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Author’s Note

Ancient names are, with a few exceptions, spelled following the style of the standard reference work The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).






Chronology



	March 15, 44 BC

	Caesar assassinated.




	November 27, 43 BC

	Second triumvirate established.




	October 42 BC

	Battles of Philippi.




	41 to 40 BC

	Perusine War.




	41 BC

	Antony and Cleopatra meet at Tarsus.




	40 BC

	Treaty of Brundisium; Antony and Octavia marry.




	39 BC

	Treaty of Misenum.




	37 BC

	Treaty of Tarentum; triumvirate renewed.




	Spring to summer

	Antony’s failed invasion of Media Atropatene. 36 BC




	September 3, 36 BC

	Battle of Naulochus.




	35 to 33 BC

	Illyrian War.




	Summer 34 BC

	Antony conquers Armenia.




	Autumn 34 BC

	Donations of Alexandria.




	December 31, 33 BC

	Triumvirate expires.




	March 32 BC

	Antony and Cleopatra rally forces in Ephesus.




	May to June 32 BC

	Antony divorces Octavia.




	Probably late summer

	Octavian declares war on Cleopatra. 32 BC




	About August 32 BC

	Antony’s forces gather on west coast of Greece.




	Winter 32 to 31 BC

	Antony and Cleopatra winter in Patrae.




	March 31 BC

	Agrippa captures Methone and kills King Bogud.




	April 31 BC

	Octavian crosses Adriatic Sea and encamps near Actium.




	Summer 31 BC

	Agrippa inflicts multiple defeats on enemy navy.




	Late August 31 BC

	Antony and Cleopatra decide to leave Actium.




	September 2, 31 BC

	Battle of Actium.




	Late September 31

	Antony and Cleopatra in Alexandria. to July 30 BC




	August 1, 30 BC

	Antony commits suicide; Octavian enters Alexandria.




	August 8, 30 BC

	Octavian meets Cleopatra.




	August 10, 30 BC

	Cleopatra commits suicide.




	Late August 30 BC

	Caesarion is murdered.




	August 29, 30 BC

	Octavian annexes Egypt.




	About 29 BC

	Dedication of Actium Victory Monument.




	August 13 to 15,

	Octavian celebrates triple triumph in Rome. 29 BC




	January 16, 27 BC

	Octavian receives name Augustus.




	August 19, AD 14

	Death of Augustus.
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Prologue: A Forgotten Monument

Nicopolis, Greece

High on a hill astride a peninsula lying between the sea and a wide and marshy gulf, in a seldom-visited corner of western Greece, stand the ruins of one of history’s most important but least acknowledged war memorials. Its few remaining blocks only hint at the monument’s original grandeur. Just decades ago, these stones lay in an overgrown, Ozymandian jumble, but today, after years of excavation and study of the site, they reveal something of their original craftsmanship.

Today’s visitor sees regular blocks of limestone, marble, and travertine lining a terrace on a hillside. It is easy to make out remaining parts of the original Latin inscription, its letters carved with classical precision. Behind those inscribed blocks stands a wall marked at regular intervals by mysterious recesses. They are sockets for inserting the butt ends of the bronze rams of galleys captured in the fight. The rams protruded from the walls at 90 degrees, thirty-five rams in all. It was a massive display, the largest known monument of captured rams in the ancient Mediterranean. It was a trophy in all its barbaric splendor, adorned with weapons taken by force.

Yet, as any Roman knew, victory lay in the hands of the gods, and they were not forgotten here. Behind the two walls, higher up on the hillside, stood a huge open-air sanctuary consecrated to the war god Mars and the sea god Neptune. There was also an open-air shrine to Apollo, the lord of light. A sculpted frieze commemorated the triumphal procession in Rome that had celebrated the victory. The massive complex covered about three-quarters of an acre.

The monument might be considered the cornerstone of the Roman Empire. And it was entirely appropriate that it was laid here in Greece rather than in Italy, six hundred miles from Rome. This monument recalled a battle that took place in the waters below: the Battle of Actium. It was a struggle for the heart of the Roman Empire—over whether its center of gravity would lie in the East or the West. Since Europe was the child of the Imperial Rome that emerged from this battle, the struggle was indeed a hinge of history.

The battle also represented two ways of war, the eternal choice in strategy between the conventional and the unorthodox. One side embodied what seemed to be a sure thing: big battalions, the latest equipment, and ample moneybags. The other side lacked funds and faced resistance at home, but it had experience, imagination, and audacity. One side counted on waiting for the enemy, while the other risked everything on an attack. One side sought a head-on battle, while the other chose an indirect approach. Even today these issues remain central to strategic debate.

On a September day more than two thousand years ago, the crews of six hundred warships—nearly two hundred thousand people—fought and died for the mastery of an empire that stretched from the English Channel to the Euphrates River, and would eventually reach even farther, from what is today Edinburgh, Scotland, to the Persian Gulf. One woman and two male rivals held the fate of the Mediterranean world in their hands. That woman, accompanied by her maidservants, was one of the most famous queens in history: Cleopatra.

Cleopatra was not simply the queen of hearts and the icon of glamor immortalized by William Shakespeare, but also one of the most brilliant and resourceful women in the history of statecraft. She was one of history’s greatest what-ifs. She was at least part Macedonian, part Persian, and plausibly part Egyptian. Few women in history have played as big a role in the strategy and tactics of a world-defining war as did Cleopatra.

Her lover Mark Antony—he of Shakespeare’s “Friends, Romans, countrymen,” and the man who was Julius Caesar’s eulogist in the Forum after the Ides of March and Caesar’s avenger on the battlefield, at Philippi—was there fighting beside her. In the opposing camp stood Octavian Caesar, the future Emperor Augustus, and possibly the greatest imperial founder the Western world has ever known. Beside him was his right-hand man and indispensable admiral, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa. Although often overlooked, Agrippa was the real architect of victory. He and Octavian were one of history’s great leadership teams. Not present at Actium but there in spirit (she was in Rome) was Cleopatra’s rival for Antony’s affection: Octavian’s sister and Antony’s recently divorced wife, Octavia. Although usually thought of as deferential and long-suffering, Octavia was, in fact, a skilled intelligence operative, based in the bedroom of her brother’s chief rival, no less. As often happens in history, seemingly minor players were major influencers.

Actium was the decisive event, and its consequences were enormous. If Antony and Cleopatra had won, the center of gravity of the Roman Empire would have shifted eastward. Alexandria, Egypt, would have vied with Rome as a capital. An eastward-looking empire would have been more like the later Byzantines, with even more emphasis on Greek, Egyptian, Jewish, and other eastern Mediterranean cultures than in the Latin-speaking elite of Imperial Rome. That empire might never have added Britain to its realm, might never have clashed with Germany, and might never have left the deep imprint that it did on western Europe. But it was Octavian who won.

About two years after the battle, around 29 BC, he dedicated the monument on the site of his headquarters and had it inscribed thus:


The Victorious General [Imperator] Caesar, son of a God, victor in the war he waged on behalf of the Republic in this region, when he was consul for the fifth time and proclaimed victorious general for the seventh time, after peace had been secured on land and sea, consecrated to Mars and Neptune the camp from which he set forth to battle, adorned with naval spoils.



The monument commands a panorama. To the south and east lies the Gulf of Actium (today’s Gulf of Ambracia); to the southwest, the island of Leucas (today, Lefkada); to the west, the Ionian Sea; to the northwest, the islands of Paxos and Antipaxos; to the north, the mountains of Epirus. Anyone looking up, from land or sea, would catch sight of the victory monument above.

In the plain below the monument, the victor established a new city, as antiquity’s great conquerors were wont to do. He called it Victory City, or, in Greek, Nicopolis. It thrived during the following centuries as a port city and provincial capital as well as a tourist destination for a quadrennial athletic festival, the Actian Games.

Victory City: no sooner had the warriors departed than the mythmakers descended. Was Actium a great victory? If acres of marble, legions of administrators, and quadrennial sweating athletes and cheering spectators said so, it must be true. The history books agreed, but the victors wrote those books. Octavian, or Augustus, as he would soon be known, would no doubt have approved of British prime minister Winston Churchill’s later dictum: the great Englishman said that he was confident of the judgment of history because “I propose to write that history myself.” At Nicopolis, Augustus wrote it in stone.

He also wrote it in ink, in Memoirs that were famous in antiquity. Although they influenced a few later surviving ancient works, the memoirs themselves disappeared long ago. Those surviving works offer only a sketchy picture of Actium, and they contradict each other on important points. Nor do we have Antony’s or Cleopatra’s version, although those too have left a few traces in the extant sources. The real story is hard to recover.

