
CLEOPATRA, THE ISRAELI ACTRESS AND 

THE JEWISH CONNECTION 

In the autumn of 2020, Israeli actress, Gal Gadot, was announced as the 

bearer of the title role in the upcoming movie about the legendary Egyptian 

queen, Cleopatra. Predictably there was a howl from the Left about 

‘whitewashing’, i.e. hiring a Caucasian actor to portray a perceived non-white 

historical character.  

In this case the actress was not only not Egyptian but Jewish and -horror of 

horrors- Israeli too! The social media world almost went into meltdown, 

suffused as it was with righteous indignation. (One might just have easily 

asked why a real Roman slave wasn’t hired to play Spartacus but we’ll let 

that pass!) 

Speaking of her IDF service in an interview, Ms. Gadot said that that the 

biggest lesson it taught her was to be less selfish. Also this film is not about 

her, she added and that she is not the centre of the world. When one is 18, 

one feels like the world surrounds oneself.  Her army service showed her that 

it actually doesn’t. 

Of course, she is not the only Jewish actress to portray the legendary queen. 

The last movie incarnation in the early Sixties was by Elizabeth Taylor, who 

had converted to Judaism. Those were vastly different days though, so no 

outraged postings on Twitter, Facebook et al. 
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It was soon pointed out that Queen Cleopatra- actually the seventh woman 

to bear that title but easily the most famous- was of Greek descent on her 

father’s side so she was at least partly European. However, the identity of 

her mother is less clear, giving rise to speculation that she may have been of 

Egyptian, Persian or perhaps even Syrian heritage.    

Cleopatra was born in 69 BCE in Alexandria which at that time was the capital 

of Egypt and ruled by the Greek Ptolemaic dynasty under Roman tutelage. 

The ruling Greeks considered themselves a cut above the native Egyptians 

and intermarriage with them was frowned on at best and forbidden at worst. 

The kingdom formed part of the Hellenist eastern Mediterranean hegemony  

in which Cleopatra’s mother tongue was Koine Greek. This was the Athenian 

dialect and the-then lingua franca of the Hellenist World. This dynasty had 

been founded two centuries earlier by Ptolemy, a companion of Alexander 

the Great whose conquests had stretched Greek dominance and influence 

eastwards as far as the gates of India. The population of this empire included 

Egyptians, Nubians, Syrians, Celts and… Jews, some of whom would 

occasionally be granted the coveted status of a Greek. 

When Cleopatra ascended the throne at aged 18, jointly with her brother, 

Ptolemy XIII (whom she later married), she became the first-ever Ptolemaic 

ruler to become fluent in the Egyptian tongue. This language is now extinct as 

a spoken tongue although a form of it was in use until around the 16th 

century. It is now preserved only as the liturgical language of Egypt’s Coptic 

Christian Church as Hebrew was just the language of Jewish prayer until its 

revival as a spoken language. 

Cleopatra also dressed like an Egyptian, revived ancient Egyptian religious 

practices and identified herself with the Egyptian goddess, Isis. According to 

the first-century Roman biographer, Plutarch, she also spoke Ethiopian, 

Arabic, Syriac, Parthian and… Hebrew! (He also recorded that she was 

possessed of an ‘irresistible charm’ which is surely something that Julius 

Caesar and Mark Antony- not to mention Richard Burton- wouldn’t deny!) 

 



Egypt at the time was bitterly divided and almost bankrupt after years of civil 

wars. Under Cleopatra’s rule, it became embroiled in the superpower, 

Rome’s civil wars and sided with the Roman general and dictator, Julius 

Caesar, in his struggle with his arch-enemy Pompey. In 48 BCE, Cleopatra’s 

brother exiled her so she formed a military alliance (and sexual relationship) 

with Caesar, who helped restore her to Egypt’s throne. 

Egypt had a thriving Jewish community and many of Cleopatra’s strongest 

supporters were Egyptian Jews who wielded considerable influence.  Once 

Julius Caesar had assured Cleopatra’s position on the Egyptian throne, she 

attempted to restore to her kingdom the territories that her ancestors had 

formerly ruled.  

Cleopatra also needed financial help and so asked Julius Caesar to help her 

secure the port city of Joppa (Jaffa) as part of Egypt. However, he refused this 

request but did grant her Cyprus. After visiting her in Egypt in 47 BCE, he left 

three Roman legions in Egypt in order to secure Cleopatra’s reign, before 

returning to Rome but did not go there directly.  

He first sailed to Akko to reward his allies, Antipater I (father of Herod the 

Great) and John Hyrcanus II a member of the Hasmonean dynasty, who was 

the Jewish High Priest in the 1st century BCE. He was also briefly King of 

Judea 67–66 BCE and then the ethnarch (ruler) of Judea circa 47–40 BCE. 

Caesar confirmed their regime, excused them from payment of tribute to 

Rome, allowed them to rebuild Jerusalem and awarded them Joppa. 

