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Kenneth Atkinson, "None of the Weakness of Her Sex": Uncovering a Lost Chapter in Women's 

Studies1 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

From 76-67 BCE a remarkable woman governed ancient Israel as its sole ruler - Queen Salome 

Alexandra. After the death of her husband, King Alexander Jannaeus, the country was on the 

verge of civil war. Jannaeus had ruthlessly persecuted his religious enemies. Salome Alexandra 

assumed power, competently reformed the government, and inaugurated fiscal and political 

policies that led to what was likely the most prosperous and peaceful period in ancient Israel's 

history. By examining the life and times of Salome Alexandra, this study will hopefully bring to 

light the achievements of this amazing woman that have been neglected by scholars of women's 

studies and history, and in the process uncover a unique period during which women attained 

unprecedented freedoms and reigned over men. 

 

 

The study of history is the best medicine for a sick mind; for in history you have a record of 

the infinite variety of human experience plainly set out for all to see; and in that record you 

can find yourself and your country both examples and warnings; fine things to take as models, 

base things rotten through and through, to avoid. 

 

Livy, History of Rome, (Preface 10) 

 

The Florentine writer Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375 CE) was inspired by his mentor 

Petrarch's De viris illustribus (Lives of Famous Men) to write a similar study devoted to 

biographies of important women. His book, De mulieribus claris (Famous Women), became the 

first work of Western Literature devoted exclusively to women. Although once widely popular, 

Boccaccio's composition has become almost unknown today and is seldom read by students of 

Gender Studies or the Humanities. In this inaugural issue of the University of Northern Iowa's 

new journal of research, scholarship, and creative activity, Universitas, I would like to introduce 

readers to the life of an important woman not only neglected by Boccaccio, but also by 

contemporary scholars of women's studies. The subject of this essay, Salome Alexandra, was 

married to the king of ancient Israel for twenty-seven years and amazingly took his place as her 
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country's sole ruler from 76-67 BCE. Despite this extraordinary achievement, no scholar has ever 

written a biography devoted to her life. Today, Salome Alexandra is a forgotten queen and a 

neglected pioneer who defied the social and religious conventions of her day and ruled over men. 

Salome Alexandra lived in an era when women were prized for their beauty, yet we have no 

description of her appearance. As a female, her conduct was expected to enhance her husband's 

role, or serve as a distraction from his flaws. Salome Alexandra greatly surpassed her spouse, 

King Alexander Jannaeus, by succeeding him as monarch and becoming the most successful 

ruler in ancient Israel's history. Unfortunately, this unprecedented achievement is why we know 

so little about her life and times; she was vilified for succeeding where her husband and 

predecessors had failed. Later historians sought to erase her contributions from history and 

omitted most of her reign from their accounts. They were so successful that we not only have no 

idea as to when Salome Alexandra was born, but we are even uncertain of her true name. 

Recently, scraps of parchment from a long-forgotten library in the Judean Desert, known as the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, have begun to reveal lost episodes of Salome Alexandra's life and, for the first 

time, what may have been her actual name. In this article I hope to disclose more than Salome 

Alexandra's name and uncover a lost chapter in women's studies by highlighting a few 

achievements of this remarkable woman who defied the odds to become the last sole ruler of an 

independent nation of Israel. 

An Inauspicious Beginning 

Salome Alexandra was born sometime in the first century BCE in ancient Israel, which was also 

known as Judea. The Romans later called this land Palestine. Women of Salome Alexandra's 

time were expected to bear sons. Later Jewish tradition even equated the failure to bear a male 

child with death.2 This stigma began immediately since, according to Scripture, all mothers were 

ritually unclean following birth. If a woman delivered a daughter, her period of uncleanliness 

was doubled.3 Although we do not know whether Salome Alexandra was the eldest child in her 

family, or if she had brothers or sisters, her birth undoubtedly brought sadness to all: "It is a 

disgrace to be the father of an undisciplined son, and the birth of a daughter is a loss."4 

Daughters in ancient Judean society were largely anonymous in life and death. A recent study of 

the names of Jewish men and women from ancient Israel preserved in texts and inscriptions 

dated to between 330 BCE-200 CE lists only 247 women and 2040 men. These figures are 

startling for what they reveal: if factual, they indicate that women made up only 10.8% of the 

entire population. This is highly unlikely since in both ancient and modern societies women have 

generally comprised 50% of the population. Ancient women were simply not deemed worthy of 

remembrance, which is why their names normally were not recorded in the historical record. In 

the majority of burial inscriptions that mention women, moreover, they are usually identified by 

the name of their father, their husband, and in some instances their son.5 The women of Salome 

Alexandra's day were not individuals, but merely wards of men. 