Actium was a great battle, but it did not stand alone. It was the climax of a six-month campaign of engagements on land and sea. A brief but decisive campaign in Egypt followed a year later. Nor were all of the operations military. The war between Antony and Octavian involved diplomacy, information warfare—from propaganda to what we now call fake news—economic and financial competition, as well as of all the human emotions: love, hate, and jealousy not least among them.

Like so much of what we think we know about Actium, the city and the monument that loomed above it are part of a myth. It’s a myth that’s all the more insidious for being invisible. Actium has generated a rich heritage of scholarship. Scholars know that the real story of Actium is far from the official version, and even they have disagreed over time. In the 1920s a leading school of thought pronounced that Actium was a minor battle because it opened and closed so quickly, and only Octavian’s propaganda made it seem significant. This school has since been supplanted, thanks to more recently discovered archaeological evidence and reinterpreted literary sources. The new material transforms the war that killed Antony and Cleopatra and made Octavian into Augustus, Rome’s first emperor, into an ever more intriguing conflict.

Not only is the lore of Cleopatra among the richest in history, but she herself invested the contest with mythic meaning from the start, as did both Octavian and Antony. Octavian professed to be the champion of the god of reason—Apollo—against the forces of brute and intoxicated irrationality. He claimed that the war was a battle of East versus West, of decency versus immorality, and of manliness versus a virago. Moderns tend to turn these categories around and see his propaganda as racism, orientalism, and misogyny.

What Antony or Cleopatra thought is harder to reconstruct, but the sources offer clues. Cleopatra asserted that she was the leader of the resistance against Rome, the champion of the entire eastern Mediterranean rising in armed and righteous anger against the arrogant invader from the West. More than that, she claimed to be a savior, the earthly embodiment of a goddess, Isis, whose victory would usher in a golden age. Antony, proud to be her consort, claimed to be inspired by the god who had conquered Asia, Dionysus, and he saw Octavian as not merely jealous but impious. (That Dionysus was also the god of alcohol gave Octavian’s propagandists an opportunity to moralize.) On a more mundane note, Antony considered himself the defender of the Roman nobility and the Roman Senate against a tyrannical upstart of low birth. Cleopatra felt that she was protecting the three-hundred-year-old House of the Ptolemies. And they both knew that they had to stop Octavian’s challenge or risk losing everything they had built for themselves and their children.

This book re-creates the Battle of Actium in detail. It also offers the first reconstruction of the turning point of the war: surprisingly, an engagement that took place about six months before Actium. It offers a reconstruction of the operational details of Agrippa’s daring amphibious assault on Antony’s rear that shocked the enemy and upended his expectations. Pitched battle captures the world’s imagination, but often in the history of war, it is unconventional tactics, executed in surprise, that make a difference. In the case of the Actium War, for instance, a key role was played by the deposed king of ancient Mauretania, fighting at a place called Methone, in an obscure corner of southern Greece. Antony, Cleopatra, and Octavian were nowhere to be seen.

Yet, as important as Agrippa’s amphibious attack was, it needs to be put in the context of a nonmilitary struggle that was more than a year old when it took place. The real war was an integrated campaign involving not only armed violence but also diplomacy, political maneuvering, information warfare, economic pressure—and sex.

Antony emerges from recent biography as a more impressive figure than previously believed. Source criticism, for example, has led to a new understanding of Antony’s “Parthian Disaster” of 36 to 34 BC, a military campaign that was only indirectly aimed at the kingdom of Parthia and that, if not a success, was hardly a disaster. In fact, the diplomatic aftermath allowed Antony to regain much of what he had lost. Yet that success makes his failure at Actium puzzling.

There is a mystery to be solved. The Actium War ended in the new city on the plain and in the gleaming monument of bronze and stone on a hill beside the sea. But the conflict that gave rise to it began a dozen years earlier in Rome.






Part 1 THE SEEDS OF WAR


44 to 32 BC






Chapter 1 The Road to Philippi


Rome-Philippi, 44 to 42 BC

THE BATTLE OF ACTIUM IN 31 BC is rooted in events going back decades. But it grew in particular out of a war that started in 49 BC when Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon River into Italy. By taking his legionaries and fording that small river, which marked the boundary between the military zone of Gaul and the civilian area of Italy, Caesar began a civil war that went on for four years. Caesar defeated all his enemies, and, in the end, he was proclaimed Rome’s first-ever dictator in perpetuity. That created so much hostility among the old elite that a group of senators stabbed him to death in a meeting of the Senate in Rome on March 15, 44 BC. The infamous Ides of March.

The assassins thought that they were restoring the republic. Instead, they stirred up a coalition that eventually united Caesar’s fractious followers. It took more than a year for those followers to come together, and then only after a period of armed conflict that left a legacy of distrust. In April 44 BC, however, their paths briefly crossed. It was the month after Caesar’s murder, in a season of rain showers and blossoms but overshadowed by death.

April 44 BC found all the leading players of the next decade and a half in and around the city of Rome. They were the protagonists of the history not just of Rome but also of the Mediterranean. Mark Antony was one of two consuls, Rome’s highest public officials; the other consul was a man of much less authority. Cleopatra was queen of Egypt, ruler of the wealthiest independent kingdom left in the Roman sphere. Octavian had just been named Caesar’s son by posthumous adoption and heir to most of the dictator’s enormous fortune. His older sister, Octavia, was married at the time to an important Roman politician and ex-consul, but that would change in the not-distant future. Finally, there was Agrippa, Octavian’s boyhood friend and trusted companion, later to become his indispensable admiral. These men and women were about to scatter across the Roman world, but they would all meet again, most of them in battle at Actium, thirteen years later.

Cleopatra left Rome first. A combination of business and pleasure had brought the young queen to the city the year before. She was twenty-five years old. It was not unusual for foreign rulers to visit Rome on diplomatic matters, but Cleopatra was also Caesar’s mistress. After their affair in Egypt, she gave birth to a son in 47 BC. Named Ptolemy called Caesar, he is better known by his nickname, Caesarion. Cleopatra claimed that Caesar was the father. The dictator himself neither acknowledged nor denied it. Perhaps she had brought the boy with her to Rome. In any case, it appears that she had just conceived another child by Caesar but suffered a miscarriage.

Cleopatra did not depart Rome quickly after the Ides of March. She wasn’t just a grieving mistress but also a queen, and, for Egypt’s sake, she needed to ensure the continued friendship of Rome’s new rulers—whoever they would be. She had met many prominent people during her time in Rome, including Mark Antony.

One of Caesar’s best generals, Antony was the scion of a leading but louche noble family. At thirty-nine, he was the old man of this company. A warrior at heart, he was also a gifted orator. He was no revolutionary and had more respect for the republic’s traditional institutions than some, but he was hardly a principled conservative.

Aged eighteen, Octavian was a prodigy. On his father’s side, he came from the Italian upper middle classes, but his mother’s mother belonged to one of Rome’s great noble houses, the Caesars. Julius Caesar was his great-uncle, and he took the boy under his wing after Octavian lost his father at the age of four. In autumn 45 BC, six months before his death, Caesar changed his will to Octavian’s benefit. Caesar then sent the eighteen-year-old across the Adriatic Sea to take part in the organization of a new military campaign in the East planned for later 44 BC. At the news of Caesar’s assassination, Octavian returned to Italy and, moving cautiously, eventually made his way to Rome, accompanied by an entourage including Agrippa. Now Octavian, undaunted by his youth, aimed for great power. Antony resented the young man’s claim to have leapfrogged to the top because of Caesar’s will, and he had every intention of thwarting Octavian.

Already in that Roman spring of 44 BC, these five men and women must have suspected that their ambitions would bring them together and apart. They could never have guessed, however, just how much drama lay ahead.

The Rise of Antony

In April 44 BC Caesar’s assassins made their way out of Rome and Italy to the various provinces. Some commanded armies, some governed provinces, some raised money, some recruited allies—but all prepared for a coming struggle with the supporters of the late dictator. In Rome, politics coalesced around Antony and Octavian.

It isn’t easy to tell Antony’s side of the story. Most works produced after Actium championed the victor, Octavian, not the defeated Antony. With the exception of the coins issued in his name—indicators of his communications strategy—and a few quotations from his letters, Antony’s own works are lost. What does survive is Plutarch’s Life of Antony, the single most important literary source. A masterly writer, Plutarch (Lucius Mestrius Plutarchus, who died sometime after the year 120) is at his best in Antony, the most memorable of his fifty biographies known collectively as Parallel Lives or Plutarch’s Lives. Shakespeare used the Life as the basis for his play Antony and Cleopatra in 1607. But Plutarch must be read cautiously. To begin with, he wrote more than a century after Antony’s death. Although he consulted earlier sources from both sides, Plutarch tends to give the official, Augustan point of view. Besides, Plutarch has his own literary and philosophical agenda to advance, and he is not above creative invention from time to time. In the ninth volume of Lives, Plutarch paired Antony with Demetrius the Besieger (337 to 283 BC), famous as a great but failed Macedonian king and general.

