan royal propaganda at least as early as the fifth century B.C. and provided 
it with Trojan links, became a focal point in Alexander’s propaganda. Since 
Neoptolemus was credited with fathering Andromache’s children, all of whom 
became the legendary founders of various Epeirotan localities, he was also consid
ered as the patriarch of the House of the Molossians to which Olympias, Alexan
der’s mother, belonged.

The exact meaning of the next verses (1446-1450) has roused long scholarly 
controversy. In them, Lycophron mysteriously alludes to an alliance between 
Alexander (to [oxpaxr|A.dTTi Arnctp TcdtdSpag, Äte£,dv5pco]) and an illustrious 
Trojan descendant, presumably a Roman (addaipcov epoq), which was to be 
concluded six generations later, and which would, once more, lead to the restora
tion of peace and the glory of the Roman. Since none of the proposed calculations 
of ped’ ektt|v YEvvav seem to be satisfactory, a simpler consideration is proposed 
here24. If Alexander is indeed the axpaxr|A,dxr|(; XuKot; Tcdiddpag, alluded to in v. 
1144-1445, one would expect that he could also be identified as the ally of the 
Romans in verses 1446-1450. One would then plausibly conclude that the six 
generations leading to the events of verses 1446-1450, should be calculated from 
Alexander’s death in 323 B.C. If one reckons generations in roughly 20 to 25 
years, six generations after Alexander would come to a date range of 203-173 
B.C., which coincides with the period of intense diplomatic activity immediately 
preceding the Second Macedonian War; the conflict itself; and its aftermath, 
including the war against Antiochus III of Syria. Revisionist scholars, from 
Niebuhr to Ziegler and Josifovic, have convincingly identified Alexander’s Ro
man ally with T. Quintus Flamininus, the victor of Kynoskephalai, whose contri
bution to the war effort against Macedonia, in this context, is clearly portrayed as 
primarily his own achievement superceding even his ally’s effort (eIq tk; naX- 
aioxrp;, TtpEoßtaxoc; ev cpiA.oiaiv \)pvr|i3fio£xai okuXcov änap/df; xdg öopuKxfi- 
xoug taxßcov). If this supposition is correct, Lycophron would then refer to the 
events that took place in 197 B.C., 126 years after Alexander’s death, in which 
case he reckons generations in 21 years.

24 For a review of the various interpretations of the six generations mentioned in Lycophron’s 
text, cf. Mair (above n. 1) 309.
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Since Alexander was long dead, six generations after his formidable conquests 
and never entered into diplomatic relations with the Romans, one may plausibly 
conclude that, at least in this context, he functions as an allusion to a later Roman 
ally who boasted to be the Macedonian conqueror’s legitimate heir. This succes
sor would also be expected to carefully lay his claim on Alexander’s empire in 
Lycophron’s >Alexandras as he promptly proceeds to do, by associating himself 
with that king’s lineage. As it will be seen, the Attalid kings are the only 
candidates to fit the description of Alexander’s descendents who allied themselves 
with Rome for the benefit of peace.

Attalid succession to parts of Alexander’s empire had been ratified by the 
military deeds of those rulers who thus wan the right to consider Pergamon as their 
spear-won territory. The Attalid dynasty consolidated its position in ca. 237 B.C., 
when Attalos I defeated the Galatians in a decisive battle and proclaimed himself 
king of Pergamon and saviour of the Greek cities of Asia Minor. The new ruler’s 
past was far from glorious, however. The dynasty’s origins were obscure, and the 
fact of the matter remained that its founder Philetaerus, who was also Attalus’s 
great uncle, had been a eunuch of Antigonus Monophthalmus, Lysimachus of 
Thrace, and Seleucus I of Syria. Many considered him an ambitious opportunist 
who climbed the social ladder through treason and »snatched« parts of Alexan
der’s empire without as much as proving to have the slightest legitimate claim of 
birth or rank. It was therefore necessary for Philetaerus’s successors to establish 
their legitimacy by associating themselves with Alexander.

