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To Wayne May, without whom

nothing would have happened
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Preface

As the editor in chief of Ancient American magazine, I am regularly prevailed upon by mostly amateur archaeologists to publish their reports of overseas visitors to our continent during pre-columbian times. While many of these submissions may be interesting, sometimes provocative, they are usually unsubstantiated by any credible physical evidence. A story first brought to my attention in 1993, however, was supported by an abundance of material items—more than seven thousand, in fact. The sheer volume of such alleged proof combined with the often superb workmanship of numerous individual pieces argued persuasively on behalf of their authenticity.

Even so, I was baffled by not only the magnitude of the discovery, but also the profusion of its disparate cultural imagery. How was one to account for images that appeared to be Romans, Celts, Christians, Jews, West African blacks, Egyptians, and Phoenicians all represented together at a single, subterranean site in, of all places, southern Illinois? Over the next nine years, I not only described the Burrows Cave collection in several feature Ancient American articles, but also undertook my own investigation of the supposed artifacts to determine their authenticity, at least to my own satisfaction.

The conclusions of various authorities in mineralogy and ancient written languages I consulted suggested that retrieval of the seven thousand images found near a tributary of the Ohio River represented the greatest archaeological event in history, far more spectacular than the opening of Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s tomb sixty years before. The Illinois tomb not only appeared to contain vaster amounts of buried treasure, but, more valuably, also demonstrated that Roman-era visitors crossed the Atlantic Ocean to establish a settlement in North America nearly fifteen centuries before Columbus sailed from Spain. Although the saga of these voyagers is far from completely understood and the unveiling of Burrows Cave signifies a work in progress, both are aspects of a story that must be told.

I have combined years of my own research with the expertise of professional scientists and enlightened enthusiasts alike to create a mosaic from different fragments of evidence. Bringing these pieces together—fitting them into a complex archaeological puzzle—was my purpose in writing this book. Through its pages march heroes and villains, tyrants and freedom fighters, mystics and profiteers, victors and survivors. Their story is valuable because it is our story, lost for the last two thousand years but now gradually coming to light from its underground burial sanctuary. With its retelling, the dead will live again, and the roots of American history, far deeper and older than suspected, stand revealed.
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Introduction

A Shattering Revelation

It is the dead who have a tale to tell—the dead who died centuries ago—to people who still live.

COUNT BYRON DE PROROK,

IN QUEST OF LOST WORLDS

There are some disclosures that radically revolutionize long established conceptions of the world in which we live. The subject of this story is one of them, because it demolishes what Americans have been led to believe since their country was founded—namely, that Christopher Columbus was its discoverer. An archaeological cave site in southern Illinois suggests instead that tens of thousands of refugees sailing from the murder of their king and the invasion of their homeland preceded Columbus by nearly fifteen centuries. Preferring a perilous transatlantic adventure to slaughter and slavery on land, they entrusted their lives to the sea.

There is a contemporary side to this tale. It tells of the cave’s discovery, a subsequent twenty-year period of imposed secrecy, the looting of the cave’s fabulous treasures, an often bitter controversy, and final disclosure. But the first part of this story is much older. It describes what was formerly a splendid kingdom in the ancient world, a vital part of the Roman Empire that was once culturally rich and economically powerful, but which was reduced to obscurity by war. Faced with the choice between almost certain death at home and escape over the uncertain open sea, some of its survivors became first-century “boat people.” Most successfully completed the crossing to America only a few years after the death of Jesus.

Although the majority of professional archaeologists dismiss such transatlantic voyages as imaginative fantasy, they are contradicted by a vast collection of inscribed and illustrated stone tablets uncovered from a subterranean site in the American Midwest. Often wonderful masterpieces of art, they comprise thousands of portraits of men and women from a distant land in ancient times. There are grim-faced soldiers and sagacious priests, sailors and worshipers, kings and queens. They are accompanied by tablets inscribed in several different languages, some of which have already been partially translated. And there is gold, a treasure trove King Solomon in all his splendor would have envied.

Both stories seem too fantastic for belief. Yet, an abundance of hard and historical evidence supports their credibility. The fabulously rich legacy buried nearly two thousand years ago was known only to the elders of a particular Indian tribe, whose last chief broke the secret before he passed away. Even then, the whereabouts of the cave were unknown until it was found by accident twenty-four years later. The sometimes acrimonious struggle to open the site and unravel its significance has lasted almost as long. That struggle still goes on. But the time has come for its story to be told.
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1

It All Started with Cleopatra

Th’abuse of greatness is when it disjoins Remorse from power.

