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The Influence of Hellenism and Roman Society in Josephus' Portrayal of Queen Alexandra
The reign of Queen Alexandra (76-67 BCE) represents an unparalleled phenomenon in Jewish history. Inheriting the throne from her husband, King Alexander Jannaeus,
 Queen Alexandra became the only sovereign queen to rule the Hasmonean kingdom. Her reign, described by Josephus as an era of peace and prosperity, also marks the final stages of independent Judaea. 
   Following Alexandra's demise, the Hasmonean kingdom disintegrated due to a war of succession between her sons, Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II, and Judaea became subject to Roman rule. 

Josephus’ Jewish War (1:107-119) and Jewish Antiquities (13: 399-432) provide the main source for most of our knowledge of Queen Alexandra. In War, Alexandra is depicted as a beloved, kind, and pious woman while in Antiquities she is described as a strong power-hungry woman who disregarded dynastic considerations by not letting one of her sons rule. Why was there such a significant change in Josephus’ attitude towards Alexandra from a generally positive attitude in War to a mainly negative one in Antiquities? 
Some scholars believe that Josephus’ negative description of Queen Alexandra in Antiquities is due to his source, the Greek historian Nicolaus of Damascus
 while others believe that Antiquities actually expresses Josephus' own personal viewpoint.
  Yet another interesting possibility is that the opposing descriptions in Josephus’ writings reflect the different status of women in Hellenistic as opposed to Roman society.  Josephus finished Jewish War at the end of the 70s CE
, when he was still a “new immigrant” to Rome and under the influence of Jewish-Hellenistic society. Antiquities, on the other hand, was written about 20 years later, circa 93-95 CE
, when Josephus had already lived in Rome for a considerable period of time and had probably assimilated Roman attitudes towards women. A third possibility is that contemporary Roman historical accounts of imperial women influenced Josephus' narrative. Let us examine these three hypotheses.
According to Menahem Stern, Nicolaus' writings constitute the main source for Jewish War 1:31- 1:94, which recounts events from the time of Antiochus Ephiphanes until the accession of Archelaus (the son of Herod the Great),
 that is from 170 BCE – 4 BCE. He also believes that Nicolaus is the major source for the 13th book of Antiquities, which explains "the cold picture of the three main figures of the Hasmonean monarchy, namely Aristobulus I, Alexander Jannaeus and Salome Alexandra."

Tal Ilan also views both War and Antiquities as being based upon Nicolaus. In the case of War, however, she believes that Josephus relied upon Nicolaus, who used a Hasmonean source similar to I Maccabees. And, Nicolaus' source did not view it as an "anathema" for a woman to rule.
 In Antiquities, on the other hand, Josephus draws upon Nicolaus' own "misogynist" viewpoint, blaming Queen Alexandra for the downfall of the Hasmonean kingdom.
 
Likewise, Daniel Schwartz believes that both of Josephus' narratives are derived from Nicolaus, however, based upon the differing pictures of Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II, he concludes that War conveys Nicolaus' version while Antiquities expresses Josephus' own viewpoint.
Yet the above possibilities may not be the only explanation of this conundrum. Let us now explore the second premise – that War reflects a Hellenistic outlook on women and their role as opposed to Antiquities which reflects the Roman perspective. How were women viewed in Hellenistic society? Testimony concerning women rulers (in particular, the reign of the dynasty 
of Cleopatra), women magistrates (such as Phyle of Priene in the 1st century BCE) as well as poets
 demonstrates the improved status of women during the Hellenistic Age (323-30 BCE), which may have influenced Josephus’ description in War.  Hellenistic society allowed women a newfound freedom of movement, in particular royal women. In her work on Women in the Classical World, Elaine Fatham describes one change: 

 “In the Classical period, respectable women—at least those of Athens—had been able to look forward to only two journeys: the first from their father’s house to their husband’s, the next from their husband’s house to the grave. But in the Hellenistic period both women and men … forged new lives…nonroyal Greek women still needed to conduct their economic and legal transactions through the intermediary of a male guardian, but royal women …did not do so.”