Examining Salome Alexandra's life is difficult because the ancient sources spell her name many 

ways such as Shel-Zion, Shalmonin, Shalmzi, Shalmza, and Shlamto.6 This bewildering variety 

of names has led the distinguished scholar of ancient Judaism Jacob Neusner to comment that 

Salome Alexandra is "a queen whose name no one can get straight."7 Because there is no 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#2
https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#3
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consistent spelling of her name in the primary sources, and since she was often referred to by her 

first name, it is sometimes difficult to determine whether a writer actually referred to Queen 

Salome Alexandra or to some other woman named Salome. 

Salome Alexandra married into a royal family with a dubious past: the Hasmonean dynasty. The 

Hasmoneans came to power during one of the darkest periods in Judean history. In 167 BCE 

Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the King of the Seleucid Empire of Syria, defiled the Jerusalem Temple 

when he offered sacrifices to the pagan deity Zeus on its altar. He then sought to abolish the 

Jewish faith. A village priest from the little town of Modein named Mattathias rallied his five 

sons and the nation around his leadership and launched a guerrilla war to liberate the country 

from foreign rule. Following his death, Mattathias's son Judas, commonly called Maccabeus 

("the hammer"), succeeded in defeating Antiochus's forces and rededicated the Jerusalem 

Temple. Jews around the world still commemorate this event with an eight day celebration 

known as the festival of Hanukkah or the "Feast of Lights."8 As a result of their victory, 

Mattathias's descendants became the high priests and rulers of the nation. Their successors 

eventually became known as the Hasmoneans in memory of Mattathias's great-grandfather 

"Hashmon."9 

The Hasmonean dynasty into which Salome Alexandra married faced a problem, one that would 

prove especially precarious for a woman, since their positions as both monarch and high priest 

were without scriptural precedent. By biblical tradition, the king of ancient Judea was a 

descendant of the line of King David, while the high priest traced his lineage to the biblical priest 

Aaron or Zadok.10 God had promised David an eternal dynasty of kings, and a son who would 

fulfill his hope of providing God with a Temple in Jerusalem: "He shall build a house for my 

name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever."11 The Davidic dynasty was but a 

distant memory in Salome Alexandra's day. Judea had no king and had long been governed by 

the high priest. Most people were willing to accept the Hasmoneans as high priests since they 

were from a priestly family. The Hasmoneans, however, had no scriptural precedent upon which 

to base their claim to rule since they were not from King David's line. Consequently, the 

Hasmoneans had to convince people to acknowledge their family of warrior priests as sovereigns 

since they were not from the family that God had chosen to govern the nation. 

The early Hasmoneans wisely avoided using the title 'King' since Scripture had restricted this 

office to David's descendants. This changed when Salome Alexandra's brother-in-law, Judah 

Aristobulus, became high priest and ruler. He decided to dispense with the fiction that the 

Hasmoneans were mere high priests and not rulers, and openly proclaimed himself king. His 

unexpected death after a one year reign was likely viewed by many as God's judgment upon the 

Hasmoneans for illicitly combining the powers of religion and state. Salome Alexandra's 

husband, King Alexander Jannaeus, succeeded his brother and also took the title of "king." He 

subsequently came to be one of the most ruthless monarchs in the nation's history, who never 

hesitated to kill anyone who refused to bow to his will. 

Salome Alexandra first appears in the historical record as the spouse of the future king of Judea, 

Alexander Jannaeus. Josephus, the major historian of the period, failed to provide the date of her 

birth, the names of her parents, or any information about her background. We are uncertain 

whether Salome Alexandra was related to the Hasmoneans or simply married into the family. 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#8
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Since she later ruled herself, it is very likely that Hasmonean royal blood flowed through her 

veins. However, this is mere speculation as her pedigree is a mystery that likely has been lost to 

us forever. The only chronological information Josephus provided about Salome Alexandra is a 

brief statement that she was seventy-three years old at the time of her death in 67 BCE, which 

would place her birth in 140 BCE.12 Even this date is disputed by scholars, some of whom 

suggest that she must have been much younger at the time of her death.13 This brief 

chronological information may account for Josephus's reticence. If one compares this date with 

the ages of her children and husband as recorded by Josephus, it would indicate that Salome 