SHAKESPEARE, JULIUS CAESAR 2.1

Most of the artifacts removed from a subterranean location in southern Illinois since 1982 comprise the portraits of Romans, black Africans, Egyptians, Phoenicians, Jews, early Christians and Native American Indians—all, judging by their attire, from ancient times. Almost invariably, they were accompanied by written languages in hieroglyphic Egyptian, North Semitic (or Carthaginian), paleo-Hebrew, ancient Iberian, Ogham, or an unknown script found nowhere else. Most of the faces are depicted in profile, and the majority of these belong to Roman-style soldiers. Other perceived professions include holy men and sailors. Far fewer women and elderly persons appear, and no children are represented.

Religious imagery includes the so-called Alexander Helios symbol, the circle cross, Jewish menorahs, Stars of David, Christ-like figures, Egyptian pyramids, the Greek Pan, the Carthaginian Tanit, and other, less identifiably pagan creatures. Other tablets are given over entirely to lengthy, largely untranslatable inscriptions or the depiction of ancient sailing ships. Some are Phoenician, but others resemble Roman vessels. Animals frequently portrayed are cows, rams, elephants, serpents, whales, fish, sea monsters, and other fabulous creatures, sometimes half human.

For many years after these strange illustrated objects were brought to the attention of scholars, even those who granted the possibility of overseas visitors to the Americas during pre-columbian times threw up their hands in disbelief at the impossible variety of disparate races and religions represented at the same site. Nothing seemed able to explain such an incongruous jumble of unrelated cultures and peoples, especially in, of all places, Illinois, many hundreds of miles from the nearest sea coast. The collection had to be fake. But the sheer number of its objects and the frequent excellence of their execution were in sharp contrast to the inconceivable implications of their origins.

A single piece among the estimated seven thousand controversial artifacts, however, is the first of many clues to the origins of the collection. This decisive item is a gold medallion about the size of a dollar coin (although three times as thick), struck with the image of an elephant’s head (fig. 1.1).

Identical gold pieces were minted more than two thousand years ago by Cleopatra VII, the Great, when she became the famous queen of Egypt. She chose the elephant head as her personal emblem for cogent political reasons.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.1. A gold coin from the Illinois cave featuring the image of an elephant’s head, which was the personal emblem of Cleopatra VII, the Ptolemaic queen of Egypt in the first century B.C. Photograph by Beverley Moseley

Cleopatra was descended from a long line of Ptolemaic rulers established after the death of Alexander the Great, nearly three centuries earlier. The queen belonged to this Greek ruling class, which she dominated from 48 to 30 B.C., and was, therefore, without a drop of Egyptian blood in her veins. Because her subjects sometimes chafed under the domination of these foreigners, in selecting the elephant’s head as her own insignia Cleopatra was making a powerful visual statement that she was in spirit, if not heritage, entirely African. In reality, she was much more than that.
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Fig. 1.2. Julius Caesar as he appeared when he first met Cleopatra (Capitoline Museum, Rome)

The queen’s circuitous way to the throne, literally over the dead body of a younger brother, had been achieved via her bed. By that time, the seductive arts had reached high levels of application in Egypt with the proportionate decay of that civilization, and the precocious teenage Cleopatra was adept at exercising their power over a susceptible middle-aged Julius Caesar (fig. 1.2). For two thousand years her name has been synonymous with the height of feminine allure. Beginning in the mid-twentieth century, however, when the deprecation of all things perceived as Western became fashionable, she was portrayed as dowdy. More recently, she has become militant feminism’s historical icon, tragically betrayed by loutish, devious men. The truth, as usual, lies somewhere in between these extremes. Contemporary and postmortem statuary portraits of Cleopatra reveal no great beauty, even given their idealization. They nonetheless credibly depict a slender, attractive woman with a pleasing countenance, a somewhat large though well-formed nose, full cheeks, and an intelligent brow (see fig. 1.3).

Doubtless, Cleopatra’s attraction was a combination of her abilities as a witty and cultivated woman as much as those of a sexual athlete. The erotic spell she cast over Caesar had been politically conjured to secure for her the throne of Egypt. Cleopatra was a clever, ambitious manipulator, and sex was just another tactic in her overall strategy to secure sovereign power. While controversy may still surround her physical endowments, the brilliance of her mind has been beyond question. She alone of all the Ptolemies was fluent in many languages, including Egyptian (the tongue of their own subjects, which few of them deigned to learn), Ethiopian, Arabic, Syrian, Parthian, and Medean. Widely traveled throughout the Nile Valley and the eastern Mediterranean world, she took her royal education seriously, and was known as a fast learner.
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Fig. 1.3. A first-century B.C. statue, considered one of the most accurate, of Cleopatra VII