Moreover, the dynasty of Ptolemaic queens, from Cleopatra I till Cleopatra VII, played a pivotal political role in the ancient Hellenistic world and countries under its influence, including Judaea. Several queens from the Hellenistic dynasty minted coins, led armies, and determined foreign policy.
 This undoubtedly influenced the acceptance of Queen Alexandra’s authority in Hasmonean society as well as Josephus’ descriptions. 
Ptolemaic precedents may have had an effect on the following description in War 1:107-108 concerning Alexandra's inheritance of the throne (my translation of the Greek): 

And he [Alexander] left the kingdom to his wife Alexandra, convinced the Judaeans would most of all hearken to her, since her utmost lack of savagery and her opposition to transgressions of the law brought upon her the good will of the people. And he was definitely not wrong in these expectations, for this beloved woman ruled over the kingdom on account of her reputation for piety. For she was indeed very strict about her people’s ancestral laws (customs), and those who offended the divine laws she used to throw out of office. 
According to Josephus' account in War, Alexander Jannaeus bequeathed the throne to Alexandra due to her popularity with the people. This popularity was on account of a) her lack of savagery, which may hint at her opposition to her husband's cruel behavior, such as his crucifixion of 800 of his opponents;
 b) her reputation for piety dovxaneujsebeiva"as expressed by her opposition to transgressing the Jewish lawtai'"paranomivai" and her strict observance of her people’s ancestral laws (customs), -- tou'novmouέta;pavtria. This text demonstrates that Josephus viewed Alexandra's succession as a positive event. It also indicates that he did not view Alexandra's inheritance of the throne as something unusual, which may be due to the fact that in the Hellenistic world the widow of a king often inherited the throne. For example, the Latin historian Justin reports that in his final testament, Ptolemy VIII bequeathed the kingdom to Cleopatra III: “he left the kingdom of Egypt to her and to ‘whomever of the two sons she would choose”.
 The first century CE Greek historian Memnon writes in the History of Heracleia that following Mithridates V’s assassination circa 120 BCE, his widow received the throne together with her son.
 Likewise in both Antiquities and War Josephus tells us that John Hyrcanus bequeathed the Hasmonean kingdom to his unnamed wife.
 There are two more instances where a queen received the throne following her husband’s death, but without an express bequest, namely in the case of Cleopatra Thea and that of Berenice III Cleopatra Philopator. 
Let us now return to the topic of our discussion -- Queen Alexandra. Although Josephus does not criticize Alexandra's inheritance of the throne in Antiquities, he does offer a negative appraisal of this event in retrospect, which is totally absent in War. For example, in the eulogy at the end of Antiquities 13 (430-432), Josephus states that Queen Alexandra valued the present state of affairs in preference to things to come (that is she should have let her son rule and thereby assure the country’s future), that the Hasmonean kingdom lost its sovereignty due to "her desire for things unsuitable for a woman" -  And finally, posthumously, she is blamed for the downfall of the Hasmonean kingdom: "while alive she meddled in politics, and after her death the palace was filled with both misfortunes and political tumults"
 

Why is there such a hostile critique of Queen Alexandra's reign in Antiquities? This could be related to the attitude in Rome towards independent queens. 
In Imperial Women: a Study in Public Images, 40 B.C. – A.D. 68, Susan Wood notes that in the wake of the war against Cleopatra VII, Rome rejected any representation of an imperial woman that would suggest the official status of a queen.
 Moreover, the emperor Augustus made every effort to differentiate the nature of his power from that of a Hellenistic-style hereditary monarchy, which included the model of female succession.
 

Even outside of Rome, a drastic transformation in the status of women ensued once Hellenistic countries fell under Roman domination. In Women and Society in Greek and Roman Egypt, Jane Rowlandson details how royal women in Egypt, a close neighbor of Judaea, lost their rights:

…the Ptolemies accorded an exceptionally prominent role to the women members of their dynasty…Like queens elsewhere they might hold royal property and had some financial independence; more unusually several of them ruled as regents or even in their own right. Some seemed to have achieved considerable popularity among both Greek and native subjects…The situation changed dramatically when Egypt was made a province of the Roman Empire in 30 BC…[and it reflected] Roman reluctance to allow the imperial women to appear to have any independent public role.
 
Various clauses in the Gnomon of the Idios Logos, a set of rules originating from the emperor Augustus (of which the extant copy dates to 149 CE), indicate the attitude of Roman society towards women and inheritance of property. 

 [clause] 6. An Alexandrian cannot bequeath to his wife from whom he had no progeny more than a fourth part of his wealth; but if he has children by her, he can give his wife a share no greater than that which he assigns to each of his sons…

[clause] 28. If a woman is 50 years old, she does not inherit.

While this Augustan legislation on inheritance was designed to encourage fertility, nevertheless it does reveal a bias against women inheriting property, which might have affected Josephus' outlook on a woman inheriting the throne. 

