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By Laurel A. Rockefeller

Based on the biography, “Cleopatra VII: Egypt’s Last Pharaoh” by Laurel A. Rockefeller

This play is based on events in the life of Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator and constructed using primary and secondary historical sources, commentary, and research.  Interpretation of source material is at the author’s discretion and utilized within the scope of the author’s imagination, including names, events, and historical details. Except when quoting primary sources, dialogue and certain events were constructed and/or reconstructed for dramatization purposes according to the best available research data.
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​Prologue
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390 CE. Alexandria. Serapeum. Library. HYPATIA is shelving and organizing books and scrolls upon the shelves of a massive bookcase. SYNESIUS ENTERS and bows before Hypatia.

SYNESIUS


Salve, August Mistress!



HYPATIA


What brings you to the library so early in the morning, Synesius? I thought you had reading to complete before our class this afternoon.



SYNESIUS


I finished that reading and would like to be assigned additional texts for my enlightenment that I may understand the mind of God better.



HYPATIA

(half laughing)


A student who begs for more work! You are an unusual man, Synesius.



SYNESIUS


I am excited and honoured to be learning from you, Mistress. You may think nothing of your fame, but your name shines as brightly as the stars themselves. Everyone has heard of you—in Cyrene, in Jerusalem, Constantinople, Rome, Alexandria, even in the cities to the north where it is said the people paint themselves blue before going into battle! Everyone knows about the great Hypatia of Alexandria; everyone wants to learn from you.



HYPATIA


Not the followers of this Patriarch Theophilus or the Trinitarian Christians that follow him.



SYNESIUS


Forgive them, Mistress. They are taking their cues from Emperor Theodosius instead of thinking for themselves.



HYPATIA

(quoting Colossians 2: 8-10)


“See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ. For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and in Christ you have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every power and authority.” Paul’s letter to the Christians in Colossae. Second chapter. Verses eight through ten. Men like Theophilus teach that to mean what we learn here at the Serapeum is dangerous, that the books in this great library system are dangerous and must be destroyed. Even the histories of this land, the many texts about its oldest and most cherished beliefs.  



Long before this Abraham of the Hebrews was allegedly born the nisu—the kings of this land called in the Hebrew tongue ‘pharaohs’— spent an unfathomable amount of money paying the most skilled craftsmen to build their tombs. Travel along the Nile and you will see them, monuments of a time long gone. Look around and you will find books that still remember what the first peoples of this land believed. Gods like falcon-headed Horus and crocodile-headed Sobek who created the Nile. Goddesses like the cow-headed Hathor and the cat-headed Bast. But of all the goddesses, none are more famous than Isis, the divine mother of kings. In ancient Egyptian her name is rendered Eset, “the seat,” a reference to the throne. From Isis flows the power and the right to rule. No one may rule Egypt without her consent. Not even Rome.



SYNESIUS


Mistress, I am confused.  Rome—or at least Constantinople—rules this land.  The days of an independent Egypt are but a memory.



HYPATIA

(gliding through the bookshelf and picking up two scrolls)


Read these and understand.



SYNESIUS


These are about the Ptolemaic Dynasty?



HYPATIA


Specifically, about the last of Ptolemy Soter’s descendants to rule an independent Egypt. Cleopatra the Seventh, daughter of the goddess Isis, mother to Ptolemy the Fifteenth Philopator Philometor Caesar –Caesarion he is usually called. She was the last true pharaoh of Egypt and the only Greek to rule this land who spoke Egyptian. If her life does not inspire you to see the mind of God more clearly, I do not know whose will!
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(END OF SCENE)
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Act I
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Act I, Scene I
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48 BCE, summer. Port of Pelusium. Trumpets sound as HERALD ENTERS leading PTOLEMY, surrounded by SLAVES through the streets. Marching to downstage, they stop in front of THEODOTUS with COURTIERS standing nearby.

HERALD


Make way! Make way! Make way for his supreme majesty! King Ptolemy Theos Philopator, son of Zeus, king of kings and lord of lords! 



Slaves back away from Ptolemy and melt into the background. Ptolemy slumps into the chair serving as his temporary throne. Theodotus bows respectfully.

THEODOTUS


How was your journey, Sire?



PTOLEMY


I’m tired, tired and bored.  I want some sport! Are there any criminals we can put in the arena today?  I need to see blood!



THEODOTUS


You may get more bloodshed than you desire if these reports are accurate. 



PTOLEMY


What do you mean?



THEODOTUS


Your sister, Cleopatra Thea Philopator has returned from Syria.