Naturally skilled and professionally trained in the arts of diplomacy and government, Cleopatra was conversant in the leading philosophical arguments of her day. Her knowledge of naval warfare prompted her to build up the Egyptian fleet. Strong-willed, she nevertheless often yielded to compromise, which enhanced her reputation as approachable and fair-minded. For her, though, apparent conciliations were inevitable trade-offs in diplomatic maneuvering toward the fulfillment of her personal agendas, whose final goals were all that really mattered. But what did she really want? She desired more than just the crown of a superannuated Egypt. Like many potentates, from Alexander to Ghengis Khan to Joseph Stalin, Cleopatra was obsessed with the Eastern dream, known in her day as Hellenism. Its proponents envisioned a world dominated by the cult of the Egyptian mother-goddess Eset, or Isis, as she was known to the Greeks. And it was the Greek Cleopatra who, as the reigning monarch of Egypt, was revered, not just as the cult’s high priestess, but also as the actual goddess herself in human flesh.

Such blasphemous presumption had nothing in common with the traditional worship of Eset, which preceded the Ptolemies by almost three thousand years. Eset was one of mankind’s most endearing spiritual conceptions, the divine personification of wifely devotion and mother love, with emphasis on the human soul’s evolution through compassion and devotion. It was the Ptolemies who used this mystery religion to cover a political movement aimed at the acquisition of earthly domination. Citing the German historian Otto Kornemann, American author Beatrice Chanler writes that he “attributes to the Ptolemies the ambition to extend their power to the farthest limits of the inhabited world. Like Alexander, they dreamed of universal empire.”1

Cleopatra’s millions of hysterical followers prayed for the day when she, the living Isis, would gather up the masses of the East and hurl them against the hated Romans to create a single authority, with herself as the Queen of Heaven and Earth. She had inherited and modified Hellenism, along with her dynasty, from Alexander III (another “Great”), who tried to conquer the world and dominate it under a single system fashioned after Eastern absolutism. To most of his followers, he betrayed his Spartan upbringing—an Aristotelian education emphasizing individual liberty and self-responsibility—by backsliding into Oriental autocracy. After all, his conquests had been initially propelled by the Greek will to civilize the rest of the world. That was the original meaning of Hellenism, and it was what he and his warriors originally fought for. Following years of triumph on behalf of their idea of enlightment, however, he was transformed into its polar opposite, styling himself a living god, demanding that his officers and men prostrate themselves in the dust before him in the manner of all Eastern despots, even insisting they take Persian wives.

“His original idea,” Chanler explains, “was to efface in a universal empire the difference between peoples and to melt into a unity of one common civilization the traditions which had been divergent for centuries.”2 It was the Heart of Darkness syndrome, in which the conqueror himself, his better judgment obscured by an inflated ego, is subverted through pity for the very people he came to dominate. To put it bluntly, his rational faculties had been eroded after too many years in the field. Great commanders long after him, such as Napoleon Bonaparte and Erwin Rommel, suffered similar psychological deterioration because their nerves were also subjected to the high stress of over-long military campaigning. “Although many since the great general had taken up his idea of empire,” writes Chanler, “no one before Cleopatra would take it up with the far-reaching idea which Alexander attached to it: under one absolute authority, of divine right, the entire world must be unified.”3

Like Alexander the Great, Cleopatra considered herself a living deity. Her name, translating as “glory to her father,” was as much a deliberate tribute to Alexander, if not more so, than to her own natural parent. The Ptolemies were an incestuous lot, and generations of inbreeding resulted in a family megalomania that fueled old notions of world rule. It was not for nothing that the French historian Bouche-Leclercq referred to Cleopatra as a “venomous flower blossoming on an unhealthy stem.”4 Her dynasty built a Soviet-style, centralized government in which agriculture, commerce, and banking were directly controlled by the state. Revenue authorities working for the royal house were armed and aggressive and were given extraordinary powers to collect taxes. Artists of all kinds were government-funded propagandists for the royal house, while favorable investment opportunities were extended to wealthy tradesmen (invariably at the expense of native Egyptians) from all over the Mediterranean and the Middle East. Indeed, in order to encourage foreign loans and bank and land deals, there were no proscriptions against race or religion, making Alexandria the second richest capital; only Rome was wealthier.

In this apparent openness, too, the queen was politically motivated. Persecuted everywhere else, Jews flocked from all over the known world to Egypt, where they were free to practice their beliefs and conduct business. In fact, by Cleopatra’s time, no less than a quarter of Alexandria’s population was Jewish. This Jewish community had by then become an important part of the burgeoning prosperity of Ptolemaic Egypt. Some Jews rose to become very influential at court, albeit outside the innermost circles, with important financial connections to foreign kingdoms, where their relatives acted as stock agents, particularly in grain trading—all facts not lost on the queen. She learned to speak fluent Hebrew, and among her first acts as queen was to command the construction of a new city synagogue at state expense. And yet, for all this seeming favor, many if not most of Cleopatra’s tax police were Jewish, which, not surprisingly, engendered violent anti-Semitism among resident Greeks and native Egyptians for generations thereafter.

