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  FOREWORD


  HOW DOES ONE DARE to attempt to write a biography of any ancient historical figure, let alone an ancient woman? Unlike their medieval and modern counterparts, in the vast majority of cases ancient historians have no letters, certainly no diaries, and only very rarely the historical figure’s own words, recorded verbatim, to rely on as source material. The literary, documentary, archaeological and even bioarchaeological evidence that one might attempt to use as source material is highly suspect. It is buried deep under thousands of years of chauvinism, sexism and even outright misogyny, and broad-brush stereotypes based on ideas about what women should or should not be, and what they should or should not do, not on detailed information about how they actually were or what they actually did.1


  How well known is it today, for example, that many ancient women wrote works of literature, across all genres, that were extremely well received in classical antiquity? Starting with the most high-profile, the poet Sappho in the late seventh century BCE, but certainly not stopping there, we have evidence of around one hundred women writing and disseminating works written in Greek and Latin. There were surely many more, working in the numerous other languages in use around the ancient Mediterranean world, whose work unfortunately has not survived, or at least has not survived via manuscript transmission.2 For at about the same time that Sappho was composing her poetry in Greek, an otherwise unknown woman named Asi Akarai was composing her own poetry in honour of the goddess Aphrodite in Etruscan, then engraving it onto an aryballos, a type of vase normally used to hold oils and perfumes.3 Had archaeologists not recovered the aryballos from Caere (modern Cerveteri) in Italy, we would know nothing whatsoever about her literary endeavours. A fresco known affectionately as the ‘Sappho’ fresco dates from around 50 CE and was discovered in the Insula Occidentalis at Pompeii. Its depiction of a beautifully dressed woman, positively dripping in gold jewellery, chewing on a stylus as she composes her thoughts before preparing to write them down on her wax tablet, suggests that many ancient women were literate, and, just like men, used their literacy in creative ways, composing works of both poetry and prose, in addition to undertaking the types of writing required of them in their daily lives such as letters and household or business accounting.4


  Nor is it widely known that ancient women produced magnificent works of art across all media. Another fresco, dating from around the same time but discovered in a different location, the House of the Surgeon, at Pompeii, depicts a woman painting a portrait while her peers look on in fascination. It indicates that women living at the time were artistically inclined, not just in private but also in public, and that some even worked as professional artisans.5 Their work was exhibited in some of the most prestigious institutions in the ancient Mediterranean. According to the ancient Roman encyclopedist Pliny the Elder, from whom we know a considerable amount about famous ancient artists and their notable artworks, a panel painting of the goddess Artemis by the fifth-century BCE Athenian artist Timarete was displayed in Ephesus; a painting of a girl by another ancient Greek artist, Eirene, could be seen at Eleusis; while a portrait of an elderly woman, plus a self-portrait – painted with the aid of a mirror – by the first-century BCE Roman artist Iaia of Cyzicus were exhibited in Naples.6 While much of the fine work created by ancient women artists has been lost to the ravages of time, some of the more utilitarian work such as pottery has survived, complete with these women’s palmprints and fingerprints set into the clay.7


  The type of ancient women about whom someone might actually want to attempt to write a biography, or be interested in reading a biography about, are particularly difficult to come face to face with. Successful women – that is, women who were considered successful in the eyes of their male peers – are virtually invisible in the ancient historical record because, if all went to plan, and they discharged their duties appropriately, there was no need for anyone to mention them. Cleopatra Selene, who as an Egyptian princess, a Roman prisoner, and finally an African queen, lived her entire life in the public eye, is one such figure who is both visible and invisible. I knew, then, that when I embarked upon this adventure of writing the first modern biography of her, it was going to be a challenge.8


  So, in addition to the literary, documentary, archaeological and bioarchaeological evidence that one might expect an ancient historian and archaeologist such as myself to use, I have also included a lot of contextual information in an attempt to fill in the inevitable gaps. This comparable material, sourced from the lives of other significant Hellenistic, Roman and Egyptian women, is reliable and it enables a qualified reconstruction of Cleopatra Selene’s life as something more than just a glorified timeline.


  I began researching Cleopatra Selene in 2009 as a PhD student at the University of Nottingham and started working on this biography in 2018 as a lecturer in Ancient History at the University of Glasgow. I had no idea then that current events would catch up with me to the extent that they have. It is only in the last couple of years that a sustained campaign of intimidation orchestrated and executed by members of the British media has driven the first biracial member of the royal family to leave not only the institution but also the United Kingdom; and that the Black Lives Matter movement has gained sufficient momentum as to cause the world to begin to reflect in earnest on its history and the actual rather than perceived place of Africa and people of African descent within that history.9 And so, events transpired that made me even more certain that this biography was a project worth undertaking, and that Cleopatra Selene is an historical figure who should be much better known, particularly by young women of colour who look for someone they can personally identify and engage with in the historical record.10 She will undoubtedly never reach the heights of fame, and infamy, and sheer name recognition of her mother, Cleopatra VII, but perhaps that is a good thing, as she can instead be judged on her own merits as an individual rather than as an idea or an archetype. And an individual with a trajectory like Cleopatra Selene’s − who was born a princess of one of the most ancient kingdoms in the classical world, only to lose her entire family, her birthright and her rank and become a Roman prisoner, and succeed in being crowned queen of an entirely different and brand-new kingdom and rule it successfully for two decades − must have had merit indeed. What follows is her story.


  INTRODUCTION


  ONE DAY IN 1895 archaeologists were excavating at the site of what they had designated the Villa della Pisanella at Boscoreale, just outside Pompeii. It was one of many buildings around the Bay of Naples that had been buried under layers of ash and pumice in the wake of the eruption of Vesuvius on 24 August 79 CE.1 The villa, a type known as a villa rustica, ‘country villa’, was a lavish but primarily agricultural establishment. As well as its luxurious living area, complete with a bathhouse that spread across two storeys, its rooms were decorated with fine frescos of which a few fragments such as one depicting an opulently dressed woman presenting fruit have been recovered. It also had facilities for producing wine and olive oil, a bakery and stables.2 The villa was reburied once the excavations were complete and there is little sign of it today (the modern Via Settetermini actually cuts across the north-west corner of the site), but should you wish to get a sense of what life was like here prior to the eruption, items recovered during the excavation can be viewed in a range of museums including the Antiquarium of Boscoreale, the National Archaeological Museum of Naples, the Louvre and the British Museum.


  Archaeologists were investigating the wine-pressing room when they made an incredible discovery. They had already come across the remains of two men and a woman, the woman having died as she covered her mouth with a cloth in a vain attempt to protect herself from the ashes in the air. But then they unearthed a trapdoor leading to a cistern underneath the floor. When they climbed down into the cistern, they found an additional set of remains, those of a man who had apparently died while desperately trying to find a place to hide. However, his physical remains were not all they found. He was lying on top of a selection of gold jewellery, including a ring, a necklace, a pair of earrings and some bracelets, and he was clutching a leather bag containing over one thousand gold coins – to date, one of the largest sums ever found in the Vesuvian region. And just beyond him, in a wider part of the cistern, was a vast hoard of more than one hundred pieces of silverware.


  Scholars are divided over whether the man was a faithful retainer entrusted with the task of hiding and guarding his mistress’s treasure – many of the pieces of silverware were engraved with the name ‘Maxima’ − or whether there is a more sinister explanation for his presence. Was he perhaps a thief, in the process of looting the villa after most of its occupants had either departed or died? Whatever his motivation, the hoard he was found with is spectacular. The Romans would have referred to this collection as a ministerium, a set of tableware comprising both argentum escarium, silver for eating, and argentum potorium, silver for drinking. It is one of the most important and prestigious sets of silverware surviving from the early imperial period, although some of the individual pieces date back almost four hundred years before then. Many were clearly already antiques and would have been family heirlooms. Of the 109 items, a significant number are particularly notable for their originality and quality. These are famous examples of Roman silversmithing, fit to grace the pages of glossy compendia of ancient art. Among them is a large, partially gilded, silver dish, currently on display in the Louvre.3


  In the centre of the bowl of the dish is a bust of a female figure depicted in high relief. The technique used, known as repoussé, involved hammering the back of the dish to make the figure protrude, before engraving and gilding the fine details. She is a mature woman with thick, curly hair, deep-set eyes, a slightly hooked nose and a strong jaw. The imperfect and realistic nature of these facial features indicates that the subject was most likely a real person rather than a goddess or a personification. In the latter case, her features would have been portrayed in a more generic and idealised way, as we see on many thousands of familiar classical artefacts in museums around the world. The specific facial features depicted here suggest that this is a portrait of a particular woman, and that she was intended to be recognised as such by the people who would see the dish displayed on a sideboard in the triclinium, the dining room, during banquets.4


  The woman is wearing an elephant’s scalp headdress. In her right hand she holds an asp; in her left a cornucopia, the horn of plenty. The cornucopia is engraved with an image of the sun god Helios as a young man, accompanied by the two stars and pointed helmets that are commonly used to represent the twin gods Castor and Pollux, the Dioscuri. Mounted on top of the cornucopia is a crescent moon. At the woman’s shoulder is a lion. Arranged below her is a series of religious and mythological symbols: the quiver and club of Hercules; the sistrum, or ceremonial rattle, of the Egyptian goddess Isis; the dolphin of Poseidon; the tongs of Hephaistos; the staff of Asklepios; the sword of Ares and the lyre of Apollo.


  How might we interpret this surfeit of symbolism? I remember being immediately transfixed and fascinated by this dish the first time I saw it photographed in close-up in a glossy coffee-table book on ancient art. I have tried several times to see it in the flesh, so to speak, but on two separate trips to the Louvre in 2019 I was doomed to disappointment, as, despite the museum’s website telling me that the Boscoreale treasure was on display in Room 662 of the Sully Wing, it was not. On the first of these occasions, I had missed it by a matter of days! C’est la vie. Perhaps I shall meet with success on a future trip, third time lucky. In any case, I would go on to devote my first substantial academic journal article to trying to decode its meaning.5 The fact that the woman is depicted in conjunction with so many political, religious and mythological symbols has led to much debate regarding her identity.6 Suggestions have included Cleopatra VII, Queen of Egypt, even though the portrait does not resemble other images of her that have survived from antiquity. As explained above, the style seems too realistic for her to be a personification of Africa, the other most common suggestion. Then, in 1983, almost one hundred years after the dish was first discovered, a new interpretation was proposed. A German archaeologist, Andreas Linfert, suggested that this woman is Cleopatra Selene, the daughter of Cleopatra VII and Marcus Antonius, Roman general and triumvir.7


  Cleopatra Selene was one of three children that Cleopatra and Antony had together; the others were her fraternal twin, Alexander Helios, and their younger brother, Ptolemy Philadelphos. Cleopatra and Antony have, of course, been immortalised in history and popular culture, and Cleopatra’s eldest child Ptolemy Caesar, better known as Caesarion, whose father was Gaius Julius Caesar, is a relatively well-known historical figure. However, the three younger children have been all but forgotten. After their parents committed suicide in quick succession, Caesarion was executed at the age of seventeen by Octavian, soon to become the first Roman emperor Augustus. As Caesar’s biological son – Octavian himself was merely an adopted son, and a posthumously adopted son at that – he represented too much of a threat to be left alive.8 The others were taken to Rome and raised in the household of their father’s wife (who was also Octavian’s elder sister), Octavia. Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos vanish entirely from the historical record shortly after their arrival in Rome, so the fact that they have been forgotten is perhaps understandable. While it was once thought that Octavian had them murdered, today it is assumed that they simply perished, like so many others, as a result of childhood illnesses.9 Cleopatra Selene, however, does not vanish; quite the opposite, in fact. She not only survived her captivity in Rome, but she also seems to have thrived. At the age of fifteen, she married fellow royal African exile Gaius Julius Juba, more commonly known as Juba, the only surviving son of the deceased King Juba I of Numidia, who would go on to become King Juba II of Mauretania. Upon his ascension, she became Queen of Mauretania, and would rule there alongside her husband for the rest of her life.


  Cleopatra Selene is an extremely plausible candidate for the subject of the silver dish from Boscoreale. As Queen of Mauretania, a Roman client kingdom that comprised much of modern Algeria and Morocco, the elephant’s scalp headdress is entirely appropriate. Many ancient rulers of the parts of Africa and India where elephants lived chose to depict themselves wearing such headdresses. Alexander the Great, one of Cleopatra Selene’s most famous ancestors, was depicted in this guise by his companion Ptolemy I Soter, the founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty, and Ptolemy subsequently depicted himself in the same manner.10 Additionally, female members of the Ptolemaic dynasty were subsequently depicted wearing it on intaglios and seal impressions.11 The Romans had particularly associated elephants with North Africa ever since the Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca had used them to cross the Alps during the Second Punic War in 218 BCE, and after which various other North African royal families followed suit in using these animals for military purposes. It may be no coincidence that the elephant’s raised trunk here resembles the rearing cobra of the uraeus, often found incorporated into the headdresses gracing the brow of Egyptian monarchs.


  The asp here not only reflects the means by which Cleopatra Selene’s mother supposedly took her own life, but it is also the symbol of the Egyptian goddess Isis, with whom Cleopatra VII had always associated herself, even going so far as to declare herself the ‘New Isis’. Furthermore, the crescent moon atop the cornucopia can be seen as a reference to her name, Selene, as she was named after the Greek goddess of the moon, while the images engraved on the cornucopia may refer to her brother Alexander Helios and the fact that, like the Dioscuri, they were twins. The lion, another symbol commonly associated with Africa, was also frequently employed by Juba II, Cleopatra Selene’s husband.


  Regarding the religious and mythological symbols that are arranged below the woman, the quiver and club of Hercules could allude to the fact that Antony claimed descent from one of the hero’s sons, Anton – indeed, it was from this Anton that the family name supposedly derived. It was common for elite Roman families to claim divine ancestry and incorporate references to this into their material culture, such as the family trees painted on the walls in the atria of their houses. The sistrum is a reference to Isis, the goddess of whom the Egyptians believed Cleopatra VII to be an incarnation; Cleopatra was frequently depicted as Isis in works of art. Other elements of the iconography refer to Cleopatra Selene’s patron, Octavian. The dolphin of Poseidon came to be associated with the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE, during which Octavian decisively defeated Cleopatra and Antony’s navy, while the lyre of Apollo could be a reference to Octavian himself. He claimed Apollo as his patron deity, even building a temple to the god adjacent to his house on the Palatine Hill in Rome that was dedicated on 9 October 28 BCE, and featured motifs showing the struggle between Apollo, his patron, and Hercules, Antony’s patron, over the Delphian Tripod.


  If the silver dish from Boscoreale was intended to depict Cleopatra Selene, it was most likely commissioned by someone who not only wished to honour the woman herself, but also to recognise her Ptolemaic ancestry and pay tribute to her rule of Mauretania. Significantly, they also included references to the Roman imperial family, perhaps recognising her to be part of this, too, both through her descent from Antony and the years she spent in the household of Octavia.


  Cleopatra Selene was raised alongside the emperor Tiberius, and was related by blood to the emperors Caligula, Claudius and Nero (ultimately her great-nephew Caligula would go on to execute her son Ptolemy, his first cousin once removed). The iconography of the dish is overwhelmingly positive, even celebratory. As such, it represents a departure from the generally negative and derogatory attitudes towards Egypt, the Ptolemaic dynasty and Cleopatra VII in particular that were prevalent in Rome at this time, and has more in common with the more positive ones found in the eastern Mediterranean in places such as Achaea, Cyprus and Syria. It was perhaps commissioned and produced in the wake of Cleopatra Selene’s death in 5 BCE, by someone who wished to honour her and celebrate her relatively short but extremely eventful life. The family that owned the silverware does seem likely to have been connected to the imperial family, as one of its sets of salt dishes, also found at Boscoreale, was engraved with the name of the freedman Pamphilius, who was manumitted by Octavian at some point between 44 and 27 BCE (after manumission, freedmen and freedwomen often retained close links with their former masters and mistresses). One or more of the family members may have known Cleopatra Selene personally, perhaps encountering her during her time in Rome in the years between 30 and 25 BCE. Other items in the hoard feature laudatory portraits of the emperors Augustus and Tiberius, as well as Tiberius’ brother Drusus, a successful general who died prematurely. Many of the pieces had seen better days. Perhaps they were keepsakes commemorating personal connections, which might explain why they were cherished for so long rather than being melted down so that the silver could be reused.


  Discovering the dish led me to wonder if there were any other portraits of Cleopatra Selene lurking in public or private collections that I had previously overlooked in favour of the more prominently displayed and more frequently published portraits of mainstream ancient historical figures. I started to search. Sure enough, once I started looking, I found that a similar item was sold at auction in an antiquities sale in December 2011 at Christie’s for just over two and a half million dollars. This unfortunately unprovenanced gilt and silver emblema would perhaps also have been set into a serving dish, and dates from between the late first century BCE and the early first century CE. Created from a single sheet of silver, this figure was sculpted in high relief, and again depicts a woman in an elephant’s scalp headdress. She is wearing a standard female costume of the time, comprising a chiton, a draped and fastened tunic, with a himation, a mantle, on top. This figure has a scorpion on her right shoulder, a cobra on her left and a lion and lioness in the centre of her chest. A selection of fruit and wheat lies between them. This collection of symbols is simpler than that on the silver dish from Boscoreale. The figure could be interpreted as a personification of Africa, with the scorpion, snake, lion and lioness indicating the region’s wildlife, and the fruits and wheat its agricultural produce. Yet once again there is an issue with such an explanation. We see a realistically rather than idealistically depicted mature woman with thick, curly hair, deep-set eyes, a long and slightly hooked nose, a small mouth with a rather full bottom lip and a prominent chin set in a strong jaw. Could this emblema be another representation of Cleopatra Selene in her guise as an African queen? Was this also intended to take pride of place in a wealthy family’s collection of silverware? Perhaps. Unfortunately, we know too little about this artefact to do more than acknowledge this possibility. But if it is Cleopatra Selene, it could indicate that she may have had something of a following during her life and in the years immediately after her death. If so, these followers – perhaps her family’s former subjects, disaffected members of the Alexandrian elite, or even religious devotees who worshipped her as the ‘New Selene’ just as they had worshipped her mother as the ‘New Isis’ – were dedicated, not to mention affluent, enough to commemorate her in such an elaborate manner.


  There were strong links between the city of Rome and the Bay of Naples in antiquity and many elite Romans possessed country estates in the area. It is not surprising that these wealthy families might have chosen to honour the imperial family and their entourage in this way, just as people today might purchase memorabilia commemorating events in the lives of members of the British royal family. The Roman imperial family were the celebrity influencers of their day, setting empire-wide trends in hairstyles, beauty regimes and even medical treatments.12


  Despite Cleopatra VII’s rather ignominious end, she continued to be a source of fascination for the Romans, and over the following decades she appeared in histories and biographies, in poetry, and in works of art, both public and private. Some of these cherished her memory, while others ridiculed it, often by focusing squarely on her sex life. It seems likely that at least some of this fascination would have transferred to her daughter, not least because she also had her own claim to fame due to her proximity to the imperial family, now popularly known as the Julio-Claudian dynasty.


  Cleopatra Selene’s life included a series of reversals in fortune more dramatic than even her mother’s. She was a princess who became a prisoner; a prisoner who became a queen; an Egyptian who became Roman; and a woman who became a powerful ruler in her own right at a time when women were officially politically marginalised throughout the Roman Empire. The more I learned about her, the more this trajectory fascinated and inspired me, and I realised that, as well as providing a new perspective on the legend of her famous (and infamous) parents, her story could also offer new insights into a range of other subjects with very contemporary resonances, such as the lives of ancient women, and of what we would today refer to as Black, Asian and minority ethnic individuals, or people of colour, living during the time of the Roman Empire. Her life story shines new light on the conflict between the politics, culture and history of Rome and Egypt, as well as the relationship between Rome and one of its most significant allied kingdoms (and the only one in Africa), Mauretania.


  Cleopatra Selene’s story also offers us a glimpse into an alternative Roman Empire, where women could be empowered and influential. It contradicts the overarching narrative created by ancient male historiographers − and perpetuated by generations of predominantly male scholars since − in which women did nothing of much significance but, rather, tended to stay indoors where they probably spent all their time weaving.13 Cleopatra Selene was an Egyptian princess who was declared Queen of Crete and Cyrenaica (the eastern littoral of modern Libya) when she was just six years old. She was raised in the expectation of following in her mother’s footsteps and one day being Queen of Egypt, reigning alongside her elder brother Caesarion in the Egyptian style, as both his sister and his wife.


  While the debate regarding Cleopatra VII’s ethnicity rages on with no sign of scholars ever reaching a definitive conclusion, we can potentially consider Cleopatra Selene, with her Graeco-Egyptian and Roman heritages, as having been multiracial. More pertinently still, since her husband was originally from North Africa, it is indisputable that her children were of mixed heritage, or biracial, as we would understand the term today. The Roman Empire, the imperial family and the social elite in particular were considerably more ethnically diverse than they are often assumed to have been. Cleopatra Selene’s Greek, Roman and Egyptian heritages would each have profoundly influenced her life and her identity. These influences are clearly visible in the literary, documentary and archaeological records and they can be of considerable use to us as we embark upon our quest to reconstruct Cleopatra Selene’s life.


  Admittedly, for an ancient historian and archaeologist like myself, the trouble with attempting to reconstruct the life of any woman from the ancient world is that most writers of the surviving literary sources, particularly the ‘canonical’ ones, were men who, perhaps unsurprisingly, were mainly interested in writing about other men. Generally speaking, when these writers do refer to women it is either because those women were, in their opinions, paragons of virtue (such as Octavia) or the opposite (such as Cleopatra VII). They tend to write about women in order to make a point about the men in their lives, rather than out of any interest in them as individuals. So Octavia is written about in relation to Octavian or Antony, and Cleopatra VII is written about in relation to Caesar or Antony. For the most part, when we hear about Cleopatra Selene from these writers, the references are short and to the point, and tend to be more concerned with her father, her husband, or her son. By far the most information about her comes from the Antony, Plutarch’s biography of her father, an instalment in his sequence of parallel lives of famous Greeks and Romans written as tools to instruct the reader about morality. There are other references in histories of the period of the Late Republic and Early Principate, but they are few and far between.


  More illuminating are sources from other literary genres such as poetry. Works like this can give us an indication of how Cleopatra Selene was seen by her peers as well as a degree of insight into her personality. Her marriage to Juba and her untimely death are both commemorated in epigrams by the court poet Crinagoras of Mytilene, and there are other epigrams that may well refer to her.14 Unfortunately, though, Cleopatra is an unhelpfully common name. One such epigram discusses the commissioning of a ring made of amethyst, which was thought to ward off drunkenness. While we cannot be sure that this refers to Cleopatra Selene, when taken in conjunction with her desire to avoid sharing her parents’ bibulous reputation and her fondness for engraved gems it is certainly suggestive. Fortunately, her husband, Juba, was a prolific scholar and polymath, and much of his writing survives. It is often possible to identify Cleopatra Selene’s influence in these, such as in his descriptions of Cleopatra VII and his investigation into the source of the Nile. He seems suspiciously well informed about a woman he had met only rarely, if at all, and a land he had never visited in person, and it is far from unusual for a writer to make use of their spouse’s superior expertise.


  Much more useful and informative, in my opinion, are documentary sources such as inscriptions on stone and archaeological sources such as coinage that I have found, particularly those which Cleopatra Selene was directly responsible for commissioning. Honorific and commemorative inscriptions can help us fill in the gaps for periods when Cleopatra Selene is otherwise missing from the historical record and give us insights into what she was up to. For example, many funerary inscriptions have been recovered from the site of her and Juba’s capital city, Iol Caesarea, modern-day Cherchell in Algeria. These commemorate members of her court who had also been in Antony’s, indicating that she had inherited (or been permitted by Octavian to inherit) her father’s household.


  In the two decades that I have been studying the ancient world, I have looked at a lot of ancient coins, and I have never seen anything like the coinage that Cleopatra Selene designed, commissioned and issued during her reign. It is strikingly innovative, using a unique fusion of Greek and Egyptian text and images. At the University of Glasgow, the Hunterian Coin Cabinet has a wonderful selection of these coins that I have been lucky enough to hold and examine up close. Not only are they beautifully crafted miniature works of art, but they are also highly informative about their commissioners and designers. Whereas Juba uses Latin text (‘REX IUBA’ – King Juba) and a fairly standard royal portrait, Cleopatra Selene always uses Greek text (‘BASILISSA KLEOPATRA’ – Queen Cleopatra), accompanied sometimes by a royal portrait and others by a variety of symbolic imagery, including the sun and the moon, the sistrum of Isis, the royal crown of Egypt, and the occasional crocodile.15
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    A coin depicting Juba with the Latin legend REX IUBA on the obverse face, and the sun and moon and the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA on the reverse face.


    © Bibliothèque nationale de France

  


  Many surviving works of art from the early imperial period tend towards the generic. The portraits of Juba and their son Ptolemy on display in the Louvre, for example, are very much in keeping with the standards set by Augustus in his official portraiture. Conversely, those suggested to be of Cleopatra Selene are rather more interesting and informative, as we can see in the public marble sculptures that have survived from Mauretania, and the private portraits produced in precious metals that have survived from other places around the Roman Empire, such as the one in silver from Boscoreale and the emblema in silver and gilt discussed above. These tantalisingly human glimpses of Cleopatra Selene inevitably raise questions about her day-to-day life, and I have sought out these artefacts and examined them to find the answers.


  Recent archaeological surveys have brought to light a huge amount of information about life in the Royal Quarter of Alexandria in the mid-first century BCE. And in Rome, the imperial family’s houses on the Palatine Hill, and outside the city, have been excavated and found to be well preserved and richly decorated with frescos and mosaics. Other architectural remains attest to the Romans’ enthusiasm for Egyptian culture at the time. There are temples dedicated to Egyptian deities like Isis, and obelisks transplanted all the way from Egypt, many of which are still standing in Rome today. All of this can give us a sense of the places where she lived. Finally, buildings and monuments built by Cleopatra Selene during her reign can be found in Cherchell and other sites in Algeria and Morocco. I have travelled to most of these places, breathed the air and retraced her steps, to try and imagine what she would have seen and experienced in these locations.


  Cleopatra Selene succeeded where her mother and other allied queens − such as Cartimandua of the Brigantes and Boudicca of the Iceni in Roman Britain − failed. Cartimandua ruled the Brigantes tribe based in what is now northern England from around 43 to 69 CE. She sided with the Roman Empire and ruled with its interests in mind – surrendering the rebel Caratacus, King of the Catuvellauni tribe, to the Romans in chains – but was overthrown by her subjects and exiled.16 Boudicca ruled the Iceni tribe based in what is now East Anglia. She was ambivalent about Rome at best, even before her lands were seized, her daughters were raped and she was flogged by Roman soldiers, which motivated her to lead a revolt against the Roman occupation. She was eventually defeated by the Romans in around 61 CE and forced to commit suicide.17 Cleopatra Selene on the other hand, from an extremely young age, successfully wielded power over a large, influential and prosperous allied kingdom during a period when women were marginalised in most areas of life and monarchic rule was regarded with suspicion and unease. Considering that she came to Rome as the illegitimate daughter of a man declared a public enemy and a woman deemed his rapacious paramour, this was an immense achievement. How did she manage it? Perhaps she inherited her mother’s considerable personal charm as well as her intelligence. These abilities, combined with her unique position at the intersection of three ancient cultures, allowed her to adapt to the rapidly changing circumstances of her eventful life, and to thrive where others may have struggled. I believe this makes her simultaneously an historical and a contemporary role model, one who we can learn from and be inspired by in equal measure.


  1


  Alexandria: Cleopatra Selene’s Birthplace


  IF WE ARE TO understand Cleopatra Selene, we must first understand where she came from. Many of the things that she did in her adult life as Queen of Mauretania were rooted in her desire both to live up to a family legacy dating back three hundred years and to ensure that that family continued, albeit in a slightly different form. This legacy, and the sense of responsibility that came with it, was a weighty one indeed. The founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty, Ptolemy son of Lagos (hence another name by which the family was sometimes referred to in antiquity: the Lagids, or the Lagidae), later known as Ptolemy I Soter, came to power in Egypt in 323 BCE after the death of Alexander the Great, King of Macedonia, who had seized the kingdom from the Achaemenid Persians in 332 BCE. Though he died nine years later, Ptolemy Soter’s direct descendants ruled with varying degrees of success and competence for the next three centuries.


  Thanks to the strenuous efforts of Ptolemy I Soter (367−283 BCE) and his immediate successors, the Ptolemaic Empire was at its height over the course of the third century BCE, during the reigns of Ptolemy II Philadelphos (285−246 BCE) and Ptolemy III Euergetes (246−222 BCE). It comprised not just Egypt but also parts of modern-day Libya, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Cyprus, as well as numerous overseas territories in modern-day Turkey, Thrace and the Peloponnese in Greece. This pre-eminence would not last, however, and over the course of the second century BCE the Ptolemaic kingdom was whittled away by its neighbours, the Antigonids of Macedon and the Seleucids of Syria, and the rising Roman Empire. Indeed, in time all these successor kingdoms would fall victim to Rome, until, by the reign of Cleopatra VII, only Egypt would be left. As a result of her father Ptolemy XII Auletes’s previous dealings with Rome, Cleopatra would find herself forced to cultivate good relationships with a series of influential Romans.1


  Macedonian women (such as Alexander the Great’s mother Olympias (375−316 BCE), who worked hard to ensure the succession of her son and, after his death, her infant grandson) seem to have been much more visible and influential than their Athenian counterparts, the Classical Greek women about whom we have the most ancient surviving evidence. The female members of the Ptolemaic dynasty certainly continued in this vein. These trailblazing women include Arsinoe II (316−270 BCE), who instituted brother-sister marriage as a defining feature of the dynasty, acted as co-ruler alongside her brother-husband, and was deified upon her death; and Cleopatra Syra (205−176 BCE), who married into the Ptolemaic dynasty from the neighbouring Seleucid dynasty, a vast territory comprising modern-day Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Jordan and Israel. Cleopatra Syra served as regent for her young son Ptolemy VI, and so became the first Ptolemaic queen to rule without her husband. And there was also the first Cleopatra Selene, who ruled Egypt alongside two of her brothers in succession. She then left Egypt to marry into the Seleucid dynasty and became queen consort to Antiochus VIII of Syria, later queen regnant, ruling in conjunction with her son Antiochus XIII.2 These powerful women established a template for female rule in the Hellenistic and Roman periods that Cleopatra VII would follow and that Cleopatra Selene, in turn, would adapt as Queen of Mauretania. They demonstrated how queens − whether regnant, regent, or consort − could wield considerable power politically, militarily and culturally over extended periods of time.


  The power, influence and sheer importance of the women of the Ptolemaic dynasty is made clear in a mosaic from Thmuis, a city in Lower Egypt, created by the artisan Sophilos in around 200 BCE (the Greek text in the top left corner says ‘Sophilos made this’; clearly, he was proud of his artistic achievement and wished to advertise that fact), that is now housed in the Graeco-Roman Museum in Alexandria.3 Probably based on a painting, its emblema is thought to depict Berenike II, the wife of Ptolemy III, in the guise of the personification of Alexandria. This queen’s headdress is in the form of the prow of a ship with sea creatures painted on the sides, her red, purple and gold robes are gathered at the collar with a brooch in the shape of an anchor, and she carries the flagstaff of a ship festooned with ribbons, all symbolising Egypt’s naval prowess during her and her husband’s joint reign.


  Alexandria was the political capital of Egypt while Memphis was its religious and administrative capital (Ptolemy I Soter had actually transferred the seat of government from Memphis to Alexandria). This complementarity was widely recognised in antiquity and we can see it visualised in a Byzantine mosaic from the Church of Saints Peter and Paul in the ancient city of Gerasa (modern Jerash in northern Jordan) that illustrates them side by side.4


  Alexandria, the city in which Cleopatra Selene was born and spent the first decade of her life, was founded by Alexander the Great on 7 April 331 BCE, after the poet Homer appeared to him in a dream and inspired him to do so, although he did not live to see it completed.5 In classical antiquity, its Egyptian name was, amusingly, ‘Building Site’, while its official Graeco-Roman name was ‘Alexandria Next To Egypt’. It is fair to say that the city, deliberately situated on the Mediterranean coast and facing outwards towards Greece rather than inwards towards Egypt, always remained somewhat aloof from the rest of the kingdom. The Oracle of the Potter, a piece of anti-Ptolemaic propaganda originally written in Demotic Egyptian and later translated into Greek, written in the third century BCE but in circulation for several centuries after that, makes it clear how separate and different Alexandria and its population were from the rest of Egypt, referring to it as ‘the city by the sea’, ‘the city of the foreigners’ and ‘the city of the Girdle-Wearers’, in reference to the Greek style of dress.6 By the time of Cleopatra Selene’s birth, although Egypt was nowhere near as powerful as it had been and the Ptolemaic Empire nowhere near as extensive, Alexandria was still the largest and most important city in the eastern Mediterranean. It was a political, cultural, intellectual and economic hub that had links with places including Juba’s patrimony of Numidia and the kingdoms that would one day be amalgamated into Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s kingdom of Mauretania. It attracted people from all over the ancient world, and its population included not just Macedonians and other types of Greeks, but also Egyptians, Jews, Syrians and Persians.7 These heterogenous ethnic groups seem to have lived together in relative harmony.8 The Greek intellectual Strabo of Amasia (modern Amasya in Turkey) described the city as an intellectual and commercial powerhouse.9 Later in Cleopatra Selene’s life, the city would serve as inspiration for the renovation of Iol Caesarea, the capital of the kingdom of Mauretania, that she and her husband Juba undertook.


  Alexandria covered an area of thirty stades long by seven or eight stades wide, approximately twenty-five and a half hectares, and this was divided into five distinct areas.10 These seem to have been named after letters of the Greek alphabet (although we only know the names of three of these five areas, we can infer the other two). Alpha contained the courts of justice, Beta contained the Square Stoa and a number of granaries, and Delta was where the Jewish population of Alexandria predominated. What Gamma and Eta contained is unknown. According to the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, who lived in Alexandria during the middle of the first century BCE, during his time there the city contained 300,000 free inhabitants, although since this figure does not include the enslaved, in reality the number of occupants would have been far higher.11 There are indications that the city was modelled after Athens, a city where Alexander the Great and many other prominent figures in Alexandria’s early history had spent significant and formative periods of their lives.12


  Strabo arrived in Alexandria shortly after the Roman conquest and annexation of Egypt in 30 BCE, in the entourage of the second Roman governor of the new province, Gaius Aelius Gallus, between 26 and 24 BCE. Thanks to him, we have a detailed description of the city as it would have been during Cleopatra Selene’s childhood, many aspects of which have been confirmed by underwater archaeological surveys undertaken over the last three decades.13 At this point in time, it was a far finer city than Rome, although sadly little of its ancient magnificence is visible today because of a series of natural disasters – such as earthquakes and tsunamis, as well as gradual subsidence – which submerged large parts of it. By the eighth century CE most of Cleopatra Selene’s Alexandria had disappeared beneath the waves of the Mediterranean, where it would remain inaccessible and unknown until the early 1990s, when rival teams of underwater archaeologists, led by Jean-Yves Empereur and Franck Goddio respectively, started exploring the seabed. They proceeded to uncover wonderful things, not just the remains of magnificent ancient buildings and monumental honorific statues of pharaohs and deities, but also minuscule objects once in the possession of the city’s long-dead inhabitants, such as coins and jewellery.


  Strabo begins with the Pharos lighthouse, designed and constructed from white marble by the Greek architect and engineer Sostratus of Cnidus at a cost of 800 talents of gold during the third century BCE. This was situated on Pharos island overlooking the city’s Great Harbour, which was connected to the city proper by a causeway known as the Heptastadion because it was seven stadia long.14 This lighthouse was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, but its purpose was primarily practical as it was visible from 300 stadia away.15 It comprised four storeys, with the ground floor square, the first floor octagonal, the second floor circular; the third was where the fire − and the mirrors that were used to reflect it and project it to the ships out at sea − was located. (A tomb located in the necropolis at Taposiris dating to the second century BCE is modelled after it at one quarter of the size, and gives a sense of what the lighthouse would have looked like.) Numerous depictions of the lighthouse in its prime have survived from antiquity, particularly on the reverse faces of coins issued in Alexandria, such as this bronze hemidrachm issued in the reign of the Emperor Hadrian in 134−135 CE.16 Although it was destroyed and plundered for its building materials long ago, some of the original blocks of marble can still be seen in its vicinity lying discarded on the seabed. The lighthouse was extremely influential, inspiring not only the lighthouse that Cleopatra Selene and Juba built at Iol Caesarea but also others around the Roman Empire such as the one at the harbour of Ostia, the port of Rome itself.17


  According to Strabo, the royal palace complex, the ‘Brucheion’, constituted a quarter or even as much as a third of the entire city, as successive Ptolemaic rulers had added to the original construction, building palaces of their own and leaving those of their predecessors untouched.18 Archaeological excavations in the area have uncovered signs of occupancy dating back to the fourth century BCE: a house, decorated very much in the Macedonian style of the houses in Alexander the Great’s hometown of Pella, was uncovered in the garden of the former British consulate.19 The Brucheion covered the Lochias peninsula in the north-eastern part of the city, and the northern part of the city proper. This is where Cleopatra VII and her family lived and spent most of their time when they were in residence. Aulus Hirtius, one of Caesar’s legates, observed that Alexandria’s buildings were virtually fireproof as they were built of stone, the use of wood minimal.20 All the palace buildings within the complex – each one consisting of many colonnaded courts, each one a different size and set of dimensions to the others – were linked. If someone with access to them felt so inclined, they could make their way from the most recent construction all the way back to the original one, the palace of Alexander the Great at the Acropolis, or Akra.21 Thus there was plenty of room to accommodate important visitors such as Caesar, Antony, and finally Octavian. Caesar’s suite of rooms seems to have been close to the Theatre of Dionysos and conveniently equipped with access to the royal port and dockyards.22
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    A coin depicting the Pharos lighthouse.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  Also belonging to the complex, and as internationally renowned and influential as the lighthouse, were the Museum and Great Library. Just as Alexandria was modelled on Athens, so was the Museum modelled on Aristotle’s Lyceum.23 The Museum was not exactly what we would recognise as such today, but, rather, a temple dedicated to the Nine Muses of Greek mythology, the divine patronesses of the arts: Clio (history), Urania (astronomy), Calliope (epic poetry), Euterpe (lyric poetry), Polyhymnia (sacred poetry), Erato (erotic poetry), Melpomene (tragedy), Thalia (comedy) and Terpsichore (dance). The Museum comprised an exedra (a place, such as an arcade, with recesses and seating where the scholars could sit and listen to lectures and discuss their work), and public walkways through landscaped gardens in which they could stroll, just as Aristotle and his fellow Peripatetic philosophers had done back in Athens. It was decorated with beautiful paintings and statues of eminent philosophers.24 It contained an aviary of birds including pheasants, a menagerie of exotic animals (including, at one point, a huge snake captured in Ethiopia) and a botanical garden planted with specimens sourced not only from North Africa but also from places as far afield as Arabia and India.25 The royal children undoubtedly spent a considerable amount of time here, and it may even have been here that Cleopatra Selene developed the fondness for crocodiles that she would retain for the rest of her life.


  The scholars whom the Ptolemies selected and bestowed their patronage upon were able to live the academic dream, albeit in a marble temple rather than an ivory tower, receiving a generous stipend, immunity from payment of taxes and full-board accommodation. In keeping with the Museum’s possession of an aviary, one ancient satirist, Timon of Phlius, jokingly referred to the Museum as a bird cage, because the scholars ensconced within were kept and fed like birds in a netted enclosure: ‘Numerous cloistered papyrus-warblers are fattened in Egypt with its many peoples, quarrelling endlessly in the Muses’ bird-cage.’26 This gives the impression of the scholars swarming around the buffet table and taking full advantage of the all-inclusive nature of their lodgings (a phenomenon that anyone who has been to a work event with decent catering will recognise). Another ancient commentator, the playwright Antidotus, was more mean-spirited, sneering that the scholars were parasites.27 One of Strabo’s contemporaries, Aristonikos of Alexandria, wrote a treatise focused on the Museum, which presumably went into considerable detail about its day-to-day workings, but it unfortunately has not survived.


  It was common in classical antiquity for temples to include libraries, and there was an even longer tradition of this combination in Egypt, where archaeological remains of the temples and their libraries are still visible, and significant parts of their collections have been discovered and translated.28 Alexandria’s Great Library was the largest library in the ancient world and contained the most extensive collection of works, the full tally being somewhere between 500,000 and 700,000 titles.29 The early Ptolemies were clearly bibliophiles. Ptolemy II Philadelphos (309−246 BCE) was in the habit of purchasing the substantial personal libraries of notable book collectors, and in this way sourced books from Pergamum, Athens and Rhodes.30 Ptolemy III Euergetes (284−222 BCE) worked even harder to stock the library. He sent letters to all the ancient sovereigns that he was aware of, asking for donations of books.31 He received a huge donation from Syracuse, transported to Alexandria on board the enormous ship Syracusia that the inventor Archimedes had built for Hieron II (tyrant of Syracuse from 270 to 215 BCE).32 He borrowed manuscripts of the tragedians Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides from Athens, and refused to return them. The polymath and physician Galen tells us that he even instituted a policy that ships docking in Alexandria were to be searched and, if there were any books on board, these books were to be copied and added to the collection, with the copies being returned to the owner rather than the originals.33 Bilingual people who could translate the works of literature written in their native languages to Greek were employed to do precisely that. However, in 48 BCE, during the civil war between Cleopatra and her younger siblings, Caesar fired the ships in the harbour that were blockading the city and, because of the direction that the wind was blowing, the fire spread to the part of Alexandria containing the Library.34 Just how badly the Library and its collection was damaged is a subject much debated by scholars, as the ancient sources that refer to this event are contradictory: one claims that the Library was completely destroyed, others that only some additional book storage facilities burned.35 But it is probable that repair and restoration work was ongoing throughout Cleopatra Selene’s childhood. Antony allegedly presented Cleopatra with 200,000 books looted from the Royal Library of Pergamum, the Great Library of Alexandria’s main rival as far as grandiose Hellenistic libraries were concerned, by way of recompense. This was a gesture that, if it actually occurred, must have been met with considerable enthusiasm by the book-loving royal family.36


  Also significant was the Sema, or Soma, the mausoleum containing the mummified remains of the individual to whom the Ptolemaic dynasty owed its possession of Egypt in the first place, Alexander the Great.37 Ptolemy I Soter had intercepted Alexander’s body on its way home from Syria to Macedon for burial, stolen it and brought it back to Egypt with him, originally interring it at Memphis, the religious capital city of Egypt, but his son Ptolemy II Philadelphos relocated it to Alexandria, where he had built a sacred precinct worthy to house it.38 While originally Alexander’s mummy had been interred in a golden sarcophagus, by the time of Cleopatra Selene’s birth it had been replaced by one made of glass, or perhaps alabaster, the gold having been plundered by an earlier cash-strapped Ptolemy. This desecration made no difference to the esteem in which Alexander, his body and his tomb were held: Octavian reportedly spared Alexandria from the predations of his army out of respect for the deceased king, an idol of his adopted father Caesar.39


  A more recent addition to the city came in the form of the Caesareum, the temple dedicated to Caesar that was begun by Cleopatra VII and completed by his adopted son, the Roman emperor Augustus. While Strabo does not mention it (and, in fact, during his tenure in the city it was probably largely unfinished), the Jewish intellectual Philo, who was himself born in Alexandria in around 20 BCE and lived there until his death in the middle of the first century CE, provides a detailed description of the temple precinct in its entirety.40 According to Philo, the Caesareum was without parallel in the Roman world. It was situated opposite the best harbour, was the largest and most beautiful temple complex in the city, decorated in silver and gold, augmented with porticoes, libraries, groves, terraces and open-air courtyards, and was full of offerings made by worshippers. In fact, the two obelisks known today as ‘Cleopatra’s Needles’, one of which is located on Victoria Embankment in London, the other in Central Park, New York, were once situated on either side of the entrance. They had originally been erected in the ancient city of Heliopolis during the reign of the Pharaoh Thutmosis III (c.1504−1450 BCE), but were relocated to Alexandria on the order of Augustus around 13−12 BCE.


  Finally, there was the mausoleum of Cleopatra herself. This was another building project that was started by Cleopatra and completed by Octavian. Cleopatra seems not to have wished to be interred alongside her ancestors and Alexander the Great, but, rather, to have a funerary monument all to herself. Attached to a temple dedicated to Isis, it was a two-storey structure, and the second floor possessed windows large enough for Antony to be hauled through following his attempted suicide in 30 BCE, and for Octavian’s soldiers to gain entry.


