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      Mary Renault 

      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary, where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth £150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                By Mary Renault
              
            

          

        

      

       

      Purposes of Love

      Kind are Her Answers

      The Friendly Young Ladies

      Return to Night

      North Face

      The Charioteer

      The Last of the Wine

      The King Must Die

      The Bull from the Sea

      The Mask of Apollo

      Fire from Heaven

      The Persian Boy

      The Praise Singer

      Funeral Games

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Virago

           

          
            978-1-4055-2622-7

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Mary Renault 1981

            

          

          
            
              
              Introduction copyright © Tom Holland 2014

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              ‘Death of Alexander’ Collected Poems by Robert Lowell. 

            

          

          
            
              
              Copyright © 2003 by Harriet Lowell and Sheridan Lowell. 

            

          

          
            
              
              Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          VIRAGO PRESS

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Funeral Games

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            
              VIRAGO 
               
MODERN CLASSICS 
               
625
            
          
        

        	
          
            
            
              By Mary Renault
            
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Epigraph
          
        

        	
          
            
            Introduction
          
        

        	
          
            
            Principal Persons
          
        

        	
          
            
            323b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            322b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            321b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            319b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            318b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            317b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            316b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            315b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            310b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            286b.c.
          
        

        	
          
            
            Author’s Note
          
        

        	
          
            
            Principal Sources
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        ‘I foresee great contests at my funeral games.’

        
          
             
            – Reported deathbed words of Alexander the Great
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      ‘His face has haunted me for years.’ This confession could have been made by any number of characters in Mary Renault’s trilogy of novels about Alexander the Great. In Fire from Heaven, the greatest coming-of-age story ever to double as a work of historical fiction, it could have been spoken by Olympias, his predatory and implacable mother, or Hephaistion, his beloved friend, or the entire nation of Macedon, whose king by the end of the novel he has become. In The Persian Boy, it could have been whispered softly by Bagoas, the gazelle-eyed eunuch who first seduces Alexander, and then accompanies him on his campaign trail to the very ends of the earth. In Funeral Games, it could have been declared by numerous of the murderous cast of generals who, with the great conqueror dead before his time, struggle and fail to seize control of his legacy. Nowhere else in fiction have Alexander’s beauty and charisma blazed with such potency as they do in Renault’s trilogy. The entire landscape of her novels seems irradiated by their brilliance. Small wonder, then, in a world where the reality of the gods is never doubted, that her Alexander should indeed seem touched by the supernatural.

      The confession, though, was Renault’s own. She made it in a letter to an old university friend, Kasia Abbott, shortly before embarking on her fictionalisation of Alexander’s life. Back in the 1920s, as a student at Oxford, she had discovered in the city’s Ashmolean Museum a treasure-trove of ancient art so stunning that the memory of it never left her. Replicas from the bull-leaping civilisation of Minoan Crete; casts of golden youths from the heyday of classical Athens; portrait busts of philosophers, and poets, and tyrants: all would linger long in Renault’s memory, and powerfully influence the fiction that she came to write. It was Alexander, though, who seems to have seduced her most enduringly: ‘the amazing eyes,’ as she wrote to Kasia Abbott, ‘the way his hair springs from his brow, and what must already early in his twenties have been his weather-beaten beauty…’ Something of how she came to write about him can be gauged, perhaps, from the structure of The Persian Boy. Although to Bagoas, the novel’s narrator, Alexander’s progress is only a faint rumour at first, the tremor of it grows inexorably ever more thunderous, until at last, brought before the great conqueror, he finds the rapture and the passion of the encounter overwhelming, and is smitten for life. So it was, perhaps, mutatis mutandis, for Mary Renault herself.

