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Cleopatra

In 30 BCE, a love affair between a powerful queen and 
a respected military leader caused scandal in Rome and 

ultimately brought about the end of a royal dynasty

Cleopatra

C
leopatra VII remains an icon of both the 
ancient and modern world. Today, she 
continues to captivate and puzzle historians, 
remaining one of history’s most enchanting 
and enigmatic figures.

The alliance of Mark Antony and Cleopatra 
changed the face of the world. A coalition which 
began as a political statement soon evolved into a 
tumultuous, and later tragic, love affair.

Despite her florid reputation, Cleopatra took 
only two lovers – both were rulers of Rome. 
Cleopatra recognised Rome as the leading power 
of the ancient world. Egypt, rich in gold and grain, 
provided the material resources to fuel that power. 
Both affairs had begun with a political agenda. 
They had enabled the queen to establish a secure 
and profitable union between Rome and Egypt. 
Despite this, however, events took an unexpected 
turn when she met the younger general. Cleopatra 
and Mark Antony fell in love, embarking on a 
passionate and unpredictable relationship that 
brought both riches and remorse. Their partnership, 
as lovers and politicians, both immortalised and 
destroyed a dynasty – it brought to a close 3,000 
years of pharaonic rule.

Long before her meeting with Mark Antony, the 
queen had borne a child to her first Roman lover, 
Gaius Julius Caesar and she had named the child 
Caesarion – ‘little Caesar’. In doing so, Cleopatra 
had secured for herself an enormous power base, 
for Caesar had no heir. Despite its material wealth, 
Egypt had suffered years of famine that had 

Cleopatra was 
the daughter of 
Ptolemy XII Auletes 
and Cleopatra V. 
Born in Alexandria 

in 69 BCE her bloodline 
propagated a series of brother-
sister marriages that were 
frequently corroded by family 
violence and murder. After a 
tumultuous reign, Octavian 
of Rome invaded Egypt and 
ended her rule. Rather than 
face the humiliation of defeat, 
Cleopatra committed suicide.

Egypt, circa 69-30 BCE
CLEOPATRA VII

Brief 
Bio

Marcus Antonius was 
born in 83 BC and, 
as a young man, was 
known as something 
of a playboy in Rome. 

But after fighting alongside 
Julius Caesar on the battlefield, 
he quickly established his 
military prowess. After Caesar’s 
assassination, he formed 
a power trio with Marcus 
Lepidus and Octavian, but his 
growing love of the Egyptian 
queen Cleopatra would prove 
to be his downfall.

Rome/Egypt, 83-30 BCE
MARK ANTONY

Brief 
Bio

circa 69 – 30 BCE
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weakened the reserves of her granaries and her 
people. The country was in eclipse. Her allied states 
had also felt the grip of Rome tightening around 
their throats. Alexandria had long been important 
to Rome. As a gateway to the East, it was a major 
port with a large cosmopolitan community. It was 
renowned for its libraries, culture and trade. Egypt 
also had an abundant source of grain with which 
it fed its imperial army. On the other hand, the 
Romans regarded the Egyptian people and their 
religion with suspicion – its cults, along with its 
strange animal-headed gods, were an abomination 
to the refined Roman senses.

While her alliance with Rome continued, 
Cleopatra – and her throne – remained secure. 
For this reason, Cleopatra courted Rome and its 
leading figures. From the beginning, Cleopatra 
was an enigma to a man like Mark Antony. Having 
grown up in Rome, he was familiar with upper-
class women who were cloistered in the home and 
whose only role in life was to be that of good wives 
and mothers. The women of Rome were largely 
regarded as vessels of chastity; Cleopatra was the 
antithesis of a Roman woman.

Growing up in a political, dangerous household 
where life was precarious, she was descended from 
a long line of rulers – all named Ptolemy – who 
could trace their line to the time of Alexander the 
Great. In order to keep their bloodline pure, female 
rulers often married their brothers. This practice 
brought outward strength but inner conflicts; 
during her early life Cleopatra witnessed brutal 
power struggles within her own family. Indeed, as 
her power grew, she had no choice but to execute 
her rival siblings.

