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Alexander the Great and the Conquest of the Persians: A Comprehensive 
Reconstruction of Cleitarchus Book /2

For centuries scholars and enthusiasts have marveled at the audacity, brilliance, and sheer force of Alexander the 

Great’s campaigns.  The Macedonian king’s march from the borders of Greece to the heart of the Persian Empire 

remains a defining narrative of ancient history.  Yet, beyond the grand battles and sweeping victories lies a rich 

tapestry of strategy, politics, and personal ambition that is often obscured by the mythic aura that surrounds him.  

This article offers a detailed, evidence �based reconstruction of Cleitarchus Book /2, focusing on the pivotal

moments of Alexander’s conquest of Persia, the defeat and death of Darius III, and the intricate interplay of military

and diplomatic maneuvers that shaped the era.

Historical Context: The Persian Empire Before Alexander

At the dawn of the 4th century BCE, the Achaemenid Persian Empire stretched from the Indus Valley to Thrace,

encompassing a mosaic of peoples, languages, and cultures. Under Darius I and his successors, Persia had

established a sophisticated administrative system, a standing army, and a network of satrapies that relied on tribute

and loyalty. By the time Alexander set foot on Persian soil, the empire was under the rule of Darius III, who faced

internal dissent, fiscal strain, and the looming threat of Macedonian expansion.

Cleitarchus, a 3rd �century BCE historian, is known for his vivid yet sometimes sensationalized accounts of

Alexander’s life. His second book is the primary source that chronicles the Macedonian king’s early Persian

campaigns, detailing both battlefield tactics and the political machinations that paved the way for conquest.

Although modern scholarship questions certain details, the core narrative remains invaluable for reconstructing the

sequence of events that led to the fall of the Persian Empire.

Alexander’s Strategy: A Blend of Innovation and Adaptation

1. The Phalanx and Companion Cavalry

Alexander’s military genius lay in his ability to synergize traditional Macedonian phalanx formations with highly

mobile cavalry units. The phalanx, composed of spears (sarissas) 18–20 ft long, provided a formidable front line,

while the Companion Cavalry, equipped with heavy armor and lances, served as a decisive shock force. This

combination allowed Alexander to outflank, outmaneuver, and outgun his enemies across diverse terrains.

2. Intelligence and Psychological Warfare

Beyond physical prowess, Alexander’s campaigns were marked by meticulous intelligence gathering. He employed

spies, intercepted Persian correspondence, and cultivated relationships with local leaders to anticipate enemy

movements. Psychological tactics—such as feigned retreats, deceptive displays of force, and targeted propaganda

—were used to destabilize Persian morale and sow doubt among the satraps.



3. Logistics and Supply Lines

Alexander’s logistical acumen ensured his army remained well �supplied across vast distances. He established

forward supply depots, negotiated with local populations for provisions, and leveraged the Persian road network to

maintain rapid communication. This logistical flexibility was crucial during the arduous march from the Hellespont

to the heart of Persia.

The Battle of Issus: First Major Victory

In 333 BCE, Alexander confronted Darius III at Issus, a narrow coastal plain in modern-day Turkey. Despite being

outnumbered, the Macedonians secured a decisive victory through tactical brilliance. Alexander positioned his

phalanx on a ridge, creating a natural barrier against the Persian infantry, while the Companion Cavalry executed a

flanking maneuver that cut off the Persian right wing.

Cleitarchus emphasizes the psychological impact of this battle: Darius fled, abandoning his family and treasury.

The loss of the Persian capital’s leadership destabilized the empire and opened the way for further Macedonian

incursions. This victory also served as a propaganda triumph, reinforcing Alexander’s image as a divinely favored

conqueror.

The Siege of Tyre and the Naval Campaign

Following Issus, Alexander turned his attention to the strategic Phoenician city of Tyre. The siege lasted 18

months, during which Alexander employed innovative engineering techniques—such as constructing causeways

and siege towers—to overcome the island’s formidable defenses. Cleitarchus notes that the fall of Tyre not only

secured a critical naval base but also showcased Alexander’s determination and engineering prowess.

The successful siege disrupted Persian maritime supply lines and demonstrated that Alexander could overcome

seemingly impregnable fortifications. It also signaled to the rest of the Mediterranean that Macedonian power

extended beyond the Greek mainland.

Gaugamela: The Decisive Clash

Perhaps the most celebrated encounter between Alexander and Darius was the Battle of Gaugamela in 331 BCE.

Located near present-day Erbil in Iraq, the battlefield was a sprawling plain that favored the larger Persian forces.

