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The Whore of  Babylon as a graphic scriptural im-
age frequently stirs the imaginations of  contempo-
rary readers of  the book of  Revelation. Christian 

preachers denouncing some perceived apostasy often use 
the image for its attention-grabbing effectiveness. But how 
do we explain the dissonance between the Apocalypse’s 
depiction of  an unlikely powerful female prostitute living 
in luxury and the real-life powerlessness and desperation 
that characterized the social status of  the vast majority 
of  prostitutes at the time Revelation was written, and 
still does today? Is the author dealing with an exception-
al case?1 The disconnect raises questions concerning the 
purpose and implications of  such imagery. What aspects 
of  culture, recent history, or personal experience might the 
writer have drawn upon? Building upon previous sugges-
tions as to why such imagery might have been particularly 
gripping for Revelation’s first readers, this paper suggests 
important new connections to the figure of  Cleopatra.
 It is argued here that the author critiques the Roman 
Empire by alluding to his prophetic literary tradition and 
contemporary coinage, but his most persuasive rhetorical 
allusion is related to the fact that both he and his readers 
lived in the post-Cleopatra era of  the empire. The author 

of  the book of  Revelation was influenced by depictions of  
Cleopatra as a whore, which, through Roman historical 
and literary works, had embedded themselves in the pop-
ular culture and historical memory of  his day. The figure 
of  Cleopatra provides important new insights into the use 
of  the whore image in Revelation 17.

The Apocalypse’s Whore
 The book of  Revelation dramatically describes the 
Roman Empire as τῆϛ πόρνηϛ τῆϛ μεγάληϛ in a crucial 
part of  the narrative toward the end of  the book.2 Those 
who have been listening carefully since the book’s first 
phrase—“the revelation of  Jesus Christ”—have heard nu-
merous references to the “lamb.” Beginning in Chapter 
12, the lamb has been challenged by a dragon and the 
two beasts called forth by the dragon to do its bidding 
(13:1–10, 11–18). Revelation 17 describes a whore seated 
on the first of  these two beasts:

Then one of  the seven angels who had the seven 
bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will show 
you the judgment of  the great whore (πόρνηϛ) who 
is seated on many waters, with whom the kings of  
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the earth have whored (έπόρνευσαν) and with the 
wine of  whose whoring (πορνείαϛ) the dwellers on 
earth have become drunk.” And he carried me 
away in the spirit into a wil-
derness, and I saw a woman 
sitting on a scarlet beast which 
was full of  blasphemous 
names, and it had seven heads 
and ten horns. The woman 
was arrayed in purple and 
scarlet, and bedecked with 
gold and jewels and pearls, 
holding in her hand a golden 
cup full of  abominations and 
the impurities of  her whoring 
(πορνείαϛ); and on her fore-
head was written a name of  
mystery: “Babylon the great, 
mother of  whores (πορνὦν) 
and of  earth’s abominations” 
(17:1–5).3

 An angel calls this woman a 
πόρνη (17:1) from the classical Greek verb πέρνημι (“to 
put up for sale”), understood in daily usage as a “street 
walker” or “brothel worker,” sometimes contrasted with 
έταίρα (“companion”). In Greek literature, the έταίρα act-
ed as an independent female courtesan, regularly wooed 
with gifts from a man with whom she had an exclusive re-
lationship.4 The πόρνη had no such expectations. She was 
“marked, even defined, by her absolute availability” to all. 
She worked the streets and brothels where the labor was 
hers, but the profits were not.5 While the έταίρα received 
goods , the πόρνη was a “good,” a commodity, not an indi-
vidual.6 Given the additional description of  the woman in 
Revelation 17 as having lavish attire and expensive acces-
sories, one might assume that έταίρα more accurately re-
flected her social status. Even John seemed taken aback at 
the ambiguous vision (17:6, 7).7 This woman surely does 
not remind us of  the desperate women who inhabit the 
dimly lit shop fronts of  inner-city, red-light districts; wom-
en who look more like Fantine, the poor young woman 
in Les Misérables who, having exhausted all other options 
and in order to care for the child she loves, descends into 
prostitution.8

 Rebecca Flemming asserts that by the time of  the 
Roman Empire, the Greek words πόρνη and έταίρα were 
“used almost interchangeably.”9 Perhaps the idea of  an 

independent, high-priced cour-
tesan had always and only been 
a feature of  fiction. But, because 
of  its availability at least in litera-
ture, the choice of  πόρνη for the 
woman of  Revelation 17 would 
have emphasized her commodity 
status and numerous sexual part-
ners.10

 So, the perplexing imagery 
created a dissonance. Was she 
a confident courtesan on yet 
another literary page, or an ever-
available brothel worker? Was 
she both? Was she something else 
altogether? Jennifer Glancy and 
Stephen Moore conclude that 
she was not typical of  either.11 
How would John’s readers then 
have understood the perplexing 

whore of  the Apocalypse? A response must carefully 
consider first-century prostitution and the absolute 
vulnerability of  the πόρνη as a slave.12

