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Note on Proper Names

Choosing how best to render the names of places and people from the ancient world is a complex task, and largely a matter of personal preference.

For Ptolemaic Egypt, there may be three different versions of a place name to choose from: ancient Egyptian, Greek and modern Arabic. Hence the town called by the Egyptians Khemnu (‘eight-city’, after a local group of eight deities) was known to the Greeks as Hermopolis (after Hermes, the Greek equivalent of the Egyptian god Thoth) and corresponds to the present-day city of Ashmunein (which, interestingly, harks back to the original Egyptian name). Depending on the vagaries of archaeology and history, places may be better known by the Greek form (examples include Heliopolis, Sais and Sebennytos) or the (anglicised) Arabic form (Karnak, Luxor, Dendera and Edfu).

In this book, which deals with a period in which Greek was the language of government in Egypt and throughout the eastern Mediterranean, the Greek forms of place names have generally been used, both for well-known sites (Memphis, Thebes) and for more obscure locations (for example, Karia, Kilikia, Kyrene and Tarsos, rather than Caria, Cilicia, Cyrene and Tarsus). Where the Latinised or anglicised version is so familiar that using any other variant would merely obfuscate, the commonplace forms have been retained: hence Egypt, Karnak, Cyprus, Rhodes, Athens, Carthage and Babylon – and, indeed, Rome.

A similar approach has been taken with personal names. Less familiar characters (such as Antipatros, Kassandros, Seleukos and Antiochos) are rendered in their Greek forms (instead of the Latinised or anglicised Antipater, Cassander, Seleucus and Antiochus), but common spellings have been retained for the most familiar names (principally Alexander and Philip, Ptolemy and Cleopatra, but also Herodotus, Julius Caesar, Mark Antony and Octavian).

The ordinal numbers ascribed to each of the Ptolemies (I–XV) and Cleopatras (I–VII) are a modern convention. In their own time, each Ptolemaic ruler would have been known by his/her name and cult title, hence Ptolemy Soter (Ptolemy I), Ptolemy Epiphanes (Ptolemy V), and so forth. Scholars are generally of the opinion that Ptolemy VII Neos Philopator did not enjoy an independent reign, but was only incorporated into the Ptolemaic ruler cult after his death. None the less, the traditional numbering – with Ptolemy VI being succeeded by his brother Ptolemy VIII – has been followed here.



Note on Dates

All dates are BC unless otherwise stated.

Dates in ancient Egypt were expressed in terms of a king’s years on the throne, with each regnal year beginning on the date of accession. A date in the format 306/5 indicates that a single (ancient) regnal year spanned two (modern) calendar years.



Macedonian and Ptolemaic Rulers of Egypt




	Alexander III (‘the Great’)
	332–323


	Philip III Arrhidaios
	323–317


	Alexander IV
	323–310 (nominally 304)


	Ptolemy son of Lagus: as satrap
	323–304


	    as king Ptolemy I Soter
	304–284


	Ptolemy II Philadelphos
	284–246


	Ptolemy III Euergetes
	246–221


	Ptolemy IV Philopator
	221–204


	Ptolemy V Epiphanes
	204–180


	Ptolemy VI Philometor
	180–145


	Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II
	145–116


	Ptolemy IX Soter II
	116–107


	Ptolemy X Alexander
	107–88


	Ptolemy IX Soter II (restored)
	88–81


	Ptolemy XI Alexander II and Berenike III
	80


	Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos
	80–58


	Berenike IV
	58–55


	Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos (restored)
	55–51


	Cleopatra VII and Ptolemy XIII
	51–47


	    and Ptolemy XIV
	47–44


	    and Ptolemy XV
	44–30




Timeline




	Date
	Events in Ptolemaic lands
	Events elsewhere



	367
	Birth of Ptolemy son of Lagus
	


	332
	Alexander III of Macedon conquers Egypt (November)
	


	331
	Alexander visits Siwa oracle
	


	
	Foundation of Alexandria (April)
	


