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The story of Cleopatra is the story of a woman who became utterly involved, in her public and private life alike, with two men, one after the other, Julius Caesar and Mark Antony. But it is also one of the most moving and astonishing stories in all history, because both she and they were persons of entirely exceptional qualities, who held the fate of the Greco-Roman world in their hands.


It was a world controlled by the Romans, but the inhabitants of its eastern and richer half were mainly Greeks, or people who belonged to some more easterly race but spoke Greek as their first language. Cleopatra, too, was a Greek much more than anything else. Though queen of Egypt, she possessed not a drop of Egyptian blood in her veins. The last ruler of the dynasty of the Ptolemies, she was of wholly Greek upbringing, and to a very considerable extent of Greek race.


She was consumed with perpetual ambition to revive the former glories of her Greek kingdom and house. But these great glories, which had extended the Ptolemaic empire far beyond the Egyptian borders, could only be revived by co-operation with the Romans. It is true that Egypt was, officially, an independent kingdom, but it survived on Roman sufferance. Cleopatra, therefore, was well aware that her kingdom could only be restored to its earlier grandeur by co-operation with Rome. She inherited this view from her father, Auletes, a complex individual whose influence upon her development is often underestimated. He had passed on to her a policy of collaboration with the Romans, and this she maintained. It was a policy which horrified a large part of the ruling class of her own country. Yet in face of the overwhelming predominance of Roman power, anything else would have been suicidal.


To ask what Cleopatra thought of the Romans is a question without a simple answer. She devoted a great part of her life to striving for the cause of her fellow-Greeks; and they had absolutely no cause to love Romans. Obviously, she must have agreed with most other Greeks in believing certain of Rome’s imperialistic attitudes to be wholly deplorable and all too likely to lead her own country into the subjection into which others had already been plunged. Nevertheless, she took individual Romans as she found them, liking some and disliking others. And the only two men, other than her father, who played a really important part in her life were both Roman.


When she was still a girl, Rome fell under the absolute domination of the most powerful and intelligent leader it had ever produced, Julius Caesar. In the course of a Roman civil war, he happened to arrive at the Egyptian capital, Alexandria, and he and Cleopatra became lovers. Then she followed him back to Rome. But while she was still there, some of his fellow-Romans, who longed to restore the Republic he had destroyed, plotted and carried out his assassination.


The extent to which she had guided Caesar’s opinions and judgements is difficult to assess; but she probably influenced him more than is often nowadays believed. Although thoroughly Roman, he was at the same time by no means averse to Greek ways of living and thinking. And this was an even more conspicuous characteristic of Mark Antony who, after a period of civil war, took over the eastern part of the empire, and, in the process, took over Caesar’s role as Cleopatra’s lover. In Antony, once again, she found a man who was singularly lacking in current Roman prejudices against the Greeks.


Indeed, there seems to have emerged from their association a genuine and viable concept of a new sort of Greco-Roman world. Cleopatra had aims which rose beyond the purely dynastic ambitions of her own country, for they took account also of the Roman empire, and envisaged that this whole vast territory, together with the external regions dependent upon it, should no longer be under the sole, exclusive domination of Italians, as it had been hitherto. Instead it should be a partnership, in which the Greek and Hellenized orientals who inhabited the regions east of the Adriatic were to be associates of the Romans rather than merely their subjects, enjoying a status almost equal to theirs. This was an aim for which her whole upbringing and natural inclination prepared and encouraged her.


It was also, however, an aim which presents us today, if we are trying to study her career, with a very serious problem. For the Romans appreciated, not altogether clearly perhaps but quite clearly enough, what she was about; and it terrified them. Against her, consequently, as one of her best twentieth-century historians, W. W. Tarn, has observed, ‘was launched one of the most terrible outbursts of hatred in history; no accusation was too vile to be hurled at her, and the charges which were made have echoed through the world ever since, and have sometimes been taken for facts’.1 Our problem, then, consists of the fog of fiction and vituperation which has surrounded her personality from her own lifetime onwards.


The first effect of this propaganda, from its very beginnings, was to create the impression that the predominant element in her character was sexuality, directed towards the ensnaring of noble Romans. This has meant that a miasma of romance, glamour, sentiment and prurience descended upon her amorous relations with Julius Caesar and Antony, and prevented other aspects of her character from being seen. The ancient writers embarked immediately and wholeheartedly on this sort of presentation, and they have been followed by a whole host of historians, dramatists and poets of later Europe, including William Shakespeare in his Antony and Cleopatra and Bernard Shaw in Caesar and Cleopatra. As Shakespeare declared, embroidering imaginatively upon Plutarch,




Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale


Her infinite variety: other women cloy


The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry


Where most she satisfies: for vilest things


become themselves in her.2





And innumerable biographers of later times, joined by innumerable painters, have dwelt feverishly upon the same theme. Not that they are altogether wrong to do so. Although many of her own Greco-Egyptian upper class viewed Cleopatra with hatred, Caesar and Antony both found her an altogether exceptional mistress, as well as an exceptional companion and friend, and this is a matter of real historical importance. Nevertheless, over-emphasis on such a personal factor makes it easy to lose sight of a second, equally real, even more important, Cleopatra: the Cleopatra who had ideas.


The ideas failed to take practical effect because, in a series of naval manœuvres off the west coast of Greece, Antony and Cleopatra were defeated by their enemy and rival, Octavian, the future Augustus, who had come after them from Italy. After their defeat, Antony and Cleopatra fell back together upon Egypt. And there, a year later, when Octavian reached Alexandria, they died.


So profoundly relieved were the Romans that they magnified the final engagement at Actium, off Greece, into one of the greatest battles of all time. And in loading a somewhat unimpressive clash with this vast symbolic significance they were not completely mistaken. For they interpreted the whole struggle between the two sides as an integral part of the millennial, perpetual strife between east and west. And that, if by ‘east’ one understands the Greek world, is what it was. The Greeks lost. But the proof that Cleopatra’s aim was not, after all, so impracticable is provided by the Greco-Roman world of several centuries later, in which it was the Greeks, not the Romans, who supplied the dawning Byzantine empire with its dominant language and culture.


If the campaign had ended in victory, Cleopatra, as long as she lived, would have had a major part to play in the imperial régime of the future. Her Roman enemies knew that this would be so, and when they dwelt fearfully upon the prospect it was not just unfounded war-hysteria. But the thought, implying the modification of their own supremacy, was so distasteful that there rapidly grew up a legend that the defeat of Antony and herself had been entirely inevitable, a working out of manifest Destiny. This legend was all the easier to create because of the ready conviction of the Italians that westerners, represented by themselves, were superior to easterners, represented by Cleopatra – who was depicted, for the purpose, as exotically oriental rather than Greek.


Modern historians, too, are inclined to concur much too rapidly with this retrospective, official Roman judgement of the inevitability of the outcome. For nothing succeeds like success, and we too are westerners. To myself, partly perhaps because I have lived for nine years in the near east, the picture looks somewhat different. There seems to me nothing in the policies of Antony and Cleopatra which made their defeat inevitable. True, there were embarrassing factors, such as the position of Cleopatra herself. But Octavian also had his embarrassments to contend with, notably a grave shortage of money. In my view he won the battle of Actium for quite another reason: because, during the immediately preceding months, his admiral, Agrippa, had proved himself a far better commander than anyone on the other side. If that had not been so, if that is to say Actium, or more precisely its decisive preliminaries, had gone the other way, we should all be saying today that the victory won by Antony and Cleopatra had been inevitable owing to the flaws inherent in Octavian’s policies!


