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CLEOPATRA VII

A question of Cleopatra’s ethnicity and background has been raised by a new Netflix
television documentary series called “Queen Cleopatra,” There is enough
archaeological evidence, written information and Roman, Greek and Egyptian art to
settle this 1ssue.

Queen Cleopatra VII, the widely known Cleopatra, Egypt’s last active ruler, is a
national icon of Egypt today, born in Egypt in the year 69 BC; she was a descendant of
a line of Macedonian Greek kings in a dynasty that stretched back 250 years. Lagos,
her ancestor, one of Alexander the Great’s companions, was the father of Ptolemy I, a
general and historian who founded the last Egyptian dynasty in the late fourth century
BC. Ptolemy I was of Macedonian Greek origin and established himself as king of
Egypt after Alexander’s death. Six successor kings passed until Ptolemy XII,
Cleopatra’s father

From the beginning of the Lagide, or Ptolemaic dynasty, their queens assumed eminent
political and ideological roles, in particular when Ptolemy II married his sister Arsinoe
IT around 274 BC. For generations, the wives of the ruling Ptolemies also came from
the same Macedonian background as their husbands. They established a precedent for
brother-sister marriages for a number of Ptolemy II's descendants, thus guaranteeing
the quasi-divine essence of the royal family. This fact is significant because it reinforces
the Macedonian ethnicity.

While Cleopatra’s father was certainly Ptolemy XII Auletes, the identity of her mother
has not been proven but almost certainty was Cleopatra V Thryphaena. The confusion
has been created by the geographer Strabo, who stated that Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy
XIl, had only one legitimate daughter, Berenice IV. The problem with Strabo’s
assertation lies in its reliability. We do not know what sources he might have drawn
upon for this information. There are no allusions to Cleopatra’s illegitimacy among the
innumerable attacks on her from the Romans, either contemporarily and posthumously.
Therefore, the most accepted theory, is that Cleopatra VII shared her earliest years with
her sisters Arsinoe IV and Cleopatra V1. She was the third daughter of Ptolemy XII
Auletes, and his sister-wife, Cleopatra Tryphaena.

The existences of two elder daughters were confirmed by historians. Porphyry of Tyre
stated that Cleopatra VI was not Ptolemy XII's wife but rather another daughter (F.
Jacoby, Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker {Berlin, 1923-1958}). Ancient
writers reported that Berenike IV, the eldest daughter, who had seized power along with
her sister Cleopatra VI during the time Ptolemy XII were exiled from Egypt in 58-55
BC, were later executed by their father.
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CEA O
The death of her two older sisters opens the successor line to the throne to Cleopatra,

and a fierce struggle with her stepbrothers to block her ascension to the throne. This
dispute lasted until Julius Cesar arrived to Alexandria in the year 48BC.

The disappearance of Cleopatra Tryphaena from dated documents begins in 69 BC, the
year of Cleopatra VII's birth, either her mother died giving birth or “fell out of favor™
for not giving birth to a male heir.

Cleopatra VII's father had only two wives. Strabo wrote that “all the wives of
Cleopatra’s father were women of significant status.” That’s rule out any slaves and
concubines.

Ptolemy XII's second wife (name unknown) was the mother of the king’s three
youngest children, Arsinoe IV, Ptolemy XIII, and Ptolemy XIV.

It has been suggested that Ptolemy XII's second wife was a noble Egyptian woman of
Memphis's priestly dynasty and enhanced by blood ties with Pasherenptah III, high
priest of Memphis. All six children of Ptolemy XII were regarded as completely
legitimate in Egyptian eyes and collectively hailed as "Our lords and greatest gods."

Representations of Cleopatra VII in Greek and Roman art and coins do not show
anything other than traditional Mediterranean ethnicity, although artists were perfectly
capable of depicting other ethnic groups.

There are portrait busts that attest to Cleopatra VII's appearance. One of the most
prominent is a marble bust dating to the third quarter of the first century BC that is
housed at the Berlin Museum in Germany.

The Berlin Cleopatra depicts her wearing a royal diadem. Her face is framed by ringlets
of curly hair, and the rest of the hair is arranged melon style — divided into segments
and gathered into a bun behind her head. Her eyes are almond shape, her nose is
aquiline, and her features are softly modulated, and have been described as reflecting
her intelligence and charm (Fig.1).

