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Alexander’s Empire 



• The “Perfect General” 
– Never lost a battle 

– Personally fought in battles (wounded 
several times) 

– After a battle mingled with the 
survivors 

– Honored the dead 
• Strongly religious burials 

• Exempted their families from further 
military duty and from taxes 

– Broke up regional regiments to have 
loyalty directly to him 

Alexander 
Inspired Confidence 



• Generals fought each 
other for power 

 

• In the end, the empire 
was divided among three 
most powerful generals 

 

• Called themselves kings 

– Antigonus became 
king of Macedonia and 
Greece 

– Seleucus ruled Persian 
Empire  

– Ptolemy ruled Egypt 

Power Struggle 

• Alexander’s empire the 
largest world had ever 
seen 

 

• Did not rule very long 

 

• 323 BC, Alexander fell ill 
while in Babylon 

 

• Died a few days later at 
age 33 

 

• Alexander died without 
naming heir 

Death at Early Age 

End of the Empire 



• Many historians believe that 
Alexander the Great would have 

conquered the entire world had he 
lived to a normal old age. 

• Alexander was able to achieve what 
no other man dreamed was possible. 

• Not only did he conquered almost all 
the known civilized world in 12 

years, but Alexander also brought 
about a spread of Greek culture into 

the vast reaches of the world. 
• Alexander was destined for glory 

and he achieved it. 
• A quote from Alexander the Great, 

"I would rather live a short life of 
glory than a long one of 

obscurity"….or "Its better to burn 
out than fade away" .   
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• In 332 BC Alexander the Great conquered Egypt 
with a Greek army. At first the Egyptians thought he 
would make them independent again, but he did 
not. 

• Alexander made Egypt part of his own empire. 

• When Alexander died in 323 BC, his general Ptolemy 
(TA-low-mee) took over Egypt as his own territory. 

• He and his successors (all called Ptolemy) ruled 
Egypt until the Roman Augustus conquered it from 
the last Ptolemy and Queen Cleopatra in 30 BC. The 
Ptolemies succeeded in reconquering much of Israel 
and Syria.  

• They brought Greek culture and the Greek language 
to Egypt, though ordinary people continued to speak 
Egyptian and worship Egyptian gods. 
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Macedonian Dynasty 332-
305 BC 

Alexander the Great     332-323 BC 

All of Alexander’s relatives were secretly 
murdered. 

 
Philip Arrhidaeus        323-317 BC 

(Mentally Retarded half-brother) 

 
Alexander IV                317-310 BC 

• Military struggle resulted in carving the empire 
into 3 major dynasties controlled by Macedonian 
generals – 20 years of conflict 

• Successor kingdoms collectively known as the 
“Diadochi ” 

 
 



Arrhidaeus and Perdiccas  

• After Alexander’s death the empire 
was inherited my his mentally 
unstable half-brother Arrhidaeus, 
and with Perdiccas as regent.  

• Alexander’s wife, Roxane, being 
pregnant at the time, could also 
have given birth to a male heir.  
– The lad did not live. 

• Perdiccas divided the empire 
among Alexander’s marshals/ 
generals.  

 





Wars of the Successors  
First Phase (321-301 BC) 

• Ptolemy acquired Egypt, Libya and 
all Arabian land close to Egypt. 

• Unitarians (Perdiccas, Antigonus, 
and his son, Demetrius). 

• Separatists (Ptolemy, Seleucos, 
Lysimachos). 

• The first phase is characterized by 
the failed attempt of the unitarians 
to keep the empire together.  

• Two invasions to Egypt by the 
unitarians (defeated by the terrain 
of Egypt). 
 



Wars of the Successors  
Second Phase (301-280 BC) 

• Struggles between the 
separatists to establish, maintain, 
or even increase their kingdoms. 

• At the end three great kingdoms 
emerged: Macedon, the Seleucid 
Empire, and Egypt (with 
Cyrenaica). 

• Peace treaty between Macedon 
and the Seleucids to war against 
the Ptolemies.  



Hellenistic World 
• Period of continuous warfare between 

successor states 

– Four Diodoch wars 

– Many Greco-Macedonian competitors for 
power 

– Mercenary armies – primary soldiers of 
period 

• Monarchs rule vast and diverse kingdoms 

– Territories of old Persian empire 

– Each empire embarked on building 
projects, scholarship & patronage of the 
arts  

• New ruling class of descendants of                         
Greco-Macedonian conquerors  

• New cities take on importance 

• Greek culture dominates – Greek lingua 
franca  

• Individualism replaces loyalty to polis 

• Commerce and travel increases 

• Blending and assimilation of cultures 
 
 

Seleuscus I Nicator 
– 311-281 BC. 



Ptolemaic Egypt 
Ptolemies: last dynasty of 

independent Egypt, 332-30 BC 

• After Alexander’s death, friend 
Ptolemy became satrap of Egypt  

• Establish new capital at 
Alexandria 
– Center of culture & commerce 

• Bring Greek cultural influence 
– Administered country in Greek 

– Introduced cult of Serapis bull 

• Respected local religious 
traditions 
– Retain existing Egyptian religious 

and political system 

– Presented themselves as native 
pharaohs  

• 14 kings - all called Ptolemy  

• There is a prominence of female 
rulers. 