First-Century Slavery and Prostitution
 In the first century, to be a πόρνη was in fact to be 
in the worst kind of  slavery. Ordinary slavery was bad 
enough.13 The Greek word for “body” (σὦμα) was con-
sidered a synonym for “slave.”14 Slaves lacked control over 
their own bodies.15 Marked with tattoos, their bodies were 
willed to others at the death of  their master, along with 
other property. The bodies of  slaves were used for work, 
pleasure, punishment, or abuse.
 An abundance of  data underscores the first-century 
status of  prostitutes as slaves. Whether born into slavery 
or placed there by a family member, the law “enabled 
women to be forcibly prostituted, to have their bodies 
repeatedly sold under them—their owner being the one 
who gained, as all monies legally accrued to him and 
from which he provided her livelihood as he chose.”16 A 
πόρνη was typically forced to work in a filthy brothel, of-
ten standing naked and exposed, attracting clients of  low 
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social status where the price for sex might equal a loaf  of  
bread.17 Such brothels were found throughout the cities of  
the empire.
 This particular form of  slavery was so distasteful that 
a sympathetic slave owner could make a covenant with 
a slave buyer, guaranteeing that his slaves would not be 
forced into prostitution.18 But there was always a cheap 
supply of  female slave-prostitutes. The exposing and 
abandoning of  children were common practice.

Given the profusion and distribution of  sex work-
ers in Roman cities, it seems reasonable to us to 
suppose that the term πόρνη would have conjured 
up first and foremost in the minds of  the urban 
Christians addressed in Revelation a certain cat-
egory of  flesh-and-blood person that one encoun-
tered with considerable frequency in the streets, a 
fixture of  the urban landscape, as opposed to a fig-
ure of  high literature, or a literary or philosophical 
topos, or a scriptural type.19

 A reader of  Revelation 17, therefore, had to reconcile 
the daily image of  the πόρνη seen standing in the entry-
way to the local brothel with a πόρνη-queen described 
as seated on a throne (17:9, 15; 18:7). Such a powerful, 
wealthy, and oppressive πόρνη definitely did not reflect 
prostitution in the first century. Elite women did not have 
sex with multiple partners, and brothel women were any-
thing but powerful. So, why does the author of  Revelation 
use such imagery?20 Given the prevalence of  prostitution, 
the sexual solicitation part of  the scene would not provoke 
shock. Since prostitution was socially acceptable (better a 
man goes to the brothel to take care of  his lusts than to an-
other man’s wife), the dissonance with the “great whore” 
was much less about sex and much more about power. 

When she controlled goods and services rather than acted 
like the slave she was, her clients got nervous. This scene 
was provocative precisely because this πόρνη was power-
ful and of  equal status to her clients. But what made the 
scene comprehensible? Several explanatory scenarios are 
suggested.

The Woman/City Topos
 Ancient literature, including the Hebrew prophetic 
tradition, used the imagery of  a woman to personify a 
city. “The use of  a female image was suggested perhaps 
by the secure, encircling character of  a city’s walls, which 
would symbolize the womb or a mother’s protective 
arms.”21 Isaiah 66:7–13 powerfully illustrates that this 
concept of  Zion birthing, nursing, and nurturing her chil-
dren became a metaphor for God: “As a mother comforts 
her child, so I will comfort you” (Isa. 66:13). Occasionally, 
the prophets also used the woman/city topos to depict an 
enemy city’s ultimate defeat. Jeremiah states of  Babylon’s 
demise, “your mother shall be utterly shamed, and she 
who bore you shall be disgraced.”22

 Although a likely candidate, Babylon was not desig-
nated a city-whore in the literature of  the Hebrew proph-
ets. Neither Isaiah’s outrage at Babylon’s arrogance nor 
Jeremiah’s heartbreak at Babylon’s cruelty adopted such 
language. Instead, the whore imagery was most often used 
to describe God’s own people in language that justified 
God’s judgment on them. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 
refers to the “conventional metaphor” where whoring 
meant idolatry.23 In these examples, the female role was 
played by the idolatrous and unfaithful people of  God 
who were admonished by the prophet to “stop playing the 
whore!”
 The only two enemy cities referred to in this way 
within the Hebrew prophetic tradition were Nineveh 

Isaiah 66:7–13 powerfully illustrates that this concept of Zion birthing, 

nursing, and nurturing her children became a metaphor for God: 

“As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you.”
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(Nah. 3:4) and Tyre (Isa. 23:17; Ezek. 26–28). Richard 
Bauckham suggests that John,

quite deliberately fashioned a prophetic oracle 
against Rome which gathers up all that his pro-
phetic predecessors had pronounced against the 
two cities of  Babylon and Tyre. If  Babylon gave 
Rome its name in John’s oracle, it is probably Tyre 
that supplied the image of  the harlot for Rome.24

 In Israel’s prophetic tradition, Babylon was the nation 
that acted arrogantly against God and violently oppressed 
Israel, destroying its temple and exiling its people. In 
short, Babylon acted “beast-like.” Thus “Babylon” is used 
by John to describe the beast-city that acted similarly (Rev. 
13:1–10; 17:3, 9). In a prophetic judgment oracle against 
the city of  Tyre, Isaiah described the city as a whore (Isa. 
23:15–18). Tyre was known as a center for commerce 
and trade, but the prophetic tradition anticipates God’s 
judgment upon it because of  its economic exploitation of  
other nations for its own gain.25 Tyre is described as se-
ductive and selfish and John alludes to this in describing 
the whore-city of  his day that 
acted similarly.26 When the 
whore-city topos is used against 
the enemies of  the prophets it 
is economic exploitation that 
is emphasized.27 In these ex-
amples, the female role was 
played by the enemy city, and 
the prophet called his listen-
ers to “stay away from the 
whore!”
 For those who caught the 
allusions to prophetic liter-
ature, John criticized Rome 
for its oppressive violence and 
economic exploitation. Rome 
was a whore sitting on a beast; 
she is “no ordinary harlot.”28 
In this way, John exposed “the 
seamy underside of  com-
merce” for his readers who daily witnessed the arrival of  
foreign goods and slaves (Rev. 18:11–13).29

