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Introduction








Cleopatra died more than two thousand years ago, but Rome continues to kill her repeatedly. Every film, every series, every depiction reduces one of antiquity's most competent rulers to a seductress who used beauty and sexual sorcery to manipulate powerful men. The first death occurred in Alexandria, in August 30 BC, when she killed herself using poison or by allowing a venomous serpent to bite her, choosing death rather than being taken in chains to Rome to be exhibited in Octavian's triumph. The second death occurred gradually over decades and centuries when Roman historians, poets, and propagandists transformed her from a complex and capable ruler into a one-dimensional caricature of an Oriental femme fatale, systematically erasing evidence of her administrative competence, strategic intelligence, extraordinary linguistic skills, and demonstrated ability to effectively rule an economically crucial and politically complicated kingdom for over twenty years.


This book is an attempt to kill Cleopatra for the third time, but this time the assassination will be different because instead of killing her through propaganda that distorts and simplifies, we will be killing the mythical Cleopatra constructed by Rome to reveal the historical person who was simultaneously more interesting and more human than the monster or the goddess that extreme depictions have created. We will find a real woman who lived in specific circumstances and who made decisions based on imperfect information and multiple pressures that did not always allow for ideal choices, but which demanded compromises determined by evaluations of what was most important when the future was uncertain and multiple outcomes seemed possible.

Cleopatra was not Egyptian in the sense most people assume when they hear the name that evokes pyramids and pharaohs. She was a descendant of Ptolemy, the Macedonian Greek general who served Alexander the Great and established a dynasty that ruled Egypt for three centuries after Alexander's death in 323 BC, perpetuating the conquest through sibling marriages that preserved royal blood at the cost of creating family trees that more closely resembled tangled shrubs. But Cleopatra was also not simply Greek because she made an extraordinary choice that no Ptolemy before her had made: she learned to speak ancient Egyptian, the language of the native population that constituted the overwhelming majority of the kingdom's inhabitants but which had been systematically ignored by Greek rulers who preferred to administer through interpreters. This decision was a political declaration that signaled she viewed the native population not merely as subjects to be exploited but as an essential part of the kingdom she governed and as a source of legitimacy that transcended Greek lineages—important to the Alexandrian elite but irrelevant to the millions of Egyptians who understood authority through Pharaonic concepts that connected rulers with gods and with the land.

In fact, Plutarch tells us that Cleopatra spoke at least nine languages fluently, an ability that was not just an impressive trick but an extraordinarily powerful political tool that allowed her to negotiate directly with ambassadors, merchants, and rulers from across the Mediterranean and the Middle East without relying on translators who could distort messages. She could speak with Jewish ambassadors in Hebrew or Aramaic, converse with Parthian merchants in their own language, and obviously mastered Greek and Latin, which were essential languages for navigating the politics of the Mediterranean world that was being progressively dominated by Rome.

The goal of this book is simple yet ambitious: to tell Cleopatra's story in ways accessible to readers who are not ancient history specialists but who are curious about one of antiquity's most fascinating figures, while simultaneously being faithful to the historical evidence that has survived and that provides the basis for reconstructions that are always partial but are better than fictions that ignore sources or freely invent details. We will follow Cleopatra from her birth in Alexandria during turbulent times when the Ptolemaic dynasty was collapsing, through exile and civil war that nearly destroyed her before she turned twenty, through her relationships with Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, which were simultaneously political partnerships and genuine personal connections, up to the final defeat at Actium and her death in Alexandria when she was only thirty-nine but had lived through enough experiences to fill multiple normal lifetimes.

The story we will tell is based on the best available evidence from ancient sources, including Plutarch, Cassius Dio, Suetonius, and others who wrote about the events even when they wrote generations later and when they were inevitably influenced by propaganda that shaped how Cleopatra was remembered. However, we will read these sources critically and supplement them with archaeological evidence, administrative papyri, inscriptions, and other materials that provide information that did not pass through the filters of Roman historians who held obvious biases. We will also contextualize her life within the 1st century BC Mediterranean world, which was being transformed by the Roman civil wars that destroyed the Republic and created the Empire, and where Egypt was simultaneously an independent kingdom and a crucial piece in the conflicts between Roman factions competing for control over territories and resources that would determine who governed the known world.