An opportunity was conveniently offered by events from Pergamon’s immedi
ate past: Following the death of Alexander the Great, a claim, albeit a weak one, 
over his throne was laid by Heracles, the conqueror’s illegitimate son by the 
Persian Barsine. Mother and son ruled Pergamon for a short while until their 
assassination by the Epeirotan king Polyperchon in 310 B.C.25 Alexander’s 
Epeirotan roots, which were discussed above, were further promoted by Heracles 
and his entourage to the status of state propaganda, and provided a foundation 
myth for their newly established state: According to its new version, the mytho
logical hero Pergamus, a son of Neoptolemus and Andromache and patriarch of 
the Epeirotan Pergamioi, conveniently immigrated to Mysia in order to found a 
city which he named after himself. The Attalids »resurrected« Heracles’s claims 
to Alexander’s empire and incorporated his state mythology into theirs26.

Attalid »national« mythology mainly focused on the Tr|A.ecpi5e<;, as the My- 
sian population was known27. It is fascinating to consider how the Attalids

25 Pausanias, 9.7.2.
26 E. Kosmetatou, The Legend of the Hero Pergamos, Ancient Society 26 (1995) 133-144.
27 The earliest occurrence of the term TrjAecpiSec; in reference to the Mysians is found in a 

second-century B.C. epigram. See Greek Anthology, 16. 91; L. Robert, Sur des inscriptions d’ 
Ephese, RPh 41 (1967), 67-68; L. Robert, Heracles ä Pergame et une epigramme de 1’ Antholo
gie XVI 91, RPh 58 (1984), 7-18.
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attached themselves to this mythological tradition, and how they manipulated 
their kingdom’s historical past in order to achieve their desired end. The basic 
element of their new mythology was the combination of two already existing 
mythological cycles. The first one was the story of Telephus, the Arcadian Greek 
hero, who was son of the mythological Heracles, reigned over Mysia, and brought 
the gifts of Greek civilization to the locals. On the other hand, the story of the 
Greek-Trojan prince Pergamus, founder of the city of Pergamon, was convenient
ly connected to the Trojan cycle. Since the kingdom of Pergamon was a co
habitation of Greeks and locals, ruled by a dynasty whose origins represented both 
population elements, its foundation myth appropriately involved two heroes, one 
primarily Greek (Telephus) and the other primarily Anatolian (Pergamus), and 
provided convenient backing for Attalid claims to legitimacy, as well as, on 
occasion, for their foreign policy. By associating themselves to the legends of 
Telephus, and by extension to his father Heracles, and Pergamus, the Attalids 
achieved one more significant goal: Their dynasty could legitimately claim de
scent from the same divine heroes, descendants of Zeus, that Alexander the Great 
and his Macedonian Argead predecessors did.

Lycophron’s >Alexandra< includes all these important elements of Attalid 
dynastic propaganda. In verses 799-804, the poet relates the tragic end of Hera
cles, son of Alexander and Barsine, in the hands of the Epeirotan king Polyper- 
chon more explicitly than any other story in his composition. Indeed, Heracles is 
exceptionally mentioned by name and singled out as the only descendant of his 
father, since no mention of his half-brother Alexander IV, the son of Roxane, is 
made. The son of Barsine had by that time faded from memory, and few people 
still remembered the >bastard< who had no serious claims as successor of his father 
and was rather a footnote in history. The fact that Lycophron opted to stray from 
his intended practice to diffuse, confuse his information, and never refer to his 
characters by their name, strongly suggests that he placed immense importance on 
Heracles and wished to make sure that his readers would not miss his story, which 
provided the only link between his Attalid masters and Alexander the Great28. 
Lycophron’s later mention to Alexander in connection with an alleged pact with 
Flamininus, could therefore plausibly be interpreted as a reference to Attalos I of 
Pergamon, ally of the Romans, legitimate successor of Alexander and Heracles in 
Pergamon, and therefore their »surrogate« descendant. Such an identification is 
corroborated by the additional fact that both the Macedonian conqueror and 
Telephus, the legendary Attalid forefather, are referred to as »lions« by Lycoph
ron (v. 213: Xeovza dotvrp; [Telephus]; v. 1441: ©eoTtpcoxoq dpcpco xat 
XaA,aaxpato<; Xew [Alexander]).