 Davina Lopez enriches our understanding of  the 

woman/city topos through her work with Roman visual 
art.30 Since Romans often depicted conquered cities as 
ravaged women in their art, some version of  this topos 
would have been present for at least some of  the read-
ers of  the book of  Revelation. An example of  such art 
was the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias (completed during the 
reign of  Nero) where conquered cities such as Armenia, 
for instance, were depicted in large decorative statues as 
women ravaged.31 Stripped naked and with the threat of  
sexual and physical violence, Armenia was forced into 
slavery/prostitution. She was no longer a powerful city/
woman; she was a conquered city/whore. For those who 
had witnessed such art, Rome was the male conqueror of  
other nations/women. For John, the visual illustration of  
enemy cities as female slaves meant that even “Babylon 
the Great” was vulnerable.

The Dea Roma Coin: The Goddess Rome
 Twenty-five years before the writing of  the book of  
Revelation, a coin minted in and circulated around the 
Roman province of  Asia depicted Rome as the goddess 
Roma. In the depiction, she sat on seven hills, with a 

sword in her left hand, and 
with her feet touching the riv-
er god Tiber. Also on the coin, 
a she-wolf  is represented with 
two humans suckling her. The 
imagery is of  Rome’s mythic 
founding by the twin brothers 
Romulus and Remus.32

 Comparisons between 
the coin’s imagery and the 
description in Revelation 17 
are striking. On the coin, the 
goddess of  Rome sat near wa-
ter, mistress of  the lands sur-
rounding the Mediterranean 
Sea. The book of  Revelation 
also described a woman locat-
ed near water (1, 15), but she 
was a whore, not a goddess. 
Both women sat on seven hills 

(9), which was the unmistakable way of  referring to the 
city of  Rome in the first century. While Roma the goddess 
held a sword in her left hand, Rome the whore held a cup; 

On the coin, the 
goddess of Rome sat 
near water, mistress of 
the lands surrounding 

the Mediterranean Sea. 
The book of Revelation 

also described a woman 
located near water (1, 15), 
but she was a whore, not a 

goddess.
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a cup of  “abominations and the impurities of  her forni-
cation” (4). Instead of  a she-wolf  standing near Roma the 
goddess, Rome the whore sat on a beast that had seven 
heads and ten horns (3, 7).
 If  John had this common coin in mind, his descrip-
tion in Revelation 17 unveiled what he saw as the true 
nature of  Roma. Rather than a goddess, she was a whore. 
The claim of  the Pax Romana was exposed as expanding 
the empire through immorality and violence (5–6). Rath-
er than celebrate Roma’s mythic beginnings, John equat-
ed her with the arrogant and blaspheming beast that peo-
ple worshiped in place of  God (4–8). This scene reassured 
the faithful that the whore actually exhibited vulnerability 
and would soon meet her end in a judgment wrought by 
God (17).
 In the description of  her judgment, the whore at 
last seemed like a typical prostitute. Her body was used, 
abused, and then discarded. Instead of  being wealthy, 
well dressed, and covered with jewels (4), 
she was stripped naked (16). Instead of  
being the oppressor of  others (6), she was 
the victim of  violence (16). Rather than in-
toxicated by blood (6), her blood was shed 
as she drank God’s judgment against her 
(17). Rather than a queen with power (18:7), 
she was “devoured.” This meant there was 
nothing left to bury, the ultimate shame; she 
had “no memory marker.”33 Her fate was 
the commonly conceived fate of  first century 
prostitutes—no longer beguiling, but gutted.
 As Roma the whore was being 
judged, her true identity was un-
veiled—for those with eyes to see, 
her power was fragile. Revelation 
states that the name on her fore-
head is “Babylon the Great, mother of  
whores” (17:5). As readers focused on her forehead, they 
saw that she was in reality a tattooed slave herself,34 not 
the master of  sea and land as claimed on the coins. The 
slave trader was really a slave, propped up by a beast that 
could, and does, turn on her (17:16).
 The coin provides useful background for how some 
readers might have made sense of  the whore image. But 
there was another, richer possibility. Several decades be-
fore the circulation of  the coin, the people of  Asia Minor 

province had seen an actual powerful queen made into 
a whore by Rome. Although her own people celebrated 
her as a goddess, she and her nation had been ravished. 
This background to the whore imagery perhaps resonat-
ed even more readily than coins and Hebrew prophetic 
traditions with the first readers of  the book of  Revelation. 
That queen’s involvement in Asia Minor had profoundly 
shaped its history. Her story indelibly inscribed itself  on 
the cultural memory of  the people of  that province. In 
order to have some appreciation of  the enormity of  her 
impact on that world, a brief  review of  her life and legacy 
is necessary.

