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A reconstruction of Alexandria, looking west down the Canopic Way. 
The colonnade ran the length of the city, offering protection from the 
sun as well as a highly effective conduit for rumor. Set at the edge of 
an impossibly blue sea, Cleopatra’s Alexandria ranked as “the first city 
of the civilized world,” its fashion capital and seat of learning.



The usual suspects: four busts of 
Cleopatra, or of a woman closely 
resembling her. This one, in 
expensive Parian marble, greatly 
resembling the Cleopatra of 
coin portraits, may be the most 
likely. Given Pascal’s quip — “Had 
Cleopatra’s nose been shorter, the 
whole face of the world would 
have been changed” — there is 
some irony in the missing
 fragment.  

The most flattering of the four 
busts. Cleopatra was the only 
Ptolemaic queen to be depicted 
with her hair in a tight chignon 
and with curls across the forehead; 
the arched nose and prominent 
chin are consistent with her coin 
portraits. On the other hand, it 
has been argued that this bust is 
neither Cleopatra nor even ancient.  



A less sensitive rendering, and 
a Cleopatra without a diadem. 
The bust may represent a woman 
from Cleopatra’s entourage in 
Rome, or Cleopatra in Roman 
guise. All the same the 
resemblance — with the hooked 
nose and strong chin, the
 escaping tendrils of hair on the 
neck and ears — is striking. 

A sterner Cleopatra, with the 
familiar turned-down mouth, 
razor-sharp cheekbones, and an 
air of severity. Again the lack of 
a diadem suggests that the bust 
may be of a woman who styled 
herself upon the Egyptian queen.  



The lives of ordinary women were considered a fair subject for a Hellenistic 
artist. Here two third-century BC women, once richly painted, play 
knucklebones, or dice.  

A girl holding on her lap 
a wooden writing tablet 
composed of multiple wax 
slates. Alexandrian girls 
were often literate girls, 
who would go on to buy 
houses, lend money, run 
mills. Herself exquisitely 
educated, Cleopatra was 
said by a later 
chronicler to be “a woman 
who regarded even the 
love of letters as a 
sensuous pleasure.”



Ptolemy Auletes, 
Cleopatra’s father, with 
whom she was close. 
Representing himself as 
Dionysus, he wears a
garland of ivy wound 
about his diadem. Auletes 
would be remembered for 
his riotous banquets but 
in Rome distinguished 
himself as a master 
negotiator, papering the 
Senate with flyers and 
lavishly and effectively 
distributing gifts 
throughout the city.  

An ivory game piece from 
Alexandria carved with a 
portrait of one of 
Cleopatra’s younger 
brother-husbands, 
probably Ptolemy XIV. 
The profile is Egyptian, 
the dress Greek. Cleopatra 
and her brother married 
in 48 BC, when he was 
about eleven. She would 
have him killed four years 
later.  



A likely Caesarion, in 
granite, found in eastern 
Alexandria. He sports a 
thick Greek head of hair; 
the piece may originally 
have been a partner to the 
Cleopatra below. At the end 
Cleopatra hoped to leave 
Egypt to Caesarion and 
feared particularly for his 
life; as Seneca observed, 
mothers are never afraid for 
themselves, only for their 
children.  

Cleopatra as the goddess Isis, from an 
Alexandrian temple. She wears the 
cobra and vulture headdress she would 
likely have donned when in full Isis 
regalia, as when presiding over 
Alexandrian ceremonies at Antony’s 
side. The piece is imposing, both in size 
(the ears alone are twelve inches long) 
and in intensity of expression.



Ptolemy Philadelphus, Cleopatra’s
 youngest child by Mark Antony. He 
appears with a Macedonian cap, to which 
an Egyptian cobra has been affixed. 
Probably sculpted to celebrate the
 Donations of Alexandria, between 34 and 
30 BC, when Ptolemy was between the 
ages of two and six.

A basalt Cleopatra, featured with a
 conventional wig and diadem and in 
transparent, clinging drapery. She has 
filled out a little and carries a traditional 
bar in her hand. In similar depictions she 
holds a cornucopia; a Ptolemaic queen 
went in for public displays of munificence. 
She took caring for her subjects seriously.  

An Alexandrian statute of a child in regal 
pose, very likely Alexander Helios,
 Cleopatra and Mark Antony’s elder son. 
The costume is eastern, the tiara 
Armenian, the child five or six, all of 
which arguably adds up to Alexander 
Helios at the time of the Donations, 
when he was appointed to rule over 
Armenia, Media, and Parthia. Cleopatra 
may have commissioned the statue to 
celebrate the occasion. Half cherub, half 
child, the figure shares Antony’s head of 
bouncing curls.



Cleopatra in male dress, at 
right, offering to the god-
dess Isis, nursing a baby. 
Inscribed during her first 
months in power, the stela 
is the oldest evidence of 
Cleopatra’s reign. She 
shared the throne at the 
time with her brother, 
whose name is notably 
absent; Cleopatra’s can be 
read in the second line. 
Very likely the limestone 
stela was their father’s, 
which Cleopatra arranged 
to have recarved. Given 
the turbulent times, 
reworking was a 
Ptolemaic stonecutter’s 
specialty. Note the two 
serpents hanging above. 

A stela commemorating the death of the Buchis 
bull — an earthly incarnation of the war god 
— in February 180 BC. Cleopatra’s great-great-
grandfather stands before the bull, at his eye level, 
with an offering; the king’s wife, Cleopatra I, is 
named in the heiroglyphs but not depicted. The bull 
had lived for nearly fifteen years, although the scribe 
did his math wrong, inadvertently abbreviating the 
sacred animal’s life. The stela would have been in 
place when Cleopatra traveled south to install the 
new Buchis bull.