Fig. |
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Another marble bust found at the villa of the Qintilli on the Appian Way in Rome was
discovered in 1784, it is now displayed at the Vatican’s Gregoriano Profano Museum. With
this bust, her features are soft and with heart-shaped lips. Her nose is missing (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2
Also, a marble head of Cleopatra with vulture headdress was found in the Church of San
Pietro e Marcellino in the Via Labicana, near the sanctuary of Isis in Rome (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3

On contemporary coins 1ssued by Cleopatra, which she would have approved, her
nose is hooked, her cheeks are full, and her chin is pointy, differently as is
depicted mn the marble busts because the 1dea was to prioritize her political
legitimacy as a female-king. (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4
On other coins, especially those minted %J}’ Marc Anthony, with his image on one
side and Cleopatra on the other, her nose hooks dramatically, her chin is pointy
and her forehead slopes broadly. These images have been “romanized™ to match
Anthony’s masculine looking profile and emphasizing her ability to rule as
female-king (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5
Archeological evidences showing Cleopatra as an Egyptian queen by her well documented
interactions with the temple of Taposiris Magna, located west of Alexandria.
1- The statues that are known of Cleopatra, and even the last head of the queen found inside the
Temple of Taposiris Magna, have no black features. (Fig.6).
2- Among the huge collection of coins that were found in the Taposiris temple, all the coins
depict the face of Cleopatra with Macedonian-Greek features or as goddess Isis.
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Fig. 6
The temple of Denderah are covered with engravings from Cleopatra’s day. There is a
great scene of Cleopatra on the facade of the temple of the goddess Hathour at
Dendereh, where she is shown with her son Caesarion, son of Julius Caesar, and again
the depiction goes against what is shown in the Netflix series. (Fig. 7).

In a more global aspect, the scenes depicted on the ancient Egyptian temples all show
the Pharaohs smiting the enemies of Egypt. Among them the peoples of the countries
of the region, such as Nubia, Libya and Mesopotamia and looking at their faces you
can notice without a doubt the difference in the features between the ancient Egyptians
and those other peoples.
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Another great example is the great scenes found at the tomb of Ramses Il in the Valley
of the Kings shows hour number six from the ancient Egyptian Book of the Gates with
the sun god on his boat and in front of him four Egyptians, four Africans, four Libyans,
and four Asians. The sun god Re says in the text that he created all these peoples and
all will go to paradise. But the scene shows clear differences among their features.

* The excavations at Naggada in Upper Egypt by Sir Flinders Petrie, a father of
Egyptology. Petrie excavated a pre-Dynastic cemetery there and said that the people
who were buried in it were the people who had made the ancient Egyptian civilization.

« Looking further afield at ancient Asia and Africa, it is clear that the Pharaonic
civilization occurred only in Egypt. The people who created this civilization came out
of Egypt, and as they watched the sun rise and set and rise again, they formed their own
beliefs about the afterlife. This was the reason they began to build tombs in the shape
of pyramids and temples.

* Egypt had everything necessary to build such monuments, including diorite from the
south of the country, granite from Aswan, sandstone from Gabel al-Selsela, alabaster
from Het-Nub in Middle Egypt, white limestone from Torah, turquoise and copper from
Sinai, and basalt from Fayoum.

Written information of ancient writers.-

Plutarch refers to Cleopatra as follows: "In itself her beauty, they say, was not of that
particularly outstanding kind which would astonish those who saw her. It was when a
man was with her that he felt her irresistible hold over him. Her looks combined with
her powerful conversation and the charm which surrounded her whole manner, and the
effect was extraordinarily attractive. There was a delight even the sound of her voice

Dio Cassius, writing a hundred years after Plutarch, has space for much more detail.
His Cleopatra is not merely charming but also "the most beautiful woman alive."

Cleopatra had certain unique qualities which make her a woman of high calibre and
relevant to women of this day. Although the Ptolemy Dynasty of Greek origin ruled
Egypt for nearly three hundred years, none of them made an effort to learn the Egyptian
language. In contrast, Cleopatra, a true Egyptian, learnt the local language, incorporated
its culture and made Egyptian nationalism her identity. Cleopatra could speak nine
languages. In addition to her mother tongue Kome Greek, she could converse in
Egyptian, Latin, Arabic, Ethiopian, Troglodyte, Hebrew, Parthian, Median, and Syrian
(Plutarco). She was well educated and studied astronomy, mathematics and philosophy.
She had knowledge of medicine too.
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In addition, she was a persuasive orator, poet, diplomat and a great administrator.
During her reign, as it is attested in a papyrus signed by her, she handled a terrible
famine that plagued Egypt and won the admiration of the people. She firmly managed
the food shortage crisis by effectively restricting grain hoarding under death penalty.
Thus, Cleopatra became an Egyptian icon and people called her ‘Philopatris” (patriot).

Cleopatra remains an icon not just for her beauty, but her intellect, agility and
diplomacy, which continues to inspire women as a symbol of Egypt remarkably
inspiring even for the 21st century and a true patriot who defended Egypt from the
mighty neighboring Romans. After her suicide, Egypt became a part of the Roman
Empire.

