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Preface
History, sir, will tell lies as usual.
—general burgoyne in
george bernard shaw’s The Devil’s Disciple (1897)
She was not a humiliated woman.
—horace, Ode 1.37.32 (20s b.c.)

in 34 b.c. a remarkable ceremony took place in the Gymnasium
of Alexandria. Cleopatra VII, 35 years of age, ruler of Egypt for the past
17 years and a Roman citizen, legally confirmed that her Ptolemaic
kingdom—established 270 years previously by Ptolemy I, her ancestor
and a companion of Alexander the Great—had been restored to its
former territorial glory. It now extended from Cyrene in North Africa
through Egypt proper, well up the Nile, and around the eastern perimeter of the Mediterranean, including Cyprus and parts of Crete, to the
edge of the Aegean. Cleopatra’s four children participated in the ceremony, as they were to continue the kingdom and to create a network of
allied monarchies that would extend as far as Armenia and Parthia (the
modern Iranian plateau). Because Cleopatra was allied with the Roman
Republic, these arrangements were by necessity approved by the senior
Roman official in the region, the triumvir Marcus Antonius (Mark
Antony), also present at the ceremony. If all had gone to plan, most of
the eastern Mediterranean would have been under Ptolemaic rule, with
Rome and a few small kingdoms reduced to scattered territories.
Yet in four years Cleopatra was dead and her possessions annexed
by Rome and other monarchs. Things had gone badly wrong. Simply
put, her vision of the future was actually one of the past. She was the

last of the true Hellenistic rulers, and her dream of creating a new order
and a new concept of monarchy fell victim to the overwhelming power
of Rome. Technically a failure in her ambitions, ironically she was
instrumental in creating the Roman Empire, although she never was to
know this.
Today Cleopatra is best known through her extensive afterlife, especially of the last 500 years, pervasive in drama, visual and performing
arts, and film. It is hard to escape any view of the queen that is not dominated by these popular conceptions. Yet it is the purpose of this book
to create a portrait of Cleopatra based solely on information from the
ancient world. To produce as complete an account as possible, one must
draw upon everything available, not only Greek and Latin literature, but
Egyptian art, architecture, and official documents, and Greco-Roman
art and coin portraits. The picture remains frustrating because of the
sheer lack of evidence. The information that is available can be badly
tainted by the victor’s point of view, which pervades the relevant classical literature. There are several gaps in the record, most notably the
three years from late 40 to late 37 b.c., when there is simply nothing.
Yet it is nonetheless possible to put together a fascinating picture of this
most dynamic of women, who in her 39 years became one of the most
remarkable people in world history. What follows is an attempt to use
all the evidence and to learn as much as possible about the queen and
her world.
The writing of this book draws on the author’s previous experience
with the environment of the last century b.c. and the phenomenon of
the friendly or allied king (in this case a queen), the monarch who ruled
an independent kingdom but was closely tied to Rome. Cleopatra is not
usually considered in this category because she predated the Roman
Empire (Herod the Great and Juba II of Mauretania, both previously
treated, are often considered better examples), but nevertheless she fits
all the criteria of an allied monarch—even receiving official Roman
recognition as such—and is a transitional figure between the Roman
Republic and the empire.
The author first and foremost would like to thank Ronnie Ancona
and Sarah Pomeroy for their original commission to write this biography and to include it in their series Women in Antiquity, as well as for
the faith in the author’s abilities that such an offer represented, and their
many helpful comments. Although most of the writing was done in the
author’s study in Santa Fe with its inspiring views, the library research
x
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was largely performed in the Harvard College Library, the Ohio State
University Library (with the special assistance of its interlibrary loan
staff ), and the Institut für Archäologie, Karl-Franzens Universität, Graz,
Austria. The author would like to thank those institutions and their staff
for their support. Further thanks go to Sally-Ann Ashton, Malcolm
Chisholm, Erich S. Gruen, Kathryn Gutzwiller, Pietro Giovanni Guzzo
and Domenico Esposito of the Soprintendenza Archeologica di Pompei,
George L. Irby-Massie, Diana E. E. Kleiner, Christa Landwehr, William
M. Murray, Nancy Leonard and the Rosicrucian Museum in San Jose,
Josephine Crawley Quinn, Letitia K. Roller, John Scarborough, Elena
Stolyarik and the American Numismatic Society, Stefan Vranka and
many others at Oxford University Press, Susan Walker, and Wendy
Watkins and the Center for Epigraphical and Paleographical Studies at
the Ohio State University.
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Introduction

few personalities from classical antiquity are more familiar
yet more poorly grasped than Cleopatra VII (69–30 b.c.), queen of
Egypt. The subject of a vast repertory of post-antique popular culture
and also a significant figure in literature, art, and music, Cleopatra
herself is surprisingly little known and generally misunderstood.
Even in the years immediately after her death her memory was
condemned by those who had defeated her, thus tainting the ancient
sources.
Cleopatra VII was an accomplished diplomat, naval commander,
administrator, linguist, and author, who skillfully managed her kingdom
in the face of a deteriorating political situation and increasing Roman
involvement. That she ultimately lost does not diminish her abilities.
Yet her persona in popular culture and the arts often overrides her real
self, and even scholarly accounts of her career may rely on information
from early modern drama and art or the movies, which are interesting
and significant in their own right but of no relevance in understanding
the queen herself. Although she is the subject of an extensive bibliography, she can be unfairly represented as a person whose physical needs
determined her political decisions. Some of the most unbiased evidence
from her own era, the art and coinage produced while she was alive, is
too frequently ignored.
Like all women, she suffers from male-dominated historiography in both ancient and modern times and was often seen merely
as an appendage of the men in her life or was stereotyped into typical
chauvinistic female roles such as seductress or sorceress, one whose

primary accomplishment was ruining the men that she was involved
with. In this view, she was nothing more than the “Egyptian mate”1
of Antonius and played little role in the policy decisions of her own
world. Even into the twentieth century she could still be seen as a
remarkably insignificant figure in Greco-Roman history. In the 1930s
the great Roman historian Ronald Syme—without whom so much
less would be known about the ancient world—astonishingly wrote:
“Cleopatra was of no moment whatsoever in the policy of Caesar the
Dictator, but merely a brief chapter in his amours,” and “the propaganda of Octavianus magnified Cleopatra beyond all measure and
decency.”2
Yet she was the only woman in all classical antiquity to rule
independently—not merely as a successor to a dead husband—and
she desperately tried to salvage and keep alive a dying kingdom in
the face of overwhelming Roman pressure. Descended from at least
two companions of Alexander the Great, she had more stature than
the Romans whom she opposed. As a woman, her dynastic survival
required personal decisions unnecessary to men. Depicted evermore
as the greatest of seductresses, who drove men to their doom, she had
only two known relationships in 18 years, hardly a sign of promiscuity.
Furthermore, these connections—to the two most important Romans
of the period—demonstrated that her choice of partners was a carefully
crafted state policy, the only way that she could ensure the procreation
of successors who would be worthy of the distinguished history of her
dynasty.
Role models for Cleopatra were limited but dynamic. First there
was the most famous of Egyptian queens, Hatshepsut (ruled ca. 1479/3–
1458/7 b.c.), who succeeded upon the death of her husband, Thutmosis
II. She saw herself as the one who liberated Egypt from years of Hyksos
rule and was patroness of a remarkable building program, still conspicuously visible. She also extended the boundaries of the Egyptian state:
like Cleopatra, she was especially concerned with creating a presence
in the Levant. Another inspiration for Cleopatra was Artemisia, queen
of Halikarnassos in 480 b.c. Although little is known about her, she is
remembered for commanding her own fleet and playing a crucial (if
somewhat enigmatic) role in the Battle of Salamis, the great concluding
event in the war between the Greek states and Persia. And finally there
was the first major Ptolemaic queen, Arsinoë II (ca. 316–270 b.c.),
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daughter of Ptolemy I, who defined the characteristics of female royalty
within the dynasty. Although she never ruled on her own, her status in
Egypt was equal to that of her brother-husband, Ptolemy II. She established the concept of sibling marriage—an essential dynastic tool—
among the Ptolemies and was also married to two Macedonian kings.
Like Cleopatra, she carefully chose her partners to enhance her own
status.
All three of these queens had qualities that molded Cleopatra
VII. There were many other influences, including Alexander the
Great, Mithradates VI the Great of Pontos, and her male Ptolemaic
ancestors, as well as the dynamic women of Greek mythology, such
as Penelope, who, although married, ruled a kingdom alone for 20
years. Even the aristocratic Roman women who were her competitors,
such as Fulvia, Octavia, and Livia, were models, resulting in a crossfertilization between the role of the Hellenistic queen and that of the
Roman matron.
Because there are no certain portraits of Cleopatra except
the two dimensional-shorthand on her coinage, little can be said
about her physical appearance. The coins show a prominent nose
(a family trait) and chin, with an intensity of gaze and hair inevitably drawn back into a bun. That she was short is explicitly stated
in one source and perhaps implied in the famous bedsack tale.3
A notice by Plutarch is often misquoted to imply that she was not
particularly beautiful,4 but what was actually written is that the force
of her personality far outweighed any physical attractiveness. Sources
agree that her charm was outstanding and her presence remarkable,
something still noticeable even a few days before her death.5 As a proper
royal personage she was skilled in horseback riding and hunting; 6
in fact more than once she was described as male in Egyptian
records.
Cleopatra VII was born around the beginning of 69 b.c.; she was
the last of the Ptolemaic dynasty, rulers of Egypt for 250 years. She was
the second oldest of five siblings, children of Ptolemy XII, who had
become increasingly entangled in the politics of the emergent Roman
state. When Ptolemy XII fled to Rome in 58 b.c. to escape the anger of
his people in the face of declining economic conditions and a feeling
that he was too beholden to the Romans, Cleopatra may have joined
him. He was restored three years later, with significant Roman help,
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including the efforts of the young cavalry officer Marcus Antonius.
Ptolemy’s eldest daughter, Berenike IV, who had seized the throne in
her father’s absence, was executed at this time, putting Cleopatra in
line for the succession. Ptolemy XII died in 51 b.c. and Cleopatra did
become queen, but jointly with her younger brother Ptolemy XIII, as
there was significant opposition to a woman’s ruling alone. In fact this
coalesced into a faction, and civil war broke out between the siblings.
The war was still under way when Julius Caesar arrived in 48 b.c.
and invoked long-standing legal grounds for Roman involvement in
Egyptian politics.
Caesar spent the winter of 48–47 b.c. settling the war—Ptolemy XIII
was a casualty—and left in the spring after placing Cleopatra alone on
the throne. That summer she bore a son, whom she named Caesarion,
and claimed that he was Caesar’s. With her rule secure, she devoted
herself to stabilizing the kingdom: her father’s debts, economic problems, and the looming Roman presence made her task difficult, but it
was manageable. To assert her position in the ever-changing Roman
political scene, she journeyed to Rome in 46 b.c. and received legal
recognition as an allied monarch. A second trip in 44 b.c. put her in the
city when Caesar was assassinated, and she remained there for several
weeks afterward in an unsuccessful attempt to have her son accepted as
Caesar’s heir.
As the Roman triumvirate of Antonius, Octavian (Caesar’s grandnephew and heir), and Lepidus moved to take vengeance against
Caesar’s assassins, Cleopatra was approached by both sides and
temporized, but she eventually cast her fortunes against the tyrannicides and with the avengers, sending her fleet under her own
command to Greece. After the defeat of Brutus and Cassius at Philippi
in 42 b.c., Antonius was left in command of the East. The following
year he summoned Cleopatra to his headquarters at Tarsos. At first
she refused to go, not recognizing his authority, but eventually, in
one of the famous events of her career, she sailed up the Kydnos
to the city. Antonius well recognized that in these turbulent times
Cleopatra’s Ptolemaic Empire was the strongest hope for stability in
the East, although he supported her as part of a network of several
allied monarchs. Yet he steadily moved to restore her kingdom to the
greatest previous extent of Ptolemaic territory, and he began a policy
of expanding her possessions in the Levant, Asia Minor, and toward
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the Aegean. He also came to Egypt for a personal vacation with the
queen in the winter of 41–40 b.c. When he returned to Rome in the
spring, Cleopatra was pregnant again, and she soon bore twins. Yet
in Italy Antonius married Octavia, the sister of his fellow triumvir
Octavian, and presumably the personal relationship between Antonius
and Cleopatra was over.
Little is known about Cleopatra’s activities during the next three
years: presumably she was devoted to running her kingdom and raising
her three children. In 37 b.c. Antonius returned to the East in preparation for a Parthian expedition, a long-standing need of Roman foreign
policy. Before long he summoned Cleopatra to his current headquarters, Antioch, and, in his continuing reorganization of the East, further
enhanced her territory, especially at the expense of another allied king,
Herod the Great, better known to moderns through the Christian
nativity story. But all the territories given to Cleopatra had been historically Ptolemaic, and Antonius’s donations were fully within his powers
as triumvir.
The Parthian expedition, largely funded by Cleopatra, set forth in
36 b.c. She returned home pregnant again and soon bore her fourth and
last child. The expedition was a total disaster, and Antonius returned to
the Mediterranean coast and requested that Cleopatra send money and
supplies. Feeling totally disgraced, he probably believed that he could
not go back to Rome (in fact he never did), and returned to Alexandria
with the queen. Further attempts at a Parthian expedition over the next
two years got nowhere.
In 34 b.c. Cleopatra and Antonius formalized, in a ceremony in
Alexandria, the territorial adjustments that he had bestowed on her,
and they designated her children as rulers of much of the region.
This did not go over well in Rome, and Antonius’s fellow triumvir
Octavian, now the sole power in Italy and the west, began to see him
as a rival. The fact that Antonius had sent Octavia home and was living
permanently with Cleopatra turned the political disputes into a family
quarrel. A fierce propaganda war, largely centered on who was the true
heir of Julius Caesar, erupted between the two triumvirs. Cleopatra
was embroiled in this, and all the Roman prejudices against foreigners
and barbarian women came forward; most of the popular tales about
her personality and lifestyle date from this period. Events drifted
toward war, which Octavian declared on Cleopatra in 32 b.c. The
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Ptolemaic fleet, again commanded by her, accompanied by the land
forces under Antonius’s control, moved to the west coast of Greece to
prevent any possible attack on Egypt by Octavian. An engagement took
place off the promontory of Actium in September of 31 b.c.; Cleopatra,
realizing that the defense of Egypt was threatened, removed her
ships from the battle and returned home, carrying Antonius along
with her.
Back in Egypt she understood that her position was desperate and
made attempts to flee to India and to ensure that her son Caesarion
was placed on the throne. Antonius, on the other hand, was suicidal
and withdrawn for much of the rest of his life. Protracted negotiations
between Octavian and the couple failed to resolve anything, and in
the summer of 30 b.c. Octavian invoked the military option, invading
Egypt. Cleopatra, finding Antonius dispensable and hoping that she
or her kingdom might survive without him, tricked him into suicide,
but when she found that she herself was being saved to be exhibited in
Octavian’s triumph in Rome, she also killed herself. In August of 30 b.c.
the Ptolemaic kingdom came to an end.
The bibliography on Cleopatra VII is enormous, running to thousands of entries. Yet because the queen is a figure in popular culture
and indeed world history, many of these works are not relevant to
the classical scholar or, indeed, to those who wish to know about
the queen herself and her role in the history of the first century
b.c. For obvious reasons a wide variety of scholars have their own
interest in Cleopatra, from students of Renaissance drama to art
historians, musicologists, and filmographers. Study of Cleopatra
from these points of view is totally legitimate, but this approaches
the queen as a constructed icon of cultural history, not an historical
personality of the late Hellenistic period. The recension of the myth
of Cleopatra is not the concern of the present volume, and indeed
however interesting has nothing to do with the queen herself besides
demonstrating the power of her reputation. Yet the strength of her
afterlife is so great that not even the best classical scholars can be
free of it, and they often fall into the trap of an apt quotation from
drama or a discussion of a nineteenth century work of art. Certainly
there is nothing wrong with this, and the modern evolution of
the classical tradition is an inevitable part of classical studies. But in the
case of Cleopatra it can be dangerous for the simple fact that the
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post-antique material so greatly overwhelms the extant information
from the classical world, that it is thus possible—more than with
anyone else from antiquity—to lose sight of Cleopatra as she becomes
tangled up in the encumbrance of her reputation. In fact, some of the
most familiar episodes of her career simply did not happen. She did
not approach Caesar wrapped in a carpet, she was not a seductress,
she did not use her charm to persuade the men in her life to lose
their judgment, and she did not die by the bite of an asp. She may not
even have borne a child of Caesar’s. Yet other important elements of
her career have been bypassed in the post-antique recension: she was
a skilled naval commander, a published medical authority, and an
expert royal administrator who was met with adulation throughout
the eastern Mediterranean, perhaps even seen by some as a messianic
figure, the hope for a future eastern Mediterranean free of Roman
domination.

A Note on Sources
Even though Cleopatra is probably the most famous woman from classical antiquity, the literary accounts of her life and career are sparse.
This is attributable largely to the limited information about women,
even famous ones, that pervades Greek and Roman literature and to the
effects of the destruction of her reputation in the propaganda wars of
the latter 30s b.c. Nearly 50 ancient authors mention the queen, but the
bulk of these are brief repetitive notices about the Battle of Actium, her
suicide, or the alleged deficiencies of her character. The most thorough
date from a century or more after her death, when her Augustan recension had become well established. It thus became difficult for any later
author to provide a balanced portrait.
The most complete source is Plutarch’s Life of Antonius, written in
the latter first century a.d. It is not a biography of Cleopatra, but about
the most important man in her life, yet the queen pervades the work.
Although Plutarch was remote from events, he often used sources
from her era, such as Philotas of Amphissa, a friend of Plutarch’s
family who had access to the royal palace; Plutarch’s great-grandfather
Nikarchos, who was in Athens when Octavian arrived after the Battle
of Actium; Cleopatra’s personal physician Olympos; and, most of all,
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Quintus Dellius, the confidant of Cleopatra, Antonius, and Herod the
Great. Plutarch was not free from the traditional views of the queen
that had become canonized by his day, yet his insights were astute,
he used a number of eyewitness reports, and his contact with sources
outside the Augustan viewpoint provides a somewhat more balanced
view.
Next in importance is the Roman History of Cassius Dio, written
in the early third century a.d., and thus much later than the events that
he described. Dio was a public official in a world where the convulsions of the collapse of the Roman Republic and the environment of the
Hellenistic kingdoms were no longer relevant and hardly understood. He
thus often lacked subtlety and comprehension of the complexities of the
first century b.c., yet he remains the only surviving continuous history
of the era of Cleopatra and thus is of great significance. The third source
for Cleopatra is Josephus, a contemporary of Plutarch’s, whose works
focus narrowly on the Jews and Judaea, but thus provide the only information for an important phase of Cleopatra’s life, her relationship with
Herod the Great and her policies toward the southern Levant. Josephus
relied heavily on two authors who had agendas of their own but both
knew Cleopatra, Herod himself, through his memoirs, and Nikolaos
of Damascus, tutor to Cleopatra’s children who moved on to Herod’s
court and became a major advisor and chronicler of his reign. As Herod’s
apologist, Nikolaos was extremely negative toward Cleopatra, despite
their earlier relationship, but nevertheless as a source he is extremely
valuable.
Other authors add details. Despite the existence of Julius Caesar’s
own memoirs and those written by his unknown staff officer under
the title de bello alexandrino (On the Alexandrian War), the queen is
hardly mentioned. Yet Cicero, who also knew her, provided a starkly
negative portrait. The familiar authors of the Augustan period—
Vergil, Horace, Propertius, and Ovid—lie fully within the politically correct view of the era and are eloquent in their condemnation,
although Horace showed a certain admiration. Other authors, from
the Augustan period and later, such as Strabo, Velleius, Valerius
Maximus, Pliny the Elder, and Appian, provided occasional details
not known elsewhere. There are faint hints of a pro-Cleopatra tradition preserved outside the Augustan version of events, in the remnants
of the historical work of Sokrates of Rhodes, probably a member of
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her court, and the Libyka of her son-in-law Juba II of Mauretania.
As always, inscriptions and coins and—because the area of interest
is Egypt—papyri offer a significant amount of valuable evidence, all
from the queen’s point of view. But the preponderance of the literary
material comes from Plutarch, Josephus, and Dio. Yet much of the
modern popular image of Cleopatra is based on the post-antique elaboration of her career, especially in drama, rather than any information
from her era.

Personal and Geographical Names
The matter of handling personal and place names from antiquity is difficult and admits of no obvious resolution. Transmission of proper names
from one language to another, and also from one form of writing to
another, causes numerous problems. This is a difficulty anywhere in classical studies, but it is worse with Cleopatra than in many cases because
the heavy modern overlay has created popular forms such as “Antony”
(for Antonius) or “Pompey” (for Pompeius) that have no authority from
antiquity and are probably no earlier than the sixteenth century. There
is the further problem of indigenous names passing through Greek into
Latin and then English, often inaccurately. Moreover, the late Hellenistic
eastern Mediterranean was a region of intense linguistic diversity—one
need only remember that Cleopatra herself knew many languages—and
names moved through several forms. Malchos, the king of Nabataea,
may have his name also represented as Malchus, Malichos, or Malichus,
dependent on the language and orthography of the written source, all
versions of the original Maliku (mlkw or mnkw). Egyptian names can be
even more confusing, transliterated according to a variety of competing
schemes.
With a certain amount of reluctance, the present author has used
popular English spellings of well-known ancient names (Cleopatra,
Ptolemy, Herod) rather than direct transliterations from the original
(Kleopatra, Ptolemaios, Herodes). Less common names that may not
have an accepted English form are directly transliterated insofar as this
is possible. But any system is full of difficulties and inconsistencies, and
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it is recognized that modern constructs may be more useful than precise
accuracy.
It should also be noted that Octavian, the grandnephew and heir
of Julius Caesar, and Cleopatra’s Roman opponent, took the name
Augustus in 27 b.c. Although most of the references to him are before
that date, those afterward use the latter name.
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CHAPTER

ONE

Cleopatra’s Ancestry
and Background

cleopatra vii, the last macedonian Greek queen of Egypt,
was born around the beginning of 69 b.c., descendant of a long line
of Ptolemaic kings.1 Her father was Ptolemy XII, known derisively and
perhaps slanderously as the “Flute Player,” or even as a charlatan.2 He
had been on the throne for a decade when Cleopatra, the second of his
three daughters, was born. The identity of her mother is uncertain, but
she probably was a member of the Egyptian priestly family of Ptah, yet
also with some Macedonian ancestry herself.3
Cleopatra VII, then, was perhaps three-quarters Macedonian and
one-quarter Egyptian, and it was probably her half-Egyptian mother
who instilled in her the knowledge and respect for Egyptian culture and
civilization that had eluded her predecessor Ptolemies, including an
ability to speak the Egyptian language. Yet it was her Ptolemaic heritage
that Cleopatra valued the most, inherited through both her parents, a
tradition steeped in Greek culture. She could trace her ancestry back
to at least two companions of Alexander the Great. She was a direct
descendent of the first Ptolemy, her great-great-great-great-great-greatgrandfather, a childhood friend of Alexander’s who was one of his major
advisors and a military commander throughout the eastern campaign.4
In the contentious days after Alexander’s death in 323 b.c., Ptolemy was
given Egypt as his province, and in time he skillfully assured his position by absconding with Alexander’s body and eventually bringing it to
the new city of Alexandria. Surviving until 283 b.c., he wrote the definitive history of Alexander’s career. Nearly a century later his great-greatgrandson Ptolemy V married another descendant of one of Alexander’s

companions, Cleopatra I, who could trace her lineage back to her own
great-great-grandfather, Seleukos I.5 Seleukos was also a childhood
friend of Alexander’s who played a prominent military role in the eastern
campaign. After the leader’s death he eventually established himself in
coastal Syria and in 300 b.c. founded the famous city of Antioch, named
after his father, creating the other great dynasty of the Hellenistic world,
the Seleukid, which at its peak controlled territory as far as India. In the
190s b.c. the Ptolemies and Seleukids were joined by the marriage of
Ptolemy V and Cleopatra I.6
The Seleukids thus brought to the Ptolemies the distinguished name
Cleopatra, which would pass through five royal descendants before
reaching the last Egyptian Cleopatra.7 The name came from Alexander’s
own family, especially his sister, an important player in the complexities of her brother’s world: it was at her wedding that their father Philip
II was assassinated.8 The name even went back to the mythological
period, most notably Cleopatra the wife of Meleagros, the protagonist
of the great Kalydonian Boar Hunt. Cleopatra VII would have grown up
hearing the tales of these illustrious namesakes, whether historical or
mythological. If she were also a descendant of the priests of Ptah, this
would have added even more distinction to her ancestry. The ancient
god had been associated with the Greek rulers of Egypt since the time
of Alexander, and in fact this connection was a source of the Ptolemies’
legitimacy.9
Four siblings of Cleopatra VII are known.10 Her two sisters were
Berenike IV and Arsinoë IV: thus the three daughters possessed the
dominant female names of the dynasty. Berenike, the eldest child and
probably the sole daughter of Cleopatra VI, the official wife of Ptolemy
XII, was named queen by a faction when her father went into exile in the
50s b.c., but she was killed by him on his return. Arsinoë, younger than
Cleopatra VII, was made queen of Cyprus by Julius Caesar in 47 b.c.—a
position that she never actually held—and, becoming the focus of opposition to Cleopatra, was soon exiled to Ephesos, where she was killed
by Antonius at Cleopatra’s request in 41 b.c. Cleopatra’s two brothers,
Ptolemy XIII (born 61 b.c.) and Ptolemy XIV (born 59 b.c.), both fell
victim to Cleopatra’s dynastic needs. Although they both ruled with
her for short periods, she effected their deaths in the 40s b.c. None of
Ptolemy XII’s five children died naturally. Cleopatra lived in difficult
times. The Ptolemaic Empire was collapsing, and Rome was ascending,
although it too had serious problems. As a child she would not know
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that her father would be the last significant male ruler of his line or
that dynastic realities would cause her to be responsible for the death
of three of her four siblings. She would produce four heirs, but none of
them would reign as her successor.
Her father was born in the last years of the second century b.c.,
a turbulent era when Roman intervention in Ptolemaic politics was
becoming more intense.11 He did not succeed his father, Ptolemy IX,
directly, for there was a complex dynastic struggle that lasted for nearly
a year, something hardly unusual in the Ptolemaic world. Ptolemy IX
died in late 81 b.c., to be succeeded by his daughter (Ptolemy XII’s halfsister), Cleopatra Berenike III, but by the following summer opposition to rule by a queen alone had reached the point that her 19-year-old
cousin and stepson, Ptolemy XI, was given joint rule, which included
the expected marriage. Bringing this about was the Roman dictator
L. Cornelius Sulla, who was at the peak of his power at the time: Ptolemy
XI had been living in the city as his protégé.12 Sulla had had many dealings
with indigenous royalty, most notably in North Africa and Asia Minor,
and was one of the first Romans to consider systematically the destiny
of the various kingdoms that bordered Rome. Yet Ptolemy XI’s marriage
to his 36-year-old stepmother was not particularly pleasing, for within
a month king had murdered queen. He was killed in the ensuing riot.
The death of three rulers within a few months left a power vacuum
that the Romans were only too anxious to fill. In fact, Rome had legal
support for intervention, since either Ptolemy XI or, more probably,
his father Ptolemy X—who had reigned until expelled in 88 b.c. and
died shortly thereafter as he tried to regain his throne—had willed the
kingdom to Rome as collateral for loans.13 It was conceivable that Rome
might invoke the will and take over Egypt, as by 80 b.c. there were few
Ptolemies available to carry on the dynasty. Ptolemy XI had no children.
Ptolemy IX had two sons, but neither was legitimate. Like Cleopatra
VII’s mother, their mother was unknown, and it is possible that she also
came from the priestly elite, but the evidence is even more obscure than
in the later case. One son was given Cyprus, where he ruled for 25 years
as Ptolemy of Cyprus. The other, Ptolemy XII, Cleopatra’s father, became
king of Egypt. Unlike her, his parentage was questioned for the rest of
his life, and he was regularly called nothos, or “bastard,” which may
mean nothing more than that, like Cleopatra, he had Egyptian blood.14
He also received the epithet “Auletes,” or “Flute Player,” because of his
adoption of the title “New Dionysos” and his alleged performance in the
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Dionysiac festivals.15 He married his sister Cleopatra VI and probably
had a relationship with at least one woman from the family that held the
hereditary priesthood of Ptah, producing his five children, Berenike IV,
Cleopatra VII, Ptolemy XIII, Ptolemy XIV, and Arsinoë IV. As children
of the New Dionysos, they could be considered offspring of a god,16 yet
there is no solid evidence that any of them was deified during their lifetimes, although Cleopatra was always afforded the veneration appropriate to a goddess.17 The new king was young when he came to the
throne, about 20, and tales of his indolence and life of luxury soon circulated, perhaps reflecting his genuine distaste for rule and involvement in
global politics, as well as the knowledge that he had become king essentially by default. He may have taken his priestly duties more seriously,
and his portraits show a certain dignity. The coin portraits, especially,
are strikingly similar to those of his daughter Cleopatra VII.18
The first years of his reign, which includes the period of the birth of
Cleopatra VII, were quiet. But the king had inherited a dangerous situation. The population of Alexandria—with various factions supporting
other potential rulers, dead or alive, Egyptian interests, and Roman
involvement (or distaste for it)—had shown its willingness to intervene
violently in the matter of the rule. The ever-looming presence of Rome,
which had financial as well as political aspects, was ominous. There was
increasing disenchantment with the Ptolemies as a whole. Ptolemy’s

FIGURE 1. Marble head
of Ptolemy XII, reworked
from an earlier portrait,
in the Louvre (Ma 3449).
Photography by Hervé
Lewandowski, courtesy of
the Réunion des Museés
Nationaux and Art Resource,
New York (ART151975).

18

Cleopatra

persona as the diffident bastard flute player, even if more slander than
reality, was no help.
In late 69 b.c. Ptolemy’s legal wife Cleopatra VI fell out of favor.
The details are obscure: she is missing from documents and inscriptions after that time and does not reappear for more than a decade.19
She vanished a few months after Cleopatra VII was born from another
mother, although it is not known whether Ptolemy’s liaisons played any
role in his wife’s fortunes. Whatever happened, this is a further indication of instability, and although there are no details about Ptolemy’s
personal relationships in the years immediately following, his three
younger children were born during the queen’s absence.
By this time Egypt had become a regular topic in Rome. It is difficult
to summarize with any brevity the contemporary situation there and
how it affected Egypt.20 Since Rome’s final defeat of Carthage 80 years
previously, the city had become a world power, with territory stretching
across the Mediterranean. Yet there had been no resulting significant
constitutional changes: Rome still operated as a central Italian citystate, in much the way that it had for hundreds of years, and it was not
equipped to function as a global power. Her broad reach meant contacts
with many other states, especially the Greek kingdoms that had come
into existence after the time of Alexander the Great. In the western
Mediterranean there were other indigenous kingdoms, not Greek, but
often heavily influenced by Greek ways. Since the second century b.c.
all had looked to Rome as the emergent power of the Mediterranean.
Kings had sent their children to Rome to be educated, had sought Rome
themselves as a refuge in times of trouble, and had even willed their
kingdoms to Rome as a way of convincing their families that usurpation
was futile.21
For its part, Rome’s interest was not only a matter of global politics but one of finances, since the resources available to the kings
far exceeded Rome’s income. Ever since the legacy of Attalos III of
Pergamon had been accepted in 130 b.c., bringing Rome not only
territory but immense revenue that was of great assistance in the
difficult years after the Carthaginian wars, the city had regarded the
kingdoms with covetous eyes. But its antiquated government had no
effective way of implementing its needs. The ancient system of shortterm elected magistracies did not operate efficiently in a state whose
territory extended from one end of the Mediterranean to the other.
Officials sent to the perimeters had little time to acquaint themselves
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with issues before their term was over, and few funds were available
for their duties unless local sources were acquired. In fact, service in
a province came to be a significant way of gaining wealth, legally or
otherwise, that could be used to advance one’s career. A magistrate
stationed at the edge of Roman territory would look avidly at a rich
adjoining kingdom, and perhaps wonder how much of its resources
could be obtained for Rome and for himself. The kings would be
caught in an inescapable bind: Rome was a source of protection and
stability but could destroy them and their kingdoms. The erratic nature
of internal Roman politics also played a role, since a political leader
prominent one year could be ostracized the next, and he might effectively be exiled to a remote province where extortion of his neighbors
would be the only way of gaining funding to reinstate himself, which
he might use to mobilize a private army to assist in his restoration.
As leaders rotated in and out of favor, so did those who supported
them: someone newly discredited might have once offered protection
or support to a king, which would make the king fair game for his
opponents. Ironically, all the monarchs who sought Roman assistance
to stabilize and preserve their kingdoms began a process, often lasting
several generations, of destroying them.
Inevitably, the first century b.c. saw the rise of powerful Roman political leaders who sought to operate within the faulty system for personal
and political gain. Many of these are familiar, including Gnaeus Pompeius
the Great, M. Tullius Cicero, Julius Caesar, and Marcus Antonius. Most
of them at one time or another concerned themselves with the matter
of Egypt. In 65 b.c. the censor M. Licinius Crassus suggested that Egypt
come under direct Roman control, perhaps using the existing Ptolemaic
will as a pretext.22 The dominant reason for the proposal was financial
gain, for Egypt represented a great potential source of wealth. Yet Cicero
saw Crassus’s proposal merely as greed and argued that it was hardly
advisable for the Romans to become involved in the unstable world of
Egypt. His eloquence was a major factor in the dropping of the matter.
As king of Egypt, Ptolemy XII realized the implicit threat, and resorted
to the only option available to him, financial remuneration of prominent
Romans, a long-standing policy for barbarian kings in his position, but
one that quickly would put him into debt despite his wealth. He reached
out to one Roman in particular, his acquaintance Gnaeus Pompeius the
Great, who was at the peak of his short and brilliant career. He had risen
to prominence during campaigns in Africa and Spain and had become
20

Cleopatra

consul at an early age in 70 b.c. (with Crassus as his colleague); in 66
b.c. he had been sent to settle Rome’s festering war with Mithradates
the Great of Pontos in northern Asia Minor, who had been causing difficulty for many years. Early in this campaign, or just before it, he may
have visited Egypt and been entertained lavishly by Ptolemy.23 After
succeeding in neutralizing Mithradates, Pompeius moved into Syria,
where he dissolved the Seleukid kingdom and annexed its remnants. He
was in Damascus, conveniently close to Egypt, in 63 b.c. when envoys
arrived from Ptolemy bearing a valuable gold crown, a symbol indicating that he recognized Pompeius’s authority. There was also an offer
to finance his next endeavor, an operation in Judaea.24 Pompeius was
further invited to continue on to Egypt to put down local agitation, but
he declined.
Yet Ptolemy’s lavishness cost him dearly, with both internal instability and Roman concern increasing. There are scattered notices of
disturbances in Egypt all through the 60s b.c.25 The historian Diodoros,
who visited Egypt about this time, witnessed a riot and lynching that
occurred when someone accidentally committed the sacrilege of killing
a cat, an incident that was notable for the failure of government officials sent to the scene to intervene.26 Taxes were increased, resulting
in strikes by farmers in the villages: as was usual in times of financial
excess and overseas adventures, the poor suffered the most. It was said
that money to pay the king’s debts was exacted by force. Even the gold
sarcophagus of Alexander the Great was melted down.27 Civil disturbances reached such a point that in 63 b.c. Ptolemy had to issue an order
that unauthorized persons could not enter temple treasuries. His expenditures soon reached a point that he went into debt, borrowing from the
famous Roman banker C. Rabirius Postumus.28
Despite his financial straits, the king continued to spread money
around Rome. After Pompeius, his next target was Julius Caesar, consul
for 59 b.c., which eased the way for Ptolemy to be legally confirmed
as a friend and ally of the Romans. As customary, the agreement was
registered on the Capitol as an official treaty.29 Roman citizenship, if
not already held by the Ptolemies, may also have been conferred. This
was an important benefit that gave its holders certain privileges, such as
access to the Roman legal system, and created a useful bond between
those in power on the fringes of Roman territory and the government in
Rome. Ptolemy may have believed that his problems were now solved,
but he underestimated the complexities of the political world in which
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he had become involved. Soon the Romans annexed Cyprus, ruled by
his brother Ptolemy of Cyprus and part of the Ptolemaic kingdom since
its earliest days. As usual, money was a primary reason: M. Porcius Cato
was appointed to effect the operation and given instructions to acquire
the royal treasury. Ptolemy XII was strangely silent as his brother went
to his downfall. Ptolemy of Cyprus was offered internal exile as a priest
of Apollo at Paphos, but he chose suicide instead, and Cyprus became
Roman territory.30
The Cyprus incident used up the last of Ptolemy XII’s credibility at
home. Discontent and opposition to his rule, especially his failure to
hold traditional Ptolemaic territory and to keep it from the Romans, as
well as his financial policies, resulted either in his expulsion or, more
likely, voluntary departure from Egypt in the summer of 58 b.c. He may
have been encouraged to do this by Pompeius, who was then accused of
creating a power vacuum in Egypt that would give him a new command
and further career advancement.31 The king borrowed more money
from Rabirius Postumus to be able to travel in the accustomed royal
style, and he headed first for Rhodes, the headquarters of Cato, who
lectured him on his mistake in becoming so entangled in Roman politics and abandoning his kingdom. Egypt would be drained by Rome,
Cato insisted. Ptolemy was convinced and resolved to return to Egypt
but was dissuaded by his advisors, although later he would find Cato’s
words prophetic. He then went to Athens, which had had close relations with the Ptolemies since early times, including a festival called
the Ptolemaia.32 Here he dedicated a monument to his father and halfsister Ptolemy IX and Cleopatra Berenike III.33 His 11-year-old daughter,
Cleopatra VII, may have accompanied him on at least this part of the
journey, if she is the “Libyan princess” whose servant was memorialized in a grave inscription of the period.34 She may have continued with
her father to Rome, thus being exposed at an early age to that dynamic
environment which would be so important to her future career.35 When
Ptolemy arrived in the city, he took up residence in Pompeius’s villa
in the Alban hills, near the great sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at
Praeneste, and he lived there for nearly a year. Soon he had to borrow
even more money from Rabirius Postumus.
With the expulsion or self-exile of Ptolemy in 58 b.c., his sister-wife
Cleopatra VI, whose whereabouts for the last decade are unknown,
emerged from obscurity, perhaps to represent her husband and to
oppose their daughter, Berenike IV, who made her own attempt for the
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throne. The circumstances are unclear, but Berenike was the only child
of Ptolemy XII close to adulthood, and she was perhaps put forward by
the faction opposing the king. It is possible that mother and daughter
ruled jointly for a while, since a papyrus refers to “the queens” (and incidentally gives an insight to the chaotic conditions of the era, as it records
a public demonstration demanding royal intervention against corrupt
officials).36 The queens may have started as colleagues and ended up
as rivals. How much longer Cleopatra VI survived is uncertain. She
may have lived until early 55 b.c., shortly before her husband’s return,
although the evidence is disputed.37 Her death, however, left Berenike as
sole ruler, only the second time that a queen ruled alone in the Ptolemaic
dynasty. If Cleopatra VII had returned to the court, she would have seen
all this happening around her.
Meanwhile the Romans were debating what to do about Ptolemy,
comfortably residing with Pompeius. For kings to flee to Rome at times
of difficulty was nothing new: Ptolemy’s grandfather Ptolemy VIII had
made several trips to the city, as had the famous Numidian king Jugurtha.
Herod the Great was to do the same 20 years later. The indebtedness
of Ptolemy XII to Roman bankers meant that his political survival was
more than an idle question in Rome, since the best way to ensure that
the debts would be paid would be to implement his restoration and thus
give him renewed access to the Egyptian treasury. The Senate was at first
inclined to support this, and in fact the consul of 57 b.c., P. Lentulus
Spinther, was given the task as part of his proconsular command of the
following year, although Ptolemy let it be known that he would have
preferred Pompeius. But the king seriously weakened his standing in
the city when his assassins disposed of an embassy sent from Alexandria
to speak against him. The leader of the embassy, the philosopher Dion,
survived and was summoned to the Senate, but Ptolemy, through the
agency of Pompeius, was able to keep him from speaking and eventually
had him killed. The whole matter was hushed up, as Ptolemy still had
the support of powerful Romans.38
Portents were also being used by both sides. A thunderbolt struck
the statue of Jupiter in the Alban hills, followed by a conveniently
produced Sibylline oracle—promulgated by Cato—that enjoined the
Romans to offer friendship but no military assistance. Interpretation of
it threw the Senate into confusion, and it was suggested that Lentulus
Spinther restore Ptolemy without the use of an army, or that he merely
be sent home with a minuscule Roman escort. Ptolemy realized that he
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was getting nowhere and asked for the latter, but when even this was
denied he quietly left Rome, probably at the end of 57 b.c., and sought
sanctuary in the famous Temple of Artemis at Ephesos.
In Alexandria the death of Cleopatra VI during her husband’s exile
created an awkward situation, as the surviving queen Berenike IV had
no husband. As had happened with her aunt Cleopatra Berenike III, one
had to be found. A comical series of events ensued: one candidate died,
another was detained by Aulus Gabinius, the Roman governor of Syria,
and a third was so unacceptable to Berenike that she had him killed. A
fourth, a certain Archelaos, was finally successful. His background is
contradictorily described in the sources, but he claimed to have been a
descendant of Mithradates the Great and happened to be a protégé of
Pompeius.39
The Romans were not finished with Ptolemy XII, however. Although
Archelaos and Berenike seemed firmly in control in Egypt with
Archelaos now accepted as king, the Roman bankers, led by Rabirius
Postumus, knew that restoration of Ptolemy was their only means of
salvation. Yet discussions about whether to restore the king led to rioting
in Rome, less out of concern about Ptolemy’s future than the machinations of those in power, whose interests included the future of Egypt.40
Lentulus Spinther, established in his proconsular command in Kilikia
(southeastern Asia Minor), despite his instructions and intense urging
from Cicero, avoided involving himself. Pompeius, however, persuaded
Gabinius, the governor of Syria, to bring about the restoration, and his
willingness to comply was eased by 10,000 talents provided by Ptolemy.
Gabinius prepared for an invasion of Egypt, an illegal act that would
involve him in serious difficulties in Rome.41
The expedition set forth in the spring of 55 b.c. On Gabinius’s staff
was young Marcus Antonius as cavalry commander and in his first
provincial post. As the expedition passed through Judaea, it received
the support of the high priest Hyrkanos II, who instructed the wealthy
Antipatros of Askalon to provide supplies, which he did in a lavish way.42
Antipatros was an important figure in the regional politics of the era, but
he is best remembered today as the father of Herod the Great, who was
15 years of age and certainly a curious onlooker as the Romans passed
by, if not actively involved. Like Cleopatra, he was observing events that
determined his future policies.
When the expedition reached Egypt, Antonius distinguished himself
in the two battles that resulted and prevented Ptolemy from massacring
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the inhabitants of Pelousion. King Archelaos was killed in the second
battle. Antonius saved his body from desecration and ensured him a royal
burial, an ironic harbinger of events of 25 years later. By April Ptolemy
XII was restored to his throne and to his family, including 14-year-old
Cleopatra, who may have been more impressed by the Roman officers
whom she saw, especially Antonius, who so quickly had won such favor
with the Egyptians. In later years Antonius claimed to have fallen in love
with her at this time.43
Although Antonius was at the beginning of his career and his
relationship with Egypt, Gabinius paid dearly for his actions. On his
return to Rome he was indicted both for exceeding his authority and
accepting bribes. The trials were violent and prolonged, with a defense
based on the unsuitability of Archelaos to be king of Egypt, claiming
that the Sibylline oracle—which seemed quite explicit—had actually
referred to some other king, and blaming Pompeius for everything.
The first trial, for exceeding his authority, resulted in acquittal, but the
second, for bribery, with Cicero defending him, led to conviction.44 It
was rumored that Gabinius bribed the jury, perhaps an unwise move
under the circumstances. Obviously the trials were only a small part of
the larger political activities of the era, and Gabinius may have understood the conditions in the East more astutely than either those in Rome
or the hostile sources that recorded his trials.45 He went into exile until
recalled seven years later by Caesar. His successor in Syria, none other
than Crassus, who in many ways had started the entire Egyptian issue
by proposing annexation a decade previously, had Egypt added to his
provincial command, although continuing instability in Rome and
Crassus’s death shortly thereafter in his misbegotten Parthian expedition meant that this was more a legal technicality than reality. Yet it
demonstrated the inevitable course of events.46
Whatever joyous reunion Ptolemy might have had with his family
did not extend to his daughter Berenike, who had opposed both him and
his wife, and she was promptly executed along with many of her wealthiest supporters, one way for the king to gain revenue. Other indignities
followed. Gabinius had left a Roman garrison to prop up Ptolemy’s rule,
which was not only insulting to the locals but caused other problems, as
its members tended to disappear into the streets of Alexandria, assaulting
women and thus creating a Roman ethnic component in this multicultural city.47 In fact, perhaps like any major port city, Alexandria seems
to have attracted low characters from throughout the Mediterranean,
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including pirates, brigands, and fugitive slaves, and this added to a
general perception of lawlessness. For Ptolemy, money continued to be
an issue, as the king remained heavily in debt. His ingenious solution to
this was to make none other than the Roman banker Rabirius Postumus
his chief financial officer, ironically giving someone from a state that
was a novice on the global scene control of the world’s oldest financial
administration. None of this endeared Ptolemy to the Egyptians.48
Rabirius seems to have been given a free hand to drain the kingdom
of its resources, yet the debts were so enormous that they were never paid
off in Ptolemy’s lifetime and were passed on to his successors.49 Rabirius
offended everyone so effectively that within a year he was placed in
protective custody by the king and sent back to Rome, where he became
the second person to stand trial over the matter of the restoration of
Ptolemy XII. Cicero again defended and attempted to portray Rabirius
as a hostage of Ptolemy who had made the best of an impossible situation. The outcome of the trial is unknown, but Rabirius too had powerful
friends and was in the service of Caesar in Sicily eight years later.50
There were no further disasters in the three years remaining to
Ptolemy. His primary concern now was the royal succession. Having
already eliminated his one legitimate child, Berenike, by necessity he
turned toward the four remaining, the two girls, Cleopatra and Arsinoë,
and the two boys, Ptolemy XIII and XIV. Of these only Cleopatra was
close to adulthood, about 14 when her father was restored. The boys
were six and four, and Arsinoë was also a child.51 Hence it was obvious
that Cleopatra would be the primary heir.
Thus, shortly after his reinstatement, Ptolemy wrote his will. He listed
his eldest surviving daughter (Cleopatra) and eldest son (Ptolemy XIII)
as joint heirs: inclusion of the boy would in theory avoid the difficulties
the two Berenikes had found when they became sole rulers without a
male consort.52 Most important, the will asked that the Roman people be
the guardian of the two children. Exactly what this meant is uncertain,
but it provided the legal excuse for the extensive Roman intervention of
the following years. Ptolemy also invoked all the gods and all his treaties
with Rome as encouragement to carry out his instructions. Envoys took
a copy of the will to Rome to be deposited in the state treasury, but not
unexpectedly it ended up in the hands of Pompeius,53 who was now the
most powerful man in the city and, of course, Ptolemy’s primary Roman
benefactor. Pompeius believed that the document might be useful to
him in the future.
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Writing such a will shows unexpected political incisiveness on the
part of a king whose reign does not seem to have been especially distinguished. But the stories of his frivolity that pervade literature may have
been exaggerated: like his daughter, he had particularly articulate Roman
opponents. Although remembered as a bastard flute player, this may not
have affected his ability at rule. Most analyses of his character are from
Roman sources, and they had little patience for the luxuriant lifestyle of
eastern royalty, as Cleopatra and Antonius were soon to learn. Despite
his exile and treatment of his eldest daughter Berenike, his reign was
more peaceful than many of the previous ones, and he took serious steps
to avoid the protracted succession struggles that had become commonplace among the Ptolemies, although this was futile. His legal recognition by Rome, which Cleopatra would profit from, brought him into the
mainstream of world politics, inevitably hastening the end of his dynasty
as rulers of Egypt, although he was hardly aware of this. He seemed
to have been greatly disliked by the Alexandrian elite, yet by and large
he administered the state fairly well, except perhaps for the unfortunate incident of Rabirius, whom Ptolemy himself removed from power.
Although the loss of Cyprus was a major blow to Ptolemaic foreign
policy, the empire still had access to the wealth of India and East Africa.
A certain Kallimachos, an important official who would continue into
the reign of Cleopatra VII, was “Overseer of the Erythraian and Indian
Seas” in 62 b.c.54 Documents also testify to Ptolemy’s steady involvement in the internal workings of Egypt. He completed the Temple of
Edfu, which had been under way since the time of Ptolemy III, and,
probably transferring the workmen downriver to the new site, began
construction at Dendera.55 He paid special care to his religious duties,
traveling throughout the country.56 Most important, he died of natural
causes, an increasingly rare phenomenon among the Ptolemies.
In the spring of 52 b.c. he gave his two heirs the titles of “new gods”
and “loving siblings” (Theoi Neoi Philadelphoi).57 The former was an
ancient formula and honorific, the latter a vain hope for the future.
Cleopatra seems to have become regent at about the same time, assuring
a smooth transition since her coheir was still a child. Her legal status is
represented in the crypt of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, her first
appearance in the historical record, sometime in 52 b.c. Ptolemy XII
died early the following year.
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CHAPTER