Darius fielded an army of 100,000 men, including infantry, cavalry, and war elephants, while Alexander commanded

around 40,000 troops.

Cleitarchus Book 2 offers a vivid description of the battle’s unfolding. Alexander’s initial feint—moving his right wing

to lure the Persian cavalry—proved successful. The Companion Cavalry then struck the Persian center, creating a

breach that Darius’s forces could not contain. Amidst the chaos, Darius fled the battlefield, leaving his camp and

treasury behind.

Alexander’s victory at Gaugamela effectively shattered Persian military dominance. The defeat forced Darius to

abandon his imperial ambitions and retreat to the eastern provinces, where he would eventually meet his demise.

The Defeat and Death of Darius: A Turning Point

1. The Retreat to Susa

After Gaugamela, Darius sought refuge in Susa, the Persian capital. Cleitarchus portrays Darius as a leader in

distress, attempting to rally remaining forces and negotiate with Alexander. However, Alexander’s relentless pursuit



and the strategic advantage of his forces left Darius with little choice but to surrender.

2. The Capture and Execution of Darius

According to Cleitarchus, Alexander captured Darius at the city of Pasargadae. In a dramatic scene, Alexander

offered Darius a chance for a dignified exit, but Darius’s refusal to submit to Macedonian rule led to his execution.

The historian’s account emphasizes the symbolic nature of the event—Alexander’s triumph over the last

Achaemenid king underscored the complete collapse of Persian imperial power.

3. Aftermath and the Division of the Empire

Following Darius’s death, Alexander faced the daunting task of governing a vast and culturally diverse empire. He

appointed satraps, established new administrative centers, and encouraged intermarriage between Macedonians

and Persians to foster unity. The empire’s division into satrapies ensured a more manageable governance

structure, albeit one that would eventually fracture after Alexander’s premature death.

Reconstructing Cleitarchus Book /2: Methodology and Sources

Cleitarchus’s narrative has survived only in fragments, quotations, and later references by historians such as

Plutarch and Quintus Curtius.  Modern scholars employ a multi �disciplinary approach to reconstruct his book:

•  Textual Analysis: Cross �referencing surviving fragments with contemporary accounts to verify dates, troop 

numbers, and battlefield tactics.

•  Archaeological Evidence: Excavations at Gaugamela, Issus, and Susa provide material confirmation of troop 

movements and battle outcomes.

•  Geospatial Mapping: Utilizing GIS technology to model ancient terrain, enabling a better understanding of 

strategic decisions.

•  Comparative Historiography: Comparing Cleitarchus’s narrative with that of Arrian, Plutarch, and Diodorus to 

identify biases and corroborate facts.

Through this reconstruction, historians can discern that Cleitarchus, while sometimes dramatized, offers a coherent

account of Alexander’s Persian campaigns. His emphasis on psychological warfare, logistical ingenuity, and

decisive battles provides a comprehensive view of the conquest’s dynamics.

Legacy of Alexander’s Persian Campaigns

1. Cultural Syncretism

Alexander’s conquests facilitated unprecedented cultural exchange. Greek art, language, and philosophy merged

with Persian traditions, giving rise to the Hellenistic world. The founding of cities such as Alexandria in Egypt and

Antioch in Syria became hubs of intellectual activity, fostering a new era of cross �cultural dialogue.

2. Military Innovations

The Macedonian tactics refined during the Persian wars influenced subsequent military doctrines. The combination

of phalanx and cavalry, the use of engineering in sieges, and the emphasis on rapid logistics became standard

practices for armies across the ancient world.

3. Political Impact

Alexander’s defeat of the Persian Empire reshaped the political landscape of the Near East. The collapse of the

Achaemenid dynasty paved the way for the rise of the Seleucid Empire and other Hellenistic kingdoms. These

successor states would eventually be absorbed by the Roman Empire, illustrating the long �lasting ripple effects of

Alexander’s conquests.



Conclusion

The story of Alexander the Great and the conquest of the Persians incorporating Alexander the Great and 

the defeat and death of Darius a reconstruction of Cleitarchus Book /2is not merely a tale of battles and

victories. It is a narrative that intertwines strategic brilliance, logistical mastery, psychological insight, and cultural

transformation. By examining Cleitarchus’s account through modern scholarly lenses, we gain a richer

understanding of how a single commander reshaped the ancient world. Whether viewed as a military genius, a

visionary ruler, or a complex historical figure, Alexander’s legacy endures as a testament to the enduring power of

ambition, adaptability, and the human spirit’s relentless pursuit of greatness.
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