Even more problematic is Philippics, consisting of fourteen speeches against Antony written in 43 BC by Marcus Tullius Cicero—a very hostile source. Various histories written in the Imperial era preserved information about Antony, and the most important are works by two Roman citizens from the Greek East: Appian of Alexandria (who died sometime around AD 165) and Cassius Dio of Bithynia (today’s northwestern Turkey) (died about AD 235).

Reading between the lines will help to reconstruct Antony’s version of history, but it can never provide as much detail as there is about his victorious rival, Octavian—soon to become Augustus, Rome’s first emperor. Even two thousand years later, we study Augustus for lessons in everything from the rules of power to life hacks. Nobody looks to Antony for lessons except negative ones.

Antony was born on January 14, around 83 BC, into a noble Roman family. The Antonii were successful but scandalous, and Antony ran true to form. His paternal grandfather, Marcus Antonius, a distinguished orator and lawyer, served in the two high offices of consul and censor. Yet he was murdered in 87 BC during the civil wars between two Roman generals: Gaius Marius and Sulla (Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix). It was said that his hiding place was betrayed by his weakness for wine. The old man’s severed head was nailed to the speakers’ platform in the Forum along with those of other prominent victims, including Antony’s maternal grandfather and uncle.

Young Antony grew up in the shadow of their deaths and of his father’s failure when given command of a campaign against pirates based in Crete. The father, also named Marcus Antonius, performed so poorly that people stuck him with the catty nickname Creticus, implying he was the “Conqueror of Crete.” He died shortly afterward.

Antony’s mother, Julia, remarried a patrician who was expelled from the Senate for immorality a year after serving as consul. In 63 BC he joined in what became known as the Catiline Conspiracy, a violent movement in aid of debtors and political renegades. Betrayed and arrested, he was executed without trial on the order of Cicero, who was consul. Antony loathed Cicero from then on.

Handsome young Antony was vigorous, athletic, charming, and charismatic. At various periods of life, he wore a beard in imitation of Hercules, the demigod claimed by his family as an ancestor. Yet Antony was no model youth. He grew notorious in Rome for drinking, womanizing, racking up debts, and keeping bad company before settling down some by his midtwenties. He studied rhetoric in Greece and excelled as a cavalry commander in the East between 58 and 55 BC. In his earliest armed encounter, he was the first man on the wall during a siege, thereby demonstrating great physical courage. Other military engagements followed. As an officer, he endeared himself to his soldiers by eating with them.

Antony served Caesar well in Gaul. Among other things, he was Caesar’s quaestor—both paymaster and quartermaster—and he worked closely with his commander, to whom he then owed a lifelong obligation of loyalty (fides). Back in Rome in 50 BC, Antony held elective office as one of the ten people’s tribunes, elected each year to represent ordinary citizens’ interests. Antony tried to stop the Senate from replacing Caesar as governor of Gaul and ordering his arrest, but he was rebuffed and fled Rome for Caesar’s camp.

Antony then emerged as a fine general and political operative during the civil war (49 to 45 BC) that followed Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon. He received such important assignments as organizing the defense of Italy, bringing Caesar’s legions across an enemy-infested Adriatic Sea, and linking up with Caesar in Roman Macedonia. Antony rendered his greatest service at the Battle of Pharsalus in central Greece on August 9, 48 BC, where he commanded Caesar’s left flank in that decisive battle against his rival, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (106 to 48 BC), known as Pompey the Great. When Caesar’s veterans broke Pompey’s ranks, Antony’s cavalry chased the fleeing enemy.

Yet for all his success in the field, Antony was never the man in charge. In politics, he displayed less than a deft touch. He went back to Rome on Caesar’s orders after Pharsalus, while Caesar spent the next year in the East. In Rome, Antony served as master of the horse (magister equitum), as a dictator’s second in command was called. Antony now resumed with abandon his debauched lifestyle. The sources speak of wild nights, public hangovers, vomiting in the Forum, and chariots pulled by lions. It was hard to miss his affair with an actress and ex-slave who went by the stage name of Cytheris, “Venus’s Girl,” since she and Antony traveled together in public in a litter.

Both civil and military order in Rome slipped away from Antony’s control. When proponents of debt relief and rent control turned violent, he sent troops into the Forum, and blood flowed—they killed eight hundred. Meanwhile, some of Caesar’s veteran legions, now back in Italy, mutinied for pay and demobilization. Caesar returned to Rome in the fall. He put down the mutiny and agreed to reduce rents, although he refused to cancel debts. As for Antony, Caesar condemned him in the Senate but soon forgave him.

Antony now settled down once more by marrying again after a divorce, this time choosing a twice-widowed noblewoman, Fulvia. Of all the powerful Roman women of the era, Fulvia is in a class of her own. She recruited an army. Hostile propaganda claimed that she once even wore a sword and harangued the troops, but she did most of her fighting with words. A supporter of the common people through and through, Fulvia married three politicians in turn: first, the street-fighting demagogue Publius Clodius Pulcher; then, Gaius Scribonius Curio, a people’s tribune who supported Caesar; and, finally, and most fatefully, Antony. His enemies claimed that Fulvia controlled Antony, which is not true. But this strong woman probably stiffened his spine, and she almost certainly shared with Antony the political skills learned from her two previous husbands. Antony benefitted from this partnership.

Antony played key roles in the events of the fatal year of 44 BC. At the festival of the Lupercalia in Rome on February 15, it was Antony who offered Caesar the crown, thereby shocking a crowd in the Roman Forum. Caesar refused ostentatiously—twice.

At a Senate meeting on the Ides of March, March 15, a group of assassins, led by Marcus Brutus, Gaius Cassius Longinus, and Decimus Brutus, struck down Caesar. Had Antony been sitting beside his colleague in the Senate House, he might have helped fight off the killers long enough to allow friendly senators in the room to come to Caesar’s aid and save his life. But Antony was outside the building, where one of the conspirators had purposefully detained him, thereby leaving Caesar alone on the podium when the assassins surrounded him and struck.

Antony fled after the murder, supposedly having disguised himself by changing his toga for a slave’s tunic—but that is surely slander. In the following week, he played a key role. He talked armed and angry supporters of Caesar out of attacking the assassins, who had taken refuge on the Capitoline Hill. He steered the Senate into a compromise, offering amnesty for the killers while maintaining all of the measures that Caesar had put into effect as dictator. He moved successfully that the Senate abolish the hated title of dictator. Then, he turned around and presided over a funeral for Caesar so emotional that it devolved into a riot, after which a mob murdered one supposed assassin (it was the wrong man) and intimidated the others, who soon fled Rome.

Antony was in the prime of life and ready to don Caesar’s mantle as heir. But in his will, Caesar left his name and most of his fortune to Octavian. Antony no doubt burned about this. Octavian was kin to Caesar, but so was Antony—although only a distant cousin. Time and again Antony had risked his life for Caesar on the battlefield and sealed the great man’s victories; Octavian had yet to draw first blood.

The Rise of Octavian

He was born on September 23, 63 BC. Or, rather, we might ask: Who was born then? Even Octavian’s name is a matter of public relations. He was born Gaius Octavius. After accepting the offer of posthumous adoption in Caesar’s will, Octavius became known as Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus. Or, rather, he should have been called that, according to standard Roman naming practices. But he rejected the name Octavianus and insisted on being called Caesar. Most historians today call him Octavian, but only until he reached the age of thirty-five in 27 BC. From then on, he took the title by which he is best known today: Augustus. It is complicated, but so was the man behind the names.

His father, also Gaius Octavius, was wealthy and ambitious but not a Roman noble, and he came not from the capital but from a small town to its south. His ticket upward was his marriage to Julius Caesar’s niece Atia Balbus, but he died suddenly when Octavian was four years old. Although Atia remarried soon, she entrusted Octavian to her mother, Julia, who raised the boy during his formative years. Julia’s brother was in the process of conquering Gaul and becoming the first man in Rome.

While Octavian grew up, Caesar was revolutionizing Rome, which functioned as a self-governing republic. The people and the elites shared power through institutions such as assemblies, courts, elected officials, and the Senate. In theory, at any rate: in practice, the republic could not prevail against a conquering general like Caesar and his tens of thousands of loyal soldiers.