two

The Ptolemaic Heritage and
the Involvement with Rome

more than 250 years before Cleopatra VII’s birth, her ancestor
Ptolemy I established himself in Egypt, fulfilling a long-standing Greek
interest in the country that went back to prehistoric times. Egyptian
objects have been found in Mycenaean tombs on the Greek mainland,1
and by Homer’s day Egypt was well known to the Greek world. Achilles
understood that it was a place of great wealth, and Menelaos was detained
there after the Trojan War. Odysseus used travel to Egypt as a subterfuge
to hide his identity, claiming to have stayed there seven years, becoming
wealthy.2 Egypt came to be seen not only as a source for riches but for
all knowledge, as early Greek intellectuals such as Thales were said to
have learned their ideas from Egyptian sources.3 A Greek trading post
at Naukratis, established in the seventh century b.c., became an island
of Greek culture.4 By the Classical period there was a steady stream of
Greek visitors to the country, of which Herodotos was the most famous.
Egyptian institutions became respected in Greece: the Athenian political
leader Kimon consulted the famous oracle of Ammon at the Siwa Oasis.
There was even political intervention, beginning with the Athenian
invasion in 459 b.c.5
So it is perhaps no surprise that Alexander the Great, accompanied
by two of Cleopatra’s ancestors, would invade Egypt. After difficulties
working his way down the Levantine coast in 332 b.c., including a sevenmonth siege of Tyre, the king reached Egypt late in the year, remaining
there until spring. Like Kimon, he visited the oracle of Ammon. But
perhaps more significant for the future was Alexander’s assumption of
the religious titles and honors of the Egyptian king, especially upholding

the kingship’s linkage to the god Ptah,6 which ensured the lasting
support of his priesthood, a significant factor that continued into the
time of Cleopatra. Moreover, as the creator god of Memphis, Ptah gave
Alexander connections to that most historic Egyptian city, long the seat
of royalty. Thus Alexander and his successors were more easily able to see
themselves continuing the historic lineage of the indigenous Egyptian
royalty. Association with Egyptian cult and royalty also gave Alexander
access to the concept of deification of the ruler, something alien to
the Greek world (although similar to the cults of dead heroes). Greek
leaders had long been bestowed with quasi-divine honors in recognition
of their services, but Alexander, a unique personality, became essentially
a god. This concept of divine monarchy would continue into Cleopatra’s
day and affect the self-image of the Roman emperors.
Another significant accomplishment of Alexander’s took place at
Rhakotis, on a spit of land just west of the Kanobic mouth of the Nile,
where he began laying out a new city, to be named Alexandria, one of
many such foundations that he would make.7 He designated the grid for
the city himself and located its major building sites, and Alexandria was
formally founded on 7 April 331 b.c. Recording the events was his close
companion and Cleopatra’s ancestor, Ptolemy I.
Eight years later, at the end of 323 b.c., Ptolemy was back in Egypt.
Alexander had died at Babylon in the summer, leaving no provisions for
governance of his realm, and the 40-year-long struggle of his Successors
was under way. In the assignment of territory after Alexander’s death,
Ptolemy had received Egypt as his satrapy—the Persian administrative
model was still in use—but soon he began to act as if he were an independent ruler. Within a year he had intervened in the politics of the ancient
Greek city of Cyrene, west of Egypt.8 Shortly thereafter he engineered
the major coup of his career, bringing the body of Alexander to Egypt and
eventually enshrining it in a monumental tomb at Alexandria, creating
a royal burial precinct that would be part of the palace compound. As
the successor to Alexander, Ptolemy could acquire his divine attributes
for himself, both those connected to the personality of his predecessor
and those obtained through ancient Egyptian ruler cult. Ptolemy thus
had a status that none of the other Successors could ever claim, and this
passed to his descendants. By 305 b.c. he was calling himself king and in
the following year was crowned as Egyptian pharoah.9
Monarchy, which had lost favor in the Greek world in the sixth
century b.c., had been rejuvenated through the personality of Alexander.
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The failure of the Classical city-states to create stable governments had
discredited the more broadly based systems such as democracy, and
from at least the time of Plato political theorists had seen monarchy,
of a proper sort, as the best form of government. Alexander’s personal
charisma had restored faith in monarchy—assisted, perhaps, by his
association with the outstanding political theorist of his era, Aristotle—
and after Alexander’s death many of the Successors adopted the title of
“king,” although at first more as a personal honorific than a legal term
for a ruler of a specific territory. Ptolemy, in Egypt, had further reason to
be sympathetic to monarchy, since when Egypt had been handed over,
Alexander had followed the standard procedure for accession of a new
pharaoh. As Alexander’s designated successor in Egypt, Ptolemy himself
could assume the role of pharaoh, providing additional linkage to his
illustrious predecessor and his adopted country, both important sources
of his power. From Ptolemy’s inauguration as king of Egypt until the
death of Cleopatra VII 275 years later, this amalgamation of the historic
religious and cultural role of the pharaoh with the concept of Alexanderinspired Greek kingship was Egypt’s form of government.10
Unlike Alexander’s other Successors, Ptolemy ruled an established
state with a long history and a defined territory. The royal administration in Egypt had existed for thousands of years. Egypt had been a state
since long before the rise of the Greek world. This did not mean that the
Ptolemies were immune to territorial expansionism, as is demonstrated
by events from Ptolemy I’s invasion of Cyrene in 332 b.c. to Cleopatra
VII’s acquisition of Levantine regions 300 years later. At its greatest extent
the Ptolemaic kingdom spread from the shores of Greece to the interior
of Africa. But at the heart of the kingdom there was always Egypt, and
from the beginning Ptolemy respected as much as possible its historical
prestige. Egypt was already multicultural, and an increasing number of
Greeks flocked to Alexandria and other Greek cities such as Naukratis.
There were other groups of foreigners, especially a significant Jewish
contingent that had existed for hundreds of years. Persians, Africans,
and eventually Romans became part of Alexandria, and a distinction
developed between the mixed population of the city and the ancient
unchanged countryside. Although Ptolemy I and his descendants made
use of the ancient Egyptian royal administration, at the same time they
lived in isolation from Egypt as monarchs ruling in Greek fashion in a
Greek city: it was said that none of the Ptolemies before Cleopatra VII
even learned the Egyptian language.11
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The history of the Ptolemaic dynasty is essential to understanding
the life of Cleopatra VII as she was the inheritor of nearly 250 years of
its policies. These determined the nature of her rule and her relationship with her subjects, of whatever ethnicity, as well as her own political
stance. Ptolemy I, as founder of the dynasty, established the concept of
Ptolemaic kingship: Cleopatra would be influenced by many of his ideas.
The first half of his reign, when he still used the title “satrap” rather than
“king,” was concerned with establishing his position in the chaotic era
of Alexander’s Successors, the struggle that created the political nature
of the Hellenistic world. Ptolemy’s position was by no means secure, and
he had to repel a number of external threats. He acquired the Cyrenaica
in 332 b.c.; in 301 b.c. he occupied the coastal Levant as far north as
Byblos and soon took control of Cyprus and Lykia on the southern
coast of Anatolia, creating a Ptolemaic empire that extended from the
borders of Greece proper to the frontier of Carthage, excepting only
portions of Syria and the southern Levant.12 Although the boundaries
of the Ptolemaic state remained in flux throughout its history, Cyprus
and the Cyrenaica would, with minor exceptions, always be Ptolemaic
possessions, and there would be regular attempts to acquire Syria and
the southern Levant. Until Rome became a significant player, the only
state that could rival the Ptolemies was the Seleukid Empire, founded
by Seleukos I, another companion and fellow traveler of Alexander and
ancestor of Cleopatra VII. After 300 b.c. the Seleukids would be centered
at the new city of Antioch in Syria; their dynasty would survive until
the Roman dissolution of their empire in 64 b.c. The Seleukids and the
Ptolemies would be in constant contention for the Levant: Cleopatra’s
interest in the kingdom of Herod the Great was a continuation of a longstanding Ptolemaic policy.
Egypt was the most ancient state in the world. In recognition of
its traditions, Ptolemy I had made Memphis his original residence,
following not only Egyptian practice but Alexander’s precedent, who,
in honoring the city, upheld venerable Egyptian customs, since it was
associated with Menes, the founder of the Egyptian state. Moreover, at
Memphis Alexander had shown his respect for the priesthood and cult
of Ptah, which would remain an essential component of Ptolemaic royal
power. Yet by 311 b.c., and perhaps several years earlier, even before
Ptolemy took the title of king, he moved his royal seat to the new city
of Alexandria.13 In part this may mean that the city, under construction for a number of years, was now suitable to receive his residence.
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But at the same time the move created the duality that was to characterize Ptolemaic rule. Kings and queens continued to be crowned at
Memphis by priests of Ptah, and the priesthood became closely intertwined with the Ptolemaic dynasty. But by making a new Greek city
his capital, Ptolemy established the concept of the Hellenistic royal city
that remained a pattern well into Roman times. Antioch and Pergamon
would be founded a few years later, and even as late as the first century
b.c. Romanized kings such as Herod the Great and Juba II of Mauretania
would follow the precedent of Alexandria with their own royal capitals.
Placing himself and his royal administration at Alexandria situated
Ptolemy firmly within the mainstream of Greek culture. As a coastal
city, Alexandria would be connected with the rest of the world, unlike
Memphis, which was 300 miles upriver. Alexandria quickly developed
into the world’s greatest city. It lay where a number of promontories
and islands created a natural series of harbors, which were enhanced by
breakwaters and causeways. Most prominent was the island of Pharos,
known to Greeks since Homeric times. A promontory to the east, called
Lochias, was the location of the palace, which also extended to the
southwest into the heart of the city. The street grid, some of which is still
visible, covered several square miles south of the palace.14
Most notable was the emergence of the city as an intellectual center,
with the creation of the Mouseion and its Library, the concept, at least,
of Ptolemy I, although his son and successor Ptolemy II probably implemented the plans.15 Aristotle’s student Theophrastos was involved in the
project, and Ptolemy I himself presumably had the inclination to conceive
of such an idea.16 Nothing is known specifically about the king’s studies,
although as a published historian, who wrote a definitive account of
Alexander’s career, he was an educated man.17 Given that he was a childhood friend of Alexander’s, he may have been raised at the Macedonian
royal court; if so, he probably met Aristotle and Theophrastos when
they came to the court in the 340s b.c. Ptolemy developed a personal
relationship with the latter, who eventually encouraged him to create
a Mouseion in Alexandria.18 A Mouseion was literally a place inspired
by the Muses, and thus associated with the arts or intellectual culture,
a locale for scholarly and artistic activities. It came to be a component
of the great philosophical schools of Athens such as Plato’s Academy.19
Theophrastos established a Mouseion on his estate at Stageira in
northern Greece: his will lists the scholars who would be allowed to
study there, the nucleus of its intellectual community.20 Ptolemy invited
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Theophrastos to Egypt, perhaps with similar ideas in mind, but he
declined the invitation, and his most famous student, Demetrios of
Phaleron, accepted the offer. He was available after 307 b.c. because he
had been expelled by the Athenians, whom he had ruled for a number of
years.21 A rare example of an intellectual and scholar who was also politically experienced, Demetrios provided the advice, both scholarly and
political, that Ptolemy needed in order to turn Alexandria into a cultural
center, including establishment of the Mouseion and Library. Eventually
the personal libraries of Aristotle and Theophrastos became the core of
the collections.22 Demetrios himself would give luster to the court, as he
was one of the most prolific scholars of the era and thus the first major
intellectual to receive Ptolemaic patronage. He probably also encouraged the original contingent of scholars to come to Alexandria, of which
the most famous was the mathematician Euclid,23 thereby establishing
the city as the new cultural center of the emergent Hellenistic world. It
is difficult to imagine that, 250 years later, Cleopatra did not frequent
the Library and attend events at the Mouseion—it was part of the royal
palace complex24—a place where, if nothing else, she could have learned
the many languages in which she became fluent.
Ptolemy I, in addition to creating an ideal Greek state at Alexandria,
also had to contend with the indigenous Egyptian population. He had
to be accepted by them as king while retaining his identity as a Greek
monarch in the tradition of Plato and Alexander. Transferring his
capital to Alexandria assisted with the latter; making as few changes
as possible in the age-old Egyptian administration and cultivating the
priestly elite ensured the former. Yet there was a steady influx of Greeks
to Alexandria and the few other Greek cities within Egypt. Naukratis,
founded as a Greek trading outpost in the seventh century b.c. 35 miles
up the Kanobic Nile from where Alexandria would be built, underwent a renaissance. Inscriptions show that Ptolemy I and II favored it
with new buildings.25 Like Alexandria, it was constituted as a quasiindependent Greek city and had its own coinage. Far upriver was a third
city, Ptolemais Hermiou, the first of many Ptolemaic city foundations,26
located in the ancient Thebaid and conveniently providing a Greek
southern anchor to the historic territory of Egypt. It too was organized
as a Greek city. These three were the core of the Greek presence, but the
remaining territory, the vast bulk of Egypt, was in many ways unchanged
by the new administration. Ptolemy I did not find it necessary to learn
Egyptian.
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A final concern for the king had nothing to do with Egypt but was of
vital interest to his descendants and would become an obsessive matter
for Cleopatra. For the dynasty to survive, heirs had to be carefully
produced. Ptolemy was married four times and had at least 10 children.
Although his first two marriages were obscure and seem to have been
childless, the third and fourth represented a careful choosing of partners
who were of sufficient status to produce heirs, a tradition that would
continue to the end of the dynasty. Ptolemy’s third wife was Eurydike,
the daughter of Antipatros, a powerful associate of Alexander’s father
Philip II who was responsible for ensuring the succession for Alexander
and was left in command in Greece during the eastern expedition.27
Although two of the children of Ptolemy and Eurydike became kings of
Macedonia, it was Ptolemy’s fourth wife, Berenike I (the first use of that
famous name in the dynasty), who produced the heir, Ptolemy II. She
was also related to Antipatros and had joined her cousin Eurydike when
the latter went to Egypt to marry Ptolemy around 320 b.c. Berenike eventually supplanted Eurydike as his wife28 and became the mother of not
only Ptolemy II but his sister-wife Arsinoë II. From its very beginning,
the Ptolemaic dynasty was known for its complex family relationships.
When Ptolemy I died in the winter of 283–282 b.c., arrangements
had already been made for Ptolemy II to succeed him, ensuring that the
Ptolemaic Empire would be a hereditary dynasty. The father was in his
eighties and was one of the last surviving who had known Alexander; the
son was in his mid-twenties. Allegedly, he had been regent for two years,
although there is some evidence that this was a fabrication created in the
succession struggle that erupted,29 which essentially pitted Eurydike’s
children against Berenike’s. Two of Ptolemy II’s brothers were executed,
although only one is known by name, Argaios, probably the eldest son
of Ptolemy I. Another member of the family, Ptolemy II’s half-brother
Magas (a son of Berenike by her first husband), who was governor of
Cyrene, declared himself king of that city. Ptolemy II expected that he
would attack Egypt, but this never happened, and Magas ruled largely
unchallenged until his death 30 years later.30 A casualty of this succession struggle was Demetrios of Phaleron, who supported the children
of Eurydike and was expelled from Alexandria to die at his country
estate by the bite of an asp. This interesting other case of death by asp
in Ptolemaic Egypt is first mentioned in extant literature by Cicero in
his defense of Rabirius Postumus.31 It is hard to imagine that Cleopatra
VII, who would familiarize herself with the documents of her father’s
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administration, had not read the transcript of the trial of his most
notorious Roman confidant.
When Ptolemy II was finally firmly on the throne, many of the
characteristics of Ptolemaic rule that Cleopatra was to inherit had
been established, including the relative isolation of the Greek enclaves
of Egypt, the dynastic support of intellectual culture and the arts, the
lack of interference in traditional Egyptian ways, the closeness between
rulers and the ancient priesthoods, and the careful choice of partners to
produce dynastic heirs. It was already seen, however, that regardless of
such heirs, succession struggles were an essential part of the Ptolemaic
world, as Cleopatra herself would find out.
Lacking, however, in the reign of Ptolemy I was one of the most
notorious characteristics of the dynasty, brother-sister marriage. This
was to appear in the early years of Ptolemy II and, although scandalous
at the time, would become normal by the time of Cleopatra VII. There
were ancient Egyptian royal precedents,32 but the actual perpetrator
was Ptolemy II’s sister, Arsinoë II, the first significant woman among
the Ptolemies.33 She was originally married to Lysimachos, the king of
Macedonia. Upon his death in 281 b.c., Arsinoë maintained her position as queen of Macedonia by marrying her half-brother, Ptolemy
Keraunos, who was the son of Ptolemy I and Eurydike, and who was at
the court of Lysimachos when he died, thus being able to seize control
of Macedonia. But soon Ptolemy Keraunos and Arsinoë were estranged,
not unexpectedly as he killed her existing children, since they had a more
legitimate claim to the throne. She fled to her brother in Egypt, eventually engineering her marriage to him, becoming queen for the third
time. The marriage produced no issue, and it was not until the marriage
of Ptolemy IV to his sister Arsinoë III that a ruling heir (Ptolemy V) was
produced from a brother-sister marriage.
Despite the fact that brother-sister marriage became normal among
the Ptolemies, the relationship of Ptolemy II and Arsinoë II caused a
great scandal. Incest was seen as an Egyptian, not Greek, practice.34 It
existed in Egypt as early as the Fourth Dynasty, and more than half the
known incestuous royal marriages from antiquity were Egyptian.35 Yet
it was still not considered acceptable in the Greek world (at least among
mortals), although few dared point this out at the time. One who did
draw attention to the questionable propriety of the marriage of Ptolemy
II and Arsinoë II was a poet named Sotades, who wrote explicit lines
outlining physical details about how the royal couple implemented their
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incestuous practices. He was forced to flee from Alexandria, and he was
eventually tracked to a remote Greek island by a Ptolemaic agent and
killed by being sealed in a lead container and dropped into the sea.36
Incest thus began among the Ptolemies seemingly because of the
personal ambitions of Arsinoë II, but this established the precedent that
would remain to the end of the dynasty, with Ptolemy IV, VI, VIII, and
XII all practicing it, although Ptolemy V, the obscure Ptolemy VII, and
Berenike IV were the only direct products of brother-sister marriage
who actually ruled. But Ptolemaic incest did not stop at brother-sister
marriages. Ptolemy VIII married both his sister Cleopatra II and her
daughter Cleopatra III, whose father was Ptolemy VIII’s brother Ptolemy
VI. This uncle-niece marriage produced both Ptolemy IX and X. Ptolemy
X also married his niece Cleopatra Berenike III, who later married his son
Ptolemy XI. Cleopatra VII briefly ruled jointly with her brothers Ptolemy
XIII and XIV, and while it is not certain that any official marriage took
place, the latter is called her husband in one source, although he would
have been only 12 years of age.37 What began as a pragmatic result of
the intense political aspirations of Arsinoë II became state policy, with
the historical objections to incest forgotten. In fact, royal incest became
an extreme form of endogamy, marriage within the clan, which to some
extent was a venerable Greek institution.38 More tactful than his colleague
Sotades, the poet Theokritos could remind all that the personal habits of
Ptolemy II and Arsinoë II were exactly like those of the gods.39
With the accession of Ptolemy II around 282 b.c., the Ptolemaic
Empire entered its most flourishing period. Over the next century
scholars such as Archimedes, Aristarchos, Konon, and Eratosthenes,
and writers such as Kallimachos and Apollonios, lived and worked in
Alexandria. New disciplines and theoretical structures such as geometry, geography, and the heliocentric theory of the universe, as well as
countless pieces of significant Greek literature, were the product of these
years. Alexandria continued to develop, and in the early years of Ptolemy
II a great lighthouse was built just east of Pharos, becoming one of the
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.40 Ptolemy II sent explorers up the
Nile, down the Red Sea, and into the western Mediterranean, expanding
the economic reach of the empire: their reports were promptly filed in
the Library for later scholars to use.41 All this was part of the inheritance
of Cleopatra VII.
Yet she is most remembered for her relationship with Rome, as her
kingdom, the last survivor of those created after the death of Alexander,
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collapsed in the face of the overwhelming ascendancy of the Italian citystate. When her Ptolemaic dynasty began, in the late fourth century b.c.,
the Greek world barely knew about Rome, and it was not a factor in
Greek politics. Rome had no territory outside Italy and had just begun
to interact with the Greek states in southern Italy. Before long, however,
the reach of Rome would extend into the eastern Mediterranean.
By the latter fourth century b.c. the Greek world had become aware
of the rise of this new power in the west. The first mention of Rome
in Greek literature seems to have been by Aristotle, who included
the city in his discussion of the political organization of all the states
of the Mediterranean world.42 Rome was in direct contact with the
Greek cities of southern Italy by 300 b.c. Shortly thereafter Pyrrhos of
Epeiros, whose early career had been assisted by Ptolemy I and who had
married his stepdaughter Antigone (an early daughter of Berenike I),
was engaged in his lengthy futile war with the Romans. Ptolemy II
supplied the troops to protect Pyrrhos’ kingdom while he was in Italy.43
Thus the Ptolemies were among the first in the eastern Mediterranean
to become knowledgeable about Rome, and it is no surprise that in 273
b.c. Ptolemy II became the earliest major king to seek alliance with the
city. This was only nine years before Rome’s first war with Carthage,
and Ptolemy may have seen what was coming.44 He was still contending
with his half-brother Magas in Cyrene, whose territory adjoined that
of Carthage. Although Ptolemy had friendly relations with that city, it
might have seemed wise to have as many alliances as possible in the
western Mediterranean. As it was, he kept out of the First Punic War
(264–241 b.c.), and while it was in progress Magas reconciled with his
Egyptian relatives, sending his daughter Berenike II to marry the heir
apparent Ptolemy III.45 Both Ptolemy II and Magas died during the war,
and after it ended the Romans sent an embassy to Alexandria to acquaint
themselves with the new ruler, Ptolemy III. A generation later, under
Ptolemy IV, relations between Rome and Egypt were close enough that
a Roman was the Ptolemaic garrison commander at Itanos on Crete.46
What the early Ptolemies could not know, however, was that Rome
would steadily grow in power and acquire territory closer and closer
to Egypt. While Ptolemy IV was king, the Second Punic War (218–201
b.c.) began, which resulted in Roman occupation of a portion of mainland Greece. The Romans sought Ptolemaic support in the war, bringing
lavish gifts to Alexandria and requesting grain, since the devastations of
Hannibal in Italy caused serious difficulties.47 But it seems that Ptolemy
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remained neutral, and when Rome invaded northwestern Greece in
response to a treaty that the Macedonian king, Philip V, had made with
Hannibal in 215 b.c., Ptolemy attempted to mediate, the first time that
the Ptolemies involved themselves in the foreign policy of Rome.48 This
perhaps encouraged the Romans to become more interested in the affairs
of Egypt. Rome came to the Ptolemies’ defense diplomatically in 200
b.c. when Philip attempted to gain possession of their territories in the
Aegean. At the same time the Seleukid king, Antiochos III, moved against
Ptolemaic holdings in interior Syria and the Levant. This aggressiveness
was possible because in 205 b.c. Ptolemy IV had been assassinated and
his infant son Ptolemy V placed on the throne, and the kingdom entered
into a lengthy period of internal strife.49 Rome sent envoys to Philip to
demand that he desist from taking Ptolemaic territory; the ambassadors continued on to Antioch and Alexandria in an attempt to negotiate
peace between the Seleukids and Ptolemies.50 Yet the lack of any diplomatic progress on this issue was one of the reasons that Rome initiated
the Second Macedonian War in late 200 b.c.; when Philip was defeated
three years later, he was required to give up all the Ptolemaic territory
that he had acquired. The Ptolemaic government had also complained
to Rome about the Seleukid activities in the Levant, and the Romans
demanded that Antiochos III withdraw. But Antiochos made a brilliant
and unexpected response: he announced that he and Ptolemy V were
concluding an alliance which would be sealed by marriage. Since no one
else seemed aware of these plans, it represents a remarkably innovative
move by Antiochos, the most senior and experienced of the Greek kings,
at the peak of his career. He was undoubtedly able to enforce his will on
the Ptolemaic court and its adolescent king, and in the winter of 194/93
b.c. at Raphia on the Egyptian-Levantine border, Ptolemy V, by then 16,
was married to the Seleukid princess Cleopatra I, who was 10 years of
age.51 Her dowry was the territory of interior Syria that her father had
just seized from her future husband. The royal couple were the greatgreat-grandparents of Cleopatra VII, and this both joined together the
two great dynasties of the late Hellenistic world and allowed the name
Cleopatra to enter the Ptolemaic family.
Yet neither of the young monarchs lived long. Ptolemy V never
learned how to be an effective ruler and was manipulated by court officials throughout his life; he was assassinated by his military staff in early
180 b.c., when he was about 30.52 His youth and inexperience had not
only seen the loss of Ptolemaic territory but constant internal instability.
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Cleopatra I survived him by only four years, dying in 176 b.c. in her late
twenties. She had been named regent for her adolescent son Ptolemy VI:
had she lived longer, she might have been able to stabilize the kingdom.
As it was, Ptolemy VI became as manipulated by court factions as his
father had been.53 These events mark the beginning of the decline of the
Ptolemaic kingdom.
By the early second century b.c., Ptolemaic weakness and Roman
ascendancy meant that the political destinies of both would never again
be separated. A Roman embassy was received in Alexandria in 173 b.c.,
and a Ptolemaic one went to Rome a few years later.54 Embassies would
shuttle regularly between the two capitals as long as the Ptolemaic state
lasted. In view of the continued hostilities among the Greek states it was
in Rome’s interest to keep its eye on the eastern Mediterranean and to
have allies wherever possible. In addition to the diplomatic contacts,
Roman officials began to play the role of tourists. In 112 b.c. L. Mummius,
perhaps the son or nephew of the conqueror of Corinth, sailed up the
Nile to see the antiquities. Officials along his route were told to receive
him with magnificence, provide lodging and gifts, and to ensure that the
sites be open for his visit.55
In 175 b.c., when further difficulties erupted between the Seleukids
and Ptolemies, Rome quickly responded. The new Seleukid king,
Antiochos IV, who came to the throne in that year, aggressively moved
into coastal Egypt and even attempted to repudiate the dowry of his
just-deceased sister Cleopatra I, demanding the return of interior Syria
to Seleukid control.56 Since Antiochos was the uncle of Ptolemy VI,
he could claim that he was simply exercising his duties as the senior
member of the combined Seleukid-Ptolemaic families. Ptolemy appealed
to Rome, and the Senate compelled negotiations. In July 168 b.c. the
Roman ambassador, C. Popilius Laenas, met Antiochos at Eleusis
outside Alexandria and forced him to withdraw under humiliating
conditions. Closely following these events was the historian Polybios,
himself personally involved in the Roman relations with the Greek
states, and who expressed the situation succinctly: “Thus the Romans
saved the exhausted kingdom of Ptolemy.”57
The Ptolemies were now totally beholden to Rome, and the two
states became even closer, for better or worse, over the next century.
Roman intervention at every level of dynastic operations was the rule.
The Romans would advise and expect consent on military and territorial matters as well as the dynastic succession. The career of the brother
40

Cleopatra

of Ptolemy VI, Ptolemy VIII, demonstrates this. After the Romans
forced Antiochos IV out of Egypt, the three children of Ptolemy V and
Cleopatra I ruled jointly. These were Ptolemy VI and VIII and their
sister Cleopatra II, whose cooperation with one another was less than
harmonious. Only four years after Antiochos’s withdrawal, the siblings
were so much at odds that Ptolemy VI appealed to Rome and traveled
there in person, the first Ptolemaic king to do so. He went in late 164 b.c.
without a royal escort and lived under poor conditions with a certain
Demetrios, an artist from Alexandria who was an acquaintance, until the
Senate learned of his presence and placed him in suitable lodgings.58
It is not known how the Senate reacted to this demonstration of
extreme humility. Meanwhile Ptolemy VIII had seized sole control in
Alexandria—the whereabouts of his sister Cleopatra II at this time are
unknown—and the Romans stepped in and enforced a settlement.59
Ptolemy VIII was sent to be petty king of Cyrene, and Ptolemy VI and
Cleopatra II married and ruled the rest of the Ptolemaic realm as equals.
Not unreasonably, Ptolemy VIII felt that he had been marginalized, and
he went to Rome. The Senate refused to alter the arrangements that it
had just made, although pressure by Ptolemy VIII over the next few
years resulted in the Senate’s gradually moving to support his position
and to back away from that of his brother.
In the midst of these negotiations, around 155 b.c., an attempt was
made on the life of Ptolemy VIII, probably by a dissident Cyrenaian,
but perhaps by a member of his family. He promptly wrote his will,60
stating that his kingdom (presumably Cyrene, but he may have been
audacious enough to mean all the Ptolemaic territories) would be left to
Rome if he did not have an heir. This is the first known example of what
would become a common tool of eastern royalty, a will favoring Rome,
not so much a wish for Roman acquisition of territory but a threat to
those who might think of removing the king. Yet at the same time the
very existence of such a stratagem demonstrates how much Roman and
Ptolemaic fortunes had become entangled. In fact the will was never
invoked. Ptolemy VIII lived 40 more years, and he became king of Egypt
when his brother died in 145 b.c., marrying Cleopatra II, the sister of
both, as well as marrying her daughter Cleopatra III, the most convoluted family relationship that the Ptolemies were to have. The succession of the dynasty was through Cleopatra III, as she and Ptolemy VIII
were parents of both Ptolemy IX and X, the former Cleopatra VII’s
grandfather.61
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The year after he wrote his will, Ptolemy VIII returned to Rome.
Among his activities there was his unsuccessful courting of Cornelia,
recently the widow of the distinguished Ti. Sempronius Gracchus, the
consul of 177 and 163 b.c.62 She was the mother of the famous Gracchi
brothers, who would figure so much in the attempts to reform Rome
during the following years. This is the first documented example of
a Ptolemaic ruler attempting to enhance his position by a marriage
connection to a member of the Roman elite. It was probable that on this
trip he was also formally named a friend and ally of the Roman people,
and he may even have been given Roman citizenship.63
Ptolemy VIII is not remembered favorably in the sources—he
was called “Physkon” (“Pot Belly”) because of the visible effects of his
luxuriant lifestyle—and there were many internal problems during his
reign, as well as the more entertaining family issues. Yet he was in power
longer than any other Ptolemy, and his lengthy 24-book memoir, the
Hypomnemata, although surviving only in a few fragments, provides
a strikingly personal insight into his world.64 Most important, he set
further precedents for his great-granddaughter Cleopatra VII in his
visits to Rome to strengthen his political position and his recognition of
the viability of a personal liaison with a prominent Roman. By the time
of his death in 116 b.c. it was inevitable that Rome, which half a century
previously had prevented the Ptolemaic kingdom from dissolving,
would continue to dictate its destiny.
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CHAPTER

three

Cleopatra’s Youth
and Education

children, especially female ones, are not prominent in the
historical record, and thus it is no surprise that Cleopatra VII does not
appear until the end of her father’s reign, in the late 50s b.c., when she
was nearly 20. Nevertheless, some assumptions about her youth are
possible. She was unusually well educated even for a royal woman of the
period. To be sure, the intellectual environment in Alexandria was not
what it had been in the third century b.c., when personalities such as
Euclid, Kallimachos, Apollonios, and Eratosthenes frequented the royal
court. Ptolemy VIII had severely weakened the academic atmosphere
with the convulsions of his reign, creating an environment that offered
little security to scholars. The king himself expelled a number of them,
and the major intellectuals of the era, such as Polybios, Hipparchos,
and Nikandros, kept away from the city. Significantly, Ptolemy filled the
post of Librarian with a military officer named Kydas, who replaced the
distinguished Homeric scholar Aristarchos of Samothrake, the king’s
own teacher.1 Placing a crony in the position once held by Apollonios
and Eratosthenes is clear evidence of the kingdom’s decline; filling
senior administrative posts with ideologues is typical of the syndrome
of disintegration. This pattern seems to have continued into the next
generation, when Ptolemy IX also appointed a confidant as Librarian,
one Onesandros of Paphos, registrar of that city, who had become an
intimate of the king during his exile in Cyprus.2 His son Ptolemy XII,
however, made some modest attempts to restore the intellectual prominence of the city, an effort continued by his daughter Cleopatra VII.3
Despite an era of political interference, Alexandria still possessed the

world’s finest library and its adjacent research center, the Mouseion, and
scholars sought out both for study. Medicine seems to have been especially favored, something that would affect Cleopatra’s own scholarship.
Apollonios of Kition wrote commentaries on Hippokrates’ works, one
of which survives, dedicated to a King Ptolemy—either Ptolemy XII or
his brother, Ptolemy of Cyprus—and which records that Apollonios had
been commissioned by the king to write the work.4 Apollonios’s teacher,
Zopyros, a pharmacologist and surgeon, advised Ptolemy XII about
antidotes to poison and was also connected to another court interested
in medicine, that of Mithradates VI of Pontos; in fact Zopyros’s Persian
name suggests that he may have originally come from that region.5 A
certain Chrysermos, although little known, seems to have been an important physician of the era who survived into the period of Cleopatra.6
His students, Herakleides of Erythrai, an historian of medicine, and
Apollonios Mys, a pharmacologist who also wrote on perfumes, were
still active in the 20s b.c.7 Another member of the school was perhaps
Cleopatra’s own physician, Olympos, whose memoirs were used by
Plutarch.8
Philosophy also enjoyed a renaissance, as the Mithradatic Wars and
Sulla’s sack of 86 b.c. caused an exodus of scholars from Athens, some of
whom went to Alexandria. The Academic school—originated by Plato
in the fourth century b.c. but having undergone many convulsions
since—was represented by Antiochos of Askalon, whose lectures Cicero
attended in Athens.9 Coming to Alexandria, Antiochos established a
philosophical circle that determined the nature of Academic philosophy in the city.10 Those associated with him included his friend and,
in time, violent opponent, Herakleitos of Tyre, and Antiochos’s brother
Aristos, who eventually returned to the Academy and was an intimate
of Marcus Brutus. There were also Kratippos of Pergamon and Ariston
of Alexandria, both Academics who became Peripatetics, adherents of
the school of thought originated by Aristotle, but whose followers, like
the Academics, were no longer attached to an institution in Athens.
Ariston himself became involved in a plagiarism issue with Eudoros
of Alexandria (perhaps a product of the same school) regarding suspiciously similar works about the Nile, but he also wrote an encyclopedia
of philosophy that was generally respected, as well as on astronomy and
mathematics.11 Another member of the circle was the unfortunate Dion,
leader of the embassy to Rome in the 50s b.c. to complain about Ptolemy
XII and, as a result, to be murdered by his agents; little is known about
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him as a scholar.12 The most famous student of Antiochos was Areios
Didymos, who represented the third of the great philosophical schools
of the Hellenistic world, the Stoics. He may also have studied with
Eudoros, and he became one of the teachers of Octavian, advising him
at the time of the fall of Alexandria.13 Areios Didymos was offered the
position of prefect of Egypt, but he went to Rome instead and continued
to be close to the imperial family, especially Livia, surviving until at least
9 b.c. This variety of scholars—Academics, Stoics, and Peripatetics—
demonstrates not only the eclectic nature of philosophy in Alexandria of
the first century b.c., but that practically any point of view was available
to those seeking it.
A scholar of great importance of the era of Ptolemy XII was
Timagenes of Alexandria, the most significant historian of the period.14
There is no specific evidence that he was at the royal court, although
this is probable; he first enters the historical record when taken to Rome
by Aulus Gabinius in 55 b.c., but he was probably not a young man
at the time. Gabinius’s aide Marcus Antonius may have been the instigator in encouraging Timagenes to come to Rome, because the two
became intimates, and Timagenes facilitated Antonius’s contacts with
the Greek intellectual community. Among Timagenes’ protégés were
Strabo of Amaseia and Nikolaos of Damascus, both of whom returned to
Alexandria, the latter, at least, becoming a member of Cleopatra’s court.
Timagenes was a prolific writer, whose major work was On Kings, seemingly a universal history structured on an examination of royal power, a
particular interest of his. It included a discussion of the reign of Ptolemy
XII. Eventually Timagenes became an advisor—perhaps on Egyptian
matters—to Octavian. He is a significant personality in the flow of ideas
between Alexandria and Rome, and although there is no evidence that
he was a teacher of Cleopatra VII, he influenced some of those who were
important in her life.
How Cleopatra profited from these scholars is not known, but one
presumes that she could study at the Library and attend lectures at the
Mouseion, both part of the royal palace complex. A medical writer
herself, she may have studied with the physicians and pharmacologists
at her father’s court. A certain Philostratos was her tutor in philosophy, rhetoric, and oratory.15 He was elderly in 30 b.c. and had probably come to the court in the time of Ptolemy XII. Since Philostratos
was the outstanding orator of his day, he would have been the one who
gave Cleopatra her excellence in public speaking and her philological
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reputation. On the other hand, he misrepresented himself as a member
of the Academy, which allegedly got him into difficulty when Alexandria
fell to Octavian, although Areios Didymos intervened and was persuasive in having him pardoned. After time at the court of Herod the Great,
he died in poverty some years later at Ostrakine on the eastern coast of
Egypt.16
Cleopatra was a skilled orator. Plutarch wrote that the queen was
gripping in her conversation and persuasive in her discussion, able to
speak Ethiopian, Trogodyte, and the languages of the Hebraioi, Arabes,
Syrians, Medes, and Parthians, and many others as well.17 Egyptian is
not specified but can be presumed because Plutarch referred to the ignorance of that language on the part of her royal predecessors. In addition
to her native Greek, she also knew Latin, although the Romans with
whom she came into contact would insist on speaking Greek. Greek had
been used officially by the Romans since the early third century b.c.,
and in Cleopatra’s day Cicero complained that there were still people
who demanded interpreters, showing that this was neither normal nor
expected.18 Latin would have been useful to her not so much to speak to
Romans but to read material in that language, such as the transcript of
the trial of her father’s banker Rabirius Postumus and senatorial actions
relating to her kingdom. In addition, the Romans used Latin more
than might be expected in the Levantine territories Cleopatra desired,
because of a long-standing antipathy to Greek in this region,19 and at
least one of her decrees, directed to a Jewish community, probably in
Leontopolis, uses some Latin.20
The seven languages recorded by Plutarch deserve some attention.
The list is essentially geographical, from south to northeast. Ethiopia
and Trogodytika had been associated with the Ptolemies since the time
of Ptolemy II, who had sent numerous expeditions into both regions,
especially to Meroë, the Ethiopian capital, where his agents had lived
for extended periods and had explored far beyond.21 This city, on the
Nile above the Fifth Cataract, was the center of a powerful indigenous
kingdom that was important to the Ptolemies because of its supply
of resources, especially gold and elephants, the latter a valuable military tool. Ptolemy II also extended control over Trogodytika, the area
between the upper Nile and the Red Sea, founding several cities along
the coast, again for the supply of elephants as well as support of trade
to India. These regions remained closely associated with the Ptolemaic
Empire until its end—Cleopatra considered taking refuge somewhere
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in Trogodytika or Ethiopia after Actium22—and for her to know their
languages was an important point in her favor.
Across the Red Sea was the Arabian peninsula. Although only small
parts of it were ever under Ptolemaic control, this region was a vital part of
the Ptolemaic kingdom’s economy.23 The great Nabataean trading center
of Petra began to flourish in the late fourth century b.c., and a certain
Anaxikrates explored the Red Sea for Alexander, reaching the wealthy
aromatics-producing regions at its southern end. By the third century
b.c. the trade route from Petra to these districts was well known, and
frankincense and myrrh, the two most famous aromatics, were exported
to processing factories in Alexandria. Knowing the Arabian language
may have assisted Cleopatra in diplomatic and mercantile negotiations,
and she may have acquired some Arabian territory in the 30s b.c.
Plutarch’s next language, that of the Hebraioi, probably refers not to
Hebrew but Aramaic. The Hebrew language was still spoken in isolated
pockets in Cleopatra’s day, but Aramaic was far more common, although
the relative use of the two languages remains disputed.24 Her constant
involvement in the fortunes of the southern Levant again would have
made knowledge of the local languages useful, although her lengthy
relationship with Herod the Great would have been carried on in Greek.
But it is possible that not all his agents spoke that language.
North of Judaea was Syria. The core of Syria had been a Roman
province since the dissolution of the Seleukid kingdom in 64 b.c., but
the Ptolemies long had had claim to various parts of the region, especially the interior district known as Koile (“Hollow”) Syria, technically
the deep upper Orontes valley but a term eventually applied to much of
Syria except the district around Antioch. Koile Syria had been lost to the
Ptolemies in the early second century b.c., and despite various attempts
to regain it had remained Seleukid (and then Roman) until Antonius
gave parts of it to Cleopatra in the 30s b.c. The geographical limits of
Koile Syria were fluid and tended to expand, eventually even to include
the Phoenician cities. Exactly what was the “language of the Syrians” to
which Plutarch referred is uncertain, but it is clear that Cleopatra was
deeply interested in this historically Ptolemaic region.
Plutarch’s last two languages, those of the Medes and Parthians,
were presumably of concern to Cleopatra because of Antonius’s Parthian
expeditions of 36–34 b.c. The two languages were closely related, and
Plutarch’s phrase may be the familiar tautology. Although the Ptolemies
never controlled territory on the Iranian plateau, the region had been
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Seleukid in the time of Cleopatra’s Seleukid ancestors, and with that
kingdom now defunct she could invoke a hereditary claim, believing,
as the only reigning descendant of Seleukid royalty, that the Seleukid
territories which the Parthians had conquered in the second century
b.c. were actually hers. As a skilled linguist she would learn new languages
when it was necessary to do so, in this case perhaps during the lengthy
preparations for Antonius’s Parthian campaign, thus being ready for the
presumed amalgamation of the newly conquered territory of Parthia
into her kingdom. In fact, her son Alexander Helios was named king of
Parthia in the Donations of Alexandria (see p. 100).
Plutarch also stated that Cleopatra knew many other languages.
One can only speculate what these might be, but other than Greek,
Egyptian, and Latin, which can be taken for granted, the most obvious
ones would be the languages of North Africa. The Ptolemies had had a
long relationship with Carthage, remaining neutral in the Roman wars;
their possession of Cyrene meant that they were territorially near to
Carthage, with the inevitable trade contacts. Cyrene also had connections with the major indigenous kingdom of North Africa, Numidia,
southwest of Carthage. Ptolemy VIII, while king of Cyrene, had visited
the court of the legendary Numidian king Massinissa, and Massinissa’s
son Mastanabal had been honored at Cyrene.25 The Numidian kingdom
survived well into Cleopatra’s reign until provincialized by Caesar in
46 b.c.,26 and she may have had ideas of extending her influence in
this direction, perhaps with Caesar’s help. It would be expected that
the queen would know something of the local languages of this region,
yet she could not know that in 25 b.c. her daughter Cleopatra Selene
would fulfill this promise by marrying Massinissa’s descendant Juba II,
becoming ruler of Mauretania, a vast region of North Africa extending
from just west of Carthage to the Atlantic (see p. 154).
Although Plutarch’s statement refers to speaking ability, it is probable that Cleopatra could also read some of these languages, a talent that
would assist her in diplomacy. Again, her reading knowledge of Greek,
Egyptian, and Latin are obvious. Scholars at the Library were constantly
involved in the translation of texts, which implies that the originals
were also on file. The most famous case is the Hebrew Bible, the circumstances of whose translation into the Septuagint are described in an
extant letter allegedly by a certain Aristeas, which records how Ptolemy
II commissioned Demetrios of Phaleron to supervise the task, effected
by 72 scholars sequestered on the island of Pharos for 72 days.27 The tale
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has problems: in addition to its obvious formulaic nature, Demetrios
was not an intimate of Ptolemy II, as he had not supported him in the
succession and was promptly forced into exile (see p. 35). Yet there is no
doubt that a Greek version of the Bible came into existence in the third
century b.c., and this may mean that an original was deposited in the
Library.
Persian texts may also have been available, as Hermippos of Smyrna,
best remembered for his biographical research that forms much of the
extant material of Diogenes Laertios’s familiar work on scholars, wrote
on the writings of Zoroaster. As a student of Kallimachos, he was active
in the third century b.c.28 It seems obvious that Egyptian writings were
in the Library: in the first half of the third century b.c. Manethon, an
Egyptian, wrote a history in Greek of his native land.29 One might also
expect that emergent Latin literature would find its way to Alexandria
in the first century b.c., and there is some evidence that Cleopatra was
familiar with the poetry of Horace.30 Although most researchers would
find Hebrew, Egyptian, and Persian material more accessible in Greek
translation, young Cleopatra may have used the originals to hone her
linguistic skills.
Cleopatra’s education would also be reflected in her own publications, although the tradition of her as an author is obscure and full of
problems. Hellenistic royalty were expected to be scholars and writers.
The literary achievements of her ancestors Ptolemy I and VIII have
already been noted (see pp. 33, 42). Ptolemy III also seems to have
written his memoirs.31 Ptolemy IV wrote a tragedy called Adonis.32 One
might also add that Cleopatra’s son-in-law Juba II of Mauretania would
become one of the more prolific scholars of his era, ably assisted by his
wife, Cleopatra’s daughter.33 Even Herod the Great wrote his memoirs.34
Julius Caesar, certainly a major influence on young Cleopatra, was an
extensive author: in addition to his familiar memoirs, he wrote poetry,
including a tragedy on Oedipus, and technical works on language.35 Yet
a significant role model for Cleopatra, both politically and culturally,
would have been Mithradates VI the Great of Pontos, who was a major
player in the world of the eastern Mediterranean for more than half a
century. He was famous for speaking more languages (22) than anyone
known, and he was also a brilliant scholar, especially of medicine, with
a notable library.36 His vision of the future of the East was remarkably
similar to that which Cleopatra and Antonius would develop, and, in
fact, Cleopatra may have been seen as the successor to Mithradates as
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the great opponent of Roman expansionism.37 Contacts at the scholarly
level between the two courts have already been noted (see p. 44), and it
is probable that with Mithradates’ death in 63 b.c. some of his intellectual circle, such as the pharmacologist Zopyros, came to Alexandria.
Cleopatra, then, grew up and flourished in an environment in which
literary output was expected of someone in her position, so the obscure
notices of her writings must be taken seriously, although her short
and turbulent life precluded the publication of memoirs, a great loss.
There are several groups of literary fragments attributed to Cleopatra.
All seem to be from a single work, the Cosmetics.38 These are scattered through several sources, most notably Galen, and the late antique
medical writers Aetios of Amida and Paulos of Aigina. Galen, at least,
seems to have relied on the work of a certain Kriton (T. Statilius Crito),
physician to the emperor Trajan. Fragment 1, from Galen, is a discussion
of remedies for a type of hair disease. Fragments 2–3, also from Galen,
examine cures for baldness and dandruff. Fragment 4, from Aetios, is a
recipe for perfumed soap. Fragment 5, from Paulos, is about curling and
dyeing the hair, and fragment 6, from Galen and the most ambitious, is
a lengthy list of weights and measures. All six fragments are attributed
to a Cleopatra. Only Aetios called her Queen Cleopatra, although there
are Byzantine references that support this.39
Connecting these fragments to Cleopatra VII is, admittedly, difficult. Only one is assigned to a royal personage, and the attribution is
from the sixth century a.d. By late antiquity Cleopatra VII was by far
the most famous person of that name and there would be a tendency
to assume that the fragments were hers. There is also the concern that
fragment 6, on weights and measures, shows knowledge of the Neronian
reforms of a.d. 64,40 although this is in only one of the 31 entries in the
passage, and it could be argued that it is a later addition, perhaps by
Kriton.
Less credible is the modern argument that a work on cosmetics is
somehow unworthy of Cleopatra VII. To be sure, such a treatise fits
conveniently into the popular image of the queen as a seductress, but
the Cosmetics is far deeper than a discussion of female adornment. It
is rather a medical and pharmacological work, with eight prescriptions
for curing alopekia (“fox-mange”), a disease in which the hair falls off,41
and several additional remedies for hair loss and dandruff. Alexandria
at the time of Cleopatra’s youth was a major center of medical and pharmacological scholarship, and the Cosmetics is a natural product of this
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environment. The section on weights and measures, long and complex,
a significant source on its topic, has obvious pharmacological relevance,
but would also be useful in the trade and industrial aspects of the
administration of the Ptolemaic kingdom. It may even belong to a separate work. Obviously the Cosmetics entered the mainstream of medical
literature, cited by at least four later medical authors, and was a work
typical of the direction of scholarship in the Alexandria of Cleopatra’s
day.42Attribution to her cannot be proved but is exceedingly probable.
Thus when Cleopatra VII came to the throne in late 51 b.c., she
was a remarkably educated person. Intellectual royalty was common in
Hellenistic times, but it was not inevitable—her brother Ptolemy XIII
was said to have had little education43—and since women often did not
have the opportunities that men did, even in the Hellenistic period,
Cleopatra’s achievement is all the more remarkable. Chronological
details cannot be fixed, but it can be presumed that by her accession
she could read and write several languages and was familiar with the
history of her family, Ptolemaic Egypt, and Egypt and the Greek world
in general. She was said to take an almost sensuous pleasure in learning
and scholarship,44 an intriguing variant on her best-known alleged
attribute. She was probably more knowledgeable of Roman politics
than were many of her generation, determined, if futilely, to avoid the
traps into which her father had fallen. Her presumed scholarly writings, although their dates of composition are unknown, reflect her position in the intellectual mainstream of her kingdom. An early visit to
Athens—and connections to that city throughout her life (see pp. 22,
135)—could only have enhanced her education, and one can speculate on
what she learned in that prestigious city, still believed by many to be the
intellectual capital of the world.
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CHAPTER

four

Becoming Queen
(51–47

b.c.

