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The impact made by the almost superhuman life and career of Alexander the Great upon the
imagination of posterity has been enormous, not only in the Greco-Roman world and the later
West, but also in the Middle East and Central Asia, generating numerous Alexander legends
and romances across the centuries?. In Classical scholarship, too, Alexander often has as much
appealed to the scholar’s imagination as he has taxed his or her more sober historical-critical
faculties, and assessments of his character and achievements diverge widely>.

This divergence also comes strikingly to the fore in the characterization of Alexander presented
in the historical fiction of the English-South African novelist Mary Renault (1905-1983) and
the Dutch novelist Louis Couperus (1863-1923), who have good claim to be regarded as this
century's greatest authors of prose fiction set in Greco-Roman antiquity; Couperus, nearly
three-quarters of a century after his death, is still revered by the Dutch as their greatest

novelistt. Mary Renault devoted two novels, Fire From Heaven (1969) and The Persian Boy

1 This article is based on a paper presented at the annual conference of the Atlantic Classical Association
held at Acadia University in October 1995.

2 A fine study of the Alexander tradition during the Middle Ages is George Cary's The Medieval
Alexander, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956.

3 Much of this divergence of assessment and opinion is well surveyed and analyzed by Jobn Maxwell
O'Brien in his Alexander the Great: The Invisible Enemy, London and New York: Routledge, 1992,
which accentuates the darker side of Alexander’s character.

4 My judgment of the pre-eminence of Mary Renault and Louis Couperus is both quantitative and
qualitative. Renault’s reputation as an anthor rests almost entirely on ber so-called "Greek" novels, a
total of nine, published from 1956 to 1981. David Sweetnan's Mary Renault: A Biography, London:
Chatto & Windus, 1993, is excellent on Renault’s writing of these, including the formidable research
she did. Bernard F. Dick's The Hellenism of Mary Renault, Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southem
Illinois University Press, 1972, London and Amsterdam: Feffer & Simons, Inc., 1972, which covers
Renault’s output as far as Fire From Heaven, is insightful on the unique qualities of the "Greek™
novels: "By immersing herself in a world which most readers regard with a cinematic awe, she has 50
thoroughly assimilated the classical vision of life, love, war, and death that her fiction is like a
collateral reading to Greek literature. ...it is unassailably clear that Mary Renault is one of the most
creative historical novelists of our era and the only bona fide Hellenist in twentieth-century fiction”
(pp.123-124). The fact that currently six of her "Greek" novels are available in Penguin paperback
westifies to the canonical status of her historical fiction. From 1898 to 1920, Couperus published ten
major works of prose fiction set in the Greco-Roman World: six novels, three mythological romances,
and one collection of short stories; three of these (Ancient Tourism, 1911, The Comedians, 1917, and
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