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Abstract: When King Philip II of Macedon was assassinated in 336 BC, he was known in Greece as a barbarian despot who wanted to be Greek.  Today, he is what he always wanted to be—a Greek hero whose tomb at Vergina is visited by thousands of tourists, foreign and Greek alike, every year.  Both of these contradictory constructions have been fiercely supported, not only by politicians, but by scientific archaeology.  Indeed, with the inclusion of much of Macedonia into the modern Greek state and the formation of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), the question of whose ancestor Philip was—whose past he belongs to—has become ever more important and controversial.  What does archaeology really tell us about Philip?  What does Philip’s shifting post mortem identity tell us about archaeology and its relationship to national identity?  Is this the sort of issue archaeologists should address?
“He’s Not Macedonian”: The Shifting Identity of Philip II of Macedon

In 1977, Manolis Andronikos, a Greek archaeologist, made a find in the small village of Vergina in the north of Greece.  The village had recently begun to be considered the site of ancient Aegae, the traditional capitol of the Kingdom of Macedonia, where Philip II of Macedon was assassinated and buried in 336 BC.  This find was of several intact tombs in the Great Tumulus within the village boundaries.  The lavish grave offerings found within one of the tombs, as well as the dates of the ceramics, led Andronikos to conclude not only that the burials were those of important people within Macedonia at the time, but that one of them was the burial of Philip II himself and one of his consorts, Cleopatra.

By 1998, the Great Tumulus housing the burial identified as that of Philip II and three other tombs had been transformed into a subterranean museum, with gold, silver, and jewels dramatically lit with spotlights in the darkness of the mound.  

Why should the Greek government spend so much money to build a brand-new museum in a backwater like this?  The finds from the site were originally housed in the Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki while the site was being excavated; why not leave them there?  I argue that much of the reason for the development of this new museum at Vergina has to do with attempts by the Greek government to appropriate the history of Philip II into Greek conceptions of identity and nationalism, rather than having to do with Philip’s actual identity.  
Philip II and the Classical Greeks
Leaving aside the question of whether the identification of the tomb as that of Philip II is correct—it was challenged by Antonis Bartsiokas in the April 21, 2000 issue of Science on the basis of skeletal evidence—one of the key questions in this discussion about Philip II is ‘was he Greek?’  In other words, in the eyes of his contemporaries, were Philip and his people Greeks or barbarians?  The answer is not clear-cut.  For one thing, Macedonia was a hereditary monarchy unlike Athens, which was at least nominally a democracy, and unlike Sparta, Thebes, and most of the other Greek city-states, which were oligarchies controlled by several ruling families or occasionally tyrannies.  In addition, Macedonian society was polygamous—Philip himself had seven or eight wives at the time of his death—where Greek society was monogamous.  If, as Hammond has argued, political organization was one of the keys to being recognized as Greek (1994: 3), we can only conclude that Macedonia would not have been counted as a Greek state.
However, particularly beginning with Alexander, Philip’s son, the sons of noble Macedonians were trained by Greeks, including Aristotle, and using Greek works, particularly Homer, and learned Greek as a matter of course (Hammond 1994: 41).  It seems that at the very least the aristocracy of Macedonia was trying to get a Greek education.
Evidence from written text indicates that the Macedonians were very much seen as different from proper Greeks, particularly in Athens.  Indeed, the Macedonian court was “portrayed as a sink of barbaric iniquity by some Greek writers” (Hammond 1994: 43).  Theopompus described the friends and Companions of Philip as “practitioners of every kind of wickedness and beastliness, addicted to drinking and dicing, and not so much soldiers as sodomites” (quoted in Hammond 1994: 43).  Demosthenes says that “manifestly Philip is convicted of violating the peace with us and of plotting against the whole of Greece” (6.1).  In Demosthenes’ mind, then, it seems that not only is Philip an enemy of Athens, he is an enemy of Greece and therefore is not Greek.  
On the other side, Hammond argues that 
Philip was born a Greek of the most aristocratic, indeed of divine, descent.  His Heraclid descent was a matter of common knowledge…Philip was both a Greek and a Macedonian…The Macedonians over whom Philip was to rule were an outlying member of the family of Greek-speaking peoples…maintaining their own dialect of the Greek language. (1994: 2)
It is true that inscriptions of this time found in Macedonia are in Greek.  It is possible that the Macedonians of this time were Greek speakers.  It is also possible that Greek was the lingua franca of this part of the world, as Latin was for later periods.
As for the claims to mythology, Hall argues that “Euripides wrote propagandist plays for such peoples as the Macedonians (Archelaus) and probably the Molossians (Andromache), trying to prove by claims of mythical origins and genealogical manipulation that these peoples had a claim to Hellenicity, when their detractors in the Greek world insisted that they were barbarians” (2002: 145).  Euripides died around 406 BC, after living for about five years at the court of King Archelaus of Macedonia, an ancestor of Philip who died in 399 (Roche 1998: x).  Hammond’s claims about Philip’s divine (Greek) descent probably originate from this time and not much farther back.  Whether the citizens of the Greek city-states believed it is unclear.
It seems, then, that the data regarding Philip’s perceived ethnicity during his lifetime is anything but clear.  We have evidence that Euripides fabricated Greek divine descent for the kings of Macedonia.  Their social and political lives seem to have been very different from those found in the Greek city-states.  However, this conclusion seems to be at odds with Modern Greek thought about Philip and his kingdom.  
Greek Nationalism in Action: A Brief Account of the “Macedonia Question”