Alexandra was twenty-nine years old at the time of her marriage to Alexander Jannaeus, who 

was amazingly only seventeen or fifteen. This age discrepancy would have been quite 

remarkable in antiquity and demands an explanation. The fact that Josephus chose not to 

comment upon this unusual royal marriage may suggest that Alexander Jannaeus's parents 

thought it best, for reasons perhaps cautiously unstated, to marry their young and inexperienced 

son to a more mature woman. Josephus's reticence also leaves unanswered the question as to 

why Salome Alexandra, at a time when women married quite young, was still single. The events 

of her later reign hint that she may have been too powerful a personality for anyone other than a 

royal to wed. The irony was that the Hasmoneans, many of whom exercised their rule through 

force, eventually chose this powerful woman to save their dynasty. Salome Alexandra proved to 

be a remarkable woman who had the good fortune to have been born during an equally 

remarkable time. 

Salome Alexandra was fortunate to have been born during the Hellenistic period, which was the 

era when virtually the entire Near East came under the sway of Greek culture. During the 

Hellenistic period many upper class women received an education. A few even became known 

for their scholarship such as Hestiaea, who wrote a book examining the Trojan War, and 

Diophila, an author of a poem about astronomy. In Hellenistic Egypt, which had a great 

influence upon Judean society, boys and girls from privileged families received the same 

curriculum of reading and writing. Girls also studied music, which required the ability to read 

words and understand musical notation. We have evidence that some women became painters, 

although it is uncertain if they acquired this talent from school or learned it from their artisan 

fathers. Many first century BCE philosophical treatises were written by women, some of whom 

adopted pseudonyms of earlier female disciples or relatives of the great philosopher Pythagoras. 

Women in Egypt frequently held positions of power.14 Salome Alexandra likely knew several 

articulate and highly literate women from the Egyptian royal family who, like her, also ruled 

over men.15 

According to Josephus, Salome Alexandra became queen under unusual circumstances. Her 

brother-in-law, Judah Aristobulus, had imprisoned her husband Alexander Jannaeus along with 

all but one of his brothers when he became king. Judah Aristobulus only allowed his brother 

Antigonus to remain free. Both quickly came to distrust one another. Before Judah Aristobulus's 

unexpected death, his wife Salina conspired to have Antigonus murdered. When Judah 

Aristobulus died, Salina released her husband's three remaining brothers from prison and, 

according to Josephus, "appointed as king Jannaeus, also known as Alexander, who was best 

fitted for this office by reason of his age and his evenness of temper."16 Thanks to her sister-in-

law, the thirty-seven year old Salome Alexandra was now the wife of the nation's new king and 

high priest.17 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#12
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Although Josephus is remarkably reticent about the circumstances that led to Alexander Jannaeus 

becoming king, he clearly stated that Salina was in charge of appointing the new monarch. 

Presumably, Salome Alexandra was also somehow involved. She undoubtedly looked to Salina 

for protection during the turbulent year when her husband was in prison. Because Alexander 

Jannaeus had been incarcerated during Judah Aristobulus's entire reign, he must have relied upon 

both Salina and Salome Alexandra to determine whom he could trust to place in positions of 

power. Although we can only speculate how much political influence Salome Alexandra wielded 

during her husband's reign, Josephus's account suggests that it may have been considerable since 

even he was forced to acknowledge that with Salina's designation of Alexander Jannaeus as king 

the nation, for the first time in its history, had permitted a woman to determine the next monarch. 

Because Salome Alexandra's sister-in-law Salina could not have placed Alexander Jannaeus 

upon the throne without widespread support, Josephus's account once again concealed the 

obvious fact that a woman had managed to gain the backing of the nation's leading politicians 

and its military. 

A Stable Force Behind An Unstable Monarch 

Alexander Jannaeus spent his first seven years in almost constant warfare. His conquest of the 

Transjordan, to the east, and Gaza, to the south, changed his base of power. Economically, the 

country prospered due to the increased revenues brought into the general economy, as well as the 

royal coffers, from these newly acquired territories. However, many people were displeased at 

Alexander Jannaeus's military successes. He was a man with perhaps too much blood on his 

hands to continue as high priest. Alexander Jannaeus was also too fond of secular pagan culture. 