	324
	
	Mass wedding in Susa


	323
	Alexander dies, succeeded by Philip III Arrhidaios (June)
	


	
	Ptolemy becomes satrap of Egypt
	


	321
	Alexander’s body brought to Egypt
	


	
	Wars of the Successors between Alexander’s generals (until 301)
	


	
	Ptolemy gains Kyrenaika
	


	317
	Philip III killed, succeeded by Alexander IV
	


	315
	Ptolemy invades Cyprus
	


	312
	Battle of Gaza
	


	311
	Alexandria becomes capital of Egypt; Satrap Stela
	


	310
	Alexander IV killed
	


	Ptolemy I


	304
	Ptolemy adopts royal titles (Ptolemy I)
	


	301
	Ptolemy gains Koile-Syria
	


	300
	Euclid’s Elements
	


	299
	Ptolemy provides for burial of Apis bull
	


	297
	Demetrios of Phaleron arrives in Alexandria, helps found Mouseion
	


	285
	Ptolemy names his son as co-ruler
	


	Ptolemy II


	284
	Ptolemy II becomes king
	


	280
	Pharos lighthouse completed
	Colossus of Rhodes completed


	279
	Grand Procession (Ptolemaieia)
	


	275
	Ptolemy II annexes Lower Nubia (Dodekaschoinos)
	


	274
	First Syrian War (until 271)
	


	273
	Egypt and Rome exchange embassies
	


	270
	Canal from Nile to Red Sea dredged and repaired
	


	267
	
	Chremonidean War (until 261)


	264
	
	First Punic War (until 241)


	261
	Zenon becomes agent for Apollonios
	


	260
	Second Syrian War (until 253)
	


	259
	Revenue laws and nationwide census
	


	Ptolemy III


	246
	Ptolemy II dies, succeeded by his son Ptolemy III
	


	
	Third Syrian War (until 241)
	


	238
	Synod and decree of Canopus
	


	237
	Foundation of temple of Horus at Apollonopolis (August)
	


	Ptolemy IV


	222
	Ptolemy III dies, succeeded by his son Ptolemy IV
	


	219
	Fourth Syrian War (until 217)
	


	218
	
	Second Punic War (until 201)


	217
	Battle of Raphia (June); synod and decree (November)
	


	214
	
	First Macedonian War (until 205)


	210
	Rome sends embassy to Alexandria
	


	205
	Revolt in Lower Egypt
	


	
	Revolt in Upper Egypt, Horwennefer proclaimed pharaoh
	


	Ptolemy V


	204
	Ptolemy IV dies, succeeded by his son Ptolemy V
	


	202
	Fifth Syrian War (until 195)
	


	200
	
	Second Macedonian War (until 196)


	197
	Ptolemy V crowned at Memphis; synod and decree (March)
	


	194
	Ptolemy V marries Cleopatra I
	


	186
	Revolt in Upper Egypt defeated, Ankhwennefer captured (August)
	


	184
	Revolt in Lower Egypt defeated (March)
	


	Ptolemy VI and Ptolemy VIII


	180
	Ptolemy V dies, succeeded by his son Ptolemy VI
	


	175
	Cleopatra II appointed co-ruler
	


	172
	Ptolemaios enters the Sarapieion as a recluse
	


	171
	
	Third Macedonian War (until 168)


	170
	Sixth Syrian War (until 168)
	


	
	Ptolemy VIII (younger brother of Ptolemy VI) declared co-regent
	


	168
	Day of Eleusis (July)
	


	167
	
	Maccabean Revolt (until 160)


	165
	Failed coup attempt by Dionysios Petosarapis
	


	164
	Revolt in Upper Egypt; Ptolemy VI flees to Cyprus
	


	163
	Ptolemy VI restored; Ptolemy VIII flees to Rome
	


	155
	Ptolemy VIII draws up his will leaving Egypt to Rome
	


	150
	
	Fourth Macedonian War (until 148)


	149
	
	Third Punic War (until 146)


