

[image: Illustration]






[image: Illustration]









 


 


Copyright © 2024 Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones


The right of Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by


WILDFIRE


an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by


WILDFIRE


an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2024


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover design by Patrick Insole


eISBN: 978 1 4722 9519 4


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk










Table of Contents


Title Page


Copyright Page


About Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones


Praise


Also by Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones


About the Book


Dedication


Epigraph


Naming the Ptolemies and Cleopatras


The Seleucids and Cleopatras


Family Tree of the Ptolemies and the Seleucids


Maps


Introduction


Part One: Beginnings


1. The Bartered Bride


2. A Stranger in a Strange Land


3. Seeing Double


4. A Little Apocalypse


5. It Takes a Woman


6. Flesh of My Flesh


7. Brothers (and Sisters) in Arms


Part Two: Expanding Horizons


8. Bridal Showers


9. Death on the Nile


10. Third Time Lucky


11. ‘Oh, what a tangled web we weave’


12. ‘Après moi, le déluge’


13. Death Becomes Her


Part Three: Terminal Decline


14. Waiting for the World to Change


15. The Magic Flute


16. (Un)Civil Wars


17. Sons and Lovers


18. History Stops Here


Epilogue


Useful Materials


Bibliography


List of Illustrations


Acknowledgements


Index










About the Author


[image: Illustration]


© Simon Gough Photography


Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones is Professor of Ancient History at Cardiff University. He has spent extensive time in Egypt, the Middle East and Iran and is a specialist in the histories and cultures of Near Eastern and Hellenistic antiquity and champions a global approach to the study of the ancient world and its reception.


Lloyd has appeared on the BBC, Channel 4, in The Times and other media outlets and in many popular podcasts. He has worked closely with the British Museum on major exhibitions. His previous books include Persians: the Age of the Great Kings, Ancient Persia and the Book of Esther, The Hellenistic Court, Sister-Queens in the High Hellenistic Period, Aphrodite's Tortoise: The Veiled Women of Ancient Greece, and Designs on the Past: How Hollywood Created the Ancient World. He is currently writing a book on the ancient mega-city of Babylon.


Born in Cefn Cribwr, Lloyd lives in Taffs Well, Wales.










Praise


Praise for The Cleopatras:
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‘We are all familiar with the sensationalized infamy of Cleopatra VII, Octavian's propagandistic tale told and re-told for centuries in history books and on the stage and screen of a woman who imperiled her people. But there has always been far more to Cleopatra's story. Llewellyn-Jones's The Cleopatras unlocks the fascinating history of the many queens of her era, taking the reader into the political intrigue, murderous violence, incest, and epic power struggles that marked their dynasty and examining the ways in which these queens somehow wielded power within a deeply patriarchal regime.’
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‘A fascinating and beautifully written look into the complex lives of not one but seven Cleopatras: the ruthless and determined queens who acted as the power brokers of Egypt's Ptolemaic dynasty.’
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About the Book


THE CLEOPATRAS


The Forgotten Queens of Egypt


A remarkable insight into the real story of the seven Queen Cleopatras of Ancient Egypt.


Cleopatra: lover, seductress, and Egypt's greatest queen. A woman more myth than history, immortalized in poetry, drama, music, art, and film. She captivated Julius Caesar and Marc Antony, the two greatest Romans of the day, and died in a blaze of glory, with an asp clasped to her breast - or so the legend tells us.


But the real-life story of the historical Cleopatra VII is even more compelling. She was the last of seven Cleopatras who ruled Egypt before it was subsumed into the Roman Empire. The seven Cleopatras were the powerhouses of the Ptolemaic Dynasty, the Macedonian family who ruled Egypt after Alexander the Great. Emulating the practices of the gods, the Cleopatras married their full-blood brothers and dominated the normally patriarchal world of politics and warfare. These extraordinary women keep a close grip on power in the wealthiest country of the ancient world.


Each of the seven Cleopatras wielded absolute power. Their ruthless, single-minded, focus on dominance - generation after generation - resulted in extraordinary acts of betrayal, violence, and murder in the most malfunctional dynasty in history.


Professor Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones offers fresh and powerful insight into the real story of the Cleopatras, andthe beguiling and tragic legend of the last queen of Egypt.










Dedication


In Memory of Rafhat
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A thousand of bread, a thousand of beer,
and a thousand of all the good offerings of the year, my brother










Epigraph


‘Eternity was in our lips and eyes’


Antony and Cleopatra, William Shakespeare










Naming the Ptolemies and Cleopatras


The Hellenistic Greeks did not use the ordinal numbering system that we always employ to distinguish various rulers of the same name (for instance, Cleopatra III and Cleopatra IV). They preferred to use epithets instead, although in modern scholarship, if an epithet was used by more than one ruler, its second occurrence might be so marked (for example, Ptolemy III Euergetes I and Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II).


Contemporary scholarship has assigned ordinal numbers to the Ptolemies and Cleopatras. Occasionally the Cleopatras are subject to several different numbering systems, especially the following queens:




Cleopatra Tryphaina: sometimes referred to as Cleopatra V


Cleopatra Selene: occasionally referred to as Cleopatra V or Cleopatra VI


Cleopatra V Berenice III: sometimes called Berenice III


Cleopatra VI Tryphaina: might be referred to as Cleopatra V





I have followed my own historical instincts in assigning ordinal numbers to the Cleopatras, but I have chiefly followed the system of the Pauly-Wissowa Realencyclopädie. The names of the Cleopatras are often found in classical sources, although many of the Cleopatras are also known from contemporary Egyptian documents too. In fact, the latter are the best sources we have to prove that some of the Cleopatras became senior rulers. Only one queen – Cleopatra VI Tryphaina – is known from contemporary Egyptian sources but does not appear in the classical accounts.










The Seleucids and Cleopatras


Here is a convenient list of the intermarriages between the two dynastic lines:






	Seleucid


	Ptolemy







	Cleopatra I Syra
	

	wife of Ptolemy V







	Alexander Balas
	

	first husband of Cleopatra Thea, daughter of Ptolemy VI and Cleopatra II







	Demetrius II


	second husband of Cleopatra Thea, daughter of Ptolemy VI and Cleopatra II







	Antiochus VII Sidetes


	third husband of Cleopatra Thea, daughter of Ptolemy VI and Cleopatra II







	Antiochus VIII (Grypus)


	husband of Cleopatra Tryphaina, daughter of Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III







	Antiochus IX Kyzikenos


	second husband of Cleopatra IV, daughter of Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III







	Antiochus VIII (Grypus)


	third husband of Cleopatra Selene, daughter of Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III







	Antiochus IX Kyzikenos


	fourth husband of Cleopatra Selene, daughter of Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III







	Antiochus X Eusebes


	fifth husband of Cleopatra Selene, daughter of Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III







	Seleucus Kybiosaktes


	first husband of Berenice IV
















Family Tree of the Ptolemies and the Seleucids
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[image: Map of Egypt under Cleopatras –  Map showing Egypt under the rule of the Cleopatras, where like all the other Hellenistic kingdoms, Egypt is now incorporated as a province into the Roman empire.]







[image: Map of the Hellenistic Kingdoms –  Shows the areas which were rules by the Ptolemeys, Antegonids, Seleucids as well as others. Alexander's generals fought over his empire and eventually creation of the three Hellenistic kingdoms where it is today Egypt, Syria, and Macedonia.]
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Introduction


Cleopatra was the queen of Egypt.


She lived way back in the early times.


And what a time she had . . .


– Mae West, My Little Chickadee (1940)


Mae West’s succinct summation of the life of Cleopatra focuses, naturally, on the queen’s infamy – something that Mae West knew all about (her co-star W.C. Fields, incidentally, once described West as ‘a plumber’s idea of Cleopatra’). The colourful set-pieces of Cleopatra’s notorious life – unrolled in a carpet at the feet of Julius Caesar; sailing up the River Cydnus in her enormous love-boat on a mission to seduce Marc Antony; and, of course, her dramatic suicide by fatal snakebite – were stage-managed masterpieces created for lasting effect. ‘What a time she had’ indeed. The queen (like Mae West herself) was a brilliant self-publicist, one of history’s brightest and best. Consequently, those enduring scenes from the life of Cleopatra are burned into our imaginations; we have replayed them over and over again to the point where Cleopatra inhabits an illusory, larger-than-life world which is, at one and the same time, antiquated and contemporary, peculiar yet desirable.