Cleopatra: The Royal Whore
 Cleopatra (69–30 BCE) was both a leader and a 
legend.35 There are sharp discrepancies between the 
two—between what is known about the historical person 
Cleopatra, and how most writers of  the past 2,000 years 

depicted her. Although Roman propaganda 
would successfully reduce her reputation to 
that of  a powerful seductress, Cleopatra’s 
acts of  brutality and cunning diplomacy, as 
well as her liaisons with powerful Romans, 
were, from her own perspective, simply what 
were necessary to ensure her survival and that 
of  her people. As queen of  Egypt (51–30 BCE) 
Cleopatra VII ruled from her palace in the mul-
ticultural city of  Alexandria on the Nile Delta. 
It was a city unparalleled as a center of  learn-

ing and famous for its extensive library.36 
Cleopatra saw it as her duty to protect 
and provide for her people against 

the overwhelming might of  Rome as 
it swept east ward. Egypt’s vulnerabili-

ty and sense of  powerlessness motivated 
Cleopatra’s policy. An entire nation de-

pended on her for its future.
 Although she was a brilliant, highly educated wom-
an respected by her con temporaries, in the popular mind 
of  the first century CE, Cleopatra was first and foremost 
associated with sexual promiscuity, an image nurtured by 
the propaganda. What more did a writer need to do than 
to narrate Cleopatra’s history of  illicit liaisons? She had 
a child with Gaius Julius Caesar while he was married to 
another woman, and three children with the already-mar-
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ried Mark Antony.37 Roman authors described her as in-
toxicating and seductive, causing Roman men to make 
poor judgments. The Roman poet Lucan, for example, 
writing in the first century CE, described her as one who 
“possesses Egypt and is playing the harlot for Rome.”38 
But in a world where children shared by monarchs provid-
ed stability between empires, her behavior was not that of  
a seductress but of  a politically shrewd survivor.39

 Schiff, and several other recent studies of  Cleopatra, 
have provided correctives to the highly colored propagan-
da of  Roman authors and poets that paraded as history. 
Michael Grant rediscovers Cleopatra’s leadership abilities 
prior to Rome’s propaganda war against her. Duane W. 
Roller’s analysis recovers Cleopatra’s remarkable scholar-
ly, military, and personal achieve-
ments.40 Diana E. E. Kleiner 
writes of  the queen’s lasting im-
pact on the art and architecture 
of  the Roman Empire despite the 
propaganda against her.41

 When Cleopatra began to 
rule the Egyptians as a woman 
in her late teens, she inherited a 
huge financial debt owed to Rome 
by her late father. Furthermore, 
her country’s wealth and natural 
resources made it particularly vul-
nerable to Rome’s expansionist 
plans.42 Cleopatra was obliged to 
rule as her predecessors had done, 
as a monarch allied with but sub-
servient to Rome. Almost twenty 
years later, when, in 32 BCE, Oc-
tavian declared war on Cleopatra, 
she “had engaged in no hostilities 
toward Rome. . . . She had main-
tained order in her kingdom, sup-
plied Rome when called upon to do so, materialized when 
summoned, aggressed upon no neighbors.”43

 The evidence indicates that Cleopatra was “unusually 
well educated even for a royal woman of  the period.”44 
Stimulating intellectuals filled her court, many studying 
nearby at the famous Alexandrian library. Educated in 
philosophy, rhetoric, and oratory, she was an accomplished 
linguist and had mastered the language of  her Egyptian 

subjects, the first Greek monarch to do so.45 When Julius 
Caesar left Alexandria after his almost-one-year liaison 
with the queen of  the Nile, he took with him ideas about 
calendar reform, Hellenistic governance, public libraries, 
and building projects that would quickly make their way 
into Roman society. He would even create a golden statue 
of  Cleopatra in the precinct of  his Roman Forum.
 After giving birth to Caesar’s son, Cleopatra identi-
fied with the deity Isis. Cleopatra maintained this identi-
fication throughout her reign, often appearing in public 
dressed as the goddess. “Isis was the ideal women’s god-
dess—the guardian of  women, marriage, maternity, fertil-
ity, and children.”46 Later, when Roman propaganda de-
picted Cleopatra as a whore, the epithet clashed violently 

with the view her Egyptian sub-
jects held of  her, as a champion 
of  women and motherhood.
 How did this skilled, able 
“ruler of  outstanding ability and 
experience,”47 called even by Jo-
sephus a woman “of  the highest 
dignity of  any of  her sex at that 
time in the world,”48 become, 
to use the title of  Schiff’s final 
chapter, “the wickedest woman 
in history”? In short, Cleopat-
ra became caught up in the last 
of  the Roman civil wars. The 
wars convulsed Asia Minor and 
the Eastern Mediterranean and 
brought an end to the Republic. 
In this upheaval, she found her-
self  on the losing side.
 Cleopatra’s involvement in 
Roman affairs had been inevi-
table, given the importance of  
Egypt. “Egyptian grain could 

supply Rome for four months of  the year.”49 When it be-
came clear that Octavian and Antony, the ambitious and 
contending co-leaders of  Rome, would not be reconciled, 
Octavian began a propaganda war against Antony and 
the queen of  Egypt—a war that gained momentum after 
the Donations of  Alexandria in 34 BCE.50

 This event followed Antony’s minor victory in Arme-
nia and involved a Roman-style Triumph down the streets 