	146
	
	Rome destroys Carthage, conquers Greece


	145
	Ptolemy VI dies in battle, succeeded by Ptolemy VIII
	


	142
	Dedication of temple of Horus at Apollonopolis
	


	
	Cleopatra III appointed co-ruler
	


	141
	Failed insurrection (May)
	


	132
	Civil war between Ptolemy VIII/Cleopatra III and Cleopatra II
	


	126
	Dryton draws up his third will (June)
	


	124
	Civil war ends, triple monarchy restored
	


	121
	
	Roman armies enter Gaul


	120
	Menkhes village scribe at Kerkeosiris (until 111)
	


	118
	Amnesty decree (April)
	


	Ptolemy IX and Ptolemy X


	116
	Ptolemy VIII dies, succeeded by his elder son Ptolemy IX
	


	
	Cleopatra II dies
	


	
	Roman tourists visit Philae
	


	112
	Roman senator Lucius Memmius pays official visit to Egypt
	


	107
	Ptolemy IX deposed by his brother Ptolemy X
	


	101
	Cleopatra III killed
	


	96
	Kyrenaika passes to Rome
	


	88
	Revolt and destruction of Thebes
	


	
	Ptolemy X deposed and Ptolemy IX restored (September)
	


	86
	Second coronation and jubilee of Ptolemy IX
	First Mithridatic War (until 85)


	83
	
	Second Mithridatic War (until 81)


	81
	Ptolemy IX appoints his daughter Berenike III co-ruler
	


	Ptolemy XI


	81
	Ptolemy IX dies (December), succeeded by Berenike III
	


	80
	Ptolemy XI (son of Ptolemy X) appointed co-ruler
	


	
	Berenike III and Ptolemy XI killed
	


	Ptolemy XII


	80
	Ptolemy XII (son of Ptolemy IX) succeeds as king of Egypt
	


	75
	
	Third Mithridatic War (until 63)


	63
	
	Rome conquers Judaea


	60
	
	First Triumvirate


	59
	Roman embassy to Alexandria
	


	58
	Rome annexes Cyprus
	


	
	Ptolemy XII deposed by his daughter Berenike IV with Cleopatra Tryphaina co-ruler for one year
	


	
	


	55
	Berenike IV deposed and Ptolemy XII restored (April)
	Julius Caesar lands in Britain


	54
	Work begins on temple of Hathor at Tentyris (July)
	


	52
	Ptolemy XII appoints his daughter Cleopatra VII co-ruler
	


	Cleopatra VII


	51
	Ptolemy XII dies, succeeded by Cleopatra VII and her brother Ptolemy XIII
	


	50
	Decoration of roof chapels at Tentyris
	


	49
	
	Caesar crosses the Rubicon


	48
	Pompey killed in Egypt (September)
	


	
	Caesar arrives in Alexandria and meets Cleopatra (October)
	


	
	Cleopatra deposed in favour of her sister Arsinoe
	


	47
	Ptolemy XIII dies, succeeded as co-ruler by his brother Ptolemy XIV
	


	
	Birth of Ptolemy Caesarion
	


	46
	Cleopatra travels to Rome to stay with Caesar
	


	
	Birth of Imhotep (July)
	


	44
	
	Assassination of Caesar (March)


	
	Ptolemy XIV dies; Ptolemy XV Caesarion appointed co-ruler
	


	43
	Low Nile flood leads to famine (until 41)
	Second Triumvirate


	42
	Death of Taimhotep (January)
	Battle of Philippi ends Roman civil war


	41
	
	Cleopatra visits Antony at Tarsos


	40
	Birth of Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene
	


	39
	Imhotep proclaimed high priest of Ptah
	


	37
	Cleopatra proclaims a renaissance
	


	36
	Birth of Ptolemy Philadelphos
	


	34
	Donations of Alexandria
	


	31
	
	Battle of Actium (September)


	30
	Octavian conquers Egypt (1 August)
	


	
	Mark Antony dies, Cleopatra VII takes her own life (10 August)
	


	
	Ptolemy XV Caesarion killed
	


	29
	Temple services begin at Tentyris (February)
	Octavian’s triumph in Rome
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Introduction: Questions of Identity