What makes Cleopatra's story so fascinating is not just that she was a powerful woman in a male-dominated world, or that she was romantically involved with two of Rome's most powerful men, but that her life raises fundamental questions about power, gender, resistance to empires, cultural clashes between civilizations, and about how stories are told and who controls the narratives that shape how the past is remembered. Cleopatra remains relevant two thousand years later not only because her story is dramatically interesting but because it touches on themes that continue to resonate: how people in positions of power navigate moral dilemmas and strategic choices that have consequences for millions, how women find ways to exert authority in systems that systematically exclude them from formal positions of power, how different civilizations interact and influence each other through conquests and assimilations that transform all parties involved, and how propaganda and narrative control shape what we know about the past in ways that serve the interests of the victors who have the power to determine what is remembered and how it is interpreted.


1. The Girl from the Nile










A Princess in Difficult Times: Alexandria in the 1st Century BC

Cleopatra was born sometime in 69 BC, probably in the winter, in a city that was simultaneously the most cosmopolitan and the most problematic in the Mediterranean world, and that already tells us a lot about the kind of life that awaited her. Alexandria was not exactly the Egypt most people imagine when they think of pyramids and mummified pharaohs, because the true Egyptian pharaohs had stopped governing the country almost three hundred years earlier, ever since Alexander the Great conquered all of it in 332 BC and then died too young without leaving clear instructions about who should inherit his gigantic empire.

What remained of Alexander's dream in Egypt was a dynasty of Greek kings, the Ptolemies, who governed the country speaking Greek, worshipping Greek gods, living as Greeks, but who needed to pretend to the native Egyptians that they were legitimate pharaohs because nobody governs a country efficiently if the local population thinks you are just a foreign invader who understands nothing of local traditions.

The Alexandria where Cleopatra first opened her eyes was a metropolis of half a million inhabitants, perhaps more, with the tallest lighthouse in the ancient world illuminating the harbor entrance, a library that held the accumulated knowledge of all known civilizations, and streets where one could hear Greek, Egyptian, Aramaic, Latin, and a dozen other languages being spoken simultaneously by merchants who came from every corner of the Mediterranean. The city functioned as a kind of New York of the ancient world, a place where one could quickly make a fortune or lose everything in an afternoon, where philosophers debated on street corners and where the smell of Oriental spices mixed with the stench of open sewers, because even the most sophisticated cities of antiquity had serious sanitation problems. The royal palace occupied almost a third of the urban area, an absurd complex of buildings, gardens, private theaters, and even a small private harbor, because the Ptolemies liked to make it very clear that they were different from the rest of the population and that governing Egypt entitled them to a lifestyle that would make any contemporary monarch look modest.

But Alexandria in 69 BC was not just a rich and culturally vibrant city; it was also the center of a kingdom that was spectacularly falling apart, and Cleopatra had the privilege of being born right in the middle of all this confusion. Ptolemaic Egypt was still technically independent, but that independence was increasingly a diplomatic fiction that everyone pretended to believe while Rome, the new Mediterranean superpower, expanded its control over neighboring territories and looked at Egypt with the kind of interest a loan shark shows for a wealthy debtor going through financial difficulties. The Romans had already swallowed Greece, Macedonia, parts of Asia Minor, and practically all of North Africa, and Egypt was essentially the last great prize that had not yet been formally annexed, not because Rome respected Egyptian sovereignty, but because it was more convenient to keep Egypt as a client kingdom than to directly administer all that confusion of temples, priests, millennia-old bureaucracies, and a population that had very strong opinions on how things should work.

Cleopatra's father, Ptolemy XII, who had the unflattering nickname Auletes, which means "the Flute Player" in Greek, governed Egypt precariously, always owing money to Roman bankers and always worried that his own subjects or his own relatives might decide he was no longer needed on the throne. The Ptolemaic family tradition included regular assassinations between siblings, parents killing children, children killing parents, and a general level of paranoia that would make any medieval European dynasty seem functionally healthy, and Cleopatra grew up knowing that belonging to the royal family was not exactly a guarantee of longevity, but rather a permanent invitation to participate in a deadly game where the rules constantly changed and where trusting the wrong people meant ending up poisoned during dinner. Being born a princess in Alexandria meant having access to the best tutors, the best books, the most extravagant luxuries money could buy, but it also meant learning early on that power was something conquered and maintained through a combination of intelligence, perfect timing, and the willingness to do whatever was necessary when the situation demanded it, and that was the world awaiting Cleopatra as she took her first steps through the endless corridors of the royal palace, not yet imagining that one day she would have to use all those lessons to become the last independent ruler of Egypt before Rome finally decided it was time to turn the country into a private granary for the empire.