The queen was, of course, already a legend in her lifetime, but there are few historical figures whose long-lasting reception has been as heavily distorted as Cleopatra’s. Her life and deeds were for a long time known to us only from accounts created by her enemies, the Romans. The greatest Roman poets degraded her by castigating her as a ‘harmful virago’ (Virgil) and a ‘mad queen’ (Horace). For her foes, the historical Cleopatra (c. 69–30 BCE) was a malicious temptress, treacherous and conspiratorial, foreign, incestuous, daring, lying, two-timing, sumptuous, luxurious, indecent, vain and greedy. She was the regina meretrix, as Propertius called her in a memorable moniker – ‘queen of whores.’ In Roman eyes she was the fatale monstrum, ‘the ultimate monster’. Many of the slurs have stuck. We want Cleopatra to be a vamp.


Her storyline plays out like a great soap opera, a costume drama of epic proportions, and it is little wonder that through many centuries the Egyptian queen has become an incarnation of the mores and fancies of the age. Each and every generation has claimed, shaped, moulded and invented its own – singular – Cleopatra, one suited to the climate of the times. In recent decades alone, Cleopatra has been cast as a victim, a femme fatale, a heroine and a romantic. She has been claimed from history as a gay icon and as a feminist superstar. Cleopatra has appeared as a champion of the #MeToo movement and a powerful cultural idol for Black Lives Matter.


Ever since her asp-induced suicide, Cleopatra has been celebrated in the arts of the West. She appears in countless paintings: in oil on canvas, in watercolours on paper, and in graphic design posters. She has been celebrated on the stage by Shakespeare and Shaw and has had music composed for her by Handel (in his sublime Giulio Cesare), Massenet and Samuel Barber; authors from Chaucer and Rabelais to Gautier and Colleen McCullough have written her into novels, poems and essays, and Cleopatra has been used to advertise everything from soap to cigarettes. Of course, Cleopatra has been a very popular icon with moviemakers, and perhaps it is the cinematic image of the Queen of the Nile which dominates our perception of her.


Cleopatra has been so ornamented with superlatives and so loaded with adjectives reflecting what is seen as her exceptionalism and her dynamism that she almost disappears beneath their weight. She is the ‘most famous queen of Egypt’; she is the ‘most exotically beautiful’, she is Cleopatra ‘the Great’. While we yearn for Cleopatra to be the violet-eyed Elizabeth Taylor, shimmering in a variety of low-cut gold-lamé gowns, the historical woman behind the legend was radically different. No great beauty, yet a woman of some physical charm, high intellect and spellbinding charisma, Cleopatra was a consummate politician who put the safety and longevity of her royal house at the forefront of all her policies. She was the only one of the foreign Macedonian Ptolemaic rulers to have learned the Egyptian language (Greek was her mother tongue). A recent discovery of an administrative papyrus which records a tax exemption on the sale of imported wine to a Roman merchant called Publius Canidius, a good friend of Marc Antony, includes a word scribbled in Greek in Cleopatra’s own hand: ginesthoi, she wrote, ‘So be it.’ The papyrus is hardly evidence for her devotion to bureaucratic detail but it does show that the queen was happy to grant lucrative favours to Antony’s friends. Cleopatra’s true talent lay in politics which, more than any previous Ptolemaic ruler, she transformed into global politics. She was very receptive to the model of ancient pharaonic sovereignty and liked to link herself to Egypt’s rich historical heritage – but she also dreamed of the expansion of Hellenism throughout the world, and she used the two most powerful Romans of the day, Julius Caesar and Marc Antony, to further her aspirations.


But Cleopatra – the Liz Taylor Cleopatra whom we think we know so well – was, in reality, the seventh (and final) Egyptian queen to bear the name. ‘Cleopatra’ had become the royal name par excellence amongst the queens of the Ptolemaic dynasty, the last ruling family of Egypt. The fact that there were six other Cleopatras largely goes unnoticed in popular culture and even in scholarship, mainly because the appearance of six other Cleopatras does not suit the standard narrative of the ‘Cleopatra story’, which is intent on making Cleopatra VII (which is how she should be referred to) into a singularly unique woman, progressively ahead of her time. Much of Cleopatra VII’s success in popular contemporary understanding is built on the premise of her exceptionality and the notion that, in an ancient world of nameless, faceless and silent women, Cleopatra alone dared to take on the patriarchy, represented most strongly by Rome. It is a compelling narrative, but it is not quite true.


It would be wrong to strip Cleopatra VII of the cultural kudos she has acquired over time (the accolades were hard-won and worthy of respect), but to do justice to the historical queen Cleopatra VII, we must, at the very least, try to place her firmly into the context of her world. Cleopatra VII’s dynamic quest for authority in a male-dominated culture was not exclusively hers; it had been anticipated for a century and a half by a line of ancestral Cleopatras – the mother, grandmothers and great-grandmothers of Cleopatra VII. They had made a success of holding and maintaining regnal power on the throne, which made it possible for Cleopatra VII to sit at the helm of governance and rule Egypt in her own authority, without the need of a male superior. The fact of the matter is this: for all her extraordinary accomplishments (and they are extraordinary indeed), Cleopatra was the last vestige of a royal dynasty of other outstanding, capable and imposing Cleopatras who wielded absolute power and courted unrivalled authority. Cleopatra VII may well be the best known to us, but she can only be truly comprehended when she is encountered alongside the other women of her family. When taken as a collective, the seven Cleopatras set a new model for female power in antiquity. Together the Cleopatras created for themselves a space in which to exercise supreme power, and by masquerading as compliant wives, daughters and sisters, they dominated the political world of men, for they easily outstripped the Ptolemaic kings in vigour, finesse, ambition, rigour, vision and ability. The final century and a half of three millennia of male rulership in Egypt was a golden age for royal women, a period when queens finally came into their own. This is the story of Cleopatra VII and the other great Cleopatras, the forgotten queens of Egypt.


*


This is the first book to bring together the lives of the seven Cleopatras, the powerful queens who dominated Egypt in the last centuries of its independence before it was swallowed up into the Roman empire. It showcases an exceptional time in history – a period of more than a century and a half (192 BCE–30 BCE) – when a remarkable group of women, the Cleopatras, managed to overcome the limitations of the gender roles they had been assigned at birth. They challenged the various patriarchal norms and values which traditionally have silenced women (even queens) and relegated them to the bedroom and the birth-stool. In the royal patrilineal systems of antiquity, like that of the Ptolemaic dynasty, there was an inbuilt tension between women’s high birth and the common subservience generally expected of women in their relationships with men. In other words, the gender norms expected of ‘ordinary’ (non-royal) women did not necessarily apply to queens and princesses. It is probable that as the Cleopatras became increasingly successful at amassing political power, the Ptolemaic family began to consider its women to be ‘socially male’, a concept which gave queens and princesses more freedom to operate in the political and socio-cultural spheres denied to other women.


Queens are very much in fashion these days and are receiving scholarly attention like never before. Why is this the case? The phenomenon of queenship tends to raise basic questions of female influence and power in what we perceive as naturally male areas of authority. In most places, and for much of human history, the political, social and cultural power of monarchy has been accorded to men, an offshoot of a patriarchal world view in which women were held to be the weaker, less capable sex. The natural order dictated that kings ruled over queens. But because queens were not ‘born’ but ‘became’, queenship was less fixed than kingship and was largely dependent on the individual personalities, temperament and family connections of the women who held the title. Some women, under certain circumstances, could overcome institutional obstacles and become the dominant partner on the throne, or occasionally the sole occupant of a throne. Queens interest us because they are anomalous. One might say that the most fascinating historical queens were liminal beings, outsiders to the norms of queenly behaviour. After all, when a queen acted as a good consort and supported her husband by doing her wifely duties – giving birth to offspring, rearing children and being chastely loyal to her spouse – she was regarded as ‘successful’, a model of womanhood to be emulated by all women. Such queens are barely perceptible in the historical record. But if a queen overstepped her allotted role and took power for herself – perhaps as the more efficient or competent partner in a marriage, or as a regent for an infant son, or, worse, simply from the desire to rule alone – then she was an aberration of her sex, abnormal, devious, dangerous; she was liminal. The Cleopatras we will encounter in this book were liminal figures all. They shattered the rules of what it meant to be a queen.