Women did not vote or serve in any public or priestly office in Rome,
 however, certain elite women did play a prominent role on the stage of history, such as Fulvia, who ran affairs in Rome when Antony left for the East in 42 BCE:
 

This was what took place then. The following year Publius Servilius and Lucius Antonius nominally became consuls, but in reality it was Antonius and Fulvia. She, the mother-in‑law of Caesar and wife of Antony, had no respect for Lepidus because of his slothfulness, and managed affairs herself, so that neither the senate nor the people transacted any business contrary to her pleasure. (Roman History 48.4.1).

Nevertheless, Fulvia represents the exception, and not the rule, for Roman society believed that women belonged solely in the domestic sphere as wives and mothers.
 For example, an inscription from a son’s eulogy for his mother, dating to the end of first century BCE, indicates which characteristics were praiseworthy in women: 

“My beloved mother, then, deserves all the more praise, for in modesty, integrity, chastity, submission, woolwork, industry and trustworthiness she was just like other women.”
 

Thus, Josephus' negative description of Queen Alexandra in Antiquities could be due to both the desire to distance Rome's monarchy from the Ptolemaic model as well as the generally lowered status of women in Rome as compared to Hellenistic society.
Lastly, I propose that contemporary historical accounts, such as Cassius Dio's Roman History,
 may have shaped Josephus' writings. Although written more or less one hundred years after Josephus' death (the beginning of the third century), nevertheless, Josephus may have read some of Dio's sources (such as the memoirs of emperors).
 In particular, Dio's in-depth account of the reign of Emperor Augustus (27 BCE-14 CE, books 53-56) and the prominent role it assigns to Livia, the emperor's wife, may have influenced Josephus' works. Josephus was acquainted with Livia (or rather Julia - as she was later called) and mentions her several times in Antiquities as a friend and ally of Herod. She sent treasures from Rome for the festivities marking the completion of the construction of Caesarea (Ant. 16:139); she convinced Herod's sister, Salome, to marry his friend Alexas, as Herod desired (War 1:566 [here she is called Livia], Ant. 17:10); and Herod bequeathed to her five hundred talents (Ant. 17:146) or five million pieces of silver (Ant. 17:190).  Overall, Josephus' attitude towards Livia is quite positive and several incidents in the life of Livia parallel descriptions of Queen Alexandra in Antiquities.
For example, Livia advises Augustus to pardon Cornelius, the son of the daughter of Pompey the Great, who was suspected of plotting against the emperor's life. Livia believed that by absolving Cornelius, Augustus would transform an assumed enemy into an ally (Roman History 55.14-22). In Antiquities the roles are reversed and Alexander Jannaeus advises Queen Alexandra to give the Pharisees a certain measure of power and thereby ensure their support of her reign (Ant. 13:401, 405).  
Livia declares that "We have many soldiers who protect us, some arrayed against foreign foes and others about your person, and also a large retinue, so that by their help we may live in security both at home and abroad" (55.15.3). According to Josephus, Queen Alexandra strengthened the army to ensure security: "[she] recruited a large force of mercenaries and also made her own force twice as large with the result that she struck terror into the local rulers round her..." (Ant. 13:409). 
Finally, Alexander Jannaeus' advice to Queen Alexandra on his deathbed, as related in Antiquities (it is absent in War), bears a striking resemblance to the tactic Livia employs following Augustus' death: "His [Augustus'] death, however, was not immediately made public; for Livia, fearing that as Tiberius was still in Dalmatia there might be some uprising, concealed ( the fact until he arrived. This, at any rate, is the statement made by most writers, and the more trustworthy ones; but there are some who have affirmed that Tiberius was present during the emperor's illness, and received some injunctions from him." (Roman History 56.3.1) And Josephus states: "Thereupon he advised her to follow his suggestions for keeping the throne secure for herself and her children and to conceal ( his death from the soldiers until she had captured the fortress" (Ant. 13:400). This strategy led to Alexander Jannaeus' being given "a more splendid burial than had been given any of the kings before him" (Ant. 13: 406). Likewise, splendid posthumous honors were bestowed upon Augustus: "A shrine voted by the senate and built by Livia and Tiberius was erected to the dead emperor in Rome…they placed a golden image of him on a couch in the temple of Mars, and to this they paid all the honours that they were afterwards to give to his statue." [Roman History 56.46.3-4]

To conclude, several factors may explain the change in Josephus' portrait of Queen Alexandra – from a laudatory depiction in his earlier work, Jewish War, to an extremely critical portrayal later on in Antiquities. Two factors are connected to Josephus' reliance on various historical sources – the writings of Nicolaus of Damascus and perhaps the testimony later used by the Roman historian Cassius Dio – which he integrated into his works. Yet a third factor, the general attitude of Roman society towards women and power, may have possibly influenced and even changed Josephus' own opinion of Queen Alexandra, which was then expressed in his writings.
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