The ancient sources upon which every such inquiry has to be based are tantalizingly fragmentary, intractable and enigmatic. Yet although I realize all too well how inadequate any new survey is bound to be, I believe that the evidence is at least sufficiently extensive and varied to justify this further attempt to describe the sort of woman that Cleopatra was.


Gattaiola 1972


MICHAEL GRANT
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Cleopatra’s First Twenty – One Years






1



Cleopatra’s Father
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When Cleopatra was born at the end of 70 or the beginning of 69 BC, Egypt had already been a united nation, under its Pharaohs, for over three thousand years, and the Macedonian, Greek-speaking dynasty of the Ptolemies to which she herself belonged had been ruling the country since the death of Alexander the Great in 323. As for Rome, its huge Mediterranean empire was reeling into the last turbulent phase of the Republic. The orator Cicero, who came to dislike Cleopatra very much, was thirty-seven; Caesar, who did not share his view, was thirty; Antony was about thirteen.


Cleopatra’s father, a strange and complex man, was Ptolemy XII. Fortunately for us, each of the Ptolemies was known by additional titles. Ptolemy XII was Theos Philopator Philadelphus Neos Dionysos – the God, Lover of his Father, Lover of his Sister (or Brother), the New Dionysus. The people of his capital, Alexandria, however, who liked to call their monarchs by undignified nicknames, named him Nothos the Bastard, and Auletes the Piper or Oboe-Player. Such designations pleased the Alexandrians’ taste for the grotesque, shown also in their caricatured terracotta statuettes.


Auletes appears to have had six children. The eldest was another, different Cleopatra, Cleopatra Tryphaena; for a short time in 58–57 BC, she became Queen Cleopatra VI Tryphaena. Next there was a second girl, Berenice IV. Then came the Cleopatra with whom this book is concerned, the future Cleopatra VII, who was queen from 51 to 30 BC. After her followed a fourth daughter, Arsinoe IV, born some time between 68 and 65. And finally there were two boys, born in 61 and 59. Later they became fellow-monarchs of Cleopatra, Ptolemy XIII and XIV, but neither survived adolescence.


We do not know who Cleopatra VII’s mother was. In view of her daughter’s subsequent fame this is rather strange. The mother of Cleopatra VI and Berenice IV was a certain Cleopatra V Tryphaena, who was both sister and wife of King Auletes – more will be said of these brother–sister marriages later. The mother of the two boys, Ptolemy XIII and XIV, was a second wife of Auletes, whose name is unknown. Auletes’ first wife Cleopatra V died, or at least vanished from the scene, some time before 25 February 68 BC. Her name appears at the head of papyri as late as 7 August 69,1 but such headings sometimes display brief time-lags, so this does not rule out her disappearance at a slightly earlier date. However, since Cleopatra VII was conceived not later than the spring of 70 BC, it is on the whole simplest to assume that Cleopatra V Tryphaena was still alive and in the palace at that time – and was her mother.


The supposition that Auletes may have had two wives at the same time can be rejected since the Ptolemies were normally monogamous, and if Auletes had provided an exception to the rule, information to this effect would probably have survived. When, therefore, an Egyptian temple inscription records that he visited the ancient Egyptian capital of Memphis ‘with his wives’,2 this is either an archaic mechanical survival of the phraseology of the ancient Pharaohs or another way of saying ‘the Queen and the ladies of her court’. A further complication might seem to be raised by Strabo, a Greek writer and geographer of Asia Minor who was some six years younger than Cleopatra VII. ‘Auletes’ only legitimate daughter’, he remarks, ‘was his eldest one.’3 But this suggestion that all his other daughters were illegitimate, including the Cleopatra with whom we are concerned, is an unlikely one. No one in all history has had more hostile propaganda directed against her than Cleopatra VII, and if there had been the slightest suspicion that she was illegitimate, her numerous Roman enemies would have told this to the world in no uncertain fashion. As it is, their attacks on her, many of which have survived, do not include this particular charge at all, which we only hear of from this one casual statement by Strabo. For the same reason we should probably rule out the hypothesis that Cleopatra VII was conceived by the second wife-to-be (name unknown) while the first wife Cleopatra V Tryphaena was still upon the scene, and subsequently and retrospectively, after her mother had become queen, legitimized. For then she would still have been born a bastard, and her Roman foes would not have missed the point. On the whole, then, it seems most likely that Auletes’ first wife and sister, Cleopatra V Tryphaena, was the mother of our Cleopatra.


Racial investigation of eminent personages does not generally serve much purpose. But in the case of Cleopatra VII it does at least suggest that she had a fairly dark complexion – or at least not blonde hair, such as was ascribed to her in one Stratford production of Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra. Her remote Macedonian forebears must have been of various complexions, since the Macedonians were of very mixed blood.4 Not all of them, clearly, were fair-haired – though apparently her ancestor Ptolemy II Philadelphus (282–246 BC) was a blonde.5 But her great-great-grandfather Ptolemy V Epiphanes (205–180 BC) married into the house of the Seleucids – the other great successor-state of Alexander, reigning over Syria and other parts of the near east – and this Seleucid wife of his, Cleopatra I, was partly of Persian and other Iranian blood.6 And Cleopatra VII’s grandmother, too, the mother of the illegitimate Auletes, is quite likely to have been a Syrian – though it is possible that she was also partly Greek. Certainly she was not an Egyptian, because although Egyptian women had for centuries been renowned for their skill at making love, we only know of one Egyptian mistress of a Ptolemy, and she was an exceptional figure who had lived a great many years earlier7 (no Ptolemy, as far as we know, had an Egyptian wife). So when Robert Greene in 1589 wrote of Cleopatra VII as ‘black Egyptian’,8 the second of these terms was wrong, for she probably did not possess one single drop of Egyptian blood; and the first was exaggerated, like the blackness sometimes attributed to her in modern African schoolbooks. Dark, however, she probably was, as Shakespeare appreciated: for this is what he means when one of his characters calls her ‘a gipsy’.9


Cleopatra VII would have described herself as a Greek. Whatever the racial ingredients of her Macedonian ancestors, her language, like theirs (though they had spoken a dialect), was Greek, and so was her whole education and culture. Educated Greeks or Hellenized easterners of her time were staunch admirers of classical Hellas, which may be regarded as having come to an end at the time of Alexander the Great (336–323 BC) when it was replaced by what we know as the Hellenistic age. But the attitudes of Cleopatra’s contemporaries were also conditioned by the startling career of Alexander himself who, more than two hundred years before their time, had brought about that vast change in the Greek civilization which we describe as the transition from classical to Hellenistic Greece.


One of the principal features of this new era was an immense geographical explosion, so that Hellenism, which had formerly been restricted to the shores of the Mediterranean and Black Seas, now extended as far afield as Afghanistan and India. This expanded Greek civilization was remarkably uniform: the spread of ideas was not hampered by the frontiers that hamper it today, so the Greek way of life had extraordinary success in reaching untutored barbarians; and it also seeped rapidly into the older cultures of the east – taking much from them in a reciprocal process, for never before had Hellenism been so tolerant and receptive. There was a great mingling with Syrian and Hebrew traditions, and with the traditions of the Iranian and Egyptian worlds as well. And yet, paradoxically, the Greeks all the time remained very conscious of their Hellenism, and very proud when they repelled its enemies, such as the relatively primitive Gauls (Galatians) who had flooded into Asia Minor in the third century BC.