28 It was Alexander’s admiral Nearchos who put forward Heracles’s claims to the Argead 
throne, but his suggestion was dismissed by Alexander’s other top-level officials. See: Curtius 
10. 6.10-12. A joint cult of Attalus I and Alexander the Great was in all probility housed in the so- 
called “Temenos of the Ruber Cult” of Pergamon. Cf. M. N. Filgis, W. Radt et al., Die 
Stadtgrabung. 1: Das Heroon, Altertümer von Pergamon 151, Berlin 1986.
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A more precise date for the composition of the > Alexandra< can be established 
in the light of this interpretation. The poem was probably commissioned and 
composed between soon after Flamininus’s victory at Kynoskephalai (197 B.C.), 
definitely before 194 B.C., when the Senate recalled their general’s back to Rome, 
and therefore during the first years of the reign of Eumenes II. At that time, it 
became obvious to every sensible diplomat and political observant in Greece that 
Rome was on the rise as a defining factor in Hellenistic politics, after having 
defeated Hannibal, conquered the entire Italian peninsula, and acquired the power 
and the authority to restore law and order in troubled Greece. Flamininus is in all 
likelihood the Roman who received extraordinary honors »ev cpiAoioiv« in Greece 
during the first years after his victory over Philip V (v. 1449), but his star set 
quickly after his departure, and, a few years later, Antiochus III of Syria all but 
replaced him in the favor of the Greeks as their saviour and liberator29. The total 
lack of reference to the Roman-Pergamene conflict with Antiochus and to their 
final victory over Syria strongly suggests that the poem was composed between 
196 and 194 B.C.

The composition of the >Alexandra< offered Lycophron the opportunity to 
justify the Pergamene and Roman authority over the fate of the Greek cities as a 
power that derived from their links to Alexander the Great. The poet also needed 
to silence all opposition, which viewed the Roman-Pergamene alliance as unnatu
ral and unlawful, however, by presenting it as a historical pact deeply rooted in the 
legendary past. He therefore siezed an excellent opportunity to associate the 
Roman-Pergamene war with Macedonia with a similar fictitious conflict. In 
verses 1232-1280, after first putting forward the glorious deeds of the Romans in 
the Hellenistic period, Cassandra relates the story of their forefather Aeneas in 
some detail. It is noteworthy that this hero’s first adventures include victorious 
campaigns against Macedonia. In addition to that, Cassandra names Tarchon and 
Tyrsenus, two sons of Telephus and patriarchs of the Tarquinii and the Etruscans 
respectively, as Aeneas’s most important comrades and allies. Interestingly, these 
two supposed Mysian heroes-ancestors of the Attalid dynasty, are, just like in the 
case of Heracles, exeptionally mentioned by name rather than by association. This 
practice can perhaps be explained if one takes into account that the Italian 
adventures of Telephus’s sons in Aeneas army were probably unknown to Lyco
phron’s public, and may have been Attalid inventions. Tarchon and Tyrsenus 
were in all likelihood unknown to the Greeks before the Hellenistic period. They 
are certainly unknown to Homer, who mentions Eurypylus as the only son of 
Telephus fighting on the side of the Trojans30. Tarchon, but not Tyrsenus, is

29 The Greeks dedicated a number of cults and honors to Flamininus. Green (above n. 7) 418.
30 Homer, Odyssey, 11. 518-519; see also Scholion on Homer’s Odyssey, 11. 519, which 

gives brief information about Telephus as son of Heracles.
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mentioned by Virgil passim, and it appears that both heroes were never associated 
with Telephus in Italian mythology, a conclusion which is based, among other 
things, on the fact that they were never represented in association with the legend 
of Telephus, an otherwise popular theme in Roman and Etruscan art31.

Further manipulation of Roman foundation myths and their association with 
the Attalid mythological repertoire appear to have continued after the composition 
of the >Alexandra< and presumably during the Roman-Pergamene conflict with 
Antiochus III of Syria under Eumenes II. According to new versions that were 
introduced at the time, Telephos, the forefather of the Attalids, became a hero who 
had even more in common with major heroic figures of the Roman legendary past. 
His miraculous rescue by a doe, when he was exposed as a baby in Arcadia was 
compared to the rescue of Romulus and Remus by a she-wolf or shepherds32. And 
one more story was incorporated to the tradition according to which Telephus’s 
sons immigrated to Italy with Aeneas. The heroine Roma, who according to one 
version was the daughter of Italus and Leukaria, second wife of Aeneas, and 
mother of his son Ascanius, was, according to another version, the daughter of 
Telephus and sister of Tarchon, Tyrrhenus, and Eurypylus33. The Roman-Per
gamene security pact may thus have been portrayed not merely as a result of long 
friendship and common interest, but also as a partnership between relatives. There 
is no evidence about Roman reactions to this bold introduction of new myths 
linking Rome with Pergamon, and it is equally unclear whether the Romans had 
anything to do with it. However, in the context of later Roman official propagan
da, particularly under Augustus, these legendary links with the long gone Attalid 
dynasty appeared foreign and out of place, a fact which accounts for their 
disappearance.