)

the wish of ptolemy xii that his children live in harmony was not
to be realized.1 Perhaps his own execution of the eldest, Berenike, set
a bad precedent. Problems arose almost immediately after his death,
which had occurred by 22 March 51 b.c., perhaps in February.2 The two
older children, Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII, who had been made joint
rulers by their father, succeeded to the throne, but Cleopatra moved
swiftly to assert herself. On 22 March she traveled to Hermonthis, just
south of Thebes, to install a new Buchis bull, the first recorded event of
her reign. The sacred Buchis bull was the terrestrial intermediary of the
god Montu; its worship was one of the many animal cults that pervaded
Egyptian society. Cleopatra was perhaps the first Ptolemy to attend this
ceremony in person.3 The journey of more than 400 miles up the Nile
also served to make her visible to her new subjects. By late summer she
had removed her brother from the joint rule, as documents beginning
on 29 August list her alone. Within a few months of her father’s death,
the queen had managed to assume sole control, but this merely initiated
a struggle that was to last even beyond the settlement by Julius Caesar
three years later. In Rome, rumors of the death of Ptolemy XII began to
circulate in late spring of 51 b.c., but they were confirmed only in July,
and those in the city were anxious to learn who was in charge.4
Cleopatra had many problems in addition to her dynastic troubles. Her father’s immense debt to various Romans was not totally
paid. When Julius Caesar arrived in Alexandria in 48 b.c., he was still
owed 17.5 million drachmas.5 Scattered civil strife continued. In the first
years of Cleopatra’s reign, a provincial official had been attacked by a

FIGURE 2. Head of
Cleopatra VII in Parian
marble, in the Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin
(1976.10). Photography
by Klaus-Dieter Braczyk;
courtesy of Bildarchiv
Preussicher Kulturbesitz
and Art Resource, New York
(ART177844).

certain Diokles, who seemed to have an extensive force at his disposal.
Organized brigands were a continuing problem: reports use the term
anarchia to describe conditions. This situation had existed since the
late second century, as a decree of Ptolemy VIII from 118 b.c., the first
significant hint of problems, offers amnesty to those involved in rebellious acts. Government officials were a major part of the problem, as
they repeatedly misused their powers to extort funds, acquire the best
land, and levy labor.6
In addition, drought and the resultant food shortages were
becoming serious. A document from late 50 b.c. regulates the movement of grain, by royal order, and gave protection to those transporting
it to Alexandria.7 The governor of the Herakleopolite nome was told
that any failure to account for the full harvest would be charged to him
personally.8 By 48 b.c. the Nile flood was extremely low, and food riots
were imminent in Alexandria.9 Moreover, there was the matter of the
Roman troops that Aulus Gabinius had stationed there in 55 b.c., since
with the death of Ptolemy XII they had become unemployed, and thus
began to assimilate and gain a reputation for lawlessness, luxuriating in
the delights of Alexandria and waiting for a new patron. In 50 b.c. they
tortured and murdered two sons of M. Calpurnius Bibulus, proconsul of
Syria. Bibulus had been politically active for years (he was consul with
Julius Caesar in 59 b.c.) but was generally ineffective, one of the weaker
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FIGURE 3. Basalt statue of Cleopatra VII in the Rosicrucian Egyptian
Museum, San Jose, California (RC1586), used with permission of the
Rosicrucian Egyptian Museum, San Jose, California, Rosicrucian Order,
AMORC.

Roman figures of the era.10 He took up his post in Syria in 51 b.c., accompanied by his two older sons. The sons were sent to Egypt probably to
return the Gabinians to active duty, as Bibulus needed more troops
because of problems in his province, since Crassus’s disaster in 53 b.c.
had not only seriously reduced Roman military strength but emboldened the Parthians. But the sons were killed, probably with the approval
of the powers in Egypt, not the quarreling Ptolemaic siblings but the
senior members of the administration, especially the regent Potheinos
and the military commander Achillas. Cleopatra, in her first recorded
diplomatic act regarding Rome, had the killers sent in chains to Bibulus
in Syria, but he returned them to her, stating that punishment was the
role of the Senate, a strange rebuke to the queen for having interfered in
internal Roman affairs, something that must have been confusing to her
given the history of entanglements between Rome and Egypt.
This seemingly minor incident had astonishing repercussions. It
was Cleopatra’s first official contact with the Roman government, and
her swift action to smooth a potential diplomatic incident only a year
into her reign, even if not appreciated, demonstrates how seriously she
considered relations between the two powers. All her life she had seen
difficulties with the Romans, issues that her father could never resolve,
and she was determined to do better. Moreover, in opposing the government officials that she had inherited from her father, she set herself up
for a collision with them that would almost cost her the reign. Bibulus
himself seems never to have recovered and became increasingly erratic.
In early 48 b.c., as a naval commander on the Pompeian side, he was
charged with preventing Caesar from moving toward Greece, something that he failed to do. This hastened Caesar’s ultimate victory (and
his involvement in Egypt). Bibulus died on board his ship in the midst
of these engagements.11
Cleopatra also devoted effort to establishing herself as a ruler
concerned with the historic culture of Egypt, shown not only by her visit
to Hermonthis but her deep involvement in the burial rites of the Apis
bull in 50/49 b.c. This was the most famous bull cult, long known to the
Greek world because of Herodotos’s detailed description.12 Cleopatra
contributed a large sum of money and endowed the festival, especially
providing food and oil. Yet despite her interest in ancient Egyptian traditions, or the economic and financial issues afflicting Egypt, her priority
was the survival of her reign, which promptly was called into question, as she was soon feeling the effects of sibling rivalry. Her brother
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Ptolemy XIII, who was only about 11 years old, had a powerful group
of advisors committed to making him sole monarch, in part because
they resented being ruled by a woman.13 Most notable, or notorious,
was Potheinos, legally his tutor and the administrator of his property and finances, whom the Romans saw as the true power in Egypt
after the death of Ptolemy XII and was probably the one behind the
killing of Bibulus’s sons.14 Others included another tutor, the rhetorician Theodotos of Chios (or Samos), and the military commander
Achillas. This cabal—and there were probably others in addition to
the three known—presumably all holdovers from the reign of Ptolemy
XII, was devoted to the ascendancy of Ptolemy XIII at the expense of
his siblings, and would play a dominant role in Egyptian events until
after the arrival of Caesar, who saw Potheinos as the effective ruler.15
Cleopatra’s response to the empowerment of her elder brother may have
been to seek alliance with the younger one, Ptolemy XIV, but this seems
to have lasted only a few months in 50 b.c.16 By autumn Ptolemy XIII
was in a dominant position, and on a document of 27 October—the one
regulating the transport of grain—his name appears before that of his
sister. Soon he began his own regnal dating, equating his Year 1 with
Year 3 of Cleopatra (49 b.c.).17
Cleopatra still held her own, however. She remained in Alexandria
and was there in the spring or summer of 49 b.c. when Gnaeus Pompeius,
the son of Pompeius the Great, arrived in the city with a request from
his father for military support.18 In the six years since Gabinius had
restored Ptolemy XII, Rome had continued to drift toward civil war, and
the senior Pompeius and Julius Caesar were headed toward collision.
Cleopatra was well aware of this, because she knew, either personally
or by reputation, all the major players. Gabinius himself, after his trials
connected with his role in restoring her father, had gone into exile and
was no longer involved in politics,19 but Cleopatra certainly had clearer
memories of Gabinius’s cavalry commander, Marcus Antonius, who was
now Julius Caesar’s most important subordinate. Caesar himself she had
never met, and he had never been in the Levant or Egypt, but Cleopatra
would have known that in 59 b.c. he had obtained legal recognition
of her father as an allied and friendly king (see p. 21). She also would
hardly forget that her kingdom was heavily in financial debt to Caesar
because of her father’s largesse. But it was Pompeius the Great who was
most involved in Egyptian affairs. Cleopatra would not have remembered his presumed visit to the court of her father—she was only three
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at the time—but she would have heard about it and the assistance that
Ptolemy had provided Pompeius three years later for his efforts in the
southern Levant, and she would have been aware that her father had
lived with Pompeius during his exile in Rome. She would also know
that Pompeius had the Roman copy of her father’s will, which seemed—
at least in the way Pompeius interpreted it—to put him in a state of
guardianship of her and her siblings.20 It seems highly probable that
Cleopatra and Pompeius would have corresponded about the realities
of this relationship.
The reason that Pompeius’s son Gnaeus appeared in Alexandria
in the spring or summer of 49 b.c. was the imminent war with Julius
Caesar. After many years of virtual exile in Gaul, Caesar had returned
to Italy in January, causing Pompeius and his supporters to abandon
Italy and to seek a power base in Greece. Drawing upon his 20 years of
contacts with the eastern Mediterranean world, Pompeius swiftly built
up a large force with which to oppose Caesar. It was inevitable, given
their mutual history, that the Ptolemies would be expected to play a
role in Pompeius’s plans, and thus young Gnaeus was promptly sent to
Alexandria.
The younger Pompeius was the first Roman to visit Cleopatra when
she was queen and an adult—she was 20—and he was the first to feel the
effect of her charm.21 His visit was successful, for Cleopatra and Ptolemy
XIII, in perhaps their last joint action, sent the elder Pompeius 60 ships
and 500 troops, the latter conveniently mobilized from the troublesome
Gabinian contingent. This helped discharge the debt that the monarchs
owed Pompeius for his efforts on behalf of their father. The younger
Pompeius used the fleet in activities around Orikon (modern Orikuni
in Albania) and Brundisium, but these raids did not, in the long run,
assist the fortunes of his father.22 The Gabinians were at the Battle of
Pharsalos.
Shortly afterward, the breach between Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII
became permanent. It did not help the queen that Pompeius decided
to violate the terms of the will of Ptolemy XII and name Ptolemy XIII
sole ruler,23 although it is not clear how this fact (mentioned only by
Lucan) fits into the sequence of events of early 48 b.c. Clearly, however,
Potheinos and the others around the boy king had gained the upper
hand. Cleopatra either was formally exiled or finally felt it necessary to
leave Alexandria. She retreated upriver to the region around Thebes,
perhaps seeking the historic heartland of Egypt.24 Since she was related
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to the priesthood of Ptah, the venerable religious center of the Thebaid
may have seemed attractive, especially the ancient temple of Ptah at
Karnak, or even Hermonthis, where she had recently been. Her mother
may have had contacts in that region. Nothing is known about her, but
since Cleopatra was only 21, it is quite possible that her mother was
still alive and could provide some protection for her daughter. But the
Thebaid did not work out as a place of refuge, and by spring 48 b.c.
Cleopatra was in Syria collecting an army. Her sister Arsinoë allegedly
accompanied her. She was younger than Cleopatra, probably in her early
teens, and first appears in the historical record at this point.25
There is no explicit information as to why Cleopatra went to Syria,
presumably Antioch, in early 48 b.c., or why she believed she could raise
an army there. She did, however, have contacts in the city. It had been
only 16 years since Pompeius had terminated the Seleukid kingdom,
and Cleopatra was related to the Seleukids. Members of the family were
still alive, and a few years previously her sister Berenike IV had twice
attempted to marry Seleukids.26 Cleopatra may have been seeking a
husband herself: it was an obvious issue, given her age and status, and
there were no reasonable candidates within the Ptolemaic family, but
possibilities certainly existed among her Seleukid relatives. By establishing herself in Antioch, the queen could exploit these family connections to her advantage.27 Moreover, Antioch was a center of increasing
opposition to Pompeius,28 and by now Cleopatra could feel nothing
but betrayal from him. She may also have obtained some support from
the southern Levantine city of Askalon, on the borders of Egypt, which
commemorated her on its coinage and whose powerful local citizen
Antipatros had assisted in the restoration of her father.29 A few months
later, perhaps even after Caesar’s arrival, Cleopatra attempted to return
to Egypt with an army—it is unknown how she obtained it—but found
her way blocked by her brother and thus took up a position near the
eastern Delta city of Pelousion.
During these months—the spring and summer of 48 b.c.—events in
Greece were to have their own immense impact on the future of Egypt
and its exiled queen. By late spring Pompeian and Caesarean forces were
engaging in repeated skirmishes. Pompeius’s eastern connections, which
allowed him steadily to augment his troops, meant that Caesar needed
a prompt and decisive action. Loyally assisted by Antonius, he moved
into Thessaly, thereby largely isolating Pompeius from his fleet, which
had been used unsuccessfully by Bibulus to keep Caesar in Italy. The two
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armies met at Pharsalos on 9 August 48 b.c. Defeat for the Pompeians
could not have been more overwhelming: Caesar’s report lists 15,000
dead and 24,000 captured against merely 200 killed on his side. When
Pompeius’s headquarters was about to be overrun, he escaped to Larisa
and then Mytilene, and eventually to Tyre.30 After some consideration
of North Africa as a refuge, he decided that his best option was to go to
Egypt, where he could invoke his historic relationship with the Ptolemies
and replenish his forces.
In Egypt, Ptolemy XIII had spent the past several months consolidating his position. He used the leftover Gabinian troops as a personal
bodyguard, and mobilized some of them under the command of Achillas
when Cleopatra returned from Syria, sending them to Pelousion to bar
her way to Alexandria. But the boy was hardly in control of events.
His advisors, led by Potheinos, had no intention of letting Pompeius
use Egypt as a base; as holdovers from the times of Ptolemy XII they
well knew what would happen when Romans controlled Egypt and its
resources. Perhaps naively, they wanted to keep Egypt out of the Roman
civil war. Thus—it was said to be the idea of Theodotos—they laid a
trap for Pompeius. When he arrived off Pelousion, he sent messages
requesting safe-conduct. These were accepted, but as he attempted
to land he was killed by a force led by Achillas. Caesar, who eventually determined where Pompeius had gone, arrived in Egypt shortly
thereafter.31
Presumably, Ptolemy XIII’s advisors believed that proving to Caesar
that Pompeius was dead—Caesar was sent his head—would neutralize
the situation. But all the parties were unaware of how complex things
had become. Cleopatra, it was thought, had been successfully marginalized and was blocked at the eastern edge of Egypt or possibly in Syria.32
At any rate, no one took her seriously. Ptolemy XIII, although the pawn
of his advisors, felt that he was in control, demonstrating his authority
by standing on the beach in the midst of his army, wearing a purple
robe, as Pompeius was eliminated.33 The two other children, Ptolemy
XIV and Arsinoë, were too young to be considered politically. Caesar
believed that affairs in Egypt were indeed Rome’s concern, as they had
been for some time. He established himself in a suite in the royal palace
at Alexandria—not without some difficulty—and sent messages to
Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII strongly suggesting that they disband their
armies and reconcile with one another. Nevertheless he also enjoyed
the cultural delights of Alexandria and seemed to have the situation
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under control, but wisely ordered reinforcements from the remnants of
Pompeius’s army in Asia.34
Whether Caesar felt that he had inherited Pompeius’s obligations to
the Ptolemaic dynasty is not clear, but he himself had long been involved
in Egyptian matters. He had been responsible for recognition of Ptolemy
XII as an allied and friendly king, and therefore believed that his quarreling children needed some Roman persuasion. Provincialization of
Egypt, as Pompeius had done with the Seleukid kingdom, was not an
option with so many heirs available. Thus Caesar decreed that Cleopatra
and Ptolemy XIII should settle their differences by negotiation before
him. He also asked for partial payment of the 17.5 million drachmas that
he was owed, as he needed funds to maintain his troops. Potheinos, the
real power in Egypt, offered to pay at some future date if Caesar were to
leave and was rebuked for the sly suggestion.35
Ptolemy XIII thus came to Alexandria but kept his army. Cleopatra
sent representatives, who evidently reported that Caesar was not only
susceptible to royal women but had a history of affairs with them.
She then decided to appear before him in person. Of the two detailed
accounts of this meeting, that of Dio36 is more mundane: she asked for
permission to see him without telling her brother and dressed herself
to appear as beautiful and pitiable as possible, charming him with her
demeanor and her skill at language. But the more famous account
is that of Plutarch, who described how she had herself tied up in a
bedsack and was smuggled into Caesar’s presence.37 There is a certain
credibility to Plutarch’s account, however romantic, because a name is
provided, Apollodoros of Sicily, who helped Cleopatra implement her
plan and who was perhaps the source of the story. On the other hand,
it is almost a demeaning way for the queen of Egypt to appear before
the consul of the Roman Republic, especially given that Cleopatra was
always conscious of her regal status, to the point of arrogance.38 Yet the
bedsack device may have been common at the time: a certain Antius
escaped the proscriptions of 44 b.c. by removal from his home in the
same way.39 In whatever manner the queen appeared before him, Caesar
was immediately captivated. If he had had any thought of excluding her
from the settlement,40 it vanished, and he decided to effect a reconciliation between Cleopatra and her brother. As soon as Ptolemy arrived, he
realized what had happened—as far as he knew, his sister was still east of
Pelousion—and he now understood that Caesar was no longer neutral.
In a dramatic scene, probably staged by Potheinos, he rushed from the
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palace and with an impassioned speech incited the waiting populace
to riot, ending it with tearing the royal diadem from his head. Quick
thinking by Caesar saved the situation: he arrested Ptolemy and used his
own outstanding oratorical skills to talk down the crowd.
Cleopatra, who witnessed all of this, was taken with her brother to a
meeting of the Alexandrian assembly, where Caesar produced Ptolemy
XII’s will—his quick acquisition of it shows exceptional foresight—and
upheld it through his authority as consul, reasserting the Roman guardianship over the siblings and stating that Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII
would be joint rulers in the Egyptian tradition.41 Unlike Ptolemy XII,
Caesar made a specific provision for the two other children, realizing
that they were no longer so young that they could be safely ignored.
Arsinoë, perhaps in her early teens, and Ptolemy XIV, about eleven,
were together given Cyprus, presumably under a traditional sibling
marriage. The island had been occupied in 58 b.c. by the Romans in a
revenue-producing action, deposing its king, Cleopatra’s uncle Ptolemy
of Cyprus (see p. 22). In returning this historically Ptolemaic territory,
Caesar was politically astute, for it not only was an attempt to mollify
the restive Egyptians (loss of Cyprus had driven Ptolemy XII into exile)
but removed from the Egyptian settlement two potential royal rivals.
Cleopatra was probably in no way unhappy at having two of her siblings
sent far from Egypt, but the arrangement was never implemented
because of subsequent events.
All seemed to be well. But Caesar had failed to take into account
the realities of Eastern politics. Potheinos and his cabal were not to be
bypassed so easily, for he understood that the allegedly unbiased settlement really favored Cleopatra, the only adult among the four siblings.
Potheinos also realized that Caesar had little military support, as he
had arrived in Egypt with only about 4,000 men and no obvious way
to pay them. The Egyptian army, including the remaining Gabinians,
had 20,000. Thus, allegedly while the reconciliation was still being celebrated, Potheinos put into effect a plan to remove Caesar and Cleopatra.
Potheinos sent to Achillas, in command of the army at Pelousion, orders
to attack Caesar, thus beginning the events known as the Alexandrian
War.42
The Alexandrian War lasted the rest of 48 b.c. and into the early
months of the following year. Despite a detailed report by one of Caesar’s
senior staff, the extant treatise known as de bello alexandrino (On the
Alexandrian War), the tactical details are not relevant to the career of
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Cleopatra, and only the outcome is of importance. Presumably she spent
the entire war in the palace.
Its most infamous event was the burning of the Library.43 Caesar,
who had created a defensive perimeter in the area of the palace, used
fire to repel an attack, which got out of control and, according to the
primary sources, burned the Library. It was said that hundreds of thousands of books were destroyed, or indeed the entire collection. The
account seems to have become more terrifying as time passed. Loss
of the entire collections, or even much of them, is clearly impossible,
as research by major scholars such as Didymos and Strabo continued
into the Augustan period: any decline in Alexandrian scholarship
was through other causes. Although remembered as an archetype of
Roman insensitivity to Greek intellectualism, the accidental fire may
have been limited to a portion of the collections or even a warehouse.
Nevertheless it remains canonized as one of the great disasters of
antiquity.
The major effect of the Alexandrian War on Cleopatra was that it
eliminated most of her rivals for power. Although the exact sequence
of events is not clear from late summer 48 b.c. into the spring of 47
b.c., Caesar soon realized that his major opponent was Potheinos, who
had implemented most of the difficulties. This problem was solved by
executing him. Then a faction in support of Arsinoë flared up, led by
her tutor Ganymedes. Having returned from Syria, she left the palace
and joined Achillas and his army, and was declared queen, but the new
allies soon fell into dissension, and Arsinoë persuaded Ganymedes to
kill Achillas and to take command of the army himself. Ganymedes in
his brief career showed himself to be a brilliant military tactician and
almost defeated Caesar. One of Ganymedes’ ruses was to request the
presence of Ptolemy XIII as a negotiator, who promptly joined the side
of Arsinoë and her army.44
Yet just as things seemed impossible for Caesar, reinforcements
began to arrive from Asia, the Nabataeans, and Antipatros of Askalon.45
The assistance given by Antipatros would have lasting repercussions for
Cleopatra and the region, as in reward Caesar would give him numerous
honors and Roman citizenship, all inherited by his son Herod, slightly
older than Cleopatra and certainly involved in the events. Cleopatra and
Herod would have a tangled relationship for the rest of her life.
The last engagements of the war occurred early in 47 b.c. Ptolemy
XIII and Arsinoë had established their headquarters along the Nile,
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which fell to a vigorous attack by Caesar. The king fled the battle by boat,
which capsized: his body was later found buried in the mud. Ganymedes
disappeared and was probably killed, but Arsinoë was captured, never
to become queen of Cyprus. She appeared in Caesar’s Roman triumph
in 46 b.c. and went into exile at the Temple of Artemis in Ephesos, as
her father had done a decade earlier.46 Theodotos, the third member of
the original group around Ptolemy XIII and the one who suggested the
murder of Pompeius, was discovered some years later in Asia by Marcus
Brutus and was tortured and executed.47 Caesar entered Alexandria in
triumph, to the acclamation of the citizenry.
Strangely absent from these events is Cleopatra. As the chaos swirled
around her, she resided quietly in the palace, not involved in the circumstances that resulted in the removal of two of her siblings and the elimination of several members of the senior palace administration. The detailed
account of de bello alexandrino mentions her only once, regarding the
settlement at the end of the war.48 It is probable that with Caesar as her
protector, Cleopatra was content to play it safe and watch her rivals destroy
one another. But another factor may have entered into her withdrawal
from activity: she was pregnant. Her child would be born on 23 June 47
b.c., so conception was probably in September, slightly over a month after
Caesar’s arrival in Egypt. Although it seems improbable that the father
was anyone but Caesar, the matter of parentage became a complex political issue that would last until after Cleopatra’s death (see pp. 69–70).
With the war over and most of the protagonists dead, Caesar had
to make new arrangements for the rule of Egypt. His consular term had
expired at the end of 48 b.c., but in the autumn he had been named dictator
for one year (through October 47 b.c.). Antonius, who had returned
to Rome after Pharsalos, engineered the appointment and became his
magister equitum, or chief lieutenant. It was under this authority—as
well as the will of Ptolemy XII—that Caesar would continue to settle
Egyptian affairs.49 Provincialization was still not an option even with
the reduced number of claimants to the throne, since the dictator was
perceptive enough to realize that an aggressive provincial governor could
use Egypt as a power base.50 Caesar’s closeness to Cleopatra also meant
that he would inevitably seek a solution favoring her. Since Arsinoë had
effectively led the war against him, she was removed from the succession. Cleopatra was the obvious choice even without her personal relationship with Caesar, but in accordance to Egyptian tradition, which
still had distaste for a woman ruling alone (it had been only a decade
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since Cleopatra’s elder sister, Berenike IV, had attempted this unsuccessfully) (see pp. 22–25), Caesar made Cleopatra’s surviving brother,
Ptolemy XIV, joint ruler, including—at least in theory—the expected
sibling marriage. It is probable that few took the liaison between the
22- and 12-year-old seriously, even though Egyptian inscriptions tend to
subordinate Cleopatra to her brother.51 It was all seen as a pretence, and
the queen lived with Caesar, not her husband.
Cyprus, it seems, was folded into these arrangements, although the
evidence is far from certain, since Strabo recorded that Antonius gave it to
Cleopatra and Arsinoë,52 and somewhat later a certain Demetrios seems
to have been Antonius’s governor on the island.53 Strabo’s comment may
be a conflation of Arsinoë’s stillborn rule with Cleopatra’s later control,
as it was hardly likely that the politically astute Antonius would give the
territory to two sisters who by that time had been hostile for years. By
41 b.c. Cleopatra would persuade Antonius to have Arsinoë killed.54 The
island was definitely under Cleopatra’s control in 42 b.c. as the activities of her governor, Serapion, are known. It may also be that Cleopatra
did hold Cyprus from 47 b.c., yet the uncertainties at the time of the
Battle of Philippi five years later—when Serapion supported Brutus and
Cassius—led Antonius to intervene as part of the arrangements made at
Tarsos the following year (see p. 79), perhaps officially returning it to the
queen at the Donations of Alexandria a few years later.55
His work finished, Caesar could leave Egypt. There was no political
reason for him to stay. He had been away from Rome for a year, leaving
it in charge of Antonius, and objections were increasing regarding the
quality of the latter’s administration.56 It would have been prudent for
Caesar to return to Rome promptly—Cicero began to express increasing
frustration that the dictator remained in Alexandria57—but he lingered
in Egypt for three more months.
During the time that Caesar remained in Egypt with Cleopatra,
the couple seem to have taken a Nile cruise, although the existence of
the journey has been disputed because it does not appear in the most
contemporary sources.58 The earliest known reference is a century later
by Lucan, in passing;59 the first detailed accounts are by Suetonius and
then by Appian, the latter promising further details that are not extant.60
The cruise is not mentioned by Strabo, Velleius, Plutarch, or Dio. This
is perhaps evidence that the tale is a romantic elaboration of what it is
thought that Caesar might have done during his weeks with Cleopatra,
since a Nile cruise had long been a required activity for Romans of
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importance. But this latter point argues in favor of the trip, and it would
have fit in with Caesar’s geographical interests and Cleopatra’s political
needs. It is impossible to be certain, yet the first to report in detail on
the tale, Suetonius, may have been led by reading Lucan to search the
Roman archives for evidence and to find it.
As reported in the sources, the Nile cruise of Cleopatra and Caesar
was a grandiose expedition employing more than 400 ships and using
Cleopatra’s thalamegos. This was the opulent state boat of the Ptolemies,
first constructed by Ptolemy IV, half a stadion (perhaps 300 feet) long
and 40 peches high (perhaps 80 feet), fitted with dining rooms, staterooms, and promenades around the outside on two decks. In fact the
entire boat resembled a grand villa, elaborately decorated with precious
woods, ivory, and gold, and including architectural entablatures and
sculpted reliefs. Shrines to Dionysos, Aphrodite, and the royal family
were also on board.61 Presumably Cleopatra’s version, 200 years later,
was no less lavish, although the thalamegos was a type of boat, not a
specific vessel, and there are no details about hers. In fact Strabo wrote
generically about them, noting that they were housed at Schedia, a
dockyard just southeast of Alexandria on the Kanobic mouth of the
Nile.62 Cleopatra’s thalamegos would figure again in another notable
and mythic event of her career, her visit to Antonius at Tarsos (see
p. 77). The journey up the Nile went some distance, almost to Ethiopia,
when the accompanying troops insisted that it turn back. The voyage
should not be seen merely as a pleasure cruise, for Caesar was unusually geographically astute and familiar with the latest scholarship of his
day. He had used Eratosthenes’ Geographika in his expeditions in northwestern Europe, and he was aware of the seminal work of Pytheas and
Poseidonios.63 His surviving treatises all show a particular interest in
geography. The Ptolemies had sent expeditions far up the Nile into the
northern parts of central Africa, and the reports of these journeys were
easily available to Caesar in Alexandria. It is possible that he wanted to
find the source of the Nile, not an unreasonable goal, as it had long been
an issue in Greco-Roman culture.64At the very least, he would want to
visit Syene at the First Cataract, the point from which Eratosthenes had
been able to measure the entire known world. Cleopatra herself would
wish to see more of the kingdom that she finally controlled. The Nile
cruise was as much geographical reconnaissance as vacation.
Caesar also used his remaining time in Alexandria to initiate a
building program in the city, making him the first Roman to do so. He
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made plans for a Kaisareion, a cultic structure honoring himself and his
family, and an early example of both the enclosed portico that would
become so typical of Roman architecture, as well as the Roman Imperial
type of personal cult. It is unlikely that he was able to do anything
beyond suggesting its plan and location, and like so many of Caesar’s
architectural endeavors, it fell to his successors to complete, in this case
Cleopatra and perhaps Antonius.65
In spring, probably in April, Caesar finally left Egypt.66 The ostensible reason was the activities of Pharnakes, a son of Mithradates the
Great, who was causing difficulties in Pontos. A more pressing reason,
perhaps, was that Cleopatra was near the end of her pregnancy, and
Caesar, respectably married to the eminent Roman matron Calpurnia,
may have wanted to distance himself from the imminent birth. But
he left a Roman garrison of three legions with Cleopatra, soon to be
increased to four. These would not only provide support for the queen,
as her position was still weak, but would be a restraint to any actions
on her part that might be detrimental to Roman interests. In leaving a
trusted freedman, a certain Rufio, in charge of the legions, and indeed
the very stationing of troops outside Roman territory to assist and
watch an allied ruler, Caesar was foreshadowing policies of the Imperial
period.67
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FIVE

Consolidating the Empire
(47–40

b.c.

)

on 23 june 47 b.c., according to the best evidence, Cleopatra’s
child was born. The date is from a stele at the Serapeion in Memphis,
supplemented by Plutarch’s account in his biography of Caesar.1 It has
been suggested that he was not born until after Caesar’s death, based
primarily on interpretation of a passage in Plutarch’s Antonius (that
Cleopatra was “left pregnant”),2 the absence of any mention of the child
in Greco-Roman sources before the death of Caesar, and the rumors of
Cleopatra’s pregnancy that Cicero heard in May of 44 b.c.3 Yet the statement in the Antonius probably refers to Cleopatra’s being left behind
in Alexandria, and indeed the same verb is used elsewhere by Plutarch
where there is no connection to Caesar’s death: “Cleopatra, left on the
throne of Egypt, a little later had a child by him.”4 Moreover, a birthdate in the late spring of 44 b.c. would make the boy rather young to
be enrolled among the Alexandrian ephebi 12 years later (see p. 142),
and to assume that the father was some unknown person misses the
point about Cleopatra’s careful choice of partners. Yet given the extent
of confusion about the parentage of the child, it is remotely possible
that Cleopatra invented Caesar’s role after his death, but the answer will
never be known. It also seems probable that (at least in Rome) there
would be uncertainty about his birthdate, and the explicit information at the Sarapeion (not subject to Roman tampering) seems the best
evidence.5 His official name, “Pharoah Caesar,” was recorded on the
stele. As was customary for male children in the dynasty, he was also
Ptolemaios, and so is often called Ptolemy XV by modern reckoning.
But his most familiar name was one given to him by the Alexandrians,

Caesarion, a patronymic, probably not a part of his official title at first
but a testament both to popular gossip in the city and his mother’s
assiduous insistence that Caesar was the father, something repeatedly
announced in public documents. Caesar himself, who was still in Asia
confronting Pharnakes when the child was born, may hardly have
appreciated this. When Caesar returned to Rome later in the year, he
was faced with negative public reaction, but the issue of Cleopatra was
only one of his problems, given his long absence from the city and the
general instability there.6 Although it was well known that he had had
affairs with royal women, children may not have been involved, or at
least children whose parentage had been so vigorously promoted by
their mother. Moreover Caesar was married. This was not itself an issue,
but his wife was the distinguished Calpurnia, daughter of the consul of
58 b.c. and a member of a prominent family of late Republican times
that would continue to be important into the early Empire. They had
married in 59 b.c. and now, more than a decade later, the marriage
remained childless, an additional complication that made Calpurnia
seem a victim. Thus Caesar returned to a public relations nightmare
and had every reason to be diffident about whether he was Caesarion’s
father, although later it was said that the boy had his looks and mannerisms.7 The matter of parentage became so tangled in the propaganda war
between Antonius and Octavian in the late 30s b.c.—it was essential for
one side to prove and the other to reject Caesar’s role—that it is impossible today to determine Caesar’s actual response. The extant information is almost contradictory: it was said that Caesar denied parentage
in his will but acknowledged it privately and allowed use of the name
Caesarion.8 Caesar’s associate C. Oppius even wrote a pamphlet proving
that Caesarion was not Caesar’s child, and C. Helvius Cinna—the poet
who was killed by rioters after Antonius’s funeral oration—was prepared
in 44 b.c. to introduce legislation to allow Caesar to marry as many
wives as he wished for the purpose of having children. Although much
of this talk was generated after Caesar’s death, it seems that he himself
wished to be as quiet as possible about the child but had to contend with
Cleopatra’s repeated assertions. In fact, Cleopatra and her eldest child
had an unusually close relationship, unique in Ptolemaic history (her
father had killed his eldest child), with not only the vigorous promotion
of Caesarion’s parentage but numerous representations of him in art
and citation of him on inscriptions, even suggesting a parallel with the
divine single mother Isis and her child.9
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FIGURE 4. South wall of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, showing Cleopatra
VII and Caesarion on the right making offerings to the gods. Photography by
Erich Lessing; courtesy of Art Resource, New York (ART 80662).

For more than a year after the child’s birth, nothing is known
about Cleopatra’s activities other than her publicity campaign. In the
latter part of 46 b.c. she and Ptolemy XIV went to Rome, probably
after Caesar’s great triumphal display that summer, which included her
sister Arsinoë.10 Whether Caesarion accompanied them is not known.
A trip to Rome by the reigning Ptolemy or any eastern monarch was
perfectly expected and had been normal for generations. Cleopatra and
Ptolemy XIV were not the only dynasts in Rome during these months:
Ariarathes of Kappadokia was attempting to gain the throne held by his
brother and came to the city in the spring.11 Yet Cleopatra’s relationship
with Caesar meant that her visit had unusual implications. The royal
couple were given space in Caesar’s villa in the Horti Caesaris, across the
Tiber.12 In lodging her here, Caesar not only acknowledged her status
(as queen, not lover), but to some extent protected her and the Senate
from each other; it would not have been forgotten that Ptolemy VI had
to live poorly with an artist until the Senate noticed him and defused a
potential diplomatic incident.13 How long Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIV
stayed in the city is not certain. Although she was there when Caesar
was assassinated a year and a half later, there is evidence of two visits,
and it is difficult to imagine the young queen neglecting her kingdom for
Consolidating the Empire

71

so long.14 Her presence did not enhance Caesar’s reputation, although
he gave the couple legal status as friendly and allied monarchs and
may have allowed Caesarion to bear his name.15 Any visiting royalty in
Rome was an object of interest, and Cleopatra received distinguished
visitors during her stay. Certainly Antonius was one.16 Cicero took an
immediate dislike to her.17 They had known each other by reputation—
Cicero had long been involved in Rome’s relations with Egypt—but it
is uncertain how much, if any, previous contact they had had. Cicero,
always on the lookout for books, had approached one of her advisors,
Ammonios, who had been the Roman agent of Ptolemy XII, for copies
from the Alexandria Library, but something went wrong, and Cicero
never received them. A visit to Cleopatra across the Tiber left him with
a sense of her arrogance, perhaps a typical Roman attitude toward Greek
royalty.
While in Rome, Cleopatra saw some of the effects of her influence on
Caesar. She would have been aware of the preparations for his calendar
reform that went into effect 1 January 45 b.c., using the calculations of
Sosigenes of Alexandria, a member of her court (see p. 126). Plans for
the first public library in Rome and Caesar’s appointment of the famous
scholar M. Terentius Varro as Librarian were also certainly a result of
the time spent in Alexandria,18 as well as Caesar’s particular interest in
hydraulics.19 Caesar’s Forum Julium, with its Temple of Venus Genetrix,
had been dedicated on 25 September 46 b.c. as part of the triumphal
festivities, probably before Cleopatra’s arrival, but she may have been
there when a golden statue of her was placed in the precinct, seemingly
still visible in the third century a.d.20 Cleopatra was now alongside Venus,
physically and culturally: the ultimate mother of the Roman people
was associated with the mother of Caesar’s child, perhaps undercutting
Caesar’s aloofness. The statue not only suggested that Cleopatra, like
Venus, was a divine mother goddess but subtly connected Isis, historically associated with the Ptolemies, with Roman religion. Caesar may
also have planned a temple to Isis, since construction of one was voted the
year after his death, probably another of his leftover projects.21 Even the
disastrous incident at the Lupercalia, the month before Caesar’s death,
may reflect the queen’s influence. As is well known, Antonius attempted
to place a royal diadem on Caesar’s head, and a tussle resulted in which
Antonius repeatedly tried to crown Caesar and the latter just as repeatedly rebuffed him.22 This event, certainly staged, seems designed to test
the interest of the Roman populace in Hellenistic monarchy. Cleopatra
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FIGURE 5. View of Forum Julium in Rome. Courtesy of Duane W. Roller.

was probably in the city at the time, perhaps even a witness to the events.
Cicero, also there, pointedly asked, “Just where did that diadem come
from?”23 The answer seems obvious, but the public disapproved, and
Caesar’s death six weeks later meant that the plans, whatever they were,
were never fulfilled. It is no surprise that Cicero abhorred her.
The diplomatic needs that brought Cleopatra to Rome in 46 b.c.
would not have taken long, and there was every reason for the queen to
return to her kingdom promptly.24 Suetonius reported that she left Rome
while Caesar was still alive,25 presumably before Caesar departed for
Spain late in the year on an expedition to eliminate lingering Pompeian
support there. On this campaign, as was his custom, he would have a
personal relationship with royalty, in this case Eunoë Maura, the queen
of Mauretania.
Thus Cleopatra was back in Alexandria by the end of 46 b.c. The year
45 b.c. is a total blank in her biography, as she devoted herself to consolidating her kingdom with the tools that Caesar had given her. In early 44
b.c., however, she made another journey to Rome. Caesar himself had
returned from Spain the previous year, eliminating all his opposition.
There is no explicit evidence as to why the queen made a second trip to
the city, but it probably was to assert her needs within the new Roman
order that had been established, as Caesar was actively engaged in his
reform program. She may even have been afraid that the annexation of
Egypt—a topic festering in Rome for 20 years—was on the agenda. The
fact that her journey by necessity would have been in midwinter demonstrates how important the trip was to her. She came without her brother
Ptolemy XIV, who was rapidly fading as a person of importance.
Whatever was the reason that Cleopatra was in Rome in early 44 b.c.,
her relationship with Caesar was a contributing factor in the conspiracy
of M. Brutus and L. Cassius Longinus that led to his assassination on the
Ides of March. Cicero’s comments in the weeks following indicate how
distasteful her presence had become.26 But the queen did not immediately leave the city after Caesar’s death—another indication that it was the
Roman government, not merely the dictator, that brought her to Rome—
perhaps because she saw an opportunity to put forward Caesarion as his
heir, though these hopes failed when it became apparent that Caesar’s will
offered no recognition and may even have denied parentage. She departed
Rome in mid-April, at the same time that her future nemesis, Caesar’s
grandnephew Octavian, arrived in Italy on his way to the city, having
been named his primary heir. Within a few weeks rumors developed that
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Cleopatra was pregnant but suffered a miscarriage and that Caesarion
was dead, but just as quickly the gossip faded away. A few months later
the queen took the matter of succession into her own hands by killing
Ptolemy XIV, allegedly with poison, and elevating her son.27 Of her four
siblings, only Arsinoë remained alive, living in exile in Ephesos.
In 43 b.c., Antonius (who had been surviving consul at the time
of Caesar’s death), Octavian, and M. Aemilius Lepidus (the consul of
46 b.c.) constituted themselves for a five-year term as triumvirs for the
restoration of the Republic and moved to dispose of Caesar’ assassins.
Early the same year, P. Cornelius Dolabella, proconsul of Syria and a
Caesarian loyalist, requested from Cleopatra the four legions that Caesar
had left in Egypt. He was not the only one aware that these troops might
be useful in the renewed civil war, since Cassius, Caesar’s assassin, also
sent a message to Cleopatra and may even have considered invading
Egypt.28 The queen temporized with Cassius, saying that she could
not provide assistance because of internal problems in her kingdom,
and sent the legions to Dolabella. Her sentiments would be with the
Caesarian side, but she kept her options open with the assassins. She
also prepared to send a fleet to Dolabella, yet it never set sail because
of adverse weather. But as the legions were being moved from Egypt to
Syria by Dolabella’s legate A. Allienus, they were captured in Palestine by
Cassius. Cleopatra’s governor of Cyprus, Serapion, also joined Cassius,
sending him ships. Meanwhile, she provisioned her own fleet and set sail
under her own command for the west coast of Greece to assist Antonius
and Octavian. As a naval commander (a role that she would repeat in
the Battle of Actium) she was a rarity among Greek queens, recalling
the great Artemisia of Halikarnassos in the early fifth century b.c. It also
connected with her identification with Isis, since two of the festivals of
the goddess were nautically oriented.29 Cassius sent L. Staius Murcus
with 60 ships to lie in wait off Tainaron, the southernmost point of the
Peloponnesos, but the fleets never engaged as the queen’s ships were
heavily damaged in a storm and she was prostrated by seasickness.
By the time she recovered, her forces were no longer needed. Yet in
return for her services she requested from Dolabella official recognition
of Caesarion, something he had no authority to grant but which was
approved by the triumvirs. There is no further evidence of her involvement in this phase of the civil war, and the Battle of Philippi, fought in
the autumn of 42 b.c., resulted in the defeat and suicide of Brutus and
Cassius by Antonius. Once again the civil war seemed over.
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After Philippi, Antonius emerged as the strongest member of
the triumvirate. Powers and territory were divided between him and
Octavian—Lepidus was essentially ignored—and within a year Octavian
was established in the west and Antonius in the East.30 By late 42 b.c. he
was in Athens, and then moved through the eastern territories repairing
the damage left by Brutus and Cassius. In settling the affairs of Asia
Minor, he developed a personal relationship with Glaphyra, companion
of the priest-king Archelaos of Komana, making Glaphyra’s son, also
named Archelaos, king of Kappadokia.31 By summer 41 b.c. Antonius
was at the ancient city of Tarsos.
At 42 years of age, Antonius was at the peak of his career, having
gained a military reputation that began with his service with Gabinius
in the Levant and Egypt 14 years previously. He had become Caesar’s
colleague in the consulship for 44 b.c. and since late 43 b.c. had been
triumvir, which gave him broad magisterial powers. He was currently
married to the dynamic Fulvia, who was actively involved in the political
and military maneuvering after Philippi. Fulvia was said to have had no
interest in traditional women’s pursuits such as spinning wool or housekeeping; rather, she wished not merely to rule a man but to rule rulers and
commanders. It was also said that life with Fulvia prepared Antonius for
Cleopatra, since he was acquainted with an environment controlled by a
woman.32 This marriage produced two sons, M. Antonius Antyllus and
Iullus Antonius, and there was also a daughter from a previous marriage.
Antonius already had a reputation for being erratic, a heavy drinker,
and a womanizer, but he was an outstanding orator—immortalized by
his speech at Caesar’s funeral—and a brilliant military tactician.33 Yet
his character flaws would be stressed in the propaganda wars of the 30s
b.c. The later literary tradition emphasized that these deficiencies were
exactly what Cleopatra was able to exploit: she could flatter his ego, act
swiftly in time of crisis, and be his companion in fun and games but use
his ability at humor and playfulness to her own advantage.34 Although
some of this was certainly later revisionism, it was also largely true.
In the summer of 41 b.c., Cleopatra—whose activities since just
before Philippi are unknown—received a summons from Antonius
at Tarsos. She was reluctant to go and ignored repeated letters.35 Her
procrastination may have been a matter of status and the impropriety of
a Roman magistrate to demand that a queen leave her kingdom at his
bidding. It was only when Antonius sent his trusted aide Q. Dellius to
appeal in person that the queen actually went. Dellius would spend the
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next decade moving as liaison between Antonius, Cleopatra, and Herod
the Great. He survived into the Augustan era and wrote a history of the
period, which is probably one of the major sources for the last decade
of Cleopatra’s life. He became notorious for his ability to change sides,
moving from the Caesareans to Cassius to Antonius to Octavian.36 When
he arrived at Cleopatra’s court, he immediately sensed that she would
be able to influence Antonius through her charm and well-spokenness,
and he urged her to go to Tarsos as Hera had gone for her assignation
with Zeus.37 Cleopatra herself, now 28, felt that she was far more mature
and sophisticated than when she had known Pompeius the Younger and
even Julius Caesar and, in the proper style of eastern monarchs calling
upon Roman magistrates, equipped herself with presents and money,
but put her greatest faith in her own abilities.
The ostensible reason that Antonius summoned Cleopatra to
Tarsos was to allow her to explain her alleged recent support of Cassius,
more misinformation than reality. But it is inevitable that there was a
personal motive as well: they had had occasional contact for 14 years,
and although Antonius’s claim that he had fallen in love when he first
met her in 55 b.c. sounds like pillow talk,38 it certainly was true that he
now had the chance, not available previously, to pursue a personal relationship if he were so inclined. Cleopatra seemingly felt the same way,
although neither gave up their current political needs.
Cleopatra also believed that it was necessary to establish herself
with the new regime in Rome. At this point it was thought that the
civil war was over. Octavian, in the west, was still an unknown factor,
and Antonius was obviously the person in power. Moreover there were
certain repercussions from the civil war that might destabilize Cleopatra’s
position. Her sister Arsinoë, still in refuge at Ephesos, was believed by
some to be the legitimate queen of Egypt. One of Cleopatra’s strongest
allies, Antipatros of Askalon, had been poisoned at a banquet in 43 b.c.39
His son Herod had been promised the kingship of Judaea by Cassius,
but this offer was obviously defunct. Nevertheless the whole question of
the future of the southern Levant was of vital interest to Cleopatra. She
herself was suspected of giving aid to Cassius, something that she had to
explain to Antonius.
Cleopatra thus eventually answered the summons and sailed up the
Kydnos River to Tarsos in her thalamegos,40 an approach that has become
one of the most famous events of Greco-Roman history. Tarsos today
lies 10 miles inland but was somewhat closer to the coast in antiquity.
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FIGURE 6. View of modern Tarsos. Courtesy of Duane W. Roller.