The Galatians were defeated in great battles. Yet one of the major gains of Hellenistic times was a diminution in the total number of wars. In classical Greece every tiny region had been more or less constantly at war with its neighbours. In the vast expanses of the Hellenistic world, during the third and second centuries BC, there were, it is true, always people fighting somewhere, as there are today, but there was peace over enormous areas, and the improvement over the previous anarchy was great. There were also still scientists, writers and artists of the utmost distinction. The classical Greek world of the immediate past had become a bankrupt concern, ruined by perpetual strife between the city-states: but the Hellenistic Greeks who took it over managed to restore it to a new kind of cultural as well as political solvency. It is only in quite recent years that we have begun to understand the manifold glories of this later Greek world – and indeed, even now, history books often come to an abrupt stop just at its starting-point.


For this, the Romans are largely to blame. They admired ancient Greek culture, but did not much care for the Greeks of their own day whom they saw around them; with the result that they saw ancient, classical Greece as good, whereas Hellenistic Greece appeared to be an inferior article. Moreover, many Greeks all over the Roman empire accepted precisely the same view, so that the greatness of their Hellenistic compatriots, who had come between the classical Greeks and themselves, was allowed to fall into oblivion. A woman like Cleopatra VII, looking back upon all that her ancestors had done during that time, was not likely to make the same mistake. But she and her contemporaries of the first century BC had another, peculiar, problem of their own. Could the ‘Hellenistic Age’ (which we ourselves often regard as coming to an end in about her time) still be said to exist at all, could any Greek Age, now that the Romans were the dominant power? This was a question never far from Cleopatra’s mind. But it is quite certain that she considered the Greek epoch to be by no means finished, and intended to do everything in her power to ensure its perpetuation.


The reason why the Hellenistic world had succeeded, except in its most bellicose moments, in restricting the number and the impact of wars was because it had replaced a multitude of city-states by a few states of very large size. Or rather, the old city-states still existed, but their capacity for strife was much diminished, because they were hence-forward under the shadow and domination of the great new Hellenistic powers. These were the ‘successor states’ that had divided up the heritage of Alexander the Great after his death. Each of these, perpetually, made wide and mutually incompatible territorial claims. But, although their frontiers fluctuated, the core of the Antigonid realm remained Alexander’s Macedonia, the Seleucid kingdom extended through much of western Asia, and the Ptolemies were based on Egypt.


We know these empires by the names of their dynasties, for monarchy was their form of government. The various forms of oligarchy, or democracy, which had characterized the old city-state system were left in the powerless hands of the city-states that had invented them. But these old types of government were not imitated by the great new Hellenistic realms. In taking over the legacy of Alexander, they took over his monarchic form of government as well. And from that time onwards, it became the normal form of political life, and remained the normal form for over two thousand years – until our own century.


Cleopatra VII was a part of this tradition. Among her proud Hellenistic inheritances was a monarchy which went straight back to Alexander. She was the sole source of law within her dominions, for Hellenistic sovereignty was a highly personal affair, the private property of the sovereign.10 She was The Queen – not even queen ‘of’ any place, even of Egypt, contrary to what Shakespeare and many others lead us to suppose.


Nor, indeed, would she ever have agreed that Ptolemaic rule ought to be restricted to Egypt. In this respect she modelled her views on those of the original Ptolemy I, Alexander’s staff-officer, general and historian. It is true that Egypt had been his headquarters. For after his master’s death, he had established his rule in that country, which Alexander had conquered from the Persians nine years earlier. Once in Egypt, Ptolemy I proceeded to establish as his capital the greatest of the cities Alexander had founded, Alexandria, declaring himself king there in 304 BC. Later known as Soter (the Saviour), Ptolemy I was the son of a not particularly distinguished personage named Lagos, after whom, subsequently, the dynasty was sometimes known as the Lagids. Alone of Alexander the Great’s successors, however, Ptolemy possessed the advantage of some degree of kinship with the family of Alexander himself: his mother Arsinoe was the second cousin (or mistress) of Alexander’s father, Philip II. His personal badge was an eagle, as befitted this eagle-nosed man, and the eagle remained for ever afterwards the emblem of the Ptolemaic house which he had founded.


But Ptolemy I Soter had no intention of limiting himself to Egypt. It was an antique tradition of the Egyptian Pharaohs to seek to conquer considerable tracts of territory far away to the west and north-east of Egypt’s own borders. Aggressive monarchs, such as Thothmes III and Rameses II in the sixteenth and thirteenth centuries BC respectively, had habitually allowed themselves to be depicted crushing hordes of Asians and other foreigners, and seizing them by their collective hair. Indeed, in even earlier days, Sesostris III had recorded the view that ‘he who goes no further than his own frontier is a real —’, the missing word being an obscenity which Egyptologists have modestly preferred to conceal from the uninitiated.11 Ptolemy I felt just the same, if indeed he recognized the existence of any frontiers or territorial limitations at all. He conquered Cyrenaica, the eastern half of the modern Libya. He occupied southern Syria. Indeed, he repeated this latter operation on no less than four occasions – and the country remained a permanent bone of contention with the adjoining Seleucid empire. Ptolemy I Soter also seized Cyprus (owned by the Pharaoh Aahmes [Amasis] in the sixth century BC), and it was to stay, for the most part, under Ptolemaic rule for nearly two and a half centuries to come. Then he moved forward to the islands of the Aegean, and put garrisons on the Greek mainland. His influence extended right up to the kingdom of the Cimmerian (Crimean) Bosphorus on the northern shores of the Black Sea.


Such were the exploits which Cleopatra VII was taught about in the days of her youth. Ptolemy Soter had far exceeded any Pharaoh in his exploitation of Egypt’s Mediterranean frontage. And the glamorous roi soleil who followed Soter, his son Ptolemy II (282–246 BC) who was known after his death as Philadelphus (Lover of his Sister), from time to time deserted the peaceful pursuits his more delicate constitution preferred – study and womanizing – in order to continue the work of expansion. Later generations, and Cleopatra herself, felt that his name was the symbol of the Ptolemaic empire at its zenith. Well might his court poet Callimachus voice Egypt’s imperious claims to world rule,12 while artists exalted the sea-power of the Ptolemies, which guaranteed their people’s wealth, abundance and merriment. For now came the climax of the resplendent Ptolemaic luxury, which although somewhat diminished still seemed extremely impressive to Romans in Cleopatra’s time. The unique Pharos lighthouse outside Alexandria harbour towered into the sky, and directed the shipping that brought prosperity. The Museum and adjacent Library, with their fine gardens, fountains, colonnades and restaurants, became the research centres of the Mediterranean world, where scholars lived tax-free and at the state’s expense, as befitted the subjects of a monarch who himself was learned in geography and zoology. ‘Victory odes, Funeral dirges, Marriage-hymns, genealogical trees, medical prescriptions, mechanical toys, maps, engines of war: whatever the palace required it had only to inform the Museum, and the subsidized staff set to work.’13 Thus E.M. Forster, but he is not quite fair: the Museum and Library played an enormous part in the conservation and evolution of Greek culture, and in its transmission to the modern world.


