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[Topic] Musical competitions of Alexander the Great at Tyre (Phoenicia)

[Source] Plutarchus, Alexandri vita 29, 1-6

[Period] 350-300 BC (331 BC, late spring, May/June)

[Text] 1. Eic 8¢ ®owikny énavelbav €& Atyvmtov, Buciag Toig 0e0ic kai mopumag Emetélel Kol

YOPAOV [£Y]KUKAMOV KOl TPAYIKOV GyDVaAS, 00 HOVOV TUIS TUPACKEVOIS, GALX Kol TOIS Gpillarg
AapTTPOVG YEVOREVOLG. 2. ExopnyouV Yap oi factrelc Tdv Kumpiov, domep AOvnoy oi kAnpovuevol
Kotd QULAAG, Kol Nywvilovto Bavpoothy euloTiig mpdg dAAnAovg. 3. pdiiota o0& Nikokpéwv O
Tolapiviog kai ITacikpdng 6 ToA10g Steprloviknoay. ovTot yop ELayov Toig £v0EoTaTolg VokpLToic
yopnyetv, Iacwpdtng puev Adnvoddpw, Nikokpéwv 0& Oeccaid, mepi OV E6TOVOAKEL KOl 00TOG
AAEEAVOPOC. 00 PNV SEENVE TNV GIOLONV TPOTEPOV T} TOAC YNEOIS Avayopevdijval vik@dvta Tov
AONMVOdmpov. 4. 101e &’ O¢ EokeV ATIAV EPT) TOVG UEV KPLTAG EMALVETV, ADTOG LEVTOL LEPOG BV NOEMG
npoéoban thic Pacireiog €mi @ WU OeccaAdv 1d0elv veviknuévov. 5. énel & AOnvodwpog vO TV
Anvaiov piwbeic, 611 Tpog TOV dydva TdV Atovusiov ovk drnvinceyv, n&lov ypdyat mepi avTod
oV Pactiéa, todto pev ovk €moinoe, v 0& (nuiav anéoteire map’ €owtod. 6. AVKmvog 6¢ T0D
ZKOPPEMG EVTUEPODVTOG €V TM B TP Kol oTiYOV €l TNV KOU®OiaV EUParovTog aitnoy mepiéyovia
déKa TOAAVTOV, YeEAAGOS EdMKE.

[Translation] 1 When he had returned from Egypt into Phoenicia, he honoured the gods with
sacrifices and solemn processions, and held contests of dithyrambic choruses and tragedies which
were made brilliant, not only by their furnishings, but also by the competitors who exhibited
them. 2. For the kings of Cyprus were the choregi, or exhibitors, just like, at Athens, those chosen by
lot from the tribes, and they competed against each other with amazing ambition. 3. Most eager
of all was the contention between Nicocreon of Salamis and Pasicrates of Soli. For the lot assigned
to these exhibitors the most celebrated actors, to Pasicrates Athenodorus, and to Nicocreon Thessalus,
in whose success Alexander himself was interested. 4. He did not reveal this interest, however, until,
by the votes of the judges, Athenodorus had been proclaimed victor. But then, as it would appear, on
leaving the theatre, he said that he approved the decision of the judges, but would gladly have given
up a part of his kingdom rather than to have seen Thessalus vanquished. 5. And yet, when
Athenodorus, who had been fined by the Athenians for not keeping his engagement in the dramatic
contest of their Dionysiac festival, asked the king to write a letter to them in his behalf, though he
would not do this, he sent them the amount of the fine from his own purse. 6. Furthermore, when
Lycon of Scarpheia, who was acting successfully before Alexander, inserted into the comedy a verse
containing a request for ten talents, Alexander laughed and gave them to him. [transl. B. Perrin]

