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Who Was Cleopatra?

Cleopatra has
always been
described as
beautiful,
although coins
showing her
portrait may

tell a different
story. More
important than
her looks,
though, was her
great
intelligence.
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The name of Cleopatra is one of the most famous in
history. Cleopatra (about 70BC-30 BC) was the last
queen of Egypt. She was born into the royal family that
had ruled Egypt for nearly 300 years.

Egypt and Rome

When Cleopatra was born Eqypt was a very rich country,
but it was very badly ruled. The real power in the area
was Rome, the centre of the Roman Empire. Cleopatra
fought to preserve her royal family and the indepen-
dence of Eqypt. From a very early age she showed that
she was cunning and clever, both important in a diffi-
cult and dangerous world. At the height of her power,
Cleopatra made even mighty Rome tremble. She lived
an action-packed life, and died when she was only about
39 years old.

How do we know?

We know much about Cleopatra and her times because
she lived in one of the most exciting and important
periods in world history. Historians have left us many
written records. Much of the information, though, was
written by her enemies in Rome. These writers describe
her as an evil, scheming woman. Anything written by
Cleopatra’s supporters was probably destroyed after
she died. Some of
the most important
information about
Cleopatra was writ-
ten by a Greek histo-
rian called Plutarch,
who lived 100 years
after Cleopatra. He,
too, had to rely on
the accounts writ-
ten by her enemies.
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What did Cleopatra look like?

Most of the statues of Cleopatra were pulled down
after her death, so we do not really know what she
looked like. However, coins with her portrait on them
have survived. These can give us some idea of her
appearance. Archaeologists keep discovering objects
which show Cleopatra. From these we can learn more
about what she looked like.

Roman Empire in 45 BC

Boundaries of Egypt

Egypt was a rich and powerful nation for thousands
of years before Cleopatra was born. When she was
queen, however, she had to fight hard to keep her
nation independent.
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Key dates

305 BC Ptolemy I founds (starts) the Ptolemaic
royal dynasty, the family of Cleopatra

About 70 BC Cleopatra is born

51BC Cleopatra becomes Queen of Egypt
30BC Death of Cleopatra

30 BC Egypt becomes part of the Roman Empire
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Watch the dates

BC after a year date means before the birth of Jesus Christ.
The years are counted backwards to zero, the date of
Christ’s birth.
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Princess Cleopatra

Cleopatra was born in the Egyptian capital city of Alex-
andria in about 70 BC. She was the daughter of King
Ptolemy XII of Egypt. When she was born, Egypt was
still a rich, independent country. Across the Mediterra-
nean Sea in Italy, though, Rome was becoming more
and more powerful. Many nations were conquered, and
the Roman Empire was spreading.

Cleopatra’s family

King Ptolemy XII had several different wives. He had
four daughters and two sons. We do not know exactly
who Cleopatra’s mother was. She may have been King
Ptolemy’s own sister, Cleopatra Tryphaina. It was the
custom in Egypt for the king to marry his sister.
Cleopatra had two older sisters, one also called Cleopatra
and the other called Berenice. She had one younger sis-
ter called Arsinoe. Her two younger
brothers later ruled as Ptolemy XllI

and Ptolemy XIV.

Cleopatra’s father was not a good
king. All the different princes and
princesses fought for power
and influence. Egypt was
growing poorer and poorer
because it was ruled so
badly. The people became
angry, too, because they
had to pay higher and
higher taxes.

Cleopatra’s ancestor, Ptolemy I was an excellent Greek general
who served under Alexander the Great. After Alexander’s death, he
made himself King of Egypt, the first of many Ptolemaic rulers.
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Playing a dangerous game

Cleopatra soon learned how to play the dangerous
games that were needed in order to survive in such dif-
ficult circumstances. Even the life of a royal princess
was not safe. If Cleopatra found herself on the wrong
side she might easily have been sent away from Egypt

or, even worse, murdered.

Yot o3

AALNG , R RMFFHIREF 2 T 00 305 B AL
N . BIEXHEEER IR PIERE TR, XRBHAT
DE. BMESAAE, MR, QR 5T R
RALE M — 7 KA, s RA FTREMIRE iR R, &

FHIAE.

Ancient Egypt

In 332 BC the Greek king and military leader
Alexander the Great conquered Egypt. He created a
new capital city on the shores of the Mediterranean
Sea, which he named Alexandria after himself. After
Alexander’s death in 323 BC, Egypt was ruled by one
of his generals, called Ptolemy. Ptolemy declared
himself King Ptolemy I of Egypt in 305 BC. His
family ruled Egypt for nearly 300 years until the
death of Cleopatra, the last queen of Egypt.
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Alexander the Great was only a young man
when he set out to increase Greek power. He
conquered many nations, including Egypt,
before he died aged 33.
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Growing Up in Alexandria

When Cleopatra was
queen, Alexandria
was the capital city
an
important centre of
learning and trade.
Today it is a busy

of Egypt,

city.
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When Cleopatra was born, Alexandria, the capital city
of Eqypt, was one of the most important and beautiful
cities in the world. It was a great centre of learning.
Scientists, poets and philosophers travelled long dis-
tances to study at the museum, one of the world’s first
universities.

Growing up

Cleopatra was brought up in a beautiful palace with
hundreds of rooms and halls. They had marble walls,
and were decorated with paintings and sculptures.
Cleopatra, her sisters and brothers were looked after by
an army of servants. Cleopatra did not go to school, but
was given lessons by a private tutor. She was very clever
and quickly learned many subjects, such as mathemat-
ics and poetry. She also learned to speak many
languages. She was the only Ptolemaic ruler who spoke
Egyptian. Most of her family could only speak Greek.
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Ptolemy Xl

Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy XII, had become king of
Egypt in 80 BC, ten years before she was born. By 58 BC
the Egyptian people were fed up with him and drove
him out of the country. He fled to Rome, leaving his
children behind in Alexandria. At this time Cleopatra was
about twelve years old.

Ptolemy XII,
Cleopatra’s father, was
a very unpopular king
with the Egyptian
people. It was only
Roman support that
helped him to stay in
power.
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