Cleopatra had to live by her wits. She was a 
highly educated woman with a sharp mind and 
a keen instinct. She spoke several languages, 
including Egyptian – making her unique among 
her peers. She was a cultivated woman, a patron 
of the arts and devoted to books. Despite her 
later reputation as a femme fatale, she was 
not considered beautiful. It was said she had a 
charismatic presence, was a fine conversationalist 
and had a sweet, seductive voice – a trait she 
may have cultivated as a child. Most importantly, 
Cleopatra was a survivor; she knew that in order to 
sustain her throne, she needed to control the might 

of Rome, and Mark Antony could offer this. Mark 
Antony and Cleopatra were as fire and water. 
Born in January 83 BCE, Antony was a true son 
of Rome. Like Cleopatra, he sought decadence 
and danger – he had quickly gained a reputation 
for drinking and gambling, and seems to have 
been attracted to exotic religious cults. Later, he 
earned fame and fortune among the militia; as 
the commander of a cavalry regiment he received 
great honours fighting with Caesar’s armies in Gaul. 
Antony and Caesar formed a mutual friendship 
and a distant kinship had strengthened their 
alliance. As Caesar’s star ascended, so too had Mark 
Antony’s, and when the elder man became dictator, 
Antony was appointed Magister Equitum (Master of 
the Horse) and governed Rome in Caesar’s absence. 
Better suited to the battlefield, Mark Antony made 
an impetuous politician – highly volatile, his 
excesses in wine and women became the topic of 

much public gossip, for these often included affairs 
with other men’s wives.

After the assassination of Caesar, Cleopatra and 
Mark Antony fled Rome and Cleopatra returned to 
Egypt. With Caesar dead, her position had become 
tenuous. The Romans regarded a female ruler with 
abhorrence and she desperately needed an ally 
in the Senate. When revolt failed to materialise, 
Mark Antony returned to the Forum to find a city 
outraged at the atrocities that had befallen Caesar.

The assassins were executed or fell into 
obscurity, and it was left to Octavian (Caesar’s 
appointed heir), Lepidus (his trusted commander) 
and Mark Antony to calm the storm. The three 
men formed the Second Triumvirate granting 
themselves equal powers of government.

Antony was now in a strong position. As the 
three men began to carve out Roman territory each 
assigned themselves important provinces. Mark 

Myth vs reality
Just how realistic is our modern 
conception of the Egyptian queen?
A modern reader’s perspective of Cleopatra has no 
doubt been heavily influenced by the numerous works 
of fiction that have been released charting her life 
in the many centuries following her death. Foremost 
among these must arguably be William Shakespeare’s 
1623 tragedy Antony And Cleopatra, a play that follows 
events from the Sicilian revolt of 44 BCE through to the 
Final War of the Roman Republic in which Cleopatra 
commits suicide in 30 BCE by asp bite. 

In this performance, Cleopatra is frequently portrayed as 
beautiful, power-hungry and manipulative. So how accurate 
is Shakespeare’s representation of the Egyptian ruler? Well, 
it is loosely based on a translation of Plutarch’s Parallel 
Lives – a series of biographies on famous Greek and Roman 
men that were printed in a first edition in Florence in the 
early-16th Century (no doubt where Shakespeare picked it 
up). The one in question from which the Great Bard draws 
is the Life Of Mark Antony, which is interesting, as it does 
not deal directly with the pharaoh but rather with the 
Roman general and his relationship to her. 

Further, Shakespeare does not lay out events of the time 
as stated by Plutarch, with dates and events shifted in time 
and contrasting accounts of Cleopatra simplified. A good 

example of this is how varying accounts of her death, 
including death by poisoning, willing death by snake bike 
to the arm and unwilling accidental snakebite to the arm, 
is rewritten as willing death by snakebite to the breast.

Of course, Shakespeare’s account of Cleopatra has 
been further embellished in subsequent centuries with 
other works of fiction such as the well-known 1963 
Hollywood film adaptation of her life with Elizabeth 
Taylor playing the lead. Aside from Taylor’s questionable 
portrayal, this movie introduced many smaller yet 
pervasive inaccuracies such as Cleopatra wearing her hair 
in bangs. In reality, the Egyptian queen would have 
worn a wig of tight curls on top of her head, which 
would have been shaven.