[Comment] These contests took place in Tyre in 331 BC, following Alexander’s return from
Memphis in Phoenicia [Oliva 1993, 94-95; Tritle 2009, 126-127; Le Guen 2014, 252; Vahtikari 2014,
103-105]. During this time, the musical contests mentioned by Arrian in /] 6.1 also took place (see
the specific entry). However, it appears that the two events were not the same. The musical contests
here in question occurred after Alexander’s return to Tyre from Egypt (Eic 6¢ ®owviknv énaveAbov
&€ Atlydmrov “when Alexander has already returned”), i.e. during his stay in the capital of Phoenicia,
which likely lasted at least two months (see Arrian III 6, 1 entry, for the relevant chronology). In
contrast, the earlier contests were held when Alexander first returned to Tyre and immediately after
the military campaign in Samaria. The contests here in question were exclusively musical
competitions, held after ceremonies dedicated to multiple deities, including processions. In contrast,
the earlier contests were held alongside gymnastic games, were exclusively in honor of
Heracles/Melqart, and were specifically held to give thanks for the victory in Samaria. Besides,
Plutarch describes here the musical competitions as being dedicated to Dionysus and based on the
model of the Great Dionysia in Athens. There were processions (probably before the contests),



cyclical choruses, i.e. dithyramb performances. There were also choregoi and as choregoi were
prominent figures like the kings of Cyprus, Nicocreon of Salamis [Heckel 2006, 179-180] and
Pasicrates of Soli [Heckel 2006, 193]. Also took part famous tragedy actors, such as Thessalus,
Alexander’s favourite, and Athenodorus, as well as well-known comedy actors like Lycon of Scarfea.
Unlike the earlier contests, these musical competitions were clearly organized in advance and aimed
at being prestigious events, which they actually were, thanks to their organization (toig TopacKeLOIc),
the spirit of competition (toic auidlaig), and the impressive emulation among the artists (Bavpooti
euotig Tpog ardinrovg) [Oliva 1993, 94-95, 96; Lindsay Adams 2014, 339; Le Guen 2014, 257,
264, 268-269; Vahtikari 2014, 103-105].

The importance of this event is also highlighted by the fame and prestige of the actors selected, now
under contract for Alexander. The tragic actor Athenodorus: before this performance in Tyre, he had
won at the Great Dionysia and possibly also at the Lenaia in 342 BC, and later he would win again at
the Great Dionysia in 329 BC. Moreover, he would return to perform, but not in a competition, for
Alexander the Great during the famous ‘Weddings of Susa’ in 324 BC [Heckel 2006, 61; Vahtikari
2014, 103-105, 108-110]. The tragic actor Thessalus: before this performance in Tyre, he had already
won at the Great Dionysia in 347 and 341 BC, as well as at the Lenaia in 356 BC (for the second
time). He too would return to perform for Alexander, but not in a competition, at the aforementioned
‘Weddings of Susa’in 324 BC. [Heckel 2006, 265; Vahtikari 2014, 103-105, 108-110]. Finally, Lycon
of Scarfea: before Tyre in 331 BC, he had won at the Lenaia in 350 BC, and like Thessalus and
Athenodorus, he would also perform at the ‘Weddings of Susa’ in 324 BC [Heckel 2006, 152;
Vahtikari 2014, 103-105, 108-110].

On the basis of Plutarch’s remark that Lycon of Scarpheia “was performing successfully in the
theatre” (evompepodvtog &v @ Bedtp) it has been suggested that the musical competitions may have
taken place in a theatre, or at least in a specially constructed venue, may be temporary [Vahtikari
2014, 103-104].

It is not possible to determine how the choruses were composed or which theatrical works were
performed in Tyre. However, it has been suggested that the choruses may have consisted of members
of Alexander's army with a Greek education, and thus able to dance or perform when needed,
alternatively, that the plays were staged without the choruses [Le Guen 2014, 266-267]. Regarding
the plays performed, it has been suggested that they were tragedies or comedies focused on Heracles,
Achilles, and/or Dionysus, staged either in full or in part. Indeed, these three mythological figures
were closely linked to the ancestry of Alexander the Great and were also popular subjects in Athenian
theater during his time; moreover, it is documented that the famous actor Thessalus, mentioned
earlier, played the role of Achilles in both Astydamas II's Achilles and Evaristes' Achilles at the Great
Dionysia in 341 BC [Vahtikari 2014, 112-113].
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