Rome, it seems, was caught in a maze of political, military, social, economic, cultural, and administrative impossibilities. Only someone who could tame Rome and its empire could bring lasting peace. Caesar was not that man. He was a conqueror, not a builder. But if Caesar couldn’t do it, who could?

Caesar had no legitimate son of his own, although, as mentioned, he probably had sired Caesarion. Technically, Cleopatra might well have held Roman citizenship, as her father had, but what mattered in the public eye was that she was queen of Egypt. Instead of Caesarion, Caesar chose Octavian as his heir.

Burning with ambition, Octavian was a natural politician: intelligent, charming, and careful in his choice of words. He was bright eyed and handsome, with slightly curly blond hair. Short and somewhat frail, he was not imposing in his looks, but he made up for it by the force of his character. Although not a born soldier, he was tenacious, cunning, and brave, with an iron will. And he had his mother, Atia, who surely sang his praises to Caesar at every opportunity.

A prominent boy such as Octavian had many friends, one of whom turned out to be his lifelong right-hand man, Marcus Agrippa. Like Octavian, he came from a prosperous Italian family, although without any connection to the Roman nobility. What Agrippa had in abundance was practical genius. He was courageous, assertive, and, above all, loyal. To be sure, Octavian had a gift for making men follow him. In Agrippa’s case, Octavian went to Caesar and got Agrippa’s brother freed from imprisonment even though he had fought against Caesar. Agrippa was grateful.

Young Octavian had many mentors in developing guile: his mother, who talked her way into a hiding place with the vestal virgins when the Senate wanted to take her hostage; his sister, Octavia, who might have had something to do with her first husband Gaius Claudius Marcellus’s surprising conversion from staunch enemy of her family to docile friend; his stepfather, an ex-consul who survived a civil war without taking sides; his great-grandmother and grandmother, who together gave detailed evidence in court of a female in-law’s adultery, thereby sparing the man of the family, Caesar, from having to dirty his hands in public in order to get a divorce. And last but not least, there was Julius Caesar, one of history’s masters of deceit. An hour at the feet of Caesar was worth more than a term of lectures by a professor. And Octavian spent many hours there.

First, Caesar favored young Octavian with a series of public responsibilities. The seventeen-year-old even marched in Caesar’s triumphal parades in Rome in 46 BC, an honor usually reserved for a victorious general’s son. The next year, Octavian made his way to his great-uncle’s military campaign in Hispania. Caesar was sufficiently impressed by the maturing youth to change his will in Octavian’s favor. The document was deposited with the vestal virgins in Rome and, as far as we know, kept secret.

Caesar planned a three-year war of conquest in the East. He aimed to conquer Dacia (modern Romania) and to avenge an earlier Roman defeat at the hands of the Parthians, who ruled much of southwest Asia and represented the only state strong enough to challenge Rome in the Near East. Caesar named Octavian, at the age of eighteen, his master of the horse, a position that offered visibility and networking opportunities. The expedition was scheduled to begin in March 44 BC. Around December 45 BC, Octavian left Rome at Caesar’s command and, along with Agrippa, crossed the Adriatic to Caesar’s military headquarters in what is today Albania. There Octavian made very useful contacts with legionary commanders.

But the Ides of March changed everything. In the aftermath of Caesar’s assassination, Octavian returned cautiously to Rome, escorted by some of Caesar’s partisans and soldiers.

After a slight hesitation, and against his mother’s and stepfather’s advice, Gaius Octavius accepted Caesar’s adoption. He insisted from then on that he be addressed as Caesar. His mother was the first to do so.

Though only eighteen, Octavian aimed high. After an apprenticeship under Julius Caesar, he was ready to take the Forum by storm. It was as if by some sudden shock all the springs of an immobile Roman catapult had been set in motion.

Obstacles, however, abounded. Antony was consul and wanted to brush Octavian aside in order to claim Caesar’s mantle. Conservative republicans, for their part, had no use for Caesar’s adopted son, because they wanted to rid themselves of the dictator’s legacy for good. Meanwhile, a throng of ambitious people wanted to use Octavian to advance their own agendas.

Caesar had been an extremely wealthy man. Octavian would have been one too, had he gotten his hands on that three-quarters of Caesar’s estate that was promised to him in the will. He never saw it. Antony took control of most of the funds and refused to release them, claiming the need to investigate what part belonged to Caesar and what part belonged to the Roman people. Instead, Octavian got his money from several other sources: (1) Caesar’s treasury in Apollonia (in today’s Albania) to subsidize the Parthian War—or at least some of the funds, since Octavian claimed to have turned some or all of this over to the Roman state; (2) loans from Caesar’s supporters, including bankers and wealthy freedmen; (3) money borrowed from his mother and stepfather; (4) the proceeds from selling or mortgaging his own property and that portion of Caesar’s property that he was able to take over; and (5) the one-fourth of Caesar’s estate that the dictator had left to Octavian’s cousins. Not bad, but not in a league with the funds that Antony would later haul in from the East.

Octavian was a crafty young politician on the make, possessed of plenty of glowing prospects. He faced potential ruin or supreme possibilities, could he but master the situation. Master it he did. Octavian wasn’t just a Roman, but a Caesar. Antony once dismissed him as a boy who owed everything to his name, but Antony missed the point. As far as Octavian was concerned, what mattered wasn’t the name but the heritage it represented.

Octavian was motivated by a sense of honor, and that played well with the Roman public, who set high store on a person’s reputation. In the Forum in November 44 BC, eight months after Caesar’s assassination, he gave a speech while stretching out his right hand to a statue of Julius Caesar and swearing by the hopes of attaining all his adoptive father’s offices and honors. It was no small claim for a nineteen-year-old to aspire to the status of Rome’s first dictator for life.

Around the same time, young Octavian succeeded in convincing two hardened Roman legions to defect to him from Antony. Octavian’s agents mingled with the troops and exploited their anger at Antony’s stinginess and harsh discipline. It was a lesson in how to leverage military from political power, and it was a skill that Octavian would hone to perfection over the years ahead. It was also a demonstration of Octavian’s lack of interest in republican traditions. He had no legal authority to raise troops. His was, in effect, a private army.

But that did not prevent the last lion of the Roman Senate, Cicero, from supporting Octavian. The great statesman and orator had abhorred Caesar’s dictatorship and supported his assassins. Cicero had little reason to trust Caesar’s heir. But Octavian appealed both to Cicero’s hatred of Antony, a personal and political enemy, and to the old man’s vanity. With Cicero’s endorsement, the Senate empowered Octavian and his private army to join the two consuls in a war against Antony.

In April 43 BC the two sides fought two battles outside of the city of Mutina (now Modena) in northern Italy. It was Octavian’s first test by fire, and Antony claimed that his much younger foe failed and turned coward. But, if no natural warrior, Octavian was capable of courage. At the second battle in 43 BC, for instance, he picked up the eagle when his legion’s eagle bearer (aquilifer) was wounded. In wars, as in all else, Octavian displayed self-control, down to and including moderate drinking, even in the rowdy company of soldiers.

As it happened, the two consuls died shortly after being wounded in these battles. Octavian now became commander of the Senate’s armies. No surprise that suspicion has fallen on him for poisoning the consuls.

Antony withdrew, with his surviving troops in good order, and went over the Alps to Gaul, where he built up wide support among Roman commanders. At this point, Octavian decided to switch sides, dropping his support for Cicero and the Senate as quickly as he had offered it a year earlier.

Octavian had concluded that the Senate was getting ready to turn on him now that he had defeated Antony and driven him north across the Alps. The Senate, in fact, preferred to support Caesar’s assassins. Antony, for his part, made an alliance in Gaul with Marcus Lepidus, another of Caesar’s former generals. This gave him control of nearly twenty legions—about as many as Octavian had. Knowing that Marcus Brutus and Gaius Cassius, two of Caesar’s assassins, were raising an army in the East to fight Caesar’s partisans, Antony and Octavian concluded that they were better off joining forces.

In autumn 43 they agreed to govern Rome jointly, along with Lepidus, and to divide control of legions and provinces. Their government was known as the triumvirate. A law was formally passed in Rome instituting it for five years on November 27, 43 BC. Rome still had a Senate and the various other instruments of government, but in practice, the triumvirs ruled.

Brutus and Cassius plotted to reconquer Rome and restore the old republic, with rule by the Senate and the traditional nobility. Fighting them would take money, which the triumvirate planned to raise through taxation as well as extortion. They published lists of political opponents and personal enemies—men whose property was to be confiscated and whose lives were forfeit; each had a price on his head. These were by and large supporters of the republic. Many fled, but in the end, more than two thousand of the wealthiest Romans died: three hundred senators and two thousand equestrians, or Roman Knights, the class just below the senators in wealth and honors. Because the lists were called written public notices, or proscriptiones in Latin, these attacks are known as the proscriptions. They lasted about a year and a half. Cicero was the most famous casualty. Antony wanted his archenemy dead. Octavian said later he tried to save Cicero, but, if so, he didn’t try very hard.