A 19th-Century depiction of 
Cleopatra on the River Nile

“ Octavian arranged a marriage between 
Mark Antony and his sister, Octavia – 
infuriating the Egyptian queen”
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Octavian
Octavian, later known as Augustus (born on 23 September 
63 BCE), became the first emperor of Rome. He ruled from 
27 BCE until his death. Unlike his compatriot Mark Antony, 
Octavian placed great importance on Roman morality, and 
was more suited to philosophy than war. His rise to power was 
largely due to adoption by his maternal great-uncle Gaius Julius 
Caesar. Along with Mark Antony and Marcus Lepidus he formed 
the Second Triumvirate. The Triumvirate divided the Roman 
Republic between the three of them and ruled as military 
dictators. Despite his reputation as a cruel and calculating 
leader, Octavian brought an era of peace and prosperity 
known as the Pax Romana. He died on 19 August 14 CE.

The men who ruled Rome 43 – 33 BCE

Italian Gaul
Mark Antony was a seasoned campaigner 
in Gaul where he accompanied his 
kinsman Julius Caesar into battle and 
proved his mettle as a soldier. Macedonia

The Ptolemies were descended from 
a line of Macedonians that could trace 
their origins to Alexander the Great.

Mark Antony
Mark Antony was born on 14 January 83 BCE and died, aged 
53, in Alexandria, Egypt. According to Plutarch his early life 
was spent gambling and drinking as he embarked on a series 
of dangerous love affairs. He was a hedonist and a womaniser 
whose many wives bore him a cacophony of children; his 
descendants included notable emperors such as Caligula and 
Nero. As a soldier, though, he showed promise; his bravery 
and determination made him popular among his men and 
he distinguished himself as a cavalry officer. His connections 
with the noble families of Rome secured his future role as a 
powerful but somewhat unpredictable military leader.

Marcus Aemilius Lepidus
Lepidus, like Mark Antony, was a fierce advocate of Julius Caesar who 
gave Lepidus great honorary titles and a role in the Senate that was 
equivalent to that of a prime minister today. His career was cut 
short when Caesar was assassinated. In allowing Lepidus to 
live, Caesar’s assassins made an irrevocable error 
of judgement. Octavian, Antony and Lepidus 
became the driving force of Rome – their initial 
aim, to cut off the head of the Senate. After 
they had executed many of their enemies, their 
alliance, in effect, heralded the end of the Republic. 
Lepidus ruled over Spain and Africa and, while he was 
abroad, Octavian began his quest for ultimate power. He 
forced Lepidus into exile in Circeii, Italy, where he died as an old 
man around 13 BCE.

Alexandria
Founded by Alexander the Great, the 
city was occupied by the Ptolemies 
until the death of Cleopatra VII.

Africa
A source of vast riches for Lepidus and 
Rome. It was here that the Romans found 
exotic animals for their gladiatorial arenas. 

Cleopatra
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Antony had set his heart on Cleopatra and Egypt. 
He sent a message to his lover asking her to meet 
him at Tarsus in modern-day Turkey, determined 
to win her support for his military campaigns.

On this particular meeting she presented herself 
as the embodiment of the goddess Venus. The 
imperial queen of Egypt arrived on a golden barge; 
decked in fine linen and precious gems, she was 
attended by servants dressed as sea nymphs. While 
she drifted towards Mark Antony like a creature 
from myth, she refused to disembark. As queen of 
Egypt, she expected Antony to wait on her.

Mark Antony’s temper was inflamed, but so were 
his passions. Plutarch said of their relationship: 
“observing Cleopatra’s looks and her subtlety and 
tricky wit in conversation, he [Antony’s agent] at 
once knew that Antony would never think of doing 
such a woman any harm, and that in fact she’d 
have the greatest influence over him.”

Not surprisingly, Antony chose to spend the 
winter of 41–40 BCE with Cleopatra in Alexandria 
– the result of this visit was the birth of twin 
children, Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene II, 
whose names are linked with the dual powers of 
the Sun and the Moon.