When Julius Caesar left 
Alexandria after his almost-
one-year liaison with the queen 
of the Nile, he took with him 
ideas about calendar reform, 
Hellenistic governance, public 
libraries, and building projects 
that would quickly make their 
way into Roman society.
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of  Alexandria with conquered royalty, captives, and trea-
sures in train. The treasures of  Armenia, along with its 
king, were presented to Cleopatra and her children. An-
thony divided the eastern empire among Cleopatra’s chil-
dren, and later, by his decree, she was called the “Queen 
of  Kings, whose sons are Kings.”51

 Octavian, who saw all this as a threat to his own im-
perial ambitions, made sure that the Roman people did 
not celebrate this queen’s new titles and territories, even if  
her children did have Roman blood in their veins. In the 
literary accounts of  Rome, the scheming queen had se-
duced Antony, who now showed more loyalty to her fam-
ily and land than to his own.52 Grant points out that “the 
propaganda that she had ensnared Antony in oriental de-
bauchery, and that this was what kept him away from the 
active life of  a Roman, was a lie.”53 But that did not mat-
ter to Rome. As Grant observes, “successful propaganda 
does not depend on reason, or truth, but thrives on moral, 
emotional and scandalous issues.” For Octavian, “Cleop-
atra proved a perfect battle-cry.”54

 Roman writers challenged Cleopatra’s new authori-
ty. When Antony had coins minted with the two of  them 
depicted together, Rome squirmed. “What was a foreign 
woman doing on a Roman coin?” It was not just that Ant-
ony “shared denarii with a woman not his wife. He ap-
peared to be distributing Roman lands to a foreigner.”55 
This was a direct challenge to the Roman hegemony that 
Octavian envisaged; thus, he created and fostered Roman 
disgust with Cleopatra and then used it for his own polit-
ical advantage. Octavian charged Antony with aligning 
himself  with an enemy of  Rome. Observes Schiff: 

It would be difficult to say to whom Cleopatra was 
more vital in 32 [BCE]: the man to whom she was 
the partner, or the man to whom she was the pre-
text. Antony could not win a war without her. Oc-
tavian could not wage one.56 

 In the waging of  this war, propaganda was one of  
Octavian’s most effective strategies. In the historical 
narratives of  future generations, Cleopatra was ruthless 
and cunning, “the oriental woman who had ensnared 
the Roman leader in her evil luxury, the harlot who had 
seized Roman territories, until even Rome itself  was 
not safe from her degenerate alien hordes.”57 Would 
she even dare to seat herself  upon the seven hills?
 After the defeat of  Antony and Cleopatra at Actium, 
Romans were taught to think of  the queen as that whore 
who had almost cost Rome its empire. As W. W. Tam 
states: 

against Cleopatra was launched one of  the most 
terrible outbursts of  hatred in history; no accu-
sation was too vile to be hurled at her, and the 
charges then made have echoed through the world 
ever since, and have sometimes been naively taken 
for facts.58 

 The popular contemporary Roman poet Propertius 
(50–15 BCE), for example, used the image of  Cleopat-
ra as a whore to underscore the dangers of  a powerful 
woman who could bring a man “enslaved under her rule.” 
Propertius devoted no less than three full paragraphs 
to Cleopatra, paragraphs full of  invective. “Truly that 
whore, queen of  incestuous Canopus [a town in Egypt 
near Alexandria] . . . spread her foul mosquito nets over 
the Tarpeian Rock [a steep cliff of  the Capitoline hill in 
Ancient Rome].”59

 By the time the author of  Revelation wrote, Roman 
propaganda against Cleopatra had substituted itself  for her 
actual history and had become embedded in the cultural 
memory of  the empire, particularly in the eastern portion 
of  it.60 Asia Minor’s cultural ties and complex interactions 
with Antony and Cleopatra meant that the region’s history 
included the stories of  the Greek queen of  Egypt.

By the time the author of Revelation wrote, Roman propaganda 
against Cleopatra had substituted itself for her actual history and 

had become embedded in the cultural memory of the empire.
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Cleopatra in the Cultural Memory 
of Asia Minor
 As already noted, first and foremost, Cleopatra and 
Asia Minor had backed the wrong general in the Roman 
civil war. The cities of  this eastern province had provided 
hospitality and resources for Antony at various stages of  
the conflict. In 41 BCE, Antony had arrived in Ephesus, 
a major port city in Asia Minor, to be greeted as a god by 
the Ephesians:

Antony now exercised wider control in the east 
than any Hellenistic ruler since Alexander, so that 
the divine honors seemed to come to him quite 
naturally. Besides, he needed to counter Octavi-
an’s proclamation that he was the son of  a god. 
So, Antony was not just the son of  a god, he was 
god: Dionysus, the world-conquering provider of  
happiness and immortality. . . . Ephesian inscrip-
tions, too, proclaimed him God Manifest, son of  
Ares and Aphrodite (Mars and Venus), savior of  
all mankind.61

 Antony then moved further east to the city of  Tar-
sus located in Cilicia, the province bordering Asia. It was 
from this location that Antony summoned Cleopatra. It 
was a good political move in order to win over the people 
of  that region. Antony and Cleopatra would meet in lands 
with a long history of  her Hellenistic culture and heri-
tage.62