During the triumviral era, Romans who wanted to survive raised the practice of hedging their bets to an art form. It was prudent to make multiple contributions to rival politicians, to be friendly to everyone, and to maintain a cautious ambiguity about one’s opinions. Some withdrew from public life; a few had the resources and talent to turn to writing. Sometimes, of course, principle or ambition required boldness, and one had to take a stand, but not necessarily for long.

Rarely in history have so many powerful people changed sides so often—and with such good reason. There were three triumvirs, but only Antony and Octavian mattered. Every day, the balance shifted between them; today one up, tomorrow the other. Marcus Lepidus never had the power or the ambition of the other two. A “slight, unmeritable man,” Shakespeare’s Antony calls Lepidus, and history tends to bear this out. Octavian eventually fired him and sent him into internal exile south of Rome for the rest of his life.

Triumviral Rome was an age of traitors and turncoats, defectors and double agents. Most of the major actors themselves switched loyalties at one point or another, often more than once. It was the rare person such as Marcus Agrippa who throughout his career remained faithful to one leader: Octavian. Or Gaius Asinius Pollio, the general, statesman, and historian who refused Octavian’s offer to betray Antony and join him. Few other Romans could match Pollio’s stubbornness or his success as a survivor, come what may.

Philippi

The showdown with Brutus and Cassius came in 42 BC outside the city of Philippi in northern Greece along a great Roman road, the Via Egnatia. Antony and Octavian were cocommanders. Philippi had many of the elements of the great battles of the era. It was a Roman civil war. It pitted east against west. It was a land battle but would also be shaped by sea power. One side at Philippi was rich in money and supplies, the other rich in initiative. What made Philippi unique, however, was a cause. Every army of the civil wars claimed to be fighting in the name of the republic, but, with Brutus at its head, the eastern army at Philippi might actually have meant it. Brutus was not just a politician but an orator and philosopher who took his principles seriously.

As the great clash approached, Brutus wrote with courage and acceptance to Titus Pomponius Atticus, a close friend of Cicero’s and a shrewd observer of politics. Either they would free the Roman people, Brutus wrote, or they would die and be freed from slavery. Everything was safe and secure, he added, except the outcome.

Before Philippi, Brutus and Cassius paid their troops with a coin commemorating the assassination. The obverse (head) depicts Brutus or perhaps an ancestor; the reverse (tail) shows two daggers, like the ones used to kill Caesar, as well as the “freedom cap” worn by former slaves. The legend says, “Ides of March.” The symbolism is clear: the assassination of Caesar freed Rome. Rare and prized, it may be the most famous coin of the ancient world. Most of the surviving examples are silver. One of the few gold versions sold in 2020 for nearly $4.2 million, setting a record as the most valuable ancient coin ever sold.

Brutus’s cause—and that of Cassius and the other men who had killed Caesar—was not free of tarnish. They called themselves Liberators, but they were oligarchs. Although they assassinated Caesar in the name of liberty, they meant the liberty of a few elite families to hold the reins of power over fifty million people. Caesar might have been a dictator, but he was also a champion of popular causes who chose Italian commoners and elites of the conquered provinces as his close advisors. Caesar cared little for elections or constitutional precedents. He rode roughshod over the institutions of the Roman Republic, but those institutions enshrined a narrow-minded ruling class. The future demanded change, and Caesar knew it. He was unable to usher it in, however, without haughtiness, violence, and dictatorship. The result was civil war. The decision to kill Caesar was selfish and shortsighted, but not without idealism. In a sense, Brutus really was the noblest Roman of them all, as Shakespeare’s Antony proclaims.

The odds were good for Brutus and Cassius at Philippi. Their numbers were strong, and they had an excellent position on the high ground straddling the Roman road. Mountains protected their northern flank, and a marsh protected their southern flank. In Cassius, they had a very good commander, with Brutus by his side. They controlled the sea and stationed their fleet nearby on an island from which it could bring supplies to a port not far from their camp. Octavian and Antony, by contrast, had a difficult time shipping their troops across the Adriatic. One lucky break came courtesy of Cleopatra.

She had returned to Egypt in 44 BC. There she had to contend with the growing power in the East of the men who had killed Caesar. Despite pressure from Cassius and his forces, the Egyptian queen managed to avoid giving him the financial help that he wanted. She distrusted him both as one of Caesar’s assassins and also as someone who was considering supporting the claims to Egypt’s throne of her exiled sister, Arsinoe. As Antony and Octavian marched on Philippi, Cleopatra put together a small fleet and sailed to their aid. It sustained damage in a storm, and Cleopatra got sick—perhaps seasick—and had to return to Egypt. But the fleet had helped Octavian and Antony by drawing away the republicans’ ships from Italy, thereby giving the two men the opportunity to transport some of their troops safely across the Adriatic. Cleopatra made plans to build a new fleet, but events outstripped her.

Once Antony and Octavian reached Philippi, they were short of food. They had twenty-two legions, many of them veterans, but the pressure was on them, while a well-supplied Brutus and Cassius could sit back and let the enemy starve. Brutus and Cassius were able to receive provisions from their nearby naval base. To nullify that advantage, Antony demonstrated audacity and resourcefulness. He began to build a causeway across a marsh, along with fortifications, in the hope of outflanking the enemy and threatening its supply route. At first Antony used the tall reeds of the marsh to hide his project, but eventually the secret was out, and Cassius began to construct a wall of his own to cut off Antony’s project. On or about October 3 Antony attacked Cassius’s wall and broke through into Cassius’s camp, starting a major battle. Meanwhile, on another part of the field, Brutus was victorious and took Octavian’s camp. Octavian, it seems, was sitting out the battle and, fortunately for him, had already fled. Later accused of cowardice, Octavian explained that he was ill at the time and had experienced a vision warning him of danger, and so he was able to leave before it was too late. Illness is plausible, since Octavian faced recurrent medical challenges.

Unfortunately, Cassius mistook the confused scene and thought that Brutus had been defeated, so he committed suicide. Cassius’s death turned a battle that was a draw into a strategic disaster, as Brutus had insufficient operational experience.

Brutus distrusted the loyalty of Cassius’s men, and he suffered at least one notable defection among his eastern allies. The general who represented the kingdom of Galatia in central Asia Minor (modern Turkey) switched to Antony. That general’s overlord was Deiotarus, the elderly king of Galatia, who had changed sides twice before in Rome’s civil wars. One wonders if, with his usual ruthlessness, Deiotarus had ordered his commander to pick the likely winner at Philippi.

Brutus let himself be talked into a lethal blunder. He could slowly have starved out Antony and Octavian while revictualling his forces by sea. Instead, about three weeks after the first battle, on October 23, Brutus attacked rashly and was defeated. In the aftermath, he committed suicide. Octavian, who had recovered from his illness, issued the bloodthirsty command to cut off Brutus’s head and send it to Rome to place at the foot of a statue of Julius Caesar as revenge.

Antony was the architect of victory at Philippi—a thorough, decisive success. When he and Octavian divided the empire, it is no surprise that Antony got the richer part. He took the East and made his base in Athens, while Octavian ruled the West from Rome. Gaul, however, remained in Antony’s hands. Lepidus, the least powerful of the three triumvirs, held only Roman Africa (roughly, modern-day Tunisia).

It certainly looked as if Antony had gotten the best deal. With its agriculture, artisanship, trade, and cities, the East offered an incomparable tax base. However, much of the East had been conquered by Rome only recently, which left Antony both diplomatic and administrative challenges—as well as an opportunity to extract “gifts” from local authorities in exchange for his support. Then there was the chance of completing Caesar’s legacy and winning military glory and political power by waging war on Parthia. In addition to all that, as mentioned, Antony also maintained a base in the West in Gaul.

Octavian, rooted in the West, had limited funds. Yet his position in Italy allowed him to keep a deft hand on Roman politics. Besides, he had an incomparable asset: Italian manpower. Roman generals preferred overwhelmingly to recruit legionaries in Italy. His control of Italy left Octavian in a position to bargain. He could offer legionaries in exchange for wealth or the weapons that wealth could buy—above all, ships. First, however, Octavian had to master the situation in Italy, which was teeming with land-hungry veterans.

What lay ahead would test the skills of the wiliest political veteran. Octavian would have to rise to the challenge at the young age of twenty-two.