  Memphis was Egypt’s second city after Alexandria, its location a crucial strategic point on the Nile. It was to Memphis that Alexander the Great had travelled upon first arriving in Egypt, and it was there that he made sacrifices to the Apis Bull and other Egyptian gods, indicating his respect for them. His successor Ptolemy I followed suit. When Cleopatra VII and her children travelled to Memphis, sailing up the Nile on the royal barge, it is possible that they stayed in the Palace of Apries, originally built to accommodate a pharaoh in the sixth century BCE but still in use centuries later under the Ptolemies. Memphis was where the Temple of Ptah and the cult of the Apis Bull were located.41 Although Egypt had a number of bull cults (one of Cleopatra’s earliest acts as queen was to consecrate the Buchis Bull at Hermonthis, and a stele commemorating this occasion has survived and is on display in the New Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen), the Apis Bull was the most important and most famous. The Apis Bull was a black bull with a specific set of white markings: a triangular spot on its forehead, a likeness of an eagle on its back, and crescent-shaped spot on its right flank. Once selected from among the calves, the bull was identified with Osiris and worshipped as a god during its lifetime, living in the lap of luxury within the Temple of Ptah.42 Upon the Apis Bull’s death, it was embalmed and interred in the catacombs beneath the Serapeum in the necropolis at Saqqara. The embalming beds used to do this, made from alabaster and decorated with carvings of lions, can still be seen today.43 Unlike Alexandria, which was a Greek city decorated with Egyptian artefacts requisitioned from across the kingdom, Memphis was a true blend of earlier Egyptian and later Greek construction. But like Alexandria, it also had a multicultural population, with people from the Levant, Syria, Persia, Caria and Ionia (the last two locations being neighbouring regions on the western coast of Anatolia/Asia Minor). In addition to the Egyptian temples, there was one dedicated to the Phoenician goddess Astarte, and one to the Greek goddess Aphrodite or perhaps Selene, Cleopatra Selene’s namesake.


  As we proceed through the story of Cleopatra Selene’s life, it will become abundantly clear just how important her ancestors and her heritage were to her. How she honoured them informed the decisions she made and the things that she did, throughout her time not just as an Egyptian princess, but also a Roman prisoner, and an African queen. She would be driven by her desire to continue the Ptolemaic dynasty and live up to the standards set by her ancestors both male and female. It is time to meet her parents.


  2


  Antony and Cleopatra: West Meets East


  WHILE EVERY PERSON IS, to a greater or lesser extent, influenced by their parents, the impact of the Roman statesman Marcus Antonius and the Queen of Egypt Cleopatra VII on Cleopatra Selene’s life was extreme and profound. This impact commenced from the circumstances of her conception, for Antony and Cleopatra’s connection was not a private matter but, rather, a public one and represented something far larger in scope than a simple romantic relationship. It had huge political implications – and symbolic resonance – for both the Roman and Egyptian polities. For the Romans, it was reconfigured as a meeting of West and East, an encounter that recalled the legendary Helen of Sparta and Paris of Troy, which ultimately resulted in the Trojan War. Indeed, on occasion Roman authors go so far as to explicitly link Cleopatra with Helen.1 This meeting of Antony and Cleopatra would have similar ramifications, as once again the peoples of West and East would ultimately find themselves at war and, once again, the West would – rightly, in the Romans’ view – triumph over the East. The meeting of Antony and Cleopatra was a story with which Cleopatra Selene was no doubt extremely familiar, having been told one version of it by her mother and another by her father, before being bombarded with elaborate albeit highly fictionalised recreations in Latin and Greek poetry and prose, and even art.


  By early 41 BCE, Antony would have had every right to feel extremely pleased with himself. The previous year he had defeated Marcus Junius Brutus and Gaius Cassius Longinus − the ringleaders of the conspiracy that had assassinated Antony’s friend and mentor Gaius Julius Caesar in 44 BCE − at the Battle of Philippi in Macedonia (modern Filippoi in Greece). With the civil war that had raged across the Roman Empire in the wake of Caesar’s death concluded to his satisfaction, he was now the most powerful man in the ancient Mediterranean, the senior member of a triumvirate consisting of himself, Caesar’s adopted son Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. The three men had divided the Roman world up between them, with Antony receiving the prime cut: the wealthy eastern provinces of Macedonia, Asia, Bithynia-Pontus, Syria and Cilicia. Now he was heading east to take this territory in hand and deal with any problem individuals who had taken advantage of the upheaval caused by three years of intermittent civil warfare between powerful Romans and their legions, the Caesarian faction on one side and the so-called Liberators on the other. His approach was simple: he would expand the pre-existing system in which territories that were adjacent to the Roman provinces but not themselves under the control of Rome would be ruled by allied kings and queens. These individuals, with the exception of Cleopatra VII, queen regnant of Egypt, were not members of existing royal dynasties but were appointed by him personally, thus ensuring their loyalty not just to Rome but also to him. As part of this process, he would undertake a certain amount of territorial reorganisation and redistribution. He would also begin preparations for an extended military campaign against Rome’s old enemy, Parthia. Ancient authors considered the Roman and the Parthian empires to be the world’s largest known domains, and the world to have been divided between the two, but the precise nature of the division was up for debate and saw a considerable amount of jostling, since both empires laid claims to world domination.2 The Arsacid dynasty’s Parthian Empire (modern north-east Iran) is little known today, and most of what we do know about it derives from ancient Greek and Roman sources. These were not generally positive, as there was a long history of hostilities between first the Greeks and then the Romans, and their eastern rivals. The most recent expression of these hostilities had resulted in Parthia gaining the upper hand after the total annihilation of Roman forces under the command of the general Marcus Licinius Crassus at the Battle of Carrhae in 53 BCE. It was this catastrophic defeat and the resultant humiliating loss of military standards that Antony was seeking to avenge.3


  But alas Antony was destined to fall prey to the aphorism ‘history is written by the victors’. Owing to a combination of carefully organised and orchestrated character assassination and sheer random chance, the ancient literary evidence that has survived from his lifetime is that written by his enemies rather than his friends, or even himself (and the members of the wealthy and educated ancient Roman elite tended to write a lot, in both prose and poetry). The famous orator Marcus Tullius Cicero loathed him. This was in part due to their diverging political views, emblematised by Antony’s friendship with Cicero’s arch-enemy and nemesis, the populist rabble-rouser Publius Clodius Pulcher (indeed, after Clodius’ death, Antony would marry his widow Fulvia), and in part due to Antony’s support for Caesar and his actions in the wake of the dictator’s death. Consequently, Cicero wrote a series of fourteen speeches that have come to be known as the Philippics (after the famous Athenian orator Demosthenes’ speeches against Philip of Macedon) over the course of 44 and 43 BCE, which set out in considerable detail exactly what he thought of his colleague, and none of these thoughts were remotely positive. To be fair, Antony had his own reasons for loathing Cicero, as Cicero had had Antony’s stepfather Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura executed for participating in the Catilinarian Conspiracy in 63 BCE, an act for which Cicero would subsequently be exiled from Rome for a year – but the Philippics were the last straw. By way of revenge, Antony resorted not to character assassination but to actual assassination, and had Cicero proscribed and murdered, publicly displaying his head and hands on the rostra in the Forum in the centre of Rome.4 While this may sound like an extreme overreaction, to be fair to Antony, Cicero considered him a ‘noxious creature’, and openly bemoaned the fact that the assassins of Caesar had not managed to finish off Antony as well. He went so far as to claim that if he had been involved in the planning and execution of the ‘splendid feast on the Ides of March’, there would have been no ‘leftovers’.5 And in later years, once the Caesarian faction had started to fight among itself, Octavian waged a propaganda campaign against Antony for almost a decade that was so successful that most of Antony’s achievements have either been forgotten or attributed to Octavian himself.6 Antony’s speeches, pamphlets and letters written in his own defence have regrettably not survived. A case in point: Antony was famous for his drinking, and the personal and political consequences of this for him were ultimately severe – he had once humiliated himself in public by having to vomit into the folds of his toga when hungover from a wedding he had been to the night before, and Cicero used this and other similar episodes to facilitate his character assassination in the Philippics. As a result he had been moved to write a treatise entitled On His Own Drunkenness in defence of himself.7 Since the work does not survive, we have no idea of its contents.8 All we can surmise is that it was not a particularly convincing defence, as this hard-drinking reputation would endure. Much later, moralising philosophers such as Seneca the Younger would acknowledge Antony as a great man ruined by drinking, which sapped his abilities and made him cruel, with a tendency to ramble on in graphic detail about the men such as Cicero that he had proscribed and executed.9


  While most of the accusations levelled at Antony − that he spent money like water, went in and out of debt, ate, drank and socialised to excess, had a taste for the company of his social inferiors, bedded unsuitable women and men, and let his wives and mistresses boss him around – are fairly stereotypical ways by which Romans attempted to smear each other’s good names, there is presumably more than a grain of truth in them.10 But it must be borne in mind that for every rather puritanical Roman like Cicero or Octavian who disapproved of this sort of behaviour, there were plenty of others who approved and readily participated in it with him. And, in point of fact, while Cicero may have been quite the prig, Octavian was rather a hypocrite in this regard, being very much a proponent of ‘do as I say and not as I do’. He had a taste for the finer things in life such as expensive furniture and bronze vessels, was a degenerate gambler and an enthusiastic adulterer, cutting a swathe through the wives of prominent senators, particularly those who were his political adversaries, apparently ably assisted in his activities by his wife Livia Drusilla and his friends, a fact which was not lost on Antony as he raised the issue during one of their many bitter exchanges.11 On one occasion, Octavian even threw a banquet in which he dressed as the god Apollo and the other guests likewise appeared in the guise of Olympian gods and goddesses, despite there being food shortages and famine in Rome at the time.12 In any case, however Antony may have behaved, for most of his life he does seem to have been an able politician and a competent general.13 He was certainly extremely popular with his soldiers.


  Identifying portraits of Antony is challenging because Octavian encouraged the Roman Senate to subject him to damnatio memoriae, ‘damnation of memory’, after his death, which led to the destruction of all representations of him in portraiture and references to him in inscriptions. However, this yellowish marble bust dating from the late first century CE, originally found near the Porta Maggiore in Rome in the nineteenth century and now in the collection of the Vatican Museums, is thought to be a rare surviving portrait of him since it bears similarities to the depictions on his coin issues. It gives us a sense of what Antony may have looked like in the prime of his life and at the peak of his career.14
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    A white marble portrait bust of Antony.


    Sergey Sosnovskiy, Wikimedia Commons

  


  So, in 41 BCE Antony travelled east, making his leisurely way through allied kingdoms where kings and queens sought to curry favour with him in various seemly and, on occasion, unseemly ways. During his sojourn in Cappadocia, for instance, he had an affair with the courtesan Glaphyra, and since he subsequently appointed her son Archelaus as king of Cappadocia, clearly her strenuous efforts on his behalf met with success.15 Octavian used this affair as ammunition against Antony’s wife Fulvia, with whom he had a fraught relationship, as he had been briefly married to her daughter Claudia until he had divorced her in order to marry another woman while insisting she remained a virgin.16 He wrote a deliberately inflammatory and rather crass poem about the love triangle that only survived his subsequent attempts to rehabilitate his image because it was included by the satirist Martial in one of his own poems over a century later:


  Because Antony fucks Glaphyra, Fulvia has arranged


  This punishment for me: that I fuck her too.


  That I fuck Fulvia? What if Manius begged me


  To bugger him? Would I? I don’t think so, if I were sane.


  ‘Either fuck or let’s fight’, she says. Doesn’t she know


  My prick is dearer to me than life itself? Let the trumpets blare!17


  Like any Roman male citizen of consequence, Antony was accompanied on his travels by an entourage composed not just of staff for business but also staff for pleasure, and its members included musicians such as Anaxenor of Magnesia, an internationally famous cithara player and singer, Xouthos, a flute player, Metrodoros, a dancer, and an entire troop of Asiatic entertainers.18 No doubt rather inappropriately to Roman onlookers, but perhaps more in keeping with the Eastern way of doing things, Antony blurred the lines between business and pleasure, allocating Anaxenor the responsibility of exacting tribute from four cities, and gave him his own bodyguard of soldiers.19


  Antony eventually settled in Tarsus, the capital city of the province of Cilicia (modern southern central Turkey), in the summer of 41 BCE, and prepared to get down to business. On his agenda was a meeting with Queen Cleopatra VII of Egypt. The pair were already reasonably well acquainted, having met on numerous previous occasions. The first of these meetings took place during Cleopatra’s childhood when Antony was serving as a soldier in Egypt in 55 BCE, when Rome intervened to restore Ptolemy XII Auletes to the Egyptian throne after a revolt − an intervention that was so costly it virtually bankrupted the kingdom and created a debt that ensured Rome’s future interference in Egyptian affairs. The second meeting occurred a few years later during Cleopatra’s visits to Rome as a guest of Caesar in the period between 46 and 44 BCE.20 It would subsequently be claimed that Antony had been enamoured of her since their first meeting and had been biding his time. This may well be true, but equally this may simply be retrospective romanticising of their relationship.21 However, despite Cleopatra having been Caesar’s mistress and the mother of his only recorded biological son, she had reportedly rendered aid to the assassin Cassius, supposedly providing him with money and resources with which to continue his campaign against the Caesarean faction. Antony was decidedly not amused by her apparent perfidy and summoned her to Tarsus to explain herself.22
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    A white marble portrait bust of Cleopatra.


    Sergey Sosnovskiy, Wikimedia Commons

  


  Just as portraits of Antony are difficult to identify with certainty, so are portraits of Cleopatra, and for much the same reason. This Parian marble portrait, discovered in the ruins of the Villa of the Quintillii on the Via Appia (Appian Way) in Rome and now part of the collection of the Museo Gregoriano Profano in the Vatican Museums, is considered by art historians to be the one most likely to depict her, on account of its clear resemblance to the portraits of her featured on her coinage.23 This woman wears a broad diadem, the symbol of a Hellenistic monarch, and has her hair arranged in Cleopatra’s signature ‘melon’ coiffure. If it is indeed the queen, it was probably sculpted during one of her visits to Rome during Caesar’s dictatorship in the period 47−44 BCE, and is perhaps a copy of the golden statue of her that he set up in the Temple of Venus Genetrix in the Forum of Caesar, a singular honour that was probably inspired by her bearing his son, Caesarion.24 And if so, this gives us a sense of what she may have looked like in the years immediately before her liaison with Antony began.


  This first time Antony summoned Cleopatra to meet him in his capacity as governor of the Roman East, she had been ruling Egypt as an ally of Rome for almost ten years. She had reigned first in conjunction with her father, Ptolemy XII Auletes, then after his death she had fought her brothers and sister for control of the kingdom, eventually winning the civil war and regaining her throne with the help of Caesar and his army. She had ruled with Ptolemy XIII Theos Philopator (62−47 BCE), the elder of her two brothers, until 47 BCE, then with Ptolemy XIV Philopator (61−44 BCE), her youngest brother, until 44 BCE. After 44 BCE she reigned with her son, Ptolemy XV Caesar, known as Caesarion, ‘Little Caesar’, until Octavian’s invasion of Egypt and their subsequent deaths in 30 BCE.


  Although Cleopatra was never officially the sole ruler of Egypt, she was significantly older than both of her brothers and was also personally supported first by Caesar and then by Antony – so in reality her word was law. The alliance between Egypt and Rome was both embodied and personified in Caesarion. Egypt was extremely wealthy. The annual inundation of the Nile covered the land on either side of the river in a layer of thick black silt so agriculturally fertile that it was possible to harvest multiple crops each year. The Eastern Desert contained fabulous mineral resources that were mined for gold and precious stones, and the eastern coastline boasted ports such as Berenike (named after the famous early Ptolemaic Queen Berenike I) and Myos Hormos that connected Egypt not only with southern Africa but also with India and China, thus facilitating the Red Sea trade routes that brought exotic luxuries into Europe, also known as the Silk Road. In addition to the natural advantages provided by the environment of Egypt, the city of Alexandria was a major centre of trade in the Mediterranean and considered by some to be the greatest emporium in the world.25 The Ptolemies had the monopoly on trading with India and the Far East. As a result, despite the debts left by Ptolemy XII Auletes’ misadventures, Cleopatra was not only powerful, but she was also inordinately wealthy, too, and her power and wealth made her a desirable ally.26


  The assumption that is often made about Cleopatra is that to attract the attention and support of two prominent Roman generals, two of the most powerful men in the ancient world, both of whom were notorious for their sexual misadventures with both women and men, she simply must have been beautiful and sexy. In fact, Plutarch tells us that it was not so much her physical attributes that made her so attractive, but, rather, her mental ones.27 She spoke many languages, an impressive feat even by ancient Roman standards, when most educated people spoke both Latin and Greek. She therefore seldom resorted to using an interpreter in her dealings with foreign administrations and could take full control of negotiations; this undoubtedly gave her an edge.28 Owing to the hot and dry Egyptian climate which preserves organic remains particularly well, thousands of papyri and ostraca (pot shards used as writing material just as we would use a piece of paper) have survived which demonstrate what a multilingual society Egypt was, with people writing, reading and speaking a range of languages including Egyptian, Greek, Latin and Aramaic.29 In addition to the importance of language-learning, the necessity of seeking the advantage at all times, not just for yourself but also for your kingdom and subjects, was undoubtedly something she would have imparted to her children – indeed, they may well have been present for many of these embassies and had the chance to see her in action. In later life Cleopatra Selene would have been wise to follow her mother’s example and take pains to learn the African languages and dialects, such as Punic, that were in use in Mauretania so that she could do the same.


  According to Plutarch, Cleopatra, as well as being a polyglot was extremely intelligent, highly educated and endowed with considerable personal charm and charisma. She was able to gauge exactly what the person she was speaking to would best respond to and act accordingly, so when she saw that Antony was more comfortable interacting on an informal basis rather than a formal one, behaving more like a rank and file soldier than a lofty general, she adapted her own behaviour and unleashed a charm offensive.30 This must have been refreshing for Antony, who had frequently been on the receiving end of criticism from his Roman peers such as Cicero for behaving crassly and crudely, and in a manner not in keeping with his status as a consul.


  As queen of a nominally autonomous kingdom, Cleopatra was not inclined to answer such a peremptory summons – at least, not at first. She ignored Antony’s letters and did not acquiesce until Antony’s friend and representative, Quintus Dellius, travelled to Alexandria and requested her presence in person, going out of his way to reassure her about the positive nature of Antony’s motivations.31


  Once Cleopatra arrived in Tarsus, what might, under different circumstances, and with different participants, have been a routine meeting between an influential Roman and a Roman ally, instead became something extraordinary. It initiated a partnership that was both a strategic political alliance and a passionate romantic relationship, a combination that was virtually unprecedented in Roman political history. Antony, of course, had a well-deserved reputation as a sexual adventurer, and a tendency to mix business with pleasure, so it was not entirely unexpected that he might attempt to seduce Cleopatra in an attempt to sweeten any deals the pair made. And Cleopatra had already indicated that she was not averse to overtures from Romans that she considered worth her while. Nor was she averse to bearing their children. So, there was an element of inevitability in their professional and personal alliance. What was unexpected, however, was that their relationship would endure for the rest of their lives, and even into the afterlife. This marble relief currently housed in the British Museum has been dated to the late first century BCE or the early first century CE. It depicts a couple having sex on board a boat, and has been tentatively identified as a caricature of Antony and Cleopatra owing to the presence of a hippopotamus, representing Egypt, and dolphins, representing the Mediterranean, with this merging of Egypt and the Mediterranean symbolising their alliance.32


  Having received Antony’s summons from his messenger Dellius and having been reassured that Antony was well disposed towards her, Cleopatra sailed from Alexandria to Tarsus on board her royal barge with no great sense of urgency. No full and detailed description of Cleopatra’s barge has come down to us, but we do have a surviving account of a barge belonging to her ancestor Ptolemy IV Philopater (c.240s−204 BCE). This gives an indication of just how extravagant these vessels were, and the impression they would have made on someone coming aboard for the first time.33 Such pleasure barges were distinct from warships and merchant vessels, and Ptolemy IV Philopater’s was half a stade long, thirty cubits wide at its broadest point and just under forty cubits high, although the mast that bore the purple sails was seventy cubits high. It contained everything one would need to travel in fine style, including bedrooms, dining rooms, covered walkways, peristyle courtyards and closed courtyards. To gain entrance to these living quarters, one walked through an entrance made of ivory and scented citronwood, with fittings of gilded bronze. The columns were made of cypress wood, their capitals of ivory and gold. The boat even contained a shrine to the goddess Aphrodite, occupied by a marble cult statue, and another to the Ptolemies themselves, filled with portraits of members of the dynasty fashioned from translucent marble. The interior decoration incorporated elements of Greek and Egyptian styles. Thus, we should envisage a craft somewhat akin to the super-yachts favoured by the super-rich today.
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    A fragment of a relief, which may depict Antony and Cleopatra having sex on a boat.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Although archaeological evidence of any of the Ptolemaic barges has yet to be discovered, in 1929, two ships built during the reign of Antony’s grandson, the emperor Gaius, better known as Caligula, were excavated from the bed of Lake Nemi in Italy. These ships are thought to have been inspired by those of Cleopatra, so although the ships themselves were destroyed in 1944, when United States Army shells hit the Museo delle Navi Romane they were housed in and started a fire, some of their trappings survive in a dedicated room in the Museo Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Massimo alle Terme in Rome. Viewing these beautifully cast bronze human and animal faces makes it clear that the ancient authors who wrote about these crafts were not exaggerating their luxuriousness.34


  It is important to remember that, according to Plutarch, Cleopatra’s previous introduction to a prominent Roman citizen with whom she was seeking an alliance, Caesar, in 48 BCE had necessitated her being smuggled into her own palace in Alexandria in a linen sack (not, as many popular representations have insisted, rolled up in a carpet) and being dumped on the floor at his feet.35 Some years before, her father Ptolemy XII Auletes, himself deposed and seeking an alliance and assistance from Rome, had had to endure an even more degrading encounter. He was admitted into the presence of the senator Cato the Younger, who had just taken a laxative and, unable to stand up to greet Auletes in a manner befitting his status as a king, proceeded to defecate uncontrollably for the duration of their discussion.36 Under the circumstances, it is no wonder that on this occasion Cleopatra wished to engineer a meeting in which she had the upper hand and could use every one of the considerable resources at her disposal, perhaps envisaging being the dominant partner in the relationship for a change. There was, after all, only one of her, whereas there were three Roman triumvirs who might attempt to seek her favour: she held all the cards.


  One account of the meeting at Tarsus that circulated in antiquity but has since been lost was written by Dellius, who continued to serve as a go-between for Antony and Cleopatra and was involved in organising the logistics of the encounter. He would later be responsible for publishing salacious love letters that he claimed were written by Antony to Cleopatra, as part of Octavian’s propaganda campaign against the lovers, the ancient equivalent of the contemporary ‘revenge porn’ and ‘slut shaming’.37 The version that survives today was included by Plutarch in his biography of Antony and would itself be used 1,500 years later by William Shakespeare. Since this account contains detailed and plausible information that is not featured in any other contemporary historical sources, it is possible that it was based on Dellius’ eyewitness account. Dellius, however, was not Plutarch’s only witness: his source for other details of Antony’s life with Cleopatra was a friend of his grandfather Lamprias, the physician Philotas of Amphissa who lived in Alexandria at that time and was acquainted with Cleopatra’s servants.


  There is certainly no doubt that Cleopatra carefully orchestrated every single detail of her arrival in Tarsus: she was not only performing for Antony; she was also performing for the crowds that flocked to see her. The importance of such pageantry was another aspect of monarchical rule that she no doubt made clear to her children, and in later life Cleopatra Selene would have had the advantage of experiencing not just Egyptian and Greek but also Roman versions of public spectacles, all of which she could have drawn on for inspiration in Mauretania. Tarsus was both a major port and an important city. Caesar had awarded Tarsus such generous privileges that it had been temporarily renamed Juliopolis, while Antony himself decreed the city a civitas libera, a ‘free state’, meaning it was able to govern itself and could therefore elect its own magistrates, pass its own laws and even issue its own coinage. Tarsus was linked by Roman roads to the equally important cities of Ephesus, Corinth, Antioch and Jerusalem, allowing news to spread quickly. To the west of the city, the gate through which Antony and Cleopatra reportedly entered Tarsus still stands and is even known as the Cleopatra Gate in her honour.


  According to eyewitness accounts of Cleopatra’s arrival in Tarsus, the stern of the ship was covered in gold, the oars in silver and the sails were purple, probably dyed with Tyrian purple, the most valuable dye in the classical world, painstakingly harvested from the mucus of the murex snail.38 Cleopatra had planned her entry into the city carefully, aiming to make as triumphant and eye-catching an entrance as possible. As the barge sailed up the Cydnus River, she posed hard, reclining beneath a golden canopy in a tableau designed to resemble a painting of the Greek goddess of sex Aphrodite, flanked on both sides by beautiful young male attendants dressed as Erotes (winged gods associated with love and sex, the antecedents of the modern Cupids) and female ones dressed as Nereids and Graces. Musicians playing flutes, pipes and lyres provided a suitably sensual soundtrack, and thuribles pumped out wave after wave of heady incense. It is hardly surprising that the inhabitants of Tarsus flocked down to the riverbanks to witness the spectacle, leaving Antony sitting alone on the rostrum (the speaker’s platform) in the city’s forum, waiting, growing increasingly embarrassed and impatient as time passed. When it finally became apparent that Cleopatra had no intention of coming to him, he was forced to acquiesce and issue her with a dinner invitation which she promptly refused, suggesting instead that he come to her. What that moment may have looked like is captured neatly by Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema in his evocative 1883 painting The Meeting of Antony and Cleopatra, 41 B.C., in which Antony hesitantly boards the vessel as Cleopatra insouciantly lounges, not even bothering to turn her head to greet him. This composition exemplifies the concept of tryphé, an enthusiastic and (as far as the Romans were concerned) somewhat excessive level of luxury and extravagance. It had originally developed out of the cult of the god Dionysos and the celebrations associated with it, and was enthusiastically adhered to by all the Ptolemaic monarchs.


  A detailed account of what followed was recorded by Socrates of Rhodes, a Greek historian who wrote about the civil war between Antony and Octavian in the late first century BCE. This has survived thanks to the efforts of Athenaeus of Naucratis, who wrote a compendium that covered all aspects of ancient banqueting (and contains extensive material harvested from ancient treatises that are now lost) in the late second century CE. That first evening Antony was hosted by Cleopatra, presumably in one of the dining rooms on board the barge, which was decorated with a multitude of lights, suspended and arranged to cast their illumination in intricate patterns. Initially, she threw what she described as a royal drinking party, a small and intimate occasion, before inviting him, his friends and his commanders to dine with her the following evening.39 At this initial soirée, the drinking vessels were made of solid gold, elaborately worked and set with precious stones, the walls of the dining room were covered in purple tapestries worked with gold thread and the couches were covered with sumptuous throws. When Antony expressed amazement at the expensive display before him, she merely smiled and said it was all a gift for him. The following evening, Cleopatra hosted a second banquet and the setting was extravagant to the point of making the previous evening’s events seem insignificant by comparison, and once again, at the end of the night, she made a gift of everything to Antony and his companions.40 Additionally, she provided litters and litter-bearers to transport the guests of the highest ranks back to their quarters, horses weighed down with silver trappings to the others, and enslaved Ethiopians to accompany them, carrying torches to light their way. On yet another occasion, she spent a talent of gold on roses, which florists braided into a mesh and spread across the floor like a carpet a cubit deep.41 Roses were the most popular flower in the ancient Mediterranean, appreciated for their scent not just when freshly cut and worked into garlands but also when processed into perfume and scented oils. Antony was no stranger to spectacle himself − he had once driven a chariot pulled by lions through the streets of Rome, and had the distinction of being recorded as the first person in Roman history to do so.42 But on this occasion he simply could not compete: when it was finally his turn to host her, his banquet suffered considerably in comparison with hers, a fact that he freely admitted.43


  In response to Antony’s accusation that she had aided the assassin Cassius in the civil war, Cleopatra patiently explained that she had provided troops to Caesar’s ally Publius Cornelius Dolabella and that these troops had defected to Cassius upon Dolabella’s death, which was hardly her fault. Additionally, she elaborated, she had personally sailed her fleet to the Ionian Sea fully prepared to participate in the hostilities, but it had been damaged by a storm and she had fallen ill and not recovered until after the civil war was over. Antony accepted her explanation with good grace, and he also accepted an invitation to spend the winter with Cleopatra at the royal court in Alexandria. Since Antony had spent much of the last three years on campaign and living out of a tent, he presumably jumped at the chance to spend a few months enjoying rest and relaxation in one of the wealthiest and most luxurious courts in the ancient world. While he was there − because he was staying in Egypt in an unofficial rather than an official capacity − he dressed as a private citizen, wearing a Greek himation rather than a Roman toga, and a style of shoe known as a phaecasium that was particularly favoured by Athenian priests.44 He worshipped in temples, attended lectures and seminars given by the scholars at the Museum and Library, and socialised with the Alexandrian citizens.


  The Ptolemaic dynasty’s approach to interior decoration, as with so many other things, was entirely maximalist. So Antony found himself pottering around the Brucheion, a complex that made the barge look like a hovel in comparison. The walls and ceilings were richly decorated with marble, agate and porphyry panelling, the supporting beams were covered with gold, the floor was tiled with onyx, the doorposts were made of ebony and the doors were inlaid with ivory and tortoiseshell.45 Off-white, rich red and deep purple fabrics and plush animal skins were hung from the ceiling, fragrant myrtle and laurel branches were placed strategically, and the floors were either strewn with flowers, even those that would be out of season and thus unavailable anywhere else in the ancient Mediterranean, such as roses and snowdrops, or covered with Persian carpets embroidered with representations of animals.46 Marble statues carved by famous sculptors and paintings crafted by the finest artists, such as Pamphilus of the Sicyonian school, lined the walls.47 For a man who in his formative years was permanently strapped for cash (his father had so many debts that Antony was forced to refuse his inheritance), and who spent much of his adult life out in the field on military campaigns, this must have been a disorienting experience.48 It may have been at this point in his life that he began using a golden chamber pot to relieve himself, much to his contemporary Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus’ disgust: his opinion was later recorded by Pliny the Elder, who in the process huffed that it was a shame that the rebel gladiator Spartacus had no longer been alive to call him to account for doing so at the time.49 The descriptions of Cleopatra’s palace written by later authors such as Lucan and Athenaeus go out of their way to emphasise the sheer luxuriousness of the complex in comparison with more restrained Roman interiors, almost to the point of parody. However, underwater exploration of the site off the coast of the modern city of Alexandria that was once occupied by the palace has supported these accounts. Divers have even brought some of the palace’s fine decorations, ranging from monumental stone sculptures to pieces of gold jewellery, to the surface, and they have been displayed in exhibitions all over the world, including one held at the British Museum that I was lucky enough to visit in 2016.50


  Cleopatra was renowned for the quality and quantity of her banquets, one of the most important ways that a Hellenistic monarch could display their immense wealth and luxurious style of living. The dinner service was gold, and she was such an obliging host that she would often send guests home with pieces of it.51 Attendants offered guests crystal pitchers of Nile water to wash their hands before and after each course, anointed them with oils scented with cinnamon and cardamom, and adorned them with crowns of woven flowers, that, if worn, were believed to have medicinal properties that would prevent drunkenness and, better still, hangovers. Pliny the Elder recounts that, on one notable occasion later in their relationship, Cleopatra, aware that Antony feared death by poisoning and employed tasters to sample his food, apparently indulged in a spot of erotic terrorism. She ordered poisoned blooms to be included in his crown then, during the banquet, removed some and dipped them into his wine,52 suggesting that they drink. As Antony prepared to oblige, she stopped him, saying: ‘Look, I am she, Mark Antony, of whom you are wary with your new wish for tasters. If I could live without you, this is the extent to which I lack opportunity and motive!’ She then summoned a condemned prisoner to the banqueting hall, ordered them to drink the wine, and she and Antony watched as the hapless convict died.


  A variety of homegrown and imported food and drink was served, even when the banquets were small and the guests were few. One eyewitness account from the palace kitchens recounts that they saw eight wild boars being spit-roasted and assumed a sizeable feast was in the offing, only to be informed by the palace staff that, on the contrary, only Cleopatra, Antony and a handful of guests would be present.53 However, multiple boars were necessary as the staff could never be certain of what time the group would finish drinking and talking, and actually commence dining, so they started roasting each one at a different time in the hope that there would always be one ready to go the second either Cleopatra or Antony sat down and called for food.


  They ate. They drank. They drank so much that they even founded a drinking society named the ‘Association of the Inimitable Livers’. A basalt statue base bearing an inscription referencing the society set up by a man named Parasitos, one of Antony’s clients, that is now housed in the Graeco-Roman Museum in Alexandria, confirms its existence, and it confirms something else, too, as it refers to ‘Antony, the Great, lover without peer’. So not only was he an inimitable liver, but he was also an inimitable lover.54


  They gambled. They not only played games of chance such as dice but also made extravagant wagers against each other. On one memorable occasion, Cleopatra bet Antony that she could host a banquet that cost ten million sesterces, roughly equivalent to sixty thousand pounds of gold.55 Antony, of course, took that bet. Cleopatra happened to own two of the largest pearls in history, that had been handed down to her as family heirlooms and which she had set into earrings. The following evening, she hosted a banquet that, while very fine, was certainly not worth ten million sesterces, causing Antony to laugh and claim that he had won their bet. Cleopatra laughed in turn, stating that the banquet was a mere fraction of the amount. Then she requested a cup of vinegar be brought to her. As Antony looked on, curious and perplexed, she removed one of her pearl earrings and dropped it into the cup. Once the pearl had dissolved in the vinegar, she drank it.56 The adjudicator, Antony’s friend Lucius Munatius Plancus, a former Roman consul, judged in Cleopatra’s favour, and then personally intervened with the queen to prevent her from destroying the second pearl in the same manner.57 This event has been immortalised and celebrated in art countless times since, such as in Jacob Jordaen’s Cleopatra’s Feast, Giambattista Tiepolo’s The Banquet of Cleopatra and Guido Reni’s Cleopatra Dissolving the Pearl, the latter fortuitously saved from destruction by Rosamond Warren Gibson in the Great Fire that raged through Boston in 1872. Cleopatra was apparently not the first to perform this trick. Some years earlier in Rome, a gentleman named Clodius, the son of the most celebrated tragic actor in Rome, Clodius Aesopus, had been left a fortune by his successful father and wished to know what pearls tasted like.58 Dissolving one set from an earring belonging to his mistress Caecilia Metella in vinegar, he enjoyed it so much that he invited his friends to a banquet and served them each a pearl of their own, encouraging them to follow suit and swallow theirs. Cleopatra may have heard this story while staying in Rome a few years before and waited for an opportune moment to put her own spin on it. She may also have been aware that Caesar’s sumptuary law, passed in 46 BCE, restricted the wearing of pearls to mothers alone, and forbade them to unmarried women or women under the age of forty-five. Although as queen of an autonomous kingdom Cleopatra was not subject to Roman laws, she still may have delighted in the fact that, while a mother, she was neither married nor over forty-five (she may even have enjoyed flaunting her pearls upon her earlier visits to the city, well aware that while people might not have approved, there was nothing that they could do or say about it). According to Pliny the Elder, pearls were relatively rare in Rome prior to the annexation of Egypt in 30 BCE, and those that were in circulation were small and of relatively low value; Cleopatra’s pearls would have been considerably larger. Much later, Octavian would take Cleopatra’s remaining pearls as spoils and use them to adorn the ears of a statue of Venus set up in the Pantheon built by Agrippa between 27 and 25 BCE.59


  They were entertained. They watched the performances put on for them by members of Cleopatra’s entourage, including one by a monkey that had been trained to dance in perfect time with the music made by singers and flautists. The monkey, however, was easily distracted by treats such as figs and almonds, which would lead him to pull off his mask and tear it up.60


  They dressed up in all sorts of costumes. Antony was keen on cosplay throughout his life, at various points dressing up as his ancestor Hercules or the god Dionysos, but at this point in time he liked to dress as an enslaved person, so Cleopatra sought to match him, quite a departure from her normal garb of Sidonian silk, a fabric that was thin, figure-hugging and rather sheer.61 They roamed the city together in disguise, although of course everyone they encountered knew exactly who they were – the citizens of Alexandria reportedly loved Antony precisely because he did not put on airs and graces but, rather, was happy to let his hair down and act the fool; they said that he wore his tragic mask in Rome and his comic mask in Alexandria.62 It would appear that this sort of behaviour was infectious: on one memorable occasion, Antony’s companion Plancus painted his entire naked body blue and dressed up as the sea god Glaucus, complete with a headdress made of reeds and a fish tail, and spent the evening writhing around on the floor and dancing for their amusement.63


  Cleopatra provided Antony with an abundance of other entertainments.64 She watched and admired him while he exercised and trained with weapons, no doubt preening and flexing his muscles for her appreciation. They went hunting (hunting lions was a royal prerogative and doing so would have given Antony the opportunity to follow in the footsteps not only of Alexander the Great but also of his divine ancestor Hercules in his pursuit of the Nemean Lion). They also fished – on one occasion Antony found himself unable to catch anything while Cleopatra looked on. Embarrassed, he ordered some fishermen to dive underwater and attach a previously caught fish to his hook so he could pretend to have caught it. No fool, Cleopatra realised exactly what he was up to but pretended to be impressed with his fishing prowess, so much so that she invited her friends to watch him in action the following day. While everyone was watching Antony, and he was preparing to cast his line, she ordered one of her servants to dive underwater and attach a smoked fish from the Black Sea to his hook. Antony, believing that he had, at last, caught a fish, pulled up his line only to be flummoxed by what was attached to it, and embarrassed as his audience laughed merrily. Cleopatra consoled him and stroked his deflated ego, saying: ‘Leave the rod to those who rule Pharos and Canopus [i.e. fishermen]; your prey is cities, kingdoms, and continents.’65


  Finally, since Romans had been visiting Egypt to see the sights for over a century, and Cleopatra had taken Caesar on a cruise all the way up the Nile, it is likely that she offered the same opportunity to Antony, albeit on a smaller scale.66 Her original trip with Caesar had been designed as a way of communicating her restoration to the throne to her subjects, to cement her rather less than secure position by emphasising the fact that she enjoyed the support of the might of Rome, and her barge had been accompanied by 400 additional craft. Her trip with Antony would have been more understated – although she would still have wanted to indicate that she was a force to be reckoned with, and now in possession of even more powerful friends. Popular sites were the sacred crocodiles of the god Sobek, who, adorned with jewels, ate offerings from the hands of their cult’s priests; and the colossal temple nicknamed ‘Labyrinth’ after the one supposedly designed and built for King Minos of Crete by Daedalos to house the Minotaur.67 It may have been a trip such as this that led to them being accused of attending orgies in the Nile Delta’s pleasure resorts of Canopus and Taposiris Magna.68


  In return for all this hospitality, Antony assisted Cleopatra in securing her position as Queen of Egypt once and for all. He arranged to have her sister Arsinoe assassinated. She had been living in the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus since her appearance in Caesar’s quadruple triumph, and had been slowly amassing support and influence.69 The Ephesian high priest Megabyzus had apparently recognised her claim to the throne of Egypt and addressed her as queen, for which Antony and Cleopatra sought to punish him.70 He was saved from their displeasure by the supplications of the Ephesians, and forgiven for his transgression. Arsinoe was dead, and no longer a threat to Cleopatra and her child, and that was the important thing.


  Unfortunately, Antony’s Egyptian sojourn could not last for ever. Early in 40 BCE, he received word from Italy that his wife, Fulvia, and brother, Lucius Antonius, had gone to war, first with each other and then, settling their differences, with his fellow triumvir Octavian. While Fulvia insisted that she was representing Antony’s interests in Italy in his absence, others were less convinced, claiming that she had acted entirely out of a desire to get Antony’s attention, distract him from Cleopatra and win him back. Antony departed Egypt and headed back to Italy. Following this, he would not see Cleopatra again for three years, but by the time they were finally reunited, much had changed for them both and they were now inextricably linked by virtue of their shared parentage of the twins Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios.


  3


  The Birth of a Queen


  IN ANTIQUITY, EGYPT WAS renowned for its seemingly boundless agricultural fertility, the result of the annual inundation of the Nile. Authors as far back as Aristotle in the fourth century BCE recorded the belief that Egyptian women were likewise exceptionally fertile, and prone to multiple births, so it would not have been entirely surprising to onlookers when Cleopatra VII gave birth to fraternal twins, a boy named Alexander and a girl named Cleopatra, in the spring of 40 BCE. Pregnancy and childbirth were the most dangerous experiences a woman would have in the ancient world, and maternal and infant mortality were extremely high, even when the woman in question was wealthy and attended by the best physicians and midwives that money could buy, as Cleopatra VII certainly would have been. She had already been through pregnancy and childbirth at least once, having given birth to Caesarion in around 47 BCE, although some oblique references in Cicero’s correspondence around the time of Caesar’s death in 44 BCE suggest that it is possible that she was pregnant again in 44 BCE but suffered a miscarriage, perhaps as a result of the stress of Caesar’s assassination and her subsequent dramatic departure from Rome and flight back to Egypt.1 So, by the time she became pregnant with twins, she had likely already experienced both the highs and the lows of pregnancy and childbirth and would have been well prepared for all eventualities.


  We know nothing about Cleopatra Selene’s birth and next to nothing about her childhood prior to her arrival in Rome at the age of ten or eleven in 29 BCE, just as we know next to nothing about the childhoods of any of her brothers, including her half-brother Caesarion, despite his particularly illustrious paternity. Ancient authors were simply not interested in children or childhood, and even those who wrote the ancient equivalents of biographies such as Plutarch or Suetonius only included anecdotes about their subjects’ youths if they considered it relevant to the men they would become, no matter how blatantly falsified and retroactively inserted those anecdotes might have been (e.g., prophecies and omens foretelling future greatness). For what follows, I have combined the surviving scraps of information we have about Cleopatra Selene specifically with more general information regarding pregnancy, childbirth and childhood in Ptolemaic Egypt during the mid-first century BCE.


  It would have been sensible for Cleopatra VII to engage some of the physicians from the Museum in Alexandria, who were well versed in the theory and – more importantly – the practice of the various contemporary schools of medicine, to oversee her pregnancy and labour. Alexandria was the only place in the ancient Mediterranean where someone wishing to study medicine could not only dissect the bodies of condemned criminals but also live ones.2 Herophilus of Chalcedon, a physician living and working in Alexandria in the early third century BCE, was one of the earliest recorded anatomists in Graeco-Roman medicine. He was particularly interested in gynaecology and obstetrics, and wrote a treatise entitled Midwifery, which discussed the duration and stages of childbirth. His fame was such that he inspired many tall tales: he was apparently responsible for dissecting up to 600 live prisoners, and he was named as a mentor to the first female physician of classical antiquity, Agnodike.3 Although none of his works have survived, he is referred to repeatedly by the second-century CE author Soranus in his treatise Gynaecology. Through Soranus, we can reconstruct some of his research findings and infer from them aspects of his medical practice. Given her fondness for the Egyptian goddess Isis, Cleopatra may have looked to other Egyptian deities closely associated with pregnancy, childbirth and the protection of mothers and babies for support, such as Taweret, the hippopotamus goddess, and Bes, the dwarf god. Many amulets and statuettes of these deities have survived, showing how much the women of ancient Egypt valued them at this most difficult and dangerous of times in their lives. A different type of insight into this experience can be found in the form of a set of mummified human remains dating from the first century BCE that are currently in the possession of the University of Warsaw. They belong to a woman aged between twenty and thirty years old who died and was mummified between the twenty-sixth and thirtieth weeks of pregnancy – the only known example of a pregnant mummy.4 Acquired by the university in 1826 and said to have been found in a royal tomb at Thebes in Upper Egypt, she was clearly a member of the Theban social elite, as her mummification was expertly done, she was equipped with a rich set of amulets and she was carefully wrapped in fabrics.


  It was just as well that Cleopatra VII’s resources as Queen of Egypt were virtually limitless, because gestating and giving birth to fraternal male and female twins was considered especially risky by ancient physicians as they believed that the foetuses did not develop at the same rate.5 But as far as we know, the delivery of the twins was unproblematic, and both mother and babies were healthy: indeed, Cleopatra VII would go on to have another child, Ptolemy Philadelphos, in 36 BCE. In Egypt through the Pharaonic, Hellenistic and Roman periods the preferred method of childbirth was for a woman to be sitting upright on a birthing stool, with someone or something behind her offering support.6 Even the gods were believed to have laboured in this way: the Alexandrian poet Callimachus, based at the Museum in Alexandria during the reigns of Ptolemy II Philadelphos and Ptolemy III Euergetes, described the Titan Leto loosening her girdle and birthing the twin deities Apollo and Artemis while leaning against a palm tree on the island of Delos.7 Many images of birthing stools in use have survived in the archaeological record, such as this terracotta figurine, dating from the first century BCE and discovered in Alexandria, that depicts a pregnant woman straddling one in a Greek chiton tied with a girdle and the himation draped over her hair.8
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    A terracotta figurine depicting a woman in the process of giving birth.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Cleopatra’s birthing stool would probably have been a beautiful and luxurious object, like everything else she owned, carved from gleaming ebony, or scented citrus wood, inlaid with precious metals, ivory or tortoiseshell, a fitting way to bring the next generation of the Ptolemaic dynasty and Egypt’s future into the world.
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    A bronze figurine depicting the goddess Isis nursing the god Horus.


    Bequest of James Parmelee 1940.613, The Cleveland Museum of Art

  


  Given Cleopatra’s consistent self-identification with the goddess Isis, she may have chosen to imitate Isis, one of whose guises was Isis Lactans, ‘Breastfeeding Isis’, and to breastfeed her children herself. This depiction of Isis was certainly extremely popular around the ancient Mediterranean, judging by the number of statuettes that have survived from antiquity, such as this solid bronze example from Egypt now housed in the Cleveland Museum of Art.9 Here the goddess, identifiable because she is sporting her unmistakable headdress comprising the solar disc flanked on either side by cow’s horns, sits with her son in her lap, carefully supporting his head with one hand and guiding her breast to his mouth so he can suckle with the other.