• Cleopatra last ruler 



Ptolemy I Soter                    305-285 BC 

Ptolemy II Philadelphus      285-246 BC 

Ptolemy III Euergetes I      246-221 BC 

Ptolemy IV Philopator          221-205 BC 

Ptolemy V Epiphanes          205-180 BC 

Ptolemy VI Philometor         180-145 BC 

Ptolemy VII Neos Philopator       145 BC 

Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II    170-116 BC 

Ptolemy IX Soter II                 116-107 BC 

Ptolemaic Egypt – 305-30 BC 



Ptolemy X Alexander I            107-88 BC 

Ptolemy IX Soter II (restored)    88-80 BC 

Ptolemy XI Alexander II           80 BC 

Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos    80-51 BC 

Cleopatra VII Philopator           51-30 BC 

Ptolemy XIII                           51-47 BC 

Ptolemy XIV                            47-44 BC 

Ptolemy XV Cesarion              44-30 BC 

Ptolemaic Egypt – 107-30 BC 





Ptolemaic Queens 
• 7 queens named Cleopatra &                  

4 named Berenice. 

• Rose to power when their sons or 
brothers were too young.  

• Often married brother. 

• Berenice IV- sole ruler in 57 BC 

• Cleopatra III presents herself as 
goddess Isis & goddess Maat 

– Defeats Ptolemy IV in battle, 102 BC 

• Cleopatra VII, 69-30 BC 

– Ascended the Egyptian throne at 17 

– Fought brother/husband Ptolemy XIII  

– Lover of Julius Caesar & Marc 
Anthony 

– Lost Battle of Actium to Augustus 

– Commits suicide 

– Last Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt 

 
 



Royal Library of Alexandria 
• Once the largest library in the 

world – archive of literary and 
scientific achievements of the time  

• Founded at the beginning of the 
3rd cen. BC, during reign of 
Ptolemy II 

• Father built first part of library 
complex, the Temple of the Muses 
—the Musaion (museum) 

• Handwritten manuscripts  

– Papyrus & parchment scrolls 

• Initially focused primarily on 
editing texts – research center 

• Center of international scholarship 

• Library or parts of the collection 
were destroyed by fire on a 
number of occasions – 4 events 
identified 
 
 



Hellenistic Cities 
• All aspects of Greek culture 

– Theater, gymnasium, agora, 
temple 

• Growth of these cities 
provokes  massive migrations 
from the Greek mainland  

• Cosmopolitan centers of 
government, trade and culture 

• Cities were no longer 
independent 

• Cities owed allegiance to 
kingdoms rather than city-
states 

• Monarchs often advocated 
democracy in their cities 
– Governed by magistrates, 

councils & popular assemblies 
– King demanded tribute and 

taxes 

• Many cities introduced civic 
religious cults honoring their 
kings  
 
 



Hellenistic Economy 
Currency standardized  

• Coinage – 2 separate standards of weight 

– Based on silver drachma 

Command Economies 

• Kingdoms take control of economic activity 

– Control trade and industry 

– Funnel riches into royal treasury 

– Successful industries converted into royal 

monopolies 

– sesame oil, salt, perfumes, incense 

– beer industry in Egypt – royal breweries 

• Kings levy taxes on imports and exports 

• Required complex administrative structures, 

with large Greek-speaking bureaucracies  

• Used money to enrich themselves and fund 

constant wars  
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Hellenistic Art 
Realism instead of ideal 
• Naturalism, movement, 

emotion, expressiveness & 
dramatic posing  

• Demonstrated individuality of 
faces & bodies, even 
imperfections 

• Human condition, state of 
mind & daily life popular 
subjects  

• Social diversity in art 
• Statues of female nudes 

popular 
Royal & wealthy patronage 
• Reflect ideals of Greek 

aesthetics 
• Political agenda of promoting 

Greek culture 
• Hired architects to design 

cities conducive to Greek life 
 
 
 



 

Hellenistic Art 



Hellenistic Philosophy 

Philosophy mainly for the wealthy and educated 

Sought to give ataraxia or peace of mind  

Epicureanism 
• Epicurus c. 341-270 BC 

• Chance rules all – Everything random 

• Aim of life was pleasure 

• The highest pleasure was absence of pain 

• Pleasure of the mind was preferable to that of the body 

• The soul dies with the body, so we must not fear death 
or afterlife 

• The gods exist but do not concern themselves with 
humanity or natural phenomena (all of which can be 
explained scientifically) 

• Should avoid public life and emotional commitments in 
order to escape the pains likely to be caused by them  

• Withdraw from worldly affairs 

 



Stoicism 
Zeno of Citium – founded 300 BC 
• Most influential philosophy among educated  
• All humans are subject to universal laws.   

– Simple divine plan governs the universe  
– One must follow this plan to find happiness  
– By living in harmony with nature, one 

gains          peace of mind and the reward of 
virtue  

– Universe functions according to a 
preordained cyclic pattern of 
occurrences.  Nothing that happens is new, 
and it all happens for a reason.  