Chapter 2 The Commander and the Queen


Ephesus-Tarsus-Alexandria-Perusia, 42 to 40 BC

AFTER PHILIPPI, ANTONY WENT SOUTH to Athens, where he spent the winter of 42–41 BC. In the spring, he crossed the Aegean Sea to Ephesus (in what is now western Turkey), a great port and religious center. He had two legions with him. His goals were to install his followers in power, raise money, and shore up support for the military campaign he had in mind. Before his assassination, Caesar had planned to wage war on the Parthians. Antony wanted to resume that conflict. Victory would give him both the material resources and the prestige to dominate Roman politics. But the war required careful planning, preparation, and fund-raising, and that would take time.

Antony proceeded to tour the wealthy cities of the East. He put loyalists in power and punished those who had made deals with Brutus and Cassius by demanding ten years’ back taxes to be paid in just two years. Continuing eastward, he arranged the affairs of states in central Asia Minor to his liking. In one kingdom, Cappadocia, he had an affair with the royal courtesan Glaphyra, at least according to verses that Octavian wrote later. Glaphyra already had a son by her royal companion, and, upon the man’s death, Antony appointed the lad as king.

Antony paid attention to his public image, peccadillos aside. He was probably already cultivating a reputation as the new Dionysus when the people of Ephesus hailed him with that title upon his entrance into town. Dionysus was a favorite god of kings and conquerors in the last centuries BC, and with good reason. Although nowadays Dionysus is associated with alcohol and revelry, to the Greeks, he was the god not only of wine but also of liberation and conquest. Myth said that Dionysus had conquered Asia, and Alexander the Great was thought to be following in the god’s footsteps by invading the Persian Empire. More recently, King Mithradates VI of the kingdom of Pontus (who reigned from 120 to 63 BC), an enemy of Rome, identified himself with Dionysus. So did King Ptolemy XII of Egypt (reigned from approximately 80 to 51 BC), also known as Auletes—that is, “Flute Player”—nicknamed apparently for his performances in festivals. He was a friend of Rome, and Cleopatra’s father.

Dionysus was preeminently a god of the East. Traditional Roman severity looked down on his wild rites and unfettered worshippers, yet, even in Rome, the god had his followers. Gnaeus Pompey (Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, that is, “Pompey the Great”), for example, modeled his African triumph of 79 BC on Dionysus’s mythical Indian triumph. Julius Caesar may have set up a shrine to Dionysus in his villa across the Tiber River from Rome. In a revealing link to the East, Antony also associated himself with Hercules, the demigod often connected with Alexander the Great.

Tarsus

From Cappadocia, Antony made his way south to the Mediterranean coast of Asia Minor. He made his headquarters in Tarsus, an ancient port on the route from Syria to the Euxine (Black) Sea. It was to Tarsus that he summoned Cleopatra. Egypt was a wealthy country, and it could offer the money and material support needed for a war against the Parthians. Besides, Antony wanted to call Cleopatra to account for the alleged support that she had provided to the cause of Brutus and Cassius during the Philippi campaign; she was, in fact, innocent. The queen came, but she took her time about it. When she did arrive in Tarsus, Cleopatra made one of history’s most memorable entrances.

Upon her arrival, the queen switched from a seagoing vessel to a river boat for the row up the city’s river. The Ptolemies had a tradition of traveling in splendid royal barges. Shakespeare’s description in Antony and Cleopatra cannot be improved on:


The barge she sat in, like a burnish’d throne,

Burn’d on the water: the poop was beaten gold;

Purple the sails, and so perfumed that

The winds were love-sick with them; the oars were silver,

Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made

The water which they beat to follow faster,

As amorous of their strokes. For her own person,

It beggar’d all description: she did lie

In her pavilion—cloth-of-gold of tissue—

O’er-picturing that Venus where we see

The fancy outwork nature: on each side her

Stood pretty dimpled boys, like smiling Cupids,

With divers-colour’d fans, whose wind did seem

To glow the delicate cheeks which they did cool,

And what they undid did.



Shakespeare was following, in turn, the account in Plutarch’s Antony, which compared Cleopatra to Aphrodite in a painting, with Erotes, or Cupids, standing on either side and fanning her, while her serving maids, dressed like sea deities, or the Three Graces, manned the rudders and the ropes.

It was an audition, and Cleopatra knew it, but the show was not merely theatrical. According to Plutarch, the people of Tarsus abandoned Antony on his tribunal in the forum and streamed to witness the arrival of Cleopatra’s barge. Plutarch adds that a rumor spread: “Aphrodite had come to make merry with Dionysus for the good of Asia.”

Cleopatra identified herself with Aphrodite—the Roman Venus—the goddess of love, as well as with Isis, Egypt’s supreme female deity and a mother goddess who was popular around the Mediterranean. Her Egyptian subjects treated Cleopatra as Isis’s earthly incarnation. Egyptians considered the god Osiris to be the equivalent of Dionysus, and Isis’s consort.

By her grand entrance into Tarsus, Cleopatra was saying to Antony, in effect: “Propaganda is a force multiplier, my dear general. Join me in the role of my consort, Osiris-Dionysus, and the two of us can achieve great things.” She then turned down Antony’s dinner invitation, to insist that he come to her. Or so legend has it; it suited both players to keep the magnificent symbol of the barge on center stage.

Antony had surely met the queen before, either during his visit to Egypt in 55 BC or one of her stays in Rome between 46 and 44 BC. He was nevertheless impressed.

Cleopatra passed her audition. Antony followed Cleopatra back to Alexandria to spend the winter. Before their departure from Tarsus, the queen’s troublesome sister was murdered in Ephesus’s Temple of Artemis, where she lived in exile; whether she was killed at Cleopatra’s behest or Antony’s is debatable. In any case, Antony and Cleopatra became lovers and strategic partners. The result, which would shake the Mediterranean world, was a tribute to one woman’s strategic genius.

Cleopatra

Cleopatra could ride a horse and hunt; she knew how to dignify a throne or go slumming at night in the poorer parts of town; organize a fishing party or build a battle fleet. She could charm a general or confound a philosopher, and she could do it in at least seven languages. She could mix poison like an alchemist or dole out tax breaks like a skillful politician. She stood over her children like a lioness and was devoted to her late father. She was the goddess of love and the goddess of motherhood in the eyes of millions, and both avenger and savior in the eyes of millions more. She reclined beside one lover in a round of banquets in the palace and felt the night air of the river on a cruise down the Nile with another. An hour in her presence, and a man would dream of cities and kingdoms. Generals and statesmen and rebel slaves had failed to defeat Rome, but she came closer than they. Her statue would stand in Egypt long after her death, but it also stood in Rome. Cleopatra fascinated even those who feared her, and she still rivets our attention.

Now twenty-eight, she had claimed Egypt’s throne since the age of eighteen in 51 BC, ruling continuously except for a year or so of forced exile when her brother and coruler, Ptolemy XIII, along with their sister, drove her out. However, Cleopatra soon turned the tables: she raised an army that defeated her brother in a naval battle in which he drowned; we know what happened to her sister, Arsinoe. She is suspected of having arranged the poisoning of another brother with whom Cleopatra briefly had to share the throne. That left the devious queen to share her throne with her son, a toddler, which meant that, in effect, she ruled alone.

Cleopatra came from one of the proudest families in the ancient world. The Ptolemies descended from one of Alexander’s marshals, and they had ruled Egypt for three hundred years. Their ranks included a number of strong women, of whom Cleopatra was the greatest. During the centuries they ruled, the Ptolemies were the worst of kings and the best. They were greedy, brutal, incestuous voluptuaries whose courts luxuriated in wealth as a sign of power. Among the Ptolemies, there were roly-poly kings and hard-drinking womanizers attended by eunuchs. Yet the Ptolemies were also astute politicians, careful administrators, and bold strategists. They were builders and visionaries. The Ptolemies presided over one of the most creative eras in the annals of ancient Greek culture. The dynasty built a capital city whose very name bespoke magic. Its lighthouse was accounted one of the Seven Wonders of the World, its library was unparalleled, and its pleasures were envied. Marbled, multicultural, teeming, and resplendent, Alexandria was the greatest metropolis of the Mediterranean, far outstripping in its grandeur, if not its population, a still rather provincial Rome.

The Romans had won an empire without building an imperial capital. They would correct that deficiency, thanks in no small part to the influence of Alexandria, but in Cleopatra’s lifetime, they hadn’t yet made Rome a splendid city. The forest of marble that, even in ruins, still impresses a visitor to Rome today did not exist in 41 BC. But Roman military power and diplomatic reach were at their zenith. So was a combination of arrogance, greed, and fear that, along with a political system that prized imperial expansion, made it hard for the Romans to resist new conquests.