His coins now bore Greek and Hebrew inscriptions that proclaimed his status as king, but failed 

to mention his position as high priest. Because Alexander Jannaeus was the highest religious 

official in the land, any challenge to his right to supervise the temple could potentially undermine 

his position as king. It was a religious party known as the Pharisees who would come to pose the 

greatest threat to Alexander Jannaeus's reign. 

Josephus wrote that the Pharisees and Sadducees were the two most important religious 

movements during the first century BCE. According to Josephus: 

The Pharisees, who are considered the most accurate interpreters of the laws, 

and hold the position of the leading sect, attribute everything to Fate and to 

God; they hold that to act rightly or otherwise rests, indeed, for the most part 

with men, but that in each action fate cooperates.18 

The Sadducees, on the other hand, rejected many of the Pharisees's most cherished beliefs, such 

as the immortality of the soul, and attributed all human activity to free will and none to 

fate.19 Unlike the Pharisees, the Sadducees held most positions of political influence and 

included the majority of priests who controlled the Temple. The Pharisees had once been 

powerful, but had been superseded by the Sadducees. Since Alexander Jannaeus favored the 

Sadducees, the Pharisees gradually became his most vocal opponents.20 

The Pharisees waited to act until Alexander Jannaeus presided over the Festival of Tabernacles 

in 95 BCE. During this holiday to celebrate the harvest it was a custom to wave a etrog (citron) 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#18
https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#19
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and lulav, a bundle made of palm branches, along with twigs of myrtle and willow to praise God. 

When Alexander Jannaeus in his role as high priest led the worship service in the Jerusalem 

Temple, the Pharisees pelted him with ethrogs. He retaliated by allowing his mercenary troops to 

attack the crowd.21 Six thousand people were killed. Alexander Jannaeus then had a wooden 

barrier constructed around the Temple's altar to protect him from flying objects.22 Only the 

priests were now allowed to pass through this palisade into the Temple's inner court. In the eyes 

of many, Alexander Jannaeus, the high priest, had impeded the people's connection with God 

when he illicitly blocked public access to the sacred altar. 

Despite the calamity of the Festival of Tabernacles, Alexander Jannaeus failed to gauge the 

political situation and realize that the Pharisees were now strongly opposed to his reign. When he 

attacked Obedas I, king of the Nabataean Arabs across the Jordan River to the east, Alexander 

Jannaeus unwittingly fell into an ambush and barely escaped. He managed to retreat with the 

remnants of his army to Jerusalem. The Pharisees saw this as an opportunity to rid the nation of 

their hated king and high priest, whom an increasing number of people now opposed after the 

slaughter during the Festival of Tabernacles. This proved to be the beginning of a nearly six year 

struggle during which Alexander Jannaeus repeatedly used his troops to kill his own people. 

Over fifty thousand Jews perished during his reign. 

The Pharisees in desperation turned to the Syrians, whom the Maccabees had once fought to 

regain their nation's freedom. At the Pharisees' urging, King Demetrius III (Eukairos) of Syria 

agreed to invade Judea and destroy Alexander Jannaeus. His forces met Alexander Jannaeus's 

army in Israel near Shechem. Alexander Jannaeus's army was soundly defeated and forced to flee 

to the mountains. When many of Demetrius's Jewish mercenaries unexpectedly defected to 

Alexander Jannaeus's side, the tide of battle quickly turned and Demetrius retreated home to 

Syria. Alexander Jannaeus then sought revenge. He ordered the crucifixion of 800 Pharisees in 

the center of Jerusalem while he slaughtered their children and wives before their eyes.23 As this 

took place, Alexander Jannaeus openly feasted with his concubines while he watched his 

adversaries die. Josephus wrote that the people now began to refer to Alexander Jannaeus as 

"Thrakidas" (the "Cossack" i.e., the murderer) because he was more of a tyrant than a high 

priest.24 Fearing further atrocities, 8,000 Jews fled the city at night and lived outside of Judea 

until his death. 

Salome Alexandra supported the Pharisees during her husband's entire reign while he backed the 

Sadducees.25 During Alexander Jannaeus' six year struggle with the Pharisees, he remained 

absent from Jerusalem for considerable periods of time as he fought to expand his kingdom. 