On 10 August 30 bc, Queen Cleopatra and her two ladies-in-waiting found themselves alone at last in a chamber of the royal palace in Alexandria. A sprawling complex of opulent rooms and airy courtyards, the regal residence occupied a promontory on the Mediterranean shore of Egypt. From its windows, there were stunning views out across the harbour, filled with boats from every nation; to the soaring Pharos lighthouse on its rocky outcrop, its summit topped with a gleaming statue of Zeus; and to the open sea beyond. Outside the palace walls, the buzzing, cosmopolitan city, founded by Alexander the Great some three centuries earlier, was now the liveliest metropolis in the world, where people and ideas from Europe, Asia and Africa met in a heady mix. Its library and temple of the Muses had nurtured the finest minds, advancing knowledge in every sphere of human enquiry. And, at the heart of everything, the royal quarter, powerbase of the monarchs who had created Alexandria and the empire of which it was the crown jewel.

But on this day, the dynasty that had ruled the Nile Valley for longer than any other in its 3,000-year history was about to come to an end. Enmeshed in increasingly complex geopolitics, Egypt had found itself backing the wrong side in a power struggle between foreigners that would reshape the entire ancient world. Faced with invasion on two fronts, the country had fallen. Roman troops were occupying Alexandria, and all escape routes were blocked. Egypt’s deposed sovereign, Cleopatra, had been taken prisoner and incarcerated in her own palace, watched over day and night by their captors.

The queen’s powers of persuasion had been the defining characteristic of her twenty-year reign, and she now put them to use one last time, convincing the bored guards that she posed no threat. Then, as soon as their backs were turned, ‘She put on her most beautiful apparel, arranged her body in most seemly fashion, took in her hands all the emblems of royalty, and so died.’1 By the time the sentries returned, it was too late: ‘they found Cleopatra lying dead upon a golden couch, arrayed in royal state. And of her two women, the one called Iras was dying at her feet, while Charmion, already tottering and heavy-handed, was trying to arrange the diadem which encircled the queen’s brow.’2

The precise manner of Cleopatra’s death was a mystery,


for the only marks on her body were slight pricks on the arm. Some say that she applied to herself an asp which had been brought in to her in a water-jar, or perhaps hidden in some flowers. Others declare that she had smeared a pin, with which she was wont to fasten her hair, with some poison… In this or in some very similar way she perished, and her two handmaidens with her.3



[image: A heavily blurred, horizontal black streak on a white background]

The turbulent life, tumultuous reign and tragic death of Cleopatra – the seventh queen of her royal house to bear that name – fascinated her contemporaries and captivated imaginations across the world in the 2,000 years since. To the Romans, who inherited her kingdom, she was the author of her own demise:


By love she gained the title of Queen of the Egyptians, and when she hoped by the same means to win also that of Queen of the Romans, she failed of this and lost the other besides. She captivated the two greatest Romans of her day, and because of the third she destroyed herself.4


Rome’s staunch republicans took an ever-dimmer view. To them, Cleopatra was the embodiment of luxury and licence, an oriental despot brought down by her own moral turpitude.

Cleopatra’s own people saw things rather differently. To her Greek-speaking subjects, immigrants and their descendants from across the eastern Mediterranean, she had been a noble scion of her dynasty. Her distant forebear, the Macedonian general, Ptolemy son of Lagus, had served as one of Alexander the Great’s closest lieutenants before forging an empire from the conqueror’s legacy. Subsequent Ptolemies had turned Egypt into the greatest of the Hellenistic kingdoms, and Alexandria into a beacon of prosperity, culture and sophistication. There had, of course, been ups and downs over the centuries; but Cleopatra VII had seemed to be on the right side of history. She had regained for the crown many of its former territories, and put on displays of pomp and pageantry to outshine any sovereign. In short, she had epitomised the magnificence of monarchy.