The Most Complicated Family in Egypt

The Ptolemaic dynasty had a peculiarity that deserves special attention because it helps to understand the kind of family environment Cleopatra grew up in, and that peculiarity was the systematic habit of marrying brothers to sisters, fathers to daughters, uncles to nieces, in a genealogical mess that made European family trees look like models of genetic diversity. The Ptolemies justified this practice by saying they were following the example of the ancient Egyptian pharaohs, especially the myth of Isis and Osiris who were siblings and spouses at the same time, but the less romantic truth was that marrying within the family solved a very concrete political problem: if you shared power with your brother or sister through marriage, at least the throne stayed in the family and you didn't have to worry about some ambitious noble using a strategic marriage to claim rights to the throne. The problem, of course, was that this solution created other equally serious problems, because when your closest relatives are also your spouses and governing partners, family arguments stop being just discussions at Christmas dinner and turn into civil wars with real armies.

Cleopatra was the daughter of Ptolemy XII Auletes, but identifying who her mother was is one of the great mysteries of ancient history, because the sources simply do not definitively mention her name, and that leaves us with speculations ranging from the possibility that her mother was Cleopatra V Tryphaena, who may or may not have been Auletes' sister, to more exotic theories suggesting that Cleopatra's mother was a native Egyptian concubine, which would explain why she does not appear prominently in official records. What we know for sure is that Cleopatra had several siblings: two older sisters named Berenice IV and Cleopatra VI, and two younger brothers who received the creative names Ptolemy XIII and Ptolemy XIV, because the Ptolemaic dynasty was not exactly known for its originality in choosing names and basically recycled the same names generation after generation until it became impossible to tell who was who without consulting an expert. Besides her blood siblings, Cleopatra also had a younger sister named Arsinoe IV, and the future would show that having sisters was as dangerous as having brothers when it came to competition for the throne.

The family's recent history did not exactly inspire confidence in the stability of fraternal relations, because Ptolemy IX had spent years fighting his own mother, Cleopatra III, who preferred his other son and tried to assassinate Ptolemy IX several times until he finally got tired and had her killed, proving that Mother's Day at the Ptolemaic court was probably a tense occasion. Ptolemy X, Auletes' uncle, had been so unpopular that the people of Alexandria literally lynched him in the streets when he tried to flee the city with the royal treasury, and his body was burned by the enraged crowd, demonstrating that governing Egypt was not just a matter of dealing with treacherous relatives, but also of maintaining an Alexandrian population that had very strong opinions about how public money should be spent and who did not hesitate to express those opinions through violent riots. Auletes himself, Cleopatra's father, had come to power doubtfully, because there were rumors that he was illegitimate and had no royal right to the throne, but since most of the other candidates were dead or in exile, he ended up with the crown for lack of better alternatives.

Growing up in this environment meant that Cleopatra learned very early on that family ties were simultaneously her greatest source of political legitimacy and her greatest existential threat, because the same siblings she played with in the palace gardens could become her mortal rivals as soon as they were old enough to understand that only a limited number of people could sit on the throne at the same time. The Ptolemaic tradition of co-regency, where siblings theoretically governed together as equals, looked like a good idea on paper, but in practice it worked more or less like putting two scorpions in a bottle and expecting them to cooperate harmoniously, because each co-regent knew that eliminating the other meant concentrating all power in their own hands and no longer having to consult anyone before making important decisions. The Ptolemies also had the charming habit of killing not only adult siblings who competed for power, but also small children who could become competitors in the future, which turned the royal nursery into a statistically more dangerous place than a battlefield.

Cleopatra observed all this as she grew up, and ancient historians tell us that she was exceptionally intelligent and paid attention to the details of how power worked, not just in the theory elaborated by the philosophers who visited the palace, but in the dirty and brutal practice that determined who would live and who would die, who would govern and who would be exiled, who would be remembered as the legitimate ruler and who would be erased from official records as if they had never existed. This informal education about the nature of power would be as important as everything she would learn from her formal tutors, because understanding that her family was both her source of strength and her greatest vulnerability was the key to surviving in a world where being a princess meant always being one conspiracy away from death, and where brotherly love was a luxury few could afford when the throne was at stake, thus setting the stage for the turbulent years to come when Auletes would lose control of the situation and Cleopatra would have to figure out for herself how to turn a privileged education and a dangerous inheritance into a real chance to govern the richest country in the Eastern Mediterranean.




