Questions on Plutarch on Cleopatra and Antony:

1. Does Plutarch seem to have a biased opinion about Cleopatra? How does he evaluate her influence
on Antony?

2. What, if any, evidence does Plutarch provide that could lead one to form a different opinion of
Cleopatra?
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Plutarch on Antony and Cleopatra, the last of the Ptolemies

[Excerpted from Plutarch, "Antony." in The Lives of Noble Grecians and Romans,
John Dryden and Arthur H. Clough, tr. and ed., vol. 3 (Boston: Little, Brown and Co,,
1902)]

Such being his temper, the last and crowning mischief that could befall him came in the love of
Cleopatra, to awaken and kindle to fury passions that as yet lay still and dormant in his nature, and to
stifle and finally corrupt any elements that yet made resistance in him of goodness and a sound
judgment. He fell into the snare thus. When making preparation for the Parthian war, he sent to
command her to make her personal appearance in Cilicia, to answer an accusation that she had given
great assistance, in the late wars, to Cassius. Dellius, who was sent on this message, had no sooner
seen her face, and remarked her adroitness and subtlety in speech, but he felt convinced that Antony
would not so much as think of giving any molestation to a woman like this; on the contrary, she would
be the first in favour with him. So he set himself at once to pay his court to the Egyptian, and gave her
his advice, "to go," in the Homeric style, to Cilicia, "in her best attire," and bade her fear nothing from
Antony, the gentlest and kindest of soldiers. She had some faith in the words of Dellius, but more in
her own attractions; which, having formerly recommended her to Caesar and the young Cnaeus
Pompey, she did not doubt might prove yet more successful with Antony. Their acquaintance was with
her when a girl, young and ignorant of the world, but she was to meet Antony in the time of life when
women's beauty is most splendid, and their intellects are in full maturity. She made great preparation
for her journey, of money, gifts, and ornaments of value, such as so wealthy a kingdom might afford, but
she brought with her her surest hopes in her own magic arts and charms.

She received several letters, both from Antony and from his friends, to summon her, but she took no
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account of these orders; and at last, as if in mockery of them, she came sailing up the river Cydnus, in a
barge with gilded stern and outspread sails of purple, while oars of silver beat time to the music of
flutes and fifes and harps. She herself lay all along under a canopy of cloth of gold, dressed as Venus
in a picture, and beautiful young boys, like painted Cupids, stood on each side to fan her. Her maids
were dressed like sea nymphs and graces, some steering at the rudder, some working at the ropes.
The perfumes diffused themselves from the vessel to the shore, which was covered with multitudes,
part following the galley up the river on either bank, part running out of the city to see the sight. The
market-place was quite emptied, and Antony at last was left alone sitting upon the tribunal; while the
word went through all the multitude, that Venus was come to feast with Bacchus, for the common good
of Asia. On her arrival, Antony sent to invite her to supper. She thought it fitter he should come to her;
so, willing to show his good-humour and courtesy, he complied, and went. He found the preparations to
receive him magnificent beyond expression, but nothing so admirable as the great number of lights; for
on a sudden there was let down altogether so great a number of branches with lights in them so
ingeniously disposed, some in squares, and some in circles, that the whole thing was a spectacle that
has seldom been equalled for beauty.

The next day, Antony invited her to supper, and was very desirous to outdo her as well in
magnificence as contrivance; but he found he was altogether beaten in both, and was so well convinced
of it that he was himself the first to jest and mock at his poverty of wit and his rustic awkwardness.
She, perceiving that his raillery was broad and gross, and savoured more of the soldier than the
courtier, rejoined in the same taste, and fell into it at once, without any sort of reluctance or reserve.
For her actual beauty, it is said, was not in itself so remarkable that none could be compared with her,
or that no one could see her without being struck by it, but the contact of her presence, if youlived with
her, was irresistible; the attraction of her person, joining with the charm of her conversation, and the
character that attended all she said or did, was something bewitching. It was a pleasure merely to hear
the sound of her voice, with which, like an instrument of many strings, she could pass from one
language to another; so that there were few of the barbarian nations that she answered by an
interpreter; to most of them she spoke herself, as to the Ethiopians, Troglodytes, Hebrews, Arabians,
Syrians, Medes, Parthians, and many others, whose language she had learnt; which was all the more
surprising because most of the kings, her predecessors, scarcely gave themselves the trouble to
acquire the Egyptian tongue, and several of them quite abandoned the Macedonian.