To the native inhabitants of Egypt, whose ancestors had tilled the fertile soils of the Nile Valley for countless generations, Cleopatra had been a true pharaoh. Though of Greek Macedonian heritage, she had understood the importance of honouring the traditional deities of Egypt. She had built and beautified temples, observed the ancient rites and festivals and paid her respects in person to the sacred animals that were such a distinctive and defining characteristic of Egyptian religion. Like every pharaoh, she had herself been hedged with divinity. Reigning as the living Isis, the earthly incarnation of the universal goddess and mother of the world, Cleopatra had been the very model of Egyptian kingship.

In short, what you thought about Cleopatra, in her own lifetime and immediately after her death, depended on your own background.

Likewise, in our own age of contested views, questions of identity swirl around the queen on every side. Was she beautiful? (Not, it would appear, by the standards of modern aesthetics.) Was she African? (Partly: though born on the continent of Africa, where her forebears had lived for over two centuries, she was of Macedonian Greek heritage. She was queen of Egypt, but not an Egyptian queen.) Was she a fearless defender of women’s rights or a lascivious whore? (Neither: such modern labels cannot be readily applied to the distant past, and to do so risks turning complex historical figures into one-dimensional actors in our contemporary drama.)

If we are to understand Cleopatra, as a product of her own time and place, we have to ask a different set of questions. What were the cultural and political cross-currents that shaped Mediterranean history in the centuries leading up to her life and reign? How did the markedly different population groups in Egypt live alongside each other? What was the nature of the Ptolemaic monarchy? What sort of a city was ancient Alexandria? Were the rise of Rome and the fall of Egypt inevitable? By examining Cleopatra’s complex inheritance – across the full sweep of Ptolemaic history, from Alexander the Great to the queen’s own reign – this book seeks to answer such questions.
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Alexander the Great and Cleopatra: two of the most recognisable names from history. Yet the period of three centuries between these two great lives is surprisingly little known outside specialist academic circles. Even for scholars, the Ptolemaic period falls between two stools: too late for Egyptologists, too early for Roman historians; ‘the gap between where classical Greece ended and imperial Rome began’.5 Those who do approach Ptolemaic Egypt generally do so by way of the classical evidence: Greek papyri and the (heavily biased) accounts of Greek and Roman commentators. They tell of a vibrant, cosmopolitan country, buzzing with commerce and new ideas, a land of innovation and opportunity. But this material reveals only one side of the story. Ptolemaic Egypt was a country of (at least) two cultures. The art, architecture, artefacts and inscriptions produced by and for the indigenous population give a different account: of a land that cherished its ancient customs, but also sought to reinterpret and reinvent them to suit the changing times. A land of tradition and quiet evolution.

The source material for Ptolemaic history is rich and diverse. Alongside the well-known (but often heavily biased) accounts of ancient historians, geographers and commentators – writers like Polybius, Diodorus Siculus, Strabo, even Julius Caesar himself – there are inscriptions on statues, stelae and temple walls, and literally thousands of papyrus documents. Ancient Egypt was always an obsessively bureaucratic country, and it has been estimated that a single government office under the Ptolemies might have used up to twenty rolls of papyrus a day. Fortunately, the dry climate of Egypt is particularly conducive to the preservation of organic materials, and the papyri that have been recovered – dumped on ancient rubbish heaps or upcycled into cartonnage for mummy cases – illustrate life in Ptolemaic Egypt in extraordinary detail. Some fifty archives of papyri have been unearthed dating from the period between Alexander and Cleopatra. The single largest find was made just before the First World War in the ruins of an ancient town, by peasants digging for mudbrick to use as fertiliser; it comprised over 2,000 separate documents, and sheds light on everything from agriculture and irrigation works to internal trade and local government. Another archive was discovered among the wrappings of mummified crocodiles in an ancient cemetery.

In addition to texts, there are objects. Royal and private sculpture, far from presenting a degenerate version of Greek or pharaonic antecedents, includes some of the most innovative and compelling works of art to have survived from the ancient world. Yet this aspect of Ptolemaic Egypt is surprisingly little known. From small votive objects to entire temples, the material evidence reveals the rich cultural inheritance of the Nile Valley under the Ptolemies. Elements that existed long before Alexander’s conquest sit alongside new fashions brought from other eastern lands. Artefacts speak of ancient social structures co-existing with new economic and political institutions.