Lycophron was also eager to promote a new twist in the myth of Telephus

31 Cf. Virgil, Aeneid, 10.198; Pauly-Wissowa, s.v. Tarchon 2296; Tyrrhenos 1938.
The myth of Telephos and his Mysian and Greek adventures were often represented in later 
Etruscan and Roman art. Favorite subjects were: the discovery of the hero on the mountain-top by 
his father Heracles; his encounter with the Greeks before the Trojan war in Mysia; and his healing 
by Achilles. The following Etruscan representations of the myth of Telephos are known: C. 
Bauchheuss-Thürield, Der Mythos des Telephos in der antiken Bildkunst (Würzburg, 1971) nos. 
68-71, 74-75. The myth was also represented in Roman art: idem, nos. 1-4, 25, 72. The panel 
with the »Discovery of Telephos by Heracles« from the »Telephos frieze« from the Attalid Altar 
of Zeus at Pergamon is certainly the original of the famous early Imperial painting from the 
Basilica of Herculaneum. The latter depicts the same scene as on the Telephos frieze reversed and 
incorporates details and at least one more figure from different artistic traditions. A. Kottaridou, 
lKe\|/8i<; pe cnpopgri tqv >Av£-up£<7r| too TtAe(poo<, ApriTtog. TipryciKÖc; topoc; yra xov Kcn9r|- 
ypn) MavcAri AvSpovttco (©eoacAoviieri, 1986) 439-452, particularly 444, does not see the 
obvious connection, suggests that the artist used fourth century B.C. motifs, and associates the 
scene with the frieze from »Philip’s Tomb« in Vergina.

32 Dio, 1. 47. 23. 2-4.
33 Plutarch, Romulus, 2. 1. 1; Dionysios of Hallicarnassos, Antiq. Rom., 1. 28. 1. 8-9.
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which was probably introduced by the Attalids, and that was the episode with 
Dionysus Sphaleotas or Sphaltes. This version is associated with the so-called 
»Teuthranian episode« in the hero’s life. According to it, on their way to Troy, the 
Greeks wandered off to Mysia or Teuthrania. Thinking that they had finally 
reached their destination, they began to plunder the area. King Telephus encoun
tered them in battle, but was wounded by Achilles who thus got the Greeks out of 
the difficult situation. Telephus’s wound would not heal, and when he received an 
oracle that only Achilles could cure him (6 xpcoaag Kai iaaexai), he wandered 
around Greece in search for his former enemy34. Disguised as a beggar, he 
abducted Agamemnon’s baby son, Orestes, as hostage and thus forced Achilles to 
heal him by applying rust from his spear to his wounded leg. Orestes was released, 
and Telephus agreed to guide the Greeks to Troy35. In the second century B.C. the 
cult of Telephus at Delphi was associated with that of Dionysus, and the god was 
given a role in the »Teuthranian episode.« A late third- or early second-century 
B.C. fragmentary inscribed statue base from Delphi preserves a retroactive, and 
definitely fictitious, oracle which was allegedly given to Agamemnon before he 
set off for Troy36. Its text predicts the battle of Teuthrania and Telephus’s injury 
during his duel with Achilles as the only significant episodes in the war. The latter 
is blamed on the fact that the Mysian legendary king forgot to sacrifice to god

34 Eustathius Scr. Eccl., Scholia Iliad, 1.73. 28-31; Olympiodorus Phil., 5. 1.7. 6-7. A kind 
of incurable or difficult to cure wounds were called Tp^ipeia eAxp by ancient Greek doctors. An 
herb, used by doctors to cure wounds, was also named after Telephos (xr)Xc<piov) at least as early 
as the second half of the 5th century B.C. See: Dioscorides Pedanius Med.,1.4. 90. 1. 1-2; 2. 1. 
112. 1.5-6; 2. 1. 113. 1. 7-8; 2. 1. 197. 3. 3-4; Eustathius Scr. Eccl., Scholia Iliad, 1. 73. 28-31; 
Eutecmus,l. 66. 12-13; Galen. 9. 1. 644. 5-6; 54. 7. 727. 10-11; 66. 10.83. 10-11; 66. 10. 1006. 
12-13; 75. 12. 140. 13-14; 92. 18a. 72. 6-7; 106. 19. 146. 9-10; Pseudo-Galen, 29. 14. 353. 17; 
354. 1; 534. 13-14; Hippocrates Med., 33. 32. 146-147; 34. 201.30-31; Paulus Aegineta, 1.4. 1. 
29—30; 46. 1; 1.7. 3. 19—32—33; Theophilus Protospatharius, Damascius et Stephanus Athenien- 
sis, 1.2.510. 18-21.