The Kydnos was a major stream (in the fourth century b.c. it was two
plethra, or about 200 feet, in width).41 Today Tarsos is a hot dusty town,
and the Kydnos almost invisible, but the city still invokes its dynamic
past. In the first century b.c., however, the approach up the broad
river would have been an event of grandeur. Plutarch’s description is
based on an eyewitness account of someone standing on the riverbank,
seeing, hearing, and smelling it all, as Cleopatra’s procession passed by.
The source is probably someone close to Antonius, given the perspective and the personal comments about the triumvir that follow, perhaps
his chronicler Dellius or the historian Sokrates of Rhodes, another
member of Antonius’s entourage.42 It was a carefully constructed scene
demonstrating a strong theatrical sense on Cleopatra’s part. She made
the intended impression on Antonius, who, along with his officers and
entourage, was invited on board her boat to dine and was presented with
a meal lavish beyond description, especially remarkable for the lighting
within the cabin, whose walls were covered with tapestries woven with
gold and purple. There were 12 dining tables, and the service was finely
made of gold inlaid with precious stones. The following evening there
was a more lavish banquet, and the guests were allowed to take away
many of the furnishings, escorted home in litters or on horseback.43 On
the third day Antonius reciprocated, but his banquet was embarrassing
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in its simplicity. Yet Cleopatra was not finished. On the fourth day her
dining room was strewn with spiral decorations of roses to the depth of
a peches (about two feet). The Romans were always impressed with the
lavishness of the Eastern courts, but clearly Cleopatra was making the
most of the opportunity: whatever Antonius might have heard about
her from Caesar and others, she was determined to outdo it. She probably was also well aware of his taste for extravagance and luxury.
Cleopatra acquitted herself of the charge of having aided Cassius by
recounting that she had actually helped Dolabella and had sent her own
fleet to Greece with herself in command while telling Cassius that she
was unable to assist him. It was an easy charge to deflect, but Antonius
may not have had accurate information, since Dolabella had committed
suicide a year previously when, despite Cleopatra’s assistance, he had
failed to withstand an attack from Cassius at Laodikeia in Syria.44
Cleopatra also had her own agenda to pursue. She had Antonius
eliminate her sister Arsinoë, her sole surviving sibling and the one person
who could be a rival for her throne.45 Arsinoë was dragged to her death
from the Temple of Artemis at Ephesos. The priest of Artemis was also
called to account, having acknowledged her as queen, but the Ephesians
successfully petitioned Cleopatra for his release. The renegade governor
of Cyprus, Serapion, was found at Tyre and delivered to Cleopatra, and
Antonius may have taken direct control of Cyprus until matters quieted
down (see p. 65). And finally, there was another suppliant, living in the
Phoenician city of Arados, claiming to be Ptolemy XIII, Cleopatra’s
brother, who allegedly had died at the end of the Alexandrian War.
He too was eliminated. The fact that such a rival could exist, living,
like Arsinoë, in obscure refuge waiting for his chance, showed that
Cleopatra’s position was still insecure. All these actions were within
Antonius’ broad powers as triumvir and were necessary for settling the
East after the defeat of Brutus and Cassius. But they cleared the way for
Cleopatra to become the most powerful allied ruler of the region. How
personal Antonius’s motives were can never be known since Cleopatra
was not the only prominent woman of the East whom he favored.
The queen probably did not stay at Tarsos long, having accomplished her twin objectives of ingratiating herself to Antonius and
absolving herself of her conduct in the civil war. She soon returned to
Egypt, but she had invited Antonius for a visit, and when it was time for
him to move his forces into winter quarters, perhaps in November of 41
b.c., he himself went to Alexandria.46 He was instantly popular with the
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Alexandrian populace, in part because there were many who remembered his visit of 14 years previously and his almost heroic actions in
restoring Ptolemy XII. Unlike Caesar, he brought no legions with him,
thereby avoiding the appearance of leading an army of occupation, an
unfortunate by-product of Caesar’s visit. Although Antonius was still
triumvir, he was no longer in Roman territory and was thus a private
citizen, Cleopatra’s personal guest.
In creating a connection with Antonius, Cleopatra was following the
same pattern that she had with Caesar, personally allying herself with
the most prominent Roman of the era, something that the Ptolemies
had been doing for a century. She understood that her kingdom would
survive only if Rome allowed it; the career of her father was enough
proof. Her relationship with Caesar had not turned out as she had
expected. Although it did solidify her position, it also involved her in
the Roman civil war. Caesarion had received official recognition from
Rome, yet he was her sole heir, a definite weakness insofar as the question of succession was concerned. Potential heirs were always a problem.
They were necessary for the continuation of the kingdom but could
turn against either their ruling parent or each other—there were many
examples of both in Ptolemaic history. But to depend on a single heir
was also dangerous. More were necessary, and traditional Ptolemaic
sibling marriage was no longer an option for Cleopatra. It is possible
that early in her career she had sought a Seleukid husband, as had her
elder sister Berenike IV, but none was forthcoming. Yet as a ruling
woman, Cleopatra had issues that ruling men did not have. Although
there had been many powerful women in the Hellenistic dynasties, few
had actually ever been sole queen. Among the Ptolemies it was limited
to the brief reigns of Cleopatra’s aunt and sister, Cleopatra Berenike III
in 81 b.c. and Berenike IV after 58 b.c. Both reigns had been turbulent
and obsessed with finding male consorts for the queens, and both had
ended in their violent deaths. Attempts to make Cleopatra VII’s other
sister, Arsinoë IV, sole queen had been ineffective and also had ended in
violence. Elsewhere independent queens had been rare, although there
are occasional moments of power for ruling women between husbands.
No queen ever ruled alone in either the Seleukid or Macedonian dynasties. In fact, queens ruling alone in the Greco-Roman world were few.
At Halikarnassos—which produced more woman rulers than anywhere
else outside Egypt—there was the elder Artemisia, the heroine of the
Persian Wars in the early fifth century b.c., and her younger namesake,
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the sister-wife of Maussolos, in the mid-fourth century b.c., as well as
their sister Ada, who ruled alone briefly after the death of her brotherhusband Idrieus in the 340s b.c.47 These four siblings were a brilliant
moment in the history of the region, responsible for one of the great
monuments of antiquity, the Mausoleion. Their theory of rule, with
its patronage of the arts, sibling marriage, and prominence of women
rulers, greatly influenced the Ptolemies. The only other independent
queens of the Hellenistic period were later than Cleopatra: Dynamis
of Bosporos (17 b.c.–a.d. 7/9) and Pythodoris of Pontos (3/2 b.c.–a.d.
33), who was a granddaughter of Antonius.48 The one remaining famous
queen in classical antiquity was Zenobia at Palmyra (a.d. 267–72), who
saw Cleopatra as her role model. All these were married during most of
their careers. There was no one like Cleopatra VII, ruling for 22 years
and married only in name and perhaps briefly at the end of her life.
Actually, given her ancestry, she may have been more influenced by
the handful of indigenous Egyptian queens, most notably Hatshepsut
(1479/3–1458/7 b.c.).
Moreover, as a queen ruling alone, Cleopatra had to take into
account the realities of creating an heir. A king could have minimal
personal involvement, with the possibility of producing many in a brief
period of time. For a queen, however, having an heir meant devoting the
better part of a year to the process, a time during which she might not
be in the best of health and would be vulnerable to usurpation. Unlike
a king, with his several wives and consorts, Cleopatra could not discard
herself if a problem developed in the production of an heir. Moreover,
she would take a great personal health risk, entering into a process that
was often fatal. After the birth of the child, the queen as mother had a
responsibility that a father did not. It is clear that Cleopatra scheduled
her pregnancies carefully (48, 44 [possibly], 41, and 37 b.c.), spreading
them out as much as possible to limit any medical repercussions and
political weakness. Three or four pregnancies in 18 years would be
substantially less than what might be expected, even given the intervals
with no known partner. Abortion was always a possibility, and many
contraceptive methods were available.49 And a pregnancy was possible
only with a suitable partner, something that she also chose carefully. In
selecting Antonius, Cleopatra followed all these criteria. Her rule was
relatively stable, the world was at peace, and it had been several years
since her last pregnancy. Antonius was the most powerful Roman, an
obvious choice for producing further heirs, and this would also provide
Consolidating the Empire

81

the useful political connections resulting from intimacy with a Roman
of his stature.
Many anecdotes survive of the few months that the couple spent
together in Egypt. Although the later negative tradition may have tilted
the accounts against the pair, it is clear that Antonius, at least, regarded
the period essentially as a vacation, time to be spent in games, hunting,
fishing, and even wandering the city in disguise. Their life together
was extremely lavish, and they called themselves the Amimetobioi,
or “Inimitable Livers,” an association with Dionysiac overtones.50 The
physician Philotas of Amphissa, a member of the royal court and later
an acquaintance of Plutarch’s grandfather Lamprias, provided some
eyewitness details of the royal kitchens in operation: eight boars for a
dinner party of 12, and meals always ready so that they could be served
at a moment’s notice.
Cleopatra’s agenda with Caesar had been assuring her position on
the throne and neutralizing rivals, as well as producing an heir. With
Antonius it was somewhat different, although the matter of an heir
remained a factor. At this moment in her life she had few political rivals,
as all her siblings were dead and her sole child was only seven years of
age. There was no one among the dynasts of the East who could compare
with her stature or even be worthy of notice. But the Ptolemaic Empire
was only a portion of what it had been in the third and second centuries
b.c., and Cleopatra was committed to restoring its territory.51 A first
step had been taken when Caesar returned Cyprus after several years
of Roman control, although Antonius seems to have temporarily repossessed it (see p. 65). Just to the north was Kilikia, the mountainous region
of coastal southern Asia Minor, which historically had been associated
with Cyprus and moreover had Ptolemaic connections. Ptolemy I had
attempted unsuccessfully to conquer it during the wars of Alexander’s
Successors. Ptolemy II had actually acquired the region, only to have
it lost to the Seleukids shortly thereafter.52 Since the end of the second
century b.c. Kilikia had primarily been under Roman control, although
an indigenous king, Tarkondimotos, ruled parts of it. The record is silent
as to whether any of his territory was given to Cleopatra, which probably means that it was not, and he died at Actium fighting on her side.
Cleopatra’s meeting with Antonius at the ancient Kilikian city of Tarsos
may have inspired her to suggest that the region be returned to the
Ptolemies—especially since it had been an area of political instability for
the previous half century—an obvious way to start the rebuilding of the
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empire. Kilikia would also provide her with timber for shipbuilding. Just
as Caesar had restored Cyprus to Ptolemaic control in 47 b.c., Antonius
would now do the same for Kilikia, although the Ptolemaic claim to it
was ephemeral. The transfer had occurred by 19 November 38 b.c., when
a certain Diogenes was Ptolemaic military governor of both Kilikia and
Cyprus, and the probable time for such an action was during the winter
of 41–40 b.c. when Cleopatra and Antonius were together.53 It would be
perfectly legal under Antonius’s wide-ranging triumviral powers.
Just as the Romans had supported favorable monarchs at the
borders of their territory, Cleopatra seems to have done the same.
Tarkonditimos of Kilikia may have been one. The ancient temple state
of Olbe (modern Ura), known for its sanctuary of Zeus, lying just to
the west of Cleopatra’s Kilikian regions, was placed under the rule of a
certain Aba, who had impressed both Cleopatra and Antonius and who
was related to the indigenous royal family.54 She would serve as a buffer
between Cleopatra’s empire and the free states and cities of western
Anatolia. Although she was soon overthrown, the mysterious Aba,
otherwise unknown, remains an intriguing example of both a ruling
queen and an attempted network of Cleopatran allied monarchs.
By the spring of 40 b.c. Antonius found it necessary to bring his
vacation to an end. A certain Q. Labienus, who had been sent to Parthia
by Cassius before Philippi, had remained in the service of the Parthian
government and now invaded Syria, killing the governor, L. Decidius
Saxa, whom Antonius had appointed the previous autumn. Labienus
also took possession of Saxa’s army, decidedly tilting the balance of
power toward the Parthians. Antonius had probably known about this
for some time (as well as increasing instability in Italy, another concern),
but had postponed dealing with it as long as possible.55 Yet finally he
had to leave Alexandria and to return to a more active role as triumvir.
Cleopatra sent him on his way with a fleet of 200 ships, payment for
support of her territorial ambitions. The queen and triumvir were not
to meet again for three and a half years, although they kept in contact; it
was said that Cleopatra had a spy in Antonius’s entourage.56
With one exception, there is a gap in the written record of Cleopatra’s
life from spring 40 to late 37 b.c. This parallels closely the situation after
Caesar’s departure seven years previously, from early 47 to late 46 b.c. In
both cases the reason for the gap may be because she was pregnant. Her
administration would attend to running the kingdom while her pregnancy advanced to childbirth and she nurtured her newborn children.
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Although the exact birth date cannot be determined, it seems that in the
latter case, at least, Cleopatra continued to be withdrawn from public
life for nearly two years, a year longer than in the case of Caesarion.
Part of the silence of the sources must be ascribable to the deficiency of
the record to detail the activities of a woman without a man in her life,
but her pregnancies and the early stages of motherhood would play a
role. At these times, being a mother was more important than being a
queen.
Thus sometime between Antonius’s departure in the spring of 40
b.c. and the end of the year, Cleopatra gave birth to twins. They would be
named Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene, although their surnames
may not have been applied until their parents met again in 37 b.c.57 For
Cleopatra to give her own name to her first (and only) daughter was
nothing extraordinary, for this had been the practice since the name
had entered the Ptolemaic family in the early second century b.c.,
when Ptolemy V had married the Seleukid princess Cleopatra I. The
boy’s name had less dynastic usage despite its distinguished heritage.
Alexander was not a common Ptolemaic name, used only as surnames
for Ptolemy X and XI, Cleopatra’s great-uncle and cousin, not particularly strong precedents. There is little reason to dispute that the child’s
name came from the obvious source, Alexander the Great, not forgetting that the original Cleopatra was his sister. The surnames, Helios and
Selene, the Sun and Moon, reflected the inauguration of a new era that
parents and children would begin, inspired in part by Cleopatra’s role as
the new Isis. Such talk of rejuvenation of society was common: the children were born at the same time as the publication of Vergil’s Eclogue 4,
with its environment of renewal through the birth of a child. How much
of this prophetic nomenclature was applied at the time of the birth of
the twins is uncertain, as it may reflect the situation in 37 b.c. when
Antonius and Cleopatra came together again and Antonius, who had
not previously seen the children, acknowledged his paternity.58
In the summer of 40 b.c., Antonius’s plans regarding Labienus and
the Parthians were disrupted because of news from Italy, where the
situation had begun to deteriorate once again, with Antonius’s wife,
Fulvia, a major player. As with the Parthian situation, it is probable that
Antonius had long known about this. Fulvia had been managing his
affairs in Italy, and increasing tension between her and Octavian had
resulted in the episode called the Perusine War, largely orchestrated by
her.59 It was said that this was her attempt to create a disturbance in Italy
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that would encourage Antonius to leave Cleopatra and return home,
although this seems chronologically impossible, as the problems in Italy
were well under way even before the meeting at Tarsos.60 It is possible
that Fulvia had heard of the earlier relationship with Glaphyra;61 even
before Antonius and Cleopatra had become personally involved,
Octavian had written a scatological poem complaining about Antonius
and Glaphyra,62 an early example of the literary propaganda that would
erupt with greater violence a decade later. Regardless of Fulvia’s motives,
the Perusine War was a disaster for her. She and Antonius’s brother
Lucius Antonius were besieged by Octavian in Perusia (modern Perugia)
and eventually driven out of Italy. Fulvia hurried to her husband but died
en route at Sikyon on the Gulf of Corinth. Since she had been the perpetrator of the recent difficulties, her fortuitous death created a chance for
reconciliation between the two senior triumvirs, and thus in September
they met at Brundisium.63
Two things resulted from this meeting that would have a direct effect
on Cleopatra, at the time either still pregnant or a new mother of twins.
First, Antonius and Octavian divided the world between themselves,
with Antonius in the East and Octavian in the west, the boundary at the
Ionian Sea. This was good news to Cleopatra, for she already knew that
Antonius would be of assistance in fulfilling her needs, and, by creating
a personal alliance with him through their children, she was assured of
his support.
The second result of the Brundisium agreement was less favorable. In typical Roman fashion a marriage was concluded between the
new allies. Antonius would marry Octavian’s sister Octavia, herself just
widowed from the distinguished C. Claudius Marcellus, consul of 51 b.c.
Octavia—a “marvel of a woman,” in Plutarch’s words—was known for
her charm and skills as a mediator. She was the same age as Cleopatra
and had the legitimacy of being a Roman matron rather than a foreign
queen. Moreover, it was perfectly clear that Octavia would not be
content to stay in Italy while Antonius moved through the world having
liaisons with royalty. Unlike Calpurnia and Fulvia, she would accompany her husband on his return East. Although sources tend to contrast
the virtuous Octavia with the foreign seductress Cleopatra, perhaps
to the point of exaggeration, Octavia was unusual—her actions after
Antonius’s death demonstrate this (see p. 152)—and thus for the first
time in her relations with prominent Romans, Cleopatra had a genuine
rival. Plutarch’s account of Octavia is the fullest in ancient literature, but
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she still remains elusive and often formulaic. Yet whatever Cleopatra’s
plans were for Antonius in late 40 b.c. as her twins were born, she would
find Octavia a problem.
As noted, there is little information about Cleopatra during the
months of her pregnancy and early motherhood. Nevertheless, during
this time, probably in December 40 b.c., she received an unexpected
guest.64 This was none other than the tetrarch of Judaea, Herod, son of
Cleopatra’s former ally Antipatros of Askalon. Herod had not yet earned
the title “the Great,” and this was long before he became entangled in the
Christian nativity, but he was a promising petty dynast in great difficulty.
His father had been assassinated three years previously, in the unstable
period after the death of Caesar, and when Herod appealed to Antonius
in late 41 b.c., the latter had made him tetrarch of Judaea. This had
happened at Daphne near Antioch just after Antonius had met Cleopatra
at Tarsos.65 Antonius had confidence in the young man’s promise and
had consistently defended him against various delegations of Jewish
leaders that had accused him of treason. As a Roman citizen, Herod was
worthy of Roman support, a potential ally in the ever-volatile southern
Levant. Yet the year after he was made tetrarch, his situation deteriorated. Rivalry between Herod’s family and that of the Hasmoneans, who
had ruled the region for more than a century, reached a deadly level.
Herod’s brother Phasael, whom Antonius had also made tetrarch, had
been imprisoned by the Hasmonean king Antigonos II, and it was clear
that Herod would be next. In December of 40 b.c. he decided to flee
Judaea, first going to his cousin, the Nabataean king Malchos, where he
was rebuffed because the Parthians had warned the king not to receive
Herod. Herod then decided to call upon Cleopatra, a recognition of
her position as the dominant ruler of the region. While on the road he
learned that his brother had been killed.
Although Cleopatra received him in her usual magnificent way, it
is difficult to determine exactly what her thoughts were regarding this
uninvited visitor. Their paths had crossed before because of the contacts
between Cleopatra and Herod’s father, and certainly Antonius, who had
met Herod and shown his support, would have discussed the young
tetrarch with Cleopatra. In later years, when Herod was king, she would
actively covet his territory, but how far such ideas had developed in 40
b.c. is not known. It is equally uncertain what Herod hoped to gain
from the queen, yet he probably felt that she had an obligation to him
because his father had helped put her (and her father) on the throne.
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Cleopatra, like Antonius, saw potential in Herod and offered him an
unspecified military command, probably part of a developing campaign
against the Parthians. Herod, however, rejected the offer and, despite
the queen’s attempts to encourage him to stay in Alexandria, decided
to appeal directly to Antonius and soon set off for Rome. He arrived in
the city after a difficult voyage—winter was not the time to travel on the
Mediterranean—and the newly reconciled triumvirs named him king
of Judaea, probably the last thing Cleopatra wanted to hear. The visit by
Herod to Cleopatra inaugurated a contentious relationship between the
two dynasts that lasted the remainder of Cleopatra’s life. Before long she
found herself embroiled in the complex politics of Herod’s family.66
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The Peak Years
(40–34

b.c.

)

it is probable that when cleopatra learned of the marriage of
Antonius and Octavia, she believed that the triumvir would no longer
be a part of her life. Antonius had assisted her in many of her goals,
expanding her kingdom and increasing her number of heirs to three. Yet
he seemed firmly committed to his new life. By summer 39 b.c. Octavia
had the first of their children, Antonia, who would be the grandmother
of the emperor Nero, and the family moved to Athens, Antonius’s headquarters for the next two years.1 Soon Octavia was pregnant again, and
in 36 b.c. she bore a second and more famous Antonia, who would
become the mother of the emperor Claudius. There seemed to be no
room in Antonius’s personal life for Cleopatra, and whether he would
continue to fulfill her political needs remained to be seen. Cleopatra’s
own world was stable, as her largest potential problem, Herod, was
having difficulties claiming the kingdom that the Romans had given
him. A civil war was raging in Judaea, which lasted until 37 b.c. and
was only ended through extensive Roman military assistance ordered
by Antonius and provided by C. Sosius, governor of Syria.2 Significantly,
Cleopatra offered Herod no help.
Whether or not it can be believed that Antonius had spent the years
since he had seen Cleopatra languishing for her—a detail not necessarily at odds with the picture of him as a happy family man3—an
opportunity presented itself in 37 b.c. for a renewal of their relationship.
That summer Octavia and Antonius returned to Italy, largely because
the triumvirate had expired the previous 1 January, and the relationship between him and Octavian needed to be redefined. At a meeting

in Tarentum managed by Octavia the triumvirate was renewed to the
end of 33 b.c.4 Arrangements for war against the Parthians—which had
been in the planning stage for more than a decade—were intensified,
and Antonius returned east determined to prosecute it, with two legions
from Octavian and 1,000 additional soldiers from Octavia. Because
Octavia could not accompany Antonius to war, she remained in Italy as
he went to Antioch. Before long he sent his legate C. Fonteius Capito to
Egypt to request the presence of Cleopatra.
Although the sources present a love-struck Antonius surrendering
his better instincts to the wiles of the queen, this was hardly the case.
To be sure, the absence of Octavia was a convenience, but queen and
triumvir had needs for each other that were not merely personal. Herod
had resolved his civil war, and this meant that he was now a significant
threat to Cleopatra’s ambitions. Antonius’s resources were inadequate
for his forthcoming Parthian expedition, and the queen could assist
in this.
She arrived in Antioch in late 37 b.c. with her three-year-old twins,
whom their father had never seen. It was probably at this time that they
received their surnames Helios and Selene, a suggestion of grandiose
plans by the parents, perhaps as yet not still fully formed.5 In Antonius’s
ongoing reorganization of the East, which involved the redistribution of

FIGURE 7. View of Antioch from Daphne. Courtesy of Duane W. Roller.
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many territories and the establishment of several new kingdoms with
rulers friendly to Rome, Cleopatra was the clear winner. The arrangements made perfectly good sense regardless of any personal relationship between queen and triumvir: Cleopatra was the only tested ruler
of the eastern Mediterranean. Herod had just secured his throne, and
all the others were petty dynasts with limited territories. Moreover,
the ease with which Brutus and Cassius had been able to disrupt the
Roman governments of the region may have suggested to Antonius
that a more compact Roman presence was the better choice, with large
areas under the control of indigenous royalty beholden to Rome. Thus
Antonius established a network of friendly states ruled by new dynasties that he essentially created, often bypassing the existing claimants. In
Galatia, the central part of Asia Minor, Rome’s long ally Deiotaros had
supported Brutus and Cassius but had not yet been punished when he
died naturally in 40 b.c. Antonius gave his kingdom and surrounding
territories to his secretary Amyntas, who survived until 25 b.c.6 To the
north was the kingdom of Pontos, where a certain Polemon was placed
on the throne after the convenient death of King Dareios. Polemon
seems to have had no connection with any indigenous royalty, and his
father, Zenon, was a rhetorician. Eventually Polemon would marry into
royalty, first by wedding Dynamis and then Pythodoris, the latter a
granddaughter of none other than Antonius. Polemon survived until the
last decade of the first century b.c.; his widow, Pythodoris, would rule
alone until she married the third of Antonius’s friendly kings, Archelaos
of Kappadokia.7 Archelaos also came from outside established royalty,
although it is possible that he was related to Mithradates the Great. One
of his credentials, perhaps a minor one, was the personal relationship
Antonius had had with his mother Glaphyra, but the triumvir was too
astute to base kingship on this alone, and Archelaos’s abilities and lineage
were what resulted in his placement on the throne of Kappadokia when
he expelled the king, Ariarathes X.8 The fourth friendly king enthroned
by Antonius was Herod the Great, also not a part of the existing royal
line, that of the Hasmoneans, although he promptly married into it. Thus
these four kings, none of whom was the expected heir to his throne,
created a dynastic network that established a new order in the East.9
Eventually there were marriage connections among all of them except
Amyntas, who died too soon.
Yet there was a fifth friendly monarch in Antonius’s plan. This of
course was Cleopatra. At first glance she might not seem to fit the pattern,
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since her ancestors had ruled Egypt for nearly 300 years. But she too
was an anomaly, unlike traditional Hellenistic dynasts. She was personally connected to Antonius—although, as in the case of the Kappadokian
royalty, this alone was not sufficient to confirm her rule—and she was a
woman. As the only queen to have a lengthy independent reign in the
Hellenistic system of dynastic rule, she was as distinct from tradition
as were Antonius’s four kings. Moreover, with Glaphyra, Dynamis, and
Pythodoris, it can be seen that Antonius’s system brought women into
positions of prominence. In addition he had no easy way of reaching
outside the Ptolemaic dynasty for a new ruler of Egypt, if he had been
so inclined (the only possibility might have been one of the dispossessed
Seleukid princes). But in supporting Cleopatra and substantially enlarging
her kingdom he was following exactly the same philosophy of rule as
with Amyntas, Polemon, Archelaos, and Herod: creating a new order
beholden to him that was to make the East a stable part of the Roman
world. Although Cleopatra would die within a decade, it is significant that
all the other monarchs outlived Antonius, Archelaos by half a century.
Nevertheless Cleopatra profited far more than her male colleagues
in the territorial adjustments, which came close to achieving her goal of
returning the Ptolemaic Empire to its maximum territorial limits. Over
the next several years—the exact chronology is uncertain—Antonius
steadily enlarged her kingdom. The list of acquisitions is long.10 Probably the most important was the coast of Phoenicia and Palestine,
although the implication is that Cleopatra obtained only the cities, and
the ancient Phoenician centers of Tyre and Sidon were excepted. Her
northern boundary was the Eleutheros River (the modern Nahr el-Kebir
on the Syrian-Lebanese border). She received a number of important Levantine coastal cities, including Gaza, Ptolemais, and Byblos.
Her possible acquisition of Askalon, Herod’s ancestral home, would
create more contention with that dynast, and in fact Herod may have
immediately leased the territory back from the queen, thus retaining
nominal possession of his family’s lands. Cleopatra does not seem to
have minted coins at Askalon after 38 b.c., suggesting her control of the
city was minimal after that date.11 Most of this coastal territory had been
Ptolemaic until lost in 200 b.c. as a result of the aggressive policies of
Antiochos III against Ptolemy IV. The queen’s claim was strengthened
by being a descendant of both these kings. The city of Ptolemais had
been a foundation of Ptolemy II, on the site of ancient Akko, so return
of it must have been especially gratifying to Cleopatra.
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Because there was no longer a Seleukid Empire, Antonius was able to
give Cleopatra some other regions historically Ptolemaic but which had
been under Seleukid control since the second century b.c. As a reigning
descendant of the Seleukids, she could assert such a claim, even believing
that she was the legitimate Seleukid monarch, and she used her coinage
from the region to emphasize this.12 All these donations were in the interior
of Syria. Koile (“Hollow”) Syria—the upper Orontes valley—included the
important city of Apameia, founded by Seleukos I and noted as a trade and
cultural center, the home of the famous polymath Poseidonios. Nearby was
the independent kingdom of Chalkis, whose king, a certain Lysimachos,
had recently died.13 There was also Ituraia, where the king, Lysanias, was
eliminated by Antonius on the claim that he was pro-Parthian.14 His son
Zenodoros leased the land from Cleopatra and retained the territory after
her death.15 Regardless of the exact limits of these three districts, they
were probably contiguous and gave the queen a rich and fertile area of
interior Syria. Coinage indicates that her territory extended as far south as
Damascus.16 Koile Syria had been one of the major economic resources of
the early Ptolemaic Empire. It provided timber for shipbuilding and was
rich in agriculture, including extensive wine-growing regions. In the third
century b.c. it had been the seat of large estates owned by important officials in the Ptolemaic government, and Cleopatra may have had visions of
re-creating this traditional Ptolemaic royal economy.17

FIGURE 8. The date orchards of Jericho. Courtesy of Duane W. Roller.
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To the south, she received the territory around Jericho—part of
Herod’s dominions—because of its production of date palms and the
medicinal herb balsam, the latter allegedly growing nowhere else.18
Some of the bitumen-producing regions of the Dead Sea area may also
have been included.19 Eventually Cleopatra leased Jericho back to its
original owner, Herod.20
Still farther south, Cleopatra received “the part of Nabataean Arabia
that slopes toward the External Sea.”21 Plutarch’s precise terminology
demonstrates that the sea cannot be the Mediterranean or the Dead Sea
portions of Arabia, but must be the territory adjoining the Ailanatic
Gulf, including the port city of Ailana (modern Aqaba), important as an
outlet for eastern trade but also serving a protective role for Cleopatra
since the Nabataeans had historically used this area to attack Egypt.22
Yet the Nabataean king Malchos (probably a cousin of Herod), who had
been on the throne since the early 50s b.c., was not to forget his loss of
territory, something that Cleopatra would learn to her detriment near
the end of her life (see p. 142).
Certain districts on the island of Crete were also given to the queen.
Although there are no details, this probably meant two former Ptolemaic
naval bases on the east end of the island, Itanos and Olous, which had
been established by Patroklos, the naval commander of Ptolemy II.23
Crete had been a Roman province since the early first century b.c., but
the two cities would have been detached and returned to Ptolemaic
control. Also included as part of the donation was Cyrene, which usually
had been Ptolemaic throughout the history of the dynasty.
Thus Cleopatra could see her empire restored almost to its greatest
territorial extent. What she did not receive were the former Ptolemaic
possessions in the Aegean and southwest Asia Minor, most of which
had been lost in the early second century b.c. with the rise of Pergamon
and Rhodes, and which were probably too close to the Greco-Roman
heartland to be considered. As it was, Antonius’s arrangements met with
intense disfavor in Rome and marked the beginning of the turning of
public sentiment against him, soon to be skillfully exploited by Octavian.
Antonius failed to realize the role of public sentiment in Rome and
Octavian’s ability to use it for his own needs. Moreover, Antonius was not
sensitive to his moral position as Octavian’s brother-in-law and the way
that disagreements about the future of the Roman state were becoming
entangled with the family dispute resulting from Octavian’s perception
of the mistreatment of his sister and his willingness to adopt this to
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his own political agenda.24 In fact, late in 35 b.c., Octavian granted his
sister as well as his wife, Livia, extraordinary privileges, including sacrosanctity and the right to administer their affairs without a guardian, a
virtually unprecedented step.25 Moreover, statues were erected in their
honor, only the second time that there were public monuments to
living Roman women. The previous recipient was Cornelia, daughter of
P. Cornelius Scipio Africanus, the conqueror of Hannibal, who was also
the mother of the reformist Gracchi brothers and object of the affections
of Ptolemy VIII, Cleopatra’s great-grandfather.26 The fact that about 80
years later Octavia and Livia received the same unusual honor (as well
as others) demonstrated not only their significance and the emergent
status of the women of the nascent imperial family, but was an obvious
response to the stature of Cleopatra, whose own image could be seen
in the Forum Julium, and where, in fact, the two new ones might also
have been located.27 The other privileges that Octavian gave his sister
and wife at this time particularly benefited Octavia, whose financial and
legal dependency on Antonius was significantly reduced. At any rate,
Cleopatra’s actual rule of much of her new territory was nominal, even
nonexistent, whether she leased it to its former owners or, as in the case
of Cyrene, merely restructured the chain of command, with local Roman
officials (often appointed by Antonius) reporting to her rather than to
Rome.28 Her greatest benefit was financial, including the revenues from
the balsam and bitumen of Judaea, the agricultural districts of interior
Syria and Cyrene, the trade centers of Ailana, Gaza, and Phoenicia, or
the copper mines of Cyprus. Restoration of the Cretan naval bases was
perhaps a hint of plans for the future. By the time the arrangements were
completed—and it is not clear whether they all happened in the winter
of 37–36 b.c. or over the next couple of years—Cleopatra was the strongest ruler in the eastern Mediterranean, but there were already ominous
rumblings, not only from Rome but from those who had suffered, especially Herod and his cousins the Nabataeans. Nevertheless the queen
saw it as the beginning of a new era for the Ptolemaic kingdom, and
sometime in late 37 or early 36 b.c. began to double-date her coinage,
with a new Year 1 equivalent to her traditional Year 16.29
Finally, in the spring of 36 b.c., the much-postponed Parthian expedition set forth. The Romans had had half a century of contentious
relations with the Parthians, culminating in the disaster Crassus had
suffered at Carrhae in 53 b.c.30 In the 17 years since, plans to move against
the Parthians had always been a central part of Roman policy, but
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implementation was repeatedly postponed because of the civil war, in
which the Parthians actually became involved. A potential Parthian
expedition was given further status since it was one of Caesar’s many
unfulfilled plans. Antonius’s campaign is well documented, as Dellius,
one of the field commanders, wrote a report that is probably the source
of the detailed existing accounts,31 but its tactics are not relevant to the
career of Cleopatra beyond the effects of the result of the expedition.
She did provide funds for it and accompanied Antonius as far as the
Euphrates, probably to Zeugma (modern Balkis in Syria), the traditional
crossing point for travel into interior Asia. She could not have expected
to see Antonius again for some time, and rule of her kingdom would
take precedence over any personal relationship with the triumvir. To
be successful any Parthian expedition would be long and complex:
Julius Caesar had planned on three years in the field.32 Plutarch’s suggestion that Antonius expected the war to be over in one season so that he
could promptly return to Cleopatra33 is totally unreasonable strategically (the march to Armenia alone was 8,000 stadia, several hundred
miles, and would itself take weeks) and is at odds with Antonius’s
attempt to establish winter quarters in Armenia. The assertion is either
a revisionist view based on what actually happened, or a slander on his
military skills.
Leaving Antonius at Zeugma, Cleopatra then embarked on a tour of
some of her new territories, such as Apameia in Syria. Continuing south
through Damascus, she called on Herod in Judaea, who attempted a
reconciliation, agreeing to lease back Jericho and escorting her in royal
fashion to the Egyptian frontier at Pelousion. He was astute enough to
recognize that offending the queen was not in his best interests, although
he could hardly have been pleased with the situation.34
Despite her tour, Cleopatra had reason to return home because she
was pregnant again. Her third son was born probably in the summer of
36 b.c., while Antonius was on campaign. As a boy he would be named
Ptolemy, but he was also given the surname Philadelphos, a deliberate
reference to the most notable of Ptolemaic kings, Ptolemy II Philadelphos, and the magnificent empire under his rule.35 The name was especially appropriate at this time because the recent territorial adjustments
had brought Cleopatra close to restoring her ancestor’s geographical
boundaries. All three children of Antonius and Cleopatra now had
prophetic surnames, which implied that the Ptolemaic Empire was in
the process of being restored to its greatest days, a true rival to Rome.
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Meanwhile the Parthian expedition had turned into a total disaster.
It was suggested in the later tradition that Cleopatra was to blame
because Antonius was so preoccupied—even under the influence of
magic and drugs—that he was uninterested in what was before him
and wanted only to return to her. This is highly unlikely, but it is one
of the earliest examples of the anti-Cleopatra tradition that begins to
pervade the reports of the last few years of her life. Antonius was a brilliant military tactician, yet Roman expeditions into Parthian territory
were doomed to fail. Although the massive Roman force outnumbered
that of the Parthians,36 Antonius was caught by the weather and lost
24,000 men, more than half by disease. The treachery of the Armenian
king, Artavasdes II, was also a problem.37 By late autumn Antonius realized that the expedition was futile, and he sent a message to Cleopatra
to meet him on the coast. He hastily retreated, covering 300 miles in
three weeks and losing 8,000 more men. In December38 he arrived at
Leukokome, between Berytos and Sidon, and spent the days until the
queen arrived in heavy drinking and staring out to sea. Eventually she
appeared with money and clothing for the troops.
This disaster, although in many ways inevitable, was a turning point
for both Antonius’s career and the relationship between triumvir and
queen. Although Octavia offered to finance a new expedition, Antonius
probably felt that he could not return to Rome, at least for the time
being. The optimistic reports that he had been sending to Octavian had
fooled no one.39 The master tactician had been responsible for one of
Rome’s greatest military disasters. One of the purposes of the campaign
was to avenge the death of Crassus and thousands of his men in 53 b.c.,
but Antonius had lost even more. He had nowhere else to turn, and by
late 36 b.c. he was back in the palace at Alexandria to meet his new son
and to make plans for the following year.
In the spring of 35 b.c., the Parthian expedition was renewed.40
Among the major problems of the previous year had been the inability
to establish winter quarters in Armenia, where Antonius would be
better positioned to attack Parthia, and the desertion of Artavasdes II,
the Armenian king, at a crucial moment, so the new campaign would
be directed against his territory, including revenge against the wayward
monarch. Before he left Alexandria, Antonius received a message from
Octavia announcing that she was on her way to Athens with supplies
and 2,000 troops, a project encouraged by her brother and seen by
some as an attempt to embarrass Antonius. Cleopatra certainly saw the
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approach of Octavia as a major threat. She pressured Antonius by whatever means possible to convince him that his relationship with Octavia
was purely a matter of political convenience but that the one with her
was actual love and affection. Plutarch described the queen’s convenient
tears, mood changes, and her embarkation on a weight-loss program,
this perhaps because she had just completed another pregnancy. There
were even hints of suicide. How true all of this is cannot be determined,
for it fits too conveniently into Cleopatra’s formulaic role as a seductress,
and the account may be designed to explain Antonius’s rather enigmatic
actions thereafter. Yet whether or not this portrait of the queen is accurate, the situation prompted Antonius effectively to abandon his life in
Italy, thereby not only providing Octavian the opportunity to control
the dialogue (and public opinion) there, but eventually giving him no
alternative but Cleopatra, not only emotionally but financially and militarily. Had the triumvir spent some time during these years in Italy, the
outcome of his and the queen’s careers might have been quite different.41 Antonius thus told Octavia not to come east of Athens—although
accepting her supplies and men—actually a quite reasonable suggestion,
as previously, to keep his wife from entering a war zone. He then moved
from Alexandria to Antioch, perhaps accompanied by Cleopatra. But
for some reason he then abandoned campaigning for the year and
returned to Alexandria: it may be that although he had to make a gesture
in response to Octavia’s support, he had no real interest at this time in
another long and difficult military operation.
When Octavia returned to Rome, she was immediately cast by her
brother into the role of wronged victim and was told to leave Antonius’s
home and return to her own, something that she refused to do. Octavian
and Antonius were moving toward polarization: the last two years had
seen the elimination of all Octavian’s rivals in the west, including Sextus
Pompeius, the surviving son of Pompeius the Great, and the unfortunate
third member of the triumvirate, Lepidus. The former had fled to the East
and was playing a double game between Antonius and the Parthians, even
perhaps involving Cleopatra, an old family acquaintance. He was killed
that summer at Miletos.42 Lepidus, after an ill-advised revolt in Sicily,
had been removed from the triumvirate—although its two surviving
members continued to call themselves triumvirs—and would live quietly
under guard for the remaining quarter-century of his life. By 35 b.c., the
Roman world was divided solely between Antonius and Octavian, with
the latter astutely using the treatment of his sister as a potent weapon.
98

Cleopatra

But there never was to be a Parthian expedition. After the disaster of
36 b.c. and the noncampaign in 35 b.c., efforts in 34 b.c. were limited to
dealing with Artavasdes II of Armenia. Dellius was sent to negotiate with
the king, authorized to offer the older son of Cleopatra and Antonius,
Alexander Helios, in marriage to the king’s daughter. Artavasdes saw
this for the trick that it was and declined, whereupon Antonius himself
marched into Armenia and arrested the king, sending him and his
family to Alexandria. As royalty, they were entitled to travel bound in
gold chains.43
Upon his own return to Alexandria, Antonius celebrated a triumph.44
A triumph was a venerable Roman institution, as old as the state itself.
Having its origin in the Greek thriambos, part of the Dionysiac festival,
and passing to Rome through the Etruscans, it was a procession of a victorious Roman general to the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitol in Rome,
and included captives, all the Roman magistrates, and elaborate musical
and visual details.45 Its Dionysiac connections and the elevation of the
human to the divine would have been especially pleasing to Antonius.
He drove into Alexandria in a chariot and presented Artavasdes and his
family, along with the spoils of war, to Cleopatra, who was seated in a
gold chair on a silver dais. Yet the event was more farce than religious
solemnity: Antonius was dressed as Dionysos, the captives refused to
play their proper role of deference and obeisance despite threats, and of
course the event neither celebrated a victory nor took place in Rome. It
gave Octavian another point of contention, and the sources are unanimous in their distaste, calling it “a sort of triumph” and noting that
the beautiful and sacred ancestral rites of Rome had been perverted by
being given to the Egyptians for the sake of Cleopatra, something that
the Roman citizenry took particular offense at. The queen, sensitive to
the power of religion and tradition and quite knowledgeable about what
a Roman triumph meant, may have begun to wonder how much of an
asset Antonius actually was.
Nevertheless Cleopatra’s worries would have been assuaged, for
the moment, by the ceremony that took place in the Gymnasium of
Alexandria shortly thereafter, perhaps even part of the pseudo-triumph.
Although the two major sources, Plutarch and Dio, are not in full agreement about the details—or even whether some of the territorial dispositions were part of one ceremony in 34 b.c. or scattered over the previous
two years—what happened in the Gymnasium in 34 b.c., popularly called
the Donations of Alexandria, was a lavish and theatrical demonstration
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of the vision of the future that Cleopatra and Antonius had conceived,
yet based on Ptolemaic precedents, most notably an elaborate ceremony
that Ptolemy II had produced early in his reign.46 Conflating the sources,
one can determine that a large crowd gathered in the Gymnasium for
a banquet, where they saw the queen and Antonius on golden thrones,
with lower thrones for her four children. Cleopatra, dressed as Isis,
was declared to be queen of kings, queen of Egypt, Cyprus, Libya, and
Koile Syria. Caesarion, whose activities are little known for the previous
decade, was now 13 years of age and was declared king of kings and joint
ruler along with Cleopatra.47 Alexander Helios, now six, was dressed
as a Median and also received the title king of kings; he was declared
ruler of Armenia, Media, and, bizarrely, Parthia. Iotape, the daughter of
the king of Media Atropatene (modern Azerbaijan), came to Alexandria
and was engaged to Alexander. Two-year-old Ptolemy Philadelphos,
dressed in the style of the Successors, was also king of kings; he received
Syria and Kilikia and, in one report, all Asia Minor. Alexander was
given a Median bodyguard, and Ptolemy a Macedonian one. Cleopatra
Selene, also six, received Crete and Cyrene. In return, Cleopatra may
have given Antonius estates in Egypt, although he had little time to
enjoy their revenue. Upon his death they passed to his daughter the
younger Antonia. Papyrus documents show that her holdings in Egypt
were extensive, mostly in the Fayum, where the estates were so considerable that a district was named after her. Although there are other ways
that Antonia could have obtained the lands, inheritance from her father
seems the most probable.48
Cleopatra and Antonius may even have married at the time of
the Donations of Alexandria, although the sources are so scattered
and often polemical that this is difficult to determine,49 and one must
question what purpose a marriage might have served, since it would
severely diminish Antonius’s status in Rome. It is significant that such a
marriage is not mentioned by Josephus or Dio, is cited only in passing by
Plutarch,50 and is not documented in Egyptian sources.51 The ambiguity
of the situation is stressed by the fact that at the Donations, Antonius
emphasized that Cleopatra was Caesar’s wife.52 Thus any marriage
between Antonius and Cleopatra may have been more one of semantic
convenience that eventually came to be exploited by Octavian’s propaganda. Nevertheless coin portraits from this period show the couple
in the standard posture of married Hellenistic royalty.53 At about the
same time, the queen took the title Philopatris (“She Who Loves Her
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Country”).54 This is both an allusion to her Hellenized origins, as it is
a term from Greek political history,55 and also stresses her role as an
Egyptian monarch, not one limited to Alexandria, as her linguistically
challenged ancestors had been. Her connection with all of Egypt had
been demonstrated by her vigorous actions to improve the economy
early in her reign.
Although such honors and territorial distributions were fully within
Antonius’s powers as triumvir, if taken literally they stripped Rome of
all its territory east of central Asia Minor. Needless to say, such arrangements were not popular in Rome. Antonius sent a report to the city
requesting ratification of his actions, the proper legal process, but even
though Octavian, recognizing a propaganda coup, wanted it made
public, the two consuls, both Antonian loyalists, wisely suppressed it.56
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CHAPTER

seven

The Operation of
the Kingdom
Royal Administration
when cleopatra became queen she inherited an ancient royal
administration that was far older than the Ptolemies. She also became
ruler of a kingdom in serious financial difficulty. The large debts incurred
by her father were still not paid off. Caesar personally was owed millions,
and although in 48 b.c. Potheinos attempted to bribe him into leaving
Alexandria by a promise of payment, there is no indication that the debts
were ever paid in full, one of the reasons that Octavian, as Caesar’s heir,
eventually attempted to conquer Egypt. The lifeblood of the country, the
Nile, was at historic lows. As early as 48 b.c. it rose only five cubits—
a century later this was still the lowest recorded rise—and in the two
seasons of 42 and 41 b.c. it did not flood at all.1 This resulted in famine
during much of the 40s b.c., used by Cleopatra as her excuse for not
joining Brutus and Cassius at Philippi. For the same reason, the tyrannicides themselves could not obtain supplies from Egyptian merchants.2
The lack of flooding and subsequent famines caused an outbreak of
plague, which was discussed in a treatise by the physician Dioskourides
Phakas, a member of the queen’s court.3 A village named Tinteris—west
of the Nile above Memphis—had to be abandoned in 50/49 b.c. because
of a lack of water, thus resulting in a loss of tax revenue.4 There are other
examples of depopulation, such as at Hiera Nesos, where the priests
complained that this isolated them and interfered with the performance
of their religious duties.5 Cleopatra moved to alleviate the problem:
she could do nothing about the low level of the Nile, but contemporary
documents testify that she attempted to restrain rapacious royal officials

who were harassing farmers, and she distributed grain from the royal
storehouses. She was later accused of omitting the Jewish community of
Alexandria in her program of famine relief,6 yet this is hardly believable
since her broad religious policy allowed her to renew the inviolability of
a synagogue, probably at Leontopolis.7
How effective her attempts were to stabilize the economy of her
kingdom cannot be determined, although it is significant that the
reports of civil chaos seem to diminish after her first few years.8 Her
expenditures were high, but probably no more so than those of her
predecessors. Roman efforts to emphasize her lavish personal life say
more about the relative wealth of Rome and Egypt. Both Caesar and
Octavian realized that the Ptolemaic kingdom was dangerously rich by
Roman standards—a corrupting influence—and while they were quite
willing to use its resources for their own needs, they also sought to put
restrictions on Roman access to the territory. A greater expense than
lifestyle for Cleopatra would have been her elaborate military preparations, from her support of the Parthian expedition to the 200 ships used
in the Battle of Actium. But the continual expansion of her kingdom
brought new revenues, many of which had not been available to the
Ptolemies for some time. The return of Cyprus, which her father had
lost to the Romans, meant a renewal of the traditional income from its
copper mines, eventually to pass to Herod the Great.9 Cyprus as well as
Kilikia provided timber for her great shipbuilding program, although
possession of Kilikia carried with it the obligation of making an effort
to control the perennial piracy that emanated from the region.10
The Romans had not been effective in eliminating it, something of
particular concern to Antonius since both his father and grandfather
had been futilely involved in the matter.11 The triumvir decided that
suppression of piracy was better handled by the allied rulers, and he
set Cleopatra and her colleague Archelaos of Kappadokia to the task,
although there is no evidence that they were any more effective than
the Romans.
Other new sources of revenue for Cleopatra included the land
leases—and presumably some of the commodities produced on these
lands—in Koile Syria, Judaea, and the Nabataean territory. But she also
had available traditional Ptolemaic income. Egypt was most noted for its
abundance of grain, although it is difficult to say how the low levels of
the Nile affected this. Theokritos had written that no place was as agriculturally productive, but he also emphasized that this was ascribable
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to the Nile. In the first century a.d., Egyptian grain could supply Rome
for four months of the year.12 Other agricultural commodities were less
significant, and the quality of Egyptian wine was openly criticized.13
Yet the Ptolemaic government had many royal monopolies, including
vegetable oil (olive oil was not a major product), papyrus, textiles, and
aromatics, the last an Arabian import.14 It also owned a vast amount of
land that could either be directly productive or leased. Cleopatra’s royal
textile mill was in the hands of a Roman senator, Q. Ovinius, who after
the fall of Alexandria was put to death by Octavian, ostensibly because
running a business was conduct unbecoming to a senator.15 One suspects
that there is more to the tale.
The government also had trade relations with areas outside their
own territories, especially to the south and east. As early as the third
century b.c., Ptolemaic explorers had gone far up the Nile and established contacts with the city of Meroë, creating a permanent presence
there from which Ptolemaic agents could learn about interior Africa.
Others established a number of trading and elephant-hunting stations
along the Red Sea.16 Aromatics were imported from the frankincensegrowing region of southwestern Arabia. Cleopatra’s knowledge of the
relevant languages—Ethiopian, Trogodytic, and Arabian—would have
assisted in further developing these contacts. Relations with India were
also an important priority of the queen’s: the repeated mention of India
as a refuge after Actium demonstrates that she had some knowledge of
the region. Direct trade between the Ptolemies and India began in the
late second century b.c. with the activities of the adventurer Eudoxos of
Knidos; in the early years of the following century 20 ships a year went
between the Red Sea and India, a number that Strabo found minimal,
as the traffic had drastically increased in his day—the years immediately
after Cleopatra’s death—presumably because of the Roman peace.17 To
implement the Indian trade Ptolemy XII obtained landing rights on the
island of Dioskourides (modern Socotra) off the eastern tip of Africa,18
an important point on the sailing route, although the island seems to
have been controlled by local rulers from Arabia and was neither a
permanent Ptolemaic possession nor acquired by the Romans.19 The
detailed account of trade to and from India known as the Periplous
of the Erythraian Sea, dating from about a century after the time of
Cleopatra, provides insights as to processes and commodities, probably
little changed from Ptolemaic days. Items such as oil, olives, grain, wine,
textiles, and metals headed east while sugar, ghee, rice, raw cotton and
The Operation of the Kingdom