  However, it was standard practice for wet nurses to be engaged to feed and care for newborns, in place of birth mothers. While Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios’ wet nurses were probably enslaved women who were already members of the royal household, a number of papyrus employment contracts for wet nurses have survived from Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, giving us an idea of what such a position entailed.10 A wet nurse was expected to be clean, hygienic, of good moral character and habits, often required to refrain from drinking alcohol or having sexual intercourse. She would nurse an infant for the first eighteen to twenty-four months of its life before weaning it onto solid food. She was also responsible for taking care of it using techniques such as swaddling to encourage its body to form and grow in the correct way, bathing to keep it clean and bestowing affection such as cuddles and kisses, rocking it to sleep and singing it lullabies. Strong bonds formed between wet nurses and their charges, and in elite households the wet nurse was often retained as a caregiver, remaining with their charge for the rest of their life.11 Two famous examples of wet nurses taking their duties seriously well beyond their charges’ childhoods can be found in the biographies of the emperors Nero and Domitian. In the case of Nero, his wet nurses Egloge and Alexandria deposited his ashes in his family tomb on the Pincian Hill. Likewise, Domitian’s wet nurse Phyllis cremated his body at her suburban estate on the Via Latina, then sneaked into the temple he had built and dedicated to his family on the Quirinal Hill, which housed the remains of his brother Titus, his niece Julia and his own infant son, and mixed his ashes with those belonging to Julia, to whom she had also served as wet nurse.12 Not for nothing, according to Publilius Syrus, an ancient author who was himself once enslaved, writing at around this time in the mid-first century BCE, was a common ancient saying ‘the grief of a wet nurse is second only to that of a mother’.13 There was believed to be a particularly close and ongoing relationship between a wet nurse and her female charge, as it would often be the wet nurse who would advise about female matters such as puberty, menarche, contraception, pregnancy and childbirth. In Greek and Roman literature, it is regularly the character of the nurse who is responsible for arranging her charge’s romantic liaisons. So, although we do not know her name, it is probable that Cleopatra Selene’s wet nurse remained a significant figure in her life for many years, and may have been something of a comfort and confidante to the young princess.


  While we know that the twins were born in 40 BCE, we do not know the precise date that they were born, nor the order in which they were born, nor what sort of celebrations accompanied their birth beyond the possibility that the fortieth day after the birth marked the point at which Cleopatra would be considered pure and permitted to enter temples again. However, we do know that after the birth of Caesarion she built a mammisi, a chapel of birth, dedicated to him at the Temple of Montu in Hermonthis.14 This chapel was executed entirely in the traditional Egyptian style, consisting of an outer courtyard, outer and inner halls and a birth room. It survived largely intact until 1861, when it was destroyed so its stone could be requisitioned and repurposed to build a sugar refinery for Ismail Pasha, Khedive of Egypt and Sudan, as part of his programme to modernise the country, its industry and its economy. Thankfully, many early European travellers made drawings and paintings of it, and some even took photographs (those that have survived were taken in 1857, a mere four years before the building’s destruction, by an English traveller named Francis Frith). To date, no similar chapel for the twins has been identified, although Cleopatra may well have dedicated one.


  Or perhaps she augmented existing temples: in 1918, a monumental sandstone sculpture was discovered near the Temple of Hathor at Dendera. Now housed in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo,15 the sculpture depicts two naked children, a girl and a boy, standing with their arms around each other, encircled by the coils of two snakes. The girl, whose hair is dressed in the so-called ‘melon’ style favoured by Cleopatra VII, bears a crescent and a lunar disc on her head (a reference to the goddess Selene), while the boy, whose hair is dressed in the traditional ‘side-lock’ style favoured by Egyptian boys, bears a sun disc on his (a reference to the god Helios). Based on its stylistic likeness to a statue of Pakhom, the governor of Dendera in the period 50−30 BCE, this unique sculpture has been dated to the same period and identified as Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios, making it the only surviving representation of the twins together, and the only confirmed surviving representation of Alexander Helios.
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    The ruins of Caesarion’s chapel of birth at the Temple of Montu in Hermonthis.


    Chronicle / Alamy Stock Photo
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    A sandstone statue from the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, which may depict Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios.


    Wikimedia Commons

  


  The birth of twins was considered a joyous occasion in classical antiquity, and for Cleopatra VII it was confirmation of her fecundity. It was also entirely in keeping with her practice of tryphé and its accompanying excessively luxurious lifestyle: after all, if something is worth doing, it is worth overdoing.16 It did, however, play into pre-existing negative stereotypes and opinions about her morals held by conservative Romans such as Cicero, as it was often assumed that the birth of twins was indicative of the mother having had sex with two different men, with a twin being fathered by each.17 However, in Graeco-Roman mythology the birth of twins was often indicative of the mother having had sexual relations (either consensual or non-consensual) with a god, and Cleopatra VII had certainly claimed to have done so previously. Upon the birth of Caesarion, she presented herself as Isis and Caesarion as Horus to her Egyptian subjects, and herself as Aphrodite and Caesarion as Eros to her Greek ones, as is demonstrated on a bronze coin that circulated in Cyprus, a territory given to her by Caesar in 48−47 BCE.18 Almost too neatly, Caesar’s death in 44 BCE meant that he could be presented as Osiris, and she went so far as to inaugurate a monumental temple complex dedicated to him in the centre of Alexandria.
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    A coin depicting Cleopatra VII and Caesarion on the obverse face, and the Ptolemaic double cornucopia on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  While the truth of Caesarion’s paternity was repeatedly questioned in antiquity, the fact that Antony was the father of Cleopatra Selene and her twin was never doubted. On the contrary, during the 30s BCE, Octavian’s propaganda made much of the fact that Antony had not only indulged in a shameful liaison with a foreign woman that had resulted in him rejecting his legal Roman wife, but that he had also fathered a number of illegitimate foreign children. According to Plutarch, Antony responded to these accusations by claiming that his actions were not only entirely justified, but also in the interests of the Roman people and their empire.19 He took the opportunity to remind everyone that his ancestor Hercules had not restricted himself to one woman, but, rather, had founded many great families.


  The twins were initially named Alexander, presumably in honour of Alexander the Great (the name had appeared occasionally in the Ptolemaic family tree prior to this, presumably for the same reason), and Cleopatra, presumably in honour of Cleopatra herself.20 The other two female names normally used for women born into the Ptolemaic dynasty, Berenike and Arsinoe, were evidently deemed inappropriate in this instance. After all, Cleopatra VII’s sisters Berenike and Arsinoe had both proved disloyal: Berenike had attempted to depose their father Ptolemy XII Auletes, and Arsinoe had tried to depose Cleopatra VII herself. However, upon their introduction to Antony at his and Cleopatra VII’s second meeting, this time in Antioch in Syria in 37 BCE, when they were around three years old, the twins gained additional monikers. These were simultaneously loaded with celestial significance and rather whimsical, the ancient equivalent of the modern practice of giving twins names that begin with the same letter, or names that rhyme. It is possible that an eclipse coincided with Antony’s introduction to his children and gave him the idea, or perhaps male and female twins simply reminded him of the Titan siblings Helios and Selene, the god of the sun and the goddess of the moon. He had previously shown an interest in the god Helios, issuing silver denarius coins depicting himself dressed for religious ritual, veiled, togate, and wielding a lituus (a curved wand that was used by Roman augurs in their divinations), on the obverse face, and the radiate head of Helios (or Sol, as he was known to the Romans) on the reverse face. This has been interpreted as him attempting to connect himself, the supreme Roman, with the sun, the supreme deity.21 There were also several prophecies circulating in the eastern Mediterranean about a forthcoming child and their bright future.22 Just as parents today sometimes like to give their twins complementary names that mark them as a pair, so, too, did the Romans. Within Antony’s lifetime, the Roman consul Lucius Cornelius Sulla had named his male and female twins Faustus Cornelius Sulla and Fausta Cornelia, the male and female versions of the adjective ‘joyful’ in Latin, complementing his own nickname Felix, the adjective ‘lucky’ in Latin. However, antithetical names such as those borne by the Gallic senators Sextus Coelius Canus, ‘white’, and Sextus Coelius Niger, ‘black’, were also used.


  In any event, Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene’s names were both complementary and antithetical in addition to being of significance in both the Greek and Roman divine pantheons. A few years later, Octavian would use the fact that Antony chose these particular names to criticise him for his overinflated sense of self-importance.23 Since Cleopatra Selene and her mother shared the same first name, it is possible that during her childhood she was known by her second name to avoid confusion, at least in private. However, once she reached maturity, it is clear from her coinage that she was known, publicly at least, as Cleopatra. At that point, with her mother long dead, there would have been no cause for confusion, and the additional authority imparted by the ancient and venerable name would have been extremely useful to her in establishing herself. The name Cleopatra, or Kleopatra, as Cleopatra Selene spelled it on her coin issues, had the added benefit, in the original ancient Greek, of being an amalgamation of the words kleos, ‘glory, honour’, and pater, ‘father, ancestor’, or patris, ‘country, fatherland’. It meant, quite literally, ‘the glory of her father/ancestors’ or ‘the glory of her country/fatherland’.


  Traditionally, a Roman child was placed at the feet of its father immediately after birth and it was up to the father to decide whether the child lived or died. If he decided the former, he would pick the child up, thus formally acknowledging it and subsequently naming it; if he decided the latter, the child would be exposed (i.e. left somewhere for someone else to claim or, if nobody did, to die). Considering her love of dramatic spectacle, Cleopatra may well have gone through the motions of placing Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios at Antony’s feet, although, of course, in the event that he had chosen not to acknowledge the twins, there would have been no danger of them subsequently being abandoned.


  *


  However, Antony was not a significant presence in Cleopatra Selene’s childhood. He did not spend any extended time in Alexandria with his Egyptian family until 34 BCE, when Cleopatra Selene was six years old. The fact that Antony was an absent father probably did not strike Cleopatra Selene as strange; after all, her elder brother Caesarion’s father had been equally absent prior to his death while Caesarion was still a toddler, and it is unlikely that he had any genuine memories of the man. The royal children would have grown up being told tall tales of their fathers, and so would have been familiar with them as legends rather than as mortal men.


  While Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios were out of Antony’s sight, they were not necessarily out of his mind. It was perhaps due to their presence in his thoughts that he became intrigued by twins, and purchased a pair of exceptionally handsome twin boys from a slave dealer named Toranius Flaccus.24 However, despite the boys’ identical appearance, it transpired that they were not, in fact, twins, nor were they even related: one was from Asia, the other from north of the Alps. Upon realising that the boys could not possibly be twins, as they did not speak each other’s languages, Antony returned to Toranius, complaining bitterly and feeling that he had been cheated out of the 200,000 sesterces that the boys had cost. Toranius merely shrugged and responded that the reason the price was so high was precisely because the boys were identical without being twins. After all, what was so remarkable about children born of the same parents looking alike? Seeing his point, Antony was mollified.


  For the first ten years of her life, Cleopatra Selene was raised in Egypt as an Egyptian princess at an Egyptian court; the fact that her father was a Roman citizen, former consul and triumvir was almost irrelevant at this stage of her life. Since Antony was largely absent, particularly during her formative years, Cleopatra was the dominant influence. Still, it is unlikely Cleopatra Selene saw very much of her mother from one day to another. Although Cleopatra was technically ruling Egypt and her other territories in conjunction with Caesarion, the boy was too young to have anything other than a nominal role in ruling the region. Thus, Cleopatra would have been far too preoccupied with the business of government to have much to do with the regular care of any of her children.


  Cleopatra Selene’s childhood was spent predominantly in Alexandria, at the royal court in the palace quarter of the city. We can get an impression of her during this period of her life from a sardonyx cameo currently housed in the State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg in Russia, which, dating from the first century BCE and found in Alexandria, has been identified as a depiction of her.25 The portrait shows a solemn child with her hair swept back from her face, perhaps arranged at the nape of her neck in the ‘melon’ coiffure, and topped with a diadem. Behind her is a crescent moon, a reference to her divine namesake. It may originally have been one of a pair, partnered by a sardonyx cameo of Alexander Helios accompanied by the rays of the sun, a combination that his namesake Alexander the Great had often favoured in his own portraiture.


  Although based predominantly at the royal court in Alexandria, from time to time Cleopatra Selene would have accompanied her mother around the ancient Mediterranean on diplomatic trips, such as the one to Antioch to meet Antony in 37 BCE. Although the primary purpose of that meeting was to discuss political and military matters in advance of Antony’s planned eastern campaign, it was in Cleopatra’s interest to show off her burgeoning family and emphasise the security of her dynasty. She had, after all, accompanied her own father Ptolemy XII Auletes to Rome for an extended stay as a child.26 At this time, Alexandria was one of the largest and finest cities in the ancient world, a commercial hub for trade with the Far East, including India and even China, and with a large multicultural population. However, Cleopatra Selene would also frequently have travelled up the Nile to other cities within Egypt, such as Memphis, where she and her family would participate in religious festivals like those that celebrated the Apis and Buchis bulls, overseen by their close friends and, potentially, their relatives the High Priest of Ptah and his family.


  Although Cleopatra Selene was not able to spend much time with either of her parents, it is unlikely that any of the royal children were ever lonely; they would have been constantly attended by a variety of enslaved persons and eunuchs, ranging in role from wet nurses to personal attendants to tutors as they grew and matured. Additionally, many Hellenistic royal courts included extraordinary individuals such as people of unusually large or small stature, or other distinctive features, with dwarfs having been particularly popular and prominent in Egypt since the Pharaonic period. (In the Hellenistic period, during one of his public appearances, Ptolemy IV Philopator was even followed by a retinue of dancing dwarfs.) It seems unlikely to be a coincidence that one member of Antony’s entourage in this period was a dwarf named Sisyphus, who may have been acquired during Antony’s time in Egypt, as he was apparently the first notable Roman to take up this practice.27


  Cleopatra Selene and her siblings would have been highly educated, as befitted members of the Ptolemaic dynasty. Many of Cleopatra VII’s predecessors had been scholars and authors as well as kings and queens, and she herself was a lover of literature, to the degree that her enthusiasm was described as ‘sensuous pleasure’. Cleopatra VII was also so interested in botany, pharmacology and toxicology that treatises on those subjects purported to have been written by her circulated in antiquity and were used by later generations of medical practitioners such as Galen of Pergamum.28 Unsurprisingly for a woman who had borne four children, including one set of fraternal twins, she was also interested in gynaecology, and was rumoured to have experimented on pregnant women.29


  The scholar Nikolaos of Damascus, perhaps hired by Cleopatra VII during her trip to Antioch in 37 BCE, was one of the royal children’s tutors. Three others are known by name, and they were Euphronios, Rhodon and Theodoros, although nothing is known about their academic credentials. Since the internationally renowned Museum and Library were located within the palace quarter, it is likely that Cleopatra Selene had access not just to the holdings, but also the scholars in residence there. Unlike the Romans, the Macedonian royal families had a long history of educating their daughters just as they educated their sons. Therefore, it is probable that Cleopatra Selene was educated by the same tutors and in the same manner as her brothers, perhaps even simultaneously. She certainly seems to have been comfortable around scholars and interested in intellectual pursuits, as she put her education to good use later in life, assisting Juba with his literary works, fragments of which have survived, and show a clear interest in Egypt as well as knowledge about the region.


  Cleopatra Selene may not have been aware that she had other half-siblings; apart from his three children with Cleopatra VII, Antony had at least five other children with three other wives, and there was an early marriage to another woman that may have resulted in yet more children, but this is obscure.30 We only know about it because the woman in question, Fadia, was the daughter of an emancipated enslaved person, and Cicero used her status as a way of criticising Antony.31 At the time of Cleopatra Selene’s birth, Antony already had a daughter, Antonia Prima (so known because she was the first of Antony’s three daughters named Antonia after him in the Roman fashion) by his second wife, Antonia Hybrida Minor, and two sons, Marcus Antonius Antyllus and Iullus Antonius, by his third wife, Fulvia.


  Since Antonia Prima was much older than Cleopatra Selene, having been born in 50 BCE and married in 36 BCE, it is possible that the sisters never actually met, and Antonia Prima played a minimal role in Cleopatra Selene’s life. Yet it is also possible that Antonia Prima travelled in Antony’s entourage on his journeys around the eastern Mediterranean. Her marriage to Pythodoros of Tralles was arranged primarily so that Antony could convince his wealthy son-in-law to invest in his planned military campaign in Parthia, so she may have been a feature of Cleopatra Selene’s life as early as her first meeting with her father in Antioch in 37 BCE. Antonia Prima’s daughter Pythodoria, born in either 30 or 29 BCE, went on to marry King Polemon Pythodoros of Pontus around 14 BCE, which made her Queen of Pontus and the Bosphoran Kingdom, two of the Roman Empire’s eastern allied kingdoms. Pythodoria may have sought the advice of her aunt (who, only ten years her senior, was almost her contemporary) on various aspects of queenship over the years.32 Antony’s decision to marry his daughter, a Roman citizen, to a foreigner was an extremely unusual one for a Roman consul to make. No matter how highly ranked, wealthy, politically useful and influential foreigners could be, they were still seen as inferior to Romans, particularly members of Roman senatorial families, and Romans did not normally engage in these sorts of dynastic games.33 It gives us an insight into his pragmatism and indicates that he was putting down a variety of familial roots in the East.


  Antyllus, however, certainly was part of Antony’s entourage and was resident in Alexandria in the period from 34 to 30 BCE, when he was murdered on the steps of Cleopatra VII’s Caesareum during the Roman occupation of Alexandria. As his father’s oldest acknowledged son, he was Antony’s heir, his status made clear on a series of gold aureus coins issued by Antony from 34 BCE.34 Antony’s portrait is on the obverse face accompanied by an abbreviated Latin legend which reads as follows: ‘Marcus Antonius, son of Marcus, grandson of Marcus, Augur, Imperator for the third time, consul for the second time, consul designate for the third time, triumvir for the ordering of the state’. Antyllus’ portrait is on the reverse face accompanied by an abbreviated Latin legend which reads as follows: ‘Marcus Antonius, son of Marcus’.
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    A coin depicting Antony on the obverse face, and Antyllus on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  It was this status that made Antyllus’ death inevitable; no doubt Octavian thought back to himself at the age of eighteen, posthumously adopted by Caesar and made his heir, determined to avenge his murdered father, and considered him too dangerous to be allowed to live. Since Antyllus and Caesarion were the same age and of roughly equal status – one the son of the Roman triumvir, the other the son of the Egyptian queen – it is likely that they were friends, or at least comrades. They were probably encouraged by their parents to forge a bond that would be politically useful to both over the coming decades, much stronger than the normal patron−client relationship normally enjoyed by Romans and client rulers. A key reason why Egypt was the last remaining Hellenistic kingdom to be ruled by a descendant of one of Alexander the Great’s generals was that its rulers had managed to maintain good relations with Rome. Cleopatra had enjoyed the patronage first of Caesar, then of Antony, while her father had enjoyed the patronage of Gnaeus Pompey, also known as Pompey the Great. It would be a boon to Caesarion as King of Egypt to have a powerful friend in the Roman Senate, one who, if not related to him by blood, was certainly related to his siblings.


  Cleopatra Selene, her brothers and her half-brothers were not the only youngsters in residence at the Egyptian royal court. It was common practice for influential families to send their children to foster with others, where they would be raised and educated but also serve as a living guarantee of their own family’s good intentions and trustworthiness. So, Cleopatra VII’s court contained many children who were members of the royal families of the surrounding kingdoms, including, from 33 BCE onwards, Princess Iotape, the daughter of King Artavasdes I of Media Atropatene (part of modern Iran).35 In 35 BCE, her father made an offer of an alliance to Antony to assist him with his planned campaign against the Parthian Empire to which Antony agreed, and in 34 BCE their partnership was formalised by the betrothal of Iotape to Alexander Helios.36 This betrothal was dissolved in 30 BCE and Iotape was returned to her father. Eventually she married her cousin King Mithridates III of Commagene (another part of modern Iran), and as Queen of Commagene she may have stayed in touch with her childhood playmate.


  As for Cleopatra Selene herself, it is likely that she was betrothed to her older half-brother Caesarion. He had technically been Cleopatra VII’s co-ruler since the death of his uncle Ptolemy XIV in around 44 BCE when he was a toddler, after Cleopatra VII reportedly poisoned her second brother-husband to clear Caesarion’s path to the throne. In reality Cleopatra VII ruled alone until Caesarion was old enough to assist her and have some agency. But it was very clear that Caesarion was his mother’s chosen successor, and monumental sculptures and reliefs of his image proliferated around the kingdom. There are even some indications of Caesarion’s autonomous activities in the archaeological record.37 Yet while Cleopatra VII and Caesarion may have ruled together, and parent–child alliances were not unknown in the Ptolemaic dynasty, the obvious stumbling block to this arrangement – despite its convenience while Cleopatra VII was still young and Caesarion still a child – was that it would not produce any heirs that could succeed Caesarion upon his death. So Caesarion needed a wife and, eventually, a co-ruler: who better than Cleopatra Selene?


  The Ptolemaic dynasty had practised sibling marriage for three centuries, since Ptolemy II Philadelphos had married his sister Arsinoe II.38 While incest is distasteful, not to mention illegal, today, in classical antiquity it was practised legally in various ways and in many places around the ancient Mediterranean. For the Ptolemies, brother–sister marriage not only had practical benefits in that it concentrated power within the family, but also symbolic ones in that it equated the individuals who practised it not only with the Greek but also the Egyptian gods, who were themselves frequently married to their siblings and half-siblings. In the case of Caesarion and Cleopatra Selene, it would have an additional political benefit: although the Romans found incest repulsive, the couple were both half-Roman, and through their fathers both members of ancient, powerful and influential Roman families. This would give them a significant advantage over other allied kings and queens, who could not say the same regarding their own more humble genealogies.


  4


  Death of a Dynasty?


  EARLY IN 40 BCE, the year of Cleopatra Selene’s birth, Antony’s wife Fulvia died suddenly at Sicyon, a Greek city-state, on her way to reunite with him at Athens, from where he was overseeing the eastern part of the Roman Empire. While this was unfortunate for Fulvia, it was, it must be said, rather convenient for Antony.1 As a result, Antony was able to blame Fulvia for everything that had recently occurred in Italy, thereby exonerating himself. It suited Octavian to let him do so; their friends encouraged them to reconcile and reunite in the interests not only of themselves but also of the Roman Empire. Consequently, in the September of 40 BCE they met at Brundisium (modern Brindisi in Apulia), a port city on the Adriatic coast in the south of Italy that was conveniently located for trade not only with Greece but also with the Middle East, as Antony was in the early stages of planning his military campaign against the Parthian Empire. The agreement that they came to there would have significant ramifications for Cleopatra VII and her family, and particularly significant consequences for Cleopatra Selene that would define the course of her adult life, although that would not become clear for quite some time.


  The two men entertained each other lavishly in their separate camps. Octavian’s banquet was of the traditional Roman sort while Antony, perhaps inspired by his experiences in Alexandria, chose to entertain in the Egyptian style.2 He may even have used the gifts that Cleopatra had given him at the banquet she had hosted in Tarsus. Depending on the nature of Octavian’s feelings towards Cleopatra and Egypt at this time, this may not have gone well. The Pact of Brundisium, as the agreement that Antony and Octavian came to is now known, saw them reaffirm their territorial grants, with Antony allotted the east, Octavian the west, and Lepidus Hispania and Africa. They also each chose a man to hold the consulship for the duration of the following year, since neither of them were inclined to take the office at that time. As a means of indicating to everyone that they were genuinely reconciled, Antony agreed to marry Octavian’s older sister Octavia, who, like him, had recently lost her spouse (Gaius Claudius Marcellus, a former consul in 50 BCE and by whom she had two children, one daughter and one son).3 A senatorial decree allowing the marriage had to be issued because Octavia was actually pregnant with her deceased husband’s child, another daughter, at the time, and under normal circumstances a widow was required to wait until ten months after her husband’s death to remarry, to avoid any uncertainty surrounding the paternity of a child she might bear during this time. But this was clearly not considered taboo as Octavian would do something similar (albeit considerably sleazier) himself the following year, divorcing his wife Scribonia the day that she gave birth to his only biological child, his daughter Julia, and then marrying Livia Drusilla, the wife of his political ally Tiberius Claudius Nero, despite the fact that she was six months pregnant with her first husband’s second child. Nero even gave Livia away at the wedding and allowed his two sons, one of whom was the future emperor Tiberius, to be raised in Octavian’s household. This was a startling reversal of the usual Roman practice whereby fathers were the parents who automatically possessed the legal rights to their children and could even completely forbid mothers’ access if they felt so inclined.
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    A coin depicting Antony on the obverse face, and a bust of Octavia on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  Antony issued numerous coins celebrating the marriage (his fourth) from the eastern mints that were under his control. On one rather evocative type, a silver tetradrachm that circulated in Ephesus in Asia Minor in 39 BCE, he is depicted on the obverse face, while a bust of Octavia atop a cista (a box or a basket used for practical and ritual purposes) and flanked by entwined snakes is depicted on the reverse face.4 It is worth noting that this coin depicts a bust of Octavia, rather than a portrait, as living Roman women were not typically depicted on coins, no matter who their husbands were.


  Although marrying Octavia was politically expedient in the short term, and the marriage itself seems to have been happy prior to their divorce in 32 BCE, it was a disaster for Antony in the long run. By marrying Octavian’s sister, Antony blurred the line between political and personal, and ensured that Octavian could use his treatment of Octavia for political purposes, making it all about himself if he felt so inclined – which, of course, he did.


  Around the time that Antony was marrying Octavia, on the other side of the Mediterranean Cleopatra was preparing to give birth to his twins. While she would have been delighted that Antony’s control of the eastern half of the Roman Empire had been reaffirmed, her feelings regarding Antony’s new marriage may have been less enthusiastic. The fact that Antony was married was probably not a concern: after all, both Caesar and Antony had been married to Roman women at the times of their liaisons with her – Caesar to Calpurnia Pisonis and Antony to Fulvia – and neither marriage had made any material difference to Cleopatra or her children’s circumstances. But Antony’s marriage to Octavia would potentially be rather different in this respect because Octavia was Octavian’s sister, and she was from the outset more present in Antony’s life than her predecessor had been. Fulvia had stayed in Rome whereas Octavia had already come east and settled in Athens, a city in which Cleopatra herself was well known, having spent time in exile there with her father as a child. Certainly, it was not long before Octavia gave birth to the first of her daughters by Antony, Julia Antonia Major, known as Antonia Major, in 39 BCE.5 While Cleopatra Selene would have been too young to know or care about this, it is probable that Cleopatra spent some time worrying about how Octavia’s daughter, so close in age to her own, might affect Antony’s feelings and leave her and Cleopatra Selene at a disadvantage.
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    A white marble portrait of Octavia.


    Historia / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  By all accounts, Octavia seems to have been a lovely woman. She was universally praised, lauded, in fact, by ancient authors for her intelligence, dignity and loyalty, as well as for her beauty, which is on display in many surviving marble portraits, such as the one currently on display in the Palazzo Massimo alle Terme museum in Rome, which dates from around 39 BCE.6 She was presented to ancient readers as a paragon of virtue and an example of a sort of ultimate Roman woman. While this conveniently allowed ancient authors to contrast Octavia with both her predecessor Fulvia and her rival Cleopatra, to Octavia’s clear advantage, there must have been some truth to this overwhelmingly positive characterisation. She seems to have been an entirely supportive and faithful wife to Antony, uprooting herself and her young family to travel east and settle with him in Athens, where she spent the majority of the period 40−36 BCE raising not only her own three children by Marcellus, and the two daughters that she would go on to have by Antony, but also taking responsibility for his two sons by Fulvia. It seems highly likely that Juba, too, grew up in her household, since, after Caesar’s death in 44 BCE, Octavian’s military campaigning meant she was the family member with the more stable home life.


  While based in Athens in order to oversee the eastern part of the empire in his role as triumvir, Antony seems to have taken his fondness for the Greek god Dionysos to new extremes. He built a rustic hut in a conspicuous spot above the Theatre of Dionysos on the south slope of the Acropolis, covered it with brushwood and hung Dionysiac paraphernalia including drums and fawnskins up inside it.7 He and his friends would laze around, drinking, entertained by a troupe of musicians summoned from Italy especially for that purpose, and essentially perform for the citizens of Athens. Antony even requested that he be proclaimed as Dionysos throughout the Greek East.8 He decreed that statues erected to him be inscribed with the name of the god rather than his own, and he even began to dress himself like the god, and his entourage, like the god’s attendants.9 He had, perhaps, been inspired by Cleopatra in this, in the way that she presented herself publicly as Isis, Venus and Aphrodite, seemingly to great acclaim from her subjects. The Athenians were happy enough to play along and address him as Dionysos, going so far as to request that he marry their patron goddess Athena.10 Antony agreed, but requested a dowry of one thousand talents of gold, which the citizens provided; however, they also proceeded to graffiti his statues with messages directed at Octavia and Cleopatra, advising both women to divorce him.11


  The five-year term of the triumvirate expired in 38 BCE, and so in 37 BCE Antony and Octavia returned to Italy to renew it for another five years.12 Octavia arranged a meeting between Antony and Octavian at Tarentum in Italy (she is frequently presented acting as an intermediary and peacemaker between the two in this period), and one of the agreements they reached there was that Antony’s younger son by Fulvia, Iullus Antonius, would marry Octavian’s daughter Julia, in an attempt to solidify the bond between the two men.13 It was agreed that now was the time for Antony to undertake his military campaign against the Parthian Empire, and he left Italy having been gifted two legions by his brother-in-law and a thousand soldiers by his wife, in exchange for all of his ships (this loss of his navy would, ironically, come to make him more reliant on Cleopatra and her considerable resources when he sought to replace it). On this occasion, rather than accompanying Antony on his military campaign, Octavia remained in Italy.14 This proved convenient when Antony summoned Cleopatra to Antioch in 37 BCE to request that she provide resources for the campaign, and she arrived toting their three-year-old twins and seeking his recognition of their paternity. This he was happy to give, and he may even have been the one responsible for coming up with their whimsical second names. He was also happy to resume his sexual relationship with Cleopatra. She left Antioch with him, accompanied him as far as the Euphrates, and then returned to Egypt pregnant again. Her third child by Antony, a son she would name Ptolemy Philadelphos, after her illustrious ancestor Ptolemy II Philadelphos, was born in 36 BCE. It is unlikely to have been a coincidence that around this time Cleopatra started double-dating the coinage that she issued. It was traditional practice for Egyptians to date things according to the year of the ruler, so 37 BCE was Year 16 of the reign of Cleopatra. However, at this point she began a new chronology, so Year 16 was also Year 1. What was she marking by doing this? Perhaps, in her eyes, the reconstitution of the original Ptolemaic Empire, as it had been during the reign of her finest predecessor.


  While Cleopatra was celebrating, Antony was marching. His intended military campaign was one that Caesar had been planning prior to his death, an attempt to avenge the death of his friend and ally Marcus Licinius Crassus, Crassus’ son Publius Licinius Crassus, and the loss not only of his legions but also their standards at the Battle of Carrhae (modern Harran in Turkey) in 53 BCE. Crassus’ humiliation, and by implication Rome’s, was total when, after his death, the Parthians poured molten gold into his mouth in reference to his unquenchable thirst for wealth. They also used his severed head as a prop in a performance of Euripides’ The Bacchae given to mark the wedding of King Orodes II’s son and heir Pacorus, and dressed the Roman prisoner who most resembled Crassus in women’s clothing.15


  So, in early 36 BCE, in an attempt to make things right (from the Roman perspective) and, at the very least, recapture the lost Roman standards, Antony and his army travelled east. Unfortunately, his campaign did not go to plan. Like many Roman attempts to invade the Parthian Empire, it proved to be a costly and resounding failure. On the way there, Antony lost 24,000 men, and on the way back, another 8,000. In December, he asked Cleopatra to meet him at Leukokome, a Nabataean port on the coast of the Red Sea, and to bring with her equipment for his troops and money to pay them. He then returned with her to Alexandria. Plutarch is very clear in his assignment of blame for the debacle: Antony’s failure was caused by his longing for Cleopatra, which caused him to linger overlong with her in Alexandria, and set out on campaign far too late in the year, leaving his army at the mercy of harsh winter conditions.16


  In the spring of the following year, Antony planned a new military campaign, this time travelling via the kingdom of Armenia to set up a permanent base from which the campaign could be co-ordinated.17 At this point, Octavia, who had spent the previous year in Rome, where she had given birth to her second daughter by Antony, Julia Antonia Minor, wrote to Antony to tell him that she was travelling to Athens with 2,000 troops and supplies with the blessing of her brother. Since Antony’s first campaign had floundered so spectacularly, he was in no mood to be patronised by either sibling, so he wrote back and asked her not to travel any further than Athens. In turn, Octavia wrote back and asked him what he wanted her to do with everything that she had brought for him. Antony responded that he was prepared to accept the resources, but not her.


  Upon Octavia’s return to Rome, Octavian ordered her to leave Antony. Octavia, however, refused to do so, and furthermore refused to allow her brother to use her husband’s poor treatment of her as a pretext for war. She remained living in Antony’s house, taking care of his Roman children, administering to his business affairs and mediating between him and Octavian.


  Ancient authors lay the blame for Antony’s treatment of Octavia squarely at Cleopatra’s feet. According to them, she was jealous and possessive, saw Octavia as a rival and refused to tolerate her presence, afraid that Antony would compare the two women and find her wanting.18 So, in order to ensure that Antony was not given the opportunity, she went out of her way to manipulate and emotionally blackmail him, dieting to give the impression that she was wasting away; not-so-surreptitiously weeping where he could see her and, when he asked what was the matter, drying her eyes and replying that nothing was; and swooning whenever he attempted to leave her presence. She allegedly engaged some of Antony’s companions to support her in this, and they reproached him for his treatment of her, and told him he was a harsh, unfeeling man, all on her behalf. They even compared the two women to Cleopatra’s advantage, pointing out that Octavia had married Antony at the behest of Octavian, and she would always put his interests first, whereas Cleopatra, a powerful queen in her own right, was dismissed and disrespected, referred to only as Antony’s mistress. These criticisms, they continued, Cleopatra was prepared to tolerate, so long as she had the benefit of Antony’s presence. If there is any truth in these allegations, it is probable that she enlisted the children in her crusade, parading them around in front of him, encouraging them to be as winning and endearing as possible. After all, she had borne Antony three children while Octavia had only produced two, and two of the three were sons. Moreover, her three children were royalty, something that Octavia’s two children could never be.


  After Antony’s departure from Alexandria, and while he was staying in Antioch in preparation for further travels east, Cleopatra’s minions convinced him that she was on the brink of taking her own life, so he turned around and travelled back to Alexandria. This would have been an interesting experience for Cleopatra Selene, an object lesson in how to wield soft power in the face of an equally matched or perhaps even overmatched adversary, and achieve one’s goals by undertaking a calculated, prolonged and sustained campaign of emotional manipulation, rather than attempting to force the issue and showing one’s hand.


  In 34 BCE, Antony set out on campaign once more but on this occasion he only travelled as far as Armenia. Initially, relations between him and Armenia’s king Artavasdes II were cordial, and Antony’s intermediary Dellius even offered Artavasdes a betrothal between Alexander Helios and Artavasdes’ daughter, indicating he was already making plans for his Egyptian children’s futures. Artavasdes was not convinced by this. Sure enough, Antony occupied the kingdom, seized Artavasdes and his family and dragged them back to Alexandria in golden chains.19 This manner of display turned the royal family into just another piece of plunder, albeit plunder of the highest quality.20


  Once in Alexandria, Antony marked his victory with a celebration that seems to have been purposely designed to resemble a Roman military triumph, which his critics back in Rome did not appreciate. The Ptolemies were renowned for their lavish public festivals, and a detailed description of one event celebrating the god Dionysos and held during the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphos, written by the eyewitness Callixeinus of Rhodes, has survived. This account can be used to imagine how Antony, who was a dedicated follower of the same god, may have been welcomed back into the city.21 Antony, dressed as Dionysos in a saffron robe with an ivy wreath atop his head and a thyrsus – a fennel staff that was tipped with a pinecone – in his hand, rode in a chariot through the city and into the Gymnasium. Here Cleopatra – dressed as the goddess Isis – Caesarion, Cleopatra Selene, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos were waiting for him, seated on golden thrones atop raised silver platforms.22 This must have been a thrilling occasion for Cleopatra Selene, as she was now six, old enough to understand that this was a special day, and that she had an important role to play in it. She was probably very excited at the thought of seeing her father and celebrating what was being presented as a magnificent victory, even if that was not precisely the truth. Antony disembarked from his chariot and presented Artavasdes and the royal family, all bound in golden chains, to Cleopatra.23 The royal captives, however, refused to pay obeisance to her, remaining standing rather than prostrating themselves on the floor and kissing her feet in the traditional proskynesis posture; the ritualised manner in which inferiors greeted their superiors had been introduced to the Macedonian royal court by Alexander the Great following his victory over the Persians.24 Little did Cleopatra Selene know that in a few short years she would be in their position.


  In addition to the presentation of the Armenian spoils to his Egyptian family, Antony also made extensive territorial grants to them, an action that has come to be known as the Donations of Alexandria. These grants were a combination of real and imaginary, comprising not only territory that the Roman Empire already possessed, but also that which Antony wished and planned to acquire. He proclaimed Cleopatra to be Queen of Kings, the Queen of Egypt, Cyprus, Libya and Syria, with Caesarion, King of Kings, as her co-ruler. He also made sure to acknowledge Caesar’s paternity of Caesarion, and state that Cleopatra had been Caesar’s wife at the time, making Caesarion Caesar’s legitimate son.25 This decision was guaranteed to enrage Octavian when he heard about it, as it set Caesarion up as his rival for the affections of Caesar’s supporters. Alexander Helios was proclaimed King of Armenia, Media and Parthia (once Antony had managed to conquer it). The boy was dressed in a traditional Median costume complete with ceremonial headdress and flanked by Armenian bodyguards. It has been suggested that two bronze statuettes dating to the second half of the first century BCE, found in Egypt and currently housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the Walters Art Gallery in Boston, are portraits of him made to commemorate this occasion.


  If the statuettes do depict Alexander Helios, and they were commissioned by either Cleopatra or Antony to commemorate the occasion, this raises the possibility that the other children were commemorated in a similar way, but their statuettes simply have not survived, or, if they have survived, not been recognised as such. For Ptolemy Philadelphos was likewise granted territories – Syria, Cilicia and Asia Minor – and was especially dressed up for the occasion, in a Macedonian military uniform, and flanked by Macedonian bodyguards. No mention is made of Caesarion’s or Cleopatra Selene’s clothing on this occasion, so perhaps they were dressed in their usual Egyptian royal garb. Since Caesarion was already King of Egypt, and Cleopatra Selene was proclaimed Queen of Crete and Cyrenaica, territories adjacent to Egypt, this lends credibility to the theory that she was ultimately intended to reign as Queen of Egypt and co-rule with Caesarion after Cleopatra’s death.


  Cleopatra Selene’s new kingdom of Crete and Cyrenaica had once been Ptolemaic territory, but Cyrenaica’s king, Ptolemy Apion (c.150−96 BCE), had died without heirs and bequeathed the kingdom to Rome in his will. The fact that Cleopatra Selene was allotted the Roman territories of Crete and Cyrenaica is potentially significant for another reason: Antony had a particular relationship and history with Crete. In 74 BCE his father, also named Marcus Antonius, had been tasked with combatting pirates in the Mediterranean that were based on the island, but had met with spectacular failure and was defeated by the Cretans in a naval battle, forcing him to make a peace treaty with them.26 Ancient authors are unanimously scathing about his behaviour and competence during this time.27 Yet he was awarded the cognomen Creticus, and was subsequently known as Marcus Antonius Creticus.28 Was this a way of publicly humiliating him as punishment for his failure, and making sure neither he nor anyone else forgot it? If so, it was a snide inversion of the usual Roman practice of awarding geographical cognomina to military commanders who had successfully overcome foreign enemies and captured foreign territory, such as Publius Cornelius Scipio, awarded the cognomen Africanus because of his victory over the Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca at the Battle of Zama in 202 BCE. Since Antony’s father had died shortly after the Cretan debacle, Antony may have felt a certain sense of satisfaction at being able finally to get the better of Crete on behalf of his family, and to impose his daughter as a ruler over the Cretans whose ancestors had so embarrassed his father. It was around this time that bronze coins with a crocodile motif began to be issued on Crete and in one of the Cyrenaic cities by Antony’s lieutenant Publius Canidius Crassus, and it is possible that this was done to honour the new young queen.


  *


  In the wake of the ceremony, Antony wrote to the Senate in Rome, requesting that they confirm the territorial grants. The two consuls, both of whom were loyal to Antony, intercepted his letter and refused to do so. They were attempting to protect him because they recognised, as he did not, that his apparent giving away of Roman territory would be received very poorly by his peers back in Rome.29 Antony’s lengthy stays in the eastern half of the Roman Empire had made it easy for Octavian to present him as out of touch and out of step, and put a negative spin on even the most sensible and reasonable actions. Although, admittedly, Antony had not helped himself in this regard.


  Despite the consuls’ efforts, immediately following the Donations of Alexandria, with Antony based in the east and Octavian in the west, relations between the two became increasingly strained. They hurled accusations at each other across the Mediterranean, and their propaganda war began in earnest. Things cannot have been helped by the apocalyptic prophecies that were now circulating around the empire and which had distinctly pro-Greek and anti-Roman sentiments. Cleopatra was being proclaimed as the Woman or the Widow, a mighty queen who would rescue the east from Roman subjugation.30 One such oracle refers to Cleopatra cutting Rome’s hair, a rather whimsical reference to the territories that she and her children had acquired at Rome’s expense.31 Unlike the rest of the sources from this period that have survived, these present us with the eastern perspective on Antony, Cleopatra and their children, and enthusiasm for the possibilities that their supremacy could bring.32


  Early in 32 BCE, Antony and Cleopatra travelled to Ephesus and summoned the Eastern Empire’s allied kings, many of whom owed Antony their positions and kingdoms.33 Caesarion probably remained in Egypt, as he was just beginning to have some agency as king. The younger children may have been present for this event, especially if there was some sort of ceremonial aspect to it, in which Antony and Cleopatra emphasised their hopes for the future, hopes that rested on their dynasty and the roles that had been outlined for them by the Donations of Alexandria. Upon the conclusion of the meeting, Antony and Cleopatra travelled first to Samos and then to Athens. Antony had spent a considerable amount of time in the city over the course of his life, first studying there as a young man and subsequently using it as his base of operations as a triumvir. Additionally, the city had long been favoured by the Ptolemies who had favoured them in return, and on this occasion its citizens honoured Cleopatra. This may have endeared Athens and the Athenians to Cleopatra Selene, and them to her in turn, and she would visit the city and patronise it with Juba later in her life. Epigraphic evidence indicates that there was at least one Athenian woman in residence at Cleopatra’s court; perhaps she had been engaged on one of Cleopatra’s previous visits.34


  Around this time, Antony finally divorced Octavia. She left his house in Rome and either moved in with Octavian at his house on the Palatine Hill or moved to her own residence nearby. She took all of the children with her, although in the eyes of Roman law she had no right to Iullus, Antonia Major or Antonia Minor, as, legally, Roman children were considered the property of their father rather than their mother. Perhaps in retaliation for Antony’s divorcing his sister, and to further blacken Antony’s name in Rome, Octavian took this opportunity to seize the copy of Antony’s will that he had deposited at the Temple of Vesta with the Vestal Virgins prior to his departure from Rome.35 He had been informed of its presence there by Antony’s former friends Titius and Plancus, both of whom had witnessed the document but had subsequently defected from Antony’s faction to Octavian’s. He read it, marked particularly incriminating and inflammatory passages, and then read these aloud in the Senate. In it, Antony clearly favoured his Egyptian family, reiterating that Caesarion was the son of Caesar, leaving substantial legacies to his children borne by Cleopatra, and requesting that, after his body had been processed through Rome and into the Forum, it be sent to Cleopatra and he be interred in Alexandria.36 Whether Antony’s will was legally valid rather depends upon the status of Cleopatra and of her children, as Roman citizens could only leave legacies to other Roman citizens. Certainly, the smear campaign waged against Cleopatra by Octavian and his cronies emphasised her foreignness and intrinsic otherness, referring to her as ‘the Egyptian woman’ and ‘the Egyptian whore’. But Antony’s will implies that either Cleopatra possessed Roman citizenship, probably granted either by Caesar or Antony, and her children had inherited it from her, or Antony had granted it to them himself. Failing that − and it was this interpretation that Octavian put on the document − Antony had become so alienated from Rome that he was no longer following traditional Roman law or custom.37 Yet one thing to take away from this is that Antony viewed his children by Cleopatra as equal to his children by his Roman wives; no matter how little time he had actually spent with her, he saw Cleopatra Selene as being no different from her three half-sisters.