Prefiguring Marx’s Communist Manifesto or Orwell’s 1984, the Ptolemaic motto ran, “No one has the right to do what he wishes, but everything is organized for the best.”5 Most Egyptians made only a subsistence living, however, and were excluded from all positions of political or economic power. Cyclone Covey, professor of history at Wake Forest University in North Carolina, points out that “Alexandria was notoriously cosmopolitan, with native Egyptians as second-class citizens in their own country. Macedonians and Greek koine-speaking Jews comprised the Alexandrine aristocracy . . .”6 Misery and discontent were common, as were revolts. An underground of patriots dedicated to the Ptolemies’ overthrow and the restoration of ancient values was active throughout the Nile Valley. But they had missed their time by a long shot. It was too late to bring back the glory of the pharaohs.

Even so, Alexandria offered numerous public amenities, such as general health care and vigorous trade, with special emphasis on the arts and entertainment. Cleopatra’s Egypt was a contrast between fabulous wealth concentrated in the hands of her ruling family (and international merchants) and widespread poverty. To distract the masses from their deplorable conditions and stir patriotic fervor, she often staged magnificent public parades and demonstrations. These were mobile pageants involving thousands of strange animals, brightly costumed actors, singers, and musicians, all performing among spectacular special effects and historical reenactments on long trains of gigantic floats.

These outlandish festivals invariably featured a grand procession for Dionysus, the deified personification of Hellenism, in which a huge map of the world was spread out before a colossal statue of the god. This dramatization always drove the crowds of onlookers to a frenzy of Hellenistic mass hysteria. They recognized that the Dionysus procession exemplified Ptolemy’s prophecy, a famous, trumped-up piece of propaganda stating that the dynasty was destined one day to lead Greco-Egypt in unifying the East for the creation of a new order on Earth. Though such public extravaganzas may have provided some emotional outlet or cohesion for a society beset by internal discord, the prophetic fulfillment of world conquest in the late first century B.C. was nowhere in sight. The numerous kingdoms of the eastern Mediterranean had long before shattered into impotent fragments, while Egypt was hardly more than a shadow of her pharaonic past. If anybody was doing the conquering, it was Rome, and she alone.

Ptolemy’s prophecy was nothing more than an age-old longing for universal domination through the whims of some deified potentate. In contrast the new Roman concept of individual rights and liberties guaranteed by the state was an innovation of the highest degree in a world otherwise dominated by unrelieved despotism. Eastern autocrats regarded as the most insane subversion the very notion that common people were “citizens” with the power to vote. In Rome freedom and justice were possible only through institutions of law and government upon which Western civilization, even down to the continued use of Latin in our courts, was to persist over the next twenty centuries. America’s founding fathers used the Roman model, above all other examples, as the historical template for their constitutional republic, even to the inclusion of the fasces (a bundle of rods around an ax—the Roman symbol of authority) as their judicial emblem. The notion of god-ordained kingship (or queenship) so revered by the Ptolemies and their ilk was repellent to the Roman mind, awakened as it was to the possibilities of individual liberty and human rights. As modern citizens of an authoritarian republic, they preferred the rule of law to that of divinity, and manly leadership to divine kingship.

Even so, Cleopatra was shrewd enough to detect an early opportunity for bringing a Hellenistic world into existence, the first such chance since the campaigns of Alexander the Great. Having seduced Julius Caesar, she gave birth to his child. The boy’s mere existence would help set in motion the realization of her dream, which progressed an important step farther when she was invited to live in Rome. She urged her lover to make war on Parthia, a powerful empire, occupying most of present-day Iran. Its conquest would bring millions of Parthians and their subject peoples into the Roman world. She would then Hellenize them through her influence over Caesar and position herself as the living Isis to her millions of fanatic followers. The eventual elevation of their son to the throne would crown all her efforts with total success.