105

silk, precious stones, aromatics, and spices came west. If the queen actually wore Chinese silk, this is one of the earliest documentations of it in
the Mediterranean.20 In fact, late Ptolemaic trade with India was extensive enough that there was a member of the royal administration specifically devoted to the management of the operation, the “Overseer of the
Erythraian and Indian Seas.” From early in the reign of Ptolemy XII well
into that of Cleopatra this post was held by a certain Kallimachos, documented from 74–73 to 39 b.c. As an indication of the hereditary nature
of Ptolemaic offices, his son Kronios succeeded to at least some of his
positions around 51 b.c. (perhaps with the regime change), and another
son, also named Kallimachos, was in the government as late as 39 b.c.21
Yet despite this flourishing trade and agrarian economy, Cleopatra
was plagued with financial problems. The net income of Ptolemy XII
varied between 6,000 and 12,500 talents, although it is not known what
these figures mean. Strabo, who quoted the larger amount, wryly noted
that this was an astounding sum for a kingdom totally mismanaged
financially.22 As is well known, governments are adept at hiding financial excess, and how the massive loans from Roman bankers fit into this
cannot be determined, but it is significant that both Ptolemy XII and his
daughter had to debase the coinage.23 The stories of confiscations and
outright robbery at the end of Cleopatra’s reign are so tangled into the
negative view of her prevalent at this time that it is difficult to determine
whether this represented genuine financial straits, though this seems a
contradiction with Octavian’s persistence in conquering Egypt because
of its great wealth.
The wide geographical range of Cleopatra’s coinage indicates both
her attempts at economic solvency and her extensive territorial ambitions.24 It reflected her self-image and often included representations of
Isis. Her Egyptian series runs throughout her reign, from her Year 1 (51
b.c.) to Year 22 (30 b.c.); only a few years are missing. The issues reflect
the economic problems of the era, for no gold coinage is known, and
her silver was debased to 40 percent or less.25 She also reestablished the
minting of bronze at Alexandria, dormant since the days of Ptolemy
IX.26 The lack of gold was not a major issue, as there had been no
Ptolemaic gold since probably the time of Ptolemy V,27 and in fact gold
coinage by the allied kings was becoming less common, eventually to
be prohibited by the Romans.28 Yet Cleopatra’s relationship with Rome
was loose enough that she was not bound by these strictures, unlike
her grandson Ptolemy of Mauretania, whose minting of gold coins led
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directly to his death,29 and her lack of gold was probably more because
it was no longer a Ptolemaic habit. Bronze coinage is known for most
of the queen’s regnal years and silver from two, her sixth and eleventh
(47–46 and 42–41 b.c.). The emphasis on baser coinage demonstrated
her financial problems, and it is perhaps no surprise that the queen
seems to have written a treatise on weights and measures.30 In addition
to the Egyptian coins, ones are known from Antioch, Askalon, Berytos
(fig. 11c), Chalkis in Syria, Cyprus, Damascus, Orthosia, Patrai, and
Ptolemais and Tripolis in Phoenicia. Caesarion appears on a coin probably from Cyprus showing him as Eros, along with his mother (fig. 11a).
Other coins imitate the types of her ancestor Arsinoë II, the greatest
of the early Ptolemaic queens.31 A denarius from an unknown mint
has Antonius with “Armenia devicta” on one side and the queen with
“Cleopatrae reginae regum filiorum regum” on the other, demonstrating
the titulature of the Donations of Alexandria (fig. 11e). Although the
coinage is ambiguously Roman, this seems the first time that a foreign
woman had appeared on assumed Roman coinage with a Latin inscription, something that could easily be used against Antonius.32 Also associated with the queen are a series of crocodile coins from the Cyrenaica,
minted under the authority of P. Canidius Crassus, probably the royal
governor after the Donations affirmed Cleopatra Selene’s control of the
district.33 Cleopatra VII’s coins are not only known from the regions in
which they were minted, but have been found on the Adriatic at Split,
and at Este in the Veneto of northern Italy, perhaps an indication of
trade efforts by the queen up the Adriatic and into the Po valley.34
Cleopatra’s royal administrators were in many cases inherited from
her father, as demonstrated by the long career of Kallimachos. Although
some, like Potheinos, who was chief financial officer, ended up on the
wrong side of the Alexandrian War, bringing their careers fatally to
an end, many continued on, producing a prosopography of about 100
names from the queen’s administration. Practically all these are found
on papyri or inscriptions rather than in literature.35 Most are merely
names. A certain Diomedes was her secretary in 30 b.c.;36 in 38 b.c. her
majordomo was Noumenias. Someone named Chelidon was one of the
court eunuchs, but his role is uncertain, although important, since he
became famous for the great wealth that he amassed.37 Apollodoros of
Sicily is only known from when he helped her sneak into Caesar’s presence, but he must have been a close associate to be trusted with such
a delicate task (see pp. 169–70). Dexiphanes of Knidos was her royal
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architect; since an earlier Dexiphanes was the father of Sostratos, the
architect of the Lighthouse, the position may have been hereditary.38 In
the period 46–41 b.c., at least, a certain Theon was the official in charge
of current business—essentially her chief of staff—who implemented
royal orders.39 More than 20 of her regional governors are known, some
with solid Hellenistic Greek names such as Alexandros, Leonnatos,
Ptolemaios, or Seleukos, and others with Egyptian ones such as Pachom
and Pamenches. It was still normal for the higher officials to be Greeks
while the lower ones were Egyptian: Kallimachos, among his many
posts, was royal governor (epistrategos) of the Thebaid, but his subordinates (strategoi) were the Egyptians Haremephis in the Panopolite
nome, Pachomios at Dendera and Edfu (his statue can be seen today
in Detroit),40 and Monkores in the Peritheban nome.41 Other administrators known by name include regional financial officers, granary
managers, tax officials, and scribes. One should also add her devoted
ladies-in-waiting Eiras and Charmion, who are documented regularly during the queen’s career and were dramatically involved in her
death.42 The list is interesting, although not particularly informative.
When Octavian turned Egypt into a Roman province in 30 b.c., he not
only legally became its ruler but kept much of the royal administration,
placing only a handful of Roman officials in direct charge.

The Royal Building Program
A royal building program was a standard part of the policy of a
Hellenistic dynast. Cleopatra’s ancestors, especially Ptolemy I and II, had
built and enhanced the city of Alexandria and had also bestowed their
architectural patronage elsewhere, such as the gymnasium constructed
in Athens by Ptolemy VI or, more probably, Ptolemy III.43 Cleopatra’s
nemesis Herod the Great began the largest royal building program
ever in 40 b.c., which lasted for 30 years and extended throughout the
eastern Mediterranean. Yet despite these precedents, the queen was not
a major builder. In part this was because Alexandria, which had seen
steady royal patronage for more than 250 years when Cleopatra came to
the throne, had little need of major new constructions. By her father’s
time, it had grown immensely and was the largest city in the world.44
Nevertheless, early in Cleopatra’s reign Alexandria suffered serious
damage as a result of the Alexandrian War. Areas were demolished for
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military purposes. Caesar removed all the structures on the island of
Pharos, building fortifications and modifying the approach causeway.
The famous Lighthouse that sat on the small Proteus islet at the east end
of the island was partially destroyed. The Alexandrian defenders turned
the roof beams of major public buildings, including the gymnasia, into
oars for ships.45 During the actual hostilities, fire broke out in the shipyard district and spread through warehouses, primarily those containing
grain, and damaged the Library, although the details and extent of this
are still disputed.46
Thus when Cleopatra was securely on her throne after Caesar’s
departure in the spring of 47 b.c., a serious repair program was essential
under the supervision of the royal architect, Dexiphanes of Knidos. The
main gymnasium was restored and became the location of major public
events throughout and after her reign, although nothing is known about
its earlier history. About the time of the queen’s death Strabo described
it as a particularly beautiful building with colonnades a stadion long,
situated on the main east-west street.47
Cleopatra also had to attend to the island of Pharos and the adjacent
Lighthouse.48 The island itself was primarily an Egyptian residential
district and probably not a target for royal patronage, and it remained
desolate even into the Roman period. But the Lighthouse had to be reconstructed, for it was in poor shape, perhaps virtually demolished. It had
been built by Sostratos of Knidos in the 280s b.c. for Ptolemy II because
access to the harbors was difficult and dangerous.49 As Alexandria’s most
famous and visible monument, the first thing seen by those approaching
the city, prompt repairs were essential. They were so extensive that in
later years Cleopatra received credit for building the entire structure.50
Connecting Pharos to the mainland was a causeway, the Heptastadion,
its name reflecting its seven-stadion length, first mentioned during the
reign of Ptolemy II. It had been reworked by Caesar for his defensive
needs, and Cleopatra reconstructed it in seven days and then ceremoniously rode along it in her carriage.51
What repairs were necessary to the Library are not recorded. The
story that Antonius absconded with the Pergamene collections for
the benefit of Alexandria,52 while implausible and from an unreliable
source, may reflect some attempt to replace lost volumes, but nothing
is known about the buildings themselves. Yet the Library continued to
flourish into the Roman period, as scholarship by Strabo, Juba II, and
others demonstrates.
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The most significant architectural construction of Cleopatra’s
Alexandria was a Kaisareion, a precinct in honor of Julius Caesar. Caesar
himself, a major architectural innovator, suggested the project during
his stay in Alexandria.53 He had already begun his building program in
Rome, including the Forum Julium, and shortly after leaving Alexandria
he was to pass through Antioch and commission a Kaisareion there.54 All
these structures seem to have been enclosed porticoes of the Pergamene
type, important in the cross-fertilization between Hellenistic and
Roman architecture. Because Caesar never returned to Alexandria, it
fell to Cleopatra to supervise the progress of the Kaisareion, presumably
using the Forum Julium in Rome as the prototype, something that she
would be familiar with, at least after 46 b.c. How far construction had
progressed by 30 b.c. remains uncertain, but it was enough along to hold
a statue of Caesar, because notoriously Antyllus, the son of Antonius
and Fulvia, vainly sought refuge at it but was dragged to his death.55
A head of Caesar in green diabase now in Berlin may have been part
of this statue.56 There are some hints that the complex also honored
Antonius, but this seems a misreading of Dio’s account, perpetuated
by the tenth-century encyclopedia known as the Suda.57 The precinct
seems to have been placed in the center of the city facing the harbor,
east of the Heptastadion. There is also evidence that Cleopatra either
expanded the project into a Forum Julium or built a separate structure
of that name nearby. The primary source is the original inscription on
the obelisk now in front of St. Peter’s in Rome (brought to the city in
a.d. 37 by the emperor Gaius), which refers to a Forum Julium built by
C. Cornelius Gallus, who was with Octavian at the fall of Alexandria
and shortly thereafter was named prefect of Egypt.58 Since the inscription does not give Gallus that title, it was probably written before
Octavian left in late 30 b.c., and thus, since it is unlikely that Gallus was
able to build a forum in the few months since Cleopatra’s death, he probably completed a structure under construction. Although the evidence
remains vague, it seems probable that Cleopatra began the project but
that it was finished under the new regime, since honoring Caesar served
Octavian as much as it had the queen. Yet it is important to realize that
her efforts to memorialize Caesar were not because he was a former lover
but were a necessary part of her positioning of herself in the contemporary Roman world. After Cleopatra’s death, the complex—whether
one structure or two—was turned into the temple of the Imperial cult:
a description by Philon from the late 30s a.d. provides an account of it
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in its complete stage, with stoas, libraries, and a rich collection of art,
although how much of this was the work of Cleopatra remains uncertain.59 In 13/12 b.c., when Augustus became Pontifex Maximus, the two
famous obelisks from the New Kingdom, known today as “Cleopatra’s
Needles,” were erected in front of the complex, at the waterfront.60 In the
late nineteenth century one was still standing, and the other lay buried
next to it: the latter was sent to London in 1877, and the standing one was
removed to New York in 1880.
The only other structure in Alexandria associated with Cleopatra
was her tomb, where she buried Antonius and where, a few days later,
Octavian buried her.61 It was distinct from the tombs of her Ptolemaic
ancestors, the Ptolemaion, which itself was separate from that of
Alexander the Great, although all these were in the palace precinct.62
Cleopatra’s tomb is not mentioned until the last weeks of her life, and
it is unknown whether it was a long-standing project or something
generated in the summer of 30 b.c. when she realized that her death
was imminent.63 In fact it was unfinished at her death and allegedly
completed by Octavian. If it was a hurried effort it cannot have been
very substantial, which may explain why it does not seem to have lasted
long. The tomb was near the Temple of Isis—an affirmation of her status
as the New Isis—a structure that Alexander had marked out as part of
his original plan for the city,64 but the location is not known today, and
by Cleopatra’s time Alexandria had many temples of Isis. It may have
had a window that overlooked the sea. It also had an ingenious contrivance that made it impossible to open the doors once they had been
sealed, reminiscent of traditional Egyptian tombs: for this reason the
dying Antonius had to be hoisted into the tomb through a window or
the roof. It is by no means certain whether the queen actually died there
or in the palace, but she does seem to have a room fitted out for habitation. Astonishingly it remains one of the least-known monuments of
ancient Alexandria, seemingly not surviving past the first century a.d.
The last reference to it is at the end of that century, a poetic allusion that
may not even have a temporal context.65 Explanations regarding its early
demise have included willful destruction by the Alexandrians or Roman
officials (somewhat at odds with the care that Octavian took to ensure its
use as well as the reputation Antonius retained long after his death), or
that it was a temporary tomb and the queen was buried with her ancestors (a speculation that is unsupported by the literature). Even if it were
better to forget Cleopatra, the tomb was also that of Antonius, and this,
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one might think, would ensure its survival, as his descendants included
three emperors and others who were prominent in Rome for nearly a
century after his death. Though his grandson Germanicus visited Egypt
in a.d. 19, a remarkably detailed account of his trip includes no mention
that he saw his grandfather’s tomb, despite recent visits to Actium and
the camp of Antonius, indicating that he was interested in his grandfather’s memorabilia.66 The tomb of Cleopatra and Antonius must have
disappeared quickly, but the matter is curious and unresolved, and it is
possible that Antonius’s body was soon removed to Rome and the tomb
of Cleopatra quickly forgotten or even demolished, perhaps with her
remains joining those of her ancestors.67
Nevertheless the tomb came to have important symbolic significance. Upon returning to Rome, Octavian—soon to be Augustus—
almost immediately began construction of his own dynastic tomb at the
northern edge of the Campus Martius. Like Cleopatra, he forsook the
ancestral burial site of his family and built a new structure. Strabo would
see it under construction and apply the name mausoleion to it, the first
use of this term in any context other than the famous tomb of Maussolos
of Karia. Within a few years Herod the Great would begin work on
his tomb at Herodeion and Juba II his at Tipasa east of Mauretanian
Caesarea.68 All three of these remain conspicuously visible today. The
little-known and long-vanished tomb of Cleopatra and Antonius is the
prototype for the dynastic tombs of both the Roman imperial family and
the allied kings.
There is no solid evidence about the palace of Cleopatra, which she
inherited from her father and may not have significantly altered. It stood
on and southwest of the promontory of Lochias, east of the harbors,69
and was commissioned by Alexander the Great.70 The best description of the palace is by Strabo, writing a few years after the death of
Cleopatra. He related that it took up nearly one-third of the city and
that each of the Ptolemies had added to it—presumably this would
include Cleopatra—so that there were many complexes connected with
one another. The Mouseion, with its lecture halls and dining rooms, was
one of these, as well as the royal burial precinct, including the tomb
of Alexander himself and the Ptolemies, with the tomb of Cleopatra
and Antonius a separate structure. The palace contained numerous
gardens and pavilions, and had its own private harbor. Offshore there
was another palatial complex on a small island. It all was as grandiose
a structure as Hellenistic architecture allowed, with decoration of the
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highest quality. Archaeological finds in the region of the Lochias promontory include fine mosaics, colonnades, Greek roof tiles, and evidence
of gardens; as expected, the earliest material recovered is from the late
fourth century b.c.71 The palace continued in use in Roman times, with
the Mouseion functioning under Imperial patronage and the administrative areas presumably being used by the Roman government.72
Although there are few details specific to the palace as remodeled or
used by Cleopatra, a description of it exists in Lucan’s epic of the Roman
civil war, written approximately a century after the queen’s death, a
poetic account of her entertaining Caesar.73 Obviously the material
must be treated with extreme caution, and much of it is formulaic and
based on the Roman view of the opulence of Hellenistic dynasts, as well
as the palaces of Nero that Lucan would have known. Lucan recorded
marble walls, a dining room the size of a temple, ivory and emerald
decorations, scented herbs, and an abundance of flowers. There are also
specific decorative details, such as ebony from Ethiopia, citron-wood
tables from Mauretania, and tortoiseshell from India. Despite its problems, the account provides the best sense of the luxury of Cleopatra’s
palace, and like her tomb it became an important prototype for future
generations, of great influence on the many palaces of Herod and the
Roman residential complex on the Palatine.
There are some hints of construction by Cleopatra elsewhere in
Egypt, structures that follow the long-established rules of Egyptian
architecture. A relief of the queen with Caesarion, both of whom are in
traditional Egyptian royal dress, appears twice on the rear wall of the
Temple of Hathor at Dendera in the Thebaid (fig. 4). The temple was
begun by Ptolemy XII and completed by the queen. The relief emphasizes
her role as mother, appearing with the attributes of Isis, with Caesarion
in front of her.74 The symbolism on this relief deserves some attention.
Cleopatra and Caesarion are making offerings to Hathor, who is the
goddess of the temple, and her son Ihy. Hathor’s consort Horus is not
present because he lived at Edfu, more than 60 miles upriver, although
he would visit Dendera on occasion. The scene therefore becomes a
metaphor for Cleopatra’s personal situation: mother and child but an
absent father (Julius Caesar). The queen could thus use her own life to
emphasize her parallelism with a major Egyptian goddess, strengthening
her position among the religious elite and the population as a whole.75
Interestingly, after Cleopatra’s death Augustus enlarged the temple and
added his name, a subtle indication that whatever the official view in
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Rome, in Egypt the queen was still a source of power. At Koptos is a
boat shrine that may commemorate her Nile voyage with Caesar.76
Further upstream at Hermonthis is the unfinished Kiosk, another effort
by the queen.77 Also at Hermonthis was a shrine, popularly considered
a birthing temple (demolished in 1861), where Cleopatra was depicted at
the birth of Isis’s son Horus, a clear allegory to the birth of Caesarion.78
She also built a temple to Isis near Ptolemais Hermiou in Upper Egypt;
the project was implemented in 46 b.c. by Kallimachos, the longstanding governor of the region.79
A further prerogative of Hellenistic royalty was the foundation of
cities, and there are at least three places named Kleopatra/Kleopatris
in Egypt.80 The best known is at the head of the Gulf of Suez, where the
city of Suez is now, at the mouth of the ancient canal that connected
the Mediterranean with the Red Sea.81 This was probably the Ptolemaic
naval base for operations on the Red Sea and to India, and although
not well located (aside from being the point on the Red Sea closest to
Alexandria) it continued in use until the nineteenth century. It was
here that Aelius Gallus, prefect of Egypt, embarked on his ill-fated
Arabian expedition in 26 or 25 b.c., with Strabo on his staff. The city
was formerly called Arsinoë, and Cleopatra may have wished to remove
her hated sister from the topographic map of Egypt, especially such an
important place, although the name probably belongs to Arsinoë II.
Another Kleopatris or Kleopatra (whether this is one site or two is not
clear) was west of the Nile near Hermopolis but is virtually unknown
archaeologically, although the toponym was still known in the eighth
century.82 There is no certain association of Cleopatra VII with any of
these towns, but she was more likely than her homonymous predecessors to be involved in city foundation.

Isis and Dionysos
From the beginning of Ptolemaic rule Isis and Dionysos had been associated with the dynasty, culminating in the adoption of their divine
attributes by Cleopatra and Antonius. Isis was a popular divinity
who was not only an agricultural and harvest goddess but also one
of marriage and maternity issues, equated with Greek Demeter. As a
single mother, she would have resonated with Cleopatra. The father of
Isis’s child Horus (or Harpokrates in more Hellenized versions) was
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her brother Osiris, whom Greeks saw as a version of Dionysos, the
most popular of Greek gods, given his association with the grapevine.
His ecstatic retinue had long been a part of Greek culture. As soon as
Greeks learned about Egypt, they came to see Isis/Demeter and Osiris/
Dionysos as a divine couple worthy of interest and respect.83 The divinities could be connected with Alexander the Great, since Isis figured
in his plans for the city of Alexandria, and Dionysos was not only
said to be one of his ancestors but a constant role model.84 Thus it was
natural that the Ptolemaic monarchs would have a close relationship
with both divinities. On his coinage Ptolemy I first placed Alexander,
and then himself as Dionysos.85 The Ptolemaic promulgation of Isis
caused worship of that goddess to be established in their overseas
possessions.86 Even as early as the fifth century b.c. she had been identified with Demeter87 and was probably worshiped in Athens before
Ptolemaic times,88 perhaps brought by Egyptian merchants. Arsinoë
II, the wife of Ptolemy II, was designated a goddess after her death in
270 b.c., with Isis as one of her attributes. The spread of the queen’s
cult throughout the Ptolemaic world also included Isis, especially in
the cities named Arsinoë, but also in places as diverse as Halikarnassos
and Thera.89 Isis was known in Italy since at least the second century
b.c., especially in seaport towns. The Romans were always ambivalent
about the cult—as they were about foreign cults generally—and in the
50s and 40s b.c. there were repeated reactions against it and expulsions, perhaps not by coincidence during the very years Ptolemy XII
and Cleopatra were visiting the city.90
With the association of Arsinoë II, the greatest of early Ptolemaic
queens, with Isis, the precedent was established that the goddess would
be an attribute of her successors, most notably Cleopatra III in the latter
second century b.c.91 Cleopatra VII is attested as Isis from as early as
47/46 b.c.—the year she became, like the goddess, a single mother92—
eventually always appearing at state functions dressed as her.93 Exactly
what this meant is uncertain, but it probably included a crown with
a circlet of cobras, cows’ horns, and a sun disc, an Egyptian wig, and
a large knot between her breasts that secured her himation, or outer
garment. She may have carried the sistrum, a ritual bronze rattle, and the
situla, a bronze bucket. Furthering her connection with Isis, the queen
was presumably also responsible for encouraging Caesar to commission
a Temple of Isis in Rome,94 probably in the central part of the Campus
Martius near the Saepta Julia,95 to replace and enhance a shrine of Isis
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that had been on the Capitol but had been demolished in 48 b.c. after
being taken over by swarms of bees.96
The Ptolemaic cult of Dionysos is documented as early as the time
of Ptolemy II, when, at a great festival early in his reign, the Ptolemaia,
the god played a prominent role, with his gigantic statue drawn in a cart
adorned with rich offerings, accompanied by a multitude of celebrants
and adherents carrying a vast number of containers of wine.97 Since
Dionysos was a traditional Greek god there was no need to spread his cult
through the eastern Mediterranean, but clearly the Ptolemies gave him
special recognition, perhaps because of his connection with Alexander.
Ptolemy XII took the title “New Dionysos”98 and was known as “Auletes,”
the Flute Player, a sobriquet that had Dionysiac overtones. He depicted
himself as the god,99 although holding divine titles by Hellenistic royalty
did not mean actual divinity in a theological sense but was a recognition that the rulers had special qualities and achievements that made
them divine in character.100 But the Romans also had their own interest
in Dionysos, again emanating from Alexander, who was a role model
for many of the prominent leaders of the first century b.c. Pompeius’s
African triumph of 79 b.c. was a distinct imitation of Dionysos’s alleged
Indian triumph, and Caesar may have created a shrine of Dionysos on
his property.101 It was reported to be in the “royal gardens,” which in the
context of the anecdote—29 b.c., connected with Octavian’s return to
Rome—can hardly mean a nonexistent Imperial palace but probably the
Horti Caesaris, Caesar’s gardens across the Tiber.
Thus Dionysos and Isis came together in the Rome of Julius Caesar.
The dictator assumed divine characteristics even before his death, as
Antonius eloquently pointed out in his funeral oration, passing over the
fact that this presumption contributed to his death.102 Cleopatra came
to Rome and lived in the Horti Caesaris with its shrine to Dionysos, and
soon her statue was in the Forum Julium alongside the Roman divine
matriarch Venus (fig. 10). Her identity as Venus (Aphrodite) had already
appeared on coinage at the time of the birth of Caesarion,103 where
queen and son appeared as the goddess and Eros (fig. 11a). This connection was further suggested in her carefully staged approach to Antonius
at Tarsos, when the popular rumor was that Aphrodite had come to play
with Dionysos: his Dionysiac revels in Ephesos, just previously, had set
the stage.104 Antonius himself, Caesar’s successor, assumed the role of
Dionysos no later than 41 b.c. and the Tarsos encounter: the connection
of the god with wine and his general festive nature was of great appeal to
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the darker side of the triumvir. Shortly thereafter he was calling himself
the New Dionysos and allegedly gave instructions that others should
address him in the same way,105 undergoing a symbolic marriage to
Athene at the urging of the Athenians, a highly profitable endeavor, as
the dowry was immense. Antonius also took on the persona of Osiris,
perhaps more through expediency than belief, but the god had long been
equated by Greeks with Dionysos.106 In deference to her father, Cleopatra
called herself the “daughter of Dionysos,”107 and she and Antonius had
their portraits and sculpture commissioned as divinities:108 when their
statues on the Akropolis of Athens were struck by lightning before
the Battle of Actium, it was seen as an ominous portent.109 Antonius’s
supposed triumph after the Parthian disaster was another Dionysian
extravaganza, and Cleopatra minted coins showing herself as Isis.110 By
the time the couple met their end, their divine roles were firmly established, and even Roman officers respected the queen’s identity as Isis, as
C. Julius Papius made a dedication to the temple of that goddess at Philai
in 32 b.c.111 Yet early in the morning of 1 August 30 b.c., the day that
Octavian entered Alexandria, sounds of Dionysiac revelry were heard
passing through the city toward and through the eastern gate, beyond
which he was camped.112 There were numerous precedents for encouraging the enemy gods to change sides,113 and Greeks had long believed
that a defeated city was abandoned by its gods.114 Thus this staged event
was interpreted as the worst portent of all, that Dionysos had deserted
Antonius. Cleopatra’s death by asp, if it truly happened, furthered the
connection with Isis and may have been the official Egyptian version
of her end.115 Octavian could ridicule divinity of the pair, as he did just
before Actium116 and refuse divine honors himself while bestowing
them on Julius Caesar, but Cleopatra as Isis was totally serious to the
Egyptians.117 Nevertheless Octavian would be deified after his death,
and the Hellenistic idea of ruler cult was a forerunner of the Imperial
cult, which promptly took hold in Alexandria not long after the couple’s
demise.118

Foreign Policy and the Matter of Herod the Great
Cleopatra’s foreign policy was so tangled with her relationship with
Rome—as had been the case with the Ptolemies for several generations previously—that it is difficult to detect any activities that were not
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affected by Rome. Her primary goals were to return her kingdom to its
greatest territorial extent, that of the third century b.c., and to ensure its
survival by a stable transition to her heir. The latter eluded her, despite
her efforts, but this was hardly surprising since a succession without
violence had not been a feature of the Ptolemaic dynasty for nearly 200
years. Yet throughout her reign she was obsessively concerned with who
would succeed her, something that her Roman antagonists and even
Antonius may not have fully understood.
She was more successful in her territorial ambitions. She persuaded
first Caesar and then Antonius to enlarge her kingdom, beginning with
the return of Cyprus in 47 b.c. and followed by the extensive bestowals
of the following decade. These arrangements were not the whims of her
smitten Roman lovers but a valid part of Roman policy of the era, an
attempt to restrain the rapid and almost uncontrolled Roman expansionism into the eastern Mediterranean that had begun with the acquisition of the Pergamene kingdom in 130 b.c. and included both the
Seleukid Empire 60 years later and numerous minor territories, such as
Cyprus in 58 b.c. Both Caesar and Antonius, although perhaps without
the deeper clarity of modern hindsight, saw that internal problems for
the Roman state resulted from these acquisitions, and they sought to
create a network of friendly kings and queens who could rule as proxies
for Roman interests while retaining a local connection. Cleopatra was
the most famous of these allied rulers; others included Archelaos of
Kappadokia, Malchos of Nabataea, and Herod the Great.119
Yet the Romans may have failed to realize the extent of the allied
rulers’ own agenda and the ways in which their interests might collide
outside the Roman sphere of influence. Herod the Great and Cleopatra
were the most contentious, and he proved the greatest obstacle to
the queen’s territorial needs. Second only to Cleopatra in power and
prestige—as well as later reputation—Herod came to the throne in 40 b.c.,
halfway through Cleopatra’s reign, and survived her by 26 years. In his
later years he would become infamous in Christian literature for his
activities at the time of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, but his relationship
with Cleopatra was during the first decade of his reign. During these
years, 40–30 b.c., king and queen were constantly at odds, and Herod’s
kingdom was where Cleopatra’s ambition to restore her dynasty’s territorial greatness came to a dead end.
The queen’s relationship with Herod was the most frustrating of all
her associations. The sole source is Josephus, much of whose material
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came from someone that both dynasts knew well, Nikolaos of Damascus,
tutor to Cleopatra’s children and then a longtime advisor to Herod. The
families of Cleopatra and Herod had been in contact with one another
since Herod’s father Antipatros of Askalon had assisted in the restoration
of Ptolemy XII in 55 b.c. (see p. 24), when both future dynasts were in
their teens. Eight years later Antipatros aided Caesar in the Alexandrian
War and received Roman citizenship for his efforts (see p. 63). Power
passed to the younger generation, with Cleopatra and Herod as rulers of
their respective territories and eyeing each other suspiciously. Although
Herod owed his kingship directly to Antonius and Octavian, the various
territorial arrangements from 37 to 34 b.c. favored his rival Cleopatra,
who allegedly would have preferred all of his kingdom.
Nikolaos’s account, which made extensive use of Herod’s own
memoirs,120 is highly positive, even eulogistic, toward Herod, and
exceedingly negative about Cleopatra, but it presents a vivid picture
of two dynasts who were highly competitive about their conflicting
territories.121 It was perfectly reasonable for Herod to believe that the
queen was plotting his ruin, for he saw her, especially in her treatment
of her siblings, as a bloodthirsty, aggressive ruler.122 Given his own
later history, these were unusual charges for Herod to make, but they
were an acceptable interpretation of events of the early 30s b.c. as he
saw them, when Cleopatra acquired vast areas of his territory almost
as soon as he obtained them himself. Herod’s own tortuous relationship with his cousin, the Nabataean king Malchos,123 was also entangled
into the matter of Cleopatra, since Herod felt, again not unreasonably,
that the queen was playing the two kings against each other, something that would eventually lead to open warfare between them. In fact
Herod became so afraid of Cleopatra’s ambitions, believing that the
queen wanted Antonius to kill him and take his throne, that he fortified
Masada as a possible refuge.124
Yet despite the animosity between the two dynasts, Cleopatra found
herself involved in Herod’s turbulent family relations. While Herod was
besieging Jerusalem in 37 b.c., as a final act toward gaining his kingdom,
he married the Hasmonean princess Mariamme.125 Her uncle Antigonos
II was the reigning king of Judaea, Herod’s opponent, and was soon
defeated and handed over to Antonius for execution. Since Antigonos
was also high priest, this vacancy had to be filled. Rather than appoint
Antigonos’s nephew (and Mariamme’s brother) Aristoboulos III, the
obvious candidate as the senior eligible male in the Hasmonean family,
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Herod claimed that he was too young and gave the office to an obscure
priest from Babylon, one Ananel, his attempt to weaken both the priesthood and the Hasmonean family.126
At this point the matriarch of the family, Alexandra, moved into
action. She was the sister-in-law of the late king Antigonos and the
mother of Mariamme and Aristoboulos. She appealed to Cleopatra to
help her family against Herod, since she knew that the two rulers were
at odds.127 Herod could not have been happy at having his formidable
mother-in-law and his greatest rival in alliance. Alexandra had to use a
trusted member of her entourage to sneak a letter to Cleopatra asking
her to appeal to Antonius to give the priesthood to her son. Antonius,
not surprisingly, was reluctant to become involved, but to investigate
the situation he surreptitiously sent Dellius, who seemed more interested in the Hasmonean women than his task. Herod, who probably
had spies in Cleopatra’s court,128 of course knew all that was happening,
and although he accused Alexandra and Cleopatra of plotting together
for his throne, he also agreed to appoint Aristoboulos to the priesthood. But he put his mother-in-law under house arrest, and she again
wrote to Cleopatra, who suggested that Alexandra and Aristoboulos
come to Egypt. Herod, however, learned of the plan and caught them
in the process of departing. He took no action against Alexandra, but
shortly thereafter Aristoboulos mysteriously drowned in the swimming
pool at Herod’s palace in Jericho. Ananel was reappointed high priest.
Alexandra again wrote to Cleopatra, who pressed Antonius to become
more active in the dispute. The triumvir summoned Herod to Laodikeia
in Syria, where the plans for the stillborn Parthian expedition of 35 b.c.
were under way. According to Herod, Antonius rebuked Cleopatra for
her involvement and exonerated Herod: this outcome may have been
eased by Herod’s offer to help fund the Parthian expedition.
The tale must be considered cautiously because of its perspective of being highly favorable to Herod, who himself was probably the
source of much of the account, but Cleopatra’s attempt to adjudicate the
dysfunctional lives of the Hasmoneans and Herodians was of little profit
to her. The families needed no outside help to be destructive toward
one another, but they could also destroy outsiders whom they drew into
their quarrels. Antonius’s diffidence demonstrated this, and his “rebuke”
to Cleopatra was probably to point this out. She was attempting to exercise her role as the dominant ruler of the region—with an eye on additional Herodian territory—but it is significant that there is no evidence
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of any further involvement in Herodian domestic life. In later years the
family would repeatedly drive the emperor Augustus to despair during
much of his long reign.
Despite such an implication by Josephus, it seems unlikely that
Cleopatra attempted to further her needs by trying to seduce Herod:129
again the source is Herod himself, who allegedly evaded her solicitations
and even considered killing her but could not decide whether this would
earn the gratitude or wrath of Antonius. The extant account by Josephus
is presented as a mixture of Herod’s attractiveness to women and astuteness in the face of danger, contrasted with Cleopatra’s promiscuity, and
it ignores the political unlikelihood of such a move by the queen. Exactly
when this supposed attempt at a liaison took place is also uncertain. The
context of the tale assumes a visit by Cleopatra to Herod in Judaea, and
Josephus, whose chronology is far from clear, seems to have placed the
failed seduction in 36 b.c., the only time that she is known to have been
at his court, when, incidentally, she was pregnant.
Another point of contention between Cleopatra and Herod was
Idumaea, the region southwest of the Dead Sea, potentially volatile
because it was bordered by Nabataean possessions on the south and
Cleopatra’s coastal cities on the west. As Hasmonean territory it had
passed to Herod in 37 b.c., and he placed a certain Kostobaros, a native,
as governor, who married Herod’s sister Salome.130 For a short time he
was also in charge of Gaza, but this quickly became part of Cleopatra’s
realm. His Idumaean nationalism soon overrode his loyalty to Herod,
and he reached out to Cleopatra as the one who would be most effective in supporting Idumaean interests. The queen asked Antonius for
Idumaea, a request that was denied, as the triumvir realized that its
value to her was minimal but its loss to Herod would offend and weaken
an important ally. He may also have seen that Kostobaros intended for
Idumaea to become independent of both dynasts. It is clear that Antonius
was trying to balance the conflicting needs of Cleopatra and Herod,
and after the territorial settlement of 37 b.c. regularly decided in favor
of the latter. Cleopatra’s empire was extensive and secure, but further
dismemberment of Herod’s kingdom would cause serious problems in
the region between Roman Syria and Egypt. Even if Cleopatra were as
territorially aggressive as the pro-Herodian account implies, to gratify
her would be disastrous. Nevertheless the queen probably continued
to hope that she could profit from the continued animosity between
Herod and Malchos: Herod, at least, believed that this was her plan, and
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when open warfare broke out between the two kings in 32 b.c., she was
blamed.131 The immediate cause of the war was Malchos’s failure to pay
his tribute to Cleopatra—probably actually land rentals—which Herod
had guaranteed. By then, however, Cleopatra and Antonius had other
issues on their minds.
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CHAPTER

eight

Scholarship and Culture at
the Court of Cleopatra

the intellectual culture of the court of Cleopatra VII
was the most distinguished that Ptolemaic Alexandria had seen since
the expulsion of many scholars from the city by Ptolemy VIII a century
earlier. An astonishing number of personalities are known, although
many are quite obscure today. Cleopatra presided over the last of the
genuine Hellenistic courts, providing inspiration not only for the intellectual world of Augustan Rome but the Romanized kingdoms of that
era, such as those of Herod the Great, Archelaos of Kappadokia, and Juba
II of Mauretania. When Cleopatra died, many of her court’s scholars
and artists went to Rome or the allied kingdoms. Yet analysis of the
intellectual side of court life in Alexandria is difficult because not all the
scholars who were studying in the city were attached to royalty, whereas
in other places the circle around the monarch might be the only intellectual presence in a kingdom. But in Alexandria, especially in the latter
days of Ptolemaic rule, one could work at the Mouseion and Library and
have little if any contact with the royal family. Intellectual life continued
in Alexandria after 30 b.c. without royal support: the facilities, not the
court, drew scholars. Nevertheless what follows is an attempt to outline
the scholarly life of Alexandria in the middle of the first century b.c.,
with the understanding that not all those mentioned may have benefited
directly from royal patronage.
Cleopatra inherited the scholarly environment of her father. Among
those associated with Ptolemy XII who survived into her era are the
physician Chrysermos and his student Apollonios Mys; the philosophers Eudoros, Ariston, and Areios Didymos; and the royal tutors, the

rhetorician Philostratos (for Cleopatra) and Theodotos of Chios (for
Ptolemy XIII). All these except Theodotos and perhaps Chrysermos
continued to be active into the Augustan period. As was the case under
Ptolemy XII, medicine seems to have been the outstanding discipline
of the era, with the queen herself part of its written output. The prominence of medicine in Alexandria at this time seems largely ascribable
to the work of Herakleides of Taras, who was a strong proponent of
medical empiricism (opposition to speculation and theory) and wrote
a treatise on that topic and a significant work on pharmacology. His
works survive in nearly a hundred fragments, quoted largely by Galen
and Athenaios.1 One of his students was a certain Antiochis, probably
from Tlos in Asia Minor, one of the most prominent female physicians
known from antiquity.2
The younger generation included Philotas of Amphissa, the physician of Antonius’s son Antyllus in the 30s b.c., who often ate at his
house. He survived the convulsions of the collapse of the reign, which
included the death of his patient, eventually moving to Delphi and living
until at least a.d. 15. In Delphi he became a friend of Plutarch’s grandfather Lamprias, supplying him with details, especially culinary, about the
world of Cleopatra that Plutarch would eventually use in his biography
of Antonius.3 Most of the other physicians at the court are obscure.4 The
name Sostratos occurs in several contexts as a gynecologist, surgeon,
pharmacologist, and zoologist, although all these may not be the same
person.5 He may have written on the pharmacological aspects of the
queen’s death. Another physician and medical writer was a certain
Dioskourides Phakas (“Warted,” presumably referring to his physical
appearance), a native of Alexandria, who wrote more than 20 works,
mostly on medicine,6 probably the same Dioskourides who had been an
ambassador to Rome for Ptolemy XII and was in the service of Ptolemy
XIII when Caesar arrived in Alexandria in late 48 b.c., another example
of a house intellectual being used as a diplomat. Although he was almost
killed in the engagements of that time, he survived and was still active
in the 30s b.c. There were also Olympos, Cleopatra’s personal physician,
some of whose remedies survive, and a physician named Glaukos, only
known because he was a friend of Dellius’s.7
Philosophy was represented not only by Eudoros, Ariston, and
Areios Didymos, but also by Ainesidemos of Knossos, a member of
the Academy who rebelled against its views and founded a new Sceptic
school in Alexandria in the 40s b.c., reestablishing one that had died out
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in the third century b.c. His major treatise—Pyrrhoneian Arguments,
outlining the ideas of the founder of Scepticism, Pyrrhon—was dedicated to L. Aelius Tubero, probably the friend and relative of Cicero,
demonstrative of the influence of Alexandrian philosophy in late
Republican Rome.8
There was also an emphasis on philology and its associated subjects
such as grammar and lexicography. The most important scholar in this
field was Didymos of Alexandria, known as “Chalkenteros” (“Brazen
Innards”) because of the fortitude and industriousness that allowed him
to be such a prolific scholar.9 He was said to have written nearly 4,000
books on many disciplines, including Homeric scholarship, lexicography, medical language, oratory, and grammar. He compiled commentaries on Archaic and Classical authors. In many ways he was more a
collector of past scholarship than an original thinker, and his work was
widely used in later times, with many fragments surviving. The extant
biographical summary of his career records that he lived “from the era
of Antonius and Cicero to that of Augustus,” not mentioning Cleopatra
specifically, but curiously his scholarship was compared to that of her
son-in-law Juba II.
Other philologists of the era were Tryphon, a follower or student of
Didymos, also a prolific grammarian and lexicographer,10 and Theon,
whose noteworthy contribution was to write the first commentaries
on Hellenistic poets, such as Kallimachos and Theokritos, the basis of
the extant later scholia on these authors.11 Theon’s father, Artemidoros,
was from Tarsos and a student of Aristophanes of Byzantion, himself
a student of the great polymath Eratosthenes, who was Librarian in
the third century b.c., thus providing an intriguing unbroken chain of
scholarship over 200 years from the greatest days of Alexandria to the
end of the Ptolemaic dynasty and (through Theon’s students) well into
the Roman period. Antonius, when he had his headquarters in Tarsos in
41 b.c., may have given support to the family. Students of both Tryphon
and Theon were active in Julio-Claudian Rome: Theon was the teacher
of Apion, the nemesis of Josephus, immortalized in the latter’s polemic
Against Apion.12
Research in the sciences seems to have been minimal. There are only
hints of contemporary activities in these areas, since after the expulsions
by Ptolemy VIII, the scientific disciplines never recovered in Alexandria,
and Rhodes, which supported both Hipparchos and Poseidonios, became
the new center. Eudoros and Ariston, polymathic products of the school
Scholarship and Culture

125

of Antiochos of Askalon, are remembered as geographers only because of
their plagiarism dispute, which Strabo investigated but could not resolve.13
Whether Strabo himself was part of the environment of Cleopatra is
uncertain: he was in Alexandria in the 20s b.c. on the staff of the prefect
Aelius Gallus, but it seems unlikely that Gallus’s brief tenure of office can
support Strabo’s explicit statement, “I lived in Alexandria a long time.”14
Knowledge of Strabo’s career is spotty, yet his lengthy Geography, with
its awareness of numerous obscure sources, is clearly a product of many
hours in the Alexandria Library. Nevertheless one cannot say if this was
before or after his time with Gallus, and in 29 b.c., at least, he was in
Greece. His scholarly career began in the early 30s b.c., but whether he
came to Alexandria while Cleopatra was still in power remains unknown,
although his Geography has personal details about the queen undocumented elsewhere.15 Nevertheless, like the writings of his contemporary
Didymos Chalkenteros, Strabo’s work is typical of the exhaustive summarization of previous scholarship that marked the era of Cleopatra.
There is some evidence for astronomy and mathematics at the court
of Cleopatra. Eudoros—perhaps the same as the geographer—excerpted
the work of a certain Diodoros, which itself was a commentary on the
astronomical poem of Aratos of Soloi of the third century b.c.,16 another
example of the highly derivative scholarship of the period. Also active
in mathematics and astronomy, and at the court at least in 48–47 b.c.,
was Sosigenes, Caesar’s advisor on his calendar reform.17 The Roman
calendar was two months out of phase, so that the winter solstice came
in February, and Caesar not only inserted enough days into 46 b.c. to
bring it into line but made other adjustments to keep future years more
accurate. The necessary technical work was the effort of Sosigenes, with
the calendar reform taking place just after Caesar’s stay in Alexandria.
He probably had Sosigenes in his entourage when he returned to Italy,
and he implemented the reforms immediately thereafter. Although the
notices of Sosigenes are predictably sparse, he was an astronomer of note,
writing three treatises, one on the planet Mercury and perhaps one on his
calendar theories. The lengthy passage in Lucan’s epic, in which Caesar
and the Egyptian priest Acoreus discuss the natural phenomena of Egypt,
including astronomical matters, although fictitious and based on later
sources, is an intriguing dramatization of the interchange that repeatedly
took place between Roman officers and Eastern intellectuals.18
Literature is essentially totally unknown, except for the scant and
dubious evidence of a four-line epigram attributed to Antipatros of
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Thessalonike that mentions an amethyst cameo belonging to a Queen
Cleopatra.19 If the authorship is correct, and if it is about Cleopatra
VII—both disputed facts, although there is no other possible queen—the
epigram may be the only piece of poetry known from her court, yet none
of the dozens of other poems by Antipatros indicates any connection with
Egypt. Nevertheless his date as a contemporary of the queen is certain.20
Historiography is better documented. Since Nikolaos of Damascus,
the tutor to the queen’s children, was one of the major historians of the
Augustan period, one suspects that he indulged in this talent while at the
court. Sokrates of Rhodes wrote a history of the Roman civil wars that
seems to have used sources from within the court and is more favorable
toward Antonius than are Augustan accounts. His work seems to have
been lost or suppressed during the Augustan period, not emerging until
the late second century a.d.21
Little is known about the visual and performing arts, with only
two names recorded. Artists tend to be invisible throughout antiquity,
although there are occasional frustrating glimpses, such as the intimacy
that Ptolemy VI had with the painter Demetrios (see p. 41). The visual
arts are represented solely by the gem cutter Gnaios, whose signed
portrait of Antonius is now in London. Eventually he ended up in the
service of the daughter of Cleopatra and Antonius, Cleopatra Selene, at
the Mauretanian court.22
At the court of Cleopatra VII there was also a certain M. Tigellius
Hermogenes, a musician associated with the queen, Caesar, and
Augustus.23 The information is contradictory and obscure, but he
may be the Sardinian musician whose death was reported by Horace,24
although this person does not seem to have survived into the Augustan
period. He may also be the one who had issues with Cicero in the summer
of 45 b.c.25 Horace’s Tigellius seems to have been temperamental and
showy as a musician and ostentatious in his personal life.
A final aspect of the cultural life of the court was the royal tutor.
The position had been an important part of the Ptolemaic world
since the earliest days, and the tutor was often the Librarian. The list
of tutors comprises some of the most notable scholars who had been
in Alexandria. The distinguished scientist Straton of Lampsakos, who
succeeded Theophrastos as head of the Peripatetic school and was
famous for his theories about the formation of the earth, was tutor to
Ptolemy II. The polymath Eratosthenes of Cyrene—who invented the
discipline of geography—was probably tutor to Ptolemy IV, and the
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Homeric scholar Aristarchos of Samothrake held the same position for
Ptolemy VIII, and probably his siblings.
Cleopatra VII’s first child was born three and a half years into her
reign; at its end her four children ranged in age from 7 to 17. Royal tutors
would be a necessity, especially during the last decade of her rule. It is
perhaps indicative of the era than three of the four known tutors have
no apparent scholarly profile. Euphronios evidently had some diplomatic
skills, because he was one of the negotiators with Octavian after Actium.
Rhodon is remembered only for his involvement in the death of his pupil,
Caesarion. There was also Theodoros, tutor of Antonius’s son Antyllus,
who betrayed his pupil.26 Their total obscurity and quickness to join
Octavian even if fatal to their charges indicates that they probably had
little if any scholarly distinction, and it is unlikely that any of these tutors
held the post of Librarian. But Cleopatra was fortunate to have at her
court someone who would become one of the most significant scholars of
the following era, Nikolaos of Damascus. He was probably near the beginning of his career, a student of the historian Timagenes of Alexandria,
who had gone to Rome with Gabinius in 55 b.c. and became associated
with Antonius. Nikolaos may have come to the court through Timagenes’
recommendation. In later years, when service to Cleopatra and Antonius
was not something that he would want on his résumé, he attempted to
suppress this youthful indiscretion and almost succeeded.27 After the
collapse of Cleopatra’s court, Nikolaos ended up at Herod’s, serving as his
ambassador to Rome and court chronicler. He also became an intimate of
Augustus and shuttled back and forth between Judaea and Rome for more
than a quarter of a century. He was involved in the succession struggles
after Herod’s death in 4 b.c. but then retired from politics. During his
career he wrote an autobiography, an extant biography of Augustus, and
a lengthy universal history, which survives in many fragments and was
the primary source that Josephus used for the reign of Herod. Without
Nikolaos, little would be known about that turbulent environment or
about Cleopatra’s involvement in it. Moreover, he almost certainly influenced his pupil Cleopatra Selene in her creation of a Ptolemaic government in exile at Mauretanian Caesarea: one would expect that the two
continued in contact in Rome after 30 b.c. Although Nikolaos’s interests
were narrowly focused, and he came to be an apologist for Herod, he is
the most extensive contemporary literary source for Cleopatra VII and
the most probable candidate to have been her Librarian.
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the donations of alexandria were not well received in Rome,
especially given the role of Cleopatra and her children in them, although
oddly it eventually became so significant an event of the era that 20 years
later, long after Cleopatra’s death, Octavian—by now Augustus—felt
compelled to envision his own counter-ceremony, the “Donations of
Rome,” known today through the scenes famously depicted on the
Ara Pacis. It is even ironically possible that a grandson of Cleopatra
participated in these events; descendants of Antonius certainly did.1 For
the time being, however, immediately after the Donations of Alexandria,
messages went back and forth between the two capitals with charges
and refutations, and the partisans of Octavian and Antonius argued in
the Senate.2 The animosity between the two triumvirs, going back to 44
b.c.—as long as they had known each other—centering largely on the
issue of who was the true heir of Caesar, reached its peak. Antonius
claimed that Octavian had acted illegally in deposing Lepidus and then
had taken his troops and had not allowed Antonius to levy forces in
Italy. He even offered to resign his offices, perhaps more a public relations gesture than an actual plan.3 Octavian, whose case was somewhat
weaker, charged that Antonius had no legal right to concern himself
with Egyptian affairs, that his arrest of Artavasdes II of Armenia was
unlawful, that he had illegally married Cleopatra (thus committing a
personal insult against Octavian’s family), and that it was wrong to claim
that Caesarion—who, after all, was Octavian’s cousin—was the legal
heir of Caesar. This last item, that Cleopatra was the mother of the only
known child of Julius Caesar, was in many ways the greatest danger to

