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Preface and Acknowledgements

For the Roman Empire, the second half of the third century was a time of trial and fragmentation, when the centralized rule of the Emperors was challenged by the rise of breakaway states in the east and the west. The Gallic Empire was established under a succession of Roman generals, who were each declared Emperor by their troops and extended their control over the western provinces of Spain, Gaul, Britain, Germany and Raetia, from the Mediterranean to the Rhine. In the east after the capture by the Persians of the Emperor Valerian, his son and co-Emperor Gallienus was unable to mount an expedition to rescue his father or to carry the war into Persia. In these circumstances, Zenobia’s husband Odenathus, ruler of Palmyra, took command of most of the east, and established peace. At a cursory glance, the successive Gallic Emperors and the Palmyrenes under Odenathus and Zenobia appear very similar, with similar methods and motives and similar unbridled ambition for permanent independence. Zenobia is variously portrayed as a rebel and usurper intent on ruling the whole Roman Empire, a national heroine, a tragic Queen brought to war by circumstances outside her control. The point is debatable, however, and is the excuse for this book.

Any author dealing with Zenobia must also cover the history of Palmyra itself, its life-supporting trade, and its government under Odenathus. The topic has been covered before, by Richard Stoneman in 1992, and more recently in 2001 the question of the Palmyrene Empire was thoroughly investigated by Udo Hartmann in Das Palmyrenische Teilreich, and this major work is acknowledged many times in the footnotes to this book. Hartmann’s brief was the Palmyrene Empire from start to finish, in which the life of Zenobia is merely one important facet. This author was commissioned by Hambledon Continuum to write about Zenobia for an informed but not specialist audience, and does not aim at research of such terrifying intensity.

Thanks are due to several people, since a book is never the product of one person. Michael Greenwood, commissioning editor, always answered questions by return email, David Reid allowed me to borrow his photos of Palmyra, Phyllis Stoddart of Manchester Museum produced photos from mostly garbled instructions, Trish Boyle and Graeme Stobbs produced drawings and maps from similar instructions, and my long-standing friend Jacqui Taylor drew the coins which illustrate Zenobia’s progress from the successor of Odenathus to Septimia Zenobia Augusta in the east. This book is dedicated in gratitude to them, and to Cleo and Tiddy whose ready feline assistance with the keyboard has to be gently discouraged.

Patricia Southern
Dunham Massey
2008
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Zenobia in History and Legend

Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra, and self-proclaimed Empress, is one of the heroines of the ancient world who has inspired successive generations of scholars, writers, librettists and musicians, playwrights and actors. In the modern western world she is slightly less well known than Cleopatra; in the east she is still supreme, as demonstrated by the massive response throughout the Arab world to the television series called Anarchy (Al-Abadid) broadcast in Syria in 1997. The role of the Empress Zenobia was played by a very famous and beautiful Arab actress, Raghda, and her struggle against the Romans was depicted in twenty-two episodes watched by millions of people.1 For political reasons, but by controversial calculations, Zenobia claimed descent from Cleopatra, who was neither Arab nor Egyptian, but a Macedonian Greek.2 The writers of the television series emphasized Zenobia’s iconic Arab origins, but in fact, as a Palmyrene, Zenobia combined elements of Aramaic and Arabic ancestry. The population of Palmyra was descended from an amalgamation of various tribes of different ethnic backgrounds, and their language was a dialect of Aramaic.

As the heroic and ultimately tragic Queen of Palmyra, Zenobia ranks with two other heroines of ancient history: the British Queen Boudicca and Cleopatra, who stood firm for their principles and their people, defied their oppressors, and were ultimately defeated. In each case the tragedy is all the more poignant because all three queens were the last of their lines, and after their deaths, each of their kingdoms disappeared, absorbed by Rome. These heroic women passed into legend as a result of their individual struggles and tragic fates, and the simple fact that they were women, who ruled as capably, and fought just as fiercely, as kings. Their enduring fame far outstrips the quantity and quality of the information about them. History is written by the victors, who combine righteous self-justification with a celebration of prowess, obliterating in the process the motives, aims and ambitions of their enemies. The Romans particularly disliked clever, martial women. A few paragraphs written by Tacitus are all that is known of Boudicca, and even Cleopatra is only fleetingly glimpsed in laconic statements by her contemporaries Julius Caesar and Cicero. There are certain sculptures that have been identified as Cleopatra, but hardly any of them can be described as truly authentic. Her history must be reconstructed from her appearances in Plutarch’s life of Mark Antony, and from her coins and administrative records.

For Zenobia’s life story, there are similar fleeting glimpses. There is no reliable account of her life. The passages relating to her in the Historia Augusta were written retrospectively, without serious research, and with a Roman bias. There are anecdotes in Jewish and Arab sources, but no biography of her, nor is there a straightforward account of her reign from the Palmyrene, Arab or Jewish point of view. The lack of trustworthy information gives free rein to the legend of Zenobia, embellished and recast through the ages, larger than life and infinitely less mundane than the truth. The heroine can be reinterpreted over and over again as the novelists, historians, playwrights and musicians of each era reconstruct the story according to their own fashions and precepts, converting a living, breathing human being into a symbol of freedom, a champion of the oppressed, or a national icon.