Although his period in office was filled with violence, for the most part Josephus did not record 

much trouble in Jerusalem or Judea when the king was away. Moreover, Josephus never revealed 

who was actually in charge during Alexander Jannaeus's frequent campaigns. It is likely that 

Salome Alexandra handled internal political affairs during Alexander Jannaeus's absences. 

Unlike her husband who was widely hated, Josephus commented, "as for the queen herself, she 

was loved by the masses because she was thought to disapprove of the crimes committed by her 

husband."26 

During his final three years (79-76 BCE) in power, Alexander Jannaeus suffered from the 

physical effects of a life time of heavy drinking and a recurrent fever.27 Yet, he continued with 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#21
https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#22
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his policy of military conquest to enlarge the Hasmonean state. Alexander Jannaeus finally 

succumbed to his illness during his siege of the city of Rabaga across the Jordan. According to 

Josephus, Salome Alexandra was with her husband on the field of battle. Just before his death, 

Alexander Jannaeus claimed to feel remorse for his cruel acts. Nevertheless, he remained a 

shrewd politician to the end and struggled to determine how his family would retain power upon 

his death. Although he had two grown sons, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, Alexander Jannaeus 

realized that neither had the temperament necessary to rule. Therefore, he made two requests of 

Salome Alexandra. First, that she conceal his death from his soldiers until she had captured the 

fortress. Second, he urged her to make peace with the Pharisees since without their support she 

and their children could never keep the throne.28 Alexander Jannaeus then designated Salome 

Alexandra as his heir and successor. As her first official act, he urged her to give the Pharisees 

his corpse to do with as they wished. With his final instructions to his wife, Alexander Jannaeus 

died at the age of forty-nine after a twenty-seven year reign (103-76 BCE). 

Josephus's account of Alexander Jannaeus's death provides us with a rare glimpse into the 

political life of Salome Alexandra, one which hints that she had long played a major role in the 

operation of his kingdom. Salome Alexandra kept her husband's demise a secret until the fortress 

of Ragaba was captured. The Pharisees and the people accepted Salome Alexandra as their new 

monarch and her appointment of her eldest son, Hyrcanus, as the high priest. The fact that there 

was no revolt, and the military also recognized her as their soverign, suggests that she already 

had their support long before the battle of Rabaga. Now the offices of monarch and high priest 

were once again separate as they had been during the biblical period, which may possibly 

account for Salome Alexandra's popularity. Salome Alexandra followed her husband's advice 

and delivered his body to the Pharisees, who gave him an exceedingly elaborate royal funeral 

and eulogized him as a just king. This unexpected memorial service was certainly not intended 

for Alexander Jannaeus, but was clearly undertaken to honor his wife. For the first and only time 

in Israel's history, the nation had willingly accepted a woman as their legitimate monarch and 

sole ruler.29 

"None of the Weakness of her sex" 

Salome Alexandra was in almost every respect the opposite of her husband. He was universally 

reviled; she was widely loved. Unlike her spouse, Salome Alexandra never embarrassed the 

nation with any political or sexual scandals. She was deeply religious and a strong supporter of 

the Pharisees. Most important, in the dangerous world of the ancient Near East she was a realist. 

Salome Alexandra recognized that she had to adopt some of her husband's policies and keep a 

strong military, lest neighboring powers seek to annex Judea now that a woman held the reigns 

of power. Nevertheless, she curtailed her husband's endless wars of expansion that had divided 

and almost destroyed the nation in favor of a strong defense. Josephus commented, "she not only 

strengthened her own nation, but became a formidable foe to foreign potentates."30 Moreover, 

Josephus briefly mentioned in passing that Salome Alexandra received hostages from her 

neighbors, but nowhere wrote that she sent hostages to other countries.31 Only a single military 

expedition was undertaken during her reign to prevent a neighboring monarch, the Armenian 

King Tigranes, from seizing her kingdom. Tigranes apparently realized that Salome Alexandra 

was a tougher ruler than he had thought since he signed a peace treaty with her and then 

https://universitas.uni.edu/archive/fall05/kenatkinson.htm#28
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permanently left her territory. Judea was now safe and Salome Alexandra never had to worry 

about any additional foreign invasions or military campaigns during her nine-year reign. 