  A letter written by Antony to Octavian from this time has survived. In it, he tries to determine exactly what his former brother-in-law’s problem with the relationship is while needling him in sexually blunt language for his hypocrisy: ‘What has made such a change in you? Because I’m fucking the queen? Is she my wife? Am I just beginning this, or was it nine years ago? What then of you − do you fuck only Livia Drusilla? Good luck to you if when you read this letter you have not been in Tertulla or Terentilla or Rufilla or Salvia Titisenia, or all of them. Does it matter where or in whom you have your stiff prick?’38 Here he makes the point that both he and Octavian have made a habit of cheating on their Roman wives, but asks, ultimately, what does it matter if they are philanderers? Legally, Roman men could sleep with whomever they wanted, female or male, the only exception to this being another Roman man’s wife. The only person of whom marital fidelity was expected, and basically demanded, was the wife; this expectation would subsequently be made legally enforceable in 18 BCE when Augustus passed the Lex Julia de adulteriis coercendis, the ‘Julian Law for the Repression of Adultery’, which criminalised adultery, penalising not only the adulterous wife and her lover, but also the cuckolded husband if he did not take action and divorce his wife, which would lead him to risk being prosecuted as a pimp.


  Following the expiration of the Second Triumvirate at the end of 33 BCE, relations between Antony and Octavian deteriorated swiftly and the two men’s mutual distrust of each other’s ambitions was loudly voiced by their respective supporters in the Senate. The climax to more than a decade of rivalry arrived in 31 BCE, when Octavian formally declared war on Cleopatra, on the grounds that she had not behaved appropriately as an allied monarch.39 In response, Antony and Cleopatra gathered their forces in the spring of 31 BCE in the Gulf of Ambracia on the north-western coast of Greece.40 Plutarch recalled his great grandfather Nicarchus complaining that all the residents of his hometown of Chaeronea near Delphi had been forced to transport wheat down to the coast to provision Antony’s forces, and they were whipped if those responsible for overseeing felt they were doing so too slowly.41 Throughout the summer, the omens went from bad to worse. Finally, on 2 September, the two fleets engaged off the promontory of Actium. The bronze fitting from the prow of a ship has been recovered from the seabed at Prevesa Bay, near the site of the battle, and is thought to have come from one of the ships sunk during the battle, probably a minor one due to the relatively small size of the fitting.42 The fitting depicts a figure dressed for battle in a helmet and an aegis, usually interpreted as a representation of the goddess Athena.
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    A bronze fitting from one of the ships destroyed during the Battle of Actium.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Octavian’s victory at Actium became the foundation of his personal authority and, as such, it was relentlessly hyped by promoters and propagandists of his regime both during and after his reign.43 Augustan poets such as Horace and Virgil wrote lengthy screeds presenting the battle as a magnificent clash of civilisations, with Virgil going so far as to rework Homer’s famous description of the shield of Achilles in the Iliad as a description of Octavian’s ancestor Aeneas’ shield in the Aeneid, with this second shield bearing a depiction of the battle that showed it to be the culmination and defining moment of the entire Julian dynasty.44 One veteran of the battle, a man named Marcus Billenius, a soldier in the eleventh legion who subsequently settled in the Roman colony set up at Ateste and ended up as a decurion (a type of local councillor), even adopted the name Actiacus in honour of his participation.45 In reality, however, it was a relatively minor skirmish and militarily underwhelming. Cleopatra may initially have had thoughts of following in the footsteps of the famous and renowned Queen Artemisia I of Caria, immortalised by one of her subjects, who happened to be the Greek historian Herodotus, for fighting as an ally to King Xerxes in the first Persian invasion of Greece and commanding five ships at the battles of Artemisium and Salamis in 480 BCE. However, Cleopatra left the battle early, presumably realising that it was more important for her to be in Egypt with her children than in Greece with Antony. She captained her purple-sailed flagship, Antonias, away, and her actions concerned Antony enough that he sailed after her and boarded the ship to ask what was happening, only to find himself being taken south. Their departure was seen as surrender, demoralising the rest of their fleet.46


  For the duration of the journey on Antonias Antony sat alone in the prow, despairing, ignoring Cleopatra completely until her handmaidens Eiras and Charmian convinced him to speak to her.47 They travelled to the coast of Egypt and there went their separate ways, Cleopatra returning to Alexandria as if victorious, her ship decked out in garlands and with triumphant music blaring, so as not to alarm the populace, and Antony heading west to Cyrene in an attempt to acquire more forces by taking control of the legions that were based there. Unfortunately for Antony, however, the legions were not inclined to join him. At this point, with his final hope of military victory over Octavian dashed, he attempted to take his own life and was only prevented from doing so by loyal friends who had stayed by his side. Even so, he plunged into a deep depression and upon his return to Alexandria isolated himself from everyone, including, presumably, his children. He went down to the Poseidium, an elbow of land projecting out from the Great Harbour, upon which there was a Temple of Poseidon, and here built a hermitage that he called his Timonium, as he was choosing to follow the example of Timon of Athens, who lived during the time of the Peloponnesian War (431−404 BCE).48 This man had been nicknamed ‘the misanthrope’, as he felt that he had been wronged and treated with ingratitude and, as a result, hated all men.49 Perhaps, like Timon, Antony spent some of his time attempting to commune with Poseidon, asking the god of the sea why, exactly, he had been forsaken.


  Antony and Cleopatra responded very differently to the situation in which they now found themselves. While Antony struggled with his depression, Cleopatra was galvanised, and worked hard to salvage the situation for herself and her children. She wrote to Octavian and offered to abdicate in favour of her children, presumably meaning Caesarion and Cleopatra Selene.50 After abdicating, she said, she intended to travel to India, but this plan was forestalled when Antony returned from the Poseidium to the palace. Still, in preparation for what Cleopatra must have presumed would be Caesarion’s imminent assumption of power, she enrolled him as an ephebe, marking his assumption of citizenship and the start of military training, and Antony exchanged Antyllus’ toga praetexta, the purple-bordered toga worn by Roman children, for a toga virilis, the plain white toga worn by Roman adult men. These actions confirmed that both young men were now considered to be adults. It is at this point that we start to see signs of Caesarion acting independently of Cleopatra in the archaeological record, perhaps in anticipation of his mother’s abdication and departure from Egypt. An unfinished sandstone stela found at Coptos in Upper Egypt can be dated precisely to 19 January 30 BCE. It records an agreement between a guild of thirty-six linen manufacturers, their families and two high-ranking priestly officials of Coptos regarding the expenses of the local Apis Bull, and on it Caesarion is depicted as an adult male pharaoh making offerings to a group of Egyptian deities including Min, Isis, Geb and Sobek.51


  Upon elevating their children, Antony and Cleopatra seem to have taken a step back. They changed the name of their drinking club to ‘The Partners in Death’, and Cleopatra apparently began testing poisons.52 Yet Cleopatra, rather than thinking emotionally about her own sorry situation, was still thinking strategically about how she might salvage her dynasty, prioritising the political survival of the Ptolemaic house and Egypt above all else. To that end, she sent all four of her children away from Alexandria: Caesarion to India by way of the Red Sea trade routes, and Cleopatra Selene, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos up the Nile to Thebes.53


  Finally, in the summer of 30 BCE, Octavian headed to Egypt. On 1 August, the remainder of Antony’s forces deserted to Octavian. Cleopatra barricaded herself and her treasure inside her mausoleum and sent a messenger to tell Antony that she had taken her own life.54 This seems to me an indication that, however much she might have loved Antony, she had finally chosen her children, dynasty and kingdom over him, prioritising their survival over his, and perhaps even hers. Ultimately this would prove to be the right choice. Upon receiving this message, Antony reacted precisely as she predicted he would, which is why she sent the message in the first place. He attempted to take his own life with the assistance of a slave named, ironically, Eros. Unfortunately, he only succeeded in seriously injuring himself, and he was at this point informed that Cleopatra was not, after all, dead, and demanded to be taken to her. Because Cleopatra was locked inside her mausoleum, Antony could not enter through the main entrance, and a sort of farcical street theatre ensued, with the haemorrhaging Antony hoisted up through a first-floor window on ropes by Cleopatra, Eiras and Charmian. Antony died in Cleopatra’s arms. Eventually, Octavian’s allies gained entrance to the mausoleum and succeeded in apprehending Cleopatra, although not before she had attempted to take her own life by stabbing herself in the chest.


  Once back in the palace, patched up by her personal physician Olympus and under house arrest, Cleopatra attempted to take her own life again with the only means available to her, this time refusing food as a means of starving herself to death. In response, Octavian sent soldiers to Thebes to take Cleopatra Selene, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos hostage and threatened to harm them if she did not eat. How much the children knew about this is debateable. They had presumably been informed that their father was dead, although they may have been spared the more gruesome details, and were probably grieving his passing, despite his irregular presence in their lives. While Ptolemy Philadelphos, at the age of six, was perhaps too young fully to understand their situation, Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios, at the ages of ten (the same age their uncles Ptolemy XIII and Ptolemy XIV had been upon acceding to the throne), were probably more cognisant of the precarious position they were in. They knew their circumstances were grievous enough that their two older half-brothers Caesarion and Antyllus had been sent away from the royal court for their own protection, Caesarion on his way up the Nile to the Red Sea ports to take a ship to India, Antyllus in hiding somewhere out in the city. They must have feared for their own lives.


  Relieved of all the duties commensurate with her position as Queen of Egypt, Cleopatra had nothing to do with her time in captivity but ruminate. She was determined not to be led through the streets of Rome in Octavian’s triumph, ogled and jeered at by hostile crowds as her sister Arsinoe had been sixteen years earlier, prior to being either executed or exiled from Egypt. Another aspect of her younger sister’s fate may have weighed heavily on her: the fact that she herself had had to eliminate Arsinoe after she had been recognised as Queen of Egypt in exile. Assuming that Octavian permitted Cleopatra to abdicate in favour of her children, which was by no means certain since he had not yet agreed to her proposition, there might come a day when Caesarion and Cleopatra Selene felt that their mother was sufficiently dangerous to order her execution, just as she had ordered her sister’s. She still had some small amount of influence: a spy told her that Octavian did, in fact, intend to take both her and her children to Rome and include them all in his triumph. Once the reality of her situation became clear, she hatched a plan.


  On 10 August 30 BCE, cognisant of the fact that the success of her plan hinged upon Octavian not realising anything was amiss, she asked to be allowed to visit Antony and make the customary funerary libations.55 She was, after all, a bereaved widow. For Cleopatra to be able to visit Antony at this time implies that he had been cremated according to Roman practices and his ashes placed in an urn or an ash chest rather than mummified according to Egyptian practice, since the mummification process took weeks. Octavian had no interest in returning Antony’s remains to Rome, so they were probably interred in Cleopatra’s own mausoleum. She may have been permitted to take the children with her, or they may have been taken to the mausoleum separately, to allow them to pay their respects to their father, as pietas was an extremely important concept to the Romans.


  Cleopatra dined, bathed and dressed herself in her full regalia. Then, in a manner which remains a mystery to this day but probably involved some sort of poison, she took her own life. Her loyal handmaidens Eiras and Charmian took theirs in quick succession, one of their last acts being to straighten Cleopatra’s royal diadem.56 A beautifully painted but unfortunately fragmentary fresco dating from the early first century CE from the House of Giuseppe II at Pompeii in Italy, was once thought to depict the suicide of the Carthaginian noblewoman Sophonisba, the lover of King Massanissa of Numidia. It has more recently been suggested, by the historian Duane W. Roller, as a depiction of the suicide of Cleopatra.57 There are certainly details in the painting that support this interpretation. The male attendant on the left of the painting is holding the muzzle of a crocodile, either a real one, or, more realistically perhaps, part of a tray in the shape of a crocodile. The positioning is right for the woman at the centre of the painting holding a bowl to have picked it up from there. There are also two female attendants in discussion, one dark-skinned and one light, and these could be Eiras and Charmian.58 The woman reclining and raising the bowl is wearing a diadem, and it is she who has been identified as Cleopatra, while the man standing directly behind her, leaning close and also wearing a diadem, has been identified as Caesarion. Of course, Caesarion was not actually present at the moment of Cleopatra’s death, as he was on his way to India, but he was certainly the next in line for the throne, so his inclusion may be an acknowledgement of this position.


  After her death, Cleopatra would have been mummified and interred in her mausoleum. The location of the mausoleum has been lost; to date neither the tomb of Alexander the Great nor any of the tombs of the Ptolemies have been discovered by archaeologists excavating in Egypt. It is thought, based on the ancient literary accounts of first Antony’s and subsequently Cleopatra’s deaths, that the mausoleum was situated in Alexandria, although recently the theory that it was actually situated in Taposiris Magna, thirty miles east of Alexandria, has received considerable attention.59


  So, in the space of just over a week, Cleopatra Selene found herself deprived of both of her parents, and it was not long before she was deprived of both of her older half-brothers, too. Antyllus, who had gone into hiding in Alexandria, fearing, correctly, that as Antony’s eldest son and heir, he would be a target, was betrayed by his tutor Theodorus. Octavian’s soldiers dragged him out of the Caesareum, where he had been trying to claim sanctuary, and ignominiously beheaded him on the temple’s front steps. Not content with betraying his young charge, to add insult to injury, Theodorus robbed his decapitated corpse of a precious stone that Antyllus had worn on a chain around his neck. He did not get away with it, however, and Octavian had him crucified as a punishment. Caesarion was likewise betrayed by his tutor Rhodon, who told him that if he returned to Alexandria Octavian would accept him as King of Egypt. He was either intercepted and executed on the spot or brought all the way back to Alexandria and executed there.60 There is no record of what was done with either of the young men’s remains; perhaps they, too, were interred in Cleopatra’s mausoleum along with their parents.


  It may be that Octavian had genuinely considered permitting Caesarion to succeed Cleopatra and reign as King of Egypt, albeit a much smaller and weaker Egypt relieved of all the territorial grants and special benefactions that Antony had made to Cleopatra over the course of the last decade. He had, after all, on his way to Egypt confirmed the titles of other kings who had been elevated by Antony, such as Herod of Judea. However, Octavian’s companion, the philosopher Areius, apparently advised him that ‘too many Caesars is not a good thing’ and encouraged him to rid himself of his rival.61 But even with Caesarion out of the way, there were still three other members of the Ptolemaic dynasty who could occupy the Egyptian throne, if not necessarily now, then at some point in the future. This is where Cleopatra Selene was in a slightly stronger position than her brothers: after all, while there were two remaining possible kings of Egypt, there was only one remaining possible queen.


  5


  The Aftermath of Actium


  IT IS CLEAR FROM Octavian’s actions while he was in Egypt that, if he had ever considered allowing Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene to succeed Caesarion and Cleopatra VII as King and Queen of Egypt, he certainly did not entertain that possibility for very long. For Cleopatra Selene, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos, grieving their mother, father, half-brothers and cousin under heavy guard in the Brucheion, this must have been a strange and disturbing time indeed. Since Octavian classed Rome’s rule of Egypt as beginning on the first day of the new Egyptian year, 29 August 30 BCE, the kingdom was nominally under the rule of the children from Cleopatra VII’s death until that time, but under the circumstances they cannot have felt much like monarchs.1 They were perhaps permitted to visit their mother’s mausoleum and pay their respects to their deceased parents and siblings, but they were unable to do likewise to their cousin Imhotep Petubastes IV, the much anticipated and adored only son of Pasherenptah III and Tayimhotep, who had died mysteriously, perhaps assassinated, just as the Romans had entered Alexandria. This was because Imhotep Petubastes IV was not buried immediately and would not in fact be interred for another seven years.2 His embalmed body finally received its funerary rites in 23 BCE, long after Cleopatra Selene and her brothers had left Egypt, never to return.3


  Octavian and his legions remained in Egypt for some time, settling affairs in the wake of the invasion and annexation. He may have been considering whether to install Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene as the new King and Queen of Egypt; Alexander Helios’ betrothal to Princess Iotape of Media had been dissolved and she was on her way home to her father so this prior arrangement was no longer an impediment. However, at around the age of ten, the children were too young to rule independently, and their uncle Ptolemy XIII’s dependence upon the nefarious advisers Pothinus, Theodotos and Achillas offered a salutary warning of what could happen when child rulers were poorly served by those who were supposed to guide them. Additionally, since Caesarion had been betrayed by Rhodon, and Antyllus by Theodoros, two individuals in whom their family had placed considerable trust only to see it betrayed with fatal consequences, it is unlikely the children were feeling particularly well disposed towards their own tutors. Indeed, Nikolaos of Damascus hurried to distance himself from Cleopatra and her offspring in a most unseemly manner, ingratiating himself with Octavian and Cleopatra’s rival King Herod of Judea. Nikolaos would later write a biography of Octavian, of which some rather obsequious extracts survive. Since Egypt was both strategically and economically important to the Roman Empire, it needed to be carefully managed. One solution was for Octavian, or someone loyal to him, to oversee the kingdom until Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene were old enough to return and be installed as allied rulers answering directly to Octavian, in five to ten years’ time. In any case, the death of Cleopatra had not changed Octavian’s plans for the children: they were to be taken to Rome and led in his triumph, and to remain there for the time being so that he, and people he trusted such as his sister Octavia, could keep an eye on them.


  While in Egypt, Octavian visited the Sema/Soma to pay his respects to Alexander the Great.4 He apparently reached inside the glass sarcophagus to touch Alexander’s face and in the process broke off a piece of the mummified corpse’s nose.5 He declined to pay his respects to the Ptolemaic kings and queens, however, saying somewhat contemptuously, ‘I wished to see a king, not corpses’.6 He also declined to pay his respects to the Apis Bull at the Temple of Ptah in Memphis, saying, even more contemptuously, ‘I worship gods, not cattle’.7 Perhaps this is why the Apis Bull is recorded as having bellowed in lamentation and burst into tears.8 This behaviour was unlikely to endear him to Cleopatra Selene and her brothers. Nor would it have endeared him to the staff at the Temple of Ptah. Their High Priest was dead and had no direct descendant to take up his mantle, which meant that a significant religious role would go unfilled for the time being – the Egyptians must have wondered what would happen if the Apis Bull died, and a new one needed to be installed before a replacement High Priest could be appointed.


  He also agreed not to remove any statues of Cleopatra after Archibius, one of her loyal retainers, offered him 2,000 talents of gold to leave them in situ.9 Octavian may have been relieved by this offer, as, since Cleopatra was perceived as a living goddess in Egypt, there may have been some religious opposition and the possibility of accusations of impiety had he removed all evidence of her from the kingdom. Perhaps this is why the fine monumental relief of Cleopatra and Caesarion making a sacrificial offering has survived on the wall at the Temple of Hathor at Dendera; Octavian chose to leave it in situ and intact, but did make sure to add his cartouche to it, thereby drawing viewers’ attention to the fact that the relief remained untouched only because he had determined it should be so. In the process, he not only rewrote Egyptian history but also redefined Egypt’s position in the ancient Mediterranean, making this ancient kingdom a small part of the much larger Roman Empire.


  Octavian was merciful to the citizens of Alexandria, and the inhabitants of the rest of Egypt, even though there was, unsurprisingly, a degree of civil unrest in the wake of the invasion and the deposition and death of the queen and king. Regarding his clemency, he gave particular credit to the influence of his friend Areius, a philosopher from Alexandria, although he probably neglected to mention to the citizens of Alexandria that it was on Areius’ advice that he had had Caesarion executed.10 He was also merciful to Antony’s rank-and-file soldiers and sailors: now that he was the undisputed master of the Roman world, he could afford to be magnanimous, and this was cited as an example of his clemency by Seneca the Younger some years later in a treatise he wrote to guide the young emperor Nero in 55−56 CE.11 He instructed his forces to undertake maintenance work on the irrigation system, clearing drainage channels that had become clogged up with silt.12 Perhaps these practical actions gained him the support of the inhabitants of the kingdom, despite the troubling omens that were said to be proliferating: it rained both water and blood, mysterious music could be heard, a huge serpent appeared, comets streaked across the sky, the ghosts of dead men walked the streets and statues frowned.13 Accounts of these omens passed on to Cleopatra Selene and her brothers by their staff may have given them hope that the gods had not completely abandoned them after all, although these hopes were likely short-lived.


  Like their former subjects, Cleopatra’s children were now at the mercy of Octavian. We must ask, why did Octavian put the older children to death yet keep the younger children alive? Caesarion, as the biological son of Julius Caesar, was his main rival, as Octavian was merely adopted, and posthumously at that. Additionally, since Caesarion had been enrolled as an ephebe, he was legally an adult and so able to hold a position of political and military power. The same was true of Antyllus. If the pair had joined forces, linked as they were by their half-siblings, they would have been able to do what Octavian and Antony had themselves done to the assassins of Caesar, and they would have attracted the loyalty of disaffected supporters of both Caesar and Antony, not to mention anyone else alienated by Octavian over the years; they could have proved formidable adversaries. The other children were not merely younger but much younger, nowhere near the Roman understanding of adulthood, which was around fourteen years old. Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene were ten and Ptolemy Philadelphos was six, and so were much less dangerous and much more sympathetic, still young enough to be re-educated and repurposed in favour of the Roman Empire, and in favour of Octavian himself, since they owed their lives to him specifically. And it must be borne in mind that there was nothing to stop him from having them killed later if they stepped out of line, just as he would ultimately do with their surviving half-brother, Iullus Antonius.


  At some point, Octavian decided to take responsibility for raising Cleopatra Selene, Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos. This may have been his own idea, or it may have been Octavia’s: she was, after all, raising Antony’s other surviving children – her two daughters and his son by Fulvia, Iullus – and it made a sort of sense to keep all of them together, despite the fact that they had not yet met. Since Octavian only had one biological child, taking Antony’s six surviving children under his wing along with his wife’s two children offered him an opportunity to present himself as the ultimate Roman pater familias, simultaneously a stern patriarch and a congenial family man. It may have been born out of practicality, since the three surviving members of the Ptolemaic dynasty and the heirs to the throne of Egypt were a precious resource and could not be entrusted simply to anyone. Equally, it may have been born out of affection, the children may have been endearing: ancient authors record that he raised them as carefully as if they were his own kin.14


  There were other royal children living at the court in Alexandria, and while some, like Princess Iotape, were sent home, others, such as the brothers of Artaxes of Armenia, he retained and brought to Rome. This meant that Cleopatra Selene and her brothers were not alone in their new situation, and they may have been grateful for this as they travelled from Egypt to Greece, and from Greece to Italy. They finally arrived in Rome in the summer of 29 BCE, almost a year after the deaths of their parents, half-brothers and cousin, and the loss of everything they had ever known. But fate had one more blow in store: Ptolemy Philadelphos disappears from the historical record at this point, and it is assumed that he died either on the journey to Rome or soon after his arrival, perhaps unable to cope with the rigours of travel or the change in climate or environment. Alexandria, situated on the Mediterranean coast, was known in antiquity for its salubriousness, whereas Rome, a much more densely populated city sprawling across marshy plains and straddling a river that frequently burst its banks, was known for quite the opposite. Malaria, to name but one disease, was endemic, and since it also exacerbated any pre-existing health problems, newcomers to the city were prone to succumb to it, with children particularly vulnerable, especially during the hot summer months.15


  Cleopatra Selene’s grand entry into Roman public life took place at Octavian’s triple triumph in the summer of 29 BCE, an honour that he was awarded by the Roman Senate for the three victories that made him the undisputed master of the Roman world: Illyricum (35−33 BCE), Actium (31 BCE) and Egypt (30 BCE). A military triumph comprised a parade that set out from the Campus Martius, the ‘Field of Mars’, outside of both the ancient city walls and the pomerium, the sacred boundary of the city that separated the centre from its environs, and wound its way through the centre of the city, past the Circus Maximus, up the Via Sacra, ‘Sacred Way’, and culminated in a sacrifice at the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill. (This route was used until the construction of the Forum of Augustus and its Temple of Mars Ultor, ‘Mars the Avenger’: from then on, most Julio-Claudian triumphs would instead culminate there, at the temple where Octavian had vowed to avenge the assassination of Caesar.) It served as the means by which a victorious general could present himself, his soldiers and all the prisoners and plunder from his campaigns to the Roman people. Octavian’s was somewhat unusual in that it celebrated three victories across three days, with Illyrium on the first day (13 August), Actium on the second (14 August) and Egypt on the third (15 August) as the grand finale.16 In this, he was following his adoptive father, who had celebrated a quadruple triumph across four days. Octavian’s, however, was the first Roman triumph to take place over consecutive days rather than across a longer period of time with breaks in between.17


  A military triumph was also the only chance the majority of Romans ever had to put faces to the names of figures of historical significance, those notorious enemies of Rome that they had been hearing so much about for weeks, months, potentially even years, or to experience the exotic and mysterious far-off peoples and places that had been subjugated by the empire. They were assisted by placards depicting these peoples and places, complete with explanatory labels and captions. Geographical features such as rivers were particularly popular, and it is likely that the Nile, renowned throughout the ancient Mediterranean for being a river that behaved in an utterly unique and, to the Romans, entirely bizarre way, was represented in this manner (it certainly soon became a popular subject in Roman public and private art). Notable landmarks were often featured, and it is almost certain that an image of the Pharos graced a Roman triumph for the second time in twenty years, probably accompanied by images of the Brucheion, the Museum and the Library, Alexandrian assets that were all now under Roman control. Rams, weapons and armour confiscated from the defeated forces of Antony and Cleopatra, objects plundered from Egypt’s temples, and exotic animals requisitioned from the royal menagerie would also have been prominently displayed. It would have been a riot of noise and colour, a feast for the senses of the hundreds of thousands of spectators thronging the streets of the city and leaning out of windows and over balconies, desperate to obtain a decent view.


  As anyone who has participated in any sort of parade can appreciate, it would have been simultaneously tedious and terrifying for Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios. They would have had to wait in formation, with the sun beating down on them on the Campus Martius, for hours until it was their turn to move, and then they would have had to trudge at length through an unfamiliar (and, no doubt in their eyes, used as they were to Alexandria, much inferior) city. They had probably never walked so far or for so long before in their lives. As the guests of honour, they were situated at the very end of the parade of booty, images, placards and prisoners, immediately before the chariot bearing Octavian, impossible for the spectators to miss.


  Had Cleopatra lived, Octavian would have paraded her through the streets of Rome in golden chains, just as she had paraded the members of the Armenian royal family five years before. From her perspective, suicide, which the Romans viewed as a positive, honourable and ultimately heroic course of action, would certainly have been preferable to such public humiliation; Antony’s friend Horace makes precisely this point in the poem he wrote about her death.18 This seems to have been a common attitude among defeated enemies of Rome, with famous historical personages such as Perseus of Macedonia and Mithridates IV of Pontus likewise taking their own lives as one last defiant act, thus depriving the Romans of the ultimate spectacle. It did not make much of a difference to the occasion: Plutarch and Cassius Dio tell us that, in the absence of a living Cleopatra, either an image or an effigy of her dead body being embraced by a snake took her place in the parade, with Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene walking alongside it.19 The twins were dressed as the sun and the moon, their costumes referencing their second names. There was no way the thousands of Roman spectators could fail to identify them. A brief eyewitness account of this part of the triumphal procession has survived in one of the poems written by the Roman elegist Propertius, in which he gives his response to the effigy of Cleopatra that was displayed: ‘Your hands received Romulus’ [i.e. Rome’s] chains. I watched your arms bitten by sacred serpents and your limbs draw in the hidden course of sleep.’20 While Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios would have been familiar with the sensation of being on public display, this appearance before the inhabitants of Rome was something more akin to Princes William and Harry walking through central London in the wake of their mother’s hearse on the way to her funeral. It must have been excruciating.


  The cruelty and humiliation of being forced to take part in such a spectacle so soon after her parents’ deaths must have been hard for Cleopatra Selene to reconcile with the demands of her new life in Rome. It may have been comforting for her to realise that, whereas adult participants in triumphal processions were greeted by spectators with scorn, child participants tended to inspire sympathy. On occasion their plight even moved spectators to tears: it was understood that they were entirely innocent of their relatives’ crimes. Additionally, it would not have been lost on many of the spectators that these specific children were in the unique position of being half-Roman themselves. They may even have physically resembled their father, bringing him to the forefront of the spectators’ minds. Since it was not considered appropriate for Romans to be awarded military triumphs for defeating other Romans, or to celebrate the deaths of other Romans, Antony and his followers did not feature in the second and third days of the triumph, celebrating the Actian and Egyptian victories, respectively. Instead, Cleopatra was presented as the sole enemy throughout.


  While walking in the procession, Cleopatra Selene would have seen many reminders of her former home and life, as all the spoils from Egypt, including the treasures of the Ptolemies and Cleopatra’s fine possessions, were on display alongside herself and her brother. After the triumph, these spoils were distributed to temples around the city for display and would remain there for decades. One of these was the Temple to the Deified Julius Caesar in the Roman Forum, the foundations of which can still be seen today, often decorated with offerings left by visitors.21 This temple, had been vowed in 42 BCE and was finally dedicated on 18 August 29 BCE, the entrance decorated with some of the gleaming bronze rams captured at the Battle of Actium. An illustration of it can be seen in the background of a later relief of the emperor Trajan, which is currently on display in the Curia Julia, the Senate House, in the Roman Forum. The games that accompanied the dedication incorporated wild beast hunts which included a rhinoceros and a hippopotamus presumably sourced from Egypt, potentially only the second time these exotic creatures had ever been seen in Italy.22 Before being killed in the arena, the rhinoceros was exhibited on the Campus Martius.23 Rome acquired so much wealth from the conquest and annexation of Egypt that interest rates and property prices rose dramatically.24


  Even once the triumph was over and done with, Cleopatra Selene would not have been able to escape the Battle of Actium and the conquest of Egypt. Octavian’s victories over Antony were the foundation of his personal authority and status as the princeps civitatis, the first citizen of Rome. Consequently, reminders of both were set up everywhere, in public and in private, across the Roman Empire. The Senate voted to erect an honorific arch in the centre of the Roman Forum, spanning the Via Sacra between the Temple of Castor and Pollux and the Temple of the Deified Julius Caesar.25 It was the first permanent three-bayed arch to be built in Rome and, although only the foundations remain today, we can get a sense of what it would have looked like from the depictions of it on Octavian’s coinage.26 Copies of the arch were set up around the empire; part of one survives as the Arch of Augustus at Rimini. According to a medieval description of the original arch, it included a relief depicting Octavian’s ship in pursuit of Cleopatra’s, meaning that Cleopatra Selene would have encountered a scene from the battle that depicted her mother in action as a naval commander. It may also have included scenes from Octavian’s triumph, so that she may have had the odd experience of viewing a scene depicting her mother’s effigy, herself and her brother.27


  Elsewhere, lavish monuments commemorating the battle were set up in prominent locations, their decorative reliefs depicting scenes from the battle. A marble relief, currently in the Duques de Cardona Collection in Córdoba in Spain, is particularly faithful to one of the fictionalised literary accounts of the battle that circulated afterwards. In this poem written by Propertius, Octavian’s patron god Apollo addresses him prior to the battle, reassuring him upon his first glimpse of Antony and Cleopatra’s enormous fleet: ‘Do not be afraid because their fleet is propelled on oars by a hundred wings; the sea on which it sails will not abide it; and though their fearsome prows bear rocks such as Centaurs throw, you will find them hollow planks and painted terrors’.28


  It is notable that the ship in the foreground at the centre of the relief has a substantial centaur figurehead. This same motif appears on a terracotta lamp that was found in the Fayum in Egypt and has been dated to between 10 BCE and 50 CE, which perhaps indicates continuing interest in Antony and Cleopatra, and regret at their defeat and deaths, among the residents of the former kingdom.29


  A marble frieze, found in the necropolis of Colombella at Praeneste (modern Palestrina in Italy) and currently housed in the Vatican Museums at Vatican City in Rome, is slightly different however.30 The relief depicts a bireme warship carrying Roman soldiers armed with shields and spears, ready for action. Once again, the crocodile is used to indicate Egypt; this relief may have originated on the funerary monument of someone who participated in the battle and wished to emphasise their role in such a significant moment in contemporary Roman history. Praeneste was a city that was more inclined toward Antony than Octavian, so this could have come from the tomb of someone who had fought on the losing side in the battle but remained loyal to his commander.
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    A white marble relief depicting the Battle of Actium.


    Rabax63, Wikimedia Commons

  


  Octavian also lavished attention on the Actian peninsula in north-western Greece, close to the site of his victory. He rebuilt the Temple of Apollo, constructing ship sheds in which he dedicated one of every type of ship that had been used in the battle, and dedicated an enormous victory monument at the city he founded there, which was named Nikopolis (‘Victory City’). The monument was set with thirty-five bronze rams, taken from the ships of Antony and Cleopatra’s navy that had been captured by his forces.31 It may have become something of a tourist destination, viewed by the Romans much like the Western Front is by Europeans today. He also instituted the Actian Games, a series of competitions that would be celebrated every four years, an addition to the pre-existing Greek circuit of sacred games which included the Olympics. The Actian Games encompassed athletic, equestrian and musical competitions, along with occasional boat and chariot races. The male competitors were divided into three age classes (boys, youths, adults), and victors were awarded crowns woven from reeds, a reference to the god Poseidon. When the Actian Games were first inaugurated, they were celebrated not only at Nikopolis, but also in Rome on 2 September 27 BCE, the fourth anniversary of the Battle of Actium, and it is probable that Cleopatra Selene was in attendance, along with the rest of the imperial family. While the now teenage girl undoubtedly found some, maybe all, of the competitions exciting and the competitors engaging, her constant awareness of the occasion that they were commemorating must have made the experience bittersweet.
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    A widely circulated coin depicting Octavian, victor of Actium, on the obverse face, and a crocodile (symbol of defeated Egypt) and the legend AEGYPTO CAPTA on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  Finally, Octavian issued a series of coins in gold and silver celebrating his achievement that were put into circulation around the Roman Empire. On the obverse face of the coin is a portrait of Octavian, on the reverse a crocodile, an animal often used as a shorthand for ‘Egypt’ in ancient art, and the Latin legend AEGYPTO CAPTA, ‘Egypt Captured’.32 This practice of using an image of a crocodile to represent Egypt would be resurrected later.
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    A coin depicting Octavian and Agrippa on the obverse face, and a crocodile chained to a palm tree on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  Additionally, a bronze coin was issued in the Roman colony of Nemausus (modern Nîmes in the South of France) in the province of Transalpine Gaul between 10 and 14 CE.33 On the obverse face is a joint portrait. On the right-hand side, it depicts Augustus wearing a laurel crown, the prize awarded to a military victor and worn during his triumph. On the left-hand side, it depicts Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, his best friend, son-in-law and father of his grandsons and heirs Gaius and Lucius, wearing a rostral crown (a crown decorated with representations of the prows of ships, rostra in Latin). This was the prize awarded to the person who was first to board an enemy’s ship, and was intended to honour Agrippa’s role as the admiral of the Roman fleet at the Battle of Actium. On the reverse face, a crocodile weighed down in chains is positioned in front of a palm tree. These direct references to the Battle of Actium and the conquest of Egypt suggest that some of the veterans from the campaign were settled at Nemausus. This was a fitting place for them, as previously veterans of Caesar’s Egyptian campaign had been settled there, and no doubt the two groups had much to say to each other about their experiences in the region and many war stories to exchange.


  While Cleopatra Selene could try to avoid these tangible reminders of the Battle of Actium and the conquest of Egypt such as the public monuments set up and the coins issued to celebrate these events, there was little she could do about the intangible ones. Octavian, for example, eventually named the calendar month ‘Sextilis’ after himself, having chosen Sextilis because it was the month in which he had defeated Antony and Cleopatra, first at Actium and then, the following year, at Alexandria. In January 27 BCE, the Senate bestowed a new name and title upon Octavian, and he was subsequently known as Augustus, ‘Revered One’. Hence the new name of the month, August, which remains in use to this day.


  Over forty years later, and long after the death of Cleopatra Selene and her brothers, Augustus, for all intents and purposes now the first emperor of Rome, was still reminding people of his Egyptian victory. He would go so far as to write an account of his achievements that he had engraved in bronze and set up on the doors of his mausoleum in the centre of Rome (the mausoleum survives; the engraved bronze does not), stating tersely, ‘I added Egypt to the empire of the Roman people’.34 This account was also inscribed on stone and set up in many other places around the empire (the surviving copies have all come from sites in Turkey). Yet Cleopatra Selene would have taken some comfort in knowing that she was not the first in her family to have endured this experience. After all, Arsinoe, Cleopatra’s younger sister, who in many ways served as both a role model and a cautionary tale for Cleopatra Selene, was a Roman prisoner, albeit one locked inside a gilded cage. And, Juba, Cleopatra Selene’s soon-to-be husband, had participated in this same triumph as an infant, yet his experience had been very different from that of Arsinoe. As we shall see in a later chapter, as a foster child of Caesar, he had been raised as a Roman citizen.


  6


  When in Rome…


  THERE IS A BEAUTIFUL fresco on the wall of the House of Marcus Fabius Rufus in the Insula Occidentalis at Pompeii.1 Painted in the middle of the first century BCE, it depicts a woman holding a child. She wears a pair of snake bracelets on her wrists, a transparent tunic, a purple mantle and a white veil topped with a gold diadem decorated with a serpent or – perhaps – the Egyptian uraeus. The child clings to her face and neck. Yet at some point this lovely work of art was covered up, and a false wall was constructed in front of it.


  Why did the owners of the house do this? At the time that the painting was produced, the house belonged to two freedmen of the Julian family named Euplus and Pothinus, and this Pompeian branch of the Julian family may have been related to the Roman branch of the Julian family, which included Caesar and Octavian (Pompeii received a significant amount of patronage from Augustus and his immediate family over the course of the Julio-Claudian dynasty). The woman and child depicted in the painting have been identified as the mother goddess Venus Genetrix and her son Cupid. Venus Genetrix was particularly dear to Caesar, and he dedicated to her the temple he built adjacent to the Forum in the centre of Rome. However, Caesar also set up a gilded statue of Cleopatra VII in this temple; she was, after all, the mother of his only biological son.2 So is it possible that this fresco depicts not just Venus Genetrix and Cupid, but also Cleopatra VII and Caesarion? The woman certainly bears some similarities (particularly the large diadem and hairstyle) to the portrait recovered from the Villa of the Quintilii on the Via Appia in Rome and now housed in the Vatican Museums, and marks on the bust’s cheek indicate that something – perhaps a child, representing either Eros or Caesarion – was once pressed up against it, so it may have looked like the woman and child depicted in the fresco. If so, it can perhaps provide insight into what a visitor to the Temple of Venus Genetrix might have seen in the late first century BCE,3 and more specifically, what Cleopatra Selene would have seen had she visited the temple during her time in Rome in the period 30−25 BCE, in an attempt to honour, and perhaps feel close to, her deceased mother and older brother.


  This proposed identification of the figures in the fresco could explain why they were covered up. After Octavian’s conquest of Egypt, and the deaths of Cleopatra and Caesarion, it would have been politically expedient to renounce them. Yet, on the off chance that the figures might become less problematic in the future, the fresco was not obliterated but, rather, disguised, leaving Euplus and Pothinus with the option of reinstating it later. We cannot blame them for hedging their bets in this way: while Cleopatra and her oldest son were beyond the pale in Rome at this time, somewhat contradictorily her daughter was not. Quite the opposite, in fact.


  Cleopatra Selene was now ensconced at the heart of the family that held the most power not only in the city of Rome but in the whole of the Roman Empire. She moved into her father’s former wife Octavia’s home atop the Palatine Hill in the centre of the city and found herself living alongside a trio of half-siblings: her older half-brother Iullus and two younger half-sisters, Antonia Major and Antonia Minor. Antonia Major was very close to her and her twin brother Alexander Helios in age, and Antonia Minor was of a similar age to her now deceased younger brother Ptolemy Philadelphos, so the sibling dynamics would have taken some getting used to.


  Unfortunately for Cleopatra Selene, she did not have an ally in her twin brother for very long. Alexander Helios’ appearance at Octavian’s triple triumph dressed as the sun is the last time he appears in the historical record, and it is assumed that, like Ptolemy Philadelphos, he sadly failed to adapt to his change in circumstances.4 In fact, Octavia’s son Marcellus, Octavian’s nephew and closest male blood relative who was, for a time, considered his likely successor, died only a few years later in the autumn 23 BCE at the age of nineteen after a short illness contracted at the holiday resort of Baiae in Campania.5 Octavia’s grief for her only biological son was recorded by the biographer Suetonius, who writes of her listening to Virgil recite a scene from the Aeneid that named Marcellus.6 Upon hearing the poet mention his name, she fainted and could be revived only with difficulty.7 No doubt this succession of deaths of promising young boys and men was difficult and disheartening for everyone in the family, but it would have had a particular impact on Cleopatra Selene. She had now lost her entire Egyptian family but unfortunately her lingering grief over Ptolemy Philadelphos and Alexander Helios was undoubtedly overshadowed by that of Octavia and her own children, who had lost their son, brother and half-brother, not to mention that of Augustus, who had lost his heir and received a significant blow to his nascent dynastic plans. It is highly unlikely that Ptolemy Philadelphos and Alexander Helios received a grandiose state funeral or had substantial monuments like the Theatre of Marcellus, the beautiful remains of which can still be seen in Rome today, dedicated to them like Marcellus did.8 Her brothers may have been interred with far less fanfare in Augustus’ mausoleum, or their remains may have been added to their father’s family’s mausoleum, but it is improbable they received the funerary rites that were customary for members of the Egyptian royal family. This was yet another indication of the enormous change in circumstances the children faced upon the death of their mother and the loss of their patrimony. (It was extremely rare for Romans to undergo mummification; the embalming of the empress Poppaea Sabina, the wife of the emperor Nero, Cleopatra Selene’s great-nephew, was sufficiently unusual as to be considered noteworthy of recording by the historian Tacitus.)9


  While Octavian (and perhaps Octavia as well) had been born in a house in the Ox-Heads area on the Palatine Hill in Rome, later in life he purchased another house in the neighbourhood from a man named Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, a famous Roman lawyer. It was in this house that he and his family would live for the remainder of his life, and over the next few years he acquired the adjacent properties. This building was the nucleus of what would become, over the course of several decades, the imperial palace.10 At some point, part of the house was struck by lightning and, after receiving advice from soothsayers, in 28 BCE Octavian erected a temple to his patron god Apollo on that spot, the Temple of Apollo Palatinus (‘Apollo on the Palatine’), the remains of the podium of which are visible today.11 The temple was attached to two libraries, one Greek, one Latin, by colonnades (how Octavian obtained the volumes necessary to stock this library is not recorded, but it is possible that he appropriated items he considered suitable from the Library in Alexandria).12 As compensation for Octavian converting part of his residence into a temple, the Senate voted to give him a house paid for by public funds.13 So the remainder of his residence was enlarged, and on 13 January 27 BCE the Senate voted that a corona civica, the ‘Civic Crown’, a wreath woven from oak leaves, should be placed above the door.14 The corona civica was a military donative traditionally awarded to a Roman citizen who had saved the lives of their fellow Roman citizens by killing an enemy combatant in battle on a spot held by the enemy that same day, and Octavian was judged to have done so on numerous occasions.15


  Part of what may have once been Octavian’s house has been identified, preserved and can be visited today in the form of venues advertised as the ‘House of Augustus’ and the ‘House of Livia’. While – despite what tour guides may tell you – this identification is not certain, the house, whomever it originally belonged to, can at least offer us a glimpse of how Roman aristocrats lived during the Late Republic and Early Principate. The walls are covered with beautifully painted frescos, such as those in the ‘Room of the Masks’ and the ‘Room of the Pine Festoons’.


  The ‘Aula Isiaca’, an apsed chamber decorated with frescos that include numerous visual references to Egypt and the goddess Isis – motifs such as lotus flowers, snakes, ritual vases and garlands of roses – gives an indication of how fashionable Egypt and Egyptian motifs were in interior decor at this time. Cleopatra Selene may therefore have felt particularly at home surrounded by them, although it would have been a poignant reminder of a life that she was no longer living. Furthermore, as Roman interpretations of Egyptian motifs rather than the genuine article, they may have seemed rather odd to her.


  However, while the aristocratic residences on the Palatine Hill that Octavian and his family occupied were undoubtedly very fine by Roman standards, decorated with elaborate frescos and mosaics that are still in situ today, they were no match for the ancient palace on the waterfront in Alexandria that Cleopatra Selene was used to. A significant part of Octavian’s personal brand involved him presenting himself as being no better than any other citizen, despite his preeminent position. Consequently, he made a show of presenting himself as being relatively simple in his tastes. His furniture and household goods were plain and unadorned, and he preferred to decorate his homes with rare and ancient objects, natural curiosities such as animal bones and fossils, rather than fine works of art.16 (Apparently the only one of Cleopatra’s many possessions that he retained for himself was a murrhine drinking cup, which must have bothered Cleopatra Selene every time she saw him use it.17) The contrast between this and the Brucheion, with its richly decorated walls and ceilings, its golden beams, its gleaming marble, agate, porphyry and onyx panelling, its ebony woodwork, its ivory, tortoiseshell and emerald inlay, and its couches upholstered in Tyrian purple and golden cloth, could not have been starker. An episode recounted by Athenaeus details how Cleopatra used to refer to her gold and silver plate as ‘earthenware’, since that was what the Romans used for their meals, and to gift it to her guests at the end of every meal. Consequently, it is not hard to imagine Cleopatra Selene being slightly confused upon sitting down to her first Roman banquet and being presented with genuine earthenware, which then remained the property of the host!18 Since Athenaeus sourced the anecdote from Juba’s writings, it is probable that he heard it from Cleopatra Selene herself, a charming family story that she shared with her husband and children about the family they had not had the chance to know.