Adult Education

The Ptolemaic palace in Alexandria was not just an extravagant royal residence with marble columns and hanging gardens; it was also a kind of private university where the pharaoh's children had access to the best teachers that Mediterranean money could buy, and Cleopatra took advantage of this opportunity in a way that her siblings apparently could not replicate. The Library of Alexandria was right next to the palace complex, connected by covered passages that allowed members of the royal family to access hundreds of thousands of papyrus scrolls containing everything humanity had discovered up to that moment about philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, geography, and literature, and while most princesses of the time spent their days learning embroidery and music, Cleopatra seems to have spent a considerable amount of time immersed in these texts, absorbing knowledge in a way that ancient historians considered worthy of special mention, which was no small feat in an era when educated women were rare enough to be notable, but not as rare as we imagine.

Plutarch, who wrote about Cleopatra more than a century after her death and therefore had access to sources that have been lost, tells us something fascinating: Cleopatra spoke at least nine languages fluently, and possibly more, depending on how we count dialects. She spoke Greek, obviously, because it was the language of the court and Ptolemaic administration, but she also spoke ancient Egyptian, which was extremely unusual for the Ptolemies, because no ruler of that dynasty had bothered to learn the language of the native subjects during the previous three hundred years, preferring to govern through translators and intermediaries in a demonstration of cultural arrogance that certainly did not help public relations. Besides these two essential languages, Cleopatra also mastered Aramaic, Hebrew, Syriac, Ethiopian, Median, Parthian, and probably a few other languages that the sources did not bother to list completely, turning her into a kind of linguistic prodigy in an era when most people spent their entire lives without leaving a fifty-kilometer radius of where they were born and without ever needing to learn more than one language.

This linguistic ability was not just a parlor trick to impress foreign visitors; it was an extraordinarily powerful political tool because it meant that Cleopatra could negotiate directly with ambassadors, merchants, and rulers from all over the Mediterranean and the Middle East without relying on translators who could distort messages, intentionally or unintentionally, and without revealing her reactions before having time to process what was being said. When a Jewish ambassador arrived at the palace, she could speak to him in Hebrew or Aramaic and discuss the complexities of Jewish law and religious traditions that were important to that community, and when Parthian merchants appeared with caravans coming from Central Asia, she could converse with them in their own language about trade routes and spice prices without anyone being left out of the conversation. Plutarch specifically mentions that she rarely needed an interpreter and that there was a special pleasure for foreigners in hearing the queen herself speak to them in their native languages, which created a personal connection that no competent translator could fully replicate.

But Cleopatra's education went far beyond collecting languages as if they were postage stamps, because the palace tutors also instructed her in rhetoric, which was the art of arguing persuasively and structuring speeches in a way to convince audiences, an absolutely crucial skill in an era where power depended as much on the ability to inspire loyalty through words as on the ability to command armies through orders. She studied mathematics and astronomy, disciplines that were considered essential for any educated person in the Hellenistic world and that had practical applications in everything from calculating taxes to navigating the seas using the stars as a guide, and she was also exposed to the main philosophical currents of the time, including Stoicism which taught emotional self-control and Epicureanism which advocated the moderate pursuit of pleasure, although we have no clear evidence that she specifically adhered to any philosophical school in a dogmatic way. The Ptolemies were great patrons of the arts and sciences, not just for the love of abstract knowledge, but because a culturally sophisticated court attracted the best talents from the Mediterranean world and increased the dynasty's international prestige, so Cleopatra grew up surrounded by mathematicians, astronomers, doctors, poets, and philosophers who visited Alexandria specifically because the city offered resources and funding that did not exist anywhere else.

Cleopatra seems to have developed a special interest in chemistry and alchemy, fields that at the time were not clearly separated and that included both practical experiments with substances and theoretical speculations about the nature of matter. Medieval Arabic texts mention chemical treatises attributed to Cleopatra, although it is impossible to know if she actually wrote these works or if someone simply put her name on them to give the texts more credibility, a common practice in antiquity and the Middle Ages when authors wanted their works to be taken seriously. What matters is that the tradition of associating Cleopatra with advanced scientific knowledge persisted for centuries, suggesting that she had a reputation as an intellectual that survived the Roman propaganda that later tried to portray her only as a seductress who used feminine charms to manipulate powerful men, a convenient narrative for the Romans but one that completely ignored the fact that she effectively governed Egypt for more than twenty years, which required much more than beauty and charm.