Inscriptions and material remains alike confound any notions of Hellenistic Egypt as a pale imitation of its pharaonic forerunner, speaking instead of an undoubted ‘Ptolemaic brilliance’.6 This book aims to bring that brilliance to life, revealing afresh extraordinary events, remarkable achievements and larger-than-life personalities. The narrative follows the birth, flourishing, decline and fall of Ptolemaic power from Alexander the Great to Cleopatra. It is arranged in four parts, corresponding to the four main phases of Ptolemaic history: the golden age of Ptolemies I–III, when a great kingdom was forged; an era of transition under Ptolemies IV–VI, when the empire began to fray at the edges, buffeted by foreign wars and internal revolts; the crisis years of Ptolemies VIII–XI, when the country, riven by dynastic disputes, became fatally weakened; and the endgame, played out under Ptolemies XII–XV and the great Cleopatra, when Ptolemaic rule witnessed one final flourish before succumbing to the power of Rome.

Getting under the skin of Ptolemaic Egypt is challenging, but immensely rewarding. For what emerges, whether in the hallowed halls of Alexandria’s Great Library among the finest intellectuals of the Greek-speaking world or in the temples of the Nile Valley among the native Egyptian clergy, is a period of unusual dynamism and creativity. A period that shaped, not only Cleopatra’s life and reign, but the world of ideas we still inhabit. A period like no other in history.



Prologue: Hail the Conquering Hero

In the autumn, the season of new growth, as green shoots began to appear in the well-watered fields along the banks of the Nile, a foreign ruler from across the sea made his way to Egypt’s ancient capital. He did not come alone, but was accompanied by a sizeable detachment of his own soldiers; for this warrior had just conquered Egypt by force of arms, and was heading to Memphis to claim his prize and receive the homage of his new subjects.

In the city’s main temple, dedicated to the local creator god Ptah, there was a special area set aside for his living embodiment, a sacred bull. The beast had its own stall, its own priests and lived a life of pampered bovine luxury. It was revered not just as Ptah’s avatar but also as the guarantor of royal authority and national prosperity. Its cult stretched back to the dawn of history, an unbroken thread that had endured – through war and famine, invasion and turmoil – unchanged and unchanging. The sacred bull asserted by its very presence in the heart of Memphis that the Egypt of the pharaohs lived on.

As the animal paced back and forth in its stall, the attendant priests must have felt a degree of apprehension. Would their country’s new ruler respect age-old tradition by venerating the bull in their care? This latest conqueror was no native Egyptian, so could hardly be expected to hold any particular allegiance to the Egyptian gods. The priests remembered only too well the recent rule of the hated Persians, who had shown scant regard for Egypt’s animal cults, cementing the people’s fear and loathing for foreign overlords. Another new king might be no better. As the sound of horses’ hooves and marching men came into earshot, the moment of truth had arrived.
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Gaza, gateway to Egypt: between September and November 332, Alexander III of Macedon, known to posterity as Alexander the Great, besieged and captured the fortress city in southern Palestine. Militarily, it was not a vital objective, and his troops could easily have circumvented it on their way to the Nile Valley. But Alexander believed that capturing Gaza, long regarded as impregnable, would burnish the credentials of his army as an unstoppable force. However, there may have been another reason why the city’s capture was deemed important, even necessary: some eleven centuries earlier, Egypt’s greatest warrior pharaoh, Thutmose III, had captured Gaza from its Palestinian inhabitants and established it as a forward military base for subsequent campaigns of conquest in the Near East. In doing so, he had renamed the city, with typical pharaonic bombast, ‘Captured by the Ruler’. Alexander was well read, well advised and well aware of Egyptian history. Capturing Gaza not only sent a message to his arch-enemies, the Persians, it also announced to the Egyptians – nominally Persian subjects for the past decade, but fiercely proud of their own history and identity – that here was a new conquering hero, a worthy successor to the mighty pharaohs of the past.