PTOLEMY


If she is so stupid as to return, then we shall strike her down!



THEODOTUS


If she were alone, that might be possible, Sire. I regret to inform you that she is not.  Our enemies in Syria have come to her defence. They hate you almost as much as the Jews do and will do anything to see you dethroned with your body floating in the Nile for the crocodiles to dine upon. Even now her Syrian army marches on this city. In less than a fortnight we will be surrounded by land, river, and sea if we do not retreat to Alexandria.



PTOLEMY


But I just arrived and I want blood!  Her blood! 



THEODOTUS


That may not be possible, Sire.



PTOLEMY


Where is our ally—Pompey? Surely, he can help me get rid of Cleopatra! Surely he will secure my throne for me!



THEODOTUS


Defeated by Caesar at Pharsalus in Thessaly. He was last seen retreating aboard his flagship, headed for Egypt if the reports I read are accurate.



PTOLEMY


Excellent!  We will consult with him when we see him!



––––––––
[image: ]


(END OF SCENE)
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Act I, Scene II
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48 BCE, summer. Port of Pelusium. Ptolemy’s Palace. Evening. ACHILLAS studies reports at his desk, guarded by EGYPTIAN SOLDIERS. POMPEY ENTERS furtively from upstage right.

ACHILLAS

(drawing his sword)


Who are you and what are you doing in this part of the palace?



POMPEY


Pompey, general of Rome and friend to the pharaoh.



ACHILLAS


You reach us on the eve of a great siege. Are you here with an army to help us—or is it Egypt’s help you seek?



POMPEY


You would not ask that question if you did not know the answer already, General Achillas.  Yes, I know who you are. I would conference with Pharaoh Ptolemy this night.



ACHILLAS


His majesty is indisposed.



POMPEY


What indisposes him?



ACHILLAS


A fit of irrational thinking. Cleopatra tightens the noose yet he would indulge in frivolities and delusions of victory.  We have no victory, not while Cleopatra lives.



POMPEY


Cleopatra is shrewd and well-educated—but she is only a woman!



ACHILLAS


May I remind you that Ptolemy and Cleopatra’s sister Bernice was also a woman—yet she wrestled power from their father, Ptolemy Auletes before she was in turn deposed and executed?



POMPEY


You Egyptians are fond of your civil wars and murders.



ACHILLAS


A habit Rome picked up from Egypt, no doubt. And if not, perhaps Romans and Egyptians are not so different in their instincts as many in your Senate might suggest.



POMPEY


I am not here to murder your young Pharaoh.



ACHILLAS


But will you murder Cleopatra should the opportunity strike?



POMPEY


That is a conversation I must have with Ptolemy.  Now, if you please, let me pass!



ACHILLAS

(gesturing for Egyptian soldier to seize Pompey)


I think not!



Egyptian Soldiers surround and quickly disarm Pompey. 

POMPEY


What is this?



ACHILLAS


My lord pharaoh’s wishes enacted. We sail for Alexandria while we still can.



EGYPTIAN SOLDIERS EXIT dragging POMPEY off stage. Pompey cries out off-stage.
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(BLACKOUT)

(END OF SCENE)
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Act I, Scene III
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48 BCE, summer. Alexandria. The Temple of Poseidon. CLEOPATRA relaxes on a couch in semi-darkness. LADY SERVANT ENTERS with a plate of fish and bread. 

LADY SERVANT


Are you certain you are comfortable, my lady?



CLEOPATRA


I am comfortable enough.  Let Ptolemy live in luxury while he can at the palace. When I am done with him he will be grateful for the gift, that fool!



LADY SERVANT


You have a plan?



CLEOPATRA


Always!



LADY SERVANT


Shall I send for your generals?



CLEOPATRA


And betray my location to Ptolemy? No! Not yet.  They have their instructions.  They know where I am.  When this Gaius Julius Caesar arrives at the palace they will come to me! It is all arranged.



LADY SERVANT

(bowing and attempting to leave)


I am glad to hear of it.



CLEOPATRA


Stop!


(Lady Servant freezes)


Have you tasted this?



LADY SERVANT


No, my lady I have not.



CLEOPATRA


Taste it!



LADY SERVANT


My lady I am sure it is fine!



CLEOPATRA


Taste it!


(fearfully Lady Servant eats a piece of bread)


Now we wait.


(after several beats Lady Servant falls down and dies.)


Ptolemy is already returned to Alexandria.  It will not be long now!
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(END OF SCENE)
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