Nationalism creates nations out of nothing; it creates an imagined political community called a nation out of a disparate group of people (Anderson 1991: 6).  A common heritage is a crucial implement in creating this sense of nationalism, as it creates unity.  Allcock has argued that “‘heritage’ is not just that which has come down to us from the past: it is one version of that past, which potentially competes with other possible versions, but which has come to be sponsored as appropriate and acceptable” (1995: 100-101).  Thus, the creation and promotion of ‘heritage’ or tourist sites, the designation of certain events and pieces of material culture as historically significant, and the writing of textbooks and journal articles are all inherently political acts.  

One of the major enterprises in the creation of a new nation is writing a common history, a history that sets this nation apart from all others and can be used as a common ground for all the people living in it.  Indeed, a nation without a history is a contradiction in terms, and archaeology has often been employed as a mechanism for constructing pasts in modern struggles for nationhood (Rowlands 1994: 133).  

Archaeological sites thus become a key component in the nationalist enterprise, since they are symbols of a common past.  They “help define a people as distinct and occupying (or claiming) territories that were historically theirs” (Kohl and Fawcett 1995: 11).  If a group of people occupied an area in the past, then it has the right to occupy the land in the present and into the future.  Thus, archaeological sites and their conflicting interpretations can become sources of conflict, where ethnic groups and nations quite literally fight over the past (Shack 1994: 116).  This is especially true in the case of nations like Greece where much of their identity is tied up in a concept of continuity with the past.

In 1991, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia attempted to change its name to Macedonia.  Greece responded by refusing to recognize the new state and blocked its recognition by the UN.  Millions of Greeks took to the streets in protest of the use of the name “Macedonia”.  At issue, of course, was not just the name.  There was the appropriation of the name and symbols of Alexander the Great’s Macedonia—and thus, of a history Greece has claimed as its own.   Fundamentally, the opposition of the Greek government and the “Greek people” was based on the perceived threat of “Macedonia” to the very core of Greek identity: its relationship to and continuity with the past.  According to the Greek nationalist view, “classical Greek culture is the intellectual property of the Greek nation-state while its geographical and/or cultural neighbours are excluded from this heritage” (Triandafyllidou, et al. 1997: 3.5).  

Ancient Macedonia became Hellenized in the reigns of Philip II and his son, Alexander the Great.  The archaeology of the area indicates that prior to that time, Macedonia developed in a way very different from that of southern Greece (Kotsakis 1998: 47).  As we have seen, many of the Greeks thought of Macedonians as barbarians even up into the era of Alexander the Great (338-323 BC).  In the modern era, Greece has maintained the idea of a well-defined Hellenic past for Macedonia, while the Macedonian state has argued that “the association between ancient Greeks and ancient Macedonians was a post hoc fabrication” (Kotsakis 1998: 44-46).  As Karakasidou notes, “The proud aura of Ancient Macedonia and its glorious heroes of ages past represent a mythological ancestral land and ancestors invoked by modern-day hegemonists—national ideologues and nationalist historians alike—in both Greece and the FYROM.  Academic arguments and political rhetoric invent a national time, which is then used to legitimize a national space” (1997: xii).  Thus, both sides claim the Macedonian past as their own, in part because such arguments have territorial implications for both sides.

