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n a spring day in the year 41 B.C., people of the city of Tarsus in

Asia Minor (part of what has since become Turkey) gathered along
the banks of the Cydnus River. An immense!!) barge™, its long oars slowly
dipping into the water, was sailing up the river and directly toward them.
The spectators®’ were about to witness a spectacle that none of them
would ever forget: Cleopatra, queen of Egypt, was arriving to greet the
most powerful leader of the Roman world. A famous Greek historian
named Plutarch later wrote: ]

She came sailing up the river Cydnus in a barge with gilded™ stern

and outspread sails of purple, while oars of silver beat time to the music

of flutes and fifes and harps....Her maids were dressed like sea nymphs"!

and graces, some steering at the rudder, some working at the ropes.

The fleet and royal flagship of this wealthy queen, Cleopatra

VII of Egypt, anchored at the river’s edge. Cleopatra had been sum-
moned here by the Roman general Marcus Antonius, or Mark Antony.
While Cleopatra ruled only Egypt, Antony held sway over Tarsus
and hundreds of other Roman territories in Asia Minor and the east-
ern Mediterranean’® region. But Mark Antony’s power and titles did
not intimidate!” the haughty, majestic Cleopatra. In a display of pride
and independence, she summoned the Roman general to come down to
the river’s edge to meet her. As more people rushed out of the town and
down to the riverbank, Antony found himself alone
with a few of his guards, waiting in vain'® for the
queen.

Antony was a proud but good-natured® man.
Having important matters to settle with this queen,
he humbly!"” marched to her royal ship, greeted
her servants, and climbed aboard like an ordinary
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guest. There, he and Cleopatra struck a bargain!'! that would change their
lives and the history of the Western world.

The Ancient Land of Egypt

Cleopatra’s Egypt lay along the banks of the Nile River in north-
ern Africa. The waters of the Nile flowed northward through a fertile
valley, which supplied the grain, fruit, dates, papyrus, and other valuable
goods that made the country wealthy. For thousands of years, Egyptian
pharaohs? (monarchs) had ruled here. They lived in great palaces, and
were deified, or worshipped as gods, by their people.

The ancient Egyptians were polytheistic®: they worshiped many
different gods. Re, for example, was the sun god, while Horus'* was the
god of heaven. Osiris®® was the god of the dead and the underworld. Set
was his brother, an evil god. Isis!® was the sister of Osiris and was wor-
shiped as the protector of the dead and as the divine mother. At one time,
Amon!” was the most important god in the Egyptian pantheon. In the
city of Thebes, once the royal capital, an immense temple was dedicated
to Amon. Eventually, the Egyptians combined the deities Amon and Re,
creating Amon-Re. Known as the most powerful of all the gods, Amon-
Re was symbolized by a living bull that inhabited a temple of its own at
Thebes.

In 332 B.C., Alexander the Great, a young leader from Macedonia
(a kingdom in northern Greece), marched his army south through Asia
Minor, Syria, and Palestine, and conquered Egypt.
Fascinated by the Egyptian religion, Alexander
made a pilgrimage, or holy journey, to the oasis of

Siwah in Egypt’s western desert. In Siwah, a temple
dedicated to the god Amon-Re stood atop a rocky
hill. Alexander made his offering to Amon-Re and
was in turn recognized by the priests of Siwah as
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the son and incarnation (rebirth) of the god.

After his pilgrimage to Siwah, Alexander conquered huge areas in
the Middle East, Central Asia, and the valley of the Indus River in India.
But in 323 B.C., he suddenly died of a fever in the city of Babylon'” (an
ancient capital in what is now Iraq). His generals Antigonus, Seleucis,
and Ptolemy, who had fought by his side for many years, then divided
his most powerful states among themselves. Antigonus chose to rule
over Macedonia, Seleucis chose Syria and Persia (modern-day Iran),
and Ptolemy decided on Egypt.

Ptolemy had Alexander’s body brought to Alexandria, the city
Alexander had founded in 332 B.C. along Egypt’s Mediterranean coast.
Alexandria lay on a nar- row isthmus'® between the Mediterranean Sea
and Lake Mareotis, just west of the Nile River’s delta”®. Although the
city was still small, it was attracting many settlers*! from Greece,
Macedonia, and other parts of Alexander’s empire.