When Cleopatra reached adolescence, she held in her hands a set of intellectual tools that no other member of her family possessed: she could communicate directly with native Egyptian subjects in their own language, building a connection that the Ptolemies had neglected for generations; she could negotiate with neighboring kingdoms without intermediaries; she understood enough mathematics not to be cheated by corrupt treasurers; and she had studied enough history and philosophy to understand patterns of power and how empires rose and fell. All this would be absolutely crucial in the following years, because Egypt's political situation was about to completely collapse when her father Auletes would make diplomatic mistakes so spectacular that he would be expelled from his own kingdom, plunging Alexandria into chaos and creating the exact conditions for Cleopatra, still a teenager, to have to use every fragment of that exceptional education not to impress tutors in abstract philosophical debates, but to survive in a fratricidal civil war where the losers did not get second chances and where being the smartest person in the room literally meant the difference between governing a kingdom and ending up poisoned before the age of twenty.





2. The Blood-Stained Throne







The Poisoned Inheritance of Ptolemy XII

Ptolemy XII Auletes spent the last years of his life desperately trying to ensure that his children would inherit the throne of Egypt, but the problem was that he had spent most of his reign creating exactly the conditions that would make that inheritance practically impossible to maintain without a bloody civil war. Auletes died sometime in 51 BC, probably of natural causes, which was already a notable rarity for a Ptolemy considering that most of his predecessors had met much more dramatic ends involving poison, knives, or enraged mobs, and he left a will that followed the dynastic tradition of naming his two oldest surviving children as co-regents: Cleopatra, who was eighteen, and Ptolemy XIII, who was only ten, were to govern together as husband and wife, because marrying teenage siblings was apparently the obvious solution to all succession problems in Ptolemaic logic, regardless of how uncomfortable that may seem to modern sensibilities.

Auletes' will also included a particularly revealing clause about the real state of affairs: he requested that the Roman people guarantee that the will would be carried out, which was a polite way of admitting that Egypt was no longer truly independent and that any legitimacy the Ptolemaic rulers still possessed depended fundamentally on the approval of Rome, which had become the sole superpower of the Mediterranean while the Ptolemies were busy killing each other in successive civil wars. Auletes knew this better than anyone because he had spent years bribing Roman politicians with absurd sums of Egyptian money to ensure that Rome recognized him as the legitimate king, and on one particularly humiliating occasion he had been expelled from Egypt by his own subjects and had to rush to Rome to beg for military help to regain his throne, which the Romans kindly provided in exchange for a financial debt so colossal that it essentially mortgaged the entire Egyptian treasury for the next few decades.

Cleopatra, therefore, inherited not only a kingdom and a pre-teen husband-brother, but also a catastrophic financial situation where Egypt owed mountains of money to Roman bankers and where any diplomatic slip-up with Rome could result in a military invasion that would turn the last independent kingdom in the Eastern Mediterranean into another Roman province administered by a governor who reported directly to the Senate. The Egyptian economy was still fundamentally sound because the Nile continued to flood regularly and fertilize the fields that produced enormous quantities of wheat that fed not only the local population but also much of the Mediterranean, turning Egypt into the granary of the ancient world, but the taxes needed to pay Auletes' debts were crushing the population and creating widespread resentment against the Ptolemaic dynasty, which was increasingly seen as a group of decadent Greeks who cared more about financing luxurious lifestyles in Alexandria than about governing the country responsibly.

In addition to the financial and diplomatic problems, Cleopatra also inherited an extremely complicated palace power structure where she had to deal with a court full of eunuchs, advisors, generals, and priests who had their own political agendas and who were not particularly interested in obeying orders from an eighteen-year-old girl, no matter how many languages she spoke or how many books she had read in the Library of Alexandria. Ptolemy XIII's chief advisor was a eunuch named Pothinus, who had considerable political ambitions and who clearly saw the ten-year-old boy-king as a much easier puppet to manipulate than his older and inconveniently intelligent sister, and there was also Achillas, who commanded the Egyptian army and who had his own ideas about how the country should be governed, none of which involved obeying a young woman who technically should govern jointly with her brother but who obviously had much more experience and competence than a boy who had not yet finished puberty.
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