Salome Alexandra never remarried and retained her position as the nation's sole monarch until 

her death. Often reluctant to praise her, Josephus nevertheless wrote: 

She was a woman who showed none of the weakness of her sex; for being one of 

those inordinately desirous of the power to rule, she showed by her deeds the 

ability to carry out her plans, and at the same time she exposed the folly of those 

men who continually fail to maintain sovereign power.32 

In a sexist society in which only men by biblical precedent could rule, Josephus's latter comment 

is particularly damning for what it suggests about how the public viewed Salome Alexandra's 

husband and contemporaries. Unlike Alexander Jannaeus, who had exhausted and divided the 

nation with continued wars of aggression, Salome Alexandra concentrated on bringing about 

peace and prosperity to her people. Centuries later the authors of the Talmud chose her reign as 

the time of the nation's greatest period of tranquility and commented that while she sat upon the 

throne: 

the grains of wheat were like kidneys, the grains of barley like olives, and the lentils like golden 

denarii; the scribes gathered such grains and preserved samples in order to show future 

generations the effect of sin.33 

Although the fifth century CE writers of the Talmud were aware of Salome Alexandra's 

greatness, she is virtually unknown to contemporary scholars interested in the lives of important 

women and the effects of their deeds upon subsequent history. Yet, this enigmatic passage in 

the Talmud suggests that for centuries many recognized that Salome Alexandra was an 

exceptional woman and regarded her time upon the throne as the nation's golden age, the likes of 

which have never been repeated to the present day. 

Like Father; Like Mother 

Salome Alexandra's two sons, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, shared the differing temperaments of 

their parents. The former took after his mother; the latter mirrored his father. Josephus described 

Hyrcanus as a young man who was incompetent to govern and too lethargic to be concerned with 

public affairs. He was more disposed to the quiet life. Aristobulus, on the other hand, was a 

young "hot-head" and a "man of action and high spirit." Realizing that his temperament was too 

much like his father's, Salome Alexandra confined him to private life.34 She appointed her eldest 

son Hyrcanus as high priest, the position formerly occupied by his father, since the Bible 

mandated that this office be held by a male. 

Like his mother, Hyrcanus was a Pharisee and began to restore abandoned Pharisaic customs to 

the Temple liturgy. The Talmudic authors not only viewed Salome Alexandra's reign as the time 

of Judea's greatest prosperity, but they also praised her alliance with Simeon ben Shetah, the 

leading Pharisee of the day. Simeon and Salome Alexandra were so close that later writers 

assumed that they were brother and sister. Simeon reformed the court system by placing more 
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Pharisees in it and altered the Jewish wedding ceremony by introducing the ketubah, the 

document that specified the obligations of the groom toward his bride.35According to tradition, 

Simeon required children to attend schools; a decree that presumably included young girls.36 Life 

for women, as well as children, greatly improved under Queen Salome's reign as a result of the 

judicial reforms instituted by Simeon. The nation was so pleased with Salome Alexandra's 

policies and religiosity that they accepted her decision to appoint the high priest. Aristobulus was 

not willing to accept this situation and not only became his mother's most dangerous enemy, but 

led the country to its ruin. 

Aristobulus must have been a constant source of grief for Salome Alexandra. Unlike Hyrcanus, 

who was clearly her favorite son, Aristobulus proved to be too much like his father to trust. He 

was, moreover, a Sadducee.37 Nevertheless, Salome Alexandra must have loved both of her sons 

deeply, but realized that they hated one another. When archaeologists excavated the magnificent 

winter palace of the Hasmoneans in the warm desert oasis of Jericho, they uncovered two 

identical adjacent complexes that Salome Alexandra built for Hyrcanus and 

Aristobulus.38 Salome Alexandra apparently realized that she had to keep her two sons apart 

from one another even in their leisure time. While she sought to provide both with the same 

comforts and amenities, Hyrcanus was clearly her favorite. As high priest, he was the most 

important male in the kingdom and the nation's primary connection with God since he supervised 

the Temple. According to Josephus, Aristobulus "let it be plainly seen that if only he should get 

the opportunity, he would not leave his mother any power at all."39 

Aristobulus's hatred for his mother blinded him to the potential consequences of his actions. The 

Sadducees used this to their advantage and sought Aristobulus's assistance to help them 

undermine her reign. Aristobulus was an eloquent spokesman for their cause. He had learned the 

game of politics from his father. He increasingly began to denounce his mother for allowing the 

Pharisees to execute those responsible for the mass crucifixion during Alexander Jannaeus's 

reign. In a speech against his mother, Aristobulus laid bare the real source of contention between 

the Sadducees and Pharisees; he admitted that the Sadducees were to a great extent responsible 

for their present misfortunes because they had allowed a woman to reign "when her sons were in 

the prime of their life."40 For Aristobulus, his mother could not govern: for Hyrcanus, only his 

mother had the aptitude and trust to rule. In the eyes of the people, Salome Alexandra remained 

their choice to preside over the nation. 