The dominions of Ptolemy II Philadelphus were expanded to even greater dimensions by his son Ptolemy III Euergetes (The Benefactor) (246–221). He temporarily occupied the whole of Syria – the nucleus of the rival Seleucid kingdom – right up to the Euphrates; it was a part of a vast expedition which almost reached the borders of India and was regarded as the greatest of all Ptolemaic military triumphs, earning him the title Conqueror of the World. His son Ptolemy IV Philopator (Lover of his Father) (221–205) has been represented as a contemptible victim of drink and sex, but he was more than that. For example, he fought off the inevitable Seleucid counter-attack–though the strain meant that Upper Egypt (the Thebaid), southernmost of the country’s three governor-generalships, became gravely disaffected. And then his child Ptolemy V Epiphanes (God Manifest) (205–180) before he even came of age lost most of his dynasty’s possessions outside the Egyptian borders. The tide had begun to turn.


Most serious of all, Rome had come on to the scene, having defeated Carthage in two wars and asserted its claim to be the principal Mediterranean power. Earlier, Ptolemy II had made a treaty with Rome, and now, in 200 BC (so the Romans liked to believe),14 they sent a nobleman to Egypt as guardian for the young Ptolemy v, in the name of the Roman Senate. The belief was mythical. But soon afterwards Egypt had become little better than one of Rome’s numerous puppet states. Probably it was not a full ‘client’, which was the technical term used for thoroughly dependent kingdoms,15 but all the same, in 168 BC, the Romans directly intervened to ‘save’ Ptolemy VI Philometor (Lover of his Mother) from invasion by the Seleucid Antiochus IV Epiphanes when Gaius Popilius Laenas turned Antiochus IV back only four miles from Alexandria.


Ptolemy VI’s reign witnessed a complicated coming and going of simultaneous, rival Ptolemaic rulers, who represented the most perfidious and murderous side of Hellenistic rule. They culminated in the appallingly savage figure of Cleopatra VII’s great-grandfather, Ptolemy VIII Euergetes (146–116), whose monstrous bulk, clothed in transparent gauze, earned him the nickname of Physcon (Fatty). Nevertheless, he finally enforced internal peace – and was the last monarch who managed to do so until Cleopatra. Yet he had felt compelled to appeal to the Romans against his own rebellious relatives in 162 BC, and again in 145.16 When the glorious Scipio Africanus the younger (Aemilianus) paid him a visit in 140 or 139, Scipio observed under his breath to a companion, as the king waddled along beside them, ‘we have given the Alexandrians a new experience – the sight of their king taking a walk.’17 For the greatest of living Romans to snigger at the ruling Ptolemy was a foretaste of many future humiliations by Scipio’s anti-Egyptian compatriots. Egypt was still officially a sovereign state, but only in the sense that many such states today have the same title, though they are in fact dependent, in their external policy, upon one of the great powers.18 We can well imagine the visit a Roman senator, Lucius Memmius, paid to Egypt in 112 BC: a papyrus has survived in which the Egyptian prime minister (dioecetes) instructs a provincial official to receive him deferentially, and to give him a view of the sacred crocodiles at their feeding time.19


But the habit of appealing to Rome was perilous. Early in the first century BC, monarchs of semi-dependent nations all along the imperial frontiers were finding that if the Romans helped an ‘ally’, they expected to be rewarded. And this was the fate that now befell the Egyptians, whose weakness had by this time made them intensely vulnerable to predatory Romans. Competing against Cleopatra’s grandfather Ptolemy IX Soter – nicknamed Lathyrus (Chick-Pea) – her great-uncle Ptolemy X Alexander I found it necessary to borrow a large sum from Roman financiers in order to raise a fleet and regain the throne (88 BC). Then, immediately afterwards, in order to appease his creditors, he made a will, or was said to have made a will (we shall never know the truth), bequeathing the entire country to the Roman people.20


If so, this was not the first time that eastern monarchs dependent upon Rome had left such directions, which sometimes seemed to them the only way to protect their supporters after they themselves were dead. But Egypt was far the richest legacy of the kind that had ever looked like coming the way of the Romans, even exceeding the kingdom of Pergamum in western Asia Minor, which had been bequeathed to them by its last king in 133 BC, becoming the Roman province of Asia. Ptolemies, too, had indulged in this type of gesture – for example Physcon, when he made the Romans heirs to Cyrenaica (to which he had been temporarily relegated) in the event of his death without issue (154). Nothing came of this bequest, but his bastard son, Ptolemy Apion, repeated it in 96. The Romans, however, although they duly claimed Apion’s own royal lands in Cyrenaica, again did not accept the country as a whole. And now once more, in 88, the Senate still did not attempt to annex Egypt either, although it had been left, or allegedly left, to them by Ptolemy X Alexander I. They had their reasons for caution. For one thing, annexation would give whatever Roman was given the task of enforcing it the chance to acquire too much power and money for himself – and Rome’s provincial governors of the period were frequently dishonest. Secondly, Ptolemy X Alexander I had scarcely been entitled to make the bequest at all, since his brother Ptolemy IX Soter (Lathyrus), who was still alive, had successfully prevented him from coming back to Egypt. So the Romans let Lathyrus stay there and reign, and contented themselves with collecting the debts they claimed he owed them.


But when Lathyrus died in 81, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who had now become dictator in Rome, interfered sharply in Egyptian affairs. He still did not go so far as to annex the country. But he placed a new Ptolemaic king on its throne (80 BC). This new king was the late ruler’s nephew Ptolemy XI Alexander II (son of Ptolemy X Alexander I). Sulla compelled Ptolemy XI to marry his own elderly stepmother and cousin, who had been in charge meanwhile. Nineteen days later, however, the new monarch put her to death, and then the people of Alexandria, exercising their ancient Macedonian right to participate in the selection of kings, struck him down, murdering him in his turn.


It was now that Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy XII Auletes, the Piper, gained the throne. His other nickname, Nothos (Bastard), was accurate, since he was the illegitimate son of King Lathyrus by a concubine. When Ptolemy XI was assassinated it was feared in Alexandria that Sulla, who seemed to regard Egypt as a sort of personal dependency, would be angry about this violent suppression of his nominee, in which case it appeared all too likely that he would decide to annex the country after all, on the pretext that it no longer possessed a rightful king of its own. In order, therefore, to forestall any such intervention, Auletes, who was perhaps in his early twenties or younger, found himself hastily summoned from Syria and made king of Egypt. It was possible to cite the precedent of the Pharaohs for the elevation of a concubine’s son to the throne in the absence of any legitimate heir. And to shore up his doubly dubious position – dubious on grounds of illegitimacy and dubious because of Sulla’s foreseeably hostile reaction – Auletes incorporated among his official names the designation Philopator, Lover of his Father.


In fact, Sulla abdicated from his dictatorship and died, and Rome’s restored republican government decided to let the Egyptian situation be. But in 75 BC two princes in exile from the neighbouring Seleucid state, sons of an aunt of Auletes called Cleopatra Selene, visited Rome to press their own claims to the Ptolemaic throne. However, although they presented a splendid candelabrum to Capitoline Jupiter, the Roman Senate did nothing to help the princes against Auletes. Moreover, during their return journey to Syria, they were robbed of their possessions by the Roman governor of Sicily.