As a result of the abiding interest in her story, there are several versions of Zenobia, starting with the historical queen and thereafter progressing through different interpretations of her life and character in literature, art and music through the succeeding centuries. The Zenobia of legend gradually escaped from the narrower confines of reality in both the eastern and the western worlds, diverging from her origins in the historical Zenobia of the third century AD, who was a product of her own time and place, and must be studied purely within that context, in so far as it is possible to shed the contemporary values and preconceptions of the present era.

The historical Zenobia

Zenobia is the name by which she is known to modern audiences, but there are variations of her name in the ancient sources. According to Arab sources, Zenobia was the daughter of a chief of the ‘Amlaqi or ‘Amalaqi tribe, and her name was Na’ilah. In Manichaean documents she is Queen Tadi. Sometimes she is called Nafsha, but this is also the name of Zenobia’s sister, whose existence is doubtful. In the city of Palmyra Zenobia is attested on inscriptions in Palmyrene script, which transliterates as sptymy’btzby, or Septimia Bat-Zabbai.3 The name by which she is known on her coinage is Septimia Zenobia Sebaste.

The coinage bears her stylized and Romanized portrait, but the coins do not show her true appearance. There are no firmly attested contemporary sculptural representations of Zenobia from Palmyra or anywhere else. The niches where her statues once stood are empty, with only the accompanying inscriptions to attest that there was once a portrait there. From other Palmyrene sculptures, mostly funerary portraits, some idea can be gleaned of how Zenobia may have been represented. Palmyrene women are depicted with strong, firmly outlined features, and large almond-shaped eyes gazing dispassionately into the middle distance. These portraits are idealized and impersonal, displaying those characteristics that presumably constituted beauty and nobility in the Palmyrene world. A bust or a statue of Zenobia executed in the Palmyrene style, unlike a Greek or Roman sculpture, would not be a true portrait of her, but it would convey an idea of how she dressed and presented herself. She probably wore the elaborate jewelled headdresses, rather like turbans with an elaborately embroidered headband around the forehead, depicted on most sculptures of women. The headdress covered most of the hair except for the curls flanking the face, or swept upwards at each side, covering the headband. Women are usually shown with a veil over the rear section of the turban, and they usually wear elaborate pendant earrings. Some women are festooned with several necklaces, some with large pendants, and most wear bracelets on both wrists. Their clothes are depicted in great detail, showing each pleat and fold of their long tunic dresses loosely tied just above the waist, with outer garments draped over them, one end wrapped around an arm. All display of finery seems to be concentrated in their jewellery and headdresses, while their clothes are relatively plain in design. Richly embroidered tunics and trousers, sculptured in minute and fascinating detail, are the preserve of the men.

The bare bones of the historical tale concerning who Zenobia was and what she did can be quickly told, for several reasons: because the period in which she flourished was very short, the contemporary record of her achievements is sparse, and the surviving accounts of her life derive from a much later time and are irritatingly contradictory.

Zenobia was born in AD 240, or perhaps 241; there is nothing to prove the date.4 While she was growing up in Palmyra, one of the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire, the Romans were hard pressed and fighting on more than one front, and simultaneously the rising power of the Persian Empire posed a threat to Palmyra and the whole of the east. At 17 or 18, Zenobia married the most important noble of the Palmyrene aristocracy, Septimius Odenathus, as his second wife. Their son Vaballathus was born at some time between 258 and 260. Her husband was already recognized by the Romans as the leading statesman of the city and its environs, and he came to greater prominence when he rallied the eastern provinces after the defeat and capture of the Emperor Valerian by the Persian king Shapur I. Odenathus drove the Persians out of Syria, remaining loyal to the Romans, and was rewarded for his successes, but was assassinated by an unknown hand, probably at the end of 267 or early in 268. Not yet 30 years old, Zenobia was now a widow, determined to keep a firm grasp on her dead husband’s power and his authority over the Palmyrenes, ruling in the name of her son Vaballathus. She consolidated her own territory, then extended her authority to other provinces of the east, finally taking over Egypt, then she began to style herself Augusta. Her actions were construed at Rome as rebellion, and finally she was defeated by the Emperor Aurelian. This is Zenobia’s story in a nutshell, and the details have to be filled in, especially those concerning her character and ambitions, her aims and motives, and her reasons for her actions.