Octavian.4 Octavia continued to attempt to mediate between husband
and brother, generally tilting toward the side of the former. But it was
of course Cleopatra who was the unspoken target of the accusations.
Whether or not she had married Antonius, this soon became assumed
as fact and was a central cause for the animosity, for it directly affected
Octavia and her brother. When Antonius began to place Cleopatra on
his coinage (fig. 11e), this could easily be seen as proof of his intentions
to turn Rome into a Hellenistic monarchy. At some point it became clear
that it would all end in war.
For the time being it was merely a propaganda war,5 which began
in earnest in late 34 b.c. after the Donations. Although many of the
charges are not to be believed or are exaggerations, they provide much
of the familiar anecdotal information about the lives of Cleopatra and
Antonius. Most of it is scurrilous and slanderous, and it was particularly
directed toward the queen, although the other principals were hardly
immune. These attacks and carefully laid rumors were the basis for the
negative tradition about Cleopatra that found literary expression in
the writers of the Augustan era and which has pervaded the popular
view of the queen ever since. She was categorized along with Medea
as a dangerous sorceress, seen as a drunken fornicator and a disgrace
to the Ptolemaic dynasty whose only goal was to conquer Rome. She
would be as destructive to civilization as Helen or indeed as the agents
of vengeance, the Furies themselves, had been.6 Horace’s phrase, written
shortly after her death, that Cleopatra was a “fatale monstrum,” sums up
popular prejudice against the queen—or what Octavian hoped would
be such—invoking the creatures of mythology in suggesting that she
was hardly human. She was said regularly to use monsters, magic,
and witchcraft to achieve her ends, and was an infamous poisoner
who almost tricked Antonius into drinking one of her concoctions.7
Notoriously, it was also said that Cleopatra included in her official oaths
a phrase stating that someday she would dispense justice on the Roman
Capitol.8 The extravagant lifestyle of the couple—Cleopatra allegedly
sent love letters to Antonius on onyx or crystal tablets—was a constant
cause for criticism, since Egyptian wealth, although avidly desired by
Rome, was looked upon with suspicion.9 The opulence and luxury of
Cleopatra’s court was thought to be unusual even within the standards
of Hellenistic royalty, something that the austere Romans easily could
seize upon. Her son-in-law Juba II later reported that she began calling
her silver and gold table service simply “ceramics,” demonstrating both
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her great wealth and her disdain for it, and that as the Romans became
richer and more Hellenized, the Ptolemies remained far beyond their
reach.10 A “Cleopatran feast” remained a proverbial phrase even centuries later.11 Lucan, in a detailed description, recounted the banquet that
Cleopatra gave for Caesar in 48 b.c.12 It is a world of gold table service,
jeweled glassware, crystal water pitchers, exotic foods, flowers everywhere, and even the best Italian wine (Falernian) instead of the inferior
Egyptian product. Although written a century after Cleopatra’s death
and based on the banquet Dido gave Aeneas, the account may reflect
news coming to Rome in the late 30s b.c., suitably exaggerated for poetry.
Vergil himself may have had these reports in mind.13 Perhaps the most
complete and concise polemic is that provided by Josephus in his Against
Apion:14 Cleopatra committed every kind of crime, killed her siblings,
plundered tombs, corrupted Antonius but eventually deserted him, and
even refused to provide famine relief to the Jewish community.
Generally Antonius was spared the worst, as he still had powerful
friends in Rome, and his descendants would be prominent for a century
after his death. If he was mentioned at all, it was to say that he had lost
his judgment because of Cleopatra and had been a victim of witchcraft
and magic or that he had become subordinated to a woman and her
foreign ways, although it was also said he was even more extravagant
than the queen, and it was considered ironic that in his younger days he
had introduced a sumptuary law. Some thought that he had marshaled
all the East—including places that he had had no contact with, such
as Baktria and India—against Rome.15 Yet Antonius’s supporters could
also create their own polemics, especially with explicit suggestions
about Octavian’s love life; in fact, sexual promiscuity was one of the
most frequent charges on all sides.16 Octavian was well prepared for
such polemics: some years previously, at the time of the Perusine War,
he had written an obscene poem about Antonius’s relationship with
Glaphyra and Fulvia’s reaction.17 Many of the slanders, especially the
sexual ones, were made through the medium of graffiti that appeared in
Rome. Even Antonius’s legate Dellius, who was in trouble at the court
because he criticized Cleopatra’s taste in wine, was accused of writing
obscene letters to her, which in fact may have been an epistolary piece
of literature.18
Natural phenomena were also brought into play: the consistently low
level of the Nile during these years was seen as a harbinger of disaster.
Yet some of the propaganda took a higher road. As was common in
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times of difficulty, a Sibylline oracle conveniently appeared, stating that
Cleopatra would repay Rome for its sins against her but that eventually
peace would emanate from Asia and the queen would bring about reconciliation and a golden age,19 based on the ideals that Alexander the Great
had established long ago and that had pervaded Hellenistic thought.20
The prophecy represents Eastern ideas about Cleopatra—outside the
Roman worldview—and actually says less about her than the era, the
same environment that produced other prophecies, Messianic thought
in Judaea, Vergil’s fourth Eclogue, and even the prophetic names that
the queen used for her children. Since the days of Alexander the Great
there had been a consistent idea that international unity should be the
goal of humanity. This belief was credited to Alexander himself, and was
a common political theory during much of the Hellenistic world.21 Yet
Cleopatra was perfectly willing to make use of such ideas.
Although most of the anecdotes from the propaganda war can be
dismissed as slander, there are occasional insights into the activities
of Cleopatra during this period, of note because there is little direct
evidence of her between late 34 and early 32 b.c. Many of the familiar
tales about palace life probably come from these years, largely from
the account of L. Munatius Plancus, who had been governor of Syria,
probably into 34 b.c., and then spent time in Alexandria as Antonius’s
secretary, probably the one who packaged the communiqués sent off to
Rome. It was Plancus who reported on one of the best-known events
of Cleopatra’s career, her dissolving of a pearl in vinegar.22 The queen,
already known for the extravagance of her banquets, announced that she
could spend two and a half million drachmas on a single dinner. She had
prepared an ordinary banquet, probably expensive enough in its own
right, and then took off one of her earrings and melted it in vinegar—
perhaps a sleight-of-hand rather than the slow chemical process23—but
Plancus prevented her from doing the same with the other earring, as
the pair were the most expensive pearls known and an ancient family
inheritance. The surviving pearl was reset into earrings that came to
adorn the statue of Venus in the Pantheon in Rome. Although this has
remained one of the more familiar episodes of the queen’s life, it may
be a created example of her excessive foreign extravagance, probably
based on the similar tale of a certain Clodius24 and his friend Metella
that was in circulation in Rome at the time.25 This story first appeared in
Horace’s Satires, perhaps evidence that, as one would expect, Cleopatra
read contemporary Latin literature. Plancus also appeared at another
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party costumed as the water divinity Glaukos.26 Eventually he felt that
Antonius was not effective enough in refuting the charges originating
in Rome and went over to Octavian’s side. By summer 32 he was back
the city, no doubt bringing with him numerous useful anecdotes about
Cleopatra’s court.
These tales of banquets reflect not only the Roman distaste for the
extravagant lives of eastern royalty but also an increasing dislike of the
involvement of a Roman magistrate in such happenings. Although entertaining, they are perhaps trivial. Some of the stories seem unimportant
to the modern mind but reflect a contemporary perception (or at least
Octavian’s hope for such) of how much Antonius had debased himself,
such as the report that he had massaged Cleopatra’s feet in public, something only a slave should do. Perhaps more serious, and even true, were
the constant charges of theft and sacrilege that surrounded the couple.27
In most cases Antonius was the implementer but it was always said to
be for the sake of Cleopatra. The most notorious was that he removed
the library of Pergamon—all 200,000 of its volumes—to Alexandria
and gave it to the queen.28 The tale cannot be literally true, because the
Pergamon library continued to flourish, and indeed Plutarch’s language
suggests that only copies were involved. If the story has any basis in fact, it
may have reflected some attempt to restock the Alexandria Library after
the fire of 47 b.c. But the perpetrator of the story eventually admitted
that he had made it up. This was C. Calvisius Sabinus, consul of 39 b.c.,
a former Caesarian who in later years would be governor of Spain. He
seems the source for many of the slanders against the couple, and he
may have published a collection of them available to Plutarch.
A common and rather serious accusation against Antonius was art
theft, with the Classical sculptor Myron seemingly a particular favorite.
His Apollo was removed from Ephesos, as well as a Zeus, Athene, and
Herakles from the Heraion on Samos. There was also a statue of Aias—the
sculptor is not specified—from his temple-tomb at Rhoiteion (modern
Baba Kale, just north of Troy). There were other unspecified cases of
such acquisitions.29 It was hardly unusual for Roman magistrates in the
provinces to obtain art for their own purposes, but Antonius’s crime
was doing it for the sake of Cleopatra, and the stolen art was regularly
returned after his death, although the Zeus from Samos was brought by
Augustus to Rome.
Despite all these anecdotal incidents Cleopatra continued to devote
her primary efforts to administering her kingdom. One of her official
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acts has achieved particular fame in recent years. In February 33 b.c.
she approved an order granting certain tax exemptions to P. Canidius
Crassus, who had been with Antonius for a decade and would be senior
commander of the land forces at Actium. The relevant document is a
papyrus recovered from mummy wrappings and first published in the
year 2000.30 Canidius was allowed to import 10,000 artabas of wheat and
5,000 amphoras of wine tax free, and the lands that he owned in Egypt
were also exempt. What has excited interest is the subscript in a different
hand: γινέσθωι (“make it happen”). There is little doubt that this is the
writing of the queen herself, as there was a tradition in Ptolemaic Egypt
of countersigning by the monarch, in part to avoid forgery of official
documents.31 This autograph of Cleopatra VII certainly is one of the
more exciting discoveries of recent years: the only other known royal
autographs from antiquity are of Ptolemy X and Theodosios II, both
somewhat less interesting than the queen. The document also indicates
the dichotomy that still existed at the very end of the Ptolemaic era
between the rulers (and their Roman allies) and the ruled, where the
former continued to obtain special privileges.
At the end of 33 b.c. the triumvirate expired. Needless to say it was
not renewed. On 1 January 32 b.c., two Antonian loyalists entered into
the consulship: C. Sosius, who had served Antonius in many positions
and as governor of Syria had installed Herod as king in 37 b.c., and
Cn. Domitius Ahenobarbus, who had been involved in the murder of
Caesar but had exonerated himself and had been on the Parthian expedition. On his first day in office (1 February),32 Sosius spoke out vehemently against Octavian and attempted to introduce legislation against
him. Some days later Octavian entered the Senate with a guard and made
counter-accusations against the two consuls. Properly intimidated by
the armed presence, the next day they and Antonius’s supporters in the
Senate left the city secretly and joined him in the East, where he constituted a Senate of his own.33 This was the final break between Antonius
and Octavian, and the former’s complete renunciation of any role in
Italian affairs. For the time being, at least, the end of the triumvirate made
little difference in Antonius’s legal situation—he still had his military
command and his status as a former consul and in fact refused to resign
the triumviral post—but he now was in a position of greater dependence
than ever on Cleopatra. The couple went to Ephesos early in 32 b.c. to
collect a large naval force, with Cleopatra providing 200 (probably 140
transports and 60 warships) of the 800 ships and all the supplies.34 The
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various allied kings were also summoned. Antonius seemed oblivious to
the hints of a number of his senior officers that the queen was becoming
a liability. Domitius Ahenobarbus, now with Antonius, was publicly
insulting to Cleopatra and argued that she should play no role in the
forthcoming military operations: having just left Rome, he knew that the
propaganda war was effective.35 Yet she was not totally without support
on Antonius’s staff. Canidius Crassus pointed out that not only was the
queen essentially funding the war, but that she was in no way inferior
in ability to the male allied kings and had ruled a major kingdom alone
for a long time.36 Antonius did attempt to persuade Cleopatra to return
to Egypt, but she insisted on remaining. Although her primary interest
was the defense of her kingdom, she was better positioned in Greece
with her fleet to oppose any movement by Octavian toward Egypt. Yet
her resoluteness resulted in the first defections from Antonius’s side, not
only Domitius Ahenobarbus but Munatius Plancus.
In the spring the couple moved on to Samos, where a great festival
was held, and then went to Athens. This most venerable of Greek cities
had long been favorable to the Ptolemies, especially Cleopatra, who may
have lived there as a child. At least one member of her household was
Athenian, whose mother had gone to Alexandria to nurse her in her
final illness and then brought her remains back home.37 When Cleopatra
arrived in Athens in 32 b.c., she was honored by the city, although it
was said this was extorted on her part because of her jealousy of similar
attention paid to Octavia. Cleopatra may have been responsible for
establishing a sanctuary of Isis at Teithras, modern Pikermi, east of
Athens near the coast.38 She also persuaded Antonius to send a formal
notice of divorce to Octavia. This played directly into Octavian’s hands,
and Munatius Plancus, now back in Rome, suggested that he investigate Antonius’s will. In violation of Roman religious and legal customs,
Octavian seized it from the Vestal Virgins and found that it was a
remarkably useful document, so much so that it has long thought to
have been a forgery. Yet a forgery could easily have been exposed, especially by the scandalized Vestals, and Antonius himself acknowledged
the seizure,39 although Dio’s report of this—in the speech Antonius
was said to have given before Actium—may be a construct designed to
elaborate on Octavian’s acquisition of the document. In fact this would
not be the only time that Octavian discovered convenient material in
a temple, since some years later he alone was able to read a decayed
ancient inscription in the Temple of Jupiter Feretius that happened to
Downfall

135

support his needs.40 Forgery or not, Octavian held a highly selective
public reading, pointing out that the will asserted that Caesarion was
the heir of Caesar, that the Donations of Alexandria were perfectly legal,
and especially that Antonius should be buried with Cleopatra in Egypt
even if he were to die in Rome. It also suggested that Antonius was planning to transfer the capital of the Roman Republic to Alexandria: the
same charge had been made against Caesar, perhaps representing a
Roman’s worst fear.41 The reading had the desired effect, and war was
promptly declared against Cleopatra.42 Later in life Octavian, with some
exaggeration, would claim that he had the support of “tota Italia” in this
endeavor.43
Yet the vast amount of prejudice that had developed against
Cleopatra was hardly legal grounds for war, although it did create a
convenient body of public opinion that provided support for such an
action.44 As Octavian himself made clear,45 it was Cleopatra’s actions
that were the cause for war; in other words, she had conducted herself
in a manner improper for an allied monarch. The fact that Antonius had
been a private citizen since the end of 33 b.c. (although still with a certain
authority due, in the Roman fashion, to the cumulative weight of his
career) weakened Cleopatra’s position since he could no longer legally
confirm her actions as an allied monarch. Presumably her foreign policy
now needed approval of either the Senate or Octavian himself, something that she did not request. She was in the bind common to all allied
monarchs of attempting to balance her (and her state’s) needs with the
legal requirements that Rome placed on her in return for its assistance
of nearly 20 years.46 In fact, everything Antonius had done for Cleopatra
was perfectly legal (if impolitic) through his authority as triumvir—
however much Octavian might disagree—and, as noted, Antonius did
not always favor Cleopatra, especially in regard to Herod. Yet after the
end of 33 b.c. Cleopatra was on her own, or, at least, had to reestablish
her relationship with the Roman government (as Herod was famously
to do after Actium). Even though Antonius had created certain arrangements through the Donations of Alexandria, legally Cleopatra should
have these reconfirmed after he was out of power if she wanted them
to remain in effect. Cyrene, for example, had been a Roman province
until transferred into a kingdom ruled by her daughter. Armenia was,
in theory, in possession of one of her sons, even though it had briefly
been a Roman province. Because of this, and other arrangements under
the Donations, Octavian could say that Cleopatra had given Roman
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territory to her children and desired further Roman possessions, a weak
but technically legal argument.47 More seriously, there was Cleopatra’s
continued military support of Antonius after he was a private citizen,
something that he was no longer entitled to have. This was a true cause
for a declaration of war. But Octavian was cautious enough not only to
build patriotic support against Cleopatra but to go carefully through
the most sacred and ancient formulas for war such as the throwing of
a spear into (in this case, probably toward) enemy territory. He knew
that he was on shaky ground, and it was really Antonius he was after,
not Cleopatra. Yet despite the fact that she was the stated enemy, it was
understood that the war was also against Antonius, who was deprived
of his remaining authority, including a consulship scheduled for 31 b.c.,
although that year he issued coins with this title (see p. 183). This stripped
him of any official position and had the effect of bringing into question
the legality of any future action on the part of Antonius not only generally but in regard to Cleopatra.
With war inevitable, both sides put together extensive military
forces. Octavian had 200 ships and 80,000 troops; Cleopatra and
Antonius had 800 ships and more than 100,000 troops, as well as the
support and resources of no fewer than 11 allied kings, including Herod,
Malchos, Archelaos, Amyntas, and Polemon. Labor was levied in Central
Greece for supply purposes: one of those drafted was Plutarch’s greatgrandfather Nikarchos.48 Cleopatra probably used the officers and crews
from the Red Sea—India fleet to man her ships,49 but the couple’s superior numbers were weakened by the fact that many of their ships did not
have full crews, and the manpower that did exist—probably merchant
rather than military—was not well trained, whereas the fleet of Octavian
was in perfect shape with full complements. Antonius wanted to attack
Octavian while his ships were in port at Tarentum and Brundisium,
probably strategically wise, but Cleopatra dissuaded him because she
did not believe that an attack on Italy was viable for the defense of Egypt,
her primary and indeed sole concern. She persuaded Antonius to withdraw and to spend the winter in Patrai.
In the spring of 31 b.c. the couple moved their forces to the vicinity
of the promontory of Aktion (more familiarly Actium), at the southern
entrance to the Ambrakian Gulf in northwestern Greece. Again this
reflected Cleopatra’s primary strategy of defending Egypt because the
position would allow any movement by Octavian down the Greek coast
to be detected. At about the same time Octavian occupied Kerkyra
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(Corfu) and coastal Epeiros, where he could disrupt his opponents’
supply lines and demoralize their allies. Missing from the coalition
this year were Herod and Malchos, whose long-standing animosity,
allegedly stoked by Cleopatra, had ended in open warfare.50 With
great difficulty, Herod prevailed, despite the treachery of a certain
Athenion, one of Cleopatra’s generals seemingly in his service. Yet
losing these kings’ support was a serious strategic error for Cleopatra
and Antonius. While the war was under way, a terrible earthquake
devastated Judaea, and Herod, who may have realized that the couple
were involved in a lost cause, had the excuse that he needed to stay
away from Actium.
In and around Actium there were various engagements through
the summer, which generally went badly for Cleopatra and Antonius.
Octavian had spies in their camp, and defections became commonplace,
including the long-loyal Dellius. Amyntas of Galatia and Deiotaros
of Paphlagonia were the first allied kings to change sides.51 Antonius

FIGURE 9. Aerial view of Actium, looking south. The promontory of Actium
is to the right of the far end of the runway; Cleopatra’s fleet was stationed just
offshore. The main battle took place at a site visible in the upper right of the
photograph. Courtesy of William M. Murray.
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himself was almost captured. Cleopatra began to fear for the security of
Egypt and suggested that she and Antonius leave some forces in place
but return home with most of their troops. The usual ominous portents
were reported. Milk and blood dripped from beeswax, and swallows had
built their nests on her flagship, a particularly bad omen, yet probably
an after-the-fact explanation to explain her actions in the battle, which
seemed enigmatic to the Romans.52 In fact, the swallow, a bird associated with Isis, was probably part of the decoration of the ship, yet it was
eagerly interpreted by the Romans, always interested in bird omens, as
a portent of disaster. But Cleopatra was not alone in looking for a way
to avoid battle. Others suggested abandoning the naval operation and
sending her away, and then withdrawing into the interior of Greece to
fight on land. This did not meet with her favor, as it would have meant
yielding the sea to Octavian and opening the way to Egypt, and thus
she pressed for a naval engagement. The Battle of Actium was fought on
2 September 31 b.c.
The Battle of Actium has become a mythic event in world history,
seen by the victors—and their extremely literate supporters—as the
ultimate triumph of civilization over barbarism. Although perhaps not
the great turning point that it has been made out to be, nevertheless
it brought to an end whatever plans Cleopatra and Antonius had for
the future.53 The outcome was hardly ever in doubt: Octavian’s bettertrained forces and his spies made his victory almost certain. When the
naval forces engaged, Cleopatra was in charge of 60 ships at the mouth
of the Ambrakian Gulf just west of the peninsula of Actium and to the
rear of the main forces, not the best place to achieve her primary goal
of defending Egypt and perhaps an attempt by Antonius’s officers to
marginalize her. Her flagship was the Antonias, one of the few ships’
names known from the Hellenistic period, which followed a contemporary pattern of names based on the powerful personalities of the
era.54Antonius had given orders that the ships would engage with their
sails on board—often not carried in battle because of their weight—
allegedly better to pursue the enemy but perhaps also to prepare for
flight.55 Thus Cleopatra was capable of sudden swift movement, and
in the middle of the battle, when the wind was favorable, she moved
her ships through the zone of fighting, much to everyone’s surprise,
and headed for the Peloponnesos. When Antonius saw this happening
he went after her and boarded her ship, easily recognized by its purple
sails (she had had also used them at Tarsos).56A story circulated in the
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following months that he was forced to do this because his flagship
had become immobilized by a fish known as the echeneïs—the “shipdetainer”—which could become entangled in the rudder cables.57 Yet
this is probably a mere excuse, although one with historic precedents.58
Cleopatra’s ships were pursued by a detachment from Octavian’s forces,
which captured two vessels before returning to the main battle. But
the queen and Antonius escaped and three days later went into port at
Tainaron at the southern end of the Peloponnesos. Although the literary
tradition established by Octavian and his supporters saw these events as
treachery on Cleopatra’s part and love-struck stupidity on Antonius’s, it
is more probable that Cleopatra realized that she was in no position to
defend Egypt—a failure to understand her essential needs was a constant
misjudgment by the Romans—and that Antonius needed to learn what
Cleopatra was doing and so boarded her ship and found himself on his
way south. Yet all during the journey from Actium to Tainaron—three
days—he sat alone in the prow, avoiding the queen, until at Tainaron her
ladies-in-waiting Eiras and Charmion persuaded him to talk to her.59
This is the first definitive evidence that Antonius was being overtaken
by serious depression, a condition that would remain with him for the
rest of his life.
The Battle of Actium continued for some time after the couple’s
departure, but massive defections, first by the senior officers and then by
large numbers of the men themselves, decided the matter by the morning
of 3 September. Octavian promptly established himself in Athens,
presumably desirous of neutralizing historic Ptolemaic support there—a
witness to his arrival was Plutarch’s great-grandfather Nikarchos—and
quickly took possession of the Greek mainland. The allied kings hastily
repudiated Antonius.
From Tainaron the couple crossed to Egypt, landing at Paraitonion
(modern Marsa Matruh in the western desert). Here they separated.
First reports from Actium indicated that the battle was still undecided,
especially on land, so Antonius wanted to go to Cyrene, perhaps because
there were four legions that, oddly, were still available there and that he
might mobilize to maintain a force nearer Egypt.60 Meanwhile Cleopatra
was more anxious than ever to return to Alexandria, especially fearing
public reaction if news of the battle were to beat her home. She sailed into
the harbor at Alexandria as if celebrating a victory and began to make
plans for further operations. It was said that she killed many wealthy
citizens, confiscated their holdings, and robbed temple treasures in an
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attempt to raise as much funding as possible. This desperate action is
seemingly at odds with the reported vast sums on board the ships at
Actium,61 repeated references to her treasure in the last days of her
life, and the large amounts of money that Octavian obtained after her
death through gifts or outright confiscation.62 It is difficult to determine
what her financial situation was at the end of her life. A comment by
Athenaios that Ptolemy XII had used up all the wealth of the Ptolemies
has been used to suggest that Cleopatra was virtually bankrupt.63 But
the statement may be simply a slander against her father. Yet it does
seem that the queen never gained total control of the poor financial situation that she had inherited, and her recent lavish military expenditures
would have aggravated the situation. But it may merely be relative, as
poverty in Egypt was wealth anywhere else. Or it may be that the executions were more to eliminate political rebellion than to gain funds, or
even fabricated Augustan propaganda that made its way into the later
historical tradition.64 Cleopatra also looked for new allies and supposedly executed Artavasdes II of Armenia, still a hostage at the court, and
sent his head to his rival, the king of Media Atropatene, also named
Artavasdes, in the hopes of support from that region. How true these
tales are cannot be determined.
Meanwhile Antonius had found no help in Cyrene. The governor, his
appointee L. Pinarius Scarpus, had received information from Actium
before Antonius’s messengers arrived. He killed them and refused to
receive Antonius, and delivered the four legions to Octavian. Antonius
had to be prevented from suicide and was brought to Alexandria by
his staff. He withdrew from society and built himself a beach cottage,
perhaps on the island of Pharos, which he named the Timoneion in
honor of the famous misanthrope Timon of Athens, and lived in isolation, receiving ever more depressing reports.65 The worst news was the
defection of Herod the Great, who, despite his absence from the battle,
had continued to advise Antonius after Actium, suggesting that the
only way to save himself was to eliminate Cleopatra.66 Herod knew that
he was in great danger, as next to the queen he was Antonius’s most
powerful ally. He went to Rhodes, where Octavian had moved from
Athens, and presented himself in a speech that remains a masterpiece
of rhetoric. He admitted his devotion to Antonius and was candid in
noting that had he not been otherwise engaged he would have been at
Actium on Antonius’s side, since Herod was a man who stressed loyalty
as a primary virtue. But now he was prepared to resign his kingship.
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Octavian, who needed Herod as much as Antonius had and respected
his loyalty, refused the offer and confirmed his position and territory.
Since Octavian had already placed his own man in charge of Syria,
Q. Didius, this meant that Cleopatra and Antonius had no ally left
between Greece and Egypt.
In the last year of their lives, Cleopatra emerged as by far the
stronger of the pair.67 Antonius was suicidal and withdrawn much of the
time and increasingly irrelevant to the course of events, although paradoxically he was an obstacle to any resolution of the differences between
Cleopatra and Octavian. The queen took command of the situation and
was always at the forefront of efforts to find a solution that would save
her kingdom, even if she herself were dispensable. Her first attempt in
this direction, in the late summer of 31 b.c., was to clear the way for her
children to rule by leaving Egypt permanently, a recognition that she
was the focus of Roman hostility.68 She also realized that Antonius was
a liability and began to disassociate herself from him. If all had gone
as it should, Antonius would have returned from Cyrene to find her
gone, for she had engineered an elaborate plan to hand over her throne
to Caesarion and to drag her fleet from the Mediterranean across the
isthmus and then to relaunch it on the Red Sea (or, more plausibly, to
build a new fleet at her naval base of Kleopatris, modern Suez), accompanied by troops and money, and to begin a life elsewhere, perhaps even
in India. Her need for new ships on the Red Sea, where there should
have been an extensive fleet for the India trade, demonstrates that those
vessels had been put to use at Actium. Yet she had miscalculated her
proximity to the Nabataean coast and the feelings of Malchos, who had
lost heavily in the war with Herod that Cleopatra was said to have instigated, and who still was offended at having been forced to give up his
coastal territory in 37 b.c. Malchos, persuaded by Didius, burned her
fleet, and the queen realized that her only remaining option was to stay
in Egypt and negotiate with Octavian.
Eventually Antonius gave up his misanthropic life and returned to
the palace.69 To raise morale among the Egyptians, Cleopatra enrolled
Caesarion among the ephebi—young men of military age—and Antonius
did the same with Antyllus, his and Fulvia’s son who had been living
in Alexandria. This gave the Egyptians an alternative, as it is clear that
Cleopatra was preparing for her son to take over the kingdom. A stele
from Koptos, now in the British Museum, dated 21 September 31 b.c.—
nineteen days after the Battle of Actium—prominently shows Caesarion
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(“Ptolemy called Caesar”); the inscription is a contract between linen
manufacturers and religious officials.70 Significantly, although Cleopatra
is mentioned in the text it is only to provide the date. Caesarion, on
the other hand, appears twice on the relief. Whatever the dynamics
were in the weeks after Actium, Caesarion was being groomed to be
sole ruler without his mother. These events were an excuse for a series
of parties, in which the Inimitable Livers were dissolved and replaced
with the Synapothanoumenoi, “Those Who Die Together,” perhaps the
title of a comedy.71 It was said that Cleopatra was collecting a variety
of poisons: Greek women had long known the Egyptian ability in
such matters.72 There is a lengthy tradition that the queen tested the
poisons on condemned prisoners and even her servants,73 all of which
is unlikely but played into Roman distaste of Egyptian medical practices
and the narrow line between poisoning and curing. Yet the couple were
also continuing to seek possible refuges, with the lower Red Sea still a
possibility as well as Gaul or Spain, the latter having a long history of
harboring Romans who were at odds with the central government and
which was incidentally a great source of wealth.
Cleopatra and Antonius also began to communicate with Octavian,
still on Rhodes. They sent Euphronios, one of the children’s tutors, to ask
on behalf of Cleopatra that Egypt be handed over to the children and
for Antonius that he be allowed to live in Egypt or Athens as a private
citizen. Cleopatra also opened secret negotiations with Octavian and
sent him a golden scepter, crown, and throne, a symbolic gesture indicating that she was willing to reconcile herself with the new regime as its
friendly and allied queen, much as Herod had done a few weeks previously. She also promised large sums of money. Antonius sent to Octavian
a certain Publius Turullius, one of the last surviving assassins of Caesar,
who was living in Alexandria but who had cut down the sacred grove
of Asklepios on Kos for ship timbers before Actium. Octavian had him
executed at the spot of his sacrilege but did not reply to Antonius.74
Antonius then sent his son Antyllus with a vast amount of money,
which Octavian kept, but he returned Antyllus, again with no message.
Although the sources are not clear as to the number of embassies, and
on what occasions the couple acted together or separately, communications from Cleopatra regularly received a reply, whereas those from
Antonius were ignored. Octavian began to worry that the pair would
either escape or even withstand him, and, worse, that they might destroy
their wealth in the process, something that he desperately needed to pay
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his troops. Cleopatra was also threatening to immolate herself and her
treasure in a tomb that she was building in the palace grounds. Thus
Octavian sent a trusted freedman, Thyrsos, to the queen to negotiate in
person. His message was that she should eliminate Antonius. Exactly
what she would receive in return is not obvious: her life, certainly, but
whether she would retain her wealth or her kingdom is by no means
clear. But Thyrsos spent so much time in private with the queen that
Antonius became suspicious—he may have had some hint that he was
becoming dispensable—and had him flogged and returned to Octavian
with no agreement.
These endless negotiations, which seem to have lasted several
months, essentially to the end of 31 b.c., are remarkable because they
went nowhere. At the heart of the matter, as always, was Cleopatra’s
obsessive need to save her kingdom, even without her. Although she
obviously entertained the idea of disposing of Antonius, this was a
difficult choice that she probably kept postponing. There were many
precedents for those on the losing side of a Roman civil struggle to go
into exile or carefully guarded retirement—Lepidus being the most
recent example—but Octavian obviously wanted Antonius eliminated.
Moreover, should Cleopatra give up her throne, Caesarion was not
acceptable to his cousin because of the conflict over who was the true
heir of Caesar—something that may not have been obvious to the couple
at this time—and the younger children were not old enough to rule,
although there is no evidence that the queen ever suggested that her
successor should be anyone but Caesarion. It is also probable that the
idea of going into exile with Antonius was not particularly interesting to
Cleopatra. Her identity was totally as queen, and her home was Egypt,
whereas Antonius had held a variety of offices in the Roman Republic
and had spent much of his career moving throughout the Mediterranean
world. Cleopatra might be prepared to go into a well-funded exile if her
son became king of Egypt, but not necessarily with Antonius.
By the end of 31 b.c. Octavian was receiving messages from his
people in Italy that events there needed his attention. With the Egyptian
negotiations going nowhere, he went to Brundisium for a month,75 but
returned to Greece early in 30 b.c. prepared to seek a military solution to
the Egyptian matter. In the spring he began to move his forces south. At
Phoenician Ptolemais he was met by Herod,76 who lavishly entertained
and lodged him, reviewed his troops, and supplied the army, especially
providing abundant wine and water, with a personal gift of 2,000 talents
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to Octavian. The force then moved down the coast to the Egyptian frontier at Pelousion, which fell remarkably quickly. Its commander, who
probably died in the engagement, was a certain Seleukos, the last known
officer of the vaunted Ptolemaic army that had dominated the eastern
Mediterranean for much of the last 275 years.77 It was said that Cleopatra
gave orders not to defend Pelousion but that Antonius put Seleukos’s
family to death, a fine example of the miscommunication and differing
strategies of the couple’s last weeks. Octavian had sent L. Cornelius Gallus
to Cyrene, who took the four legions that Antonius had failed to acquire
and marched east to Paraitonion. Antonius went to meet Gallus’s force
but was repulsed. Octavian moved toward Alexandria, and Antonius,
returning quickly, engaged him near the hippodrome and won a victory
over the unrested troops. The next morning, 1 August 30 b.c., Antonius
sent the fleet out, which promptly deserted to Octavian; shortly afterward the cavalry did the same, and with this the famed Ptolemaic military machine came to an end. Antonius believed that both defections
were the work of Cleopatra. The queen hid herself in her tomb with Eiras
and Charmion, and she sent a message to Antonius that she was dead.
Cleopatra knew that he had threatened suicide at least twice previously,
and her note was probably meant to plant the idea again in his mind.
He responded as expected, stabbing himself in the stomach. Yet with
the ironies typical of his career his attendant at his suicide was a slave
named Eros, and the event soon degenerated from heroism to pathos.
Plutarch used imaginative language to point out that his method would
not have produced a quick death.78 In contrast to Cleopatra’s search
for a painless end, he had chosen a particularly violent one. The report
of his attempted suicide spread quickly through the palace and soon
reached Cleopatra, who gave orders that Antonius be brought to her.
She was at a window in the upper story of the tomb, and, in a touching
scene, another example of Plutarch’s narrative depending on an eyewitness account, the three women took construction cables and struggled
to raise the bleeding Antonius into the tomb while a crowd watched.
He survived only a short while. In his last mistake, he told Cleopatra to
trust only a certain C. Proculeius79 among the members of Octavian’s
entourage, and while he was dying he gave his own eulogy, considering
himself a fortunate man because he had won fame and power and had
died honorably, a Roman defeated by a Roman. He was 53 years of age.
Although Cleopatra seemed genuinely distraught, it is clear that she
had manipulated events in such a way as to make his death inevitable,
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provoking his known suicidal tendencies. His death expanded her own
options.80
Octavian, camped near the hippodrome, quickly learned what
had happened and was quite upset at the death of his former colleague
and brother-in-law. He too realized that this significantly changed the
dynamics of the situation. But he was in an awkward position. Leaving
Cleopatra alive without her kingdom seemed the obvious choice, both
to gain access to the treasure and because he had a use for her in his
upcoming triumph. Yet she could become a focus of resistance to the
new regime that Octavian would now be able to establish, since Antonius
was dead. Cleopatra had sources of power that Octavian did not: she
was the mother of Julius Caesar’s only known child, a major religious
figure, and the living representative of the two longest surviving Greek
dynasties. She was also the mother of three of Antonius’s children,
although the full significance of this might not as yet have been realized.
Eliminating her might also create serious instability in Egypt, regardless of whether it came under Roman control, and make her orphaned
children martyrs. For the moment, however, it was most important that
Octavian not let events slip away from him, and thus he sent Proculeius
to the queen, who reconnoitered the situation, and then, returning with
Cornelius Gallus, betrayed the trust that Antonius had placed in him
and gained entry to the tomb by means of a ladder, taking possession of
it. They prevented an attempt at suicide and removed anything by which
Cleopatra could either burn the treasures in the tomb or kill herself.
Despite requests from Antonius’s staff, and perhaps even from Octavia,81
for his body, Cleopatra was allowed to embalm it—if the report is literally true it hints at an otherwise unknown talent of the queen’s—and
bury it in her tomb. She then moved back into the palace.
Octavian had entered into the city proper and addressed the people
in the gymnasium, making a speech of reconciliation, and took up
quarters of his own in or near the palace. Cleopatra now attempted to
starve herself to death, but Octavian seized the three younger children
as hostages, and thus the queen requested an interview. Her physician,
Olympos, wrote an report of her last days,82 which is probably more
honest and believable than the romantic versions that developed later,
and in fact medical terminology pervades Plutarch’s account at this
point. When Cleopatra received Octavian she was poorly dressed and
showed the strains of the last few days, but she still exuded the charm
and poise for which she was famous. They debated about her culpability,
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and she blamed Antonius for everything. She provided an accounting
of her wealth and offered gifts to Octavia and Livia in the hope that
they would intercede on her behalf. She may also have shown Octavian
some of her letters and memorabilia from Caesar, perhaps an attempt to
enhance her status by stressing her relationship with him, as Octavian
himself had done. And she explicitly told Octavian, “I will not be led in
a triumph,” a rare case where her actual spoken words survive.83 Despite
her physical state, her rhetorical abilities were unaffected, and Octavian
was totally seduced, eventually unable to look her in the eye. He promised that she would survive, but he said nothing about her kingdom.
Yet she soon began to suspect that she was being kept alive only for the
triumph, something that would be a total humiliation, for she would
not have forgotten the fate of her sister Arsinoë and had no intention of
being the second daughter of Ptolemy XII to appear in a Roman triumph.
If she had witnessed her sister in Caesar’s triumph of 46 b.c.—by no
means certain—this would only have hardened her position. When she
learned from a spy that in three days she and the children would be sent
to Rome, she moved quickly.
She asked permission to visit Antonius’s grave and made suitable
libations. Plutarch’s lament by the queen at this point owes more to
tragedy than history and does not appear in any other source. It is not
obvious whether she returned to the palace or whether the following
events occurred at the tomb.84 She bathed and had an elaborate meal,
including especially fine figs that a countryman had just brought in a
basket, which Cleopatra’s guards had been encouraged to help themselves to. After the meal she sent a message to Octavian and locked herself
away with Eiras and Charmion. When Octavian received the message,
in which she requested to be buried with Antonius, he realized what
was happening and quickly sent messengers to the queen, who broke
open the door and found her dead, her body carefully laid out, with
full royal regalia, and Eiras and Charmion near death. Shortly thereafter Octavian himself arrived, and although exceedingly angry at the
turn of events, ordered that she be buried in royal fashion in her tomb
next to Antonius. Eiras and Charmion also received proper interment.
A bizarre tale reported by Theophilos, Antonius’s agent in Corinth, that
Octavia wanted Cleopatra’s body sent to Rome, is highly improbable
and may be an error for Antonius’s body, but suggests that unknown
alternatives were considered.85 Although the negative tradition about
Cleopatra came to dominate the literature of the Augustan period, some
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saw her suicide as an act of supreme courage. It was 10 August 30 b.c.,
and she was 39 years of age.86
Olympos’s account of these events makes no mention of what became
the most famous aspect of Cleopatra’s death, the asp, or Egyptian cobra,
and in fact gives no cause of death. Plutarch discussed the asp only afterward, when it seems that he was no longer following Olympos’s report,
although the matter is introduced in such a way that Plutarch expected
the reader to know about it. Yet the discussion is full of reservations
and alternative versions, not only about the asp itself but the manner of
death, suggesting poison in some hollow implement, a more reasonable
but less romantic method. The word Plutarch used for the implement,
κνηστίς (knestis), is rare—an indication that it might be diction from
an accurate version of the queen’s death—and has the connotation of
something scratching.87 Dio’s word is βελόνη (belone), a needle, which
to some extent confirms Plutarch’s account.88 Dio further noted that the
only marks on her body were pricks, also suggesting a needle or pin.
It is not difficult to see these marks evolving into asp bites. It was also
recorded that no one ever found the asp, but that Octavian and others
saw minuscule puncture wounds on her arm,89 something not incompatible with a pin or a needle. The curious basket of figs was seen as the
way of introducing the asp, but without any rational explanation about
its sudden appearance, and this account ignores the fact that the basket
would have been very large (the Egyptian cobra is several feet in length)
and that Cleopatra’s guards would not likely have been asked to help
themselves if an asp had been hidden in it. Yet it may be that the figs
provided the nucleus for the asp story.
One must also consider the prevalence of snakes in Egyptian lore.
Yet no source discusses the difficulty of bringing the asp into Cleopatra’s
quarters and getting it to perform exactly as wished. There would have
needed to be expert snake handlers on hand. The Egyptian cobra can
be fatal, but only if its venom is injected into a vital spot: otherwise the
victim is more likely to make a full recovery.90 But the effects of such
a bite had been an object of study in Egypt since at least the New
Kingdom, and Cleopatra allegedly did her homework on the topic. Yet
all evidence is that it would be a complex method of death with little
certainty of success. The earliest extant historical account, Strabo, who
was in Alexandria at the time or very shortly thereafter, writing with
no ideological bias, emphasized the divergent reports, suggesting either
the asp or a poisonous ointment.91 But a few years later the Augustan
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poets were writing about the asp—indeed the one asp has now become
two—and offered no alternatives.92 Clearly the tale quickly became
more dramatic—as one might expect—with even a single asp no longer
sufficient. Granted, poetry is not prone to alternative versions, but
the story quickly left the area of history and entered into the world of
drama, where it has remained to this day. Soon it influenced historians,
although Velleius returned to the single asp.93 Plutarch, as noted, did not
even include the asp in his official account, adding it only as a secondary
explanation. His contemporary Suetonius interjected a new element, that
Octavian summoned the mysterious Psylloi—an African tribe expert in
reviving those bitten by snakes—but Suetonius also expressed uncertainty
about the entire asp tale.94 Galen followed the snakebite story, but Dio
was somewhat more nuanced, although mentioning both the asp and
the Psylloi, but stressing poison as the probable means of death.95
Other issues may be relevant. Cleopatra was aware that Demetrios
of Phaleron, advisor to Ptolemy I, had died from an asp bite. It was even
said that she carried asps on her ships as weapons.96 Almost certainly the
asp story has metaphorical overtones, the ultimate victory of Egyptian
ways over Rome.97 Cleopatra herself may even have told Octavian in her
suicide note—a carefully crafted document by a master communicator
but mentioned only in passing by Plutarch—that she would commit
suicide by an asp bite. Whatever happened, the asp story became canonical very quickly, either because Octavian believed it or because it was
suitably dramatic. In his triumph the following year there was an image
of Cleopatra with the asp clinging to her.98 This is cited only by Plutarch
(Dio described the effigy but did not mention the asp) and may be a
misinterpretation of the snake-related royal regalia that the effigy would
have worn, such as the uraeus and serpent jewelry, perhaps leading to
a popular view that the queen had died by snakebite.99 Within a decade
the tale was enshrined in literature and eventually entered medical
commentary.100 But, as Plutarch wrote, “no one knows the truth.”101
With the death of Cleopatra, the kingdom legally passed to
Caesarion, who ruled for 18 days as Ptolemy XV.102 Yet this reign was
essentially a fiction created by Egyptian chronographers to close the
gap between her death and official Roman control of Egypt (under the
new pharoah, Octavian).103 Caesarion in fact had been sent away, with
ample funding, to Upper Egypt, perhaps with Ethiopia or India as an
ultimate destination; making these arrangements for him was one of his
mother’s last actions. In the end, Cleopatra, who wanted the kingdom
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preserved but also wished to save her children, could not reconcile her
roles as mother and queen.104 While on the road Caesarion received
a report he would be made king, something that Octavian deliberated
at length about, but eventually he decided that it was impossible for
competing heirs of Julius Caesar to survive, and Caesarion was killed
as he returned to Alexandria. Octavian was advised on this by the court
philosopher Areios Didymos, who astutely pointed out that there was
room in the world for only one Caesar.105 Antyllus, the son of Antonius
and Fulvia, was also executed. A less famous, but significant, casualty
was the 16-year-old priest of Ptah, Petubastes IV, who died on 31 July.
He was a cousin of Cleopatra’s, and his death conveniently removed the
most prominent Egyptian claimant to the throne.106 On 29 August 30
b.c., the Egyptian New Year, Ptolemaic rule came to an end.
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Epilogue

octavian annexed egypt as a Roman province, dating the event
from the day he had entered Alexandria, 1 August 30 b.c.1 Cornelius
Gallus was placed in charge. The Ptolemaic Empire was dismembered,
its territories divided between Rome and the allied kings. The Egyptian
revenue now available paid the Roman veterans of Actium, including
those who had fought for Antonius.2 His statues were destroyed, but
Cleopatra’s were allowed to stand, for to remove them would have unwise
religious overtones, and the 2,000 talents that Octavian received from a
member of her court ensured their survival.3 A project to build a major
temple to the queen was still under discussion more than 30 years after
her death, but seems to have come to nothing. Yet her cult lasted until
at least a.d. 373, when the scribe of the book of Isis at Philai, Petesenufe,
reported that he “overlaid the figure of Cleopatra with gold.”4
Three years later Octavian would become the emperor Augustus.
He would survive until a.d. 14, restructuring Rome in such a way as
to adopt many of the ideas of Hellenistic monarchy that Cleopatra had
promoted, although perhaps as no surprise he banned Egyptian religious rites from within the city limits.5 He traveled through most of the
Roman world yet never returned to Egypt. But Egyptian artistic and
architectural themes pervaded the new world that he built. The Temple
of Apollo Palatinus, built next to the emperor’s residence and dedicated
on 9 October 28 b.c.,6 was decorated with terracotta plaques showing
Egyptian lotus blossoms and sculpture depicting the mythological tale
of the daughters of Danaos and the sons of Aigyptos, an allegory almost
banal in its obviousness.7 Soon an obelisk from the sixth century b.c.