  Since both of Cleopatra Selene’s parents were dead and she was underage, she needed a guardian. Although guardians were normally appointed by a child’s father and named in his will, it is unlikely that Antony had ever thought that it would be necessary for him to make such an arrangement for Cleopatra Selene, although he may have done so for her half-siblings Iullus Antonius, Antonia Major and Antonia Minor. Antony had had two younger brothers, Gaius Antonius and Lucius Antonius Pietas, who would normally have been expected to fulfil such a role. However, Gaius had died during the civil wars in 42 BCE, his death ordered by Marcus Junius Brutus, one of the assassins of Caesar, and nothing is known of Lucius’ activities after he took up the governorship of Spain following his participation in the Perusine War against Octavian in 41 BCE. He may have died shortly afterwards, or he may simply have had his fill of getting caught in the middle of Antony and Octavian’s feuding and decided to live quietly away from Rome. In any case, once Octavian had gained control of Cleopatra Selene and her brothers, he was leery of letting anyone else get too close to them. People with ambitions had often set their sights on royal children and sought to get into a position where they could exercise influence over them: after all, their uncle Ptolemy XIII and aunt Arsinoe IV had been targeted in just such a way by their tutors, and the result had been a civil war necessitating Roman intervention. In these early years after Actium, Antony did still have some friends and supporters who might have been inclined to reignite his war against Octavian, given sufficient motivation and belief in the likelihood of success. So, Octavian seems to have formally assumed the role of guardian over Cleopatra Selene, which gave him wide-ranging responsibilities including her upbringing, education, property management and even the arrangement of her betrothal and marriage. While Antony’s property had been confiscated upon his being declared a public enemy, Octavian seems to have restored some of it to Iullus Antonius, Antonia Major and Antonia Minor, so he may have made donations to Cleopatra Selene as well.19 She does, at some point, seem to have acquired some of Antony’s household staff, and many of them would remain with her for the rest of their lives, dying at Iol Caesarea and being buried or cremated and then commemorated there.


  Cleopatra Selene’s appearance in Octavian’s Triple Triumph was probably the last occasion that she was permitted to dress in the style of clothing that she was used to, unless it served Octavian’s purposes to allow her to do so, at least until she moved to Mauretania and was in a position to decide how she wished to present herself. Gone were the purple and gold robes and the cloaks lavishly embroidered with portraits of members of the Ptolemaic dynasty and mythological figures.20 For a sense of what these garments looked like, we can refer to the painted and gilded cartonnage mummy cases that have survived from the first century BCE, such as that of Taminis, the daughter of Shepminis from Akhmim, currently housed in the British Museum, whose tunic is decorated with vignettes of domestic activities such as the preparation of food and hunting scenes.21


  From one extreme to the other, Roman girls normally sported their hair long and loose, pushed back from their faces with ribbons woven through it, and were covered from their necks down to their feet by a tunic and a toga praetexta with a purple stripe thought to be apotropaic and therefore protective, around the edge on top of it.22 Also thought to be protective was the lunula, an amulet shaped like a crescent moon, which would protect its wearer from evil forces, such as the evil eye, like this one hanging from a necklace strung with agate dating to the first century CE.23


  While Roman children were normally given their protective amulets – the lunula for a girl and the bulla for a boy, shortly after birth when they were formally recognised and accepted into the family by their father – Cleopatra Selene would obviously not have received one then. It is possible that Antony had bestowed amulets on Cleopatra Selene and Alexander Helios when he first met and acknowledged them at Antioch in 37 BCE, or perhaps they had to wait until 29 BCE, when they arrived in Rome and were admitted into Octavian’s household and extended family. Some Roman children were kitted out with other protective charms, such as the phallus, often engraved on golden rings.24 Perhaps, as Cleopatra’s sole surviving child, Cleopatra Selene was thought to warrant an extra level of protection.
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    A necklace bearing an apotropaic lunula charm.


    Acquired by Henry Walters / The Walters Art Museum

  


  As Cleopatra Selene grew older, she would have needed to wear a breastband in an attempt to restrict the growth of her breasts.25 According to ancient Roman poets, the ideal body type for a Roman woman was considered to be slim, with small breasts and large hips to facilitate childbearing, as all Roman women were expected to marry and bear children. During Cleopatra Selene’s time in Rome, laws would be passed that made bearing children mandatory, and rewarded women who successfully bore three or more with certain desirable legal privileges.26 Ancient doctors recommended a diet and health regime intended to ensure that women were in the best possible condition for childbearing. They referred to medical writings such as Rufus of Ephesus’ Regimen for Girls which promoted exercise as a means of helping the female body overcome its intrinsic excessive moisture, but his exercise needed to be carefully calculated, monitored and controlled, as the heat generated by exercise was thought to have a drying effect on the body that would prevent the accumulation of excess blood. Too much exercise could lead to the development of masculine qualities. Rufus prescribes healthy activities such as long walks, running, singing and dancing in a chorus, and ball games – all appropriate activities for girls – and in this way we see the replacement of childhood games with exercises specifically designed to prepare girls for marriage, and the resulting pregnancy and childbearing that was expected to result.27 Cleopatra Selene’s health regime is likely to have been overseen by Octavian’s personal physician Antonius Musa, or his brother Antonius Euphorbus, both of whom had originally been part of her father’s household; Euphorbus would later travel to Mauretania with her and serve as her physician there.


  Another part of the socialisation that Roman girls went through in order to prepare for their lives as Roman women involved dolls. Depending on the wealth and status of a Roman girl, she might play with dolls made from rags, bone or even ivory.28 These dolls generally took the form of adult women and often came with clothing and accessories that little girls could dress them up in, much like the contemporary Barbie. An elaborate example that belonged to a little girl named Crepereia Tryphaena, who died sometime in the middle of the second century CE, can be viewed in the Centrale Montemartini museum in Rome.29
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    A Roman girl’s ivory doll and accessories.


    The History Collection / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  This ivory doll, recovered from Crepereia Tryphaena’s sarcophagus along with many other fine possessions, seems to have been modelled after one of the female members of the imperial family at that time, either Faustinia the Elder or Younger. It has articulated limbs that facilitate movement and is in possession of a whole suite of gold jewellery including a ring, bracelets and pearls, as well as an ivory box to store them in, a mirror and a comb. When the time came for young girls to be married, they would dedicate their childhood possessions such as their toga praetexta and their toys to their household gods.30 Upon Antony’s death, his household gods, most of which were probably stored in the household shrine located in the atrium of his house in Rome, would have passed to his surviving Roman son Iullus Antonius. It may be that Cleopatra Selene was encouraged to worship them in the traditional manner in the company of her three half-siblings, a subtle form of indoctrination.


  Cleopatra Selene would have needed to continue her education. She undoubtedly knew how to read and write, most likely in more than one language. While she would have spoken, read and written Greek in Alexandria, she probably spoke, read and wrote Latin in Rome: although members of the Roman aristocracy were generally bilingual, Octavian was something of an exception in that while he could speak Greek, he did not feel comfortable writing it, despite his interest in Greek culture, so it may have pleased Cleopatra Selene to learn that she had the advantage of him there.31 Both Greek and Roman education were based on canonical works of ancient literature, and Cleopatra Selene would have been well acquainted with all manner of ancient literature found in the Great Library at Alexandria. Living next to the Temple of Apollo Palatinus’ Greek and Latin libraries would have been a boon, as she could benefit from the literary riches they held. Octavian had delegated the task of organising the new libraries’ collections to a young man named Pompeius Macer. As a priority, he asked Macer to ensure the removal from public circulation of the youthful literary attempts of Caesar (who had at one point fancied himself a playwright). Once this was done, the family tutors and other intellectuals undoubtedly made good use of both libraries.32 The library was later run by Gaius Julius Hyginus, one of Octavian’s freedmen who was either a Spaniard or an Alexandrian brought to Rome by Caesar, and while in post he took on many students and wrote many works of scholarship himself.33 If he did originally hail from Alexandria, he and Cleopatra Selene would have had much to talk about.


  The extent to which aristocratic Roman women were educated depended very much on the inclinations of their parents or guardians, but many were renowned for both their learning and their employment of it. One such woman was Hortensia, daughter of the famous orator Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, Cicero’s rival. She studied rhetoric and oratory and put her studies to good use in 42 BCE to argue against a tax imposed on Rome’s 1,400 wealthiest women by the members of the triumvirs to fund their war against the assassins of Caesar. She marched into the Forum and argued her case against Antony, Octavian and Lepidus, and although the men were outraged at being upbraided by a woman, she did ultimately get her way: only Rome’s 400 wealthiest women had to pay the tax.34 The ability to speak well in public would have been a crucial skill for a former princess and future queen to acquire (and perhaps Cleopatra Selene had even heard stories of Hortensia’s intervention). Antony’s preference for the so-called ‘Asiatic’ style of oratory, which was characterised as bombastic and emotional and employing a lot of wordplay, was not one that Octavian shared. He preferred the so-called ‘Attic’ style, which was more austere and formal, and he went so far as to publicly criticise Antony for it, so if Cleopatra Selene did study oratory it was likely to have been with practitioners of the latter style rather than the former.35 Her stepbrother Marcellus and her half-brother Iullus Antonius were tutored by intellectuals, the Platonic philosopher Nestor of Tarsus and the grammarian Lucius Crassicius respectively, so she may have shared some of their lessons.36


  However, there were also things that Cleopatra Selene may not have learned, or ever thought she would need to learn, prior to arriving in Rome. For example, the women of the imperial family were taught the traditional Roman domestic crafts of spinning and weaving.37 They were charged with making articles of clothing worn by other members of the household.38 This may have been an odd experience for someone more used to silk from Cos than wool from Campania.


  Roman children were encouraged to follow the examples set for them, not only by people of their immediate acquaintance but also famous historical figures. Cleopatra Selene would have been expected to look to Octavia and her sister-in-law, Livia Drusilla, and model her behaviour after theirs. They would, in turn, have been expected to influence her and mould her behaviour. They would have taught her how to manage a household and undertake the religious duties required of a Roman wife and mother. Qualities that were particularly prized in Roman women were purity, modesty, discretion and self-control, and undoubtedly Cleopatra Selene would have found the example set for her by her mother difficult to reconcile with the examples set for her by her stepmother and step-aunt. The presentation of Octavia in particular as a role model for Roman women, and the comparisons made between her and Cleopatra, both implicitly and explicitly, went on for years, essentially offering Cleopatra Selene two competing visions of how to be a powerful woman in the Roman world. Should she follow her mother’s example, and aim to be an independent and assertive woman in the manner of a Ptolemaic woman, or Octavia’s, and aim to be a dependent and submissive woman in the manner of a Roman woman? Or could she, perhaps, incorporate elements of both into something new? Figures from Rome’s distant and recent past would also have been used and presented to her as suitable role models. One likely example was Claudia Quinta, a Roman matron who had proved her chastity and piety by pulling Salvia, the ship that was transporting the statue of the goddess Cybele, from her shrine in Asia Minor to Rome during the Second Punic War, off a sandbank and up the River Tiber. She reportedly did so using only her girdle, thereby proving herself a paragon of virtue as well as the saviour of her city.39


  At this point in time, in the Late Republic and early Augustan Principate, Rome was full of strong women. One of those who may have played a significant role in Cleopatra Selene’s life during her years in Rome was her paternal grandmother, Julia. Julia had been particularly close to her eldest son and, like Antony’s brothers Lucius and Gaius, had often worked on his behalf during his long absences from Rome. It may have been her example that fostered Antony’s appreciation for strong and dynamic women such as Fulvia and Cleopatra later in life. And it was through her that Antony was able to claim kinship to Caesar, as she was his third cousin (their great-grandparents Gaius and Sextus Julius Caesar had been brothers). This family tie, and the connection that it gave Cleopatra Selene to Octavian, would not have been lost on her. Plutarch described Julia as a virtuous and dignified woman, and it seems that she spent a considerable amount of time and energy cleaning up the messes made by her rather ineffectual husband and, later, her sons.40 She and Octavian had had a rather fraught relationship: she had been primarily responsible for preventing the Senate from declaring Antony an outlaw in 43 BCE, had saved her brother Lucius Julius Caesar from being proscribed in 43 BCE, and had even fled from Octavian to his enemy Sextus Pompeius in 41 BCE, although she did not trust Pompeius and simply used him as a means of getting to her son. She did, however, help to broker the peace between Antony and Octavian that became known as the Pact of Brundisium in 39 BCE. This is the last historical reference to her; she, like Antony’s brothers, may have died soon after but, having been born in 104 BCE she would have been around seventy-five in 29 BCE, when Cleopatra Selene and her brothers arrived in Rome, so it is not beyond the realm of possibility that she lived long enough to meet her Egyptian grandchildren.


  The fact that we know so little for certain about Cleopatra Selene’s time in Rome tells us one thing about her, at least: she behaved herself, lived quietly and did what was expected of her in her new situation. Owing to her celebrity – or perhaps we should say notoriety – as the daughter of Antony and Cleopatra, people were undoubtedly watching her, waiting for her to put a foot wrong and behave as inappropriately as her parents were considered to have done. That none of the Roman authors whom we might expect to discuss her, had she transgressed, do so, even though they readily and gleefully discuss the misadventures of other members of the extended imperial family, such as Octavian’s daughter Julia, is informative.


  While in Rome, Cleopatra Selene may have found comfort in visiting Roman buildings which reminded her of her own family, such as the Temple of Isis and Serapis on the Campus Martius, a temple that had been built on the orders of her father in 43 BCE.41 As mentioned previously, the Temple of Venus Genetrix in the Forum of Julius Caesar housed a golden statue of her mother in the guise of Isis, and the Temple of the Deified Julius Caesar, in the Forum, was sacred to her older brother’s father. Octavian was unlikely to have objected to her visiting the latter two as it would have appeared that she was honouring his divine father rather than her mother and brother. And, of course, there were Egyptian spoils held in other temples around the city. Seeing them was probably bittersweet, on the one hand reminding her of home, on the other, a sharp reminder of why she was no longer there. We shall explore the presence of Egypt in Rome in the next chapter.
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  Egyptomania!


  FOR SIGNS OF THE Egyptian presence in Italy, and Egypt’s influence on Roman culture, during Cleopatra Selene’s lifetime, we do not have to look very hard. A short distance from Rome to the south-east lies the city of Praeneste (modern Palestrina). The National Archaeological Museum of Palestrina is housed in the Palazzo Barberini, a Renaissance palace that was erected on top of the ancient sanctuary of Fortuna Primagenia, a monumental complex built on multiple levels of terraces that was one of the most impressive sites in Roman Italy during the Late Republic. I first visited with a group of students almost a decade ago after a particularly ferocious snowstorm. The snowdrifts were so deep that we were lucky that the museum was even open, but despite the horrible weather the views from the terraces of the Sacco Valley and the Alban Hills, all the way to the Mediterranean, were spectacular. Despite the dramatic setting, the museum’s main attraction is an ancient artefact known as the ‘Palestrina Mosaic’, a huge piece of work (20 x 13 feet/6 x 4 metres) that originally graced the floor of a nearby Roman building, perhaps part of the Temple of Fortuna Primagenia, at some point from the late second century BCE onwards, although most of it is now displayed on a wall in a hall on the third floor that it has all to itself.1


  It is an enigmatic mosaic and numerous suggestions regarding its date, place of production and how it should be interpreted have been made over the years since its initial discovery by the Barberini family in the seventeenth century. It is not in its original state, having been damaged and restored a number of times, most recently during the Second World War when it was dismantled to prevent it from being damaged by bombs dropped during air raids. It is currently labelled as having been commissioned by local businesspeople with interests in Egypt, and certainly Praeneste was well connected with Egypt and the Ptolemaic dynasty at this time (and its citizens would go on to support Antony and Cleopatra during their war against Octavian). The mosaic is thought to have been created by an artisan of Alexandrian origin − it is significant that the labels are written in Greek rather than Latin − and it is thought to show the course of the Nile from the Delta up to the First Cataract, with anecdotal vignettes illustrating what one might see and do at different points on the journey. No firm date has been agreed upon: it has even been suggested that Cleopatra VII commissioned it herself, with Caesar’s agreement, to commemorate her trip up the Nile with him, perhaps as a thank offering to the goddess for her successful pregnancy and the birth of Caesarion.2 This notion is perhaps a little far-fetched.


  The scenes on the mosaic can give us an insight into what exactly the Romans knew about, or thought they knew about, Egypt in this period. Ancient authors had been writing about Egypt since Herodotus, known as ‘the Father of History’, visited the region in the fifth century BCE, and devoted an entire book of his Histories to it and its culture.3 He considered Egypt and its inhabitants to be different from everywhere else: ‘As the Egyptians have a climate peculiar to themselves, and their river is different in its nature from all other rivers, so have they made all their customs and laws of a kind contrary for the most part to those of all other men.’4 He went into considerable detail about these differences, and this is something that other ancient authors such as Hecateus and Hippocrates also highlighted.5 During the middle of the first century BCE, the historian Diodorus Siculus spent a significant amount of time living and working in Alexandria, just as the geographer Strabo would do a few decades later, immediately after the Roman conquest and annexation of Egypt. Their writings offer an extensive account of the region as it would have been during Cleopatra Selene’s lifetime.


  Of course, Romans were aware of the Nile and its annual inundation, and the agricultural fertility that resulted, so different from the Tiber and the other rivers with which they were familiar. Once Octavian had succeeded in annexing Egypt, the former kingdom and new province became the breadbasket of the Roman Empire, with the city of Rome in particular receiving five million bushels of grain per year, around one-third of the total supply. The Roman grain supply was known as the Cura Annonae, after the goddess Annona, and was of such political import that the Roman poet Juvenal sarcastically remarked that all a ruler had to do to ensure the support of the people was provide them with ‘bread and circuses’.6 There was more than a grain of truth in this remark, as grain shortages inevitably led to riots, notably in 22 BCE. The significance of Egypt’s grain for the city of Rome is made explicit in a relief carved into a marble sarcophagus that is currently on display in the Museo Nazionale, Palazzo Massimo in Rome, and is my personal favourite of all the sarcophagi I have seen.7 Thought to have belonged to someone involved in the transport of grain from Alexandria to Ostia, on the right-hand side we see the personification of Africa and the Roman goddess of agriculture Ceres, on the left-hand side we see the personification of Ostia, with its lighthouse built in imitation of Alexandria’s Pharos, and the Roman goddess of luck Fortuna.


  The Romans were also aware of Egypt’s exotic and intriguing flora and fauna, most notably crocodiles and hippopotami, and its wealth of natural mineral resources such as granite, porphyry marble, gems, gold and silver, and the access that it permitted to the Red Sea trade routes and goods from Arabia, India and China, all of which they were very keen on acquiring. The popularity of these items was such that the encyclopaedist Pliny the Elder complained bitterly that in his day, the mid-seventies CE, millions of denarii were being spent on them.8
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    The so-called ‘Annona’ sarcophagus, depicting a personification of the Roman grain supply.


    Lanmas / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  It is fair to say that regarding Egypt itself, the Romans were enthusiastic and enamoured, but they were rather less keen on the new province’s inhabitants. No real effort was made to differentiate between Alexandrians, Greeks or Egyptians. Even though the population was legally differentiated, and each group had very different statuses and rights, to the Romans they were all simply Egyptians. They were subjected to crude stereotyping, orientalising, and the discourse surrounding them was peppered with what we would today refer to as racist dog whistles. The prevailing stereotype was an extremely negative one, and the insults directed at Egyptians were both considerable and considerably varied.9 From Suetonius we learn that the Egyptians – like many other easterners – were believed to be weak, effeminate, servile and dishonest, and given to excess in all things.10 And they were not only considered shifty, they were also lustful, lazy and prone to arrogance, despite their undoubted cowardice.11 According to Cicero, speaking in 54 BCE, Alexandria was ‘the home of every sharp practice, every deceit; it is from its inhabitants that writers of farces draw all their plots’.12 According to Caesar, the Alexandrians were ‘a deceitful race, always pretending something different from their real intentions’.13 In line with Herodotus’ observation of the unique nature of Egypt, its people were considered to be not only different from everyone else, but also perverse, particularly regarding gender roles, as women in Egypt had more autonomy and agency than virtually anywhere else in the ancient Mediterranean.14


  This xenophobia and racism was particularly prevalent in the 30s BCE, the years of Octavian’s propaganda war against Antony and Cleopatra. It suited Octavian to make use of these existing stereotypes to smear Antony and undermine him in the eyes of his peers with accusations of him having ‘gone native’, so to speak, and been contaminated by his association with Cleopatra. How else to explain his adoption of Egyptian ways in preference to Roman ones? His self-identification with the god of wine and pleasure Dionysos? His wearing purple robes encrusted with gems, his wielding a golden sceptre, the Persian dagger thrust through the right-hand side of his belt?15 His desire to move the government of the Roman Empire from Rome to Alexandria? As a result, during these years, Roman authors had various negative things to say about both Antony and Cleopatra. Antony was described as having become enslaved to Cleopatra, addressing her as ‘Mistress’, following her around in the company of eunuchs and even massaging her feet in public.16 On one notable occasion, he was listening to a speech delivered by Gaius Furnius, a famous Roman orator, yet upon seeing Cleopatra pass by in her litter, jumped up and ran off after her, leaving Furnius open-mouthed and speechless at the loss of his audience.17 According to the historian Cassius Dio, in the speech that Octavian delivered to his forces immediately prior to the Battle of Actium, he reiterated all of the ways in which Antony had cast aside his Roman pedigree in favour of Egypt and Egyptian ways, and culminated in referring to him as ‘one of the cymbal players from Canopus’.18 In the eyes of the Romans, Cleopatra had completely emasculated Antony, transforming him from a hale and hearty general into a coddled and cringing reprobate thoroughly under her thumb, and she aimed to do the same to them.19


  While Cleopatra Selene would have been ignorant of Octavian’s propaganda campaign against her parents prior to her arrival in Rome, once she was living in the city and circulating in Roman society she could not have failed to become aware of its lingering after-effects. It would not have been lost on her that when her mother was described as Egyptian, the adjective was used only in a negative sense: ‘Egyptian wife’, ‘Egyptian queen’, ‘Egyptian whore’ and so on. Since many of the authors writing at this time were members of Octavian’s close friend Gaius Maecenas’ salon, their literary output was disseminated among the Roman social elite. This literature set the tone for the new regime and it is highly probable that Cleopatra Selene would have been familiar with it. She may have been placed in the unenviable position of having to sit and listen, during public and private recitals, to poetry and prose that excoriated her parents, which would have been read and sung aloud to rapturous applause and critical praise. She may also have read it herself, as seminal and influential works such as Virgil’s Aeneid were circulated among the Roman literati with Octavian’s blessing, if not outright encouragement, and became touchstones of Roman culture. When Virgil described Antony and Cleopatra approaching, he wrote, ‘there follows him (oh the shame of it!) his Egyptian wife’.20 Propertius also emphasised Antony and Cleopatra’s ‘shameful union’.21 Additionally, he accused Cleopatra of fornicating with her slaves, and referred to her as ‘the harlot queen of licentious Canopus’.22 Cleopatra’s apparent promiscuity is a recurring theme in invective directed against her. The historian Florus accused her of prostituting herself to Antony in return for territorial grants.23 Her long-time rival and enemy King Herod of Judea claimed that she made sexual advances towards him, with her desire to acquire some of his territory again a significant factor.24 Antony’s minion Dellius wrote her obscene love letters.25 The lyric poet Horace emphasised Cleopatra’s drinking, painting her as an out-of-control lush, and described her army as comprising ‘disgustingly perverted men’ and ‘shrivelled eunuchs’.26 The historian Livy emphasised that Egypt had ruined the once impressive Lagid family, turning them from hardy Macedonians into degenerate Egyptians.27 This belief in the dynasty’s gradual degeneration is echoed by his contemporary Strabo, who is particularly scornful of Cleopatra’s flute-playing father, Ptolemy XII Auletes.28 As the final member of the dynasty to rule in Egypt, and thus perceived to be its lowest point, Cleopatra was referred to as ‘a singular stain branded on Philip’s blood’.29 This obviously had serious implications for Cleopatra Selene and her own personal prestige and reputation.


  One accusation that seemed to pick up steam over the years was that Cleopatra had used witchcraft to attract and control Antony.30 Ancient authors frequently state that she bewitched him. Antony was not the only Roman she attempted to use her wiles on. Towards the end of her life, when she was being held under house arrest in her palace in Alexandria, she apparently attempted to ensnare Octavian, too.31 He, however, despite being tempted, was strong enough to resist her.32 In Roman discussions of witchcraft, particularly in the first century BCE, love spells cast by unsuitable women on unwitting men are a recurring theme. Documentary and archaeological evidence in the form of curse tablets and voodoo dolls support the suggestion that a prominent purpose of ancient magic was to inspire feelings of love, passion and sexual attraction.33 No doubt suspicious eyes watched Cleopatra Selene to see if she showed any signs of familiarity with the dark arts.


  The components of this character assassination will no doubt be familiar to contemporary readers as the nature of misogynistic invective has not really changed over the course of the intervening two millennia. This depiction of Cleopatra as a drink- and drug-addled nymphomaniac made its way into material culture and was exaggerated to the point of absurdity, as in an image of her engaging in sexual activities with a crocodile on a terracotta oil lamp dating from around 40−80 CE.34 The Romans called this sexual position the pendula and it can be seen in various works of erotic art (although normally bestiality was not involved). Nevertheless, they still considered this particular sexual position abnormal and perverse, as it involved the woman dominating, conquering and, in the process, humiliating her male partner, who in the natural order of things was always supposed to be the dominant partner in the sexual act. Considering the prevailing narrative about Cleopatra dominating, conquering and humiliating Antony in front of the entire world, it is not surprising that she would be portrayed in this manner. The fact that the sexual act is taking place outdoors and potentially in public, rather than behind closed doors and in private, is another indicator of Cleopatra’s wild and unrestrained sexuality and shamelessness. Lamps bearing this image have been found not only around the Mediterranean basin but also in northern Italy, southern France, Switzerland and as far north as Germany, so it clearly had widespread appeal.


  During her years in Rome no aspect of Cleopatra Selene’s background was safe from criticism. Beyond the work of Herodotus and Diodorus Siculus, no serious neutral or objective attempts to understand Egyptian history or culture were made, and certain aspects of Egyptian religion, such as its human−animal hybrid deities, made many Romans, particularly those who wrote at any length on the subject, extremely uncomfortable. The Romans believed that men were superior to animals, and gods were superior to men, so the idea of animal gods was a deviation from the natural order of things and the accepted hierarchy. Cicero considered Egyptian animal worship not just superstitious but also depraved and a form of insanity.35 Virgil described the Egyptian pantheon as comprising of ‘monstrous gods of every form’ and set ‘barking Anubis’ against the Roman gods Neptune, Venus and Minerva.36
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    Cleopatra as nymphomaniac: a Roman terracotta lamp displays an image of a woman having sex with a crocodile.
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  The anthropomorphised goddess Isis and her consort the god Serapis, on the other hand, were extremely popular outside Egypt, even if their presence in Rome was extremely contentious. In 58 BCE, the Senate ordered that altars dedicated to Serapis, Isis, Harpocrates and Anubis located inside the pomerium should be destroyed, while members of a political faction with an alternative view on the matter ordered that they be re-erected.37 In 53 BCE, the Senate declared that Egyptian cults could not be worshipped inside the pomerium, and ordered that temples to Serapis and Isis be torn down.38 Similar prohibitive measures were also taken in 50 and 48 BCE.39 Yet in 43 BCE, the Second Triumvirate of Antony, Octavian and Lepidus had dedicated a temple to Isis in the city of Rome in an attempt to benefit from the goddess’s popularity in the city, although it is not clear if they ever actually succeeded in building it.40 During Cleopatra Selene’s sojourn in the city, there was a Temple of Isis situated on the Campus Martius, and it either adjoined or was located opposite a Temple of Serapis. Whether or not Cleopatra Selene would have been permitted to visit it to participate in the rites and worship the goddess is debatable: according to the poets Tibullus and Ovid, also in residence in Rome at this time, the temple was frequented by prostitutes.41 That does not seem to have affected the cult’s appeal to women, as both Catullus and Ovid wrote about their girlfriends worshipping the goddess, but it is questionable as to whether either woman, or any women like them, would have been considered suitable acquaintances for Cleopatra Selene.42 Octavian cracked down on the cult in 28 BCE and forbade its worship for a time; Agrippa did likewise in 21 BCE, so we know that it became operational again at some point between those two dates, and this may have enabled Cleopatra Selene to participate in the rites once again.43 Perhaps her participation was one of the factors that motivated Octavian and Agrippa’s restrictions, as Roman religion was frequently politicised and there seems to have been a connection between certain popular religious practices and civil unrest.


  There were several festivals held throughout the year that would have been of considerable importance to someone like Cleopatra Selene, who was raised to see religious worship as both a private matter and a public act, an important responsibility with potential ramifications for kingdom and subjects if not taken seriously and undertaken properly. One key festival was the Navigium Isidis, celebrated on 5 March to mark the beginning of the shipping season, another was the Inventio Osiridis, which took place in November and commemorated how Isis found Osiris’ dismembered body parts, reunited them and resurrected him, symbolising the annual inundation of the Nile and renewed growth of crops. A fresco from Herculaneum that depicts an Egyptian festival can give us a sense of what Isiac rites would have involved at this time.44 Unusually, ancient priests of Isis shaved their heads, and the rest of their body hair, in the pursuit of purity, and the rites included pouring water from golden ritual vessels and shaking the sistrum, the sacred rattle, to musical accompaniment.


  Additionally, a marble relief from a funerary monument dating to no later than the first century CE and reused in a grave dating from the second century CE on the Via Appia, just outside Rome, depicts ecstatic worshippers participating in a dance in honour of the goddess, perhaps at the Temple of Isis in Rome.45 Some priests of Isis would dress up as the jackal-headed god Anubis, who had guided Isis on her search for the pieces of Osiris’ body, as depicted in a fresco from the Temple of Isis at Pompeii.46
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    A marble relief depicting devotees of the Egyptian goddess Isis performing ecstatic rites in her honour.
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  Such a costume made one completely unrecognisable, as is attested by the story of the plebeian aedile Marcus Volusius, who was proscribed during the civil war between the assassins of Caesar and the triumvirate. He borrowed his friend’s linen robes and jackal mask and used them to escape Rome in disguise, an act that was praised for its cleverness.47 That this tactic could also be used for more nefarious schemes is made clear by an episode that occurred during the reign of Augustus’ successor Tiberius, when a man named Decius Mundus used it to seduce a married woman named Paulina.48 With the help of a freedwoman called Ida, he bribed the priests of Isis to tell Paulina that they had had a vision of her with the god, and when she visited the Temple of Isis on the Campus Martius to worship him, Mundus impersonated the god and succeeded in seducing her. Sometime later, Mundus informed Paulina of what had really occurred, she informed her husband and he in turn informed the emperor. Tiberius had Mundus exiled and Ida and the temple priests crucified, then razed the temple to the ground and threw the cult statue of Isis into the River Tiber. Occurrences such as this, which were no doubt much talked about at the time, bolstered negative stereotypes of Egyptians, their temples and their cults.


  In the wake of Octavian’s annexation of Egypt, and Cleopatra Selene’s sojourn in Rome, we see certain aspects of Egypt and Egyptian culture being reviled while simultaneously, and somewhat contradictorily, others were being enthusiastically promoted. We see a huge influx of what has been designated as ‘Aegyptiaca’ into Rome and Roman Italy – that is, objects imported from Egypt, objects produced outside Egypt that visually allude to aspects of Egyptian styles or prototypes and objects that depict people, places and deities typically associated with Egypt.


  Octavian appropriated certain symbols of Egypt for his own personal use. He used a sphinx motif on his seal for a time.49 He also incorporated sphinxes into the design of his armour, decorating the epaulettes of his cuirass with them. This can be seen on the famous statue recovered from the empress Livia Drusilla’s villa, known as the Villa ad Gallinas Albas (‘Villa of the White Chickens’, also known as ‘the Hennery’, because of the chickens that were bred there) at Prima Porta just north of Rome. He even issued coins stamped with a sphinx.50 He also, although neither Cleopatra Selene nor anyone outside Egypt may have known this, made a concerted effort to co-opt Cleopatra’s building projects, either finishing them, as with the Caesareum in Alexandria, or augmenting them with his own additions, like his cartouche or reliefs of him in action as Pharaoh on the shrine of Geb at Koptos or the Temple of Hathor at Denderah.


  Octavian’s insistence on displaying his Egyptian loot continued throughout his reign, and he filled the city’s temples with choice pieces of it.51 This process continued throughout his reign: for example, in 10 BCE, to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the conquest and annexation, he ordered the transportation of two immense obelisks from Heliopolis in Egypt to Rome.52 Since the obelisks weighed 230 and 260 tonnes apiece, gigantic ships needed to be specially constructed to transport them. One was set up on the Campus Martius, near the Mausoleum of Augustus, and dedicated to the sun. It was put to use as a gnomon – the part of a sundial that casts the shadow – of an enormous meridian constructed from marble and inlaid with strips of gilt metal, some of which has been uncovered and is visible today in the basement of a shoe shop.53 The other was likewise dedicated to the sun and erected on the spina of the Circus Maximus, although it was transferred from there to its present location in Piazza del Popolo in the late sixteenth century.


  And in turn we see what has been described as ‘Egyptomania’, a process of cultural appropriation whereby Egyptian motifs were reworked for this newfound Roman audience and became extremely fashionable as a result. Numerous aristocratic houses, not just in Rome but further afield in Italy in locations around the Bay of Naples such as Pompeii, display Egyptian-themed decor, from the so-called ‘Aula Isiaca’ in the ‘House of Augustus’ on the Palatine Hill, to the Villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase, to the garden fresco in the House of the Golden Bracelet at Pompeii. Quintessential Egyptian architectural forms such as obelisks and pyramids were enthusiastically adopted by the Romans. The pyramid tomb of Gaius Cestius Epulo was set up prior to 12 BCE at the junction of the Via Ostiensis – the road than runs from Rome to the port Ostia Antica – and a road running along the south-west side of the Aventine Hill towards the River Tiber. Later subsumed by the city’s Aurelian walls, it can still be seen today near the Porta San Paolo, adjacent to the Non-Catholic Cemetery where the poets John Keats and Percy Bysshe Shelley are buried.54 Constructed from brick-faced concrete and covered with slabs of white Luna marble, quarried from nearby Carrara, the story of the erection of the monument, which took less than a year, was inscribed on it, and on the bases of two bronze statues set up in front of it. Perhaps Gaius Cestius Epulo had participated in Octavian’s Egyptian campaign in 30 BCE, or even the subsequent Roman expeditions into Nubia in the 20s BCE.


  Another pyramid, known as the ‘Pyramid of Romulus’, was located across the the city, but it was dismantled in the sixteenth century and its marble was appropriated for the construction of St Peter’s Basilica.


  It must have been a strange experience for Cleopatra Selene to witness this dissonant mixture of revilement, appropriation, dissemination and celebration of her native Egyptian culture and its symbols. She may have been encouraged by her Roman family to set aside her Egyptian tendencies and proclivities in favour of Roman ones and behave in the manner of her half-sisters. Alternatively, the fact that she was part Egyptian may have made her somewhat fashionable, an object of fascination to her peers. But it seems that she used her time in Rome wisely, learning exactly which aspects of Egypt and Egyptian culture the Romans found the most appealing, knowledge that she would use to her advantage during her reign as Queen of Mauretania.


  8


  A Queen in the Making


  WITH HER BROTHERS ALEXANDER Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos dead, Cleopatra Selene was the last surviving member of the once mighty Ptolemaic dynasty and the last living link to the legendary Alexander the Great. So, what was Octavian to do with her?


  Regarding Antony’s other surviving young children, the solutions were simple.1 They were Roman citizens, the products of Antony’s marriages to Roman women. Iullus Antonius (43−42 BCE), the son of Antony’s third wife Fulvia, was raised and educated in the traditional manner befitting a young man of the senatorial class, in preparation for his embarking upon a political career and joining the Senate. He would climb the Roman cursus honorum (the ‘ladder of offices’), taking on roles comprising a mixture of political and military administration in order of increasing seniority as he reached the age threshold for each title. In this way, he became praetor in 13 BCE, consul in 10 BCE and Asian proconsul in 7 BCE. He would later marry his stepsister Claudia Marcella Major, the daughter of Octavia and her first husband Gaius Claudius Marcellus Minor, and the marriage would produce two sons and a daughter. He would even write suitably tactful and sycophantic poetry in praise of Augustus.2 However, he would ultimately come to a sticky end, dying by suicide at the age of forty-one in 2 BCE after an adulterous liaison with Augustus’ daughter Julia, and involvement in some sort of conspiracy against Augustus and his stepson (also, by this time, Julia’s husband), Tiberius.3


  Antonia Major and Antonia Minor, the daughters of Antony’s fourth wife Octavia (and therefore also Augustus’ nieces), were raised and educated in the manner befitting young women of the senatorial class, in preparation for advantageous marriages. The former would marry the consul Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus in 22 BCE and bear him three children: a son who would go on to father the emperor Nero, and two daughters. The latter would marry the consul Nero Claudius Drusus, the younger son of Augustus’ wife Livia Drusilla, in 16 BCE and bear him three children: two sons − one the famous general Germanicus and the other the emperor Claudius − and a daughter. In other words, any potential threats that they might have posed to Augustus and his fledgling dynasty were thoroughly neutralised. Augustus clearly liked to keep his friends close and his enemies (or the children of his enemies) closer. Two marble portrait busts dating from the years of the Augustan Principate have been tentatively identified as Antonia Major and Antonia Minor, and are displayed as such in the Musei Capitolini and Palazzo Massimo museum in Rome respectively; they do indeed resemble more securely identified marble portraits of their mother Octavia.4
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    Marble portrait busts of Antonia Major and Minor, daughters of Antony and Octavia the Younger.
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  Regarding Cleopatra Selene, though, the solution was neither quite so simple nor so neat. Her father had been a Roman citizen, and it is entirely possible that her mother had been gifted Roman citizenship by one of the many influential Romans she had known, as was a common occurrence when members of the Roman elite developed close working relationships with allied kings and queens. There was no getting away from the fact that, as a queen in her own right, she was in an entirely different class to her Roman half-brother and half-sisters, let alone her numerous newly acquired stepbrothers and sisters, and foster brothers and sisters, who all lived alongside her on the Palatine Hill in the years between 29 and 25 BCE.5 As a young man, Octavian had owned a house near the Forum on the northern slope of the Palatine Hill. It had formerly been owned by Gaius Licinius Macer Calvus, an orator and poet who wrote in a similar vein to the more famous Catullus, loathed both Caesar and Pompey the Great with equal intensity and was particularly famous for his short stature.6 Later in life, however, once Octavian was both more affluent and more influential, he purchased a house on the summit of the Palatine Hill, one formerly owned by the renowned orator Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, and it was here that he lived for the rest of his life.7 Octavia lived in an adjoining house, and this compound gradually became not just a home to Augustus and his extended family but also, when the princeps was in residence, the political centre of the Roman Empire. Later emperors would gradually transform it into an elaborate palace complex that reflected this, and it is the remains of this that survive today and are visited by millions of tourists each year, including, from time to time, myself and groups of students.8 Consequently, it also came to serve as a sort of finishing school for wealthy young Romans and Roman allies, not just educating these individuals but also training them for their bright futures as ambassadors of the Roman way of life, assuming that they returned to their places of origin.9


  As the daughter of Antony, Cleopatra Selene would have been considered a member of an ancient family attested in Roman historical records as early as the fifth century BCE. The family was exceedingly proud to be able to trace its lineage back to Anton, a son of Hercules.10 Indeed, when he was young, Antony would emphasise his physical resemblance to his divine ancestor as much as possible, even appearing in public dressed in his distinctive style.11 This relationship and resemblance did not always work in his favour, however. One of the myths that circulated about Hercules was that after the completion of his twelve labours he had entered the service of Omphale, the Queen of Lydia. She completely dominated him, forcing him to wear women’s clothes and spin wool while she wore his Nemean lionskin and wielded his club. Analogies were made between Hercules’ enslavement by Omphale and Antony’s apparent enslavement by Cleopatra.12 In the years after the deaths of Antony and Cleopatra, this mythical role reversal and the historical figures it alluded to became a popular subject in ancient Roman art. It appeared in various guises, some of which can be seen decorating the residences of Pompeii and Herculaneum, such as a fresco now housed in the National Archaeological Museum of Naples.13


  Another of the myths that circulated about Hercules concerned his battle with the god Apollo for the Delphic Tripod. Hercules had travelled to the Oracle at Delphi to consult with the Pythia, the priestess, in the hope that she could advise him about how to cure a disease that he was afflicted with. When she was unable to provide an answer to his question, he took out his frustration on the temple and attempted to steal the Delphic Tripod in order to establish an Oracle of his own. At this point Apollo (who was, in fact, Hercules’ half-brother as they shared a father, the god Zeus) intervened and the pair wrestled for the Tripod. Apollo won and the Tripod remained at Delphi. Since Apollo was Augustus’ patron deity, this tussle served as a convenient visual stand-in for Antony and Octavian’s struggle for supremacy. As a result, it was prominently represented in public art during this period, such as on the brightly painted terracotta plaques decorating the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine, dedicated by Augustus in 28 BCE, the remains of which can be seen today occupying an entire wall of the Palatine Museum in Rome.14 These images would have been visible to Cleopatra Selene every time she passed through the Temple of Apollo on her way to its libraries, and their double meaning was unlikely to have been lost on her.


  Cleopatra Selene could not only also claim descent from the demigod Hercules but also from her deified mother, who had been venerated in her own lifetime as the ‘New Isis’, as well as Cleopatra’s predecessors, a long line of deified Ptolemaic kings and queens. Augustus’ adoptive father Gaius Julius Caesar had not been deified until after his death, so Cleopatra Selene’s divine ancestry put the emperor’s to shame. (Antony, for one, had enjoyed making pointed comments about how lowly Augustus’ human ancestry was, and frequently referred to him disparagingly by his birth name Gaius Octavius Thurinus rather than his adopted name of Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus; Octavian had airily insisted that this repeated slight was of no consequence to him.)15 Additionally, Cleopatra Selene was also distantly related to Caesar through Antony, as his mother Julia, her grandmother, was Caesar’s third cousin (the cousins’ great-grandparents were brothers). Antony had emphasised this relationship in his choice of name for his second son by Fulvia, Iullus, as Iullus was another name for Ascanius, the son of Aeneas who had travelled with him from Troy to Italy or, in some versions of the myth, Ascanius’ son. By our contemporary standards this is an extremely tenuous connection, but it would have mattered to the Romans, as it accounted for Antony’s closeness to Caesar and his family, including his nephew Lucius Pinarius Scarpus, who, despite his family ties to Octavian, remained Antony’s ally until his defeat at the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE.16 Thus this relationship would have been clearly marked in Cleopatra Selene’s genealogy.


  *


  Even more threateningly from Augustus’ point of view, the founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty, Ptolemy Soter, was reportedly the bastard son of King Philip II of Macedon, the father of Alexander the Great, and there had been frequent intermarriage between the Ptolemaic dynasty and the neighbouring Seleucid dynasty. This meant that Cleopatra Selene’s mortal pedigree was every bit as exalted as her divine lineage. The icing on the cake was the fact that she had been declared Queen of Crete and Cyrenaica in her own right in 34 BCE as part of the Donations of Alexandria. Cleopatra Selene presented both a challenge to the emperor’s security and an extraordinary dynastic opportunity. Neither could be easily dismissed.


  Perhaps if Augustus had had a son of his own, he might have arranged to marry him to Cleopatra Selene, with the intention that she would reign alongside him as empress at some point in the future. At the very least she might have borne children who would have made the future course of the Julio-Claudian dynasty look very different.17 But he did not and marrying Cleopatra Selene to one of his stepsons or nephews would probably have upset the delicate balance of his household, which was full of volatile individuals with strong personalities and even stronger senses of entitlement. There were enough plots and accusations of attempted murder and murder circulating as it was without throwing what would inevitably be perceived as favouritism into the mix. Yet Cleopatra Selene was too dangerous to be left alone, potentially amassing influence in the imperial court at the heart of the Roman Empire, a possible rallying point for any disaffected Egyptian expatriates whose dreams of restoring their traditional joint monarchy had been dealt a blow by the deaths of Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos yet still lingered. Luckily, a solution seems to have presented itself, or at least Octavia seems to have presented it: she apparently played matchmaker between Cleopatra Selene and another member of North African royalty exiled in Rome, a young man who had come to be named Gaius Julius Juba.