The city, its defending troops bolstered by Arab mercenaries and with stores of food laid up, held out stubbornly against Alexander’s army for two months; its stout walls, surrounded on all sides by soft, sandy ground, had successfully resisted other armies before; but eventually, Macedonian resolve, tactics and weaponry prevailed. Alexander ordered a high mound to be constructed all around the city, giving his siege engines the opportunity to attack Gaza’s walls in their upper courses, where they were thinnest and weakest; while tunnels dug secretly under the fortifications hastened their collapse. The Gazan troops fought and died to a man. Eventually, the city fell.

What happened next betrayed Alexander’s ruthlessness, and more than a streak of cruelty. Since boyhood, he had been captivated, if not a little obsessed, with Homer’s epic tale of the Trojan War. He is said to have carried a copy of the Iliad with him at all times, annotated by his boyhood tutor, Aristotle. One of many episodes that lodged in his mind was Achilles’ treatment of the defeated Hector, whose body had been tied to a chariot and driven round the walls of Troy – three times for good measure. Alexander now seized the opportunity to live out his Homeric fantasy. The unfortunate victim was the defeated Arab governor of Gaza, the eunuch Batis. He was attached to a chariot while still alive, and dragged round the walls of the city until he died an excruciating and humiliating death. No doubt the Macedonian soldiers jeered while the Gazan women and children looked on in horror. They themselves were promptly sold into slavery before the city was repopulated from surrounding villages, and retained by Alexander as a fortified military base.

News of Gaza’s fall and Batis’ fate must have travelled fast. By the time Alexander and his army reached Pelousion, on Egypt’s north-eastern border, after a march of seven days and 130 miles, the waiting Persian governor, Mazaces, knew he had no option but to surrender. (He was no doubt thinking of his own skin, as much as the fate of the Nile Valley.) Egypt had sent a large number of troops to support its Persian overlord, Darius III, at the fateful Battle of Issos in November the previous year; as a result, the country was now denuded of fighting men, unable to offer even token resistance to the Macedonian force. Tipping the scales even further in Alexander’s favour was his fleet of warships, which had set sail from Phoenicia when he left Gaza, and was already moored off Pelousion. The Egyptians were outnumbered at sea and on land. As Alexander’s biographer later wrote:


When Mazaces the Persian … ascertained how the battle at Issos had resulted, that Darius had fled in disgraceful flight, and that Phoenicia, Syria, and most of Arabia were already in Alexander’s possession, as he had no Persian force with which he could offer resistance, he admitted Alexander into the cities and the country in a friendly way.1


Moreover, Mazaces is said to have surrendered the entire contents of the Egyptian state treasury, a sum of 800 talents.

Alexander, having received the submission of Egypt, might have been expected to move on to the next military goal (as he had after each of his previous victories), and pursue the Persians eastwards. Instead, for reasons that remain hazy, he turned southwards and headed for Egypt’s capital. Whatever his motivations, it seems clear that Egypt, the most ancient and sophisticated of the civilisations of the ancient Near East, held a special allure for the Macedonian conqueror. In particular, traditional pharaonic ideology – of an omnipotent, transcendent monarchy established by divine right – appealed to Alexander’s developing self-image.

And so, in November 332, after installing a garrison at Pelousion and ordering his ships to sail upriver, Alexander himself set off overland. His first stop was at the cult centre of the sun god Ra, long regarded by the Egyptians as the ultimate creator god and the patron deity of divine kingship. The Egyptians called the place Iunu, but Alexander and his Greek-speaking successors would know it as Heliopolis, ‘sun city’. From there, with the Nile on his right, he continued marching towards the capital: ‘He reached that city through the desert, after getting possession of all the places on the march through the voluntary surrender of the inhabitants. Thence he crossed the stream and came to Memphis.’2


[image: A heavily blurred, horizontal black streak on a white background]