But there was a dynamic motivating Caesar at this time as well. Chanler writes:

One cannot overestimate the importance and power of the Isiac brotherhood [cult of Isis]. It threatened at one time to become the principle [sic] religion of the world, while it aimed at a more intimate control of the state through its closely knit organization. Cleopatra was an instrument through which this aim might be achieved. And Cleopatra reciprocally made use of the cult and her titular role in it to further her own ambition for world power. It was on entering his office of Aedileship that Julius Caesar first became associated with the strength of the secret societies. When he became dictator and suppressed the so-called democratic clubs, saying there was no place in a well-ordered state for an occult government, he refrained from attacking the Isiac fraternities. In Egypt, he had had the opportunity of discussing with the High Pontiff of Isis the cooperation of the Isiac societies, should he ever embark on his worldwide campaign, so even reckoning without Cleopatra’s influence, his sanction and protection of the Isiac cult was understandable.7

To be sure, Cleopatra did not introduce the Ptolemaic dream to Rome. She was but its latest and most powerful operative. The Isis cult had been subverting Roman society long before she sank her claws into Julius Caesar. In 58 B.C., for example, the consul Gabinius ordered the destruction of every one of its statues that had been restored since the previous proscription, including all Isiac altars, on the authority of the senate. Just four years later, the senate was forced to again demand that all cult images, public and private alike, be abolished. And another four years after this, the consul L. Emilius Paulus ordered the illegally rebuilt Temple of Isis to be torn down. After learning that no worker was willing to raise his hand against it, the senator stormed down to the building, doffed his robes of office, picked up an ax, and began demolishing the temple himself. In another two years, the Ptolemaic Isis was again being worshiped in Rome. To the Romans, the subversive cult had all the tenacity and resilience of an insect infestation.

What could have accounted for the popular appeal of this alien cult? Chanler explains:

It will be apparent that in the Isiac doctrines of pity for the lowly, immortality of the soul, and an after-life where virtue is rewarded, as well as its basic precept that all gods were manifestations of one god, etc., that the Isiac cult was not a pagan one, but a direct forerunner of Christianity. Isis was called the Virgin by the Egyptians, and statues of Isis holding her infant son, Horus, were as prevalent then as the Madonna and Child are now. A world torn with war and discord was ripe for the appearance of a Messiah which these prophecies announced.8

However, shrewd Romans saw through them to their underlying political intention—namely, the overthrow of the Roman state, and its substitution by a world tyranny veiled in a religion of universal love. When Caesar spoke seriously of campaigning against Parthia, those who understood his ultimate purpose decided on the most drastic course of action. As Chanler points out, “On the eve of his assassination, Caesar was planning to consummate Alexander the Great’s idée maitresse: World domination! The first step called for the conquest of Parthia.”9 The French historian Jerome Carcopino wrote that just before he was killed, Caesar planned to demand an authorization for polygamy from the senate so he could wed Cleopatra without breaking his marriage and the law. He planned to jointly rule the world with the Egyptian “Queen of Heaven.”10 In Book IV of his Lives, Plutarch mentions that polygamy, an affront to Roman morality, was “not prohibited, but customary for the kings of Macedonia,” such as Alexander the Great.11
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Fig. 1.4. First-century B.C. Roman statue of Isis (Vatican 
Museum)

Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.C., and although his death was a great setback to the Isiac cult, of which Cleopatra was the most important co-conspirator, it did not die out with him. “Even after the Ides of March,” Chanler writes, “the religion had the protection of the dead Caesar. The Triumvirs, probably knowing something of the plans or desires of the late Dictator, decreed in 43 B.C. [that] temples to Serapis and Isis [be built], only five years after the Senate had ordered the demolishing of all temples.”12

In the civil war that followed Caesar’s assassination, Cleopatra sailed away without incident, secure in the possession of her prime objective: the Egyptian throne. “At the death of Julius Caesar,” Chanler observes, “with the prospects bright for the succession of Caesarion, as the son of Ra, to the dictatorship, the Egyptian cult had seemed about to reach the summit of secular power towards which it was striving, and through it impose a unity of religion upon the entire world.”13 In this, Cleopatra seemed inadvertently abetted by the Roman victors. With their triumph over Caesar’s assassins, they divided the empire in three. The eastern provinces were allotted to Marc Antony (fig.1.5), whose position as eventual emperor seemed almost assured. Although disliked by most of the cultured and privileged classes for his ribaldry and blunt manner, he was beloved as a genuine soldier by the common people and the army, where real power lay.