The Cleopatras were the power brokers of the Ptolemaic dynasty and they used the authority they accrued to reshape the gender norms of the society in which they operated. Consequently, every Cleopatra wielded progressively the same power-prerogatives as their masculine consorts. Utterly remarkable is the momentous change that occurred when the Cleopatras eschewed their particular and traditional connotations as mothers and spouses of male rulers and became identified instead as queens regnant, the principal representatives of the ruling power in Egypt. Through several successive generations, the Cleopatras augmented, strengthened and secured the dominant role of the queen in the Egyptian monarchy, often to the detriment of the Ptolemaic kings themselves. When in 34 BCE, at the height of her power (a hair’s breadth away from world domination), Cleopatra VII claimed the lofty title Queen of Kings, she believed it. Her family history had demonstrated that women were born to rule over men and she took the fact to heart. If Cleopatra VII smashed through the glass ceiling that positions women as interlopers who cannot fit into a structure that is made by men, then the hammer blows that made the glass splinter and crack were delivered by her ancestresses, the Cleopatras.


The seven Cleopatras were direct blood relatives; all of them were queens of Egypt. But there were other Cleopatras born into the Ptolemaic family too. They were not destined to be queens of Egypt but they play very important roles in this story since they became queens of the Ptolemies’ great rival state, the Seleucid kingdom, which lay to the east of Egypt’s border. In fact, it was in 193 BCE that the name ‘Cleopatra’ entered the Ptolemaic tradition, when a twenty-year-old Seleucid princess named Cleopatra, the daughter of Antiochus the Great, was married into the Egyptian royal house to the sixteen-year-old pharaoh Ptolemy V. ‘Cleopatra’ became the staple name of the Ptolemaic royal dynasty, but its first bearer was born in Syria. The name was associated too with several important female figures from Greek mythology, such as Cleopatra the daughter of the wind-god Boreas, Cleopatra the wife of the hero Meleager in Homer’s Iliad, and Cleopatra the daughter of King Tros, who gave his name to Troy. But most importantly, in the historic sphere, King Philip II of Macedon had, back in the past, named the daughter born to him by Olympias, his chief consort, Cleopatra. This Cleopatra was the much-loved sister of Alexander the Great, his only full-blood sibling and the only woman in the world he had loved without uneasiness. This was reason enough why ‘Cleopatra’ was popularized as a dynastic Ptolemaic name; it resonated with mythical and historical prestige. Besides, the Greek penchant for bestowing names which attributed some kind of quality to the recipient (for instance, Eteoklēs meant ‘one who possesses true fame’; Theodōros was ‘gift of the god’ and Areta meant ‘the excellent woman’) came into operation too. The name Cleopatra was composed of two Greek words: kleos, a particularly weighty term meaning ‘glory’ or ‘renown’ or ‘fame’, and patēr (genitive, patros) meaning ‘father’, ‘ancestor’, ‘fatherland’ or ‘homeland’. Cleopatra therefore meant ‘glory of her father’, ‘fame of her ancestors’, or ‘her country’s renown’. It was a big name to live up to – although, as we will see, each of the Cleopatras did just that, even if ‘glory’ sometimes turned into ‘infamy’. Incidentally, when used as a diminutive, in an intimate familial context, Cleopatra might be rendered as ‘daddy’s girl’.


It is worth drawing up a rollcall of the Cleopatras we will encounter in this book, if only to familiarize ourselves with the family dynamics of the Ptolemaic dynasty. The Ptolemies did future historians no favours in terms of their dynastic nomenclature – all the kings were Ptolemies and all the queens were Cleopatras (with some Arsinoēs and Berenices thrown in for good measure), and this fact alone makes for a bewildering family tree. Here are the chief players in the dynastic drama:




Cleopatra I Syra was the daughter of the Seleucid king Antiochus III and the wife of Ptolemy V of Egypt.


Cleopatra II was the daughter of Cleopatra I Syra and Ptolemy V. She married two of her brothers, Ptolemy VI and Ptolemy VIII (known as Potbelly).


Cleopatra Thea was the eldest daughter of Cleopatra II and Ptolemy VI. She became the wife and mother to a succession of Seleucid kings.


Cleopatra III was the youngest daughter of Cleopatra II and Ptolemy VI. She married her uncle/stepfather, Ptolemy VIII, while he was still wed to her mother, Cleopatra II.


Cleopatra IV was the eldest daughter of Cleopatra III and Ptolemy VIII. She married her brother Ptolemy IX, and afterwards went on to marry a Seleucid prince.


Cleopatra Tryphaina was the second daughter of Cleopatra III and Ptolemy VIII. She married a Seleucid king too – and killed her sister Cleopatra IV.


Cleopatra Selene was the third and youngest daughter of Cleopatra III and Ptolemy VIII. She married her brother Ptolemy IX after he had divorced her sister Cleopatra IV, and then married another of her brothers, Ptolemy X. Later she left Egypt and married a succession of Seleucid kings.


Cleopatra V Berenice III was the daughter of Ptolemy IX and Cleopatra IV. She married her uncle Ptolemy X, her father, Ptolemy IX, and the short-lived Ptolemy XI, her nephew and stepson.


Cleopatra VI Tryphaina was the daughter of Cleopatra V Berenice III and Ptolemy X. She married her uncle Ptolemy XII, the son of Ptolemy IX and Cleopatra IV.


Cleopatra VII was the daughter of Ptolemy XII and Cleopatra VI Tryphaina. She was the wife to two of her brothers, Ptolemy XIII and Ptolemy XIV, and she was the mother of Ptolemy XV Caesar, the son of Julius Caesar. She had three more children by Marc Antony. She was the last Ptolemaic queen, the final Cleopatra.





The baffling number of shared names and titles can cause confusion, and the Ptolemaic penchant for brother–sister marriage does nothing to dilute the complex blood relationships of the principal players in this royal soap opera. ‘You are the descendant of generations of inbred, incestuous mental defectives,’ Rex Harrison’s Julius Caesar snaps at Liz Taylor’s Cleopatra in the 1963 Hollywood movie. His is a fair assessment. The lives of the Cleopatras were complicated by the rules of rank and the expectations of marriage choices available to them, which were limited to a small pool of social equals. Failing to marry within the closed circle of blood relatives meant that they faced the prospect of hypogamy – marriage beneath their social rank. This is something that the Ptolemies were keen to avoid, and accordingly we see within the royal house a dependency on concomitant inbreeding. As we will go on to explore, the theme of royal incest informs and underpins this entire study and does nothing to help understand the complexities of the family tree. This book provides a clear narrative of the spectacular dynastic shenanigans that characterized the Ptolemaic period as it exposes the coagulated layers of all those Ptolemies and Cleopatras.


The Cleopatras matter. They matter because they were the first group of women in history to provide themselves with a new framework for aligning themselves with genuine, active political power. Their collective story, largely ignored until now, fascinates because it shows how royal women could, when opportunity arose, adjust, shift and refocus the long-established ‘norms’ of a male-controlled institution – the ancient Egyptian pharaonic monarchy – if only for one unprecedented moment in history. Cleopatra VII almost had the Roman empire at her feet; her reputation as antiquity’s most impressive and celebrated queen goes unchallenged. But how exciting it is to see her as one outstanding player in a line-up of seven vigorous, impressive and authoritative Cleopatras – undisputed rulers of Egypt. As we look at Cleopatra VII, we see an exceptional personality, but when we look at the other Cleopatras, when we take them as a family of dynamic women, then we see a much larger story. Taken together, theirs is a grander, operatic narrative about the nature and importance of women’s power in the overwhelmingly, stiflingly patriarchal world of antiquity. Theirs is a story of ambition, certainly, but also of ability; it is a narrative of ruthlessness, but also of determination and lifelong commitment. It is the story of a bloodline of talented, astute women. It is the unique story of the Cleopatras.










PART ONE


BEGINNINGS


Cleopatra I Syra


Cleopatra II





CLEOPATRA I SYRA
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CLEOPATRA II
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1


The Bartered Bride


The first of the Cleopatras was a woman known to many of her contemporaries as Cleopatra Syra – ‘the Syrian’. The history of the Cleopatras begins not in the Egypt of the Ptolemies but further to the east, in the empire of the Seleucids – the dynastic name given to the Greek-speaking monarchs of an empire that incorporated the modern states of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Israel, Jordan, Armenia, Kuwait, Iraq, Azerbaijan and parts of eastern Turkey, as well as, at times, significant portions of Iran and even Afghanistan. What was Cleopatra Syra’s experience of life, growing up, knowing that, as a girl, inevitably, her birth and rank meant that she would one day be married to some king, prince or commander? To get a picture of Cleopatra Syra as she matured and edged towards a marriageable age, we must put her into the dynastic context of the time, for only then will we be able to appreciate the important political value this Seleucid princess accrued during her youth and embodied at the time of her sexual maturity. We need to explore the world in which Cleopatra Syra was raised.