  Known to posterity as King Juba II of Mauretania, Gaius Julius Juba was the son of the deceased King Juba I of Numidia, who had been a casualty of the civil war between Caesar and Pompey the Great. Ruler of a relatively autonomous and extremely wealthy kingdom, Juba I had sided with Pompey and died by suicide after being defeated at the Battle of Thapsus in 46 BCE, his chosen method a dramatic yet simultaneously rather pitiable single combat with the Roman general Marcus Petreius, in which both men sought to kill the other simultaneously in order to ensure that their deaths were honourable.18 In the wake of Juba’s death, Caesar stripped the extremely wealthy Numidian royal court of its assets, which included the infant prince, and returned to Rome. The infant Juba was exhibited in a Roman triumph as a proxy for his deceased parent, just as Cleopatra Selene would be seventeen years later. Although Juba was only a baby at the time, he would presumably have found the experience far less impactful and potentially traumatising than she. Indeed, according to Plutarch, recording Caesar’s epic triumph for posterity in his biography of the dictator, Juba was ‘the happiest captive ever captured’.19 Juba’s birth name may not actually have been the same as his father’s, but since it meant ‘flowing hair on the back of the head’ in Latin, and the Numidians were renowned for their voluminous hair and elaborate hairstyles, such a stark contrast to the neatly trimmed hair of the Romans, it may have amused Caesar to bestow it on the infant. It would also have made his identity obvious to those who may otherwise have looked at him in bemusement and seen just another baby. Following the triumph, Juba was raised in Rome as a Roman citizen, probably in Caesar’s own household until his assassination in 44 BCE. By the time Cleopatra Selene arrived in Rome, Juba was one of a number of young foreign royals voluntarily or involuntarily living with Octavia, while Augustus attempted to stabilise the empire and its relationships with its neighbouring territories. He was close enough in age to Octavia’s son Marcellus and Livia’s son Tiberius, both born in 42 BCE, for the three of them to share many experiences during their childhood and youth, including their first experience of military life when they joined Augustus on his campaigns in Hispania (modern Spain) in the period 27−25 BCE, and witnessed first-hand how to conquer recalcitrant indigenous peoples who were understandably reluctant to submit to Rome.20


  Cleopatra Selene and Juba had a great deal in common in addition to their North African heritages. Both had parents who had died ignominious deaths as enemies of Rome and continued to be excoriated in public discourse. In the wake of her death, Cleopatra was known variously as ‘the whore queen’, ‘the doomed destructive monster’, ‘the licentious queen of impious Canopus’ and ‘the woman whom her own servants used to grind’, while Juba’s father was repeatedly denounced for his greed and savagery, equally stereotypical slurs that had been hurled at previous African kings who had had both the temerity to face off against Rome and the misfortune of not managing to do so successfully. Cleopatra Selene and Juba had both, in the absence of those parents, suffered the consequences of their parents’ actions in their places. They had both lost not only their entire families but also their kingdoms. They were cut off from their societies and cultures and had been publicly humiliated as captives paraded in Roman military triumphs. However, things were not necessarily all bad for the pair: they may well have been able to share more than just the nature of their exile. Juba, for instance, may have met Cleopatra VII and Caesarion during one of their trips to Rome as guests of Julius Caesar in the years between 46 and 44 BCE. Even if he did not remember them himself (he would have been aged between two and four years old at the time), he may have heard stories about the visit that he could share or been able to suggest people whom Cleopatra Selene could approach for their reminiscences. He would certainly have known Antony and may even have lived in his household during the years of his marriage to Octavia, between 40 and 32 BCE. Perhaps in addition to bonding over the heavy weight of responsibility that came with having to live up to ancient and prestigious yet recently disgraced lineages, they would also have forged more personal and intimate connections.


  What did Cleopatra Selene make of this potential suitor? Juba’s surviving portraits, several examples of which are on display in the Glyptotek in Copenhagen and the Louvre in Paris, depict a serious and thoughtful young man. Ancient Roman portraiture, particularly that of members of the imperial family, can be problematic. It is not entirely trustworthy as a true likeness as subjects often chose to be depicted as though they physically resembled their predecessors – even when they were not related to them – to help create the illusion of continuity. Yet while Juba’s portraiture follows stylistic precedents set by Augustus and replicated by his successors, the facial features they depict are significantly different from those of Tiberius and other young Julio-Claudian males, which does suggest a degree of personalisation. His curly hair is thick, his face is rounder and his lips are fuller.
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    Juba II of Mauretania, sober and reflective in a white marble portrait bust of the first century CE.


    FOST / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  Juba’s surviving literary output shows that he was an intelligent individual with an enquiring mind, a polymath who was interested in history, archaeology, the arts and geography. Indeed, in later life, he would become something of an explorer and adventurer, and after his death he was venerated for both the quantity and quality of his scholarship. Juba was also clearly held in high regard by his foster family. If there had been any doubts about his character or his capabilities, Augustus would never have entrusted him with the responsibility of ruling the vast kingdom of Mauretania at the relatively young age of twenty-three. Had his loyalty to Rome and the emperor’s dynasty ever been in question, Augustus would not for a moment have entertained the notion of aligning him with such a potentially powerful threat as Cleopatra Selene, and then sending the couple so far from his sphere of influence.


  While the marriages of the Roman senatorial and equestrian elite were generally arranged according to political and financial considerations rather than emotional ones, the Romans did idealise the institution of marriage. Many prominent authors, including Plutarch, wrote guides for couples, with advice tailored for both bride and groom on how best to fulfil their roles as husband and wife. While a Roman wife was expected to subordinate herself to her husband, a Roman husband was expected to treat his wife with respect and consideration. A Roman marriage was supposed to be a true partnership, a genuine meeting of minds. During the period that we are concerned with, the Late Republic and Early Principate, the Roman poet Sulpicia wrote a series of elegies to the object of her affections, a young man she calls Cerinthus. These are the only lyric poems written by a woman in Latin to have survived from antiquity, and thus the only ones to give us the female perspective on ancient Roman love affairs. Sulpicia was extremely well connected, her uncle the highly influential politician and military man Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, a peer of both Antony and Octavian, as well as being an important literary patron who sponsored poets such as Ovid and Tibullus, making Sulpicia herself an exact contemporary of Cleopatra Selene.


  Cleopatra Selene had grown up with her father largely absent from her life, but whenever he had actually been resident at the Ptolemaic court in Alexandria the relationship she would have witnessed between her parents would have appeared rather different from that of typical married couples at the time. In their political alliance of Egyptian queen and Roman triumvir, they represented the meeting of the Hellenistic east and the Roman west, and they depicted this meeting in physical form on the joint coinage that they issued. On these, it is often difficult to tell who is on the obverse face, the primary position, and who is on the reverse face, the secondary position, such as in a silver denarius issued in Alexandria in 34 BCE to celebrate the Donations of Alexandria and Antony’s Armenia conquest.21 They offered each other not only love and affection but, more importantly considering their respective positions, political, military and financial support.
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    An example of the joint coinage issued by Cleopatra VII and Antony, dating from 34 BCE.
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  To Cleopatra Selene, marriage to Juba offered the very real possibility of replicating this arrangement. The idea of regaining her lost status and effectively reconstituting the Ptolemaic dynasty, thus fulfilling her mother’s most cherished ambitions, must have been satisfying indeed.


  Their wedding took place in 25 BCE, presumably with a significant amount of ceremony. It is commemorated in an epigram written by Crinagoras of Mytilene, the unofficial Augustan court poet who was responsible for writing many poems about members of the imperial family (he also wrote a poem celebrating the marriage of Cleopatra Selene’s half-sister Antonia Minor, referring to the roses that the bride wore in her hair).22 He writes of the union between Cleopatra Selene and Juba representing the unification of the neighbouring regions of North Africa, although his historical and geographical knowledge is impressionistic rather than exact:


  Great bordering regions of the world which the full stream of Nile separates from the black Aethiopians, you have by marriage made your sovereigns common to both, turning Egypt and Libya into one country. May the children of these princes ever again rule with unshaken dominion over both lands.23


  With the conquest of Egypt in 30 BCE, the entirety of coastal North Africa had finally come under Roman control. Early on in his Principate, Augustus tried to come up with a solution to the pressing problem of how to manage this huge expanse of territory and protect the southern frontier of the Roman Empire, which had already seen some troublesome incursions from the Kingdom of Kush, south of Egypt. Strabo writes of Queen Candace, a warrior woman who was blind in one eye, and how she took advantage of the diversion of the Roman legions from the border region up to Arabia to invade Egypt, sack territories and towns including the Thebaid, Syene, Elephantine and Philae, enslave the inhabitants and pull down all the statues of Octavian that had been set up.24 Part of one of these, a larger than life-sized head from a bronze statue, has been recovered through archaeological excavation in Nubia. The eyes are inlaid with glass, with pupils set in metal rings and irises made of calcite, which gleam in the light and appear almost lifelike.25


  It was taken back to Meroe, the Kushite capital, and buried beneath the steps of a temple dedicated to Victory, to be permanently subjugated beneath the feet of its Kushite captors. The temple also contained frescos depicting Roman prisoners of war before the Kushite ruler. The incursions were swiftly dealt with by the new Roman governor of the province, Petronius, who invaded Kush, razed Candace’s royal residence at Napata to the ground and enslaved the inhabitants, although Candace’s son managed to escape. Petronius returned to Egypt and, while Candace and her army initially pursued him, eventually the situation was resolved diplomatically.


  In his account, Strabo mistakenly and repeatedly uses the title Kandake, which tends to be Latinised as Candace, as the queen’s name: her name was in fact Amanirenas, and she ruled Kush from around 40 to 10 BCE. These dates mean that the first ten years of her reign coincided with the last ten years of Cleopatra VII’s reign. It is highly probable that these queens of neighbouring kingdoms were well acquainted and sought each other’s support and advice on some of the more challenging aspects of ruling over the course of that decade. After all, we know from ancient Roman historiography that Cleopatra was in frequent contact with her fellow allied kings and queens around the Mediterranean, so it follows that she was also in frequent contact with her fellow African rulers. It only goes unmentioned by Roman authors because Kush was not part of the Roman Empire and so its day-to-day business was not part of their remit. Amanirenas may well have been inspired to invade Egypt’s southern border to discourage any Roman designs on her kingdom as a direct result of her witnessing Rome’s treatment of Cleopatra, her children and her kingdom, and her desire to avoid such an outcome for herself and hers. Cleopatra Selene would certainly have been aware of Amanirenas, who had acceded to the throne the year that she and her brother were born (the pair may even have met, assuming Cleopatra VII and Amanirenas had undertaken the sort of diplomatic embassies to each other’s kingdoms that Cleopatra had taken to Rome and other Roman cities). Amanirenas’ position as queen regnant would have been yet more proof, if any were needed, that women could wield power in their own right, and not simply exist as ornamental appendages of men. Although far away, first in Rome and then in Mauretania, Cleopatra Selene undoubtedly followed the political and military developments in Egypt, Nubia and Kush with close attention until hostilities ceased when a peace treaty between the Roman Empire and the kingdom of Kush was agreed in 21−20 BCE.


  So much upheaval in the only recently annexed and still potentially unstable province of Egypt made the necessity of placing the rest of North Africa in steady hands both obvious and pressing. As the Roman Empire had expanded, acquiring foreign territories through a combination of military conquest and political manoeuvring, it had sought to manage these territories in two different ways. Provinces were part of the empire and overseen by provincial governors appointed by the Roman Senate: Caesar, for example, had been the provincial governor of Gaul (modern France), Antony of Asia Minor (modern Turkey). However, the Roman Empire also had interests in territories that were not technically part of the empire, at least not at first, but were adjacent to it. These territories are traditionally called ‘client kingdoms’, although the term ‘allied kingdoms’ or even ‘friendly kingdoms’, has been suggested as a more accurate alternative.26 These kings and queens had patrons situated within the Roman aristocracy who personally supported them and represented their interests in Rome: for example, Cato the Younger and Pompey the Great were heavily invested in the kingdom of Egypt during the reign of Cleopatra Selene’s grandfather Ptolemy XII Auletes. The formal designation ‘friend and ally’ was a coveted status that neighbouring kings or queens might angle after for years before it was granted. In return for Rome’s friendship, client monarchs were expected to provide Rome with material support, often in the form of financial aid or access to the kingdom’s natural resources as a means of funding military activity. Cleopatra VII’s aid, for example, was sought by both sides in the civil war that followed Caesar’s assassination, and then later by Antony in the lead-up to his Armenian and Parthian campaigns. Rome did not tend to interfere in the day-to-day running of its client kingdoms unless serious problems arose that compromised the authority of the client king or queen. If that happened, and the situation became unsalvageable, either the king or queen could be replaced with someone more competent or, as a last resort, the kingdom could be formally annexed and turned into a province. While the Hellenistic kingdoms ruled by the descendants of Alexander the Great’s successors in the Near East had gradually disappeared over the course of the second and first centuries BCE, absorbed by the burgeoning Roman Empire, there were many other client kingdoms that succeeded in retaining their independence for centuries.


  What better person to appoint as a client king than someone who, while technically a member of a foreign royal family, had spent most of their life in Rome and been raised and educated according to Roman values − like Juba? And what better person to be his client queen than someone who was both a member of a foreign royal family and a member of a Roman one − like Cleopatra Selene? Both had a combination of positive and negative examples of predecessors to follow: while Juba’s father’s reign had ended as a result of him choosing the wrong side in the conflict between Caesar and Pompey the Great, prior to that he had acquitted himself well as a client king. Furthermore, Juba’s ancestor Massinissa was a prime example of how to rule successfully as a client king for decades. And, of course, Cleopatra Selene had witnessed first-hand her mother’s political machinations, both successful and unsuccessful.27 Like Juba I, Cleopatra VII had fulfilled all her obligations as a client monarch entirely competently; she just had the misfortune of her patron being the loser rather than the winner in a Roman civil war.


  In view of the volatility and instability of North Africa, Augustus created the allied kingdom of Mauretania out of two pre-existing North African kingdoms and appointed the newly wed Juba and Cleopatra Selene as king and queen, dispatching them across the Mediterranean to the Mauretanian capital city of Iol forthwith. Mauretania protected the Roman Empire from incursions by nomadic African tribes, such as the famously aggressive Gaetulians from the south. It also historically served as a source of wild animals for the Roman games, luxury goods such as citronwood furniture and purple dye, and staple goods such as a variety of agricultural produce of which grain was first and foremost. It was understood that Mauretania was to be an extremely important trading partner which needed to be competently ruled and safeguarded. The previous rulers, the kings Bocchus and Bogudes, had been absent for many years owing to their participation in the civil war between Octavian and Antony, so many things had been neglected and needed to be set right by the new royal couple. Under their rule, Mauretania would become a powerhouse client kingdom, the only one in the west of the Roman Empire. As to what they did and how they did it, we shall see in the next chapter.


  9


  A Fresh Start: The Kingdom of Mauretania


  TO ROMANS WHO HAD not actually been to North Africa, which is to say most Romans, it was a mysterious land where numerous dramatic mythological episodes had taken place. It was here that Hercules had wrestled with the giant Antaeus – immortal as long as he was in contact with his mother Gaia, the Earth – finally lifting him up and crushing him to death. It was also here that Hercules had undertaken his eleventh labour, searching for the paradisiacal Garden of the Hesperides (three nymphs who were associated with the evening and the golden light of sunset), and slaying the Hesperian Dragon who was guarding the treasure of the tree bearing the golden apples at the Garden’s centre.1 Frescos depicting these mythological episodes were popular interior decorations, particularly in triclinia. Banqueters would have reclined, sipped wine and nibbled canapes while feasting their eyes upon the sight of Hercules, clad in his famous cloak (made from the skin of the Nemean Lion), and wielding his famous club, sidling up to the Hesperides and their Dragon, his eyes on the prize of the golden apples hanging from the tree behind them.


  It was in North Africa that the mysterious and beautiful Aethiopian people lived, and they were also a popular subject in ancient Greek and Roman art, one example being a marble portrait of a Nubian dating from the late second century BCE and originally part of a larger sculpture on display in Ptolemaic Egypt.2


  North Africa was believed by the Romans to be a vast desert that was home to strange flora and fauna, notably lions and other big cats, elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotami and crocodiles that were displayed infrequently at venationes (‘beast hunts’) that were a popular part of the Roman games.3 At one point, it had been forbidden to import wild animals from Africa to Rome, but the tribune of the people, Gnaeus Aufidius, had passed a law repealing this ban in the late second or early first century BCE.4 Consequently, such displays were relatively new innovations. Lions were first included in 186 BCE by Marcus Fulvius Nobilior, and elephants in 169 BCE. According to Pliny the Elder, it was not until much later that rhinoceroses were first featured by Pompey the Great at the dedication of his Theatre in 55 BCE, and hippopotami and crocodiles by Marcus Aemilius Scaurus during his tenure as aedile in 58 BCE, so as far as Roman spectators were concerned these African beasts were still a relative novelty.5


  Today, our knowledge of pre-Roman North Africa and its Berber, Phoenicio-Punic and Greek inhabitants is rather scanty. We are reliant upon classical literary sources that mention the region – in which the information provided is not necessarily accurate – and piecemeal archaeological investigation, the results of which have been appropriated by those with vested nationalist interests.6 Additionally, some of the archaeological evidence for indigenous material culture, such as the rock art carved into the Atlas Mountains, is difficult to date with any precision. Even so, it is clear that this romanticised idea of North Africa promulgated by ancient authors was somewhat simplistic. There were indeed vast swathes of arid desert occupied predominantly by prides of lions, and sinister venomous creatures that slithered and scuttled, but there were also areas of considerable agricultural fertility that supported intense human productivity. The poet Silius Italicus, writing in the latter part of the first century CE, stated ‘where Africa spreads her untilled plains, the burnt-up land bears nothing but the poison of snakes in plenty; though, where a temperate strip blesses the fields, her fertility is not surpassed’.7 African farmers were responsible for contributing a sizeable portion to Rome’s annual grain supply, with Cicero describing it as one of Rome’s ‘three granaries’, along with Sicily and Sardinia.8 Along with grain, other staples of the Roman diet produced by North Africa were olives, fish (particularly tuna, passing through on their seasonal migration from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic and back again), and garum, that famous Roman condiment comprising fermented fish sauce that went with everything. Other important exports were timber, horses − the Mauritanian and Mazacian breeds that, while not much to look at, with their misshapen (by Roman standards) heads and bellies, were incredibly hard-working − and dogs.


  More renowned still were North Africa’s exotic exports.9 Factories on islands known as the Purple Islands, of which Mogador was one, just off the Atlantic coast (near modern Essaouira in Morocco) processed the predatory sea snail, the murex. They crushed its shell to access the secretions within that produced the Tyrian purple dye that was used to colour the edges of the togas worn by Roman senators, and other fine clothing worn by the aristocratic members of Roman society.10 The remains of these factories, including heaps of discarded shells, can still be seen today. Forests on the slopes of Mount Atlas were a source of citronwood, a species of cypress, that was not only beautiful to look at but also scented, smelling of citrus or lemon. Homer described the witch Circe as burning cedar and citronwood and using the lovely aroma to entice the hero Odysseus to her home on the island of Aeaea.11 It was believed to be durable, if not indestructible, and since its scent was believed to repel insects it was also a favoured material for writing tablets and cases used to store papyrus scrolls.12 It was frequently coupled with ivory, and the contrast between the dark gleaming wood and the pale, glowing ivory must have been incredibly pleasing to the eye. Only the wealthiest of Romans possessed tables with citronwood tops, which were often round and sliced from the width of the entire trunk. The knotted appearance of the wood was much admired, particularly when joined to a set of ivory legs, which were often elaborately carved into mythical creatures such as sphinxes. These pieces sold for eye-watering sums of money.13 The orator Cicero paid 1,200,000 sesterces for one, Gaius Asinius Gallus Saloninus, the emperor Tiberius’ arch enemy and romantic rival, 1,100,000 for another.14 Juba himself owned two which were sold at auction, and one of them sold for 1,200,000 sesterces, the other slightly less.15 Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s son Ptolemy apparently owned the largest one ever made at four and a half feet in diameter and a quarter of a foot in thickness.16


  Such tables were so popular that there was something of a craze for them in the latter part of the first century BCE and early first century CE, and possession of them by influential members of ancient Roman society, including members of the imperial family and their royal relatives, would undoubtedly have increased the cachet of owning one. It may have been believed that the citron tree was a version of the species that grew in the fabled Garden of the Hesperides, and its fruit, the citron, was similar, in appearance at least, to the fabled Apples of the Hesperides, although citron fruit was considered to have a bitter taste and an unpleasant scent.17 By the middle of the first century CE, the forests that produced the most esteemed citronwood had been considerably depleted. Thus, we might imagine the rooms of Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s palace to have been draped with richly dyed purple cloths and populated with elaborate items of furniture intricately carved from citronwood, which would have been fitting not only because these luxuries originated in their kingdom but also because of their prestige. It would have undoubtedly impressed visitors who arrived expecting a primitive backwater.


  Neither the land nor its peoples were very well known in Rome. The term ‘Libya’ was used to refer to the entirety of North Africa between the Atlantic Ocean and the border of Egypt, the area that we refer to today as the Maghreb. Beyond the cities and towns of the Mediterranean littoral that had been inhabited by Carthaginians, Greeks and Romans in turn, the indigenous peoples were predominantly nomadic, and the Romans relied upon antiquated ethnic stereotyping that dated from the days of Homer to conceptualise them. Virgil imagined Libyan shepherds tending their flocks far and wide across the desert, travelling from hut to hut, carrying all their possessions with them on their backs.18 Romans differentiated – not necessarily accurately, it must be said – between different groups using the names Maurusians, Massylians, Masaesylians, Numidians, Cyrenaeans, Carthaginians, Gaetulians and Garamantes, and today we tend to refer to them collectively as ‘Berbers’. To Roman eyes, these different groups presented themselves in similar ways and went to considerable lengths to beautify themselves.19 They braided their hair into complicated arrangements that they were very careful not to disturb, taking pains to clean their teeth and pare their nails, and ornamenting themselves with gold. Unlike the Romans in this period, the men grew beards and presumably tended to these as equally carefully as they did their hair. Virgil also commented on the looseness of their robes, worn without girdles.20 Those who rode horses did so bareback, leading their mounts with bridles made from rushes and controlling them with small rods. They armed themselves with javelins and daggers, while those who went on foot bore shields made from elephant leather and dressed in wide-bordered tunics topped with the skins of lions, leopards and bears.


  The amorphous borders between different parts of North Africa meant that frequently there was armed conflict between members of these groups and the Romans who had colonised, immigrated to and settled in the region. During the last years of the Republic and the early years of the Augustan Principate, the bellicose indigenous population presented an irresistible challenge to members of the Roman senatorial elite looking to make names for themselves as successful generals in the hopes of being awarded military triumphs and all the associated privileges; just as Carthage had been Scipio Africanus’ destiny, many Roman senators saw North Africa as theirs.21 Indeed, the last military triumph celebrated by someone who was not a member of the imperial family, Lucius Cornelius Balbus’ in 19 BCE, was in recognition of his African victories achieved at the expense of the neighbouring Garamantes.22 Unlike the Roman legionaries, North African warriors fought from horseback, and wielded javelins and bows from which they shot poisoned arrows.23 The only experience most Romans would have had of these individuals would have been watching professional Gaetulian beast hunters – who were believed to be able to charm lions – engaging with wild animals in the arena, and this is perhaps true of Cleopatra Selene herself, prior to her move to Mauretania, as the imperial family and its associates did make a point of being seen to attend, pay attention to and enjoy the spectacles. This was partly an exercise in public relations, a response to the fact that Caesar had been universally criticised for attending the games yet not paying sufficient attention to them, preferring instead to work throughout the proceedings, reading and answering letters for the duration.24 Sometimes the imperial family watched the games from the imperial box, other times from conveniently located homes of close friends, and it is highly likely that Cleopatra Selene accompanied them.25


  While Cleopatra Selene may not have been personally familiar with North Africa beyond Egypt, she had undoubtedly experienced first-hand the difference between what Romans believed of Egypt and Egyptians, and what was actually the case, so it is likely that she took the tall tales she was told about her new kingdom prior to her arrival with a sizeable grain of salt. While Juba had been taken from Numidia as a baby and would have had to rely upon second-hand accounts of what his early life had been like while in residence at his father’s palace at the Numidian capital city of Zama, he may have had the opportunity to undertake short visits to Mauretania while on campaign with Augustus, Marcellus and Tiberius in Hispania in the years 27−25 BCE. Both Cleopatra Selene and Juba would have undoubtedly availed themselves of all the considerable resources at their disposal in familiarising themselves with the land and peoples they were tasked with ruling. These resources would have included prominent Romans who had spent time in North Africa, not just on military endeavours during the civil wars but also on commercial ventures, as well as works of Latin and Greek literature concerning the region, such as the history written by Antony and Octavian’s peer Gaius Asinius Pollio, who had spent a considerable amount of time there on campaign with Caesar. Pollio would have been a person of considerable interest to Cleopatra Selene, as he had been close friends with her father and had initially sided with him during his conflict with Octavian. He had facilitated the Pact of Brundisium between the pair in 40 BCE, before refusing a request from Octavian to participate in the Battle of Actium because of that friendship. While Pollio’s history of the civil wars no longer survives, it was a significant source for the later writers Appian, Dio, Plutarch and Suetonius, whose works indicate that Pollio placed considerable emphasis on eyewitness testimony, especially his own.26 The couple would also have had access to works of Punic literature that had been seized from the royal library of Hiempsal I of Numidia (died c.117 BCE) and the state library of Carthage by Gaius Sallustius Crispus, known to posterity as Sallust, during his military service in the region with Caesar and subsequent governorship of Africa Nova in 46 BCE. These collections included works on the geography and inhabitants of the region. Juba continued to use them as research material for his own writings on North Africa some years later.27


  What would soon become the allied kingdom of Mauretania was an immense territory encompassing modern-day Algeria and Morocco, and the royal court of Mauretania was based at the kingdom’s capital city Iol. Since the allied kingdom had been created from the amalgamation of two separate kingdoms, one ruled by Bogudes II and one ruled by Bocchus II, there were actually two capital cities: Bogudes’ Volubilis, in the far west, in what is now Morocco, and Bocchus’ Iol, on the Mediterranean coast. Cleopatra Selene and Juba would choose the coastal city as their permanent residence, since this allowed them to remain connected to the rest of the Roman world, rather than being isolated on what was effectively the southern frontier of the Roman Empire. In the case of an emergency, they could sail from Iol to Rome, or send a messenger to someone in the empire’s capital in just under nine days, whereas to do so from Volubilis would take as many as twenty-three.28 In so doing, they were following in Alexander the Great’s footsteps, as his choice of site for Alexandria in Egypt was predicated on its proximity to the Mediterranean and the rest of the Greek world, a fact of which Cleopatra Selene was no doubt aware, and probably informed Juba. Mauretania’s connection to the rest of the Roman world is made clear in the number of sherds of a particular type of pottery that have been recovered from excavations in and around Cherchell: terra sigillata tableware ranges from pale orange to bright red in colour, has a glossy surface and is often covered with relief decoration in a wide range of designs. It was manufactured on an industrial scale in Italy (Arretine ware) and Gaul (Samian ware) and then shipped all over the empire. It is so ubiquitous that it would not be an exaggeration to say that there is probably some tableware on display in almost every museum in the world with a Roman collection.


  Soon after taking up residence at Iol, Cleopatra Selene and Juba would, rather diplomatically, rename the city Iol Caesarea, after their benefactor, Augustus.29 They were not the only allied rulers to make a gesture like this: Herod of Judea built a grand city that he named Caesarea Maritima (modern Keisarya, or Qaysaria, in northern central Israel), while Archaelaos of Cappadocia founded Cappadocian Caesarea. Despite being located far to the west of Rome, during the reign of Cleopatra Selene and Juba, Iol Caesarea became a highly sophisticated and multicultural court, populated by well-educated and prolific Greek, Roman, Egyptian and African scholars and talented and creative artisans. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the royal couple made a concerted effort to model their court at Iol Caesarea on that at Alexandria, although they were aiming to imitate Cleopatra Selene’s distant rather than immediate relatives. Ptolemy II Philadelphos and his sister-wife Arsinoe II had, after all, transformed the fledgling city into the cultural capital of the Hellenistic world through their creation of the Museum and the Great Library, and their patronage of scholars and artists. It is possible that at this point in his life Juba had not yet had the opportunity to visit Alexandria (assuming he had not accompanied Octavian on campaign there in 30 BCE), so Cleopatra Selene would have been primarily responsible for directing and realising their shared vision.


  The capital city was one of the largest metropoles in the western part of the Roman Empire and both it and the rest of the kingdom seem to have been very ethnically and culturally diverse.30 The architecture and art of the city proudly promoted Greek, Roman, Egyptian and African history in a manner unique in the ancient Mediterranean. Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s first responsibility as allied monarchs was renovating the city, making it a fitting capital for an allied kingdom. Augustus was himself an enthusiastic builder and was famously described as having found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble in his quest to make it as fine as cities such as Alexandria that he had seen in the eastern part of the Roman Empire. The couple undoubtedly communicated with him regarding their plans.31


  *


  Iol Caesarea’s harbour was endowed, like Alexandria, with a small island (interestingly, the name Iol has Semitic origins and means ‘sandy island’ in Hebrew), and on it the couple built a lighthouse, a practical step but perhaps also as an homage to the harbour and the Pharos of Alexandria.32 This would not have seemed strange: many ancient Roman cities had imitated the famous lighthouse and its innovative octagonal design. Nearby, they built a grand royal palace for themselves to live in, which they decorated with glorious works of art in Greek, Roman and Egyptian styles, including many portraits of themselves, members of their respective families, and friends.33 Perhaps they even referred to their palace between themselves as the Brucheion.


  Every Roman city needs a Forum, where public business, not only political but also social and economic, could take place. While the Forum that survives today was built later, in the reign of the Severan emperors of the second and third centuries CE, it seems that Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s Forum was located somewhere nearby. Columns resembling those of the Temple of Mars Ultor in Rome and carved from Luna marble, the white and grey marble that was a favourite building material of Augustus, have been found in the vicinity, having been reused in the construction of the Severan Forum and its basilica.


  To the south of the Forum, they built a Greek-style theatre according to the recommendations made by the Roman architect Vitruvius, and we know that Roman artisans were involved in its construction because one of the capitals is inscribed with the name Publius Antius Amphio, presumably a freedman of the Antistii, perhaps a member of the workshop that produced the capital or a worker on the building site.34 These artisans could have been hired and sent as a gift to the couple from their family and friends back in Rome. One of Juba’s surviving poems is an epigram criticising a performance of a play that took place there, a version of Hypsipyle staged by Leonteus of Argos, a member of the Mauretanian court. This may have been the play of that name written by the Greek tragedian Euripides, or possibly an original work by Leonteus himself. In either case, Juba was not impressed with Leonteus’ performance, which had apparently been ruined by his overeating:


  When you behold me, the cardoon-eating voice of the tragic actor


  Leonteus, do not believe that you look upon Hypsipyle’s ugly heart.


  For I was once Bacchus’ friend, nor did his gold-spangled ears


  Get as much pleasure from any other voice.


  But now earthenware pots and dry frying-pans


  have taken away my voice, since I paid more attention to my belly.35


  Juba was himself something of a theatre buff, having written a work entitled Theatrical History while still quite young, and Hypsipyle may have been chosen to flatter Cleopatra Selene as its subject matter would probably have resonated particularly with her. The play is about the eponymous Queen of Lemnos who was exiled from her kingdom, captured by pirates and sold as a slave to Lycurgus, the priest of Zeus at Nemea. There, she works as a nursemaid until one of her charges suffers a tragic accident under her care and his mother insists upon her death as recompense, although thankfully she is rescued and so escapes this fate. It may have been that the source of Juba’s irritation with Leonteus was that he knew the play would resonate with his wife and he had wanted her to enjoy it. In addition to the performance of comic and tragic plays, Iol Caesarea’s theatre would have provided a venue for concerts, poetry recitals and dance performances. They also built an amphitheatre in which to host other types of entertainment, such as wild beast hunts, for which purpose it would undoubtedly have been kept well stocked with local fauna. The couple seem to have planted trees, set up and decorated an altar, and created a sacred grove that they called the Lucus Augusti.


  The couple was also responsible for renovating old temples and dedicating new ones to the gods and goddesses that they felt particularly close to. The indigenous religion revolved around cults dedicated to ancestral worship, including the deification of deceased monarchs. Judging by the surviving architectural remnants this seems to have continued, but it seems likely that Cleopatra Selene was responsible for the promotion of Egyptian gods and goddesses in Mauretania, and the promotion of her namesake, the Greek goddess of the moon Selene, in particular. There was a Temple of Isis in Caesarea, the building of which Cleopatra Selene perhaps instigated in honour of her mother, although considering the abundant Isis-related imagery she included on her coinage, the goddess does appear to have been a favourite of hers, too.36 Juba consecrated a crocodile to the temple, which he took as proof that the Nile originated in Mauretania, another concrete link between himself and Cleopatra Selene, and their kingdom of Mauretania and her rightful inheritance of the kingdom of Egypt, just as Crinagoras’ wedding poem for them had said. This was perhaps also an attempt by the couple to institute a cult practice comparable to the sacred crocodiles of Sobek found in temples in the Fayum in Egypt.37 These crocodiles were famous throughout the ancient world, and there is papyrological evidence of Roman tourists visiting Egypt to see them as early as 5 March 112 BCE in the form of an itinerary that includes a visit to Petesouchos and the sacred crocodiles of Arsinoe, known as Crocodilopolis, ‘Crocodile City’.38


  Since there is literary, documentary and archaeological evidence of members of the Ptolemaic dynasty worshipping Egyptian deities as well as Greek ones within Egypt, including living animal deities such as the Apis Bull, the Buchis Bull and the crocodiles of Sobek, it is likely that Cleopatra Selene had done so herself as a child living in Egypt. She would not, however, have been able to do so while living in Rome, where – as we have seen – Egyptian cults were carefully monitored and frequently subjected to disciplinary measures such as temporary bans on their activities. She may have attempted to introduce the practice to Mauretania, albeit on a small scale. And there is certainly some archaeological evidence of worship of the goddess Selene in the kingdom at this time: when I visited Volubilis a few years ago, I came across several dedications to the goddess in the site’s compact yet well-curated museum. The emphasis placed upon the goddesses Isis and Selene in Mauretania, and their promotion by Cleopatra Selene, during this period may account for the unusual design of an intaglio currently housed in the National Soares dos Reis Museum in Oporto in Portugal.39 This pale orange oval carnelian gem has been dated to the second half of the first century BCE, therefore during Cleopatra Selene’s lifetime, and is decorated with a draped bust of the goddess Isis/Selene in profile and facing to the left. She wears her hair styled in long Libyan-style locks with a fillet passing over her head and a lotus bloom on her forehead, and below her is a crescent moon. Although the intaglio is unprovenanced, four of the six intaglios in the museum’s collection that depict Isis originated in the south of Portugal, so it is not implausible that the Mauretanian presentation of Isis/Selene had spread north, considering the close links between Mauretania and Hispania Lusitania (as this region was known) during the Roman period.


  At the same time, Cleopatra Selene and Juba undertook the expected glorification of Augustus and the imperial family. This culminated in Juba issuing coins late in his reign with portraits of himself on the obverse face accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA, and depictions of a temple accompanied by the Latin legend AUGUSTI, ‘Of Augustus’, on the reverse, indicating that he had built at least one temple and maybe even two temples dedicated to his benefactor, presumably after Augustus’ death and deification in 14 CE.40 One of the temples depicted is in hexastyle design with a pediment decorated with the figure of an eagle and flanked by a Victory on either side; the other is a tetrastyle temple with a pediment decorated with a star, perhaps a reference to Augustus’ ascension into the heavens. Despite Juba’s clear expression of loyalty to Augustus, and his acknowledgement of Augustus’ peerless position, it is worth noting that on one of these coins Juba took pains to depict himself wearing the lionskin and bearing the club of Hercules – his and Cleopatra Selene’s shared divine ancestor – making it clear that he had his own claim to sovereignty in Africa.
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    A coin issued by Juba II, in which he is depicted wearing the lionskin of the demi-god Hercules, accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA. On the reverse face is a temple dedicated to Augustus.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Finally, with an eye to the future of the dynasty that they were intent on founding, Juba constructed a large mausoleum, which can still be seen today on the road between Cherchell and Algiers in Tipaza Province in Algeria.41 The mausoleum resembles other significant funerary monuments located in North Africa and the East, so Juba was clearly aiming for continuity. But simultaneously, it is very similar to the Mausoleum of Augustus in the centre of Rome, the construction of which was begun in 27 BCE, before Cleopatra Selene and Juba left the city, Juba could easily argue that this resemblance was deliberate, another attempt to link his family with the imperial family in which he had grown up.42


  Unfortunately, the mausoleum was looted and relieved of its contents long ago, so no trace of the royal family or their remains survives. Iol Caesarea was also an intellectual and cultural centre. The royal library included Latin, Greek and Punic works of literature, and scholars working in a variety of academic disciplines spent time there, including Juba himself.43 Many Hellenistic monarchs, including a number of Cleopatra Selene’s ancestors, had combined kingship with scholarship, and prior to their marriage Juba had already published works on Roman history and/or archaeology, Greek and Latin terminology, theatrical history and art.44 The scholarship that he produced during their marriage seems to have been influenced by Cleopatra Selene, and she may even have contributed to it. He wrote about his mother-in-law, and the information that he included would in all likelihood have been provided by his wife, and he may well have sought her approval on his drafts that mentioned her: it was the considerate thing to do, after all.45 He also wrote an in-depth treatise on North Africa entitled Libyka, in which he continued their joint project of laying claim to the entire continent, and included extensive sections on the Nile and the Red Sea trade routes.


  There was a longstanding association between women of the Ptolemaic dynasty and poets: Arsinoe II had been a patron to Theocritus, and Berenice II had been a patron to Callimachus, so it would not have been untoward for Cleopatra Selene to foster poetic talent in Mauretania. Crinagoras of Mytilene, the poet who wrote the grandiose epigram celebrating Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s wedding, may also have been invited to Iol Caesarea to commemorate other key events in the couple’s reign, an ancient version of the contemporary poet laureate (he certainly wrote an epigram on the occasion of Cleopatra Selene’s untimely death).46 It has recently been proposed that Cleopatra Selene served as a patron to a circle of poets with a very specific interest, the precious stones owned by the early Ptolemies, particularly the Ptolemaic queens.47 Hellenistic rulers had long been enthusiastic collectors of precious stones and these collections were known as dactyliotheca: King Mithridates VI of Pontus’ immense collection passed to Pompey the Great upon his defeat, and Pompey dedicated it to the Temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva on the Capitoline Hill in Rome, a benefaction which started a craze for pearls and gemstones among elite Romans.48 His rival Caesar went one better and dedicated six sets to the temple of his ancestress Venus Genetrix in the centre of his Forum. Cleopatra Selene would have witnessed Marcellus dedicate a collection to the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine Hill, and Livia dedicate a sardonyx set in a golden horn to the Temple of Concord and the largest piece of rock crystal ever seen to the Temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva on the Capitoline Hill. She could, potentially even have learned of Antony’s enthusiasm for opals.49 She would also perhaps have been inspired by Augustus and the imperial family’s interest in and use of cameos to communicate their preferred ideology – surviving examples of which include the famous Gemma Augustea (‘Gem of Augustus’), and the Blacas Cameo, both possibly carved by Augustus’ favourite gem cutter Dioskourides. If so, it encouraged her to commission various epigrams and even some gems in an attempt to communicate hers, presenting herself as the descendant and successor of historical heavyweights rather than lightweights.


  Certainly, one of the most renowned artisans in residence at Iol Caesarea was Gnaios the gem cutter. Gems were key markers of wealth, culture and status – every Roman citizen of consequence had a signet ring set with an intaglio. These were engraved with an image specific to them that they would use to seal, authorise and verify all their documentation. Augustus, for example, used first a sphinx, then an image of Alexander the Great, and then finally an image of himself as his seal during the course of his long life, all carved by Dioskourides.50 Gnaios carved cameo portraits of some of the most powerful people in the ancient Mediterranean into precious stones, and two of the three works of his that have survived from classical antiquity can be associated with the Mauretanian royal court.


  During his residence at Iol Caesarea, Gnaios carved a red carnelian intaglio bearing a portrait of Cleopatra Selene, perhaps for Juba himself, in which she wears her hair in the so-called ‘melon’ coiffure, and bears a sceptre, the symbol of her royal authority, at the nape of her neck.51 This portrait resembles those found on her coinage: Gnaios may have been responsible for producing what amounts to a formal likeness of Cleopatra Selene for use in official capacities, just as the sculptor Lysippos’ portraits of Alexander the Great so pleased the king that he decreed that no other ancient sculptor could reproduce his image.52


  He also carved a blue beryl intaglio bearing a portrait of a youthful Hercules, with his club propped up behind him and Gnaios’ signature below the portrait.53 Sadly, at some point, the intaglio was damaged, but the missing piece has been restored to it in gold.


  Unsurprisingly, considering Hercules was not only Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s shared ancestor but was also associated with specific sites in North Africa, he was a prominent figure at the royal court in Iol Caesarea and a significant part of the royal family’s branding; Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s son Ptolemy seems to have been especially enthusiastic about his heroic ancestor, featuring him and his club on his coinage with regularity.


  While we know a reasonable amount about the celebrity members of Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s entourage and what they were up to at various points during the couple’s reign, it is important to remember that from the moment she was born, Cleopatra Selene would have seldom, if ever, been alone. As an Egyptian princess, then a member of the extended Roman imperial family, and finally an African queen, she would always have been surrounded by people who were at her beck and call at all hours of the day and night. Her household staff would have comprised enslaved individuals, formerly enslaved individuals and potentially even freeborn individuals from all around the ancient Mediterranean. While we do not know the names of any of her Egyptian staff apart from her tutor Nikolaos of Damascus, we are better informed about her Roman and Mauretanian households owing to a combination of literary and documentary evidence, such as funerary monuments set up in honour of their members that have been discovered in Rome and Iol Caesarea.


  Since it was Roman custom for enslaved individuals to take on the family names of their enslavers once they had been officially manumitted and regained their freedom, we can see that Cleopatra Selene seems to have inherited several members of her father’s household staff, such as her personal physician Antonius Euphorbos, the brother of Augustus’ personal physician Antonius Musa.54 The pair were Methodists – that is to say members of the Methodist medical sect – and disciples of the Late Republican physician Asclepiades of Bithynia. They followed in his footsteps in popularising innovative cold water medical treatments, and Euphorbos seems to have been dear enough to Cleopatra Selene and Juba for the latter to name a plant, known today as Euphorbia resinifera Berg, a type of resin spurge, that he discovered growing in the Atlas Mountains, after him.55 This was quite an honour, as Juba went on to devote an entire treatise to the plant, and this is in fact the only reason that Euphorbos’ name has survived, as, unlike his brother, his therapies do not seem to have become famous.56 By way of consolation, however, the plant genus Euphorbia, which contains a range of plants including the poinsettias with which we decorate our homes at Christmas, still bears his name today. There are also epitaphs for Aischinos Antonianus and Cleopatra, the daughter of Gaius Antonianus, who died at the age of twenty-three years and seven months old, from Iol Caesarea, and their names indicate their connection to Antony’s family.57


  *


  Members of Cleopatra Selene’s staff seem to have died and been commemorated in Rome, and this supports the theory that she had a residence in the city – perhaps her half-brother Iullus had made Antony’s house, bought from Pompey the Great, in the heart of the city near Pompey’s Theatre, available to her – and spent extended periods there over the years.58 One such staff member was Ecloga the mime who, at the relatively young age of eighteen, may have performed in the theatre at Iol Caesarea and proved so proficient in her craft that Cleopatra Selene took her to Rome to share her talents with her family and friends.59 If her name is any indication of her approach to her art, she would select short sections from long pieces, the edited highlights of plays and poems, and perform them for her audience. Other known members of Cleopatra Selene’s staff include Chios Jubatianus, a host responsible for not just laying the table but also serving food, and Julia Prima Jubatiana.60


  By this time, the fashion for displaying unusual individuals such as dwarfs had spread from Egypt to Rome, and many elite households boasted them as a feature of their staff. Cleopatra Selene may have been in a position to offer her father’s dwarf companion Sisyphus a home at the Mauretanian royal court. The freedom to do so would have been especially gratifying for her since Augustus was not a fan of this trend.61 It would also have been another way that she and Juba could attempt to model their burgeoning royal court on the Ptolemaic one in Alexandria.


  However, the royal family do also seem to have imitated Augustus, who founded the Praetorian Guards in 27 BCE, in their use of bodyguards. They formed their own version of the organisation, the corporis custodes, as inscriptions set up by some of the cohort’s members, such as Hyacinthus, Crestus and Gaius Julius Dapnus, the latter presumably, judging from his name, a former member of the royal household, attest.62 Iol Caesarea is the only place in the Roman world apart from the city of Rome itself that attests such an institution. Additionally, the royal family seem to have formed and made use of a company of urban cohorts, the cohors urbana, and an epitaph set up to commemorate one of its members, Aebutius Rufus, who died while on active duty, has survived.63 Iol Caesarea coming to boast these two institutions indicates that Cleopatra Selene and Juba ruled in grand style, making a concerted effort to simultaneously flatter and imitate the imperial cult at Rome.64 It indicates the sheer size of the city and its population, and perhaps implies that the inhabitants were somewhat unruly, necessitating a degree of crowd control, with the members of these companies ensuring acquiescence by wielding the ancient equivalents of nightsticks with relative impunity.65 It is also possible that these companies served to safeguard the kingdom’s method of supplying grain to the city of Rome.66


  When in residence at the royal palace in Iol Caesarea, one of the more varied duties undertaken by Cleopatra Selene and Juba would have been the reception of embassies and exotic goods from elsewhere in the ancient world. At around the time that Cleopatra Selene and Juba were establishing themselves in Mauretania, Augustus was receiving embassies from destinations as far flung as India and China, and accepting all manner of exotic gifts, including a tiger that he presented at the dedication of the Theatre of Marcellus in honour of his nephew and Juba’s foster brother, now deceased.67 Cleopatra Selene and Juba may have received similar delegations. They certainly commissioned expeditions of their own, including one to an archipelago off the western coast of Africa that they identified as the fabled Islands of the Blessed (the modern Canary Islands), and these returned with intriguing souvenirs. All these islands were charted, recorded and given classical names considered appropriate, one of them called Canaria because of the numerous species of very large dogs that were found living there (and from which the modern name ‘Canary Islands’ originates). Two of these dogs were captured and brought back to Cleopatra Selene and Juba at Iol Caesarea and presumably they remained there, probably put on display for the inhabitants of the city to see, the beginnings of a royal menagerie like the one that Cleopatra Selene’s ancestors had founded at Alexandria. Depending upon the extent to which they could be tamed and controlled, they may have become something akin to pets of the royal household. Another expedition was sent out to search for the source of the Nile and it reached a lake called the Nilides, in which crocodiles were found, a discovery taken as proof that the source of the Nile was in Mauretania, despite the fact that the actual source of the Nile lies thousands of miles away on the other side of the continent.68 One of these crocodiles was captured and, like the dogs, brought back to the capital. This particular gift undoubtedly delighted Cleopatra Selene, not just because it was a reminder of her homeland but also because the crocodile was to all intents and purposes her personal symbol. The creature was subsequently kept in the Temple of Isis: it was common practice in this period for temples to serve as repositories of all manner of treasures, including rare and unusual objects, and there was often a special significance, usually a programmatic or ideological one, to the temple chosen by the dedicator as the repository for their treasure.69 In this case, the Temple of Isis was the obvious choice for the crocodile due to its Egyptian nature and its special significance to Cleopatra Selene herself.