Antony liked to eat, sing, march, hunt, get drunk, party and joke with his comrades, and sleep in the open on the cold ground under his robes, as his men did while participating in all their common joys and privations. Antony was a skilled field surgeon and personally administered to the wounds and illnesses of his men, even those of soldiers in the lowest ranks. His fellow officers revered him as, in the words of Plutarch, “the most experienced commander living.”14 His generosity to the troops increased proportionately to his ever-greater acquisition of personal power, and in time he eventually began winning support among some senators, who imagined he might serve as a useful cat’s-paw for their own agendas.
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Fig. 1.5. Marc Antony fathered the child who may have been the first “sun king” of pre-columbian America. (Capitoline Museum, Rome)

But they were left in the dust by Cleopatra. To her, he was her second chance for the realization of Ptolemy’s dream. She would transform Marc Antony into her instrument for greatness, just as she had Caesar. To make certain, she introduced herself in one of the grandest entrances of all time. The queen came sailing up the river Cydnus, in Cilicia, today’s southeastern Turkey, on a gigantic barge. Ensconced under a gauzy canopy of golden cloth, she was dressed as Venus, the goddess of love, and was fanned with ostrich feathers wielded by boys painted to resemble cupids. Huge purple sails and silver oars propelled the immense vessel, its decks populated by beautiful attendants dressed as sea nymphs. The entire stern was sheeted in beaten gold, and clouds of lotus incense, together with the music of flutes, fifes, and harps, wafted to the shore, attracting great crowds of astounded onlookers.

Far from any amorous intentions, Antony had come to question Cleopatra about the aid and comfort she allegedly provided Caius Cassius, one of Julius Caesar’s assassins. He was prepared to arrest her on serious charges of conspiracy to commit murder, if his suspicions merited such drastic action. Her initial reluctance to answer his written requests for an audience suggests that the charges against her were not without some foundation. Only after repeated assurances by Dellius, the Roman representative, that Marc Antony meant no harm did she set out on her voyage of conquest. Hedging her bets, she doubtless gave tacit support to Cassius in the event that, should he prevail in the civil war that arose from his participation in Caesar’s assassination, she might mold him into her love slave. She dropped him as soon as his cause appeared lost.

In any case, allegations of complicity with the murderers were utterly eclipsed by her remarkable appearance. Its effect on Antony was exactly what she hoped to achieve. All his life he had shown many positive, valiant, even superior traits. But from early youth, he also exhibited a weakness for occasionally excessive self-indulgence. Although his willingness to let the good times roll with as many friends as possible somewhat mitigated the worst effects such behavior might have on his reputation, his philandering with married women and drunken debauchery offended even his closest associates. A particularly humiliating instance took place, when, after an all-night drinking party, he vomited in full view of a large crowd while trying to give an important public speech.

Happily, these lower tendencies were beginning to recede as he conscientiously prosecuted the war against Caesar’s assassins and executed his governmental responsibilities, which he took very seriously. People began talking of his eventual rise to emperor. His popular following was great and growing. But Cleopatra resuscitated the man’s weaknesses, plying him with sex and sumptuous banquets of boar and peacock on gold and silver plate, followed by rounds of raucous parties awash with liquor, all amid scenes of luxury unrivaled anywhere else, even in Rome. She constantly flattered him and commanded all Egypt to do the same, appealing to his male vanity on a royal, even international scale. Plutarch disdainfully reported, “The word went through all the multitude that Venus had come to feast with Bacchus for the common good of Asia.” Already, even here, Ptolemy’s prophecy was hinted at in Antony’s celebration with Cleopatra “for the common good of Asia.”15

Yet, in the midst of this ongoing bacchanalia, he was shocked back into reality by a dispatch from Rome. His wife, Fulvia, had engineered an armed revolt against his co-regent, Octavian. Her intentions were less political than marital: She hoped that insurrection would cause her husband’s break with and return from Cleopatra. He immediately took ship for home, but was informed en route that Fulvia had died of an illness incurred while she was on her way to their reunion. Proceeding in sincere guilt-stricken mourning to Italy, he was met by Octavian, who blamed him for none of his late wife’s political indiscretions, urging him instead to take up the fallen reins of good government on behalf of Roman unity, still uncertain after the civil war.

Antony’s better nature responded to Octavian, and the two men formed a triumvirate with their comrade Lepidus, who took charge of Africa. Octavian administered the Western world, while Antony controlled the East. To solidify their bond, Antony married his friend’s older sister, Octavia. She was in all respects an ideal Roman woman—beautiful, highly cultured, family-oriented, strong, honorable, responsible, generous, and pious. Octavia exercised a gently salubrious effect on Antony, dispelling his old wildness and nurturing his nobility of soul. She genuinely loved him, and he at least deeply honored and respected her. As long as her higher influences surrounded his daily life, Marc Antony’s virtues and popularity grew hand in hand, and the world seemed headed toward a Pax Romana in which he played a significant role.

When word reached Cleopatra of his marriage to Octavia, she collapsed in grief. All her hopes and plans to become the queen of the world had evaporated. She had not long to wait, however, before the broken thread of her web would be reknit. The Parthians were rattling their sabers again, but Antony, afraid he might yield to temptation if he ventured too near his former lover’s sphere of influence, sent Ventidius, his general, to restore order.