Caesar with a garland of 
flowers, an Alexandrian
 specialty, ordered by the 
hundreds for that city’s 
banquets. He wears as well 
a Greek robe, pinned at the 
shoulder, and a laurel crown. 
Everything about the portrait 
— including the sunken 
cheeks — supports the thesis 
that it dates from the 
celebrations following the 
Alexandrian War and the 
spring of the Nile cruise. 

An exceptionally expressive 
Caesar, made after his death, 
and returning to him the 
head of hair he had lost by 
the time Cleopatra knew him. 
Lines have etched themselves 
across the broad forehead, 
the cheeks hollowed and 
begun to fold around the 
mouth. Suetonius applauded 
Caesar’s memoirs as “naked 
in their simplicity,
 straightforward yet 
graceful.” They are also 
perfectly self-serving. In 
them he mentions the queen 
of Egypt, the mother of his 
only son, precisely once.



Mark Antony, whose virile features confirmed his purported 
descent from Hercules. Audacious and foolhardy, joyful and 
artless, he made for a compelling commander. His men were 
devoted to him, Plutarch tells us, for “the nobility of his 
family, his eloquence, his frank and open manners, his liberal 
and magnificent habits, his familiarity in talking with
everybody.”  

A particularly fine portrait of Antony, 
in red jasper, from his years with 
Cleopatra. The powerful neck, mane 
of hair, and boxer’s nose are much in 
evidence.  A similar portrait survives 
in amethyst.  



Our most accurate depictions of Cleopatra 
come from coins. Roundly admired, much 
examined, they qualified as propaganda 
pieces; here was how she presented herself 
to her people. 

A bronze coin from Cleopatra’s mint in 
Cyprus, from 47 or early 46 BC, to 
commemorate the birth of Caesarion. The 
imagery works equally well with Cleopatra 
as Aphrodite or Isis. She wears a broad 
diadem and holds Caesarion in her arms; 
her scepter protrudes awkwardly from her 
back.  

An 80-drachma bronze coin minted in 
Alexandria. Cleopatra reintroduced the 
metal, long out of production and to which 
she added denominational marks for the 
first time. Regardless of its weight, the coin 
was worth what she said it was worth, a 
profitable arrangement for her.  

A silver tetradrachm of 36 BC, minted in 
Antioch, announcing Antony and 
Cleopatra’s political alliance. In a nod to 
Isis, she is identified as “Queen Kleopatra, 
the New Goddess.” She wears a magnifi-
cent pearl necklace and — in a challenge to 
the engraver — pearls in her hair as well. 
She also bears a striking resemblance to 
Mark Antony — or, as has been suggested, 
he to her.

A silver coin from Ascalon, in Judaea, a 
city never subject to Cleopatra. Possibly 
minted to assist in her restoration, the 
tetradrachm may date from 50 or 49 BC, 
the years the teenaged Cleopatra spent in 
exile. Otherwise it qualifies as a tribute to 
her power; many cities outside her realm 
issued coins in her honor. A faint smile 
plays on her lips. 



A Ptolemaic queen with the traditional headdress 
of cobras, sun disk, and cow’s horns, wearing several 
necklaces and a simple sheath. She is presumably 
Cleopatra costumed as Isis, which would explain 
the frontally displayed right breast. Reproduced on 
busts and jewelry, Cleopatra’s features were well 
known to her people.  

A woman in Greek dress, with a wide, knotted 
diadem and an Egyptian cobra crown. Even without 
the familiar features it would be difficult to believe 
her anyone but Cleopatra. The image is carved into 
blue glass; the cobras sport sun disks.  

Cleopatra and (before her) Caesarion offering to the gods, from the south wall 
of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera. Caesarion is thought to be between eight 
and eleven in this depiction; Cleopatra cannily takes second place to Caesar’s 
son. The pair offer to Hathor, appropriately, as has been noted: Hathor too is 
married to a nonresident god, whose realm lies elsewhere. An effective 
propaganda piece, the massive carving occupies the entire lower section of 
the temple’s rear wall.  



Cicero, the great orator, at the age 
Cleopatra would have known him. 
“I detest the queen,” he sputtered, 
once she had left town. He did not 
take well to a woman who could 
“make others laugh in spite of 
themselves” every bit as well as he. 
He choked especially on her
 arrogance, but then Cicero was said 
to be “the greatest boaster alive.” 

A bronze statute of the young Octavian, 
Cleopatra’s steely, single-minded opponent, 
six years her junior. After defeating Cleopatra 
he would see to it that his statues replaced 
hers throughout Egypt. 

Octavia, Octavian’s half sister and Antony’s fourth 
wife. “A wonder of a woman,” she raised 
Cleopatra’s three surviving children after her 
suicide. 



A second- or early first-century 
mosaic, excavated from a site not far 
from Cleopatra’s palace. The
 apologetic family dog (he wears a 
collar) looked no different for
 having upset the bronze and 
wooden jug two thousand years ago 
than he might today.  

Pendant earrings, from the third or 
second century BC, in the shape 
of Egyptian crowns, sun disks 
sprouting black and white feathers. 
Cleopatra’s jewelry would have been 
opulent, elaborately worked in gold, 
with insets of coral and carnelian, 
lapis, amethyst, and pearl. A Ptolemy 
aimed to outweigh all other 
monarchs in wealth, a feat easily 
accomplished given the abundance 
that “flowed hourly to his rich palace 
from every quarter.”   

A coin issued to commemorate the 
Roman annexation of Egypt. Octavian 
appears on the obverse. The caption 
reads: “Egypt captured.”     
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