35 Apollodoros, Etaxopn, 3. E 17-20; Eustathios, 2. 4. 131.6-37; idem, Iliad, 1.73. 28-31. 
75. 18-19, 30-31; 76. 10-11; Flavius Philostratus, Her., 1.687. 10-12; 688. 2-3, 22-23; 1.689. 
15-16; 9. 16. 1; 690. 22-23, 27—28; 33-35; 38; 691. 1; idem, 10. 1-2; Herodianos and Pseudo 
Herodianos Gramm, et Rhet., 1.3. 1. 119. 18. 22; Hesiod, 4. 165. 13-14; Libanius, Deck, 5. 1. 8. 
7-9; 5. 1.9. 1-2; 5. 1. 10. 8-9; 5. 1.25. 2-3; idem, Prog., 8. 3. 9. 2-3; 8. 3. 9-10; Ep„ 1105. 1.7- 
8; Pausanias, 1. 4. 5-6; 9. 14-15; Parthenius Nicaenus, 2. 32-34; Pindar, Isthmian Odes, 5. 41- 
42; 8. 49-51; idem, Olympian Odes, 9, 71-75; Plutarch, 72. 89C. 1-2; ; idem, 114. 773B. 4-5; 
Quintus Smyrnaeus, 1.4. 173-174; I. 7. 140-141; 1. 14. 129-130; Strabo, 13. 1.7. 14-15; 13. 1. 
8. 6-7. Other versions of the myth of Telephos which were connected with Rome: Herodianos 
and Pseudo-Herodianos, 1. 3. 1. 225. 15-17; I. 3. 1. 364. 19-20; Plutarch, Rom., 2. 1. 1; 
Stephanos Byzantios, Eth., 607. 2-3.

36 Agamemnon’s visit to Delphi for advice before the Trojan war is mentioned by Homer 
without any reference to the »Teuthranian episode.« See: Homer, Odyssey, 8, 73-82; Strabo, 9. 3. 
2, uses the Homeric text as proof for the antiquity of the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi. Also 
Theophrastos, HP, 4. 13. 2; Pliny, HN, 238.
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Dionysus, thus bringing divine wrath upon himself. In retaliation, Dionysus 
caused Telephus to stamble over the tendrils of a vine, hence the god’s otherwise 
unattested epithet Sphaleotas or Sphaltes. The inscription in question was dedicat
ed by two Delphians, Heracleidas and Pista at a time that the cult of Telephus was 
actively promoted by the Attalids37. Daux and Bousquet convincingly argued that 
these activities were initiated at the time that Attalus I concluded an alliance with 
the Aetolian league which controlled Delphi against Philip V. The Aetolians 
assigned the Pergamene king a lot favorably situated to the immediate east of the 
temple of Apollo where the latter built a stoa in the vicinity of which the 
Heracleidas-Pista inscription was discovered. Recent excavations suggest that the 
Attalids used that monument partly as a precinct of the kingdom’s mythical 
founders. Its west and east ends served as shrines of Neoptolemus, father of 
Pergamus, Dionysus Sphaleotas, and presumably of Telephus as well. It may also 
have been associated with the already existing shrine of Neoptolemus in the North 
part of the Delphic sanctuary, next to the Daochus monument38.

Lycophron mentions Dionysos Sphaltes in connection with the »Teuthranian 
episode« twice in the »Alexandra« (v. 206-210 and 1245-1247). Such an excep
tional practice, which he does not follow for any other myth, can be plausibly 
associated with Attalid efforts to actively promote this new and unknown myth. 
The first reference to Dionysus Sphaltes (v. 207: Bdncxov LtpdA/rqv) is explicit: 
The god is mentioned by name, and additional information about his cult at Delphi 
and the legendary visit of Agamemnon to that sanctuary is provided, as if the poet

37 G. Daux-J. Bousquet, Agamemnon, Telephe, Dionysos Sphaleotas et les Attalides, Revue 
Archeologique 19 (1942) 113-125; idem, Agamemnon, Telephe, Dionysos Sphaleötaa et les 
Attalides, Revue Archeologique 20 (1943) 19-40.