Rome was greatly disturbed by this turn of 
events. In order to secure his loyalty, Octavian 
arranged a marriage between Mark Antony and his 
sister, Octavia – a move that infuriated the Egyptian 
queen. To avoid a public insult, Mark Antony 
stumbled into an acrimonious and dangerous 
union. Meanwhile, the queen of Egypt financed 
his army, allowing him to capture Jerusalem 
where he installed Herod as the puppet king of 
Judaea. Four years later, Antony visited Alexandria 
again en route to make war with the Parthians. 
His relationship with Cleopatra had gathered 

momentum and he had made Alexandria his 
home. Despite his union with Octavia, he married 
Cleopatra and they had another child.

Soon, Antony grew tired of luxurious living, 
exotic palaces and hunting in the Egyptian Delta; 
he longed for the glories of war. When Antony 
invaded Parthian territory with an army of about 
100,000 Roman and allied troops, the campaign 
proved disastrous. He never recovered from the 
shock of defeat. Octavian took this opportunity; 
he demoted Lepidus, belittled Mark Antony and 
seized unilateral power. He reminded Rome of 
the menacing relationship between Antony and 
his abominable foreign queen. While feigning 
shock at the abandonment of his sister, he told 
the citizens of Rome that Mark Antony was now 

living as an Egyptian; this was regarded as an act 
of treason. Antony and Cleopatra responded to the 
attack with theatrics. After a successful invasion 
of Armenia, Mark Antony infuriated his fellow 
Romans by holding a Triumph (formal celebration) 
in the city of Alexandria. Mark Antony then issued 
a series of proclamations known as the Donations 
of Alexandria, when he named Cleopatra and her 
children heirs to his conquered territories. It was, 
in effect, a declaration of war. Mark Antony named 
Caesarion the legitimate son and heir of Caesar 
– Octavian, of course, being the ‘adopted’ son of 
the former dictator. Octavian had no choice but to 
retaliate. He told the Senate that Antony had “gone 
native” and that he had been effeminated by the 
Egyptian queen. Mark Antony divorced Octavia and 

Actium
The ancient battle that changed the world
The battle took place on 2 September 31 BCE, on 
the Ionian Sea on the border of the city of Actium. It 
was thought that Antony’s fleet had the advantage. 
It boasted 500 ships – each a war galley designed 
with turrets. Known as quinqueremes, Mark Antony’s 
warships each weighed 300 tons; they were 
especially designed to ram enemy vessels.
Commanded by his general, Marcus Agrippa, 
Octavian’s fleet consisted of 250 ships. Agrippa 
launched his initial attack from the left wing of the 
fleet and attempted to outflank Mark Antony – the 
battle was brutal and prolonged. 

Unfortunately, many of Antony’s soldiers were 
dying of malaria and his ships were undermanned. 
Therefore, Octavian’s fleet was greatly encouraged. 
These Liburnian vessels were manned by well-trained 
and rested soldiers, and the ships were fast and 
agile. As they outmanoeuvred their enemy, the deck 
soldiers used fire arrows and slingshots to diminish 
their capability. Realising the severity of his situation, 
Mark Antony decided to retreat and regroup. He 
took advantage of a break in the enemy formation 
and made a dash for it. In doing so, he abandoned 
many of his men to their fate.

End of an era
Cleopatra’s surviving children were adopted by Octavia, 
became Roman citizens and faded quickly into obscurity. 
Egypt, now a Roman province, was ruled by a prefect. 
Greek remained the official language. While Alexandria 
continued to flourish, it became a site of many religious 
and military uprisings. In 269 CE Alexandria was claimed 
by yet another woman, when Zenobia, the ferocious 
warrior Queen of Palmyra, conquered Egypt. Zenobia 
– an admirer of Cleopatra – was quick to behead her 
detested Roman foes. She ruled Egypt until 274, before 
she herself was taken hostage by the Roman Emperor 
Aurelian; in an ironic twist of fate, Zenobia appeared in 
golden chains during Aurelian’s Triumph in Rome.

The legacy of Greco-Roman Egypt still survives. It 
can be seen in a series of magnificent temples that were 
built along the River Nile. These include the Temple of 
Hathor at Dendera, where fabulous images of Cleopatra 
and Caesarion still dominate its walls.

