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ZENOBIA, QUEEN OF PALMYRA

Mary Tutton

We all know that David and
Samuel Powers named our village
after a biblical oasis in the desert. Its
biblical name, and the name used by
its ancient and contemporary
inhabitants, is “Tadmor.” The Powers
brothers chose the name used by the
ancient Greeks and Romans:
“Palmyra,” city of palms. While we
don’t have outdoor palm trees, we do
have a number of springs amidst sandy
soil, and who will argue against being
named after the richest, most beautiful
and powerful city in the ancient
world?

Palmyra is located at the
northern edge of the Syrian Desert.
Behind it is a mountain range from
which water once drained into the city.
There were also a number of sulfur
springs within its thirteen mile-long
surrounding walls. It was a vital part
of the Silk Route along which camel
caravans carried the riches of China,
India and Persia to Phoenicia, Petra
and Arabia. The desert trail from the
Euphrates to Palmyra took four days
by camel and the sight of Palmyra’s
towering palms was a welcome one to
the weary travelers.

Not only was the oasis city a
refuge from the barren desert, it was a
lively trading center in its own right.
Its leading citizens were merchants

and their shops lined the pillared main
street of Palmyra. Silks, jewels,
perfumes and the products of Rome
were interchanged and the tariffs
charged by the merchants enriched the

city.

Zenobia takes her last look at Palmyra. By Herbert
Schmalz

While technically a Roman
colony, Palmyra was allowed total
independence. She had her own
council, taxing body and army. She
made her own laws based on those of
Greece and Rome as well as of Persia.




Politically, Palmyra became a
go-between for the Romans and their
enemies in Persia. The Romans tried
to use Palmyra as a center of action for
their war against Parthia (now part of
Iran). For a while Palmyra housed a
garrison of Roman soldiers and
provided them with horses and some
of her renowned soldiers. Once Rome
realized she couldn’t conquer Parthia,
Palmyra became an important buffer
state between the two empires.

All this time Palmyra was
growing richer and richer. Her main
street was lined with 375 columns of
rosy-white limestone. Many beautiful
houses were built near the springs and
from their balconies the wealthy
inhabitants could watch the caravans
pass by. Monumental tombs were built
near the city to house the dignitaries
and their families in the after-life.
Palmyra showed tolerance toward
many religions and had a good-sized
Jewish community.

In 238 AD Palmyra’s ruler,
Septimus Odaenathus, was named by
the Roman Emperor “King of Kings.”
With the help of his wife, Zenobia, he
extended his power over Syria and the
Roman Orient. Odaenathus and his
son by his first wife were assassinated
by one of his nephews. He was then
succeeded by his young son,
Vaballath, under the regency of the
boy’s mother, Zenobia. By 270 AD
the two of them had created an empire
comprising Syria, Asia Minor and
Egypt.

King Odaenathus first saw
Zenobia when, searching for recruits for
his army, he visited her father, a
Bedouin chief. Her mother was Greek
and claimed descent from Cleopatra.
Zenobia at 18 was, some say, the most
beautiful woman in a land of beautiful
women. An ancient historian described
her as, “the most beautiful,” and “of an
incredible attraction,” with “eyes black
and powerful beyond the usual wont,
teeth so white that many believed she
wore pearls in her mouth, complexion
wonderfully dark...” Added to her
beauty was extreme intelligence,
physical fortitude and daring. After
their marriage Zenobia would
accompany her husband on hunting trips
enduring heat, rain and other hardships
in pursuit of lions, panthers and bears.
She also accompanied him on his
military sorties riding horseback like a
soldier rather than by coach.

As a leader she proved to be
unusually wise and well-educated. She
surrounded herself with philosophers
and religious leaders and was fluent in
Greek, Aramaic, Egyptian and Latin.
Her respect for the Jews caused a writer
of the Talmud to name her “Protectoress
of Jewish Rabbis.”

Immediately after her husband’s
death, Zenobia showed her insatiable
ambition by setting out, with her son, to
conquer Egypt. Taking advantage of the
fact that Rome was preoccupied in
defending its empire from the Goths,
Zenobia annexed most of Syria.
Through conquest she acquired the
lands from Egypt north to the Bosphorus