Ptolemy laid Alexander’s body to rest in an elaborate® tomb called
the Sema. In the eyes of the Egyptians, this act, and the presence!® of
Alexander’s body in their homeland, gave Ptolemy a strong claim!”! as
the successor'® to Alexander. To further convince the Egyptians that he
was worthy of ruling over them, Ptolemy claimed he was descended
from® the god Amon-Re. In the year 305 B.C., Ptolemy proclaimed”
himself Ptolemy I, successor of the ancient pharaohs and the divine ruler
of Egypt. The Ptolemaic dynasty, or reign''", had begun.

The Ptolemaic Rulers
As an outsider, Ptolemy knew he must adopt
the signs and symbols of the pharaohs in order to
win the Egyptian people’s support. He held cer-
emonies in which he was worshiped!'? by the
people, and directed artisans to depict him as a
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god in temple carvings and inscriptions.

Like Alexander before him, Ptolemy wanted to build Alexandria
into a great city. A Greek architect, Deinocrates, had planned Alexandria’s
streets and designed its buildings. Alexandria had a long, wide main
street known as the Canopus and two large harbors, separated by a mole
(a narrow breakwater!'! built of stone and earth). The city steadily grew
into a center of trade between Europe, Arabial?, and India. Egypt’s mer-
chants sold grain as well as ivory, gold, and valuable ostrich”® eggs from
other parts of Africa. Alexandria’s textiles, glass, jewelry, pottery, and
metal goods displayed the finest workmanship!*! in the Mediterranean
world. In Ptolemy’s time, Alexandria was already on its way to becom-
ing the busiest and wealthiest port city in the entire Mediterranean region.

Ptolemy also worked to bring the advanced Greek culture and sci-
ence to Egypt. To attain his goal, Ptolemy built the Museum, a school
where Greek teachers educated and trained the children of wealthy
Alexandrians. He also commissioned the Library, a part of the Museum
where Alexandrian scholars collected the works of well-known Greek
playwrights, poets, philosophers, mathematicians, astronomers, and
doctors. This collection of hundreds of thousands of papyrus scrolls
served as a vast storehouse'® of the ancient world’s knowledge and lit-
erature and would become the foundation of science and culture for the
Western world.

For all its wealth, Alexandria remained an isolated city. Many
Alexandrians were settlers from Greece and other
regions who knew very little of Egypt outside their
own city. Instead, they traveled and traded in the
lands along the Mediterranean Sea, where the lan-

guage of trade was Greek. (Ptolemy and most of
his successors never even bothered to' learn the
Egyptian language.) To these settlers, the land to
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the south, beyond Lake Mareotis, was a different and sometimes dangerous
world. Here other settlers amassed'" huge estates and treated the peasants
who worked the land as slaves. As they had for centuries, native-born
Egyptians were forced to work on the canals and dikes that were designed
to make the land more productive? for wealthy landowners.

In the Nile Valley, life under Ptolemy went on much as it had for
thousands of years. Poor peasants lived in small villages, farmed the
land, and traveled the Nile in boats made of wooden planks or reeds'®!.
They carefully watched the annual flood of the Nile, which began in the
late spring and continued for several months. In good years, the Nile
generously watered fields and crops, bringing abundance; in poor years,
it left the fields dry and parched', bringing starvation and despair.

To show their strong link to the past and to the achievements of
Ptolemy and Alexander the Great, the succeeding rulers of Egypt kept
the name of their dynastic founder. By tradition, every Ptolemaic king
of Egypt called himself Ptolemy-—and all queens were named either
Arsinog, Berenice, or Cleopatra. (Cleopatra means “glory of her father”
and was the name of Alexander’s sister.)

To give their dynasty the signs and symbols of legitimacy', these
rulers continued Ptolemy’s Egyptian-influenced religious practices. They
held ceremonies where they were worshiped as ruler-gods'® and were
depicted as Re, Isis, and Amon-Re on Egypt’s imposing monuments and
temples.

Ptolemy II, the son of Ptolemy I, married his
sister Arsinog II, thus beginning the custom of
marrying only within the Ptolemaic family. (Since
it was believed that a god could only marry an-
other god, he and his successors married only their

siblings.) Ptolemy I made Egypt the strongest
country in the eastern Mediterranean. Egyptian