 Plutarch’s late first-century CE, highly inflated de-
scription of  Cleopatra’s trip to Antony in Tarsus alleged 
extravagance beyond imagination. Accompanied by over 
a hundred boats loaded with every conceivable luxury, she 
arrived on a barge whose stern was made of  gold, whose 
sails were the purple of  royalty, and whose oars were silver, 
“which kept stroke in rowing after the sound of  the music 
of  flutes” and other instruments. Cleopatra reclined un-
der “a pavilion of  cloth of  gold tissue” with painted boys 
using “little fans in their hands” to keep the queen cool. 
Perfume filled the air. People ran along the river following 
the sight. Widespread rumor had it that “the goddess Ve-
nus was come to play with the god Bacchus for the general 
good of  all Asia.”63

 Whatever the truth of  this first adult encounter be-
tween Antony and Cleopatra, it was a memorable event 

for the people living in Tarsus. Cleopatra’s style was lux-
urious and lavish. Rome called such luxury obscene. The 
“Lady of  Abundance” was known for her pearls at a time 
when, “[i]f  moral turpitude began with shellfish and me-
tastasized into purple and scarlet robes, it found its osten-
tatious apogee in pearls.” These “topped the extravagance 
scale in Rome.”64

 For the people of  Asia Minor, however, Cleopatra was 
royalty living in luxury as royalty was expected to live. Her 
heritage was that of  a Ptolemaic queen of  Egypt and she 
shared their Hellenistic culture. Worship of  the Egyptian 
goddess Isis was popular in Asia Minor at this time, and 
Cleopatra further inspired such worship. She could pro-
tect them.65 In addition, she gave hope for the future to 
the people living in Asia province.66

 By the time Cleopatra left Antony in Tarsus and re-
turned to Egypt, she had agreed to provide supplies for 
Antony’s upcoming war with the Parthians. Antony had 
agreed to have Cleopatra’s only remaining rival sibling, 
Arsinoë, put to death. This was a tricky undertaking, as 
Arsinoë had taken sanctuary several years earlier in Ephe-
sus at the famous temple to Artemis. Some in Ephesus, 
given their ties to the Ptolemaic line, had even declared 
Arsinoë queen of  Egypt. Perhaps for that very reason, in 
41 BCE Antony had her executed. This event would long 
stay in the memories of  the Ephesians, not only because 
of  their insistence that Antony pardon the priest who had 
served Arsinoë, but also because of  the city’s policy that 
the temple of  Artemis was a sacred place of  asylum.67 An 
unusual octagonal structure in Ephesus has recently been 
identified by archaeologists as the tomb of  Arsinoë, and 
that perhaps,

Mark Antony intended to conceal Arsinoë’s as-
sassination by an honorable burial as far away 
from her native city as possible. The time frame in 
which this building was erected as well as the his-
torical circumstances are both indications of  the 
assassinated Ptolemaian princess Arsinoë IV.68

 Antony and Cleopatra certainly left their mark upon 
the major cities of  Asia Minor. In addition, at least in Ro-
man propaganda, they would be known for what they did 
not leave. Plutarch recorded that Antony took a collection 
of  200,000 volumes from the much-revered Pergamum li-
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brary, first established under King Eu-
menes II (197–58 BCE) of  the former 
Kingdom of  Pergamum, and gave it 
to Cleopatra for her library in Alexan-
dria.69 True or not, the loss enhanced 
the legend.
 Antony and Cleopatra settled in 
Ephesus for another extended period 
of  time in 33–32 BCE, this time hav-
ing gathered troops for the showdown 
with Octavian. The military camps 
alone provided material for telling 
stories to Ephesian children for many 
years to come. The couple “settled for 
the winter at Ephesus in Asia Minor. 
Antony’s military prowess and Cleo-
patra’s treasury still looked to be un-
beatable.”70 Michael Grant notes that:

For the first time since Alexander 
the Great, the whole sea-power of  
the near east was in the hands of  
one man. In addition to 300 mer-
chant vessels, he had 500 war-
ships, of  which Cleopatra con-
tributed 200. She also provided 
enough money and supplies to see 
his army through a whole cam-
paigning season. Canidius Cras-
sus [a Roman general] had now 
brought the bulk of  it back from Armenia; there 
were 75,000 legionaries (30 legions), 25,000 light-
armed infantry and 12,000 cavalry.71

 Although sources suggest that Antony thought it best 
that Cleopatra return to Egypt before the battle began, 
she stayed in Ephesus encouraging the Egyptian forces in 
their joint military cause. Crassus supported Cleopatra’s 
presence, “considering that he could see no king of  all the 
kings [of] their confederates that Cleopatra was inferior 
unto, either for wisdom or judgment, seeing that long be-
fore she had wisely governed so great a realm as Egypt.”72

 Antony and Cleopatra and their vast armies lost the 
battle of  Actium (September 31 BCE) and suddenly Asia 
Minor was on the wrong side. After Actium, things dras-

tically changed in the province. In order to survive in the 
newly united empire of  which they were a part, people 
living in Ephesus, Pergamum, and other Asian cities had 
to find ways to express their loyalty to Octavian, now 
Caesar Augustus. Within two years, the first imperial cult 
in Asia Minor was established at Pergamum (29 BCE).73 
Smyrna would follow in 26 CE, with a temple dedicated 
to Tiberius, Augustus, and the Roman Senate. And in 89 
CE, Ephesus would create the Temple of  the Sebastoi, the 
temple in honor of  the line of  Emperor Domitian (81–96 
CE). No other province in the empire had more than one 
imperial cult. By the end of  the first century, Asia had 
three. The imperial cult came to permeate life in Asia, a 
province desperately needing to be on the side of  Augus-
tus and his successors.