Queen Cleopatra created huge impact on the Roman Empire as well, since she portrayed
an ineradicable representation of women as reliable, shrewd, and strong-minded.

While in power, Cleopatra influenced women through her education, governance, love,
motherhood and protection of her country. She influenced mankind history and her
encouragement and achievement serves an inspiration to all women.

HISTORY OF CLEOPATRA:

When she took the throne after the death of her father in 51 BCE, Egypt was an unstable
country, had significant debts and experiencing high inflation. The Nile had flooded
more destructively than usual, political power lay in the hands of Rome, and the feeling
of the Alexandrians toward the Pharaoh had built to a fever pitch of anger and rebellion.
Cleopatra was an acute political leader, rose to the occasion through her strong
character, sharp mind, and a feminine charm that she did not hesitate to use. She was a
serious scholar probably graduated from the Museum with tutors who had prepared her
to rule Egypt, but she also pursued interests of her own, including in science, medicine
and philosophy. Unlike her forebears, Cleopatra learned the native language of Egypt
as well as Greek, Ethiopian, Aramaic, Syriac, Median, Parthian, Latin, and the
Troglodytes language.

“She could readily turn to whichever language she pleased,” wrote the ancient historian
Plutarch, “so that there were few foreigners she had to deal with through an interpreter
and to most she herself gave her replies without an intermediary.”

Of Macedonian descent, as were Alexander the Great and the other Ptolemies,
Cleopatra chose to become Egyptianized in her dress and appearance. She linked herself
with the goddess Isis, assuming her symbols as her own. She made strong connections
with Rome and commanded loyalty among the Egyptians.

One of the most important periods for the entire Ptolemic Dynasty was when the Roman
general Julius Caesar traveled to Egypt in 48 BCE. Cleopatra’s brother Ptolemy XIII
had been plotting to seize control from his sister. Sensing the danger, Cleopatra went
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to Palestine. Like his father before him, Ptolemy XIII stopped at nothing to please the
Romans, and he arranged for the murder of Caesar’s rival, Pompey, who had sought
refuge in Egypt.

This rash act infuriated Caesar. Meanwhile, Cleopatra, according to Plutarch, secretly
returned to Alexandria wrapped in a Persian carpet. Apollodorus the Sicilian - a loyal
follower of the an Egyptian queen - presented the carpet to Caesar, and it was unrolled
to reveal Cleopatra, who impressed the great Roman leader with her bravery and beauty.
The next day, Caesar sent for Ptolemy in order to decide which one, brother or sister,
should hold the throne. When Ptolemy saw his half-sister side by side with Caesar, he
threw his crown on the ground and ran into the street. Months of struggle ensued, with
Ptolemy XIII and his young half-sister Arsinoe pitted against Cleopatra and Caesar for
the control of Egypt.

As Cleopatra and Caesar remained barricaded in Alexandria, one of Arsinoe’s advisors
poured seawater into the city’s cisterns, making the water undrinkable. However, then
Roman forces arrived and faced off against the 50 Egyptian ships that attempted to
control the port of Alexandria. Ultimately, the Roman forces won, burning the Egyptian
vessels in a conflagration so immense that it reached the famous Library and destroyed
many precious volumes.

Ptolemy XIII drowned, and Caesar captured Arsinoe and sent her to Rome. He
proclaimed Cleopatra the queen of Egypt and ordered her to marry Ptolemy X1V, her
brother, who was not yet 12 years old. Caesar then wintered in Egypt with Cleopatra,
crusing the Nile and granting the island of Cyprus to her as a sign of commitment. In
June in 47 BCE, Cleopatra gave birth to Caesar’s son, whom he named Ptolemy XV
Caesar, but whom the Egyptians called Caesarion, or “little Caesar™.

The three Ptolemies, Cleopatra, Ptolemy XIV. and Caesarion lived in Caesar’s palace
in Rome for more than a year. When the senators assassinated Caesar on 15 March in
44 BCE, they secretly returned to Egypt.

In Rome, Brutus and Cassius, who had plotied against Caesar, were defeated by
Octavius and Mark Antony, who agreed to divide the empire in a triumvirate between
Anthony, Octavius and Lepidus. Antony acquired the eastern part, including Egypt. He
arranged a meeting with Cleopatra, at which she is said to have arrived dressed as the
goddess Isis. She quickly won him over.

In the name of his love for Cleopatra and their previous unsuccessful attempt to kill
Cleopatra after her coronation ceremony in Memphis, Antony killed the queen’s sister
Arsinoe IV and possibly also Ptolemy XIV, because as long as they were alive they
were a threat to their sister’s life. Foreign relations soon took Antony away from his
life with Cleopatra in Alexandria, and when he returned, he had married Octavia, sister
of Octavius, to secure political power.