Antony was so captivated by her that, while Fulvia his wife maintained his quarrels in Rome against
Caesar by actual force of arms, and the Parthian troops, commanded by Labienus (the king's generals
having made him commander-in-chief), were assembled in Mesopotamia, and ready to enter Syria, he
could yet suffer himself to be carried away by her to Alexandria, there to keep holiday, like a boy, in
play and diversion, squandering and fooling away in enjoyments that most costly, as Antiphon says, of
all valuables, time. They had a sort of company, to which they gave a particular name, calling it that of
the Inimitable Livers. The members entertained one another daily in turn, with all extravagance of
expenditure beyond measure or belief. Philotas, a physician of Amphissa, who was at that time a
student of medicine in Alexandria, used to tell my grandfather Lamprias that, having some acquaintance
with one of the royal cooks, he was invited by him, being a young man, to come and see the sumptuous
preparations for supper. So he was taken into the kitchen, where he admired the prodigious variety of
all things; but particularly, seeing eight wild boars roasting whole, says he, "Surely you have a great
number of guests."” The cook laughed at his simplicity, and told him there were not above twelve to
sup, but that every dish was to be served up just roasted to a turn, and if anything was but one minute
ill-timed, it was spoiled; "And," said he, "maybe Antony will sup just now, maybe not this hour, maybe
he will call for wine, or begin to talk, and will put it off. So that," he continued, "it is not one, but many
suppers must be had in readiness, as it is impossible to guess at his hour." This was Philotas's story;
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who related besides, that he afterwards came to be one the medical attendants of Antony's eldest son
by Fulvia, and used to be invited pretty often, among other companions, to his table, when he was not
supping with his father. One day another physician had talked loudly, and given great disturbance to the
company, whose mouth Philotas stopped with this sophistical syllogism: "In some states of fever the
patient should take cold water; every one who has a fever is in some state of fever; therefore in a fever
cold water should always be taken." The man was quite struck dumb, and Antony's son, very much
pleased, laughed aloud, and said, "Philotas, I make you a present of all you see there," pointing to a
sideboard covered with plate. Philotas thanked him much, but was far enough from ever imagining that
a boy of his age could dispose of things of that value. Soon after, however, the plate was all brought to
him, and he was desired to get his mark upon it; and when he put it away from him, and was afraid to
accept the present. "What ails the man?" said he that brought it; "do you know that he who gives you
this is Antony's son, who is free to give it, if it were all gold? but if you will be advised by me, I would
counsel you to accept of the value in money from us; for there may be amongst the rest some antique or
famous piece of workmanship, which Antony would be sorry to part with." These anecdotes, my
grandfather told us, Philotas used frequently to relate.

To return to Cleopatra; Plato admits four sorts of flattery, but she had a thousand. Were Antony serious
or disposed to mirth, she had at any moment some new delight or charm to meet his wishes; at every
turn she was upon him, and let him escape her neither by day nor by night. She played at dice with him,
drank with him, hunted with him; and when he exercised in arms, she was there to see. At night she
would go rambling with him to disturb and torment people at their doors and windows, dressed like a
servant-woman, for Antony also went in servant's disguise, and from these expeditions he often came
home very scurvily answered, and sometimes even beaten severely, though most people guessed who
it was. However, the Alexandrians in general liked it all well enough, and joined good-humouredly
and kindly in his frolic and play, saying they were much obliged to Antony for acting his tragic parts at
Rome, and keeping comedy for them. It would be trifling without end to be particular in his follies, but
his fishing must not be forgotten. He went out one day to angle with Cleopatra, and, being so
unfortunate as to catch nothing in the presence of his mistress, he gave secret orders to the fishermen
to dive under water, and put fishes that had been already taken upon his hooks; and these he drew so
fast that the Egyptian perceived it. But, feigning great admiration, she told everybody how dexterous
Antony was, and invited them next day to come and see him again. So, when a number of them had
come on board the fishing-boats, as soon as he had let down his hook, one of her servants was
beforehand with his divers and fixed upon his hook a salted fish from Pontus. Antony, feeling his line
give, drew up the prey, and when, as may be imagined, great laughter ensued, "Leave," said Cleopatra,
"the fishing-rod, general, to us poor sovereigns of Pharos and Canopus; your game is cities, provinces,
and kingdoms."