      Not that she would ever have drawn the analogy herself. She had no illusions as to the chasm of difference that separated her from the world of Alexander. She was dismissive of any notion that people in the past were essentially just like those of the present. ‘To pretend so,’ she declared forthrightly, ‘is an evasion and a betrayal, turning our back on them so as to be easy among familiar things.’ It was precisely the contrast between antiquity and the world of her upbringing, which felt as vivid to her as that between an Aegean summer and the drizzle of an English February, which helps to explain her passion for Alexander. In 1948, oppressed by the grey drabness of post-war Britain, Renault had taken a steamer for South Africa, never to return. It was a bid for novelty, colour and excitement that she would replicate in 1953 when, after a series of novels set in contemporary England, she embarked on the line of fictional evocations of ancient Greece that was to culminate in her Alexander trilogy. Like Bagoas, the castrated slave-boy who discovered in his submission to the great conqueror only liberation, Mary Renault associated Alexander above all with the joys of freedom. 

      Simultaneously, there was a measure of something else to be found in Renault’s fascination with Alexander: self-identification. This is particularly evident in Fire from Heaven, where she had set herself an almost impossible task: not merely to animate the upbringing of the most charismatic conqueror who has ever lived, but to explore how the child had been father to the man. What sources there were for Alexander’s youth Renault duly plundered; but these offered nothing like the detail that she required. Ancient biographers, by and large, took little interest in the childhoods of their subjects. Invariably, they would portray children merely as mini-versions of their adult selves. As a result, our sources for Alexander’s early years are lacking in precisely the kind of psychological detail that a novelist tends most to prize. In her attempt to fill the gaps, Renault could draw on a knowledge of antiquity capable of satisfying even the sternest classicist; but it remained inadequate to her needs. Committed though she certainly was to meeting the highest possible standards of historical accuracy, she did not forgo the novelist’s privilege of inventing what could not be known. As a result, Fire from Heaven is doubly a journey into the past: back to the fourth century BC, of course, but also to the well-springs of Renault’s own career as a writer. 

      When Alexander, in the opening pages of the novel, slips into his mother’s bed and demands that she tell him he is her favourite, he is echoing the behaviour of an earlier protagonist of Renault. In The Charioteer, her last work of contemporary fiction, the novel had opened in a very similar fashion, with its hero, the five-year-old Laurie Odell, leaving his bedroom and ending up in his mother’s arms. He had sought refuge there from an upsetting sight: that of his father packing in the dead of night, and leaving the family home for ever. ‘After, when the passage of years had confused his memories of that night and overlaid them with later knowledge, what he remembered best was having known for the first time the burden, prison and mystery of his own uniqueness.’ Laurie, growing up gay in a Britain that still criminalised homosexual acts, never manages to break free of mainstream society’s contempt for his sexuality, and leads a life that is perpetually marked by compromise. Not so Alexander. He too, like Laurie, witnesses a profoundly disturbing scene in the dead of night, when his father bursts in on his mother, while Alexander is still sheltering in her bed. ‘The child saw him rush upon them, like Polyphemos on his prey. He seemed to bristle all over; even the rod that hung in his black bushy crotch had risen by itself and was thrust forward, a sight of mysterious horror.’ Alexander, however, does not allow himself to be dominated by the traumatic nature of the episode. Marked by it though his own sexuality certainly turns out to have been, he bends it, like everything else, to his will. Not for him what he sees as the priapic self-indulgence of his father. Instead, by committing himself enduringly to Hephaistion, he is able to cast himself as the new Achilles, bonded with a second Patroclus. The man who goes on to conquer the world is portrayed as a man who has first succeeded in conquering himself. 

      It is not hard to see, in the light of Renault’s own life, what the significance of this exemplar might have been to her. Like Laurie, like Alexander, she was the child of a desperately unhappy marriage. Determined, in the face of strident opposition from both her parents, to make her own way in the world, she drove herself unflaggingly hard. Her first ambition, to become a nurse, saw her submit to a programme of training so redolent of the bleakest kind of boarding school that it surely influenced her portrayal of the literally Spartan regime endured by Alexander and his companions in Fire from Heaven. Her second ambition, to become a novelist, was pursued with a similarly unyielding resolve. Only she could write her novels, of course – but Renault, for all that, never lacked for support in her new career. In 1935, as a student nurse, she had met the woman who was destined to be at her side for the remainder of her life. In Julie Mullard she had found a yet further point of contact with Alexander. ‘His emotional commitment to Hephaistion is among the most certain facts of his life.’ So Renault wrote in the afterword to Fire from Heaven. It is hard not to feel that she was simultaneously paying tribute to the great love of her own life. 