In 37 BCE, Antony appealed to Cleopatra to support his campaign in Syria. Leveraging
her lover’s desperation for a victory, she received Syria, Phoenicia, and Cyprus in
exchange for the funds he needed. Antony’s offensive ultimately failed, but Cleopatra’s
rule now stretched farther than ever before.
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But in Rome, tensions were mounting. Octavius advanced into Persia. part of Antony’s
eastern empire. Octavius accused Antony of giving Roman property and power to a
foreign woman. Most Egyptians honoured Antony, but they wanted Cleopatra to live
in Alexandria rather than Rome. Octavius clearly considered his rival to be not only
Mark Antony but also Cleopatra.

After winming a battle against Octavius’s forces in Armenia in 34 BCE, Antony
returned to Alexandria for a victory celebration where he sat on a throne of gold next
to Cleopatra on a throne of silver.

The Egyptian people allied with Antony against Octavius and encouraged him to return
to Rome. Cleopatra travelled with his army, even though the Egyptians wanted her to
stay in Egypt. She persuaded Antony to divorce Octavia, which caused a scandal among
the Romans and incited Octavius to declare war.

Octavius cast the war in terms of a campaign against Antony and his lover Cleopatra.
Visiting the Temple of Mars, the war god, Octavius recited the traditional Roman
declaration of war. Thus began the Battle of Actium, off the ancient world’s last great
sea battle. Actium was a town in Greece on a promontory in ancient Acarnania at the
entrance of the Ambraciot Gulf.

The famous battle took place in September in 31 BCE. Octavius made war against
Antony, whom he saw as a traitor who had raised his hand against his country for a
woman. Octavius had 80,000 ground troops, 12,000 horsemen, and 250 warships.
Antony faced him with at least 500 ships, 100,000 infantries, and 12,000 cavalries.
However, the Roman leader Agrippa cut off Antony’s supplies from Egypt and Syria
while he was with his troops in Acarmnania. As disease began to spread among his
troops, Antony was forced into a defensive strategy. Octavius, with smaller, more
maneuverable ships, excelled in the sea battle, and Antony’s Roman allies began to
abandon him soon after the battle began.

Cleopatra’s ships were in the rear, and when she could no longer bear to watch Antony’s
defeat, she retreated to Alexandria. Antony fled to Egypt, but his troops, feeling
abandoned, fled to Macedonia. Antony had lost his political stature, and the defeat left
Cleopatra to contemplate the future of her empire.

In Alexandria, she led everyone to believe that she had been victorious in battle. She
arranged festivals and did what she could to organize her people against Octavius, while
at the same time she hid her treasure, fearing invasion or worse. Scholars believe that
Cleopatra offered Octavius the head of Antony in order to confirm a new alliance
between Egypt and Rome. He answered by telling her to give him Egypt and afterward
he would decide her fate.

The last message Cleopatra received from Octavius stated that he would leave her the
throne of Egypt and not kill her if she order to kill Anthony but she refused. She could
not melt Octavius’s heart as she had the hearts of two other Roman generals but it’s
unclear why Octavius was “so easy going” with Cleopatra’s to the point that alloys her
to buried Anthony Antony defeated Octavius’s forces in Aboukir in July in 30 BCE,
but it was his last victory, for his soldiers continued to desert him.
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He invited Octavius to fight, but Octavius refused. All Antony could do was sit in the
palace and wait for Octavius.

DEATH OF CLEOPATRA:

Legend has it that Cleopatra gathered her treasure, entered her tomb with assistants and
slaves, and sent a message to Antony that she had killed herself. Antony, distraught,
tried to kill himself as well. He did not succeed, and when the news came that Cleopatra
was not dead, he went to die in her arms.

Alexandria was in dire trouble after the death of Antony, and Octavius continued to try
to find a way to force Cleopatra to surrender. He sent men to negotiate with her. He
feared she might attempt suicide, and he wanted to take her back to Rome, to show his
victory over her and Egypt.

But Cleopatra decided to take control of her own fate. On August 12 in 30 BCE,
Cleopatra’s servants were ordered to enter her room, one carrying a serpent in a basket.
She left behind a letter to Octavius, expressing her wish that she be buried with her
beloved Mark Antony. She chose a royal death, inflicted through the bite of a cobra, a
sacred servant of the sun god and the protector of all kings. So Cleopatra followed
Antony in death and maintained her sovereign dignity.

Some scholars believe that Octavius killed Cleopatra and that the stories of her suicide
are mistaken. But the ferocious strength that this queen displayed throughout her life
suggests that she would proceed courageously to her death, taking her own life to
preserve the legacy of her homeland.
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