Although Rome had left Egypt independent, its commanders had meddled in the country for more than a century, mercilessly squeezing Egypt’s financial resources and humiliating its rulers with gusto. But the Senate didn’t like it when an individual Roman enjoyed the prestige of conquering a rich new province, the way Caesar had when he triumphed over Gaul. And Egypt was the richest country in the Mediterranean. The senators preferred to let Egypt remain nominally free but serve in practice as a Roman bank account. It was a far cry from the grandeur that had been.

Who Was Cleopatra?

One cannot write about Cleopatra with ease. The literary sources are thin and scattered, and most of them reflect a hostile tradition laid down after Octavian became the emperor Augustus. The evidence of art and archaeology is copious and intriguing but about as straightforward as a sphinx. Of Cleopatra it may be said, as much as of anyone, that the real story never made it into the history books.

What, for example, did Cleopatra look like? Shakespeare imagined her as someone whom Antony could never leave because “Age cannot wither her nor custom stale / Her infinite variety.” But what was her real appearance?

If only we knew. We have no bones to analyze. What we do have, though, are images, carefully cultivated by Cleopatra, to put her in a good light, or by her enemies, to do the opposite. She presented herself now as Greek, now as Egyptian, now as a feminine beauty, now as an almost masculine woman, depending on the audience and the purpose. Had Cleopatra succeeded, we would compare her to a grand strategist like England’s Queen Elizabeth I or to an empire builder like Russia’s Catherine II the Great. Instead, our Cleopatra is sexy when we should be looking for majesty.

Literary sources, when not downright hostile, make clear that the combination of Cleopatra’s voice, appearance, and character proved charming. They disagree, however, about whether she was incomparably beautiful or merely good-looking. She was apparently petite enough for one man to carry her in bedding from a boat to a room in the palace. She was robust and healthy enough to give birth to four children.

Coins offer an intriguing but inconsistent set of images. Cleopatra minted bronze and silver coins throughout her twenty-one-year reign. Those from the first dozen or so years (51 to 38 BC) show a youthful and striking-looking woman in profile. She has high cheekbones, a long and pronounced nose, and a jutting chin. Her neck is bare above the outline of a dress; on one coin of this era, a necklace is visible, as are the folds of her dress. Cleopatra’s hair is luxuriant and pulled back into a chignon. It is carefully coiffed in the “melon” style, with tight braids divided into sections like the skin of a melon. She wears a broad diadem—that is, a ribbon that denoted royalty in ancient Greek monarchies. On some coins, she has rolls of fat on her neck, so-called Venus rings, a traditional feature of portraits of Ptolemaic queens, and which might speak more to Cleopatra’s claim to distinguished ancestry than to her real appearance. This Cleopatra is generally attractive, but, what matters more, she is imposing. She is, after all, a queen, and the reverse of the coin illustrates an eagle, for centuries the symbol of her dynasty.

A different image emerges from the coins issued in the second half of Cleopatra’s reign (37 to 30 BC). These were years with Antony, and the coins, appropriately, show his face on the reverse side. These coins were meant to project the queen’s power. Compared to the image on the earlier issues, this Cleopatra appears massive, stiff, and older. She has a thick neck, with an incongruous Adam’s apple, and she wears a cloak normally worn only by men. This portrait of Cleopatra matches the equally massive image of Antony on the reverse. An inscription names her as “Cleopatra Thea [Goddess],” associating her with an ancestor who ruled both Egypt and Syria. Antony is named “Imperator [Victorious General] for the Third Time and Triumvir.” In short, the coins present caricatures of power: a manly woman (Cleopatra) and a colossus of a man (Antony), and not an accurate portrait of either person.

About a dozen sculptures or engravings in the Greco-Roman style resemble the attractive if sharp-edged Cleopatra of the earlier coins. Only one or two are generally accepted by most scholars as really Cleopatra, while the rest occasion disagreement. A wall painting in Pompeii, Italy, depicting a queen and an infant might well be Cleopatra with the infant Caesarion, and it might be based on the most generally accepted bust of her.

There are also about a half dozen statues of a royal woman in the Egyptian style that some identify as Cleopatra. The subject of these statues wears an elaborate wig and a stylized cobra headband symbolizing sovereignty and divine authority. The facial features are those of generic images of Egyptian royalty. A wall relief on an Egyptian temple shows Cleopatra and Caesarion making offering to the gods. These stylized portraits look like something out of the pharaonic past and provide no information about Cleopatra’s real appearance.

We are left with the impression of an image master. Cleopatra might not have minded the thought that she is still keeping us guessing.

Through her father, Cleopatra was at least partly of Macedonian descent. Neither of Cleopatra’s grandmothers is known. Her paternal grandmother was probably not a member of the Ptolemaic dynasty because her children were considered illegitimate. She might have been Egyptian, Macedonian, or any one of several other nationalities. Cleopatra’s maternal grandmother and grandfather are also unknown. Her ancestors included at least one part-Persian woman. There is good reason to think Cleopatra’s mother was half Egyptian. The woman, otherwise unknown, seems to have come from a prominent family of Egyptian priests that had married into the Ptolemies. That might help explain why Cleopatra, alone of the Ptolemaic rulers, spoke Egyptian. Hence, although certainty eludes us, it is reasonable to conclude that Cleopatra was of mixed ethnicity and perhaps mixed race, too.

Regardless of Cleopatra’s ethnicity, Octavian’s propaganda treated her in a bigoted manner. When referring to the queen, he rolled out the various Greco-Roman stereotypes of eastern decadence: eunuchs, gilded couches, drunkenness, madness, and effeminacy. He accused her of corrupting Antony, who allegedly adopted such alien, barbaric, and effeminate customs as donning purple clothes, wearing a Persian short sword instead of the good Roman gladius, and even sleeping under mosquito netting. Octavian called her an Egyptian, while conveniently omitting her descent from one of Alexander the Great’s Macedonian marshals.

Cleopatra certainly suffered from massive sexist bias. Octavian and his propagandists accused her of unmanning Antony. She enslaved him, bewitched him, softened him, corrupted him with sensual passions and with foreign customs, turned him against his fatherland and his friends, disgraced his navy by her feminine presence in the manly world of war, gave orders to his soldiers, and talked him into surrendering the Roman Empire to her.

Egyptians, however, saw her as a great queen. If one leaves aside the bigotry, the Greco-Roman sources show that Cleopatra was an able administrator and a brave and skillful politician. That tradition lives on in the work of medieval Arab historians, whose opinion of her is entirely positive. They also admire her as a patron of science who made her own contributions to knowledge: the “Virtuous Scholar” is how they sum up the queen. They claim that she was interested in medicines, cosmetics, and the science of measurement, and that she wrote about all three. The Greek sources certainly make clear Cleopatra’s interests in drugs and poisons. A Greek tradition, too, records that she loved learning and literature.

There is no way to ascertain the degree of fluency that Cleopatra had in the minimum of seven languages that she is said to have spoken besides her native Greek, including Arabic, Hebrew, Syriac, and Persian. Although Latin is not mentioned, a linguist of Cleopatra’s skill would surely have learned Latin, given all the time that she spent in Rome and with Romans.

Mastering the New World Disorder

Anyone wishing to survive on the throne of Egypt had to learn Roman politics. Cleopatra had begun her education as a teenager with her father, King Ptolemy XII. He had ensured his throne through obsequious support for Rome. Egypt became a virtual client state, which made the king so unpopular in Alexandria that he had to spend three years in exile in Rome. After sitting at her father’s feet, Cleopatra then moved on to advanced studies with the most powerful man in the world: Julius Caesar, her ally and lover.

Caesar came to Egypt in 48 BC while fighting a civil war. He wanted money to finance his army. The ruling king was Cleopatra’s brother, Ptolemy XIII. He denied Caesar’s request, but Cleopatra, whom Ptolemy XIII had forced off the throne, gladly offered to pay in return for Caesar’s supporting her claim to power.

She was smuggled into the palace in Alexandria, concealed, as one story has it, in bed linens that were then unrolled in front of Caesar. That would certainly have made an impression, but sound political reasoning rather than spectacle urged Caesar to prefer Cleopatra to Ptolemy XIII. Put simply, she was weaker. Her brother had strong popular support in Alexandria; Cleopatra needed Rome. Then too, she offered money. She would make a loyal client as ruler of Egypt.

Still, there was more than a little chemistry between the conquering general and the queen. It wasn’t just the age difference between his fifty-two years and her twenty-one, or the glamor of her dynasty and its link to Alexander. Caesar and Cleopatra were two of the most brilliant individuals of their age. This was, one suspects, the rarest of things: the marriage of true minds. Within a month of their meeting, Cleopatra was pregnant.