Six years later, Cleopatra was born. While she was still a young child, Egypt came to the forefront of Roman politics: for to power-seeking Romans the temptation to annex the country had now become almost irresistible. Not only was it very wealthy, but it had actually been bequeathed to Rome (or so it was said) by one of its own monarchs – and then its leaders had actually dared to flout Rome’s will! The Roman Senate, on the whole, reinforced by the orator Cicero,21 was still against annexation. But the populares – those senators and others who were happy to obstruct the Senate, calling on the Assembly of the People when necessary – welcomed the idea, and the influential leaders of their group, Crassus and Pompey, were particularly eager to carry out the job themselves, since they saw it would bring them extensive profit and patronage. Rumour also extended similar ambitions to a rising younger politician, Julius Caesar.


Pompey’s possible claim to undertake the task in person looked much stronger when, after defeating an inveterate enemy of the Romans in Asia Minor (Mithridates VI of Pontus), he descended on the Levant to suppress the decaying Seleucid kingdom, annexing it under the name of the province of Syria (63 BC). The way in which he got rid of this historic part of the heritage of Alexander the Great, after Rome had sat back and watched its prolonged enfeeblement by internal struggles, was an evil omen and warning for Auletes, king of the only surviving major realm of Alexander’s former empire; he may even have regretted, rather late in the day, that the Ptolemies had so often been glad to foment civil strife among their Seleucid neighbours.


Pompey next turned his attention to the Jewish kingdom of Judaea. Until 200 BC, this had formed part of the Ptolemaic kingdom. Then it had fallen to the Seleucids, but during the second century the Jews (under the native Hasmonaean or Maccabee dynasty) had thrown off their control. Now, however, Pompey reduced Judaea to a virtual dependency of Rome: so that the Roman empire henceforward bordered upon Egypt. Auletes had thought it advisable to safeguard himself during the campaign by giving a lavish dinner in Pompey’s honour, at which each of the thousand guests had his gold cup changed at every course. Furthermore, he had contributed to the maintenance of eight thousand cavalry in Pompey’s service upon the borders of Judaea.22 These gestures helped to save his own throne from Roman annexation. But they did not endear him to his own subjects, who remembered that Judaea had once belonged to the Ptolemies. Feeling in Egypt, in these years, was running strongly against the Romans. At Alexandria, in 60 BC, a visitor from Rome who had killed a cat – an animal which, like many others, was considered sacred in Egypt – narrowly escaped a lynching at the hands of the city crowd.23


It was the sort of incident likely to impress a child of nine, Cleopatra’s age at the time. But in any case she must have become aware, as time went on, of the strength of anti-Roman feeling. And she gradually learnt of the unprecedented brutality, faithlessness, incompetence and corruption that Roman policy was displaying during these last years of the Republic – if ‘policy’ is any longer the right word at a time when ruthlessly acquisitive personal interests very largely prevailed, however much they might masquerade under sanctimonious slogans.


As Cleopatra became old enough to understand international affairs, relations between Rome and Egypt were entering a rougher phase which imposed new humiliations upon the Egyptians. In 60 BC Pompey, Caesar and Crassus joined forces in the ‘First Triumvirate’ which from now on unofficially ruled the Roman world, making nonsense of Republican institutions. In the next year Pompey and Caesar agreed to back Auletes’ tenure of the Egyptian throne against the increasingly formidable rebellious elements in his own country. However, the Roman leaders also demanded a price. It was a very high price indeed, for the unprecedented influx of wealth into Rome after Pompey’s eastern campaigns had enlarged the financial ideas of leading Romans, causing the prices for such services to rise considerably. And so Caesar, who was consul at the time, consented to pass a law confirming the kingship of Auletes as ‘friend and ally of the Roman people’ if the latter was prepared to hand over to Caesar and Pompey the sum of six thousand talents, a figure which, although such equivalents are inexact, can perhaps be thought of in terms of approximately seven million pounds or seventeen million dollars. This has been roughly estimated as the equivalent of the entire revenue of Egypt for six months, or perhaps even for a whole year.


Caesar and Pompey required the money immediately. So Auletes needed to find it immediately. On the other hand, he was anxious that the embarrassing task of raising it from his subjects should be postponed. So instead he borrowed the whole sum, turning to a Roman speculator and financier who specialized in such deals, an eminent banker’s son named Gaius Rabirius Postumus.24 Having laid hands on the money in this way, Auletes wondered how to prepare the Egyptians for the shocking news that it would be up to them to contribute its equivalent (plus interest) in order to repay Rabirius. As a first step he declared a general amnesty, cancelling all impending prosecutions; and then he waited for this declaration to have a favourable effect on Egyptian public opinion.


Meanwhile, however, further trouble was brewing for the Ptolemies, this time in Cyprus. This island was Ptolemaic property, but it was not ruled by Auletes; its ruler was his brother, who was likewise called Ptolemy. In 58 BC, the year after Auletes’ deal with Rome, Cyprus attracted unwelcome attention in Rome. A young Roman politician named Publius Clodius Pulcher, ambitious and radical, was one of the occupants of the tribunate, an annual elective office which offered opportunities for influencing the city populace. He had sought to win their favour by pushing through an unprecedented measure with authorized free distributions of grain. However, this placed a hopeless strain on the Roman treasury, and if the measure was ever to be implemented it was imperative to raise funds elsewhere. So Clodius hit on the idea of annexing Cyprus: its monarch, unlike his brother, Auletes, had never purchased recognition by Rome, so there was a good cause for evicting him. So Ptolemy of Cyprus found himself accused, rightly or wrongly, of collusion with the pirates who had in recent years been Rome’s enemies in the eastern Mediterranean; and it was announced that his kingdom was going to be taken over by the Romans. This, it was pointed out, had already been the intention of his uncle Ptolemy X Alexander I, whose doubtful bequest of the Egyptian dominions to Rome in 88 BC was alleged to have included Cyprus.


To undertake the annexation of the island, Clodius decided to appoint his political arch-enemy, the austere though hard-drinking conservative Cato, in order to get him out of the way. The possibilities of Cypriot plunder, joked Clodius, were so tempting that no one except the most honest man in Rome was fit to organize the take-over; and the joke had a sting in it because four years earlier Cato, abandoning his high principles, had himself tried to conciliate the people of Rome, in anticipation of Clodius, by increasing the doles of cheap corn. Cato duly started for Cyprus, where its king Ptolemy, accused of a host of vices, rejected the offer of the high-priesthood of Aphrodite at Paphos and chose to commit suicide instead.


So Cleopatra, at the age of eleven – and it is justifiable to suppose she was a very precocious eleven – heard how Roman imperialism of an exceptionally cynical kind had brought about her uncle’s humiliation and death. And she also became aware of the further degradation of her father. For, in the summer of the same year, Auletes found he was unable to hold on to his throne after all. The Alexandrians would not put up with him. For one thing, the repayments of his debt to Caesar and Pompey had inevitably necessitated the infliction of new taxes, to which his subjects greatly objected. Secondly, they resented his failure to take any action whatever to save Ptolemaic Cyprus from its aggressor. What was the use of being called ‘Lover of his Brother’ if their king could not, in fact, take the smallest step to rescue his brother from such abominable treatment? The people of Alexandria had not yet accepted the idea that Egypt was entirely subject to the power of Rome.