Macedonians of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia today are Slavs and, in part, seem to define themselves as not Greek, where Greeks define themselves as not Slavs.  Determining which ethnic group the ancient Macedonians were is trickier.  Distinctions of ethnicity and national identity in the past probably were as complicated as they are today (Karakasidou 1997: xi-xii).  And if that wasn’t enough, as Trigger has noted, “because of the subjective nature of ethnic identity, it is difficult to trace in the archaeological record in the absence of supplementary historical evidence” (1995: 273).  In this case, the historical evidence is as equivocal as the archaeological evidence.  Determining the ethnic origin of ancient Macedonians thus is not only an archaeological problem, but a thorny one.  In Greece, archaeologists whose research “proves” the Greekness of Macedonia are often described as performing work of great national significance (Danforth 1995: 169). 

Vergina 

So how does the museum at Vergina fit in with this nationalistic narrative that makes Macedonia Greek from time immemorial?  The brochure published by the Greek Ministry of Cuture’s Archaeological Receipts Fund and distributed at the site gives us insight into where Vergina falls in the dialogue of national history in Greece.  
…the unplundered royal tombs brought to light by the spade of Manolis Andronikos, one of which was the tomb of Philip II himself, have enriched the cultural heritage of the world with a series of brilliant works of miniature art and unique original examples of ancient Greek painting, the work of known artists.  All these discoveries, combined with the inscriptions, the numbers of which are continually increasing, illuminate the vital role played by Aegae [Vergina], as a centre of Greek culture in the north of Greece, during the one thousand years of its history.  (1999; emphasis added)
It is clear from this quote that Vergina is very much at the center of a program of modern myth-making about the past and the present of Macedonia.  Here, it is clear that Vergina is seen as a part of a particularly Greek past.  It is presented to tourists visiting the site as the burial place of a line of Greek kings.  Because of this, it is also a place that is important to the whole of the world, because, as the Lonely Planet Greece guidebook states, “to journey to Greece is to return home, for the legacy of ancient Greece pervades the consciousness of all Western nations” (Willett, et al. 2002: 17).  Most tourists to Greece come from Western nations—the very nations whose systems of government, ideologies, and very ways of knowing about the world hark back to those of Classical Greece.  Thus, claiming Philip II in the museum exhibits in Vergina by simply stating that this is Philip II’s tomb and you’re in Greece, so therefore he was Greek is very effective.  Tourists walk away impressed with the grandeur of those Greek tombs and their artifacts and with the dedication of Manolis Andronikos to find and excavate them before his death.  If you ask them (as I have), they will tell you that Philip II was Greek and that Macedonians are Greek.  The museum thus is part of a carefully crafted national myth of origins, tying it into the nationalist dialogue of the Greek state.
Conclusions

 
Clearly, Greek nationalism and identity are closely bound to constructions of a common past, as with any nation-state, and thus are also closely bound to archaeological data.  Greek history courses represent the past as unchanging, homogeneous, inevitable, and as an unbroken chain stretching from the ancient past to the present.  To appropriate a part of this unified past, as the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia has attempted to do, threatens the very essence of Greekness and thus provokes an immediate and emotional reaction by large numbers of Greek citizens.  


Archaeology is very closely tied to Greek claims about the past, as one would expect.  Archaeologists whose research demonstrates the Greekness of Macedonia are doing work of great national significance (Danforth 1989: 169), while those who would compromise with Macedonia are seen almost as traitors to their country (Triandafyllidou 1997: 4.9).  When this nationalist process is mapped onto a known historical figure and an important archaeological site, the ramifications become even more obvious and complicated.  In the case of Philip II of Macedonia, it is unclear whether he considered himself to be Greek and, if he did, whether his contemporaries in the Greek city-states would have agreed.  Indeed, there is even some question as to what it meant to be “Greek” in the past, long before the concept of the modern nation-state and the associated concept of national identity came into vogue.  What is clear is that Philip’s identity was complex and probably changed over the course of his lifetime.  As archaeologists, we must be wary of interpretations of the past that too clearly reflections of modern ideologies and concerns.