Whilst he was thus diverting himself and engaged in this boy's play, two despatches arrived; one from
Rome, that his brother Lucius and his wife Fulvia, after many quarrels among themselves, had joined
in war against Caesar, and having lost all, had fled out of Italy; the other bringing little better news, that
Labienus, at the head of the Parthians, was overrunning Asia, from Euphrates and Syria as far as Lydia
and Ionia. So, scarcely at last rousing himself from sleep, and shaking off the fumes of wine, he set out
to attack the Parthians, and went as far as Phoenicia; but, upon the receipt of lamentable letters from
Fulvia, turned his course with two hundred ships to Italy. And, in his way, receiving such of his friends
as fled from Italy, he was given to understand that Fulvia was the sole cause of the war, a woman of a
restless spirit and very bold, and withal her hopes were that commotions in Italy would force Antony
from Cleopatra. But it happened that Fulvia as she was coming to meet her husband, fell sick by the
way, and died at Sicyon, so that an accommodation was the more easily made. For when he reached
Italy, and Caesar showed no intention of laying anything to his charge, and he on his part shifted the
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from me; these are the last honours that Cleopatra can pay your memory, for she is to be hurried away
far from you. Nothing could part us whilst we lived, but death seems to threaten to divide us. You, a
Roman born, have found a grave in Egypt; I, an Egyptian, am to seek that favour, and none but that, in
your country. But if the gods below, with whom you now are, either can or will do anything (since
those above have betrayed us), suffer not your living wife to be abandoned; let me not be led in triumph
to your shame, but hide me and bury me here with you since, amongst all my bitter misfortunes, nothing
has afflicted me like this brief time that I have lived away from you."

Having made these lamentations, crowning the tomb with garlands and kissing it, she gave orders to
prepare her a bath, and, coming out of the bath, she lay down and made a sumptuous meal. And a
country fellow brought her a little basket, which the guards intercepting and asking what it was the
fellow put the leaves which lay uppermost aside, and showed them it was full of figs; and on their
admiring the largeness and beauty of the figs, he laughed, and invited them to take some, which they
refused, and, suspecting nothing, bade him carry them in. After her repast, Cleopatra sent to Caesar a
letter which she had written and sealed; and, putting everybody out of the monument but her two
women, she shut the doors. Caesar, opening her letter, and finding pathetic prayers and entreaties that
she might be buried in the same tomb with Antony, soon guessed what was doing. At first he was
going himself in all haste, but, changing his mind, he sent others to see. The thing had been quickly
done. The messengers came at full speed, and found the guards apprehensive of nothing; but on
opening the doors they saw her stone-dead, lying upon a bed of gold, set out in all her royal ornaments.
Iras, one of her women, lay dying at her feet, and Charmion, just ready to fall, scarce able to hold up
her head, was adjusting her mistress's diadem. And when one that came in said angrily, "Was this well
done of your lady, Charmion?" "Extremely well," she answered, "and as became the descendant of so
many kings;" and as she said this, she fell down dead by the bedside.

Some relate that an asp was brought in amongst those figs and covered with the leaves, and that
Cleopatra had arranged that it might settle on her before she knew, but, when she took away some of
the figs and saw it, she said, "So here it is," and held out her bare arm to be bitten. Others say that it
was kept in a vase, and that she vexed and pricked it with a golden spindle till it seized her arm. But
what really took place is known to no one, since it was also said that she carried poison in a hollow
bodkin, about which she wound her hair; yet there was not so much as a spot found, or any symptom of
poison upon her body, nor was the asp seen within the monument; only something like the trail of it
was said to have been noticed on the sand by the sea, on the part towards which the building faced and
where the windows were. Some relate that two faint puncture-marks were found on Cleopatra's arm,
and to this account Caesar seems to have given credit; for in his triumph there was carried a figure of
Cleopatra, with an asp clinging to her. Such are the various accounts. But Caesar, though much
disappointed by her death, yet could not but admire the greatmess of her spirit, and gave order that her
body should be buried by Antony with royal splendour and magnificence. Her women, also, received
honourable burial by his directions. Cleopatra had lived nine-and-thirty years, during twenty-two of
been she had reigned as queen, and for fourteen had been Antony's parmer in his empire. Antony,
according to some authorities, was fifty-three, according to others, fifty-six years old. His statues were
all thrown down, but those of Cleopatra were left untouched; for Archibius, one of her friends, gave
Caesar two thousand talents to save them from the fate of Antony's.

Antony left by his three wives seven children, of whom only Antyllus, the eldest, was put to death by
Caesar; Octavia took the rest, and brought them up with her own. Cleopatra, his daughter by Cleopatra,
was given in marriage to Juba, the most accomplished of kings; and Antony, his son by Fulvia, attained
such high favour that, whereas Agrippa was considered to hold the first place with Caesar, and the
sons of Livia the second, the third, without dispute, was possessed by Antony. Octavia, also, having
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