Auletes, however, was fully aware of this hard fact, and so when his subjects now began to revolt against him it was to Rome that he fled for help. When he got as far as Rhodes, he found Cato there, on his way to Cyprus. Displaying little respect for the king’s dignity, the Roman refused to call on him, indicating that since he was taking a course of laxatives, Auletes must come to him instead. When he arrived at Cato’s residence, his host did not rise from his seat (perhaps his lavatory seat) to greet him. Moreover, all he felt inclined to say was that Auletes had better cancel his proposed journey to Italy, and instead go back to Egypt and concentrate on conciliating his own people, since if he really intended to ingratiate himself with the principal Romans he would need all the Egyptian wealth he could get. This was, in theory, not such bad advice, though Cato’s manner of giving it was offensive. But Auletes did not at all like the idea of returning to Egypt, and instead went on his way to Rome. The treasure of his late brother, seven thousand talents of cash and bullion, in addition to lavish supplies of plate, furniture, jewellery and fabrics, was shortly afterwards dispatched by Cato from Cyprus in the same direction.25


Meanwhile the Egyptians, having got rid of Auletes for the time being, had given the throne to his eldest daughter and Cleopatra’s sister, Cleopatra VI Tryphaena. It would appear, however, that allegiances within the country were confused and divided. Inscriptions from Apollinopolis Magna (Edfu), dated 5 December 57 BC, show the local priest describing Cleopatra VI Tryphaena and her father as joint monarchs.26 These priests of Upper Egypt, which had received great benefactions from Auletes, evidently did not like to think of him as deposed, even though he had, in fact, been chased out. But Cleopatra VI Tryphaena was not the only one of his daughters who remained in Egypt, for her sister Berenice IV stayed too; and in certain circles or regions it was she, rather than Tryphaena, who was regarded as queen. A letter of 23 October 57 BC, to Theadelphia beside Lake Moeris (Fayum) in Middle Egypt, is in Berenice’s name alone, without any reference either to Cleopatra VI or to Auletes.


But Auletes’ third daughter, Cleopatra VII, with whom this book is concerned, may well have left the country with her father. That could be the explanation of an epitaph set up at Athens by a ‘Libyan princess’ in honour of one of her ladies-in-waiting who had died there.27 Greeks used the term ‘Libyan’ loosely for their compatriots and others from any part of north Africa – and it is very likely that Auletes did not think it advisable to leave all his three daughters behind among his political foes in Alexandria. If this interpretation is correct, the inscription dates from a brief stay in Athens by Auletes and Cleopatra on their way from Rhodes to Rome.


If she was with him – or indeed even if she was not – the experiences of these years were giving her an exceptionally sharp and grim political education. She must have been very different from the ignorant, kittenish adolescent of Bernard Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra.


Auletes’ visit to Italy started well, with Pompey hospitably accommodating him and his retinue at his mansion in the Alban hills. But the king’s pressing problem was how to return to Egypt. Pompey and Caesar (who was now away fighting in Gaul) had received their money, in exchange for Rome’s recognition of his royal claims. But Rabirius Postumus, who had lent him the vast sum he needed to pay the Roman leaders, was surely now reminding them in no uncertain terms that he would not be repaid until the monarch was restored to his kingdom. Meanwhile Auletes’ enemies at Alexandria had sent a deputation of a hundred men to Rome in order to present the case against him. However, Auletes had a number of the envoys assassinated as they landed at Puteoli (Pozzuoli), and then he arranged that their leader, a philosopher named Dio, should likewise be murdered in Rome. Various Romans, including Pompey, were said to be involved in the crime, though it was clear enough that Auletes was chiefly responsible.28 No doubt he was satisfied with the result, since those of the hostile envoys who had survived now felt a marked disinclination to speak against him. Consequently, at the end of 57 – after distributing large bribes at Rome, and leaving an agent, Hammonius, behind in the city to see that the money did not go astray – he retired to the sacred precinct of Artemis, at Ephesus in Asia Minor, to wait until the Romans had decided who would restore him to the throne.


After prolonged intrigues and quarrels a henchman of Pompey named Aulus Gabinius, governor of the recently established province of Syria, took on the role. For this service, however, Auletes was to give him and others (with Pompey and Caesar again taking their cut) the fantastic sum of ten thousand talents, nearly twice the total already borrowed from Rabirius and paid to Caesar and Pompey three years earlier. It was an appalling burden for Egypt, and we do not know how Auletes proposed to raise the sum; perhaps he expected Gabinius, when he arrived, would raise it himself by looting. But in any case Auletes was not altogether sorry to have incurred such an enormous debt, because it meant that leading Roman businessmen had an interest in putting him back on the throne and keeping him there. Indeed, Rabirius was even now demonstrating how accurate this supposition was, for he insisted on accompanying Gabinius to Egypt, in order to make sure of the money Auletes still owed from the earlier loan.


The Roman Senate had been very reluctant all along to sanction a military invasion of Egypt by Gabinius or anyone else. But Gabinius, though himself nervous of the project for military reasons, wanted the money, and argued that invasion was a necessity on the rather dubious grounds that current Egyptian leadership posed a naval threat to the eastern Roman provinces.29 In fact, the internal situation in Auletes’ absence had been so chaotic that Egypt can hardly have been regarded as menacing anyone. Disturbances are recorded in 58 BC from the region of Heracleopolis Magna (near Beni Suef) in Middle Egypt – hardly surprising in view of the differences between Auletes and his two eldest daughters Cleopatra VI Tryphaena and Berenice IV. Before long, Cleopatra VI was dead or in retirement, and Berenice had emerged as the temporary victor. Since, however, Ptolemaic queens could not reign alone, strenuous efforts were made to find her a husband. Plans to secure two successive Seleucid princes failed, because one died and the other was vetoed by Gabinius, who had presumably not announced his intention of dismissing Berenice in favour of Auletes at this stage. A third candidate named Seleucus, who was possibly a royal Seleucid bastard, proved such a coarse creature that the Alexandrians called him Salt-fishmonger (Cybiosactes), and Berenice’s impatience with him was such that she had him strangled after only three days. Then, in the second year of her reign (56–55),30 without consulting Gabinius, she chose and married a certain Archelaus from Pontus in northern Asia Minor, who may have been the illegitimate son of its former king, Mithridates VI. Archelaus had been well thought of by Pompey, but now that he was King of Egypt without Roman permission Pompey’s henchman Gabinius became his enemy, and marched against him from Judaea. Gabinius’ chief cavalry officer, Mark Antony, now twenty-five or twenty-six years old, gallantly led the way, capturing the frontier-post of Pelusium. Then Gabinius himself moved into Egypt and with the aid of a contingent of Egyptian loyalists reinstated Auletes upon his throne.


Archelaus had fallen in battle, and against Auletes’ wishes Antony gave him an honourable burial, since he had enjoyed the dead man’s hospitality in Syria. This made Antony popular in Alexandria, and so did his protection of Egyptian prisoners from Auletes’ vengeance. But the restored king’s daughter, Berenice IV, was executed by her father’s order. What his next daughter, the fourteen-year-old Cleopatra VII, thought about this slaughter of her sister we do not know, though she was later to imply a criticism of Berenice’s unfilial usurpation. In any case the death of Berenice left Cleopatra as heir-apparent to her father’s throne. This must also have been the occasion when she first met Antony, fresh from his brave exploits during the campaign.