On the Ides (15th) of March, 44 BCE, Caesar was famously assassinated in 

Rome and Cleopatra was also in the city at the time and had to depart 

somewhat hastily. In a power struggle, Caesar’s adopted son (and great 

nephew) Octavian, emerged as his most likely successor. 

In 39 BCE, Cleopatra hosted Herod, who was a Roman Tetrarch, or governor, 

of the province of Judea. He had fled to Egypt to escape Parthian fighters and 

sought refuge with a fellow ruler of a Roman client state.  Cleopatra asked 

Herod to take part in an invasion of Ethiopia with her but the Roman 

Tetrarch declined. Cleopatra evidently tired of her guest and wished Herod to 

depart. She provided a galley to convey him back to Judea.  



It was winter, however, and the Mediterranean Sea was rough. Herod was 

shipwrecked off the coast of Cyprus but eventually returned home. Three 

years later, Herod would be promoted to King of Judea. He was a much 

feared and brutal ruler who murdered many of the leading Jewish religious 

figures and rabbis of the day.  

In the year 36 BCE, Cleopatra was at the height of her power. She had 

successfully restored much of her father’s empire, and decided to visit her 

newly re-acquired territories. The queen travelled in a grand procession with 

many attendants to overawe her new subjects. She travelled through what is 

now Syria, Lebanon and then into Judea but was not welcomed by Herod 

who had by now been promoted to king of the province 

Cleopatra’s territory extended all the way to Jericho, where Marcus Antonius 

(Mark Antony) had succeeded in seizing territory for her. Cleopatra now 

owned groves of highly-prized balsam trees, which once had belonged to 

Herod and she leased the land back to him which obviously stung his pride. 

Now, on her visit, she collected cuttings, ordering them to be taken back to 

Egypt and planted there, so that she could have a nearby supply of incense 

with which to supply Egypt’s pagan temples. 
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Taking the cuttings seems to have aroused Herod’s anger but it was 

Cleopatra’s open alliance with Herod’s brother-in-law that truly enraged the 

brutal king. Herod was born into an Idumean Arab family and he wanted to 

serve as the High Priest in the Temple in Jerusalem. 

Because he was not of priestly or even Jewish descent, he was forbidden to 

do so. Cleopatra called for Herod to appoint his brother-in-law Aristobulus, a 

descendent of the Jewish Hasmonean royal family, as High Priest instead. 

The paranoid Herod feared that Cleopatra was plotting against him and 

began to plan her assassination and also schemed to murder his own wife 

and children, which he carried out ruthlessly as he saw them as future rivals 

for his throne.  

When news of Herod’s plans reached Cleopatra, she fled back to Egypt with 

her entourage. Herod changed tactics and attempted to destroy her 

reputation instead, spreading the rumour that she had tried to seduce him 

and seize Judea. 

Meanwhile Mark Antony was seeking power in his own right and reigned as 

part of Rome’s Second Triumvirate. This body, which lasted 43–32 BCE, was a 

political alliance formed after Julius Caesar's assassination and which also 

comprised Octavian (who, as Augustus Caesar, would become the first 

emperor of the Roman Empire) and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus (who was 

ousted by the other two in 36 BCE.) 

The Triumvirate had defeated the assassins of Julius Caesar at the Battle of 

Philippi in 42 BCE.  Subsequently though the two remaining rulers quarreled 

and civil war erupted in 31 BCE. 

Seeking access to Egypt’s wealth, Mark Antony turned to Cleopatra and 

formed an alliance with her. They set sail together for Egypt, united in 

opposing Octavian.  

While Cleopatra was busy identifying as the Egyptian god, Isis, Mark Antony 

was doing similarly as the Greek god, Dionysus. They evidently viewed 

themselves as deities, transcending mere mortals. 



At the naval battle of Actium in 31 BCE, Cleopatra and Mark Antony’s fleet 

was defeated by Octavian’s fleet and they fled the battle scene together and 

returned to Egypt. Eager to remove any threat to his supreme authority, 

Octavian went in hot pursuit conquering Alexandria in the year 30 BCE. He 

then transformed Egypt into just a mere province of Rome’s vast Empire. 
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Facing either capture and certain execution or utter ruin as fugitives, legend 

has it that Antony and Cleopatra ended their own lives. He, by stabbing 

himself and she, supposedly by a venomous snake bite. 

This then is the legend of Cleopatra as an Eastern potentate, enigmatic, 

mysterious and sensual. She was undoubtedly a remarkable woman though, 

operating in a high-stakes and deadly poker game in which men made the 

rules. She was the product of her age and played a vital role in the ancient 

Middle East. 

However, she did engage with the Jewish communities of the Middle-East 

and ensured that Egypt’s Jewish population became one of the ancient 

world’s most free and secure. Moreover she is mentioned twice in the 

Talmud, in Niddah and Sanhedrin. 

Squabbles, two millennia after her death, over who should portray her in a 

Hollywood movie, seem a rather pathetic epitaph for one of the most 

extraordinary women in history. The movie is due for release in 2023. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