Unfortunately, Ventidius was unable to cope with the situation, so Antony went in person, taking with him Octavia and their newborn daughter as safeguards against temptation. While traveling through Greece, they learned that the crisis was more serious than anticipated. Octavia and the child returned to Rome. In Syria, Antony drilled the two legions Octavian sent him for a major military confrontation, while simultaneously dispatching envoys to sound out the Parthians on a diplomatic solution. Memories of Cleopatra, however, began to haunt his every dream and waking hour. They eroded his willpower and good intentions. He knew he should return home to his wife and daughter, but duty prevented him from leaving Asia.

Torn between devotion to the loyal Octavia and lust for the conniving queen, he at last gave way to his baser instincts. An impatient Cleopatra wasted no time, demanding new territories to partially compensate her for the public humiliation she had endured because of his marriage to Octavian’s sister. To calm her, he gave her much of Arabia and even a rich slice of Judea. When Antigonus, the Jewish king, strenuously objected to this unwarranted concession, if only because his country was then an ally of Egypt, Antony had him arrested, then, at Cleopatra’s urging, beheaded. The senate and people of Rome were astounded by such behavior, but his anxious supporters assured them that, however unorthodox such actions seemed, they were part of everyday Eastern politics.

To forestall the groundswell of hostility beginning to mount against her philandering husband, Antony’s courageous wife, on her own initiative, raised two thousand elite troops, fully armed and outfitted into praetorian cohorts, together with baggage, cattle, money, and additional uniforms for his troops. She was personally bringing all of these soldiers and supplies to Antony when she received a letter from him telling her to wait in Athens until he arrived. He was on the point of leaving when Cleopatra feigned a sickness unto death for love of him. He allowed himself to be convinced by her treachery, and dishonorably lingered with the home-wrecking queen.

Octavia returned sadly to Rome but refused to say a word against her distant husband, defying her powerful brother’s command that she no longer reside at Antony’s house. She continued to lovingly care for his children, even those by Fulvia, and could not be moved to criticize Antony in his absence. But Octavia’s quiet sorrow and dignified deportment spoke more eloquently against him than any speech she could have ever delivered. Even his strongest supporters began to melt away, while popular hatred for the man and his “Egyptian whore” simmered, then boiled.

No one did more to exacerbate their rancor than Marc Antony himself. He allowed himself to become the focus of an immense public mass rally at a military exercise ground, where a tall platform of silver was surmounted by a pair of golden thrones. Beneath these, four smaller gilded chairs formed a line. At the dramatic height of the day’s elaborate festivities, Antony mounted the platform with Cleopatra, who was dressed to impersonate Isis in a form-fitting, full-length golden gown suggesting feathers, and the couple were seated. He announced that her offspring were being given personal jurisdiction over the East. One by one, the children sat in their little thrones as Antony proclaimed that Caesarion, her son by Julius Caesar, was to rule conjointly with his mother over Egypt and Cyprus. Ptolemy Philadelphus, Cleopatra’s youngest child, by Marc Antony, who was given Phoenicia and Cilicia, appeared dressed in boots, mantle, and Macedonian cap adorned with a diadem, the attire of a legitimate successor to Alexander the Great.

Their two other children—twins, a boy and a girl—were particularly special, born moments after dawn on the morning of the winter solstice, December 25, 35 B.C. Cleopatra gave birth to them in the Alexandria palace bedroom suite overlooking the island of Antirrhodus. Just then, a huge eagle, a species never before seen in Egypt, perched on the palace roof. To the priests of Isis from Pharos Island, the ominous bird was an unmistakable sign from the gods that one of the twins would someday preside over a great kingdom. Indeed, the unusual circumstance of their birth was widely regarded as a portent of the highest significance, divine proof that the Ptolemies were destined to rule the world.

In view of the double-solstice birth, the twins were named Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios—Cleopatra of the Moon and Alexander of the Sun. Citing German historian Franz Boll, Chanler writes, “These names signify ‘Cosmoscratores’ (or the two powerful planets, Sun and Moon); and one may consider the choice of these names as the avowal of the Roman Triumvir that he [Antony] destined the terrestrial world for his children by the Queen of Egypt.”16

Cleopatra VII was now truly Cleopatra the Great. Thanks to her, Ptolemy’s prophecy was being fulfilled. She looked serenely toward ruling the planet from Rome itself, where the mystery cult of Isis, of which she was high priestess and the deified embodiment of the goddess, had a large, popular following. At the Alexandrine spectacular in which Marc Antony was so generous with Roman territories and sovereign kingdoms, little Alexander Helios was betrothed to Princess Iotapa, the Median king’s five-year-old daughter, which would give Syria to the boy twin after he came of age. Antony gave him yet more, including Armenia and Parthia, which would have come as a surprise to the still unconquered Parthians. To Cleopatra Selene he bestowed Cyrenaica and Libya. “Antony was coming forward as the direct representative of the Hellenistic kings,” according to the Russian historian Dimitri Rostovtzeff, “and proving to Rome that the plan of shifting the center of the Roman Empire from Italy to the East was no novelty for him.”17