      It is the measure of her achievement in the Alexander trilogy that we never find such a conceit ludicrous. So detailed and finely textured is her portrayal of Alexander’s world, and so credible her evocation of his psychology, that the reader rarely pauses to take him on anything other than Renault’s own terms. ‘In grief more than in joy, man longs to know that the universe turns around him.’ For most, such a yearning breeds only illusion; but with Alexander, Renault could explore a hero who had indeed moulded the world to his own ambitions, and made himself its pivot. The intoxicating pleasure of her trilogy is that it enables us to share in the glory and potency of such a man. ‘In his presence,’ declares Bagoas in The Persian Boy, ‘I felt more beautiful.’ All readers who find themselves seduced by Renault’s fictionalisation of Alexander are liable to feel much the same. 

      Yet the figure of Bagoas, ‘the elegant, epicene favourite’, as he is described in Funeral Games, born a boy but looking like a girl, hints at the ambiguities which shadow the dynamics of the entire trilogy. It is not merely the dignity with which Renault endows same-sex relationships, at a time when suspicion of homosexuality remained rife, that marks her as a writer of fiction immeasurably more original than the vast majority of historical novelists. So too, and perhaps more disturbingly to contemporary sensibilities, does the challenge her trilogy represents to some of our most fundamental notions of what it means to be a female writer. Mary Renault, whose mother had always mocked her for her big feet and desire for a career, did not greatly like being a woman. ‘Men,’ she declared flatly, ‘have more fun.’ Perhaps, among her contemporaries, only Patricia Highsmith could rival her resentment at having been born female. Just as Fire from Heaven is alive with the excitement of being a man, so does it cast being a woman as a wretched second best. No taming of horses, no recording a first kill in battle for girls. Throughout the trilogy, they are described as twittering and flocking like birds, and sapping with their ‘whispered confidences’ the martial ardour of their menfolk. ‘Women can’t issue challenges to their enemies as we can,’ Alexander observes to Hephaistion, ‘they can only be avenged like women. Rather than blame them, we ought to be thankful to the gods for making us men.’

      A declaration that in its ideological underpinnings is certainly true to what the historical Alexander would have believed – but one that also, authored as it is by a woman, is liable to strike the reader as just a trifle disorienting. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that many of Renault’s early readers should have believed her a male writer hiding behind a pseudonym. In reality, despite – or perhaps because of – the rigid contrast in Greek culture between the masculine and feminine spheres, her novels repeatedly explore what it might mean to blur the gender divide. ‘There are eunuchs who become women,’ declares Bagoas, ‘and those who do not; we are something by ourselves, and must make of it what we can.’ Indeed, so formidable is his commitment to self-invention that it marks him as both the most original of Renault’s characters, and the most paradigmatic. Striking a balance between the twin ideals of hardiness and beauty, Bagoas is tough enough to accompany Alexander on even the most demanding of his campaigns, yet practised enough in the arts of the bedchamber to satisfy him more fully than any woman. Men too, even Alexander himself, are tempted by the scope for reinvention offered by a spot of gender-bending. Smooth-cheeked, in pointed contrast to his hirsute father, and rumoured to possess ‘a natural fragrance’, the attributes of femininity only serve to enhance the potency of Alexander’s world-conquering charisma. For women, though, it is very different. All attempts to escape ‘claustral and stifling femininity’ serve only to doom them. Even the most powerful are destroyed in the end by their ambitions. Olympias, who dares to stand up to her intimidatingly domineering husband, ends up permanently distanced from her son before finally being stoned to death; Eurydike, who bosses her own husband, goes hunting dressed in masculine clothing, and ‘had known as long as she could remember that she should have been a boy’, is incapacitated at the climactic moment of her career by the onset of her period. If the world of the Alexander trilogy is ultimately a tragic one, then it is especially so for women.