The family of Zenobia

Nothing at all is known of Zenobia’s mother, and not much more is known about her father. A beguiling theory, based on the similarity of the name, is that her father was Julius Aurelius Zenobius Zabdilah, who was strategos of Palmyra during the Persian expedition of the Roman Emperor Severus Alexander in 231–2.5 The forenames Julius Aurelius were very common in Palmyra after the reign of Caracalla (208–17), who bestowed Roman citizenship on freeborn inhabitants of the whole Empire,6 but despite the fact that Zenobia’s son Vaballathus also bore the names Julius Aurelius, there is no evidence to show that she herself was ever known as Julia Aurelia. On coins and inscriptions she always appeared as Septimia, though some scholars have suggested that she acquired this name from her husband, who bestowed it on members of his entourage after he was granted consular rank in 258.7

Epigraphic sources show that her father was Antiochus. On three milestones Zenobia is described in Palmyrene as bt ‘ntywkws, the daughter of Antiochus, and the parallel text in Greek confirms his name. Unfortunately his ancestry remains unknown. He is not attested on other Palmyrene inscriptions, so neither his political career nor his social standing can be traced. Although the name Antiochus is common enough in other ancient eastern kingdoms, it is very uncommon in Palmyra, and this factor, coupled with the evidence that Zenobia was also styled sptymy’btzby, or Septimia Bat-Zabbai, the daughter of Zabbai, has led to speculation by some scholars that Antiochus must be a more distant ancestor, perhaps Antiochus IV Epiphanes of Syria, descendant of Seleucus, who was one of the original companions of Alexander the Great and founder of the Seleucid Empire after the death of Alexander. Antiochus IV reigned from c.175 to 164 BC, continually trying to reconstitute the now diminished empire of his ancestors. He married Cleopatra Thea, the daughter of the ruler of Egypt, Ptolemy VI Philometor and his wife Cleopatra II. This association with the rulers of Egypt accords well with Zenobia’s declaration that she was descended from the more famous Cleopatra VII, the consort of Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, but it seems a tenuous connection at best, dating back three centuries from her own time, to the middle of the first century BC, without any mention of the Royal titles of Antiochus or a hint of the intervening lineage.8 A direct connection with the Seleucid and Ptolemaic Royal houses is not likely. It is more probable that the Antiochus mentioned on inscriptions was a more immediate ancestor of Zenobia, a close relative, in fact.

After the final defeat of Zenobia in 272 a rebellion broke out in Palmyra in the following year, led by an individual called Antiochus. This man may have been a Palmyrene who supported Zenobia, but who was no relation of hers and had nothing to do with her family.9 Alternatively, he may have been her father, determined to carry on where she left off.10 Another theory is that the rebel Antiochus was Zenobia’s son, a younger brother of the better-known Vaballathus. This derives from an inscription mentioning Septimius Antiochus, son of Zenobia.11 This causes much debate among modern scholars. Antiochus could have been truly the son of Zenobia, named for his maternal grandfather,12 or he could have been adopted and presented as her son merely as a political expedient.13 There is no other evidence of his existence which could corroborate any of the theories as to his origins. If he really was a younger brother of Vaballathus, he would have been still very young in 273, eminently suitable for use as a figurehead by the rebels, and quickly obliterated when the revolt was quelled by Aurelian.14

The status and family of odenathus

At the time of Zenobia’s marriage to him, Odenathus was already a man of authority, a leading Palmyrene citizen, honoured by Rome and pre-eminent among his peers. He was descended from an aristocratic Palmyrene family whose status was acknowledged at the end of the second century when the Emperor Septimius Severus bestowed Roman citizenship on one of Odenathus’s ancestors, most likely on Wahballat, or Vaballathus, his grandfather. It was Roman policy to foster the elite among tribes or in cities, and as far as possible to rule through them. Roman citizenship was a prized reward, with legal and financial privileges and increased opportunities for further advancement in the Roman Empire, but without any obligation to renounce religion, nationality or hearth and home. Traditionally, newly enfranchised citizens adopted the family name of their benefactors, and passed this name on to their descendants, hence the name Septimius Odenathus.

The social and political prestige of Palmyrene aristocrats undoubtedly derived from their wealth as landowners, but also from their pre-eminence in the commercial life of the city. In other ancient cities, notably Rome itself, landowning formed the basis of wealth and of nobility, but close association with trade automatically debarred families from the aristocracy and certainly prevented them from engaging in politics. Roman senators were forbidden to perform any tasks that could be construed as sordid, and work of all descriptions fell into that category. This did not prevent senators from operating large businesses or trading establishments, but they did it at one remove by employing the equites, the middle classes, to run their businesses for them, so that the senatorial classes could cream off the profits without actually getting their hands dirty. In Palmyra, by contrast, engaging directly in trade was not frowned on, and the wealth that accrued from commerce formed the basis of aristocratic society. No Roman senator would have organized caravans, gathered merchants together, travelled with them and protected them at their own expense as the Palmyrenes did.

Flexibility in dealing with the elite of other societies was one of the more admirable attributes of the Romans, provided of course they had something to gain. Contrary to normal Roman attitudes to people who engaged in work or trade, the undoubted commercial background of the family of Odenathus did not prevent him from reaching high rank in Palmyra, with Roman backing. By an edict of Caracalla passed in 212, all freeborn inhabitants of the Roman world were granted Roman citizenship, but the family of Odenathus had already acquired this status well over a decade earlier, testifying to their high social status in Palmyra. Odenathus was further distinguished when he was awarded senatorial rank, bestowed on him at an uncertain date by one of the Roman Emperors, perhaps Gordian III when he campaigned in the east, or Philip the Arab, who required
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