*


Cleopatra Syra was born in or around Antioch in Syria sometime between 209 and 204 BCE, with the scales perhaps slightly tipped in favour of the earlier date. She was the daughter of a formidable warrior king, Antiochus III, known even in his lifetime as Antiochus Magus, ‘the Great’. He was the latest scion of the Seleucid dynasty, the heirs of Alexander the Great. On Alexander’s premature death in 323 BCE, his huge but flaky empire was divided among his blood-kin and his most powerful generals (known as the diadochoi, ‘successors’), eventually giving rise to three large kingdoms that dominated the Hellenistic world: Macedon, ruled by the Antigonid monarchs; Egypt, under the Ptolemies; and Syria, the Levant and Mesopotamia (sometimes called Asia), governed by the Seleucids.


Cleopatra Syra’s mother was as renowned as her father. Laodice, the third Seleucid queen to bear that name, was a princess from the kingdom of Pontus on the Black Sea and Antiochus’ first cousin; she proved herself to be a good wife and an influential queen. Cleopatra had six siblings, all progeny of Laodice: there were three brothers, Antiochus the Younger, Seleucus (IV), and Antiochus (IV), as well as an older sister, Laodice (IV), a younger sister, Antiochis, and another whose name has not been preserved. The family were close and supportive, although Antiochus and Laodice were not the mollycoddling types and their children were raised at a safe arm’s-distance by nursemaids and other servants. Nevertheless, the siblings often accompanied King Antiochus on his war campaigns, residing in tents erected well beyond the battlefields; it was something expected of Hellenistic royalty. Even in the rare periods of peace, the king moved throughout his realm and maintained a frantically peripatetic lifestyle that took him – and his family – from palace to palace and garrison to garrison.


The large empire Antiochus III ruled between 223 and 187 BCE had been put together over many decades by successive Seleucid kings and was the most populous part of the Hellenistic world, containing, by one recent estimate, some 15 million subjects and close to 1.5 million square miles of land. His revered great-great-grandfather had been one of Alexander the Great’s successors, an efficacious and ambitious Macedonian cavalry officer named Seleucus (hence the family name), whose charisma and brutality helped him forge territorial victories in the year following the death of the great Alexander. Having built up an empire over many decades, Seleucus and his successors set about an ambitious programme of city-building, especially in Syria, which was to be, to all intents and purposes, the ‘home’ of the empire. These newly created urban sites included the elegant city of Antioch-on-the-Orontes on the banks of the Orontes River (this became the primary royal residence for all successive Seleucid rulers), the garrison city of Apamea, and the beautiful Mediterranean coastal cities of Seleucia Pieria, Ptolemaïs-Ake and the port Laodicea-on-Sea. Seleucia-on-the-Tigris sprang up in Mesopotamia, and Lysimachia was constructed to make the control of Thrace (modern Bulgaria and parts of Greece and Turkey), which Antiochus III had annexed in 196 BCE, much easier. Older, well-established urban sites such as Sardis and Ephesus in Asia Minor, Susa in Persia, and Antioch on the Mediterranean coast became important royal regional centres too. Many centuries after the fall of the Hellenistic kingdoms, Libanius of Antioch, writing from a singularly partisan local perspective, waxed lyrical on the joys of living under Seleucid rule:




And so the men of that time . . . lived in happiness in the midst of barbarians, producing a city [Antioch-on-the-Orontes] which was a true Hellas and keeping their way of life pure in the midst of so much corruption all around them . . . [Seleucus I] planted so many cities on the earth that they were enough to bear the names of the cities of Macedonia and to be named also for the members of his family . . . You may go to Phoenicia and see his cities there, and you may come here to Syria and see even more and greater ones of his. He extended this fair work as far as the Euphrates and the Tigris, and, surrounding Babylon with cities, he planted them everywhere, even in Persia; in a word he left bare no place that was suitable for receiving a city, but in his work of spreading Hellenic civilization he brought the barbarian world quite to an end.





The Seleucid empire was, in essence, a conglomerate of many different peoples and lands who happened to be under the rule of a Greek-speaking king. In fact there was no way of describing the empire apart from the person of its ruler; thus when the Romans aimed to legitimize a treaty with Antiochus III, in the paperwork they simply spoke of ‘Antiochus and those under his orders’.


The Seleucid monarchy was in the first instance military in character. Simply put, the monarchy’s success was dependant on the king’s identification as war leader and the martial abilities of his band of followers, whose cohesion was cemented by a common interest in maintaining control of an empire from which they derived their wealth and status. Antiochus’ war machine was the strongest in the world. He had under his command 120,000 soldiers and sailors, and at his stables in Apamea there were 30,000 mares, 30,000 stallions and hundreds of Indian elephants, all trained for battle. Commenting on Antiochus’ eastern military advance of 212–205 BCE, the Greek historian Polybius noted: ‘It was this campaign which made him appear worthy of royalty, not only to the peoples of Asia but to those in Europe as well.’ Victory gave the ruler possession of territory and peoples, for the empire was ‘territory won by the spear’, a concept the Seleucids appealed to subsequently in justification of their rule.


Wherever Antiochus went, in peace and war, his army accompanied him. He was a hard, active, dynamic man of multiple contradictions: he was a born soldier, and a very fine politician; he was, in short, the most significant king of his generation. It was a combination of blind ambition and complete self-belief which, in 217 BCE, compelled Antiochus to lead some 70,000 of his fighting men and 100 of his Indian war-elephants towards Egypt’s border. His purpose was to take Egypt – or at the very least to rattle and alarm their king, Ptolemy IV, and to remind him of the very real threat which the Seleucids had always posed to Ptolemaic hegemony. By the time Cleopatra Syra was born, four generations of Seleucids and Ptolemies had fought countless wars in order to determine the dynastic supremacy of the eastern Mediterranean.


The enmity had existed between the Seleucid and the Ptolemaic kings since the time of the death of Alexander the Great, when Seleucus and his one-time battle comrade General Ptolemy had become embroiled in the vicious fight for power which erupted as soon as Alexander gasped his last breath. The rivalry continued into each and every generation of rulers and showed no sign of ending. The Ptolemaic empire had reached its apogee under Ptolemy III Euergetes (246–222 BCE), whose power briefly radiated out of Egypt and extended into (modern) Libya, Israel and Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Cyprus, parts of Turkey, the Peloponnese in Greece and a series of Aegean islands. Under Ptolemy III, Seleucid rule diminished as territories fell to Egypt. In fact, Ptolemy III managed to take all of the Seleucid lands west of the River Euphrates. As Polybius was to recount:




The [Ptolemaic] sphere of control included the dynasts in Asia and also the islands, as they were masters of the most important cities, strongholds and harbours along the whole coast from Pamphylia to the Hellespont and the region of Lysimachia. They kept watch on affairs in Thrace and Macedonia . . . and of even more distant cities and, in this way, having extended their reach so far and having shielded themselves at a great distance with these client kings, they never worried about the safety of Egypt. That was why they rightly devoted much attention to external affairs.





It all sounds very coherent, but if we read between the lines, Polybius’ account of Ptolemaic overseas power reveals several matters for concern: their ‘empire’ lacked clearly defined frontiers; it also lacked a coherent imperial administration. In all reality, the Ptolemaic ‘empire’ was merely composed of a string of military or naval bases, alliances, protectorates, friendly factions or ‘loyal’ individuals frequently bought with gold from Nubia (modern Ethiopia), forming a network of nodes through which the Ptolemies could exercise control. Yet the Seleucids in the east and the Macedonians in the north continued to hold firm their own lands and, indeed, to a large extent prevailed over the Ptolemies. By the late third century BCE, the Ptolemaic grip on the Aegean and Asia Minor was loosening. The same pattern was seen in Syria-Palestine too. This area of the Levant, with its rich trading centres along the Phoenician coast (modern Lebanon) and the inland trading centres such as Nabataean Petra (in modern Jordan), had been taken and held by Ptolemy I Soter in 320–315 BCE. But the determination of the Seleucids to maintain control over this wealthy territory meant that it was a hotbed of warfare for successive generations. The area known as Coele-Syria (‘Hollow Syria’), a hundred-mile stretch of rich verdant valley which divides the mountain range of Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon (the modern Beqa’a Valley), was the centre of the theatre of war between the competing Seleucids and Ptolemies, and no fewer than six campaigns (the ‘Syrian Wars’) were played out here between 274 and 168 BCE.