Salome Alexandra's Final Years 

Josephus's account of Salome Alexandra's time in power is remarkable for its brevity. His report 

of her entire nine-year tenure upon the throne is slightly shorter than his narrative of the one-year 

reign of her brother-in-law Aristobulus. Josephus, for the most part, skipped virtually Salome 

Alexandra's entire life with the exception of her problematic relation with Aristobulus and then 

shifted the focus of his narrative to her final days. Yet, even his brief account is astonishing for 

what it revealed, namely that the nation preferred the leadership of a woman to a government led 

by a Hasmonean male. 

Salome Alexandra became ill at seventy-three years of age in 69 BCE. Aristobulus decided that 

the time was right to seize power and prevent his brother from assuming the throne. He slipped 
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away from Jerusalem during the night and went to the desert fortresses where, Josephus tells us, 

his father's friends had been stationed. Salome Alexandra learned of Aristobulus's flight in the 

morning. For a time she did not realize that Aristobulus had left to start a revolt. Salome 

Alexandra and her people, however, quickly came to realize that civil war was at hand. The 

nation feared that Aristobulus and his Sadducean allies would take revenge upon the Pharisees 

for their domination of the country during his mother's reign. 

Hyrcanus and the nation's leadership came to Salome Alexandra and begged her to take action. 

They told her that Aristobulus was now in control of several fortresses and their armament. Yet, 

they said that it was her decision to determine the necessary course of action they should 

undertake. Like her husband, Salome Alexandra summoned the necessary courage to remain a 

strong ruler while gravely ill and managed to handle affairs while on her deathbed. She ordered 

Hyrcanus and her officials to use any means necessary to quell the rebellion. In her last hours as 

she began to decline in strength, she continued to encourage Hyrcanus and the nation to resist 

Aristobulus's coup. 

Upon Salome Alexandra's death, Hyrcanus immediately took her place as heir and successor to 

his mother's throne. He proclaimed himself both high priest and king, once again uniting the 

powers of religion and state. Aristobulus immediately declared war against his brother. Without 

the strength and wisdom of his mother to guide him, the weak-natured Hyrcanus simply chose 

not to fight. He asked his brother for peace and offered to relinquish to him the offices of king 

and high priest. Hyrcanus and Aristobulus publicly reconciled in the temple. This ceremony 

shocked the nation, for Josephus wrote that Aristobulus's triumph had been unexpected.41 

The status quo would have undoubtedly continued if not for the actions of an unscrupulous 

friend of Hyrcanus, who knew how to use the former high priest's weak disposition to further his 

own political aims. This man, Antipater, was in many respects like Hyrcanus's brother Antipater. 

According to Josephus, while Hyrcanus was a "naturally a decent man" who did not listen to 

slander, Antipater was "by nature a man of action and a trouble-maker" who liked to spread 

malicious gossip.42 Antipater feigned friendship and convinced Hyrcanus to revolt from his 

brother to regain the throne. Hyrcanus followed Antipater's advice, which plunged the nation into 

the worst type of conflict as brother fought against brother, each oblivious to the consequences 

their hatred for one another would ultimately bring to their people. 

The Decline and Fall of Salome Alexandra's Kingdom 

While Judea was convulsed by civil war a new threat descended upon the nation: the might of 

Rome. The Romans used the opportunity occasioned by this conflict to intervene in Judea's 

affairs. In 63 BCE, the Roman general Pompey, assisted by Hyrcanus, besieged Jerusalem. 

