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Stacy Schiff's acclaimed biography, "Cleopatra: Life and Legend of Egypt's
Last Pharaoh," offers a captivating and comprehensive account of the life
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and legacy of one of history's most enigmatic and influential figures.
Through meticulous research and vivid prose, Schiff brings to life the world
of Cleopatra VII, the last pharaoh of Ptolemaic Egypt, who ruled from 51 to
30 BC.

The book delves into Cleopatra's political acumen, her romantic
entanglements, and her enduring impact on Western culture. Schiff paints a
portrait of a complex and fascinating woman who played a pivotal role in
the twilight of the ancient world and became an enduring symbol of power,
beauty, and intrigue.

Early Life and Rise to Power

Cleopatra was born in 69 BC into the Macedonian dynasty of the
Ptolemies, who had ruled Egypt since the death of Alexander the Great.
Her family had long been entangled in political turmoil and civil war, and
Cleopatra's early life was marked by instability and danger.

From a young age, Cleopatra demonstrated an exceptional intellect and a
keen interest in politics. She was fluent in several languages, including
Egyptian, Greek, and Latin, and possessed a deep understanding of
Egyptian history and culture. Her ambition and charisma set her apart from
her siblings and made her a formidable contender for the throne.

In 51 BC, Cleopatra became co-ruler of Egypt with her younger brother,
Ptolemy XIII. However, their relationship was fraught with conflict, and
Cleopatra soon found herself exiled from the kingdom. Undeterred, she
rallied her supporters and returned to Egypt, determined to reclaim her
birthright.



Alliance with Julius Caesar

In 48 BC, the Roman general Julius Caesar arrived in Egypt in pursuit of
his rival, Pompey the Great. Cleopatra saw an opportunity to align herself
with the rising power of Rome and secure her position in Egypt. According
to legend, she had herself smuggled into Caesar's palace rolled up in a
rug.

Cleopatra's intelligence, beauty, and diplomatic skills quickly captivated
Caesar. They became lovers and formed a powerful alliance. With Caesar's
support, Cleopatra regained control of Egypt and established herself as the
sole ruler.

Reign of Cleopatra

Cleopatra's reign was marked by a period of peace and prosperity for
Egypt. She skillfully navigated the complex political landscape, balancing
the interests of her kingdom with those of Rome. She also initiated
ambitious building projects, including the expansion of the library at
Alexandria, which became a renowned center of learning.

Cleopatra's reign was not without its challenges. She faced plots from her
rivals and the constant threat of Roman intervention. However, she proved
to be a resilient and adaptable leader, using her diplomacy and cunning to
maintain her authority.

Romance with Mark Antony

In 41 BC, Cleopatra met the Roman general Mark Antony, who had
become one of the triumvirs that ruled Rome. Antony was immediately
smitten with Cleopatra, and the two embarked on a passionate and
tumultuous love affair.



Together, Cleopatra and Antony formed a military alliance that aimed to
challenge the power of Octavian, Antony's rival triumvir. However, their
plans were thwarted at the Battle of Actium in 31 BC. Antony and Cleopatra
were defeated, and Octavian established himself as the sole ruler of Rome.

Death and Legacy

After Actium, Cleopatra and Antony fled to Egypt, where they were pursued
by Octavian's forces. Cleopatra, determined to avoid falling into enemy
hands, took her own life by poisoning herself with an asp. Antony soon
followed suit, dying by his own sword.

Cleopatra's death marked the end of the Ptolemaic dynasty and the Roman
annexation of Egypt. However, her legacy lived on. She became a symbol
of beauty, power, and intrigue, inspiring countless works of art and literature
throughout the centuries.

Cultural Impact

Cleopatra's story has fascinated and captivated people for centuries. She
has been portrayed in countless works of art, literature, and film, ranging
from ancient Roman busts to William Shakespeare's play "Antony and
Cleopatra."

Her image has also been used to sell everything from cosmetics to
perfume. Cleopatra has become an enduring symbol of female power,
beauty, and sensuality, and her story continues to inspire and intrigue
people to this day.

Stacy Schiff's "Cleopatra: Life and Legend of Egypt's Last Pharaoh" is a
masterful biography that brings to life one of history's most unforgettable



figures. Through meticulous research and vivid prose, Schiff creates a
compelling portrait of a woman who defied convention, shaped the course
of history, and left an enduring legacy on Western culture. The book is a
must-read for anyone interested in ancient history, biography, or the
enduring power of female leadership.
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