In 219 BCE, Antiochus III enjoyed a victory over the Egyptian king Ptolemy IV, when he drove back Ptolemaic forces who had captured Coele-Syria and the town of Seleucia Pieria, slightly to the north of the estuary of the River Orontes (in the south-east corner of modern Turkey’s Aegean shore), and had turned it into an Egyptian garrison. But early in the spring of 217, Ptolemy IV fought back. He left Alexandria at the head of his troops – accompanied by his sister-wife, Arsinoē III – and marched towards Raphia, a town on the coastal highland in Gaza (modern-day Rafa still serves as the checkpoint between Palestinian Gaza and Egypt). Before departing Alexandria, the queen had cut off a lock of her hair and dedicated it to the goddess Artemis in the hope of securing success, and much to everyone’s surprise, it worked: the Egyptians emerged victorious.


Ptolemy IV’s shock victory over Antiochus III at the Battle of Raphia meant that the Egyptians took back wealthy Coele-Syria and the lands further north, right up to Cilicia (in southern Anatolia in modern Turkey), and put them under Egyptian administration once more. The king and queen’s return to Alexandria was celebrated with a triumphal procession, and the victorious army was rewarded with 300,000 pieces of gold. In Memphis, the ancient capital of pharaonic Egypt, close to modern Cairo, the priests gathered for a synod and passed a multilingual decree (dated 15 November 217 BCE) extolling the military prowess of Ptolemy IV. Known today as the Raphia Stele, the best-preserved stone copy depicts Ptolemy IV twice: once dressed as a pharaoh, but mounted on horseback like a Macedonian spearman, and next in the traditional pharaonic victory pose, holding a scimitar above the head of the bound and captive Antiochus who although never taken prisoner by Ptolemy is nonetheless represented on his knees before the victorious pharaoh. Watching the action, dressed in the garb of the goddess Hathor and holding a sceptre, stands Arsinoē III, the ‘heroine of the Battle of Raphia’. The text of the decree follows traditional Egyptian battle narratives in which the defeat of the enemy is absolute:




King Ptolemy . . . pressed Antiochus so closely that he was obliged to throw away his diadem and his royal cloak. He fled with his bodyguard and only a few stayed with him after his sad and miserable defeat . . . He saw the best of his companions perish miserably. They suffered hunger and thirst. Everything he left behind was seized as booty. Only with great effort did he reach his home and he suffered bitter grief.





Remarkably, Antiochus III emerged from this defeat with a renewed vigour. He recovered very quickly from his losses at Raphia and from 216 to 205 BCE his spectacular military successes in Achios, Mesopotamia and western Iran changed the face of Seleucid rule and made Antiochus the greatest king of the Hellenistic age. Unbeknown to the Egyptians of the time, the Battle of Raphia was to be the last occasion when a Ptolemaic king physically led his troops into conflict. Ptolemy IV was glad to return to Alexandria and resume his indolent lifestyle, and he tried hard to avoid further conflict with the Seleucids at all costs.


*


It is not known whether Cleopatra Syra knew anything of her father’s wars, conquests, triumphs and horrors; the sources are silent about her childhood and her formative years as a Seleucid princess. But it can be supposed that she was raised among her siblings in any number of palaces or tents strewn across her father’s realm, living in relative luxury and having both opportunity and time to engage in study and pleasure. A princess’s unmarried youth was often a happy, if not the happiest, time of her life. Carefree maidenhood is a motif enjoyed by the famous Greek poetess Sappho, whose verses depict unmarried girls spending endless blissful days together stringing flower wreaths, donning garlands, wearing perfumed oil, visiting holy places and groves, dancing and playing music. We can only assume that Cleopatra Syra and her sisters would have had something akin to this happy, if fleeting, girlhood. Certainly, Cleopatra Syra’s lifestyle as an unmarried girl would have been profoundly different from her life after marriage, when the burden of the expectation of fecundity was placed on her. The orthodox view of the time was that married princesses who became queens were expected to become mothers to multiple children. They were regarded as dynastic wombs, royal incubators for regal successors, and it was their fertility – not their intellect, their charitable acts, nor even their diplomatic skills – that marked them out as successes or failures. Because maternity mattered, childlessness – or its near-equivalent, the inability to bear a son – could have unfortunate consequences for a queen, for while a childless queen might not herald the end of a dynasty, it might infer a power shift within the family. And that never boded well.


Cleopatra Syra and her sisters appear in the historical record just at the moment they were thought to be useful to their royal father, as they came of age. This has been the lot of princesses through the millennia. Cleopatra Syra’s elder sister, Laodice IV, first comes to prominence in 193 BCE, when Antiochus III appointed her as the chief priestess of the state cult dedicated to her mother, Laodice III, in the province of Media, northern Iran. Three years earlier, on her father’s order, the princess had been wedded to her own full-blood brother Antiochus the Younger, and, for the first time, the Seleucids committed themselves to incestuous marriage in direct imitation of the Ptolemies, who had been practising this extreme form of dynastic endogamy since 276 BCE, when Ptolemy II Philadelphus married his full-sister, Arsinoē II (of which more later). Antiochus the Great’s purpose was propagandistic: he used incestuous marriage for the glorification of his dynasty. Antiochus’ dynastic ambitions now concentrated on the rarefying of his bloodline. He decided that his son and heir would not dilute the royal blood through interbreeding with the daughters of lesser kings. The move enhanced Antiochus’ ambition to be a god-king, and his drive towards deification was made manifest through the establishment of a state-sponsored royal cult.


Records from Babylon show that as a boy of just eleven or twelve Antiochus the Younger had been promoted to a ‘second kingship’ by his father, but now that he had come of age (some fourteen years later), the marriage to his sister Laodice IV was intended to further legitimatize his place in the royal succession. However, Antiochus the Younger died soon after the marriage, in 193 BCE, much to his father’s distress. But this was not the end of sister-marriage in the dynasty – instead, Laodice’s mourning was cut short and she entered into a second marriage with another brother, Seleucus IV. She bore him three children – (another short-lived) Antiochus, Demetrius I and Laodice V – before he too unexpectedly died. Laodice’s third and final husband was the last remaining son of Antiochus III, her brother Antiochus IV, by whom she had one more son, the future Antiochus V. It is obvious that Antiochus III viewed his daughter Laodice as a transferable token to be used by the crown to advertise her brother-husbands as royal heirs; as she was transferred from one dead brother-prince to the next she acquired added value, at least by the terms of levirate marriage (a type of marriage in which the brother of a deceased man is obliged to marry his brother’s widow).


Cleopatra Syra must have been keenly aware of the shifts in fortune experienced by her elder sister. She knew too that, given Laodice’s fate as a perpetual bride of one brother or another, their father, Antiochus, would have to look elsewhere, beyond the immediate family, to find her a husband. He was trying to make an ally of Philip V, the clever and powerful king of Macedon, and no doubt Cleopatra Syra anticipated that her future lay as queen of the ancestral homelands of northern Greece. Alliances were in the air as Antiochus the Great geared up to take on the forces of Rome in the west, and he used his daughters as alliance-building tools, offering them to rulers he hoped would support him in a fight against Rome. Consequently, Cleopatra Syra saw her sister Antiochis packed off to Cappadocia to marry King Ariarathes IV, and her youngest (unnamed) sister sent away to the wealthy city of Pergamum to be the bride of King Eumenes II. Antiochis was later to become influential in the succession affairs of the Cappadocian court, which might account for the historian Diodorus Siculus’ disparaging dismissal of her as an ‘utterly unscrupulous woman’. By such means were successful women judged.