  Like any married couple, Cleopatra Selene and Juba would have exchanged gifts between themselves on special (and perhaps not so special) occasions. One of Juba’s predecessors, King Bogudes, once presented his queen with a rather unconventional bouquet, a bundle of giant reeds and asparagus that he had discovered while on campaign in the west of Africa. Since Juba was himself an intrepid explorer and travelled all over the realm, it is likely that he brought Cleopatra Selene many similarly intriguing souvenirs throughout their marriage, conceivably even recreating Bogudes’ present of a bouquet when he discovered the species of spurge he named Euphorbion.


  Over the course of their reign, Juba and Cleopatra Selene oversaw the gradual urbanisation of Mauretania, founding new towns that followed the Roman precedent of being carefully planned and laid out, and occupied by Roman citizens allocated parcels of land. The extent to which the indigenous population relocated to these towns remains debatable, however, as does the extent to which the indigenous population accepted their new rulers. It is notable that in the years after Cleopatra Selene’s death Juba’s hold on the kingdom became increasingly precarious: without her, her unique heritage and her unmatched prestige, he did not have quite the same clout.


  Throughout the Hellenistic period, the role of queen was never as clearly defined as the role of king.70 A king’s duties were clear: he was expected to operate in the political, judicial and military spheres, and act as a patron and benefactor to his subjects. A queen’s duties were less so, and somewhat dependent on the individual occupying the role. Juba was an active and highly competent king – he would not have been able to maintain stability within Mauretania for almost five decades had he not been – but how much of his activity and competency was a result of him having an equally active and competent partner to share the burden of rule? Cleopatra Selene had, after all, borne witness first to her mother’s rule of Egypt and later to Octavia and Livia’s less overt but equally significant contributions to Augustus’ rule of the Roman Empire. It is notable that much previous scholarship on the Roman client kingdom of Mauretania has focused on the kings, first Juba and then Ptolemy, because of the traditional understanding of male power, but new approaches to the subject are starting to consider female power and its somewhat different manifestation. Thus, it would not be an exaggeration to describe Juba and Cleopatra Selene as co-rulers rather than as a king and his consort, as is so often the case with ancient husbands and wives. She played an active rather than passive role in the joint project that was their reign; solidifying their hold on the newly established kingdom required the enthusiastic and sustained participation of both.71 In the following chapter, we shall examine Cleopatra Selene’s role within the Mauretanian royal family.
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  Wedded Bliss?


  CLEOPATRA SELENE’S TWENTY-YEAR reign in Mauretania was characterised by her attempts to fuse her past and present and create something new and distinctive in the Roman Empire. She was uniquely capable of this because of her complex ancestry and multicultural heritage. After all, she was, through her mother, descended from Macedonian and Syrian royalty as well as Egyptian. She was, through her father, a member of an ancient Roman family and related to the Pontic and Cappadocian royal family. She was married to a member of the Numidian royal family. She had been in her relatively short life a princess of Egypt, queen of Crete and Cyrenaica, and was now Queen of Mauretania. Aspects of all these different identities must have been clearly apparent during her lifetime and immediately afterwards, as traces of them are still visible today in the ancient literary, documentary and archaeological records of both the Roman Empire and Mauretania itself.


  It is notoriously difficult to identify specific individuals depicted in ancient portraiture. Unless, that is, those individuals happen to have been prominent enough to have a stable portrait type depicted across many examples produced in different media (such as, for example, Alexander the Great or the Roman emperors), or their portraits were labelled (such as those of ordinary people’s funerary monuments, which are often accompanied by epitaphs relating their names and information about their lives, such as their significant achievements). In the case of many notable ancient individuals, the only securely identifiable portraits of them are those that appear on their coin issues, although even these are not entirely naturalistic or realistic owing to ancient ideological artistic conventions used by many monarchs. These include modelling themselves after Alexander the Great, depicting themselves with divine attributes like the ram horns of the god Zeus/Jupiter/Ammon, or the appearance of fleshiness as an indicator of what the Greeks (and the members of the Ptolemaic dynasty in particular) defined as tryphé. And so it is with Cleopatra Selene. Her Mauretanian coin portraits indicate that she followed the example set by her mother and presented herself in the manner of a Hellenistic queen, with her hair styled in the ‘melon’ coiffure and held in place by a diadem, the traditional headwear of a Hellenistic king and, sometimes, even a queen. Originally, a diadem was a strip of white cloth, knotted at the back of the wearer’s head, with the ends left dangling below. An alternative ancient headdress that was used to indicate the elevated status of its wearer was the stephane, a circlet with a pediment at the front that stood upright from the head. The early Ptolemaic queens who featured on coins such as Arsinoe II were depicted wearing the stephane topped by a veil rather than the diadem, indicative of their divine status. Despite her identification with the goddess Isis, Cleopatra VII preferred to portray herself wearing the diadem, perhaps meant to indicate her position as queen regnant rather than queen consort, and it seems that Cleopatra Selene followed her example in this, emphasising that she ruled alongside Juba as his equal, not as his subordinate. This was made explicit in one particular design, issued during the sixth year of their joint reign, which depicted Juba on the obverse accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA REGIS IUBAE F (King Juba, son of King Juba), and Cleopatra Selene on the reverse, accompanied by the Greek legend BASI KLEO KLEOPA THUGA (Queen Cleopatra, daughter of [Queen] Cleopatra).1
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    A coin depicting Juba and Cleopatra Selene.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Art historians use these coin portraits as a reference and a guide when attempting to identify portraits of her produced in different media.2 If we are to accept these as a reasonable reproduction of her features, it is clear that she inherited the distinctive nose of her maternal ancestors!


  Portraits that have been tentatively identified as Cleopatra Selene have been recovered from various sites around Mauretania, although art historians are often tempted to identify them as her famous – or, more accurately, infamous – mother rather than her.3 One such portrait is a marble bust, dating from 10−1 BCE, currently housed in the Cherchell Museum and labelled as Cleopatra Selene, yet when it appears in publications it is often misidentified.4


  The woman it depicts is mature, wearing her hair in the ‘melon’ coiffure held in place by a large diadem, but her facial features are somewhat different from the handful of surviving marble portraits that art historians tend to agree depict Cleopatra. Since we do not have written physical descriptions of either Cleopatra Selene or her mother, and the only securely identified portraits of either that have survived from classical antiquity are the portraits on their coin issues, and these only depict them in profile, it is hard to say whether they looked at all alike (apart from their prominent noses). Based on its findspot, it seems fair to say that this is likely to be a portrait of the adult Cleopatra Selene, a queen at the height of her powers, and that she chose to represent herself in the style favoured by her mother and her Ptolemaic ancestors. Since the royal court at Iol Caesarea was far from Rome, and it was usual practice for allied monarchs to attend on members of the imperial family wherever they happened to be based rather than the other way around, and there is no record of any member of the imperial family ever visiting Mauretania, it was relatively safe for her to present herself in this manner there.
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    The mature Cleopatra Selene in this white marble portrait bust, c. 10−1 BCE.


    Heritage Image Partnership Ltd / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  Both Cleopatra Selene and Juba commemorated their parents in the cities of their new kingdom. Antony had initially been subjected to certain aspects of the process of damnatio memoriae after his death, his statues torn down, his birthday declared a dies nefas, an ‘unlucky day’, in the Roman calendar, and the Antonii forbidden from ever again naming a son Marcus, so it is unlikely that Cleopatra Selene felt able to commemorate him openly and publicly.5 However, since Octavian had permitted statues of Cleopatra VII to remain in situ in Egypt, thanks to the political manoeuvring and timely donation of 2,000 talents of gold from her loyal courtier Archibius, and since there was even a statue of Cleopatra in Caesar’s Temple of Venus Genetrix in the Forum of Caesar in the heart of Rome, Cleopatra Selene probably felt on safer ground when it came to commemorating her mother.6 A marble bust that was found in Cherchell and is now housed in the Cherchell Museum may represent the deceased Queen of Egypt.7 Perhaps this was displayed alongside a marble bust that was likewise found in Cherchell but is now housed in the Louvre and is thought to represent Juba’s father, King Juba of Numidia, due to its unusual hairstyle in combination with a beard. This was an aspect of the elder Juba’s appearance that Cicero had commented on and Caesar had mocked, once actually pulling on it during a physical altercation that occurred between the pair.8 Additionally, the man is portrayed wearing a diadem, indicating his royal status.


  It is very similar to the portraits of himself that Juba of Numidia included on his coinage. The obverse face depicts a portrait of Juba accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA, ‘King Juba’, while the reverse face depicts a representation of a temple that is classical in style accompanied by a Punic legend that translates to the same.9 It was perhaps these coins that inspired the royal couple’s own bilingual coin issues.


  The portrait’s likeness to representations of Zeus/Jupiter is intriguing, and suggests that Juba attempted to glorify his father in the manner that Antony and Cleopatra had glorified themselves in their lifetimes by linking themselves to the Greek god Dionysos and the Egyptian goddess Isis.10 A red glass intaglio engraved with what has been identified as a portrait of Juba of Numidia dating from the middle of the first century BCE has also survived and is currently housed in the British Museum.11 Perhaps like Cleopatra Selene, Juba was forced to commemorate his disgraced father privately.
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    King Juba I of Numidia, resplendently bearded and coiffed in this white marble bust.


    © Marie-Lan Nguyen / Wikimedia Commons/ American Numismatic Association
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    An example of Juba I’s coinage: Juba I and the Latin legend REX IUBA on the obverse face, and a temple on the reverse.


    © Marie-Lan Nguyen / Wikimedia Commons/ American Numismatic Association

  


  Once their rule was established, Cleopatra Selene and Juba aimed to establish a dynasty of their own to secure their possession of the kingdom. The precise number of children that they had is unknown, as is often the case with ancient families. However, there is no mention in the ancient literature of any internecine strife, as seems to have been common in other Hellenistic kingdoms and was certainly going on across the Mediterranean in Judea around this time. Because this was often so serious and toxic that it resulted in matricide, patricide, fratricide and uxoricide, all of which tended to have serious political ramifications, it is the sort of thing that Roman authors would have paid attention to and recorded, had it occurred. This indicates that the family was a stable one, and this stability was probably one of the reasons that Juba’s reign was secure, lasted so long and culminated in a straightforward handover of power to his son upon his death.


  During the two decades of their marriage and joint rule, while Juba spent a considerable amount of time on the frontiers of the kingdom dealing with incursions from hostile tribes, it is probable that Cleopatra Selene was based in Iol Caesarea, overseeing the kingdom during his absence. She was, after all, the one of the royal pair with the more prestigious ancestry, the closer ties to the imperial family, the higher status and, as a result, the greater personal authority. She would certainly have been in constant contact with a network of powerful women around the Mediterranean including the empress Livia, her foster mother Octavia, her half-sisters Antonia Major and Minor, and the women of the Herodian dynasty and other eastern kingdoms, in addition to Augustus himself.12 That this was a standard feature of the lives of client queens and other powerful women in the ancient Mediterranean is made clear, and some tantalising hints about these networks can be found in the writings of ancient historians such as Tacitus and Josephus. For example, Cleopatra VII corresponded with Queen Aba of Olbe (modern southern central Turkey) and Alexandra, the matriarch of the Hasmonean dynasty, and Livia corresponded with Salome of Judea (the sister of King Herod the Great), Queen Dynamis of the Bosporan Kingdom (modern eastern Crimea and the Taman Peninsula), Queen Pythadoris (also known as Pythodorida) of Pontos and her daughter Antonia Tryphaena, and the latter pair even stayed with her during their visits to Rome.13 It is also likely that Cleopatra Selene visited Rome for significant historical occasions such as the funerary rites staged upon the death of Octavia in 11 BCE and the dedication of the Ara Pacis in 9 BCE.


  *


  While ancient historians tend not to devote much space to client queens, or at least not to successful ones, it is worth considering what they say about them when they do include them.14 Take, for example, Berenice, the daughter of King Herod Agrippa I and sister of King Herod Agrippa II, a Jewish client queen who is today famous for her lengthy love affair with the future Roman emperor Titus.15 A variety of ancient sources detail how scandalised the Romans were with her not only cohabiting with Titus in the imperial palace, but making interventions in the government of the Roman Empire and in the judicial system. She reportedly entreated her brother to commute death sentences to life imprisonment and even went so far as to preside as a judge over legal proceedings.16 The opprobrium culminated in the couple being heckled by Diogenes and Heras, two Cynic philosophers, at the theatre, and Titus, recognising how unpopular the relationship was with the Roman people (and how it was inspiring comparisons with Cleopatra VII’s relationship with Antony), promptly sent Berenice away.17 Yet it needs to be borne in mind that while this behaviour may have been scandalous at the very heart of the Roman Empire, where women were expected to wield soft power (if they wielded any power at all) and do so discreetly, client queens, particularly those who ruled alone or autonomously, would have been much more visible in their own kingdoms out on the periphery. They would have been involved in all aspects of the day-to-day running of their kingdoms as a matter of course, to the point where their subjects may have been aggrieved had they not participated!


  Cleopatra Selene spent her entire adult life as a successful allied queen. Since she would only have been about thirty-five upon her death, it is possible, perhaps even probable, that like so many other women, both famous and unknown, in classical antiquity, she died in childbirth. This was a fate from which no amount of prestige or power could protect her. The danger of pregnancy and childbirth to both mother and baby was well known, and numerous deities were invoked in an often vain attempt to protect them at every stage of the process. Crinagoras of Mytilene, the imperial court poet who had commemorated Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s wedding in 25 BCE, also wrote a poem addressed to Cleopatra Selene’s half-sister Antonia Minor. She had married Octavian’s stepson and Livia’s son Drusus, and Crinagoras composed the following poem while she was pregnant, calling on the King and Queen of the gods, Zeus and Hera, and Hepione, the wife of the god of healing Asclepius, to bring her safely through her delivery:


  Hera, mother of the Eleithyiae, and you, Hera Teleia, and Zeus, the common father of all who are born, hear my prayer and grant that gentle pangs may come to Antonia in the tender hands of Hepione, so that her husband may rejoice and her mother and her mother-in-law. Her womb bears the blood of great houses.18


  This poem has been associated with Antonia Minor’s first pregnancy in around 15 BCE and the birth of a child who died in infancy or early childhood, for while she was pregnant many times, only three of her offspring survived into adulthood (Germanicus, Livilla and the future Roman emperor Claudius).19 It is notable that Crinagoras acknowledges Antony’s paternity here, however obliquely. He may have written one or more similar poems for Cleopatra Selene; after all, her womb bore the blood of great houses too, arguably more, and greater, than her half-sister’s. Moreover, when it came to such highly placed individuals, the death of a mother and child could be politically as well as personally catastrophic (years earlier, Caesar’s daughter Julia had been married to his political ally Pompey the Great, and upon the death of Julia and her baby their alliance had dissolved, and civil war had soon followed). Whatever the cause of Cleopatra Selene’s early death, Crinagoras wrote another poem to serve as a eulogy:


  The moon herself, rising at early eve, dimmed her light, veiling her mourning in night, because she saw her namesake, pretty Selene, going down dead to murky Hades. On her she had bestowed the beauty of her light, and with her death she mingled her own darkness.20


  Since Crinagoras’ words refer to a lunar eclipse that seems to have occurred at around the time, it is possible to use astronomical information to get a sense of when her death could have occurred. During the period in which he was composing his poems, and the period in which Cleopatra Selene lived, there were four years in which lunar eclipses that were visible in both Iol Caesarea and Rome took place: 5 BCE, 1 BCE, 3 CE and 7 CE.21 However, based on the specific descriptive details about the lunar eclipse that he provides, it has been proposed that her death can be dated precisely to one of two eclipses, occurring on either 23 March 5 BCE or 4 May 3 CE (an extremely rare achievement when it comes to an ancient historical figure), with the former date preferred.22 In Iol Caesarea, the moon would have been completely covered by the shadow cast by the earth, while in Rome the moon would have been half-covered upon rising and then completely covered around a quarter of an hour later, and the phenomenon would have lasted for almost two hours. Eclipses were viewed as portents of impending doom by their ancient observers, and they were often associated with imminent death; additionally, lunar eclipses were seen as the result of witchcraft, with witches being renowned and reviled for their supposed power to ‘draw down’ the moon. This poem also helps us gain some idea of the impact of Cleopatra Selene’s death on those who knew her, as it was clearly considered an event worth recording for posterity.23 Crinagoras evokes a touchingly beautiful amalgamation of Cleopatra Selene and her divine namesake, the poetic equivalent perhaps of this depiction of the moon goddess on an altar from Italy dating from the second century CE (currently on display in the Louvre).24


  Cleopatra Selene was perhaps the first member of the family interred in the royal mausoleum that Juba had built for himself, his wife and their descendants, although, assuming they had a child or children who predeceased her, such as the little boy depicted on the Ara Pacis, their remains would soon have been recovered from their initial place of interment and placed in the mausoleum alongside hers.


  Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s joint rule of Mauretania seems to have been successful enough to have cemented their hold on the kingdom to such a degree that three years after her death, in 2 BCE, Juba felt sufficiently confident of his grasp on power to leave his kingdom in the hands of advisers. He accompanied Augustus’ grandson and adopted son, and acknowledged heir, Gaius Caesar, on an expedition to Arabia. Possibly he was still grieving the loss of his wife and partner to the point where he felt a complete change of scene would be beneficial. It was the following year, in 1 BCE, while still on this trip, that he would visit the court of King Archelaus of Cappadocia and there encounter Archelaus’ daughter Princess Glaphyra. She was distantly related to Cleopatra Selene by marriage and even connected to Antony through his affair with her grandmother, also named Glaphyra (it was supposedly this liaison that had resulted in Archelaus being crowned King of Cappadocia several decades previously).25 Juba married Glaphyra, and although this marriage may initially have been conceived as a way of linking these western and eastern client kingdoms, it did not pay off; within a year or so he had divorced her, left the expedition and returned to Mauretania.26 She does not seem ever to have set foot in Mauretania and attempted to rule the kingdom in the manner of Cleopatra Selene; she certainly did not issue her own coinage in the manner of her predecessor. In fact, her marriage to Juba (her second) rates barely a mention in ancient sources, in comparison to the amount of detail we have about her first and third marriages.
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    A marble altar depicting the goddess Selene, second century CE.


    Borghese Collection; purchase, 1807, Wikimedia Commons

  


  In the years that followed, Cleopatra Selene was not forgotten by either Juba or Ptolemy, as a hoard of coins deposited in around 17 CE at Alkasar near Tangier makes clear. This hoard contains coins that can be dated to the period 11–17 CE and consists of those not only issued by Cleopatra Selene and Juba together, but also those issued by Cleopatra Selene alone, indicating that her coinage was not taken out of circulation upon her death and was still in use by her former subjects over two decades after her death. The problem with coin hoards is that it is very difficult to date them precisely; without any corroborative evidence the best you can do is conclude that they were deposited at some point after the latest dateable coin was issued. This frequently lacks precision, particularly when it comes to classical antiquity when coins might remain in circulation for decades, if not centuries (a case in point: coins issued by Antony have been found in Britain, despite the territory not becoming part of the Roman Empire until 43 CE, under the auspices of Antony’s grandson the emperor Claudius). This has led some scholars to question whether Cleopatra Selene did in fact die in 5 BCE, or if she lived for at least another twenty-two years, ruling Mauretania in Juba’s absence and continuing to issue her own coinage.27 There are, however, no other traces of her in the historical or archaeological records during this time, or at least none that have been recognised to date. The fact that Juba married another woman, however briefly, while he was away suggests that he was not still married to Cleopatra Selene at that time, since Roman citizens did not practise polygamy and men who juggled multiple committed relationships that were either classed as marriage or equated with marriage (such as Antony, for example) were subject to considerable criticism.28 Juba would have been foolish indeed to invite comparisons to his deceased father-in-law. It is not entirely impossible that the couple separated for a time, even divorced, thereby allowing us to envisage a scenario in which Cleopatra Selene remained in Mauretania and ruled independently and competently, while Juba had something akin to a midlife crisis and went travelling, remarried, divorced, and then returned home to reconcile with and subsequently remarry her. Despite the enmity between Augustus and Cleopatra VII, Augustus was not averse to female allied rulers provided that they recognise his and Rome’s supremacy; in this same period, he appointed Queen Dynamis, the granddaughter of King Mithridates VI of Pontus, Rome’s great enemy, to rule the Bosporus.29 Yet this seems like the sort of complex domestic arrangement that would have had serious diplomatic ramifications and resulted in considerable political instability, thereby catching the attention of ancient commentators, and leaving some trace in the historical record.


  Another potential issue with the historical sources for this period and what they record (or, rather, do not record) involves Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos. As discussed previously, the scholarly consensus today is that Cleopatra Selene’s brothers died in childhood, Ptolemy Philadelphos dying sometime in either 30 or 29 BCE prior to Octavian’s triple triumph, and Alexander Helios at some point after the triumph in 29 BCE but before 20 BCE since he is not included in any of the sources that discuss the composition of the imperial family or the workings of the extended imperial household in the 20s or 10s BCE. The only ancient author to mention the boys in this period is Cassius Dio, who was writing in the late second and early third centuries CE, so around 250−300 years after the events he was recounting, but he only mentions them in passing in relation to Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s marriage. According to Dio, ‘[Octavian] gave both the maid and the kingdom of his fathers [to Juba], and as a favour to them spared the lives of Alexander and Ptolemy’.30 Since Cleopatra Selene and Juba were married in around 25 BCE, five years after Octavian assumed control of the three siblings, it seems odd that he would wait five years to make a decision about their futures, especially since Ptolemy Philadelphos had already disappeared from public view by 29 BCE. It seems equally odd that none of the other ancient authors who record the fates of Antony’s children over the course of the decades following his death, referencing not only the marriages they contracted and the children they had but also the careers they forged, mention either Alexander Helios or Ptolemy Philadelphos. We would expect to hear about them marrying and having children, or undertaking the political or military careers that would be expected of men of their rank and proximity to the imperial family and seat of government. It is theoretically possible that Octavian was willing to maintain the boys while they were minors with a view to disposing of them once they reached adulthood and became potential threats (as he had, of course, with their older half-brothers Caesarion and Marcus Antonius Antyllus in 30 BCE). And it is likewise theoretically possible that he then decided not to follow through on that course of action after extensive negotiations with Cleopatra Selene and Juba, and their assurances that, if allowed to live, the brothers would see out their lives in relative obscurity in Mauretania and would not seek to marry or father children who had the potential to become threats in their turn. Yet their half-brother Iullus Antonius, as Antony’s fully Roman son and the bearer of his name, the product of a legitimate marriage between Antony and his third wife Fulvia, was surely more of a threat, and he was not only spared and maintained until he reached adulthood, but also encouraged to pursue a political career, progressing all the way up to the rank of consul. So while it is appealing to envisage Augustus taking Cleopatra Selene and Juba into his confidence and trusting them enough to give them custody of Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos, and to imagine the brothers living out their lives as pampered princelings under a sort of indefinite luxurious house arrest in the royal palace at Iol Caesarea, this seems unlikely. Surely if Augustus was so concerned about their potential for malfeasance, he would have either had them executed or kept them under house arrest in Rome where he could keep an eye on them? This latter scenario has, in fact, been suggested recently, with the point made that, unlike their half-brother Iullus, the boys were not able to follow traditional Roman political or military careers. Yet nor could they be used for diplomatic purposes in the eastern half of the empire, just in case any of the client kings or queens based there started to get ideas about availing themselves of the still potent mystique of either Antony or Cleopatra, through a marital alliance such as the one that had long ago been planned by Antony between Alexander Helios and Princess Iotape of Media.31 This course of action had the added benefit of discouraging potential claimants to the Egyptian throne from asserting themselves: after all, how could their claim have any veracity or hope of success if one, two, or even all three of Cleopatra’s children were still alive?32 Yet if this gilded cage was the ultimate outcome for Alexander Helios and Ptolemy Philadelphos, it is surely even more ironic that, in the unambiguously patriarchal society that was the Roman Empire, it was Antony and Cleopatra’s female child rather than either of their male ones that wielded power and came the closest to realising the Eastern prophecies that had circulated in advance and anticipation of their births, and their parents’ hopes and dreams.


  Whatever date we choose for Cleopatra Selene’s death, it is clear that she died somewhat prematurely. Despite this, it is also clear that her reputation lived on long after her death, aiding her husband and her son in their attempts to legitimise their rules and ensure the survival of their kingdom and their dynasty. It is to the members of that dynasty that we shall now turn our attention.
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  Family Matters: The Second Ptolemaic Dynasty


  CONSTRUCTING A FAMILY TREE for the Ptolemaic dynasty starting with Ptolemy I Soter and his various wives and mistresses in the late fourth century BCE, and working down to Cleopatra Selene in the late first century BCE is relatively straightforward. While there are certainly gaps (for example, the names of Cleopatra VII’s mother and grandmother are unknown and this has resulted in much speculation by ancient historians), we do at least have a sense of the members, both male and female, of each generation and their connections. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the generations following Cleopatra Selene.


  Cleopatra Selene and Juba certainly had at least one son who was named Ptolemy, thought to have been born sometime between 13 and 9 BCE, who would rule alongside Juba after Cleopatra Selene’s death in around 5 BCE.1


  The choice of the name Ptolemy rather than Juba, or a name from further back in Juba’s family such as Hiempsal, the name of his grandfather, raises questions. Did he have an older brother who was named after his father who died in childhood, leaving Ptolemy to succeed their father, or did Cleopatra Selene and Juba deliberately choose to emphasise her royal connections at the expense of his, and was their goal to either continue or re-found the Ptolemaic dynasty in the west? If the latter, she would not have been the first woman of Macedonian descent to emphasise her maternal lineage: Philip of Macedon’s wife Audata, an Illyrian princess, passed on her family traditions to her daughter Cynane, and Cynane in turn passed them on to her daughter Adea Eurydice.2 And, of course, Cleopatra Selene had herself been named according to her maternal rather than her paternal lineage. As mentioned already, it is likely that Cleopatra Selene visited Rome for significant historical occasions such as the dedication of the Ara Pacis Augustae, the Altar of Augustan Peace, in 9 BCE. It has been suggested that she and one of her children appear in the processional frieze on its side alongside members of the Julio-Claudian family, an indication of how highly she was thought of by Augustus and his family.3
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    A white marble bust of Cleopatra Selene’s son Ptolemy of Mauretania.


    1843: given by Capitaine d’Agon de la Contrie, Musee du Louvre, Wikimedia Commons

  


  The Ara Pacis survives virtually intact today in a purpose-built museum, the Museum of the Ara Pacis Augustae, designed by the architect Richard Meier in the centre of Rome next to the Mausoleum of Augustus, although this was not its original position on the Campus Martius in antiquity. Upon its rediscovery under Palazzo Peretti, next to the Basilica of San Lorenzo in Lucina, in 1938, it was excavated, removed and rebuilt in its present location to celebrate the 2,000th anniversary of Augustus’ birth. It was decreed by the Roman Senate on 4 July 13 BCE to celebrate the return of Augustus to Rome after three years away pacifying the recalcitrant provinces of Hispania and Gaul, although it would not be dedicated until four years later, on 30 January 9 BCE. On its north-facing and south-facing walls, it bears reliefs probably depicting the ceremonial processions that were made in 13 BCE by Augustus, his immediate family, and other significant Romans such as the members of the four priestly colleges, lictors and attendants. When visiting you can wander around the entire altar, and even inside it. If Cleopatra Selene is depicted on the processional frieze of the northern wall of the Ara Pacis along with Augustus’ family members, among whom are also thought to be her half-brother Iullus Antonius and half-sisters Antonia Major and Antonia Minor, the child with her could be a son born soon after her marriage but who died before he reached maturity. The fact that Cleopatra Selene seems to appear first on coins in conjunction with Juba during his sixth regnal year, around 20−19 BCE, when she would have been around twenty-one years old, could be seen as an indicator that this is when she bore their first child and this joint coin is how she and Juba chose to mark the occasion. The fact that the woman and child on the frieze are both wearing fringed mantles marks them out as a pair.
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    A section from the processional relief on the northern side of the Ara Pacis Augustae in Rome. Cleopatra Selene may be one of those depicted here, the second figure from the right.


    Lanmas / Alamy Stock Photo

  


  This type of article of clothing, usually dyed purple with a fringe of gold, has Hellenistic royal origins and was particularly associated with the flamboyant inhabitants of the regions in the eastern Mediterranean. This would have made it an inappropriate costume for an ordinary Roman citizen to don (bear in mind the criticism that Antony received for his purple and gold clothing choices), but perfectly acceptable for an allied monarch or a member of their immediate family. On one occasion, Juba’s father King Juba of Numidia reportedly rebuked a Roman general for wearing such a cloak in his presence, as a mere general should not be dressed the same as a king, so it is clear that African monarchs favoured these trappings in addition to eastern ones.4 This purple mantle would have been an excellent way for Cleopatra Selene and her son to display not only themselves but also the Kingdom of Mauretania, as presumably the purple dye was sourced from the dyeworks located on the Purple Islands of the Mauretanian coast. Assuming that these figures are Cleopatra Selene and her older son, their inclusion on this monument makes it clear just how important she and her family were during the Augustan Principate, as human manifestations of Augustus’ policies, representing the Roman presence in North Africa. If Cleopatra Selene did travel to Rome with her son for the dedication of the Ara Pacis in 9 BCE, it is possible that he succumbed to the city’s climate and disease environment just as her younger brother Ptolemy Philadelphos seems to have done in 29 BCE, at around the same vulnerable age. Unfortunately, the woman’s face is so damaged that she is impossible to identify definitively, and though the child’s face shows a resemblance to the surviving portraits of Juba and Ptolemy, since he is otherwise unknown in the historical record, we cannot say for certain any more than this.


  Like his parents, Ptolemy may have spent some of his childhood in Rome. There he would have been part of first Augustus’ and then his successor Tiberius’ households, educated and trained in a manner befitting his status as a future allied monarch much as both of his parents had been, before eventually returning to Mauretania as a mature man in 21 CE to rule in tandem with his father for two years until Juba’s death in 23 CE.5 Perhaps Juba was used to having a co-ruler, or ruling Mauretania was too much for one person to manage alone when dealing with the recalcitrant tribes that required time away from the capital?


  After that, Ptolemy ruled alone until his own death seventeen years later in 40 CE. He was summoned to Rome by his cousin, the emperor Gaius, better known as Caligula, and executed for reasons that, beyond the workings of Caligula’s notoriously cruel and unstable temperament, remain obscure.6 Owing to Caligula’s famous paranoia and resultant penchant for having his once beloved family members and friends either exiled or murdered, none of the ancient sources dwell for too long on this episode or Caligula’s reasoning, although it is recorded elsewhere that he tested Ptolemy by sending him a messenger bearing the words ‘Do neither good nor ill to the man whom I have sent you’.7 According to Caligula’s biographer Suetonius, Ptolemy had been a faithful ally to his cousin, but the emperor was jealous about how fine he looked, entering an amphitheatre to watch the gladiatorial games dressed in a splendid purple cloak.8 This is perhaps another instance upon which the fabulous fruits of Mauretania’s Purple Islands were put on public display – it would make sense for Ptolemy to follow his mother’s example in presenting himself at the imperial court dressed in such finery, displaying not just himself and his kingdom, but also honouring the Roman Empire as worthy of such an effort. The historian Cassius Dio records that Caligula was jealous of Ptolemy’s wealth, and Ptolemy was not the only well-known individual that he treated in this way. Caligula made a point of stripping anyone he considered a potential rival of indicators of rank such as triumphal regalia that had been passed down to them through their families from generation to generation.9 Subsequent attempts to rationalise Caligula’s actions have included suggestions that he was concerned about a conspiracy against him, and the possibility that Ptolemy might have had links with the conspirator Cornelius Lentulus Gaetulicus, since they had met when young men.10 Like his father, Ptolemy was an extremely capable general. In recognition of his military prowess, Tiberius – Caligula’s predecessor as emperor, Augustus’ adopted son and Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s childhood friend – had rewarded him with triumphal honours in 24 CE. These included the right to wear the highly distinctive triumphal regalia of a laurel wreath worked in gold, a tunic embroidered with palm leaves, a toga dyed purple and with an embroidered gold border, and to carry an ivory baton in 24 CE. Augustus had rewarded Juba for his own military prowess with triumphal regalia in 6 CE.11 It may even have been a version of this outfit that Ptolemy had worn in Caligula’s presence, and the reason why the emperor was driven into a murderous frenzy. Caligula himself was a complete failure as a general, and unable to live up to the glorious reputations of his father Germanicus Julius Caesar (Cleopatra Selene’s nephew), or his grandfather Nero Claudius Drusus (another of Cleopatra Selene’s childhood friends who married her half-sister Antonia the Younger), who had been awarded the name Germanicus in 9 BCE because of his victories over the Germanic peoples on the Roman Empire’s Rhine frontier.12 In line with this focus on personal appearance, it has also been suggested that the prematurely balding Caligula was jealous of Ptolemy’s glorious mane of hair.13 In any case, it would appear that whether because of Ptolemy’s physical appearance, his fashion sense, his illustrious lineage, or his military prowess, Caligula believed that Ptolemy cut a finer figure and looked more like an emperor than he, and was moved to do something about it. It is notable that Ptolemy’s loyal subject Aedemon did not take his king’s execution lying down and attempted to lead a revolt against Caligula’s successor Claudius (his uncle, brother to his father Germanicus, and so another of Cleopatra Selene’s nephews).14


  It appears that Cleopatra Selene and Juba also had at least one and potentially several daughters, whose names are not known for certain, and they seem to have gone on to marry into other Near Eastern royal families.15 Two inscriptions from Athens refer to Libyan princesses, one specifically mentioning a ‘daughter of King Juba’, and may have been set up during one of the family’s numerous visits to the famous Greek city, as Juba was known on occasion as ‘the Libyan’.16 In neither case is the name of the princess preserved but, based on Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s choice of Ptolemy as a name for their son, it is possible that they also used Ptolemaic names for their daughters, and these would have been one or more of the following: Cleopatra, Arsinoe and Berenike.


  However, the historian Tacitus records that one Antonius Felix, an imperial freedman who subsequently served as the governor of the Roman province of Judea, married a woman named Drusilla, a granddaughter of Antony and Cleopatra.17 Felix seems to have been a thoroughly unpleasant individual, and was of significantly lower status than a princess of an ancient and illustrious lineage (his name indicates that he was a formerly enslaved person, probably originating in the household of one of Cleopatra Selene’s sisters). This suggests that after Ptolemy’s death and the annexation of his kingdom in 40 CE, his remaining immediate family members were not accorded the level of sympathetic patronage by their imperial kin that Cleopatra Selene had enjoyed. Felix was the brother of the emperor Claudius’ favourite, Antonius Pallas, so presumably his brother had a word in the emperor’s ear about the possibility of making a match. So, if Tacitus was correct and this Drusilla was a granddaughter rather than a great-granddaughter of Antony and Cleopatra, Cleopatra Selene and Juba would seem to have had a daughter called Drusilla. This was an odd choice of name but one we can assume was made to honour either Livia Drusilla, the wife of Augustus, or Nero Claudius Drusus Germanicus, more commonly known as Drusus the Elder, her son and a peer of both Cleopatra Selene and Juba, and the former’s brother-in-law thanks to his marriage to her half-sister Antonia Minor.18 If this Drusilla was Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s daughter, her name may have resulted from the fact that she was born around 9 BCE, shortly after the death of her uncle Drusus the Elder, who fell from his horse while on a military campaign in Germany. But this would make her too old to marry Felix over half a century later. However, if she was Cleopatra Selene and Juba’s granddaughter, in all likelihood the daughter of their son Ptolemy, she could have been named either after Livia Drusilla, who died in 29 CE, or Caligula’s sister Drusilla, who died in 38 CE, both of whom Ptolemy would have known well, and still have been of an appropriate age to marry Felix. It would make sense that, as an infant at the time of her father’s execution, Drusilla was taken to Rome and raised in the imperial household until such a time as she could be used as a tool in imperial political and dynastic machinations, just as both of her grandparents had been, and this appears to be exactly what happened during the reign of the emperor Claudius.


  Ptolemy’s murderer did not long survive him: Caligula fell victim to a conspiracy between members of his Praetorian Guard, the Senate and the imperial court and was assassinated at the beginning of 41 CE. After a short period of political and military upheaval, he was succeeded by his paternal uncle Claudius, and it was during his reign that the Kingdom of Mauretania was finally dissolved in 44 CE. The territory was subsequently annexed and converted into two Roman provinces, Mauretania Tingitana in the west, named after its capital city Tingis (modern Tangier), and Mauretania Caesariensis in the east, named after its capital city Caesarea. The ancient kingdom and its fledgling dynasty were soon forgotten, both by their contemporaries and by later generations.


  Writers and scholars tend to pay little attention to the Ptolemaic dynasty after Cleopatra VII’s death, since it was no longer in possession of Egypt and thus no longer thought to be of any historical significance. In so doing, they are neglecting Cleopatra Selene and her descendants. On those rare occasions when they do give her some consideration, this usually extends no further than her son Ptolemy. This reluctance, displayed by both ancient and modern commentators, to consider matrilineality means that the possibility that Cleopatra Selene’s descendants continued to play a significant role in ancient Mediterranean politics for centuries after her death is often overlooked. An inscription recovered from Cherchell, an epitaph to a woman named Julia Bodina, states that she was the freedwoman of a queen named Urania, whose full name, going by the name of her freedwoman, was probably Julia Urania.19 Her name indicates that she could have been a member of the royal family of the eastern client kingdom of Emesa (modern Homs in Syria), one of several that arose from the ruins of the Hellenistic kingdom of the Seleucid dynasty in the Arabian peninsula after its annexation by the Roman Empire, and protected the empire’s eastern frontier from incursions by the Parthian Empire.20 Since ancient historians recorded much of Juba’s activity during his long reign, including the names of his first and second wives, it seems likely that, if the Queen Urania mentioned in the Cherchell inscription was his third wife, they would have said as much. But they do not. However, Ptolemy’s reign is much less well recorded, and the name of his wife not at all, so it seems more likely that Urania was his wife, and the mother of his daughter Drusilla. Like many eastern communities, the Emesenes had supported Antony in the civil war before eventually being reconciled with Augustus in around 20 BCE, and thereafter had a close relationship with the Julio-Claudian dynasty, until the dissolution of the client kingdom in the early 70s CE.21 The genealogies of the Emesene royal family and the Emesene priesthoods can be partially reconstructed using inscriptions. It seems that the mysterious Drusilla would go on to further cement the links between the Mauretanian and Emesan royal families by marrying Gaius Julius Sohaemus, King of Emesa. Their great-, great-, great-grandson was Gaius Julius Bassianus, High Priest of Elagabalus, a solar deity worshipped in the form of a conical black baetyl stone at the Temple of the Sun at Emesa, from 187 CE until his death in 217 CE. Although he bore a Roman name, his cognomen Bassianus is thought to derive from basus, an eastern title for a priest.22 A marble portrait bust that has been tentatively identified as depicting him in his role as high priest has survived and is currently on display at the Galleria Borghese in the Villa Borghese in Rome.23 A distinguishing feature is his top-knot hairstyle, known as the ushnisha, that appears in Buddhist iconography as a symbol of the supernormal knowledge and consciousness of the Buddha, attesting that Indian influences were present in Syria during this period.24
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    Gaius Julius Bassianus, High Priest of Elagabalus at the Temple of the Sun at Emesa, Syria, in the second and third centuries CE, and a possible descendant of Cleopatra Selene.


    Courtesy of Galleria Borghese / ph. Luciano Romano

  


  His daughter Julia Domna married Lucius Septimius Severus, who had been informed by an astrologer that he would find his future wife in Syria, and he would go on to become the emperor Septimius Severus.25 He was born in Lepcis Magna in the Roman province of Africa (modern Leptis Magna in Libya), and like Cleopatra Selene and Juba added a multicultural dimension to the Roman Empire’s imperial family. Julia Domna was the mother of his sons Lucius Septimius Bassianus, later renamed as Marcus Aurelius Antoninus in 195 CE after his father’s accession (and known to posterity as Caracalla), and Publius Septimius Geta. Caracalla would murder his brother in the arms of their mother in 211 CE and subject him to damnatio memoriae in his pursuit of absolute power after their father’s death. A tondo decorated with a portrait of Septimius Severus’ family, created around 200 CE, originally from Djemila in Algeria but now housed in the Altes Museum in Berlin, shows how all reference to Geta was systematically removed from monuments and inscriptions across the Roman Empire.26


  After Caracalla was murdered in 217 CE, although the throne was initially usurped he was eventually succeeded by his fourteen-year-old cousin Varius Avitus Bassianus (better known to posterity as Elagabalus, after the god he worshipped), the son of Julia Domna’s sister, Julia Maesa. Elagabalus was likewise murdered in 222 CE, and again, although the throne was initially usurped, it was eventually restored to the family and his fourteen-year-old cousin, Alexander Severus, acceded to it, ruling until his death in 235 CE, when he was assassinated by his generals. Since Alexander Severus did not father any children, this marked the end of the Severan dynasty’s tenure as the Roman Empire’s imperial family.


  This notional eastern line of descent from Ptolemy of Mauretania could also account for the fact that a few years later the rebel Queen Zenobia of Palmyra (modern Tadmor in Syria) would claim to be descended from Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, and from Dido, Queen of Carthage. Assuming that these were genuine rather than purely fantastical claims intended to bolster her status and legitimise her claims to Rome’s African territories, these lineages could only have come via Cleopatra Selene and Juba.27 Their veracity is not completely beyond the realms of plausibility. Bearing in mind how unusual Zenobia’s name was, it is possible that she could have been related to Julius Aurelius Zenobius, the governor of Palmyra in 229 CE, whose paternal ancestry is known and contains names that are reminiscent of those that are known from the Emesene royal and priestly families. Additionally, Juba did claim to be descended from the sister of Hannibal Barca, and the Barcids – Hannibal’s family – in turn claimed to be descended from the younger brother of Dido.28 Perhaps as an attempt to validate these claims, Zenobia said that she was in possession of some of Cleopatra’s belongings: her famous gold and bejewelled tableware.29 The idea that Cleopatra’s possessions were still in circulation three centuries after her death and were imbued with an aura of power and prestige that could be assumed by their possessor is found elsewhere. One of Zenobia’s contemporaries, a woman named Calpurnia married to a man named Titus Quartinus who attempted to seize power by proclaiming himself emperor, was apparently in possession of Cleopatra’s famous pearls and a silver platter weighing one hundred pounds.30 Thus we can imagine how powerful and prestigious her former possessions, never mind her blood relatives, would have been considered in the years immediately after her death, and how Cleopatra Selene and her family would have sought to capitalise on this.


  While admittedly we cannot trace Cleopatra Selene’s descendants around the ancient Mediterranean over the ensuing decades and centuries with any degree of certainty, what we can do with the information we have is appreciate the extent to which her complex combination of Greek, Roman, Egyptian and North African heritages and identities was not anomalous during this period in history. Apart from Josephus’ accounts of events at the royal court in the allied kingdom of Judea, we may not have much detailed information about the politicking going on outside of the imperial court based on the Palatine Hill in the centre of Rome, but we do know that it was going on. The allied kingdoms were not just in close contact with Rome but also with each other, and their royal families frequently made their own alliances independent of Rome that did not necessarily have Rome’s interests first and foremost (as exemplified by Juba’s brief marriage to Glaphyra). In this vein, Cleopatra Selene’s son Ptolemy seems to have married an Emesene princess, and if we assume that Julia Domna was their descendant, she married an African member of the Roman equestrian order whose father was of Punic and whose mother was of Italian descent, and whose family members included men who had held the consulship. Therefore, in our final chapter, we will shall explore further Cleopatra Selene’s complex range of heritages and identities.


  12


  An African Princess?


  BORN AND RAISED IN Egypt, queen first of Cyrenaica and later of Mauretania, Cleopatra Selene was certainly African, just as I, born and raised in the United Kingdom, am certainly European. Not only did she clearly self-identify as African, and, more specifically Egyptian, she was so African in the eyes of her contemporaries, in fact, that at times it is difficult to differentiate between portraits of her in her guise as an African queen, and personifications of Africa itself, whether on the silver dish from Boscoreale or one of her husband’s coin issues.1 But what was her race? Was she, in addition to being African, of African descent?