Caesar had few troops with him, and they were hard pressed in urban combat in Alexandria. Thanks to his military and political skills, as well as to allies from Judea and Arabia, Caesar survived and won the day. Ptolemy XIII died in the fighting, leaving Cleopatra as queen.

When Caesar and Cleopatra were together, the parties often went on until first light. They cruised on the Nile on her state barge. Accompanied by more than four hundred ships and a large contingent of soldiers, they pushed south nearly all the way to Egypt’s southern border, past majestic temples and exotic flora and fauna. The purpose of the journey was as much political, to demonstrate the muscle behind Cleopatra’s rule, as it was sight-seeing and romance.

In summer 47 BC, after Caesar’s departure from Egypt, Cleopatra gave birth to Caesarion. It cannot be proven that Caesar was the baby’s father, but there is no good reason to doubt it. Caesar allowed Cleopatra to give his name to the child. He welcomed Cleopatra to Rome, installed her in his villa across the Tiber, and erected a statue of her in the new Temple of Venus Genetrix—Venus the Ancestral Mother—which was the centerpiece of the new Julian Forum, or Forum of Caesar, that he built in the heart of Rome. He celebrated Venus as his putative ancestor, the founder of the Julian line, and his personal link to divinity. There is reason to think that the statue showed Cleopatra holding her baby son, Caesarion. Possibly, the statue was meant to represent Cleopatra as the goddess Isis with her son Horus as well as, perhaps, Venus/Aphrodite. A statue of Cleopatra and Caesarion as part of Caesar’s ambitious new temple precinct would clinch the argument that he acknowledged his paternity.

It used to be argued that Caesar could not have fathered Caesarion since he was no longer capable of impregnating a woman. The alleged evidence for this argument is that Caesar had no known birth child after his daughter, Julia, who was born probably around 76 BC. She died in childbirth in 54 BC. The emphasis, however, must be on known. We do not know if Caesar had illegitimate children through his many love affairs.

Caesar’s very close colleague Gaius Oppius denied that Caesarion was the dictator’s son and published a pamphlet to this effect after Caesar’s death. Oppius, however, was a supporter of Octavian and surely had to follow the party line on this matter, which was that Octavian was the one and only Caesar. Plutarch expresses doubts about Oppius’s reliability as a source. Other ancient writers also denied Caesar’s paternity, but they too might well have been following the official story.

For his part, Antony got up before the Senate in Rome and affirmed Caesar’s paternity, saying that Oppius, Gaius Matius (another intimate of Caesar’s), and other friends all knew it. Strong words, if not proof positive, since Antony was hardly objective.

No doubt Caesar left his young mistress a wealth of knowledge. By the time Cleopatra began her affair with Antony, she might have been so conversant about Rome that she could have tutored him in the fine points of a praetor’s edict (a praetor being a senior Roman official with judicial authority) or a marching camp’s construction plan. Cleopatra was too good a strategist for Antony to ignore and too intelligent to bore him.

Stories of her wit are many, but here are two of the best. Cleopatra once took Antony fishing on the Nile. He had bad luck but didn’t want to admit it, so he had his slaves dive into the water and secretly attach his hook to several fish that had already been caught. Cleopatra saw through it but played along while planning a prank for the following day. She invited her friends to witness the joke. After Antony let his hook down into the water, she had a slave swim below and attach to it a salted herring from the Euxine (Black) Sea. When Antony pulled up his line, everyone laughed at the sight; but before he could feel humiliated, Cleopatra said to him: “Imperator, hand over your fishing rod to the fishermen of Pharos and Canopus [both places in or near Alexandria]; your sport is the hunting of cities, realms, and continents.” It was insidious flattery. Cleopatra claimed superiority in a mere workingman’s art while conceding the stuff of kings to her man.

The second anecdote comes from the banquet hall of the royal palace. Knowing that Antony loved to feast, Cleopatra once bet him that she could put on the most expensive banquet ever, one that would cost ten million sesterces. That was ten times the price of a marble statue by the most celebrated sculptor of the day. When the day came, Cleopatra served an ordinary banquet to an unimpressed Antony. He laughed at its frugality. Then she ordered the second course. As arranged, her servants brought out a single glass filled with vinegar. Cleopatra took one of the pearl earrings that she was wearing—a stunning piece of jewelry. She dropped it in the vinegar, which dissolved the pearl. She then drank the bizarre cocktail. She was about to do the same with her other earring when one of Antony’s generals and a bon vivant of the court stopped her and declared that Antony had been defeated. Modern experiments show that it would have taken about twenty-four hours for vinegar (acetic acid) to dissolve a pearl, but it would indeed have done the job. So, Cleopatra could not have won the bet on the spot, as an ancient writer claimed, but won it she would have.

Antony liked the good life, and he got plenty of it in Alexandria. Not that he spent a lot of time there before the Actium War: only three winters (41–40 BC, 36–35 BC, and 34–33 BC). Yet the sources make it seem as if he immersed himself in the great city. In part, this probably reflects Augustan bias, since Alexandria was synonymous in the Roman mind with decadence. Yet it is easy to imagine the glittering metropolis exerting a powerful impact on him.

Plutarch accuses Antony of squandering time there. He regales his readers with gossip that his grandfather got from a friend who was a physician in Alexandria to one of Antony’s sons by Fulvia: tales of feasts of roasted wild boar and extravagant gifts of gold and silver beakers. Cleopatra supposedly kept Antony amused with a constant round of games and hunts and drinking parties, and sometimes by going slumming together in costume through the streets of town. The Alexandrians supposedly lapped it all up and said with glee that while Antony put on a tragic mask with the Romans, he sported a comic mask with them.

Antony and Cleopatra formed a “society of the Inimitable Livers”—that is, “a society of those with Incomparable Lives.” Plutarch says they spent their time feasting each other at extravagant expense. The term society, however, often referred to a religious association, and it is possible that the Inimitable Livers was dedicated to worshipping Dionysus. No doubt alcohol was part of the ceremony.

An inscription dated December 28, 34 BC, refers to Antony as a Great Inimitable Lover, not Liver, or literally, “Great and Inimitable in the Things of Aphrodite.” Since Cleopatra was identified with Aphrodite, the inscription adds to the evidence that the Inimitable Livers was a religious society.

Perusia

While Antony and Cleopatra enjoyed the pleasures of the East, Octavian fought a war in Italy.

He had faced a sensitive task after Philippi, one that was certain to stir up opposition. It was his job to confiscate massive amounts of civilians’ land in Italy to give to military veterans, including a large number of Antony’s warriors, as a reward for their service. Those slated to lose their land protested, as did senators who believed that they and not the triumvirs, who were still in power, should make such momentous decisions. The opposition found its champion in Antony’s brother, Lucius Antonius, consul in 41 BC, and Antony’s wife, Fulvia, who raised an army against Octavian. By helping to recruit troops, which was usually a man’s prerogative, Fulvia made no small impression. Antony himself, in the East, stayed out of the struggle. He could hardly oppose the distribution of land to his veterans, and, besides, he gave Lucius’s and Fulvia’s raw recruits few hopes against Octavian’s experienced legions.

The war that followed is known as the Perusine War (41 to 40 BC). It takes its name from the central Italian town of Perusia (known today as Perugia), a prosperous city in rich farm country, where most of the fighting took place. We will never know the full story of the war. The sources vilify Fulvia as rapacious and domineering—the opposite of the ideal Roman matron, who was supposed to be an obedient homebody. As for Antony, the record leaves his role murky.

What is clear is that Octavian drove his opponents out of Rome, and surrounded Fulvia and Lucius and their army in Perusia. At this battle, Fulvia received the backhanded compliment of having her name inscribed on her enemy’s sling bullets along with rude references to her private parts. Fulvia wrote to Antony’s generals in Gaul to ask them to hurry across the Alps to her aid, but to no avail. Octavian’s forces won. If the report is true and not just propaganda, Octavian then massacred a large number of enemy leaders on the altar of the deified Julius and on the Ides of March. Octavian supposedly met every request for mercy with a cold “It’s time to die.” If so, it was out of character. Octavian seems usually to have been an old man’s young man, all craft and deliberateness. His usual motto was “Make haste slowly.”

Octavian might well have been suspicious of Antony’s declaration of innocence for the armed uprising led by his brother and his wife. Yet Octavian needed peace with Antony, so he allowed Fulvia to escape, along with Antony’s mother, Julia. He shipped Lucius off to govern a province in Hispania. The reason for this pacific turn was the rise of a new threat: Sextus Pompey, the only surviving son of Caesar’s rival, Gnaeus Pompey. That threat now loomed over the relations between Octavian and Antony in the second half of the year 40 BC.
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