Antony’s fellow countrymen learned that he not only acknowledged three of Cleopatra’s children as his own in public, but, without even notifying the senate, also had the unmitigated effrontery to parcel out Roman provinces and independent kingdoms to minors. They finally recognized that he and his Egyptian queen were uniting the East against Roman civilization. Octavian, who had taken the name Caesar Augustus (see fig. 1.6), declared that Antony had become a traitor to Roman ideas, thanks to the “Egyptian whore’s” corrupting influence.

Marc Antony’s behavior did, however, have a salubrious effect on Rome, although not as he intended. His actions reflected so poorly on the Isiac fraternities in Italy that their followers were popularly discredited and their conspiracy rendered impotent. And none too soon. According to Chanler:

At the time Augustus began remodeling the Roman Republic, the greatest organization in the world had been for some time and still was the pontificate of the Alexandrine cult, the priesthood of Isis, and the Isiac societies. Like moles, they did their work in the dark, spreading their ramifications through every stratum of society. The discipline among them was iron; there were no disruptive conflicts for authority, nor civil wars within the brotherhood, such as one time seemed likely to split the secular world asunder.18

Cleopatra’s aggressive intentions and manipulation of Antony, now her willing slave, had become obvious, and both sides prepared for war. She was proud of her foresight in building up the Egyptian fleet, which, combined with Antony’s ships, numbered no fewer than eight hundred vessels. Many of these battleships were eight- or ten-banked galleys, larger than anything the Romans had afloat. And Antony’s land army was huge. It comprised one hundred thousand infantry with twelve thousand cavalry. Against this formidable challenge, Caesar Augustus fielded an equal number of horses, but twenty thousand fewer foot soldiers. Worse, his warships numbered only 250 vessels, less than a third of Cleopatra’s combined fleets. Because of his numerical inferiority, she insisted that Augustus be confronted by an all-out naval engagement, against the strategy of Antony and his generals.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.6. Caesar Augustus in the robes of chief priest (Capitoline Museum, Rome)

They argued that their land forces were additionally bolstered by the armies of eleven allies, from Bocchus of Mauretania, on the Atlantic shores of North Africa, to Herod and Sadalas of Thrace, today’s Bulgaria. These powers would be held in readiness, she countermanded, to overrun Rome and the West after Caesar’s defeat at sea. Acquiescing as always to her demands, Antony lay in wait with his fleet near Actium, allowing the Romans to reach striking distance. As the uneven engagement got under way, the numerically disadvantaged Roman warships proved to be more skillfully manned. They outmaneuvered the enemy’s powerful but clumsy vessels to score the first sinkings and captures, trapping Antony’s larger fleet inside the Gulf of Ambracia.

In September he attempted a full-scale breakout, resulting in the Battle of Actium. The Roman blockade bulged under the assault, and the fighting had not turned to either side when Cleopatra’s flagship, the Antonias, christened after her browbeaten lover, abruptly hoisted sail and fled in the company of sixty warships. Her withdrawal astounded the Romans, who had so far inflicted little damage on the enemy. The men of Antony’s fleet were paralyzed with disbelief, but their commander was not. He jumped ship into a galley to pursue Cleopatra, abandoning his command without a word of explanation. Those of his followers who witnessed such shameful proceedings lost all heart for the struggle and retired their ships from harm’s way. Others, ignorant of these events, continued to fight on but were defeated piecemeal by Roman sailors and marines greatly encouraged by the queen’s inexplicable retirement. As word of the outcome at Actium reached Antony’s land forces and his expected appearance never materialized, the one-hundred-thousand-man army and its allies melted away, many officers and troops defecting to Augustus.

Cleopatra’s whole life had been obsessed with world dominion. But when she saw for the first time the violent deaths of men in combat, the experience terrified her. She panicked and fled, and with her went all hopes for the fulfillment of Ptolemy’s prophecy. Cleopatra had the heart for conquest, but not the nerves for it.

Catching up with her, Antony came aboard and crouched in the bow of the ship, hiding his face in his hands. The ruin that inevitably overwhelmed them both is among the most famous tragedies in history. But it would have been far more tragic had they succeeded in their ambition to overwhelm civilization and replace it with what was, even then, an outmoded tyranny.
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