• By cultivating self discipline, people learn to 
accept their fate and become immune to 
earthly anxieties  

• Achieve inner freedom and tranquility  
• Duty to participate in public affairs  
 

Hellenistic Philosophy 



Mystery Religions 
• Religion of the common people 
• Syncretism - fusion of beliefs  
• Religion with secret wisdom 
• Beliefs, practices, and the religion's 

true nature are revealed only to 
those who have been initiated into 
its secrets  

• Common cult components 
– Sacred symbols & rites with 

personal spiritual & magical 
efficacy  

– Purification rituals  
– Baptisms and other initiation 

rites and sacraments  
– Initiation be divided into several 

stages through which an 
adherent had to ascend to obtain 
knowledge 

• Central theme of life-death-rebirth 
cycle 

• Promise of afterlife to initiates 



Alexandria 

• Alexandria became the capital of 
the Ptolemies.  
– The most spectacular city of the 

Hellenistic world. (Visited by Stabo 
right after the end of the Ptolemaic 
Dynasty). 

• The Sema, the burial place of the 
Ptolemaic kings, including 
Alexander the Great. 

• Mouseion (Museum) modeled after 
the Academy of Plato and Aristotle. 

 





Early Hellenistic Power and 
Influence 

• Israel was thus caught between 
two competing, yet Hellenistic, 
powers: 

– The Ptolemies in Egypt 

– The Seleucids in Syria 

• Israel was at various times under 
the control each of these nations, 
but in both cases influenced by a 
Hellenistic culture. 



• Being caught between two rival 
powers, Israel found its fortunes 
changing often. 

• Throughout, Hellenistic culture 
had its effect: 
– The Greek language 

– Introduction of Greek gods and/or 
religious ideas (especially the 
variety or multiplicity of deities) 

– A more “cosmopolitan” view of the 
world 

 

Early Hellenistic Power and 
Influence 



Judea under the Ptolemies 

• In the early Hellenistic period, 
Judea was under the control of 
the Ptolemaic rule (Egypt) 

• Economic control was strong (i.e. 
high taxation). 

• But overt attempt to control 
Jewish religion, or the temple, 
was low. 

• A general sense of respect for 
Jewish religious practices and 
thought. 



• During this time, the 
Greek translation of 
Old Testament 
(Septuagint = LXX) 
was made in 
Alexandria. 
– A generous reading of 

this process of 
translation contained 
in the “Letter of 
Aristeas” 

– Including some of the 
expansions of the OT 
texts. 

 

A Coin depicting Ptolemy II 

Statue depicting Ptolemy II in 
style of Pharoah 

Judea under the Ptolemies 

http://www.bibletexts.com/glossary/septuagint.htm
http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/letteraristeas.html
http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/letteraristeas.html


• Also some rich literature (e.g. 
Ben Sirach, or Ecclesiasticus, in 
the Apocrypha) 
– Note especially Sirach ch. 24, which 

might compared favorably to 
Proverbs ch. 8. 

• Ptolemy’s Alexandria was a 
center of learning.  

• The famed Library in Alexandria 
was known for its rich collection 
of literature. 

 

 

Judea under the Ptolemies 

http://hum.lss.wisc.edu/~rltroxel/JHL/Wisdom.html
http://hum.lss.wisc.edu/~rltroxel/JHL/Wisdom.html


  



Ptolemy - Kingship 
• The king was required to be of 

Argead descent.   
– For Ptolemy I it has been stated that 

his mother had been impregnated by 
Philip II before she married the 
historical father, Lagus. 

• The army had to formally approve 
the succession. 

• The concept of ‘sacred family’. 
Alexander, the son of Zeus. Claim of 
descent from Heracles and Dionysos.  

• Brother-sister marriage started with 
Ptolemy II and Arsinoe II. 





The Decline 
• Erosion of the Aegean and Syrian 

possessions. 
• Dynastic schism generating 

murderous bouts.  
• The Alexandrian mob of king-

makers (high ranking power 
thirsty Greeks):  

1. Frequent actions during the 
rivalry of Ptolemy VI and VIII.  

2. Assassination of Ptolemy X. 
3. The mob was finally annihilated 

by Julius Caesar.  



• Decline of royal authority leading 
to internal strife (hostilities 
between Greek cities). 

• Internal problems: Strikes, 
attacks on villages, despoliation 
of temples. 

• Famine, inflation, oppressive 
administrative system. 

• Local uprisings. 

The Decline 



The Emergence of Rome 

• Elimination of Macedon in 167 BC. 

• Annexation of Pergamum in 133 BC. 

• The takeover of a large part of the 
Seleucid Kingdom. 

•  Mediator of the disputes between 
Ptolemy VI and VIII. 

• Support of Ptolemy XI to the throne. 

• Involvement in the murderous 
conflicts between Cleopatra VII and 
her brothers Ptolemy XIII and XIV.  

• Mark Anthony and Cleopatra VII. 