was brought to Rome and set up as a sundial in the Campus Martius,
near Augustus’s mausoleum—itself influenced by Egypt—where (after
re-erection and restoration) it still stands today.8 The most visible piece
of Egyptian-inspired architecture extant in Rome is the well-known
pyramidal tomb of C. Cestius, south of the Aventine, dated to around
15 b.c.9 Paintings in Egyptian style pervaded Roman art of the next
several generations.10 Sphinxes became a common decorative element.11
And Cleopatra herself still stood in Caesar’s Temple of Venus Genetrix.
To paraphrase Horace,12 captured Egypt captivated Rome.
Octavia never remarried, and she lived in her home on the Palatine
next to that of her brother. She survived until 11 b.c., participating in
the Augustan building program and devoting herself to raising the
large number of children that she had acquired, including all those of
Antonius who survived.
Antonius’s family would continue to be prominent. His granddaughter Pythodoris would rule in Pontos, and her descendants
would be significant members of the royalty and aristocracy in Asia
Minor until the third century a.d.13 Antonius’s children with Fulvia
and Octavia would be among the leaders of the new regime in Rome
for more than half a century after his death. The longest survivor was
the younger Antonia, mother of the emperor Claudius, grandmother
of Gaius Caligula, and great-grandmother of Nero; she died in a.d. 37.
Antonius’s last known descendant in Rome was Sergius Octavius Laenas,
the consul of a.d. 131.14
Quintus Dellius retired and wrote his history of Antonius’s
campaigns. Like many of Antonius’ companions, he never returned to
the East. Domitius Ahenobarbus died just after he left Antonius, but a
large number of those around the triumvir went on to distinguished
careers in the new regime. Munatius Plancus was active politically for
many years, proposing the name “Augustus” for Octavian in 27 b.c.,
holding office, and building the Temple of Saturn in Rome. Horace
dedicated an ode to him.15 Plancus led the diplomatic mission of 20
b.c. that brought lasting peace with the Parthians, and also found time
to write his memoirs. When he died—the date is unknown—he was
buried at Caieta (modern Gaeta), on the coast south of Rome, where
his fine tomb—inspired by what he had seen in Egypt—with its eulogy
that he wrote for himself are still visible. Nikolaos of Damascus ended
up in the service of both Augustus and Herod and his descendants
for at least the next quarter-century, and wrote his account of Herod’s
152

Cleopatra

reign. Cleopatra’s teacher Philostratos may also have gone to the court
of Herod.16
The kings who supported Cleopatra and Antonius had mixed fates.
Malchos and Herod could not both survive and bring any hope of stability
to the southern Levant, and Malchos vanishes from the historical record
shortly after the death of Cleopatra, either conveniently dying or being
deposed by Octavian.17 The future career of Herod is well known: he
received back the territories that he had lost to Cleopatra, as well as her
bodyguard to be his own, but continued to be a problematic Roman ally
for the remaining quarter-century of his life. Ironically he was designated to fund and build Nikopolis, the victory city that Octavian established at Actium.18 Archelaos of Kappadokia was the longest survivor
of the network of allied kings, lasting until around a.d. 17, one of the
last alive who had served with Cleopatra and Antonius. Artavasdes of
Media Atropatene lived until 20 b.c., but in reduced circumstances, and
he received back his daughter, Iotape, who eventually became the matriarch of the royal line of Kommagene.19
Three of Cleopatra’s children survived to leave Alexandria. The twins
Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene, about 11 years of age, and Ptolemy
Philadelphos, about six, were sent to Rome to the care of Octavia.20 The
removal to Rome is the last time that Ptolemy Philadelphos appears in
the historical record. Presumably he died in the winter of 30/29 b.c., as
he did not feature in the triumph that Octavian celebrated in August
of 29 b.c., commemorating his victories of the past few years. But the
twins did participate, as the Sun and Moon, and there was also an effigy
of their mother with the asp clinging to her.21 This is the last mention of
Alexander, and he must have died shortly thereafter since he was almost
of the age when marriage plans would need to be considered, and there
is no record of such efforts. There is no reason to believe that anything
suspicious happened to either of the boys: child mortality was high in
Rome, and the chilly damp winters would have been especially detrimental to children from Egypt.
Thus by the early 20s b.c. Cleopatra Selene was the only living
descendant of Cleopatra VII. She too was close to marriageable age,
and before long Octavia found a suitable candidate within her own
household. For a number of years she had been raising another royal
refugee, Juba II. His father, the Numidian king Juba I, had died in 46
b.c. supporting the Pompeian cause. As a result of this, Julius Caesar
provincialized his kingdom, the territory south and west of Carthage,
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and brought Juba’s infant son to Rome. Juba II was the descendant of a
long line of distinguished Hellenized kings of Numidia. His ancestors
included the famous Jugurtha, who had given Rome such difficulty in
the latter second century b.c., and Jugurtha’s grandfather Massinissa, the
intimate of Ptolemy VIII. It was probably not lost on Octavia that the
families of Juba II and Cleopatra Selene had already been in contact.
One of the issues facing Augustus in the early 20s b.c. was the
matter of Mauretania, northwestern Africa (roughly modern Algeria
and Morocco), whose last kings had died without heirs in the late
30s b.c. As unorganized territory with a substantial Italian mercantile
population, it needed Roman attention. Augustus’s solution was to place
Juba II and Cleopatra Selene on the throne of a new allied kingdom.
The royal couple were married, probably in 25 b.c., when Juba was
about 22 and Cleopatra Selene 15, and sent off to Mauretania, where
they turned the decayed Carthaginian trading city of Iol into a magnificent new capital that was named Caesarea (modern Cherchel in
Algeria). It would become the most important city in northwest Africa.
Cleopatra Selene enlisted the remnants of her mother’s circle and
created her own entourage in Caesarea. She imported a vast amount of
sculpture from Alexandria, probably including portraits of her mother
and a member of the priestly family of Ptah—one of her cousins—and
other examples of Egyptian art. Artists also came from Alexandria to
Mauretania, including the gem-cutter Gnaios, who had worked for her
father and would carve portraits of Diomedes, Herakles, and the queen
herself.22 Cleopatra Selene also brought the Greek language to the court,
although it was located in a region far outside its historic area, and struck
her coins in that language, some commemorating her mother.23 The inevitable court circle of scholars was created, some of whom may have come
from Alexandria. Juba II was a notable scholar himself, and Cleopatra
Selene became an implementer of her husband’s continued scholarly
activities, assisting in providing the access to data from Alexandrian
sources that allowed Juba to write his Libyka, completed by 2 b.c., the
most comprehensive study of North Africa from antiquity.24 Issues were
considered that had long been at the center of Ptolemaic scholarship but
demanded new analysis in the Roman world, such as the source of the
Nile, elephants, and the limits and dimensions of Africa. Juba’s next treatise was titled On Arabia, devoted to the territories farther east—Arabia
was believed to begin at the east bank of the Nile—which itself emphasized a region connected to the Ptolemies. It is the major ancient source
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for the Arabian peninsula and its environs.25 The well-placed connections
of Cleopatra Selene were doubtless an important asset to his scholarship.
Both treatises included details about Cleopatra VII not known elsewhere.
The only certain child of Cleopatra Selene and Juba was born sometime between 13 and 9 b.c.26 Cleopatra Selene called the boy Ptolemy,
making a dramatic statement about the contemporary role of the
Mauretanian dynasty and her own heritage, the strongest evidence that
she saw herself as the inheritor of the Ptolemaic world, her mother’s
legitimate heir, and thus the surviving Ptolemaic ruler. This would give
her title not only to Egypt, but other territories such as Cyprus. Her
father had given her the Cyrenaica, and thus she could believe that
she ruled all North Africa except the small Roman territory around
Carthage. Of course this ran counter to the Roman interpretation of
contemporary politics, and there is no evidence that the queen sought
to enforce her claims. The relationship of her kingdom with the Roman
elite seems to have remained solid throughout her life. But her activities
at Caesarea, creating a Ptolemaic court in exile, making Greek the official
language, stocking the city with Ptolemaic art and culture, encouraging
her husband to write on topics relevant to the Ptolemaic world, and
naming her son Ptolemy, is impressive evidence of her thoughts on this
matter. A second child, one Drusilla, is problematic, mentioned only by
Tacitus as a granddaughter of Antonius and Cleopatra, which, granted,
seems to provide no options other than Juba and Selene for parents. But
it is possible that Drusilla was a daughter of Ptolemy of Mauretania.27
Cleopatra Selene essentially vanishes from the record with the birth
of her son Ptolemy, a common fate for women. The only further documentation is a eulogy on her death, written by Krinagoras of Mytilene,
which suggests that it occurred in 5 b.c.28 Only 35 years of age, she was
buried in the royal mausoleum that she and her husband had built,
inspired by her mother’s tomb and still visible today near Tipasa in
Algeria, some 25 miles east of Caesarea.
Juba II lived 30 years more, to be succeeded in a.d. 23 or 24 by his son,
Ptolemy.29 The historical record has not been good to Ptolemy, perhaps
inevitable given the distinction of his parents and grandparents, and
even though Rome confirmed his kingship, his reign has reports of
indecisiveness and overly luxuriant living. He ruled for nearly 20 years,
although little is known until the very end of the reign, when he was
summoned by his cousin the emperor Gaius Caligula, probably in
a.d. 40.30 Ptolemy had been issuing gold coins, something generally
Epilogue

155

prohibited to the allied kings, and assuming other paraphernalia, such as
triumphal regalia, reserved for the emperor. This may demonstrate Ptolemy’s
perception of his status—the last surviving Ptolemaic king—and a belief
that he was far more distinguished than a mere Roman emperor. Whatever
the original reason for the summons, Gaius had Ptolemy executed while at
the imperial court. The Mauretanian population responded by revolting,
and several years of Roman operations were necessary before the territory
was stabilized and provincialized.31
The dynasty of Cleopatra VII ended with her grandson, who was
truly the last of the Ptolemies, but over 200 years after his death, the
famous queen of Palmyra, Zenobia, claimed to be related to Cleopatra
and to possess some of her dinnerware and jewelry.32 Zenobia called
herself Cleopatra,33 but she also said she was descended from Dido and
Semiramis, so it may all be fictitious. Moreover, the source is the notoriously unreliable Scriptores Historiae Augustae, and the information may
merely be a misunderstood conflation of previous data,34 but it would
be perfectly reasonable for the famous queen of Palmyra to feel some
kinship with her Ptolemaic predecessor, demonstrating the power that
Cleopatra VII still wielded 300 years after her reign.
Cleopatra transcended the collapse of her ambition. Not only was
she the object of worship in Egypt until at least the fourth century a.d.,
she was an important role model for the formation of the Roman Empire.
For obvious reasons she was hardly acknowledged in any positive sense,
but her concept of monarchy and her idea of creating a powerful Greekoriented state in the Eastern Mediterranean helped determine Roman
policy for centuries. Her territory would be part of Rome—not separated from it—but Roman sensitivity to local practices, use of the Greek
language, and the network of allied kings all were continuations of the
queen’s policies. Even in the city of Rome her influence could long be
seen, in its architecture, Egyptian tastes, and even the enhanced role of
the aristocratic women of the Empire. Cleopatra was a force not to be
eliminated merely by death.
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1. Outline of Cleopatra’s Life
and Career

69 b.c.: Cleopatra is born near the beginning of the year to King Ptolemy XII
of Egypt and an unknown mother, second of (eventually) five children of the
king.
58 b.c.: Ptolemy XII flees Egypt; Cleopatra may have accompanied him at least
as far as Athens, perhaps to Rome. Her elder sister, Berenike IV, usurps the
kingdom.
55 b.c.: Ptolemy XII is restored by the Romans, including M. Antonius, whom
Cleopatra meets for the first time. Berenike IV is executed by her father.
52 b.c.: Ptolemy XII writes a will naming his two older children, Cleopatra and
Ptolemy XIII, as joint heirs.
51 b.c.: Ptolemy XII dies early in the year; his two older children assume power.
Cleopatra travels to Hermonthis (22 March) to install the Buchis bull. She
removes Ptolemy XIII from the joint rule (by 29 August). Sons of Bibulus are
killed (perhaps early 50 b.c.). Brief alliance is forged between Cleopatra and
Ptolemy XIV (perhaps 50 b.c.).
50 b.c.: Ptolemy XIII gains ascendancy with assistance of his father’s ministers
(by 27 October).
49 b.c.: Ptolemy XIII begins his regnal dating. Gnaeus Pompeius the Younger
comes to Alexandria seeking help for his father; the joint monarchs send him
ships and troops, but become increasingly estranged during the year. Cleopatra
flees to the Thebaid (perhaps early 48 b.c.).
48 b.c.: Cleopatra leaves Egypt for Syria and raises an army. Julius Caesar
defeats the elder Pompeius at Pharsalos (9 August). Pompeius arrives in Egypt
and is killed by those around Ptolemy XIII. Caesar arrives thereafter and
takes up residence in Alexandria. Cleopatra returns from Syria. Caesar forces
a reconciliation between the monarchs, and makes the two younger siblings
(Ptolemy XIV and Arsinoë IV) rulers of Cyprus. Ptolemy XIII’s advisors start

the Alexandrian War, which continues into spring. Arsinoë joins the side of
Ptolemy XIII (perhaps early 47 b.c.).
47 b.c.: Alexandrian War settled early in year; Ptolemy XIII killed. Caesar makes
Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIV joint monarchs, including rule of Cyprus. Arsinoë
is removed from the succession and sent to Rome. Caesar remains in Egypt for
several weeks and takes Nile cruise. In spring, Caesar leaves Alexandria and
returns to Rome by way of Pontos. Cleopatra has her first child, Caesarion (23
June).
46 b.c.: Caesar celebrates his triumph, in which Arsinoë appears and is then sent
into exile in Ephesos. Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIV go to Rome (late summer)
and are made friendly and allied monarchs by Caesar. Statue of Cleopatra
placed in Forum Julium. She returns to Alexandria by autumn.
44 b.c.: Cleopatra returns to Rome, probably to solidify her position after
Caesar eliminates all opposition. Caesar assassinated (15 March). Cleopatra
returns to Alexandria as Octavian arrives in Rome (April). She has Ptolemy
XIV eliminated (summer).
43 b.c.: Triumvirate constituted. Cleopatra approached by Cassius for assistance and refuses, but she sends four legions left in Egypt by Caesar to
Dolabella. Cleopatra sails in command of her fleet to Greece to assist triumvirs, but the fleet is damaged in a storm. Triumvirs grant official recognition of Caesarion.
42 b.c.: Battle of Philippi (autumn). Antonius remains in East to settle affairs.
41 b.c.: Antonius makes headquarters at Tarsos and summons Cleopatra
(summer). He confirms her position, perhaps giving her parts of Kilikia, kills
Arsinoë at her request, and joins her (late autumn) in Egypt for a vacation.
40 b.c.: Antonius leaves Egypt (spring) to settle problems in Syria and Rome.
Cleopatra gives birth to Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene (late summer).
Perusine War occurs in Italy. Antonius’s wife, Fulvia, dies. Settlement between
triumvirs at Brundisium (September). Antonius officially receives East as his
province and marries Octavia. Herod visits Cleopatra (December).
37 b.c.: Triumvirate renewed; preparations made for Parthian War. Octavia
remains in Italy as Antonius establishes headquarters at Antioch and sends for
Cleopatra, who brings the three-year-old twins. Major territorial distributions
to Cleopatra begin and continue into 34 b.c. Antonius’s actions, exploited by
Octavian, meet with public disfavor in Rome.
36 b.c.: Parthian expedition sets forth; Cleopatra travels with it as far as
Zeugma. She makes a tour of new possessions and visits Herod. She bears her
fourth child, Ptolemy Philadelphos (summer). Parthian expedition becomes
a disaster; Antonius struggles back to coast and summons Cleopatra for aid,
eventually returning to Alexandria with her.
35 b.c.: Plans made for a renewed Parthian expedition; Octavia announces
her desire to join Antonius with logistical support but is stopped at Athens
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and returns to Rome. Antagonism between Antonius and Octavian intensifies. Antonius abandons campaigning for the year with no significant
accomplishments.
34 b.c.: Parthian campaign is renewed once again but is limited to capturing the
disloyal king of Armenia. Cleopatra and Antonius celebrate Parthian triumph
in Alexandria and hold the ceremony known as Donations of Alexandria, codifying territorial adjustments and making their children rulers of various areas.
This is met with general outrage in Rome, exploited by Octavian.
33 b.c.: Intense propaganda war develops between the two triumvirs. Triumvirate
expires at end of year and is not renewed.
32 b.c.: Senators and consuls loyal to Antonius leave Rome and join him in East
(February). Cleopatra and Antonius move to Ephesos and begin to constitute
their forces, then move on to Samos and Athens, where she is honored by the
city. Octavian seizes Antonius’s will and, after a selective reading, declares war
on Cleopatra. The couple summons the support of 11 allied kings. Cleopatra
persuades Antonius not to attack Octavian in Italy, and the couple goes into
winter quarters in Patrai.
31 b.c.: Cleopatra and Antonius move to vicinity of Actium to block any movement by Octavian toward Egypt. Forces engage on 2 September; Cleopatra
withdraws fleet during battle. Antonius attempts unsuccessfully to gain support
in Cyrene; Cleopatra returns to Egypt and prepares to hand over kingdom to
Caesarion and flee into exile, but is thwarted by Malchos. Octavian moves to
Rhodes, and negotiations begin, lasting into 30 b.c.
30 b.c.: With negotiations going nowhere, Octavian invades Egypt. After
a number of military defeats and defections, Cleopatra tricks Antonius into
suicide, and then kills herself (10 August). Caesarion becomes king, but in
theory only, and he is promptly killed. The Ptolemaic kingdom comes to an end,
and Egypt becomes a Roman province (29 August, backdated to 1 August).
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2. Genealogy of the Later
Ptolemies

The stemma on the following page is greatly simplified and is limited to those
prominent in the text; for detailed genealogies of the Ptolemaic family see
Hölbl, History of the Ptolemaic Empire, 364–69, and (for the last century of the
dynasty) Sullivan, Near Eastern Royalty and Rome, 100–30 b.c., stemma 7. Dates
are all b.c. except for the few that are a.d. at the end of the stemma, and all are
regnal dates unless otherwise noted.

3. Cleopatra’s Mother

Because the identity of the mother of Cleopatra VII is unknown, this has
provided fertile ground for speculation, often more ludicrous than reasonable.1
Although certainty is impossible, it seems clear that she was a member of the
Egyptian religious elite. The legal wife of Ptolemy XII was his sister Cleopatra
VI, whom he had married shortly after his accession in 80 b.c., but who fell out
of favor at the court around the time of the birth of Cleopatra VII.2 Strabo, who
lived in Alexandria shortly after her death, if not before, and was well informed
about the city and its culture, recorded that only the eldest of Ptolemy’s three
daughters, Berenike IV, was legitimate,3 which would exclude Cleopatra VII,
her younger sister Arsinoë IV, and her two brothers Ptolemy XIII and XIV from
being children of Cleopatra VI. Yet no one but Strabo mentioned this, and,
strangely, it is absent from the sources deriving from the Roman demonization
of Cleopatra that call her all kinds of other names but never illegitimate. Thus it
may be presumed that she was only technically illegitimate; in other words, she
was not the daughter of Ptolemy’s legal wife Cleopatra VI, yet her mother was
a person of importance who was probably not Ptolemaic. Obviously she was
someone that the Roman propaganda machine could not manage to condemn.
If she were merely a slave or concubine, it is unlikely that Cleopatra VII would
have become as powerful as she did or that the Romans would have ignored the
fact. Improper parentage was repeatedly invoked in the case of her father, who
was called a bastard throughout his life because of his mother, whoever she was.
Yet the matter of Cleopatra VII’s mother remains unresolved. Either the queen
was the daughter of Cleopatra VI,4 whose loss of favor obscured the issue, or,
more probably, her mother was some other person with status at the court who
could supply Cleopatra VII with a solid lineage that was more important than
her failure to be a daughter of her father’s legal wife. The liaisons that produced

Cleopatra VII’s own offspring were similar, for the status of the parent (in this
case the father) outweighed legal niceties.
Cleopatra had a great affinity for Egyptian culture, more than any of her
royal predecessors, and unlike them spoke the Egyptian language: thus her
early life was subject to unusual influences. A natural source for these would
be her mother, therefore by necessity a non-Greek person of importance well
grounded in Egyptian culture, most probably a member of the indigenous aristocracy of Egypt, a background that would provide sufficient status for a royal
heir. The Egyptian religious elite had been connected to the Ptolemies since
at least the late second century b.c. when Psenptais II, the high priest of Ptah,
and a member of the hereditary priestly family of Petubastis,5 married a certain
Berenike, whose name demonstrates that she was a royal personage, probably
the daughter of Ptolemy VIII. Psenptais’s son, Petubastes III, who would have
been half Ptolemaic, had enough stature to assist in implementing Ptolemy XII’s
claim to the throne and then to officiate at his coronation in 76 b.c.6 On his
funerary stele, Petubastes III recorded that Ptolemy XII had several wives, each
of significant status to produce royal children. One of these was the mother of
Cleopatra VII. It thus seems no accident that this hereditary priestly family
was commemorated by Cleopatra’s daughter Cleopatra Selene at her royal city
of Mauretanian Caesarea,7 thus singling out Egyptian clergy far from Egypt,
a peculiar act unless they were relatives. It is impossible to fit Cleopatra VII
exactly into this family, but the most likely scenario is that her mother was a
daughter or granddaughter of Psenptais II and Berenike. Thus Cleopatra Selene
at Caesarea was commemorating her grandmother’s family, the priestly family
of which she herself was a descendant.
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4. Was Cleopatra a
Roman Citizen?

Unlike many states in the ancient Mediterranean world, the Romans were
liberal in bestowing citizenship on foreigners, as such donations created a
support group among the indigenous elite that could be used in advancing
Roman interests. This concept originated as Roman power spread through
Italy but became more prevalent when Rome encountered the Greek states and
eastern kingdoms. A prominent local person given Roman citizenship would
have a reason to support Roman policy in his region, and as early as the second
century b.c. Roman magistrates operating in the eastern Mediterranean regularly gave citizenship to the city leaders and royalty whom they encountered.
Those who now held the privilege could also use it to their own advantage, as
Herod the Great and Paul of Tarsos learned.
There is no explicit evidence that Cleopatra VII was a Roman citizen;8
in fact the historical record is totally silent. But there is a substantial amount
of circumstantial data that suggests she was one. It is clear that her daughter
Cleopatra Selene was a citizen, for otherwise her marriage to Juba II would
not have been legal, something that Octavia, who arranged the marriage,
would hardly have allowed. But Cleopatra Selene’s citizenship need not to
have come from her mother, as her father Antonius could have bestowed it
directly. Antonius—always generous with citizenship—could also have given it
to Cleopatra VII if she did not hold it already. The references in the propaganda
war of the late 30s b.c. to Antonius’s marriage to a foreign queen is not a statement on Cleopatra VII’s status since the issues were bigamy and xenophobia,
not citizenship. In fact, these slanders stress that the marriage was illegal, which
implies that there could have been a reason to consider it legal and not the mere
delights of a soldier on campaign. Yet there would be no such issue unless the
queen were a citizen.

Rather than receive citizenship from Antonius, however, Cleopatra likely
held it from birth. There are several occasions when her ancestors might have
received it: either when her great-grandfather Ptolemy VIII visited Rome and
courted Cornelia, when his grandson Ptolemy XII was himself in Rome, or
when the latter was restored by Gabinius and Antonius. All these were typical
occasions for receiving citizenship. Even if Cleopatra did not obtain it through
her ancestry, Julius Caesar or Antonius could have bestowed it, thus ensuring
it for their own children. Petty dynasts and prominent people in Greek cities
received it from Roman magistrates in the East, and it is hard to imagine that
the Ptolemies were overlooked. If so, they would stand virtually alone among
the dynasties of the late Hellenistic world.
Thus it is almost certain that Cleopatra VII was a Roman citizen, something conveniently ignored by both the propaganda wars and the Augustan
recension of her career, as acknowledgment of this would substantially weaken
the case against her. But it is quite probable that the Ptolemies, unlike many
of the petty dynasts, did not see Roman citizenship as enhancing their status,
which they felt to be far more distinguished than that of the Romans: hence the
silence of the record.
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5. Some Ancient Literary
Descriptions of Cleopatra

Included here are four accounts of famous moments in the life of Cleopatra VII
as well as the Sibylline Oracle that may refer to the queen. Only Horace and
the oracle date from her era; the remaining three are significantly later but are
based on eyewitness reports. The original sources are not known with certainty,
but all, except to some extent the account from Horace, are remarkably free of
the negative views of the queen popularized in her last years that continue to
influence modern impressions. These are the best existing characterizations of
the personality of Cleopatra.
Plutarch, Antonius 27.2–4. The context is the meeting with Antonius at Tarsos
in 41 b.c., but the description is a general view of her demeanor and education
and need not reflect that particular moment. The source is not mentioned but
was presumably someone in regular contact with the queen and her court,
perhaps Nikolaos of Damascus or Sokrates of Rhodes.
Her conversation was inescapably gripping, and her appearance along
with the persuasiveness of her discussion and her character, which affected
those around her, was particularly incisive. There was a sweetness in the
tones of her voice, and her tongue was like a many-stringed instrument,
so that she could easily make use of whatever language she wished, and
thus when she had discussions with barbarians she hardly ever needed
an interpreter, but answered most of them without assistance, whether
they were Ethiopians, Trogodytes, Hebrews, Arabians, Syrians, Medes, or
Parthians. It was said that she also learned many other languages.
Plutarch, Caesar 49.1–2. The report of Cleopatra’s first visit to Julius Caesar in
late summer 48 b.c. may be based on an account by her confidant Apollodoros
of Sicily, otherwise unknown, but prominent in the incident.

Taking only Apollodoros the Sicilian from her friends, she embarked
in a small boat and landed at the palace when it was already becoming
quite dark. Since it was otherwise difficult to escape notice, she
stretched herself out in a bedsack, and Apollodoros tied up the bedsack
with a rope and carried it through the doors to Caesar. It is said that
by this device he was first conquered by Cleopatra, as she showed her
impudence, and through the charm of further conversation with her
he reconciled her with her brother as joint rulers.
Plutarch, Antonius 26.1–3. This vivid description of Cleopatra approaching
Antonius at Tarsos in 41 b.c. is probably from Sokrates of Rhodes, who was
present (Athenaios 4.147–48). Quintus Dellius, Antonius’s chronicler, may also
have contributed. The perspective of the source is clear: someone on the banks
of the Kydnos, close enough to see Cleopatra and her entourage in her thalamegos, and to hear the music and smell the incense.
She sailed up the Kydnos River in a boat with a golden stern, purple sails
spread, the rowers pulling the silver oars to the sound of flutes, pipes,
and strings. She herself reclined under a canopy adorned with gold,
looking like a painting of Aphrodite, with boys like Erotes in paintings
standing on either side and fanning her. In addition, her most beautiful
serving maidens were positioned, like Nereids or Graces, at the tiller
and the lines. Marvellous scents from innumerable incense offerings
spread along the river banks. It was said everywhere that Aphrodite
had come to celebrate with Dionysos for the good of Asia.
Sibylline Oracle 3.350–80. The Sibylline Oracles reached their present form in
late antiquity but are a complex layering of material put together over many
centuries, often including Eastern thought, and with many textual uncertainties. Like most ancient oracles, their legitimacy can easily be disputed, and they
served contemporary political needs. The oracle in question reflects the situation after 63 b.c. and the heavy Roman involvement in the East. Nevertheless it
contains ideas of universal harmony that originated with Alexander the Great,
coupled with the prophetic optimism common in the second half of the first
century b.c. and familiar through contemporary literature. There is also a
distinct biblical tone, which suggests that the oracle may have originated in the
Levant. The identity of the woman who is cutting Rome’s hair is by no means
certain, but if the phrase is to be taken literally there seems no option other than
Cleopatra VII. If the oracle does refer to the queen, it probably dates from the
30s b.c., and it both provides a positive view of her that is untainted by Roman
thought and demonstrates that some in the contemporary Greek and Levantine
world saw her as the best hope for the future, even a messianic figure.
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As much tribute as Rome received from Asia, three times that amount
will Asia take back from Rome, paying her back for her destructive
arrogance. As many as were taken from Asia to live in Rome, 20 times
that many Italians will serve in poverty in Asia, and a thousand times
as many will pay. Virgin offspring of Latin Rome, rich in gold and
luxury and often drunk with so many much-remembered marriages,
you will be a slave bride, not a proper one, and often your mistress
cuts your elegant hair, and treating you justly will cast you from the
heavens to the earth, and then raise you again from the earth to the
heavens. [lines 362–66 omitted as intrusive and irrelevant]
Calm peace will travel to the Asian land, and then Europe will be
blessed, with the air rich in herds for many years, robust, and neither
stormy nor hailing, producing all the birds and footed beasts of the
earth. Blessed will be man and woman in that time, as blessed as those
dwelling in the fields. All good order will come from the starry heavens
to men, and justice and wise harmony, which will be totally brought
forth for mortals, as well as love, friendship, and hospitality. Yet denial
will then flee from men, and poverty and need, and also lawlessness,
reproach, envy, anger, foolishness, murder, accursed strife, baneful
wrangling, theft by night, and every kind of evil.
Plutarch, Antonius 85. The account of Cleopatra’s death is from the report
of her physician Olympos (Antonius 82.2), with some details added from the
Autobiography of Augustus or perhaps the memoirs of some of his entourage.
The asp does not appear in this version.
Having bathed, she reclined and had a particularly fine meal. And
someone came from the country carrying a basket, and when the
guards asked him what he was bringing he opened it and removed
the leaves, showing a receptacle full of figs. They were amazed at their
quality and size, and he smiled and invited them to take some, so they
trusted him and told him to go in. After the meal Cleopatra took a
tablet that she had already written on and sealed, and sent it to Caesar
[i.e., Octavian], and then sending all away except her two women
closed the doors. When Caesar opened the tablet and found prayers
and lamentations begging that she be buried with Antonius, he immediately knew what had happened. At first he started off to give aid
himself, but then sent others quickly to investigate. But the incident
had happened swiftly. They arrived at a run and found that the guards
had not noticed anything, and upon opening the doors found her lying
dead on a golden couch, regally adorned. Regarding the two women,
the one called Eiras was dying at her feet, and Charmion, already
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fallen and heavy in the head, was arranging the diadem around her
head. Someone angrily said, “This is a fine thing, Charmion.” “It is
most fine,” she said, “and fitting for the descendant of so many kings.”
She said nothing more, but fell alongside the couch.
Horace, Ode 1.37.21–32. Horace’s poem celebrating the death of Cleopatra
was written shortly after the event (no later than 23 b.c. and probably before).
Thus it is one of the earliest accounts of her demise, but it already reflects the
standard Roman view of a dangerous and drunken threat to Rome who was
successfully eliminated. Yet at the end of his ode Horace moves to a higher
level, showing true respect for the queen and her decision to die rather than
to appear in Octavian’s triumph. The liburnian was a fast two-banked galley
modified from the pirate vessel used by the residents of Liburnia, on the
Dalmatian coast. It was commonly used by Octavian in the sea battles of the
30s b.c. (Casson, Ships and Seamanship in the Ancient World, 141–42).
Seeking to die more nobly, she did not fear the dagger like a woman,
nor did she seek a hidden shore with her swift fleet. She dared to
look upon her fallen palace with a calm face, brave enough to handle
the harsh snakes, so that she absorbed the black poison in her body,
becoming bolder in her decision to die, unwilling to be led on hostile
liburnians as a private citizen for an arrogant triumph. She would not
be a humiliated woman.
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6.The Iconography
of Cleopatra VII

The iconography of Cleopatra VII is elusive, although the subject of much
scholarship.9 Two excellent catalogues have appeared in the last decade, one
produced by the British Museum in 2001 and the other from an exhibit in
Hamburg in 2006–7.10 The outstanding visual representations in both these
books, especially the former, provide easy access to essentially the totality of
the known and suggested iconography of the queen, although obviously interpretations will continue to change. Determining her extant representations
remains a difficult problem, because only her coins and Egyptian reliefs and
steles have inscriptions that identify her, and both these genres have their own
issues of interpretation. None of the suggested portraits of the queen within
the Greco-Roman tradition can be attributed on anything other than arthistorical grounds, a methodology with obvious pitfalls, and although many
of the conclusions are probably valid, one still lacks definitive evidence. As
with the biographical details of the queen’s life, the information is frustratingly
limited.
Her iconography falls into four categories. There are a few pieces of
Hellenistic sculpture and other artistic media, all identified by style and details.
There are coins from more than a dozen cities on which the queen is identified
by the legend, mostly from the Levant but as far west as Cyrene and Patrai and
including a few struck by Antonius. There are a number of Egyptian portraits,
sculptures, and reliefs; the latter often cite the queen by name. And finally, there
is a genre of works produced immediately after her death as a parallel to the
Augustan literary output, serving the same purpose of establishing the politically correct view of the queen within the new regime and the self-conception of
the Augustan era. These works—whether wall paintings or three-dimensional
media—have diagnostic elements that make their interpretation reasonable.
Since most were produced within a generation of Cleopatra’s death, they can be

assumed to be accurate visual representations of her physical features, even if
turned to a narrow purpose.11
Hellenistic-Roman portrait sculpture provides the best chance of showing
the queen drawn from life and within the most familiar artistic tradition.
Unfortunately the examples are few in number, and none is undisputed.
Provenience is often equally uncertain. Probably the best known is a Parian
marble portrait in Berlin (fig. 2),12 by all accounts found somewhere south of
Rome, although its history before being obtained by the museum in 1976—
the piece seems to have been known since the early nineteenth century—is
tortuous.13 It is a fine work, well preserved, showing Cleopatra with a melon
hairstyle and a royal diadem. Details, such as the hair and the prominent nose,
are similar to the consistent portrait of Cleopatra on her coins. If the suggestion
of an Italian provenience is correct, the Berlin head may have been produced
while the queen was in Rome in the 40s b.c. Despite the vagueness, the head
remains the most probable extant representation of the queen in HellenisticRoman art. It was carved when she was in her mid-twenties and demonstrates
the dignity and resoluteness that characterized her life.
Similar to the Berlin head is one in the Vatican, discovered at a villa on
the Via Appia in the late eighteenth century and recently suggested to be the
most certain extant portrait of Cleopatra.14 A striking representation in Parian

FIGURE 10. Wall painting in Room 71 of the House of M. Fabius Rufus,
Pompeii, showing the statue of Cleopatra VII in the Forum Julium. Courtesy
of Pietro Giovanni Guzzo, Domenico Esposito, and the Soprintendenza
Archeologica di Pompei.
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marble, it has the same hairstyle, royal diadem, and general features as the
Berlin head. Unfortunately its nose is broken, so it does not project the same
solemnity as its Berlin counterpart, but it belongs to the same tradition. A
rough and irregular patch on the left cheek suggests that (at least on the original) something was attached there, perhaps the infant Caesarion perched on
his mother’s shoulder.15 These portraits portray Cleopatra in her early twenties
but nevertheless show a woman already of exceptionally mature bearing. Both
may be versions of the famous gold statue of the queen that Caesar commissioned for his Forum Julium (see p. 72). In fact, this statue may be the archetype
for many portraits of Cleopatra, and it now seems probable that a contemporary rendition of it exists as a Second Style wall painting at Pompeii, in Room
71 of the House of M. Fabius Rufus. This shows a royal woman who strongly
resembles the queen as depicted in the Vatican portrait, wearing a royal diadem
and holding a Cupid on her shoulder, appearing at the massive double doors
of a templelike structure.16 Although a rendering of Venus with Cupid comes
immediately to mind, the diadem means that the subject is a royal person and
that any divinity is only allegorical. The date of the painting is firmly fixed in
the 40s b.c., the very time that Cleopatra was twice in Italy. There seems little
doubt that this is a depiction of Cleopatra and Caesarion before the doors of the
Temple of Venus in the Forum Julium, and, as such, it becomes the only extant
contemporary painting of the queen. Interestingly, it was concealed during a
major remodeling of the house in the Augustan period, perhaps not so much
an objection to continued visibility of Cleopatra (who after all could be seen in
the Forum Julium and probably elsewhere) but of Caesarion, whose claim to
be the legitimate heir of Julius Caesar was a continuing sore point for the new
regime.17
It has also been suggested that the Esquiline Venus is a version of
Cleopatra. The statue was discovered in 1874 in Rome and is now in the Palazzo
dei Conservatori.18 A well-known piece of ancient art, it depicts a nude woman
whose face is somewhat suggestive of the Berlin and Vatican Cleopatras, especially with the handling of the mouth and chin, although the face as a whole
is thinner. The hairstyles are similar. At her feet is a draped base with a uraeus
wrapped around it. This, and the queen’s self-identification with Aphrodite or
Venus, are the basis of the attribution. The piece is generally thought to be from
around a.d. 50, a copy of a work perhaps from the school of Pasiteles of the first
century b.c. Attribution to Cleopatra VII, first put forth in the 1950s, has been
revived recently but is still very much disputed.19 Objections generally focus
on the facial differences and whether Cleopatra would have been depicted as a
nude Greek goddess, and the attribution, although intriguing, remains highly
speculative.
Other putative portraits are even less certain. One in Parian marble, now
in a private collection but originally belonging to the Cairo collector Maurice
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Nahman (1868–1948), has a striking resemblance to the Vatican and Berlin
heads, but lacks a royal diadem.20 Because it lacks a diadem, the statue most
likely does not depict Cleopatra since the queen was always conscious of her
royal status, indeed excessively so.21 It may be possible that the Nahman head,
probably of Egyptian origin, is from a subgenre of Cleopatran portraiture, one
in which women of the court (or even private citizens) imitated her style and
had themselves depicted in art but obviously could not wear the royal diadem.
A Parian marble portrait in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo22 is probably part
of the same tradition, showing an important member of the court who chose
to be depicted looking as much as possible as her royal mistress, although
the nose hints that it might even be a portrait of the queen herself. A piece
of Italian origin now in the British Museum is similar,23 with facial features
reminiscent of the Berlin and Vatican portraits but with a different hairstyle
and no diadem, much like a head from Rome now in the Museo Capitolino.24
It may even be that these last two portraits were of people in Rome in the
40s b.c. who imitated the style of the queen; not everyone could have had
Cicero’s abhorrence of her, and the presence of a dynamic royal personage in
the city might have spawned a certain amount of adulation, as with royalty and
popular figures today.
Two cameos may depict the queen. One, from perhaps 50 b.c. and in the
Bibliothèque National de France,25 shows a portrait in profile similar to the
sculptural types. Another in blue glass in the British Museum,26 of unknown
provenience, portrays a woman with a hairstyle and royal diadem similar to
those on the Berlin and Vatican portraits. The figure is also wearing a triple
uraeus, recently and brilliantly suggested to be Cleopatra’s reaction to the
Roman triumvirate, an assertion of her three sons.27 The triple uraeus appears
on a number of Egyptian statues, most notably one in black basalt in the
Hermitage,28 normally identified as Arsinoë II, but now believed, based both
on the uraeus and facial features, to be Cleopatra VII. Similar pieces are in
the Rosicrucian Museum in San Jose, California (fig. 3),29 and the Louvre.30
Still Egyptian in style, but with some Greek characteristics, are pieces in the
Metropolitan Museum31 and the Brooklyn Museum.32 All these have the triple
uraeus, and although facial features vary, they bear a certain resemblance to
one another.33 The Metropolitan Museum statue is most like the Berlin and
Vatican heads, and it even has a cartouche with “Cleopatra” on its upper right
arm, but this is of questionable authenticity. The precise origin of these pieces
is unknown, but the queen’s public sculpture survived her death, since at that
time a wealthy member of her court, a certain Archibios, paid Octavian the
immense sum of 2,000 talents not to destroy her statues.34
Although Egyptian reliefs are in the ancient style of Egyptian art, they
provide rare examples of unquestioned representations of the queen. Most
notable is on the south wall of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera (fig. 4), where
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Cleopatra is shown in profile making offerings to the gods; in front of her is
the young Caesarion, who was only a teenager but has all the massive authority
of a pharoah.35 Two steles also show the queen in Egyptian manner. One
from the Fayum, now in the Louvre,36 is dated to the first year of Cleopatra
Thea Philopator—who can only be Cleopatra VII—and is a dedication by one
Snonais, the president of the association of Isis. The date is thus 51 b.c., and
therefore it would be the earliest extant depiction of the queen. Interestingly it
shows her as male. The dedication, coming exactly at the time of the death of
Ptolemy XII, may originally have been intended for him, but was promptly yet
incompletely reworked when his daughter came to the throne (the inscription
shows evidence of recarving). Nevertheless there are precedents as early as the
time of Hatshepsut for Egyptian queens being represented as male.37 Moreover,
the Bucheum stele describing the installation of the Buchis bull of 22 March 51
b.c. also describes Cleopatra first as “the king” but then as “the queen.”38 In the
first months of her reign, the Egyptian aristocracy may not yet have adjusted
to the idea of a female ruler—recent previous queens had ended their reigns
in disaster—but this male characterization lasted to the end of her life; at her
death, her maid Charmion used the masculine gender to call her a “descendant of many kings.”39 Although in popular imagination the queen became an
icon of femininity, formal usage in Egypt could create a masculine Cleopatra,
perhaps high praise for her status and quality of rule.40
Another stele of uncertain date but probably from the late 30s b.c., in a
private collection in Montpellier, shows the divine triad Amen-Re, Mut, and
their son Khonsu,41 a type of family unit that was an integral part of Egyptian
religion from earliest times.42 Yet in this relief the triad is actually Julius Caesar,
Cleopatra, and Caesarion, thereby placing Caesarion—who stands in the
center—at the divine level, watched over by his divine parents. The format of
this relief is remindful of one from Karnak now in the British Museum, perhaps
from around 116 b.c., in which Cleopatra’s great-grandfather Ptolemy VIII along
with his wives Cleopatra II and III (who were mother and daughter) make an
offering to the original divine triad.43 Human and divine threesomes stand in
opposition but are still separate; in the Montpellier stele the two groups have
become one. If this stele dates from near the end of Cleopatra VII’s life—the
adolescent depiction of Caesarion suggests this—it probably demonstrates an
attempt to put the new pharaoh into the public consciousness of the Egyptian
people.
It is well known that beginning in the 30s b.c. a vast amount of Roman
literature sought to define the image of Cleopatra to the Roman audience.
In the years immediately after her death, this literature, often of the highest
quality, was used to control the dialogue about her reputation. There are many
familiar examples that need not be recounted here, culminating, perhaps, in
the vivid description of the Battle of Actium in the Aeneid,44 written less than
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a decade after the queen’s death. Less familiar, perhaps, are artistic representations from the same era and continuing into the Julio-Claudian period. Some
of these border on the scatological, such as a series of lamps dated to a.d. 50–75
that show a naked woman with the familiar melon hairstyle standing on a crocodile, engaged in a sexual act with a disembodied phallus.45 The lamps were
common along the northern frontier of the Roman Empire and may have been
a favorite in soldiers’ camps.46 Attribution to Cleopatra is not certain but probable, and the evolution of the type before a.d. 50 is unknown.47 Yet, in contrast,
some of the best pieces of Augustan and Julio-Claudian art may be connected
to Cleopatra. Most interesting is the recent suggestion that the Portland Vase in
the British Museum depicts an allegory involving the queen.48 In this compelling analysis, the main scene depicts Cleopatra drawing Antonius toward her,
assisted by the serpent that rises at her legs and Eros above her. Anton, the
ancestor of the Antonian family, looks on, despairing, as his descendant goes to
his doom. On the other side is Octavia, in the traditional pose of an abandoned
lover, with a heroic Octavian watching intently, and Venus, the ancestress of the
Julian family, offering comfort from the right. Although there have been many
interpretations of the scenes on the vase, there is little doubt that this is the
most satisfying. The dramatic date would be after Antonius sent Octavia back
to Italy, or 35–30 b.c., probably earlier in that period rather than later, although
the vase itself is probably from the Augustan period.
Egyptian-influenced wall painting is a well-known aspect of early Imperial
Rome: witness the Nile mosaic from the Casa del Fauno in Pompeii, the famous
Nile painting from Herculaneum,49 or the Nile mosaic at Praeneste.50 Although
many such works predate Cleopatra and have nothing to do with her personally, they show the long Roman fascination with the material culture of Egypt
that would only be enhanced in her era. Yet painting would seem an obvious
medium to depict the events of Cleopatra’s life. At Pompeii, in addition to the
painting in the House of M. Fabius Rufus already noted, which was created
before the queen’s death, a painting in the Casa di Giuseppe II, dated to the first
quarter of the first century a.d., depicts a woman wearing a diadem in the act
of committing suicide by poison, surrounded by five people.51 Two are female,
and three male; one of the males is wearing a diadem, and another appears to
be in Roman dress. At the left, one of the male attendants holds the mouth of a
crocodile, probably not the animal itself but the elaborate handle of a tray, the
rest of which is not visible. High up on the rear wall, in an unusual position, is
a set of double doors.
Conventionally this painting has been explained as the death of Sophonisba
(Sophoniba), the aristocratic Carthaginian beloved by the famous Numidian
king Massinissa, who late in the Second Punic War sent her poison so that
she would not be captured by the Romans.52 This romantic tale may have
been popularized in a tragedy—the major extant account, by Appian, reads as
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such—and became a paradigm of heroic opposition to Rome. Yet the parallels
to the death of Cleopatra VII are numerous, not only in the general tone and
situation, but the connections between the Numidian royalty and the Ptolemies
(Massinissa was a close associate of Ptolemy VIII, and his descendant Juba II
would marry Cleopatra’s daughter), as well as details of the painting, such as the
two female attendants, the Roman bystander, the crocodile motif, and even the
door enigmatically high up on the wall, suggesting the peculiar architecture of
Cleopatra’s tomb. No asp is shown, but many believed that Cleopatra had actually taken poison (see p. 148). The painting may well depict Sophonisba, as no
royal person attended Cleopatra’s death (although the artist may have suggested
the presence of Caesarion), but it was created when there were people still alive
who remembered the death of Cleopatra, and contemporaries viewing the
painting would immediately have thought of the famous more recent suicide
rather than an obscure incident that occurred more than 200 years before.
However romanticized, ambiguous, and inaccurate in detail, the painting in
the Casa di Giuseppe II may be the closest available to a contemporary rendition of the suicide of Cleopatra.