With her sisters paired off to various Hellenistic potentates, Cleopatra Syra’s future was undecided. That changed due to the events which transpired in Egypt in the winter of 205/4 BCE. Ptolemy IV met his end, expiring quite suddenly of a surfeit of, if we follow Polybius’ reckoning, dissipation and bad counsel. He left behind his kingdom and his wife, Arsinoē III, who was almost powerless to defend herself and her infant son, the new child-pharaoh Ptolemy V. Ptolemy IV’s partners in revelry and the dispensers of his bad counsel, courtiers named Sosibius and Agathocles, kept the king’s death secret for several weeks while they conspired against Arsinoē and attempted to oust her. In the late summer of 204 BCE the powerful court faction moved against the queen and had her murdered. With the young pharaoh now orphaned, the two counsellors sought to suppress any rumour of foul play and positioned themselves as his regents. Rumours of Arsinoē’s murder nevertheless spread through Alexandria, but Agathocles, invigorated by his success, hurriedly had Sosibius killed as well. As he manipulated his way into sole power, he dispatched many of the experienced top figures at court on missions abroad or to the countryside and replaced them with his own amateur cronies. But it was not long before Agathocles’ insolence and incompetence aroused broad resentment and resistance towards his rule, and when the soldiers in Alexandria received credible intelligence that Agathocles was planning to kill the young king, he was overthrown in a burst of popular and military violence at the end of 203 BCE. The revolution was not against Ptolemaic rule though; on the contrary, it was aimed at securing dynastic continuity through the restoration of young Ptolemy’s throne against a perceived usurper.


Taking every advantage of the chaos in Egypt, in 203 BCE Antiochus III banded with Philip V of Macedon in a secret pact against young Ptolemy V – the plan was to invade Egypt and to split all Ptolemaic lands between them. Philip would receive Ptolemaic enclaves in Western Asia Minor, the Hellespont and Thrace (and thereby be able to establish for himself a new Aegean empire), while Antiochus would get Egypt, take back Coele-Syria and reverse the humiliation of the Battle of Raphia. And so, in 202 BCE, Antiochus renewed an attack on Coele-Syria, quickly captured Damascus and entered Palestine, his objective being to make a direct line for Gaza, figuring that the Gaza Strip would be the ideal place to confront an Egyptian counterattack. The Egyptians managed to deploy a field army of 40,000 men under the leadership of a mercenary general named Scopas and marched north to defend Coele-Syria. Scopas pushed his troops deep into Judaea, slashing and burning his way through the towns and villages that had shown support to Antiochus, and then advanced northward to the area of the modern-day Golan Heights. At the site of the shrine of Pan at Panium, Antiochus’ troops crushed Scopas’ forces and sent them packing back to Egypt. By 198 BCE, Coele-Syria was in Antiochus’ hands once more, and he now concentrated on raiding Ptolemaic possessions in Cilicia, Lycia and Caria (all in modern Turkey) with his navy. The Egyptians called on Rome’s support. Having finally routed and dispatched their great Carthaginian enemy, Hannibal, the Romans were already looking east with an eye to expansion themselves and, given the backing the Ptolemaic house had always shown them, Rome was only too willing to assist Egypt in her plight. In 197 BCE, the Roman armies flooded into Macedon and the ancestral home of Alexander the Great, along with the rest of Greece, fell to Rome. For all his brilliance, Philip V was defeated at the Battle of Cynoscephalae, and, much to Antiochus’ chagrin, wealthy Eumenes II of Pergamon, anticipating that out-and-out war would erupt between Antiochus and the Romans – in which Rome would emerge the victor – sent his bride, Antiochus’ daughter, back to Syria, unused and unwanted. Antiochus III was dumbstruck.


In October or November of 197 BCE, in Alexandria, the thirteen-year-old Ptolemy V underwent the old Greek ritual of the anakleteria, the ‘coming-of-age ceremony’; it was a rite undertaken by all Hellenistic princes and was celebrated when new rulers took upon themselves the rulership of their kingdom. As Polybius noted, Ptolemy V’s courtiers ‘thought that the kingdom would gain a certain degree of firmness and a fresh impulse towards prosperity, if it were known that the king had assumed the independent direction of the government’. As his epithet, Ptolemy V chose the fitting title Epiphanes, ‘The God Who Makes His Appearance’. Then, on 26 March 196 BCE, Ptolemy V Epiphanes was crowned pharaoh by the High Priest of Ptah at the ancient holy city of Memphis and, a day later, a synod of priests from all over Egypt who had gathered for the coronation passed the Memphis Decree and had it inscribed in stone. The decree, which commended Ptolemy V’s benefactions for the people of Egypt and his remission of taxes on the temples of Egypt, unsurprisingly began with a laudatory paean of praise, wishing the pharaoh ‘Life! Health! Prosperity!’ The king was hailed as the ‘living image of Amun’ (the supreme god of Thebes) and as the ‘beloved of Ptah’ (the creator-god of Memphis), ‘whose goodness is perfect’. Today, the Memphis decree is one of the best-known artefacts to survive from antiquity and is seen by many thousands of tourists who cluster tightly around it each year in the British Museum. We know it as the Rosetta Stone.


Meanwhile, as conflict with Rome festered, Antiochus III played his last card and, as part of a peace treaty drawn up with Egypt, offered his daughter Cleopatra Syra in marriage to Ptolemy V Epiphanes. The Rosetta Stone inscription shows that as far as the Egyptians were concerned, the sixteen-year-old pharaoh was now considered a king in every respect – he was the living image of Amun and the most beloved of Ptah and he was also the embodiment of the divine Horus. Now the young god-king needed a queen.


Cleopatra Syra was about the same age as her fiancé, perhaps a year or two older. But such an issue was trivial in the international game of royal politics. She was (hopefully) fertile and would produce a brood of sons and thereby unite the warring Seleucids and Ptolemies. Early marriage was the means of optimizing the fertility of women in a society with a high infant mortality rate, even among the elite. High female fertility was required in every royal household if the dynasty was to replicate itself, and queens might be expected to have large families. But there was also the problem that a significant proportion of fertile women, including queens, would die in childbirth and, accordingly, it was necessary to distribute the burden of pregnancy as widely as possible among all the available fertile women. Permanent female celibacy was almost unheard of and practically all women married, most of them when young. Girls in Egypt, whether peasants or princesses, could expect to be married not long after menarche, often by the time they were about seventeen and certainly by their mid-twenties. For girls, marriage was indistinguishable from physical maturation. Early marriage also had the advantage of increasing the likelihood that the bride was still a virgin, an obvious concern in societies where provable paternity was of such importance.


On the face of things, the omens for a good marriage between Cleopatra Syra and Ptolemy were not propitious: the Hebrew bible’s prophetic Book of Daniel, composed around the time of Cleopatra Syra’s engagement, predicted future inter-state warfare, with the ownership of lucrative Coele-Syria being the most pressing issue. Daniel predicted that familial warfare would erupt as,




He [Antiochus III] will resolve to subjugate all the dominions of the King of the South [Ptolemy V Epiphanes], and he will come to fair terms with him and he shall give the ultimate woman [Cleopatra Syra] in marriage for the destruction of the kingdom.





What did this mean? Was the author of the Book of Daniel prophesying that Cleopatra Syra, by way of her marriage to the Egyptian pharaoh, would bring down the house of Ptolemy? Would Antiochus the Great have the ultimate victory after all? Only time would tell.


Unperturbed by prophets and seers, in the spring of 193 BCE Cleopatra Syra, aged about seventeen, began her journey from Antioch-on-the-Orontes to Alexandria. She headed first for the town of Raphia, the site of her father’s military defeat, where the wedding would be celebrated. Antiochus III exhibited some fine diplomacy in the selection of Raphia as the setting for the wedding, for rather than forcing Ptolemy V to lose face by travelling through Syria (territory only recently taken from the Ptolemaic kingdom), and rather than losing face himself by travelling all the way to Alexandria, the Seleucid monarch compromised by holding the wedding on the border of both kingdoms.


Antiochus and his daughter entered Raphia with the full ceremony of state. They were joined by the Egyptian delegation, headed by the young bridegroom, King Ptolemy himself. Pharaonic tradition had long seen the use of diplomatic marriages, the most prestigious of which occurred when the father of the bride was of equal status with the pharaoh and the two monarchs addressed each other as ‘brother’. Another type of marriage alliance occurred when the father of the bride was pharaoh’s vassal and referred to the Egyptian ruler as ‘my lord, my god, my sun god’. During the period of Egypt’s empire, in the New Kingdom (c. 1570–c. 1069 BCE), when vast territories to the south and the north had been the pharaoh’s dominions, the Egyptians had the upper hand in arranging these marriage alliances and brides were sent to Memphis or Thebes to seal the treatises, although Egyptian brides were never sent abroad. When it came to diplomatic marriage, the bride’s direction of travel really mattered. As Egypt’s imperial fortunes waned, however, so did its control of the foreign bride market. Famously, if fancifully, Solomon, the king of Israel, was able to claim the hand of a pharaoh’s daughter and had her brought to Jerusalem, where she became the highest-ranking of his many wives.