Gabinius and Rabirius now extracted from Egypt all the money they could. Although the country was nominally independent, Rabirius managed to acquire for himself a dominant official post in its government, either the prime ministership itself or, more probably, a special job of economic overlord (April 55–end of 54).31 He requisitioned supplies of every kind, and dispatched a merchant fleet home to Puteoli with saleable cargoes of cheap cloth, linen and glass.32 Finally his depredations caused such discontent that he was obliged to leave Alexandria in a hurry. When he and Gabinius reached Rome, each of them had to face prosecution for financial misbehaviour. Cicero, although he had earlier described Gabinius as a treacherous, thieving, effeminate ballet-boy in curlers, now agreed to defend them both in court. Gabinius, in spite of feverish distributions of bribes, was condemned (at the second attempt) on at least one of the charges brought against him, and had to go into exile. But Rabirius seems to have got off. He claimed, no doubt falsely, that he was now a poor man: he said he had failed to collect the repayment of his debt from Auletes. And apparently Caesar, turning his attention from his Gallic War, agreed to take on the obligation of eventually collecting Rabirius’ ‘unsatisfied’ claim. His acceptance of this responsibility could be made to look fair and chivalrous enough, since it was only because Caesar had taken so much of Auletes’ money in 59 that Rabirius was pleading this predicament now. But it may be suspected that Rabirius paid Caesar heavily for assuming the task on his behalf. The fact that Caesar agreed to do so was destined to play an important part in Cleopatra’s life and reign.


And so, as recent research has increasingly shown, did another heritage of this murky period: for Gabinius left behind him in Egypt a substantial army, consisting of Gaulish and German troops, supplemented, now and later, by various other elements. These ‘Gabinians’ stayed on, not as a Roman army of occupation, since the country was still formally independent, but as mercenaries in the employment of the Egyptian crown. Ever since the third century BC, the Ptolemies had relied greatly on foreign mercenaries – indeed for nearly a thousand years past the native Egyptians had hardly ever proved good enough soldiers for their monarchs to depend upon. But the mercenaries had proved hard to control, as a dangerous revolt in 274 BC showed; and in the next century, under Physcon, these foreign soldiers had got out of hand again. They were frequently at odds with the other royal units, and particularly with the Macedonian Household Troops who were supposed to guard the persons of the Ptolemaic sovereigns. Now, however, the Gabinians provided yet another, new, mercenary force. They must have been quite formidable. Caesar, when he later became their enemy, considered them worth an extended mention in his Civil War. The Egyptian army, he said, was ‘by no means contemptible’, and its nucleus consisted of the Gabinians. ‘Gabinius’ men,’ Caesar continued, had grown accustomed to the lax way of life at Alexandria. They had ceased to think of themselves as Roman, forgotten the standards of discipline of the Roman people, and had married and mostly had children by their marriages. Added to these were men collected among the brigands and pirates of Syria and the province of Cilicia (south-eastern Asia Minor) and the neighbouring areas; and many condemned criminals and exiles had joined them. All our runaway slaves had found a safe refuge and an assured livelihood, if they enrolled as soldiers. If any of them was arrested by his master, his comrades would unite to rescue him, resisting violence to any of their number inasmuch as it was a threat to themselves, since they were all in a similar situation. These men had been accustomed to demand the execution of royal favourites, to plunder the property of the wealthy, to besiege the palace for a rise in pay, to drive some from the throne and summon others to fill it, according to some ancient tradition of the Alexandrian army.33


Caesar might also have mentioned that these Gabinians were an indispensable, though often uncomfortable, prop for the restored Auletes régime. Indeed, it was a considerable achievement on Auletes’ part to have converted them, by a mixture of discipline and concessions, into a force which both before and after his death continued to fulfil a significant role.34 Caesar does go on to say, however, that at some point this royal army based on the Gabinians had occasion to ‘make war upon the Egyptians’. He may be alluding to strife which was to arise after Auletes’ death. But he could also be referring to severe internal troubles which characterized the period of Auletes’ restoration to the throne. For not only were there disorders at Alexandria – the cause of Rabirius’ hasty departure – but, before that, disturbances had been once again recorded from Heracleopolis, and from the adjoining regions of the Fayum and Oxyrhynchus (Behnesa) as well. The farmers were demanding protection from Rabirius and threatening, unless they received it, to neglect the maintenance of the canals, dams and dykes, while Rabirius and the government insisted that the provincial officials were not acting with sufficient vigour against the agitators.


And yet, after extraordinary convulsions, Cleopatra’s father Auletes had to some extent become master of his own house once again. This much maligned man did not seem to everyone, and probably not to his third daughter Cleopatra VII either, just a mere stooge who had been humiliated by the Romans. His own ferocious treatment of his opponents, and his development of the Gabinians into a fighting force, suggest that he was more positive than that. He had an impressive record as a builder and restorer of temples. His external policy, too, may have been characterized by ambitious action beyond his southern borders – as befitted the man who arranged for his daughter Cleopatra to learn more than one African tongue, in addition to the language of the Egyptians themselves (for Cleopatra’s languages, see here).


Auletes’ portraits on his coins, notably those issued in 53 BC, show that it was from her father that Cleopatra derived her hooked nose.35 These coins also make it possible to recognize him in the bony profile, petulant mouth and weary, disillusioned expression of a bronze statuette recently identified at Alexandria.36 Murderous when he needed to be – though not as consistently murderous as some of his ancestors – he was crafty and calculating in his determination to retain the Ptolemaic heritage: a determination which remained resolute in spite of all his weaknesses.


One of these weaknesses, although he achieved the paternity of Cleopatra and other offspring, was perhaps homosexual vice. This is suggested by inscriptions from the Nile island of Philae engraved by at least two and probably three men who claim to have been the king’s passive sexual partners.37 The names given by two of these individuals seem to be pseudonyms deliberately suggestive of lechery. But it is also fair to point out that the term by which they describe themselves, kinaidos, is sometimes used to mean, not only a passive homosexual, but also some sort of dramatic or musical performer – probably a dancer of obscene dances. There was a tradition of this kind of dance in the Ptolemaic house, since Cleopatra’s great-uncle Ptolemy X Alexander I, though extremely stout, had himself been an agile practitioner of the art.38 A Platonic philosopher Demetrius was said to have danced at Auletes’ court, after first refusing to put on the appropriate feminine costume; subsequently he was forced to comply, and danced wearing a fashionable dress from Tarentum (Taranto).


This evidence concerning Auletes’ taste for dancing fits in well enough with another of his principal interests, which was music. The reason why his subjects called him the Piper (Auletes) was because he loved accompanying choruses on the aulos or pipes, an instrument related to the clarinet or oboe.39 Voltaire applauded Frederick the Great’s skill on the pipes by declaring that even Auletes would not have dared play his aulos after hearing the Prussian king’s performance. In ancient times this sort of activity incurred a good deal of disapproval, especially if carried to excess by monarchs who ought to have other matters to think about. The Romans, in particular, considered that vocal and instrumental music led to immorality,40 a conclusion which received some support from the tastes of Auletes. However, he must have gained quite a reputation, for he was described as being ‘not man but auletes and magician (magos)’.41 An element of fashionable mysticism entered into the pipe competitions he organized, and we can see something of this spirit from a statuette of an enraptured, strangely costumed Alexandrian piper of the time.42


The Romans, however, believed that no one dances unless he is drunk. The Greek philosopher Demetrius, too, who objected to taking the floor at Auletes’ court, classified drinking with dancing as one of the undesirable features of the palace. The bracketing of these activities was appropriate enough, and for a significant reason: dancing and drinking alike formed part not only of the amusements of the Ptolemies but also of their religious background, and even (conveniently enough) of an official religious policy that consecrated the rulers as gods. This was a doctrine that fulfilled a vital role in the policies of Auletes, and subsequently in those of his daughter Cleopatra.