38 Neoptolemus was allegedly murdered at Delphi by Orestes and Hermione. See Euripides, 
Andromache, 881-1008, 1085—1165. About the stoa of Attalus I see: Hansen (above n. 14)) 293; 
A. Jacquemin-D. Laroche, La terrace d’ Attalie Ier revisitee, BCH 116 (1992) 229-258. On 
Attalid relations with Delphi and the Aetolians see B. Hintzen-Bohlen, Die Familiengruppe - 
Ein Mittel zur Selbstdarstellung hellenistischer Herrscher, Jdl 105 (1990) 135, fig. 2. On the 
favorable oracles of Pythia for the Attalids see; Pausanias, 10. 15. 2-3. Pythia called Attalus I 
»son of the bull« thereby connecting him with the cults of Zeus and Dionysus. She also predicted 
his victory over the Gauls. Zeus took the form of a bull when he abducted Europa. Dionysos was 
also called xaupoKepox; because of the violence which he inspired. See Euripides, Bacchae, 100; 
Orphic Hymn, 52. 2; Athenaeus, 2. 38e. On the role of the Dionysian cult in Pergamon, see E. 
Ohlemutz, Die Kulte und Heiligtümer der Götter in Pergamon (Darmstadt, 19682) 90-122; D. 
Musti, II Dionisismo degli Attalidi. Antecedenti, modelli, sviluppi, L’ association dionysiaque 
dans les societes anciennes, (Rome, 1986) 104-128. About the cult of Dionysus Sphaleotas in 
Delphi see Hansen (above n. 14) 293. The remains of an Attalid group monument, which was 
probably dedicated by Attalus I in the late third century B.C., have been discovered in Delos.The 
dynasty is represented along with its legendary founders. Bases for the bronze statues of Eumenes 
I, Attalos I, and of the Mysian heroes Midias, Teuthras, and Phalerus have been excavated so far, 
but Philetairus, Telephus, Auge, and Pergamus were probably represented as well. See: IG XI. 4, 
nos. 1107, 1108, 1206, 1207, 1208; Hintzen-Bohlen, (above)140.
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wished to establish the largely unknown legend in the memories of his readers. On 
the other hand, the second mention of the episode is made by association only, 
according to the poet’s usual method (v. 1245-1247: OiKoupoc; 6öpu yvd|i\|/ei 
©eoivoq, yma <Tuv5fica<; A/uyoiq). The myth did not fare better than the other 
Attalid-introduced legends after the Pergamene dynasty died out and the impor
tance of the region in the Hellenistic world affairs declined. The Delphic inscrip
tion and Lycophron’s poem are the only texts which preserve references to it. 
Interestingly, both of them are contemporary and in all likelihood represent 
vessels of Attalid attempts to justify their position in the Second Macedonian War 
and the choices of the Pergamene foreign policy.

Lycophron ’s >Alexandra< in its Context

If the occasion for the composition of the >Alexandra< was indeed, as is 
proposed here, the victory of T. Quintus Flamininus over Philip V, and if one of its 
scopes was to flatter the Romans by presenting them a collection of their legen
dary and actual deeds, Lycophron could hope to gain greater glory, beyond fame 
in the Pergamene court. The Roman-Pergamene security alliance which was 
initiated in the third century B.C., largely thanks to the efforts of Attalus I, 
promoted the cultural ties of the two states. It was through Flamininus and the 
Greek spoils of the Second Macedonian War that the Romans learned to appreci
ate, even become obscessed by, Greek culture. In that respect, Pergamon, their 
loyal ally, became their ideal partner for the exchange of scholars and of ideas. 
Several Pergamene intellectuals and proteges of the Attalid court, like Crates, son 
of Timokrates from Mallus (ca. 200-150 B.C.), travelled to Rome in the years 
following Flamininus’s victory, and acquired powerful Roman patrons, whose 
houses thus turned into the cultural centers of the city39. On their part, the Attalids 
hoped that through these scholars, they could potentially exercise some influence 
over the policy of the Roman Senate.