The first four generations of the Ptolemies had avoided negotiating this diplomatic conundrum by marrying within the family or by looking for keen ‘vassal’ brides, like Berenice II of Cyrene who virtually ran to Egypt to climb into the bed of Ptolemy III. When Ptolemy V and Antiochus III decided to revisit the usefulness of the diplomatic marriage strategy in order to ostensibly create stability in the region in the face of Roman aggression, they understood full well the ancient hierarchy of royal bride-exchange.


Huge tents and makeshift buildings had been erected at Raphia for the comfort of the guests and for the rituals and ceremonials that would take place over the coming week – for royal weddings could be long, drawn-out affairs. Feasts and entertainments were laid on, and day upon day the wedding celebrations seemed to get ever more extravagant, for the royal retinues needed to be kept occupied as the final touches were put to the wedding contract.


For her part, kept out of the politics of the event, Cleopatra Syra was mainly attentive to her trousseau and to the packing and shipping of her personal effects, which would travel ahead of her into Egypt. She was aided in all she did by a cohort of trusted ladies-in-waiting, syntrophoi or ‘favourites’, who, Polybius implies, were commonplace in the households of Hellenistic queens and princesses. When a Hellenistic princess, such as Cleopatra Syra, found herself being shipped off to foreign lands as a diplomatic bride, she would be accompanied by this entourage of women whom she knew and trusted. These women helped bridge the gap between natal family and marital home and helped acclimatize the princess to her new surroundings while providing her with a much-needed sense of continuity. Some of these women even acted as aides and go-betweens, and even as spies and agents. All in all, the syntrophoi had quite the potential to form a distinct power base within the court.


With the wedding fast approaching, Cleopatra Syra appointed one of her syntrophoi to be her nymphokomos, or ‘chief bridesmaid’, and she was given the absolute authority to put together and oversee the bride’s adornment and the prenuptial bridal rituals. It was the nymphokomos who prepared Cleopatra Syra’s rites bath with waters brought from a holy spring in a special type of water-container called a loutrophoros. The bride took on the symbolic role of the goddess Hera, who, according to myth, bathed in sacred springs at Kanathos the night before her wedding to Zeus. The bridal bath also symbolized purification as well as fertility.


Meanwhile, in the royal tent, Antiochus III and Ptolemy V took part in another ritual, the engysis (‘giving of a pledge into the hand’), where the issues of Cleopatra Syra’s dowry and guarantees of the girl’s skills and purity were agreed upon. The princess’s dowry-contract included a clause specifically inserted on the orders of Antiochus III. It stated that, for her own maintenance and comfort, Princess Cleopatra Syra would receive an annual revenue taken from the taxes of wealthy Coele-Syria – but that the Ptolemaic state treasury was not entitled to any of it. The money paid from the revenues of Coele-Syria was Cleopatra Syra’s, and hers alone. That, Antiochus figured, would hurt the Egyptians where it mattered the most.


The next day saw the beginning of the gamos (‘wedding’) ceremony proper. Cleopatra Syra was decked out in bridal finery. An old account of the preparation of the bride Pandora in Hesiod’s poem Theogony provides a clue to Cleopatra Syra’s appearance that day. In the poem, the role of nymphokomos is played by the goddess Athene:




The goddess, grey-eyed Athene, girded and adorned [Pandora]
in a gleaming silver crown, and down over her head she placed
an intricately woven veil, a wonder to see.


Around her head Pallas Athene put a garland
Fresh blossoming, beautiful, with meadow flowers.


And she placed on her head a golden crown


which the god himself made, the famous Lame God
    [Hephaestus],


making it with his hands, delighting Father Zeus.





Cleopatra Syra’s costume included a red veil, the colour most closely associated in nature with ripeness and fertility. It was a highly charged, erotic colour, and because red clothing was also symbolically associated with blood, especially the blood of sacrifice, the bride’s assumption of a red veil could thus be interpreted as a sign of substitute sacrifice. In Aeschylus’ tragedy Agamemnon, therefore, the famous motif of Iphigenia shedding her red-dyed veils as she goes off to be married is meant to evoke the image of sacrificial virginal bloodshed. The red veil may well have alluded to the colour of the blood lost during the bride’s first sexual intercourse.


The bridal veil was not removed until the time came, a day later, for the groom to see his bride for the first time. With the guests gathered together (but observing strict gender division) for an enormous wedding dinner of all sorts of meats, custards, cheeses, pastries, cakes and sesame sweets, the princess was escorted into the centre of the assembly by her father, who grasped her by the wrist – the traditional gesture of ‘handing over’ the bride. Antiochus passed his daughter to her new husband in full view of the assembly of guests as he declared that ‘in front of witnesses, I give this girl to you for the ploughing of children’.


Cleopatra Syra was escorted by her bridesmaid to the centre of the assembly and seated at the central hearth, the symbol of the goddess Hestia (the personification of domesticity), her face still covered by her veil. King Ptolemy approached and knelt in front of her, and in a ritual known as the anakalyptēria, the ‘unveiling’, he carefully lifted the veil and took a brief look at his new wife’s face (Cleopatra Syra, like all good brides, kept her gaze lowered) before replacing it again. Cleopatra Syra demonstrated – albeit passively – her acquiescence to marry through her participation in the unveiling ceremony.


Finally, towards the end of the night, King Ptolemy led his bride into the specially prepared bridal chamber (thalamos), decorated with saffron-coloured hangings and a specific bed canopy known as the pastos. It was here, in intimate and less formal surroundings, that the husband and wife finally got to look one another in the eye. After the bridal couple had entered the room, the door was closed and guarded while the guests remained outside to sing the epithalamium, or wedding hymn, for the privacy of the chamber was respected by all concerned. Whether Ptolemy V Epiphanes and Cleopatra Syra consummated their marriage that night is unknown, but it was hoped – and expected – to have happened. We do not know what occurred between the newlyweds in the privacy of the thalamos, but in the watchful eyes of the Hellenistic world, and under the piercing gaze of Rome, the Seleucids and the Ptolemies had made a public statement of peace and reconciliation.


A few days later, Cleopatra Syra, queen of Egypt, bid farewell to her father. She was never to see Antiochus III again. With her new husband, her few waiting-women and the innermost circle of the factious Egyptian court, she boarded ship; the sailors cast off and the vessel headed out on the short sea voyage. Cleopatra Syra fixed her eyes on the horizon – where her future lay.










2


A Stranger in a Strange Land


For Cleopatra Syra, as for all Greeks who lived beyond its borders, Egypt was a place of ancient mysteries. She knew of it as a realm of strange and exotic customs and curious religious practices, where animal-headed gods were worshipped with outlandish rituals, where the dead were kept looking alive, and where gold and silver burst forth from the earth. Yes, Egypt enjoyed unimaginable wealth. It had acquired the reputation for affluence early on, for already in the Odyssey, Homer’s archaic heroes travelled there for lucrative business and with the hope of turning a quick profit. So rich was Egypt that Homer tells of many pirate raids along the country’s Mediterranean coastline, all unsuccessful thanks to Egyptian vigilance. These stories were reminiscent, no doubt, of events that had really occurred back in the thirteenth century BCE, when the eastern Mediterranean was inundated with migrants fleeing their ancestral lands because of war and environmental upheavals, looking for new settlements.


Herodotus, in his Histories, found Egypt to be an attractive topic for an extensive excursus and he devoted the whole of Book II to it. Cleopatra Syra must have known this landmark work and been familiar with Herodotus’ description of Egypt as the kingdom with ‘the most wonders and deeds that defy description’. She knew too that Herodotus had found Egypt to be a place of bizarre but compelling topsy-turvydom, for as he wrote:




Everywhere else in the world, priests wear their hair long but in Egypt, they are shaven . . . The Egyptians knead dough with their feet and gather mud and dung with their hands. The Egyptians (and those who have learned it from them) are the only people who practise circumcision. Every man has two garments, every woman only one . . . The Greeks write and calculate from left to right; the Egyptians do the opposite . . . Women attend market and are employed in trade, while men stay at home and do the weaving . . . Men in Egypt carry loads on their heads, women on their shoulders; women pass water standing up, men sitting down. To ease themselves they go indoors, but eat outside in the streets . . . They are religious beyond measure.