The delicate amalgamation of the Egyptian and 
Roman cultures can be seen on many mummy portrait 
panels from the Greco-Roman period. Contrasts are 
visible in paintings and sculptures where traditional 
Egyptian iconography is paired with Roman symbolism. 
The result – a hybrid blend of the ancient and even more 
ancient – is now all that remains of the former bond 
between Rome and Egypt: Antony and Cleopatra.

Defeated by Octavian’s fleet, Mark Antony 
fled the battle, leaving his soldiers to die

“  Roman law dictated Cleopatra should 
be treated as an enemy, taken back to 
Rome and paraded before the mob”



67

Cleopatra

©
 A

lam
y; 

Ja
y W

on
g

accused Octavian of forging Caesar’s will. Rome 
was drawn into a civil war – which culminated in 
the defeat of Antony at the Battle of Actium.

After his clear victory, Octavian returned to 
Rome. During the 12 months that followed, he left 
Antony and Cleopatra to contemplate their defeat 
and consider their demise. Egypt’s neighbouring 
territories were largely annexed to Rome; for this 
reason, Antony and Cleopatra’s attempts to regroup 
and raise an army proved futile.

It was in August 30 BCE that Octavian finally 
invaded Egypt. Antony made one last valiant 
attempt to usurp the Roman leader, but in the end, 
his fate had been cast. He did what was required 
of all honourable Roman soldiers and fell upon 
his sword. In an attempt to safeguard her children 
Cleopatra made a tentative effort to make terms 
with Octavian. In his final hour, Antony was 
brought to Cleopatra’s mausoleum and he died in 
her arms. Octavian allowed Cleopatra to conduct 
burial rituals for Antony’s body. While he presented 
an outward show of friendship, he naturally wanted 
her dead. He was, in fact, in a difficult position.

Roman law dictated that Cleopatra should be 
treated as an enemy of the state. She should be 
taken back to Rome in shackles and paraded before 
the mob. However, a female ruler was a rare entity 
– the display could end up backfiring on Octavian 
and prove highly distasteful.

He was relieved then, when Cleopatra took the 
courageous decision to end her own life. Some 
historians believe that she was bitten by a snake 
hidden in a fig basket. Others suggest that she 
drank wine laced with hemlock. An account of her 
death can be found in Plutarch’s Lives.

‘The messengers [of Octavian] came at full speed, 
and found the guards apprehensive of nothing; but, 
on opening the doors, they saw her stone-dead, 
lying upon a bed of gold, set out in all her royal 
ornaments. Iras, one of her women, lay dying at her 
feet, and Charmion, just ready to fall, scarce able 
to hold up her head, was adjusting her mistress’s 

diadem. And when one that came in said angrily, 
“Was this well done of your lady, Charmion?” 
“Extremely well,” she answered, “and as became the 
descendant of so many kings”. As she said this she 
fell down dead by the bedside.

In Rome, the son of the orator Cicero announced 
the deaths of Antony and Cleopatra with relish. 
Mark Antony was stripped of his accolades, 
his image erased from coinage and his statues 
removed. Under threat from Octavian, Iullus 
Antonius – Mark Antony’s eldest son – committed 
suicide. Concurring with Arius Didymus – “It is 
bad to have too many Caesars” – Octavian also had 
Caesarion murdered. The remaining children of 
Cleopatra and Antony were spared and taken to 
Rome where they were adopted by Antony’s family.

With the death of Cleopatra, the Sun had finally 
set on the Hellenistic Dynasty – and indeed on the 
3,000-year rule of the pharaohs.

“  Antony made one last valiant  
attempt to usurp the Roman leader”

Cleopatra attempts to make peace with 
Octavian for the sake of her children
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The Historia 

Augusta boasts that 
Zenobia would often 

march for miles on foot 
ahead of the rest of 

her troops 

Claiming descent from 
the iconic Cleopatra 
through the Seleucid 
bloodline, Zenobia 
was a capable rider 

and a noted scholar, unlike 
many of the women in the 
ancient Mediterranean world. 
Her capabilities extended to 
military tactics and economic 
strategy. She was determined to 
rule Egypt, but ultimately failed.

Palmyra, 240 – 274 CE
ZENOBIA

Brief 
Bio