      The paradox of Mary Renault, and the key to her greatness as a resurrectionist of antiquity, is that she was simultaneously ground-breaking and backward-looking, progressive and reactionary. With the Alexander trilogy, homoerotic fiction went mainstream for the first time; but in its scorn for democracy, its idealisation of the heroic, and its mistrust of the feminine, it was also profoundly true to the long-vanished age of Alexander. As the best historical fiction invariably does, it obliges readers to take a vanished world, not on their terms, but on its own. To us, in the shadow of repeated wars in the Middle East, the nobility of Alexander’s ideals are liable, perhaps, to seem less self-evident than they did to Renault, and we may well find ourselves agreeing more readily with Robert Lowell, who declared in 1973, one year after the publication of The Persian Boy, that ‘Terrible were his crimes’. Yet the American poet too felt the magnetism of Alexander’s greatness – and all who have read Renault’s trilogy will feel for themselves the unsettling impact of Lowell’s threnody on her hero:

      
        
          
             

            ‘but if you wish to blackguard the Great King,

            think how mean, obscure and dull you are,

            your labors lowly and your merits less…’

          

        

      

      Tom Holland, 2014 
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      Invented characters are italicized; all those in roman type are historical. Persons marked * are dead before the story opens. Minor characters making a brief appearance are omitted.

      
        
          
            	
               

              ALEXANDER III  

            
            	
               

              The Great. All further references to Alexander refer to him unless his son, Alexander IV, is specified.

            
          

          
            	
              ALEXANDER IV  

            
            	
              His posthumous son by Roxane.

            
          

          
            	
              ALKETAS  

            
            	
              Brother of Perdikkas, the general.

            
          

          
            	
              *AMYNTAS  

            
            	
              Son of Philip II’s elder brother, King Perdikkas. An infant when Perdikkas died, he was passed over in favour of Philip, after whose murder he was executed for treason. Husband of Kynna, father of Eurydike.

            
          

          
            	
              ANTIGONOS  

            
            	
              General of Alexander; Satrap of Phrygia. Later a king, and founder of the Antigonid dynasty.

            
          

          
            	
              ANTIPATROS  

            
            	
              Regent of Macedon during Alexander’s years in Asia, and at the time of his death.

            
          

          
            	
              ARISTONOUS  

            
            	
              A staff officer of Alexander; later loyal to Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              ARRIDAIOS  

            
            	
              See Philip III.

            
          

          
            	
              ARYBBAS  

            
            	
              A Macedonian nobleman, designer of Alexander’s funeral car. His real name was Arridaios; he is here given a rather similar Epirote name to distinguish him from Philip Arridaios.

            
          

          
            	
              BADIA  

            
            	
              A former concubine of King Artaxerxes Ochos of Persia. 

            
          

          
            	
              BAGOAS  

            
            	
              A young Persian eunuch, favourite successively of Darius III and Alexander. Though a real person, he vanishes from history after Alexander’s death, and his appearance in this story is fictional.

            
          

          
            	
              *DARIUS III  

            
            	
              The last Persian Great King; murdered by his generals after his defeat by Alexander at Gaugamela.

            
          

          
            	
              DEMETRIOS  

            
            	
              Son of Antigonos. (Later known as The Besieger, he became King of Macedon after Kassandros’ death.)

            
          

          
            	
              DRYPETIS  

            
            	
              Younger daughter of Darius III; widow of Hephaistion.

            
          

          
            	
              EUMENES  

            
            	
              Chief Secretary and general of Alexander; loyal to the royal house.

            
          

          
            	
              EURYDIKE  

            
            	
              Daughter of Amyntas and Kynna. Her given name was Adeia; Eurydike was the dynastic name conferred on her at her marriage (or betrothal) to Philip III. She was the granddaughter of Philip II and of Perdikkas III, his brother.