The nucleus for the famous Library of Pergamon, which was second only in 
importance in its day, had been laid by Attalus I, and scholars like Lycophron II 
used its research facilities in order to promote Pergamene propaganda. Little is 
known about the efforts of the scholars who worked under the early Attalids, but 
there is evidence to suggest that they zealously pursued the same lines of propa
ganda that Lycophron was urged to follow. Musaeus of Ephesus, presumably a 
contemporary of Lycophron II who worked under Attalus I and Eumenes II, is the 
earliest known scholar to draw parallels between the Attalid wars and the Greek

39 Polybius, 30.1; Suetonius, De gramm., 2; Strabo, 1.2. 24 (C 30); Sextus Empiricus, Adv. 
Gramm., 1.44; Dio, Orationes, 53. 1; Suidas, s.v. Apiarapxoq; Plutarch, Moralia, 938d; Hansen 
(above n. 14) 409-417; Kosmetatou (above n. 18) 186-189.
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wars against the Persians in the fifth century B.C. He elaborated this theme in his 
two most famous works, the epic nep<xr|i<;, in ten books, and his elegiac EyKcopia 
which he wrote in honor of Attalus I. An interesting fragmentary text that was 
preserved on papyrus and presumably came from the latter work, preserves part of 
Attalus’s oration on the eve of a crucial battle against the Gauls. The king refuses 
to accept the Gauls’ humiliating proposal to pay tribute and compares their 
invasion to the Persian one of 480 B.C. Musaeus composed his poems at the time 
that Attalus dedicated a series of sculptures commemorating his Gallic victories at 
Athens and Pergamon40.

Neanthes of Kyzicus was another scholar who lived and worked in Pergamon 
during the early years of the reign of Eumenes II and was assigned to write the 
official biography of Attalus I. According to Athenaeus, he incorporated this 
king’s deeds into Greek history, a comprehensive account of which constituted his 
introduction. What part of his narrative represented reality, and how much of it 
was fiction, will never be known, as his work has vanished, but at least one of his 
contemporaries, the philologist Polemon from Glyceia in the Troad (ca. 230-160 
B.C.) accused him of using unreliable sources41.

celebrate the 
pies which v 
common inte 
new national 
Alexander’s 
vain. Less th 
turned into a 
the Roman 
glorious lege 
their dynasty

Leuven

Conclusion

If indeed Lycophron lived and worked at Pergamon during the early second 
century B.C., he was probably part of a wider circle of scholars who tirelessly 
worked in support of Attalid policies and propaganda. This association, as well as 
his contemporary Attalid foreign policy, may have provided him with a unique 
opportunity to travel to Rome and study the Italian history and its mythological 
tradition. The strong Homeric background that he received at Pergamon, as well 
as the tragic tradition in his family, provided an essential framework for the 
incorporation of Italian legends into the Greek and Trojan legendary past. Evi
dence from the poem suggests that the Roman-Pergamene security alliance which 
led to Flamininus’s victory over Philip V at Kynoskephalai, offered the opportuni
ty for the composition of the >Alexandra< in the years between 196-194 B.C. This 
work should not be merely viewed as highly sophisticated flattery directed to
wards the Romans alone. The poet’s main aim was: to justify the controversial 
Roman-Attalid relationship as an essential factor which guaranteed the freedom of 
the Greeks, and indeed as indispensable for the future of the Hellenistic world; to

40 On the so-called »Small Attalid Dedication« see: Pausanias, 1.25.2; Plutarch, Marcus 
Antonius, 60.2; IG II2 1035; also: Habicht (above n. 13) 563, Kosmetatou (above n. 18) 110— 
112; 190, n. 53; 197-214 for a list of relevant bibliography. On Musaeus from Ephesus cf. Suida, 
s.v. Mousaios Ephesios; F. Susemihl, Geschichte der griechischen Litteratur in der Alexandrin
erzeit (Leipzig, 1891) I, 406.

41 Athenaeus, 13.602e; 15.699d; FGrHist II C, 144; Suida, s.v. Neanthes Kyzikenos.
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celebrate the mutual understanding between the Roman and the Pergamene peo
ples which was based on their shared culture and family bonds, as well as on a 
common interest in a peaceful future; and, last but not least, to promote the Attalid 
new national mythology and represent the dynasty as a legitimate heir to parts of 
Alexander’s empire and of his legacy. Later developments proved his efforts in 
vain. Less than three decades later, the Roman-Attalid bilateral partnership had 
turned into a one-way dependency of the Pergamene kingdom on the goodwill of 
the Roman Senate. And the elaborate new myths which commemorated the 
glorious legendary past of the Pergamene monarchs were forgotten as soon as 
their dynasty died out, and the geopolitical importance of Pergamon shrank.

Leuven Elisabeth Kosmetatou
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