  It has long been argued, sometimes using more credible evidence, sometimes using less, that Cleopatra VII was Black. ‘Black’, however, is a modern and contemporary classification and identity that is not entirely appropriate to use about an ancient person, as neither an ancient Greek, Roman, Egyptian, nor even African would have considered themselves, or referred to themselves, in that way. Rather, they would have considered themselves, and referred to themselves, as Greek, more specifically a citizen of a city-state such as Athens or Sparta, a Roman, an Egyptian, or a member of an indigenous group that the Greeks and Romans referred to as a tribe, such as the Garamantes, for example. A Roman citizen born in North Africa, in the province of Africa Proconsularis, for example, established in 146 BCE following the Roman defeat of Carthage, would have considered themselves Roman first and foremost, although their place of origin would have been an important part of their identity, and their race and ethnicity may well have been what we would consider Black African. Cleopatra was certainly considered to be Egyptian by her Greek and Roman contemporaries, who often referred to her as such: Strabo and Florus, for example, called her ‘the Egyptian woman’ in their works.2 More importantly, she appears to have self-identified as an Egyptian, and self-presented as an Egyptian, at least when at home in Egypt, judging by the archaeological evidence which has survived from Egypt in the form of statues, and stelae depicting her in the Egyptian style.3
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    A coin with Juba II and the Latin legend REX IUBA on the obverse, and a woman who may be Cleopatra Selene, wearing the elephant scalp favoured by ancient African rulers, on the reverse.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  When modern commentators claim that Cleopatra was ‘Black’, do they mean to say that she was a person of colour? Are they making a judgement about the colour of her skin, and other aspects of her physical appearance? Since no literary physical description of Cleopatra has survived from antiquity, we know nothing about the colour of her skin, or any other aspect of her physical appearance. If we take her coin portraits to be a relatively realistic and naturalistic representation of her, all that can be said on this matter is that she had a rather prominent nose, potentially hooked, inherited from her father and seemingly a distinguishing feature of the Ptolemaic dynasty (assuming that it was not simply a stylistic quirk of the people responsible for cutting the dies used to create the dynasty’s coin issues). For an example, see a silver drachm minted in Alexandria around 47−46 BCE, depicting a portrait of Cleopatra on the obverse and the Ptolemaic eagle, a bird that was sacred to Zeus, the king of the Greek gods, on the reverse.4
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    A silver drachm depicting Cleopatra VII on the obverse face, and the Ptolemaic eagle on the reverse.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  Observations about an individual’s skin colour, or the skin colour of entire peoples, were certainly made in antiquity, and the Greeks and Romans certainly endeavoured to understand the cause of these variations in the human condition, a favourite explanation being environmental determinism, but there were many competing theories. The mythical Aethiopians, referred to as early in classical literature as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, and Hesiod’s Theogony, written in the middle of the eighth century BCE, and discussed extensively in the third book of Herodotus’ Histories, written in the fifth century BCE, were believed to have their counterparts in the inhabitants of the Upper Nile and Africa. The designation ‘Aethiops’ was a reference to their skin colour. A portmanteau derived from the combination of the Greek words aithō and ōps, it can be translated literally as ‘burned face’ and it is from this that we derive the modern terms Ethiopia and Ethiopians. The ancient Greeks and Romans were certainly familiar with people of colour, and often depicted them in beautifully detailed works of art. If Cleopatra was a person of colour, there is no reason why she would not have been portrayed as one. Although ancient works of art often appear today to have been coloured entirely white due to the use of white substances such as marble to create them, leading to the contemporary misapprehension that not only ancient art but also ancient people were, for the most part, white, they would actually have subsequently been coloured with paint, a practice known as the art of polychromy. It is simply that most of the paint has worn away, either through the ravages of time or because of overly enthusiastic cleaning and restoration by well-meaning yet misguided museum and gallery staff in centuries and decades gone by.5 To get a sense of how distinctions were made between different skin colours in classical antiquity, you only need to look at one of the beautiful janiform (i.e. depicting two faces) vases that have survived from this period, such as an Attic red-figure aryballos, which would have been used to store perfume or scented oil, dating to around 520−510 BCE and currently housed in the Louvre in Paris, that juxtaposes a Black male with a white female.6 The neck of the aryballos is painted with the Greek word kalos, which means ‘beautiful, fair, good’.


  No intrinsic value judgement was automatically placed on an ancient person simply because of the colour of their skin: people who would today be referred to as white were not automatically considered superior to those who would today be considered Black.7 In fact, in some ways, very dark skin and very light skin were viewed in much the same way, as extreme departures from the somewhat olive skin of the Greeks and Romans.8 Consequently, the ancient Greeks and Romans did not actually think of themselves as white.9 There was no singular overriding concept of ethnicity at all.10 The ancient Mediterranean was an extremely diverse place, and the extent to which racism existed in classical antiquity is fiercely debated.11 While ancient Africans are often mentioned in ancient literary sources in the context of slavery, this is because enslaved individuals of African origin were considered to be particularly exotic and fashionable to own, and were the showpieces of elite households, not because that was the only place for them in ancient society.12 In fact, Cicero notes that the tall, pale-skinned, fair- or red-haired enslaved individuals who originated from northern Europe were considered likewise, and Ovid makes it clear that their presence in Rome set a new fashion for bottle-blonde hair and blonde hairpieces and wigs, for which we have not only a considerable amount of literary but also archaeological evidence, as many of them have survived interred in the sarcophagi of their owners.13


  In the absence of definitive new proof, such as would be provided by the discovery of Cleopatra VII’s tomb and the forensic analysis of her physical remains, we cannot be certain one way or the other on the issue of her ancestry, race or ethnicity beyond the fact that she was a direct descendant of Ptolemy I Soter. However, in recent years a theory has been advanced concerning Cleopatra VII’s younger sister Arsinoe IV that may have some bearing on the question of Cleopatra VII’s, and by implication Cleopatra Selene’s, ethnicity. According to Strabo, Cleopatra VII, Arsinoe IV, Ptolemy XIII and Ptolemy XIV were Ptolemy XII’s children by either a second wife or a mistress, whose identity is not known.14 As discussed earlier, during Cleopatra VII’s civil war with her brother and co-ruler Ptolemy XIII (or perhaps, since Ptolemy XIII was only ten years old at the time, we should say that the war was between Cleopatra VII and his advisers, Pothinus, Achillas and Theodotus), Arsinoe IV sided with her brother rather than her sister.15 She and Ptolemy XIII proclaimed themselves the rightful co-rulers of Egypt, although their joint reign was brief, lasting only a matter of months from late 48 to early 47 BCE. The young couple went so far as to declare war on their sister, Caesar and his Roman legions. In his account of the civil war, Caesar makes it very clear that Arsinoe IV was instrumental in the military action, not only participating in but actually directing the Siege of Alexandria in 47 BCE, during which he and his forces were trapped on Pharos island, where the famed octagonal lighthouse was located. Caesar only escaped by diving off the causeway and into the sea, swimming away with his papers held over his head to keep them dry.16 She also had Ptolemy XIII’s general Achillas executed, replacing him with her own adviser, the eunuch Ganymede. Caesar did not forget that Arsinoe IV had brought about this humiliating retreat. After he had regained control of the situation and defeated the Egyptian forces, and Ptolemy XIII had drowned in the Nile, weighed down by his golden armour while retreating, he captured Arsinoe IV and transported her to Rome where he exhibited her in his unprecedented quadruple triumph in 46 BCE. She was paraded alongside a burning effigy of the Pharos.17 Much to Caesar’s chagrin, the spectators were not entirely pleased about this.18 She was apparently the first woman to be so exhibited in a Roman military triumph, and the sight of her aroused pity and sympathy rather than scorn. After the triumph Arsinoe IV was banished to the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus where she remained until she was assassinated on the orders of Antony at the behest of Cleopatra VII in 41 BCE. There was clearly no love lost between the sisters, at least not where Cleopatra’s safety, and the safety of Caesarion, was concerned.


  In 1926, archaeological excavations in Ephesus uncovered an unusual octagonal tomb containing the skeleton of a young woman, and it has been proposed that the young woman is Arsinoe IV, with the octagonal tomb a reference to the Pharos serving to commemorate her great victory over Caesar and his legions.19 Unfortunately, the skull of the skeleton was lost, like so many other precious archaeological finds, during the Second World War, and all that remains of it are sketches and measurements. The technique of establishing someone’s ethnicity based on a visual examination of their cranium and the identification and measurement of specific craniomorphometric traits has a long history of being put to use in racially motivated and often overtly and explicitly racist ways. Today it is considered incredibly problematic and has been discredited (indeed, it is commonly referred to as scientific racism), with forensic ancestry assessment methods such as isotopic and DNA analysis much preferred. In any case, even the most comprehensive and detailed assessment of an individual’s cranial and facial features can tell us nothing about their skin colour or other aspects of their physical appearance such as eye colour, hair colour and texture etc., or how they self-identified. However, based on these old-fashioned techniques, and calculations undertaken using the measurements of the skull that were recorded when the tomb was first excavated in the 1920s, it has since been suggested that the young woman was of African descent and that, if the young woman is in fact Arsinoe IV, then not only she but also, by implication, her three siblings were of African descent.20 The tomb has been dated to between 50 and 20 BCE on stylistic grounds, while the remaining bones of the skeleton have been radiocarbon dated to between 200 and 20 BCE, so it is not entirely beyond the realm of possibility that the woman is Arsinoe IV. However, it is important to note that there is no definitive proof, only circumstantial evidence, and this evidence is incredibly weak, both flawed and problematic by contemporary historical and archaeological standards. Archaeological excavations are currently going on in Alexandria and Taposiris Magna, just outside Alexandria, in pursuit of Cleopatra VII’s mausoleum. Until that is found, assuming it ever is, and any human remains interred inside revealed, and found to be well preserved enough to withstand forensic analysis, we shall have to look elsewhere in our attempts to add leaves to the Ptolemaic family tree.


  Although both Cleopatra VII and Cleopatra Selene were direct descendants of Ptolemy I Soter, there are significant gaps in the Ptolemaic family tree. We do not know who Cleopatra VII’s mother, maternal grandparents, or paternal grandmother were. Ptolemy XII Auletes, Cleopatra VII’s father, was himself an illegitimate son of Ptolemy IX, born to a royal mistress who could, perhaps, have been Egyptian or even Nubian.21 There is certainly a precedent for a Ptolemaic king taking an Egyptian woman as his mistress: Ptolemy II Philadelphos’ mistress Didyme was described by his son Ptolemy III Euergetes as ‘a native woman, and extremely good-looking’.22 Intriguingly, a woman named Didyme is mentioned in a rather lovely poem written around that same time by the erotic epigrammatist Asclepiades of Samos, in which he rhapsodised about her beauty: ‘Didyme captured me with her eye. Oh! I melt like wax by a fire when I see her beauty. If she is black – so what? Coals are too, but when we heat them, they glow like rosebuds.’23 This description of her as dark-skinned supports the identification of the Didyme in question as Ptolemy II Philadelphos’ mistress.24 Additionally, the name Didyme means ‘Twin’ in ancient Greek, so if Didyme was an Egyptian, she may originally have been named Hatre, which means ‘Twin’ in Egyptian, but took on a Greek name upon her arrival at the royal court in Alexandria.25


  It has recently been suggested that Ptolemy XII Auletes’ mother was in fact a member of an indigenous Egyptian elite family, perhaps one dedicated to the god Ptah, the creator god of craftsmen and architects.26 Certainly, a connection seems to have been made between the Ptolemaic dynasty and the indigenous Egyptian population in the late second century BCE in the form of the marriage of a woman named Berenike (probably, based on her name which, along with Cleopatra and Arsinoe, was a favoured moniker for royal women, a daughter of Ptolemy VIII) and the High Priest of Ptah Psenptais II. Perhaps this couple had a daughter who went on to form an attachment to Ptolemy XII Auletes, as there does appear to have been an enduring close personal relationship between his family and that of the High Priest of Ptah, not only during his reign but also the reign of Cleopatra VII, and the reign of Cleopatra Selene in Mauretania. Strabo did, after all, differentiate between Ptolemy XII Auletes’ marriage to his sister Cleopatra VI which resulted in their daughter Berenike IV, and his relationship with another unnamed woman, which resulted in his other four children.27 He stated that only Berenike was legitimate, but he is the only ancient writer who casts aspersions on Cleopatra and her siblings’ legitimacy, something that would surely have been included in the invective directed at Cleopatra by any number of Roman authors in later years had it been true. Perhaps what Strabo meant was simply that Ptolemy XII Aulete’s younger children’s mother was not a member of the primary line of descent of the Ptolemaic dynasty, and perhaps the reason that other Roman authors did not weaponise Cleopatra’s parentage was that her mother was a woman of considerable status rather than an enslaved person. The funerary stele of Psenptais II’s son, Petubastes III, records that Ptolemy XII had several wives, each of sufficient status to produce royal children.28 This is in sharp contrast to Ptolemy XII Auletes himself, who was frequently referred to as a bastard in Roman sources, presumably because his mother was not a woman of sufficiently high status.


  The closeness of Ptolemy XII Auletes and his family to the High Priest of Ptah and his family is noted on a limestone stele set up in Memphis upon the death of the High Priest Pasherenptah (‘Son of Ptah’) III on 14 July 41 BCE, which includes a detailed biography of Pasherenptah, composed by his brother-in-law Horimhotep and carved by his nephew Khahap. This biography recorded how he was appointed High Priest at the age of fourteen on 76 BCE and then soon afterwards was called on to perform the coronation of Ptolemy XII Auletes in accordance with ancient Egyptian pharaonic rituals.29 When on a subsequent occasion Pasherenptah was visiting Alexandria, Ptolemy XII Auletes showed him a singular level of favour by stopping his chariot on his way to the Temple of Isis to meet him, appoint him priest of the royal cult of Arsinoe and gift him with a golden chaplet. Although Pasherenptah and his wife Tayimhotep had three daughters, and Pasherenptah had an additional daughter from a previous relationship, they had no son to hold the priesthood after him. The pair prayed to the god Imhotep and, when Pasherenptah was forty-three and Tayimhotep twenty-nine, they were blessed with a son they named Imhotep, who would later serve as the High Priest of Ptah Imhotep-Pedubast/Petubastes IV. Pasherenptah’s wife Tayimhotep’s limestone stele, set up upon her death on 15 February 42 BCE, has also survived, confirming many of these details.30 This closeness between the royal family and the priestly family could indicate blood ties between the two.


  It must also be remembered that Cleopatra VII was the first member of the Ptolemaic dynasty to bother to learn Egyptian.31 Considering the pride that Cleopatra Selene took in her Egyptian heritage later in life, it is entirely plausible that she learned Egyptian, too, perhaps at her mother’s insistence, or perhaps on her own initiative. She would certainly take care to commemorate her Egyptian heritage in her adopted kingdom, displaying many Egyptian sculptures, both ancient and contemporary, in the capital city of Iol Caesarea, including an inscribed basalt statue of the aforementioned High Priest of Ptah Imhotep-Pedubast/Petubastes IV.32 The inscription, carved in hieroglyphs, records that he died on 31 July 30 BCE, on the very eve of the Roman invasion of Egypt (the point at which the gods were thought to have abandoned the city, and Dionysos was thought to have abandoned Antony). He was the distressingly young age of sixteen, almost the same age that Cleopatra Selene’s elder brother Ptolemy XV Caesar (Caesarion) was when he died, later that summer. Whether they were or were not related, it is highly probable that the three youngsters were well acquainted. If events had transpired differently, Petubastes may well have been the one tasked with crowning Caesarion and Cleopatra Selene as King and Queen of Egypt at Memphis, in accordance with the ancient Egyptian ritual upon the death of Cleopatra VII, just as Pasherenptah had crowned their grandfather there in 76 BCE.


  It is fascinating to me (and this is a point that I belabour to my students) that there is such firm insistence that Cleopatra VII was Black, and such equally firm insistence that she was not, and yet this insistence does not tend to extend any further than her. The race, ethnicity and identity of her four children are not considered at all, despite the fact that, if Cleopatra’s race, ethnicity and identity are relevant to the ways in which she has been treated from antiquity to the present, then surely Caesarion’s, Cleopatra Selene’s, Alexander Helios’ and Ptolemy Philadelphos’ are too? While Cleopatra Selene’s precise ethnicity, like Cleopatra’s, cannot be definitively established with any degree of certainty, it is important to note that she was certainly considered to be of mixed heritage by her ancient peers: she was half-Egyptian and half-Roman. More conclusively, however, her husband Juba, the son of King Juba of Numidia, was a person whom we would today describe as a Black African, meaning that their children were indeed of mixed race and ethnicity in addition to being of mixed heritage (Greek, Roman, Egyptian, African). This heritage is clearly displayed in the couple’s official communications with their subjects, notably their coin issues. While Juba’s contributions to the coins are fairly pedestrian, a portrait of himself wearing a diadem, the symbol of his kingship, in profile accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA, ‘King Juba’, Cleopatra Selene’s are much more varied and thoughtful, with many of her contributions Egyptian-themed, and accompanied by the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA, ‘Queen Cleopatra’. On one issue, we see a crocodile, an animal particularly associated with Egypt in this period that had previously appeared on the coinage issued in her name on Crete in the 30s BCE.33


  
    [image: img44.jpg]


    A Mauretanian coin depicting Juba II and the Latin legend REX IUBA on the obverse face, and a crocodile and the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA on the reverse face.


    American Numismatic Society

  


  On another, we see an ibis attacking a snake, perhaps a veiled reference to her mother’s death and the mythology that had started to grow up around it during the Augustan Principate.34 On a third, we see the accoutrements of the goddess Isis, her crown featuring the sun disk and cow horns and her sistrum atop the Greek legend KLEOPATRA, and on another we see Isis’ crown atop a crescent moon, the symbol of the Greek goddess Selene, after whom Cleopatra Selene had been named, and the Greek legend KLEOPATRA BASILISSA. And on a fourth, intriguingly, we see Isis’ crown surmounted by a crescent moon containing a globe, the symbol of the oikoumene, the ‘known world’ or the ‘inhabited world’ in Greek and Roman eyes, accompanied by the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA. Evidently Cleopatra Selene continued her mother’s patronage of her favourite goddess. On occasion, Juba joined in and honoured his wife’s heritage by replacing his portrait with one of the ram’s-horned god Amun accompanied by the Latin legend REX IUBA, while Cleopatra Selene followed in her mother’s footsteps by depicting herself in the guise of the goddess Isis accompanied by the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA.35


  Since a statue of Amun has been found in Iol Caesarea, it is possible that Juba went further than simply depicting Amun on his coinage and actually presented himself as a living manifestation of him, with Cleopatra Selene presenting herself as Isis, just as her parents had presented themselves as Hercules or Dionysos and Isis on numerous ceremonial occasions. Perhaps Cleopatra Selene was responsible for this suggestion. Amun was a highly suitable choice for Juba as he was king of the Egyptian pantheon, and often equated with Zeus, the king of the Greek pantheon, elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean. Indeed, her renowned relative Alexander the Great had claimed to be the son of Amun, and consequently he was often depicted with the god’s ram’s horns by his general Lysimachus who became the King of Thrace after Alexander’s death.


  Cleopatra Selene also had the authority to issue coins herself, one issue depicting a portrait of her wearing a diadem and the Greek legend KLEOPATRA BASILISSA on the obverse face, and a crocodile and the Greek legend KLEOPATRA BASILISSA on the reverse.36


  In addition to Cleopatra Selene demonstrating consistent use of Egyptian-themed iconography throughout her reign, she also went to considerable lengths to import Egyptian influences into Mauretania, with the capital city Iol Caesarea being modelled after Alexandria and decorated with Egyptian sculptures, and Egyptian religious and cultural institutions being established. Clearly, despite spending her adolescence in Rome being encouraged to assimilate into Roman ways of doing things, and presumably presenting a reasonable façade of having been sufficiently Romanised to her Roman family, Cleopatra Selene remained very much an Egyptian at heart.
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    Cleopatra Selene had the authority to issue her own coinage: this coin shows her with the Greek legend BASILISSA KLEOPATRA on its obverse, and a crocodile – accompanied by the same legend – on the reverse.


    ©The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

  


  Afterword


  ROMAN ALLIED QUEENS SUCH as Cleopatra VII, Boudicca of the Iceni, Cartimandua of the Brigantes and Zenobia of Palmyra, have been featured in countless works of art, poems, plays, novels, TV programmes and even films over the last two thousand years. Unlike them, until relatively recently Cleopatra Selene − like many ancient women of comparable importance and influence − has been almost completely overlooked by high, popular and mass culture. This is not necessarily because we know less about her and her life than we do about the others: while we certainly know far more about Cleopatra and Zenobia than we do about Cleopatra Selene, we know far more about Cleopatra Selene than we do about either Boudicca or Cartimandua. It is perhaps because, unlike the aforementioned women, she did not have what we might call an ‘epic’ moment, such as Cleopatra’s meeting with Antony at Tarsus, or her dramatic suicide, or Boudicca’s confrontation with Roman legions, or Cartimandua’s handover of Caratacus, or Zenobia’s military conquests or her declaration of herself as empress, or at least not one that we are aware of today. Instead, because she succeeded quietly rather than failed loudly, she did not catch the imagination of later writers and artists in quite the same way. Much the same can be said of her contemporaneous allied queens such as Dynamis of Bosphorus and Pythodoris of Pontus.1


  Remarkably, considering that he had used Plutarch’s Antony as his main literary source, and lived and worked during the successful reign of a female monarch, William Shakespeare excluded her entirely from his play Antony and Cleopatra. Although she appears in several other works produced in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, including Gauthier de Costes’ novel Cléopâtre and Johann Matheson’s opera Die unglückselige Cleopatra, Shakespeare’s exclusion seems to have influenced generations of historians who systematically ignored her, preferring instead to focus on her elder brother Caesarion and her twin brother Alexander Helios, despite the fact that it appears that neither did anything of note and both died young.2 It also seems to have influenced the makers of television series and films, who, while frequently turning to the Late Republic, its fall and the subsequent foundation of the Julio-Claudian dynasty as subjects, often excise Cleopatra’s three children by Antony entirely. HBO’s Rome (2005−7) is a notable exception here, as it does include the twins in the second season episodes set at the royal court in Alexandria, and during the series’ final moments it is made clear that they were raised by Octavia after their parents’ deaths, clearly differentiating them from the other children featured while marking them as a pair with their clothing and styling (Ptolemy Philadelphos is the only one excised from this particular retelling). Yet Sky’s Domina (2021), despite having been heavily influenced by Rome, returns to the common practice of excluding them, and Juba, entirely.


  Thus, perhaps it is not a coincidence that in recent years Cleopatra Selene has become something of a favourite for writers of historical fiction and has featured in a variety of novels aimed at both adults, young adults and children, though the extent to which these portrayals deal with the historical reality of her life is debatable. I first became aware of Cleopatra Selene while I was investigating crocodiles in ancient Rome as part of my PhD research in 2008 and stumbled across her coinage (my thesis was on healing strategies in Egypt during the Roman period, and crocodiles both caused injuries and were thought to cure them, with their hide, fat, teeth and excrement all appearing in various remedies prescribed in this period). It was not lost on me what a fantastic protagonist for an historical novel she would make, blessed not only with a story arc but also a character arc, with the historical and archaeological record providing a broad outline of both, while simultaneously leaving enough space and scope for an author to create something of their own.


  While several authors writing during the twentieth century recognised this, with Beatrice Chanler’s Cleopatra’s Daughter, Queen of Mauretania (1934), Alice Curtis Desmond’s Cleopatra’s Children (1971), and Andrea Ashton’s Cleopatra’s Daughter (1979), none of these works seems to have received any significant attention or achieved any sort of longevity, and none of them remain in print today. More recently, Michelle Moran’s Cleopatra’s Daughter (2009), Stephanie Dray’s trilogy Lily of the Nile (2011), Song of the Nile (2011) and Daughters of the Nile (2013), Vicky Alvear Shecter’s Cleopatra’s Moon (2011), and Phyllis T. Smith’s The Daughters of Palatine Hill (2016), have all focused on her, while Michael Livingston’s historical fantasy novel The Shards of Heaven (2015) features her as a key supporting character. She seems to be a particular favourite of female authors looking for female historical figures, either ancient or more recent, to serve as the protagonist of a standalone for the North American market.


  Perhaps unsurprisingly, where Cleopatra Selene is the heroine, Octavian is the villain, and while the choices these authors have made regarding Cleopatra Selene’s characterisation have varied considerably, to a greater or lesser extent they all emphasise her dedication to Egypt and her hopes of returning to the kingdom and regaining her lost throne. Considering Cleopatra Selene’s parentage, another consistently popular element in retellings of her story is an emphasis on love and romance. This is certainly something that I have found catches the imagination of people who have attended talks I have given on Cleopatra Selene, particularly young women: on one memorable occasion, I gave a talk on Cleopatra Selene to a group of students considering reading Classics at university, and their questions all revolved around her relationship with Juba, and the extent to which it was possible to know if it was a love match. The couple and their relationship have a notable presence on social media platforms such as Tumblr.


  Personally, I think reducing Cleopatra Selene’s story to a binary tale of good versus evil, or even a straightforward trajectory of riches to rags to riches again, does her (not to mention Octavian, and everyone else) something of a disservice. It diminishes a person who was clearly incredibly complex − an intelligent and shrewd politician, an imaginative and creative innovator, and probably an incredibly charismatic and effective manipulator of those around her – and turns her into a simplistic and rather colourless stereotype. But however questionable (even anachronistic) some of these choices are, at least this sudden surge of popularity means that Cleopatra Selene has belatedly started receiving the attention that she has long deserved, and awareness of the fact that she existed in the first place has been raised. And, hopefully, this, combined with the fast-developing interest in non-classical history and historical figures, means that it will not be long before her female contemporaries, such as her fellow African queen Amanirenas of Kush, start to receive the same treatment.
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    1. The so-called ‘Sappho’ fresco, which depicts a woman carrying a stylus and a set of wax tablets, from the Insula Occidentalis in Pompeii.
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    2. A fresco of a woman painter at work from the House of the Surgeon in Pompeii.
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    3. A fragment of a fresco of a woman presenting fruit from the Villa della Pisanella at Boscoreale.
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    4. A gilded silver dish from the Villa della Pisanella at Boscoreale, which may depict Cleopatra Selene.
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    5. The so-called ‘Sophilos’ mosaic, which portrays Queen Berenike II in the guise of the personification of the city of Alexandria, from Thmuis.
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    6. A gold and silver emblema, possibly depicting Cleopatra Selene.
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    7. A mosaic showing the cities of Alexandria and Memphis from Jerash (in modern Jordan).
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    8. Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema’s painting The Meeting of Antony and Cleopatra.
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    9. (2 images) Bronze fittings from the Emperor Caligula’s pleasure barge.
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    10. A sardonyx cameo, possibly representing Cleopatra Selene.
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    11. A bronze statuette, which may depict Alexander Helios.
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    12. A fresco from the House of Giuseppe II at Pompeii, which may depict the suicide of Cleopatra VII.
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    13. The Battle of Actium depicted in a white marble relief of the first century CE.
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    14. A fresco from the House of Marcus Fabius Rufus in the Insula Occidentalis at Pompeii. The mother and her child may be Cleopatra and Caesarion.
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    15. A fresco from the ‘Aula Isiaca’ in Rome.
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    16. The so-called ‘Palestrina’ mosaic, illustrating the course of the Nile.
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    17. A fresco depicting Isiac rites from the Temple of Isis at Pompeii.
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    18. The Pyramid of Cestius in Rome.
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    19. The demi-god Hercules and Omphale in a fresco of the first century CE.
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    20. A fragment of a decorative terracotta plaque from the Temple of Apollo Palatinus, which depicts Hercules and Apollo arguing over the Delphic tripod.
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    21. The mausoleum of Juba II and Cleopatra Selene in northern Algeria, between Cherchell and Algiers.
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    22. A fragment from a bronze statue of Augustus.
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    23. A black marble portrait of a Nubian.
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    24. A carnelian intaglio, which may depict Cleopatra Selene, and its impression in wax.
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    25. The ‘Severan Tondo’ depicting the Emperor Septimius Severus, his wife Julia Domna, and their children Caracalla and Geta, with Geta’s image obliterated.
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    26. A jugate aryballos (spherical flask), juxtaposing a Black male and a white female.

  


  APPENDIX


  Ancient Literary Sources for Cleopatra Selene


  LIKE MANY ANCIENT WOMEN who were, during their lifetimes, of extremely high status, considerable political importance, and famous to the point of being household names, Cleopatra Selene has left little explicit trace in the historical record. Herein, I have included all the ancient literary references that are concerned with her, whether they mention her explicitly by name (it is worth noting that she is often referred to simply by her first name, Cleopatra), or implicitly (such as when discussing Cleopatra’s children collectively).


  CRINAGORAS OF MYTILENE (70 BCE−18 CE)


  Greek Anthology 9.235 (c.25 BCE, to celebrate the wedding of Cleopatra Selene and Juba)


  Great bordering regions of the world which the full stream of Nile separates from the black Aethiopians, you have by marriage made your sovereigns common to both, turning Egypt and Libya into one country. May the children of these princes ever again rule with unshaken dominion over both lands.


  Greek Anthology 7.633 (c.5 BCE, to eulogise Cleopatra Selene upon her death)


  The moon herself, rising at early eve, dimmed her light, veiling her mourning in night, because she saw her namesake, pretty Selene, going down dead to murky Hades. On her she had bestowed the beauty of her light, and with her death she mingled her own darkness.


  STRABO OF AMASYA (64/63 BCE–23 CE)


  Geography 17.3.7


  Now a little before my time the kings of the house of Bogus and of Bocchus, who were friends of the Romans, possessed the country, but when these died Juba succeeded to the throne, Augustus Caesar having given him this in addition to his father’s empire. He was the son of the Juba who with Scipio waged war against the deified Caesar. Now Juba died lately, but his son Ptolemy, whose mother was the daughter of Antony and Cleopatra, has succeeded to the throne.


  PLUTARCH (46−after 119 CE)


  Antony 36.3−4


  [Antony] heightened the scandal by acknowledging his two children by [Cleopatra VII], and called one Alexander and the other Cleopatra, with the surname for the first of Sun [Helios], and for the other of Moon [Selene]. However, since he was an adept at putting a good face upon shameful deeds, he used to say that the greatness of the Roman empire was made manifest, not by what the Romans received, but by what they bestowed; and that noble families were extended by the successive begettings of many kings. In this way, at any rate, he said, his own progenitor was begotten by Heracles, who did not confine his succession to a single womb, nor stand in awe of laws like Solon’s for the regulation of conception, but gave free course to nature, and left behind him the beginnings and foundations of many families.


  Antony 54.3


  [Antony] was hated, too, for the distribution which he made to his children in Alexandria; it was seen to be theatrical and arrogant, and to evince hatred of Rome. For after filling the gymnasium with a throng and placing on a tribunal of silver two thrones of gold, one for himself and the other for Cleopatra, and other lower thrones for his sons, in the first place he declared Cleopatra Queen of Egypt, Cyprus, Libya, and Coele Syria, and she was to share her throne with Caesarion. Caesarion was believed to be a son of the former Caesar, by whom Cleopatra was left pregnant. In the second place, he proclaimed his own sons by Cleopatra Kings of Kings, and to Alexander he allotted Armenia, Media and Parthia (when he should have subdued it), to Ptolemy Phoenicia, Syria, and Cilicia. At the same time he also produced his sons, Alexander arrayed in Median garb, which included a tiara and upright head-dress, Ptolemy in boots, short cloak, and broad-brimmed hat surmounted by a diadem. For the latter was the dress of the kings who followed Alexander, the former that of Medes and Armenians. And when the boys had embraced their parents, one was given a bodyguard of Armenians, the other of Macedonians. Cleopatra, indeed, both then and at other times when she appeared in public, assumed a robe sacred to Isis, and was addressed as the New Isis.


  Antony 81.2


  Cleopatra’s children, together with their attendants, were kept under guard and had generous treatment.


  Antony 87.1


  Antony left seven children by his three wives, of whom Antyllus, the eldest, was the only one who was put to death by Caesar; the rest were taken up by Octavia and reared with her own children. Cleopatra [Selene], the daughter of Cleopatra [VII], Octavia gave in marriage to Juba, the most accomplished of kings.


  SUETONIUS (69−after 122 CE)


  Augustus 17.1


  [Octavian] had the will which Antony had left in Rome, naming his children by Cleopatra among his heirs, opened and read before the people.


  Augustus 17.5


  [Octavian] spared the rest of the offspring of Antony and Cleopatra, and afterwards maintained and reared them according to their several positions, as carefully as if they were his own kin.


  Augustus 48


  Except in a few instances [Octavian] restored the kingdoms of which he gained possession by the right of conquest to those from whom he had taken them or joined them with other foreign nations. He also united the kings with whom he was in alliance by mutual ties, and was very ready to propose or favour intermarriages or friendships among them. He never failed to treat them all with consideration as integral parts of the empire, regularly appointing a guardian for such as were too young to rule or whose minds were affected, until they grew up or recovered; and he brought up the children of many of them and educated them with his own.


  Caligula 26.1


  It would be trivial and pointless to add to this an account of his treatment of his relatives and friends, Ptolemy, son of king Juba, his cousin (for he was the grandson of Mark Antony by Antony’s daughter Selene), and in particular Macro himself and even Ennia, who helped him to the throne; all these were rewarded for their kinship and their faithful services by a bloody death.


  CASSIUS DIO (c.155−c.235 CE)


  Roman History 49.32.4


  Antony was not so severely criticised by the citizens for these matters, − I mean his arrogance in dealing with the property of others; but in the matter of Cleopatra he was greatly censured because he had acknowledged as his own some of her children − the elder ones being Alexander [Helios] and Cleopatra [Selene], twins at a birth, and the younger one Ptolemy, called also Philadelphus, − and because he had presented them with extensive portions of Arabia, in the districts both of Malchus and of the Ituraeans (for he executed Lysanias, whom he himself had made king over them, on the charge that he had favoured Pacorus), and also extensive portions of Phoenicia and Palestine, parts of Crete, and Cyrene and Cyprus as well.


  Roman History 49.41.1−2


  After this Antony feasted the Alexandrians, and in the assembly made Cleopatra and her children sit by his side; also in the course of his address to the people he commanded that she should be called Queen of Kings, and Ptolemy, whom they named Caesarion, King of Kings. And he then made a new distribution of provinces, giving them Egypt and Cyprus in addition; for he declared that in very truth one was the wife and the other the son of the former Caesar, and he professed to be taking these measures for Caesar’s sake, though his purpose was to cast reproach upon Caesar Octavianus because he was only an adopted and not a real son of his. Besides making this assignment to them, he promised to give to his own children by Cleopatra the following districts: to Ptolemy, Syria and all the region west of the Euphrates as far as the Hellespont; to Cleopatra, the Cyrenaica in Libya; and to their brother Alexander, Armenia and the rest of the countries east of the Euphrates as far as India; for he even bestowed the last-named regions as if they were already in his possession.


  Roman History 50.1.5


  [Octavian] reproached [Antony] with Cleopatra and the children of hers which Antony had acknowledged as his own, the gifts bestowed upon them, and particularly because he was calling the boy Caesarion and was bringing him into the family of Caesar.


  Roman History 51.15.6


  Cleopatra [Selene] was married to Juba, the son of Juba; for to this man who had been brought up in Italy and had been with him on campaigns, Caesar gave both the maid and the kingdom of his fathers, and as a favour to them spared the lives of Alexander and Ptolemy.


  Roman History 51.21.7−9


  On the second day the naval victory at Actium was commemorated, and on the third the subjugation of Egypt. Now all the processions proved notable, thanks to the spoils from Egypt, − in such quantities, indeed, had spoils been gathered there that they sufficed for all the processions, − but the Egyptian celebration surpassed them all in costliness and magnificence. Among other features, an effigy of the dead Cleopatra upon a couch was carried by, so that in a way she, too, together with the other captives and with her children, Alexander, called also Helios, and Cleopatra, called also Selene, was a part of the spectacle and a trophy in the procession. After this came Caesar, riding into the city behind them all.


  Other Relevant Ancient Literary Sources


  AUGUSTUS (63 BCE–14 CE)


  Res Gestae 4


  In my triumphs there were led before my chariot nine kings or children of kings.


  Res Gestae 27


  Egypt I added to the empire of the Roman people… I recovered all the provinces extending eastward beyond the Adriatic Sea, and Cyrenae, which were then for the most part in possession of kings.


  STRABO OF AMASYA (64/63 BCE–23 CE)


  Geography 17.3.12


  On this coast was a city named Iol, which Juba, the father of Ptolemy, rebuilt, changing its name to Caesareia; it has a harbour, and also, in front of the harbour, a small island.


  PLUTARCH (46−after 119 CE)


  Caesar 55.2−3


  Next, [Caesar] celebrated triumphs, an Egyptian, a Pontic, and an African, the last not for his victory over Scipio, but ostensibly over Juba the king. On this occasion, too, Juba, a son of the king, a mere infant, was carried along in the triumphal procession, the most fortunate captive ever taken, since from being a Barbarian and a Numidian, he came to be enrolled among the most learned historians of Hellas.


  Antony 26−28.1


  Though she received many letters of summons both from Antony himself and from his friends, she so despised and laughed the man to scorn as to sail up the river Cydnus in a barge with gilded poop, its sails spread purple, its rowers urging it on with silver oars to the sound of the flute blended with pipes and lutes. She herself reclined beneath a canopy spangled with gold, adorned like Venus in a painting, while boys like Loves in paintings stood on either side and fanned her. Likewise also the fairest of her serving-maidens, attired like Nereïds and Graces, were stationed, some at the rudder-sweeps, and others at the reefing-ropes. Wondrous odours from countless incense-offerings diffused themselves along the river-banks. Of the inhabitants, some accompanied her on either bank of the river from its very mouth, while others went down from the city to behold the sight. The throng in the market-place gradually streamed away, until at last Antony himself, seated on his tribunal, was left alone. And a rumour spread on every hand that Venus was come to revel with Bacchus for the good of Asia.


  Antony sent, therefore, and invited her to supper; but she thought it meet that he should rather come to her. At once, then, wishing to display his complacency and friendly feelings, Antony obeyed and went. He found there a preparation that beggared description, but was most amazed at the multitude of lights. For, as we are told, so many of these were let down and displayed on all sides at once, and they were arranged and ordered with so many inclinations and adjustments to each other in the form of rectangles and circles, that few sights were so beautiful or so worthy to be seen as this.


  On the following day Antony feasted her in his turn, and was ambitious to surpass her splendour and elegance, but in both regards he was left behind, and vanquished in these very points, and was first to rail at the meagreness and rusticity of his own arrangements. Cleopatra observed in the jests of Antony much of the soldier and the common man, and adopted this manner also towards him, without restraint now, and boldly. For her beauty, as we are told, was in itself not altogether incomparable, nor such as to strike those who saw her; but converse with her had an irresistible charm, and her presence, combined with the persuasiveness of her discourse and the character which was somehow diffused about her behaviour towards others, had something stimulating about it. There was sweetness also in the tones of her voice; and her tongue, like an instrument of many strings, she could readily turn to whatever language she pleased, so that in her interviews with Barbarians she very seldom had need of an interpreter, but made her replies to most of them herself and unassisted, whether they were Ethiopians, Troglodytes, Hebrews, Arabians, Syrians, Medes or Parthians. Nay, it is said that she knew the speech of many other peoples also, although the kings of Egypt before her had not even made an effort to learn the native language, and some actually gave up their Macedonian dialect.


  Accordingly, she made such booty of Antony that, while Fulvia his wife was carrying on war at Rome with Caesar in defence of her husband’s interests, and while a Parthian army was hovering about Mesopotamia (over this country the generals of the king had appointed Labienus Parthian commander-in-chief, and were about to invade Syria), he suffered her to hurry him off to Alexandria.


  VIRGIL (70−19 BCE)


  Aeneid 1.697−756


  As [Aeneas, here based on Antony] enters, the queen [Dido, here based on Cleopatra] has already, amid royal hangings, laid herself on a golden couch, and taken her place in their midst. Now father Aeneas, now the Trojan youth gather, and the guests recline on coverlets of purple. Servants pour water on their hands, serve bread from baskets, and bring smooth-shorn napkins. There are fifty serving-maids within, whose task it is to arrange the long feast in order and keep the hearth aglow with fire. A hundred more there are, with as many pages of like age, to load the board with viands and set out the cups. The Tyrians, too, are gathered in throngs throughout the festal halls; summoned to recline on the embroidered couches, they marvel at the gifts of Aeneas, marvel at Iulus, at the god’s glowing looks and well-feigned words, at the robe and veil, embroidered with saffron acanthus. Above all, the unhappy Phoenician, doomed to impending ruin, cannot satiate her soul, but takes fire as she gazes, thrilled alike by the boy and by the gifts. He, when he has hung in embrace on Aeneas’ neck and satisfied the deluded father’s deep love, goes to the queen. With her eyes, with all her heart she clings to him and repeatedly fondles him in her lap, knowing not, poor Dido, how great a god settles there to her sorrow. But he, mindful of his Acidalian mother, little by little begins to efface Sychaeus, and essays with a living passion to surprise her long-slumbering soul and her heart unused to love.


  When first there came a lull in the feasting, and the boards were cleared, they set down great bowls and crown the wine. A din arises in the palace and voices roll through the spacious halls; lighted lamps hang down from the fretted roof of gold, and flaming torches drive out the night. Then the queen called for a cup, heavy with jewels and gold, and filled it with wine − one that Belus and all of Belus’ line had been wont to use. Then through the hall fell silence: ‘Jupiter − for they say that you appoint laws for host and guest − grant that this be a day of joy for Tyrians and the voyagers from Troy, and that our children may remember it! May Bacchus, giver of joy, be near, and bounteous Juno; and do you, Tyrians, grace the gathering with friendly spirit!’ She spoke, and on the board offered a libation of wine, and, after the libation, was first to touch the goblet with her lips; then with a challenge gave it to Bitias. He briskly drained the foaming cup, and drank deep in the brimming gold; then other lords drank. Long-haired Iopas, once taught by mighty Atlas, makes the hall ring with his golden lyre. He sings of the wandering moon and the sun’s toils; whence sprang man and beast, whence rain and fire; of Arcturus, the rainy Hyades and the twin Bears; why wintry suns make such haste to dip themselves in Ocean, or what delay stays the slowly passing nights. With shout on shout the Tyrians applaud, and the Trojans follow. No less did unhappy Dido prolong the night with varied talk and drank deep draughts of love, asking much of Priam, of Hector much; now of the armour in which came the son of Dawn; now of the wondrous steeds of Diomedes; now of the greatness of Achilles. ‘Nay, more,’ she cries, ‘tell us, my guest, from the first beginning the treachery of the Greeks, the sad fate of your people, and your own wanderings; for already a seventh summer bears you a wanderer over every land and sea.’


  Aeneid 8.685−700


  On the other side comes Antony with barbaric might and motley arms, victorious over the nations of the dawn and the ruddy sea, bringing in his train Egypt and the strength of the East and farthest Bactra; and there follows him (oh the shame of it!) his Egyptian wife. All rush on at once, and the whole sea foams, torn up by the sweeping oars and triple-pointed beaks. To the deep they race; you would think that the Cyclades, uprooted, were floating on the main, or that high mountains were clashing with mountains: in such huge ships the seamen attack the towered sterns. Flaming tow and shafts of winged steel are showered from their hands; Neptune’s fields redden with strange slaughter. In the midst the queen calls upon her hosts with their native sistrum; not yet does she cast back a glance at the twin snakes behind. Monstrous gods of every form and barking Anubis wield weapons against Neptune and Venus and against Minerva.


  HORACE (65−8 BCE)


  Odes 1.37


  Now let the drinking begin! Now let us thump the ground with unfettered feet! Now is the time, my friends, to load the couches of the gods with a feast fit for the Salii!


  Before this it was sacrilege to bring the Caecuban out from our fathers’ cellars, at a time when the queen, along with her troop of disgustingly perverted men, was devising mad ruin for the Capitol and death for the empire − a woman so out of control that she could hope for anything at all, drunk, as she was, with the sweet wine of success.


  But her frenzy was sobered by the survival of scarcely one ship from the flames; and her mind, crazed with Mareotic wine, was brought down to face real terror when Caesar pursued her as she flew away from Italy with oars, like a hawk after a gentle dove or a speedy hunter after a hare on the snowy plains of Thessaly, to put that monster of doom safely in chains.


  Determined to die more nobly, she showed no womanly fear of the sword, nor did she use her swift fleet to gainsome hidden shore. She had the strength of mind to gaze on her ruined palace with a calm countenance, and the courage to handle the sharp-toothed serpents, letting her body drink in their black venom. Once she had resolved to die she was all the more defiant − determined, no doubt, to cheat the cruel Liburnians: she would not be stripped of her royalty and conveyed to face a jeering triumph: no humble woman she.


  TACITUS (c.56−120 CE)


  Histories 5.9


  The princes now being dead or reduced to insignificance, Claudius made Judea a province and entrusted it to Roman knights or to freedmen; one of the latter, Antonius Felix, practised every kind of cruelty and lust, wielding the power of king with all the instincts of a slave; he had married Drusilla, the grand-daughter of Cleopatra and Antony, and so was Antony’s grandson-in-law, while Claudius was Antony’s grandson.
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