During the centuries that spanned the beginnings of Christianity, paganism was still very much alive. This Greco-Roman period was the epoch of passionate belief in the Mystery religions, stressing initiation, purification, mystic communion, redemption in this world, and salvation in the next. But it was also a great age of ruler-worship. For many centuries past the Greeks had been prepared to envisage superior personal gifts as something supernatural, so that they regarded certain individuals as more than human, as geniuses deserving to be set apart.43 Thus the poet Sophocles, for example, after his death, was allotted a shrine. But after the classical Greek city-states had been eclipsed by the Hellenistic kingdoms, this idea was even more readily applicable to the new national rulers, since ‘god is the helping of man by man’, as a philosopher observed,44 and these were men who possessed enormous power to save or destroy. In consequence, they were hailed as ‘Epiphanes’, God made Manifest in living kings,45 or ‘Neos Theos’, the New God, a young and approachable incarnation of the Olympians, his ‘newness’ incorporating divine magic power.46 And the new manifest God was also ‘Soter’, the Saviour, or ‘Euergetes’, the Benefactor, terms which acknowledge past protection and benefit, and express the hope that these will continue in the future.


All these titles were incorporated in the titles of the Ptolemaic monarchs of Egypt, who from the very beginning had led and guided the rest of the Greek world in the various manifestations of ruler-worship. The idea, in Egypt, was a very ancient one, since the Pharaohs had been god-kings for many centuries.47 So significant was the national kingship for the people of Egypt that deification was inevitable. But it was in Ptolemaic times that the institution assumed the new forms which spread far and wide into other Hellenistic territories. The first step had been taken shortly after the death of Alexander the Great (323 BC), when Ptolemy I diverted his corpse to Egypt. It lay at the ancient capital, Memphis in Middle Egypt, the site of Alexander’s formal recognition as Egypt’s king, until it could be installed in a magnificent new tomb at the new capital he himself had founded, Alexandria. There and elsewhere in the country he was venerated as a god in a variety of different ways.48 The next stage was the worship of Ptolemy I and his step-sister and wife Berenice I as Theoi Soteres (Saviour Gods). Ptolemy I was first called ‘Soter’ in his lifetime as a voluntary act of homage by the people of Rhodes, because of services rendered to their community. Others followed their example, and finally he and his wife, after their deaths, were made the objects of a major state-cult by his son and heir Ptolemy II Philadelphus. Right down to the reigns of Auletes and Cleopatra, the head of Ptolemy I, with its pronounced features and deep-set eyes, continued to appear on Ptolemaic coins.49 But meanwhile Ptolemy II and his sister-wife Arsinoe II Philadelphus had taken the final step of allowing themselves, while they were still alive, to be officially honoured as gods. They were known as the Theoi Adelphoi, Brother and Sister Gods.50 From then onwards, at least four sorts of cult were devoted to all living Ptolemies during their lifetimes.51


Ptolemy III (246–221 BC) was specifically known as Euergetes. Ptolemy V (205–180 BC) described himself as Epiphanes. Ptolemy VI (180–145) places the plain designation Theos (God) on his coins, and Ptolemy VII (145–4) bore the title of Neos. Then Cleopatra’s father Auletes adopted a whole row of such designations. Moreover, whereas his predecessors had been hailed as ‘Our Lord the King’, records and petitions to Auletes describe him as ‘Our God and Lord the King’. Even his daughters and sons were called goddesses and gods while he himself still lived;52 and the Alexandrians dedicated a precinct to Auletes and his children as ‘Our Lords and Greatest Gods’ (52 BC). So Cleopatra was a goddess before she even ascended the throne. To those brought up with transcendent ideas of godhead, all this procedure seems empty flattery. But it was a deliberate policy designed to canalize loyal and patriotic emotions.


The best clue to Auletes’ policy towards ruler-worship is provided by his most characteristic title Neos Dionysus (the New Dionysus),53 a designation which he adopted from at least 64–63 BC onwards. He claimed to be the incarnation of this god, the Roman Bacchus or Liber, a claim reflected in the Dionysiac wreath of ivy which adorns his portrait statue, and in the Dionysiac wand or thyrsus, an ivy-wreathed fennel stalk with a pine-cone on its tip, which accompanies the ivy-wreathed head on certain of his coins. Such ideas and associations were far from new. But they acquired fresh significance under Auletes, and again under Cleopatra, whose policies, like those of her father, they help to elucidate.


It is a popular misconception of European literature to regard the ancient Dionysus–Bacchus as little more than the god of wine and revelry – though this is hardly a mistake that will be made by any reader of Euripides’ Bacchae, which reveals the universal, irresistible force of the god. Dionysus was not just the patron of wine, but the god of the great waves of religious emotion which were never far below the surface in ancient Greece,54 and from time to time rose formidably into view. The ritual included an impressive series of ceremonial initiations into increasingly intimate circles of the god’s devotees, culminating in final mystic union. This cult was at its height in the Hellenistic age, when frenzied anxiety to ascend beyond the human body led millions of people into a devoted and ecstatic acceptance of the Dionysiac escape from worldly bonds. And, most of all, the men and women of Hellenistic times clung to Dionysus’ promise that his worshippers would be rewarded, not in this life, or not only in this life, but after death, when salvation for the whole of eternity would be theirs.


Such promises, it is true, were the essence of all the Hellenistic Mystery religions. But they figured most dramatically of all in the worship of Dionysus, which at this time almost eclipsed the old Olympian cults as the religion of the Mediterranean world. Any tendency to underestimate its magical force is dispelled by the Dionysiac wall-paintings of the first century BC still to be seen in the Villa of the Mysteries outside Pompeii, with their strangely moving parade of the rituals, terrors and mystical glories of Initiation.55 The central figure in these paintings, reclining with Dionysus, is usually believed to represent Ariadne, representative of the female sex which played so prominent a part in this emotional religion. Abandoned by Theseus on the island of Naxos, Ariadne has awakened to wed Dionysus, just as the soul of the initiate, too, will be roused from the slumber of death to union with the god, and to eternal triumph, and to the Symposium of the Blessed. Or perhaps the woman at the god’s side may be his mother Semele, whom he descended to the Underworld to seek.56


Dionysus was victorious even over death, and that is why he can ensure the same victory to his devotees. But in this world, too, he was thought of as the mightiest of conquerors – a fitting tribute to the god whose worship, at this time, seemed the only religion capable of vanquishing the whole world.57 Already in Euripides’ Bacchae, Dionysus, by magical rather than warlike arts, was held to have assumed the lordship over vast territories of Asia, and this image was intensified after the conquests of Alexander the Great, whose identification with the god led to the creation of many new sagas of triumphal Dionysiac progress throughout the east.58 Assimilated among a host of local deities, Dionysus seemed to the successors of Alexander to provide a ready-made means of communication between their Greek and native subjects. Many, therefore, were the Hellenistic rulers who chose to link their names with his.59
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