The Coin Portraits
Cleopatra’s coinage provides the only certain visual representations of the
queen within the Greco-Roman artistic tradition and in a sequence—however
disputed—from throughout her reign.53 Coins are known from more than a
dozen sites, mostly in the Levant, and from essentially every regnal year. The
common inscription on all her coinage is ΚΛΕΟΠΑΤΡΑΣ ΒΑΣΙΛΙΣΣΗΣ
(Queen Cleopatra). Her Egyptian coin portraits consistently show a right
profile, the melon hairstyle, royal diadem, and a prominent nose (fig. 11b). The
portraits are remarkably similar to those of her father.54 Although there are
slight variants, with some evidence of maturation over the 20 years that she was
on the throne, Cleopatra’s portraits are all much alike. Her provincial coinage
comes from a variety of mints. Of particular interest are silver tetradrachms
from Askalon, probably from 48 b.c., when the city was not yet Ptolemaic
territory and the queen was barely on the throne. These seem to represent the
support of the city—and its prominent citizen, Antipatros—in her civil war
with her brother Ptolemy XIII.55 Although this should be one of the earliest
extant portraits of the queen, at about age 21, it is astonishingly unattractive,
with a rigid puffy face and a disproportionately large nose, perhaps a failure of
the designer or mint,56 although some of the Alexandria coins show the same
characteristics.57 A decade later, when Askalon was part of her territory, a more
mature and attractive portrait appears, perhaps indicating greater control by
the queen herself over the minting process.58
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FIGURE 11. Coins of Cleopatra VII: (a) Bronze, probably from Cyprus,
showing the queen with the infant Caesarion. Courtesy of the Trustees of
the British Museum and Art Resource, New York (ART307002); (b) Bronze,
from Alexandria. Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum and Art
Resource, New York (ART366014); (c) Bronze, from Berytos. Courtesy of the
American Numismatic Society (1944.100.70154); (d) Silver, with the queen
and M. Antonius, unknown provenience, 35–33 b.c. Courtesy of the American
Numismatic Society (1967.152.567); (e) Silver denarius with the queen and
M. Antonius, probably from 32 b.c. Courtesy of the Trustees of the British
Museum and Art Resource, New York (ART366016).

Much of Cleopatra’s coinage reflects her territorial ambitions, especially
in the early 30s b.c. Berytos (fig. 11c), Damascus, Orthosia,59 and Tripolis, all
Phoenician cities she acquired at that time, began to issue coinage with her
portrait.60 Although the artistic quality varies, the details are familiar. The coin
type from Damascus, known from 37/36 and 33/32 b.c., is the only evidence that
it was part of her territory other than her visit to the city in 36 b.c.61
An unusual bronze coinage appeared probably on Cyprus (fig. 11a).62 The
rather crude representation shows the queen wearing a crown and holding an
infant, almost certainly Caesarion, suggesting that it dates to shortly after his
birth in 47 b.c., which was also when the island was returned to Ptolemaic
control, perhaps the reason for the rare portrait of the queen with a crown.
Mother and child are a symbolic Aphrodite and Eros or Isis and Harpokrates,
and the coin image parallels the sculpture that also seems to show queen and
son (see p. 175). Behind the queen is a scepter, and on the reverse is a double
cornucopia, imitative of coins of her distinguished ancestor Arsinoë II, who,
like Cleopatra, was seen as Isis.63 In fact Cleopatra adopted Arsinoë II regularly
as her role model in art and titulature, and the two queens were the only ones
to call themselves “Daughter of Geb” (the creator god).64
A number of Cleopatra’s coins are joint issues with Antonius, including
bronze ones from Chalkis in Koile Syria and Ptolemais and Dora in Phoenicia.65
Those from Chalkis continue the style of the local rulers of the region and
appear in three denominations, with the queen, in usual iconography, appearing
on all. The largest denomination has Antonius on the reverse, and the smaller
ones have a Nike or Athene. These seem to have been issued in 31/30 b.c. and
thus are some of her latest coinage. Joint coinage is also known from an uncertain mint (fig. 11d)—often suggested without great conviction to be Antioch
but more likely one of the Phoenician cities—with Cleopatra’s portrait and
full title (ΒΑCΙΛΙCCΑ ΚΛΕΟΠΑΤΡΑ ΘΕΑ ΝΕΩΤΕΡΑ, or Queen Cleopatra,
Younger Goddess) on the obverse and the image of Antonius with his title
in Greek (ΑΝΤΩΝΙΟC ΑΥΤΟΚΡΑΤΩΡ ΤΡΙΤΟΝ ΤΡΙΩΝ ΑΝΔΡΩΝ, or
Antonius, Imperator For the Third Time, Triumvir) on the reverse. Instead of
using the genitive, normal in Greek coinage, these issues have the nominative,
reflecting Latin titulature. They must date to the period 35–33 b.c.66 The epithet
“Thea Neotera” is unknown from any other Ptolemaic queen and was seemingly used by Cleopatra only on her coins. It alludes to Cleopatra Thea, the
daughter of Ptolemy VI, who married into the Seleukid family and twice was
Seleukid queen as well as mother of three Seleukid kings.67 As a Ptolemy who
became prominent in the Seleukid dynasty, Cleopatra Thea was a fortuitous
role model for Cleopatra VII, and by placing the epithet of the earlier queen on
her coins, Cleopatra VII asserted her identity as the living representative of the
Seleukids, as well as the reestablishment of Seleukid control in Syria. The image
of Cleopatra on this coin is unusual, as she appears older and more stern than
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on most of her coin portraits, and she has a luxuriant string of pearls around
her neck.68 Other similar joint coins come from Phoenician Ptolemais, dated to
35/34 b.c., and from Dora dated to the following year.
In the last years of her life, Cleopatra’s coinage moved in new directions.
Joint coinage from Antonius’ theoretical third consulship (31 b.c.) has only the
titulature, no portraits.69 No place of minting appears, but since this type was
found only at Cyrene, presumably they were produced at this Ptolemaic outpost
in the months before the Battle of Actium and the subsequent transfer of the
allegiance of the city’s governor, L. Pinarius Scarpus, to Octavian. Cleopatra
also appeared on coinage with Latin titulature, with the oldest and sternest
portrait in the repertory of the queen’s coin images (fig. 11e). Antonius is on
one side and the queen on the other—it becomes difficult to determine which
is the obverse and which the reverse—an example of double-headed coinage
that was becoming more common in the later first century b.c.70 Whether or
not one could call these coins “Roman”—even with their Latin legends and
Roman weight standards—is also nebulous; indeed they are a mixture of Greek
and Roman traditions that created a new numismatic style, another example
of the blending of ways that characterized the era. The optimistic ARMENIA
DEVICTA (Armenia Conquered) means they are after 36 b.c., but they may
belong to the very end of her reign, perhaps struck in Ephesos when the couple
was there in 32 b.c.71 By the end of their lives the coin portraits of Cleopatra
and Antonius look almost identical: denarii of 32 b.c. from an unknown mint
have the couple looking so much alike that it is almost impossible to tell which
portrait is which.72 Antonius, in fact, has the prominent chin of the Ptolemies,
suggesting that he has been assimilated.
The final place that issued new coins in the name of Cleopatra was Patrai
in the northwestern Peloponnesos, where she and Antonius wintered before
Actium.73 The image is poorly preserved, but the bust of the queen appears in
the standard fashion with a simple ΒΑCΙΛΙCCΑ ΚΛΕΟΠΑΤΡΑ. On the reverse
is the headdress of Isis. This is the last known portrait of the queen made while
she was alive.74
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Alexandrian War, 62–3, 79, 107, 108,
119, 160, 206n48
Alexandros, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 108
Allienus, A., Roman official, 75
Ambrakian Gulf, 137, 139
Amen–Re, Egyptian divinity, 177
“Amimetobioi.” See Inimitable Livers
Ammon, Egyptian oracle, 29
Ammonios, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 72, 200n17
Amyntas of Galatia, 91–92, 137–38
Ananel, Babylonian priest, 120
Anaxikrates, Greek explorer, 47
Antigone, daughter of Berenike I, 38
Antigonos II, Hasmonean, 86, 119–20
Antioch, Syrian city, 5, 11, 39, 47,
59, 86, 90, 98, 160; Caesar in, 110;
coinage of, 107, 183; foundation
of, 16, 32–33
Antiochis of Tlos, Greek physician, 124
Antiochos III, Seleukid king, 39, 92
Antiochos IV, Seleukid king, 40–41
Antiochos of Askalon, Greek
philosopher, 44–45
Antipatros of Asklalon, 24, 59, 63, 77,
86, 119, 179
Antipatros of Macedonia, 35
Antipatros of Thessalonike, Greek
poet, 126–27
Antius, Roman official, 61
Anton, Roman mythological figure,
178
Antonia (elder), daughter of M.
Antonius, 89
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Antonia (younger), daughter of M.
Antonius, 89, 100, 152
Antonias, Cleopatra’s flagship, 139
Antonius, Iullus, son of M. Antonius,
76
Antonius, L., brother of M. Antonius,
85
Antonius, M., triumvir, 9, 20, 127,
134, 153, 164, 168, 189n1, 195n19,
195n21; and Actium, 137–40;
has Arsinoë IV killed, 16, 65, 79;
as avenger of Caesar, 70, 75, 116;
as Caesar’s aide, 59, 64, 67, 72;
character of, 76; and children with
Cleopatra, 81, 84, 96, 99, 127, 146,
152, 167; and children with Fulvia,
110, 124, 128, 150, 152; with
Cleopatra in Alexandria, 79–84,
97, 99, 109, 132; coinage of, 100,
107, 130, 173, 181–83; and Cyprus,
65, 79, 82; death and burial of,
111–12, 136, 145–47, 171, 213n81;
depression of, 140–42; descendants of, 81, 129, 152, 155; as
Dionysos, 99, 114, 116–17; early
years of, 24–25; and Donations
of Alexandria, 99–101; Egyptian
estates of, 100; and first meeting
with Cleopatra, 25, 57, 77; and
first visit to Egypt, 24–25, 168;
and Fulvia, 76, 84–85; and Herod
the Great, 86–87, 89, 119–122,
136, 141–42, 202n64, 212n50; and
marriage to Cleopatra, 100–101,
130, 204n50, 204n52; military
capabilities of, 76, 97; moral position of, 94–95, 137; and negotiations with Octavian, 143–45; and
Octavia, 85–86, 89, 94–95, 97–98,
135, 178; Parthian campaign of,
47–48, 90, 96–99; and piracy, 104;
on Portland Vase, 178; propaganda
war against, 27, 70, 129–31, 133,
204n49; and reorganization of
East, 47, 49, 65, 82–83, 85, 91–95,

100–101, 118, 136; sacrilege
and theft charged against, 133;
support of scholars by, 45, 125; at
Tarsos, 76–79, 82, 86, 125, 169–70;
triumph of, 99, 117, 128; becomes
triumvir, 75–76, 89–90, 134;
vision of future of, 99–101; will of,
135–36
Antyllus, M. Antonius, son of above,
76, 110, 124, 128, 142, 143, 150
Apameia, Syrian city, 93, 96
Aphrodite, Greek goddess, 66, 116,
170, 175, 182
Apion, Greek grammarian, 125
Apis bull, 56
Apollo, Greek and Roman god, 22,
133, 151
Apollodoros of Sicily, member of
Cleopatra’s court, 61, 107, 169–70
Apollonios of Kition, Greek scholar,
44, 194n4
Apollonios Mys, Greek scholar, 44,
123
Apollonios of Rhodes, Greek scholar,
37, 43, 207n73
Arabes (Arabians), Arabia, 46–47, 94,
105, 114, 154–55, 169
Arados, Phoenician city, 79
Aramaic language, 47
Aratos of Soloi, Greek scholar, 126
Archelaos of Kappadokia, 76, 91–92,
104, 118, 123, 137, 153
Archelaos of Komana, 76
Archelaos of Pontos, 24–25, 164
Archibios, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 176
Archimedes of Syracuse, Greek
scholar, 37
Areios Didymos, Greek scholar,
45–46, 123–24, 150, 214n105
Argaios, son of Ptolemy I, 35
Ariarathes X of Kappadokia, 71, 91,
199n11
Aristarchos of Samothrake, Greek
scholar, 37, 43, 128

Aristeas, Greek scholar, 48
Aristoboulos III, Hasmonean,
119–20
Ariston of Alexandria, Greek scholar,
44, 123–25
Aristophanes of Byzantion, Greek
scholar, 125
Aristos of Askalon, Greek scholar, 44
Aristotle of Stageira, Greek scholar,
31, 33–34, 38, 44, 196n41, 200n32
Armenia, 96–100, 107, 129, 136, 141,
161, 183
aromatics, 47, 105–106
Arsinoë II, 2, 35–37, 107, 114, 115,
176, 182, 205n27
Arsinoë III, 36
Arsinoë IV, sister of Cleopatra, 16,
18, 26, 59–60, 62, 65, 80, 114,
164–65, 191n51; and Alexandrian
War, 63–64, 159–60; in Caesar’s
triumph, 64, 71, 147, 160; death
of, 16, 79, 160, 201n45; exile of, 64,
71, 77, 160
Arsinoë, cities so named, 114–15
Artavasdes of Media Atropatene,
141, 153
Artavasdes II of Armenia, 97, 99,
129, 141
Artemidoros of Tarsos, Greek
scholar, 125
Artemisia (I) of Halikarnasos, 2, 75,
80–81
Artemisia (II) of Halikarnassos,
80–81
Askalon, Levantine city, 11, 12, 59,
92, 107, 179
asps, 7, 35, 117, 148–49, 153, 171,
179, 214n98
astronomy, at Cleopatra’s court, 44,
126
Athene, Greek goddess, 117, 133, 182
Athenion, general of Cleopatra’s, 138
Athens, Athenians, 7, 11, 29, 33–34,
44, 97–98, 115, 117, 140–41, 160;
Antonius in, 76, 89, 135, 143, 161;
Index
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Athens, Athenians (continued)
Cleopatra’s visits to, 22, 51, 135,
169, 161; Gymnasium of Ptolemy
in, 108
Atlantic Ocean, 48
Augustus, Roman emperor, 10,
111–13, 121, 125, 127–29, 133,
151–52, 154, 171. See also
Octavian
“Auletes,” epithet of Ptolemy XII, 17,
116
Baktria, 131
Berenike I, 35, 38
Berenike II, 38
Berenike III, 17, 164
Berenike IV, sister of Cleopatra:
death of, 4, 53, 159; family of, 16,
18, 37, 164, 165; marriage issues
of, 24, 59, 80; reign of, 4, 22–24,
65, 80, 159
Berenike, wife of Psenptais II, 166
Berytos, Phoenician city, 97, 107,
181–82
Bible, 48–49
Bibulus, M. Calpurnius, Roman
officer, 54–57, 59, 159
Brundisium, Italian city, 11, 58, 85,
137, 144, 160
Brutus, M., tyrannicide, 4, 44, 64, 65,
74–76, 79, 91, 103
Buchis bull, 53, 59, 177
Byblos, Phoenician city, 32, 92
Caesar. See Julius Caesar
Caesarea, Mauretanian city, 112, 128,
154–55, 166
Caesarion, 4, 6, 75, 80, 84, 100,
116, 142–43, 164; in art and
on architectural reliefs, 70–71,
113–14, 175, 177, 179, 216n17;
birth of, 69–70; as Caesar’s heir,
70, 72, 74, 129, 136, 144; on
coinage, 107, 181, 188; death
of, 128, 150; as king, 142, 149–50,
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161, 203n29; parentage of,
70–74, 160
Caieta (Gaeta), Italian city, 152
Calpurnia, wife of Caesar, 67, 70, 85
Calvisius Sabinus, C., Roman officer,
133
Canidius Crassus, P., Roman officer,
107, 134–35
Carrhae, Mesopotamian city, 95
Carthage, African city, 11, 19, 32, 38,
48, 153, 155
Cassius Longinus, C., tyrranicide, 4,
8, 65, 74–77, 79, 83, 91, 103, 160,
199n67, 200n28
Cato, M. Porcius, Roman offical,
22–23
Cestius, C., Roman official, 152
Chalkis, Syrian city, 93, 107, 182,
202n13
Charmion, lady-in-waiting to
Cleopatra, 108, 140, 145–47,
171–72, 177, 217n39
Chelidon, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 107
Chrysermos of Alexandria, Greek
physician, 44, 123–24
Cicero, M. Tullius, 20, 24–26, 35, 44,
46, 65, 176; and Cleopatra, 8, 69,
72, 74, 125, 127
Cinna, C. Helvius, Roman poet, 70
citizenship, Roman, 21, 42, 63, 119,
167–68
Claudius, Roman emperor, 89, 152
Cleopatra I, 16, 39–41, 84, 164
Cleopatra II, 37, 41, 164, 177
Cleopatra III, 37, 41, 115, 164, 177,
194n61
Cleopatra IV, 164
Cleopatra V, 164
Cleopatra VI, 16, 18–19, 22–24, 164,
165
Cleopatra VII: accession of, 26,
53–65; and Actium, 137–40;
administration of, 103–108; as
alleged seductress, 98; anecdotal

material about, 82, 130–33; artistic
representations of, 54–55, 72, 92,
152, 173–83; and asps, 35–36,
117, 148–49; and Athens, 22,
135; autograph of, 134; birth and
ancestry of, 15–19, 29–30, 32, 39,
42, 164; and Brutus and Cassius,
75–79, 103; building program of,
108–114; and Caesarion, 69–75,
96, 100, 128, 129–30, 142–43,
149–50, 164; children of, 48, 84,
90–91, 96, 100, 119, 128, 153–56,
164; citizenship of, 167–68; city
foundations of, 114; coinage of,
59, 106–107, 117, 179–83; and
connection with Antonius, 80–82,
142; cult of, 151; death and burial
of, 147–49, 170–71; and defense of
Egypt, 137–40; and Donations of
Alexandria, 99–101, 129; education of, 34, 43–51; exile plans
of, 46–47, 142–46; extravagant
lifestyle of, 27, 130–31; financial
issues of, 53, 95, 103–106, 141;
and first meeting with Antonius,
25; foreign policy of, 31–32, 46,
65, 82–83, 90–95, 117–122; and
Hasmoneans, 120–21; as heir and
successor to Ptolemy XII, 26–27;
and Herod the Great, 24, 86–87,
89, 92, 94, 96, 117–122, 138;
interest in Egyptian culture of,
15, 53, 56, 66, 113–114, 166; and
Isis, 70, 72, 75, 84, 100, 114–17;
and Julius Caesar, 57, 60–67,
69–74, 80, 110, 168–69; as linguist,
31, 45–49, 105, 169; as male,
177; and marriage to Antonius,
100–101, 129–30; as messiah, 132,
170–71; military prepartions of,
75, 104, 134–35, 137; mother of,
15, 17, 19, 59, 165–66; as naval
commander, 75, 139–40; negative
tradition about, 82, 106, 130, 147;
and negotiations with Octavian,

143–44, 146–47; and Octavia,
85–86, 89, 95–98; and Parthian
expedition, 90, 95–99; and pearl
incident, 132; and piracy, 104;
and Pompeius family, 57–58, 98;
pregnancies of, 64, 67, 75, 81–82,
83–84, 96, 121; and Ptolemy XIII,
26–27, 53, 57–58, 60–64, 79;
publications of, 49–51; reasons
for war against, 136–37; religious
policy of, 30–31, 114–17; Roman
visits of, 22, 71–75; as Seleukid
heir, 48, 92–93; as single mother,
70, 115; sources for, 7–9; succession problems of, 34, 36, 80–82;
support of scholarship and arts by,
43–46, 50, 123–28; Syrian exile of,
59–60; Tarsos visit by, 76–79, 170;
tomb of, 111–112, 144–45; trade
policy of, 27, 37, 47, 105–106;
triumphal effigy of, 149, 153
Cleopatra the Alchemist, 196n42
Cleopatra, sister of Alexander the
Great, 16, 84
Cleopatra, wife of Meleagros, 16
Cleopatra Berenike III, 17, 22, 24,
37, 80
Cleopatra Selene, 153–55, 164, 147,
215n26; birth and name of, 84,
160; as queen of Mauretania, 48,
127–28, 154–55, 166, 205n33; as
ruler of Crete and Cyrene, 100,
107, 155
Cleopatra Thea, 182
Clodius, obscure Roman, 132
coinage: of Antonius, 100, 107, 130,
137, 181–83; of Cleopatra VII,
3, 59, 92–93, 95, 100, 106–107,
116–17, 173–74, 179–83; of
Cleopatra Selene, 154, 205n33; of
Naukratis, 34; of Ptolemy I, 115;
of Ptolemy VIII, 205n27;
of Ptolemy XII, 18, 106; of
Ptolemy of Mauretania, 106–107,
155–56
Index
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Cornelia, Roman matron, 42, 95, 168
Cornelius Scipio Africanus, P.,
Roman official, 95
Crassus, M. Licinius, Roman official,
20–21, 25, 56, 95, 97
Crete, 38, 94, 100
Cupid, 175
Cyprus, 22, 27, 43, 64–65, 79, 155,
159, 194; Antonius’s disposition
of, 65, 79, 82; coinage from, 107,
181–82; as part of Cleopatra’s
empire, 65, 75, 95, 100, 104, 118,
160; Ptolemaic rule of, 16–17, 32,
62, 82–83
Cyrene, Cyrenaica, 11, 30–32, 35, 38,
48, 140–42, 145, 161; Cleopatra
VII’s acquisition of, 94–95, 173,
183; Cleopatra Selene’s acquisition
of, 100, 107, 136, 155; Ptolemy
VIII as king of, 41, 48
Damascus, Syrian city, 8, 11, 21, 93,
96, 107, 182
Danaos, Greek mythological figure,
151
Daphne, Syrian village, 86, 90
Dareios of Galatia, 91
Dead Sea, 94, 121
deification, 18, 30, 117
Deiotaros of Galatia, 91
Deiotaros of Paphlagonia, 138
Dellius, Q., aide to Antonius, 8,
76–78, 96, 99, 120, 124, 131, 138,
152, 170
Demeter, Greek goddess, 114–15
Demetrios, artist, 41, 127
Demetrios, governor of Cyprus, 65
Demetrios of Phaleron, 34–35,
48–49, 149
Dendera, Egyptian site, 27, 71, 108,
113, 176
Dexiphanes, father of Sostratos,
108
Dexiphanes of Knidos, royal architect, 107–109
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Didius, Q., Roman official, 142
Dido, queen of Carthage, 131, 156,
201n43, 204n50
Didymos Chalkenteros, Greek
scholar, 63, 125–26
Diodoros, Greek astronomer, 126
Diogenes, Ptolemaic official, 83
Diogenes Laertios, Greek scholar,
49
Diokles, Egyptian agitator, 54
Diomedes, Greek hero, 154
Diomedes, secretary to Cleopatra,
107
Dion, Greek philosopher, 23, 44
Dionysos, Greek god, 17–18, 66, 82,
99, 109, 114–17, 170
Dioskourides (Socotra), island in
Indian Ocean, 105
Dioskourides Phakas, Greek scholar,
103, 124
Dolabella, P. Cornelius, Roman
official, 75, 79, 160
Domitius Ahenobarbus, Cn., Roman
official, 134–35, 152
Donations of Alexandria, 48, 65,
99–100, 107, 129–30, 136, 161
Dora, Phoenician city, 182–83
Drusilla of Mauretania, 155
Dynamis of Bosporos, 81, 91–92
echeneïs, type of fish, 140
Edfu, Egyptian site, 27, 108, 113,
218n74
Egypt, Egyptians, 9, 12, 15, 18, 24, 34,
99, 101, 104–105; and Alexander
the Great, 15, 29–31; cults of, 15,
32–33, 53, 56, 113–14, 115–17,
151, 156; food shortages in, 21,
103; instability in, 21, 53–54,
103–104, 146; language and
literature of, 15–16, 46–49; Roman
interest in, 17, 19–27, 39–41, 56,
60–65, 72, 74, 129, 151–53
Eiras, lady-in-waiting to Cleopatra,
108, 140, 145, 147, 171

elephants, 46, 105, 154
Eleusis, Egyptian village, 40
Eleutheros, Levantine river, 92
Ephesos, Anatolian city, 11, 24, 116,
133–34, 161, 183; as refuge of
Arsinoë IV, 16, 64, 75, 77, 79, 160,
201n45
Eratosthenes of Cyrene, Greek
scholar, 37, 43, 66, 125, 127,
199n63, 200n17
Eros, Greek divinity, 107, 116, 178,
216n17
Eros, slave of Antonius, 145
Erythraian Sea, 27, 106
Este, site in Veneto, 107
Ethiopia, Ethiopians, 46–47, 66, 105,
113, 149, 169
Euclid, Greek scholar, 34, 43
Eudoros of Alexandria, Greek
scholar, 44–45, 123–26
Eudoxos of Knidos, Greek adventurer, 105
Eunoë Maura of Mauretania, 74
Euphranor, Rhodian admiral,
206n48
Euphrates, Mesopotamian river, 96
Euphronios, royal tutor, 128, 143
Eurydike, wife of Ptolemy I, 35–36

Gallus, C. Cornelius, Roman officer,
110, 145–46, 151
Ganymedes, royal tutor, 63–64
Gaul, 58, 143
Gaza, Levantine city, 11, 12, 92, 95,
121
Geb, Egyptian divinity, 182
Germanicus, grandson of Antonius,
112
Glaphyra of Kappadokia, 76, 85,
91–92, 131
Glaukos, Greek divinity, 133
Glaukos, Greek physician, 124
Gnaios, Greek artist, 127, 154
Gracchi, Roman family, 42
Greece, 35, 56, 58–59, 126, 137–40,
144, 168; art and material
culture of, 113, 176, 182–83; and
Cleopatra, 51, 75, 79, 135, 142,
146, 175; culture of, 15, 19, 33,
45, 63; language of, 9, 32, 46–49,
154–56; literature of, 37–38,
48–49; political institutions of,
30–31, 34, 101; religion of, 99,
114–17; and Rome, 38–40, 72, 167
Greeks, 19, 108, 143, 156, 170,
189n3; and Egypt, 16, 29–31, 34,
36, 115; and incest, 36–37

Fayum, Egyptian district, 100, 177
Fonteius Capito, C., Roman officer,
90
Fulvia, Roman matron, 3, 76, 84–85,
110, 131, 142, 150, 152, 160
Furies, Greek divinities, 130

Halikarnassos, Anatolian city, 2, 75,
80, 115
Hannibal, Carthaginian leader,
38–39, 95
Haremephis, Egyptian official, 108
Harpokrates, 114, 182. See also
Horus
Hasmoneans, Judaean dynasty, 86,
91, 119–21
Hathor, Egyptian divinity, 27, 71,
113, 176
Hatshepsut, Egyptian queen, 2, 81,
177
Hebraoi (Hebrews), 46–47, 169
Helen of Sparta, 130, 213n72
Helios, Greek divinity, 84, 90

Gabinians, Roman garrison, 25, 54,
56, 58, 60, 62
Gabinius, Aulus, Roman officer,
24–25, 45, 54, 57, 76, 128, 168
Gaius Caligula, Roman emperor,
110, 152, 155–56
Galatia, Anatolian district, 91
Gallus, Aelius, Roman officer, 114,
126
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Hera, Greek goddess, 77
Herakleides of Erythrai, Greek
scholar, 44
Herakleides of Taras, Greek scholar,
124
Herakleitos of Tyre, Greek scholar,
44
Herakleopolite Nome, 54
Herakles, Greek god, 133, 154
Hermes, Temple of, 206n61
Hermippos of Smyrna, Greek
scholar, 49
Hermonthis, Egyptian site, 53, 56,
59, 114, 159, 217n37
Hermopolis, Egyptian city, 114
Herod the Great, 24, 49, 77, 91–92,
123, 134; as builder, 33, 108,
112–13; citizenship of, 63, 86, 167;
and Cleopatra, 32, 47, 63, 86–97,
89–96, 117–22, 136–38; court of,
46, 119, 128, 152–53; defects to
Octavian, 141–45; later career of,
104, 128, 153; and Malchos, 86, 94,
119–21, 138, 142; Roman visits of,
23, 87, 89
Herodeion, Judaean site, 112
Herodotos of Halikarnassos, Greek
scholar, 29
Hiera Nesos, Egyptian village,
103
Hipparchos of Nikaia, Greek scholar,
43, 125
Hippokrates of Kos, Greek scholar,
44
historiography, 1, 45, 127
Horus, Egyptian divinity, 113–14
Hypsikrateia (Hypsikrates),
companion of Mithradates VI,
217n39
Hyrkanos II, Hasmonean, 24
Idrieus of Halikarnassos, 81
Idumaea, Levantine district, 121
Ihy, son of Hathor, 113
incest, 36–37, 41, 65, 193n35
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India, 16, 116, 131; as refuge for
Cleopatra and Caesarion, 105, 142,
149; trade with, 27, 46, 105–106,
113–14, 137, 142, 205n18
Inimitable Livers, 82, 143
Iotape of Media Atropatene, 100, 153
Isis, Egyptian divinity, 72, 177,
208n93; Alexandrian temples of,
111; and Cleopatra, 70, 75, 84,
100, 111, 113–17, 135, 139, 151; on
coinage, 106, 117, 182–83; Roman
temples of, 72, 115–16
Itanos, Cretan site, 38, 94
Ituraia, Syrian district, 93
Jericho, Judaean city, 11, 93–96, 120
Jerusalem, 12, 119, 210n27
Jesus of Nazareth, 118
Jews, 8, 31, 46, 86, 104, 131
Juba I of Numidia, 153–54, 164
Juba II of Mauretania, 33, 112, 123,
153–55, 164, 167; as scholar, 49,
109, 125, 154–55; as son-in-law
of Cleopatra, 8, 48–49, 125, 130,
154, 179
Judaea, 8, 21, 24, 96, 119, 121, 128,
132, 195n19; and Cleopatra, 47, 95,
104; and Herod, 77, 86–87, 89, 138
Jugurtha of Numidia, 23, 154
Julius Caesar, C., 20, 25–26, 74, 76,
79, 100, 104, 117, 127, 164; in
Alexandria, 53, 57, 59–67, 83,
109–10, 119, 124; assassination
of, 74–75, 86, 134, 143; building
program of, 66–67, 72, 110,
115–16, 152; and Caesarion,
64, 69–70, 71–72, 129, 136, 144,
146, 150; calendar reform of, 72,
126; in civil war, 56–60, 69; and
Cleopatra, 57, 61–75, 77, 80, 82,
107, 113–14, 118, 131, 147; and
Cyprus, 16, 82–83; and Numidia,
48, 153; and Parthia, 96; and
Pharnakes, 67, 70; and Ptolemy
XII, 21, 57, 103; writings of, 8, 49

Kaisareion, building type, 13, 67,
110
Kaisarion. See Caesarion
Kallimachos, Greek poet, 37, 43, 49,
125
Kallimachos, Ptolemaic official, 27,
106–108, 114
Kallimachos, son of above, 106
Kalydonian Boar Hunt, 16
Karnak, Egyptian site, 59, 177
Khonsu, Egyptian divinity, 177
Kilikia, Anatolian district, 24, 82–83,
100, 104, 160
Kimon, Athenian official, 29
kings. See monarchs
Kleopatra, persons so named. See
Cleopatra
Kleopatra, Kleopatris, places so
named, 12, 114, 142
Koile Syria, 47, 93, 100, 104, 182
Kommagene, Anatolian district,
153
Konon of Samos, Greek scholar, 37
Koptos, Egyptian site, 114, 142
Kos, Greek island, 143
Kostobaros, Idumaian leader, 121
Kratippos of Pergamon, Greek
scholar, 44
Kriton, Greek physician, 50
Kronios, Ptolemaic official, 106
Kydas, Librarian, 43
Kydnos, Anatolian river, 4, 77–78,
170
Kyrene. See Cyrene

Lamprias, grandfather of Plutarch,
82, 124
Laodikeia, Syrian city, 79, 120
Larisa, Greek city, 60
Latin language and literature, 9,
46–49, 107, 132, 171, 182–83,
195n19
Lentulus Spinther, P., Roman official,
23–24
Leonnatos, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 108
Leontopolis, Egyptian city, 12, 46,
104
Lepidus, M. Aemilius, triumvir, 4,
75–76, 98, 129, 144
Leukokome, Phoenician village, 97
Levant, 29, 32, 39, 57, 58, 76, 86, 153,
170; Cleopatra’s interest in, 2, 4, 8,
31, 46–47, 59, 77, 92; coinage of,
173, 179
libraries, 72, 133. See also Library
Library (in Alexandria), 13, 33–34,
37, 43–45, 48–49, 72, 123, 126;
burning of, 69, 109, 133; Librarian
at, 43, 125, 127–38
Liburnia, district of Dalmatia, 172
liburnian, type of ship, 172
Lighthouse, in Alexandria, 13, 37,
108–109
literature, at Cleopatra’s court,
126–27
Livia, Roman matron, 3, 45, 95, 147
Lochias, district of Alexandria, 13,
33, 112–13
Lykia, Anatolian district, 32
Lysanias of Ituraia, 93, 202n14
Lysimachos, king of Macedonia, 36
Lysimachos of Chalkis, 93, 202n14

Labienus, Q., Roman official, 83–84,
202n64
Laenas, C. Popilius, Roman officer,
40
Laenas, Sergius Octavius, descendant
of Antonius, 152

Macedonia, Macedonians, 3, 15, 33,
35–36, 39, 80, 100, 189n3; Second
Macedonian War, 39
Magas of Cyrene, 35, 38
Malchos of Nabataea, 9, 86, 94,
118–19, 121–22, 137–38, 142, 153

Julius Papius, C., Roman official,
117
Jupiter, Roman god, 23, 99, 135
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Marcellus, C. Claudius, Roman
official, 85
Mariamme, Hasmonean princess,
119–20
Masada, Idumaian site, 119
Massinissa of Numidia, 48, 154,
178–79
Mastanabal of Numidia, 48
Mauretania, 48, 74, 112, 113, 127,
128, 154–56, 166, 191n34
Mausoleion, 81, 112
Maussolos of Halikarnassos, 81, 112
Medea, Greek mythological figure,
130
Media, Medes, 46–47, 100, 141, 153,
169
medicine and medical scholarship,
44–45, 49–51, 124–25, 143
Meleagros, Greek hero, 16
Memphis, Egyptian city, 12, 30,
32–33, 69, 103
Menelaos, Greek hero, 29
Menes, Egyptian king, 32
Meroë, Ethiopian city, 46, 105
messiah, Cleopatra as, 7, 132, 170
Metella, Roman woman, 132
Miletos, Anatolian city, 98
Mithradates VI of Pontos, 3, 21, 24,
44, 49–50, 67, 91, 195n37, 217n39;
Mithradatic Wars, 21, 44
monarchs, friendly and allied, 4, 20,
72, 83, 91–92, 136
monarchy, 30–31, 34, 72, 130, 151
Montu, Egyptian divinity, 53
Mouseion: in Alexandria, 13, 33–34,
44–45, 112–13, 123; in Stageira, 33
Mummius, L., Roman official, 40
Muses, 33
Mut, Egyptian divinity, 177
Mycenaean Period, 29
Myron, Greek sculptor, 133
Mytilene, Greek city, 60
Nabataea, Nabataeans, 9, 47, 63, 86,
94–95, 104, 119, 121, 142
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Naukratis, Egyptian city, 12, 29, 31,
34
Nero, Roman emperor, 50, 89, 113,
152
Nikandros of Kolophon, Greek
scholar, 43
Nikarchos, great–grandfather of
Plutarch, 7, 137, 140
Nike, Greek divinity, 182
Nikolaos of Damascus, Greek
scholar, 8, 45, 119, 127–28, 152,
169
Nikopolis, Greek city, 153
Nile, Egyptian river, 40, 46, 53, 63,
65–66, 114, 160, 178; cataracts
of, 46, 66; exploration of, 37, 66,
105; Kanobic mouth of, 30, 34, 66;
levels of, 54, 103–105, 131; scholarship on, 44, 154
Noumenias, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 107
Numidia, African region, 23, 48,
153–54, 178–79, 191n34
obelisks, 100, 111, 151–52
Octavia, Roman matron, 3, 85–86,
90, 94–95, 97–98, 135, 147, 167;
in art, 178; children of, 89; and
marriage to Antonius, 85; as
mediator, 90, 130; as widow, 85,
152–54
Octavian, triumvir, 2, 77, 97, 116,
129, 141, 176, 183, 204n49; and
Actium, 137–40; annexation of
Egypt by, 151, 208; Antonius’s
charges against, 129, 134; and
Antonius’s will, 135–36; in art,
178; as avenger of Caesar, 74,
75, 110; becomes Augustus, 10,
152; and Caesarion, 70, 129–30,
144, 146; and death and burial
of Cleopatra and Antonius, 111,
148–49, 171–72; early life of, 45,
74, 77; and fall of Alexandria,

45–46, 105, 110, 117, 144–50; and
Herod the Great, 119, 141–42,
144–45, 153; interest in Egypt of,
103–104, 106; invades Egypt, 108,
135, 144–50; and negotiations
with Cleopatra and Antonius,
128, 142–47; and Perusine War,
84–85, 131; poetry of, 85, 131;
turns public sentiment against
Antonius, 94–95, 98–101, 117,
130, 133; tomb of, 112, 152; as
triumvir, 75–76, 85, 89–90; war
declared on Cleopatra by, 136–37.
See also Augustus
Odysseus, Greek hero, 29
Olbe (Ura), Anatolian state, 83
Olous, Cretan site, 94
Olympos of Alexandria, Greek
physician, 7, 44, 124, 146, 148,
171
Onesandros of Paphos, Librarian, 43
Oppius, C., Roman official, 70
Orikon (Orikuni), Illyrian city, 58
Orontes, Syrian river, 47, 93
Orthosia, Phoenician city, 107, 182
Osiris, Egyptian divinity, 115, 117
Ostrakine, Egyptian village, 46
Ovinius, Q., Roman official, 105
Pachom, Egyptian official, 108
Pachomios, Egyptian official, 108
Palestine, 75, 92
Pamenches, Egyptian official, 108
Panopolite Nome, 108
Paphos, Cypriot town, 22, 43
Paraitonion, Libyan city, 12, 140, 145
Parthia, Parthians, 5, 46–48,
83–84, 86–87, 93, 100, 152, 169;
Antonius’s expedition to, 90,
95–99, 104, 117, 120, 134, 160–61;
Crassus’s expedition to, 25, 56, 95,
97
Patrai, Greek city, 107, 137, 161, 173,
183
Paul of Tarsos, 167

Pelousion, Egyptian city, 12, 13, 25,
59–62, 96, 145
Pergamon, Anatolian city, 19, 33, 44,
94, 133
Peripatic school, 44–45, 127
Periplous of the Erythraian Sea, 105
Peritheban Nome, 108
Persia, Persians, 30, 31, 44, 49,
193n35; Persian Wars, 2, 80
Perusia, 85
Perusine War, 84–85, 131, 160
Petesenufe, scribe of Isis, 151
Petra, Nabataean city, 11, 12, 47
Petubastes III, Egyptian priest, 166
Petubastes IV, Egyptian priest, 150
Petubastes, family of, 166
Pharnakes, son of Mithradates VI,
67, 70
Pharos, district of Alexandria, 13, 33,
37, 48, 109, 141, 206n48
Pharsalos, Battle of, 58, 60, 64, 159
Phasael, brother of Herod, 86
Philai, Egyptian site, 117, 151
Philip II of Macedonia, 16, 35, 190n6
Philip V of Macedonia, 39
Philippi, Battle of, 4, 65, 75–76, 83,
103, 160
philology, at Cleopatra’s court, 125
philosophy, at Ptolemaic court,
44–45, 124–25
Philostratos, teacher of Cleopatra,
45–46, 124, 153
Philotas of Amphissa, Greek scholar,
7, 82, 124
Phoenicia, Phoenicians, 47, 79, 92,
95, 107, 144, 182–83
Pinarius Scarpus, L., Roman official,
141, 183
pirates, 26, 104
Plancus, L. Munatius, 132–33, 135,
152
Plato, Greek scholar, 31, 33–34, 44
Po, Italian river valley, 107
Polemon of Pontos, 91–92, 137
Polybios, Greek scholar, 40, 43
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Pompeii, Italian city, 174–75, 178,
207n72
Pompeius, Gn., the Great, 9, 20–26,
57–61, 64, 111, 159, 197n22
Pompeius, Gn., son of above, 57–58,
77
Pompeius, Sextus, son of Pompeius
the Great, 111
Pontos, Anatolian district, 67, 91,
152, 160
Popilius Laenas, C., Roman official,
40
Portland Vase, 178
Poseidonios of Apameia, Greek
scholar, 66, 93, 125, 199n63
Potheinos, Egyptian official, 56–63,
103, 107
Proculeius, C., Roman official,
145–46
Proteus, Alexandrian islet, 109
Psenptais III, Egyptian priest, 166
Psylloi, African ethnic group, 149
Ptah, Egyptian divinity, 30, 32, 59;
priestly family of, 15–16, 18,
32–33, 59, 150, 154, 166
Ptolemaia, festival, 22, 100, 116
Ptolemaic dynasty, 15, 23, 61, 84, 96,
100, 111, 130, 150, 165–66; characteristics of, 32–37, 70; cultural
support by, 33–34, 43–45, 123–38,
154; genealogy of, 163–64; origins
of, 32–35; religious policy of, 32,
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policy of, 47, 93, 104–105; extent
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179, 183–83; foreign policy of,
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military of, 94, 114, 145; and
Rome, 37–41, 104; trade policy of,
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Ptolemaion, tomb of Ptolemies,
111–12
Ptolemaios, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 108
Ptolemais, Phoenician city, 92, 107,
144, 182–83
Ptolemais Hermiou, Egyptian city,
12, 34, 114
Ptolemy I of Egypt, 3, 29–36, 38, 49,
82, 108, 115, 149, 164, 190n6
Ptolemy II of Egypt, 3, 82, 92, 94, 96,
109, 115, 127; and Ptolemaia, 100,
116; reign of, 33–38, 46–49
Ptolemy III of Egypt, 27, 38, 108
Ptolemy IV of Egypt, 36–39, 49, 66,
92, 127
Ptolemy V of Egypt, 15–16, 36–37,
39, 41, 84, 106, 164
Ptolemy VI of Egypt, 37, 40–41, 71,
108, 127, 164, 182, 194n61
Ptolemy VII of Egypt, 37, 194n61
Ptolemy VIII of Egypt, 37, 49, 54, 95,
128, 164, 166, 177, 194n61; career
of, 40–42; expels intellectuals, 43,
123, 125; and Massinissa, 48, 154,
179; Roman visits of, 23, 41–42,
168
Ptolemy IX of Egypt, 17, 22, 37, 41,
43, 106, 164
Ptolemy X of Egypt, 17, 37, 41, 84,
134, 164
Ptolemy XI of Egypt, 17, 37, 84,
164
Ptolemy XII of Egypt, 3, 16, 53, 60,
62, 105–106, 147, 164, 165–66;
accession of, 17–18; building
program of, 27, 113; character
of, 17–18, 27, 116; death of, 27,
53–54, 57, 177; debts of, 20, 23–24,
106, 141; restoration of, 24–25,
57, 80, 119; and Rome, 20–26, 61,
72, 115, 168; succession concerns
of, 26–27, 53; support of scholars
by, 43–46, 123–24; will of, 26–27,
58, 64

Ptolemy XIII of Egypt, 16, 18, 26,
37, 53, 56–64, 124, 164, 165, 179;
lack of education of, 51; pretender
takes name of, 79
Ptolemy XIV of Egypt, 16, 18, 57, 60,
62, 71, 74–75, 164, 197n17, 200n27
Ptolemy XV of Egypt. See Caesarion.
Ptolemy Keraunos, 36
Ptolemy of Cyprus, 17, 22, 44, 62, 164
Ptolemy of Mauretania, 106, 155–56,
164
Ptolemy Philadelphos, 96, 100, 153,
164
Pyrrhon, Greek philosopher, 125
Pyrrhos of Epeiros, 38
Pytheas of Massalia, Greek explorer, 66
Pythodoris of Pontos, 81, 91–92, 152
Punic Wars, 38, 178
queens, 2–3, 80–81, 118, 177. See
also monarchs
Rabirius Postumus, C., Roman
banker, 21–27, 35, 46
Raphia, Egyptian city, 39
Red Sea, 11, 12, 37, 46–47, 105, 114,
137, 142–43
Rhakotis, Egyptian toponym, 30
Rhodes, Greek island, 11, 22, 94, 125,
141, 143, 206n48
Rhodon, royal tutor, 128
Rhoiteion (Baba Kale), Anatolian
site, 133
Rome, Romans, 11; buildings in,
67, 72, 110, 112–13, 116, 151–52;
Campus Martius in, 112, 115, 152;
Capitol in, 21, 99, 116, 130; and
Carthaginian wars, 38, 48, 178;
Eastern policy of, 38–42; Egyptian
relations of, 37–42; Forum Julium
in, 72–73, 95, 110, 116, 174–75;
Greek scholars in, 44–45; and Isis,
72, 115–16; and Parthians, 56,
95–97
Rufio, freedman of Caesar, 67

Salome, sister of Herod, 121
Samos, Greek island, 133, 135
Saxa, L. Dicidius, Roman officer, 83
Sceptics, 124
Schedia, Egyptian dockyard, 66
sciences, at Cleopatra’s court, 125–26
Selene, the Moon, 84
Seleukid dynasty, 16, 21, 32, 39–40,
61, 82, 84, 92–93, 118, 193n35; and
Cleopatra, 47–48, 59, 80, 93, 182
Seleukos I, 16, 32, 93, 164
Seleukos, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 108
Seleukos, Ptolemaic military officer,
145, 197n27
Semiramis, Babylonian queen, 156
Septuagint, 48
Serapion, governor of Cyprus, 65,
75, 79
Sibylline oracles, 23, 25, 132, 169–71,
195n37
Sidon, Phoenician city, 92, 97
Sikyon, Greek city, 85
silk, 106
Siwa, Egyptian oasis, 29
Snonais, Egyptian religious
functionary, 177
Socotra, Indian Ocean island, 105
Sokrates of Rhodes, Greek historian,
8, 78, 127, 169–70
Sophonisba, beloved of Massinissa,
178–79
Sosigenes of Alexandria, Greek
scholar, 72, 126
Sosius, C., Roman official, 89, 134,
211n32
Sostratos of Alexandria, Greek
scholar, 124
Sostratos of Knidos, Greek architect,
108–109
Sotades of Maroneia, Greek poet,
36–37
Spain, 20, 74, 133, 143
Split, Dalamatian city, 107
Staius Murcus, L., Roman officer, 75
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Statilius Crito, T., Greek physician, 50
Stoic school, 45
Strabo of Amaseia, Greek scholar, 45,
63, 65, 109, 112, 114, 126
Straton of Lampsakos, Greek scholar,
127
Successors, 30–32, 82, 100
Suez, Egyptian city, 114, 142
Sulla, L. Cornelius, 17, 44
Syene, Egyptian toponym, 12, 66
“Synapothanoumenoi,” 143
Syria, Syrians, 24–25, 32, 39, 47, 79,
83, 92, 120; and Cleopatra, 59–60,
63, 93–96, 100, 104, 107, 182;
language of, 46–47, 169; as Roman
province, 21, 54–56, 75, 89, 121,
132, 134, 142; and Seleukids, 16,
21, 32, 40
Tainaron, Greek toponym, 75, 140
Tarentum, Italian city, 90, 137
Tarkondimotos of Kilikia, 82–83
Tarsos, Kilikian city, 11, 65–66, 76–79,
82, 85–86, 116, 125, 139, 169–70
thalamegos, 66, 77, 170
Thales of Miletos, Greek scholar, 29
Thebes, Thebaid, Egyptian locale, 12,
34, 53, 58–59, 108, 113
Theodoros, royal tutor, 128
Theodosios II, eastern Roman
emperor, 134
Theodotos of Chios, royal tutor, 57,
60, 64, 124
Theokritos of Syracuse, Greek poet,
125
Theon, Greek grammarian, 125
Theon, member of Cleopatra’s
court, 108
Theophilos, agent of Antonius, 147
Theophrastos of Eresos, Greek
scholar, 33–34, 127
Thera, Greek island, 115
Thyrsos, freedman of Octavian, 144
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Tigellius Hermogenes, M., Greek
artist, 127
Timagenes of Alexandria, Greek
scholar, 45, 128
Timon of Athens, 141
Tinteris, Egyptian village, 103
Tipasa, Mauretanian city, 112, 155
Trajan, Roman emperor, 50
Tripolis, Phoenician city, 107, 182
triumph, 64, 71–72, 99, 116–17,
146–47, 149, 153, 156, 172
triumvirate, 75–76, 85, 89–90, 98,
134, 176
Trogodytika, Trogodytes, 46–47, 105,
169
Trojan War, 29
Tryphon of Alexandria, Greek
scholar, 125
Turullius, Publius, Roman official,
143
Tyre, Phoenician city, 29, 60, 79, 92
uraeus, 149, 175, 176
Varro, M. Terentius, Roman scholar,
72
Venus, Roman goddess, 72, 116, 132,
152, 175, 178
Vestal Virgins, 135
wills, royal, 17, 19–20, 26–27, 33,
41–42, 58, 62, 64, 70, 74; of
Antonius, 135–36
wine, 93, 105, 116, 131, 134, 144
Zenobia of Palmyra, 81, 156
Zenodoros of Ituraia, 93
Zenon, Greek rhetorician, 91
Zeugma, Syrian city, 96
Zeus, Greek god, 77, 83, 133
Zopyros of Alexandria, Greek
physician, 44, 50
Zoroaster, 49