Edmonia Lewis, The Death of Cleopatra
Carved 1876, marble
Smithsonian American Art Museum
Gift of the Historical Society of Forest Park,
Illinois, 1994.
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 The enthusiastic embrace of  the imperial cult in Asia 
accomplished for its cities what Herod the Great accom-
plished for himself  personally. Josephus, writing during 
the second half  of  the first century CE, reflected the way 
the propaganda about Cleopatra had already permeat-
ed and was being propagated in much of  the empire. 
Josephus told of  the first encounter between Herod and 
Octavian following the latter’s victory at Actium. In Jose-
phus’s account, Herod first took off his diadem and then 
defended his friendship with Antony, arguing that this 
was appropriate since Antony was his benefactor—the 
one who had made him king of  the Jews. But, he has-
tened to tell the new Caesar, he had told Antony to kill 
Cleopatra, but Antony would not listen. As Antony had 
made plans to advance on Octavian, Herod had been 
called away to defend his own territory against Arabia. 
He wanted Caesar to know that he had not been stand-
ing at Antony’s side at Actium.74 Josephus’s Caesar re-
sponded by replacing Herod’s diadem and saying: “Ant-
ony has done well in preferring Cleopatra to you; for by 
this means we have gained you by her madness.”75 They 
then began to feast together.
 To underscore his loyalty, Herod made himself  
Cleopatra’s enemy. The province of  Asia Minor, the for-
mer territory of  Antony and Cleopatra, was forced to 
give its loyalty to Caesar Augustus. In doing so, Asia also 
distanced itself  from Cleopatra. Worship of  Isis, goddess 
of  Egypt, was out.76 Worship of  the emperor was in.

Cultural Memory and Revelation 17
 By the time John wrote the book of  Revelation to fol-

lowers of  Jesus living in the major cities of  Asia Minor, 
the imperial cult had been flourishing for several gen-
erations. All people were expected to participate in the 
cult, including frequent city festivals, games, and sporting 
events. Commerce and trade were associated with the cult 
through local trade guilds, and Asia was flourishing in its 
cooperation with the Roman Empire. Asia’s exports were 
similar to those listed by John in his description of  the 
goods traded by “Babylon” later in the book of  Revela-
tion.77 In addition, worship of  the emperors took place in 
a myriad of  contexts. Emperors were worshipped in their 
own temples, at temples of  other gods, in theaters, in gym-
nasia, in stoas, in basilicas, in judicial settings, in private 
homes and elsewhere. Imperial cults were everywhere.78

 John called his readers to refuse to participate in the 
cult, including the daily activities of  the marketplaces, 
trade guilds, and shrines. To make his strongest rhetor-
ical point, John portrayed Rome as a queen-whore. His 
readers were admonished to avoid all involvement in the 
imperial cult, including participating in commerce. Fol-
lowers of  Jesus were not to be seduced by the whore’s 
luxuries, but to resist her economic exploits and violence. 
The άποκάλυψιϛ was that the powerful queen was real-
ly a powerless πόρνη. It was just a matter of  time, and 
she would be defeated. They must not go down with her. 
John believed that Christians in the province of  Asia Mi-
nor were in a crisis.79 “The crisis addressed in Revelation 
is primarily an ideological conflict, arising from the au-
thor’s utter rejection of  the claims of  the Roman Empire 
to power and authority.”80 Christians must resist.
 The way apocalyptic literature functions “is to shape 

The historical necessity of the imperial cult, 
as well as the queen-whore imagery, 

would have resonated with readers in the Asia 
province as part of their cultural memory 

of the Greek queen of Egypt.
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one’s imaginative perception of  a situation and so lay the 
basis for whatever course of  action it exhorts.”81 How 
might the whore imagery of  Revelation 17 have shaped 
readers’ imaginations and therefore their actions?
 The historical necessity of  the imperial cult, as well 
as the queen-whore imagery, would have resonated with 
readers in the Asia province as part of  their cultural mem-
ory of  the Greek queen of  Egypt who had spent two of  
her last three years living in their region. Stories and phys-
ical landmarks remained. And the queen-whore’s great 
city of  Alexandria still flourished just 400 miles to the 
south. But who was the whore . . . really? Rome had re-
sisted the whore, even if  Antony and Asia had not. Rome 
had killed her: a woman of  power made into a whore in 
Roman poetry and legend. For John, however, Rome was 
the whore to be resisted. Would such a shift have jarred 
John’s first readers? Might some have welcomed it?
 Wolfgang Iser argues that the experience of  read-
ing means that text and reader converge. This is possible 
through what he calls the “repertoire” of  the text. He says,

The repertoire consists of  all the familiar territory 
within the text. This may be in the form of  refer-
ences to earlier works, or to social and historical 
norms, or to the whole culture from which the text 
has emerged In the literary text they thus become 
capable of  new connections, but at the same time 
the old connections are still present, at least to a 
certain degree.82