In the temple of Ptah, the priests attending the sacred bull need not have worried. Alexander was not only intrigued and entranced by Egyptian religion, he also had an instinctive understanding of the power of propaganda. If he were to hold Egypt, he needed to be accepted and welcomed by the Egyptians as a legitimate pharaoh. This in turn required him to behave like one. By delivering Egypt from Persian rule, he had made a good start. Where the Persians had acquired a reputation – perhaps unfair, but widely held – for dishonouring the Egyptian gods, Alexander would go out of his way to honour them. He therefore paid appropriate reverence to the sacred bull of Memphis – called Hep in Egyptian, rendered as Apis in Greek – and ordered his troops to respect Egyptian sensibilities by not encroaching on the necropolis overlooking the city. A scrap of papyrus, pinned up at the entrance to the cemetery by Alexander’s general, bore the brief but clear instruction: ‘[Order] of Peukestas: no entry, priestly property’.

Before departing Memphis, Alexander also observed the traditional rites of pharaonic accession, which had been carried out in the city since the foundation of the Egyptian state. At every accession, the new pharaoh would adopt and proclaim his official names and epithets: different elements in a five-fold titulary that summed up the multi-faceted roles of an Egyptian ruler. True to form, Alexander’s choice of titles showed his awareness of Egypt’s history and his desire to be seen as a legitimate king. His throne name, ‘Ra’s chosen one, beloved of [the god] Amun’ (Egyptian setepenra-meryamun), deliberately harked back to the fabled, glorious reign of Ramesses II, combining two epithets first borne by that illustrious pharaoh some nine centuries earlier. Alexander’s other royal titles followed more recent precedent, recalling the reign of Nakhthorheb, Egypt’s last native pharaoh who had lost his kingdom to the Persians twenty years before Alexander came to the rescue. Most telling of these was the epithet ‘he who drives out the foreigners’ (Eg. teken-khasut). The message could not have been clearer: though foreign himself, Alexander intended to rule the Nile Valley as an Egyptian king, giving the people back their independence after two decades of submission under a foreign yoke. As a later commentator put it, ‘since the Persians had committed impieties against the temples and had governed harshly, the Egyptians welcomed the Macedonians’.3

Alexander’s concern to uphold and associate himself with the traditional rites of Egyptian monarchy was likewise reflected in his carefully chosen patronage of the country’s cults and temples. As part of his programme for Egypt, he ordered new work at the great religious complex at Karnak (Eg. Ipet-sut, ‘the most select of places’), the country’s foremost sacred site in Upper Egypt, heartland of pharaonic kingship. Among the myriad courts, pylons and shrines within the Karnak complex, he chose as the centrepiece of his patronage the royal cult chapel built by the warrior pharaoh Thutmose III. By restoring the work of a great conqueror of the past, Alexander was aligning himself with the venerable Egyptian tradition of muscular, militaristic kingship. Another of his projects at Karnak was to commission a set of reliefs for the small temple of Khonsu. Again, the choice was deliberate: in ancient Egyptian religion, Khonsu was regarded as the son of Amun, the greatest god of the entire pantheon. Moreover, on the walls of Khonsu’s temple, Alexander had himself depicted wearing the leopard skin of a high priest. Conqueror, son of god and high priest: here was a new king who understood what it meant to rule as a pharaoh.

The remaining elements of Alexander’s work at Karnak focused on restoring parts of the ceremonial route used by the cult statue of Amun when the god travelled from his main temple to his subsidiary residence at nearby Luxor (Eg. Ipet-resyt, ‘southern sanctuary’). And it was Luxor that Alexander chose for his principal project in Egypt’s religious capital: a new shrine to house Amun’s divine image. This new holy of holies, dubbed the ‘great chamber’, was erected in the thousand-year-old sanctuary first constructed by the pharaoh Amenhotep III as a monument to his deified self. As the accompanying inscriptions explained: ‘He [Alexander] has created the great chamber anew in beautiful white sandstone after it had existed since the time of … Amenhotep’.4

It was an acknowledgement of the history of the building and the essential continuity of Egyptian kingship. Moreover, Alexander must have known
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