Pompey captured the city and dragged Aristobulus, along with his sons and daughters and many 

of his supporters, in chains to Rome for his triumphal celebration.43 Pompey also desecrated the 

Temple when he went into its innermost shrine where only the high priest was permitted to 

enter.44 Although Pompey reappointed Hyrcanus as high priest, he was not allowed to assume his 

former position of king. From henceforth, the Romans would exercise direct control over Israel's 

political affairs.45 The age of the Hasmonean rulers had ended. 
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Antipater quickly came to dominate the weak-willed Hyrcanus and convinced the Romans to 

grant him and his sons greater powers. Antipater's son Herod, known to history as Herod the 

Great, eventually triumphed where his father had only partially succeeded when he persuaded the 

Romans to install him, and later his children, as kings of Israel. The people hated Herod even 

more than the Hasmoneans because he was merely a pawn of Rome. His entire reign proved to 

be quite bloody as he killed many of his opponents, both real and imagined, including some of 

his own children and his favorite wife. Hearing rumors about the birth of a potential rival, Herod 

unsuccessfully attempted to prevent a new king, the infant Jesus, from growing up when he 

ordered the slaying of the children of Bethlehem. Herod's kingdom eventually ended in violence 

as the Romans later replaced his family of Jewish kings with a succession of Roman governors, 

one of whom presided over the crucifixion of Jesus.46 

If Salome Alexandra's children had followed their mother's policies, and put the welfare of their 

nation before their hatred of one another, Antipater and his son Herod would likely have never 

become rulers and perhaps modern history would have been different, for Christianity emerged 

against the backdrop of Roman occupation. Salome Alexandra was the last ruler of an 

independent nation of Israel free from foreign control. Her country would not regain its 

independence until the establishment of the modern nation of Israel in 1948. Unfortunately, none 

of its leaders has thus far managed to bring to this relatively new country the peace and 

prosperity that it once experienced under Salome Alexandra. 

Emerging Chapters in the Story 

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 has led to a reassessment of the roles that women 

held in ancient Judean society at the time of Salome Alexandra. These documents, believed to 

have been written by a celibate community of male monks belonging to a religious movement 

known as the Essenes, contain many texts that mention women. According to some of these 

works, women were permitted to testify against men in judicial proceedings and were members 

of the sect.47 The reference to a female scribe in one Dead Sea Scroll, when read in conjunction 

with other texts that permit women to testify and possess property, suggests that some women 

associated with the Essenes were highly literate and financially independent.48 

The Dead Sea Scrolls, although comprising thousands of fragments of over 800 documents, 

contain only twelve proper names. A few people are mentioned more than once, which brings the 

total to eighteen individuals in the extant corpus.49 Salome Alexandra is not only mentioned 

twice, but her name appears in calendars that document important events in the life of the Essene 

community in the desert settlement of Qumran adjacent to the caves where the Dead Sea Scrolls 

were found. These priceless Scrolls not only show that Salome Alexandra was important to the 

members of this religious sect, but also reveal that her actual name was "Shelamzion."50 Many 

other Scrolls contain allusions to Salome Alexandra and record events that took place during her 

life.51 These texts, most of which were only made available to scholars in 1991, are now 

beginning to yield their secrets along with many new details about Salome Alexandra's life and 

times. 
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Conclusion 

In the past few centuries, stories of great women such as Salome Alexandra have been neglected 

as both Catholic and Protestant political theorists assumed that male government was natural, 

and that gender disorder led to political chaos. Consequently, historians, especially in the 

Victorian era, sought examples from the past to support the confinement of women as natural 

and necessary for historical progress.52 This, however, was not always the case, as seen from the 

lost example of Salome Alexandra who represented one example of a competent woman ruler. 

Not everyone in antiquity ignored the achievements of such remarkable women. The Greek 

writer Herodotus in his Histories, for example, departed from the study of myth to record 

historical facts. In his book, like Boccacio's, Herodotus made women a central theme and 

depicted them as full partners with men in establishing and maintaining the social order.53 With 

the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and additional ancient texts, it is now possible to uncover 

new information about Salome Alexandra that provide another example of an important woman 

who maintained the social order and was willingly accepted by men as their leader. As an 

institution committed to the philosophy that rigorous scholarship is the foundation of all 

excellent teaching, the University of Northern Iowa, as exemplified through the publication of 

this new journal, seeks to provide the people of Iowa and beyond with creative ways to stimulate 

research. I hope that this article will encourage readers of Universitas wherever they may reside 

to support the University of Northern Iowa's mission of teaching through scholarship and 

enhance their own learning and instruction by exploring the lives and contributions of the many 

other neglected women of the ancient world. 

Kenneth Atkinson is an Associate Professor in the Department of Philosophy and Religion at the 

University of Northern Iowa 
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