 The meaning of  πόρνη as a vulnerable slave working 
the streets was “familiar territory” but required “new con-
nections” when John’s work included πόρνη who was also 
a queen. For some readers, the Hebrew prophetic literary 
tradition, associating cities with female whores represent-
ing idolatry and economic exploitation, was “familiar ter-
ritory.” For other readers, statues in various locations of  
the empire depicting conquered nations as ravished wom-
en added visual images to the “familiar territory.” For still 
others, the Dea Roma coin provided “familiar territory” 
and gave meaning to Revelation 17.
 But another rich source of  “familiar territory” is the 
legend of  Cleopatra. Some readers would have drawn 
upon this culturally embedded story of  the queen -whore 
of  Roman propaganda which would also have given 

meaning to the queen-whore of  the Apocalypse. The sto-
ry began with the arrival of  a new god, Dionysus, his com-
panion carried on a golden barge, and the union that gave 
hope to the peoples of  the east. The story also included 
the great temple to Artemis, the famous asylum that failed 
to save the Greek queen Arsinoë. This strand of  the sto-
ry explained her unique tomb, a landmark reminder of  
the Cleopatra legend in the city of  Ephesus. The story 
also told of  the great library of  Pergamum whose loss was 
lamented for generations. In Ephesus, the story included 
great military camps and hundreds of  ships that were lost 
forever. Throughout Asia, every temple and shrine and 
religious site for the imperial cult recalled Cleopatra’s sto-
ry and the time when, like the Jewish Herod, the province 
proved its loyalty to Augustus by distancing itself  from the 
last Ptolemaic queen of  Egypt.
 This paper proposes that the culturally embedded 
story of  Cleopatra provided part of  the book of  Reve-
lation’s “repertoire,” creating meaning as readers imag-
ined the text’s queen-πόρνη. Who else could play the part 
so well in this description of  a whore whose sexual pro-
miscuity, powerful liaisons, intoxicating femininity, and 
seductive ways made her extremely dangerous? “That 
Cleopatra was the most powerful woman in the ancient 
world’s first century CE cannot be contested.”83 By John’s 
day, Rome’s view of  Cleopatra had been well established: 
Cleopatra was a lover of  luxury, and a ruthless woman 
who had blood on her hands.84

 John took familiar imagery created by Rome’s liter-
ary history and used it for his own purposes.85 He turned 
it against Rome, unveiling the way Rome itself  worked. 
The Roman Empire was the “great whore,” “with whom 
the kings of  the earth have whored” (17:1–2). Rome wore 
“purple and scarlet,” and was “bedecked with gold and 
jewels and pearls” (4). Cleopatra’s golden cups may have 
held potions and poisons, but Rome held a cup “full of  
abominations and impurities” (4). Cleopatra might have 
been acclaimed as the “Mother of  Kings,” and to Rome, 
the mother of  “bastard children,” but for John, Rome 
was “Babylon the great, mother of  whores” (5). She was 
responsible for the blood of  thousands, “peoples and 
multitudes and nations and tongues” (15). John used fa-
miliar imagery created to invoke Rome’s enemy, but then 
turned it on Rome itself. In Rome “was found the blood 
of  prophets and of  saints and of  all who have been slain 
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on earth” (18:24). After Cleopatra’s suicide, Rome cele-
brated. The enemy queen was no more. John’s audience 
would celebrate when Rome was no more. The figure of  
Cleopatra as an interpretive key to the imagery of  Reve-
lation 17 enriches and broadens the understanding of  this 
important section of  the Apocalypse.

Conclusion
 Israel’s prophetic literary tradition, Roman statues of  
conquered nations, and Roman coins depicting the god-
dess Roma, provide important historical contexts with 
which to read Revelation 17. However, the legends sur-
rounding Cleopatra supply the author of  Revelation with 
his most powerful rhetorical resource for critiquing the 
Roman Empire, especially for those living in Asia Minor. 
Given this cultural backdrop, we can better appreciate 
how the imagery of  the queen -whore might have gripped 
first-century readers and hearers of  the Apocalypse. This 
paper argues that in John’s use of  the imagery, a particular 
woman would have come to mind.
 Of  course, this reading raises questions. This reading 
acknowledges that John’s rhetoric works only by reinforc-
ing Roman propaganda about Cleopatra and therefore 
calls for a reading against the text.86 Readers must resist 
texts that reduce any woman’s story to whore, even as they 
celebrate the end of  an unjust system where women are 
forced to play the prostitute in order to survive. How can 
readers resist both the seductive allure of  the whore and 
the seductive allure of  the violence that marks her end?87 
Such questions require further reflection beyond the scope 
of  this paper.
 For the Christian readers of  the Apocalypse, Chapter 
17 left no doubt as to whom the whore referred: “The 
woman you saw is the great city that rules over the kings 
of  the earth” (17:18). At the end of  the first century, that 
city was Rome. And the writer was convinced that Rome 
was doomed. This was a highly effective rhetorical device. 
Here was a text that used Rome’s own hatred-filled liter-
ary history against Rome. John moved his readers from 
historical allusions of  Rome’s destruction of  its enemy, 
Cleopatra, to the destruction of  Rome, the system that 
sanctioned the slave trade, brothels, and humans as com-
modities. Christians must not be seduced by Rome.
 Contemporary preaching seeking to interpret Revela-
tion 17 can do so in a more informed way. Christians must 

resist contemporary manifestations of  both the whore and 
the whore-like empire that silenced her. For John, the de-
struction of  Rome’s system was as sure as Cleopatra’s de-
mise. The book of  Revelation continues to call its readers 
to faithful living and steadfast resistance to Babylon.
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