The Egypt which Herodotus encountered in the fifth century BCE followed the rhythms of life that had been established there over two millennia earlier. The Egyptians recognized distinct seasons: akhet (flooding), peret (planting) and shemu (harvesting). The predictable flooding of the Nile and the fertilization of the rich soil produced an abundance of crops: emmer, barley and other cereal grains, as well as flax plants, uprooted before they started flowering, grown for the fibres of their stems and used to weave sheets of linen. The country consisted of 23,000 square kilometres of fertile land which extended some 230 kilometres along the narrow valley of the River Nile from the first cataract in the south to the Delta and the Mediterranean coast. The wealth-making arable Black Land (Kemet) clung close to the Nile’s banks, for much of Egypt was desert – the Red Land (Deshret), a vast zone which acted as an inhospitable boundary between Egypt and the neighbouring countries. Invading armies would have to survive long desert crossings, so they rarely tried. This arid territory also provided the Egyptians with their precious metals, such as gold, and semi-precious gemstones.


The Egyptians saw themselves as a people who occupied two lands: one, Upper Egypt, stretched north from the cataracts of Aswan right through the Nile Valley, and the other, Lower Egypt, encompassed the Nile Delta to the Mediterranean coast. As Lord of the Two Lands, the pharaoh was the ruler of a unified Upper and Lower Egypt, and his crowns (the red crown of Lower Egypt and the white crown of Upper Egypt), titles and ritual performances emphasized the fact that Egypt was a land of duality. Dualism characterized the ancient Egyptian mindset: paired elements, or conceptual ‘poles’, were everywhere. Whenever there was netet (‘what is’), there was also djwtet (‘what is not’). In ancient Egyptian thought, paired concepts of this type served as instruments to define, and set rules for, the relationship between gods and men. The pair ma’at and isfet (‘order’ and ‘chaos’), for instance, codified these relationships in terms of morality.


Egyptian attitudes towards foreigners were certainly structured on this concept of duality too, which gave meaning to their complete vision of the world and its functioning. In the official royal ideology, the foreigner was a symbol of isfet, and the pharaoh had to actively destroy chaos to preserve ma’at. In depictions on the exterior of temple walls, this idea is given form and the king is shown wielding a club or mace, which he smashes onto the heads of cowering foreigners. In literary compositions, foreigners were routinely termed ‘vile’ or ‘wretched’. In other forms of imagery, they were visually interchangeable with animals: the decoration on a box from the tomb of Tutankhamun, for example, shows the young king killing both foreigners and animals alike with arrows. This visual metaphor confirms that there was little difference between foreigners and animals in Egyptian royal ideology. And yet, the ‘othering’ done by Egyptians towards foreigners and foreign cultures needs to be balanced by the fact that across the centuries Egypt had played host to numerous foreign groups – Nubians, Asiatics, Minoans, Libyans, Canaanites – who settled down inside its borders and lived near the Egyptians. The term ‘foreigner’ (kha’as-tiw) was never used to describe settled immigrants, however; only peoples who lived beyond Egypt were true ‘outsiders’. Whoever was nourished by the waters of the Nile, Herodotus asserted, was considered an Egyptian. This, perhaps, proved to be instructional – a relief to know, certainly – for Cleopatra Syra as her ship drew ever closer to the coast of Egypt.


There had been a fixed Greek presence in Egypt ever since the late eighth century BCE, when Greek mercenaries and merchants were given a residential trading base at Naukratis in the Nile Delta. The town took its Greek name from the Egyptian niwt keredj, ‘Town of the Caraians’, which clearly documents its founding as a site with a distinct Greek character. It was the first autonomous Greek settlement in Egypt. Excavations undertaken there between 1884 and 1903 by Flinders Petrie (which, under the focus of the Naukratis Project, eventually extended until 1983) revealed that the town contained no fewer than four Greek temples (to Apollo, Aphrodite, Hera and the Dioscuri) alongside a ‘Hellenion’, an imposing sanctuary-cum-Hellenic-social-centre, funded and built by several Greek city-states including Cnidus, Halicarnassus and Mytilene. Close to the Greek religious enclosures was an Egyptian temple to the god Amun. There were manufacturing zones within the town too, to produce pottery, faience (glazed pottery), scarabs and the iron weapons that were unknown elsewhere in Egypt at this time. Another sizeable concentration of Greek merchants and mercenaries was established, at the invitation of the pharaoh Psammetichus I (664–610 BCE), in the ancient, much-revered holy city of Memphis, the sprawling walled Nile-side capital of ancient Egypt (today a hodgepodge of archaeological mounds surrounded by a group of villages, squatting at the edge of Cairo’s suburbs).


The pioneering Greeks who made up these communities of resident aliens enjoyed a prosperous life in Egypt, for work was plentiful and trade was brisk, but they were not allowed to forget that they were residing in a foreign land and remained there only at the pleasure of Egypt’s monarch. But all that changed in 332 BCE when Alexander the Great ‘liberated’ Egypt from the Persians who had controlled it, on and off, for two hundred years. Alexander made it part of the ‘Greek World’. Suddenly, Egypt became a land of opportunity for all Greeks, a veritable El Dorado on the Nile. With the equivalent cry of Mark Twain’s ‘There’s gold in them thar hills’, Greeks flocked to Egypt, first in their thousands and then in their tens of thousands. They came from as far east as Sinope on the Black Sea, from as far north as Illyria, Thrace and Macedon, and from as far west as Syracuse in Sicily, and even from Marseilles. Papyri documents tell of the presence of mercenary soldiers heading into Egypt from Malta, Crete, Ionia and Boeotia (in central Greece). All in all, migrants came from some 200 different places to join in the goldrush in Egypt. One satirical poem incites a young Greek soldier to leave his homeland and head to the Nile: ‘If you are ready to clasp the military cloak on your right shoulder and if you have the nerve to plant your legs firmly on the ground and get involved in some action, then get yourself over to Egypt, double quick!’ Another poem, which reads like a post-war Department of Immigration advertisement, enthusiastically sells Egypt’s many attractions:




Aphrodite’s HQ is down there, you know, in Egypt. They’ve got it all there in Egypt: money, sports, power, great weather, fame, fantastic sightseeing, philosophers, gold, sexy boys, wine – in short, everything you could ever desire. And women! By the gods, more women than the sky boasts stars!





*


Alexander the Great and his Greco-Macedonian troops had burst into Egypt and, aided by the extreme hatred for the Persians there, overcame the Achaemenid rulers almost without drawing a sword. After his victory, Alexander carefully made his peace with the powerful Egyptian priesthoods; he not only journeyed across the great Western Desert to Siwah to meet the clergy at the oracular shrine of Amun-Re but he also consulted priests elsewhere in his new kingdom, probably at Memphis and certainly at Thebes in Upper Egypt. However, Alexander’s regime upset the old Egyptian establishment almost at once with the construction of the coastal city of Alexandria on a plot of land opposite the island of Pharos, between the Mediterranean coast and Lake Mareotis to the south. Its founding – the inspiration for which Alexander insisted had come to him in a dream – involved a great upheaval in the lifestyle of local Egyptians, who were uprooted from surrounding villages and conscripted into Alexander’s labour force. ‘A longing for the work took hold of him,’ Arrian of Nicomedia, the Greek historian and philosopher, was to write centuries later. Alexander came up with plans for the site of an agora (market, business centre) and temples (mostly to Greek gods). He appointed as his chief architect Dinocrates (who had made a name for himself as the mastermind behind the reconstruction of the dilapidated Temple of Artemis at Ephesus), and his first project was to connect Pharos Island to the mainland with a causeway that divided the sea into two harbours. The city streets were laid out in a right-angled grid pattern to catch the cool prevailing breezes, and its underground drains, conduits, cisterns and sewers were a masterpiece of engineering. When the time came to create its foundations, Alexander divided the city into five sectors, designated by the first five letters of the Greek alphabet: alpha for Alexander, beta for basileus (‘king’), gamma for genos (‘lineage’), delta for Diós (‘of Zeus’) and epsilon for ektisen (‘he founded’); in other words, ‘Alexander, king of the lineage of Zeus, was its founder’ was stamped on the very layout of the city.
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