            
          

          
            	
              *HEPHAISTION  

            
            	
              Alexander’s lifelong friend, who died a few months before him.

            
          

          
            	
              IOLLAS  

            
            	
              Son of Antipatros the Regent of Macedon, younger brother of Kassandros; formerly Alexander’s cupbearer.

            
          

          
            	
              KASSANDROS  

            
            	
              Eldest son of Antipatros; lifelong enemy of Alexander. (Became King of Macedon after the murder of Alexander IV.)

            
          

          
            	
              KEBES  

            
            	
              Tutor to the boy Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              KLEOPATRA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II and Olympias, sister of Alexander. Married to King Alexandras of Molossia, which she ruled after his death in Italy. Her father, Philip, was assassinated in her wedding procession.

            
          

          
            	
              KONON  

            
            	
              A Macedonian veteran, attendant on Philip Arridaios.

            
          

          
            	
              KRATEROS  

            
            	
              Alexander’s highest-ranking officer, absent on a mission to Macedon when Alexander died.

            
          

          
            	
              KYNNA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II by an Illyrian princess, from whom she learned the skills of war. Widow of Amyntas, mother of Eurydike.

            
          

          
            	
              LEONNATOS  

            
            	
              Staff officer and kinsman of Alexander; betrothed to Kleopatra before his death in battle.

            
          

          
            	
              MELEAGER  

            
            	
              (Greek spelling Meleagros.) A Macedonian officer, enemy of Perdikkas, supporter of Philip III.

            
          

          
            	
              NIARCHOS  

            
            	
              Boyhood friend and admiral of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              NIKAIA  

            
            	
              Daughter of the Regent Antipatros, married and divorced by Perdikkas.

            
          

          
            	
              NIKANOR  

            
            	
              Brother of Kassandros; general in Eurydike’s army.

            
          

          
            	
              *OCHOS  

            
            	
              (King Artaxerxes Ochos.) Great King of Persia before the short reign of Darius III.

            
          

          
            	
              OLYMPIAS  

            
            	
              Daughter of King Neoptolemos of Molossia; widow of Philip II; mother of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              PEITHON  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander, later of Perdikkas.

            
          

          
            	
              PERDIKKAS  

            
            	
              Second in command to Alexander after Hephaistion’s death. Betrothed to Kleopatra after death of Leonnatos.

            
          

          
            	
              *PERDIKKAS III  

            
            	
              Elder brother of Philip II, who succeeded him after his death in battle. (See Amyntas.)

            
          

          
            	
              PEUKESTES  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander; Satrap of Persia.

            
          

          
            	
              *PHILIP II  

            
            	
              The founder of Macedonian supremacy in Greece; father of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              PHILIP III  

            
            	
              (Philip Arridaios.) His son by Philinna, a minor wife. The royal name of Philip was conferred at his accession.

            
          

          
            	
              POLYPERCHON  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander; Regent of Macedon after Antipatros’ death.

            
          

          
            	
              PTOLEMY  

            
            	
              (Greek spelling Ptolemaios.) Staff officer, kinsman, and reputed half-brother of Alexander. Later King of Egypt, founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty, and author of a history of Alexander extensively used by Arrian.

            
          

          
            	
              ROXANE  

            
            	
              Wife of Alexander, married on campaign in Bactria. Mother of Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              SELEUKOS  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander. (Later King of the Seleucid empire in nearer Asia.)

            
          

          
            	
              SISYGAMBIS  

            
            	
              Mother of Darius III, befriended by Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              STATEIRA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Darius III, married in state by Alexander at Susa.

            
          

          
            	
              THEOPHRASTOS  

            
            	
              Aristotle’s successor as head of the Lyceum University at Athens, patronized by Kassandros.

            
          

          
            	
              THESSALONIKE  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II by a minor wife; later wife of Kassandros.
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